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  Durell received his orders by phone in London.


  "Cajun?”


  "Here.”


  "London Central. A seat has been reserved for you on Olympic Airways Flight 524.”


  "Somebody goofed. Olympic doesn’t serve Mobundu.”


  "It serves Athens,” the voice said.


  Durell spoke in a dry tone: "This is your way of telling me there has been a change of plans?”


  "The situation with Field Marshal Azo Ausi has been stabilized, for the present. Mobundu will hold.”


  As chief field agent for K Section, the trouble-shooting arm of the CIA, Durell had spent the last two weeks backgrounding himself for a mission to that East African country, formerly part of the British Empire. Now his mind raced over the patterns of clan ties, family relationships, blood feuds and power struggles that he had learned.


  "What time does my plane leave?” he said.


  "You have”—there was a pause, as if the other were reading a watch—"exactly thirty-seven minutes to get aboard.”


  "That urgent?”


  "Consider your Q Clearance in full effect, Cajun. Marty Stone will brief you in Athens. Tallyho, as the Redcoats say.”


  Durell’s blue eyes darkened almost to black, as they often did when thoughtful or troubled. He pushed his fingers through a cap of thick, black hair, shot with gray at the temples.


  Full Q Clearance. It meant to expect trouble in double portions—and not to be overly concerned with niceties in responding. The designation was never committed in writing. It was entrusted only to the most experienced and professional agents, for it put them above the law, as far as K Section was concerned. Only one prohibition remained: "Thou shall not get caught.”


  Durell was packed in ten minutes.


  



  It was close to nine o’clock when Durell landed at the Eastern Terminal of Ellinikon Airport, south of Athens. He stowed his luggage in a locker and exchanged a small amount of currency for drachmas. He kept most of his money in American dollars, because he had no idea at the moment what his ultimate destination might be. That was no problem: he felt at ease almost anywhere in the world, was master of a dozen languages and a score of dialects. What was more, the same mind that had put him through Yale Law School with honors had acquired a quick grasp of the finer points of custom and culture in whatever exotic or godforsaken land he found himself.


  His taxi deposited him in Athens’ hectic Syntagma Square. Across the street was the Hellenic Parliament Building, once the Royal Palace. Evzones dressed in traditional fez, pleated skirt and pompons guarded the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, faces blank against a throng of pedestrians.


  He was adept at the bland mannerisms of anonymity. Despite his big frame—over six feet tall and heavily muscled—he seemed to fade into the crowd, then paused. His cool eyes surveyed the street with brief, blue intensity.


  There was every reason for caution.


  He had threaded the hot and deadly shadows of international intrigue for more years than he cared to remember. In the headquarters of K Section, at No. 20 Annapolis Street in Washington, D.C., was an incredibly sophisticated computer. At intervals, almost as an afterthought, it spewed out his survival factor. The number had become meaningless, nothing more than a decimal-point concession to the fact that he was alive at the moment of issue.


  He did not think he had been followed.


  From a kiosk newsstand he telephoned Martin Stone, who had taken over as Athens Control since the retirement of Durell’s old friend, Mike Xanakias. "Have you been told anything?” Marty said.


  "Nothing.”


  "There’s been a short delay. Some people can’t seem to get their act together.”


  Durell asked no questions. He held the greasy receiver against his ear and waited for Marty to go on, as traffic bleated and hooted around the square. The kiosk did a brisk business in snacks, sodas and plaster statuettes of Athena. It seemed to stock everything from transistor radios to thumbtacks.


  . "Why don’t you come out to the house and have a drink with Polly and me?” Marty said.


  "Thanks, no.”


  "There’s plenty of time. We’re to meet another party at the Acropolis at eleven—it’s open until midnight when the moon’s full. We can get lost in the crowd.” "I’ll wait here,” Durell said. His eyes roamed over the tourists who filled chairs of outdoor cafes. It was a good place to stay out of trouble, open and full of potential witnesses. Those on the other side, whoever they were, would keep their distance.


  Marty sounded disappointed. "I’ll come downtown, then. We ought to talk, beforehand.”


  "Fine,” Durell said, and hung up.


  It was sweltering, even for Athens, as he strolled across the square with its orange trees and lighted fountain. The fine mist of the fountain that carried down to him was a sweet coolness on his lips and cheeks. He would have unbuttoned the jacket of the blue summer-weight suit, but he carried a snub-nosed .38 S&W under his arm, and that might have been too revealing. A sponge vendor thrust a string of wares in his face, shouting encouragement to buy. "Óchi, no!” he snapped, and selected a seat at one of hundreds of outdoor tables maintained by the haughty King George II and Grande Bretagne hotels. Stunning prostitutes lounged in taxis in front of the hotel entrances, across the street.


  A waiter took his order for a carafe of retsína wine, a tangy, resinated beverage adored by the Greeks since ancient times, when wine had been stored in pinewood casks sealed with resin.


  Three-quarters of an hour passed before Marty arrived.


  He had straight black hair and a red mustache and intelligent gray eyes that seemed to smile even when he was not smiling. He was likable, and could be quite deadly. A few seasons ago, he had been an Ivy League quarterback. As a Rhodes scholar he already had been linked with K Section—strictly confidentially, of course. He wore conservative clothing with impeccable taste: white shirt, school tie and suit of gunsmoke gray at the moment. Durell knew of only one flaw in his taste. Marty imbibed cognac in the Greek fashion, dipping sugar cubes in it and sucking them loudly, as he now was doing.


  Durell spoke with his eyes on the throng. "You’re not being shadowed? You took the normal precautions?”


  Marty’s tone was respectful: "My trail is clean and clear, Cajun. Sorry I took so long. There’s been another change of plans.” He dabbed at his fingers with a crisp white handkerchief. "Now they want to move the meeting up.”


  "I’m ready. We can walk to the Acropolis from here."


  "We have a minute. Ever hear of Aleksei Lazeishvili?”


  Durell’s eyes narrowed. "The Russian dissident leader?”


  "The same.”


  "Nuclear physics. In his late forties. Chaired the White Door Group at Ust-Aldan in the Verkhoyansk Mountains, which at last report had produced breakthroughs too numerous to mention in application of high-energy, subatomic particles to research and military purposes—which we, unfortunately, were not made privy to. Many awards, most recently nomination for a Nobel Prize. And then—”


  "And then the roof fell in,” Marty supplied. "He thought he was big enough to speak his mind—but nobody in the USSR is that big.”


  Durell was somber. "He had everything but his personal freedom, his civil liberties. What happened to him?”


  "He’s coming out.”


  "Exiled?”


  Marty’s voice was excited. "Hell, no. He knows too much for them to do that.”


  "When is he coming?”


  "He’s out already, only—”


  "Only what?” Durell demanded, impatient and irritable.


  "I’m sorry. All right.” Marty gestured, his palms close together before him, and glanced left and right.


  "He’s lost—I mean, no one knows what’s happened to him. He was aboard a freighter, the Nereid, Greek-owned. Smuggled aboard in Odessa, and now the goddamn ship has disappeared.”


  Durell sat back in his chair, disappointed. "You want the Navy,” he said.


  "I wish it was in the Navy’s lap—but it’s our baby.”


  "Who set it up?” It might have been Bill Stuart in West Germany or Chris Stanfield in Vienna. Nothing either had done lately had gone right.


  He was surprised, when Marty said: "The Human Rights Congress—a private organization.”


  Durell sipped his wine. He’d heard of the HRC. It was funded by donations, and international in scope. He told Marty: "Wasn’t that set up to monitor compliance with the Helsinki Accords on Human Rights? But it has branched out. I remember a stink it raised last year in Chile about political prisoners.”


  Marty snorted: "They should have stuck to signing petitions and buying ads in the New York Times. They have a world Who’s Who of board members to get them notice.”


  "If we know they took him, the Russians do, too,” Durell said.


  Marty shrugged and lifted his shaggy red brows. "Just as well count on it,” he said.


  Durell’s tone was bleak. "And the laugh is on Lazeishvili,” he said.


  He considered the situation, as a vendor of lottery tickets circulated past his table. He had admired Lazeishvili for his struggle to alter a system against insurmountable odds, just to bring a breath of freedom, one ray of hope.


  The air over the square was full of noise and fumes. Tall buildings blocked the Acropolis from view, but he could see the glow of St. George’s Chapel, near the peak of Mount Lycabettus.


  The moon had risen, pale as death.


  Street illumination effectively blotted out the stars.


  Marty spoke: "We knew over a week ago that the HRC would try to spirit Lazeishvili out of the country. We might have intervened—we could have brought him out more safely and surely, if he had trusted us. It was a policy decision not to approach him. Nobody in Washington wanted a flap between the CIA and HRC, which could claim we were trying to steal the man, and then bad-mouth us to an eager audience all over the world. So we stood aside. But we kept an eye on the Nereid’s progress through Greek waters—we used spotters furnished by Greek Intelligence. All looked well, until the ship failed to show up in the Corinth Canal. She had simply vanished, without warning.


  "The HRC is begging us for help,” Marty continued, "but it’s a delicate situation. He may not wish to come to us, assuming he’s still alive. That was the lure of the HRC for him: he could come out, escape a labor camp or mental institution—which is definitely what the KGB had in mind for him—and still not sell out to the United States. He’s an ardent communist. But Sugar Cube sees no reason why we shouldn’t derive a propaganda advantage, if we can get him to cooperate.”


  "Propaganda? The man’s a Russian patriot, and Sugar Cube knows it. Somebody wants to pick his brains.”


  "It’s not for you and me to decide, is it? We just do our jobs.”


  Durell sighed. "Who was to get him?”


  "Don’t know. Maybe the Swiss. The Swedes.” Marty took a breath. "Your job is just to make sure somebody does before the KGB catches up to him.”


  "They’ll play it safe,” Durell said.


  "They’ll kill him, if they can.”


  Durell thought a moment. "But you told me the ship has vanished.”


  "We’ll go into that when we get to the Acropolis. There is hope. It came to us in the form of something we code-named the Mermaid Memo.” Marty got out of his chair. "Let’s go sightseeing.”


  "I’ll follow behind you,” Durell said.


  "You don’t ever loosen up, do you, Cajun?”


  "No.”


  



  They went out of the area of airline offices and chic shops, past the side entrance to the American Express office and down Mitropoleos Street, Marty twenty yards ahead. Just beyond the cathedral he turned up Mnisikleos Street. It was closed to motor vehicles, and very narrow. It led to the bohemian Plaka district, Athens’ oldest quarter, if you didn’t count the Acropolis before temples pushed the village off it. Clashing music attacked Durell’s ears, rebétiko songs and American pop ballads that poured from tavernas and sidewalk cafés. The scent of charcoal and fried octopus wafted from vine-clad terraces and rooftop restaurants where patrons dawdled over their plates to admire the lights of Athens below. Flower vendors and sellers of pistachio nuts hawked their wares on crowded sidewalks, where mod-dressed boys in sunshades kept hopeful eyes peeled for unattached females.


  Durell moved like a shadow among sightseers, strollers and revelers.


  At other times his tall, darkly tanned presence could be striking. Women found him exciting. Men usually felt threatened. He did not hesitate to use either to his advantage. Years of hazards in jungles, deserts and the great cities of the earth, plus uncounted hours of intensive training at K Section’s Maryland "Farm” had taught him to overlook no tool in the pursuit of an objective.


  He had a flair for calculated boldness as well as cunning caution, and might be quite brutal when driven to it. He could kill with a finger, a pin or rolled newspaper, silently and without remorse. Yet he was a complex man. His Grandpa Jonathan, the last of the Mississippi River gamblers, had raised him among the ageless oaks of the Bayou Peche Rouge, aboard the beached side-wheeler Trois Belles, and instilled in him values that saved him from being a ruthless automaton.


  They had been followed from Syntagma Square.


  He closed up on Marty, flipped a penny at his back, caught his eye and nodded behind.


  Marty faded into the entrance of a small restaurant and pretended to read a menu posted on a display window. The doorway steamed with a fragrance of spices, hot cheese and grilling lamb as Durell joined him.


  "No sweat,” Marty said, out of the side of his mouth. "It’s Harry Bricklin, Embassy security man.”


  Durell studied the menu. "Why is he here?”


  "I asked him to cover our rear.”


  "He might as well have a neon hat,” Durell said.


  "There’ll be two more on top, watching the crowd.”


  "It’s like a convention.”


  Marty smiled, but his tone was serious. "We can’t be too careful with these HRC types, Cajun.”


  "That’s who we’re seeing?”


  Marty nodded. "If anything happens to them the heat from Washington will cook me like a chicken on a spit.”


  A long moment of silence passed as Durell looked back down the street. Harry had bought a souvláki pie;


  he loitered in front of an antique store that specialized in blades, scimitars, cutlasses and vicious-looking Turkish knives called yataghans. He munched the pastry and watched the girls as they passed. Durell decided if Marty wanted Harry along, Marty could stay back with him.


  "I’ll lead from here,” he said, confident of his familiarity with the city.


  He went up two sets of broad steps, bore right on a path that gave a view of the theater that Herod Atticus built in memory of his wife, Regilla, in 160 A.D. He came out among taxis and tour buses parked below the entrance to the Acropolis. A wheeled refreshment stand and souvenir booths lent a carnival atmosphere. He waited for Marty, and together they entered through the Propylaea, with the Temple of Athena Nike on their right.


  A tour guide spoke in French to a covey of shadowy followers, her coy tone only partly masking rote repetition: "Much restoration has been necessary here. The Propylaea, or processional entrance, was begun in 482 B.C. and stood until 1656, when the Turkish governor fired a gun at the little Church of St. Dimitrios, at the foot of the Acropolis, in anger at the noise of a festival. Perhaps the cannonball struck the Propylaea, although legend says the saint asked Zeus to send a thunderbolt in retaliation. In any event, the Turks had stored their ammunition in the Propylaea, and something caused the place to blow up.” Moving away, Durell heard her add: "The Turks demolished the little Temple of Athena Nike in 1867 to make room for a cannon.”


  The enormous stone surface of the Acropolis was rutted and pitted, littered with marble chunks from ancient temples. Phrases in a dozen different languages mingled as hundreds of dark figures picked their way in the moonlight. There was no illumination up here save the firefly glow of cigarettes, or the rare pop of a forbidden flashbulb.


  Marty hesitated. "I can’t pick out Harry,” he said.


  "Amazing,” Durell replied acidly.


  "Let’s go ahead,” Marty said.


  The chipped columns of the Parthenon shone with massive beauty in the frosty radiance. As much as the art, Durell admired as always the sheer stubborn strength of a building that had stood for twenty-five hundred years.


  Marty showed him to a wall that overlooked Athens, spread out in a fiery blanket from here to Lycabettus, the Mountain of Wolves. The man waiting there Marty introduced as Widich Santesson, executive director to the HRC. He was unusually tall, so that Durell had to look up to him, with a spare, athletic frame despite the sixty-odd years that Durell guessed him to be.


  The name was hardly a household word, but it struck a few responsive chords in Durell’s memory. Santesson had been bom at the top of the heap, heir to a hundred-year-old steel manufacturing empire in Sweden. He had never deigned to run for political office, but, owing to his connections, had amused himself in government and world-body appointive positions for many years. At one time or another he had served in the high-echelon bureaucracy of the United Nations, as well as the World Bank. He had the lordly air of a man who expected things to happen when he snapped his fingers, and was somewhat formal in an old-fashioned, courtly way.


  "Where is Mr. O’Dell?” Marty asked, after the introductions.


  "Detained by the Countess Aravantinos, probably,” Santesson said. His English was perfect. "She is so damnably talkative at the door, when one is leaving her parties. Particularly when one dares leave before midnight. But then she is so stunningly provocative, if you follow my meaning, that one is tempted to linger.” He gave a sly smile in the moonlight.


  Durell looked at Marty. Marty grinned.


  Marty said to Santesson: "Maybe Mr. O’Dell will forgive us if we begin without him?”


  Durell said: "Let’s take the chance.”


  "Of course, of course,” Santesson replied. "Well. You are acquainted with the aims of my organization?”


  "Yes,” Durell said.


  Santesson raised a finger, and said, in a stem tone: "To bring pressure of moral outrage all over the world to bear on governments responsible for violating the basic rights of their citizens. This year we are concentrating our efforts on the Soviet Union.”


  "This year?” Durell smiled without humor. "And last year?”


  "Chile. Uganda.”


  "Next year?”


  Santesson glanced at Marty; he wasn’t pleased with Durell’s tone. "Wherever we are called,” he said.


  Marty’s two security men paced a few feet away, mingling with passersby who ventured that close. Durell could not tell where Harry was. "What about Aleksei Lazeishvili, the Russian dissident?” he asked.


  "Ah.” Santesson nodded. "Mr. Lazeishvili was in immediate danger of arrest. This was an opportunity for us to display our resolve with more than words.”


  "But something went wrong?” Durell said.


  A voice at his back replied, in a flat and rather bored way: "Indeed? Well, it hardly matters now, does it? The cavalry has arrived, in the form of Mr. Sam Durell. I’m sure everything will be peachy.”


  Durell twisted around to see Link O’Dell, accompanied to the wall by one of Marty’s subordinates. He spoke a bit loudly. Durell wondered if he were drunk. A pull at a long cigarette lighted O’Dell’s face and showed a lean visage with a pencil mustache and one brow raised above hooded, disdainful eyes. There was something falconlike about the sharp facial bones, and Durell found his long hand light and dry, like a bird’s wing, although its grip was strong enough.


  Durell knew something of O’Dell, as well as Santesson. When someone of his prominence fled to Sweden to avoid the draft at the height of the Vietnam War, it had made all the headlines. Especially since his family’s chemical companies manufactured a large percentage of munitions used to carry on that conflict.


  "Mr. O’Dell is HRC’s coordinator for the Mediterranean region,” Santesson said.


  "It’s a shame about Lazeishvili. I admired him,” Durell told the youthful Link.


  "Please! Don’t speak of him in the past tense, old boy,” Link said. "I am not accustomed to writing off investments of time or money, and it took both to get Lazeishvili out of Russia.”


  Santesson said: "Mr. O’Dell had direct charge of the operation.”


  Link said: "We know damn well he was smuggled aboard the Nereid successfully. A radio message from our operative, Charles Cullinane, who was aboard the vessel, confirmed that. It was in code, of course.”


  "Of course,” Durell said. "But that’s small comfort, if the ship has vanished.”


  "I do hope you won’t be defeatist, Mr. Durell.” "Make me optimistic,” Durell said.


  Link spoke with a sneer. "I wonder if that’s possible. We were assured you are the best that your agency has to offer, but—”


  Marty cut in: "Let me tell him about the Mermaid Memo, Mr. O’Dell. Sam, it’s a page of the Nereid’s, log—and it washed up on the island of Rhodes.” He took an eager breath. "The Nereid was bound from the Black Sea to Italy, nowhere near Rhodes. The ship must have been diverted. The log could have been thrown overboard, replaced by a counterfeit one to hide the course change.”


  "Who found it?” Durell asked.


  "A girl named Sirena Alatis.”


  "What do you know about her?”


  "Not much. Mr. O’Dell will fill you in later.” Marty hurried on. "She turned it over to the police on the chance that it was important. Greek Intelligence got wind of it through inside channels and passed it on, since they already were cooperating with us. We asked the HRC if it wanted our assistance in finding out what went wrong and, hopefully, locating Lazeishvili,” Marty said.


  "And they jumped at the chance to have us pull their chestnuts out of the fire,” Durell said.


  Link took exception. "Now look here—”


  Durell cut him off. "What was on the page this girl found?”


  "Just routine housekeeping entries,” Marty said. "But there was a notation of the ship’s position the day before the stray page was found. It was fifty-eight nautical miles north of the island.”


  Durell gazed down through the gleaming night. The small, rocky hill to the west, he knew, was the Areopagus, where the oldest Athenian council had met. St. Paul had stood there to deliver his sermons to the Athenians.


  Link said: "The point is that the page turned up at all. It means the ship was in the vicinity, don’t you see? And that Lazeishvili even could be on Rhodes.”


  "It also could mean the ship went down, the log book just part of the debris,” Durell said.


  "No other debris was found,” Marty said. "An air search was ordered. Results negative.”


  Santesson told Durell: "We know you have the option of refusing this assignment. Please don’t. If we lose Aleksei Lazeishvili, it will be a tragedy for the HRC.”


  Durell spoke politely, but bluntly. "The HRC meddled in affairs beyond its competence, sir. But I’ll do what I can, because the real tragedy is Lazeishvili’s.”


  "You’re quite a fellow,” Link said. "I knew the lure of glory would be irresistible.”


  Durell’s eyes turned to obsidian as he checked his hot Cajun temper. "Glory isn’t all I find hard to resist at the moment,” he muttered.


  Marty intervened. "Sam, you will go to Rhodes as soon as you leave here. Link will meet you there later tonight and fill you in with whatever details he has. He’s to be your HRC contact.”


  "I’d rather work alone. No offense,” Durell said.


  Link’s smile was sardonic. "Of course you mean offense, old boy. Never mind. I like spunk.”


  Durell turned a hard face to Marty. "I don’t think I can bear it,” he said.


  Marty rolled smiling eyes. "This is a marriage made—well, not in heaven, exactly, but way, way upstairs. I’m afraid there is no choice, Sam.”


  "Just one question, first of all,” Durell said, turning to the two HRC men. "Has either of you mentioned any of this to anyone anywhere else?”


  "Oh, no,” Santesson pledged.


  "Of course not, dear fellow,” Link agreed.


  "Good.” Durell sucked a long breath. "This is our secret. Got it? Otherwise—”


  One of Marty’s security men had chosen that moment to step in front of Durell, had abruptly stiffened and twisted and tottered toward the group. A chill touched the back of Durell’s neck as the man’s mouth worked soundlessly in a cheesy face, white ringing his eyes, a ragged dark stain spreading down his shirtfront. A second shot blew dust from the wall, just as the man fell at Durell’s feet.


  Durell stiff-armed Link and sent him sprawling, glimpsed Marty wrestle Santesson down without apology. In the same instant, he dived and rolled to the left of the dim silhouette of a man thirty feet away who advanced with an enormously long-barrelled, silenced pistol held before him. It was Harry. He popped away deliberately as he came, the bullets snapping and zinging. Although he had lost the element of surprise, he still had the initiative, and seemed unshakably confident—which might have been justified, if he had taken time to aim carefully.


  As it was, Durell’s .38 was out before he hit the ground. He rolled once, came up on a knee and aimed, bracing the gun with both hands.


  The stubby weapon cracked once, and Harry sat down without bending his knees. Dim moonrays showed bewilderment on his round face.


  Durell waited a moment, ready to fire again, as Harry leaned on an elbow, shook his head, flopped onto his back.


  Everything had happened in seconds. Now a woman screamed, knuckles against her cheeks. There were calls across the great open space of the Acropolis; feet scurried; shadows flitted everywhere between the Parthenon and the bone-colored Porch of the Maidens across the way.


  Durell bent low over Harry’s clouding eyes. There wasn’t much time. The police would be here soon.


  "Who paid you?” he demanded.


  "Russkies.”


  Durell lifted his head. "How did they know?”


  Harry coughed and grinned.


  "How?” Durell repeated.


  "Came through—grapevine. I heard—before—told —me.”


  "You?” Durell was stunned.


  "Was all over—town.”


  Blood came through Harry’s grin, and his neck bent back, and he died.


  Durell looked up and saw Marty. The Control’s eyes hardened; his red mustache was black against a face the white of cooked marrow. He turned on Link O’Dell. "You loose-mouthed son-of-a-bitch,” he snarled.


  "I told only a few friends. Close friends.” Link was defensive, but not particularly apologetic.


  Marty started to go for him, but Durell held him back. "The damage is done. Check the man Harry shot,” he told him.


  "Already did.” Marty’s voice sounded bleak. "He’s dead.”


  "Let the Embassy claim him at the morgue, then.” Durell turned to Link, his tone grim. "In our business it is not enough to be clever; you have to be smart. Lives are at stake. Do you understand?”


  Link nodded; Santesson nodded vigorously.


  "Then split up. Let’s get out of here before the police come.”


  Many of the sightseers had shed their fright by now, and were merely curious. A few had dared to gather near the two bodies and stare, and there was a general drift in that direction, as more were drawn by the sight of a growing crowd. No one knew who Durell and the others were in the darkness.


  No one noticed as they quietly dispersed.


  2


  The other car, a dark-colored Mercedes that might have been blue or black, approached slowly, coming up the lane from the coastal highway.


  Durell saw it through the imperfect screen of an olive grove, in which he had parked. There was a chance it had not followed him—he’d had no hint of it since leaving Rhodes Town in the predawn darkness. Still if it had, he might go unnoticed here in the grove.


  He worked feverishly, retrieving a packaged rubber raft, diving gear and ten-horse outboard from the trunk of his rental Simca. The headlamps on the Mercedes went out as it came on. The sky over the island was growing lighter every moment.


  Durell spared a glance for a large, red-tiled villa that stood above terraces of gardens and swimming pool a couple of hundred yards to his left. There was no sign of activity there.


  The Mercedes slowed uncertainly, its windows a mirror-glaze that Durell’s vision could not penetrate.


  He turned away and hurried through the trees, lugging his equipment awkwardly, and came out on an open headland some hundred feet above the Aegean Sea. Gulls wheeled and called overhead; the thunder of wave against rock was unremitting. The sun was just coming up, and the horizon seemed to catch fire with the dawn.


  He looked back—no one was there.


  Those in the car might have been anyone. Early callers. Or the KGB.


  The breeze was cool out of the receding night, a bit less than comfortable for him in his bathing trunks, as he leaned toward the grassy verge. The cliffs were fox-red in the flat sunbeams. Remains of a Greek temple glowed on another jut of land to the north. Far out on the water a fleet of small fishing boats chuffed homeward after the night’s work. They were painted gay colors: red, green, yellow and blue, like toys.


  Durell could not spot the girl at first, because she was in the water.


  Then she came out, the sea flashing and sparking around her, and ran onto a narrow crescent beach immediately below him.


  He thought he could breathe a little easier for this part of his job—but then his heart almost stopped.


  A short, broad-shouldered man with a wide streak ' of silver in his black hair came out of nowhere, shouted something and brandished a revolver.


  The girl on the beach shouted back, her words blown away on the wind, defiance on her lovely face.


  It turned into a screaming match in a second; then the man pointed the gun at the girl’s chest, and all Durell could do was kick a large stone loose and send it bounding down to the startled man’s feet.


  He saw Durell and ran, disappearing among rocks and boulders at the foot of the cliff.


  Durell scrambled down.


  She watched him from a haughty stance, knuckles on her bikini-clad hips. Her lovingly cared-for body demanded his admiration.


  All he knew about her was what Link had told him. She was in her twenties, schooled in Athens and Switzerland—her family once had money. Her father, an air force major, had come to grief for resisting the military dictatorship and had been murdered in prison, his estate confiscated under a guise of bankruptcy. She had been exiled and spent a couple of years in the U.S., returning to Greece before the junta fell apart in the Cyprus crisis.


  Link had met her a couple of seasons ago, when she sang at the Palace Club in Gstaad.


  "Why don’t you mind your own business?” she called now, when Durell had descended within earshot.


  "I'd call your life my business at this point,” he said as he approached across the narrow sands.


  "I said I would do you a favor; that doesn’t give you the right to meddle.” Her black eyes sparkled with assertiveness and fiery independence. "You are Sam Durell, aren’t you?”


  "And you’re Sirena Alatis, I presume?”


  She ran her gaze up and down his muscular frame. Her eyes flicked from its tanned scar slashes to his face. "I know nothing about you,” she said. Her English was heavily accented, but more than adequate.


  "Maybe you’ll learn more.” He nodded toward the rocks. "Who was the man with the gun?”


  "Costa? My boyfriend. He threatens to kill me all the time. It’s very stimulating.”


  "Costa Panagiotes? The former Greek diplomat? The millionaire who keeps to himself ?” He owned the villa above, Durell knew.


  "He just picks his friends carefully.”


  "And you?”


  She lowered her lids. "I am choosy, too.” She cut her black almond eyes toward the rocks where her lover had vanished and said, sullenly: "But no one owns me. That is what he refuses to learn. He said I came here this morning to meet a man. So what, if I did?”


  Durell felt a start of apprehension. "He knew about us?"


  "Most likely he only guessed—he’s insanely jealous.” She abruptly advanced on Durell. "Let’s give him something to be jealous about,” she said, and opened her arms.


  "Not now, thanks,” he said. His long career had taught him that each player was prone to have his or her own set of rules. If they endured hardship or danger, it probably was not out of devotion to Durell’s cause but from self-interest: lust, greed or revenge. He did not trust her. Moreover, he was remembering the dark Mercedes, somewhere above.


  Her arrogantly sensual lips had fallen open. Her mouth was pink as a cat’s. "You must find me attractive,” she said.


  "I suppose I must, but your other friends make me too nervous to enjoy it. You or Panagiotes were expecting other callers, weren’t you?”


  "At this hour? Don’t be absurd.”


  Durell sighed. "I was afraid of that. Let’s get this raft inflated, and clear out of here.”


  Fifteen minutes later Durell cut the throttle on the little outboard and tapped Sirena’s shoulder. She turned, pulled a black net of windblown hair out of her eyes.


  "Is this about where you found the Mermaid Memo?” he asked.


  "Is that what they call it?”


  Durell nodded. "For the missing freighter, the Nereid. Nereid is Greek for 'mermaid,’ so . . .”


  "It was only a page of its log.”


  "But it was hundreds of miles off-course.”


  "Why should the Americans be interested?”


  "It carried a VIP—a very important person.”


  "Who?” She stared at him with frank curiosity.


  The black material of her bathing suit top looked sufficient for a couple of eye patches, hardly more. Durell pulled his thoughts back from their wanderings, shook his head, and said: "Don’t ask to know more than you should.”


  She surveyed the cliffs. A cap of dark foliage, palms, orange and pomegranate trees, marked the location of Panagiotes’ villa. Her eyes swung to another headland on the left, then to the ruined temple, a mere pile of stones and two golden columns remembering the Trojan War, when Rhodian ships sailed with Agamemnon’s fleet.


  "I was diving,” she said. "It was exactly this time of day. Yes. This is the spot.”


  Out of the tail of his eye Durell caught a distant glint of sunlight on glass. He spoke as he shrugged into the harness of his air-tank. "Think Mr. Panagiotes is watching?” he asked.


  "Who cares?”


  "Someone is.”


  "Let them. Perhaps I shall disrobe.”


  'That wouldn’t take much.”


  "Give them an eyeful.”


  "Maybe a heart attack.”


  She smiled. A slight overbite lent charm to her mouth. Durell did not feel like smiling; he already felt naked, exposed out here on this flat, heaving expanse of cruelly indifferent sea. He judged he was out of gunshot range. Even for a high-powered, scope-sighted hunting rifle—he hoped.


  Sirena spoke as he bellied over the side and lowered flippered feet into the water: "Be careful.”


  "Use the outboard to hold your position against the current. Don’t go anywhere while I’m gone,” he said.


  "I wouldn’t think of it,” she replied.


  



  The rocky bottom was forty feet down, through ragged curtains of fish. It slanted rapidly away on Durell’s right, toward a black abyss that plummeted more than ten thousand feet. A current stronger than he’d expected pressed against him in weighty silence, helping then hindering, as he cast back and forth in the green light. He did not know what he would find, if anything. More pages of the mysterious log, snagged on coral. Jettisoned cargo. The Nereid's sunken hulk . . .


  When half an hour had passed, he was almost prepared to give up. A chill seemed to have crept from the lightless depths on the east right into his bones. The pace of the current had increased while he had tired, and it was a constant battle to keep from being swept out to sea.


  But then he saw the barrel.


  It lay wedged in the sloping rocks, amid spiny sea urchins and scampering hermit crabs.


  Its lid had popped open, but not all the way, and made a sinister, beckoning grin amid the lime and violet-colored wave shadows rippling across the bottom.


  His breathing apparatus hissed and rattled as he angled down. There was no other sound, except the faraway put-put of the little outboard. As he approached nearer, the lay of the bottom channeled the current faster, and it rushed against him like a swollen river, flattening and whipping the scanty growth of black weed. A grip on the barrel kept him in place while he shone a flashlight inside. A fine yellow substance reflected the beam. Behind that was sand, as if the steel container had filled with silt.


  He bent, tugged, swore in his mind, but the lid would not come loose. He was a big man, but he knew his limits. That lid would never budge.


  He read his waterproof chronometer: the tank on his back held air enough for another ten minutes, no more.


  A low vibration, not quite a noise, touched his senses, and he gazed briefly into the haze of distant submarine fields where the smoky abyss shelved off beneath a sunshot layer of green.


  His mind still was on the barrel. It had no marking or label, so he thrust his hand inside, probed the messy, claylike contents and brought out fingers covered with yellow goo.


  The thing that had distracted him before, the shudder that echoed through the water, became more insistent as he studied the muck, thoughtfully rubbed it between thumb and forefinger while the current washed his hand clean. Then he could ignore the noise no longer. He craned his face toward the shore as it abruptly turned into the heavy beat of boat propellers.


  The water trembled to their grinding whine.


  He saw the black hull of a large vessel that surged in his direction.


  Almost at the same time there came a watery crash, and he looked up and saw Sirena’s form emerge from a cocoon of bubbles, her twisted face a mask of terror as she fought to get out of the path of the onrushing hull.


  But there was no time to escape, no place to go. Stark horror and dismay fixed Durell to the spot, still staring up when the ship blotted out the sky. He was tossed and whirled through the water, bounced and pounded against the brutal bottom. He was stunned, but his will to survive had been tested many times: he found sense enough to keep a tight clamp on the breathing-mouthpiece between his jaws. The world went from foggy gray to something in a crazy house mirror, but at least recognizable.


  Silt sparkled around him.


  Bubbles gurgled and spilled from the torn raft as it slithered into the depths.


  Close by, Sirena’s black hair was a lank swirl as her outstretched fingers groped at nothing.


  She was drowning.


  He forced his mind to function, drove to her side, pushed his mouthpiece between her lips. The glossy ripples of the surface seemed a thousand miles away. But for the powerful fins attached to his feet he never would have made it. Up in the air his breath came in hoarse bursts as he jettisoned the useless diving equipment. She spat and clawed, locked the soft strength of her thighs around him, and they went under. He got away from her, gripped a handful of her hair, pulled her up again. She came to the surface coughing, rolled and grabbed for him. He dodged. "Float on your back,” he yelled.


  His command penetrated her panic. "Don’t turn me loose,” she gasped.


  "Don’t waste your breath talking,” he told her, as she lay on her back She had lost the bra to her bathing suit.


  He looked after the black ship that had run the raft down. It had the sleek lines of a private motor yacht as it slowly vanished in the sea haze. His glance went toward the island with its green mountains and smoking breakers. The sea widened visibly between him and the shore, as long minutes ticked away. The current was sweeping them rapidly out to sea. The swell increased; the waves became harder to handle, lifting and dropping and sometimes breaking over them.


  By the time an hour had passed, he weighed their chances darkly, and admitted they were slim. Slim chances were his stock in trade, but the constant effort to keep the girl afloat had taken its toll. Alone, he might have had more reason to hope.


  The weight of near-exhaustion tugged implacably at his arms and legs.


  He thought of the Minoans and Dorians, the Byzantines, Turks and countless others who had died in these reaching depths, and struggled a bit harder.


  Sirena’s mind must have been on a similar track, for she said, in panting breath: "I never thought one got what one deserved in this world—”


  "Don’t talk,” he said.


  But she continued: "The old gods are still up there. Maybe not for you lucky Americans. But for us Greeks, yes. Too busy with their whims and jealousies to care what happens to us.”


  Moments later she slipped under the water, eyes open and white, staring at the sky.


  Durell reached urgently for her, was startled by the stumbling sluggishness of his own body. Then, as if the futile effort had drained his last reserves, his strength simply failed him.


  With astonished disbelief, he sank.


  And the waters closed over his face, far from shore.
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  Durell held Ms breath, fought panic that chilled his veins beneath the waves.


  His hand found a grip in Sirena’s long hair and jerked, yanking her awareness back from oblivion. She renewed a struggle to help him, as he thrashed and kicked wearily toward the surface.


  They used to say a man sank three times before drowning. He’d only been down once, he thought doggedly.


  His body begged for respite.


  His lungs burned for breath.


  Now his arm felt air, and he gave one more kick, aware the reprieve must be brief, even as Sirena’s face broke through the surface beside him.


