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      Exhausted by years of combat, and haunted by the ghosts of his past, nothing is going to stop Byron Tibor returning home to the woman he loves. But is Byron who he appears to be, and why is the American government determined to stop him?
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      I stand across the street from our old apartment, the exhaust fumes of the early-evening traffic and the burnished gold leaves of the late fall taking me back to the time before. It’s cold. I stamp my boots on the sidewalk, trying to force warmth into my feet. A woman walking a tiny dog swaddled in a fleece sweater skirts around me. She meets my gaze, and looks away abruptly, her skull a blaze of yellow. In a city of perpetual motion, standing quietly is a suspect activity, especially when you look as I do.

      I scare people. They see something in my eyes. At first I thought it was death, but it’s not. Death is a presence, and what they see in me is an absence.

      The light is failing. The last of the sun turns the building’s stone front to a rich honey-gold for a few precious minutes as I wait it out. I tell myself I have come this far, and seen so much, that everything that has passed before me requires that I hold my position. I have to see her again. One last time.
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        ‘Humanity won’t last forever. But I don’t see why we can’t enjoy being human for just a little while longer.’

        Nicholas Aggar
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            Bank of America, Santa Monica, California

          

        

      

    

    
      Lewis

      As the man in the frayed green jacket approached her counter, Shawna Day moved her right foot toward the silent alarm button grooved into the carpet directly under her cash drawer. Although he didn’t appear to have a gun, and had made no effort to conceal his face with anything other than the ragged shadow of a beard, everything about him, from the head on a permanent swivel, to the hunched shoulders and the eyes that darted in every direction, screamed two words: bank robber.

      With a textbook ‘How may I help you today?’ masking her concern, Shawna took a closer look at the man standing on the other side of the bandit screen. He was in his late twenties, although the oily blue-green fish-scale bags under his eyes made him seem older. His hair was cropped close to his skull. He turned his head slightly to the left, glancing back over his shoulder at the bank’s lone security guard. Shawna glimpsed a raised red scar running in a semi-circle around the back of his skull. He was clutching a brown manila envelope. The back of his left hand was bandaged. A brown crust of dried blood had seeped through the gauze. The sight of the blood and the dirty dressing made her stomach lurch.

      ‘Sir?’ she prompted, her attention switching back to the envelope. It bulged at the corners. She looked for wires. There had been a bank robber in the greater Los Angeles area who had used fake bombs in a series of cash robberies.

      Over the man’s shoulder, she noticed the security guard, a doughy guy in his fifties who only ever spoke to the manager, and ate his lunch separately from the other members of staff, also watching her customer. His attention made her feel a little better about her own lurch of paranoia.

      The man raised his head so that his eyes were level with hers. The corners of his lips turned upwards into a tight, forced smile that might have made her feel sorry for him had it not been for his eyes. The pupils were obsidian black voids. They flicked from one side of her face to the other, exploding and contracting over and over again, like the aperture of a camera shutter.

      It was weird, bizarre, but it wasn’t enough to press the alarm. The young man was most likely on drugs, probably PCP, the least mellow of all the street drugs. But that wasn’t a matter for her. Hell, this was Santa Monica. Walk out the door and probably 75 per cent of the local population were on something: kids on Ritalin to keep them quiet; professionals on Adderall to make them more productive; housewives on Valium and Pinot Noir; boomers floating past on a gentle cloud of bud; and homeless folks, like the man facing her, who craved a little more bang for their meagre dollars.

      The young man with the shutter eyes had still to speak.

      ‘Sir,’ Shawna said, a little more firmly, reminding herself that even with the kind of strength that came from just a dusting of PCP, he wouldn’t be able to get through the bandit screen at her, ‘there’s a line. Can you tell me how I can help you today?’

      The man took a deep breath and his injured left hand dropped away, leaving the right hand clutching the bulging envelope. He closed his eyes. He opened them again, with a rush of breath that whistled over even white teeth that suggested a different life in a time past. Shawna was starting to wish that he would pull a gun because what his eyes were freakier than a robbery.

      A mother standing in line scolded a small boy for prodding his little sister with a chubby finger. Strapped into a stroller, the baby kicked out in frustration. The teller next to them counted out a stack of twenties for a young Asian woman. Only the security guard seemed to show any sign of interest in what was happening at window number four. Meanwhile, Shawna’s leg was beginning to cramp from hovering in the unnatural position over the alarm.

      Finally, the man’s lips shaped to speak. He swallowed so hard she could see the bob of his Adam’s apple. She smiled at him, hoping to encourage a response, something, anything.

      ‘You’re very yellow,’ he said, in a perfectly quiet, even voice, as if it was the most natural statement in the world.
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      At first Shawna wasn’t sure she had heard him correctly. ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘I scare you. When people are scared, they turn yellow. Y’know? Like that saying about someone being a yellow belly. “That guy’s yellow.” Right now, you’re scared.’

      No, she thought, before she’d been scared. Right now she was plain old pissed off.

      What a wack job. He wasn’t a bank robber, after all. He was probably just some college kid dropout who’d thought he’d wander into the bank and try to read someone’s aura. The People’s Republic of Santa Monica, she thought. You had to love it. They had it all, year round. Seventy-five-degree weather, the beach, the Pacific Ocean, palm trees, vending machines for dope, and what seemed like every crazy homeless person on the west coast, all crammed into a few square miles.

      ‘Yellow, huh?’ she said. ‘That’s good to know. Must be because I’m a Taurus. Now, what can I do for you today?’ She moved her foot away from the alarm, and reached down a hand to massage the burning at the back of her thigh.

      ‘Forget it, okay?’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t have said anything.’ He half turned to look at the line behind him. Then, facing her again, he held up the bulging envelope. ‘I need a safe deposit box. It said on the website that you still did them.’

      ‘Yes, we do. Let me just get you a form. I’ll need two types of ID also.’

      The man stiffened. ‘I don’t have ID. I can pay cash, though. Twelve months up front.’

      ‘Sir, federal regulations require us . . .’

      The teller next to her, a fresh-out-of-college Hispanic girl, who had been working alongside her for just a few months, shot her a sympathetic look. If you worked in a bank, you got used to people being rude to you. Even though you didn’t make the rules, informing members of the public there were rules and procedures to be followed somehow made you the asshole, not them. You didn’t have to like how some people acted, but you rapidly got over yourself and accepted it as part of the job. Or you looked for another, which in this economy meant you got over yourself.

      Her heart beat a little faster as he reached into his jacket. ‘It’s real easy, lady. Take my cash. Take the envelope. Put it in a box. Give me a key and a number.’

      She could hear him grinding his teeth as he spoke. She slackened a little as he produced a letter-sized envelope, opened it and thumbed through a greasy bundle of notes. ‘If you’d like, I’ll have the manager speak to you,’ she said.

      As she began to turn away, she felt the man’s hand come from nowhere and grasp hers through the slot tray at the front of her counter. The bandage was gone. She could see the wound. It was a star-shaped mess of yellow pus and blood that covered the back of his hand. She hadn’t even been aware of him moving it. She hadn’t seen him slip it through the slot. It wasn’t there and then it was. His thumb was pinching the fleshy web between her own thumb and index finger so hard that she couldn’t move.

      She tried to break free. His grip tightened. Now she was in pain. It stabbed all the way up her arm. She moved her foot, pressing down on the alarm button.
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      The man released her hand as quickly as he had grasped it. Now she felt foolish. For obvious reasons there was no override once the alarm had been pressed. He had grabbed her, assaulted her, but it wasn’t a robbery.

      Their eyes met. Once more, his pupils shuttered wildly. ‘Why’d you do that, huh? I wasn’t going to hurt you.’

      ‘Why’d I do what?’ she asked, her nerves too jangled by this whole deal to call him ‘sir’. Now they were just two people, both scared, both likely in a lot of trouble.

      ‘You tripped the alarm,’ he said.

      She couldn’t deny it. But how could he know? From her body position above the counter? That was how she’d been standing when he’d approached her.

      Then she saw the gun, tucked into the waistband of his camo pants. Relief swept over her. He had a gun. He had grabbed her and he had a gun. In that moment she had shifted from someone looking to get an annoying customer into a world of trouble to a hyper-vigilant employee, a heroine even.

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir,’ she said, her composure returning with a rush.

      He began to push the letter-sized envelope stuffed with notes through the slot. ‘Here, take it all. You can have whatever’s left over.’

      He grabbed a pen from his pants pocket, his jacket riding back down to hide the butt of the gun.

      The cavalry would be on its way. Outside, she could already see traffic on Pico Boulevard clearing as the automated traffic system filtered cars within a three-block radius out of the way, holding everything beyond that with a solid wall of red lights, apart from the turn lanes, which would be kept clear for the police department.

      The man scribbled an email address on the back of the bigger envelope and tried to push it through to the slot to her. ‘I need you to send the box number to this email address. Nothing else. Just the number. They’ll work out where it is.’ The envelope was jammed halfway through. He shoved at it, the sides starting to rip. ‘I’m sorry if I scared you.’

      She glanced down at the email address scrawled on the front of the envelope. When she looked back up she saw two dark sedans with blacked-out windows pulling up outside. Two Santa Monica Police Department patrol cars sat across the street, and the cops were trying to corral a growing crowd of gawkers. The doors of the two sedans popped open with perfect synchronicity. She counted four men getting out. It was difficult to tell them apart, although one was slightly older and wore a suit under his body armor, while the other three were dressed in military style BDUs, their pants patterned the same as those of the man in front of her, who had now pulled out the gun.

      He punched it out one-handed in the direction of the bank’s security guard, who also had his weapon drawn. The four men were moving toward the door as customers scattered under desks and behind chairs or display stands, taking cover wherever they could find it. Inside the bank it was just her, the security guard and the man with the gun still on their feet. She had the bandit screen between her and the two guns but raw fear kept her feet planted where they were. It was the men who had emerged from the sedans who scared her. They moved with purpose, their features set like granite, three of them clutching assault rifles.

      She watched the security guard glance over his shoulder at them as he advised the man, ‘Put it down. Before anyone gets hurt.’

      The man spoke: ‘You’d better do what I say. They find you with that envelope and . . .’

      She didn’t move. She couldn’t. Her feet felt set in concrete.

      The man raised the gun so that the muzzle was no longer pointing at the security guard. He opened his mouth wide and jammed the barrel into it. His teeth clamped down on it. She watched as his index finger squeezed the trigger, the fleshy pad nearest his knuckle inching toward oblivion.

      When it came, the shot made her flinch. Blood and brains spattered across the screen, inches from her face. Her hands left the envelope and flew to her face. She covered her eyes but kept them open. She heard screams but they seemed distant. A Rorschach pattern of red and grey oozed down the screen. A single fragment of white bone was embedded in the Plexiglass. She stared down the jagged ridge of bone to the man in the suit. He met her gaze. He looked from her to the body on the floor. Then his eyes settled on the envelope. Something told her that whatever was in the envelope it wasn’t anything good.
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      Graves

      Harry Graves took a knee next to the dead man. A voice in his earpiece asked, ‘Is it him?’ The voice belonged to Muir, the program leader. A body cam clipped to Graves’s shirt relayed everything he was looking at back to the video conference room at the program’s control facility, which sat six hundred miles east, in the Nevada desert next to Area 51.

      ‘Have to wait for DNA but, yeah, it’s him,’ said Graves, reaching down and peeling away the combat jacket. He unbuttoned the shirt to reveal the chest. He tapped his knuckle against the left pectoral muscle. Unless rigor had set in instantly, the sound told its own story. ‘You hear that?’ he asked the scientist.

      ‘Loud and clear,’ said Muir.

      Subcutaneous molded body armor, the ultimate in lightweight protection for the body’s vital organs and completely undetectable to the naked eye. Because of the composite materials used, it didn’t set off metal detectors, and a TSA agent looking at a body scan would see it without actually knowing what he was looking at. Oh, and good luck shooting someone like Lewis. Hammer a round from a .45 into his chest and it was like hitting the guy with a pellet from a BB gun. The armor ran all the way down in sections to the groin (a source of much hilarity for everyone) and stopped around the top of the thighs. Only the limbs remained unprotected. The rationale was that they could be replaced with prosthetics and orthotics that would outperform normal human limb function, but major trauma to the heart or lungs, or a blood-rich area like a guy’s junk, was harder to come back from.

      The room darkened suddenly as the other men in Graves’s response team supervised the placement of a huge black tarpaulin across the bank’s glass frontage. The local cops were already shepherding customers out of the building two at a time, taking their personal details and statements. That information would be fed into various criminal and intelligence databases. It was important to establish whether Lewis had been alone and who, if any of them, he had spoken to.

      The envelope had already been recovered. Shawna had been removed from the scene and was proving cooperative. Graves doubted she would be a problem but all her communications would be monitored for a period of three months and she would be placed on a watch list for non-security-cleared individuals who had been exposed to highly classified material.

      ‘His hand?’ prompted Muir.

      Graves duck-walked a couple of feet and lifted Lewis’s hand. He already knew what they would be looking at. So did Muir, but the guy was a scientist: he liked to see things with his own eyes.

      The wound was in the shape of a star. Lewis would have sterilized his Gerber and used the locked blade to cut away the skin at the back of his hand.

      ‘We’ll change placement,’ said Muir in Graves’s ear.

      He resisted the temptation to say, ‘I told you so,’ to the program leader. He had argued initially for neck rather than hand placement because it was way too easy to remove the device from the back of someone’s hand. ‘You want to look at what’s left of his head, Professor?’

      ‘Of course,’ said Muir.

      Still squatting, Graves waddled forward a few feet so the body cam took in the remains of the man’s skull. Blood and brains had pooled on the floor. The facial features were intact: the subcutaneous molding that covered the existing facial bone structure had held everything in place. Blood had pooled at the back of the eyes, and spilled from the mouth, nose and ears, running in thick, congealing streams down the chin and onto the neck.

      ‘Give me a second here,’ said Graves. ‘Just want to check something.’

      He reached under Lewis’s shoulder and turned him over so he could see the back of his head. As he’d suspected. Until he’d pulled the trigger, Lewis had been one smart cookie. He’d thought stuff through. He let go, and the body slumped back to the floor.

      ‘He really did a number on us,’ he said, as much to himself as to Muir and the team of neuroscientists, tech geeks, quants, and all-round head-scoopers the good professor had assembled out there in Nevada. That was one of the things about working for Uncle Sam: you could lure in the best of the best, even in these straitened times. It wasn’t just the DARPA  (Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency) funding either. The private sector had all kinds of federal rules and regulations to follow. When your employer was the state, and the work was considered vital to national security, you were allowed a little more leeway. Anyone came along to ask any awkward questions, well, that was classified. Geek heaven.

      The round would have passed close to the center of Lewis’s brain. The angle of trajectory would likely have taken out the amygdala implant and a chunk of the parietal lobe, then passed into the temporal lobe and hit a section of the cage-like trans-cranial implant that ran all the way round to the frontal lobe, trampolining back into the brain when it hit the molded armor that wallpapered the skull. In layman’s terms, Lewis hadn’t so much blown his brains out as forced them to implode.

      ‘The implant will have to be recovered,’ said Muir.

      Graves sighed. Why don’t you come down here and scoop through the guy’s freaking brains and find it then? he thought. ‘I was hoping I could ship him back and you could take care of that.’

      ‘We don’t have time. If we can recover it intact, and while it still has charge, there’s a chance we can run an update. If it loses power, it will take weeks, if not months, to troubleshoot.’

      Troubleshoot? That made Graves chuckle. He could still hear the words, he just wasn’t listening anymore. Terrific, he thought. Just what everyone needed. The program was a bust. A big, fat, expensive bust. Politicians and the American people liked shit that worked.

      ‘I’ll see what I can find. You want to maintain a visual?’ he said.

      Rice, one of the three-man team he had come in with, walked past him ‒ he was running liaison with the civilian cops. ‘Talking to yourself again, Harry?’

      Graves offered him a raised middle finger.

      ‘I have other work to attend to. Let me know as soon as you find it,’ said Muir, signing off.

      That was Muir. A good man at heart, no question of it, but fixated to the point where he no longer saw the bigger picture. This project did that to people. The upside was so huge, not just to the military but to the United States and therefore to the world, that even something like this was regarded by those at the center of it as a blip. Graves often wondered if this was what it had been like for those who had worked on the Manhattan Project, and those who had shepherded them. Was the only way to change the world not to think about anything beyond the next step?

      At the front door, one of his men was having a heated discussion with a captain from the SMPD who wanted to access the crime scene. He was making some long speech about chains of command. Graves turned his attention to finding the goddamn needle in the haystack.

      He pulled a pair of surgical gloves from his pants pocket and snapped them on. The bank staff had already been moved out of his line of sight, the cameras switched off. He could work in peace but he might have only a few minutes.

      He stepped over the body. The left arm was thrown out in surrender, the fist closed tight, like a baby’s. The right hand, the one that had pulled the trigger, had flopped down by his side, the gun at his feet. Lewis’s eyes were open and he had that ‘Who, me?’ look of surprise that was so often etched on the faces of the dead. If you’d pulled the trigger, what the hell did you have to be surprised about?

      The round had entered the soft tissue of the palate. He couldn’t jam his hand through the mouth to find a tiny silver sliver.

      He leaned over, his battered knees creaking as he rolled Lewis so that he was face down. The back of his head was pretty much gone. It wasn’t so much a head as a mask now, which was kind of poetic under the circumstances. Although maybe that wasn’t entirely fair. There had been a lot going on upstairs, probably too much, with all those billions of neurons firing like crazy, 24/7. That was how specialist Lewis had ended up like this – too much going on up top.

      Usually it was the reverse. People died because they didn’t think ‒ not because they did. Harry guessed suicides were different: everything closed in on you until your whole goddamn world compressed itself into your skull. Then the only way to relieve the pressure was to flick the off switch. This had been a grab for control from a guy who didn’t have any. And it had worked. Lewis had probably blown away hundreds of millions of dollars and years of work with his brains. Unless . . .

      With the clock ticking, Graves used his fingers to scoop through the blood and brains. He should add a colander to his list of equipment. He found what he was looking for on the third attempt, a snippet of silver among the bloody grey. The metal edge of the coil caught against his middle finger. He pinched it and pulled it out.

      He put it into a clear plastic sandwich bag, and tucked it into his jacket pocket. He stripped off his gloves. One of the others joined him, his assault rifle slung over his shoulder.

      ‘Bag him and tag him for me,’ said Graves.

      ‘You got it. Where’s he going?’ the man asked.

      ‘Where’d you think?’ Graves prodded Lewis’s left arm with the toe of his right shoe. ‘You imagine what a coroner would make of him? They’d roll in one stiff and have to roll out two.’

      The man smiled. ‘No shit.’

      Graves grimaced. ‘I’ll leave the wetware with you. I gotta get this little baby scanned and wired. They want to troubleshoot it, do a recall, and run an update before we got another of these on our hands.’

      ‘Wetware, Harry?’

      When he’d first heard the geeks using it, the term had puzzled Graves as well, until Muir had explained it to him. He’d thought it was pretty funny at first. Now, with this, and more out there like Lewis, it didn’t seem quite so amusing.
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        ‘Forgetting is the most beneficial process we possess.’

        Professor Bernard Williams
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            Kunar Province, Afghanistan

          

        

      

    

    
      Byron

      

      They came to kill me an hour before sunrise. There were three of them, silhouettes hewn in silver by a late autumn moon high above the valley.

      Checked keffiyehs wrapped tightly around their faces left only their eyes, noses and lips visible. White trousers, greyed by the dust of the plain, fluttered in the breeze as they picked their way up the moonlit slope toward the first house. Two looked to be little more than teenagers while the third, the leader, would have been in his late twenties or early thirties ‒ a good age in this part of the world, where four decades pretty much secured you elder status.

      The younger men had AK-47s slung casually over their shoulders, barrels pointing earthwards. The leader was carrying what looked like an old Soviet Makarov semi-automatic handgun tucked into his waistband. A pulwar, a single-bladed curved sword, dangled from his other hip.

      Somewhere in the near distance, a rhesus monkey began to chatter. It was joined by a companion, howling in solidarity. They were either greeting the dawn, pressing at the edges of the horizon, or reacting to the foreign presence, but I couldn’t be sure which.

      The men stopped for a moment, frozen in place. Grey-blue moonlight splashed across the edge of the pulwar as the leader adjusted his belt. The monkeys lapsed into silence.

      Steadying the sword with his hand, the leader beckoned his two compatriots with a wave. They began to walk again, closing in on the village with each step. The gradient of the slope grew more severe, but the men maintained the same pace, unhindered by the terrain. That told me they were native to the area.

      The village consisted of around two dozen houses, which had been built into the side of the hillside from traditional mud bricks. Using the slope, and the natural hollows of the hillside, the houses were stacked on top of, as well as alongside, each other. The mud bricks kept them cool during the scorching summer weather, which parched the valley below, and warm during the winter, when snow covered the peaks of the mountains that led north into Pakistan.

      The arrangement of the houses and the steepness of the gradient was such that one villager could walk out of his front door directly onto the roof of his neighbor’s house. Like a series of tiny two-room castles, the slope provided a natural defense against intruders. Not that the men approaching seemed worried by this. The village was completely still and everything about them, from the open display of weapons to the way they strolled languidly toward the makeshift school house perched on a rocky outcrop, suggested that they anticipated little resistance.

      They were wrong. I was waiting for them.
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      I had walked into the village three weeks before. At first the villagers hadn’t quite known what to make of my presence. Much of that stemmed from the nature of my arrival – alone, on foot and unarmed.

      My path into the village had been from the mountains to the north. On the other side lay Pakistan. Even though this was one of the remoter places on earth, it was not unusual for young men with British, French or even American accents to arrive here to take up arms.

      To the villagers, my arrival was of no more than passing interest, which began to evaporate as soon as I opened my mouth and spoke to them in their own language, Pashtun. Although I spoke it with an accent that lay somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic, I was fairly fluent, with a command of regional variations. What struck me, in those first hours, as children crowded round, and I took off my boots to check my blisters, was how few questions they asked, and how easily they seemed to accept my presence. Perhaps they were simply accustomed to visitors or, more likely, they had long since realized that what you don’t know can’t hurt you. If I was a jihadi, they didn’t want to know about it. If I was American and a Christian, that probably went double. What they truly wanted was to be left alone to grow their poppies on the flat plain below, and to live their lives as they had done for the past thousand years.

      But a stranger’s presence would change that, and even on that first day, we all knew it.
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      The village was called Anash Kapur. It had a total population of just over a hundred. Of that hundred, twenty-two were men, thirty-four were women, and the rest were children. The children ranged in age from four babies of up to six months and a gaggle of toddlers, whose quick movement made them difficult to count. After the age of about seven, the demographic spread thinned out fairly rapidly. Child-mortality rates were high, and reaching the age of maturity made you one of the lucky ones. Not only was medical care almost non-existent, and diseases rife that had been long eradicated in the developed world, but the area was still seeded with thousands of landmines from the Russian occupation. They had been made to be especially appealing to children, a strategy that meant Afghanistan had one of the largest numbers of child amputees outside Africa. One of them was a little girl called Sasha, and she, as it happened, was the first person I ran into when I arrived.

      Sasha had beautiful brown eyes, and thick, straggly black hair. As I picked my way down a shale path toward the village, she was sitting on a rock on her own, her legs dangling over the edge of a sheer drop of around thirty feet. When she saw me, she smiled. It was an expression that betrayed neither fear nor curiosity, just a warm, open smile.

      I said hello to her in Pashtun and she replied. Then, as if this was a scenario that had played itself out before, she jumped to her feet, folded her remaining hand into mine and began to drag me toward the village.

      Soon the rest of the children had clustered around us. Hands tugged at my clothing or simply stretched out to me through the tangle of spindly limbs and stubby fingers. Already protective, Sasha pushed the children away and shouted at one or two. One of the older boys said something about ‘the little mother’, which raised giggles. Slowly, the merry band began to settle, fanning out and arranging itself into less of a swarm and more of a procession, bare feet scrabbling over the worn stony path into the village. With her position as official village tour guide secured, Sasha looked up at me, as if to say, ‘It’s okay, I have your back,’ and we moved toward an altogether less certain welcome.

      The village was quiet as we approached. Down below, on the valley floor, I could make out figures in the fields, hunched over the vivid red crop. The path widened a little and the children quietened. The village houses fell away down the slope in a stepped arrangement. The highest house was also the largest. Built on one level, it enjoyed a mountain frontage of perhaps sixty feet. An elderly man with white hair and a long beard crouched outside the front door, one hand on a walking stick, staring straight ahead.

      At first he didn’t seem to register my presence. The older children hung back, one or two of the girls shooing away the younger ones. The excited chatter and laughter died. The elder continued to stare directly ahead. Above the mountains that lay to the east, clouds whipped across the jagged peaks. Sasha’s hand felt warm and sticky in mine. I stopped, took off my rucksack and dumped it on the path at my feet. I could feel where the straps had dug into my shoulders and was aware of the pleasant sensation of lightness.

      The little girl stood back from me as I walked across to join the elder. I didn’t speak. It wasn’t my place. Instead, I let him take his measure of me. Silence descended between us. I lowered myself into the same crouched position, parallel to him, as I followed the old man’s line of sight. I would stay like this until he spoke. Until sunset, if it took that long. There was power in silence, which Americans had long since forgotten.

      After ten minutes in that position, even with the days of trekking behind me, I could feel the burn at the back of my thighs, but I stayed where I was. It didn’t take long for discomfort to give way to pain, then agony. I used the time to scan the terrain, mapping it in my mind as best I could, picking out routes of escape from the village and places where it would be easy to ambush someone.

      A few minutes later, the elder’s right hand tightened around his stick and he began to lever himself upright. He glanced at me, milky eyes sliding across my face. He hadn’t been staring at the mountains to the east. He hadn’t been staring at anything. He had been listening. Listening for others. This wasn’t a village even the most intrepid voyager would stumble across and men like me didn’t arrive alone and unarmed.
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      As the light of that first afternoon died over the mountains, I sat at the edge of a semi-circle inside the old man’s house, along with three other older men. As we talked I began to lay out the story I had developed back in Virginia. My name was Byron (a different first name was more likely to trip someone up than almost any other detail). I had been born in the Middle East to a Saudi father and an African-American mother. My parents had moved to the United States when I was young. I had been educated originally in a madrassa and later, in America, at various private schools. My father had been a devout Muslim and I had found myself returning to my religion. My spiritual journey had brought me here, via Pakistan. I was careful to say nothing about jihad, insurgency or anything that even hinted of politics. I allowed them to fill in the blanks for themselves. As a general rule, Western Muslims, especially the converts, talked more of a spiritual journey than of jihad. After all, for them, the two things were often one and the same.

      The elders had listened to me with patience. They offered tea and food. After they had eaten, they smoked a hookah. They offered very little about themselves. They were here. They were farmers. That was all I needed to know.

      By now it was late and the children had been shooed inside by the women. After a time, the men rose and left. The elder motioned for me to follow him. We walked outside into the moonlight. He led me up a rickety wooden ladder to a terraced field. At the end was an empty shack. That would be my quarters. There was straw on the floor and several blankets already laid out. A jug of water and a bowl stood in one corner. I shook hands with the elder and he left me alone.

      I washed my face, and brushed my teeth. I undressed and wrapped the blankets around myself. No one would come for me on the first night. They would wait. As far as I could tell, my story had been accepted. Nothing in the villagers’ body language or manner had suggested otherwise, and I was adept at reading such things. Exhausted, I fell into a dreamless sleep.

      

      I woke to sunshine streaming under an inch-wide gap between the bottom of the door and the sill. I poured some water from the jug into the bowl and washed. It was almost nine ‒ late. Most of the villagers were probably long gone, in the fields below, tending their crops. I dressed quickly, pulled a mat from my backpack, knelt on it and prayed, my forehead rising and falling as I ran through the words.

      A few moments after I had finished someone knocked at the door. I opened it, and there was the little girl I had met on my approach to the village. She had brought me food. I beckoned her inside. She strode past me and laid out a breakfast of bread and cheese, and what I guessed was goat’s milk. She motioned for me to eat. Her manner and gestures were so adult that I couldn’t help but smile. I offered her some of the food but she waved it away, then marched out, leaving me to my breakfast. I had already noticed that here the men ate first.

      When I had finished eating, I went outside into sunshine. After days spent hiking through the mountains, it felt good to be at rest. I shielded my eyes and scanned the horizon, catching a glint of light from a nearby peak. They were already watching me, trying to figure out who I was and why I was there.

      During the night, I had woken to find someone rummaging through my pack. It was one of the men who had sat with the village elder. I pretended to be asleep as the villager conducted a search that I had known was coming. I had already dumped any gear that might reveal my true identity about a quarter-mile back up the pass into the village. For now, though, I was happy for them to know what I’d walked in with ‒ clothes, soap, some protein bars, a water bottle, a copy of the Koran, a prayer mat, and some propaganda pamphlets from a number of fundamentalist groups. The villagers would draw their own conclusions.

      

      I worked alongside the villagers in the fields all morning. They showed me what to do and I did it without complaint. No one seemed surprised that I was helping. It was early in the afternoon that I became aware of two men on the eastward ridge, watching me, AK-47s slung across their backs.

      The pace of work settled with the falling sun. The villagers finished, and I trudged with them back up through the stepped terraces to the village. As I reached the elder’s house, I turned back toward the ridge. The men who had been watching me were gone.

      The men ate first and separately from the women. The talk was of the crop, prices, and the weather, how the seasons appeared to be shifting earlier every year. It occurred to me that it was a conversation that might have taken place around a kitchen table at a farm in Iowa. No one made any mention of the two men who had been watching me from the ridge.
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      By the end of the week, as far as the people of the village were concerned, I simply was. While the other children tired of me, like kids at Christmas lose interest in a new toy, Sasha followed me as much as ever, peppering me with questions.

      In turn, I learned more about her. The woman I had initially taken to be her mother was an aunt. Her mother was dead. The story fell from Sasha in dribs and drabs, each chapter breaking my heart a little more but steeling my resolve to see the operation through to the end.

      Sasha’s mother had been born in the village, the daughter of the village elder I had met when I had first arrived. In the years before the Taliban had seized the country by the throat, she had left the village to travel to Kabul to go to school, returning only at harvest time. Then she had trained as an elementary teacher, returned to the village, married a local man and opened a small village school.

      The Taliban had arrived.

      I hadn’t asked Sasha for the details but, from what she told me one late afternoon as she followed me from the fields, she had been spared the truth of her mother’s fate. At first there had been night letters, warnings that her mother should learn her place. She had ignored the first two. The third had come in the form of four men, who had taken her while the family slept. Her body was returned the following week.

      The little girl’s eyes were wet as she told me the last part. It was the first time I had seen her or any of the children cry. I put my arm around her and she snuggled into me. It was perhaps the greatest moment of acceptance I had received from anyone in the village so far. She trusted me enough to show what she denied everyone else: her grief, in all its rawness.

      

      Days passed, time slowed. The novelty of village life ebbed away, replaced by routine. The two men who had been watching me were gone.

      Their absence signaled a shift. They hadn’t lost interest. Their curiosity could hardly have been satiated. Neither did I think they had become more careful in their surveillance. Even if they had, I would still have known about it. That left only one option: contact with them was imminent. They were moving into the second phase of the operation.

      In general, the transition from one phase, or one state of being, was the dangerous part, the part where things go wrong, taking off and landing a plane being the most obvious example. It was the same for a covert operation such as this.

      I knew that I was being watched by those on my own side via satellite. But I was as alone as someone in my position could be. There would be no last-second cavalry dash if things went awry. They were operating on one simple premise that would mean either life or death: that the insurgents’ curiosity would outweigh their bloodlust. With every previous contact where this group had been able to take a prisoner alive, they had done so. They understood the value of a live captive. Not only did they serve as a bargaining chip and hold valuable intelligence, a live captive offered a propaganda bonanza that few in the West understood. If things went to plan, I hoped to avoid a TV appearance and be out of the country long before they came even close to that stage. But one always had to be at peace with the knowledge that things often didn’t go to plan. That was why I was used in these lone-operator situations. I wasn’t braver or stronger. I was simply more accepting.
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      A new morning dawned. The sun rose. The villagers ate. And then, with them, I began my day.

      The crop was close to gathered as I moved slowly up the terraced steps to my new home. Sasha was waiting for me. A baby, only a few weeks old, bounced on her hip.

      ‘Your little cousin?’ I asked her in Pashtun.

      She shook her head. ‘My niece.’

      I had been thinking of how I might get her out of the village and kept coming up blank. Once contact was made properly I would have no room for passengers. Still, there had to be a way and I had fixed on the idea of returning briefly once my objective was confirmed. It would be risky but achievable. I would attract some major shit from higher up but that was nothing new.

      Sasha stared at me unblinking. ‘Tell me again about America.’

      ‘What do you want to know?’ I asked her.

      ‘Tell me about the food.’

      She was quite the little cook. I had seen her making bread and stews with a flair that would have put to shame most adults. She was bright too. She could see someone perform a task once and have it down pat. I had taught her a few words of English and, while her pronunciation left a bit to be desired, she was a quick study. Outside the village she would do well.

      As far as I had been able to tell, during my thirty years on the planet, life on earth was pretty much a lottery. If you were born in the West, or into a middle-class family in one of the emerging powerhouse economies, you had a shot. If you were male, all the better, although that was a weakening determinant of someone’s opportunities. But be born female into a small village in Afghanistan and however bright, however capable you were, however determined, the odds were stacked almost insurmountably against you.

      I crouched and told Sasha a little more of my invented life. I had already run through the story several times with her but, as with most kids, repetition seemed to be part of the enjoyment. I had been the same as a kid, homing in on a favorite story and asking my parents to read it to me over and over again.

      Behind the little girl, the sun began to drop toward the mountains. They would come tonight. I could feel it. The end of the beginning of the operation was approaching. Soon I would enter the second, most dangerous, phase.

      

      I snapped awake a little after midnight, dressed quickly in the dark and pushed open the door, stepping out onto the rough dirt threshold. There wasn’t as much moonlight as I would have liked but I wasn’t dictating events or their timing ‒ not yet anyway.

      If they were coming for me, I didn’t want them to find me in such confined quarters. Small spaces and lots of men hyped up with adrenalin and bravado are almost invariably a bad combination.

      I had already scoped out a position near to where they had been watching me. It overlooked the fields but also formed the main lower approach to the village, a simple dirt track that would take them straight up to my quarters, but I wouldn’t be there when they arrived.

      Moving up and to my left, I picked up the goat track. The village was silent. Doors closed. Candles extinguished. I heard people snoring as I flitted past a few houses.

      The night itself was cold but not freezing. I took my time, listening for any suggestion of another person, but all was quiet.

      Within an hour, I had found my position. Now all I had to do was wait.
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      The men who had come for me, with their guns, scuttled around the outside of the shack. They were doing so much whispering, pointing and running back and forth that I found myself doing something I hadn’t anticipated. It was a reaction that many soldiers were familiar with, but one that rarely, if ever, made it into the movies where combat was always horrific and terrifying, and the protagonists were hard-eyed and lantern-jawed. I knew that war could be horrifying but combat, when you were in the middle of it, was many things besides. It could be funny ‒ piss-your-pants, laugh-until-you-couldn’t-breathe funny.

      Finally, the older man, the one with the pulwar sword, lost patience. He pointed to one of the others, and mimed raising his foot to the wooden door.

      The younger man took a run at it and hefted his boot. The door swung open, then ricocheted back into his face, leaving him sprawling on the ground. His patience exhausted, the older man wrestled the AK-47 from him and pushed his way inside, shouting in Pashtun for a man who wasn’t there to get to his feet.

      Whatever meagre element of surprise they might have had was spent, and the leader was angry. The others rushed inside and he pushed one out, assigning him to guard the door.

      The village was awake now. I could sense eyes peering through cracks but no one left their house. They stayed put. It was a wise move because soon there was a volley of shots from inside the hut as an AK-47 let loose with the opposite of celebratory fire.

      Even with shots fired, I remained relaxed. It was no accident that the construction methods used here were also good for absorbing bullets. I had even seen a mortar shell hit a thick adobe compound wall and embed without detonating.

      I waited. They would no doubt interrogate the villagers but the villagers knew nothing because I hadn’t told anyone I was leaving. The insurgents would grow bored and, with daylight, nervous.

      When they left, I would follow. That was the plan. They would report back to the man I had come to find, or to an intermediary, in which case I would follow the intermediary. The West had become so adept at intercepting their electronic communications that the insurgents had pushed their intelligence channels back into the Stone Age.

      The three men gathered in a huddle outside. Their voices carried to me on the cold wind as they argued. The elder shoved one of the others hard in the shoulder and the younger man shouted a torrent of abuse. The leader raised his sword, but for show rather than threat.

      The argument was bad news. The leader of the group had lost face. In the American military an officer fuck-up prompts grumbling rather than an open show of defiance.

      The leader raised his pulwar again. He pointed the tip toward the other houses in the village and barked orders. They started to bang on doors. When no doors opened, they kicked them wide, more carefully this time. The leader of the group tucked his pulwar back into the sash around his waist and marched behind the two men. They reached the village elder’s compound. The door opened and the man emerged. He regarded the three armed insurgents with the same lack of surprise that had greeted my arrival. It was hard to imagine a more out-of-the-way place on the planet, yet men kept arriving. Armed men. Killers.

      Even when someone had come to kill you, such meetings were often highly ritualized. Cheeks were kissed, supplications made to the Prophet, hospitality offered. This was not going to be one of those times. The leader of the group drew back his hand and slapped the elder hard across the face.

      The force of the blow sent him to his knees. His wife rushed to his side and the insurgent leader kicked out at her, catching her with a boot to the head as she knelt down to tend her husband. There was more shouting. The tip of the pulwar was jabbed toward my shack.

      ‘Where is he?’

      The elder raised his hands, palms open, toward the insurgent leader. Even if he had known, he wasn’t going to tell.

      The Pashtun people in rural areas lived by the code of Pashtunwali. It revolved around ten sets of principles. The tenth commandment was nanawatai, the right of a person to asylum from dark forces. Nanawatai had saved the life of Navy SEAL Petty Officer First Class Marcus Luttrell when his team had been wiped out by Taliban fighters. It had also saved the lives of members of the Pakistan military and more than one Russian soldier. A stranger who asked for protection had to be granted it, at least until a solution could be found.

      More villagers had emerged from their homes, some to watch, others to scream at the men, who were running from house to house, tearing the interiors apart in a frenzied attempt to find me. At the edge of the path into the village, the children had clustered together in a tiny knot, ushered away from the eye of the storm by their mothers. Sasha stood at the front of the little group.

      An icy wind rose at my back, sweeping down the mountainside, but my gaze was fixed on Sasha. With a chill that ran all the way down my back, I realized I wasn’t the only one. The insurgent leader was turning in her direction. He held the pulwar sword and moved it slowly from side to side, feeling its heft as he started toward her.
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      The other children fell away as he advanced. Sasha stayed exactly where she was, through fear or, more likely, defiance. This was her valley, her village, and no one was going to intimidate her. She had more of the Pashtunwali spirit in her tiny body than the rest of the village put together. She had been the first to meet me, and I understood now that, by leading me into the village, she had invoked nanawatai.

      Without thinking, I jumped down from the rocky outcrop I was hunkered behind and began to run. For the first time since I had arrived, I felt the tiny comms device that ran into my left ear begin to vibrate. The ops center wanted to open comms. There were no pleasantries, only a question barked into my ear, so loudly that I felt my head throb.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘Back to the village.’

      ‘Negative. Stay where you are. They’ll likely RV with the target, whether they have you or not. Repeat. Stay where you are.’

      I kept running, scrabbling across the rocky ground, racing at an angle across scattergun shale. I had lost sight of the village but could still hear people shouting at the insurgents, and piercing the din, the plaintive whine of a little girl in pain.

      ‘Stay where you are,’ the voice in my ear repeated.

      I yanked out the earpiece, clicked it off and tucked it into my pocket.

      

      I walked toward the three men with my hands raised, palms open, to make clear that I didn’t have a weapon. I could see the other children grouped around Sasha. She lay on the ground, her knees pulled up to her chest, her face wet with blood, which poured from a wound that ran along her scalp. She was whimpering with pain. It was hard to listen to, but a good sign. Dead people didn’t make sounds.

      The insurgent leader stared at the ground. He had lost control of the situation by hitting the little girl. The villagers wouldn’t forget it, and the insurgents relied on them for their day-to-day survival. The relationship between insurgents and civilians was complex. The insurgents used intimidation but were careful not to overstep the mark too frequently. An insurgency relied on the camouflage of civilian support, and if you lost that support, by striking a young girl, it was hard to win it back.

      I wanted to check on the little girl but he already had the AK-47 and the Makarov pistol trained on me. From what I could see, the gash was probably not quite as bad as it looked. It would require stitches but the biggest worry was that she had suffered concussion.

      I felt the prod of the gun barrel in my back. I glanced over to see a grubby exchange of money from the leader of the insurgents to the village elder. A roll of muddy notes was pressed into his palm, with a mumbled apology.

      Hands reached in front of me and I felt rough fabric against my forehead. It was dragged down over my eyes and pulled tight. Hands moved to my wrists. My heart rate slowed as I let my hands be tied behind my back.

      From the conversation taking place between the men, I realized that while they had been watching me for weeks there was one fact they didn’t appear to have grasped.

      They had no idea that I could understand every word they were saying.

      

      They led me back up the pass. Listening to the footsteps, I could tell that the two younger men were in front, the leader behind. The leader’s hand grasped the knot where my hands met and used it to guide me forwards.

      They had stopped talking between themselves. From time to time, I would stumble forward and get a jab in the kidneys. They kept moving up, deeper into the mountains.

      I counted every step. It helped me track the passage of time and distance and kept my mind off the little girl I had promised to keep safe and who now lay bleeding in the village.

      There was no getting away from it. I felt guilty. I could have stayed where I was and allowed them to find me. I would have arrived at exactly the same point. But those weren’t my orders. I was too highly valued an asset to hand myself over. In contrast, a child didn’t enter into the equation. Those were the things you had to make peace with. Dead civilians were a by-product for both sides, sometimes by accident and sometimes by design. To reject that idea was to surrender the field of battle.

      I tried to refocus. I had seen worse, much worse, than a young girl bleeding from the head. There had been other operations with civilian casualties, younger children, babies even, the horrors stacked on top of each other.

      During my psy-ops training at Fort Bragg, I had sat alongside classmates and listened to a lecture about memory formation and trauma. The advice was simple. When bad shit happened, try not to think about it. There was even a fancy scientific term for not following this advice: potentiation. The more you recovered a memory, the more you dredged it up, the more the neurons in your brain, which fired together to create that memory, became grooved in a pattern. Long-term potentiation took place if you thought about an event too often. It was like walking into a huge storage facility, opening a unit and jamming the event, or how you remembered it, inside, then going back and rooting through it. The more you opened it, the more you rooted around, the more real it became.

      Blindfolded, my captors pushing me along, I was already struggling to keep track of the passage of time and of the distance. The direction we were travelling? I’d lost sight of the sun as the mountains had closed in around us so I had no idea.
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      Having encountered no one since we had left the village, my captors had begun to talk among themselves again. It was a good sign. The more comfortable they felt, the better. Less reassuring was that they were discussing who was going to kill me. The chance to kill a Westerner in cold blood was clearly a valuable opportunity. The only snag seemed to be that, having encountered no resistance, from me or anyone else, other than the villagers, they were less certain of who I was than they had been. They were sure I was American, but they believed I might be Muslim and allied in some way to their greater cause. Mostly, though, they seemed confused.

      I kept my head down as I walked and tried not to give any hint that I was listening to everything that was being said. They began talking about a similar situation they’d encountered. They had captured an ISAF soldier who had wandered outside the wire of his forward operating base. He had been European. Not British, maybe Italian or French, they thought.

      They had taken the man alive. He had been so scared that he had lost control of his bowels. As they talked, they seemed to find this detail amusing. They had held the soldier in an abandoned compound for several days. His capture had drawn several search parties from his base. This had provided even more sport as their comrades in arms had ambushed several more ISAF patrols, killing at least three more soldiers. In that regard, a hostage was invaluable. Even though his capture had been a stroke of luck on their part, it had cemented their reputation as specialists in this type of operation. Hence their being tasked with my detention.

      They stopped suddenly. I was yanked down into a sitting position and the conversation fell away. I felt a hand on my shoulder, then the cold metal of a canteen of water pressing against my lips: another good sign. You didn’t rehydrate someone you plan to kill within the next few hours, unless it was their equivalent of a final cigarette.

      I could hear another voice close by now. It was male and verging on high-pitched. He was talking to the insurgent leader but ushered him away before I could catch much more than ‘This is him? This is the one?’

      I drank the water that was offered. It tasted good. I hadn’t realized I was thirsty until it had been offered. Even in this cold, the forced march had left a trail of sweat running down my back all the way into the crack of my ass.

      ‘You have enough?’ one of the younger men asked me.

      I stayed quiet. Answering in Pashtun would let them know I could understand every word they said, but answering in English would confirm their suspicions. I had decided that until they reached their destination, which I guessed wasn’t too far away now, given the arrival of the other man, I would keep my own counsel and thereby keep them guessing.

      Time passed. They didn’t move. I wondered if we were staying there overnight. The mountains didn’t lend themselves to moving after dark unless you had the benefit of night-vision goggles, and even then it was easy enough to step over a ledge.

      The leader was back – alone. He hauled me to my feet and we started to walk again. The terrain grew steeper and rockier. They had moved from mountain pass to meadow and now they seemed to be climbing. I fell again, this time landing on my face. There was a harried discussion as I lay there. I felt someone untie the rope, and my hands were free. I pushed myself up, a jab from the AK-47 at my back reminding me that I was still a hostage.

      The blindfold was yanked from my eyes. We must have been walking for a lot longer than I had estimated because it was light. The sudden exposure made me wince. I blinked, allowing my eyes to adjust to a flare of sunlight from a patch of snow to the left. We were higher than I had guessed, and standing on a broad ridge that tapered to a silver ribbon up ahead.

      Beneath us were the slopes of the Hindu Kush. These were the mountains that had, at least for a time, shielded Bin Laden. On either side was a near-vertical drop.

      Up ahead, the ridge line widened, then ended. I was pushed toward it. It seemed unlikely that they would bring me all the way up here just to push me over the edge. Then again, people in general, and religious fanatics in particular, didn’t always behave in a way that was either predictable or logical.

      I listened more carefully to the footsteps behind, gauging their relative positions. If they stopped walking while I continued to the edge that would be the giveaway.

      As I got within ten feet I saw that what I had thought was a sheer drop was nothing of the sort: the ground fell away sharply, then evened out and two tracks curved back around the peak.

      I climbed down and my captors followed. They prodded me toward the northerly path. It was about ten feet wide. Up ahead, two hard-faced men wearing black Taliban turbans stood guard outside a slit in the mountain. It was about six feet high and tapered from ten feet wide at the bottom to four at the top.

      The two Taliban stepped to me, grabbing my shoulders and pushing me through the opening. I had to duck quickly to avoid hitting my head. The momentum carried me forward into a cave. It opened out to reveal a main chamber of around two hundred square feet. Passages ran off it in about half a dozen different directions. I could smell goat stew and freshly baked bread.

      From the smoothness of the walls, I knew that this passageway was man-made. The air was so smoky that I coughed.

      The cave was bad news. In a dark passageway with walls so thick that all contact and knowledge of my position would have been lost, I was off-radar, no satellite able to pick up my location. Perhaps that was the point. Perhaps I hadn’t given the man they were looking for, the man for whom I had been live bait, enough credit. I had been relying upon live comms. Now a decision would have to be made.

      To follow me into near-impregnable terrain and risk the entire operation, or to wait it out? It was no easy call. The cave systems had so many rat-runs and exit points that, short of carpet-bombing the entire mountain range, taking someone alive from within them was a near impossible task guaranteed to generate multiple special-forces casualties. Not that special forces balked at taking the risk, I knew from experience that they lived for missions like this, but there was always a political dimension. It was a call that could only be made by the President and, right now, Stars-and-Stripes-draped coffins being unloaded from the back of C-130s were not in fashion.

      There was light ahead from another chamber. It seeped yellow around the edges of a piece of cloth that had been draped across it. I pushed it to one side and stepped through. Carpets had been spread on the rough stone floor. Paraffin lanterns hung from hooks on the walls. The remnants of the meal I had smelt when I walked in lay in the middle of the space.

      In the center of the room there was a man. He was fat, with plump lips and eyes that twinkled above a lavish black beard. I recognized him immediately. I doubted that anyone in the Western intelligence community wouldn’t have known who he was. This was the man I had come to find.
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      Khazin Masori was well named. ‘Khazin’ translated as ‘the treasurer’ and, like Bin Laden, Khazin Masori was a man of wealth who had turned his back on a privileged life to wage war against the West. Unlike Bin Laden, he was, despite America’s best efforts, still breathing. He was just as dangerous, though: he had directed and funded multiple operations against American interests in Afghanistan and beyond, including atrocities in Africa, Asia and Europe. He had been one of the first within the world of Islamic terror organizations to recognize the propaganda value of social media and was believed to have personally dispatched several kidnapped Westerners on camera. Not that any of it showed in his eyes as he smiled warmly, motioning for me to sit opposite him.

      I wondered why I was alone with him – it was an almost unbelievable breach of security. I was three quick steps from him, close enough to dispatch him before anyone could step in.

      Masori leaned forward and, as he did, I glimpsed the edge of the suicide vest that was strapped around the cleric’s torso. It was standard operating procedure for someone at Masori’s level to be able to guarantee his own demise if there was any risk of his falling into enemy hands. Uncharacteristically, he wasn’t a man to waste time on the usual pleasantries.

      ‘Who are you, and why are you here?’ he asked in English. ‘And, please, don’t insult my intelligence by telling me the story you gave the people of the village.’

      ‘It wasn’t a story.’

      ‘Everything in this world is a story, my friend.’

      My job now was to buy as much time as I could. Even if the guys on my side couldn’t be sure that Masori was here, my own value as an asset meant they would still be moving into position. They might not be able to penetrate the cave system to observe the situation but they would be taking up exterior positions in preparation for whatever call came.

      ‘You know who I am, of course,’ said Masori.

      I had been briefed for this question. ‘Of course. I’ve been waiting to meet you.’

      If Masori was surprised, he didn’t show it. His smile must have been cemented in place. ‘You have?’

      Masori was right when he said that everyone had a story. Right now I had at least three. The true story of why I was there. The story I had told the villagers. And, finally, the story that had been painstakingly prepared for Masori.

      The key to engaging someone like Masori was to pinpoint what he desired most. He couldn’t be tempted with anything material. He could have had that in his old life. Houses, cars, women, none of those held any allure.

      No, Khazin Masori craved something far more exciting and long lasting than anything of that nature. He wanted to secure his place in history, and the way to do that was to change the world in the same irrevocable way Bin Laden had when his recruits had flown planes into the World Trade Center. You could bomb all the embassies you wanted and the Western world shrugged. Masori understood that the power of a terrorist atrocity lay not in the body count but in the imagery.

      In three weeks the President of the United States was due to visit India. I had been given the details of the visit, from the main itinerary to the routes he would take, how long he would stay at each location, and his security. The plan was genuine.

      I kept eye contact with Masori as I spoke. He was suspicious. A man he had never met had turned up out of the blue to hand him on a plate his best shot at murdering the leader of the Western world, and therefore taking his place alongside Bin Laden.

      He didn’t believe me. I knew that for certain. I wouldn’t have believed the story either. That was why the boys in the back room had spent months carefully seeding the story of an American agent who had gone rogue, and who, over the past few weeks, had fallen off the intelligence services’ radar. Masori might not have been aware of it, but when he started asking questions it would swiftly rise to the surface.

      Having listened to me politely, he nodded. ‘And these plans for his visit. You have them with you?’ he asked.

      I shook my head. ‘They’re close by. I can take your men to them but first I need to know if you’re interested.’

      Masori’s smile was back. ‘You’re selling them?’

      ‘Ten million dollars.’

      The mention of money seemed to settle him a little. Now at least he had some kind of insight into a possible motive. It was beginning to make sense. Masori pressed his hands together. ‘After the action has taken place and is a success. If, of course, such an action can be successful,’ he said.

      ‘No. I already took the risk in getting the details. Whether this works for you or not, I’m a dead man without access to this money.’ I held Masori’s gaze. ‘Half up front. The rest when it’s done. Whether you kill him or not is down to you. I give you the bullets. I can’t be held to account for how well you use them.’

      ‘It’s a lot of money,’ said Maori, rising to his feet and giving me another glimpse of his suicide belt. He smoothed down his robes. ‘Allow me time to consider it.’

      ‘The visit is in three weeks. If you’re going to have everything in place, you shouldn’t delay. And,’ I added, ‘there may be others who would be interested in what I have.’

      That part was bluff. There were perhaps three or four groups or organizations with motive, funds and the know-how to use such intelligence, and two wouldn’t go anywhere near it. The reality was that, just as during the Cold War, certain actions wouldn’t be countenanced for fear of the scale of reprisal; the same balance existed now between the West and other regimes that could be described as anti-imperialist or jihad-friendly. Iran in particular knew that any involvement in something like this would almost certainly result in a nuclear strike against Tehran. Pakistan had been a hair’s breath away from the same fate after 9/11. Geopolitics was in a constant state of flux but a line of equilibrium ran like a seam through most of it. That left one or two rogues such as Masori, who wanted to throw a hand grenade into the middle of the deal. The Taliban’s strategy had been one of attrition aimed at the slow sapping of political will in the West to maintain a counterweight to them in Afghanistan. Masori, though, was in another league. His aim was chaos. A world ablaze – the Western world.

      I stayed seated as Masori stood over me, wearing the benevolent grin with which he had greeted me. The other factor I was relying upon was his isolation. He was, after all, a man of action. Holed up in this remote region, shuttling from one location to the next, boredom had no doubt begun to set in. My appearance had probably been the most exciting thing to come his way in months.

      ‘Give me a moment,’ Masori said, and disappeared into one of the side passages that ran off the main chamber.

      I sat and waited. A few moments later one of the younger men who had taken me from the village appeared and sat where Masori had. He stared at me but said nothing. I returned the compliment.

      Masori would be somewhere in back, busy working his own intelligence channels to establish the veracity of my story. Minutes passed in silence, then fell away into hours. Another of Masori’s men brought me food and some water. Then I needed to pee. I asked his companion and was led through the passageway to an opening at the back of the cave system. It was around three feet wide by four feet deep and seemed to be a sheer drop. I did what I had to do, then was led back to the main chamber where Masori was waiting for me.

      ‘You will take us to these plans,’ Masori said.

      ‘Fine,’ I answered.

      Masori pursed his lips. ‘No. Maybe it is better if I wait here.’ It had been a test.

      ‘And the money?’ I asked.

      ‘When I have the documents, and I can verify that they are genuine, you can have the first two million.’

      ‘That wasn’t the deal. It’s five up front.’

      ‘Three.’

      We were discussing an American citizen handing over intelligence that could lead to the death of his president, and Masori was haggling like a carpet salesman in a tourist bazaar. It was a good sign, though. It meant that whatever checks he had made had confirmed the story I’d fed him.

      ‘Four up front, six on the back end, and we have a deal,’ I said, putting out my hand for Masori to shake.

      He reached out and clasped both of my hands. ‘My men will go with you. When they confirm the papers, I will arrange for the first payment to be made. You have an account ready?’

      I tapped my temple. ‘More than one. The numbers are all up here. Sure you don’t want to come with me?’

      Masori tugged at his beard, pensive. ‘No. I trust you.’

      A sound behind us. I half turned as his smile widened. His eyes twinkled even more brightly, the yellow glow from the lantern dancing across jet black pupils. I counted three sets of footsteps. His honor guard was approaching – the older man and his two younger companions.

      ‘So I don’t have to be blindfolded with my hands tied?’

      ‘No need for that. I have something better to make sure you are a man of your word.’

      Another sound from behind me. A whimper. I turned. The two bodyguards were standing behind me. They were holding something between them – a limp bundle of rags shaped like a doll.
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      Fear is something you can smell. I didn’t have to look at Sasha’s face to see the terror in her eyes.

      ‘Go and get what you came to give me,’ Masori said. ‘The child stays with me.’

      ‘If the plans are good, I want your word that you will use them. Do you give me your word?’

      His face betrayed a look of surprise at the question. He had been expecting me to ask about the little girl.

      ‘You have my word,’ said Masori.

      ‘When I return, she comes with me.’

      Masori shot me a leering smile. ‘You’ve taken a fancy to her?’

      I wanted to throw up but it was better to play along. Explaining I planned to find her a safer life would have seemed more suspicious than allowing him to think I intended to take her as a wife. ‘I have plans for her, yes.

      ‘I won’t be long,’ I added, motioning for one of the bodyguards to follow me. ‘I take it one of your men will come with me.’

      As my escort moved toward me, he was between me and Masori. I had the old Soviet pistol tucked into a cloth tie that ran around my waist.

      My left elbow came up fast, smashing into the man’s jaw so hard that blood spurted from his mouth as he bit clean through the tip of his tongue. The pistol was now in my right hand. I grabbed a handful of the man’s hair and yanked his head down, simultaneously bringing up a knee into his face and breaking his nose. He folded at the waist and I held him there with one hand as I brought the pistol up with the other and fired two rounds into his companion’s head from a distance of less than six feet. The man slumped forward, letting go of Sasha, who screamed.

      Masori stumbled backwards, his eyes fixed on me as I headed for one of the passageways. There were more shouts from within the cave system as Masori’s other bodyguards scrambled to get to me. I counted six separate sets of footsteps moving towards me.

      Masori’s hand had slipped inside his robes to the ripcord attached to the detonator of his suicide vest. He could have pulled it and taken the girl and me with him but he hadn’t. It was one thing to talk someone else into martyrdom, another to do it yourself.

      I rushed past Sasha toward him. Anticipating a punch, Masori raised his hands to his face to protect himself. I shifted my weight and threw a big, wide right hook that caught him on the side of the head. His hands fell away from his face.

      There was no time to remove the explosives and every chance that Masori would detonate them if I did but I had already devised a far more direct method of ensuring that he stayed alive. I grabbed his right wrist and bent it back until it snapped, then repeated the move with the left.

      Two of Masori’s men were getting close to the main chamber. They were both approaching from the passageway to my left. His hands were dangling uselessly at right angles to his forearms so I grabbed the back of his robe and made sure I was between him and the two men as they emerged from the narrow rock passageway.

      They skidded to a halt and lowered their weapons. I raised the Makarov and shot them each through the head.  My arm wrapped around Masori’s windpipe, I started to drag him backwards.

      Masori must have known that if I was there to kill him he’d already be dead. There was a fate worse than death, and it was where I was taking him. He began to fumble for the cord again. I jabbed the butt of the pistol against his broken wrist. He shrieked.

      I tightened my grip around his windpipe to starve him of oxygen and he began to weaken. I pulled him back still further. His feet were trying to dig into the floor.

      I looked over at the little girl. ‘Follow me.’

      She stayed where she was, her eyes wide. She was in a state of shock, near catatonic. I shouted at her again but it did no good: her mind had closed down. An acute stress reaction had kicked in. Usually stress compelled the body into fight-or-flight mode but it could go the other way, overwhelming the nervous system to the point at which the person couldn’t react at all.

      I could take Masori. I could take Sasha. But I couldn’t take them both. It should have been easy for me. My mission objective was extracting Masori alive. But now my feet wouldn’t move. I was as frozen as Sasha was.

      I could hear more of Masori’s men rushing through the passageways, shouting to each other as they hurtled toward us. They were behind us, closing in from all sides.

      I twisted round. It took me a second to grasp that the voices behind me were speaking English ‒ English with American accents. Whoever was set up outside had heard the shooting and made the decision to come in and join the party. I was no longer alone.

      My strength, which had barely been enough to hold Masori, kicked back in. There was nothing better in the world than being alone and hearing back-up steaming toward you, and not just any old back-up, US Special Forces, my old comrades, the best in the world.

      I adjusted my balance. Masori must have weighed two hundred and twenty pounds but he felt a lot lighter all of a sudden. Perfectly gauging the pressure I needed to use with the choke hold, I hustled Masori forward and used my free hand to grab Sasha’s elbow.

      Three of the exfiltration team rushed past us, forming a diamond to cover my retreat with Masori and the child. I saw faces I recognized. The team leader clapped a gloved hand on my shoulder. ‘Good job.’

      Masori was prised from me. His broken wrists were pinned behind his back as he was dragged out of the cave system. A couple of rounds pinged off the cave wall, and the three Americans in the diamond returned fire.

      I scooped the child into my arms and, for the first time, saw something apart from terror in her eyes, a flicker of recognition. My eyes narrowed to avoid the waves of dust swirling around them from the downdraught of the Sikorsky Little Bird. Somewhere in the dust and wind, time bent and split. Voices, shouts and sudden movements overlaid each other in a rush.

      The team leader slashed a hand across his throat and pointed at Sasha. ‘No room for her on the Bird. She stays.’

      I started to argue with him. As the words tumbled from my mouth, I felt a warm, sticky spread of liquid across my chest. Sasha’s eyes were open. She stared up at me, her pupils dilating. A red rose blush oozed from the center of her chest. I reached a hand down. It came away slick with blood. The team leader was screaming in my ear but the words were just fragments of sound.

      I wasn’t for giving her up. I fell to my knees, Sasha clutched to my chest. My head tilted back. I stared beyond the blades, beyond the mountains, and into the very heavens themselves as I held the dead child in my arms.
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      The chopper flew low over the wire and landed in a wash of dust. Ground crew and medical staff emerged from the shadows, sprinting toward it, their heads low. I clambered out, my head smothered in bandages, Sasha cradled in my arms, my shirt soaked with her blood.

      The six-man special-forces exfiltration team followed, faces set like granite. I reached down and brushed a strand of stray hair from Sasha’s face. The others clambered past me, avoiding eye contact.

      It was warmer here than up in the mountains. The sky was dark, the stars obliterated by the haze of camp lights.

      Sasha’s face was lily white. I laid her on the bare ground and closed her eyelids with a sweep of my hand. My fingertips left blood and dust on her face. Two army doctors and a trauma medic studied me from a distance. Even though I could feel fresh blood still leaking through the dressing covering my head wound, they didn’t try to stop me.

      

      The graveyard was quiet as I set her down. My walk had taken me through the middle of the camp. Eyes studied me all the way. The worst were those in uniform, the wire-huggers, as I thought of them; the guys who planned and replanned and visited this mess after it had all gone down, and marched around the rest of the time with their fruit-salad medals pinned to their puffed-out chests.

      I was thankful that, as the country had slid further into the mire, there had been fewer and fewer of them. What the hell did they have to take credit for? The Taliban were still here. The West had never decided what the hell it wanted to be: avenger or liberator. It had proved to be both, and in being both had become neither. Finally, the IEDs, rogue Afghans and the indifference of a war-sickened people had driven the military to a strategy of drones and men like me. The bitter bounty of our righteous war? Dead little girls and two-day heroes with blackened minds and stumps for limbs that the politicians could jerk off about for as long as the homecoming parade lasted. Wrap yourself in a flag that meant jack shit, drop some dollars into a bucket, close your door, and thank the Lord it wasn’t your son or daughter. That was the truth, as I saw it now. Just don’t say it out loud: if there was one thing the people back home hated more than terrorists, it was some asshole holding up a mirror to them.

      I kept walking, past the grunts, who had seen crazier shit than this and knew not to look at me, and the fruit-salad guys, the occasional mute local and a gaggle of NGO workers, trailing silence in my wake. Once I had set her down, I found a clear area, and set to work with an entrenching tool I had purloined from the cabin of the Little Bird.

      The earth was brittle. There was no topsoil to speak of. When this smaller base had been built, the ground had been packed hard to prevent any breaching of the perimeter to plant an IED. To conserve energy, I used the blade to mark out the grave. I set to work in the center of the rectangle, digging straight down and scooping out from that hole. The field work back in the village had left me in good shape for such a task. The only time I stopped was to clear the sweat from my eyes. Progress was steady, slowed only by the care with which I piled the dug-out soil I would need to fill in the grave.

      With the first foot of ground cleared, the work got a little easier. I heard footsteps close by, scuffed and deliberate, the movements of someone who knew well enough to announce their presence. I was standing in the grave by now, the ground just shy of waist height, which meant I had dug to a depth of three or so feet.

      The footsteps belonged to a civilian with long hair tied back in a ponytail and a bushy salt-and-pepper beard. He looked to be in his late forties. He was dressed in boots, camo pants, and bundled up in a thick down North Face jacket.

      ‘What was her name?’ he asked, his eyes on the little girl. ‘It is a girl, right? Only with all that blood . . .’

      ‘Sasha,’ I said. ‘Her name was Sasha.’

      I had seen the guy around. He wasn’t special forces, but he moved in those circles, although ‘flitted’ was perhaps a better word. He didn’t seem to talk much from what I’d seen. He was something to do with psy-ops, the guys of the future, if you listened to the brass.

      ‘You want I can leave you alone?’ he said.

      I shrugged and went back to digging. He must have taken the shrug as a no because he stayed where he was. Minutes passed. The hole in the ground deepened. The ground was at shoulder level now. I glanced across. I could see the guy’s ankles and the tops of his boots. There were more footsteps, in lockstep this time. I put my palms on the edge of the grave. Two grunts were carrying a child’s coffin. They laid it at the feet of the guy from psy-ops, about-turned and left.

      ‘Thought you might be able to use this,’ he said.

      ‘Appreciate it.’

      ‘My name’s Muir,’ said the psy-ops guy. ‘You dig any deeper, and you’ll be staying down there.’

      I didn’t reply. If the guy hadn’t been standing there, part of me felt like I could have stayed where I was, dragged the child in and pulled the earth over both of us. Muir reached out a hand and helped me up.

      Between us we lifted the body into the small coffin. I wished there was something I could put in with her ‒ a teddy bear, some jewelry, a letter. In the end, I took off my jacket, balled it up and placed it carefully under her head. I used my Gerber to ratchet the screws that secured the coffin lid. With Muir I lowered the small coffin into the grave. Muir stood, head bowed, hands clasped in front of him as I shoveled the soil on top. Then we tramped it down.

      Finished, I stood back and stared at the patch of differently shaded earth. Now I was done, I felt unsure of what to do next. Part of me had hoped that, after burying the child, I would have made peace with what had happened, but I felt nothing other than I had before – grief, sorrow and anger at one more senseless act in a world full of them.

      ‘You have kids, Sergeant?’ Muir asked.

      ‘No one calls me “Sergeant”. They haven’t in years.’ I shook my head. ‘No kids. Maybe one day. You?’

      ‘Nope, married to my work . . .’ Muir trailed off as he nodded toward the grave. ‘You ever wonder how much of this is down to sheer bad luck?’ he said.

      I didn’t mind listening but I didn’t feel much like talking. I looked at him. ‘What do you want?’

      ‘This,’ he said. ‘This isn’t normal. Dragging some dead kid onto the heli when it’s already at full load. That’s not like you. Anyone else would be shit canned.’

      At last I had something to grab onto, something that made sense. The guy wasn’t here to lend a sympathetic ear: he was here to tell me I’d screwed up, gotten too involved. For the first time since the Taliban kidnap party had shown up, the world seemed to have settled back on its axis. They didn’t give a fuck about me. They gave a fuck that I could do the job without embarrassing them or displaying emotion. Git ’er done, son, and shut the fuck up about it once you’re finished. Fine. That I could relate to.

      ‘What you gonna do?’ I said. ‘Bench me? Be my guest. I’m done.’

      ‘This isn’t what you think, Byron. I’m not here to chew your ass. We value your work. We truly do.’ He looked me in the eyes. ‘You don’t have to be done, Byron. You can do what you do best, sleep well and have a good life. We can help you. We want to help you. The only question is, will you let us?’

      ‘What do you mean “help”?’ I asked him.

      I tried to step outside myself for a moment. A guy taking a dead kid on a chopper so that she could receive a proper burial: was it crazy or honorable? Okay, it was outside the usual parameters of behaviour, especially given my job, but it wasn’t without some measure of humanity. What was the alternative? Leave her to the animals? At least this way she had a final resting place.

      ‘You know what combat fatigue is?’ Muir asked me.

      I nodded. Half of the guys I worked with showed signs of it. Most often it crept up on you when you were back home, alone in the silence and stillness of civilian life, surrounded by regular people whose exposure to all this shit was a news item or the occasional piece on 60 Minutes. The rotations had been so heavy in recent years that as soon as you got home, and started readjusting, it was time to head back into the mire. Rinse and repeat. Repeat it often enough, and it messed you up.

      ‘Combat fatigue. PTSD. Call it what you like. It’s the number-one problem for us now,’ Muir said. ‘We spend all this money training someone like you. It’s like buying a Ferrari and never changing the oil. Sooner or later it’s going to break down.’

      I followed his gaze to the freshly dug grave. ‘You want me to see a shrink?’

      ‘There might be that component to it but we’ve developed something far more powerful.’

      ‘If it’s pills . . .’ I said. There was no way I was going to start taking drugs.

      I had seen how that went. Get on them, and you might never get off. I had grown up around people who stuffed themselves full of all kinds of things. It never ended well.

      ‘Something far more radical. A neural implant that wouldn’t just make you better able to cope, it would make you feel and function at levels previously unheard off. Obviously it’s classified so we couldn’t discuss the precise nature of the technology now, and certainly not here,’ he said, with a wave of his arms to take in the camp.

      I had to stop myself laughing in the guy’s face. This wasn’t the first time I had heard about that kind of stuff. There had been some talk in special-ops circles about a chip or some kind of gizmo that they were putting in people’s heads. It was out there, all right, but not by that much. Sitting in an airport in Frankfurt, I’d read an interview with some guy who said that, in the near future, he wanted people to plug straight into their search engine via an implant. All you’d have to do would be to think about LOL cats or some other bullshit and it popped up in your head. I knew that DARPA was working on some of this stuff, too, just like they had experimented with acid, electro-shock therapy and a bunch of other crazy shit over the years. Having the conversation was different, though. A discussion like this didn’t come out of the blue.

      ‘Think I’ll pass,’ I said.

      Muir shrugged, took off his glasses and polished them with the bottom of his shirt. It seemed rehearsed, much like the rest of what he’d said.

      ‘Think about it,’ he said finally. He began to walk away.

      ‘Hey,’ I called after him, ‘this new program have a name?’

      Muir turned. He looked from me to the grave and back. ‘Right now we’re calling it TGFS.’

      I knew how much the military loved their acronyms. ‘What’s it stand for?’ I asked.

      ‘The guilt-free soldier.’
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      I spent the next two days in classified debriefing sessions, going over every detail of the operation. We covered the events leading up to my abduction in good time and the field officer seemed satisfied with my version of events. The last few hours of the mission were a different story. I relayed what had happened with Masori as best I could. It wasn’t enough. I was asked to go over it again and again until both men grew frustrated. At the end of the first afternoon session, Muir was waiting for me.

      ‘How you doing, Byron?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ I told him.

      ‘Everyone treating you okay?’

      I shrugged. I wanted to head back to my quarters, grab a shower, get some chow and go visit the grave. Sasha still pulled at the corners of my mind. Her death was one part of the mission that I had no problem recalling. The memory was vivid to the point of being physically painful.

      ‘Anything you need?’ Muir prompted.

      There was something. I had already made the request and been refused. ‘I’d like to call home.’

      ‘Soon as you’re no longer in country, I can fix that for you.’

      That was the answer I had already been given. I hadn’t much liked it the first time either. I was sure it was connected to the debriefing, and that I was being punished in some way for the mission having gone so horribly wrong.

      ‘I’m sorry, Sergeant. I know it’s tough.’

      It was something, I guessed. I gave Muir a curt nod of thanks.

      ‘All talked out, huh?’ Muir said, with a smile.

      But I wasn’t a man of few words. I was happy to talk about most subjects. That was part of what made me as effective in the field as I was. I liked people. They fascinated me ‒ even the bad ones, sometimes especially the bad ones. It was something that few people outside special-forces operations understood. When civilians or the media, or even many people in the military, thought of special forces they connected them with direct-action operations, like those conducted by the SEALS. Leave base, kill or capture some asshole or assholes, and come home.

      But Army Special Forces, where I had originally trained before taking on a special liaison role with the Agency, had been characterized by a different approach. Those men could fight, and teach others to do the same, but their skills lay in gathering intelligence in the field and forging alliances with friendly forces. Often there was no base to return to. Once you were outside the wire that was it. You lived, slept and ate with the locals. It was a different approach that required not only a different skill set but a different mentality. At the center of it lay communication, which was how you built trust. The problem now was that, since I had got back inside the wire, I wasn’t sure anymore who could be trusted.

      ‘Sergeant Tibor,’ Muir said. ‘We’re worried about you. That was a pretty nasty head injury you took back there.’

      ‘No shit,’ I said. They had patched me up as best they could on the ground but I had already been told I was looking at one more surgical procedure at least, and I was still getting headaches that made me want to scoop out my brains.

      ‘I want to get you checked out again,’ said Muir. ‘Can I walk you over there?’

      ‘I know where it is,’ I replied.

      ‘Humor me.’

      We headed across camp in silence. When we reached the triage area, Muir and I were greeted by an army surgeon who had already examined me a couple of times. He was holding a wooden clipboard with a form that he handed over for me to sign.

      I glanced down at it. ‘What’s this?’

      ‘Consent form for the RDF chip.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘New procedure, Sergeant. If you’d had one of these we could have avoided what happened back there.’

      I studied the form a little more closely. The RDF chip was a bio-powered subcutaneous implant placed in the neck, which allowed constant monitoring of an operative’s vital signs. It also had a GPS function, ensuring that the operative could be located via satellite anywhere in the world at any time.

      ‘Forget it,’ I said, tossing the clipboard back in the surgeon’s direction.

      ‘It’s only ever employed when you’re active. It’s not like we’re going to be counting how many times you go take a dump,’ Muir said.

      To be fair, mention of the chip hadn’t exactly come from left field. I already knew a couple of other field agents and undercover operatives who were using the technology. Lone operatives went missing all the time, and if the worst had happened, I wanted those who knew me to have the closure offered by a body. The consent form reassured me that even if data was gathered while I wasn’t active it could never be accessed, never mind used. The argument was the same you got with every additional layer of security. If you don’t have anything to hide, then what’s the problem?

      ‘I’ll pass,’ I said. ‘Anyway, that was probably my last time out now that I’m carrying this head injury.’

      ‘Headaches?’ said the surgeon. ‘We should get you out of here ASAP and have a full set of tests done.’

      ‘Listen, Doc, I just want to see get back Stateside. After that, you can do what the hell you like.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Muir. ‘We understand.’

      Another look passed between them. I turned round and walked away. This time no one followed me.

      

      Sasha visited me in the dead hours of the morning when the camp was at its quietest. She stared at me with big brown eyes that filled with tears. It was only as they rolled down her cheeks that I saw they were blood. When I looked back at her eyes, they were black from the hemorrhage.

      I forced my own eyes open and felt a shiver of vibration next to me on the pillow. My first thought was a cell phone, which didn’t make sense. Cell phones weren’t allowed on base.

      Lying on my side, I reached underneath the pillow. There was nothing there apart from the sheet. It was then that the back of my hand brushed the side of my neck, and I felt it: a rice-grain-sized bump just under the skin.

      I sat up and felt it with my fingertips. I got out of bed, threw on a jacket and headed for the shower block.

      I stood side on to the mirror and studied the red welt of raised skin on my neck. I set off to find Muir.
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      Muir’s face turned from scarlet to purple as I tightened my grip around his throat. Four grunts rushed forward and did their best to pull me away. One caught my left elbow in the face. The force of the blow sent him flying backwards. More men rushed in to help.

      ‘You’re going to kill him.’

      Muir was staring at me, eyes wide. His mouth fell open. His eyes began to close as he started to lose consciousness. I relaxed my grip, and he collapsed to the floor, gasping for breath.

      I found myself surrounded by a semicircle of military personnel. They stared at me but kept their distance.

      ‘Why’d you do it?’ I said to Muir.

      Muir held up an open palm as he continued to gasp for air. ‘Do what?’ he said finally. His glasses had fallen off. I picked them up off the floor and handed them to him. One of the lenses was cracked, a fissure spidering out from the center.

      ‘Put the RDF chip in.’

      ‘What the hell are you talking about, Sergeant?’

      ‘And why do you keep calling me “Sergeant”?’

      Muir put his glasses back on, and slowly got to his feet, one hand massaging his windpipe. ‘You consented to the RDF implant, Byron. Yesterday. You can talk to the surgeon if you don’t believe me. I have your signature on the papers. You remember what we told you about Lewis, don’t you?’

      Either Muir was one hell of a liar or my brain was more scrambled than I knew. I swallowed hard and tried to think back to the conversation. All I could remember was very definitely refusing permission. The memory was clear.

      My headache was back, a crushing pain that left my hands and feet tingling. Muir was looking at me like I was crazy. His face was changing color. The center of his forehead shifted from a natural skin tone to a blazing orange. A third eye opened in the middle of his head.

      I blinked, suddenly less sure of myself. When I glanced back, Muir’s face had returned to normal. The mess hall was silent.

      I’d signed the papers? Yesterday?

      ‘Listen, Byron. You’ve been through a lot over the past while. Let’s get you through this debrief and back in shape. Forget this,’ said Muir, as a couple of the men standing at the edge of the assembled audience began to drift back to their tables.
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      There are two keys to a successful escape and evasion, at least in the initial stages, and the second flows from the first. The first is the time between the escape and discovery of the escape. The second is distance. Time buys you distance, and distance from point of escape made it much more difficult for someone to find you. Get a hundred yards outside a wire before the alarm sounds, and you’re screwed. Get fifty miles and you’ve made the searcher’s job a whole different story. Not with an RDF chip, though.

      At around ten that evening, I headed to the latrines with a scalpel filched from a medic’s bag earlier in the day. I had been shown the consent form with my signature and initials. Both the surgeon and Muir, with a nurse, had told me the same story, and a lot of stuff about someone called Lewis. I had consented freely to the RDF chip being inserted in my neck. But I had no idea who Lewis was.

      Fifteen minutes later, I emerged from the latrines, the shirt of my collar turned way up, covering the fresh wound on the left side of my neck. Rather than head back to my bunk, I hung a left, striding across the camp to the vehicle depot I had scoped out earlier.

      Part of the camp’s remit was to serve as a secure distribution center for humanitarian aid. I walked toward it, a man with a newly found sense of purpose. One of the first things I had learned on covert operations was that being overt worked better a lot of the time. Look like you belong somewhere, and you tend to blend into the background. If you’re hesitant, it comes off you in waves, like the stench of rotting meat in summer.

      Because the camp was considered secure, the trucks were lightly guarded. They were close to the mess hall, which also made an approach easy. It was simply a matter of walking through the open gate ringed by chain-link fencing.

      You could tell the vehicles weren’t military just by looking at how they were arranged. Rather than neat rows, they were all over the place. The only system I had observed was that the ones nearer the gate were those already loaded and due out at first light. By looking at the weight on the axles, I counted four that were good to go. It was possible but unlikely that they would be searched thoroughly before they left. Coming in was a different story as there would be no better way of delivering an IED into the camp than by humanitarian relief – Oklahoma bombing Taliban-style.

      The tiny RDF chip I had just dug out from my neck was in my front pocket. I lifted the edge of the truck tarp and took a peek. I didn’t care so much about what was being hauled as whether the cargo gave me an accessible space. There wouldn’t be a full security check but, no doubt, there would be some cursory count to ensure that what left matched up with what got to the destination. Thankfully, there was no weighbridge to tip anyone off to an extra two hundred pounds in back.

      I passed on the first truck full of cooking oil and settled for the second, which held bags of grain. Time was ticking away, and I couldn’t be choosy. I clambered in, trying to make as little impression on the interior as a man of my size could.

      There was some space nearer the cab. Even with the coughing of the diesel engine, I was pretty sure I would be able to pick up any conversation between the driver and the guard allotted to each truck.

      Hunkering down, my knees touching my chest, I pulled a sack of grain back into place. I was pretty certain that it would pass casual inspection. If someone was actively looking for a stowaway I would be found, but if it was just a quick check I was in good shape.

      I didn’t dwell too much on what would happen if I was found. After all, it wasn’t as if I was regular military, or that I was being held against my will. It had been made clear to me on several occasions that the program Muir seemed to be trying to recruit me into was voluntary. Like the Army Ranger motto, the Latin for which was sua sponte, you signed up ‘of your own accord’.

      So, if that was true, then why the hell was I sneaking out like a thief in the night? What the answer lacked in logic, it made up for in certainty. I didn’t trust the people around me anymore. I needed answers to things I hadn’t even been able to form into a coherent set of questions yet. I felt like I was losing my mind. The approach from Muir. The RDF chip I’d refused but that had been implanted. My signature on the consent form when I had no memory of signing it.

      

      I must have dozed off because I woke a short time later to the sound of sleepy drivers and their guards standing around in the freezing cold as they divided up the convoy between them. A chink of half-light found its way to my eyes as the rear tarp was pulled back. As I had suspected, the check was cursory and followed swiftly by the opening and closing of cab doors.

      A sea of engines rumbled and the convoy was on its way, settling for less than a minute at the gate before hitting what passed for freeway in the barren landscape. The trucks picked up speed. I listened keenly to pick up any conversation up front but either driver and guard weren’t talkers or, more likely, it was just too late.

      Now that they were on the road, I could find a more comfortable position. I had cut enough of a slit in the side tarpaulin to get eyes on the landscape so that I could pick out not only my own departure point but that of the tiny RDF chip. The truck slowed as the convoy began to climb a steep incline. I slashed again at the tarp, creating enough of a gap that I could stick my head out and get a better sense of the terrain. I could see the horizon rise in front of me. By the edge of the road was a ditch – as good a place as any to deposit the RDF transmitter, and the crest of the slope was as good a place as any to get out. I calculated that we were less than ten miles out from the camp but I had also worked out that, for every mile I hitched, the chances of someone figuring out I had left the facility edged ever upwards.

      I pitched the transmitter as hard as I could out of the side of the truck. It arced its way the first ten feet or so toward the ditch.

      The truck slowed with a lurch. I could hear the other vehicles beginning to brake. It wasn’t a good sign, not when they were climbing a slope. A radio crackled in the cab. The message coming in was about a checkpoint up ahead.

      Looking back to the spot where I had thrown the tracking device, I cursed my luck. Checkpoints were bad news – especially at night. Masquerading as a security measure, they were either set up to gather information to be passed on to insurgents or, more often, to shake down money. Soliciting bribes here, as in many developing nations, was an art form. Approaches were never direct and often took the form of simply keeping someone in one place until that person realized the fastest way of getting back on the road would be to offer a token of their appreciation for the work being done in holding them up.

      I stuck my head back through the tarp to get a visual. The checkpoint was like none I’d seen here. The road at the top of the rise was lit like the Fourth of July, with big arc lights either side of the road illuminating what looked like four Dodge Charger police cruisers with flak-jacketed white cops leaning against their vehicles. It was a surreal sight.

      I tried to shake the cobwebs out of my head. I closed my eyes for a second. When I opened them again, the lights were gone, replaced by the beams from two local Afghan police pick-ups. Not that any of it mattered. If I was still in the truck at the top of the rise, the slit I had cut in the tarp would betray me. It was now or never.

      I ducked my head back inside, my blood chilled by what I was seeing. The sacks of grain were gone, replaced by dozens of dead bodies. Men, women, children lay all around me, their limbs contorted, like a scene from a concentration-camp death train. Looking down, I saw that they were behind me too. I was standing on one, my boots imprinted on a man’s naked back.

      The smell of death was everywhere. My stomach lurched and my mouth filled with bile. Panicked, I grabbed my Gerber and slashed at the tarp. Pushing off with my left foot, I climbed onto the edge of the truck, imagining hands clawing at my feet, trying to drag me back inside, and launched myself out onto the road, the truck still moving.

      I hit the ground with a force that jarred my spine. The truck behind almost clipped me as it drove past. I rolled down into the ditch before I could be picked up by the headlights of the next vehicle in the convoy.

      There was about a foot of freezing muddy water in the bottom of the ditch. The trucks were rumbling past toward the checkpoint. I shook my head, trying to clear everything I’d seen from my mind.

      When the lights from the rear security vehicle had swept over the ditch, I clambered out on the other side. There was no time to dwell on the last moments before I had bailed, but I allowed myself a single backward glance up the rise. There was nothing out of the ordinary about the scene playing out, just four local cops who wanted to hold up an aid convoy until someone grew bored enough to pay them.

      I plunged forward into the desert scrub. Time was short so I needed to fill it with as much distance as I could. Breaking into a run, I set a steady pace, the canopy of stars overhead guiding me south.
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      Moving forward seemed to keep the visions at bay and allowed my mind to settle. I tried not to dwell on my decision to flee the camp. It was done now and nothing would change that. All that concerned me was getting home. If I kept that at the front of my mind, I would be fine. Escape, like most things, occurred in the mind. It was a question of attitude and determination. I had seen it at the SERE (Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape) course at Fort Bragg. I had been one of the last to be captured. When I was finally taken, I had also been one of the last to crack under interrogation. Everyone did, you were told up front: it was how long you lasted that mattered. As with resistance, the key to escape was to stay in the present and focus on your goal.

      My goal was the city. Once there, I would be able to find people who could help me. My contacts were extensive and this was still a shadowland of a country where, for the right price, anything could be secured, including travel documents and a flight out.

      My plan was to travel by night when my ambient temperature was most closely in sync with the land and I wouldn’t be picked up by any drones or piloted aircraft using FLIR (forward-looking infrared) imaging. Moving at night, when the temperature was lowest, would keep me warm and I’d be less likely to suffer dehydration. At the camp I had noticed that the temperature was considerably higher than it had been in the mountains. By midday the heat was oppressive. I would find shade in daytime and rest up.

      Along with the heat, the landscape had surprised me. It was drier than I had expected. A lot drier. Finding water would be the biggest challenge. I was already experiencing hunger pangs but those I could safely choose to ignore. Water was another matter. Dehydration would kill you just the same as a bullet through the heart. It wouldn’t be pretty either, and it was something you could slide into without knowing it was happening. Lack of water messed with your mind so you had to be vigilant for the warning signs.

      From nowhere, I felt a jab of pain in my foot. I reached down and pulled some kind of thorn from the bottom of my boot. I held it up to my face. It looked like the barb from some kind of cactus. It had gone straight through the leather. Looking around, I didn’t see any kind of bush or tree or cactus that matched up. I tossed the spike, shrugged off the pain and kept moving.

      Every once in a while, at irregular intervals, I would stop, listen, retake my course from the stars, using basic astral navigation, and scan the land ahead. The most I heard was the howl of a dog as I skirted a farmhouse, the livestock skittish at my approach. I doubled my pace to get clear before anyone came out to investigate what had alerted the animal.

      A short distance beyond the stone buildings of the smallholding, I came upon a wadi. Miraculously, the bottom had water. Not much, but water nonetheless. Its presence explained the livestock and the smallholding. I filled one of the empty water bottles I had brought with me, dropped in a purification tablet, and jumped down into the riverbed.

      I waded for a few hundred yards, got out and reset my course. I estimated that I had only an hour until dawn. I would keep walking a little past sunrise but not for long. As I moved, I scanned the horizon for somewhere to hole up.

      

      With dawn came heat. There was no sign of shelter save a couple of trees. My piss was already running yellow – a bad sign. I sipped at the water I’d collected from the wadi. It tasted stale and brackish. I thought about doubling back to the smallholding and finding shelter there but decided against it. It would take ninety minutes, more with the heat, and I couldn’t afford to lose the ground.

      Ahead I could see the mountains on the far horizon. If I could survive and evade capture until nightfall, they would be within striking distance. Beyond the mountains was the city. More importantly, the mountains held water, vegetation, food and better cover.

      I headed for one of the trees and sat down in its shade. My foot still stung from the spike that had pierced the leather. I pulled off my boots and massaged my feet. As I was putting them back on, I heard the buzz of a drone flying overhead.

      Slowly, I got up, flattening my back against the short trunk, my head running into thorny branches. Glancing up, I caught a glimmer of white in the bright blue sky as the drone worked round in a loop.

      From the brief glimpse I had just had, and its flight pattern, it was almost certainly a reconnaissance and surveillance UAV. If it had thermal imaging or another enhanced capability, I was toast. All I could do was sit tight. Drones could stay in the air a long time. If it moved away the operator, who was no doubt sitting safely back in the States, sipping an icy Diet Coke, had missed me. If it stayed, I was heading back to camp with a lot of explaining to do. What was it Masori had said to me? Everyone has a story. Mine would have to be a good one or I was looking at a world of pain.

      The buzzing was fainter. I looked up through the jagged bone-dry branches and saw the drone a mile out from my position, circling in an ever-widening loop.

      The tips of my fingers felt sticky. I closed my eyes, not wanting to look. I was afraid that the visions I’d had in the truck were returning, that I would open my eyes and see blood.

      Not to look was almost worse. It amounted to an admission that I could no longer trust my own mind. I willed my eyes open, and raised a sticky hand.

      There was momentary relief as I saw that the stickiness wasn’t blood but a gooey clear sap. As the drone circled, I must have dug my fingernails into the tree bark. I brought it up to my nose and inhaled. A juniper tree. I’d seen them before on the approach to the mountains but not on the flat desert plains. As I looked at the mountains in the distance, I started to see more of them. They were dotted everywhere, along with sagebrush and thick balls of tumbleweed.

      I dug out my water bottle and took a couple of long draws. Dehydration, the mind playing tricks. The buzz of the drone had died completely. I was alone again. The sun shifted ever upwards. I pulled down the sleeves of my jacket so that my arms were covered. I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.

      

      I woke to Sasha standing over me. She stared at me with soft brown eyes. She was smiling. The juniper trees had multiplied since I had closed my eyes. They were all around me, packed so densely that they almost blotted out the mountains.

      My mouth felt dry. I pulled out my water bottle. It was close to empty. I offered what little there was to Sasha. She took it from me, twisted off the cap, and emptied the dregs into her mouth. The water spilled red from the corners of her lips. She doubled over, clutching her stomach. The bottle fell to the ground. Blood arced in a torrent from her mouth. It pooled at my feet.

      Then she was gone. There was no blood. The landscape was the same, a scattering of junipers and sagebrush with the mountains in the distance. I blinked and dug out the water bottle. It was half full. Lips cracked and gluey, I took a drink and found the sun. A wind had picked up. I could hear birdsong. That was it. I was alone. In a few hours it would be dark, and I could strike out for the mountains. My stomach rumbled, and I needed to pee. I stepped to the other side of the tree. My piss was closer to amber than yellow as the sunlight sparkled against it. I finished up and sat down on the other side, waiting for sunset.

      I guided my mind away from Sasha. She was the past, I told myself. The desert was my present. One last push. One last push to the mountains.

      

      I decided that when I reached the mountains I would keep moving. There was more vegetation, more contours in the land to conceal me. More than that, walking banished the horrors.

      I remembered speaking to someone, before my talks with Muir back at the camp, about seeing things that weren’t there. I wasn’t sure who it had been or when they had spoken. All I could remember was the conversation or, more precisely, their side of it. They had told me that once PTSD or combat fatigue, or whatever tag you wanted to put on what people suffered from once they had seen too much, was present, it was often accompanied by hallucinations and flashbacks that appeared wholly real. They worked the same neural pathways as if the event was happening right in front of you. I would go see someone if I had to. Whatever it took, I would do it, but it would have to be on my terms, with a person I could trust, and I wasn’t going to start popping pills or sign up as a government lab rat.

      I covered the remainder of the ground in good time. At one point, I must have skirted close to a road because I saw headlights. I ducked behind a bushy juniper and waited until it passed, then tacked away from the road.

      As the ground started to rise, another dog howled in the distance. I could pick out the outline of a stone compound. The sound cut through me and I altered course again, Gerber in hand, ready if the dog picked up my scent. Dogs here were like the insurgents, tough, mean motherfuckers who’d happily rip you limb from limb just because you were on their ground. I had seen US troops, guys who probably had a much-loved canine at home, shoot them.

      The land grew rocky. I began to climb, my thighs and calves aching as I pushed on. The moon had disappeared behind a stack of clouds. The weather was changing ‒ fast. There was a rumble of thunder in the distance followed by a flash that left my hands and feet tingling. I had moved down into a narrow canyon, hoping it was a pass that would save me having to climb.

      Seconds later the rain swept in. The drops were like bullets, lashing over the bone-dry ground in sheets. Almost immediately I was soaked to the skin. I tilted my head back and stuck out my tongue. The rain felt good but water was already beginning to channel into the pass from higher ground.

      Unclear of how long the canyon ran for, and with no way of knowing how I would be able to climb out without gear if it dead-ended, I doubled back. My boots slopped through the mud, and I had to take a knee as rocks gave way above me. Hair plastered to my face, I pressed on. The rain was hitting me so hard that it hurt. It helped me focus. I scrambled away from the sloping mouth of the canyon. Looking back, I saw that if I’d stayed I would have been waist deep in water by now.

      Skirting round to the west, I climbed toward a narrow ridge line. The rain was shifting ground from under me, ripping out bushes and exposing tree roots. Thunder boomed and lightning forked. The ground crackled with the burst of electricity, and I was thrown backwards. I put out my hands in time to break the fall, got back to my feet and pressed on.

      The ridge line was up ahead, blocked by a vertical rock face. To the east was a path that climbed upwards. I would take that, if it hadn’t been washed out by the time I got there.

      It was a short distance but it took me some time to cover the ground. I followed the path up toward the ridge. At one point, almost blinded by rain, I lost my footing at the very edge of a sheer drop. I grabbed for a tree branch. It held as my fingers closed around it, and I hauled myself up.

      The path was being fractured by the force of the storm. I hunkered down on my hands and knees and begin to climb straight up. My hands searched for gaps in the rock.

      With one final push I breached the ridge line and collapsed face down, my face painted a watery red thrown up from the rocks. I had made it.

      A final clap of thunder sounded as I stared in disbelief at the city spread out before me. No. It wasn’t possible. I blinked through the rain, certain that my mind was playing another trick on me. This time, though, I couldn’t clear away what I was seeing. I tried closing my eyes and opening them again, willing my mind back to reality. It was no use.

      Beneath me lay the original mirage, America’s great city of the imagination, a blazing forest of light that rose from the desert – Las Vegas. I could pick out not just the Strip, but the signs on individual casinos and hotels. My mind might have been playing tricks, but I was sure there was nothing wrong with my eyesight.

      There was only one thing for it. I would deal with this in the same way I had dealt with everything else that troubled or scared me. I would confront it. I got to my feet and set off down the slope, heading for the burning neon bubble as the storm folded its arms around me.
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        ‘How many people here believe in free will? Okay, that’s going to change.’

        Robert Sapolsky, professor of neurology and neurological sciences at Stanford University

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Graves

      

      Harry Graves pulled up to the guardhouse at the entrance to the research facility seventy miles north of Las Vegas. Hot desert air rushed in as he lowered the driver’s window to speak to one of the two private security contractors manning the gate. The procedure was so engrained in him that he barely gave it a second thought. As they chatted, the other guard checked the trunk. A camera mounted atop the guardhouse scanned the vehicle. A separate camera scanned Graves’s face, lingering over his retina. That was the nature of security at the perimeter of the facility – high-tech and low key. The guards themselves were affable. They were there to run the system. Any breach was dealt with by others but very few had taken place – until a few days ago. Usually, the most they had to contend with was the occasional UFO spotter tracking back this way from the nearby Area 51. The overly persistent were dealt with by the local county sheriff’s department and sent politely on their way.

      It was a full mile before you reached the actual facility. Barring the guards armed with M-4s at the second checkpoint, and its remote location, the facility could have doubled as a college campus or the headquarters of a successful internet company in Silicon Valley. Four single-story white buildings, each with a footprint of forty thousand square feet, were laid out on a diamond pattern. Tucked away in the middle of the diamond, and obscured from sight by the four buildings, was the medical center.

      Graves pulled into a parking space in front of the first building, grabbed his briefcase and headed inside. He signed in at the reception desk, passed another facial recognition and retinal scanner and headed for Muir’s office.

      Muir looked up as Graves walked in and slumped into a chair opposite. Lured away from his glittering academic career to run the program, he had been adept at energizing the team they’d assembled but he’d proved a poor administrator.

      Graves dipped into his jacket pocket for his packet of Marlboros. He pulled one out and stuck it in his mouth while he rummaged for his lighter. The cigarette drew a reproachful stare from Muir.

      ‘There’s no smoking allowed in here, Harry,’ Muir said.

      ‘There’s not?’ he said, taking another drag. ‘You think there’s hope for me, Doc?’ he asked Muir. ‘I mean, I’m closing in on sixty here.’

      Muir smiled across the table at him. ‘You chain-smoke. You drink heavily. Your diet is, quite frankly . . .’

      ‘Disgusting?’ he offered.

      ‘I was going to say appalling, but disgusting will do. And, yes, I’m sure that even in your condition, at this advanced state, and with your major organs in such a state of probable disrepair, we could find some way of prolonging your conscious life.’

      Graves sighed. ‘Scoop out my grey matter, stick it in a jar, hook me up to a computer. I bet you could,’ he said. What a depressing thought. Eternal life. Hundreds of years more of this shit No, thanks. ‘Think I’d rather just go out like Jimmy,’ he said, finally. ‘Y’know, suck on some metal.’ Across the table, Muir stiffened at the mention of Lewis. Graves open-palmed an apology. ‘I’m sorry, that was tactless.’

      ‘Yes, it was,’ said Muir.

      This was the part of Muir’s character that had come to worry Graves. He’d thought that a scientist, and especially one as driven as Muir appeared to be, would have been more capable of divorcing himself from the work. But in the last few months, ever since the Lewis incident, and then Byron, he’d been more like some over-sentimental animal-shelter volunteer. What a mess. Now they were almost a year behind and DARPA was seriously considering cutting the funding. It had taken all of Graves’s political acumen to stop them pulling the rug out from under them entirely, while he worked on securing them some grey-funding, private money from investors who would benefit from whatever the project threw up.

      DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, was the largest single-entity funder of scientific research in the world, with an annual budget of around $3.2 billion. But while it sounded like a lot, and it was, the money was spread over one hell of a large surface area. If you or someone else could imagine it, then DARPA-funded scientists were working on it. Originally established in 1958 as a response to the Soviet threat, DARPA was to the Pentagon what Silicon Valley was to the rest of the country. From acid and mind-control techniques in the sixties to computing in the seventies, robotics in the eighties, and all manner of nuclear, biological and chemical warfare research throughout its life, DARPA was a decentralized smorgasbord of scientific endeavor with reach beyond military facilities into just about every top college campus. But, after exhausting wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and with federal spending coming under more and more public scrutiny, they had to find a new way of doing things, both in the area of operations and outside it. That made the  post-sapiens soldier program vital. The US couldn’t give up on the Middle East but neither could it keep throwing bodies at it, or bomb anyone into submission. You still needed boots on the ground, but boots that were capable of doing a lot more. And that was where the PSSP came in: it was brilliant in its sheer simplicity.

      And Graves’s place in the grand scheme of things? He wasn’t a scientist, that was for sure, and he continually had to ask the geekier members of the brains trust he dealt with to explain things in words of no more than four syllables so that he could explain it to the politicians and generals and keep the money flowing. Graves’s great strength was that he had realized early in his career what he was good at and where he was weak. He was a fixer, someone who could navigate the myriad interests ranged across the CIA, the Pentagon and Congress, all the way up to the White House and the President herself. She had taken a surprisingly close interest in the project from its very earliest stages when Muir had been developing the new imaging technology that had opened the whole thing up.

      ‘I’m sorry about what happened with Lewis,’ he said finally.

      Muir met his gaze.

      ‘I mean it,’ Graves went on. ‘It was a damn shame. But maybe, y’know, with the stuff he had in that package it worked out for the best.’

      ‘Do you think anyone would have believed him?’ Muir asked.

      ‘Some might have. People buy into all sorts of things these days,’ he said, choosing his words with care. ‘New World Order, UFOs, how 9/11 was a conspiracy because the CIA planted explosives under the Twin Towers, and all kinds of other stuff that may or may not be true, and that, ultimately, regular people don’t give a shit about. As long as they can pay their mortgage, run two cars and afford a vacation, no one cares, and why would they? If we’d let Lewis tell someone his story, maybe that wouldn’t have been a problem. But if he’d run into someone who’d worked out what he was? That would have been a major issue.’

      Across the table from him, Muir bristled. ‘What he was?’

      ‘Okay, who he was. That better for you?’ He let a cylindrical turd of ash drop from his cigarette onto the floor. ‘No matter. He’s gone.’

      ‘And what about Byron?’ Muir said.

      Graves shrugged. ‘No sign of him. Guy’s a ghost. Now, why don’t you and I take a walk? Show me where it all happened.’

      ‘I thought you’d have security do that?’

      Graves threw down his cigarette butt and ground it under his shoe. ‘I’ve read the report, watched all the footage, talked to people. But you were closer to him than anyone here. I’d like you to take me through what happened exactly.’
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      They left the office and hung a left, heading toward the medical center. Researchers and scientists pecked at keyboards or hunched over workbenches. In comparison to previous visits, the atmosphere was somber. Graves was hardly surprised after what had happened. These were people who weren’t used to life at the sharp end. They developed tools for government and the military; they didn’t use them.

      ‘As you know, we’d already done some troubleshooting on the implant you retrieved from Lewis and updated it,’ said Muir.

      ‘You figure out the problem?’ Graves asked him.

      Muir stopped dead. ‘What do you see, Mr Graves?’ he asked.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘It’s a simple question.’

      Graves rocked back and forth on his heels and glanced around. ‘I see a white corridor. I see doors either side. I see you standing next to me asking me some dumbass question.’

      ‘That’s not what Lewis would have seen. He was suffering from a disconnect between what we accept as reality and what he was experiencing.’

      ‘Flashbacks?’

      ‘After a fashion, but that term doesn’t really capture what some of these men, not just the ones in the program, experience. Sometimes what they dredge up can become more vivid, more real to them than everything else.’

      ‘Either of them tell you about this?’ Graves asked.

      Muir shook his head. ‘Nope. That was what concerned me more than anything, especially with Byron. He’d made such a great subject because he was so open with us.’

      Graves chewed it over. ‘So how’d you know?’

      ‘The fMRI scans showed some inconsistencies between what he was telling us and what may have been going on with him.’

      ‘He was lying?’

      They came to a sallyport manned by two guards. Both men looked up at the retinal scanners. The door clicked open. Graves pushed through. Muir waited until they were well clear of the sallyport before answering.

      ‘No, he wasn’t lying. Not in the way that it’s commonly understood, as a deliberate untruth.’

      Graves was starting to get irritated. Muir was incapable of a yes/no answer. Ask the guy what he’d had for breakfast and you were risking a half-hour seminar about Joel Garreau’s work on genetically modifying human fat into pure energy.

      ‘There was a struggle going on between his conscious and unconscious mind. “Struggle” might be too light a word. It was more like a fistfight. Knock ’em down, drag ’em out, bare-knuckle brawl. Here, I’ll show you,’ said Muir, opening a door.

      Graves followed him into a large white room. A Plexiglass wall fronted on to an fMRI scanner. The back wall was filled with displays. Muir powered them up with a swipe of his finger.

      ‘This is Byron’s brain.’

      Graves noted the time code in the bottom left-hand corner of the screen. The scan would have been taken on the day of his arrival at the facility. The image showed a three-dimensional colored model. By now, Graves could pick out the main areas, and had a basic grasp of what they did. Go much beyond that, though, and he was lost. ‘What am I looking at here?’ he said.

      Muir swept a laser pointer over the image on the screen, picking out the tiny sliver of metal in the center. ‘This is the central implant. We placed it inside the amygdala as a way of filtering emotional reactions, such as fear and guilt. The idea was that memory formation, retention and recall would be broadly unchanged but, because we were filtering emotional response, that traumatic memories would have zero impact.’

      The red dot of the laser moved down. ‘These are the cortical areas.’ The laser moved up. ‘And this, as you know, is the frontal lobe. The cortical areas come into play when a person recalls an episodic memory. The frontal lobe intervenes to tell a person that an episodic memory is just that, an event or series of events and experiences from the past.’

      The red dot moved to the bottom of the screen to reveal a set of video controls. Muir clicked the play icon and color swept across the image, like a summer storm. He clicked another button and Byron Tibor’s face appeared on an adjacent screen, his features held in a tight close-up. Graves could hear Muir’s voice as he spoke to Tibor from somewhere out of frame.

      Graves checked the time code on the fMRI scan. This was data taken a couple of days before Tibor’s escape.

      He heard Muir say, ‘How you doing, Byron?’

      There was a slight pause before Tibor replied, ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘Everyone treating you okay?’

      Muir clicked the pause button and looked at Graves, who had no idea what a brief casual exchange between Tibor and Muir was supposed to tell him.

      ‘The questions are irrelevant,’ said Muir. ‘It’s the activity between the cortical areas and the frontal lobe that’s key here.’

      ‘You want to give me this in plain English, Doc?’ Graves prompted.

      ‘Tibor was physically present but his mind wasn’t.’

      ‘So where was he?’

      ‘We’d planned on taking a closer look during the surgery so we can’t say for sure but, judging by what we saw from the fMRI, and observed from his behavior while he was here, he was back in Afghanistan.’

      ‘You’re fucking with me! That was before he entered the program.’

      ‘Just before he came to us,’ said Muir.

      ‘How is that even possible?’

      Muir shrugged. ‘Between the implant and the propranolol we were pretty certain that the original trauma was absent.’

      The original trauma that Muir was referring to was what had originally brought Tibor into the program. It had taken place prior to the withdrawal of US forces from Afghanistan. Tibor had been sent in as a lone operative to establish contact with an insurgent leader called Masori. The op had gone well but there had been a number of casualties, including a young Afghani girl. Shortly after his return, Tibor had begun to demonstrate the classic symptoms of PTSD, including vivid flashbacks. It had come as a shock. He had been exposed to high-threat, high-risk environments for a long period. He was regarded by those who worked with him as a trusted pair of hands. Next thing they knew he was stepping off a helicopter with a dead girl in his arms. No one had seen it coming. One minute he had been the best of the best. The next he was spiraling out of control.

      There had been a period of assessment. The facility was already up and running. Tibor was offered a chance to get his life back. He had done the smart thing and taken it. A couple of the early enrollees hadn’t made it. The scientists had used them to refine the technology. By the time Lewis and Tibor had come along they were getting a handle on things. Both men had been success stories. They had returned to service, cycled through a number of covert operations without a hitch and shown no signs of instability. Then, seemingly from nowhere, Lewis had started to slip, and now Tibor had gone over the edge. The only difference was that Lewis hadn’t taken anyone else with him.

      Graves rubbed his face. ‘Let me see where it happened.’

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Even with the blood and tissue long scrubbed from the floors, walls and ceiling by a specialized clean-up team, Graves couldn’t help but feel a chill as he walked into the operating theater with Muir. A solitary CCTV camera mounted in the far-left corner had captured everything. Graves had reviewed it at least a half-dozen times. What he had seen was both horrifying and, not that he would admit it to a living soul, beautiful. The horror and the beauty were indivisible to him.

      The footage had shown a seemingly unconscious Byron Tibor being wheeled in. The procedure was scheduled to take around six hours. His skull would be opened, the implant would be removed, updated and placed back where it had been.

      The neurosurgery team flown in from Virginia had been about to begin when the monitors had gone crazy. Byron’s eyes had snapped open, he had grabbed the scalpel poised over him, and plunged it into the surgeon’s carotid artery. Rising up, he had killed the four other members of the team with a combination of his bare hands and the surgical instruments to hand. There was no security present to stop him. No one had anticipated that someone who had supposedly been placed under general anesthetic might be a threat. It was only later that forensic examination revealed the anesthetic had been tampered with. Tibor’s ability to control his heart rate and other vital signs had fooled everyone, including the machines he was hooked up to.

      In the chaos that followed he had fled. It had been a carefully calculated and planned escape.

      ‘So?’ said Graves, picking up a scalpel from a tray of instruments set out next to a heart monitor. ‘He used the implant to get past security?’

      Muir grimaced. ‘Not his implant. Each person who works here has a small RFID implant inserted in their arm. It stands for radio frequency identification device. All the doors have coils with electricity running through them. If you’re chipped, the metal coil in your implant is induced when you reach the door and it opens automatically. After he’d finished killing the medical team, Byron cut out one of their implants and used it to make his way out.’

      ‘Smart motherfucker,’ said Graves.

      ‘Quite,’ said Muir.

      The official story relayed by the Department of Defense to the media was that the medical team had died when the light aircraft they were traveling in had crashed shortly after take-off. The cause was given as pilot error.

      ‘You were the last person to speak to him?’ said Graves.

      Muir nodded. ‘It’s all in the statement I gave at the time.’

      ‘You have anything to add?’

      ‘No,’ said Muir.

      ‘You had lunch?’

      ‘I’m not particularly hungry.’

      ‘Gotta eat,’ said Graves.

      

      Muir sat in the passenger seat of Graves’s car as they headed through the main gates. Neither of them had said much to the other since they’d walked out of the operating theater. Graves was turning over in his mind how he could keep this quiet and coming up blank. The routine protocols for such an event were already in play. There were people out looking for Byron Tibor. Maybe they’d get lucky and find him before he could do any more damage or compromise the program. Graves doubted it.

      About five miles from the facility, a distance that Tibor would have been able to cover in less than forty minutes, there was a truck stop. This was where they believed he had hitched a ride. They were in the process of hunting down and interviewing every single trucker that had passed through in the hours immediately after the escape.

      There was a parking area, a gas station, a small motel and a diner. Graves pulled up outside the diner and they got out. Inside, they took a booth. A tired-looking Hispanic waiter brought them menus and water.

      Graves stared out of the window as a big rig rolled out onto the highway. Byron Tibor could be anywhere in the country by now. The damage he could cause didn’t bear thinking about.

      ‘Tibor was full-spec wetware,’ he said.

      The waiter was back. They ordered, and Muir waited until he was out of earshot before he said, ‘Yes, he was, but can we not use the term “wetware”?’

      ‘Hey,’ said Graves. ‘I didn’t come up with it.’

      The term had come from the community of scientists and freaks called body-hackers. It was their term for the human beings who had implants placed inside their bodies. It was from this community, and others who called themselves trans-humanists that Muir had seized on the idea for the program. It was brilliant in its simplicity. The question Muir had asked was: why spend billions of dollars trying to create a soldier from the ground up when you could take someone who was already a high-level operator and upgrade them? Why reinvent the wheel? The human body was already the most sophisticated functioning organism on earth. All it needed was some tweaking using existing technology.

      The human body was capable of unbelievable feats. The key, of course, was the mind and the ability of someone to control their own thoughts. A young mother should not be capable of lifting a full-size automobile. She wouldn’t have the strength. Yet if her child was trapped under it, she could do it.

      Of course, they had also augmented Tibor’s physical abilities. Specially designed cochlear implants meshed with neurological transmitters not only made his hearing infinitely sharper than it had been but allowed him to screen background noise: he could, for instance, isolate the sound of a single human being’s breathing in a building with a firefight raging outside.

      Laser eye surgery had long been standard for special-forces operatives but artificial corneal implants had provided Tibor with 20/8 high-definition vision in all light levels. Coupled with what was best described as a thermal-imaging capability, his eyes allowed him to track the enemy even in pitch darkness and from a distance of up to a thousand meters.

      A modified endoskeleton of flexible Kevlar mesh, augmented by trauma plates made of ultra-high molecular weight polyethylene, protected his existing organs from injury, making him highly resistant to conventional weaponry, up to and including small IEDs.

      There had also been something that Muir had explained as a series of sensory substitutions that had required further implants. Lewis had been the first to have them. They had scared the hell out of Graves.

      Their food arrived. A cheeseburger for Graves, and a salad for Muir. Graves wondered if anyone had ever ordered the salad before. ‘You think he’ll take a bullet like Lewis?’ he asked Muir. ‘Is that where we’re headed with this?’

      ‘Lewis was single. It makes a difference.’

      It was a good point. Muir’s team had seen Byron Tibor meeting his wife and their subsequent marriage as the ultimate endorsement of their work,  even more so than the deadly abilities he had been imbued with. The relationship proved that Tibor could pass among regular people and, more importantly, that he could sustain a close personal relationship without showing any outward signs of aggression. Of course, there had been the incident with the two young men in New York, which Graves had ensured the NYPD didn’t pursue, but Muir had argued that the behavior Tibor had demonstrated that night was within normal range. But perhaps they had been wrong. Perhaps what had happened to the men had merely been a harbinger of what was to come, of Tibor’s inability to keep himself in check.

      ‘Speaking of her,’ Muir went on. ‘Does she know about . . . ?’ He trailed off.

      ‘Not yet. All she knows is that he left seven days ago and that he’s not been in touch since. But let me worry about her,’ said Graves.
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      New York City

      

      Julia

      

      In the apartment she shared with her husband, Julia Tibor rolled over onto his side of the bed. Even though it took up almost all of their single bedroom she had purchased it so that when he was home he could sleep without his legs dangling over the end.

      She dug under the duvet for his old sweatshirt, which lived there when he was gone. She bunched the soft wash-worn red cotton in her hand, brought it up to her face and breathed him in. Her smile widened. She stayed in bed, savoring one of the good mornings, which were by no means a constant. The constant was worry that she would get the call at work. Or, worse, that one of the department administrators would pull her out of teaching a seminar or class. Or that someone would be waiting for her when she returned home in the evening.

      But that morning was different. He was safe. She knew it deep within her. He was safe and well and thinking of her. She closed her eyes, took another deep breath, and fell back into a state somewhere between sleep and waking.

      Two years ago, the very idea that you could know when someone was thinking of you would have struck her as absurd. But meeting Byron had changed that, as it had changed so many things in her life. Not the superficial things, like her apartment, or her job, but the things that went deeper. He had stirred emotions in her that she had begun to doubt would ever exist for her. Not that she hadn’t dated or had crushes on boys growing up, but meeting Byron had been different.

      He was the first man with whom she had truly fallen in love. Instantly. From the very first moment she had seen him. That evening was burned onto her mind. She could recall it now with unflinching clarity.

      It had been a party following a conference hosted by the Department of International Relations at Columbia University. She later found out that Byron, who had been auditing some classes at George Washington and had been invited along by one of the Columbia faculty, was a reluctant guest. He had intended to spend the evening in Hoboken visiting with an Army Ranger buddy.

      But that night he had made no mention of his military service. Or much of anything else for that matter. Beyond the immediate pulse of physical attraction he was unlike almost any other man she had ever met. Although he had reason to be, he was not arrogant. He was far more genuinely engaged with other people than he was with himself. And people responded to him in kind. He could start speaking to someone and within a few minutes they would be telling him things they had barely told another living soul. That was how he was.

      She was in a far corner of the room nursing a warm glass of Pinot Grigio. She glanced over the shoulder of the rather earnest young graduate student from Finland, who was doing his best to impress her with a long-winded monologue about something she could barely remember, and there he was.

      She could have said that his smile had struck her first, or his height, or just how handsome he was. But none of that would have been true because everything came at her in a rush. The floor seemed to tilt alarmingly under her feet and her vision seemed to telescope so that everyone and everything else in the room faded until there was only him, a man she felt she knew but had never seen before.

      The grad student from Finland kept talking until he must have noticed that she was staring straight past him. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘it’s just a theory that I’m not sure is supported by the GDP figures from India. What do you think?’

      The question snapped her back into the present. ‘I need to visit the restroom,’ she said, ‘if you’d excuse me.’

      ‘Of course,’ he said, as she moved past him, suddenly conscious that she was wearing barely any makeup, that her long brown hair, which she hadn’t washed in three days, was roughly pulled up, and she was wearing faded boot-cut blue jeans, a pair of red Converse high tops and an old black sweater. For a moment she thought about rushing back to her apartment to change ‒ it was less than ten blocks away ‒ but dismissed the idea as ridiculous. What if he was gone by the time she got back? What if she never saw him again?

      She felt a breath of relief as she noticed that the man was talking to a professor she knew well ‒ Gregory Lipshinsky, a noted expert on the Balkans. To her relief, Lipshinsky caught her eye as she approached. ‘Ah, Julia, come and meet this young man.’

      ‘I don’t know if I’m all that young.’

      She had a sense that she wanted to remember those words. The first words that she had heard him say. Again, the thought struck her as somehow absurd. They would chat and then he would leave or his impossibly beautiful girlfriend would make an appearance to whisk him off to dinner.

      Hell, for all she knew he could be married.

      Then her hand was folded in his, the ridges of his palms hard and calloused, and he was saying, ‘I’m Byron, nice to meet you,’ his voice deep and rich.

      ‘Julia,’ she managed, as he held her hand a second longer than someone just being polite.

      ‘Julia here is one of our best doctoral candidates,’ said Gregory.

      Byron let go of her hand but held her gaze and smiled. ‘Oh, yeah, what’s the subject?’ he asked, tilting back his glass.

      She could feel heat rise to her cheeks. She never blushed and she hated herself for doing so now. She cleared her throat. ‘It’s about the impact on women’s rights of the destabilization of the Middle East by the Bush administration and how that’s continued with Obama.’

      ‘Because it was so stable before, right?’ Byron said.

      Now  Julia was able to catch her breath: her hackles had risen at the slightly patronizing tone in his voice. ‘I’m not defending the old regimes but we’ve had a habit of backing countries where women don’t even have the right to vote.’

      Byron open-palmed an apology. ‘I’m sorry. That came off kind of snarky, but I just got back from somewhere we’ve been doing everything we can to make life better for women and where American soldiers have paid with their lives for doing it so, like I said, I know what you’re saying if you’re talking about the Saudis but I get a little irritated when we always have to be the bad guys.’

      Gregory touched them at the elbow. ‘I have a feeling that this debate is going to run on, so if you’ll excuse me . . .’ He was gone. Leaving them alone together.

      ‘So you’re what?’ Julia said. ‘State Department?’

      Byron shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘Something like that.’

      ‘Military?’

      ‘I was Rangers. Now I guess I’m kind of a semi-official liaison.’

      Julia smiled. ‘Oh, I know what that means, don’t worry.’

      ‘Oh, you do, do you?’

      ‘Yeah. You’re a company man.’

      Byron stared down into the bottom of his wine glass. ‘This wine really sucks. You know any place around here where we could find a real drink?’
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      They ended up in a bar just off Broadway with dark wooden tables and low lighting. Afterwards Julia was shy on the details of the conversation but could remember two broad lines that had run through the evening. The first was how much being with him made her want to share herself. She was usually cautious around people she had just met, but not with Byron. It was only later that she would realize this wasn’t unique to her.

      They talked for hours but Byron actually said very little about himself, and when he did he seemed almost embarrassed by what others might see as bragging. A tough public high school in Missouri. Captain of the football team. A full scholarship to Harvard or Yale or Stanford. The choices remained because, in the end, haunted by the smoke rising from the Twin Towers, he had joined the military, turning down a full ride at West Point to enlist as a regular soldier, then moving on to pass selection for the Rangers four years after he had begun basic training. And then? Circumspect. No war stories. No mention of medals or honors, merely a shrug of the shoulders and a single observation.

      ‘Y’know what you policy wonks never factor in, Julia?’ he’d asked her.

      ‘Oh, what’s that? Please do tell.’

      His smile again, sending a tingle from the top of her head to her toes and making her shiver.

      He took a sip of his beer. ‘War might be hell, but combat? Combat’s fricking awesome.’ Another sip, the glass disappearing in surprisingly slender fingers, which might have belonged to a concert pianist. ‘Once you get past the initial realization that someone’s trying to kill you, of course, and that it’s nothing personal.’

      ‘Of course.’

      And that was as much as he shared of his life story for the longest time. Then it was as if his career had ended in 2009, or at least disappeared behind a pitch-black veil.

      It was back to her after that. Her life. Her upper-middle-class background. Her academic achievements, no less than his but at the same time far more easily attained.

      So, that had been the first thing. Byron, man of mystery ‒ at least partially.

      But the second seam made her almost ashamed: she had had to keep reminding herself to stop staring at him. He was attractive and charismatic. But he was also, there was no other word for it, beautiful.

      At first, as Byron pulled out a chair for her and waited until she was settled before he sat down, she had wondered if the drink was just that or whether he was gay. Then a hand settling on hers as he picked up their empty glasses and the way he met her gaze, his eyes slipping fractionally to her cleavage, told her otherwise.

      Two drinks later she decided to preserve the magic of the evening and call it a night. He seemed a little disappointed (‘Party pooper’), which thrilled her to the core.

      He held open the door and they stepped back into the cold night air. The street was slick with rain. ‘I’ll get you a cab,’ he said, stepping between two parked cars.

      ‘I’m only eight blocks away.’

      ‘Then I’ll walk you home,’ he said, stepping back onto the sidewalk as the rain misted around them.

      ‘There’s really no need,’ she said, sounding half-hearted, even to herself. ‘Plus, I don’t want you . . .’

      ‘Getting the wrong idea? Julia, I’m twenty-nine. I don’t do one-night stands. Not that I ever did. I just want to make sure you get home safe so I have peace of mind. That’s all.’

      She shrugged. ‘Damn.’

      Byron laughed. ‘Ma’am,’ he said, hooking his arm out so she could slip hers through it.

      At the end of the block they took a right onto Broadway, walked two blocks and crossed the street before hanging a left onto 111th. It was one more block down that the two kids appeared from behind a metal-gated alleyway. Hoods pulled over ball caps, shoulders hunched, chins on chests, but eyes spearing up, heads tilted like a bull’s before it charges.

      They stepped out directly in front of her and Byron, blocking their passage. She felt her arm slip away from Byron’s but he reached out and took it back. His hand slipped into hers. ‘Take it easy, okay.’ He pulled her close to him. ‘One’s got a gun.’

      All around her, the city froze.
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      The smaller of the two kids raised his right arm, aiming the weapon straight at her. It was all she could see now, the black vortex of the barrel, the kid’s finger itchy and trembling against the trigger. Then it was gone, blocked by Byron as he moved in front, his body between her and the two muggers.

      She wasn’t sure what she had expected to happen next. Some ninja moves, perhaps? Or for him to pull a gun of his own and shoot them? He did neither. Instead, he spoke to them, his voice calm, his tone even.

      ‘Just be cool, fellas, okay? You want money? Here.’

      She saw Byron’s hand dig into his hip pocket and pull out a money clip. The kid without the gun stepped forward and snatched it.

      ‘White bitch’s purse too, nigger,’ he said to Byron.

      Byron half turned. ‘Julia, give me your purse.’

      From nowhere she felt a flare of rage at the violation. At Byron’s ready surrender. At being called a bitch. Byron’s hand reached out and plucked her purse from where it was tucked between her body and the crook of her arm. He tossed it to the kid, who was gleefully counting through his billfold.

      ‘We done here?’ Byron asked, the question directed at the kid with the gun.

      The kid lowered his gun arm, slapped at his friend’s shoulder with the back of his hand. ‘We done, nigger.’ They began to walk away. Not run. But walk. With a pimp-roll swagger. The kid who’d had the gun on them had her purse in his hand and was already busy rifling it.

      Julia turned to face Byron, who was watching them as they left the scene, his face entirely placid.

      ‘You okay?’ he asked her.

      ‘Oh, yeah, I’m great. Just great.’ The anger she heard in her own voice surprised her.

      Byron shot her that easy grin. ‘You’re pissed at me for not pulling some Clint Eastwood move?’

      She took a step back. ‘No, he had a gun. Look, I don’t know, maybe you could have . . . He called me a bitch.’

      Byron shrugged. ‘Hey, he called me a nigger. Sticks and stones.’

      ‘You’re right. Okay, you’re right.’

      ‘Here,’ said Byron, a hand digging into his back pocket and coming up with a twenty-dollar bill, which he handed to her. ‘Get a cab back to your place. Call whoever you have cards with and get them cancelled.’

      ‘And what are you going to do?’

      ‘I’ll go home and do the same.’ He touched her shoulder, bringing her eyes to his. ‘Listen, Julia, we’re here, we’re breathing, no one got hurt. I lost some cash and a little pride and you lost whatever you had in your purse. It’s all replaceable. Sometimes you lose. Even a big tough company man like me.’

      

      An hour later the buzzer in Julia’s apartment sounded. She was still up, wide awake and riding a big wave of post-mugging adrenalin while nursing a mug of Irish coffee that was two parts Jameson’s whiskey to one part coffee. She crossed to the door and pressed the small white plastic intercom button. ‘Yes?’

      ‘It’s Byron. I have your purse.’
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      She was expecting that he had dug it out of a trash can, but as she placed it on the kitchen counter, she saw that everything was there. Credit cards. Cash. A discarded pair of earrings. Everything. It was exactly as it had been when Byron had taken it from her to give to their assailants.

      The same couldn’t be said for Byron. At first, as he walked into her apartment, with a somewhat sheepish look on his face, she thought it must have been raining because his T-shirt was wet. Then she saw that it was blood.

      ‘You’re bleeding.’

      The apologetic shrug, his eyes studying her parquet floor. ‘I’m fine.’

      He raised his head and looked at her. It was as if he was expecting to be chastised. He held up his right hand. ‘I did kinda hurt my hand, though. You got any ice?’

      ‘Sure. Of course.’ She bustled to the freezer compartment, grabbed a handful of ice cubes and wrapped them in a cloth. She handed it to him as he placed her purse carefully on the counter.

      He took the ice pack with a soft ‘Thank you.’

      ‘The two guys?’ she asked. ‘Are they . . . I mean, you didn’t . . .’

      ‘Damn,’ he said, a little of the cockiness she’d seen at the party seeping back into his features. ‘You really are a liberal. They’re both breathing, if that’s what you want to know.’

      He was right. Her first thought had been his welfare. The second had been about the physical condition of the two young men who had called her a bitch and mugged her.

      ‘They might need some dental work,’ he said. He tugged at his T-shirt, peeling the fabric away from his neck. ‘This isn’t my blood.’

      It was theirs. There was a lot of it.

      She felt relief that it wasn’t his. There was something else too. Excitement. Violence repulsed her usually. But she couldn’t deny the thrill of knowing that Byron had hurt the two men. She wasn’t proud of feeling what she did but it was there.

      Byron stood there, a man she hadn’t even known existed until this evening. There was a stillness to him, a calm that lay at odds with what he’d done.

