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  CORAL GABLES, MIAMI, FLORIDA




  June 27, 19:16




  ‘How many bodies are there?’




  Captain Kyle Sears hung one arm out of the Ford Crown Victoria Police Interceptor as it accelerated away from the airport district station. The warm evening breeze rippled the sleeves of his

  distinctive taupe uniform, the nearby ocean sparkling as the sun set behind the glassy towers of the city skyline.




  The warbled tones of a despatch officer replied to his question across the radio waves.




  ‘Two victims, both confirmed deceased from gunshot wounds. We got a tip-off from an unknown male caller. A forensics team is on their way and we’ve got a witness on the

  scene.’




  Sears grimaced behind his sunglasses. The motion twisted his neat gray mustache as he glanced at his fellow officer, Lieutenant José Rodriquez, who shrugged as he drove. ‘A witness

  doesn’t necessarily lead to a conviction.’




  Sears flicked a switch on the dashboard that sent sirens wailing as they raced along the boulevard, the interceptor’s flashing lights reflecting off the windows of other vehicles that

  swerved to get out of the way. Southbound on the Expressway, Sears could see the metallic sprawl of Miami International Airport nearby, the navigation lights of airliners blinking as they climbed

  into a spectacular sunset striped with tattered ribbons of black cloud.




  Rodriquez, a 30-year-old Latino out of Westchester, turned away from the palms of SW 40th and Ponce de Leon Boulevard and down onto Sistina Avenue, a shady tree-lined residential street where

  most all the homes were two-story colonials with manicured lawns. A far cry, Sears recognized, from the usual homicide call-ups on the north side, where ranks of shabby clapperboard houses ringed

  with chain-link fences faced sidewalks littered with junk.




  ‘There it is.’




  Half a dozen squad cars lined the street in a blaze of hazard lights outside one of the elaborate homes, police cordons blocking access to the sidewalk and gardens. A television crew from a

  local station was already hovering around, a reporter jawing into a camera as she gestured to the mansion behind her. Rodriquez pulled in and killed the engine as Sears climbed out and ducked under

  the cordon, flashing his badge at a beat cop who waved him through.




  ‘Forensics arrived yet?’




  ‘Inside,’ the cop replied. ‘Got here a few minutes ago.’




  Sears strode up to the front door as he donned a set of blue rubber gloves and surveyed the exterior of the property. To his right, a middle-aged woman cradling a small poodle in her arms was

  being questioned by two uniformed officers. Sears strolled over and the senior of the two cops, a portly officer with heavy jowls, filled him in.




  ‘This is Madeleine Ford, Captain,’ the officer informed him. ‘She observed the home-owner leaving the property in a real hurry about two hours ago, a man named Charles Purcell.

  We’re just waiting to find out who he is.’




  Sears nodded and looked at the woman, her white hair immaculately styled and her movements precise and controlled. Probably retired years before, most likely widowed with nothing better to do

  than watch the street outside.




  ‘What exactly did you see, ma’am?’ he asked with an easy smile as he removed his sunglasses.




  Madeleine stroked the dog in her arms and glanced at the television crews nearby with their hefty cameras.




  ‘Mr. Purcell came through here about two hours ago, officer,’ she said, clearly enjoying the attention. ‘Looked like he was in a real hurry. He went inside, and then about

  twenty minutes later he took off in his car like he was fleeing the devil himself.’




  Sears nodded.




  ‘Did you hear any gunshots or any kind of fracas from the home?’




  Madeleine shook her head.




  ‘Not that I recall. They seemed such a nice family, always polite, although he wasn’t about much.’




  ‘Purcell?’ Rodriquez asked.




  ‘He was always working out at sea,’ Madeleine replied. ‘Or so his wife said.’




  Sears made a mental note and then left Madeleine with the uniforms and strode with Rodriquez toward the Purcell family home.




  ‘Professional hit?’ Rodriquez hazarded. ‘Silenced weapons?’




  ‘Maybe,’ Sears replied thoughtfully as they walked into the house.




  A bespectacled forensics expert, Hickling, guarded the entrance hall and waved them forward with a nod.




  ‘The hall’s clear but don’t handle anything. We haven’t dusted down yet.’




  Sears headed toward the lounge at the end of a long corridor, where he could see periodic flashes from a crime-scene officer’s camera. He heard a cheerful voice followed by a burst of

  laughter and applause, bizarrely out of place at a crime scene. Hickling rested a hand on Sears’ shoulder as he passed.




  ‘It’s a bad one, Kyle.’




  The captain slowed. Despite years of experience, the cautioning hand of a forensics expert was enough to make even Sears apprehensive. He took a breath and walked into the lounge, then paused at

  the doorway to take in the scene before him as a tight acidic ball lodged in his throat.




  The lounge was large and well organized, two double leather couches lining the back and side walls, both within view of a large plasma screen that dominated the longest wall above a faux

  mantelpiece. French doors to his left. Bay windows to his right looking out over the lawns to the street. Sears looked at the plasma screen to see a re-run of Everybody Loves Raymond

  playing, incongruous with the somber mood. He couldn’t see what Raymond was doing because of the thick blood splatter sprayed across the screen.




  A woman lay slumped against the mantelpiece. Blond, mid-thirties, and dressed in a beige two-piece power suit. Maybe a lawyer or a banker. Her hair had once been carefully piled high on her

  delicate head but was now matted with thick blood, whilst most of the rear of her skull was embedded in chunks in the walls of the lounge and smeared across the mantelpiece beside her. She stared

  with her one remaining eye at the lounge door.




  ‘Surprise attack,’ Rodriquez said. ‘Last thing she saw was her killer.’




  Sears moved forward and looked down to his left, where, on one of the couches, lay the second body. The acidic ball in his throat threatened to leap out and he forced himself to keep breathing

  as he looked at the second corpse.




  A girl, maybe nine years old, like a miniature carbon copy of her mother. Right down to the bloodied cavity where the back of her head had once been. Her hair, delicately swept back on one side

  over a tiny ear, lay in thick tresses on the other side across a congealing mass of blood and bone that had stained the couch. Spilled bodily fluids caked her bare legs. What was left of one side

  of her face stared up at them, locked in a gruesome rigor of shock.




  Rodriquez’s voice was tight as he surveyed the scene.




  ‘Same MO. She never had a chance to react. Probably saw her mother die before she was shot.’




  When it came to homicide, like most all detectives with the Miami-Dade Police Department, Sears had seen it all; fourteen years of shootings, stabbings and poisonings; gangs, drugs and racial

  hatred. He had seen corpses sliced, punctured, maimed and decomposed. But every now and again he bore witness to something approaching true evil – a murderer who killed for no other reason

  than the goddamn hell of it. If the killer had a beef with the woman, that was one thing. But shooting the kid too?




  The flash of the CSI team’s cameras jerked him out of his grim reverie.




  ‘Any sign of forced entry?’ Sears asked, mastering his rage and revulsion.




  ‘Nothing,’ came the response. ‘Whoever did this was either a real pro or they walked right in.’




  ‘Burglary gone wrong?’ he asked, already knowing the answer.




  ‘You kidding?’ one of the CSI guys responded, a small but studious-looking man who, like Sears, was struggling to contain his rage at the carnage surrounding them.

  ‘Nothing’s missing that we know of. Matter of fact, there’s no sign the killer even went anywhere else in the house. This was a hit, plain and simple.’




  Sears glanced at the mantelpiece, where a row of family photographs stood. Images of happiness. A smiling wife, the daughter at junior high, grandparents, friends. The whole nine yards. All of

  them splattered with blood. Sears was about to turn away when one of the frames caught his eye. So thick was the mess upon it that nobody had noticed that the frame was empty. Sears pointed to

  it.




  ‘Fingerprints, right now,’ he snapped. ‘The picture’s missing.’




  Rodriquez raised an eyebrow.




  ‘Good catch, Kyle,’ he said. ‘Trophy killer. You think the husband did it?’




  Sears was about to answer when his cellphone rang. He slipped it out of his pocket as he watched the forensics team swarm over the photograph.




  ‘Sears,’ he answered.




  A soft, unassuming voice replied.




  ‘Captain, have you found the picture frame yet?’
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  Sears almost combusted on the spot as he pointed frantically at his cellphone. Rodriquez instantly got the message and dashed from the lounge to get a trace on the caller.




  Sears took a deep breath.




  ‘Yes, we’ve found the picture frame. You’ve taken the photograph.’




  The voice was eerily calm.




  ‘Yes I have, Captain, and for good reason. I need you to look out of the lounge window.’




  ‘Who is this?’




  ‘My name is Charles Purcell.’




  Sears managed to keep his voice calm.




  ‘How did you get my number, Charles?’




  ‘From the Miami-Dade Police Department website.’




  Sears frowned. ‘But how did you know that I would be the officer attending, or even on duty?’