  But there were voices yelling. He heard them with disbelieving ears. Something snaked out over his head, a rope that made a long splash, at its end the salvation of a life ring. He grabbed the line, pulled toward the ring with one arm around Sirena. She clung to him feebly, the forgotten nudity of her breasts flattened against his ribs, her chest heaving for life.


  With the ring safely in his grasp, Durell took time to look around. He felt weak with joy. He was in the midst of one of those homeward-bound fishing fleets, and a pair of burly, wool-vested Rhodian fishermen was pulling the life ring, hand over hand, toward a small blue and red trawler.


  The fishermen put Durell and Sirena ashore in the cove below the villa, from which the two had started that morning. Despite the sun’s warmth on the sand, she still shivered a bit under a wool blanket they had given her. She wore it doubled, over her shoulders, like an outsized shawl. Durell had offered to pay the men, if they would wait until he went to his car for the money, but one of them had smiled and said if they paid every time they were helped at sea, all fishermen would be in debt the rest of their lives.


  When the boat had sailed away, Sirena knelt on the saffron sand, the yellow blanket a tent around her, and looked up at Durell. "I don’t feel very well,” she said.


  "You drank too much sea-water.” He surveyed the tiresome path he must climb up the cliff.


  "You saved my life.”


  He lowered his gaze toward her. Her long black hair glistened in wet ropes. Droplets of water captured the brilliant Aegean light and flashed copper and blue. "The boat saved us both,” he said. "Chalk it up to luck. Let’s get upstairs.”


  "Wait another minute,” she said. She looked down at the sand, as if studying the small shadow before her knees. The orange light of morning had long since gone. The sun was high, the sky a white brilliance that hammered at the senses.


  "Come on,” Durell said.


  She rose to her feet. "I was never so close to death.”


  "It’s over now.”


  "It makes me want to grasp every moment; surrender to every desire.” The blanket fell away, revealing her golden body.


  "How much brandy did those fishermen give you?”


  Her voice was husky, as she looked up at him, and said: "Hold me?”


  "What about your boyfriend, Panagiotes?”


  "Costa’s harmless.”


  "He had a gun the last time I saw him.” Durell looked around, then started up the path.


  There was anger in Sirena’s voice, as she shouted from behind: "What kind of man are you?”


  "The kind who wants to keep breathing,” he called back. He had enough problems, without inviting the kind an irate lover could offer. He had been shot at last night, run down by a ship this morning. He could hardly wait to see what the afternoon held for him.


  He smelled the smoke before he reached the top of the bluff. Sirena had come on up, indifferent to the exposure of her taut breasts. Durell thought fleetingly that she would enjoy shocking Panagiotes’ butler, although he doubted she could shock the shady millionaire himself. He supposed she had to assert her nudity, just as she asserted everything about herself.


  He signaled her to stay where she was, then worked his way cautiously over the top.


  The odor was heavy up here; still there was no visible sign of a fire. The crash of breakers came from below, where they rolled out of a sea glancing with the sun’s fierce light. The imbat wind pushed through the olive grove before him.


  Sirena joined him impatiently. "What’s that smell?” she asked.


  "Stay close to me,” Durell said, and headed through the shadows that thrashed beneath the trees. He came to the long lane leading from coastal highway to the villa, swung eyes right and left.


  The dark Mercedes that had turned in there at dawn was not to be seen. But he didn’t trust the empty drive and turned back into the trees. His rental Simca was only a few yards away. It did not appear to have been disturbed, as he collected his .38.


  "What’s that for?” Sirena asked.


  "Just in case.”


  "I didn’t know you had a gun.”


  "There’s lots you don’t know about me.”


  "You’d better leave now,” she said. "We can meet again. You know where I sing.” She started back toward the lane.


  Durell grabbed her arm. It was smooth and small in his grasp. "Will you forget sex for a moment? Please?”


  "It isn’t easy with you in those bathing shorts, and me—like this.” She glanced down at herself, then tossed her head, and said in a hurt, defiant voice: "I am a sensual person. It excites me.”


  "Let’s go down to the house. And stay hidden by the trees.”


  When they had gone a distance, Sirena chided: "You don’t have to be afraid of Costa, you know.”


  Durell made no reply, just kept moving, pistol held loosely at his thigh.


  "He’s not even here.”


  "What?” Durell turned. "How do you know?”


  She made a cute shrug with her shoulders. "That was his yacht that ran us down. I wasn’t going to tell you—I was afraid you’d do something like this. But since you are doing it, anyway, you might as well know he isn’t going to be there.” He listened in incredulous silence as she ran on. "You must forgive him. He did it for love, out of jealousy. He showed me how much he cared. Now he will be shattered with remorse. How joyous he will be to see me! Our reunion will be like —like—”


  "Planets colliding?” Durell supplied.


  "Exactly!” She put her hands on her hips. "Doesn’t that make you jealous?”


  "It makes me realize that you came in last when they handed out brains, especially as you must have been first in the other departments.” He ran an appreciative eye down her lithe figure.


  "Oh!” Anger shot from her dark eyes. "I am Greek! You wouldn’t understand. What I do is Greek.”


  "Certainly, it’s Greek to me.”


  "I shouldn’t expect a cold man like you to understand.”


  Durell turned away. The sound of trodden grass and leaves came from behind him, as she kept up. He had not wished to trouble her with his worries about what they would find when they arrived at the villa. But, as he paused at the edge of the grove, his fears were confirmed.


  He heard Sirena’s gasp, and then: "The villa! It’s on fire!”


  



  "Be careful,” Durell said, moving into the open with caution.


  "Do you think—someone . . . ?”


  "Set it afire? Yes.” Durell surveyed the scene with care. "They may still be here.”


  "Who?”


  "I don’t know.”


  It was a rambling structure that descended the knob of a bluff on several levels. Yellow-gray smoke simmered from beneath red roof tiles at a couple of points. The steady breeze shredded and dispersed it quickly. Whatever its cause, the blaze seemed to have almost burned itself out against the whitewashed stone, marble and terra cotta of the building.


  The silence was eerie as Durell stepped around a corner, toward the entrance. No birds sang in the orange trees. He noted a silver Rolls parked in an open bay. Its tires had been slashed. Then he turned grim eyes on a servant in starched white mess jacket.


  The man lay unmoving in the tiled entranceway.


  "Niko!” Sirena called. She ran past Durell and bent over the man.


  Durell approached with practiced caution, head turning warily to right and left. Niko lay in a puddle of thick blood. Flies buzzed at its fringes. Footprints shone in the dark stain, and from there tracked red into the house. Durell glanced inside, then back at Niko. "He’s dead,” he said.


  "I can see that. Hand me his gun.”


  Durell gave her the 9 mm. Beretta automatic that lay beside Niko. "Just for defense,” he said. "Don’t go wild with that thing.”


  "It’ll be Niko’s murderers”—her voice faltered, and her delicate nose made a sniffing sound as she regained her composure—"who will need defense.”


  He remembered the yacht that had nearly killed them, and said: "It might be that Panagiotes was running for his life, out there this morning. Didn’t even see us in the water.”


  He rose from the corpse and peered cautiously between enormous brass-studded doors of cypress wood that stood open. He waited and listened. A crested green lizard scampered from an oleander bush. Wind rattled in palm fronds.


  He drew a breath and pushed inside.


  Damage seemed worse in here, but still was not massive. The impassive head of an Egyptian sarcophagus stared back at him from beside a rare Australian bottle-tree. Durell glimpsed his reflection in a mirrored wall containing a fireplace; to his right was a priceless carved standing Buddha covered with gold leaf.


  Thin smoke stung Durell’s eyes as he padded on deep carpet past a collector’s display of brilliantly colored Rhodes plates with patterns of ships, fish and flowers.


  Some of the roof beams were charred, down close to the eaves. Tiles had fallen through, and thin smoke wriggled in shafts of white sunlight, as he went down a hallway.


  The second body lay in a gutted bedroom.


  There was an odor of gasoline, and Durell’s gaze found on the floor a broken wine bottle with a charred rag stuck in it’s neck. Molotov cocktail. Shards of glass glinted around the edges of a window it must have been tossed through, turning the room into an instant inferno. It hadn’t helped that the walls were covered with camel’s-hair fabric, Durell judged by the scorched tatters remaining. Of the bed only steel frame and springs had withstood the heat.


  On the sagging springs lay the grotesquely drawn-up figure of the victim, charred beyond any hope of recognition. Not only was the face blackened and blotted away; fingers and toes were gone. Identification would have to be by dental records, Durell decided. He made a face and backed away.


  A pinched gasp came from behind him, and he turned around and took Sirena’s shoulders and moved her back into the hallway. "Don’t look,” he said.


  "It must be Costa,” she said, under her breath.


  Durell had expected screaming and weeping, but there was none. He breathed a sigh of grim relief, and said: "Do you know how many were in the house?” He looked over his shoulder, down the hallway.


  "Only Costa and Niko. Niko was his manservant. But why? Why would someone do this to them?”


  "They could have been after me.”


  "What?”


  "Maybe thought I was in here.”


  "Then they must have been in the yacht, when it ran us down.” Her eyes flashed with sudden apprehension, and she said: "But—does someone want to kill you?”


  "Usually,” Durell replied.


  She threw herself into the comfort of his arms and started to say something. But before she could speak, another voice intoned: "Some might say killing is too good for you, Durell.”


  Before Durell could turn around, Sirena’s gun boomed thunderously at his side.
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  "Don’t!” came a voice.


  Durell knocked Sirena’s gun aside before she could fire again. He twisted, saw Link O’Dell standing at the end of the hall, a bullethole in the wall beside him. Despite an obvious scare, his narrow face retained a sardonic expression, one eyebrow lifted.


  "She’s jumpy,” Durell said. "She doesn’t like people sneaking up on her—and neither do I.” He didn’t trust the HRC man after the affair at the Acropolis last night: if his only fault was a loose tongue, that was enough.


  Sirena shielded her nakedness behind Durell and spoke around his shoulder: "I didn’t know it was you.”


  "Obviously—I hope,” Link said. He thumbed his pencil mustache, and his eyes turned to accusing green points. "And I hardly anticipated that Durell would make a play for you when I arranged your rendezvous.”


  Durell’s cheeks hardened. "Don’t jump to conclusions,” he said.


  "I got a look at her! What am I supposed to think?” He tugged at a silk ascot that must have felt stifling this time of day. He wore a silver-gray suit and Panama hat and carried a foppish bamboo walking stick with a brass head. He sighed, and said: "You certainly can pick them, old chum. To think that you had the audacity to try to take advantage of the girlfriend of a man with Costa Panagiotes’ power . . .”


  "I’ve had other things on my mind,” Durell said shortly. "But there isn’t time for that. Panagiotes may be dead. We’d better get the hell out of here.”


  "Dead? I can’t believe it. I saw the unfortunate servant at the door, but . . . Where is he?”


  Durell jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "That may be Panagiotes in there.”


  "It is. It could only be poor Costa,” Sirena said.


  Link came back from the doorway, his nose wrinkled. "Ghastly sight. Ghastly,” he said. "How—what happened?”


  "We just found him. I don’t know.” Durell spoke urgently to Sirena. "Have you any clothes here?”


  "Yes.”


  Link interrupted: "I came to deliver a message from Mr. Stone, in Athens. He said to inform you that the Nereid, on which Aleksei Lazeishvili is a stowaway, has been spotted by your people.”


  "Good. Where?”


  "At Port Said, third in line waiting to enter the Suez Canal. Its convoy leaves in a few hours.”


  "I have to get aboard it, somehow.”


  "Can you get to Port Said in time?”


  "No.” Durell’s eyes went dark and thoughtful. "But I know another place, in the canal itself. There are two convoys daily, from either end. They pass at al-Ballah and Kibrit, one anchoring and the other going on by. I think I can board the Nereid at al-Ballah, if I can get there. I’ll have to fly.” He turned his gaze on Link. "I’ll need a plane with enough range to take me, and a competent pilot I can trust.”


  "No problem, my friend.” Link look smug.


  "You can supply those?”


  "I feel reasonably certain of it.” He paused, then added: "If you will take me along.”


  "I appreciate the offer, but you can’t keep your mouth shut.”


  Link blinked, but retained his smooth composure. "Harshly put, but I suppose I deserved that. You may rely on my discretion. In any case, it wasn’t an offer. It was a demand—the HRC has a right to participate, wherever possible.”


  "It’s not possible.”


  "Then no plane; no pilot.”


  Durell gave it a moment’s thought. He could obtain the use of a military aircraft, but he shuddered at the thought of the diplomatic hassle if it were caught violating Egyptian airspace. "I thought you were a pacifist,” he said. "You ran away to avoid fighting for your country. It could get rough.”


  "Correction: I ran away to avoid fighting for South Vietnam. I’ll fight for what I hold dear. I just believe every man has a right to decide what that is for himself.”


  At least, Durell thought, the man stood on principle. "Can you shoot?” he asked.


  "Expertly.”


  Durell nodded. "Just remember you asked to come,” he said.


  "Very well.” Link’s tone was businesslike. "Sirena will fly us, won’t you, darling?”


  Her charming pink mouth smiled broadly. "Can I?”


  Link turned back to Durell. "She’s fully licensed. She often flew Panagiotes. I’ve been in the air with her, and I can tell you she was damned good.”


  "You don’t know what you’re getting her into,” Durell said.


  "It’s the same people that killed Costa, isn’t it?” she demanded.


  "Maybe,” he said.


  "I’ll pay them back.”


  "There may be bloodshed,” Durell said evenly.


  She replied in Greek: "Them beraze.” It doesn’t matter.


  An edge of excitement came through Link’s normally jaded tone, and he said: "We can take Panagiotes’ Learjet. I suppose he won’t be needing it.”


  Durell regarded Sirena, her arms still crossed modestly, and then Link, as they returned his gaze with intense eyes. He decided that good fortune could come in more unlikely packages—but he’d never seen one. Still, he could hardly reject them and expect to catch up with the Nereid.


  He spoke quietly: "Very well. It takes about fifteen hours for a convoy to transit the canal—I’ll have to get a schedule, but that won’t be difficult. We’ll make our try sometime tonight.”
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  Durell told Sirena to get dressed, then went to his Simca with Link and put a blue suit on over his bathing trunks.


  "Go back to town, buy an inflatable raft for tonight,” he told Link. "Don’t forget paddles. Here.”


  From his jacket pocket, he took a roll of currency amounting to more than a thousand dollars in Greek and US bills; peeled off several thousand-drachma notes; pressed them into Link’s hand, and said: "Bring the raft to the plane. I won’t know our exact takeoff time until I get the canal shipping schedule. When I have it, I’ll leave a message at your suite. You’re still at the Grand Hotel?”


  Link nodded, depositing the money in his wallet.


  "One other thing: keep away from me. I don’t want to see you until I go to the plane.”


  "Is that all?”


  "Don’t forget your gun.”


  He heard Link’s car start as he returned to the villa. Inside, a check of the telephone showed that it was dead. The line might have been destroyed by fire. More likely, it had been cut.


  His nerves were on edge.


  He and Sirena had been here too long.


  He went back out front. The dead man crumpled there requested attention. Sirena had surrendered the Beretta, which he now wiped clean of prints and dropped by the man’s side. He looked up the lane, then out to the silver-scaled Aegean, beyond descending gardens and swimming pool. There was no sign of the yacht, but he hadn’t expected any.


  Sirena came out wearing cork clogs, tight-bottomed tan slacks and bright print blouse of silken material that had been tied up to bare her midriff. Her hair, now dried and brushed, was like a fan of shining black coral down her back.


  "I’m ready,” she said. Her eyes avoided the corpse.


  "Where was that yacht moored? I didn’t see it when I came this morning.”


  She took him by a path that led around the house until he saw far below a still lagoon. It was almost cut off from the sea by a natural causeway, but there was a break in the middle. The promontory that held the villa rose sheer from the variegated green, blue and purple of the water.


  "A cozy nook,” Durell said.


  "It’s almost impossible to see from anywhere but here,” she told him.


  "Let’s get out of here. You will call the authorities when we get to Rhodes Town.”


  "The charofylakes?” She looked dubious.


  "The police, yes. The phone is out of order here.” He saw the worry in her eyes. "They will come sooner or later. It mustn’t appear like you delayed notifying them, or they might suspect you.”


  They walked back past the house, going to the Sim-ca. Cicadas whined in the hot afternoon. Golden oranges littered the earth beneath a tree.


  "What can I tell them; what should I say?” Sirena asked.


  "That you were swimming, below the cliff. You didn’t see or hear anything. When the phone didn’t work, you walked out the lane and caught a ride into town.” He paused, watching her as they walked. "Can you handle that?”


  "It sounds easy,” she said nervously.


  "They may try to trip you up, but it’s the truth, up to a point. Just stick to it.” Durell opened the passenger door of the little green Simca for her, then leaned against it, and said: "And leave me—and Link—out of it.”


  Backing out of the olive grove and starting up the lane toward the coastal highway, both saw the old man at the same moment. A wide-brimmed straw hat shaded his face as he shuffled along in socks and sandals. He led a donkey laden with cuttings.


  "Damn!” Durell slapped the wheel. "He must have been working in one of the orchards.”


  "Yes, I’ve seen him before,” she said as they passed the man.


  "Maybe we’re just another car to him.”


  "He might not go near the house.”


  Nevertheless, Durell had a feeling his luck was deserting him.


  



  A blinding white shone from walls of the island’s small, huddled villages, as the Simca sped along the coast in the midsummer heat. To their left, long, green valleys snaked back into sunbeaten mountains that formed the island’s spine. An elderly woman in a red kerchief tended goats from the shade of a purple-flowered shasta tree.


  Sirena pointed at the tree, and said: "Did you know the ancient Greeks believed the scent of its leaves was an anti-aphrodisiac?”


  "Maybe I should go back and let you have a sniff,” Durell said.


  Her laugh was low and husky. "The world is so beautiful, after—something like this morning.” She watched as they passed a country cottage surrounded by groves of hibiscus and oleander. There were vineyards, almond and peach orchards. "This is the sun’s own island. Really. The sun god Helios chose it as his bride.”


  "Is this your home?”


  "No. Corinth. On the Peloponnese.” She sighed. "But I wish it had been.”


  She knew all about Rhodes. Three thousand years ago it had been the equal of any power in the Mediterranean. Lindians, perhaps ancestors of the fishermen who saved them, founded Naples as a colony in the 7th Century B.C. There was no Rhodes Town then; Lindos and its two sister cities commissioned its design as the island’s new capital in the 5th Century, and it became the most scientifically planned town of ancient Greece. There was art, thousands of statues, among them the Victory of Samothrace, now in the Louvre, and, of course, the hundred-foot high Colossus of Rhodes, one of the Seven Wonders of antiquity. There was learning: Brutus and Cassius both studied rhetoric here. And there was law: the island’s progressive Commercial Law was adopted by Augustus Caesar for the whole Roman Empire.


  She leaned back against the headrest.


  A fragrance of wild thyme was on the scorching wind.


  They passed through the village of Asgouroti, where a Turkish minaret needled the porcelain sky.


  "I can’t get my mind off Costa,” Sirena said.


  "Did you love him?”


  She shook her dark tresses. "I—I don’t know. But it was great fun, having him in love with me.” In a rueful tone, she added: "I just don’t feel right about going away and leaving him there like that.”


  "There was nothing else we could do. Remember, that may not have been Panagiotes—”


  "How can you be so cruel?” she said, suddenly angry. "Don’t hold out hope where there is none.”


  "I wouldn’t do that,” Durell said, "but that body could be anybody’s. And Panagiotes’ yacht didn’t steer itself over us.”


  "So?”


  Durell glanced into the rear-vision mirror. "No strange cars were parked at the villa when we returned, right? So if the men who supposedly killed Panagiotes then took his yacht, where is the car they arrived in?”


  Sirena took a moment to think. "Some could have gone off in the yacht, and some in the car?” she said.


  "Maybe,” Durell said.


  They were in Rhodes Town now, and Durell turned onto Vironos Street, which circled around the most formidable fortifications of medieval Europe. These enormous walls and parapets of parchment-brown stone were built by the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem, who had retreated here from the Holy Land in the 14th Century. Durell recalled that the order was a stem elite, open only to members of Europe’s most noble families. Bold and unforgiving, its war galleys had been the scourge of the eastern Mediterranean for two centuries, until Suleiman the Magnificent, with two hundred thousand troops, overwhelmed its six hundred knights and seven thousand soldiers.


  Now flocks of tourists in shorts and sunglasses, most of them Scandinavians who especially favored the island, strolled the ramparts.


  Durell’s hotel was within the three-mile circuit of battlements, which contained the old town, consisting of the Collachium, or Knights’ Quarter, and the Turkish District. Sirena’s apartment was in the Néa Chóra, the new town, outside the walls, with its wide streets, tavernas and patisseries, duty-free shops and government offices. Beyond the business district, high-rise hotels of bland international design with layered balconies, crowded toward the aquarium on the island’s northern point.


  Flowers and tourists were everywhere. Darting motor scooters, bicycles and burros made the streets treacherous, as Durell turned out of Vironos at the Bank of Greece Building with the knights’ castle rising behind him. A gleaming white cruise liner loomed up from Mandraki Harbor, its reflection burning on the water under a cloudless sky. Yachts and caiques were moored to a long stone pier on which medieval windmills spun thin shadows as their sails turned in the wind. At its terminus squatted Fort St. Nicholas, for the knights had fortified the harbor along with everything else.


  Durell drove past open air cafés, where Greeks with worry beads and visitors with cameras sipped Turkish coffee or oúzo, Tamtam cola or Alpha beer.


  He dropped Sirena off across the street from the Mosque of Murad Reis with its lacy white minaret. Pine and eucalyptus trees in its graveyard shaded headstones carved to resemble turbans.


  "After you call the police, phone me at my hotel; let me know how it went,” he said, and gave her his room number.


  As she set out for her apartment, a block away, he turned back up the hill, toward a gate where cypresses, date palms and citrus trees hid the lower reaches of the old town’s crenellated walls.


  His hotel, the St. John, was in a 15th Century stone building in the Turkish Quarter. It faced a little square centered around a mossy fountain in a brightly tiled basin. Beside it, a taxi, painted with a blue design to ward off the evil eye, waited for a fare. All around were shadowed arcades and small shops behind striped awnings. Sightseers posed beside a pyramid of ancient stone catapult balls, one of many in the old town. Others panted by on bicycles or haggled importantly with merchants.


  He entered the hotel through a Gothic archway and approached the desk across a lobby floored with a dolphin mosaic of black and white pebbles.


  "I believe some friends of mine checked in yesterday,” he told the clerk. "May I look at the register?”


  "Of course, sir.”


  Durell ran a quick finger down the listing, found nothing that joggled his memory. He pushed the book back, turned toward the elevator. It had been a faint hope, at best.


  He knew the names, real and fictitious, of scores of operatives in his business, but none had been in the register. They could be in any hotel, of course, waiting on any street, following in any car.


  It was possible that whoever had burned the villa was not after him.


  But it was only prudent to assume they were.


  As he entered the elevator, his eyes went once more around the lobby with its Afándou carpets and wall lamps styled after medieval lanterns. It was almost empty this time of day, but the few faces seemed harmless enough.


  He took the usual precautions entering his room. The furnishings were dark and bulky, made of massive chunks of factory-carved wood. Yellow and blue-striped cushions and sky-blue walls lessened the oppressive atmosphere. Pigeons muttered on the ledge of a window that gave a view of tiled roofs and the sea beyond.


  Durell showered, ordered up a lunch of barboúni mullet and pepóni melon.


  It was nearing four o’clock, and he began to wonder why Sirena had not called. There still was plenty of time. He dismissed a nibbling apprehension as he withdrew two plastic pillboxes from his suitcase, one red, the other pharmacy-white, and removed a varicolored collection of pills from them. A twist of his thumb inside the white box, and a cover lifted to reveal a perforated plate. He then unscrewed the exterior bottom cover, using the threads to insert a rubber collar, slipped the flexible collar snugly over the mouthpiece of his room telephone. The voice scrambler, made palm-size by the latest silicon-chip wizardry of electronic microtechnology, was ready for use. A similar preparation of the red pillbox, which was slipped over the earpiece to unscramble incoming pulses, completed the operation. It all took about a minute.


  An unfamiliar voice answered for Athens Control. Durell identified himself and requested scrambled transmission.


  "You’ve got it,” Control said.


  Durell touched pressure-sensitive areas on the attached mouth and earpieces and tiny red glowlights showed dully through the plastic. "Let me speak with Marty Stone,” he said.


  "Just a minute.”


  There came the click of a hold button. He gazed out the window. The glare of the sun hung like white fire over the city.


  "Sir?”


  "Here,” Durell said.


  "Mr. Stone is on his way to Rhodes.”


  "Coming here? Don’t tell me.”


  "Just did.”


  "Why?”


  "I’m not privy to that information, sir.”


  "All right, I’ll find out when he arrives. Do something for me.”


  "Yes, sir.”


  "It regards the schedule for Suez Canal convoys. What time does the next southbound convoy arrive at the al-Ballah Bypass?”


  "Hang on, I’ll look it up.”


  Durell sank back in his chair, stared at the lemon-colored ceiling. The distant cry of a muezzin came into the room, calling the few Turks left here to prayer. Most had returned to their homeland twelve miles away, when the Italians took over the island in 1912. It had become part of Greece again after World War II.


  The voice said: "One of the convoys for today just pulled into the bypass.”


  "That will be the first. I’m interested in the second. When is it due there?”


  "Twelve hundred hours, give or take a quarter of an hour.”


  "Thanks.”


  "Anything else, sir?”


  "That’s all. Thanks.”


  Durell replaced the scrambler paraphernalia and considered the time element. The Learjet could traverse the nine hundred miles to Port Said in about an hour and forty-five minutes, he reasoned. They could leave after dark and still make it with time to spare. But he hoped to cut it as fine as possible and arrive just as the ships anchored.


  Get in and out fast. The Egyptians would have plenty to say about violating their airspace, even in a civilian aircraft, if they caught them.


  He didn’t care even to think about the possible MIGs and SAMs.


  It would be a long night, and he would need all the rest he could get. He’d spent most of the previous night at gaming tables in the Grand Hotel Casino, creating an impression that he was simply Link’s free-wheeling pal. With his background, it had not been difficult to come out a modest winner. He had worked his way through Yale as a professional gambler.


  He called the Grand, left a message telling Link the time of departure for Egypt. It galled him to be saddled with the man, but he was aware that a modicum of diplomacy was required in dealing with the HRC. He could not allow them to get the idea that K Section was taking the whole show from them. If that happened, there would be no end of trouble, politically.


  He briefly regarded the street below. Bright clothing and jangly bric-a-brac hung on shopfronts that angled down the cobbled slope of a hill. Wooden Turkish balconies seemed closed and sinister. A gray-bearded priest in black robes and mushroom hat shuffled by.


  If there was a stakeout for him, he couldn’t tell it.


  But that didn’t mean a thing.


  He pulled the drapes and put his gun on the bed under his hand and tried to get some sleep.


  



  A shrill ringing awakened Durell, and he groped for the telephone. "Hello.”


  "In the lounge.”


  "Marty?”


  "Yo.”


  The line went dead. Durell fumbled the phone back onto its cradle, rubbed his face, looked around. The room was in total darkness. He twisted the switch of the bedside lamp, glanced at his wristwatch. It was fourteen minutes after nine. He’d slept longer than intended. He could not guess what had brought Marty from Athens, and he didn’t care for the nasty foreboding it sent through him. Then he became aware of a more immediate pang of alarm.


  He’d heard nothing from Sirena.


  He got up, thumbed aside a curtain. Daylight’s afterglow was a rusty remnant. First stars glittered in a sky the color of ripe grapes.


  He snugged his tie, slipped into his jacket, wondering what had happened to her. It couldn’t be anything good, he thought. The killers who had burned the villa might have caught up with her; the police might be holding her on suspicion or as a material witness.


  Or she could have copped out, washed her hands of this mess, after taking time to think it over. In which case he was minus a pilot, with precious little time to find a replacement—and the Nereid wasn’t going to wait.


  He took a somber breath and headed downstairs.


  The lounge resembled a medieval armory. It was decorated with lances, swords, maces and battle-axes. Along the walls were ranged shields that bore the coats of arms of the Grand Masters of the Knights of St. John. There were nineteen in all, from Foulques de Villaret’s three birds in 1310 to the outstretched arm of Villiers de L’Isle Adam in 1522.


  The room was not crowded, and Durell had no trouble finding Marty, even in the dim, golden light. The Athens Control sat in an upholstered booth at the rear. He sipped a milky ouzo and nibbled mezes of ripe olives and cheese bits. He wore a shiny maroon tie that brought out the color in his cheeks and made his red mustache glow.


  "You know we located theNereid?” Marty said.


  "Link delivered your message.” Durell waved a waiter away.


  "What do you plan to do about it?”


  "Board her in the canal,” Durell said.


  "Good. It’s what I expected. Very good. Damn good.” He leaned over his drink. "You will be careful?”


  Durell said nothing. Marty seemed nervous.


  Marty said: "You’ll leave right away, then?”


  "If my pilot shows up. She’s Sirena Alatis, Panagiotes’ girlfriend.”


  "My God.”


  "What’s eating you, Marty? You didn’t come to talk about the Nereid, or Aleksei Lazeishvili.”


  "Don’t let them catch you with her; the police have a way of putting two and two together and coming up with five.”


  Durell was blunt. "Get to the point.”


  "Panagiotes is a big shot, Cajun. And the police think maybe you killed him, you and the girl.” Durell stared at Marty in appalled silence.


  Marty continued: "Greek Intelligence touched base with me this afternoon—as you know, they have a line into the police here. The cops have been grilling this Sirena chick for hours. How much does she know about us?”


  "Not much. How did my name get into it?”


  Marty smiled sadly. "Rental car at the scene. Someone got the license number. They saw her in it with a man, 'fleeing the scene,’ as the police so colorfully put it.”


  "Do the cops know who I am?”


  "Not yet. That’s the thing, though. If you’re apprehended and go to trial, the stink could bring down the government. Just think of it: an American spy on trial for the murder of a Greek millionaire.”


  Durell’s tone was calm. "Can Greek Intelligence do anything for me?”


  "Maybe. But the politicians who boss the ministry are pressuring just to get rid of you.” Marty paused, sighed. "I’ve got to tell them something, Sam, take something back that our friends can use for ammo.”


  "Tell them Panagiotes may not be dead.”


  "They’re going on the theory that he is. Who else could it be?”


  "I don’t know.” Durell stabbed a finger at the table. "But somebody almost ran me and Sirena down in his yacht. I was diving, beyond the surf-line. I have a hunch it was Panagiotes in that yacht.”


  "Why not the killers, after you?”


  "For one thing, they didn’t leave a car behind at the villa; for another, a hundred-foot yacht is a cumbersome thing to steal, too difficult to dispose of, and a most awkward weapon to kill with. Why didn’t they heave to and blast us with guns? They used guns at the villa. But the yacht didn’t even circle once to check if we were dead or alive. It had the earmarks of a man running for his life, and the devil take whoever got in the way.” Durell sat back, drew a breath and frowned.


  "Doesn’t that presume that someone set out to kill Panagiotes from the start?” Marty asked.


  "Maybe. We could be dealing with two threads here, instead of one,” Durell replied. "While we’re after Lazeishvili, someone else is after Panagiotes. But why?”


  "Humm.” Marty rubbed his chin. "I wonder if that has anything to do with a piece of information that came in just before I left Athens.”


  "What?”


  Marty’s smile was really a smile, for a change, as he said: "We just found that Panagiotes owns the Nereid.”


  "Looks as if the two threads just came together,” Durell said.


  Then he saw Marty’s eyes narrow as the man glimpsed something at the entrance to the lounge. "Here comes trouble,” Marty said.


  Durell craned around, saw a tall, mustached Greek in a gray-green police uniform.


  Beside him stood Sirena, her finger aimed at Durell.
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  Durell lunged for the rear entrance, joggled a patron, sent a chair crashing.


  "Statamatíste! Stop!” the officer commanded in two languages.


  Marty’s feet pounded behind. The two of them blurred through a doorway into the night. An ancient wrought-iron lantern, stuck to the wall above, shed dim light across the cobbled alley.


  Without a word, Marty went one way, Durell the other, skipping down stone steps, he faded into a dark recess, as the lounge door burst open behind him. The cop came out quickly, cheeks and eyes shadowed by his cap visor. His arm trailed Sirena into view. She did not seem to resist. The Greek said something that Durell could not hear. She made no audible reply.


  Nothing moved in the alley.


  Beyond the crenellated ramparts down the hill, the harbor mirrored countless boat lights. Tall palms leaned in a wind that did not touch the fetid space where Durell watched and waited. The alley air was rank with odors of garbage, dog feces, dead cats.


  He knew he must get Sirena away from the cop.


  He did not believe the officer had got a good look at him, and having her with him would be like waving a red flag at the police—but he had no choice.


  At this late hour, only she could get him to the canal before the Nereid vanished once more.


  The officer came down the steps, eyes swinging right and left. He clearly believed Durell could not have reached the end of the alley. Down there bouzoúki music blared, Vespas stuttered. Strollers crowded the walk and street.


  Durell did not know where Marty had hidden, but it must be nearby. Marty would make a dash when he did, or vice versa. Durell knew that; it was standard evasion. But who would go first? The cop wore a pistol.


  The officer moved a bit away from Durell, looked back.


  Sonorous tones of the nightly son et lumi&re show wafted from the municipal gardens, once a moat, that fronted the Grand Master’s Palace.


  Sirena just stood there, at the bottom of the steps, a soft figure in the lantern’s golden light.


  Durell kicked over a garbage can and ran for it. The officer whooped a command, then shouted away from Durell, as Marty made his dash.


  Durell cut left, into a lane the width of a donkey cart, hustled twenty yards further, burst onto the busy square that fronted the hotel. The shortcut of the lane had been a pleasant surprise, considering the policeman’s gun.


  He slowed, but not soon enough, where taxis disgorged guests and diners in a constant stream. A whistle pierced the air from the direction of the tiled fountain. Two more green-uniformed cops lurched into the chase. Durell guessed they had been stationed there to cover the front entrance. They must have seen him charge out of the lane.


  Shops lined the square, their wares spilling in piles and heaps into the paths of hopeful customers. There were ceramics, icons, daggers, trays, pots, jewelry, and Durell mixed most of them in the gutter as he dodged pedestrians, coffee drinkers and hustlers in dark glasses. The cops came on amid howls of dismay and a storm of curses.


  Durell cornered into a shop crammed with Turkish brass and copper, long-handled coffee pots called brikia, skewers for souvláki, samovars.


  The proprietor was fat and brown, with small and cunning eyes. He came from the rear of the store.


  "Yes, sir. May I help you?” he asked in French.


  "Where is your back door?” Durell replied in kind.


  The fat man breathed loudly. "You wish to buy fine brass? Copper?”


  "Non, non!” Durell glanced over his shoulder.


  The man waddled nearer Durell on small feet clad in carpet slippers. "This tray, sir. It served Suleiman the Magnificent—”


  Durell’s grip clamped around the man’s lapels. "Show me through the rear. Quickly!” He gave the rotund figure a regretful shove, another shove, in the small of the back, and the shopowner stumbled hurriedly ahead. Waterpipes, basins and letter-openers tumbled and clattered.


  "This way, this way!” the man shouted in a voice that had become cranky.


  They hurried through an apartment where a woman and her daughter worked a carpet loom by the light of a kerosene lantern. The fat man shrugged as their eyes rounded at him. The police made a racket back in the showroom. The woman babbled a question from her loom.


  Then Durell was in a dark room, that smelled of cold grease, spices, charcoal. He was stumbling over things. Through a door, up a stairway, onto a flat rooftop. Dark phantom shapes of laundry danced in the salty breeze. The hotel loomed overhead. Street-glow radiated above housetops as if from a river of molten gold.


  The woman’s shouts mixed with sharp, snarling syllables of the two policemen.


  The fat man blew out his cheeks, panted, pointed. "Down there,” he said.


  Durell saw that stairs led back into the alley where he had started. He moved to them swiftly and silently, aware that the cops below soon would emerge onto the roof. Cautiously, he bent and looked, then smiled with satisfaction.


  Sirena still stood there, uncertain what to do. But the cop who had brought her had bounded off on the chase.


  She was all alone.


  He came out of nowhere, grabbed her wrist and gave a running yank.


  "Sam!”


  "Shut up.”


