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    Dean Crawford began writing after his dream of becoming a fighter pilot in the Royal Air Force was curtailed when he failed their stringent sight tests. Fusing his interest in science with a love of fast-paced revelatory thrillers, he soon found a career that he could pursue with as much passion as flying a fighter jet. Now a full-time author, he lives with his partner and daughter in Surrey. Covenant is his first novel.
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    ‘And the Angel Azazel taught men to make swords and knives and shields and breastplates and made known to them the metals of the Earth and the art of working them . . .




    Bind Azazel hand and foot and cast him into the darkness and make an opening in the desert and cast him therein and place upon him rough and jagged rocks and cover him with darkness and let him abide there forever and cover his face that he may not see the light . . .’




    The Book of Enoch
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    HAR BEN YA’IR


     NEGEV DESERT, ISRAEL




    August 22nd




    ‘She’s out here somewhere.’




    Ahmed Khan had to shout above the hot wind tugging at his thick black hair as he wrestled an open-topped jeep across a desiccated landscape of thorn scrub and dusty river beds. Desert sand whipped past the windscreen, stinging his eyes as it had those of his Bedouin forefathers for a thousand generations. To the west, the sun descended into a sea of molten metal.




    ‘Can you find her before dark?’




    Doctor Damon Sheviz sat in the passenger seat, a diminutive man with a feeble ponytail of white hair that twitched in the wind behind the collar of his tweed jacket. An associate of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, the elderly academic was clearly unhappy in the merciless firmament of the Negev. Ahmed saw him glance nervously over his shoulder at a rifle in the rear of the jeep, there to guard against foxes, rogue ibex and anything else unfriendly they might encounter.




    Ahmed did not reply, yanking the wheel of the jeep to one side as they climbed a steep escarpment peppered with thorn scrub. The engine growled as the wheels clawed ever upward through drifting sands until the jeep breached the top. Ahmed eased the vehicle to a stop and switched off the engine. A silence as deep as eternity descended around them as the Bedouin vaulted from his seat and walked to the other side of the ridge.




    The Jordan Rift Valley sliced across the wilderness ahead, an ancient seismic scar slashed by the tributaries of long-extinct rivers that snaked their way into the endless deserts. Ahmed sighed and squatted down. He lifted a fistful of dust from the earth and let it fall in the hot breeze as he looked at a pair of parallel tyre tracks descending into the valley below.




    ‘Well?’ Sheviz demanded, moving to stand alongside him.




    ‘I can, but time is not on our side and she has a head start.’ He glanced at the sun as it bled into the trembling horizon. ‘This is a restricted area. We should not be here at all.’




    ‘I have no desire to travel the desert at night, Mister Khan.’




    Ahmed slowly rose to his full height. ‘Then go, and peace be upon you. Ma’assalama.’




    He strode back to the jeep and leapt into the driver’s seat. Crunching the Rover into gear, he suppressed a smile as Sheviz skittered with the speed of a frightened hare and clambered in alongside him.




    The drive down into the shadows of the valley took another half an hour, Ahmed cautiously guiding the jeep into the shadow of a deep wadi before killing the engine once more. In the distance the shore of the Red Sea glistened, overlooked in silent vigil by the fortress of Masada. Ahead, Ahmed could see a white vehicle loosely concealed by a thicket of thorn scrub.




    ‘That’s one of our jeeps,’ Sheviz whispered.




    Ahmed grabbed his rifle as he climbed out of his seat, cocking the weapon and creeping forward in the fading light, the land around him already laced with long blue shadows and the sky above darkening swiftly. Behind him followed Sheviz, treading only where he trod and moving only when he moved.




    The Bedouin edged forward and caught sight of a small fire flickering in a clearing ahead. Beads of sweat trickled into his eyes. He bought his weapon to bear, one finger hovering on the trigger as his ears strained, but he heard no voices or footfalls as he lowered himself onto one knee at the edge of the thicket.




    The clearing was thirty feet across, ending in the ragged face of a shallow ridge of sedimentary rock that stretched away to his left. Scattered across the clearing were various devices including a portable satellite dish, vacuum hoses and a laptop computer.




    Sheviz pointed ahead. ‘She’s here, that’s the university’s equipment she—’




    The Bedouin clamped his hand across the academic’s mouth and glared at him. Sheviz obediently shuffled back out of sight.




    Ahmed crept into the camp and saw a discarded mug near the computer. He dipped a finger inside it, and a trace of residual dampness told him what he wanted to know. He moved down the rocky edifice toward where a soft glow illuminated the sedimentary rock.




    An unattended phosphorous lamp sat beside a large sheet of plastic concealing something in the sediment. Ahmed reached down and whipped the plastic sheet aside. He stared at that which lay before him, and then felt a superstitious awe creep like insects across his skin.




    Sheviz appeared next to him. ‘Oh my God.’




    Within the rocks was carved a tomb of immense antiquity, partially exposed by tools wielded in someone’s patient grasp, and in the tomb were bones. There was no question as to the age of the sediment in which they lay, the levels of strata as ancient as the hills where time had forged them.




    The remains bore testimony to an enormously powerful creature, the internment a cavity over eight feet long. The bones were huge, bearing the depressions of tissue anchoring points that suggested immense musculature. Broad hands were clasped neatly across a vast chest, long legs crossed at the ankle. The body was flat and level, perfectly supported within the sediment in which it had been interred.




    ‘Purposefully buried,’ Sheviz said in wonder, kneeling before the excavation.




    ‘How old is it, sadiqi?’ Ahmed asked the professor.




    ‘Not less than seven thousand years. It’s quite possibly . . .’




    The sound of boots crunched on the parched earth behind Ahmed and he whirled, swinging his rifle up to aim at the figure striding purposefully into the clearing. In the glow of the camp lights a tall blonde woman dressed in khaki shorts, T-shirt and bush hat came to an abrupt halt.




    ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’




    Sheviz stood and pulled his jacket neatly into place as Ahmed lowered the rifle.




    ‘I might ask you the same question, Lucy.’




    Doctor Lucy Morgan placed her balled fists on her hips. ‘Overtime. Who are you?’




    ‘Doctor Damon Sheviz. The university has demanded the return of this equipment,’ he announced, ‘and your return to Jerusalem immediately.’




    ‘This equipment is on loan to my survey team.’




    ‘Indeed it is,’ Sheviz said as he took a pace toward her. ‘And that survey was completed two days ago in Be’er Sheva. I was on the verge of reporting you missing to the authorities and the equipment stolen.’




    Lucy shrugged. ‘They don’t need any of this right now, anyway.’




    ‘And what are you doing with it, Doctor Morgan? You realize that this is theft, do you not? The university does not condone the use of its resources for personal projects.’




    ‘Perhaps they would if they knew anything about this,’ Lucy snapped, and then glanced at the remains nearby.




    Ahmed watched Sheviz falter, following her gaze. The fastidious little man straightened his tie absent-mindedly and cleared his throat.




    ‘How long ago did you find it?’




    ‘Three days ago. I’ve been back whenever I’ve had a chance.’




    Sheviz’s voice edged a tense octave higher. ‘Have you classified it?’




    Lucy gestured across the camp to her laptop. Sheviz leapt across to the device with the speed of a man half his age. The computer hummed into life, the blue screen lighting his features.




    Ahmed, bemused, moved to stand behind him.




    ‘Good God,’ Sheviz uttered, reading from the screen. ‘Remains located south of Zin, Israel. Previous Carbon-14 dating suggests specimen died approximately seven thousand years ago, confirmed by obsidian hydration-rim dating of accompanying detritus within strata.’




    Lucy joined them as Sheviz went on with increasing excitement.




    ‘Subject cranium fully intact. Post cranial structure present with mild erosive damage concurrent with recent exposure.’




    Ahmed looked at the bones, confused now by the unfamiliar terminology and the doctor’s excitement. ‘What’s so special about it?’