      They might need some dental work. There had been no smirk when he’d said it. It hadn’t come off like bravado. He was simply reporting a fact. He pressed the ice pack against the knuckles of his right hand and watched her.

      ‘One of them had a gun,’ she said. ‘What if he’d shot you? I mean, you said yourself there was no real harm done – apart from to your pride.’

      ‘Hey,’ he protested, ‘this wasn’t about male pride. That’s a low blow.’ He put the ice pack on the kitchen counter, all the while holding her gaze. ‘Would you mind if I used your bathroom to get cleaned up?’

      His question broke the tension.

      ‘Sure. It’s over there. You’ll find a couple of bath towels on the rack.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      He walked past her and into the bathroom. A few seconds later she heard the hiss of the shower. She went into the bedroom, kneeled down and pulled out a plastic storage box from under the bed. She opened it and took out an oversized blue hooded sweatshirt.

      It had belonged to Richard, her last long-term relationship, the fellow grad student. They had lived together for a year. He was nice. And warm. And kind. And would most probably have passed out at the sight of a gun.

      She held it to her face. She could still smell him. He had been a tender lover. Considerate. The sex had been – nice. Warm. Kind. Forgettable.

      They had parted on good  terms. There had been no arguments, no indiscretions, just a slow deceleration that had culminated in a very reasonable, mutual talk in which they had agreed to part ways. She had cried when he’d left with his stuff and the door had closed behind him. Her tears had been more a mark of respect for the end of something than any sense of loss or longing. She had held onto the sweatshirt for the same reason.

      She walked out of the bedroom with it, and crossed to the bathroom door. The hiss of the shower had fallen away. She knocked twice.

      The door opened and Byron stood there, a towel wrapped round his waist. His body was muscular but lean, wide line-backer shoulders, a broad, smooth chest tapering in a V to a slim waist. His arms and legs were more athlete than steroid-sucking gym rat.

      She held out the sweatshirt.

      ‘Thanks. Sure it’ll fit me?’

      ‘Oh, it’s not one of mine. It’s an old boyfriend’s.’

      He took it from her and looked at the front where the words ‘Yale Varsity’ were emblazoned in white lettering across the faded blue front. ‘A Yalie, huh?’

      ‘He was a nice guy,’ she said, suddenly on the defensive.

      ‘I’m just teasing.’

      He stepped back inside the bathroom and held out a white plastic bag. The bloodied T-shirt was crumpled inside.

      The door closed. She dumped the bag in the trash under the kitchen sink. A few moments later, Byron emerged in the sweatshirt. It had been baggy on Richard but it was skin tight on him, the cuffs finishing two inches short of his wrists and the hem barely reaching the top of his pants. ‘Thanks for letting me get cleaned up.’

      ‘Thanks for returning my purse.’

      He jerked a thumb at the door. ‘Well, it’s late and I got an early flight to DC.’

      ‘Company business?’ she asked.

      ‘There you go again with that company-man stuff,’ he said, smiling.

      He didn’t move. She walked over to him. She took his injured hand and lifted it to her face. She softly kissed the swollen knuckles. ‘Stay.’

      

      Her head resting on Byron’s chest, Julia lay awake in the darkness as the city raged on outside, sirens wailing periodically down Amsterdam Avenue or Riverside Drive. His right arm fell across her breasts as he pulled her in closer. His eyes were shut but his lips turned up into a smile.

      ‘I wasn’t lying about that flight.’

      She glanced over at the red digits glowing from the alarm clock on her nightstand.

      3:37 a.m.

      He sat up, cradling her head as he moved. He leaned in for a kiss, his lips on hers already familiar. He brushed a stray strand of long black hair from her neck. ‘I’ll call you from DC. Okay?’

      She looked up at him. Under other circumstances she would have taken it as a lie, a man extricating himself from a one-night stand with an easy promise. But this seemed different. Everything about Byron had been different. He had a way of subverting her expectations. He was hard to read yet completely transparent. She had never met anyone like him.

      He hugged her in close, strong, muscular arms folding around her. He kissed her one last time, then got out of bed.

      She propped herself up on one elbow and watched him dress. ‘Can I ask you something?’

      ‘Uh-oh,’ he said, with his deep, throaty laugh. In her head it was already becoming Byron’s laugh, in the same way that he had Byron’s smile. She had known him under twelve hours and yet she knew this was it: they would be together. She just knew.

      ‘Why did you go back to get my purse?’

      He stood naked by the bed, his body caught in the shadows thrown through the window by a streetlight. ‘The truth?’

      ‘It’d better be.’

      ‘I didn’t have your address. Or a phone number. I only realized after I left you.’

      ‘Are you bullshitting me?’

      ‘No.’ He paused. ‘And what you said earlier about male pride. I guess it was a little dented. Male ego’s a funny thing.’

      She grabbed a pillow and threw it at him. ‘I knew it.’

      Byron feinted left and the pillow sailed past him. ‘You wanted honest? I was honest.’

      

      When he was dressed, complete with Yale sweatshirt, he sat on the bed and stroked her back. His hands were calloused in places, which she had noticed last night as they had made love. Whatever he did for a living, it wasn’t just sitting behind a desk clicking on a mouse or tapping on a keyboard.

      Before he left, he leaned in for one last kiss, and then he was gone. Julia sank back into the pillows, her eyelids growing heavy. She fell into a dreamless sleep.

      

      She got up around eleven. Stumbling into the kitchen, she found a note from Byron. There was a date, a time, a location and some advice about what to wear, but no other details. She tried calling him, but his cell defaulted to voicemail. She would have to meet him. He had left her with no choice.
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      Heart pounding, face flushed, Julia glanced at Byron and said, ‘This is not my idea of a first date. Whatever happened to dinner and a movie?’

      Two hundred feet below them, moonlight shimmered across black water. Her toes breached the lip of the bridge. Off in the distance she could see the lights of the Manhattan skyline, the Chrysler building lit green, the Empire State a blaze of red, white and blue.

      Byron’s hand reached for hers. ‘Trust me. We’ll go together, right?’

      They were both wearing harnesses that cinched around their waists with straps running from groin to shoulder. She had worn jeans, sneakers and a hooded running top. Byron had come better prepared with waterproof pants. His T-shirt was from a charity event, a triathlon held in aid of wounded Army Rangers. On his wrist he had a digital watch that doubled up as a heart monitor. The screen flashed the reading every few seconds. She looked down at her hand clasped in his and saw it was recording eighty-five beats per minute.

      A normal resting heart rate for someone in their late twenties who was in excellent physical shape. The heart rate of someone like that if they were sitting at home reading the arts section of the New York Times. Not the heart rate of someone, anyone, who was about to bungee jump from a bridge.

      She started to edge back, her toes scrunching up. She felt his hand slip from hers and rest at her back. For the first time she was angry with him.

      ‘I don’t want to do it, okay? And I feel like I’m being pressured.’

      He withdrew his hand as the safety supervisor reached down to check something, letting the couple have their argument if that was what it was going to be.

      ‘I thought you’d enjoy it. I’m sorry. I truly am. I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to.’

      She felt herself soften. He seemed genuine. His face wore the expression of a man who was contrite.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said again.

      She took another step back from the lip of the bridge, her hands on her hips and took three long, deep breaths.

      ‘Julia,’ he said. ‘When I said I would never let something bad happen, I meant it. I checked all the gear twice myself before the safety guy. If I thought there was any risk I wouldn’t have suggested it.’

      She thought back to his heart rate. ‘That why you’re so calm?’

      He glanced down to the watch and something flitted across his face. It worried her: it was the look of a man who had been caught out. ‘You want to go to dinner?’ he asked. ‘We’ll go.’

      ‘No,’ she found herself saying. ‘I want to do this.’

      He smiled and took her hand. ‘Count of three, okay?’ he said, as they edged back to the lip. ‘And look up at the stars, not down at the water.’

      

      Byron motioned for the waiter to let Julia taste the wine. The man poured a little into her glass. She tasted it. It was good. Better than good. It was sensational. Everything was better than good. Everything since the jump from the bridge had felt sharper, more intense. Colors. Smells. Taste. Byron.

      She had decided not to spoil the moment by asking him why his heart rate never moved. For once she didn’t want to be the woman who interrogated a guy she liked about everything on the second date. More selfishly, she didn’t want to spoil her own mood. There was something to be said for allowing a person to reveal themselves at their own pace, and nothing about Byron had suggested a man who was evasive. He had boundaries when it came to work, but that was understandable in a government job. He wouldn’t be much of a State Department or CIA worker if he spilled his guts to every girl he talked to at a party or went home with.

      They had dinner and she kept the conversation away from work. She found herself gabbling on about how scared she had been standing on the bridge.

      ‘There’s only two fears we’re born with, Julia. Falling and loud noises. They’re hard-wired into our minds. Everything else we pick up.’ He laid his fork on his plate and took a sip of wine.

      ‘What about dying?’ she asked him.

      ‘That’s abstract. It comes later.’

      ‘So what fears do you have, Byron? And if you say something cheesy, like losing my number, you’re picking up the check.’

      He gave that same broad, open smile and his eyes crinkled at the edges.  ‘Lots of things. The only difference is that I’m too stupid to pay any attention.’

      ‘So when did you get into all this extreme-sports stuff?’ He had already told her that he also rock-climbed, parachuted, and had done open-water dives with hammerhead sharks, as well as snowboarding and para-sailing.

      His head tilted up and his eyes half closed. ‘Let me see. The more extreme stuff? Guess I started around the same time I got myself a motorbike as a twenty-fifth birthday present.’ He smiled again. ‘Quarter-life crisis?’

      ‘So the military didn’t give you a taste for it?’

      The smile faded. His brow furrowed. He sat up in his chair and put down his wine glass. It didn’t look so much like he was angry as suddenly depleted, spent. ‘No. It didn’t.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to . . .’

      His eyes met hers and she saw they were wet. ‘You don’t have to be sorry, Julia. And I’ll tell you all about my time in the service. One day. But not tonight. The military saved me and I’ll always be grateful for everything they gave me. Y’know, you see stuff and it can be hard for someone who hasn’t been in that position to understand.’
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      In contrast to the slightly bohemian chaos of her apartment, his place was, as she had expected, suitably utilitarian and well ordered ‒ another by-product of his military career, she assumed. In the living room there was a couch, a coffee-table, and two rows of bookshelves. While he opened another bottle of wine in the kitchen area, she studied his books. Apart from some literary classics (Dickens, Flaubert, Camus, Mailer), they were mostly non-fiction. There were a lot of military memoirs, ranging from the civil war to more contemporary accounts of Afghanistan and Iraq, and a lot of heavyweight academic studies of current events in the Middle East from a range of Western and Middle Eastern authors. There was some philosophy too (Hegel, Kant, Nietzsche). An entire shelf was devoted to works on conflict resolution, and there were several volumes, some academic, others more journalistic, on counter-insurgency strategies.

      He crossed to her and handed her a long-stemmed glass of red wine. He reached past her and clicked on an iPod, which nestled in a Bose docking station.

      John Coltrane, A Love Supreme.

      ‘Smooth,’ she said, teasing.

      ‘Shoot me. I like jazz.’

      He leaned in to kiss her, softly at first, then more insistently. She opened her mouth and felt his tongue against hers. She was still floating from the earlier high. He cradled her face in his hands, then pulled her with him down onto the couch. She was lying on top of him. She could feel him harden against her stomach. She reached out to put her glass on the coffee-table as he unbuttoned her blouse and slid a hand inside, cupping her breast through her bra.

      Between her legs, she was wet and hot. It had been less than a week since they’d first been together but already there was an ache, a need to have him inside her. His hands pulled at her blouse, then he took off her bra, kissing his way down her neck. They stood up and she took off his shirt. He reached down, his hand brushing against her thigh and working its way up between her legs.

      With her arms around his neck, he lifted her up. Her legs wrapped around his waist. He held her tight as he took off his pants and then he was inside her, his hands on her ass. She bucked and writhed, completely lost. She came quickly, her head snapping back as he kissed her throat. He carried her through into the bedroom.

      She put a hand across his chest. ‘Lie down,’ she said, the balance shifting from him to her.

      He did as she had asked and she straddled him, feeling him go deeper inside her. Her back arched as she moved her hips. They stayed like that for a long time. Her moving on top of him. She came again and then he began to groan. He said her name as her hair fell across his face. They kissed as he came and she collapsed, her head resting against his muscular chest. Moments passed when neither of them moved, or said anything.

      After a time she turned her head fractionally. Through her tangle of red hair, she could see that he was still wearing his heart monitor. The display flashed green in the darkness of the bedroom – the reading constant.

      His heart rate. Eighty-five beats per minute. It hadn’t moved. She felt a chill run through her. She could imagine someone might remain calm as they faced down their fear, especially someone who had been in frightening situations. But for your heart not to quicken when you made love as they had?

      He followed her gaze to the glowing display. ‘I wanted to wait before I told you,’ he said softly. ‘But I guess if we’re to go on seeing each other I should do it now.’

      His eyes were searching her face. Who was he? She had asked it before, in the manner of a woman wondering how a man she had met could be so perfect. Now it had taken on a more sinister edge. ‘Yes,’ she said, sitting up. ‘I think you should.’
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        ‘Aghast the Devil stood, and felt how awful goodness was.’

        John Milton, Paradise Lost

        Scrawled on a tunnel under the Las Vegas Strip
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      Las Vegas

      

      Byron

      

      The lights of the Strip fell away with the rising sun but Las Vegas remained, shabby and faded in the daylight. I kept walking, praying it would shatter as I drew closer. It didn’t. It grew more real with each step I took, the shared features of the two landscapes shifting inexorably in front of me to those of the American south-west; wadis gave way to concrete run-offs, the grey-green landscape around Kabul was pushed out by the vivid desert reds and yellows; scrub and trees were replaced by palms arranged along neatly paved boulevards.

      Between the malls, wedding chapels and golden arches of McDonald’s, the horror returned. Sasha didn’t feature: she had faded with the juniper trees. These were fresh horrors, with me in the lead role. It was as if time had fractured and a piece had fallen into the abyss. Everything around me appeared real. I could see, touch, taste, smell and hear Vegas all around me. Cars and trucks sped past on Las Vegas Boulevard, and no one looked twice. At one point I caught myself mumbling out loud. At least, my lips were moving, and I could hear my own voice. A video camera set on a tripod in the window of an electronics store caught anyone passing and threw their image onto a row of super-thin TV sets.

      At first I didn’t recognize myself. It was only when I caught sight of the raw wound on the side of my neck, and reached up to touch it, the image on screen matching the movement of my hand, that I realized I was looking at myself. Afghanistan or Nevada, I sure as hell looked like someone who had left somewhere in a hurry and spent the last few days trekking over open country, exposed to the elements at every turn.

      My apparent invisibility suddenly made sense. I was the crazy homeless guy wearing long sleeves and a jacket in the blazing sun. My straight black hair had grown so it was touching my collar, and I was sporting a ragged, unruly shadow of a beard. My dark complexion was matted with a thin layer of grime, my hands were rough and calloused, fingernails long like claws.

      Behind the screens, a store employee wearing a blue polo shirt was staring at me. I moved on. When I glanced back over my shoulder, he was talking to a customer. Up ahead was a bus stop with a bench advertising the services of a local attorney who specialized in DUI cases. I sat down and tried to gather myself. I needed a meal, fresh clothes, and a place to stay while I worked out what the hell had happened. There must be homeless shelters nearby but they would ask for some form of ID. Even if they didn’t, the thought of having to speak to someone was frightening. The fear was absurd, but there it was.

      A roar filled my ears. A JetBlue passenger aircraft came in low overhead. I looked over my shoulder to see a chain-link fence and a runway. Several small private jets were parked less than a hundred yards away. McCarran airport, it had to be. I had passed through it a couple of times. If I called Julia she could book me a ticket back to New York. The thought scared me more than a homeless shelter. I would have to present ID at the airport. Before that I would have to tell my wife that I didn’t know how I’d got there but I was in Vegas.

      There was something else too. The Hindu Kush might have faded back into the mists but I hadn’t shaken off the feeling that I was on the run from someone or something. It crowded in on me at every fleeting glance or sudden noise. No, before I committed to any course of action, I had to figure out what the hell was going on. But first, I needed to get some money.

      

      Even by the casual standards of Vegas, I was in no state to hang out in any of the casinos. I knew from my solitary visit for an international security conference that a lot of homeless people lived by skimming credits from slot machines abandoned by tourists. Someone would be playing one of the slots, was distracted by the lure of an all-you-can-eat buffet and left the machine with unplayed credits. The homeless would walk the casino floors on the lookout for them until house security threw them out. It was a bare-bones way of scraping a living but you had to achieve some base level of dress code. The way I looked now, I doubted I would even get through the doors of an off-Strip low-rent joint.

      Covert special-forces training had taught me all the stuff that teenage boys obsessed over. Field work had taught me that firearms and close-combat skills mattered less than people assumed. The ability to see rather than merely look was far more important. From that starting point you could establish how other people in the same situation survived and assess the effectiveness of their behavior.

      Five minutes later, I was Dumpster-diving in the alley behind the TV store. A fast-food restaurant at the end of the row provided a free meal. The TV store threw up a world of discarded cardboard. I tore off a couple of sturdy box flaps and walked back out to the street, heading for a freeway off-ramp I’d spotted when I’d walked into town. In front of the fast-food outlet there was a water fountain. I filled my bottles with clean water and continued on. No one looked at me twice. I was just another Vegas loser standing at the wrong end of the American Dream, invisible, a background actor in regular people’s lives – I was grateful for the anonymity. I couldn’t have picked a better identity or a better place to deploy it than this city.

      Keeping busy settled me. Urban Survival 101 was proving the antidote to my mind storm. My past might have fractured but at least I had a present.
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      ‘Get the fuck out of here, man. This here’s my spot. Understand me? Mine!’ the man screamed, as I walked toward the traffic waiting to turn at the bottom of the freeway ramp.

      He had a standard-issue homeless-person dirty ball cap and full white beard. A farmer’s tan covered his face, arms and lower legs. He wore sneakers, shorts, a couple of T-shirts, a jacket with the sleeves rolled up and shades, while he smoked a cigarette and held up his sign that announced his veteran status. Vietnam. His only problem was that, despite his booze-dried complexion, he was at least ten years too young to have picked up the end of the war in Vietnam, even allowing for a willing spirit and a forged birth certificate.

      There was something else about him too, although I wasn’t conscious of seeing it, not at first anyway, not until we were already in conversation, and what I was looking at had begun to fade. As I approached him, the guy’s skull had glowed yellow. Not yellow from the sun bouncing off a windshield and shading his skin under the bill of his cap, but yellow in the very center top of his head.

      Moving closer and using my size to intimidate, I spoke to him softly: ‘Chill. I’m not here to take your spot.’ I dug out my piece of blank cardboard. ‘I’m going to head down there a ways. Pick my own spot.’

      The guy tilted his head back, squinting up at me and revealing a scorpion patterned in black ink around his neck. ‘You’d better not mess with me, man. I got a buddy round here who’ll fuck you up good.’

      I ignored the invitation to a pissing contest. ‘I’m not looking for trouble. Just wanted to see if I could borrow a Sharpie or something to mark up my sign and see if you could give me a heads up on a couple of things.’

      ‘You’d better give it back to me,’ said the man, digging into his jacket and coming up with a black marker pen.

      ‘One vet to another,’ I said.

      The man stuck out a weathered hand. ‘Name’s Chauncey.’

      I shook but said nothing.

      ‘Not got a name, huh? Got it. Where’d you serve?’

      I ignored that question too. I printed out my message with the marker and handed it back to my new buddy, Chauncey. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Just watch for the cops,’ said Chauncey. ‘They see you panhandling, they’ll give you a ticket. I got myself three for loitering.’

      ‘I don’t plan on staying around too long. Just need to get myself some cash.’

      Chauncey smiled. His lips peeled back to reveal yellow stumps of meth-ravaged teeth. ‘That’s what I said two years ago. I travel some but this place has a way of drawing people back.’

      I was only half listening. I was too busy staring at the fading yellow patterns I could see where Chauncey’s skull was.

      Yellow = fear.

      It didn’t present itself as a fully formed thought, any more than touching ice made you think ice = cold. I was simply aware of the man’s fear in the same way I was aware of a dozen other sensations, like the temperature, the cars driving past, and the smell of stale sweat and gas fumes. Most of the time sensory information didn’t make it as far as crystallizing into a thought, and this was no different.

      ‘Thanks for your help, Chauncey.’

      I strode to the crosswalk and hit the button. As I stepped out onto the road, Chauncey called after me, ‘Watch out for those Metro cops. They got some mean motherfuckers in Paradise City.’

      I turned back. ‘Paradise City? Thought this was Vegas.’

      Chauncey yanked a thumb north up the Strip. ‘That’s Vegas. This here is Paradise. Biggest unincorporated city in the country. Same asshole cops, though.’

      I went on my way into the baking heat. A homeless woman with a couple of shopping carts loaded with recyclables already had the south off-ramp staked out. She was tall, close to six feet, with long, bleached-blonde hair. I headed downstream of her, ceding ground. She stared at me and pouted with bright red lips but didn’t say anything. There was no aura of color around her head. Maybe the yellow I’d seen when I was talking to Chauncey had been the sun after all.

      I held up my sign and waited.
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      Most of the people driving past kept their windows closed, their doors locked and their eyes set dead ahead. A couple of lone female drivers, who had to pull up right next to me while they waited for the turn signal to flip over, glowed yellow. When they did, I walked further down the ramp, away from them, and their fear seemed to fade. About an hour after I had begun, a pick-up truck stopped. The driver, a middle-aged guy with a greasy comb-over and a bad suit, opened the passenger door.

      ‘I got a job for you. Pay sucks and it’ll be tough but if you want the work . . .’

      With the heat rolling up from ground, I was just happy for the chance to climb into an air-conditioned cab. ‘How much and what do you need?’

      ‘Need a pool digging out. Too narrow to get a digger in. Thirty bucks for the day. Do a good job and I’ll use you the rest of the week.’

      ‘Done,’ I said, getting in.

      The guy didn’t introduce himself and I didn’t ask. We took a right at the bottom of the off-ramp. The guy glanced in the mirror before the turn. ‘That your old lady back there?’

      ‘No,’ I told him. ‘I don’t know who she is.’

      ‘You speak good English,’ said the guy, as he pulled an illegal U-turn on the Strip and headed south, away from the city.

      My mixed heritage had left me with brown skin but decidedly Caucasian features. It confused people. Some pegged me as a light-skinned black guy, others as Middle Eastern or from Mediterranean Europe (a dark Italian), but a lot of the time people I encountered assumed I must be Hispanic. My appearance made for an interesting time back home but gave me great adaptability overseas where straight-up white guys were bad covert operators.

      ‘I’m from the east coast,’ I said.

      ‘Huh,’ said the guy, before lapsing into silence.

      Getting in I had noticed the gun tucked under the driver’s seat. A Glock 9mm with a ten-round clip. Concealed-carry wasn’t that unusual out here, and if the guy was in the habit of picking up cheap labor, a gun wasn’t the worst idea.

      My new employer took the 215 beltway that looped south-east toward Henderson, taking the exit onto Windmill Lane, then picking up the Maryland parkway. He turned off into a residential street of ranch homes. He pulled the pick-up into a driveway and parked just short of a twenty-yard Dumpster that was already filled with about a foot of soil. He got out and I followed him into the back yard.

      He had been as good as his word. The ground had been cleared at the surface and a rectangle marked out. The houses were no more than four feet apart. Any mechanical digger you could get through the gap would be only marginally more use than someone reverting to the pick and shovel that were lying in a nearby wheelbarrow.

      ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ the guy said.

      ‘How deep you want me to go?’

      He glanced at his watch. ‘It’s like two now. Just keep going until I tell you to stop.’

      With that, he headed back to the truck. I heard the engine start up, and the guy take off. Near the kitchen window there was a small patio set. A plan for the pool was laid out on the table, the corners weighed down by a couple of heavy-duty glass ashtrays. I took a look, running a finger over the dimensions. I looked back at the area that had been staked out. The outline was off. Whoever had drawn up the plan hadn’t allowed for edging. The pool would be smaller than they wanted.

      Rooting around in the backyard, I found a tape measure, moved the stakes and set to work. I gave myself a system and found my rhythm. I loosened the soil with the pick, shoveled it into the wheelbarrow and moved it into the Dumpster. Every half-hour or so, I would take a two-minute break to rehydrate as a sharp Nevada sun pounded my back.

      About two hours in, as I stood in the middle of the hole I’d dug, my mind started to drift back to Sasha’s grave. This time, though, she didn’t come as a vision but as a memory. A more distant memory. It left a question. If the girl and the camp were in my past, what had happened to bring me here? I hadn’t walked from Afghanistan to Vegas, so where had I come from?

      I set back to work, scooping the soil out until there was a sizeable mound, then clambering out, filling the wheelbarrow, doing a dozen or so runs to the Dumpster and jumping back into the hole. Nothing came to mind about how I’d got there, but to feel fully in the present with no flashbacks felt like a kind of progress.

      

      I was in the hole, digging, when I heard the pick-up pull back into the driveway. The driver’s door slammed. I walked to the edge of the hole and climbed out. It was close to dark.

      The guy who’d hired me stood, hands on hips. ‘I ain’t paying anybody else but you. Thought I made that clear.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, there’s no goddamn way that one man dug that,’ he said.

      I followed the man’s gaze. The hole was six feet deep and covered an area twenty feet long by twelve feet wide.

      ‘What’s the deal?’ he asked. ‘I drop you off and you call some buddies to come help out? Thirty bucks is what we agreed.’

      I didn’t argue. ‘That’s good with me. Now, you have somewhere inside that I can get washed up?’

      The guy eyed me. ‘No funny business, okay? You take a shower, I’ll find you something else to wear and then I’ll drop you back. Don’t fuck with me, you hear?’

      The guy’s skull burned yellow and red; a mixture of fear and anger. I saw that he was staring at a tattoo on my arm. ‘That thing real?’ the guy said.

      I looked down at the ink. ‘Yes, sir.’

      The guy glanced back at the pool-sized hole in the yard. ‘Goddamn, you guys must be like some kind of a machine.’

      

      With some money, a pair of jeans, a fresh plaid shirt and my old clothes in a duffel bag, I climbed out of the truck. I should have worked slower. It had been a three-day job and I had done it in just under a day. Looking at the Dumpster full of soil as we drove away, I could see why the guy had freaked. It was a superhuman amount of work for one man to have done. My arms and back ached a little. Otherwise I felt fine.

      My mind was clearing. On the drive back from the laboring job, I had begun to stitch together more recent events. I had been in New York with Julia when I’d received a call from the office in DC. They’d asked me to travel to Nevada. Somehow whatever had happened to me there had led to some kind of a temporary psychotic episode that had taken me back to Afghanistan where I had conducted a number of covert missions, including the one in which the child had died.

      I had spoken to a man called Muir, back then and more recently. I had taken pills. I could picture them in the bathroom cabinet at home. But there had been something else too. A surgical procedure. An implant of some kind. I reached a hand up to the side of my neck. Had the implant been there? Had I or someone else cut it out and by doing so hastened another collapse? Every turn in the road, every piece that slotted back into the jigsaw puzzle of my past seemed only to throw up more questions.

      I could call Julia. It would be the easiest way to figure out what the hell was going on. Yet something within me cautioned against it. A voice was telling me that I had to figure it out for myself first. That it would be dangerous to drag her into whatever this was.

      Lost in the maze of my own thoughts, the first I knew of the Las Vegas Metro patrol car that had been slowly following me for half a block was when I noticed the red light spill over my feet. A siren wailed briefly. It was followed by a voice from the roof-mounted Tannoy system.

      ‘Stop right there, buddy.’
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      Fingers interlaced behind my head, I got to my knees. One patrol officer approached me from behind, while the other, gun drawn, covered his partner from behind the driver’s door of the Crown Vic. At this moment, I was very firmly in the present, everything hyper-real. The wash of red from the patrol car’s rollers spilled over the grey sidewalk.

      I heard the clink of the cop behind me taking his cuffs from his utility belt. Judging by the guy’s breathing, he was at least fifty pounds overweight and out of shape.

      ‘Keep those hands right there,’ the cop said.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ I said, a model of compliance.

      The scuff of shoe leather on sidewalk told me that the cop was adjusting his position, getting ready to snap on the cuffs. The tips of my fingers began to vibrate as I felt the nickel-plated steel of the cuffs draw closer. The vibrations in my fingertips accelerated. I used them to gauge the position of the cop’s hands, waiting until the very last fraction of a second to make my move.

      The last thing the cop said was ‘What you do to your neck?’

      My fingers separated. My hands moved out to my sides in the shape of the cross. Tucking in my right arm, I launched my elbow back and up at a forty-five-degree angle. I made contact with the cop’s face, splintering the cartilage in his nose.

      Adjusting the angle of my feet, I sprang up on my heels, and used the forward momentum of the elbow strike to carry me round so I was facing the cop. The handcuffs dropped with a clatter onto the sidewalk. The cop fell back, arms windmilling as he tried to maintain his balance.

      I needed his body mass to stay between me and his partner. I shot my left hand out and grabbed the utility belt. I centered myself, steadying the cop with my left hand as I used the right to pluck his duty gun, a Springfield 1911, from its holster. With my left hand, I spun him round so that he was facing his partner who was already lost in the moment. Rather than taking cover behind the door and radioing for an assist, the guy was too busy spluttering orders at me. I bent down to retrieve the cuffs, grabbed the cop’s wrists and snapped them on so that his hands were held tightly in place behind his back.

      Racking the slide, I jammed the gun under his jaw but kept my finger wrapped around the outside of the trigger guard. What happened in the next sixty seconds was what counted.

      Both officers were terrified: a golden yellow color spilled out over their skulls, their bodies awash in adrenalin. The last thing I wanted was to have to hurt one. Equally, I wasn’t going to risk whatever would come from sitting handcuffed in the back of a patrol car. Not until I had figured out what the hell was going on.

      ‘Lower your duty weapon, put on the safety, and toss it into that drain. Once you’ve done those three things, I’ll release your colleague to you, and you can get him medical attention. You have five seconds to comply, beginning now.’ As I said it, I kept my tone even, and moved my finger to the trigger of the Springfield.

      In five seconds, if his partner hadn’t begun to do what I had requested, I would pull the trigger. Threats were only credible if you had every intention of carrying them through. I had made a reasonable request. If I had to kill the cop it would be because his partner had stalled or tried to play the hero. I would kill him, and then I would kill the partner if he drew down on me. After that I would leave. Right now, as I watched the cop hugging cover behind the door lower his duty weapon, I felt absolutely no discernible emotion whatsoever.

      I heard the click of the safety and watched as the cop tossed his weapon at the slit between sidewalk and road that I had picked out for him. I listened as the weapon clattered against the edge of the drain and dropped down into the void.

      Further down the Strip, I could see more red lights. Reinforcements. I took my hand away from where I was holding the cop’s cuffed hands, turned and ran. Across the Strip to my right was the edge of McCarran airport with a couple of small private jets parked up; one bore Wynn Casino livery. A razor-wire-topped chain-link fence separated the airfield from the road. To my immediate left were a row of billboards and a slope that ran up to a palm-tree-dotted golf course. Up to the north was a Vegas landmark in the shape of the Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas sign.

      I headed for the open ground of the golf course. Vaulting the basic chain-link fence that served as a perimeter, I took off again, skirting back north, figuring that at some point they would have a chopper up and that an urban environment with lots of bodies would make for better cover.

      The course was dark. I hugged the line of palm trees. I could hear more sirens wailing down the Strip. Among them, I picked up the crooning of an Elvis impersonator scraping the last few dollars of the day from the tourists having their picture taken next to the Las Vegas sign.

      “Are You Lonesome Tonight?” I couldn’t help but smile.

      The smile evaporated an instant later as the ground directly ahead of me exploded, the force of the blast stripping a palm tree six feet away out to its roots, the trunk slicing into long strips, green fronds floating into the neon sky as the King kept crooning in the distance, and sirens pulsed out a staccato beat. Earth and spars of metal fence detonated all around me, a clod of earth hitting me between the eyes, the dirt blinding me. I swiped it away, my head pounding with a migraine blast of pain that sent me to my knees. I clutched my head, the black metal of the Springfield 1911 cold against my cheek. To pull the trigger, to free myself from this torment? The idea flashed through my mind.

      I opened my eyes and glanced through the torn fencing. I was almost parallel to the Las Vegas sign. Elvis had stopped singing, his audience distracted. The tourists’ cameras and cell phones, red lights blinking, shot video of the cops swarming the scene.

      Sasha sat atop the Vegas sign, her face lit by yellow and red light, her legs dangling over the O in WELCOME. She waved at me as blood poured from her body.

      I blinked, willing her away, denying her presence, and felt guilty. Julia. I said her name to myself, repeating it like a mantra, the pain in my head falling away with every incantation.

      Before me, the ground that had been torn away was restored. The palm tree that had blown to pieces in front of me was whole, its fronds rippling gently in the slipstream of cars pushing their way down Las Vegas Boulevard. Up ahead, the golf-course fence squared off into a dead end. Two figures were climbing over from the other side. One was a broad, squat man sporting a ball cap. With him was a tall woman in cut-off jeans, with long blonde hair.

      I raised the Springfield, a reflex action more than a sign of lethal intent. The two figures kept coming until they were close enough for it to click where I had seen them before. They were the two pan-handlers from the off-ramp.

      I lowered the gun and took a step toward them. My foot caught a root, or whatever I was suffering from kicked back in, because I stumbled, falling onto one knee. They moved either side of me as a helicopter spotlight arced across the open ground of the fairway. They pulled me up and began to drag me to the fence they had just climbed over.

      The woman’s blonde hair tumbled across my shoulder. She stank of sweat and perfume. I tilted my head, catching sight of her throat and the prominent bulge of an Adam’s apple.

      ‘This way,’ the man with the beard said to me, as we clambered over the fence, the spotlight zigzagging rapidly toward us.

      On the other side, the ground fell away sharply to a concave concrete basin with a hole, some kind of access tunnel. A ladder led down into a storm drain. The blonde went first, shining a flashlight, picking out the corroded brown rungs of the ladder. I followed. The man with the beard came next. I felt myself begin to lose consciousness as darkness closed around us. Arms caught me. Then I blacked out.
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      New York City

      

      Graves

      

      The black sedan with tinted windows was parked across from the apartment building. Harry Graves sat in back, a frosted-glass partition separating him from the driver. He watched Julia Tibor as she walked past on her way to her apartment. She was attractive: long auburn hair, piercing blue eyes, a nice figure. Byron had done well for himself. And not just in terms of his wife’s looks. She was bright, too, and plugged in, at least in broad terms, to their world. She was an east-coast liberal to the core and that had troubled Graves when he had learned of the relationship.

      Relationships of any kind were a delicate area when it came to selecting participants in the program. The rule had been that the men selected had to be SSD – single, separated or divorced. Siblings were fine, as were parents, although the closeness of those relationships was carefully assessed – and Byron had scored top marks on that front because not only was he an only child but his parents were dead. Casual relationships between men like Byron and women they met were fine, as long as they remained that way.

      Byron’s relationship with the woman whom Harry was now watching fumble with her keys, as she juggled two bags of groceries, her handbag and a stack of folders, had been different. There was no question of it being vetoed but a careful risk assessment had been carried out. Muir and Graves had sat down with him separately to talk to him about what he could and could not reveal.

      It was hardly virgin territory. Anyone who worked with a certain level of security clearance, either as a civilian or in the military, knew that they had to construct a fairly robust firewall between their personal and working lives. That said, Byron wasn’t just aware of certain classified information: he was classified information. He was a walking, talking, sentient top-secret project ‒ with a mouth. At least, unlike Lewis, Byron actually got it. His stability had marked him out.

      In the end it had been agreed that perhaps a long-term relationship, and marriage, could be of benefit. For one it gave him deeper cover. And it gave them leverage over him.

      The only problem that remained was just how much the future Mrs Byron Tibor would know about her husband’s past. In the end it had been fairly straightforward.

      ‘Tell her the truth,’ Harry had told him. ‘Just finesse the transition part. That way if she starts to dig she’s only going to find what’s been there all along.’

      So that was how it had gone. Graves knew that because Byron and Julia had been under pretty heavy covert surveillance during the early part of their relationship. It had been discontinued three months after they’d got hitched. The marriage hadn’t seemed to impact on Byron any more than it would have on any other high-level operative. He couldn’t talk about aspects of his work. He sometimes had to leave home at short notice and be away for an undetermined and occasionally extended period.

      Graves knew that Julia had been aware of this because he had listened to recordings of the two of them discussing it. She had seemed to tease him about the clandestine nature of his work, assuming he was working for the CIA, but she knew enough not to ask too many questions.

      In some ways, Muir had told Graves, Byron’s marriage and ability to sustain such a close relationship without his spouse suspecting the truth had left the project way ahead of where it had been. They had proved that someone like Byron could be fully integrated. If he could live with a partner, he was ready for pretty much any operation. In some ways it had informed the planning of the operation to extract Masori ‒ three or four possible scenarios had been placed in front of the folks in Washington. The upside was that, even if the mission failed, the worst-case scenario was that they lost one man rather than potentially dozens. It had appealed to the military advisors because it was a defiantly old-school special-forces operation that harked back to the days when special forces was more about using local populations and less about abseiling out of helicopters while armed to the teeth.

      He got out of the car, walked up the short flight of stone steps and pressed the buzzer for the apartment. He waited.

      ‘Hello?’

      From her tone and the hesitancy of her response to the buzzer, he could tell she hadn’t been expecting any visitors. That was good.

      ‘Mrs Tibor, I’m from the State Department. I need to speak to you about your husband. May I come up, please?’
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      ‘Is he dead?’ Julia Tibor asked Graves.

      ‘We don’t know.’ He motioned for her to sit down and asked if she wanted anything. Some tea? A glass of water?

      ‘No, thank you, Mr . . . ?’

      ‘Graves,’ said Harry. ‘Harry Graves.’

      She sat, and he sat opposite her in an old wing-backed armchair. For a moment his mind settled on the morbid humor of his surname while on such a visit.

      ‘Can you just tell me what’s happened, Mr Graves?’ she said.

      Up close, she was even more striking. In contrast to most women who used makeup and clothes to create an image that worked better from a distance, it was only when you got within a few feet that you saw Byron had married a woman who would have been attractive in pretty much any era. He felt a twinge of regret at never having found anyone to share what passed for his life, but pushed it away. This was high stakes and he had to get his approach right.

      ‘You know that your husband’s job involves more than working as an intelligence analyst for the department?’

      ‘He doesn’t go into specifics but, yes, I had always assumed it was more than just sitting in an office.’

      She seemed to be holding it together pretty well, thought Graves.

      ‘I used to tease him about it.’ She paused. ‘I mean, I do tease him.’

      ‘I can’t go into specific details either but he was doing important work for us overseas, and during the course of that work he went missing.’

      ‘Where? Where did he go missing?’

      He’d known she would ask. That was why he’d omitted it. It was crucial that he built a bridge with her early on. That she didn’t think he was keeping things from her. If he didn’t establish trust with her now, it would only complicate matters further down the line. ‘That I can’t say.’

      ‘He told me he was going to Nevada.’

      ‘I can neither confirm nor deny where he was. But I can say that he was assisting us with an important matter of national security when he went missing.’

      She sat a little straighter. ‘What do you meant “went missing”? My keys go missing. A dog goes missing. A grown man doesn’t go missing. You mean he was kidnapped? That’s what you mean, Mr Graves?’

      Harry folded his hands on his lap. ‘No, Mrs Tibor. I mean exactly what I said. He’s missing. We don’t know where he is. He was on a mission, we were monitoring him, and he dropped off our radar.’ At least that part wasn’t entirely fabricated, he thought. ‘Believe me, we’re devoting every possible resource to locating him and we’re all very hopeful.’

      ‘And what should I do in the meantime?’

      Harry sighed. She had to believe that he felt the weight of her husband’s disappearance almost as much as she did. ‘I’m going to ask three things of you. You don’t have to agree to all or, indeed, any of them, but I do need to know your decision. First, it may put Byron’s life at risk if this becomes public.’

      She nodded. ‘I understand that. I won’t say anything to anyone about this unless you think it’s the right thing.’

      ‘I appreciate that. Now, additionally, if someone does have your husband it may be that they attempt to get in touch with you. We did have a case last year, unreported, of course, of a kidnapping where the hostage was made to contact his family directly as a way of his captors gathering intelligence.’

      She leaned forward. ‘You think he’s been kidnapped? What do you mean? I don’t follow.’

      Harry rubbed his chin. ‘The value in someone like your husband is often what he knows rather than in any ransom. In this case the kidnappers tried to use the family to glean information. I can’t be any more specific but all we’d ask is that if your husband gets in touch, even to say he’s safe, then you let us know immediately.’

      ‘Of course. If he gets in touch let you know,’ she repeated back.

      Harry dug into his wallet for a piece of paper and a small silver wallet pen. He jotted down a cell-phone number. ‘I’m contactable twenty-four/seven,’ he said, handing it to her. ‘I’ll keep you updated if anything changes, but if you want to speak to me, please don’t hesitate.’

      She took the paper without a word. In truth there was no need for her to contact them if Byron surfaced. Her cell phone, apartment and work landlines and email were already being monitored on a live basis by the National Security Agency. If Byron got in touch, they needed to know whether she would tell them about it or not. If she followed instructions, she was safe.

      And if she didn’t, thought Graves, well, they had a contingency for that too.
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      Graves was stepping back into the Town Car when his secure phone chirped. ‘Graves,’ he said.

      ‘We have a positive ID,’ said the man at the other end of the line.

      Graves slammed the rear passenger door. ‘You’re sure?’

      ‘Oh, it’s definitely him. Hundred percent. Unless there’s someone else out there who can toss a two-hundred-pound cop into the air like he’s a softball.’

      Graves closed his eyes and slowly exhaled. Finally, some good news. ‘Okay, great. Let’s get someone out there to go pick him up.’

      ‘The sighting was yesterday. He wasn’t detained, and now he’s back off grid,’ said the voice.

      ‘Okay, so send in a team. Set up a secure containment area. Soak the ground with people until you locate him again.’

      ‘Not something we can do that easily where he is. At least, not without risking a breach.’

      The protocol for Byron was the same as it had been for Lewis. No media. Limited notification of law enforcement. Keep the details vague, and definitely no names. Apart from the risk of panic that would be created in the general population by telling them that someone from the program was on the loose and rogue, this entire field was, of course, still very much classified. If at all possible, it was staying that way. This was one can of worms that was not going to be opened, if it could be avoided.

      ‘So where is he?’ said Graves.

      There was a pause that signaled he wasn’t about to like what was coming.

      ‘Where?’ Graves prompted.

      ‘Vegas,’ said the voice. ‘He made it to Las Vegas.’

      Graves stopped himself cursing. Of course he had, he thought. Stay in the desert or a small town, and he’d be noticed sooner or later. But in a vast urban center, especially a goddamn freak show like Las Vegas, their job would be ten times more difficult. Not only was it easier to melt into an ever-shifting crowd, but the general level of security meant that sending in a big team of operatives to locate him was sure to attract attention and get people talking. This was a game-changer.

      ‘Still no signal from the RDF tracker?’ he asked. The signal from the subcutaneous device had died shortly after Byron’s exit from the facility.

      ‘That was the other news,’ said the voice. ‘It’s been recovered ten miles north of the facility at the last active point of contact we had for him.’

      After Graves had killed the call, he pounded a fist into the door. ‘Son of a bitch.’ He glanced up and saw Julia Tibor standing at the apartment window. She looked drained. She wasn’t the only one, he thought. They needed a new plan, and fast. Something clean, sterile, a scalpel rather than a daisy-cutter bomb.

      As the car pulled away from the curb, he started to make calls. The news wasn’t good. He had the perfect individual in mind, but he came with a lot of baggage. Graves was going to use every bit of pull he had to bring him on board. And good luck containing him if he did. But who else out there was up to it? He came up blank. It was a shortlist of one, and right now the one was technically unavailable.
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      Las Vegas

      

      Chauncey and Repo

      

      Chauncey had lived in the tunnels for a couple of years now. They were safer than the streets, and the streets were safer than the weekly rental motels. When it was so damn hot out on the Strip that the asphalt stuck to your feet, it was cool in the storm drains. At night, when the temperature dropped, it was warmer. You got more privacy too.

      Metro cops didn’t come down here unless they had to. Their radios couldn’t push out a signal through all that concrete and rebar. Course, them not coming down here meant you had to handle your own business. Anything jumped off, no cop was going to help you. No, sirree. And people did come down: folks looking for a place to stay, or somewhere quiet to jack up or smoke crank. Kids came down too, gangs of ’em, looking to hunt people down for kicks. They’d caught Chauncey once. Only thing that had saved him was that there were so many of them around him they kept getting in each other’s way: well, that and Repo. He’d come out of the darkness with that goddamn crazy sword of his, waving it around, blond wig stuck on his head, looking like Xena, Warrior Princess, if she hadn’t shaved and had a bad hankering for crank.

      The least Chauncey could do for Repo/Sheryl after that was to let him set up a place further back down the tunnel. They’d become friends, or as close as you could get to friends. For a crazy transvestite who liked to wave a sword, Repo was good people, real neat. His camp was something to see. It lay about two hundred yards down the pike from Chauncey’s. Repo had hung a curtain across the tunnel so that could both have some privacy. You had to holler before you went beyond the curtain. Get the word from Repo, step on through, and you’d swear it was nicer than some condos. Repo had a shower bag, a king-sized bed, a shelf with books, a TV with a DVD player, a laptop computer. Place was a goddamn palace. All it needed was a bathroom ’stead of the white bucket that Repo used. He’d hooked up a clothes rail too. That was where he kept all his Sheryl dresses and his makeup. Sheryl was something. A real lady. Repo, though, he could be a mean son of a bitch if you crossed him.

      That was what had shocked Chauncey about Repo heading out to help the guy with the crazy eyes. Chauncey and Repo both knew to stay out of the cops’ business. The Metro cops could be mean. They were trigger happy, too. Maybe that was why Repo had decided to help the dude. The cops were on one side and they were on the other. And there had been something cool about what the dude had done. One second he was on his knees, the next he’d fucked up that one cop, taken his gun (‘Taken his gun off a him like candy’), and his partner was screaming like a little girl. Dude wasn’t joking either about shooting the cop. It had been some show. You saw a lot of crazy shit on the Strip, heard a lot of guys talk smack, too, about how they were gonna do this if Metro riled them, but no one did it. Not like that dude either.

      They had watched him jump the fence into the golf course, figured he was heading their way. The tunnel was right there. Repo had taken off running, and Chauncey had tagged along. Chauncey had told him that it was a bad idea and the dude was going to bring them a world of trouble, but Repo wasn’t listening. Before he knew it, Chauncey was jumping the fence too. By that stage, with that helicopter closing in, he was kinda committed, and they’d kinda had to help the brother out.

      He was in bad shape when they’d got him down into camp. And the Metro cops had changed their minds about coming down there. They swarmed all over the tunnel. Sent dogs in too. But Repo and Chauncey and the dude were long gone. No way were the Metro cops going to find ’em – not down here. They musta run the whole length of the Strip almost. Miles and miles. Chauncey didn’t know when the Metro cops had given up chasing ’em. All they knew was that when they headed back home the cops had smashed up all their shit. They’d taken a knife to Repo’s shower bag, smashed his TV and all his electronics, even slashed Chauncey’s bed so that the springs were showing.

      Repo had stayed up, keeping watch, as Chauncey had got some sleep. The dude had crashed out too. He’d said things in his sleep. Chauncey had noticed he had a real bad wound on his neck, like someone had cut him.

      Chauncey lay awake in the darkness and thought about the night that had gone. Crazy. He looked around at all his shit the cops had smashed up or dragged all over the tunnel. Dumb motherfuckers. What did they think they could do to a man who had to live underground? Life had already stripped away everything he had. Repo was the same. Chauncey figured that was why he’d created Sheryl. It was Repo’s way of having another life, another shot.

      He wondered what the crazy dude’s story was. He was a vet, that was for sure. You could tell that from the way he’d dealt with the cops and carried the gun. Hell, you could tell it from the way the guy walked. He wasn’t long out either. He was still sharp. Lean. In shape.

      There was something else about him. Repo had noticed it too. When they were walking through the tunnels with no light at all, the dude had gone ahead of them. Repo had a torch but the dude had heard something, likely just tourists walking around above ground on the Strip. Repo had killed the light for a moment but the dude had kept walking like it was the middle of the day.

      They had kept moving for the next three days, trying to keep to themselves as best they could. The tunnels were full of people who hated the cops but who would happily rat them out for a few bucks. It had crossed Chauncey’s mind and he’d broached the subject with Repo. Repo had shot him down. He’d been burned by too many bad deals in the past.

      They lay up during the day and early evening when the tunnel-dwellers moved out above ground to get food or go trawl the slots for credits. The first night they had found somewhere quiet and taken turns on guard duty. The second day, the guy had shared his name. Byron. A real black name, Chauncey had thought, though the guy was light-skinned.

      By then even Repo was starting to have second thoughts. Byron was taking over, telling them where to go. Chauncey didn’t like being told what to do usually, but the guy had a way about him. Kinda quiet authority thing. By the third day, he was the leader, and Repo, who hated just about everyone, was following him around like a puppy.

      ‘This guy’s our ticket,’ Repo had whispered to Chauncey in the darkness, while they were supposed to be sleeping and Byron was doing what he called recon.

      ‘Yeah, our ticket to the chair.’

      Byron had come back with food. Real nice stuff. There was steak and mashed potato and broccoli and a bottle of wine. Chauncey was starting to think that maybe Repo had it right. Then things changed.

      Repo and Chauncey had started going over what Byron had done to the cops. Chauncey was half Irish, so the story had grown some with each telling. Byron didn’t seem to be enjoying it, though. It was like a big black cloud settled over him.

      ‘Pow! I swear that motherfucker was going to fly into space,’ Chauncey had said.

      ‘Be quiet.’ The words had come in a whisper so quiet that Chauncey didn’t quite catch them.

      ‘I was only . . .’ Chauncey stumbled, as Byron gave him that death stare he had.

      ‘Well, don’t.’

      Repo had started in on Chauncey: ‘Yeah, shut the fuck up with that. We were all there.’

      Chauncey felt hurt, like he was being cut out. Him and Repo had always been tight. Him and Sheryl tighter still.

      Byron had asked them questions then. Stuff about how he’d arrived, what direction he was coming from when he’d seen Chauncey.

      There wasn’t much to tell. The lack of information seemed to piss him off. He’d had the look of a blackout drunk, piecing together all the crazy shit from the night before. All of a sudden he’d got up and announced they were going up above ground. All three of them. Worse, he was talking about how he’d seen a sports bar when he’d gone to get dinner. He wanted to have a beer.

      Repo had start arguing with him. Soon as he moved, though, Repo and Chauncey fell in behind. They surfaced in an alley right behind the Strip.

      Chauncey didn’t like bars. They were pricey, and the booze was weak. Most of all, there were too many regular citizens.

      Byron bellied up to the bar. He had a roll of money. They got the kind of looks that guys like them always did but the sight of the money changed the dynamic. Fucked-up-looking people in Vegas got 86ed. Fucked-up people with money, though?

      ‘What can I get you, gentlemen?’

      Byron ordered a soda. Repo got a goddamn Mai Tai and Chauncey got himself a boilermaker. Byron was staring at one of the screens. It must have been a light sports night because it was tuned to the news. He got the bartender to hike the volume.

      Chauncey had sucked down the boilermaker and ordered another on Byron’s tab. Any second he was expecting their pictures to flash up on screen. It had been only three days. They were surrounded by people, some watching the same pictures. This was all kinds of bad.

      Byron was cool. He’d sipped his soda, his eyes never leaving the screen.

      Nothing. No mention of them. Chauncey had another drink to celebrate. The cops would still be looking for them but Vegas had moved on. There was too much crazy shit for it not to.

      They had left a while later. Chauncey and Repo were in high spirits. They could move back to their camp, or close. Byron’s mood was darker. Repo tried to reassure him. ‘Chill. You’re good,’ he said.

      Byron had given him the look. ‘No,’ he’d said. ‘I’m not. And neither are you. You need to get out of here. Split up, get out and don’t come back. Get out of the country entirely if you can.’

      ‘You’re tripping,’ Chauncey had said.

      Byron had smiled. ‘Not anymore, I’m not.’
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      Byron

      

      If I’d had any dreams while I was sleeping I didn’t remember them, but I woke to find my hand closing around Chauncey’s throat, slowly crushing his windpipe. I had the Springfield 1911 pressed so hard to his forehead that when I took it way it left a circular groove on the pockmarked skin between his eyes. As I lowered the gun, my hand was trembling. At first I put that down to nerves, the reaction of someone who had just come within a fraction of killing an innocent man. Then I remembered. The shaking wasn’t an emotional response. It was sensory substitution, the reaction of the tips of my fingers to being closed around the metal stock of the gun.

      I let go and shoved Chauncey away with my other hand. Behind Chauncey was Repo. He was clutching a sword, and for a moment I flashed back to the village in Afghanistan, and the three men who had come to kill me.

      ‘I told you never to touch me when I’m sleeping. You want to wake me, shout at me or something, but keep your distance.’

      Chauncey looked at me sheepishly. ‘Sorry, I forgot. You really going to shoot me?’

      The answer was yes. I said nothing.

      ‘You want some coffee?’ Repo asked me.

      I sat up and surveyed the detritus of the broken-up camp. The cops had done a pretty number on the place. They’d be back too, and if not them, someone else. Chauncey and Repo weren’t safe as long as I was around. I had to get out of there, and so did they.

      Over the course of the past three nights I had remembered more. There had been no single epiphany. Instead it had been a slow piecing together that had accelerated as every new piece slotted back into place. I ran a hand over my skull, the magnetic sensors in my fingertips tingling as they came within range of my implants.

      I looked up at my two unlikely saviors. ‘You have to leave. Today.’

      Repo wasn’t having it. ‘You said that last night, but, dude, you’ve said a lot of crazy shit since we saved your ass.’

      Chauncey shrugged. ‘You need to relax, brother. We stood in that bar and no one looked twice at us. Hell, there wasn’t even nothing on the local news.’

      How did I explain to them that governments ran news blackouts without sounding even crazier? ‘Forget all that. There are people looking for me right now. Not local cops. Federal, government people. You helped me and that puts you both in danger.’

      Mention of the government and the feds seemed to put Chauncey on edge. ‘What’s the government want with you?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘The less you know, the better.’

      Chauncey and Repo traded a look. They must have met more than one person down in the tunnels who had some sort of paranoid fantasy that the government was out to get them.

      ‘All I know,’ said Repo, taking a sip of his coffee, ‘is that you are one bad-ass motherfucker. Look, man, you go ahead and split if you like. We ain’t going to admit we helped you, never mind anything else.’

      I studied their faces. I already knew they weren’t going to leave. The tunnels were their home. They felt safe there. This was the life they had chosen. I dug into my back pocket and peeled off some twenty-dollar bills from the roll I had. ‘At least take a vacation for a couple of weeks until the heat dies down.’

      ‘We don’t want your money,’ said Repo.

      ‘The hell we don’t. Thanks, man,’ said Chauncey, tucking the bills into the front pocket of his dirt-encrusted jeans.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      Harry Graves stepped past the sallyport toward a row of eight blue Arizona doors. He turned to the corrections officer. ‘I can take it from here.’

      The CO, a big man with a handlebar mustache, shook his head. ‘No can do. Not with this guy.’ The CO gave a heavy nod to the door. ‘He come in. We gave him a cellie. Stone-cold lifer. Not someone who’s going to go upsetting a’body. Fella hung hisseff while Eldon here was in the shower.’

      Graves studied the CO. There was an air of fear to the man that you didn’t get with jailers. It came off him in waves. It was the same vibe he’d had from everyone he’d mentioned the name Eldon James to. The guy scared people who usually weren’t scared. It went way beyond anything rational. ‘How’d you know he wasn’t planning on doing that in any case? He was a lifer. You said so yourself.’

      ‘Lifers don’t go out like that, Mr Graves. They just don’t,’ said the CO. He sighed. ‘Tell you what. I’ll pretend like I’m deaf. How does that suit you?’

      Graves didn’t have the energy for this so he decided to let it go. ‘He’s coming with me. You know that, right? I mean, if he wants to. Seems kind of redundant to have a chaperone under those circumstances.’

      ‘And if he doesn’t want to accept your offer, then you’re going to need me,’ said the CO, tapping the industrial-size can of pepper spray on his utility belt.

      

      Forty-five minutes later, Graves pulled out of the front parking lot. Next to him in the passenger seat was Eldon James. Graves was careful to call him Mr James or (once he had checked that it was appropriate) Eldon. At no time did he call Eldon James by the name everyone else had for him – a nickname by way of The Simpsons, which would have been funny if it had been applied to anyone except Eldon: Satan’s Little Helper.

      Eldon squirmed in his seat. In fact, the guy didn’t stop moving. Not once. He reminded Graves of a hyperactive child with ADHD. He wasn’t that much bigger than a child either. Graves wondered if that accounted for the number of men he had killed. You’d look at Eldon and not think anything of it. He was small, five feet seven, and skinny, maybe one hundred thirty-five at a push and with some rocks in his pockets. He had short cropped hair, and a pale verging on sickly complexion with big brown eyes. His feet and hands were big and out of proportion with the rest of him. He sure as hell didn’t look like a killer whose blood lust had proved even too much for special forces. He didn’t look like shit. But the files didn’t lie. Satan’s Little Helper had taken more lives than most active-service platoons. He had something else too: he was an expert tracker. You wanted to find someone, he was your man.

      ‘You hungry?’ Graves asked him, as they came up on a sign informing them of a truck stop a few miles ahead.

      ‘Sure,’ said Eldon. ‘I could eat.’

      ‘How’d they treat you back there?’

      Eldon shrugged. ‘Could have got messy if’n they’d kept me much longer. I need my space.’

      Terrific, thought Graves. I got three hundred more miles alone in a car with this nut bag. He swiped at the stalk of his turn signal. ‘Let’s get you something to eat. Whatever you like. All on Uncle Sam’s dime. Just like old times.’

      ‘Just like old times?’

      ‘I have a job for you, Eldon.’

      ‘I guessed that already. Who is it, and what’s in it for me?’

      Graves took Eldon’s directness as a good sign. The guy might have come off like some backwoods hillbilly but you didn’t assemble his kill rate without having something about you. ‘I’ll bring you up to speed on the individual later. What’s in it for you is your freedom.’

      Eldon threw his head back and laughed. ‘No deal.’

      Graves leaned toward him. ‘What do you mean “no deal”? You’re looking at life without.’

      ‘I want a return to active service. Ain’t no life worth living if I can’t do what God put me on the planet to do.’

      ‘You mean take other people off it.’

      ‘Never killed a body that didn’t need some killing, Mr Graves. And I would include those two gentlemen I shot in Texas,’ said Eldon.

      ‘Active service, an official return to your unit, no dice, no way I could swing that. But I could keep you plenty busy. Off-the-books work. Some here, some overseas. You want time to think it over, I can drop you back at the prison.’ said Graves.

      ‘Good enough.’

      

      When they had finished eating, Graves walked Eldon back out to the car. They sat in back. Graves pulled out his notebook computer and double-clicked on the file they’d assembled on Byron Tibor. He angled the screen away from Eldon for a second.

      ‘This goes no further,’ he said to Eldon. ‘You do not discuss at any time the details of this operation. I also want to emphasize that in the initial stages you are charged with locating this individual. You have to wait for direct orders before you take any further action. If we can detain him, that’s our chosen option.’

      Eldon seemed a little deflated at this twist but he nodded.

      Graves angled the screen back so Eldon could see it. Eldon grinned as he stared at the picture of Tibor. ‘For real? Tibor?’

      ‘I understand you served together for a time. That’s why I thought you might be the right person for this particular task.’

      ‘So what’s he done so bad that you want him? I mean, the guy was a regular Boy Scout when I knew him.’

      ‘He’s gone AWOL, and he’s carrying some sensitive information. Information that would threaten national security were it to be accessed by the wrong people.’

      Eldon’s eyes narrowed. ‘Tibor? You sure?’

      ‘We’re sure,’ said Graves.

      ‘So you want this information back?’ Eldon asked.

      ‘Don’t worry about that. We just want Tibor.’

      Eldon turned his hands over so that his palms were facing up. ‘I’ll need money, a weapon.’

      It was Graves’s turn to smile. ‘Don’t worry. We’re going to make sure you have everything you need.’

      ‘You want him dead or alive?’

      ‘You’ll be issued with a full set of ROE. As I said, we’d prefer him alive, but circumstances . . .’ Graves trailed off, letting Eldon read into the pause what he wished to. ROE stood for rules of engagement, the guidelines that set out under what circumstances lethal force could be deployed by a field operative. For a situation like this they usually offered several degrees more latitude than in standard military operations.

      ‘Got any idea where he might be?’

      Graves nodded. ‘We believe he’s in Las Vegas. Three days ago there was an incident involving Metro cops. We have him on an elevated watch list at all nearby airports. And we have people watching bus stations and other transport hubs as well as local hospitals. It’s a little more complicated than a regular manhunt because we have a media blackout in place.’

      ‘So what’s the deal with this information he has? You think he’s going to try and sell it or something?’ Eldon asked.

      ‘No, it’s nothing like that. Let’s just say that Tibor has had what might be best described as some kind of nervous breakdown,’ said Graves, careful not to lie.

      Eldon’s eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t get it. The guy was like a rock. What makes someone like that flip out and run off with something that’s classified?’

      ‘Do everyone a favor, Eldon. You catch him. Leave the figuring out to us.’
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      New York City

      

      Julia

      

      They were watching her. And even if they weren’t, it was safer for her to assume that they were. But as Julia woke after a fitful night’s sleep it wasn’t surveillance that was troubling her, it was whether Graves had been telling the truth. To be told that her husband had been killed in action would almost have been better than the state of limbo she had been plunged into.

      She got up and walked from the bedroom into the living room and across to the small desk by the window. Last night she had shut down her computer and unplugged it at the wall. Byron had spoken in passing but at length about how the internet was the greatest invention ever, as far as governments, including their own, were concerned. Coming from anyone else it might have sounded like conspiracy stuff but the way he had laid it out had made complete sense.

      ‘Just think, Julia, when George Orwell wrote 1984, he was talking about a screen in everyone’s living room that Big Brother could watch them through. And now look at what we have. Cameras and a perfect surveillance system that the government doesn’t even have to pay for. Orwell would laugh his ass off if he were around now at how dumb people are.’

      She had laughed when he’d said it but he hadn’t joined in.

      ‘The web was a piece of military technology first. You think they allowed civilian use without thinking it through?’

      He hadn’t been saying it to scare her. He had simply been stating a fact. She picked up the business card that Graves had left and turned it over in her hand. She thought about calling him but decided to wait until later. There were a few other things she wanted to know about him first.

      She took a shower, dressed, grabbed her bag, the same bag Byron had rescued from the two muggers, and left the apartment. Outside it was a cool, crisp New York Saturday, the kind that featured in Woody Allen movies and romantic comedies. She stopped at the small Cypriot neighbourhood deli, forced herself to eat half a bagel, washed down with black coffee, then headed for the subway.

      She rode the 1 Train all the way up to 116th Street, then walked across campus to her office. On the way she watched for someone following her but in the crush of people on the subway, even as it emptied out a little above 96th, it was next to impossible. If you wanted to follow someone, Manhattan had to be an ideal environment to do it.

      She shared her office with two other academics. One was currently doing research in London and the other, Katrina, was from Ukraine and did most of her work from home, which left the small space to Julia. All the computers in the office were hooked up to a central system. Julia logged on to Katrina’s computer, figuring that accessing the other, when the person had been away for several months, might flag somewhere. Logging in was straightforward.

      She thought about using Google or a similar search engine but quickly decided against it. Typing in ‘Byron Tibor’ to Google would be bound to raise a flag somewhere and there was no way on the university system to hide your IP address, the unique identifier that told someone where the search request had originated. Instead she began to search through various news sites, looking for something, anything. After an hour, she gave up. There was no mention of Byron or anyone that resembled him. Whatever had happened, the people he worked for were making sure it would stay like that.

      She dug into her purse and pulled out the number Graves had given her. Maybe he would slip up and give something away.

      She punched in the cell number. Graves answered almost immediately.

      ‘Mrs Tibor, how are you? Have you heard from your husband?’

      Something about the urgency in his voice comforted her. He might know a lot more than she did right now, but she was sure he didn’t know where Byron was.

      ‘How did you know it was me?’ she asked him.

      ‘New York area code. I guessed.’

      Yeah, right, she thought. ‘No, I haven’t heard anything. I was hoping you might have news.’

      ‘I’m very sorry. We’re making every effort but so far we’ve got nothing concrete,’ said Graves. ‘We’re working hard, though, you can be assured of that. Byron’s very important to us. We’re leaving no stone unturned. We’ll find him.’

      ‘You’re sure we can’t contact the media?’

      On the other end of the line, Graves almost choked. ‘Not without risking his life and those of people he works alongside. You haven’t spoken to anyone, have you?’

      ‘No, Mr Graves. Listen, I just want my husband back safe.’

      ‘You and me both. If you hear anything . . .’

      ‘You’ll be the first to know,’ Julia lied.
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      Graves

      Graves killed the call from Julia Tibor. Across from him, a data analyst from the NSA was looking at an analysis of the call. The analyst shrugged his shoulders. ‘She’s telling the truth.’

      Graves sensed a little doubt. ‘But?’

      ‘There is a slight disruption to her speech.’ He pointed at the screen. ‘Here, and here. Where she asked about how you knew it was her. But that could just be the stress associated with this type of situation. Other than that it’s all clean. She’s telling the truth.’

      ‘Sometimes I forget we’re not supposed to know what we know,’ said Graves.

      ‘There is something else, though,’ said the analyst.

      Graves leaned toward him.

      ‘Bunch of internet searches at a computer in her office at Columbia,’ the analyst continued.

      ‘Oh, yeah?’ said Graves. He’d expected her to do some digging. It was human nature. The woman’s husband was MIA while on government business, and they’d told her pretty much nothing. She was bright. She was hardly likely to stay home filing her nails and watching daytime TV. The only thing that had him worried was her going to the media, and putting Byron’s disappearance into the public domain. ‘What was she Googling?’

      The analyst looked nervous. ‘Come on, what?’ Graves pressed.

      ‘You sure she didn’t know about the program, Harry?’

      ‘What the fuck are you talking about? She can’t know. No one knows.’

      The analyst tapped a finger to the screen. ‘Take a look at the search terms, Harry. She might not know everything, but she knows a lot.’

      Graves started reading through the search terms. The analyst was right. There were terms in there that only someone who was on the inside could have known. ‘What about her email? She shared any of this?’

      ‘Haven’t had time to go through each one but the analytics and hot words search were clear. Looks like he told her but she hasn’t shared with anyone.’

      Graves chewed it over. If she hadn’t told anyone it was containable. The question he couldn’t get past was why Byron would have said anything, even if she was his wife. The firewall that surrounded operatives like him was there for a reason that he would have understood. It came down to one simple thing – what you didn’t know couldn’t hurt you.

      He had to go speak to her again. They had a flight heading back east in an hour. He put in a call and checked there was room. Then he headed out of the office at speed. Traffic would take up most of that hour. He needed to get to Julia Tibor before she did something with the information that they’d all regret.
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      Las Vegas

      

      Eldon

      

      They’d booked Eldon into the MGM Grand on the Strip. He checked in and went up to his room. When he got inside, the pre-programmed greeting screen was on the TV. He switched it off. He took some clothes from his bag and hung them in the closet. He took out one of three toothbrushes he carried on recon trips, brushed his teeth, making sure to leave a smear of toothpaste on the sink, and left the water running. Nothing, it seemed, said that a room was being used like a wet toothbrush. He walked back out, switching the sign to Do Not Disturb. He walked out of the main entrance, past the Golden Lion in the foyer, and hung a left.

      He collected the beaten-up car he’d rented earlier that morning from a lot about a half-mile away and drove toward downtown. On Fremont, he parked a few blocks away from the motel he planned on using, and walked the rest of the way. After all that time in administrative segregation, cooped up twenty-three hours out of twenty-four, the sun and what passed for fresh air in Vegas felt good.

      At times like this Eldon often thought of the story he’d heard as a kid about a guy who couldn’t sleep because of the noise from a neighbor’s cockerel. The wise man of the village tells him to get a dog that barks. Next time he goes back, the wise man tells him to get a donkey that brays all the time. Finally, when the guy has a goddamn orchestra of animals making a racket, the wise man tells him to get rid of them. All of a sudden, the cockerel cock-a-doodle-dooing seems like jack shit, and he can sleep. That was what life was like for Eldon. A fleabag motel seemed like a palace when you’d spent the last six months in solitary, the same way that a twelve-by-twelve cell was heaven when you’d spent days living in holes in the ground waiting for some asshole to pop his head out so you could blow it off.

      Next to his room, an old lady with varicose veins was sitting outside reading a second-hand drugstore romance. She looked away as Eldon opened his door. He glanced at her as he turned the key in the lock. ‘Ma’am?’ he said.

      She looked up from her book, the pages yellow. He could see that he scared her. For a small guy, he scared a lot of people. The only ones he didn’t scare were the truly dumb ones. He reached into his wallet, pulled out five bucks and held it out to her.

      When she spoke, her voice took him back. It was about an octave higher than he’d expected and she had a Southern accent. ‘I’m retired, sugar,’ she said. ‘My daughter stays with me, though.’

      Classy, thought Eldon, a little old lady who pimps her daughter. ‘It’s nothing like that. I just want you to make sure the residents know that if anyone so much as thinks of going into my room they’re going to have a problem. Can you get the word out for me?’

      She plucked the five spot from his hand, and stuffed it into her bra without a word.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Eldon, as he pushed the door open. He dumped what little gear he had, and headed straight back out. His neighbor didn’t look up from her book as he walked past her and toward his beat-up car.

      He drove back toward the Strip, dropped his ride and headed into New York, New York. He saw his contact sitting alone at the bar. Eldon sat next to him and ordered a beer. When it came, they took a table in the corner. The contact was a retired Metro detective called Chenko with a bad haircut and a beer gut. The company had men and women like him all over, usually former law-enforcement or retired agents, folks who were plugged in. Every city, every town, every organization with a few hundred employees had at least one. It saved a lot of time, especially in situations like this.

      ‘You’ve been read in?’ Eldon asked him.

      Chenko answered, with a smirk, ‘Everyone’s real twitchy over this. What is he? One of ours who spent too much time with the rag heads and loves Allah?’

      Eldon sipped his beer. It was ice cold and flavorless but it went down easy. ‘What you have?’

      ‘He had a run-in with two LVPD cops,’ said Chenko, getting out his smartphone. He swiped the screen, pulling up a picture of a cop with a face like an inverted Panda, two purple-black eyes and a nose that had been taped back into place.

      Eldon studied the damage. Whatever was going on in Tibor’s head, he was getting soft. The Tibor he’d known would have killed both cops, ripped out the dash cam, and taken out any witnesses, civilian or not.

      Chenko continued with the slide show: ‘These are the two guys who helped him. Street names are Repo and Chauncey. They live down in the tunnels. Repo has a jacket, mostly drug-related. Burglary, theft, couple of assaults, soliciting. At weekends, he calls himself Sheryl.’ Chenko swiped to a mugshot of Repo in a blond wig, lips pursed like Marilyn Monroe.

      He moved onto the other man, Chauncey. Eldon studied the man’s face. He looked like a truck driver from Indiana who’d just discovered the joys of meth.

      ‘Chauncey’s more your regular loser type. From what one of the patrol guys in that division told me, him and Sheryl have a thing. Different strokes, right?’

      Eldon shrugged. He wasn’t about to share that he also followed Repo’s lifestyle in his down time.‘You know where I can find them?’

      Chenko dug out a hotel tourist map. There were three locations circled. He flattened it out on the table. ‘Here, here and here.’ He jabbed a meaty finger at the Welcome to Las Vegas sign across from McCarran airport. ‘This was where the two cops got jumped and where those two losers had set camp. They’re lying low but I’d say they’ll be back there before someone else stakes it out. Our boy will be long gone but guys like these are creatures of habit. They only move if the tunnels flood or they go to jail.’
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      The first tunnel Eldon checked was empty. In the second he came across a couple of tweakers hunched over a pipe. They’d seen Chauncey, Repo and Tibor together but they were hazy on the when part. Heavy-duty narcotics did that to people. A year ago, last week, five minutes before? They were all much of a muchness. Eldon left them to it and moved back to his ride.

      Twenty minutes later he parked up next to the Welcome to Las Vegas sign. A couple of Elvis impersonators were having their picture taken with tourists. Across the street a Wynn Casino plane was rolling up, ready to go get the next whale with a couple of million and bring him back to Vegas.

      Eldon waited for a break in the traffic and strolled across the street in the direction of the golf course. Ahead of him was a concrete ramp with high walls that shielded it from view. At the bottom it split into two tunnels. Chenko had already told him that Repo and Chauncey were usually camped out on the one closest to the road. Eldon hugged the opposite wall. He could already hear the echo of someone moving around in the right-hand tunnel. He drew his weapon.

      He ran straight into the mouth of the tunnel, coming on Chauncey within seconds. He faced him and barked orders: ‘Police. Hands behind your head, asshole.’

      Chauncey looked at him with tired, yellow eyes. ‘You got ID?’

      Eldon advanced on him, grabbed his shoulder and spun him round so that he was facing the tunnel wall. He brought a knee up hard between Chauncey’s legs. Chauncey groaned, slumping forward. Eldon grabbed his hands and used Plasticuffs to tie them behind his back, cinching them tight enough to cut off the flow of blood.

      There was a banshee scream from further down the tunnel. Eldon pivoted round in time to see Sheryl/Repo rushing toward him with a curved samurai sword. Eldon shot him in the face, figuring that Chauncey would have the same information as his boyfriend. Red-tipped fingers flew to what was left of Repo’s face as blood spattered the blond fringe of the wig he was wearing. Eldon finished him with a shot to the chest. That was a shame: Repo’s outfit, an off-the-shoulder cocktail dress with diamanté edging around the neckline, was pretty damn cute.

      Chauncey was crying now. Eldon crossed to the body, and checked for a pulse. He didn’t have much time. Even with a suppressor, the tunnel was like a concrete amplifier complete with reverb pedal. He would take Chauncey with him, and find somewhere quiet they could talk.

      Squatting down, he didn’t see who rushed at him from the darkness. One second he was hunched over a dead transvestite, the next he was kissing the blood-spattered concrete, his weapon prised from his fingers.

      Eldon was wiry, and a hell of a lot stronger than people assumed. He was good at wriggling out of situations. Not this time. He was pinned good. A thumb jammed into his vagus nerve, which lay next to the hyoid bone at the triangle of his jaw and neck, the jolt of pain making sure he couldn’t struggle. A hand fished in his pocket. One of his own Plasticuff bands was used to secure his hands.

      He could taste blood on his lips from the man he’d just executed. Straining his neck muscles, he twisted his head round, scraping the skin away from the point of his chin as he stared into the eyes of the man he’d come to find.
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      Byron

      I pressed the Springfield into the back of Eldon’s neck. ‘How you been, Eldon?’

      ‘Y’know, living the dream, same as you. Thought you’d have left already.’

      ‘Change of plan,’ I told him. ‘I saw you checking in at the Grand. Decided I’d stick around. Graves send you?’

      ‘Name, rank and serial number. That’s all you’re getting. Anyway, you don’t want to hang around here for too long, and I’m going to be too much trouble to take with you. Just do this and be done.’

      Something approaching grudging admiration welled in me. A man like Eldon didn’t need an implant or any help in doing what he did. He was a stone-cold psychopath. The guy didn’t have nightmares about the people he’d killed: he had wet dreams. In fact, I’d heard he kept a tally of his kills. The last two before prison had been a couple of car-jackers in Texas who’d rolled up on him while he was taking a nap in his car.

      ‘What was your final number, Eldon?’

      ‘One ninety-seven. Want the breakdown?’

      ‘Not really,’ I said.

      ‘I’m gonna give it to you anyway, case you live long enough to write your memoirs. One hundred seventy men. Twenty-one women. And seven kids. Best one was a baby out in ’Stan. Boom! What a shot. Momma was holding him, thinking that I wouldn’t shoot a newborn, then pop! Right through the little fucker’s head and straight into her heart. Hearts and minds, Byron, that’s what it’s all about over there. Am I correct?’

      I said nothing. I wasn’t going to get drawn in.

      ‘What you waiting for, Robo Cop?’ Eldon taunted.

      I pressed a knee into the base of Eldon’s spine. I could see straight into the back of his head as the flow of blood pulsed and flashed a magic lantern of color. The only thing missing was yellow. Eldon wasn’t scared of death, not even deep in the center of his mind at his amygdala, the emotional nerve control that filtered our deepest fears.

      A police siren whooped close by. I listened hard. I heard a car stop and two doors open, closely followed by the crackle of radios and a request for more units.

      Eldon looked at me. ‘What now?’

      I drove the butt of the Springfield into Eldon’s skull, catching him on the temple. I would have shot him but that would have meant losing the few seconds I had to get out of there before the cops arrived. I turned and headed back into the darkness of the tunnel.
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      Julia

      Julia started as she walked into the apartment and flicked on the lights. Graves was sitting in the leather club chair next to the fireplace. It was where Byron used to sit in the evening and read.

      ‘We need to talk, Mrs Tibor,’ he said. ‘And this time you need to tell me the truth.’

      ‘What is this? You break into my home and now you want to interrogate me. Who the hell do you think you are?’

      Graves’s fingers tapped the arm of the chair. ‘I’m the government, Mrs Tibor, and this is a matter of national security, which means that I can go where I want, and do what I like when I get there.’

      Julia couldn’t believe the nerve of the guy. ‘The hell with you.’ She about-faced and headed for the door, half expecting it to open and reveal another heavy standing there. When she opened it there was only the empty corridor and the stairs she had just climbed.

      Graves called after her: ‘You want to know the truth about your husband?’

      Stepping back into the apartment, she pulled the door closed behind her. She stood with her back to it. ‘You told me Byron was MIA. Have you found him? Is he alive?’

      ‘Tell you what, why don’t we both try something new with each other? I’ll tell you the truth, but you have to do the same for me.’ He waited for her response.

      ‘Where’s my husband?’

      ‘You have any coffee?’ Graves asked her.

      ‘I can make some.’

      ‘I’d appreciate that.’

      ‘Is he alive?’

      Graves nodded. ‘As far as we know, yes.’

      Julia went into the small galley kitchen and made coffee, her hands trembling as she measured the coffee beans into the grinder and poured in the water. She was scared. Scared because of who Graves was, and what he represented, and the fact that he knew she’d lied. How he knew bothered her too. She knew that the National Security Agency monitored everything that went on, every phone call, every email, but, like most people, she didn’t dwell on it any more than she was conscious of being captured on security cameras whenever she took the subway or walked into a store. Part of that came from the feeling that you need worry only if you were doing something wrong. But what was wrong and who decided? Someone could tell you something, and the act of knowing, of listening to them, as much as the act of them telling you, somehow made you complicit in the eyes of the government.

      She called through to Graves, ‘How do you take it?’

      ‘Black, sugar, if you have it.’

      She dug around in the cupboards and managed to find some vanilla-scented sugar. She carried two mugs into the living room and handed one to Graves.

      ‘Thank you. Perhaps I should begin and that will make your part easier.’

      She nodded for him to go ahead, blowing over the lip of the mug to cool her coffee. Her eyes flitted to a framed picture of her with Byron that stood on the mantel over the fireplace. It had been taken on their wedding day. Her brother had been Byron’s best man.  Apart from a few of Byron’s work colleagues and their wives, the guests had been her family, her friends, or people they knew as a couple.

      ‘When Byron left you ten days ago,’ Graves started, ‘he traveled to Nevada to the research facility that had helped him previously. He told you about that?’

      It felt so strange to be discussing this. Even when Byron had told her about the program, it had seemed surreal. It still did. Apart from anything else, he appeared completely normal. The only way anyone could guess was from the heart monitor he sometimes wore. Even then most people would have put down the reading to his special-forces training or his sheer athleticism.

      ‘Yes, he did,’ Julia said.

      ‘Mrs Tibor, I have to be careful what I say. I can’t afford to let something slip that you don’t already know about. It wouldn’t be good for either of us. You understand?’

      She did, only too well. ‘The facility was where they gave him the neural implants, which allow him to perform at levels that normal people can’t. And they stopped the PTSD – or, at least, they stopped the symptoms.’

      ‘What did he tell you about that, Mrs Tibor? You’ll understand why it’s important in a second.’

      ‘He told me he saw a young girl being killed when he was on a mission in Afghanistan. He had some kind of a breakdown, nightmares, flashbacks. Someone told him about the program. He still wanted to serve his country. The program would allow him to do that. There was a risk but he couldn’t go on the way he was.’

      ‘That’s correct,’ said Graves. ‘He say anything else about the program? About other technology?’

      She gave a nervous laugh. It would sound crazy. The technology and what it allowed Byron to do seemed far-fetched yet frighteningly real.

      ‘The implants also gave him . . . I don’t know the word. It sounds stupid.’

      ‘Go on,’ Graves prompted.

      ‘It was like superpowers.’ She scrambled to correct herself. ‘Not like flying or climbing walls, but his senses were heightened. He had night vision, he could separate out sounds, pick out two people whispering to each other in a crowded room.’

      ‘Anything else?’

      She took a sip of coffee. ‘He could read minds. Not literally. But he could look at someone and tell if they were happy, or nervous, or scared. He said it was called sensory substitution. He showed me the tiny magnets in his fingertips. He could stick his hand around a corner and read the temperature of a room. I sound like a crazy person . . .’

      ‘The subcutaneous armor? He mention that?’

      ‘Yes.’ She shook her head at the thought of it. Now she had started talking she wasn’t sure she could stop. It was such a relief to share this with someone, even if that someone was a person she didn’t trust. ‘It wasn’t something I thought much about. He told me he didn’t use it unless he was on active duty. He was just my husband. I mean, is . . . unless you have something to tell me.’

      ‘No, and he is missing. That part was true. But not overseas.’

      She wasn’t sure what to make of this. He must have read her puzzlement because he went on, ‘There was a problem with one of the implants. Another operative who had undergone the same procedure started to act in a volatile manner. The medical team and the neuroscientists were about to run an update on Byron, take it out, repair it and put it back in, but Byron went haywire. Mrs Tibor, I’m not sure how to tell you say this exactly, but Byron killed four of the team and fled the facility.’

      At first she didn’t know how to respond. ‘That’s not possible.’

      ‘We have a recording of what happened from the security camera. He killed them and then he fled. We lost contact with him in the desert to the south of the facility. Last we heard he was seen in Las Vegas where he almost killed a cop. He’s still at large.’

      ‘I don’t believe it.’ She said it with all sincerity. The defining characteristic of Byron was how gentle he was. ‘He’s not a violent person. I mean I know that when he was a Ranger he had to do things as part of his service. That was different, though. He wouldn’t harm an innocent person.’

      Graves put his mug of coffee on a side table. ‘Perhaps he didn’t see them as innocent. What was he like before he left? Had you noticed any change in his behavior?’

      This was the question she had been dreading. The news Graves had just given her didn’t help her answer it either. They were already convinced that Byron was dangerous, a superhuman madman on the loose. She didn’t want to say anything to reinforce that impression.

      ‘He seemed a little on edge, but he always did before he left home. It was nothing unusual.’

      She hated herself for the lie. The truth was that she had seen a side to Byron before he left that had scared her. He had seemed distracted and forgetful, more so than usual. The first real sign had come about three weeks before he left. She had woken in the middle of the night to find the sheets drenched with his sweat. His body had been completely rigid, his eyes open. She had got up and called to him from across the room. He had woken up rubbing his face and seemed completely normal. ‘Just a nightmare, sweetie,’ he’d told her. He’d helped her change the sheets and they had gone back to bed. In the morning he was up and out before she woke. He used to go running in the early morning. When he’d come back, he’d been the sweet, normal man who loved life that she knew. She had passed it off as an aberration. People had nightmares. Why should her perfect husband be the exception? But she’d already known the answer.

      Byron had told her that after the surgery, which had taken place over six months, his memory was fine. He could remember everything that had gone before. It was simply that it didn’t carry the emotional weight it once had. Over time he didn’t think of the girl anymore, or any of the horrific things he had witnessed. Beyond the things he could do, it was this that had made him happy to offer himself as a volunteer. They had something that could free tens of thousands of veterans, and victims of violent crime and other traumatic events, from the cages their minds had created. They wouldn’t have to walk round like zombies or take pills: they could get their old lives back.

      ‘Would you mind if I used the bathroom?’ Graves asked.

      ‘No, go right ahead.’

      Graves excused himself. She was left alone with this new knowledge. She wondered whether or not to tell Graves about the other incidents that had taken place before Byron had left. She had come home one evening to find him at the window with a gun. He had pulled her inside and told her to take cover. This had gone on for an hour before she had persuaded him that everything was fine. It was only later that she’d realized he was in the midst of a full-blown flashback. There were more nightmares, more night sweats. He grew snappy and irritable. By the time he had left, for the first time in their marriage she had been glad to see him go. Then had come Graves’s first visit and with it the guilt. Byron had needed her, and she hadn’t known what to do. Now he was a wanted man.

      

      Graves took a leak, and while the toilet was refilling, slid back the mirrored door of the medicine cabinet that hung over the sink. Behind a bottle of multi-vitamins, he found what he was looking for. Propranolol was a beta-blocker, used to calm nerves and free patients from anxiety. It was also believed to damp down traumatic memories. You didn’t forget, you just didn’t care so much. There had been a lot of disagreement among the team at the facility about its use. In the end it had been agreed to give people in the program a low dose.

      Graves opened the white plastic bottle and counted out the tablets. He checked the date of issue against the number. It was as they had suspected. Tibor had stopped taking the drug weeks ago. In itself that didn’t prove anything, but it didn’t look like coincidence either. The question that remained was why he had stopped taking it. Graves put the container back, washed his hands and walked out.

      Julia Tibor got up as he came back into the living room. ‘You want some more coffee?’

      He motioned for her to sit down. She did. She seemed fidgety. She was holding out on him. He didn’t need sensory substitution to get that. He didn’t blame her. She was protective of her husband. That was something he could use if he had to. He sat down, leaving it to her to fill the silence.

      ‘I just feel so helpless,’ she said. ‘If I could talk to him maybe I could . . . I don’t know.’

      ‘Mrs Tibor. Julia. Is it okay if I call you Julia?’

      She was glancing back at the wedding picture above the mantel. Maybe she was wishing herself back to that day.

      ‘Julia, I want you to know that we are doing everything we can to locate Byron and to bring him home safely. This might sound impersonal but we have a lot invested in him. Not just money but hope. I think at some point he will try to contact you. When he does it’s important you let us know.’

      She seemed to bristle. ‘I thought you’d know anyway.’

      ‘We will, but it would be better coming from you. You don’t have to cooperate with us.’

      ‘You make it sound like a threat.’

      Harry sighed. ‘I guess it is. There’s also your own safety to consider. The people Byron killed were trying to help him. They were people he knew.’

      ‘Byron wouldn’t hurt me,’ she said. ‘He loves me.’

      ‘The man in that picture up there, he loved you. The one we’re trying to find? It’s not the same guy. Not even close.’ He saw the seed of doubt take. That was all they needed. He crossed to the hallway. ‘I’ll see myself out.’
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      Byron

      

      I had no good way to get home. Whatever method I chose would involve a trade-off between journey time and risk. Hopping a flight straight from McCarran to JFK, Newark or LaGuardia would minimize the time I was exposed to a few hours but it was ultra-high risk. Those would be the airports they’d be watching, McCarran in particular. I doubted I’d make it onto the plane. My other options, driving or taking the bus, were lower risk but I’d be out there for longer. People would see me on the bus, and driving I’d have to stop for gas. There was another factor too. On a bus or plane I would be ceding control. If I encountered trouble while driving, I could at least try to take evasive action straight away. So, car it was.

      I stood across the street from the Silver Dollar Casino. The valet was a young Hispanic guy called Victor. I had never met Victor. I’d left that to Repo. Chauncey had been too jumpy. Repo had had the chip of ice that delineated a real hustler from someone who had to hustle to survive.

      When the other valet, an older guy, collected someone’s car, I made my move. I palmed the ticket and the balance of the money to Victor. He plucked the keys from the valet stand and handed them to me.

      ‘Cherry red.’

      That was all it took. The car had been left behind as collateral by someone chasing a losing streak all the way to the very bottom of the deck. Victor had picked it up from a pit boss for a couple of hundred bucks. Chauncey and Repo had been skimming the slots when they’d heard about it. The Silver Dollar tolerated skimming as long as they didn’t upset any guests, left when they were asked without making a fuss, and acted as low-level intelligence-gatherers for security. It was all part of the rich ecosystem of Vegas.

      I walked round the corner, hit the clicker and opened the driver’s door. The interior reeked of cigarette smoke and stale fast food. The engine turned over at the second attempt. I lowered all the windows and checked the fuel gauge. Half a tank. Enough to get me clear of the city.

      I pulled out into the traffic, and headed for the western edge of the beltway. I used my rearview and side mirrors to watch the vehicles around me as I made my way up to the 95. I took it north-west, retracing my earlier journey. Before I struck for home there was someone I needed to talk to.
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      Julia woke to the blinking red light of her smartphone announcing unread email on the table next to her bed. It had taken her until four in the morning to get to sleep. Her mind was caught in a loop. Graves’s visit had shattered her image of the man she had married. She rolled over and grabbed her phone. No sooner had she started opening and deleting emails than the phone vibrated in her hand to signal an incoming call. It dropped onto the bed and she had to scramble to retrieve it before it defaulted to voicemail. The number was unknown. As she clicked to answer it, she closed her eyes, praying to hear Byron’s voice.

      ‘Mrs Tibor.’

      It was Graves.

      ‘Hope I didn’t wake you,’ he said. ‘I wanted to check in, make sure you’re okay.’

      Making sure she was okay meant checking whether she’d heard from Byron. Her apartment had been under surveillance since the incident, she was sure: it would have been standard operating procedure. She doubted that the timing of Graves’s call was coincidental. As soon as she had begun opening emails it would have pinged, alerting Graves not only to the location of the phone she was holding but to the fact that someone was using it to open emails, and was therefore awake. She had reminded herself last night about something Byron had told her a long time ago. There’s no such thing as a coincidence in my world. And even if they do happen, you can’t assume that’s what it is. Not if you want to stay alive. Everything is cause and effect, even when it’s not.

      She swept a tangle of hair from her face and sat up. Her left leg inched over, and she felt the coldness on Byron’s side of the bed. ‘I’m fine, thank you.’

      ‘I doubt that,’ said Graves. ‘You sleep any?’

      ‘Some.’ She was starting to resent the man’s faux-intimacy. No matter who her husband was (who he had been all along?), or what he had done, it was still her life. She hadn’t signed up to this. She hadn’t traded off her right to privacy in order to serve her country. ‘Do you have any news?’

      ‘Not yet,’ said Graves.

      ‘Would you tell me if you did?’

      She could hear him take a puff on a cigarette and exhale. It sounded like the rattle of a skeleton that had been hung in the wind.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘Probably not. This is kind of a one-way street. Sure it’s frustrating for you. It’s the way it works.’

      There was a silence. She was waiting for Graves to ask if she’d heard anything before she reminded herself that the question was redundant. Graves would either know or he would be relying on her to tell him.

      ‘I know that yesterday left you with a lot to take in,’ he said. ‘I’ve emailed you a secure link to something that I hope will clarify things. I warn you now, it’s unpleasant, and you’re not required to watch it if you don’t want to.’

      Julia shivered. ‘What it is?’

      ‘Video footage from the facility. Like I said, you don’t have to watch it but if you do, and you find that you can’t get what you’ve seen out of your head, there’s something in the medicine cabinet that might help. About a month’s supply.’

      The propranolol. Graves must have checked it when he used the bathroom. No such thing as a coincidence, Julia. She had meant to throw the pills away but hadn’t got round to it.

      ‘Were you going to mention it, Julia?’ he asked her.

      ‘He had been acting strangely for a while,’ As soon as she’d spoken the words, she regretted it. She had crossed a line. She had shared the sanctity of her relationship with Byron, and not just with anyone, a girlfriend or her mom, but with Graves.

      ‘We’d guessed that, but I’m glad you told me yourself. It’s better that it comes from you.’

      Her throat tightened. She had always prided herself on her ability to keep her emotions in check, at least outwardly. ‘He never threatened me. Never. He wasn’t that kind of man. He would never hurt a woman.’

      ‘Watch the link,’ said Graves, and hung up.

      

      It had taken an hour of pacing the apartment before she had worked herself up to click on the blue underlined text of the link. Graves had used cheap car-wreck psychology knowing that it would work. Even though she knew it was better not to watch, the not-knowing would gnaw away at her until she did. With the email also came a message that for security reasons the link would only remain live until midday. The email could not be forwarded; the link had to be accessed from her IP address and could only be watched once. Blink, and you’d miss it.

      She sat down on the couch and full-screened the image on her laptop. She clicked the play triangle.

      It was security-camera footage. That part didn’t come as a surprise. Everything else about it did, starting with the date and time stamped in white lettering at the bottom right-hand corner of the screen. She recognized the date immediately – after all, who forgot the evening they’d met the man they were about to marry?

      Two young men sauntered down Sixth Avenue. One was carrying the bag they had taken from Julia. He was rifling through it like it was the most natural thing in the world. He came up with Julia’s cell phone and tossed it to his buddy, who slid off the back, removed the SIM chip, tossed it and put the rear casing back in place.

      They turned a corner. Another camera picked them up, its framing a little tighter. They stopped suddenly. They were wary now but the cockiness was still there.

      Byron entered frame left. He had his arms raised, palms up in a ‘take it easy’ gesture. After that everything happened really fast.

      

      She hugged the toilet bowl and vomited until there was nothing left to come up. A yellow stalactite of bile hung from her bottom lip. Legs shaking, she got back to her feet, holding on to the edge of the porcelain sink for support. She flushed the toilet, then filled a glass tumbler with water and rinsed her mouth. She brushed her teeth and swirled some mouthwash.

      She tore open the medicine cabinet, grabbed the pill bottle, and emptied one into the palm of her hand. She washed it down with the last of the water and closed the cabinet. Her head was pounding.

      She cursed Graves. She cursed Byron. Most of all, she cursed herself. She had known nothing good could come from watching what he’d sent her.

      Opening the link, she’d expected to see what Byron had done at the research facility. In the process, she had already rationalized what he’d done. He was sick. He hadn’t been in control of himself. The body, the vessel, had done it, but the actual person wasn’t present.

      What Byron had done to the two muggers was different, though. He had turned up at her apartment, a fairytale figure, the proverbial knight in shining armor. He had downplayed the risk he’d taken, made a joke of the whole thing when all the while he’d just killed two men in cold blood, showing them no mercy as they had pleaded for their lives. It was one thing to discount what had happened over the past few weeks. It was something else to know that the man she had fallen in love with was a cold-blooded executioner who had deceived her.

      Her cell rang. No doubt it was Graves checking up on her. She clicked the green call button.

      ‘Julia, listen carefully. I don’t have long,’ said Byron.
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      Graves

      

      ‘We get a location?’ Graves asked. He was in the business lounge at JFK, getting ready to board a flight back to Vegas and work out what the hell had happened to Eldon James.

      ‘Convenience store in north Vegas. He was gone by the time we got someone there. No one saw him make the call. The pay phone was outside.’

      Of course they didn’t, thought Graves. ‘Okay, send me the audio.’ He killed the call. His flight was boarding. He grabbed his bag and headed for the gate. He handed his boarding pass as the email pinged into his inbox. Along with the audio was a location on Googlemaps. It showed the store, right next to the smaller of the Vegas airports. They could cross that off the list. Whatever enhancements Byron had, they were having to deal with something far more fundamental. Before he’d entered the program, he’d been trained to the highest level. They were up against someone who knew their play book as well as anyone, and who wasn’t constrained by the same rules, no matter how elastic they’d become in recent years. Add in all the things that had made Muir and the head-scoopers cream their pants – Byron’s genetic profile, which included the warrior gene, his range of intelligence and existing cognitive abilities, and physical profile. It was all now working against them.

      Graves started down the gangway to the plane. He popped in his earphones and listened to the audio of the call between Byron and Julia as he walked. As so often in life, the meaning lay in the pauses and hesitations. It was what Julia hadn’t said that mattered. By the time he was settled in his seat, he was happier. Now they had the wife on board, it was time for a new strategy. The start of the end game was in sight.
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      Muir pulled his car into the parking space outside his ground-floor apartment. The security detail that had trailed him home pulled up alongside and the two private security guards escorting the scientists got out. I retreated to the bathroom, which lay at the back of Muir’s small two-bed apartment.

      By concentrating my hearing I could come close to being able to visualize every movement just from the audio waves that pulsed against my cochlear implants. I could break down the scrape of the key against every part of the lock, and every single step. The guards left Muir at the door. They would wait outside in their vehicle until they were relieved by a fresh two-man detail.

      As I’d waited for Muir I had been struck by how bare the apartment was, how impersonal. I had wondered why Muir put in such long hours at the facility, often sleeping in a spare bed in the medical wing, and now I had my answer. Muir and his work were indivisible. He had no partner, no children. The closest he’d come to kids was the team of young scientists he had culled from the best schools in the world – and guys like me and Lewis. We were, at least in part, creatures of his imagination, his creations.

      During one of our long informal chats when I had first joined the program, Muir had shared his moment of epiphany with me. He had been at home watching the South African athlete Oscar Pistorius before the athlete’s fall from grace. Pistorius, whose legs had been amputated below the knee as a child, used carbon-fiber blades to run. It was argued that, rather than being at a disadvantage, technology gave him an unfair advantage. People openly speculated that in time the Olympics and the Paralympics would swap places. Regular humans would compete in the Olympics while the Paralympics would be for people who were faster, stronger and fitter.

      ‘That was when I realized that my whole career I had been looking through the wrong end of the telescope,’ Muir had told me.

      I had asked him what he meant.

      ‘It was so blindingly obvious, Byron. It had been right there in front of us all along. We didn’t need to build a robot or a computer that was smarter than we were. We already had all that. It was God’s gift.’

      That was when I discovered that Muir was religious. As we had walked around the outside of the facility, he had continued to explain his new philosophy. ‘The human body, the human mind, is an unbelievable feat of engineering, Byron. Of course, it has to be, it’s been honed by tens of thousands of years of the beta-testing we call evolution. The building blocks were there. All I needed to do was to take what human beings had developed in terms of all the technology and merge them. We were part of evolution. Our consciousness was God’s blessing. He’d made us capable of changing what we were.’

      I’d guessed that Muir’s epiphany was like that of many who had gone before him. Once he’d explained it, it seemed completely obvious, like gravity, or the Earth being round. Man could re-engineer man and in doing so would create a new species, what Muir and his researchers called a post-sapiens. That was what I was, only I didn’t feel any less human. If anything I felt more human, more alive, more truly in touch with the world and everything that went on around me. I wasn’t religious. I had seen too many tragedies caused by religious fundamentalism to embrace any kind of church. But in the weeks and months of surgery and rehabilitation, I had come to understand what Muir had meant when he’d said he was taking me closer to God.

      Through the crack in the bathroom door, I watched Muir walk into the tiny kitchen. He was hunched over, a man with a lot on his mind. I dug out the gun, slowly opened the bathroom door, and crept silently down the short stub of corridor. I flattened myself against the wall. Muir walked back out of the kitchen. I clamped my hand over his mouth and brought up the gun.

      ‘I’m not going to hurt you. I want to talk. The panic alarm has been disabled. If you make any kind of a move I don’t like, I’ll kill you. Do you understand me?’

      Muir nodded his yellow head. Most of the brain activity was in the center, near his amygdala, the trace of yellow running down from there. His frontal cortex, the rational, thinking part of the brain, remained normal. The pattern told me that Muir had been more startled than terrified by my sudden appearance.

      I took my hand away. ‘Talk quietly. I’ll kill the two men outside as well if I have to.’

      Muir turned. ‘I’m glad you’re alive, Byron. I had a feeling you’d come back. There are a lot of things I didn’t get the chance to explain.’

      ‘I’m sorry about how it went down,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.’

      ‘I know. It would be good if you’d come back to the facility with me so I could check you over properly.’ He sounded sincere.

      ‘That’s not going to happen.’

      ‘I understand. So what do you want to know?’

      ‘There are things I was never told.’

      ‘It wasn’t my decision to withhold information from you,’ said Muir.

      As he said it, I noticed the flash of color in his frontal lobe. ‘I know when you’re lying, remember.’

      ‘Apart from what happened at the facility, how has everything been working?’

      ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. The facility stuff.’

      ‘You remember it?’ Muir asked me.

      ‘I was back in Afghanistan for a while. That’s who I thought the medical team were. Jihadis. I regret what happened. If there was a way I could bring them back, I would. I’d like to be able to speak to their families too, but that’s not feasible right now. Could you let them know from me that I’m sorry, that I wasn’t in my right mind when I took their lives?’

      Muir sighed. ‘At the start of the project, one of the things we had to decide was what to do about memory formation and retention. Obviously, in order to function you had to be able to remember certain things. The question for us was how much of your long-term memory we allowed you to retain.’

      ‘And?’ I said. ‘You about to tell me that I’m someone else entirely?’

      ‘No, Byron, I’m not. It was my view and that of the team that childhood and other memories, your experiences and how you relate to them over a lifetime, are what makes you human.’

      ‘But I’m not, am I? I’m not human. I’m one step beyond human. I’m post-sapiens.’

      Muir nodded. ‘True. But think about what word means. We wanted this to allow for evolution, not revolution. If we had wanted to create a pure killing machine that would have been a lot easier, believe me. But we didn’t. We wanted someone who was a human being plus. Faster, fitter, stronger, more perceptive in all kinds of ways, but also someone who retained grace under extreme pressure.’

      ‘So what happened?’

      ‘There was a problem with the original amygdala implant. It was designed to filter out certain things. We think it degraded after a time and allowed your most traumatic memory to push out everything else. For you it was what happened on that mission in Afghanistan when the young girl died. For Lewis it was something else. We hoped by updating the implant that we could take you back to where you were.’

      ‘But you never got the chance.’

      ‘It’s not too late, Byron. You could come back with me.’

      ‘I killed four people.’

      ‘A version of you did. Byron 1.0 did. I’m not sure you can be held responsible any more than Lewis could be blamed for taking his own life.’

      ‘There’s something else. What is it?’

      Muir sighed. ‘Byron, if I lied to you, you’d know. We’ve already established that.’

      ‘I didn’t say you were lying, but you’re holding something back.’

      I lasered in on Muir’s skull as his brain lit up.

      ‘There are some things, more than some, I can’t tell you,’ he said. ‘Not because I don’t want to but because to tell you would be to place everyone involved, including myself, in danger. You only know the surface, Byron.’

      Without saying anything else, Muir crossed to a small table, pulled a sheet from a pad of paper, scrawled something on it and handed it over. Of course, Muir’s apartment would be rigged, at least for sound if not with video surveillance equipment. I took the paper without looking at it, folded it in two and placed it in my pocket.

      Outside the apartment, I heard a car door being carefully closed. I held up my hand to silence Muir. There were two sets of footsteps outside. They were moving slowly and methodically. I could even pick out the faintest rustle of material as one man raised his arm from his side.

      I got up, walked across the room and killed the light. With six long strides I was in the hallway, my body pressed flat against the wall behind the front door. Less than a second later, a key was pressed into the lock and the door began to open.

      There was a rush of movement as the two guards ran through, going straight past me. Without thinking, I stepped around the door and started to run.

      The apartment light snapped back on. From inside I heard Muir shout, ‘No!’ There was a single shot and the sound of a body hitting the floor.

      I was torn. I wanted to go back and confirm that it was Muir who had been shot. The light had gone on first. That meant whoever had pulled the trigger had known what they were doing.

      I ran to the end of the block, and waited. The car was less than twenty meters away. If anyone came out of the apartment I could reach it before they could get a shot off. And I still had the Springfield.

      I peeked round the corner for a split second. There was no one in the guards’ vehicle and no one outside. With the Springfield punched out, I moved toward the door, hugging the wall, and ducking under windows.

      The apartment door was open. I could hear the crackle of radio transmissions. The two guards were inside. Muir wasn’t making any kind of noise. They had called for an ambulance. There was no way of knowing if Muir was clinging on or whether he was already gone. I was already cursing the decisions I’d made. In a standard situation on foreign soil I would have killed the two guards and taken Muir with me so that I could extract the information I needed in a more stable environment without fear of interruption. My weakness had likely cost Muir his life. The morality of killing the two guards shouldn’t have been a factor. They were in the way. Was Muir dead or alive? I had to know.

      I stepped into the hallway. One guard was hunched over the scientist. The other was standing behind, relaying information on his radio. The guard standing over Muir had his weapon, a Glock 9mm, in his right hand.

      I shot him first, firing a single round into the top of his neck. As his partner went to draw his weapon, I shot him in the head, and followed up with a second shot to the throat, which caught him as he fell. The first guard had slumped forward. I grabbed his shoulder, and pulled him back. I shot him one more time in the head for good measure.

      I looked at Muir, bent down and checked his pulse. He was dead. My fingertips began to tingle. Muir must have had an RDF tracker chip too. It was no surprise. Many of the scientists at the facility had hacked their own bodies to test their emerging technologies.

      I ran my hand up to the side of Muir’s skull, working a hunch. Something that Muir had said hadn’t gelled with what I’d seen of the scientist’s brain activity. Not that my ability to interpret brain activity was in any way honed.

      As my fingertips reached Muir’s temple the pulsing increased. There was something inside Muir’s skull. If he’d had a metal plate – say, from an accident – my fingertips would have gone haywire. This was something more delicate. It told me that whatever I was picking up was small and likely in the middle of Muir’s brain.

      Reaching into my pants pocket, I took out my Gerber. Removing the RDF tracker from a dead man was a hell of a lot than easier than taking out my own. I made the incision, blood oozing over my fingers, dug a nail inside the flap of skin and popped it out. I left it where it fell, ran to the bathroom, grabbed a large bath towel and ran back to Muir.

      I crossed to the two dead guards, took their weapons and punched out the clips. The first was full, the second was down a round. Assuming it had been full before, the second guard’s clip looked to have a round missing. He had shot Muir, and meant it.

      Blood was already soaking through the towel as I lifted Muir’s body. With the dead man slung over my shoulder, I jogged back to the car. Lights were on in the other apartments. Faces peeked through curtains, disappearing as soon as they saw me. I felt sure I recognized at least one, a young robotics specialist who worked at the facility. The apartment must have been used as accommodation for more than Muir.

      The trunk popped open. I lowered Muir’s corpse into it. It was a tight fit. I had to adjust his limbs so that he was in a fetal position. I slammed the trunk shut, got into the driver’s seat, making sure to kill the headlights, and gunned the engine.
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      Apart from a green tinge, I could see well enough without headlights. Five miles out from the apartment complex I crested a hill. Half a dozen red rollers were heading toward me. I slowed, spun the wheel and pulled the car off the highway, careful not to tap the brakes and risk being seen. The car bumped along the rough scrub desert, and came to a stop. I killed the engine, waited until the State Police vehicles had sped past, then turned and headed back onto the highway.

      I drove through the night, heading south-west, skirting the Special Activities Program testing area that housed the facility. There were two more close calls. The first was at a roadblock, the second when I passed a military convoy heading north. If they were going to kill me it would be here in this desolate landscape.

      As soon as she had answered, I knew I had made a mistake in calling Julia. The Julia I had spoken to wasn’t the same woman I had left at home. On the surface she had seemed relieved, and happy to hear my voice. The words were there, and arranged in the right order. Everything else, though, from the hesitation, to her tone, the way her voice rose and fell, told a different story. She was scared. Scared of me.

      What should have been sixty seconds that I could use to spur me on had done the opposite. If I wasn’t going home to the woman I loved, someone who would understand the choices I had made and why I had made them, what was I going home for?

      As I drove, I tried to push the negativity from my mind. I did my best to reframe my thoughts. If I could make it back to New York and speak to her alone, I could make her understand.

      You’ve lost her. She’s on their side now.

      As fast as I pushed them out, the bad thoughts returned. Traffic was picking up as I drove across the state border into California. I flicked on the radio and began to search for stations. The numbers on the digital display spun round until I found a news channel.

      ‘Tibor is believed to be armed and extremely dangerous. People are cautioned not to approach him under any circumstances. If they do see him they should contact local law enforcement.’

      So much for the news blackout. The report moved on. I kept punching the button, searching for more news as the cars on the highway driving toward Los Angeles took on a more sinister hue as each second passed. What had been a stream of metal camouflage a few moments ago now seemed more akin to a river of spy drones, each truck, each SUV with the capability to pick me out from the herd. It didn’t take me long to find a talk radio station where I seemed to be the main topic of conversation. They had some supposed military expert in the studio, no doubt a wire-hugger who had last seen action twenty years ago before semi-retiring to push paper around the C-ring of the Pentagon.

      Listening to them discuss me, I began to piece together the spin the agency, and whoever else was involved, had put on recent events. They mentioned a DARPA-funded program based in Nevada, which was aimed at helping veterans and active military personnel overcome combat fatigue and PTSD. Neuroscience featured in the report but it was referenced in the vaguest way. The report moved on to the incident at the facility five days previously in which a participant in the program, a former Army Ranger working for the State Department had launched a pre-planned attack killing four members of staff. He had fled the facility, using his Ranger training to evade capture, before returning several days later to kill the head of the program, whom, the government was claiming, he held responsible for difficulties I continued to have in his personal life.

      The script they were running was standard operating procedure. Other information that might be uncovered, such as the existence of the facility, hinted broadly at the nature of the work, thus explaining the presence of Muir and his team, but airbrushed the specifics out. If pressed to give more details they would cite national security concerns and point to just how open they had already been. Finally, they played the card that I had seen played numerous times before when the government wanted to silence or discredit someone: they told the world the target was crazy. Once that was firmly planted in the public consciousness it wouldn’t matter what I said. I was tagged as a lunatic.

      My mind drifted back to Julia. At least she knew the truth. I hadn’t taken the decision to confide in her lightly. For a long time afterwards, I had wondered if I had done the right thing in telling her why I was the way I was. I hadn’t wanted to start our life together with a lie. That had been my reasoning. But I knew that, in telling her, I had not only breached the sacred covenant of my work, I had potentially placed her in danger. Now, though, in a set of circumstances I had never foreseen, it looked like a good decision. She would be able to corroborate my story.

      I also had Muir’s body, complete with some kind of implant. And I had the piece of paper he had given me before he died. On the paper there had been a name and a location. It might be a trap, of course. It might just as easily lead me to my death as to my salvation. I guessed there was only one way of finding out. I pushed down the indicator and took the exit for Bakersfield.
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      Graves

      

      Half an hour to showtime. Graves paced the length of the hotel suite. Down below, on Central Park West, under a low grey sky, yellow cabs and Town Cars swarmed outside the entrance to the Plaza. He grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair, and walked out into the corridor. The two agents there swiveled to check him out as he let the door close behind him. He walked to the next-door room and knocked. Another agent opened it, hand on his service weapon. He recognized Graves and nodded for him to come in.

      Julia Tibor was at the window. She seemed lost in thought.

      ‘Julia, it’s time,’ said Graves. ‘They’re waiting.’

      Finally, she turned to him. ‘You’re sure I’m doing the right thing?’ she asked.

      ‘It’s not just the right thing. It’s the only thing. We have three more people dead, including Muir, the man who was trying to help him. We’re out of options, Julia. We have to find Byron, for everyone’s sake.’

      The footage of Byron and the two muggers had sown the seeds of doubt. The incident at Muir’s apartment complex had sealed the deal. Whatever resistance Julia had had was gone. She would do what they needed her to do.

      Graves reached into his jacket and pulled out a single sheet of paper. He handed it to Julia. ‘Read it again if you need to. Make sure you’re happy with it.’

      She scanned the statement, her hands trembling a little. It had taken a lot of persuasion and arm-twisting back in Washington before Graves had got agreement on this tactical shift. In the end, Lewis and the envelope had been his trump card. In a closed session, he’d asked the chairs of the relevant congressional committees, and the President, if they would have been happy with that material being released into the public domain. That one question was all it had taken. Of course, Byron might already have put measures in place to get whatever information he had into the public domain. It could still happen. But material was judged by the source. Discredit the source, and you discredited the material. If the New York Times or a major network ran a story, most people assumed there was something to it. If a guy living in his parents’ basement ran the same story on his YouTube channel, it was dismissed as the rant of a crank. The story could be identical, but it was the public’s view of the source that counted. It was all a matter of news management.

      

      Flashguns exploded as Julia walked out onto the stage and took a seat, flanked on one side by Graves and on the other by a spokesperson provided by the State Department. Julia stared at the ranks of media assembled in the conference room, TV cameras capturing her every movement. She would look down at the statement, printed in sixteen point font on two pages, and there would be a fresh explosion of light.

      The spokesperson, a take-no-prisoners middle-aged woman, with a sharply coiffed blond bob, wearing an Ann Taylor pant suit, spoke first. Julia would read a statement and then they would take questions. Julia had already been thoroughly briefed on what to say. Any curveballs the media threw would be handled by Graves or the spokesperson.

      Julia cleared her throat, and leaned forward, getting too close to the microphone as she began, so that her voice boomed out from the speakers mounted either side of the table they were sitting at.

      ‘My name is Julia Tibor. I am here today to make an appeal to my husband, Byron, whom I love very much, to please contact the authorities and bring an end to this.’

      She found herself tearing up as she spoke. The emotion was something she didn’t have to fake. Every word was heartfelt. She did love Byron. She did want him to hand himself in rather than be killed.

      ‘Byron served his country proudly. He’s not a bad person. But he has problems. I’ve been reassured that if he surrenders of his own volition he will be given the help he so desperately needs.’

      As she came to the end of her statement, a volley of questions tangled in the air. The spokesperson silenced them. ‘Yes, Rick.’

      Rick, a lantern-jawed news anchor Julia recognized from one of the main cable networks, got to his feet. ‘Rick Santos, FNN. Mrs Tibor, had your husband ever given you any hint that he was capable of this kind of extremely violent behavior?’

      Graves tried to jump in but Julia got there ahead of him. ‘No, he hadn’t. I’ve rarely seen him lose his temper.’

      As she spoke, her mind flashed back to the tape of Byron attacking the two muggers. It had been so ruthless, so efficient. It hadn’t been like watching a human being. It had been more like watching a machine dismantling something piece by piece.

      The questions continued to come at her thick and fast. Most were batted away by the PR handler or Graves. They let her take one or two, the ones where she could offer ‘a wife’s insight’, and ‘personalize the situation’. Those has been the phrases Graves had used.

      ‘You say that you had noticed a change in your husband’s behavior prior to his going missing and these incidents?’ was one question. ‘Can you be more specific, Julia?’

      Julia bristled at the reporter’s over-familiarity as Graves gave her the nod to answer. ‘My husband was showing signs of what I realize now was post-traumatic stress disorder.’

      ‘Could you be more specific?’ another reporter pressed.

      This was proving harder than she had thought it would be, and she had known it would be tough. ‘He seemed to be having flashbacks. He was on edge.’ Every word she uttered seemed like a greater betrayal than the one that had come before. She imagined Byron watching her tell a bunch of strangers about things that should remain private between husband and wife. ‘It wasn’t like him. He was such a gentle, even-tempered person. A gentleman.’

      A gentleman who killed people in cold blood. But then, even before he had confided in her, she had known that during his military career he would almost certainly have killed. He had been a Ranger, deployed in places where war raged. Anyone who married someone in the military during a time of war would have to accept that they would go to bed at night with someone who had taken life.

      She was beginning to lose her composure now. As her voice cracked and tears welled in her eyes, she sensed the reporters leaning forward, the creeping zoom of the cameras as they tightened their frame so that there was only the face of a woman in distress.

      Graves intervened, tapping his watch and letting them know that there was time for one more question. Almost before he had finished he was pointing at a male reporter in the front row. Something about their body language and the eye contact between the two men told Julia that this part had been carefully choreographed. When the question came she knew she was right.

      ‘Mrs Tibor, Julia, if Byron’s watching this right now, what do you want to say to him?’

      Now the tears came. The PR woman handed her a tissue. Julia looked from the pack of reporters to Graves. This was wrong. The mock-concern. The idea that all these people wanted to do was help Byron. It was a lie. Whatever Byron had done, whatever he had become, Graves, Muir, DARPA, the Special Operations Group, the politicians in Washington had made him like this. If he was a monster, he was a monster of their creation, not his own.

      She took her time, dabbing at the tears, and taking a sip of water. The chatter at the edge of the room fell away to silence.

      ‘Byron, if you’re listening, if you can hear me, I want you to know that whatever you’ve done I love you and I don’t blame you. If you can hear me, my message is simple. Keep on running. These people don’t want to help you, they want you dead.’
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      ‘Do you know what you just did? Do you realize how much shit you’re in?’

      Julia sat on the end of the hotel-room bed as Graves paced the length of the room, screaming at her. The sense of unreality she had felt as her final words to the media had tumbled forth hadn’t left her. She was in the present, in a hotel room in the middle of Manhattan, with the media setting up a permanent camp on the sidewalk outside, yet she was thousands of miles away. As she had told Byron to run, and not to look back, she had felt him with her, the good Byron, the human Byron, the man she had fallen in love with and married.

      Graves continued to rant, spittle flying from the corners of his mouth. ‘You’re in a world of shit. A universe of shit!’ He stopped in front of her, and jammed a chubby finger at her face. ‘This is national security. You could go to prison for this.’

      She looked up at Graves’s bloodhound face. Byron was a murderer but Graves was ten times worse. He and his kind were just as culpable. The only difference was that Graves let someone else do his dirty work. ‘Am I under arrest, Mr Graves?’ she asked.

      He stared at her with piggy eyes. She could hear the rattle of his breathing.

      ‘Because if I’m not, then I’d like to go home,’ she said, getting to her feet, putting an arm out in front of her to establish a distance between them.

      He took a step back. ‘You walk out, and you’re on your own. We won’t protect you.’

      It was as much as Julia could do not to laugh. ‘I’ll take my chances.’

      She walked past him to the door. She was still torn. Without Graves, without the government, she would have to face all of it by herself. The media wouldn’t give her a moment’s peace. They, Graves, the Agency and a dozen other federal agencies would scrutinize her every move. At least she’d had the good sense to stop speaking when she had. She had said nothing of who (what?) Byron was, or the facility, or the work that had taken place there.

      For a start, it was all too out there. The public weren’t ready for it. She’d come off like a crazy person. More importantly, though, it would place not just her but Byron in even greater danger. It was one thing for a mentally unstable special-forces operative to be on the run, but quite another for some kind of half man/half machine to be out there. Every weekend warrior between here and California would be on the lookout for him, and they’d be firing first and asking questions later.

      ‘You’ll take your chances?’ Graves screamed back at her. He moved toward her, got right up in her face. She could smell the stale cigarette smoke on him. It made her want to gag. ‘I’m not just some guy here, Mrs Tibor. This is the government. We run the country. Think about what that actually means. The name Bradley Manning mean anything to you?’

      She did her best to keep cool. She wasn’t unfamiliar with men like Graves. ‘I’d remind you that I’m a private citizen, Mr Tibor, protected by the Constitution. I don’t work for you or the United States government.’

      At the mention of the Constitution, Graves’s lip rolled up into a sneer. ‘You’re quite correct, Mrs Tibor. And I apologize for losing my temper. So, as a private citizen, why don’t you exercise your constitutional right to get the fuck out of here? You’re on the outside now, same as your husband. Don’t expect any more help from us.’

      She wasn’t going to be bullied by someone like Graves. She grabbed her coat and put it on. ‘There’s a lot more I could have said downstairs. A lot more. You might want to keep that in mind. Helping veterans sounds very noble. I doubt the public would feel the same if they knew what this has really been about.’

      She walked out into the corridor and headed for the elevator. As the adrenalin buzz wore off, she was starting to have second thoughts. More than anything now, she wanted her husband. To speak to him. To hear his voice. To be able to tell him that, even if no one else was, she was on his side. That she loved him, more than she had ever loved anyone or anything in her life.
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      Eldon

      

      Eldon lay on the bed, his head propped up on the pillows, watching the giant flat-screen TV as the hooker he had picked up on the casino floor the night before went to work between his legs. He should have been happy right now. The suite was sweet. Graves had said he could have it for the remainder of the week. His kill tally was up by two – Chauncey, the homeless guy who had helped Tibor, and Chenko, the retired cop. He was out of prison. Graves had assured him that there would be more work – as long as he stayed out of trouble. No shooting car-jackers or assholes or civilians just because he could.

      He grabbed the hooker’s hair, and pulled her off his dick. Her noisy slurp was distracting him from the TV, where footage of Byron’s wife at the press conference played on an endless loop between pictures of Byron Tibor, Public Enemy Number One, and a bunch of other shit about his military service and PTSD sending vets over the edge. Blah blah blah. Yada yada yada. Booooring.

      ‘You see this guy?’ he said to the hooker, whose name was Giselle.

      Giselle rubbed her chin. ‘Think my jaw’s locking up. You want to try something else, sweetie?’

      ‘That guy. You see that guy?’ he said, ignoring the question and jabbing a finger at the TV set.

      She pushed herself up so that she was on her knees and glanced over her shoulder at the TV. The picture right now was of Tibor in dress uniform.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Giselle. ‘Looks like a young Denzel only, I dunno, maybe a little bit lighter.’

      ‘Me and him used to be like best friends.’

      Giselle stared at him, glassy-eyed. She probably figured he was bullshitting her. In her profession she’d spend hours on end listening to all kinds of crazy stuff. ‘Uh-huh,’ she said.

      Eldon pushed off the bed and headed for the can. ‘We’re done. You can leave.’

      ‘You still got me on the clock for another hour, honey.’

      Eldon crossed to the closet, opened it and took a long look at his gun. One short of the two hundred mark. Giselle could make it up. He was itchy for a kill, itchy to round things off: 199 seemed so wrong, and it was driving him crazy.

      He glanced back at the woman as she dressed, pulling on her panties with all the grace of an offensive linesman. Nah, thought Eldon.  He wanted two hundred to be special, to count for something, to be worthy of him, and Giselle wasn’t that.

      He shut the closet door. She put on her dress and slid past him. She would never know how close she had just come to death. The thought cheered him a little. He turned back to the TV screen. Number two hundred was right there on screen. He could wait to round up his number. It would make it all the sweeter when the time came.
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      Byron

      I rolled out of Bakersfield in a two-year-old silver Ford Escape with tinted glass. Muir’s body was in back, covered with a plaid blanket. I’d left the red Honda in a parking lot. I’d also jacked and then hidden two other vehicles before I left. They had been carefully chosen to ensure that they were different in make, model and color from the others.

      Requesting that the public and law enforcement look out for one vehicle was a big enough ask, but alerting them to three would be a cluster-fuck guaranteed to generate thousands of false leads that would need to be chased down. The Ford I’d taken from a different location. It was the very definition of a cheap trick. But when it came to counter-surveillance and tracking, those were often the best kinds: simple, efficient and designed to cause maximum confusion.

      I took the 58 east, heading for the Pacific coast. The journey would take me a little under five hours. Near Santa Margarita I picked up the 101 north. I was inching toward the ocean, closer to the edge of the continent, hoping that I would have answers when I got there.

      The fuel gauge was low. I would have to stop for gas sooner rather than later. It would be risky. It was daylight. I had no credit card, which meant I couldn’t just pay at the pump, shielded from prying eyes by the bulk of the SUV.

      I got off the freeway and found a gas station. The place wasn’t busy: a couple of cars filling up, and one truck easing round the back of the gas station to take on diesel. I was sporting sunglasses I’d found in a compartment of the Escape.

      I strode into the gas station, grabbed a couple of bottles of water, and put them on the counter along with four twenty-dollar bills. The woman behind the till was middle-aged, Hispanic, with reading glasses on a silver chain. She had watched me the whole way, and was doing a bad job of trying to appear like was she engrossed in the book she was reading. The idle curiosity of someone bored at work or something else?

      I stared at her skull, lasering in on the center of her mind.  Her amygdala was going crazy.

      There were other, far more obvious, signs, in her body language. Either she was in the early stages of Parkinson’s or her hand was trembling with nerves as she opened the till. I glanced back outside. The two cars that had been out front were likely using cards. Unless they came in for something else, they wouldn’t be a problem.

      I looked at the woman. ‘You recognize me?’

      She shrugged, trying to come off like she didn’t have a clue what I was talking about.

      ‘It’s okay. All I want is to get gas and get out of here. That’s it. But if you do anything stupid, I’ll have no choice but to hurt you. Do you understand me?’ I told her.

      She met my gaze and nodded.

      ‘You have a phone behind that counter.’ I had already seen it. It was cordless with a single handset. ‘Give it to me.’

      Almost dropping it as she lifted it from the charger, she did so. ‘Are you the only employee here now?’

      She nodded again. She was going to be compliant. Hell, what was I to her? Either the last person she saw on earth or a story she could dine out on for days if she played along.

      ‘You have a cell phone?’ I asked her.

      I tensed as she bent down, praying that she wasn’t going for a gun. I had the reaction time for it not to be an issue but I really didn’t want to kill some random lady just because our paths had crossed. She came up with a cell phone and handed it to me.

      ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’m going to put gas in my car. Stay next to the window where I can see you. When I’m done, I’ll leave. If someone arrives while I’m still here, just be normal. I’ll be out of your life in under five. If you tell anyone about this in the first hour after I leave, I will come back and I will kill you. Do you understand me?’

      She nodded. As soon as I left she would tell the next person she saw. That was human nature. Humans had restricted impulse control – especially in stressful situations when their emotions overwhelmed them.

      Clutching the two phones, I walked back out, jammed the pump into the gas tank and waited for it to fill. The woman was staring at me, doing her best to make sure I could see her and what she was doing.

      The numbers clicked over. I stilled my breathing, allowing my mind to flatten out and the implant to do its work. Its job was to dampen my emotional response, and allow my frontal cortex to dictate the play. Fear, elation, guilt, joy: none had a part to play anymore.