  The streets narrowed and twisted as Durell pushed deeper into the maze of by-lanes and footpaths in the heart of the Turkish Quarter. Iron lamps fastened to stone walls for hundreds of years cast a wan light here and there. In other places the blackness was relieved only by a pale luminescence of fiery stars. They came out in the shadow of an immense curtain wall once defended by English knights.


  Their soles rattled on the cobbles.


  Sirena’s breath gusted between her teeth.


  A police whistled shrilled from behind.


  There were no sidewalks here. Blank walls sheer to the cobbles confined the direction of their flight as relentlessly as a river gorge.


  A cloying fragrance of bougainvillea snatched abruptly at Durell’s awareness. He found the source in the black patch of a yawning entranceway on his left. He pulled Sirena with an unceremonious jerk, angled through, found himself in a small, starlighted garden. Flagstones scuffed underfoot. There was a smell of fruit left too long in the bowl; the rotund slickness of a fig squashed underfoot. Out of the side of his eye lie saw where the garden surface gave way to an enormous rectangular void. Steps led down.


  Sirena stumbled, sucked an alarmed breath. Durell caught her, steadied her momentarily. She had said nothing since that first encounter. She didn’t speak now, but the desperate cling of her fingers, the starry mirror of her upturned eyes said reams. She was deathly afraid, but she would not whine.


  It was a flying staircase that turned sharply against blank stone, like a basement wall, then bottomed out beneath a vaulted half-ceiling.


  Durell stopped and listened from behind a drapery of shadow.


  Twinkling music, traffic noise, as if from another, distant world.


  Nearby in this sunken courtyard a fountain burbled gouts of shining water.


  Hurrying feet slapped past the narrow gate above.


  Durell leaned back in the shadow beneath the vaulted recess, touching the rough-hewn stone. His shirt was damp and sticky beneath the arms. He held Sirena protectively, the rich curvature of her form flattening against him, the long shape of her thigh a sensual pressure on his leg. The air was still and warm, damp and perfumed.


  He felt her arms slide around his neck, glanced down at the perfect oval of her face. A ribbon of loose hair lay across her cheek, shining like silk.


  "Sam . . . ?” Her lips came toward his.


  "Be still.” Durell’s voice was edgy. He cut his eyes back toward the street.


  Her embrace tightened a bit, the press of her body


  was a fraction more urgent. She put her cheek against his chest. "You think I betrayed you?” she whispered.


  "You brought that cop.”


  "It isn’t what it seems.”


  "Nothing ever is.”


  He peered into the gloom behind them, further beneath the arched ceiling. There was not a glimmer of light; he could make out nothing back there. He listened for the police, as Sirena’s heart thudded against his ribs.


  She spoke again: "Should we have run away like that?”


  "Yes.”


  "It could cause us more trouble, you know.”


  "One problem at a time, please.” He looked down at her. "Why did you come? You could have fought and screamed.”


  "What would you have done, if I had?”


  "Hit you, most likely. Tried to knock you out and drag you away.” His voice was grave. "You’re going to fly me to Egypt. Tonight. One way or another.”


  "I’ll take my chances with you, Sam,” she said. "Our fates are linked now, don’t you know? The gods have decreed it.”


  "You don’t believe in Zeus and that crowd?”


  "Why not? I don’t disbelieve. They were good enough for everybody once.”


  He stared at her briefly. "You’re a nut,” he said.


  There came a distant clang of emergency bells, and he felt her stir tensely against him. "Probably more police coming to join the hunt,” he murmured.


  "They threatened to take me to the island of Kos, where the jail is,” Sirena said, her tone indignant.


  "So I’m supposed to forgive you for fingering me,” Durell said.


  "I don’t need anyone’s forgiveness.”


  "What did you tell them?”


  "What you said: I was swimming when the villa burned. Didn’t hear or see a thing until I returned. Then I caught a lift into town and reported it to the police as soon as I could.” She turned thoughtful. "Somehow they found out who I rode in with, and that we left the house together—I suppose it was the old man in the lane who told them.”


  "Maybe,” Durell said. "But he seemed to pay us no attention. I doubt he’s in the habit of memorizing the license plates of cars he passes in the lane.”


  "Then how did they know?”


  "Possibly an anonymous call. From the men who burned the place. They could have found the Simca in the olive grove.”


  "Why would they blame it on you?”


  Her naiveté brought a grim smile to his lips. "It hasn’t made my job any easier, has it? With a little luck, they’ll have the police chasing me off the island, and never even show themselves.”


  "Who are those men?”


  "You don’t have to know.”


  "I want to; I can’t stay angry at the wind.”


  "They might as well be the wind, for all you can touch them, Sirena.”


  "I—I just feel sad.”


  "For Panagiotes?”


  "He was a good friend.”


  "I hope your other friends don’t pull guns on you.” "What if they did? What’s life without fire and passion?”


  "Keep your voice down.” Durell studied her; even in the darkness her face looked like one of those little dolls they sold to tourists on Sokrátous Street, flawlessly beautiful. He had a thought, shook it away. "Let’s go,” he said.


  "The police—”


  "It won’t get any safer.”


  She clung to him. "I don’t want safety.” She looked up, into his eyes. "If I wanted safety, would I fly you tonight?”


  "What do you want?”


  "Don’t you know?”


  She raised on her toes, her face the hue of pale twilight, stars glimmering in her black eyes. The kiss of her pink mouth was hot and moist, her lips furiously impatient as she turned herself between him and the rough wall. There was no mistaking her desire. Her embrace begged him to crush her against the stones.


  Durell resisted his impulses, whispered against her ear: "It’s only the excitement of danger.”


  "Óchi, no. You—how do you Americans say it? You turn me on,” she said, her voice husky.


  "What about Panagiotes?”


  "I’m alive; he’s dead.”


  "And if he isn’t?”


  "Don’t talk.” Her fingers slid through the black coils of his hair. The warm richness of her body beneath her flimsy garments was almost overwhelming.


  He muttered against her lips: "Here? Like a couple of alley cats?”


  "Yes. Exactly!” A stifled moan came with her kiss.


  This was a luxury Durell knew he could not afford. He broke loose, feeling a bit shaky in spite of himself.


  "What’s wrong?” Her tone was puzzled.


  "Nothing. Let’s get to the airport.”


  "You don’t like me?”


  "I like you.” He sounded gruff. "But let’s get to the airport.”


  It wasn’t as easy as it sounded.


  Durell and Sirena walked with anonymous caution, just another couple arm-in-arm among those crowding the main streets. They found they could move with some confidence, now that the immediate heat of the chase was off.


  But each time they approached a gate in the old town’s ramparts, they found it blocked by police making identity checks.


  Durell thought regretfully they must be certain he was culpable in the death of Panagiotes, since he had fled to avoid questioning.


  But his luck was still working for him.


  Marty Stone—who remained a cipher to the authorities—waited in the shadows near Koskinou Gate, on the south side of the Turkish Quarter.


  "I knew you’d have to hit this one sooner or later. They’re all blocked,” he said.


  He drove them through in the trunk of his rental Ford, one at a time. Traffic was piling up; the harried Greek cops seemed not to notice his coming and going.


  Marty took them down to Mandraki Harbor and dropped them off near the city’s main taxi rank. Up a short slope behind them, beyond dark cypresses and palms, the floodlighted Grand Master’s Palace loomed austere and forbidding. An open-air cinema somewhere in the neighborhood mixed violent soundtrack music with the roar and sputter of traffic. Patrons filled sidewalk cafés overlooking the yacht-cluttered harbor where the bronze Colossus of Rhodes was said to have stood.


  Marty spoke through the window: "It’s good that you’re leaving now.”


  "It happened to work in with my plans,” Durell said.


  "It buys time for Greek Intelligence. They don’t want this Panagiotes thing to blow up in anybody’s face, theirs or ours. Maybe they can squelch the investigation before you get back.”


  "I won’t let it stop me, if they don’t.”


  "I know. By the way—” he withdrew a key from his pocket and pressed it into Durell’s palm—"this goes to a locker at the airport. I guessed you’d head for the Nereid when you found where she was.”


  "What’s in the locker?”


  Marty shrugged and grinned, beneath his red mustache. "Call it a going away gift.” He switched his eyes to Sirena. "Miss Alatis?”


  "Yes?”


  "What about your engagement at the Grand? Shouldn’t someone call in that you’re ill?”


  "I hadn’t had time to think of that.”


  "I’ll take care of it. Good flying.”


  The fifteen-kilometer drive down the west coast to the international airport passed without incident. The alert for Durell and Sirena must have reached well beyond the walls of the old town by now, but probably the police did not expect them to leave the island by private plane.


  As it was, they paid the cabbie, made their way through the private aviation lounge, rather than the main lobby, and came out on the tarmac without a bobble. There happened to be little activity at this hour, although the island had daily service from London and Athens and innumerable direct charter flights from almost a dozen countries. Hawker Siddeley Tridents and Boeing 720s and 727s gleamed on the parking aprons, as Sirena led Durell around a hangar toward Panagiotes’ white and blue Learjet. "I hope Link’s in the plane,” Durell said.


  "That’s right—he’s to come with us, isn’t he?”


  "He wasn’t in the lounge. He was to bring something.”


  "He shouldn’t be in the plane. It’s locked.”


  "Then why are its lights on?”


  Sirena stopped and stared at the aircraft. Then she looked questioningly at Durell.


  "Let’s go see,” he said.


  He entered the plane first, and saw Link. The sharpfaced man sat on a couch across the rear of the cabin, a clear drink poised beneath his pencil mustache. He wore deck shoes, a tan jumpsuit of a lightweight, linenlike material with a small decorative emblem over the breast pocket, and a scarlet ascot. When he saw Durell, one eyebrow shot up, and his falconlike face lighted with wry anticipation.


  "Mr. Durell,” he said, "allow me to introduce Costa Panagiotes. Mr. Panagiotes, meet Sam Durell.”
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  "Costa!” Sirena’s voice was a happy shriek from behind Durell.


  "So! As soon as you believe me deceased, you are ready to elope with this man!”


  Panagiotes spoke in katharevousa, the High Greek of the intellectual, but not very well, Durell noted. Katharevousa was immensely prestigious among the common run of Greeks, who were poorly educated and spoke demotike, as Sirena normally did. It was clearly an attempt to intimidate the fiery woman.


  But she struck back at Panagiotes by replying in better katharevousa than his. "How dare you accuse me! Did I run you down with a yacht?”


  "You said I had no reason for jealousy—and now look at you!”


  "That was this morning.” Sirena’s hands were on her lovely hips. "You got what you deserved with your suspicions, your evil mind.”


  "Ah! So I was right to be suspicious. You—you Jezebel!” Panagiotes’ face was livid, his eyes mere sparks behind oversized sunglasses.


  "I’m through with you!” she shouted, and put her arm through Durell’s.


  "Not before I finish with you!”


  Panagiotes took a threatening step, but the jabbing strength of Durell’s outstretched arm stopped him in mid-stride. The short, square-shouldered millionaire wore a moss-green suit of Italian cut and a white,


  monogrammed shirt with an undone bowtie hanging from under its collar.


  Durell felt a bulletproof vest beneath the shirt. "Just a minute,” he said.


  "Stand aside, Mr. Durell.” Panagiotes’ tone was menacing.


  Durell kept his hand against the man’s chest, turned to Sirena. "Go file a flight plan,” he said. "Make it for Thessalonika to avoid passport formalities.”


  "But—?”


  "It’ll cover us,” he said.


  "You’re going nowhere in this airplane,” Panagiotes said.


  "Go on,” Durell told Sirena. She stepped back out the door. He took his hand from Panagiotes’ chest; the man didn’t try anything, just stared at him, his jaw hard.


  The Greek said: "You can’t do this.”


  Durell held his stare, tossed Link the locker key Marty had provided. "Bring me what’s in that locker,” he said.


  Link, who had been watching with apparent amusement, said: "Really, old boy, I’d rather stay here for the show.”


  "Move out.” There was some irritation in Durell’s voice. "We haven’t any time to waste.”


  When they were alone, Panagiotes snarled: "I could have you put away for life.”


  "Why did you try to kill us with the yacht? It was you, wasn’t it?”


  "What’s your business, Mr. Durell?”


  "Who died in the fire at your villa, Mr. Panagiotes?” "I don’t have to answer questions from you.”


  "You can think about them. You’ll have to answer them sooner or later.”


  "How dare you threaten me!” He drew himself up,


  thrust out his chin, stared from behind his glossy dark glasses.


  "Why did the Nereid go hundreds of miles off-course to pass by Rhodes?” Durell demanded. "Why did she disappear and turn up at Port Said?”


  A flush passed over Panagiotes’ olive cheeks. He pushed strands of the silver that streaked his hair back from his forehead. Thoughtfully, he said: "How could you know that? You are a government agent, aren’t you? Your accent is American, but that could be a pose. You could be a Russian.”


  "It was the Russians who jumped you at the villa, wasn’t it?” Durell countered.


  For the first time, Panagiotes faltered. "I—I don’t know. It was a shock, a terrible shock. I simply ran for my life.”


  "In the yacht.”


  "Yes, the yacht. I didn’t see you out there, I swear it.”


  Somehow, he was less than convincing. "They were after Lazeishvili?” he asked.


  "I don’t know what they were after—I stayed at sea for fear of them. After it was dark I came here, to fly to Athens.” He glanced through a window, and said: "My pilot will arrive at any moment. I suggest you leave. Now.”


  "I will, in your plane.” Durell’s voice was flat, uncompromising.


  At his last word, Link and Sirena climbed through the doorway, causing the Learjet to joggle slightly on its shocks. A whiff of kerosene exhaust and the shrill of a jet turbine came through with them.


  Panagiotes’ hand flicked under his lapel, but Durell was quicker. The Greek froze at the sight of the snub-nosed .38 aimed squarely at his face.


  "Place your gun on the seat there. Carefully,” Durell said.


  Panagiotes did as he was told. Anger and hatred laced his voice, as he growled: "The authorities will hear about this!”


  Durell waved him toward the door, and said: "Maybe. But you didn’t notify them when your house was burned down, although people were killed there. Something tells me you’d as soon keep your distance from them, at the moment. I think you’re up to something on the sly, Mr. Panagiotes.”


  "You will pay for your impudence,” the millionaire said.


  "Speaking of paying—you will be reimbursed fuel costs. Your aircraft will be returned tomorrow, with a bit of luck.”


  "Go to hell.”


  "If I do, you’ll be there to greet me.”


  From just inside the hatch, Durell’s aim followed the stocky, energetic figure of Panagiotes across the tarmac. Link sat at the small table and tore brown paper off a package. Sirena was already in the pilot’s seat, when Durell called to her, and said:


  "Get this thing into the air.”


  She went through the preflight checklist with the quick aplomb of a veteran, while Durell, seated beside a window, kept a wary eye on the terminal door through which Panagiotes had disappeared.


  Link pulled a large Olympic Airways flight bag from the ripped wrapping paper, unzipped it, glanced darkly at Durell. "How the devil did you get these?” he asked, and pulled out a flat-black little Uzi submachine gun.


  Durell made no reply. He found another Uzi in the bag, plus six forty-round magazines. Marty was a good man, he reflected.


  Sirena called for them to fasten seatbelts, as she started the turbojets. They trundled onto the runway, received clearance for takeoff, and plunged up into the night.


  Rhodes diminished and faded as they climbed to a silent forty thousand feet, headed southeast. Then Link refreshed his drink at the liquor cabinet and waved his long hand at the submachine guns. "I’d like to think those are merely for dramatic effect,” he said.


  "I hope we won’t have to use them,” Durell said.


  Link’s eyebrow lifted sardonically. "Be almost a shame not to, they’re such perfect little brutes for chopping people to pieces—that’s what they are made for, isn’t it?”


  "We’re not likely to be welcomed with open arms. We’ll be outnumbered ten to one or better.” "Pish-tosh, old fellow. We quest on the side of right, and right will carry us through. With a bit of aid from those chatterboxes.”


  Durell wondered if the man were a little drunk. He hoped not. "Are you having second thoughts?” he asked.


  "Of course not; not in the slightest.”


  Durell’s gaze was even. "Good. There’s no turning back now.”
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  "There may be a weather problem,” Sirena told Durell as he slid into the co-pilot’s seat.


  "Looks fine at the moment,” he said. The stars seemed to hang like berries, so near that he could scoop them in with his hands.


  "The weather map showed a low pressure area moving east across North Africa. It could bring the khamsin.”


  Durell knew that the khamsin could be a bitter experience. It sucked hot air off the southern deserts and hurled it across Egypt as shrieking clouds of sand. The khamsin had been known to raise the temperature thirty-five degrees in two hours and bring hurricane-force winds of ninety miles an hour. It might last a day or a week as it baked and blighted, gouged and blinded. The weak perished; the strong went mad.


  "When will it arrive at the target area?” he asked.


  Sirena’s dark, almond eyes cut across the instrument panel to the chronometer. "It could get there about the same time we do, or you might have an hour to spare.”


  "What if it beats us?”


  "Landing would be difficult. Probably impossible. But I doubt it will.”


  "We’ll still have to take off again.”


  "I think I can manage that.”


  A few moments passed in silence. They seemed to sit motionless in the sky, despite their great speed.


  "Where did you learn to fly?” Durell asked.


  "My father was a pilot. He commanded a squadron of fighters in the Greek air force, until. . She studied her hands sadly. "Until the coup of 1967. He resisted in the name of democracy. They killed him.” Her outraged gaze stared straight ahead, through the black windshield.


  "He taught you, then,” Durell said.


  "He said when he retired we would form a company to charter flights. All the plans were made. It was a year to the day before his retirement that I was informed of his death. They claimed it was accidental; that he fell against a steel bed-frame and crushed his skull. He was in detention, so it was impossible to prove it was not so.”


  "I’m sorry.” It was clear to Durell that she still felt the loss and the injustice of it deeply.


  "They forced me to leave the country,” she continued. "I went to America, first New York, then Chicago. I found there a taste for Greek chanteuses, you know?”


  Durell nodded.


  "Americans are so silly, if you will forgive my saying so. So romantic. So I became a singer, although I had hardly sung a note in my life.”


  "Why did you return to Greece?” he asked.


  "The Resistance found a use for me, flying as a courier. It was nothing, really—I mean, others were taking a much greater risk. I made my living as a singer. When the military regime fell apart, after Turkey’s humiliating invasion of Cyprus, I kept to a life I had come to know and enjoy. So I’m still a cabaret singer.”


  "You’re a brave girl,” Durell said.


  "Hardly to compare with someone like Aleksei Lazeishvili,” she replied.


  "Where did you get his name?” Durell asked.


  "I heard Link mention him at the villa this morning. Are we going to bring him back with us?”


  Durell saw no point in denying it at this late date. "You know of him?” he asked.


  "In a general way. He’s a freedom fighter, too, but not with guns. He has surmounted many crises.”


  "True. And all he wanted to do was make the Soviet authorities comply with their own constitution and laws. For that he has been sent east, to the Siberian labor camps, committed to a mental institution, beaten on the street by KGB goons, and hounded by petty bureaucrats.”


  "But he has survived,” Sirena said.


  "We can’t say that for sure. We should know soon.” He leaned back in his seat and looked through the side window, staring at the nothingness below where the moon silvered a gleaming wing.


  Things had gone smoothly enough, so far. Despite the police in Rhodes Town and Panagiotes at the airport, they were only a few minutes behind the schedule he had hoped to maintain.


  A convoy required fifteen hours to transit the canal. There were only three places where one might normally find a ship at a dead stop. Two of them were the bypasses at al-Ballah in the north and Kibrit, between the Great and Little Bitter Lakes in the south. The third was at Ismailia, at the canal’s mid-point, where pilots were changed.


  Because of terrain, the stop at al-Ballah was best—and it had the advantage that it was closest to Port Said and an American consul, if anything went wrong.


  A subtle increase in pressure brought his mind back to the cramped cockpit. "Time to begin the descent,” Sirena said.


  "Take her to the deck, well out to sea,” he said. "We’ll hope to fly under Egyptian radar up to the last moment.”


  "Very well.” Sirena glanced at a chart. "On our present course we will strike the Nile Delta near Damietta, cross the thirty-mile-wide el Manzala Lagoon and arrive at the canal well south of Port Said, quite near al-Ballah.”


  Durell said: "If we can avoid radar until we’re over land, the Egyptians should assume our flight originated within the country. All we need is for them to hold off sending interceptors for a few minutes, and we’ll be on the ground.”


  As yet, there was no sign of land or life, nothing to break the monotony of a horizon where an immense drapery of stars fell against the sea. Air ducts whispered. There was a dim whistle of the twin GE turbojets that pushed them across the sky. Sirena’s eyes roved over the instrument panel with calm assurance. Its lights made pale strokes of radiance against her cool cheeks.


  Durell said nothing until she tugged evenly on the control column and urged the plane back into level flight.


  "Fifty feet altitude,” she said quietly. Her voice showed a trace of strain now.


  "Is that as low as you can hold her?”


  "Are you crazy?” She kept her eyes toward the windshield.


  "All right.” He exhaled briefly. "Douse your navigation lights.”


  Her finger touched the control console.


  "Turn off the anti-collision beacon and radar, too.”


  "The radar? At 500 miles per hour, fifty feet above the ground? Sam, there are power transmission towers; radio transmission towers—even water towers . . ."


  "Not many,” Durell said blandly. "And the terrain will be flat as your maiden aunt’s chest.”


  "I have no maiden aunt.” Reluctantly she shut down the equipment.


  "Just a figure of speech.”


  "If I did, she would not be flat-chested.” She kept her eyes ahead.


  "I believe it,” he said. "How is the fuel?”


  "Going fast at this altitude, but there is plenty. Our range is four thousand kilometers, plus a forty-five minute reserve. Costa always keeps the tanks topped-off.” She pressed an earphone against her head. "Now we’re cutting through the Port Said radio beacon,” she said.


  On the right, the light at the Damietta mouth of the Nile poked abruptly above the horizon. Lamps of fishing boats flashed beneath them. Then there were the darker strands of barrier islands, and they hurtled over the el Manzala Lagoon so low that Durell thought he smelled the tidal mud.


  He glanced with satisfaction at the instrument panel clock: they had made up the lost time.


  Moments later, they rocketed over the long causeway of Route 7, between el Matariya and Port Said.


  Rising thermals of warm air filled their path with invisible ruts as they flew a grazing trajectory just above the earth. Durell’s seat jarred and jolted as the fuselage made tortured snapping noises.


  Sirena spoke in a taut voice: "Port Said Tower is trying to raise us. What should I say?”


  "Nothing.” He surveyed the sky, and added through clenched jaws: "Five more minutes, that’s all we need.”


  "They demand that we identify ourselves.”


  Durell shook his head, slashed the air with a hand. Sirena’s eyes strained ahead, her lip between her teeth. Suddenly she gasped, "My God!” and yanked back on the control column.


  Durell had just an instant to recognize the white radiance of a ship’s mast-top navigation light, so close below that its glow flashed like lightning across his retinas.


  Then the plane was arcing hundreds of feet into the air, and he saw the canal as an icy ribbon of starlight. He thought with alarm of ground-to-air missiles and anti-aircraft guns that bristled along the Sinai truce line, a few miles ahead. "Swing her around quick,” he barked, "unless you want to thread a flock of SAMs.”


  "The canal wasn’t exactly where I expected it to be,” Sirena said. She banked the plane sharply, gentled back the throttles.


  "Bear south until we see the bypass.” A line of white-red-white navigation lights came at them. It had to be the Nereid’s convoy, he thought.


  "The Egyptians are looking for us. The radio has gone crazy,” Sirena said.


  "It won’t be easy to find us at this height, and those ships will confuse the picture on radar.”


  They sped over the bypass. Durell identified the shining rails of a canal-side railroad next to Route 4, which also paralleled the waterway. His eyes turned darkly to the sky once more in a search for Egyptian fighters. The lights of Ismailia shone to the south. At least they had got here ahead of the khamsin wind.


  Then the city went dark.


  Its lights had just been blotted out.


  And Durell knew the margin between where he sat and the savage fury of the desert storm was a matter of scant minutes. "Set her down,” he told Sirena.


  She nodded wordlessly, brought the plane out of a low, tight circle. There was a whine of hydraulic pumps as flaps extended and landing gear lowered to drag sluggishly in the air-stream.


  Below, the ships’ running lights marched away to the north, vessel after vessel.


  At the last moment, Sirena flicked on powerful landing floods, and their beams exploded against a narrow highway shining blackly against the sand. It floated up toward them at better than 100 miles per hour.


  A slewing sensation in the pit of Durell’s stomach, as Sirena made a final correction.


  A bump, an airy hop. And they were safely down.


  Sirena sat limply in the pilot’s seat; Durell rubbed a jaw that had been clenched so hard it ached.


  Link’s mocking face came through the compartment doorway. "Where are the redcaps?” he said.


  "You’ll have to carry your own,” Durell said, just as glad for the momentary break in tension.


  "If this is Egypt, I’ll take Baltimore,” Link said.


  "Let’s get out of this can.”


  They went to the rear, and Link kicked the packaged rubber boat he had bought out the hatch. Durell carried the Uzis, and Sirena came along with the spare clips. An eerie, waiting silence pressed heavily on the night. A lone cricket chirruped indignantly. The breeze was fitful, like straining ghosts.


  "The ships are entering the bypass,” Link announced.


  "Get the raft inflated.”


  Link yanked a cord. The raft swelled and took form with a long hiss of compressed air.


  "What about the lady?” Link asked.


  "She will stay here, with the airplane.”


  Sirena hugged herself. She still wore only light slacks and bare midriff, and there was a desert chill in the air. "What if a car comes?” she asked.


  "That isn’t likely,” Durell said, as he slung a weapon over his shoulder. "International Route 44 handles nearly all the traffic now. It’s a couple of miles west of here. Besides, the khamsin will shut down everything for a while.”


  "But what if. . . ?” she persisted.


  "Direct them around the plane with a flashlight. Tell them mechanical problems forced you down, and that help has been sent for. Satisfied?”


  She squinted down the dark road and did not answer.


  There came a bone-chilling rumble, and they looked up at the dangerous sky. Tiny blowtorch trails sped above the canal to the north.


  "MIGs,” Durell said, his voice toneless.


  "Looking for us?” Link said.


  "What do you think?” Durell gripped the rubber raft. "Let’s get this down to the water.”


  They slipped and slid down the sandy slope to the water’s edge, the raft between them. The first ship loomed enormously as the convoy approached. It passed, then another and another, their low wakes sucking at the sand. Diesels throbbed, generators whined, bilgewater splattered from pumps. There were tankers, tramp freighters, cruise ships, short-sea traders.


  Durell recalled that the Nereid was third in line. It already had slid past, but its silhouette stood out crisply against the moonlighted sky, modest in size but with fast lines.


  There came a rattle of chains and splashing of anchors all up and down the convoy.


  Durell turned to Link. "Can you climb an anchor chain?”


  Link slung his Uzi. "I’ll do anything to crash a party, old boy.”


  Sirena touched Durell’s shoulder. "Come back soon.”


  "Half an hour, forty-five minutes.” He took a breath. "If we’re not back when the convoy moves out, take off without us. If anyone questions you later, say I forced you to run from the police on Rhodes, but you got away from me. You never heard of me, afterwards.”


  "That will be hard to pretend,” she said. "Just come back amésos, quickly.”


  Just as they launched the rubber boat, the khamsin struck.
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  "All we want is to get Lazeishvili and beat it.” Durell had to hurl the words against the shrieking wind. Sand stung his face and hands, gritted between his teeth.


  "Find Charles Cullinane,” Link called through the fury.


  "He smuggled the Russian aboard?”


  "Any crewman should be able to take us to him.”


  The stern of the Nereid rose high above, a black steel curtain that pinged under a barrage of sand. Beyond the ship’s hull, as Durell lifted his gaze briefly, only a scattering of stars directly overhead glowed feebly through a gauze of dust thousands of feet high.


  The anchor chain was a taut line from forecastle to water.


  He moored the raft to it and went up first. The deck was a dark haze. The storm made a black blizzard that howled around bridge and funnel. There was no one about, as far as he could see. Despite the wind, the Nereid sat solid as a piling in the canal.


  Link appeared, hauled himself over the railing, crouched beside Durell. They unslung their weapons, threw the cocking levers, went down the deck in a hurried crouch. The only light visible from this angle came through windows of the upper bridge.


  Out of the corner of his eye, Durell caught sight of a patchy discoloration on the deck as he hustled by. He halted Link with an outstretched hand, went back and knelt to shine his penflash. Dust glittered through the narrow, lancing beam that showed a portion of a large yellow smear. It looked like fine mud, and brought to mind what he had found in the sunken barrel, off Rhodes. The coincidence startled him—until he realized it could not be coincidence. The odds against it simply were too high.


  The barrel must have been dropped on the deck of the Nereid, spilled some of its contents, then rolled overboard.


  Link came back beside him. "What have you found?”


  Durell shook his head and spit over the lee rail. "Come on,” he said.


  Stays moaned against the weight of the tempest, as they padded quickly on down the deck. Sand bit and gouged and fell in sheets down exposed bulkheads, capstans, anything that stopped its pelting flight. Durell flagged for Link to follow as he entered the abrupt stillness of a deckhouse, skipped down chiming steel ladders into the Number One hold.


  The air was hot now, stifling down here, and sweat trickled down their cheeks in muddy rivulets. The deck throbbed to the ship’s idling diesels. Wind beat and buffeted the hull plates with muffled savagery. Dust motes swarmed in the narrow beam of Durell’s penflash.


  "Empty,” he said, and turned to Link. "What was the cargo to Russia?”


  "Spare auto parts. I saw them loaded myself.”


  "And on the return voyage to Italy?”


  "Don’t know, old chum. Apparently nothing.” Durell’s throat felt raw from the sifting dust. "A shipping company can’t make money off empty bottoms,” he said.


  "Then where’s the cargo? You’ll have to ask Panagiotes, won’t you?”


  "I think I know part of the answer. It was unloaded in some port we don’t know about or transferred to another ship—possibly off Rhodes—after the Nereid was reported missing.” He drew a dusty breath. "The Mermaid Memo was part of its log, thrown overboard there to cover its tracks.”


  "No one was likely to have noticed or given a damn,” Link said. "But it just happened that a top-flight atomic scientist and major Russian dissident was a stowaway. Too bad for Panagiotes—or whoever is behind this chicanery.”


  "Let’s check the next hold,” Durell said.


  He led the way through another bulkhead. Fine dust covered everything, and sweat that dripped from his face made black dots in it. He blew a rough breath of frustration as his penflash showed only barren deck-plating in the Number Two hold.


  Link coughed into his fist, as the wind screamed outside. "Empty again,” he said.


  "Not quite,” Durell said, and held the needle beam against a far corner of the huge compartment.


  Both men peered, as hurtling sand pounded the hull with a malign, hissing sound. They picked out a faint outline of what seemed to be heaped canvas.


  Only it was not canvas.


  It was the dark rubberized material of body bags.


  



  Apprehension seemed to stiffen Durell’s fingers as he worked at fastenings on the first bag in the pile. A stench of blood and feces and stale urine assaulted his fraying nerves. He could only hope that his mission would not end here, ruined and aborted, over the corpse of Aleksei Lazeishvili—but the hope was frail. Then a face, stiff and yellow in the probe of the penflash, came into view.


  "That isn’t Lazeishvili,” Link said.


  "Cullinane?”


  "No.” Link wrinkled his nose above his pencil mustache, used a sleeve of his elegantly tailored jumpsuit to wipe sweat and mud from his forehead.


  The unknown contents of the remaining bags kept any feeling of relief from Durell. There were three of them, and they went through the same routine with each. All wore the insignia of maritime officers. One wore the stripes of a captain in the Greek merchant marine.


  Durell stood and stared down at the dead men, his mouth dry with a sense of being snared and crushed in the monstrous belly of steel all around him.


  Huge motors throbbed and pulsed beyond the bulkhead. There came a sound of pumps, whining in the dust, as the storm moaned and bellowed at the ship.


  Durell saw clearly that a dangerous new factor had been added to the equation: he no longer was prying aboard a ship of commerce crewed by indifferent merchant seamen. Whoever was in control had killed enough. They would not hesitate to kill again.


  Link broke the silence. "Mutiny, do you think?”


  "Maybe. Maybe piracy.”


  "I suppose they resisted.” Link indicated the corpses.


  "The killers must have bagged them, intending to wait until they reached the Gulf of Suez to dump them overboard. There was too much risk they would be found in the canal.”


  "It doesn’t look good for Lazeishvili, does it?”


  Durell aimed the penflash at a hatch. The engine room had to be on the other side of it, to judge by the sound. "We won’t settle anything more here,” he said. "Come on.”


  He cracked the hatch, then slid his hand back around the Uzi. Its grip-safety made a small pressure just under the web of his thumb. A scent of warm lubricating oil came with a wedge of light from the engine room. Cautiously, he bent to the opening, looked, ducked back.


  He’d seen three crewmen oiling, wiping, reading gauges.


  Above them, on a grill-floored catwalk that ran along one side of the hull, stood a fourth man, watching the others. From his hand dangled a heavy automatic pistol.


  It was obvious he had the three crewmen under guard.


  Durell swore softly, wiped a palm against his thigh, then strode through the door.


  Startled blue eyes stared at him out of a flat face that was topped with a seaman’s knit cap. Parted lips sucked a hissing breath.


  "Be still,” Durell shouted up to him in Greek, his Uzi raised.


  A snarled syllable came out of the flat face as the pistol swung over the railing, and Durell had no choice.


  The submachine gun bucked and stammered in his grip.


  The man’s blue cap popped from his head like a cork, and his legs went from under him as if he had slipped on ice. Blood dribbled through the grating and splashed on the gray-painted deck.


  As Durell turned to the three crewmen a prickling dismay crept up his spine.


  The man had said, ''Ktoh—?”


  It was Russian for "Who—?”


  The Russians had got here before Durell.


  The three crewmen held a stunned silence and peered over machinery behind which they had sought cover. Link strode in, saw the dead Russian, looked musingly at Durell.


  Durell demanded in Greek: "Where is the crewman named Charles Cullinane?”


  A bull-chested sailor replied: "He isn’t aboard the Nereid, sir.”


  "What happened to him?”


  "Jumped ship. He was smart.”


  "Where? Where did he jump ship?”


  The three seamen argued briefly, in snarling, spitting whispers. Durell missed most of it. Then the bull-chested one said: "Rhodes. Don’t say we told you, parakaló, please. We were sworn not to mention Rhodes to anyone. But maybe you, sir, can get us off this devil ship?” Durell and Link exchanged exasperated stares. Link turned back to the men, and snapped: "What about Aleksei Lazeishvili?”


  "Who?”


  "A stowaway. Cullinane looked after him.”


  "Ah! The stowaway!” The bull-chested sailor lowered his rough voice conspiratorially, jerked a thumb topside. "Bridge. Officers’ quarters, the last any of us saw.”


  "He’s still aboard,” Durell said, hardly daring to believe. "Cullinane abandoned him.”


  "That’s impossible.” Link was defensive.


  "Any kind of snafu seems possible with the HRC,” Durell muttered. Abruptly, he caught his breath and rolled his eyes toward the overhead. Sounds of running feet came dimly through the plates, despite the raging noise of the windstorm.


  A tall, bald-headed seaman, one of the three who had said nothing up to now, broke for a compartment door on Durell’s left. "I’m getting out of here!” he shouted, and vanished through the hatch.


  There came a scream, the shattering rattle of automatic fire, and the man toppled back into the engine room riddled with bullets.


  Link cut for the door to Number Two hold, collided with the barrel-chested seaman, shouted, "Out of my way, you fool!” The third seaman had thrown himself to the deck. Durell waited calmly, his aim braced against the motor-housing.


  A figure darted into view, and he triggered a burst into the gloomy hatchway. A stung moan, a rolling clatter, and a man and his Avtomat Kalashnikov assault rifle tumbled over the crewman Durell had just killed.


  The reek of hot rifle oil and burnt gunpowder mixed in the sifting dust, as Durell lunged for the opposite exit.


  A sickly stench brought back to mind the decomposing bodies in this dark chamber. It didn’t take long in this climate, Durell thought. Link and the burly crewman were barely visible where they waited, their backs flattened against the hull.


  Durell spoke harshly to the sailor. "Show us to the officers’ quarters.”


  The sailor showed the whites of his eyes. "Not me, friend.”


  Durell jabbed the muzzle of his Uzi into the man’s gut. Shouts of alarm from topside cut through the screeching wind.


  "Are you mad?” Link said. Sweat gleamed in crescents under his eyes, as he added: "This place is a hornet’s nest.”