    A ghost of a smile touched Lucy’s lips. ‘It’s not human.’
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    Ahmed Khan struggled to understand what Lucy Morgan had said.




    ‘The remains are completely unmineralized,’ Sheviz gasped before Ahmed could speak. ‘They are not comparable to any known variant of Homo sapiens. Awaiting analysis from Field Museum, Chicago.’




    Ahmed shot a questioning glance at Lucy. ‘How can it not be human?’




    ‘Look at the chest structure, the cranium, the fused sternum.’




    Ahmed looked again at the remains and a tingling sensation rippled through his nerves. The skull cap was elongated as though stretched to double the height of a human cranium, the eye sockets were cavernous and shaped like giant tear drops, and the vast plain of the chest was a sheet of fused bone, only the base of the ribs visible, protruding from the spinal column still buried in the rocks.




    ‘Cranial capacity, three thousand cubic centimeters,’ Sheviz whispered, shaking his head. ‘A bigger brain than ours.’




    Homo sapiens, modern man, had been believed for millennia to be the only intelligent species of life in the universe. Now, Lucy’s discovery had extinguished that fallacy as brutally and instantly as man’s first fires had banished the darkness and the beasts of the night. Here were the remains of an unknown species, immensely powerful in stature and yet seven thousand years old. Bigger. Stronger. Smarter.




    ‘In the name of Allah, what is it then?’ Ahmed asked.




    ‘We don’t know yet,’ Lucy said. ‘We need the measurements I’ve made to be examined and I need this specimen out of the ground and back in Jerusalem. Whatever it is, it didn’t evolve on this planet.’




    The Bedouin glanced at the blackened void above, now shimmering with legions of stars.




    ‘We should leave the camp. It’s dangerous to be out here at night.’




    ‘I’ve never seen anything like this,’ Sheviz whispered reverentially, ignoring him. ‘This is going to change everything, rewrite the history books. We’re never going to look at ourselves the same way again.’




    ‘We’re never going to look at anything again if we’re arrested by Israel,’ Ahmed pointed out patiently. ‘We should return to Be’er Sheva and maybe come back tomorrow.’




    ‘No way,’ Lucy snapped. ‘We need to complete the excavation. Do you understand what this is? It shouldn’t be here.’




    ‘Neither should we. You’re digging in a restricted military area.’




    ‘This is more important than Israel’s damned restrictions.’




    Ahmed struggled for words.




    ‘Those remains have been here for seven thousand years, they’re not going to get up and run off any time soon.’




    ‘This could be the most important scientific discovery of all time,’ Lucy said.




    ‘Perhaps, sadiqati, but I don’t want to be the next set of bones you dig up out here. Your camp lights are visible for miles. How long do you think it will be before Israeli soldiers notice them, or maybe even insurgents from across the Sinai?’




    Before Ahmed could stop her, Lucy reached out and slid his rifle from his shoulder.




    ‘Fine, we’ll see you back in Be’er Sheva in two days if you’re worried about guerrillas or a prison cell.’




    Ahmed hadn’t expected such a thinly veiled challenge to both his authority as a guide and his courage as a man. He straightened his posture a little.




    ‘As you say, I would not make a big deal out of nothing.’




    Lucy tilted her head in acknowledgement. ‘Neither would we.’




    Ahmed sighed heavily, shaking his head.




    ‘I’ll radio the university from the jeep and tell them that you are safe.’ He gestured to the rifle. ‘Six rounds. I’ll come back with supplies in the morning. Ma’assalama.’




    Ahmed turned and strode away into the darkness, pursued by Lucy’s mysterious words. It’s not human. A profound thought crossed Ahmed’s mind. We are not alone in the universe. It occurred to him that the remains could be worth a fortune. He was attempting to calculate how much when a scream shattered the silence of the night behind him.




    Ahmed whirled. ‘Lucy?’




    The air burst out of Ahmed’s lungs as the weight of a man slammed into him and he fell hard onto the unforgiving earth. He rolled onto his back and lashed out with one foot toward the silhouette of a man against the starlight above, slamming him hard in the groin. The man gagged and staggered backwards as Ahmed scrambled to his feet.




    The Bedouin lunged toward his attacker, but before he could reach him something heavy cracked across the back of his head and plunged him into a deep and silent blackness.








  



    

       

    




    3




    COOK COUNTY JAIL


    CHICAGO, ILLINOIS




    August 24th




    The pain woke him.




    He lay motionless as a throbbing began to grind around the interior of his skull. His eyes ached as though needles were being driven into his retina, bolts of nausea churning through his stomach to the labored rhythm of his heart.




    Open your damned eyes.




    A white wall, defaced by the remedial scrawlings of occupants gouged into the brickwork over countless decades. The creeping odors of stale food, sweat and unflushed latrines caressed his senses as they reluctantly reconnected themselves, revealing forgotten aches and injuries. He breathed a long and weary sigh and tried to free-fall back into the dreamy oblivion of sleep.




    ‘Warner. Ethan!’




    He rolled over on the hard bench to see a holding cell where about thirty men dressed in orange Department of Correction coveralls, most of them angry young gang hoods, watched him suspiciously. Something heavy clanged against the cell’s steel black gates loudly enough to send spasms of agony shooting through his brain.




    ‘Yeah?’ he uttered in a dry rasp.




    The young bloods remained silent, but the portly face of a white-shirted prison officer sneered in at him from beyond the gates.




    ‘Get off your ass and over here.’




    Keys rattled as the door opened and Ethan Warner struggled to his feet. The floor heaved beneath him as fresh waves of pain scraped across his eyeballs, and he steadied himself with one hand against the wall before shuffling to the gates.




    ‘But you haven’t served breakfast yet,’ he said as he yawned.




    The guard reached out and grabbed Ethan’s arm in one chunky hand.




    ‘You’re a born comedian, Warner.’




    The guard offered him no mercy, prodding him out of the cell and down a corridor lined with more identical cells holding hundreds of felons. Muffled voices called out a mixture of greetings, insults and threats. Having spent overnight in holding, Ethan knew that he would now be processed and given his own Department Of Correction clothing: standard procedure, along with the strip search and the questions.




    The guard guided him to the front desk, where a young cop with tightly bobbed blonde hair looked up at him with a disapproving gaze.




    ‘Warner, Ethan. Public disorder. Again,’ the guard said from behind him.




    Ethan offered her what he hoped was his best smile. ‘Morning Lizzie, how you doin’?’




    Lizzie rolled her eyes, placing a piece of paper on the desk before her and grabbing a sealed plastic bag filled with loose change, a watch and a packet of Lucky Strikes.




    ‘Your belongings, Mister Warner. Sign here.’




    Ethan looked down, seeing an unfamiliar form before him.




    ‘Signature bond?’ he said, looking up at Lizzie.




    ‘Anonymous,’ Lizzie said without interest. ‘Somebody obviously cares what happens to you, even if you don’t.’




    Ethan reached down and scrawled something approximating his signature on the slip of paper. Lizzie handed him the plastic bag. As Ethan took it from her she gripped his wrist, catching his gaze.




    ‘Get a grip on yourself for God’s sake.’




    The guard gave him a shove in the direction of another set of heavy-looking doors, and moments later Ethan was propelled through them and out into the cool morning air. After passing through two sets of security gates a bustling street greeted him, vehicles thundering past and cloaking him in clouds of exhaust fumes as the jail gates slammed shut behind him.




    Ethan turned and trudged wearily down the street, ignoring the traffic and the hordes of people passing him by. He walked by a shop window and saw his reflection staring back at him, a cut beneath his left eye. He vaguely recalled arguing with someone in the street the previous night after drinking perhaps a little too much: a running volley of shouts, threats and then blows as he’d punched someone, only to find himself flat on his back moments later.




    Then the flashing lights and sirens, more shouting.




    Then the booking and the jail.




    Just another day. Nothing matters.




