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  For Alice, always




  







  It was beauty killed the beast.




  

                                Carl Denham, King Kong




  







  THE NIGHTMARE


  BEGAN IN 1977 . . .




  Well, that went well, thought Ellie Jonacezk as she drove out of Didra. She rooted around on the passenger seat for a tissue, came up empty, and had to wipe her nose on her

  sleeve.




  Just her luck. Traffic was stalled in both lanes leading west out of town, and there was a middle-aged woman staring in disgust at this repulsive action. Ellie had a good mind to wind her window

  down and empty her nose over the woman’s Olds. Instead, she tried tuning the radio to check traffic reports about her intended route back to Portland.




  It was 11.20 p.m., and she faced a long, lonely drive. She only had enough money for gas, and Jake had dumped her. Worse, her lovingly hand-carved wooden fruit had proved a disaster both in the

  judging and on the sales front, her damn cold ensuring she had drowned the things in scent. To her, they had been pleasantly aromatic; to everyone else they stank to high heaven, and the

  judges’ eyes were watering long before they could consider their artistic merits. All in all, a disastrous weekend, her budding career and her affair over and finished in the same day.




  Why hadn’t she listened to her parents and dutifully attended State, instead of trying her hand at woodwork with that hippy charlatan Jake Colliver? She and mom hadn’t spoken since

  she left home, and mom wouldn’t have changed her attitude by now. In other words, Ellie’s life was in the toilet, at just nineteen.




  To cap it all, her Gremlin now started overheating, and soon – unable to see through the clouds of steam – she eased it off the slow-moving highway and parked up. What would be the

  best thing to do now? Why, have a good cry of course.




  She hunched over the wheel, sobbing like the stupid, selfish girl she was. Why can’t they just hand out big notices with STOP! THINK! DON’T! written on them, to make your right

  decisions for you? It would be a whole lot easier . . .




  She stepped out of the car and watched the rest of the traffic crawl past. It was this little Washington State community’s biggest weekend of the year: a couple of thousand woodworkers,

  professional and amateur, descending on the town for its annual craft competition. She doubted she’d ever be back here again.




  Ellie popped the hood and breathed in oily steam. Great, just great. She leaned back against the door and lit a cigarette. Perhaps lung cancer would consume her within the next eight hours, and

  end her miserable existence. She looked back towards the town, all lit up like Christmas. She hadn’t stayed for the fireworks, but they were due to commence about now. A green streak suddenly

  shot across the horizon. That’s pretty. Then it exploded without a sound, turning the entire valley green. She shielded her eyes. My, what a big one. But why no explosion?




  She watched the light die, but couldn’t see any sparks cascading earthwards. That’s odd, surely? Must have malfunctioned. Symbolic of her whole weekend, really. She could

  imagine the big firework’s carcass slamming to the ground outside someone’s house, scaring the bejesus out of them. She suddenly felt dizzy. Oh no, not a migraine – not now. Not

  with everything else I’ve . . .




  She bent over involuntarily, as cars nearby began bumping into each other, their drivers apparently also disoriented. She saw puzzled faces, young and old. It’s not just me, is it? she

  thought. It was as if the world had suddenly slipped sideways, and no one had any control of their movements. Only the slow pace of the traffic had prevented any serious damage.




  She fell to her knees, convinced she was going to throw up. And then, just as the last traces of the failed giant green firework faded and the sky returned to normal, her nausea lifted and she

  stood up quickly, feeling strangely refreshed.




  She glanced at the cigarette in her hand and, despite her normal craving for nicotine – she was a forty-a-day gal – she dropped it to the tarmac and ground it out. When she took

  another sniff, she found her nose was clear for the first time in days. Ellie knew that cigarettes could ease sore throats – by anaesthetizing the nerves or something – but they’d

  never cleared her head before.




  Just then a chunky pick-up stopped, and an even chunkier guy stepped out to enquire what was wrong. Obviously to put her at ease, he introduced himself as ‘Frank Cantrillo From New

  Hampshire On A Touring Vacation’, like it was his full name, then asked if she too had seen that crazy light. She said she had, discreetly drinking in his good looks, muscular build and easy

  charm. Never had Ellie been so self-conscious of her extra pounds . . .




  Flustered, she indicated the radiator, and he eased off its cap with a rag, then topped it up with water from a plastic container stored on his flatbed. And only when the car’s temperature

  was again normal, did he bid her goodnight and drive off.




  Getting back into her car, Ellie gathered up all the chocolate bars and candy she had stashed in the glovebox, and tossed them into a ditch. No more crap for me, she vowed.




  And from that day onward, with one notable exception, everything went right in Ellie Jonacezk’s life. She quit smoking, reached her ideal weight, and never suffered

  another day’s illness. She became reunited with her parents who, strangely, showed no hostility towards their wayward daughter. She enrolled in college, got a business degree, and made a

  career for herself as an artists’ agent.




  In 1989, she ran across Jake Colliver again and, despite her better judgement, they rekindled their affair. But he was killed in a freak gas station explosion before he knew she was pregnant

  – or before, as she later learned from his friends, her reformed lover could propose marriage to her.




  Eight months later she gave birth to Tasmin, a beautiful dark-haired image of herself. A single mother with sensible investments and no family ties – since her parents had died –

  something now told her the time was right for one final adventure. She decided to drive across country, finally settling in a small town in New Hampshire, where she opened a gallery-cum-coffee

  shop, specializing in work by local artists. And she also found, to her surprise and delight, that the local sheriff was the same generous spirit who had fixed her car all those years before.




  For Ellie and Tasmin Jonacezk life in Rhododendron quickly became a dream come true – quiet, safe, healthy – and it was there she eventually learned the incredible reason for her

  continuing good fortune.




  But now Ellie – and those friends who also shared the secret of that fateful June night outside Didra, WA – would have to pay a terrible price for their intervening happiness.
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  CHAPTER 1




  Boston, Massachusetts, 7.15 p.m.




  Drexill replaced the telephone receiver. They were here already. It was inevitable, of course – but so soon? It was a good thing he had tipped the guy on the front desk,

  otherwise he wouldn’t have had a chance. As it was, he was stranded in his fourteenth-floor room at the Dickson Tabula Hotel with no way out. Outside his bedroom window there was a balcony

  with a 150-foot drop to the street, and the room’s only door opened on to a landing affording a similar drop into the vast, open lobby.




  What a mess. Why couldn’t computers wipe information totally when you hit delete, instead of just writing over it? He wondered if the Crypt Kickers had retrieved all the information. It

  had taken him over a year to decode Siemens’s remaining files but with the technology possessed by the DECRYPT department of OCI, the Office of Central Intelligence, it wasn’t a matter

  of if but when – and he had no idea how much they might have unravelled. Christ, they might even know of the town itself by now, but at least they wouldn’t know their

  address, since the Carters were late arrivals there. He had to warn them – but first he must survive.




