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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      







PROLOGUE



The sixth day of November that year was a day many people would never forget for a variety of reasons, but for the crew of a ship called the Ventura it was the day when something utterly inexplicable happened.


The Ventura, an 8,000-ton Panamanian-registered freighter carrying a cargo of frozen Argentinian beef to New York, had been fighting its way through a violent storm for the past ten hours. The ferocity of the gale hadn’t abated but now, at 0720 hours and only fifty-six miles from port, the ship was moving with the storm instead of struggling against it almost head-on as it had been since 2100 hours the previous night.


As far as Captain Pita Charvosky was concerned, the worst was over and he decided to take the opportunity of grabbing some sleep while he could.


Charvosky was fifty-three years old and feeling every year of it ten-fold when he staggered into his cabin. A glance in the mirror confirmed that he looked as bad as he felt. His face was pale with exhaustion and there were deep, dark circles under his eyes. ‘I must be getting old,’ he told the small statuette of the Virgin Mary that stood on a nearby shelf. ‘A few years ago and a night like this wouldn’t have bothered me.’


He decided not to drink any more coffee, in spite of the chill in his bones. He had just sat down heavily on his bunk and was about to pull off his boots when it happened.


It was as if the ship had been struck by a giant hammer. There was a deep, ringing clang and the whole vessel vibrated. Charvosky held his breath, waiting for the sounds of the hull being ripped open or worse, but the Ventura continued at the same speed and without any apparent difficulty. For some reason Charvosky found this even more disturbing.


What had they collided with? he wondered. Had they simply struck another ship a glancing blow or had they run down some smaller craft – a fishing boat, or a yacht perhaps? But what would small boats be doing out in a storm like this? And why hadn’t it been picked up on the radar, whatever it was?


Alarm bells were ringing now and there was a voice calling him over the intercom by the bed. It was Gnaedinger, the first mate. ‘Captain, you better get up to the foredeck right away!’


‘Gnaedinger, what happened? What did we hit?’


‘We didn’t hit anything. Something hit us.’ His voice sounded strange.


Charvosky was in no mood for riddles. ‘What hit us, man?!’ he yelled.


‘Uh, you’d better come see for yourself. It’s – it’s real weird, Captain.’ The intercom went dead.


‘Oh shit,’ Charvosky said to the empty cabin. He headed for the door, snatching up the wet coat he had only just discarded.


The cold hit him like a physical blow when he emerged on the port mid-deck less than a minute later. It was getting light now but visibility was restricted to a radius of about twenty metres due to the sheets of driving rain.


Charvosky hurried towards the foredeck, already blinded by the stinging rain. He had slipped twice on the icy deck before he rounded the corner of the midships house – and then he came to a skidding stop. He blinked, wiped the rain from his eyes and looked again.


It was still there. ‘Well, damn me,’ said Charvosky softly.


Through a crumpled mass of metal, it was still recognizable as a car. It was lying on its back, its wheels in the air, on the forward hatch cover. It was, or had been, a big car and the weight of the engine had stoved in the half-inch steel hatch cover, forming a shallow, crater-like depression. It had obviously fallen a considerable distance.


Charvosky looked up but all he could see was grey clouds. There were already several members of the crew around it, two of whom, Charvosky noted approvingly, were spraying it with foam despite the rain. Slowly he began to walk towards it, still not believing what he was seeing.


‘Now you know why I didn’t want to tell you what it was,’ called a voice from above. It was Gnaedinger. He was coming down the ladder from the port wing of the bridge. Charvosky waited for him to join then they approached the car together.


‘It really is a car,’ said Charvosky wonderingly.


‘Yeah,’ said Gnaedinger. He sniffed the air. ‘No petrol.’


‘Means the tank was empty.’


‘That’s why it crashed,’ said Gnaedinger, ‘it ran out of petrol.’ He gave a high-pitched laugh devoid of humour. No one else joined in. The men around the car were all looking dazed and shocked.


Charvosky asked them, ‘Anyone see what happened?’


They all looked towards Kildare, who nodded reluctantly. The big Irishman was the ship’s resident troublemaker but right now his usual expression of barely controlled hostility was missing, making him almost unrecognizable.


‘It almost got me, Cap’n!’ he said. ‘I’d been checking the coverings on the forward winch and I’d just gone over to the starboard rail when – crash! I looked around and there it was. Scared the shit out of me. A few seconds earlier and it would have landed right on top of me.’


‘Guess it’s just not our day,’ said Gnaedinger.


‘Okay, knock it off,’ said Charvosky quickly. Then to Kildare, ‘Did you hear anything before it landed? Like maybe a plane?’


Kildare shook his head. ‘Nope – no plane. But I did hear something. A loud splash off to starboard, maybe fifty yards away. That’s why I went to the rail. Thought it might be a whale but I couldn’t see a thing. And when I was looking out there it happened! I could have been killed!’


‘But you weren’t, so count yourself lucky and calm down,’ said Charvosky.


‘A bit of it hit me, Cap’n,’ said Kildare, a touch of his usual belligerence returning to his voice. ‘It hit me right on the leg as I turned round. My knee’s all swelled up. I reckon I can sue the company.’


‘What hit you, Kildare?’


‘This.’ Kildare dug into his coat pocket and produced a piece of shiny metal. Charvosky took it from him and examined it. He found himself looking at a small figurine of a woman. She was bending forward and behind her streamed two wing-like flaps.


‘It’s …’ began Gnaedinger.


‘I know what it is,’ said Charvosky. ‘It’s what they have on the hoods of those fancy British limos – Rolls-Royces.’ He looked at the wreckage again.


‘Well, we know now what make of car it is,’ said Gnaedinger. ‘That’s something.’ He gave his humourless laugh again.


‘You want to see my knee?’ asked Kildare.


Charvosky ignored him. ‘So what’s a Rolls-Royce doing falling out of the sky in the middle of the ocean?’


‘It had to come from an airplane,’ said Montiel, a wiry, middle-aged Puerto Rican. ‘Some rich guy shipping his car to the States by air.’


‘So what’s it doing here?’ asked Gnaedinger.


‘Well, the plane gets into trouble in the storm and they have to dump it,’ suggested Montiel.


‘What, they just opened the door and tossed it out?’ laughed Gnaedinger. ‘Don’t ask me to swallow that.’


‘Maybe the plane broke up,’ said Charvosky, ‘and it fell out. Kildare did hear something else splash down.’


