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      To himself everyone is immortal; he may know that he is going to die, but he can never know that he is dead.
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  GLORIETTA PASS SANGRE DE CRISTO MOUNTAINS, NEW MEXICO




  12 May




  ‘They’re out near the Santa Fe Trail. Shots fired.’




  Patrol Officer Lieutenant Enrico Zamora pressed down hard on the gas pedal, the Dodge Charger’s V6 engine growling as the patrol cruiser accelerated along the scorched asphalt of

  Interstate-25 winding into the shimmering desert heat ahead. Broad plains of desiccated thorn scrub swept toward the Pecos Wilderness either side of the highway, while ahead, the jagged peaks of

  the mountains loomed against the vast blue dome of the sky. The late season was turning the thick ranks of aspens that coated the mountains’ flanks a vivid yellow, the forests glowing in the

  afternoon sunlight as the cruiser plunged between the steep hillsides of the pass.




  ‘Any fatalities?’ Zamora asked as he glanced at his partner, his eyes veiled by mirror-lensed sunglasses.




  ‘Not yet.’ Sergeant Barker shook his head, one hand resting on the Smith & Wesson .357 pistol in its holster at his side. ‘One man is down and another’s injured. Park

  ranger says that they came under attack.’




  ‘Chrissakes,’ Zamora muttered, wondering what the hell had happened out there in the lonely mountains.




  The call had gone out ten minutes previously for emergency response teams to converge on Glorietta Pass. Eight tourists, tenderfoots down from the Big Apple on what Zamora suspected was some

  kind of bullshit team-building exercise, had been caught in the crossfire of a gunfight. One of the park rangers had led them out on a horse-riding expedition, in itself a liability, Zamora

  thought. Most city types didn’t know what a horse looked like, let alone how to ride one. He had seen every injury under the sun suffered by twenty-year-old investment bankers who earned more

  in a day than he earned in a year, yet couldn’t lift a saddle onto a horse’s back without pulling a muscle




  But this was different. He had heard it in the dispatcher’s voice, her tones edgy. Shots were being fired. People were being hit.




  ‘Just up here,’ Barker said as they turned off the Interstate and roared up a narrow, dusty track that plunged between the walls of a deep gully. Zamora saw his partner still

  fiddling with his pistol as he ran the other hand over the bald dome of his head.




  ‘Will you quit it with the weapon?’ Zamora said as he followed the track. ‘I don’t want to see another wild bullet let loose, okay?’




  Barker put his hands in his lap but his face remained taut like canvas stretched across a frame. Zamora slowed as, ahead amongst the trees, he saw a group of horses tethered to tree trunks.

  Crouching amongst them were several men, each staring wide-eyed at the approaching cruiser.




  Zamora killed the engine and got out, drawing his pistol and hurrying across with Barker in a low run to where a park ranger was waving urgently at him. The ranger looked at Zamora. He was

  young, and his skin was flushed with a volatile mixture of excitement and fear.




  ‘You guys bring back-up?’ he asked.




  ‘Four more cars and an ambulance are on their way,’ Zamora replied calmly, glancing at the ranger’s pistol. A faint wisp of blue smoke drifting from the barrel told him to

  expect the worst. ‘What’s the situation?’




  The ranger shook his head in disbelief.




  ‘I ain’t got a clue, man,’ he said. ‘We were makin’ our way back down here when all hell broke loose. Some old guy’s having himself a shouting match with a

  tenderfoot up on the pass, then he pulls out some kind of old musket and shoots the tenderfoot at point-blank range.’ The ranger gestured over his shoulder to the city slickers behind him.

  ‘Damned if he didn’t take a shot at us too. One of the guys here panicked and tried to ride past an’ then everything went to hell and the horses bolted. The tenderfoot’s

  still lyin’ up there bleedin’ out.’ The ranger looked apologetic. ‘I didn’t want to go back up without support.’




  Zamora took a deep breath and gestured to the ranger’s pistol. ‘Did you shoot the old guy?’




  The young man glanced at his weapon as though he’d forgotten he even had it.




  ‘Yeah,’ he whispered.




  ‘You did the right thing. How far away is he?’




  ‘A hundred yards, give or take.’




  ‘Stay here,’ Zamora cautioned him, ‘keep an eye on the tourists. Don’t let them move.’




  The ranger nodded as Zamora checked his weapon again and moved forward, hugging the rocky side of the trail that climbed up between the tree-studded hills either side of the gully. The sun

  flared off the rocky terrain. Zamora could hear no birdsong as he climbed, no crickets chirping in the scorched undergrowth. Gunshots could do that, scatter or silence wildlife.




  ‘You smell that?’




  Barker’s voice was a husky whisper, and a moment later Zamora caught the scent of woodsmoke drifting invisibly through the trees. He wiped beads of sweat from his forehead as he edged

  around a bend in the narrow track, hemmed in by thick ranks of trees glowing in the sunlight.




  He froze.




  There, lying face down in the center of the track was a black man dressed in a checked shirt and gray slacks, not the kind of attire one would wear when hiking in the hills. Zamora could see a

  thick pool of blood congealing in the dust around the man’s body. A pair of spectacles lay alongside the body where they had fallen.




  ‘He a dead’un?’ Barker asked in a whisper.




  Zamora squinted, lowering the rim of his hat to shield his eyes, and detected the man’s back gently rising and falling.




  ‘He’s breathing,’ he said, ‘but he’s also leakin’. We need to get him out of there fast.’




  Barker nodded, holding his Smith & Wesson with both hands.




  ‘You want me to do it?’




  Zamora looked up at the steep cliff to their side. The faint smell of woodsmoke was stronger now, closer.




  ‘Looks like whoever did the shooting spent the night here,’ he whispered. ‘Maybe the tourists spooked them or something.’




  A soft whinnying caught their attention. Zamora turned to see a horse tethered to a nearby tree, its head hung low. Across its back lay a blanket, and Zamora felt a twinge of concern as he saw

  the blanket was thick with dried blood.




  ‘The horse?’ Barker said.




  Zamora shook his head, swallowing thickly.




  ‘That’s not the horse’s blood,’ he said, realizing what he was looking at. ‘The ranger got ’im all right. Go up that gully there,’ Zamora said, pointing

  up to his right. ‘Get to the high ground in case this lunatic comes back.’




  Barker nodded, and they broke cover. Zamora hurried forward, reaching the body and squatting down alongside it. The nearby burgundy spectacles were those of a rich kid, a tenderfoot. He paused

  for a moment, looking around for any sign of an impending attack, before reaching down and touching the man’s neck. A pulse threaded its way weakly beneath his fingertips. He was about to

  holster his pistol when the man groaned and rolled over. Zamora judged him as no more than thirty years old, clean-shaven and definitely not a native.




  ‘Don’t move,’ Zamora cautioned, looking at the bloodstain soaking the man’s left shoulder. ‘What’s your name, son?’




  ‘Tyler Willis,’ came the dry-throated response. ‘Don’t shoot him.’




  ‘Don’t shoot who?’




  ‘Conley. Hiram Conley. He’s . . . he’s unwell.’




  Zamora squinted up at the heavily forested hills surrounding them.




  ‘You’re goddamned right there, son,’ he said quietly. ‘We need to get you out of here. You know anything about this Conley?’




  Tyler Willis swallowed thickly, grimacing with the pain.




  ‘Don’t shoot him,’ he insisted again. ‘He’s extremely old.’




  Zamora was about to respond when a voice broke the silence of the pass around them.




  ‘Stay still. Identify yourself!’




  Zamora flinched and peered up into the woods. The voice bounced and echoed off the walls of the pass, concealing its location. He could see nothing.




  ‘Officer Enrico Zamora, New Mexico State Police,’ he called back. ‘This man needs a hospital.’




  ‘There ain’t no such thing as a state police, and that man ain’t no part of the Union!’




  Zamora frowned in confusion. ‘This man is injured and he needs treatment. I need to take him back down the pass.’




  ‘He ain’t goin’ nowhere!’ the voice yelled. ‘I got no beef with you, boy. You turn your back to me an’ I’ll let you leave, but I got forty dead men up

  here if’n you try to cross me!’