  His attackers wouldn’t come straight through the door, but would already be positioned out on the landing and in the adjacent rooms. No, they would enter from the outside balcony,

  rappelling from the roof. The odds would be overwhelming, and he was armed only with a Ruger 22 pistol and one ten-shot magazine. Add to this his age: although an agile six feet three, he was sixty

  years old, and so his physical options were limited. However, he did still possess one item that always proved invaluable in a crisis: his mind. Time for him to start evening out the odds.




  First, he now knew they were coming, so they had lost any element of surprise. Second, he knew their normal tactics. And, third, it was dark outside, so they would be using night-vision and

  laser sights – which gave him two further minor advantages.




  Switching off all the lights but positioning a table lamp nearby, he carefully slid open the glass door and peeked between the drapes. He could see Boston’s Back Bay area lit up, with its

  office buildings and other hotels rising high, only the graceless stack of the Prudential Tower dwarfing them all. And, beyond, the constantly re-forming red neon triangle of the CITGO sign with

  the floodlit pool of Fenway Park to its left, the Red Sox batting vainly for a wild-card place. Then suddenly, closer to home, he saw two ropes come dangling into view, and two pairs of feet

  sliding down them, their black-clad owners already kicking themselves towards his balcony. As expected, they were holding sleek Glock 17 autoloaders with laser sights attached to the trigger

  guards, and they were wearing night-vision goggles. Soon the blue and grey décor of his room would be splashed with scarlet, and he had no intention of any of it originating from him.




  Drexill backed towards the mini-bar, and extracted a large plastic bottle of lemonade. Unscrewing the cap, he emptied its contents over the couch next to him, then twisted the neck of the bottle

  on to the end of his pistol. This would provide an effective silencer for three or four shots at least. He next heard a stifled grunt as one of the men landed clumsily on the balcony. Pressing back

  against the wall in the darkness, Drexill waited, holding his breath.




  A pencil-thin red beam lanced into the room, roving over the furniture. If that dot of light fell on Drexill, he would be shot instantly. Laser sights are superb for accuracy, but at night they

  have one drawback: by following the beam back to its source, the assailant is easy to locate. Sure enough, as the first man entered, the red beam pinpointed his position. Drexill almost tutted with

  contempt as he raised his pistol, aiming for a point eighteen inches behind the source of the beam, then fired twice. The makeshift silencer did its job, reducing the sound of his shots to little

  more than pops. As the hooded figure collapsed, Drexill knew the man would be dead before he hit the floor.




  Equipped with night-vision, the second attacker could see his colleague’s death as plain as day. Now he knew their quarry was ready for him but, although he retained the advantage of

  enhanced eyesight, this also would prove his Achilles’ heel.




  Drexill snatched up the table-lamp, switched it on and hurled it down on the carpet just in front of the open drapes. There was a cry and Drexill hurled himself over the corpse, firing out on to

  the balcony. His silencer burst with the first shot, so his next two cracked loudly across the street. But by then his blinded adversary was also dead, with three shots in his belly.




  Drexill crawled outside to peer down through the balcony railing. The invaders’ ropes reached all the way to the neon-lit sidewalk below, where they coiled in circles. People were staring

  up but there was no way of knowing whether any were part of the assault team, so he couldn’t risk rappelling down to street level. Instead he leaned outwards, snagging one of the ropes

  towards him. Certain he was grasping it securely, he picked up his attacker’s silenced Glock, aimed the laser sight upwards at the dangling rope and fired off a couple of precise shots. The

  blue nylon parted as if slashed by a knife. He quickly hauled in its remaining length, tied one end to the balcony railing and threw the rest of the rope into the hotel room. He next unzipped a

  couple of cushions and wrapped their padded covers tightly around each hand.




  ‘Okay, pal, let’s go upset your friends,’ he whispered at his first victim.




  He pulled open the corridor door and, holding up the corpse in front of him, pushed it firmly out on to the landing.




  At first he could hear only the normal hubbub rising from fourteen floors below, but then came the coughs of suppressed machine-gunfire – and the dead man spasmed as bullets penetrated his

  midriff. Drexill stepped on to the landing, and turned instantly to face the waiting gunman, still too shocked by his error to react to Drexill’s sudden appearance.




  Three shots from Drexill ended his misery.




  Spinning, Drexill saw another hooded man taking aim with a Heckler & Koch MP5 SD machine-gun. Again Drexill fired three times, but this time his aim wasn’t true. The man collapsed

  screaming, both knees holed.




  With no time to waste, Drexill ran his gloved hands along the rope until he judged himself to have ten feet of slack, then threw the rest of the rope over the balcony and jumped after it. The

  jerk almost pulled his arms out of their sockets. Now hanging thirteen floors above the marbled lobby, it wouldn’t be long before he was spotted by his enemies – and then he might as

  well be hanging by his neck. He began to ease himself down the rope.




  The luxury Boston hotel had twenty-two floors in all, nine above him, the rest below, each landing running in a wide semicircle above the crowded atrium lobby. Unable to swing straight down to a

  lower floor, because they tapered inwards as they descended, Drexill was going to have to edge himself down all the way.




  Dozens of people were milling around the large ornamental pool and fountain, as yet oblivious to the carnage above. A piano tinkled ‘Come Fly With Me’, grounding its melody with

  glissando. Directly beneath him, a mob of blue-jacketed conventioneers were trying to check in at the overworked front desk. Drexill could also see two scenic elevators rising swiftly, carrying

  those lucky guests who had finally succeeded in registering. And everywhere there was foliage – hanging from balconies, draping wide columns, patterning carpets – giving the soaring

  atrium the feel of a forest glade.




  He was level with the tenth floor when the first shot was fired. The man he had hit in the knees was leaning over the fourteenth-floor balustrade, taking shaky aim. Either he was out of his mind

  or his superiors didn’t care about the attendant costs of killing Drexill. Clasping the rope with both feet, Drexill sighted the pistol’s laser on the man’s forehead, and pulled

  the trigger.




  At last his hovering presence was noticed: a couple of women on a nearby landing started screaming at the sight of a black-clad, white-haired man hanging only feet away from them. He was going

  to have to go down express now. But suddenly there was the shattering of glass, and uncontrolled machine-gun fire. Jesus Christ, they were desperate.




