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  FOX CREEK, NEZ PERCE NATIONAL FOREST, IDAHO




  ‘We’ve got him now, brother.’




  Cletus MacCarthy’s voice was a whisper drifting through dense ferns that sparkled with moisture. Jesse MacCarthy did not reply as he crouched low in the foliage, kept his breathing calm

  and tried not to look directly at their quarry on the far side of the creek. But he could hear the ragged excitement in Cletus’s voice, a volatile mixture of bloodlust and adrenaline.




  The alpha-male was no more than sixty yards away and some fifty feet lower than where they crouched on the forested hillside. The rushing water in the narrow creek far below was the only sound

  that rose up between soaring hills that vanished into wreaths of cloud enveloping their peaks. Jesse looked down to where the magnificent creature scanned the hillsides with a cautious gaze before

  lowering its head to drink. At least twelve hundred pounds, and with antlers more than a metre long, Jesse had never seen a Roosevelt elk as large as the specimen they had tracked for the past four

  hours.




  A breeze drifted down the valley from the west, the clouds drifting slowly above them in the cold sky. The elk would not have picked up their scent, allowing them to creep to within a

  hair’s breadth of a sure kill. Either one of them could hit such a large animal at this close range.




  ‘He’s a goner f’sure,’ Cletus whispered. ‘Question is, who’s takin’ the shot, lil’ brother?’




  Jesse breathed his reply.




  ‘Best you make the shot, Cleet. You’ve done it before and we don’t want to lose this beauty. Besides, you’ve got the Winchester.’




  Jesse saw his brother nod. He was crouched six feet farther down the hillside, his rifle cradled in his grasp. Jesse held his own rifle with the barrel almost touching the ground and the safety

  catch off. Sighted for long range, his Browning 7mm mag was loaded with a 175-grain bullet and zeroed-in three inches high at a hundred yards, meaning that Jesse could hit targets at more than

  three hundred yards using the 3x9 sniper scope. But Cletus’s .308 Winchester was perfect for closer shots.




  Jesse relaxed his posture, knowing that he would not have to move now that Cletus was taking the shot. His brother was a big man with a thick, russet beard that almost touched his chest. Jesse

  watched as Cletus moved with extreme care further down the hillside, one crouched and hunched step at a time, until he reached a cluster of small boulders scattered amid the thick grass.




  The elk looked up and blinked at the hillside, its magnificent antlers looking like the limbs of a gigantic tree. Big, black eyes stared as though looking directly at Jesse. The rut was over and

  although the Roosevelt elk did not migrate seasonally like other species, their diet changed from sprouts to bark as the fall progressed toward winter. Cletus knew where to find the big elk, the

  first to reach the deep valleys, creeks and ravines they favored as shelter from the winter storms. He knew that they had to head as deep into the wilderness as their supplies would allow and avoid

  the well-trodden game trails. He also knew that to find the best specimen they had to go in before the season opener and the influx of day-trippers and other clueless tenderfoots out to shoot bull

  elk for something to tell the grandkids back home.




  Cletus and Jesse were poaching.




  Only thing on their side was that no day-tripper would ever hike this far out into the wilderness. Hell, the ranger service probably wouldn’t make it out here, so harsh was the terrain.

  And with the swiftly fading light, only the hardiest hunters like Cletus MacCarthy felt confident enough to rough it in the wild until dawn before making their way back with their prize. Jesse

  figured there probably wasn’t another human being within twenty miles of them.




  The bull elk scanned the hillside, not alarmed but not entirely at ease either. Jesse watched as, inch by painfully slow inch, Cletus brought the Winchester up onto his shoulder, sighting down

  the weapon as his finger moved by reflex and slipped the safety catch off. The soft puffs of breath condensing on the air from Cletus’s nostrils suddenly ceased as he took final aim and held

  his breath, waiting for the pause between his heartbeats to steady the rifle for the final shot.




  Cletus’s finger squeezed the trigger.




  ‘Don’t move.’




  The voice came from behind Jesse, spoken without force and yet in the deep silence of the moment it seemed as loud as a gunshot. All at once the magnificent elk shuddered in alarm and whirled,

  leaping with extraordinary force and grace across the creek in a rustle of grass and thundering hooves. Within moments it had plunged into the treeline on the opposite side of the ravine. Cletus

  jerked his head back over his shoulder as Jesse whirled to see a pistol held by a uniformed park ranger pointed at him. The ranger, his jacket festooned with Idaho State patches and his field hat

  shielding his eyes from the drizzle, directed a steely gaze at them.




  ‘Gavin Coltz, Idaho State Park Ranger. You’ll be aware that we’re ten days outside of the season opener. Lay down your weapons immediately.’




  Jesse heard Cletus sigh heavily and the safety catch of the Winchester click back into place. Jesse carefully laid down the Browning at his feet as he turned and stood up from his hiding

  place.




  Gavin Coltz kept his pistol trained in their direction, the weapon held double-handed. Jesse knew that park rangers had been shot in the past by poachers, and Coltz was taking no chances. He

  kept his distance, ten yards further back in the treeline. Jesse raised his hands and from the corner of his eye he saw Cletus do the same.




  ‘We don’t want trouble, officer,’ Cletus said, all of the excitement now drained from his voice.




  ‘Then you’ll do exactly as I say,’ Coltz replied. ‘Keep your hands in the air and move ten paces to your left. Leave your weapons where they are.’




  Cletus reluctantly did as he was told, casting a last glance at his beloved Winchester as he backed away. Jesse followed him, stepping carefully through the rough grass. Gavin Coltz stood his

  ground at the treeline until they were where he wanted them, and then glanced over his shoulder into the deep forest behind.




  ‘Where’s the third guy?’ he demanded.




  Jesse blinked and looked at Cletus. Cletus shook his head.




  ‘There ain’t no third guy, officer. It’s just me and my brother here.’




  Coltz changed his stance and gripped his pistol tighter.




  ‘I’ve been tracking you for three hours, boys, and I saw somebody trailing you. Don’t be messin’ with me and making this worse than it already is. Call him

  out.’




  Jesse shook his head.




  ‘We’re alone, officer. I swear it. There’s nobody else come out this far with us.’




  Coltz frowned. ‘Then who the hell was followin’ you?’




  Jesse was about to answer when on the faint breeze a pungent odor filled his nostrils and coated the back of his throat with something that felt slimy. He fought a choke reaction as the stench

  hit him and tears welled in the corners of his eyes. Beside him Cletus coughed and glanced to their right.




  ‘Sweet Jesus,’ Cletus gasped. ‘What the hell is that?’




  Coltz, his pistol still aimed at them, looked to his left through the forest. Jesse looked at the ranger for a brief moment and then suddenly something tugged at his stomach, a primal terror so

  deep it must have been buried for a thousand generations. The strength seemed to go out of his knees as the terrible odor of decay, sweat and rancid flesh swept on the air around them and, with an

  almost supernatural horror, Jesse watched as the forest came alive before his eyes.




  From the treeline a huge form surged into view, half lost in the shadows as it rushed far faster than any man could run. Coltz whirled as heavy footfalls thundered toward him, and Jesse saw the

  ranger try to swing his pistol to meet the unexpected attack.




  ‘Bear!’ Cletus yelled. ‘Get your gun, Jesse!’




  The huge form crashed through the treeline in a mass of red-brown fur, a colossal creature far larger than any bear Jesse had ever seen. He was about to turn for his rifle when the animal

  suddenly reared up, and he realized that it was running not on four legs but two. In a terrible instant Jesse saw immense arms and muscular legs and a tall crested skull, the entire form covered in

  thick hair.