    Ethan continued on his unsteady way, grabbing the ‘L’ elevated train and following the Red Line south until he reached 47th at Fuller Park, getting off and walking toward a soaring housing project. Cars parked bumper to bumper lined the sidewalk of West 42nd Place, the project that had been his home for the past six months. An old man sitting outside with a cane greeted him with a broken-toothed smile as he walked inside.




    As he reached his apartment door he saw a broad bouquet of carnations propped against the wall, the petals battered and wilting with age. Ethan sent them ritually once a year, every year, and they were ritually returned unopened within a few days. He sighed and grabbed the drooping bouquet. The damned things were an expense he could ill afford, and he wondered again why he sent them at all.




    If you’ve got nothing, then nothing matters.




    Ethan closed his eyes, his fists clenching as a wave of despair rose up from somewhere deep within him. He inhaled and struggled against an unyielding tide of hopelessness, scrambled above it and stamped it back down into some deep place where it could no longer bother him. Nothing to worry about. Nothing matters. He stood in silence as the panic receded, breathing alone in the center of his universe, and for a brief instant he was asleep on his feet.




    And then he heard the sound coming from within his apartment. Ethan’s eyes flicked open, his senses suddenly hyper-alert. Footsteps, crossing softly across his lounge. Heavy enough to be male. Left to right. Right to left. Ethan glanced down at the door lock and saw a few tiny bright scratches against the dull steel of the barrel.




    His heart skipped a beat and a hot flush tingled uncomfortably across his skin.




    Without conscious thought Ethan set the flowers down in the corridor and slipped his key from his pocket, taking a deep breath before sliding it into the lock, turning it and then hurling himself through the doorway.
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    Ethan lunged at the form of a man standing in the center of the apartment, catching a brief glimpse of a dark-blue suit and gray hair as he swung a fist toward the man’s face.




    A knife-edged hand shot into Ethan’s view with practiced fluidity to swat his punch aside into empty air, and he felt a hard palm thump into his shoulder and propel him across the apartment. Ethan staggered off balance as the man stepped neatly aside from his charge.




    ‘You’re getting sloppy, Ethan.’




    The old man lowered his guard and jabbed a thumb over his shoulder at the apartment door. ‘And your security isn’t up to much. Lucky I was here, in case somebody broke in.’




    ‘You could have just called, Doug,’ Ethan muttered, regaining his balance and ignoring the old man’s wry smile.




    ‘Where’s the fun in that?’




    Ethan retraced his steps and grabbed the bouquet from the corridor outside before closing the door.




    Doug Jarvis glanced curiously at the decaying flowers in Ethan’s hand.




    ‘The bail?’ Ethan asked before the old man could say anything, and was rewarded with a curt nod as Jarvis glanced around at the apartment.




    A small couch, a coffee table and a television that Ethan hadn’t turned on in a month occupied the uncluttered room. The coffee table was stacked with library books.




    ‘How have you been, son?’ Jarvis asked.




    Ethan had met Doug Jarvis when the old man had been captain of a 9th Marine Corps platoon. Ethan had himself served with pride as a Second Lieutenant in the United States Marines after finishing college, leading a provisional rifle platoon with the 15th Marine Expeditionary Unit during Operation Enduring Freedom before taking up employment as a war correspondent. Despite the advice he’d been given not to resign his commission, Ethan had been driven by a desire to document the horror of war and to expose the injustices he had witnessed, to be more than just a foot soldier. He had been embedded with Jarvis’s unit in Falluja during Operation Iraqi Freedom, and had obtained footage of the war that had helped secure his career as a correspondent. They had gone their separate ways after that, maintaining only occasional contact since. The last he’d heard, Jarvis was working for the Department of Defense or something.




    ‘I’m getting by.’




    ‘Sure you are.’




    Ethan decided not to respond and gestured to the couch, acutely aware of his meagre surroundings. Jarvis removed his jacket and sat down as Ethan discreetly tossed the bouquet out of sight into the kitchen.




    ‘So, what brings you here, Doug?’




    ‘There are some people from the Defense Intelligence Agency who want to talk to you.’




    The DIA, that was it. ‘Why would they want to talk to me?’




    ‘Because I recommended you. I need you to come with me.’




    Ethan felt another wave of anxiety flood his nervous system. ‘What the hell’s going on?’




    ‘How long have we known each other, Ethan?’




    ‘Twenty years, give or take.’




    ‘Two decades,’ Jarvis agreed and then hesitated, rubbing his temples. ‘Son, I know what you went through in Palestine, but so does the department and it’s why they want to talk to you. They’re confident that you’re the man for the job, enough to have fronted your bail on my say so.’




    ‘I’m not in the business anymore, not after what happened in Gaza.’




    ‘I know,’ Jarvis admitted. ‘But this time it’s different.’




    ‘Surprise me.’




    ‘Two days ago, an American scientist went missing in the field and we need to locate her.’




    Ethan knew all too well that thousands of people around the world went missing every year, vanishing from the face of the earth and leaving their families unable to grieve or abandon the hope to which they clung so desperately. The suffering of those they left behind, people like him, could not be measured simply in terms of grief, of regret or even guilt. It was the corrosive anxiety of not knowing, the terrible pangs of helplessness searing and scalding through the veins.




    ‘Where was she when she went missing?’ he asked.




    ‘The Negev Desert, Israel, near the border with Jordan.’




    ‘So call the Red Cross, inform Interpol and hopefully she’ll turn up.’




    Jarvis smiled tightly.




    ‘It’s not quite that simple. Israel is in the middle of peace negotiations with the Palestinian authorities, and for once the various factions that make up Palestine’s resistance have all observed a strict ceasefire. If we raise the alarm with Interpol or have the Red Cross scouring the Gaza Strip, and either Palestinian insurgents or Israeli right-wingers are accused of abduction, both sides could walk away from the table before the signing ceremony on August 26th.’




    ‘So what do they want from me?’


    

    ‘They want you to go in there, discreetly, and find out where she is.’




    Ethan had seen it coming, but hearing it still felt as though someone had clubbed him around the head. On the rare occasions when Ethan could be honest with himself he accepted that his life was dull, shitty and almost entirely devoid of hope. But if there was anything that the last two years had taught him, it was that he didn’t need the endless traveling and the artillery-shelled hotels, the vacant stares of traumatized children and the undiluted misery that war inflicted upon the innocent masses groveling for mercy beneath its wrath. The memories were a swollen abscess of pain festering deep within his chest that was slowly being drained by the passing of time. A daily diet of cigarettes, nihilism and little else had taken its toll, but hell, he was getting somewhere, wasn’t he?




    ‘I can’t help you, Doug.’




    ‘Can’t help,’ Jarvis echoed. ‘You working?’




    ‘No.’ Ethan didn’t meet his gaze.




    ‘I wouldn’t be asking if this wasn’t important, Ethan.’




    ‘Israel has excellent security forces.’




    ‘Israel has put a cap on this,’ Jarvis explained patiently, ‘to avoid upsetting the peace process. There’s a total media ban in force too.’




    ‘There’s nothing that I can do out there that they can’t.’




    ‘Except look. You’re good at this, Ethan, you always were. You found those people in Bogotá didn’t you, and Somalia? You’ve got history in Gaza, friends who can help.’ As Ethan continued to stare out of the window in silence, Jarvis changed his tone. ‘But if you’d rather just sit here and let yourself go to hell then that’s fine by me.’




    Ethan kept his tone neutral. ‘My life’s good as it is.’




    ‘What life?’




    A stab of pain pierced Ethan’s chest. ‘The one that doesn’t involve me risking my life or anyone else’s. I don’t want to go back out there.’


    

    ‘So what do you want, Ethan?’




    Ethan opened his mouth to speak but found no words. His rage withered and he wondered why he had shown it in the first place. Two years with nobody to vent it on.




    Jarvis jabbed a finger in his direction.




    ‘You’re sitting here with your thumb up your ass waiting for your life to begin again. I’m giving you some direction, something to move toward before you self-destruct. Christ, it took some effort for the agency to even consider hiring you.’