  ‘Please, Captain, all will be revealed. The window, if you will.’




  Sears turned on the spot to see several officers rush across the lawn outside.




  ‘I’m looking.’




  ‘The third officer on the right will jaywalk and get hit by the white Lexus.’




  Kyle Sears’ train of thought slammed to a halt as he tried to understand what Purcell was telling him. All at once he turned his head and saw a white Lexus moving out of the corner of his

  eye. His officers scattering to make calls and get equipment up and running. Sears realized that Purcell, the crazy bastard, must be in the car.




  Sears whirled and sprinted from the lounge, down the hall and onto the lawn outside to see the car rolling by. Bobby LeMark, one of the newer guys, dashed out from behind the forensics van

  toward his squad car. Jesus, no. Sears couldn’t help himself and yelled out.




  ‘Bobby!’




  LeMark turned as he ran, floundered and lost his balance. In a terrible instant, Sears saw the Lexus swerve to avoid him and then the terrible crunch of a fender as it slammed into

  LeMark’s legs. The officer crashed down onto the asphalt with a dull thump. Tires screeched as Sears stared in horror.




  ‘Arrest the driver!’ he bellowed as he staggered down the lawn toward the sidewalk.




  A swarm of officers drew their weapons and aimed at the white Lexus as they rushed forward. Sears heard Purcell’s voice in his ear.




  ‘I’m not in the car, Captain. It will be an old lady of at least sixty. Don’t worry, your man will be fine, nothing more than a twisted ankle. I’d have warned you

  earlier if it was going to be anything worse.’




  Sears stared in confusion as an elderly and transparently terrified lady was hauled from the Lexus by heavily armed cops. Sears waved them down, watching as LeMark was lifted to his feet by his

  comrades, his face pinched with pain as he hobbled awkwardly on his left foot.




  ‘It’s his right ankle, isn’t it, Kyle?’




  Sears stared at LeMark for a moment and then shouted down the phone.




  ‘Where the goddamned hell are you, Purcell?!’




  ‘Your partner will work that out in precisely one minute and seventeen seconds. Right now, I need you to listen to me while there is still time.’




  Rodriquez rushed to Sears’ side and held up his fingers as he mouthed words silently. One minute, fifteen seconds.




  Confusion whirled through Kyle Sears’ mind as he struggled to comprehend what was happening. Charles Purcell’s voice sounded again in his ear, calm and controlled.




  ‘Captain, I need you to listen very carefully to what I am going to tell you. It will not make sense but I swear to you that if you do as I say, you’ll understand why it is so

  important.’




  Fourteen years of training and experience pulled Sears back from the brink of disbelief. He took another deep breath and controlled his thoughts. Keep him talking. Just keep the bastard

  talking.




  ‘Charles, did you kill your wife and child?’




  A long pause followed, and when Purcell spoke again his voice crackled as though his vocal cords were being torn from his throat.




  ‘No sir, I did not.’




  ‘You were seen leaving the scene of the murders, Charles.’




  ‘By Madeleine, our neighbor,’ Purcell confirmed. ‘She’s with you guys now, holding her dog, right?’




  Sears felt a chill lance down his spine as he pivoted on one foot to see Madeleine still watching the forensics team. Slowly he turned full circle, his eyes searching parked cars and the windows

  of nearby houses.




  ‘There’s no sense in hiding, Charles,’ he said. ‘If you’re not guilty, then handing yourself in right now is the best course of action.’




  ‘I wish that were true, Captain, but my life is already over. Sir, I need you to visit an apartment in Hallandale that you’ve never been to before, and I need you to contact a man

  you’ve never met.’




  ‘What the hell are you talking about? I know you can see me, Charles.’




  ‘I can’t see you, Captain. But I have watched you.’ Before Sears could respond, Purcell continued, his words charged with a strange timbre, as though he were saying

  goodbye to an old friend for the last time. ‘In less than twenty-four hours I will be murdered and I know the man who will kill me. My murderer does not yet know that he will commit the

  act.’




  Sears’ mind buzzed with disbelief. ‘Then how can you know that he will do it?’




  ‘You will find that out soon enough,’ Purcell replied, ‘and it cannot be prevented.’




  ‘Hand yourself in and let us protect you.’




  ‘If I was to do that, Captain, then the man who murdered my family will never see justice. It has to be this way.’ Purcell paused. ‘The ambulance is coming now,

  correct?’




  Sears looked up and saw an ambulance turn onto Sistina Avenue, its lights flashing but its sirens silent.




  ‘Where are you, Charles?’




  ‘You’ll know in fifteen seconds, Captain. For now, please listen to me. The bullets that killed my family are still in the house. Find them and have them analyzed for a compound

  known as Rubidium-82. Then, go to one-one-seven on Sixty-Fourth, Hallandale. When you’re there, you’ll need to contact a man named Ethan Warner.’




  ‘What the hell for?’




  ‘Please, Captain. If you want to bring my family’s killer to justice, do as I say. Time is literally everything. Your colleague will tell you where I am, right about

  now.’




  The line went dead in Sears’ ear just as Rodriquez dashed to his side.




  ‘We’ve got him,’ he announced. ‘He’s at one-one-seven on Sixty-Fourth, Hallandale.’




  Sears stared at Rodriquez. ‘You’re sure?’




  ‘Absolutely. We’ve got units on their way already.’




  Hallandale was several miles away. Purcell might have installed a camera somewhere close by, but even then, how the hell could he have predicted the accident that twisted LeMark’s

  ankle?




  Rodriquez gestured to Sears’ cellphone. ‘What did he want?’




  Sears looked blankly at his cell and shook his head. He glanced up at the nearby news crew standing around their vehicle setting up to broadcast a report. Whatever the hell was going on here,

  Sears wasn’t about to take any chances that Purcell could see what they were doing.




  ‘We need to get to Hallandale, right now, and get that camera crew out of here. I want the media kept out of the loop until we can figure out what the hell’s going on.’
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  SOUTH BIMINI ISLAND, BAHAMAS




  June 27, 19:24




  ‘Bimini this is November two-seven-six-four-charlie, airborne and turning two-seven-zero in the climb.’




  Captain James MacDonald clicked off the transmit button on his control column as he pulled back on the Grumman Mallard’s controls. The foamy white spray blasting past the windshield and

  the rumble of water thundering beneath the fuselage gave way to smooth and subtle gyrations as the aircraft lifted off from the sparkling azure waters of the Florida Straits.




  MacDonald turned and looked out of the cockpit windshield at the distant horizon, where the sun was sinking between soaring cumulonimbus clouds that glowed like the wings of giant angels.




  ‘Always looks good, doesn’t it?’




  The voice of MacDonald’s First Officer, Sarah Gleeson, was followed by a bright smile as she gestured with a nod to the sunset as the Grumman climbed upward, its turboprop engines hauling

  the vintage airframe ever higher.




  ‘Sure does,’ MacDonald agreed. He scanned the horizon for other aircraft, then checked his instruments and turned onto a new heading, locking his VOR radio-navigation frequency onto

  Miami International Airport. ‘You’ll never get tired of this job.’




  Sarah Gleeson had joined Bimini Wings just six months before, fresh out of getting her Commercial Pilot’s License and her water-plane qualification on the Grumman Mallard. MacDonald had

  been tasked with seeing her through her first year of flying with the company, a task that he had undertaken happily. After thirty-four years of service he enjoyed seeing the next generation of

  pilots coming up through the ranks.




  He settled back into his seat, placed his flight notes in his lap and let Sarah handle the climb out and cruise. Miami was just sixty nautical miles away across the Florida Straits on their

  westerly heading. Sitting behind them in the passenger cabin were a dozen scientists returning home after some kind of fieldwork exercise out on the coral reefs near Bimini, probably

  conservationists or some such.




  ‘Last chartered trip of the afternoon,’ Sarah said. ‘You got anything planned?’




  MacDonald shook his head. ‘Back home and a long shower.’




  Sarah leveled the Grumman Mallard off at six thousand feet, MacDonald taking quiet pride in the fact that she ignored the autopilot and flew the aircraft by hand. A real pilot, not some overpaid

  geek trained to press buttons. He ensured that she trimmed the aircraft perfectly, then looked out over the ocean to watch the scattered clouds floating serenely past below, casting blue shadows on

  the crystalline ocean. Even after so many years flying in the Bahamas he still reveled in the unparalleled purity of the environment, especially on a day like today, with perfect conditions: CAVU,

  as they called it. Clear Air, Visibility Unlimited. Damn, even the thermal currents rising off the warm water were gentle, just swaying the wings in a—




  The aircraft lurched to the right with a violent shudder as though something had slammed into the tail. Sarah instinctively kicked hard at the left rudder as MacDonald grabbed the throttles in

  anticipation of a sudden updraft or downdraft.




  ‘The hell was that?’ Sarah uttered as the aircraft settled again.