  Gavin Coltz fired a single, deafening gunshot at point-blank range and then staggered backward as one immense shaggy arm smashed into the ranger’s head with a crunch like boots on gravel.

  Jesse felt bile swell in his throat as the ranger’s head was ripped from his neck in a spray of dark blood and splintered bone to spin in a gruesome arc over their heads and bounce with a

  dull crunch upon the rocks behind them.




  The beast turned its gaze down the hillside and fixed upon Jesse, who felt as if he were staring into the eyes of Satan himself.




  ‘Jesse!’ Cletus yelled as he dashed past. ‘The guns!’




  Jesse whirled on unsteady legs as they rushed for the two rifles lying in the bushes barely ten feet away. All at once Jesse heard a low growl and he turned, looking at the beast as it spread

  its arms wide. Its chest shuddered as from deep within its lungs burst a cry like nothing he’d ever heard before, rising from a guttural growl to a high-pitched wail that sent bolts of pain

  through his ears and soared out across the valley like the howl of a thousand wolves.




  Jesse staggered backward as Cletus reached his Winchester and yanked the weapon into his shoulder, snapping the safety catch off in one fluid motion as he swung the barrel around to aim at the

  creature.




  The gunshot burst out with a blast of smoke and flame in the half-light and Jesse felt the shockwave from the blast hammer his ears. The shot hit the creature low in the belly, and the immense

  beast bowed over at the waist as its thunderous cry mutated into a wail of pain.




  ‘Jesse!’ Cletus shouted as he fumbled in his pocket for another round. ‘Get behind me!’




  Jesse stumbled backward down the hillside as Cletus shoved a second bullet into his rifle. He grabbed the Browning and then crouched down behind his brother and looked back up the hillside at

  the creature.




  The beast’s wail of pain mutated again. Jesse heard the animal suck in air and let out a roar of fury as it charged down the hillside at them.




  ‘It’s coming right at us, Cleet!’




  Cletus cocked the Winchester as Jesse threw his hands over his head and crouched down lower in the bushes. He heard the beast’s heavy footfalls thundering toward them as Cletus hefted the

  Winchester into his shoulder and squeezed the trigger.




  Too late.




  The beast plowed into Cletus and hurled him backward. The gunshot blasted out as Cletus’s finger snapped inside the trigger guard and fired the weapon’s final round uselessly into

  the sky above. Jesse smelled a blast of foul air and saw a huge mass of rippling fur plunge past him as Cletus let out a scream.




  Cletus span through the air with his limbs outstretched, and then his body crashed down the hillside toward the rocks far below, one arm flailing at an impossible angle. Jesse gazed in horror as

  his brother tumbled to a halt near the bottom of the hillside and tried to pull himself away with his remaining good arm.




  ‘Shoot it, Jesse!’ he screamed up the hillside.




  Jesse didn’t move. Couldn’t move. His legs trembled beneath him, the neurons in his brain frozen in a paralysis of horror as the beast lifted his brother’s screaming body off

  the hillside and hurled it down into the creek. Jesse saw his brother’s head smash like an eggshell against a rock and saw his neck snap like a twig. The creature crashed into the water in

  pursuit, snarling and wailing its terrible cries as it picked up the limp corpse and lifted it high above its head before smashing it down again across the rocks. Cletus’s bones crunched and

  his flesh ripped until the icy waters of the creek were stained with crimson ribbons that snaked between the rocks.




  Jesse vomited into the bushes, his vision blurred with tears and his throat burning as he stumbled to his feet by automatic reflex and began running up the hillside as fast as he could, the

  Browning falling from his grasp.




  He hit the treeline and glanced back over his shoulder. Far below lay Cletus’s mutilated, twisted body. Standing over the remains, the beast’s head turned and two blood-red eyes

  locked onto Jesse’s.




  Nausea overwhelmed Jesse once again as he plunged into the dense forests, chased by his own keening cry of fear. The deepening night made the woods seem darker and more threatening, the mist

  obscuring the distant trees. Jesse ran but he could no longer feel his legs, driven now by the adrenaline seething through his veins. Raw terror, pure and undiluted. His mind was empty, devoid of

  anything other than the most basic of instincts. Run. Keep running.




  Because it’s following you.




  A tingling fear like icy fingers against the nape of his neck spread rapidly down his spine as he crashed through the forest, his hands batting foliage from his path and not feeling the thorns

  slicing into his skin. His legs powered him over fallen logs and tree stumps, his breath sawed in his throat and his heart hammered against the cage of his chest. He plunged from the dense tangles

  of trees onto a winding animal trail, his hunter’s eye catching a glimpse of flattened grass stems and churned earth where countless creatures had made their way through the woods. A tiny

  voice flickered like a phantasm through the freezing fog of terror clouding his mind: Stay off the easy trail, keep to the forest.




  Jesse ran straight across the trail, darting left and right between trees and hurdling dense tangles of foliage. Don’t look back. Jesse’s legs began to falter, his vision

  blurring and twinkling with tiny pinpricks of light as his body began crashing. His labored breathing fluttered as he stumbled desperately through the darkening forest, and in a moment of hope he

  glanced over his shoulder.




  Straight into a pair of fearsome red eyes that towered over him.




  The creature was moving with incredible speed as though it were gliding through the dense woods, its huge legs adapting to the terrain with each stride.




  Jesse’s cry caught in his throat and he gagged. Something huge and heavy swiped across his legs and hurled him off of his feet. He span in midair and slammed down hard onto the ground amid

  a flurry of fallen leaves and twigs. Jesse rolled onto his back, his arms held out defensively as he looked up into the darkened sky and saw it loom into view.




  The immense bulk of the creature filled the sky above him and Jesse felt his bowels loosen and spill beneath him to soak the ground. Those terrible red eyes glared down at him and blinked once.

  In a moment terror seared through every fiber in his body and he saw there the face of a man upon the body of a beast.




  And then Jesse’s consciousness slipped away from him into darkness.
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  RIGGINS, IDAHO




  ‘We’ve had a what?’




  Earl Carpenter’s eyes widened as he looked across his cluttered desk to where his assistant, a primly dressed spinster named Marjorie Bird, clasped one hand over the telephone. As the

  Riggins Police Department Sheriff, Earl was used to hearing bad news, but this was unusual.




  ‘A suicide,’ she repeated. ‘One of the MacCarthy kids.’




  Earl puffed out his cheeks and blew a gale of air across his office as he glanced up at the official notices board in the lobby outside. The station was tiny, harbouring a handful of cells that

  hadn’t held a serious convict in thirty years. In a town of barely five hundred people, there weren’t many crimes a man could commit in the morning that wouldn’t be common

  knowledge before the sun went down.




  Earl dragged himself out of his seat and picked up his hat.




  ‘Who found him, and where?’




  ‘His mother found him in the garage,’ Marjorie said, relaying what she was hearing down the line. ‘Strung himself up from the rafters in the dead of the night. No

  witnesses.’




  Earl glanced around the office. Nothing moved fast in Riggins, not even law enforcement, so he did not immediately leave. Filing cabinets that hadn’t been opened in months stood beside a

  board to which were tacked images of local felons wanted for minor crimes. A couple of big fish wanted by the FBI stood out, supposedly seen hiding out in the woods up near Crooked Creek by a

  couple of rafters, but that was the extent of the excitement. An acoustic country number spilled lazily from a radio on Marjorie’s desk.




  ‘Suppose I’d better have me a look, then,’ he said finally.




  ‘Suppose you should,’ Marjorie replied, her eyes fixed back on the well-worn pages of a romance novel.