‘You think maybe the wind carried it out here?’ asked another crewman. ‘After a hurricane once in the Philippines I saw a cabin cruiser sitting on top of a two-storey house.’


Gnaedinger kicked at the wreckage with the toe of his boot. ‘You really think this could have been carried by the wind? Christ, we’re over fifty miles off the coast and this thing must weigh about two-and-a-half tons. The wind isn’t that strong, and besides it’s blowing towards the shore.’


‘There’s got to be a logical explanation for this,’ said Charvosky slowly. ‘Gnaedinger, are there any other ships around?’


‘Nothing on the radar. We’re all alone out here.’


They fell silent, all looking at the upturned car and thinking their own thoughts. Charvosky shivered, and not just from the cold. He was a superstitious man and he knew it. Most sorts of emergencies he could handle but this was so goddamned strange.


And then, to add to the feeling of unreality, there was a sudden lull in the wind and the rain lessened to a mere drizzle, though the sea around them remained as turbulent as ever.


It was then that Adams, the tall Jamaican who hardly ever spoke, called softly to Charvosky. ‘Hey, Cap’n, you better come and see this.’ He was at the rear of the car, kneeling down. Charvosky joined him.


‘What is it?’


Adams silently pointed. A dark fluid was trickling out of the narrow gap that had originally been the rear window, and was mingling with the water on the hatch cover. Charvosky dipped his fingers into it and sniffed them. ‘It’s blood,’ he said.


Adams was now on his hands and knees, his cheek pressed against the buckled metal of the hatch cover as he peered into the interior of the car through the slot-like gap.


‘I can see something, Cap’n. There’s someone in there!’


‘Jesus Christ,’ whispered Charvosky, quickly crossing himself. Then he said, in a louder voice, ‘Any chance that they’re still …?’


‘No way, Cap’n. They must be mashed flat. Can’t see much but I can see their hair – long hair, blonde …’ There was a pause and then he said, ‘It’s a woman, Cap’n.’










CHAPTER ONE



You shouldn’t suddenly feel cold when you’re lying on a beach under a cloudless sky on a very hot day, so when Michael Colino did feel cold he opened his eyes to find out why. And as he did so he suddenly found himself staring straight into the sun. The cause of the shade had already moved.


Dazzled, Colino waited for the explosions of light behind his eyelids to fade before he made another attempt. Then, shading his eyes with one hand he squinted up into the sky and this time saw what had momentarily blotted out the sun. It was a Goodyear blimp drifting slowly along the shoreline, the name of a new science-fiction epic emblazoned on its side.


Colino smiled, amused by the incongruity of the scene. It seemed wildly anachronistic – that flying relic from a bygone age being used to promote the latest space-age fantasy. (Later, when Colino remembered this incident, he realized it could be interpreted as an omen, though he didn’t really believe in such things).


He sat up and contemplated the lapping water, wondering if he should have another swim before lunch. He felt uncomfortable. The art of spontaneous relaxation was something he had never mastered, especially on crowded beaches.


He glanced round at the log-jam of prone bodies all about him and wondered if they were all really so relaxed as they appeared to be, or were some like him – lying there pretending to be oblivious to everything but actually feeling tense, bored and faintly ridiculous?


His gaze fell incuriously upon a nearby girl who had just turned over on her back and was clutching her unfastened bikini top to her breasts with one hand. Now there was someone else who didn’t seem to be enjoying herself. Judging by the grim, downward line of her mouth, getting a tan wasn’t a source of pleasure but more like a job of work. Perhaps it was a job for her – she did have the face and body of a model. But then so did a lot of girls on this beach.


It was while he was continuing his appraisal of her charms that she happened to look in his direction. She frowned when she saw him watching her, adjusted her bikini top so that it covered at least an extra square millimetre of flesh and then turned her head away in an unmistakable gesture of annoyance.


Colino sighed and glanced at his watch. Quarter to twelve. Too early for the first drink of the day? No, dammit, it was supposed to be his holiday so he would enjoy it in his own way.


He stood up, picked up his towel and made his way over the hot sand towards the hotel, manoeuvring through an obstacle-course of bodies that ranged from near perfection to the final stages of decay.


Unnoticed by him, several of the bodies were appraising his body as he passed. They saw a slim but well-muscled man in his mid-thirties with vaguely Italian good looks. He wasn’t tall – only five foot nine – but he moved with an easy grace that many women, and a few men, found very attractive.


After washing the sand off his feet under one of the patio showers, Colino caught the elevator up to the sixth floor. The corridor seemed dark after the brightness outside and his eyes still hadn’t adjusted by the time he entered his suite. If anything the sitting room was even darker than the corridor, then he saw that the curtains had been drawn. That immediately struck him as odd, as he was certain he hadn’t drawn them before he left. Perhaps the maid …? No, the suite had been serviced just after breakfast.


He shut the door quietly and began to walk towards the windows. He was halfway there when he noticed the shadowy figure sitting in the armchair next to the drinks cabinet.


Colino froze.


‘Hi, young fellah. I was wondering how long I was going to have to wait.’ The voice was deep, with a distinct Texan twang.


Colino’s mind raced furiously. Who was he? A burglar? A mugger? He briefly considered turning and making a dash for the door but then decided to wait and see what happened next. If his visitor was a mugger he was a damn peculiar one. But then everyone seemed a little peculiar in Florida.


‘Who the hell are you? What are you doing here?’ asked Colino, his body tensed.


‘My name is Jay-Jay Ballard. You can call me Jay.’


The figure rose up out of the chair, and kept on rising. Jay-Jay Ballard, whoever he was, was big. At least six foot five, Colino decided. Perhaps making a break for the door hadn’t been such a bad idea.


The big man reached out and turned on the reading lamp beside the chair, giving Colino his first clear view of him. Ballard was in his mid-fifties, had a florid, weather-beaten complexion, a shock of red hair that looked as if it might be a wig but probably wasn’t, wide shoulders and a large stomach that protruded over his Western-style belt.


He was dressed in expensive-looking denims and white cowboy boots, and with a hand that looked big enough to cover a bowling ball he was clutching a white stetson. He stepped towards Colino and held out the other hand.


‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Colino. I’m sure we’re gonna get along just fine.’


