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It was a game of cat and mouse
right from the start. Mallory Queen, a former State Department man who’d
gone freelance, had a plan. He wanted to trade Willis Browning, a
CIA-held double-agent, to the Russians in return for a spy named
Vordak, who possessed a vast amount of information relating to
Russia’s space program.

The CIA would never willingly
release its prisoner, of course, but because Vordak was the bigger
prize, Queen decided to snatch Browning away from them. So he
enlisted private eye Larry Kent—a former CIA man himself—to
mastermind the kidnap … even if it meant that Larry had to sell out
some of his closest friends to do it.
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Chapter 1 … the test …

 


A brass plate set in polished granite
said: TREMOYNE.

I turned off the road by the
rock and went up a winding white-pebble drive between close-spaced
poplars in a double row. The tops of the slim trees were so close
to being dead even, that I had a vision of a giant with hedge
clippers. The poplars ended, and the drive went through a couple of
acres of lawn before it reached the three-storied stone castle that Dan
Tremoyne called “home.” The building had turrets, gables, even a
few stone gargoyles over the huge front door.

The place had been built by Jacob
Tremoyne, who got off a boat from Ireland in the 1880’s, and
parlayed a few bucks, and a lot of guts, into a solid brewery and
shipping empire that three generations of fun-loving Tremoynes that
followed him couldn’t ruin. As a matter of fact, the Tremoyne
fortune was built on such a solid foundation that it just kept
right on growing.

Now Dan Tremoyne was the only one
left.

I climbed stone steps to the
massive oak door. There was a large brass knocker in the form of a
woman’s
face, worn smooth by countless hands and polishings. I lifted the
knocker, let it drop. The brass head banged against its rapping
plate and sent a report like a gunshot into the house. The echoes
hadn’t quite died when the door opened.

The butler was out of one of
those movies they don’t make any more. Sharp nose, thin lips and dead
eyes in a chalky-white face. Thin hair brushed flat over a rounded
pate. Black suit and shoes and bow tie, white shirt.

“Yes,
sir?” The voice had a built-in echo.

“I’m
Larry Kent,” I said.

The face remained
expressionless. “Yes, sir. Mr. Tremoyne is expecting you.” He opened the
door wider and I entered. He seemed slightly annoyed that I didn’t
have a hat or a coat to give him. “If you’ll come with me, sir
...”

I followed him across a
marble-floored entrance room, then we went down a hard-floored
hallway. Tremoyne’s man stopped before a door.

“The
gymnasium, sir,” he informed me. Then he rapped his bony knuckles
on the door, waited.

“Yes?”
said a muffled voice.

“Mr.
Kent is here,” the butler called.

“Have
him come in, Quarles.”

The butler opened the door. I walked
past him, into a gym big enough for a high school. The door slammed
shut behind me.

Dan Tremoyne stood on a broad
mat near the far wall. He wore a sweat-streaked gym suit. There was
a dueling
epee in his right hand. He bent the blade and smiled, showing
perfect white teeth.

Perfect—that was the word for Dan.
Slim and straight as a rod. Thick black hair, ruddy complexion,
flashing dark eyes. Clean-cut, even-featured, handsome—almost too
handsome.

“You’re looking good, Larry.” Perfect voice, too. Rich,
deep, booming. The voice of a TV or radio announcer, or master
orator, actor, opera star. He had eighty million dollars and
everything else. It was just too much for one man. “Glad you were
able to come, old son.”

“I was
curious,” I admitted.

Thick but nicely formed brows
went up. “Oh?”

“It’s
been eight years. I thought you may have changed. But you
haven’t.”

He laughed, and the richness of
the sound went around the paneled walls and came down from the high ceiling.
“Change? I? Never, old son.” He slapped his flat stomach. “A man
should be like good wine. The bad wines go sour, the good ones get
better with maturity.” He looked me up and down. “You’ve been
keeping yourself in pretty fair shape, too.”

“Fat
private detectives handle divorce cases or starve,” I
said.

“And
you still don’t handle divorce cases, eh? You always had a thing
about divorce cases, didn’t you?”

It was a question that
didn’t need
answering. I looked around. “Quite a set-up. Even a basketball
court.”

“And a
board track,” he said. “Twelve times around is a mile.” He looked
at my face, shook his head. “If I saw you on the street I wouldn’t
have recognized you.”

“Accident,” I said.

“So I
heard. The plastic surgeons did a good job. Matter of fact, they
improved you. That nose of yours is almost straight now.” He gave a
short laugh. “The guy who originally bent it must have been pretty
good. I remember boxing with you at Stillman’s Gym. I couldn’t lay
a glove on you. Do any boxing lately?”

“Some.”

“I’ve
been doing a little, too.” One side of his mouth smiled. “If I
thought I was fast enough, I’d invite you to put the gloves
on.”

“I’d
just as soon we didn’t.”