  Earl waddled out of the office, grabbed the keys to the Ford Ranger parked outside and opened the front door. The bright morning sunshine blazed down from a perfect blue sky, soaring hills and

  ragged canyons forming a dramatic backdrop to the tiny town. Nestled deep in a valley just south of Hell’s Canyon, Riggins had been built along the banks of the Salmon River and its

  tributary, where the mountains formed the confluence of the rivers. The nearest major towns were twenty miles in either direction on the only access road to Riggins, the US-95, and with only a

  couple of full-time officers available for duty, the department came under the jurisdiction of Idaho County Sheriff’s Department.




  Earl pulled out of the station lot and drove north down Main Street past the diner and gas station. The nearby river glittered brightly in the sunlight between the trees that hugged its banks.

  He didn’t have to drive far. The MacCarthy family lived just off the 95 where a dead-end sign gave way to a small collection of sun-bleached clapperboard single-stories. The truck kicked up

  clouds of dust as Earl mounted the ramp and cruised slowly up to where Sally MacCarthy stood on the porch of her house, her face devoid of emotion, her eyes dark orbs that didn’t reflect the

  bright sunlight. Earl killed the truck’s engine and climbed out just in time for Sally to fall into his arms as the grief finally hit her.




  ‘Jesus, Earl.’




  Earl wrapped his arms around her waif-like shoulders and held her for a long time.




  He’d known the MacCarthys since he’d been knee-high to an elk. Old man MacCarthy had been a former prospector who’d thrown what little he’d made from the beds of

  countless rivers into a small diner on the southern edge of town. Three kids, all sons. Old Tom had gone to his maker six years previously, an early visit courtesy of smoking sixty Luckies a day

  for the better part of forty years. All Sally had left was her three boys: Cletus, Jesse and Randy.




  Earl eased himself free of Sally’s embrace and looked down at her.




  ‘Tell me what happened, right from the start.’




  Sally wiped away the tears from her face, her skin aged beyond her years like rocks weathered by decades of exposure, and spoke in a voice that sounded tiny to Earl’s ears.




  ‘He went out last night with some friends,’ she said. ‘I went to bed early but I din’ hear him come home. He wasn’t in his bed this morning but that ain’t

  unusual, so I just got ready for work. I found him when I came round to the garage for the truck.’




  Earl looked across to the right of the tired-looking house to where the open car shelter stood. Little more than some timber beams surfaced with opaque corrugated plastic, stained with the dust

  of years. He could see an aged flat-bed parked out front.




  ‘Is he still there?’ Earl asked as gently as he could.




  Sally nodded once, struggling to hold back more tears.




  ‘I left him in case your people wanted to do all those forensic tests on him, like I’ve seen on the TV. There’s no doubt he’s gone. Besides, I couldn’t have got him

  down even if I’d wanted to. I couldn’t bear to.’




  Earl stepped away from Sally and approached the car shelter. As he rounded the corner he saw the body of Randy MacCarthy hanging from the central crossbeam. Beneath him, an old wooden stool lay

  on its side.




  His hands hung limp by his sides, his boots a good three feet above the dusty floor of the shelter. Randy was twenty-three years old, best as Earl could recall. His two older brothers were

  well-known local woodsmen who often supplemented their meager incomes by taking tourists out into the wilderness on hiking trips. Randy had no criminal record, just a few minors for possession of

  marijuana, and worked at the hardware store.




  Randy’s jaw was pitched steeply by the tight rope, but Earl could see that his neck was not broken. Asphyxiation then, from the noose. Inch-thick hemp cordage, double-looped over the

  crossbeam above. Earl looked up at the roof of the shelter, then at the parked flat-bed, and then at the dusty floor of the shelter. He unclipped his radio from his belt and keyed open a

  channel.




  ‘Marjorie, you there?’




  ‘I gotcha, Earl, what’s the story?’




  Earl scanned the scene before him one last time.




  ‘You’d better get Grangeville down here with forensics,’ he said. ‘Randy’s definitely dead. I’ll photograph the scene here and get it cordoned off.’




  ‘Oh Jesus,’ Marjorie replied, ‘that’s not good news for Sally MacCarthy.’




  ‘A death in the family’s not good news for anybody, Marjorie.’




  ‘I mean that Randy’s not the only one of her boys in trouble. One of the others, Jesse, just turned up at Old Meister’s lodge. The old man’s sayin’

  Jesse’s brother’s been killed.’




  ‘He knew about Randy’s hanging?’




  ‘No, he’s saying that Cletus MacCarthy is dead too. You’d better get down there right away.’




  Earl muttered a profanity under his breath as he walked back to his truck. Nothing happened in Riggins for months at a time, and then every man and his dog turns up dead.




  ‘I’ll be back soonest,’ he said to Sally, avoiding meeting her eye, as he climbed in and started the engine, wondering how he was going to explain this all to her.

  ‘Forensics are on their way, just don’t touch anything.’ Earl sighed as he drove back down Main Street and turned off down a track toward the river. He pulled up a few minutes

  later outside the hunting lodge of Charlton Meister, one of the old-school trappers who’d gotten too rickety to trek the woods anymore and too damned old to get on with the locals in town. A

  fierce-tempered old goat who went everywhere with a scowl behind his ragged beard, Meister had built the lodge and settled on the banks of the Salmon River a couple of miles out of town. Earl knew

  him well enough. Every few weeks they’d get called out to the lodge after local kids harassing the old man went squealing to their folks after Meister had gotten his hands on them and cracked

  their heads together or taken a horse whip to their legs.




  Earl strode down a narrow track that wound its way along the banks of the Salmon River and the lodge, and glanced at the frigid waters. Breakfast might have settled in Meister’s nets,

  providing him with yet another way of avoiding going to the grocery store in town. But Meister wasn’t beside the nets. Instead, the old man was kneeling on the shoal bank over a body lying on

  its back, covered in blankets.




  Earl hurried over, his boots crunching on the shoal alerting Meister to his approach. The old man turned, and for the first time in decades Earl saw concern creasing his features.




  ‘This boy needs a hospital, and I mean right now, Sheriff.’




  Earl looked down at Jesse MacCarthy as he lay on the shoal at his feet.




  His clothes were torn ragged, stained with mud and grime. One of his boots was missing, his bare foot bloodied and filthy, while the remaining boot was torn to shreds. His hunting jacket was

  hanging from his frame, one arm torn off at the sleeve, but it was his face that enraptured Earl.




  Jesse looked like a zombie from one of those old flicks from the seventies, his eyes wide and staring, his jaw hanging slack and his lips flecked with dried saliva and mud. From somewhere came a

  feeble, keening cry of despair as Jesse’s eyes settled onto Earl’s and registered the faintest signs of recognition.




  ‘Jesse?’ Earl knelt down alongside the kid. ‘Can you hear me?’




  Tears began spilling from Jesse’s eyes as he mumbled an incoherent stream of noise that might once have been words. Earl frowned and looked at Meister.




  ‘Where’d you find him?’




  ‘I din’ find nobody,’ Meister replied. ‘I was emptying my nets when he just walked out of the woods and collapsed right here.’




  Earl looked back down at Jesse. ‘Where were you, Jesse? Where’s Cletus?’




  Jesse’s trembling lips spurted a quivering reply.




  ‘Fox Creek. Cletus is dead. It got him.’




  ‘What got him?’ Earl asked.




  Jesse’s sobs grew louder as he jabbered incoherently.




  ‘It got him. The monster got Cletus.’
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  CHICAGO, ILLINOIS




  Ethan Warner was not a nervous kind of guy. He had known fear, and plenty of it. Ethan had stared death in the face several times and, so far, had survived to tell the tale.

  But the corrosive, gnawing anxiety grinding through his guts right now was far worse for him, especially as it was entirely irrational.




