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LÁSZLÓ RÉTI

	 

	 

	 

	THE PRESIDENT

	 


1

	Near Quang Tri City, Vietnam

	30 April 1972, 17.05 

	 

	 

	The first explosion threw him behind a tree. He hadn't even landed when he heard another shell explode.

	He waited, but no more explosions followed. The Chinese-made, beat-up T-62 tank had no ammunition left to explode. Charon climbed out from behind the tree.

	The vehicle's engine stopped, and thick smoke billowed out of the roof vents and the bow's viewport. The sergeant did not feel it necessary to check whether the operator or anyone else had survived the explosion. This was his eleventh tank. No one had ever survived.

	The captured soldier was still kneeling next to the tank. A growing stain on his trousers showed that he had wet himself. Whether from the explosion or from what he had seen was of no concern to Charon. He put the pistol away, then held his M-16 in both hands and waved the barrel at the Vietcong to stand up. He shakily obeyed.

	- Whoo-hoo!

	Charon spun around. He nearly shot Simansky, who was running towards him from the trees. The corporal, eyes gleaming, carbine in hand, ran at him like a madman, and grinned as he stabbed him in the back.

	- This is unbelievable, Sergeant! I've never seen anything like it! God, if I tell the boys about this! Oh, if only...

	- Shut up!" shouted Charon.

	- But this is great! It's...

	- Shut up! This is a battlefield, you idiot, shut the fuck up, secure the area and shut up!

	Pete Simansky has finally gone silent. He ran around the small clearing, then back to Charon, who was going through the Viet Cong's clothing. He had hardly anything on him. The corporal grabbed the sergeant's elbow familiarly and pulled Charon aside. He thrust a gold lighter into his hand and grinned idiotically at him.

	- Sergeant, let me have it!

	- What?", Charon looked at him, puzzled.

	- Well, the guy. If I could tell the boys...

	Charon looked at the lighter, then pocketed it. Disgusted, he sniffed.

	- You can have it, then say what you want. I will not refute you.

	- Oh, thank you, thank you, Jeremiah!

	- Shut up already!

	Charon turned and headed towards the Russian-made SUV. As a scout, he'd learned that these usually had something of interest to the intelligence community. A map, a code book, a... He was leaning into the car when he heard the long series of beeps. He threw himself sideways and rolled behind the GAZ. Keeping his M-16 at the ready, he peered out between the wheels, but saw no enemy, only Simansky standing over the body of the Vietnamese soldier lying on the ground. The barrel of his gun was smoking slightly. Charon ran to the corporal.

	- What the hell happened? Did he try to escape?

	- "No," the corporal looked at him innocently.

	- Then why did you shoot him? - Charon was shocked.

	- Why is that? You gave it to me, didn't you?

	- I thought you needed it to show off! But you shot him, you animal!

	- What are you whining about? I paid for it, didn't I? You gave it to me. I can do what I want with it! 

	- But why?

	- Because now I'm not going home without having killed. I'm a real soldier.

	- You're a real jerk!

	- Who cares! I paid, didn't I? I...

	Charon saw the red stains on Simansky's chest before he heard the shots. He was thrown to the ground, so the part of the volley meant for him was knocked through the armour. He immediately rolled over on his stomach and began firing in the direction from which the shots were coming. His invisible opponent kept firing, but in doing so he revealed his location. 

	Charon shot accurate, short bursts. 

	After a while he noticed that there was no response. He waited, but knew he had to move. It was perhaps a minute before he made the effort. The forest was incredibly quiet. He could have heard a bird flitting through the branches. Charon jumped up and ran to the SUV, where he threw himself on his stomach again. 

	Nobody shot at him.

	He ran up and got into the woods. 

	They didn't fire at him this time either. 

	Somewhat emboldened by this, he crept from tree to tree around the clearing to reach the spot where the sniper had fired on them.

	His attacker was dead. He was wearing a black tracksuit. He was the last member of the T-62 crew. Shot under the rim of his helmet, he was killed instantly, his brains most likely filling the inside of the helmet. He didn't feel like looking. He already knew why he'd just had a bad feeling. 

	You forgot to look for the guard. After all, you don't leave a tank in for repairs without a guard until help arrives.

	He sat down next to the body of the Vietnamese. How many was that again? He was in his late thirties, but somewhere, sometime, he lost the thread. He lost count. 

	He did not even look at Simansky. He remembered seeing at least four holes in his chest. Even if he were alive, he couldn't help him. He took off his helmet and reached into his pocket for a handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his brow. Something caught in his hand. He pulled it out. It was the Zippo the Corporal had given him.

	Charon smiled slowly. He took out a cigarette and lit it.

	With the golden lighter.

	 


2 Lake Okechobee, Florida

	20 May 1973, 19.30 

	 

	 

	The man was quite fat. For as long as he could remember, the mildest adjective used to describe his size was "chubby". He was one hundred and eighty-five centimetres tall and weighed one hundred and forty-five kilograms. By the age of forty-five he had learned to accept his body. He wore extra-large clothes, had extra-wide doors in his apartment, usually bought the biggest cars - even his toilet bowl was custom-made. This was not a problem as he was quite well off financially. In fact, he was rich as hell. 

	Chester V. Venice jumped on the bandwagon of the booming post-war oil industry and started his own company in his hometown of Conroe, Texas, thirty miles north of Houston. He never wanted to make too big a profit, but in this industry, if there's a profit, it's big. If there's a loss, it's big. But he almost never had a loss. Venice was smart enough not to cross industry representatives. If he sensed, or was whispered to, that one of the big concerns was interested in a new oil field or refinery, he often backed down. He knew his place and knew when to pull back. He recognised that he had much more to lose by entering into a competition that his small company, compared to the multinationals, could hardly survive. However, this small company was not so small that its profits could not finance Venice's expensive hobbies.

	He lived in a villa in Venice Conroe, not far from the company's headquarters. He had a house in New York and a mountain cabin in the Sierras. He owned a yacht in a small port in Norfolk and another in Santa Monica. He always had four or five cars, a staff for the villa, and a fortune's worth of golf equipment that cost him a fortune alone, because no one else could use the clubs made especially for him, which he could use to hit around his gigantic belly. 

	He did not spend money on women, and in his early twenties he came to the realisation that he was homosexual. He never had a steady partner and gave up the occasional one, as he would have found them very difficult to obtain. He tried, of course, but every time he managed to get one, it took too much organisation and nerves. On top of that, there was the fear of being caught and the fact that he never enjoyed being together as much as he expected because of the dread. Finally, at the age of thirty, she decided it wasn't worth it. Since then, she's been a virtual monk - at least in the sexual sense.

	His main passion was hunting. 

	By the mid-fifties, his company was making enough profit that he could afford to go on expensive hunting trips every three months. At first he went to Canada, where he shot moose, later bears. Then came Africa, where he returned with trophies of lion, buffalo and antelope. On one occasion he even recorded an elephant in his hunting diary. He visited Sumatra, from where he brought tiger skins to his home in Texas to display in front of the fireplace. In Brazil, he went after jaguar, and in Australia, he went after a giant kangaroo. He loved to hunt. He could never understand those who believed that animals should not be shot. Rubbish! That's why they're there. They're inferior because they can't do a tenth as much as humans. And this superiority has to be proven day after day, week after week. And they do it by hunting. Or so Venice thought.

	The old hunts were on his mind as he sat in his car, a big Ford limousine a year and a half old, on the lake. He held a huge cigar in his left hand, occasionally taking a deep puff, rolling it around a bit, savouring the smoke, before exhaling it gently through the rolled down window of the car.

	The opportunity had come to his attention just over a month earlier. 

	He didn't think much, he was a hunter, and he hadn't heard of many trophies that were still missing from his collection. He called the number he'd been given, negotiated a price, and the raspy, muffled voice on the other end of the line said he'd be in touch.

	You were notified four days earlier.

	He was given the instructions, he didn't even have to ask. That impressed him, he liked professionals. 

	He needed no more than six hours to get on track and hand over the company's ongoing business to a deputy director, then get his Chevrolet ready for the road. The car was refuelled, the oil level checked, a sandwich and a gallon of drinking water placed in the passenger compartment, the windscreen was washed, the tyres inflated a little harder than usual, and one of the maids loaded Venice's pre-packed hunting bag into the boot. She drove east out of Texas. He crossed the Mississippi at Baton Rouge and then drove past Mobile and across the Florida border. He stopped in Pensacola to eat and stayed at a hotel. He was in no hurry, he had time before his appointment. Noon the next day found him in Tallahassee, and he spent the night in Tampa. Here he parked his car in the hotel parking lot, took his hunting bag, walked over to the used car dealership two blocks away and bought the nondescript, huge Ford. He also bought a large-scale local map.