  MacDonald scanned the instruments with practiced eyes, but saw nothing amiss.




  ‘Damned if I know.’




  They both looked instinctively out of the windows. With Bimini far behind and Miami just over the horizon in the glowing golden haze ahead, they may as well have been a thousand miles from

  anywhere.




  MacDonald held the controls with a light touch and felt the tension slip from his body as he relaxed again.




  ‘Probably just a hole in the air, happens from time to time.’




  MacDonald knew that aircraft had been known to plummet hundreds or even thousands of feet without warning when the lift beneath their wings was snatched away by invisible pockets of low

  pressure. Even the giant Boeing 747s weren’t immune to such volatile events . . .




  MacDonald’s train of thought slowed as he glanced at the magnetic compass on the instrument panel before him. Moments before it had been pointing rock steady at two-seven-zero degrees,

  dead west. Now, it was swinging gently between two-five-zero and three-zero-zero, as though unsure of itself.




  ‘You got a heading?’ he asked Sarah.




  She glanced at her own instruments and shook her head. ‘Damn, no. Gyro’s out.’




  ‘Mine too.’




  MacDonald glanced at the GPS screen used by pilots as a backup to traditional compasses, useful when dealing with multiple issues and in need of a quick position fix. But this time there was

  nothing to see. The screen was blank but for the No Signal message blinking urgently at them.




  ‘The hell’s going on?’ Sarah muttered, tapping the screen and pressing the reset button. The screen remained blank.




  MacDonald keyed his radio-transmit button.




  ‘Bimini, November two-seven-six-four-charlie, radio check.’




  A dull hiss of static hummed in their earphones as they exchanged a glance.




  ‘Switch to Miami Approach,’ MacDonald instructed Sarah, who dialed in the international airport’s radio frequency.




  MacDonald tried again, twice, but heard only static in response.




  ‘This isn’t good,’ Sarah murmured, looking at her instruments.




  ‘We’re not in trouble yet,’ MacDonald soothed her. He gestured ahead out of the windscreen toward the sun hovering low over the horizon. ‘Keep the sun on the nose. That

  way we’ll still be heading due west and should pick up the coast soon enough.’




  Sarah offered him an embarrassed smile.




  ‘Good idea,’ she said. ‘I should have thought of that.’




  MacDonald didn’t reply, instead watching as his magnetic compass began spinning ever more wildly. The secondary instruments were also beginning to lose cohesion as though tugged by unseen

  forces. A dread began to settle on his shoulders.




  ‘What was our last known position fix?’ he asked.




  Sarah thought for a moment. MacDonald waited for her to figure the math in her head, and tried to be patient.




  ‘Twenty-six nautical miles due east of Bimini South.’ MacDonald was making rapid mental calculations when Sarah spoke again. ‘Oh hell, we’re headed into cloud.’




  MacDonald looked up out of the windshield to see a mass of cloud ahead of them, materializing as though out of thin air. His brain struggled to resolve what he was seeing, and he realized that

  the towering cumulonimbus clouds on the horizon must have concealed the cloud bank directly in their flight path.




  ‘Altitude!’ he snapped as he reached down to slam the throttles wide open. ‘Get above the clouds and keep the sun in sight!’




  Sarah eased back on the control column and the Grumman Mallard climbed upward again. MacDonald looked back at his instruments and saw that the artificial horizon was now spinning crazily. The

  most vital of all instruments. Without it they would be doomed if they flew into the cloud.




  He stared out of the windshield as a swirling vortex of dense cloud raced past the aircraft, the sunlight that had beamed into the cockpit beginning to flicker and fade.




  ‘Keep climbing!’ he shouted at Sarah. ‘Keep the sun in front of us!’




  ‘Maybe we should turn back!’




  MacDonald hesitated for a brief moment before shaking his head.




  ‘We’re more likely to find the Florida coast than Bimini, even though the island’s closer. Keep climbing!’




  MacDonald peered forward to search for the orb of the sun and felt his bowels clench as he realized that he could no longer see it. He searched desperately for the horizon as the cloud thickened

  around them, tinged with a weird green glow like nothing he’d ever seen before. A blue haze enveloped the wingtips and the nose of the aircraft, shimmering like an electrified sparkler. St

  Elmo’s Fire. He recognized the bizarre effect once feared by sailors in storms – electromagnetic fields hovering around the aircraft – and a sickening fear lurched through his

  guts as he realized that he had absolutely no idea what was happening.




  A surge of G-force crushed him into his seat and he heard Sarah cry out as the Mallard plunged from the sky as though being dragged by a giant fist down through the clouds. MacDonald grabbed the

  control column and struggled to pull the nose of the aircraft up again.




  Then, all at once, he saw the flight notes in his lap shoot upward past his face to land on the cockpit ceiling above his head. For a moment his brain could not understand what he had witnessed,

  and then it hit him in a moment of pure terror. They were inverted and already out of control.




  ‘Altitude! Altitude!’ he shouted to Sarah.




  He heard shouts of alarm from their passengers as people and equipment were hurled around the fuselage as the aircraft spiraled down through the sky.




  ‘I’ve got nothing!’ Sarah screamed back, holding the throttles to the firewall. ‘All primary instruments have failed!’




  The turboprop engines wailed as the Grumman Mallard plummeted out of control, the instruments whirling uselessly and the horizon lost in a thick swirling fog that enveloped the entire aircraft

  in an electrically charged halo.




  MacDonald reached out, his arm fighting against G-forces far greater than the aged aircraft was designed to take, and flipped an intercom switch to hear his own voice trembling in his earphones

  as he cried out.




  ‘This is your captain speaking! Brace for impact! Brace for imp—’




  A flare of golden sunlight burst through the cockpit as it reflected off a perfect blue sea, and for a brief instant James MacDonald believed that they had a chance. Then he saw that they were

  barely a hundred feet above the rolling waves. The glittering surface of the ocean raced toward his screen at two hundred miles per hour and then smashed through the thick glass to greet him.
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  CHICAGO, ILLINOIS




  June 28, 07:15




  ‘I’m right behind him, stand by.’




  Ethan Warner sat back casually and watched the nearby freeway from his vantage point in a service alley between a Taco Bell and a hardware store. The breeze from the passing traffic ruffled his

  light brown hair as his gray eyes squinted into the early morning sunlight. The disembodied voice of his partner, Nicola Lopez, sounded in the earpiece and microphone he wore.




  ‘Turning right onto South Lake Shore, southbound.’




  ‘Copy that,’ he replied. ‘Remember not to get too close. You know what happened last time.’




  ‘It was just your fender, let it go asshole.’




  Ethan smiled quietly to himself as he spotted Lopez’s sports car, a bright yellow convertible Lotus Seven, zip into view a quarter mile away as it joined the freeway. Ethan glanced ahead

  of it and saw a large silver GMC Yukon suddenly swerve out of a line of traffic and accelerate away from her.




  ‘He’s made me!’




  Ethan sighed. Nicola Lopez was a 29-year-old Latino with long black hair who looked hot no matter what she was doing. She caught attention from most all guys, and unfortunately the driver of the

  GMC knew them both well enough to have recognized her the moment she let her enthusiasm and desire for money get in the way of her professionalism.




  ‘I can see you. I’m on my way.’




  Ethan reached out and flicked a switch. An engine growled into life beneath him as he kicked the Erik Buell 1190RS superbike into gear, the twin-cylinder symphony echoing down the narrow alley

  like rolling drums. The Yukon and the Lotus raced past in front of him as Ethan slipped the clutch and the superbike surged out of the alleyway and turned in pursuit. Frantic acceleration yanked on

  Ethan’s arms as he twisted the throttle and the motorcycle raced up through sixty, seventy, eighty, the front wheel leaving the ground.




  Ethan eased the bike around Lopez’s accelerating Lotus, just able to hear the roar of her car’s engine above his own as he raced past and crossed the lane in front of her.




  He focused on the Yukon ahead as it swerved past traffic in an effort to escape the yellow car behind. The driver’s attention was all on Lopez as she whipped the Lotus left and right in an

  effort to pass.




  Ethan aimed for a gap between the Yukon and the central reservation and wound the superbike’s throttle open as he screamed through the narrow space, the howl of the engine vibrating

  through his chest. He glanced left as he came alongside the Yukon and saw the bulky shaven head of Hayden Decker glaring at him from the driver’s seat. Two-time bail jumper, $18,000 bond,

  manslaughter charges. Decker was worth a lot of cash to Lopez and Ethan.




  Decker, one side of his face smeared with a huge purple spider-web tattoo, shot Ethan a savage grin. His mouth sparkled with gold as he span the Yukon’s wheel toward the motorbike.




  Ethan twisted the Buell’s throttle and thundered clear as the Yukon narrowly missed his rear wheel and slammed into the central reservation to spray a blossoming fireball of sparks into

  the air. Ethan peered into his rear-view mirror and saw Decker wrestle the vehicle back under control. Lopez’s voice chortled in his ear.




