
  
    [image: img]
  


  
    
      Kidnap

      Marcus Van Heller

    

  


  This page copyright © 2003 Olympia-Ebooks.


  



  CHAPTER I


   


  Nick Harding replaced his telephone extension, gave a thoughtful glance at the book of criminal statistics he'd just been reading, straightened his tie, pushed back his chair and stood up. What was this ? he wondered.


  He pushed open the glass door and walked along the quiet corridor to the editor's room where the secretary's typewriter was click-clacking. He went in and Josie, the secretary, smiled up at him.


  “Go right in,” she said.


  “Some dirty work afoot,” he said, making for the inner door.


  She watched his broad, retreating shoulders. “Must be if he roped you in,” she said.


  “Thanks for your high esteem.”


  He knocked gently and went in.


  Grantley Barrett was sitting behind his desk. His chair was perched precariously on its back legs, his hands behind his head, and his feet wedged under the desk preventing him from falling backwards. He stared at Nick without speaking, mulling something over in his mind, watching him walk across the thick carpet towards the desk. He pulled one hand reluctantly from behind his head and motioned to a chair. Nick sat down, noting that the room was as exaggeratedly tidy except for the chaos on the desk, as always. Josie was responsible for the room, Barrett for the desk.


  “Well, Grant, what's to do?”


  “Ah, I wish I knew exactly,” Barrett said. “Still I've had an idea. This kidnapping business.”


  Nick raised an eyebrow.


  “Anything fresh?” he asked.


  “No,” Barrett said. “But I've been sifting it over. There's a long shot we might try.”


  Nick leaned back, relaxed in his chair and prepared to give his full attention to any proposition forthcoming. The kidnapping had shaken Europe. Bobbie, the four-year-old son of Sir Horace Lindley, the millionaire—one of the few left in England—had been seized from his nurse by masked men in the very grounds of the Lindley's Sussex home. The nurse, who had been able to provide very little information for the police, had been tied up and left on the grounds to be found by the gardener. The boy had disappeared without a trace. This had happened a week ago, and since then, the Lindleys had been telephoned, not for money, but for the famous Mahanee jewels that had been in the family's possession for more than a century. This was the ransom the kidnappers wanted. They had not yet set a rendezvous, presumably wanting to get themselves thoroughly organized, and there had been no word to the family since that initial contact.


  The newspapers had been full of the news: daily news reports, interviews with people remotely connected with the family—they were unable to get any nearer—conjecture, stories on the history of the jewels, features on kidnappings of the past. But nobody had been able to trace the child. There had been reports from parts of Britain and from half a dozen countries on the Continent as to the child's possible whereabouts. But always investigation proved these trails to be false or to lead them back to square one. The boy had, to all appearances, disappeared from the face of the earth with the parents beside themselves with anguish. The police had warned them against parting with the jewels. They had been able to cite a number of cases in which a kidnapped child had been killed once the ransom was paid; withholding it was often the only way to keep him alive.


  Barrett spread a number of cuttings on the desk in front of him and surveyed them at length.


  “Amsterdam—seemed a likely place to get rid of the jewels—Rome—possible, but a long way to go—Geneva—not much cover... The boy was alleged to have been seen in all these places,” Barrett said. “But it turned out the boy seen had dark eyes or frizzy hair, or something quite unsuitable.”


  Nick watched Barrett's strong, lined face.


  “How about Paris?” he asked.


  Barrett looked up at him slowly.


  “Exactly,” he said. “How about Paris? Paris was the one place where the description really fit.”


  He took up a packet of Senior Service and offered one to Nick.


  “Richards in Paris is a good man,” he said.


  “And he's been on it himself and watching the police on it ever since. But the boy's just vanished into thin air. I think this is a job for you.”


  “Pretty thin,” Nick said.


  “I know,” Barrett agreed. “I've had second and third thoughts about it, I can tell you. But if it should come off...” He pursed his lips expressively. “I've had a word with the chairman about it,” he continued. “And the board is behind the idea. They think if anyone can do it, you can.”


  “Spare my blushes,” Nick said.


  “Nobody's forgotten about the Fay Holten affair yet.”