	He drove south to Fort Myers, spent the night there, then crossed the Caloosahatchee River and followed its south bank to Glewiston. He passed through the town and three miles from the last house he saw the dirt road and the curved-trunked, lightning-struck mahogany tree at the crossroads. He turned north onto the dirt road and trudged another three miles to the lake shore. He saw not a creature on the way.

	And now he waited.

	He slowly looked around behind the cigar smoke. 

	Eight hours have passed. He should be here by now. He saw the lake on his left. On the vast expanse of water stretching out to infinity, tiny ripples lapped the surface, each one breaking into a thousand rays of red-silver light from the setting sun. Islands of green and yellowish-brown locusts dotted the surface. The carriage stood under a huge evergreen oak. The overhanging branches hid it from view if anyone should happen to stumble upon it. To the right of it, gumbo limbos sprawled, their red bark peeling like a snake's, the bark shed at their base in little piles. Once during the wait, he got out to pee in the lake. He saw huge snails in the water, which was perhaps not even knee-deep, and a few tiny turtles, their tiny feet trying to paddle as far away as possible from the intruder who was disturbing their world. Further away, he spotted an alligator. It was three or four feet long, lying on one of the bushes, its stiff eyes fixed on nothing.

	Venice did not hear the man approach. Suddenly he was standing in front of her. 

	He was a white man of average build, about one hundred and seventy-five centimetres tall, balding, about twenty-five years old. His green eyes stared at him blankly from the other side of the car door. He wore thigh-high fishing boots, jeans and a checked shirt, a canvas bag for fishing rods hung over his shoulders, the end of it almost hitting the ground.

	- Is there a fire for a lost angler? - the man asked.

	His voice was surprisingly deep. Venice took a good look at the guy, then climbed out of the Ford. When he straightened, he looked almost mountainous next to the other man.

	- Van. But don't ask for a cigar," said Venice, explaining the identification answer she had received on the phone.

	- I wouldn't ask for that. Where do you get it?

	- Would you believe me if I said Honduras?

	This concludes the identification. The man's voice had changed, becoming firmer as he spoke again. He pulled out. He didn't look like a frothy, lost fisherman anymore.

	- Don't tell me your name, I don't want to know.

	- I had no idea. - Venice grinned sourly.

	- I tell you things and we never see each other.

	- I didn't think otherwise.

	The man took the canvas bag off his shoulder, laid it on the hood of the Ford, and began to undo the buckles with the straps. From the holster he took out a long, shiny black rifle. Even the wooden parts were stained black. Next to the gun was a scope, then a box of bullets. The man looked at Venice.

	- Have you ever seen such a weapon?

	- "I think so," Venice said.

	Then he remembered that the other one obviously didn't know about his hunting past. Her thought was immediately confirmed by his reply.

	- If you just believe it, I'll tell you what to do with it. "You clearly didn't hear the sarcasm in Venice's previous sentence.

	- Unnecessary. I know the weapon.

	- That's not what you just said. What do you know about it?

	- This is an M1 Garand rifle, 30 caliber, manufactured from 1936, length one yard and seven inches, weight 9.5 pounds empty, magazine holds eight rounds, effective range 1200 yards...

	- "All right, I see you're good at it," said the young man, and then he added: "Let's not waste each other's time with jokes.

	Venice just nodded this time. The man picked up the rifle, slid the scope into the rail above the barrel, and it clicked into place. Then he screwed a half-barrel funnel onto the end of the barrel. A flamethrower, Venice thought, but didn't say so, it would have been pointless. The man picked up the canister, flipped the lid open and held it out to Venice:

	- Twenty-five pieces.

	- I'll fill it.

	- "If you want," he shrugged.

	He unscrewed the magazine from the gun, pulled back the bolt to check the empty chamber, and then closed it with a loud snap. He placed the gun and empty magazine next to the box of ammunition on the hood.

	It was Venice's turn to ask.

	- The target?

	- A black man, in his forties, driving a shabby red boat. He comes here every night to fish. It takes him about half an hour to get here.

	- What will I know about?

	- About coming this way. The dog doesn't come here, only he does.

	- Anything else I should know about it?

	- What do you want? - the man lowered his mouth.

	- Nothing, actually," Venice admitted, and then waved her chin towards the car. - It's behind the windscreen.

	The man reached into the car and took out a parcel wrapped in wrapping paper. Without a word, he stuffed it into the back pocket of his jeans. Venice raised an eyebrow:

	- You don't even look?

	- Why? If it doesn't fit, I'll see you again... - He had a wicked smile.

	- We will not meet. That's right.

	The man nodded, then stepped into the bushes without a word. Soon a snort sounded from beyond the trees. So he came with a horse, Venice thought. That's why she didn't hear it.

	When the silence was complete, he raised the rifle and looked into the chamber and then down the barrel. It glowed flatly from the breath-thinly smeared gun oil. 

	It didn't look like something that was shot a lot. 

	No identification number was found on the tube, lock or case. He also tried the binoculars. He could see the alligator up close and felt he could reach it with an outstretched arm. The reptile must have got a bad feeling from the gun being pointed at it, because it threw itself into the shimmering water with an unpredictably swift movement. Venice lowered the gun. Not wanting to overload the spring, he loaded five rounds into the magazine and tapped the action to ensure that the base of the rounds rested perfectly on the magazine wall. With a soft click, he pushed the magazine into place and then, in one swift motion, he fired the ammunition into the chamber. He checked that the gun was ready to fire and then slung it over his shoulder. He left the box of bullets on the hood. Five rounds were more than enough. Thirty yards from the car he found the ideal spot, where a fallen gumbo limbo lay on the bank. He carefully sat down on one of the thick branches, having already experienced that not everything could support his weight. But this tree held firm. 

	He placed the rifle on a branch where he could rest his elbows. He made a few scrubbing strokes with the butt of the gun to remove the red, flaking bark. He wondered how apt it was to call this species of pine "tourist tree". The bark was peeling off like the skin of a reckless sunbather.

	He positioned himself comfortably, then looked through the binoculars over the crossed gun on the branch. Perfect.

	Almost an hour had passed when he finally saw it. 

	At first he only noticed the waves coming from behind one of the yellowish mantis shoals. Then he saw the bow of the boat. It was a reddish-brown, flat-bottomed boat, barely an inch above the water. There were no big waves rippling on the lake, no need for a more massive piece of equipment than this soul-destroyer.

	The man was standing at the stern of the boat, pushing the boat forward with a ten-foot pole. He was stocky, with unusually strong muscles under his black skin. He was evidently in no hurry. Venice had the feeling that with this well-practised, well-oiled manoeuvre he could keep the craft moving until the end of time. She turned the gun on him and squinted into the scope. His experienced eye determined he was at least three hundred yards away. The man was approaching the shore from the left, at right angles.

	Three hundred metres.

	He decided to wait until the distance was halved. 

	Yes. One hundred and fifty meters will be fine. He won't miss, but he's not close enough to make the much-seen hunter feel undignified.

	While she waited, she studied the man in the binoculars.

	He was wearing nothing but a pair of torn linen trousers, knee-length, tied around his waist with string. He could even see the knot clearly. There were brownish discolourations on the thighs of the trousers, and a few fresh red spots. Blood. He'd obviously wiped his hands on it after killing his prey. The target pushed again on the boat, which lazily slid a few feet away at the nudge.

	Two hundred and fifty metres.

	The man's black head was smooth. Venice could not tell if his hair had fallen out on its own or if he had shaved his scalp clean. The setting sun was visible over the man's head, but it didn't disturb the hunter's eyes blinking through binoculars - so close to the horizon it was more like warmth, and it shrouded the landscape in deep red, not a blinding glare. 

	The black man was in his forties. His black eyes tiredly scanned the water in front of the boat, looking for stumps and other obstacles.

	Two hundred and twenty metres.

	Venice saw a long scar with jagged edges on the man's chest. It ended in the middle, just above the sternum, curved down his left chest and ribs, and then continued down his back, running under his arm. 

	His body was also hairless. Suddenly he pulled the stick out of the water and stabbed the bottom of the boat. Venice assumed that her prey was hooked. Two predators about to clash, he thought. The fisherman and the hunter. He smiled at the thought, took his eyes off the binoculars and glanced down the gun. It was perfectly fine. He looked again into the scope. 

	The black man now drove the boat steadily.

	Two hundred metres.