  The restaurant looked out over the glittering expanse of Lake Michigan, slate-gray waves flecked with white crests rolling their way south. A pair of cutters were carving their way north against

  the blustery wind, tacking hard to make any progress. Watching them helped to distract Ethan from the impending confrontation. He spent several minutes wishing the moment would arrive, and then

  when it did he wished he had more time to prepare.




  ‘You’re looking good, Ethan.’




  The brunette who strode confidently toward his table was a couple of inches shorter than he was, her long hair flowing across her shoulders, but there was a familiar arrogance to the set of her

  frame and a recognizable icy-gray gleam in her eyes as though they were reflecting Lake Michigan’s frigid waters.




  Ethan stood and hugged her. Some of the anxiety thawed inside him.




  ‘Natalie.’




  He hadn’t seen his sister in four years. Natalie Warner had studied politics in New York City while Ethan had been working overseas as a journalist. An internment at the White House had

  followed after her honors degree, and now she worked as an analyst for Congress at the Government Accountability Office in Washington DC.




  She sat down opposite him. Although only twenty-five years old she was already wrapped in a cloak of authoritative confidence that belied her years. Ethan could picture himself in her from years

  gone by, the same determination they shared that had gotten him into the US Marines as an officer and later through the greatest tragedy of his life. Natalie’s clear eyes and flawless skin

  were only marred by the wide jaw she shared with Ethan, making her attractive if not beautiful.




  ‘So,’ she began, her voice husky like his own, ‘to what do I owe this honor?’




  Ethan leaned back in his chair as the waiter poured sparkling wine into their glasses. The restaurant was out of town and half-empty, which was why Ethan had picked it. Most people were at work.

  Ethan worked for himself, and Natalie was on vacation for a week to visit their parents.




  ‘Been a long time since I last saw you, and Pa said you were in town.’




  ‘You two are talking?’ Natalie’s eyes sparkled. ‘Did Mom pay you both?’




  ‘I called home a while back.’




  ‘Jesus, is it terminal?’




  Ethan laughed. Natalie had a forthright way about her. The laugh faded away as he recalled why it had been so long since he’d been home.




  ‘It’s been a tricky couple of years.’




  ‘Want to talk about it?’




  ‘Kind of why I’m here.’




  Natalie sipped some of her wine and set the glass down before replying.




  ‘You’re off the grid for four years, then you turn up when you want something? Ethan, you live in the same city as Mom and Pop yet you’ve barely spoken to them in all that

  time.’




  ‘I wasn’t myself,’ Ethan said, keeping his voice even. ‘Things are better now. Kind of.’




  Natalie merely raised a questioning eyebrow and sipped again at her wine. Ethan sighed heavily, not touching his drink.




  ‘Joanna might still be alive,’ he said.




  Natalie froze in motion, her glass touching her lips and her eyes staring into Ethan’s. She set the glass back down.




  ‘And you know this how?’




  ‘Can’t say much about it,’ Ethan replied. ‘Some of the people we’re contracted to have access to high-level intelligence. I did some work for one of them and in

  return I got information. They had footage of her, Nat. Not much, but enough.’




  ‘How old was the reel?’ she asked him.




  ‘No more than six months old at the time. Nearly a year now.’




  Natalie stared at her glass for a long moment, and Ethan could tell that the sudden revelation wasn’t provoking the kind of excitement in her that he had hoped to see.




  Joanna Defoe had been Ethan’s fiancée and business partner. Working as investigative journalists in some of the world’s most dangerous places, they had exposed corruption and

  in the process saved dozens of victims of abduction and incarceration from lonely, unjust deaths. But their achievements had finally caught up with them in the sinister, sun-scorched alleys of Gaza

  City. Joanna Defoe had vanished without trace four years previously, presumed abducted by militants. Ethan’s life had collapsed in the aftermath of her disappearance, all of his money

  expended in a futile search for her across the Middle East. Distraught, broke and driven by little more than alcohol and bitterness, Ethan had been given the chance to search for her again in

  Israel just a year previously by a friend who had been his commander in the US Marines during Operation Iraqi Freedom. That had led to his work with the Defense Intelligence Agency and the

  information that had recently identified Joanna as alive. Among other things.




  ‘What do you want?’ Natalie asked.




  She wasn’t looking at him. Ethan chose his words carefully.




  ‘I need somebody to look into where she might be, do some digging in places that I can’t.’




  Natalie kept her eyes on her wine glass.




  ‘Can’t you just ask your friend? Surely they would know where to begin better than I would?’




  ‘His help was a one-off,’ Ethan explained. ‘I can’t go back to him without having to risk my neck again for the chance of more information.’




  Natalie finally looked up at him. ‘What the hell are you involved in, Ethan?’




  ‘It’s complicated. We’re bail bondsmen by trade, but we also do investigative work for the government.’




  Natalie leaned forward. ‘Who?’




  Ethan paused as he figured that there wasn’t much harm in telling her. Christ, she worked for Congress – she could probably find out herself with a single phone call.




  ‘Defense Intelligence Agency,’ he said. ‘We pick up cases that the other agencies write off as unworkable.’




  ‘Unworkable how?’




  Ethan shrugged. ‘Budgets don’t justify the work, or the manpower’s not available because agencies are focused on counterterrorism. We get called in to investigate in their

  place.’




  Natalie was watching him with a steady gaze as though trying to peer through the DIA’s veil of secrecy and uncover the bizarre things that he had seen.




  ‘Who’s we?’ she asked him finally.




  ‘Nicola Lopez, my partner. Former DC detective. She’s solid.’




  ‘She’d be solid if she was still a ranked detective,’ Natalie uttered. ‘She fall on hard times too?’




  ‘Partner got killed,’ Ethan replied as he felt his jaw tighten as it so often did when he thought about Lopez. ‘Corruption. I don’t blame her for leaving the force after

  what happened.’




  Natalie took a deep breath before speaking.




  ‘Ethan, the last time you went looking for Jo it nearly killed you.’




  Ethan managed a ghost of a smile. ‘That’s why I’m asking you to do it instead.’




  ‘Charmed, I’m sure.’




  ‘I’m not doing any field work this time until I have a solid lead,’ Ethan said. ‘I don’t need much, Nat, just a bit of time in the books seeing if there’s

  anything that’s been overlooked. Congress might not know anything but it’s a good place to start. The National Security Agency might know something too.’




  Natalie laughed.




  ‘Sure, no problem. I’ll just march into the most secure agency in the world and ask to borrow some coffee or something.’




  ‘It’s more than I’ll be able to do,’ Ethan replied. ‘I know Congress is about to start an investigation into the intelligence community. Your team will have

  unprecedented access to files from the CIA, DIA, NSA and God knows who else.’




  ‘Do Mom and Pop know about this?’




  ‘No,’ Ethan replied quickly, ‘and let’s keep it that way, okay? I don’t want them worrying.’




  Natalie’s eyes flickered with sheet lightning. ‘Like you didn’t want them worrying when you disappeared for four years? Jesus, Ethan.’




  Her words sliced through his shame, but he did not try to avoid it. Like a victim of depression who cuts for the relief the pain brings, he faced it head on, sucked it in and let it settle in

  his guts.




  ‘I’m back now,’ he replied, ‘and I’m not going to make the same mistake again, Nat, but I can’t let this go until I know what the hell happened to Joanna. I

  need closure.’




  Natalie’s gaze bore into him from across the table.




  ‘You lost her once, Ethan, and it tore you apart. You seem like you’re finally getting over it and now you want to dive straight back in like nothing’s happened. You ever think

  that if she’s out there, she might have contacted you by now? You ever think that she might not want to?’




  Ethan felt tiny pricks of pain in the corners of his eyes. ‘Every day.’




  Natalie’s eyes softened.




