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Prologue: The Hunters

Baring Island, Northwest Territories, Canada
64º33´S 62º02´W



The hunter had paid fifty thousand dollars to kill a polar bear – and he wasn’t going home without one.

They’d been out from Miller’s Harbour for three frustrating days, without even the hint of a bear. But at last they had picked up the trail early that morning and were now preparing to move in for the kill.

Pretty soon the skin would be hanging on the wall of his den back in Milwaukee, and all his pals who went out shooting harmless creatures like rabbits or deer would be green with envy. They would know that he’d taken on the mightiest carnivore on God’s earth and defeated it.

Usually he was an accountant. He lived in the suburbs, he wore a boring grey suit, and the most exciting part of his day was getting on a train in the morning. He wasn’t fabulously wealthy, but he was rich, and like many rich people he was very, very bored.

But not on this day.

If his friends could see him now, standing on the ice plain, the temperature minus thirty, all kitted out in his fur-trimmed parka, his face mask and tinted goggles, his binoculars hanging around his neck, the huskies barking around him, they would be jealous as hell – particularly when they saw him raise his rifle and scan the horizon. Not just any rifle, either. It was a .300 Winchester Magnum, the kind snipers used in the army, accurate to 1100 metres.

For this one day out of his whole life, John Gordon Liddy III was a man of action.

It would also be the day he died.



Liddy and his Inuit guide, Paul Nappaaluk, had been tracking the bear for about an hour. Liddy’s excitement was visibly growing, but it was hard to tell with Paul. He was a small, weather-beaten man, and he didn’t say much, didn’t react to anything. Liddy could hardly even guess his age – maybe somewhere between sixty and seventy, perhaps even eighty. He wasn’t like any old man Liddy had ever met. He was as tough as nails, and drove them relentlessly. At first Liddy had attempted to keep pace with him, but before very long he had collapsed down on to the sledge and allowed the dogs to carry him as well as their supplies.

Liddy had paid not just to kill the polar bear, but to enjoy the whole ‘Eskimo’ experience. He knew he wasn’t supposed to call them Eskimos, but he could hardly help himself. Hadn’t he grown up reading all about them? So far, however, he wasn’t too impressed. The blubbery food Paul cooked was so revolting he’d given it to the dogs. In the dark of his tent, he’d chomped on a Power Bar and dreamed about McDonald’s chicken nuggets. He was freezing, and hungry, and absolutely exhausted, and he missed having a television and a cell phone and doughnuts, but getting the bear would make it all worthwhile.

Sleep was impossible, with the wind howling and the yelping dogs. One of them had tried to bite a lump out of him when he’d gone for a pee. He had found Paul already standing outside, with his rifle raised to his shoulder.

‘Something wrong?’ Liddy had asked.

‘Something spooked them,’ said Paul.

Liddy just grunted and concentrated on trying to pee. It was so cold he was worried about it freezing up and dropping off. He washed his hands with snow and tramped back to the tent. He was paying far too much money to worry. The old man could stay on guard all night. Paul had the same rifle he had; there wasn’t a creature on the planet could stand up to a Winchester Magnum. Besides, Paul was probably just playing it up, making like there was something out there. It was all part of the ‘experience’.

But if those dogs don’t quit hollering, I’ll shoot one of them myself.

He wasn’t an entirely unpleasant man, John Gordon Liddy III. He was just spoiled by civilization. If he had wanted to prove how brave he was to his friends, there were easier things he could have done, but no, here he was, on top of the world, a hundred miles from the nearest outpost and mere hours from death.



It was a little after noon when they saw the bear, about 1500 metres ahead, and facing away from them, halfway up a short incline. Paul raised his binoculars. Liddy preferred to study the beast through the telescopic sights of his rifle. His finger was already curling around the trigger. But he didn’t shoot. The bear was still too far away, and he wanted the satisfaction of being close; he wanted to be able to look into the whites of his eyes as he killed him.