      No one else pulled in. The pump clicked to a stop. I had a full tank of gas.

      I didn’t get back into the Escape. Instead I strode back into the gas station. The woman hadn’t moved. Her eyes followed me as I walked to the counter. I took out the phones and placed them in front of her.

      ‘I took the batteries out,’ I lied. ‘Where’s the hard drive for the security system?’ I had already scoped out the cameras. It wasn’t a system that hooked up to an ISDN or broadband line to send footage to a remote server. I doubted internet service was up to much out here – ridiculous in this day and age, but it was a poor community.

      She pointed.

      ‘Show me.’

      I followed her into a back room. We walked past crates of beer and soda and into a small cupboard. I pulled out my Gerber and used it to unscrew the hard drive from its casing.

      ‘I’m going to lock you in here, okay?’ I said. ‘Don’t worry, someone will find you eventually. Give me the key.’

      She fumbled in her slacks, dug out the key to the store cupboard. I took it. ‘Turn round for me.’ She seemed confused by this latest instruction. I placed a hand on her shoulder and guided her round, like a parent spinning a blindfolded child before a game of pin the tail on the donkey.

      

      Five minutes later, I opened the door and walked out. There was no one outside. I started up the Escape and drove away, heading back to the freeway.
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      Julia

      Julia’s cell phone lay on Byron’s pillow. Through the day it would ring every few minutes, and every few minutes she would answer it in case it was her husband. It never was, and she had begun to doubt it ever would be. After she had left the hotel, hunted like an animal by a baying mob of reporters all the way back to the apartment, she had been drawn to the television news, which she had always deliberately avoided when she’d thought Byron was out in the field. Finally, the not knowing had become worse than the knowing.

      There was nothing to know. That didn’t stop the endless cycling of the news networks. Reports were coming in from all over the country that Byron had been spotted working at a rodeo in Texas, holding up a bank in Missouri or with a young child in a car at a drive-thru fast-food joint in New Hampshire. The authorities were actively seeking three separate vehicles, which blended inexorably into one, as the news channels churned their details with those of the sightings.

      Other things started to appear alongside in the bulletins. Old photographs of Byron excavated from who knew where. Byron as a child. A photograph from his high-school yearbook. Pictures from his time in the infantry and then the Rangers. People who had known him appeared on camera. All the while it drove home to Julia how little we knew of anyone and how, while some things appeared constant (his intellect, his physical prowess, his loyalty and courage), others changed (friends who spoke of him as cold, aloof, a ruthlessly efficient soldier). Like everyone, Byron was, and had been, a different person to different people at different times. It seemed that only she had seen the vulnerable side of her husband, the human side. The irony wasn’t lost on her. After all, she had met him after his enrollment in the PSS Program when the implants and other technology had already been seeded. It begged a question. Had she seen the last dying embers of the human being, the hybrid reality, or a soul with machine-like capabilities that could be switched on and off as the situation and his environment demanded?

      None of the reports talked about any of that. Even if some were aware of the reality of the program, it would be heavily embargoed with unspeakable penalties for a breach. The briefest of internet searches revealed the parallel world where those dismissed as cranks talked openly about the evidence that was in the public domain: the incident with the cop in Vegas; the trail of dead bodies; the program and the significance of its location near Area 51. Various theories were put forward. Some of the speculation was awkwardly close to the reality. There was talk of the MK Ultra program, of brainwashing, of robotics, of the money that DARPA had poured into neuroscience. If only they knew, she thought. If only the crackpots actually realized that the truth was almost more incredible than some of their wildest fantasies.

      The phone rang again. A 212 number. New York. Not likely to be Byron. She answered. A woman’s voice. Another reporter. Young, tentative, a person not used to having to make this kind of call, someone for whom the intrusion into another person’s life at the most heightened of times still seemed the splintering of human decency it was.

      She began with an apology, ‘Mrs Tibor, I am so sorry to bother you like this.’

      At first Julia didn’t say anything. She had taken to hanging up but this time she didn’t. She didn’t answer either. The voice filled the void.

      ‘My name’s Meredith Harris. I’m a researcher for . . .’ She named a popular syndicated talk show, the kind that Julia would watch as a guilty pleasure if she was sick. ‘Mrs Tibor, are you there?’

      Something about Meredith’s tone allowed Julia to answer, ‘Yes, I’m listening.’

      ‘Oh, God, I was kind of hoping you’d just hang up or, I dunno, shout at me. My boss told me that if I don’t at least speak to you then I’m fired, and I really need this job, and I’ve only been here like two weeks, and if I get fired I’ll won’t get another chance, and I have loans to pay. Sorry, none of this is your problem, and I’m really sorry about your husband, and for what it’s worth I believe he’s a good man.’

      If this was some elaborate manipulation, she was more accomplished than anyone else who had called.

      ‘You realize this call is being monitored, don’t you?’ Julia said.

      Silence. ‘Oh, yes, I guess that with your husband . . .’ Meredith trailed off.

      It was late, or early, depending on how you looked at it. Julia wasn’t asleep, and wouldn’t be able to sleep. She gave Meredith the name of a twenty-four-hour deli and told her to meet her there in a half-hour.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            56

          

        

      

    

    
      Eldon

      Eldon took the cell from her and killed the call as rain splattered the awning of the bodega on East 24th Street.

      ‘It worked,’ she said. ‘How’d you know it would?’ She brushed a strand of long blond hair from her face.

      ‘I didn’t. I played the percentages. You were pretty good.’

      ‘Who was it you said you worked for again?’ she asked.

      ‘CNBC,’ said Eldon.

      ‘Okay, I guess that makes sense with the whole guilt-trip deal.’

      He dug into his pocket for the money, handed it to ‘Meredith’, and watched as she disappeared into the glistening Manhattan night. He looked down at his cell: she had keyed in the address of the diner that Julia Tibor had suggested. It was always better when the location was the other person’s idea. It lowered their guard.

      The young woman who had played the part of the TV researcher had been a chance encounter. When she had mentioned to him that she was an actress, Eldon had done a little improvisation of his own. He had seen her crossing the street, dodging traffic. She was back in her own little bubble, happy to have cleared four hundred bucks for a few minutes’ work.

      He turned up his collar, and stepped out from under the awning. As she turned the corner onto Seventh Avenue, he followed her. He needed her to keep her mouth shut, and he needed that money back for other things. All he needed now, though, was an alleyway. The only snag was that Eldon didn’t want some random chick as his two-hundredth kill. It would ruin the moment. It was a milestone, a carefully crafted temple of death. It deserved someone worthy at the apex. There lay the crux of it too. The person worthy of the honor would have to carry a threat to Eldon. Most of the people whose lives Eldon had taken hadn’t even seen it coming, never mind had the chance to harm him. This would be different. But between now and that moment lay some work.

      

      He was small enough that even on a deserted New York side-street he could slip along unseen. ‘Meredith’s’ heels clacked along. She didn’t hear him until he was directly behind her, his hand slipping over her mouth, his leg sweeping away hers as he dragged her kicking and trying to scream into the gap between two buildings.

      He choked her out, her eyes rolling back in her head, her face set fierce with horror. He set to work, getting off on it in a way that he never could by pulling a trigger. The intimacy of the work let his spirit soar through the canyon of buildings that pressed in on them. He pulled her to her feet, supporting her as they danced, his fingers and thumbs busy working the pressure points, taking her close to death but stopping just short.

      There was a moment when his fingers brushed one of her nipples and he felt his dick harden. He stopped what he was doing, troubled by his own reaction. Then he realized that the sexual charge had not been from his flesh on hers but from his flesh against the silky fabric of her bra. Reassured, he went back to work.

      Ten minutes later, the money he had given her back in his possession, along with her underwear, he emerged back onto the street. He had a date with Mrs Julia Tibor, and it wouldn’t do to be late.
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      Byron

      

      The Ford’s headlights carved through the darkness, the highway switching back on itself. I lowered the windows and savored the sea-salt freshness of the Pacific, slowing as I approached the turn for Big Sur National Park. It was little more than a fire road, the ground broken and rutted. I killed the headlights. My retinal implants took over as the trees closed in on either side, and the road narrowed.

      I estimated that the cabin I was looking for lay about two miles north-east. I found a gap in the trees, pulled the Ford off the road and drove into the forest. I switched off the engine, and got out. I walked back to the road, staying just inside the tree line.

      As I walked I tuned into the sounds of the forest, separating out the sounds of birds and animals, adjusting my steps to minimize the noise I made as I moved. Every fifty yards or so, I would stop, allowing my senses to gather data. Between the transcranial implant and the other enhancements, I could build a three-dimensional picture of the territory.

      In the distance the ocean pulsed. A breeze picked up and shook its way through the redwoods. The cabin couldn’t be too far. If I had the location right, it was well screened by the trees. Grass grew in the middle of the track leading up to it. I stepped from the edge of the forest, and took a closer look at the track, searching for fresh tire marks. If someone was up ahead waiting for me, there would be more than one set  – I doubted they would have approached on foot. The track was clear. It was in light use, maybe a vehicle or two traveling up or down it every few days.

      Now I could see a single light ahead. A dog barked. Then another. The one thing I had forgotten: their senses were as finely tuned as mine. Judging by the timbre of the barking, one was a large animal, the other small.

      I took the barking as a good sign. Any ambush party would have cleared them out or placed them in vehicles, wary that they would act as an alarm.

      Staying within the tree line, I moved forwards. The trees thinned to reveal a clearing, and a single-story cabin constructed from the same redwoods that hemmed it in. The two dogs raced from the porch to me, both mutts. The larger one’s eyes indicated some wolf; the other was more terrier.

      I stood my ground, and avoided eye contact, allowing them to bark and draw closer. They sniffed the air. The larger dog growled. The cabin door opened. Whoever was inside had already killed the lights to avoid being silhouetted in the doorway and easier for an intruder watching from the darkness to pick out. I could see her clearly.

      She was in her fifties. Her long dark hair was pulled back into a thick ropy braid. She was slim with strong, angular features and brown eyes to go with her coffee-colored skin. For some reason, my inherent sexism perhaps, I had assumed Shakti was a man.

      When Muir had scrawled the name for me, I had recognized it: the people I had met at the facility had mentioned her. Shakti, as far as I could recall, was regarded as a pioneer in the area of neural implants, sensory substitution and human augmentation. Like many top research scientists she was Indian, and had been attracted to the United States after early pioneering work had drawn the attention of the academic-military-industrial complex whose members trawled the world’s universities. But she had turned her back on the work, citing ethical objections. Muir and the others had taken on what she had achieved, driving through practical applications of her work. Then, at some point, she had disappeared off the radar.

      Barefoot and dressed in loose, bright clothing, she stepped forward. She was looking straight at me, and I had a feeling that her picking me out in the darkness wasn’t just down to the dogs. She called them to her. They responded instantly, darting back and sitting in front of her, quivering canine sentinels.

      I stepped out from the tree line, hands loose at my sides. She watched me all the way, apparently more curious than fearful. It was a strange reaction from a lone woman to a man of my size stepping from the woods around her house after dark.

      ‘Muir sent me,’ I said.

      ‘I take it you’re the man everyone’s looking for,’ she said. Her accent held that curiously clipped British tone, a remnant of old empire that I had noticed before in Indians of a certain class.

      ‘You’d better come in,’ she said. ‘Don’t mind the dogs. It’s nothing personal. Any kind of machine sets them off.’

      I was a machine to her? At least I knew where I stood. I walked up to the porch. The larger dog growled at me but stayed put. I was relieved. I wouldn’t harm an animal, regardless of what else the implant allowed me to do without my conscience troubling me.

      Inside, a narrow hallway opened up into a large open-plan living room and kitchen. Off to one side a door seemed to lead into a bedroom. In one corner of the living room there was a shrine to a Hindu goddess. She was riding a lion, her many arms holding a plethora of weapons.

      ‘Durga?’ I said, with a nod to the shrine.

      ‘Not many people would know who it was.’

      ‘I’ve traveled a lot.’

      ‘So I’ve heard. Please, take a seat,’ Shakti said, ushering me to sit on one of a half-dozen large cushions that lay on the floor. There was no television, no couch, only the kitchen counter and units and a solitary wooden table with four seats.

      I sat cross-legged. Shakti sat opposite, the dogs arranging themselves either side of her, their eyes never leaving me.

      ‘So they killed Muir?’ she asked.

      ‘Everyone thinks I did it,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you?’

      She smiled, completely serene. I wondered if it was connected to the spirituality evidenced by the shrine, or whether it came from living here. Big Sur had been a magnet for those seeking enlightenment since before the hippie trail of the sixties. For those interested in how the human mind functioned it wasn’t an altogether unnatural place to gravitate to. Julia would like it, I thought.

      ‘Muir was Scottish,’ she said. ‘They have an expression about what happens to you if you drink with the devil. Muir drank with the devil.’

      ‘And you wouldn’t?’ I asked.

      ‘What they’ve been saying on the radio and television about the program isn’t without a grain of truth. Originally we were looking for a way of dealing with PTSD and combat fatigue, especially for the most extreme cases. That was what the work on the neural implants was about. Then, of course, the Pentagon, the CIA and the others started to take an interest.’

      ‘Because you could use the technology for something else?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes and no,’ said Shakti. ‘If you can control the amygdala and how it interacts with the rest of the brain then you can cure someone of PTSD but you can also dampen their response to real-time situations. You know how powerful that is more than almost anyone, Byron.’

      ‘And the other stuff? It’s not just that I’m calmer in the middle of a firefight, I’m more of everything. All my senses, my strength, my physical abilities.’

      ‘A lot of that was old technology. Cochlear and retinal implants have been around for a while. All we did was some superfine-tuning. The big breakthrough was the transcranial work, putting it all together. I was gone by then because I saw what they were going to use it for but Muir took it on, and made it a spectacular success.’

      It was my turn to smile. ‘This is what you call a success?’

      ‘You must be hungry,’ she said. ‘Tired? I can offer you food, shelter, somewhere to sleep. It’s late. We can talk more in the morning.’

      She must have noticed me staring at her because the next thing she said me was ‘Having your own portable fMRI scanner must come in pretty handy. Doesn’t it complicate your personal life?’

      ‘I don’t use it with my wife.’

      Shakti leaned forward, intellectual curiosity getting the better of her. ‘You can switch it on and off?’

      I had never been sure how to explain it. The ability to lift a car, or see in the dark, or pick out a conversation across a crowded room or, for that matter, be able to see the blood and neural function in someone’s mind by looking at them: none was a constant. It wasn’t something I was conscious of, any more than anyone is conscious of what they can do. If you can pull out a chair for someone or lift a baby, you don’t think about it: the capability is just there when you need it. I did my best to articulate it to Shakti.

      She listened patiently. When I had finished, she said, ‘Thank you. I’ve waited a long time to have this talk with someone. That’s the only thing I really missed when I left, being able to talk to someone like you about how it felt to be as you are.’

      ‘Maybe you should have called Muir.’

      I didn’t have to gauge her neural response to what I’d said. Her facial expression told me that she was shocked. ‘Muir?’

      ‘After they shot him, and I was trying to see if he was still alive.’ I waved my fingers in the air. ‘I picked up what I think is an implant in his brain. That was part of the reason I wanted to find you. So you could take a look.’

      ‘You have him with you?’ she said.

      ‘In my vehicle,’ I told her.

      She sprang to her feet, crossed to the kitchen and plucked a knife from a block on the counter. ‘Show me,’ she said.
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      Julia Tibor sat in a corner booth facing the door, a habit she had acquired from her husband. Always have a clear view of the main entrance and know where all the exits are. At first his fussiness about seating on planes and in restaurants had driven her slightly mad. Then one day he had told her a few stories. Even though there was little risk of a terrorist attack on the Upper West Side, Byron had explained that it was simply a matter of good habits becoming engrained.

      So far, there was no sign of Meredith, and no phone call to explain her absence. Julia sipped at her coffee. The place was busier than she would have suspected. It was a young post-club crowd, or perhaps a post-bar, early-club crowd, of students and hipsters, along with a few shift workers having dinner at four in the morning before they headed for the bridges and tunnels to take them out of the city and home. The city shifted from hour to hour, all the while becoming something different, depending on who you were. Right now, she was ravaged with nerves and lack of sleep and beginning to get irritated at the no-show.

      She dug out her cell phone and called the number. The first time it had gone to a generic computerized voicemail message. This time someone picked up. A man.
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      Graves

      

      Graves was shaken awake. He opened his eyes to see his desk, covered with papers. He felt like shit. The manhunt for Tibor was nationwide, the resources devoted to it unprecedented, and with every minute that passed they seemed to be getting further away from him rather than closer. They could have had him in Vegas if they’d gone public. But they had waited, which had cost them dear. Now they had the worst of both worlds – rampant public speculation and panic, no clear idea of where he was and, worse, no idea of what he was thinking or even what he wanted. Was he already dead in a ditch somewhere, having pulled the same trick Lewis had but without them being able to do the clean-up? Was he running? Or was he out there, plotting some kind of revenge spurred on by his wife?

      Graves looked up from the hand on his shoulder to the face of a young agency tech analyst from the NSA. They had been tasked with using the direct electronic surveillance and the powerful algorithms that filtered every email and phone call in the country to gather intelligence. The more mundane task of racing the three possible escape vehicles had been kicked down to state and local law enforcement, guaranteeing, as Graves had known it would, a complete cluster-fuck.

      ‘You have something for me?’ asked the analyst.

      ‘Call on the wife’s cell phone.’

      ‘Incoming or outgoing?’

      ‘Out,’ said the analyst.

      Now Graves was wide awake. That meant they had a number they could trace, either by triangulating the position of the device receiving or doing it more directly if it was a landline. They also had a protocol in place if it was to a computer device using, say, a Skype account. Even if Byron was gone by the time they got there, they had a definite point to start from. They could establish a cordon around it and work their way in.

      ‘She must have had a number for him,’ said Graves. ‘How come we didn’t know about that?’

      ‘It’s not Tibor,’ said the analyst. ‘We didn’t have a name for the cell phone but we ran a voice analysis and it came up with a match. It’s an individual by the name of Eldon James.’

      Fuck. What the hell was she calling Eldon James for? He wasn’t even involved anymore. He’d been stood down after the Vegas fiasco, a boy sent to do a man’s job. ‘You have a recording I can listen to?’

      ‘Right here,’ said the analyst.

      The more he thought about Eldon, the more he was freaking. ‘Where’d she call him from? We have a team on her, right?’

      ‘They lost her, but we do have a location. A diner on 34th Street. They’re on the way there now.’

      Graves was going to ask how they’d lost her but there would be time for that later, and a partial answer would be that a bright woman, such as Julia Tibor, married to someone like Byron, would have acquired a few skills of her own, as much by osmosis and close proximity to her husband as anything else. Surveillance took manpower and expertise; counter-surveillance was a good deal more straightforward, especially if the person knew they were being watched. They had much smaller RDF tracking devices now that could be injected on a crowded subway platform, but the White House lawyers would have had a shit fit if Graves had suggested using one on a civilian who hadn’t yet been charged with any crime. That was something else to figure in. The President was now taking a personal interest, never a good thing for someone in Graves’s position. The White House position seemed to be that they wanted this whole deal closed down as quickly as possible. They were then counting on the American public’s limited attention span and the media’s quick-moving news cycle to fill the grave. It would be spun as a tragedy, an American hero for whom the government had done its best but who had cracked up. Of course, Julia Tibor could blow that whole narrative to pieces and, contrary to what the internet conspiracy theorists believed, her civilian status meant they couldn’t just take her out without risking major blowback.

      Graves grabbed his suit jacket from the back of his chair, and jogged for the door. If he survived this he really would have to make some lifestyle changes. Two minutes later he was in a car and heading for the diner. If Eldon James got to her first, they were all screwed.
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      Julia

      

      The man at the other end of the line had asked her to meet him outside. He had also said that he didn’t have much time, that he was a friend of Byron’s from way back. The clock would already be ticking, he said. Their window was limited. He apologized for the initial subterfuge. He would explain his reasons in person because they might be listening. He didn’t have to explain who they were to Julia. Not anymore.

      He ended the call before she could ask any more questions. She paid the check, grabbed her jacket and walked outside. She could see him standing across the street. He was short, slim, with a shaved head. His hands dug into the pockets of his long overcoat. He looked like a strong breeze would carry him away. He certainly didn’t look threatening. She waited for the Don’t Walk sign to flip over, and started toward him.

      He smiled at her, then turned and beckoned for her to follow him. She did, then stopped. Something wasn’t right. She had rushed into this. He had used time as a pressure. She had no idea whether he was or wasn’t a friend of Byron’s. He could be anyone. She had created a lot of enemies at the press conference. That was one thing she could be sure of.

      They had walked a half-block. He stared at her as she stood there.

      ‘Up to you what you want to do,’ he said. ‘But I can take you to Byron. Or . . .’

      She followed his gaze to the dark sedan pulling up outside the diner. It was followed by a second. She recognized the man getting out. It was Graves. He looked pissed. His hands were clenched into fists as he barged through the other men spilling from the two sedans.

      ‘Up to you,’ the man repeated.
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      Byron

      

      The Ford Escape rattled its way toward the cabin, Shakti in the passenger seat next to me. Even with all the windows open, the smell of death had settled into every corner of the vehicle.

      ‘There’s an old barn out back. We can do it there,’ Shakti suggested.

      I moved Muir into the center of the barn. Because the tools we had at our disposal were fairly primitive, and because we were looking to establish something other than cause of death, Shakti had proposed a more direct method. We would first separate Muir’s head from his torso, then take the head into the kitchen.

      Removing someone’s head was trickier than it might have seemed. I had seen enough jihadi executions to know that. At least we had the advantage that the person was already dead, and less likely to squirm. I took an axe from a wooden workbench that ran along the side of the barn. ‘You might want to step back,’ I said to Shakti.

      I lifted the axe high over Muir’s head. Once I had inflicted the major trauma, Shakti would set to work with the knives to cut through the spinal column. She seemed very calm about the whole procedure. It occurred to me, not for the first time, that soldiers and scientists had more in common than others might have thought. For a start, neither could afford to be squeamish or overly sentimental when there was a job to do.

      

      Two hours later, her kitchen sink full of blood, Shakti had located two devices. ‘From what I can tell they’re probably prototypes. It’s fairly usual for people working in this field to use themselves as guinea pigs,’ she told me.

      ‘You think more of the research team would have had implants?’ I asked her.

      She shrugged. ‘No way of knowing, and in any case I’m not sure what it changes if they did.’

      At least I had been right about Muir. But, as Shakti had said, what did it matter? Muir hadn’t demonstrated any strange behavior or the kind of problems that had affected Lewis or me. I said as much to Shakti.

      ‘Why would he have?’ she said. ‘Both you and Lewis had suffered some form of emotional trauma.’

      ‘So the technology would work fine with people who hadn’t?’

      ‘Too many factors, Byron. And Muir didn’t seem to demonstrate any of the enhanced abilities that you have and Lewis had.’

      ‘That we knew of,’ I said.

      I stared at the remnants of the part of Muir’s skull that held his face. The mask of flesh stared back at me. She was right. What did any of it matter if Muir had had an implant too?
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      Graves

      

      There was no sign of Julia Tibor. And they couldn’t issue a general alert for Eldon, not without it seeming that the whole situation was spinning out of control. They had found something, though. In an alleyway less than two blocks away, they had found a young woman beaten so badly that she was in a coma at Mount Sinai, having suffered severe brain trauma. The prognosis was that she would likely survive but that her brain had been deprived of oxygen for such a length of time that she was as good as dead. She lay in the grey zone between life and death. Graves knew it had to have been Eldon’s work but he didn’t know why he hadn’t just killed her. Why leave her alive?

      It was a question for later. Right now they had to find Eldon and, more importantly, Julia Tibor before she suffered the same fate. If she turned up dumped in an alleyway, alive or dead, Graves and the White House would face some tough questions after how she had reacted at the press conference. A situation they were aiming to contain was only getting larger.

      They left it to the NYPD to talk to potential witnesses. They were focusing on the girl found in the alleyway. No mention was being made of either Julia Tibor’s proximity or even the fact that she was missing. They would leave Eldon’s name out of it for now too. There was already enough in the mix. With any luck, if Julia didn’t surface, the media would assume she had been forced underground by their spotlight. The situation was best served by Graves saying nothing. If it came out later, they would distance themselves from Eldon, and Julia’s disappearance. They wouldn’t even have to lie. They had tried to help Julia Tibor. But some people just didn’t want to be helped. If she had stayed on their side, she would have been safe.
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      After Shakti and I had cleaned the kitchen, we sat down to talk, both of us too hyped to sleep. Shakti sat opposite me, the dogs at her feet. Even now the two animals retained a certain wariness. Outside, the wind had picked up. I could hear the groan and creak of trees that had been there long before either of us, and would likely remain long after we were both gone.

      The smaller dog twitched in its sleep, and Shakti soothed it with a rub to the back of its neck. ‘You’re welcome to stay as long as you need, Byron. I rarely have visitors. I collect my mail in town. I doubt anyone would find you.’

      ‘That’s kind of you, but me hiding out here doesn’t solve anything.’

      ‘What does?’ she asked.

      ‘You ask good questions,’ I said.

      ‘It’s not always seen as a positive thing.’

      I still didn’t have a clue why Muir had sent me there. I had learned a little more about the origins of the program, how it had come into being, how it had quickly departed from its original aim, but Shakti hadn’t been able to offer anything that even approached a solution to my current predicament. I was a prototype gone awry, a mess to be cleaned up, which in itself would have been fine, if it hadn’t been for Julia.

      I watched the flicker of light from one of the candles. ‘Mind if I ask you a question?’

      ‘Go right ahead.’

      It was something I had dwelled upon for a long time, and yet I wasn’t sure if I had ever uttered the words to a single living soul. It was a question so basic as to seem absurd, not to mention self-obsessed.

      I met the Indian woman’s gaze. ‘What am I?’

      She clasped her hands together. She didn’t answer at first. Her eyes betrayed someone as devoid of an answer as I was. ‘I think, Byron, that it’s far too early to say what you are. That probably wasn’t a very helpful answer. I told you I was better at questions.’

      ‘You really think I’m going to be around long enough to find out?’ I ran my hands through my hair, feeling the pulse of my implants at the tips of my fingers. ‘I’m not sure I even deserve to live.’

      She stayed silent.

      I told her about my journey so far. I told her about the four people at the lab, and how I had executed them in cold blood. Shakti let me talk myself out.  The more I talked, the worse I felt. It wasn’t proving cathartic, or therapeutic. If anything, it was leading me to the same conclusion that Lewis must have reached.

      When I next looked at Shakti she was smiling at me. It was a warm, beatific smile that pissed me off. It reminded me a little of Julia, which darkened my mood further.

      I would leave. Muir had sent me on a goddamn wild-goose chase. This woman, with her life in the woods, separated from society, had no more answers than anyone else did. She had already told me there was no going back, that any attempt to remove the technology inside my head would kill me. Meanwhile, there was an army out there, looking for me, and with good cause. I was a danger to society. I had killed in cold blood with no greater motive than my own survival. There was nothing noble in what I’d done. It had served no higher purpose.

      I started to get to my feet. ‘I’m talking in circles here. I appreciate your hospitality, but it would probably be best if I left.’

      She ushered me to sit down. ‘What you just told me about the people you killed. Those were hardly the words of a machine. A machine wouldn’t have those thoughts. Guilt’s a human trait, isn’t it, Byron?’

      ‘My feeling bad doesn’t change what I did.’

      ‘That’s true but I’m not sure you can be held entirely responsible either. Byron, the politicians may have got cold feet this time, but this research, this whole field, isn’t about to go away either. For one thing there’s way too much money at stake when you think of all the possible applications. And there’s something else, which the human part of you has to deal with.’

      I looked at Shakti.

      ‘If you die now, Byron, or somehow manage to disappear, you’re leaving your wife behind with no answers. Maybe that’s worthy of a little guilt too.’

      Perhaps Muir hadn’t sent me to Shakti for a grand answer, or a clue to unlock the situation I was in. She had given me something far more valuable. She had given me a reason to go on. Even if I couldn’t rid myself of the implant, perhaps I could find a way to allow the human part of me to reassert itself. The guilt I felt now was a sign of that. When I had killed the two muggers, I had felt nothing approaching guilt. The last guilt I had felt was over the death of Sasha, although my remorse and grief at that had stemmed from what I hadn’t done rather than what I had. But, however you cut it, it was still a human emotion, one that I could place alongside my love for my wife.

      I asked Shakti for a paper and a pen. There was a small wooden table near the window that I hadn’t noticed when I’d first walked in. I sat down and began to write. After years of pushing buttons, swiping screens and using keyboards, the physical act of writing, of making a mark on paper, seemed alien to me at first. Technology had changed humanity as much as humanity had pushed technology forward.

      As the night moved toward a fresh dawn and my hand cramped, I wrote a letter to my wife. I engaged my human side. I told her how much I loved her. I told her what she meant to me, how much better she had made my life, and how lucky I was to have found her.

      When I was done, I read it over, feeling closer to her as I turned the pages. Then I folded it, placed it in the envelope Shakti had given me and wrote Julia’s name on the front. I hoped I lived long enough to give it to her.

      My plan was a simple one: to stay alive long enough for the firestorm surrounding me to begin to die down. I would work my way slowly back across the country, traveling at night, walking if I had to, using all the evasion strategies and skills I had amassed, and drawing on only what I needed from the technology inside me. My hope was that by the time I had worked my way back, I would have achieved some kind of balance between the old and the new, the natural and the artificial parts of myself.

      

      My plan lasted as long as it took Shakti to return in the early afternoon. She had gone to pick up some provisions and her mail. She had also returned with a newspaper. She folded it out in front of me. ‘I’m sorry, Byron,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry.’

      My eyes flitted from my letter to Julia, on the cleaned-up kitchen counter, to the picture of my wife on the front page of that morning’s LA Times.
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      The first bomb blew out the cabin windows. Glass punched through the air. I dove for the ground as fragments flew over my head. A triangular tooth of glass spun over my head before finally embedding itself into the far wall. I looked around for Shakti, the dogs, but they were nowhere to be seen. I heard the low whistle of another bomb as it descended from the heavens. I hunkered down in a corner, bowed my head and held my hands up to my face.

      The ground shook as it hit. The walls of the cabin buzzed with vibration. The blast wave lifted the Indian goddess, Durga, from the lion and sent her hurtling across the room toward me, her weapon-laden arms scything through the air. The lion stayed where it was, noble and ever vigilant as Durga slammed into a wall, her head separating from her body. As fire lit the outside of the cabin, I opened my eyes. Durga’s head rolled slowly toward me and came to rest a few feet away, face up.

      I stared at the goddess as her features shifted, first taking on the appearance of Sasha. A few moments later, as another bomb whistled overhead, they morphed again. This time I found myself staring at Julia.

      That bomb hit further away. I tore my gaze away from the tiny painted wooden head to the blackened window frame. A torn strip of curtain fluttered with the breeze from the blast. The largest redwood near the house was split straight down the length of its trunk. Sap the color of blood oozed from it, flowing in a stream down into the stump as the two pieces parted company and fell to the ground.

      My heading pounding, I got to my feet. Lightning bolts danced through my skull, each one more painful than the last. I reached down and picked up the effigy’s decapitated head and stuffed it into my pocket. Staggering to the blown-out window, I looked out to a scene of chaos.

      Explosions raked their way up the compacted dirt driveway, reducing it to a deep trench. The trees keened with high-pitched screams as their branches were torn away from their trunks and the red sap flowed, pooling around their naked roots.

      One tree still stood, its branches ripped from it. Halfway up, I noticed Muir’s face, the bloodied mask that had lain on the kitchen counter, nailed to the trunk. Above that was Sasha’s face. Then came the face of the gas-station attendant. Her forehead was furrowed with deep lines, her eyes staring straight at me. There were other faces too. Some I could place easily, while others were more distant and had to be clawed from my memory.

      The death masks had held my attention so completely that it took me a moment to notice the silence. The air was still. The whine of incoming ordnance fell away. Instinctively, I waited, my head still splintered with pain. After the first storm of artillery came the calm. A calm almost inevitably followed by the next wave of chaos.

      I turned around, looking for the Springfield. I couldn’t see it. I wondered if Shakti had taken it with her as a precaution. After all, it was how Lewis had gone out.

      The cabin was as it had been before the barrage. There was still no sign of Shakti or the dogs, but apart from their absence, everything was neat and untouched. I turned back to the window. My nose bumped against the glass. The landscape lay still and perfect. The redwoods soared upwards to a cathedral ceiling of needles. The trench of the driveway had been filled back in and smoothed over.

      I glanced over to the shrine. The Hindu goddess stared serenely back at me, her legs astride the lion.

      The pounding in my head began to recede. The hammer blows of pain were replaced by jabs. I walked over to the kitchen counter. The copy of the LA Times was there. My wife’s face stared back at me, along with my own. That nightmare, the true nightmare, hadn’t disappeared. But Shakti had left me with something approaching hope.

      Next to the newspaper was a handwritten note. There was a cell-phone number on it and the words, Cal Tech. Underneath that was a set of instructions. The note was signed: Good luck! Shakti
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      I dressed in the clothes Shakti had left for me. With a ball cap pulled down low and a pair of Aviator sunglasses, I grabbed the Springfield and headed out of the cabin. She had taken the Escape, and left me the keys to her rusty old pick-up truck for the drive to Cal Tech.

      I turned the key in the ignition, and set off down the driveway. I took Pacific Coast Highway North, riding the edge of the speed limit. It was still early. Traffic was light. After a time the redwoods of Big Sur fell away. The road hugged the ocean. Early-morning sunlight sparkled across the water. Out on some rocks two lone pelicans huddled, wings tucked in tight to their bodies, their necks on a swivel.

      Leaving the highway, I headed north-east in a big loop that would take me back west toward San Jose. I felt my shoulders tighten as I approached the outskirts of the city. I took the 85 through Edenvale and pulled up next to the Oakridge shopping mall. I had made the first part of the journey.

      I checked the time on a bank sign. I had been given a twenty-minute window. If I was delayed, even by a flat tire, I was screwed. Shakti had good friends, people willing to risk life and liberty not just for her but for me as well, but even they had limits. Both Shakti and the person I was meeting knew that the consequences of defying the federal government by helping me would be a life spent in prison. And that was a best-case scenario. Manning, Snowden – no one wanted to be next on that list.

      Keeping the sunglasses and the ball cap on, I got out of the pick-up and walked to a Mercedes SUV. I opened the front passenger door and got in. The driver was a trim, well-groomed white man in his late fifties. He didn’t say anything to me as I closed the door. I could see that he was gripping the wheel tight, presumably to stop his hands shaking. This type of meet was routine to someone like me but no doubt terrifying to him. The man’s index finger tapped against the wheel as he pulled out into traffic. Was he scared of me or of what he was doing? Would he bail out of the vehicle any second while I was surrounded? I had no way of knowing.

      We headed for the center of San Jose, passing a high school, stores and residential streets. An elderly Hispanic woman juggled two bags of groceries as she got into her car. A couple of high-school kids sloped along the street, either ducking out early or heading in late.

      A dark blue sedan pulled in behind us at a stop sign. I watched it in the side mirror until the middle-aged woman behind the wheel turned off again.

      Despite the German-engineered air-con working overtime, the man next to me was sweating. The show of nerves was starting to get to me. I decided to breach the silence. ‘How you holding up?’

      The man swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed. ‘Okay, I guess.’ He nodded ahead. ‘We’re almost there.’

      

      Like everything else in America, there was one set of rules for the unwashed masses, and another for those with the deepest of pockets, or those who worked for large corporations. Flying was no different. When it came to private and corporate aviation, security was fundamentally self-regulating. A law unto themselves for those who flew commercial, the TSA didn’t dare intrude into the lives of the truly wealthy.

      The Mercedes pulled up at a separate gatehouse from the main airport. The driver lowered the window. The security guard asked him for the plane’s tail number. He ticked something off on a clipboard, the barrier rose and we were on our way. We drove the short distance to a small enclosed parking lot where I would catch a private shuttle bus to the aircraft. Not being able to drive directly to the aircraft steps was one of the few concessions to security.

      ‘Oh, shit.’

      I followed the driver’s gaze to a black Town Car as we got out of the Mercedes, the shuttle bus already rounding the corner and heading for us. A man and a woman exited the Town Car. The woman, a platinum blond with tanned leathery skin, waved excitedly at my driver as her male companion strolled toward us.

      ‘People I know,’ said the driver. ‘Don’t worry, they’re not on our flight.’

      ‘John, why, imagine seeing you here.’ The woman greeted the driver with a southern accent and a pair of air kisses. ‘And who is this?’ she said, taking me in from head to toe with a look that left nothing to the imagination. Her husband joined us, shaking John’s hand.

      Before he could stumble, I stepped in, offering them each a handshake. ‘David Walker, nice to meet you.’

      The woman stared at me as she shook my hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Mr Walker.’ She hesitated. ‘Have we met?’

      John was finding his feet in the new world of subterfuge. ‘David lives on the east coast. He’s been out briefing me on a couple of issues with one of our suppliers.’

      The husband snapped his fingers. ‘Lemme guess! Chinese? Have to keep an eye on those guys. Am I right?’

      I smiled. ‘Hundred percent.’

      The shuttle bus had stopped next to us. The doors hissed open. ‘I swear I’ve met you before somewhere,’ the woman was saying.

      We let the couple board first. They sat near the front. I guessed this was about as regular as those people’s lives got. I had now placed John as John Gillhood, a west-coast-based tech wizard turned businessman – I’d seen him interviewed on cable TV. A piece clicked into place as I dredged up some vague memory of him having been involved in bmi or brain-machine interface technology. Few men are entirely without motive. Gillhood’s interest in the area of bmi tech not only explained Shakti knowing him, but also his willingness, despite his nerves, to help me in such high-stakes, and potentially deadly, circumstances.

      I guided John to a couple of seats at the back of the bus. I could feel the woman’s eyes on me. It was impossible to tell whether it was good old sexual curiosity or something that would prove more problematic.

      A few moments later the shuttle bus pulled up next to a light aircraft and the couple got off. The woman’s eyes never left me. I had noticed that the bus driver, a Hispanic man in his fifties, who smelled of cigarette smoke and cologne, performed his duties as if everyone around him was invisible. He didn’t speak; he didn’t look; he merely did.

      

      We settled ourselves into our seats on Gillhood’s plane. Gillhood had already dismissed the captain and a lone member of cabin crew. If either of them recognized me, they had shown no sign. I suspected they were like the bus driver, paid not to notice things.

      It was a short taxi to the runway, and we were off, barreling down the runway and into the air. Gillhood got up from his seat, headed for the tiny galley and returned a few moments later with an ice bucket, two Waterford crystal tumblers, a bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue Label, and a couple of bottles of mineral water. I waved away the whisky and watched as Gillhood poured himself a hefty measure.

      ‘I would’ve asked you how come you’re so freakin’ calm, but Shakti already explained that part to me,’ said Gillhood, as I unscrewed the plastic cap from a water bottle and took a sip. Now that we were in the air, he was chatty. He kept his voice low, his only concession to discretion, as he peppered me with questions. When my answers proved evasive, he gave me a flash of the man who had got to the point where he would be prepared to take such a risk, and have the money to do it. I wondered whether Muir had known of the connection between the wealthy entrepreneur and Shakti, and whether that explained why he had sent me in her direction.

      ‘Did you know about any of this before Shakti got in touch?’ I asked him.

      ‘Everyone knew that DARPA was working in this area. That’s hardly been a secret. I guess no one knew how far along it had come.’ From the way Gillhood was staring at me, I was starting to feel like a prized zoo exhibit. ‘They tend to release things into the public domain in small pieces. Their way of testing the waters of public opinion.’

      ‘This has gone beyond that,’ I said. ‘They want the whole thing to go away. Me included.’

      Gillhood shrugged. ‘Why do you think I agreed to help?’ He reached out a whisky-clumsy hand to touch my forearm. ‘Do you know how important you are?’

      I peered out of the window as we cleared the clouds. There really was no such thing as a free ride, and that went triple if it involved a private plane. ‘Important or valuable?’ I asked.

      ‘In the world we live in, they’re interchangeable.’

      ‘Not as far as the government’s concerned,’ I said.

      Gillhood smiled and had another sip of Scotch. ‘Of course not. Someone else is usually picking up the bill.’

      ‘You’re taking a big risk by helping me.’

      ‘I’m giving you a ride. If I’m asked I’ll tell them you didn’t give me an alternative. That’s hardly going to be much of a stretch, given what’s happened recently.’

      ‘That why you were sweating so much back there?’

      At first Gillhood didn’t answer. He followed my gaze to the window as the plane hit a patch of turbulence that buffeted it violently from side to side.

      ‘To be honest with you, when Shakti asked me to help you, I wasn’t sure what to expect. You seem much more . . . I don’t what the word is . . .’

      ‘Much more human?’ I offered.

      Another shudder rattled the plane as the sky around us darkened.

      ‘Yes. Although that’s not perfect either. After all, the worst things that you’ve done, someone could say that’s the human part of you. We’re a strange species in that regard.’

      I couldn’t argue with him on that score.
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      Four hours later we dropped from the clouds toward the Manhattan skyline. Banking sharply south we headed for the small private airport near New Jersey’s Meadowlands. I borrowed Gillhood’s tablet computer and, using the onboard Wi-Fi, worked my way quickly through a couple of national and local news channels. Although I had slipped down the running order, following yet another college campus massacre, the outlook was bleak. I was still wanted for the deaths at the facility, I was being named as the only suspect in Muir’s murder, and, worst of all, Julia was still missing.

      For the first time in a long time, I was grateful for the implant. If I was to find her, assuming she wasn’t already dead, I would need every ounce of control I could muster. As the small plane shuddered to a halt, Gillhood unbuckled his seatbelt and stood up. ‘I have a car that can take you into the city. After that . . . there’s a limit to how much I can help you.’

      I stood up and shook his hand. ‘I understand.’
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      As night fell, the temperature plunged. I watched from across the street as two uniformed NYPD cops stood sentry at the entrance to my apartment building. In the lobby, I could see the doorman. The usual guy, a short Dominican man who traveled in every day from Queens was gone. The man standing there now was six feet two, two hundred pounds, white, and almost certainly military or connected in some way. Military personnel, at least those currently serving or with recent service, carried themselves differently from civilians.

      I kept walking, my face turned toward the steel-grey river. Two blocks north, I crossed the street. I walked for one more block before hanging another right. The route took me behind the apartment building.

      Without waiting, I ran to the wall. It was around twelve feet high. I climbed it easily, momentum taking me most of the way, brute strength doing the rest. My fingers dug into the stone, creating handholds from the previously smooth surface. My hands found the top and I pulled myself up and over. Further down the street there was an access gate for deliveries but doing things that way would leave clear evidence that I had been there.

      Beneath me was a small communal garden. I jumped down. I stayed close to the wall as I ran, heading for the fire escape. Taking another run up, I made the bottom of the ladder with ease and hauled myself toward the first metal platform.
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      Graves

      

      The car lurched violently as it took the corner onto Amsterdam Avenue. Graves grabbed the front passenger seat to steady himself. ‘It’s him?’ he asked, for the fourth time in as many minutes, and got the same answer as he had the previous three times.

      ‘Affirmative.’

      Storefronts whipped past in a blur as he glanced out of the window. Ahead and behind, Amsterdam was a carpet of flashing red rollers as they moved in convoy toward the apartment building on Riverside Drive. A three-block perimeter had already been established, NYPD working alongside the DHS and other federal agencies to make sure that Byron Tibor didn’t slip past them.

      They had already been tipped off a few hours ago that he had arrived at Teterboro on a private jet earlier in the day. It hadn’t surprised them that John Gillhood, a billionaire tech entrepreneur, had facilitated it, although how he had hooked up with Byron was still a mystery. Given that Gillhood had already lawyered up and was playing the victim card, claiming coercion, it would likely remain that way for some time to come. Not that it mattered too much. The important thing was that they finally had Byron – the last live ember of the PSS Program.

      Graves pressed his finger against his ear and listened in on the chatter. They had four specialist search teams moving into the apartment building. Any residents found were being evacuated on the pretext of safety. So far the story they had fed the media had stuck, and now they were close to the end, he wanted it to stay that way. There was even talk that if the situation could be resolved without public exposure, the program might possibly be reopened. Intelligence had surfaced of a parallel program being conducted by the Chinese – and they had the advantage of being a lot less considerate of public opinion than the US. There was nothing to settle a president’s conscience more quickly than the idea that someone else was about to gain an edge. First things first, though. They had to recover Tibor with a minimum of fuss.

      They hung another bone-juddering left onto Broadway. The comms chatter was that the evacuation was going smoothly. Most of the apartment building’s residents had been accounted for. Tibor hadn’t been located yet but they were picking up sound from the apartment. Teams were moving in from ground and roof level. He had nowhere to go. The decision had already been taken that even if he had taken a hostage or hostages they weren’t going to wait. As soon as the building was secured they were going in. If extracting him using normal procedures failed they had special clearance to call upon the services of a SEAL demolition team to take down the whole building if necessary.

      They slowed as they approached the NYPD sawhorses at the edge of the perimeter. The car nudged through the small crowd of residents huddled together in the freezing cold. Buses were on the way to take them to an evacuation center. Graves guessed that the one plus of this going down here was that the plans were in place, all ready to be deployed.

      The car stopped two blocks from the apartment building and he got out. He tapped the bottom of a fresh pack of cigarettes, ripped it open, took one out and lit it. The chatter of comms continued in his ear as he walked. The teams had reached the outside of the apartment. It had gone quiet inside. Harry could hear the tension in the voices of the team leaders as they coordinated final entry and clearance.

      Flashing his creds, Graves climbed the three steps into the Homeland Security Mobile Command Vehicle. He said hello to a couple of the guys and took a seat. A wall of screens relayed live feeds from the helmet cams of the various teams. Software linked to individual GPS units rearranged the images to provide a clearer overview of the live feeds.

      They were in place. A six-man team was in the corridor. Across the street, snipers covered the front window of the apartment from an elevated platform. The blinds were open but there were no lights on, as Graves would have expected with Byron’s night-vision capabilities.

      A small charge had been placed on the apartment door. As soon as it blew, they would go in. Graves doubted that the six men would all make it out alive. There were back-up teams in place to cover Tibor taking out all six. And the SEAL demolition team was en route.

      The team leader keyed his radio. ‘Ready.’

      Three seconds later, the charge detonated, the door flying backwards into the apartment, dust and smoke obscuring the view from the live feeds as the team moved in.

      

      Harry stalked out of the command post. The search was ongoing but he was certain that Byron Tibor was long gone. The only thing he could be certain of was that he had been there. An inventory had shown that nothing had been taken. The appearance raised more questions than answers. Had Tibor expected to find his wife? Did he even know she was missing? Surely Gillhood would have told him.

      Lighting another cigarette, Graves headed back to the car. He was dreading the next part, having to break the bad news. The last few hours had reignited fading media interest in the story, propelling it back to rolling coverage. Worse, there was a growing public sentiment of sympathy toward Tibor. All they needed now was for him to get in touch with the media, and share his side of the story, and they would be in a world of shit.

      With a sigh, he flicked his half-smoked cigarette away, ground it out under his heel, opened the door and climbed into the rear passenger seat.

      Beside him, Byron Tibor reached over and closed the door on them, trapping Graves inside as he pressed the muzzle of a gun into the back of his neck.
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      Byron

      I told the driver to get moving. He did as he was told. I took Graves’s cell phone and service weapon from him as the car rolled slowly toward the perimeter. He could only watch as we drifted past dozens of blue uniforms, none giving the car a second glance, the darkened windows ensuring our privacy.

      The car nudged through a gap. For a few seconds it was surrounded by a gaggle of press who had come to see the show. After a few moments we cleared it. I told the driver to head south on Riverside.

      ‘Where’s Julia?’ I asked.

      Graves turned to look at me. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Take this turn up here,’ I instructed the driver. We drove three more blocks. ‘Okay, pull in there.’

      The driver turned into an alleyway and stopped next to a couple of trash Dumpsters. I ordered him and Graves out. They gathered at the front of the car. Graves stood next to the driver. The driver’s hands were shaking. ‘Walk toward me,’ I told the driver.

      When the driver got within a few feet, I ordered him to turn around. I wrapped one arm around his neck. Realizing what was about to happen, he tried to wriggle his way out, but he was no match for me. With a sharp twist, I snapped his neck. There was a dull crack as the top of his spinal cord separated from his head.

      I lifted the man up with one arm and tossed him over the lip of the Dumpster. I turned back to Graves and tossed him the keys. ‘You’re driving,’ I told him. ‘You don’t know where my wife is, but you can find Eldon. He’s chipped. Just like I was.’

      ‘What the hell are you talking about? Chipped?’

      I stepped toward him. I raised my left hand. My fingertips wandered to Graves’s neck, stopping at a point on the right side. I holstered the gun and reached for something else.

      ‘Speaking of which,’ I said, bringing up the blade of the knife.

      ‘I’m not chipped,’ Graves protested. He jabbed a finger at his skull. ‘Look, I’m not lying.’

      I smiled at him. ‘You think those trackers were just for the little people like me, Harry?’

      Graves nodded dumbly as I pressed the blade against his skin. ‘We’re all the little people,’ I told him, pressing down.

      I reached my fingers into the pouch of skin and pinched the tiny device between his thumb and index finger. I handed it to him. He cupped it in his open palm.

      ‘Son of a bitch,’ he muttered.

      I tore a strip of fabric from his shirt and pressed it against the wound. ‘Don’t feel bad,’ I told him.
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      We raced down Fourth Avenue, the street numbers falling away with each block. Graves was deathly pale. I suspected it was more to do with the realization that he wasn’t running the game any more than pain from the neck wound. On the screen of his smartphone I could see a red dot pulse over a map of Manhattan as it tracked Eldon’s movements.

      ‘Why’d you pick Eldon?’ I asked him. ‘There are dozens of trained operatives you could have used.’

      ‘I think I’m going to throw up,’ said Graves.

      We were coming up on a rack of red lights that stretched for blocks. I motioned for Graves to pull over to the curb. ‘Be quick, and don’t do anything stupid.’

      Graves opened the door, leaned out and vomited. He closed it again. ‘Why’d you think we used Eldon?’

      Even without an implant, I knew the look Graves had just given me. He’d used Eldon because he was a throwaway. Plus he was so out there he could have told everyone he met about the operation and no one would have believed him.

      ‘Listen’ said Graves, ‘I didn’t tell him to go near your wife.’

      The lights flipped to green. Graves jammed his foot on the gas pedal.

      ‘You didn’t stop him either,’ I said.

      Graves swiped a trail of yellow saliva from his mouth with the back of his hand. He held up the other in a mea culpa gesture. ‘True.’

      ‘If he hurts her, I’m killing all of you,’ I told him. ‘Every single person in your department will be a target. Same goes for all those asshole politicians back in DC. I’ll burn the goddamn place to the ground if she’s been hurt.’

      ‘She’s safe. I’m sure she is,’ he said.

      ‘That what you said about Muir?’

      Graves looked taken aback. ‘We didn’t kill Muir.’

      I shook my head. ‘You sorry sack of shit. They didn’t tell you that either. They say it was me? It wasn’t me, Harry. I’ve done lots of bad things recently, but Muir wasn’t one of them.’

      As each second passed, Graves seemed more and more confused. He must have thought he was running the show when all along someone above him was pulling the strings.

      The rain was growing more intense. Heavy drops exploded against the windshield. I barely had time to react as Sasha stepped off the sidewalk in front of the car. I reached over and grabbed the steering-wheel, the car fishtailing violently across two lanes of traffic. A yellow cab blasted its horn as it drove round them.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Graves shouted at me.

      I ignored him. I looked out to see Sasha, her face covered with blood, walking toward us. I blinked, trying to clear my vision. I didn’t have time for flashbacks or ghosts from the past. I must have looked completely distracted because Graves chose that moment to open the door, and roll out of the car.

      I grabbed the wheel again, and scooted into the driver’s seat. The door still open, I raised the Springfield, capturing Graves’s hunched shoulders in the iron sights. Graves was running as hard as he could between the traffic as horns blared. Sasha stood perfectly still, blood pooling at her feet, as she stared at me. My index finger closed on the trigger. Graves looked back at me with that bloodhound face of his, and something passed between us. His life was mine.

      I threw the gun back on the passenger seat, and picked up his cell phone from where he had abandoned it. The blip of red flashed, its position changing fractionally. I glanced back at the retreating figure of Graves, then across to Sasha. She was smiling.

      I reached over, slammed the door and took off again, leaving the blood-soaked child from Anash Kapur to fade to a speck of red dust in the rearview mirror.
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      The red dot tracked south along the FDR. It updated its position every ten seconds. It was hard to tell whether Eldon was on foot or stuck in slow-moving traffic. As I turned on to the expressway, which ran alongside the East River, I had my answer. Traffic was gridlocked. Up ahead, near the entrance to the Brooklyn Bridge that spanned the East River, linking Manhattan to Brooklyn, lay a tide pool of red roller bar lights from NYPD and other EMS vehicles.

      I grabbed the cell phone, the Springfield and Graves’s Glock, and bailed out of the Town Car, clambering over and exiting via the passenger door. Weaving my way through the vehicles, I broke into a run, Graves’s cell phone in one hand, his Glock in the other.

      The red dot was picking up speed. With each reappearance it ghosted further and further along the bridge. I looked up to see two NYPD cruisers parked side on across the top of the ramp that led to the bridge. A baby-faced cop leaning against the back of one of the cars was the first to spot me. He pushed off the car, shouting to another couple of patrol cops and drew his weapon. I kept the Glock by my side as I ran toward the ramp.

      The cop backed away as three more officers drew their guns and trained them on me. I slowed to a stop.

      ‘Stop right there,’ one of the other cops barked at me. ‘Now, put down your weapon on the ground.’

      I hunkered down. Behind me I could hear a couple of people getting out of their cars, no doubt hoping for a better look at the unfolding drama. Glancing over my shoulder, as I placed the Glock on the road, I saw the flicker of camera phones, red record lights flashing. One guy wearing a suit was holding up an iPad.

      ‘Okay, move forwards. Slowly,’ came the next instruction.

      I took six long slow strides.

      ‘Okay, stop there. Hands behind your head, lace your fingers. They move, you’re fucking dead, asshole. You hear me?’

      I complied. My eyes probed beyond the cops blocking my path. Up ahead I picked out the swooping curve of the steel cable that led to the first stone tower of the bridge. Halfway up I saw two distant figures picking their way slowly up the cable, using the auxiliary cables on either side as handrails. They had their backs to me but that didn’t stop me picking out Eldon and, in front of him, my wife.
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      I lowered myself to my knees, eyes fixed on the two lone figures. I could make a plea to the cops arresting me, but it would do no good. They were on auto-pilot, following a procedure that allowed for no deviation. I keened my ears, picking up the chatter from inside the patrol cars that counseled extreme caution. Three cops were walking slowly toward me, two with guns drawn. I could hear more coming up from behind. From their whispers I gleaned that they were going to take me down hard. I picked out the squeak of leather as one picked his Taser out from his utility belt. The footsteps behind me stopped. I could hear the rustle of the cop’s jacket as he raised his arm.

      Don’t do it, I thought, as I heard the nitrogen propellant charges detonate in a puff and the Taser lines start to whip through the air, the two spikes embedding themselves in the back of my neck. My eyes locked on my wife as she stumbled, one foot slipping out from underneath her and under the steel auxiliary cable.

      Time slowed. I could feel the pulse of electricity moving along the wires to me. The first jolt hit, snapping hard into my neck and sending my muscles into spasm. It traveled through the tissue into the top of the spinal cord and pulsed its way along the nerve pathways into my brainstem, the part of the human mind known as the reptilian brain; the dark, base section that dragged us from the primordial swamp.

      Rather than falling forward, I felt my back straighten. One by one my fingers unmeshed. I rose to my feet, arms spreading wide. My face set like granite. I felt a rush of energy course through me. A spark of blue light flew between my fingertips as I reached back, and grabbed the two wires.

      The burly cop still holding the X26 Taser stared at me, his lips parting in shock as I yanked the wires hard to reel him in. Still mesmerized, his grip tightened around the Taser. By the time he let go it was too late. The Springfield drawn, I tucked the barrel under his chin. The other cops held their fire, unable to get off a clean shot without risking taking him out. I could see the flashes of yellow bubbling up inside their heads, signaling their fear.

      I ripped the two spikes from my back. I prised the Taser from the cop’s hand and tossed it away. He was mumbling a prayer to himself.

      ‘Tell your colleagues to lower their weapons,’ I told him.

      After a couple of stammered attempts, he managed to repeat the phrase. All but two of the cops lowered their guns. Overhead, I could hear the thump of rotor blades as a chopper flitted toward us.

      The snap of a single shot punched through the night sky. The round smacked dead center between the cop’s eyes. His head snapped back, the top of his skull hitting my chin. Still holding him upright, my face and upper body covered with blood and brains, I looked up to see Eldon, one arm around Julia, with a gun in his hand.

      ‘Officer down!’

      A babble of expletives and panicked instructions filled the air around me. Weapons that had been lowered mere seconds ago were raised again. I held the dead cop upright to shield myself from their fire.

      Glancing down I saw a tear in my jacket near my right shoulder. Eldon’s bullet must have carried on through the cop’s skull to punch its way into my shoulder. Because I was already covered with the cop’s blood, I had no way of telling whether it had penetrated the subcutaneous armor covering my torso.

      Dragging the dead man backwards, his shoes scuffing the asphalt, I retreated toward the steel cable and the edge of the bridge. To my right came the crack of another shot. I spun, drew down on the officer who had fired, and shot him. It was as perfectly executed as Eldon’s had been, smacking directly through the man’s forehead as he had tried to duck behind the open door of his cruiser.

      I dumped the dead weight of the man’s body, spun and ran for the cabling as more live rounds poured in. A bullet pinged against the metal trellis that separated the road from the suspension cable. I swung a leg over, stopped for the briefest of seconds and fired again. This time, I caught the cop in the throat.

      I started the climb. The slope of the steel started gently enough that I could run. Incoming fire pinged off the steel latticework. In a few feet I would be away from its protection and the cops on the bridge would have a clear line of fire.

      I tilted my head back and stared up. I could see Eldon pushing Julia ahead of him, toward the first stone tower.

      I had come to a suicide guard, a ten-foot-high section of fencing aimed at stopping jumpers. As I clawed my way to the top a round slammed into the small of my back. My stomach lurched with the pain of the impact and for a second I felt like I was going to throw up. I pressed on, hauling myself over the fence, and jumping down onto the narrow foot-wide span of cable. I grabbed the auxiliary cables on either side to steady myself. Beneath my feet I could see the dark churn of the river, the faintest crest of waves lit by the NYPD helicopter as it flew around the bridge.

      Sheer force of will powered me forward. I kept climbing, my feet skidding out from under me as I reached the next suicide guard. The muzzle flashes below me had stopped. I glanced down to see the regular patrol officers falling back along the bridge toward the city. A black paramilitary phalanx of bodies swept forward in their wake. There was no turning back now. This wasn’t going to end well. There would be no final-reel miracle, no windswept lovers’ reconciliation. All I could do now was save the woman I loved, even if that meant sacrificing myself.

      What would I have sacrificed in the end anyway? I was no longer fully human, but I retained enough of my humanity to feel the kind of emotional pain that undermined the efficient operation of a machine. I was an outlier, a step on the evolutionary ladder that the world wasn’t ready for yet.

      The climb grew steeper with every step. Eldon and Julia were on the ladder that led up and over the cornice of the neo-Gothic stone tower. Eldon’s back was exposed. I had a clear shot at him. A shot that I was sure I could make easily. But I couldn’t risk spooking Julia. If she lost her balance, or Eldon grabbed her as he fell, she would fall to her death.

      I pushed forward. My back throbbed. Julia and Eldon were out of sight, gone over the edge and onto the top of the tower.

      Thirty seconds later, I reached the bottom of the ladder. Eldon would be waiting for me at the top. But so would Julia. The thought of her spurred me on as I grabbed the steel rung of the ladder and began the short climb.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            73

          

        

      

    

    
      My fingertips pulsed as they touched the top rung of the ladder. The helicopter was directly overhead, bathing me in its light. I pushed off with my feet and grabbed the stone lip. I waited for the crush of Eldon’s boots or for Eldon’s face to appear over the edge. I listened as hard as I could, filtering out the rush of air from the rotor blades.

      Nothing.

      Palms flat on the rough stone, I pushed myself up, crawling on my belly before standing up. The stone tower ran the width of the bridge. In the center the Stars and Stripes snapped tight in the wind. Eldon stood next to it, one arm around a terrified Julia, her mind burning yellow with fear. In his hand, he held a SIG Sauer 229, the barrel aimed at Julia’s head.

      It was only then, in that moment, that I noticed Eldon was different. Whatever emotions he was experiencing, I couldn’t discern them. There was no aura, no colors that I could see. His face masked his mind. There was no fear, no terror, no anger, nothing. My mind clawed its way back to our last encounter in the tunnels, and I remembered that while he hadn’t shown fear, not even when I had held his life in my hands, I had been able to see some stab of anger. Now there was nothing.

      Eldon pressed the barrel of the SIG a little harder into Julia’s temple. She winced with pain. ‘Should have killed me back in Vegas, Tibor.’

      ‘She’s got nothing to do with this.’ I looked at my wife, shivering with cold and fear in the night air. She looked away, breaking eye contact.

      ‘Oh, I agree,’ said Eldon.

      ‘So let her go.’

      ‘Soon as you toss that gun and anything else you have,’ said Eldon.

      I looked back at Julia. I had thought about this moment for a long time. It was what had sustained me. It had allowed me to do the things I had, to endure. My love for her had proved as important as any amount of the chips or implants they had crammed inside me. Finally she looked at me, the yellow aura of fear burning so brightly in the center of her mind that I could barely make out her eyes.

      I lowered the gun, all the while holding Julia’s gaze. ‘Okay, count of three,’ I said. ‘I toss it, and you let her go.’

      ‘Agreed,’ said Eldon.

      I counted down. At two, I watched as Eldon eased the pressure of the barrel against Julia’s head, and began to lower the gun. On three, I threw the gun, like a Frisbee, over the edge of the tower.

      As good as his word, Eldon shoved Julia to one side. He pivoted slightly, raised the gun again, and fired a single shot. It caught me in the chest. The force threw me backwards with a lot more punch than the previous round I had taken. For a second my feet lifted off the ground. I landed on my back, winded, my mouth opening and closing as I gasped for air. I heard Julia scream. Her reaction to my being hurt gave me comfort. There was sweetness in the thought that she cared. I tried to lift my head to look at her, but I was still too winded to manage even that.

      I stayed where I was. I didn’t think the shot had penetrated the thin layer of armor under my skin, but I couldn’t be sure. Eldon had come prepared. Whatever ammunition he was using, it wasn’t standard.

      Close-quarters combat of any kind rests on the combatants’ perception. Right now, Eldon must have believed he had the edge. That was fine with me. I stayed where I was, and watched as he walked toward me.

      The helicopter had shifted position so that it was side on to us. The door was open, a dark figure leaning out. He held something in front of him. It took me a second to realize that what I had taken, at first glance, to be light reflecting from a rifle scope was the lens of a camera. The helicopter wasn’t there to take down either me or Eldon. Nor was it there to pluck my wife to safety. It was there to capture the moment for posterity. I thought I caught sight of Gillhood but I couldn’t be sure.

      I watched as Eldon stopped six feet from me. The pain rolled across my chest in waves. I felt sick. The nausea came with the growing suspicion that we’d all been played by some unseen person or persons.

      I rolled onto my side. I raised my arm, hand open, fingers spread wide. Eldon aimed the gun at my head. His finger was on the trigger. Beyond him, I could see Julia hunkered down next to the flag, her hair blown across her face by the wind.

      I shifted focus back to Eldon’s index finger as he squeezed the trigger.
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      I rolled to my left as the muzzle flashed. I swept out my left leg, catching Eldon’s ankles with my heel. He stumbled forward. I pushed onto my feet. Eldon recovered his balance, raised the gun again and took a step back.

      Julia was behind Eldon now. She clawed at his face with her nails. He threw an elbow. It caught her flush in the face. I heard her nose crack as she fell backwards. She sat down hard, her face bloodied. I had to fight the urge to go to her, and make sure she was okay. The only way to save her was to destroy Eldon.

      I threw myself toward him and took him down at the knees. Another shot rang out. I could feel the flash hot against my body. Eldon was wiry, far stronger than he looked. He caught me a stunning blow on the side of the mouth.

      I drew back my fist and punched. The blow caught the side of his head. I was on top of him now, pinning him down. I grabbed his gun arm and pushed it down by his side. One by one, I peeled his fingers from the butt of the gun. It was hard work.

      After what seemed like hours, but could only have been a minute at most, I had the gun. I held it like a stone, drew it back and slammed it into the side of Eldon’s head. His right eye socket caved with the force of the blow. I drew my hand back again and slammed the cold metal of the gun into his face again. A third blow, this one lower down, smashed into his mouth.

      I sat up, my knees pinning his arms to his sides. His eyes rolled back in his head. He sputtered a mix of blood, saliva and fragments of teeth from his mouth. I stared down at him, mesmerized by the damage I had done. Whatever fight Eldon had had was gone.
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      On either side of the tower came the sound of men climbing the ladders from the suspension cables. I sat back a little and angled the gun so that it was pointed at Eldon’s face.

      I glanced toward Julia. I had lost sight of her features. The lips, eyes and nose I had fallen in love with were burned away by the intense yellow glow that rose like an orb from the center of her skull. I pushed it away, my mind, the human part of it, battling with whatever they had placed inside it. It flared, then dimmed. I could see her face again.

      I got to my feet, and took a step toward her. There was only one way out for us, only one way off the bridge. It was risky. This time there would be no harness, and no cord to stop us hitting the water.

      The fingers of her right hand fell into mine. I stared into her eyes. She was even more beautiful than I had remembered. ‘Trust me. We’ll go together,’ I told her, the words echoing from our past.

      She pulled back from me, the tips of her fingers sliding through mine until we were no longer touching. An orb of yellow flared again. I reached up and touched her face, trying to brush it away.

      ‘Byron, you need help,’ she said.

      There was a scuffle of boots on metal. A helmeted head popped over the edge. Pivoting round, I aimed the Springfield and let off a warning shot. The head disappeared.

      ‘Here, take my hand.’ I reached out to her but she backed away.

      ‘Even if I wanted to,’ she said, ‘I’d never survive the drop.’

      ‘We could be together,’ I told her. ‘Isn’t that what you want?’

      ‘Put down the gun, Byron. Let them help you.’

      I shook my head as she stared at me. Her features began to fall away again, pushed out by the yellow. She took another step back. I could still see her eyes as they welled with tears. A second later they were gone, pushed out by the color of fear.

      It was then I knew for sure that the source of my wife’s terror wasn’t Eldon, or the drop from the top of the bridge to the black water, or even the dozens of weapons trained, unseen, below us. The source of her terror was me.

      The SWAT team were breaching the top of the ladders now. I looked down to see half a dozen red dots dancing across my body, forming a perfect kill pattern.

      The black-gloved hand of one of the SWAT team members clamped onto Julia’s shoulder. She glanced round, startled, but as she looked at them, the yellow faded at the edges as her fear receded. The message was simple. To her they were rescuers.

      She looked back at me, and mouthed two silent words of apology. ‘I’m sorry.’ Her eyes pleaded for my forgiveness. She was torn. I already knew the question she was struggling with. It was the same question I had confronted, with no answer. Am I a man, or something beyond a man?

      Our actions define us. I was no exception. I had killed, therefore I was a killer. It was binary in its simplicity. No amount of special pleading would change that. Julia was of another world and, I now knew, she always had been. It had been foolish for us to think we could be other than who we were. She was fully human, and I was not.

      I watched as a ballistic shield was thrown up in front of her, and more men swarmed between us. I fought the desire to go to her. Letting go was not part of my program. I was engineered to secure objectives, and Julia had been my objective. She had driven me on and sustained me through all of this.

      But what happened when you found that the rescued didn’t need rescuing? Did you forge ahead blindly, hoping to persuade them of the purity of your intent? Or did you give way to the painful realization that every drop of blood that had been spilled was for nothing? The human part of me already knew the answer.

      I could still see her face as I let the gun drop from my hand. Slowly I got to my feet. I waited for the salvo of bullets to erupt. My insides turned over. The implant began to whisper to me as the human part of my mind began to retreat, overwhelmed by the torment of Julia’s rejection.

      I raised my arms high above my head in surrender. Behind me the Stars and Stripes wilted as the wind died. Instructions were shouted, but I could no longer pick out the words.

      The Manhattan skyline glistened to my left. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs. Pushing off with my right foot, I ran for the edge of the tower. A shot caught me in the back. My torso lurched forward but I kept moving, clearing the edge of the tower, and falling, arms spread out into the cold night air.

      I tumbled in free-fall through the air toward the water below. Lights glittered all around me as I tumbled through the blue-black night. Seconds passed. I hit the surface, the force of the impact knocking the air from my chest. I surrendered, and let the water take me.
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      Associated Press, New York

      The body of a man recovered from the East River yesterday, following what the Department of Homeland Security, the NYPD, and FBI have described as a domestic-terrorism-related incident, has been identified as Harold Graves, a federal liaison official working with the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. The cause of death is believed to be multiple gunshot wounds.

      Authorities are still seeking former special-forces veteran and State Department official Byron Tibor, following an incident on the Brooklyn Bridge on Monday night, which resulted in the deaths of three NYPD officers. A second man, whose name has not yet been released to the media, was taken into custody at the scene. Tibor’s wife, Julia Tibor, an associate professor at the Department of International Relations at Columbia University, is believed to be recovering at a private medical facility in New Jersey.

      Services for the slain NYPD officers are taking place today and tomorrow.
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      I stand across the street from our old apartment, the exhaust fumes of the early-evening traffic and the burnished gold leaves of the late fall taking me back to the time before. It’s cold. I stamp my boots on the sidewalk, trying to force warmth into my feet. A woman walking a tiny dog swaddled in a fleece sweater skirts around me. In a city of perpetual motion, standing quietly, watching, is a suspect activity, especially when you look as I do.

      I scare people. They see something in my eyes. At first, I thought it was death, but it’s not. Death is a presence, and what they see in me isn’t a presence so much as an absence.

      I glance back to the apartment building. The light is failing. The last of the sunlight turns the building’s stone front to a rich honey-gold for a few precious minutes as I wait it out. I tell myself that I have come this far, and seen so much, that everything that has passed before me requires that I hold my position. I have to see her again.

      The traffic is building up on Riverside Drive. Beneath the car horns I can hear each engine, the individual whirr of a timing belt, the low hum of a hybrid’s batteries, I can trace a single bead of water as it falls from mud flap to road. I can shift my mind so that in the building behind I can hear conversations behind closed apartment doors all the way down to the scrape of a kitchen chair as a woman gets up, or the shift from sitcom babble to a news anchor’s earnest drone as her fifteen-year-old daughter changes the channel.

      My eyes roam the surface of the building to a point where I can see the stone fascia not as a flat plane but as a pitted moonscape of peaks and indentations. Flaws in the stone, flecks of brown or black where the rest is grey, are sharp and clear. Every sound is crisp and fierce. Everything is dialed up so that I exist in a permanent state of hyper-reality.

      Some noises take me back to a place I would rather forget. The rattle of a loose pipe as water runs through it sounds like a .50 machine gun being fired in the distance. It makes me shiver, not in fear but from a memory of my feet frozen near-solid in my boots.

      Suddenly I catch sight of her as she steps out from under the canopied entrance, the liveried doorman of the building sheltering her under his umbrella as a cab pulls up. He opens the door for her. She is about to get in. But in the moment before she ducks inside, she stops and notices the solitary man studying her from across the way. Her bright blue eyes fly wide open, then narrow again, as her conscious mind overrides what she is looking straight at and she judges what she is seeing as a cruel trick. She stands there for a moment, the doorman behind her, everyone and everything frozen in place. Although there is traffic, none of it breaks her gaze. The city is lost to us, momentarily still and silent.

      She ducks out of sight, the top of the umbrella shielding the space above the roof of the cab. It pulls away. The traffic begins to flow again. Pedestrians filter back into focus: a nanny pushing an old-style Silver Cross pram; an elderly couple, the man’s hand touching his wife’s sleeve – a vision of the life I had imagined for us.

      I will a picture into my mind of her still standing on the sidewalk, the cab uptown to her office at Columbia University abandoned. But she is gone.

      Did she recognize me? The flare of yellow in her mind before she ducked into the cab tells me that she did. It makes her getting into the cab all the more wrenching. I had hoped that the passage of time might have changed her view of me. It hasn’t. I have the answer I came for.

      I turn away from the home I had, and walk back toward the river.
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        Justice in our minds is strife.

        We cannot help but see

        War makes us as we are.
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      CIA Headquarters

      Langley, Virginia

      

      They wanted Byron Tibor dead. What they wanted, they usually got. Perhaps not immediately, or in the manner they had first envisaged, but sooner or later.

      It was Lauren Stanley’s task, along with roughly a dozen other individuals spread out over the Central Intelligence Agency, National Security Agency, and State Department, to make sure it happened.

      But before they could kill him, they had to find him. And that was easier said than done. Byron Tibor didn’t want to be found.

      That morning, Lauren finally had some good news. After months of dead ends and wild-goose chases, there was a solid lead.

      She took a sip of juice, and looked away from her screen, then turned back to the man’s face on it in front of her. It was a low-resolution frame grab taken two weeks previously from a security camera in a Greyhound bus station at Corpus Christi in the Texas panhandle. Even with high-end image-enhancement software, it was hard to tell whether or not it was Tibor.

      She moved back to the video footage, hoping to find something more concrete. Maybe the original data analyst at the NSA had missed a trick. She took a sip of juice (substituting carrot, apple and kale juice for coffee was her slender attempt to retain some sense of being healthy while pulling twelve-hour shifts at her desk), then ran back and forth through the footage.

      Twenty minutes later she circled back to the same solitary frame grab. The analyst had been correct. That was the best they had – a partial view of his face in profile. It was as if Tibor was in possession of some kind of supernatural power that allowed him not only to know the location and angle of every security camera he passed but automatically to adjust his movement and posture to minimize his facial exposure.

      Lauren supposed that this apparent ability might have, in some way, confirmed that this was their target. She knew from the file that he was (correction: had been) one of their most experienced operatives. You didn’t survive in the ultra-hostile environments that Tibor had without the ability to move from point to point while ensuring you popped up on as few surveillance systems as possible.

      Most anti-surveillance techniques were nothing more than the rigid application of common sense. Look down, wear a brimmed hat, turn up your collar. Survey where cameras were placed. Assume their placement in certain public areas such as banks and government offices, and act accordingly.

      For a man such as Tibor, it was probably second nature. Yes, he was experienced, that would account for it. And, if it didn’t, his file alluded to what were cryptically called ‘augmented abilities’. When Lauren had questioned her superiors as to what they were they had shut down the conversation pretty quickly. It was only by looking at the people Tibor had killed that she was able to make an educated guess as to what those abilities might be.

      Like many in the department, she had heard of the program Tibor had been placed in. And, like everyone else, she had put down the rumors of what it had involved to the Chinese whispers that could take hold in the intelligence community. That view had changed as she had spent more time on the hunt for him.

      The incidents he had been involved in since he’d gone rogue ‒ or, rather, the details of the incidents ‒ were so fantastical that she had begun to wonder if she was dealing with something more outlandish than she had first imagined. Of course she had sought more information. It had not been forthcoming.

      She glanced at her watch, a college-graduation gift from her mom. She should have gone home five hours ago. Not that she had anything to go home to. Her life outside work had narrowed as the demands of the job had expanded. Even weekends, which she had vowed would remain sacred, were spent, at least partially, in this windowless office, poring over possible leads, and getting nowhere fast. The man in the Greyhound station might well have been Tibor, but they couldn’t be sure.

      Remembering a detail from Tibor’s file, Lauren tapped again on the video player, and pulled the footage back to the moment that the man entered. She advanced the video frame by frame.

      There. She stopped on a frame, dragged it over to the image-enhancement software and zoomed in on the man’s neck. Just above his collar there was a small red scar about an inch and a half long. Just like the one Tibor had been left with after he’d cut out the RDF tracking chip that been implanted under his skin.

      She cut and pasted the scar into a separate file. She ran it through image-comparison software. The process took less than a second. It was a match.
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      Kelsen County, Texas

      

      It was dark by the time they reached the containers. Dark and bitterly cold. If they had arrived in daylight then perhaps they would have offered more resistance. But it was late, and they were exhausted from a full day of walking in the searing desert heat. The day had begun at four in the morning, and the men escorting them had promised them something to eat if they did as they were told.

      There were seventeen in their little group. Four men, twelve women and the little girl, Matilde, who had come with her father because there was no one to look after her at home. Her mother had died the previous year while making the same journey, and her mother’s family had blamed Matilde’s father. He’d had too much pride to ask them to care for Matilde while he was gone. Instead, he had brought her with him, carrying her on his shoulders while she kept a firm grip on the pink bunny rabbit that went everywhere with her.

      The tallest of the three white men nodded for the other two to open one of the containers. They did it with ceremony, springing the padlock, wrenching open the door, and ushering the seventeen people inside.

      When no one moved, the tall man walked back to the truck. He reappeared a few moments later with some brown-paper lunch sacks. He handed them to an elderly woman standing near the front of the group. She peered into the bag.

      ‘Food,’ said the man, waving them towards the open door. ‘You go inside, you get fed. Comprende?’

      The group began to shuffle forward as the brown bags were handed out. The tall man walked back to the truck. This time he returned with two five-gallon plastic containers of water. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Inside.’

      At the back of the group, Matilde’s father hunkered down so he was face to face with his daughter. He brushed a strand of long dark hair away from her eyes, and whispered to her in Spanish. She looked at him, puzzled. He told her it was going to be okay. Did she understand what he was saying? Matilde nodded and clutched her pink rabbit even tighter to her chest.

      He straightened up. He could feel a lump forming in his throat. If only he had swallowed his pride and asked his wife’s family to take care of his daughter. But it was too late for that now.

      He watched the people ahead of him shuffle forward into the darkness of the metal box. He stepped away from his daughter, and began to protest loudly in Spanish. Those around him shouted at him to be quiet.

      One of the white men pushed his way towards him. ‘What’s the problem here?’

      Matilde’s father noticed that the man’s right hand had fallen to his gun. He didn’t doubt that he was capable of using it. He quietened down.

      ‘Okay, then,’ said the white man, satisfied that the eruption was over. ‘And don’t you folks worry, y’hear? You came here to work. We got plenty of work for you. Long as you do as we say, everything’ll be just fine.’

      Matilde and her father followed the others into the container. The doors clanged shut. The darkness was complete.
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      At first glance, Byron Tibor had assumed he was looking at a wanted poster. Murder maybe, or rape. Something serious. Something that would make the authorities want to plaster the man’s image all over the county.

      The face on the poster was that of a man in his early sixties with a tanned complexion. He had dark, beady eyes that were set deep below a sharp overhang of forehead, and framed by eyebrows with no discernible gap. Razor-thin lips parted to reveal a jagged yellow smile that was more predatory than welcoming. His expression was one of cold, calculating hardness that bordered on psychotic.

      This was the third poster Byron had seen that morning but the first time he had stopped for a closer look. A moment passed before he registered the words that accompanied the image. He choked back a laugh at his own stupidity. Of course. It all made perfect sense.

      The man on the poster wasn’t a fugitive from justice. Far from it. His name was John Martin, and he was seeking re-election as the sheriff of Kelsen County, Texas.

      The poster was a timely reminder of what Byron had always suspected to be the case. If, overnight, you swapped the people on wanted posters with the ones featured on election flyers, less might change than people assumed. The prison population might have nicer teeth, and access to better drugs, while Congress might feature more neck tattoos and wife beaters (both literal and figurative). Otherwise the world would roll on pretty much the same.

      Byron tipped his hat in Sheriff John Martin’s direction, and continued along the heat-scorched desert road. As he walked, he reached back to pull a canteen from the rucksack slung over his shoulder, twisted off the cap and took a sip. The water was warm from the midday sun. The landscape that stretched off into the horizon didn’t offer much shade. He took one more sip, and put the canteen back in the rucksack. According to the signs he’d passed, it was four miles to the next town, and he had no idea how long it would be before someone stopped to offer him a ride. If they would stop at all.

      Over the past ten minutes four vehicles had passed him, including a truck driver who had slowed down to take a better look, then thought better of it. Byron could hardly blame him. If the situation had been reversed, he would have thought twice about picking up a six foot four, 250-pound hitchhiker, who looked like he’d been living on the road for months.

      Byron’s plan was to walk into town and see if he could find a bus. Airports were out, as was renting a car. Both left too much of an electronic trail. Headed for California, he had stuck to hitching rides or transport that could be arranged with cash and no need for identification. It was a lot tougher than he had anticipated.

      Ten minutes later, he heard a vehicle behind him slow to a crawl. It inched forward, the driver’s foot barely touching the gas pedal. Byron listened more closely. Another vehicle was coming down the same road behind the first. The driver of the second had braked sharply to avoid running into the back of the one that had slowed down. That they had braked, rather than passing, told its own story.

      If you came up fast on a slow-moving vehicle on an open road, you went around it. Usually with a honking horn and a raised middle finger. Unless it was a cop car.
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      Byron kept walking at exactly the same pace. The only adjustment he made was to ensure that his hands were clearly visible by his sides. Then he waited for the low-speed pursuit to catch up with him.

      In truth, he was relieved. The heat was relentless. He was soaked in sweat and any half-decent cop car in sunny Texas would have air-conditioning. If he was polite about it, they’d likely take him the rest of the way into town and put him on a bus themselves. Or, when they couldn’t figure out who he was, they might even drop him on the other side of the border. That would suit him fine too.

      He had already thought about traveling through Mexico, navigating a course parallel to the border until he reached California. But the Mexican side of the border held its own dangers. It was a volatile place where a lone stranger would be even less welcome. And there was the matter of the crossing. If he used an official crossing point to re-enter the United States, he would need identification.

      The patrol-car siren whooped a single blast. Byron did his best to feign surprise. He knew better than to turn around so instead shuffled to a halt, and raised his arms slowly in the air.

      He heard both the front passenger and the driver’s door open, then a man’s voice: ‘Do not move. Now, I want you lower yourself onto your knees. Keep your hands where I can see them.’

      A smartass might have enquired as to how you could simultaneously not move while lowering yourself to your knees. The smartass would have got himself shot. Byron had no intention of being shot. Not because the prospect worried him, but because it would have led to a scenario littered with complications. People in general, and cops especially, tended to react with panic to an individual who didn’t die from being shot in the back at close range.

      Byron complied with the instructions he had been given. It took a lot of core strength, and balance, but he did it.

      ‘Okay,’ said the cop. ‘Now I want you to put your hands on top of your head, and lace your fingers together nice and tight.’

      Byron did as he had been asked. He could hear the cop’s footsteps as he walked towards him. He could feel the heat radiating from the blacktop. If the cop asked him to lie face down on the broiling hot tar they’d both have a problem, and right now Byron couldn’t afford to have a problem with law enforcement, if he could avoid it.

      Mercifully for both of them, Byron heard the cop close in on him, take the cuffs from his belt, snap them open and start to place them around his wrist. As the cop cuffed him, he ran through the Miranda Rights. He was arresting him on a charge of vagrancy. Except it wasn’t called that. It had been wrapped up in some new terminology that seemed to have been invented specifically by the good people of Kelsen County. There was a mention of ‘public nuisance’. Byron wasn’t sure how walking down the side of a highway made him a nuisance. Maybe they’d been watching him and seen him laughing at the sheriff’s election poster.

      When he had finished his recitation, the cop asked if he understood. Byron told him that he did, throwing in a ‘sir’ to let him know that he wasn’t going to be a problem. The cuffs snapped closed.

      For a man on the run from the might of the entire US government, he felt remarkably calm. He doubted that the cop who was pulling him roughly back onto his feet would have been as calm if he’d known who he’d just arrested. Never mind what he’d done to the last cop who had tried to slap cuffs on him.
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      Byron had been wrong about the air-conditioning. The front of the Crown Vic may have been air-conditioned, but the cooling system in the back seat extended only as far as having one of the rear windows cracked less than an inch. The heat raging through the glass had brought the interior to a simmering boil, threatening to cook him from the inside out.

      In under sixty seconds his clothes were soaked in sweat, and he was feeling light-headed. Even if he’d had the desire to escape, he now doubted that he’d have the energy. He raked his tongue over dry, cracked lips as the cop who had slapped the cuffs on him took a sip from a bottle of Evian. Byron was debating whether to ask him for some when the cop reached back, pulled open a slot in the Perspex partition, and pushed the bottle through. Thankfully he’d cuffed Byron’s hands in front so that he could reach up and take the water.

      Byron made a point of thanking him. He’d seen the man’s partner shoot the cop a look, which he’d greeted with a shrug and a ‘Poor bastard must be dying back there.’ The partner’s look and the cop’s own defensive response suggested some minor breach of protocol.

      They edged towards the outskirts of town. It wasn’t what Byron had expected. Not at all. The usual fast-food joints, bars and grimy gas stations were noticeable by their absence. The first proper building he saw was a gleaming white four-story office block. An equally gleaming sign out front read, ‘Kelsen County Corporation’.

      Beyond the office building lay a golf course. A number of McMansions were dotted around the plush fairways. The other side of the road revealed another golf course with yet more expensive, executive-style housing. The front lawns were as neatly cut as the greens of the golf courses. The housing developments were gated, with manned security booths to ensure that no one entered without first being properly vetted.

      Beyond the golf courses, the landscape got a little more urban. There was a strip mall with a dry cleaner’s, a bookstore, and a small upmarket grocery. The sidewalks were immaculate but empty. The searing heat might have prevented anyone from walking, but Byron guessed that even when it was cooler, people here tended to use their cars.

      The cars were something else that stood out. Aside from a couple of battered old pickups being driven by Hispanic men, and laden with gardening equipment, most of the cars they passed were expensive imports of the Germany variety. The drivers and passengers were exclusively white and mostly middle-aged or elderly, with a few glammed-up soccer moms thrown into the mix for a little variety.

      He was starting to see why the local police department might not have taken too kindly to someone who looked like he did hitching a ride on the outskirts of their town. The thought cheered him. If they didn’t want someone like him making the police look untidy they’d be happy to see him on his way with the minimum delay.

      They turned into what Byron assumed was the town’s main street. He counted two banks, a pet store, three or four cafés and restaurants, and a couple of boutiques. If there was anything as vulgar as a Walmart, it was well hidden.

      In the middle of the street he saw a modest courthouse and local government building, and next to that was the police headquarters – a large, muscular, two-story red-brick building that dwarfed everything around it. Maybe there was more crime here than he’d have thought possible, though he couldn’t imagine what.

      There was one more feature that appeared to set the town apart from the other towns he’d passed through so far in this part of the state. Almost every single building he’d seen since he’d arrived, from the Kelsen Corporation offices to the boutiques, had at least two cameras mounted on the outside. The cameras themselves were identical, suggesting that they’d been placed there by some central authority rather by individual business owners. Whoever was running the town sure liked to keep an eye on things.

      The police driver swung the wheel hard, and they sped down a narrow alleyway. They hung a sharp left and were met by a vast metal gate that slowly inched open, the eye of a camera watching the patrol car as it drove down a ramp and into an underground car park that held row upon row of fresh-off-the-assembly-line police vehicles.

      Whatever the hell kind of a place Byron had stumbled into, they had enough hardware for a medium-sized city, never mind a small Texas border town.
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      The cops pulled into a parking spot right next to an elevator. Byron had already counted off over fifty separate vehicles with Kelsen County Sheriff’s Department markings. All the vehicles were either new or a year or two old at most. Another hundred or so unmarked vehicles were also parked there. Presumably they belonged to the cops and support staff. There were a lot of trucks and SUVs, again almost all either new or only a few years old. Byron had even glimpsed a valet stand. A couple of Hispanic men were busy buffing a Ford F150 to a gleaming showroom shine while another couple of cars parked behind the pickup waited their turn.

      The cops got out. They opened the rear door and stepped back. Byron hustled his way out, glad to get some air. Not that it was cool, far from it, but it was still ten degrees cooler than the sauna he’d been sitting in. They guided him towards the elevator.

      They still hadn’t asked Byron any questions. Not who he was, or where he was going, why he was traveling across their turf, or if he intended sticking around.

      The elevator door slid open as they reached it. No buttons pushed. From the corner of his eye Byron noticed yet another camera, which had possibly signaled their arrival. Out of habit he kept his head down so that it wouldn’t capture his face. He was in no doubt that at some point someone in DC would figure out he’d been here, but he planned to be long gone by the time they did.

      The scar tissue on his neck itched. As they stepped into the elevator he raised his cuffed hands to scratch it. The smaller of the two cops looked at him. ‘What you do to yourself?’ he asked, with a nod to the scar.

      ‘Accident,’ Byron told him. ‘Drill bit snapped and caught me.’

      By now his lies were well rehearsed. People tended to ask the same questions. His responses had become engrained to the point where the truth took him longer to recall than the alternative he had invented.

      The elevator door closed. They began to move up. A few seconds later, it stopped. The doors opened. The three men stepped out into a blessedly air-conditioned corridor. The cop who had been behind him for the short elevator ride stepped in front of Byron and they went down the corridor to a dark blue metal door. Another camera. Byron kept his head down again, hoping that neither cop would notice. There was a buzzing sound as the door was remotely unlocked. The cop in front pulled it open.

      They stepped into a lobby area. There was a seated section with a half-dozen metal-framed chairs that had been bolted to the floor. A high reception desk ran along the opposite wall. Behind it and to one side were doors that led, Byron assumed, to the cells and the offices.

      A middle-aged white man in civilian clothes sat behind the desk. His hair was black with a streak of white running down the middle. It reminded Byron of Pepe Le Pew, the overly amorous skunk smitten with a cat, which always seemed to encounter a tin of white paint that led to a series of romantic confusions.

      Behind Pepe was a picture of Sheriff John Martin standing, in full uniform, complete with Stetson, in front of the police headquarters. Apart from his hairstyle, the man behind the counter bore an uncanny resemblance to his boss ‒ a mixture of permanently angry and chronically constipated.

      He ignored Byron. Instead he directed his questions to the taller of the two cops. ‘What we got here, Arlo?’

      ‘Found him hitching out on the Interstate,’ said Arlo.

      Pepe looked Byron up and down, as if he was a lab specimen. ‘He anything to do with Ms Martinez?’

      The cops looked at Byron. He had a feeling that, whoever Ms Martinez was, she wasn’t popular. Even if he’d had some connection, he wouldn’t be admitting it.

      ‘Hey,’ the other cop said to Pepe. ‘Don’t mention Thea in front of Arlo. He’s still sweet on her.’

      ‘I was just passing through,’ Byron told Pepe. ‘I don’t know anybody called Martinez.’

      ‘Speak when you’re spoken to,’ Arlo snapped.

      Byron had noticed that the centre of Arlo’s head pulsed red with anger when he’d been teased by his partner about this woman. Due to a trans-cranial neural implant placed inside his brain, Byron could sometimes read people’s emotional states just by looking at them. If they were scared, their skull looked yellow, and if they were angry it turned red.

      Pepe jabbed a couple of beefy fingers at the computer’s keyboard. ‘Okay, name.’

      ‘Davis. John Davis,’ Byron said.

      Pepe punched the name into his computer. ‘You have any ID?’ he asked.

      ‘You’re going to have to take my word for it,’ Byron told him.

      ‘What kind of a person wanders around the country without ID?’ Pepe asked.

      ‘I didn’t realize it was mandatory, and in any case, I know who I am,’ said Byron.

      ‘You search him?’ Pepe asked the two cops.

      ‘When we arrested him.’

      Pepe Le Pew sighed. ‘Date of birth?’

      Byron gave them a date that was one day and one month off his own. Pepe tapped it into his computer. His pockets were emptied and his rucksack placed on the counter. He watched as they went through everything. There was nothing that confirmed or contradicted what he had told them. Byron’s meagre belongings were placed in a large clear bag and sealed.

      ‘Okay, put him in Holding,’ Pepe instructed the two cops.

      They each grabbed an arm. Byron got the feeling that they would have been happy to let him walk unassisted but that the guy behind the desk demanded some show of force from them. The cop who had arrested him had grown irritated from the moment they had stepped out of the elevator.

      They pushed him through the door at the far end of the waiting room. There was a large, open pen with a couple of benches. In the far corner there was a toilet and a sink. If you had to use the toilet you’d be doing it in full view of the pen’s other occupants. Right now there were two. A couple of Hispanic men sat on the benches, staring into space. They made a point of avoiding the cop’s gaze.

      The door leading into the holding pen buzzed open. The arresting cop took his cuffs off and clipped them back onto his belt. Byron stepped inside. The door closed behind him.

      ‘Don’t I get a phone call?’ Byron asked, not that he had anyone in the world to call. But he wanted to get an idea of how far they’d observe the basic Constitutional niceties.

      His question went unanswered. ‘What about an attorney?’ he asked.

      That question was met with a drawn-out sigh.  ‘This your first time in Kelsen County?’

      The cops walked back to the door leading to the lobby. The last one out stopped just before he left. ‘Enjoy your time here,’ he said to Byron. ‘This is about as good as it gets.’

      Byron sat down on the bench opposite the two men as the cops left. He looked up to see yet another picture of Sheriff Martin. He wore the same scowl he’d had for the election poster. He wasn’t asking anyone in here for their vote. Quite the opposite. The slogan emblazoned beneath the picture read: Criminals Have No Rights.

      

      An hour later, two people wearing mud-brown uniforms with Kelsen County Jail badges sewn onto their shirts walked in. They had no guns, but they did have pepper spray and a Taser ‒ the weapons of choice for prison guards, something to stun and subdue, but nothing that could be taken off them and used to facilitate an escape. The first guard was a man in his early twenties with a scraggy mustache and bad skin. Behind him waddled a middle-aged woman with brassy blonde hair and an expression that suggested a life full of low-rent disappointment. They had the muscle tone of people better suited to slinging burgers than escorting prisoners.

      ‘Up on your feet, amigos,’ barked the woman.

      Byron’s two companions jumped up. Byron took his time. Even though they hadn’t yet opened the door into the pen, both guards took a step back as he stood up.
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      ‘You!’ the male guard barked at him. ‘Turn to face the wall. Hands behind your back.’

      Byron did as he was told. He wasn’t about to cause trouble. He had no reason to. He was hoping that he was about to be taken in front of a judge. He planned on making a guilty plea in return for accepting a small fine and a ride to the county line. He’d have lost the best part of the day and a few bucks, but that was no great hardship.

      There was something else too. He had been mulling it over as he’d been sitting in the holding pen. He’d had his picture taken, but not his fingerprints. Given the amount of money and personnel available, it didn’t strike Byron as a clerical error. Everything else had seemed well organized. The staff had been blunt but efficient, which made them typical. But not taking his fingerprints? It seemed an odd omission.

      The cuffs snapped around his wrists. He turned and felt a hand in his back push him towards the open pen door. They snaked their way out through the lobby and into the elevator, all the way down to the parking lot.

      An old yellow school bus with Kelsen County Sheriff Department markings was waiting for them. The door opened with a pneumatic hiss and they got on. The two guards sat behind the three prisoners. The driver gave the guards a piece of paper on a clipboard to sign. The bus door closed. The engine started up. The vehicle pulled forward.

      No sooner had it started moving than it stopped again. The doors hissed open. The two guards sitting behind Byron and the two other prisoners rose from their seats. ‘Okay, we’re here,’ they announced. ‘On your feet.’

      Byron looked at them. The bus hadn’t travelled much more than fifty feet.

      Byron and the other prisoners’ puzzlement was met by two granite stares. One guard grabbed the back of Byron’s shirt and yanked. ‘Get up.’

      Byron did so and shuffled forward, still wondering why a fifty-yard journey had involved a bus trip. He stepped down. The bus driver handed the guards the clipboard. They signed for a second time and gave it back to the driver.

      Directly in front of them was another blue metal door. One of the guards moved in front of Byron and pressed a buzzer located at the side of the frame. The lock clicked. The guard grabbed the handle and pulled the door open. They stepped back into the self-same corridor they had exited a minute or so ago. It wasn’t even a separate section of the building. They could see the same grey walls, the same posters they had passed before.

      Byron was facing a stairwell. The two guards herded them towards it. They took two sets of stairs up to a second floor. There were more buzzers, and more doors, more short stretches of identical corridor.

      Finally the little party reached a set of double dark-stained oak doors. A row of chairs ran along the wall opposite. The guards motioned for them to sit down. They sat.

      Byron was starting to wonder if the implant in the center of his brain had suffered some kind of malfunction. It was as if he was caught up in a dream in which nothing made any sense but everyone carried on as if it did.

      He caught sight of a sign on the right-hand side of the double oak doors. It read: ‘Kelsen County Court. Judge William Kelsen presiding.’ As if the bus ride hadn’t been strange enough, he’d found a place where everyone seemed to share a surname. He knew that was how small towns were, but Kelsen didn’t appear to be that small a town.

      The doors opened. A mousy woman with her hair in a bun appeared. She pointed at the Hispanic man sitting next to Byron, and said simply, ‘Him.’

      One of the guards hoisted him upright, and pushed him forwards though the doors. Byron caught a glimpse of a barely populated courtroom ‒ wooden-bench seating, tables at the front, a court stenographer, and a raised dais with a Kelsen County seal hanging over an empty leather-backed seat ‒ before the doors closed again.

      He settled back into the hard plastic seat and shut his eyes. Barely two seconds had passed before he felt an elbow nudge hard into his side. He opened his eyes and turned his head to look at the guard sitting next to him. ‘Don’t get too comfortable,’ the guard said. ‘This shouldn’t take long.’

      The guard hadn’t been kidding. Less than thirty seconds later, the doors opened again. A courtroom guard led the young Hispanic prisoner back out. His eyes darted everywhere. He looked ready to burst into tears. He started to say something in Spanish but was cut off by the guard next to Byron with a curt ‘No talking!’
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      Judge William Kelsen smiled warmly as Byron took a seat behind a desk near the front of the courtroom. He picked up a piece of paper and studied it for a moment, peering at it through wire-rimmed, half-moon glasses. Taking them off and putting them on the desk in front of him, he smiled again at Byron.

      ‘Mr Davis?’ said the judge.

      Byron got to his feet. He allowed his shoulders to slump. He bent a little at the knees to minimize his height. He wanted his body language to reinforce the idea that he wasn’t a threat.  ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Do you understand what you were arrested for?’ the judge asked him.

      The question brought him to a crossroads. By saying no he risked antagonizing the man who would decide immediate his fate. By saying yes he’d be admitting that he understood something he really didn’t, which was rarely a good idea in a court of law.

      ‘Not really, Your Honor.’ He hoped that the switch up from plain old ‘sir’ might win him some points and take the edge off his display of ignorance.

      This time Byron got a smile that was a little less benevolent. ‘The arresting officer did tell you why you were being arrested, didn’t he?’

      It was another crossroads, another moment of decision. To say, ‘Yes, he did,’ but that Byron didn’t understand the charge would be to irritate Judge Kelsen. To say that he hadn’t would be a lie, and one that could be easily disproved. Byron decided upon a middle road. One that risked annoyance but might also bring some measure of clarity.

      ‘I’d like to exercise my constitutional right to an attorney.’

      The judge met his request with a weary sigh. ‘You weren’t already offered counsel, Mr Davis?’

      ‘No, sir,’ Byron told him.

      ‘Do you have an attorney in mind or would you like the court to appoint one for you?’ Judge Kelsen asked him. This was a polite way of asking whether he had the money for a lawyer or whether he needed a public defender. Asking for an attorney from the public defender’s office undermined any defense against a charge of vagrancy, but he wasn’t about to start throwing money away either. His funds were adequate but low.

      Judge Kelsen glanced across at the court bailiff. ‘Can you make the call? And while you’re at it, could you also make a call and tell the booking sergeant I’d like to speak with him later today?’

      With a degree of relief Byron sensed that the judge wasn’t irritated with him as much as annoyed that someone downstairs had dropped the ball. ‘Mr Davis, it may take us a little while to find you someone. In the meantime I’m afraid you’ll have to return to your cell. I apologize on behalf of the court for any inconvenience caused. But don’t worry, as soon as we find someone I’ll try to make sure that you’re on your way as quickly as possible.’

      A little taken aback by the judge’s sincerity, Byron mumbled, ‘Thank you, Your Honor.’

      For the first time that day he started to feel that this might be nothing more than a minor diversion. A strange detour into a strange small town at the ass end of Texas.

      He was half right.
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      A half-hour later, Byron was woken by the sound of the holding pen being unlocked. He opened his eyes, swung his feet back onto the bare concrete and stood up. Behind the guard opening the pen’s door he saw a young woman with long black hair tied into a ponytail. She smiled warmly at Byron as he rubbed the last vestiges of sleep from his eyes.

      The guard turned back to her. ‘You want him cuffed?’

      ‘No, thank you,’ she said.

      ‘Come on out,’ the guard said to Byron.

      The woman put out her hand towards him. ‘Thea Martinez.’

      He hadn’t registered how attractive she was until he almost said his real name. It had been on the very tip of his tongue. He recovered quickly, covering his near-slip by clearing his throat. ‘John Davis. Good to meet you.’

      She held his gaze for a split second longer than seemed natural. Or that may have been Byron reading something that wasn’t there. He tended not to notice women, these days. But Thea Martinez was impossible to ignore. Especially up close. She had large brown eyes that seemed to take everything in, and a wide, sensuous smile. Byron pegged her as early, maybe late thirties. Whatever her age she had a figure that suggested she kept herself in shape.

      Together, they followed the guard down the corridor. The man opened the door and ushered them into a small interview room that held a couple of whiteboards, a table, a water-cooler and four fold-out metal chairs. ‘Holler if you need anything,’ he said.

      The guard left. Byron waited for Thea to sit down before he did. Old-fashioned manners.

      He watched as she placed a soft leather briefcase on the table, and took out a bundle of papers. ‘How are they treating you, Mr Davis?’

      ‘Fine,’ he told her. ‘The back of their patrol cars could use some air-conditioning, but I don’t have any real complaints.’

      She lifted her eyes from the sheaf of papers she had been leafing through. ‘I hear you,’ she said. ‘They tend not to spend any money on home comforts for anyone they arrest. Not if they can avoid it anyway.’

      Byron glanced around the room. ‘They do spend money, though. At least, that’s the impression I have so far.’

      ‘No expense spared on themselves.’ Thea made eye contact with him again. ‘Encourages loyalty, according to the sheriff.’

      ‘I get that,’ Byron said. He could feel his throat starting to dry. He had just spoken more complete sentences in the past few hours than he had in the entire last week, which he had spent on the road. ‘Do you mind if I get some water?’

      ‘Go right ahead,’ she said.

      He got up, crossed to the water-cooler and filled a small paper cup. ‘You want some?’ he asked.

      ‘No, I’m good. But thank you,’ she said.

      He drank the water and refilled the cup. He sat back down opposite her. She ran through the false details he’d given when he’d been arrested. He confirmed them. For some reason that he didn’t understand he felt bad for lying to her.

      Guilt.

      ‘So you were walking into town when you were arrested?’ she asked him.

      He had the feeling that this was the second time she’d asked the question. The first time, it must not have registered with him. This time, it sounded like an echo.

      ‘That’s correct,’ he said. ‘Sorry, I’m feeling a little light-headed. Or something.’

      She shot him the same smile that had made him notice her in the first place. ‘The heat down here can get to people if they’re not used to it.’ She took a breath. ‘Where was it you’re from, Mr Davis?’

      He wasn’t from anywhere. He’d been from New York, or that was where he had lived with his wife. Even back then he had spent weeks and months at a time out of the country. Mostly in the Middle East. That was where the action had been and, to a lesser degree, still was.

      Before he’d been married, his life had been even more itinerant. When he was back home in America he was mostly in DC, but Washington wasn’t a city he considered to be home. Thinking about it now, everything had been dictated by his work, to the point at which his life and his work had become next to inseparable. Little wonder that he had suffered some kind of a breakdown.

      He realized that Thea Martinez was waiting for an answer. Her smile had begun to wane. It had been replaced by a look of concern. ‘I’m not really from anywhere, really. I move about,’ he said.

      ‘That may not help us when we go back before Judge Kelsen,’ she said.

      ‘I guess not.’ Byron could see her point. Claiming he had no fixed abode when faced with a charge of vagrancy probably wouldn’t help his cause.

      ‘Where was the last place you lived?’ she asked.

      ‘It’s been a while since I’ve lived anywhere,’ he said truthfully.

      She was growing exasperated, he could tell.

      ‘I suppose the last place I called home was New York,’ he said. ‘Look, I’m happy to put my hands up here. Take a guilty plea, pay the fine, and get out of the county. I’ll even promise the judge never to set foot here again, if that will help. I was just passing through anyway,’ he said.

      Thea scribbled a note on a piece of paper. ‘You’ve really never been in Kelsen County before, have you?’

      The way she said it seemed to suggest that there was something different about it, a vibe he had picked up already. ‘No, ma’am, first time.’

      ‘Okay, then,’ Thea said. ‘Well, let me give you some advice. As far as we can, let’s try and establish that you have some kind of settled life somewhere. People who will miss you. Or, more pertinently, people who might start asking questions if you don’t come home.’

      The words hit Byron hard. What Thea was describing was the polar opposite of his life. He had no home. He had no family or friends waiting for his safe return. He was alone. A man cast adrift in his own country. Worse still, an enemy of the state.

      He looked across at the table at her. ‘I can’t help you.’

      She sighed. ‘I’m not asking you to help me. I’m asking you to help yourself.’

      He looked away, breaking eye contact. The conversation was stirring things up inside him that he had believed had been cauterized long ago. Feelings. Emotions. Things that simply shouldn’t have been there. ‘I can’t help either of us,’ he said. ‘I’d like to plead guilty.’

      She looked as if she was about to say more, but stopped herself. ‘Fine.’

      He had let her down. Perhaps in some way he didn’t fully realize. She must have had clients who wanted to plead guilty before. Every lawyer did.  ‘Perhaps you can speak to the judge on my behalf. See if he’ll reduce the fine, as how I’ve been co-operative,’ he said.

      She gave him a tight little smile that was all professional. ‘Sure. I’ll see what I can do. But you have to understand that the judge usually prefers the custodial option to a fine. Probably the only way I could persuade him to levy a fine is if it’s an amount that makes it worth his while.’

      Byron wasn’t sure what that meant, but he had a vague idea. ‘You mean like a bribe?’

      Thea laughed. ‘No, Mr Davis, not like a bribe. No one ever takes a kickback in the county. No kickbacks. No bribes. Nothing like that.’

      Byron said nothing. From Thea’s tone, he guessed he had insulted her or at least stumbled into sensitive territory.

      ‘You don’t want to ask me how I know that?’ she said.

      She clearly wanted him to ask. He decided to play along. ‘How do you know that?’ he said.

      ‘No one would take a bribe here because they don’t have to.’ She started to gather her papers together and put them back into her leather briefcase. ‘I’ll see you back upstairs.’
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      Thea was already in court when he arrived. She leaned over and asked if he had reconsidered his guilty plea. He informed her that he hadn’t. She had seemed as disappointed as she had been the first time.

      Byron did his best to tune her out. She was a distraction, nothing more. He would either pay the fine or be given a short stint in the county jail. Either way he would be walking or riding out of Kelsen County with no prospect of seeing her again. He’d have plenty of time later to reflect on what had passed between them, and what it might mean.

      When Judge Kelsen had made his appearance back in court, Thea had asked permission to approach the bench. Permission was granted. Byron watched her as she walked over and spoke to the judge. Whatever case Thea was making for leniency, she appeared to be making it with some passion. The judge didn’t appear to be moved.

      She stepped back to the table and sat down. ‘I wouldn’t get your hopes up,’ she told Byron. ‘He’s pretty steamed that you asked for an attorney.’

      ‘Steamed that I exercised my Constitutional right as a citizen?’ Byron said.

      Thea shrugged. ‘His thinking doesn’t go that deep. It’s more along the lines of him missing his tee time at the Kelsen Country Club.’

      The court bailiff swiped some post-lunch crumbs from his shirt and stood up. He asked everyone to stand.

      Byron and Thea got to their feet. Judge Kelsen peered at Byron over the top of his glasses. From the red dot pulsing in the middle of his skull, Byron figured that he must enjoy his afternoon golf a whole lot.

      ‘Mr Davis, before I pass sentence I’m going to ask if you have anything to say,’ the judge said.

      ‘No, sir,’ Byron said, eager not to delay the man’s tee time any more than he already had and risk annoying him any further.

      ‘In that case I sentence you to either a fine in the amount of ten thousand dollars or ninety days in the county jail. Mr Davis, do you have ten thousand dollars?’ the judge asked, a hint of a smirk settling at the edge of his lips.

      ‘No, sir,’ said Byron.

      ‘In that case, I sentence you to ninety days in the county jail,’ the judge said, banging his gavel to indicate an end to the court’s proceedings.

      Glancing back over his shoulder, Byron saw the door open and the two guards walk in. He guessed that this time his bus journey would be a little longer. He looked back to Thea.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

      Byron managed a smile as he put out his hand. ‘You did your best. That’s all I could ask.’

      She shook his hand and held it a second longer than necessary. ‘Is there anyone I can contact for you? If you know someone who can stand you the money then I’m sure I can come back to the court and persuade them to take the cash instead.’

      ‘Thanks, but I’ll be fine,’ he said.

      ‘You seem pretty relaxed for a man who just got ninety days for walking along a highway,’ Thea said.

      ‘Would getting upset change anything?’ he said.

      ‘You always this chilled?’ she asked.

      ‘Who said I am?’ he said.

      Thea began to gather her papers from the table. She ripped off a strip of paper, scribbled her number on it and handed it to Byron. ‘This is my cell. If you need me while you’re in County just give me a ring. Day or night.’

      He took the piece of paper and glanced at the digits. ‘Thanks,’ he said.

      ‘I give all of my clients who are sentenced to jail time my number. Things can get a little out of hand once you’re in the system here.’

      ‘Out of hand?’ he said.

      She didn’t say anything more, just looked at him. ‘I’m sure a man like you will be fine.’

      He wondered what the hell that was supposed to mean. ‘Can I ask you something?’ he said. ‘It’s been niggling at me. It might sound stupid but …’

      She folded her arms across her chest. ‘I had a law professor who said that the only stupid question was the one you never asked.’

      ‘The bus trip from the holding area to the court. Wouldn’t it be easier, faster even, to walk?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes, it would,’ she said.

      ‘So what’s with the bus?’ he said.

      She held up her hand and rubbed the tip of her index finger and thumb together. ‘Court security is operated by a private company. Every prisoner who’s transferred by bus, regardless of the distance, earns the company a flat fee of fifty dollars.’

      The guards were either side of him now. Byron sensed that Thea had more to tell him, but that she wasn’t about to say it in front of them. ‘Come on, buddy, let’s go,’ the smaller guard said.

      ‘Good luck, Mr Davis,’ Thea said.
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      Byron was guided onto a long silver bus by the two guards. A belly chain linked the cuffs around his wrists to the shackles around his ankles. The guards deposited him in a window seat about halfway back. They walked back down to the front, the driver opened the door and they got off.

      The driver sat there in the broiling heat. Minutes passed. The driver dug out a bottle of water from a bag by his feet and took a swig.

      More time passed. The driver made no sign of starting the engine. Byron wondered what he was waiting for as the heat began to build. The front half of the bus was shaded by the court building. The rear was in direct sunlight. Byron was sitting in the first seat that caught some serious rays. He had no idea if the guards had put him there for that reason. He didn’t want to think about it. Whether they had or hadn’t made no difference.

      Byron pulled his hands apart, testing the strength of his handcuffs. Broadly speaking, handcuffs came in three types, chain, hinge, or bar, depending upon how the cuffs themselves were linked. Because the most popular method for getting out of cuffs was to pick the lock, chained cuffs were the easiest to escape. The chain gave the hands more flexibility and range of movement. Bar cuffs were tougher to pick, though not impossible. Hinge cuffs were way more difficult. These were hinge cuffs.

      The side door he had come through half an hour before opened. Three more shackled prisoners were escorted onto the bus by the same two guards. Mercifully, the guards took their seats. The driver started the engine. The bus pulled forward.

      Byron closed his eyes for a moment and savored the very faintest breeze as the bus made its way down a long alley towards a gatehouse. Wall-high metal gates opened slowly. The bus moved forward and to the left.

      The turn seemed to detour them round the super-neat sidewalks, McMansions and lush golf course that Byron had seen on the way there. Within minutes they were on an open highway heading out of town.

      The landscape was one of scrub desert, harsh and unrelenting. It made what they had left behind seem all the more surreal. It was as if someone had lifted an upscale, west-coast college town, like Santa Barbara, and dumped it just inside the Texas border with Mexico.
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      In the distance, Byron could make out a long stretch of chain-link fence topped with curved razor wire. Within the outside perimeter fence there was another fence.  Guard towers were placed every thousand yards between the two fences. A patrol road ran parallel to them all the way round.

      They drove closer. He could make out a series of single-story buildings. He counted off four, each divided by more fencing and with a yard in front. There might have been more. He would find out soon enough.

      The bus made one last turn and stopped at a gatehouse. The driver opened his window and exchanged a few words with the shotgun-toting guard manning the station. A barrier swung up. The driver pushed on through. The bus came to a stop. The driver killed the engine. The two guards got out and disappeared through a doorway.

      They sat there for a few minutes, quietly baking in the mid-afternoon sun. The three other prisoners, all male, and all Hispanic, whispered to each other in Spanish. Byron made out a few words but not enough to piece together what they were saying. He didn’t miss the tone, though. They were scared.

      The guards returned. The larger one clambered back onto the bus. ‘Okay, muchachos, on your feet.’

      When the three other prisoners didn’t move, he barreled his way down the bus, sighed and hauled them upright, one by one. Standing behind them, he gave the man closest to him a hard shove in the back. They moved along the bus, down the steps and towards the doorway.

      Byron decided to save the guy the trouble. He got to his feet and shuffled, as fast as the leg shackles allowed, towards the front. He had to concentrate hard as he took the steps. The chain linking the cuffs around his ankles had barely enough length to allow him to navigate them. With his hands cuffed, he knew that if he lost his footing, he would fall face first, with no way to save himself.

      The door opened and he followed the other prisoners through it in single file. A short stretch of corridor opened up into a reception area. A prison guard sat behind a Perspex screen. He was in his late forties, with washed-out grey-white skin and a drooping grey mustache that gave him the appearance of a refugee from the set of some 1970s San Fernando Valley porn movie.

      The prisoners were directed towards a bench. They sat down, awaiting their next instructions. The guard behind the screen didn’t look up from the book he was reading. From time to time he would reach over and dip his hand into a bag of candy, take a fistful of multi-colored button-shaped chocolates and pop them into his mouth. Byron figured that if he wasn’t already diabetic then he was likely well on the way.

      A door at the other end of the waiting room-processing area opened. Two prison guards walked through it. Standing in between them was a middle-aged Hispanic man wearing a suit and a bad hairpiece that looked like it belonged halfway up a eucalyptus tree in a zoo’s small-marsupials exhibit. From the way he carried himself, chest puffed out, hands dug into his pants pockets, it was clear that he thought himself pretty special.

      Byron noticed that the desk-jockey pushed his family-sized bag of candy to one side. He picked up a clipboard and slid it through a slot at the bottom of the Perspex barrier. One of the guards picked it up and handed it to the man in the suit, who studied it with some degree of intensity. He looked at each of the prisoners in turn. Finally his gaze settled on Byron.

      Byron looked down at the floor, avoiding eye contact. His general rule for dealing with people who thought they were pretty special was not to disabuse them of the notion until he absolutely had to. There was rarely anything to be gained from a pissing contest. That went double when you were in handcuffs and leg irons, with a belly chain setting off the ensemble.

      ‘Couldn’t come up with ten grand?’ the guy in the suit said to the guard on his right.

      The guard’s reply came in the form of a shrug.

      The man in the suit drew himself up to his full five feet six inches. ‘My name is Warden Castro.’ He paused for a moment to allow the guard on his left to translate what he had just said into Spanish. ‘Let no one be in any doubt that I am in charge of this facility.’ Another pause for the translation. The other three prisoners were also staring at the grey-tiled floor. They were probably hoping, like Byron, that the speech would be short.

      ‘My word is law,’ said Warden Castro. ‘If it makes it any easier for you men, you can just assume that, when it comes to this facility, my word is the same as the word of God Himself.’

      The head of one of the prisoners, a man wearing a small brass cross on a chain around his neck, snapped up.

      The warden didn’t miss the man’s reaction. He jabbed a stubby finger at the prisoner. ‘Start him off in secure housing. Three days. If he gives anyone any trouble he can stay there.’

      The guard glared at the offender as the man’s eyes slid slowly back to the floor. Some things obviously didn’t need an accompanying translation to be understood.

      ‘As for the rest of you,’ Warden Castro said, ‘while you’re here, you’ll be expected to pay your way. You’ll work. Work hard. From sun-up until sun-down and then some. That’s how we do things in Kelsen County. Don’t like it? Well, that’s too bad. You should have thought about that before you broke the law.’ He whipped round and disappeared back through the door, leaving his translator to deliver the good news in Spanish. When the translation of Warden Castro’s welcome speech was completed, the prisoners’ processing began.

      One by one, they were uncuffed and unshackled. They were ordered to strip off their clothes in front of the other prisoners and guards. The man with the crucifix on a chain around his neck was reluctant to take it off. It took one of the guards pulling his baton to ensure compliance. The message was clear: do as you were told or they’d do it for you.

      All four men were ordered to stand facing the wall, spread their legs and then their ass cheeks, while one of the guards checked their rectal cavity with a flashlight. When the guard reached Byron, his hand slid slowly up the inside of Byron’s thigh.

      ‘You’re not my type,’ Byron said.

      The guard withdrew his hand without finishing the examination. ‘He’s clear,’ the guard said, his voice jumping a half-octave.

      ‘Eyes front,’ one of the other guards shouted at Byron.

      His point made, Byron complied.

      Next they were marched through a door at the far end of the room into an open shower area. There were six shower heads built into either side of the tiled wet room. The prisoners spread out. A guard came through and sprayed them down with what Byron guessed was some kind of disinfectant. Whatever it was it stung like hell.

      The showers were turned on remotely. The water was hot to the point of scalding. Byron rubbed at his wrists and ankles as he rinsed off.

      Without warning the water temperature went from boiling to freezing. The guards watching them smirked as the men jumped back, startled. Byron heard one make a lame crack about ‘Mexican jumping beaners’. He made a mental note of the wisecracking guard’s face for future reference. It was one thing to humiliate grown men who had no power to fight back, quite another to revel in their humiliation. Calling three Mexicans ‘beaners’ in a bar was one thing. You risked getting your ass kicked. Doing it here was the mark of a coward.

      The guard, a skinny-fat white guy, who managed to be even shorter than the warden, caught Byron staring at him. ‘Got a problem, inmate?’

      Byron didn’t say anything. But he didn’t look away either. If the guard wanted to make something of it, well, that was fine by him.

      They were both in no man’s land. The guard had challenged Byron’s facing him down. Byron hadn’t escalated things by answering back, but neither had he backed off. It would come down, possibly literally, to who blinked first.

      Staring at the guard’s face, Byron saw the red pulse of anger in the middle of the man’s head give way to the yellow shade of fear. The air seemed to clear from the room. Byron could feel the eyes of the other men on him and the guard.

      Byron held the guard’s gaze. When the yellow had crowded out the red, Byron’s eyes snapped to the floor. He had made his point with no blood spilled. Only pride had been injured. Not that injured pride hurt some men any less than physical pain. If he didn’t catch up with the guard, whose nameplate read ‘Lieutenant Mills’, he had a feeling that Mills might just try to catch up with him. He hoped for Mills’s sake that neither came to pass. It could only end badly.

      After drying off with towels that had the absorbent quality of industrial-strength sandpaper, they were given prison blues to wear, along with a welcome pack that consisted of a bar of grainy yellow soap, a toothbrush, a small tube of toothpaste, two towels, a fresh pair of prison blues for when the first set was in the laundry, a blanket, a foam pillow, and a pair of canvas shoes. Suitably attired, they were split up, with Byron separated from the other three. They were led out while he was told to stand where he was. He wondered if Mills was about to take his revenge: Byron had challenged his authority in front of other guards.

      Mills snuck dirty looks at him as he stood in the reception area but made no move towards him. ‘You ready, Davis?’ the other guard asked him.

      Byron nodded.

      ‘Come on,’ said the guard, walking back into the shower room, then through a door and out into a large open dirt yard, Byron behind him.

      The yard was one of four that Byron could see. Each was separated by the same type of chain-link, razor-wire-topped fencing that ran round the perimeter. The yards were empty. The only other inmate Byron could see was an older man who was busy sweeping dirt from a concrete walkway with a long wooden-handled broom.

      ‘You got lucky,’ the guard said to Byron, nodding in the direction of a low, white-washed single-story building at the far end of the yard. ‘D Block is probably the best of the bunch round here. It’s where we put the Anglos, Asians and assorted others. ’Less, of course, you’d rather mix it up with the Mexicans.’

      Byron didn’t reply. The guard had obviously picked up on his earlier reaction and was probing a little further.

      ‘Silent type, huh?’ the guard said. ‘Fine by me. Just do your work, keep your head down and you’ll be out of here by Christmas. Of course, I can’t guarantee which Christmas. Not that it matters much to a guy like you. No family able to raise the money. You were up in front of Billy Kelsen, right? What’d he try and hit you for? Five grand?’

      ‘Ten,’ Byron said, throwing the guard a bone.

      The guard burst out laughing. ‘Ten big ones? What you do? Get caught trying to screw his wife?’

      ‘I was just passing through,’ Byron said.

      The guard stopped to survey the yards and the cavernous prison buildings. ‘Yeah, we get a lot of that around here.’

      They reached the entrance to D Block. A camera mounted high on the outside wall swiveled round. A second later there was a click and the door swung open. Byron followed the guard inside.

      There was a rectangular waiting area with two doors off it. The guard motioned for Byron to step through the one on the right, then followed him into a long room crammed with what looked like green metal-framed military-issue bunk beds. Each was neatly made, the corners squared, any personal belongings stowed away in matching green-metal lockers. The room was around forty feet wide and 120 feet long. There must have been at least forty running along each side with another column down the middle.

      Byron flashed back almost immediately to the many army camps he had spent time in over the years. Strangely, he felt more at home than he had in some time. It was a world he knew well, and with this rush of familiarity came a sense of comfort.

      The guard pointed out a bunk near the door. ‘The top one there should be free.’ He walked over to it, and nudged open the top locker with the butt of his baton. It was empty. ‘Yup, it’s all yours. You can throw your shit in here.’

      Byron carefully placed his gear on the two shelves and closed the locker door. The guard tilted his wrist, glancing at his watch. ‘Dinner’s in the mess hall at seven. Until then your time’s your own. Enjoy it while it lasts. Your little vacation finishes tomorrow.’

      The guard turned on his heel and walked back towards the door. Byron watched him leave, listening as the sound of his boots on the bare concrete floor died away to a distant echo.
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      Since leaving New York for the last time, Byron had led a solitary existence. Now he stood in the middle of the bunkhouse and listened to the silence. From the rows of lockers filled with meagre belongings, he knew it wouldn’t last.

      He climbed up onto his bunk, stretched out and closed his eyes. He ran through what he had gathered so far about the Kelsen County Jail.

      Security was medium grade and focused almost exclusively on the perimeter. Two fences running parallel with coils of razor wire at the top. They didn’t look juiced. Electrifying one or both would have demanded warning notices and he hadn’t seen any. No doubt movement sensors were buried at the fence in case anyone tried to tunnel their way under it. Other than the fences and a few locked doors, that was it.

      Once you were inside the unit you were free to move around at will. Two cameras, one mounted at each end of the bunkhouse, monitored the prisoners, but Byron would bet that the guards in the control room didn’t watch things closely. Unless there was a fight or some other disturbance.

      Reassured that escape would be difficult but far from impossible, Byron slowed his breathing. Within five minutes he was asleep.

      

      He was woken by the sound of inmates walking back into the unit. Peering down, he watched an exhausted procession of men in prison blues make their way wearily towards their bunks. Each man carried a pair of heavy work boots, dusted with red desert dirt.

      Some flopped immediately onto their bunks. Others undressed, grabbed a towel from their locker and headed for the showers. A few of the men were Caucasian, the rest Hispanic. They were lean to the point of skeletal but with ridges of muscle on their arms and backs that suggested hours of heavy labor.

      A white man with close-cropped ginger hair and a ragged red beard sat on the edge of the bunk directly beneath Byron. He looked to be in his early forties, although Byron might have been out by ten years either side. He let out a low groan as his head fell into his hands. ‘Goddamn, but it’s hotter than a son of a bitch out there,’ he said.

      Byron didn’t offer a response. He wasn’t looking to make friends. He didn’t plan on being around much longer than a few days. If, as he suspected, the prisoners were sent out on a daily work detail, he figured that the razor wire and fences wouldn’t be a factor. He could simply pick his moment and slip quietly away.

      His bunk mate stood up again. He dug his thumbs into his lower back. He looked up towards Byron. ‘Not much of a talker, huh?’ he said.

      Byron swung his legs over the side of his bunk and jumped down. Instinctively the man took a couple of steps back. Byron towered over him.

      ‘Didn’t mean anything by it,’ the man said. ‘Just making conversation.’

      Byron stared at him, holding his gaze, not blinking. He was aware of other prisoners throwing sideways glances, curious to see how this encounter would turn out. The man took one more step back.

      Assured that he had established his dominance, Byron reached out his hand. ‘John Davis.’

      Tentatively the man shook it. ‘Clayton Rice, but everyone calls me Red.’

      Byron dropped the man’s calloused hand without saying anything further.

      ‘So, what they get you for?’ Red said. ‘No, wait, let me guess. Speeding?’

      Speeding, thought Byron. Speeding was a ticket. It didn’t involve the county jail. Not unless you racked up a bunch of tickets and didn’t pay them. ‘People are in here for speeding?’ he asked Red, curiosity getting the better of him.