  ‘Very James Bond, but I can’t get by him and if you brake he’ll plough straight through you.’




  Ethan scanned the traffic around him, judged the distance to the next vehicle as 100 yards, and made his decision. He stamped the Buell down a gear and reveled in the wail of the engine as he

  raced away from the Yukon until the big vehicle was a small black spot in the center of his mirror.




  ‘Where the hell are you going?’ Lopez asked in confusion.




  Ethan grinned as the wind howled like a banshee past his face. The past few years of his life had been almost entirely loathsome, the months and years grinding past beneath a crushing burden of

  repressed grief. The disappearance of his journalist fiancée Joanna Defoe from the Gaza Strip years before had left in its wake a chilling vacuum in his soul, devoid of passion, scoured of

  hope. Learning that she had not died in Gaza had somehow been both a blessing and a curse, for the mystery of her disappearance had only deepened further. It had been whilst hunting for her that he

  had encountered former Washington Police Detective Nicola Lopez, and if nothing else had happened since, his work with her had brought him back from the abyss. He hadn’t felt so alive since

  he’d rappelled out of a US Marines CH-47 over Afghanistan, straight into a Taliban ambush.




  Ethan closed the throttle and squeezed the brakes hard. The Buell’s forks dove toward the ground as the rear wheel soared into the air behind him. Ethan leaned back to keep the weight

  central as the superbike shuddered to a halt in the center of the freeway. He kicked the side-stand down and climbed from the saddle, then turned and faced the Yukon bearing down on him from sixty

  yards away.




  Ethan strolled forward, the sound of the big engine roaring closer with Lopez’s Lotus just behind it. He stood in the center of the freeway and watched Hayden Decker’s craggy

  features rush toward him behind the screen.




  ‘Ethan?’




  Ethan grinned as he saw Decker’s face screw up in confusion.




  ‘Drop your anchor, Nicola, now!’




  The Lotus’s wheels locked up in a cloud of blue smoke as Lopez stamped on the brakes. Ethan reached beneath his leather jacket and whipped out a Beretta M9 9mm pistol. The weapon had been

  the standard-issue sidearm of the Marine Corps in Ethan’s day, and he had liked the weapon despite concerns about its stopping power. Compact, light and easy to use, he kept one for what he

  liked to call ‘special occasions’. Ethan dropped onto one knee and aimed double-handed. He squeezed once and a single shot recoiled the pistol with a sharp crack.




  The Yukon’s front nearside tire folded upon itself as the big truck swerved violently to one side and slammed again into the reservation, grinding metal against metal in a screeching

  cacophony. Ethan stood his ground as the Yukon shuddered along the reservation and came to rest ten yards away, Decker’s door pinned against the metal railings. Ethan saw him scramble across

  to the passenger door and kick it open before tumbling from the vehicle as Lopez screeched to a halt somewhere behind the Yukon.




  Ethan dashed forward and aimed the pistol at Decker.




  ‘Get down, stay still!’




  Decker ignored him and stood upright, over six feet tall and 250 pounds of muscle bursting from a white vest. He glared at Ethan without concern.




  ‘What, you goin’ down for homicide too? You can shoot a tire, Warner, but you can’t shoot me.’




  Ethan lowered the pistol.




  ‘Got that right,’ he agreed. Decker squinted at him and then turned to run.




  He made a single pace before Lopez’s elbow ploughed into his solar plexus with a dull thump that made Ethan wince. Decker doubled over with a strangled gasp as Lopez span gracefully on one

  heel, ducked down and stabbed a boot across the inside of the big man’s knee. Decker quivered and toppled like a fallen tree before slamming down onto the asphalt. Lopez whipped her cuffs out

  and thrust one knee deep into Decker’s back as she forced the restraints around his thick wrists. She looked up at Ethan’s Beretta.




  ‘We’re not supposed to be carrying.’




  The state of Illinois had a strict No-Issue policy over concealed weapons, meaning that no permit could be obtained from the courts or local law enforcement. Only Illinois and the District of

  Columbia had such policies in place. Ethan shrugged as he slipped the weapon into a shoulder holster beneath his jacket.




  ‘I got tired of chasing dudes like Decker here with nothing more than pepper spray.’




  Lopez hauled Decker to his feet. The shaven-headed, tattooed criminal towered over her.




  ‘I got my rights!’ he shouted at Ethan. ‘You’re carrying and you shot at me!’




  Ethan was about to answer when the sound of roaring engines cut him off. He turned to see a pair of Police Interceptors screech alongside them, blocking off the lane as four officers tumbled out

  of the vehicles with their weapons drawn.




  ‘Drop the piece!’




  Ethan winced in disbelief as he raised one hand while carefully laying his pistol down on the asphalt at his feet. From the corner of his eye he saw Decker flash a spiteful grin. Ethan reached

  to the badge dangling from his neck and showed it to the officers as they advanced, their weapons aiming unwaveringly at his chest.




  ‘Bail Bondsmen, custody’s ours, guys.’




  The larger of the two officers reached out and grabbed the badge with thick fingers before ripping it from Ethan’s neck. As his partner covered him he grabbed Ethan’s shoulders and

  span him around before ramming him up against the Yukon’s crumbled hood.




  ‘You had custody, right up to illegally discharging a weapon on a public highway.’




  ‘Give us a break, guys,’ Lopez called, holding Decker by his cuffs like a dog on a leash. ‘We spent over a week chasing this walking trash down.’




  The second pair of officers yanked Decker away from her and prodded him toward their patrol vehicle.




  ‘You’ll be more careful next time then, won’t you,’ one of them shot back at her.




  Ethan felt the cold steel of handcuffs wrap around his wrists, and then he was hauled upright and twisted around to face his arresting officer. The podgy man’s pallid face shone with the

  satisfaction of mindless spite.




  ‘You ever been to Cook County Jail before?’ he uttered.




  Ethan was about to answer when a black Dodge Durango SUV pulled in alongside the reservation. Ethan watched as two men in gray suits and sunglasses climbed out, moving to flank an elderly man in

  a dark blue suit who hurried toward them.




  Ethan watched as the old man surveyed the crashed Yukon, the cops, Ethan’s cuffs and the blown-out tire.




  ‘Release him immediately,’ he ordered the cops and pointed at Ethan. ‘He’s on government time.’




  ‘Who the hell are you?’ the podgy officer uttered, his face now twisted with indignation.




  ‘Douglas Jarvis,’ the old man replied. ‘Defense Intelligence Agency.’




  ‘He’s under arrest for illegal discharge of a firearm,’ the cop protested. ‘He’s going nowhere but jail.’




  Jarvis reached into his jacket and produced a cellphone that he brandished like a weapon.




  ‘One phone call and your career will be over. Finished. I’m here on government business and you’re an obstruction. There was no gun, no discharge and you were never here.

  Either remove yourself from this scene or I’ll remove you from your job. Your call, son.’




  ‘You’ve got no jurisdiction,’ the cop snapped back, but his resolve was weakening before Jarvis’s uncompromising glare.




  ‘The Pentagon is my jurisdiction,’ Jarvis replied. ‘You feel lucky?’




  The cop’s jowls trembled with suppressed rage for a long beat as he glanced at the identity tag hanging from the lapel of the old man’s jacket. His brain slowly digested the gravity

  of the threat, and then he cursed and unlocked Ethan’s cuffs before marching back toward his vehicle. Jarvis wasted no time as he directed his men.




  ‘Get this mess cleared up. We’ve got to move, right now.’




  Ethan stared at Jarvis in surprise. ‘Where’s the fire?’




  ‘Still haven’t got the hang of abiding by the law, Ethan?’ Jarvis asked, gesturing to the wrecked Yukon and the Beretta pistol at his feet.




  ‘The job gets done,’ he replied. ‘I take it this isn’t a social call?’




  ‘It’s a clean-up operation now,’ Jarvis said moodily, and gestured to one of his men. ‘Find the bullet in that Yukon’s tire and lose it.’ He looked at the

  cops now holding Decker. ‘You guys dump that moron back at Cook County Jail where he belongs.’




  ‘I got my rights!’ Decker shouted as he was shoved toward one of the squad cars, and pointed at Ethan. ‘I want him arrested for shooting at me!’




  Jarvis glanced at the fugitive with an expression of mild disgust.




  ‘Son, you lost your rights the moment you broke the law. You’re not out of here in the next sixty seconds I’ll arrange life without parole in Pelican Bay for you.

  Agreed?’




  Lopez shook her head and started toward Jarvis. ‘No way, we need that bond money.’




  ‘Too late, you’ve lost it,’ Jarvis shot back. ‘We don’t have time to argue. I need you in Florida, right now.’




  ‘The hell you do!’ Lopez snapped and jabbed a finger at him. ‘You can’t just come out here, click your fingers and take us off the street! That bond will pay the bills

  for two months.’