Colino hesitated for a moment then took the offered hand. He watched in mild alarm as his own hand disappeared within the other’s grasp, and for a couple of seconds he knew what it must feel like when an underwater swimmer gets his hand caught in a giant clam. Ballard was not only very big but very strong.


‘We may get along fine,’ said Colino, ‘but first I want to know what you’re doing here in my room.’


Ballard chuckled. ‘I guess you think I may be some kind of thief. To tell the truth, son, I have gone through your stuff pretty damn thoroughly while I was waiting but I couldn’t find anything of value. So where’d you leave your valuables? In the hotel safe?’


The big man suddenly turned his back on Colino and went to the window. He pulled the curtains aside with a dramatic flourish and said, ‘Good. Shows you’re careful. I like that.’


Blinking in the bright sunlight Colino said, ‘I’m pleased to hear it. Now will you tell me what you want?’


Ballard smiled. ‘I like to know as much as I can about my prospective employees. I already know a lot about you but there’s nothing like meeting a man in the flesh, so to speak, to make the final assessment.’


Colino was thrown off balance again. ‘Prospective employee?’


‘You’re thirty-five years old, your father was Italian, your mother French. You were born and raised in Brooklyn. When you were eighteen you were drafted into the army and you later spent a year in Vietnam. When you got out of the army you married Susan Ivormey, a girl you’d known since high school. The marriage was a failure and only lasted eighteen months, but during that time you had a daughter named Tania. Your ex-wife married an advertising executive and moved to Los Angeles. You haven’t seen her or your daughter, who is thirteen now, for ten years. You never remarried. You live alone in New York and visit your widowed mother at least once a week, usually on Thursdays. You’re highly neurotic and suffer frequent bouts of manic depression …’


Colino was stunned. ‘What the hell …?’


‘… And you’re one of the best goddamned security experts in the country. You have a talent for detecting the weak spots in any security system, which makes you an invaluable asset to Purlink Incorporated, the security consultancy company you work for. It’s probably your paranoia that makes you so good at your job – or at least that’s the theory put forward by the psychologist who compiled the personality profile on you for Purlink.’


‘You’ve seen my personal file? How?’ Colino couldn’t believe what he was hearing.


‘Your boss, Carl Linkheart, showed it to me. He also told me where I’d find you, that you were down here at Madeira Beach having a holiday at the company’s expense, and on his orders. Seems you never take a holiday unless you’re forced to. A real workaholic, just like me.’


He came and took hold of Colino by the arm and began to guide him towards the door. ‘Come on, hurry up and change. I’ve booked us a table at the best French restaurant in St Petersburg – your file also said that French food was your favourite kind.’


Colino pulled his arm free of Ballard’s grip and said, ‘I don’t care if you’ve booked a table at the best French restaurant in Paris, I’m not going anywhere with you until you tell me what this is all about.’


Ballard regarded him with a slightly hurt expression then went to the window and pointed to the Goodyear blimp that could still be seen in the distance. ‘Know what that is?’ he asked.


‘It’s a blimp,’ said Colino, wondering what the hell this had to do with anything.


‘It’s an airship,’ said Ballard. ‘A non-rigid, but an airship just the same. They became known as blimps because years ago some Limey army officer went up to one, tapped it with his hand and said it made a “blimp” sound. That’s the Limeys for you.’


Colino helped himself to a tumbler of Jack Daniels and took a large swallow. Carl was going to have to do a lot of explaining when he got back to New York.


‘You know,’ Ballard continued, ‘there’s a theory that the dinosaurs didn’t become extinct but simply evolved into birds, so in a sense the dinosaurs are with us even today …’


From blimps to dinosaurs to birds in one breath. He was, Colino decided, giving a whole new meaning to the word ‘eccentric’.


‘You’re probably wondering what that’ – Ballard pointed to the blimp again – ‘has to do with dinosaurs and evolution. Well, what you’re looking at up there is a direct descendant of a Zeppelin. A blood relative, in fact.’


‘I am? Well, it still looks like the Goodyear blimp to me.’


‘Ah, but it’s really a Zeppelin in all but name. You see, back in 1923 the company founded by Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin himself, Luftschiffbau Zeppelin, came to an agreement with the Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company and formed the Goodyear-Zeppelin Corporation to build airships in America. And they’ve been doing so ever since, but of course they dropped the Zeppelin part of the name during World War II, for obvious reasons. However that doesn’t change the fact that the Goodyear blimp is a Zeppelin.’


Colino sighed and said, ‘Look, don’t let this bored expression fool you. Learning that the Goodyear blimp is actually a small Zeppelin is probably the most meaningful thing that’s happened to me in months but why are you telling me all this?’


‘Because airships are going to be playing a very important part in your life and it’s time you started learning something of their history.’


‘Important part in my life? How come?’


‘Son, what would you say if I told you I was building an atomic-powered, jet-propelled airship that’s over a third of a mile long?’


‘I’d tell you the name of my analyst.’


Ballard laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Well, it’s true boy! I am building such an airship. It’s called the Phoenix. A few months and it will be all ready to go. Maiden flight will be to London and then back across the Atlantic to New York. And you, son, are going to make sure it gets there and back in one piece!’










CHAPTER TWO



Carl Linkheart, managing director of Purlink Inc., always wore the relentless smile of a Born Again Christian, but this impression of spiritual zeal was a deceptive one. Linkheart had faith only in himself. He considered himself to be a totally self-made man and took great pride in his creation.


From a humble beginning fifteen years ago as a security guard in a luxury apartment block on Central Park West, he now ran one of the most successful and prestigious security companies in the country.


The Purlink Incorporated offices spread across an entire upper floor of one of the newer and more expensive office buildings on Park Avenue near Grand Central Station, and they reeked of money. The large reception area was an ostentatious configuration of thick white carpets, chrome, burnished-steel wall panels and mirrors. It resembled a set from some bizarre Hollywood fantasy but was actually intended to suggest the interior of a bank vault. ‘Gives the clients an unconscious sense of security,’ Linkheart was fond of claiming.


If Purlink (‘The sound a mink glove full of cream makes when dropped,’ is how an employee once described the name) reeked of money, then Linkheart himself reeked of power. It was no delusion on his part. Over the years, as the company had expanded, he had gained the confidence of many of the most powerful and influential people in the country. And now he himself was firmly plugged into the hidden circuitry of power that lies just beneath the surface of the nation and which has little to do with the visible machinery of government.