  “That was easy,” Nick said. “I just had to follow the clues to find her, and she was old enough to leave her own clues when the Garrodini gang tried to make her join the girls.”


  Barrett smiled and shook his head in amusement.


  “That was a tough job,” he said, “and you risked your neck on it.” He smiled wryly. “Anyway, you can't say it didn't bring you recognition. You'll get every hard case that comes up from now on until you throw in your cards.”


  “The day I do that,” Nick said, “it'll be because the game's gone out of existence.”


  Barrett grinned again. “Good,” he said. “Well, I suggest you get your unusual equipment together and pop over and have a word or two with Richards. You're booked on the mid-afternoon flight tomorrow.”


  “That's what I like,” Nick said. “All the chores done for me.”


  “Like you to keep fresh,” Barrett said. “Keep in touch. Give it the time you need. If it works out, wait for the full story. We don't want the opposition muscling in.”


  “Don't worry,” Nick said. “I like my holidays in La Douce France to be nice and long.”


  It was only a few hours later that a voice spoke over the telephone across London.


  “Harding's going to Paris tomorrow afternoon—just got it on the grapevine.”


  “Harding? The Field-Marshal?”


  “Don't be a fool. He's obviously on to the Lindley business.”


  “All right, all right. We'll have to watch him. I'll put somebody on it straight away. What time's the flight?”


   


   


  CHAPTER II


   


  Nick Harding sat in a corner seat at the Deux Magots admiring the girl two tables away. She looked Scandinavian. She had a strong delicate face with fine features, very pale skin, gray-blue eyes, and a supple, loosely sexy body with long, slender limbs. She was superb. That was the word that came to mind. She reminded him of a woman he'd known once. They looked similar; they had the same look of coolness about them. She had been his first woman and had been older than his eighteen years. It was back when he was still in school. She'd been his English professor. Probably the only reason worth taking English Lit , he mused. Despite himself, and despite the feeling of urgency that pervaded his current situation, he recalled Susan, his professor. Even if he'd wanted to, he was unable to stop the memory, so closely did this woman who sat a couple of tables away resemble her.


  He'd been having trouble with the assigned papers, having had a difficult time penetrating the meaning of the texts that he was required to read and write about. So he'd scheduled an appointment with his professor to get help. And it wasn't beyond his notice how beautiful she was either. Maybe, he had thought, he'd get a little more than just textbook instruction. He thought he'd noticed her looking at him in less than a professorial way. Once he swore she had grinned at him through the words of her lecture. It had been something, he'd thought, of a lascivious grin.


  Their meeting was at an on campus cafe—one of those student run deals where professors could often be seen eating breakfast and lunch and looking professorial in the midst of loose-limbed and poorly dressed students. He was supposed to write a paper on some turn of the century writer—his choice. He didn't know who to write about. He had arrived at the cafe a little late, and spotted her sitting in the corner booth. He moved over to her, finding himself aroused at the thought of having an intimate tutoring session with her. She really was, he had thought at the time, beautiful.


  He sat down across from her, startling her from the pages of some book she was reading, and gave her his winning smile. It was a smile that had brought not a few coeds to their knees. Suddenly, he had no interest in English Lit. But she remained professionally distant and as he took a seat she asked him what the trouble was. He told her his problem. She laughed, which had hurt his pride, though he couldn't have cared less for literature at the time, and asked him if he'd read the assigned books. He told her very pointedly that he hadn't because they didn't interest him. He'd hoped he'd insulted her as she'd insulted him. He hated women who were amused at his expense. Or anyone for that matter. Then she went on to point out the mechanics of writing a compelling thesis and he found himself unable to listen to her.


  Her hands, as she jotted down notes for him in a notebook, were graceful sliding across the page. Her fingers were long and thin. He thought what they would feel like running over his body in much the same manner as they ran then across the paper. When she asked him if he understood, she looked up, surprised by the expression on his face and he said that he was sorry but that he hadn't heard her, again giving his winning smile. She smiled and said that she really hadn't the time to tutor him if he wasn't going to listen, that she had a faculty meeting and that if he wanted further help, to come to her house later that evening where she would be up late working. She had a busy schedule, she said, and it was the only time she had to spend with students. She wrote her address on the paper in front of her and left. Nick waited impatiently for the night, although by that time he couldn't have cared less if he failed her course. He had other things on his mind.