  "Get hold of yourself,” Durell said angrily.


  "Do we have a chance?”


  "You’ll have to fight your way off, no matter how you go. Might as well make it pay.”


  Link drew himself up and told the sailor: "You heard the man. Officers’ quarters. Chop-chop.”


  The upper deck was a geometry of shadow on shadow, hazed in wind-whipped sand. The sand bit and gouged Durell’s cheeks as he crouched to catch his breath beside a deckhouse. The luminous dial of his wrist chronometer showed that almost twenty-five minutes had elapsed since rowing away from the sandy canal bank. He did not know how much longer the convoy would stand idling. He gave a thought to Sirena, who waited alone in the wailing darkness, and hoped her nerve would hold until he returned.


  "Up there.” The Greek sailor pointed toward dimly lighted portholes in the upper bridge.


  Durell slapped his arm down, nodded toward a party of four men. They made a line of ghostly silhouettes in the hot, driving grit as they moved cautiously along the rail, rifles at the ready.


  Before Durell could do anything to stop him, Link jumped up and delivered a murderous fire that raked the group. The range was point-blank, fifteen yards at the most, and the four men simply disappeared from view in the blowing dust and night.


  Durell spat a curse for the lost secrecy of his position and yelled, "Run for the bridge.”


  "You’re never satisfied, are you, old chum?” Link panted, as the bridge superstructure rose before them like a dark cliff.


  Bullets from behind zipped over their shoulders and whacked into the metal wall. The Greek sailor grunted and fell on his face. Durell scrambled up a ladder, ripped a blind volley toward where he guessed the shots had originated, and the chatter of Link’s Uzi joined in.


  Floodlights burst on all over the ship.


  Durell glimpsed the afterdeck through writhing yellow sheets of hurtling sand. Russians—he didn’t know how many, maybe a dozen—stood rooted in the blaze of light, anxiously scanning the ship for intruders. All were equipped with automatic-firing AK assault rifles, which Durell identified easily by their high-rise front sights and banana magazine clips. Further back toward the raised poop, he saw a man pointing at him, mouth working with shouts that the tempest whipped beyond Durell’s hearing.


  Bullets snapped and hammered all around, blasted paint from bulkheads, slung hot needles of fragmented slugs.


  He fell unceremoniously into a corridor. Link, an instant behind him, tripped, sprawled, saw his rifle skitter out of his hand.


  The two picked themselves up. Durell slammed the hatch to the companionway closed, banged with his fists on stateroom doors, yelled for Lazeishvili.


  They found him in a stateroom halfway along the gray-walled corridor.


  He looked vaguely like photographs Durell had seen of him: fortyish, high-domed forehead, determined jaw and somewhat worn countenance. His wide-set eyes held a misty green cast. But there was something more, a calm competence, self-confidence that seemed to draw on resources superior to that of ordinary men. He was dressed in serge slacks and threadbare tweed jacket shapeless as a blanket, and he sweated profusely.


  "Who are you?” he demanded in Russian. He was clearly apprehensive.


  "Come with us, quickly,” Durell replied in kind, his tone sharp.


  "Nyet!”


  Link grabbed the man’s arm, moved him toward the door where Durell waited. Lazeishvili’s feet dragged protestingly on the dusty deck. "What the devil’s the matter with you?” Link snarled in English, his nerves raw.


  Lazeishvili raised his voice, speaking in English now. "I wish to return to the Soviet Union, don’t you see?”


  Durell sighed grimly.


  He and Link exchanged a fidgeting glance of despair.


  "But we are your friends,” Link pleaded.


  "You are Americans; I know the accent,” Lazeishvili countered.


  "What of it? We’re here to help you,” Durell said.


  "Of course,” Lazeishvili snorted. "You want me.”


  Durell spoke quickly: "You will be safe. Don’t worry.”


  Lazeishvili said: "You don’t seem to understand. I am a loyal citizen of the USSR. I have no desire to aid the Americans to the detriment of my own country.”


  Link’s tone was surprised: "What are you talking about?”


  Durell broke in: "We don’t have time to discuss this now.” He glanced into the corridor. "They’ll be coming through that companionway hatch—”


  Lazeishvili ignored him: "The Americans will try to use me, use my knowledge, you see,” he told Link. "I am a nuclear physicist, until recently involved in research of supreme importance to the security of my country—but you must know that.”


  "I am with the Human Rights Congress—”


  "Still you’re an American, and what about him?” Lazeishvili’s finger was aimed at Durell. Durell and Link exchanged troubled glances, neither speaking. Lazeishvili had caught Durell off-balance; he hadn’t expected this.


  Lazeishvili smiled grimly, and said: "I would never tell the Americans what I know, but they will attempt to make me. Or they will pretend to my countrymen that I have, to gain a psychological advantage. One way or another, the Americans will use me to make the leaders of my country believe they have no secrets left.”


  Durell’s patience was growing thin. "You didn’t slip out of Russia to turn around and go back. Why have you changed your mind?”


  Lazeishvili shook his head. "Too much bloodshed. And now—Americans to kidnap me! My sole aim is to win political freedom for my countrymen, not to betray them.”


  Durell spoke harshly: "If you go back, you’ll be thrown into prison, at the very least. You’ll forfeit everything, even the chance of helping your people. At least from another country your voice can be heard.”


  "The voice of a traitor, if I go to the United States,” Lazeishvili said simply.


  There was anguish in Link’s voice, as he pleaded: "But I told you, I’m with the HRC. You won’t have to return to Russia or go to America. We’ll see you get anywhere you wish.”


  "Maybe. But I cannot take that risk. I—”


  Durell clutched the man’s lapel. There was a commotion of voices and pounding feet within the superstructure, and he guessed the Russians were attempting to outflank them. His tone turned brutal under the pressure, as he said: "Save it for your memoirs, Mr. Lazeishvili—you’re coming with us.”


  Quickly, he strode to the outer bulkhead, peered through a large porthole of rectangular design. Most freighters carried their lifeboats high on the bridge, he knew. The Nereid was no exception; the canvas-covered bow of a lifeboat hung from its davits just below the window.


  He spoke rapidly to Link, as he returned to the threshold of the stateroom: "Get him through the porthole, onto that lifeboat. I’ll give you cover.”


  Link sounded angry and high-strung. "We can’t lower a lifeboat. I don’t even know how. What about those men out there?”


  Suddenly the companionway door slammed open at the end of the corridor. Durell ducked away a millisecond before a storm of lead lashed the length of the hall. His Uzi ripped an answering burst, and he yelled urgently to Link: "Not in the boat. Use it as a platform to jump from. It’ll give you clearance out from the side of the hull.”


  He leaned out, fired, ducked back inside again.


  The reply was a vicious jabber of slugs, but at least he was holding them at bay. No one had tried to come through the hallway door.


  A sudden long howl told him that Link had managed to open the porthole. Sand and dust spurted into the stateroom. He hopped across to peer from behind the other side of the stateroom’s threshold, toward a stairlanding at the opposite end of the corridor. No one was there, but he fired briefly to intimidate anyone thinking of giving that approach a try.


  Now shots erupted from the first exit, scraping and gouging the gray corridor walls. He switched sides and returned the fire, replaced the empty clip with a spare from his hip pocket, glanced through swirling dust toward the porthole.


  Link and Lazeishvili were gone.


  His aim was to hold the standoff for a solid five minutes. He judged the others would not attempt to storm the stateroom. They had every reason to believe they had him trapped and could have him sooner or later without further sacrifice.


  The firing became infrequent and sporadic, just a reminder that they were waiting.


  The storm raged on.


  Sand rattled against metal.


  Durell coughed dryly, wiped sweat from his eyesockets, flung glittering droplets onto the floor. He glanced at his watch. Time was up.


  He clamped his teeth against the thunder and kick as he emptied almost a full clip, firing up and down the companionway, brass smoking through the dusty air and clattering at his feet, then threw the Uzi down, scampered across the stateroom as if the devil were at his heels. With trembling urgency, he lowered himself onto the lifeboat. The khamsin snatched at his clothing, etched his flesh, clawed at his eyes as he faced into the black void below.


  In that poised moment there came a racketing stutter.


  Bullets whiffed by his head, even as he jumped.


  The water slapped, jarred and closed over him. It had a bitter, gagging taste as he fought his way through black silk and found the surface.


  The Nereid babbled and barked with calls and commands. A searchlight lanced the howling gloom, but Durell had reached the steep slope of the bank. He scrambled out of the water, sloshing and dribbling, sand caking on his soggy clothing, and ran at a long-distance pace toward where the Learjet had been parked, half a mile away.


  As he glanced over his shoulder through the tempest-bleared night, floods and spotlight went dark aboard the Nereid.


  His nostrils felt raw and clogged with dust.


  Sweat and grime stung his eyes.


  The world seemed lost in an enormous fist of hot wool. The roadway was drifted with sandy tendrils, layered in blowing gloom.


  He could vaguely see lights from some ships in the anchored line, and, by counting from the first, should have located the Leaijet by now. His feet dragged to a stop. He swore under his breath, perplexity in his stinging eyes. He might have been lost, but he knew better: he had reached the place where they had pushed the rubber boat into the canal.


  But the plane was gone.


  Link and Sirena had abandoned him in this keening wilderness.


  He sensed immediate danger, looked back the way he had come and saw where powerful flashlight beams glittered through the slashing grit.


  A party of the Russians had followed, to nail him once and for all.


  10


  The second day after what Mahabeth, Egyptian Intelligence, would come to refer to as the Nereid Incident, General Dickinson McFee arrived from Geneva and went straight to Marty Stone’s steel-walled and tightly guarded office on Vassilissis Sofias Avenue, near the Hilton Hotel in Athens. The small, anonymous chief of K Section had dropped out of the entourage of the President, who was in the midst of a nine-day goodwill tour of Europe and the Mideast. McFee had taken the rare opportunity to strengthen relations with friendly intelligence chiefs in countries on the President’s itinerary.


  A security guard had announced his arrival to Marty, who scooped reports, dossiers and memos into some order on his cluttered desk as the boss was shown in.


  "What is the latest on the Cajun?” McFee said, without preamble.


  "No word, sir. He might as well have vanished at the South Pole.”


  "Hints from the Egyptians?” McFee sat in a padded chair, close to Marty’s desk.


  "Not a word.” Marty smoothed his red mustache nervously. "Not that we’ve dared invite any,” he added.


  McFee thought a moment, his eyes an icy, pale blue. His thumb rubbed the hilt of a blackthorn walking stick that contained an arsenal of lethal gimmicks. "I have kept abreast of your communications, Martin,”


  he said, and straightened an impeccable crease in his gray trousers. "But I want to hear the whole story from you. As luck would have it, the President leaves Paris for Cairo within the hour—I don’t have to tell you there is potential for severe embarrassment in this.”


  Marty poured a cup of oily black coffee, composing his thoughts. McFee declined with a slight shake of his gray head, when Marty offered the percolator across the desk. Teleprinters clattered in an adjacent code room.


  "As I said, sir, I have had no communication with Durell since he left Rhodes night before last.” He moved to a large wall map of Egypt and touched the twin streaks marking the canal’s al-Ballah bypass. "He was headed here, as I’ve reported. Our spotter in Port Said had provided us with a convoy schedule. This seemed the best place to attempt boarding the freighter. But we don’t even know for sure that his airplane reached it.”


  McFee spoke: "The odds are heavily against a mere accident that might have downed him at sea. If he were shot down over Egypt, we’d have heard about it. Let’s assume he reached his destination.” He paused briefly, and said: "What type of airplane was he using?”


  "Unknown. He didn’t say, and I didn’t ask.”


  "Then we can’t very well ascertain whether it did, in fact, return to Rhodes.”


  "Surely not without him aboard, sir; and if he had returned, we’d certainly have heard from him by now.”


  "Just casting about, Martin,” McFee said mildly. He knit his frosty brows, and said: "His silence can mean only one thing, then. He’s still in Egypt.”


  Marty hesitated, then spoke in a deferential tone: "I don’t like to mention it, sir, but he may be dead.”


  "Of course. But we must proceed on the assumption that he is not.”


  "They may have taken him into custody.”


  "I think not. The Egyptians would have screamed to high heaven, if they had caught him.”


  "If that happened—”


  McFee finished the thought for him: "Then the President’s invitation to Cairo would be canceled, at the very least.” His tone grew frigid, as he continued. "Egypt’s initiative toward peace with Israel could be shattered by the mistrust of the US that would arise, its President made a laughing-stock for relying on our good offices.”


  "It seems all we can do is wait and hope,” Marty said.


  "Wait for the roof to cave in? No, my boy.” McFee stirred slightly in his chair. "We have one possible trump card, if I dare attempt to play it—but first, tell me the rest of the details leading up to Durell’s departure from Rhodes.”


  Marty worked backwards, relating how Durell presumably had left with Link O’Dell in a plane piloted by Sirena Alatis, and how the police had sought him for questioning in connection with the murder of Costa Panagiotes. He noted, as he had told Durell, that Greek Intelligence had shown little inclination to intercede with the civil authorities on Durell’s behalf.


  McFee listened attentively until Marty had finished, then said: "Who is this Panagiotes?”


  "I’m not sure, sir. Wealthy. Formerly in the government, and still wields some power in the Greek infrastructure. Just how is uncertain. A mystery man.”


  "Pull aside his veil, Martin,” McFee said. "Put your people to building a file on him. I’ll want it by midnight.”


  "Yes, sir.”


  "In the meantime, I’ll have a talk with my opposite number in Greek Intelligence.”


  "Sir?” Marty looked troubled.


  "Yes?”


  "What about the Egyptians? How do we handle them, if this breaks over our heads?”


  "Normally, the procedure would be to disavow our man, scrap the mission, accept our losses.”


  "I was afraid you’d say that, sir.” Marty was about to stare morosely into his empty coffee cup, but something, the merest hint of smug cunning in General McFee’s pale eyes, brought his face back up.


  McFee almost never smiled, or showed emotion in any way, and he did not now, despite Marty’s double-take. On the contrary, his small, intelligent face turned more severe than usual, if that were possible.


  "I said 'normally,’ ” he pointed out. He drew a short breath and went on. "First, there is the man Durell was after. Aleksei Lazeishvili’s state-of-the-art knowledge, when it comes to atomic science, can tell the Pentagon exactly where we stand vis-a-vis the Soviets in nuclear weaponry. That’s at a minimum. Even better, he may be induced to go to work for us. He’s a genius, no doubt about it. And if Durell has learned anything of his whereabouts, it behooves us to exert every effort to bring Durell back to tell us.”


  Marty’s slender smile was turned inward, but McFee missed nothing. "What are you thinking, Martin?”


  "Forgive me, sir. I assumed our interest in Lazeishvili was humanitarian—of course there would be propaganda value, as a natural spin-off, but. . .” His voice dribbled to silence at the look in his superior’s cold eyes.


  "Grow up,” McFee said, his tone distant and brittle.


  "Yes, sir.” A pause. "Durell said we’d want to pick his brains.”


  "Of course. He’s a realist.”


  "It’s just ironic, sir. He didn’t seem to care very much for the idea. He seemed of the opinion that Lazeishvili should be allowed to proceed to any country he wished.”


  "Doubtlessly, you misunderstood him,” McFee said.


  "Yes, sir. How are you going to get Durell back, if I may ask, sir?”


  McFee spoke almost as if to himself, thumbing the smooth hilt of his walking stick. "The Egyptian President has displayed a remarkable talent for the bold stroke, the unexpected ploy. He should appreciate that in others. Durell’s action was not directed against Egypt but the Russians—and there is no love lost between them and the Egyptian leader. If that is carefully and diplomatically explained, I believe he will cooperate.”


  "You mean . . . ?”


  McFee nodded gravely. "I mean, Martin, perhaps he will help us find our man—if the President of the United States asks.”


  "Forgive me, sir. That simply blows my mind.” Marty’s eyes were wide. "It sounds crazy.”


  McFee may have smiled. "I think not, if my judgment of character is half what I believe it to be.”


  There was a momentary silence.


  Then McFee said: "What are you waiting for? Have communications connect me with Air Force One.”


  11


  Durell nodded awake to a premonition of danger.


  He was hungry and thirsty, filthy and exhausted.


  The sparrows had stopped singing. He did not move. He had struck out across the desert, headed southeast toward the Sweetwater Canal that connected Cairo and Ismailia, but had turned back. The Russians had dogged him all the way. He had lived off a pocketful of stolen dates and brackish water for three days now. The Uzi was gone. He still had the snub-nosed .38, but only four cartridges.


  Now he lay in a small date grove some miles north of el Quantara, where a branch of the Sweetwater Canal greened the desert. He had hoped for rest here, on his way to Port Said and the refuge of the American consulate, but there had been precious little as he dozed minute by minute.


  He gazed up through the fronds. The khamsin wind had died and left a lemony tan dust suspended in the evening sky. The heat had dropped to something just endurable, and he was aware of sweat and grime that caked every pore.


  Something was wrong.


  He did not know what, but felt he must move on.


  Quickly and silently, all alert now, he crossed through the undergrowth and scanned a flat, irrigated field of berseem clover that stretched bright green against the chocolate earth on the other side of the oasis.


  The Russians were some sixty yards away, four of them in a bunch, grim and wary.


  They trailed his footprints along the bank of a broad irrigation ditch that ran from a railroad culvert where he had eluded them an hour ago. They were superior trackers, and determined. A short whip antenna wobbled from a walkie-talkie that one carried slung over his shoulder. Durell suspected there was more than one team on his trail, but they all looked alike. He had learned that they carried their pistols stuffed under their belts, inside their shirts, but he judged it little mattered if it were for cosmetic effect. So long as they contained him to the desert and among the smaller villages, they could haul a howitzer without it ever getting back to the authorities.


  At least Lazeishvili was beyond their reach, gone with Link and Sirena, Durell thought. He took satisfaction in that.


  With hurried care he crossed back through the grove and weighed the possibilities, aware that the Russians grew closer every moment. A group of chanting fellahin nearby hacked and yanked at lavender water hyacinths, clearing a drainage ditch. Some wore loose-flowing galabia robes and skull caps. Others, down in the water, had stripped to undershirts and knee breeches, as they heaved the plants out to be piled onto a donkey cart.


  Flies swarmed and bit as Durell wistfully regarded the cast-off robes. There seemed to be no way of getting his hands on one of the robes without being seen.


  Beyond the fellahin was a man who drove a gamoos buffalo that powered a creaking waterwheel. Then came a cluster of mud houses, spread out on either side of the big irrigation ditch, where children swam as bullocks cooled themselves, and camels and sheep drank the muddy water. A pair of black-draped women pattered down a dusty lane, water jars balanced on their heads, leaving other women to gossip at the community water spigot in the shade of inclining date palms. A boy in striped pajamas played with a white Puppy.


  All peaceful enough. For the moment.


  He unholstered his .38 S&W and dangled it beside his thigh, just as a crackle of fallen leaves and dead twigs came to his ears. He looked back: the Russians were inside the grove, but he could not see them yet. The pistol grip was heavy and wet in his palm. He brushed sweat from his eyes.


  He had no choice but to run for it, hoping to be screened by the foliage long enough to get away.


  The little oasis was shaped like an eye, and he decided his chances were better if he fled from its tip, near the village. He turned from the bushy verge, bent low, hustled along a sandy track, his breathing light and calm. He gave a thought to the dead already left behind and tensed himself against surprise. The Russians meant business, as always. The sun cast yellow wafers amid green shadows, as he scuffed along. Sand on the trail whiffed and flew into his shoes and grated against his heels.


  The Russian materialized out of the leafy foreground, right in front of him.


  It was like a picture flashed suddenly on a screen.


  He was short and meaty, all his weight in chest and shoulders, with a stubble of beard and high, straw-colored brows. Surprise pushed his eyes out at the sight of Durell.


  Durell’s shoulder slammed into him and bowled him over, but the Russian got a grip, and they went down together, pounding and groping in a swirl of hot dust and straw. Durell came up on top, but the Russian was strong and almost threw him off with the first heave of hia broad chest. Durell hurled a knuckle punch at his windpipe, missed, felt a steely fist crash into his temple. Sparks floated behind his eyes and he went over. They rolled, cursing and groaning, breath bursting and hissing, and the Russian got astraddle of Durell. Blood dripped from the tip of the Russian’s nose. He whimpered and dug his thumbs at Durell’s throat, trying to crush his larynx. There was a gleam of bloodshot exultation in his eyes. Durell made no effort to break his grip, but drew his chin down to protect his throat as best he could and slid his palm over the other’s face, smothering mouth and nostrils. The Russian’s face tilted back, and he spoke against Durell’s palm: "Die!” he said. ' Die! Die!”


  Durell sank thumb and forefinger of his other hand into the man’s neck, beneath the corners of his upturned jaw, squeezing the flow of blood to his brain. The man’s thumbs brought a bruised pain to Durell’s windpipe as they dug and dug. He had judged his opponent correctly. The Russian was overzealous; maybe that was why he hadn’t called to the others for help. He was refusing to turn Durell loose, even as his head reeled and his eyes glazed.


  With a sudden kick, Durell hurled him aside, grabbed a handful of hair, slammed his head against the ground. Still clutching the Russian’s hair, he lay back, slid a leg under the dazed man’s neck and slammed the other leg down on the soft arch of his exposed throat, then locked his ankles and tightened a lethal scissors-hold.


  "Die!” he rasped, sweat stinging his eyes, grit between his teeth. "Die! Die!”


  A quick shuffle of movement came from behind, and Durell heard someone say: "Release him immediately, or you die!” The English came in thick, Slavic accents.


  Durell sensed despair, then anger with himself as he loosened his hold and turned his head to see the speaker.


  The toe of a boot crashed between his eyes.


  



  Durell made no effort to move. His head throbbed, and he was glad just to lie on the warm sand without having to run. When he opened his eyes, all he saw was a yellow and green blur. Vision returned slowly through a dazed glare over the passing seconds. The Russians seemed patient enough.


  Their leader, a man they called Lieutenant Maximov, had the long, sunburned face and serious eyes of a farmer. His cheeks were drawn, his eyes ringed with fatigue, and he seemed glad the fight was over. He cursed the man Durell had killed, calling him a fool, and ordered the two remaining team members to strip the corpse of identification and bury it. While they did that, he reported Durell’s capture over the walkie-talkie.


  Shadows were long when they escorted him from the date grove. There was a tang of cooking smoke in the air, drifting from the village. Fields, goldened by the low sunlight, stretched to a far rise of desert. Mud walls of the village reflected a burnt orange color from the setting sun. The group approached the flat-roofed houses in a casual manner. No one was in sight along the single street, but voices came from behind walls in rippling Arabic, the only language in twenty-five hundred years of foreign rule that had managed to supplant the Coptic of pharaonic times.


  The Russians kept their guns out of sight as Lieutenant Maximov banged on a rickety plank door. The ululating strains of a ballad, accompanied by a rabab violin, came dimly from a radio within.


  When no one answered his knock, Maximov pushed and the door swung open on leather hinges. He entered cautiously, flagged the other two to follow, and one of them shoved Durell into the gloom. They were in a small room, like an entranceway. Beyond was a courtyard. The music came from there, with the bleat of a goat and clucking of chickens. The courtyard had doors to rooms on each of its sides, and a plastered mud stair at the rear led to the roof, where stored jumble was visible over the eaves. A chicken coop, baking oven, goat shed and family latrine cluttered the courtyard, where two black-robed women, probably mother and daughter, prepared rice and lentils over a fire of dried cotton branches and maize leaves.


  "I wouldn’t go in there,” Durell said.


  Maximov sneered. "Wouldn’t you?”


  "Go ahead,” Durell said.


  Maximov studied him briefly, then stepped through followed by the other two with Durell in the middle. A man in striped pajamas stood nearby, caressing a pigeon; he had not been in sight from the entranceway.


  "You there,” Maximov called in Arabic.


  The women looked up startled, rose, covered their faces.


  The man tossed the pigeon into the air. He was hollow-chested; his face looked nearly fleshless and his forehead was deeply furrowed. He might have been thirty-five or fifty-five. "What are you doing in my house?” he snarled, showing long, yellow teeth.


  "I wish to borrow it for a little while.”


  The Egyptian snapped a command, and the two women hastened out of sight. "Get out, foreign dog. How dare you intrude upon my womenfolk!”


  "Here.” Maximov held a fistful of fifty-piaster notes. "I give you money to let me use your house.”


  The Egyptian slapped his hand and sent the currency fluttering to the dung-strewn earth. Maximov seemed stunned by the man’s vehemence as he brandished a stick and shouted invective that was beyond following or comprehending. The Lieutenant glanced uncertainly at his subordinates. They shrugged, looked embarrassed.


  Durell said: "He’s Moslem. His women are secluded, and you’ve violated the taboo. Didn’t they teach you anything at the Institute for International Studies, Lieutenant?”


  "He’ll have to make the best of it,” Maximov growled, and pulled a blunt, 9mm. Makarov pistol out of his shirt. "Out!” he shouted. "Out, all of you! Take your pest-ridden females!”


  The Egyptian stepped back at sight of the gun, but a blood fury glowed undiminished in his black eyes. He called his women, who rushed past and outdoors with hidden, downcast faces. The man left in a storm of curses and threats.


  Maximov swung the gun irately on Durell. Durell swallowed hard, before the man checked his temper and told him to move into the courtyard. "Squat,” he ordered. He glanced nervously toward the street entrance, then back at Durell. "Clasp your hands behind your head,” he said.


  Durell did as he was told. The place smelled like a barnyard, bird and goat droppings everywhere. The rice and lentils, burning in the pot, added their dark odor. It was twilight; the small cooking fire cast short, ragged shadows. One of the Russians struck a match to the wick of a kerosene lantern. Another turned off the Egyptian’s 1930s radio.


  They seemed to be waiting for something,


  Durell did not care to speculate on what it was, and he was in no hurry to find out. About fifteen minutes passed, then:


  "Ho! Comrade Cajun. Is it really you?”


  
    The enormous bulk that filled the door belonged to an old opponent.


  


  It was Colonel Cesar Skoll of the KGB.
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  "Stand up, old friend,” Colonel Cesar Skoll told Durell.


  "Not friends, I’ve told you before.”


  "You don’t look so well. My men . . . such peasants! Have they mistreated you? It’s all a misunderstanding, Comrade Durell.”


  He watched through slanted Siberian eyes, his bald head gleaming, as Durell rose warily. Durell's joints were stiff; he felt sore all over. Exhaustion fogged his vision briefly, and he shook it away.


  Skoll grinned. "You led us a merry chase. Now it’s over. So?”


  "So?”


  "Where is Aleksei Lazeishvili?”


  Durell shook his head. "Don’t know.”


  There was a hard burst of pain behind his left knee. His legs buckled, and he sprawled on the filthy earth. The piercing torment of a kick to the kidney convulsed his frame. He lay still, gasped for breath, waited. Skoll was bellowing at his men, dressing them down as if they were raw recruits. Then Durell felt the touch of one of his big paws. "Come, 'tovarich.’ Up again. Up now.”


  Shakily, Durell managed to raise himself to his feet once more. Colonel Skoll watched him carefully, his pale eyes flat and hard, like Siberian ice. He was reminiscent of a big circus bear in the rumpled uniform of a Greek merchant marine officer. A sweat-sodden undershirt showed beneath the unbuttoned tunic. Durell did not have to remind himself how dangerous the man was. He was the Soviet KGB’s best counterpart of himself, and as such was not to be taken lightly. They had crossed paths before, in Morocco, Japan, Sri Lanka. Somehow, it usually turned out they were on the same side; first against the incredibly evil Madame Hung, then her ruthless successor, Dr. Mouquerana K. V. Sinn.


  But not this time.


  Durell was certain in his bones.


  "You are all right?” Skoll was saying. "My men are angry, impatient to kill you. Do you understand me, Comrade Durell?”


  "I understand,” Durell said, his voice toneless.


  "Then please . . .” He drew a breath into his massive chest. "I must question you. I do not think you will talk willingly, but the matter is most serious—”


  "And you’re not sure how long you can hold your murdering little band off my back, right?” Durell said.


  "Ha! Exactly, my friend.” He wreathed his Tartar face in smiles. "You will cooperate?”


  "I told you—”


  "Please, Comrade Colonel,” Lieutenant Maximov interjected, "let me have this dung for five minutes, and he will provide you with answers, or—” Maximov made his voice gritty—"his scrotum for a change-purse!” "Shut up!” Skoll barked. "Barbarian! Keep your knife in your pocket.” Then, to Durell: "Sincerely, old friend, I may have difficulty controlling my men. Please, behave now, or they will keep you—”


  "The man you want has vanished,” Durell said. Lieutenant Maximov stuck his long, farmer’s face into Durell’s, and snarled: "That won’t do, capitalist dog. Do you value your privates?”


  Skoll shoved the Lieutenant away. "I promise you my protection, if you talk,” he said, his face earnest.


  Durell remained silent.


  Maximov made a sound of disgust through his nose. "Let’s burn him. Slowly. He’ll babble like a brook.”


  Colonel Skoll spoke in a low voice. "The smell of burning flesh, it is so unpleasant. It stays with you, in your nostrils.” He smiled encouragingly, and said: "Let us begin again. Where is Aleksei Lazeishvili, please.”


  "I don’t know,” Durell said, aware of the ache in his kidney, the tired buzz in his ears.


  "Truthfully now,” the big Siberian urged.


  "Truthfully, it’s a mystery.”


  Durell did not see Maximov’s kick; it sent him to the earth, just as before. Then there was a crashing pain in his spine, followed by the numb shudders of blows all over. He protected his head as best he could beneath folded arms.


  "Enough!” Skoll bellowed.


  The word was barely audible to Durell. Then he felt someone clutch the scruff of his collar and pull him roughly into a sitting position on the dung-littered yard.


  Skoll knelt beside him, his round face close. Durell twisted his head toward the dim outline, let it fall limply away, sagged, was aware of someone propping his back.


  Skoll spoke in a way that conveyed anguish and sorrow, but fuzzily Durell was unconvinced. "It’s a misunderstanding, as I told you,” Skoll said. "I assure you. Aleksei Lazeishvili had a change of heart. He told us so . . .”


  There was a long moment’s pause. Durell could not have put two words together if he’d wanted to. He kept his eyes closed as he sought something firm in a heaving, whirling world. The scent of blood touched his nostrils.


  "What’s that?”


  Durell detected a sharp fragment of alarm in Skoll’s voice. He looked up, saw the big Russian standing, face tilted slightly up and swinging from side to side. Then it came to Durell: the rumble of many voices, somewhere down the village street.


  Quickly, Skoll turned back to Durell. "Try again, old friend,” he said. "You know the question by heart.”


  "Does it look like I have Lazeishvili?” Durell growled.


  "He would not have gone willingly from the ship. You must have him a prisoner somewhere.”


  "He went willingly from Russia,” Durell replied.


  "There was another man with you; he has him?”


  Lieutenant Maximov intervened. "The villagers are coming up the street, Comrade Colonel.”


  Skoll swung around to view the street entrance. "Bar the door,” he ordered.


  "Allow me to use my knife on this class-enemy scum—”


  Skoll spoke rapidly. "Shut up! Bar the door.” Then, back to Durell: "Where are they, this accomplice of yours and Lazeishvili? There isn’t much time, 'tovarich.’ ”


  "Far away, I’m sure.”


  "Our reach is long enough, as you know. Where? Before I allow my men to take extreme measures.”


  Durell wiped his lips and drew a thin line of blood across the back of his hand.


  Maximov was back. "Answer!” he screamed.


  Durell kept his silence.


  He did not know how long it lasted this time. After the first blows, he was effectively out. There was a dim knowledge of pummeling. Bursts of pain came like knifepoints through his dazed senses. Then, there was a respite when he seemed to be suspended on air in a darkness not quite pure. Irritating noises turned gradually into the sound of voices. Screams and curses came from beyond the courtyard, muffled somewhat by the wall. From nearer came the hearty, commanding tones of Cesar Skoll: "We clear out, then. You know the rendezvous point . .


  Durell felt the earth against his cheek, peered up from the corner of his eye. Skoll towered above, a dark thunderhead presence in the afterglow of sunset. He handed a walkie-talkie back to Lieutenant Maximov.


  "What shall we do with him?” Maximov tilted his head toward Durell.


  The street cries increased in volume; Durell heard a battering noise at the wooden door.


  Skoll said: "Leave him.”


  "I protest, Comrade Colonel. He should be eliminated,” Maximov argued.


  Skoll spoke with quick anger: "Listen to that rabble! You’ve brought the whole village down on us by dishonoring the man who owns this house. But for once, I can be thankful you are such a fool. The fellahin out there will finish him for us; we needn’t have his murder on our hands if we run afoul of Egyptian authorities after getting out of here.”


  There was a moment of hot silence between the two.


  Durell did not move.


  The frenzied villagers roared beyond the courtyard.


  "It would be kinder to kill him than to let the villagers tear your old friend to pieces with their hands.” Maximov emphasized "old friend,” as if making an accusation.


  "Ho! You have much to learn, Lieutenant—if you live, if you survive in the business. For now, we have received new instructions, and you will follow my orders in carrying them out. Take the others and go. Go quickly.”


  There was no arguing with Skoll this time. Durell heard the slight sounds of men moving away, overshadowed immediately by the cries outside. He glanced up.


  Skoll was watching his face.


  Skoll grinned and turned to catch up with the others.


  Durell kept his eyes on them as they hustled up the stairs and scampered out of sight, across rooftops. His mind was filled with relief and burdened with apprehension at the same time. Skoll had given him a chance, however minute. Maybe it was only a gesture, for old times’ sake, but it was not the sort of gesture a man of his professionalism could have risked, unless—


  Durell did not want to think it, but he had no alternative.


  For some reason that Durell could not guess, Cesar Skoll seemed to act like a man who had been dealt a royal flush.


  He had only a moment to wonder where the Russians were headed, when suddenly he recognized the noise of a door splintering. He was almost too weak and groggy to run. But he tried. From the side of his eye he saw a torrent of screaming forms tumble through the shattered door and spill into the courtyard. The faces were crazed with anger and bloodlust in the radiance of swinging lanterns and dancing torches. Chickens squawked and ran, fluttering their wings. The din rose to a nightmarish pitch when the villagers saw Durell. They threw stones, sticks, whatever came to hand. Durell jerked right, dodged left, the missiles raining on him through the orange light. He could taste death, but still he ran, aware of the closing trample of the mob. He reached the stairs, his only hope of escape, started up. A hand reached out, snatched his ankle. He kicked, lost his footing, reeled and glimpsed below the swarm of upreaching hands, the twisted faces greedy for blood.


  Then he fell, and they were all over him for an instant, beating, kicking, clawing.


  A gun cracked and dust and pebbles stung away from the steps above.


  The men raised up from him and stared at the pockmarked steps.


  "Release him!” a voice commanded.


  The mob parted, fell back, cursed and spat. Durell saw a thin, curly-haired man in khakis. He was obviously Egyptian. On his belt was a small leather holster with a flap and clip pocket. In his hand was a tiny .32 automatic.


  The man held the gun out nervously and spoke to Durell. "Come with me, effendi.”


  Durell did not know what to make of it, but this was no place to discuss the matter. He rose shakily to his feet, aching and sore from head to toe, his mind still muddled.


  Outside, the man opened the door of a Volkswagen sedan, and Durell saw that he had a companion in the back seat. The two resembled each other. "Into the car, please,” the first man said, keeping his eyes on the crowd that had swarmed out after them. He switched the aim of his gun back and forth over the snarling faces. Durell got into the front passenger seat; the other man came around, scooted behind the wheel, started the car. The mob came out into the street behind them, still shaking fists and cursing, as they drove through the village on an unpaved lane. Then they went right, toward headlamps that streaked north and south on International Route 44.


  Durell began to get nervous, his bruises almost forgotten. "Where are we going?” he asked, in Arabic.


  "That depends.”


  Durell said nothing for a moment and watched the navigation lights of ships on the Suez Canal. At this point the canal paralleled the highway, along with old Route 4, on which the Learjet had landed further south, and a railway. He had survived the Russians and escaped the fellahin; his worst fear now was the evil spin of fortune that might rake away his cover and hand him over to the Egyptians. It could jeopardize everything the United States had done to win the trust of both sides and bring peace to the Mideast.


  "You speak with an American accent,” the driver said. He held the wheel in a casual grip. "What is your name, please?”


  Durell felt his hopes fade. All he could do was remain silent. They knew. They were playing cat and mouse, but they knew. He watched the other guardedly, all too aware of the second man behind him.