As usual, Colino was aware of the mixture of total confidence and vitality that Linkheart exuded as he sat facing him across his football-field-sized desk. He was admiring Linkheart’s expensively gleaming capped teeth while listening to him say, for the third time in less than five minutes, that Colino was looking fit and suntanned and that the holiday, though cut short, had obviously done him a lot of good.


However Colino knew that of the two it was Linkheart who looked the fitter, despite his extra ten years and the fact that he never seemed to take exercise. In Linkheart’s case, mused Colino, not for the first time, good health and boundless energy seemed to be automatic side-benefits of money and power. Along with an even sun-tan.


‘Mike, I’m sorry for springing Ballard on you that way,’ Linkheart said, ‘but I had to humour him. He’s worth a lot of money to Purlink.’


‘And to me personally. He’s offered me an extra fee of fifty thousand dollars, on top of what he’ll be paying the company.’


Linkheart smiled. ‘I know.’


‘You don’t mind?’


‘Why should I? I’m happy for you. Just as long as you don’t take the money and set up a rival operation.’ The white teeth flashed to show that he was only joking. Colino knew he wasn’t.


‘Carl, I wouldn’t know how to run a business of my own even if I wanted to, which I don’t. I’m happy to remain right where I am so you’ve got no worry on that score.’


‘I know I haven’t, Mike. I trust you and that’s what this business is all about – trust.’


Colino tried to look suitably touched while he thought, I trust you too, Carl, but I’d never turn my back on you. He said, ‘You think Ballard is on to a winner with this airship scheme of his?’


‘The inside word is that he could be. Hell, if you said to me ten or even five years ago that airships were going to make a comeback I’d have laughed you out the door, but the oil situation has changed everything. A lot of people are suddenly getting very interested in airships.’


‘There’s been talk about them for years.’


‘Talk, yeah, but little else. Oh, various companies, as well as the navy, air-force and even NASA, have put money into feasibility studies but that’s all. No one was investing real money in airships.’


‘Except for Ballard.’


‘Right. Way back in ’72 he approached the federal government with his proposal to develop and build an atomic powered airship. He wanted a fifty-fifty deal with them and they turned him down. So he went back to his place in Arizona and started work on it all by himself, though he did get some financial support from a few business buddies.’


‘I remember reading something about it but that was years ago. I’d presumed the whole thing had been a crank operation that quietly folded.’


‘So did a lot of people. Now they realize he’s got a headstart in what is probably going to be a vitally important industry. Headstart, hell – he’s got a virtual monopoly. He holds the patents on all kinds of specialised equipment, including a nuclear propulsion system that’s been especially developed for airships.’


‘So he could be right when he says there are a lot of people who are feeling pretty resentful towards him?’


Linkheart nodded. ‘Yes. When he says he’s got a big bunch of enemies you’d better believe him. You’re going to have to stay on your toes. I also hear he’s a hard man to work for. Try not to get on the wrong side of him.’


‘He seemed okay. A mite over the top but harmless.’


‘Well, don’t let that routine of his fool you. He’s got a reputation for being tough and ruthless.’ He pushed a thick file across the desk towards Colino. ‘Read this before you leave for Arizona. It tells you everything you want to know about him, and more.’


Colino picked up the folder and started to skim through the pages. ‘You’re not kidding. But I guess it’s fair. After all, he’s read my file.’


Linkheart gave his Jimmy Carter smile and shrugged.


‘You think you’re going to be able to spare me over the next few months?’ asked Colino. ‘I had a solid schedule lined up.’


‘You’ll be missed, of course, but let me worry about that. Ballard and his airship is now your top priority. Forget everything else. Now, do you want any kind of back-up down there? Like troops?’


‘No. From what Ballard told me he’s got a whole army of his own. But I think I could do with a good electronics man.’


‘I’m ahead of you there. I’ve already assigned you the best we’ve got. He arrives at the end of the week.’


Colino was puzzled. ‘Who is he?’


‘Peter Else.’


‘Peter? But he’s running your whole LA operation these days.’


‘He was. But he’s like you. Doesn’t like too much responsibility or being tied down behind a desk. He stuck it for a few months and was doing a damn good job but then he asked to be put back on to field work. In fact he particularly asked for this assignment when he heard about it. I presume it’s okay with you?’


‘Yes, of course! It will be great working with Peter again.’


‘Good. Then it’s all settled.’ He leaned back in his chair, looking like a satisfied cat.


After leaving Purlink, he caught a cab straight home to his apartment on York Avenue. He lived on the twentieth floor of a thirty-storey apartment building on the East Side which gave him an impressive view of the East River. The apartment itself was spacious but sparsely furnished and there was little in it to reflect the personality of its owner, apart from the big collection of books on chess, word games, mathematical puzzles and cryptography.


The remainder of the book shelf was taken up by technical books’ on electronics, languages and cooking. There were a number of biographies scattered among them but very few novels.


There was an expensive-looking stereo sitting in one corner of the room but there weren’t many records in the rack beside it. Anyone browsing through the small collection would have found that they were all classical, with the exception of two Bob Dylan LPs. These, however, weren’t Colino’s but had been left behind by an old girlfriend of his some years before. He’d never played them.


Much better stocked was the bar which he made for as soon as he entered. After a stiff drink he called his mother – a task he never attempted sober. He tried to explain to her what he was doing back from Florida a week early and why he was going to Arizona but eventually gave up and promised to visit her the following day to explain more fully.


After that setback he was in urgent need of another drink, then he sat down with Ballard’s file on his lap and began to read.


Jay-Jay Ballard, he learned, was the son of a Texas oilman. In 1942 the younger Ballard joined the air-force and was sent to the Williams Air Force base, just outside Phoenix, to learn how to fly. After the war he returned to Arizona and, backed by his father’s money, invested in the state’s then flourishing aircraft industry. He started his own aircraft company in 1948, the Ballard Aircraft Company, and by 1953 was a multi-millionaire in his own right, having already repaid his father’s original investment.


During his air-force training in Arizona he’d fallen in love with a local Phoenix girl called Felicity Mann. She was eighteen years old and a student nurse when he first met her. They married directly after the war but at first were unable to have children. They persisted, however, and after a series of miscarriages she gave birth to a daughter in the late ’50s. The following year there was an accident involving a small two-seater plane that Ballard himself was piloting. It crashed on take-off. Ballard was pulled unconscious from the wreckage but Felicity was trapped and burnt to death. She was thirty-two.