    ‘I can’t,’ Ethan said repentantly. He sought desperately for something to say, and was disappointed with what finally came out. ‘I still don’t sleep much.’




    ‘You think you’ll sleep better if you just keep running away from what happened?’ Ethan shot him a hurt look but Jarvis continued without mercy. ‘You’re not that kind of man, Ethan, and you know it.’




    ‘So I should spend some time trying to avoid being shot in Gaza instead?’




    ‘Sure, or you can sit here on your ass feeling sorry for yourself. Your call.’




    A laugh blurted unbidden from Ethan’s mouth. Jarvis stood, his hands at his sides.




    ‘There’s nobody else I can think of who can help, Ethan. I wouldn’t be coming here asking for this after what happened to you, unless I was out of options.’




    Ethan felt as though he was slamming a door in Doug’s face.




    ‘I’m the last person you should be asking.’ He looked up, suddenly curious. ‘What’s your stake in this anyway?’




    Jarvis’s features creased as he spoke.




    ‘The missing scientist, Lucy Morgan, is my granddaughter.’
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    ‘You should have said something sooner.’




    Ethan reveled in the breeze funneling in through the open window of the Ford Taurus as Jarvis drove them out onto South Lake Shore Drive, heading north toward the city skyline and the Willis Tower.




    ‘The Defense Agency’s being discreet about what is really a civilian matter. They wouldn’t front your bail until I’d had you checked out.’




    Ethan doubted the agency had been impressed by what they’d heard. He sighed and shrugged inwardly. Nothing matters so don’t get involved. Since he’d lost everything it had been easy to just ignore the world around him. What was the point in worrying? What was the point in anything? If you’ve got nothing, you’ve got nothing. Why would he want to fly halfway across the globe searching for some damned fool scientist?




    Ethan looked at his reflection in the car’s wing mirror. Narrow irises floated in discs of sun-flecked gray beneath a thick mop of light-brown hair. His skin seemed more heavily lined than his years deserved, creased by both time and neglect, and the cut on his cheek was forming a line of purple bruising. You shouldn’t be doing this. You’re not ready. Go and see what Doug’s associates have to say, advise them as best you can, then walk away. Just walk away.




    ‘You okay?’ Jarvis asked.




    ‘Where are we going?’




    ‘The Chicago Field Museum of Natural History.’




    Ethan gave Jarvis a curious glance but said nothing, looking back out of the window. The sparkling expanses of Lake Michigan glistened in the hot sunlight, the beaches and neatly maintained marinas making the South Side look more appealing than it actually was.




    It took more than twenty minutes to reach their destination through the laborious traffic, the immense porticoed edifice of the museum towering over them. Jarvis avoided the main lot and turned instead through a discreet side entrance and into a small parking lot, pulling up near a loading bay at the rear of the building.




    Ethan followed as Jarvis got out and led him toward an access door, beside which stood a tall woman. Ethan surveyed her disheveled black hair and features creased with exhaustion as they approached.




    ‘Ethan, this is Rachel Morgan, my daughter.’




    Rachel Morgan’s handshake was firm and dry, but her smile was feeble and her green eyes haunted by drifting shadows of pain that Ethan recognized all too quickly.




    ‘Thank you for coming, Mister Warner,’ Rachel said, hope twinkling like a newborn star in her eyes, before withering as she observed his tired features and the bruising on his cheek. ‘Please, this way.’




    Ethan followed Rachel down a narrow corridor that wound endlessly through the depths of the museum. Ethan whispered to Jarvis from the corner of his mouth, ‘Why the hell are we going down here?’




    The old man shook his head, refusing to be drawn.




    Rachel reached a large door and beckoned them through. Ethan found himself walking into a cavernous hall closed off to the public. Shafts of sunlight from soaring windows sliced through a galaxy of dust motes drifting on the musty air. The walls were dominated by scaffolding draped with the hallmarks of ongoing renovation, workmen in hard hats laboring high on the precarious walkways. A huge mammoth fossil dominated the center of the hall, standing three times as high as a man and with tusks as thick as Ethan’s waist. It stared solemnly down at him from the depths of prehistory as he passed by.




    At a table near the center of the hall sat two men, dressed in identical gray suits and bearing identical serious expressions. They stood as Ethan approached the table, the taller of the two extending his hand.




    ‘Andrew Woods, Defense Intelligence Agency. This is my colleague, Adrian Selby.’




    Ethan shook their hands as Rachel Morgan and Doug Jarvis stood unobtrusively to one side.




    ‘My apologies for the circumstances of your arrival here, Mister Warner,’ Woods said, ‘but we’re in the midst of a crisis and attempting to keep a lid on things.’




    ‘Doug informed me of the situation,’ Ethan said.




    Woods sat down and looked at a series of papers spread across the table.




    ‘Ethan Warner, born 1978, Chicago, Illinois. You worked as a war correspondent.’




    Ethan was about to respond but before he could open his mouth, Selby spoke.




    ‘And you’re a man with a talent for finding people.’




    Ethan said nothing.




    ‘Some fifteen individuals over a period of several years,’ Woods added. ‘Half a dozen from inside the Gaza Strip, the Lebanon and Somalia, and many more prior to that in Mexico and Colombia.’




    Ethan glanced at Jarvis, who refused to catch his eye. He turned back to the two men. ‘What do you want?’




    ‘Reassurance,’ Selby replied quickly, ‘that you can be trusted and that you can do what we require. We have . . . concerns. We understand what happened in Gaza and don’t wish to dredge up any unnecessary regrets.’




    A dense pall of sadness swelled in Ethan’s chest.




    ‘Help us with what we need,’ Selby said, ‘and in return we can help you find closure.’




    ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’




    Woods raised a pacifying hand as he spoke.




    ‘Israel is a powerful and influential nation, but they are not without diplomatic vulnerabilities. We could provide sufficient leverage to help you find out what happened to your fiancée in Gaza.’




    Ethan experienced a transient blurring of his vision, his fingernails digging into his palms as he shouted, ‘You want to tell me why you haven’t been doing that all along?’




    ‘We’re doing what we can,’ Woods said immediately. ‘We’re as uncomfortable about this as you are, and felt that an incentive was required.’




    Selby stood and held a photograph out to Ethan. He reached for it, suddenly and inexplicably afraid. He looked down at the grainy image and felt something sharp sting the corners of his eyes as a gasp leapt unbidden from deep within his chest.




    A woman held firmly in the hands of masked men, being transferred from a building into a battered-looking saloon car on a dusty street. Distress etched into her features. A Kalashnikov wedged against her side. Hair in disarray, wrists bound. Joanna.




    Tears that Ethan struggled to conceal burned like acid across his eyes, and his voice was a rasp as he spoke.




    ‘When? Where?’




    ‘January, near Jabaliya in the Gaza Strip,’ Woods replied. ‘Israel only released this image after considerable diplomatic pressure.’




    Ethan looked at the picture for a moment longer, a face he hadn’t seen for three years, then cleared his eyes and throat. He glanced at Jarvis. The old man was watching him hopefully, as was Rachel.




    ‘A paleontologist has gone missing in Israel,’ Ethan said as he pocketed the photograph.




    Woods looked down at his paperwork.




    ‘Doctor Lucy Morgan had been involved in an excavation for the Hebrew University near a place called Be’er Sheva in the Negev Desert, along with a team of scientists. The team completed its work and returned to Jerusalem but for reasons unknown Lucy remained in the field. Members of the university sounded the alarm after no contact with her for twenty-four hours.’




    Apparently sensing Ethan’s change of heart, Jarvis picked up the story.




    ‘Lucy has always complied with standard safety procedures in the past.’




    ‘She found something,’ Ethan suggested with a clairvoyant flash.




    ‘That’s the last that was heard of her,’ Jarvis said. ‘We’ve no idea where she went or why.’




    ‘Any news on possible abductors?’




    ‘Nothing,’ Selby answered. ‘Most insurgent groups out there consider foreign hostages a major coup. They should be screaming at the top of their lungs by now.’