  "You do not wish to answer?” the driver asked, softly. Not waiting for a reply, he continued: "You have papers, effendi?"


  Durell had recovered his mental faculties sufficiently to say: "Lost.”


  "But you are American.” It was a statement, not a question.


  "The people in the village took everything I had,” Durell said. "I got off a cruise ship in Ismailia, had a few drinks, woke up in the desert. I don’t know what happened.”


  Great salt marshes spread out on either side of the highway, which ran straight to the northern horizon. The moon was rising, its light sparking on the watery wasteland. The ships in the canal reminded Durell of the Nereid and Lazeishvili. He supposed Link had panicked, to strand him here like this. At least he had got out with the Russian. Durell had been deaf and blind to what was happening back on Rhodes, of course, but if there were any efficiency at all in the HRC’s organization, Lazeishvili must be tucked safely away by now.


  So why had Cesar Skoll seemed so pleased?


  What "new instructions” had the KGB Colonel received?


  "We had reports of gunfire in the area of the canal, not far north of al-Ballah, two nights ago,” the driver said.


  "I have no gun.”


  "I make no accusations,” the man said, his tone mild.


  This made no sense, Durell thought in confusion.


  The driver said: "You have no papers, either. I am wondering now—I have read much, preparing to raise myself in our great new republic—and I am wondering how it is that heroes like our President and the men around him know when to change their minds and when not to. I admit that I am yet too simple for such subtleties.”


  "I don’t know what you are getting at,” Durell said.


  "Well, my career is with the government, you see—”


  Durell felt a tremor of alarm, but was careful not to show it. "So I supposed,” he said.


  "—in the Mahabeth, the Intelligence service, to be exact, and I must learn to think like a statesman if I am to rise. I must learn to change, but I don’t know—the American-supported Israelis left me a piece of artillery shrapnel to carry in my back . . .”


  Durell was thinking the worst had happened. Egyptian Intelligence. They could stop the car and shoot him beside the road. Nobody would ask questions. With more repercussions, in the larger view, would be a mock, show trial, replete with screaming media coverage to inflame the Arab world.


  "How did you find me?” he asked. The lights of Port Said rose on the horizon, beyond a glimmering corner of Lake Manzala.


  "The local disturbance, finally. But we had been searching the area since the gunfire was heard two nights ago, because strange persons were reported in the vicinity.” He paused, glanced noncommittally at Durell, and said: "We would have wished to board and inspect a freighter called the Nereid, which was later reported to have been the scene of the disturbance, but it was out of the canal and beyond our reach by the time we knew.”


  "Interesting, but I’m only a tourist,” Durell said. It was the only deception he had, and he was stuck with it. They could tear the story to pieces, of course, given a little while. He hadn’t even a ticket stub to substantiate it. But it might buy time—if they meant to let him live.


  "It is strange to be helping an American, after years of suspicion and mistrust,” the driver said.


  "Helping . . . ?” Durell kept his face bland.


  "By delivering you to the American consul in Port Said, as I have been ordered to do—provided you are a certain Samuel C. Durell.”


  It might be a trick, but he decided to take the chance. He kept his eyes on the road, as he said: "I am Sam Durell.”


  The driver turned a brief smile on him. "Peace,” he said.


  Durell just sank down in the seat, exhausted.
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  Durell was escorted around Egyptian customs the next afternoon and flown to Rhodes, the sole passenger on a US courier plane. He still wore the same suit, with its torn shoulder seams, a thin rent in one knee, but at least it had been dry-cleaned. He’d decided to forgo shopping for another in Port Said, in the circumstances. On Rhodes, any passport embarrassment was negated when a ground crewman flagged his plane onto a parking apron where a limousine awaited him.


  He was somewhat baffled by this display of international amity. So far no one had told him anything. All he knew was that somebody high up had pulled strings.


  Sharing the back seat of the big Mercedes that whisked him through a side gate toward Rhodes Town was General Dickinson McFee. He wore a dark gray, vested suit, blackish maroon tie with pinprick polka dots. His voice was without emotion, as he said: "The police have given you forty-eight hours grace, thanks to our friends in Greek Intelligence. But you still are the prime suspect, Samuel.” Nobody else called Durell that.


  "Panagiotes is alive, sir. I saw him at the airport, just before we left for Egypt.”


  "We know he’s alive. But two men died at his villa. Off the record, our Greek friends are willing to believe you had no part in it. But they cannot afford to appear lax in pressing their investigation. If it hits the papers that an American spy was involved, and that they let him off the hook, well . . .”


  "It’s forty-eight hours, then.”


  McFee nodded slightly. "They will risk holding off that long. It should be no problem, of course; you should be gone long before then. If not, they will book you on suspicion. They can hold you indefinitely. Our agency will be unable to help you.” His sigh was one of displeasure, as with a clock that refused to keep time. "I’m afraid we’ve lost considerable leverage with the Greeks as well as the Turks in the aftermath of the Cyprus fiasco.”


  Durell slumped back in the velour seat, a glum expression on his face. Beyond the closed windows the favored island of the sun god Helios sparkled under a radiant sky. Monte Smith, named for an Englishman who spied from that mountain on Napoleon’s fleet, bulged over the eastern limits of Rhodes Town, a few kilometers ahead.


  McFee regarded him gravely. "It’s nearly over,” he said.


  "If Lazeishvili is here.”


  "Why shouldn’t he be?”


  Durell didn’t answer. McFee knew the general outline of what had transpired at the canal, because he had talked briefly with Durell by phone the night before. Why not, indeed? The conclusion that Link had brought the dissident here, placing him under the HRC’s protection, was logical. Even inevitable. But Durell, remembering his encounter with Colonel Cesar Skoll, took little comfort in it. He switched to the subject of the Greek millionaire. "You said you knew Panagiotes was alive?” he questioned.


  "We suspected it. You see, the body found in the house has been identified.”


  "Who was it?”


  "An American seaman, Charles Kirkwood Cullinane.”


  "The same Cullinane who worked for the HRC? The man who smuggled Aleksei Lazeishvili aboard theNereid?” Durell asked in surprise.


  "Exactly. Any idea what he was doing there?” Durell’s eyes went dark. "No—but I’d give anything to know.”


  "I’ve been looking into the background of this Costa Panagiotes.” He spoke the name in a severe, rather flat voice, the tone of a physician discussing a possibly cancerous tumor. "He owns the Nereid, you know.”


  "Yes, sir—Marty told me.”


  "There is more. He’s an arms smuggler—that is how he accumulated such wealth. He came out of the Lebanese civil war with a fortune.”


  Durell remembered the lonely cove, almost landlocked below the man’s villa. "The cove where he harbors his yacht is practically invisible,” he said, "a natural for smuggling.”


  "He still traffics with parties in the Levant and various African states. He may have other interests of a similar nature—narcotics, illicit art treasure. There was no time to run them down.”


  "Not very savory,” Durell said.


  "He’s a grabber, motivated solely by greed, it would seem, but very conscious of appearances. Not an ordinary hood, by any means.” They had entered the suburbs of Rhodes Town and were passing Italianate villas in a profusion of shrubs and flowers. McFee took no notice, continuing: "His family was poor, but at least there were a few important connections on his mother’s side—his father never learned to use them. Panagiotes was a quick study. He soon found a niche in the Greek foreign service, met all the right personages. Seven years passed before his big opportunity came with the outbreak of civil war in Lebanon.


  "By then he had the credit and contacts to furnish tons of weapons and material behind the scenes. He purchased the stuff all over Europe, on both sides of the Curtain, utilizing sealed warehouses the government allows for inspection-free transshipment at Piraeus. Those warehouses have become an international scandal in themselves, incidentally. Panagiotes became a millionaire almost overnight. He used that money to buy even higher influence and wider protection in half a dozen Mediterranean countries. At the same time, he invested in legitimate enterprises. Shipping, even a shipyard in Tripoli; an oil refinery in Thrace. But there is every indication that he continues to prefer the fast-buck operations, the return is so immense.”


  They had come through the massive wall of the Old Town and up narrow, tourist-clogged streets. Now the driver parked the car in the small square a few steps from the entrance to the St. John Hotel.


  



  "Looks as if the KGB is waiting,” Durell told McFee.


  The General agreed with a jog of his small, gray head as they strolled across the dolphin-mosaic floor, toward the lobby elevator. "I saw the desk clerk give a nod to their man,” he whispered. "Not very surprising; they are an efficient organization.”


  Durell found the elevator button above an enormous vase of blossoms that looked fresh from the harbor-front stalls of the Néa Agorá. Waiting, his eyes swept the lobby, with its Afándou carpets and medieval-style wall lanterns. He impressed on his mind the image of the men who had received the clerk’s subtle signal. An onlooker would have noted no target in the momentary flash of his dark blue eyes.


  Durell would have expected the man to be dressed as a businessman or tourist, the better to blend with the scene. He looked more like a sailor in denims. He was big and muscular and heavy-jawed. He had a taut, knowing mouth, but round, oddly innocent blue eyes and kinky blond hair. He was not one Durell had seen in Egypt.


  Durell’s emotions were divided: he was disturbed to find them waiting; why should they be if Skoll were as satisfied as he had seemed? They should have it all wrapped up by now. On the other hand, their continued activity here must mean that Lazeishvili still eluded their grasp. For that, he was relieved.


  He had fanned the room on his first stay, but he did it again, quickly and thoroughly. McFee waited like a statue. No sign of impatience. Nothing had been disturbed, but two pea-sized, voice-actuated transmitters had been added, one in the telephone, the other in a light fixture. Durell exhibited them on his palm; McFee stared at them coldly. Then Durell flushed them down the toilet.


  "What now, sir?” Durell asked.


  "Sorry, Samuel. I should have explained. Change into something presentable; we have an appointment with Widich Santesson—the executive director of the Human Rights Congress?”


  Durell nodded, pulling his suitcase out and opening it. "Have you spoken with him at all?” he asked.


  "No. I flew in from Athens only moments before you landed. He’s here on his yacht. I should imagine that he brought O’Dell and Lazeishvili along with him.”


  Durell began changing. "My job isn’t done until I get Lazeishvili off the island and out of harm’s way,” he said.


  "Proper security arrangements have been made,” McFee replied. "The police will convey us to the airport. He will board a charter flight to Stockholm— fortunately, one is to leave in an hour and a half. In Sweden he will connect with a flight for New York, where he will be met by our people. You will accompany him all the way.”


  "What if he chooses not to go to the United States?”


  "We must convince him that he must, as a matter of national security.”


  "I have the impression he doesn’t necessarily think our interests coincide. What if we can’t?”


  McFee’s tone was unbending. "We can. One way or the other.” He relented a little. "After you deliver him, take a few days off.”


  "What about Mobundu, sir? I was propping for a mission there when the Mermaid Memo cropped up.”


  "That situation will hold; it has stabilized, somewhat.”


  Durell gave a final tug to his dark green tie, adjusted the underarm holster for a new .38 S&W he had acquired in Port Said, slipped into the jacket of his brown suit—and hesitated.


  "Something is troubling you?” McFee’s pale eyes missed little.


  Durell still hesitated, then said: "The reference to Africa. The Nereid was headed south, through the canal. Doubtlessly, before the Russians copped her. Headed for Africa with empty holds.”


  "As a diversion, do you suppose? To what purpose?” There was a note of impatience in McFee’s question. He glanced at his watch, clearly little interested in the Nereid, now that he almost had the Russian scientist.


  "I don’t know why the ship was empty, sir; but I have reason to believe it started from Russia with a cargo of yellowcake.”


  "Uranium oxide?” McFee suddenly became interested. "That can be refined for weapons-grade uranium.”


  "I know. There was a yellow smear on the deck, next to the forward hatch cover. It looked and felt just like what I found in a barrel offshore, near Panagiotes’


  villa. I think the cargo was off-loaded here, maybe to another ship, and the barrel was lost overboard.”


  General McFee stared at him for a few troubled seconds. "It seems Panagiotes was pulling some kind of stunt with a uranium shipment, when Lazeishvili got lost in the shuffle.”


  "The stunt could have been a hijacking,” Durell offered.


  "Of his own ship?”


  "It was his own ship—that was what would have made it easy. But not his cargo: someone had already paid the Russians for that, or it would never have been loaded.”


  McFee was thoughtful. "I’d estimate the worth of a shipload of processed uranium ore to be at least ten million dollars on the black market . . ."


  "Worse yet,” Durell said, "is the use it would be put to.”


  McFee’s words were clipped and demanding. "That ore must be found, Samuel. Our gun-running Panagiotes may just be about to market the seed of World War III.”
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  A new sense of urgency touched Durell, and he saw it in General Dickinson McFee’s face as well. If what they conjectured were true, Costa Panagiotes had stepped beyond all civilized bounds. The reach of his greed had taken him into the realm of the obscene, where he would supply the means of nightmarish violence to the highest bidder.


  "I will be leaving the island shortly,” General McFee said. "I will see to it that the world Intelligence community is alerted.”


  "If I may suggest, sir: enlist the help of only those governments we are sure we can trust. Otherwise there may be a mad scramble that only would make matters worse.”


  "Yes. I see what you mean, Samuel. Unfortunately, too many countries would kill to get their hands on that uranium. We’d end up with a lawless melee as they fought for possession of it.”


  "Meantime,” Durell said, "I think I’d best remain here until my forty-eight hours are up. The key to the whereabouts of that yellowcake could be right under our noses.”


  McFee showed an almost imperceptibly raised brow. "Panagiotes?”


  "He’s as likely to be here as anywhere else. It started here; I have a feeling it will end here as well.”


  "Consider yourself free to act as necessity deems,”


  McFee said in his clipped, precise voice. "But for the moment, we have an appointment with Widich Santesson.”


  The denim-clad man with the kinky blond hair was still in the lobby as they passed through. He strolled out the door and watched as McFee’s driver sped them down the hill and out of the old town.


  Jackdaws strutted in front of the green-tiled arcades of the New Marketplace, the Néa Agorá, where they parked. They got out of the big Mercedes and entered the stream of predominantly Nordic tourists, the air doubly hot and humid after the air-conditioned car. Viewed through the arches, the six-sided courtyard was alive with activity in cafes and souvenir shops, stands for fruit and vegetables, meat and seafood. A current of incense wafted from the pseudo-Gothic church of the Evangelismos, built along with the marketplace, Durell recalled, by the Italian fascists. It was part of Mussolini’s grand scheme to transform the island into a summer retreat for Italy’s rulers.


  The scent of bougainvillea, hibiscus and oleander flavored the heavy air. Swallows cavorted over intimate gardens.


  They came out on Eleutherias Street, fronting Mandraki Harbor, followed it past idlers at sidewalk cafes until McFee stopped. He caught Durell’s eye, then tilted his head toward a hundred-foot motor yacht moored near the Church of St. John.


  Durell glanced over his shoulder, saw no sign of a tail, wondered briefly about the blond muscle-man back at the hotel.


  They boarded the yacht by way of a pneumatically operated gangplank that extended from its gleaming white stem. The flag of Sweden, a yellow cross on a blue background, fluttered in a light breeze. The vessel was jauntily rakish, a luxury galley of elegant streamlining and lavish comfort. They crossed a teak afterdeck brightened by white and red tables of molded plastic and polished-steel deck chairs. Along both rails were deeply cushioned banquettes, upholstered in chamois.


  Durell’s eyes quickly roved the horizon. Fort St. Nicholas squatted at the harbor entrance, patches of yellow lichen splashed on its stones. On either side of the ship channel rose stone columns, topped by the symbols of Rhodes, a bronze stag on the one, a doe on the other. A stone jetty topped by drum-shaped windmills, relics of the Middle Ages, ran from the crenellated old fort to shore.


  A slender Oriental in crisp, red mess jacket appeared from around the deck superstructure, accepted their identification.


  Hidden speakers emitted dulcet music into the muggy air.


  Air-conditioning machinery purred.


  Wavelets slapped and purled around the hull.


  The attendant led them through a flattened oval of tinted glass doors and into an enormous salon carpeted in deep white shag with gold and blue highlights. The air chilled Durell’s collar, moistened with sweat in the brief walk from the Mercedes. A number of expensively dressed guests—Durell recognized an Italian count and a French film actor among them—sipped cocktails, chatting in the same vapid tones the wavelets had made against the hull. The walls were padded with white kid; furnishings, with patent leather.


  No one gave the two men any notice.


  They were ushered into a study. Widich Santesson sat behind a leather-upholstered desk, his hands clasped on the highly polished ashwood of its writing surface.


  He was impressive in a white linen blazer, breast pocket colored by a fluff of red silk handkerchief, ascot of pale olive showing between stiff white collar points. From beneath a cap of hair that had aged to a gleaming white stared eyes the blue of an arctic fjord.


  Something was wrong.


  For a moment, he seemed unable to speak.


  Then, he said: "Aleksei Lazeishvili has been kidnapped. He’s being held for ransom.”


  



  "I can’t believe it.” General McFee sat down. He looked ten years older.


  "I can,” Durell rasped. He did not react like the cerebral McFee. He felt the pain in his gut, personal and primitive. It wasn’t merely broken plans; he’d been betrayed. He wanted to lash out.


  Santesson’s face flushed red. "And what does that mean, sir?” His voice cracked like a whip. He had recovered his composure; he was a man of means and power, and it came through.


  The tone only speeded Durell’s mounting fury. He planted his knuckles on the desk and leaned over the wealthy Swede, his eyes hard.


  "It means,” he said, "that your organization is a collection of loose-mouthed, fumble-fingered clowns—”


  "Samuel!” McFee interrupted.


  Durell ignored his superior. "The HRC never should have got involved in a clandestine operation. You are untrained and totally unfit for it. But in your low quest for publicity—”


  "Take it easy, Mr. Durell!” Santesson’s voice was icy. "I assure you that our quest, as you call it, was motivated only by the highest principles.”


  "Very well,” Durell said, and countered: "But your principles cost us a dead agent in Athens, because you or more likely O’Dell couldn’t keep quiet about our meeting there. Now it may cost us Lazeishvili—it may even cost Lazeishvili his life. Just when we thought we had him safe home.”


  McFee had recovered. He spoke with authority: "This is not the time for recrimination!”


  "Thank you.” Santesson raised wary eyes back toward Durell, who still hovered over him.


  "Let us begin by—” McFee started.


  "Where’s Link O’Dell?” Durell demanded. "I want to hear him tell me what the hell went wrong.”


  McFee’s face showed astonishment at the interruption.


  "I have no idea where Mr. O’Dell might be,” Santesson said sharply, and turned back to McFee. "You, sir, were saying . . . ?”


  Durell did not let McFee reply. It was all he could manage not to lay hands on Santesson; he certainly would not be pushed aside. "Where did you have Lazeishvili when the kidnappers took him?” he asked, his voice rough and angry.


  Santesson’s intensely blue eyes just stared at him for a long moment. McFee seemed content now to allow Durell to press the matter; at least he was silent. Then, as if explaining to a child, Santesson said: "Don’t you understand? I never had Mr. Lazeishvili. I haven’t seen Mr. Lazeishvili or Mr. O’Dell.”


  "Link O’Dell never brought him to you?” Durell spoke with sudden understanding. "He never intended to. That’s why he left me high and dry in Egypt. Why, that bastard . . .”


  McFee took a turn: "But I thought you sent Link out of Egypt.”


  "He deserted me. He and Sirena Alatis. Link wasn’t more than five minutes ahead of me. I could have made it.”


  "Why didn’t you tell me?” McFee asked.


  "What difference did it make? I was happy enough that he got Lazeishvili out. That was the goal.” Durell shook his head. "Link played us all for fools. I nearly got myself killed so he could cash in on Lazeishvili.”


  He sat down wearily, regrouping his thoughts. The back of his chair brought an ache to a bruise above his kidney, left by a Russian boot, and he moved to ease it.


  The piped music sounded mocking and forlorn in his mood.


  No one spoke for several seconds.


  Then, Santesson said: "I refuse to believe it. I—I . . .” His voice had no edge. He lapsed into thought. "Why can’t you?” Durell said.


  "It’s so—transparent.”


  "Not necessarily. Things didn’t look good for me, left behind on the Nereid. If I’d been killed there, no one would have known for sure what happened to Lazeishvili—for all you knew, Link might have died there, too.” Durell blew a disgusted breath. "He would have put a dozen borders behind him and settled down in a cozy country that had no extradition treaty.”


  McFee spoke: "Just what are the terms of the ransom, Mr. Santesson?”


  "One million dollars.”


  "Cash?”


  "Certified check to a numbered account in the Suisse Banque Cantonale de Genéve. It must be deposited by ten o’clock tomorrow evening.”


  "And Lazeishvili?”


  "Released somewhere within Rhodes Town, for us to find as best we can.”


  McFee’s manner was decisive. "We won’t pay it,” he said. "Let O’Dell stew. Lazeishvili is all he has; I don’t think he’ll harm him. We’ll run O’Dell down, no matter where he goes. The best he can get is his freedom in exchange for his hostage.”


  Santesson looked solemn as he withdrew a sheet of notepaper from his desk and shoved it toward McFee. "Fm afraid it is not that simple, General. This is the ransom note—I found it in my morning mail. Read it, please.”


  McFee and Durell bent over the typewritten message, then exchanged troubled stares. McFee said: "It says an identical note has been delivered to the Russians!”


  "Precisely.”


  "Clever—and they must know that we have been approached as well. If it had been only one or the other of us, the temptation would have been to delay.” McFee’s voice dropped a grave note. "Neither side can afford to do that now, for fear the other will give in and somehow snatch the prize. He’s playing our mutual distrust for all it’s worth.”


  Durell said: "And still pitting us in a final race to get the man, once he’s freed.”


  Santesson spoke: "It’s grotesque—and frightening.”


  "The note solves one mystery,” Durell said. "It explains why Skoll was so pleased, when he left me in Egypt. He must have received word of the kidnapping, and instructions to come here and follow through. His information must have been sketchy enough so that he did not know we also had been contacted, or would be the next morning. He thought his side had it sewed up.”


  "Is that why he didn’t kill you, do you think?” McFee asked.


  "Could be. We have lots of old debts between us. It was a reprieve, however brief. And maybe a challenge. It was like Skoll.”


  "Well,” Santesson said, "the part about releasing Mr. Lazeishvili on the street should appeal to this Skoll fellow, if he likes challenges.”


  "That part has the obvious benefit of allowing O’Dell to skip out while we are fighting over the prize,” Durell said. He rubbed a knuckle against his chin, and added: "But it does have a flaw. A small flaw, but not .an insignificant one.”


  "And what is that, Samuel?” McFee asked.


  Durell regarded the slight man with brooding eyes. "The flaw is that O’Dell has to hang around Rhodes until ten P.M. tomorrow, in order to release Lazeishvili as he said he would.”


  Santesson was unconvinced. "He could already be gone. Lazeishvili could already be. . . dead.” He seemed almost to choke on the word. His eyes filled abruptly with desperation and anguish, and he shouted: "How can you sit here talking like this! We must pay the ransom, don’t you see! The HRC can’t raise money like that. Your government simply has to supply it!”


  "Calm down, Mr. Santesson,” McFee said.


  Durell said: "O’Dell’s approach almost guarantees the Russians will cough up—they can move and disburse large sums much more easily than we; it’s the nature of their society.”


  "And what if they don’t?”


  "It’s a chance we have to take,” Durell replied evenly. "If they do, then it becomes a matter of beating them to Lazeishvili, once he’s released.” He turned to McFee. "We should have at least a couple of men more here, sir. We need eyes on the Russians every minute.”


  Santesson still was agitated. "What if the Russians pay him, and he still doesn’t release him because we didn’t pay?”


  "He will release him,” Durell said.


  "How can you know that?”


  "First, I think I know what kind of person he really is. Always needs money and will take what he can get. Second, and more important, he has better sense than to double-cross the Russians. If they pay, and he doesn’t come across—no matter what we do—they won’t rest until they hunt him down and put a bullet in his head. And that is the kind of thing everybody knows about the Russians, Mr. Santesson.”


  



  McFee gave Durell a lift in his limousine as he started for the airport. "I’m to rejoin the President’s entourage in Bonn tonight; it’s time for me to take my leave,” he said.


  It was dusk now. Street lamps flickering on. The sky still held some light the color of cognac in the west. Trebuc Tower, ahead on AktíSachtoúri, and the high walls of the old town were black, one-dimensional, like something pasted against the twilight.


  "Thanks for your intervention with the Egyptians, sir,” Durell said.


  "Don’t thank me, Samuel. Thank Sugar Cube.” He straightened a crease. "I’ll arrange for reinforcements on my stopover in Athens. Hal Arbeit and Curt Veerman, with Marty Stone as team leader, reporting to you. You will have overall responsibility, of course.”


  "Fine—but with all due respect, sir, I have no intention of being confined to a command post role.”


  "Of course not. I’m aware that you will be on the move, that you prefer to work alone. But, as you said, we must have someone on the bear’s tail. You will hardly know the others are here—unless you need them.”


  Swallows dipped above cypresses and palms in the municipal park, once a dry moat that fronted the walls. Moments later, the Mercedes parked in front of the St. John. The small square with its mossy fountain and pyramid of marble catapult balls was busy with shoppers and sightseers.


  "What will you do next?” General McFee asked.


  "Call the Grand, see if Sirena Alatis has returned to her job. She sings there.”


  "She may know something helpful,” McFee agreed.


  Durell closed the door and spoke through a window. "I’ll also go to the Casino. It’s Link’s favorite haunt; he had lots of friends there.”


  "Take care, Samuel.”


  "Yo.”


  The first thing Durell noted as the limousine cleared his field of vision was the muscular blond man in sailor’s denims who loitered across the street, staring straight at him.


  The second was the hard insistence of a gun muzzle against his spine.
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  "Excuse me. You will kindly get into the car, Mr. Durell.” The voice behind the gun at his back was tense and deliberate.


  A dark blue Mercedes whipped into the space vacated by the limousine; it looked like the one he had seen at Panagiotes’ villa. Its rear door flipped open.


  He had no intention of getting in there.


  "What’s going on?” he demanded. Over his shoulder he saw the long, farmer’s face of Lieutenant Maximov. Another KGB man was coming up beside him. A third shadowy figure waited in the back seat of the car, and the blond character in denims approached from across the street. It made four against one, without bothering to count the man driving.


  "Just get into the car. Now,” Maximov snarled.


  A coppery taste flooded Durell’s tongue as he hesitated against the nudge of the pistol in his ribs. Pedestrians swarmed everywhere, but the weapon was shielded from their gaze by Maximov’s back and the car. A motor scooter rocketed past.


  There seemed only one thing to do.


  He twisted from the waist, slapped the gun momentarily aside, then caught Maximov’s wrist and slammed it across his knee. The man should have known better than to stand so close, but that was the KGB’s problem. Maximov yelped as his blunt Makarov pistol spun away, skittered across the cobbles. Durell’s mind was already on the second Russian, the one behind Maximov.


  The man moved with a start, hand darting under a lapel. Durell kicked for his groin, missed as he dodged. Maximov swung viciously; Durell caught the impact in his gut, glanced off the car. He came back with a straight right to the nose that flattened Maximov, then reached desperately to disarm the second man— only to realize with prickly dismay that the other had him beaten. . . .


  Another Makarov automatic stared him between the eyes.


  The instant had a stunning clarity. The ugly depth down the gun barrel; a brown mole on the flat, agitated face; thick lips skinned back over crooked teeth.


  Then a muscular arm lashed out, and the ruddy knuckles of an enormous fist clubbed the face with neck-popping force.


  The fist belonged to the denim-clad man; the one Durell had thought was with them. . . .


  The Russian dropped as if through a trap-door. The one in the car shouted something, and Durell hopped aside. A fraction of a second later a single shot clapped out of the muffled interior.


  Lieutenant Maximov was on hands and knees, scrabbling for his weapon. The second KGB agent lay on his back, heaving drunkenly to roll onto his side, a bewildered hand massaging his slack jaw. The flow of pedestrians had frozen as if at a command.


  Durell ran, rounded a corner, peered back. The big blond fellow loped up beside him. Durell kept his eyes on the Russians. "You got a name?” he asked.


  "Hank. Hank Ross. We better get out of here.”


  "In a minute, Hank.”


  The driver jumped out of the Mercedes and hauled the guy Hank had flattened into the car, helped by the one from the rear seat. They got back inside and the driver gave the car a screaming surge of gas as Lieutenant Maximov dived into the front passenger seat.


  "Why didn’t they come after you?” Hank asked. He was breathing harder than Durell.


  "They had their chance and blew it. They don’t want trouble with the cops, any more than I do.” The Russians must have realized their mistake and decided to eliminate him, as they should have done in Egypt. They would be back, he judged. He took a breath and regarded Hank with searching eyes.


  "Russkies?” said Hank.


  "The worst kind.” Only then did the question startle him. "How did you know?”


  "I know lots.” Hank grinned.


  "Why did you tail me? What made you help?”


  "You’re Sam Durell.”


  "You know me?”


  "Yes. And that answers both questions.”


  "Not for me, it doesn’t.”


  Hank wiped sweat from his round face. Strands of kinky blond hair, darker than the rest, stuck to his forehead. The air was still and hot. "Let’s say I’ll do anything for a buck. I got a story to sell. You’ll be interested.”


  Durell considered him warily.


  "I’ve been waiting two days to see if you’d come back to your hotel. Then I had to wait for you to get rid of that old geezer—who was he, anyhow?”


  "No one you’d know,” Durell said.


  "I’m tired of waiting. C’mon.”


  Hank’s bulking figure turned on sneaker-clad feet and started down the street, toward Mandraki Harbor. Durell guessed it might be worth it to go along.


  They followed the gentle slope to Platía Sýmis and passed the arsenal with its gothic arches. Its dressed stones made a patchwork of tan and brown shades in the glow of artificial lighting. Sightseers wandered about, admiring in hushed voices, as if in fear of awakening old gods, the remnants of a 3rd Century B.C. temple of Aphrodite. It amounted now to little more than the butts of a few fluted columns banked by pink oleander. Symi Gate, on the right, gave a brief view of the commercial harbor, called Emborió, with its fortified embracing parapets. That was where most cruise ships and the steamers from Piraeus berthed. A white Karageorgis liner with twin stacks was out there now, radiance blazing from a thousand portholes.


  They walked rapidly on through Freedom Gate, neither man speaking.


  Durell glanced back. Nothing there; nothing he could discern.


  Hank led him onto Akti Bouboula, which ran atop the mole that protected the seaward side of Mandraki Harbor. He did not trouble to hide the surprise that crossed his face; Hank was steps ahead. All that was out there were three ancient windmills and, at the tip, Fort St. Nicholas, its little lighthouse glowing,


  The air was cooler beyond the narrow streets of the old town. A few caiques with upswept bows and stems lay quietly at their moorings.


  Ragged light played over the harbor water.


  Music throbbed from distant tavernas.


  Hank slowed at last and began talking: "I guess you think I’m nuts, taking you out here, but listen, what I’ve got to tell you—well, I don’t think you’d want it getting back to them Russkies. This is about as safe a place as we can be.”


  "I’m waiting,” Durell said, as he walked. "Where did you learn about the Russians?”


  Hank chuckled. "That’s part of it; part of what I’m going to tell you.” He strode along. "I hung around that hotel just on the chance that you would pop up again—I got a look at the register, so I knew you hadn’t signed out. A few drachmas was all the desk clerk asked to tip me off who you were.” He spit from the mole.


  "All right, but how did you know about me to begin with?” Durell worked at being patient.


  Hank stopped, faced him, showed a lopsided grin beneath his small, round eyes. "You know a chick by the name of Sirena Alatis?”


  Durell was shocked, then baffled. He said nothing, trying to think ahead.


  "Greek broad. Short. Sexy?”


  "Where is she?” Durell growled.


  Hank shrugged and resumed his stride, big feet swinging along. "Wherever she is, she doesn’t ever expect to see you again—”


  "Because she doesn’t want to, or—?”


  "She thinks you’re most likely dead. I heard her talking to that Lashverry—how do you say that name?”


  Durell was aware of a quickening pulse. "You saw him?”


  "He was very laid back—very collected, you know?”


  "Let’s hear it from the beginning,” Durell said, his voice controlled.


  "The beginning? Sure. I was stranded on this rock pile a week ago. The company that owned the ship—”


  "The Nereid?”


  "What?”


  "The name of the ship.”


  "Naw. Day Star, Panamanian registry. Anyhow, the captain told us the owners were broke. Most of us were put ashore without pay; it happens sometimes. The ship sailed back to Marseilles with a skeleton crew. I didn’t have enough money for a room in a flophouse, much less to get back to the States. I’ve been bunking in that windmill up there.”


  He pointed at a dim shape in the night, some distance ahead, and continued: "Then, about three nights ago, these people came into the windmill, Alatis, Lashverry and a guy name of O’Dell. It was some ungoldly hour of the morning, way before daylight.” Durell surveyed the windmill, excitement mounting. No illumination showed through its door or the single square window, high under its eaves. "Are they still there?” he asked.


  "No—but I have a clue where they are. You want to find them?”


  "Very much.”


  "It will cost you.”


  The man had mentioned the right names. He doubtlessly knew something. "It will have to be worth it,” Durell said, deciding to lead him on.


  "We ought to be able to work out something. See, I was supposed to help O’Dell. He said the Russkies were after Lashverry, and he’d pay me five hundred smackers to be a sort of a guard for him, just for a day or two. He said I was to make sure Lashverry didn’t leave the windmill. For his own good. And if anybody came snooping around, I was supposed to get rid of them.”


  They had arrived at the windmill, a giant barrel of stone with a conical roof. While Hank went inside and struck a match to the wick of a kerosene lantern, Durell hung back and peered carefully down the length of the long mole. A light breeze hummed in the bare spars of the windmill. A boat’s horn sounded from Emborió, sending a deep, mournful sound over the gaily lighted town.


  Durell entered the windmill aware of a vague sense of unease, nothing he could articulate. He willed it to the back of his mind, thankful for the .38 under his arm.


  "That Lashverry, he was no dummy,” Hank said, and held up the lantern. "He got Sirena to come on to me one time while O’Dell was out. I’m standing here looking out the door, and she comes sidling up all sexy—she was a sexy chick. Asks me would I like a cigarette, then lights up two Assos Filtros, takes one out of her mouth and hands it to me. Says, 'How about going up to the loft. Just us.”


  Hank rolled his eyes and smirked. "Can you beat that? But then, just when she has my tongue hanging out about a foot, she yells for me to look out—I guess she couldn’t go through with it, after all; I know they were in it together. Anyhow, she yells, and I turn around and catch Lashverry ready to bean me with a wine bottle. I had to punch him. There’s the place the bottle broke.” He pointed to a red stain on the stone floor and shook his head grimly.


  "Why do you think Sirena was helping Lazeishvili?” Durell prodded.


  "She didn’t like me. A guy can tell. But she thought Lashverry’s shit was ice cream. They were always whispering.” A wry look came on his face, and he shook his big head and said, thoughtfully: "I sure earned that five hundred bucks. Sure did.” He turned his eyes on Durell. "Trouble is, I didn’t get it.”


  "And you want it from me.”


  "I heard enough to know Lashverry was some kind of big-wig. You came back to get him, right? That’s what that was all about, back there at the hotel. The Russkies want to get him, too. And they are willing to knock you off to do it.”


  Durell watched the man’s small, round eyes. "Go on,” he said noncommittally.


  "I figure what I know is worth more than five hundred.” Hank looked crafty.


  "It may not be worth anything.”


  "Say twice as much?”


  "How do I know, if you don’t tell me?”


  "In the ballpark?”


  "If it’s solid, maybe.”


  Hank’s enormous chest filled with a satisfied intake of breath. "I didn’t want to have to go to those commie bastards,” he said.


  "That would have been unpatriotic, wouldn’t it?” Durell said, his voice flat.


  "I’m thirsty. Let’s go up to the loft and talk. Got a bottle up there.”


  Now Durell followed Hank, who carried the lantern in front of himself. The man blocked out a hell of a lot of light, Durell noted. He was huge. His aim seemed simple enough: he was a stranded sailor, and he needed money—


  A cold, hollow feeling spread in Durell’s chest.


  He needed money—


  What if Hank were still working for Link? Or with him, a willing participant in the kidnapping? Had he helped Durell escape the Russians to lull him? Lured him out here feeding him bits of information each step of the way, like a mouse led to the trap by a trail of cheese?


  Trap.


  Durell remembered the vague apprehension he’d felt on first entering the windmill. It wasn’t a rational thing; more like a hunch, a sixth sense that had paid off for him at other times.