  He glanced up to see that a man in the scenic elevator parked on the eighteenth floor was now firing down at him. People in the lobby screamed and fell over each other in their desperation to

  escape. Several fell into the fountain, and the sound of frantic splashing joined the hubbub.




  Drexill took aim up at the elevator and fired six times. All his shots missed, but the gunman ducked out of sight. Glock near empty, Drexill dropped it, and loosening his grip on the rope, began

  sliding down.




  He had dropped eighty feet before he tightened his grip and entwined his legs around the rope, friction heat instantly searing his palms and the inside of his knees and thighs. He had halted

  twenty feet above the lobby, hotel guests scattering under his descent and colliding into each other or abandoned luggage. Then machine-gun fire recommenced from two directions. Four innocent

  guests were cut down before the firing ceased.




  Drexill suddenly let go of the rope, plummeting on to a cartful of luggage, spilling its contents. Discarding his improvised gloves, he rolled towards the front desk and hugged its marble

  front.




  The counter’s overhang temporarily shielded him from above, but there were bound to be back-up gunmen somewhere down on this floor. Glancing across the lobby, he could see terrified people

  fleeing as the hotel’s shops, restaurants and coffee lounge swiftly emptied. He could maybe use these desperate guests as cover but, with his distinctive white hair, he still needed a

  disguise.




  Just then a fat man collapsed beside him, his eyes wild, his face puce; he wore a conventioneer’s powder-blue jacket and cap. Twenty seconds later he’d been rendered unconscious, his

  jacket now around Drexill’s shoulders, the conventioneer’s cap covering his head.




  Stooping, Drexill let the hysterical crowd carry him towards the exit. Soon he was being swept out on to the cold street, the distant whoop of sirens promising rescue for the terrified mob.

  Drexill found himself forced up against an idling white Cadillac with a burly black chauffeur standing guard on it.




  ‘Get away from the fucking car!’ the man snarled.




  A quick surprise chop to the throat, and Drexill was sliding in behind the steering-wheel. Honking the horn, he edged the stretch limousine away from the stricken hotel.




  Suddenly, a voice piped up from the rear. ‘Hey, vot is dis?’




  Drexill glanced over his shoulder to see a large, tanned man crammed into a black tuxedo, his cropped hair and chiselled Aryan features instantly recognizable.




  ‘Roland Armangetter!’ exclaimed Drexill. ‘I’ve seen all your movies.’




  Just then, a police cruiser began howling behind them.




  ‘Hang on, Roland! This could get fraught,’ he warned.




  The German movie star looked puzzled. ‘Vot da hell does “frort” min?’




  ‘This is what it means,’ muttered Drexill, as he threw the 23-foot-long automobile through ninety degrees and roared down one-way, four-lane Boylston Street against the flow of

  traffic.




  







  CHAPTER 2




  Escaledo Del Dios Observatory, New Mexico, 8.40 p.m.




  Roland Ward had been sidelined. There had been that little problem with his expenses in Seattle, and that big hassle over his trip to Japan, but that could have happened to

  anyone in his position. Just dumb luck, but someone needed to take the fall.




  The intention had been to force him to resign, but the US Air Force was his life and he knew that, once he took off his general’s uniform, the chances were he would be driven to try flying

  without the aid of wings. So when his superiors had offered him this alternative to a court martial, he had accepted it gladly. Hell, he’d have taken a posting to Greenland as Puffin Liaison

  Officer as long as it meant remaining in the service.




  He had been enjoying the last of his annual leave in Tucson, playing golf with old air force buddies during the day and whoring at night. He was still good-looking and in fair shape for his

  forty-nine years, with piercing blue eyes set deep in a long, well-defined face, but his chin and hairline were receding and what so recently had been distinguished greying of the temples was

  spreading like a disease. He never had any difficulty picking up women but he preferred the company of hookers: like subordinates they did what they were told. No doubt this pointed to some

  fundamental flaw in his make-up, but he was too old – and having too good a time – to fret about it. But then he had received a phone call from Dr Alberta Gaines, and the fun was

  over.




  Five hours later he was haring off I-25 thirty miles before Socorro, on to an unsurfaced, potholed mountain track: eighteen miles as the crow flies, but by car thirty-one miles of tortuous turns

  and bowel-loosening drops. He completed its dusty length nine minutes faster than ever before but, given the circumstances, his seeming indifference to crashing did boast a certain logic.




  He hit the final rise doing forty and, as the grimy Shogun became momentarily airborne, the big upturned tit of the observatory itself was revealed, surrounded by a motley collection of grey

  block buildings. It was desert dark, so, apart from a couple of shaded windows in the main administration building, the only light was provided by the stars above and a reluctant moon occasionally

  peeking from behind high clouds. As the 4x4 slid to a halt and a weary Ward stepped down, a long shadow bounded from the yellow rectangle of the open observatory door.




  ‘General, you gotta see this!’ Alberta Gaines, the civilian head of WATCH, was dancing on the spot.




  Excitable at the best of times, Gaines was a black thirty-something MIT graduate with a mind like a computer and the personality to match. The coloured beads in her black, shoulder-length,

  braided hair jigged and clacked as she gesticulated. Ward thought she looked like a refugee from an old Soul Train show, her voluminous red pants and floppy emerald sweater doing nothing to

  alter his opinion. She was thirty pounds overweight, dressed ten years too young, and always had about her the air of a pre-menstrual student on a major sugar rush. She irritated the hell out of

  Ward, and was adored by everyone else at Escaledo Del Dios. But any time he was prepared to admit to himself that she was attractive in a ‘big’ sort of way, she would spoil it with

  another display of adolescent overenthusiasm. Witness her current state.




  ‘We got things to do!’ she yelled. ‘People to tell! Plans—’




  General Ward clasped the woman’s shoulders, fixing her with a stare. ‘Calm down, Alberta! Look at me – and think. If what you say is true, what the hell is there to get

  so goddamned excited about?’




  ‘But . . .’




  ‘Scientists – you’re all the same.’ He led her back into the observatory building, his crisp blue uniform a stark contrast to her sour-apple outfit. ‘Bet the guy

  who invented Agent Orange was real glad to get rid of his crab grass.’




  The observatory computer room was long and narrow, and cramped by arrays of bright monitors, flickering oscilloscopes and winking banks of equipment. It reeked of stale coffee, old cigarettes

  and new sweat. It always reminded Ward of the interior of a submarine or an early Awacs plane and, though no one else ever wore a uniform, the mood was every bit as serious as if they were

  operating a machine of war. Tonight the usual laid-back calm had been replaced by palpable excitement. Gil Brock, fat and bearded, was seated at a VDU running a series of graphs, cursing every time

  a new calculation was revealed. Dreadlocked Ice-T lookalike Dan Costello was staring at twin photographs through a stereoptic viewer. And, in the corner, Jane Radinsky, six months pregnant, was

  clasping a mug of herbal tea. Her face was drained, her blonde hair equally colourless. This sight more than any other told Ward the readings weren’t wrong. This was the real thing.