  Forty dead men? Dispatch had only mentioned one man down. Zamora’s gaze edged upward as he searched for corpses among the trees, and he saw a flicker of movement.




  It took him a moment to register what he was looking at through the dappled sunlight shimmering in pools of light beneath the trees. The man was old, perhaps in his sixties, a thick gray beard

  draped down across his bare chest. A navy-blue jacket clung to his emaciated frame, the sleeves marked with narrow yellow lines running from shoulder to cuffs. Across his chest was a thick band of

  dressing stained crimson with blood. The old man was aiming what looked like an antique rifle over the top of a boulder at him. Zamora looked down at Tyler Willis.




  ‘He’s killed forty men?’




  ‘No.’ Willis shook his head. ‘He’s got forty cartridges for his musket. “Dead men” is what they used to call their ammunition, back in the Civil

  War.’




  Zamora frowned at the wounded man beside him.




  ‘Why’s he using a musket? And how do you know him?’




  ‘It’s a long story,’ Willis rasped. ‘A real long story.’




  Zamora looked up to the woods and called back, ‘I can’t leave this man here.’




  ‘We had an accord, he and I!’ the old man cackled. ‘But he did betray me! No secessionist is worth a dime o’ dollar, goddamned southerners been aggervatin’ us for

  years! What regiment are you with, boy?’




  Zamora blinked sweat from his eyes, and saw Barker’s silhouette creeping through the trees toward the old man.




  ‘I’m not a soldier. You?’




  ‘New Mexico Militia!’ the old man shouted. ‘Born and bred to the Union!’




  Zamora realized the old man was either insane or delusional. Maybe from alcohol or exposure to the elements, or blood loss from the bullet wound.




  ‘He’s ill,’ Tyler Willis rasped from beside him. ‘He’s already been injured, lost a lot of blood. He could have shot me in the head, but he didn’t. He just

  needs help, he needs a hospital.’




  ‘You’re injured!’ Zamora shouted up at the old man. ‘Come down here, we can treat the wound.’




  ‘Only thing I’m gonna be treatin’s your balderdash, boy, now hike out!’




  Zamora saw Barker stand up and take aim, and in that instant the old man sensed the threat and whirled the old musket around. Zamora saw Barker rush forward.




  ‘Barker, hold your fire!’




  Two gunshots crashed out simultaneously through the canyon and both men vanished in a cloud of oily blue smoke. Barker’s ghostly shape shuddered and dropped into the undergrowth. Zamora

  leapt to his feet, pistol at the ready as he squinted into the swirling cloud of cordite.




  An anguished cry burst out as the old man charged out of the forest, the veil of smoke curling around him. A long-barreled musket cradled in his grip was tipped with a wicked bayonet which

  glinted at Zamora in the sunlight as it rushed toward him. But in that terrible moment, it wasn’t the lethal weapon that sent a spasm of terror bolting through Zamora’s stomach.




  The old man’s jacket had been torn off at the left sleeve, and as he burst into the bright sunlight Zamora could see the flesh of the old man’s arm, a tangled, sinewy web of exposed

  muscles and ragged chunks of decaying gray flesh spilling away as he rushed forward. His hands were gnarled and twisted like those of some ancient crone, his knuckles exposed like white bone

  beneath almost transparent skin. For one terrible instant, Zamora had the impression of being rushed by a man suffering from the terminal stages of leprosy.




  ‘Get back!’ Zamora shouted in surprise, raising his pistol.




  ‘You’re gonna be singing on the end of my pigsticker!’ the old man screamed, charging the last few paces. The ragged navy-blue uniform, kepi hat and torn pants seemed to have

  leapt from some hellish Civil War battlefield, filling Zamora’s vision with a nightmarish image of decay and rage.




  On the ground beside him, Tyler Willis raised a hand.




  ‘Don’t kill him! He’s too old to die!’




  The bayonet flashed in the sunlight before Zamora’s eyes as he staggered backwards, taking aim and firing a single shot at the emaciated face charging toward him.
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  MEDICAL INVESTIGATOR FACILITY, ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO




  13 May




  ‘Okay, who’s tonight’s lucky contestant?’




  Medical Investigator Lillian Cruz strode down a corridor toward the morgue with a practiced stride. Tall and proud-looking, Lillian had worked in the morgue for as long as anyone could remember.

  She was leading the night shift, as she did twice a week. If working the small hours virtually alone in a morgue had ever bothered her, she couldn’t recall. In contrast her assistant, Alexis,

  was new to the facility and looked nervous, her squeaky student voice mildly irritating Lillian as she filled her in on the details of the night’s first autopsy.




  ‘White male, approximately sixty years of age, died from a single gunshot wound to the head fired in self-defense by Lieutenant Enrico Zamora, state PD. The trooper reported that the

  victim seemed to be suffering from some kind of wasting disease.’




  Lillian frowned. Probably a drunk who had got himself injured, or some loser strung out on peyote buttons or crack who fancied himself attacking Injuns and heading them off at the pass out

  Glorietta way. In her many years as a medical investigator, Lillian had seen just about everything.




  ‘When did he die?’ Lillian asked as they turned the corner and approached the morgue.




  ‘Yesterday afternoon, time of death called in by the response team as 3.45 p.m. Victim’s been on ice since 4.20 that afternoon.’




  Ten hours then. Lillian led the way into the morgue to where a steel gurney awaited them, the contents concealed by a blue plastic ziplock bag speckled with smears of fluid. Lillian checked the

  door was closed behind them before donning gloves, plastic face-shield and tying her surgical gown.




  ‘Okay, let’s get started, shall we?’ Lillian spoke loudly enough to be heard by the recorder sitting on the worktop nearby. She picked up a clipboard, ready to make notes, as

  Alexis grabbed a digital camera to document their findings. On cue, Alexis reached forward over the gurney and with a single smooth movement unzipped the plastic bag.




  ‘Jesus!’




  Lillian stared at the gurney as Alexis stifled a tight scream, one gloved hand flying to her mouth. Overcoming a momentary revulsion, Lillian took a cautious pace forward and peered into the

  depths of the plastic bag as Alexis began taking photographs.




  The body that lay within seemed as though it had been stripped of its skin, the internal organs were exposed and decayed, the slack jaw only held in place by frayed tendons and muscles that had

  either contracted into tight bands or fallen off the body altogether to coil like snakes beneath the corpse. The eyeballs had shriveled and sunk deep into their sockets, and what skin remained

  drooped in leathery tatters from the bones. Tentatively, Lillian reached out and touched a piece of skin. It felt brittle, like a leather rag left too long in the desert sun. Specks of material

  crumbled beneath her touch to lightly dust the steel surface of the gurney.




  ‘He’s mummified,’ she murmured.




  Alexis shook her head as if to rouse herself from a daze.




  ‘That’s not possible. He died yesterday,’ she insisted. ‘The rangers and the police independently verified his age, and there are photos taken at the scene by state

  troopers. He’s been on ice ever since. He had papers on him too.’




  Alexis handed Lillian an evidence form that listed the deceased’s name and social security number: Hiram Conley, born Las Cruces, New Mexico, 1940. She then handed her the photographs

  taken by the troopers. Lillian looked at the images of the elderly man killed at the scene of the crime, and then at the decomposed and desiccated remains before her.




  ‘There’s got to be a reason for this. Let’s see you make the case.’




  Lillian started making notes and drawings of the observations as Alexis led the autopsy.




  ‘Weight at time of death, approximately one hundred forty pounds. Some evidence of malnutrition and exposure prior to desiccation. Victim had applied field dressings to numerous wounds

  around the area of the chest, right shoulder and left arm consistent with . . . er . . . some kind of gunshot injuries.’ Alexis hesitated before continuing. ‘Victim is clothed in what

  appears to be some kind of fancy dress or memorial attire, consistent with Civil War era. Note: attire may provide evidence of cause or location of death.’




  Lillian set her clipboard down and took another long, hard look at the body as Alexis carefully undressed the corpse. With the broad-shouldered jacket and baggy pants gone the body looked

  entirely skeletal, a bone cage from which hung shriveled tissue and muscle, but this was not what shocked Lillian the most. The remaining tatters of skin on the man’s chest bore multiple

  lesions, deep pits of scar tissue peppering the surface.