      Red smiled. ‘Speeding. Dropping litter. Spitting on the sidewalk. Round here they have what they call a policy of zero tolerance. If you’re not from here, of course. The locals can pretty much do as they please but that’s a whole other story.’

      ‘I wasn’t caught speeding,’ Byron said. ‘You?’

      ‘Found me hitching a ride on a freight train. That was enough for ’em. It was five thousand bucks or thirty days in County. I didn’t have no five grand but I do have all the time in the world. Least, I figured so at the time. That was six months ago,’ Red said.

      Red’s answer begged an obvious next question. Byron didn’t get to ask it before Red offered up the explanation.

      ‘Bet you’re wondering how come thirty days became six months,’ he said.

      Byron nodded.

      Red tugged at the corner of his blanket, pulling it out from where it had been tucked under the mattress. ‘That there,’ Red said, holding up the edge of the blanket, ‘that’s a violation. Three violations is an extra week. Half of the time guys don’t know they’ve broken a rule until they’re standing in front of Castro.’

      Out of the corner of his eye, Byron saw another inmate heading towards them. He was naked bar a towel wrapped around his waist. The route from his bunk to the showers wouldn’t have taken him that way so Byron knew it had to be a deliberate detour. The guy was big, close to Byron’s height and almost as heavy.

      As he walked through the bunkhouse the other men either made sure to get out of his way or suddenly took an intense interest in something else.

      ‘Well, I’d better get a shower before all the hot water’s gone,’ said Red, hurriedly reaching into his locker.

      He was already too late. The big guy stepped in front of him as Red tried to step away from their bunk area. ‘You got those smokes for me?’ the big guy said to Red.

      Red’s body language shifted. His shoulders dropped. So did his head. He couldn’t bring himself to look at the guy. ‘Kinda light this week, Franco,’ Red said.

      ‘That’s too bad,’ Franco said. He glanced across to Byron. ‘Bunk rent is two smokes a day.’

      Byron’s body tensed. He stared at Franco. There was no blush of yellow. No smear of red. Franco was neither scared nor angry. He was simply conducting business and obviously didn’t perceive Byron as a newcomer who presented any threat to him or his bunk-rental scheme.

      Although he didn’t plan on an extended stay, Byron didn’t take well to being shaken down. Not by a judge, and certainly not by a convict whose neck measurement was larger than his IQ.

      At the same time, Byron had already seen a fellow prisoner sent to the hole for a minor show of dissent. He guessed that beating a fellow prisoner within an inch of his life would earn him a stint there too. He could handle solitary but it would almost certainly make escape more difficult.

      There was something else. If he got into it with the cell-block bully, Byron wasn’t sure how it would go. He wasn’t worried about beating the man in front of him. But it would take an effort that could easily get out of control. Murder was murder, whether it happened on the outside or inside prison walls. And while he doubted the guards caught everything on the live camera feed, they wouldn’t miss him beating another inmate to death.

      ‘Two smokes?’ Byron said. ‘Not a problem.’

      Franco’s expression suggested he’d been hoping for more of a reaction from the newcomer but also that part of him was relieved it had gone so easily. ‘Okay. Good,’ he said. ‘Now, Red, you got until tomorrow. You don’t have what you owe by then, well, you and me are going to have a problem.’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Red. ‘I’ll have them.’

      Franco lumbered off. Red put his towel back in the locker. A shower could wait.

      Byron watched Franco continue his bunk tour, making threats and picking up rent as he went. He had zero intention of being extorted by a wall-puncher like Franco. In any case, he assumed it would be academic. By the time Franco started pushing him for cigarettes, Byron planned on being long gone.
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      Byron sat at a table in the cavernous mess hall with his bunk mate, Red. Going by the chatter of Spanish, the jail’s population was mostly Mexican. The prisoners appeared to self-segregate along racial lines. Despite his mixed parentage, Byron appeared to have been accorded honorary white status: he was sitting with the jail’s minority Caucasian population.

      The food was slopped onto metal trays. A gristly stew, two slices of white bread, rice, beans, chocolate cake that had the consistency of a house brick, and a moldy orange. It was a grim offering. Byron didn’t mind. He was hungry. He had spent so much time in far-flung parts of the world with bizarre local cuisines that he had come to regard any meal that didn’t give him food poisoning as adequate. To maintain his spirits he made a promise to himself to hit a diner for steak and eggs as soon as he was clear of Kelsen County Jail.

      Red jabbed at a lone piece of meat in the pool of gravy. ‘Didn’t figure you as a guy who’d let Franco push you around so easy,’ he said to Byron.

      Byron continued eating. He looked beyond to the sea of inmates hunched over their trays. Their primary state seemed to be one of exhaustion. ‘Everyone works during the day?’ he asked Red.

      His question earned a few smiles from the other inmates at the table. ‘Twelve hours. Six until six. Hard labor. Six days. They give us Sundays off. ’Less you’re lucky enough to get yourself a job cleaning or in the kitchen. But those jobs tend to be kept for the locals, or people with families that send in extra cash.’

      Byron guessed that hard labor served two functions. For one thing it acted as a deterrent, demonstrating that the sheriff was tough on people who broke the law. More importantly, though, an inmate exhausted by backbreaking manual work was far less likely to cause any disciplinary problems. Or, for that matter, to have the energy to plot an escape. Work was a good way of controlling a population and ensuring compliance.

      ‘What do you mean, “the locals”?’ Byron asked. ‘Aren’t most of you from around here?’

      The questions elicited some wider smiles. Red threw back his head and laughed. The sound caused a guard standing by the mess-hall door to look over. The smiles evaporated. Red made like he was having a coughing fit. ‘You don’t get it, do you? I had you figured as a smart guy too,’ he said.

      ‘Most county jails are full of people who live in the county,’ Byron said.

      ‘Not here they ain’t,’ said Red. ‘Kelsen’s like one of those Venus flytraps ‒ they take their time eating you.’

      Byron watched as Mills swaggered towards them, his hand falling to his baton. Byron gave Red a warning nod. Red clammed up, and buried his head in his meal. The guard switched course, distracted by another table where a small knot of Latino prisoners seemed about to have a fight over some minor infraction of prison etiquette.

      The rest of the meal passed in silence. There was no lingering. Once a meal was finished, or abandoned, the inmates got up from their table, scraped off any leftovers, and dumped their trays in a pile next to the serving hatch. Some went straight back to the bunkhouse. A few hardier souls headed out to the yard. Here, too, the groups seemed to be broken down along racial lines.

      Byron took a walk around the perimeter with Red. ‘You’re the second person who’s said to me that Kelsen County is different,’ Byron said to him.

      Red reached down and picked up a pebble. He tossed it from hand to hand. ‘I don’t know if it’s all that different. They’re just another grade of asshole.’

      ‘So what did you mean about it being like a Venus flytrap?’ Byron asked him. He was interested in the answer, but only to a degree. He wanted to give the impression of being occupied by the conversation while he got closer to the inside fence so that he could scope it out better. He could have asked Red about security but he didn’t yet trust him. It would only take Red making a casual mention of Byron’s interest in it for him to find himself in solitary, facing an extra level of escape challenges.

      Red shook his head. ‘Like I said, you’re a smart guy, you’ll figure it out. Everyone does, eventually.’
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      An hour later a klaxon sounded from one of the guard towers to announce the end of yard time. The inmates filtered slowly back into the bunkhouses. Byron couldn’t tell whether it was reluctance to leave the yard or sheer fatigue that had reduced many of them to a zombie-like walking pace. He guessed it was a mixture of both.

      Inside the bunkhouse some men hit the showers. Others, who had already washed, lay on their bunks. A few played dominoes or cards or sat around bullshitting about the usual staples of male conversation: sport and women.

      Franco sat across the bunkhouse. He was surrounded by a little posse of thick-necked buddies who looked like the left-hand side of a poster showing human evolution. Byron was aware of him peering now and then towards his and Red’s bunks. He would glance at them, say something to his buddies and they would snicker among themselves. Byron stripped down to his underwear, left his clothes folded with razor sharp creases on top of his bunk, grabbed a towel and headed for the showers.

      Once he had dried off, he walked back to his bunk. He climbed onto the top bunk, laced his fingers behind his head, and stared up at the ceiling. For the past few weeks he had been sleeping outside. He would dig in under a juniper tree, with his boots hanging up on a branch to prevent scorpions climbing into them, and watch the stars until his campfire died to the embers.

      This was a very different experience, and not in a good way. Byron did not crave the company of others. He never had. His preference, even when working for the government, was to operate on his own. He enjoyed solitude. If anything, his need to be alone was even more pronounced now than it had been before. There was an additional tension underlying it. Byron needed to be apart from others because he no longer trusted himself not to hurt people.

      That was what he was thinking about as he lay awake, craving the blue-black dome of a vast sky. He thought back to New York, Las Vegas, and the facility. To the people he had hurt. To the people he had killed. Some, it could be argued, had deserved to die. Others had not.

      As soon as he could, he had to get out of here. To move on. To separate himself from people.

      

      Byron’s eyes snapped open from a deep sleep. It took a moment for his conscious mind to tell him where he was. In that moment he felt a sudden acceleration of his heart rate. He remembered. His heart rate stilled to a normal level.

      It was dark in the bunkhouse. Quiet. But not silent. Beyond the low-level snoring from every corner, Byron heard something else. It was a man’s voice. He couldn’t pick out the words. He could only get a sense of tone. Whoever it was, and whatever words he was using, he appeared to be pleading.

      He listened more intently. He heard someone else speak. By contrast this person sounded calm and in control.

      None of my business, Byron reminded himself. He closed his eyes again. Tried to conjure up an image of the stars he should have been looking at.

      It was no use. He would struggle to sleep now. In any case, he needed to pee.

      The nearby talk was louder now. He did his best to filter it out. It was no use. More voices joined the two he had already heard.

      Byron leaned over the edge of his bunk, making sure that Red was still there. He was. He looked up at Byron, eyes open.

      ‘None of our business,’ Red whispered.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Byron asked.

      ‘Go back to sleep,’ Red said.

      Byron sat up. He swung his legs over the side of the bunk and jumped down, then started slowly towards the showers. Red reached out a hand to stop him. Byron shrugged him off.

      ‘It’s your funeral,’ Red said.

      Byron reached the doorway to the showers. Now he could hear what was being said and suddenly wished he had taken Red’s advice.

      A man’s voice, the slow, calm one he had heard before, said, ‘Let it happen and it won’t hurt so much.’

      Byron took another step. His bare feet found wet tiles. Two of Franco’s buddies each had the arm of a young inmate. His face was pressed against the wall, his pants pulled down. Franco was kneading the young man’s ass cheeks.

      ‘I said, relax,’ Franco told his victim.

      Franco’s head turned slowly as he realized they were no longer alone. That Byron was standing there watching them.

      Franco’s tight expression gave way to a smile. ‘Hey, Davis. This is a private party.’

      ‘Party’s over,’ Byron said, taking another step towards the three men.
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      Franco’s hand pressed against Byron’s chest.

      ‘You can either party with us,’ Franco said, ‘or you can go on back to your bunk.’

      Franco’s two buddies had loosened their grip on their young victim. They still had hold of his arms, but he wasn’t pressed up against the wall. He wrenched his head round and stared at Byron, his eyes pleading for someone to save him.

      Byron’s eyes flicked back to Franco. He met his gaze. Franco was as big as Byron. His two buddies were about the same size. All three men had bodies hardened by weeks and months of manual labor. They were three and Byron was one. Their intended victim looked too petrified to be of any assistance.

      ‘I told you. The party’s over,’ Byron said.

      ‘And I told you to run along,’ Franco said.

      Three to one. Not great odds. Assuming he had to fight all three.

      They wouldn’t wait their turn. Prison fights tended not to go like that. They wouldn’t take a number and wait for him to deal with Franco before they stepped up. They would wild-dog him. Punches and kicks would come from all sides. They would swarm.

      The shower room was wet. If he slipped and went down, he’d likely be kicked and stomped to a pulp. Possibly to death.

      If he fought back, he could lose control of himself entirely, switch into a mode where he was no longer really human. If that happened, it was entirely possible he could kill all three.

      Neither option was good. Both would all but obliterate any chance he had of escaping. At best it would complicate matters beyond a point where he had any control.

      He should have stayed in his bunk. He should have taken Red’s advice. Shoulda. Woulda. Coulda.

      He had allowed curiosity to get the better of him. And now he couldn’t stand by and surrender the boy to his fate.

      Franco’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’re still here. Thought I told you to run along.’

      Byron allowed his body to relax. His shoulders slumped, his feet inched apart. He stared into Franco’s eyes. Slowly he brought both his arms up from his sides. He smiled, moving his hands up slowly until the tips of his fingers touched Franco’s cheekbones.

      Franco didn’t move. He seemed transfixed. A punch. A kick. A lunge. That was what a man like Franco might have expected. What the hell was this guy doing?

      Franco raised his hands to push Byron away. ‘I ain’t no faggot,’ he said.

      Without warning, Byron spread the fingers of both hands wide, digging his thumbs into Franco’s temples and his little fingers into the mandibular nerve under the hinge of his jaw. Then he opened his mouth and bit down hard on Franco’s nose, biting straight through the cartilage. Blood spurted out.

      Franco tried to push him away. To prise him off. Byron’s grip held fast.

      The pain in Franco’s temples, mandibular nerve, and from his near amputated nose would have been overwhelming. Individually each offered a rich harvest of pain. Together, the shock and trauma to the central nervous system would have been catastrophic.

      Byron kept biting down. Finally, he felt the last stand of cartilage and flesh give way. He let go, shoving Franco hard in the chest. The man was screaming with pain. His high-pitched keening seemed completely at odds with his size.

      Byron spat the bulbous chunk of Franco’s nose onto the shower-room floor. Franco’s two compadres had let go of their victim. They stood there, arms raised, fists clenched, but ultimately frozen.

      There was a white plastic bottle of disinfectant sitting on the floor. Byron picked it up. He reached over and turned on one of the shower heads.

      He took a mouthful of disinfectant. It burned as he sluiced it around his mouth. Better a mild chemical burn than Hep-C, HIV or whatever the hell else was coursing through Franco’s veins.

      Franco was lying on the floor. His legs were tucked up under his chin. He was still screaming.

      Byron spat out his improvised mouthwash and stepped under the torrent of water, quickly washing off the blood that had dribbled down his chin and onto his chest. An alarm had started to sound. It was deafening. But not deafening enough to drown out Franco’s screaming.

      Franco’s two sidekicks stared at Byron. They didn’t know whether to call or fold. They ended up doing neither. Their victim had wriggled free. He squeezed past Byron. One of the other two began to go after him. Byron took a single step to the right, the warning implicit.

      He turned on his heel and walked out of the showers. By the time the first guard came rushing into the bunkhouse, still hastily pulling on pieces of riot gear, Byron was already on his bunk, staring at the ceiling. The only clue that he’d moved was the damp blanket covering his body.
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      Prison law dictated that no one was going to offer up Byron as the man who had bitten off Franco’s nose. Partly that was down to the code that dictated a snitch was the lowest of the low. But there was another factor at play. Put simply, what penalty might a man pay for informing on someone who had demonstrated such extreme violence in a situation that, again according to prison rules, had been (strictly speaking) none of his business?

      Besides, Franco had terrorized the unit for months. He had taxed every inmate outside his very small circle. He’d had it coming. The Darwinian law of survival of the fittest dictated that, sooner or later, someone would to knock him off his perch. No one had guessed that he’d lose his beak at the same time, and there was a secret delight among the inmates that even the most regimented of jails could offer up a rare surprise.

      After the lights had gone on and the guards had arrived, after Franco had been carted off to the prison infirmary, claiming, between shrieks, that he had slipped and fallen, after his nose had been bagged up in a Ziplock full of ice, Warden Castro had appeared, red-faced from being woken at home, his hairline at a jaunty angle

      ‘I want to know who the hell did this,’ he fumed, pacing up and down the length of the bunkhouse.

      The inmates stood by their bunks. Eyes forward. Backs straight. Saying nothing. Byron had witnessed this scene back in the military. The rules were the same. You didn’t rat anyone out and you took your lumps. If someone kept screwing up they got dealt with by the group. Somehow he didn’t see that happening under these circumstances. Everything else was noise and fury.

      Castro stopped in front of Red and Byron’s bunk. ‘What about you two assholes? You know anything about who bit off the man’s nose?’

      Byron stared straight ahead, his face set like granite.

      Castro prodded his chest. ‘Answer me.’

      Byron could smell cilantro and gut-rot whisky on the warden’s breath. ‘No, sir,’ he said. ‘I was sleeping. Didn’t see nothing.’

      ‘You slept through that?’ the warden bellowed.

      ‘Guess I woke up for the screaming part,’ Byron said, unable to rein in a childish desire to yank the warden’s chain just a little.

      The warden stepped behind him. He reached up and ran a hand across Byron’s bunk. ‘Why is your blanket wet, inmate?’

      Byron didn’t answer.

      The warden stepped back so that he was standing in front of Byron. ‘I asked you a question, inmate.’

      ‘Guess I must have had a nightmare, Warden. I get night sweats sometimes,’ Byron said.

      ‘Night sweats? You expect me to believe that bunch of bullshit?’

      ‘Or I pissed the bed,’ Byron offered.

      The inmates’ snickers ran the length of the bunkhouse in a wave. They were snuffed out by the guards shouting for silence, telescopic steel batons smacking into their open palms for emphasis.

      Byron waited for the warden to explode. He was pretty sure that his smart mouth had earned him a week or more in solitary. He had just dug his own grave. He would sit in the hole and when the door opened someone from Washington would be there and it would be over, once and for ever.

      He closed his eyes. He cursed his own stupidity. He had ridden right up to the line, then gleefully skipped over it. Now he would pay the price. When Byron finally opened his eyes the warden was still staring at him. ‘See me in my office tomorrow morning, before you head off on work detail.’ He turned around to face the body of men standing by their bunks. ‘I see any more trouble from any of you and you’ll all be sorry. Real sorry.’
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      The mess hall buzzed as Byron stood in line. One of the servers, a short, muscular Mexican whom Byron recognized from his own unit, slopped a double portion of rehydrated eggs onto his tray with the glimmer of a smile. Byron wasn’t sure whether an extra serving of eggs that had likely never been near a chicken was a good thing, but he appreciated the gesture.

      He took his tray to a seat at what was already his regular spot at the table next to Red. Red hadn’t yet said anything to him this morning about the previous night’s events. A four-fifteen alarm call tended to put a dampener on conversation. Most inmates navigated their morning routine with little more than the odd grunt.

      It was not yet five a.m., and all the inmates were showered, dressed and having breakfast. Byron had already worked out that the dawn call wasn’t in place so that they could sit around doing needlepoint or watching TV. He dug into the food in front of him. Years of military issue MREs (meals ready to eat) had conditioned him, in certain circumstances, to switch off his taste buds. Sometimes food was nothing more than fuel. This was one of those times. He ate mechanically and kept his head down.

      He sensed other inmates sneaking glances at him from every corner of the mess hall. It was not a good feeling. Byron’s working life had been predicated on being a ‘grey man’, someone with a particular set of skills who managed to blend into the background to the point of anonymity, and he’d had to work to develop the ability. His height and build had made it more of a challenge than it was for other operators. Contrary to popular mythology, men who did this work tended to be shorter and more compact than a regular special-forces soldier. Now, having done what he had to Franco, he could have been five feet zero and a hundred pounds and he would still have been the center of attention.

      Perhaps he should have stayed in his bunk and let the law of the jungle run its course. After all, everyone else had. Last night probably hadn’t been the first time that Franco and his two buddies had attempted to rape another inmate. Byron guessed that Franco used violent sexual assault as an instrument of control. The threat of being beaten or shanked was one thing. Rape was violence of a different order. It was as close as one human being could come to taking another’s soul. That was its power, and also its horror.

      One of the other inmates at Byron’s table finished his meal. He pushed away his tray, reached into the top pocket of his prison blues, took out two cigarettes and palmed them across the table to Byron. Glancing up, Byron said, ‘Keep them. I don’t smoke.’

      The man seemed puzzled. ‘Franco didn’t either.’

      ‘Tell you what,’ Byron said, ‘if I need a favor, I’ll expect you to oblige. But until then …’

      The inmate seemed discomforted by this new regime. ‘What kind of a favor we talking?’ he asked.

      ‘One that won’t involve anyone putting something in their mouth they don’t want to.’

      Red laughed. The other inmates sniggered. Whatever tension had lain like a thick blanket of smog over the mess hall seemed to evaporate. The chatter at the other tables turned from whispers to the usual level of conversation.

      Normal service had resumed.

      

      Byron was dumping his tray when Mills walked over to him, thumbs dug into the belt loops of his khaki pants. ‘Davis, warden wants to see you in his office now.’

      The tray clattered onto the stack, and Byron followed the guard out of the mess hall and across the yard.
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      Mills led Byron into the main administration building. They passed offices occupied by a mix of guards and civilian workers. Left-turning down a long stretch of corridor, they emerged into a small reception area. Byron was told to take a seat.

      Mills fell into a conversation with the warden’s secretary, a woman in her mid-forties with auburn hair cut into bob. Byron tuned into their conversation just long enough to work out that the topic was their kids’ little league baseball teams.

      A few moments later, the warden’s office door opened and Castro’s head appeared round the frame. ‘Come on in, Davis. This won’t take long.’

      Byron stood up and started towards the office. Mills threw an arm over his chest, barring his way. ‘You want me too, Warden?’

      The warden smiled. ‘No, I don’t think that will be necessary, Billy. Will it, Mr Davis?’

      Byron shook his head. ‘No.’

      Castro held the door open. Mills stepped back. He sat down in the seat that Byron had occupied. ‘I’ll be here if you need me, Warden,’ he said.

      ‘Appreciate that,’ Castro said.

      Byron walked past Castro into the office. Castro motioned him to a seat in front of the desk, then closed the door.

      The warden’s office was about two hundred square feet of grey carpet and plain grey walls. Besides the desk and chairs, there was a small couch with a coffee-table covered in magazines about sport fishing and hunting. A credenza was topped with family pictures. A wife, two daughters as kids, then grown-up, grandchildren . . .

      Castro followed Byron’s gaze. ‘You have any family, Davis?’

      Byron looked back across the desk to him. ‘No,’ he said flatly.

      ‘Not much of a man for small-talk?’ Castro asked.

      Byron shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘All depends on the company.’

      Castro got up from his seat and stood, knuckles on his desk. ‘You don’t like me? That’s okay. I don’t much like lawbreakers. But seeing as we’re both here . . .’

      Byron stared at him. ‘I don’t think of myself as a lawbreaker, Warden.’

      That earned a smile from Castro. ‘Sure. Sure. This is all one big misunderstanding. Hell, the jails in this country are full of innocent people. Anyway, I guess we’ll both find out which side of the line we’ve fallen on when we go to meet our maker.’

      ‘I expect we will,’ Byron said. He was careful not to make any claims as to where he’d end up. Heaven and Hell held little promise or threat for a man who had already been condemned to a living form of purgatory. As for other people, Byron didn’t presume to judge, though he suspected that the warden’s heavenly seat might not be quite as secure as the man’s apparent smugness seemed to suggest. Unless they guarded against it, high rank could have that effect on people.

      ‘Should we talk about last night, Davis?’ Castro said.

      Byron smiled inwardly at the warden’s choice of words. It sounded like the opening line of a romantic comedy. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said.

      Castro sat down. He let out a sigh. Byron could sense a speech coming down the track. He wasn’t to be disappointed.

      ‘What happened last night has been coming for a while now. Long before you ever set foot in Kelsen County,’ Castro began. His eyes narrowed. ‘Not that I can condone it, you understand?’

      Byron gave a solemn nod, which, he hoped, communicated that he regarded the event with equal gravity.

      ‘Violence of any kind is not something I like to see here,’ Castro continued. ‘Unfortunately, with so many men living in such close proximity, separated from the calming influence of their families, it’s almost inevitable. But I like to keep a lid on it. Minimize it, if you will.’

      Byron said nothing. There was nothing to say.

      ‘I know it was you, Davis,’ Castro said. ‘I’m not asking you to admit it. I don’t need you to. But I want you to understand that I know you’re guilty. There’s nothing that goes on inside these walls that I don’t know about. I make it my business. So don’t think you got one over on me.’ He coughed into his hand.

      Byron braced himself. He assumed this was Castro’s lead in to telling him that there was no alternative bar a week in solitary for such a brazen infringement of the rules.

      Castro went on, ‘I guess old Franco had outlived his usefulness. It was always going to happen. But it kind of leaves me with a dilemma. You see, I like to have one man inside every unit to make sure I don’t have any problems.’

      Of course, thought Byron. He should have seen this coming. Punishment would have been swift and sudden. It wouldn’t have required a trip to the warden’s office for the metaphorical equivalent of coffee and cake. Castro wanted Byron to pick up where Franco had left off. ‘What kind of problems are we talking about, Warden?’

      Castro positively beamed. He stood up again. ‘See?’ he said, jabbing a sausage-shaped finger at Byron. ‘Franco would never have thought to ask me. I had to pretty much tell him exactly what I needed from him.’

      Byron wondered if the warden’s instructions to Franco had extended to the attempted rape of young inmates in the showers after lights out. Probably not, but if they had, Castro wasn’t about to admit it in front of another inmate. Byron allowed the question to go unasked. There was no need to spoil the warden’s good mood.

      ‘Let’s not think of them as problems, Davis. Let’s just say that I like things to be orderly. To run smoothly. For there to be as few interruptions to the smooth running of this facility as possible,’ Castro added.

      Byron allowed a smile to cross his face. He chose his words with care. ‘Franco has a couple of buddies still in the unit. I don’t think they were too happy about what happened last night.’

      ‘They give you any trouble, you can deal with them. I doubt they will, though. One of the men you’re talking about was the shot caller before Franco. They know how this place operates,’ Castro said.

      Byron wasn’t sure he shared the warden’s optimism. A former shot caller was more than likely to see Franco being deposed as an opportunity to assume his former position. ‘Why didn’t you ask him to take over?’ he asked.

      ‘Pretty simple, ain’t it? Franco kicked his ass. You kicked Franco’s ass. That leaves you in the catbird seat,’ Castro said. ‘Anyway, like I said, that’s all up to you.’

      ‘Anything else I should know, Warden?’ Byron asked.

      Castro studied the corners of his office, as if trying to conjure up something important that he had forgotten. As a piece of acting, Byron wasn’t buying it.

      ‘Oh, yeah,’ Castro said, when he was done ruminating. ‘Matter of fact, there is.’

      Byron waited.

      ‘There’s a Mexican gentleman who’s currently thinking about things in our secure housing unit.’

      The secure housing unit, or SHU, was solitary.

      ‘Goes by the name of Romero. He’s what you might call an agitator. Communist agitator would be more precise. He’ll be back in your unit in a few days. If he starts any more trouble, stirring things up with the beaners, well, I’d like you to …’ Castro trailed off. ‘I’d like you to speak with him. Perhaps persuade him to keep his views to himself. Save them for back home where his kind of talk might be better received. Remind him, if you need to, that this is America.’
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      With Red and a dozen other inmates from the unit, Byron clambered into the back of a pickup truck driven by one of the guards. His head was still reeling from the meeting with the warden. He had gone in expecting to face further sanctions but had come out as the unit’s shot caller. The only conclusion he could draw was that, sadly, Kelsen County Jail, like so many other places on earth, prized violence more than kindness, brutality more than compassion.

      Two long metal benches holding work tools ran along either side of the truck’s flatbed. Byron took a seat next to Red and grabbed at the lip of the truck to steady himself as it pulled out of a side yard where they had assembled after breakfast.

      ‘You’re the shot caller now, huh?’ Red said to him.

      Byron glanced at his bunk mate.

      ‘It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,’ Red told him.

      ‘That’s good,’ Byron said.

      A few more moments passed. They were reaching a main gate. Beyond it lay the wide-open scrub desert of southern Texas. It was just a shame that all of the men had been issued with longer-chained cuffs and shackles, which would allow them to swing a pick or dig, before they had left the jail. Byron had watched the guards hauling out the irons with a slow, sinking feeling in his stomach.

      The truck joined a long line of others on a service road leading from the jail complex. Heavy-duty Ford SUVs, with Kelsen County Jail markings, led and brought up the rear of the convoy. The SUVs each held two guards armed with pump-action shotguns. If the shackles didn’t slow down a fleeing prisoner then a solidly aimed shotgun blast would do the trick.

      They headed south, towards the city of Kelsen. A golf course appeared to their left. Byron glimpsed a mixed foursome, made up of two elderly white couples, lining up their putts. None of them so much as looked at the prisoners as they drove past. The chain-gang convoy was a familiar sight, not worthy of notice.

      To Byron’s surprise, the convoy slowed. The lead SUV peeled off with two of the trucks and turned down a road that led into the golf course. Byron nudged Red. He’d been trying to avoid conversation but curiosity had finally gotten the better of him. ‘They use us to maintain the golf course?’ Byron said. He caught himself. Why had he said ‘us’? It had slipped out. It was a reminder of the danger, if one was needed, of how easy it was to become institutionalized. He would have to guard against it and keep at the front of his mind that his task was to escape, not to settle into the routine of jail life.

      Red put up a hand to shield his eyes from the blazing Texas sun. ‘Golf courses. Roads. Sewers. If there’s a shitty job that the locals won’t do, you can pretty much guarantee that we’ll catch it.’ He began to regale Byron and the rest of the prisoners with an elaborate story about a sewage blockage. Byron tuned out. Slowly, piece by piece, he was beginning to work out how, and more crucially why, Kelsen County was starting to make sense.

      As the other prisoners howled with laughter at Red’s tale, Byron watched the rear SUV close up, then overtake the rear of the convoy and slot into the middle. Another half-mile down the road, the work trucks that were left began to slow. The lead truck turned off the road.

      There were four trucks left now. They drove on. After a further quarter-mile they, too, slowed and turned off, heading down a dirt road towards a row of low farm buildings. They stopped outside a large barn. The guard drivers clambered up, dropped the tail gates and ushered the prisoners down.

      It was no easy task getting off the back of a truck with leg irons. Byron watched the others’ technique, which involved clasping the rear edge of the truck until the last moment and then jumping. Byron took his turn, stumbling slightly. He had yet to do a lick of work but already the oppressive heat had begun to sap his energy.  The guards ordered the men into a line while they climbed onto the back of the trucks and collected the tools, which they laid on the ground. The guards stepped back. The men were ordered to step forward and collect the spade, pick or hoe in front of them.

      Depending upon what they had picked up, they were ordered into gangs of four, then led in single file beyond the farm buildings. More guards followed them, each holding a pump-action shotgun.

      The prisoners were set to work on a large open expanse of rough ground. Byron’s new rank as bunkhouse shot caller hadn’t saved him from drawing a gig on the pickaxe gang. He and the other three men were told to begin breaking ground.

      Unlike golf-course maintenance, Byron couldn’t see the purpose of breaking the hard, dry ground. It didn’t look like land that would bear any kind of a crop. He worked anyway, finding a steady rhythm with the pick, pacing himself as best he could in the suffocating heat. He watched the other men. He made sure to match his pace to a little above the slowest man. He would need all the energy he could conserve if he was ever going to get the hell out of here.
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      Every half-hour the men were allowed a five-minute break and given water. A half-hour at a desk, doing a job you didn’t much care for, might seem to some like a long time. A half-hour swinging a pickaxe was an eternity.

      When they stopped working and took their break, there was no talking. They caught their breath, massaged burning muscle with their fingers, and drank as much as they could.

      They went on for three hours, then Mills called lunch. Brown bags were produced from the front of the trucks and handed out, along with fresh water.

      Byron looked around. ‘How long do we get now?’ he asked the man standing next to him.

      The man shrugged.

      The man on his other side said, ‘He doesn’t speak English. We get forty minutes.’

      ‘Be good if we could get some shade. Maybe in one of those barns over there,’ said Byron.

      Mills was passing and Byron called to him. ‘Hey!’

      Mills turned, a sour expression on his face. Byron was way too hot and exhausted to care. ‘Couldn’t we have our lunch over by the barns? Get some shade.’

      Mills’s response was to rack the shotgun, dropping a round into the chamber. He brought the weapon up to his shoulder, pointing it straight at Byron.

      Byron didn’t flinch. He’d had guns pointed at him before. Many times. Sometimes by people who actually planned on pulling the trigger. This was not one of those times. Not that Byron wanted to push the point. ‘I guess that was a bad idea,’ he said.

      Mills lowered the barrel. His glare was replaced by a smirk. ‘You guessed right. Now finish eating and get back to work. All of you.’

      As Mills wandered out of earshot, one of the other men turned to Byron. ‘You got lucky there. The last time a man on a work crew spoke to Mills like that they got pistol-whipped and thrown into the hole.’

      Byron thought back to his morning meeting with the warden. ‘The guy’s name wasn’t Romero by any chance, was it?’ asked Byron.

      The inmate’s eyes fell to the ground. He looked over to the guards and back to Byron. ‘Don’t say that name round here either. Not unless you really want to see them lose their shit.’
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      Prison blues soaked through with sweat, Byron lowered his pickaxe as Mills called time on the day’s work. He rested on the handle for a moment as he caught his breath.

      He stared down at his hands, bloodied from the pressure blisters that had burst sometime in the late afternoon. Blood and sweat had made the handle of the pickaxe slippery. Tightening his grip to retain control of it had completed a loop of pain and discomfort.

      He’d tried to comfort himself with the knowledge that the first day of any heavy labor was always the worst, then remembered that the second day, with muscles aching, was probably going to be worse. Whoever had coined the phrase ‘the dignity of labor’ had clearly never spent a full day under the unforgiving Texas sun, breaking bone-dry ground with a rock-like crust.

      At least he knew now why, according to Red and other inmates, escape attempts from the Kelsen County’s penitentiary were all but unheard of. The prisoners were likely too exhausted to plan, never mind execute, a successful escape.

      Looking around, Byron saw other men frozen in place, without the energy to move. A stranger passing by might, at first glance, have taken the chain gang for a living-statue performance group. It was only when the guards began to urge them back towards the truck that they moved.

      Not completely heartless, a couple of the guards helped one or two of the older convicts up onto the flatbed for the return journey. Byron managed to climb up without assistance but it was a closer run thing than he would have imagined that morning.

      He stood as the guards gathered the shovels, pickaxes and hoes from the inmates, one guard keeping his shotgun trained on them in case they found the energy to try to embed the business end of an implement into a guard’s skull. The guard running shotgun needn’t have worried.

      The inmates shuffled along the benches and, to an accompanying soundtrack of moans and groans, finally sat down.

      The ride back passed in silence. The men stared with vacant eyes as they drove through the lush greenery of Kelsen. Even when they pulled up alongside an attractive blonde soccer mom driving a red convertible at one of the town’s few stop lights, they could barely raise their heads, never mind pucker their lips to wolf-whistle.

      They were spent, every last ounce of energy wrung out of them.

      Byron thought back to how common this kind of life must have been for the generations that had come before him. A time before air-conditioned spaces, and office jobs in which the most physically demanding part of the day was changing the container on the office water-cooler. His experience today had been unexpected, and largely unwelcome, but also salutary.

      Thanks to generations who had come before him, Byron had inherited a life that was free of manual labor. His decision to risk his body had been just that: a decision made of his own free will. A decision made after 9/11 when he had wanted to do something to safeguard the country he loved. None of it changed the fact that many people, most of them poor and brown, lived by hard labor.

      The sun began to sink. The air cooled a few degrees. The truck left behind the perfectly manicured golf courses and spotlessly clean sidewalks of Kelsen City and settled back into the barren hinterland beyond. In the back, chins sank onto chests that slowly rose and fell. No one spoke.

      Byron looked up as another truck fell in behind them. Then another. In a few minutes the morning convoy had reassembled, complete with front and rear security details.

      Through the fog of tiredness clouding his mind, Byron felt a sudden breath of clarity. They had security now. But for the past few miles it had been the inmates on the truck and the guards driving.

      They turned down a service road and through the outer gate of the prison. The work day was done. They were home.

      The truck came to a stop in the same yard it had left from. The inmates clambered down. The guards removed their cuffs and leg irons. They snaked their way in line through the yards and into the bunkhouse.

      They had an hour until dinner. An hour of what, according to Red, the warden termed ‘recreation and leisure’. Most of the men spent it lying on their bunks. A few took a shower. There was little leisure and even less recreation.

      Byron lay on his bunk and did his best to run through the day. He conjured the details he had noted. Details that alone signified nothing but put together might allow him the barest skeleton of an escape plan. He didn’t yet have a plan. That would take a little longer. Right now, he had what he needed. He had a start. A start was sufficient to keep a man going, even in the darkest of places.
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      Franco’s two buddies stared at Byron from across the mess hall. When Byron stared back, they put their heads down and got back to their meal. Prison etiquette dictated that staring at another prisoner was an invitation to violence. The only thing worse, apart from trash talk or actual physical engagement, was pointing a finger at someone.

      Red tossed his meal tray onto the table and sat diagonally across from Byron. He glanced over his shoulder at Franco’s two enforcers. Ever since Byron had taken the role of unit shot caller, Red had found new confidence.

      Byron would have to talk to him about it. Tell him to dial it back. Byron wouldn’t be around much longer to keep the other inmates in check. They would be out for revenge and Red would be walking the yard with a big old target on his back. A few days in and already he was caught up in an unwelcome web of hierarchies.

      Byron picked up his plastic spork and began to eat. It was amazing how a full day’s manual labor could so vastly improve the food in the mess hall. He had to slow down his eating to avoid a post-dinner flush of indigestion.

      Something else was different. Despite a day spent working in the hot sun, the men’s mood in the mess hall had lightened. He doubted it could all be put down to his deposition of Franco and his taking up the mantle as a more benevolent dictator. For one thing the prisoners who seemed most happy weren’t from his unit. The excitement seemed contained almost exclusively to the Mexicans.

      He tried to tune into their conversations, which still took place at a discreet volume. After a few minutes, he began to pick up snatches. His Spanish was good enough for him to pick up the overall idea that change of some kind was coming . . . He heard Romero’s name.

      Byron would wait until he was back in the bunkhouse and ask Red. There were too many people to overhear, and too many people prepared to offer an opinion in the mess hall.

      He mopped up the last of his gravy with a final hunk of plastic bread. He picked up the green, unripe apple he had been given, took a bite and ate it in record time. Then he sat back, listening to more fragments of conversation about Romero.

      Suddenly the entire mess hall fell silent. Byron looked across at the serving area. The cooks had stopped mid-serve. The line of prisoners still waiting to be fed had frozen. Romero must have appeared, he thought.

      Glancing over Red’s shoulder, he saw the warden standing at the entrance, flanked on either side by the jail’s meaner-looking guards. They were slapping the business end of their batons into their open palm, like riot cops itching to have an excuse to go to work.

      ‘Prisoner Davis,’ the warden said, plenty loud. ‘Come with me.’
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      Palms planted on the table, Byron got to his feet. He stepped out of the bench seat. He picked up his meal tray and walked over to the garbage area. Every inmate in the hall tracked his progress, most of them watching his feet.

      He laid his tray on top of the stack, turned and walked slowly, hands loose by his sides, towards Warden Castro and the two guards. He was waiting for the two guards to swing their clubs. Or to order him onto the linoleum floor so that he could be safely cuffed and shackled. Perhaps they would dish out a beating in full view of the others. Maybe they would wait until they were clear of witnesses.

      As far as Byron could figure it, there could be only two reasons for the warden arriving to escort him personally out of a busy mess hall. Neither was good.

      First, someone had arrived from Washington to collect him. He wasn’t on any official lists, such as the FBI’s top ten most wanted. There was no way that the CIA, NSA or State Department would have sanctioned it. It would have invited way too many questions. Questions that all the main government agencies would have been terrified to be asked, never mind to answer.

      There was, however, no doubt that he was near the top of any number of private watch lists. He had seen them when he’d been an operator. Those lists immediately triggered an alarm, usually deep within the bowels of the NSA. The person reporting, whether a local, state or federal worker, would never have any idea that what they had fed into the system was significant. Not until the Black Hawk helicopters and blacked out Escalades appeared to investigate further.

      The second reason held less of an immediate threat to Byron’s life but it held a threat nonetheless. For the warden to call him out in public was dangerous in any prison population. Cozy chats between an inmate and a warden were usually kept on the down-low. No inmate wanted to be seen as close to the authorities. You’d be labeled a snitch, and that would get you hurt. Maybe not straight away, but eventually.

      Maybe the warden had experienced a change of heart about Byron’s shot-caller suitability. He could deal with that quite simply by getting out as soon as the opportunity presented itself. What really scared him, in as much as he was capable of feeling fear, was the first option. If he walked into the warden’s office to find two men in suits, it was game over. Byron was a loose end, and the government didn’t like loose ends. Especially loose ends who knew where the rest of the bodies were buried.

      His heart sinking into his boots, Byron followed the warden and the two guards out of the mess hall. No one said a word. Behind him he heard the chatter resume. This time Romero was not the name on everyone’s lips. Now the name was Davis.

      

      Byron stepped into the warden’s office. Castro looked at the two guards. They were still clutching their batons.

      They looked crestfallen. They weren’t going to reduce Byron to a shredded pulp of blood and bone. Not just yet, anyway.

      ‘Sit down, Davis,’ Castro said.

      Byron sat. At least there didn’t seem to be anyone waiting for him. That didn’t mean they weren’t, of course. But he doubted he would have been left alone in an office with one man if he was being picked up on his way to a grey site.

      Warden Castro let out a long sigh. ‘Davis, I put you in charge to keep things even, not to go stirring them up.’

      His mind still filled with thoughts of being whisked away, Byron didn’t immediately follow. He looked at Castro. ‘How have I stirred things up exactly, Warden?’

      ‘The guards here don’t like being questioned. Not by an inmate. Not by any inmate.’

      He’d asked the guard if the work party could eat their lunch in the shade of the barn. Mills hadn’t taken it too well. No doubt he’d expressed his displeasure to the warden. Marching Byron out of the hall seemed like an overreaction. He guessed that there was more to it than a disgruntled guard.

      In the meantime there was nothing more for Byron to do than apologize. ‘It won’t happen again,’ he said. ‘I guess I didn’t think before I opened my mouth.’

      The warden was still irritated. ‘You’re damn right you didn’t. Anyway, I have a few other things to talk over with you.’

      Byron waited. He was still taken aback by how quickly his act of violence had earned him a regular place in the warden’s office.

      ‘Maybe,’ the warden began, ‘a man with your responsibilities might be better off with a job that’s a little less physically taxing.’

      Byron didn’t like where this was going.

      ‘Perhaps I could find you something in the kitchen. Or one of the cleaning crews. Something inside.’

      That was the last thing Byron wanted. His chance of escape hinged on being outside. Not that he couldn’t escape from inside, but it would be a hell of a lot more challenging.

      While he had lain on his bunk, he had already begun to formulate an escape plan. He had started by examining the resources that the guards who went out with the work details had at their disposal. First, they had firearms, in the form of a handgun on their hip and a pump-action shotgun. They had communication tools in the form of cell phones and a radio. Finally, they had transport.

      Byron had concluded that all he needed to do to forge a successful escape was to transfer the second and the last of these resources from one or more of the guards to himself. If he could get their cell phones and radio at the same time, all the better. But for the most part he was sure that a truck and a shotgun would serve his purpose pretty well.

      If he was stuck inside the perimeter he would find getting his hands on either or both much more difficult. As was standard practice in every prison, the only guards who had guns were the ones in the watchtower. Guards on the yard or within the units didn’t have them, for the very reason that someone like Byron could easily turn the tables by a fast transfer of possession.

      ‘I appreciate the offer, Warden. I really do,’ Byron said.

      Castro glared at him. First Byron had questioned one of the guards, now he appeared to be questioning him. ‘Maybe this whole thing was a big mistake. I’m trying to help you out here, Davis. Make your time here go easier. But it seems like all you want to do is complain.’

      For a man running a jail, Castro seemed as touchy as his staff. Maybe that was where they got it from. ‘You want me to keep things quiet in the unit?’ Byron asked.

      The question seemed to ramp Castro’s agitation level up another notch. ‘That was the idea, Davis.’

      ‘Well, Warden, men tend to be led better from the front. By my setting an example and showing that I can do the same work they do. I take a job in the kitchen and I might lose some of that respect. Lose their respect and I lose my authority to keep them in check.’

      Castro eyeballed him. He seemed be searching Byron’s features for some measure of disrespect. He found none. Byron kept his face expressionless. He believed what he’d just said. Leaders who led from the back weren’t really leaders. Not in Byron’s experience.

      ‘You sound like you have some experience, Davis,’ the warden replied.

      Byron had unwittingly opened an avenue of discussion that he’d prefer stayed closed. At least for the time being. ‘Not really, Warden,’ he said. ‘It’s just common sense.’

      ‘Hmm,’ the warden said, clearly not convinced. ‘I kind of had you tagged as military first time I saw you. You carry yourself a little differently. Men who’ve served usually do.’

      Decision time. Did Byron lie and raise further suspicion or did he admit to his background and risk further investigation, even if what he told the warden was partially fabricated? He had no intention of giving the man sitting across from him the details of his actual career. That would be asking for trouble.

      ‘I was National Guard for a few years when I was younger,’ he told Castro.

      Castro slammed a hand on his desk. ‘I knew it. I can always tell. I was ROTC at college myself. Never got the chance to serve.’ He reached up and massaged his left shoulder with his right hand. ‘Football injury. Kind of ruled me out for what I’d have wanted to do. SEALs. Rangers. That kind of stuff.’

      Byron had to choke back a laugh at the idea of a man like Castro being a Ranger or a SEAL. The guy had already gone way past his natural level to get to his current job. He nodded.

      ‘National Guard, huh?’ the warden said. ‘Where were you based? Which state?’

      Goddamn. Byron should have lied. Now that he had offered up a detail of his life, and a false detail at that, Castro would pick at it like a fresh scab. It had been a rookie mistake. More than anyone, Byron should have known better.

      Warden Castro was staring at him, waiting for an answer.

      ‘California,’ Byron said.

      ‘California National Guard,’ the warden repeated. ‘I had a cousin who served with the California National Guard. Eighteenth Cav. What was your unit, Davis?’

      Byron had to think fast. ‘I was in the 160th. Infantry. Nothing too exciting.’

      ‘Huh,’ said the warden. ‘Guess I finally know something about you.’

      Byron looked at him. What did he mean? It seemed kind of a loaded statement. Like Castro was hinting at something more.

      ‘You see,’ the warden continued, ‘when we ran a check on a John Davis with the birth date you gave us, we came up with nothing. ’Cepting of course a couple of guys who weren’t even close to your age. Kind of strange. Don’t you think?’

      The warden had been holding a trump card all along. Byron’s blood ran cold. He tried to play it off. ‘Maybe someone wrote it down wrong.’

      That earned him a smirk. ‘Maybe, Davis. Maybe. I mean, we’re all country bumpkins this far south. Barely know how to switch on a computer.’

      Where was this leading? ‘I could have given the wrong date.’

      ‘You could have, huh?’ Castro said. ‘Or maybe you have outstanding warrants somewhere else. Maybe that was it.’

      Byron said nothing. Anything he did say could only make his situation worse. Deny it, and he’d come off like he was a guilty man protesting too much. Agree, and that opened another can of worms. The warden might just go looking for where ‘John Davis’ was wanted, which might involve a set of fingerprints being fed into the national system, the last thing Byron could afford to happen.

      ‘You pleading the fifth, Davis?’ Castro growled. ‘Well, you might just be the luckiest son of a bitch in here because I’m going to need you to help me out with some things. So your secret, whatever it is, is safe with me. At least for now. And as long as you don’t give me any more trouble.’

      The warden stood, indicating that the meeting was coming to a close. Byron got to his feet.

      ‘We understand each other, Davis?’ the warden asked.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Byron said.
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      Byron wasn’t sure what he’d expected Victor Romero to look like, but it wasn’t like this. The Mexican inmates, who had spoken about him with such reverence, were crowded around a stooped, elderly man standing by one of the work trucks. Like everyone else, Romero was in the standard-issue shackles and cuffs. He was short, no more than five feet five. At one time he must have been physically powerful. Now there was a curve to his spine and he moved in a slow shuffle that, Byron guessed, had more to do with age than the restriction of the leg irons.

      Standing next to Byron, Red nudged him with his elbow. ‘Beaners are gonna be beside themselves with excitement now that the old man is out.’

      Ignoring the racist epithet, Byron decided to gather some additional intel. The way he saw this new development, anything that kept the prison authorities preoccupied would run in his favour. If the guards had their their ass cheeks clenched over Romero stirring up trouble among the Mexicans, they were less likely to be looking at him.

      ‘What’s the story with Romero?’ he asked Red, as the trucks sat in the yard, engines rumbling.

      Red spat a wad of chewing tobacco that he had collected the previous evening onto the ground. ‘I don’t know. Think he was some kind of union guy in Mexico. You know, going into the maquiladoras and getting people to join the union.’

      ‘Maquiladoras?’ Byron asked.

      ‘The assembly plants, the factories,’ Red said, apparently surprised that Byron wasn’t familiar with the term, with them being so close to the border.

      ‘How come he ended up here?’ Byron asked.

      Red shrugged. ‘No idea. Maybe he wanted his piece of the American Dream like everyone else. Maybe he had family over here. Came for a visit. Got picked up in Kelsen. I mean, that’s enough. Walking through Kelsen must be why most of us are here.’

      Mills strode onto the yard. ‘Okay, you shitbirds, I see a lot of jawing and not much else. Get up on those trucks and let’s move.’ To emphasize his point, he jabbed the business end of his pump-action shotgun hard into an inmate’s back.

      The warden’s words still ringing in his ears, Byron put his head down and made a point of mustering the guys in his work party onto the bed of their truck. A sudden commotion to his left drew his gaze.

      Two of the Mexican inmates stood either side of Romero. Each man took his arm, ready to boost him up onto the back of the truck. Mills marched over to them. ‘Leave him.’

      They didn’t move.

      The sound of the guard’s shotgun being racked silenced the yard. ‘I said, let him get up there on his own.’

      Romero lowered his head, and whispered something to the two men standing either side of him. Reluctantly they stepped away from him. Mills lowered his shotgun.

      No one else spoke. It seemed to Byron that every inmate in the yard was watching Romero as he slowly reached out, grasped the inside of the truck’s side panel and began to haul himself up.

      Byron could feel electricity crackle around the yard. He studied the heads of the Mexican inmates. Their eyes flicked between Romero and the guards who had prevented them helping him. The middle of their foreheads blazed red with anger. Outwardly, to the guards’ eyes, their expressions were flat.

      The guards were looking at a herd of dairy cattle, while Byron could see a bunch of raging bulls. All it would take was the slightest spark and then, shotguns or not, they could be caught in the middle of a riot. Mills might have thought he was establishing his dominance over Romero. From where Byron stood, he couldn’t have been more wrong.

      Romero found some purchase. He began to pull himself up. There was a flash of his previous strength as he clambered onto the truck bed. One of the Mexican inmates, who was already sitting on the bench near the back of the truck, got to his feet to help Romero. Mills waved him off with his shotgun. The inmate sat down.

      The old man grunted with the effort as he pushed himself up from the bed. He swayed slightly as the chain linking his leg irons reached its limit, the tension threatening to send him sprawling backwards.

      The yard, guards and convicts alike, held its breath. Romero found his balance again. He shuffled backwards and sat down with a thud next to the inmate who had stood to help him. He closed his eyes. A smile spread across his face. Byron’s abilities didn’t extend as far as telepathy but he had a hunch that the two words forming in Romero’s cerebral cortex, the part of the brain that processed language, were some variation of ‘Screw you.’

      The other inmates began to move again. Within a few minutes the trucks were loaded and ready to go.

      

      Their morning commute took them on the same route through Kelsen and out the other side. It was striking to Byron how quickly it all seemed so routine. What had been grotesque and otherworldly – being part of a chain gang driving through a prosperous American town – seemed suddenly normal to the point of being banal. He understood now why the good citizens of Kelsen looked straight through the prison trucks transporting the chain gangs. Familiarity didn’t breed contempt. It bred indifference.

      The truck pulled down the same dirt road it had yesterday. It came to a stop just past the barn. Another work truck pulled up alongside. Byron narrowed his eyes against the burning Texas sun and saw that it was the one that held Romero.

      His heart sank a little. Putting a man of Romero’s age to work in conditions that Byron had struggled with was crazy. Unless they planned on finishing him off.

      Romero coming to harm, suffering a heart attack or a heat-induced stroke, would cause mayhem. Perhaps not out here, but almost certainly back in the jail when word got round. Just making the man climb up onto the back of truck had been a stretch. There was no way he would make it to lunch while doing manual labor in the fierce heat.

      Byron neither knew nor cared about the warden’s beef with Romero. But he did know that a riot, and the lockdown that would follow, would seal his chances of a quick escape. He couldn’t let that happen.

      As the inmates climbed down from the trucks and began to line up in rows, Byron made sure that he was next to Red. The guards busied themselves handing out the work tools. Byron leaned closer to Red. ‘How much did you collect last night?’ he muttered.

      Red ran through an inventory that ranged from cigarettes and candy to tinned goods and cash. He seemed excited that Byron was taking an interest in the bottom line of their newly inherited extortion racket.

      When Red had finished reeling off the bounty, Byron asked, ‘How much money do the guards take home?’

      

      As the men set to work, Byron kept an eye on Romero. Common sense must have prevailed because he had been given a hoe and set to work on the ground that had been broken the previous day. It was still hard, but not at the same level as breaking new ground with a pickaxe or shovel.

      Byron hefted his pickaxe, arcing it high into the air and letting gravity do the work on the way back down. He tried to find a rhythm that he could maintain for a decent stretch at a time. Take too many breaks and the guard would be on top of him.

      From time to time, he sneaked a glance at Romero. What he lacked in strength, the old man was making up for in technique. Union organizer or not, he had clearly spent some part of his life doing this kind of work. The muscle memory was still there.

      After a half-hour, the guards called the first break. The men passed a plastic jug of water between them. One of the older guards walked down to where Byron was standing with Red.

      The guard took off his hat and swiped the sweat from his brow. Byron offered him the jug of water. He waved it away. ‘No offense, but I ain’t swapping spit.’

      ‘None taken,’ Byron said. He looked over the guard’s shoulder to Romero. ‘Guy looks like he should be playing canasta in a retirement home.’ His comment was directed at Red but made for the guard’s benefit.

      The guard took the bait, and glanced over his shoulder. Romero was doubled over, catching his breath. He had made it this far, but it was still only mid-morning. There was a long way to go and this was only his first day on work detail. ‘Don’t let him fool you,’ the guard said. ‘That old bastard is a lot tougher than he looks.’

      Byron knew better than to challenge his opinion directly. ‘Mexicans seem to look up to him.’

      ‘No surprise.’ The guard shrugged. ‘They’re dumber than dirt.’

      Byron caught Red looking at him, puzzled and more than a little concerned. Like most of the other inmates, he held to the belief that the less interaction you had with the guards, the better it was for your health.

      ‘No argument from me,’ Byron said. ‘But they all get pissy and there’s more of them than there are of us.’ He felt bad appealing to the guard’s casual racism, but it was the only way of building common ground that he could think of right now.

      ‘No kidding,’ the older guard said. ‘They breed like goddamn cockroaches.’

      It was a sad insight into the way the man had come to think that he saw the Mexicans as insects.

      Byron kicked the toe of his boot into the dust. ‘The old guy, what’s his name? Romero?’

      The guard nodded.

      ‘He’s loving this. Getting to play the martyr in front of the others.’

      ‘Hadn’t thought of it like that,’ the guard said.

      No kidding, thought Byron. ‘Hey,’ he said, with a shrug, ‘I just want a quiet life.’

      ‘I hear you,’ the guard said, and strode away, back towards the Mexican prisoners who were huddled around Romero. ‘Break it up,’ he shouted. They began to scatter. Romero hobbled off, using his hoe as a walking stick. He was suffering but he had too much pride to show his weakness to a guard.

      The older guard reached over and grabbed for Romero’s hoe. Romero let it go, but he didn’t flinch. ‘Go take a rest over there,’ the guard barked at him, nodding towards the barn. ‘I don’t want anyone collapsing on my watch. Too much goddamn paperwork to fill in if that happens.’

      Byron smiled as he lifted his pickaxe high above his head and brought it crashing down into the bone-dry earth. Red shuffled back along the line until he was next to Byron, who did his best to ignore him. Red wasn’t prepared to be ignored.

      ‘What the hell you doing giving away our shit to help out that goddamn Commie beaner?’ Red hissed.

      Byron wrenched his pickaxe from the ground. He held it chest-high. ‘You want to repeat that?’

      Red shrank back. ‘I was only saying that—’

      Byron cut him off. ‘Listen, there is no “our” shit. There’s my shit. That’s all. And when shit’s mine, I get to say what happens with it.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Red. ‘But I still don’t get why you’re helping that Commie.’

      Byron’s expression softened a notch. ‘Give me another week out here and I might just be a Commie too.’
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      Byron’s eyes snapped open at four fifteen on the button. He sat up and rubbed his eyes, then swung his legs over the side of his bunk and jumped down onto the bare concrete floor. He kneaded at a knot in his shoulder, then grabbed soap and a towel from his locker and headed for the washroom.

      Inmates moved out of his way as he walked in. A few of the Mexicans even smiled. In the context of standing naked in a shower, he found their new regard for him a little unsettling.

      He washed, dried off, went back to his bunk, dressed and headed to the mess hall with Red. More nods of acknowledgement from the Mexicans. Obviously news of his kindness towards Romero had spread. Byron could only hope that the guards, watching the men eat, didn’t notice. Fear or respect was one thing for an inmate to attract. Popularity, Byron imagined, might bring its own set of problems.

      Back on the work truck, the day was taking its usual rhythm until just before they were about to depart. A side gate opened and an inmate, dressed in work clothes, stepped through. The man kept his head down. It took Byron a moment to recognize him.

      It was Franco. Released from the prison hospital. There was a snicker among some of the other inmates as he lifted his head to reveal the flattened scar tissue where his nose had been before he’d tangled with Byron. As deformities went, it provoked a treble take. A man with missing teeth, one eye or a scar on his face was almost run-of-the-mill in a prison. Barely worthy of note. A man missing a good part of his nose still held a certain novelty value.

      Like a whipped dog, Franco kept his head down. In contrast to Romero, who had a retinue of Mexican inmates tending him, Franco’s two buddies kept their distance from their former leader. Weakness, it seemed, was viewed as a disease that no one wanted to catch.

      Byron got up onto the back of the truck next to Red. That morning the guards allowed Romero to be helped by two other inmates. The truck was full by the time Franco was ready to get on.

      A guard screamed at him, ‘Go get on the other truck, asshole.’ Franco’s reign was well and truly over.
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      The next day, Byron woke to a bunkhouse buzzing with life. Men who usually shuffled to the showers, stretching aching muscles as they went, walked past with a spring in their step. Where there was normally silence, or at most the occasional grunt, there was now a low hum of excited chatter. Byron was fairly sure he detected the smell of cologne among the usual rancid odor of stale sweat and dirty laundry.

      He leaned over the edge of his bunk. ‘What’s up?’ he asked Red.

      Red was lying back on his bunk, hands behind his head. ‘Sunday’s visiting day.’

      ‘Sunday?’ Byron asked.

      Red smiled. ‘I know. Easy to lose track of the days here. Kinda nice when it creeps up on you, though, ain’t it?’

      Byron’s heart sank. Sunday meant no work detail. No work detail meant no time outside the prison. No time outside the prison meant no chance of escape. Another day of never knowing when the CIA or State Department or the NSA would descend upon the prison to take him into custody.

      How could he have been so dumb? Botching an escape in some way was one thing. Forgetting the days of the week was a whole other magnitude of stupidity.

      Red was oblivious to Byron’s distress. ‘Well, enjoy it. Monday’ll roll round soon enough,’ he said, his voice filled with weary acceptance.

      ‘Hey, Red?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘How long are you in for?’ Byron hadn’t asked this most obvious of questions before. Or, if he had, he had forgotten the answer.

      Red folded his hands over his chest. ‘How long’s a piece of string? You go down in Kelsen for six months, you can end up spending a year. They catch you on some minor bullshit inside and tack on a few extra weeks. Or, they let you out on parole, but as soon as you’re outside, the Sheriff’s Department picks you up again on another vagrancy charge, which is a straight-up PV.’

      PV was shorthand for ‘parole violation’. Usually PVs covered things like failing a drugs test, being caught with a gun, or plain old committing another crime. Rarely did they involve walking down a public highway. Then again, not many people ended up in jail for doing that in the first place. Byron knew of men who had gone inside for something minor, killed someone in jail, sometimes in self-defense, and ended up catching a life-without sentence.

      ‘Come on,’ Red said, getting up from his bunk. ‘Don’t want to miss breakfast. It’s usually pretty good on a Sunday.’

      

      The carnival atmosphere continued all the way into the mess hall. The workday tension seemed to have gone. The seating arrangements still ran along racial lines but there was none of the constant vigilance between groups that Byron had noticed before.

      He dug a plastic spork into a greasy hash brown, took a bite and had a sip of coffee. Something was gnawing away at him. It formed into a thought. He glanced at Red.

      ‘Something I don’t understand,’ he said, with a nod to one of the tables of Mexicans.

      ‘What’s that, boss?’ Red asked, egg yolk dribbling down his unshaven chin.

      ‘All these guys are illegals. They were picked up crossing the border.’

      ‘Yup,’ said Red.

      ‘So how come they’re having visits from family? I know border control isn’t what it might be but people from the other side can’t just waltz over any time they like, can they?’

      Red looked blank. He didn’t seem to understand the question. Finally, he said, ‘They don’t have to waltz. They’re in the women’s prison across from here.’
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      Byron had caught fragments of conversation between prisoners about wives and children. He had never connected them to another facility just next door. There had been no reason to. The other prison was down the road a ways, Red explained. It was in the opposite direction from the road they took to go to work. It held almost three times the number of people that the men’s facility did, though many of them were children.

      The women inmates, many, though not all, of whom had relatives inside the men’s facility, worked in a factory that had been built next to their prison. It manufactured electrical goods for a Chinese company.

      More questions buzzed around Byron’s head than Red could possibly have answers for. Just as soon as he felt like he had a handle on Kelsen County and the people who ran it, the place threw up a fresh surprise.

      ‘So they pick up illegals, or vagrants, and the men go to work here and the women go to work making TVs,’ Byron said.

      ‘Yup,’ said Red. ‘That’s pretty much the size of it.’

      ‘And everybody gets paid just enough to buy a pack of cigarettes or some candy at the end of the week, no more?’ Byron said, thinking, And even the candy and smokes are taken back by the bunkhouse shot callers in return for keeping a lid on any trouble.

      ‘Kind of genius, if you ask me,’ said Red.

      That wouldn’t have been the word Byron would have chosen to describe what was happening. ‘But people do get out, right?’ Byron asked.

      ‘Oh, sure,’ Red said. ‘It’s not like they can keep people here for ever. We’re still in America.’

      Byron saw an opportunity to take the conversation in a direction that would normally raise suspicions. He trusted Red, but only so far. He didn’t doubt that his bunk mate, lieutenant and new best friend would happily rat him out to Castro if he thought the reward would be worth it. ‘What about escapes? Anyone get tired of waiting to get out and jump the fence? Or just take off?’

      ‘What?’ said Red. ‘And leave their family behind?’

      

      Visiting with family seemed to be a phenomenon restricted to the Mexicans. Apart from a few individuals, the other prisoners didn’t have visitors. To reduce the sting of not being able to spend time with loved ones, the authorities laid on some extras for them. Two old TVs were rolled into the mess hall and placed at either end. One showed sports and the other showed movies. Those inmates who didn’t want to watch TV were free either to get some rest in their bunkhouse or hang out on one of the yards. The guards handed out a couple of basketballs and footballs. Red had also told Byron that lunch, while bagged like the rest of the week, was usually better on Sunday.

      Byron elected to go outside, hang in the yard, and watch some of the inmates play basketball. As he left the mess hall he saw Franco, sitting on his own, getting ready to watch a movie. Byron gave him a wide berth. No good would come from an apology. The other prisoners would see it as weakness. That might lead to another challenge and Byron didn’t want to have to hurt anyone else, or get hurt himself for that matter. Franco was best left to his own devices. With luck the warden would show some mercy and let him go.

      Red wandered onto the yard and immediately headed over to where Byron was standing. It was like having a shadow.

      ‘What’s up?’ Red asked him.

      Byron took the question as rhetorical and kept watching the basketball game. All he could do was wait for Sunday to be over. On Monday he would make his move. Delay had already cost him.

      ‘You have family somewhere, Davis?’ Red said.

      ‘Nope,’ said Byron. ‘You?’

      ‘Old lady and a couple of kids back in Arkansas. Haven’t seen them since I walked out six years ago next month.’

      Red was obviously waiting for some kind of follow-up questions. Like why he had walked out, or how old the kids were, if he missed them. Byron gave him none of that. Partly he wasn’t all that interested. But mostly he didn’t ask because it wasn’t a subject he liked to dwell on. It was too painful.

      Two guards walked onto the yard and headed in Byron and Red’s direction. Glancing up, Byron saw the guard in the watchtower raise his rifle, tracking their progress, ready to fire if any of the inmates made a move on them. Not that such a thing seemed likely. From what Byron could see the inmates were too wrapped up in their Sunday treats to want to do anyone harm.

      Byron had to hand it to whoever had designed the system. During the week, long hours of laboring out in the sun drained the prisoners of the energy they’d need to cause any trouble. On Sunday they got the good stuff, and they didn’t want trouble to interrupt that. Not many dogs bit their owner when they’d just been thrown a juicy bone.

      To Byron it was just an engineered way of ensuring the passivity than went on outside. The principles were the same. Keep people busy, or distracted, or fearful, or some combination of all three, set them up against each other as a way of allowing them a pressure valve, and you could pretty much do what the hell you wanted.

      The guards stopped about ten yards from where Byron was standing with Red. ‘Davis,’ one guard shouted, ‘you have a visitor.’

      Byron looked at the man, his heart sinking. Maybe he had misheard. ‘Warden wants to see me?’ he asked.

      ‘No. Visitor.’

      As Byron looked up at the watchtower, he saw the guard was aiming his rifle straight at him.
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      Byron followed the guards back across the yard and towards the gate that would lead him into the main administration building. The guard in the tower tracked his every step, the center of Byron’s back never leaving the cross-hairs.

      This was it.

      The moment Byron had been dreading.

      Capture.

      He didn’t know what would follow, but he knew that it wasn’t likely to be pleasant. He doubted that it would be as simple as losing his life. There would be stages that came before death. Interrogation. Torture. A search for what had gone wrong that, he imagined, might well involve surgical procedures. If the problem lay in his brain, who knew what they might do to render him compliant?

      More than fear, he felt dread. He had already lost part of his humanity. He didn’t want to lose any more. He had pondered one question during his time on the run. If they took what was left of his humanity from him, how would he know?

      As he followed the guards down a corridor, Byron considered his options. Given that he was handcuff- and shackle-free, he was in a good position to overpower the guards right here and now. There were two of them but neither was in great shape. Nor would they be a match for his close-quarters combat skills. But what lay beyond them?

      There would be additional security measures between the corridor and the entrance. Those didn’t faze him either. If need be, he could take the guards hostage and use the immediate threat of harming them to force whoever controlled the gate to open it. If it came down to it, and he had to, one dead guard would do the trick.

      But what about whoever had come to see him? If it was a person or persons from back east they would have plans in place that anticipated him trying to escape. He could end up injuring or even killing one of the guards only to be captured. Needless death or injury was not something he wanted to inflict upon anyone.

      He would surrender. Go along with whatever they had planned. Then, as soon as an opportunity arose, he would make his move.

      The guards stopped outside a wooden door marked ‘Interview Room’. Byron hadn’t asked them who his visitor was. He had taken his cue from their stoic expressions. He got the impression that whoever was on the other side of the door was important.

      ‘Should we cuff him?’ one asked the other.

      ‘Too late now. Should have done it already,’ his partner answered.

      The guard on the handle side opened the door. He stuck his head round. ‘Prisoner Davis for you. He’s all yours,’ he said.

      The guard opened the door wider. Byron stepped inside the room.
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      Thea Martinez got up from behind a table in the center. She walked around it and extended her hand. For a moment all Byron could do was stand just inside the doorway and look at her. He had been primed for fight or flight.

      Finally, he recovered his composure. Her hand felt impossibly soft against his blistered and calloused skin.

      ‘Did the guards not tell you who your visitor was?’ Thea said.

      He shook his head.

      She shot an irritated glance towards the door. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I ask the guards to inform an inmate that I’m their visitor but it always seems to slip their minds.’ She smiled. ‘I’m not exactly popular around here.’

      ‘You don’t seem to be popular anywhere,’ Byron said.

      She frowned.

      ‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ he added.

      She picked up her soft leather briefcase, took out some papers and put them on the table. ‘No, you’re quite correct. I’m not very popular around here. People like me rarely are.’

      ‘People like you?’

      ‘People who ask questions that the people in power would prefer weren’t asked.’

      Silence fell between them.

      ‘Ms Martinez, why are you here?’

      ‘It’s a welfare visit. I try to check in with all my clients after their first week. Make sure they’re okay.’

      Byron wasn’t sure he believed her. Unless there was an appeal pending, attorneys tended to lose interest in a client once sentence had been passed. There were exceptions. But those exceptions tended not to be public defenders. ‘From what I can recall, the last time I saw you, you didn’t seem very happy with me.’

      ‘I’m still interested in your welfare.’

      ‘Well, I’m fine,’ said Byron.

      She looked up from her papers. She seemed to be studying him. He found it unnerving. He wasn’t used to people looking at him with such intensity.

      ‘You’re quite sure about that?’ she asked.

      Byron leaned forward. ‘Why don’t you ask me what you really came here to ask me?’

      She straightened up in her chair. ‘Okay, then. I’m concerned about the conditions here. How the inmates are treated. Working conditions. Violence among inmates and whether incidents are properly controlled, monitored and reported.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Ms Martinez, I can’t help you.’

      ‘Can’t or won’t?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t think it’s the conditions that are the real issue here, and I doubt you think they are either,’ Byron said. ‘I assume you know about the women’s prison down the track and how it’s filled with wives and children of the men in here. The authorities are building golf courses and making television screens for the Chinese with illegal slave labor masquerading as prisoners. But you know all that already so I’m not sure how I can help.’

      Thea dug out a blank piece of paper. She reached into her pocket and produced a pen. She handed it to Byron and slid the paper across to him. ‘Write me a statement about what you’ve seen. About how you were picked up and charged for nothing. Tell your story.’

      ‘And what good will that do?’

      ‘On its own, probably not very much. But as one piece in the bigger picture, maybe it will make a difference. And if it doesn’t, at least I can say I tried.’

      ‘Who do you plan on sending your complaint to?’ Byron already knew the answer but he wanted to hear it from Thea.

      ‘The Department of Justice. State senators. If they won’t listen, I’ll try to get a reporter or two interested.’

      Byron looked down at the blank piece of paper on the table in front of him. Writing down what he knew would be getting involved in something that wasn’t his concern. He’d only meant to be passing through. At the same time, he wanted to help Thea. No, it was more than that. He wanted her to like him. To think well of him. It was a strange feeling, but it wasn’t new. He’d wanted his wife, Julia, to like him when he’d met her. The connection startled him.

      The tips of his fingers rested on the paper. He stared at it. He knew that once he started writing, it would be a long time before he stopped.

      Slowly he slid the piece of paper back across the desk. ‘I’m sorry. I just want to do my time and get out of here. If anyone knows I’ve done this . . . Let’s just say I can’t afford any more complications in my life.’

      Thea took the blank piece of paper and put it back at the bottom of the pile. ‘Maybe it’s for the best,’ she said. ‘The DOJ would want to be able to check any witness statements against names’

      His gaze met hers. ‘Why would that be a problem?’

      ‘Well, I did a little digging around. You don’t actually exist, do you, Mr Davis? Not officially, anyway.’
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      Byron pulled the blank piece of paper back across the desk. ‘What do you want me to say?’ he asked.

      ‘I want you to tell the truth,’ Thea said, adding, ‘As you see it.’

      ‘Starting when?’ he asked.

      She shot him an exasperated look. ‘Whenever you like.’

      ‘I’ll start with my arrest. How about that?’ he said.

      ‘You really don’t want to do this, do you?’

      ‘It’s not like you’ve left me much say in the matter. All I’m doing is defining the parameters of what you want me to write.’

      It was clear to Byron that Thea thought he was either stonewalling or being difficult because he resented her having blackmailed him. In truth, he had written many reports in his previous life, and those reports always had preset start and end points. If you controlled where a story began and ended, you could control how it would be read. An air strike on an Afghan wedding party told one story. An air strike after a prolonged battle in which Marines had been killed and in which, less than four hours later, the Taliban had been replaced by a bunch of villagers having a wedding was a different story. Parameters could be decisive.

      ‘Okay. Start with your arrest and what you were doing just before. You were walking into town to get a bus, correct?’ Thea said.

      Byron nodded.

      ‘Go from there.’

      Byron took the pen from her. He began to write. It took a lot of concentration. For one thing it was a long time since he had used a pen to do more than sign for something. For another he was used to writing reports in the kind of quasi-jargon beloved of government: adopting that style would be a red flag. Last, there were parts of his story that wouldn’t paint him in the best of lights. Like biting off another prisoner’s nose.

      ‘You want me to get you some coffee?’ Thea asked.

      ‘Sure,’ said Byron.

      He watched her as she got up and walked to the door. He enjoyed the sway of her hips, the subtle curve from there all the way up to her neck. It wasn’t just that he hadn’t seen a woman in a while. He hadn’t seen a woman as attractive as Thea Martinez in a very long time.

      She closed the door. He could hear the clack of her heels as she walked down the corridor. He reached over to the pile of papers she had left on the table and rifled through them quickly but efficiently. He found his name on a piece of torn-off yellow legal pad that had been paper-clipped to his arrest report. On the piece of yellow paper she had written the name and date of birth he had given and below that the word ‘alias’. Then she had scrawled another name, ‘Bradley Stang’, and a Washington DC number. His heart raced a little at the DC area code.

      He moved on, looking for anything else. A minute later he could hear high heels clacking down the corridor towards him. He put the papers back, and hunched over his own piece of paper. It was still blank.

      She came in with two Styrofoam cups of coffee, some small packets of sugar and plastic tubs of milk. She set it all down on the table. She glanced at her papers and back at Byron. ‘Find anything interesting?’ she asked.

      Byron took his cup of coffee and raised it to his lips. It wasn’t bad. They served something they called coffee in the mess hall, but Byron wasn’t sure it bore any resemblance to what most people considered coffee to be.

      He took another sip, and put down the cup. Thea was looking at him, waiting for an admission of guilt.

      He went back to writing his report. More time passed. He glanced up at her. ‘Who’s Bradley Stang and why were you calling him to ask about me?’

      ‘So you did look at my papers,’ said Thea.

      ‘Shall I rephrase the question?’

      ‘Try answering mine first. Did you go through my papers?’ Thea repeated.

      ‘You leave private papers on a table with an inmate, what do you think will happen? Who’s Bradley Stang?’

      ‘A friend of mine,’ said Thea.

      Byron knew that a single phone call might sign his death warrant. His next visitor might be someone way more threatening than an attorney on some kind of civil-rights crusade. He got to his feet. He took a step around the table. To her credit, Thea stood her ground. She was either very brave, very reckless, or a combination of both.

      He took another step, forcing her to move back. He was close enough to smell her perfume. ‘Who is Bradley Stang and what did you tell him about me?’

      Thea put her hand up to Byron’s chest. Rather than shove him back, she let it stay there, her palm pressed against the slab of muscle. Energy crackled between them. Neither broke the other’s gaze. Byron could as easily have kissed her as struck her. In the end, he did neither. He took a step back. Her hand dropped.

      ‘Take a seat, John,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell you.’

      Byron walked back round the table and sat down. She sat opposite him.

      ‘Bradley was at law school with me. He works in the DOJ. I wasn’t calling him specifically about you. In fact, I never even mentioned your name. The reason I never mentioned you to him was because I already knew that John Davis wasn’t your real name and I didn’t want to cause you any more problems than you already have. Bradley has offered to help me compile evidence and then he’ll take it someone at the DOJ.’

      ‘So it was just coincidence that his name was next to mine?’ Byron asked.

      ‘I was looking at your file when I called him so that’s why I jotted it down there, yes.’

      Either she was a very good liar or she was telling the truth. She showed absolutely no fear or uncertainty. If she had, Byron would have picked up on it.

      ‘You’re right,’ said Byron. ‘I’m not who I say I am.’ All he was doing was confirming what she already knew. ‘I can’t tell you who I am, and I’d ask that you don’t go trying to find out. For everyone’s sake.’

      She didn’t say anything to that.

      ‘Can you do that for me?’ he said.

      ‘I don’t know. I could lie and say I could, but I don’t want to lie. So …’

      They had reached an impasse. Or seemed to have. Byron had thought of a workaround. ‘Could you hold off for a week? After that you can do as much digging as you like.’

      She seemed to be studying him even more intently. ‘Why a week? You planning on going somewhere? I mean, even if I entered an appeal for you . . .’ She hesitated, then corrected herself: ‘An appeal for John Davis, on Monday, it would take at least a week at best to be heard before Judge Kelsen.’

      ‘Can you hold off three days?’ said Byron. ‘Yes or no?’

      ‘I think I can rein in my curiosity for three days. Just about. Though every time I see you, you make it just a little harder.’

      Byron didn’t ask whether she was still referring to her curiosity. He didn’t want to know. He was finding it hard enough to focus as it was. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘There’s one final thing, since you know I’m not who I told people I am. Do you know if checks have been run on me by anyone in Kelsen County?’

      ‘You mean anything that might ping on the radar somewhere else?’ said Thea.

      ‘Exactly,’ Byron said.

      ‘I can’t say for sure, but I will tell you one thing. If you want to get lost, this is as good a place as any to do it. Kelsen doesn’t feed into any of the national law-enforcement databases. They like to stay under the radar down here.’

      Byron tapped the nib of his pen against the paper. ‘Hence you want this.’

      ‘Someone has to do it.’

      ‘So why haven’t they?’ he asked.

      ‘They’re scared. Or they like the benefits that the way things are run here have brought. You drive through the town to go to work, right?’

      Byron nodded. ‘Looks like a pretty nice place to live.’

      Thea smiled. ‘Oh, it is. Three golf courses. Free to play. They’ve built a large solar facility that means power is all but free. Of course, the men here did all the heavy labor. You probably haven’t even seen the new recreational center. Outdoor and indoor swimming pools. Basketball courts. Gymnasium. Running track. Football field. Soccer pitch. Tennis courts. Again, all free to use for residents.’

      ‘Let me guess,’ said Byron. ‘All built by the inmates.’

      ‘A lot of it, yes.’ Thea said. ‘You can really keep the costs down if you don’t have to pay for anything apart from materials.’

      Byron didn’t quite follow. The inmates could do manual labor, the heavy lifting, but there was a lot more to building what Thea had talked about than that. ‘What about architects? Engineers? Someone to oversee the work?’ he asked.

      ‘Lot of professional retired people down here. They pitch in. When they can’t find the skills they need, they hire in people from Houston or San Antonio.’

      Something was nagging at Byron as Thea spoke. He didn’t doubt the righteousness of her indignation. It was clear that in Kelsen County due process wasn’t being followed properly and the fundamentals of the Constitution were being ignored, but making prisoners work, rather than sit watching TV all day, lift weights so they were better prepared for future crime, or jack off in their cells? Personally he didn’t think that prison should be an easy ride. ‘How come this bugs you so much?’ he asked.

      ‘It’s not so much that it annoys me. It’s more that no one else seems to care. They pay low tax. They get everything laid out on a plate for them. They couldn’t care less that the sheriff is scooping up illegals, the courts are putting them in here, and they’re being used as slave labor.’

      It was Byron’s turn to smile. Welcome to the real world, he thought, but didn’t say. What Thea had described was a sizable minority of the population. Even kids in bad US neighborhoods, who were considered deprived, bounced around on brand new sneakers, and used cell phones that could operate a satellite. They never gave a thought to the conditions or pay for people on the other side of the world who made it all possible. Whatever your view of human nature, of whether people were good or bad, there was no denying that when life was sweet people were tempted not to dig too deep to find out why. They just might find the answer was that their good fortune was built upon someone else’s bad luck.

      ‘You think I’m a naive do-gooder?’ Thea said.

      ‘Doesn’t matter what I think. But I do wonder why no one else has gotten upset about all this before now. I mean, they must have pulled over the wrong guy at some point. Traffic offense. Something. It can’t just be drifters and illegals that they stop.’

      ‘Correct,’ Thea said. ‘That’s their fail-safe system.’

      ‘Fail-safe?’ Byron asked, genuinely puzzled.

      ‘Well,’ said Thea, ‘say you had been able to pay the fine. Or say you’d refused to pay but phoned some big city attorney, or a family member who was connected in some way. In other words, say you’d had some muscle behind you.’

      ‘Exactly. They can’t be shaking down those people,’ Byron said.

      ‘No, they can’t. They get any kind of pushback or a hint that someone might want to take it further and they back straight off. All your troubles magically disappear. Usually by that time the person is glad to get the hell out of here and not look back.’

      ‘And if they get really mad?’ Byron asked, guessing that he already knew the answer.

      ‘City cuts them a check. With a non-disclosure agreement attached at the end so they don’t go talking to any reporters,’ said Thea. ‘They’re few and far between, though. The cops can usually sniff out anyone who’s likely to be a problem before they get as far as arresting them. Most of the time they just give them a hundred-dollar ticket for whatever it was they pulled them over for and that’s it.’

      ‘The locals don’t get tetchy about any of this? I mean, free golf is great, but not if you’re getting tickets all the time,’ said Byron.

      ‘Cops all know who the locals are. They don’t get pulled over. Even something like a DUI is dealt with quietly. You ask any of the locals about the sheriff? They love the guy.’

      ‘Because he only locks up real criminals?’ Byron said.

      ‘Got it in one.’
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      Thea gathered up her papers, including six pages in Byron’s handwriting. They stood, a little awkwardly. Thea put out her hand again. ‘Thanks for your help, Mr Davis.’

      Byron shook it. ‘You’re welcome. I think.’

      Neither of them wanted to let go. It was only when their clasping hands moved into the awkward zone that Byron finally let hers drop.

      ‘Be careful,’ Thea said. ‘They won’t like the fact you’ve talked to me.’

      ‘Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.’

      ‘All the same.’ she said, reaching into her briefcase and handing him a business card.

      He watched her walk to the door, open it and go out into the corridor. It closed behind her. He heard her say something to a guard in the corridor. A few seconds later the door opened again.

      ‘Back out on the yard, Davis,’ said the guard.

      The guard walked with him down the corridor. Thea was already out of sight.

      ‘She’s some piece of ass,’ the guard said.

      Byron didn’t respond.

      The guard smirked as he gave Byron another sideways glance. ‘Don’t get lips like hers from sucking oranges. Know what I mean?’

      Byron kept walking. Putting one foot in front of the other. Suppressing the urge to pick up the guard by the throat and smash him into the wall. The guard laughed. He was enjoying what he obviously read as Byron’s discomfort. ‘Bet she loves it rough,’ he continued. ‘She’s got that look about her. All prim and proper on the outside. But I can tell.’

      Byron stopped and half turned towards him. The guard’s hand fell to his canister of pepper spray. ‘Like you’d have a shot,’ Byron said. ‘A man like you wouldn’t to know what to do with a woman like her. All you can do is talk shit about her, then go home and jerk off.’

      The guard’s face flared red. ‘Watch your mouth, inmate. That’s insubordination.’

      Byron pushed through the end door and out into the sunshine. The guard stood where he was, glaring at him. Byron went to join Red, who was watching a small crowd of Mexican prisoners around Romero. The old man seemed to be giving some kind of an impromptu speech. He spoke fast, jabbing his finger in the air to emphasize a point. Byron listened. Romero was giving his followers some old time religion. Hot and heavy. Big on Jesus, and the meek inheriting the earth. Byron could see in Romero’s eyes the spark of the younger man he’d been. It wasn’t quite extinguished yet. He still had some fight in him.

      Something else drew Byron’s attention. He glanced skywards. Up in the watchtower, a guard was standing with Warden Castro. Both of them were studying Romero.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘How can I help you, Warden?’ Byron said, sitting down.

      ‘You can start by telling me what Thea Martinez wanted,’ said Castro.

      ‘There’s such a thing as attorney-client privile—’

      Castro cut him off. ‘I know what it is. I don’t need you to tell me. I could take a guess. She wanted you to tell her how terrible everything is here. How badly y’all are treated. How I’m some kind of a monster.’

      Byron stared across the desk at him. He figured he’d let Castro vent. He doubted very much that Castro would punish him and lose a unit shot caller. Franco was a busted flush. There was no way he would be able to resume his previous position, even with Byron transferred out to another unit or in solitary. Castro needed Byron to keep a lid on things.

      ‘She can run her mouth all she wants,’ said Castro. He already seemed to be tiring of the subject of Thea Martinez, civil-rights crusader. ‘Nobody listens anyway.’

      If only Castro had known that Byron had the same opinion of the attorney’s efficacy. He didn’t think she’d make a difference. And neither did she. Byron would have added a caveat. So far. If she did managed to snag some interest from the DOJ there was plenty for them to get their teeth into down here. A federal prosecutor who wanted to make a name for themselves could, from the little Byron had seen, do a lot worse than Kelsen County.

      ‘You know who Miguel Romero is?’ Castro said.

      ‘Sure. Old Mexican guy. Just got out of solitary,’ said Byron, deliberately playing it two shades dumber than giving an honest answer. When dealing with authority a little bit of dumb could take you a long way. As long as you didn’t overplay it.

      Castro hunched over the desk. ‘He’s a labor organizer. He came across the border and got himself arrested in Kelsen deliberately.  Can you believe that?’

      ‘Nothing about what people choose to do surprises me much, Warden,’ Byron said.

      ‘Anyway, he’s back starting trouble.’ Castro took a deep breath. ‘I heard from one of my men that you got him taken off work detail. Persuaded the guards with the work party to let him take it easy in the shade. Have himself a little siesta.’

      Byron wasn’t about to cop to that either. The question would only arise as to how he had persuaded a guard. He guessed that the warden already knew. He also guessed that there was lots more bribery of guards than either of them was aware of.

      ‘I want you to talk to Romero for me, Davis. See if you can’t point out how you doing him a solid is going to end up with everyone being punished. I would say you should tell him he’s going to be punished. But we tried that already. He’s begging me to make him some kind of a martyr. Ain’t gonna happen. But if he thinks other people are going to be affected, he might think things over,’ said Castro.

      ‘Punished how?’ Byron asked.

      ‘I’ll think of something. I can get pretty creative.’

      Byron didn’t doubt it. None of the people running the county could be faulted for a lack of imagination. ‘If he won’t play ball?’

      ‘Do whatever you have to do. You persuaded Franco into retirement. How tough can it be to convince an old man?’

      From what he’d seen so far, Byron had a feeling that Romero was a much tougher character than schoolyard-bully Franco. Romero had something else too. He had belief in a cause. No matter whether it was just or not. From years spent traveling the world, Byron had grown to understand that a man with a cause he held deeply was a powerful entity. Brute force rarely worked. If the warden was going to get through to Romero, negotiation would be the better approach.

      In any case, none of this was Byron’s concern. Sunday would be over soon enough. Monday would bring an opportunity to get out of here. The last thing Byron needed was to become distracted by a local power struggle. Not that he could let Castro know that.

      ‘I’ll find a way,’ Byron said. ‘Somehow.’

      Castro smiled. ‘Knew I could count on a man like you.’

      ‘Oh, don’t worry, Warden. You can.’
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      ‘The warden wanted me to speak with you,’ Byron said, sitting side by side with Romero as the truck filled with men.

      ‘He can’t speak with me himself?’

      Byron didn’t respond.

      ‘He must be a very busy man,’ Romero said.

      The driver guard started the engine.  Another rode shotgun beside him.

      ‘For a man who wants to speak with me you don’t say very much,’ Romero said.

      ‘He asked me to speak with you. I never said I wanted to,’ said Byron.

      Romero was staring at Byron now, his gaze even and unrelenting. ‘What are you doing here?’

      Byron looked away. ‘I could ask you the same thing.’

      Romero gave a little shrug. ‘My sister’s son died here. I came to find out what happened.’

      The stark honesty of his answer took Byron by surprise. ‘He died in the prison?’

      Romero nodded. The amusement was gone, replaced by something more somber. And beneath the sadness Byron could detect a flinty determination.

      ‘He was a labor organizer like me. He had heard about what was happening here. He came to investigate. To see what was really going on and to see if he could help our people.’

      Byron had a hunch where this was going. ‘They found out who he was?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Romero.

      ‘What happened to him?’ Byron asked.

      ‘I don’t know. They said he was released but no one’s seen or heard from him since. I thought that if I came here I might be able to discover what happened.’

      ‘You getting anywhere?’

      Romero sighed. ‘I think they are telling the truth about letting him go. But after that . . . it’s like he disappeared into thin air.’

      Byron reached out to steady him as the truck hit a bump in the road.

      Romero looked at him. ‘That’s my story. And you? Why are you here?’

      Byron’s hand fell away from the old man’s arm. ‘Arrested for vagrancy. Didn’t have the money to pay the fine, so . . .’ He shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘Here I am.’

      ‘Here we both are,’ said Romero, rattling the cuffs securing his wrists. ‘And now Castro wants you to tell me to stop causing him trouble.’

      ‘Something like that,’ said Byron.

      ‘There’s usually an “or” at the end of that sort of message,’ Romero said.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Byron. ‘There usually is. But you don’t strike me as someone who’d respond well to being threatened.’

      ‘This is why I don’t understand why you’re here. You’re smart enough to know I can’t be threatened, but not smart enough to find a friend who can bail you out or an attorney who can get you out.’

      The truck rolled to a temporary stop. They were passing one of the town’s lush golf courses. A couple of overweight white guys stood on a putting green and watched the prison convoy roll slowly past. One said something to his playing partner and they laughed.

      ‘Castro asked me to talk to you and that’s what I’ve done. I’m not going to threaten or harm you. But if I don’t they’ll find someone who will,’ said Byron.

      ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ said Romero.

      ‘You don’t care?’ Byron asked.

      ‘You do what I do in Mexico and you get used to death threats. The way I look at it, I can only die once.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well,’ said Romero, ‘a man who worries about the end of his life, about when it will come, how it will come, he dies many times. But a man who lives his life as the sun rises every morning without thinking whether he’ll see it set? He can have only one death.’

      

      The truck didn’t make its usual turn. It kept moving down the road until it reached a series of single-story grey warehouses surrounded by chain-link fencing topped with spools of razor wire. The vehicle at the head of the convoy stopped at an unmanned gatehouse. One of the guards walked over to a keypad and punched in the access code. Metal gates swung open. The convoy moved through and inside the warehouse complex.

      Byron watched the gates close. Two of the Mexican inmates were busy nudging each other like a couple of school kids, no doubt excited at the prospect of working inside, free from the glare of the scorching sun. Next to him, Romero remained quiet.

      ‘You know what this place is?’ Byron asked the old man.

      ‘Never seen it before.’

      Romero leaned over and asked the prisoners opposite, in Spanish, if they had been there before. None of them had.

      The convoy drew to a halt next to the largest of the four warehouses. Byron guessed that they would all find out soon enough what lay ahead. One of the guards prodded two inmates towards a pair of roller-mounted dock doors. The inmates hauled them back to reveal a dark, cavernous space, filled from floor to ceiling with heavy wooden shipping pallets stacked thirty high in rows of twenty. The rows went all the way back into the very rear of the warehouse.

      The inmates gathered in a semi-circle on a raised platform just inside the doors. It was hotter inside the warehouse than it had been outside. The air was stale and heavy with humidity. The guards peeled four inmates away from the main group. They reappeared a few minutes later with each man holding one end of two extendable metal ladders.

      Mills strode to the front of the group. ‘Romero, can you translate for the amigos?’

      Byron watched Romero carefully, waiting for a reaction. Romero’s answer came in the form of a diffident nod and a simple ‘Yes.’ This was a man who didn’t dodge a battle, but who was also careful about which ones he chose to fight.

      ‘Okay, assholes, here’s the deal. We need this warehouse cleared out. So you are going to work in two teams. Each team has a ladder. You climb to the top, pass the pallets down, then take them outside to the waste ground.’

      As Mills spoke, his colleagues moved among the men, unlocking handcuffs and removing leg irons. Byron was almost the last to be freed. The guard who took off his cuffs was on edge, his mind yellow with fear until he had put some space between himself and Byron. Byron made a note of his caution.

      Mills paused to allow Romero’s Spanish translation to catch up. From Byron’s very limited Spanish, he noted that Romero had edited out the asshole comment. The inmates probably hadn’t required a translation of that.

      ‘Arrange the pallets into a bonfire. When that’s done we’re going to burn them. Any questions?’ the guard said.

      Before Romero could finish translating the instructions, the guard marched back towards the pickup’s air-conditioned cab. His colleagues moved outside and watched the men set to work in the steaming heat.
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      Byron looked at the rows of wooden pallets stacked floor to ceiling. He looked at the ladders. He looked at Romero.

      Romero was shaking his head. He was probably thinking the same thing as Byron. This was a job that only a group of men being held against their will, at gunpoint, would be asked to do. Any regular group of workers would have taken one look at it, turned on their heel and walked away.

      ‘Davis!’ Mills called. ‘Are you going to get these guys moving or are you going to stand around with your thumb up your ass all morning?’

      If he’d had the choice, Byron would have selected the second option over the first. He decided not to share his preference.

      Byron walked over to where Romero was standing, flanked by a praetorian guard of the larger Mexican inmates. If he hadn’t known better, Byron would have assumed Romero was a high-ranking narco trafficker or buchone rather than a semi-retired labor organizer on a fool’s errand to find his nephew. He carried the same authority as a buchone. It was a rare quality to be able to command the respect of other men by your presence. Anyone with muscle or a gun could do it. Someone with neither had to bring something a little deeper to the situation.

      ‘My Spanish is a rusty,’ Byron said to him, ‘and I don’t think I can afford to have instructions that aren’t completely clear for this to work. Can you translate for me?’

      Romero looked past Byron to the ladders that the men had propped against the first row of pallets. ‘We need a crane. Harnesses. Hard hats.’

      ‘You want to go ask? Because I’m all out of goodwill with the powers that be.’

      Romero followed Byron’s gaze to Mills, who was standing with the other guards, arms folded, glaring at them. ‘They’re not very happy with you,’ he said.

      ‘No kidding,’ said Byron. ‘I was supposed to put you in your place, remember, but we’re standing around like best buds. We finish talking and you go over asking for extra equipment, it doesn’t look good. Know what I’m saying?’

      ‘I do,’ said Romero. ‘But that doesn’t change my mind. I can’t put the men here in danger so that you can save face with the warden.’

      Knowing that Romero wasn’t going to be persuaded, Byron stepped back. Romero walked to the small cadre of guards. Byron tuned into the conversation but Romero spoke so quietly he had to strain to catch even some of what was being said. Romero’s voice was another demonstration of power and command. The weak shouted. The powerful spoke softly.

      Mills listened to what Romero had to say, arms folded. When Romero had finished, Mills didn’t say anything. Instead he called to Byron, ‘Davis, get over here.’

      Byron walked over to the two men. Mills dismissed Romero ‒ ‘Get out of here.’

      Romero walked away slowly, his hands tucked into his pockets. Mills glared at Byron. ‘You got sixty seconds to get these beaners organized and working.’ He nodded towards the retreating figure of Romero. ‘One second longer and I’m going to drop a round in his back and tell the warden he made a run for it.’

      From the way the veins were popping on Mills’s forehead, Byron didn’t doubt the sincerity of the threat. A cynic might have assumed that dangerous work like this was the prison regime’s way of forcing a confrontation with Romero.

      Byron made the walk back to Romero. He stopped in front of him. ‘I think we can do this safely with what we have.’

      ‘Forget it,’ said Romero.

      How the hell had his life come to this? Byron wondered. He was trapped between an immovable object and, in the case of a shotgun shell being deployed, an unstoppable force.

      ‘How about I go up the ladder first?’ said Byron. ‘If it’s not safe, I’ll be the one who takes the fall.’

      ‘You go up the ladder?’ said Romero. ‘With these men here holding it?’

      Byron nodded. ‘That’s right.’

      Mills was still glaring in their direction. To emphasize that he was serious about his threat of what would occur if they didn’t start working, he hefted his shotgun, and racked a shell into the chamber. As sounds that concentrated a man’s mind, it was on Byron’s all-time top ten list.

      ‘Deal?’ Byron asked Romero.
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      With two of the Mexicans holding the ladder and a third ready to move in once he began the climb, Byron put his foot on the second rung and hauled himself up. He tested his weight, feeling for any kind of give, but the ladder was pretty solid. He kept climbing, placing his feet and hands with care. The climb was about sixteen feet. Not crazy high, but enough to make things interesting if you lost your footing or the ladder gave way when you were at the top.

      The ladder had been placed so that once he reached the top, he could lean over, tie off a pallet from the adjoining stack and lower it down. He was confident he could have thrown them with enough force to clear the men holding the ladder. The problem was that the guys at the bottom might not have been as confident. If they panicked while holding the ladder, he’d be coming down a hell of a lot faster than he’d gone up.

      His plan was to move along, removing the top third of each stack. Once the height was reduced, the other inmates would be able to remove the rest and he could take a break.

      He reached the penultimate rung. He leaned over with the rope he had slung over his shoulder and tied off the pallet. When it was secure, he eased the pallet off the top of the stack and began to lower it to the ground. A group of three inmates rushed in to grab it. They untied the rope. He pulled it back, tied off the next and repeated the process. Gradually he inched back down the rungs of the ladder.

      With half the pallets lowered, he climbed down to the floor. He rested as the ladder was moved along a row. Romero organized the removal of the lowered pallets. Outside, a group of inmates had begun to build the first of the eventual bonfires.

      Byron climbed back up the ladder. Sweat was already trickling down his back, pooling in the crack of his ass. There was no doubt about it. The heat and humidity would be their greatest enemy.

      At the top of the ladder, he got to work and settled into a rhythm. He planned on doing one full row. Then he would hand off to someone else.

      The next man up was the tallest of the Mexican inmates in the group. Even so, he was only five ten. His lack of reach made the task harder. Byron watched him carefully. He wobbled a little as he tied off the first pallet. Romero, who had wandered inside to observe the transition, coached the man from the ground. The first pallet lowered safely, the man found his feet. Byron stepped outside to see if he could catch something resembling a breeze.

      Like a bunch of weekend dads, the guards were busy directing the construction of the bonfire, ignoring the work inside. Any minute now Byron expected them to crack open a sixer of Bud and start swapping barbecue tips. He registered their relaxed attitude and smiled. Maybe the day would turn out more as he had hoped it would when he had woken that morning.

      Two more men took a turn on the ladder. People could say what the hell they liked about those who made the journey from south to north across the border, but one thing they weren’t afraid of was hard work. Byron believed in border enforcement, and he wasn’t a big fan of handing out a general amnesty to people who had ignored the rules. At the same time he didn’t doubt that the majority of Mexicans who entered the US illegally came because they were prepared to work hard in order to secure a better life.

      Despite the heat, the Mexicans had begun to tease one another as they worked. One of the younger, smaller men was being joshed fairly relentlessly. As he carried the pallets outside, they were catching on the ground. Byron could see that the teasing was getting him riled. Finally, he turned round and pointed at the ladder. He was volunteering. The laughter grew even louder.

      The small man pushed his way to the bottom of the ladder. There was no one on it. He started to climb. One of the men tried to grab his pants leg as he began to climb. The short man kicked out. The ladder holder had to duck to avoid catching a boot in the face. The other men cheered the small man’s machismo.

      He kept climbing, scrambling up at speed, powered by the cheers and jeers of the men below. Byron watched him make it to the top faster than anyone else had so far. What he might have lacked in height and reach, he more than made up for in sheer determination.

      Byron turned to see Romero, arms folded across his chest, trying to hush the other men. They were too busy enjoying the fun to pay heed to him.

      The small man reached out to the next row to grab the top pallet. He had to lean over, lifting his left leg off the rung. The catcalls fell away. There was a collective holding of breath.

      With the rope in his hand, he grabbed the edge of the pallet, looping the rope around it and pulling the end back towards him. He tied a slip knot and yanked the rope to tighten it. In comparison to a couple of the guys who had spent minutes fumbling with the rope, the small man had done it all in a series of fluid motions. The rope secure around the pallet, he edged back so that both feet were on the ladder rung. Byron felt a sigh of relief run through the men below.

      The hard part was done.

      The small man pulled the rope, and the top pallet began to move. He gave it another yank and it slid further. A third pull and it was free. Halfway down, he lowered the pallet the rest of the way. It was collected below, to cheers from the other men.

      The rope unhitched, the small man pulled it back up. He set himself to retrieve the next pallet. He lifted his left foot from the rung he was standing on and leaned over. He reached, the rope in his hand, for the next pallet.

      His right foot slipped out from under him. His arms windmilled. The rope slipped from his hand. He grabbed for the ladder. He missed. Gravity and his own weight ripped his right hand from the upper rung.

      Byron and the other men could only watch as he fell backwards and tumbled to the floor. He made a noise that was somewhere between a grunt and a scream.

      He came to rest face down, the top of his skull pointing towards the sunlight streaming in through the open doors.

      He didn’t move.
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      It was the worst kind of fall. A slip. From height. With no time to adjust the body’s position relative to the ground. And a hard, unrelenting surface waiting at the bottom.

      The men crowded round him. No one tried to move him. Byron wasn’t sure if they knew better or whether they worried that this kind of bad fortune might be infectious. An inmate knelt next to the small man. ‘Arturo?’

      He didn’t respond.

      Two guards pushed through the small group of inmates. ‘Shit,’ one said. They at least had the decency to look shocked. The blood had drained from the face of the younger guard. He hunkered next to Arturo, laid down his shotgun and reached out a hand to check for a pulse.

      The shotgun was less than a foot away from Byron. He could bend down, pretend to be helping, and come back up with it before the guard knew what had happened. As opportunities went they didn’t get much better.

      And yet …

      Byron’s gaze flicked from the shotgun to the injured man and back again. His mind raced as he ran through his options, breaking them down at the fork in each branch to a workable sequence.

      Grab the shotgun from the floor. Rack it, pivot and step back. Point it at the guard’s head. If he reaches for it, pull the trigger. If he doesn’t, hustle him outside. Keep his body between yours and the other guards.

      Find the nearest truck and get the guards to throw the hostage the keys. Go in via the passenger door. Move him into the driver’s seat. Stay low to use the engine block as cover and make sure they can’t fire through the windshield.

      Drive out. Ram the gates if he had to. Stay on the road, ride his luck. If a roadblock showed, or a cop, go off road. The truck was more than capable of eating up miles of bleak, but flat, Texas desert-scrub landscape. Once they were well clear of a highway he could ditch the guard and take over the driving. He could likewise ditch the truck as he neared the border and make the crossing on foot.

      Afterwards, assuming he got that far, it would be a simple matter of covering as much distance in as short a time as possible. Every escape followed the same basic formula. The more ground you covered from the point of escape, the greater your chance of avoiding recapture.

      But …

      ‘I found a pulse,’ the guard said, looking up at his colleague.

      Byron reprimanded himself for the disappointment that flashed into his mind at those words. A dead Arturo would have closed the deal.

      ‘Turn him over,’ said the other guard.

      ‘No. Don’t move him just yet,’ Byron said, getting down onto his knees next to the guard and taking a closer look at the injured man. He lowered himself further so that his cheek was pressed against the concrete.

      There was no bleeding from Arturo’s ears, nose or mouth that Byron could see. No spatters of blood on the floor. Arturo let out a low moan. Another good sign under the circumstances. His eyes flickered open. He started to turn his head. Byron reached out a hand and placed it gently on Arturo’s shoulder. ‘Stay still.’ He glanced at the guard next to him, the shotgun between them. ‘We need an ambulance.’

      ‘Ambulances cost money.’ Mills was standing in the doorway, hands on hips, silhouetted by the blazing sun.

      ‘If we don’t get him to a hospital he could die,’ Byron told him.

      Mills spat a wad of chewing tobacco onto the floor. ‘You can use one of the trucks. Put him in back.’

      Byron knew that a truck wouldn’t cut it. It wasn’t just that they needed something with an engine and a set of wheels: they needed the specialist knowledge and expertise inside the ambulance. They needed paramedics with the correct equipment. People who knew how to transport someone with a spinal injury. Even then there was no guarantee that Arturo would make it. It had been a bad fall. All kinds of bad.

      There were times to save money. This wasn’t one of them.

      Byron opened his mouth to explain some of this. Not that he believed the guards didn’t know it. It was more that they didn’t care.  Especially once they had got past the initial shock.

      Someone stepped between Byron and the guard. It was Romero. He reached over to place his open palm on Arturo’s back, then grabbed the shotgun from the floor. The guard attending to Arturo went to snatch it back. Romero straightened up, and slammed the butt of the gun into the guard’s face, breaking his nose. He racked a round into the chamber, spun round and pointed at the other guard’s chest.

      ‘Even an old man like me can’t miss from seven feet,’ he said.

      Two inmates grabbed the guard with the broken nose and hauled him to his feet. They took his cuffs from his utility belt and locked his hands behind his back. Other inmates swarmed around his partner and stripped him of the handgun tucked into his holster.

      In the doorway, Mills shouldered his shotgun. It was too late. He couldn’t risk taking a shot now. Not without killing one of his own men. Even if he could take the shot, the inmates had two guns. Plus numbers. ‘Put down the guns, and release the officers. Right now,’ he said.

      He managed to squeeze more authority into his voice than Byron would have guessed he’d be able to muster. Romero handed the shotgun to one of the younger inmates. His movements were smooth. One thing was for sure, that wasn’t the first time he’d handled a shotgun. Maybe the impression he gave of being a frail old man had been an act all along. Or maybe watching a man about to die in front of him had given him a burst of energy.

      Whatever the reason, when Byron had been imagining an escape, this wasn’t the scenario he would have picked.

      ‘Okay,’ said Romero. ‘They can go and you can have your guns back. But first I want an ambulance for Arturo. If he dies before it gets here, or before he gets to hospital, it will be bad for your men here.’

      Mills turned to the other guards. They were holding at gunpoint the inmates who’d been building the fire. ‘Order an ambulance. Tell ’em one of the guards has been hurt.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Romero.
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      The most dangerous moments of a stand-off are at the start. Fingers drop to triggers. Muscles tense. Adrenalin surges. Someone can fire a round without making a conscious decision to do so.

      At the other end of the gun barrel, fight or flight can kick in. Even if the person under threat doesn’t run, or try to resist, they can get twitchy. Sudden movement can draw a bullet. Byron had once seen a Swedish NGO worker in Kabul shot by a Talib because she’d suddenly decided to power down her cell phone without having been asked to do so. The tips of her fingers had slid into her jeans pocket as her cell trilled with an incoming text and the nervy Talib had taken her out with a three-round burst to her chest.

      It had taught Byron an important lesson. If you were going to make a move, be decisive and commit to it. If you weren’t, and that was almost always the best option available to you, it was best to stay where you were.

      Thankfully, they were now past the tense initial stage. Ten minutes had passed. Fingers had straightened along trigger guards. Barrels had been lowered. Cigarette smoke filled the air. Pockets of whispered conversation had sprung up. Gunpoint had become the new normal.

      Byron was still kneeling next to Arturo. He was doing the only thing he could: he was trying to keep the injured man calm and still. It was not an easy task. As the first shards of shock and concussion cleared, pain moved in. Sharp and searing. Arturo’s instinct was to move, to find a position that offered some relief.

      Romero was pacing back and forth in front of the injured man. Byron suspected that he had no plan beyond getting Arturo to hospital. He hoped he was wrong. What Romero needed was an exit strategy. There was no way that what he had done would go unanswered either by Mills or Castro. You could challenge authority. You might even win the battle. Winning the war was a whole other matter.

      Byron motioned Romero over. The old man walked across and squatted next to him.

      ‘How is he?’ Romero asked Byron.

      ‘Alive. Breathing. But that might not mean much if there’s internal bleeding.’

      Romero sighed. ‘This is my fault.’

      ‘How’d you figure that?’ Byron asked.

      ‘I should have refused to work like this. It wasn’t safe. An accident was certain to happen.’

      ‘It wasn’t like Mills gave you much of a choice in the matter.’

      ‘I had a choice,’ Romero said flatly.

      Byron looked up. Mills wasn’t paying much attention to their conversation. Neither were the other guards. ‘What about now? You have a plan here or not?’

      ‘Get Arturo to hospital,’ said Romero.

      ‘I got that part,’ Byron said. ‘I meant after he’s gone to hospital.’

      The twinkle came back into Romero’s eyes. ‘If Mills keeps his word, so will I. He can have his guns back and it’ll be over.’

      There was a fine line between idealism and reality. For a man who must have endured his fair share of defeats, Romero acted like doing the right thing trumped everything else. The level of his naivety took Byron by surprise. He couldn’t tell if it was an act. He hoped it was. ‘As soon as you hand those guns back, they’ll kill you,’ he said. ‘Maybe not right away, not in front of witnesses, but it’ll happen. Mills might have been bluffing before, but now … You humiliated him in front of everyone. That pretty much guarantees payback.’

      ‘What do you suggest?’ said Romero.

      ‘The border’s . . . what? Fifty miles? Sixty?’

      ‘About that. But I can’t leave the others behind. If they don’t have me to punish for this, they’ll punish them. What kind of man would that make me, Mr Davis?’

      One who’s still breathing, thought Byron.
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      The ambulance driver slammed the rear doors. He walked round, got into the cab, started the engine and took a wide turn. The inmates and guards watched him go.

      Byron’s eyes were on Romero. The old man gave a signal and the two inmates who’d had their guns trained on the two guards pointed them at the floor. Ten yards away Mills stood with the other guards. Their guns remained trained on the inmates.

      The inmates laid the shotgun and the handgun on the floor. The two captive guards walked sheepishly back to join their fellow officers. Romero had surrendered his advantage. Whatever chance he’d had of escape was gone. So, for that matter, was Byron’s.

      Not that Byron could complain. He’d made his choice. Flee or stay and help Arturo. No one had twisted his arm. He had stayed of his own free will.

      The thought stopped him in his tracks. He had stayed as a matter of conscience. He had placed the wellbeing of a man he barely knew above his own need to escape.

      But was it that straightforward? That noble? Or was he simply ascribing to himself a motive that made him feel good?

      Perhaps he’d stayed because he was scared of being on his own again. Of being back out there and hunted, if not by the state, by the sheriff and prison guards.

      There was something about incarceration, being told what to do and when, that he’d found comforting. The last few months of his existence had been feral. He’d lived on the road. He had been in perpetual motion. Never stopping more than two nights in any one place. Distrustful of everyone he encountered. Constantly questioning people’s motives, even ‒ no, particularly ‒ when they’d shown him kindness.

      The idea that on some subconscious level he had chosen to stay was more frightening than having lost the best chance he’d had to make his escape.

      The inmates, and the guards, were waiting to see what Mills’s next move would be. The Mexican inmates clustered around Romero. Byron was hoping for everyone’s sake, the guards included, that Mills wouldn’t dish out immediate retribution. Romero getting a beating would spark a fresh confrontation, and this time Byron doubted that every single shotgun shell would stay chambered. The guards might have the firepower but the prisoners had the numbers.

      Mills could take his revenge behind closed doors. With no one there to stop him, and plausible deniability as a cover, an ‘accident’ with no witnesses was a hard thing to disprove. With a compliant police force and judiciary, it would be a slam dunk.

      Sadly, Mills wasn’t that bright. Anger had clouded whatever judgement he had.

      ‘Romero! Get over here,’ he shouted.

      The group of Mexican prisoners moved closer to the old man. If Mills wanted Romero he would have to go through them first.

      Mills had obviously anticipated such an eventuality. He raised his shotgun to his shoulder and pointed it at one of the younger Mexicans, who was standing on the fringe of the crowd. ‘Either you get your ass over here, or I’m gonna shoot this wetback. I’m going to count to three.’

      Apart from the young man in Mills’s sights, who nervously shifted his weight from one leg to the other and back again, no one moved.

      ‘One,’ said Mills, his finger closing around the shotgun trigger.

      A couple of the men flanking Romero moved forward, placing their bodies more directly in front of their leader.

      ‘Two!’

      Romero said something in Spanish that Byron didn’t catch. The men standing next to Romero looked at him. Romero clapped his hand on their shoulders, a paternal gesture designed to reassure, then stepped to the front and began to walk slowly towards Mills. He kept his head high, and his shoulders back. Mills pivoted and swung round, shifting his aim. Romero’s gaze ran all the way down the barrel of the shotgun until he met Mills’s eyes.

      When Romero got within fifteen feet of him, Mills lowered the shotgun. He handed it to the guard standing next to him and pulled out his baton. He slapped the business end into the open palm of his left hand. The message was clear. Romero was about to get a beating in front of the inmates.

      Byron watched the faces of the other guards. They weren’t going to intervene on a prisoner’s behalf. Especially not a prisoner like Romero. But, from the tight yellow balls of fear that Byron could see pulsing in the middle of their heads, they were worried about what might happen next. A couple of them had drawn their weapons and leveled them at the inmates standing just outside the warehouse dock.

      The Mexican inmates looked equally set. Glancing around, Byron didn’t see any fear. He saw anger. In Byron’s mind’s eye the red was deep and rich, shading into scarlet. It wasn’t going to take much to tip them into a blind rage. Mills raising his baton to Romero would be plenty.

      If someone didn’t do something they were less than sixty seconds away from a major shit show. There would be blood in the Texas dirt. That much was certain.

      Byron stepped forward from the pack of inmates. A shotgun swiveled in his direction.

      ‘Stay where you are, Davis,’ Mills barked.

      Byron kept walking.
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      Byron had rediscovered his conscience, and his ability to switch off a fear response seemed to have remained intact. He kept walking towards Romero. Mills was shouting at him to back off. He had two more guns on him. That made three in total, all pointing at his chest.

      Romero half turned to him. ‘This isn’t your fight.’

      Byron had to hand it to the old man. He had some set of cojones.

      Two more strides and Byron had caught up with him. He placed a hand on Romero’s shoulder. ‘This isn’t a fight. A fight takes two people.’ As he said it, Byron was staring at Mills. Mills didn’t like the suggestion of cowardice, although it was plain to see in him, even by his fellow prison guards. An unarmed old man versus a guard with a baton. It wasn’t even close to a fair contest.

      ‘Why don’t we make this more of a contest, Mills?’ said Byron. ‘I’ll even let you keep that little stick you like waving around to compensate for your lack of balls.’

      Mills flushed. He was getting angrier. Fury was overwhelming whatever misgivings he had about going toe to toe with Byron. He was big, but he was out of shape from a job that mostly involved sitting on his ass and barking orders. From the thick spare tire of fat around his abdomen, Byron figured he was no stranger to a Big Mac either.

      ‘Okay,’ Mills said. ‘But once I’m done with you, Davis, Romero’s going to have to take what’s coming to him.’

      Somehow Byron doubted that.
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      The end of Mills’s baton slashed across the sun in a high arc. Byron ducked, planting his feet and launching himself forward.

      As opening salvos went it was about predictable as they came. Why throw a punch when you had a baton? Especially when you were facing someone who was, at a minimum, your physical equal. The only surprising thing about Mills’s first move was that he hadn’t asked the other guards for his shotgun.

      The baton slammed into his lower back. Painful, but not as damaging as it would have been to the intended target: his skull. Wrapping his arms around Mills’s waist, he used his existing forward momentum to take Mills to the ground. Rather than letting gravity do the work and think about his position on the ground, Mills fought it. Byron slammed his shoulder into Mills’s chin. His jaw clicked. He fell back. Byron was on top of him.

      Byron closed his right hand into a fist. He drew it back and threw a punch at about a quarter of his total power. He angled it so that it glanced off the side of Mills’s head. It was enough to get the man’s attention, plenty enough to hurt (what punch in the head didn’t hurt?), but not enough to do any serious damage.

      No matter how tempting it was to beat Mills to a pulp, it was not part of the plan. Quite the contrary.

      Despite Mike Tyson’s famous assertion that ‘Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the face’, Byron knew that you’d better have some kind of a strategy in place before you threw down. Your strategy might not survive initial contact but having one was better than not.

      It couldn’t be a quick fight. That would only further enrage Mills ‒ if such a thing were possible: having been taken down easily at the start of the fight, he was pretty pissed.

      Anger wasn’t good in a fight. Anger led to bad decisions. Anger soaked up a lot of energy.

      Byron raised his fist high. It alleviated the pressure on Mills. Byron waited to take the shot. The delay gave Mills enough time to throw up an open palm into Byron’s face. Byron tilted his head down fractionally. It gave Mills the angle he needed to connect with the side of Byron’s head.

      Faking a grunt, Byron snapped his head back. He was starting to understand how professional wrestlers worked. It was a fine line between reality and fakery, with lots of room to get hurt if you got it wrong. Mills threw his other hand. It caught Byron in the side.

      It gave Mills the chance to roll out from under him. Both men got slowly to their feet. They squared up, circling each other slowly. Mills was already winded, but getting out from under Byron had given him fresh confidence and a fresh burst of energy.

      Byron threw a straight left that glanced past Mills’s head. Mills stepped in, laying a jab hard into Byron’s abdomen. He followed it up with an elbow that caught Byron’s right eye. Byron took a step back. The space gave Mills the time to throw another shot. This time Byron moved out of the way.

      The guards, who’d been cheering every time Mills landed a shot, lapsed back into silence. The prisoners urged Byron on, united by a common enemy.

      From the frequency and depth of his breathing, Byron sensed that Mills didn’t have much left in the tank. A few more exchanges and he’d be running on fumes.

      Now came the part that would require some skill.

      Byron stopped and put out his open palm. It was a plea for time. True to his nature, Mills took it as a signal to move in for the kill. He rushed hard at Byron, swinging a wild haymaker. Byron feinted left. He was fast enough to slip the worst of the punch, but slow enough for it still to connect. He went down onto his knees.

      Mills swarmed all over him. Throwing lefts and rights at his head. There was no power behind them but they would have looked good. Mills finished with a kick to Byron’s body that jarred him with pain. This time he didn’t have to overplay the air rushing from his lungs.

      If there was a dangerous point, this was it. A fitter man than Mills could have stomped him into unconsciousness or a coma.

      Mills aimed a few more kicks that didn’t carry any real power, but he was done too. He’d won. Proved his superiority. Byron lay face down in the dirt.

      Byron had lost a fight he could never have won, or not in any meaningful way. Mills finally backed off, doubling over, his hands resting on his thighs, panting and wheezing. A couple of the other inmates pulled Byron back to his feet.

      The shit show was over.
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      With their cuffs and leg shackles extra-tight, Romero and Byron sat next to each other in the back of the pickup truck as it jostled its way towards the prison. Byron was bruised and sore. He had a few small cuts. He’d put good money on Mills feeling worse.

      Before they had got in, Romero had thanked Byron for saving him from a beating. He hadn’t phrased it exactly like that, but that was what he’d meant. Byron had shrugged it off. What else could he have done? Stand by and watch a bully like Mills beat a man old enough to be his grandfather to a bloody pulp to prove that he was in control? In a way he had done it as much for himself as for Romero and the others. He had stepped in, not to prove to himself that he had courage, but to prove his humanity. Somewhere he had always held on to the idea that he was more than a killing machine. Mills had given him the opportunity to show that he was.

      Romero turned towards him. ‘You are a really terrible actor. You could have beaten Mills easily.’

      If anyone could have seen through Byron’s performance it would have been Romero. ‘I didn’t think I was that bad.’

      Romero smiled. ‘Are you referring to your acting or your fighting ability?’

      Byron didn’t respond.

      ‘I had the same plan in mind. Go easy on Mills and let him win,’ Romero said, with a grin. ‘Can you imagine if I’d beaten him? He’d never have lived it down.’

      When Byron didn’t say anything to that either, Romero added, ‘I’m joking. Maybe twenty years ago I could have given him a fight.’

      ‘I knew you were joking,’ said Byron.

      ‘It was hard to tell,’ said Romero.

      Byron stared straight ahead, his expression set. ‘Then perhaps I’m not as bad an actor as you think,’ he said to the old man.

      

      The prisoners kept their heads down as they walked back into their respective housing units. There were more guards than usual. Where there would normally have been one in the watchtowers, there were now three, each armed. On the yard there was more of a presence too. Mills stood with a dozen other officers. For a man who’d established his position of authority, he didn’t look happy.

      In him now, Byron saw more red than yellow. More anger than fear. It burned at a low flame. He was still angry.

      It didn’t matter that the whole mess had been of Mills’s making. If he had the presence of mind to grasp that, it would only make him angrier. His anger now didn’t bode well. There would be payback. Byron didn’t know what form it would take. Or when, for that matter, it would arrive. Or who would be on the receiving end. But it was coming. The air crackled with the promise of violence.

      

      Byron took a metal tray and got in line. Up ahead, Red was arguing with the server. Byron didn’t look down the line, but tuned in to what was being said.

      ‘Where’s the rest of it, motherfucker?’ Red shouted.

      ‘That’s all there is,’ said the server. ‘Everyone’s getting the same.’

      ‘Bread and water?’ spat Red. ‘Bullshit. Where’s the meat? Man’s working all day, he can’t do that on bread and water.’

      ‘Move along, Rice. You’re holding up the line.’ A guard had strode over, thumbs hooked into his belt, more than ready to put Red in his place.

      ‘This is a punishment, right?’ said Red. ‘Because of that Commie beaner and his beaner pals.’

      ‘I said move along.’

      Red moved. The next man shifted up to get his bread and water. The grumbling filtered down the line. Red walked over to eat at the whites’ table. A young Hispanic inmate whom Byron hadn’t seen before made the mistake of putting his tray down on the same table rather than picking another.

      It was a rookie mistake. One that someone who had been in any kind of jail or prison environment before likely wouldn’t have made. Red lifted his head and glowered at the Hispanic kid. ‘This table’s reserved.’

      Whether or not the kid understood the words didn’t matter. The meaning was hard to miss. He lifted his tray and moved to an empty table at the back of the mess hall.

      As he took a seat across from Red, Byron was thankful that, bar some grumbling, the other inmates took the bread-and-water punishment in their stride. The best way to defuse this particular situation, Byron figured, was to let time pass. Mills would revert to his normal low-level of general annoyance.  Prison food would be restored. Life would go back to being generally miserable.

      Warden Castro had other ideas.
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      In the darkness, Byron watched Red pull on his pants. He was trying to be quiet about it, which made it all the more suspicious.

      Red wasn’t the only prisoner in the bunkhouse getting up. A second and then a third inmate got out of bed and began to drag on their clothes. Byron recognized the other two as buddies of Red, inmates he ate with in the mess hall and hung with on the yard. They referred to themselves as ‘peckers’ or ‘peckerwoods’, which, as far as Byron had been able to tell, was some kind of lightweight white supremacist. When Red had alluded to it, Byron had wondered just how screwed the white race was if this was the best it could offer. Pretty screwed, he figured.

      Byron waited until all three were dressed. They walked to the bunkhouse door and stopped. A second later, the door opened. A shaft of moonlight flashed across a guard’s uniform.

      Swinging his legs over the side, Byron got up. He padded across to the door on bare feet, clad only in shorts. The three were already outside. Byron stopped the door closing completely, counted to ten, pushed it slowly open, and squeezed through.

      With the wall of the bunkhouse at his back, Byron watched the three inmates follow Mills to the door that led into the next bunkhouse. Mills unlocked it, and stepped back. For a moment Mills and his two buddies hesitated. Mills grabbed Red’s shoulder, put his mouth to Red’s ear and whispered something. Despite the moonlight and the late hour, Byron doubted it was sweet nothings.

      This was the bunkhouse where Romero had been placed when he was released from solitary.
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      Once Red and the two other inmates were inside, Mills wandered back towards the main administration building. Byron had already noted that the lone night guard in the tower was nowhere to be seen. The cameras that would usually be trained on the bunkhouse doors were pointed elsewhere. Both these breaches of security protocol suited Byron. He quietly followed the three inmates inside the bunkhouse.

      Prisoners stirred from their bunks as Red and company blundered around looking for Romero. Clearly their plan hadn’t extend to such sophisticated operational details as which bunk their target occupied.

      The commotion was more than sufficient to cover Byron’s entry. He closed the door behind him and stood in the shadows, off to one side. Red stumbled over a pair of heavy work boots left next to someone’s bunk. He lost his balance and ended up sprawling face first on top of a short Guatemalan inmate. The man shoved him off.

      All around men were sitting up. Byron spotted Romero on a lower bunk in the far corner of the room. He grabbed a pillow and propped it behind his back. He looked at Red and the two white inmates with the same puzzled expression that he seemed to reserve for almost any threat that came his way. It was the look an animal behaviorist might wear while studying two gorillas fighting in a zoo. The only problem was that Romero was in the enclosure with them.

      Red got to his feet. One of his buddies had spotted Romero. ‘There’s the old fuck!’

      The three men started towards Romero. Some of the Mexican inmates traded worried looks, but they didn’t move. They knew as well as anyone else in the bunkhouse that three inmates from another housing unit appearing in the middle of the night to give someone a beating didn’t happen without at least some degree of co-operation from the prison guards. Someone had had to unlock the doors.

      The two white inmates each grabbed one of Romero’s arms and hauled him to his feet. Red pushed his face into Romero’s.

      What happened next, no one had seen coming. Not even Byron.
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      Byron had expected Romero to try to reason with Red. Perhaps to explain that they were on the same side, and that skin color was a superficial difference. What mattered more was that they were both being held unfairly, exploited to line other people’s pockets, so they should be shoulder to shoulder in resisting the prison regime, not fighting each other. That was what Byron had expected Romero to say. But he didn’t say anything as the red-bearded convict wound up to punch him.

      That was the first surprise. No words. It was quickly followed by the second surprise. Everything about Romero’s attitude and behaviour up to this point suggested that he held to broad principles of non-violent resistance. He’d struck Byron as a man who used brutality employed against him to undermine the opposition, to highlight the weakness of their position.

