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It began when Larry Kent’s old boss at the
CIA asked him to come back for one more assignment – to a kill a
double-agent who also happened to be one of his closest friends.
Larry couldn’t go through with it … and it was just as well that he
didn’t, because nothing was as it appeared to be. An enemy of the
United States had perfected a terrifying mind-manipulation drug –
and after that, it became Larry’s job to find out just who that
enemy was. The trail took him first to Mexico City, then on to
Australia, where he met up with an old love … and an even older
enemy, who wanted him dead!
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Chapter 1 … the stripper …

 


Her name, she said, was Lucy LaMarr. I didn’t
believe her. No one is born with the name Lucy LaMarr. However, I
accepted it. It’s easy to make compromises when a woman takes the
tape measure past forty on the first vital statistic and then
plunges dramatically and doesn’t use up more than twenty-seven
inches of the tape on the second. After that she flared out
delightfully, then tapered into solid thighs and down to slim
legs.

She had been, she told me, a stripper. Now
she was an accountant. I’d met her at a bar. It seemed we were both
baseball fans and the New York Mets was our favorite team. That led
to something else and finally we ended up in my apartment, where I
told her that, like the fellow from Arkansas, I had to be shown.
This was in relation to her past as a stripper.

“You don’t believe me?” she
said.

“I won’t go so far as to say I
actually doubt you,” I told her. “However ...”

She blinked her big, dark eyes at me. “You’re
skeptical.”

I shrugged. “Well, stripping is quite an
art.”

“I was one of the
best.”

“You have the build,” I
said.

“And the talent. You want me
to prove it?”

“Let me warn you,” I said. “I am
a connoisseur of the art.”

She smiled. “You’re gonna get yourself one
big surprise.” Then she went to my hi-fi set and rummaged among the
records. “Ah!” She held a platter aloft. “This was one of my
themes.”

“Allow me.” I took the record
from her and placed it on the turntable and hit the “go” button.
Out came “Blues in the Night.”

Lucy backed across the room, leaned back her
head and closed her eyes. Then her shoulders began to roll.
Suddenly she threw her head forward and her long black hair fell
over her face. She swept it back with her hand and showed her white
teeth in a sexy smile. She was in a sort of silvery sheath that had
long shoulder straps allowing a good deal of cleavage. Off came her
shoes. Earrings went next. She whirled around, danced to a chair,
picked up her purse and swung it around like a propeller by the
strap. Then she flipped the purse away and did some more whirling.
Suddenly she stopped and stood there smiling at me. A hand went up
to a shoulder strap, rolled it slowly down her arm and then clear.
Stop again. Her other hand moved to the opposite shoulder strap.
She manipulated the strap until her 42’s were all but popping free.
The music picked up in tempo. She bumped and suddenly the shoulder
straps and the front of the shift were no longer doing their
jobs.

I was standing near a chair. The magnificent
sight sat me down. She did some wriggling and slowly the shift slid
down her body until it was a pile of cloth on the floor. She gave a
little shiver and I gulped.

“Starting to convince you?”
she asked.

“You’re starting to do all
sorts of things to me,” I said.

She was now in stocking pants and that was
it. She placed her hands behind her head and did a sort of belly
dance. She had educated muscles. The top of the stocking pants
began to slide down.

“How am I doing?” she
asked.

“I’m not quite convinced,” I
said.

She did some fast bumps and grinds and the
stocking pants moved down another few inches. She began to dance
towards me swinging her hips and rolling her gorgeous white
tummy.

It was a hell of a time for the door buzzer
to make noise.

“I’m not home,” I
said.

“The music is pretty loud,”
she pointed out.

“If whoever is at the door
is a gentleman, he’ll go away.”

But the door buzzer sounded again.

Lucy stopped dancing. She blew me a kiss and
said, “Get rid of him, eh?” And she began to hip towards the
bedroom.

“Hold it,” I said. “That
might be my minister.” I picked up her things and tossed them to
her. She gathered them together and exited into the bedroom, giving
a little backward kick before she disappeared.

I took a deep, deep breath and went to the
door. “Who is it?” I asked.

“Horatio Moon,” was the
answer.

I said a nasty word and there came a
“tsk-tsk” sound from the other side of the door. “Can’t it wait?” I
asked.

“I’m sorry, Mr.
Kent.”

Horatio Q. Moon was Section Chief of the CIA,
Eastern Division. Only two men were above him in the Agency, the
Director himself and his assistant. You don’t send men like Moon
packing. So I unlocked and opened the door and there was the little
round-faced gnome, blinking his pale eyes and showing his small
teeth.