	Venice's index finger rested on the hammer of the gun. Black stabbed the stick into the boat again. On the third thrust, the bandaged snout of an alligator appeared over the edge of the boat, its evil eyes fixed on his tormentor. 

	Venice hadn't the faintest idea why anyone would catch an alligator. She shrugged, but only in thought - she didn't want to move. The alligator was much bigger than the one she had seen an hour earlier. The man steered the reptile a little longer, and when he saw that the animal was finally at rest, he dipped the rod into the water again and pushed the boat.

	One hundred and seventy metres.

	Venice's index finger slid over the firing key, pulling it back until it reached the point the dead reckoning allowed. He could feel that he had only a millimetre to pull and the shot would be fired. The man pushed the rod down into the mud again until it held on to the firmer layers of mud underneath, then firmly pushed the rod away. His whole body, every muscle, was involved in the movement. The man's economy of movement was beautiful in its own way. Venice had seen it before, in other scopes. 

	The way the antelope leapt, or the lion turned round haughtily, or the tiger scornfully scrambled to its feet - it was all the same. The subtle movements of the victim. The perfection of the moment before death.

	One hundred and fifty metres.

	Many things happened at the same moment. 

	Venice had been holding the telescopic sight on the man's chest for some time, and when the boat reached the right distance, she gently pulled the dead centre key towards her. A hundredth of a second before the shot was fired, the alligator caught the black man in the boat in a flash. Though his brain knew in vain that the bound jaws could do him no harm, the man's body, obeying millennia of instinct, recoiled and caught the rod in front of him. Where his chest had just filled the field of view of the telescope, there were now his two hands, containing the rod, which had been smashed in two by the speeding 30-round bullet ten inches below his hand. The man was about to plunge the rod into the alligator, not realizing that it was now only a foot of wood, and it fell full length onto the reptile.

	Venice lifted her head and stared at the boat in genuine dismay. 

	You missed!

	For the first time in his life, he missed a shot from a hundred and fifty metres! 

	He has never missed. 

	Meanwhile, the alligator was giving a mighty swipe with its tail, its head whipping back and forth to push the figure off its scaly back. The man, too, tried with all his might to climb off the angry reptile. With great difficulty, he got to his knees, and the animal's head struck him again. The man was struck in the chest, and fell to his knees, his legs trapped under his body. The alligator now swung to the other side, but the momentum of the boat's increasingly violent rocking had turned him onto his back. His right legs were scything in the air, his claws gripping nothing. The boater stood up, searching for the pole. He saw it in the water: it floated on the surface a few feet from the boat, the end frayed buoy-like where the projectile had snapped it in two. The man scrambled out of the water as the alarm bell rang in the back of his mind. The sudden surge of adrenaline, the unexpected attack of the reptile, the fall were all factors that blocked the thunder of the shot from his consciousness. His ears picked up the noise, but his brain had not yet had time to process the information.

	Venice was paralysed after two or three seconds. 

	As the man climbed up into the boat, Venice slid the muzzle of the gun back into its shoulder holster and put the binoculars to his right eye. Almost immediately, he found his target in the boat. His index finger slid from the tent pole to the key again.

	The black man swung his stick at the alligator, but with a sudden jerk of his back it flipped over our slate. The boat swung in the opposite direction and the fisherman lost his balance again, reaping in the air with the pole.

	Venice scored a second time. 

	This time, Garand punched him hard in the shoulder. In the binoculars he saw the alligator waddle over the side of the boat, and the boat lurched as it was relieved to be free of the reptile's weight. The fisherman stood in the boat, flailing about off balance. The shot to his chest missed again. The steel-jacketed bullet slammed into his left shoulder, piercing an inch of muscle and tearing lemon-sized flesh from his back. Venice could clearly see the new miss in the scope, the flesh smeared over the victim's shoulder, visible for a moment, and the blood that the bullet had pulverized into a fine cloud along the way. The kick of the shot moved the scope out of his sight.

	The black man staggered, struggling against falling into the water until his brain overrode his instincts. He knew he had been shot. He had been a soldier, fought in Europe, he knew exactly what had happened. In the blink of an eye, he knew he had to take cover. The sound of the shot had just reached him. He let go and fell backwards into the water. The warm, caressing water closed over him. Almost immediately, his shoulder blade hit the slimy, muddy bottom of the lake. After some calmping, his feet braced themselves firmly. The fisherman stood up. 

	The water was barely up to his chest.

	Sweat dripped down Venice's back, from her hair, her ears, the folds of her fleshy face, everywhere. By the time the third bullet slipped down the barrel and into the scope, the fisherman was gone. He pointed the gun at the boat, which now bobbed empty on the surface. Released from the weight, the rim was almost a foot out of the water. 

	The boat! 

	You can only be behind it! Her peripheral vision was the first to detect the man as he emerged from the water, spraying water. He wasn't behind the boat! The gun barrel began to turn towards the target at that very moment.

	The fisherman stood still for perhaps a second, when more emotion came over him. The first was incomprehension. Why? This was almost immediately eclipsed by the next two emotions: pain and the instinct to live. His shoulders were cool to the touch in the first moment, only to be struck by the pain all the more sharply in the next as the dirty water washed over the wound. At the same time, he realised he was an excellent target. 

	The boat! Near and far the only cover. It was to his right, maybe ten feet away. 

	He was thrown to the left.

	Venice braked the instinctive movement and aimed at the man on the side of the boat facing him. The game always moves towards the thick, the decoy. Always. And here there was no other cover. He's about to jump into the shot. He could almost see his fleeing movement momentarily broken by the whizzing bullet, only to see the body fall in a tattered heap into the water. But the animal swung the other way and dived under the water. It took Venice seconds to realize that the third shot had been fired by the devil. 

	The fisherman turned underwater and kicked himself towards the boat. 

	In shallow water, there would have been no point swimming. He got down on all fours on the bottom and crawled towards the boat. He ignored the slimy mud, the seaweed brushing against his calves. His shoulder throbbed like hell, he felt sick. He bit into a huge snail, the crumbling shell cutting deep into the palm of his hand. His back rubbed against something, blood streaked his skin. The boat! He reached up, felt around the side of the boat, then carefully pulled himself up. He took a deep breath and looked around. The shore was covered by the boat. He dared not look over it. Not yet. 

	He started to vomit and threw up in the water.

	Venice did not see the man show up. She lowered the gun, but only enough to see over the barrel. Her eyes swept around the darkening water in the setting sun. The edge of the sun's disk reached the horizon. Only minutes remained before total darkness. How much time could he have? Perhaps five minutes? The fisherman was nowhere to be seen. He could only be in one place. The boat was the only possible shelter. He put the binoculars to his eyes and took the viewfinder to the boat. He aimed an inch below the waterline. The bullet ricocheted through the boat, punching a neat, tiny hole at the entrance and ripping a palm-sized chunk of wood out the other side. The next moment, aiming one foot to the left of the first hole, he pulled the trigger again. He blew the boat apart. 

	He pressed the key again. He heard a click. The magazine was empty.

	The black man vomited bile. He was taking a deep breath when a palm-sized hole exploded in the side of the boat a few arches from his head, splattering splinters up to his face. 

	He wants to sink the boat! 

	He was about to move to swim away when another piece of wood ripped right off his head, and hit him in the thigh with something big. He staggered as his foot slipped out from under him. He fell, swallowed a lot of water before struggling to the surface again, choking. Balancing on his tiptoe, he pushed himself slightly up on the water and lifted his other leg under the cover of the rapidly sinking boat. The outside of his thigh showed a long wound half an inch deep. He thought it probable that the second bullet had ricocheted off the boat and had ripped through his leg. The wound only hurt for the moment, but he knew that once he put it back in the water, it would pulse at least as much as his shoulder. He started to gag again, but a sudden idea made him drink into the water. He almost threw up, but after a few moments he felt a little better. 

	The boat was sinking steadily, barely half a foot above the water. Above its edge, trees appeared. The shore! 

	You must reach the shore! 

	There is nowhere else to hide.

	Venice rusant. It took him half a minute to wriggle out of the tangled branches of the fallen gumbo limbo where he had so comfortably nestled himself for the past hour. He slung the rifle over his shoulder, dragging his huge body swiftly towards the Ford. How could he have been so stupid as to leave his spare ammunition there? It was the biggest mistake of his life. He was over-confident, my God, no moose had ever been that confident, but where was that in today's vad! 