  ‘You thinking what I’m thinking?’ Alexis asked.




  ‘Smallpox.’ Lillian nodded, noting the position of the lesions before examining the remains more closely. The body was a silent witness to more scars and lesions than Lillian had

  seen in her many years working in New Mexico. Barely an inch of his body seemed clear of damage, and even the bones bore testimony to breaks, cut marks and disease.




  ‘This guy looks like he’d lived a hundred lives,’ Alexis remarked in wonderment.




  ‘And all of them violent,’ Lillian agreed.




  ‘Most of his teeth are missing,’ Alexis said, ‘and his gums are heavily receded. Could be the mummification, but it could also be scurvy.’




  Lillian stood back from the body and shook her head.




  ‘Doesn’t explain the mummification,’ she answered. ‘Smallpox was eradicated in the late 1970s and scurvy disappeared over a century ago.’




  Alexis peered into Hiram Conley’s sightless eyes and examined the strange blue-gray irises.




  ‘Odd,’ she said. ‘Looks like extensive cataracts, but the cataract cortex hasn’t liquefied. This guy should have been blind as a bat by now.’




  Lillian leaned over for a closer look as Alexis shot more photos.




  ‘Long-term ultra-violet radiation exposure,’ she identified the cause of the cataracts, ‘denaturation of lens protein. But you’re right; they should have blinded him by

  now.’




  ‘And they’re an odd color,’ Alexis continued, ‘blue-gray. It’s like the proteins were constantly being repaired, fending off the liquefaction.’ Alexis

  gestured to Hiram Conley’s recently removed clothes, now lying nearby in an evidence tray. ‘And he was wearing clothes that look a hundred years old.’




  Lillian stared blankly at her assistant.




  ‘Where are you going with this? You think this guy walked out of a wormhole to the past or something? This isn’t Star Trek, Alexis. We need to keep our brains engaged

  here.’




  ‘I’m not saying anything like that,’ Alexis said quickly, reddening. ‘You ever heard of that Japanese guy, Hiroo Onoda? He was a soldier during World War Two who was on

  operations in the Philippine jungles when the war ended. He didn’t believe the leaflets dropped on the jungles to inform soldiers of the end of the war, thinking it was propaganda. He only

  surrendered when his former commanding officer came to get him after he was spotted by a traveler in the region.’




  ‘When was that?’




  ‘1974,’ Alexis said. ‘He held out for thirty years. My point is, what if this guy’s part of some family out in the Pecos who’ve just kept on going as they were? The

  Amish have been doing it for long enough. It explains the injuries, the disease, the old-style uniform. Bad water and improper sanitation can cause dysentery and exposure to the elements frequently

  leads to pneumonia. Typhoid fever, chicken pox, whooping cough, tuberculosis – I bet if you screen for them half will turn up.’




  Lillian shook her head.




  ‘It still doesn’t explain the mummification, especially not when it’s occurred overnight. This isn’t somebody who’s walked out of an Amish town. The only

  explanation is that this is absolute desiccation – the body has dried out in a matter of hours.’




  Lillian was about to continue when a metallic sound echoed through the morgue, as though someone had dropped a coin into one of the steel sinks and it was rolling round and round toward the

  plughole. She looked at Alexis, who stared back before glancing down at Hiram Conley’s remains. The metallic sound stopped, and then something fell with a sharp crack onto the tiles of the

  floor. From beneath the gurney rolled a small, dark sphere no bigger than an acorn. Lillian squatted down and picked the object up in her gloved hands.




  ‘That’s a musket ball,’ Alexis said in surprise. ‘It must have dropped out of him and rolled down the blood-drainage chute.’




  Lillian turned to Conley’s remains, moving slowly across to where the crumpled, emaciated flesh was dropping in clumps from the very bones themselves.




  ‘He’s still decaying,’ Alexis gasped.




  Lillian shook her head slowly. ‘He’s not decaying,’ she said. ‘He’s aging.’
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  ‘He’s what?’




  Lillian moved across to the opposite side of Conley’s corpse.




  ‘He’s aging,’ Lillian repeated. ‘It’s impossible for biological decay like this to occur so quickly in the absence of an active catalyst.’




  Lillian leaned in close and searched through the winding folds of muscle, sinew and bone until she spotted another metallic sphere. The ball was lodged deep in the man’s femur, half

  concealed by a gnarled overgrowth of new bone that had encased it.




  ‘There’s another one,’ Lillian said. ‘Fetch me a specimen bag, and then get some shots of this.’




  ‘Another one?’ Alexis uttered in amazement, grabbing the bag and hurrying back to Lillian’s side to photograph the wound. ‘It would have taken decades for that much bone

  to have grown back.’




  ‘It’s a much older wound,’ Lillian confirmed.




  Lillian grabbed a pair of forceps and probed deep into the decaying flesh of Hiram Conley’s thigh, gripping the ball and yanking it free from now brittle bones that cracked like

  splintering twigs. She dropped the ball into the specimen bag, sealed it and handed it to Alexis.




  ‘Get it to the state crime laboratory, right now. We can’t test the metal here. Drive it there yourself, no delays, and have them send me the results directly as soon as

  they’ve got them. I’ll start on toxicology and bio-samples here.’




  Alexis stared at the crumbling corpse for a long moment as though she were looking back into the past.




  ‘What’s going on, Lillian?’ she asked. ‘How can this be?’




  Lillian snapped her fingers in front of Alexis’s face, and the girl blinked and looked at her.




  ‘One thing at a time, okay?’ Lillian said. ‘Tell nobody about this, until we’ve figured out what’s going on.’




  Alexis nodded and hurried out of the morgue. Lillian turned back to the remains before her, shaking her head. She heard Alexis’s car start and pull away into the distance, the engine noise

  jolting Lillian from her thoughts.




  ‘What the hell happened to you?’ she whispered to the corpse.




  Suddenly, the lights in the morgue went out and plunged her into darkness. A wave of panic fluttered through Lillian as she struggled to maintain her balance in the complete blackness. She

  cursed the fact that, like all morgues, there were no windows.




  It was a hell of a time for the power to go out. She stood for a moment, waiting for the emergency generator to cut in, but nothing happened. Then the door to the morgue slammed violently shut,

  the crash sending a lance of terror through her.




  ‘Hello?’ she called out. At two in the morning she should have been alone in the building.




  Nobody responded in the absolute darkness looming around her.




  Slowly she backed away from the gurney until she felt the edge of the worktops behind her. She felt her way around the edge, past the sinks and the polished steel scales until she located her

  handbag, fumbling inside until she found her cell phone. She lifted it out, hitting a button – any button. To her relief, the screen glowed with bright blue light, illuminating the

  morgue.




  A horrific skull-like face lunged toward her from the gloom. She screamed with primal fear as hands grabbed her with vicious force. As the light from her cell phone was smothered so her

  consciousness slipped away.
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  CICERO, CHICAGO


  ILLINOIS




  14 May




  Keep running. Don’t quit.




  Ethan Warner’s heart pounded in his chest and his lungs burned as he ran down the sidewalk, dodging past pedestrians who had already leapt clear of the teenager in the gray hoodie dashing

  past them on West 27th Street.




  Ethan focused on the target, lengthening his stride and trying to control his labored breathing. Several weeks of circuit training had improved his fitness, but he was still nowhere near the

  level he’d been in the Marine Corps and right now the kid ahead of him was running with the added benefit of fear coursing through his blood. Semper fi, Ethan chanted to himself over

  and over again as the kid sprinted across St Louis Avenue with casual disregard for incoming traffic.




  A distorted voice sounded in his ear.




  ‘Where you at?’




  ‘Heading west, 27th on South Central,’ Ethan wheezed into a Bluetooth earpiece and microphone. ‘Where the hell are you?’




  ‘Stand by,’ came the affronted response. ‘No need to get yourself agitated.’




  Stand by, my ass, Ethan thought as he struck out across South Central Park Avenue, an SUV honking its horn at him as he swerved around the front fender, staggered onto the sidewalk again

  and almost collided with a woman and two children leaving a convenience store.




  The kid ahead of him suddenly turned right, dashing into an alley that cut between rows of buildings and stores lining the streets.