  ‘There was no bond after what Ethan did,’ Jarvis replied. ‘Are you ready to go to work for some real money, or shall I just leave and let Ethan get himself

  arrested?’




  Lopez simmered in fury but did not reply. Ethan, suddenly ashamed for having wrecked their latest mark, looked across at the old man.




  ‘We got time to pick up some stuff before we leave?’ he asked.




  ‘Ten minutes,’ the old man nodded. ‘Believe me, there’s no time to lose.’
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  RIVER FOREST, ILLINOIS




  June 28, 07:22




  Ethan Warner pulled off his leather biker jacket and tossed it onto a couch in the office that he and Lopez had rented since founding Warner & Lopez Inc. Lopez and

  Jarvis followed him inside. The office contained little more than two desks, some filing cabinets, a safe, a cooler and a small television. Posters on the walls portrayed numerous bail-jumpers in

  the Chicago area, right out as far as the Michigan border. Being bail bondsmen wasn’t a glamorous part of their work, and nor was being hired as private detectives, but both jobs paid the

  bills.




  Since losing everything years before in the aftermath of his fiancée’s disappearance, Ethan had been prudent with the money that Warner & Lopez Inc. brought in, but Lopez was

  another story. Impulsive to the point of recklessness, she had bought her Lotus despite having only managed to furnish half of her tiny apartment. Forced to send a third of her salary home to her

  impoverished family south of the border, she seemed to have given up on her once responsible attitude and thrown caution entirely to the wind.




  Lopez shot Jarvis a dirty look as she tore an image of Hayden Decker from the wall and tossed it into a waste-basket with a flourish.




  ‘Eighteen thousand bucks down the drain,’ she said to him. ‘Thanks.’




  Jarvis said nothing as Ethan and Lopez gathered cameras, notepads, cans of pepper spray and, from the safe, two sports bags that contained a change of clothes for each of them. Jarvis surveyed

  them from one side of the office, checking his watch every few moments.




  The old man had once been Captain of a United States Marines rifle platoon, and Ethan’s senior officer from his time in the Corps in Iraq and Afghanistan. Their friendship, cemented first

  during Operation Iraqi Freedom, and later when Ethan had resigned his commission and been embedded with Jarvis’s men as a journalist, had led to Warner & Lopez Inc.’s unusual and

  discreet accord with the Defense Intelligence Agency, where Jarvis continued to serve his country. So far, Ethan and Lopez had been involved in two major investigations for the DIA, both of which

  concerned what the agency liked to discreetly term anomalous discoveries.




  ‘So what’s the story?’ Ethan asked as he hefted his pistol thoughtfully in his hand. Then he stuffed it into his kit bag. Better safe than sorry.




  Jarvis frowned at the weapon but did not protest.




  ‘Homicide, way down in Miami. County Sheriff sends in officers to investigate a witness report of a man fleeing his home under suspicious circumstances. The cops arrive, gain entry and

  find a dead woman and child, both executed with a single shot to the head.’




  Ethan grimaced.




  ‘Any idea on the perpetrator? Could be family if the kid was shot too.’




  ‘The man who fled the scene is one Charles Purcell, the husband and father of the victims. He hasn’t been seen since, but he has contacted the police.’




  Both Ethan and Lopez stopped what they were doing.




  ‘Why’d he do that?’ Lopez asked.




  ‘That,’ Jarvis replied, ‘is why you’re heading down there right now. He made a call to the officer heading up the investigation and told him to contact you,

  Ethan.’




  Ethan stared at Jarvis for a long moment. ‘I don’t know anybody down in Miami.’




  ‘We’ve already run checks,’ Jarvis agreed. ‘There’s nothing to show that the two of you have ever met.’




  Ethan felt a wave of foreboding sweep over him. Visions of a psychopathic serial killer with twisted plans of vengeance for some unknown or long-forgotten offense flickered darkly through his

  mind. Most all victims of the truly insane had no real understanding of why they were targeted, often because the reasons made sense only within the tortured crucible of their killer’s

  mind.




  ‘Then how does this guy Purcell know who I am?’ Ethan asked. ‘And what the hell’s a suspected murderer want with me?’




  ‘That’s what’s bothering us,’ Jarvis admitted. ‘This guy must have gone to some lengths in order to locate you.’




  Ethan almost laughed at the absurdity of it all, but he glanced out of the office windows as though he were being watched. ‘How would he know where to find me if he doesn’t know me?

  It doesn’t make any sense.’




  ‘Believe me,’ Jarvis replied, ‘not much about this case makes any sense right now. You two ready?’




  Ethan, his thoughts fogged with confusion, zipped up his bag as Lopez slung hers over her shoulder and they walked out of the office onto the street outside. Ethan had just locked the door when

  a UPS truck pulled up alongside and the driver stepped out with a board-back envelope in his hand.




  ‘Ethan Warner?’ the driver asked him.




  Ethan stepped forward and signed the driver’s palmtop, then took the envelope and looked at it.




  ‘You can open it when you get back,’ Jarvis said as he snatched the envelope away and slipped it through the mailbox. ‘We’ve got to move, okay?’




  Ethan shrugged and followed Lopez and Jarvis into the Durango, which immediately pulled out and sped toward the nearest freeway heading south. Ethan experienced a mild sense of self-importance

  as he glanced around the hushed interior of the SUV and saw several other Durangos join them on the on-ramp and form an honor-guard around them as they sped through morning traffic. Silent hazard

  lights flashed on the roofs. Working for the DIA had often proved dangerous, but it had its advantages too.




  ‘Where are we going?’ Lopez asked.




  ‘Scott Air Force Base, Belleville,’ Jarvis replied. ‘I’ll explain when we get there.’




  ‘What’s the rush?’ Ethan asked. ‘Fugitive’s on the run. The first forty-eight hours are crucial, but isn’t local law enforcement on the case

  already?’




  ‘We’ve shut them down for now. Only the senior investigating officer is still in the loop. As far as we know we have about twelve hours to solve this case. Time is

  everything.’




  ‘Fill us in then,’ Lopez suggested, as the SUV careered through the rush-hour traffic. ‘What’s so special about this guy Purcell?’




  Jarvis opened a glossy black folder emblazoned with the DIA’s logo, handing Ethan and Lopez each an identical file as he read.




  ‘Charles Purcell is a physicist who worked for fifteen years at NASA, down at Cape Canaveral. He was a major player in many of the scientific experiments that were carried into space

  aboard the Shuttle, not to mention his contribution to the Hubble space telescope. Apparently, however, the central focus of his work within the agency was the study of time.’




  Ethan felt a faint glimmer of relief. As psychopaths went, a diligent scientist was somewhat less threatening than a coked-up Hell’s Angel. He raised an eyebrow. ‘So he was a

  clock-watcher then?’




  ‘I’ll do the jokes,’ Jarvis replied, without looking up from his file. ‘Purcell made some astounding theoretical breakthroughs during his career, but they were considered

  so radical that NASA routinely denied him funds to conduct experiments to confirm his equations, preferring to support more conventional work instead.’




  ‘So what happened to him?’ Lopez asked as she leafed through her copy of the file without interest and twirled a loop of her long black hair through her fingers.




  Jarvis turned a page in his file.




  ‘Purcell resigned his post at NASA and began working freelance for various private organizations, many of them charities.’




  ‘That’s a major change of pace for a physicist,’ Ethan observed. ‘You think that he just got tired of doing equations?’




  ‘Quite the opposite, or so we suspect,’ Jarvis replied. ‘You see, Charles Purcell had followed in his father’s footsteps for most of his life. Montgomery Purcell had

  worked with the US Government on the Manhattan Project, which led to the dropping of the atomic bombs on Japan and the end of the Second World War. From what we can gather, Purcell Senior continued

  working in the government’s weapons programs until his death.’




  ‘What happened to him?’ Ethan asked. ‘He can’t have been very old when he died, if Charles Purcell is his son.’




  ‘That’s the interesting bit,’ Jarvis replied. ‘Montgomery Purcell disappeared without trace whilst flying a light aircraft in 1968. No wreckage was ever found, nor were

  there any witnesses to the crash. Essentially, he vanished.’




  After the trauma of recent years, Ethan considered himself something of an authority on vanished people. Even before Joanna had disappeared they had worked together on government corruption

  scandals in various countries that had involved enforced abductions of wealthy citizens: ransom to order. Many of the unfortunate victims had been located and liberated due to their investigations

  in countries like Mexico and Colombia.




  ‘Where exactly was he when he vanished?’ Lopez asked Jarvis.




  The old man looked up at them. ‘The Bermuda Triangle.’
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  During his military years Ethan had spent a fair amount of time training out in the Florida Straits, so the area was familiar, but he had never before even considered the fact

  that he’d probably spent much of that time in the legendary Triangle.