	He got to the car, panting, and slammed the bullet down. There was a huge, dark sweat stain on the seat of his trousers and on his shirt. As he pushed the cartridges into the magazine, terrifying images raced through his mind. He'd come up behind her and finish her off! She looked back nervously and carelessly knocked the box of bullets over, the brass casings scattering on the floor. He cursed loudly. That had never happened to him before. He always crept silently, watching, calmly aiming and firing. Get a hold of yourself! Blood pounded in his ears, he could barely hear his own panting. He looked back again. He could see the boat from here. It was barely afloat.

	The black fisherman was determined. He cannot stay here. He took a deep breath and ducked. Oh, sir! His wounds were very sore. He cried out, his mouth full of water, drowning. He had to stand up again. It was half a minute before he pulled himself together, and crawled under the surface towards the shore.

	It occurred to him that he should stop now. It didn't work, Chester! You screwed up, it happens. 

	No one will hold him accountable if he throws the gun in the water, gets in the car and drives away. An hour later, he'll be in the shower at a hotel. They'll never know what happened. Besides, maybe that nigger's dead. Yeah, he's dead all right, killed by his alligator or some other dog. Or don't they come for the blood? He's indecisive. Oh, fuck it, go home, Chester, nobody's gonna hold you accountable. 

	But he knew that wasn't true. Someone would hold him accountable. And he would be the one. 

	If you leave now, you will regret it for the rest of your life. Of course, now he'll regret it if he doesn't. Then he understood. Hunting instinct. The wolf feels it when the rabbit first runs away. The wolf doesn't give up. He goes after his prey. He's a wolf, too. He could only slide the loaded magazine into the gun for the third time.

	- To hell with it all! "You'll die," he groaned to himself.

	He turned away from the car and stared at the water. The surface was smooth. The boat was gone.

	The fisherman was already 30 metres from the boat when he first capsized. He was just in time to see the last edge of the boat sink. He knew he could make out its head and shoulders protruding above the water. Through the fog of fear of death, he also sensed the need to keep going. He sank down. He didn't want to go thirty yards this time, as he had just done. He was too exhausted, his lungs nearly burst from the effort, and he had to stay on the surface too long to catch his breath for the next stretch. Another fifteen metres. This time he only stuck his head out.

	There it is! 

	Venive put the rifle to his shoulder and pointed the scope at the emerging black head. At least two hundred yards. But that was not the main problem. The sun was already well into the lake, and its deep red light reflected off the tops of each tiny wave. Black and red spots jumped before his eyes. It was like staring into a fireplace full of embers. He blinked once or twice, but by the time he could focus again, the target had disappeared. 

	He lowered the barrel of the gun.

	The fisherman reached deeper water, maybe a metre and a half, and started swimming. He tried to go at a long, steady pace, but he felt himself inexorably panicking. Another moment and he was drowning. He had to come up. He took a big gulp of air when he noticed the change in his surroundings. The sun was barely visible. He estimated that by the time he reached the shore it would be dark. And then his chances would increase. Besides, where was the killer? In his moments of panic, it didn't occur to him that he hadn't been shot at for some time. How long had it been since the boat? Maybe three minutes. Maybe five. He couldn't estimate. He started another length. This time he didn't dive under the water, but he tried to keep his head out as little as possible. Only twenty or thirty metres to go.

	Venice caught another glimpse of the black fisherman, but was unable to catch him through the binoculars. The billions of specks of light made her eyes water, and the image, so clear, disintegrated. Fuck! He lowered the tube again. 

	The fisherman was about two hundred and twenty metres away. Too far to try without binoculars. The man approached the shore. Yes. He'd have to shoot him when he came out of the water. His victim, unfortunately for him, was heading for a smooth, sandy stretch of beach. If he weren't so fat, he might try to run ahead of it. He might be within fifty yards of it by the time he crawled out. But he knew there was no chance of that. And he couldn't shoot from here, the angle was so flat that the reflection of the setting sun made aiming impossible... 

	The angle is flat. 

	That's it! Venice turned towards the car.

	The man began to hope. Only ten metres to go. Let me reach it, sir! His movement began to fall apart again. He could only swim with his arm intact at first, and his injured leg didn't give him much momentum, even as he tried to keep up. He tried a one-sided dog swim, but it was very slow going. He was nauseous again and drank the water in vain. He threw up everything he had left in his stomach. Feeling infinitely weak, he started swimming towards the shore again.

	Venice climbed onto the hood. The sheet metal buckled under his weight, and when he took a step, one stiffening rib after another snapped away until the roof buckled like a pit and rested on the engine. Venice lost her balance, elbowing the windshield. The windshield popped out in front of the passenger seat in a walnut-shaped area, creating a million radial cracks around the hole. He groaned in pain, struggled to his feet. He tossed the rifle on top of the car and swam away. With a great groan, he stood up. His head was at least five feet higher than it had been when he had been standing on the ground. The roof was buckling under his weight, but he held it. It must have been deformed, but that was the least of his worries. He raised the gun.

	The man reached the shore. Well done! 

	Vomiting left him fatally weak, blood loss left him dizzy, and swimming exhausted him. He stood on all fours in palms of water, his head hanging down. Tears were streaming from his eyes from the pain. With a terrible effort, he lifted his head, blurring his vision of the nearby bushes. Only five steps. He had only five more to go and he would be safe. Or maybe he already was. No one had shot at him - how long had it been? He didn't know, unable to concentrate. 

	Just five steps. With the last of his strength he stood up.

	Venice tried to calm her panting. He lifted the Garand, propped his aching elbows on his sides and looked through the binoculars. Slowly, he scanned the surface of the water until he found the fisherman. He was on the shore. At least two hundred and seventy metres away. He stood on all fours and then straightened up. Venice saw that he was less than five steps from the edge bushes. Just one shot.

	You yourself were surprised at how calmly you pulled the key.

	The projectile hit the fisherman's right shoulder blade at a speed of several hundred metres per second. The bone instantly broke into four pieces as the bullet continued to travel. It cracked the sternum, but failed to penetrate, so, losing strength, it turned towards the soft tissue, passed through the liver and abdominal cavity, and then made another turn at the pelvic bone, with just enough strength left to cut through the femoral artery.

	Venice immediately charged, seeing Black spin from the force of the impact, and the second shot hit him in the chest from the front. He ran through it unhindered. The fisherman fell. His head had not yet hit the ground when he was dead. After some thought, Venice fired a shot to the head. Just in case.

	He slumped on top of the car, which groaned under the weight.

	He did it.
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	Death Valley, California

	7 May 1980, 13.05 

	 

	 

	 

	Sergeant Francis Font and Constable Lewis Parker were every bit the image of the policeman portrayed in the movies. In front of them was a paper tray with only six grease stains where the original six orange juice city doughnuts had been. The two cops were munching on the last bites, and the umpteenth cup of coffee was steaming next to the open Coke bottles. 

	Font was a muscular man of forty-two years, one hundred and eighty-five centimetres tall, with twenty years of experience behind him. His black hair barely showed any grey, he'd cut it so short. His icy grey eyes scanned the restaurant calmly.

	Parker was younger, tall and athletic, like his partner. His blond hair was cropped short like the commander's. He was bored, looking at a local paper next to his coffee cup. According to the two-page article, the police were searching frantically for a hunter who had reportedly been missing for seven days. Parker grinned sourly. The two of them represented the tightened grip. If this is what a dragnet search looks like, I sure hope no one ever goes missing, he thought. At the same time, he'd had enough of the East Coast flounder-hunting stockbroker sharks who came here to hunt. Right here, in the most desolate part of the United States, where it's forty-three degrees in the shade in the summer and minus the same in the winter. Let's face it, it's not a beginner's paradise, and yet every year some big mouth from New York or Philadelphia shows up with his shiny, brand new equipment, looking to blow a few dozen of the most expensive ammunition right here. They can go looking for them. That they'd all die where they are.

	Both Parker and Font had their empathy nailed when they had to go after guys like this. They would have stayed on Wall Street - that was the generally accepted local attitude.

	Font saw only familiar faces in the restaurant. That's Mary Hart, the old alcoholic lady. For nearly forty years she has lived alone on her farm two miles away. She's been drinking since her husband crashed his Corsair in the Pacific in 1943. Two tables away, Max ate his bacon scrambled eggs. Max was an old fixture in the countryside, driving the milk and bread wagon for a decade now. Tod Dowkins shuffled out of the toilet, fiddling with his zipper button. He walked over to his desk, sat down on the chair and drank his beer. Good old Tod was an expelled father, shown the door by some womanizer, and he didn't mind. He tried to make himself welcome in this world, for he thought there was little good to be had in the next.

