                                         Sunday

The passenger in seat 1F climbed over Hades’ snoring body, which was stretched out like a beached whale in his sleeper seat.  

Locking the lavatory door behind him, Barrett surveyed himself in the mirror.  His blonde hair was still pinned back neatly, but his makeup was a mess.  He took a battery operated shaver out of his purse and removed the telltale stubble which had grown back overnight.  Then he dabbed his face with some liquid makeup, and applied a fresh coat of lipstick.  He had survived Hades’ scrutiny in the dimly lit cabin, aided no doubt by the man's increasing intoxication.  In less than an hour, the cabin would be bathed in sunlight.

With any luck, Hades would be too hung over to notice that his dream girl was a man.  Immediately after dinner, Barrett had feigned exhaustion and reclined his seat with his eyeshades covering his face.  Despite Hades’ loud snoring, Barrett had managed to get a few hours sleep after Hades passed out, an after dinner liquor clutched in his fingers.

He had resisted the temptation to grill Hades about his associates in South America.  That could wait until he had him alone, in his room. All he had to do now was avoid any mistakes until they parted at the airport.  Then make a reservation at the Conrad, which should present no problem this time of year, and buy a ticket on the shuttle to Punta del Este.  He had declined Hades’ suggestion that they travel together to Uruguay, on the pretense that he had to experience the connecting bus to Jorge Newberry Aeroparque as part of the travel agent experience.  

After a last look in the mirror, Barrett returned to his seat.  He had to hike up his skirt as he climbed over Hades’ prone carcass, which was still dead to the world.

Don Cielo was up early, neatly shaved and dressed in a white shirt and navy blue serge trousers.  His thinning hair, which like his mustache was noticeably flecked with gray, was brushed straight back, and although his face bore the effects of his physical and mental ordeal, he looked better than he had in months.  

Jorge Weingarten was surprised to see him sitting in the garden, reading the morning newspapers with his espresso.  A perceptible shift of power was occurring, and Weingarten adapted to it without hesitation.  "Buenos dias, Don Cielo."

A houseboy was standing close by, and Don Cielo responded in English.  "What time does our guest arrive today?"

"If you mean Ben Hades, a little after ten o'clock.  I will go to the airport myself to welcome him."

"No, our other guest."

"Blanco telephoned from Panama City late last night.  They were taking on fuel.  We expect them to touch down at the private airport in a few hours.  I am sending one of our cars to meet them."

"Excellent.  Jorge, do you realize what this means for us?"

"Of course, Don Cielo.  Once we have Jesse Barrett's woman in our hands, he will follow her into whatever trap you devise."

"Think big, Jorge.  Barrett is just a nuisance.  This woman was a government agent, and if I know the Americans, they will try to protect her."

"You mean to hold her as a hostage?"

"Just so.  The ransom will be the money which they stole from us last year.  In return for her life."

"What makes you think they will deal for her?"

"What do we have to lose?  We are going to kill her anyway."

"And Barrett?"

"I don't think my constitution can stand another trip to Iguazu Falls, Jorge.  We shall have to devise something equally unpleasant for him, a little closer to home."

Barrett killed some time at a café at Jorge Newberry Aeroparque before buying his ticket to Punta del Este.  Jorge Weingarten had seen him in drag once before, on the night when The Jessica Project miscarried in London, and he did not want to take a chance on running into him at the airport if he came to meet Hades’ plane.  The next flight was at noon, and he killed some more time at the duty free, buying a carton of Silk Cuts.  Kristin had somehow gotten him off cigarettes, but he needed one desperately now.

 The flight from Buenos Aires to Punta del Este takes twenty-five minutes.  By one o'clock, Barrett's taxi deposited him at the Conrad resort, a sprawling complex with a vast meeting and exhibition hall, three hundred hotel rooms, and a casino.  Unlike Argentina, Uruguay enjoys a clean government, and the casino license had been awarded on the up-and-up to an American company in return for their investment in the hotel and conference facilities, which the government hoped would turn Punta del Este into a year-round attraction.

Barrett's room overlooked the Atlantic Ocean, directly across the street from the resort.  He kicked off his heels and walked out onto the balcony, taking in the view of the coastline as he smoked another cigarette.  He wondered if the surf was up on the Playa Brava, a strip of beach on the other side of the narrow peninsula.  Dismissing the thought, he went back in the room to undress, gratefully scrubbing off his makeup and removing the uncomfortable clothes.  

His plan of action was simplicity itself.  When Hades came to his room, he would beat the hell out of him until he revealed what he knew about Kristin's abduction, then go and find her and rescue her.  