  Gaines explained, ‘We found it two nights ago.’




  ‘So why the hell didn’t—’




  ‘We needed to be sure. And you were on vacation. Besides, you know the NASA protocol: wait forty-eight hours to recheck.’




  ‘We ain’t NASA.’




  ‘But some of us are scientists.’




  He ignored the jibe. ‘And you’re sure?’




  ‘Positive. SIBYL says 99.997 per cent. So does SQUAWK.’




  ‘Oh, Christ.’ SIBYL was their own computer here at the observatory; SQUAWK was a larger computer at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.




  ‘How long?’




  ‘Initial calculations put body correlation within days.’




  Body correlation? Where did they get these phrases? Collateral damage for dead civilians; friendly fire for shooting your own boys. Christ, they’d even called the Challenger disaster an

  anomaly.




  Gaines tapped a TV screen showing stars. A grid superimposed itself over the shot, followed by a thin red line tracking to the screen’s bottom edge.




  ‘And heading right this way?’ said Ward, too overwhelmed by the meaning of their findings to worry about the math.




  ‘There’s no doubt,’ said Brock, still managing to demolish a Mars bar despite the crisis. ‘I’ve run the program three times, given it margins of error that would

  make night into day – and it still comes out in the side pocket.’




  Ward waved aside their proffered papers and photographs, and instead stepped over to Radinsky. Crouching down, he slipped his arm around her shoulders. He had never been much taken with this

  plain Jane, but right then he wanted to comfort her. For perhaps the first time in his life, he was actually thinking of someone else.




  ‘We gotta call people!’ bellowed Costello, as a computer spat out another screed of paper.




  ‘Yes, yes . . .’ said Ward. ‘Maybe it’s not so bad, Jane.’




  She looked up at him, blue eyes rimmed with tears. ‘My son won’t even get to be born,’ she croaked.




  ‘But it might—’




  She stood up and tossed her Snoopy mug at the large window that looked out on the night-shrouded valley. The glass cracked, but didn’t break.




  ‘Might what?’ she brayed. ‘Run out of power? Take pity on us and fly off somewhere else?’




  ‘No, but its size? The trajectory?’




  Gaines spoke up. ‘There’s no avoiding the facts, general. Give me the word and I’ll get the others on to it. Queensbury can track it next, and Fujamata can switch. Telefeuno

  are already lined up. We should have absolute confirmation in twelve hours max. And we need to get Spacewatch and NEAT on board.’




  ‘No, not yet. You know our protocol.’




  He studied the team, taking in the banks of computers, the Contact movie poster with its ‘AS IF’ graffiti, the WATCH logos stuck on each of the six 24-hour clocks registering

  the time around the world. He walked across to a yellow telephone inside a Perspex case. Fishing a key from his pocket, he unlocked it.




  ‘No one says a word to anyone outside WATCH, understand?’ he said, pulling out his Berretta pistol. ‘Our job is only to find them. It’s up to others to decide who gets to

  know about it. Are we clear?’




  There was a stunned silence. They had been together as a team for eleven months and, although they didn’t get on well with Ward, this was the first time he had shown anything other than

  sarcastic disdain or bored lack of interest.




  He stared at his gun and laughed. ‘Why do you think they put a military man in charge of all this?’ He laid the weapon down, then lifted the Perspex cover. Cradling the receiver

  under his ear, he pulled out a sealed file from the base of the box, and unzipped it. Emptying the contents, he located an orange card. As he began to study it, someone finally answered the

  phone.




  ‘Eight rings?’ he spat. ‘Eight rings on a fucking hotline! This is General Ward, out at Escaledo Del Dios. I’ve got a WATCH code for you.’ He held up the

  orange card and read from it. ‘Code winter six. Repeat, code winter six.’




  The man at the other end of the line swore audibly.




  ‘You could say that, son. Now tell your people to get their asses in gear, and make a decision about what we do next.’




  He put the receiver down and sat back on the desk, reading through some papers.




  ‘What can they do?’ asked Brock.




  ‘What they usually do,’ Ward explained bitterly. ‘Call a meeting, fudge the issue, avoid telling anyone else until it’s too late and . . . Well, this time they might be

  right.’




  ‘Right?’ said Gaines.




  Ward sighed. ‘Who do you know would want to be told they had so little time left to live? Give me blissful ignorance any time.’




  Except now, he wouldn’t be able to enjoy even that simple pleasure, would he?




  







  CHAPTER 3




  Rhododendron, New Hampshire, 9.10 p.m.




  King Kong was very upset, and his impending rampage was weighing heavily on the minds of two eight-year-old sisters. King Kong was their hero: a big monkey torn from his home

  to be displayed in strange surroundings as entertainment. That he would be angry and trash things wasn’t only understandable; it was to be lauded. If a giant ape can’t stand up for

  himself, who on earth can?




  But, at that moment, right and wrong were not the primary concerns of twins Kara and Lorri Carter. They had front row seats and simply wanted to see ‘The Eighth Wonder of the World’

  break his chains and run amok. They knew they would be safe – King Kong was their friend – so the girls hugged their own black furry gorillas, Kong and King, and waited for the

  inevitable. However, just as flashes from the reporters’ cameras scared the gigantic beast, a familiar voice disturbed their reverie.




  ‘Time for bed.’




  ‘Oh, mommy, no,’ said Kara. ‘Just till the end of the movie.’




  ‘Please, mommy,’ agreed Lorri, pausing the videotape.




  Cheryl Carter gave her daughters one of her mommy-knows-best stares, and Kara and Lorri turned to show her their sweetest faces. This looked set for a battle of wills, both daughters having

  inherited as much of their mother’s stubbornness as her colouring and good looks.




  Just then, the girls’ father came down from his soak in the tub, a white towel wrapped around his waist. He glanced at his wife, at his identical blonde-haired daughters (differentiated

  only by Kara’s hair being cut shorter), then at angry King Kong frozen on the television screen.




  ‘What’s the problem?’ he asked innocently.




  ‘This movie, Stanley. It’ll give them nightmares,’ said Cheryl.




  ‘Serve them right,’ said Stanley, placing an arm around her shoulder while winking at the two little girls.




  ‘But it’s the fourth time they’ve watched it this week,’ his wife complained, shrugging him off.