  ‘I’ll do what I can,’ she said. ‘Just make sure that it’s what you really want, Ethan.’




  She looked down at her menu. Ethan glanced out of the restaurant windows at the bleak surface of the lake and asked himself the same question he’d been asking himself for six months:

  Is this really what I want?
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  RIVER FOREST, CHICAGO




  The sound of his labored heart pounded in Ethan’s head as he jogged along the sidewalk of Lathrop, just off Thatcher Woods. He checked his watch as he swerved by reflex

  around the occasional dog-walking pedestrian, glancing at perfectly manicured lawns fronting two-story condos worth more than he earned in a decade. Some even had turreted corner plots like

  miniature castles.




  Ethan frequently jogged the route, because like almost all people he liked to dream. Nobody who lived alone as he did had any need for five bedrooms, three cars and a bathroom the size of a

  small apartment, but all the same it was something prettier to look at than the windy city’s north side. Kind of thing he’d once assumed that he and Joanna would have aspired to: kids,

  a dog, big house, the whole nine yards. Instead his life, along with his aspirations, had ground to a halt when she’d disappeared. He’d lost contact with friends, become consumed by

  grief and rage, embittered by life’s uncaring twists of fate.




  He shook off the maudlin thoughts and picked his chin up along with his pace.




  The cables of his earphones bounced as he checked over his shoulder and ran across the street, slowing his pace as he passed a large colonial-style house. Pure white clapperboard, broad windows,

  high hedges blocking access to the rear. Worth a cool two million. Ethan’s practiced eye picked out a robust-looking drainage chute running down the north wall from the roof, part of the

  hedge that was only four feet high, and a wrought-iron gate locked with a simple bolt and padlock.




  Three routes of entry and egress. No, four. The southeast corner’s bedroom window opened out just above the slanted roof of the double garage below. An alarm system’s claxon was

  attached to the wall beneath the eaves, a deliberately overt statement announcing the presence of a security system within. Not that Ethan would have to worry about that. He wasn’t looking to

  break into the house.




  He was expecting somebody else to break out.




  The road opened out as he reached West North Avenue, turned right at the junction and resisted the temptation of the Starbucks on the corner. His belly was still full from his lunch with

  Natalie, and his mind likewise filled with thoughts about Joanna and the mysterious footage he’d seen so many months before.




  ‘You seen him yet?’




  Nicola Lopez’s voice crackled through the microphone in his ear. Ethan replied between breaths as he jogged, the microphone picking up his voice and relaying it to his partner back at

  their office. Nicola Lopez was several years his junior, but as an ex-police detective she was no less capable.




  ‘He hasn’t shown. It’s a long shot anyway.’




  Ethan had jogged past the big colonial every day for the past five, hoping for a brief glimpse of Marty Sedgewick, a 48-year-old banker out of North Cleveland, Chicago. Marty had been one of the

  high fliers of the nineties and beyond, forging a serious career in investments and emerging markets. Four-million-dollar mansion. Condo down on the quays Florida way, along with a mooring for his

  forty-two-foot cruiser. Then the economic bubble burst. As his employers faced economic ruin, Marty faced the sudden and unexpected spectre of bankruptcy when he was fired from his post in a

  dramatic move by the bank for which he worked. Instead of making the smart play and downsizing his life before the shit hit the fan, Marty Sedgewick got himself an idea too good to be true. He told

  his wife and three kids he’d left his job and was setting up for himself.




  Using his credentials as a big man in the market, he played out what was left of their personal fortune, convincing everybody that he was a businessman thriving in the middle of the recession

  and that they, too, could have a slice of the pie. Baffling a series of investors ranging from executive jet companies to private childcare nurseries, he sucked in almost seven million dollars

  before the fraudulent Ponzi scheme he’d engineered collapsed around him like a deck of cards. With four million dollars of other people’s money to his name, Marty Sedgewick promptly

  abandoned his family and hightailed it to Mexico. He quite possibly could have stayed there had he been able to keep a low enough profile, but unfortunately Sedgewick couldn’t keep his

  remarkable coup to himself, and fourteen months later his overworked mouth had gained him a mugging, lost him almost a million bucks and ultimately landed him back in Chicago, this time in Cook

  County Jail.




  Ethan was more used to pursuing hardened criminals with nothing to lose than people like Sedgewick, a pasty, balding man who worshipped greenbacks over his own flesh and blood. However, it had

  proven far harder to track Sedgewick down after he’d jumped his hundred-thousand-dollar bond than Ethan had anticipated. Somehow, the creep still had people willing to shield him from the

  law, specifically in River Forest. The trail had led Ethan to the street he now jogged every day, which unfortunately for Sedgewick was just a few blocks away from the good offices of Warner &

  Lopez Inc.




  Ethan turned left onto North 72nd Court, jogging past a parade of shops before he reached a smallholding on the corner by a parking lot. The nondescript block held a single, security code

  protected door that led to the four small businesses within. He reached up and punched in his number as he entered the building and strode to the door of their office, pushing it open as he walked

  in and pulled off his earphones.




  Filing cabinets lined one wall, and a series of pictures were tacked to another, each depicting a fugitive with a price on their head. Everything from minor two-bit felons up to hardened

  criminals with homicides under their belts. Two desks adorned the office; Ethan’s was tidy and organized with military efficiency. Nicola Lopez’s looked as though a tornado had gusted

  through it.




  Lopez leaned back in her chair, her long black hair pinned up in a ponytail and her dark almond eyes shifting with impatience.




  ‘Just break into the goddamned house,’ she snapped. ‘Hundred thousand bucks bond sitting on his ass in there just waiting for us and you’re jogging-miss-daisy past his

  window every day.’




  Ethan smiled as he tossed his microphone onto thick piles of paper on his desk.




  ‘There’s no point in one of us getting busted. The cops will only take Sedgewick into their own custody before cutting us loose. We gotta play it smart and let him come out to

  us.’




  Lopez shook her head and gracefully twirled a pen through her fingers.




  ‘We gotta play it smart. I’ll be tapping those words onto your head in Morse Code with a baseball bat if the police bust Sedgewick before we do. Six weeks of work down the

  tubes.’




  ‘You win some . . .’ Ethan replied.




  Lopez huffed and puffed for a few moments more but said nothing as she turned back to her computer.




  Ethan could understand her frustration. As a kid Lopez had walked out of Guanajuato in Mexico twenty years before with her family and little else and somehow made it into the police department

  of Washington DC as a homicide detective. Diligent, obedient and full of idealistic enthusiasm, Lopez had seen her partner shot and killed by a corrupt senior officer, an event which had ultimately

  led her to resign her post on the force and join Ethan in the far less secure world of bail bondsmen and private investigations. Now she was spontaneous, impulsive and sometimes downright

  aggressive, traits that fit their chosen profession surprisingly well but also made her unpredictable. Her silence lasted for less than thirty seconds. She couldn’t let it go and looked up at

  him.




  ‘You know we’ve spent four thousand bucks hunting that asquerosa, and all the while he was hunkered down less than two hundred yards from where we’re

  sitting?’




  ‘He’s fooled the detectives on his case too,’ Ethan pointed out.




  ‘They’re on payroll. We’re not.’




  ‘What do you want me to say?’ Ethan asked as he flopped down into his chair. ‘You think that we should have just not bothered chasing him at all? You can’t win the prize

  if you don’t buy a ticket.’




  ‘Very poetic,’ Lopez replied, rolling her eyes. ‘But right now we’re just sitting here while Sedgewick stays holed up in his buddy’s mansion. As long as the house

  owner is holidaying in the Caribbean or whatever he told the police he was doing, they’ll believe the house to be empty. Maybe it is.’