They left the dogs with the sledge, and moved cautiously forward. The bear was pawing at the snow, digging for something, its back to them, blissfully unaware that death was approaching – at least until the dogs behind them suddenly began to yelp again, probably having caught its scent. The bear turned slowly, its nose in the air. They were perhaps two hundred metres away. Liddy walked with his rifle to his shoulder and the creature in his sights, and now everything was perfect. He would have gone for a head shot, but he didn’t want to spoil the look of the trophy he would soon have hanging on a wall at home. He was going to shoot it right in the heart.

Liddy began to squeeze the trigger, but just as he applied the final, killing pressure, Paul suddenly forced his barrel down. Liddy turned angrily to the Inuit. The old man was pointing to the left of the bear.

Liddy peered into the whiteness. At first he couldn’t see anything. In truth he was finding it hard to take his eyes off the bear, which was now raised on its hindquarters, staring at them. Behind them the dogs continued to yelp and bark. But then he saw two disparate spots of movement. He raised his binoculars.

Cubs.

Two cute little balls of fur, frolicking in the snow, close to their den.

‘We can’t shoot her, Mr Liddy.’

‘I got a licence, and I’m gonna shoot me a bear!’

‘No, sir, terms of the licence forbids—’

‘I don’t care. I’ve come this far. I’m not going to walk away!’

Liddy snapped the rifle back to his shoulder and pulled the trigger. There was a loud crack. But he missed. Liddy had jerked at the trigger instead of gently squeezing, and the bullet had flown wide of its target.

‘God damn it!’

Paul made another grab for the rifle, but Liddy threw him off. The old man tumbled away.

The bear had gathered the cubs to her now and was trying to shepherd them over the brow of the hill, but they thought it was just another game and tried to squeeze out of her grasp.

Liddy knew then that he would kill the cubs as well. He would have a whole family on his wall. He began to squeeze the trigger, but he hesitated at a noise from behind, some kind of snorting and growling.

One of the dogs must have gotten loose.

But then John Gordon Liddy III was hurled to the ground. He didn’t even have time to scream as the huge creature pounced on him and sank its teeth into his throat and ripped the life from him.

Paul, thrown to one side by Liddy, had been separated from his rifle, and now it lay off to one side, on the far side of the creature. Its giant head turned towards him, it rose to its full height and it roared.

It was a polar bear, but fully twice the size of any he had ever seen.

Its jaw was a mass of sharp teeth, its muzzle soaked in blood.

All Paul’s years of experience, and he hadn’t realized that while they were hunting one creature, another was hunting them. A bear that had stepped out of the myths he had heard around the camp fire as a boy.

And now it was coming for him.



Chapter One

It was the worst weather England had experienced in twenty years. The snow descended overnight, surprising everyone, especially the weathermen. It lay twenty centimetres deep and more. The roads were impassable, the railways overwhelmed, aeroplanes grounded. Factories closed. Shops remained shuttered. Schools failed to open.

That is, except for St Mark’s Retreat, a boarding school on the Pennines, that low and desolate mountain range which forms the backbone of the country. It was said that nothing would close St Mark’s – it was a little world of its own, remote, self-sufficient, obstinate. St Mark’s went defiantly about its business as if nothing was amiss. It was a school for boys whose parents thought they would benefit from a harsh regime and austere conditions. It was a school for boys who had nowhere else to go, for the unwanted, the abandoned and the lost. It was a school for boys whose parents were uninterested in their children, a school for boys whose parents were divorced but who couldn’t agree on who should look after them. It was a school for orphans whose late parents had left behind money for their education or for boys who found themselves wards of the state. St Mark’s was ancient and crumbling. St Mark’s was tough. And on this day, freezing cold and assaulted by blizzards, St Mark’s was on fire.

Really, on fire.

The West Wing was going up in flames. If it hadn’t been for the blizzard, you could have seen the smoke and flames for miles.

The fire brigade, stranded in their stations, could do nothing to help.

Masters and boys formed human chains, passing buckets full of icy water along the lines in a desperate attempt to quell the inferno.

But still St Mark’s burned.