    ‘Anything else?’




    ‘Lucy’s research program was involved in the study of . . .’ Woods hesitated. ‘Mitochondrial deoxy . . . ribo . . . nucleic acid.’




    Rachel Morgan spoke for the first time. ‘mtDNA. You know, the double helix?’




    ‘There have been some major studies going on out in the Middle East and Africa,’ Woods continued, ‘looking for traces of our earliest ancestors.’




    ‘Why would someone abduct her for that?’ Ethan asked.




    Woods, Selby and Jarvis all looked at Rachel.




    ‘My daughter was involved in an off-the-record dig at an excavation site she herself discovered. I only received a single e-mail from her, sent here to the museum and copied to me before she vanished. She also sent the museum a bone fragment from her discovery that the DIA has acquired. During her excavations, Lucy found the remains of a species of humanoid buried in the Negev Desert.’




    ‘So?’ Ethan asked.




    ‘It was a species unknown to science.’




    The hall seemed oddly silent in the wake of Rachel’s words. Ethan stared blankly at her for a moment before Jarvis spoke.




    ‘Such remains are reputed to have immense financial value,’ he said. ‘We believe that Lucy may have been abducted by groups seeking to sell the fossil on the black market.’




    ‘There’s a black market in bones?’ Ethan asked. ‘But why would they take Lucy too? Surely they could just steal the remains?’




    Woods shot Ethan a look.




    ‘Not if they’re politically motivated too. The profits from the sale of such remains could fund weapons and explosives for insurgent groups, and a Western hostage could be used to derail the peace process.’




    ‘It sounds too complex,’ Ethan said thoughtfully. ‘They’d never be able to get the remains out of Israel.’




    ‘We haven’t come to any firm conclusions yet,’ Woods cautioned. ‘Right now our priority is to locate Doctor Morgan and the remains that she discovered, and repatriate them both to the United States.’




    ‘Israel’s position is sensitive,’ Jarvis added. ‘Our embassy in Tel Aviv is doing everything that it can but they don’t want to push Israel too hard. You have friends Ethan, contacts in Israel and Palestine, people on the ground. You can work without attracting attention.’




    Andrew Woods spoke solemnly.




    ‘We can’t conduct an official investigation without arousing suspicion in the Knesset and the media. You’ll need to be discreet.’




    Ethan felt something cold creep through his veins.




    ‘Israel doesn’t know what Lucy Morgan found out there,’ he said quietly. ‘And why would you want these remains recovered too? Why not just focus on Lucy?’




    Selby winced.




    ‘We would prefer that this entire affair remain secret,’ he said stiffly, ‘if you take my meaning.’




    ‘Just how much support will I actually have?’ Ethan asked.




    Jarvis’s reply was swift.




    ‘The agency doesn’t consider Lucy’s disappearance a priority,’ he said bitterly. ‘You’ll be able to call me for assistance from the Israeli Defense Force and maybe assets here in the States, but officially the department has no active investigation running there.’




    Ethan closed his eyes, running through his mind everything that he had just heard. He opened them and found himself looking down at the photograph of Joanna. If you’ve got nothing, you’ve everything to gain.




    ‘Can you get me into Gaza?’ he asked.




    ‘We will do everything we can to support you,’ Jarvis said. ‘Just call me once every day, so that we know you’re okay, understood?’




    Ethan hoped that his voice was not trembling as he spoke.




    ‘Okay, tell me how you want me to do this.’
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    POTOMAC GARDENS


     PROJECTS, G STREET ON 12TH




    Washington DC




    ‘What do we got?’




    Metropolitan Police Department Detective Lucas Tyrell drove in a characteristically sedate fashion along a deserted G Street. Street lights above drifted past against an overcast dawn sky that sealed in a sweltering blanket of late-summer heat. Beside him sat Detective Nicola Lopez, reading from a notebook.




    ‘Search request from the DC Housing Authority on an abandoned town house opposite the projects. Neighboring residents have reported unpleasant odors.’




    Tyrell winced, his black skin creasing around his eyes as he turned onto 12th. He looked in the rear-view mirror to see a pair of brown eyes watching him from the rear seat. Bailey, his four-year-old dachshund, tilted his head and flopped an ear to listen to his voice.




    ‘Who’s down there?’ he asked Lopez as he cruised toward ugly apartment blocks weathered by years of neglect.




    ‘Kaczynski and his guys are on site, coroner’s got jurisdiction. An FBI incident team’s on its way under Axel Cain.’




    ‘Cain,’ Tyrell muttered as though he had something unpleasant in his mouth.




    ‘Can’t have everything.’




    Tyrell watched from the corner of his eye as Lopez glanced over the paperwork, a strand of black hair dangling in front of her face. She was petite and slim with butter-smooth skin, a third generation Latino from down on the gulf. Tyrell on the other hand was obese. Like two-hundred-eighty obese. Most all the detectives at the First District station joked that if Tyrell ever caught a criminal red-handed, the perp had better hope that Lopez was the one to pin him down.




    Nicola closed the file in her lap.




    ‘It’s probably just another crack den.’




    ‘Never reach a conclusion without first evaluating all of the evidence,’ Tyrell cautioned. ‘Most everybody does that and they usually get it wrong.’




    ‘This is it,’ Lopez said, gesturing ahead. ‘Twelve-fifty-five, G-Southeast.’




    Four MPD cruisers were parked across the road, incident tapes cordoning off the last in a row of abandoned town houses. The cruisers’ lights flashed like nightclub beacons in the pale dawn. A few dark-skinned faces appeared on balconies on the projects opposite, smoking and wiping sleep from their eyes but watching with interest.




    ‘Let’s go see what’s up,’ Tyrell said, and turned to look at Bailey who whined softly. ‘Now, you stay here an’ guard the wheels, ’kay boy?’




    Tyrell levered himself from the car, pausing to catch his breath before leading Lopez through the police cordon. A cheerful-looking officer by the name of Kaczynski walked toward them.




    ‘Hope we didn’t get you guys up too early,’ he said, glancing at the thin sheen of sweat glistening on Tyrell’s brow. ‘Warm enough for ya?’




    Tyrell shook Kaczynski’s hand and gestured to Nicola.




    ‘Detective Lopez, Lieutenant Terry Kaczynski. Any news from the inside?’




    ‘Nothing,’ Kaczynski admitted, smiling at Lopez in a manner that suggested the only thing he’d ever successfully flirted with was rejection. ‘We’re just waiting for you to show us the way.’




    ‘What we’re here for,’ Tyrell said without fanfare, wiping the sweat from his brow with a tissue.




    ‘Best get on with it then,’ Kaczynski said with a shrug. ‘If there’s anyone inside lookin’ to give us trouble they can’t have missed this goddamn circus.’




    Kaczynski turned and cleared the way for them to the windowless front door of the town house. Tyrell glanced at the trees growing outside the row of abandoned buildings, gnarled branches concealing the clapperboard houses and their mangled chain-link fences. Dense weeds thrived in long-abandoned gardens. Living opposite the Potomac Gardens projects with its drug trade and gang warfare had driven the occupiers out long ago.




    He could see that the front door of the house was blanketed with a kaleidoscope of sprayed tags and gang colors, the signature of misled youth on a citywide scale. Mara Salvatrucha 13 was the dominant gang in the District, an assortment of El Salvadorian gunrunners and drug dealers who had migrated across America over the past twenty years. Brutally violent, they complemented the local peppering of crips, bloods, Surenos and La Razas fighting for turf as far out as Prince George’s and Maryland.




    The two detectives drew and checked their weapons one more time before Tyrell nodded to a tall, robustly built young officer. The officer hefted a black iron ram from where it had been leaning against the sidewalk.




    ‘You guys take the upstairs,’ Tyrell murmured as Kaczynski took position outside of the door. ‘No heroics this mornin’, ’kay?’