                                          *  *  *

A few hours earlier, Jorge Weingarten had been waiting at the gate when Hades’ shuttle from Buenos Aires arrived at the airport in Punta del Este.  His American houseguest looked dreadful.

Too much alcohol on the plane, combined with dehydration caused by prolonged exposure to pressurized air at high altitude, had produced a monstrous hangover, and the fumes he had to breathe during the car ride across Buenos Aires to transfer between airports hadn't helped.  Hades had a short nap on the quick flight to Punta del Este, which helped to restore him, and he was able to manage a hearty greeting for Weingarten.

"You must be shattered," Weingarten observed while the disheveled Hades waited to collect his luggage.  Weingarten's driver took Hades’ bag, and they followed him outside to a waiting car.  "We can rest today, before dinner tonight.  I hope you will not be too tired."

Although he felt like hell, Hades could not keep from bragging.  "As a matter of fact, my friend, I have a date with a young lady that I met on the plane.  Where is our dinner tonight?"

Weingarten concealed his skepticism.  It was customary for Latin American men to have mistresses, and casual affairs between visitors to Punta del Este and the local girls were not uncommon.  Ben Hades did not strike him as that type.  God knew what type of woman he had attracted.  "At the Conrad, at ten o'clock, Ben.  Will that be convenient?"

"Couldn't be better."    He rolled down his window, drinking in the fresh sea air during the short drive to Weingarten's estate.  Magnificent homes with blue tiled roofs, each more ostentatious than the next, were set back on rolling green lawns, havens for the dollars which their owners had managed to extricate from Argentina.  When they arrived at Weingarten’s estate, two uniformed men with machine pistols slung over their shoulders opened the wrought iron gates, and they drove another hundred yards before they pulled up in front of the elegant hacienda.

Hades began to feel almost human after a hot shower and a change of clothing.   He joined Weingarten in the garden, where he was introduced to Don Cielo, who was sitting off to the side, shaded by an umbrella.  

"Bring us up to date on what is happening with your government," Weingarten said.  Hades glanced over at Don Cielo and then back at Weingarten.   "It is all right, he is a friend of ours,” Weingarten told him.  “You can speak freely."

"Well, if you mean the indictments against Northern Lights, we have had a setback, as you know.  Jorge, we appreciated everything you did for us, but it looks like we are going to have to plead no contest to some of the charges.  According to the lawyers, that will cause some heartburn for our casino regulators, but we think it can be handled."

"I have been trying to reach the attorney, Evans, to see if we might be of further assistance."

Hades chose his words carefully.  "Unfortunately, he died suddenly.  It was a complete shock."

The man under the umbrella emerged from the shadows and pulled his chair closer to them.  Hades didn't know who he was, and he didn't want to know.  Evans had taken a calculated risk involving Weingarten and his people in the Northern Lights mess, and Hades was beginning to feel very uncomfortable.

"Tell us about his death," the man asked him.

"He died of asphyxiation in the hospital two days ago.  According to the doctors, he suffered a hemorrhage and suffocated in his bed."

"Your hospitals in Chicago are among the finest in the world, no?" asked the man.

"He was at Northwestern, one of the best."

The man fixed Weingarten with a hard stare.  Hades noticed that one of his eyes was twitching uncontrollably.  "I believe you told me, Jorge, that the assault which landed this man in the hospital was carried out by Jesse Barrett."

"That is right, is it not, Ben?"  Weingarten asked.  Hades nodded, wondering where this was going.

"And this mysterious death, it happened after Barrett's woman was taken?"

Whoa, Hades thought.  What woman?   What was he talking about?

They were interrupted by the sound of tires on the long gravel driveway.  A black limousine pulled up behind the house, out of sight of the street.  The driver got out, and opened the rear doors.  A man wearing a Panama hat, shielding his pale skin from the autumn sun, emerged.  He barked something to the driver, and the two of them lifted a woman out of the back seat.  She was dressed in a hooded gray sweatshirt and blue jogging shorts, and she appeared to be drugged or unconscious.  

A houseboy joined them, and together he and the driver walked her into the hacienda, her feet barely touching the ground.  The pale-skinned man approached the men in the garden and stood at a respectful distance.

"Hola, Blanco.  Join us,"  Weingarten said.

The man took a few steps forward, and bowed towards Don Cielo, who acknowledged him with a nod.  Hades watched the woman disappear into the house, wondering what he had gotten himself into.

Weingarten sensed his discomfort.  "Ben, I believe that was the woman you described to me?"

Hades suddenly grasped what was going on.  "I don't know, I didn't get a good look at her face just now."

"It was her, Kristin Barrett," Blanco said.  

"What is she doing here?"  Hades asked, even though he had already figured out the answer.