  ‘You’re kidding,’ Lopez uttered, flipping the file in her lap shut. ‘You want us to go down there because you think this guy’s dad disappeared in a puff of smoke in

  the Bermuda Triangle?’




  ‘There may be some kind of connection,’ Jarvis replied. ‘We’re keeping an open mind about it.’




  ‘I’ll say,’ Lopez replied.




  ‘Some kind of connection how?’ Ethan asked. ‘The father disappearing into the Bermuda Triangle is one thing, but the murder of Charles Purcell’s family is another

  entirely. They don’t share anything in common.’




  Jarvis tapped the file in his lap with his finger. ‘There’s nothing to suggest that Montgomery Purcell was murdered, but then there’s nothing to say that he wasn’t either. However Charles Purcell’s wife and daughter

  were most definitely the victims of homicide.’




  ‘You think that this has something to do with a death that occurred over forty years ago?’ Ethan asked.




  ‘Wow, Doug, this just gets better and better,’ Lopez murmured and glanced across at Ethan. ‘Doesn’t want us to grab bail-running criminals down the road in Chicago, but

  he’s happy to send us all the way to Florida to look for rotting corpses.’




  ‘Montgomery Purcell was a big enough name during the Cold War that the agency feels there’s justification to send you two down there,’ Jarvis pointed out. ‘By all

  accounts what Purcell didn’t know about nuclear weapons wasn’t worth knowing. Not only that, but there may have even been sensitive documents or similar on his person when he

  disappeared.’




  ‘They’d have rotten to nothing by now,’ Ethan said. ‘If he went down in the water there’s not much that would have survived the best part of fifty years.’




  ‘The risk warrants the effort,’ Jarvis replied and gestured out of the window. ‘Terrorist organizations would kill, literally, for the chance to obtain details of nuclear

  weapons, even those from half a century ago.’




  Lopez looked at Ethan with interest as she spoke.




  ‘So why send us down there and not official DIA agents? Because of what the police said, that Purcell was asking for Ethan?’




  Jarvis smiled as he closed his folder.




  ‘It’s not so much what he asked as the way that he asked it.’




  Ethan blinked. ‘What does that mean?’




  ‘You’ll have to see that for yourself,’ Jarvis said. ‘Right now, we need to get down to Miami as fast as possible, and for that we’ll need a ride.’




  ‘We?’ Lopez echoed.




  Jarvis’s jaw twisted into a tight grin.




  ‘The Defense Intelligence Agency has some concerns about the way the operations that involve Warner & Lopez Inc. have been conducted. You’ll remember Washington DC, and of course

  Santa Fe.’




  Ethan sighed and leaned back in his seat. Years after they had gone their separate ways from the Marine Corps, Jarvis had approached Ethan in Chicago and begged him to search for his

  granddaughter, who had gone missing in Israel. At the time, Ethan had been grieving for the loss of Joanna. Tempted by the possibility of resurrecting the search for his missing fiancée in

  Gaza, Ethan had agreed. The chase had brought them back to Washington DC, where he had met Nicola Lopez and founded Warner & Lopez Inc. Much later, he and Lopez had travelled to New Mexico as

  partners on another mission for the DIA. The resulting carnage out in the lonely deserts had proved difficult for Jarvis’s department both to justify and to cover up.




  ‘We did what we could under extremely difficult circumstances.’ Ethan glanced at Lopez. ‘Sometimes you just can’t keep these things entirely under the radar.’




  ‘Indeed,’ Jarvis murmured. ‘Abraham Mitchell has insisted that in this case I accompany you on your investigation and provide a full report on your methods.’




  Ethan knew Abraham Mitchell, Director of the DIA, as a towering pillar of patriotism and not a man he would cross lightly. But placing Jarvis in the line of fire was an uncharacteristically

  reckless gesture. Christ, he was in his sixties. Ethan stared at the old man. ‘No offense, but that could slow us down, Doug.’




  ‘Wasn’t my decision,’ Jarvis said with a shrug. ‘I’m too damned old to be charging about, but I can oversee and hopefully justify your work to Command.’ He

  leaned forward in his seat. ‘Fact is, I gave up a great deal in order to get this department of the DIA sanctioned and provided with both a budget and trust. After what happened in New

  Mexico, there’s concern that you’re unable to maintain a discreet profile.’




  ‘We get results,’ Lopez challenged.




  ‘You do,’ Jarvis conceded. ‘But if the cost is too high then this whole thing will be over and I’ll be looking at retirement, so let’s just play the game the way

  the high and mighty want to, and see what comes up. Right now, our priority is getting down to Miami the fastest way possible.’




  A shadow of concern fell across Lopez’s features. ‘Just how fast are you thinking?’
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  LOIZA, PUERTO RICO




  June 28, 07:31




  ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’




  Joaquin Abell stood on a roof on the outskirts of what was one of the poorest towns, in one of the poorest nations, in the western world, and surveyed the scene of utter devastation lining the

  shores of the Rio Grande de Loiza river. He smoothed down his glossy black hair and straightened his tie. His expensive suit, a blue so dark it almost seemed black, contrasted sharply with the

  dust-coated piles of shattered rubble beneath him.




  A handful of television crews from international networks focused their lenses on him as he slowly turned on the spot and took in the entire panorama.




  The magnitude-7 earthquake had hit just twelve hours previously, the mysterious depths of the Puerto Rico Trench that surrounded the island shuddering with a force equivalent to innumerable

  nuclear explosions as the strain on tectonic plates far beneath the earth’s surface had been released in a spasm of seismic energy. Joaquin knew that the Puerto Rico Trench was a unique

  geological formation due to plate subduction, and one that geologists had for decades been predicting would produce a major quake. Warnings of increased seismic activity in the Caribbean had gone

  largely unheeded by the population and the world at large, and now the consequences were writ bare upon the landscape.




  The roof on which he stood was only four feet off the ground, the building having collapsed in a cloud of fractured masonry. Seventy school children and their teachers had been entombed in the

  debris, none had survived. Beyond, the roads were churned like the desiccated plates of a dry river bed, immense chunks of asphalt split and upturned to expose the raw soil deep beneath them. The

  palm trees lining the roads had been torn from their roots to block what little access to the town remained. Across the landscape, dotted amongst the handful of standing trees, was a barren

  wasteland of collapsed houses and apartment blocks, drifting clouds of cement dust churned by countless desperate hands clawing to locate family members suffocating in their macabre tombs.




  But worse even than the collapsed buildings were the now-silent rivers of mud encrusted with lethal shards of splintered wood and debris, and upturned and half-buried vehicles lodged like

  discarded toys, filled with unmoving bodies that were already beginning to rot in the sweltering heat. The sullen gray sky above seemed to reflect the somber mood in the town, which had been

  destroyed overnight by the savage power of the tsunami that had engulfed it minutes after the quake.




  Joaquin turned to face the cameras. A silent, motionless throng of local citizens and emergency-response teams, their faces and clothes caked in grime and blood, stared up at him, their faces

  rigid with the paralysis of shock.




  ‘This, ladies and gentlemen, is what happens when people fail to act in the defense and support of their neighbors,’ Joaquin said, his voice sounding muted in the listless, muggy

  heat. ‘This is what happens when lack of investment, lack of infrastructure and lack of political will strands a population in poverty and exposes them to nature’s wrath. These people

  could have been helped: instead they were abandoned by our government, by their government, by us all.’




  Abell, his flawlessly tanned skin sheened by the heat, gestured to a brilliant white helicopter that had landed nearby on what had once been the school playground. The craft was emblazoned with

  a bright blue logo: IRIS.




  ‘It is for just this reason that International Rescue and Infrastructure Support was founded, the legacy of my father’s success, to go where our hallowed leaders fear to tread, to

  provide the kind of support that politicians have proven themselves too conservative, too greedy, to give. It will take the United Nations weeks to even begin to organize the humanitarian effort

  necessary to lift the people of this island nation out of their tragedy.’ Joaquin directed a stern gaze at the cameras and pointed down at the churned earth beneath their feet.

  ‘I’ll put four hundred trained experts on the ground here and ten million dollars into the rebuilding of this country before the sun goes down tonight!’




  From behind the camera crews a meager crowd of locals gave a muted cheer, their ragged clothes and weary faces blossoming with new hope as translators gave them Joaquin Abell’s good

  news.




  ‘There are some thirty-five million people living here in Puerto Rico and the surrounding islands,’ Abell went on, ‘all low-lying territories vulnerable to both earthquakes and

  tsunamis. Despite all of the natural disasters that have occurred around the world in recent years, from Aceh to Haiti, despite all of the warnings, still world governments wait until tens

  of thousands of people are maimed and killed before they even begin to act. Already there are reports that this disaster alone, when disease and starvation from lack of resources are taken into

  account, will result in the loss of up to one hundred thousand lives.’




  A voice called out from among the reporters.