	Font turned back to the counter and washed the last of his coffee down his throat. Jesús, the Mexican owner of the small restaurant, pushed aside the stunning purple curtain of tape separating the counter from the kitchen and wiped his hands on a rag and limped over to the police officers leaning against the counter. Font knew that years before, a huge piece of cooking smoke had fallen on Jesús's feet in the kitchen, causing him to have to have a few toes swept up. An industrial accident, Jesús used to say. Now he looked at the policemen, then without another word poured them another coffee. He was used to them, they came here for lunch every day. Always the same. Donuts, Coke and lots of coffee.

	Font took a sip. He sighed.

	Boredom.

	 

	Three miles to the east, the 1977 Buick Skylark was speeding down the arrow-straight road at sixty miles an hour. At the wheel was an ascetic-looking man with a flaming red mane. His black eyes flashed nervously. His huge red bangs were almost to his jaw. He wore a brown suit, a pale pink shirt with a folded neck and dark brown crocodile-skin shoes. The shoes were practically his trademark, even his name implied it - he had beaten the Lord with the name Robert 1Boots*. He owned twenty-eight shoe stores in Los Angeles, and one of his top models was this crocodile-skin shoe. They came in high-top and mid-top, black, yellow, brown, white and even red, with laces, buckles and zippers. And they were carried like candy. He made a pretty good living from his business, and in recent years he could afford to devote himself exclusively to negotiating. The purchasing, bookkeeping and personnel matters were handled by a few employees in whom, at least in this respect, he had complete confidence.

	He received the phone call that changed his life last week. 

	Just in time to get away for a few days. He said he was going to Las Vegas to spend some money, which was his habit anyway, and he had picked out his outfit accordingly. The previous day, he had left at dawn in the Buick, driving at a fairly high rate of speed on the highway to Las Vegas, and had been ticketed twice by the highway patrol as far as Baker, where he turned off the highway northbound. Both times, he politely listened to the reprimand, apologized, paid, and drove on. 

	From Baker, he drove another hundred and twenty miles to Beatty, where he stayed at a motor inn for the night. It was late morning when he pulled up to an old, black Chrysler in the parking lot of a neighboring gas station as arranged. He took the envelope from his pocket that had been sent to his Los Angeles address, extracted the key he had been sent, used it to unlock the car and then climbed into the driver's seat. What he was looking for was in the glove compartment. The shiny chrome Colt automatic was lying on top of a map with two extra magazines.

	Boots knew guns, and was a founding member of a shooting club in California. He unloaded the magazine and removed the bullets. Eight rounds of .45 ammunition fell into his palm. The tips of each showed the lead core from under the copper jacket, into which careful hands had drilled a small hole. It was the kind of ammunition that tears palm-sized chunks out of the victim. After checking and reloading, he tapped the magazine into the gun's brain with the edge of his palm, then loaded the barrel and set the safety in the secured position. He similarly examined the other two magazines, each containing eight of the same ammunition. Beneath the gun was a typewritten tag: 'After the Amargosa Mountains, within twenty miles. White Ford pick-up." He put the tag and the magazines in his jacket pocket, tucked the gun in his belt by his right hip, got out, locked the car, and rode back to the motel. He dropped the ticket and car keys in a trash can on the way.

	He got in the Buick and drove southeast out of Beatty. Soon he left the Amargosa Desert behind him, and the car climbed the mountain range of the same name without a hitch and descended the other side.

	Boots is thirsty. 

	He decided to stop somewhere for a drink before he started.

	 

	 

	Malcolm McShane was whistling down the straight road. 

	You were enchanted by the landscape. To the right and left, he could see high mountain ranges in the distance, towering grey-blue against the azure sky in the blinding sunshine. To the north-west, in the foreground of a distant blue mountain range, the flat ridge of a yellowish-brown mountain range a few miles closer drew the eye. It looked like a huge golden retriever lying on its side, slumbering after a hearty lunch. 

	The mountains were cut by barren, dry gullies, some of their beds pitch-black against the yellow background, creating huge wrinkles in the hillsides. The black sediment was washed down from the distant, bluish mountains by intermittent streams that swelled into poisonous rivers in the rare rains. Between the yellowish ridge and the road alternated between rocky desert and bone-dry pools covered with cracked clay slabs.

	McShane loved the countryside. 

	Although he knew from his earlier reading that Death Valley was not named by accident, he thought it was history. A highway ran through the desert, gone are the days when wagon trains to the California goldfields wandered here, seeking a way out of the desert valley surrounded by mountain ranges, some of the passengers dying of thirst. Come on! In the twentieth century, in the most developed country in the world, such a thing could hardly happen. McShane, aware of this, surrendered himself to the enjoyment of the landscape with angelic serenity.

	He was a man of medium build with a strong build. His long, unkempt hair was tied in a ponytail with fishing line. He was heavily balding above his forehead, although he was barely forty. He wore frayed jeans, a red checked shirt, a khaki military vest with a shock-coloured pocket and a sari. In many of the pockets he had originally packed a can of beer, in the others cigarettes, a lighter, a roll of dimes and an empty opium pipe. The beer was all gone.

	He was in no hurry, cruising along at thirty miles an hour in his white Ford, sucking on a beer, whistling and gazing at the scenery. 

	He saw a few plants, stopped at one of them and examined Rock Lady closely. The lacy leaves and the stem were covered with billions of tiny hairs, protecting them from drying out in the wind. McShane was interested in plants. He was studying botany at the University of Massachusetts, planning to research ferns somewhere in Southeast Asia and perhaps, if he was lucky, discover a new species. 

	This did not happen, although he reached Southeast Asia much earlier than he expected. 

	He was called up for military service in 1965 and, feeling that he owed a debt to the country that had welcomed his ancestors from Scotland a century earlier, he took no shortcuts and enlisted. A year later, he was hiding in the jungle around Da Nang, and was surprised to find that the ferns were not God's plant miracle, but a shelter. But even God's miracles could not save him from the garnet silk drilled into his side, and in the summer of 1967 he returned to the United States aboard a military plane with a shattered pelvis. It took him a year to learn to walk again. The ordeal made him a militant pacifist, and when the army discharged him, he threw himself into the peace movement. The FBI soon had him on the radar as the government's Asia policy and the leader of one of the Boston groups most vehemently opposed to the war. He was now on the same case. He was on his way to Los Angeles for a peace rally that rejected the US response to the Soviet Union's invasion of Afghanistan. My God, now maybe we can get enough people together to make those assholes in Washington hear us, he thought. Yes, this would be the turning point. He sipped his beer merrily.

	 

	 

	Boots maintained the sixty-mile-an-hour speed and stared out the windscreen in disgust. 

	What a boring country! 

	If I had to live here, I would sooner or later put a gun in my mouth, he said, gazing at the barren, sun-bathed mountains. 

	Not a lousy person anywhere. In fact, he didn't mind. What he was about to do, he didn't need an audience for. He stifled a yawn. He didn't feel nervous, though he had spent the last fifteen minutes watching himself from the outside. No. He wasn't nervous. That's good. Or maybe a little adrenaline wouldn't hurt? Or caffeine! He saw the sign for the restaurant. Yeah, stop. He squirmed a little in his seat, looked up, but a sloping hump obscured the road ahead. He drove up the hill, and when he reached the slope on the other side, he felt his stomach heave for a few moments as the car began to descend. He loved the feeling, which radiated into his loins.

	He saw the inn. 

	It stood alone in the middle of the desert for perhaps half a mile, with not a single plant around it. Just rocks and boulders of all sizes from the size of a melon to a grain, and it was as if some bored giants had taken a summer afternoon to carve up the landscape. 

	In this stone wilderness, a ground-floor wooden house stood less than thirty metres from the road, with a sandy parking lot in front of it, two old, beat-up vans and a black, old limousine. On the long bar beside the road, a tin plate, slightly chipped, reads "Jesús's restaurant". Boots slowed, crossed the oncoming lane and turned into the car park.

	He immediately saw the patrol car parked in the shadow of the building. 

	He slammed his foot off the brake, then stepped on it again, then stepped on the accelerator again. He hesitated, but soon realized that it would be unfortunate if he continued. Probably the dog hadn't been here for at least an hour, hence his arrival was the sensation of the moment. Obviously everyone was watching him from inside. Including the cop. He's got to go in. 

	Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!

	He braked past the vans, kicking up a cloud of dust, and angrily pushed the gearbox into neutral.

	- Fucking hell! - he hissed, and then, with a straight face, he opened the car door.

	 

	Sergeant Font turned when he heard the engine roar. Around here, this was a serious event. He looked out the smudged window at the road. A dark green Buick sedan approached from Beatty's direction, then turned into the parking lot at an unusually high rate of speed. He slowed steadily, then suddenly the engine revved, then the driver braked again, and the car skidded the last few feet. Despite the swirling dust, he could see the driver angrily slamming the steering gearshift.