    The young officer’s face was taut as he lifted the ram. Tyrell aimed at the door, Lopez covering his shoulder and flank. He checked everything one last time and raised the barrel of his pistol once, twice, and then with a final jerking third movement.




    The police officer lunged forward and slammed the ram into the door with all of his impressive physical strength. A dull crash echoed across the projects, the door splintering but holding firm. A chorus of whoops and obscenities drifted down from the balconies behind them. The officer swung again and the door smashed open, hanging from one twisted hinge.




    Tyrell rushed forward into the darkened maw of the house.




    ‘Police! Stay where you are!’




    Tyrell’s voice was muted by the narrow hallway ahead, lost in deep shadows. He crept forward into the darkness, Lopez close behind. An intense blanket of heat cloaked the inside of the house, sweat drenching his skin and trickling beneath his shirt.




    ‘Police! Stay still, face down on the floor!’




    The silence taunted him as he caught the sickly sweet aroma of putrefaction drifting on the air. The walls of the hall were bare but for a few tattered scraps of paper hanging entombed in gossamer webs, the carpet thin and caked in the filth of ages. Tyrell advanced toward a passage at the end of the hall that opened left and right.




    He gestured to the left, and Lopez silently shifted position against the left wall as Tyrell moved to the right, crouching down as she remained upright. The drill was ingrained into their respective psyche with the same intensity as the will to breathe. Without words, their weapons whipped simultaneously into the open corridors, each covering the other.




    ‘Clear,’ Tyrell whispered.




    He covered Lopez as she moved left to the edge of a kitchen littered with spilled pans, tubs and cutlery. The odor of congealing mould mingled with the musty, stale air. He watched as Lopez took a breath and then whirled into the kitchen, sweeping the box-like room with her weapon.




    ‘Clear.’




    Tyrell turned and moved back down the hall. Another open door ahead led into what he presumed was the lounge, whilst one to the left led into a bedroom. The sickly stench of decay became stronger, and a dull humming sound sent a spasm of disgust rippling down his throat.




    He turned, sweeping the bedroom with his pistol. A bare mattress lay upon the rusting springs of a double bed. Shredded curtains dangled limply from a small window, accompanied by the bodies of several dead rodents on the floor, tiny white teeth gaping from mortified bodies.




    ‘Clear.’




    The smell was overpowering now, and Tyrell already knew that his weapon was unlikely to be discharged. Still, he kept it trained ahead of him as he moved to the edge of the doorway, Lopez covering his back.




    With a final breath that felt as though it coated the back of his throat with something slimy, Tyrell lunged into the lounge and stared into the half-darkness.




    The room was dominated by two sagging couches. Plates of half-eaten food littered a table amid a crumpled sea of crushed beer cans and empty packets of potato chips. A handful of cockroaches scampered over rotten morsels of food. The hum of blow-flies filled the room, a chorus of life flourishing in the presence of death.




    Three bodies sprawled naked across the couches. A handful of syringes lay discarded around them, whilst others dangled awkwardly from the blackened veins of bare arms or were wedged between lifeless toes. Crack pipes lay scattered on the thin carpet. Tyrell’s voice was raspy with repulsion as he called out.




    ‘Property clear, three dead.’




    He holstered his pistol before gingerly stepping across the grisly scene, donning latex gloves and opening the curtains. The pale morning light filtered reluctantly into the room, illuminating the corpses and their attendant swarms of flies.




    ‘Jesus,’ Lopez murmured, clearly struggling to prevent her breakfast from making a dramatic reappearance as she put on her own gloves.




    ‘You’ll get used to it,’ Tyrell said quietly, surveying the scene.




    Kaczynski appeared in the doorway and winced. He was followed by a tall, portly man with mousey hair and a pockmarked face whose frame filled the doorway. He stood there, his jaw chomping loudly on a piece of gum until he saw the corpses and caught a whiff of their scent.




    ‘Christ’s sake,’ he muttered in disgust, covering his nose and mouth with one hand.




    Tyrell ignored FBI Special Agent Axel Cain, who gathered himself together as he surveyed the scene.




    ‘Crack den it is then,’ he said. ‘Coronor can take it from here.’




    Tyrell didn’t reply, staring at the bodies. Lopez turned to Cain.




    ‘We’ll need forensics. Make sure nobody else comes in here until they’ve finished up.’




    ‘The District doesn’t have a forensics department,’ Cain said with an oily smile. ‘They’ll have to go to Quantico.’




    ‘That’ll take months,’ Lopez pointed out.




    Cain shrugged without interest as his lips began grinding around his gum again. ‘I don’t suppose these dudes are in any rush.’




    ‘We’ll handle it,’ Kaczynski said. ‘Lucas, you done here?’




    Tyrell remained silent for a few moments, looking around the room before nodding vaguely. ‘Sure Terry, just give me a few minutes.’




    Cain rolled his eyes. ‘It’s a bust, let’s get this place swept clean.’




    Tyrell took a few careful paces amidst the detritus on the carpet, skirting the table in the center of the room. He crouched down beside one of the bodies, the corpse’s dark skin graying with decay. Reaching out, he lifted the man’s lips with a plastic spatula and peered into his mouth.




    ‘Jesus,’ Cain choked, ‘I’m sure he flossed before he took his ticket out of life.’




    Tyrell moved to another of the corpses and then to the third, performing the same task with each before finally standing up.




    ‘What’s up?’ Lopez asked. ‘You smell somethin’?’




    Tyrell ignored Kaczynski’s chuckle. ‘This wasn’t a crack den.’




    ‘It sure as hell wasn’t a frat party,’ Cain said.




    Tyrell gestured to the bodies.




    ‘One crackhead ODs himself, I can handle that. Three at once, simultaneously and naked? That’s pushing it.’




    Tyrell saw Cain shake his head wearily.




    ‘Isn’t the first time. These losers probably tripped each other out all night before going off the edge in some kind of binge. We’re wasting our time, let’s go.’




    Cain left the doorway, covering his nose with his hand. Nobody followed.




    ‘This guy’s mid-thirties at least,’ Tyrell said, ‘not classic crack-addict age.’




    ‘Profiling shows addicts come in all shapes and sizes, and he could have gone out on crystal meth and not crack,’ Kaczynski countered, but his tone conceded the point.




    Tyrell crouched down again beside one of the bodies, motioning for Lopez to join him.




    ‘Tell me what you see, Lopez.’




    ‘No tattoos or major scars, no gang colors like the other two,’ she said. Tyrell nodded, and her tone became more thoughtful as she placed a gloved hand on the corpse. ‘No rigor mortis.’




    ‘Exactly,’ Tyrell agreed, ‘and decomposition has begun.’




    ‘Rigor mortis only lasts a few hours,’ Kaczynski said, moving closer, ‘which would mean they died yesterday evening latest. What else?’




    Tyrell looked at Nicola, who shook her head. Tyrell gestured to the arms of the corpse.




    ‘Puncture wounds and evidence of drug abuse on the arms, but look here.’ He pointed to the backs of the hands. ‘This one show signs of intravenous medical procedures like saline drips.’




    Kaczynski squatted down alongside Lopez and looked at the marks.




    ‘Homeless people often check into clinics with various ailments, get free medical aid and so on, even substituted drug programs.’




    Tyrell pointed to the undignified mouths gaping open in silent death throes.




    ‘This guy has good teeth,’ he added. ‘The others don’t. I’d bet he’s had dental work done and we’ll see it in the autopsy. Not the mark of the crack addict. And look at this’ – Tyrell pointed to the man’s index finger, where a pale band bisected the dark skin – ‘he could have been married long enough for the ring to have marked and—’




    Tyrell stopped, holding the hand still as Kaczynski stared at him.




    ‘What?’




    Tyrell turned the hand over, examining the fingertips.




    ‘They’re darkened, see,’ he said, showing the tips to them both and shaking his head in confusion as he looked at the feet and saw the same discoloration. ‘It looks like frostbite.’