“Sure.” A laugh. “You don’t have to prove anything, do you,
Larry? You’re the fastest left jabber I’ve ever seen. You know ...”
The lopsided smile was still on his lips. “At first I figured you
wouldn’t come to see me.”

I waved a hand.
“Curiosity. I never
saw this place.”

“Then,
when you agreed to come out here ... Well, I guess you know what I
expected.”

“Okay,
what did you expect?”

“I
figured you wanted to give me a working-over.”

“Oh?”

“Because of Stefanie.”

“Stefanie.” I nodded. “I can see where you might have
expected that. Matter of fact, I thought it would be a nice feeling
to flatten your nose.”

He showed his fine white
teeth.

“Or
make you eat some of those teeth,” I added.

The smile stayed.
“She wasn’t really
your girl though, was she, Larry?”

“She
belonged to herself. When she decided to go away with you, that was
her decision. I didn’t have any stake in her.”

“But
you tried to talk her out of coming away with me.”

“Sure.
I told her you were a punk, a louse and—well, I can’t remember what
else. I told her you’d drop her as soon as you’d had enough. She
said you were in love with her.”

Now Tremoyne
wasn’t
smiling. “I had no idea she’d do what she did, Larry. I mean, I
wasn’t tossing her out in the cold, you know. She had fur coats,
jewelry, a car, plenty of cash.”

“Yeah.
Plenty of cash. More than enough to buy a king-size jar of sleeping
pills.”

“I
didn’t think she’d go off the deep end like that.”

“Stefanie was good people,” I said. “When she told me she
was going off with you, she cried because she thought she might be
hurting me. When I told her what kind of a rat you
were—are—she was sure I was hurt. So I guess she didn’t listen too
good.”

“I’m
sorry you didn’t talk her out of it,” Tremoyne said.

His gaze met mine, held. He
looked sincere. Well, that was easy enough. He’d have to be the world’s
biggest louse to get kicks over a woman’s suicide.

“Why did you come?” Tremoyne asked.

“Over
the phone you said you needed a private detective.”

“Maybe
you want the pleasure of telling me to go to hell, eh?”

“I
could have done that over the phone. Why drive all the way
here?”

“It
can’t be that you need the money.”

Suddenly he got to me. I could
feel the back of my neck getting hot. “Look,” I said, “stop trying to
figure out why I came here and tell me what it is you want me to
do.”

He was bending the epee blade
again, and the crooked smile was back on his lips. “You reserve the right to
turn me down as a client, eh?”

“Naturally.”

“But
first you want to hear my story.”

“If
you think it’s the kind of a case I might turn down, you don’t even
have to bother.”

“Then
you’ll have wasted a trip. And I’d have an irritated Larry Kent on
my hands.”

I looked away.
“I told you I came
up here out of curiosity. Well, that wasn’t entirety true. I
was
going to belt
you.”

He laughed. “What made you change your
mind?”

“It
wouldn’t do any good, Tremoyne. You’d still be the same louse. A
thousand punches wouldn’t change that.”

He made a face.
“You’ve got a very
low opinion of me … so low that I can’t believe you’d help me, even
for a price.”

“You
could be right, Tremoyne. I’ve never reneged on a client yet, but
you’d be a good place to start.”

He shook his head.
“You wouldn’t
renege. You might tell me where I could shove my problems, but if
you started to help me you’d see it through. That’s the kind of a
guy you are, Larry. You know, I always kind of envied you. I
figured I was a hot-shot boxer, but then you almost knocked my head
off my shoulders. I thought I was a good billiards man until you
showed me how to really use a cue stick. You even beat me at darts
...” He paused. “How are you at fencing, Larry?”

“Not
too good.”

“That’s what you said about your billiard game.
Here—”

He tossed his epee at me. I
caught it by the hilt. He took another foil down from the wall, swished
it through the air, bent the blade.

“When’s the last time you fenced, Larry?”

“Couple of years ago. But it was quick, and I lost. However,
the guy’s wife ... Never mind it’s a long story.”

“Private case or the CIA?”

“How’d
you know about the CIA?”

Crinkles formed near the
corners of his eyes. “Oh, I hear things. When you’ve got the Tremoyne
name and money behind you, people get chummy.” He gave the blade
another swish. “You’re not planning to fence with that jacket on,
are you?”

I dropped the epee on the mat,
shrugged out of my jacket, placed it over a parallel bar.
Tremoyne’s
eyes were on the .45 in my shoulder holster. I loosened the
draw-buckle, slid the holster down my left arm, looped it over the
parallel bar.

“That’s quite a piece of artillery. Colt .45,
eh?”

“That’s right.”

“I
could never hit anything with a .45. Here—”

He tossed a face mask to me. I caught
it, sat it on my head with the elastic band at the back of my
neck.

“I
hope this is just for fun,” I said.

His eyebrows shot up.
“Why, what do you
mean, Larry?”