  He raised his eyes, up to where the ascending stairs disappeared in high darkness. He moved with a controlled and wary tension as they rounded the great grinding stones, wooden gears and hoppers that took up most of the floor. Hank went up the narrow steps first, and Durell followed, his hand loose and ready to reach for his gun.


  They came out in the loft, where the sail-powered drive shaft connected with massive peg-gears that drove the stones below.


  He breathed a sigh of relief. No one else was here.


  Yet the feeling would not go away.


  He saw a five-foot gap of darkness in the yellow lantern-glow, where the loft was divided into two parts. Hank’s dufflebag lay on the other side. There was a bottle of cheap wine and a crumbly chunk of white cheese on a piece of wrinkled brown paper.


  Hank slid out an eight-inch plank to bridge the black chasm. He brushed his hands together, and said: "I pull the board over with me when I get on the other side, so some hood doesn’t come up and knock me over the head some night. You got to watch yourself in these harbor towns.”


  It had the ring of truth to it. Everything he had said did. Durell felt some of the tension flood out of him.


  Hank stepped onto the plank, the lamp in a meaty hand held out for balance, and Durell followed.


  Hank spoke over his shoulder: "Pretty neat, huh?”


  Durell started to reply, but never got the chance.


  A sharp, snapping noise came from under his feet.


  "Hey—!” Hank yelled.


  Durell felt himself falling, stomach in his mouth, a blur of lantern light spinning into the void below his eyes. Radiance whirled against the walls.


  He flung out his arms.


  The lantern crashed.


  Darkness.


  



  Durell’s senses returned slowly; he thought he must be in his own bed, dreaming.


  There were feverish pains, dull aches. His eyes opened, but it was as if he were surrounded by dark mirrors. His ears heard, but only echoes. His awareness was brittle. It snapped away, came back. Crumbled.


  Vanished.


  He was lying across something resilient.


  Beyond the door frame, the harbor was ghostly.


  Something sounded . . . the lips of a shoe across stone. He lay very still, understanding now that he had landed on top of Hank Ross, and that had saved his life. He remembered the loft, the plank, the blinding descent. How long ago? He had no knowledge of time having passed. He might have been unconscious a minute or an hour.


  The slip-slip of shod footsteps approached slowly and cautiously.


  He closed his eyes. Hank was dead, he was fairly certain. There was no heave of breath, no thud of heartbeat in the body beneath him.


  Through the lids of his closed eyes came a yellow, membranous glow that must have been cast by a flashlight. A hand touched his wrist, lifted, let it drop, took it again.


  The killer.


  After all Durell had been through, he didn’t think he could move a muscle. But he would. For this he would burst out of his grave.


  The finger probed the veins under his wrist, seeking a pulse.


  He’d waited long enough.


  His hard grip surprised the delicately probing hand. A swift yank of the arm, and the man made a cry of surprise and stumbled. He found his balance, and Durell felt a countering jerk for freedom. It was too late for that. Durell’s left hand swiped blindly through the darkness, clouted a cheek, gripped a collar and twisted. At the same time, he lurched up and buried his fist in the ridged muscles of a solid midsection. The man woofed, sagged. He did not go down, because Durell still held the twisted, throttling collar. He cocked a right . . .


  "Don’t!”


  The man looked up pleadingly.


  Only then did Durell see the face, illuminated feebly by the oyster-colored glow filtering through the windmill doorway.


  It was Link O’Dell.
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  Durell stood over the bent figure with his fist raised. His astonishment passed quickly, but the pain and anger stayed, making him tremble from head to foot.


  He hit the man as hard as he could, full in the face. There was a satisfying crunch, and Link catapulted backwards and went down on the seat of his pants next to his smashed flashlight.


  Durell was on him like an unreasoning animal, slapping and pummeling with both hands. Link threw crossed arms in front of his dazed eyes; Durell swiped them aside effortlessly.


  "For god’s sake . . . !” Link whimpered.


  The next blow knocked him unconscious.


  Durell straightened, suppressed an urge literally to kick and beat the man to death. He took a step back, forced himself to calm his fury. His breath came in taut, rushing gasps. He swallowed, wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. He could not afford to kill Link O’Dell; nothing must happen to him before he had revealed the whereabouts of the dissident scientist.


  He stumbled across the room to Hank. He’d been right before: there was no pulse. There was not much to be seen in the low light, but it was enough to bring a grimace of distaste. The face looked like something smacked by the windshield of a speeding car.


  A weak stirring touched his hearing; he turned, aimed the beam of his penflash on Link, and told him to get up off the floor.


  Link faltered. He still wore the same clothing he’d worn the night they boarded the Nereid, the tan jumpsuit and scarlet ascot. Only now the jumpsuit was smudged and grimy, and there was a lace of salt where sweat had stained the neckband of the ascot. His falconlike eyes blinked at the light. Angry welts stood out on cheek and forehead, and blood oozed from his nostrils. He sat leaning on one arm, rubbed the back of his neck.


  "I suppose you can explain why you attacked me,” he groaned, his voice petulant.


  "You kidnapped Aleksei Lazeishvili. You killed Hank Ross.” Durell’s voice became a threatening growl. "You double-crossed me.”


  "Rubbish!” Link snorted. He got unsteadily to his feet. "All rubbish!”


  Durell drew his pistol and held it loosely. "You almost killed me—”


  "Listen to me!” Link shouted. "It’s a Russian trick. We were here, Sirena and Lazeishvili and I. In this windmill. Hank helped us. The Russians must have found out somehow! Hank may have . . . I don’t know!” He rubbed his eyes with the tips of his fingers.


  "May have what?”


  "Tried to deal with them. The Russians.”


  "Playing both sides?”


  "He wanted to deal with you, didn’t he? Why not? He told his story to them, and they arranged an accident so he wouldn’t tell it to anyone else. I saw the broken plank; it had been sawed on the underside.”


  It was logical, Durell thought. Not probable. "Did he know where Lazeishvili is now?”


  "I—I didn’t think so. No, I’m sure of it. But he knew other things. He knew that I had him, that Sirena was


  involved. He was an important part of the trail, and he knew that.”


  "Where is Lazeishvili?”


  "I can take you to him.”


  "Surprise, surprise.”


  



  They drove in a rental Fiat that Link had hired. It was almost midnight. The town seemed deserted, except for an occasional flower-hung disco or taverna, where files and circles of dancers could be seen through open doorways, linked arm in arm as they did the syrtdki or kalamatianós.


  Durell kept his gun on his lap. "Why did you come to the windmill?” he asked.


  "I’ve checked daily with the St. John, in hopes you’d return there—” Link began.


  "How did you avoid Hank Ross?” Durell interrupted. "He’d been watching the hotel; he was more than a little upset that you’d run away owing him—is that why you killed him? You couldn’t trust him, if you couldn’t pay him?”


  "I killed . . . ? I told you—” Link burst out.


  "I don’t believe anything you say,” Durell said. "But go ahead.”


  "I—I simply didn’t have the money to pay Hank . . .”


  "Go on,” Durell said.


  "I would have paid him later, when—”


  "I said go on with your story.”


  Link turned south on Highway One and headed down the island’s east coast. The brilliance of the moon delineated the mountain spine to their right.


  "I didn’t encounter Hank, because I always called the hotel. I’ve known the management for years,” Link said. "They told me about him asking for you, incidentally. And when I called this evening, they said you had returned, but were not in your room. What’s more, Ross had disappeared. It seemed worth the trouble to check at the windmill and see if he had taken you there.”


  "You have an answer for everything, don’t you?” Durell said.


  "It’s simple, really.” Link’s split lips ventured a sardonic grin. "This is an absurd situation. I’d feel much better if you put that gun away.”


  Durell made no reply; he left the gun where it was.


  Link glanced at him and turned quickly away from Durell’s hard eyes. "I suppose I can hardly blame you for not trusting me, considering that I left you behind at the canal. What if Fd waited for you, and the Russians had caught up with all of us? Besides, I didn’t doubt for a minute that you could survive on your own, a fellow with your experience and expertise.”


  They were passing the darkened entrance to Rodíni Park, where the summer-long wine festival was held each year. The moonshine hinted at a landscaped setting of streams and flowers and trees.


  "Why didn’t you turn Lazeishvili' over to Widich Santesson?” Durell asked.


  A disdainful snort came through Link’s beakish nose. "Santesson is an ass. Knowing the Russians were hard after Lazeishvili, I judged Santesson’s chances of safely removing him from the island no better than one in fifty. I learned just how raw and deadly this business is, with you.”


  Durell made no comment, shifted his gun a bit, let a few moments slide past. Even in the obscure light of the dash he could see Link’s lips twitch nervously. He was lying.


  Link spoke with compulsion: "The best I could do was keep Lazeishvili hidden until you returned, don’t you see? I’ll gladly place him in your hands now.”


  "Sure you will,” Durell said with deadly calm.


  "I know you’ll find a way to get him safely off the island, if that’s possible,” Link said. He took a handkerchief from his rear pocket and dabbed blood from the pencil line of his mustache, glanced at it distastefully.


  Durell gave a thought to Sirena, remembered Hank saying she had tried to help Lazeishvili escape. It wasn’t surprising when he recalled the admiration she held for him. She must have sided with Link at first; maybe she never knew the truth; the distinction between Lazeishvili’s rescue and his abduction blurred by Link’s lies, then further distorted by Lazeishvili’s announced desire to return to the Soviets. There was no point in asking Link what her involvement was: he would incriminate anybody to take the heat off himself. Only one thing was clear beyond dispute, and it was disquieting only if she had been led to believe that Link was holding the dissident for his own protection.


  She had sided with Lazeishvili.


  Which was the same as siding with the Russians.


  He broke the silence. "If you didn’t kidnap Lazeishvili, who sent Widich Santesson a ransom note?”


  "A ransom note?” Link looked surprised. "How in god’s name should I know?” He swallowed. "It’s a hoax!”


  "I thought you’d say that.” Durell’s tone was implacable.


  "You must believe me,” Link pleaded. "Hank Ross must have said something to someone, enough so they could pretend to have Lazeishvili—”


  "Try again,” Durell said.


  Link remained silent, as he turned off the highway, down a narrow lane. Durell noted the neat rows of trees; they were passing through an orchard, perhaps an olive grove. The Fiat rumbled and lurched over the rough surface of the rutted road. A bat out of some grotto in the mountains fluttered through the high beams. The upper chest of Link’s jumpsuit was streaked dark with perspiration. He spoke in a voice that was suddenly solemn.


  "Are you going to kill me?” he asked.


  "If I don’t take care of you, who will?” Durell saw no point in easing the pressure. He spoke conversationally. "I can hardly turn you over to the Greek courts. The whole story would come out: names, dates, places. We can’t afford that in our business.”


  "You can’t murder me in cold blood!”


  "I wouldn’t like it—but I could do it.” With a start, he recognized the ruin of Panagiotes’ villa at the end of the headlamp beams.


  "There will be witnesses,” Link said. "Lazeishvili and Sirena.”


  "She’s here?”


  Link nodded. "Helping me take care of Lazeishvili—if I’m guilty of anything, so is she.”


  "Just shut up.”


  "If you kill me, you’ll have to—”


  "Shut up, I said.”


  "If Lazeishvili vouches for me . . . ?” Link implored, as he parked and cut the engine.


  "Get out. Take me to him,” Durell said. He stood outside the car, looked back down the lane; then his eyes swept the shadowed, whispering surroundings.


  The little engine popped as it cooled in the darkness on the breezy headland.


  A thin gauze of high cloud spread the moonlight like frosted glass, only the brightest stars showing through. Weather change in the offing, Durell thought absently.


  "Here.” He gave his penflash to Link and followed the man, two paces behind, his gun down at his side. A gust swirled in the big pomegranate tree; the thud of ripe fruit striking the earth came out of the dusky shadows. Below the house, beyond terraced gardens and swimming pool that mirrored the milky sky, the Aegean beat and growled against the cliffs.


  Inside, the villa still reeked of burned timber and charred leather. The head of the Egyptian sarcophagus, the priceless gold Buddha, the wall-size collection of ancient Rhodian plates—all were gone. Walls were barren, pedestals empty. All of Panagiotes’ treasures had been gleaned from the house. Link moved unhesitatingly past the mirrored wall with its fireplace and into a paneled alcove. Durell wondered where Lazeishvili was, but didn’t ask. Link shone the penflash at what appeared to be an ordinary light switch, but proved a dummy as he slipped it aside, pressing a black button beneath it.


  "Lazeishvili will vouch for me, you’ll see,” Link said.


  Durell waited, the grip of his gun an oily weight in his hand. A low, almost inaudible hum came from behind the paneling, then a sliding hiss as the wall parted. There was an elevator big enough to hold a king-size bed.


  "Now I see how Panagiotes got away when they firebombed his place,” Durell said. He signaled with a wave of the .38. "You first,” he said.


  "It’s quite clever, don’t you agree? Doesn’t depend on public utility current at all. A battery-operated circuit monitors the call button. It actuates a gasoline generator that powers the actual operation of the elevator.”


  "How did you know about it?” Durell asked, as they stepped inside.


  Link thumbed the "down” button. "Panagiotes made no secret of it to me. He loves gadgets, you know.”


  "Does he?”


  Link turned chatty, as if that would replace his fear with a sense of normalcy. His eyes kept sliding back to the gun. "We didn’t move in exactly the same circles, Panagiotes and I, but we did move in circles that overlapped, somewhat,” he said. "Our acquaintance goes back some years. He’s a marvelous host on a cruise; I remember one year—”


  "What’s down here?” Durell said as the elevator halted its descent. The doors opened, and he saw a high, wide corridor surfaced in concrete. It was well lighted by sunken ceiling fixtures and had warehouse-type doors of corrugated metal at the far end.


  "This leads to a pier where Panagiotes moors his yacht, when in residence,” Link said. "He built his house on the site of an old fortress. This was once an escape tunnel; he straightened and enlarged it, of course. The hill was honeycombed with tunnels, all sealed off now.”


  They passed a pair of yellow-painted forklifts and several flat-bedded freight cars with small rubber-tired wheels. The facility obviously was equipped to handle cargo of considerable weight and volume.


  Link spoke as they approached a large steel door. "I had never been off the main corridor until I brought Lazeishvili here. A man in your profession will appreciate what I found.”


  "Why my profession?”


  "International intrigue, that sort of thing.”


  "Yes?”


  "Weapons. Tons of them. Panagiotes is an arms dealer. Under the table. Black market.” Link stopped before the door. "You don’t seem surprised,” he said, lifting a brow.


  "I knew. Is Lazeishvili in there?”


  "Always a jump ahead, aren’t you?”


  "Open the door,” Durell said.


  Link’s tone was jaunty. "Certainly, old fellow. Voilá!” He touched a red button on a junction box, and the door clattered up, out of sight. He flipped on the lights. No one was there.


  Durell’s tone was urgent and threatening. "Where is he, Link? Where is Aleksei Lazeishvili?”


  Link’s face turned the color of bleached bone. "I left him here, I swear it. The room was filled with packing crates. Rifles, grenades, bazookas . . .”


  Durell tried to penetrate the astonishment that froze Link’s gaze. He could not say whether the man lied or told the truth. His own certainty about Link’s guilt began to falter. Ail the talk about Lazeishvili vindicating Link; the assurance with which Link had spoken when he said Sirena would be here. . . And yet there was the ransom note. It only made sense that Link had sent it.


  Quickly, he surveyed the room. It was large enough for considerable storage. A neatly spaced series of red-painted sprinklers in the ceiling bespoke concern for incendiary, perhaps explosive contents.


  "You have a pocketknife?” he asked.


  Link fished a short, bone-handled knife from his pocket.


  A few crates remained, stacked in a corner. They had been bound with heavy cord, as if the lids had been pried loose, then closed up again. Durell chose a crate and cut the cords. Inside were hand grenades. Link had not lied there: this must be Panagiotes’ storage depot.


  "When were you last here?” he asked.


  "Early this morning—that was yesterday, now. It’s been cleaned out. So has the house.”


  "So I noticed.” Durell stared glumly at the empty room.


  Link’s voice was tight with worry. "Panagiotes has been back,” he said. "He came and took everything— including Sirena and Aleksei Lazeishvili!”
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  "What are you going to do how?” Link stared down the barrel of Durell’s gun and swallowed.


  "Where would Panagiotes go?”


  "There’s only one place, if he’s still in Greece. His headquarters, an office building in Piraeus. He keeps a suite there.”


  "Come on. I’ll charter a plane.” Durell headed for the door. If Link were lying, there was only one way to find out.


  "Go by yourself; anybody can find it.” Link’s face was stubborn, his brows drawn down.


  Durell took a second before replying. His eyes darkened with anger. "If you’re pals with Panagiotes, you may be helpful getting inside. Besides, I’m not letting you out of my sight.”


  "He’ll kill me; kill us both. You’ve seen his temper. I’m not about to cross swords with Costa Panagiotes.”


  Durell’s upper lip curled back. "Turn around. Get on your knees,” he barked.


  "What—?”


  Durell tipped his gun. "On your knees.”


  Link turned and knelt, looking fearfully at Durell over his shoulder. "I don’t understand . . .”


  Durell’s voice was as cold as a burial vault. "Turn around, unless you want it in the face.”


  "Oh, Jesus; Sam, no . . . !”


  "One time. That’s all I’ll say it,” Durell rasped. "You want to die now, or take your chances with Panagiotes later?”


  "I’ll take you to him,” Link said.


  



  They deplaned at Ellinikon’s Western Air Terminal and rented a Volkswagen. The Saronic Gulf, glowing in the moonlight, could be seen from the terminal building. They drove northwest on Vassileos Georgiou Boulevard, which bordered the sea. This was the "Apollo Coast,” an immense sprawl of suburban housing, beach resorts, night clubs and marinas that served Athens. It stretched almost twenty-five kilometers, from Piraeus, the world’s principal port in classical times, to Labrion, where silver mines had funded the Athenian fleet that destroyed the Persians and their Rhodian allies at the Battle of Salamis.


  Durell had the Nereid on his mind. He had stopped in Rhodes Town long enough to contact Marty, who had arrived from Athens with the team dispatched by General McFee. The team—Hal Arbeit and Curt Veerman— was already tailing a couple of KGB men uncovered in the guise of tourists at the Casino.


  But Marty had brought alarming news: the Nereid had turned up at Piraeus and loaded a cargo of barrels from a warehouse reserved for international transshipment.


  The Nereid had to be still in the hands of the Russians; their language had been overheard in the warehouse.


  The cargo must have been the uranium ore.


  Durell would have expected the Russians to transport the yellowcake back to the Soviet Union, the sooner the better. But that did not appear to be happening.


  McFee had ordered that an R-12 radio beacon be planted in the cargo as the ship was being loaded, and that had been accomplished at great hazard. The beacon was not moving north, toward the Dardanelles and the Black Sea.


  It was headed south, toward Africa, once again.


  "Don’t fret,” Marty had said. "The Sixth Fleet’s ASW arm will be able to track the Nereid anywhere she goes.”


  Maybe, if the beacon escaped detection. But that was only part of the problem. If the Russians were not taking the Nereid home with them, it had to be stopped, the uranium destroyed, before it could do its mischief in the hands of a Soviet puppet state.


  They were in Piraeus now. They turned onto Georgiou A. Avenue, one of the city’s main thoroughfares, and crossed Karaiskon Square with its flower-hung lampposts and fountain. It fronted the island cruise boat piers, normally an area of hectic activity but quiet now. Most of the major shipping lines had their offices in this vicinity. Panagiotes’ building was a white, eight-story structure, just one of many. There was no sign, nothing to indicate its purpose. Beyond a glass door with a polished brass push-bar stood two uniformed security guards.


  Durell swore under his breath. "You’ll have to bluff us past them,” he told Link.


  "That will be easy. But I beg you: think how Panagiotes will receive you, if he does have Lazeishvili prisoner here.”


  "I can’t afford to worry about that.”


  "It won’t be with open arms, I assure you, old fellow.”


  Durell took a moment to look up and down the building. Lights shone from the top floor. A locomotive horn buzzed from the Peloponnese Railway Station a few blocks north.


  "Let’s go,” he said.


  He held his pistol in a jacket pocket as they approached the entrance. Link tapped on the glass door; a guard peered, grinned, twisted the lock.


  "Kalinýkta. Good evening, Mr. O’Dell,” he said.


  Link replied in Greek: "I wish to go up.”


  "Certainly, sir.” The guard gave Link’s split lip a quizzical stare. "Were you in an accident?”


  "A minor one. This is Mr. Durell.”


  The guard nodded and pressed the elevator button. He was a middle-aged man, eager to please. The other guard was younger, of a different cut. He lounged lazily against the wall and watched with insolent eyes.


  Durell checked the street through the glass. It was empty. He was aware of the trickle of sweat from under his armpits.


  The elevator opened onto a plushly carpeted corridor. The muffled music of a piano mingled with voices and low laughter.


  "Welcome to Costa Panagiotes’ penthouse,” Link said. "Sounds like a party.”


  Durell waved his gun toward the end of the subtly illuminated hallway. "What’s down there?”


  "Service entrance.”


  "It’ll do. Move it.”


  They went through the swinging doors, followed a corridor past the kitchen to a dining room that held a parchment-covered steel table beneath a futuristic chandelier of chrome. The piano music and conversation came from the next room.


  Durell silently and cautiously cracked a door. There were a dozen or so formally dressed guests. They lounged in deep chairs, some of the women with shoeless feet tucked under them, drinks in their hands. Several listened to a man recount a ribald story; others chatted quietly. Durell’s eyes found the short, broad-shouldered Panagiotes near a tall, wooden bird-sculpture from New Guinea, where he talked quietly with a prominent politician of royalist sympathies. He still masked his eyes behind dark glasses, as if only he must know what they showed. And there was Sirena, moving away from the piano. Perhaps she had sung for them; she certainly was not here by force, she looked perfectly at home—and stunningly beautiful in a floaty chiffon dress of a blush color, her glossy black hair drawn back into a bun, a red flower beside her ear. The party did not seem to interest her as she stood by the entrance foyer, momentarily alone.


  Durell flagged Link into a passage that led from the rear of the dining room. They came to a study lined with leather-bound books and mohair wall covering, then the entrance alcove, where mirrored closet doors reflected a large green plant.


  Sirena was within arm’s reach.


  For a long moment, Durell concentrated on the room, regarded everyone and where they looked. It was the best chance he would have.


  His arm shot out from the shadows, clapped a hand over her mouth, jerked her back to him. He dragged her back toward the study. She struggled like a cat at first, then recognition flickered from the corners of her dark eyes. He kept her moving until they were in the study, then gently snapped the door shut.


  "Darling! I thought you were dead!” she cried in a hoarse whisper.


  "Did he tell you that?”


  "Who?”


  Durell turned to look.


  Link was gone. Probably running like a dog with its tail afire. Durell hesitated, undecided whether to give chase, then looked at Sirena and chose the bird in hand.


  "Link,” Durell replied. "He brought me here.”


  "Why?” Bewilderment clouded her pretty face.


  "Lazeishvili—he thought Lazeishvili was here.”


  She looked more puzzled, then shook her head, as if deciding to ignore her confusion, and slipped her arms around Durell’s neck. "I’m so glad you are alive. Kiss me?” Her perfume was a dizzying fragrance.


  Durell’s tone was abrupt. "Forget that. I’ve got to find Lazeishvili.”


  He pulled her arms away, Link a hot worry at the back of his mind. The man might bring the whole place down on the both of them. And, if he did get away—and it was he who had Lazeishvili all along . . . Durell frowned.


  "Are you incapable of ’ove?” she asked hotly.


  "You seem to be doing all right in that department without me,” he said.


  "Oh! What was I supposed to do? Costa has always stood beside me!”


  Durell tried to concentrate on one thing at a time. "Listen. You were on Rhodes with Link and Lazeishvili, right?”


  "Yes.”


  "In the tunnels under Panagiotes’ villa?”


  She looked bewildered again. Then annoyed. "We didn’t go there.”


  Durell gripped her upper arms, making her flinch. "Where did you go?” he demanded, under his breath.


  "First, a windmill. Then Lindos—an old house in Lindos.”


  Durell felt a chill clutch his heart.


  He’d been had.


  Link had taken him on a wild-goose chase, while the Russian dissident was still on Rhodes, doubtlessly locked away where Link had hidden him. And Link would be halfway to the airport by now.


  His hand slid to hers. "Come on!” he snapped.


  She resisted. "Where? You think you can spurn me, then order me about?”


  "You’re the only one besides Link who knows v/here Lazeishvili is. Even if I lose Link, maybe I can get the Russian—”


  Then, incredibly, Link’s voice came from across the room. "Sorry, old sport. You’re going nowhere.”


  Durell spun toward the door, thought of the gun in his jacket pocket and rejected it. He saw with dismay that he hadn’t a chance. Link, an eyebrow arched sardonically, towered beside the smaller Panagiotes. And the chromed .32 in the millionaire smuggler’s hand waited lethally for the slightest wrong move.


  Link spoke through a smug smile. "Thanks for forcing me to bring you here. It was just what I had counted on. Costa and I have been doing business together for a long while.”


  Durell waited, sensing what was coming. He saw it in Link’s narrowing falcon eyes.


  Then Link said: "Shoot him, Costa. Or I’m afraid I shan’t obtain any more of those nice munitions dear old Papa has been shipping you on the sly.”
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  "Raise your hands, please.” Panagiotes spoke in English, his voice calm and controlled.


  Sirena moved away from Durell as he lifted his hands.


  Panagiotes told Link to take Durell’s pistol and give it to him. Link did as ordered and stepped back, as if to watch a spectacle.


  "Killing me will only make matters worse for you,” Durell said.


  "Really? Are they so bad?” Panagiotes said.


  "I’m not the only one who knows about your arms racket.”


  "I should hope not; only the others are more appreciative.” He chuckled.


  "Nor am I the only one who knows that you hijacked some ten million dollars worth of uranium consigned to someone else.”


  "Ah. That is dangerous knowledge, Mr. Durell.” Panagiotes’ cheeks went hard.


  "Who else has it?” Durell pressed.


  "Don’t you know that, too, Mr. Durell? Uzuri, of course. That is why the Nereid was kept on a course for southern Africa. A delaying tactic. Hopefully, the government of Uzuri would believe its uranium was still on the way there, while I disposed of it here.”


  Durell knew a grim sense of alarm. The white-dominated regime of Uzuri was surrounded by hostile countries affording sanctuary to thousands of guerrillas who plagued it. Most of its trade and arms supplies had been cut off by UN sanctions. The white minority had struggled with increasing harshness to maintain its control over the immense black majority, and Durell realized it was only another logical step to use nuclear weapons to turn its infiltrated borders into radioactive wastelands. If its neighbors found the means to retaliate, the holocaust could spread across the whole planet.


  "We all know the Russians have always backed the guerrillas; they wouldn’t sell weapons-grade uranium ore to Uzuri,” Durell said.


  "Of course not.” Panagiotes smirked, his dark glasses shining. "The Nereid’s official destination was Italy. The Russians thought I was acting as intermediary for industrial users of yellowcake.”


  "It was the Russians who attacked your villa, wasn’t it? They wanted to kill you before you could move the uranium beyond their reach.”


  "That would have been possible.”


  "They have the Nereid now, you know. They cleaned out your warehouse and sailed away.”


  Panagiotes drew an angry breath. "I did not know!”


  "That’s enough chit-chat,” Link broke in.


  Durell said: "Of course, all I’m really interested in is Aleksei Lazeishvili—and Link O’Dell has him. I wouldn’t get further involved, if I were you.”


  "Ah, yes,” Panagiotes said, nodding slowly. "The Russian dissident. I know his story from Sirena—she is a great admirer of his.” He turned to Link. "You are holding him prisoner?”


  Durell intervened. "He’s holding him for a million dollars ransom, to be paid by the Soviet and/or the United States government.”


  "So.” Panagiotes drew out the word thoughtfully.


  Link spoke hastily: "I’ll split it with you, Costa. For helping me now. But don’t you see? We must get rid of this man!”


  Durell glanced at Sirena, and she looked away. She seemed strangely aloof for one concerned with the welfare of Lazeishvili.


  Panagiotes kept the shiny little automatic on Durell as his other hand moved to reassure Link. "Floundering in debt has become a sad way of life for you, my friend. We mustn’t forgo this opportunity to put an end to it. No, I don’t want your money. As for removing the obstacle that Mr. Durell represents—”


  "Yes?” Link urged.


  "I presume the Russians are on Rhodes, looking for Mr. Lazeishvili, if the Americans are?”


  "The damned place is swarming with them.”


  "Then we must go there, obviously.” Panagiotes turned to Sirena, and said: "Change into something more suitable for travel, my pet. You will fly us.”


  "Yes, darling.” She hurried from the room.


  Link sounded puzzled. "But what are you going to do on Rhodes?” he asked.


  Panagiotes smiled his thin smile. "Contact the Russians,” he said. "Why not let them take the blame for Mr. Durell’s murder? I’m sure they will do so gladly.”


  "That’s a marvelous idea, old fellow.” Link’s eyes gleamed malevolently against Durell’s hard gaze. "Simply marvelous,” he said.


  



  The moon was low when they arrived at the village of Lindos on the east coast of Rhodes. Perhaps a thousand years before Christ, this had been one of the most important cities in the Mediterranean. Now it was a mere fishing village of salt-white houses clustered around the base of its proud acropolis on the promontory of Marmari.


  They had flown by helicopter from the roof of the penthouse to Ellinikon. Then Sirena, dressed in white slacks and a blue, print blouse, had ferried them to Rhodes in the Learjet.


  Link was at the wheel as they drove into the village and parked in front of a darkened restaurant adjoining the intercity bus depot. The twisting, cobbled alleys were too narrow for a car. They walked uphill from the bus stop until Link identified a white-plastered stone house as the one he sought.


  There was a smell of wild thyme in the dew-laden air. High over the village, the dark acropolis, topped by a crusader fortress, loomed in the night haze.


  Link unlocked the door, led the way inside. Panagiotes, still in his tuxedo and dark glasses, brought up the rear, his pistol showing in his hand.


  Some of the houses had lasted more than a millennium. They had become tourist attractions, with their painted ceilings and safes hidden high in the walls to thwart pirates. But this one was in disrepair. Bare wooden beams supported a planked ceiling; plastered walls had sloughed away to show patches of rough stone. There was a simple table and bench, a pair of upright chairs with wicker bottoms, a narrow iron bed covered with a gray blanket.


  Aleksei Lazeishvili lay on the bed, ankles tied together, wrists bound behind his back. Blood matted his hair and soiled the blanket under his head.


  "What happened to you?” Sirena cried.


  "I'm afraid I had to cold-cock him to tie him up,” Link said. "Just a bit of split scalp.”


  "It’s nothing, my dear,” Lazeishvili said. He sounded hoarse with fatigue, as he tried to reassure her. There was anger and fear in his mist-green eyes. His face was darkened by a beard grown since leaving the Nereid. His tweed jacket was rumpled and soiled beyond belief.


  Sirena hurried to him and bunched the blanket under his head to form a pillow. "I’ll get some water and clean the wound,” she said. Her eyes flared at Link. "Filth! Scum! How could you do this?” she shouted.


  Panagiotes spoke suddenly: "Come away from him. Over here.”


  She hesitated, then meekly obeyed.


  Panagiotes told her: "He won’t suffer much longer, my dear, I promise you.”


  "Can’t you untie him, Costa?”


  "I’m afraid that is impossible.”


  "At least,” Durell said, "he’s better off than Hank Ross.”


  "Hank Ross?” she asked.


  "Link killed him.”


  She drew a sharp breath and stared at Link.


  "It was a sad necessity, I’m afraid,” the thin man said, his tone mocking. "Couldn’t have the fellow blab all over the island, could I?” He indicated the Russian. "As for this gentleman, he will be released tonight.”


  "Perhaps sooner,” Panagiotes said.


  "Yes,” Link seconded. "The minute I receive word from Geneva that a certain deposit has been made to my account. We mustn’t be premature, you see.”


  "Oh, we needn’t wait for that,” Panagiotes said, the dark glasses flickering with yellow lamplight.


  "What do you mean?”


  Without answering, Panagiotes said: "Find some of that rope you used on Mr. Lazeishvili, won’t you? And then tie up Mr. Durell.”


  Durell thought he was beginning to see what was happening, but Link seemed oblivious as he retrieved cotton line from beneath the bed. Panagiotes would not need Link much longer.


  "What was Charles Cullinane doing at your house?” Durell asked.


  "Oh, that fellow,” said Panagiotes. "Some bad luck, he had. He was found stabbed and nearly dead aboard the Nereid the night the cargo was switched, off Rhodes—”


  "Stabbed?” Durell was incredulous.


  "It was not possible to investigate, considering the circumstances. We took it for a sailor’s brawl. We transferred him to my villa. I could hardly risk having him admitted to a hospital where he could tell about the secret transfer.”


  "Then he was just an accidental victim, when the Russians firebombed your house.”


  "As I said—bad luck.”


  Link brought a wicker-bottom chair. "Sit down,” he said harshly.


  As the man bent to wrap and knot the cord, Durell considered booting him in the face and knocking him back into the Greek. But Panagiotes was too wary. He stood at a safe distance.


  Durell spoke to Link. "You’re a fool; every knot you tie is another seal on your death warrant.”


  Link’s chuckle was nervous. There was sweat on his narrow cheeks, beads hanging from the ends of his pencil mustache. "Don’t try to psych me out, Durell,” he said. "This is the endgame; this is where all you’ve done comes together, and you either win or lose. If you made the wrong moves earlier, it’s too late to remedy them now.”


  "I don’t need a chess lesson from someone who doesn’t know when he’s in check,” Durell replied, and felt the ropes bite tightly into his legs, pulling them against the chair.


  "Divide and conquer? Is that your desperation plan? It’s so stale, really; it’s laughable.” He moved around the chair and tied Durell’s hands behind it.


  "Your pal with the gun isn’t laughing,” Durell said. His eyes switched to Sirena, searching, probing.


  Her black irises seemed to go dull, as if closing him off, and she turned to Panagiotes. "What are you going to do with him?” she asked, pointing at Durell.


  "Leave him here. Let the Russians come and find him. They will know where to look; I’ll see to that.”


  "Very well, do what you must,” she said. "But I’d rather leave now. I’ll wait for the bus. You can find me at my apartment when it’s over.”


  "You will wait and ride with me,” he said.


  "Don’t make me, darling.” She glanced at Durell. He could not read the meaning in her eyes.


  "You will stay,” Panagiotes said flatly.


  Link straightened. "All trussed up,” he announced, and brushed his long hands together.


  Panagiotes spoke hurriedly. "Almost. Loop a cord around his neck and tie it to his ankles. Keep him from hopping about too much in that chair.”


  Durell felt a noose drop over his head, the pain of a jerk that bent his neck back. When Link had finished, he was only a fraction away from strangulation, the rope digging into muscles and tendons that strained and cramped in an effort to hold the pressure away from his windpipe.


  "Good,” Panagiotes said. "Now you and Sirena help me carry Mr. Lazeishvili to the car.”


  "Why?” Link’s annoyance was evident. "Look here, you’re acting a bit high-handed. . . .”


  "Come, my friend. Are you letting Mr. Durell’s words worry you? Naturally, he would hope so; words are all he has left.” Panagiotes cast quickly about, found a filthy rag, balled it and stuffed it into Durell’s mouth as a gag. "Now, let’s move Mr. Lazeishvili.” He breathed heavily in his anger.


  Link hesitated, as if feeling events slip beyond his control. Panagiotes smiled. "Would you leave them both here to help one another?” he reasoned gently. "Besides, when the Russians come for Durell, do you think they would leave Lazeishvili here and pay a ransom for him later?”


  "But where will we take him?”


  Panagiotes looked quickly at his wristwatch. "My yacht will be docked in Mandraki Harbor by now. Come. It will be daylight soon.”


  They disappeared, the Russian gagged and slung between them like a sack of grain.


  Durell struggled against the ropes, but a sudden tightening of the noose almost throttled him. He waited. He could hear the whimper and sawing of breath in his constricted windpipe. The pain was almost unendurable; every move to lessen it only made it worse. Finally, he sat very still. His situation seemed hopeless.


  A few minutes later, he was surprised by the return of Panagiotes and Link. Sirena was with them, speaking as they entered. "I could have waited in the car,” she said.


  "Not just you and Mr. Lazeishvili,” Panagiotes replied. "I’m afraid you’ve developed an emotional attachment to the man—”


  "And you don’t trust me!” Her voice was outraged. "No,” Panagiotes said simply.