Ballard took her death badly but three years later he married again. This time it was to a Las Vegas showgirl called Patsy Anne Mason. The marriage was apparently a disaster and only lasted a year. In 1967 he married for the third time – another showgirl – and again the marriage was a short one. The current, and fourth, Mrs Ballard he’d married three years ago. Her name was Fanny McBride and she’d been working in a Phoenix night-club as a hostess when Ballard met her. She was twenty-three and Ballard over thirty years older. They were still together, but the compiler of the file gave the impression that the marriage was getting shaky. And considering Ballard’s matrimonial track record, thought Colino, that was hardly surprising.


There was a lot more in the file, including a detailed breakdown of Ballard’s financial dealings that went all the way back to the day he started his first company. These not only impressed Colino with the thoroughness of Linkheart’s investigators but made him realize just how much Ballard had put into his airship project. If it failed he would be wiped out completely.


It was almost dark by the time he finished the file and put it to one side. He got up, poured himself another scotch and then went to the window. As he stared out at the river below he could hear his upstairs neighbour, Lupoff, practising on his saxophone again, but for once this didn’t bother him. Colino was feeling vaguely happy. It wasn’t just because he was going to be fifty thousand dollars richer, though that was an important factor. Mainly it was because this assignment in Arizona couldn’t have come at a better time. It was going to provide him with the perfect excuse to get away from New York and his mother for a long period of time. Also, by the sound of it, it promised to be an interesting and stimulating experience.


And there was the prospect of seeing Peter Else again. When he was around everything was interesting and stimulating.










CHAPTER THREE



Peter Else hadn’t exactly saved Colino’s life in Vietnam but he had saved his sanity, and as far as Colino was concerned it was almost the same thing.


Colino had been in Vietnam for two months by the time he met Else and he was in bad shape. He was beginning to think he would never last out his tour of duty, and his big worry was not when his crack-up would occur but what form it would take.


As he’d fatalistically expected, he’d been shipped to Vietnam soon after basic training. The army aptitude tests had mysteriously indicated that his MOS – Military Occupational Speciality – was that of combat engineer and for the first three weeks, after a one-week ‘Vietnam acclimatization’ period at Camp Enari in the Central Highlands, Colino found himself going out on patrol with an M16 and a chain-saw. His task was to cut down trees for shelter and protection every time the unit made camp. His duties also involved blowing up any booby-traps they encountered and burying the Vietcong dead, if any.


Colino hated Vietnam and he hated being a combat engineer. By the end of the third week he was seriously considering using the chain-saw to remove a few of his toes but then he learned that someone within the army bureaucracy – perhaps an eccentric computer – had shuffled his aptitude cards again and decided he should be in Army Intelligence. He never found out the exact reasons for this decision but suspected it had something to do with his ability to speak French, which was the second language of many Vietnamese.


After a relatively idyllic month undergoing a ‘familiarization course’ at the Saigon headquarters, Colino, to his dismay, was sent to a remote secret base that seemed so far north he was certain it was close to the outer suburbs of Hanoi. Nor was he overjoyed to learn that he was being seconded to a CIA operation. Working for the CIA in Vietnam, he’d soon discovered, was a fail-safe way of inviting trouble in spectacular proportions.


And this operation was pure CIA. It could have come out of an Ian Fleming novel and, thought Colino, probably had. It involved laying out a string of infra-red devices through a jungle that lay at the foot of a mountain range about eighty miles north of Hué. Four different valleys converged at this point and the CIA believed it was a major Vietcong supply route from the north.


The theory was that the infra-red sensors, the size of tent poles and spaced ten metres apart, would detect the Vietcong by their body heat as they moved through the jungle under the cover of darkness. At least that was the theory, but in practice it didn’t quite work that way. Instead it seemed that practically any living thing would activate the sensors – animals large and small, snakes, birds and probably even insects. And every time the alarms sounded it was Colino’s task to fly out and investigate.


After four weeks of this his nerves were in shreds. When he wasn’t being flown over the jungle at tree-top level he was waiting anxiously at the dug-in plateau base for the inevitable sound of the alarms.


Then Peter Else entered his life. It was late afternoon and, as usual at this time of the day, it was raining. The monsoon season was well under way. Colino was sitting in his bunker trying to read a damp Fantastic Four comic book when a tall man Colino had never seen before came in laden with equipment. After he’d dumped the equipment on the spare bunk he took off his helmet, wiped the water from his face and said, ‘Hell, what a shit-hole! What do you do for fun around here?’


The tall man turned out to be Peter Else, a CIA electronics expert who’d been brought in to try and iron out the bugs the sensor system. He was three years older than Colino, six foot one and a half tall, well-built, with a lean, angular face and fair hair. His physical presence was matched by an equally striking personality. Colino soon realized that Else was one of those people who radiate a kind of life force – who can change the atmosphere in a whole room full of people simply by entering it.


For Colino he was a life-raft that had turned up just as he was about to go under. He clung to him desperately, feeding off his limitless optimism and vitality. With Else around everything seemed different; Vietnam was no longer the end of the world but merely a black joke that had to be endured for the time being but not taken seriously. Else could turn the grimmest situation into an excuse for laughter, and in their situation that was priceless talent.


Else helped him in other ways too, primarily by teaching him to loosen up and enjoy life more. The setting for this part of his education was among the bars and brothels of Saigon, and within a short time Colino – product of a repressed upbringing and practically a virgin if you didn’t count the one time with his high-school’s resident nymphomaniac – had packed in a surprisingly large and varied amount of sexual experience. Colino soon decided that meeting Peter Else was the best thing that had ever happened to him.


On leaving the army, however, he lost touch with Else for a number of years and didn’t see him again until 1971. Else’s reappearance coincided with another low point in Colino’s life. He was living in his mother’s apartment while working as a clerk in an insurance office and paying hefty alimony to his ex-wife. Then one day Else turned up to say that he was no longer with the CIA but working for a private security company called Purlink that had just started up and needed new people.


‘Mike, you’d be just right for this sort of thing,’ he’d told Colino, ‘with your sort of analytical mind and all. The money’s good and it would be fun working together again. I’ve told the guy who runs it, Carl Linkheart, all about you. I lied a lot, said you used to run circles around the North Vietnamese and were the biggest brain we had in Intelligence, and he’s anxious to meet you.’