  Stanley let out a loud sigh, then walked further into the room. Placing a palm on each of the girls’ heads, he slowly turned them to face their mother. The girls offered sticky-out tongues

  and eyes disappearing up behind eyelids.




  ‘What possible harm could watching King Kong three hundred and six times do to my darling daughters?’ he demanded.




  ‘Okay, but only until it’s finished.’ Cheryl was trying not to laugh.




  A resounding ‘Yeah!’ reverberated from three mouths – and the girls returned their attention immediately to the screen.




  Stanley sidled up to Cheryl, opening his towel briefly to flash at her. ‘And there was that fascinating PBS show about mud on now . . .’ he said. ‘Seems we’ll have to

  find something else to do.’




  Cheryl ignored his invitation. ‘It isn’t healthy, Stanley; they keep watching that same movie over and over.’




  ‘Kids get obsessed, honey. I was into the Eagles. Didn’t do me any harm.’




  ‘You haven’t heard yourself singing “Hotel California” in the shower.’




  ‘Let them watch it.’ He smiled, displaying the contents of his towel again. ‘It’ll keep them occupied, if you know what I mean?’




  Cheryl was set to give him another withering look, but instead grabbed the towel away from him and darted upstairs.




  Completely naked, Stanley glanced round to see if his daughters were looking at his bare behind, but they were too engrossed in the movie, so he dashed upstairs after Cheryl.




  Five minutes later, as King Kong was ripping up an elevated train in New York City, Stanley’s naked chest and sweating face appeared on the TV screen, looking just as Cheryl would be

  seeing it now.




  ‘Oh no. They’re doing it,’ said Kara, frowning.




  King Kong reappeared momentarily, but then, from their father’s viewpoint, they saw their mother’s face appear, eyes closed, her large breasts wobbling as she lay on her back on the

  bed upstairs.




  ‘Why do they have to do it now?’ complained Lorri.




  She concentrated hard, willing King Kong back on to the screen – only for Stanley’s scrunched-up face to appear again, funny-ugly with lust.




  Kara let out a sigh. Both girls then held hands, staring hard at the television – and King Kong roared back into the living room. They gave each other a high-five.




  Soon their hero King Kong was on top of the Empire State Building, batting at biplanes. They watched the movie through to the end, agog.




  Meanwhile, upstairs, Stanley and Cheryl were regaining their breath.




  ‘Sorry it was so quick,’ he gasped.




  Cheryl stroked his thigh. He was still a handsome man, wiry and fit for his forty-four years, his thick black hair sparsely peppered with grey.




  ‘Happy?’ he asked.




  ‘Could we be anything but?’




  Stanley sat up. ‘Life here isn’t exactly the Daytona 500, is it?’




  ‘I know, and I do miss the action, but look what we’ve got . . . ’




  Stanley surveyed their bedroom. It wasn’t big, nor expensively furnished, but it served well – as did the house as a whole, and their way of life. They lived in a three-bedroom

  colonial house, at the top end of a quiet residential street on the southernmost tip of a relaxed New England tourist town. It was a

  doors-unlocked-cat-on-the-sill-fresh-flowers-in-the-hall-Norman-Rockwell-is-alive-and-well existence. They lived less than two miles from their own business, and during most seasons could walk to

  work along tree-lined streets, swapping greetings with their neighbours. Stanley loved this laid-back, idyllic existence, but knew Cheryl did not. She made a good job of hiding her frustration, but

  dissatisfaction would sometimes nag at her, pricking at her with memories of how exciting things used to be. They weren’t well off – hell, they couldn’t even afford to get the

  radio fixed in their six-year-old Jeep Cherokee – but, for all Cheryl’s disappointment, they did have something no amount of money could buy.




  ‘And there’s always the girls,’ she added.




  ‘Those cute little terrors.’




  ‘Yes, cute talented little . . . oh shit!’ She sat up, clasping her forehead. ‘They’ll have seen us.’




  ‘Not a lot we can do about that now,’ he said, trying to be reasonable.




  ‘Well, you’re the one who’s going to put them to bed,’ she announced. ‘We’ve both been letting our guard down more often recently.’




  ‘You’re right,’ he sighed. ‘But it isn’t for want of trying, is it? It’s like . . . it’s like they’re getting stronger. Or we’re getting

  weaker . . . ’




  ‘That’s silly.’




  ‘Oh yeah? Look at this.’ He rolled over to reveal his buttocks, and a bruise on his right hip.




  Cheryl prodded it and he winced. ‘How long have you had that?’ she asked.




  ‘I got it this afternoon; banged it on the shop counter. We don’t normally bruise, not from something that minor.’




  She sat up, arms across her breasts. ‘Now you mention it, I had a headache this evening. That’s why I was lying down. Been so long since I had one, I wasn’t sure . . . I even

  thought of going down to Taylor’s Pharmacy.’




  He forced a smile. ‘Would you even find it after all this time? It’s almost as if we’re losing our—’




  ‘Don’t even think it.’ She rose, heading towards the bedroom door. ‘Kara! Lorri! Has your movie finished yet?’




  ‘Yes, mommy,’ came the chorused reply.




  ‘It’s bedtime, then. Daddy’ll tuck you in.’




  As she heard the girls start clumping up the staircase, she retreated quickly to the bathroom.




  







  CHAPTER 4




  Danzig Cut, Vermont, 11.25 p.m.




  The train was approaching. He could hear it: the 11.15 freight out of Marsden, heavy with coal. Two minutes from now it would reach the far end of the tunnel.




  ‘Our Father which art in heaven,’ he began, his throat dry with fear. ‘Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come . . . ’




  He struggled to move, but his arms were tied tight to his body. He had not been gagged, and realized this was so his screams could be heard. Well, he wouldn’t give that satisfaction.




  ‘Thy will be done in earth . . .’ he whispered.




  He felt a cool breeze on his sweating face – air pressure. The train had now entered the single-track tunnel. He struggled again, but it was no use.




  ‘ . . . as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread . . . ’




  He could hear the rapid clacking of the rail joints. The draught grew stronger, too, as the locomotive pushed forward against an invisible wall of cold damp air. Only a bend in the tunnel kept

  the train from sight.




  ‘Forgive us our trespasses . . . ’




  He could hear the engine’s throaty rumble, like some threatened beast disturbed in its lair.




  ‘ . . . as we forgive those who trespass against us.’




  He knew he was going to die. Even if his tormentor changed his mind, he couldn’t be saved in time. So he was going to die cursing – cursing that bastard for coming back for vengeance

  after all these years.




  The engine growled louder, its driver throttling up to maintain pace on the low upward gradient.




  Oh God. Oh God. ‘Save me! Save me!’




  That was when he heard laughter ringing in the air above him. The cocksucker was watching, and could hear him.