  ‘He’s off the main, heading north toward West 26th!’ Ethan shouted, hurling himself into the alley in pursuit before seeing the kid standing facing him not twenty yards

  away.




  A gunshot shattered the air in the narrow alley, and Ethan hurled himself down onto the asphalt, rolling sideways and slamming into a large trash can.




  ‘He’s got a piece!’




  ‘Copy that.’




  Ethan peered round the side of the dumpster and saw the kid was running through puddles toward the end of the alleyway, which was half blocked by an unoccupied black jeep. Ethan leapt up,

  shouting as he ran.




  ‘Don’t make me shoot!’ he bellowed, hoping to hell that the kid didn’t look back and see that Ethan wasn’t carrying. ‘Lose the piece!’




  The kid ducked sideways to dash past the parked jeep. Ethan accelerated and was about to follow him when the jeep’s door suddenly opened. A deep, solid thump echoed down the alleyway as

  the kid hit the door at full speed, staggering backwards and toppling to the ground. Ethan slowed as he saw his partner, Nicola Lopez, leap from the jeep and stride toward the disorientated kid who

  staggered to his feet and whirled, striking out at Lopez with the butt of his pistol. Lopez blocked the blow with a fluid movement of her left arm, batting the pistol aside and following

  immediately with a roundhouse right that smacked into the kid’s jaw. The boy slammed onto his back as Lopez, drawing a black T-baton tonfa, placed one booted foot on his wrist to prevent him

  from using his gun and jabbed one end of the baton into his throat.




  ‘You have the right to remain silent, else I kick your sorry ass further,’ Lopez snarled down at their quarry. ‘Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of

  law. You have the right to speak to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney the state will appoint one to you who will most likely be goddamn useless. Do you understand?’




  A weak voice squealed up at her as Ethan approached.




  ‘Who the hell are you?’




  Lopez flashed a badge at the kid on the ground, a silver shield with ‘Bail Bondsman’ emblazoned beneath it.




  ‘You jumped bail, Mickey,’ Lopez said as she turned him over, knelt on his back and cuffed him. ‘You’re going back to jail.’




  Ethan glanced at the vehicle from which Lopez had leapt.




  ‘How’d you get into that jeep?’




  Lopez flashed him a dazzling smile as she jerked Mickey onto his feet.




  ‘Door was unlocked,’ she replied with an innocent shrug.




  Ethan shook his head as Lopez guided Mickey ‘Knuckles’ Ferranto out onto West 26th Street and along the sidewalk to where she had parked their black SUV. He waited until she’d

  shoe-horned Mickey into the vehicle and shut the door before speaking.




  ‘You broke and entered?’ he said in disbelief. ‘Jesus, we’re supposed to be finding criminals, not becoming them.’




  ‘Got the job done,’ Lopez replied without remorse. ‘I’d left it to you, you’d both be halfway to goddamn Ohio by now.’




  ‘I was getting there,’ Ethan said defensively. ‘He hotfooted out of the mall the moment he saw me.’




  ‘The job’s done,’ Lopez said, brushing a strand of black hair out of her eyes. ‘Who cares about the small print?’




  Ethan blocked her path as she made her way toward the SUV’s passenger door.




  ‘The police? The attorney’s office? You can’t keep doing things this way, Lopez. What the hell happened to going by the book?’




  ‘It got me nowhere in the force.’




  ‘Yeah, and breaking the rules got your partner killed.’




  Lightning flickered behind Lopez’s dark eyes as they locked onto Ethan’s, and he forced himself not to take a step back.




  Since they had begun working together, Ethan had found out about what had befallen Nicola Lopez’s former partner in the Metropolitan Police Department in Washington DC the previous year,

  crumbs of information that had slipped out during conversations. Detective Lucas Tyrell, a long-serving officer, had been shot and killed by his own superior in an apartment way down in Anacostia.

  To say that Lopez had taken the hit badly was something of an understatement. Now, despite their partnership, Ethan often felt as though he were running a poor second best to Tyrell. Lopez seemed

  unwilling to share directly with him what had happened, as though she hadn’t quite moved on yet. Her casual disregard for the law was a direct and, for Ethan, somewhat unsettling

  manifestation of that.




  Ethan had since watched Lopez abandon the moral principles with which she had conducted her work as a detective in favor of bagging the perps by whatever means necessary. Lucas Tyrell had been a

  liability to the Metro PD, but he’d gotten results, and Lopez was emulating her fallen mentor just as closely as she could.




  ‘Corruption got Lucas killed,’ she shot back. ‘Justice got him revenge. You gonna get out of my way or do I have to put you on your ass too?’




  Reluctantly, Ethan took a step back. Lopez had a reputation as a short fuse, but since losing her partner she seemed to have relinquished whatever remaining grip she had on her temper. The last

  time he’d seen her lose it was when they hunted down a bail-runner to a shabby roadside diner in Battle Creek, Michigan. Three heavyweight bikers from the local chapter of the Devil’s

  Disciples had taken a liking to the fugitive and were vaguely amused to see Lopez arrive with her badge, nightstick and bad attitude. It wasn’t their deliberate obstruction that had set her

  off, just their idle dismissal. Two broken noses, a severed knee tendon and one fractured collarbone later, fugitive James Watson sheepishly surrendered and was dragged by Lopez over the groaning

  bodies of his would-be protectors. It had been over before Ethan had even got through the door.




  ‘Just looking out for you,’ he said finally, raising his hands and making for the driver’s door. ‘We’re no good to each other if one of us is in jail.’




  ‘You’re the one with history,’ Lopez remarked as they climbed into the SUV. ‘My record’s pearly clean.’




  ‘You’s a jailbird?’ Mickey Ferranto muttered from the back seat, looking at Ethan.




  ‘Can it, Mickey,’ Ethan snapped as he started the engine and looked at Lopez. ‘I’m a reformed character. You’re the one on the slippery slope into shameful

  lawlessness.’




  Lopez shook her head and laughed as they pulled out into their lane.




  ‘We set ourselves up to catch bail-jumpers and fugitives. They don’t obey the law, we have to bend the rules to pick them up.’




  ‘That how it is?’ Ethan asked rhetorically.




  ‘That’s how it is.’




  ‘That really how it is?’ Mickey Ferranto complained.




  ‘Shut up,’ Ethan glared over his shoulder. ‘My point is that there’s plenty of competition out there and we can’t afford to get ourselves busted.’




  ‘We can’t afford much at all,’ Lopez muttered and jabbed her thumb over her shoulder at Ferranto. ‘We’re not bagging enough of these losers to make ends

  meet.’




  ‘I ain’t no loser,’ Mickey complained.




  ‘No?’ Lopez turned round in her seat to look at him. ‘You’re a twenty-three-year-old who’s just cost his mother a couple of thousand bucks jail bond for nothing

  more than possession of an illegal substance. You’d turned up in court like you were supposed to, you’d have probably been released because you’re not important enough, Mickey;

  you’re a nobody. Only a loser like you could turn a nothing into a jail sentence.’




  Mickey avoided her gaze and looked sulkily out of the window as Ethan turned toward Cook County Jail.




  ‘Maybe we should spread out more, cover more area,’ Ethan suggested. ‘Maybe even link up with some of the other bondsmen out there.’




  ‘Maybe,’ Lopez echoed. ‘Or maybe we just need to stop scraping around in the dirt for nobodies like Mickey here and pick up something more lucrative.’




  Ethan began to answer when a black sedan pulled out in front of the SUV, passing within inches of his front fender. He was about to remonstrate when another identical car pulled alongside him,

  boxing the SUV in.




  ‘What the hell?’ Lopez muttered, instinctively reaching for her pistol before remembering that she was no longer legally allowed to carry one. Her hand rested on her baton

  instead.




  ‘Government plates,’ Ethan said, glancing at the rear of the sedan in front of them as it indicated it was turning off the road.




  ‘You gonna follow?’ Lopez asked.




  Ethan shrugged, then turned to follow the sedan.




  







  5




  The sedans guided them north on Harlem Avenue before turning off the highway into Waldheim Cemetery. Lonely ranks of gravestones spread across several acres of carefully

  manicured lawns shaded by hundreds of trees. Ethan followed the lead car until it pulled into a secluded spot off Greenburg Road in the northwest corner of the cemetery.