  When he got to her house, she was dressed more casually than he was used to seeing her. She looked radiant. She led him to her study where the walls were lined with books. On her desk, she had laid out one of the books they were supposed to have read for class. She asked him if he had bothered to read the book. He responded that he had, pretending to be offended by the suggestion that he might not have, but not saying that he had only given it a cursory reading. And then, remembering her amusement and assuming that she had been laughing at his stupidity, he railed against the academy, saying that he wanted to live a life of adventure, not be holed up in some library reading dead authors and breathing in the stale air from between the yellowed pages of shelved books. Again she laughed. Then she told him that he didn't know what he was missing. Her condescending attitude infuriated Nick. He knew he was right. He could never be confined by four walls as she apparently was.


  He wasn't going to listen to her. She had no idea what the world was like, except the world she read about in books. And here she was condescending to him because he wasn't willing to lock himself away inside of musty smelling libraries for the rest of his life. He was stricken with a sudden desire to have her, to wipe that amused smile from her face, to show her that life was not all books and stale air. He wanted adventure, to roam the earth unconfined by four walls. He would show her adventure in this very room—probably be a hell of a lot more exciting than she was used to, too, he had thought. He no longer cared about his paper.


  And then the really shocking happened. Nick would always remember it as being perhaps the most surprising thing that had ever happened to him, the moment in which he realized that appearances were not everything. It was an invaluable lesson, one that he never would have expected to have come from her. It was a lesson he took to quickly and would never forget; in all his years of working undercover, it had served him well.


  She told him to sit on the couch, which he did, though still angered by her condescension towards him, her attitude that she was better than he was because he wasn't interested in all her books. When she sat on the couch, she looked him directly in the eyes and told him that she'd been thinking about him for some time. She said that for the past month, while she stood up at the podium giving her boring lectures, that she had always made note of him and that he had, many times, distracted her. Then she lifted up her skirt and underneath it, Nick noticed, she wore nothing. Her cunt was spread open in her position and he could see a thin film of wetness covering it. He reached out his hand to touch it. When his finger was on the wet flesh of her cunt, she said, “That's what you do to me,” and gave a soft laugh. She lifted off her shirt over her head and her breasts came full into view. They were rather small, but well rounded, perfectly formed. Her nipples were large and hard. Nick moved in closer to kiss them. As he moved his tongue around her nipples and traced the outline of her breasts, she reached into his lap and undid his trousers. She took his cock into her hand, the same hand whose long fingers had glided so effortlessly and gracefully across the page earlier that day. She squeezed it expertly, nearly causing him to come right there.


  Then she stood up and took off her skirt and said something—Nick couldn't quite make it out in all his onrushing excitement—about herself being bored by literature. Then she told him to stand for a moment and when he did, she kissed him full on the mouth. Her tongue pushed open his lips and licked his teeth before entwining with his tongue. Then she lay on the couch, spread her legs and told him to lie on top of her, which he readily did. Without having to ask, he thrust his cock into her wet passage. As he moved on top of her, all thought of grades having left his mind long ago, she began to encourage him to seek other routes in life other than those deemed proper. He couldn't believe it. He couldn't believe that he was fucking his professor while she was telling him, basically, not to care so much about all the things he had been taught.


  He pumped in and out of her, and as her crisis rose, so too did her voice until she stopped talking altogether. She brought her arms around his back and dug her nails into his buttocks. She moaned and arched her back to have him thrust more deeply into her. When she felt the first spasms shuddering through her, she pushed down onto his buttocks to have him deeply inside of her, unmoving. Nick came then too, his cock throbbing against the throbbing walls of her cunt. Afterwards, he dressed himself and laughed and said that he thought now he would be able to write that paper. She laughed too and told him that if he were having any more problems to be sure to come see her.