  ‘What makes you think that you can make a difference? IRIS is a powerful company, but you can’t change the world in one stroke.’




  A lance of irritation pierced Abell’s studied calm. It was followed by a vision of the late, great Isaac Abell: upstanding, proud, his jacket buttoned tight along with his collar, a pipe

  jutting from beneath his neatly trimmed moustache. His words echoed through Joaquin’s mind. No man can do everything son, but all men can make a difference.




  Isaac Abell had been a product of a generation more noble than that which had inherited the earth, a man of rigid principles and immaculate morals. Born just early enough to witness the

  unspeakable horror of the rise of the Kaiser and the First World War, when millions of young lives had been lost in senseless slaughter amidst trenches of freezing French mud, Isaac Abell had

  returned home from those bitter killing fields aged just twenty-one. As he had related to his son a thousand times, he had sworn that he would devote his life to the task of learning, not killing.

  Within a few years he had become a physicist and a brilliant star in the dawning of the atomic age.




  And then his worst fears had been realized, as once again Europe was torn apart in the wake of the Third Reich’s rise to power. When the United States dropped the world’s first

  atomic weapon on Hiroshima, Isaac Abell was transformed from a valiant champion of scientific endeavor into an embittered recluse consumed by the conviction that mankind was incapable of saving

  itself from an endless abyss of self-destruction.




  ‘You’re not the Pope,’ another reporter pointed out, breaking Joaquin’s somber reverie.




  Abell smiled as the images of his father vanished, whipped away by an uncaring wind sweeping in from the nearby ocean.




  ‘Thankfully, no, I am not,’ Joaquin replied. ‘Because I deal in reality, not fantasy. The difference that IRIS can make is to show the world, to show those who govern

  our world, that it is beneficial to help our fellow human beings without reserve, without thought to the consequences, because if we help each other then we become greater than the sum of our

  parts. Why wait? Why debate whether or not we can afford to help? Why debate anything at all when people are dying, right now, right here? Would you prefer that we delay, sir?’




  The reporter said nothing in reply and Joaquin Abell surveyed the watching, growing crowds.




  ‘It’s just as my rocket-scientist father once said: it’s not rocket science,’ Joaquin continued, and was rewarded with faint chuckles from the news crews. ‘Either

  we move without hesitation, without compromise, without condition, to the aid of our fellow human beings, or we leave these people to rot whilst we in the wealthiest countries worry ourselves over

  which restaurant we’re going to dine in tonight. I’m going to provide the funds that these people need to save themselves, so if you’ll excuse me ladies and gentlemen . .

  .’




  A ripple of applause clattered amongst the Puerto Ricans, many of whom crowded around Joaquin as his last words were translated, their skeletal hands patting his back and clouding his suit in

  dust as he climbed carefully down off the collapsed roof of the school.




  Joaquin reached up and brushed the dust from his shoulders as a swarm of his personal staff huddled protectively around him. One, a striking red-haired woman called Sandra, who had been his

  personal assistant for the past ten years, strode to his side and held out a thick wad of papers.




  ‘Court orders from Mexico, blocking our donations to the rebuilding of wells in the southern territories. They’re citing unspecified health-and-safety concerns.’




  ‘Build them anyway,’ Abell replied briskly as they walked. ‘What can they do, sue us?’




  Sandra flipped the page over and selected another.




  ‘We’re also getting obstruction from landowners in Aceh, who want to build hotels on the land destroyed by the tsunami in 2004. What should we do?’




  ‘Tell them that if they don’t back off, I’ll buy the controlling share of their hotel chains and then raze them to the ground. They don’t own the land, the people do. Get

  our people in Singapore onto it – they know the legal terrain out there.’




  Sandra produced another file.




  ‘And New Orleans? We’re still bogged down by the new wave of building regulations being enforced by the mayor. If we’re pushed out, you know that they’ll build malls

  rather than replace the homes destroyed by the hurricane.’




  Joaquin considered for a moment.




  ‘Get the people to rally, in their thousands. Organize something really visual and let IRIS pick up the bill for it. If the mayor doesn’t fold he’ll probably lose office over

  it. People-power, Sandra, is sometimes more effective than lobbying Congress.’




  Sandra was about to answer when her cell trilled. She picked it up immediately, and Joaquin turned away as two noisy children bounded toward him, delight on their faces. Joaquin knelt down on

  the debris-strewn road as Jacob and Merriel leapt into his arms. At four and six years respectively, they seemed oblivious to the tragedy around them.




  ‘How are my two firecrackers?’ Joaquin asked, holding them tightly.




  Behind them, Joaquin saw his wife glide up the road, dressed in a smart charcoal suit and with her long auburn hair flowing like liquid velvet across her shoulders. Katherine smiled at him as

  she picked her way through the debris, and as he picked up the two children she leaned in and kissed him on his cheek.




  ‘How did it go?’ she asked.




  ‘As well as can be expected,’ Joaquin replied. ‘Let’s hope that when the government sees the news tonight, they’ll be provoked to get off their asses and start

  doing something about what’s happened down here. We need investment, not debate.’




  Katherine smiled.




  ‘I know you’ll get it.’




  Before he could reply Sandra tapped him on the shoulder, a phone to her ear and a concerned expression on her face. Joaquin set his children down beside their mother and joined Sandra as she

  beckoned him discreetly to one side.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ Joaquin asked.




  ‘There’s been an accident,’ Sandra whispered. ‘One of our planes crashed in the Bahamas yesterday evening. I’m afraid there were no survivors.’
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  SCOTT AIR FORCE BASE, ST CLAIRE COUNTY, ILLINOIS




  June 28, 07:48




  ‘You’re not serious.’




  Lopez stared at the drab olive overalls as she pulled them on, along with the heavy black boots and the over-suit festooned with tubes and cables.




  Ethan yanked on his flight suit and was handed a helmet with a glossy black mirrored visor, oxygen mask and a pair of fire-retardant gloves. He watched as Lopez struggled into her own flight

  suit and then followed as an ensign directed them out of the building in which they stood and into the bright sunshine. The sound of countless jet engines whined, and Ethan saw a giant KC-135

  re-fuelling tanker slip off the runway and soar into the clear blue sky. But it was not the big aircraft lining the servicing area that caught his attention.




  Two sleek, angular fighter jets sat on the tarmac awaiting them, technicians swarming around the craft as they approached. Jarvis gestured to them.




  ‘F-15E Eagles from the 85th Test and Evaluation Squadron at Eglin Air Force Base in Florida,’ he said. ‘Requisitioned by me to ensure a swift arrival on site. I’ll follow

  you down on an Air Force transport and brief you when you’re airborne on a secure channel.’




  Ethan stared at the fearsome-looking aircraft and then at the two female pilots awaiting them. Ethan raised a surprised eyebrow.




  ‘You got a problem with women drivers?’ Lopez challenged. ‘Man up.’




  A woman almost a foot shorter than Ethan, who looked no more than twenty-five, her blonde hair tied in a neat ponytail, extended a hand to him.




  ‘Captain Emma Rawlings,’ she said, smiling brightly. ‘I’ll be your pilot for today. If you’d like to get aboard?’




  Ethan nodded, lost for words as he climbed the ladder beside the cockpit and clambered in. A bewildering array of dials, switches, television screens and lights faced him on the control panel as

  a crewman strapped him into the ejection seat. He looked across at Lopez, who was being strapped into the other aircraft, and saw her make the sign of a crucifix across her chest as her pilot

  closed the canopy and began starting the Eagle’s engines.




  Ethan wasn’t afraid of flying. Throughout his time with the Marines, both in training and on deployment in Afghanistan and Iraq, he had flown in various types of aircraft – CH-47

  Chinooks, Black Hawks, Hercules and Super Stallions, to name but a few. But they were all helicopters. This was a fighter jet, the real deal, the kind he’d seen screaming overhead in battle

  zones, dropping ordnance powerful enough to vaporize small villages.




  The canopy on Ethan’s F-15 closed and he heard a distant whining sound as the turbofan engines started. Captain Rawlings fired off a quick broadside of radio commands to the control tower,

  and within minutes they were priority taxiing to the active runway right behind Lopez’s aircraft. The two jets lined up on the runway in a tight formation and then, with another barked

  command, Captain Rawlings eased the throttles forward. A distant roar erupted from somewhere behind Ethan and he saw bright jets of flame blast from the nearby Eagle’s exhausts as it

  thundered down the runway, its wingtip mere feet from that of his own aircraft. A terrific acceleration pinned Ethan into his ejection seat as the jets roared along the dark asphalt, and then

  suddenly both aircraft lifted off the runway, undercarriages rolling up as they climbed steeply away from the airfield in close formation. A scattering of cumulus cloud shot past them as Ethan saw

  the altimeter spin through five thousand feet.




  ‘Jesus,’ he uttered, his voice distorted by both the aircraft’s intercom system and his tightly fitting oxygen mask, ‘that would have taken two hours in an

  airliner.’