  Ethan killed the engine and looked in his mirrors suspiciously.




  ‘What the hell is this shit, man?’ Mickey Ferranto whined. ‘I want to speak to my attorney.’




  Lopez shot him a toxic look.




  ‘See all these gravestones, Mickey? You wanna join them, you just keep talking.’




  Ethan climbed out of the SUV and closed the door. Lopez joined him. For a moment, nothing moved. Then two men climbed out of each vehicle, all sporting gray suits, designer shades and earpieces.

  They moved to guard the SUV, one of them gesturing to the still open doors of the sedan ahead.




  ‘Great disguise, guys,’ Ethan said as he moved toward the car. ‘We’d never have known.’




  The men ignored Ethan, instead standing rigidly to attention as he walked to the sedan and climbed into the rear seat. Lopez joined him from the other side.




  ‘Very cloak and dagger,’ Ethan said as they closed the doors. ‘Are we off to Tracy Island?’




  Douglas Jarvis, an elderly man dressed immaculately in a dark blue suit that contrasted with his neatly parted white hair, turned in the front seat and offered Ethan a grin.




  ‘I see you’re back to your usual self, Ethan.’ He looked at Lopez. ‘Nicola, how’s things?’




  ‘Could be busier,’ she replied cautiously. ‘What’s the occasion? And why not call us instead of damn near running us off the road?’




  ‘Security,’ Jarvis replied calmly. ‘Calls can be monitored, and we want our little accord with you two to remain discreet, remember? The Defense Intelligence Agency has

  uncovered an anomalous incident that occurred twenty-four hours ago in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The trail’s already gone cold and management aren’t keen to send agency resources in to

  investigate.’




  ‘Which is where we come in, right?’ Ethan said.




  Douglas Jarvis had once been the captain of a United States Marines rifle platoon, a post he had held when Ethan had served as a lieutenant in the Corps. Their friendship, cemented during the

  invasion of Iraq, had extended to Jarvis’s current employment with the Defense Intelligence Agency and to their unusual, discreet accord with Warner/Lopez Inc.




  ‘Command and control won’t throw money at this, and the Pentagon’s certainly not interested,’ Jarvis confirmed. ‘It’s the perfect case, well worth your

  time.’




  ‘What’s the story?’ Lopez asked, curious, despite herself.




  Jarvis produced a glossy black file and handed it to her.




  ‘Santa Fe Medical Examiner autopsied the remains of a desert bum by the name of Hiram Conley, found dead after a clash with state troopers. Ten hours after Hiram Conley died his remains

  were described as mummified. The examiner attempted to extract material from the body and found an intact bullet that fell from the victim’s shoulder, and another, older one lodged in his

  right femur. They got the older bullet to the state crime laboratory for tests.’




  ‘So what’s the big deal?’ Ethan asked.




  Jarvis gestured to the file that Lopez was holding.




  ‘The state laboratory ran tests on the bullet, which was found to be a musket ball, and we picked up jurisdiction of the case after they made inquiries to the FBI at Quantico. Carbon

  dating, along with estimates of bone regrowth around the ball prior to extraction, confirms that the wound was sustained approximately one hundred forty years ago.’




  Ethan stared at Jarvis.




  ‘That’s not possible. A hundred forty years?’




  ‘The tests must have been contaminated,’ Lopez said, opening the file. ‘If the wound had been opened to extract the bullet, anything could have gotten in.’




  ‘The bullet was lodged firmly in the bone,’ Jarvis said, ‘the medical examiner’s pictures show it clearly. And the tests were run three separate times, once by the state

  laboratory and twice by specialists on my own team at the DIA when we took over the case. All the tests confirmed the age of the wound.’




  Ethan forced himself to think clearly.




  ‘We should get in touch with the medical examiner first, find out everything we can about where the body was found. The troopers who shot him need to be questioned too.’




  ‘Already done,’ Jarvis said, ‘and all parties signed nondisclosure agreements. However, the medical examiner has vanished and we need her found. Fast.’




  ‘What happened?’ Lopez asked.




  ‘An attack on the facility at the morgue. The lab assistant got the musket ball out of the lab for tests, but by the time she’d returned the medical examiner had disappeared, as had

  all of the evidence. The gurney and the surrounding work surfaces had been completely cleaned-out, not even trace evidence remained.’




  ‘A professional job,’ Ethan murmured, his interest now piqued.




  ‘We have camera footage but it’s grainy, shot from a nearby building. Whoever did the job was smart enough to take out the medical facility’s own cameras before they went in.

  Four men: black jump suits, Halloween-style face masks. Somebody wanted that body real bad,’ Jarvis said. ‘The DIA has an interest, but there’s no way we can send a team down

  there without the Pentagon signing off on it, and with the budget the way it is they’ll shut us down before we can do any good.’




  Ethan nodded, glancing out of the sedan’s windows at the cemetery outside.




  ‘So what do you think this is? Some kind of freak ghost story?’




  Jarvis smiled thinly.




  ‘I’ll leave the detective work to you both, but for what it’s worth this guy Conley shot his way out of the Pecos wilderness wearing Civil War era Union battlefield dress and

  speaking in what was described by the troopers as an archaic dialect.’ Jarvis glanced at the file. ‘Whatever’s going on down there it’s in the interests of the United States

  Government to understand it.’




  Ethan nodded and looked at Lopez.




  ‘You did say you wanted something decent to go after.’




  ‘New Mexico,’ Lopez murmured thoughtfully. ‘Closer to home, and there’s at least two bail-runners from Illinois thought to be holed up somewhere down there.

  Multi-tasking. We’ll do it.’




  Jarvis eyed her for a long moment.




  ‘Good, although I need to know that the DIA can count on you, Lopez, after what happened out at Cedar Lake.’




  Ethan glanced at his partner, waiting to see her response. They had agreed to keep her indiscretion on the South Shore between themselves, but clearly Jarvis’s reach went further than

  Ethan had realized. A lot further.




  ‘It was a one-off,’ Lopez said, refusing to be cowed. ‘Deal’s a deal; it went down, went wrong and then went away, okay?’




  Jarvis nodded, letting it go. The fact that Lopez, having taken a low-life drug dealer and bail-runner called Adam McKenzie into custody had then accepted a bribe for releasing him, hadn’t

  bothered Ethan as much as he’d thought it might. Lopez was supporting herself in Chicago as well as sending much of her meager salary back home to her family south of the border in

  Guanajuato. Her parents were, like so many people in Mexico, crippled by poverty and reliant upon Lopez’s generosity to sustain their home. Without it, they would join the legions of beggars

  groveling on the streets, and at their age they wouldn’t last long. Cash was cash and Lopez needed a lot. Ethan hadn’t realized just how badly until that day.




  She gave him an accusing sideways glance, but he ignored her and looked instead at Jarvis.




  ‘I’m almost afraid to ask, but what support will we have?’




  ‘Limited tactical and law enforcement,’ Jarvis replied. ‘Local police know that you’ve got jurisdiction in this case – I can help indirectly, but the DIA will

  retain deniability in all eventualities. The President won’t want investigations like these all over the media if word should get out, and the Pentagon would rather have the conspiracy

  theorists chasing after your agency than ours.’




  ‘Convenient,’ Lopez said as she closed the file. ‘Anything else?’




  ‘Conley was involved in an argument with a man named Tyler Willis, who he then shot, starting the whole fracas. I’d start there if I were you.’ Jarvis handed Ethan a clear

  plastic bag which contained a yellowing slip of paper. ‘Hiram Conley’s social security details, found on him when he died. They check out, but they’re identical to those of an

  alias we think he was using previously, Abner Conley. We didn’t have access to records going back that far at the DIA, so you’ll have to chase them down in Santa Fe. Whoever this guy

  really was he used multiple identities, and there’s always a reason for that.’
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  COCHITÍ LAKE


  NEW MEXICO




  15 May




  The broad waters of the lake, surrounded by the soaring heights of the Jemez, Ortiz, Sandia and San Pedro mountain ranges, glittered beneath the sun.




  Jeb Oppenheimer sat upon the quarterdeck of a vessel that dwarfed the tiny cutters and fishing boats in the nearby quay, the pearlescent white hull of his yacht almost painful to look at in the

  bright sunlight.