So Colino went to see Linkheart, got the job and had never looked back. All in all he owed Else a hell of a lot, and he knew it.


The man who walked into the small bar called Jake’s Place on Second Avenue was still easily recognizable as the same man who’d burst into Colino’s bunker all those years before. He was thirty-eight now but still retained his youthful good looks – the fair hair was unmarked by any trace of grey and the flesh around his chin was firm. As he got closer, Colino could see a touch of wary tension in the eyes that hadn’t been there before, but otherwise he hadn’t changed.


The wide grin he gave when he spotted Colino in the booth was certainly familiar, as was the friendly but painful punch he delivered to Colino’s shoulder. After they’d spent some time telling each other how good they looked and Colino had ordered Else a drink, Colino said, ‘Don’t get me wrong, it’s great to see you again and working with you on this is going to be like old times, but have you gone crazy? I mean, giving up control of the LA operation – that doesn’t make sense.’


Else took a swallow from his drink and said, ‘Makes a lot of sense to me. It’s what I wanted.’


‘So Carl was telling the truth? You asked to be demoted?’


‘Yeah. Why, what did you think?’


Colino shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I guess I thought you and Carl had some kind of disagreement and he kicked you downstairs.’


‘Nope. The only disagreement we had was when I said I couldn’t stick it behind a desk and asked to go back to field work. He wasn’t happy about that but he finally saw it my way and gave in.’


‘I’ll bet he wasn’t happy. Carl doesn’t like having to make changes in his plans.’


‘Well, when I heard about it I kind of insisted he put me on it.’


‘But why?’


‘Several reasons. It sounded kind of interesting, something different. I like the idea of working with you again, and I like Arizona.’


‘But what’s the real reason?’


Else looked hard at Colino. ‘Jesus, but you’re a suspicious bastard, Mike. You ever believe anything anyone says?’


‘No. It’s my profession.’


‘Same old Mike. Well, you’re right. There is another reason. I had to get away from California for a while.’


‘Why? Welch on a bet? Or is it husband trouble?’


‘The reason stands five foot seven tall, is twenty-three years old, has black hair, green eyes, the most perfect pair of boobs I’ve ever sunk my teeth into and is the perfect lay.’


‘What’s his name?’


‘Asshole! Her name is Tracy.’


‘She sounds really terrible. I can see why you had to flee the state,’ said Colino dryly.


‘She wants to get married.’


‘Ah, now I begin to understand. He who turns and runs away lives to find another lay.’


‘Yeah. So how’s your love-life.’


‘Like Detroit on a Sunday afternoon.’


‘That good, huh? What happened to that girl you were with the last time I saw you? Paula, wasn’t it?’


‘Yes, Paula. We kind of drifted apart.’ He took a sip of his drink and then said, ‘Well, she did all the drifting. I just sort of treaded water. She’s living with a cellist now.’


‘A cellist?’ Else shook his head sadly. ‘That seems a waste. She was a nice-looking girl.’


‘He’s a nice guy. I wish them all the best.’


‘You mean that?’


Colino smiled. ‘Of course not. I hope he gets arthritis.’


‘There’s been no one since her?’


‘No. I’ve been living alone for the last six months. But I’ve got to admit I like it that way now. I enjoy having a quiet, uncomplicated life.’


Else gave him a pitying look. ‘You want a quiet, uncomplicated life you might as well jump into the nearest open grave. Or join the priesthood like your mother always wanted. As Shakespeare said, “The man who is tired of women is tired of life”.’


‘Must have been on one of his off-days. Anyway, I’m not tired of women, just the complications they cause, and all the hassles they put you through.’


‘In that case let’s discuss business. We’ll sort out your love life some other time. How about filling me in on Ballard and his big balloon.’


‘How much do you know already?’ Colino asked.


‘Not much. Just that the guy wants us to help protect it from saboteurs, though I’m not sure why he thinks anyone would want to sabotage it.’


‘Well, Ballard believes that a lot of people with financial interests in existing transport systems consider his airship to be a real threat to them. And if just half the spiel he gave me about how great these airships are going to perform is true then there’s going to be a hell of a revolution in the transport business generally.’


‘Like why?’ Else sounded sceptical.


‘Lots of reasons. Conventional air and sea transport is going to get more expensive because of the oil crisis. Ballard’s airships won’t be using oil-based fuels – they’re going to be atomic-powered and very cheap to run.’


‘Yeah, but surely there’s a limit to how much cargo you can carry in an airship. Surely it’s only a few tons at most because of the problem of weight.’


‘The old airships, maybe, but Ballard claims that the Phoenix will be able to lift five hundred tons of freight as well as over four hundred passengers.’


Else gave a low whistle which prompted a girl standing at the bar to glance his way. ‘Wow, that’s really something.’


‘Another advantage is that these airships will have the ability to pick up or deposit their cargoes anywhere. In other words, they can take raw materials straight to the factories or pick up the finished goods in the factory yard and carry them straight to another country. No need for expensive rail or road transport to the nearest port or vice-versa.’


Else nodded. ‘I’m beginning to see now what all the fuss is about.’


‘Ballard is certain someone will try and make sure the Phoenix screws up, either before it takes off or during its maiden flight in November. He’s also worried about industrial espionage – he thinks potential competitors both here and in other countries would pay a lot to get information about his propulsion system and also the special computer system that’s been developed to control the airship.’


‘Sounds like a big job for just two of us.’


‘Well, in theory we’re just a back-up team. Ballard already has a pretty tight security set-up from what I’ve heard. It has to be good because he’s dealing with fissionable material and has to be approved by both the Nuclear Regulatory Commission and the FBI. But he wants us to check everything over and make sure it’s as tight as he thinks it is.’


‘Shouldn’t be any problems then.’


‘Ah, but that’s not all. He also wants us to advise him on the protection of his daughter.’


‘What?’


‘Seems that when airships stopped being a crazy idea he was approached by various groups wanting to get into the act. He turned down all their offers.’


‘So?’


‘One of the groups that wanted to enter into a partnership with him consisted of a number of Las Vegas “businessmen”. Ballard’s been warned that if he doesn’t change his mind about their offer something nasty could happen to his daughter. Of course, he has no intention of giving in.’


Unexpectedly, Else laughed. ‘Hell, I know the Mob is diversifying these days but into airships yet!’