      That didn’t happen either.

      Instead, Romero drew his head and upper body back six inches. Using the grip of the men holding his arms as two stanchions, he thrust his head forward, driving it with his shoulders and chest, like a soccer player attacking a ball from a corner kick to head a goal.

      Romero’s forehead crunched into Red’s nose with surprising force. Byron heard the crack all the way across the bunkhouse.

      He didn’t wait for what would happen next. He broke into a run and reached Red as he drew back his fist to take another shot at Romero. He grabbed his wrist and yanked it back, snapping it. This time he screamed in pain and his body went limp. Byron let go.

      The two men holding Romero released him. They hunkered down a little, making themselves smaller targets, elbows tucked in, hands bunched into fists.

      It was a pitiful sight.

      Maybe they’d heard how easily Mills had beaten him and figured he looked tougher than he was. Stupid, thought Byron. Really dumb.

      He almost saw the shank a second too late. It was a long piece of metal with spikes that got shorter nearer the handle, like a Christmas tree. Like a barbed fish hook, it was designed so that the real damage would be done pulling it back out. He stepped back as it was thrust towards his left side. The sharp metal tip, honed to a fine edge, brushed against his skin, slicing it open and drawing blood.

      Byron chopped out a kick to the shank wielder’s leg. He followed up with an elbow that smashed into the man’s face. The shank dropped to the floor. The other inmate bent down to pick it up and Byron closed in on him, put a hand behind the man’s head and pulled it down, bringing his knee up into his victim’s face with close to full force.

      Byron spun round. Red was standing there, his hands already thrown up in surrender. ‘Hey, Davis, it’s me. We’re cool, remember?’

      They were very far from cool. Byron was all set to give Red a taste of the medicine he’d planned on dishing out to Romero. Before that could happen the bunkhouse light snapped on.

      Mills and two other guards dressed in full riot gear stood just inside the doorway. ‘What the hell is going on here?’ Mills shouted.

      A second later Byron, Romero, Red and the other two others were engulfed in a cloud of pepper spray. Byron didn’t try to fight his way through it. He kicked out at the shank, sending it spinning under Romero’s bunk where it couldn’t do any harm. Following Mills’s orders, he laced his fingers and clamped his hands behind his head. He lowered himself to his knees as the spray stung the back of his throat, and tears streamed from his eyes.
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      The only good day was yesterday.

      It was an old special-forces saying, designed to prepare operators for their work. As dictums went, it was fairly good. For once Byron hoped it might not hold true. Yesterday had started with high hopes of an escape, and ended less than twenty-four hours later in a cell for one in solitary. Romero occupied the next-door cell. The three white inmates were in the infirmary, being treated for their injuries. Sadly for them, no successful treatment had yet been developed for being dumb.

      For a man who had only just been released from solitary a few days before, Romero seemed to be in remarkably good spirits. Maybe breaking Red’s nose had reassured him that there was still life in the old dog yet. Byron had to hand it to the old man: as head butts went, it had been pretty damn effective. It was proof that when it came to physical violence, youth was no match for technique matched with experience.

      The question now was what Mills’s or the warden’s response would be. Mills had sent in three inmates to teach Romero a lesson and come away with a bloody nose, both literal and metaphorical. Having an enforcer taken out by a senior citizen invited ridicule. In Byron’s experience, small-time thugs like Mills hated, more than anything, being made to look foolish. Romero had made him look foolish and then some. It would not be allowed to pass without action being taken. A prison operated on the warden’s authority. Take that away and you lost control fast.

      Mills’s response wasn’t long in coming. This time, Byron couldn’t do anything to stop it. All he could was sit in his cell, and listen, as a cold, dispassionate rage formed in the center of his gut.
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      Given the limited scope of most inmates’ interests (sport, women, and their shitty luck in life), Byron had had the good fortune to be placed in a cell next to Romero. The old man was probably the most able conversationalist among the prison population. He had a broad grasp of what was going on in the world and, perhaps more impressively, why.

      Byron learned that Señor Romero had a doctorate from UNAM (the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México), Mexico’s top university. In his late twenties he had been pursuing a degree when he had become involved in a labor dispute while on a visit home. Romero had won the workers a pay rise and better conditions. That had been it. He was hooked by a job with a definite real-world outcome.

      Not that Byron had ever craved a job as either a company boss or a labor organizer, but he understood the attraction of doing something that made people’s lives tangibly better. Byron’s government work, especially as it related to counter-insurgency, often involved setting up educational and infrastructure projects. Everyone thought it was rappelling out of a Blackhawk with a K-bar between his teeth while firing an M16 on full auto, but more often than not the real work of undermining a terrorist organization came via funding a school or arranging for fresh water to be piped to a village. So, Byron understood the appeal of working on the ground as opposed to sitting in some ivory tower telling everyone else how the world should work, if only they got with the program.

      ‘You ever have regrets?’ Byron had asked him, their voices echoing through the vent that fed into an air duct that ran the length of the cells on either side.

      ‘That I didn’t take the easy path?’ said Romero.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Doesn’t every man wonder what their life might have been like if they had turned right instead of left? Or, in my case, left instead of right,’ Romero said.

      Romero had a bone-dry sense of humor that made Byron smile. For someone who must have carried his fair share of ideological baggage, he still appeared to have an appreciation of the absurdity of life, and of his own absurdities.

      ‘I guess they do,’ said Byron. ‘Not sure that’s the same as having a regret, though.’

      ‘Neatly sidestepped, Mr Davis,’ said Romero. ‘If there were a prize for never giving a straight answer you would be some kind of Olympic champion. It may not be too late for a career in politics.’

      Byron laughed. ‘Think I’ll pass.’

      Lunch arrived a few minutes later. To Byron’s surprise it was better than what was dished out in the mess hall. The bread was fresh. The stew contained what appeared to be chunks of real meat. The fruit, an apple and an orange, was free of mould. It was only when he heard the prisoner delivering it whisper to Romero in Spanish, asking how he was and whether he needed anything, that Byron realized this might be the special ‘Romero’ tray.

      He took his time eating. Having food that was actually edible rather than something to be choked down made a pleasant change. It wasn’t Michelin-star quality, but after what he’d been eating since his arrest it tasted pretty damn good. Or should that have been simply ‘it tasted’?

      He finished eating, fed his tray back through the slot, and lay down on the concrete slab topped with a sliver of mattress that passed for a bed in the SHU. That was the other upside of solitary. Any time was nap time. No slaving away in the scorching sun. Privacy. No having to listen to dozens of other men snore or fart or talk in their sleep.

      Peace.

      It didn’t last.

      It never did.

      This time, Byron was awake when they came for Romero. Three sets of boots marching slowly down the corridor outside. Three guards, faces obscured by bandanas underneath their riot helmets so that all that showed was their eyes. Business eyes. Pupils pinprick small. The dead-soul gaze of men on a mission.
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      Ten minutes later Romero, an oxygen mask placed over his face, was wheeled out of the cell on a gurney. At least, thought Byron, they hadn’t just left him to bleed out. It was a small mercy but a mercy none the less. Even Mills, or maybe the warden, had a limit. Or perhaps they knew that there was a world of difference between beating the shit out of someone and killing him.

      A hushed reverence seemed to descend upon the SHU as the gurney passed. Eyes peered through tray slots. No one shouted. The whole atmosphere had changed. It was as if a terrible storm had passed and all that was left was the debris.

      Byron had no way of knowing if Romero would make it or not. It had been a sustained beating. The old man was not in the best of health, despite evidence to the contrary in how he had handled Red. Even if he survived and made at least a partial recovery, his health would be damaged, if not physically then psychologically.

      A beating like that would alter a man like Romero, someone who believed in the fundamental decency of people. A hardened con could take a beating and not think much of it. Their cynicism and the division of the world into predator and prey provided them with psychological armor. Not so with a regular person. Unwarranted brutality affected them in a different way.

      Byron lay back on his bunk. When dinner came, he ate reluctantly. Even though the food was still better than it had been in the mess hall, it didn’t taste as good as lunch had. His appetite wasn’t there. He made himself eat it because he would need the calories.

      What had happened to Romero had been a wake-up call he shouldn’t really have needed. There was no doing the decent thing in a place like this. No greater good. The only responsibility Byron had was to himself. Whatever chance arose to get out, he had better take it. If he got a chance to even things up with Mills in the process then all well and good. But he wasn’t going to allow Romero’s welfare or anyone else’s to keep him here a second longer than was absolutely necessary.

      

      After Romero had been taken away the inmates had quietened. Even the one or two Byron assumed were housed there because they had psychological problems, and usually kept up a fairly constant litany of screams and obscenities, fell silent.

      The night was the same. The atmosphere was subdued. It was as if there had been a collective recognition that you couldn’t beat the system so why bother trying?

      The next morning that had changed.
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      At first Byron assumed the whispered conversations between cells heralded news that Romero had died. He braced himself. A man twenty years younger than Romero might not have survived such a physical ordeal. That was why Byron had always questioned the use of physical violence to bring someone into line. Even if the force was measured there was no way of knowing whether some underlying condition would lead to the person’s death. An undetected heart murmur, a skull that was thin where it should have been thick, a sudden fall back onto the edge of a sidewalk. The human body was resilient but could prove vulnerable when least expected. You just never knew.

      Once the blood had been hosed from the floor, Romero’s vacant cell had been occupied by another inmate. Byron hadn’t spoken to him, even when the man had tried to introduce himself through the vent as Dallas, a drifter, originally from Seattle. He had been picked up on some bullshit vagrancy charge by some asshole cop. From the way he talked Byron got the impression that this wasn’t Dallas’s first rodeo. For once it sounded like Kelsen County had leveled a vagrancy charge against someone who was actually a vagrant.

      Now Dallas was back at the vent. ‘You hear what happened this morning?’

      Here it comes, thought Byron. Nothing traveled faster than bad news. Especially in a place like this. He was sitting on the floor, his head back against the wall. He closed his eyes. ‘No,’ he said.

      ‘They called a strike.’

      His eyes opened. ‘What d’you mean?’

      ‘This morning. After breakfast. The cons wouldn’t move. Wouldn’t get in the trucks. They say they’re on strike,’ said Dallas, unable to keep the excitement out of his voice. ‘Guards went crazy. Threatened ’em with all kinds of shit. Didn’t make no difference, though. I mean, what they gonna do? Throw everyone into solitary? Don’t have the cells.’

      ‘Everyone’s on strike? All the prisoners?’

      Byron didn’t see the white inmates going along with a strike that had been called by a man that at least of some of them referred to as a ‘Commie beaner’.

      ‘All of ’em. When the beaners wouldn’t go out on work duty, no one else would either.’

      It wasn’t exactly a show of solidarity across the racial divide but the end result was the same. Byron smiled. Romero. Even from a hospital bed he could still piss Mills and Castro. It didn’t even matter whether Romero had called it or not. In some ways it was better that the leader of at least a section of the inmates was out of commission. What else could they do to him that they hadn’t already tried?

      ‘You hear anything about Romero?’ Byron asked Dallas.

      ‘Nope,’ said Dallas.

      That was good. If Romero had died it would have gone on the bush telegraph faster than news of a strike. Now, given what had already happened that morning, Byron guessed that the prison authorities were praying that Romero kept breathing. Prison strikes, if they weren’t resolved or met with reprisals, were usually a precursor to something else. Often a riot.

      Dallas took the opening of a dialogue between them as the green light to start telling Byron his life story. Although Byron didn’t respond, or offer any encouragement, he kept going. He rolled from birth to his present predicament with barely a pause for breath. A daddy he never knew, a mom whose taste in men never got any better, no matter how many she tried to settle down with. It came off like a bad country song. There was even a dog somewhere in there. Byron let the words wash over him as he thought about the levels of rage that would be washing over Warden Castro now.

      Whether Romero had called for the inmates to strike or whether it had been a spontaneous reaction to him being attacked in his cell didn’t really matter. If Mills hadn’t beaten Romero, the inmates would have been at work this morning.

      Word was also filtering through that the women prisoners were staying in their units and refusing to work. While much of the men’s labor struck Byron as ‘busy work’, the women assembled electronic goods for sale. Over the last few years a new wave of factories had sprung up in Mexico, driven by high shipping costs between Asia and the US, but why pay even a few pesos when you could have the work done for free, using essentially the same workforce you would have used anyway?

      As business models went, free labor was hard to beat. And if anyone from outside questioned what was being done, there was an easy get-out. These people were criminals. After all, they were in prison, weren’t they? Work was a tried and tested way of rehabilitating criminals.

      But if the prisoners wouldn’t work? If they refused? Factories had fixed costs. They had components coming in at one end, being assembled and shipping out again at the other. Even a day’s lost production would cause major problems and questions would be asked.

      Shit rolled downhill. The warden would be getting pressure. In turn he’d be asking questions of Mills. Like whose idea it had been to get into a completely unnecessary dick-measuring contest with an old man. Never mind allowing it to escalate to a point at which all of the prisoners had stopped working.

      There was also the issue of money. Cops and judges didn’t behave in the way they did in Kelsen County without there being something in it for them. With everyone in it, and no one prepared to pay any attention to Thea Martinez, the lone objector, it was low risk. But a risk existed. If the Feds decided to take an interest in the lack of due process, and breaches of civil and Constitutional rights on an industrial scale, a lot of people would have a lot of explaining to do. So, the money offset the risk. When it dried up, it was a shitty deal all round.

      The warden’s next move would be crucial. He couldn’t afford to get it wrong. It occurred to Byron that what had started as yet another setback to any chance of escape might just be an opportunity in disguise.
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      ‘I’d like to speak with the warden.’

      The guard smirked at Byron through the slot in the cell door. ‘In case you hadn’t heard, he’s kind of busy right now.’

      ‘That’s okay. Just tell him I can get everyone back to work.’

      Back to work. The three magic words. Better than Open Sesame, or Alakazam, or clicking a pair of red shoes together three times and wishing you were back in Kansas.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            51

          

        

      

    

    
      Lauren Stanley had hoped to be the first person to arrive at the meeting. She wanted to secure a seat near the top of the table, next to the deputy director, who usually chaired the meetings, but Nick Frinz from the State Department had beaten her to it. A Yale and Harvard graduate, Frinz had scaled the heights as quickly as she had.

      ‘Hey, how’s it going?’ Frinz asked her cheerfully, as she sat down across from him.

      ‘Good.’

      Lauren liked to keep chit-chat to a minimum. That went double for Frinz, who was apt to turn the most harmless remark to his advantage.

      ‘How goes the search for Tibor?’ Frinz asked, all smiles.

      ‘It goes.’

      ‘You know they’re thinking of dropping him down the list?’ said Frinz.

      She did. It was why she had made sure to get here early to grab the prime seat that Frinz was currently occupying. Resources were scarce, and Tibor was no longer seen as high priority. That happened if someone went long enough without causing the government any further trouble. Like an elephant, they never forgot, but they always had bigger fish to fry.

      Tibor dropping down the list would be bad news for Lauren’s career. No doubt that was why Frinz was grinning at her, like an idiot. To him, it was a game. Nothing more and nothing less. ‘Yes, I’d heard,’ said Lauren, matching Frinz’s smile with one of her own. ‘I don’t think it’s going to happen, though.’

      ‘How come?’

      Frinz seemed temporarily thrown by her good-humored reaction to his needling.

      ‘Just a hunch,’ said Lauren, tapping the edge of the file that lay on the table in front of her.

      Inside was a picture of Tibor. It had been taken at a rest stop ten miles east of a town in south-east Texas called Kelsen. Two sightings in the same state, taken less than a week apart. It was more than enough to keep the search live.
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      The warden’s office door was firmly shut. Byron could hear at least three men, including Warden Castro, inside. For once, the warden wasn’t doing most of the talking.

      The two other men’s voices rose and fell. One was louder, and more vociferous, than the other. Byron didn’t have to be able to hear what was being said to get the gist.

      The door opened. Byron put his head down and studied the floor as the two men emerged. Both were white, in their late fifties, with the middle-age spread that suggested too much good living. He studied them from the corner of his eye as they sauntered out. One was Sheriff Martin. Byron didn’t know who the other was.

      Martin was dressed in civilian clothes: grey slacks, a lemon yellow polo shirt and black loafers. It was only seeing him up close that Byron realized the election posters he’d seen on the way into town must have been Photoshopped. If anything, Sheriff Martin was less becoming in real life. If beauty was only skin deep, in his case ugly went right to the bone.

      The other man was wearing a navy suit with a white shirt and red tie. His shoes were expensive Italian leather, polished to a high gleam, and he was sporting a Rolex watch. The way Martin fell in behind him as he strode out towards the visitors’ parking lot at the front, Byron could see that the second man was the boss. And the boss didn’t look pleased.

      Byron waited. No doubt Warden Castro was assessing the damage to his ass, the man who’d just left having chewed it out.

      ‘Davis!’ Warden Castro called from the office.

      Byron got up and walked inside. Castro was behind his desk, trying to look like a man in control of his domain and doing a poor job of it. He had bags under his eyes, and the air smelt vaguely of rye whiskey and vomit.

      Castro rose from behind his desk and jabbed a chubby index finger at Byron. ‘I hold you partly responsible for this, Davis.’

      ‘And which part would that be?’ Byron said. ‘Making inmates work in an unsafe environment? Beating the living shit out of an old man?’

      Castro’s voice rose. He probably felt pretty good for being able to shout at Byron when he’d just been shouted at. Shit rolls downhill. And keeps on rolling. Byron guessed he was nearer the bottom of the hill than Castro.

      ‘You came here to bitch at me and you can head right on back to the SHU. I asked you to deal with Romero. That didn’t mean becoming his best buddy and going native on me.’

      Native? thought Byron. Really? ‘That’s precisely why I’m the person who can talk to him and get him to tell the others to go back to work.’

      Castro blinked across the desk at him.

      ‘That’s what you want, right?’ said Byron.

      ‘You think he’ll listen to you?’ Castro sounded tentative. The idea of solving a dispute though dialogue and negotiation was certainly not the go-to solution for a man like him.

      Byron guessed that was what happened when you were used to getting what you wanted, when you wanted it, without being challenged. Over time it made for a narrow view of how the world operated. It was fine while it worked, but when the world stopped doing what you wanted it to do, what then?

      ‘I think he might,’ said Byron.

      Castro was still chewing the idea over. But at least he’d taken the bait.

      Byron took a breath. ‘You’ll have to offer him something in return for calling off the strike.’

      That seemed to go down less well. ‘I ain’t offering him or those other animals jack shit. You hear me?’ he spat across the desk.

      Byron could see where Mills had got the idea that everything involving the prisoners was some kind of dick-measuring contest. It was clearly the management ethos. Byron understood that, in a prison, boundaries were important. So was control. But it had to be tempered at times. All stick and no carrot was a recipe for trouble. Most dictators found that out eventually. Too late. But they found out.

      There was no point in arguing with Castro. Byron decided to circle back and come at it from a different angle. ‘This strike is a problem for you?’ he asked, feigning innocence.

      ‘Damn straight. We have people waiting on the stuff from the assembly plant, components stacking up. The whole chain’s already jammed,’ said Castro.

      ‘How many days before it gets really serious?’ Byron asked.

      Castro seemed to study him. Who the hell was this guy? That was what he appeared to be thinking. ‘It’s already serious.’

      Byron hadn’t expected a straight answer. For all Castro knew, Byron was there to gather what intelligence he could to feed back to the prisoners who’d organized the strike. After all, hadn’t Byron taken the beating that Mills had intended for Romero? That alone was a huge question mark over whose side Byron was on.

      ‘Okay,’ Byron said, deciding to rephrase the question in a way that would draw Castro’s ire but that he would understand. ‘How long before they’re looking for a new warden to come in and sort it out? That’s usually how these things go. Get a fresh face in to make the offer that you could have put out there right at the beginning.’

      ‘I’m not going anywhere, Davis. You can go back and tell your Commie pals that.’

      ‘They’re not my pals, Warden,’ said Byron. ‘I came here to see if I could help get this resolved because I want a favor in return.’

      Castro might not get reason and logic and negotiation. But naked self-interest? Byron was confident the man would be able to grasp it.

      ‘What’s the favor?’ he asked Byron.

      ‘I get the strike called off and you let me walk out that front gate as a free man.’

      The warden’s reaction wasn’t the one he’d been anticipating. Rather than curse or tell him to forget it, Castro threw back his head and laughed. He laughed so hard he started to cough. He pounded the desk with his fist. When he caught his breath again, he said, ‘Oh, Davis, you’re a comedian. You tell ’em to call off the strike and I let you stroll out of here?’

      ‘That’s the deal. If you want to end this and get everyone back to work. That is what you want, right?’

      ‘I think this conversation is over,’ said the warden.

      ‘Okay, but you know they have you over a barrel here? Most strikes are broken because the employer has deeper pockets than the workers. But you don’t pay these people, so that isn’t going to work. You could stop feeding them, I guess, but you need them able to work, and starving people have low productivity. Plus they may just call your bluff and run with a hunger strike if you do that. The way I see it, you have the problem and they have the time.’
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      The atmosphere bordered on festive.  Prisoners lolled on their bunks, played cards, read and talked. In one corner the prison equivalent of a book club seemed to be discussing the rise of female erotica. More specifically, the wildly popular sub-genre, whose plots tended to revolve around misunderstood billionaires with strange sexual predilections and naive young women who blushed a lot.

      ‘See, I always knew that shit worked with bitches,’ one inmate was saying.

      ‘Only if you got the cash,’ retorted another.

      ‘No. The money is the icing. Dominance is the cake. Men got to be men. That’s what bitches dig,’ said the first inmate.

      Byron left them to debate the finer points of gender equality and power as it related to human sexuality. He walked over to his bunk, lay down and surveyed the scene.

      His first impression had been correct. The usual sullen, tense atmosphere had gone. Even Red and his buddies seemed to have caught the good mood. There must have been something about sticking it to Mills and Castro that overrode any bad feeling between the different racial groups. Even if the whites had only joined the strike because they didn’t want to work while the others stayed in the bunkhouse playing poker, their decision had created a bond. Battle lines had been drawn. Prisoners versus guards.

      Right now the prisoners had the upper hand.

      Things wouldn’t stay like this indefinitely, though. Whoever controlled Castro needed the factory open and work being done. They would make sure that happened. One way or another. No one smart enough to engineer a set-up like this was going to stand idly by and watch it collapse.

      Something would change. The only questions that remained now were what, and when.

      

      The party atmosphere carried on through lunch. In the mess hall, Byron even noticed a couple of white inmates sharing a table with Mexicans. Almost as surprisingly, even the guards appeared happier. Mills was nowhere to be seen, but the guards supervising the meal seemed relieved to be inside the relative cool of the mess hall rather than out in the dusty Texas sun.

      Mills’s absence suggested that perhaps the warden was trying to take down the tension a notch. Or at least not make things worse. Byron hoped it stayed that way. The last thing the present situation needed was Mills on the rampage.

      After lunch the prisoners filtered out into the yard. They were greeted by a cloudless blue sky. Someone produced a soccer ball and an impromptu pickup game began. Byron stood in a corner and watched. For big, muscular men who did manual labor all day, some of the prisoners were skilled players.

      The game was raucous but good-natured. Prisoners waiting to come into it warmed up on the sidelines. Someone would get tired and another would take their place, jogging onto the ‘pitch’ like it was the Bernabeau in Barcelona or some other famous stadium. For a while it was hard to remember that they were all inside a prison ‒ or, as Byron had come to think of it, a semi-legal forced-labor camp.

      The game rolled on. The score ran into double figures for both sides. Players switched in and out. The guards watched, arms folded across their chests. One of the watchtower guards leaned over the edge, following the action below.

      After an hour, the heat became too much, even for the hardiest of the players. A break was called. A few minutes later the guards shepherded the prisoners back into the bunkhouses. They went without complaint.

      Some of the soccer players hit the showers. Others lay down for a nap. Cards groups and conversationalists reconvened.

      Byron lay down on his bunk, and closed his eyes. He didn’t fall asleep, but he let his mind rest, tuning out the noise around him until it was a dull thrum.

      

      Half an hour later he heard the first voice being raised. It registered but he tuned it out. Then the tenor of many voices began to change. Their owners spoke more softly. There was a sharper rise and fall in volume.

      Byron opened his eyes. He turned onto his side and scanned the room. In one corner half a dozen Mexican inmates were deep in conversation punctuated by lots of finger jabbing.

      Sliding off his bunk, Byron stood up. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked Red, who was leafing through a girly magazine that had been passed around so much it was a wonder that any of the pages opened.

      Red’s eyes ferreted around the room. ‘Shit’s gonna kick off.’

      As answers went, it was hardly informative. Byron had already worked out that some of the prisoners were animated. ‘Because?’ he said to Red, struggling to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. Not that Red would register it.

      ‘Romero’s dead,’ said Red.
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      From the way Red gave Byron the news, it was as if Red and his buddies hadn’t been ready to do precisely what the guards had done to Romero. His mind had already excised the fact that not much more than twenty-four hours ago he had been on the guards’ side of the present conflict. Not only did he sound upset at the news of Romero’s death, he was outraged.

      ‘Fuck these punk-ass guards,’ said Red, a fleck of saliva spraying from his mouth. ‘Take away those billy clubs and that pepper spray and they ain’t shit.’

      ‘Do we know for sure that Romero’s dead?’

      That question was met with less certainty. ‘Well, no one’s seen the body or anything, but Hector over there,’ Red said, thumbing towards a group of Mexican inmates in the corner, ‘his wife works in the prison hospital and she heard the guards talking, so, yeah.’

      ‘So she didn’t see him either?’ said Byron.

      ‘Well, no, but she was a nurse back home and stuff so …’

      Byron walked past Red towards the bunkhouse door. He pushed through it into the yard. It was late afternoon. The searing heat had died down a little.

      By the time he hit the gate he could feel eyes on him, both from the prisoners behind and the guards in the watchtower. One of the younger guards stood by the gate. He hitched his thumbs into his belt as Byron approached. ‘What you want, Davis?’

      ‘Is Romero dead?’ Byron asked him. There was no point in beating about the bush. Either he was or he wasn’t.

      ‘Where’d you hear that?’ the guard said, with a smirk that could either have been confirmation or amused denial.

      ‘Doesn’t matter. Is he or isn’t he? If he is, you boys better make sure you have your body armor on because there’ll be trouble. If he isn’t then someone needs to tell the men back there,’ Byron said, nodding back towards the bunkhouse. ‘Even the peckerwoods are spoiling for a fight.’

      The guard snickered, and Byron had to admit that the peckerwoods were unlikely to strike fear into the heart of any authoritarian institution, like a prison.

      ‘Look, Davis, if we had to run round stomping on every bullshit rumor that these idiots start, nothing would get done,’ said the guard.

      ‘Well, this is one that’s worth putting to bed,’ said Byron. ‘You might want to let the warden know.’

      The guard spat a gob of chewing tobacco onto the ground. ‘Wait here.’

      He walked towards the administration block. He took his time about it. The heat may have slowed him down, but Byron guessed it was another petty show of power.

      Byron waited for ten minutes in the direct sunlight and searing heat next to the gate. Finally, the guard sauntered back. He took out a key and unlocked the gate. ‘Warden wants me to take you to the hospital wing.’

      

      Romero looked at Byron as he pulled up a seat next to the old man’s bed. His face was swollen and bruised and his arm was in a cast. He was hooked up to a heart monitor and an IV. He didn’t look great, but he wasn’t dead either.

      ‘You’re my first visitor,’ Romero said, his voice a gravelly croak.

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t have time to get you anything,’ said Byron. ‘The gift store was closed.’

      Romero managed a smile. Byron was relieved to see that the twinkle was still in his eyes. It was more important than the physical injuries. Those would heal. But if the beating had somehow splintered Romero’s spirit, or reduced his humanity, he would have been more concerned. The gleam in the old man’s eyes told him that whatever Mills and his thugs had set out to achieve they had failed.

      ‘I heard you were dead,’ Byron told him.

      ‘I’m sorry to disappoint you.’

      Byron smiled. ‘How you feeling?’

      ‘Well,’ said Romero, ‘when you get to my age you pretty much wake up feeling bad and it doesn’t get much better. This is worse than that. Which proves that anything is possible. Even feeling worse.’

      ‘Something for me to look forward to, I guess,’ said Byron.

      ‘So who was saying I was dead? Castro?’

      Byron shook his head. ‘Mainline gossip. Everyone’s gotten worked up about it. You hear they’re on strike?’

      The gleam grew brighter. ‘I’d heard something. It’s good to know that, even at my age, I can still cause trouble.’

      ‘You sure did that. Castro’s having kittens. You know the women are on strike too?’

      Romero gave a little nod. His chin settled on his chest. He was getting tired.

      ‘So maybe now you’ve proved your point it’d be a good time to call it off,’ said Byron.

      Romero’s head snapped up. ‘Castro sent you to ask me this?’

      ‘Not directly,’ said Byron. ‘It was originally my idea to come talk to you.’

      ‘And why do you care so much? You have shares in the Kelsen County Corporation you haven’t told me about?’ Romero asked.

      ‘They’re incorporated?’

      Romero smiled. ‘Via a series of companies in the Cayman Islands. You think I’m just an old rabble-rouser?’

      ‘Your word, not mine.’

      ‘I did my homework before I came here,’ said Romero. ‘But in answer to your question, I can’t call off the strike. And even if I could, why would I? We’re hurting them in the only part of them that is sensitive to pain. Their pocket.’

      Byron wasn’t so sure. ‘You think they’ll just suck that up? Stand by while they watch their profits go down the drain?’

      Romero’s head sank down into the pillows. ‘No, I don’t.’

      ‘So what’s the point of doing this?’ Byron asked.

      ‘What’s the point of doing anything?’ Romero said, his question seemingly directed at the ceiling. ‘What do you think the world be like if everyone had always accepted their lot in life? If no one had ever stood up for themselves when faced with injustice?’

      Byron moved his chair a little closer. He was aware that the guard who’d escorted him there was waiting in the corridor to take him back. ‘I’d agree with you. I just think that, in this case, you can’t win. Worse, I’m worried about what they’ll do if this thing rolls on. Say they leave the men alone and target the women’s prison. Try to force them back to work. What then?’

      Romero rolled his head so that he was looking straight at Byron. ‘If you think that women are easier to push around than men, perhaps you understand less about how this world of ours works than I thought you did.’

      ‘I don’t want to see anyone get hurt. That’s all.’

      ‘If I didn’t know better I’d say that sounded like a threat,’ said Romero.

      ‘Hey, I’m the one who took an ass-kicking on your behalf and stopped another. You forgotten that already?’

      ‘You’re quite right. That wasn’t fair of me.’

      The green line on Romero’s heart monitor was peaking higher and more frequently. Byron didn’t want to wear him out. He’d come to say what he had to say. He wasn’t going to get anywhere. At least, not right now.

      Byron pushed back his chair. He reached out and touched the back of Romero’s hand. ‘Just get better, okay?’

      ‘A few more days and they say I can get out of here,’ said Romero. ‘Maybe then I’ll talk to the warden. Present our demands. When I know that I have his attention.’

      Byron said goodbye. There were some people whose attention he’d rather not have. Castro was one of them.
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      The prisoners were already gathered, awaiting Byron’s return, when he walked back into the bunkhouse. There was a crackle of tension in the air. Byron was familiar with it. It was the human equivalent of the tight, clammy air in the hours before a thunderstorm.

      ‘Romero’s fine,’ Byron told them. ‘I just saw him. He has a broken arm and a lot of bruises but he’s alive. In fact, he’s been told he may be able to get out in a few more days.’

      That was not what the assembled prisoners had expected to hear. More than that, he suspected it was not what they had hoped to hear. Not that they wished Romero dead. They didn’t. But they might have been looking forward to the righteous anger that could be unleashed upon the news of his death.

      The inevitable challenge came a few seconds after Byron finished speaking.

      ‘Why should we believe you?’ a heavily inked Mexican prisoner asked Byron.

      Byron wasn’t about to play that game. He hadn’t wanted to intervene on Romero’s behalf. It had cost him his chance to escape. He didn’t want to help Castro either. He flat-out didn’t want to be on anyone’s side in all of this. Yet he found himself being constantly asked to pick either one or the other. It was beyond old by now.

      ‘You don’t,’ he said. ‘Believe me or don’t believe me. I couldn’t give a fuck. But Romero’s fine. He told me he may be out in a few days and then he plans on sitting down with the warden and working out some kind of compromise.’ He threw up his hands. ‘That’s all I got.’

      

      Word came back a few hours later, from another source in the prison hospital, an orderly who took food over there, that Romero was indeed alive. Those who had doubted Byron went back to their card games.

      The mood was more somber than before. Now they were dug in. The novelty of thumbing their nose at the warden and guards had begun lose its sheen. A good number of the prisoners had been hyped up by the rumor of Romero’s death. It would have lit the touch-paper of a riot. Now it was back to the dull mundanity of trying to hurt the warden and Mills by doing precisely nothing.

      The prisoners had dinner. They had an hour on the yard. Then they went back to the bunkhouse. A few hours later it was lights out.

      The morning would bring more of the same. More nothing.
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      It was just after lunchtime on the fourth day of the strike when a guard appeared at the gate leading Romero into the yard. His arm was still in a plaster cast, and he was walking with the help of a stick, but he was walking. Or, rather, hobbling.

      Byron could tell from the drawn look on the old man’s face that he should still have been in hospital. He wasn’t fit enough to be discharged. But he wasn’t about to lie in bed a day longer than he needed to. Not when the action, or what passed for action, was out here.

      The guard let him pass through the gate and beat a fast retreat. Mexican prisoners swarmed around the old man, clapping him on the shoulder and trying to shake his hand. No doubt about it, he was the conquering hero. Byron pushed through the melee. ‘Okay, give him some space,’ he said, falling into impromptu bodyguard mode, pushing a few over-eager supporters out of the way.

      ‘Didn’t I tell you I would be out in a few days, Davis?’ Romero said.

      ‘Your idea or the warden’s?’ Byron asked, squaring his shoulders against the press of bodies.

      ‘It was mutual. I don’t like hospital beds and he wants to sit down so that this matter can be settled.’

      ‘Is that so?’ said Byron.

      Romero struggled to keep his balance as a hand reached through the wall of bodies for his. He stopped, hooked his walking stick over his wrist and shook it. Byron tried to keep him moving to get him inside the bunkhouse where he could sit down for a few minutes. He wasn’t a fan of crowds like this. He wouldn’t have put it past the warden to pay off an inmate to finish the job that Mills had started. A crowded prison yard was an ideal location for an assassination attempt.

      A few more steps and Romero took Byron’s arm for support. ‘Let’s go talk to the warden. You can come with me.’

      ‘You don’t want to rest up first?’ Byron said.

      ‘What do you think I’ve been doing? No, the quicker I can speak with Castro, the quicker this can be settled,’ Romero told him.

      ‘Why do you need me with you?’ said Byron. Once again he was being pulled inexorably into a situation that he wanted no part of.

      ‘I don’t need you there. But it would be good if you were.’

      The crowd was still pressing around them. If Romero didn’t want to go back to the bunkhouse then the warden’s office was as good an alternative as any. At least it had chairs.

      Byron helped Romero turn back towards the gate. The crowd pivoted with them. Slowly they made their way back. The guard eyed them as they reached the fence.

      ‘I would like to speak with Warden Castro,’ said Romero.

      The guard rolled his eyes but opened the gate. A cheer went up from the crowd of prisoners. As Byron began to escort Romero through, the guard’s arm fell across his chest. ‘Where do you think you’re going, Davis?’

      ‘I’m helping him.’

      The guard stepped back. ‘Jesus, it’s like you people are running this place, these days,’ he said, through teeth so gritted that Byron could almost hear the enamel chipping off them.

      

      This time there was no wait to see Castro. Romero and Byron were shown straight in. They took a seat as the warden made a show of finishing up some paperwork. He signed his name, put the papers in a folder and closed it.

      ‘How are you feeling, Señor Romero?’ he asked.

      ‘All things considered, I feel good, Warden Castro,’ said Romero. ‘Thank you for asking.’

      The forced politeness between the two men was entertaining to watch. Both would have happily seen the other dead. Yet they moved through the dance that was expected of them, as if they were old friends sharing late-night brandy and cigars.

      ‘Okay, shall we get this done?’ said Castro.

      The bluntness drew a grin from Romero. ‘Texan charm. And I always thought it was a myth.’

      Castro glared at him. There were few things that Texans disliked more than someone who wasn’t Texan criticizing their beloved Lone Star State. They might bitch about it, but that was different.

      ‘Our demands are very simple, Warden,’ Romero began. ‘Nothing that will trouble you too much. Or cost you too much money. At least, not as much as a prison strike.’

      Castro was still glaring at Romero. There was something else that Byron detected. A smugness that suggested Castro was already at least three moves ahead. That he’d been planning for this discussion, that he had Romero all figured out and knew just how to deal with his demands.

      ‘I’m relieved to hear that,’ said Castro. ‘Please, do continue, Señor Romero. Though I should counsel you that I had a very similar discussion not too long ago with a young man from your side of the border. I believe he was your nephew.’

      If the jibe was intended to provoke a reaction from Romero, it failed. He smiled politely, though Byron saw, below the desk, his hand tighten around the top of the walking stick so hard that his knuckles went white.

      ‘Shall I tell you what we require?’ Romero asked.

      ‘Please do.’

      Castro picked up the folder he’d just put down and opened it. He studied the piece of paper on top. His finger ran across it, tracing the text.

      Romero began, ‘First, we ask that efforts are made to ensure safe working conditions for the inmates. We believe that the same standards should apply inside this institution as outside.’

      ‘That seems very fair, Señor Romero. Certainly something we can look into. The accident that happened was very regrettable. Not something I’d want to happen in any prison that I run.’

      Romero looked surprised at this response. It was not what Byron had expected either. Not by a long way. Castro had never struck him as the apologetic kind.

      ‘I appreciate that. Thank you,’ said Romero. ‘Second, we would like to see . . .’

      ‘If I could stop you there,’ Castro said, holding up his hand. ‘Perhaps if you could write all these demands down for me before you leave.’

      ‘Leave?’

      Romero looked as if the floor had disappeared from under him. Byron guessed that was the reaction Castro had intended. Let Romero come in, be polite and agreeable, then tell him they were releasing him.

      ‘Yes,’ said Castro. ‘Judge Kelsen has granted you an immediate release. Medical grounds. We’re concerned about the state of your health.’

      The bitter irony of Castro’s concern for the man’s health wasn’t lost on either Byron or Romero. Romero gave a nervous laugh, as if he knew he’d been outmaneuvered but still couldn’t quite believe it.

      As switches went, its beauty lay in its simplicity. Byron was just surprised that Castro, or whoever had come up with it, hadn’t thought of it sooner. This wasn’t like releasing some political dissident back into the general population, returning them to their supporters, where they could foster further trouble. Quite the opposite. Romero’s cause was contained within the footprint of the Kelsen County Jail. Place him outside and that was that. Romero was being released into obscurity. Or, potentially, something much worse.

      ‘Sorry, Davis,’ Castro said, as he slid the piece of paper across the desk towards Romero. ‘You’ll have to wait. No extenuating circumstances.’ He turned his attention back to Romero. ‘Actually, Davis here gave me the idea. Kind of kills two birds with one stone. Everyone’s happy. Ain’t that right, Davis?’

      Romero glared at Byron. ‘This was your idea.’

      ‘Indirectly, I guess,’ said Byron, as, in turn, he stared at Castro.

      ‘You just need to sign here and here,’ Castro said, tapping two dotted lines on the release form.

      ‘Can I at least read what I’m signing first?’ Romero asked.

      ‘Never known a man who wanted to read the fine print when he’s being offered his freedom,’ said Castro. He seemed more delighted with himself with every passing minute.

      ‘That’s strange,’ said Romero. ‘I’ve known a few.’

      The comment flew straight over Castro’s head. Byron, too, knew of many dissidents or leaders who had refused their freedom because their release came with conditions they found unacceptable. Somehow, though, he doubted that Romero would be offered a choice in the matter. They wanted Romero out and that was what would happen. If they had to, they would pick him up and carry him out of the gate.

      ‘I’ll have to arrange transport home,’ said Romero.

      ‘Oh, don’t you worry about that, Señor Romero,’ Castro said. ‘Sheriff Martin has it all worked out. Concierge-level service, if you will. A Kelsen County deputy is going to drive you right to the border crossing.’ Castro’s eyes narrowed. ‘As you entered illegally we want to be sure that the Department of Homeland Security has your name on file so you don’t come back. Not that we haven’t enjoyed having you as a guest, you understand.’

      Byron watched as Romero, very reluctantly, took the pen that was handed to him and signed his name twice. Castro put out his hand to take the form but Romero began to write something under each of his signatures in block capitals.

      He finished and handed the paper back across the warden’s desk. Byron caught a glimpse. Under both signatures Romero had written: ‘I SIGN THIS UNDER DURESS.’

      Castro didn’t miss a beat. He took the paper and placed it back in the manila folder. ‘Thank you, Señor Romero. Your transport is waiting outside. Davis, you may return to your cell. If you like, you can share the good news of Señor Romero’s release on compassionate grounds with your fellow convicts.’
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      There was added poignancy to Byron and Romero’s goodbye because both men knew what had happened to Romero’s nephew when he was released. Byron’s mind was racing as he tried frantically to think of some way around it. He had nothing. If he hadn’t been able to extricate himself safely from this situation, how could he possibly help Romero?

      Of course they might just be getting ready to drive Romero to the border crossing in Laredo and hand him over to the INS for deportation, but Byron doubted it. Castro wanted to make an example of him, just as they’d done with the nephew. Come across the border to create trouble and you’ll be sent back home in a box. It was justice, with a Texas twist.

      If anyone asked the county sheriff’s escort what had happened, all he would need to say was that Romero had escaped the patrol car. It would be the word of a deputy against that of Romero. And Romero wouldn’t be alive to give his account of what had gone down.

      Byron’s best guess was that Romero would be found somewhere in the desert with a gunshot wound to the back of the head. Assuming he was found at all and the coyotes hadn’t eaten him. As soon as he climbed into the back of the Crown Vic that was waiting for him outside, engine idling, his fate would be sealed. Strangely Romero seemed resigned to his fate. He had registered his final protest in ink. It struck Byron as a lame way to go for a man who must have fought so hard through his life. Maybe he was just done. Byron had experienced moments like that. He’d had times when he’d contemplated giving up and surrendering to his fate. Losing his wife had brought him to that point.

      What must it have been like for Romero, who had fought so hard for what he believed in, and for longer? Perhaps the beating, or the humiliation of it and what it demonstrated about human nature, had taken the fight from him.

      ‘This wasn’t my idea,’ Byron said to Romero.

      ‘I know that, Davis, not that it matters.’

      ‘It matters to me.’

      Romero nodded. ‘I understand. So this is goodbye?’

      He put his working hand out. Byron shook it. He was still trying to think of some way out for Romero. ‘When you were arrested, what did you have with you?’ he asked. Any personal property he’d had that had been confiscated should be returned to him upon release.

      The question seemed to puzzle Romero. ‘My wallet, bank cards, some cash, family pictures. My clothes. My phone. I switched that off when I gave it to them so the battery wouldn’t run down. Nothing, really. I was traveling light.’

      ‘Make sure you get it all back before you go. Especially the phone. Don’t leave without it,’ said Byron. He looked around to make sure they weren’t being watched, plucked a pen from a nearby desk, grabbed Romero’s good hand, and scribbled a number on it. ‘Her name is Thea Martinez. She’s an attorney here. Tell the deputy you need to take a leak. Insist on using a gas station so you have some privacy. When you’re alone call her. Explain who you are and what your situation is. Tell her your life is in danger and ask her to come meet you. Once you’ve done that, sit tight. If the deputy tells you to move, you tell him about the call you just made. Tell him that she’s contacted the US Justice Department and the FBI field office in San Antonio.’

      ‘You really think that will stop them killing me or dropping me out in the desert with no water and a broken arm?’ Romero asked.

      ‘I don’t know. But it’ll give them something to think about. A man going missing is one thing. A man who goes missing after he tells an attorney that he’s about to be snuffed by the county sheriff is something else.’

      Romero glanced down at Thea’s number on the palm of his hand. ‘I can trust her?’

      ‘More than you can trust anyone else around here,’ said Byron. ‘All I know is that the judge, the sheriff and the warden all seem to hate her.’

      ‘An excellent set of recommendations.’

      One of the guards walked into the outer office where they were standing. ‘Hey, Davis, you ain’t going anywhere. I want you back on the mainline. We have to finish processing Romero.’

      ‘Good luck,’ Byron said.

      ‘The same to you,’ said Romero.
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      He didn’t know how it had happened, but by the time Byron walked back into the bunkhouse, word had already got round that Romero was gone. From the fallen faces and stooped shoulders, it looked like his release was already having the desired effect. They were only a few days into the strike, but removing Romero, so soon after his triumphant return, had sent morale plummeting.

      No matter the righteousness of the cause, Byron had no plans to rally the troops. The sooner they were back to work and out on those trucks, the sooner he could get out of there.

      A couple of the Mexican prisoners walked over to him. They wanted to know if he’d seen Romero. He told them some of what he knew. There was no point in mentioning the ride they had planned for Romero to the border. It would only make an already tense situation even worse. If they killed Romero the inmates would hear about it eventually and the whole place would go up. Byron didn’t plan on being there when that happened.

      As he reached his bunk, Red sidled up to him. ‘We need to talk.’

      Byron doubted they did, but he humored Red and walked with him to a quiet corner of the bunkhouse. ‘What’s up?’ he asked.

      ‘Me and some of the other guys are going back to work tomorrow,’ said Red.

      Byron shrugged. ‘Okay.’

      ‘If you’re smart you’ll do the same.’

      ‘I’ll be happy to,’ Byron told him. ‘What’s with the change of heart?’

      Red shot Byron a smile that suggested he was holding on to some special secret. It was the kind of look that made Byron want to punch him in the face. ‘Mills is telling us that those who go back tomorrow are going to get some goodies.’

      ‘Goodies?’ Byron asked.

      ‘Whores. Hookers. Women,’ said Red.

      ‘And where are these women going to come from? I sure as hell didn’t see anything that even looked like it might be a bordello in town.’

      Red’s smirk grew broader. ‘The women’s prison.’

      Byron folded his arms across his chest. ‘What the hell are you talking about? Those women aren’t hookers.’

      ‘Sure they are,’ said Red.

      Byron reached out and clapped a huge hand on Red’s shoulder. ‘You or your peckerwoods lay a finger on any of those women, regardless of whether you think they’re hookers or not, and I’ll kill you. Do you understand me?’

      Red tried to push Byron away. ‘What’s it to you?’

      Byron squeezed a little harder. Red winced. ‘You heard me. Touch any of them and you’re a dead man.’

      

      The first punch was thrown in the mess hall. Red and a couple of his white peckerwood buddies had made a passing comment to a table of Mexicans. Byron didn’t catch what was said, but he didn’t have to. He could make an educated guess about its nature from the reaction it garnered.

      A Mexican prisoner with full sleeves and a chest like the front of a Mac truck stood up and popped Red in the face with a looping right hand that seemed to start in the next county.

      Red fell back, blood gushing from a broken nose. His two buddies double-teamed the Mexican, tackling him to the floor and laying in with a flurry of kicks and punches. The inmate’s buddies got to their feet, metal trays flying, and waded in.

      It was one of those fights in which someone could have been badly hurt, if the participants had been focused on inflicting damage rather than flailing wildly at whoever was within their immediate reach. If it had been set to music, the score from an old Buster Keaton movie would have been the most appropriate accompaniment.

      The three guards on mess-hall duty stood back and watched. When the dozen or so participants had tired themselves out, they stepped in. They pulled Red and his buddies clear, saving their batons for the Mexicans who’d been involved, and a few who hadn’t.

      What little solidarity that had existed was well and truly ruptured. It seemed like the promise of a woman was a pretty good motivator for men like Red, who didn’t care whether the person they wished to have sex with was willing or not.

      If this fight was the product of an incendiary comment, Byron could only imagine the shit show that would go down if Red and his pals were let loose inside the prison’s sister facility. The women they were talking about were mostly the wives and girlfriends of the men in here. More likely it was a power play by those in charge. If you don’t get back to work then we won’t punish you: instead we’ll punish your loved ones. In the worst way imaginable. The threat of such a thing was usually enough to get someone to buckle under. It was so horrific that very few men would risk such a thing happening, even if the chance was remote. Usually threats had to be credible. If a man told you he was going to stomp you into dust, he’d better look like he was capable of doing so.

      Byron’s first thought was that the idea had been floated to get some leverage over the striking Mexicans. Then he had started to think about it a little more deeply. Rape as punishment, or the threat of it, had gained traction in places like sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East. Before that it had been deployed in places like Bosnia. But in America? No way. Another force was at work here. A much darker one. And he had a fairly good idea what, or who, it might be.
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      The prisoners from Byron’s bunkhouse filed into the mess hall for breakfast. Mills and about four other guards were waiting for them. They stood in front of the serving area where the inmates usually picked up their trays. Byron was about ten back in the line.

      ‘Okay. You men who are working today, pick up your tray and go ahead. The food’s so good that even I ate it this morning. There’s plenty of it too.’

      Mills looked at the inmates who were shuffling towards the back of the line: the men who planned on continuing with the strike. He tilted his head back theatrically and sniffed the air. ‘Mm, damn, that smells good. Might have some more.’

      The prisoners exchanged looks as Red and his buddies pushed through to the front of the line. ‘Make way for the workers,’ said Red, as subtle as a house brick. He grabbed a tray and started to move down the line. Byron had to admit the food did look good. Real eggs. Crispy bacon cooked to the sizzle. Biscuits. Gravy. Hot coffee that might have seen a coffee bean somewhere along the line.

      ‘Slap that shit on,’ said Red to the server. ‘I got a long day ahead of me and an even longer night.’ He nudged the man next to him. ‘Know what I’m saying? A man needs his protein if he’s going to be doing a lot of fucking.’

      For a second Byron thought the scrap might kick off again. A couple of the Mexicans were glaring at Red and his buddies. It took Mills drawing his baton and slapping it into his open palm to settle them down.

      ‘Going to get me some sweet brown sugar,’ Red continued on.

      Mills had heard enough. ‘Shut your pie hole,’ he bellowed at Red. ‘Keep moving along the line. Workers only.’

      Byron found himself hesitating. He was going to join the work detail. His freedom required it. But this display turned his stomach.

      One of the Mexicans pushed past the others in line and picked up a tray. Others muttered at him. Mills lowered his baton across the man’s chest. ‘You eat, you work. You take this food and don’t work, it’s all kinds of bad news for you.’

      The man lowered his head and gave a little nod that he understood. Behind him the muttering grew louder and moved down an octave. The Mexicans were growling. The man took his tray and moved on. He kept his gaze focused on the food and took a table across from Red and the others.

      Byron could feel eyes on him as he moved back towards the stack of trays. A couple of inmates’ shoulders checked him as he made the short journey but he shrugged them off. He had gone above and beyond what he’d ever intended. He had his own war to wage, and he couldn’t fight it while he was here, never mind if he was caught by his pursuers.

      The server looked up at him. ‘What you want?’

      ‘Everything,’ said Byron.

      His plate heaped with food, Byron took an empty table. It was better that he ate alone. He didn’t want to talk. He wanted to eat his breakfast and get out on the truck, pick his moment and not look back.

      Not look back?

      He wasn’t sure that would hold true. He was already worried about Romero. Had he managed to contact Thea? Or was he lying dead somewhere? Had the warden actually returned him to the border? Maybe he would find out what had happened to him once he was out of there.

      He ate slowly and methodically. The lone Mexican breaking the strike was joined by a couple of others. They sat together, and ate, not looking at each other, not speaking.

      The food was good. Mills hadn’t exaggerated. It was the best meal Byron had eaten since he’d been arrested. He always enjoyed breakfast, not that he had had time to eat it on the road.

      At the serving hatch, the metal containers filled with eggs, bacon and biscuits were being removed. They were replaced with others. Mills waved the striking men forward with a grin. ‘Chow time, muchachos.’

      The men took their trays and filed along. They looked with disgust at the watery porridge, but didn’t complain.

      Mills was enjoying every second of this. ‘Hey, don’t bitch at me. You had a choice. Work and a good meal, or lay on your ass and eat this shit. I wasn’t twisting anyone’s arm. Oh, and sit on the other side. Don’t want you disturbing men who want to earn their keep.’

      Mills was as dumb as Byron had figured. The more he tried to humiliate the men who were striking, the harder their resolve. If he’d simply laid out the options, Byron was fairly sure that more would have come over to the work detail. It would have suited Byron too. The more men to supervise, the busier the guards would be, and the easier for him to make his move.

      Apart from Red, the men sitting near Byron ate in silence. The other, larger, group spooned their porridge and stared over, eyes filled with hatred. The oldest trick in the book: divide and rule.

      Breakfast finished, the first group filed over to deposit their trays. Mills was waiting for them. ‘This way, gents. Don’t worry, we don’t have anything too strenuous for you today seeing as you’re on your own. No ladders.’

      

      Men from the other units joined them at the trucks. They were mostly white, but with a few of the Mexican and Hispanic inmates. Byron was on the truck before he noticed that, while they were all handcuffed, the guards had dispensed with leg shackles. The only explanation was that Mills or whoever made the call didn’t figure strike-breakers as flight risks. Byron smiled to himself as he climbed onto the back of the truck.

      The guards were also light in number. Two guards per truck with no advance or rearguard security. Mills was riding in the cab of Byron’s truck.
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      They drove into town, along the trash-free sidewalks, past the McMansions, the upscale shopping mall and new office buildings. They turned, finally, through a rear access gate of Kelsen Country Club. A sign informed them that it had been established in the late nineties. Byron wondered if that was around the time the prison had opened and business started to boom.

      The trucks pulled up to next to a long, low building filled with green and white canopied electric golf buggies. Through some trees Byron could see a fairway and four middle-aged white men in slacks and polo shirts hacking their way towards a perfectly manicured green. His fellow inmates had the look of men who might have landed on Mars. Byron doubted any of them had ever been so close to a place like this.

      Mills seemed fairly uptight. Byron wondered if maybe he was up for membership and wanted to impress the committee. He thought about asking him, but decided against it. Better to let the man think he’d fallen into line and was playing along.

      The inmates were divided into three work parties of eight men each. Byron was paired with one of Red’s toothless buddies and six Mexicans. They followed Mills and another guard over to a practice area where the members could hit some balls or refine their swing, in relative privacy, before going out to play.

      Byron watched Mills and the other guard, the truck’s driver, carefully. He had seen Mills tuck the keys into the front pocket of his pants.

      Each prisoner was set to work raking leaves. Byron made sure he was standing next to the other white inmate when the rakes were handed out. ‘Going to be pretty tough to work with our hands cuffed,’ he said to him.

      It took the man all of five seconds to pass the complaint on up the chain. ‘Hey, guard, how we expected to rake this shit with cuffs?’

      The guard looked to Mills for a ruling. Mills raised his mirrored sunglasses and looked at the eight prisoners. ‘Sure. Take their cuffs off.’

      The inmates held out their hands and the guard moved along the line using his key to unlock them. They were ordered to place the cuffs in a neat pile and step away. They did so, rubbing their wrists and smiling. A day raking leaves on a golf course? Easy work, with trees for shade. It didn’t get much better.

      Byron picked up his rake and went to his spot underneath a large beech tree. He set to work, paying no attention to either the other prisoners or, more crucially, the guards. The compliance of the work details must have softened the brains of Mills and the other guards in one other way. It was often harder to note something that wasn’t there as opposed to something that was, and it was only when he glanced up at Mills after a half-hour of raking that he realized Mills and the guard with him had no shotguns, only their sidearm. The shotguns must have been in the truck.

      Not that this helped Byron. As long as you got in close, it was usually safer to take a shotgun or rifle from someone than a handgun.

      

      Mills lay in the shade, his back to an oak tree, and watched the workers. He had pulled a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket and lit one. He’d wait twenty minutes, then light another. He didn’t move.

      Byron could simply have slipped out of sight and started to run, but that seemed like a great strategy for being caught quickly. The two most important elements of a successful escape and evasion were time and distance. Running from a standing start offered neither of those advantages.

      The morning wore on. Byron kept watching Mills and the other guard, but they stayed where they were. If an opportunity wasn’t going to present itself, there was only one thing for it.

      ‘Officer Mills,’ Byron called.

      Mills turned to him, clearly irritated that his smoking and lazing about had been interrupted. ‘I swear, Davis, you’re worse than my ex-wife,’ Mills growled.

      Byron bit back the wisecrack that was on the tip of his tongue. ‘I think my rake’s busted. Do we have any more in the truck?’

      Mills scowled, slowly getting to his feet. ‘How the hell do you break a rake? All I asked you to do was rake leaves.’

      Byron wasn’t going to share his method, but he knew exactly how he’d done it. A minute before, he he’d propped the rake against a tree at a forty-five-degree angle and stood on it, snapping it clean in half. ‘Guess I don’t know my own strength.’

      ‘You ain’t that strong, Davis. I kicked your ass, remember?’ said Mills, strolling over to inspect the damage.

      The male ego was a wonderful thing, thought Byron. The possibility that he’d been allowed to win hadn’t occurred to Mills. That was just how Byron wanted it. ‘Must have been cracked already then,’ he said.

      ‘Bullshit,’ said Mills. ‘You must have done something dumb.’ He shook his head in disbelief, but he was buying it. Mills got closer. ‘We don’t have any spares. You’re just going to have to use what you got.’

      Byron bent down and picked up both pieces. He held the top of the wooden shaft in his right hand. It was about eighteen inches long and splintered where it had been broken. ‘I can’t work with this,’ he protested.

      ‘Then you should have been more careful, Davis.’

      Mills was within a few feet now. He was so busy lording it over Byron that his cigarette was still dangling from his right hand.

      Byron gave an apologetic shrug. ‘Do we have any tape? Maybe I could tape it back together or something.’

      Mills laughed at the absurdity of the suggestion. He raised his cigarette to his lips, and began to take a long drag.

      Byron pushed off with his left foot, shifting his weight forward, pivoting with his hips and plunging the jagged edge of the wooden shaft towards Mills’s neck.

      Mills tried to sidestep it but it tore into the side of his neck, leaving a long gash.

      Byron followed up with a left elbow strike to the man’s face, and a knee to his groin. Air rushed from Mills’s lungs in a single burst. He started to fall. Byron grabbed his shirt with his left hand, keeping Mills on his feet long enough to unclip his belt and holster. He threw them behind him, with Mills’s sidearm, then sent Mills reeling back with another fierce left elbow, this one catching him in the side of the head.

      Byron bent down and picked up the belt and holster. He drew the pistol, a Glock 21 Gen 4. He snapped the belt, with Mills’s pepper spray and baton, around his waist and made sure there was a .45 round in the chamber of the Glock, ready to go if he needed it.

      He needed it sooner than he’d thought. Looking up he saw the other guard, a skinny white dude, booking it towards them, his firearm drawn but low by his side. Byron raised the Glock and aimed it. ‘Drop your weapon,’ he shouted at the guard, who had closed within twenty feet.

      Stupidly the man didn’t. Instead, he stopped and began to bring his pistol up. Byron sighted his chest and fired a single shot. The guard went down, thrown back hard by the impact of the Glock’s .45-caliber round, and landed on his side.

      Byron jogged over to him. He picked up his gun, and bent down to take a look at the damage. The round had smacked into his body armor, splitting it open and passing through into his left side just below his ribcage. He was screaming and crying with pain. Byron didn’t blame him.

      Chances were, with medical treatment, he would live. The body armor had absorbed some of the impact, and taken the sting out of the shot. It had missed his heart and lungs. Byron reached down to the guard’s neck and found a pulse that was regular and strong.

      Red and the other prisoners were gathered around, rakes still in hand, staring, open-mouthed, at Byron and the chaos that had erupted from nowhere.

      ‘Red,’ Byron said, waving him over.

      Cautiously, Red began walking towards him. ‘We’re good, ain’t we?’ Red said. ‘I mean that shit I was saying about those women. That was a joke. I wouldn’t have—’

      ‘Shut up,’ Byron said.

      The other white inmates had taken to their heels, running into the trees. Red glanced back to them, wondering if he’d made a bad call.

      ‘We’re fine,’ Byron said. ‘Stay with this guard. Make sure he doesn’t close his eyes. Try to get some pressure on the wound, if you can. That should slow the bleeding. When the other guards get here, tell them they need to get him to the emergency room as soon as possible.’

      Red knelt down by the guard. ‘You’d better get out of here,’ he said to Byron.

      ‘No shit.’

      Byron jogged back to Mills, who was crawling on his elbows and knees towards a stand of pine trees. When he heard Byron coming back, he picked up the pace as best he could. Byron reached him in six strides, grabbed the back of his shirt and hauled him up. ‘You’re coming with me,’ he told him, pushing him forward through the trees and back towards the parking lot where they had left the pickup.

      Behind him, Byron heard a radio crackle. He looked back to see the injured guard with his thumb on the call button of his radio. ‘This is Officer—’

      Red grabbed the radio before he could finish his transmission. He glanced at Byron and threw it away.

      Byron half pushed and half carried Mills forward. Behind them, he could hear panicked shouts from the other guards as they tried to get a handle on why they’d just heard a gunshot and screams and why an officer had begun a panicked message that had been abruptly cut off.

      When they reached the pickup, Byron scoped out the one they’d arrived in. ‘Keys,’ he said to Mills.

      Mills laughed. ‘Asshole. They’re with the other guard.’

      Byron shoved a hand into Mills’s pants pocket and came up with the keys. ‘Nice try.’

      He clicked the button to unlock the doors, then opened the cab’s passenger door and shoved Mills inside. He walked round the front, the keys in his hand, and got into the driver’s side. He started the engine, put the truck into drive and hit the gas. He steered with one hand, using the other to cover Mills with the Glock.

      In the side mirror as they powered down the track towards the rear entrance to the Country Club, Byron could see a couple of guards racing into the parking lot they’d just left. Mills’s head was resting against the window. His shirt was soaked in blood but the bleeding from his neck had slowed.

      ‘You’re crazy, Davis. You know that? Who the hell pulls something like this to get out of the county jail?’ said Mills.

      Byron ignored him, focusing on the road ahead as they pulled out of the back of the country club and onto a street.

      ‘You know Texas has the death penalty. Trying to kill two prison guards, they’ll fry your ass for this,’ said Mills.

      Big deal, thought Byron, spinning the wheel hard to avoid rear-ending a soccer mom, who had slammed on the brakes of her Porsche Cayenne as soon as she caught sight of the pickup truck with the blood-soaked prison guard in her mirror.

      ‘Believe me,’ Byron told Mills, ‘if I wanted to kill you, you wouldn’t be here right now.’
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      As Byron passed the Porsche he glimpsed the blonde driver on her cell phone. No prizes for guessing who she was talking to. He flashed back on the Sheriff’s Department motor pool, which held enough vehicles for a town ten times the size of Kelsen. All brand-new vehicles, all well maintained, all of them fast enough not to be outrun by the truck he was driving.

      The man nursing his wounds in the passenger seat had obviously just had the same thought. ‘You’re screwed, Davis. There’s no way you’re getting out of here alive,’ he said. ‘This town might look nice, but it’s a goddamn fortress. And outside, what you got? A whole bunch of nothing, and nowhere to hide.’

      Mills kept ranting. Byron tuned him out as the soccer mom took evasive measures, rounding the next corner so that she almost flipped her SUV over in her eagerness to get away from the pickup. If Mills wasn’t venting, if he actually intended to throw Byron off course, it wasn’t working. If you were a dead man walking for long enough, you tended not to worry too much about threats. And there was something Mills didn’t understand. Fear was an idea to Byron, not an emotion.

      The parking entrance to the town’s main shopping mall, Kelsen Fashion Square, was up ahead. Byron turned into it, driving down the entrance ramp, plucking a ticket from the machine, and waiting for the barrier to rise.

      The pickup nudged past the barrier and into the gloom of the underground parking garage. Mills started to tell Byron just what a dumb move this was, and Byron’s finger fell from the side of the trigger guard to the trigger. ‘Be quiet,’ he told Mills.

      Mills fell silent. The calming power of a loaded gun pointed at you was never to be underestimated. It tended to focus the mind in a way that few other objects did.

      Byron drove down two levels to the lowest level. It was where he guessed there would be most empty spaces (the sign outside had informed visitors that there were three hundred vacant spots). Consumers who arrived at a mall in their car tended to minimize the distance between where they parked and where they were heading. God forbid that someone had to walk an extra twenty yards when they could wait five minutes for someone to exit some prime real estate next to the elevators.

      Byron pulled into a spot next to another pickup. Mills shot him a ‘Now what?’ look. The bleeding from his neck had all but stopped.

      ‘Take off your clothes,’ Byron told him.

      The instruction was enough to override Mills’s fear of being shot in the gut. For Mills, a man whom Byron had seen humiliating others, the prospect of his own humiliation was clearly a matter of some sensitivity.

      ‘Now hang on a goddamn minute,’ Mills protested. ‘I know some guys turn faggot in the pen, but I ain’t no homo.’

      ‘Relax,’ said Byron. ‘If I were gay, I’d have better taste.’

      From Mills’s reaction, Byron wasn’t sure if the guard was relieved or his ego bruised. He didn’t have time to seek clarification. He jabbed the Glock into Mills’s face. ‘Do it.’

      Mills shuffled along the seat a little and began taking off his clothes. He stopped when he got down to his jockey shorts. Byron couldn’t help but notice the piss stain that had blossomed through the front of the white fabric. It was no great disgrace, but Mills flushed. From the yellow hue, he needed to drink more water.

      ‘Everything off,’ said Byron.

      ‘Fuck you, faggot,’ Mills said, his voice high and hoarse.

      ‘I think we’ve already established that the sweet act of love is off the table,’ said Byron.

      Mills slipped off his shorts and threw them into the foot well.

      Byron grabbed the door handle. ‘Don’t move. I’ll be right back.’

      He got out of the cab, and walked to the back of the truck. He climbed up onto the flat-bed and rummaged through the detritus of work gear that had been left behind. He found what he needed, picked it up and jumped back down.

      He went to the driver’s door, opened it, got in, and tossed what he had collected down onto the seat next to Mills. Mills’s eyes grew as wide as saucers.

      ‘There’s good news and bad news,’ he said to Mills. ‘What do you want first?’

      Mills was on the edge of screaming. If it hadn’t been for the gun, Byron was fairly sure he would have started by now.

      ‘The bad,’ said Mills.

      ‘The next few hours are going to be very unpleasant for you.’

      ‘And the good?’

      ‘Unless your colleagues in the Sheriff’s Department get overexcited, you’re going to live.’

      Looking down at the gasoline can, duct tape and box cutters sitting next to him, Mills didn’t look too convinced. Byron didn’t blame him. Faced with the same set of objects, there was every chance he would have asked for the bullet, and hoped for a clean headshot.
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      ‘You have got to be shitting me!’

      Legs planted wide, Sheriff John Martin stood on the third level of the now evacuated Kelsen Fashion Square mall, and stared at the pickup truck sitting, engine idling, with a naked correctional officer cuffed and duct-taped to the steering-wheel. Sheriff Martin couldn’t help what happened next. He’d never be able to explain it. Later, he would try to, without ever getting close to the truth.

      He looked at the truck and Mills inside and burst out laughing. The looks he drew only made him laugh all the harder.

      ‘Oh, my Lord,’ he said, when he had regained enough breath to speak. ‘Some dipshit drifter did this? Man, that is too much. Guess we finally caught ourselves a real criminal and never even knew it.’

      Two years ago Bobby Slaw, a former Marine, had persuaded the department to allow him to establish a bomb squad. Now he stood behind the sheriff.  All those days of training in the yard, the rest of the officers sniggering at him from behind reflective glass, and now he was going to have his moment in the sun. He’d be able to justify all the cash they’d thrown at that garbage can on wheels he’d insisted the department purchase to ‘facilitate remote control explosions’.

      That poor bastard Mills, thought Sheriff Martin. The guy was a grade-A asshole, and not the brightest, which was saying something: the correctional officers were guys who couldn’t pass a Sheriff’s Department entry exam that consisted primarily of being able to hit the door. But Mills didn’t deserve this. If Slaw’s assessment was correct, Mills would go up like a Roman candle if they put a foot wrong.
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      Byron waited in an abandoned lot across the street from a gas station in the south-east corner of Kelsen. It had a sign promising future development by the Kelsen County Corporation. It was secured by chain-link fence, but someone had already cut a hole in it on one side. Not that there was much of anything to secure.

      Behind a large dumpster near the back of the lot he’d spotted a couple of well-fed rats and some discarded hypodermic needles. Like any town, if you scratched under the surface of Kelsen you could find a place that was way less Stepford than a visitor might have assumed. He had spent months traveling the country so the needles hadn’t surprised him. Like all things eighties, heroin was making a comeback, fueled by the country’s recent flirtation with prescription opiates, like OxyContin.

      Byron had been in the lot for twenty minutes and the wait was already making him nervous. He was starting to wonder if the person he was expecting would show. He planned on giving it another ten minutes before leaving. It seemed like every few minutes a Sheriff’s Department vehicle rolled past. They seemed to be heading in either direction, criss-crossing the avenues, two or three cars passing five minutes apart. It was evidence that they didn’t yet have a solid lead.

      The time to worry would be if and when it went quiet. When cops had solid intel of a suspect’s location they tended to withdraw from the immediate area and establish a perimeter. Only when that was done would they appear, and even then, if they did it right, it would be sudden and with overwhelming force. So, for now, a few patrol cars with spotlights didn’t concern him. Waiting on someone he didn’t truly know, and certainly didn’t know if he could trust, was another matter entirely.

      Another patrol slid by. It stopped, put on its turn signal, and drew into the gas station. Not good. Not good at all. That was Byron’s meeting point. He watched as the two sheriff’s deputies got out and walked inside. For a second he thought about the possibility of jacking the patrol car but swiftly dismissed the idea. Too risky. It was parked within sight of the front of the gas station.

      He watched the two deputies head for the coffee stand. They each poured themselves a cup, topped up with cream and sugar. Byron didn’t blame them. He could have used some caffeine himself right now.

      The deputies crossed to the cashier. He didn’t appear to ring up the sale. That was standard protocol. Gas stations got robbed. Gas stations popular with cops, not so much. Free coffee provided an excellent return on investment if you were a gas-station owner trying to keep your insurance premium down.

      A dark sedan rolled down the street. Tinted windows made it hard to see the driver. The vehicle slowed near the gas station, looking like it might turn in, then kept going, maybe spooked by the cops but it was impossible to know.

      The cops idled at the counter, shooting the breeze with the elderly lady behind the cash register. For a second Byron flashed onto another gas station. Another woman who’d just been doing her job when their paths had crossed. He pushed out of his mind the memory of what had happened, of the terrible thing he’d done. It wasn’t as if he could change the past. If he could, he would. All he could do was try to ensure that he didn’t repeat it.

      In some ways, Mills had been a start. Byron could have killed him. Not only did he have opportunity, he had motive. It would have made escape easier. Rigging the truck, or rather faking the rigging, had taken time. It had exposed him to capture far more than just dropping a round into the back of Mills’s head. If a patrol car had cruised through the mall parking lot while he was in the middle of it, things would have been bad.

      As personal improvement went, claiming to have terrified someone he could have murdered in cold blood wouldn’t earn Byron any points. But knowing what he did about his capacity for violence, it felt like a start.

      Still, he could feel the rage within him, which worried him. Not only because he might hurt another innocent person, but also because he feared that once the genie was out of the bottle, he might not be able to push it back in. That was what he feared more than anything. Certainly more than capture. More even than death, though the will to live had proven far more potent than he could have imagined.

      The cops picked up their coffee and moved back towards the door. The same dark sedan turned onto the street again, on its second go round.

      The cops climbed slowly into their patrol car. The sedan slowed near the gas station. The cops were taking their time leaving.

      The sedan’s brake lights flared red. The cops looked at it. The driver seemed to hesitate for a moment. Finally, the car pulled into the gas station. The cops were still watching it.

      The sedan pulled up next to a gas pump. Its lights died along with the engine. The cops seemed unsure as to whether they were leaving or not.

      The driver’s door of the sedan opened. Byron couldn’t see the driver, his view blocked by the street-side gas pumps. He narrowed his eyes, trying to focus through the gloom. To see if it was who he thought it was.

      The cops were equally curious. Curious enough to kill their engine and get back out. They walked the short distance to the sedan.

      Byron studied their body language for clues. Everything about their manner suggested they recognized the person. Their hands stayed by their sides rather than falling to their service weapons. They appeared to be smiling.

      ‘Come on. Come on. Let me see you,’ Byron whispered, in the darkness.

      Was it another cop? Someone in plain clothes? It would have made sense to have law enforcement out in civilian clothes and vehicles to aid the search. A fugitive would hide at the first sight of a black-and-white. Much less so with a regular car. They might still hide, but a second or so later than if someone in uniform had been cruising past, and a second would be all a vigilant cop would need to see them.

      The cops were standing next to the sedan now, smiling while they talked to the driver, completely relaxed. The driver was moving to the rear of the car, ready to start pumping gas.

      The cops said their goodbyes and started back to their patrol car. Thea Martinez stepped away from the sedan and looked around, searching the shadows.
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      Thea’s car sat parked in the side street next to the gas station. Byron watched it for a long moment. Her friendly chat with the cops had thrown him off. It wasn’t that she’d run into them. With all the cops out on the road, it was likely that she would. No, it was their manner. Thea had painted herself as Enemy Number One of the Kelsen County establishment, yet they’d all but given her a hug.

      He pulled up the chain-link fencing where it had been cut away, and squeezed through the gap. He had picked up some clothes from a charity deposit point, but even without prison blues, he still looked every inch the fugitive from justice. Hell, even in a Hugo Boss suit and wingtips he carried that air. That was part of why he’d made such an effective overseas operator, especially in high-risk areas.

      He skirted the edge of the lot, staying where there was least light, then walked down the sidewalk and crossed the street a half-block past the gas station. He doubled back and turned down the street where Thea’s sedan was parked.

      Looking for signs of a surveillance operation he came up blank. Not that he would know. At least, not if it was being conducted properly. He reached the car and opened the rear passenger door.

      Thea started as he settled onto the back seat. He still had Mills’s Glock but he kept it out of view. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

      ‘You’re welcome.’

      It was a strangely formal exchange for such an out-of-the-ordinary situation.

      She half turned to look at him. He didn’t need his psycho-neurological synesthetic powers to see that she was scared. Her widened pupils and shaking hands, clamped to the wheel to minimize the obvious tremor, told him that much. ‘What should I do now?’ she said. ‘I don’t think it’s the best idea to stay parked up here. Martin’s got every single deputy he has out looking for you.’

      ‘You’re right. You should drive.’

      ‘Where? There are roadblocks on every road out of town.’

      ‘Your office?’ Byron offered.

      ‘My office is in the basement of my home.’

      She must have registered something in Byron’s expression because she quickly added, ‘I’m trying to keep the overheads low. Being St Thea Martinez of Kelsen County, pro bono work a specialty, doesn’t exactly leave me rolling in dough at the end of the month.’

      ‘Wherever you feel comfortable. My continued liberty isn’t your responsibility.’

      ‘No kidding,’ Thea shot back. ‘And to think you wouldn’t let me try to get you off. I’m still trying to work that one out.’

      Byron looked through the rear window as headlights flashed past on the road behind them. Thea took the hint. She started the engine, put the car into drive and pulled away from the curb, heading down the side street and taking a right down a narrow alleyway. Driving seemed to relax her a notch or two. It did the same for Byron. He had spent most of the afternoon and early evening in perpetual motion.

      Thea glanced at him in the rearview. ‘An advantage of staying in the same one-horse town all your life, apart from college and law school ‒ you get to know all the back alleys.’

      Byron remained silent.

      She took a deep breath and blew a stray strand of hair out of her eye. When it fell back, she pushed it away with her fingers. ‘I can’t believe I’m actually doing this,’ she said, more to herself than Byron.

      ‘Why not? You strike me as someone who’s fairly accepting of risk.’

      ‘There’s risk and then there’s risk. Know what I mean?’

      ‘Not really,’ said Byron.

      She slowed the car, took another turn, straightened back up and gave him a long rearview glance. ‘I saw what you did to Mills.’

      For a second Byron was panicked. What did she mean, she’d seen what he’d done? ‘He’s fine, right?’

      ‘Physically, yes. Mentally, I wouldn’t be so sure.’

      For a second Byron had worried that Martin and his merry men had blundered in rather than following standard protocol when dealing with a suspected explosive device. Byron had constructed the scene to look like an honest-to-goodness IED but, apart from the can of gas, there had been nothing to cause any harm. Unless, of course, someone lit a match or started firing, which he hadn’t entirely ruled out. ‘I don’t think Mills was ever fine mentally,’ he said drily.

      Thea didn’t laugh. ‘He’s a bully. But he’s still a human being.’

      Safe in the gloom of the back seat, Byron rolled his eyes. If there was one thing that worried him more than a reactionary with totalitarian tendencies, like Mills, it was a bleeding heart. At least with someone like Mills you knew what you were getting. With someone like Thea, the consequences of their actions were often unintended and consequently much harder to predict.

      ‘I had to buy myself some time. Keep Martin and his posse occupied for a while.’

      This time it was Thea’s turn to roll her eyes. ‘And you didn’t enjoy teaching Mills a lesson?’

      ‘Do I have to answer that question, counsellor?’

      ‘You already did.’

      ‘Did you get a call from Romero? When they released him I gave him your number.’

      She fell silent at the mention of the name. Her eyes flicked back to the road. ‘We can talk about that later.’

      They had reached a quiet residential neighborhood of older, smaller wooden houses. They looked neatly kept with fresh paint and mown lawns. McMansions they were not.

      They turned into a driveway. Thea reached up to the sun visor and hit a clicker. A garage door opened. She drove inside, and hit the clicker again, closing the door behind them. She got out, looking back at Byron. ‘If I’m going to be murdered by a homicidal psychopath then I may as well have it happen in the comfort of my own home.’
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      Thea slid a key into a rickety back door and pushed it open. Byron followed her inside. A short hallway led into a kitchen. A cat yowled from the far doorway and padded across to Thea, rubbing itself against her legs.

      “I know, cliché, right?” Thea said.

      ‘What is?’

      ‘Single cat lady. I’m working my way up to a full dozen.’

      ‘How many do you have so far?’

      ‘Three,’ she said. ‘And maybe a couple of neighborhood strays, but I’m not sure whether they count.’

      Byron wasn’t sure how to respond so he didn’t say anything.

      ‘You have any pets?’

      Before he could answer that one, Thea laughed. ‘Who am I asking?’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘Well, for a start, you don’t actually exist, do you? Not on any official database. Not with the name and details you gave when you were arrested.’

      She crossed to the sink, reached down and picked up a water bowl, filled it from the tap and put it down on the floor. By the time she straightened up, Byron was standing directly behind her. He reached over and grabbed her wrist. ‘You ran my fingerprints?’

      She spun round, breaking his grip on her wrist. Her hand raised and shoved him hard in the chest. He stepped back.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t have touched you.’

      Her left hand was feeling in the sink behind her for a knife that Byron could see lying in a pool of soapy water. ‘Don’t do that,’ he said. ‘Please. I promise I won’t touch you again.’

      She stopped feeling for the knife but kept her hand where it was.

      ‘Please,’ he said again. ‘This isn’t … I’m not who you might think.’

      ‘So who are you?’

      ‘You want my name, or do you want to know who I am?’ he asked. A better question might have been, did she want to know what he was? The only problem with that was that he wasn’t entirely sure of the answer. Objectively he guessed he was . . . what? Part man, part machine? A cyborg? But that word conjured a creature, at least in his own mind, that was far more machine than he felt.

      ‘Is there a difference?’ Thea said.

      If someone had run his prints, it didn’t really matter now whether he lied or told the truth. If his prints were run on any system that connected in any way to any national or international database, it would set alarm bells ringing. Alarm bells that would ripple outwards until they hit someone in the State Department, the CIA or the Pentagon, and likely all three. The Kelsen County sheriff would be the least of his worries.

      ‘My name is Byron Tibor.’

      She studied him. Her hand moved out of the sink. ‘Sorry, is that supposed to mean something?’

      Byron rubbed at his face. ‘Tell you what, you tell me about Romero and I’ll answer whatever questions you have as truthfully as I can.’

      ‘As truthfully as you can?’ Thea said. ‘Thought I was supposed to be the attorney.’

      ‘I don’t have all the answers. Nor do I understand everything that’s happened to me. That’s what I was trying to get at when I said that.’

      ‘Now you have me interested.’

      She walked past him to a refrigerator. ‘Does Byron Tibor drink wine?’ She pulled it open, took out a bottle, crossed to a cupboard for two long-stemmed glasses and put it all on the small table in the middle of the room.

      ‘Would you mind if I took a few minutes to get cleaned up first?’ he asked her.

      ‘Sure. The bathroom’s at the end of the hall.’ She nodded towards the door leading out of the kitchen. ‘Don’t take too long. I really want a glass of wine and I don’t like drinking on my own.’

      Byron walked past her to the door. He could smell her perfume. He couldn’t imagine a woman like her having to drink alone, except by her own choice.

      

      Closing the bathroom door behind him, Byron laid the Glock on a shelf over the sink and within easy reach of the shower. He took off his clothes, turned the shower on hot, and got in. He scrubbed himself clean and got out. It was only then he realized that he couldn’t see any towels. There was only a wash cloth, but that wasn’t about to do the job.

      He padded to the door, opened it and called down the hallway, ‘Hey, do you have a towel I could use?’

      There was a moment’s silence.

      ‘Oh, shit. Sorry. I just did laundry and haven’t put any towels back in there. Hang on.’

      He closed the door again and waited. There was a tap at the door. He opened it a crack. Thea handed a towel through the gap. ‘Thank you,’ he said. He caught her eyes lingering on what was visible of his broad shoulders, wide chest and muscular arms.

      She saw that he’d caught her checking him out and got flustered. ‘You’re welcome. I’m just opening the wine.’

      He closed the door, dried off, finger-combed his hair, and got dressed.

      Thea held out a glass of white wine as he walked back into the kitchen. ‘Thanks,’ he said, taking the glass and sitting down at the kitchen table.

      He took a sip. It wasn’t bad.

      She watched him over the rim of hers as she drank. ‘So,’ said Thea. ‘I have bad news about your friend Romero.’

      Byron wondered if that was why she had needed the wine. To fortify herself to break bad news.

      ‘It’s partly what happened with him that made me decide to come and meet you,’ Thea added. ‘I’m not sure if that’ll be any consolation or not.’

      Byron wanted to ask her what that meant. Had she ignored Romero’s plea for help? Byron didn’t want to believe that, but maybe she hadn’t wanted to get mixed up in it. Or hadn’t realized what was at stake. He guessed that she would tell him in good time, and even then it would be in her words with no way for Byron to know if what she said was true or not.

      ‘He’s dead?’

      Thea took another mouthful of wine. ‘Yes. His body was found this morning. Out in the desert. I’ve asked for an autopsy by someone outside the county, but I don’t hold out much hope.’

      ‘You don’t trust the county coroner?’ Byron asked.

      She laughed. ‘For one, he’s not exactly a coroner, more a family doctor who was given a pathology lab and some scalpels. And, like most everybody else around here, he’s not about to rock the boat.’

      ‘Everyone apart from you, you mean?’

      ‘For all the good it’s done me.’

      ‘So why do you feel guilty about what happened with Romero?’

      ‘Who said I felt guilty?’ Thea said.

      ‘You said that you only helped me because . . .’

      Thea waved her hand as she took yet another sip of wine. Her glass was already a third gone. ‘I hesitated when I got his message. Made some phone calls instead of getting in my car. By the time I went to try and catch up with the deputy who had him, he was gone. My calling them had only sealed the deal. I think so anyway. I was hoping that if they knew I was aware they had him, they might have second thoughts about hurting him. More fool me, right?’

      Byron was relieved. She hadn’t ignored Romero. She just hadn’t been decisive enough. ‘A man tells you he’s going to be killed and then he turns up dead? Isn’t that going to pull in someone from outside?’ he asked.

      Thea topped up her glass. ‘It didn’t last time. Or the time before that. Or with the one before that. Why would this be any different?’

      Byron took her point. Somewhere like Kelsen, where everyone who mattered was in on whatever was going down or at least was enjoying the benefits, it was hard to break the cycle. ‘So how did they do it?’ he asked.

      ‘Drove him out to the desert and left him without water. Probably beat him up before they left. No water and this heat for an elderly man who was injured? It wouldn’t have taken long.’

      Byron raised his glass in a silent toast to Romero. What a chickenshit way to kill such a brave man. They hadn’t even had the balls to end his suffering and put a bullet in him. That would have been difficult to explain away, even for them.

      ‘He was a good man,’ said Byron, the wine tasting bitter at the back of his throat.

      ‘A lot of good men have died here. And women for that matter. That factory is a death trap,’ said Thea. ‘At least a dozen women have been either killed or seriously injured working there. When it happens they just ship them back over the border, either in a wooden box or a wheelchair, and carry on like it was nothing.’

      They took a moment to contemplate those who had passed. Byron was sure of one thing. If the warden or the sheriff wanted to take him down, he was taking them with him.

      ‘So,’ said Thea. ‘Now you know about your friend.’

      ‘You mean it’s my turn to tell my story?’ Byron said.

      Thea nodded.

      ‘You may want to put another bottle of wine in to chill. If you have one,’ he said.

      ‘That long or that bad?’

      ‘A bit of both,’ said Byron.

      Thea got up, opened a larder cupboard and popped a bottle of the same wine they were drinking into the inside door of the refrigerator. He’d barely finished his first glass, so he could hardly blame the alcohol, but he felt something stirring inside him as he watched her. There was a grace to the way she moved and, if he was honest, a feminine sensuality that he felt himself pulled towards. Given the circumstances, it was almost surreal to be feeling what he was. Or perhaps it was another sign of a human response – complex and irrational – to a crazy situation. Maybe there was more hope for him than he wanted to believe. Too bad he was possibly facing his final few hours or days.
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      Although Thea was opening a second bottle of wine, he doubted that any amount of alcohol would make the unabridged version of his story seem credible. He decided to edit certain details, and stick with the parts that were easily digestible.

      With what had happened, especially in New York, the authorities had been forced to create their narrative of why a man called Byron Tibor had done what he had while fleeing their grasp. Their version was full of carefully constructed lies, mostly of omission. Maybe if he followed their model and left out the parts that were hard to believe, he could come up with something that bore some resemblance to the truth.

      The start was easy enough. There was no dispute about his credentials or, for that matter, what he had done for his country.

      ‘So you were some kind of special-forces guy?’ Thea asked.

      She seemed entirely skeptical. He didn’t blame her. Bars across the country were full of men who spun women some bullshit story about their military career. They were never cooks or engineers or infantry grunts, no, sirree, they were always special forces of some stripe. Delta Force. SEALs. Army Rangers.

      ‘I had special-forces training but I mostly worked for the State Department. I was a troubleshooter,’ Byron told her.

      ‘Is that code for someone who kills people?’ Thea asked.

      ‘Killing people was less than zero point one per cent of the job, so it’s not code. I did kill people, yes, but more often than not it was indirect. I’d call in strikes, that kind of thing.’

      ‘And the rest of the time?’

      ‘The majority of the time I was involved in building alliances, gathering intelligence, making sure that local communities got what they needed. Clean water, sanitation, schools, books. Not very exciting but probably more effective in the long run for the country’s interests than drone strikes.’

      She still looked skeptical, only now Byron couldn’t be sure whether she didn’t believe his story or whether she didn’t buy that someone from the State Department could have done something positive in a foreign country.

      ‘So when did it all go wrong?’ she asked.

      He did his best to explain what he called, for lack of a better term, his eventual breakdown, following the death of a young girl in Afghanistan. Perhaps it was the emotional connection he still had to those events, or how it allowed him to relate the story to Thea with something approaching real emotion. Whatever it was, she was looking him in the eye, unblinking, with a sincerity to her reaction which matched that of his telling.

      When he got to the part about digging a grave for the girl and the psychologist appearing, Thea reached over the table and put her hand on his. ‘I’m sorry, Byron.’

      He looked down at her hand. Her touch sent a shiver through him that he struggled to suppress. She drew back but he reached out with his other hand and pulled hers back to where it had been. She let it stay there while he moved on to the facility.

      He didn’t mention the neuro implant or the other surgeries. He just said, ‘It was a new technology they wanted to trial to see if they could help veterans with severe PTSD. It takes millions of dollars of training and years of experience to get someone to the level I was at. They didn’t just want to help me, they wanted to get me to a point where I’d be able to go back out into the field. As good as new, if not better.’

      ‘I never read about anything like that,’ she said.

      ‘You weren’t supposed to,’ Byron said. ‘Even the name of the project was likely to spook civilians.’

      ‘Why? What was it called?’

      Byron finished his glass of wine. ‘The guilt-free-soldier program.’

      Thea raised her eyebrows. ‘Guilt-free? Wow.’ She drew back her hand from his.

      He tried to be as truthful as he could about the next part. About how the technology hadn’t worked. How it had made him more irrational, more violent. He left out the part about the gifts it had bestowed.

      ‘I hurt people, Thea,’ he said. ‘Innocent people. Not all of them were, but hurting one innocent person was still one too many.’

      ‘Then you ran?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And your wife?’ Thea asked.

      ‘She was scared of me,’ he said. ‘I didn’t blame her. She had married one man and ended up with someone else.’

      ‘So how did you end up in Butthole, Texas?’ Thea said.

      ‘I was on my way somewhere else.’

      ‘Well,’ said Thea, ‘that is regarded as a pretty serious crime around here.’ She drained the last of the second bottle of wine into their glasses. She raised hers to her lips and began to laugh.

      Byron looked at her. ‘What’s so funny?’ Not that he minded her laughing, quite the opposite. He just wasn’t sure they had much to laugh about.

      ‘Well, they’re going to run your details now, and when they do, they’re going to shit a brick.’

      Byron reached back across the table. He grabbed her hand, trying to keep his touch light and the panic out of his voice. ‘They’ve run my details?’

      She stared at him. ‘Maybe not now. But they will. They’re bound to after what happened today. Even if you turn round and tell the feds what’s been going on, your credibility is shot to hell.’

      Byron’s head sank onto the table. Here he was thinking he’d been so slick with Mills, but all he’d achieved was to bring more heat on himself. The county sheriff might not be able to capture him, but he wouldn’t need to.

      He felt Thea’s fingers running over his skull and down his neck. She stopped when she came to the long, grooved scar that was a reminder of the tracking device he’d had to cut from his own flesh with a knife. She traced it gently with the tips of her fingers. ‘Byron?’

      He didn’t respond. Not at first.

      ‘Byron? You’re scaring me.’

      ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here. I shouldn’t have asked for your help.’

      ‘Don’t you think it’s a little too late for regrets?’ said Thea.
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      Like the connection they felt, their lovemaking was urgent and raw. Byron suspected that Thea was, like him, someone who had built a wall around herself. It wasn’t that he lacked the physical urges of a normal man. It was more that, like the violence inside him, he was aware of what would happen if he let go. Like violence, sex for Byron could be dark and animalistic, a place of shadows and dark transgressions.

      All that had been swept aside by Thea. As she touched him, stroking his neck and rubbing his back, her black hair had fallen over his face. He breathed in her perfume, savoring her own smell beneath it, and he was lost.

      He turned his head and their eyes met for a lingering moment. Any pretense that had lain between them fell away. His hands moved up to cradle her face. He kissed her gently on the lips.

      She returned his kiss with an urgency he hadn’t expected. Her tongue pushed beyond his lips to meet his. Her breasts crushed against his muscular chest. Her hands clawed at his clothes, pulling his T-shirt up and over his head.

      He helped her take it off. They looked at each other. Byron sensed that what had just happened hung in the balance. Thea might withdraw, decide that this was a bad idea. If she did, she would be right. It was a bad idea. Without question.

      ‘It’s been a while,’ she said, with a smile, reaching down and starting to unbutton her blouse to reveal a lacy black brassière under which lay perfect coffee-brown breasts.

      Byron reached up and helped the blouse over her shoulders. His lips fell to her neck. He took a long draw of her essence and began to kiss his way down her shoulder. His lips kept moving, pausing occasionally to savor her perfect caramel skin.

      His right hand traced a path up from the small of her back. He unclasped her bra. She leaned towards him. He pulled the straps gently over her shoulders and pulled the rest of the fabric away.

      He buried his head in her breasts. Starting with small butterfly kisses around her nipples, he nuzzled and licked until, in turn, they hardened.

      Her hands clasped behind his head, pulling him in closer and guiding him to where she wanted his mouth to be. She moaned softly. ‘I want you inside me,’ she whispered in his ear.

      Reaching down she began to unbutton his pants. His hand slid down to hitch up her skirt, then ran his hand all the way up the inside of her thigh. When he reached the top he found a burning hot wetness.

      He pushed her panties to one side. She let out a gasp. He moved his hand away, teasing her.

      She pushed her hand into his shorts.

      ‘Wait,’ he told her.

      He kicked off his pants and shorts, reached both hands under her ass and lifted her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist. Her arms rested on his broad shoulders. Slowly, she slid down onto him.

      With every inch of him inside her, Thea’s back arched. With his hands cupping her ass, Byron hoisted her up before lowering her again. Her nails dug into the back of his neck. He allowed her moans to set the pace as he thrust inside her.

      Thea buried her face between his neck and his shoulder, as they kept moving together.

      ‘Take me into the bedroom,’ she said.

      He carried her from the kitchen to the bedroom. He toed the door open and lowered her down onto the bed. She spread her legs wide and he went deep. She clung to him, her fingers running through his hair, her thighs pressing against his waist.

      He kissed her, and grabbed her wrists, pinning them down on the bed. He could feel her tighten around him as he moved a little faster.

      She came in a series of loud, shuddering waves, begging him not to stop. He took his time, moving more slowly, controlling himself as best he could. He let go of her wrists and they switched so that now she was atop him, her hands pinning him down. Her hair tumbled over his face. He reached up, caressing her neck. His hands ran over her shoulders and down her back. She squeezed herself around him and began to rock back and forth. Her nails dug into his shoulders and chest.

      She kept moving, her rhythm steady, and they came together in a hot rush. She collapsed on top of him and he wrapped his arms around her, keeping her close. Suddenly, he tensed. He’d heard a car outside.

      Beyond the window, brakes squealed. Headlights swept across the bedroom. The beams were followed by a single whoop from a patrol car. A car door slammed shut.
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      Byron stood in a darkened room off the front hallway as Thea opened the door. Through a gap in the blinds he could see the officer standing on the front porch. He was pretty sure it was one of the cops who’d arrested him. The taller one.

      ‘Hey, Arlo, what can I do for you?’ Thea asked.

      ‘I saw your light on,’ said Arlo. ‘Figured I’d see if you were okay.’

      ‘That’s very considerate of you, but I’m fine. I was just going to bed.’

      From his vantage-point, Byron watched as Arlo leaned in towards Thea, propping himself against the side of the door frame and resting the point of his boot between the door and the frame so that Thea would be unable to close it unless he moved.

      ‘The guy’s still out there. He’s a pretty dangerous character by all accounts,’ Arlo said. ‘Of course he was like a lamb when I arrested him. Knew better than to try anything.’

      In the half-light, Byron smiled to himself. No doubt Arlo would be dining out on having arrested someone like Byron for years to come.

      ‘Well,’ Thea said, ‘if I see anything suspicious, I’ll call it in.’

      ‘You want me to take a look around before I go?’ Arlo asked. ‘You have that shed out back, don’t you? That could be the kind of place someone like him might hole up.’

      ‘Appreciate the offer, but it’s okay. If he was hiding out nearby I’m pretty sure I would have noticed by now.’

      ‘It’ll only take a minute,’ Arlo said, pushing past Thea. ‘It’s no trouble at all.’

      Byron moved from the window and pressed himself against the wall that backed onto the hall as he heard Arlo walk into the hallway. He could hear the tension in Thea’s voice. It was a mixture of panic and annoyance at the unwarranted intrusion.

      ‘I really do have to go to bed now, Arlo,’ she was saying.

      Byron saw a flash of police uniform as Arlo walked past the living-room door and down the hall towards the kitchen. That was bad news. The passion with Thea had been so sudden that cleaning up hadn’t been a consideration.

      Thea’s footsteps hurried behind Arlo.

      ‘Look,’ she was saying, ‘if there was someone else here, I think I would have noticed by now.’

      Byron heard the cop push open the kitchen door. The squeak of his footsteps came to a sudden stop.

      ‘Is that so?’ said Arlo.

      ‘This place is a mess. I haven’t had the chance to clean up.’

      ‘You career girls, not enough time in the day, huh?’ Arlo said. ‘Here, let me help you.’

      There was the unmistakable sound of glasses clinking against each other. The two wine glasses on the table. They were still there. By the sound of it, Arlo had just picked them up.

      ‘There’s really no need,’ said Thea. ‘Now, I want to get some rest, so if you wouldn’t mind . . . I promise that if I see anything I’ll call it in.’

      ‘You had company, Thea?’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘These here two glasses that were on the table.’

      ‘Oh, those,’ Thea said. ‘It’s been a long day. I must have got distracted and forgotten I already had a glass.’

      Byron edged slowly along the wall towards the living-room door. He was trying to work out if he could make the front door before Arlo had time to draw his gun and get into the hallway.

      ‘Uh-huh,’ said Arlo. ‘You take off your lipstick between glasses too?’

      Thea didn’t say anything to that. There was nothing to say.

      ‘Where is he?’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t invite you into my home, and I’m asking you to leave.’

      ‘It’s a little too late for that,’ said Arlo. ‘Now you’d better tell me where he is.’

      ‘Where who is?’

      ‘Don’t be a smartass, Thea. You know who I’m talking about.’

      There was anger in Thea’s voice now. ‘Get the hell out of my house, Arlo.’

      ‘You tell me where he is and I’ll leave it at that. You don’t and you’ll be looking at time.’

      Thea laughed. ‘For what exactly? Having two empty wine glasses in my kitchen? Now, I won’t tell you again. Get the hell out of here.’

      Byron decided to stay where he was for the time being. Maybe Thea would have enough righteous indignation to get the cop out of the front door.

      Byron heard the unmistakable of handcuffs being unclipped from the cop’s belt. It was a sound he’d become more than familiar with over the past few weeks.

      ‘You have got to be kidding me, Arlo,’ Thea said. ‘You even think about arresting me and your career is over. Y’hear me?’

      ‘Turn around, Thea. Hands behind your back. I’m arresting you for harboring a fugitive.’

      ‘Go fuck yourself,’ Thea shouted at Arlo.

      There was the sound of a scuffle.

      ‘Turn around!’

      ‘Get your hands off me, you asshole.’

      ‘I’m not playing. Turn around or I’ll Taser you. You hear me?’

      Byron tensed at the mention of the Taser. He took a deep breath and tried to clear his head. Arlo obviously had no idea that he was as close as he was. If he did he would have called for back-up. Either he thought Byron had already fled, or he actually believed his own bluster about Byron somehow being intimidated by him when he was arrested. It was hard to believe that anyone could be that stupid but the male ego was a wonderful thing.

      ‘You’re hurting me,’ Thea said.

      ‘Well, don’t struggle.’

      There was the ratcheting click of the cuffs being snapped around Thea’s wrists.

      ‘See? We don’t have to fight,’ Arlo said.

      ‘You patronizing asshole,’ Thea shot back.

      Byron snuck a peek around the doorframe. He could see a sliver of the kitchen. Thea was facing the rear window, her back to the cop.

      Byron would wait until Arlo went to put Thea in his patrol car, which he would undoubtedly do before coming back in to search the house, and make a run for it through the back door. Arlo would find an empty house. He ducked back into the living room and waited.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Thea said.

      It was hard to catch Arlo’s response. His voice was low and as quiet as a whisper.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Thea repeated, this time with panic in her voice.

      Byron caught what Arlo said next.

      ‘I see the way you look at me, Thea. This whole front you put up. How you talk to me. I know what it means.’

      ‘Take your goddamn hand away, Arlo.’

      Byron stepped back into the hallway. Looking into the kitchen he saw Thea still pinned against the sink. The cop was running his hand up between her legs.

      ‘Don’t fight it, Thea,’ Arlo said, his other hand reaching up, grabbing her hair and pulling it hard enough to snap her neck back and make her scream.

      For a second Byron struggled to process what he was witnessing. The second passed. He started down the hallway towards the kitchen, the Glock punched out ahead of him.
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      Lauren’s stomach churned as she climbed the steps of the Cessna Citation CJ4. The backdraft from a C-130 military transport plane taxiing down the opposite runway whipped her hair across her face. She pushed back the rogue strands and ducked into the cabin. The rest of the team were taking their seats, ready for the short flight down to Texas.

      A four-man kill team sat together at the back. They had broken out a pack of playing cards and seemed completely relaxed. All four were drawn from various branches of the military and were veterans of numerous missions around the world. They had been selected not just because they were extremely capable but because they could be relied upon to take the knowledge of a mission like this to the grave with them.

      Lauren settled into her seat, popped open her laptop, and reviewed the intelligence that had prompted the flight. It was frustrating beyond belief. Tibor had been in jail in Texas for weeks but for some inexplicable reason had only popped up on the official radar when he had broken out.

      Nick Frinz hustled down the aisle and flopped into the seat next to her. She’d been hoping he might not make the flight.

      ‘Finally found him, huh?’ he said.

      ‘Not yet.’

      ‘Come on,’ said Frinz. ‘Where’s he gonna go?’
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      ‘Don’t kill me.’

      Byron had to pick out the words between Arlo’s sobs. He had already taken Arlo’s service weapon, Taser, and the small back-up gun that had been hidden in an ankle holster on the cop’s right leg.

      The Glock was pressed into the back of Arlo’s neck. For good measure, and to ensure full compliance, Byron had the wrist of Arlo’s right hand bent back close to fracture point. That wasn’t the reason for his sobs, though. They both knew that, given what Byron had just witnessed, there was every chance that Arlo might not survive the next few moments.

      Byron would feel no guilt for killing a cop who had been about to rape a woman he had just handcuffed. Byron glanced at Thea. She was sitting at the kitchen table. Her hands shook as she struggled to light a cigarette. Mascara ran down her cheeks. She hadn’t offered any opinion on what Byron should do next. He wasn’t about to ask her. Not because he wouldn’t have gone along with what she wanted, but because she had enough trauma to process without this asshole’s death or survival in her head. If she wanted to give Byron the thumbs-up or -down that was her decision to make. But right now Byron was happy to fulfill all three roles of judge, jury and, if need be, executioner.

      There was no doubt in Byron’s mind that Arlo would have raped Thea. For that, in Byron’s opinion, he had forfeited his right to life. But there were other considerations. The cop (although it was an insult to the good men and women who did this job that Arlo had the badge and the title that went with it) could die now. Or he could die later. The only question was which would better serve Byron’s chances of escape, and Thea’s safety.

      A cell phone rang close by. The cop tensed. Thea got up, went back into the living room and answered it. She walked back in with it held to her ear. Whatever the person at the other end was saying, she was listening intently.

      ‘Where?’ she asked.

      There was a moment of silence. Byron pressed the barrel of the Glock a little harder into the back of Arlo’s neck. ‘Don’t say a word,’ he told him.

      ‘Okay,’ Thea said. ‘I’ll meet you there.’

      She ended the call and put the cell phone on the table. ‘Don’t kill him,’ she said.

      Byron nodded, easing the pressure against Arlo’s neck. Arlo let out a sigh of relief.

      Thea took another deep drag on her cigarette. Some ash fell onto the floor. ‘It’s not that I think you should live, Arlo,’ said Thea, ‘because I don’t.’

      ‘So why?’ Byron asked.

      ‘Because Arlo’s going to tell us why Hank Foley just called me to say that while he was out checking his ranch, helping the sheriff look for you, he found a bunch of dead women and children buried in a shallow grave. Isn’t that right, Arlo?’

      Arlo’s head snapped round on a swivel. ‘I don’t know nothing about that.’

      The denial was more than a little too sudden. Byron grabbed him and propelled him towards the door.

      ‘Where are you taking him?’ Thea asked.

      ‘You want to go out to this ranch and see for yourself, don’t you?’ Byron said to her. ‘Or have I got you all wrong?’

      ‘I have to put some clothes on first.’

      ‘We’ll wait for you, won’t we, Arlo?’ Byron told the cop.

      Arlo nodded. Byron sensed a fear inside the man that ran deeper than that of being at the wrong end of his weapon. A fear of discovery. Maybe the search for Byron had turned up something far more dangerous than a fugitive.
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      Arlo sat in the driver’s seat of his patrol car. Thea sat next to him. Byron handed her the Glock and kept Arlo’s service weapon for himself.

      ‘You know how to use one of these things?’ Byron asked, as she took the gun from him.

      She glanced back at him, her eyes suggesting she was surprised at the question. ‘We’re in Texas. Of course I know how to use a gun. My daddy took me out hunting while I was still in kindergarten. Got my first real gun when I turned twelve.’

      ‘Hope your daddy’s proud of you taking one of his officers hostage and helping an escaped killer,’ Arlo piped up. ‘He’s had to put up with all your liberal bullshit up until now, but this, I don’t know what he’s gonna say.’

      ‘Shut the hell up, Arlo,’ Thea said, lowering the barrel a shade so that it was pointed at Arlo’s groin.

      In the back seat, Byron’s head was spinning. ‘Your father’s Sheriff Martin?’

      ‘Sheriff Martinez,’ Thea corrected. ‘He changed it to Martin as part of his drive to fit in with the good old boys around here. He’s done a pretty good job of it too. Too good probably, but, hey, you don’t choose your family, do you?’

      There was no way Byron would have made the connection between the man he’d seen on the posters and Thea. ‘No offense but you must have got your mother’s good looks.’

      Thea spun round, the sudden movement making Arlo swallow hard. ‘Careful where you’re pointing that thing.’ He shuffling fractionally towards the window.

      ‘You might want to take your own advice, Arlo,’ Thea said. She turned back towards Byron. ‘My mother was a beautiful woman, inside in and out. She’d have been ashamed of what’s happened to people around here. Now, Arlo, you know where Hank’s ranch is.’

      Arlo nodded.

      ‘Good. Then you’re going to drive us out there. And if you try anything, I’ll put a bullet in you. You hear me?’

      Arlo grunted, put the patrol car into reverse, pulled back, and made a big, looping turn onto the street. Byron lay down on the back seat, out of view of any passing cars.

      The patrol-car radio crackled with activity. According to reports called in by concerned citizens, Byron was in at least three other places. It was an ability even he hadn’t realized he possessed.

      A call came in for Arlo to give the dispatcher an update.

      ‘Take it,’ Byron told him.

      Arlo relayed his location and left it at that. A smart move.

      They continued on through the darkened trees. Occasionally they would pass another patrol car. Thea told Arlo not to slow down, but to keep moving.

      As they turned a corner and saw a three-car roadblock up ahead, remaining in motion was no longer an option. Byron lowered himself into the rear foot wells, lying on his back, his gun pointed up at the rear window.

      ‘What you want me to do?’ Arlo asked.

      Thea seemed panicked. Arlo had been right about one thing: she was out of her depth. Way out.

      ‘Stop. Say hi. Tell them you’ve had a call from a rancher and you’re going to check it out,’ Byron told him.

      Arlo slowed the patrol car. ‘They’ll want to know why I have her in my car.’

      Byron racked his brain for some kind of a credible explanation. Thea got to one before he did. ‘You came to check on me and I was freaked out because I was representing the escapee. I asked to stay with you but you had to go back out on patrol so I came with you,’ she said, reaching down so that she was holding the gun out of sight.

      Arlo leaned out to talk to one of his colleagues, a lanky beanpole of a sergeant. ‘Hey, Sarge, you guys having any more luck than I am tonight?’

      Byron lay in back and prayed that the sergeant or one of the other officers wouldn’t take a casual peek through the rear window.

      The sergeant didn’t answer him. Instead he hunkered down and peered past Arlo at Thea, who was doing her best to look like the front seat of a cop car was exactly where she’d be on a night like this.

      ‘Hey, Thea. You come out to help us catch a bad guy?’ the sergeant said, sarcasm oozing from every syllable.

      ‘Something like that, Clay,’ Thea replied.

      ‘Thea was a little spooked,’ Arlo cut in. ‘She asked me if I could look after her. Ain’t that right, Thea?’

      Thea didn’t reply.

      The sergeant appeared to chew over Arlo’s explanation. He didn’t seem to buy it, not entirely anyway. ‘Same old story, I guess,’ he said. ‘Cops are all assholes until someone needs us.’

      Byron could only imagine the effort involved for Thea not to respond to that one.

      ‘So where you headed?’ the sergeant asked Arlo, when Thea didn’t take the bait.

      ‘Out to Hank Foley’s ranch. He called me about something bothering some of his cattle. Probably a coyote, but I thought I’d check it out in any case,’ said Arlo. ‘How about you guys? Any word on our boy?’

      For a man with two guns close to him, both held by people who could shoot straight and with good reason to blow him away, Arlo was proving cooler under pressure than Byron would have suspected. Notwithstanding the fact that ‘their boy’ was lying in the back of the car, Byron’s interest had been piqued by the question.

      ‘Nothing solid yet,’ said the sergeant.

      No kidding, thought Byron.

      ‘But we’ve got some additional resources coming in,’ the sergeant continued. ‘Feds or something. They’re been kind of cagey about it, but it seems like they’ve been looking for this guy for a while.’

      Byron froze. He’d known this was coming. He’d been sure it would happen long before now. But it still pulled him up short. He’d hoped he’d at least be out of the county before Washington showed up.

      In the front seat, Thea leaned over Arlo to talk to the sergeant. ‘They say what they wanted him for?’

      ‘I shouldn’t have even told you that much.’

      ‘Come on, Clay, I could find out easily enough,’ Thea said.

      ‘Okay, well, you didn’t hear it from me, and they haven’t actually used these words, but the impression I get is that this guy is some kind of terrorist or something. I mean, they won’t even let the FBI office here handle it. They’re flying down from Washington.’

      The sergeant stood back from the window, and hitched his thumbs into his belt. ‘In any case, if we don’t find him, they sure as hell will.’
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      Sheriff Martin put down the phone and looked at the three other men settled into wingback chairs in the main room of the Kelsen County Country Club. Apart from the four of them, the room was empty. A screen in one corner looped silently through a repeat of an old US Open golf tournament.

      ‘This is gonna be a goddamn shit show,’ said Sheriff Martin, putting his cell phone down on a small mahogany side table next to his chair. ‘I already got a State Department attorney asking why that guy’s alias never showed up anywhere for them. Guy sounded pissed too. Wanted to know if we dropped the ball or whether we’re just a bunch of dumb rednecks.’

      Across from him, Warden Castro massaged his temples with the tips of his fingers. It had been a bad few weeks and it had all started with Martin’s men picking up that vagrant. Castro had known there was something about the guy as soon as he’d laid eyes on him. They should have cut him loose instead of Romero.

      ‘Did they ask anything about how he managed to escape?’ Castro asked.

      ‘No,’ said Sheriff Martin. ‘But they will. Everyone’s going to need to come up with some answers.’

      Sheriff Martin made a point of taking in Judge Kelsen and his brother, Fidelius Kelsen. Fidelius was, in every respect that mattered, the real power in the room. They were both great-great-grandsons of the man for whom Kelsen County had been named, but Fidelius was a good old boy with an eye for a business opportunity. It was Fidelius who had come up with the idea of the prison and using the inmates as near-zero-cost labor. He’d had other ideas too, and it was those ideas that everyone in the room were concerned with now.

      Detaining thousands of people who hadn’t done much wrong was one thing. But what concerned Sheriff Martin was the county policy of turning a blind eye to other illegal activity in return for a share of profits. If the people from Washington started digging around Kelsen County, then everyone in the room would be going to jail for a very long time. And that was if they were lucky, and their business partners didn’t decide to head off the questioning and deal with them first.

      Martin, Castro and the judge were all looking at Fidelius now. He’d had all the answers in the past. When they’d hit bumps in the road he had been the one to stay calm and resolve things. Now, more than ever, they needed him to tell them what to do.

      Fidelius rested his elbows on a stomach that spilled over the top of his pants. He looked like a slightly gone-to-seed college dean. ‘Gentlemen,’ he began, ‘did you really think I wouldn’t have planned for this type of eventuality?’

      Sheriff Martin saw the others relax a little. He wasn’t so sure, though.

      ‘Why else have we made campaign contributions to every single politician worth a damn to come out of Texas over the past twenty years?’ Fidelius continued. ‘Insurance for a time such as this. We have done nothing wrong. Not morally. Sure, we may have cut some corners, if you could even call it that. But these people.’ He waved a hand dismissively. ‘They come across the border illegally. They aren’t citizens. Does anyone think that the taxpayer, the people who actually pay these government bureaucrats’ salaries, will care about any of this? Hell, no. I repeat, and I want you all to remember this, we have nothing to be ashamed of. Nothing at all.’

      Martin couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing. This was the emergency plan? Tell the feds to go take a running jump and call in favors from a bunch of politicians who, when it came to the crunch, would be concerned only with saving their own skins? As for the taxpayers, everyone who lived here loved the low taxes, low crime and everything else that the money paid for. But, like everyone else, they’d feign the same outrage the politicians would when they found out how it was all paid for.

      The nature of the general public, as Martin had learned over his years in office, was that when things ran as people liked, they didn’t want to ask any questions. It was only when it all went wrong that they discovered a sense of moral outrage. It was human nature.

      Martin didn’t buy what Fidelius was saying. He wasn’t even sure that Fidelius believed it. He probably did have a contingency plan. Guys like him usually did. But it was more likely that it involved tossing everyone else in the room to the lions and distancing himself from them as fast as he could, his brother included.

      Sheriff Martin’s cell phone started vibrating, working its way towards the edge of the table. He picked it up. ‘You’d better be calling me with some good news,’ he said to the person at the other end of the line.

      The call was brief and the opposite of good news.

      ‘You know I said this was going to be a shit show?’ Sheriff Martin said, when he’d finished.

      Warden Castro had gone over to the unmanned bar to pour himself another shot of bourbon.

      ‘Well,’ said Sheriff Martin, ‘that doesn’t even begin to cover it.’

      ‘Will you just tell us what the hell that phone call was?’ Judge Kelsen said.

      Sheriff Martin smiled as he looked at the warden. ‘Remember that container with the rotten produce we had to dump? Well, it looks like someone just found the contents.’

      Castro chugged the drink he’d just poured straight down his throat, gave up on the glass and tipped the bottle to his lips.
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      A sickly stench rose from the ground in waves. The smell was accompanied by twisting cords of steam, which Byron had always associated with rotting animal dung, until he’d encountered his first mass grave.

      Hank Foley, the rancher who had called Thea, was already waiting for them when they had rolled up in the patrol car. He didn’t seem overly alarmed to see Arlo get out of the vehicle at gunpoint. Nor did he question Byron’s presence. It was as if his own grisly discovery meant that the entire world had somehow morphed into a place where it was perfectly reasonable for the local do-gooder defense attorney to be prodding a cop with a firearm.

      The three of them had followed Hank’s truck to the grave. Hank parked next to a stand of live oaks. He got out and hobbled, with the help of a cane, under the trees. Arlo parked the patrol car behind the truck and they followed Hank, the smell hitting them long before they reached the grave.

      Hank stopped beyond the trees and pointed with his cane. ‘I had one of my guys preparing the ground here for some new planting. We usually leave this area for cattle. He came running up, screaming about how he’d found some bodies. First I thought he’d taken something, because of how he was babbling like a crazy man. I came down to take a look for myself and there they were.’

      Byron walked over to the edge of the grave. He counted twenty or so dead people. Not skeletons. Bodies. Rotting. Buried perhaps a month ago, though that was only a rough estimate.

      Some were face up, others face down. A few lay on their side or with limbs hanging over the person next to them. They had been dumped, thrown in and covered as quickly as possible. Probably in the middle of the night, if the rancher hadn’t known anything about it.

      Of course, that was assuming he was telling the truth, which was by no means a certainty. It was plenty possible that Hank had known about this shallow grave all along, heard that the feds were on their way down to Kelsen and panicked. Calling Thea wasn’t a bad strategy, if you wanted to cover your ass.

      Thea had already dug out her phone and was taking pictures of the grave. Byron had been surprised by her stoicism since they’d arrived. She had gagged, but that was an involuntary physical reaction to the odor. She lowered her phone and turned towards him. ‘What do you think happened?’

      Byron had been wondering about that. They’d need a pathologist or coroner to give them any meaningful answers. But they could likely rule out a few things. He knelt down at the edge of the freshly excavated grave. The bodies didn’t show any substantial evidence of violent trauma, such as gunshots or broken bones. They were pretty much intact, apart from one body at the very end, which had likely been snagged by the digger, lifting it up and snapping the left leg in half.  ‘Well, whatever it was,’ he said, ‘it sure as hell wasn’t natural causes. They all died at the same time.’

      Arlo was standing alongside them, staring into the trench, his jaw slack. The horror of what they were looking at seemed to have dulled his immediate fear.

      ‘You know anything about this, Arlo?’ Thea said.

      He shook his head.

      ‘Arlo?’ Byron said. ‘What happened to these folks?’

      Arlo’s hands went to his face as it crumpled. His lower lip began to wobble. He started to sob. The rancher shot him a look of pure disgust. Men here weren’t given to naked shows of emotion. Not in front of women. Or other men. Especially not if they were sober. Definitely not if they were a cop.

      Thea moved next to Arlo. ‘Arlo, if you know anything about this, you’ll feel a lot better if you get it off your chest.’

      ‘I didn’t know,’ Arlo said. ‘I didn’t know until it was too late.’

      ‘Know what?’ Byron and Thea said simultaneously.

      ‘Arlo!’ Hank barked. ‘Shut your mouth now.’

      So he did know. At least, he knew more than he was letting on. Byron raised the gun and leveled it at him. ‘Let him talk,’ he told the rancher.

      Hank Foley glared at Byron, but didn’t say any more. Byron waved him off to one side with the gun. Arlo was more likely to open up to Thea than to him. He’d leave her to play the role of confessor. That would give him the opportunity to speak with Hank.

      He walked the rancher over to the furthest live oak. ‘We both know that you didn’t just find these people. For a start, what the hell were you about to start planting here? Dirt?’ Byron said to him. ‘You helped bury them, didn’t you? Maybe you did a lot more than that.’

      Hank didn’t respond. Not that Byron had expected him to. Not at this stage anyway. He wasn’t going to break down like Arlo either. He wasn’t the type.

      ‘Right now a whole bunch of federal agents is on a plane on the way down here because Thea over there has spent the last however many years gathering information for them,’ said Byron.

      Hank’s eyes slid, for a split second, to where Thea was speaking in hushed tones to Arlo. That was all Byron needed to confirm that he’d hit a nerve. Hank might not have been buying it completely, but he was prepared to entertain the possibility.

      ‘I heard they’re here for you,’ the rancher said, with a hint of a smirk.

      ‘You think I’d be standing here now if that was true?’ said Byron.

      Hank looked him up and down. Yeah, thought Byron, he was made of sterner stuff than Arlo, whose guts were all in his badge.

      ‘All I know about this is what I told Thea,’ Hank said. ‘One of my workers found ’em here.’

      Byron dug a toe into the dirt. ‘Whatever you say. If you’re lying the feds’ll find out. Won’t be difficult either. They’ve had their eyes on this place for a while.’ He looked up into the broad canopy of sky above them. ‘You know what Google Maps is?’

      The rancher shrugged. ‘Of course. We’re not all hicks.’

      ‘Well then,’ Byron continued, ‘you must know that the government has a much sophisticated version. They can pull up a satellite image of this area of ground right here going back years. They’ll be able to tell when this was dug and, if they catch a break, who was here when those bodies were getting tossed in and covered over. Never mind you helping to throw them in, if you dug this hole that’ll be all they need.’

      ‘Horseshit!’

      Byron smiled. ‘You do know what conspiracy means? Or would you like Thea here to explain it to you? Hell, you don’t even have to dig a hole to be found guilty. Just offering the use of your land makes you as bad as the people who murdered these folks.’

      ‘No one murdered them,’ Arlo said.

      ‘Sure they didn’t,’ said Byron, his voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘They were probably just walking, tripped, fell in and hit their heads on the way. That what you’re going to tell the jury, Arlo? Or are you going to be screaming the same old song while they’re strapping you to the gurney and sticking the needle into your arm right next to your buddies?’

      ‘It was an accident,’ Arlo said.
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      ‘Arlo!’ Hank shouted, trying to shut the cop up.

      Byron turned to Hank. ‘You’re screwed. The feds haven’t even got here yet and people are already starting to sing.’

      Arlo and Hank glared at each other.

      ‘What kind of an accident?’ Thea asked Arlo. ‘Byron’s right. This doesn’t look like an accident.’

      Arlo shot the rancher a look. ‘They were in a container. Ran out of air. Prison guards thought we were with the container, and we thought the guards were. It was a mix-up. An accident.’

      Byron saw the muzzle flare and heard the shot before he even realized that Hank had pulled a pistol and fired a single shot into Arlo’s stomach. Arlo folded over with a groan and hit the ground face first, almost tumbling forward to join the others in the open grave.

      Hank squeezed off another shot. This one hit Arlo between his shoulder blades, the impact, or perhaps his body’s delayed shock, pushing him forward. He flopped over the edge of the trench and down into the hole below, his legs still sprawled on the ground until gravity took effect and he tumbled right in, coming to rest on top of one of the corpses.

      Byron brought his gun up as Hank spun round, aiming for him. Before Byron could get a shot off, Thea fired once, hitting the rancher in the middle of his chest. She followed up with two more rounds in quick succession. All three clustered in the center of the man’s body. Hank fell forwards, his pistol dropping from his hand as he rolled onto his side, knees pushed up into his chest.

      Byron walked over to him, and picked up his gun. Thea knelt down next to him. She reached over, and touched Hank’s neck, checking for a pulse. She glanced across at Byron. ‘He didn’t give me much choice.’

      ‘No,’ said Byron. ‘He didn’t. But it might be better if we switched weapons. There’ll be plenty prepared to believe I did this.’

      ‘Speaking of they,’ she said, standing up, ‘shouldn’t you be getting the hell out of here before they arrive? Whoever they are.’

      He was going to ask if she’d be okay on her own. He stopped himself. After what had just gone down it was fairly clear that Thea was more than capable of looking after herself. ‘I should. You mind if I take Arlo’s patrol car?’

      Thea shook her head. She dug in her pocket, produced the keys and placed them carefully in Byron’s open palm. She left her hand there for a moment as his fingers closed around them.

      They looked at each other. Byron leaned in and kissed her cheek. She turned her face to kiss him on the lips. ‘Good luck, Byron.’

      He didn’t want to leave. He would have happily stayed with Thea. Or gone where she wanted to go. But neither was an option. Not now, and probably not in the future. And if he didn’t get moving soon, he likely wouldn’t have a future.

      ‘Before I go, I need to ask you for one final favor,’ he said to Thea.

      A mixture of hesitation and exhaustion flitted across her face. ‘Well, seeing as you’re prepared to take the rap for me here, how could I refuse?’

      ‘You haven’t heard what it is yet.’

      He told her. As favors went it was extraordinarily simple. This time, though, her expression was one of complete and total confusion.
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      Lauren’s body felt like a single knot of tension as the door of the Cessna finally lowered. Shortly after takeoff, the pilot had informed them that they couldn’t land at the designated landing strip near Kelsen, and would have to reroute to nearby San Antonio. It would add only ten minutes to the flight time, but they now faced an hour-long drive from San Antonio to Kelsen.

      Although she was used to these types of completely avoidable SNAFUs (Situation Normal, All Fucked Up), they still rankled. Especially since time was precious. Although the four special-forces operators on board were semi-officially designated a kill team, Lauren wanted Tibor breathing. They would learn a lot more by recovering a live specimen than a dead one.

      Behind her, the others were already grabbing their gear. A bewildering array of hardware was carried down the steps and deposited in the backs of three Escalades,  two black and one silver-grey. The last item loaded was a blue body bag.
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      The face of the dead child stared back at Byron from the screen of Thea’s phone. Big brown eyes that had glimpsed, in the last moments of her life, the full horror of the world. For a moment, Byron was no longer in Texas. He was in Afghanistan, cradling another dead little girl whose name had been Sasha.

      Sasha’s death had been the final straw for the old Byron. Seeing her die had triggered his descent into madness. Or, arguably, into sanity.

      He had never been convinced that his previous stoicism in the face of needless death and suffering was the reaction of a sane man, but his inner turmoil after so much exposure to horror, and the behaviour it gave rise to, was the mark of a mad man.

      He touched his thumb and forefinger to the screen. He pinched them together and the image zoomed out to reveal the mass grave he had left behind. In a way that made him feel ashamed: the collage of bodies was less upsetting than the close-up view of the little girl. He couldn’t explain why that was so. It just was.

      Byron tucked Thea’s phone into his pocket, and sounded the horn of the patrol car one more time. He gave it a long blast, counted off ten seconds, and hit it again.

      It was parked facing the building’s front door. The headlights were on full beam so that anyone looking out would only see someone sitting in the driver’s seat.

      Finally, after two more blasts, the front reception door opened and a woman emerged. Her hair was tousled and she looked like she hadn’t long woken up. Byron knew who she was. She wasn’t the person he had expected to see. Not that it mattered.

      The same rules would apply. She would have to follow his instructions. If she didn’t, she would face the consequences.

      It was too bad. She was pretty much an innocent in all of this. Just a woman who had taken a job to pay her bills. It wouldn’t be fair if this proved to be her last night on earth. But when had the world been fair?

      Byron checked the Glock as the woman stepped uncertainly through the glass door. She left it wedged open behind her. Byron laid off the horn and waited.

      She was hesitant. Nervous. She couldn’t understand why the police officer in the driver’s seat wasn’t getting out. She tried to peer through the front windshield. Byron slumped down in the seat. His head flopped to one side. He reached over with his free hand, the other holding the Glock, and hit the button to lower the window.

      ‘Help me,’ Byron said. ‘I need help. I was just shot. I can’t feel my legs.’

      That got her moving. A cop who couldn’t exit his vehicle because he’d been shot offered sudden rationality to the situation.