  ‘It’s not,’ Ethan replied. ‘I’ve seen movement inside. Sure, no lights, television or movement of vehicles, but somebody’s tucked away in there.’




  ‘You sure you’re not losing your mojo?’ Lopez asked, her expression serious now.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Y’know,’ she shrugged. ‘Because of what happened, what you saw on that video, Joanna.’




  Ethan sighed heavily, and even as he did so he realized that maybe she was right. Every time he was reminded of what had happened he felt a tiny piece of his soul flutter away. He swallowed

  thickly.




  ‘I can still do my job.’




  Lopez kept her gaze on him for what felt like an age. ‘Not saying that you can’t, just wondering if you can do it as well as you used to, is all.’




  ‘I can still do the job.’




  Lopez shrugged but didn’t answer as she fixed her eyes back on her screen. Ethan watched as the glowing monitor reflected in her dark eyes, a strand of black hair falling down to frame one

  side of her face. Under different circumstances they might have become more intimately involved by now, but a series of remarkable events just months before had extinguished any spark of

  romance.




  During a previous investigation for their biggest and most secretive client, the Defense Intelligence Agency, Lopez had gotten too close to a client who had wound up dead. Mixing business with

  pleasure had resulted in tragedy for her, something that Ethan was not keen to check out himself. Soon after, like a ghost long forgotten, news of Joanna’s survival surfaced, news that had

  both elated and haunted him ever since.




  Lopez was right. A year ago, he would have busted into that place and dragged Sedgewick’s cretinous bulk into custody. Now he was sitting on his ass hoping that fate would play into his

  hands. A lifetime’s experience to the contrary told him what he needed to do. Be bold. Carpe diem.




  ‘Maybe we can tease him out,’ he suggested.




  ‘Sure,’ Lopez replied, not taking her eyes off her monitor. ‘Every cop in the city looking for him, he’s being hunted by people he’s swindled out of millions of

  bucks and who’ll ice him at the first opportunity, but we’ll make him forget all about that and just walk right into our hands.’




  Ethan pictured the big colonial house and ran the layout of the streets through his mind for a moment, and then made his decision.




  ‘It’s worth a shot.’




  Lopez looked at him. ‘Great. What kind of candy you suppose he likes?’




  Ethan grinned as he reached out and picked up one of a dozen cheap, untraceable cellphones stacked neatly on one side of his desk.




  ‘Latino.’




  Ethan tapped a number into the cellphone as Lopez shot upright out of her chair, her flawless skin flushing.




  ‘What the hell are you going to do?’




  Ethan leaned back in his chair as the line buzzed in his ear.




  ‘You said it yourself, we can’t just sit here doing nothing while Sedgewick stays holed up in his buddy’s mansion.’




  ‘Yeah, but—’




  Ethan raised a finger to silence her as the line connected.




  ‘Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?’




  Ethan responded in a shaky, nervous voice.




  ‘I’d like to report a break-in in progress. Can you send help please, right now?’
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  Lopez’s face plunged in disbelief as she vaulted across her desk toward him, scattering paperwork and old Styrofoam cups. Ethan kept the cellphone pinned to his ear as

  she fumed.




  ‘What’s the address, sir, and how many suspects can you see?’


  

  ‘1454 Jackson Avenue, ma’am,’ Ethan replied. ‘I can see four men, but there may

  be more.’


  

  ‘Units are on the way. Where are you calling from?’


  

  ‘I have to go and secure my front door right now!’


  

  ‘Stay on the line please,

  sir.’


  

  ‘The hell I will, they might try to break in here too!’


  

  Ethan killed the line and then switched the phone off.


  

  ‘What the goddamned hell was that?’

  Lopez raged. ‘You’re sending units to the same block? What the hell are you going to do if they see Sedgewick?’




  Ethan slipped the plastic rear of the phone cover off, pulled out the SIM card, and snapped it in two as he looked up at Lopez.




  ‘They won’t.’


  

  ‘How do you know that?’


  

  ‘Because you’re going to give him a ride out of trouble.’




  ‘The hell I am!’ Lopez shot back. ‘This is your goddamned mess and if you think I’m going to dig your sorry ass out of—’




  ‘You’ve got about three minutes,’ Ethan said, ‘to park up near his house and wait for him to come out.’




  ‘Why don’t you do it?’ Lopez demanded.




  Ethan stood up and tossed her the keys to his Suburban. ‘Because he likes Latino girls, not ex-marines from Chicago. That’s half the reason he holed up in Mexico. Let’s

  go.’




  Lopez caught the keys and followed Ethan out of the office. As she headed for the Suburban she cast Ethan a final indignant look.




  ‘What am I going to be waiting for?’




  ‘The house I called the break-in for is directly behind the one Sedgewick’s hiding in. He’ll see the cop cars from inside. Judging by his profile and history, my guess is that

  he’s a narcissist, a moral coward and prone to rash decisions based on self-preservation. The first mistake he’ll make when he sees those cops pouring into the house behind his is to

  run for the front door. He’ll think the cops are there for him.’




  Lopez blinked.




  ‘You better be right about this. And why’s he going to get into my car?’




  ‘Just be ready.’




  Ethan slipped his headphones on and jogged back down toward Jackson Avenue as Lopez drove out of the lot and away in front of him. Ethan made good time, running hard down Jackson and then

  swinging two rights to bring him back up the block on the other side just as he heard sirens screaming inbound along West North Avenue.




  Ethan ran harder as he saw, in the distance, Lopez’s black Suburban pull into Lathrop and ease in alongside the sidewalk. Lopez got out, opened the rear passenger door and pretended to

  fiddle with something in the back.




  The sirens got louder, and between the big houses ahead Ethan glimpsed an occasional flash of red and blue lights as several squad cars screeched to a halt outside. Distant shouts of armed cops

  echoed between the trees of the expansive lawns stretching between the two houses as he jogged closer.




  Moments later, Ethan got lucky.




  The front door to the colonial opened and Ethan saw a portly man hurry out. He shut the door behind him, glanced up and down the street, then blundered down the front path as he pulled a

  baseball cap down low over his eyes. Even from fifty yards away Ethan could tell it was Sedgewick, his ill-fitting pants and hastily pulled-on jacket doing little to conceal his bulging belly and

  awkward, shambling gait.




  Sedgewick reached the sidewalk and cast a long glance at the Suburban before turning toward Ethan. Ethan stopped running, yanked off his earphones and pointed at Sedgewick as he shouted out at

  the top of his voice in the direction of the cops.




  ‘He’s here! I can see him! It’s him!’




  Sedgewick’s eyes flared beneath the rim of his baseball cap as he looked up and stared at Ethan in horror. The fat man whirled on the spot, searching desperately for someplace to hide, and

  in an instant he loped across the street toward the Suburban.




  Ethan watched as Sedgewick hurtled around the side of the vehicle and straight into the path of Lopez. Lopez swung an open palm across Sedgewick’s face with a sharp crack that made Ethan

  wince. The fat man yelped in shock as he came to a tumbling halt and staggered against the side of the vehicle. In an instant, Lopez had one of his wrists wrapped in a steel cuff as she twisted

  Sedgewick’s arm up behind his back and shoved him headfirst into the rear of the Suburban.




  Ethan jogged neatly alongside the Suburban as Lopez slammed the rear door shut, then he climbed into the driver’s side and slipped the vehicle into gear. Moments later, they were turning

  right toward the office.




  Ethan said nothing, but glanced in the rear-view mirror to see Lopez looking at him.




  ‘Slick,’ she admitted with a wry grin.




  Sedgewick’s pallid features blanched as he looked at them in turn with wide eyes.




  ‘Who the hell are you?’