And the reason it burned was because Michael Monroe was cold.

So he started a fire.

‘What sort of a moron starts a fire in a school building?’ Headmaster Nathaniel James bellowed when eventually the fire was put out, as much by the cascading snow as from the heroic efforts of teachers and pupils.

They were in the playground, the snow swirling around them.

Michael Monroe’s response was, ‘I was really cold.’

The Headmaster would probably have thumped him if there hadn’t been so many witnesses. ‘Get to my office, boy!’ he yelled instead. He would probably thump him there.

But Michael Monroe didn’t move.

‘Are you deaf as well as stupid?!’

‘Ahm, sir. Your office …’

Michael nodded towards the smouldering embers.

Headmaster James followed his gaze, and realization dawned.

‘You … you … you … ahghhh!’

He threw his hands up in the air and stormed off. In a moment he was swallowed up by the snow.

Vincent Armoury, the head boy, stood at Michael’s shoulder, shaking his head. ‘You,’ he said, ‘are so dead.’



Twenty-four hours later the snow had stopped falling, but it lay defiantly on the ground, harder, frozen. In the towns and cities gritting machines had opened up the roads, but on the Pennines almost everything remained at a standstill. The fire brigade had just about made it out to inspect the ruined wing of the school, and then the police arrived, after hearing that the fire had been set deliberately. They were, thankfully, convinced that this was not a case of arson, but of stupidity. As they left, Michael, midway through a chemistry lesson, was summoned to the Head’s makeshift office behind the kitchens. ‘Take your books with you,’ the teacher said, with a finality that suggested he wouldn’t be back.

The Head had a file open on his desk. ‘You’ve never really settled here, have you, Michael?’

Michael shrugged.

‘In fact, you’ve never really settled anywhere. This is your sixth school in as many years. Now, I appreciate that you come from an, uhm, unfortunate background, but we have many pupils here who have had similar or indeed worse life experiences, and they haven’t caused half the disruption that you have.’

Michael stared at the floor.

The Headmaster sighed. ‘I have studied your reports, and I have spoken to your teachers. The general opinion is that you’re a smart boy, but you don’t apply yourself. You have an athletic build, but you don’t participate in team sports. You are a teenager, and I accept that with that there comes a certain amount of what one might call attitude. But you have more attitude than any six teenage boys combined. You have been disruptive, you have been lazy, you have been disrespectful, you are clearly bereft of common sense. Have you anything to say for yourself?’

‘My mother says if you’ve nothing nice to say, say nothing.’

The Head’s eyes flared for a moment, but quickly softened. ‘Your mother,’ he said quietly, ‘is no longer with us.’

‘She said it before she left us.’

The Head took a deep breath. ‘You’ve caused hundreds of thousands of pounds’ worth of damage. Have you anything to say about that?’

Michael studied the Head. He was a thin man, with thinning hair, and thin lips.

‘I was cold.’

‘You were cold ?’

‘Yes. The heat in the radiators was inadequate.’

‘Inadequate? Who are you to decide what is or isn’t inad—’

‘It was the coldest day of the year and there was barely any heat. It was definitely inadequate.’

‘You—’

‘I lit a fire in a fireplace. In a hearth. This stupid old school has dozens of them and we never use them. That’s what they’re for—’

‘That’s what—’

‘Let me finish.’ The Headmaster’s mouth dropped open in astonishment. ‘It was a perfectly in-control fire. It’s not my fault that you’re too cheap to have the chimneys cleaned properly. It’s not my fault the chimney caught fire and the roof caught fire and half the school burned down. If you turned the heat up a bit I wouldn’t have needed to—’

‘It’s not your fault?!’ the Head finally cut in. ‘It’s not my fault is always the last recourse of the scoundrel! Instead of standing up and admitting your guilt like a man, you blame somebody else! You just don’t understand, do you, Michael? Because of your selfishness a fire broke out that could very easily have killed any number of your fellow pupils! It’s a miracle nobody died!’

‘Well, if it’s a miracle, then God meant it to happen, so perhaps you should celebrate it rather than try to persecute anyone, particularly me.’