      He listened as her heels clicked smartly across the parking lot. ‘Oh, my God,’ she said.

      She stopped suddenly and began to turn back towards the building. ‘I’ll call for help.’

      ‘No,’ Byron shouted after her. ‘I already did that. I need someone to put pressure on the wound before I bleed out.’

      Her worry about what to do next assuaged, she started back towards the patrol car. As she came level with the open window, Byron raised the Glock and pointed it at her. ‘Don’t move until I tell you,’ he said.

      She started to speak but the words got choked at the back of her throat. Her eyes were wide with fear. She didn’t move. Finally, she blinked, as if she was trying to clear her head from a nightmare. Byron swung the door open, and got out. He took the woman’s hand and turned her round. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked her.

      ‘Jacqueline,’ she managed, after a few stuttered attempts.

      ‘Okay, Jacqueline, here’s what you’re going to do for me. Are you listening?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You’re going to walk me inside. When we get inside you’re going to get them to open every door I need to be opened. If they hesitate or don’t co-operate, you’re going to tell them that if they don’t do what I tell them I’m going to kill you. Did you get all that, Jacqueline?’

      ‘Yes, I think so.’

      ‘That’s good. You’re doing real well. Okay, so let’s start walking. I’m going to be right behind you every step.’

      She started to move back towards the door. She was shaking, her footsteps uncertain. At the door, she stopped. ‘Can I ask you something?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘I don’t understand this. Why do you want to get inside? It doesn’t make any sense.’

      ‘It does to me,’ Byron said.

      She half turned and looked at him. He stared back at her. He was praying she wasn’t about to do something stupid, like reach for the gun and try to run back out into the parking lot.

      ‘Are you out of your mind?’ she said.

      In the glass-fronted reception area he could see two prison guards staring at him, jaws slack, presumably asking themselves the same question. ‘Something like that,’ he said, pivoting around and shooting out the glass partition.
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      Byron guided Jacqueline, one of the jail’s civilian administration workers, through the open door. He used the Glock to back the two guards against the far wall. He ordered them to turn round and face the wall.

      Thankfully, they both complied. He asked them to unhook their belts, and let them drop to the floor. When they’d done that, he told them to turn round and kick the belts over to him.

      Jacqueline picked them up and, following Byron’s instructions, removed the Tasers, batons and pepper-spray canisters and kicked the belts back to the guards.

      ‘Okay, you can put them back on.’

      The guards did as they were told, shooting quick glances between each other and then at Byron. The older of them, whom Byron recognized as one of the guards who hadn’t seemed to take any great pleasure in the job, certainly not in the way Mills had, was the first to speak.‘Look, Davis,’ he said, ‘we never did anything to you. We’re just doing our jobs. You have a bone to pick, then go find Castro.’

      ‘No bones to pick,’ Byron told him. ‘Just do what I say when I say it and you can all go home when I’m done here. Disobey me, though, and I’ll kill you.’

      ‘You got it,’ said the older guard. ‘What do you want us to do?’

      ‘Take me back inside,’ Byron told him.
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      ‘Hit the lights,’ Byron instructed the guard.

      Sleepy-eyed inmates sat up, or rolled out of their bunks as the lights flickered into life. They rubbed their eyes, and coughed. One began to head straight for the bathroom to take a piss before he realized what was going on. Soon, all eyes were on Byron.

      If the guards had been surprised at seeing him back in the Kelsen County Jail, it was nothing to the inmates’ collective reaction. This bunkhouse was almost all Mexicans and Hispanic. That was why Byron had chosen it. The one word that seemed to hang in the air needed no great translation skills.

      Loco.

      What else could you call someone who had escaped only to break back inside less than twenty-four hours later? Byron scanned the men until he found who he was looking for. Cesar was a Mexican in his late twenties who had been close to Romero.

      Byron motioned for the man to come over to him. He dug into his pocket, and handed him Thea’s smart phone. ‘You recognize any of these people?’

      The man swiped through the images. His face darkened. Other inmates joined him, peering over his shoulder. One said something in Spanish that Byron didn’t catch and began to break down.

      The man looked at Byron. ‘Miguel does. One of them is his wife.’

      Byron took the phone back, swiped to the picture that included the little girl and handed it back to the inmates. ‘Anyone know who she is?’

      The phone was passed from hand to hand. There were gasps, tears and heated discussion. There were also murderous glances towards the guards.

      Finally, the inmate Byron had spoken to first asked, ‘Explain this. Where did you find these people?’

      Byron explained, slowly and patiently, waiting for his words to be translated to the others. Behind him, the two guards studied the floor. The older one said, ‘I didn’t know nothing about this.’

      One of the inmates walked over and, without saying anything, drew back his fist and struck the guard in the face, a powerful blow that sent him to the floor.
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      The three Escalades pulled up outside the Kelsen County Sheriff’s headquarters. Next to Lauren, Nick Frinz voiced what everyone else in the convoy must have been thinking.

      ‘How much money d’you think it cost to build something like that?’ he said.

      Lauren reached for the door handle and got out. While she and Nick went to speak to the sheriff with an agent from the FBI’s San Antonio field office, the rest of the team stayed put. No one, Lauren included, wanted any of the locals to see a four-man special-forces kill team wandering down the main street in Kelsen, armed to the teeth.

      In any case, the plan was not to have to use them. Lauren was hoping that they could flush Tibor into open country where a drone could do the job with minimum fuss. Technically the use of an armed drone on US soil to kill a US citizen was illegal. But since Lauren had begun to climb the ladder within the agency she had discovered that lots of things technically never happened. At least, not officially. Tibor himself was one of those things.

      The FBI liaison explained who they were. They were told to take a seat as sheriff’s deputies ran in every direction. Out in the street, patrol cars sped past, sirens wailing. Lauren wondered if this was a show they were putting on for the big boys from Washington to prove how seriously they were taking the search for Tibor. If it was, they needn’t have bothered. They’d had him in jail and hadn’t even realized who he was. When this was done and dusted, people were going to be called to account, and it wasn’t going to be pretty.

      When five minutes had passed and Sheriff Martin hadn’t appeared, Lauren got to her feet. She grabbed a passing deputy. ‘Sheriff Martin? Go get him for me. Now,’ she said.

      ‘Pardon me, ma’am, but we’re kind of busy right at the moment. If you’d like to take a seat someone will be with you shortly.’

      Lauren took a step back. ‘Listen up, shit for brains, we’re the United States government. Now, go tell Martin to get his fat ass down here or he’s going to be facing federal obstruction charges quicker than you can spell federal, which, admittedly, may not be that fast. But you get the picture, don’t you?’

      The deputy stared at her. ‘I’ll let him know.’

      ‘Get him,’ Lauren repeated, letting him go and watching him head through a door still shaking his head at her rudeness.

      Ten minutes later, the deputy was back. He walked slowly over to Lauren. ‘Ma’am, Sheriff Martin sends his apologies but he’s running late.’

      ‘Where the hell is he?’

      ‘No idea, ma’am.’

      ‘Then go find out.’
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      Sheriff Martin pulled up next to the ranch house. He could tell by the faces of the deputies who were already there that something very bad had happened. It wasn’t just their expressions. Not one of them would meet his eye.

      He noticed Judge Billy Kelsen’s car, a black Lexus, parked nearby. Next to it was a Mercedes Benz S-Series that belonged to Fidelius. The most expensive car in town for the richest man in town. Their presence explained why the deputies weren’t looking at him. The Kelsen brothers let him handle stuff like this. They didn’t dirty their hands with the details.

      The men who worked for him probably saw their presence as bad news for the sheriff. A show of no confidence. Sheriff Martin already knew about Hank calling Thea to tell her about the grave site. Dumb asshole. Already covering his back before there was any need, and in the process making life more difficult for everyone.

      Hank was up to his neck in all this. He’d been the one who’d suggested they could use his ranch to hide the bodies. Of course he’d wanted free labor from the county jail in return. Like everyone around here, he only helped out if there was something in it for him.

      Sheriff Martin tipped back his hat as he saw Fidelius emerge from the Benz and walk towards him. God, he was sick of this place. All of these people had been happy when times were good, but were running around like headless chickens now there was a problem.

      Fidelius reached him, and put a hand on his shoulder. It was a gesture that set him on edge. Beyond a congratulatory handshake every time he’d been elected, Sheriff Martin couldn’t remember Fidelius ever touching him. He just wasn’t that kind of guy.

      ‘I’m sorry, John,’ Fidelius said, squeezing his shoulder. ‘I really am. It should never have come to this.’

      ‘Sure,’ said Sheriff Martin.

      Fidelius must have been talking about Arlo. A fellow officer struck down while doing his duty.

      ‘I’ll walk you down, John,’ said Fidelius.

      Together they started along the track to where they had buried a container full of illegals. Not that Fidelius had been present. He’d left everyone else to deal with that.

      Billy Kelsen fell in beside them. He patted Sheriff Martin on the back and offered his condolences. Weird, he thought. He usually wasn’t much more emotional than his brother. Jesus, maybe they were planning on throwing him in with the bodies and burying him too. The thought made him laugh. The two Kelsen men traded a look.

      ‘Sorry,’ said Sheriff Martin. ‘I just don’t know if this whole situation can get any more messed up than it already is.’

      Neither Kelsen brother said anything. They kept walking until they reached the stand of trees and stopped.

      It was all coming back now. Taking the bodies out of the containers. The little girl still clutching the pink rabbit. That had got to Sheriff Martin more than anything else. He’d tried to tell himself it was an accident. A mistake. Wires had been crossed and they’d been left too long in the heat with too little air and no water. It wasn’t as if they’d been killed deliberately. It had been a tragedy. A terrible tragedy.

      Sheriff Martin had thought about returning them to their families back home. But that wasn’t possible. There would have been too many questions. Questions with answers that no one wanted to give. Someone dying in the jail or being injured in the factory was one thing. A whole bunch of people dead was something else. There was nothing else to be done but bury them and make sure it didn’t happen again.

      They cleared the live oaks. Fidelius put his hand back on Sheriff Martin’s shoulder. ‘I know this must be hard, John.’

      It was like Fidelius was talking in riddles.

      ‘It’s okay,’ Sheriff Martin said. ‘We can get some quicklime. John McGarry can make the arrangements for Hank and Arlo.’

      McGarry was the town undertaker.

      ‘And what about Thea?’ said Fidelius. ‘Would you like McGarry to make the arrangements for her as well?’

      ‘What do you mean? What are you talking about, Fidelius?’

      ‘No one’s told you?’ Fidelius said, with a look of horror. ‘None of your men told you?’

      ‘Told me what?’ said Sheriff Martin.

      ‘She’s over there,’ said Fidelius. ‘That lunatic must have shot her straight after he murdered Arlo and Hank.’

      Sheriff John Martin looked to where Fidelius was staring. There was a white sheet lying on the ground. A body under it. A puddle of black hair spilling out from one end.

      In a daze, Martin walked over to the sheet. He knelt down, pulled back the corner. He struggled to take in what he was seeing. Thea. His only child. The person he loved more than anyone in the world. Beautiful, proud Thea.

      It was a trick. It had to be. She was sleeping. Playing dead. He reached over and shook her shoulder. His hand came away wet with blood.

      In that moment, the world imploded. He reached down again, picking her up and cradling her in his arms.

      No. It wasn’t possible. He rocked her back and forth, as he had done when she was a little girl.

      

      Over by the oaks, the Kelsen brothers stood and watched Sheriff Martin break down, cradling Thea in his arms.

      ‘Hell of a business,’ said Fidelius.

      His brother sighed. ‘She was never one to keep her mouth shut.’

      Fidelius stared ahead over the flat, open country beyond the oak trees. ‘A damn shame.’
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      Byron stood in the middle of the exercise yard and watched the flames lick up the outside wall of the bunkhouse. A group of four prisoners wandered past him wearing guard uniforms they’d raided from stores.

      Over by the fence two actual guards were being pushed around by another group of prisoners. Byron marched over to where the two terrified men were cowering as they were spat on, kicked and punched by men still enraged by what they had seen only minutes before.

      News of the grim discovery, as well as the story of what had happened to Romero, had spread rapidly through the facility. Half a dozen guards had made a half-hearted attempt to quell the initial disorder. It hadn’t worked. They had quickly given up when faced with hundreds of enraged inmates.

      For his part, Byron had brokered an agreement with Cesar, the leader of the Latino inmates: the guards were to be released alive. Unharmed had quickly proven too much of a stretch, given the level of simmering resentment that had boiled over into cold, unrelenting rage. At least some of the guards, the ones who had dished out their own brand of justice, would catch a beating. Byron just didn’t want any more graves being dug that didn’t absolutely have to be.

      As the blows raining down on the two hapless guards intensified, Byron shouldered his way through another crowd of prisoners, who were busy assembling a bonfire in the middle of the yard, and made for the fence.

      He pulled a couple of inmates out of the way. One rounded on him, caught up in the collective madness, and ready to swing. He saw who it was. He saw the Glock held down by Byron’s side, pointing into the dirt. He put up his hands and went to join the bonfire assemblers.

      Byron kept at it, peeling off assailants from the edge until there were only two men left, spitting threats in Spanish, their eyes full of murder. One aimed a kick at the head of a guard who had slumped, close to unconscious, with his back against the fence. Byron grabbed the kicker by his collar and dragged him back. He lost balance and fell. Scrambling to his feet, he raised his fists. Byron brought the Glock up hard and fast. ‘Back off.’

      He grabbed his buddy and sloped off into the shadows, no doubt hoping to catch more fresh meat.

      Cesar joined Byron. He was soaked in sweat. Organizing a prison riot while making sure that no one got killed must have been hard work.

      ‘Help me with these two,’ Byron said to him.

      Between them he and Cesar managed to get the two beaten guards onto their feet. They helped them towards the mess hall where a half-dozen of the Mexicans who were prepared to take orders from Cesar were protecting the other jail personnel. Byron and Cesar found the two guards seats at a table with some of the others.

      ‘Is that all your men accounted for now?’ Byron asked the older guard he’d met near the entrance.

      ‘Everyone apart from one. Officer Strand. Young guy. Big. Blond crew-cut. Just came out of the army. Only started here this year.’

      Byron had a vague memory of a guard who fitted the description. He hadn’t been notable for much, apart from being overly concerned with following procedure. He and Cesar traded a look. With the riot at fever pitch a guard on his own was bad news. They started for the door at the same time.

      They hadn’t got back out into the yard when they heard the first crack of live gunfire. Byron broke into a run. As he pushed through the door and out into the yard he saw the group of inmates carrying bedding out to the bonfire scatter in a dozen different directions.

      Another shot was fired. This time he was close enough to see where it had come from. Hunkering down, and staying close to the building, he saw a fresh muzzle flash from the watchtower and a prisoner fall to the ground.
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      ‘I want him dead. Do you understand me?’

      As if the order needed any reinforcement, Sheriff Martin slammed both hands down on the hood of the patrol car that was parked just short of the stand of oak trees. The heart-breaking shock of seeing his daughter lying in the dirt had given way to a thirst for vengeance. Thea had always seen the good in people, and now her naivety had exacted the ultimate price. He had warned her over and over, but she wouldn’t listen, and now this.

      There were whispers among his deputies that it had been worse than murder. That before she’d died, she’d been violated by that animal. They wouldn’t know for sure until the coroner did his work. Even the suspicion that she had been raped before she was murdered was almost too much for him to take.

      Part of him wanted to throw himself into the grave, then dig himself into the ground until his mouth and nostrils filled with dirt and he stopped breathing. His rage, his need for revenge, was his lifeline. A reason to keep going. A reason to live.

      He would find Davis, or Tibor or whatever the hell the guy was called. When he found him, he would kill him. After that? He had no idea what he would do. He would likely be staring back into the abyss. Maybe he would drink a bottle of whisky and eat a gun. Join in that great cop tradition.

      Now he had a job to do. Find the man who had killed his daughter and take his life.

      ‘Sheriff?’

      He looked up to see one of the younger troopers standing on the other side of the car. Most of the others had drifted off. ‘Yes, son. What is it?’

      ‘We need to know what you want us to do about the jail. We just had another call from one of the guards. He said they need us down there and fast.’

      ‘Didn’t we already send two patrols?’ Sheriff Martin asked.

      ‘Yes, sir, we did. But the prisoners have the entrance barricaded and they’re saying they won’t release the guards until our men fall back.’

      ‘Okay. Tell Deputy Cross that he’s to take command down there but we can’t spare any more men until we find that son of a bitch Tibor.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      The young deputy didn’t move. Just stood there.

      ‘Is there something else?’ Sheriff Martin asked.

      ‘The people from Washington are here. They said they need to talk to you immediately.’

      Two SUVs were rolling down the slope towards the trees, headlights on full. Sheriff Martin had to shield his eyes with a hand to avoid being blinded.

      ‘That’s them,’ said the young deputy.

      ‘Okay, son. I’ll handle this. You go tell Cross that he has operational command at the jail until I can get down there.’

      Sheriff Martin started towards the two black SUVs as they rolled towards him and stopped. A young woman got out of the lead vehicle. Some preppy-looking kid in a suit and tie, who looked like he could barely pee standing up, never mind chase down a cold-blooded killer, stood behind her.

      The woman thrust out her hand. ‘Sheriff Martin, I’m Lauren Stanley from the Central Intelligence Agency. This is Nick Frinz from the State Department.’

      Sheriff Martin shook their hands. He couldn’t help but stare a second too long at Frinz’s shoes. Penny loafers. What kind of people were these? No wonder the country was going to hell in a handcart.

      ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ said Lauren. ‘We heard the news about your daughter as we were driving over here.’

      Sheriff Martin eyed her. ‘Who told you?’

      ‘We hear everything, Sheriff.’

      Mother of God, thought Sheriff Martin. This little girl was totally delusional. ‘That so? Because I swear I heard that you’ve been looking for this Tibor guy for over a year now and it took us to find him for you.’

      ‘It might have helped if you hadn’t kept him off law-enforcement radar when you arrested him.’ Lauren looked past him to the trench and the three sheets that lay near the edge. ‘Maybe all this might have been avoided.’

      Sheriff Martin had never struck a woman. Not in anger anyway. He was damn close to it now. His hand bunched up and he drew it back.

      Lauren stared him down. ‘If you want to spend the next twenty years in a federal prison, go right ahead and hit me.’

      He looked down at his clenched fist as if it had somehow taken on a life of its own. He dropped it back to the butt of his gun.

      ‘Now, can we stop screwing around here and get down to finding Tibor? My patience with your department ran out about an hour ago,’ Lauren continued.

      ‘I don’t need your help,’ Sheriff Martin told her.

      Lauren took in the carnage behind him with a sweep of her eyes. ‘Is that a grave?’

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            83

          

        

      

    

    
      Correctional Officer Strand slowed his breathing, waited for his heart rate to fall away, and squeezed the trigger. Down below on the yard, his bullet caught the prisoner in the shoulder. The prisoner spun, lost his balance and fell forward. Other men scattered in every direction.

      Strand got ready to fire another round. He had the span of the fallen prisoner’s back caught flush in the cross-hairs. He took another deep breath.

      The fallen prisoner began to wriggle forward. The movement threw Strand off for a second. He lowered his rifle, knowing he couldn’t take the shot. He couldn’t kill an injured man who was crawling for his life. He didn’t have it in him. He’d thought he had. He had been mistaken.

      He brought the rifle back up to his shoulder and quickly panned across the rest of the yard, first using his eyes, then narrowing down possible targets with the scope. He stopped abruptly as he caught sight of one of the guards, blood pouring down his face from a nasty gash across his forehead. The man was being held up by two of the prisoners. One was the rabble-rouser, Cesar. The other was a Mexican, whose name eluded him. He was holding a kitchen knife to the guard’s throat.

      Cesar waved his arms, calling for the prisoners to quieten down as thick black smoke blew across the exercise yard and spiraled into the sky.

      Strand shouldered his rifle. ‘Touch that guard and I’ll blow your head off, Cesar.’

      ‘Throw down that rifle and I won’t need to,’ Cesar shouted back. ‘No one will touch you or him. You have my word on that, but you have to come down.’

      Strand wasn’t buying it. ‘Why should I believe you?’

      ‘Because you don’t have any other choice,’ Cesar replied, with a nod towards half a dozen inmates who had breached the fence and were busy carrying pieces of wood, blankets and a green metal can of gasoline towards the bottom of the watchtower.

      Screw it, thought Strand. If they were happy to burn him to death they sure as hell weren’t going to let him get out of there in one piece after he’d shot at least three of them. He’d rather take his chances up there until he ran out of ammunition and he was a long way away from that happening. In any case, the sheriff had to be sending help to the jail soon. Hell, for all Strand knew, they could be about to mount a raid and he’d be surrendering for nothing.

      ‘Go to hell,’ he shouted down to Cesar. ‘You cut his throat, that’s on you.’

      From nowhere, cold metal parted the hair at the back of Strand’s neck and pressed into the flesh. Fingers closed around his throat and squeezed in a vice-like grip.

      A voice whispered in his ear, ‘Put the gun down. This place doesn’t need any more heroes.’

      Strand slowly lowered the rifle to the deck of the watchtower. The man behind him pulled him backwards, sweeping his feet out from under him with his leg. He turned Strand over, so he was lying face down, grabbed his hands and cuffed him.

      

      Byron Tibor hauled Strand to his feet and led him towards the spiral steps that led down towards the yard. At the bottom, he unlocked the door. A couple of inmates moved to swarm Strand.  Byron backed them up with the Glock, gun-facing them hard, his finger on the trigger and a look that said he was itching to go the last half-inch. They got the message, and retreated back into the shadows.

      Cesar was waiting for him in the middle of the yard. The smoke was billowing in every direction, making breathing difficult. Byron pushed Strand towards him.

      ‘Present for you.’

      Cesar caught the guard before he could fall. ‘Just what I always wanted,’ he said.

      ‘If this is going to work you can’t hurt any of these people any more than you absolutely have to,’ Byron said to Cesar. ‘And preferably not at all.’

      Cesar nodded. ‘I don’t want to hurt them any more than you do.’

      ‘That’s not saying much. You know what I mean, though, right?’ Byron said.

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Okay, get everyone ready,’ said Byron.
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      Byron stood next to Cesar and took in the teeming mass of inmates gathered in the corridors near the main entrance to the administration building. There must have been several hundred men, women and children. Cesar had sent a party of armed prisoners to the neighboring women’s facility to free the occupants. The guards there hadn’t bothered to offer so much as token resistance as soon as they’d seen a few dozen armed inmates.

      Byron peered through office blinds at the two patrol cars sitting in the parking lot, doors open, sheriff’s deputies standing behind them, guns trained on the entrance.

      ‘You think this will work?’ Cesar asked Byron.

      Byron didn’t know for sure. The cops could get freaked and start firing. He very much doubted that, but it was a possibility. The question was whether it was a risk he was prepared to ask innocent people to take.

      He dug into his pocket, pulled out Thea’s phone, tapped on her contact list and scrolled down until he reached the name he was looking for. The name it was listed under was a painful reminder that almost everyone was more than one person. Sheriff Martin was, as far as Byron could see, a petty tyrant corrupted by power. But here, on his daughter’s phone, he was simply ‘Dad’.

      Byron hit the phone icon and waited for the call to connect.
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      Sheriff Martin looked in disbelief at the name flashing up on his cell phone. He blinked, wishing it away. The four letters placed side by side hit him harder than a punch in the stomach.

      THEA.

      Frinz, the kid from the State Department, was wandering back from the grave, his fancy leather loafers coated with dirt. ‘Sheriff? Are you going to answer that?’

      Martin glared at him. The little punk. Here they were, not twenty feet from his dead daughter, and this kid was ordering him around.

      Thea. Dead.

      Sheriff Martin looked around for his guys. He spotted one poring over a paper map of the area with the girl from the CIA and the FBI liaison agent who’d been the only one smart enough not to try to make this a pissing contest. Martin had told his men to give the feds whatever they asked for. If they found Tibor that was all well and good. If they thought he was being co-operative, they might let their guard slip and he would have the chance to kill the sorry sack of shit before they realized what was going on. The girl from the CIA had already made it plain that she wanted Tibor alive. Sheriff Martin didn’t, but he wasn’t going to get anywhere by admitting that now.

      ‘Hey, JD, do we know if Thea had her cell phone on her?’ Sheriff Martin asked his deputy.

      The deputy glanced up from the map. So did the others. ‘Wasn’t on the body ‒ I mean on her. You want us to start looking for it, Sheriff? I can get a patrol to run by her house, see if it’s there.’

      ‘No, that’s okay,’ he said.

      Her name was still flashing on the screen.

      ‘Son of a bitch,’ he muttered, under his breath.

      Frinz and the others were still staring at him. He walked back towards the live oaks, ducking under the canopy as he hit the green button to accept the call.

      ‘Hello.’

      

      Finally, thought Byron, as his call was answered. ‘Sheriff Martin, it’s Tibor.’

      There was silence at the other end of the line. For a moment he thought the call had dropped or that he’d lost the connection.

      ‘Sheriff Martin?’

      ‘I’m here. Can you hear me?’ the sheriff asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      

      Martin checked over his shoulder to see Frinz moving along the line of trees behind him, trying to eavesdrop. So much for the government’s famed powers of surveillance. Sheriff Martin turned round and angrily waved him away.

      He pressed the phone closer to his ear. ‘Good. Because I don’t want you to miss any of this. I’m going to find you, and I’m going to kill you, Tibor. Just like you killed my daughter, you piece of shit. You hear me?’

      

      Byron took a step back from the window, the blind snapping shut as he let it go.

      ‘What are you talking about?’ he asked. ‘Thea’s dead?’

      The denial only served to enrage Sheriff Martin. ‘Like you didn’t know. You killed her. Her and Arlo and Hank.’

      ‘No, Sheriff, I didn’t. She was alive when I left her. Hank shot Arlo and Thea shot Hank before he could shoot her too.’ Byron’s mind was racing. ‘Listen, do you have any idea who might have arrived at the ranch after? Who told you she was dead?’

      ‘Cut the act, Tibor,’ said Sheriff Martin. ‘You killed her. You know you did. Now you’d better keep running. But know this, I will catch up with you.’

      

      Byron held the phone to his chest, trying to compose himself. He counted slowly to three and put it back to his ear. He looked at the people crowded behind him. To Cesar, who was waiting for his help to help get them out of there. He raised the phone back to his ear.

      ‘You won’t have to chase me, Sheriff,’ Byron said. ‘I’ll meet you.’

      ‘Bullshit. You don’t have the stones for that.’

      ‘The Fashion Square mall. Front entrance on Main Street. Thirty minutes. Before you do what you promised, you’re going to need to listen to me. I didn’t kill Thea, but you probably know who did.’

      ‘I’ll see you there,’ said Sheriff Martin.

      The call finished, Byron stared down at Thea’s cell phone for a moment.

      ‘You okay?’ Cesar asked him.

      ‘They killed Thea Martinez.’

      ‘That the lawyer lady?’ Cesar asked.

      ‘They think I did it.’

      Cesar reached past Byron, pulled down one of the slats and peered out. Two of the cops got back into their patrol car, closed the doors, gunned the engine and peeled out of the parking lot.

      ‘They’re leaving,’ said Cesar.

      ‘They think I’m back in town. Probably figure they’re going to need to all the fire power they can muster,’ said Byron, as he opened Thea’s phone with a paperclip, took out the SIM card, and ground it to dust under his heavy work boot.

      ‘Kind of says it all,’ said Cesar, his eyes still on the parking lot.

      ‘What does?’ Byron asked him.

      ‘Well, even in the middle of this shit show, one bad-ass American still counts for more than a thousand Mexicans about to make a break for it.’

      Byron turned back to where the assembled prisoners were waiting for his signal. ‘Be grateful for that,’ Byron told Cesar. ‘At least this one time.’
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      Sheriff Martin turned back to the feds, who had assembled at the ranch house, ready to deploy to the jail. Four men in tactical gear were standing beside a silver-grey SUV, talking in low whispers while they ran through a final weapons check. Lauren Stanley was hunched over some kind of computer tablet, staring at the screen in a way that suggested it held an ancient secret.

      Sheriff Martin marched over to her. ‘Shouldn’t we be moving out?’

      He was already pissed that, even though they had traced Thea’s cell phone to the jail, Lauren and Frinz had told him not to send any men over there unless they gave him the all-clear. They were hunting the man who had killed his daughter, and they wanted to push him out.

      Lauren looked from the tablet. ‘There’s no “we” here, Sheriff. Leave this to us.’

      ‘The hell I will,’ said Martin. ‘This is my county. I have jurisdiction.’

      Frinz joined them. He stood, hands in his pants pockets. ‘This is a very dangerous individual, Sheriff. We have the resources to deal with him. You don’t. It’s as simple as that. There’s no offense or disrespect intended.’

      When he had mentioned resources, Frinz had made a point of shooting a glance towards the four heavily armed men who were now clambering back into the SUV.

      ‘He killed my daughter,’ Martin protested.

      ‘Precisely,’ said Lauren. ‘That’s what he does. He kills people. Without hesitation or remorse. That’s why this is better left to us.’

      She turned her back to him, the conversation over, at least as far as she was concerned. Martin stood there, knowing she was right. He couldn’t risk issuing any of his men with orders that would place them in harm’s way. Arlo was already dead. Mills had come close to being killed.

      

      Lauren walked over to the black Escalade with Nick Frinz. ‘You ready to do this?’ Frinz asked her.

      She was.

      They climbed into the back seat. Frinz leaned over to take a peek at the images on the tablet computer. In a few minutes they would be running live, everything they did. The entire operation would be relayed back to a situation room in DC. Drones were in the skies. Their heat-sensing capabilities meant that anyone moving in a thirty-mile radius outside the jail would be picked up and tracked. They would also pick up any vehicle movements. The border patrol had been drafted in to establish roadblocks at five-mile intervals on the three roads that ran into and out of Kelsen. So far only half a dozen vehicles were out there and three of those were County Sheriff patrol units that had now been ordered to return to headquarters until further notice.

      The last location they had for Thea Martinez’s cell phone had been logged just under seven minutes previously. That was the call Tibor had made to Martin from the jail. Unless Tibor had developed the ability to fly, which they had covered anyway via air traffic control, he would have been picked up by now. Even though the cell phone was dead, he was in the jail with no place to go.

      The only question that remained for Lauren was just how Tibor planned on making his extraction. Would he conceal himself among the other prisoners and make them drag him out, or would he surrender to the inevitable?

      He had nowhere to go. If he did try to leave the jail, they had more than enough fire power in the skies to kill him. They wouldn’t even need the kill team on the ground. It could be done by the press of a button from a T-shirt-clad operator in the drone control facility outside Vegas.

      Tibor wouldn’t know anything about it until it was already too late for him to take evasive action.
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      Cesar gave the signal to a group of two dozen prisoners, made up of men, women and a couple of children, and they darted out into the darkness. With enough food and water for two days, this group wanted to return across the border. They would head east before tacking south.

      Other groups had decided to press north and take their chances there. Some were heading west before moving south. Their route had been left up to them. A few were staying.

      Byron looked to the heavens and said a silent prayer. He figured it couldn’t hurt. It wasn’t a prayer for him. It was for the others. He knew that the people he had once worked for, once killed for, were out there. He knew what they were capable of.

      Cesar and some of the others were busy helping the next group prepare. He handed out clothes, water and food that had been requisitioned from the jail’s kitchen to each person who passed.

      Byron shuffled along at the back of the line. This was his group, at least for the first part of the journey. He planned on staying with them only as long as was necessary. His presence among them would bring extra danger to an already hazardous situation. He collected extra water and food as he reached Cesar. He figured that the least he could do was be a water-carrier. And he had the Glock.

      Cesar put out his hand. ‘Good luck.’

      ‘You too,’ said Byron.

      Cesar was leaving with the final group. They would attempt to head north and west, to continue the journey that had been interrupted in Kelsen County. The irony hadn’t escaped Byron. He was heading south into Mexico to escape America while Cesar, a Mexican, was trying to escape the land of his birth and settle in America.

      Byron took one last look at Kelsen County Jail and followed the others outside. Minutes later they were swallowed by the vast, black emptiness of the desert at night.

      A woman in her early twenties with a little boy of about four, called Hector, was bringing up the rear of Byron’s group. They hadn’t gone three hundred yards before the little boy was struggling to keep up with his mother. They would fall further and further back until they were separated from the others.

      Byron paused next to them. He put down the supplies he was carrying, scooped the little boy up in his arms, hoisted him onto his shoulders, picked up his supplies and kept moving. Hector squealed with delight. His mother hushed him.

      Byron covered the ground with long strides until they were nearer the front and he could lead the way for the others. High above them he could hear the signature whine of a drone. He said one final silent prayer, and kept walking with little Hector on his shoulders.
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      The silver-grey Escalade screamed to a halt in the parking lot. The doors sprang open, the Escalade’s engine still running, and the four-man kill team got out, rushing towards the jail entrance in a tight deployment pattern, rifles raised, fingers on triggers.

      A few moments later, the two black SUVs arrived. Lauren climbed out with Frinz and waited for the all-clear signal from the kill team before rushing towards the administration building entrance. She pushed through the door and went inside.

      It was empty.

      Her cell phone chimed with an incoming message. She pulled it out of her jacket pocket, read the message and swore under her breath.

      ‘What is it?’ Frinz asked her.

      She pulled the tablet computer from the bag slung over her shoulder, pulled up the live feed from the surveillance drones and tapped the screen so that Frinz could see a map of the area around the prison. Tiny clusters of green dots moved out from the prison in every direction. Each dot denoted a person. Lauren counted at least thirty clusters before she stopped counting.

      She didn’t have to explain to Frinz. He got it.

      As she studied the screen, one cluster split, about two miles from where Lauren and Frinz were standing. One section, maybe six people, went west, the other east.

      She and Frinz stood, transfixed. It was like watching cells divide under a microscope. Every few minutes a group would split into two. Every split made their task harder.

      One of the kill team marched back down the corridor towards them. He was pushing a white man with red hair ahead of him.

      ‘This guy says he has some intel on Tibor,’ said the kill-team member.

      ‘Let’s hear it,’ said Frinz.

      ‘I want to know what’s in it for me,’ said the red-headed inmate, who was sporting a couple of nasty bruises.

      The kill-team member pressed the hit end of his rifle into the man’s back. ‘How about I don’t blow your head off? How’s that sound, Red?’

      The inmate began to babble. His words rushed out in a semi-coherent torrent that gave no clue as to where Tibor was or might be.

      Lauren’s eyes fell back to the tablet screen as the green clusters moved further and further away in every direction, pushing the search area into a wider circle.

      ‘We’re going to need help,’ she said to Frinz, who had already walked away from the inmate and was on a call, his cell phone pressed to his ear.
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      The little boy on Byron’s shoulders squealed in delight and jabbed a chubby little finger up at the sky. Byron didn’t want to look. Certain air-to-land missiles left a blazing trail of light that a child might easily mistake for something magical and benign.

      The others in the group slowed and stared up, grateful to take a break from walking, if only for a few seconds. Although Byron was carrying the slowest among them, he had set a blistering early pace that some of the older people had struggled to maintain.

      They were two hours out from the jail and, by his crude estimate, they had covered half of the distance to the border. The rumble of the drones had fallen away only to return. He hadn’t heard one in the past twenty minutes, but that wasn’t to say they wouldn’t be back.

      Reluctantly, Byron stopped and scanned the sky where the others were looking. A falling star faded to a dim ember. Little Hector clapped his hands. Byron signaled for the others to take a drink and rest for a minute. They were due a break.

      Ahead of them lay the same carpet of junipers and sequoia cactus that had accompanied them since they had left the jail. They moved, but the landscape stayed the same. It was an easy place to get lost. If you didn’t have a direction and the ability to navigate, the desert would swallow you.

      Byron was about ready to start everyone moving again when he saw the headlights. They started out as two pinpricks to the north and slowly grew bigger. He lifted the little boy from his shoulders, handed him to his mother and stepped away from the others. Signaling for them to stay where they were, he walked slowly towards the headlights, tacking right in a big loop so that he approached the vehicle side on, cutting out the glare of the lights and taking the others out of the potential line of fire. As he walked, he plucked the Glock from where he had shoved it into his belt.

      Byron found himself looking at a double-cab, red pickup truck. Two men sat up front. Both were white, decked out in hunting gear, and looked to be in their fifties. The nearside passenger had his window down and was pointing a rifle at Byron’s chest.

      Despite the gun pointing at him, Byron felt an overwhelming sense of relief. If it had been a Border Patrol vehicle, he would have faced a dilemma. They would have wanted to take everyone into custody. Trying to explain that the party he was leading was heading south, into Mexico, wouldn’t have cut any ice. Byron wouldn’t walk into government custody voluntarily. By the same token he had no appetite for killing two Border Patrol agents. Despite his sympathy for the people he was with, he believed in the right of a nation to protect its territory and control those who entered as it saw fit.

      These guys weren’t Border Patrol. Their truck had no markings. They were almost certainly members of some unofficial local militia.

      ‘Keep your hands in view,’ the passenger barked at Byron.

      Byron brought his hand round from behind his back, leaving his Glock where it was for now. He raised his hands, palms open and facing the truck. Normally he would have stayed silent, let them show their hand first, but under the circumstances, he figured that an American accent would carry more weight than anything else with these two guys.

      ‘I’m taking them back over the border,’ he said, with a nod.

      The driver leaned over the steering-wheel and let out a cackle. ‘Sure you are.’

      Byron hadn’t expected them to believe him. He sure as hell wouldn’t have. In all likelihood they probably had him down as a coyotaje or pollero, someone who was paid by human traffickers to escort illegals across the border into the US. Just as no one had expected Byron to break back into the Kelsen County Jail, no one would reasonably expect people to be risking their lives to get back into Mexico from Texas.

      ‘Tell you what,’ said Byron, ‘if you don’t believe me, why don’t you drive us to the border yourselves?’

      It would be a squeeze but Byron reckoned that between the truck bed and the rear cab, they might just be able to squeeze everyone on.

      The passenger turned to the guy behind the wheel. ‘What you think, JD?’

      The driver sucked air through his teeth. ‘Only problem with that is that a few weeks later we’ll be picking them up again. Illegals are like cockroaches. Doesn’t matter how many you squish, they just keep coming.’

      Byron took a step towards the truck. ‘These folks aren’t coming back. You have my word on that.’

      ‘Your word?’ The passenger snickered. ‘What’s that worth exactly?’

      ‘I have five hundred bucks. You can have it all if you drive us down to the border,’ said Byron, testing the waters to see if they’d be amenable to a bribe. He knew from past experience that even a slight hesitation would provide him with a valuable insight into what kind of people he was dealing with.

      ‘Five hundred bucks?’ the passenger said. ‘Fuck you, asshole. You think we come out here every night, risking our lives, with the cartels and the illegals wanting to kill us, for money?’

      Byron guessed not.

      The passenger lowered the rifle and started to get out. ‘The worst thing about this bullshit here is that you sound like you’re a goddamn American,’ he said, as Byron reached behind him, pulled the Glock, aimed it and fired.
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      Byron’s shot hit the passenger in the shoulder. The rifle wobbled in his hands, but he kept hold of it. The angle of the truck door meant he didn’t have a clear shot.

      Byron fired again, catching the passenger in the same place, high up on his shoulder. He didn’t want to kill him, just get him to drop his weapon.

      The driver was a different matter. He came up with a handgun, punched it out past his buddy and fired. The shot went wide. Byron didn’t wait for him to squeeze off another round. He ran six feet so that he was level with the back of the truck, giving the driver no angle.

      The passenger pushed out of the vehicle, barely able to raise the rifle. Byron hurtling towards him, catching him in a low tackle and taking him to the ground. Before the man could anything, Byron punched him hard in his already bloodied shoulder and followed up with two quick jabs to the face. This time he dropped the rifle. Byron reached over and picked it up.

      The driver scrambled over to the passenger side. As he grabbed the edge of the door, gun in hand, Byron brought the passenger’s rifle up, aiming it square at the driver’s head.

      The driver’s and Byron’s eyes met. A second passed. The driver would have to raise his gun before he pulled the trigger. By the time he did that Byron could have fired the rifle. Unless the rifle jammed, it wouldn’t be much of a contest. The narrowest of margins was all Byron required.

      Another second passed.

      ‘Just take us to the border. That’s all I want,’ said Byron.

      ‘What about him?’ the driver said, with a nod to his wounded buddy.

      ‘He’ll keep until you can find a doctor. Now drop the gun,’ said Byron.

      He could only pray that the driver would trust him. If he didn’t, if he raised the gun, Byron would have to kill him. He didn’t want to do that.

      The driver let the gun drop onto the seat. Byron called to one of the men in the group. He came across and picked up the handgun. Byron escorted the driver out of the truck, the Glock never leaving him. When both men were clear, Byron searched the vehicle, coming up with two more rifles and another handgun. He kept one of the handguns and one of the rifles and tossed the rest into the brush where they couldn’t do any harm.

      There was a medical kit in the back of the cab. He staunched the worst of the bleeding from the man’s shoulder wound and patched him up. A morphine lollipop usually carried by combat troops would give him some pain relief and keep him mentally checked out. He could ride in the rear cab with one of the Mexicans as a companion in case he got squirrely.

      Byron’s instructions were simple: ‘If he gives you any trouble, punch him in the shoulder. But only if you have to.’ The passenger shot Byron a dirty look and went back to sucking his morphine lollipop.

      Byron helped the others onto the back of the truck. The night sky had cleared of clouds as he climbed into the cab next to the driver.

      ‘Where to?’ the driver asked Byron.

      ‘I already told you.’
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      Green dots pulsed slowly across Lauren’s screen. A number in the centre of each dot tallied the people in that particular group of escapees. A sprinkling of red dots signified the teams of law-enforcement personnel deployed to intercept the escapees. The teams were a mix of Border Patrol, Texas Rangers, FBI, Kelsen County Sheriff, and Homeland Security.

      A single black dot signified the kill team. They were moving between the various search teams as and when someone suspected that Tibor might be in the group they were chasing down.

      As the green and red dots converged, signifying that a search team had caught up with a group of escapees, the dot turned brown, and Lauren awaited news of whether Tibor was among it or not. If he wasn’t found the dot was removed from the screen, and they could focus their efforts on the other clusters of escapees who remained at large.

      The current tally was seven. Seven groups of escapees, each consisting of between six and fifteen individuals. Three of the groups were moving south, two north-west, and two north-east.

      The same live feed was being relayed to Washington. Nick leaned over to watch Lauren’s screen. She angled it towards him so that he could get a better view.

      ‘Looking good,’ he said.

      ‘You think?’ said Lauren, unable to share his optimism.

      ‘Every group we find that doesn’t have Tibor in it reduces our odds. We started out with . . . what? A couple dozen groups. We’re down to seven,’ he said.

      ‘But three of them are closing on the border,’ said Lauren. ‘Or maybe Tibor isn’t with them. Maybe he found another way out.’

      Nick studied her for a second. ‘Chill.’

      She shot him a withering look. ‘How long have you been involved in this? A couple of months?’

      Nick pointed at the screen as two more green and red dots converged. Lauren tapped a button on her headset, patching into the direct comms line for that search team.

      ‘Only six to go. Unless they found him,’ said Nick.

      Lauren glared at him. ‘They didn’t. It’s all women. One man, and he’s five foot four.’

      ‘So, the odds just improved even more.’

      Lauren ignored him, switching her attention back to the screen.

      ‘You want to know my theory?’ said Nick.

      ‘Sure,’ said Lauren, knowing that he was going to share it anyway.

      ‘I don’t think you really want to find Tibor.’

      ‘That’s absurd.’

      ‘Face it. The chase is way more fun than the kill,’ said Nick.

      He might have had a point. The Tibor mission had absorbed her far more than any other task she’d been given. Not only was he a worthy adversary for anyone, the more she had gotten to know about him, the more interesting he had become.

      Tibor was, or had been, in many ways the operative Lauren could only dream of becoming. But she sure as hell wasn’t going to concede any of that to Nick Frinz. Or anyone else for that matter. ‘That’s absurd,’ she shot back, a little too tetchy to be convincing.

      ‘Is it?’

      Back on screen, another search team was closing in on one of the groups heading towards the border. Lauren watched the red dot pulse a little faster as it closed on its quarry. It matched her increasing heartbeat.

      Nick was right. The chase did offer more than the kill.
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      The red pickup truck bumped past a narrow slot canyon that was obscured by a ridge of rock, ready to snare the unwary. The last few miles, Byron had noticed the driver hunch up over the steering-wheel, peering as far he could towards the end of the headlights’ reach.

      ‘Don’t usually come this far south,’ the driver said. ‘Too dangerous.’

      ‘Cartels?’ Byron wondered.

      ‘Pretty much,’ said the driver.

      ‘Mind if I ask you something?’

      The driver shot him a wry look. ‘You’re the one holding the gun.’

      ‘How come you do this, risking your life?’

      ‘If we don’t do it, who will? Government sure as hell isn’t that interested in protecting the border.’

      Byron didn’t argue. The man was telling the truth. The government managed the border. They didn’t protect or guard it.

      ‘So what’s your story?’ the driver said.

      ‘I’m taking these people home.’

      The driver shook his head. ‘I got that part. What I’m asking is why.’

      ‘Maybe the promised land wasn’t everything they thought it would be,’ said Byron.

      ‘Shit. You kidding me?’

      Byron thought about explaining conditions inside Kelsen County Jail, then thought better of it. ‘You want to make up your mind?’ he asked instead.

      ‘What you mean?’

      ‘Well, you don’t want these people crossing over, but you get all pissy when they want to go home.’

      ‘It’s not the same thing,’ said the driver.

      Something caught Byron’s attention. A sudden flicker of light in the night sky. He narrowed his eyes.

      ‘Kill the headlights,’ he ordered the driver.

      ‘You miss that canyon I had to drive round back there? You fall into one of those things, you ain’t getting back out.’

      Byron hadn’t missed it. But he still needed the headlights off so he could confirm that he was right about what he thought he’d just seen.

      ‘Kill them,’ he said, raising the barrel of the Glock a fraction and dropping his finger to the trigger.

      The driver reached down, twisted the stalk. The lights died.

      ‘Shit,’ Byron muttered.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Nothing,’ said Byron. ‘You can put the lights back on.’

      ‘What was it?’ the driver asked.

      ‘Let’s just say that our number-one problem right now isn’t any cartel foot soldiers.’

      ‘Our problem?’

      Byron stared at him. What he’d just seen in the sky above them wasn’t about to discriminate between him, an illegal immigrant, a militia man or anyone else. It would kill everyone in the truck. Instantly. There would be nothing left but a pile of blackened ash.
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      The black Escalade raced down the highway, dash-mounted blue lights clearing out any forward traffic. Lauren was tucked into the back seat, next to Nick Frinz, her eyes glued to a live feed from a Harop ‘suicide’ drone that had located a red pickup truck heading across open ground about three miles shy of the border. A smaller surveillance drone, with better visual capability, also circled the area, as they tried to gather a positive ID.

      All the other groups of escapees had been apprehended. If this wasn’t Tibor, he’d evaded them.

      Lauren tapped on an incoming email from the NSA and opened an enhanced screen grab from the surveillance feed. It showed the man in the front passenger seat of the truck. She could hear an NSA data analyst on the conference call, updating everyone on the images he was sending through.

      ‘Front passenger is Tibor,’ said the analyst.

      ‘How sure are we?’ The question came from someone sitting in a conference room near Georgetown.

      ‘Facial analysis gives us a hundred per cent match. Or as close as we can get to a hundred per cent.’

      A hundred per cent match. No margin of error. It was Tibor.

      A positive ID and the Harop drone in the sky above, all ready to go, meant only one outcome. Lauren tapped the screen again and checked the satellite map. The red pickup was just under two miles from the border.

      Two miles, Lauren thought. It was the very definition of a day late, and a dollar short. Tibor would know that, with the current political sensitivity about the area, the US government was unlikely to deploy a drone above Mexican soil. It carried way too much political risk.

      If he got into Mexico they would try to keep tabs on him and use a lower-tech method. A single shot to the back of his head while he was wandering down a street in Tijuana could have been anyone. A kamikaze drone containing a warhead with fifteen kilograms of high explosive was an option open only to a government. Not even the cartels had access to that kind of hardware.

      A lone assassin was deniable. People got shot for no special reason all the time, especially somewhere like Mexico. Mistaken identity. A mugging gone wrong. Someone with mental-health issues. A drug deal that had soured. There could be any number of explanations. A suicide drone didn’t offer any beyond the obvious one. Someone wanted Tibor dead so bad they were prepared to spend several million dollars and kill a dozen civilians in the process. Not even the cartels were prepared to risk that kind of exposure or spend that kind of money to take out one man.

      A suicide drone used over US soil was still one hell of a risk. It would need to remain covert. But that could be achieved only if you had jurisdiction over the area where it was dropped.

      ‘Do we know who the driver is?’ Lauren asked the analyst.

      Silence followed. Next to her, Frinz shot her a look of sheer disbelief. It was a question that had been avoided for a reason. If the drone was deployed and they killed someone they shouldn’t, they could claim ignorance. It would look sloppy, but sloppy held up better than knowingly taking out an innocent American civilian as part of the overall collateral damage.

      The next person to speak was from the operational command room. ‘Clock’s ticking here. Another few minutes and we have a new set of protocols to navigate. We don’t have executive authorization to conduct this particular operation once Tibor moves beyond our territory.’

      ‘Do you want me to go ahead with an identification? I have the name of the person the vehicle is licensed to in front of me now,’ said the analyst.

      Nick threw up his hands in a what-the-hell gesture directed at Lauren. Now they had to get the name. Otherwise the question would be why no one had asked for the likely identity of the driver when it was at their fingertips.

      ‘Go ahead,’ came the instruction from the command room.

      ‘Owner of the vehicle is a Mr Harris Troy. That name shows as the leader of a local militia who patrol the border.’

      For a few seconds no one said anything. Finally, a voice from the command room said, ‘Do we have any non-UAV termination options?’

      ‘UAV’ was shorthand for a drone.

      Nick keyed the mic on his headset so he could speak to the command center. ‘The original kill team is heading for the location now.’
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      The pickup truck came to a stop. Through the gloom Byron could see a ragged chain-link fence and beyond that the river, silver-black in the moonlight.

      The driver pointed towards a section of the fence about fifty yards to the west of where he had stopped the truck. ‘There’s a hole just there. We noticed it last week. Soon as it gets repaired, the traffickers send a crew out to open it up again.’

      ‘Thanks for the ride,’ said Byron.

      ‘Like I had a choice.’

      Byron opened the passenger door and got out. He walked to the back of the pickup truck and began to help people down. They stood for a moment, shaking the cramp out of their limbs. As soon as everyone was off the vehicle, Byron banged on the side with his hand.

      The pickup reversed, turned in a wide loop and was gone. A few seconds later the only trace left of it was the plume of dust kicked up by its tires as the driver sped away, eager to get his injured buddy to a hospital.

      Byron began to hustle the others towards the gap in the fence. He grabbed the part where it had been cut and peeled it back so that they could climb through without snagging their clothing. The last person was climbing through when he heard an engine behind them. He turned.

      Headlights swept across the fence, catching him in their glare. He held up his hand, trying to shield his eyes. He could make out the outline of a large silver-grey SUV.

      All four of the SUV’s doors popped open. Two men spilled from the rear, immediately peeling off in opposite directions. They ran in a low crouch, rifles held across their chests, and disappearing into the shadows, flanking him on either side.

      The driver and passenger got out, crouching low behind the doors, guns drawn. The last thing Byron saw was the muzzle flash from the driver as he dove headlong through the gap in the fence.

      All around him, people screamed in the dark as more rounds flew overhead. Byron belly-crawled forward on his elbows and knees. Ahead was a thick grove of cottonwood trees.

      Cottonwoods could mean only one thing.

      A river.
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      Lauren pressed two fingers against her earpiece, straining to hear what they were saying over the staccato beat of gunfire. A split-screen showed four live feeds from the body cameras clipped onto the vests of the four kill-team members as they deployed from their vehicle.

      The leader was seeking permission to go beyond the fence. He wasn’t getting an immediate answer and his growing frustration was evident as he let loose a torrent of invective over his headset. ‘Do we have permission to continue pursuit or not?’

      

      Byron made the grove of cottonwood trees, and pushed up onto his feet. The gunfire had stopped, bathing the area in an uneasy silence. He blinked, forcing his eyes to adjust to the gloom. He could hear the rush of the river behind him, the noise signaling a fast-moving current.

      Byron cursed his own stupidity. Dropping them at this crossing point, where the river was high, and the current powerful had been the pickup driver’s act of petty revenge.

      To his left, he could hear someone trying to quieten a child’s cries. It sounded like the little boy he had carried on his back.

      The gunfire could start again at any moment. Byron didn’t want to see a child, or anyone else, shot because he was hiding with them.

      There was only one thing for it. He stepped out from behind the trunk of the cottonwood tree he’d been standing behind and took off, sprinting a hundred yards as fast as he could. Gasping for breath, he took cover behind another cottonwood.

      He filled his lungs, and made another sprint, staying parallel to the fence. When he was confident he was clear of the others hiding in the grove, he pulled his Glock and fired a single shot back towards the SUV, which was still parked, headlights on, on the other side of the fence.

      

      Lauren heard the single gunshot echo from the other side of the fence as the Escalade she and Frinz were traveling in came to a standstill five hundred yards from where the kill-team vehicle had stopped. The team leader was shouting into his mic, seeking fresh permission to keep going. Now he had a trump card.

      ‘We just took fire.’

      That was all operational command back in DC needed to hear. The word came down a few seconds later.

      ‘Permission granted to continue pursuit.’

      A second later a fresh barrage of gunfire poured towards the fence in the direction of the single shot that had been fired from the Mexican side, and the four-man kill team were on the move, taking turns to low-run towards the fence in pairs. One man ran while his buddy provided covering fire and then they switched.

      

      Byron pushed deeper into the grove of cottonwoods, moving away from the others, trying to get as much distance from them as he could. It would be very easy for a round to go astray and hit one of them if he stayed too close.

      He scrambled through dense riverbank undergrowth. Branches whipped across his chest and face. The toe of his right boot caught on a root. He lost his balance and fell forward, banging his knee on the ground. He took a second to catch his breath, then got back to his feet.

      A round slammed into a tree trunk a few feet to his left. He ran forward, towards the sound of the river. More rounds poured in behind him, tearing up the ground. He felt one punch just past his ear, close enough that he felt the slipstream.

      Byron kept his head down and his legs pumping. He pushed through a final thicket of branches and there ahead of him was the bank that led down to the Rio Grande.

      

      The kill-team leader reached down to his chest and keyed the radio clipped to his vest. ‘I lost him.’

      He waited for the others to come back with better news. None of them did. He ordered one man to retreat towards the fence in case Tibor doubled back. He and the other two would push out in either direction down the river and wait for a location from the UAVs that were still in the sky. Between them they would form a triangle that they could gradually narrow until Tibor had nowhere to go but the river.

      This time a river wasn’t going to save him. Not like it had back in New York. If he tried to cross this one, they would pick him off with ease.
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      Terrified by the sound of gunfire, Hector closed his eyes and clung to his mother as tightly as he could. She sang softly to him and stroked his hair. When the loud bangs stopped, he opened them again to see a river. Some of the others were already scrambling down the bank and into the water. One of them, a man, stood waist-deep in it, and beckoned Hector and his mother towards him.

      Hector didn’t want to go into the water. It scared him. But the loud bangs coming from the trees behind them seemed to be scaring the others even more. The man standing in the river waded slowly back towards the bank, and put out his hand as Hector’s mother struggled down with him still clinging to her.

      His mother sang a lullaby to him as she stepped down into the cold water. She told him to keep hold of her, no matter what happened. Not to let go, no matter what. He closed his eyes and shivered as the water rose around them.

      

      Byron watched from behind a cottonwood tree as one of the four men who had breached the fence picked his way slowly through the grove towards him. Slowly he raised the Glock. His finger fell to the trigger as he took aim, the hunted turned hunter.

      From the river, Byron heard a woman screaming. Reflex caused him to turn his head a fraction. The man in his sights dove for the ground. Byron dropped. He punched the Glock out, took aim and fired a warning shot above the man’s head.

      Before the man tracking him could return fire, Byron stood up again, pivoted and ran back towards the river as the woman’s screams grew louder and more persistent. A three-round burst of gunfire sprayed overhead as he cleared the trees and scanned the surface of the water.

      The woman’s screams were louder. He could see people in the water. Some were wading. Others had fallen, pushed over by the rushing current, and were being carried downstream into deeper water.

      The air around Byron lit up with fresh fire. Tracer rounds swept in from behind him and off to one side. He hunkered down, taking cover as best he could. As the moonlight slashed across the blue-black water, he could see the screaming woman. She was flailing wildly with one arm. The other was folded around a child. She disappeared under the surface only to reappear a moment later as the river threatened to tear the child from her. She tried to strike out with her free arm, to swim towards the bank, but it was a futile effort. There were no more screams as she went under again.

      

      Nick Frinz grabbed Lauren’s sleeve as she opened the door of the Escalade. She wrenched herself away, and ran towards the fence. He called after her. She kept running. She found the gap Byron and the others had used, peeled back the wire, cutting the palm of her hand on a jagged edge, and dove through, landing face first on the ground. She got to her feet and ran towards the sound of the gunfire. Through her earpiece she could hear someone at the command center ordering her to stop and return to the vehicle. Reaching up, she tore out her earpiece, snapping the wire, and threw it away.

      

      The Glock lay abandoned on the riverbank. Byron powered through the water, arms tearing ahead of him, driving him forward, legs scissoring frantically, as he struck out for the spot where the little boy and his mother had got into difficulties. He choked as he caught a mouthful of river water. He spat out what he could and looked around, treading water as he caught his breath.

      On the far bank he could see the people who had made it. He shouted to them, ‘Where are they? You see them?’

      When he didn’t get a reply, he struck out again on his own, moving with the current, heading downriver. Every twenty yards he would stop and scan the surface. Still no sign of them.

      Every second that ticked by felt like an hour. He could no longer see anyone on either bank. As far as he knew, there was only him and the Rio Grande.

      He pushed the water with one hand, turning slowly a full 360 degrees. He caught a glimpse of yellow.

      Yellow? What could be that color and floating on the surface?

      The answer came to him.

      He could see a small shape floating about fifty yards downstream. The flash of yellow was something only Byron could see. Yellow equalled fear.

      Byron reached Hector with a series of powerful strokes. He grabbed him, turned onto his back and, with his hand under the child’s chin, kicked towards the far bank. The little boy’s eyes were shut. His face was blue with cold, his body limp and seemingly lifeless.

      Pushing away any thought that he might already be dead, Byron focused on reaching the bank. There was no sign of the boy’s mother. Byron already feared the worst. She wouldn’t have left her son to fend for himself in the river.

      Finally, Byron made the riverbank on the Mexican side. He hauled Hector out of the water, carried him up the muddy slope and laid him on the ground. ‘Stay with me,’ he said, opening the little mouth and checking for an obstruction.

      

      Lauren stood with two members of the kill team on the opposite side of the river. Using one of the team’s night scopes, she watched Tibor, bent over the little boy. The boy’s legs kicked out suddenly. He was alive. Tibor had spent the past two minutes administering the kiss of life, at first, it had seemed, with no results. But he had kept at it regardless.

      She watched as he helped the child sit up. Next to Lauren, the leader of the kill team spoke. ‘Well?’ he asked.

      He was asking whether he should take the shot or not. Lauren no longer knew what the answer should be. Tibor was supposed to be a killing machine, a creature devoid of feeling whose only concern was his own survival. She watched through the scope as Tibor picked up the child, slung him over his shoulder and began to walk away from the river.

      Next to her, the kill-team leader lowered his rifle. ‘He has the kid. It’s too close. I had him too.’

      

      Byron could almost feel the guns trained on his back as he kept walking. From the shadows of the grove the other men, women and children joined him. In less than five hundred yards they would reach a road used by the Mexican authorities to patrol their side.

      There was already a Mexican federal authority chopper overhead. Its spotlight slashed the ground in front of them before circling back to catch them in a pool of light.

      Next to his ear, Byron heard Hector ask for his mother. Byron held him a little tighter. ‘It’s gonna be okay,’ he told him.
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      Seven months later

      

      Fidelius Kelsen pulled his Mercedes S-Series into a spot at the back of the country club. For these late-night meetings, they had taken to using an entrance that led through the kitchen and out into the main members’ dining room.  His brother Billy’s Lexus was already there, which surprised him. Billy was rarely the first person at any event. Among the family, he was notorious for being late. Fidelius had always figured it was a passive-aggressive show of power from his being a judge that had carried over into his regular life. He usually kept people waiting for no other reason than that he could.

      Getting out of his car, Fidelius took a moment to reflect on how far they had come. Even with a small battalion of high-priced lawyers, and a lot of even higher-priced favors called in, it was a minor miracle that he was a free man. There were plenty of civil lawsuits to come, but the threat of criminal conviction and jail time seemed to have receded. It had been the fight of his life, but he had come through it, as he always did. Survival gave him no small measure of satisfaction.

      He stepped past a metal dumpster full of kitchen waste and pulled open the side door. He walked down a narrow service corridor and emerged into the club’s kitchen. When called upon, the club’s chef could produce a six-course meal for over five hundred guests and the kitchen’s size reflected that. Fidelius skirted a wheeled laundry basket full of staff uniforms, his head down, his mind on what needed to be arranged at this meeting. There were so many seemingly minor details to contend with that it was hard to keep track and they avoided writing anything down, even a simple note on the back of a cocktail napkin.

      Looking up, he stopped dead in his tracks. It took him a second to process what was ahead of him. Billy was lying on top of one of the large kitchen ranges. His hands and feet were bound and, apart from a pair of white briefs, he was naked. His hair was soaking wet.

      A cooking pan rattled and a man stepped out of from behind a metal storage shelf. He had a white kitchen towel in one hand and a bucket of water in the other.

      Fidelius recognized him immediately. It was Tibor.

      Tibor ignored Fidelius. He walked to where he had staked out Judge William Kelsen on the range, and placed the soaking wet towel over his mouth and nose. He lifted the bucket of water. Billy thrashed around as Tibor slowly poured the water onto the towel.

      Billy gagged and choked, screamed and pleaded for Tibor to stop. He twisted his neck from one side to the other, but there was no escaping the water. Tibor made sure of that.

      Finally, Tibor stopped. He placed the bucket on the floor and turned towards Fidelius. ‘Your brother has already spilled his guts,’ said Tibor. ‘This last bucket was just for demonstration purposes. To give you a little insight into what the next few hours might hold for you.’

      Fidelius took a step to one side. There was a wooden knife block on a counter next to him. He could easily grab one of the knives before Tibor could stop him. He placed his hand on the counter. ‘Why did you come back?’ he asked.

      ‘Unfinished business,’ said Tibor.

      Fidelius inched his hand along the counter towards the knives. Tibor didn’t seem to notice.

      ‘You and Billy killed Thea.’

      Fidelius wasn’t about to admit it. Not now. Not ever. ‘I think you’re mistaken,’ he said to Tibor. ‘And if my brother said we did, it’s hardly a surprise.’

      ‘It doesn’t really matter what I do or don’t believe,’ Tibor replied.

      Billy was gurgling and groaning. He twisted his neck, staring wild-eyed at his brother. He was trying to say something, but Fidelius couldn’t make out the words through all the coughing and choking. He took a step along the counter so that his hand was behind his back. His fingers felt for the handle of the biggest knife. His hand closed around it. He eased it gently from the block.

      A hand grasped his wrist and twisted it. The knife clattered onto the tiled floor. Fidelius spun round. Sheriff Martin was standing on the other side of the counter, still holding Fidelius’s wrist. He let go without saying anything. He didn’t need to speak. The way he was staring at Fidelius told its own story.

      ‘You don’t believe this crank, John, do you?’ Fidelius said to him, with a nod towards Tibor.

      Sheriff Martin plucked one of the smaller knives from the same block. He tested its sharpness with his thumb. ‘I didn’t. Not at first. But why would a man come back here to tell me he didn’t kill my daughter if he’d done it?’

      Fidelius made a lunge for one of the knives. Sheriff Martin was faster. He leaned over, raised his arm and stabbed the smaller knife through Fidelius’s hand, skewering it and pinning it to the wooden block. Fidelius screamed.

      ‘Billy’s told us everything already,’ said Sheriff Martin. ‘He had details that only someone who was there when Thea died would know.’

      ‘Bath time’s over, Billy,’ said Tibor.

      Fidelius watched as Tibor began to free Billy from the kitchen range. He helped him back to his feet.

      Sheriff Martin grabbed the knife handle and yanked the blade. Fidelius yelped.  He clutched his hand as blood poured from the wound. Billy was bundled into a ball on the floor, his knees up at his chest.

      Tibor walked towards Fidelius, who backed away, only to run into Sheriff Martin. He struggled as they dragged him towards the kitchen range, kicking and screaming.

      His screams grew louder as, between them, Tibor and the sheriff lifted him onto the range, still fully clothed, and staked him out on top of it.

      ‘John!’ Fidelius screamed. ‘Don’t do this. Please. I’ll give you anything.’

      Fidelius heard the click of the gas burners being turned on.

      As the first ignited, Sheriff Martin asked, ‘Can you give me my daughter back?’

      There was another click. The second burner caught. The pain was beyond anything Fidelius had ever experienced. He kept screaming and pleading as, one after another, the burners ignited and his clothes began to melt into his skin.

      

      Byron walked across the parking lot. The sickly sweet smell of burning flesh still hung in the air. He had no idea how Sheriff Martin was going to explain what had happened to the Kelsen brothers. They hadn’t discussed it.

      The answer came as Byron reached the car Sheriff Martin had given him. It was one of many confiscated over the past few years by the Sheriff’s Department. What Sheriff Martin did next took the form of a single gunshot that was followed by silence. Byron started to turn back, then decided against it. He already knew what he’d find. Without his daughter, Sheriff Martin didn’t want to go on. He had already told Byron as much. But before he departed the earth, he had wanted the Kelsen brothers to experience a little of his torment. With that done, he had made good on the final part of his plan and taken his own life.

      Byron climbed into the driver’s seat, turned on the engine, and pulled out of the parking lot. Fifteen minutes later, he reached the outskirts of Kelsen County. Glancing in his rearview mirror, he saw a sign welcoming visitors. He stepped a little harder on the gas. The car lurched forward. A few seconds later the road sign was nothing but a dot as the road opened up in front of him.
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      Still hunted by the government he fought for, Special Forces veteran Byron Tibor has taken refuge in the remote Appalachian town of Winter’s Rage.

      But Byron’s peaceful existence is about to be shattered by the arrival of a troubled young woman on the run from a violent drug cartel.

      Three killers are looking for revenge. But they haven’t reckoned with running into Byron Tibor.

      As a snow storm cuts off the small town from the rest of the world, the scene is set for a bloody confrontation.
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      It was the last house on the left at the end of a lonely dirt track. Tar-paper shingles flapped in the wind where they’d torn free of their nails, exposing the rotten wood underneath. The slats on the shutters had slipped, leaving strips of shadow across the sun-blistered paint. A long-abandoned climbing frame lay on its side in the overgrown yard, gently rusting in the thick air.

      At the other end of the track, an old Cadillac Deville rolled slowly forward, its tires churning up the muddy surface. The air-conditioning was broken. It blew hot air into the car. The leather seats burned where they came into contact with bare skin. A C90 cassette jammed in the tape deck offered an endless loop of chart hits from the late 1980s.

      Inside the Caddy sat Caleb, Dale and Henry. Blood brothers, but not in the way most people understood the term.

      Henry, the guy in the backseat, leaned forward. “You ever hear about the Fukarwi tribe?”

      The driver, Caleb, grunted something inaudible.

      “Turn that shit down and listen. You might just learn something,” said Henry.

      Caleb reached over and twisted the volume dial. The music fell away to a buzz.

      Henry scooted forward a few more inches. “They’re out wandering the wilderness, see, looking for a land to call their own. Day and night. Always looking. Across mountains and valleys and endless plains. Through forests and across oceans. Always looking for a place to call their own.” He lowered his voice. “If you’re quiet enough, you can hear ’em, shouting out miserably, ‘We’re the Fukarwi.’”

      The two men riding up front, Caleb and Dale, looked at each other, nonplussed, as Henry laughed at his own poor excuse for a joke. “You don’t get it? We’re the Fukarwi? Where the fuck are we?”

      “That’s hilarious, Henry,” said Dale, his expression deadpan.

      Caleb braked abruptly. The Caddy lurched to a halt. “This is the place.”

      Henry was first out, walking up the weed-raddled block-paved path to the screen door. The mesh was torn in three places. He pulled open the screen and banged on the white wood. “Little pig, little pig,” he yelled, lips close to the door. “You know what comes next, Eddie.”

      Dale and Caleb headed to the back, ready to put an end to any thoughts of escape the home-owner might have. Henry heard movement inside. He listened until he was sure it wasn’t someone coming to open the door.

      “We aren’t selling anything today, Eddie. No Bibles, no Mary Kay,” he shouted. “This is just a friendly visit. Why don’t you do yourself a favor and open up?”

      More movement. Frantic. Scrabbling around.

      “I just wanna talk to you, Eddie. I’m looking for an old friend. We’ve been told you’re good with finding people who don’t want to be found. That’s all. Nothing to get your panties in a bunch over. So why don’t you come on out, and let’s talk?”

      Henry heard glass breaking at the back. Either Dale or Caleb was helping things along. They were never the most patient people. Henry shrugged, world weary.

      Stepping back, he rocked on his heels, planted a foot on the stoop and, using his body for leverage, kicked the door open. The wood around the lock splintered beneath the impact and the whole thing buckled as the metal tongue tore free of the hasp and the door burst inward. It bounced back on its hinges, almost cannoning into his face.

      He stepped inside.  In front of him, the silhouette of a man, presumably Eddie, was making a break for the back door. Behind Eddie the larger-than-life silhouette of Dale, backlit in the rear doorway.

      “You might want to stay where you are,” said Henry. There was no need to shout anymore.

      Eddie did as he was told. He turned around, shoulders slumped, body language screaming, Don’t hurt me. Pitiful.

      “You know who we are, Eddie?”

      “No,” Eddie said, shaking his head. The darkness of the interior did little to hide his panic. He couldn’t go forward, he couldn’t go back, but the fight-or-flight instinct was still hammering at his brain, yelling at him to run.

      Henry took another step forward. “That’s probably for the best, if we’re being honest with each other. We can be honest, right? I feel like we’re old friends. I’ve been looking for you for a long time, Eddie. Dale started to call you a unicorn last week, he was so sure you didn’t exist, see. But I knew you were out here. And I knew that eventually I’d find the road that’d bring me to your door. Nice place you’ve got yourself.”

      The kitchen was a mess of unwashed dishes, open cans and boxes of ready-meals. The most valuable thing in there was a coffee-maker that belonged in a much nicer kitchen. It was thick with a scum of grounds. All of the cups lined up on the shelf above, with  kitsch gift-shop messages, like World’s Number One Dad and I Hate Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays, Thursdays and Fridays, were cracked and browned. “Boy or girl?” Henry asked, nodding at the mugs.

      “Girls. Two.”

      “Nice. I like girls,” he said.

      There was something in the way he spoke that caused Eddie to say, “They live with their mom.”

      “Lucky for them, I’d say, given the state of this place, Eddie. Come on, let’s go through to the living room, be civilized about this. Sit down, have a talk, man to man. You wanna do that?”

      “Do I have a choice?” said Eddie, already walking toward the front room.

      Henry followed him through. The furniture was arranged around a big old television set. The walls were painted brothel red, and fairy lights hung above nicotine-yellow curtains—no doubt his kids’ idea of decorating. There was an ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts and a half-empty bottle of bourbon beside it.

      “Take a seat,” said Henry. “Now, this friend of mine,” he fished a creased-up photograph out of his pocket and held it in front of Eddie’s face, “you’d tell me if you’d seen her, right?”

      Eddie nodded, clearly doing his best to appear eager to help.

      “That you telling me you’ve seen her? Or that you’d tell me if you had? It’s mighty confusing when you don’t use your words, Eddie. Help me out here.”

      “I’d tell you,” Eddie said.

      “But you know and you’re not telling me. So that right there’s a lie.”

      Dale and Caleb came into the room. Caleb stayed by the door.

      Dale, a stick-insect of a man, sank into a battered leather La-Z-Boy chair that swallowed him whole, crossed his hands behind his head and kicked out the foot rest. “You really wanna do what Henry says. Otherwise this ain’t gonna end well for you, friend. He’s been in a shitty mood all day, looking for someone to take it out on.”

      “Shut up, Dale.”

      “See what I mean?” said Dale.

      “Take a good look at the photo, Eddie. Really rack your brain to remember her face and where you might have seen it before. We called her Elspeth, but turns out that ain’t her real name. Take your time.”

      Eddie stared at the photograph.

      “You see, Eddie,” continued Henry, “Elspeth here, she screwed our employer, and not in a good way. Now, we intend to have words. Nothing physical. We’re not monsters. I know you know what her real name is, and I know you know where she is. I also know that you’re gonna tell me. It’s only a matter of time. Thing is, there’s something you should know. I really don’t mind if you get hurt between my asking and your answering. In fact, if I’m being honest with you, I’d probably rather it went down with a little blood. There’s something immensely satisfying about that. So, how about we try this one last time, before the bleeding starts? Who is she, Eddie, and more to the point of the matter, where is she?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, Eddie, Eddie, Eddie. This is so unnecessary.”

      “I ain’t lying. I don’t know.”

      Henry suddenly brightened. “Hey, mind if I ask you something else, Eddie?”

      Eddie didn’t. He was glad to be off the current subject. “No. Go right ahead.”

      “You have a toolbox around here?” said Henry. He already knew the answer. He had spied it earlier.

      “What?”

      “A toolbox. You know, it’s a box you put your tools in. Hammers, pliers, that sort of stuff. You have one?”

      “Why?”

      “The door I busted. You don’t think I’m going to leave it like that, do you? What kind of man you take me for?”

      Eddie didn’t like this, but he answered, “It’s through in the hall.”

      Henry turned to the man in the doorway. “Fetch it for me, Caleb.”

      “Gotcha,” Caleb said, and disappeared.

      “Who is she, Eddie?” Henry asked again, picking up from where he had left off.

      “I don’t know who she is, man—I swear to you. I swear. I don’t know.”

      This time Henry didn’t respond.

      Caleb returned a minute later with a rusty old toolbox. Inside were all manner of neglected items. He picked out the hammer.

      “Get out of the chair, Eddie,” instructed Henry. “Kneel on the floor at my feet like a dog.”

      “Thought you said you were going to fix my door,” said Eddie, although he hadn’t been dumb enough to believe it.

      “I lied,” said Henry. “Now, get down there for me, boy.”

      His eyes never leaving Henry, his hands trembling, Eddie did as he was told, getting down on all fours.

      Henry stood over him, slowly shaking his head. “I suppose if I told you to bark like a dog you’d do it, too, wouldn’t you?”

      Eddie nodded.

      “But you still won’t tell me her name?”

      “I don’t know who she is, I swear to God. I’d tell you if I knew.”

      “I want to believe you, Eddie. I really do. Problem is, I know you’re a liar, so let’s see if we can’t help you make friends with the truth, shall we? Caleb, Dale, come over here and hold Eddie’s hands for me.”

      Caleb and Dale crouched beside Eddie, each grabbing hold of one of his wrists while Henry rooted through the toolbox. When he found his prize, a couple of rusty six-inch nails, he hunkered down in front of Eddie. He rested the point of the nail against the ridge of bone that ran down the back of Eddie’s right hand from the middle finger to the wrist. “Her name, Eddie.”

      Snot bubbles blew from Eddie’s nose as he whimpered and begged, tears streaming down his face. He didn’t answer.

      Henry drove the nail through his outstretched hand, hammering the head again and again until five inches of rust red metal were buried in the floorboards, fixing Eddie’s hand to the floor.

      Eddie’s screams were awful.

      “What’s her name, Eddie?”

      Now Eddie couldn’t talk even if he’d wanted to. He gasped and blubbered and choked, trying to form words where none would come.

      Caleb and Dale struggled to keep him still as Henry hammered the second nail through his other hand. It took six blows to drive it deep into the floorboards. There was a surprising amount of blood.

      “Rae—” Eddie couldn’t finish the word. He choked on air, tried to swallow.

      “Spit it out, Eddie. What’s her name? Last time I’m asking nicely,” he said.

      The kneeling man looked up at him. “Raelynn,” he finally managed. The name came out in a strangled rush. “Raelynn Cardiman.”

      “See? That wasn’t so hard, was it, Eddie? Now where do we find the lovely Raelynn?”

      “I don’t know. I swear to God I don’t know. I’ve told you everything. Please. Please. Believe me.”

      “I do believe you, Eddie,” Henry said.

      He reached around for the man’s belt and started unbuckling it.

      “Dale, you wanna do him first?”

      “Oh, please, God,” said Eddie.

      “Fine,” Henry said, standing straight again. He breathed deeply, just the once, steeling himself before swinging the hammer in a brutal arc. The flathead shattered the bones in Eddie’s face. Henry swung again and again, smashing the hammer into his teeth and temple and kept on swinging until there was no resistance. It took less than ten seconds to end the man’s life.

      Done, gasping from the exertion, Henry wiped his bangs out of his eyes and looked down at the body. “Who said torture don’t work?”
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      Winter’s Rage, West Virginia

      Population: one more than last month

      

      The one being me: actual name Byron Tibor, but to the people here, Mike Roberts, a burned-out computer programmer fleeing the relentless grind of Silicon Valley. A man looking for somewhere peaceful and off the beaten track to gather himself.

      As with all good assumed identities, the core of it was true. Mike and I were both looking to escape the wider world. The difference was that I needed to be somewhere out of the way because the state wanted me dead. The same state for which I had spent the best part of my life fighting, killing and bleeding.

      After a mental breakdown had left me unable to continue my duties as a special-forces-trained lone operative, the government had doubled down on their investment. Using cutting-edge neuroscience to tackle my PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder), they had left me in a ghost world between humanity and technology. In their language, I was ‘augmented’, but the enhanced abilities had come with a price.

      Unable to control what they had created, they’d decided to cut their losses and eliminate me. I’d had other ideas. Now I was here. Up on a cabin roof in West Virginia, hammering six-inch nails into two-by-fours, securing them before the structure’s gable beam could be rolled into place.

      It was backbreaking work. But it was good, honest, backbreaking work. I’d missed it.

      As I drove the last nail home, Wayne, my septuagenarian boss, clambered up the ladder to join me. We leaned back against the huge cylindrical crossbeam that would form the gable and looked up at the clear blue sky. It was hard to believe that in less than a month this place would be buried under a thick blanket of snow. He handed me a cold beer. I cracked the bottle top off against the edge of one of the timbers beside me and swallowed deeply. There was nothing in the world as good as cold beer on a warm day.

      “Sure beats all day in the office hunched over a computer, eh?” the old man said.

      I nodded my agreement and we chatted easily for a couple of minutes, Wayne pointing out a Loggerhead Shrike’s nest in a red cedar across the way, before we returned to the task at hand, rolling the huge wooden beam into place.

      My hands were slick with sweat and the condensation from the bottle. The maneuver was precarious at best, the timber beam easily five times our combined weight, but I wanted it done before we called it quits for the day. We needed to keep pace if we were going to stand any chance of beating the weather.

      Despite his age, Wayne was in pretty good shape. He had the wiry muscles of someone used to making his own way in the world, growing his own food, keeping his own livestock and now building his own cabin. As far as lives went, there was plenty to envy about Wayne Cardiman’s, even if he didn’t know it.

      I concentrated all of my attention on the next big push, hoping it’d be enough to drop the beam into place. Because of that, I almost missed the sharp crack of betrayal as the wood beneath Wayne’s right foot sheared free of the nails holding it in place. A burned-out computer programmer from Silicon Valley would have mistaken it for some natural sound out in the trees. Luckily for him, I was a liar.

      I had a split second to process what had happened and react.

      I saw Wayne’s head turn bright yellow, fear overwhelming him. It was instinctive. His body reacted to the danger before his mind had finished processing it. That was what saved him. It gave me half a second’s advantage that a normal man wouldn’t have had.

      I couldn’t get to him and keep hold of the huge beam. It was physically impossible.

      If I let go of the beam it would roll back, potentially crushing him, and if I didn’t, the unfinished roof would give way beneath his feet and he’d have to take his chances with mortality. It wasn’t a long way down, but it was far enough, and for a seventy-year-old man, falling backwards, the odds weren’t exactly stacked in his favor. Damned if I did, most certainly damned if I didn’t.

      I couldn’t let myself think. Thinking led to indecision. Throwing every ounce of strength that I could muster into the move, I drove the beam up and up, straining as it rose toward the tipping point where it finally fell into the recess carved into the joints at the roof’s apex, and pivoted, reaching out with my right hand to grab at Wayne even as the roof gave way beneath his feet.

      He fell backwards, arms windmilling comically as he lost his balance. And then he was falling. My hand clamped around his wrist and locked hard.

      There was a moment, a long, sliding second between one heartbeat and the next, when his momentum and gravity combined, and I thought I’d go over the edge with him, but I was stronger than that. A lot stronger. Government-issue strong. I kept my footing, and the old man hung there, falling without falling, sheer terror in his eyes as he stared back at me, sure he was dead, just waiting for the impact to turn the lights out, then gratitude and disbelief as I hauled him back onto solid timbers.

      His foot caught my empty bottle and sent it tumbling over the edge where the broken timbers had been. It shattered on impact.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      Wayne nodded, but the way he looked at me had changed. “I’ll live,” he said.
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      Maeve Cruikshank’s was the single restaurant in Winter’s Rage, and that was only if you considered “restaurant” a fluid term. We walked the mile and a half from the cabin in companionable silence. That’s one of the things that’s hardest to learn about life: sometimes it’s as good to share the silences as it is to share the words that fill them. We could have taken Wayne’s pick-up truck, but sometimes it’s better to walk and clear the head.

      Wayne didn’t walk like an old man. He wasn’t taking in the scenery as he shuffled along. He moved with purpose—but, then, food was waiting at the other end and we’d worked up a fierce appetite.

      Way, way off in the distance loomed the spectral white peaks. The mountains were always there, wherever you looked, calling you home. The sun set redly behind them. There were no streetlights, so once it was gone we were walking in the dark and the transition from day to full night was fast, shockingly so. Less than twenty minutes from full light of day to full dark of night. Birds perched on the wires strung across the road; they made a change from the sneakers that decorated so many other telephone wires in bigger cities.

      We reached the town limits, crossing the road. There was no sidewalk here, but that didn’t matter much when you considered that there was little foot traffic either. The twin chimneys of an old plant dominated the horizon, once proud, now beaten into submission.

      Winter’s Rage was laid out in a familiar geometric pattern of Main Street with four parallel smaller roads, two on either side, the rich to the right, the poor to the left where they lived in the shadow of the plant, with the factory and its yards the natural balance to the crystal blue lake on the other side of Main. Nature and industry in delicate balance. All aspects of life were here. Or had been once upon a time.

      Main Street itself consisted of less than a dozen store fronts. There was a grocery, a hardware and animal-feed place, two bars, one at either end of the strip, Maeve’s diner, a couple of clothes shops, one catering only for women, the other unisex, a beauty salon and the sheriff’s office. There was enough to get by, but if any serious supplies were needed there was a Walmart thirty miles away where most people did their shopping.

      A middle-aged couple emerged from Maeve’s, waved to Wayne, then wandered off in the direction of the school house. There were only thirty kids of school age in Winter’s Rage and they shared two teachers between them. When they hit thirteen the bus rounded them up and ferried them two towns over to the local high school. Like I said, this place was a backwater, but it was just what I needed for a while.

      A little bell chimed over our heads as we went into Maeve’s. Inside there were seven tables, booths with red leather seats, and four stools against the counter. It was rush-hour: there were eight other diners.

      “Evening, sugar,” the matronly Maeve said, bustling toward us with her laminated menus. They had photos of the kitchen’s various staples, which was never a good sign, but after a month in Winter’s Rage I’d eaten my way through most of the dishes, and they were better than anything I’d have rustled up in my own kitchen, had I had the inclination, and that was good enough for me.

      “What can I get you, boys?”

      “Coffee, as black and as strong as you’ve got,” I said, taking my seat at one of the empty booths.

      “I’ll have an ice tea, plenty sweet,” the old man said.

      She didn’t need to ask—we’d been having the same combination of drinks every night for the last few weeks. “You got it,” she said, with a smile.

      I liked Maeve. She reminded me of better days. Simpler times. She had a kitchen cloth draped over her belt, red check that had never seen a dish, and wore soft-soled shoes because she was on her feet all day. Her hair was cut shoulder-length, dirty blond with a touch of dye to keep it looking fresh, thanks to the beauty salon down the street. She was maybe twenty years older than me, so right there at that table in her little restaurant we pretty much represented three stages of life. The booth over by the window had two kids, both pre-teen, and their parents so between us every age of man was present and correct.

      “What’s good today?” I asked.

      “Everything, honey. You know that,” she said. “We just got in some nice juicy cuts of prime rib. Or I could get Benny to rustle you up a couple of bloody steaks.”

      “Sounds perfect, medium rare,” I said.

      “Coming right up. Wayne?”

      “I think I’ll have a salad. Something nice and green.”

      Maeve chuckled. “Two steaks it is, be right back with your drinks.” With that she was gone.

      The coffee hit the spot. Other diners came and went. Outside it got darker than dark.

      Wayne talked a bit about his life. He had good stories. He hadn’t always been some reclusive hermit living out in the wilds of West Virginia. Once upon a time he’d had more of a city life, the nine-to-five grind schlepping into an office, saying, yes, sir, no, sir, three bags full, sir. Now, he joked, he’d come home to die.
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      At another diner, on the road between Florida and West Virginia, Raelynn Cardiman sat with her two kids and their not-so-happy meal. They had a plate of fries between them. It was all Raelynn could afford.

      Her skin itched. She twitched. It felt like everyone was looking at her, judging her for failing her kids. She wiped the back of a hand across her nose. She hadn’t showered in two days. They’d been running. She didn’t have enough for a motel room, so they’d been sleeping rough. Now the money had run out.

      She’d thought about ordering decent meals, filling their bellies, then just telling the waitress she couldn’t pay, but that was short-term thinking. That would bring the cops. And then she’d be in deep trouble.

      She looked around the diner. There was no one she could turn to for help. Not that she was thinking of begging.

      “Eat up,” she told the kids. Anna, the older of the two, pecked like a bird at the plate. One fry at a time. Nibbled to draw out the meal as long as possible, sipping at the plastic beaker of tap water to wash each bite down.

      Chase, her seven-year-old son, had a stubborn cowlick that wouldn’t flatten down no matter how much spit she used. He squirmed in his chair, wanting to play with the little plastic toy that came with the kid’s meal that she couldn’t afford to buy him. He didn’t understand. It wasn’t his fault. He was too young to grasp just how much trouble they were in.

      Through the window she saw a big rig roll into the truck stop.

      It was three days since she’d scored. The itch was getting worse. The skin along her forearms burned. She dragged her fingernails across them, then saw the disapproving look the short-order cook sent her way. She bit back on the urge to ask him what the hell he was looking at. The last thing they needed was her smart mouth getting them thrown out into the night. It was cold out there, and getting colder.

      A few minutes later a new truck pulled past the window. The driver came in and ordered himself a breakfast, extra grits, eggs over easy. He was wearing a ball cap, a grimy polo shirt, and jeans. Rolls of belly fat folded over his belt. He hadn’t shaved for a week and he smelled like he lived in his cab.

      He was perfect.

      She watched him eat.

      He mopped up the egg yolk with chunks of bread. He saw her looking at him and offered a lascivious grin as the yellow dribbled down his chin into his beard.

      She nodded, her eyes darting to the door.

      He seemed not to understand, and she couldn’t exactly spell it out.

      “Stay here, look after your brother,” Raelynn told Anna.

      “Where are you going?” Anna asked.

      “Never mind that now. Just be a good girl and keep an eye on Chase until I come back.”

      She nodded. “Okay, Mama.”

      Raelynn eased herself out of the booth and walked over toward the door. She looked back over her shoulder. The trucker was staring at her ass. She nodded, smiled, and pushed the door open. When she was outside, she crooked a finger and beckoned him to follow her out into the night air.

      He didn’t need asking twice.

      He wiped off his chin, screwed his napkin up and dropped it on the table, put a handful of notes beside his half-empty plate, and headed out.

      They didn’t say anything as they walked to his cab. He helped her inside.

      “A hundred,” she said.

      “Fifty,” he said.

      “Eighty.”

      “Seventy.”

      “Okay,” she said, because beggars couldn’t be choosers, and a couple of minutes later he was inside her, and less than ten minutes after that she was back in the diner, smelling of him and hating herself as she ordered the first decent meal her kids had had since they’d started running.

      She had enough change in her pocket for a room tonight and breakfast. That had to be chalked up as a win.

      “You okay, Mama?” Anna asked, as the waitress put a greasy burger in front of her.

      Chase had his plastic toy. A colorful superhero with a plastic cape. He was a bit old for it, but that didn’t seem to bother him. He made the little action figure fly over his plate half a dozen times before he took the first bite.

      “I’m fine, baby,” Raelynn said.

      It was getting harder to ignore the cravings deep in her belly. It was like a tumble-drier in there, everything she’d eaten churning over and over. All she wanted to do was score her next fix, to forget about what it had felt like with that fat trucker on top of her, but she couldn’t do that, not to the kids. They needed her, and she was damned if she was going to let them down again. They were the only good thing in her life.

      “Eat up. We’re going home.”
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      The call came before we’d finished eating.

      Wayne made his apologies and picked up. He dabbed at his lips with a napkin a couple of times, said, “Uh-huh . . . Uh-huh, uh-huh,” and “When?”

      It wasn’t the most in-depth conversation, but he smiled with every grunt. It took less than a minute to change everything.

      “That was Rae,” he said. Raelynn, his daughter. “She’s coming home.”

      I nodded. It wasn’t new information. Raelynn was why we were breaking our backs to get the cabin done before the weather turned. She was going to need a roof over her head. Somewhere for her and the kids.

      My understanding was that Wayne had had her late in life. His wife had been almost forty at the time, and he’d been older. The oldest dad in Lamaze, the oldest dad at preschool, the oldest dad pretty much everywhere they went. It hadn’t been an easy pregnancy. These weren’t the kinds of things guys talked about, but when you worked together all day conversations took some strange turns, and he wanted to talk. So I let him. We traded life stories, his real, mine invented.

      “No,” he said. “She’s already on the road. She’ll be here in a couple of days.”

      “We’re not going to have the place ready in time,” I said, stating the obvious.

      “We can do anything we put our minds to,” he said.

      “What were you before you retired? A motivational speaker?”

      He grinned and winked at me. I really did like the old man. That was going to make things harder down the line. Caring about people always did.

      “You know me, Mike. I’m an optimist.”

      “Well, don’t go getting any ideas about working through. I’ve got my eye on a slice of Maeve’s apple pie, then a couple of brews over at Drew’s before I call it a night.”

      “You youngsters sure know how to live the high life,” the old man said.

      “If only you knew,” I said, thinking of all the places across the world I’d drowned mine or someone else’s sorrows. “Maeve,” I called over to the counter, where the woman was pretending she wasn’t listening, “how about a slice of that delicious pie you’ve got, and some more coffee?”

      “Coming right up, handsome.”

      “I think she’s taken a shine to you.” The old man grinned.

      “They all do,” I told him.

      “Heartbreaker,” he said.

      “It’s why I live alone.”

      He had nothing to say to that.
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      The Cadillac Deville rolled slowly along the edge of the gutter. Inside, the three men, Caleb, Dale and Henry, scanned the street. There was a liquor store directly across from them, which was ironic, given what was going on inside the old Quaker Hall in front of them. A meeting, and not of the faithful.

      Henry watched the addicts file in ready to stand up at the front of their junkie congregation and profess themselves sober for a day or a week or a month.

      “What are we doing here?” Caleb asked, prodding at his teeth with a wooden pick that snapped as he rooted around. His incessant pick-pick-picking had his gums bleeding.

      “What’s the one thing we know about the delightful Raelynn?”

      “That she’s got a mighty fine ass on her, ripe like a peach,” Dale offered from the driver’s seat.

      “What’s the other thing we know about her?” Henry tried again.

      “She’s a junkie whore,” Caleb said.

      “And that, my friend, is why we’re here. Where better to look for a junkie whore than in a crowd of junkies who’re going to stand up there one after the other and tell their life stories?”

      “Like taking candy from a stranger,” Dale said.

      “A baby,” Caleb corrected him.

      “Who you callin’ a baby?”

      And so it went.

      “Park up, Dale. We’ll make ourselves a new friend on the way out.”

      Dale did as he was told, putting the Caddy into park and killing the idling engine. He reached for the radio, but without the engine turning over there was no power. He looked across at Caleb, then back at Henry for permission to turn the engine over again.

      “Knock yourself out,” Henry told him, and a couple of seconds later they were suffering through Wang Chung’s “Dance Hall Days.” It was relentlessly happy, a stark juxtaposition to the world outside their window.

      A hobo shuffled out of the liquor store with a bagged-up bottle that was at his lips before he’d made it to the corner. Wang Chung gave way to Strawberry Switchblade, who faded into Steven ‘Tin Tin’ Duffy telling them to kiss him with their mouths.

      “Like you could kiss him with anything else, stupid song,” Caleb said, staring out of the window.

      There was nothing worse than waiting. He didn’t do it well.

      Henry was better at it. He’d learned patience inside. Good things were worth waiting for. Like the yearning that made the junkie’s score all the sweeter.

      Karel Fialka kept urging them to tell him what they saw and some sweet-voiced kid kept saying, “The A-Team.’ It was enough to have him clawing at the doors.

      Mercifully they were spared too much more of the saccharine-sweet synth pop rubbish as the big old iron door of the Quaker Hall opened and the first of the recently confessed addicts filed out with their chips and twelve steps to follow.

      Henry watched them go, like animals, two by two. He knew what he was looking for: one of them on their own, separated from the flock.

      It didn’t take long.

      “Her,” he said, tapping Dale on the bony shoulder.

      The stick insect of a man moved the gear shift into drive and they rolled off the gutter, inching out to crawl along the curb beside the woman. She quickened her pace, just a little.

      Caleb rolled down his window, and leaning out a little, smiled and called out, “Excuse me, miss?” Doing his best not to sound like the monster they all knew lived beneath his skin.

      She turned, still walking, black curls falling across her face as she leaned ever so slightly to see if she recognized the man talking to her.

      “We’re looking for an old friend. She lives round here.”

      “Not sure I can help you,” the woman said, not realizing that the worst thing she could possibly have done was talk.

      Victims never understood that.

      “We thought she might have been at the meeting,” Caleb went on.

      The woman stopped walking, and looked back at the Quaker Hall with its dark windows. It was amazing how quickly the place had emptied out. Or maybe it wasn’t so amazing. How many people would willingly linger around a building full of addicts?

      The woman shrugged. “What’s her name?”

      “Raelynn,” Henry said from the backseat.

      “Can’t say I recognize it,” the woman said. “Sorry.”

      “I’ve got a picture,” Henry said, taking the creased photo from his back pocket and passing it forward to Caleb, who held it up, but didn’t pass it out through the window. He wanted the woman to come closer to get a better look.

      She did.

      Everything happened so quickly after that.

      Caleb’s hand snaked out and grabbed a handful of her black curls, pulling her face down toward the window. She slapped at his wrist and pulled back but his grip was vicelike. No matter how fiercely she fought him, he wasn’t letting go.

      Henry got out of the car. He walked up behind her and punched her hard in the base of the spine. Her legs buckled, and as she tried to rear up and fight free of Caleb’s grip, he yanked her forward again and her forehead cannoned off the top of the window frame. The impact staggered her. Henry’s second punch dropped her.

      He hooked his arms under hers and hauled her up, bundling her into the backseat of the stolen Caddy. She grabbed at the sides of the door, screaming loud enough to earn a savage elbow to the side of the face and another punch to the kidneys that beat the fight out of her.

      It was all over in less than ten seconds. He glanced around. No one was looking their way.

      He clambered into the backseat, the woman’s head on his lap, and slammed the door.

      “Drive,” he told Dale.

      They peeled away from the sidewalk in a shriek of burned rubber, the Beastie Boys telling everyone there’d be no sleep til Brooklyn.
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      The headlights of Wayne’s truck lit up the cabin. We’d concluded the more-beers-or-more-work argument. Wayne had prevailed.

      Not that I’d argued hard. I knew what families were like—in theory—and was more than a little familiar with the panic that went along with a prodigal returning. The least I could do was hammer in a few more nails and heave a few more timbers if it made the difference between his grandkids having somewhere to rest their heads and not.

      The long shadows made it more difficult to do any sort of precision work, but a lot of what we were doing was just grunt stuff. A few spikes driven to hold things in place, the nail gun doing the hard work.

      “I promise we’ll get beers when the last couple of timbers are laid,” the old man said.

      I smiled. He’d been saying that for the last two hours and, best I could tell, would probably be saying it in his sleep in two hours’ time, like some sort of mantra. Truth be told, I was happy enough to go through till dawn. One thing I’d learned in special forces and intelligence work was that the best way to ingratiate yourself with the local community was to do the hard work, no questions asked, and be seen to be happy about doing it.

      I grabbed another two by four and dropped it into place. It was like putting together a huge three-dimensional puzzle. Every timber had its place and every joist and crossbeam and brace slotted together just so. It wasn’t exactly handcrafted pioneer stuff, even though we’d assembled a pretty impressive array of circular saws, jigsaws, sanders, planes, work benches and the like. Ideally, we’d have had another ten days to finish the frame, make it weather-proof and start on the inside. We’d be lucky if we had three.

      Wayne had a hunting lamp shining up at me. Grinning down at him, I cut a pose, pretending to be a Wolfman howling at the moon. That earned a chuckle.

      “You’re a strange one,” Wayne said, after a while.

      “That I am, my friend,” I agreed.

      I could tell he wanted to talk. Again. And I knew the direction the conversation would go because his eyes kept drifting to the hole his foot had made.

      “You’re in pretty good shape for a geek,” he said.

      Not subtle. I laughed. I’d been interrogated by some of the nastiest bastards on the planet and could fend off a few questions about my past easily enough. “I used to work out a lot,” I said.

      “I can see,” Wayne said. “Seriously, though, thanks, you know.” Again with the meaningful look at the hole.

      “No worries. You’d have done the same for me.”

      “No, I wouldn’t,” he said. “Not even close. I wouldn’t have been able to get that beam into place on my own, never mind move fast enough or have the presence of mind to grab you before you fell.”

      “I got lucky,” I said.

      “Bullshit,” he said. “That wasn’t luck, son. That was instinct. That was the kind of thing they can’t teach you. And if you’re a desk jockey I’m banging Halle Berry.”

      “How is she?” I said.

      “Surprisingly flexible.” Wayne grinned, shaking his head. The old guy knew better than to press too hard.

      Over his shoulder I saw the twin white globes of headlights turn down onto our long drive. The trees obscured the car itself for a good two hundred yards, but it wasn’t as though the driver could sneak up on us in the dark with at least three thousand lumens burning bright from their full beams.

      We had maybe sixty, ninety seconds before the car pulled up at the cabin.

      My backpack was on the ground. My weapon of choice, a loaded SIG Sauer tucked inside.

      It was no good to me up there. Without a word, I dropped into a tight crouch, swung down, landing lightly on my feet, and walked over to my pack to fish out the gun. The familiar feel of the heavy-gauge mill-finished metal in my hand never got old. Watching the headlights approach, I slipped the barrel into the back of my jeans.

      Better safe than sorry.
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      They switched off the headlights and drove another six hundred yards in darkness, with only the moon to guide them. The suspension on the stolen Cadillac was ridiculously soft and on the pothole-pitted road it had them rolling around like they were at sea.

      Dale switched off the tape deck. They drove on in silence, only the crunch of stones under the tires for company. No one said anything.

      Henry stroked the dead woman’s hair. As gestures went it was almost tender. She stared up blindly at the padded roof. She’d died badly. Dale had played rough. The radio had played that damned Madonna song right the way through it. Henry hoped never to hear it again.

      She hadn’t recognized Raelynn Cardiman’s face, so letting Dale have his fun before they disposed of her body had been the least he could do. It was always better to feed Dale’s proclivities in a controlled environment than ignore them and leave them to boil over when they least expected it. The guy was dangerous at the best of times, unpredictable and dangerous at the worst.

      They reached the end of the dirt track and Caleb switched off the engine. He let the Caddy roll to a stop to avoid the flare of brake-lights. “This ought to do it,” he said.

      Henry nodded. He already had the door open and was clambering out. It was colder than a witch’s tit out there. “Give me a hand,” he said, reaching into the car to manhandle the body halfway into the road before Caleb clambered into the back to help push her all the way out. She fell onto the ground, legs wide open, skirt up around her waist.

      “Grab the shovel out of the trunk,” Henry told Dale, who didn’t look any too happy at the idea of digging a grave, but they had an arrangement: if you killed it, you buried it. He popped the trunk and came back around the side of the car with a pick and a shovel. He tossed the pick to Caleb.

      “Sooner we get this done, sooner we get back on the road,” Henry said.

      Caleb bent down for the pick. By the time he straightened up, Dale had already broken ground. He watched them work, silhouetted against the Hunter’s Moon.

      It was hard labor. It hadn’t rained for a while, and beneath the layer of cracked top soil the dirt hid a wealth of sins. And rocks. But the dead woman wasn’t going anywhere in a hurry and they had sins aplenty between them.

      Caleb’s pick struck stone over and over again, each blow ringing out loudly in the darkness. Beside him Dale dug, whistling a Gloria Estefan song while he worked.

      Henry walked over to the trees and took a leak. The thick yellow stream pattered against the hard soil, running off the surface around his feet.

      “Can’t we just weigh her down with rocks and throw her in the lake?” Dale grunted, breathing heavily as he sank the shovel into another six inches of black soil.

      “No,” Henry said, putting an end to the argument before it began. “And we can’t cut her up and leave her out here for the animals, either. Dig.”

      “And torching her’s out of the question?”

      “Unless you want to light up the sky from here all the way to kingdom come.”

      “Whatever you say, Henry. Whatever you say.”

      He went back to his whistling. Henry didn’t recognize the tune this time.

      Dale danced around the shovel like some sort of pole dancer.

      Henry shook his head. “You’re one strange little man, my friend.”

      “And don’t you forget it.” Dale started digging again.
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      The vehicle’s headlights went out. A big burly guy clambered out of the sheriff’s car. He had a buzz cut and a beer belly. I knew him. Everyone did. Jim Lowry represented the town’s entire Sheriff’s Department.

      Wayne called, “Hey, Jim, what can we do for you?”

      “Wayne.” He raised his right hand in greeting as he slammed the car door. He scratched at the back of his buzz cut as he walked toward the old man. He had the look of a man who wanted to be anywhere but there, but whatever he had come to say, it was obvious it had nothing to do with me so I took the opportunity to drift back to my rucksack to make sure my SIG Sauer was tucked away before his attention turned to me.

      Lowry was always going to say howdy, it’s what old-timers like him in small towns like this did. They used to call it breeding. Lowry raised a hand again, his shadow stretched out all the way to the cabin wall. “Howdy, Mike,” he called, like clockwork.

      “Jim,” I said, dusting my hands off, and walked over to them.

      “Working late, boys?”

      Wayne nodded.

      “Mind if I ask why?”

      “My little girl’s coming home,” Wayne told him.

      Lowry didn’t look surprised. Bad news had a way of traveling fast, even in small towns. Wayne had taken the call in Maeve’s, and his last word before hanging up had been “When?” and his first three after hanging up had been “That was Rae.” It didn’t need rocket science to piece together that puzzle, and gossip was Maeve’s stock-in-trade. If anyone could decipher half of a conversation in the name of tittle-tattle it was her.

      “When?” the sheriff asked, mirroring Wayne’s own question.

      “Soon as,” Wayne said. “She’s on the road now.”

      Lowry nodded thoughtfully. “Then you boys better get a shift on. That shack’s not gonna make itself watertight, is it?”

      “You can always lend a hand, Sheriff,” I said, earning a cockeyed grin from Lowry.

      “My manual labor days are long behind me, son,” he said, although he was only ten years my senior. Maybe less. It was part of the small-town-sheriff shtick. He played the part well. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Wayne, I’m pleased for you, I really am. Family’s everything. But I gotta ask, is she okay? You know, after last time …”

      “It’s all good, Jim,” Wayne assured him.

      But Wayne couldn’t be sure. I knew that. The sheriff knew that. It was one of those pillow promises made to lovers, filled with good intentions but with absolutely nothing to back it up.

      “That’s good to hear, Wayne. It really is. Rae’s a real spitfire of a girl. It’ll be good to have her smiling face back around town.”

      “I hear you.” Wayne nodded.

      Neither of them acknowledged the simple truth: no matter who you are, what your experience, what shit life has thrown at you, you can never go home. It just doesn’t work. And if you’re hopping a midnight bus, you’re running from something, not to it.

      “Besides,” Lowry said, “we’ve already got our resident stranger in Mike here.” He smiled at me, but it was plenty obvious he didn’t trust me. He was right. I was a stranger in town, and for all any of them knew, I was running from something, so I could hardly blame him for being suspicious, even after a few weeks of my charm to wear him down.

      “A stranger’s just a friend you haven’t met yet,” I said, matching his grin with one of my own.

      “Very Hallmark of you, Mike,” the sheriff said. “Anyways, like I said, I’m really pleased for you, Wayne. A man needs his family around him. You know me, all I want is a quiet life.”

      “Don’t we all?” I said.

      “Amen to that.” Wayne rounded off the agreement for everyone. “She won’t be any trouble, Jim. You have my word.”

      More of those promises that couldn’t be kept.

      Wayne Cardiman was really good at making them, I realized.

      One of them would end up breaking his heart.

      That was always the way with rash promises and old hearts.
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      Raelynn tossed and turned all night, gripped by fever-sweats. Despite the cold room, the sheets clung to her skin. She’d cranked the air-conditioning up as far as it would go, and that wasn’t enough. There was no blessing in oblivion.

      Behind her eyes images flashed. In one fractured moment she was a fox being chased by hounds, in another a rabbit racing from a dog. On and on it went, in each version the predator capturing its prey in a savage circle of death.

      “Mom.” She felt a hand on her shoulder, shaking her awake. She grunted, pulling the sheet up over her.

      “Mom,” the voice came again. “We’ve got to go or we’ll miss the bus. The alarm didn’t go off.” Words, just words. She didn’t want to open her eyes. Not now. Not for ever.

      “Just a minute,” she mumbled. “Five. Just a few. I’m so tired.”

      “You’ve got to get up, Mom.” Anna pulled back the blankets, leaving her all but bare to the morning in her bra and panties. She groaned again, but opened her eyes.

      The ceiling fan turned lazily over her head, wobbling as it finished each new rotation. The screws must have worked themselves loose. One fine day the whole thing would come down and make a mess of the sleeper below.

      The fake wood paneling was straight out of the 1970s. So was the orange carpet. It wasn’t a room to wake up in with a hangover.

      Anna was dressed. Chase was still in his PJs, playing with his action figure on the floor at the foot of the bed. He liked to escape to his own little world, one where he had a normal childhood. No doubt the orange pile was some sort of lava pit for the caped crusader to fly back and forth over. She had no idea what went on in her son’s mind half of the time. He seemed to be capable of making an adventure out of anything. She envied him that. Sadly, the world would batter the innocence out of him soon enough.

      She swung her legs out of the bed as Anna grabbed hold of her hands and helped her sit. The world swam around her, the grain of old panels taking on a psychedelic life of their own.

      Her clothes were laid out over the back of the motel room’s only chair. She shuffled through to the bathroom to splash water on her face. She couldn’t look at herself in the mirror, not like this, not almost naked, because there was no way to hide the line of bruises around the crease in her left arm, which reminded her she wasn’t anywhere near as clean as she needed to be, and that her last fix was too long ago now for her body to pretend it wasn’t in withdrawal. The sweat still glistened on her skin. She was a mess.

      She turned the shower on, only for Anna to shout through, “We don’t have time, Mom. The bus pulls out in seven minutes!”

      “Shit,” Raelynn muttered to herself. She splashed some water under her pits and soaped up, let it sluice away, and then was done.

      She didn’t have a toothbrush. Or toothpaste. She’d buy a coffee when the bus pulled into a rest stop along the way. Someone had written a name in blue on the wall beside the mirror, with a heart and an arrow through it.

      She dried quickly and dressed even quicker, but still had less than four minutes to get out of the room, across the street and into the bus station, and then she had to find the right bus.

      And Chase was still in his PJs. Well, there was nothing she could do about that. She gathered up his clothes and stuffed them into a plastic bag, then scanned the room quickly to make sure she’d left nothing behind. The clock on the wall said three minutes and twenty seconds. She grabbed Chase by the wrist, and ran out of there, Anna two steps behind her.

      Their room was on the second floor, which meant clattering down an iron fire escape and racing head down across the parking lot out front, playing Frogger across the four lanes of traffic and into the back of the bus station. There were six silver buses in the different bays, all identified at the back by numbers rather than destinations. Only one had people waiting to board. She ran toward it, making it with seconds to spare.

      “One adult, two children, all the way,” she said.

      “Three tickets to Charleston,” the driver said, parroting it back to her. “Four hundred and seventeen bucks,” he said.

      She fumbled in her pocket for change. She didn’t have anywhere near enough. The room had left her short. She fumbled out what she had anyway, feeding it into the dish between them until there was no money left. She didn’t even have enough for her own ticket. “I don’t …” She glanced around for a Good Samaritan. “I’m sorry. I’m short.”

      “How old is he?” The driver nodded at Chase.

      “Seven,” Anna said, from behind her.

      “Try again,” the driver said.

      “He really is.”

      “No, he isn’t,” the driver said, leaning forward to tap the sign beside his change machine, which said that children under two rode for free.

      “Two,” Raelynn said.

      “That’s what I thought,” the driver said. “And the girl?”

      “Two,” she said again.

      “Looks like you’ve got just enough money then,” the driver said, not printing out tickets for them. “If we fill up he’ll have to sit on your lap.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Don’t thank me. They’re two, right? Rules are rules.” The driver nodded for them to go take their seats. Over the PA he said, “Settle in folks, we’ve got thirty-one hours between here and Charleston, plenty of time to get to know each other far too well for a Wednesday morning. So, kick back, relax and enjoy the sights, read a good book, stare at your iPhones. We’ll be in Tampa before you know it.”

      The door’s hydraulics hissed as it closed behind them.
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      Like so many veterans of war, I no longer welcomed sleep. I didn’t dream well. Not anymore.

      My subconscious was like a best friend who had decided to screw you over one time too many, then left you holding a big old bag of shit and expected you to smile about it. This time it served me up a foreign field and, in the middle, a girl with an explosive suicide vest strapped to her chest. She was crying. Then she saw me, and her expression changed. Suddenly she had hope.

      That was the worst part of the dream, the hope. Because I knew how dreams like this played out. They always ended the same way: the girl died and there was nothing I could do about it. The only mercy was that my dreaming mind didn’t dwell on the horror, sparing me the details. I didn’t feel the wet flesh hit my skin or the visceral heat of the detonation or the razor cuts of the shrapnel.

      I woke suddenly, disoriented, part of my mind still in the field, but the primitive hindbrain had gone over into survival mode: there was someone else in the room.

      There had been no obvious movement, no tell-tale sound to betray the intruder. They might have succeeded in sneaking up on a lesser man. My enhancements outstripped every imaginable evolutionary leap. My mind raced. The two-room shack I called home had one way in and one way out. I hadn’t felt a drop in temperature when the door must have been opened. No kiss of the cold or faint brush of a breeze on my skin.

      I’d taken to sleeping on the small couch in the room, which served as kitchen, dining and living space, rather than retreat to the bedroom. There was logic in the choice. It was all about making the best use of the residual heat in the potbellied stove. Even in the summer the bedroom couldn’t shake off the damp and cold that clung to it. The smell was what got to me, though. It was just there. In everything. Permeating it all. The place was musty. Like a critter had crawled in there to die.

      I’m a suspicious soul. It’s part of my charm. It keeps me alive. I slept with the SIG Sauer tucked beneath the cushion, in easy reach, but I didn’t want to risk any sudden movement in case the intruder was trigger-happy. Things would change once they realized I was awake, though, and making a move would be too late. It needed to be natural, the kind of tossing and turning a normal sleeper might make.

      “Byron,” a voice called, breaking the silence. It sounded so loud, like it was inside the plates of my skull and forcing its way out, not the other way around. I finished my roll, half on my stomach, half on my side, completely uncomfortable.

      I was in another place, another time. I snatched at the gun, instinct taking over. Even in the gray early-morning light, I knew who it was. I didn’t need to see her face. But her name wouldn’t leave my too-dry lips.

      She moved closer, stepping into the thin smear of light filtering through the grime-streaked window. Snow already fell out there, making the light struggle to find a way through the glass.

      The girl reached out to me. I couldn’t take my eyes away from the hollow, pleading look in her eyes.

      The eyes. It was always the eyes.

      “Please, help me,” she begged.

      I had heard her cries more times than I cared to remember, and experienced every shred of her agony so many more times than that. It should have been my pain not hers. A red bloom began to form on her stomach, a rose that grew too fast, blossoming impossibly bright.

      I hated myself because even as I witnessed her death again I had a gun in my own hand, almost as though I’d pulled the trigger and caused those horrific injuries.

      I tried to call her name, but it wouldn’t come. It was as though she was drifting away from me, leaving me alone in the cabin with my shame and guilt.

      I wanted to yell at her that it wouldn’t work, that I was inured, immune, that they’d stolen everything human from me, but I didn’t.

      Something moved outside the window, or perhaps it was just a sudden flurry of snow caught up in the wind. It pushed at the glass. It was enough to steal my attention for a heartbeat—the only real measure of time worth a damn. When I looked back, the girl had gone.

      I still had the SIG Sauer in my hand. The elements had been enough to keep me in the here and now, on the mountain, and help me maintain my grip on reality.

      The stove was still warm, but no longer too hot to touch. The fire was more or less extinguished, but unlike the girl it wouldn’t take much to resurrect it. There was kindling and a couple of logs stacked beside it, but not enough to keep the stove burning through another night.

      Given the weather was about to turn, I needed to bring some more wood into the dry. The low lean-to I’d built onto the side of the shack was enough to keep the logs out of the worst of the rain, but snow and ice had a way of creeping into places rain feared to soak.

      I was reluctant to put the gun down.

      The cabin was a fair distance out of town. I was the stranger. I would be the stranger in town if I lived the next three or four years of my life on the mountain. That was just the way it was in places like this. I tucked the weapon into the back of my jeans before I slipped my coat on and stepped out into the night. The girl might have been some relic of my mind, but that didn’t mean something out there hadn’t woken me. Better to be prepared.

      A gust of wind almost took the door out of my grip as I stepped into a world of white that took my breath away.

      There was already a thick blanket of snow on the ground, easily four inches deep, and banked up much thicker where it had drifted against the walls of the shack. The wind kept the newly falling flakes in the air, bullying and swirling them as if it was playing some game with them.

      I could make out fresh tracks running along the side of the cabin. They passed beneath the window. I crouched and reached out with one hand, tracing the outline of the hooves with a sense of relief. For now, at least, the only enemy was inside my mind.

      “Deer,” I said, not realizing that I had spoken aloud.

      The tracks led a short distance further up the mountain before they disappeared into the tree line.

      The thought of being close to Nature and her world of creatures, which posed no threat to my hidden existence, was comforting. The deer brought with it the kind of calm that people rarely did. That was partly why I had chosen this place to rebuild my life. It was healing.

      Day by day, I’d felt more and more at peace: I was leaving my past life behind. I could rebuild myself, and the time to do it was one thing I had in abundance.

      As long as I was left in peace.

      That really shouldn’t have been a lot to ask from the world.

      The shelves weren’t bare—there was enough fresh stuff to last for a couple of days if I was snowed in, maybe three at a push. The wood wouldn’t last half that time. I was going to have to swing the axe before I thought about doing much else. There were canned and dried goods so I wouldn’t starve, even if I was cut off from civilization. There was a stream of clear water running nearby that would be more than adequate for my needs, even if it froze. I had enough oil for the lamps to see me through the winter. Who needed electricity?

      Twenty minutes later the stove was warming my quarters and I’d made a mug of coffee, which I took back outside.

      The snow had stopped for the time being. The sky was gray and heavy, threatening more to come.
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      For Henry, life was good. They’d driven in silence for the last hour—the Caddy’s cassette player had finally given up the ghost. The ancient deck had chewed up the magnetic strip. Better still, the radio hadn’t managed to conjure more than a few crackles of white noise.

      Still, Dale was intent on ruining the precious silence. He found a pen and tried to spool the tape back inside the plastic case, slowly turning the wheel to suck the magnetic strip back inside, but it looked like a relief map of the Rockies. There was no way it was going to play, even if he managed to get it back inside the deck. That didn’t stop him trying. And it didn’t stop Henry snatching it from him and tossing it out of the open window.

      Caleb watched as it disappeared in the rearview mirror, the brown magnetic tape fluttering in the car’s wake. A bird swooped down to examine the cassette but, realizing it wasn’t some enormous worm, took to the wing again.

      Dale shot Henry a look. When Henry stared back at him, his chin dropped to his chest, and he went into a sulk.

      Five minutes later, they stopped. They were still twelve miles or so from their destination.

      “What are we stopping for?” Dale whined. “Can’t we just get this over with and go home? I miss home.” He rocked in the plastic seat, the sweat pulling at his shirt.

      “Because we need to blend in,” Henry explained patiently. It was like talking to a child sometimes. “If we show up dressed like this we’re going to stand out. People will remember us. And that, my friend, is exactly what we don’t want. We need to go native.”

      “So, we’ve got to dress up like hicks?” said Dale.

      “Can’t be worse than what you’re wearing,” said Henry.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Dale took a moment to look down at his dark suit, the white shirt and the wingtip shoes. He liked it, Henry knew. It made him look smart. It made him look like a man who deserved respect, even if it did hang on his wiry frame like he’d left the coat hanger in it when he’d put it on.

      “There’s nothing wrong with it if you want to look like an undertaker,” Henry said. “Which is fine as long as you stay in the car. But the minute you step outside someone is going to look at you, and remember the skinny dude who looked like Papa Death walking through town. We don’t want people to pay us any attention, not now the world is full of cell phones and cameras that remember everything. You know what a bunch of suspicious bastards country folk are. They see something that don’t belong, they remember it, they talk about it in the post office, then argue about it later in the bar. The fewer raised eyebrows, the better.” It was hard to argue with that.

      

      Half an hour later they were back inside the car wearing their new gear. It was cheap stuff. Work clothes. All three wore identical jeans and heavy-duty boots, but they’d managed to find three different shirts. Henry felt like a logger or a miner, someone who made a living with his hands. That was exactly what they wanted others to think. He ran a hand through his hair. Their suits were in the trunk, carefully folded in the brown-paper bags their new clothes had come in.

      “We’ll have to move them if we need to put another body in there. I don’t want blood on my suit,” Dale said.

      “Let’s see if we can get through the day without putting anyone in the trunk, shall we?” Henry asked.

      “No promises,” Dale said, grinning. “I mean, look at me.” He raised his hands to make the Y of YMCA above his head.

      Caleb laughed. Henry didn’t. He hated Dale when he acted up.

      There was no doubt their new clothes would stand out less than the Mormon missionary suits they’d worn in the city, because that’s exactly what three men rocking into town dressed in black suits and white shirts would look like to the locals. So, sure, the three of them all wearing brand-new clothes would raise an eyebrow or two, but only if people really looked at them, and he wasn’t about to encourage a bunch of strangers to do that. It wasn’t his style.

      Dale argued, but his whining was still an improvement on the music. Just.
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      By morning, the snowfall had melted, leaving behind a slick, icy sheen on the timber. I wasn’t looking forward to working on the roof, so instead I concentrated on prep work, getting the timber in place to haul up there. It was backbreaking labor, and we were up against it, but Wayne wanted the place fit for habitation, and a month had become a week overnight, or at least the best part of one.

      For his part, Wayne spent the morning grinning like the Cheshire Cat. I could understand his excitement, even if I didn’t share it. His little girl was coming home.

      It didn’t matter how old Raelynn was, she’d always be his little girl. The same one whose hair he’d braided and whose knees he’d picked tiny stones out of. She’d always be the same one he’d taught to read with The Cat in the Hat and whose face he’d watched light up as she tore into the wrapping of the Christmas gifts he scrimped and saved all year to buy her. That was how it went with dads and their daughters, the sense that all we have is each other, no matter what.

      Those thoughts took me back to Julia, the wife I’d left behind, along with all the other remnants of my old life. I’d had no choice, but that didn’t make it sting any less. It was a wound that would never heal. Picking at it wouldn’t help. I grabbed a fresh piece of timber, focusing on the feel of it in my hands, and pushed her from my mind.

      I looked up at the cabin. With a little luck, we’d get the last of the joists in place before the day was out. That was my focus. And then there was the added work of patching the damage Wayne’s near miss had caused, but that was two hours at worst. Anything beyond that was gravy.

      “What do you reckon?” asked Wayne, following my gaze. “Think we can get her watertight in time?”

      “I’m the wrong man to ask. It’s not like I’ve ever built anything. I figure we’re racing those clouds.”

      “And all the others,” Wayne said. “Hey, would you be okay by yourself for the rest of the day? Only Raelynn called. I’ll need to pick her up in a few hours.”

      “No problem. I’ll be fine here.”

      If I wasn’t being watched I’d be able to move faster, and get more done. A few hours to push myself would be good. Holding back was frustrating, but I couldn’t risk powering through the work with him watching if I didn’t want those difficult-to-answer questions, like “Who the devil are you?” Or, more accurately, what.

      “You’re sure you’ll be okay by yourself?”

      “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry. Go get your daughter,” I reassured him.

      “I’ve really missed her,” Wayne said. “Still miss her mother too. Every day. They say it gets easier with time. It doesn’t, it just gets different. I don’t much like different.”

      “You don’t talk about her,” I said. “I’ve wondered, but it wasn’t my place to ask.”

      “She was an addict, just like my little girl. We wonder what we give our kids, you know. Is she going to get her mother’s eyes, her gramps’s chin and cheekbones, her old man’s hairline, or her mom’s addictive personality? I always hoped she’d get her mother’s smile and maybe her spirit, the stuff that made me fall in love with her, but blood is blood. It was in her personality. A flaw. She would have been okay if it wasn’t for the quack treating her.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “He got her hooked. She’d had a bad back. Compressed vertebrae. Her doc prescribed painkillers, but they only lasted a few weeks before they stopped helping, so he prescribed stronger and stronger meds. The stronger the pills, the more addictive they are. It’s a vicious circle. She needed the pills for the pain, and when she was hooked those bastards in Congress told doctors they needed to cut back on the prescriptions they were handing out. Her supply was cut off, just like that, but the problem was she was hooked. And that meant looking for another way to feed the itch. Anything that would take the pain away.”

      I knew the story all too well. Who didn’t? Opioid painkillers had been handed out like they were candy. Doctors got rich. Then the government ordered a crackdown. The pill supply dried up. But the demand they’d created was still there so people transferred to heroin.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again, for want of anything better.
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      Maeve wiped down the counter for what must have been the fiftieth time that day. She would do it a hundred more times before she closed.

      The lunchtime rush had barely begun. Although “rush” was an optimistic choice of word. Even on a good day she’d see only a few dozen different faces roll through between twelve and two, with some ordering a bottomless coffee, nothing more. But that was fine. It was enough to keep her busy, people in seats and the community spirit of the place alive.

      The diner was the heart of the town. It was a hub for gossip. All walks of life were there. That was one of the things she loved most about this time of year: instead of sitting on their stoops having an ice-cold brew, like they did in summer, the cold drove people through her door in search of warmth.

      Even so, it was rare for a stranger to come into the diner. Rarer still if they were just passing through. No one just passed through Winter’s Rage.

      They came to visit family, or they came back here to retire. It wasn’t on the way to anywhere. Maeve had a sixth sense for cars that did not belong. She didn’t even have to look up—she knew every engine sound. When the battered old Cadillac pulled up curbside in front of the diner, she didn’t recognize the engine or the misfiring muffler.

      Now she did look up, and saw three men in the car. She didn’t recognize any of them. Out-of-towners were always more of a pain than her regulars. They had their out-of-town ways. They wanted their coffee frothy or low-fat or non-dairy or decaf, anything to stop a simple coffee actually being coffee. There was an art to good coffee, and that demanded a thick black residue at the bottom of the mug, stubborn enough to stand a spoon up in.

      She sighed, and plastered on her happy face to welcome the strangers.

      Maeve was wise in the art of people-watching. It came with the job. She could spot a man who was comfortable in his clothes, whether they were a workman’s wardrobe of jeans and a T-shirt, or a Bible-basher’s smart suit and black tie. These men could not have been more obviously uncomfortable if they’d tried. Off the top of her head she could think of a dozen locals who’d struggle to hide their prejudices if they happened to see the newcomers, and a dozen more who’d like as not cause trouble. Luckily for them they’d rolled up outside the diner, not the bar.

      The first man licked his palm and slicked back his hair before he barged through the door, opening it with more force than was necessary. It banged so hard against the hinges it bounced back against his hand. Well, that’s one way to make an entrance, she thought.

      The room fell silent, that kind of weird uncomfortable silence that comes with the weight of violence attached. All eyes turned in the direction of the newcomers.

      The creases from the store were still in the shirts. They were all brand new. Three men wearing brand-new clothes. It was weird. Their boots squeaked on the linoleum as they walked in. She saw the store tag dangling from one of the belt loops. Over by the window she saw Larry Carter struggling to keep a smirk from his face.

      “Village People auditions were last week, boys,” he joked amicably enough. The old boy liked to get a rise out of the younger guys in town and, surrounded by his cronies at the window table, he felt safe.

      “Told you,” the stick-thin one of the trio said to the others. He made an M with his hands above his head, earning laughter from Larry’s crew.

      “Don’t you mind Larry, boys, he’s a harmless old coot,” Maeve said, hurrying around to the customer side of the counter with three laminated menus in hand. “Table for three?” she asked, the smile back in place. A warm smile was the best way she knew to defuse a situation and, like it or not, this was in danger of turning into a situation. She could feel everyone looking anywhere but at the three newcomers.