  Coming out of his reverie, his cock having hardened in it, he looked over to the woman sitting two tables away again. She really did resemble his professor. Too bad he hadn't such a good excuse, he thought, to see this one. But when he caught the woman's glance, her look was nothing more than a frozen stare and now she wouldn't look his way at all and he really hadn't time anyway...


  He glanced at his watch. Seven-thirty and it was still sunny and warm. There was nowhere like Paris for early summer. After the busy workaday face of London, it was like a long, relaxed, sensual smile.


  He finished his beer and left the money beside the check. He stood up and walked through the tables to the pavement, glancing at the girl, but she buried her face in a Paris guide and refused to look up. She was English, then. At least, she was reading an English guide—might still be Scandinavian. He grinned at the top of her unconcerned head and moved off. He'd already fixed his hotel and paid a week in advance. He was staying at a small, very cheap, nondescript hotel where nobody'd ever expect to find him, off Odeon, and now he had a rendezvous with Richards at his home in a little street off the Boulevard St. Michael. He walked over to the crossroads and hailed a taxi. The driver accepted his destination as suitable, in that unique manner of Paris taxi-drivers, so choosy about distances, and Nick got in. As they accelerated away, he gave a last glance over at the terrace of the Deux Magots and raised an eyebrow in surprise that the girl was no longer there. Perhaps she'd been waiting for a pickup after all and been disappointed at his leaving. He chuckled at his conceit. More likely she'd just gone about her own business.


  He'd met Richards before in Paris: an intelligent, capable man whose slightly bohemian air hid a determination to follow things to their source once he got his teeth in them. He'd lived in Paris for twenty years for the newspaper and knew the city thoroughly.


  Nick rang the fourth-floor bell and Richards opened the door to greet him with a hearty smile and cry of welcome.


  He was a big man, nearly as big as Nick, dressed now in silk shirt and jeans. The bush of hair on his chest was slightly darker than the gingery color of his narrow beard.


  Nick had a drink—French gin and tonic, long and refreshing for the night heat—with Richards and his wife, a small, rather silent woman who wrote features for the English intellectual weeklies, before he and Richards adjourned to a small, comfortably furnished study.


  “Writing my novel here,” Richards told him.


  “How's it going?”


  “Forever and ever. Been doing it for ten years.” Richards grinned in self-satire. “I do a page or two a month. That way I can keep my pipe-dream intact.”


  “I wish I had a pipe-dream,” Nick said.


  “You don't need one, you're a man of action.”


  “I hope so,” Nick said. “I need some action this time.”


  “Ah yes.” Richards looked thoughtful. He went to a cabinet and took out a bottle and a couple of glasses. “Well, let's have another, shall we, before we get started.”


  He poured them each a large drink and hunted for tonics.


  “Have to have it neat,” he said. “Can't find any in here.”


  The gin blazed down Nick's throat, making him aware of the reserves of power in his body.


  “Well. What's the set-up?” he asked, when they were settled in easy chairs, facing a glass door to a balcony over the street.


  “Not much really,” Richards said. “The item appeared in France-Soir first and I went out myself and checked it. It was all there to start with, nothing more to root out. It seems this housewife was resting her weary legs on one of those roadside benches under the trees during a shopping spree late one afternoon—two days after the kidnapping, in fact—when this big car pulled up not far from her. She could say it was a big black car and that was all. She thought it might be an American make because it had a broad front with quite a bit of chrome, but it wasn't so enormous that it attracted her attention by its size. Well, a woman got out and went into a boulangerie, and the housewife caught a glimpse of this little boy in the back with a man. The man had a coat wrapped partly round the boy, which struck her as odd because it was so warm. There was a driver, too. She noted this and then the woman, who was slim, dark, and smartly dressed, came back with a bag of what she supposed were cakes, and the car shot off. All this took place in a suburb just south of Porte d'Italie.


  “Well, the housewife, Madame Elaine Garnier, aged thirty-three and with three children of her own, didn't think about it again until she saw a photograph of Bobbie Lindley. It struck her, she said, like a thunderbolt. There's no doubt in her mind that this was the boy she saw in the car. And her description tallies completely with that.”


  Richards paused, swallowed his drink and looked wryly at Nick.