  Lopez, her hands still pinning Sedgewick’s behind his back, clicked the second cuff into place and smiled sweetly at him. ‘Bail bondsmen,’ she informed him. ‘Guess where

  you’re headed.’




  Sedgewick’s eyes brimmed with tears that spilled down his florid cheeks.




  ‘Don’t send me to Cook County,’ he begged. ‘I’ll pay you anything.’




  ‘Or sell us one of your worthless Ponzi schemes?’ Ethan asked rhetorically. ‘No thanks, buddy, we’ll take the state’s check.’




  Sedgewick’s bloated features imploded in grief as he banged his head against the window and sobbed quietly. Ethan ignored him as he drove into the parking lot and pulled in alongside a

  pair of dark-blue sedans. A knot of apprehension formed somewhere in the pit of his belly as he noted the government plates on both cars. Lopez’s eyes narrowed in his rear-view mirror as she,

  too, spotted the vehicles.




  ‘Jarvis?’




  Ethan nodded but said nothing as he killed the engine and climbed out.




  Douglas Jarvis was a former United States Marine officer who had commanded Ethan’s rifle platoon during the second Gulf War through operations in both Iraq and Afghanistan. Jarvis had long

  since retired from the corps, serving his country instead from within the shadowy halls of the Defense Intelligence Agency and hiring Ethan and Lopez to conduct investigations into cases that the

  Pentagon rejected as un worthy of attention. So far, their work had uncovered conspiracies that were beyond anything that Ethan could ever have previously imagined.




  Lopez manhandled Sedgewick out of the Suburban as Ethan saw that the security door to their office was already open, a pair of DIA agents standing guard inside. Lopez shook her head.




  ‘Jesus, what’s that guy’s problem with doors?’




  Ethan couldn’t remember a time when Jarvis had simply knocked on a door and waited for somebody to open it. He just walked in, picked the lock or had his people bust their way in.




  Ethan led the way into the office, the two agents allowing him through. Jarvis was waiting inside, sat behind Lopez’s desk and leafing through a series of documents detailing their recent

  busts.




  ‘Good morning,’ he greeted them with a smile, and then caught sight of Sedgewick’s face. ‘Looks like you’ve had a busy one, street cleaning.’




  ‘He’s worth a fortune,’ Lopez snapped, holding Sedgewick like a leashed dog in the office doorway. ‘No way you’re pulling this one off us.’




  Jarvis held up his hands.




  ‘I’m not here to snatch your prize, Nicola, believe me. I’ve got more work for you, if you can fit it in.’




  Lopez slammed Sedgewick down into a plastic chair that creaked under the strain. She glanced at Jarvis as she pinned the fugitive to the chair.




  ‘What makes you think we want any more work from you?’




  ‘Because you’re hungry for it and because you enjoy it.’




  ‘Son of a bitch . . .’




  Lopez reached out for Jarvis’s throat. Ethan blocked her and put himself between them, looking down at Lopez as he gripped her shoulders.




  ‘Easy. Don’t go there.’




  ‘He killed Scott,’ Lopez shot back, pointing at Jarvis. ‘We got a pay check and a pat on the back. All he cares about is the goddamned DIA, not us.’




  Scott Bryson had been a retired Navy SEAL who had helped them on their last investigation. A colorful character with far more personality than sobriety, he had nonetheless sacrificed himself to

  protect Lopez. The covert nature of their work meant that nobody would ever know of what he had done, and along with his death the injustice had poisoned Lopez with a deep-rooted hatred of

  government work.




  ‘Doug didn’t kill anybody,’ Ethan replied. ‘The government did. The Pentagon did. National Security did. Why don’t you take Sedgewick here down to Cook County Jail

  and get him processed, okay?’




  Lopez stopped straining. Ethan released her and watched as she stepped past him and reached out for Sedgewick’s paperwork. Her dark eyes glowered at Jarvis as she snatched the papers out

  of his hand.




  ‘Whatever you’re here for,’ she growled, ‘you better make damned sure it doesn’t get anybody else killed on our watch.’




  With that, Lopez turned and stormed out of the office, reaching out with one hand to yank Sedgewick to his feet and haul him out of the room like a giant recalcitrant teddy bear. The office fell

  silent in her wake as Ethan turned to Jarvis.




  ‘You really should keep your pet under control, Ethan,’ the old man murmured.




  Ethan hooked one boot behind the office door and kicked it shut.




  ‘You think? You got any idea what she went through?’




  ‘Of course I do,’ Jarvis shot back. ‘I don’t go out of my way to get civilians killed, Ethan. It’s what we’re here to prevent. But Nicola has a serious

  attitude problem and you need to make sure she keeps a lid on it. The DIA won’t hesitate to take their work somewhere else if they find out what she can be like. Discretion is what

  we’re about, Ethan. Perhaps you should go it alone, it’s how you worked best in the marines.’




  Ethan ground his teeth in his jaw. ‘I had a platoon behind me in the marines, Doug. I’d much rather be with Lopez than without her, no matter what you think. You here on

  business?’




  ‘Not entirely. How are things? Any news on Joanna’s whereabouts?’




  A shadow descended upon Ethan even as the name fell from Jarvis’s lips. The things that should have remained buried.




  ‘No,’ he uttered. ‘I don’t know where to start looking for her, or even if I should.’




  Jarvis stood up.




  ‘We can talk about that on the way,’ he said.




  ‘On the way to where?’




  ‘The University of Chicago’s zoology department,’ Jarvis replied. ‘We’ll pick Lopez up en route. I’m sending you both up north, but you’ll need to hear

  from an expert what’s happened first, otherwise you won’t believe it.’
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  CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY, LANGLEY, VIRGINIA




  To say that the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency, General William Steel, was in deep shit was something of an understatement and nobody knew it more than he. Sitting

  in his office in the brand new headquarters in Fairfax County, he was the commander of perhaps the most famous of all America’s many clandestine intelligence agencies.




  And it was that fame that was ruining both his day and his career.




  He had just received a call from the President of the United States, who that morning had received, as he always did, a daily briefing from the CIA. Within that report, compiled by analysts to

  give the President a broad-strokes picture of the current state of affairs around the world, was a single paragraph detailing a covert program that had been running for six years. William Steel had

  not authorized the program; it had been initiated during the tenure of his predecessor. The President also had not authorized the program, it had been created by his predecessor. Both men

  had inherited it, and it had blown up spectacularly in their faces to become a problem that could end both their careers.




  Thus, the phone call had not been especially cordial.




  The President rarely swore. He shouted profanities even less. The message had been clear: make the problem go away. Right now.




  The problem with making the other problem go away was that it was a covert operation conducted not on the dusty plains of Iraq, the bitter mountains of Afghanistan or in the dangerous alleys of

  Pakistan, but in the picturesque hills of Idaho. Worse, the problem was compounded by a further issue: the program was one department within a larger CIA-funded and controlled program that had been

  running covertly for no less than forty-eight years.




  William Steel sat in his leather chair, his thick hands folded on the desk in front of him and his eyes vacant as he mulled over the complex dilemma he faced, his craggy and graying features

  creased with the burden of responsibility.




  A sharp knock at his office door snapped him out of his reverie, and he sat up straight as a tall, sepulchral-looking man strode in and closed the door behind him. The man walked across to a

  seat opposite Steel and sat down before regarding the director with frosty blue eyes set into an emotionless face.




  ‘How bad?’




  The man’s voice was disarmingly soft, more like a doctor than an experienced field agent. Truth was, Steel did not like Mr. Wilson at all. A product of the agency’s darker years

  after the political and military fallout of the Vietnam War, Wilson was a lethally capable trained assassin.




  ‘You’re here, aren’t you?’ Steel replied.