      She started to lead them to a quiet table in the corner, but realized they weren’t following. She turned back to see the slick one sliding into a booth beside Larry.

      “This’ll do fine,” he said. “Won’t it, boys?”

      His companions nodded.

      “Just dandy,” the skinny one said.

      “Of course. Can I get you boys something to drink?”

      “Coffees all round,” the same man said.

      “Three coffees coming up,” she said.

      But before she could turn for one of the pots on the counter, the man asked, “Maybe you can help us.”

      “I can try,” she said.

      “We’re looking for an old friend. She lives around these parts, I think. Or did. We don’t have an address for her. Might not even be this town. But we figured we’d swing by while we were in the neighborhood, pay our respects.” It was an odd choice of words, but she didn’t pick up on it.

      “That’s mighty neighborly of you, honey,” she said, finding it harder to keep the smile in place. “What’s her name?”

      The man had both his hands on the table, palms flat to the laminate surface either side of the menu. He smiled up at her. It was one of the most chilling expressions she’d had the misfortune of seeing in all her years. “Rae. Raelynn.”

      She made a face, pretending to think about it. She wasn’t about to tell these three where to find the girl, especially not as Raelynn had only told Wayne she was coming home the other day. Maeve was too old and too ugly to believe in coincidences when they came dressed in identical straight-out-of-the-wrapper new clothes. “Sorry, don’t know her.”

      “Course you do, Maeve,” Larry Carter said helpfully. He leaned back in his chair so he could get a better look at the trio. “Raelynn’s Wayne’s girl. He said she was coming home.”

      “And where might we find this Wayne?” Slick asked.

      Maeve willed Larry to shut up. Her telepathy was on the fritz.

      “Sure, you can’t miss him, these days. He’s walkin’ around town with this huge shit-eatin’ grin now his little girl’s comin’ home. He’s got a place over in the shadow of the plant,” he nodded toward the poorer side of town, “but spends most of his days out building that new cabin.”
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      “When do you need to leave to get Raelynn and the kids?” I asked Wayne. The sooner he was gone, the sooner I could really get to work.

      “An hour, maybe,” he said. “Even if the roads are bad it’s not exactly an epic quest. Hell, I’ll be kicking my heels waiting for the bus to roll in, but I’d rather be early than late.”

      “I’m the same way,” I said. If I needed to be somewhere at three I liked to turn up at two fifteen, better to scope a place out, get the lie of the land, establish a route out if things went south. That was something Uncle Sam drilled into you when he first put a gun in your hand. “What say we get as much done as we can before you need to leave?”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      For the next half-hour we worked hard.

      It helped Wayne keep his mind off his watch at least, even if we didn’t get that many timbers locked into place. I pushed him hard, so he needed to stop to catch his breath every few minutes. He was sweating profusely.

      “You’re a machine,” he said, as we pushed the last of the roof trusses into place. He bent double, hands on knees, panting. It was the last of the two-man heavy lifting for the roof.

      We stood side by side, admiring our handiwork. The place was starting to look like a house and less like the skeleton of a dead whale. Some of the internal structure was in place and the roof would be ready to take the shingles soon enough. The whole place could be watertight in a couple of days. Less if I was left to my own devices.

      The only real issue was going to be the weather and the light. The lumber that had been cut to fit the part of the frame was fashioned like the trunks of the trees and, like the roof beams, would need two or more to fit them into place. I could have done it, but Wayne wasn’t an idiot: my installing those alone would raise more suspicion than one man digging out a swimming-pool in a day with a spade.

      The roof was a different matter. I was pretty sure I could convince him that I’d found it much easier than he’d figured, and made good time.

      He’d already shown me how the pieces fitted together, and as long as we got the membrane and battens into place, I could press on when he left.

      “No rest for the wicked,” I said, grabbing hold of one end of the roll of membrane. “Let’s get this up, then you can leave me to it.”

      He took in the woods around us and smiled. “Those kids will have a much better life growing up here than in the big city.”

      “Only if they’ve got a roof over their heads that doesn’t show the stars.”

      “Funny boy.”

      “Just leave me with enough nails in the gun to get her done,” I said, with a grin.

      We had the membrane in place before Wayne left. I worked on securing it with the battens.

      The wintry sun felt good against my skin.

      I figured I wouldn’t see him again that day—he’d have his hands full playing dad and grandad, unless he got it into his head to bring Raelynn and the kids to see their future home. That would very much depend what time her bus rolled in. He’d want to show the place off in its best light.

      I waited until the grumble of his pick-up’s engine had faded before getting back to work. I was determined to make sure there was a big grin on my friend’s face when he next laid eyes on the cabin.
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      “They were a sour bunch, weren’t they?” Caleb said, when they were back in the Caddy. “Still, that waitress was comfortable enough, had some dough on her bones.”

      “Built for comfort, not speed,” Dale agreed.

      Henry was still irritated because the woman had tried to seat them as far away from her regulars as she could, like they weren’t good enough. Like they smelled or something. He cracked his knuckles, wrapping his hands around the wheel. He counted each ridge of his fingers, needing to focus on something, anything, other than the white-hot heat he felt building inside.

      The plan had been simple: get close to some of the locals, listen, use them to find where Raelynn was hiding. Then find her and fuck her up. Simple. Clean. His kind of plan. It didn’t have too many moving parts, not too many places for things to screw up. Life with Dale offered enough potential for screw-ups without adding any extra opportunities for things to go wrong. So, even if the smarmy old bastard at the window wanted to piss on their parade, it didn’t matter. He’d spilled his guts, eager to please. In Henry’s experience they always did that. They bent, they bowed. They tried desperately to keep the skin on their bones. Because they were weak. They were venal. They groveled and sniveled and licked his boots.

      But he was smart. The last thing they needed was a scene. Not that he couldn’t have handled one. A diner full of old folks was hardly a challenge. But making worm food out of them wasn’t smart. It was the opposite. He needed to focus on the fact he’d seen a glimmer of recognition in the waitress’s eye when he’d mentioned Raelynn’s name, and she’d lied to him. Or tried to.

      Henry didn’t like people who lied to him.

      It was a point of principle with him. There was a special place in Hell for liars. He might introduce her to it once he’d dealt with Raelynn.

      He looked up from his knuckles, turning his gaze back toward the diner window. She had a decent little business going there. She was probably on her feet all day. He wondered how long she’d be able to keep it up if she was missing a couple of toes, or if her kneecaps were smashed to a pulp.

      The old boy who had spilled the beans about Raelynn’s old man had balls. Big fish in the small-town pond. He’d made his Village People joke and taken the smack-down, eager to please, but not exactly afraid. Maybe he’d seen action back in the day. Gone toe-to-toe with the yellow man. Maybe he’d even killed.

      Henry liked to think you could tell, just looking at someone, if they’d taken a life. It was a bond. A brotherhood. It didn’t matter if it was done in the heat of battle, in the throes of passion or out on the streets. It was all the same, wasn’t it? Life, death, the whole sad parade.

      Maybe he hadn’t taken a life. Maybe he’d just dispensed a few beat-downs. It was enough to give the old fool a sense of bravado, at least enough to front it out, but not enough to stop him singing. All Henry had to do was sit back, sup his coffee and listen as the man rambled on and on, finally offering up directions to Wayne Cardiman’s house.

      Time to make the old man’s acquaintance.

      Henry ran the palm of his hand across his chin, scratching at the rash of stubble. Dale fidgeted uncomfortably in the passenger seat. He kept reaching instinctively for the tape deck, obviously tormented by the silence. Who wouldn’t be, in his place, the amount of crap cycling around inside his head, the music his only way of drowning it out?

      Henry looked at the house. There was a better than decent chance it was the right place, but that didn’t mean the woman running the diner hadn’t rung ahead to warn Cardiman he was about to receive visitors.

      He assumed in a podunk town like Winter’s Rage they’d have the whole stick-together thing down when it came to strangers, so the odds were good that they’d be greeted by the wrong end of a shotgun when they walked up the porch steps. Well, they could take counter-measures.

      Henry reached into the glove box for the piece he’d stowed there when they’d gone into the store to buy their change of clothes. It wouldn’t be too disappointing if he had to use it. After all, you bought a gun because you wanted to get some use out of it, otherwise why buy it in the first place? But bullets were always a last resort. There were plenty more entertaining ways of getting people to dance. And of silencing them.

      He got out of the car, shielding his eyes to scope out the house.

      First impression, it didn’t look like there was anyone home. The place was a little way out of town, as the guy in the diner had said, on the plant side rather than among the nicer houses on the opposite side of Main. He didn’t see a car out front, but there were tire tracks in the thin layer of snow that still clung to the ground. The guy in the diner had said Wayne had a place, not the Cardimans had a place, which Henry took to mean Wayne lived alone.

      A thin wisp of smoke rose from the chimney, but there were no other signs of life. Likely Wayne had been home earlier, but the house was empty now.

      Henry climbed the three wooden steps to the porch, then opened the screen door. Small towns were lax. They trusted the neighbors they grew up with, and plenty of times didn’t bother locking their doors. After all, who’d rob from a friend? He tried the handle. It didn’t give, but the whole thing was so flimsy all it took was a single sharp shove with his shoulder to pop the lock. The door swung open.

      “What’s the plan? We just gonna wait for him to come home?” Caleb said, planting himself on the couch. Dale took the matching chair opposite.

      “What do you think?” Henry asked, starting to root around in the hidden places of the house. He pulled out the top drawer of a bureau first, spilling its contents to the floor. “First we’re gonna make sure we’re in the right place.”

      Henry reached down among the spread of paper on the floor, fanning it out to get a better look at the detritus of the old man’s life and spotted the corner of a photograph. He plucked it out of the pile, getting all the confirmation he needed, seeing Raelynn’s face smiling up at him. It was a less faded, less crumpled version of the same picture he carried folded up in his wallet.

      “What you got there?” Dale asked, but before he could answer, the telephone on the top of the bureau rang. Then the machine clicked in. It was an old-fashioned tape recorder beside the phone, like something out of the late eighties, early nineties. The white plastic had faded to ivory in the sun.

      “Hey, this is Wayne. I’m not here, or I don’t recognize your caller ID and don’t want to waste my life on robocalls or telesales. You can leave a message or not, it’s all the same to me. I hardly ever check the machine.”

      There was a pause followed by a heavy inhalation, someone steeling themselves before speaking. “Hey, Wayne, it’s Maeve. Pick up if you’re there, I hate talking to machines. No? Okay, I figured you should know that there were three guys in here, asking questions about your Rae. They said they were old friends but there was something off about them that just didn’t sit right. Anyway, Larry Carter’s only gone and given them directions to your place. Might be nothing but, like I said, I figured you should know. You look after yourself, okay? Don’t go getting into trouble.” There was a pause filled with echoes and silence before the rattle of the receiver being replaced at her end.

      “So much for blending in,” Dale said.

      “Can’t be helped,” Caleb said, from his seat. “People don’t like strangers.”

      “And I don’t like people,” Dale said. “Does that make me stranger?” He smirked.

      For a moment, Henry thought about taking the three strides to the couch and delivering Dale a slap hard enough to knock him into next week, but as difficult as it was, he resisted the impulse. There was nothing to be gained from that. Not yet. After they’d taken care of Raelynn, maybe. He was growing tired of Dale’s shit.
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      Wayne was early. Even so, he wasn’t alone.

      The bus station was little more than hardstand with a single shelter on the far side for drop-offs, one on this side for pick-ups, and a ticket office that was pretty much a tar-paper shack with a single seat and a map of the state on the wall behind it. The office was unmanned. Nanci, who sold the tickets to people needing to escape the area, would be back in her seat in half an hour. She only worked four hours a day, timed around the comings and goings of the various buses that passed through the town.

      A couple of people were waiting, their battered suitcases and backpacks leaning against the wall of Nanci’s shack. There was a toilet block a little way behind them, where another couple of people were waiting. One puffed on an inhaler and pocketed it. There was hope in their stance, he figured, or anticipation, at least, so Wayne figured they were heading to something. Maybe, like his little girl, they were going home. Or maybe they were off to college or something equally life-changing.

      He occupied himself with thoughts of nothing very much, mainly about how they could fix up the cabin to make it homey. All of those little touches his wife had been responsible for that had landed in his lap. He had even bought a couple of magazines for ideas, which was unlike him.

      He saw Nanci walking across the hardstand to the ticket office. She spotted him and waved. She was a fine-looking woman. A fella could do a lot worse, he thought, then stopped thinking as he heard the low rumble of an engine in the distance that could only be an approaching bus.

      It took a few seconds to swing into view around the side of the garage building, then rumble to a halt in front of the drop-off, the old engine giving an exhausted sigh as the doors eased open.

      Wayne scanned the faces at the windows for his daughter. He couldn’t see her. His heart sank. Then Anna stepped off the bus, and saw him. Her mother was next out, holding the boy’s hand. Raelynn had changed since the last time he’d seen her. She looked gaunt. Haunted. Even from this distance he could see the dark shadows beneath her eyes. But that wasn’t the most shocking aspect of seeing her for the first time in forever—she looked as if she hadn’t eaten a proper meal in weeks. She was like a brittle-boned bird walking across the hardstand.

      “Hey, Dad.” She waved, the boy, Chase, clinging. Two steps ahead of her Anna looked so grown-up. Not a teenager, not a child, but caught somewhere awkwardly in between. She was the spitting image of Raelynn’s mother, not that he’d tell her that. Those poor kids had been dragged from pillar to post for so long they probably didn’t even know where they belonged.

      Wayne wanted to rush across the hardstand and sweep them all up in his arms and hug them until they burst, but the sheer exhaustion on their faces kept him back. He nodded at the pick-up. “Your chariot awaits.”

      The driver hauled a shabby suitcase out from the hold and put it on the asphalt.

      “That it?” Wayne asked.

      “Traveling light,” Raelynn said. “You know me, I’m not a material girl. That’s the sum of our lives in a suitcase and a backpack. Not much to show for all my years on the planet.”

      “But you’ve got these two,” Wayne said, smiling at the kids, “and they’re worth all the fancy gadgets in the world. You guys hungry?” Anna nodded. Chase just stared at him. “We could pick up some fried chicken, if you fancy, or how about pizza? What do you think?”

      “Chicken, please,” Anna said, grinning. Chase nodded approvingly.

      Wayne noticed for the first time that he was clutching a small plastic toy. “Well, then, chicken it is,” he said. “But, first, I’ve got a surprise for you. You want to know what it is?” The kids nodded. “Well, I’m not telling. You’ll just have to come here and find out.”

      Wayne lugged the suitcase to the rear of the pick-up and lifted it in, then opened the door on a selection of toys that would have rivaled the display at FAO Schwarz.

      “I didn’t know what to get,” he said, with a rueful smile, “So the nice lady in the store helped me pick some stuff. Hope you like it.”

      The kids looked at their mom for the okay, then climbed into the back. They were good kids, wary of strangers, like they should be. Sure, it stung that they thought of him that way, but it was hardly their fault. It wasn’t like he’d chosen not to be part of their lives, or them his.

      The kids opened the bags, pulling out a set of Lego, a doll, a board game and a couple of coloring books and crayons. Their faces lit up as if in disbelief. “Can we keep them, Mommy?” the boy asked.

      “Of course you can,” Wayne said, but Chase still looked to his mother for confirmation.

      “Sure, honey,” Raelynn said, then reached out finally to give her father a hug. “You really didn’t need to do that.”

      “Oh, I did. These kids are owed a lifetime of birthday and Christmas presents as far as I’m concerned. And I intend to spoil them rotten.”

      “I’m sorry, Dad. Things have been … tricky.”

      He resisted the temptation to say: So tricky that you couldn’t call? But instead said, “You’re here now.”

      “I am.”

      He looked into her eyes and saw a shadow of the same hollow, haunted look he’d seen far too many times in her mother’s. “One thing, and I won’t ask again, I promise. You’re clean now, right?” He asked the question in a quieter, softer voice that barely registered above her whisper, like he wasn’t sure he actually wanted her to hear it. He didn’t know how much the kids knew or understood, but it wasn’t his place to enlighten them.

      She glanced through the window to see the kids engrossed in the gifts before she nodded. “I’m clean,” she said.

      He’d longed to hear those words. Problem was, he wasn’t convinced.

      There was something in her voice that reminded him of all the times she’d tried to pull the wool over his eyes as a kid. He might have imagined it, of course. Hearing things to worry about when there weren’t any. Because, really, how much could he remember from back then? Raelynn trying to cover for breaking a window or crashing his truck? It was only natural she’d be on edge. This was a big thing, coming home. He had to trust her. And if she wasn’t clean, surely that meant she’d come home to get clean, which was almost as good. He resolved there and then to do everything he could to help her, no questions asked. He wouldn’t repeat the mistakes he had made with her mother.

      “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

      “Just man trouble,” she said, with a smile, and in that moment Raelynn Cardiman looked like any other single mom, a little frazzled, a little disappointed with how life had turned out, but mostly just content to be herself and not sweat the small stuff. It was a good look on her. “I need to be somewhere he’s not going to find me, at least for a while. Give us a chance to make a fresh start. And what better place to do that than here?”

      “I don’t want any trouble following you, Rae.”

      “Don’t worry, Dad. I’ve left all that behind me. I promise.”

      “You don’t know how good it is to hear that, kiddo.” He hugged her again, impulsively, then smiled sheepishly. “Sorry, I don’t have any of those fancy kid’s seats.”

      “They’re too old for them, anyway,” she told him, and he smiled again.

      “See? What do I know?”

      She gave him a peck on the cheek, then slid in beside the children, picking up Chase and settling him on her lap.

      Wayne walked around to the driver’s side and climbed in behind the wheel. “Buckle up. Next stop, fried chicken. Then when our bellies are full it’ll be time for the real surprise.”
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      Within an hour of Wayne leaving, I’d finished securing the remaining battens and started fixing the shingles in place. His brief tutorial had been enough for me to make progress at my more unnatural rate, and without having to worry about being seen I was able to get on with stuff.

      When the nail gun finally clicked emptily I knew I’d done a full day’s work based on the old man’s calculations. I clambered up to perch on the roof and took a moment to enjoy the view. I was jealous of the simplicity of life it offered, like Thoreau going out into the woods to live deliberately. This was a good place to live deliberately. Even from this vantage point I couldn’t see another house for miles, though I could just make out a thin wisp of smoke that curled up from behind a distant stand of trees not so far away from the towering behemoth of the plant.

      It took me a moment to realize that the smoke could quite easily be coming from Wayne’s house. That was typical of him. He’d be thinking about making sure the old place was warm for when he brought his family home, not about the safety issue of letting an open fire burn when no one was home to tend it.

      To get to the house from the cabin you needed to drive a couple of miles down the winding track to the main road, head back toward town, then turn off the main road again to circle round the outside of town, as though you were going to the plant, then follow a well-worn track to his door. It was maybe seven or eight minutes by car, but a fair old trek on foot.

      From this angle, though, it looked as though it should be fairly easy to cut through the woodland and follow an as-the-crow-flies short-cut to reach the house in half the time. I figured it was less than a mile cross-country. I wasn’t sure if the intervening land was private, or public forest, but either way I didn’t think anyone would be particularly put out if I decided to save a bit of time.

      Two miles or so altogether, over rough terrain, I could probably be there and back in less than half an hour, get enough nails to go on with the job, and be back before I was missed. And it’d offer a different kind of exercise. All the lifting and carrying in the world couldn’t replace the freedom and liberty that came with a good run, pushing yourself hard, driving yourself on as the muscles burned and knotted and your lungs ignited. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d run properly.

      I’d already made up my mind before I started toward the ladder leaning against the far end of the roof. I stopped. There was no one around to see me, and the ground below was clear, save for the thin dusting of snow. The drop was less than eight feet.

      I jumped, landing easily, knees bent, boots hitting the ground hard, and rising in an instant, upright without so much as the slightest jarring ache from the impact. I felt adrenalin surge, as if the activity had triggered some buried muscle memory. I embraced it. It was who I was. I started to run.

      The landscape was caught between seasons. There was snow on the treetops, but no trace of it on the ground beneath them. I wove a path through the shadows of the forest. The light was thin, casting coins across the dirt as if some leprechaun’s pot of gold had been overturned. I hurdled an outcropping of roots, then ran lightly through sucking peat-bog, almost slipping before the ground firmed up again. It felt good, weaving in and out of the trees, arms and legs pumping furiously, driving myself on. I hit a large uprooted trunk that was riddled with decay, planted my hands on the bark and bounced over it, coming down on the other side, barely breaking my stride.

      High in the canopy above, a bird took flight, startled at my approach. Somewhere deeper in the woodland I heard the sudden flurry of movement as something larger bolted. I caught the briefest of glimpses, a ghost between the thick boles of the distant trees, and figured it had to be a deer. Perhaps it was the same one that had visited my sleeping place.

      I loved the paradox of the forest: despite the oppressive sense of the trees closing in on all sides, there was something incredibly wild—free—about racing through this unchanging woodland. It was as though I was moving through a world that hadn’t changed for hundreds of years. It was primal. Primeval. It was easy to understand why other ages of man had considered such places mystical, worshipping woodland sprites and forest gods.

      I pushed myself on and on, the landscape locked in my mind. I didn’t doubt for a second that I was heading in the right direction, although it would not have been difficult to get lost with the smoke to guide me. I could picture the lie of the land pretty much perfectly, and knew I had no more than a few hundred yards before I hit the town road where it crossed the track leading to Wayne’s house. It was easier to find a road than a house: more points of possible intersection for my path and its meandering. A house was different. You might overshoot, race straight past even when you were less than a hundred yards away, tricked by the geography, missing the place altogether.

      I covered the ground much faster than I’d anticipated. My boots barely touched the mud. A mile was nothing, even weaving in and out of trees and negotiating obstacles. My breathing was good. My pulse was good. I was good. Better than good. I zigzagged to avoid another fallen tree.

      I heard another flurry of movement in the undergrowth as I raced through it, wildlife running for cover, desperate not to be seen because that was how they survived. And for a moment there was just me and Nature, an empty world.

      Then I heard a car’s engine.
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      The sky grew darker in the distance, but the sun was still high in the sky. There was a kiss of snow in the air, but no more than that, the odd flake swirling to land on his upturned face as he closed the car door. Wayne sent a silent prayer out into the universe, hoping the weather would hold a while longer.

      He really wanted to take them up to the cabin later to show them how serious he was about them being home now, but really all that mattered was that they were there. Safe.

      Raelynn and the kids had fallen asleep.

      He was tempted to keep driving for a while, let the rhythm of the road rock them and soothe them. Raelynn had always loved to sleep in the car growing up. When she was teething, it was the only way they could get her off. He smiled at the memory. He’d thought about taking them to Maeve’s place, but he’d promised fried chicken and he was nothing if not a man of his word. But now, looking at them in the rearview mirror, he thought they’d be straight to bed as soon as they walked through the door, the promise of chicken or no.

      He phoned in an order for a bucket of chicken with all the fixings, and fries, lots of fries, as he drove, then picked it up from what passed for the drive-thru window at the Chicken Shack up by the cloverleaf where the local road hit the freeway. It’d stay warm forever: they nuked it with so much radiation that it had a half-life of six months.

      The weather was closing in. The wipers flicked away a smattering of flakes from  the windshield. Give it twenty minutes and it would be full of snow.

      Showing them the cabin would have to wait until morning. He’d been a little optimistic in thinking they’d be able to fit everything in on the first day they got here. The only important thing was food. They didn’t stir when he wound the window down, oblivious to the sudden flurry of cold air that found its way inside. He was handed his bucket along with a large bottle of Coke, which he placed on the floor in the passenger foot well.

      While the pick-up was stationary, Wayne took the opportunity to check his cell phone. He wasn’t expecting a call, and coverage was spotty at best this far out of town, with the one cell tower some distance away, but he’d felt it vibrate in his trouser pocket while he’d been driving. Missed call, the screen said, from Maeve.

      Occasionally he had parcels dropped at the diner: it was easier than trying to give directions out to the cabin when he wasn’t home to take them. He figured that was why she was calling, even though he wasn’t expecting anything.

      She had left a message.

      He listened to Maeve’s voice telling him about the strangers asking for Raelynn, and explaining that Larry had told them where he lived. She tried to reassure him it was nothing, saying the same thing or variations on it, three times in the short message, but the more she tried to convince him otherwise the more certain he became that there was something to worry about. Especially when she explained that she’d left a message on the house phone too. You didn’t do that if you weren’t worried. And he trusted Maeve’s instincts. She was good at reading people. It went with the territory.

      He blew out a slow sigh. Raelynn had more reasons than she was letting on for the sudden urge to return home. That was a conversation he really wasn’t relishing. The last thing he wanted to do was scare her off again, but what kind of father would he be if he didn’t worry about his little girl?

      He looked at her now. She’d taken off the flimsy jacket she’d been wearing and used it as a blanket to cover the three of them. One of her arms was exposed, bare where the baggy jumper had ridden up enough for him to see the inside of her elbow and the telltale bruising of fresh track marks in her skin.

      He wanted to weep.

      There was every chance she was still using, he’d always known that, but he’d been clinging to the hope that he might be wrong. She’d looked him in the eye and promised him she was clean. He’d wanted desperately to believe her. Those bruises meant she’d lied to his face. That hurt. But addicts were liars. They couldn’t help themselves. It was what their addiction did to them. And that transformation was a bigger betrayal than all of the rest of them combined.

      Raelynn stirred. She reached out protectively to pull her cubs closer. Her sleeve slid down, covering what he’d seen.  He wanted to be wrong. He would have given anything to be wrong. Just this once. She opened her eyes and smiled at him, and in that moment he felt a swell of protective love. She needed him. He wouldn’t let her down. Whatever it took, he’d be there for her.

      Raelynn snuggled her head into the seat and closed her eyes again. His questions could wait until tomorrow. Today was all about coming home. He wasn’t about to let anything spoil that.

      Wayne turned his attention back to the road. Everything would be all right. It had to be. He deserved that. Just this once. He deserved a happy ending. So did those kids back there.
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      I slowed my pace. The trees ahead were thinning.

      The light improved, promising a clearing. I figured it had to be the edge of Wayne’s property, or at least the track leading to it. The plant couldn’t be too far away.

      The engine noise had ended a couple of minutes ago. Something didn’t feel right.

      My first thought was that it was Wayne coming home, but the math didn’t add up. There was no way he could have made it to the bus station and back again in such a short time, not given how early he’d set off to be sure he wasn’t late. So unless he’d turned back because he’d forgotten something, it wasn’t him. And if it wasn’t him, it was someone else.

      Friend or foe? That was my first paranoid thought. That kind of thinking had been drilled into me by Graves and his sort, in all of the labs and all of the test zones and all of the parade grounds and combat zones and green zones, demilitarized zones and every other kind of zone.

      I stopped long enough to catch the final sounds of the engine dwindling to nothing. It wasn’t new but it was big and powerful. A gas guzzler. Something big and American. A Pontiac maybe, or a Caddy.

      I stuck close to the tree line and crouched low to get a better view, but before I could really get a sighting I heard the familiar thunk of car doors slamming. Instinctively, I ducked back into cover rather than risk being seen even though the odds of that happening were between slim and non-existent. I was less than fifty yards from Wayne’s house, much closer than I’d anticipated. That wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

      Parked outside Wayne’s house was a battered Cadillac. I hadn’t seen it before.  It was like a boat on wheels, or one of those amphibious landing craft the navy used. It was held together by rust, but once upon a time it must have been someone’s idea of a status symbol.

      Two people got out. One was thin, uncomfortable in his own skin. He twitched like a tweaker. The other was a brute of a man who towered over the stick insect. They left one person sitting in the backseat of the car. That increased my concern. Something really wasn’t right. One guy might have been a salesman, two, holy rollers on the look-out for souls to save, but three was a crowd. The guy in the back got out. He slammed the door.

      Wayne was expecting only one visitor today, and he was picking her up at the bus station. So if not Wayne, who? Me? That was the only reasonable explanation: some government agency sniffing around, a three-man team sent to track me down and try to bring me in. Emphasis on the word try. Well, if that was the case, they were in for a world of hurt, because I wasn’t going anywhere. Not now. Not because someone wanted to bring me in. Not because they needed something from me or were frightened of me. I was done. Out. Through.

      But ignorance wasn’t bliss. I needed to know. If I didn’t, the doubt would just gnaw away at me, and I’d start thinking dark thoughts, bringing my own ghosts back to hunt me. I wasn’t stupid: I knew plenty of the damage in my brain was down to meddling, but that didn’t mean I’d just ignore it and think happy thoughts. I crept closer to the house, keeping low, conscious not to draw the eye with any jerky movements. Part of me wished I’d brought the SIG with me.

      In any case, sometimes evasion was the smart move. Do a bit of recon, move out, regroup, circle back.

      I watched the three of them. They weren’t salesmen or missionaries. They weren’t Wayne’s friends either—it was painfully obvious they’d never been to the house before by the way they scoped it out. They didn’t seem particularly edgy, though, which I liked to think they would have been if they were there to bring me in. That either made them elite, or idiots. I hadn’t made up my mind yet.

      One option, the sensible one, was to get the hell out of there, and keep moving. There wasn’t anything I couldn’t leave behind. That was my new life. I didn’t own much, and needed even less. I wasn’t quite the rootless wanderer with only a toothbrush and the clothes on my back, but it was close. And had been closer before I’d turned up in Winter’s Rage.

      I’d let myself plant a few roots there. Nothing major, but enough that disappearing would leave a few hints to go into my psych file. And when it came to psych warfare, the guys who’d come looking for me were right up there with the meanest bastards on the planet. So, I could split, lay down false tracks, use what I knew to make it difficult to find me, but what about Wayne? Would they leave him be?

      I didn’t want my friend caught up in the middle of things. He didn’t deserve that. All he’d done was reach out a friendly hand. It wasn’t his fault I’d allowed myself to take it. That was all on me. And it made me remember the home truth I’d been running from forever: I couldn’t have anyone in my life because, when it came right down to it, they were just weapons that could be used against me. Why give the enemy ammo? It was a simple enough mantra to live by.

      I looked back up the hill toward the cabin, not that I could see it through the undergrowth. I could run. I could stay hidden in these forests for months, foraging off the land to survive. All I needed was food, and I could make do, eating what I killed. I was getting ahead of myself. The soldier’s brain kicking in, thinking ten steps ahead of where I was, but working off a false premise: I had no idea if these three people were government, or if they’d come looking for me. They could have been anyone.

      They didn’t knock. The first opened the screen door and tried the handle, like he had every right to walk on in. There was a slight hesitation, a change in his stance, and the door opened inwards. I heard the tear of wood and knew he’d forced the lock. That convinced me. I wasn’t going anywhere. The break-in focused my mind. I knew what I had to do.

      I kept to the trees, moving a little closer to the house until I was at the edge of the clearing and had only one choice: go forward or back. I couldn’t stay where I was. I broke cover, moving fast, head down, keeping low, rushing across the killing ground until I hit the Caddy.

      I took the fact that all three had gone inside as a good sign. They hadn’t left anyone to keep look-out. One less problem for me to take care of.

      The door was still open. I could see where the latch had been forced, splintering the surround. Neither army nor FBI would have forced their way in. They had to deal with pesky things like the law when they acted—even hunting a man like me their hands were tied in certain ways. And that was only right. You didn’t want law enforcement with carte blanche to do whatever it wanted regardless of the legalities. To be fair, there was no way the Feds would have rocked up in a battered old Caddy either: they’d have come into town in the obligatory black Crown Vic with radio antennae broadcasting their credentials.

      I let my fingers linger on the ground, my touch enough to melt the thin layer of snow. I could make out three separate sets of tracks leading from the vehicle, all merging as they reached the porch steps. These were men who knew they weren’t going to meet any resistance inside, or didn’t care if they did.

      I looked up at the windows, trying to get a view of them. The angles were all wrong. My brain was still chasing connections. It kept coming back to the same thought: men with this kind of arrogance were dangerous, not least because they had a habit of pulling triggers without any real thought of the consequences.

      That was enough to convince me they weren’t there for me.

      But why come for Wayne?

      Raelynn was the only answer that made any sort of sense.

      I broke cover, moving from the side of the Caddy to the wall, determined to get a better look at what I was dealing with. Keeping low, I risked a quick glance through the glass.

      Two men sitting, one on the sofa, one in Wayne’s tired old armchair. The third stood at the bureau, rifling through the drawers. He didn’t care if Wayne knew they’d been there. He turned out the drawers, scattering papers across the floor.

      What was he looking for?

      The fact they hadn’t moved through the house first, securing it, suggested a lack of organized thought and training. I discounted law enforcement once and for all. Up close, it was obvious they’d dressed to try to blend in, but they were so obviously uncomfortable in the cheap shirts and too-blue jeans. Some people just didn’t do casual well. These three were strange bedfellows. They weren’t easy in each other’s company, obviously deferring to the guy rooting through the contents of Wayne’s life.

      He held up something, I couldn’t see what, and seemed happy with his find.

      I left the window, working my way around to the open door as quietly as I could. I placed the weight on every step evenly, careful not to make any of the old boards creak. The trees were thirty yards away. I could cover the distance before the three intruders made it out of Wayne’s living room and down the steps, but I didn’t want to engage. Not yet. This was recon. Threat assessment.

      And if—only if—I judged them dangerous, I’d think about how best to neutralize the threat they posed.

      Right now, I was thinking about how best to use local knowledge to my advantage.

      The idea of playing Ten Little Indians with them crossed my mind. It wouldn’t be particularly challenging to lure them into the woods and pick them off one at a time. But where was the fun in that?

      I tried to hear what they were saying, but even with the open door it was a muffled conversation. The only thing I could be sure of was that they weren’t in agreement. Their voices were sharp, tones clipped, occasionally rising. I used their arguing as cover to climb the porch stairs. A lot of it was still probability and numbers. Sure the guy had found something, but was it the one thing they’d come looking for? It wasn’t like the old man hid his secrets, but this had been in the first drawer they’d turned out. It was a calculated risk, but I was banking on them not walking out while I was hunkered down on the porch.

      That gamble crapped out in less than fifteen seconds as I heard them moving. Sticking around wasn’t worth the risk. I left. Two quick steps across the decking, planting one hand on the wooden rail and vaulting to the ground, scrambling around the side of the house and out of sight before they reached the door. There was always the risk they’d see my tracks leading from the trees to the car to the house, but there was nothing I could do about that.

      They came out onto the stoop, arguing hard. I couldn’t see who was saying what, but they weren’t happy. I moved around so I could watch them, unseen. They walked with the swagger of men used to meaner streets than these, and looked ridiculous in their borrowed clothes.

      I caught the briefest glimpse of the driver’s face as he turned to open the car door, but I wouldn’t forget it in a hurry.

      Nor would I forget the Glock jammed into the waistband of his jeans.

      The other two climbed into the Caddy on the passenger side, giving me less of an opportunity to get a decent look at them. It didn’t matter. One was enough.
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      The brief layover at the drive-in window, combined with the tantalizing aroma of fried chicken in the cab, was just enough to lure the kids back from sleep.

      “Mm, that smells good,” Anna said, stretching as she eased herself from beneath the comfort of her mom’s coat.

      “And it tastes even better,” Wayne promised. “We’ll be home soon enough.”

      “Mom, Mom, look,” she said, suddenly even more excited. Wayne couldn’t see what had got her so wound up. Her peered out through the windshield, scanning the road. The sky had grown darker with every mile, but there was nothing remarkable out there. A fresh flurry of snow had started a mile back. Now it came thickly enough for Wayne to need his headlights on and have his wipers sluicing the windshield clean every second or so. The beams turned the snow into dancing winter sprites twirling and swirling ahead of them.

      “It’s snowing!” she said. “Real snow!”

      And he realized she was seeing his world with the eyes of a child who had likely never seen snow apart from on a screen. “That’s right, honey,” he said. “And looking at those clouds, I reckon it’s safe to say there’s a lot more of it to come.”

      “Enough to make a snowman?”

      That made him smile. “Enough to make an army of snowmen,” he said. “But not tonight. We can get up early and make one before breakfast, if you like?”

      “You hear that, Chase? We’re going to build a snowman.” She nudged her younger brother, who didn’t seem quite as enthusiastic as she did at the prospect of waking up early. He stared out through the side window, though, watching the snow with all the rapt wonder of his sister, which was good enough for Wayne.

      “Remember when you were young, Rae?” he said, looking back at her. “You used to love making angels in the snow.”

      She nodded. “On the bank alongside the road?” Her smile was genuine. A fond memory. “I’d forgotten about that.”

      “Your mom used to make a great long row of snow angels, all lined up on the side of the road to the house, just so they could look for me coming home from work.”

      “We can do that too,” Anna said, loving the idea of doing something her mom and grandma had done together, like it was some ritual being handed down from generation to generation. “That will be fun, won’t it?” It was almost as though the girl was asking permission to enjoy herself. He wondered, not for the first time, what those kids had gone through in their young lives. Whatever it was, it was as if they’d woken up completely different children. The doubt and suspicion had morphed into tentative excitement and wonder in their new environment.

      As he watched them in the mirror, it was pretty obvious that Anna was used to looking out for her brother. He got the impression they were the only friends they had, which was sad. Things were going to change, he promised silently. This was going to be a new beginning for all of them. They deserved that much out of life.

      By the time they passed the population sign at the town limits of Winter’s Rage the snow was falling heavily. Large flakes filled the air, making it harder to see the road ahead.

      The snow was settling on the ground at either side of the road. That didn’t bode well for the cabin. The road itself was clear, not that it would stay that way. It wasn’t exactly the most trafficked highway, but big Jim Burges would have the plow out later to make sure it was clear after nightfall, or it would be impassable by morning.

      That was life on the mountain. It could change on the whim of the wind, a change of direction, the north wind blowing, and a warm front rolling in or out could make all the difference.

      He turned onto Main. The road was deserted. The cars parked up alongside the curb were dusted with a not-so-fine coating of snow. The streetlamps puddled yellow in patches, with large dark spaces in between. Most of the store fronts were dark. It was funny driving past them now. A hundred memories were attached to each one, things he’d done with Raelynn, with his wife, with both of them. It didn’t matter if they were the most normal things in the world, like the three of them walking hand in hand, a very young Raelynn swinging between them every third or fourth step, her feet kicking up into the air as she giggled, or the most unnatural things in the world, like stumbling along the street consumed by grief, knowing he had to go home and tell his little girl her mom was dead. All of his life was there, reflected in those dark windows.

      The lights were on in the diner, one bright spot in an avenue of darkness. Wayne had an urge to stop and check in with Maeve about the strangers who’d come looking for Raelynn, but with the snow thickening, and the fact he hadn’t put the chains on the tires yet, he didn’t want to risk getting stranded halfway home and them having to hike through the wind and the snow.

      This time of year the town really earned its name. It didn’t take a lot for a sudden snowfall to isolate it, and once it was cut off that was invariably that for the season, not just a day or two. The banks could get to waist deep in a matter of hours during the worst nights of the year. He remembered all too well the winter of ’84 when the walk from the main drag out to the house—less than six hundred yards—had taken him the best part of two hours battling against the elements. It wasn’t something he wanted to go through twice. Not if he could help it.

      As he crawled past he saw Maeve through the window, her face obscured by the curving letters on the glass. She was alone. It looked like she was cashing out. Made sense. It wasn’t like there’d be a rush of diners in this weather. Better she get home rather than sit around in the empty diner and end up stuck there for the night. Though he knew from experience she had a cot in the back where she could sleep if things got too hairy outside. He’d sobered up on it once or twice after Raelynn had run away.

      He drove on, taking the turns that led down to the power plant, and the woodland beyond where he made his home.

      Wayne took his foot off the gas as he approached the turning to his house, giving the car plenty of time to slow long before he needed to turn. It would have been easy to go off the road: it was a tricky little hairpin bend. Ice on the surface turned it deadly. He needed more fingers and toes than he’d got to count the amount of times he’d seen the tow truck pull someone from the ditch down the years. Wayne wasn’t about to let that happen to him. He’d never live it down.

      He took the turn.

      “Home sweet home,” he said, long before the house came into view.

      He started up the track, the world around them turning white. Out of the shelter of the town the snow was doing a good job of turning everything into a winter wonderland. The pick-up’s old heater had the windows steaming. The kids were fogging the glass with heavy breaths and wiping it clear. Another hour and they might not have been able to make it up this far.

      He took the last turn, the house coming into view, and followed the drive down to the loop of road out front. It was only when he drew closer that he saw the mesh of tire tracks in the snow. He’d almost missed them because the blizzard had already begun to fill them in, but they weren’t as deeply covered as the ground on either side.

      So Maeve’s strangers had come a-calling. Judging by the tracks they’d been and gone. But that didn’t mean that they wouldn’t be back.

      He pulled up outside the house. “Do me a favor, wait here a second.” Clambering out of the car, he realized that the screen door was open, and the front door ajar. He closed the car door behind him quickly, but softly, not that it mattered. If they were still here, they’d heard the car approach, crunching through the virgin snow. Three meant it was more than possible they’d left one behind to wait for him. That almost felt like a best-case scenario. They could just as easily have moved the car around the back, hoping to take him by surprise on his return.

      He crossed himself, a habit he’d dropped since he’d become a widower, before all the gods in the sky had given up believing in him, and took the half-dozen strides to the porch steps he’d taken so many times before. His heart pounded in chest. He almost managed to convince himself he could hear it, or at least the thunder of blood in his ears, so still was the world around him, so frightened was he to his core.

      Up the steps, one at a time, wincing as they creaked and groaned beneath his weight.

      He saw the damage to the frame where the lock had torn free of the hasp.

      Wayne placed a hand on the door and heard the unmistakable sound of someone moving about inside.

      Shaking, adrenalin surging through his system, he pushed the door all the way open, having forgotten just how loudly it creaked on its old hinges. Any hope of surprise was ruined.

      As the door swung inwards he saw a shape standing in the room.
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      “Mike,” Wayne said, when he realized who was on the other side of the door. “What are you doing here?”

      His smile was warm enough, he liked the guy, but there was something weird about him just letting himself in. It wasn’t like it was the first time he’d been in the place, and Wayne had gone out of his way to tell him to treat it like his own because he trusted him completely.

      

      Now his first thought was of hope, because the last thing he wanted to think was that he’d misjudged the man he considered a friend. It was a fleeting thought, banished before it could take hold. Of course Mike was a friend. He might not be a burned-out Silicon Valley vet, but he was a friend.

      “You had some visitors.”

      Wayne nodded. “I heard. Maeve rang on the cell. You see them?”

      “Yeah, not the kind of guys you want paying you a social call. The three Caddy drivers of the apocalypse,” he said, with a wry smile.

      Wayne got it. “They were in the diner earlier, asking a lot of questions about Rae. Larry told them where to find me.”

      “You got any idea who they were?”

      Wayne shook his head. “Not a clue, but I’ll be brutally honest, you deserve that much. This wouldn’t be the first time trouble has followed my daughter home.”

      “Roger that,” Mike said, clearly joining the dots.

      “Not that you’re unwelcome, but how come you’re here and not out there killing yourself on the cabin?”

      “Ran out of nails so I came over to pick some up, and saw your visitors.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t do anything stupid, Mike.”

      “Scout’s honor.”

      “Good man. Last thing I want is you to get caught up in whatever mess Rae’s brought with her.”

      “It’s all good, Wayne. All good.”

      “So, the wrong kind of people, yeah?”

      “That just about covers it. But they didn’t see me.”

      “Any damage?”

      Mike pointed at the door. “They popped the lock, but I think I’ve made it at least as secure as it was before. Not that that was particularly secure. I think you might want to invest in something a little more substantial.”

      “Can’t say I ever felt I needed to before. Hell, there’s nothing in here worth stealing.”

      “Right, but looking out there, I’d figure there’s two little things worth keeping safe.”

      Wayne nodded. “Can’t argue with that. So, what about inside? They mess it up?”

      Mike shook his head. “Nothing to get worked up over. They’d pulled out a drawer, upturned it and spread the papers out over the floor. That was the sum of it. I just gathered it all back up, put it away. I couldn’t tell you if they took anything. They were only in here a couple of minutes. I figure they found what they were looking for and split.”

      “Makes sense. Thanks for cleaning up.”

      “I didn’t want you guys coming home to a broken door and crap all over the floor.”

      “Appreciated . . . Tossing out one drawer doesn’t sound like burglars to me,” Wayne reasoned. He placed a hand on Mike’s arm in gratitude. It was one of those silent communications that passed between men and spoke volumes, more than any of the words they exchanged.

      Mike didn’t answer him immediately: he seemed distracted, his attention caught on something over Wayne’s shoulder. He was smiling. Wayne relaxed as he heard Raelynn call, “You going to leave us out here all day? The chicken’ll go cold.”

      Wayne turned to see the two kids climbing up the porch steps, eager to get inside. Anna clutched the bucket of fried chicken and fries to her chest. Beside her Chase struggled with the large bottle of Coke. He clung to it like it was the most precious thing in the world and he’d never let it go.

      “And who might this be?” Raelynn asked, and pushed her bangs out of her eyes. She let a smile form on her lips. It was the first time Wayne had seen that sparkle in her eyes since she’d climbed down off the bus with the kids in tow. It was great—so utterly normal. A glimpse of the kid she’d been all those years ago. Back when things had been simpler. Innocent.

      He smiled and stepped aside so the kids could run in. “This is Mike. He’s been helping me out with your surprise.”

      He gave Mike a look, pretty sure he’d read between the lines and not spill the beans. It was one thing to say she’d always have a home with him, but something else entirely to say, “Surprise!” and pull your hands away from her eyes so she could see the best present ever.

      He’d owned the plot of land for more years than he could remember. It had always been his plan to build her a place of her own. He loved the idea of her just being up the hill from him. His wife would have loved it, too. But, like the old song went, you couldn’t always get what you wanted. Thing was, right until a couple of days ago, he hadn’t believed you ever got lucky enough to get what you needed, either. And it had been that way ever since she’d run away. Raelynn calling to say she wanted to come home, that changed everything.

      “Why don’t you stay and have something to eat with us, Mike? I’m sure Dad bought more than enough to feed the five thousand.” The smile grew wider.

      “It’s okay, thanks. I’m going to head back before the weather gets much worse.”

      “This is Winter’s Rage,” she told him. “It’s already worse. Tell him, Dad.”

      “For once I agree with my daughter,” Wayne told him. “You can’t have had a decent meal all day, not that this is decent. I’ll put some coffee on, then run you back to your place when we’ve finished. How’s that sound?”

      “If you’re sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure.”

      “That snow’s looking pretty nasty. I can walk.”

      Wayne laughed. “Dear God, just take the lift, my friend. That old pick-up of mine has driven through more snow than Santa’s sled. Trust me, it’ll be fine. It’s going to be a fair old while before the road’s impassable, especially if Jim’s out later with the snowplouw. So, stay, eat some chicken, warm yourself up by the fire, listen to us tell stories about the good old days when Rae was knee high to a grasshopper, and I’ll find some embarrassing photos. We’ll worry about getting you home later.”

      So that was what they did. They went through to the living room. The kids sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the open fire as they tucked into the chicken. Wayne wouldn’t have been surprised if it was the first meal they’d eaten all week. Mike took a proffered drumstick but seemed more interested in cradling his hot mug of coffee than eating. He sipped it while it was still steaming.

      It didn’t take long for the fresh logs to have the place verging on uncomfortably warm, but the kids didn’t seem to care. They licked their fingers and smacked their lips and grinned around the secret blend of herbs and spices.

      While the kids were busy tucking in, Wayne gave Mike a nod and drew him back into the hallway. He eased the door closed, to give them a little privacy. Even so, he kept his voice low. “Okay, man to man, I’m asking you, do you think they’ll be back?” He wondered if it was obvious how rattled he was.

      “Honestly? Depends if they got what they were looking for. If that was whatever they stole, then, no, they won’t be back. But if they’re looking for someone, not something, then maybe. Probably.”

      “Shit.” He knew Mike was right. “There’s nothing in there of any value. Some old bills, bank statements, finance agreement on the truck, that kind of thing. A few old photos. Nothing you’d break into a man’s home for.”

      “Meaning they’ll be back.”

      He hadn’t noticed the door open. Raelynn looked at him, one hand on the frame. “These things aren’t exactly soundproofed, you know. So, is one of you going to tell me what’s going on?”
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      “Well, thanks for the chicken. I think I’ll get out of here now, before the snow gets too bad.”

      Mike grabbed his coat from the rack just inside the door and shrugged into it. Wayne opened the door. He thought it was like one of those movies where they blurred the stars to make it look like they were going so fast light couldn’t keep up, only here the stars were snow, though the adage about no one being able to hear you scream was a good fit for the mountain, too.

      Mike buttoned the coat, not that it was going to make much difference out there, Wayne thought. At a certain point cold stopped being anything other than cold. There were no varying degrees to it. “Look, you sure you don’t want a ride? It’s no trouble. Seriously. I don’t like the idea of you out there in this.” He glanced outside.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “You worry too much, old man.”

      Wayne grinned.

      Outside, the last traces of the strangers’ car had completely disappeared and the windshield of the pick-up was hidden beneath an inch and a half of white.

      “I’ve lived through worse than this. What you need to do is get back in there and enjoy the grandkids. You only get one first night with them. Don’t waste it worrying about me. You got enough wood for the night, or do you need me to bring some round before I go?”

      “We’re good, but you could give me a hand with Rae’s bags before you head off?”

      “Sure.”

      It was an excuse to move away from the house and talk to Mike without Raelynn and the kids being able to overhear. As they crossed the snow, Wayne asked, “Did you manage to get much done?”

      “The roof’s finished, more or less.”

      “I’m guessing less, surely.” He shook his head. “How the hell did you manage that?” It strained credulity that the man had managed to get even half of the roof finished in the time Wayne had been gone, never mind running down to the house to look for supplies, fix the door and everything else.

      Mike just grinned. “I found a short-cut,” he explained, pointing up through the woods.

      ‘I can’t remember the last time I went that way. There’s no paths, not even worn trails to follow.’ He shook his head, feeling like one of those nodding dogs on the back shelf of a car. “I’m trying to wrap my head around this, pal, but I can’t. You’re telling me you came here, saw those three goons, went back to work on the roof, finished it, then came back again to fix the door? Did you stumble into a time-warp or something? I mean, it’s not that I’m not grateful, hell, you know I am, but who are you, really? Because I’m not even sure Usain Bolt could move that fast.”

      “You know who I am,” Mike told him.

      “I really don’t,” Wayne said.

      “I’m Batman,” he said, in a gravelly voice, doing a terrible Christian Bale impression.

      Wayne couldn’t help himself. He laughed. “Of course you are. Anyway, given this,” he pointed up at the sky, “I can’t see us getting much done over the next few days, so thank you. For all of it. But mostly for just being here.” He offered his hand.

      “Have faith.” Mike shook it, then trudged down the track toward the road. Wayne called a farewell and Mike raised a hand in acknowledgment, but didn’t turn.
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      Wayne wanting to keep that little home invasion from his daughter didn’t sit well with me. For one thing, I was fairly certain she’d have some idea who the three men were, and right now, my top priority was still intel gathering.

      They needed to talk to each other. Clear the air. And there was a lot of it to clear, as far as I could tell, going back years to Raelynn’s dead mom, the women’s shared addictions, Raelynn’s disappearance and all the days in between. There were two kids and however many tragedies to account for. I just figured it’d be easier if I wasn’t there.

      I could still see the footprints the kids had made in the snow as they went to the door with the bucket of chicken and the bottle of Coke. Their little feet scuffed the snow aside, making exaggeratedly long prints in the snow, some deep enough to look like dark scars on the track as they went down to the asphalt. Everything else was pristine white. I turned my face up to the sky. At the rate the snow was coming down, I figured it’d take maybe half an hour to wipe out any sign of the kids’ footprints, a little longer to obscure the pick-up’s tracks on the driveway. It was hard to credit how utterly the Caddy’s presence had been eradicated. But that was Nature in the microcosm. I walked on, thinking bleakly that we were all like those tire tracks. It just took longer for the world to forget us, but eventually it’d be like we’d never been there at all. And after a couple of generations no one would be left who even remembered our names, never mind our faces.

      Sometimes my mind went to dark places. There wasn’t a lot I could do about it. It wasn’t PTSD. I’m not even sure it was down to whatever messing they’d done to the chemistry of my brain in the lab. It was just me.

      I ran through the little I knew. Raelynn had come to town. She hadn’t been expected. It had been a prodigal-daughter moment. The same day three misfits had turned up asking about her, then broken into Wayne’s place, stolen something and gone. I had an idea what they’d taken, but nothing to back up the supposition. Wayne had mentioned photographs.

      My gut told me they’d found one of Raelynn and decided they were in the right place—or the wrong place—and hadn’t waited around for her to appear. Which meant they’d be back. I didn’t see another way this worked. It was way too much of a coincidence, otherwise. Strangers, questions, a random break-in? Nah, didn’t work. In all the time I’d been in Winter’s Rage barely a handful of people had passed through who didn’t belong. The rest were relatives or old friends, and they didn’t count. They weren’t strangers.

      These guys were strangers, no matter that they’d known Raelynn’s name. It didn’t take a lot to find out someone’s name if you set your mind to it.

      The thing with the clothes bugged me. Why change? Why deliberately try to blend in, unless you thought it might mean you’d be forgotten? And why worry about being forgotten unless you intended to do something memorable? I didn’t like the way my thoughts were going, especially given the Glock stuffed down the back of that guy’s jeans. Sure, there were plenty of folks who carried. This was the heartland, but open-carry like that was still weird.

      You didn’t see guys with AK47s strapped to their backs walking into Walmart, or guys with Walther PPKs putting them on the bar counter as they asked for a beer. Sticking it down the waistband of the jeans felt off. It felt like something that a man who spent most of his days obsessing over Tarantino movies might do, same as holding the gun sideways. It didn’t make sense. It wasn’t functional. And, in my experience, good guys liked things functional. Bad guys, less so. Sometimes with them it was just about image and wanting to look the part.

      I kept my SIG Sauer tucked away in my kitbag. The last thing I wanted to do was draw attention to myself. And guns on strangers did that. A local carrying a handgun is perfectly normal: you don’t get immediately suspicious of them like you would with a stranger. So, I kept it hidden because I needed to fit in. It was the invisible option. Those men didn’t fit in, but they’d still taken the time to change their clothes. It was the contradiction I didn’t like. I like things to make sense. I like to be able to look at a situation and reasonably extrapolate how it’s going to play out. And this scenario made me uncomfortable as much for what I didn’t know as what I did.

      I thought about Raelynn.

      Wayne’s daughter was a troubled soul. That much was obvious—and not just because she’d come running home with starving kids. She had a pretty smile that went all the way to her eyes, but there was some hard living back there, too. I knew all too well what that kind of smile meant. I had no intention of doing anything about it. There were a million good reasons not to. It wasn’t even about feelings, or being a good guy. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t slept with women I barely knew. It was just that I had a good thing here and I didn’t want to fuck it up. This woman was burdened with a whole battered suitcase full of complications.

      Wayne hadn’t said much about her, beyond some of the old troubles with drugs the last time she’d been home, and how she’d run. He didn’t talk much about his family. He gave no indication of even knowing who the father of his grandchildren was. I figured he didn’t know, or didn’t like what he did know. I wasn’t a shrink. I couldn’t easily guess why she’d kept the kids out of his life, if she was punishing him for something, maybe failing her or her mother, or shame. Sometimes the hardest thing in the world was to walk down familiar streets, knock on a familiar door and say, “I’m sorry, I was wrong.” And instead of getting better, wounds turned septic.

      I walked on, reaching the road, but before I could make the turn for my place, I heard Wayne’s shout. I mistook it for the wind at first, but it took on the shape of my name, so I turned.

      He stood in the middle of the road, yelling and waving frantically. My heart sank. I started to jog back toward him.
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      “Everything okay?” I asked, as soon as I was close enough that I didn’t have to raise my voice. My first thought, I hate to admit, was that something had happened when we were outside, that the Stooges had snuck in around the back, or left a darker message, like a rat nailed to the bedroom wall or something I’d missed. I kicked myself. I should have checked the whole place was clean, not just focused on the room I knew they’d been in.

      Raelynn stood in the doorway, her face a match for her old man’s. Confession is good for the soul, right? Maybe not, judging by the pain behind the woman’s eyes. Wayne had told her what had happened. I’d been gone less than two minutes. There was no way it could have been anything else. Raelynn confirmed it, walking barefoot down the wooden steps ignoring the snow, to stand beside her father.

      “Dad said you saw them?” She didn’t seem surprised that there had been someone to see.

      I nodded.

      “You think they’ll be back?”

      I shrugged. I did now. For sure. The look on her face was all I needed to convince me of that. She knew who they were, and she knew where they were looking for her. I’d have put good money on her knowing why as well. I said, “Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t know who they are. I don’t know what they were looking for. That’s not a lot to go on.”

      “Did they have guns?” she asked. Not the first question I’d have expected.

      “One, for sure,” I said. “All of them, probably.”

      It was enough to bring fear to her eyes.

      “Maybe they’ve got what they came here for and that’s the end of it,” Wayne said hopefully. I could tell that what he was really worrying about was spooking Raelynn and her taking off again. He wanted to pretend that everything was fine and dandy. “No real harm done. The door’s fixed. It’s warm inside. Why don’t we just forget it ever happened?”

      I knew he was wrong, willfully so, he knew he was wrong, and Raelynn knew he was wrong, but none of us said anything.

      “What do you think, Mike?” Raelynn asked.

      I couldn’t tell if she wanted me to show her father up, contradicting his naivety, or if she really was hoping I’d say something other than the obvious. I had no intention of lying, but looking at her, then at my friend, I knew that it wouldn’t be much of a challenge to spook her. And spooked, she ran—or carried on running.  I didn’t reply.

      “Why don’t you give us a minute, Rae,” Wayne said, going inside. I followed him up the porch steps. Raelynn’s feet were bright pink with the cold, and left wet prints on the floor. She gave me a look I didn’t like: rabbit in the headlights. Her brain was racing. Weighing it up, the oncoming headlights and the speeding wheels, the impact they promised. She wanted to run. That much was obvious. But she couldn’t look away.

      Even so, she went back through to the living room to sit with the kids.

      Wayne closed the door behind her.

      “I’m not an idiot, Mike,” Wayne said. “This is about her. But I don’t know what to do. We can’t just stay here. There are two little kids in there. If it was just me and Rae maybe it’d be different, but it’s not. So, what do I do? Where do I run? How do I fight? How do I protect my family?”

      It was a good question, better than any his daughter had asked.

      “You need to get her away from here,” I said. It was the most obvious thing to do. “Get in the pick-up and drive out of town. Go take a vacation.”

      He shook his head. “I’m an old man. I can’t protect her. And I don’t have the stamina to run, not for long. Not for long enough.”

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      He wiped at the side of his nose, a self-conscious gesture if ever there was one. “I wouldn’t normally ask . . .”

      “Go on.”

      “You go. Take Raelynn and the kids home with you, please. Those guys don’t know about you, so she’ll be safe with you. I’ll stay here. I’ll take my chances if they come back. It’ll be enough to know they’re safe.”

      “I’m not loving that plan,” I told him. I didn’t need to spell out why. He knew that by moving Rae and the kids out of immediate danger he was putting himself in the line of fire, but that’s what fathers did, I guess. At least, fathers like Wayne Cardiman, looking for a second chance.

      “I can take care of myself,” he said. “If they come back, they’ll find themselves looking at the business end of my shotgun. And before you argue, I won’t give them time to draw their own.”

      We understood each other.

      “I’d be happier if you went with them to my place and I stayed here to wait for whoever they are. No offense, but I’m younger, stronger, and more likely to put the shits into them.”

      “Sure you are,” he agreed. “But there’s an ace up my sleeve,” he reassured me. I waited for him to explain his thinking. “A man has the right to defend his home in this great land of ours.”

      Bless him, he was actually smiling when he said it, like he figured three on one were decent odds for an old man and his shotgun. In my hands they were. In his, I wasn’t so sure.

      “Please, do this for me, just for a couple of days. Keep them safe. I’ve never asked anything of you. I’ve never even pushed to hear your real story, Mike. I’ve opened my home to you. Help me protect my family.”

      And, despite every instinct telling me to say no, telling me if I walked away from there tonight I’d never see my friend again, I made that dumb promise. I owed him too much not to. “You got it,” I said. “I’ll need the keys to the pick-up.”

      “They’re in the ignition,” he said. “I’m trusting you with the most precious things in my life.”

      “You can trust me,” I promised.

      “I know.”
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      “You really didn’t have to do this,” Raelynn said.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” I said, not meanly. I was being honest. “I owe your dad. A lot. He called in a favor. I’m not the kind of guy who says no when someone asks for help. I’m a bleeding heart.”

      She looked at me in a way I really wasn’t comfortable with. “Somehow I doubt that,” she said. “The bleeding heart, that is, not the whole stand-up-guy thing.”

      My lean-to wasn’t exactly the luxury home they’d just left, and there wouldn’t be enough room for the four of us, but all things considered, the kids would have their toys, Rae my cot and I’d take a chair. There were worse family homes all over the state.

      We’d make do.

      The kids hadn’t been eager to leave the relative warmth and comfort of their grandpa’s place, and it wasn’t like I had a bucket of fried chicken to tempt them with. But when Raelynn said they were going, like kids used to being dragged from pillar to post, they grabbed their few things and were ready to move in a couple of minutes.

      They occupied themselves while I did my best to concentrate on the road ahead. Heightened reflexes, increased perception, none of it mattered if I plowed into a tree because I’d taken my eye off the road.

      “So, what’s your story?” she asked. “I mean, how did you end up with Dad?”

      “Not much to say, really.”

      “I’m sure there is.”

      I shook my head. “Really, there isn’t. I was passing through, he offered me some work and a place to rest my head for a while. I needed the work.”

      “So, you’re just another drifter? Like a Lone Ranger kind of guy?”

      “Something like that. Though not as glamorous. I don’t ride into town to fix people’s problems.”

      “And yet here you are, trying to fix mine.” She laughed, but she was half serious in her assessment. She was quick. She’d pegged my weakness.

      “Guess so,” I said, changing gears.

      The headlights cut through the snow, but even so I couldn’t see more than thirty feet ahead, and the road was single-track in some places, twisting and turning like a slalom slope—or, at least, that was how it felt. It demanded all of my concentration. I really didn’t want to be splitting it between making up lies and trying to stay on the road, so I stuck to the same old story, Mike, Silicon Valley escapee, burn-out, running away from it all.

      “We’re not so different then,” she said. “Both running from something.”

      “I guess not.” I reached the turn where the road divided, though you would never have known it from the whiteout up ahead. I slowed to a crawl and, without hitting the blinkers, rolled slowly on, tires crunching snow under them.

      The flakes were coming thick and fast. The wipers worked at full speed. Even so they barely kept the windshield clear for a couple of seconds before the glass started to fill up. I negotiated the camber in the road, which, in normal circumstances, would have scraped the sump without braking, but the tailgate of the pick-up still slid beneath me as I straightened up. I fought the wheel, keeping up the revs as I tried to control it. The kids gave out a whooping yell as we slid, enjoying it far too much.

      Raelynn didn’t seem quite so comfortable. She had her hands braced on the dash and stared straight ahead. “I don’t want to ask where you learned to drive,” she said.

      “I learned playing video games,” I joked.

      “I can quite believe that,” she said, when I had the vehicle back under control. In that whole maneuver my heart rate barely increased by a single beat per minute. I was dead calm. Absolutely relaxed. It took a lot more to rattle me these days. Nothing got under my skin. I didn’t have the luxury of the endorphin rush or any of that. And I still hadn’t gotten used to it.

      “They call it defensive driving,” I said.

      “Doesn’t feel like there’s a lot that’s particularly defensive about it,” she said.

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “You done a lot of this kind of thing?”

      “What? Driving? Some.”

      “Rescuing damsels in distress.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that’s what you are? A damsel?” This time I couldn’t stop the smile reaching my lips though I had the feeling it was more like a smirk.

      “Are you saying I’m not?”

      “I’m not saying anything. I’m just driving.”

      “You should do that more often, you know, smile.”

      I let my expression fall blank. “It’s not a good idea,” I said.

      She knew what I meant. But she chose to be deliberately obtuse and, looking at the side of my face, said, “Oh, I don’t know, it won’t break any mirrors or anything.”

      “You’re a lousy flirt,” I said.

      “No, I’m not,” she said. “I’m really rather good at it.”

      I felt a hand on my thigh, but didn’t take my eye off the road. “Besides, there’s not a lot to smile about at the moment.”

      “There’s always something to smile about, even if it’s just the fact that the Cubs finally won the World Series.”

      “I didn’t take you for a sports fan.”

      “I’m full of surprises,” she promised, and I didn’t doubt it for a second. Not all surprises were good.

      The headlights picked out the dark shape of my shed through the whiteness of the snow.

      “Here we go, home sweet home.”
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      “A veritable palace, as you can see,” I said, as I hauled the luggage back out from underneath the tarp. “Your quarters are in the West Wing.”

      “The Presidential Suite?” Raelynn offered, with a grin, and I nodded along with the joke. She was quick. That was a good quality in anyone, but it was a great quality in a woman. I admit I’m a bit of a misanthrope, but if I have to be in the company of others I’d always choose intelligent, funny, quick-witted women. They see the world through different eyes, and I like to learn.

      There was not so much as a wisp of smoke rising from the metal chimney. The fire in the potbellied stove would have died eight or nine hours ago and there was no hope of residual heat still being trapped inside those four walls, but mercifully it heated up pretty quickly. I couldn’t remember how much dry wood was inside, enough for the night at least, though. I’d meant to bring in more that morning but had got distracted. “So, according to your dad, the snow has a habit hanging around.”

      “You could say that,” Rae said. “Give it a couple of weeks and you’ll have forgotten what it feels like to be warm.” She smiled that damned smile again. “I’ve got a theory about it. Wanna hear it?” I nodded. “It’s evolution, see. Places like Winter’s Rage have good-looking women and shit-for-brains guys, so that new blood is attracted to the area to breed. You get a better-looking lay than you’d get in LA or Florida, say, where everyone is beautiful and you’re just one of the regular Joes, because even a good-looking guy isn’t good-looking enough in that kind of place. But come to a place like Winter’s Rage and you’re an Adonis. The evolutionary combo has to be hot chicks and dumb-as-hell dudes, or it doesn’t work. But done right, it lures in better-than-average drifters who might get lucky and improve the gene pool.”

      “I’m not entirely sure that’s how evolution works,” I said.

      “Then you explain to me how someone ends up staying in a place like this.”

      I ushered all three of them inside and quickly closed the door behind us, not that there was any heat to keep in.

      The kids didn’t seem to care that everything was crammed into such a tiny space. With the curiosity only kids could show they were already into every nook and cranny before we were halfway into the room.

      On my hands and knees, I raked out the ashes then set about lighting the stove, filling the top with kindling and yesterday’s news, then dropping in a Firestarter. I watched it burn for a moment, making sure the vents were set for decent airflow. It took a couple of minutes to get going properly, and after one, I dropped in another short piece of kindling to get the heat up, then a couple of logs. The stove crackled and cackled, the fire rising quickly. It didn’t take long for the heat to start filling the shack.

      Done, I dusted my hands off and stood up again. I didn’t own much, but it was more than I’d owned in a while. Still, my lack of stuff made me feel inadequate. I saw the place through the kids’ eyes. I didn’t like what I saw.

      “Where are we all going to sleep?” Anna asked, as she put the bag of toys on the floor. Chase seemed less concerned about that than he was about tearing through the shrink wrap on the game Wayne had bought him.

      “There’s a bedroom through there, but it gets cold so I sleep out here. We can put blankets down and make up beds for you by the fire, or you can crash with your mom in the bed. I’ll take the chair.”

      “Sounds like a plan, doesn’t it, kids?” Raelynn said. “We can bunk-up together in there. We’ll keep the door open, and if it gets too cold we can snuggle up. It should only be for a couple of nights. We’ll make do.”

      “I’ll get some clean sheets for you,” I said, then headed toward the bedroom.

      “How about you just tell me where they are? I’m not completely helpless.”

      “There’s a blanket box by the bed.”

      I put a hand on the stove. It was warming nicely.  I watched the embers do their fire dance through the hatch, then pushed the iron poker into the ashes of the kindling, stirring it up, and felt the warmth in the air increase.

      It took maybe ten minutes before the small room was properly warm, and most of that was down to the kids running about rather than the stove.

      “Where’s the bathroom?” Anna asked.

      “Ah,” I said, and couldn’t help but grin. I thought I’d have a little fun. “You have to go outside, honey.”

      The look of shock on her face was priceless. “You mean in the woods?” She sounded mortified.

      “Like bears?” Chase laughed.

      “Don’t be mean,” Raelynn said, from the bedroom doorway. “There’s an outhouse.”

      “You take all the fun out of life,” I told her.

      “Not all of it,” she promised, and I kicked myself, but it was the first time I’d heard either of the kids laugh. Sure, they’d been delighted when they tucked into the food and excited to play with their new toys, but there hadn’t been actual laughter, no squeals of joy. It was an infectious sound.

      “You got me.” I chuckled. “There’s a shed around the side of the house. It’s a chemical toilet, so it doesn’t flush, but it works just fine as long as you’re careful not to get splinters in your behind.” I winked at Anna.

      “I’ll go with you,” Raelynn said. She’d already spread the clean sheets across the back of the sofa to let the warming air get to them. She held out a hand for her daughter to take, and in that moment I was struck by the physical similarity of the two. It was like a little window into the past, offering a glimpse of the girl Raelynn had once been before life had beaten the innocence out of her.
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      The brothers had driven more than twenty miles before they found a place they liked the look of. A sign had lured them off the highway, like a naked siren on the rocky outcrop above a sea of snow. The flashing neon sign promised “Girls, Girls, Girls.” The reality was a rundown bar where strippers went to die.

      On the opposite side of the run-off was an equally seedy motel that advertised an hourly rate. It would do just fine. All they needed was a place to lay their heads for the night. If they laid anything else, well, that was just gravy.

      “You think I’m setting foot in there dressed like this? You touched in the head, H?” Dale grumbled. “We don’t need a disguise and, more importantly, we don’t need to look like Hicksville idiots.”

      “You look like an idiot no matter what you’re wearing,” Henry snapped. “You’ve got a choice. You can either come in dressed as you are, sink a beer and see some titties, or you can go back to the motel room and jerk off. But you’re not going anywhere in your suit, understand?”

      “No need to be a dick about it.”

      “Then do me a favor and shut the fuck up for a minute. I just want to have a beer and enjoy the view. I don’t want to have to worry about you fucking things up. Again. So, how about you use your head? We’re half an hour away, we’re in the only titty bar as far as the eyes can see, ain’t nothing to say someone from Winter’s Rage isn’t propping up the bar drooling at some double Ds. Gotta think smart, Dale. So just do what I tell you.”

      Dale grunted but didn’t argue.

      Sometimes Henry needed to lay down the law. Dale had attention deficit disorder so he kept forgetting shit. He was like a magpie attracted to shiny objects.

      “So, how long are we going to hang around here?”

      “Long enough,” Henry said. “We ain’t going anywhere before morning. The snow up in the mountains is going to be a lot worse than down here. Wouldn’t surprise me if that town gets cut off before too long.”

      Dale still didn’t seem satisfied, but at least he shut up long enough that Henry didn’t need to give him a slap.

      Henry fished out his cell phone to check if he had a signal. The coverage had been non-existent in parts of Winter’s Rage. It was like stepping back in time. He needed to check in with their employer. He was very specific about wanting regular updates. He got itchy if he didn’t feel in control, and the last thing Henry wanted was the boss getting the idea they couldn’t do the job. That way lay a whole heap of shit he didn’t want to swim in.

      He punched in the key combo that called through to the boss. It had been years since he’d had to learn any numbers by heart.

      “It’s Henry,” he said, before the man at the other end had the chance to say hello. “We’ve found her father’s place. He wasn’t home, neither was she. But we know she’s on her way.”

      “And you’re telling me this because?”

      Henry listened to the silence, his mouth dry and his throat tight. The boss didn’t like wasted words. He wasn’t a fan of excuses either, and most certainly didn’t deal well with disappointment. And that was what he was phoning to deliver. “Just letting you know what’s what. We’re closing in. Won’t be long now. But the weather is pretty shit out here.”

      “I really couldn’t care. You’ve got a job to do, get it done. And be smart about it.”

      “She’ll be there tomorrow. It’s a small town. Nowhere to hide.”

      “You’re not there to play hide and seek, Henry. You’re there to kill her. And do those kids while you’re about it. No one messes with me and walks away. They suffer. And you, Henry, are my tool. You make them suffer.”

      “The kids? Seriously? I don’t like that. We don’t do kids.”

      “You need me to send a man to do the job, Henry? You wouldn’t want that. I want the entire bloodline wiped from the face of the planet. The old man, too. Get it done, get it done fast, and get out of there. I don’t accept failure, Henry. Not now. Not ever. You know what happens to people who fail me? They wind up with a bullet in the back of the head.”

      Henry said nothing. He didn’t have the luxury of protesting: the line was dead. And he was left in no doubt the same fate awaited him if he screwed this up.

      Caleb and Dale stared at him expectantly.

      What was he supposed to say? They’d heard him say they didn’t do kids. They knew what the boss would say to that. You didn’t say no to him. Ever.

      “Nothing’s changed,” he said. “We need to find her and take her out.”

      “Which is a job for tomorrow,” Dale said. “Tonight we see titties.”

      “I’m right there with you, brother,” Henry said. “Anything to make what we have to do tomorrow more palatable.”

      “What do you mean, H?”

      “You know what I mean, Dale.”

      Dale twitched, scratching at the scuff of stubble growing out of his sallow cheeks. He knew. “We getting a bonus for the extra blood?”

      “We don’t do kids,” Caleb said.

      “We do if we know what’s good for us,” Henry said.

      Silence settled between them. It was anything but comfortable. Dale looked at Henry. Henry looked at Caleb. Caleb looked from Dale to Henry and back again. Henry had seen that look before. It was the moment when someone realized they were being asked to cross the line. Everyone had their own version of the line. For some it was as simple as taking an extra drink before getting behind the wheel of their car, for others it was walking out of a restaurant without paying. For him it was killing kids. Pretty much anything else was doable, but kids … There was a special place in Hell for men who did shit like that.

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “No way. Not happening,” Caleb said. Henry was with him on that. “We don’t kill kids, that’s not what we do.”

      “Here’s the choice we’ve got, Caleb,” Henry said. “We either do what we’re told or we paint a big red target on our backs. The boss has promised to send someone to clean up our mess if we don’t do as we’re told. So, I don’t know about you two, but given a choice like that I need a drink, because there’s no way I can even think about killing some kid sober.”

      They went inside the strip joint. There was an old woman on the pole in skimpy black lace bra and panties. He could see her Caesarean scar as the hard skin glistened in the spotlight. He held up three fingers, meaning three beers. The barman balanced off a thick foam and put the icy glasses on the counter one at a time. The amber liquid looked and tasted like piss. The music ground on, the woman on the pole moving disinterestedly.

      Dale watched her do her thing.

      Behind her, on the edge of the curtain, Henry saw the next act getting ready. She had snow-tips frosted into her hair and more folds in her belly than he had in the notes in his wallet. She sucked at a cigarette, blowing smoke.

      They took a booth at the back.

      Up on the stage the woman fumbled with her bra strap and huge pendulous breasts spilled out of the lace cups as she lowered into a squat.

      Henry put his drink on the table. The music was supposed to be seductive. It sounded like cats being strangled. The whole place did nothing to improve their moods.

      “So, no one’s saying it, so I will. How much extra are we getting paid for doing the kids?” Dale said, when they were approaching the end of their first drink.

      “Extra? You can’t seriously think there’s a price that makes this okay, man?” said Caleb. “They’re kids.”

      “How much?” Dale asked again.

      Henry looked at him. Dale scratched at his nose and sniffed. There was a wildness in his eyes the dark bar couldn’t completely hide. “Nothing. Not a single cent. The price is the price. Same as it always was.”

      Dale took a slug of his beer, finishing it, and waved to the bar, signaling for three more. “What we do is an art,” Dale said, leaning forward. “It’s a gift. That’s why they pay us, coz we’re good at what we do. And we can do this. But it’s gonna cost.”

      “Is it?” Caleb asked.

      “We do this thing for the money, don’t we?” Dale said. Henry knew he’d already rationalized it in his head. “We don’t pick and choose the jobs we take, we just pocket the money if the green’s right. And it’s always right, coz if we don’t do it someone else will, and that someone will be the one the client turns to next time. And if we’re gonna pretend some kind of morality, well, screw that. You kill someone you kill them. Don’t matter none if they’re nine or ninety. They’re dead. The money spends just as good. Done and done and on to the next one. It’s who we are. It’s what we do.”

      “Maybe it’s who you are,” Caleb said.

      But Dale was right. It was who they were. There was no point pretending at morality or ethics. They weren’t good people. They’d given up the right to any sort of moral quandaries a long time ago.

      Henry turned to Caleb. “He’s right. But if you want out, now’s the time to say. I won’t stop you walking, brother. I’ll miss you, but I’ll understand.”

      “But you don’t get your cut,” Dale said, still thinking about the money. “Your call. It’s a take-it-or-leave-it situation. And as far as I’m concerned, we took the money, so we’re obligated to do the job right.”

      “And if we do it wrong,” Henry said, “we better be ready to run for the rest of our fucking lives, because the boss ain’t exactly the forgiving kind.”
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      Morning came, crisp and bright and bitterly cold.

      There was no sign of the snow melting, but after the initial flurry, things had settled down, so we weren’t snowed in, which was a major plus. Part of me had half expected to open the door to a huge drift that I’d need to dig us out of before breakfast.

      I was up before the others stirred. I’d woken up twice in the night to put extra wood in the stove. The chair wasn’t the most comfortable piece of furniture in the world, so my neck and lower back felt as though they’d been pummeled by an army of Buzz Lightyears—or whatever Chase’s action figure was called.

      The room was still reasonably warm. There were a dozen split logs beside the stove, drying out in the heat. More than enough to keep it going for the day. I’d bring some more in from the store to keep us warm tomorrow and the day after. I figured that ought to do it. Any longer and we were moving into dangerous territory. I wanted them gone, not least because their still being here meant the three Stooges were still out there, and that wasn’t a thought I wanted to entertain any longer than I had to.

      Right now my biggest concern was making sure we hadn’t had any visitors during the night. I stepped outside and closed the door behind me as quietly as I could. I didn’t want to wake Raelynn and the kids. They’d been absolutely wiped when they’d finally hit the sack. I could only imagine how wrung out they really were with all of that running, especially Raelynn if she’d known she was being hunted. That kind of pressure, the constant need to look back over your shoulder, wore you out pretty fast. Still, they were here now, and there was no rush for them to go anywhere.

      I’d promised Wayne I’d swing by for him in the pick-up as long as I could get it down to the road. He wanted to see the cabin. I wanted him to see it. And I wanted to see his face when he did. It was starting to look like a proper home.

      The only fresh tracks in the snow had been made by a deer. No doubt it was the same visitor who’d called by before. We were becoming old friends, him and me. Apart from that and the slight impressions made by a few birds that barely broke the crust of the surface and could only be seen close up, the whiteness was flawless and endless.

      I hadn’t expected the Stooges to find this place, not yet. It’d take a while for them to join the dots and trace Wayne to the cabin, to me, to here, even if someone with loose lips had decided to spill their guts. The weather just made that even more unlikely. For now. But now wasn’t forever, so I was going to need to take measures to secure the place soon enough.

      “You want coffee?” Raelynn called from the doorway.

      I hadn’t heard her come out. I was getting sloppy. It had been too long since someone had hunted me, I guess. I’d started taking things for granted. It was a good lesson to relearn. Even so, she was lucky the SIG Sauer was in the pack, or she’d have seen the beady black eye of the barrel instead of my smile of thanks as I spun around. That wouldn’t have made the situation any more uncomfortable, though.

      She wasn’t exactly dressed for the elements, and I could see every curve through the sheer fabric of her nightgown. It reminded me of a line I’d read somewhere. She had a body like a country road, loads of curves where I wanted to stop off and take a picnic. Raelynn Cardiman was bad for the soul. “Sure,” I said. “But you could have stayed in bed a little longer, you know.”

      “You’re joking, right? Once the kids are awake, there’s no stopping them.”

      She rubbed her arms against the cold. It was a reflex. Brisk. But I suspected there was more to it than that. I’d seen my share of addicts overdue a fix. It wasn’t my place to parent her, and I wasn’t her sponsor, so what she did with her own body was her business. Who was I to judge? But I wouldn’t keep her secret if I thought she was getting stoned and putting the kids at risk. There were limits. I figured Wayne knew what he was getting himself into in bringing his junkie daughter home. But then again, maybe he didn’t. They did say love was blind.

      I took a quick walk around the shack before I went back inside. I wanted to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. I saw where the deer had headed off into the woods, but nothing else, which was just fine by me. I walked back around to the front, kicked the snow off my boots and went inside, just as the kids burst out, laughing and screaming, intent on making those snow angels they’d been promised. I stepped aside to let them pass, not that I’d have been able to stop them if I’d wanted to. They wriggled and squirmed and ran, then threw themselves to the ground laughing even more as they swept their arms and legs out.

      There was a mug of piping hot black coffee waiting for me when I closed the door on their noise.

      “They’ve been desperate to get out there from the moment they opened their eyes,” Raelynn said.

      “That’s kids for you. Give it an hour and we’ll have a snowman the size of King Kong looking down on us.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” she said. “Hope you’ve got a carrot in here somewhere. Every good snowman needs a nose.”

      I smiled, and looked out of the window at the kids. I could see the sheer joy in their auras, halos burning bright. It made a change from the fear and anger I was used to seeing on people. I could have watched them for a long time. Even so, it was disconcerting to have such a sharp and unexpected reminder of the implant and how different it made me from the rest of the world. Not for me a normal life playing father to giggling kids. Not for me a life without the threat of violence lurking in someone’s shadow, the blazing hot red of rage, the insidious, almost gangrenous green of jealousy, and somewhere in between the color lurking around Raelynn’s body that marked the stirrings of lust.

      It wasn’t clear cut a lot of the time. Sometimes it was a stirring, a kind of blur around someone’s head, with no obvious color, if it wasn’t driven by the extremes of emotion, but other times I was in no doubt what someone was feeling. Like Raelynn. Every time she looked me up and down.

      I consciously willed myself to ignore it. It wasn’t like she knew she was giving off her heat in waves. But maybe she wouldn’t have cared if she had known. Hard to say about some people. What I did know was that kids deserved a life where they could enjoy themselves without the adults having to fret over them every minute of the day, imagining the worst. This place was much better for them than the city could ever have been.

      I saw Chase scoop up a handful of snow and run at his sister. She responded in kind, cackling, as she buried her hands deep in the snow and threw up a thick plume of white for him to run straight into. They were having fun.

      “Don’t suppose you could drive me into town this morning? I was hoping to meet up with an old friend,” Raelynn said, watching me watching them. “I wouldn’t ask normally, but what with the weather and everything . . . It’s a long walk.”

      There was something about the way she asked that seemed a little peculiar. I didn’t want to read too much into it, but this was her first morning back and she was itching to meet up with a friend she couldn’t have seen for years, rather than spend the time with her kids while they were having fun. I might have understood it if she had asked me to take her up to see Wayne, but she hadn’t even mentioned him. In her place this morning I would have asked right away if he’d been in touch. We’d left him alone in a house that had been burgled a few hours earlier by people almost certainly looking for her. That she didn’t ask was telling.

      “Sorry,” I said, but I wasn’t. “I promised your father I’d pick him up first thing. I’m already running late. You can always walk.”

      “It’s miles.”

      “Good exercise,” I said.

      “You’re a very strange man,” she said.

      “I am,” I agreed. “Stranger than you could ever imagine.”

      “I’ve got a good imagination,” she said. Again with the flirting.

      “Not good enough,” I promised her.

      She let it drop.

      Over the next few minutes she tried to convince me to change my mind, but gave up pretty quickly after the third time I said no. I finished my coffee without taking my coat off and headed for the door. “There’s bread and eggs and a few cans in the cupboard, nothing fancy, but you’re welcome to help yourself. I’ll try and check in with you in a few hours. If I can manage it I’ll swing by and drop you and the kids at your dad’s later.”

      “Thanks,” she said, through a smile that was painfully forced. “Have fun.”

      I closed the door behind me, made a fuss of the kids, then climbed into the pick-up and turned it around. I headed for the road.
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      Wayne stared at the cabin, trying to process what he was seeing. He shook his head, started to ask how, then just shook his head again. “I was only gone an afternoon, Mike. How on earth did you get even half of this done?”

      He was up the ladder examining my handiwork. The rungs beneath his feet were still coated with a thin crust of ice, but I had my eye on him. He was testing a couple of the batons to check they were secure.

      “It’s just discipline,” I said, like that could make sense of it for him. “Once I got into a rhythm it was just a case of keeping going. I didn’t think about it. It’s pretty straightforward.”

      He was smiling now. “You’re a natural, son. Once word gets around what you’re capable of I’m pretty sure half the town will have work for you.”

      “But not till we finish up here,” I said.

      “Of course.” Wayne laughed. “Hell, I’ll even give you references. I’m sure we can find enough work to keep you busy for a while. It’d be nice to keep you around, let you put some roots down.”

      It was a seductive idea. It’s a natural state for most people, that feeling of needing to belong. It was an important part of what guys like me got out of the armed forces, the whole brothers-in-arms ideal. That was the last time I’d ever felt like I belonged anywhere. And it was a long time ago now. I had to admit that I was enjoying working with my hands, too. “Careful, I might just take you up on that.”

      He clambered down. He did a circuit of the cabin, admiring my work from the ground. “We just need to tidy up the edges and that roof will be done,” he said, patting me on the shoulder. “Not long until it’ll be ready for Rae and the kids to move in.”

      “You planning on bringing them out to see it today?”

      “Not yet. In an ideal world I’d love to be able to surprise them with it finished, but there’s no way we’ll get it done. She’ll just bombard us with questions about where we’re sneaking off to, and drive us nuts long before we’re done. Besides, I’m no good at keeping secrets.”

      “Soon, then,” I said. “Before she wheedles the surprise out of you.”

      “Soon,” he agreed.

      We started to move planks into position. The last thing I’d done yesterday evening was pile them up beneath the shelter of the roof and cover them with a tarp. Wayne either didn’t notice or didn’t want to know how I’d managed to do even more than he already thought was impossible.

      

      We worked for a couple of hours, fixing them in place, not talking much. We’d made good progress, and with a bit of luck we’d have the whole back wall in place before the day was out.

      Wayne started to flag.

      “Why don’t we take a break?” I suggested. “You brought the coffee?”

      “Sure have,” he said, and went to retrieve his bag from the truck.

      I was trying to make up my mind whether I should meddle or not. I asked myself what I’d want in his place: my friend to keep secrets from me or for him to tell me an ugly truth I didn’t want to hear. I decided just this once maybe ignorance could be bliss. He deserved a few days at least to enjoy having his little girl home, no matter how screwed up she was. I’d find out who she was so eager to meet in town, and then I’d reassess my decision.

      “We may as well have it in here,” he called, from the cab of the pick-up, and beckoned me through the open driver’s window. As I walked across the snow-covered ground to the vehicle, he fired up the engine and wound the window up to get some warmth back into his old bones. Sometimes it was easy to forget he was seventy-something.

      “So, how was last night?” I asked.

      “Quiet. Yours?”

      “Noisy,” I said, with a grin. He laughed and I joined in. “No return visit then?”

      “Nah.” He sipped at the still too-hot coffee. “Whoever they were, they’re long gone. Maybe we’re just jumping at shadows thinking they’re something to do with Rae. Nothing to say they’re not just addicts from further down the mountain looking for something they could cash in to feed their habit. People like that get desperate.” It was wishful thinking, I knew, and I’m pretty sure he did too, but it was a bubble I didn’t want to pop just yet. That whole shooting-the-messenger thing had become a saying for a reason.

      Still, the three men I’d seen hadn’t looked either desperate or addicted. And if they wanted cash they wouldn’t have walked out leaving stuff they could have pawned to feed their habit, even if they’d found a wad of notes bundled up in the drawer. They’d have kept looking until they were sure they’d cleaned him out, including jewelry, portable electronics, anything easy to offload.

      “Rae and the kids no trouble?”

      “Good as gold,” I said. “They bunked up together in the bedroom. I slept in the chair. Didn’t hear a peep out of them once they settled down.” I told him how the kids had been full of it this morning, making snow angels, building a snowman and having a snowball fight when I left. Picturing it was enough to bring a smile to his face.

      “Sounds like they’re having fun.”

      “They’re good kids,” I said.

      Wayne took another sip of coffee and stared out of the windshield at the cabin. “You know what I’m going to ask,” he said.

      I nodded.

      “But you’re going to make me ask, aren’t you?”

      I nodded again.

      He sighed.

      “Okay, you mind if they stay with you for another couple of days? Just until things blow over.”

      “For as long as they need to. You don’t have to ask,” I said.

      “Then why make me?”

      “Because I’m an ornery bastard,” I said, and grinned.

      “That you are,” he agreed.

      “I’m going to need to go into town to pick up some groceries. It’s like Old Mother Hubbard rented out my place. Those cupboards are bare.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got you covered. We’ll swing by my place on the way to yours. I bought enough to feed the five thousand. No idea what those kids eat or don’t eat, so I bought everything. You may as well make use of it.”

      “Thanks.”

      There was the faintest trace of yellow around him, like he was just slightly blurred and hard to look at. He was frightened. Not sudden fear. Not the kind of panic that came with the fall from the roof. This was just there, an undercurrent, but strong enough for me to see it.
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      There was no sign of the kids outside when I got back to the shack, but they’d left plenty of evidence to prove they’d been there. Both sides of the winding track were crammed with snow angels. Their attempt at a snowman stood sentry outside the door. He didn’t have a carrot for a nose, but he did have two big black stones for eyes. It wasn’t exactly Christmas-card perfect, but it was the closest I’d been to any sort of domestic bliss in a very long time.

      I grabbed the bags of victuals Wayne had insisted I take, including a six-pack of Pabst that went above and beyond what I needed to feed his family, unless he knew something about the kids that I didn’t. Like maybe they drove you to drink.

      I’d tried to get him to come back and eat with us, but he insisted he had a couple of things he needed to take care of. Again, as with Raelynn, I was surprised he didn’t want to spend every second he could with his daughter and grandchildren, but in his case it maybe wasn’t as surprising as it might have been. It was easy to forget how something as relatively commonplace in the city could be so utterly invasive and alien out here. He’d been putting on a brave face about the whole thing. I’m sure his errands were related to the break-in, so I didn’t push it.

      “Here’s Johnny,” I called, as I pushed the door open. I kicked the snow from my boots and trudged inside. There’d been no fresh snow so far today, but the kids had managed to scatter what there was just about everywhere. Including inside.

      I felt the blast of heat from the stove.

      “Hey, Mike,” Chase said, without looking up from what he was doing. He had that new game of his spread out across the floor, taking up most of the free space, while Anna sat with her legs tucked under her, coloring intently between the lines on a geisha-like maiden with flowers in her hair. The book was perched on the arm of the sofa. She glanced up and smiled.

      Again that unwanted feeling: the notion that I could get used to this.

      That way lay madness for a man like me.

      The door into the bedroom was wide open, but there was no sign of Raelynn. I figured she was in the outhouse, but asked anyway. “Where’s your mom?”

      “She’ll be back soon,” Chase said, this time glancing up from his game long enough to see concern flit across my face. “Want to play with me while we wait for her?”

      “Not right now, son,” I said, mind racing to all the worst conclusions.

      “You just don’t wanna lose like Anna. She always loses,” the boy said. His sister smiled indulgently at him. It wasn’t hard to figure out that she let him win. She was a good kid, older and wiser than her years.

      “Where has she gone?” I asked Anna.

      She looked at me and, without blinking, told me, “She’s gone to buy her stuff. She won’t be long. She never is.”

      “Stuff?”

      “You know, pills, painkillers, whatever she can get.’

      “You sure, kiddo?”

      “I know that look she gets. It’s always the same. She’ll go out and get what she needs, then pick up some Red Vines and Twizzlers for us. She always says she’s going to get some candy. Sometimes she forgets. But most of the time she comes back with something.” The kid was so matter-of-fact about it, like it was an everyday occurrence and there was nothing out of the ordinary about a mom going into town to score and bring back some treats for the kids. It was the kind of thing that broke your heart to hear. You didn’t want to imagine the complete loss of innocence that was needed for something like that to be normal.

      How could someone be so desperate for a handful of pills they didn’t stop to think about the kids and the crap they were putting them through? I didn’t need to ask that one out loud: I knew just how easy it was.

      I retrieved the cheap pay-as-you-go cellphone I’d picked up in a Walmart along the freeway before I’d settled in Winter’s Rage. I’d bought it on impulse, not because I was planning on needing to make any calls, but more because, the way the world was changing, I knew it was going to become more and more difficult to buy a burner as the authorities tried to track anything and everything in the name of Homeland Insecurity.

      My first thought when I’d charged it up was that I would make one call, just to let someone know I was okay, but that was a bad idea. I stripped it, keeping the Sim card and battery separate, not giving anyone a chance to track it. And every now and then I’d charge it at the diner. I hadn’t made a single call on the burner in the months that I’d owned it. Wayne had given me his number. It wasn’t in the phone. I’d committed it to memory even though I’d never called him.

      I quickly reassembled the phone, slipping the Sim into place beneath the battery and sliding the back on until it clicked in place. I thumbed down the power button and waited for the boot sequence to pick up the signal from the nearest cell tower.

      Nothing. The one time I actually needed to use the damned thing and there was no signal.

      I went outside, holding the burner up like I was dowsing, in the hope that it would improve things. Nada. Damn.

      Why couldn’t the woman have done as she’d been told? She knew there were people out there looking for her, and that they’d be drawn to the same kind of dirtbags who traded in pills and weed and anything else, because they knew about her habit, yet she’d still gone looking for her fix in a town with a population of a few thousand. It wasn’t like a dealer could hide in Winter’s Rage, though at a guess I’d peg the self-destructive drug of choice in town to be meth. Nothing designer, just good old-fashioned homebrew shit.

      I couldn’t pretend to understand how the cravings of withdrawal could mess with someone’s mind, causing them to do stupid things. Neither was I stupid enough to blindly ignore the cycle of misery that went with addiction. But those kids knew what she was doing. She didn’t even attempt to hide it from them. That was unforgivable.

      I had no way of knowing how long it would be before she came back or, more tellingly, what kind of state she’d be in.

      I walked to the end of the track, holding the burner phone up as I turned in a full circle, looking for the little bars of a signal to appear. Nothing. I looked up and down the road. There was no sign of her.

      There was no sign of anyone.

      I headed back inside.

      “You kids hungry?” I asked, starting to shelve the various groceries on the counter. I didn’t have a fridge or freezer, but given the subzero temperatures, anything that needed to be kept cold would just have to go outside. The beers, I figured, would be just fine out there, unless my curious deer had a taste for the amber liquid.

      “You bet,” they echoed in unison.

      “You eaten anything since breakfast?”

      A look of uncertainty passed between them, like they weren’t sure which answer would get their mother into less trouble. “How about sandwiches? Nothing fancy. I’ve got ham, and I’ve got cheese. Or you can have both together, if you want.” I winked conspiratorially, like I was offering them the greatest delicacy in the world. “Better still, I’ve got OJ.”

      In a matter of minutes we were tucking into our late lunch, chewing and talking around mouthfuls of food. I kept one eye out through the window, hoping that Raelynn would be back at any minute, and dreading that she wouldn’t.
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      Caleb and Dale were bitching like little girls. Henry was tired of listening to them. Every couple of minutes he squeezed his hand so tight his dirty fingernails left deep impressions in his palm. He could happily have wrung the life out of one of those stress balls. No amount of alcohol had improved his mood, or things between them, and even a go-round with the C-section woman, up against the wall in the bathroom, hadn’t mended his mood.

      He’d crashed hard last night. They’d have had a better chance of raising the dead than getting him out of his pit. It wasn’t just a few drinks. It was the weight of the argument. Knowing what he was about to become, and that he really didn’t have a choice in it.

      Caleb and Dale were still going at it when he opened his eyes. They didn’t stop through breakfast, and he doubted very much they’d stop until a trigger was pulled.

      It was endless round-and-around with the pair of them, money versus morality, mortality versus sentimentality, sentimentality versus reputation versus professionalism in a pointless dance that always came back to the same two things: money or peace of mind. Both of them tried their damnedest to convince him they were right. Henry was past caring. He just wanted them to shut the hell up and leave him alone.

      “Look, it’s not about what actually happens, is it? It’s about what we tell the boss. If we just do the job we were hired to do, kill her and leave the kids alone, no one’s going to know any different.”

      “Apart from the TV, the internet, the news reports, and the fact that there’s no outpouring of grief in a small community for a couple of kids. Yeah, you’re right, no one will know. Moron.”

      “Shut the hell up, Dale. How many times do I have to tell you this isn’t the job? We’ve got a contract. It’s very specific. Kill Raelynn Cardiman. When we’ve done that, we’re done. End of. All obligations are fulfilled. We bank the dough and walk away.”

      “He ain’t gonna pay up if we don’t off the kids.”

      “Then he doesn’t pay up, and we go pay him a visit. Turn the tables.”

      “Don’t even go there,” Dale said, twitching in his seat. “Are you out of your mind?”

      “Why? We’re sharks, bro. We’re not the little fishes that swim around waiting to be eaten. So what? You worried it’s the last job we’re going to do if we piss off the boss? So be it. I won’t lose any sleep over it. Bastard tried to change the rules halfway into the game. That ain’t on. We’re men of honor, Dale. You get that, right? Without honor we’ve got nothing.”

      “We’ve got cold hard cash,” the other man objected.

      “Man, that’s all it is with you, isn’t it? Money, money, money. I want to be able to sleep at night. I don’t want to wake up at two in the morning coz I’m seeing their faces in my dreams.”

      “A killer with a conscience! You’re such a cliché, Caleb.”

      “Will you pair just shut up!” Henry demanded. He braked hard and pulled the car over to the side of the road. The snow still obscured the edge of the asphalt. He could easily have run off into the ditch but didn’t care. He was out of patience. “Listen to me and listen good, boys. Because my word is God, understand?” He didn’t wait for them to answer. “We are doing this. And then that’s it. The band’s breaking up. You can move to Timbuktu for all I care, but we’re done.”

      “And you aren’t even gonna push for compensation? Man, that’s shit. You want us to take three times the risk for the same money?”

      “How many times do I have to tell you? It’s not three times the risk. It’s the same job. We find Mom and kids playing happy families, three bullets, no witnesses. Done. If the old man’s there, then four. And that’s an end of it. And you know why? Because I say so.” Dale started to speak but Henry cut him short. “This isn’t open for discussion. This is my job. We play it the way I want to play it. You get your cut. You do not give me grief.”

      “Hang on a minute …”

      “No, you hang on. If you don’t like it you know what you have to do.” He held out his hand for the cash Dale had already spent. “Yeah, I didn’t think so. Now let that be an end to it. This is my gig. We’re doing it my way.”

      Henry still hadn’t let go of the steering wheel, his grip so tight that his knuckles were white. There was a rage building inside him he struggled to control. He counted out the lines along his knuckles, trying to regulate his breathing. If he let go of the wheel he was going to slap one or both of them, maybe worse if they didn’t just shut up. It was getting harder and harder to think clearly. To see the end game. No matter what he said, things had changed. Now it was all about getting this done quickly and cleanly and getting as far from Winter’s Rage as the roads would take them.

      “We do this,” he said slowly, barely keeping his anger in check, “and then we go our separate ways. This little arrangement isn’t working for me anymore. Dale, you’re a damn liability. Caleb, man, I just don’t like you. So, let’s go out in style, or go out dead, one or the other.”

      “I ain’t gonna die,” Dale said. “I’m going to live forever.”

      “Sure you are,” Caleb said.

      Before either of them could say anything else, Henry hit the wheel once. Hard. The horn blared then choked off.

      Dale laughed.

      He fucking laughed.
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      Leaving Anna and Chase was the last thing I wanted to do. But when Raelynn still hadn’t returned after more than an hour, and there was no sign of her on the road, I didn’t have a choice. There were too many variables at play. Too many things I couldn’t control.

      I could have taken them with me, or at a push dropped them over at Wayne’s, but without explaining why I was anxious, and therefore bringing up the whole drug thing. He had enough to worry about without this. The problem with taking the kids along was that I didn’t know what I was walking into. Chances were good I’d find her in the bar, but I could just as easily find her in a back alley, out of her mind, or worse. And I wanted to spare the kids that. And even after a few months I was still a stranger there. Wayne knew the town, and the people. He’d know where to start looking, and probably where to end looking, too. I thought about the sheriff, but that wasn’t a call I wanted to make without a very good reason. And we weren’t at that stage yet.

      So, really, I wasn’t sure what I could do apart from drive around town, street by street, and hope I got lucky. Maybe I’d meet Raelynn on the road, making her way back up. The question was, how was my luck?

      “Okay, kiddo, I’m leaving you in charge,” I told Anna. “That means she’s the boss,” I told Chase. “What she says goes.”

      He made a face at that. His sister just grinned. “Same as always,” she said.

      They settled down on the couch, squirming in like sardines, sharing the blanket I’d used the night before. I put another log on the stove, to be sure it stayed warm while I was gone. They had full bellies. In an ideal world I’d have put the TV on and left them to their own devices with a flatscreen babysitter. They looked ready to drift off to sleep, which was no bad thing.

      I felt a pang of guilt, knowing I was doing to them exactly what their mother had done, but it wasn’t my place to beat myself up over the quality of their lives.

      “You going to be okay?” I asked, as I shrugged back into my coat.

      “Course we will,” Anna said matter-of-factly. “We can look after ourselves just fine.”

      And I didn’t doubt that for a second. This was a kid who’d been playing the adult in her world for a long time now. “I promise I won’t be long.”

      “You going to look for Mom?”

      “Yep. Figure I’ll meet her on the road. It’s a long way from town. Give her a ride so she gets out of the cold and then you guys can show her the snowman you made. Sound good?”

      Anna shrugged. “She’ll be fine,” she said, her eyelids starting to droop. “She always is.”

      “Okay, well, you guys have a nap. You won’t have long enough to miss me.”

      Anna was already asleep before I reached the door. With a little luck I’d be back before they woke up again.

      I stopped at the door, hand on the frame.

      Something didn’t feel right. I looked back at the kids, trying to think what I’d forgotten. I saw my bag on the floor: never a good idea to leave a couple of kids alone with a loaded gun. I grabbed the pack and slung it over my shoulder.

      I closed the door quietly behind me, and went out into the cold. The air was bracing. I felt it deep in my lungs. Clean. There was no other word for it. It would be a long time before I got used to what fresh air tasted like after years of city smog, exhaust fumes and desert sands.

      I threw my pack in through the open door, then clambered in.

      Before I turned the ignition over, I took the SIG Sauer out of the bag and tucked it into the back of my jeans. I loosened my shirt, untucking it so the tail fell over the gun, hiding it.

      I put the key in the ignition. As I turned it over, the wipers kicked in, the blades squealing across the dry glass. I killed them. I was banking on her coming home. I really didn’t want to have to walk into whatever passed for a drug den in Winter’s Rage and drag her out by the hair. But I’d do it if I had to. For Wayne. He didn’t deserve to be fucked around. And once I’d got her, she and me, we were going to have some serious words about what kind of trouble she’d brought to town with her.

      I turned the pick-up around.

      I wanted to be angry at her, but a growing sense of unease was setting in. The longer she was missing, the longer I didn’t know who those three Stooges actually were, or where they were, the more convinced I was that they’d got her. I could think of a hundred things she could have got herself involved in and a hundred more she might have run from, none of them good. A single mom who left the kids home alone to go out and score wasn’t exactly role-model material. So, assuming her past was catching up with her, the question was just one of collateral damage and how much of it there would be before those chickens came home to roost.

      So much for a quiet life, I thought, as I pulled away.
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      I drove slowly, alert, looking, I realized, more often than not in the ditches along the side of the road for a splash of color that said someone was face down in one.

      Habit had me using the blinkers as I reached the turn, even though there was no one on the road. I pulled out onto the wider road, but didn’t accelerate. Jim Burges’s snowplow had broken the back of the last fall, but with the quickly dropping temperature and the melt still glistening on the road, black ice was a real possibility.

      Hit that, and I could easily end up in the ditch myself.

      A crow flew across my field of vision, banking in the blue sky with its wide wings unfurled, feathers a blur as the wings started beating again. I followed the direction of its flight across the road. A color that shouldn’t have been anywhere in the landscape caught my eye. It was almost a hundred yards away. I immediately sensed what it was.

      Raelynn.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I hissed, pulling over to the side of the road.

      I left the engine running and the door open as I ran across the road to kneel beside her. My first thought was hit-and-run, that she’d been flung to the side of the road like a ragdoll, broken, and the driver had powered off, damned if he was going to wait to see if she was all right.

      But close up I couldn’t see any sign of injuries. For one sickening second I couldn’t see the rise and fall of her chest, but I leaned in close enough to feel her breath on my skin. I checked her pulse. It was weak but steady.

      A picture began to form in my mind. She’d taken something back in town and hadn’t been able to make it to my place. She was cold. I figured she’d been lying there for a long time. She wasn’t even dressed for the damned cold. She was in the same clothes she’d come to town in.

      She needed help. Without knowing what she’d taken, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do. Or where I was supposed to take her. The nearest hospital was two towns over. There was a small Doc-in-a-Box in Winter’s Rage, or the surgery, but the doctor was older than God, a doddery old soak who should have retired and handed the practice to someone younger a long time ago. We couldn’t go home. There was no way I was letting the kids see her like this.

      Which left Wayne.

      I lifted her up and slung her over my shoulder, surprised at how light she was. It wasn’t the first time I had carried someone like that. It was standard battlefield procedure. No one left behind. When you needed to get someone out of danger, and fast, it was more effective than trying to carry them in your arms, no matter the indignity of it. Winter’s Rage might not be a war zone, but the ethos stood.

      With one hand wrapped around her legs, I opened the passenger side door and lowered her in as gently as I could, without banging her head on the doorframe. Raelynn fell lengthways across the bench seat, her arm sliding down into the foot well. I had to push her all the way in and fold her legs up, wedging her against the door so that I could get it closed.

      I jumped in behind the wheel. I looked over at her. “Don’t you dare die on me, Raelynn. If you’re in there, you listen to me. I’m serious. You’ve got two kids back there who I am not going to play Dad to, and a father who’ll die if you don’t wake up.” The implant in my brain deadened me to so much, taking away the adrenalin surge of panic and all of the natural amplifiers that helped the human body cope with duress. It was meant to help me, make me more ruthlessly efficient in the field, but sometimes it felt detrimental, like now, where the pulse-pounding adrenal high might just be the difference between life and death for my passenger.

      I couldn’t let myself think like that. My focus had to be her. Everything from here had to be about minimizing the trauma of the drug on her system, on reviving her, leveling her out. And, first, waking her up. I remembered a conversation when I was much younger, at a party down in Chelsea where the girl I’d been chasing—it wasn’t so much a date as a pity party for one— had ended up half conscious after someone had slipped her a roofie. I’d walked her round in circles, trying to keep her awake because the medic at the other end of the 911 call had said it was imperative I didn’t let her fall asleep. And there was Raelynn, out cold. Pretty much the opposite of everything that medic had said was life and death. I slapped her, not hard, just a sting on the cheek, trying to wake her.

      A second and third slap as I drove toward Wayne’s, saying over and over, “Don’t you dare, girl. Don’t you dare. Those kids need you.” I had no idea if it would make a blind bit of difference, but I had to figure she could hear me, even if she couldn’t respond, and I wanted to give her something to cling to wherever she was, so I kept on talking to her. I said the kids names over and over again, telling her she had to come back. Open her eyes.

      I accelerated, still not driving fast, but on the edge of the limit, and beyond what was safe, given the conditions. I wanted to call ahead to Wayne, but I still didn’t have a signal. So, I had no choice but to accelerate, pushing the pick-up harder than it had been driven in years. It jounced and juddered down the track as I took the turn to his place.

      Wayne was sitting on his porch with a shotgun across his lap. He didn’t move even as he saw me approaching. He stayed in his seat right until I slewed the pick-up to a stop at the foot of the porch steps. Then he rose to his feet, holding the gun in both hands.

      I jumped out, yelling at him to put the gun down and come and help me.

      “What the hell’s lit the fire under your ass, Mike?”

      “It’s Raelynn,” I said, running around the side of the cab to get at the passenger door. “I found her at the side of the road. She’s in a bad way.” It was enough to set him in motion. He leaned the shotgun against his wooden rocking chair and came stumping down the few wooden steps to join me at the passenger side of the pick-up. I already had the door open and was holding Raelynn’s inert body in my arms as she spilled out of the cab. He helped me steady her. I carried her up the steps and into the house. I didn’t bother kicking the snow off my boots so I left wet prints as I took her inside.

      “The living room,” he said. “There’s a fire burning. I’ll get blankets.”

      Wayne snatched up his shotgun again, coming into the house behind me. He slammed the door harder than he intended. There was something in his voice, an edge to it, which led me to think this wasn’t the first time something very much like this had happened to him. There was no surprise. No panic. I recognized what it was when he asked, “What happened?” Resignation. Like this was always going to happen.

      I told him. “She wasn’t there when I got back. She’d told the kids she was going into town to buy them some candy. Anna told me that’s what she says when she goes to buy drugs.”

      He just nodded. No surprise again.

      “When she didn’t come back I went looking for her. I found her about a mile from the shack, in the ditch.”

      “She left the kids on their own?”

      “And not for the first time. Those kids are old beyond their years, Wayne. I get the feeling Anna’s the adult in that little family.” He didn’t argue with my observation.

      “I can’t believe she walked out on them,” he said, looking at her like he didn’t recognize her—and maybe he didn’t. The junkie wasn’t the little girl he’d raised, surely.

      I went through to the living room. It was hot in there, almost oppressively so with the fire roaring in the grate. He went ahead of me, moving a pile of newspapers from the couch so I could lay her down. He made a pillow out of a couple of cushions for her head. I stepped aside so he could fuss over her. I watched him do the same checks I had done: airways, pulse, though he lifted her eyelids, too.

      “You want me to take her to the hospital?”

      He shook his head. “No point. It’s miles away. The weather could turn at any minute.”

      “Okay. Want me to drive into town to fetch the doc?”

      He shook his head again. “She’s out of it, but she’s fine, or as fine as she can be with that shit swimming through her veins. Trust me, I’ve seen this before, too often. The only thing that’s going to help her is time.” I looked at him, waiting for more in the way of explanation. All he said was “I should have seen this coming.”

      “Why? Because she’s come back home?”

      “She said she was clean, but I saw the marks on her arm. I knew she was lying to me. I knew what those bruises meant. I knew she was using again, or still using, but I didn’t say anything. I let you take her and I didn’t warn you. I should have told you.”

      “Yes, you should. But it’s done now. We can’t change it. So, we take turns and watch her. We wait and we hope she’s fine.”

      Wayne nodded but he did not take his eyes from his daughter.

      It was my turn to broach a difficult subject. “You know what I’m going to ask now,” I said.

      He nodded.

      “Those men. They came looking for Raelynn.”

      He nodded again. No doubt in his mind either.

      “They took a photograph of her,” he said, which confirmed my suspicion.

      “They were confirming her ID,” I said. I knew plenty of different people who might look for visual confirmation that they’d found the right person, everyone from bail bondsmen, bounty hunters, skip tracers and private eyes to paid goons, hitmen and everything in between. I didn’t say anything.

      Wayne raised his head. He looked defeated.

      “They aren’t burglars,” I said. “They asked around town about Raelynn. Remember that. They went into the diner, sat down in the middle of the busiest place, ordered coffees and chatted up Larry Carter. That’s not someone who’s looking at breaking into your place without you knowing. They’re banking on word getting back to Raelynn that they’re here. They want her to panic. To react.”

      “You may be right,” Wayne said, then rubbed the back of his hand across his eyes.

      “I’m always right,” I said. “Even when I don’t want to be.”

      “What do they want with her?”

      “Good question. It’s normally money,” I said. “Nine times out of ten it’s money. Did she say why it was so important she came home now?”

      “Not a word. I guessed that she was in some kind of trouble. Why else would she be back here?”

      “To be with you?”

      “I doubt it. Raelynn’s always done what’s best for Raelynn. She doesn’t think about me, her kids. That’s how she got herself into this mess in the first place.”

      “We’re going to have to have an honest chat with her when she comes around.” I almost said “if.” “She knows who those guys are. She knows what they want. And, to be brutally honest, she knows just how serious they’re going to be about getting it.”

      In the moment of silence that deepened between us I heard a sound that seemed so absolutely familiar yet so utterly out of place. An engine. I glanced through the window and saw a beat-up Cadillac heading toward the house. “We’ve got company,” I said. “We need to get out of here.”

      Wayne followed my gaze.

      “I ain’t leaving,” he said, picking up his shotgun, ready to defend his property. He reminded me of no one more than a larger-than-life Elmer Fudd.

      But he wasn’t planning on shooting rabbits or ducks.

      “I’m serious, we need to get out of here!” I snapped. “Use your head. There’s three of them. They’ve got guns. They are going to come in hot. No questions. No stand-off on the porch. We’re not driving them off. Not if they’re looking for money,” I said. “And she’s the key. So, we’ve got to get her out of here, too.”

      “If we walk out now, they’re just going to trash the place.”

      “Let them. Better that than leave you dead in front of the fire.” I gathered Raelynn up into my arms. She stirred a little but didn’t open her eyes. I started for the back door. “Don’t be a fool,” I said, without turning. “She’s going to need you alive and so are those kids. Look at the state of her. You’re all they’ve got. Don’t make it so the next time they see youse in a box going into the ground.”

      “You don’t argue fair,” Wayne said.

      “If it keeps you alive I don’t give a shit,” I said.

      It was enough. It got him out of there.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      Henry felt the hood of the pick-up parked at an angle outside. It was still warm. Snow filled the flatbed, turning the tarp into a replica of the mountain. It hadn’t been abandoned for long, meaning someone was home. He walked up the wooden steps to the porch. The first thing he noticed was that the lock had been fixed. There was a strong metal plate where the wood had splintered the last time he had forced his way inside. It made no difference whatsoever because the door was unlocked. “Now ain’t that just a puzzlement,” Henry said. “Our boy’s gone to all the trouble of fixing the lock, but hasn’t used it. These country folk are something. They make my brain hurt. It’s like they just don’t get there are wolves out there.”

      “Or maybe they figure the best way to stay safe is just to let the wolves into the henhouse and hope they pick a different hen to chow down on.” Dale laughed, a hysterical edge to the sound.

      Caleb gazed down at the tracks in the snow. They told a story all of their own. He looked up at his skinny runt of a companion. “If they really wanted to help they’d leave a nice little note about how they couldn’t face the world and put a bullet in their temples.”

      “No one’s that helpful,” Dale said. He pushed the door open, and leaned inside. “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he called.

      No reply.

      The house felt empty.

      Henry drew his Desert Eagle as he crossed the threshold. It was a beast of a gun. It could quite easily put down an elephant. It was more than adequate for dealing with an old man and a junkie whore.

      There was a misconception about guns, about how they were all about stopping power, but stopping power itself was pretty much irrelevant when it came to killing someone. You want to stop someone you might as well to hit them with a brick to the side of the head, or a bat. You could seriously mess someone up with a Louisville Slugger. A bullet, once it was inside you, was going to do the same shit to your vital organs and blood system whether it came at you from a Magnum or a Browning or a Glock. It was a matter of physics and biology.

      “Caleb, circle round the back,” Henry ordered. “Make sure no one gets any bright ideas about trying to sneak off before the party gets started.”

      Caleb didn’t need to be told twice.

      “We’ll save you a live one,” Dale mocked. “Wouldn’t want you missing out on anything.”

      Whatever else he thought about Dale, he knew he could rely on his trigger-happy partner to have his back. He wouldn’t think twice about putting a couple of slugs into a target if the situation called for it. No hesitation. No half-second delay as he wrestled with his conscience or struggled to differentiate between friend and foe.

      Henry paused to listen to the silence. He heard the snap and crackle of damp logs burning in the fire, the sap sounding like the staccato rattle of gunfire.

      He felt the heat coming off the fire. It was like a furnace.

      He held the Desert Eagle in front of him, pushing the door all the way open with his free hand. He stepped into the room, hoping to see a touching family scene, Raelynn crouched protectively over her kids, arms around their shoulders, trying to hide in the corner, like he wouldn’t be able to see them there.

      The room was empty.

      “Upstairs,” he told Dale.

      The other man padded up the risers, a grin of anticipation plastered over his cadaverous features. His elongated shadow made him look like a poor man’s Max Schreck.

      Henry moved through to the small kitchen diner at the back of the house. Like the living room, it was empty. Plenty of signs of recent habitation, including a pot on the stove where someone had boiled water for coffee. The jar of granules was open on the counter top and the water was still plenty warm.

      The back door opened.

      He turned fast, raising his gun instinctively, only to see himself facing down the wrong end of Caleb’s Glock.

      Henry saw footprints leading away from the house. They disappeared into the coverage of trees beyond.

      “No sign,” Caleb said.

      Henry looked at the tracks properly. Two sets, both adult, both male, given the size of the impression. No kids. No Raelynn.

      He went back into the living room, trying to think like them. Two people had been in that room until just a few minutes ago. He looked at the window. So, they’d heard or seen them coming and made a break for it, slipping out the back.

      They couldn’t be far.

      And one of them was an old man.

      He knew he should get out there and run the bastard down, because this was losing what little entertainment value it had—but the old man wasn’t the target, the daughter was, and she wasn’t with them.

      Dale came down the stairs. “All clear up here, H,” he said.

      “This is such a fucking mess,” Caleb said. “It was supposed to be an easy gig, Henry. Whack the girl, move on. This is turning into a freaking circus.”

      “Christ, all you do is whine, whine, whine, like a little bitch. If I hear one more fucking word out of you I’m going to drill a hole right here.” He prodded Caleb in the chest, not hard but the jab caught him off guard and the big man dropped onto the couch.

      He tried to get back to his feet, but Henry leaned over him, placing a firm hand on his chest and pinning him in place. For a moment he saw proper fear in the other man’s eyes. And with good reason. Henry was the best of them. Or the worst. It was all a matter of perspective.

      He saw something then that had him laughing. He reached over Caleb, and plucked a cheap earring from the sofa cushion. He held it up to the light like it was the finest treasure to be admired. He was laughing because he knew it as Raelynn’s from the photo he’d found yesterday. He could smell her in the room, he realized. Her fragrance. He should have recognized it earlier but he’d been too focused on the fact there had been only two sets of prints in the snow.

      “She’s been here all right,” he said, vindicated. “And she’ll be back sooner or later.”

      “The kids ain’t here, though,” Dale said. Which was right. It was a fair observation, and might actually be important. If the kids were staying somewhere else that meant Raelynn was, too. So, what other places might she stay in town?

      Or they were carrying the kids. That was possible, wasn’t it?

      There were people who could tell from the size of a print whether it was a man or a woman, how heavy they were, how fast they were going, and all sorts of other shit like what they’d eaten for breakfast. He wasn’t one of them. All he had seen were two sets of prints that merged into each other as if their paths crossed, or maybe one was pulling the other along, like a soldier dragging a wounded man. Big prints, which was why he’d guessed male. But that was it.

      “Shouldn’t we go after them?” Caleb asked, back on his feet at last.

      “They’ll be back,” Henry said, sure that they would. “This place is miles from town and they’re going to need that pick-up out front to get there. They’ll be back.”

      “So, we just wait?”

      “We could do that, sure. It’s nice and warm in here. We could just brew a coffee and wait for them. But we could also make sure there’s no room for fuck-ups. Like taking the starter motor out of that pick-up, cutting the fuel line, disabling the brakes, whatever will crush their spirits if they actually make it that far.”

      “I’ve got it,” Caleb said. He produced a knife and flicked it open.

      “Your kind of job,” Dale said. “Cutting something that don’t fight back.”

      “Shut up, Dale, unless you want me to give you something to really smile about,” the other man said, with a flick of the wrist making it obvious just how wide a smile could become with the help of one good cut.
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      I watched from the trees as the three men emerged from Wayne’s house. I studied them as they walked, judging them. You can tell a lot about a man from the way he carries himself. It’s not just about arrogance or confidence either. You can tell if someone’s got a natural propensity to go left or right, for one, depending on their dominant hand and foot, which is worth knowing if you’re anticipating a fight. It’s about weight distribution.

      You can also tell if a man’s antsy or calm, even over distance. And only one of these men was calm. The other two were tense. They’d worked themselves up before they stormed the house, and now they were coming down.

      I didn’t move. We had a problem, in terms of being isolated in the woods with no easy way to cover distance, but in their place I wouldn’t have come out to hunt us, either. We needed wheels; they had wheels. We could hardly cover the miles of forest in the snow carrying Raelynn between us.

      One of them had taken the back door, but we’d been clear and in the cover of the trees maybe thirty seconds before he appeared. Close, but he’d never know how close. A second had emerged from inside. I’d seen him note our tracks. Both had their weapons drawn.

      The guns were all Wayne needed to grasp the severity of the shit his daughter had brought to his door.

      The second man seemed to stare straight at me without actually seeing me.

      I didn’t move.

      For the longest time I didn’t even breathe. I just stared right back at him. I still had Raelynn in my arms. Wayne stood at my shoulder, struggling to catch his breath.

      In the darkness of the trees we were invisible.

      “If we can get to the pick-up we can get out of here,” Wayne muttered, but it was wishful thinking at its finest.

      Even if we made it all the way to the vehicle unseen, we’d be sitting ducks trying to get away, and after their little display I didn’t see these three as hostage takers. They wanted Raelynn. She was our insurance as long as they needed her to talk, and our death sentence from the moment words ceased to matter.

      Wayne had his shotgun and I had my SIG, but with Raelynn’s dead weight to worry about it wasn’t as if we could rush them.

      Plus, anywhere we went Nature was going to leave handy arrows for them to follow.

      There was no getting away from the footprints in the snow unless we could learn to fly, or swing through the trees.

      The problem was, we weren’t getting out of there without the pick-up. They knew that. We knew that. It wasn’t exactly a Mexican standoff, but it sure as hell made things more complicated than I would have liked.

      By myself I could have taken to the trees and they’d never have found me. I knew how to get back to my shack avoiding the main roads, or up to the cabin where we’d be afforded at least a semblance of shelter, but with a whacked-out Raelynn, already verging on hypothermic, the last thing I wanted to do was stay out in the cold.

      We needed to be around people.

      No one pulls a trigger with dozens of witnesses. The safest place in the world for us right now was Winter’s Rage, right in the heart of Main Street.

      The two men disappeared back inside.

      We took our chance, moving as quickly as we dared around the tree line, working ourselves into a position where we could make a run for the pick-up if, and only if, the opportunity arose.

      It’s the hope that kills you.

      Always the hope.

      The three of them emerged together, the bigger man moving ahead as they walked down the steps from Wayne’s porch. He had something in his hand that glinted silver in the sunlight: a knife. He walked around the side of the pick-up. A moment later the screech of metal on metal filled the silence as he dragged his blade along the side of Wayne’s vehicle, gouging deep beneath the paintwork.

      Wayne jerked forward, shotgun raised and ready to put a few holes in the man for the sheer temerity of his wanton vandalism. I put my hand on the barrel of the gun and lowered it. “You wouldn’t stand a chance from this range,” I said. “A few scratches aren’t the end of the world.”

      The knife man went down on one knee beside the wheel. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together and get a flat. But before he could ram the blade home, the main man put a hand on his shoulder and stopped him. I was confused. Why? It was the smart play to disable the truck. Then I heard the not-so-distant sound of another vehicle approaching along the track.
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      The siren cycled through two calls, the sheriff alerting them to his presence. The lights on the top of the patrol car flashed on even after he climbed out of the car and walked toward them.  Like a caricature of a donut-eating law-enforcement officer, the man carried a spare tire around his gut. He was an imposing figure, gone to seed.

      “This is all we need.” Henry sighed, and straightened up, ready to greet the man with a fake smile. “Jumped-up little shit stain in a uniform sticking his nose in.”

      “You think the old man called in the cavalry?” Caleb asked.

      “Maybe.” He checked his own cellphone for reception, saw the single bar disappear and shrugged. “Maybe not. Not from inside. Didn’t have time.”

      “So the sheriff’s making a house call, dropping by to share a cold one with his buddy.”

      Henry nodded. “We’ll see.”

      The sheriff adjusted his belt as he walked toward them, making it obvious he was wearing a sidearm. The move only served to make it all the more obvious how out of shape he was: the belt barely moved beneath the roll of fat. Maybe his word was law in this place. It was a sleepy little hole, after all. Jaywalking probably ranked among the worst crimes he faced in a day. He had a swagger that meant, Henry figured, “Hey, shit-for-brains, look at me, I’m the king of rock and roll,” but told Henry he waddled because he had bad eating habits.

      Fifteen strides, more or less. That was all the distance he had to cover.

      Henry didn’t need this, and he certainly didn’t need Dale running his mouth off and making things ten times worse when the lawman started talking.

      The damage to the pick-up was obvious.

      The house door was wide open.

      There was no sign of Raelynn’s old man or anyone else for that matter. Just them.

      Ten strides.

      His mind raced, searching for an easy explanation, something believable as to what they were doing outside Cardiman’s place. Something that’d have the old boy tug the forelock and wish them a mighty fine day as he left them to it.

      Six steps.

      His mind drew a blank.

      Five steps.

      The point of no return.

      “Howdy,” the sheriff called, raising a hand in greeting.

      “Fuck this,” Henry said to no one, drew and fired in a single fluid motion.

      It was a center-of-gravity shot, aiming at the biggest mass, taking the man high up in the chest. There was a moment of shock as realization took control of the sheriff’s face, as his hand reached for his own weapon but wouldn’t obey his brain, and that split second of sheer terror as his world came crashing down. Anything he tried to do was already too late. And then he staggered backwards, as though his body had finally caught up with his brain, understanding that it had been shot, and he sprawled on the ground.