"She is bait, my friend," Weingarten responded.  "In good time, we will inform Mr. Barrett that we have her.  And when he comes after her, we will be ready for him."

Hades did not want to hear any of this.  To protect himself, and the Kronoses, he preferred to know nothing of what these people intended to do to the woman.  "Gentlemen, I have an engagement.  I will join you for dinner.  Jorge, I wonder if I could have a car take me to the Conrad?"

"Of course.  Ben has to visit his chica," Weingarten explained to the others with a theatrical wink.  Hades said his goodbyes, returned to his room to splash on some cologne, and set out for his date with Krissy.     

Barrett answered the phone on the first ring,  "Hello," he answered in Krissy's voice.  

"It's Ben.  I'm downstairs in the lobby."

"Hi!  Come on up.  I'm in room 848."

Barrett was dressed in black jeans and a black sweatshirt, his hair tucked under his Cubs hat.  He stood at the door, waiting for Hades’ knock.  Then he moved to the side, opened the door, and pulled it back so Hades could step into the room.  As soon as he was in, Barrett slammed the door and squared off to block his escape.

Hades stared at him in bewilderment.  "Who are you?  Where's Krissy," he said in a strangled voice.

"Where is my wife," Barrett countered.  Instantly, Hades realized who he was, and he backed away, bumping into a night table.  He was four inches taller than Barrett, and outweighed him by over a hundred pounds, but the memory of what Barrett had done to Evans was seared in his brain.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Hades said.

Barrett picked up a glass ashtray and smashed it violently on the night table, making Hades jump.  The ashtray broke in two, leaving a jagged edge.  Hades screamed as Barrett jabbed at him with it, falling back onto the bed.  Barrett stood over him and stared into his terrified eyes.

"Where is my wife?"

"She is here, in Punta del Este."  Hades’ breathing became difficult, and he clutched at his chest.  "My God, I think I'm having a heart attack."

Barrett said nothing, maintaining his position over Hades.  The man was in obvious physical distress, and beads of sweat began to roll down his face.  "Please, call a doctor," Hades said.

"Where is my wife now?"

"I told you, here.  With Weingarten."

Barrett lifted the handset off the telephone on the nightstand and handed it to Hades.  "Call him.  Tell him to bring her here."

Hades was definitely struggling now.  "Can't breathe.  Can't talk.  He'll be here tonight."

"Jorge?  Here?"

"Yes…for dinner…please, a doctor."  His face was turning blue, and his efforts to breathe were agonizing.

Barrett studied him with dispassion.  He wanted to get more out of him, but it was pointless.  With one last effort, Hades tried to reach up to him, begging him, "Please…please…."  Then he fell back on the bed, and his breathing became more and more shallow.

Cardiac arrest.  In a stranger's hotel room.  Not the type of thing Barrett wanted to have to explain to the Uruguayan authorities.  He walked over to the windows and slid back the balcony door.  A light breeze swirled the curtains in the twilight.

Barrett returned to the bed, where Hades lay dying.  There was no way he was going to be able to lift him off the bed, let alone get him out of the room.  He stood there, trying to come up with a plan. Something reminded him of the villa in the Philippines.  He picked up the phone and asked for room service.  "Hamberguesa con quesa y papas, por favor.  Si.  Dos cervesas.  Gracias."  He hung up the phone and pulled back the bed covers, draping them over Hades’ enormous bulk.  

Barrett sat down in a club chair and waited twenty minutes for room service to arrive.  A knock on the door, and a waiter appeared with a serving trolley.  Barrett had him leave it just inside the door, tipped him handsomely, and closed the door behind him.

A quick check confirmed that Hades was still alive, although unconscious and barely breathing.  Barrett cleared off the top of the serving trolley and wheeled it next to the bed.  He rolled Hades to the edge of the bed, and heaved his legs onto the trolley.  Then he lifted him under the arms and dragged him the rest of the way onto it.  His head and arms wobbled lifelessly over the sides.

Carefully, Barrett wheeled the trolley across the room and out onto the balcony, up to the metal railing.  A patio dining area outside one of the hotel restaurants, closed for the season, was directly below, eight stories down.  It was dark now, and a quick look to either side confirmed that none of the other balconies were occupied.

Without hesitation, Barrett grabbed Hades’ legs and hauled them over the railing.  A push on his shoulders, and he disappeared.  Barrett had the trolley back inside the room when a sickening thud echoed in the night.  Quietly, he closed and locked the door and drew the curtains tightly shut.

Barrett picked up the broken pieces of ashtray and dropped them into the trashcan in the bathroom.  Then he sat down to eat his cheeseburger and drink his beer, while the sirens for Hades’ ambulance came and went.