  ‘Cigar.’




  His voice was gravelly from decades of smoking a dozen a day of Cuba’s finest, but as with everything else in life Jeb Oppenheimer didn’t give a shit. Likewise he didn’t care

  that the yacht upon which he sat was far too large for the lake or that there was no exit to the ocean, the lake itself being a mere aberration in the flow of the Santa Fe River. Jeb had bought the

  vessel and had it transported there so that he could enjoy the water without the cumbersome irritation of lakeside neighbors on the shore.




  A white-suited crewman walked out of the shade of the yacht’s interior with an expensive-looking silver box. He opened it for Oppenheimer, who foraged within with a wiry hand laced with

  purple veins. He waved the crewman away and opened the cigar, lighting it and inhaling the aromatic fumes deeply. As he sat enveloped in a cloud of blue smoke another of his crew appeared.




  ‘Donald Wolfe is here to see you, sir.’




  Oppenheimer polluted the air anew with a cloud of pungent smoke and waved impatiently. The servant bowed and turned, gesturing to a man waiting inside the yacht. The man walked out, his

  ink-black suit stark against the pure-white deck. Oppenheimer turned his head fractionally, acknowledging his guest with a barely perceptible nod and pointing to one of the chairs opposite.




  Donald Wolfe was a full colonel who had been attached to the United States Army Medical Research Institute for Infectious Diseases, or USAMRIID. Wolfe sat down, regarding the old man from behind

  wrap-around sunglasses, the mirrored lenses reflecting the sky above.




  ‘Why do you wear those?’ Oppenheimer pointed at them. ‘You look like one of those teenage morons who waste their lives surfing and catching diseases from whores.’




  Donald Wolfe’s smile betrayed no warmth.




  ‘Better to be young and stupid than crumbling with senility.’




  Oppenheimer laughed, slapping one spindly leg beneath his white trousers. The effort provoked a sudden spasm of membrane-tearing coughs that caused Wolfe to wince. Oppenheimer brought what was

  left of his lungs under control, reached for a handkerchief on the table beside him and wiped a glob of mucus from the corner of his mouth.




  ‘If you weren’t so useful,’ Oppenheimer smiled, ‘I’d have you thrown overboard, you insolent pup.’




  ‘Why am I here?’ Wolfe asked.




  Oppenheimer folded his skeletal hands under his chin.




  ‘The situation has not proceeded as we had expected. We were not able to extract viable biological samples from the remains.’




  Wolfe leaned forward, plucking a grape from a nearby bowl. He popped it into his mouth before speaking. ‘That doesn’t surprise me, given the state they were in. We agreed that you

  needed to obtain a live specimen, not one with half its face blown off.’




  As Oppenheimer chuckled throatily he saw Wolfe brace himself for another hacking broadside of coughs that fortunately did not materialize.




  ‘It may not come as a surprise that they are reluctant to expose themselves, Donald, for fear of what people like us may do to them.’




  ‘So you say. But then of course you would, if this was all just a charade of ghost stories.’




  Jeb Oppenheimer’s wrinkled features hardened.




  ‘Two months ago you wrote me off as a madman chasing an illusion,’ he rattled, jabbing a gnarled finger in Wolfe’s direction. ‘Now you’re sitting on my yacht

  wondering what the hell happened in Santa Fe.’




  ‘Indeed,’ Wolfe nodded, ‘and what the hell exactly did happen in Santa Fe, Jeb? From what little I can gather, you’ve committed abduction and theft of

  state-controlled corpses.’




  Oppenheimer squinted out across the rippling waters of the lake.




  ‘Needs must, Donald,’ he said quietly. ‘SkinGen has invested over eighty million dollars into the search for and the control of the genes that govern human aging. Those genes,

  once isolated, will be worth over thirty billion dollars to SkinGen over the next ten years, and I don’t intend to see either that profit or the investments I have already made compromised by

  a militia of illiterate peasants.’




  The last word sent along a spray of spittle. Oppenheimer paused, reaching again for his handkerchief before regarding Wolfe seriously.




  ‘That material, wherever it can be found, is the future, Donald. Most companies are out there gene testing and spending millions, billions even, on research and development, completely

  oblivious to the fact that the genes controlling longevity have already naturally evolved. We worry now about our economic woes and climate change, about terrorism and Third World nuclear powers,

  but all of it is bullcrap. All that matters is who survives, how they survive and when the new world order begins.’




  Wolfe frowned behind his sunglasses.




  ‘There are rules, Jeb, political as well as legal. Buying up the patents for specific genes could see you up in front of any number of courts. The United States Department of Health and

  Human Services will block you regardless of my influence if you try to define who gets what from any published research or medication.’




  ‘To hell with the goddamn rules!’ Oppenheimer roared, cracking one fist down on the table loudly enough to make Wolfe flinch. ‘This is about survival! How long do you think our

  world can continue to support six billion people? Seven billion people? Nine billion people? We’re at our limit now! Oil, gas and coal are running out – why do you think that

  petrochemical companies are having to drill in the bottom of seabeds? It’s because all the cheap stuff has been used, the wells are dry, gone up in smoke! Four fifths of the population live

  in poverty Donald, and they want to live like us. Well, they can’t, and they never will because the world cannot support it. The only solution is to reduce the population so that fewer

  people can live in greater material comfort. It’s as simple as that, and I intend to make it happen.’




  ‘If you can acquire the relevant strains,’ Wolfe said, ‘and if your wonder bacteria actually exist.’




  Oppenheimer’s leathery face creased into a smile, one ancient line embedded amongst hundreds more.




  ‘Oh, they exist all right. I’ve spent the past thirty years searching for them, and I’ve seen enough to know that they do.’




  ‘But I have not,’ Wolfe stated simply. ‘You’re asking me to subvert entire departments of military research and medical health in order to ensure your discovery can be

  marketed only to the elite, and yet you’ve provided me with not a single biological example of a human compatible immortalized cell with acceptable telomere length.’




  ‘Patience, Donald,’ Jeb murmured. ‘The wait will be worth it.’




  ‘The government have their hands on the lab results from Hiram Conley’s autopsy, and they’re bound to investigate. I’m supposed to be here waiting for a scientific

  breakthrough not a jail sentence. What we’re talking about goes far beyond gene manipulation.’




  ‘My influence will prevent any unnecessary complications.’




  Wolfe laughed. ‘Even you don’t have that kind of money.’




  Oppenheimer’s smile withered, his rheumy old eyes turning hard as steel.




  ‘I have more money than you could dream of, Donald, and don’t you ever forget it. If it’s money that makes the world go around then I’m turning the fucking crank, you

  understand?’




  Wolfe regarded the old man for a long moment. ‘Collateral?’




  Oppenheimer’s pale lips leaked a dribble of blue smoke.




  ‘What will be, will be.’




  Wolfe took off his shades, regarding them for a moment as his eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight flaring off the decks.




  ‘The President is opposed to corporate pharmaceutical control of patented genes. If he or Congress gets wind of this, the whole charade will be for nothing.’




  Oppenheimer removed the cigar from his lips and turned it lit end down toward one calloused palm. He held the glowing tip millimeters from his skin and let blue coils of smoke writhe between his

  digits as he spoke.




  ‘American citizens do not own America. The White House does not own America. The President does not own America. We own America. The presidents of the United States live in the

  White House because people like us finance their damn political parties. That, my friend, is the glory of a free-market capitalist economy – we’re not just bigger than government: we

  own it. We pay for them to sit and spout crap to the world about how much better everything will be, even though everybody already knows it’ll just stay the same. The United States of

  America is a business, Donald, just like any other. We decide who does what, when, how and why, and what the President thinks isn’t worth a rat’s ass.’




  Oppenheimer ground the cigar out on the palm of his hand, and with a flick of one hooked finger sent the smoldering remains spinning over the taffrail and into the crystalline water below.




  ‘Thank God for democracy,’ Wolfe murmured.




  ‘I will obtain these materials one way or the other, sooner or later, regardless of what anyone may try to do to stop me. You must ensure in any way you can that congressional and military

  oversight of the pharmaceutical industry is limited and that if we fail to achieve support from the United Nations, we take the necessary steps to achieve our goal alone. I take it that

  you’ll obtain the infected tissue before traveling to New York?’