“So good to see you again,
Mr. Kent.”

“A real pleasure,” I
said.

Moon waddled into the apartment. He
immediately noticed the two glasses near the hi-fi set, then
sniffed and I knew he was getting a whiff of Lucy’s expensive
perfume. He gave the hi-fi set a nasty little look and turned his
gray-blue eyes on me.

“If you don’t mind, Mr. Kent
...”

“I beg your
pardon?”

“The music.”

I turned off the hi-fi set.

Moon cleared his throat and said, “Believe
me, I’m sorry, but I must insist that our talk be private.”

“Can’t we talk tomorrow?” I
asked.

“I’m afraid not.”

I raised my voice. “Lucy, get dressed and
come out, will you?”

Moon walked to my best chair and sat down. I
lit a Camel and poured myself another drink. Moon frowned twice,
first at the cigarette and then at the booze. But the darkest frown
of all was reserved for Lucy as she glided from my bedroom, her
face flushed and one shoulder strap not quite in place.

“Lucy,” I said, “this is an
extraordinarily important client of mine, Mr. Horatio Q.
Moon.”

Moon got to his feet and bowed from the
waist. “A pleasure, Miss ... er ...”

“LaMarr,” Lucy
said.

The little fat man smiled winningly. “You are
indeed a most charming young woman.”

She cocked her head and raised her eyebrows
in appreciation. “Thank you, Mr. Moon.”

“Not at all. And please
allow me to apologize for the inconvenience I’m causing. It’s
entirely unavoidable, I assure you. Mr. Kent has no doubt told you
that he is a private investigator?”

“Yes.”

“Well, he is about to embark
upon one of his most important cases. As time is of the essence, I
trust you will forgive me for suggesting that you spend as little
time as is possible in saying goodbye.”

I shrugged helplessly at Lucy and she
shrugged back.

“That’s show biz,” she
said.

It was like hell, but I nodded, then I
escorted her to the door.

“When can I see you again?”
I asked.

“I’ll be at the Red Rose one
of these nights.” She pressed a finger against her lips, pushed the
finger against my lips. “Good luck on the case, tiger.”

“Where are you going
now?”

She gave me a slow wink. “Who knows?”

I watched her hips sway as she went down the
stairs. Moon coughed behind me. I returned to the apartment and
gave him a hard look.

“As I told Miss LaMarr,” he
said, “this visit was entirely unavoidable.”

I walked across the room, picked up my drink
and got rid of it in one swallow. Then I puffed deep on the Camel
and blew smoke in Moon’s general direction. He coughed even though
the smoke didn’t reach him.

“What is it this time?” I
asked.

He reached into his breast pocket and brought
out a flat little gun that looked like a lady’s .22 automatic.
“Have you ever seen one of these, Mr. Kent?”

I walked to him and he handed me the gun from
the depths of his chair. Moon didn’t move unless it was entirely
necessary. I hefted the gun in my hand. It was much lighter than a
.22 automatic.

“Could be a cigarette
lighter,” I said.

“Look at the
clip.”

I undid the clip. It was of clear plastic. I
saw six little darts lined up.

“At the tip of each dart,”
Moon said, “is a deadly poison recently developed by our
scientists. There is no antidote to the poison, indeed it kills in
a matter of seconds. And it leaves no trace whatever. Victims of
the dart are invariably diagnosed as heart attack
fatalities.”

“What powers the gun?” I
asked.

“A tiny battery, the power
of which is increased tenfold by an amazing build-up system. The
muzzle velocity of the dart is not much below that of a bullet.”
Moon smiled. He was warming up to the subject. “Ah, but the power
of the dart is only of secondary importance. The potency of the
poison is what makes this such an awesome weapon. Any hit is fatal.
But that is not all. Once the dart has been exposed to the air, it
dissolves within a few minutes. The victim is left with a tiny
entry hole that is seldom even noticed.”

“And what am I supposed to
do with this amazing example of modem technology?” I
asked.

Moon blinked his pale eyes at me and smiled
blandly. “We want you to kill a man, Mr. Kent.”


Chapter 2 ... a hatful of conspiracies ...

 


“Kill a man,” I
echoed.

“Yes.”

I went to the whisky bottle. “Drink, Mr.
Moon?”

He gave me a severe look. “You know I don’t
indulge.”

I poured myself a generous measure and downed
half of it before I looked at Moon again. “Let me remind you of
something,” I said. “I’m not a member of the CIA. I resigned from
the Agency a long time ago.”

“Your resignation was not
accepted.”