This was the final straw. The Head closed the file.

‘I was prepared to give you a chance,’ he said gravely, ‘but frankly, I don’t think there’s any hope for you. I have a responsibility to the boys here to keep them safe, and quite honestly, with someone as reckless as you have shown yourself to be, I don’t think they are. You leave me no option but to expel you from St Mark’s and return you to the care of the education authority. This will take me a little while to organize, but if I were you I would pack up your things and expect to be leaving school first thing in the morning. The minibus will take you as far as Uppermill Station, but that’s where my responsibility for you ends. You have brought nothing but shame to yourself and to this school. Now get out of my office.’


Michael stood. He shook his head. ‘You only had to turn the radiators up,’ he said, ‘but I suppose that would have been another miracle.’ He turned on his heel and left the office, leaving the Head’s mouth moving up and down, like a fish gasping for air.



Chapter Two

The following morning Michael threw his meagre belongings into his bag, hoisted it up on to his shoulders, and wordlessly left the dormitory. He waited downstairs in the reception area, which was only slightly blackened by smoke from the fire, and within ten minutes the minibus arrived from its garage behind the school. When he climbed on board, however, he was dismayed to find that half of the seats were already taken by members of the debating team, on their way to a competition, already whispering about him and sniggering.

He was neither sad nor happy to be leaving St Mark’s. He hadn’t meant any harm by lighting the fire, and didn’t see how he could possibly have foreseen what would happen when he did. The problem hadn’t been setting the fire, it had been the school’s own lack of maintenance. He’d probably even done them a favour. Maybe they’d get their act together in the future. Nobody had actually died, and they could undoubtedly build a new West Wing – and perhaps a warmer one.

Uppermill Station was two miles from the school. When he arrived there officials from the local education authority would meet him. Ordinarily they would have driven up, but with the roads so bad locally the train was the only option. They would accompany him to some temporary accommodation in some vaguely familiar city until they could place him in a different boarding school.

‘What are you looking at?’ Michael snapped.

A boy a couple of seats ahead of him had glanced at him, but now quickly looked away.

Armoury, the head boy, gave him a filthy look. Michael stared him out. Armoury might be a big muscular jock, but he had no power now – Michael was no longer a pupil of St Mark’s. Armoury gave a slight, condescending shake of his head before looking away again.

Michael turned to the window and watched the pristine countryside race by. He thought about his parents. He had quoted what his mother had said to the Headmaster, but he’d just made that up. In reality he could hardly remember either of them at all. He had only been six years old when they had died in a car crash abroad. He had just a vague impression of them. His mother with dark hair. His father laughing. But the actual details of their faces were fuzzy. In the background there was fire. And people screaming. He dreamt about them often, and always woke up suddenly, in a sweat. But he never screamed himself.

The minibus skidded suddenly to one side, slipping on the frozen road. The driver shouted jovially back, ‘Fasten your seat belts!’

Except the minibus was just like St Mark’s itself – old and decrepit. There were no seat belts.

They were coming down off the Pennines and the incline was severe, though broken by numerous curves in the road. They jerked forward as the driver cautiously applied the brakes, but there were still moments when Michael could feel the bus literally gliding across ice.

And then, as they approached the final sharp drop down to the main road below, they skidded again. The driver turned the wheel sharply, pulled the hand brake and slammed on the brakes, but it just made matters worse. The bus actually picked up speed. Everyone could clearly see what was coming, but it was as if they were careering towards the stone wall in slow motion. Michael braced himself for the crash – but it didn’t come. Somehow the out-of-control vehicle managed to find a gap in the wall and instead burst through a hedge, dropping over a metre into a snow-covered field.

But it was no miracle escape.

The incline was still just as sharp, and instead of burying itself in the deep snow the bus continued to hurtle forward, throwing its passengers around, until finally it ran out of solid ground, leapt into the air and splashed nose first into a River Ryburn running deep and hard with melting snow.