  “The only trouble is,” he said, “that the police have drawn a complete blank. There was just nothing concrete to follow up. I know the police have done wonders on even less, but they can't seem to get started. There are so many American-looking black cars and smart dark women. She didn't even get the number of the car. About the only thing she noticed was the child, because of the oddity of him being wrapped in a coat. She thought at the time that perhaps he was ill. I must say I tried to catch her out on the description with everything I knew, but she wouldn't budge, even when I said the police had found her description didn't fit the boy.”


  “Nobody else saw anything?”


  “No. Not that they're going to admit to, anyway. The police have appealed. Nothing yet.”


  “What do you think about it?”


  Richards shrugged and pulled a face.


  “What is there to think?” he asked. “They were on the route nationale to the south, but so what? They might be no farther away than Villejuif. They're certainly lying low, whoever they are.”


  Nick thought for a time and they were both silent, sipping fresh drinks. Richards got up after a bit and put a record on the player—quiet, cool jazz.


  “Whatever else,” Nick said, half to himself, “this has been done by a professional bunch. No amateurs could have organized a cross-Channel trip without being spotted, and have disappeared for this long without leaving any more traces than they have.”


  “True,” Richards said. “An international gang, if you ask me.”


  “With international elements,” Nick mused on, “they knew London and could fit in without attracting attention. They knew Sussex. Presumably they know France—and God knows where else. Anyone this side of the water who'd fit?”


  Richards stretched his beefy, brown arms and pushed his lower lip over his upper.


  “Well, there's one man in Paris who knows everything,” he said. “He may well have had nothing to do with it. But if it's the work of anybody other than a gang of playboys, he'll know about it. There's nothing in the underworld of this country that man doesn't know about or usually have some hand in.”


  “Who's this?”


  “His name's Attila.”


  “What?”


  “Yes. That's the name by which he's known in the milieu, and he's so notorious now that it's spread even farther afield. It's appeared in the newspapers.”


  “Attila—with a name like that, he should be invincible.”


  “He is.”


  “There must be someone, somewhere, in flowing white robes to turn him back.”


  “Try it, buster,” Richards said with a grin. “There's been plenty of militaristic popes trying to steal his mantle. They're found in the Seine almost every month. Sometimes they just drop dead in the street. The police know about it, but they can't pin anything on him. He must be one of the most powerful men in France and he has an organization the President would envy.”


  “What do you know about him?”


  “Well, his real name is Armand Queneau. He's part Arab and trained as a lawyer. Brilliant brain. Decided he didn't like the sort of work laid up for him and started muscling in on the Pigalle prostitute racket. In no time at all he owned half of Pigalle—the night clubs, the prostitutes, the blue films. In a bit more time, he owned all of it—all that matters. It's said that nobody can sing a flat note in one of his cabaret shows without him knowing about it inside fifteen minutes. Don't ask me what sort of man it is that can build up that sort of empire. I've never actually met the gentleman, thank God. Though I once saw one of his underlings being grilled by the police. He was so tough, those uniformed thugs were almost afraid to hit him, though they were twenty to one and he had his hands manacled. They didn't get a thing out of him. Next night, three policemen were knifed. They said it was the Algerian nationalists. Well...” Richards shrugged again, expressing his disbelief.


  “Does this man—this Attila—have any connection with the South?” Nick asked.


  “They don't know exactly what he's got. Something in every town in France with a population of 100,000 or more, it's said. But I know he owns a bit of the waterfront at Marseilles.”


  “Where can I find him?” Nick said.


  Richards looked at him slowly. It was a long, penetrating look in which could be seen real concern for another human being.


  “Look,” he said, after a long pause, “I know you showed yourself to be pretty tough over the Fay Holten affair, but this is another kettle of fish. If that business was like busting open a Central American Republic, this is like running your head at Stalinist Soviet Russia.”


  “Only a difference in size,” Nick said.


  “Seriously,” Richards insisted. “I'd take a mosey down south if you feel like it; have a look around. But I wouldn't get within ten miles of Attila. If he lifts his eyebrow, you're dead the next second.”


  Nick gave a big sigh.