  Wolfe sighed, seemingly weighed down by the gravity of what they were considering.




  ‘Can you ensure secrecy?’ he finally asked.




  ‘Officially you will be staying here upon this vessel overnight as my guest,’ Oppenheimer replied softly. ‘However, I will have one of my private jets fly you north to Alaska

  immediately and then across to New York afterwards. Nobody need ever know you were there. What of your man at the site?’




  ‘He’s a freelance worker, and I will deal with him,’ Wolfe said, ‘for the greater good. By the time I reach New York every trace of his existence will have

  disappeared.’ Oppenheimer nodded slowly as though accepting the inevitable. Wolfe continued, ‘We must keep any deaths to a minimum, at least for now. Later there’ll be blood, one

  way or the other.’




  ‘There always is,’ Oppenheimer agreed, ‘but at least there’ll be profit, and nobody really cares about a handful of hobos in a pissy little backwater like the New Mexico

  desert. They’ll be better off with the revenue generated by SkinGen anyway, it’ll bring some light into their miserable lives.’




  Wolfe stood, replacing his shades and walking away from the old man. Oppenheimer called after him as he disappeared into the interior of the yacht.




  ‘This is a good thing. It’s a brighter future for a county that has nothing to export but illegal immigrants and bird flu! They’ll thank us both one day, if there’s any

  of them left.’
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  ALBUQUERQUE INTERNATIONAL SUNPORT


  NEW MEXICO




  Ethan stepped off the United Express Embraer E-170 onto the asphalt of the airport, the sun hot against his skin after the cooler winds of Illinois. Behind him, Lopez shielded

  her eyes.




  ‘Like being on vacation,’ she remarked.




  Ethan hoped that Lopez was in a better mood now that their travels had brought them into territory that was more like home, even though Guanajuato was actually six hundred miles south of the

  border. Lopez had rarely gotten this far south since her family had given up on their dreams of a better life in the United States and returned to their homeland.




  A uniformed officer approached them, extending a hand to Ethan.




  ‘Enrico Zamora,’ he said. ‘You must be Ethan Warner.’




  Ethan introduced him to Lopez, and then the lieutenant led them out of the airport to a marked Dodge Charger, filling them in on the case and his own disappointments as they drove away.




  ‘The whole thing was way out of our league, so we passed everything on to the FBI. That’s when this Doug Jarvis guy got involved, and we were all asked to sign non-disclosure

  agreements. You wanna let me know what the hell that’s all about? Most interesting case in twenty years of service and it’s snatched away from me; we don’t hear a thing about the

  autopsy and nobody will even tell me who you guys work for.’




  ‘Standard procedure,’ Ethan said, looking at the barren wilderness of New Mexico flashing by as they drove. ‘Our employers just like to remain discreet. We don’t want a

  media circus out here.’




  Zamora shrugged, and ran the fingers of one hand through his hair.




  ‘I understand that, but it tweaks ma curiosity a little. What’s so important that you want it kept under wraps?’




  ‘Maybe you could help us with that,’ Lopez said from the rear seat. ‘We don’t have much to go on, that’s why we’re here. All we have are the social security

  details of this Hiram Conley and another name, Tyler Willis. What’s the story with them both?’




  Zamora seemed to shiver despite the warmth, shifting his shoulders as he drove.




  ‘I don’t never want to see that man Conley again as long as I live. Came rushing at me out of the woods looking like a living skeleton, all his skin and things hanging in tatters

  from his arms.’




  ‘Some kind of disease, maybe?’ Ethan suggested, looking at the distant mountains and wondering if some horrible virus lurked somewhere out there in the lonely deserts.




  ‘I’ll say.’ Zamora nodded. ‘Looked like he was falling apart where he stood, but the strange thing was that he ran like a man half his age. I was lucky to shoot him

  before he got me with that goddamn bayonet of his.’




  Lopez raised an eyebrow.




  ‘He charged you with a bayonet?’




  ‘Ain’t never seen nothin’ like it,’ Zamora said. ‘We had the weapon checked out by the crime lab: the damned thing was an antique. They identified it as a Model

  1842 Springfield .69 caliber percussion-lock musket, which was the last of the smooth-bore models made with a thicker barrel. They were rifled sometime after manufacture to take the conically

  shaped Minie Ball, the same type of bullet found in Hiram Conley, so I was led to believe.’




  Ethan glanced back at Lopez before speaking.




  ‘And the weapon isn’t a remake, or a copy?’




  ‘Only about six thousand of that specific type were made,’ Zamora said, ‘and modern copies for re-enactment groups are easily spotted. This was the real deal, no doubt about

  it, weighed ten pounds and was damn near five feet long.’




  ‘Was it a type used during the Civil War?’ Lopez asked.




  ‘Sure was.’ Zamora nodded. ‘One of the earliest, although the repeatin’ rifles followed pretty soon after, so I’m told.’




  ‘Did this guy Conley say anything to you at the scene?’ Ethan asked, looking out across the passing wilderness and imagining what it must have been like for a Union army marching and

  surviving in such brutal terrain for weeks and months on end.




  ‘Sure he did, but most of it was kind of garbled. He kept talkin’ about the Union, and the New Mexico Militia, stuff like that. I had the guys check out the references, and there was

  a New Mexico Militia working out this way during the Civil War, but that was a hundred and fifty years ago. We put it all down to this guy being a fantasist of some kind.’




  ‘Then how’d he get the uniform and the weapon?’ Lopez asked.




  ‘I’m not saying they weren’t genuine,’ Zamora admitted. ‘Only that he must have lived out in the Pecos for years, maybe as part of a commune or something. From what

  we could gather he had little documentation and no fixed abode, so he’s been living rough for years. For all we know there could be others like him out there.’




  ‘What about this other guy, Tyler Willis?’ Ethan asked.




  Zamora waved a hand in the air as if in desperation and then ran it through the tight coils of his hair.




  ‘Tyler ain’t talking; says he was just hiking in the hills when he was confronted by Hiram Conley, who got in his face and started screaming. Given that Conley opened fire on both

  Willis and the tourists, I’m inclined to believe him, but . . .’




  ‘But you’re not sure,’ Lopez finished the sentence for him.




  ‘The ranger who was leading the tourists said it was an argument Willis and Conley were having, both of them going at each other. Willis was injured and, as the victim, I can hardly arrest

  him, but I’m sure there’s something he’s not telling me. Maybe you guys will have more luck.’




  ‘Where can we find him?’ Ethan inquired.




  ‘He was in hospital with a shrapnel wound to the shoulder but he discharged himself this morning, claiming he had to get back to work. Turns out he’s a researcher at the laboratories

  up Los Alamos way, some kind of high-flying scientist or other.’




  Ethan had heard of the famous Los Alamos National Laboratories, where some of the most extraordinary discoveries of the last century had been made. The home of the original Manhattan Project,

  which had culminated in the dawn of the atomic age when the United States had dropped atom bombs on Imperial Japan to bring a close to World War Two, the laboratories concerned themselves now with

  advanced technologies in all theaters of scientific endeavor.




  ‘You got any idea what this guy Willis is researching?’ Ethan asked.




  ‘Beats me.’ Zamora chuckled. ‘Most of what he told me went straight over my head and right out of the park. But it was something to do with medicine.’




  Ethan looked at Lopez.




  ‘We’ll start with him,’ he said. ‘Right now there’s not much else to go on.’




  ‘What about Hiram Conley’s social security number?’ Lopez asked Zamora. ‘You guys got a town hall down here or something, some way we could backtrack the

  records?’




  ‘Town hall would probably have something tucked away some place, and Santa Fe County offices might have records. Trouble is getting anything concrete about this guy. Last I heard he went

  by several names, and any one of them could be false or real.’




  ‘Tyler Willis is still our best bet for now,’ Ethan said. ‘We’ll start digging through records once we’ve got a better idea of why Conley was so

  important.’




  Enrico Zamora chuckled as he pulled the cruiser into a parking lot filled with rental vehicles, stopping outside the reception area where an old Mercury Tracer sedan awaited them.




  ‘Well, good luck with that.’