    ‘Frostbite?’ Kaczynski echoed. ‘Are you kidding? It’s been eighty degrees or more across the District for two weeks. Ain’t nobody gettin’ frostbite round here.’




    Tyrell frowned. ‘You got any ideas as to what the hell else it could be?’




    ‘Decay of some kind?’ Lopez hazarded. ‘Livor mortis?’




    ‘It’s in the toes too,’ Tyrell pointed out, ‘and the legs are elevated on the couch, which rules out livor mortis.’




    ‘Maybe circulatory distress during overdose?’ Lopez said.




    Kaczynski shrugged. ‘What are you suggesting? It’s a set-up? Drug-motivated homicide?’




    ‘I’m not suggesting anything other than that we should get forensics in and run a check for missing persons,’ Tyrell said.




    Kaczynski exhaled noisily. ‘You think that they weren’t alone?’




    ‘You’re damned right,’ Tyrell replied. ‘I want to hang on to this one, see what turns up. Can you get them down to the Medical Examiner’s Office in a hurry?’




    ‘They’re not going to push three crackheads up the list for you.’




    ‘They’re not doing it for me, Terry,’ Tyrell smiled playfully and nudged Kaczynski.




    Lopez stood up and looked at Tyrell as Kaczynski left the room. ‘What d’ya make of it?’




    Tyrell shook his head slowly, still looking at the bodies.




    ‘Don’t know yet, but there are enough questions to make post-mortems a priority. Let’s keep this one to ourselves okay, at least until we hear back from the examiner’s office tomorrow morning.’
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    AMERICAN EVANGELICAL


    ALLIANCE, NEW


    COVENANT CHURCH




    Washington DC




    ‘What is the meaning of life? Where did we come from? What happens to us when we die?’




    Pastor Kelvin Patterson’s words echoed as successive ranks of speakers amplified his voice around the church gardens, where two thousand pairs of eyes were fixed upon him. For a brief moment he caught himself waiting to hear the voice of the Almighty thunder down in reply and break the live current of anticipation flickering through the congregation. He was a small man dwarfed by the broad stage upon which he stood, yet although the ranks of speakers gave amplification to his voice it was his passion that truly powered it.




    ‘What would life be if it had no meaning?’ Patterson demanded of his flock. ‘What would be the point of a universe without purpose? Nature never does anything without purpose, for to do so is a waste of resources.’




    Television cameras focused on him from nearby, broadcasting his image onto massive television screens and to millions of Americans across the United States. He could see his own image, his big, round gray eyes glowing beneath his short gray hair and a light sweat glistening on his brow from the stage lights. The man of the moment. Pastor to the nation. Patterson momentarily recalled his unhappy childhood as he looked at himself on the huge screens, a lonely and ostracized youth where his bulbous eyes and earnest desire to be accepted by other children had earned him the hated moniker Bug. If only they could see me now, he thought, before realizing once again that they were probably watching him on television.




    Across the rear of the gardens, a huge banner spread between two towering trees was emblazoned with flowing red text: GIVE BLOOD FOR JESUS!




    Patterson glared at his congregation, his bulging eyes ablaze with the utter conviction of faith as he clenched his fist beside his head.




    ‘The Darwinists, the atheists and the secularists claim that the scientific method, pure logic, is the only way to find the answers to such questions. I say unto you now: if the universe is here and it is governed by the laws of nature then it must have a purpose, and to have a purpose it must by that same pure logic have had a cause!’




    A surging wave of cheers thundered down as though from the heavens to swamp him as he spoke.




    ‘And all of you know that there is only one cause that fits every criteria, supports every fibre of our human instinct and provides us with the answers we need, and that cause is God, and His word brought to us by our Lord Jesus Christ! This is not a movement for God, this is a movement because of God!’




    The congregation roared their approval, applauding and swaying as Patterson gathered his breath and waved them down to silence. From the corner of his eye he saw a tall figure watching him from the wings of the stage. Patterson’s voice trembled with emotion as he spoke.




    ‘Yet every day we see our Lord’s mission corrupted by the secularists! They infect our country with their filth and despair, their disregard for the sanctity of human life, their disrespect for God. There can be no peace on earth, there can be no Second Coming and there can be no Rapture until the prophecy is fulfilled!’




    The pastor’s face twisted upon itself in righteous indignation, teeth gritted and spittle flying in the bright glare of the stage lights.




    ‘Until the Holy Lands are returned to whom they rightly belong there will be no peace and there should be no peace! Peace before the glory of our Lord’s coming is a heresy, and I for one shall not rest until God’s will has come to pass!’




    A tsunami of approval surged up into the vault of the sky before crashing down around Patterson. The ranks of the faithful bolted to their feet and punched the air, faces shining with the fervour and the fury of the chosen. Cameras flashed, flags and banners waved, faces beamed with conviction.




    Patterson turned to the figure lurking in the wings of the stage.




    ‘Thank God that we have in our government today the kind of men who would have made Moses himself proud. I’d like you all to give a warm welcome to a man with whom I’m sure you’re all very familiar, United States Senator Isaiah James Black!’




    A rush of surprise swept through the congregation as two thousand heads turned to look at the stage wings. Senator Black walked out into the brilliant sunlight, waving and smiling at the crowd, perfect white teeth and wavy salt-and-pepper hair. The pastor extended his hand to the senator. Black took it and leaned in close to be heard above the tumult of the crowd.




    ‘No peace? What the hell are you talking about?’




    Patterson kept a smile fixed as he vigorously shook the senator’s hand.




    ‘Keeping up appearances, Isaiah, as should you.’




    The senator managed to keep a smile slapped awkwardly on his face and turned to face the expectant flock of the American Evangelical Alliance, some two thousand souls from a total of thirty million faithful Americans.




    Tread carefully Isaiah, Patterson thought as he watched the senator speak.




    ‘I can scarcely begin to say how proud I am to be a part of this initiative by the New Covenant Church to refill the empty transfusion reserves of this great city, our capital. There can surely be no greater, yet simpler, sacrifice than the offering of our blood for the hospitals that save American lives every day. It takes only a little time, only a little effort, but a really big heart and that makes us special in our own way, knowing that this one act of selflessness could tomorrow save the life of our fellow Americans, perhaps even one of us here today.’




    The senator cultivated a smile for the crowd, who applauded him vigorously as he spoke through a carefully choreographed flash of brilliant white teeth for the cameras. ‘I know without a doubt that I’ll be seeing each and every one of you down at the donor stations, and if it’s okay with all of you, I’d like to take a moment out of my campaign here to donate blood myself right now.’




    A further burst of applause thundered across the gardens, followed by a chorus of Amen, Amen, chanted as though God Himself were listening. The senator strode off the stage, waving as he went, followed by Patterson. As Black reached the shelter of the wings he turned to glare at the pastor.




    ‘What the hell was that?’




    The pastor smiled calmly.




    ‘It was on a whim, Isaiah. You were here, the people were excited. You’re a member of this congregation after all, and so rarely do we get to hear the great and good of our leadership say a few words to the humble masses.’




    Erratic spasms twitched across Black’s eyelid.




    ‘I’m also a member of the Senate of the United States of America,’ he snapped, and then appeared to quell his rage. ‘We need to talk.’




    The pastor led him into the modern mega-church, a maze of carpetted corridors and offices far removed from the archaic European monuments of austerity hewn from ancient stone. A suitably imperious oak door bore Patterson’s name on a polished brass plate. The pastor led Senator Black through, closing the door after them and noticing the senator’s visible relief at a brief sanctuary from the endless cameras and questions of the press.




    The office was vast, dominated by a heavy desk and broad bay windows that looked out across Memorial Park and the distant silvery strip of the Potomac. A fifteen-foot-high chrome crucifix dominated one wall, a small altar and candles arranged before it.




    ‘So, Isaiah, what can I do for you? Your call sounded urgent.’




    Black turned from examining the glorious vista outside.




    ‘Do you have any idea how long the senate and the president have been working on a peace initiative for the Middle East?’