  ‘What would you have me do?’




  No hesitation. No emotions. No concern, hubris or doubt that Steel could detect. Wilson was all business. Christ, the man didn’t even seem to blink. It was like sitting in front of a

  goddamned waxwork.




  ‘Congress has started another investigation into CIA-sponsored paramilitary programs,’ Steel said. ‘After what happened in 2009, when one of our counterterrorism programs was

  busted open and terminated by Congressional meddling, we want to shut down some of our more sensitive operations until the dust settles.’




  ‘I’m not an administrator,’ Wilson replied without rancour.




  ‘One of the programs is almost a half-century old,’ Steel explained. ‘You of course know about it.’




  Wilson’s eyes narrowed. ‘Project MK-ULTRA.’




  ‘The same,’ Steel confirmed. ‘The other is a subsidiary of the same program being run out in Idaho. That’s where the big problem is. We’ve lost all contact with the

  team on site.’




  Wilson leaned forward in his seat. ‘You know what they’ve got up there,’ he said, revealing for the first time a hint of concern. ‘What they’ve been

  doing.’




  ‘I do,’ Steel confirmed, ‘and if word gets out about it, it won’t just be the end of my career or the President’s. It’ll probably see the end of this agency.

  We’ll lose our independent status and with it protection from Congressional control. With the bleeding-heart liberals running operations our ability to protect the United States from our

  enemies, to do the things required to maintain security, will be totally compromised.’




  Wilson nodded, his icy gaze never leaving Steel’s.




  ‘You didn’t bring me here to send me to Idaho,’ he said. ‘You can use a paramilitary team to clear up the mess there and—’




  ‘We already sent two teams,’ Steel cut him off. ‘We lost contact with the first of them last night. A second team is in the field at the moment and have tied up some loose

  ends, but they’re under strict orders not to let anybody approach the site.’




  Wilson stared at Steel for a long beat. His frosty eyes finally flickered as though a ray of sunlight had penetrated their glacial depths.




  ‘It’s escaped,’ he said. Steel nodded but said nothing. ‘Has the second team you sent maintained security?’




  Steel bit his lip before replying.




  ‘They removed one player who had obtained information regarding the site, a civilian. But the Defense Intelligence Agency got to the paperwork before we could intervene,’ he said.

  ‘It appears they’ve got some kind of outsourced team that investigates events passed over by the FBI.’




  Mr. Wilson glanced out of the office windows.




  ‘So they killed a civilian, and now we’ve got independent investigators crawling around out there?’




  ‘Nobody’s on site as far as we can tell,’ Steel said, ‘at least, not yet. They’re probably trying to put the pieces together as we speak. If the DIA sends anybody,

  they can be dealt with. I’m more concerned about the possibility that Congress picks up the trail too. If the committee assigned to investigate projects that have been withheld from Congress

  lays its hands on hard evidence of what’s been going on, we’re screwed. It’ll all be over.’




  Wilson nodded.




  ‘What would you have me do?’ he asked again.




  ‘Derail the investigation in any way that you can,’ Steel replied. ‘Hinder, obstruct and otherwise block all avenues of investigation in Washington DC that lead to either

  MK-ULTRA or Idaho either via the Defense Intelligence Agency or Congress.’




  ‘That could prove difficult,’ Wilson pointed out. ‘I won’t have deniable access to either the DIA building or Congress. If I’m seen, I’m useless to

  you.’




  ‘I’ll put pressure on the DIA director and the Congressional committee myself,’ Steel said. ‘You will apply your own pressure more discreetly.’




  Steel let the word hang between them.




  ‘I want assured immunity,’ Wilson said, ‘in writing from both yourself and the President.’




  Steel raised an eyebrow.




  ‘I can give you assured immunity from prosecution if this all goes belly up, but the President will—’




  ‘Will want his own ass covered,’ Wilson cut the director off. ‘So get the Defense Secretary, or the Joint Chiefs or the goddamned Director of National Intelligence to sign the

  paperwork. Either way, you want me to take down American citizens on your watch, you sign the paperwork and you get it to me. Otherwise, I don’t budge.’




  General Steel had of course expected Wilson to demand some kind of immunity from prosecution. But it wasn’t the first time that the CIA had been forced to consider the killing of American

  citizens. A previous intelligence chief had once testified before the House Intelligence Committee in 2010 that the US intelligence community was prepared to kill US citizens if they threatened

  other Americans or the United States. Assassinations, both on American soil and abroad, occurred regularly. That was the nature of counterterrorism: sometimes, people had to die so that the

  majority might live. The CIA’s charter was a pure white canvas of idealistic patriotism, but that canvas was regularly stained by the harsh reality of blood spilled in the name of national

  security.




  But targeting members of Congress or their colleagues was another matter entirely.




  ‘I’ll get it done,’ Steel said finally.




  There was no other option. The danger of seeing the CIA shut down was simply too great. Steel knew that threats to disband the agency dated back to the Kennedy administration. As recently as

  2004, senators had repeated a need to end the agency and see it broken up into smaller departments overseen more closely by Congress and other intelligence agencies. With public concern about the

  lack of information regarding CIA policies and activities, a $44 billion per year budget and the potential for the abuse of unchecked executive power, a scandal now could bring the agency down

  around General Steel, an outcome he intended to prevent with all of that unchecked power.




  Wilson stood and looked down at the director.




  ‘Focus on the outsourced investigators at the DIA,’ he advised. ‘That’s the weak link in their investigation and the easiest way to trip them up. We need controllable

  government agents up there in Idaho, not freelancers.’




  Steel nodded. Both the CIA and the DIA employed contractors that accounted for almost 50 per cent of the total workforce. The travesty of the situation meant that civilians were exposed to

  classified information which could then be leaked to the media, and the only retaliation the agency could mount would be expensive and complex court battles instead of more discreet internal

  investigations and punishments.




  ‘I’ll arrange a meeting with the Director DIA, Director NSA and the Joint Chiefs of Staff,’ Steel confirmed. ‘With luck I might be able to get this back under our

  control.’




  ‘It’s already too late for that,’ Wilson replied coolly. ‘This is damage limitation. The Idaho site needs to be removed from play entirely and anybody up there eradicated

  along with it.’




  Steel sighed heavily but he knew that Wilson was right. Cutting the head off the Hydra was no longer an option: only total destruction would suffice.




  ‘What about that thing they have up there?’ he asked.




  ‘That’s your problem,’ Wilson replied. ‘I’ll take care of this end. I know for a fact that we’ve had at least one Congressional official under surveillance

  for some time. They’ll come in handy right now.’




  Steel stared at Wilson in amazement.




  ‘Who?’
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  The zoology department was a gothic-looking building located on East 57th Street. Ethan looked out of the window as the sedan pulled in alongside an ornate archway called Hull

  Gate. Jarvis climbed out and led Ethan and Lopez into the complex. Tree-lined residential halls were filled with students hurrying from one lecture to another or catching the last warmth of the

  fall on the neat gardens.




  ‘What are we doing back at school?’ Lopez asked.




  ‘There’s been an incident, way up in Idaho. You need some background training before you head up there.’




  They turned left along a path that led to the entrance of the compound’s zoology building. Ethan followed Jarvis inside, the old man apparently knowing exactly where he was going, and

  reached an office within. Ethan glimpsed a nameplate on the door as he walked in: Professor Giles Middleton.




  The office was in part a laboratory, but one that looked as though it had been built sometime during the previous century. To Ethan it looked like a cross between Hogwarts and

  Frankenstein’s dining room. Tall glass cabinets lined an entire wall, filled with glass jars containing the remains of bizarre creatures the likes of which Ethan had never seen.
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