  Link spoke: "But what’s the point? What else is to be done here?”


  "The point?” Panagiotes said. "The point, my friend, is that you must die.”


  "But—surely you’re not serious, Costa.” Link’s lips twitched; fear and disbelief slackened his cheeks.


  "You are a fool and a blunderer. You have been totally out of your depth. I have no doubt that Mr. Durell would attest to that.” He held out the bright little pistol.


  Link backed away from the evil snout. "I told you I’d give you half. Half a million, Costa. And there’s no way to get it without me.”


  "I’m not interested. Really.”


  "Wait.” Link spoke with breathless speed, as if on the words he could outdistance death: "You can have it all; all but a hundred thousand;I must have that much, my creditors—”


  "You still don’t understand, do you?” Panagiotes said. "It’s the ten million I’m after; ten million dollars worth of uranium oxide. If Mr. Lazeishvili is as important as he seems to be, I have an idea the Russians will willingly make a trade—after all, they’ve been paid for the ore. It will cost them nothing.”


  Link turned to Sirena. "For god’s sake, say something!”


  She just stared at him, her eyes petrified.


  "I never intended to kidnap Lazeishvili,” Link cried, working to sway her. "He just fell into my hands. I didn’t realize until then that I could!”


  Panagiotes’ jaw turned hard; his dark glasses flared in the lamplight as he aimed.


  Link threw out his hands. "Costa . . . !”


  There was a small, sharp report, and Link said: "Uh!”


  Durell saw blood above Sirena’s chin. She had bitten her lip at the instant of Link’s death. She had not uttered a sound.
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  The KGB soon would be on its way here.


  Durell could not guess how long he had, because he did not know when Panagiotes would contact the Russians. It was only thirty-five miles to Rhodes Town. He wondered what time it was, his watch out of view, behind his back. When would daylight come?


  That Panagiotes would be able to make contact with the KGB, Durell did not doubt. The man’s wealth and power were pervasive, otherwise he could not have got by so long with his smuggling operations.


  Yes. The comrades, the men Durell had opposed for what seemed a thousand years: they would rush to him almost lovingly in their eagerness to kill him. It would be their big day.


  There were many old scores.


  They would settle them with merciful quickness, he hoped.


  His throat ached with thirst and bruises; the gag was a stifling filth in his mouth. Hands and feet were turning numb, wrists and ankles throbbing where the tight bonds restricted blood circulation to an insufficient trickle.


  The lamp guttered, sent up an oily tendril of smoke, settled to a steady glow once more. Little fuel was left in its clear glass base. The odor of burnt kerosene tainted the air. It mingled with the musty reek of ages.


  Link lay beside the rough-hewn table on which the lamp rested. His slack face was turned up, as if to find the light, dark eyes half open, a chalk-mark of teeth gleaming from a comer of the lips sardonically parted, even in death.


  Durell remembered the pocket knife that Link had lent him to open the crate. Was the knife still in the man’s jumpsuit? How could Durell possibly get it out, when every move was torment?


  It was hopeless to try.


  But he tried.


  He hopped the chair forward, and the noose yanked at his windpipe. His breath stopped in his throat, and there was a frightening moment when he thought he was finished. He kept his thoughts calm, fighting his instinct to struggle, drew slowly with his lungs and was aware of a minimum of life-giving oxygen.


  He waited a moment, hopped the chair again.


  The noose snapped at his neck, threatened to crash his larynx. He thought his mind would reel into lethal unconsciousness—lethal, because he now saw that if his head dropped forward and stayed there, he was certain to strangle.


  Again he waited, poised on the verge of swimming oblivion.


  Pain crawled spitefully through his chest. His tongue was dusty and dry, beneath the wad of the gag. He could barely swallow.


  If he got the knife, he might saw the rope in two where it led past his hands, from the back of his neck to his ankles.


  If he could get it . . .


  The room held an eerie silence, broken only by the thump of blood that pounded in his ears. He had no way of tracking the passage of time.


  His assassins would come: that was all he knew.


  His hope of escaping before they arrived was futile.


  But he would not give it up. He waited, taking the pleasure of pained, raw breaths, glad for the little air that sustained him.


  As he rested, his thoughts turned to the uranium. Panagiotes had said it was intended for Italian industry. But had he fooled the Russians? Did they really believe that? It was unlike them not to have checked and checked again. Plodding Slavic patience was one of their hallmarks. They never before had been eager to sell uranium in the west. Had they been in such a rush to do so this time that they had neglected to pierce the facade of Panagiotes’ story? It should not have taken much effort. There were only so many fronts, and all of them flimsy, to cover the truth about the destination of a shipload of weapons-grade uranium ore.


  Durell intuited conspiracies within conspiracies, but that was all. Hunch and intuition.


  He clung to one certainty: it just was not possible that the Soviets wanted Uzuri to have a nuclear capability.


  Yet, when they got the uranium back, they had headed south with it, seemingly headed toward Uzuri again.


  He put it out of his mind.


  He dreaded hopping the chair again. He had to, that was all.


  He waited a moment longer and tried not to think how, if the chair toppled, the rope was likely to break his neck. His oxygen-deprived heart beat with great, muscular throbbings that shook his rib cage.


  He dared delay no longer. The faces of Colonel Cesar Skoll and Lieutenant Maximov swam before his mind, leering and deadly.


  He planted his feet and sprung, lifting the chair legs from the floor in the same motion. A horrible, twisting pain gripped his trachea, and his tongue swelled at the back of his dry throat. Luminous nits swirled and swarmed before his straining eyes. The room hazed.


  Once more he willed himself to consciousness.


  His air seemed to come through a fragile straw that was too narrow. He scented blood from within his bruised air passages.


  At least he was alive. He regarded the sprawled corpse and saw with abrupt surprise that his toe was touching it. He had reached his destination, but now what? He slumped back in the chair, released the tension of the rope as far as possible from his throat. It wasn’t much. He realized that his jaws ached from clenching his teeth. There was no real feeling left in his hands.


  He stared at Link, listening to the rasp of air in his throat, the thrum of starved blood, his head swimming. Link had acted the fool and paid the fool’s price. In the business, that could amount only to death, whether it be sooner or later. Hadn’t he known Durell would go to any length to get him? Still, if he had not returned to the windmill to make sure that Hank was dead . . .


  But he had returned. Like a fool.


  And then he had trusted Panagiotes to extricate him.


  A rooster crowed, shaking him from his dreary reverie. He craned his sore neck and peered through the cracks in the shutters. The first light of dawn spilled over the east.


  He wondered about Sirena, remembering the quick play she had made for him in Panagiotes’ study. After that, she seemed to have put a wall of indifference around her, as far as he was concerned. Erratic behavior. There had to be a cause; the pressure of fear was enough. Or torn loyalties. For all he knew she was in with Panagiotes up to her nose. That was the way it had seemed.


  A sigh caught painfully in his throat. He fought a raw coughing spasm, choking on the grimy gag that filled his mouth, then caught his breath. The first droplets of sweat oozed into the comers of his eyes, stinging. He sensed a feverish heat in his racked body, thought wearily of just giving up and waiting.


  A long time had passed now.


  His killers would arrive soon.


  He had no idea how many minutes or hours he had taken to move the chair a couple of feet. The cost in physical torment had been enormous, and still nothing seemed effectively changed. But having reached Link’s body, he was forced to confront the formidable problem of getting the knife from the jumpsuit pocket. It would be in the right pocket, if still where he had carried it earlier, and that was good, because Durell was on the right side of the corpse. He could look down and see the pocket where it gaped slightly open at the dead man’s hip.


  A clang of goat bells came from outdoors. More light streamed through the shutter cracks. Soon Lindos would awaken. Panagiotes would try to get the Russians here before that happened.


  The meltémi wind soughed under the eaves.


  The lamp flame guttered on the table at his elbow, sent up another wisp of black smoke and died. A short thread of soot drifted down and landed on Durell’s leg. The room was filled with dusky shadows.


  It was difficult to know whether any residual feeling was left in his hands. He questioned whether he could open a knife if he found one, or even hold onto it.


  He had to keep trying. His wrists were not tied to the cord that ran from neck to ankles, so he could move his hands without endangering his throat. He strained, as he attempted to loosen the bonds. He worked at stretching the rope, and groaned, choking slowly, unable to swallow down his swollen throat. Sweat bathed him—and still he was as much a captive as before.


  There remained one slender hope.


  If he turned the chair around, so that his back was toward Link’s body; if he pushed himself over backwards, falling in such a way that his hands landed within reach of the pocket . . .


  The rope might break his neck; failing that, the noose might tighten, implacably crushing his windpipe, suffocating him. Or his head might simply hit the floor too hard, leaving him unconscious to await the KGB killers.


  But death was sure, if he did nothing.


  He made his decision: he would stake everything on this one toss of the dice.


  First, he must go through the ordeal of turning the chair around, so that the back was toward Link’s body and his hands lined up as nearly as possible with the pocket. He was in the midst of that, his faculties hazed with pain and fatigue and desperation, when somehow he lost his balance.


  He sensed with a stab of alarm the backward sway of his seat, realized he was going over, felt his shoulder crash into the table and steeled himself, as the glass lamp splintered against the floor with a rattling thunder. Then his back jolted against Link’s corpse, and his head arced down and slammed into the floor.


  He saw an explosion of lights, was only dimly aware as the noose throttled him. Feebly, his hands groped for the pocket in Link’s jumpsuit. They found nothing.


  His vision blurred.


  The gag seemed to crawl wickedly down his throat,


  toward his stifling lungs. His heart raced. His hands clenched and unclenched helplessly.


  Then his fingers spread out, strained stiffly to their widest extent. Fluttered. Trembled.


  And went limp.
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  From afar came the creak and swipe of an opening door.


  Durell sensed, as if through a consciousness removed from his still and blinded body, a rush of cool morning air.


  Footsteps out of a hollow distance.


  The core of life that burned stubbornly at the back of his mind was like a burrowed, hunted animal. It put nothing together, was unreasoning, without intellect. He did not know if he were dead or alive, was incapable even of recognizing the question, much less pondering it. All that was left were tenuous, fragile senses. He was as close to death as he had ever come.


  Now a primal, feral alarm pinched and pricked him.


  He knew no cause or reason, but his instinct struggled up to light through a thick, suffocating blackness, until he was reminded of the garrote laced into the exposed helplessness of his throat. It seemed like hours, but only a second passed before he saw dimly the backs of his eyelids, the colored light that strained through their thin flesh.


  His lungs burned for air.


  The footsteps came closer.


  The KGB. There was a whiplash of panic. Then:


  "Sam? Sam Durell?”


  His eyes flickered.


  Through a mist of pain, he saw Sirena.


  She knelt quickly, removed the gag. "Sam?”


  He tried to speak, but couldn’t. She sat back, surveyed the intricacies of his bonds. He ground his teeth together, his face a silent plea for quick release from the strangling cord.


  She worked with frantic fingers, hands quivering with urgency. But the knots had turned tight and hard. They were beyond her capability. Durell felt himself slipping into the void again, fought to sustain consciousness, rolled his eyes toward shards of the lamp that were scattered across the floor.


  With immediate understanding, she snatched up one of them and slashed at the rope that stretched between his neck and ankles. Her hair fell in curtains that hid her cheeks as she worked hastily. There was a sudden painful tug of release, and he took air into his starved lungs in grateful gulps. He lay there, just breathing, as she sawed away the bonds on his hands and feet.


  With a whimper of effort, she tugged at the shoulders of his jacket, trying to help him up.


  "Just a minute,” he gasped. He felt giddy. His voice was a hoarse whisper as it came through a hot, sore throat. "Check the door.” His head was clearing. As Sirena darted for the door, he rolled over onto hands and knees, tried to shake the cobwebs from his brain.


  "No one’s there,” she said.


  "Give me a hand,” he croaked, coughing. He stared at his hands. They were swollen and slate-blue, numb but for tormenting pinpricks as blood pumped through them again.


  Sirena hesitated over Link.


  "You couldn’t have saved him,” Durell said. "You’d only have got yourself killed.”


  "I came back to save you; I came as quickly as I could.” She lent him her hand.


  He took it and staggered up; his feet felt like iron plates hinged to his ankles. The pressure of his weight brought a million stabs at his soles, as if he were walking on razor blades. He swayed, faltered, caught himself.


  "Are you going to be all right?” Her husky voice was solicitous.


  "In a few minutes.”


  "Come. Lie down.”


  "No!” He calmed himself. "No. There isn’t time. Get me a drink.”


  "Yes, a drink.” She flew through a doorway that was screened by a heavy green curtain. Durell glimpsed a faded red rag carpet, a Karelia cigarette calendar two years old. She hurried back with a dripping dipper. The cold water soothed his throat, and he drank greedily.


  She said: "I knew the only hope of helping you was to pretend indifference and bide my time. When Costa told you he would let the Russians kill you, I saw a chance. Provided I could get away from him.”


  Durell held the dipper away from his mouth and drew a breath. "And how did you do that?” he asked. He put the dipper back to his lips.


  "He thinks I’m in my apartment, resting. He thinks women are fragile.”


  Durell snorted. He tossed the dipper onto the table, plodded on unwieldy feet to the door. A vise of pain still gripped his throat. "Let’s get out of here,” he rasped.


  "Wait—you don’t understand.” She put a hand against his chest. "We must save Mr. Lazeishvili, too.”


  "Sure. But not if we’re dead.” He opened the door, leaned out, fell back against the wall stung with dismay.


  Sirena saw the look on his face, and her dark, almond eyes went big as daisies. "The KGB?” she whispered.


  "You got it.”


  



  Three of them came up the alley, the lanky, sunburned figure of Lieutenant Maximov in the lead. They seemed in no particular hurry, in keeping with procedures designed to avoid undue notice. All wore the kind of straw hat manufactured on the island and had cameras slung over their shoulders.


  They had every reason to believe Durell would wait.


  Few of the inhabitants were up and about; the fisherman had returned and gone to bed. Most of the rest counted on tourist traffic, and that would not start to flow until much later. It was only a bit after five o’clock now.


  Lieutenant Maximov and his men could do as they pleased and still stand a good chance of getting away clean at this hour.


  That included shooting someone down in the street.


  Durell hobbled and shuffled past Link’s corpse, into the kitchen, out the back door. Even this humble house had a small walled garden on the island of roses. Willowy branches of oleander dribbled red blossoms; the black fruit of a mulberry tree spotted the stony earth; honeybees made brass darts in the brightening air. There was a fragrance from the fields.


  Sirena caught up. "Don’t. Don’t run away,” she said.


  "What’s the matter with you?” Durell’s tone was bewildered.


  "Aleksei Lazeishvili—we have to help him!”


  She had been through too much; her slipping mind had turned obsessive.


  Durell almost shouted, but his raw, constricted throat prevented that. "He is not here!”


  "No, but—”


  "Then we come first.”


  He pushed through the weathered wooden gate, the nerves in his swollen hands jangling and protesting.


  She clutched at his sleeve, but he brushed her angrily away. She was acting as if she had lost her senses.


  The house was at the edge of the village; nothing but tumbled stone, maqui shrub, thorny stone walls and stunted olive trees troubled the steep shoulder of the hill before him. At its top lorded the crusader castle, founded on an ancient acropolis bound in dressed stone and still harboring at its furthest reach the sanctity of a temple to Athena Lindia, whose mantle Alexander the Great had worn reverently in battle.


  Durell scrambled across the dew-laden, rosemary-scented spaces, glad for the pain that meant his feet were regaining feeling and agility. Sirena clambered up behind him, hips swinging in feminine cadence. No one was out here. Below was St. Paul’s Bay, where the sea shimmered like a blue butterfly’s wing. Crowning the promontory above, the acropolis loomed closer, the stone of the knights’ castle glowing the color of cedar wood in the early morning light.


  Between bay and hilltop was the horizontal spread of the village, like a line of white seafoam cast up at high tide.


  He turned his face back up and kept going.


  Then a shout touched his ears from far below, and he knew they had been seen.


  He looked down, sweating in rivulets despite the cooling wind. He was high enough now to see over the red-tiled house, into the street that fronted it. The three men darted into it. They would come through and give chase in seconds.


  A few yards behind him, Sirena gasped something, her long, black hair tumbling and streaming in the wind.


  "They’ll come out the back in a minute,” he called, his voice strained.


  "Sam—you have no gun, of course.”


  "Of course.”


  He moved on, half bent against the sharp incline of the hill. His body felt easier. He was recovering rapidly, except for his bruised throat. He had his eye on the screen of cypresses at the base of the acropolis. If only they could get behind that ... He swung his face back downhill. The houses had begun to glare with a painful, snowy brilliance.


  Lieutenant Maximov burst through the garden gate.


  Durell heard a wail of ricochets before the small pop of gunshots reached his ears. He angled behind a thick, gnarled olive tree, waited for Sirena, jerked her around with him.


  "You have to listen to me,” she gasped. "If you go back—”


  Durell shook her. "I don’t get you; did you get me loose for the fun of throwing me to the sharks?”


  "I’ve been trying to tell you: Mr. Lazeishvili wants to make a deal—”


  "Well save it, god damn it!”


  Maximov was running up the hill, stumbling, mouth working with curses. The other two tumbled out of the garden gate and joined the chase.


  Durell measured the distance to the foot of the acropolis, the hopeful cover of the trees. He made it fifty yards. A long, deadly fifty yards. His quick look tested Sirena: she was tired, but not out. She found her breath in pinched gasps through pretty, quivering lips. The knee of her white slacks had been ripped in a fall; blood oozed from a scrape in the soft, tan flesh that showed through the rent.


  "We have to keep running,” he said, and crouched to go.


  "But they have guns.”


  "Dodge side to side.”


  "You can’t get away, unless—”


  He cut her off. "We’ll find a place to hide, up there.” She did not bother to look, her eyes wide, fixed on his. "If you run, they’ll kill you.”


  Impatience vexed him. "If we don’t, they’ll catch us and kill us for sure,” he barked. Ignoring her, he leaped up and hurried off, feet slipping on loose stones, slacks tangling in thorns. She did not stay behind.


  The sky was windy, a clear blue lens that seemed to focus the sun’s brilliance. The whole hillside seemed ready to burst into flame. Yet there still remained dew on the underside of the brown grass, in the parched bracken and scrub; it soaked his shoes. A kestrel flapped and hovered and darted away to the left. Something else caught Durell’s eye.


  Below and to the left of Maximov’s group, two more men broke loose from the village, headed around the horizon of the hill, as if to cut him off.


  He kept running as hard as he could go. There were no more pistol shots for the moment. The range was extreme for a sidearm, and Maximov was saving his ammunition. He heard the sob of his breath as he lurched through the line of flame-shaped cypresses and sat down to rest in the mangled shadows. Sirena stumbled through a few seconds later, dropped down beside him sucking air.


  There was a great deal of rubble along the foundation of the acropolis wall. Boulders, weathered chunks of marble, tangled deadwood. Durell regarded the debris as he got his breath. "We’ll move along there, maybe find an old sally port or escape tunnel,” he said.


  Sirena’s voice was flat. "They’re going to catch us,” she said.


  "They’ll have to work at it.”


  "Sam—” she gripped the lapel of his jacket—"if you’d go to them for Lazeishvili, tell them you knew where he was and would take them there in exchange for your release—”


  Sudden anger rowled Durell. "I couldn’t do that! If I did, do you think they’d honor it?”


  "He’s still on Costa’s yacht,” she said, as if not hearing.


  "You’re sure of that?” He needed to know.


  "Will you go back, tell them you’ll take them to him?”


  "I’d take them to hell, before I’d take them to Lazeishvili.” He tasted the sweat at the corner of his mouth. There was a fragrance of cedar and ocean salt. He judged the Russians would have to move circumspectly when the tourists started coming, and he would have a chance. If he could just find a place to hide until then . . .


  "Sam, listen to reason—”


  "You tell them,” he challenged.


  "They wouldn’t pay any attention to me. Not until they had killed you.”


  "What is Lazeishvili’s game, anyhow? Doesn’t he know Panagiotes plans to trade him to the Russians in any event?”


  "What if they won’t bargain? Then it may be the Americans. He won’t be a traitor, Sam. Besides, he says he doesn’t trust Costa; anything could happen.” She moved closer, urging. "He’s a great man, he sees more than ordinary souls, like us. He has a mission, a great mission, to bring freedom to his people. I’m determined to help him, however I can.”


  "The way you helped your own people regain their freedom? The stakes are bigger here, Sirena. What affects the relations between the US and the USSR affects the world.”


  "The principle is the same.”


  "Except that one mistake can send the world up in flames.”


  They held each other’s eyes, she unconvinced, he angry.


  The cicadas were beginning their sawing song.


  Durell had no more time for this. He saw that Maximov had been joined by the pair he had left behind at the house. They stood down by the olive tree and scanned the cypresses and the flat stone armor of the acropolis foundation, looking hot and harried. Pistols were out in their hands, glinting dull and black in the sunlight.


  Durell peered to right and left, saw no sign of the second pair, the ones who had emerged from the village below the first three and disappeared around the hill. Worry fizzed in his gut like a burning fuse.


  His hands were swollen still, but he had the full use of them and a sense of touch once more. He had pounded the circulation back into his feet running up the hill. He didn’t think about them anymore. The unpredictable méltimi wind was freshening; it ripped around the acropolis, shoving foliage and making the weeds and flowers dance crazily.


  The Russians came straight at him.


  He pulled Sirena to her feet and moved with anxious hurry along the jointure of dressed acropolis stone and native strata that jutted from the hilltop. Far below was an amphitheater. They waded an eroded ditch weaving with blowing tiger lilies, then struck through heaped dead brush.


  Durell stopped, turned back.


  "What?” Sirena demanded.


  "Something in there.”


  He picked his way through the fallen branches, saw the glimmer of a trickle of mossy water. Pushing aside branches of bent pine trees, he found a dark cleft in the stones. He looked up and down the wall, saw none of the Russians, beckoned Sirena with a crooked finger. She worked her way over the rough ground and he pushed her into the narrow slot and went in after her.


  There was barely room for them to stand side by side. Bats fluttered and squeaked overhead. The place was dank and foul. Water seepage had marked the walls with delicate white tracings, dim in the dusky light. The path sloped upwards, and he had hopes that it would lead to the fortress above, but it stopped after ten feet or so, plugged by the loose rubble of a cave-in. He brushed spider webs from his face, stared alertly at the green dazzle where sunlight filtered through foliage at the entrance.


  "You can rest here,” he said. "This is the end of the line.”


  "If they find us, there’s no way out.”


  Durell made no reply, his eyes toward the entrance. "It isn’t too late to cooperate,” she said.


  "It was too late for that years ago.”


  "Mr. Lazeishvili said he was certain the Russians would let you go, after you took them to him.”


  Durell was silent.


  "He would put in a word for you.”


  "He’ll be lucky to stay alive himself.”


  "Sam, I don’t want you to die.” There was anguish in her voice.


  "I don’t want that for you, either. Those men won’t kill me and turn you loose.”


  "I was willing to take that risk when I came back to you. But Aleksei is part of the bargain.”


  "No bargain of mine.”


  She slid her arms around his neck. "I understand, darling. My way may be the only way to save your life; yet, to do it, you must lose him to the Russians. But Mr. Lazeishvili must not be turned over to the United States, no matter how you feel.”


  "He was Aleksei a minute ago; what happened?”


  She looked bewildered. "I don’t know. I—I suppose I feel one way about him one moment and another the next.”


  "You’re confused about a lot of things.” He took her arms away. "Lazeishvili has you under a spell. What made you leave him with Link in the first place?”


  "He said the HRC would do whatever Mr. Lazeishvili wanted, but that he had to be extremely cautious in approaching them. Both sides would want him, Link said, and there might be violence—that’s why we hid. He sent me away, so frightened I didn’t dare even tell Costa.” Her eyes were pleading. "Don’t you believe me?”


  "Maybe. Maybe not. In any case, you are too close to Lazeishvili to trust, where he’s concerned. My orders are to bring him in, like it or not.”


  She threw herself at him, pounding his chest in mute rage; Durell struggled to hold her off, got tangled up, tripped on the loose earth and both of them fell to the floor of the narrow passage. He felt her nails rip at his eyes, dodged a knee to the groin, threw the full weight of his body across the straining softness of her writhing form. His nerves flashed alarms as he thought of the noise and the Russians, somewhere just outside. Then, suddenly, he was astounded by a long, bruisingly hungry kiss, the warmth of her arms around his neck, her moaning breath against his cheek. He returned the kiss, furious with himself, was aware of the betrayal of his chemistry as her firmly rounded body yielded pliantly into the hollows of his own. She smelled of honey and wildflowers, like the island itself, her long black hair a pillow that wreathed about her cheeks. The pounding of her heart came through the flimsy blouse that covered her heaving breasts, as her arms tightened eagerly around his neck. "Darling,” she moaned. "Darling—not here.”


  "No more alleycat?”


  "Will you take a promise—for later?”


  He smiled.


  She lay under him, not stirring, tormentingly desirable. Then she ran a finger across his cheek, and whispered: "I want it to be beautiful, in a quiet and lovely place.”


  "I hope those Greek gods of yours see fit to provide a time later than this,” he said darkly.


  "They will. If you are ready to be reasonable.”


  Durell sat up. His voice held a warning of anger. "Don’t start that again.”


  "I saved your life!” she cried, her renewed fury shattering all bonds of restraint.


  "So you and Lazeishvili could use me,” Durell retorted. "That I understood—but I didn’t think you’d resort to prostitution!”


  "Oh!”


  She jumped to her feet and ran from the tunnel. "Get back here!” Durell called.


  But she was already out into the open. He rushed to the entrance and tasted the copper of horror on his tongue as he saw her pass within twenty yards of one of the Russians. The startled man whirled, hefted his gun, trained its sights on the lithe, darting figure. Durell flinched to the marrow as a shot rang out. . .
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  The Russian’s head jerked sideways, half his skull blown away. He dropped in his tracks beneath an auroral haze of cranial fluid that hung in the sunlight. For a long moment of suspended belief, Durell stared without moving.


  Sirena bounded on down the hill, toward the village.


  There were more shots, hollow and flat-sounding out in the open.


  He could see no one but the dead Russian and the rapidly diminishing woman. He left the tunnel and moved with cautious expertise through the brush, silently. The dead man lay on the roots of the tree line nearby—Durell did not care to think what would have happened if he had been allowed to probe just a bit further. His fallen 9 mm. Makarov was at his side. Durell picked it up, swung his gaze through the pines and cypresses. Save for the angry shrilling of cicadas and the soughing of the wind, an apprehensive silence had gripped the hot slope four hundred feet above the Aegean.


  A gun hammered off to the right. He ducked in reflex, but the bullet had already smashed into the stones far above his head. He twisted his face up just as an arm extended out from the top of the wall. A gun bucked in its hand.


  He did not know who was up there, didn’t think about it as long as they were shooting Russians. He slid past the body in a crouch, alert to the tips of his fingers, made his way to the weathered gully, crept down the slope beyond the trees.


  Lieutenant Maximov was hunched behind a boulder; he showed himself to draw fire, while the third man worked his way across the poppy-strewn slope in an attempt to flank the unknown gunman above.


  Durell leveled his pistol, raised up, shouted: "Throw down your gun, Lieutenant!”


  Maximov whirled and fired, his long face taut with hatred. Durell felt the whiff of the slug. There was no time for subtlety: Durell shot to kill. His gun roared, knocking the man back on his heels. Maximov cursed and triggered a wild shot; caught a second slug square in his breastbone and flopped onto his face.


  The last KGB man had seen what was happening and fled toward the white houses of the village.


  Durell shoved the Makarov under his belt, looked back up the hill.


  "Yo, Cajun!”


  He saw the smiling eyes of Marty Stone, peering over the verge of the acropolis.


  "Who sent you?”


  "We were tailing them. Since last night.” Marty looked into the distance at his left, then back at Durell. "Arbeit’s with me,” he explained. Then a neat, calm-looking man with a student’s serious eyes came into view. The two climbed over the side and dropped six feet to an outcropping of stone and joined Durell.


  "I guess we blew our assignment,” Arbeit said.


  "Couldn’t very well let them have the lady,” Marty said. He spoke to Durell: "Are you all right?”


  "Scrapes and bruises.” Durell turned to Arbeit. "You’d best get after that last one; see where he goes.” Then, to Marty: "Costa Panagiotes has Lazeishvili, or had him. He may have traded him to the Russians already—we can’t afford to ignore that possibility.”


  "But they know who I am now,” Arbeit said. Durell spoke quickly. "Do the best you can. Work with Veerman; he’s around somewhere, isn’t he?”


  "Yes, but—”


  Durell didn’t wait. "Come on, Marty. You and I will hit Panagiotes’ yacht.” He started hurriedly down the hill. Arbiet ran ahead and took the car to stay on the Russian’s tail. Durell casually hot-wired someone else’s parked little Fiesta. The first tourists had arrived, but it was still early, and the road out of Lindos was all but deserted.


  Durell related the events of the night before to Marty, the emphasis on brevity, as they sped north on the coastal road.


  "Sounds like a rough night. What about the girl?” Marty said.


  "We can’t be concerned about her now; she’ll have to fend for herself.”


  "I have bad news,” Marty said. "The beacon we planted aboard the Nereid went dead.”


  "Damn! The Russians must have silenced it,” Durell said.


  "And get this,” Marty said. "NSA pulled an incredible message out of Soviet embassy traffic last night. The embassy was reporting to Moscow that the Nereid is safely underway to Uzuri with that uranium.”


  "It’s crazy,” Durell said, and slapped the steering wheel. It went against every known policy of the Soviet Union that it would give the white minority the means to make war—and atomic war, at that—against Marxist-oriented, Russian-supplied guerrillas. "If the people who run Uzuri get that stuff, they’ll blow Africa apart,” he said.


  "And the rest of us with it, I’m afraid,” Marty said. "The Nereid must be stopped.”


  "But how?”


  They passed a straw-hatted boatbuilder planking a dingy, down on the pebbled beach.


  Marty said: "We don’t even know where the damned thing is. Even if we had an air search, it would be like looking for a bead in the sand.” He waved impatiently toward the Aegean. "That sea is swarming with merchant traffic. Which ship is the Nereid?”


  Durell stared ahead, knuckles white on the steering wheel, eyes filled with urgency. The melt6mi had reached gale force, and it struck with triphammer blows against the side of the car. The sky was blue and cloudless, filled with hot sunlight.


  "The Russians must have known where the uranium was destined all along,” he said. "Panagiotes only thought he was fooling them, telling them it was for Italian interests.”


  Marty sounded incredulous. "If Panagiotes hadn’t stirred everything up by hijacking that uranium, Lazeishvili would have wound up in Uzuri.”


  "You just hit on something.” Durell frowned. "If the Russians didn’t expect the Nereid to land in Italy, if they knew it was headed south for Uzuri, everything would have appeared normal to them—so why did they board her in the canal?”


  "To capture Aleksei Lazeishvili and take him back with them,” Marty answered, almost as if without thinking.


  "But what if they didn’t?”


  "What?” Marty looked startled.


  "What if they boarded her to do just what they did? Turn her around, recover the uranium ore and start her back to Uzuri again!”


  "But surely they wanted Lazeishvili.”


  "I didn’t say they didn’t—but they hadn’t taken him off the ship, and that is the first thing I would have done.”


  "They followed him here,” Marty persisted.


  "Yes, after he was kidnapped—abducted from the Nereid. I repeat: I did not say they didn’t want him. But where did they want him? In Russia—or aboard the Nereid?”


  "But he was smuggled aboard the Nereid.”


  "They could have arranged for it to happen that way.”


  Marty blew an exasperated breath, and said: "Well, if they boarded the ship to go back and recover the yellowcake, someone must have—”


  He stopped and stared at Durell.


  "Right,” Durell said. "Someone must have informed them that it had been taken off the ship. Most probably someone at the scene. With access to a radio transmitter.” He paused, and added: "Someone like Aleksei Lazeishvili.”


  Durell smelled the brine of the sea in the hot car, and the air was sticky with salt as it came off the water and over the beaches and cliffs. Far out, white-caps rolled, dipped out of sight, rose again. Foam streaked the surface and flew into the bright air. On the landward side of the road, wildflowers swirled where the wind rippled across fields.


  When Marty spoke, his voice was dubious: "Would Lazeishvili have gone to such lengths to make up with the KGB? I know he’s said he wants to return. But does he have cold feet that badly?”


  "Cullinane, the man who was to have watched over him, could have told us a lot, but he’s dead. I don’t know,” Durell said. "We’ll find out.”
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  They arrived at Mandraki Harbor only a moment too late.


  Durell was startled to see Sirena fly up the gangway to Panagiotes’ black-hulled yacht just as the last line was cast off. He hadn’t expected that. By the time he had skidded the Fiesta to a halt, the sleek vessel was moving gracefully out of the harbor, waves chopping at its sides.


  "What the hell is the girl doing?” Marty said.


  "Standing by Lazeishvili? Standing by her beliefs? Who knows?” Durell said.


  He stood beside the car in the blazing sunlight and could do nothing but watch and swear under his breath as the yacht slid beyond the point protected by Fort St. Nicholas.


  Marty pulled on the end of his red mustache, then jammed his fists into his pockets. "Nov/ what are we going to do?” he asked, fidgeting. "Panagiotes is getting clean away; we have no idea where he’s headed. . . .”


  "There’s only one thing we can do,” Durell said, and his gaze swung to the gleaming boat owned by Widich Santesson, moored a block away. "We’ll have to follow him. Come on.”


  A girl in a skimpy bathing suit lay sleeping in a deck chair, where the day’s warmth oozed up from the Burma teak fantail of the HRC yacht. Durell touched her shoulder. She looked up and smiled, all golden in the sunlight. "I must ask you to go ashore,” he said politely.


  A young man in bathing trunks strode over and demanded in French: "What’s going on?”


  "I must ask both of you to get off the boat, monsieur,” Durell replied in the same language.


  "We are guests of-—”


  "I know. Please leave. There isn’t much time.”


  The young man gave Durell a hard stare, then turned to the girl, and said: "Pay him no mind; I’ll speak to Santesson about this.”


  Durell grabbed him and tossed him overboard. Water was still plashing against water as the girl arose and stepped down the gangplank with quick, dainty movements.


  Marty grinned at Durell.


  "Let’s find Santesson,” Durell said.


  He was in the main salon, eating a breakfast of fruit and pastry at a table with an ashwood top and leather upholstery. On the deep carpet of gold, blue and white stood an attendant in a red mess jacket.


  "Mr. Durell!” Santesson’s spoon was suspended over a cherry-eyed grapefruit half. "Have you . . . ? Did you . . . ?”


  "Not yet, sir.”


  Marty moved to the other side of the table and watched Durell.


  "Unfortunate,” Santesson sniffed. He dug the spoon into the grapefruit. He wore a silk shirt striped white on white, blue cord slacks and linen deck shoes without socks. "I suppose you still hold to the absurd theory that Link O’Dell had something to do with the kidnapping; that’s why you’ve made no progress,” he said. He popped a section of grapefruit into his mouth.


  "I didn’t say I had no progress, sir. Link O’Dell is dead.”


  Santesson choked; his blue eyes bugged out like marbles. He jumped up, standing taller than Durell, his elderly cheeks flushed.


  Durell’s tone was cool. "I need this vessel. Please order the crew ashore.”


  "You, sir, are mad. Mr. O’Dell? Dead? You’ve done it now! How—”


  "I haven’t time for explanations.”


  "Then take the time, you hear? What do you want my boat for?”


  "To catch Costa Panagiotes.”


  "Costa Panagiotes! You are mad! One doesn’t catch a man of Mr. Panagiotes’ importance.”


  "I know, sir. In your circle there’s always the polite invitation to a quiet talk with the local police chief.” Durell kept his voice bland. "But I’m afraid we’re not dealing with a traffic violation. I have reason to believe that Mr. Panagiotes just sailed out of this harbor with Aleksei Lazeishvili aboard.”


  "I do not believe it,” Santesson asserted.


  "You don’t have to. You didn’t believe it about O’Dell either. Get ashore; take your crew.”


  "You will pay for your insolence! I won’t be a party to—”


  "Take his feet, Marty.” Durell stepped behind the Swede, got him under the arms, pulled him off-balance as Marty lifted his feet. They hauled him outside and down the gangplank. He did not struggle; that was some relief, Durell thought.