  ‘I’m sure he’s not that bad,’ Lopez said as she reached for the door.




  ‘He’s not bad,’ Zamora agreed, ‘but he sure ain’t on this planet.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ Ethan asked.




  ‘He’s one of those who’s all for crazy talk,’ Zamora said quietly. ‘Willis said that he was delirious an’ all from lack of blood on account of his shoulder

  wound, but I was with him up there on the pass and he spoke plainly enough to me.’




  ‘What did he say?’ Ethan pressed.




  Zamora shook his head slowly as if still struggling to understand. Ethan watched him run his hand through his hair again, and wondered if doing so was a nervous reaction of some kind for the

  officer.




  ‘Just before I shot Conley, Tyler Willis was begging me not to fire, tellin’ me not to shoot the old man.’




  ‘Why?’ Lopez asked. ‘Surely he’d have wanted Conley dead after what happened.’




  ‘So you’d suppose,’ Zamora agreed.




  Ethan thought for a moment.




  ‘You said that the ranger who reported the shooting said that Willis and Conley were arguing up on the pass, and then Conley shot Willis at close range.’




  ‘That’s what he told me,’ Zamora confirmed. ‘What of it?’




  ‘If they were arguing, then they can’t have been that far apart,’ Ethan said. ‘Conley couldn’t have missed Willis with a rifle, not at such close range.’




  ‘What are you saying?’ Zamora asked.




  ‘That Conley purposefully didn’t shoot to kill,’ Ethan said. ‘For whatever reason he didn’t want to kill Willis, and that means he either wanted something from him

  or he wanted to learn something.’




  ‘Willis could have grabbed the rifle and turned it aside before the shot was fired,’ Lopez said.




  ‘Maybe,’ Zamora replied. ‘But that rifle had a fourteen-inch bayonet on it. I wouldn’t have risked grabbing it.’




  Ethan opened his door, letting hot air puff into the air-conditioned cruiser.




  ‘Thanks for the ride, Enrico. If you remember anything else, you’ve got our number.’




  ‘Sure,’ Zamora said. ‘There’s one other thing.’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘The last thing Tyler Willis said to me before I fired at Conley was the darndest thing I ever did hear. He said not to kill Conley because he was too old to die. You make any sense of

  that?’




  Lopez looked at Ethan, who glanced again at the ranger.




  ‘Probably the sun got to him.’




  Ethan shut his door before Zamora could answer.
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  ‘Hell of a place,’ Lopez said.




  Ethan nodded, looking around at the ranks of buildings and the names of the roads as he drove through the complex, which looked like an oversized industrial park. The 502 East Road had led them

  onto Trinity Drive, named after the famous atomic tests. Ethan had already spotted various signs such as Bikini Road, named after Bikini Atoll where further nuclear tests were made in the 1950s.

  Run by the Department of Energy and with an annual budget of $2.2 billion, it was one of only two places in the United States where research into classified nuclear programs was performed.




  ‘It’s the largest employer in northern New Mexico,’ Ethan said as he drove the Mercury into the parking lot outside the Bio-Science Division building. ‘Whatever Tyler

  Willis is up to in here, it almost certainly has something to do with Hiram Conley.’




  Lopez nodded, scanning the file that Douglas Jarvis had handed them back in Chicago.




  ‘Tyler Adam Willis, born 1978, Modesto, California. Studied microbiology at the University of California before joining a research team at Los Alamos. Recently published several papers

  detailing the results of studies into senescence.’




  ‘In English, please,’ Ethan said as they parked.




  ‘Another term for aging,’ Lopez said. ‘Looks like our boy knows his stuff when it comes to cheating death. According to this he’s considered one of the brightest talents

  in the field of cellular senescence.’




  Ethan killed the engine and looked up at the imposing building before them.




  ‘You really think that’s why he was shot?’ Ethan asked her. ‘Something to do with his research?’




  ‘Why not? Maybe this isn’t just a freaky ghost story and he found some kind of potion that extends lifespans.’




  Ethan got out of the car and walked toward the entrance, followed by Lopez. A clean, sparse entrance hall greeted them, occupied by a narrow desk and a bored-looking receptionist. Ethan walked

  up to her, leaning against the counter and flashing a smile.




  ‘Hi, we’re here to see Tyler Willis.’




  ‘Do you have an appointment?’ the girl asked, taking in Ethan’s rough-edged appearance and apparently liking what she saw.




  ‘We’re here on behalf of the Santa Fe Police Department, Lieutenant Enrico Zamora,’ Ethan said smoothly. ‘Nothing to worry about: Tyler was injured in an incident a

  couple of days ago and we’re just here with some follow-up questions and to make sure he’s doing okay.’




  The girl smiled again and picked up a phone, dialing an extension number. When she’d finished speaking and put the phone down, she directed them toward a nearby elevator.




  ‘Second floor, third on the right. Just call me if there’s anything else you need.’




  ‘I’ll be sure to do that.’




  Ethan flashed another grin at the girl and followed Lopez into the elevator. She rounded on him as the door closed.




  ‘You ever been able to talk to a girl without hitting on her?’




  Ethan stood with his hands behind his back, watching the numbers change on the digital display above the doors.




  ‘I was just being polite.’




  ‘Polite? You’d leaned any closer to her you’d have been dribbling into her blouse.’




  Ethan looked down at Lopez in amusement. ‘What’s the problem?’




  Lopez shrugged. ‘It’s just not professional, is all.’




  ‘Like breaking into strangers’ cars is?’




  Lopez rolled her eyes but said nothing as the doors opened and they turned right into a corridor. Rows of pictures adorned the walls, bizarre, kaleidoscopic images of what looked like

  microscopic bugs and spores and fungi.




  ‘Welcome to geek heaven,’ Ethan said as they made for the third door on the right.




  Lopez looked up at one of the grotesque images, portraying what looked like a slug with eight legs tucked up close to its head.




  ‘What the hell is that?’ she wondered out loud.




  Ethan was about to hazard a guess when another voice answered for him.




  ‘Demodex folliculorum.’




  They turned to see a young black man standing behind them with a cup of coffee in one hand and his other arm in a sling. He smiled from behind fashionable square-lensed spectacles with

  distinctive burgundy frames as though almost embarrassed, and gestured with his cup to the picture on the wall.




  ‘It’s a tiny mite, less than half a millimeter long.’




  Ethan glanced at the picture. ‘The image is magnified.’




  ‘Yes. The demodicids just look like worms with legs that are tiny stumps.’




  ‘Is it dangerous?’ Lopez asked curiously.




  ‘Not at all,’ Willis said. ‘You’ve probably got a few hundred of them on you right now. They live in the pores and hair follicles on your face, and often in the roots of

  your eyelashes. Women get more of them because of the cosmetics they use. Those little critters just love the chemicals.’




  Lopez blanched, staring wide-eyed at Willis. Ethan, trying not to smirk, stepped forward.




  ‘We’re here on Lieutenant Zamora’s behalf.’




  Willis’s smile faded and his shoulders seemed to sag. He nodded, and gestured ahead to the open door of his office. Ethan led the way inside, followed by Lopez who was tentatively touching

  her face. Willis closed the door behind them and slumped into a swivel chair behind a small desk, upon which sat a computer and several paper trays. The office had a small window that looked out

  over a parking lot, the distant green hills tinged with blue in the hazy sunlight beyond.




  ‘I suppose this is about what happened at Glorietta Pass,’ Willis said sulkily. ‘I’ve told the police everything I know.’




  ‘Maybe you have,’ Ethan said, ‘but then again maybe you haven’t.’




  Willis opened his mouth to protest but Lopez cut across him.




  ‘We don’t have time to mess around, Tyler. This man, Hiram Conley, shot you after an argument in which you were every bit as involved as he was. We have a dozen witnesses and all of

  their statements correlate. You knew this guy and you know why he shot you. Speak up, and this will all be a lot easier.’




  Willis’s feeble defiance crumbled, but he shook his head. ‘It’s not that easy. You don’t know what’s been happening here.’




  ‘Then maybe you should fill us in,’ Ethan suggested. ‘This isn’t about local law enforcement anymore, Tyler. The government is taking an interest in what happened down

  here, and what you tell us will get back to them. If they think that you’re lying . . .’
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