  ‘And lead us not into temptation!’ he shouted. ‘But deliver us from evil.’




  Temptation. This was what it was all about. Being tempted, and not being forgiven by the Lord – or by that creature.




  As the diesel engine clamoured round the bend in the tunnel, the victim screamed and pleaded like a little boy . . . And now he remembered just why it had come to this.




  ‘For thine is the kingdom . . . ’




  Oh Lord, he could see it now. The light from the train, bright and white, mocking all he had hoped for, all he had preached about. Oh God, no! Again he fought his bonds, but they

  wouldn’t loosen.




  ‘ . . . and the power and the glory!’




  He could see the front of the engine thundering towards him through the dark tunnel mouth.




  ‘FOREVER AND EVER!’




  Laughter again, and he strained to peer upwards, past his feet – up along the rope securing his ankles, which dangled him head first above the railway track. But he could see only darkness

  up there.




  The train’s horn blared, and it was barely a hundred feet away now: a moving mountain of steel set to slam him into oblivion. His body would surely explode, turn inside out,

  vaporize.




  And all because of him up there – his own son.




  ‘Beep-beep, dad!’ He heard a screech. ‘Beep-beep!’




  Lying along the same tree branch from which hung the rope supporting the screaming man thirty feet below, Jacob Lebrett sniggered with joy. He had waited a long time for this moment, planning it

  to the last detail, determined everything should be perfect. And always he had anticipated the imminent, glorious moment of impact when his father’s body was obliterated.




  That same father who, twenty years earlier, had carried out his ‘good work’ in the Chebbawa Woods by brutalizing his younger son, as his elder boy looked on with sadistic glee. Well,

  payback time had finally arrived. One second, the Reverend Nathaniel Lebrett hung there, screaming to his God for mercy; in the next he had totally ceased to exist.




  As the engine, with its long string of freight cars, clattered away into the night, the driver still ignorant of his part in a gruesome execution, only the rope was left swinging in the breeze,

  at its lower end a single bloody shoe.




  ‘Beep-beep,’ Jacob Lebrett said softly.




  He looked down towards his two companions, morons both. They had enjoyed his latest game.




  He clambered down the tree and moved over to the stolen Dodge Interceptor, climbing into the back while the others sat up front.




  ‘So where to now, boss?’ said Oren Hilts, an eager young black man.




  Lebrett opened an oil-stained Gousha road atlas, and targeted their whereabouts with one damaged finger. The other two leaned over, and watched as the wounded digit trailed a bloody smear from

  their present location down through places they didn’t recognize – Littleton, Lebanon, Rhododendron, Keene, Holyoke, Hartford, New Haven . . . until it halted on Stamford, NY.




  ‘Why there?’ asked Clark Pinder, the fat man in the driving seat.




  Lebrett smiled. ‘Got a long-lost brother, Noah, I aim to get reacquainted with.’
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  CHAPTER 5




  Business in Evergreen Souvenirs was slow. The tourist season was on its last legs, and Cheryl and Stanley Carter knew they were about to enter an annual six-month downturn.




  Their store sold all the usual tourist souvenirs, with a sideline in New Age paraphernalia. Neither had dreamed they would end up selling this kind of junk but, hey, a married couple’s got

  to make a living. Once fall was out of the way they would have to rely on the local community, or on the down-shifters who lived in the tri-state area of Vermont, New Hampshire and Massachusetts.

  As one of their regulars had once said, ‘You never know when you’re gonna need rosewood incense sticks.’ Quite.




  Thankfully, hippies and hopheads didn’t observe holiday seasons like regular tourists did. So, whilst half the store resembled any one of a thousand New England souvenir traps, with its

  T-shirts, keyfobs, postcards, mugs and seed packets all branded Rhododendron, NH, the other half boasted dolphin mobiles, sculpted candles, Native American jewellery, World Music CDs, lava

  lamps and assorted crystals – all priced with large mark-ups. This material was Stanley’s preserve, while Cheryl dealt with the ‘normal’ tourist side of the business –

  if dough art qualified as normal. It was all quiet, predictable and safe; a lifestyle many would envy – unless they knew the reason . . .




  It was mid-morning when Mrs Kobritz came in to enjoy a regular browse.




  ‘Hello, Mrs Kobritz,’ Cheryl welcomed her.




  The plump, well-dressed woman was sniffing at an apple-scented pot-pourri. ‘Morning, Cheryl, and how are you?’




  ‘Fine, fine.’ Cheryl was always fine.




  ‘And the little ones?’




  ‘Fine.’ Kara and Lorri were always fine, too. ‘They’re up at the school, helping out on the jamboree.’




  Cheryl could see Mrs Kobritz’s disappointment. The older woman adored those twins as if they were her own grandchildren; and fortunately the kids tolerated her.




  ‘They should be back here in about five minutes. Would you like a cup of coffee?’ Cheryl usually kept a pot on the go in back.




  ‘I’d love a cup,’ said Mrs Kobritz with relief. She needed to see the twins regularly. They were so pretty, so friendly, so calming – like living, breathing

  Prozac.




  Cheryl entered the cluttered back room and first slipped on a Fleetwood Mac CD, then she poured two cups of coffee from the filter machine. What little wall-space was available was crammed with

  photographs of helicopters, including movie posters for Blue Thunder and Wings of the Apache. The entire range of Revell model helicopters hung by threads from the ceiling. This was

  as near to a shrine for her own past career as Cheryl would allow herself.




  Strange, maybe, for a thirty-five-year-old married woman and mother of two but, before her thoroughly fateful and eventful meeting with Stanley Fulbright, she herself had been a helicopter

  pilot. Now she was forced to lead a safe, quiet domestic existence: no more choppers, no more risks . . . no more fun. For such an adrenalin-charged lifestyle to be halted in mid-flight was

  a source of eternal regret to her, but her compensation was a happy marriage, two beautiful daughters, and ostensibly living the American small-town dream. Still, whenever she entered this back

  room, the pang of regret was almost physical.




  Reluctantly, she went back out into the main shop.




  A couple of minutes later, while she and Mrs Kobritz made small talk, an elderly married couple came in. Over Mrs Kobritz’s shoulder, Cheryl saw them give that

  oh-dear-what-have-we-walked-into glance at all the New Age stuff. For a moment they looked like they might just turn tail, but as soon as Cheryl had flashed them a smile, they were hers. She knew

  this was naughty and unfair, but business was business.




  On this final day of their vacation, the New Jersey couple were searching for a gift for their daughter. Cheryl ran them through the options, steering them well clear of Stanley’s wares.