    ‘As long as Israel has existed as a state,’ Patterson replied. ‘I’m not unaware of the efforts made to secure a deal with the Palestinians.’




    ‘This is the first time in over a decade we’ve had any real chance of a deal and you’re here preaching fire and brimstone. Peace in the Middle East a heresy? How the hell do you think that will look on tonight’s news?’




    Patterson sighed heavily.




    ‘That is what we stand for, Isaiah, The Kingdom of our Lord as the destination for the Second Coming. The administration must return the faith of its people toward God, put God back into the public sphere and save this soulless, secular, decaying society of ours. You, my friend, will be the next man in the White House to support the cause.’




    Black stared at the ceiling as though searching for a safe escape. ‘It’s not as simple as that.’




    ‘Why?’ Patterson snapped. ‘Isaiah, on the day of the Rapture the Christian faithful of this world will ascend to Heaven whilst the remaining few billion people on earth are cast unto everlasting fire. That will be deeply unpleasant but not one of them can say that we haven’t tried to warn them. You’ve been a member of my congregation for forty or more years, you know this.’




    The senator rubbed his temples wearily.




    ‘Being a member of a church is not the same thing as being a member of an administration. I can’t be seen endorsing a man who favors war. If I go into the primaries on that ticket I won’t last five minutes.’




    Patterson’s eyes transformed into tiny, probing points of ice that pierced Black’s soul.




    ‘I had no idea your faith was built on such weak foundations.’




    Senator Black raised his chin as he spoke.




    ‘The American people will watch the news tonight and see me as a member of a church that preaches hate. Despite what you seem to think, not every American wants a theocracy.’




    ‘Are you sure? Fifty percent of all Americans believe the Bible to be the literal truth. They know that the earth is less than ten thousand years old, that it was created by God and that His judgment upon us is soon to be realized. All of the prophecies support it, Isaiah.’




    ‘Prophecies don’t win elections,’ Black muttered, crossing the room and sitting on a brown leather chair. ‘The people are not going to support a president who is so openly associated with . . .’ He struggled for a suitable word.




    ‘Fundamentalists?’ Patterson suggested with a mocking smile.




    ‘Conservatives. We’ve been down that path before.’




    Patterson adopted a soothing tone, sitting on the edge of his desk.




    ‘Don’t be so dismissive of The Word, Isaiah. The Second Coming, the End of Days and the Rapture are all preceded by what we see in the world around us today. The revival of Israel as a nation, witnessed by the last generation before Christ in the parable of the fig tree, Matthew Twenty-Four. A strong and united European state, or a United States of Europe similar to a revived Roman Empire, Daniel Two. The role of the European Union in the Middle East, the Antichrist and the peace treaty, Revelations Thirteen. The Mark of the Beast, in commerce, so that none can buy or sell without the mark, which is the UPC barcode system whose bars are encoded as three groups of six: the Number of the Beast, Revelation Thirteen.’




    Black shook his head. ‘I think that you place far too much faith in ancient texts.’




    The pastor smiled again. ‘Peter Three; the Apostle says that in the end times even religious people would dismiss the idea of Christ’s return.’




    Black looked the pastor straight in the eye.




    ‘My allegiance is to this country and its constitution. I cannot be seen to openly favor one faith above another.’




    Patterson kept his expression neutral.




    ‘Yet this country is one nation under God, Isaiah. Look around us, at what is happening to our world. America is crumbling beneath the weight of crime, corruption and societal decline caused by atheists and secularists. America is rotting from within and God is the only one who can save us.’




    ‘One nation under God indeed,’ Black echoed. ‘Yet our crumbling America is the most religious of all the world’s democracies, which kind of lets the atheists off the hook.’




    A stab of indignation punctured Patterson’s studied calm. ‘God is the light, not the darkness. Only a lack of faith can see His light deflected from a true path.’




    ‘I can’t support your church any further if you continue with these inflammatory speeches,’ Black said firmly, standing.




    Patterson regarded Black for a long moment, masking his fury at the senator’s resilience. A man who had survived the political machine due to his popularity with ordinary folk, hockey moms and liberals, Isaiah Black had always been a more pliable man in time of need. He decided to turn the screws up a notch.




    ‘The voters may not forgive you lightly, Isaiah.’




    ‘What do you mean?’




    ‘If you turn your back on us then you turn your back on God and abandon any chance of redemption. I command the allegiance of thirty million faithful Americans, Isaiah. They do not vote for a president or a party, they vote for God, and if you abandon us then I’ll make damn sure that ten percent of this country’s voters abandon you.’




    Senator Black’s jaw dropped open. ‘You can’t control voters like that.’




    The pastor shook his head slowly, a smile creasing his thin lips.




    ‘Can you afford to take the risk? I would suggest that you ask yourself something, Isaiah. What matters more to you: misguided government policy or your place as the President of the United States of America?’




    Senator Black ground his teeth in his jaw.




    ‘I have blood to give,’ he said, and turned for the door.




    ‘We too are prepared to shed blood, to seal the covenant between man and God,’ Patterson said after him, ‘no matter what the consequences.’
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    August 25th




    The woman stared at him from across the street, her hair in disarray, her wrists bound, guns wedged into her side as she was wrestled into a battered saloon car by masked men. Ethan shouted at her, but his voice was muted. He ran toward her, but his legs refused to move, dragging like lead weights beneath him. He saw her scream in desperation, and he heard a strange whining noise assault his ears as the world shuddered beneath his feet.




    Ethan’s eyes blinked open, the turbulence shuddering through the aircraft jolting him awake.




    He stared out of his window as the Boeing 737 turned steeply over the sparkling azure Mediterranean. The coast of Israel drifted past five thousand feet below beneath a scattering of cloud, and to the north he could see the metallic sprawl of Tel Aviv glinting through the early morning haze. His eyes ached, and he realized that he had drifted into sleep, the first time since taking off some seven hours previously.




    Beside him Rachel Morgan sat in catatonic silence, as she had done for the past four hours. Ethan had spent half of his life crammed into aircraft flying from one God-forsaken war zone to another, and had hated the narcissistic chatter of journalists from a dozen countries sharing their unwanted opinions on whatever crisis they were heading to document. Rachel’s silence had been initially a great relief. Now, he suspected that there was something more to it, emphasized by the empty seat between them.




    ‘We’re descending,’ he said in a vague attempt to provoke conversation.




    ‘So it would seem.’




    He tried again.




    ‘You ever been to the Middle East before?’




    ‘Only when family members go missing.’




    ‘Is that some kind of joke?’ Ethan snapped.




    Rachel’s eyes swiveled to peer sideways at him. ‘No, I’m sorry. I’m just not in the mood for talking right now.’




    ‘Is there some kind of problem here, with me?’




    ‘Should there be?’




    ‘You’ve barely spoken since we met, and if this trip is going to achieve anything at all I need your help.’ Ethan leaned across the empty seat between them. ‘If we can’t work together and start uncovering what happened to Lucy, you know what will happen?’




    ‘What will happen?’


    

    ‘Nothing at all.’




    Rachel stared ahead for a few moments before replying.




    ‘I’m not comfortable with the idea of running around a foreign country with someone I don’t know anything about and who clearly has problems of his own.’




    ‘You think I want to be cooped up on an airliner bound for the Middle East?’ Ethan challenged. ‘I was perfectly happy where I was.’




    ‘Is that so?’ Rachel challenged. ‘You see, that’s my point. Even Doug admitted to me that you’re troubled, and whether that’s because of whatever happened to you out here or not is irrelevant. If you’re unable to help yourself, then what use are you to me or to Lucy?’




    Ethan struggled to erect a harbor of dignity around his shame.




    ‘Do you think Doug would have asked me here if he thought that?’




    ‘By his own admission, there was nobody else he could ask.’




    Ethan gave up and stared out of the window. ‘Glad I could help.’




    For a long time Rachel sat staring into space, but eventually she glanced across at him.
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