	The elderly lady did not look up from her drink, she had not been distracted from her alcoholic apathy by any event for years. Max and Tod Dowkins looked up, and Jesús stumbled out of the kitchen, where he had been rattling dishes for minutes. Officer Parker also closed the newspaper and looked back over his shoulder. He was lazy to turn around.

	- What kind of a monastery is this? - he asked the question on everyone's mind as he spotted the guy in the brown suit and pink shirt climbing out of the car.

	- "I think he's some kind of fucking faggot," Max summed up the opinion of the pub's audience. His comment was met with murmurs of agreement. Font said nothing.

	The man entered the restaurant.

	 

	 

	McShane was looking at the landscape, but he was no longer whistling. He was rehearsing his speech. This was to be the speech that was to mark the turning point. McShane knew it would be an important meeting. The FBI knew it, and that McShane was a driving force in the movement, without him the meeting was meaningless. And McShane knew the FBI knew that. That's why he chose this route, just as he's taken mostly back roads since Boston. He didn't want to risk being arrested on a bogus traffic violation for a few days just to get out of Los Angeles. 

	He didn't believe that spontaneous speech could energise the audience. 

	He studied botany and rhetoric at university. It was as much a part of the jungle as botany, he thought. The thought brought a bitter smile to his lips. It wasn't the most beautiful plants he should have been lectured on so much, but the toughest. The ones that could catch shrapnel. Then maybe his feet wouldn't be so numb. 

	Although the doctors declared him cured, he knew something was permanently wrong with him. Something was not working around his hips as it should have. And the pain! There wasn't a moment that he didn't feel it. It was always there, but sometimes it was only mild. The nights were the worst. Then there was nothing left but the pain.

	Rhetoric, botany. Ccc! 

	He spat contemptuously out of the window. If I know what I'm going to do in life, I'm not going to university, I'm going to... I don't know where. God, how many things he's stuffed his brain with, thinking they're important... and then what's the point? 

	He pushed the thought away and refocused on the road. A sign on the side of the road appeared in the distance. A deeper layer of his brain had stored the information to alert the traveller to a restaurant.

	 

	 

	Boots entered the restaurant, dusted off the dust on his jacket and looked up.

	- Good afternoon!

	- 'Hello - the restaurant's audience buzzed.

	Boots walked to the counter and leaned on it a few feet away from the two immensely bored policemen. Jesús limped over to him and wiped the counter with the plaid cloth he always carries.

	- What can I give you?

	- A coffee, please.

	- "I'll give it to you," the owner growled, and staggered over to the coffee machine.

	He poured the already brewed coffee from the pot into the cup and set it down in front of the newcomer. Boots read the price list on the wall and counted out the money, adding twenty percent to the counter. Jesús put the change in his pocket and raised his head.

	- Where to, where to?

	That was exactly what Boots didn't need in the first place. He smiled forcibly.

	- I've read a lot about Death Valley, so I thought I'd check it out for myself.

	- So, how do you like it here?

	- I never thought people lived here.

	- Why, what did he think? That the vultures would build a road here so that a guy like you could drive around? - Tod Dowkins remarked, as everyone looked at him.

	- No, you misunderstand... - Boots started to apologise, but this time Max intervened:

	- Of course we misunderstand, we're just rude provincials, eh? We poke our noses in the desert, we're so stupid.

	It was all becoming very uncomfortable for Boots. He didn't know how to get out of this argument. He didn't really understand how he got involved.

	Font is tired of the sharp dialogue.

	- All right, boys, stop it!" he barked at them.

	The two locals fell silent, but continued to glare at Boots in disgust. This time the sergeant turned to him.

	- Where are you from, mister?

	- From Las Vegas, Sergeant.

	- What are you doing over there?

	- I work in a casino. Like everyone else in town. He felt he was talking too much, but he couldn't stop.

	- And where are you going?

	- Just looking. - With no reply, he felt the urge to break the silence: - Where can I find a petrol station around here?

	- In Beatty. Either you go back or you cut across the valley. The next well is on the other side of the valley.

	- Well, thank you. - He finished his coffee, he was leaving.

	- Nice shirt. It's rare to see pink like that around here, you know?

	Constable Parker winked at the locals over Font's shoulder.

	- It's actually a flamingo colour," said Boots.

	He looked out of the window as he was picking. A Ford pick-up truck was pulling away on the road towards the valley floor. It was white. Boots' heartbeat quickened. He must hurry.

	- Well, gentlemen, it was a pleasure to meet you. Goodbye! - He went out and jumped into the car.

	The audience in the pub stared after him with open mouths.

	Parker looked at Font.

	- Flamingo colour?

	- Flamingo colour.

	 

	 

	McShane savoured the opening sentence of his speech. 

	Yes, that might be good, he thought. Or should he start with something harder? In medias res? No, maybe he'll stick with the original version. After all, if he started more slowly, more deliberately, he could gradually raise the volume until he drove his audience crazy. Perhaps you could try to give the crowd a specific target. Yes, you should do that! 

	He liked the idea. They should be marched in front of some public building. Or a military installation, that might be even better, although there are none nearby. Damn it, they should have thought of that before. He raised the beer can to his lips, but it was empty. He crumpled it up and threw it on the back seat. He was never a stickler for order. He rummaged in the pockets of his vest with his right hand, and when he couldn't find another can, he leaned back and started rummaging in the gap in front of the back seat. Occasionally he glanced ahead at the deserted road, but never took his foot off the accelerator. He looked back again and began to tug the unopened box from under the trash that covered the back seat. So he didn't see Jesús's dusty bar passing him on the left side of the road.

	 

	Pound was amused by the guy, but Parker wasn't thrilled. He didn't like people who descended from the big city to the back of beyond, but didn't adapt to the countryside. He was about to begin his litany on the subject, but Font knew it by heart, so he raised his hand, forestalling the torrent of words:

	- Let's drink our coffee and go.

	- All right, come on!

	They wiped up the leftovers and started to pick. They still had at least fifty miles to go before they would have to take dirt roads around their part of the desert to at least pretend to search for the missing hunter. They donned their hats, nodded to the guests and the owner, and exited the building. Parker studied the parking lot wearily as they strolled toward the patrol car parked next to the building. The city guest's Buick left a scuffed skid mark in the dust. Parker stopped suddenly, staring at the tire tracks and then at the police car parked next to the building. He looked back at the parking lot again.

	- What is it now? - asked Font, who reached the car and opened the driver's side door.

	Parker scratched his forehead.

	- Look at this clue. The guy drove off the road, braked. Then the trail disappears here, and he brakes again. He hit the gas right where he could see our car.

	- Good. And?

	- Well, I don't know. It's like he didn't want to stop as soon as he saw the police car. Then he figured it would be suspicious here in the back of God knows where if he didn't come in when we were watching from inside.

	- Theories... Always theories!" smiled Font.

	- The number plate was not correct either.

	- No?

	- He said he was from Vegas, but the car had Los Angeles plates.

	- I think your problem is that he's gay.

	- Could be. I still don't like something.

	- And what should we do? You want to go after him?

	- We're going that way anyway.

	- "All right, we'll stop him," the sergeant gave in.

	He got in the car, but Parker didn't hop in with him. Only his legs and waist were visible in the open passenger door. Font got out. Parker crouched on the roof of the car and looked at the sergeant.

	- "Flamingo," he said, nodding his head, then sat down.

	Font laughed, sat back down and started the car. They turned onto the road, and the cop stepped on the gas to make up the three-minute Buick lead.

	 

	 

	McShane found the beer in the trash heap. He hooked the tab of the can in his mouth, ripped it open and drank it in one gulp. God's great gift to mankind - that's how he always felt about beer. He glanced at the speedometer. Forty miles an hour. 

	Slow down. He still had two full days to make it to Los Angeles. He fiddled with the car's old radio, but found nothing but static. He'd find it when he crossed the mountains. Once again, he gave himself over to enjoying the scenery.

	 

	 

	Boots pushed the accelerator hard. The speedometer indicator crept up to the sixty-mile mark and then left. The road was flat, broken only every two or three miles by hills that rose only enough to obscure the next valley. Boots had forgotten all about the interlude with the police. The coffee he had drunk was beginning to take effect. His senses were unusually acute, he could almost see himself from the outside. Again, he rocketed up a hill. Looking down from the roof, he saw the white pick-up truck in the distance. 

	About a mile and a half separated the two cars.