  She did, however, make some point of adjusting the half-price ticket on a basketful of glass paperweights, and the elderly woman immediately homed in on the pink, swirly-patterned one.




  ‘It’s just perfect!’ she exclaimed.




  Just then a battered green Jeep Cherokee drew up outside, and Stanley and the twins piled out.




  All three customers turned as the children entered, the gasps from the elderly couple audible.




  ‘My, aren’t they adorable!’




  Kara and Lorri, more mature than their eight years warranted, took such admiration in their stride. Stanley, meanwhile, headed off in search of coffee.




  As he busied himself in the small back room, Cheryl slipped in behind him and hooked her arms around his waist, whispering in his ear.




  ‘You take over now. I’ve just about had it today.’




  There was a sudden crashing of glass from the shop, followed by a muffled cry. Had one of the paperweights been dropped? Stanley headed through the door for a better look – to find three

  strange men standing over a broken vase which had contained dried flowers.




  ‘Hey, accidents happen,’ Stanley offered pleasantly.




  ‘Yeah, they do.’ One man grabbed a second vase and hurled it to the floor. Stanley sensed they were in for a rough time.




  The perpetrator was a black man in his twenties, dressed in blue jeans and a brown leather jacket, with close-cropped hair.




  ‘Hey, I think you’d better . . .’ Stanley trailed off.




  A second intruder – fat, white and forty, with a prominent black eye – had meanwhile picked up a large ornamental candle, and was running his fist up and down it in a masturbatory

  gesture. ‘Any you ladies wanna oblige me?’




  Cheryl had stepped out to join her husband. ‘Put that down,’ she said firmly.




  ‘I’ll be puttin’ it up, before I put it down, lady,’ he sneered. ‘Just a question of whether it’s old or young.’ He looked at Kara and Lorri.

  ‘Maybe real young.’




  Stanley lifted the counter-top, and moved into the main body of the store. ‘Just put it down, and take your inadequacies outside.’




  The black man let out a derisive howl.




  The fat man stared at Stanley in mock surprise. ‘My inadequacies?’ He turned to the third man, standing motionless in the shadows. ‘Maybe I’ll just see how tight-assed Mr

  Tight-Ass here really is.’




  Mrs Kobritz let out a strange gargle and fell sideways, Stanley catching her just in time. Cheryl slipped through the counter to help lower her to the floor, presenting her rear towards the

  strangers as she bent over.




  ‘Now that’s a sight worth comin’ in for.’ The black man leered.




  The fat man dropped the candle and moved towards Cheryl.




  Stanley stepped in his path. ‘Leave, now.’




  The fat man halted. He smelled of urine. ‘You going to make me?’




  ‘Look, why don’t you three just leave us alone?’ Cheryl was anxious to end this drama.




  The black man toppled another vase.




  The elderly male customer piped up. ‘L-look, you’re upsetting the l-ladies.’




  ‘Up-upsettin’ the b-bitches?’ he mocked over his sunglasses. ‘You ain’t seen the beginnin’ of upset, man.’ He pulled out a knife and brandished it at

  Stanley.




  Cheryl gestured for Kara and Lorri to move towards the gap in the counter.




  The third stranger, who had remained silent so far, now moved quickly to the shop door, flipped over the CLOSED sign, and pulled down the shade. He then turned to face

  them in the light, revealing a scarred face with hooded eyes, a broken nose and long but patchy black hair. He stood six-two at least, and was dressed in a filthy black coverall open to the waist,

  beneath which was a grimy purple T-shirt decorated with some faded cartoon. He looked just like a Hell’s Angel with alopecia.




  Staring at Cheryl’s prominent breasts, he withdrew a long, serrated knife from his thigh pocket. Then taking slow, determined steps towards her, he finally spoke.




  ‘Beep-beep,’ he croaked. ‘Beep-beep.’




  







  CHAPTER 6




  ‘Is this information reliable?’ asked Parvill Rodin.




  It was noon, and he was sitting in the back of a police car parked behind trees a mile off Highway 2, near Athol, Massachusetts. He peered through his fieldglasses at a red and white shotgun

  shack nestling in a gully of cedars. The view had a picture-postcard quality that seemed almost unreal – particularly given his current intentions.




  The nervous FBI special agent sitting in the front of the cruiser replied. ‘That limo stolen in Boston was found just a hundred yards from the bus station in Cambridge. One of our guys

  located a clerk who’d sold a ticket to someone of Drexill’s description. The ticket was a one-way to Albany.’




  ‘So why, pray, are we sitting around here?’ demanded Parvill.




  ‘It seemed unlikely he’d go all the way there, so we checked every stop en route and found he got off at Athol yesterday, asking the way to Keene. The local sheriff checked

  for all the motels or empty houses along that road, and came up with that shack over there. It’s a holiday home for some doctor, and should be empty now, but the drapes are closed and

  there’s fresh-chopped wood out back.’




  ‘Surely he wouldn’t burn any? The smoke would give him away.’




  ‘After dark, who’s to tell out here? And night’s when he’d need a fire most.’




  Parvill sighed. ‘Okay, I’ll buy it.’




  He headed back to his black command vehicle. Sliding open the side door, inside Parvill found a lone man studying several television monitors. Christie Rodin had the same blond good looks as his

  brother, but at twenty-nine was two years younger. They were both athletic six-footers, their muscular bodies honed through daily workouts and prescription medicines. Their handsome faces were long

  and finely featured, and what little change of expression they offered the world was usually conveyed with a narrowing of ice-blue eyes, and belied by a deceptively calm Mid-Western burr. There was

  no denying the natural charisma of each, but such a cold demeanour could be extremely daunting, not least to those over whom they had authority. ‘Cold fish’ was a common epithet for

  them, ‘blond bastards’ another.




  Today both were wearing grey Armani suits and Police shades, in overall appearance as immaculate as the manicures of their slightly overlong fingernails.




  ‘Found anything yet?’ Parvill asked his brother.




  They had already set up a number of cameras round the cabin, as well as a battery of microphones.




  ‘There’s certainly one heat source: probably the kitchen stove,’ replied Christie. ‘No sign of movement, but he could be sleeping.’




  Parvill nodded. ‘I say it’s a go. So how should we play it?’




  ‘Boom?’ suggested Christie.




  ‘Yes, boom. We’ve tried it straight twice already – and look at the mess that caused. Our people have been on TV so much lately they should hire theatrical agents. I say we

  blow the shit out of the place, then get forensics to pick up the pieces and confirm the ID later.’




  ‘Not exactly subtle.’




  Parvill extracted the Glock from his shoulder holster and offered it to his younger brother. ‘Hey, you want subtle, you go in there and pretend to be delivering pizza.’