  Captain Rawlings’ voice chortled back to him over the radio.




  ‘We were being gentle,’ she replied. ‘We only use minimum afterburner when we take off in formation.’




  Ethan watched as Lopez’s aircraft led them up through the cloud layers to twenty thousand feet, the long teardrop canopy of the F-15 affording him a vertiginous view of the world below,

  hazy fields and glittering towns beneath a scattered patchwork of small clouds trailing shadows. The other F-15 was so close he felt as though he could reach out and touch it as it bobbed and

  weaved on the wind currents as the east coast passed by beneath them.




  Ethan saw Lopez’s F-15 drift away out of formation until it was a silvery speck on the hazy band of the horizon.




  ‘Where are they going?’ he asked.




  ‘We’re moving to battle flight,’ Captain Rawlings explained, ‘to avoid the shockwaves.’




  ‘What shockwaves?’




  Captain Rawlings didn’t reply to Ethan, instead broadcasting to her fellow pilot in the other jet.




  ‘Scorcher flight, buster-buster!’




  A moment later Ethan felt the F-15 surge forward as the throttles hit the firewall. Full afterburner launched the aircraft toward the horizon as though it had been fired from a cannon, and

  suddenly he realized what she had meant. They were going supersonic. The airspeed indicator shot through Mach 1 as Captain Rawlings hauled the F-15 up into a steep climb. G-force slammed Ethan down

  into his seat, straining his neck as the aircraft soared up into the atmosphere. Rawlings slowly rolled the F-15 upside down, and the sun flashed through the sky around Ethan before the cockpit was

  plunged into shadow. The straps from his harnesses dangled before his eyes, the upside-down world and the curve of the earth easily visible some fifty thousand feet beneath them.




  Ethan’s senses reconnected themselves as the colossal G-force eased, and he saw the coast of Virginia passing by beneath rippled blankets of cloud as Rawlings rolled the F-15 right-side

  up. The sky above was almost black, the sleek fighter flirting with the edge of space.




  ‘How fast are we going?’ he enquired, as a vague sense of nausea poisoned his innards.




  The reply came back as casually as though Emma Rawlings were driving a car.




  ‘Just over Mach 2, faster than a rifle bullet. We’ll have you in Florida in an hour. I’m opening a three-way data-link channel with your boss, stand-by.’




  Ethan heard a hiss and a squawk across the airwaves, and then Jarvis’s voice crackled in his ear as one of the screens in the cockpit showed the old man’s face as he spoke from the

  cavernous interior of a transport aircraft. A second screen showed most of Lopez’s face obscured by her oxygen mask and helmet, only her exotic almond eyes visible.




  ‘Ethan, Nicola, pay attention. If the situation in Miami is not resolved within twelve hours, then we feel certain that the answers we seek at the Defense Intelligence Agency will be

  lost forever.’




  Ethan frowned beneath his oxygen mask.




  ‘Why the time limit?’ he asked Jarvis.




  ‘I told you that Charles Purcell was involved in research into the nature of time at NASA,’ Jarvis explained. ‘It would appear that after leaving the space agency he

  continued his work. When he contacted the police at the scene of his family’s murder, Charles Purcell accurately predicted future events as they unfolded.’




  Lopez’s voice crackled over the radio.




  ‘No way! I’ve read about things like that. You can’t see into the future, it’s impossible. Physics won’t allow it. You’re saying you pulled us off eighteen

  thousand dollars of bond money for pure fantasy?’




  ‘That may be so,’ Jarvis responded. ‘But fact is fact and this guy got it right several times during a single conversation. He also claimed that he wasn’t

  responsible for the murder of his family, and would himself be murdered sometime today.’




  ‘He knows that this will happen?’ Ethan asked in surprise.




  ‘Apparently so,’ Jarvis replied. ‘He even stated that his killer does not yet know he will commit the act.’




  ‘Which is why we’re being rushed down there,’ Ethan said. ‘To try to stop it before it happens.’




  ‘Correct,’ Jarvis replied. ‘Whatever this guy’s been up to, he’s either an exceedingly clever psychopath or exceedingly desperate to prove his innocence.

  The FBI has written the case off as nothing more than the ramblings of a madman, sheer coincidence. I only saw the paperwork myself four hours ago, and managed to get control of the

  case.’




  ‘It sounds like Purcell’s smart enough to fool people into thinking he’s seen the future,’ Lopez suggested. ‘If he’s lost his mind he could be

  presenting like a classic psychopath – severe narcissism combined with a god complex.’




  ‘Where do we start?’ Ethan asked Jarvis.




  ‘Captain Kyle Sears of the Miami-Dade Police will meet you at Homestead Joint Air Reserve Base. He’ll be your liaison. I’ll meet you when we arrive. For now, you’d

  best be on your way.’




  A thought crossed Ethan’s mind.




  ‘How do you know that we’ve only got twelve hours left to solve this case?’




  Jarvis’s voice sounded ominous over the radio as he replied.




  ‘You’ll have to see that to believe it. Jarvis out.’
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  HOMESTEAD JOINT AIR RESERVE BASE, MIAMI, FLORIDA




  June 28, 09:18




  Warner sat in the front seat of a Crown Victoria Interceptor as it sped away from the airbase at Homestead toward Miami, lights blazing and sirens wailing as it joined the

  freeway and accelerated past lanes of traffic lumbering north. He felt mildly disorientated after the fearsome speed and maneuverability of the F-15, as though he’d awoken in a different time

  zone.




  ‘We’ll be in Hallandale shortly.’




  Captain Kyle Sears, his eyes concealed behind a pair of Aviators, looked in his rear-view mirror at Lopez sitting in the rear seat. Ethan guessed from the weary creases lining Sears’ face

  that he was a career officer, probably in his late forties, highly experienced and most likely allergic to bullshit. That he’d experienced first-hand somebody predicting the future probably

  hadn’t gone down too well.




  ‘You guys got here in a real hurry,’ Sears observed.




  ‘Priority case,’ Lopez said.




  ‘That so?’ Sears replied. ‘Well, we sure could use the help, because I don’t have a damned clue what the hell’s going on down here.’




  Ethan concealed a smile as he replied.




  ‘Tell us what you know.’




  ‘We walk into a crime scene, two victims shot in the head. I get a call from the husband and father of the victims, Charles Purcell, who then predicts what’s happening around me,

  doesn’t miss a damned thing. I figure maybe he has cameras set up or something, but the area is clean. He predicted an automobile accident, the ambulance turning up, when my partner would

  trace the call, everything. Turns out that Purcell was calling from an apartment in Hallandale several miles away, no chance he could have observed what he saw as it happened.’




  Lopez frowned, her long dark hair rippling in the breeze funneling through the Interceptor’s open window.




  ‘I take it he took off before you got there,’ she said.




  Sears nodded as he took the next exit off the freeway.




  ‘His prints were all over the apartment; he’d made no attempt to conceal his presence, but he was long gone. We checked local cameras for his movements but the guy had cut the cables

  before calling us. That’s what’s so weird. He claimed that he didn’t kill his family, but this whole thing must have been set up in advance, else how could he have predicted the

  phonecall, the accident, everything?’




  Ethan watched palm trees flashing past against the blue sky outside. Most all people associated palms with vacations, but he’d only ever seen them against the war-scarred deserts of Iraq

  or in the sweltering alleys of Colombia. He and Joanna had rarely had any downtime, travelling from one warzone to another in pursuit of the next big story. He briefly regretted that they had not

  taken the chance to spend time together doing something else.




  Now, here he was again beneath a burning sun and swaying palms, yet in the middle of an investigation.




  ‘Anything else odd that you noticed?’ he asked Sears, shaking off his reverie.




  ‘You mean apart from this guy predicting the future? Well, he asked us to pick up the ammunition used in the homicides and analyze them for traces of something called Rubidium-82.’

  Sears leaned forward, grabbed a sheet of paper from the dash and handed it to Ethan. ‘We sent the rounds to the labs and sure enough, the compound turns up. Some kind of mildly radioactive

  dye used by scientists and medical teams. Again, how could he have not committed the murders and yet know that the bullets were dipped in that dye? It doesn’t make any sense.’




  Ethan looked down at the sheet of paper. Rubidium-82 was a form of rubidium chloride that contained a radioactive isotope and was used in a technique called PET perfusion imaging. Easily

  absorbed by heart muscle cells, its presence helped identify regions of poor blood flow in heart muscle. A graph recorded its radioactive signature on each of the two bullet casings found at the

  scene of the murders. While Ethan had heard of some killers going to extraordinary lengths to tease officers in their pursuit, leaving hints and clues behind as to their identity, he could see no

  sense in leaving traces of such a material on the bullets and then blatantly informing the police of its presence. Surely doing so only risked confirming Purcell’s guilt, or at least some

  kind of involvement in the crime?
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