	 

	 

	The two patrols were speeding along at seventy miles an hour, the powerful car's engine roaring effortlessly, disturbed only by the rattling of the twig-breaker grille on the front of the car.

	- 'Kennel, we've got to tighten a bolt on that grate,' Font growled.

	- Yes. Bloody annoying.

	Parker stared out the side window. 

	He spent his whole life here. He grew up in Beatty and used to come here with his father. It was familiar to him, but the beauty of the countryside was lost on him.

	- What do you think of this hunter?

	- "I don't know," the sergeant whined through his gum. And then, just to ask a question, he added: "What's the son of a bitch's name?

	- "I'm looking," his partner said readily, and then he took a folder from the glove compartment containing the wanted posters and looked inside.

	 

	 

	McShane was finally satisfied. He had found the key phrase and, recalling his rhetorical studies, he decided that this would be the leitmotif he would instil in his audience. 

	But the rhetoric reminded him of the other subject, the Vietnamese jungle. His pelvis began to crack harder at the very thought. He shifted carefully in his seat. Oh, God, he's a bloody mess... The doctors can say what they like, it'll never heal. Slowly, millimetre by millimetre, he shifted his weight back onto his bottom, arching his back and arching his back, trying to get into a position where he didn't feel the pain so much. He should go to a physiotherapist, a masseuse, or a spa. Maybe a chiropractor in Chinatown. 

	Or he should just shoot himself, that would be the real solution. 

	Another hill rose in front of it. While he was moving around, he spotted a car approaching at high speed in the mirror. He was still far away. The pick-up reached the top of the hill.

	 

	 

	The white Ford was only three hundred metres away. Boots pushed the accelerator hard, feeling the tension building. The pleasant shiver he had just felt had now turned into a nervous tingle. Sweat was also trickling down his temples and the back of his neck. As he tried to keep the car straight, he leaned over the other seat and rolled down the right-hand window.

	When he straightened up, there was less than a hundred metres between the two cars. The driver of the Ford was clearly in no hurry. 

	I wonder what it looks like? Interestingly, not once in the last month has the thought crossed his mind. Will it be black? White? He would have preferred a black one. He pulled the Colt from his belt and unholstered it with his thumb. He set it down on the seat beside him, then with his right hand freed, he shifted back, got behind the Ford, slowing it to a crawl. He still had to get ready. Now he paid no attention to anything else, concentrating solely on the pick-up.

	 

	 

	The patrol car sped over the hilltop, its wheels momentarily tearing away from the grey asphalt. Font waited until the car was steady again, then stepped on the gas again.

	- "There it is," Parker noted wearily, looking up from his folder.

	The Buick had just caught up with a white van, but instead of overtaking it, it pulled in behind it. Having slowed down considerably, the patrol car approached them at speed. The two cars drove over the next hill and disappeared behind the ridge.

	 

	 

	McShane glanced more and more frequently in the mirror.

	- What the fuck do you want, buddy? - he muttered, shrugging his shoulders. He'll go away.

	But he couldn't switch it off. 

	The other car was a Buick. In the mirror, he saw a man sitting in it, wearing a shirt of some amazing color. Not something a normal person would wear. He reached back for another beer in the mountain of garbage that had been piling up behind him since the East Coast. As he turned back, his eyes caught the other car again. He was maybe 20 or 30 feet away. McShane waved the beer can. Get the hell out of here, brother. The Buick wasn't moving. McShane sipped his beer and looked at the tightly gripped car in the rearview mirror and then in the rearview mirror. He didn't understand. The road is straight, there's room to pass, what's he doing? 

	Bored, he rolled down the window, stretched his arms out into the warm driving wind and waved. Go to hell. He pulled back, grabbed the steering wheel, raised the beer can to his mouth with his right hand. What a bunch of idiots!

	Boots was waiting for this. As the man in front of him beckoned, he stepped on the accelerator, pulled out from behind the car and pulled alongside. He held the Buick straight with his left hand while he grabbed the gun with his right. As the passenger seat window rolled down to line up with the driver's seat of the Ford, Boots pulled the trigger. The roar of the Colt .45 was amplified incredibly inside the car.

	McShane saw the other car pull up out of the corner of his eye, and was about to look when some incredible force knocked the beer can out of his hand and ripped it to shreds. The beer filled the passenger compartment like a foaming cloud, splashed on the windscreen and covered his clothes. He stared in shock at his hand, three fingers missing. When the sound of the shot reached him, he clutched his head to the left. He could just look into the other man's eyes. The huge red shield was the last thing he saw. In his hand flashed the huge, gleaming pistol. Then it went dark, only the pain remained, and then it was gone. I'm flying, was his last thought.

	- Fucking hell! - Parker shouted as the patrol car whizzed over the top of the hill and the two cars reappeared.

	The Buick was next to the Ford, perhaps a hundred metres from the police car. The driver of the Buick had just raised a pistol and fired twice at the man driving the Ford. The Buick's rear window was clearly visible. The rear windshield of the Ford was covered in a bright red mass after the second shot.

	- Fuck, he shot him! - Font shouted in disbelief.

	- Brake!

	The shout of his companion brought him to his senses and he slammed on the brake pedal. 

	The patrol car passed the bump at seventy miles an hour and ate up the distance between the two cars in seconds. Font saw that he could not stop, and would not be able to fit either, as the road was occupied by the two cars. He jerked the steering wheel to one side, sped off the tarmac, and overtook the Buick on the left, ripping off its wing mirror.

	Boots did not hope that the first shot would be enough, as both cars were moving, so he immediately fired again. For a moment his eyes locked with the surprised look on the face of the hippy-like figure driving the Ford, and then the second bullet passed through the driver's left eye and out the top of his head, covering the interior of the car with pieces of skull and brain.

	Boots lowered his hand. He then heard the screech of brakes, but by the time he looked in the rear view mirror he could see nothing behind the car, but heard a loud crash from the left, something shoved the bodywork and ripped off the wing mirror. A car whirled past him in a cloud of dust and sped off into the desert.

	McShane's body fell, pulling the steering wheel with it. The Ford swung to the right, drifted towards the embankment, then the left front wheel hit a rock, stalled, and the car flipped over the blocked wheel. The doors were blown out, the few banners on the platform, covered with a tattered canvas bag, were blown in all directions by the wind, their support poles snapped. The car humped and then came to a stop, leaning on its right side. The bloody, lifeless body half fallen out of the window and was trapped under a car boot. McShane could no longer feel the ten gallons of gasoline in the tank burst with a single burst.

	Parker and Font were lucky enough to run off the road just where the rocky desert was interrupted by a dry lake bed. The car's wheels were able to grip the bone-hard, fragmented clay. Font straightened his grip on the steering wheel and braked steadily, then, when he had control of the car, he gave a sudden turn of the wheel and slammed on the handbrake, bringing the car to a halt with its nose to the road, kicking up a cloud of dust. The pick-up, whose wheels were all that could be seen from there, exploded on the other side of the road. The Buick was nowhere to be seen.

	Boots immediately realised he was in big trouble. Instinctively, he stepped on the accelerator and watched from the mirror of the ever-accelerating car as the other car sped across the desert and then stopped. Only then did he recognise the patrol car. Oh my God! He tensed his right leg and pushed the accelerator to full power. The speedometer started to rise. Get out of the way!

	But the mountains were still miles away.

	Font angrily slammed on the steering wheel and slammed on the gas. He didn't even look at his partner:

	- How are you?

	- I hit my head and nearly shit myself with fright. Otherwise I'm fine. I thought we were going to hit him.

	The patrol car backed onto the road. They took one look at the burning Ford. As the wind whipped the flames, a glimpse of the driver's leg caught under the door became visible.

	- We don't need to look closely at this," Parker noted.

	- I agree. Let's get that bastard! - Font said, pointing ahead at the receding Buick.

	It could not have been further than three hundred metres.

	Parker flicked on the car's roof light and turned on the siren. Not that there was anyone in their way, but he knew from experience that sirens were an excellent psychological weapon against a pursuer. Then he turned in the seat and from the holster under the back seat, he pulled out a huge Remington rifle and, ripping the top off the box in the glove compartment, pushed ammunition into the gun. Font concentrated on driving. Parker finished loading the rifle. He rolled down the window.

	Boots frantically stomped on the accelerator, but the Buick stopped accelerating. It was designed to maintain cruising speed, but it was no champion of acceleration. The patrol car was visibly approaching. 

	He pulled out the Colt.

	Parker waited until they were within fifty yards of the getaway car, then reached out the window and reached back into the passenger compartment for the gun. 

	- Consider that you have already been asked to surrender! - Font threw in.