  Christie laughed, and Parvill put his pistol away. He turned to the FBI man who had followed him over from the car. ‘Get me Porky Pig.’




  Five minutes later, the local sheriff was expressing his outrage. ‘But you can’t just blow the place up!’




  ‘Yes, I can. You know I can. It’s not your problem anyway.’




  ‘But what about the owner – and that man inside?’ he said in exasperation.




  ‘Fuck the owner; he’s got insurance. As for him inside, why do you think we’re blowing it up? Now take your people somewhere safe and let the professionals handle

  this.’




  As the sheriff stomped away, muttering, Parvill radioed his own men. ‘Okay, people, it’s the Fourth of July. Repeat, the Fourth of July.’




  He donned a dark blue Kevlar jacket with a large yellow LAW insignia on the back, then crouched in waiting behind one of the six cop cars strung along the road.




  As he was finally about to give the order, his cellular phone chirruped.




  Flipping it open, he barked, ‘This better be good,’ and listened. ‘You got confirmation on that? . . . Okay, it’s a go. I want everything – and no loose ends.

  Contact me when you have what I need.’




  Putting the phone away, he finally gave the signal. Seconds later came an enormous explosion. The whole building erupted, shattered by two missiles fired from opposite sides of the gully. As the

  sound of it rolled away down the steep-sided valley, the flaming remains of the holiday shack rained down on thirty law enforcement officers hunched in the ditch for cover.




  Even before all the burning debris had landed, Parvill Rodin stood up and squinted through the dispersing smoke to where the house had been standing earlier. No one could have survived

  that explosion. It looked like it was all over for that pain in the ass Drexill.




  ‘Get a team right in there now!’ he demanded. ‘First put out the fires, then check for evidence. I want teeth, I want fingers, I want a signed fucking photograph!’




  Smiling, he leaned back against the debris-strewn cruiser. He really loved explosions.




  It wasn’t long before an excited Christie came over from the shelter of his van to join him. ‘If that didn’t take him out, I’m gonna have to reconsider my position on

  religion!’




  Parvill smiled. ‘He just better be dead this time. Because if he ain’t . . . ’




  He left the alternative unsaid, glancing up at the noonday sky.




  Christie followed his gaze. ‘You still feel it?’




  Parvill spat. ‘I fucking know it. Those nerds in New Mexico finally found it.’




  ‘Excellent!’




  ‘With Drexill out of the way, we should have a clear field.’




  ‘We might have got him to tell us where they are.’




  Parvill laughed. ‘Drexill’s one of the old school: he wouldn’t tell you his own name even if you cut off his dick.’




  ‘But finding those two won’t be easy. And we’ve only got—’




  ‘Christie, please do not state the obvious.’ Parvill grabbed his brother’s jaw and squeezed.




  Christie nodded under the pressure, then the ringing of Parvill’s cellphone put an end to this fraternal torture. The older man flipped open his Nokia, and listened in silence.




  ‘Send me the list,’ he said at last, turning the cellular round so Christie could read the words scrolling across its miniature e-mail screen. ‘The Crypt Kickers have got us

  some names of towns out of Drexill’s files.’




  ‘Eight of them,’ confirmed Christie, reading down the list.




  ‘Let’s lower the odds,’ suggested Parvill. ‘Drexill only ran to Boston to get away from us. Now he was heading north. How many of these towns look like they lie in that

  direction?’




  ‘Just three of them: Burlington, Montpelier, Rhododendron. The rest aren’t even here in the east of the country.’




  ‘Okay, let’s check out all three straight away. And remember,’ he said, glancing up at the sky again, ‘the clock is ticking.’




  







  CHAPTER 7




  ‘I think it would be a good idea if you gentlemen left now,’ Stanley urged the three troublemakers.




  Hilts, the young black, stared at him. ‘He called us gentlemen.’




  Pinder, the fat one, laughed, pulling out a .22 revolver which looked like a toy in his large pudgy hand. ‘Everyone gets to do what we want now, or everyone gets to be dead,

  understand?’ he hissed, eyeing the sexual smorgasbord set before him. Three generations of pussy! Whoowhee, was he ever gonna have himself a good time. But as he stepped towards

  Cheryl, Stanley blocked his way, staring into his face.




  Pinder aimed the gun at Stanley’s chest. ‘Time to get ventilated, shopkeeper.’




  But Stanley continued staring him out, and after a few moments the man’s vicious demeanour crumbled miraculously.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ he finally gasped in a voice like a little boy’s. Dropping the gun to the floor, he hung his head and started sobbing.




  The old tourist reached down for the discarded revolver, but Cheryl told him to leave it.




  At first Hilts could only stare in disbelief at his companion’s bizarre behaviour, then rage coursed through him.




  ‘You goddamn pussy, Pinder! Goddamn fat pussy motherfucking waste of space!’ He waved the stubby knife in his hand, as if sizing up Stanley’s stomach.




  Cheryl interrupted his thoughts. ‘Hey, why don’t you pick on someone your own size?’




  The man then turned his anger on her, the fact she was taller than him infuriating him even more. ‘Gonna carve my name on your tits, lady.’




  ‘Can you actually spell “fuck face”?’




  Despite the tension, Kara and Lorri giggled.




  ‘Now look what you’ve made me do – bad language in front of my own daughters,’ admonished Cheryl.




  At this point Hilts lost control. Howling like an animal, he lunged at her. Cheryl took one quick step backwards, then stared into his eyes with renewed contempt.




  He screamed, ‘You fuckin’ whore!’ his eyes now fixed on hers. Then suddenly he went very quiet.




  ‘Put the knife down,’ Cheryl ordered.




  He did so, as if in a trance, then moved across the store and slumped down beneath a gift rack of name keyrings, his eyes wide and hands shaking.




  ‘What the—?’ spluttered the old man.




  The third intruder studied his two companions, then looked at the knife in his own hand.




  ‘We have weird shit going down here in the boonies,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Taming them two would take powerful voodoo.’




  ‘Are you going to leave now?’ asked Stanley.




  The man continued to stare at his knife. ‘Eye contact,’ he surmised. ‘Seems to me eye contact is what this is all about.’




  Stanley and Cheryl swapped anxious glances.




  ‘I think we need some distraction now, so you two won’t be staring me down, too. How’s about this, then?’ He turned suddenly and hurled the heavy weapon directly at

  Lorri.




  But, even as Cheryl screamed in horror, the knife halted its deadly trajectory barely inches away from the little girl’s face. It was as if it had encountered an invisible wall. After

  wavering in mid-air for a couple of seconds, it clattered impotently at her feet.
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