“I
mean the outcome of this match has got nothing to do with whether
or not I accept you as a client. If you want to put a little money
on it, that’s a different story.”

Tremoyne chuckled.
“Figure you’ll make
your trip up here worthwhile, even if you don’t get a case out of
it, eh? Y’know, when you said ‘just for fun’, I thought for a
minute that you were afraid of getting hurt.”

I didn’t like the expression on his face,
but I tried not to show it. “Well, there’s also that to
it.”

“Larry
Kent afraid of being hurt? The famous private detective, worried
about a little scratch? Not on your—”

“That’ll do,” I snapped. Then I was annoyed at myself for
letting him get to me.

He threw out his arms and his
face pleaded innocence. “I think you’ve got me wrong, old son. Hell, I’ve
got all kinds of respect for you.”

I just nodded, then I bent to pick up
the epee.

“Notice the tab on the end,” Tremoyne said. “Plastic.
Wouldn’t even raise a bruise on you.”

“What’s the bet, Tremoyne?”

He bit at his bottom lip,
glanced away, looked a little sad, “I wish you’d call me Dan.”

I flailed the blade through the
air.

“Let that be the bet,” Tremoyne said. “If I win, you call me
Dan.”

“And
if you lose?”

He shrugged.
“Name
it.”

“You’ll get to the point and tell me what you
want.”

“It’s
a bet.”

He adjusted the mask over his face. I
pulled the netting over mine. The elastic was a little loose. I
tightened it.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Tremoyne said.

I stepped up to him.
“Okay.”

“Touché three times and it’s over?”

“Right.”

His left hand moved to his side. He
raised the blade and pushed it towards me. I put my left arm behind
me.

“Touch
and we’re off, eh, Larry?”

“Sure.”

We touched blades. He stepped back,
feinted a move to his right, epee in guard position, came back,
whirled his blade around mine. I pulled back and got the blade up
in time to deflect his thrust.

“Good,
Larry. Very good.”

But it had been blind luck and I was
sure he knew it. He made a few orthodox moves and I parried. Then
it was his turn to defend. He slapped away my blade six or seven
times. I had the feeling he was trying to look more awkward than he
was. In fact, I was convinced that here was a fine fencer holding
his skills in restraint.

We circled around each other. There
was a tight smile on his handsome mouth, an unreadable glint in his
dark eyes.

“Where’d you learn to fence?” I asked.

“Europe.”

He tapped my blade, sent his
point past my mask, danced out of the way. I was sure he could have
touched me anywhere he wanted. Suddenly I was angry. I
didn’t like
this cat-and-mouse business. So I attacked, flailing wildly. He
went completely on the defensive, backing away, jumping to the
side, blocking, parrying. I didn’t let up, kept right at him.
Finally I took a savage swing. His blade went up. It was a solid
block that steadied both of us. Then I heard something hit the
floor sharply maybe fifty feet away. My blade felt different. I
looked at it. The plastic tab was gone—it was what I’d heard hit on
the floor.

“Hold
it,” I said, showing him the naked tip.

He took two steps back, raised his
epee high and brought it down on the mat like he was threshing
wheat. The plastic tab from his blade end went skipping along the
floor.

“That
makes us even, Larry.” He raised his blade. “Of course, neither of
us will go for a fatal thrust.”

“Just
blood, eh?”

“It
wasn’t long ago that doctors thought it was healthy to bleed a
man.”

“Sure.
And dueling was a matter of honor. But times have
changed.”

He smiled. “Maybe you are afraid.”

I tossed the epee to the
side.

His smile broadened.
“That may have been
a mistake, old son. Why’d you do that?”

“You’re too good for me, pal. Fencing isn’t my game. You can
pick up the marbles.”

“You’re mixing your metaphors.” He had his blade pointed
over my left shoulder. Now he brought it down to the horizontal.
“Men have been killed for less reason than mixing
metaphors.”

I looked at the quivering tip of his
epee. It was level with my heart.

“Your
life depends entirely on me,” Tremoyne said slowly. “Just one lunge
... and you’re dead.”

I gave my right wrist a
shake. “So
lunge, pal.” My right hand closed around my sleeve derringer. “It’s
your move.”

He tensed. The epee tip went
back a few inches. I worked the hammers of the derringer
and there was a
metallic click. Tremoyne was poised on his toes. I let him see the
short barrel of the derringer.

He laughed.

“Big
joke,” I said.

He underhanded the epee at
the paneled
wall. The needle tip penetrated the wood and the flexible blade
quivered so violently that the metal snapped and the hilt fell to
the floor.

“I
guess all that was just a gag,” I said. “Or was I supposed to beg
for my life?”

Tremoyne shook his head
slowly. “No.
I didn’t think you’d grovel.”

“What
did you expect?”

“Well,
I didn’t know.” He bowed to my derringer. “To be perfectly
truthful, I wasn’t expecting that. I thought perhaps
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