	- In fact, we've already fired a warning shot," Parker added, and lifted the rifle into the wind.

	The first shot went into the desert. The second blew the Buick's rear windshield into a thousand pieces.

	Boots pulled his neck in, but he was still wounded by some shards of glass. He could feel blood leaking from his head. Oh, God, why did I have to do this! How my hands would have dried off when I called that number and... The third bullet had just missed his head, smashed the inside mirror and smashed the front windscreen. Boots used his fist to knock out the spider-web cracked glass to eject me, but then the driving wind hit him in the face with such force he could barely breathe. He panicked. He raised the Colt, and with his right hand behind his back, fired blindly until the magazine was empty. He fumbled in his pocket for the spare magazines.

	- It's shooting at us, damn it!

	- Shoot the wheel, fucking shoot the wheel!

	Between the two policemen, the windscreen was punctured in two places. This time Parker lowered the gun and fired. The left rear tire under the Buick's long trunk was smashed to smithereens.

	Boots took his hand out of his pocket as the car started to pull to the left. He gripped the steering wheel and tried desperately to keep the vehicle on the road. The Buick slowed, its tail swung out. Boots instinctively slammed on the brakes as the car spun. It skidded across the road, pointing its right side toward the patrol car.

	Parker saw that his shot was on target. He immediately crawled back into the car, strapped himself in.

	- "Hold on!" shouted Font, and then, barely braking, he crashed into the Buick.

	The twig-breaking grating knocked Boots' car over, which flipped twice around its longitudinal axis before it fell back on its wheels and came to a screeching halt on the kerb. The patrol car skidded to a screeching halt, leaving a long, slightly curved black skid mark on the road before coming to a stop beside the wreck.

	The officers jumped out of the car and circled the Buick left and right. Boots sat in the driver's seat, dizzy. He had not yet regained consciousness.

	Parker shoved the barrel of the Remington into the half-dead driver's mouth.

	- Hands up, my good man!" he didn't care a jot that the barrel of the gun had knocked out Boots' two incisors.

	 


4

	Cheltenham, England

	29 November 1984, 20.40 

	 

	 

	He's been cursing for an hour. 

	Damn this damn weather! Ever since he left Oxford in the Ford Mustang, it's been pouring down like a bucket of rain. He used the two arse-wide white stripes on the dark green bonnet as a guide. Between them, he tried to pick out the markers lying in the grass on the side of the road. Not with much success. Many of the stones had disappeared since the war, the rest had been washed away by the weeds. In vain, he turned on his headlights, but only succeeded in getting a better view of the downpour. It was as if someone had hung a huge drapery of silver stripes vertically in front of him. He could see no further than ten metres. It was the second time he'd missed a bend in a typical rural single-lane asphalt road. The car's wheels spun on the muddy grassy shoulder, forcing him to slow down. This had happened at least half an hour earlier, and since then he had been plodding along at fifteen miles an hour, listening to the bliss of the sky hitting the roof. 

	A bolt of lightning of unbelievable proportions broke the darkness, lighting up another hundred metres of road ahead. Just in time to avoid an unlit cart that occupied two-thirds of the road. As he drove around the two-wheeler after braking to the curb, he saw a donkey standing apathetically in front of the empty cart. He saw no human being anywhere. The farmer, evidently tired of being bothered, left the donkey and walked home to a hot grog. This is England, he thought to himself.

	The Ford is back on the wagon. A place name sign appeared in the flickering light of the headlights. Cheltenham. High time. The driver, Vernon Chase, sighed with relief.

	Chase was nineteen years old, a tall, shouldered young man. He had graduated from high school the previous year in Seattle, Washington, where he had been a football scholarship student at Yale. He majored in foreign relations and history. He didn't really need the scholarship, his family could have paid his tuition and he had the grades to qualify for the prestigious alma mater, but he had a falling out with his lawyer father over a minor issue the day the scholarship decision was made. In his first rage, he accepted, and he has never regretted this somewhat clumsy move. He felt it was time to be independent of his parents. But this independence did not extend to not accepting the monthly allowance from his father that put him in the top third of the unofficial income list of his fellow students. He applied the "if they give, take" principle to the maximum. At the same time, he did not misuse his funds. He opened an account without his father's knowledge and deposited most of his pocket money in it. The account grew nicely. He didn't save much for anything, because he had everything: a rented apartment near the university, modern stereo equipment, and a red Ford Mustang on the curb in front of him. For Yale students, the generally accepted view was that he didn't need much more than that.

	Chase lived a life of moderation. He didn't smoke, hardly drank, and went to the stadium every day for training. He knew he would never be a football star. What was enough to make him a great player in Seattle and the high school league was not enough in the college league. He knew he was a good complementary guy, he would do his best, but he would never be able to score touchdown after touchdown at Yale. Stardom remained on the West Coast, but he didn't miss the fans chanting his name. He went to practice because the scholarship made him feel he couldn't let down the team, which would have made it without him. But the sport made him stronger in body and soul. In fact, he played because he loved the fatigue after training.

	His conflict with his father stemmed from the same problem that most law school students have: his father could not imagine that there was anything else worth studying at university than law. 

	But Chase was bored to death, and after watching some of his father's trials, he soon realised that law and justice are usually not even close. He thanked it, but he didn't ask for it. 

	He was fascinated by languages and wanted to travel. From there it was a straight road to foreign relations, and he took up history as a pure passport. He caught the attention of his teachers in his first semester, for two reasons. Firstly, among the many diplomatic children, there were hardly any who came from a different background, so to speak. It was also an inefficient profession, he found. Secondly, Chase had a gift for languages. He had learned this difficult and difficult language from his Hungarian-born mother at an early age, and at school he was the only one who had actually managed to learn Spanish. Spanish also sparked his interest in other European languages, and by the age of eighteen he was fluent in German, French and Italian, in addition to Hungarian and Spanish, and was friendly with the Russian. This exceptional ability was a major factor in his choice of course. He had already overcome the real problems that most students had.

	Chase postponed the second semester, moving to England as a visiting student, intending to broaden his knowledge of foreign affairs at Oxford. His decision to apply for the job advertisement on the university notice board was again prompted by an attempt by his father to steer his only son towards a career in law. His father reacted to the announcement of a year in England with a fit of rage, and two hours and half a bottle of port later, he calmed down and told his son to give up trying and do what he wanted. But the source of pocket money never dried up. Chase thought his mother had a lot to do with it.

	He was in England three months ago. 

	During the week, he listened to lectures, went on weekend trips or to university parties. He made many superficial contacts, acquaintances and friends, but only one really good friend in the island nation.

	He was the one who had now lured her to the back of God.

	 

	The Mustang pulled into the centre of Cheltenham. Chase strained his eyes in the relentless rain to see where he was going. The streetlights helped somewhat. He pulled over at a bus stop and studied the map his friend had given him, then shoved the paper back in the glove compartment and set off. He turned left twice, then right. 

	He was driving down a narrow street, with distinctive reddish-brown brick houses on either side, looming in the light. He came to a small square. On the left, a huge stone warehouse-like building, at least four hundred years old, with narrow windows, stood. The lancets yawned darkly, like the cathedral windows of the Victorian church opposite. The chapel's tiny tower was lost in the black, rainy void. To the right of the paved square was what he was looking for. 

	A one-storey white-painted inn with thick stone and mortar window sills and stained woodwork in the form of large Xs on the walls. Above the low entrance hung a tin brick tile depicting St George about to slay a dragon. 

	- 'Well, what else could you call an inn in this country,' Chase muttered. 

	He spotted his friend's old Vauxhall near the entrance and parked next to it. As he got out of the car, he locked the door and ran to the entrance, his checked jacket soaked through. 

	He bent down and pushed through the glassed-in door, barely six feet high.

	The room was rectangular in shape, the longer wall was estimated to be fifteen metres long, the shorter ten. The floor was covered with black planks, the walls were panelled up to the ceiling with wide beams of crossed planks. Everything was stained coffee brown by the cigarette and cigar smoke of decades past. The left side of the room was occupied by a mahogany shoebox with beer taps on it and glasses suspended from their bases. Behind the counter, a mirror doubled the bottles lined up on shelves bent with the weight of the drinks. Opposite the counter and along the back wall were booths, with solid oak tables and similar padded benches upholstered in coarse linen and stuffed with horsehair. 

	Almost all the booths were occupied, and many of the bar stools in front of the bar were taken. Tobacco smoke gave the air a hint of blue. The noise of people talking and laughing melted into a loud murmur. Apparently many people had gone inside to escape the doomsday.
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