Those who hadn’t already been hurled out of their seats by the drop into the field were catapulted forward. The windscreen buckled and icy water cascaded in. As the front of the bus dropped deeper into the swollen river the driver was sucked out and instantly disappeared into the current.

And it was all remarkably quiet.

The boys had been shocked into a mad kind of silence.

As the front of the bus sank further, the back end rose up out of the water. Michael climbed over the backs of the seats and clawed his way towards the emergency exit at the back. He yanked at the bar keeping it closed, but it was stiff with disuse. Armoury was suddenly beside him, and together they managed to shift it and push the door open.

‘Come on!’ Michael shouted down the bus, waving the other boys towards him.

As they began to clamber back, hauling themselves up by the seat safety rails, Armoury stared out at the dark water racing past them. The river bank was about ten metres away.

‘It’s too deep!’ he shouted. ‘It’s too fast! We’ll never make the bank!’

Michael reached back and lifted a schoolbag. He threw it out into the water, and it was instantly flushed away. Armoury was right. But what choice did they have? If the bus shifted again, they could all be sucked under and have no chance at all. At least if they tried to get to the bank some of them might make it. His eye was caught by the schoolbag again – it had been swept almost thirty metres down the river, but was now out of the raging current and nestling in among a small outcrop of rocks.

It was exactly the inspiration he needed. ‘There!’ he shouted, pointing excitedly. ‘If I can make it to there, and you lower them in one by one, I can catch them as they go past!’

‘No!’ Armoury shouted. ‘It’s too dangerous!’

Michael couldn’t help laughing. ‘And this isn’t?’

Armoury gave him a grim smile and nodded.

They were probably doomed whatever they did, but at least this meant they were doing something rather than just hanging around waiting to drown.

Michael stared at the outcrop, breathing deeply. It was a huge risk. He would have to depend on the current taking him there, but he was ten times heavier than a schoolbag. If he was swept past, he would surely drown. And so would everyone on the bus.

He had no alternative.

Michael plunged headfirst into the river. It was like getting stabbed with a thousand knives at once. It tried to suck him down, but he kicked and he kicked and he fought because his life depended on it. He forced his head up out of the water and saw the outcrop racing towards him, but knew he was still too far away. He kicked again. When he was almost level he gave one final surging thrust. He just managed to catch hold of the outermost rock. But it was slippy and his fingers had no feeling left in them. He lost his grip and was almost yanked away, but his feet cracked against a boulder below and it gave him just a moment to push backwards against it, enough to make a second attempt on the rock. This time he got a proper hold of it and dragged himself painfully out of the torrent.

Michael collapsed across the dank outcrop. The icy waters had taken such a vice-like grip on his lungs that he could hardly breathe. But he forced himself to turn at the sound of screeching metal as the bus plunged further down. The boys were shouting and yelling and waving at him. Michael pulled himself up. He gave the thumbs-up to Armoury, who immediately lowered the first boy into the water and let go of him. In moments he was flushed along.

Michael stretched out over the closest rock just in time and grabbed the boy as he passed. He pulled him out and levered him up and over his shoulders until he could roll with his own body weight on to the drier rocks behind. He had scarcely let go of him when Armoury released the next boy. Michael caught him again and dragged him out. His arms were already like dead weights. His whole body was shuddering with the cold. But he had no choice but to dip into the river again as another boy sped towards him. Again and again he plunged his arms into the water, flat on his stomach, steadying himself with his feet against the base of the outcrop behind, catching every boy as he sped towards him.

After what felt like an eternity, only Armoury himself remained. He was bigger than the other boys, and Michael was completely exhausted, but one more effort and they would all, unbelievably, be safe. Armoury gave him the thumbs-up. But just as he was setting himself to plunge into the water, the bus shifted again, this time so violently that the exit door, which had been open at an angle, shuddered once and slammed closed, cracking off Armoury’s head in the process and knocking him both unconscious and into the water. Without the forward thrust he’d been giving to the other boys, Armoury was too far out for Michael to grab and he could only watch, horrified, as the head boy was swept past.
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