  The little waiter did not have to be asked twice to follow his employer ashore. Durell raised the gangplank, the sun a burning hammer on his face and neck in the sheltered mooring. He told Marty to cast off, then ran for the bridge superstructure.


  The captain, a young Swede, was in his cabin, just behind the wheelhouse. He was amiable, clearly devoted to serving others, not fighting them. Durell ordered him to collect the cook and remaining crew members by intercom. He obeyed with a nervous glance at the Makarov stuck behind Durell’s belt.


  As they waited, Durell told him to start the hundred-foot craft’s twin Volvo diesels. The power plants were muttering deep in the yacht’s belly by the time the remaining crew had assembled. Durell had urged the boat away from the pier and was nudging through the harbor, toward the bronze deer that marked the beginning of the open sea. Marty escorted the group down and supervised as they lowered a launch and headed back toward the waterfront.


  Alone now on the elegant steel vessel, they began to experience the roll of swells and shuddering of windblown waves against the hull.


  "Let’s move up to the flying bridge,” Durell said. The wind was warm over the glare of waves as the island’s coast slid by. Durell scanned the horizon with tense urgency, hands on the walnut wheel, but it was Marty who first spotted the black yacht. It glimmered in the brilliance about two miles to the southeast.


  "He’s headed out to sea.” It was Marty, speaking over the rush of wind and waves.


  Durell adjusted the course a bit, the wheel fighting him slightly in the short, steep seas. "He may only want searoom to get around the island. He can’t turn northwest, toward Athens, until he rounds Cape Prassonlsi.”


  "What if he doesn’t have Lazeishvili?”


  "Sirena thought he did. If he doesn’t, we have to hope that Arbeit and Veerman are keeping an eye on the Russians ashore,” Durell said, and added, thoughtfully: "I have a hunch Lazeishvili is with Panagiotes.”


  The black yacht was beamier than Santesson’s and not as fast. The gap between them closed rapidly at first, before Panagiotes realized he was being chased. Then the remaining distance narrowed more slowly. But still it narrowed.


  "We’re going to overtake him,” Marty said, and wiped salt from his face.


  "He’s still headed for the open sea,” Durell noted, puzzlement in his tone.


  "What do we do when we get him, that’s the question,” Marty said.


  A heavy sea crashed abeam of the yacht; it heeled as if struck by a giant fist as both men staggered to keep their footing. Spray whirled over the decks and spun into the air about the bridge. Durell wiped his eyesockets and peered ahead. Panagiotes’ was a hundred yards away, no more. A stumpy stack just behind the wheel-house spewed wriggling heat waves. The flying bridge was empty.


  To his right, Durell saw the humped mountains of the island through a haze of salty air. They stood out darkly, green valleys lifting up their flanks. The sky had turned milky, and dark squall clouds were tumbling over the mountains.


  A bullet webbed the windshield before him; there was no sound.


  Marty shook loose a .357 magnum revolver, and Durell did not wonder at the damage done to the Russian’s head, back in Lindos.


  "Hold it,” Durell said.


  Marty looked at him, hunched forward and braced against the control panel, both hands gripping the pistol.


  "Wait until you have a target.”


  "I could drill the wheelhouse.”


  "For all we know Lazeishvili is in there.”


  "Or that dame?”


  Durell’s brief stare was scathing. "We can’t afford to worry about her,” he said, his tone matter-of-fact.


  Another slug whanged off the radar mast, behind Durell. "There he is.” He pointed to a man peeking over the coaming of the afterdeck, hair twirling in the air.


  The explosive crack of the .357 blew away. There was no visible effect; the man still was there.


  They were closer now. Durell put it at about fifty yards as both yachts roared at full speed. Waves shattered against their weather sides and slung curtains of spray slapping against their big salon windows and curling across their decks.


  He heard the burring sigh of another slug.


  Seawater ran in streams down his cheeks and neck. His clothing was sodden. He didn’t think there was much to fear from the aim of a pistol in this sea.


  That was when he saw a flash, a puff of smoke, the ugly oblong of a bazooka round lobbing toward him. It splashed in a gout of water and flame, twenty feet to starboard. The thud of its explosion came up through timbers and decking, trembling beneath his feet.


  Durell clung grimly to the wheel. Another bullet crazed the windshield, but they were just wasting their ammunition. The shots were audible now, the quarters perilously close for these hundred-foot behemoths of steel as they lunged and veered in the gushing waves.


  Two men were visible on the afterdeck. They worked from a crouch, reloading the bazooka. Marty fired. Paint splattered from a bulkhead and they glanced up, then bent back to the bazooka.


  Twenty-five yards.


  One of the men shouldered the launching tube. Durell kept the throttles at full speed, the HRC yacht riding down the froth of the black vessel’s wake. Marty tried another shot, missed again, wrinkled his nose and frowned.


  There came a whooshing bang so close that there was no chance this time to follow the flight of the rocket, and a second explosion almost immediately. The deck jumped, stunning the soles of Durell’s feet.


  "They got a hit,” Marty yelled.


  "Our turn’s coming,” Durell said. The rocket seemed to have penetrated the main salon, exploding inside it; if so there would be no hull damage; that was the main thing. The vessels were so close now that Durell could look down into the afterdeck well of the black yacht. Marty ripped off another round, and this time one of the two men down there spun over the side, lost to sight immediately. The other ran. Suddenly the black yacht veered wildly, heeling in the grip of centrifugal force as its helmsman made a tortured effort to dodge the HRC vessel.


  But it was too late.


  "Brace yourself!” Durell yelled.


  There was a crash, a sickening crunch of splintered wood, the ear-piercing screech of rent metal. Durell’s body hit the wheel, bounced into the control panel and slammed to the deck on bruised knees. He nimbly sprang back to his feet, glimpsed Marty staggering up with blood on his cheek. The stem of the black yacht slewed and shivered as the bow of the Santesson vessel rode up on it like a great, shining knife.


  Cries and commands came on the wind.


  Bullets pinged around the bridge; Durell counted two of Panagiotes’ crew firing from the top of the salon. A grinding, drill-like sound shattered the air as one of the black yacht’s propellers sheered off against the bowplates of the HRC boat.


  Durell threw the controls into reverse and Marty banged away with the .357 as the two ships parted, the black one coasting away in a dumb, wounded arc. Waves pounded, heaved, swirled. Black clouds scudded overhead and blue shafts of rain blotted out portions of the island. The sea was a white and turquoise frenzy.


  Throwing the throttles full ahead, Durell spun the wheel, and the damaged bow angled to cut across the arc of the black vessel’s turn.


  "Ram them again?” shouted Marty. The hand that held his pistol rested on a counter above the instrument console.


  "It’s the only way to stop them,” Durell replied through the ripping wind and spray. "Better reload while you have the chance.”


  Marty cast empty cartridges out of the gun’s cylinder and replaced them with fresh rounds, working feverishly. Durell kept the yacht aimed full-tilt at the point where it would meet Panagiotes’ boat, if the other didn’t turn away. And it showed no signs of that; its rudder must have been jammed by the collision. He wished he could be more surgical in stopping Panagiotes; ramming was crude, totally destructive. But it was the only option he had.


  He could only hope that Lazeishvili and Sirena were not in the way when the tons of steel and horsepower drove through.


  The sun was gone completely now, the air dusky and howling, laced with twirling ribbons of sea foam.


  He wished he had more cartridges for the Makarov, but those in its magazine were all. His mouth felt dry as he considered the coming shock.


  "Hang on!” he yelled, but it was unnecessary: Marty already sat on his heels, back braced against the front panel. There was nothing more Durell could do at the wheel, so he followed suit and left the throttles wide open.


  Seconds that seemed like hours ticked by, as he waited, gun in hand.


  Waves battered, kicked and shoved, frothing over


  the gunwales and sliding across the deck like clear glass.


  They collided with a trembling, savage impact that almost capsized the black yacht. Timbers groaned and beams snapped like cannonfire. The great weight of the HRC yacht shoved its collapsing bow through the side deck and into the wheelhouse. The noise was overwhelming. Glass shattered. There was an interminable tortured growl of steel on steel.


  Then it stopped.


  Windblown seas churned, leaped and hissed.


  Words were not necessary, as Durell and Marty charged across the uptilted foredeck and jumped onto the other vessel. It listed like some prehistoric monster, wounded and sinking to its knees.


  Durell went right, Marty left.


  The first thing that struck Durell’s senses was a high, keening scream. The second was the dark odor of diesel fuel as it escaped from ruptured fuel tanks.


  One of Panagiotes’ men darted into view, pistol drawn, and Durell fired. A sappy blue hole appeared between the man’s eyes, the bulkhead behind him splattered head-high with gore.


  Durell kicked through the remains of a shivered wooden door and into the wheelhouse, or what was left of it. The scream had come from there; it might be Sirena. But it wasn’t. It was Panagiotes, hanging over the wheel, dark glasses askew, silver-streaked hair knocked down over his forehead.


  "Help me!” he screamed.


  The sight curled Durell’s lip. A leg was pinned below the knee in a crushing tangle of metal. The trouser leg was ripped, sodden with blood, bone and flesh protruding.


  "Where’s Lazeishvili? Where’s Sirena!” Durell demanded.


  "We’re going to sink! I’m going to die!”


  Durell looked toward the stern, saw no sign of anyone. The ship heaved in the waves. He found a better hold to steady himself.


  "Get me out!” Panagiotes screamed, tearing and yanking at his leg like an animal in a trap.


  "The others first,” Durell said.


  The man turned a sweat-sodden face up at him, and shouted: "I demand—”


  "Make your demands to Davy Jones,” Durell snarled. He could waste no more time. He turned and groped his way outside, Panagiotes hurling curses after him. Spray dashed him in the face.


  Again came the stifling odor of spilling diesel fuel. A spark from the rubbing yachts could set it afire any second.


  He had to find Lazeishvili. Sirena. Either could be maimed, drowning. Dead.


  Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks, the skin crawling between his shoulder blades at what he saw across the tossing waters.


  It was the Nereid.
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  The freighter still was two to three miles away.


  Visibility was poor through blowing spray and lashed foam, but Durell knew the Nereid’s silhouette at a glance—and she clearly was on a course for the tangled yachts, the bright curl of shattered waves beneath her bov/s.


  He ran for a hatch, clattered with difficulty down a canted wooden ladder, found himself in a storage hold cramped with smashed wooden cases of 155 mm. artillery rounds. This explained what had happened to the ordnance in Panagiotes’ basement warehouse, he thought. The man had removed it aboard his yacht. He made his way through into a stateroom packed with more, this time grenades and bazooka rockets. The boat must be crammed with the stuff.


  He smelled fuel oil.


  With renewed urgency, he fought his way over and around the heavy cases. The boat seemed to be listing more, as waves crashed against its hull. He heard the rattle of water pouring into the steel holds, the fear of a capsize burning at the back of his mind.


  His nose stung from the intensity of thickening fumes.


  Water squirted from around the next door, sloshing shin-deep, rolling from side to side with the pitch of the ship. He opened the door, and the water shot out in a waist-high cataract. He heard shots. The water


  knocked his feet from under him and he choked and gagged on a mouthful of brine as he was hurled back, thrashing for a hold. Then the level in the two rooms equalized, the flow stopped. He splashed to the door amid raw groans of metal, pinched noises, sounds like old-fashioned bulb horns, the grinding of enormous weights against each other. The commotion came from the next compartment, where he now saw the shredded, mangled bow of the HRC yacht. It filled half a stateroom. A double bed with a scarlet spread was shoved half up the wall, broken in the middle like a cracker, satin pillows spilling into the rising, gurgling water. The way through was blocked.


  The black yacht shuddered, rolled another degree.


  Waves thundered.


  Durell waded hip-deep from handhold to handhold along the canted deck, found the ladder, scrambled onto the weatherdeck. The wind spewed him with spray, stinging his eyes. He could hardly tell where the gray sea stopped and the charcoal sky started, when he looked to the weatherside of the ship. He clambered over the wreckage of the wheelhouse, was momentarily glued to the spot by a chilling sight. Below, visible through a shattered skylight, was Panagiotes, his pale face turned up in gritting pain as one of his men sawed at the flesh below his knee with a blood-spattered butcher knife.


  He didn’t take the time to do anything about it.


  Time had almost run out.


  The lee rail was under water.


  The locked yachts rose and fell, not always in unison, and the bow of the HRC vessel worked into the other like a knife twisted in its side. There was the noise of shattering crockery, crashing furnishings, shifting cargo.


  And the Nereid had closed the distance to a mile, mile and a half at the most. It loomed ghostly gray through the mist and spume.


  He found a hatch, lowered himself into the rubbish-strewn main salon: even here was packed with munitions. He dodged at the sound of a gunshot behind him, twisted around, the Makarov leveled in his fist. His eyes took in everything at once: Marty’s back, and beyond him two knit-shirted crewmen firing from the aft entrance to the salon. A bullet snapped past Burell’s ear. Marty’s hand jerked as his .357 replied; then Marty spun, his gun wheeling overboard, and Durell pumped three hurried shots at the others. One went down in a heap. The other slipped and slid toward the fantail and dived into the grinding seas, committing certain suicide in his panic.


  Durell bent to Marty, who sat holding his arm, wincing. "Just the arm?” Durell yelled over the dash of waves and mourning wind.


  "I’ll be okay,” Marty managed to say. His face was drained of color; his red mustache stood out like a smear of paint.


  "Any luck finding Lazeishvili or Sirena?”


  "Master stateroom, below aft. Pretty sure. Those guys were guarding it. They chased me back up here.”


  Durell feverishly helped Marty to his feet. Blood dribbled through the elbow of the man’s jacket. "Get back aboard the HRC yacht,” he told him.


  "Hey, I can—”


  "Shut up. Close and brace the forward compartment doors, if you can. Go!”


  Durell did not look back as he hurled himself down broad steps, stumbled, splashed into swirling water up to his waist. He yanked the stateroom doorhandle. Locked.


  "Sirena!”


  Faintly, her voice came through the Circassian walnut door. "Sam? Open the door!”


  He hit it with his fist. It was solid as a tombstone.


  Lazeishvili’s voice came through, calm and deliberate. "There is a key. You must find the key.”


  "I’ve got a key; stand back,” Durell bellowed. The ship lurched sickeningly, threw him against a wall, hurled water all over him. He righted himself, aimed his gun at the lock and fired. The noise was deafening. An oily wisp of acrid smoke lay over the sucking water. The doorhandle plopped off and sank from sight. The door swung open, and Sirena waded out first, up to her waist in the flooding compartment. Fright contorted her face, water plastered her clothing to the curves of her body. She threw her arms around Durell.


  He pushed her away, held his gun on her. "Upstairs, quick,” he commanded.


  "Don’t let them get Mr. Lazeishvili—”


  "Get out of here. Topside.” He switched his eyes to the Russian. "You, too. Ahead of me. There’s been enough mischief.”


  Sirena fumbled her way up the passage, looked back, said: "I was only helping a great man—I’d do it again. If that’s wrong—”


  "We’ll debate it another time,” Durell shouted. "Move!”


  The sea was a seething maelstrom that threatened to drag both yachts under with merciless impartiality. It spat and hissed, tossed and clutched, a riot of wave and wind run amok.


  The Nereid came on relentlessly, off the port bow, in front of the shimmering black wall of the island.


  They had to climb out the skylight, across the slick deck that was the roof of the salon, the wind clawing at them. Sirena slipped, slithered down toward a verge of the superstructure that overhung the foaming water, was halted inches from calamity by the quick reach of Lazeishvili. Durell urged them on with the muzzle of his pistol. He was as wet as if he had stepped from a shower. His ears felt strangely deafened by the wild tumult. He hoped Marty had made it back safely. Every surface was slippery. And still there was the threatening odor of spilling fuel.


  They passed over the roof of the crushed wheelhouse. Durell glanced down and stopped, filled with abrupt alarm.


  Panagiotes was gone.


  At that moment the wind brought a cackling howl of insane laughter. The maniac quality of it froze his blood. He turned toward it and beheld Costa Panagiotes. The man stood atop the bow of the HRC yacht supported by his one remaining minion. The stump of his leg dripped blood from below a tourniquet made from his belt. He had lost his sunglasses: his eyes were small, protuberant, evil; they seemed to shine from hell.


  "You’ve ruined me!” he screamed. "But you’ll not get away with it! You’ll die; all of you!”


  He held out a wad of oily rags, touched a windproof cigarette lighter to them and tossed the flaming bundle into the gap in the black yacht, beneath the stem of the HRC vessel.


  Durell fired, but it was too late.


  There was a flash and a roar. . . .
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  Fire gushed from the fissure in the black yacht, up the hull plates of the white one and across the water, where the fuel had spread.


  Durell staggered back from the heat as he squeezed the trigger a second and third time. His bullets tore into the face and chest of the men. The millionaire’s assistant collapsed on the deck as Panagiotes reeled away. There came a short scream that showed a bloody mouth, lips skinned back. The tattered stump of his leg swung madly for footing. Then he toppled headfirst into the inferno.


  "What now?” Lazeishvili queried, as he braced himself on all fours against the heaving slope of the deck.


  Durell glanced at the Nereid;she looked immense, where she rose darkly above waves that thundered against her. A mute despair gripped him. Flames puffed from shattered porthole windows all along the hull of the Panagiotes vessel. Acrid smoke raked his eyes, burned his lungs. There seemed no way across the fiery hole to the bow of the HRC ship. And they were sitting on a mountain of TNT.


  "Are you satisfied now!” Sirena shouted, her dark eyes furious. "It’s too late to trade Mr. Lazeishvili to save your own life; the Russians can have him for the picking.”


  He ignored her, turned toward the white yacht and yelled: "Marty! Maar-ty!”


  There was no answer.


  The wreck on which he stood heaved and slipped, its bow awash, fire raging from every crevice.


  The whole thing would go any minute.


  Then he saw the boarding ladder. It was the type that was hung over the side for swimmers. It lay against the salon wall. He swung to Lazeishvili, making his pistol evident. "Get that,” he ordered, indicating the ladder. "Put it across to the deck of the other boat. Hurry!”


  Lazeishvili did as he was told. Flames coiled among the rungs, but not so high that a quick crossing was prohibited. The distance was no more than eight feet.


  Durell pulled Sirena up the deck, shoved her to the foot of the ladder. "Go!”


  She ran across as fast as she could, teetering, fire licking at the soles of her feet, the ladder swaying and dipping between the wave-tossed vessels.


  "You’re next,” Durell told Lazeishvili.


  The Russian just grunted, found his footing, darted across. Durell followed without mishap. "Into the wheelhouse,” he ordered.


  Sirena sucked a breath and stopped in the doorway. Durell looked past her, saw Marty sprawled on the floor. He was unconscious, evidently from loss of blood. Durell could only assume that he had managed to close the watertight forward compartment doors— because he had to get the yacht loose and headed for the island.


  The Nereid had passed the leeward of them and now crept toward the black yacht, no more than a hundred yards away through the blowing wave caps.


  He threw the HRC vessel into reverse, the throttles at full speed. It shuddered and labored. He held the throttles down, spun the wheel right and left and back


  again. Slowly, rocking and quivering, the big white yacht tore itself loose from the unnatural mating of twisted metal and splintered wood. Free of its burden, the black yacht righted itself, squatting low in the sea. Black and yellow smoke roiled across the water, blown in a hard, compact line by the gale.


  Durell put the wheel down hard and headed for Rhodes at top speed, the smashed bow battering into waves that staggered the ship.


  Behind, the Nereid seemed to have committed itself; it was creeping ever closer, coming alongside the Panagiotes yacht.


  He laid his gun on the counter and concentrated on the battle to reach shore. The bow was down, not dangerously yet, but obviously they were taking on water. The vessel advanced falteringly; it was like trying to drive a box car through these waves. The Russians must see his wallowing pace and know they had time to overtake him, if they didn’t spend too long at Panagiotes’ boat. They obviously didn’t know which of the yachts held Lazeishvili—but it wouldn’t take them long to find out.


  "Go back,” Sirena shouted. "Go backl"


  "Shut up! Stay out of the way,” Durell snapped.


  She grabbed for the wheel, and he knocked her away with a sweep of his arm. She sank to the deck, weeping in anger. He kept his eyes to the land far ahead: he would have to locate a suitable site for beaching well in advance, considering the sluggishness of the steering.


  Perhaps a minute passed.


  Sirena moved out of his vision, but he did nothing.


  Suddenly a hand snatched the Makarov pistol from the counter.


  "Now you will turn around. You have no choice. I am sorry.”


  It was Sirena, holding the gun on him, her eyes wide with fear and excitement.


  Lazeishvili smiled. "Let me have the gun, my dear.” There was an undercurrent of urgency to his quiet tone.


  "Yes, Aleksei.”


  The Russian’s gentle voice turned icy, heavy with unveiled authority. "You will take me back to the Nereid immediately,” he said, and brandished the pistol.


  Durell did not change course. "Don’t you think it’s about time you told her the truth?” he said.


  "What do you mean?”


  "You’re a ringer, a double for Aleksei Lazeishvili, aren’t you?” It was a statement of fact, more than a question.


  The Russian’s pale green eyes showed contempt. "I see no reason to hide it now—”


  Sirena’s stunned gasp broke off his sentence. "Aleksei! What are you saying?”


  The man waved the gun, and said: "Over there with Mr. Durell.”


  "But—?” She was utterly bewildered.


  "Move!” he snapped.


  He held the gun on both of them. "Allow me to introduce myself.” He grinned as if he enjoyed this. "I am Captain Oleg Andropov, Committee for State Security—better known as the KGB—at your service.”


  "Where’s the real Lazeishvili?” Durell asked.


  "Buried in Lubyanka Prison. We could hardly risk anything happening that might allow him ever to surface again—”


  "Because you were to spend the rest of your life in the west posing as him,” Durell supplied.


  "Precisely. Now, turn this vessel—”


  "You really expected to get away with this?”


  "I fooled you, didn’t I?” Andropov’s smile became a sneer.


  "Not in the end.”


  "Must I shoot you and take the wheel myself?”


  Durell just stared at him.


  Andropov stepped back, raised the pistol and aimed at Durell’s head.


  "No!” Sirena shouted, hands flattened in horror against the bulkhead. "Sam! Do as he says!”


  "It doesn’t matter,” Durell said. "He will kill both of us, anyhow. We know too much.”


  "Dosveeda ’nya, Cajun,” Andropov sneered. He pulled the trigger. The hammer snapped impotently.


  "You should have known I wouldn’t leave a loaded gun lying around for you,” Durell growled.


  "You swine!”


  "It did speed the process of getting the truth out of you, though. Get out of the way, Sirena.” Durell crouched, preparing to take the Russian with his hands. Andropov’s eyes narrowed as he drew back the heavy pistol, holding it clublike, a snarl forming on his lips.


  Suddenly, a wave of yellow-white light like the flash of a giant mirror glared through the wheelhouse, and there came the rumbling roar of a tremendous explosion. The shockwave slapped the yacht and set it on its beam ends. Everyone tumbled in a heap, Andropov on top. The gunbarrel cracked Durell’s scalp a glancing blow, and he rammed a knee at the Russian’s groin. Andropov hissed, dodged, swung again, but Durell caught the hand and broke the knuckles against the steel bulkhead. The yacht had righted itself. Sirena got out from under, finally. Something crashed into the afterdeck. Geysers spouted out of the waves. Durell’s chopping right hand bashed Andropov to the floor. The Russian was out cold.


  "Sam, I’m sorry—” Sirena began.


  Durell wiped his chin with the back of his hand. "Look,” he said, and pointed.


  There was no black yacht, only a vast, blowing cloud of smoke that still hurtled into the atmosphere, its base shattered by explosion after explosion. Debris twirled up, incandescent fireballs curved through the sky. The Nereid, her hull stove in by the blasts at a range of only a few yards, had already developed a fatal list. The big ship leaned further and further over the shattering volcanic fury, seeming to embrace each successive detonation. Then the pillar of smoke broke away, its base lifting to show only a boiling sea where the gunrunner’s yacht had been.


  The Nereid was sinking rapidly, fire raging amidships.


  By the time he had beached the HRC yacht, the freighter’s stem hovered high in the air, its two enormous bronze propellers revolving slowly. Then it slid away, and there was nothing.
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  "So,” Cesar Skoll said,


  "So,” Durell repeated.


  A night had passed. Reports had been communicated, orders received. Certain arrangements had been made, and this meeting in a small cafe on Rhodes was their purpose.


  "Where is Lazeishvili?” Skoll said.


  "Captain Andropov, you mean.”


  "You are stretching my patience, old friend.”


  Durell’s tone was not friendly. "Then don’t let’s play games. Andropov admitted his identity. There’s a witness.”


  "You tricked a confused man, that’s all,” Skoll insisted. "What made you think he was someone else?”


  Durell spoke casually. "He protested too much, in the first place; wanting to be turned over to the KGB had a phony ring. To you, Lazeishvili was an enemy of the people—but the man you had aboard the Nereid in the Suez Canal was in a first-class cabin. The door wasn’t even locked. But I let that pass.”


  Skoll listened attentively, his big hand almost smothering the glass from which he drank vodka.


  Durell went on: "Two things really nailed it down for me. One: finding that Charles Cullinane, Lazeishvili’s shepherd for the HRC, had been stabbed while Panagiotes transferred the Nereid’s cargo. It seems logical to assume that Cullinane had realized the Nereid was far off-course and saw his chance to get ashore and find help. Andropov wouldn’t have wanted him to do that and tried to kill him to prevent it—something that was in the cards for Cullinane sooner or later, in any case.


  "Two: your arrangement with Panagiotes to have Lazeishvili delivered to the Nereid yesterday. Having him aboard the Nereid seemed important in itself to you. That simply didn’t make sense, if he were really Lazeishvili.”


  Skoll said nothing, his blue Siberian eyes measuring the moody Durell. They sat at a simple wooden table, the only ones here save a white-clad cook visible beyond a serving window cut into the kitchen wall. The owner and his wife and niece, who waited tables, had taken Skoll’s money and left, but they said the cook must remain to look after food under preparation, Skoll had told Durell.


  The suits of the two men were dark with soaking water; the unaccustomed rain had continued into a second day. They had not troubled to purchase umbrellas or raincoats in the limited time at their disposal. Either side had barely enough time to arrange this rendezvous.


  Much throat-clearing; treading on eggshells.


  No one was happy.


  For the west, there would be no Aleksei Lazeishvili, with all that implied in humanitarian terms or matters of national security.


  For the Russians, a brilliantly conceived and meticulously planned scheme to disrupt and demoralize its dissident movement had been smashed.


  "Two hours, Cajun,” Skoll growled.


  "I know. That’s all the Greeks gave us.”


  Skoll made a sharp motion with his meaty hand. "Then it is get out of the country, or go behind bars.”


  "A pox on both our houses.” Durell’s voice was morose. He scanned the room once more, then the square outside. This was supposed to be neutral ground; feelings ran high on both sides. It would not have done for their men to meet as a group. The café was under one of the gothic arches of an ancient stone building that had served as palace for the Archbishop of the Greek Orthodox Church until the Turkish conquest. Visible in the harsh rain was the Square of Jewish Martyrs, where, in 1943, German troops had rounded up two thousand residents of the Jewish quarter to be shipped to concentration camps in the Third Reich. The square, centered on a tiled fountain with bronze seahorses, was empty, the tourists frustrated by the downpour.


  Skoll spoke. "I came alone. That was the agreement. You don’t trust me?”


  "No,” Durell said. Skoll started to protest, but Durell cut him off. "We may as well get moving, anyhow,” he said.


  He crossed to a public wall phone, inserted one drachma in the blue box and dialed. He did not turn his back on Skoll. "Marty?” he said. "Bring him over.” He hung up and told Skoll: "They’re not far; he’ll be here shortly.”


  Skoll grunted, deep in his bearish chest. "If only you had believed me when I told you Aleksei Lazeishvili wished to return home ... So much unpleasantness could have been avoided. I didn’t wish to bump heads with you, old friend.”


  "You still contend the man is Lazeishvili?”


  "Of course.”


  "Cut the crap.” Durell spoke heatedly. "I told you Andropov spilled your beans. What’s more, you have that shipload of yellowcake to explain.”


  "Ho? I need explain nothing! However—should we have allowed Costa Panagiotes to dispose of it to international hoodlums?” Skoll narrowed his eyes wisely. "As one of our proverbs says—”


  "Spare me your homilies, Skoll.” Durell leaned across the table. "You knew all along that Panagiotes was buying uranium for Uzuri, not Italy—and you were aware early in the game of the HRC’s plans to smuggle Lazeishvili out of your country.”


  "Would we allow that to happen?” A pretense of disbelief popped Skoll’s eyes. "Come now. Maybe the little treatment we gave you in Egypt addled your mind.”


  "You could have stopped it, but it’s always better to turn events to your own purposes.”


  "What are you saying?”


  "You didn’t want it believed that Lazeishvili was in Russia—you wanted him thought to be in Africa,” Durell said. "If you had intended the yellowcake to be returned to the Soviet Union, the Nereid would have been bound for the Black Sea, not Rhodes. And you wouldn’t have risked sending the Nereid there just to pick up a man you could have flown back to Russia with half the effort. The freighter was on its way to the Suez Canal once more, and it was imperative for your plans that the man posing as Lazeishvili be aboard.”


  Skoll’s Tartar face was mocking. "Let me see, now. You, with your poor, confused mind, are saying that we intended the Nereid to take the yellowcake and Lazeishvili to Uzuri?”


  "Yes, except it was Andropov, not Lazeishvili—but, of course, Andropov was to impersonate Lazeishvili.”


  "Um. Very confusing, Comrade Cajun.”


  "I think you follow it.”


  "Then what?”


  "Uzuri is landlocked; it has no coastline, no harbors. The yellowcake would necessarily have been transshipped from a South African port, as that is the only border nation with which Uzuri still has friendly ties. That’s when the Soviet Union would have blown the whistle. As Uzuri had purchased the uranium under the false cover of its being for Italian industry, the Soviet Union could scream correctly that it had been in fact stolen.”


  "But what about Andro—Lazeishvili?”


  "That was the icing on the cake. You’d claim that he, as a nuclear physicist, had gone along without your knowledge or consent to help the mad-dog Uzurians turn the uranium into atomic weapons.”


  Skoll clucked his tongue. "Such incredible fantasies, old friend. Surely, I have never seen you like this before.” He touched his head, and added in a low voice: "Psychiatric treatment. That is what you need.”


  "There is no other explanation for the things that have happened,” Durell said simply.


  Skoll laughed. He slapped the table and slowly drew his hand back across it, as if pulling in winnings, eyes fastened on Durell. "But why? Why would we do this crazy thing?” he chortled.


  Durell shrugged. "The dissident movement. It’s a sore that festers on the tyranny of your leaders, Skoll. More than ever, since the signing of the Helsinki Accords on Human Rights.”


  "A gabble of traitors,” Skoll snorted.


  "Your people saw a chance to discredit them, crush their spirit,” Durell went on. "If you could show that one of their leaders was an opportunistic madman, you could claim that he was typical of the rest. You would have used every propaganda weapon to spread the story and pound it home. Andropov would have remained in the West, posing as Lazeishvili, living up to the reputation you gave him and dispensing lies and misinformation, perhaps for decades. With luck, he might even have insinuated himself into the fringes of dissidents who had fled before—the core at home wouldn’t have had him—feeding information back to you on everything they did. He could have caused unlimited trouble—as you well know.”


  Skoll poured more vodka, swallowed, belched. "It makes an interesting story,” he said. "Too bad it does not hold up.”


  "Oh?”


  "The uranium ore. We wouldn’t allow Uzuri to have that for use against the freedom fighters we’ve always supported. No, never!” He shook his head vigorously.


  "You wouldn’t have allowed it,” Durell said, his voice flat. "You would have pressured South Africa to impound or destroy it, rather than send it on to Uzuri.” "And what if South Africa had refused? We are not insane enough to take the slightest chance that Uzuri would get so much uranium.”


  "You didn’t take a chance,” Durell said.


  "What?” Skoll pretended astonishment.


  "There was no uranium, or very little. Not a usable quantity. The barrels were filled with sand. There’s only enough yellowcake on top to fool South African port authorities. Our divers will descend to the Nereid tomorrow to confirm that.”


  "But how did you know that?” Skoll blurted.


  "I found a barrel offshore, near Panagiotes’ villa. It was filled mostly with sand. At first I assumed it was off the sea bottom, but later I realized the bottom there was coral and stone—there was no sand, Cesar.” Skoll just stared at him.


  Durell finished, just as Marty Stone and Hal Arbeit came in with Captain Andropov between them: "If it hadn’t been for Panagiotes double-crossing Uzuri and hijacking the uranium ore, your plan would have worked. All you ever wanted was to get the Nereid, the yellowcake and Andropov back together and on their way to Uzuri once more.”


  The three men stood just inside the door, waiting. Marty’s arm was in a sling; Andropov’s swollen knuckles were wrapped in bandages. The Russian looked haggard and uncertain as he waited in his dripping tweed jacket.


  The cook stared from behind his aluminum pots at the rear of the narrow room.


  Colonel Skoll rose slowly from the table, his slanted eyes burning. "So!” he called. "We have you, Aleksei Lazeishvili, you traitorous bastard.”


  Andropov’s misty-green eyes blinked in bewilderment, but he caught on quickly enough. "Da, Comrade,” he said.


  Skoll spoke like a prosecutor; the outrage he put into his voice seemed barely controlled. "You affirm that you are Aleksei Lazeishvili?”


  "Da, Comrade Colonel.”


  The thunder of a gun filled the room. The impact of a bullet knocked a gushing breath from Andropov’s lungs. It was the only sound he made as he fell dead, shot through the heart. The report wrenched Durell’s head toward the rear of the caf§, his hand traveling to his pistol. Marty and Hal had been staggered with shock, briefly, but now reached for their weapons.


  "Anyone moves another inch, they die!” screamed the cook.


  Now Durell saw him, his pistol braced in the kitchen’s serving window.


  Skoll stood and stared thoughtfully at Andropov’s face. The Americans watched apprehensively, their moves suspended. Skoll seemed exempt from the cook’s order as he shambled away from the body, and Durell got the connection, and said: "Why, Skoll?”


  "Now there is no more Aleksei Lazeishvili; why should the state have paid to carry him back for execution?”


  "And there is no more Captain Oleg Andropov,” Durell said.


  "There never was.”


  The two Russians left by the rear exit, the one in the cook’s uniform covering for Skoll, then backing out after him.


  Marty and Arbeit looked quizzically at Durell.


  "He never admitted a thing,” Durell said.


  "Nothing?” Marty asked.


  "He had his orders,” Durell said.


  



  Durell had one last debt to settle, but a different sort of debt. And only an hour and a half left to do it in.


  He stood in the courtyard of an old Italian villa and rapped on a heavy, carved door.


  The rain had stopped, but the sound of running water was everywhere, chiming and chuckling. Hibiscus and bougainvillea drooped blossoms heavy with rain. The air was cool, the sky the color of tarnished silver.


  Sirena opened the door and stared at him. Her cheeks were wet with tears. Inside was dusky, as if all the curtains were closed. "What do you want?” she said.


  "I’m not sure.”


  Her eyes flashed. "Why? Because you don’t know what I charge?”


  "I apologize for that.”


  "Go away!” There was a wailing anguish to her words. She tried to close the door, but Durell held it. "You called me a prostitute!” she shouted, anger rising in her voice.


  "I said I was sorry.”


  She stood in the opening and looked up at him from under the dark fans of her lashes. She was shoeless, dressed in a low-cut, backless sundress, the full length of her shining black hair rippling down over her shoulders.


  "You’ve been crying,” Durell said, and asked: "For Lazeishvili?”


  "No. I just feel—numb about that.”


  "Panagiotes?”


  "He was horrible! I see that now. No. No one will mourn him.”


  Durell lifted her chin with his finger. "What then?”


  "I didn’t think you would want to see me again, ever!” She threw her arms around his neck. "Oh, Sam, can you possibly forgive me?”


  "I came to collect a promise,” he said, holding her. She looked up, her face close to his. "What?”


  His eyes swept the tinkling fragrance of the courtyard. "This seems a quiet and lovely place,” he said, recalling words she had spoken in Lindos.


  She clung to him, and her face brightened. "I did make you a promise, darling Sam—but is no one chasing us? There is no threat of death hanging over our heads?”


  "I have only an hour and a half; I must catch a plane then, or go to jail.”


  "Ah, that is danger enough,” she said, her voice husky, "for I assure you, Sam Durell, you will miss your plane!” She pulled him inside, and he kicked the door shut.


  It seemed worth the risk.
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