‘Well, Ballard is taking them seriously. His other big worry is the maiden voyage itself. He intends inviting a whole lot of celebrities, politicians and financiers along on the trip, as well as the press. It’s vital that nothing goes wrong during it,’


‘And are we supposed to be going along on this flight too?’


‘Yes,’ said Colino. He began to tap his fingers nervously against the side of his glass.


‘How long will it last?’


‘Days.’


‘Are you going to be able to handle it?’


‘What do you mean?’ He avoided meeting Else’s questioning look.


‘You know what I mean. I’m talking about the fact that flying terrifies you.’









CHAPTER FOUR


Colino had always been uneasy about flying and heights but neither phobia was a real problem until Vietnam. He quickly came to dread the seemingly endless helicopter rides over the jungle every time something triggered the CIA’s alarm system. Both side-doors of the UH-1D Iroquois helicopter, known as a Huey, would be open for the two M30 gunners – and the combination of noise, wind and the open spaces on either side created in Colino an overwhelming sense of vulnerability. He would sit there, clutching his M16, with his helmet pulled low over his eyes, counting slowly and waiting for the jarring crash that would announce the arrival of a VC rocket.


He managed to keep these fears under control until the day of the accident. Ironically it didn’t happen during one of the futile search-and-destroy missions, but just as Colino was about to be flown to Da Nang to receive treatment for an impacted wisdom tooth. Colino was sitting beside the pilot, and as the Huey lifted off from the plateau he heard him mutter ‘Shit’. The sudden red light on the instrument panel was the only other warning that something was wrong. Then the machine gave a sickening forward lurch and just dropped out of the sky.


Colino had often asked chopper pilots what would happen if a Huey’s single engine failed. He’d received various answers, most of them obscene, but preferred to believe the reassuring one about how the rotor blades would continue to rotate, driven automatically by air pressure, and provide enough lift for the pilot to select a glide angle for a safe landing.


In theory the rate of descent would be relatively gentle – only about 600 to 800 feet per minute compared to the 1200 feet per minute rate of the average parachutist – but on this occasion Colino’s machine had only reached a height of a 100 feet or so when the motor cut, which didn’t provide sufficient time for the free-wheeling rotor to slow down the descent. So the Huey ploughed nose-first into the jungle below the plateau at a speed that was anything but gentle. And when Colino regained consciousness, the first thing he saw was that the pilot beside him no longer had a face.


Colino’s injuries turned out to be minor – his physical ones at least – but psychologically he’d never recovered from that day. He couldn’t get on a plane without reliving the crash and seeing the lump of raw meat that had been a human head a short time before.


He was now seeing it again on the flight to Phoenix with Else. He felt bad. He sat in his seat rigid with tension, his hands clutching the arm-rests so hard his knuckles were white, while trying to keep the plane aloft through sheer willpower alone.


At first Else pretended not to notice his obvious distress but eventually he said, ‘You look in a bad way. Would it help to talk about it?’


‘Probably not, but let’s try anyway.’


‘Let’s see if we can lick this thing with the rational approach. Now you know as well as I do that, statistically, flying is the safest way of travelling.’


‘Not according to Ballard. He says that there’s an airplane dropping out of the sky every five minutes. All that stuff about flying being safe is nothing but airline bullshit.’


‘And how does he arrive at that strange conclusion?’


‘He says that the statistics about passenger miles and so on don’t take account of all the other airplane crashes apart from those of the big commercial jets. He says if you add up all the military crashes that take place around the world and all the crashes involving private aircraft, including helicopters, in a single week you have to then face the fact that flying in heavier-than-air machines is goddamned dangerous.’


‘Yeah, but the guy is trying to sell airships. You’d expect him to say things like that – he’s trying to smear the opposition!’


‘Well, he was pretty convincing.’


‘You’re prejudiced.’


‘Look at it logically,’ said Colino. ‘The only thing that keeps an airplane in the air is its forward motion. It loses the power to keep moving and it comes down in a hurry. Crash. But an airship has its own built-in lift. If its engines fail, it doesn’t matter; it stays up in the air.’


‘Then why is it whenever you see any newsreel shots of old airships they’re always falling out of the sky in balls of fire?’


‘Because it’s always the same bit of footage of the Hindenburg. And the reason it caught fire was because it contained hydrogen, an inflammable gas. Airships today use helium, which isn’t inflammable.’


‘So why did they use hydrogen in the Hindenburg?’


‘Because we wouldn’t sell helium to the Germans. Helium, unlike hydrogen, can’t be manufactured. It’s only source is from natural gas deposits, most of which are right here in America.’


‘Yeah? I didn’t know that.’


‘Anyway, according to Ballard hydrogen isn’t as dangerous as it’s been made out to be – it’s certainly no more dangerous than all that aviation fuel we’re sitting next to up here in this plane. He maintains that even when airships were full of hydrogen they were safer to travel in than a modern jet plane. Everything happens more slowly in an airship – they take off gently instead of being fired off at high speed down a hard runway, and they come down gently too. If anything does go wrong there’s plenty of time to take emergency action, unlike in a plane. And you’ve also got more chance of walking away from an airship crash. Take the Hindenburg – out of the sixty-one people on board thirty-nine survived. But how many people survived when an engine dropped off that DC 10 in Chicago in ’79?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Not one.’


Else shifted uneasily in his seat and glanced out of the window. ‘Let’s change the subject. This isn’t working out as planned. Instead of me calming you down, you’re starting to give me the jitters.’


They landed, in one piece, at Phoenix’s Sky Harbor airport at 7.45 p.m. and went straight to the Paradise Inn on Camelback Road, where they were booked in for the night. The following morning they were due to be flown in one of Ballard’s helicopters to his desert base, which lay some fifty miles south of Phoenix.


Colino was already dreading the flight and was greatly relieved when Else came up with an alternative suggestion during dinner.


‘Drive there? That’s fine with me,’ he said. ‘But what do we tell Ballard? He’s going to think a little strange if we don’t accept the lift in his chopper.’


‘We don’t tell him anything,’ said Else. ‘We just don’t show up at the airport.’


‘What?’


‘It occurred to me it might be a good idea if we started work for Mr Ballard a little earlier than he expects.’


Colino didn’t like the sound of this. ‘How do you mean?’


But Else wouldn’t say any more about what he had in his mind. ‘I’ll show you when we get there.’


At 8.45 a.m. the next day the car they’d ordered from Hertz was delivered to the hotel, and shortly afterwards they were heading south out of the city.