  “Well, you do the listening for a moment,” he said. “It may seem a terrible thing to you law-abiding types, all this skullduggery and not knowing whether you'll see the dawn and so on. But, in fact, if you move in the aforementioned circles, they start to lose some of their terror and some of that seeming infallibility. They're only men, after all. Organized men who'll stop at nothing. Once you've accepted that, you can't say, 'Don't do that or I'll call the police.' It's the law of the jungle all over again. When you realize that, then you too can stop at nothing. You have to. And if you're determined about it, you stand just as good a chance as they do. So now, where can I find him?”


  Richards shook his head sadly. “Well, rather you than me,” he said. He thought for a bit, flicking over the pages of a magazine. “Well, as a matter of fact, I don't know where you can find him. I don't think many people do. But I do know of someone who may be able to tell you where he hangs out. She's an Indo-Chinese girl, a singer and nude dancer at one of his clubs—the 'Voodoo' in Boulevard Clichy. She's been one of his girls. Maybe she still is. Anyway, she should know. I think she's billed every night so she shouldn't be difficult to get hold of.” He grinned. “Maybe you'll really be able to get hold of her. That'd cock a snook at the Terrible Hun. I've seen her once at the show—a beauty. The sort men leave their wives for and then throw themselves off cliff tops, while she goes on forever.”


  “But she hasn't curbed the mighty warrior?”


  “I don't think so. I believe that man has his pick of beautiful women. That sort of power usually gets anything it wants.”


  “What's the best time to go to this club?”


  “It closes about three. Midnight's pretty good, unless that sort of thing bores you.”


  “Right,” Nick said. “Well, I'll let you know how things are.”


  They stood up and Richards grinned at him suddenly.


  “I've just had an idea,” he said. “Why don't you just advertise for Attila in the newspapers? That way you can hide behind a box number.”


  “He'd probably blow up the newspaper office,” Nick said.


  “That's true,” Richards admitted. “Oh well, he probably knows you're here already anyway. Still, I'll wish you all the best and hope to see you again.”


   


   


  CHAPTER III


   


  The club was surprisingly small and elegant. Nick was quite pleased. He'd expected something a little more garish and obviously on the make. Admittedly, the compulsory bottle of champagne was a price to make a Scotsman weep, but it was good champagne and the entrance to the show was included in it.


  He sat in the shadow of a raised alcove. There were two other tables in the alcove, and a broad step led down to the floor below on which several more tables were spread out in front of an expanse of dark polished wood floor. To one side of this floor was a quintet on a low dais and to the other a long bar with several people leaning against it drinking. The lights were so low they hardly existed. Nearly all the illumination came from the bar that gave off a pink glow from its rose-shaded lanterns.


  The small orchestra was playing very quietly and several couples were dancing. Those at the tables were watching and talking and smoking and drinking, giving off that murmur of noise which grows itself from the relaxed bonhomie induced by good food and drink and a soft, glamorous atmosphere.


  Nick could make out hardly any of the decor, except that the walls appeared to be lined throughout with a dark velvet which might have been dark green though it was difficult to tell in the dim light. The members of the orchestra were conventionally dressed, and the clientele were elegant with a suggestion of the successful banker type about them.


  A white-coated waiter appeared beside Nick's table, took the champagne bottle from the ice bucket with a napkin and filled his glass three parts full before replacing the bottle and retiring into the darkness.


  Nick sipped the heady wine. It gave a nice fresh sensation in the nose—like fruit salts, he thought with a mental grin at the Philistinism of the simile. He felt an occasional pang that he couldn't just sit back and enjoy it all like any happy tourist. He should be here just enjoying himself with a woman. He peered among the tables and thought of the beautiful girl at the Deux Magots earlier in the day. She would have done admirably—but then he'd never have got on with the job in hand. Ah well.


  The quintet faded out, and the couples came to a reluctant halt and drifted slowly back to their tables. Nick watched the members of the orchestra have a quick beer apiece, waiters opening fresh bottles at the tables, and people standing to order at the bar. Then the orchestra began to play again softly, a mere musical caress that the clientele accepted but didn't consciously hear.


  A couple of lights went out behind the bar, leaving the room in almost total...
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