“But the Agency let me
go.”

“I think you should permit me to
remind you of something, Mr. Kent. When you became a member of the
Agency you took an oath. That oath still applies—and it will
continue to apply until you are formally released from your duties
and obligations.”

“My resignation went in
eight damn years ago.”

Moon waved pudgy fingers in the air. “Please.
Let us dispense with talk of your resignation. You were given a
leave of absence.”

“No one told me it was just
a leave of absence.”

“An oversight. The Agency
wouldn’t let a man of your talents go, Mr. Kent ... especially a
man who bears the Z-2 classification. I’m sure the classification
was explained in detail to you. A Z-2 man can kill at his own
discretion. He must also be prepared to kill when ordered to do so
by a superior above the rank of field agent.”

“I’m no longer a CIA man,
Mr. Moon.”

“Ah, but you
are.”

“I don’t receive a
salary.”

“You’re technically on leave
of absence.”

“I’ve worked for you on a
freelance basis.”

“It was an agreement that suited
both you and the Agency.” Moon heaved the sigh of a martyr.
“Please. I am under orders just as you are. You have been
reactivated, Mr. Kent, and it is my duty to tell you what must be
done. Are you ready to listen?”

“What’s my alternative? Do I get
tarred and feathered?”

“That is not funny.”

“None of this is funny, Mr.
Moon. You’re asking me to kill a man.”

“I am telling you, Mr. Kent.”

I decided to stop arguing. In the first
place, it wouldn’t do any good. Secondly, I was curious to know who
the Agency had slated for the long sleep. I’d killed more than once
for the Agency on specific orders, but in each case the target had
deserved killing. Not that it would have mattered in those days; I
was a dedicated agent and orders from above were holy writ. Things
were different now. I had no intention of killing anybody. But I
needed time to think. Besides, there was my curiosity.

“All right,” I said. “I’m a
Z-2 agent and you’ve given me a cute little gun. If I tell you to
go to hell, all sorts of things might happen to me, none of them
nice. Who do I kill?”

Moon pressed his fingertips together and
looked over the steeple at me. “You’re acquainted with a Mr. George
T. Allison.”

“We play golf together once a
week. Matter of fact, I’m due to play with him tomorrow at the
Sleepy Holl—” I stopped myself. “No.”

But Moon nodded.

“George is an old
friend.”

“He is the
enemy.”

“He manufactures ping-pong balls.
How many good, red-blooded Americans have been killed by ping-pong
balls lately?”

Moon made a clucking sound with his tongue.
“Of all people, Mr. Kent, you should know that surface impressions
mean absolutely nothing at all. George Allison has four children
and an attractive wife who’s active in church groups and with the
Red Cross. Allison donates a good deal of his income to charity, is
a regular church-goer and has been described as a ‘pillar of the
community’. This is precisely the kind of image the enemy wants its
agents to project.”

“George is a Russian
agent?”

“A Red Chinese
agent.”

“Why don’t you arrest
him?”

Moon looked uncomfortable. “We know what
he is. However, we would not be able to prove it in a court of law.
Allison is clever. Even some of the enemy agents dealing with him
are not aware of his true identity. Things are happening at the
moment, Mr. Kent. Important things. Soon this country will be
flooded with Red Chinese agents. These men and women will depend on
the George Allisons of the United States for money and other help.
There are ... well, there are quite a few men and women like George
Allison, people with influence, power, wealth—people who are
working for the Red Chinese. If we eliminate all these George
Allisons, the agents will be stranded.”

I said, “The way you talk, CIA Z-2 men will
be carrying out assassinations all over the place.”

“You are but one of many.
This is not to say that your mission is unimportant.”

“When do you want it done?”
I asked.

“Tomorrow. A year ago George
Allison had a mild heart attack. I don’t think anyone will be
surprised if he drops dead on the golf course. I understand that
you and Mr. Allison play early, just the two of you.”

“That’s right.”

“Seven o’clock, correct? I
doubt that many others would be on a private golf course at that
early hour.”

“We rarely ever see any
other golfers,” I said.

“Then it should be an easy job
for you. You will be with him when he ... drops dead. There will be
only the problem of hiding the gun. I’m sure we can depend on you
to find a suitable place for it. Later, perhaps a few weeks from
now, you could retrieve the gun.”

I nodded.

“There is just one more
thing,” Moon said. He got to his feet, reached into his breast
pocket, brought out a brown envelope. “Your fee. I think you’ll
find it to be quite generous.” He fixed me with a hard stare. “We
fully expect that Mr. Allison’s death
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