‘You used to live here once, didn’t you?’ said Colino as they were passing through the city outskirts.


‘Yeah, but only for a couple of months. And that was years ago.’


‘What were you doing in Arizona?’


‘It was Company business. The old Company. The CIA were trying to turn a few of us into electronic geniuses so they sent us along to Honeywell to learn all about computers. Honeywell has its main plant in Phoenix, like a lot of the computer companies.’


‘You ever see any of your old Company colleagues these days?’


‘Nahhh. Against Company rules. They don’t like their employees to fraternize with renegades, which is how they class me.’


‘You don’t fraternize even in the line of duty?’ Colino asked casually.


Else threw him a curious glance. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Come on, Peter. I know Carl has CIA connections and that Purlink has helped out the Agency on lots of occasions.’


‘Sure it has. Purlink helps anyone if they can afford it. We sell specialized equipment and information to all the government agencies, as you well know, including the CIA. And we help them out sometimes when they want to keep a low profile for political reasons. Like the time we supplied protection for Castro on his last trip to New York a couple of years ago. That was your baby.’


‘I’m talking about covert operations. I found out a long time ago that Carl had got several games going simultaneously and that I’m only in one of them.’


‘Probably a good thing.’


‘Are you …?’


Else shook his head. ‘Nope. I keep my nose clean too. In my position I can’t afford not to.’


Some time later they were heading along Highway 8 in the direction of Yuma. They’d only gone about twelve miles when they came to an unpaved road that led south and disappeared among the hills.


‘This has to be the place, boss,’ said Else, looking at his map.


‘You’d think there’d be some indication of where it goes to,’ said Colino. ‘There’s not even a “Keep out” sign.’


‘If you want real privacy it’s best not to advertise at all.’


They started down the track and had gone about four miles when it began to veer suddenly towards a range of foothills on their right. Shortly afterwards they came to the fence, or rather fences as there were two of them running parallel with a fifteen-foot gap between them. Both had barbed wire strung along the top and the inner fence had signs reading ‘Danger: Electrified’, in English and Spanish, spaced at regular intervals while the outer fence displayed signs saying ‘Restricted Area. Keep Out. By Authority of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission’.


‘You wanted signs?’ asked Else as he stopped the car. Then he pointed to the tyre tracks in the space between the fences. ‘Regular patrols by the look of it.’


Colino got out of the car and looked around. The fences curved in both directions towards the row of hills on the right while the track continued in a southerly direction, following the curve of the fences. Track and fences disappeared behind a ridge a short distance away. Presumably that was where Ballard’s little empire lay. Then he noticed something else – three brightly coloured objects suspended above the desert to the south. He pointed them out to Else.


‘Balloons. Big ones. We must be getting warm.’


As they continued along the track, they came to a guard’s hut situated between the two fences at a point where the road cut through them. It was blocked by heavy-looking gates in both fences.


Else began to slow down. ‘Okay, this is where the fun starts. Let me do the talking, okay?’


‘I wish you’d tell me what you’re up to.’


‘Relax. Everything’s going to be fine.’


They stopped in front of the outer gate, which displayed a stylised Phoenix in gold paint emerging from the flames. Interwoven with the Phoenix motif were the initials ‘JJB’, also in gold. The whole thing was mounted on a metal shield and stood several feet high.


There were two guards. One remained in the glass-fronted hut while the other was standing just inside the gate, his right hand resting on the butt of a holstered .45 automatic. There was a jeep parked beside the hut.


The outer gate, apparently controlled by the man in the hut, began to rumble along its tracks in the ground. It stopped when there was a big enough gap for the guard to squeeze through. He then sauntered towards them with a studied casualness, his eyes masked by a pair of reflector sunglasses.


‘You gentlemen lost?’ he asked as he carefully scrutinized the interior of the car and its two occupants.


‘No, we’re here on official business,’ Else told him. ‘We’re inspectors for the Tucson Public Health Department and we’re here to make a spot-check on your employer’s kitchens.’ Colino raised his eyebrows at this but said nothing. What the hell was Peter up to, he wondered.


‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said the guard, ‘but no one is allowed past here without the permission of Mr Ballard himself. If you don’t mind waiting a moment I’ll call in and check if he’s expecting you.’


‘Of course he’s not expecting us,’ said Else quickly. ‘We’re not allowed to give any warning of our visits. Sort of defeat the whole purpose if we did.’


The guard look hesitant, then he said, ‘Mind showing me your identification and authorization, sir?’


‘’Course not, son,’ said Else cheerfully. He quickly got out of the car, fumbling in his inner coat pocket as if reaching for his wallet. ‘Here it is,’ he said as he neared the guard. Then, to Colino’s stunned surprise, he sunk his right fist into the guard’s diaphragm very hard.


The man started to double up, his lips forming a perfect ‘O’ as he tried, and failed, to suck air into his lungs. Else’s next moves were executed with practised ease. He slipped his left arm around the guard’s neck, hauling him upright and around so that he was facing the hut, while at the same time he was drawing the .45 out of the guard’s holster.


Else jammed the barrel up under the guard’s right ear and then yelled to the other guard, who was now emerging from the hut with a shotgun in his hands, ‘Okay, son, drop that piece unless you want your buddy to go through the rest of his life with a convertible head!’


The guard hesitated for a few moments, then dropped the shotgun and raised his hands.


Colino, meanwhile, couldn’t believe what he was seeing. ‘What the fuck are you doing, Peter?’ he yelled, ‘Have you gone crazy?’


‘Play along with it, Mike,’ he said over his shoulder, ‘I know what I’m doing. Now come here and give me a hand.’


A short time later they were driving along the track on the other side of the fences. Behind them they’d left the two guards bound and gagged in the hut. They’d also disabled the jeep and removed a few vital components from their two-way radio.


‘Now will you please explain what all that was about?’ demanded Colino.


‘Simple. We’ve just given Ballard a little demonstration to prove that he was right to enlist our services. We’ve shown him already that his security sucks.’


At that precise moment there came a loud roaring sound and the car was enveloped in a cloud of dust. Suddenly driving blind, Else slammed on the brakes and the car slewed violently to a halt, ending up almost broadside across the track.


As the dust began to clear, Colino thought for a moment that he was back in Vietnam. Hovering above the track about fifty feet away was a Huey. And protruding from it, pointing straight at them, was the barrel of an M30.
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