      Henry stood over him.

      There was no cry of pain, no scream of fear, no whimpering or pleading, just a grunt as the air was hammered out of his lungs.

      Henry let his gun fall to his side.

      He looked down at the sheriff. His hand didn’t move for his gun. Blood seeped beneath him into the snow, turning it crimson. There was a lot of it. There always was. It never ceased to surprise him how much a dying man could bleed.

      The sheriff tried to turn, fingers of one hand clawing at the bloody snow as he struggled to haul himself back in the direction of his car. It was pitiful. Pathetic. He managed maybe six inches. It probably felt like six hundred yards to him.

      Henry didn’t move. He wasn’t going anywhere.

      The sheriff stubbornly clawed at the ground, trying desperately to drag himself another precious inch away from his killer.

      Henry put his boot on one of the man’s hands, crushing his fingers into the hard dirt, before he bent to relieve him of his weapon.

      “Where would they go?” he asked, reasonably enough, like he was catching up with an old friend.

      The sheriff barely managed a grunt as his face twisted. He tried to raise his head to look up at Henry. He wasn’t going anywhere. Henry pressed down with all of his weight on the man’s hand, hearing the unmistakable sound of bones breaking, then dropped to his haunches, close to the dying man’s face.

      He could smell his fear. It reeked of piss. But he stubbornly refused to answer Henry’s question.

      “Want me to loosen his lips?” Caleb asked, waving his knife close to the sheriff’s face.

      “Why not?” Henry said. “A little gentle persuasion.”

      Caleb bent down beside him. He had no qualms about killing a cop of any stripe. They were fair game. The moment they strapped that badge and gun belt on they made themselves a target.

      Henry stood up to give him room to work.

      “Little pig, little pig,” Caleb said, resting the blade against the dying man’s cheek. “I know it hurts. It hurts like a bitch. But the pain will go away. I promise you. The only question is, do you want it to go away quickly, or do you want it to get much, much worse before it does? Because, see, I’m a priest in the Church of Pain. A devotee of the knife. I can make you suffer in ways you can’t even begin to imagine.”

      “Not least by talking the man to death,” Dale said, behind him.

      “I am going to open you up and remove one organ at a time, like in the most delicate surgery, and I won’t let you die until I want you to die. Or you can tell my friend what he wants to know and I’ll show you mercy. It’s up to you, little pig.” Caleb moved the knife slowly from the man’s cheek down along the line of his fluttering pulmonary artery to where his uniform opened in a V at his neck. He cut the top button away.

      Caleb moved the tip of the knife to the sheriff’s cheekbone again, applying pressure this time. A bead of blood started to form against its edge.

      “Just cut him and be done with it,” Dale suggested.

      “No,” Caleb said, a slow smile spreading across his face. “There’s an art to this work. It’s delicate, like peeling the petals away from a flower to get at the bud of pollen inside.”

      Caleb drew a line down the side of the man’s face until it almost met his mouth then did the same on the other side with perfect precision, opening it into a face-wide grin that bared the meat and bones of his teeth and jaw.

      The sheriff gave a wet squeal, blood gurgling in the back of his throat.

      Henry wondered idly if this torture was something Caleb had picked up in the joint. It was ugly enough, and permanent. That was the kind of thing cons did to mark their territory.

      “I’m asking you again, where might we find Raelynn Cardiman?”

      The man couldn’t form any actual words, but blood gargled in his throat as he choked on it trying to speak. He shook his head, just a little, enough to say no. Either he didn’t know or he wasn’t saying. Given the state of his face and the gaping hole in his chest, the odds were he didn’t know and didn’t believe there was a miracle on offer even if he did.

      “Finish him,” Henry said, turning his back on the grim scene.

      “You sure? I can do more.”

      “I’m sure you can, but he doesn’t know anything. Just put him out of his misery, then drag him out back and dump his body in the trees.”
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      The gunshot echoed across the mountains, taking Henry by surprise. Stranger still, he couldn’t see a gun in Caleb’s hand.

      He had expected the ruthless efficiency of Caleb’s blade, not the more brutal bullet. Caleb liked to savor the kill. Henry turned, fully intending to chastise his partner, as half of Caleb’s face exploded in a brutal and ugly exit wound that took his features away.

      There was a moment, the echoing silence of the report running across the mountains from peak to white peak all the way to the Blue Ridge, and in it Henry realized what had happened.

      Caleb sagged forwards, onto his knees, already dead. His hand still held his knife, as though his nerves were intent on finishing the job on the sheriff that he had started. As his hand twitched uncontrollably he fell on top of the sheriff’s corpse. More blood joined the slush.

      “Move,” Henry barked, but Dale was already moving.

      He’d been spurred into action even before Caleb’s corpse had hit the ground, running at the trees rather than away from them. He fired a shot blindly in the direction of where he thought the lethal bullet had originated, for no other reason than to suppress a second easy shot coming their way.

      His spindly stick-insect legs ate up the ground.

      A second shot rang out.

      Dale threw himself to the ground, using the Caddy for cover.

      A bullet opened a hole in the fender six inches from his head, which had Dale scrambling about on the deck.

      Henry mastered his breathing. Panic was a killer. He pressed himself flat against the ground, scanning the tree line for a glimmer of light, reflection or movement. Something that would give the shooter away, without making himself an easy target.

      He counted to eleven, one more than ten, out of superstition. Others counted to ten and got their heads blown off by patient snipers. That extra beat could make all the difference.

      There was no sign of movement in the trees.

      He waited.

      No more shots came.

      “Draw their fire,” Henry said.

      Dale looked at him like he was insane, then grinned, like he was insane, and nodded. He was sitting on the ground with his back against the Cadillac, his gun in his hand, cradled and ready to return fire. He eased his way along the side until he was close enough to reach up for the silver door handle.

      He pulled on it.

      As the door swung open another shot shattered the glass.

      Had he been trying to crawl into the car it would have put a hole through the top of his head and drilled a path out through his backside. It had served its purpose: Henry had got a glimpse of where the shot had come from.

      He returned fire, squeezing off a rapid volley of shots, into the general vicinity of the shooter. Maybe he’d get lucky. Maybe not. Didn’t really matter. Returning fire changed the game. Whoever it was out there, he’d moved, at least once, changing the line of fire. In his place Henry would have moved up and down the cover of the tree line making it just about impossible to guess where the next shot would come from.

      Unless both of them are armed, Henry thought, adjusting his thought pattern. Two shooters were trickier. It changed the combination of angles and cover, meaning he and Dale were almost always going to be exposed to one or the other.

      But they had a box of tricks in the back that would even things out.

      Dale knew what was expected of him. He crawled into the backseat, and where the padded central armrest was meant to come down and offer comfort, this time it opened a hole all the way into the truck where three assault rifles, among other things, were stashed. He fed the first out through the hole and handed it to Henry, then got a second for himself. These things were as close to weapons of mass destruction as one man could hold in his own hands.

      They’d cut through a forest like a scythe, laying down enough fire to cut clean through the middle of anyone hiding behind the trees.

      All he needed was a sighting.

      “Work your way around the house,” he said. “I’ll lay down covering fire. We’re going to get these assholes. I don’t give a shit if Raelynn is with them or not.”

      “For Caleb,” Dale said, and Henry couldn’t tell if the other man was taking the piss or genuinely intend to honor their fallen comrade, such was his way with words.

      No questions asked, though. Henry liked that. Dale was a good soldier. He didn’t think for himself too much. As long as the money was right he’d do what it took to get the job done. Where Caleb’s forte was the blade, Dale was a shooter. If anyone took a pot shot at him he’d make sure they never took a shot at anyone else. It was a matter of honor. Same went for witnesses. Dale was a stone-cold killer.

      On the count of three, Henry rose and released a spray of bullets into the trees.

      On four, Dale started to run. Head down, arms and legs pumping furiously, his gangly legs covered the killing ground faster than Henry could have.

      Henry laid down a second burst of fire.

      As the cartridge spat out its last round, Dale reached the house, hit the wall hard and spun, around the side of the building and out of sight of the shooter. He crouched and checked his weapon, satisfying himself it was good, before circling around and heading into the trees.

      Henry needed another cartridge if he wanted to lay down more suppressing fire, which meant scrambling into the car to retrieve it from the trunk.

      He managed it without getting his head blown off. He sat with his back against the wing, breathing hard, thinking harder.

      Henry needed to keep the shooter’s attention on him. If they were looking his way, they weren’t looking for Dale. It was as simple as that.

      He fired off another short volley, half a dozen shells whistling through the air to hit home in the trees. He didn’t care who claimed the kill. He wasn’t vain like that. Dead was dead, whether he delivered the killing blow or Dale did.

      He fired again, but this was the fourth time he’d shot without any return. There could have been any number of reasons for that. Maybe they were low on ammo. Maybe he’d got lucky with one of his bullets and Dale would find a dead man waiting for him in the woods.

      Or maybe they’d made a run for it.
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      “We need to move,” I told Wayne. “Now. Fast.”

      I kept my voice low, I didn’t need to shout to convey the absolute urgency of our situation. There were two dead bodies less than two hundred yards from where we were hiding.

      Wayne surprised me. He hadn’t been fazed by the shot, or by the addition of a second corpse to the funeral pyre. Far from it. He’d hissed out a gratified “Yes!” at the sight of the big man going down on his knees and the spray of blood that reached his eyes fractionally before he even heard my shot.

      There had been a moment when I might have been able to take a second shot, but the awkward, gangly shooter made a break for cover as soon as his partner laid waste to a good chunk of woodland with his fifty to sixty rounds per minute as he emptied his clip. And with him, the moment had gone.

      I’d had no real choice but to put Raelynn down when I wanted to shoot—I’d propped her up against the trunk of a tree, like she was sitting. The first shot, the one that killed Jim Lowry and put an end to the entire Winter’s Rage Sheriff’s Department, had laid down the rules of engagement. The immediate area between us had become a kill zone. There was no way forward that didn’t involve at least one more death.

      I wasn’t averse to killing another of them, or even all three. I’ve got no moral objection to ending someone’s life when they’re trying to end mine. At that point all bets are off. And that first shot of mine had more than evened up the odds. However good they were, I was better. I’d always been better, even pre-enhancement, but post-enhancement there wasn’t an enemy combatant that had a prayer. Not when I was fully engaged.

      I was ice cold. Inside and out.

      My brain raced through the permutations out there. The likelihood of us being flanked by the skinny dude, where he’d most likely come from, how long it would take him to move with any kind of stealth through the undergrowth, how many rounds his partner had fired, the probability of him following the skinny dude into the trees, and just how far we’d get with me carrying Raelynn and our asses out of there.

      This wasn’t our Alamo moment. Not with Raelynn out of it, and Wayne clutching a shotgun, which at this distance was pretty much as effective as a paper condom.

      I gathered Raelynn into my arms. We weren’t getting to the truck, not without perforations, which meant Plan B. I hadn’t worked out exactly what that was, yet, but it began with hauling ass through the trees, as far and as fast as we could manage.

      I started to run.

      She had made a few encouraging sounds that I really hoped meant she was beginning to come round. But I wasn’t a doc. It could have meant she was blissed out, or just as easily checking out. The ground was uneven. Icy. I couldn’t think about it. I had to trust my instincts and not consider the possibility that any tree root rising up out of the hard-packed earth might trip me, turning an ankle or worse.

      It was all about buying fast time.

      She’d have her chance to recover, but not here.

      “Pick it up,” I urged Wayne, trying to hurry him along. He moved carefully. Not slowly, but nowhere near quickly enough. But then he was seventy not seventeen.

      Raelynn gave a groan of complaint as I hoisted her over my shoulder into a better position to carry her, but she didn’t fight me.

      “There’s no way a few weeks working on that cabin got you in this shape,” Wayne grunted, losing his footing as he stumbled through the trees. He was leaving a trail behind him that any fool would be able to follow, but there was nothing we could do about it.

      My gamble, and it was looking a bigger gamble by the second, was that the two men wouldn’t follow us once they lost us in the trees.

      Right then, it was in our interest that they were professionals, which I assumed they were. Professionals wouldn’t run headlong into a blind. Not when they had wheels, weapons and options that we didn’t. I couldn’t run forever—they had to know that. I had an old man and a junkie with me. They had to know that, too.

      “You’d be surprised,” I said, but no more than that. I needed to keep my breath for getting us out of there.

      Local geography came together in my head. We were moving up the mountain, keeping a steady pace even if it wasn’t a punishing one. My feet sludged through the mud as I drove myself on. If my bearings were right we’d bypass the cabin, arcing around the wider base of the mountainside to come out closer to mine. It wasn’t an as-the-crow-flies run, but we’d be moving without roads across some pretty rough terrain. It’d take time, but that was better than risking our necks out in the open or trying to double back for the pick-up.

      Wayne grasped where we were heading without having to be told. He wasn’t happy about it. “We go this way, we lead them straight to the kids,” he said, looking at me like I was mad.

      I couldn’t blame him. It was a risk, and the reality was I was putting them in more danger but, selfishly, I figured they had a better shot if I were there to protect them than if they were alone. They’d coped with plenty on their own, no doubt about that, but they were a pressure point for Raelynn. These guys were as serious as a cardiac infarction. They weren’t messing about. They wanted Raelynn. Those kids were a way to get at her and make her compliant. So, I was getting back to the shack come hell or high water. And if need be I’d make that my Alamo. I had a plan. It wasn’t great, but it gave me something to work toward. And that was all I ever needed. Better, always, to act than react in a combat situation, and until now, everything had been about reacting to a situation we didn’t understand.

      “What’s happening?” Raelynn said suddenly, wriggling against my shoulder as she tried to free herself. I held on tight and kept moving. The words came in slurs. Her attempts to free herself were feeble.

      “I’ve got you,” I said, maybe not as reassuring a notion as it might have been to someone being dragged through undergrowth, but I doubted she was sober enough to work out the meaning behind anything.

      Beside me, Wayne was breathing hard.

      For the first time in as long as I’d known him, he looked every one of his seventy years. “I need a minute,” he said, and I could see he hated himself for it. He was struggling. Each breath came short and sharp. He had a hand on his chest, and for one long-sliding second I thought he was going to clutch at it and fall, he was so pale. He didn’t. I slowed up, giving him half a minute. We couldn’t afford more.

      The trees were sparser on this stretch of the mountain, offering less cover, but in turn offering more in terms of a view. I looked back down the mountain, dreading the sight of pursuit.

      Wayne was on his knees, hands planted in the snow, breathing so hard I thought he was going to burst.

      I lowered Raelynn to the ground. She was at least able to sit upright now. A glance back down the slope confirmed my second-worst fear: our tracks were like a black scar on the mountainside. A blind man could have followed them. And the more snow there was, the more obvious our passage became. We couldn’t keep going this way, not without changing the way we were moving.

      I scanned the hills for an alternative.

      The trees started to grow a little denser again closer to my shack but by then our destination was obvious. We might as well have sent them GPS coordinates.

      I was thinking on the fly. “You two think you can find your way to the shack?”

      “What do you think, given I’ve lived here all my life?”

      I nodded. “Good. You think you can get Raelynn there?”

      She still wasn’t with it. She looked at me, eyes struggling to focus on my face and asked, “What’s going on?” She had no idea where she was.

      I tried to ground her as quickly as I could. I didn’t bother trying to spare her or pretty it up. “I found you in a ditch at the side of the road. I have no idea how long you’d been there. But for my impatience with your shit you’d still be there, face down in the snow, freezing to death.” I left it at that. I could have said so much more, about abandoning her kids, about lying to us, all of it. I didn’t. It wouldn’t have helped.

      Wayne put his arm around her and helped her to her feet.

      She looked about, still trying to understand what she was doing in the middle of the forest. “But why are we here?” she pressed. “Why was Mike carrying me? And … was that gunfire?”

      “I was carrying you because the three men you brought here want you dead,” I said. “They’ve killed Jim Lowry, so there’s no law in Winter’s Rage right now. And we’re here in the woods because we’re trying to get back to your kids before those men do. Because those two kids are your weakness and if they get their hands on them there’s nothing I can do to save you.”
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      I sent them ahead of me. I had my SIG Sauer, even if I was short of a few rounds. It was important Wayne had something to defend himself, and in the confines of the shack the shotgun was a much more formidable weapon than it had been out in the open. Not that I intended to put him in a position where he had to use it.

      I lurked within a thicker stand of trees, watching the mountain. Alone, I had options I hadn’t had before.

      The first was heading back the way I’d come, looping around to cut the two men off and give them something more to worry about than chasing us. The risk there was that I’d get snared in my own cleverness if I misjudged it and emerged in the wrong place. It was a rock-and-a-hard-place quandary. The second option was waiting them out. If they didn’t appear in fifteen minutes I’d have to assume they’d given up the chase or gotten lost. Neither alternative meant the problem had gone away, just that dealing with it had been deferred.

      There was no escaping the fact I’d killed one of them. They wouldn’t let that go. In their place, I wouldn’t.

      I dropped down, making myself as small a target as possible, checking there wasn’t an angle where I was betrayed by the light, and settled in to wait them out.

      Less than ten minutes later I was rewarded by my first sight of our pursuers.

      They were following our tracks, but not rushing. It made sense to conserve their energy for the inevitable confrontation. I watched as they stopped, scanning the near-distance, eyes shielded from the winter sun, talked, gesticulated, and finally broke cover of the trees.

      They separated, moving in opposite directions across the tree line, creating two separate targets, just as they had done at Wayne’s place. It was the smart move.

      I watched patiently. Patience is the best weapon in the world.

      Let them move closer. Wait until they are exposed. Vulnerable.

      Think like them. What was going through their heads?

      They’d see the same two sets of tracks moving on. That was the key. Those prints, from a distance, wouldn’t look any different. No obvious change from two big men moving through the landscape to a slight woman and an old man continuing that path. There was no obvious place for an enemy to peel off from the main party, and because I wasn’t shooting at them, no reason to suspect anyone would. Even so, they were cautious, moving with their assault rifles in hand, combing through the undergrowth, looking everywhere, listening, reading the land.

      Which was the perfect time to take the first shot.

      I didn’t take it.

      I waited.

      The snow began to fall.

      It came softly at first. A single flake landed on my hand, a presage of more to come.

      Within a matter of a minute they were coming heavily enough to carry a muffled sound of their own. Dug in, I might become invisible beneath a blanket of white, but so would they.  When I broke cover to move, however, the whiteness would highlight my presence and exaggerate the effect of my movement, drawing the eye. Which meant it was now or never.

      I’d kept my eye on one of the men. My  enhancements meant I could comfortably track him, in no small part because of the shadowy shape of his heat signature and the angry halo of red that clung to him.

      The snow was an added variable. It was never easy to factor in Nature: it was as unpredictable as it came, and over a distance started to exert influence on a shot, even with a decent sighting. Wind speed, angle of shot from high to low ground, gravity, natural slowing of velocity, all of it came into play over extremes of range. The P320 was a solid weapon. Striker-fired semiautomatic; 9mm threaded 5-inch bull barrel; polymer frame, nitron slide finish, but the important stuff was all stainless steel. Six point five pounds in the hand; forty thousand pounds per square inch of pressure behind the shot; 124-grain NATO spec ammo. It was capable of doing some serious damage, even at a hundred plus yards. They were maybe three hundred yards away, down the slope. It was a long shot. Even guns like the SIG Sauer are most effective up close. It’s what they’re designed for. They’re defensive combat weapons. Three out of every four shots in life-or-death moments miss the mark, even in skilled hands. There’s so much going on. Three hundred yards was a huge shot, even on a range. But my heart rate was steady, my breathing good, my grip rock-solid. I counted the shot down, watching the red halo creep relentlessly forward, factoring in every possible variable I could.

      At less than two hundred yards, I squeezed the trigger.

      The shot echoed in the near silence, the sound folding back on itself as the sound wave hit the next mountainside and rippled back toward me.

      Answering gunfire rattled blindly in my general direction, coming from both sources, neither of them effective. They’d wasted a decent amount of ammo spraying high and wide.

      I took my time and fired again.

      The shot drove the man back. I saw his halo retreat, looking for cover. It didn’t drop him, but I hadn’t expected it to. I just didn’t want them thinking they were getting everything their own way. It was about turning the hunter into the hunted, at least in their own heads.

      I couldn’t see the other shooter, and not just because the snow was thickening. He wasn’t giving off the same burning-hot heat signature. There was no blazing yellow of fear. Nothing. He was utterly calm. Or dead. And, sadly, I knew that wasn’t the case. Interesting. What sort of man got into a firefight and didn’t exhibit any sort of powerful emotion?

      Me.

      That was the answer.

      And if not me, then what else?

      A stone-cold psychopath?

      In the time it had taken us to trade bullets, the snowfall had thickened to the extent that it had all but obliterated Wayne and Raelynn’s tracks.

      If they were going to keep coming the weather was going to have a major say in how this played out.

      It was on the verge of being a full blizzard.

      I could hear my own breathing, and nothing else beyond that.

      I couldn’t see anything beyond maybe thirty feet away with any clarity, and visibility was getting worse by the second.

      It was the kind of weather that had frozen Neanderthal hunters in ice floes to be discovered millennia later by snot-nosed kids and thawed out in true horror-movie fashion.

      The one good thing? A couple of city boys were going to struggle to follow me in this.
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      “Down!” Henry yelled, as a bullet whistled past him. It was close. So close he’d felt the displaced air. That bastard, whoever he was, was either a decent shot or a lucky son of a bitch. Both options were troublesome. You didn’t want to hunt someone who was lucky. Luck wasn’t something you could factor into a kill. And a good shot just increased the likelihood of the prey doing some damage before you took it down.

      It was a lose-lose situation as far as he was concerned.

      And, judging by the mess the son of a bitch had made of Caleb’s face, his money was on a proper shooter. Ex-military, maybe. Nothing they’d known had hinted at that sort of background for anyone in or around Raelynn Cardiman. That made him the unknown, and in any equation the unknown was the core of the problem. Twice now this guy had managed to pin them down. Henry wasn’t about to give him a third opportunity to get lucky.

      The snow fell faster. It thickened, swirling all around them. It was a suffocating blanket smothering the mountain and everything around it. And cold. Dear God it was unholy. Why would anyone in their right mind choose to live in this hellhole? He was shivering and wishing he’d brought a coat.

      The snow was soaking into his new shirt. It clung wet and heavy to his skin, making it uncomfortable. He’d freeze to death out here if he didn’t get warm sooner rather than later. He shook his head. Freaks, the lot of them. He couldn’t see more than a couple of feet ahead of him clearly. Dale was a ghost. Lost in the white. He couldn’t even hear him out there.

      Henry wasn’t an idiot. He knew when it was time to cut and run. Regroup, confront the bastard on their terms, not his. He didn’t want to be going up against some dueling banjo player when he couldn’t even see where the bastard was hiding.

      A dark shape moved closer to him.

      He had his gun trained on it, finger on the trigger, realizing almost too late that it was Dale, not the other guy.

      “This is nuts,” Dale grunted.

      He didn’t argue. “There’s got to be a better way of doing it than this.”

      “We need to get the hell out of here,” Dale said bluntly. He scratched at his arm like a junkie. Fingers digging in hard. He was already plastered with snow, white wetness clinging to every inch of his clothing. He didn’t bother trying to brush it away. It was a waste of time with more settling on him all the time.

      “We ain’t gonna find him in this, unless it’s the same way Caleb found him, bullet first. We’ve got more chance of shooting each other,” Henry said. This was a waste of time and energy. “Let’s head back. Get the Caddy, drive into town. Get ourselves a room. It’s time we took control of the situation.”

      Dale nodded. “Sounds good to me, amigo.”

      More than once, they almost lost their way: the light was fading fast, casting lying shadows that changed the mountain and its damned forest into something out of Shakespeare’s twisted imagination. Henry hated the country. Give him the canyons of the city any day of the week. Streets went to the same destination no matter the weather—they didn’t twist you around and leave you disoriented, stumbling back the way you’d just come, or have you following your own trail because you couldn’t see a foot before your face.

      But there were only so many places they could get lost, even in the snow, and finally, stumbling, freezing, soaking, on the point of exhaustion, they were back with the two corpses and three cars outside Wayne Cardiman’s place.

      “What d’you wanna do about those?” Dale asked, pointing to Caleb and the dead sheriff.

      Henry was about to say leave them—he was so wet and miserable he just wanted to go inside, get dry and get warm—but he thought better of it. “Let’s get them out of sight, at least. We don’t want the UPS guy stumbling over them.” It was purely practical. He couldn’t give a shit if the coyotes stripped Caleb’s bones. Thinking about it, he wasn’t even sure if they had coyotes in West Virginia.

      Dale grabbed Caleb’s body by the ankles and dragged him unceremoniously off the track, leaving a trail of blood. The snow would fill in the drag marks soon enough, given the mounting intensity of the snowstorm. It was a whiteout. His sorry ass was back at the Caddy a few minutes later. He looked down at the bulk of the dead sheriff. “Man, he was one fat bastard. Gonna need some help shifting this lardass.”

      He was a two-man job, no argument.

      Henry took the arms, Dale the legs. The guy had shat himself in death. He absolutely stank. Henry hated that. It was the one thing about killing someone that really got under his skin, the way the sphincter loosened and whatever shit was in there just leaked out. There was no dignity in it. He couldn’t understand why they wanted to make sure a guy on Death Row had a hearty breakfast. It only meant there was more shit to stink the place up when they juiced him.

      “Get in the Caddy,” Henry said, looking at the other vehicle blocking their way back to the road.

      “What you gonna do?”

      He smiled.

      “I am the law,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Always wanted to drive a cop car. Get the Caddy warmed up and I’ll be with you in a sec.” Henry crunched across the track to the sheriff’s car and climbed inside. He had to ease the seat forward, because he wasn’t a match for the big man’s bulk. The leather on the seats was worn as smooth as the Caddy’s. The key was still in the ignition. He turned the engine over. As it roared into life he got the distinct impression it had a lot more muscle under the hood.

      He flexed his fingers on the steering wheel, and for a minute he might have been sitting behind the wheel of a Lamborghini or a Ferrari, test-driving the car of his dreams, not ditching a cop car. He smirked. This, he decided, was better.

      With a crackle, the radio came to life. The sudden burst of static caught Henry by surprise, but after that first heart-attack sound, he took the handset from the hook, and decided to play along.

      “Sheriff Lowry? Are you there?” The dispatcher’s voice had a faraway hard-to-hear quality, as though the weather distorted the connection.

      He could work with that. He thumbed down the button, and said, “Lowry here,” trying to his best not to laugh.

      “Boss? That you?”

      “Sure is.”

      “You sound different,” she said.

      I’m sure I do, Henry thought, given I’m coming to you from beyond the grave. “Weather. Making it a bitch to hear what you’re saying.” Henry clamped a hand over his mouth to hold back a bark of a laugh. “What do you need?”

      “Just checking in. Hadn’t heard back from you. Figured I’d make sure everything was good, what with the storm coming in.”

      “Yeah, all’s good up here,” he said, then glanced at the two bodies slowly being covered by snow. “Quiet as the grave. Guess I’ll just wait out the worst of the storm before I head back down to town.”

      “Good luck with that. Weather report reckons it’s in for the rest of the day, and only going to get worse. Want me to put out an advisory on the roads? They’re gonna start getting blocked pretty soon.”

      “Why don’t you do that?” he said, and signed off.
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      They were drenched in snow by the time they reached Byron’s shack. Wayne had tried to give Raelynn his coat, but she had refused it. Instead, she’d just pulled her flimsy jacket tighter around her and staggered on, every third or fourth step a slight stumble, a slip or a lurch as the ground threatened to undermine her. Her coat wasn’t made for winter anywhere outside the Sunshine State. She was shivering uncontrollably and barely able to stand by the time they collapsed inside the shack to cries of “Mom!” from the kids.

      Anna rushed to the door and, seeing Raelynn leaning on Wayne, asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Why don’t you help her get into some dry clothes, honey?” Wayne said, closing the door behind them. He stamped the snow off his boots. More clumps fell from the folds of his coat, turning to water on the wooden floor. They’d soak away soon enough. He grabbed one of the mismatched chairs pushed under the tiny breakfast table and moved it closer to the door, trying to think defensively. He was determined to sit in that chair, shotgun across his lap, watching the door until Mike returned.

      Or someone else arrived.

      Time passed.

      Each minute seemed to last an hour.

      He let the kids fuss over Raelynn. He ignored her as she warmed herself by the stove. He didn’t turn away from his vigil as she wrapped a blanket around her shoulders, or as she sat down beside the stove, as close as she could get without leaning against it. She still looked absolutely frozen, dry clothes or not.

      Anna bustled through to the kitchen and stretched up to reach for a can of soup from the groceries he’d given to Mike the night before. It seemed like such a long time ago. She worked the opener with practiced skill and filled the pan with the gloop, warming it through slowly on the hotplate. He gratefully accepted a mug once he was sure there was enough for everyone, and sipped the contents, warming his hands on the mug while he watched the door.

      The whole place was eerily quiet save for the occasional creak and groan of the timber frame and the rush of snow sliding off the sloped roof.

      As he finished the final mouthful Wayne heard movement outside. He tensed, reaching for the shotgun as someone stamped their feet on the stoop.

      The sound of the latch being lifted seemed like the single loudest noise he’d ever heard. He had the gun raised ready, finger on the trigger. From this distance the buck spray would open a hundred holes in the intruder, putting them down. He was calm as the door swung open, not least as he recognized the man on the doorstep doing his best to shake off the snow before stepping inside. Intruders didn’t worry about stuff like that.

      “Mike,” Wayne said, still pointing the gun at him, despite knowing full well who he was.

      Mike reached out, hand on the barrel, and eased it aside before moving any closer. “You guys okay?”

      “Thawing out,” Wayne said. “We lost them in the snow. I figure they headed back down the mountain to my place.”

      Mike nodded. “I doubt we’ve seen the last of them, though.”

      “That’s for damned sure,” Wayne said. “Now I figure it’s about time Raelynn started telling us the truth, no matter how ugly it is. What say you?” He swung on his chair and turned his gaze on his daughter. She still cradled her mug, but the soup had gone. “You going to tell us what this is all about?”

      “Me? How should I know?”

      “Save your breath if you’re thinking about lying, Raelynn,” Mike said. “I don’t have the energy or the inclination to deal with bullshit. I’m cold. I’m tired of being shot at. And right now, Jim Lowry’s dead because of whatever you brought to town. And you brought it. They rolled up asking for you at Maeve’s. One of the guys following you drew his gun and shot Jim in the chest just for being there. So, what do they want with you?’

      “I don’t know. You’ve got to believe me. I don’t know why they’re here.” She clutched Chase close to her with one arm, reaching out to put the mug down. The boy didn’t resist. “We came here to get away from people like that. Maybe they’ve come here looking for him.” She pointed an accusing finger at Mike. “How much do you really know about him?”

      Mike said nothing.

      “Mike’s a good man. That’s all I need to know. He saved your life. You’re just trying to shift the blame. He’s right, they came asking for you. I can play you Maeve’s message if you like. So, do me a favor, just tell the goddamned truth for once in your miserable life, girl.”

      But she was right about one thing: he didn’t know much about Mike, apart from the fact he was very handy with a gun. And that was new information.

      “I’m serious. What do you know about him?”
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      “I know that he’s hard worker and that I’d trust him with my life. Hell, I’ve already trusted him with yours. And the kids’. I think that’s more than enough, don’t you?”

      Mike still didn’t speak. Why should he bother defending himself? Wayne thought. He didn’t need to. She could sling all the mud she wanted, but there was only one place those guys had come from and one thing they were after. Wayne was no fool: he knew she was dissembling. She could lie with the best of them. And, as a junkie, she had been lying for much of her life and getting away with it because he was too worried about upsetting her or losing her or making her just like her mother.

      No, Mike could keep his secrets. He had earned the right to them.

      Raelynn stared at him, a hardness in her eyes he didn’t like. It spoke of a second life he knew nothing about, but which had haunted him for years, the seedy underside of the faraway cities, the survival instinct of the cornered creature. But, like all things, it passed. She grew glassy-eyed, falling back on her second instinct, to turn on the tears. Wayne resisted the urge to wrap her in his arms and tell her that everything would be fine. She was playing him and it wasn’t going to be fine. It was never going to be fine again. She’d brought death to town.

      No, the time for the arm around the shoulders and the platitudes was over. They needed to cut right to the matter of the heart: what she was running from.

      So, he waited, stone-faced, and eventually she wiped away the tears and began to talk.

      She sniffed through a bubble of snot, and said, “I was with this guy, Eddie. He was good to us—he took us in and looked after us after Glen walked out.”

      She was lying.

      Again.

      Or was she just so lost to the truth she’d fabricated an entirely different passage of events from reality to retreat into? Glen hadn’t walked out on her and the kids, he had been sent down. Wayne was hazy on the details, but knew enough. Eddie had been caught bang to rights holding up a drugstore. He looked at Chase. Maybe she’d made up a different version of events to protect the kids. That was the kind alternative. After all, they were Glen’s kids.

      He let her fill the silence.

      Glen’s fate was irrelevant, and if he never heard from or saw the waste of space again in this lifetime it would be too soon for Wayne’s liking.

      “Anyway,” she sighed heavily, like it hurt to remember, “Glen got involved with these guys.” She waited for him to ask involved how. He didn’t. “But once he was in, there was no way out of their circle. They owned him. They wanted him to do some stuff for them or they’d hurt us … He only did it for us … I swear … He promised to help them get rid of a shipment.” Wayne took that to mean drugs. Didn’t it always? “He’d earn enough to wipe the slate clean, and with a bit of luck, there’d be enough left for us to make a fresh start.”

      “Let me guess,” Wayne said, unable to hold his silence any longer. “It didn’t work out like that.” He knew where this was heading. Someone had got greedy.

      “Glen did the deal,” she said, an edge of defiance in her tone, “but he double-crossed everyone, me included. He took the money and the shipment, did a David Blaine and disappeared into thin air.”

      “Leaving you to carry the can?”

      She nodded. “They think I know where he is.”

      Which was reasonable, he thought. He had to ask, “And do you?”

      She shook her head, more tears. “No. You’ve got to believe me.”

      “And for some reason it felt like a good idea to run away from it all and come home, like moving a thousand miles across the country would leave all your troubles behind.”

      “How much?” Mike said. They were the first two words he’d uttered during the whole exchange, but they cut right to the heart of it.

      “Altogether? Drugs and money?”

      “How much? Give me a figure.”

      “Two hundred thousand,” she said, then looked down, unable to meet his eye.

      “Dollars?” Wayne demanded, like there could be any other currency.

      “I’d say we know why they came looking,” Mike said. “Two hundred grand is worth killing for when you can get a decent contract hitman for maybe five to ten per cent of that, no questions asked.”

      Wayne turned to his friend, lost. He had no idea what to do next. That kind of money was beyond his wildest imaginings. It was a decade’s worth of earnings for a lot of people in Winter’s Rage.

      “Stay here,” Byron said eventually. “Keep the kids safe. Do not, under any circumstances, open this door before I come back.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Fix this, or die trying.”
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      They didn’t go straight to the diner. First, they paid the sheriff’s office a visit, driving there in the dead man’s car. When they were done there, Henry abandoned the cop car well out of town, somewhere it wouldn’t be easily stumbled upon, switching rides back to the Caddy.

      He could have tried to hide it but they’d killed the only lawman in town, so it wasn’t like there was a lot of point in doing anything elaborate. They’d be long gone before the state troopers arrived. And by then the fat sheriff’s car would be covered in snow, like the half-dozen other vehicles they’d passed on the drive into Winter’s Rage.

      The locals abandoned their vehicles happily, knowing they’d be there when the weather broke, meaning they expected the long walk to be preferable to the drive.

      The diner was still open when they reached it, one of the only lights burning in town. It wasn’t dark. Time, really, had lost all meaning in the storm. The sky was gray-white. There was no sun.  Through the window, Henry saw at least half a dozen brave lost souls had gathered inside for warmth and shelter.

      “We wait it out if we have to,” Henry said. “It’s warm. It’s dry. And I’m sure the old girl can cook, which makes it a marked improvement on the crap we shoveled down last night.”

      They went inside.

      Maeve, the owner, saw them. It took half a second too long for her to plaster that fake smile on her chops. Henry really didn’t like the old sow. He thought about letting Dale have some fun with her when the job was done. A bit of R and R was always good for morale.

      They slid into a booth. She pushed a couple of menus across the table toward them and recited the familiar “What can I get you boys to drink?” mantra that made up sixty per cent of her life.

      “Coffee, black,” Henry said.

      “Me too,” Dale said.

      “Sounds good,” she said. “Coming right up.” And she left them to it.

      They read through the various items on the menu waiting for her to return.

      Two of the folks sitting a couple of tables away were locked in animated conversation about some guy Lowry not returning. It took Henry a minute to realize they were talking about the sheriff.

      “I spoke to him a while back,” the woman said. She brushed her hair off her face. “He sounded weird, but he said everything was fine, that he was going to wait out the weather.”

      “Like he doesn’t know how shitty it gets round here,” the other said. “This crap’s in for the winter.”

      “I tried him again a few minutes ago, no luck.”

      “He’s probably holed up somewhere, got a hot toddy in his hand and is watching the game. And who’d blame him? It’s not like there’s a lot he can do when the weather’s like this, apart from sit in that office of his and play tic-tac-toe on the old computer.”

      Henry and Dale exchanged a wry smile.

      The locals were going to have a long wait for their token law enforcer to show his face, and when he finally did, most of it would have been eaten away by raccoons. It was hard to resist making a joke, even if they were the only two people in the diner who’d appreciate it. Better to just sit tight, order their food, eat, and go back to finish what they’d started.

      Maeve took her time in coming back for their order. She carried a silver coffee pot and filled two of the mugs on the table.

      “Okay, boys, you know what you want?”

      “Always,” Dale said, and the way he said it, Henry knew, meant he was also thinking about his chosen way of blowing off steam after the job had gone down.

      “Cheeseburger, all the fixings,” Henry said, not looking her in the eyes.

      “Good choice,” she said.

      “In which case I’ll have the same,” Dale said, with a predatory grin. “And how about you slap on a side order of sweet three-bean salad and creamy coleslaw? I’ve worked up an indecent appetite.”

      “You got it,” Maeve said. “Be right up, long as the power don’t go down in the meantime.”

      Henry gave her a glance and saw that she was being deadly serious. “It happens,” she said, gesturing to the power plant in the distance. “Especially in inclement weather. But don’t worry yourselves none, we’ve got plenty of candles.” She left them.

      “So what now?” Dale said, still examining the menu as if he was already considering dessert.

      Henry knew exactly what he wanted to satisfy his sweet tooth and it wasn’t an ice-cream sundae. “We wait it out.”

      “And what happens when this place closes?”

      “Then we persuade the nice lady that she really wants to stay open, just for us. We’re not going to be able to get around much, and I don’t fancy driving back to the motel. I want to stay close. I want to be here when Raelynn pokes her head above ground so I can whack it off. So, other than wait, there ain’t a lot we can do.”

      They fell silent for a moment, drinking their coffee, alone with their thoughts.

      A couple of the diners paid for their meals and drifted off to wherever they thought was better than here, but there were still more than a half-dozen others still in the small restaurant. They were taking their own sweet time over their drinks. No one was in any kind of hurry, and Maeve was in no rush to usher them out through the door. This, he figured, was small-town life. Eventually Maeve returned with their meals. They looked good. Henry thanked her.

      “So, it’s not just me, right,” Dale said, finally. “There’s no way that was the old fella shooting at us back there?” He pitched his voice low so no one else in the diner would be able to hear him.

      “And I can’t see Raelynn handling a piece that well, can you?”

      Dale chuckled at the innuendo. “So, they’ve got help.”

      “I’d put money on it. The hit that took Caleb out wasn’t an easy shot, not at that distance. He’s trained.”

      Dale nodded. “My thoughts, exactly. But not a cop. A merc, maybe. Someone paid to be good with a gun. Maybe they hired the Equalizer?” He didn’t laugh at his own joke, though his lips did twitch. But, then, his lips always twitched.

      “We’re going to have to take him out,” Henry said.

      “And I don’t even wanna bonus for doing it,” Dale said. “Just this once I’d like to do something nice for Caleb.”
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      I made my way to the road. For now, at least, Wayne and his family were safe.

      At least now we were dealing in absolutes. I knew just how vengeful two hundred thousand dollars could make someone. In that context this all made sense.

      As soon as the snow settled the two remaining Stooges would be out looking for Raelynn to finish what they’d started. Assuming they were on a finder’s fee they were probably looking at twenty grand to kill her. Good money for men like that if they could collect on it.

      There was no doubt they were motivated. The sheriff’s corpse proved that well enough. Money did that to you. Money and the survival instinct. I had no idea if they knew they’d effectively turned Winter’s Rage into the Old West with one shot, leaving it effectively lawless until help arrived from outside. And that wouldn’t come soon enough.

      I looked down the road. It was already covered with a thick layer of snow. There were no tracks breaking the monotony of white, meaning no one had come this far up the mountain recently. Or gone down it.

      Which, logically, suggested that if the two men had gone back to Wayne’s to retrieve their beaten-up Cadillac, they’d driven back toward town.

      That was something.

      So, I walked.

      And I walked.

      The landscape was bleak.

      I couldn’t hear a sound in the world. The blizzard showed no sign of abating so, head down, I walked on.

      I passed the track to the cabin we were building for Raelynn and her kids. There wasn’t a single print or tire track to be seen in the virgin snow. Good. We had at least a few surprises up our sleeves, then.

      I had barely turned the bend that began the labored descent into town when I spotted a vehicle abandoned at the side of the road.

      Even from that distance, and despite the high-banking snow that had drifted up against it, I could see the wheels were wedged in the ditch.

      It took me a moment to register that the car was pretty much opposite the long track to Wayne’s place. When I did, my hopes for a quick end to things rose, even though it was unlikely I’d find one of the killers still inside. Seeing the markings, I recognized it as Jim Lowry’s car. I didn’t bother trying the door. The keys were still in the ignition, but there was no way I’d get it moving without the help of a tow truck. Better not to put my prints all over it.

      The fact that it had been moved wasn’t surprising, even if only to be dumped pretty much in plain sight. That bit was. I remembered the way Jim had parked up: the cruiser had been blocking the driveway, so they’d moved it to get the Caddy out of there, but why leave it where the first travelers on the road would be sure to see it? Why not wheel it around the back of the old place, or even take it off-road and abandon it in the trees where, once the bad weather really got a hold, it would be lost for the winter?

      I saw the Cadillac’s tracks, confirming my suspicion they’d driven down into Winter’s Rage. There was, of course, the slimmest of chances that one had remained behind to deal with me if I returned, but that divide-and-conquer thing wasn’t the best use of resources when you didn’t know the full extent of what you were up against—in this case, me. Even so, I approached the house with caution, watching the windows for movement, listening to the trees for more. No one emerged. I climbed in through the driver’s side door of Wayne’s pick-up and started the engine. I was mobile at least. I drove slowly, wipers struggling to cope with the deluge of snow.

      When I rolled into town they weren’t too hard to find. Not that there were many places they could be.

      I stood outside Maeve Cruikshank’s diner, watching people come and go. I saw them through the steamed-up windows. They were easy to distinguish from the regulars. One thing the locals did was take the snow in their stride. They came for a bite, a few minutes of companionship, and moved on. None of those powerful emotions driving them. It was just everyday life. But these two were marked. Thanks to the messing that had been done with my head I could see their halos, burning bright.

      There was no mistaking the color of rage.

      I watched them, a few steps back from the window. With the blizzard swirling, all they would see of me was a hooded figure watching them, even if they wiped the condensation from the windows.

      If they were smart they would be afraid.

      And if they weren’t, I would teach them.
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      “There’s some weird-ass cocksucker out there,” Dale said. He wiped a little of the condensation away with his palm, but still couldn’t see much.

      Henry leaned forward, peering out into the raging blizzard. “What kind of asshole would wait around in the snow like that and not come in?” He struggled to make out any of the man’s features. In a hoodie, he was standing unmoving beside one of the curbside trees, watching the diner.

      Or maybe the Caddy.

      “You think it’ll ever end?” Dale asked.

      “What?” He might have meant the snow or the killing, it was difficult to tell with Dale sometimes.

      Half an hour ago, Henry realized, he wouldn’t have been able to see the hooded man. It was easing, but not enough to be an improvement, maybe just a shift in the wind. “Let’s go say hello, shall we?” Henry said, dropping a couple of bills on the table; more than enough to cover the tab. Maeve would earn her tip later.

      As they left their booth, a couple of old guys came in, stamping off the snow and making the usual pitiful small-talk that went with the obvious storm. They stepped aside to let Dale and Henry through. They were hardy stock. As the door opened, Henry was hit by a blast of cold air. He was building a mental picture of Wayne Cardiman from the things he saw around town. It was like an identikit the cops used for catching criminals, though in this case it pretty much came together as a picture of Daniel Boone.

      The guy in the hoodie had disappeared.

      He looked up and down the street, not that he could see much more than a dozen or so feet in any direction. There was no sign of anyone else crazy enough to be out there.

      The snow was broken by a mess of footprints back and forth as people had come and gone. The fresh snow wasn’t coming down fast enough or thick enough to obliterate them. He saw a set of prints beside the tree, proof at least that he hadn’t imagined the hooded man.  A few vehicles had passed through too, their tracks like black snakes along the white top. Most of the diner’s customers probably lived within walking distance.

      Henry took a moment to examine the prints, and even thought about following them, but dismissed it as paranoia. Instead, he hurried, head down, toward where they’d left the Caddy.

      He had the keys in his hand as he approached the car, which had collected another covering of snow that was almost two inches high on the roof and hood where it had settled. The windows were white. He scraped some of the snow away and was about to open the door, when he saw there was no snow around the driver’s door handle. Some asshole had tried it, he thought, looking for an easy score. Maybe a dump like Winter’s Rage wasn’t so different from the world he knew after all.

      When he tried it himself though he was surprised to find it unlocked. He looked at his partner. “You forget to lock up?” he asked.

      Dale shook his head. “Not me.”

      Henry very cautiously opened the door with his left hand, his right reaching for the gun at his back, ready to draw and fire in one smooth motion if he saw some smiling bastard grinning at him from the backseat. No questions asked.

      It was empty.

      No, he realized, not empty: there was a slip of paper balanced on the steering wheel waiting for them to find it.

      Henry reached inside for the note, catching it before the displaced air could send it drifting lazily to the foot well.

      “What’s it say?” Dale asked, across the roof from the passenger side.

      “‘Leave or die. Your choice,’” Henry read. “Eloquent motherfucker.”

      “The fuck?”

      “My thoughts exactly, my friend. My thoughts egg-fucking-zactly. You definitely locked the car?”

      Dale nodded.

      “Then I’d say our new player just made contact. The guy in the hoodie.”

      “I’ve had enough of this bullshit,” Dale said meaningfully.

      “What are you thinking?” Henry asked, despite himself.

      “Time to stop dicking about. We’ve got a job to do and I think we need to do it. We’ve been acting like Girl Scouts. All nicey nice. The hell with that.” He went around to the rear of the car and popped the trunk. Inside were a couple of holdalls. He reached in for them. “This loser isn’t gonna know what hit him.”

      “For Caleb.”

      “No, this is for us. This motherfucker is going to die.”

      “One problem. We don’t know who he is.”

      “Maybe we don’t, but someone in there has got to know,” Henry said, waving back at the light.

      Maeve Cruikshank’s diner.
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      I watched as they found the note I had left for them. Given the picture-postcard weather I felt a bit like their Secret Santa, only my gift would prove a lot costlier than a five-buck minimum. They looked confused. Angry. Not a little pissed. All in all, it couldn’t have gone any better.

      I wasn’t about to let them into my little trick for breaking into their car: sometimes life has to have a little magic or things get real dull real fast. Let them bicker about it for a while, let them stew, blaming each other for leaving it unlocked. Let them stop trusting each other, even if just a little. Given enough time I might have been able to lock it again, which would really have messed with their heads.

      But this was not a game.

      It was a lot of other things, though. For Wayne it was a chance at something approaching the life he’d lost all those years ago when his wife died and his daughter fled. I’d noticed he never used his wife’s name. I took that as a sign of just how deeply she’d wounded him. Maybe, just maybe, this would go some small way to giving her back to him, or at least some memories that weren’t reflected in their daughter’s addiction. For Raelynn it was a chance at a fresh start, even if it was a case of going back to the beginning. Sometimes that was the best place to be. For the kids, Anna and Chase, it was a shot at a normal childhood, and who wouldn’t have moved mountains to give that to a couple of kids?

      So, yes, I wanted this over. But I wanted it done right.

      And not least for Jim Lowry, whom I didn’t know, but he was an ordinary decent man and he didn’t deserve to end up dead in the snow outside Wayne’s place simply because he was trying to be neighborly.

      The guy I’d seen kill Lowry seemed to be running the show. He had my note screwed up in his hand and was looking around for me, but was utterly oblivious to me hiding there in plain sight. The snow helped.

      He looked right at me, but didn’t see me. I used my burner phone to take pictures, first of him, and then his skin-and-bone partner leaning on the roof. The shots might help, they might not, but they were all part of getting to know the enemy.

      I watched them take a couple of holdalls out of the trunk, which, judging by the weight and the sudden flare of joy that blazed through the snow, was them tooling up. Guns and ammo were their porn, I guess.
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      Henry locked the car again. This time he made sure to check the door before heading back inside the diner. Their booth at the window had been taken by the two old-timers who had gone inside as they had left. He wasn’t in the mood to be polite. They could move.

      “The booth’s taken,” he said.

      One of the guys, with a grey handlebar moustache, looked up defiantly, “Didn’t see no reserved sign,” he said. “Weren’t no food or drinks on the table. And, point of fact, weren’t no sign of youse, either. Plenty of seats. Take another. I like this one.”

      Henry looked from him to the waitress. She didn’t hold his eye. He really didn’t like the way the old sow kept doing that, looking away like he was worth nothing. Henry had seen that often enough, and every time it was either fear or contempt that made someone do it.

      The old guy wasn’t afraid, though. He belligerently held his ground. His intransigence pushed Henry’s buttons.

      “You want me to move him, H?” Dale said.

      Moustache Man’s partner started to slide out of the booth, but his friend told him to stay put.

      “Bad move, mister. Believe me. Of all the things you’ve done today that you will live to regret, this one right here, this is the one, the motherfucking payload.”

      “I don’t like your mouth, boy. No need for that gutter language when there’s ladies present.”

      “Oh, do fuck off and die,” Henry said conversationally. It was far more menacing when you threw out the threats like they were nothing, just casual jibes.

      “We have every right to sit here if we want to.”

      “Ask yourself this, why don’t you? Do you want that seat so much you’re willing to trade your testicles for it? Because if you don’t move I’m going to follow you out of this place when you’re done with your burger and fries, all the way to your house, where I’m going to follow you in, cut your fucking nuts off and stuff them into your wife’s mouth until she chokes. You want it that bad?”

      The man looked at him as though he couldn’t trust his ears, or thought maybe Henry had been possessed by the devil and was speaking in tongues. But he didn’t move.

      Henry dropped his bag on the floor and, rattlesnake fast, reached over to grab the man by the throat, one hand squeezing hard around his neck. He could feel the old-timer’s pulse fluttering against his fingers.

      And still the guy resisted.

      He had some balls, he’d give him that. Proper, pendulous things.

      But Henry was having none of it. Too many people took liberties, these days, and that wasn’t good for the soul. Sometimes you just had to make a stand, even if it was in a shit-hole of a place like Maeve’s Diner. It was a matter of principle.

      The man eased himself out of the seat, looking cowed.

      Henry stood over him, watching.

      The moment he was out of the booth, Henry slammed a hand into the middle of his chest and pushed him toward his dinner companion, who barely kept his feet.

      “I don’t know who you think you are,” the old guy said, “but you can’t go around treating people like this.”

      “Pretty sure no one here’s gonna stop me. What do you think?” Henry reached to the back of his pants and pulled out his Desert Eagle. He pressed the muzzle to the man’s cheek, right up close to his gray moustache. The old guy’s skin turned white with pressure around the metal. “I didn’t think so.”

      “We don’t do things like this here. This is a good place. This is a peaceful, law-abiding place. Good people. Everyone cares,” he said, somehow still finding the guts to stand up to Henry. “Just saying, a little politeness goes a long way. We ain’t some big city where you need to bully folk to be heard.” And all of this with the barrel of a gun pressed into his face? Henry had misjudged the old coot: he didn’t have balls he had a death wish.

      “I could be your genie,” Henry said, confusing the man. “Just rub the barrel of my gun and I’ll make your wish come true.”

      “There’s no need for this, mister,” Maeve said, moving toward them. “He’s just an old man. Why don’t you boys sit yourselves down and I’ll bring you anything you want, on the house. Last thing any of us want is trouble. What you say?”

      “Maeve, isn’t it? Do you mind if I call you Maeve?” She shook her head, all fake smiles again, like he wasn’t holding a gun. “You cleared our table before we’d finished with it.”

      “I thought—”

      “And you know what? You thought wrong. All you need to worry about, Maeve, is taking orders and serving food. Leave the thinking to the important people.”

      “Leave her alone,” the old man blustered.

      “You know what?” Dale said. “If these fine folks don’t like it, why don’t they call the sheriff?” His grin was vile. He scratched his fingernails along the inside of his thumbs, like there was a fire beneath his skin he couldn’t put out.

      Henry laughed at that.

      They were the only two who got the joke.

      There was no support for the old guy among the other diners. Survival instinct had kicked in. They were keeping their heads down. Good for them. It paid to be smart sometimes.

      “Why don’t you sit over here with me, George?” Maeve said to the old guy. She gave another guy in the joint a sort of sideways glance.

      Maybe she reckons I’m simple,  Henry thought. She couldn’t have expected him to miss it. Whatever. It didn’t matter. He picked the bag up and slid it onto the bench seat beside him as he sat down in the booth. “Now, how about a cup of your mighty fine coffee, darlin’?”

      Henry met the stares of each and every diner brave enough not to look away. This was getting ugly, fast.

      And that was just the way he liked it.
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      Not knowing what to expect inside, I pushed open the door to the Sheriff’s Department. It was a one-man show, so I figured the place would be empty if the dispatcher wasn’t around.

      “Anybody home?” I called, poking around the reception desk. It was nothing like a law office in a larger town. It was three rooms, essentially: Lowry’s office, wood-paneled with a plate-glass window that had the sheriff’s crest on the glass, a holding cell, which was basically a drunk tank where some of the locals slept it off before staggering home the worse for wear, and the reception area where the dispatcher operated the radio. “Hello?” I called. No response.

      The place was deserted.

      While that didn’t come as much of a surprise—this was a small town, calls would be redirected to a cellphone once the office closed for the day—it didn’t explain why the door was wide open.

      A sense of unease combined with déjà vu had me go back to check out the door. It had been forced. In that instant everything became about situational awareness. I listened hard, eyes darting over every inch of the place, looking for anything out of place, anything that shouldn’t have been there, or anything missing that should have been there.

      Part of the counter lifted to allow access to the holding cell. There was little point in working out where the release was to trip it. I bumped myself up onto the counter and swung my legs over to the other side.

      This side of the barrier, I saw everything I’d missed coming in: Lowry’s office had been ransacked. Any other time, any other place, I’d have been on my guard, instinctively on edge, looking for the perpetrator, but I knew exactly who was behind this, and where they were right now.

      The desk had been tipped over, papers spilled on the floor. They hadn’t come in here looking to trash the place. They weren’t petty criminals. They’d come in with a purpose, and I had a sinking feeling theirs was the same as mine.

      It didn’t take me long to confirm at least one of their purposes: the telephone cable had been cut and the internet router smashed beyond recognition. Again, not random violence: they were cutting lines of communication to the sheriff’s office. State troopers, anyone else calling in from outside, would just get the in-box signal. I could probably fix the telephone line, it was just splicing the cable by the look of it, but the rest was beyond me. The dispatcher was in for a nasty shock when she rolled into work in the morning.

      I needed to have more than just the SIG Sauer I had tucked in my jeans, especially as I’d already fired off more than half of the rounds I had in the clip.

      I kicked myself that I hadn’t taken Lowry’s own weapon—it wasn’t like the dead man needed it—or the other Stooge’s weapon. I’d only seen him using the knife to torture Lowry, but there was no way he wasn’t packing. It was too late to worry about it now, and there was no way I was going back up the mountain.

      I was working on the theory that Lowry had a weapons cabinet. If I was going to arm myself for the coming fight, this was the place.

      I’d come prepared. I dropped the crowbar I had been carrying up my sleeve. The gun safe was at the back of the office. It wasn’t as secure as a lot of the ones I’d seen, but it was going to require some serious force to pry it open. Thankfully, I had an almost infinite supply.

      It didn’t take me long to liberate an over-and-under shotgun and another handgun, a Glock, along with a box of ammunition for each.

      I stashed the weapons in my backpack along with a couple of short-wave radios. I checked they were charged.

      I turned to go, then stopped. I figured I could spend a couple of minutes looking around in case there was anything else that might come in handy. Over by the door I saw a fireproof cabinet with a combination lock. Chances were it just held records that needed to be kept confidential, and hadn’t been transferred to the computer system yet. A combination lock seemed like overkill over a little burg like Winter’s Rage. But maybe, just maybe …

      It took longer to prise open than the gun safe. The irony of that wasn’t lost on me as I strained to break the lock.

      But the treasure inside was completely different.

      I looked into what passed for an evidence locker in Winter’s Rage. There was an array of plastic bags in there, some of which, I saw, contained small quantities of a variety of street drugs. It wasn’t hard to imagine the sheriff confiscating stuff and letting someone off with a warning. Winter’s Rage had always struck me as more of a meth place than a coke one, anyway. Plenty of old caravans hidden out in the wilderness around the old town, with a ribbon of dirt tracks leading everywhere and nowhere. It wasn’t hard to imagine a ma and pa still out there, set up to run meth and moonshine.

      There were a couple of guns, knives and other odds and ends. One very odd item, though maybe not for this part of the country. An old metal bear trap. A big one.

      I took everything I might need, left what I didn’t. And had one last look around. The damage I had done had been no worse than the mess the two Stooges had made before I had arrived. My prints were everywhere, but that couldn’t be helped, even if it did put me in the frame for Jim Lowry’s murder.

      I headed back outside to find that the brief respite in the snow had given way to a full-on blizzard. It came down around me with a vengeance, cutting Winter’s Rage off from the rest of the world.
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      “More coffee over here when you’re ready, Maeve, there’s a good girl,” said Henry, sweet as pie.

      She came over and filled two cups without a word.

      As she was about to return to her other customers, Dale grabbed hold of her wrist. He might have looked like a weedy little runt, all skin and bone, but his body-fat ratio was way down in the low single figures. He was all muscle, and the muscles that corded around his bones were steel. She tried to pull away, but there was no way she was breaking his grip.

      He squeezed tighter, fingers digging into the soft flesh of her arm. “You were in here when we were asking about a friend of ours, weren’t you?”

      She nodded. “Raelynn,” she said, compliant. “Wayne Cardiman’s daughter.”

      “That’s the girl. Now, I’ve got a little question for you. Think carefully about how you answer. Have you seen her since she came back?”

      Without hesitation, Maeve shook her head. She winced with pain as Dale dug his dirty fingernails in deep. “You absolutely sure about that?”

      “Yes.”

      Henry looked into her eyes. She wasn’t lying. “What about Wayne?” he asked.

      “He hasn’t been in for a couple of days.”

      “Is that so? And that’s strange, is it?”

      “People can come and go as they please. Nothing says they have to eat here.”

      “But does he normally eat here?”

      She nodded. “Yes. He’s a regular.”

      “And does he dine alone?”

      She looked at him, and he could see the mental processes swirling away back there. She was considering a lie. He encouraged her not to. “Did you know when you lie your heart rate changes? You can’t help it. And Dale here, he can feel the pulse hammering through your veins right now. Lie and he’ll know. So I’m going to ask you again. Take your time. Does Wayne normally come in here alone?”

      “No,” she said. Nothing more than that.

      “That’s good, Maeve. That wasn’t too difficult, was it? Now, how about a name? Who does he normally come in with?”

      “Mike.”

      “That’s half a name. Mike who?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Stranger, is he?”

      “He’s been here a couple of months,” she said. “Wayne was looking for someone to help him out. Building a cabin for Raelynn coming home.”

      “Good, that’s really good, Maeve. So now, the big question, let’s not fuck it up, where might we find this Mike?”

      “He has a place up on the mountain somewhere.”

      Dale squeezed again.

      Henry studied her. She was holding something back. He couldn’t tell what. “Such a shame. You were doing so well,” he said.

      “I don’t know. Please, you’re hurting me.”

      Okay, so whatever it was that she knew, it wasn’t where he was living. She wasn’t trying to hold out on them. “Dale, let her go,” he said. Dale did as he was told. Immediately Maeve rubbed the red marks his nails had left in her skin.

      She waited until he nodded, dismissing her, before she moved away.

      Still holding his Desert Eagle, moving it from one hand to the other, Henry eased out of the booth and swaggered over to where the other diners were sitting.

      “Pop quiz, ladies and gents. Your prize, should you answer first, is the chance to walk out of that door.” He indicated the street with the barrel of the gun. “So, best of luck. Your first question, where do I find Mike?”

      Silence.

      “Come on. Surely someone wants to get out of here alive. Really? At least one of you must know. This is a small town. You’re all in each other’s shit. That’s just the way it is after generations of inbreeding, right?”

      “There isn’t a street address, not really, but some of the locals have given it a nickname,” a woman said. Henry raised an eyebrow, waiting for her to explain. “He’s in a shack on the mountain, maybe a mile or so from Wayne’s place, same road, couple of turnings higher.”

      “Now, see, that wasn’t too hard, was it? How about you go for a bonus round and draw us a nice map?” He plucked a paper napkin from the dispenser and flattened it out on the table in front of the woman. “I’m sure Maeve here will be able to lend you a pencil.”

      The waitress did as she was told, taking the stub of one from behind her ear and passing it to the woman.

      Henry watched the short-order cook behind the counter. The man didn’t have a heroic bone in his body. But he did make a decent burger.

      A couple of seconds later the woman pushed a crude drawing over to him. He counted the turns. It ought to be easy enough to find. Henry sauntered back to the booth where Dale sat with a grin as wide as his face.

      “Looks like we’ve got our man,” Henry said. “And how’s this for priceless?” He pointed at the three words scribbled in pencil on the white paper. “They call it Dead Falls Road. That’s just wonderful, if you ask me.”
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      Even from outside I could see that something was off inside the diner. Every aura save two was a deep jaundiced yellow.

      I was ready to take on Lowry’s killers, but this wasn’t the right battleground. Too many innocents, too much potential for collateral damage.

      Only a psychopath thinks stuff like this is fun. As though I was crossing the road, I looked left and right, then pushed open the door to Maeve’s place, letting the cold and the snow in with me as I went inside.

      All heads in the diner turned my way.

      The room fell silent.

      “Mike!” Maeve said. All color had drained from her face. She rubbed at a red welt in her wrist.

      “Maeve. Everybody okay in here?”

      There was a babble of voices, everyone talking at once as though the pressure cap had come off the cooker and they were all desperate to be heard. I only heard two words, and they were Maeve’s. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “Nothing for you to be sorry about, ever. Are you okay?”

      “I told them about you. I told them your name and where you lived.”

      “I gave them a map,” Laney Daker said, getting to her feet like they were playing out that scene in Spartacus.

      “And you didn’t have to do that,” someone else said, obvious disdain in their voice.

      “They won’t find his place using it,” she said, proud of herself. “It led to the old coal mine.”

      I smiled.

      “I can’t pretend Raelynn’s my favorite person, but it ain’t right going after her and those little kids.” I couldn’t argue with that. “We need to get hold of Sheriff Lowry,” the mapmaker said.

      “The sheriff’s dead.” I didn’t bother to sugar-coat it.

      “Dead?” more than one person asked, the word becoming a question becoming a desperate hope for a different answer.

      “I saw them shoot him. I couldn’t stop it. Not from where I was. He didn’t deserve to die like that,” I said. It felt like I was trying to explain myself, to justify doing nothing, and absolve myself of guilt when I didn’t need to.

      “What about the third man?” Maeve asked. “There were three.”

      “Now there’s two,” I said, and left it at that.

      “What do we do?” one of the old-timers said.

      He had a red welt on his cheek beside his thick moustache. I assumed he’d been hit by one of the remaining Stooges. “You want my best advice? Stay safe,” I said. “That’s all anyone can do. Look, I don’t blame any of you for telling those guys about me. You should have. Your priority, at every turn, is to stay safe and that means not antagonizing people like them. They’re not normal.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Bad men,” I said, again not going into it. They didn’t need the whole sordid tale. It wouldn’t help.

      I had a choice to make. I could either get to Wayne and his family, move them to safety, or I could go after the killers following them down that dead-end track to the old coal-mine shaft and finish this once and for all.

      I took another look at the crude map, and saw they’d sent the killers two turns off the main drag too far. I could use that to my advantage. I knew where they were heading and I knew the terrain. They didn’t. And they didn’t know I was coming for them.
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      “I hate this place!” Dale growled, as the Cadillac came to a halt. A snowdrift more than three feet high had completely blocked the track that had been marked on the map. They stared out through the windshield as the wipers struggled and failed to cope with the snow. “So, what now?”

      “Do I have to do all the thinking?” Henry said.

      “You keep telling me it’s your gig, so yeah,” Dale said.

      “You want to know what we do? We walk.”

      “We walk? That’s it?”

      “You need inspiration? Raelynn and her kids are on the other side of this snow. They’re dollars and cents, dead. If her father’s there, all the better. Maybe we’ll even catch a break and get to finish that piece of shit who killed Caleb. It’s only

      snow. And, on the bright side, they probably think with the road blocked they’re nice and safe up here on the mountain as long as they keep themselves tucked away. It’s all good, man. All good. We put one foot in front of the other and we walk right on up to the ATM.”

      Henry killed the engine, pocketing the ignition key. The wipers fell silent against the glass. It took less than a minute for the snow to coat it so thoroughly it was impossible to see outside. “The longer we piss and moan in here, the worse it is out there. Let’s just get this done so we can go back to civilization. I’ve had enough of this place to last me a lifetime.”

      “Amen to that,” Dale said.

      Heads down against the swirling snow, they had both retrieved their bags from the back and were ready to strike out.

      The drift ahead of them looked fine and powdery. Too fine to support their weight, too high to wade through. It had been banked up by the snowplow driving through, which didn’t make sense if there was a house at the end of the track they’d blocked off.

      Henry shielded his eyes, trying to work out a path they could follow.

      The trees on either side of the track offered precious little shelter from the worsening storm, nowhere near enough to shield the forest floor. It was covered with the same endless white as everywhere else.

      This place was his definition of Hell. Not for him the rising flames. No, Hell was endless snow, ice and cold. Anyone who thought different didn’t understand how bone-numbing cold was.

      And here the pair of them were, again woefully ill-equipped to face the elements, in their new jeans and flannel work shirts. The snow got into their already wet clothing. The material clung to their bodies, exacerbating the chill factor.

      “What are we waiting for?” Dale asked, itching to get moving. “I’m sure dear old Raelynn is dying to see us.” The wind whipped away his words. He slung his pack over one shoulder, his thumb looped under the strap to hold it in place so that he could shrug it off in half a second, ready to fight. His other hand hung loosely at his side, his Glock already in his grip.

      Henry led the way around the drift and through the margins of the woodland. With each step they took the snowfall seemed to ease a little. Perhaps they were just becoming inured to it. After all, there was only so much cold a man could take before it all became the same.
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      The wipers on Wayne’s truck sluiced away snow and more snow, but there was no way they could swish back and forth fast enough to keep the screen clear. The weight on the blades slowed them down so much that even more gathered around them. The glass was never clear. It was like driving into a wall of white. Every sound was muffled. Dense. Distant. I couldn’t hear anything beyond the slump slump slump of the wipers. Give it another few minutes and it would be impossible to see out.

      I stopped the pick-up to clear the snow and give the wipers the chance to be more effective, at least for a minute or two before more gathered in its place. I was fighting a losing battle. I couldn’t keep stopping to clear the blades. The only positive was that the two men I was hunting were suffering in the same way.

      I couldn’t imagine their Cadillac was much use in these conditions. The pick-up was four-wheel drive, and had a high wheelbase so it could plow through the worst the storm had to offer. The Caddy was front-wheel drive. It made a massive difference in the conditions. I figured they couldn’t be far ahead of me. Not that I could see much of the road: I felt it  rise ahead of me, but everything was so white it was impossible to see the incline.

      I wound down the side windows in both doors so I had at least some visibility, even if it meant letting in the freezing cold and the churning eddies of snow. I craned my neck to get a better view outside, but the snow stung my face, making it impossible to focus as the icy cold brought tears from my eyes.

      I knew the road like the back of my hand, which helped. There was a bend coming up: it was tight and, given the icy surface, the potential for losing control was great, but I couldn’t afford to let my speed drop. It was all about momentum. Right now my wheels had traction—there was some weird physics going on: if I slowed, they’d lose what little grip they had.

      I turned the wheel too late, too hard. The back end continued in the same direction it had been going. The pick-up started to slide. I had absolutely no control of the direction, but fought the wheel to try to reestablish any sort of influence over the spin, but physics again meant my frantic efforts were having little effect. The treads on the tires were choked with hard-packed snow. There was no way they could offer any grip as the road surface slid away beneath me. The world spun away viciously, end over end over end, forwards becoming backwards, backwards becoming forwards, and round again, as I wrenched at the wheel.

      Then, with a sudden thump, the truck hit the bank at the side of the road and lifted onto two wheels, threatening to tip.

      It was all instinct now. I leaned across, reacting faster than I had any right to, and used all of my weight to drop the pick-up back onto four wheels. That did not arrest the slide.

      The truck hit the bank on the other side of the road with a bone-crunching impact, crumpling the wing and crunching the frame around the door, and this time there was nothing I could do to stop it. A moment later the world turned upside down as the pick-up rolled.

      I gripped the wheel as fiercely as I could, glad for the belt cutting into my neck because it was keeping me pinned to the seat. Without it I’d have been thrown through the window, and out there anything could have happened.

      My bag of tricks was flung around the cab. The stock of one of the weapons slammed against the side of my head then fell to lie on the roof of the cab. The pick-up stopped sliding and spinning.

      I heard a strange noise, ticking like a time bomb, that my brain had trouble making sense of. The engine was still turning over. The wheels were turning uselessly in the air.

      And there was the smell of gasoline.

      My head was inches from the roof of the cab. The world through the window was inverted. I turned off the engine. The ensuing silence was almost deafening.

      The gasoline reek grew stronger.

      There was no way I was hanging about while the pick-up went up in flames. I fumbled around to release the belt, but the mechanism was jammed. Three tries and it still wouldn’t come free. I didn’t waste time with a fourth. I tangled my hand around the anchor in the steel wall of the cab, and tore it free, using every ounce of strength I possessed, enhanced and all.

      Released, I slid down the seat to the roof.

      The driver’s door was jammed and no amount of kicking it would shift it. The passenger side was wedged tight against the bank, and the sheer weight of snow that had built up on it had come tumbling in. I reached back to grab my kitbag, then braced my back as I kicked out the glass of the windshield and crawled outside, wriggling beneath the hood until I was clear. I scrambled back up to the road.

      I glanced back just once. The truck was a wreck. If Wayne had been pissed at a few scratches on the bodywork he’d be beside himself now. Well, I figured I was about to earn his forgiveness.

      I was still a half-mile from the track the woman had marked on her hand-drawn map. All I could do was put my head down and walk into the fury of the storm.
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      “Is that it?” Dale asked, gesticulating through the endless snow with his gun to point vaguely in the direction of a smudge through the trees. It was more or less where the map had directed them, even though they’d been forced to hike further from the road than Henry had expected. The crude map obviously wasn’t to scale. “Don’t look like much to me,” Dale added. “Don’t know what I was expecting, but something … bigger?”

      Henry agreed. He had a bad feeling about this, nagging away at the back of his head. He trusted his instincts—they kept him alive more often than not—and right now they were screaming at him that something about this whole set-up stank. And with every step they moved closer to the shack the scream grew until it was howling.

      No one lived in this godforsaken hole. The roof, or what was left of it, was covered with a thick layer of snow. A huge drift had built up along one side, like a lean-to shelter. The only window he could see was shattered, meaning it would be ice cold in there. This wasn’t somewhere a guy could play house for winter, especially not with a couple of kids in tow. The snow covered any trace of footsteps leading to or from the doorway. If their intel was right, if Raelynn and her kids were inside the shack, they’d been there a long time.

      “How do you want to play this?”

      “Why play? We walk through the front door, all guns blazing. Let’s just get it done. They can’t see out—the only window’s on the other side. So,” Henry raised his Desert Eagle to his cheek, the muzzle pointing at the sky, “let’s go make some noise.” He dropped his bag beside a tree and led the way with a determined stride. Each step left him ankle deep in snow, but there was no way something so ordinary was going to slow him down now. He shivered against the cold, thinking wryly that it’d be the death of him. A dozen strides and he was at the door, Dale a couple of steps behind him.

      Scorched earth. Shock and awe. That was what happened next. No messing about.

      He took the briefest of breaths, holding it as he leaned back a fraction, then releasing it in an explosive exhalation as he planted the sole of his boot against the lock plate on the wooden door with as much force as he could muster. It gave way more easily than he had expected, splintering inwards. Rotten. His boot got caught up in a tangle of splintered wood as it fell away. Several splinters dug deep into his calf as he stumbled, spinning, flapping his arms like a fool as he tried not to fall.

      Inside there was only darkness.

      He saw a few shapes that looked like boxes.

      There was no Raelynn. No kids, no old man, no fucking Mike. The boxes were stamped by some old mining company. Even in the gloom it was clear that not only were they not there but they had never been there.

      “That bitch in the diner lied to us,” he said.

      “She’s going on the list,” Dale said. “One more killing. Let me have some fun with her first, mind.”

      “Whatever you want, dude.”

      There was a sudden groan and a creak that broke the otherwise silent air.

      Henry didn’t realize right away what was happening, but he backed off, moving quickly and just in time. Without the door in place, offering at least an element of support to the structure, the weight of snow on the roof became too great and the rundown shack collapsed in a flurry of splinters, filling the air with dust. It was almost comic.

      Dale turned away coughing, one hand covering his mouth.

      That was it. Henry couldn’t help but laugh—it was all just so ridiculous. The anger inside subsided, but only for a moment. Then he remembered the smug look on the bitch back in the diner, thinking she’d gotten one over on them. “Looks like we might have to head back to town and nail her head to the table, make an example of her. You game?”

      Dale nodded. “Oh, yeah. Can I nail something else to the table, too? Like maybe her ass?”

      “Have at it. Who knows? Maybe then someone will tell us where Raelynn really is. You just know they’re laughing at us. They all know where she’s hiding with her damned kids, you just watch. Well, if they think they’re getting away with dicking us about, they’re in for one rude awakening.” Henry grabbed his bag from the ground and slung it over his shoulder. He turned and headed back.

      Dale didn’t follow him immediately.

      “What you waiting for?”

      “Leaving him a message,” the other man said, taking his dick out to piss in the snow.

      Henry left him to it.

      By the time he could see the Cadillac again he was way past starting to wish they had never taken this job on. Dale was a dozen strides behind, head down, rubbing his hands together to get the blood flowing. He looked like a drowned rat as he plowed through the snow. Henry waited for a moment to give him the chance to catch up.

      There were no other signs of human habitation on the whole miserable mountain, as far as he could tell, but he couldn’t see much beyond the end of his own nose. There was no sign of any paths or tracks leading away from the one he was on. Snow had reclaimed everything for Nature.

      The sky wasn’t as gray as it had been, and with the constant eddying, churning snow caught on the wind, it was possible to imagine that the world out there beyond them had simply ceased to be. A Florida devotee, Henry had never seen anything like it in his life. And, frankly, would be quite happy to never see another snowflake.

      There was something in the air.

      Its presence there was wrong.

      He could taste it.

      He couldn’t see anything worth a damn, but his other senses were working just fine. He knew what it was on the tip of his tongue: smoke. He tried desperately to see through the falling snow, looking for the thicker gray.

      And then he saw it; coming from somewhere beneath him on the mountain, the wind bullying it upwards and whipping it away. “You smell that?”

      “Smell what?” Dale asked, nonplussed.

      “Smoke. And where there’s smoke there’s fire.”

      “And where there’s fire there’s a junkie whore waiting to meet her maker,” Dale said, grinning.

      “You read my mind.”

      Henry started to walk down the hill, following the smoke.

      “Aren’t we going to take the car?” Dale asked.

      He shook his head. “No. We don’t want those fuckers to hear us coming.”
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      Wayne stood by the window, watching the mountain for any sign of movement. He hadn’t moved in hours. A deer had wandered past a little while ago, but apart from that he hadn’t seen another sign of life out there. It was bleak. The bitterly cold wind blew across the land, churning up wave-like ripples in the snow. Visibility, looking into the heart of the snowstorm, was down to nothing. Less than nothing. The world was reduced to these four walls. And somehow he was supposed to protect his family, even when he couldn’t see where the threats might come from. Despite protests from Raelynn about the cold, he had opened the window enough to slide the barrel of the shotgun through in case he needed to use it.

      Raelynn huddled with the kids around the stove. She’d put a couple of extra logs in, and now it was roaring away, pushing out so much heat it almost kept the cold at bay. Almost. Wayne, still wearing his heavy coat, ignored the cold. He needed his hands free and unencumbered, so left his gloves stuffed in his pockets and relied upon his frostbitten hands to wield the gun.

      He was ready.

      He knew there was a good chance it would be the two strangers he saw striding through the snow, not Mike returning. He would pull the trigger without a moment’s hesitation. He would do anything to protect his family. It was a lesson he’d learned the hard way, having failed to protect them twice when they’d needed him. The first time had cost him his wife. The second he’d lost his daughter—or thought he had. Second chances were hard to come by in this life. He wasn’t about to miss the one he’d been given. He’d grab it with both hands. Or die trying.

      The windowsill took the weight of the shotgun.

      He watched.

      He waited.

      He watched some more, eyes never resting, searching out shapes in the snow, any sign of possible movement, any hint that they were coming.

      And eventually he was rewarded by a dark shape moving toward the shack.

      He felt his heart quicken and tightened his grip on the shotgun.

      Only one figure.

      It was carrying a shotgun.

      Hurrying through the snow.

      One figure. Not two.

      Wayne’s finger felt for the pressure of the trigger, ready to squeeze.

      But he had to let him come closer first, or the shot would scatter harmlessly.

      So, he waited.

      His heart hammered in his chest.

      He was conscious of every sound around him: the snap and crackle of the logs in the stove, the sniffles of the kids and the susurrus of falling snow. All of it.

      The man didn’t break stride.

      He was coming fast.

      Wayne counted down the yards, trying to judge the shot.

      And started to squeeze down on the trigger, only to realize that it was Mike. He froze. This was the second time he had almost shot the man who was most likely to save them. Wayne was shaking as he withdrew the gun through the window and closed it, just as Mike walked in.

      Mike dropped the bag he was carrying and leaned his gun against the wall. He didn’t say a word. The first thing he did was snatch up the bucket of water that lay inside the door, kick open the stove door and toss the contents of the bucket onto the flames, dousing them.

      The room filled with smoke and steam.

      “What did you do that for?” Raelynn demanded, as she pulled the children away.

      Water pooled on the floor beneath the stove.

      “Because you can see the smoke that thing is belching out from miles away. It’s like a giant finger pointing down at the shack from the sky, going, ‘This is where they’re hiding.’ That’s why.”

      “They know where we are?” Wayne asked.

      Mike shook his head. “Not exactly, but they’re close by, up by the old strip mine. But you can see the smoke from up there.”

      “Then we have to be ready to blow their brains all across the yard if that’s what it takes,” Wayne said, raising his shotgun. Realizing what he’d just said, he glanced at the kids. They didn’t seem surprised or shocked at the idea of blowing someone’s brains out. He didn’t know what that said about their lives.
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      Henry saw the cabin through the trees. There was a moment when he thought he’d been mistaken about the smoke, that it was just an olfactory illusion brought on by the cold. That happened, didn’t it? Hypothermic shock. You were meant to have hallucinations. And eventually feel warm instead of bone cold. Then you died. So, yeah, there’d been a moment when he’d looked up and the snow had somehow parted, blown this way and that to reveal a channel all the way down the mountain and there’d been no smoke.

      And in that moment he’d been sure it had never been there, and that over the next few minutes he would stumble, then fall and lie in the snow slowly dying.

      But it wasn’t in his mind.

      He saw a storm lamp burning through one of the windows, a single point of light that drew them down the hill faster and faster until they were running toward it.

      There was no mistake this time.

      This was the place.

      They needed to work under the assumption someone had found the sheriff and tried to call in the state troopers. That meant moving with precision and haste, focus on getting out and far, far away before the snow cleared. He was motivated.

      “Still want to go straight in through the front door?” Dale asked.

      Henry nodded. “You stay in the trees. When I get to the door, shoot out that window.” He pointed. “Just do me a favor and don’t fucking miss, because my head is going to be alarmingly close to that and I’m fond of it right where it is.” Dale smirked. “If anyone manages to get out past me, finish them. This goes without saying, don’t fuck up.”

      “I got your back. Give me the nod, I’ll take the window out. Anyone gets out, dead. Easy.”

      Henry tucked his Desert Eagle into the back of his jeans and delved into the holdall he’d lugged up and down the mountain. He pulled out a sawn-off shotgun and felt its weight in his hands. It was a beauty. He loved that piece. He studied the shack, still a little way off down the hill. The smoke was gone, snuffed out. He saw footprints leading up to the door. The lamp was still burning. He strained to see into the window, but it was too dark inside, and too far away to be certain, but he didn’t think anyone was watching as he stepped out of the trees.

      He started walking toward the door, keeping his stride long, slow and steady. He raised his hand.

      The window shattered.

      There was no time between the gesture and the explosion of glass.

      Henry surged forward and kicked the door with the full force of his weight, momentum and anger, tearing it off the hasp and driving it inwards.

      He fired into the darkness within without looking.

      It didn’t matter who was in the way of his bullets, everyone inside that shack was dead, or as good as, anyway.

      Shock and awe.

      He went in hot, that opening salvo buying him the precious seconds to get through the door and lay down some serious spray with the shotgun. He loosed both barrels into the cramped living room.

      There was no return fire, no movement.

      He couldn’t believe his eyes.

      “You have to be shittin’ me,” Henry said to the empty room.

      But this place wasn’t like the rundown old mining shack up the hill. There were signs of life everywhere, kids’ toys on the floor, blankets, even a puddle of water beside the still-warm stove.

      They were here.

      They’d run.

      But they couldn’t be far away.

      He needed to focus on that, on the positive, but he couldn’t. This was all that Mike guy’s fault. Rage swelled inside him. Uncontrollable. A black anger that consumed every thought, turning it destructive.

      He snatched up the storm lamp that had drawn him and Dale to the shack, like a couple of moths, and hurled it at the sofa. Paraffin leaked out onto the cushions and seat covers. The flame held, burning bright. The smell was overpowering.

      There was a soft crump, a noise unlike any other, and a moment later the whole thing was engulfed in flame. Henry didn’t move. He stood there, basking in the heat, savoring it against his frozen skin, content to let the world burn if it just meant for one fucking minute he could feel warm again.
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      We were running for our lives. I’d bought us precious seconds, bullying everyone out of the shack less than sixty seconds before the window shattered and the door exploded inwards.

      Sixty seconds. No time at all. Sixty seconds. All the time in the world.

      The whole map ruse had been completely undone by the smoke, which had acted like a beacon, drawing the two men right where they needed to be. I cursed Wayne silently. It was stupid. People didn’t think. None of them were making life—or clinging to it—any easier for me. I could have punched a wall, I was so frustrated with the idiocy of it.

      Now we were on the run. Again. The difference this time, we’d run out of places to run to.

      Wayne carried the boy, Chase, in his arms. He was wrapped in my blanket. The kid wasn’t as much of a burden as his mother had been when I’d carted her through the snow, but he was slowing Wayne down just the same. Still, Wayne was making better ground than he would have trying to get the boy to wade through knee-deep snow. The kid had breathed in the steam and smoke when the water had been thrown on the fire to extinguish it, which left him coughing and hacking as Wayne carried him.

      I ran with my bag of tricks slung over my shoulder and the police-issue shotgun in one hand, while Raelynn had grabbed Wayne’s gun and held onto Anna with her free hand.

      We’d skirted around the side of the shack first, sticking as close to the building as we could, so the overhanging roof provided shelter. The snow wasn’t as deep there. Then once we were around the back, we struck out, heading in a beeline for the woodland, and into the trees once more. Not stopping, not looking back. Not for anything.

      I heard the shot and the shattering of glass. It rang out across the mountain, echoing back to us with the promise of pain. They’d arrived much sooner than I’d anticipated.

      We didn’t have the luxury of time to think. I pointed in a direction, and we ran. It was as simple as that. And every step of the way I looked down at our trail, which might as well have been a mile wide, yelling, ‘They went thataway …’

      “Are the bad men here, Mommy?” Chase asked, from his blanket, but Raelynn was running too hard to be able to speak properly through her ragged breathing.

      “It’s just a game,” Wayne said, trying to reassure the lad, but I could tell Chase didn’t believe him.

      “Then why are we running? When are we going back?” he said. “We left so quickly I couldn’t get my hero.”

      I knew the figure he meant, a fake Superman clone kind of thing. He never let the little guy out of his sight.

      “Soon,” Wayne promised.

      “This is as far as I go,” I said, when we were well inside the trees.

      Ahead of us the woodland grew denser. The blessing was that there was almost no snow on the ground. The light barely made it through the canopy of branches to the forest floor. An experienced tracker might be able to follow a trail through there, but we were being chased by a couple of city boys. They were anything but kings of the wild frontier. They’d follow the easiest track they could find, I was sure of that. And I intended to use it to my advantage.

      I held out my hand and Wayne offered his in return. “Keep them safe,” I said.

      He nodded. “Break a leg,” he said.

      “I intend to do more than that.”

      “You’re not coming with us?” Raelynn asked. I saw the fear in her eyes, the realization that they were going to be alone, and what it meant. “We can’t do this without you.”

      “You won’t be doing it without me,” I promised her. “Trust me, the best thing I can do for you is stop Tweedledumb and Tweedledumber before they find you. And that means leading them a merry dance.”

      She shook her head. “We’re better off together. If we separate we’re on our own … We can’t help each other. If they find you they’ll kill you,” she said. The words came out in a tumble. Even in the dim light I could see the glint of a tear in her eye.

      “Then I’ll have to make sure they don’t find me,” I said, doing my best to sound reassuring. “Don’t worry. I can take care of myself. I promise. Now get out of here.”

      I pointed them in the direction I needed them to go. It would lead them back to the road. They’d still have quite a hike to get back to Wayne’s place, or all the way into town, and my job was to buy them enough time to do it.

      I stood and watched them go.

      Chase gazed at me over his grandfather’s shoulder. He didn’t take his eyes off me until they’d disappeared into the tress.

      Once they were out of sight I reached into my bag and retrieved a hunting knife that I’d taken from the evidence locker of the sheriff’s office.

      I held the edge of the blade against my palm and felt its razor-sharp bite as I applied the lightest of pressure. It was enough to cut into my flesh. A bead of blood formed along the cut until it began to drip. I made a fist and squeezed. I needed to lay a trail they couldn’t miss.
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      “That’s one way to keep the home fires burning,” Dale said. The cabin was a mass of flame and smoke, much clearer than the smoke that had billowed from its chimney earlier.

      It wasn’t exactly smoke signals, but if Raelynn and the others were lurking in the woods, watching in the hope they’d go away, maybe they’d get the message.

      They were saying it loud enough.

      Henry and Dale stood a dozen paces away from the fire. They could feel its heat, glorious on their skin, banishing the cold. The snow surrounding the shack had already started to melt, shriveling back from the burning timbers. It sizzled and fizzed as sparks flew from the rising pyre.

      “I like fire,” Henry said. “There’s something cathartic about it. It purges. Cleanses. That life they had, gone. Up in smoke. Now it’s only a matter of time before the flames catch and consume them. We are the fire, my friend, and we’re going to hunt those fuckers down,” Henry said. “They will burn.”

      “That they will,” Dale agreed. “But don’t forget about the bleeding. Bleeding is good, too.” He rubbed his hands against the warmth, like a kid at a bonfire playing with sparklers, but as with all good things, the heat and their enjoyment of it had to end.

      It didn’t take long to find the trail leading away from the burning building. There were so many footsteps that it was impossible to count how many of them there had been, which meant all of them, even if he could see only one set of kids’ tracks. He assumed they were carrying one of the brats.

      The trail of footsteps was easy enough to follow even as they disappeared into the cover of the trees. Even where the lying snow became thin and patchy there were plenty of half-prints to steer them the right way. But the deeper they followed, the dimmer the light grew, and the thinner the dusting of snow on the ground became, making it harder and harder to find the next step and the one after that.

      They were out of their element. This wasn’t like hunting a tweaker through disused docks or abandoned warehouses or smoking out a crackhouse.

      “Here,” Dale said.

      Henry looked where he was pointing.

      In a patch of snow there was a splatter of red. It wasn’t much, but it looked like blood. And it was fresh. Henry squatted down to get a better look, using the flashlight on his cellphone to illuminate it. His grin was feral as he looked up at Dale. “One of them’s hurt.”

      “It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas,” the skinny man said.

      Just a yard or so away there was another drop, and beyond that another, teased out in a line, so small it would have been easy to overlook them. They were accompanied by only one set of prints that he could see. Adult. Male. Bigger than his own.

      He tried to think what it meant, and the most obvious explanation was: “They’ve split up. I’ll bet my life these tracks belong to that bastard Mike.”

      “Then we should look around for another set of tracks. He’s not the target.”

      Henry shook his head. “No. We get that fucker first, for Caleb. Right? We end him, then there’s nothing to stop us having some fun with Raelynn before we put her in the ground.”
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      The old hunting stand had seen better days. I’d stumbled across it a while back when I was out exploring the woodland. Old habits die hard. I found it easily enough, despite the snow. The ladder that led up to the blind was missing a couple of treads, but it was still climbable.

      When I’d asked Wayne about the hunting stand, he hadn’t known what I was talking about and, given his familiarity with the mountain, I figured that meant it was rarely, if ever, used. Judging by the growth, I figured a lot of the trees around it had been much smaller when it was built, but now they blocked any view out into the open land beyond. I knew from memory there was a lake not far from where I was. Geese came in to land on it.

      There was movement in the trees behind me. I stood stock still. I wasn’t ready for them. I snatched up the shotgun and turned to face the trees where I had emerged only moments ago, barely managing to stop myself firing. It was that close a thing. Had my trigger finger squeezed even a little harder, any hope of my plan working would have been discharged right along with the shot because it wasn’t either of the Stooges.

      It was my friendly neighborhood deer, the one that regularly dropped by my shack at night. It looked at me with its big doe eyes before turning tail and disappearing into the woodland once more.

      I was glad she was gone. I didn’t want to think of her getting caught up in this, not once the bullets started flying. She was a creature of beauty. Majesty.

      I squeezed at the cut in my hand, dripping out a few more platelets beneath the stand.

      As long as the two men had fallen for the bait it wouldn’t be long before they appeared.

      I needed to work fast. We were talking minutes at best, seconds at worst. I had no time to spare. I started to dig at the bank of snow with my bare hands. I was maybe a dozen yards or so from the platform.

      I worked fast, faster than I had ever done before, using all of my physical enhancements to push my body beyond the limits of normal men because, bluntly, so many lives depended on it. The snow had built up in layers and already crusted and frozen in places, but my fingers cut through it, shoveling great handfuls aside. I didn’t feel the cold, didn’t need to pause for breath.

      Even when the hole was large enough, I didn’t feel the burn of fatigue. I hadn’t even broken sweat.

      I stepped back and took a look at my handiwork. I had to be sure that the hole was large enough for what I had in mind. It would have to do. I turned my attention to my bag and the last of the things I’d liberated from the sheriff’s office.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            60

          

        

      

    

    
      They emerged from the trees. Henry led the way, following the faint trail of blood into the clearing.

      “What the fuck is that?” Dale asked, looking up at the platform in the tree. “A kid’s treehouse? Weirdoes.”

      “It’s not important,” Henry said. “Focus. He’s here. I can smell him.”

      “There’s more blood.” Dale pointed at the foot of the tree. He was right. There was another smear on the ladder, like the guy had forgotten he was bleeding and climbed it anyway. “You think he’s up there?”

      Henry shook his head. Too obvious. The platform would be an easy place to defend, and once they moved out from beneath its shadow, Mike would be able to pick them off if he was up there. But if they started to climb and he wasn’t up there, they might as well paint targets on their backs because they’d be absolutely exposed, nowhere to run, impossible to hide, no chance of returning fire. Climbing that thing needed both hands. That blood trail was just too obvious. A step up. And a piss-poor one at that.

      He scanned the vicinity, gaze moving from tree to tree, and across the drifts of snow, catching an anomaly in the ripples of white. “There,” he said, pointing to a discolored patch within a larger drift of snow. It was no more than a dozen yards from the tree, and had obviously been disturbed. What was doubly interesting about it was its size: it was big enough for a man to be hiding within.

      He smiled. Got you.

      It had the perfect line of sight to the ladder. Mike must have thought he was being really fucking clever. Well, he wasn’t clever enough. This was what they did. And they were better than good at it. That was why they got paid the big bucks.

      He raised a finger to his lips.

      Dale went deathly still.

      Henry raised his Desert Eagle. He couldn’t stop the grin spreading across his face. He took a couple of steps closer. Dale mirrored him, his own gun at the ready. Henry nodded, once, twice, three times, and on the third the air filled with the sound of gunfire. Both men pumped shot after shot into the bank of snow.

      A flurry of black feathers exploded into the sky as startled birds took flight from the treetops, the sound of their caws lost in the volley of shots.

      And they didn’t stop shooting until they’d emptied their weapons.

      Henry stared at the snowdrift.

      “Well, he’s not walking away from that,” Dale said.

      “I want to see the corpse.” Henry slammed a fresh clip into his gun. Not that he expected to need it, but it was habit.

      He liked to stay prepared. Preparation was the key to a long and healthy life. Besides, he’d really hate to do the hard stuff, then turn around to face Raelynn’s old man aiming a shotgun his way when he himself had no bullets in the clip. That kind of thing was amateur shit. It got you killed. Always expect the old lady in her rolled-down pop socks pushing the shopping cart filled with the detritus of a life badly lived to have a weapon stashed ready to put a hole in you. That kind of thinking kept you alive a lot longer than feeling sorry for the old bag ladies of the world.

      Dale tucked his piece away and started to claw at the snow, eager to get at Mike’s corpse. Henry was happy to let him do it. He kept his gun in his hand and slowly circled, looking around the clearing at the stand of dark trees and the shadows in between, making sure that no one was about to take them by surprise.

      He had his back turned to Dale when the other man let out a scream, a deep belly-torn blood-curdling scream that dwarfed all of the gunshots they’d fired. He couldn’t form words. He screamed. He pulled and pulled and pulled but couldn’t get his arm out of the snow. The bank of white around him slowly turned red.

      “What the fuck?” Henry ran to his partner, in that moment forgetting that Mike was out there, watching, or that he had a gun trained on them.

      There was so much blood.

      He couldn’t understand what he was looking at until Dale’s desperate struggles shook away enough snow to expose the bear trap buried in the snow.
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      I watched from astride a branch, high up overhead, my back pressed against the tree trunk. It was the perfect position to watch as the trap was quite literally sprung. It was also the perfect vantage point to make short work of the threat posed by the remaining Stooge. I held the pump-action sawn-off shotgun I’d liberated. It was the right weapon for the job. The trap had been a lucky find. I had no interest in knowing how it had ended up in evidence, but without it I’d have been in trouble. With it, well, there was blood.

      He suffered. That was good. They’d rolled into town full of braggadocio, intent on causing pain to people I cared about. Now they were screaming. It was a fair turnaround. I hadn’t heard a man scream like that since Afghanistan—an IED had taken his leg off at the knee among the dirt and dust. I’d fixed a tourniquet to stem the blood loss, but it hadn’t stopped the screams. I had no intention of tying off the Stooge’s wounds. I wasn’t that forgiving.

      The trap had almost completely severed his arm. There were a few tendons clinging to the bone. He wasn’t going to be a problem for anyone ever again. His partner wasn’t doing much to help him. I figured he had limited time before the body went into shock and all the processes of death kicked in if they didn’t stop the blood loss. I lowered the truncated barrel, pausing for a moment before I pulled the trigger. It was a mercy killing.

      But I almost didn’t want to be merciful. Part of me would have delighted in prolonging his agony, in making sure he understood the depth of pain he had brought to the lives of others, and given him a chance to repent his sins before he met his maker.

      But it was a really small part of me.

      The man’s chest exploded. It was brutal. It was ugly. It was fatal. His partner’s face was splattered with blood. He staggered back in shock, not understanding where the threat was, or how the world had inverted on him so completely and utterly, turning him from predator into prey.

      I pumped the gun and trained both barrels on him.

      I could have ended it then, it would have been easy, but it wouldn’t have been the end.

      These guys were tools: someone else wielded them. It wouldn’t end until I took the fight all the way back to the source.

      “Throw the gun away,” I called. “Make any other move and you’ll be dead before you hit the ground. I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking you’ve got that Desert Eagle of yours, you’re fast, you’re a trained killer, you can make the shot. And you know what? You just might. You just might get lucky, but even if you do, the spray from this shotgun, from this range, is going to shred you. Even if I’m dead, the muscle spasm will change the pressure on the trigger, and I can’t possibly miss. So you’re dead either way.”
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      The man gave up his gun too easily for my liking. He dropped it. He didn’t look around. Didn’t look up.

      “Kick it away,” I said. “There’s a good boy.” I kept the truncated barrel of the shotgun trained on him. He wasn’t going anywhere without a not-so-tender kiss. “Now, not that I don’t trust you or anything, but same again with the piece you’ve got hidden. Finger and thumb. Nice and slow. Same goes for whatever ammo you’ve got on you. All of it on the dirt.”

      This time the compliance was more reluctant, which I was happy about. A second gun fell to the ground. A snub-nosed piece. “Now strip.”

      “Take my clothes off? In this weather? You’ve got to be kidding me,” the man said. “I’ll freeze to death. Just shoot me and get it over with.”

      “Don’t be so eager to wish your life away. Take them off and throw them behind you.”

      The man did as he was told, shivering as he slipped off his blood-spattered shirt and threw it on the ground. He stood there topless, well defined muscles in a powerful upper body, waiting for me to tell him to ditch the jeans.

      “Naked,” I said.

      “You’re a real gent,” he said. But he did as he was told.

      I watched as he stripped down to his shorts, then pushed the bands of the boxers down over his hips.

      “I would say there are no hidden weapons,” I said, “But I guess it must be pretty cold. Turn around.”

      Again, he did as he was told.

      I made him wait, hands cupped around his cock, as the cold ate into him.

      He did his damnedest to defy the cold, but not in any way that could ever be meaningful. His entire body shivered as little tremors racked him. He was in a world robbed of heat. Even if he got his hands on one of the two guns in the dirt he’d be in no condition to level it, let alone fire an accurate shot, no matter how determined he was. The muscles were betraying him one cord at a time.

      And still I made him wait, until the little tremors had become proper shakes. Uncontrollable muscle spasms.

      “You’re a bastard,” he said.

      I wasn’t about to argue. “You want to put your clothes back on?” I asked.

      He said nothing. He was nodding, but that could just have been the shakes gripping him.

      “Knock yourself out,” I said. “They’re wet. The wet will do just as much harm. This isn’t going to end well for you, you know that, right?” I said.

      He looked down at the one-armed corpse. “Hard not to work it out,” he said.

      He wasn’t yellow. There was plenty of light around his aura, his halo suffused still with the bile-filled red of rage. I was impressed. I’d expected him to be frightened by now.

      Fear would come.

      He hurried toward the pile of discarded clothes.

      I took the opportunity to jump down from the tree.

      The drop was even further than from the roof of the cabin Wayne and I had spent most of the autumn building. I landed just as lightly.

      The hitman had his back to me and didn’t see it. That only increased his surprise as he turned, holding his jeans, to see me standing there. His freezing fingers refused to obey him and couldn’t manage the zipper. He looked at me as though he’d forgotten how the deadly laser beams in his eyes worked and he couldn’t get them to burn me to a cinder no matter how fiercely he willed it.

      “You’re going to talk to me now,” I said, the tone conversational, the threat lurking beneath the words anything but.

      “Why the fuck would I do that?”

      “Maybe I should just shoot you then,” I said.

      “Maybe you should.” He gave up on the zipper and and shrugged into his wet shirt, pulling it tight around him. He didn’t seem much of a big man now.

      “Think about it for a minute. All you have to do is help me out here, then you’re free to go home, leave all this behind you.”

      “Just get this over with.”

      “I understand,” I said. “You’re more afraid of what will happen to you if you go back to Florida without finishing the job, right? It’s not professional pride, it’s survival instinct. I can respect that. I also means that it doesn’t matter what I threaten you with. In your mind what’s waiting for you back there is much worse. So, I’m the prize behind door number three.”

      “Prize every time,” he said.

      “Well, then, how about you tell me who sent you for Raelynn?”

      “Not a chance,” he said.

      “Not even if I say pretty please?”

      “Look, man, no offense. You beat me. You’re obviously good at this shit. But you aren’t the kind of guy who’d pay someone else to kill a couple of kids. And that’s what you’re up against, and that’s why you can’t win this. Kill me, more will come. And keep coming.”

      “The kids?”

      The man laughed. “Right, you didn’t know. You thought all this was just to take down a junkie. Nah, man, they’ve decided they’re going to make an example out of her and the kids. Make sure no one steps out of line again. We were meant to take pictures to prove the job was done. Take out the entire family tree. No survivors.”

      “I need a name,” I said.

      The man shook his head. “Not from me.”

      “Yes, from you.”
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      “How the fuck am I supposed to climb up there with my hands tied?”

      “Don’t worry about that,” I said. “Leave the practicalities to me. All you need to decide is if you’d rather go up the ladder, or trussed up, by the wrists, as I haul you.”

      “Are you nuts?”

      “Hey, I’m just presenting the choice. I’d rather you climbed up, but I’m more than happy to help you out.”

      “Psycho,” he said, shaking his head. The length of rope I had found in the back of Wayne’s truck and added to my bag was more than enough for me to reach the platform before he had to start climbing behind me. His progress was slow and clumsy. It would have been quicker to pull him up, or knock him out and carry him up over my shoulder, but I didn’t think the ladder would support the added weight.

      He reached the top and dropped to the platform floor.

      “You afraid of heights?”

      “Not me,” he said. “But you know the deal, not too keen on falling from them.”

      I nodded. “I’m going to have to leave you here for a while.”

      “I don’t need a fucking commentary. You talk too much. Anyone ever told you that? Just do what you’re going to do. Put a bullet in me now. Blow my kneecap out. Cut my balls off. Whatever it is you’ve got in mind, just get on with it. I don’t get out of this,” he said. “We both know that. Even if you turn all merciful and decide you have to let me go, I’m a dead man walking. Raelynn and the kids have to die for any other outcome.”

      “And you know I can’t let you kill them.”

      “So, like I said, I don’t get out of this. Everything else is just the spider playing with his food. And, frankly, it sucks.”

      I hadn’t expected him to cooperate. And I could pretty much depend on him trying to escape. So, I did the only thing a reasonable man could do. I punched him. Hard.

      He fell to the deck, all sense knocked out of him.

      For all the bravado, I was reasonably sure he wouldn’t be able to resist what I had in mind. I’d never met anyone who could.
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      I found the Cadillac abandoned beside a snowdrift blocking the track to the old strip mine. The keys were in the ignition. I took it and drove to Wayne’s place.

      There was no sign of any smoke coming from the chimney as I pulled off the road onto the narrower track that led down to his house. After the amount of crap I’d given them back at the shack, I figured they were just being cautious.

      I walked toward the house slowly, making sure that Wayne had plenty of time to see me. Twice he’d come close to firing a nervous shot. I didn’t fancy it being third time unlucky.

      He came to the door. He wasn’t holding the shotgun. “You okay?” he asked, relief obvious in his heavily lined face. He looked like he’d aged another decade in the last couple of days.

      “I’m good. You guys?”

      “Fine. The kids are wiped out. Rae’s pissing and moaning about the cold. You know, all good stuff.”

      “Why don’t you get some heat going then?” I said, with a soft smile.

      He looked at me like he couldn’t understand what I was saying. Maybe it was Swahili or something. Then it dawned on him, and it went from couldn’t understand to couldn’t believe. “It’s over?”

      I nodded. “It is.” Which wasn’t quite true.

      “So, what happens now?”

      “I’ll be leaving soon,” I told him.

      “Leaving? Are you coming back?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. But it’s going to be easier if I’m not around when the authorities finally come to sort this stuff out. My prints are in Jim Lowry’s office. I’ll have killed three people. There have to be consequences, even when you’re being a good guy. Don’t worry, you can tell the truth. All of it. They won’t be the only ones looking for me, and I’ll have a decent head start.”

      “I’ll tell them you saved us. They’ll know. That will have to make a difference.”

      “You’d be surprised,” I said. “But for now, it’ll just be simpler if I’m not here. For everyone. If word gets out, other people will come looking, even though they know I’ll be long gone. You don’t want to cross these people, Wayne. Believe me. Just tell them what they want to know, with my blessing. You’re a good man. And it’s a damned shame we didn’t get that cabin finished.”

      “Where will you go?”

      “Better you don’t know. Saves you having to lie.”

      I held out the bag for him. I wasn’t going to need it and it would be better if I wasn’t caught with it, all things considered.

      “What’s this?”

      “The stuff I liberated from the sheriff’s office.”

      Wayne raised an eyebrow, but then shrugged. “I’ll find a way of getting it back where it belongs.”

      “Appreciate it. Look, I’ve got some bad news, too …”

      “Spit it out,” he said, expecting the sky to fall.

      “Your truck.”

      “What about it?”

      “Pretty much a write-off,” I said.

      “It’s insured,” he said, not even a flicker of red around him. “You coming in?”

      I shook my head. “Better not. I’ve got one last thing to take before I hit the road. Do me a favor, say goodbye to Raelynn and the kids for me. And tell them not to worry. They won’t have to spend the rest of their lives looking over their shoulders. It’s sorted.”

      “You got it.”

      We shook hands. I turned my back on him and started to walk away.

      I was barely halfway back to the battered old Cadillac when I heard Raelynn calling my name.

      I pretended I hadn’t heard.

      I could hear her running toward me.

      I stopped and turned.

      “You were going to leave without saying goodbye.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I was,” I said.

      “Why? Why would you do such a thing?”

      “I thought it was better that way.”

      “Better for who? For me? Or for you?”

      “For all of us.”

      She shook her head, like she couldn’t quite believe I could be so dense. “All I wanted to do was thank you,” she said, and slipped one of her hands into mine. Her skin was soft and warm against the cold of my own. “I owe you that much.”

      “You don’t owe me anything,” I said.

      “I owe you everything,” she said. “I was hoping we’d find time for me to show my appreciation.” She reached up and placed her other hand on my cheek. It felt good. She stood on her toes and leaned closer, our lips almost touching.

      It was a bad idea.

      It was always a bad idea.

      But for once I didn’t care. I closed the last few inches and our lips touched for a heartbeat. I felt her heat. And part of me really wanted to give in to it, just for a while. I’d forgotten what human contact felt like. Wasn’t that the very definition of loneliness?

      I pulled away.

      “Is there something wrong with me?” she asked. “I’m clean. I swear. And this—”

      I cut her off. “It’s not you,” I started to say, knowing I couldn’t insult her with the next two words that always seemed to go with that brush-off. “Honestly,” I said instead. “But right now you’d be best served giving your love to those kids. They need you, and they need you clean. Think about them and get yourself sorted out. You don’t need a guy like me to validate you. You’re beautiful, and I suspect there’s a great person in there.” I put my hand on her heart. “All you need to know is it’s safe to let her come out. No one is going to be coming for you. Not now. Not ever again. I’m going to make the problem go away altogether. Just be strong for those kids.” It was probably the most words I’d said to her. It was almost eloquent. It certainly wasn’t the kind of speech you expected from a jarhead.

      “You’re right,” she said. “I need to get off that shit, properly off it, go into a program, and maybe this is the place to do it. There’s history, with Mom and everything. But I’ve also got friends here. So maybe I can turn it around.”

      “Only you can.”

      “Will you be coming back?”

      I shrugged. “No promises.”

      “But you’ll try?”

      I didn’t say no.

      She waited, and in the end took my silence as the answer I meant it to be.

      “That’s good enough for me,” she said.

      She was still standing there when I drove away.
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      The clearing was absolutely still when I returned.

      Not that I’d expected it to be a hive of activity, but I did think he’d have put up some sort of struggle. Not that he’d have been able to escape from his bonds anyway, and in these conditions no one was going to stumble upon him. Not that anyone would have been looking for him. A more reasonable fear was that the cold had finished him. Like the old saying went, dead men could tell no tales.

      I clambered up the ladder, relieved to see that he was still there and that he was awake.

      “You took your time,” he said. There was still no fear, no anger in his flesh. He was resigned to his fate.

      “Didn’t realize I was working to a timetable.”

      “I heard a car engine.”

      “Did you think someone was coming to save you?”

      “No.”

      “You’re a smart man. I borrowed your Cadillac, hope you don’t mind.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Raelynn has told me the name of the man they ripped off.”

      “Bullshit she did.”

      “Now all I have to do is track him down and work my way up the chain. I’ll find someone willing to talk. I understand you can’t. Professionalism and all that.”

      “You’re so full of shit.” He laughed. Despite the futility of his position the man was still able to laugh. You almost had to admire him. “We took care of him before we even came here. As Dale would have said, ‘I’m Obi-Wan to your Princess.’” I looked at him, not following. “I’m your only hope.”

      I shrugged. I had no reason to disbelieve him. “And you’re not going to tell me without a fight?”

      “I’m not going to tell you at all.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I slipped off my coat to show that I meant business, but not before I had removed a pair of pliers from my pocket; another treasure from Wayne’s truck.

      “What are you going to do with those?”

      “Well,” I said, like I was considering my options, “I’ve got a few choices. I could pull a couple of your teeth and expose the nerves. That tends to work wonders. It hurts. I mean really hurts. And the cold weather will only make it worse. I figure twenty minutes and you’ll be crying like a baby, begging me to make it stop.”

      “You can’t do that, man. That’s not right.”

      “Not right? I think I like you. Despite everything, it’s almost as if you imagine there’s some code of honor at play here. Let me tell it to you straight, you’ve done worse. Live by the sword, die by the sword.”

      He shook his head violently, his lips squeezed tightly together.

      “Or,” I said, like it had just occurred to me, “I could pull out a few of your toenails. I’ve seen that done. It’s surprisingly painful, and effective when you need to get the truth out of someone. There are a lot of things I can do. And, like you said, you won’t talk, so I get to do them until your heart gives in.”

      I was starting to get to him. I could tell. There was a tinge of yellow to his hue now.

      I was getting inside his head.

      I wanted to make him remember all of the things he’d done to other people. I wanted him to realize that I was capable of all of them and more.

      “You can’t do that!”

      “Why would you even think that? Seriously. There’s you, there’s me, but what I’m not seeing is someone here to stop me. You’re not going to claim the protection of the Geneva Convention, are you? That’d be priceless.” I drew the hunting knife from my belt. “Or, you know, come to think of it maybe you’re right. Maybe I should just cut your balls off.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “No, definitely not that. But I am damaged. My old employers did that to me. So maybe we’re not so different in a lot of ways. I’m just better.” I held the edge of the blade to his cheek. I knew just how sharp it was: I could still feel the wound across the palm of my hand. I allowed the blade to make a cut on his cheekbone. Just once. Not deep, but deep enough to sting. He wouldn’t be able to tell how superficial the cut was, only that he was cut and that he was bleeding into his ear. I did the same on the other cheek and paused as if to admire my handiwork. “You can tell people they’re badges of honor when you’re inside.”

      “Inside? What the fuck are you talking about now?”

      “Well, I’ve been thinking about it, and I appreciate the bind you’re in. You’re just doing a job. It’s not personal. And right now you really wish you hadn’t taken your boss’s money. So, there’s a little piece of me that thinks, But for the grace of God, and all that. But there’s another part of me that frankly thinks it’d be pretty fucking apt if the guys you failed got to pay you a visit in Supermax. Maybe they’ll think you’ve cut a deal, sold them out, set the sniffer dogs on their trail. Maybe they’ll decide to cut their losses with you, or think you’ll make somebody just the perfect bitch. So many possibilities.”

      “Just kill me now!”

      I made another couple of cuts, deeper this time. “Tell me what I want to know. I’ll make it fast. Not only that. I’ll make it painless. You’re dead already, if it’s me or them. We’re both men of the world, we know this to be true. So what does it matter if you cough up the name? There’s no point torturing yourself to die in an hour or two or even a day or a week. Sometimes the only thing you can do is face the grim truth. You fucked up. I’m the reaper. That’s my pitch. You buying?”

      He fell silent, contemplating his options, as if he hadn’t already spent enough time stewing over them. I didn’t figure he was playing for time: it wasn’t as though an extra minute was worth holding out for in his position. I drew the knife across one ankle, then the other, deep enough to sever the tendons. He wasn’t walking away from here, literally or metaphorically.

      He gritted his teeth, biting down against the wave of agony that came with the first cut. On the second he screamed, and as he tried to fight back against the scream, bit deep into his tongue. It was so much worse than it might have been if he’d just spilled his guts when I asked nicely.

      I looked at him dispassionately. “I am very good at this,” I promised. “Better than you. Are you ready to really scream?”

      He shook his head. Blood smeared his lips and dribbled down his chin.

      “Viktor Krip,” he said.

      “That’s better. Why on earth couldn’t you have just come out with this earlier and saved yourself a lot of suffering? Now, where might I find him?”

      “Miami,” he said. “That’s it. That’s all I know. There is no more. I don’t know where he is. I don’t know who’s next in the chain. None of it. He was my point of contact. A voice on the phone. That’s it.”

      I believed him.

      He’d given me everything he knew.

      “Thank you.” I drew the knife across his arm, cutting up, from wrist to inner elbow, and the blood began to flow.

      He was done.

      It would take time, but not long, and with the storm coming in, he’d be food for the woodland fauna.

      “Bastard. You said you’d kill me.”

      “And I have. You won’t survive this. It’ll stop hurting soon enough. You’ll even start to warm up as you slip into unconsciousness.”

      I stood up, fished out my burner phone and took a photograph of him to join the macabre gallery I’d already assembled in the phone’s memory.
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      The executive suite of the Four Seasons Hotel, Miami, was the height of decadent luxury with its jaw-dropping view out over Biscayne Bay. It was winter still, but winter here was nothing like winter back where I’d come from. The temperature outside was still close to eighty degrees. Thankfully the air-conditioning kept that at bay by providing a welcome chill.

      It was the kind of place where the guests didn’t have to ask how much something cost. They could afford it or their expense accounts could.

      A thick-set man in a dark suit read the sports section of the morning edition. There was a knock at the door. He folded the paper and put it down on the coffee-table. He moved easily, but not quickly. He was a big man. Ex-football player. Some folk down in the lobby might even have recognized him. Whoever stood on the other side of that door could wait for him. This might not be his room, but he remembered the days when it had been, and so much more, when he had the world in his hands and all he had to do was run with it.

      “Room service,” the voice on the other side of the door called.

      He hadn’t ordered anything.

      He used the security peephole in the door. He saw a man in a hotel uniform. His features were distorted by the fish-eye lens. He didn’t recognize the guy, but that was hardly surprising—the hotel had so many staff he couldn’t possibly keep track.

      He opened the door and stepped aside to let him in.

      He faced down the business end of a SIG Sauer P230. He was in no doubt that the man holding it was prepared to use it. He’d met men with desperation in their eyes, men whose fingers were as likely to pull the trigger by accident as they were intentionally. The man in front of him was not one of those. The man in front of him was in control of the situation, of himself. He was used to handling a weapon.

      “Why don’t you turn around, find yourself a seat, take a load off?” Byron Tibor said. “I’d like a quiet word with your boss.”

      Instead of turning, the man went for the gun. He was fast. That had been part of his appeal as a player. He was just quicker than the rest. He had better reflexes.

      But Byron was faster.

      In the instant that the man lunged, Byron pulled the gun aside and swung his other hand, slapping him hard on the ear. It was a brutal hit, hard enough to deafen him. The bodyguard staggered a step back, head reeling, then fell to his knees as the butt of the SIG Sauer slammed into the other side of his head. He pitched face forward into the expensive carpet.

      Byron stood over him. He eased his legs apart with his boot, and drove a savage kick up into the bodyguard’s testicles to make sure he wouldn’t be getting up any time soon.
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      It had taken me longer than I’d have liked to track him down, longer still to get into the suite, but I hadn’t expected his fancy football-player henchman to be quite such a soft touch. A case of reputation rather than ability.

      I grabbed the guy by his jacket collar and hauled him onto the sofa with one hand. In almost the same motion, I slipped the tiny bugging device I’d brought with me from my pocket and fixed it to the wooden surface underneath the coffee-table.

      “Do you want to tell me what you’re doing to him?” a man asked, emerging from one of the suite’s three bedrooms. He took my presence in his stride, glancing down at his insensate bodyguard who still clutched at his groin. He did not speak to him. “And for that matter, just who do you think you are?”

      “Doesn’t matter who I think I am,” I said. I shook my head. “I’ve come to give you this,” I said, and fished a small envelope from inside the jacket pocket of my borrowed uniform. I dropped it onto the coffee-table in front of him.

      “What is it?”

      “A present. Don’t worry. It won’t bite. Why don’t you open it and take a look inside?”

      He lifted the flap and tipped the contents out onto the table.

      “Sorry about the quality,” I said, “I had to take them on my phone. And it’s a cheap piece of crap.”

      “Why are you showing me these?” he asked, as he spread the three photographs on the glass top. There was no emotion on his face, none to his halo, either: no anger, no fear, not even disgust.

      “Caleb Jacobs,” I said, pointing at the first of the pictures. The head of a man whose face had been blown away. “Sadly for him, I was only able to identify him from the contents of his billfold. If that was stolen and I’ve given him the wrong name, I apologize. He wasn’t a good man. Jacobs served time for robbery with violence and was wanted on several counts of aggravated assault. It would seem he enjoyed the violence more than the robbery.”

      “I still don’t understand.”

      “The second man is Dale Pasternak, wanted in three states that I know of for murder and crimes of a sexual nature. This guy was a piece of work.”

      “I’m really not following. What have any of these men got to do with me?”

      “If you take a look at his arm, you’ll see he had a bit of a problem with a bear trap,” I said, ignoring his question.

      He looked up from the picture and, for the first time, showed a flicker of emotion: surprise.

      “Now, the third man is more interesting. That’s Henry Dalhousie. Henry’s the real pro in the group. The other two were just psychos he picked up along the way, but he was the real deal. He once killed three fifteen-year-old girls because they cut up his car on the road.”

      “More than a little excessive,” he agreed. “But I’m not sure that makes him any worse than the other two, does it?”

      “He cut their feet off and watched them bleed to death while they tried to crawl away from him. That’s just one thing in his jacket. There’s a lot of other stuff in there, and it makes for pretty grim reading.”

      “Judging by the fact you keep using the word ‘was’, I’m going to assume you killed them and that these are your trophy shots. But here’s the thing. I’m still not clear as to why you’re here. Care to enlighten me?”

      “That’s easy. I’m here to give you a message.”

      He inclined his head, making a show of listening.

      “You hired these men to kill someone. A woman by the name of Raelynn Cardiman.”

      “I think you’re mistaken.”

      “I’m not. It took almost two hours of pain before that man gave up your name. You might have known her by a different name.” I jabbed a finger at the last photograph, which revealed the injuries I had inflicted on him.

      He shrugged. It was the smallest thing, but in that moment I knew he was no better than the three men I had left dead on the mountain in Winter’s Rage. “Have you come here looking for a job? Is that it?”

      “No, I’ve come to tell you to leave Raelynn and her family alone.”

      “You come into my home to threaten me?” He laughed “Now that’s rich.”

      “You’ve got me wrong. I haven’t come to threaten anyone. What I’m proposing is we draw a line under it.”

      “Elspeth, Raelynn as you call her, owes me money. A lot of money. Are you here to pay off her debt?”

      “Chalk it off as an expense,” I suggested. “The cost of doing business with a junkie.”

      “It’s not my call.”

      “Then make the call up the chain. That you can do. Sell the idea of peace, hard, to your boss. Because if I hear that Raelynn or her family or anyone else in Winter’s Rage has been killed, I will come looking for you. I know that you’re answerable to other people. I get that. It’s business. That’s the way the world works. But I’ll hold you personally responsible. And you don’t want that. So convince the next man in the chain she’s not worth it.”

      He drummed his well-manicured fingernails on the arm of the leather chair he’d sat in and looked me in the eye. I still held the gun, but was no longer pointing it at anyone. His ex-footballer was in no shape to make a move.

      He sighed. “Are you sure you don’t want a job?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Shame.”

      “Do we have a deal?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Then we have an arrangement,” he said.

      That was all I had come to hear.
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      “What the hell were you thinking?” His voice carried. The man was incandescent. “How could you let someone like that get in here?” Viktor wasn’t in the habit of being submissive. This was his temple. Within these walls he was used to being worshipped. He was a god.

      Let the useless son of a whore feel his wrath.

      The man tried to mumble an apology, but the words could never be enough against his fury. There was nothing he could say that Viktor wanted to hear. He hated incompetence. His world was built upon a foundation of strength. Concrete and steel. It should have been a simple job. Elspeth White was nothing. Less than nothing. She was inconsequential. And she was a thieving cunt. But that was by the by.

      “Make yourself useful, pack my bag,” he snarled. “Everything. We’re leaving. Let’s see if you can get that right.”

      He watched the man get unsteadily to his feet, then head through to the ludicrously expensive bedroom. Viktor found no comfort in the place now. It wasn’t a refuge or a place of release. It was reduced to four walls. He looked around. He would miss the view, if nothing else. But there were other places. He would find a new home.

      The man who’d just walked out on him was more capable than any of the fools he’d wasted his money on. Well, that ended now.

      Viktor needed to make a call. He had to reach over the fan of macabre photographs for his cell. He had no interest in looking at the images of the dead. They were where they deserved to be. But there had to be a reckoning. No one got away with slapping their cock across his face. The man, whoever he was, was going to have to pay for this. That was just the way it worked.

      He made the call. “It’s me. I’ve just had an uninvited guest. The men we sent to sort out our Elspeth White problem let us down. Badly.”

      He listened while the voice at the other end reflected his own anger. “That won’t be necessary,” he assured him. “They are already dead.”

      In a way that was a disappointment.

      It was always good to look into the eyes of the dying in that last moment: it was said you could steal a little of their soul for your own. Not that he believed the hoodoo voodoo bullshit. He just liked watching men die.

      “Yes. He managed to get in here dressed as a bellhop. It was … unfortunate,” he said, looking at his bodyguard as he delivered that damning indictment. He told the voice on the phone about the man’s threat, and assured him that there was no way he was going to take that lying down. “Whoever he is, I’ll take care of it,” he promised. “I just thought that in the spirit of our arrangement you should know exactly what was happening. I know how you hate surprises . . . Yes. You too. See you soon, Uncle.”

      He ended the call and put the cell down on top of Henry Dalhousie’s tortured corpse.

      There would be a reckoning.

      When he got hold of the photographer he’d regret getting some skin in the game. And when he’d dealt with him, he’d make the drive to Winter’s Rage himself and put an end to Elspeth, Raelynn or whatever the fuck the junkie called herself now. He’d look her in the eye and steal her soul.

      This was his home. He’d liked it here. And now he was going to have to start all over again.
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      The parking garage beneath the hotel was virtually silent. One car was just leaving but, apart from the fading noise of its engine echoing in the concrete confines of this underworld, the only other sounds were the click-clack of the man’s heels and the squeak of his suitcase wheels as it rumbled along.

      I’d guessed right: Viktor didn’t trust the concierge driver who was available to park and collect his Mercedes S Class.

      The sounds stopped suddenly. I heard the click of the lock disengaging as the bodyguard popped the trunk.

      Even before it was open far enough for him to see inside I fired two shots into his chest, the suppressor on my SIG Sauer reducing the sound to a phut-phut that was ludicrously tame considering it had snuffed out the man’s life. Even so, the double-tap sound still seemed to echo around the garage.

      I saw the look of surprise on his face change to shock, then understanding, but none of it mattered as far as his body was concerned. He fell.

      I saw the man behind him.

      He understood what was happening.

      His cool, calm exterior melted away as he started to run, his steps echoing impossibly loudly in the concrete hell he suddenly found himself in.

      I took my time, climbed out of the trunk, and raised my gun. I didn’t say anything. There was no need. No words could ever have been adequate, anyway.

      I was disappointed he didn’t turn and fight. I’d expected more from him. I walked calmly in his wake, my footsteps deliberately measured, echoing so much more loudly than his.

      And he ran faster. He cried out as he turned his ankle, a sickening snap accompanying the sudden break as the heel of his shoe came off. It didn’t stop him. He kicked the expensive shoes off and sprinted barefoot for the stairwell and the promise of air, light and Heaven up above.

      He was never going to make it.

      Not to the light.

      His kind had no place in Heaven.

      I took a breath and squeezed down on the trigger once.

      His arms raised in surprise. Or surrender. Or both.

      It didn’t matter.

      By the time the second bullet took him between the shoulder blades he was already falling.

      His wallet lay open at my feet where he’d dropped it.

      I stuffed the SIG Sauer down the back of my jeans and untucked my shirt to cover it, then stooped to retrieve the wallet while he lay bleeding out.

      Inside I found his cell-phone.

      He hadn’t set up a pin code or fancy fingerprint lock. I pressed the home key and the screen lit up. It was hubris. He couldn’t imagine something as personal as his phone—which contained all of his life—falling into the hands of an opponent. And yet here we were.

      I thumbed through the call log, tapped on the most recent one.

      “What do you want now, Viktor?” the voice on the other end said.

      “I’m sorry, Viktor can’t come to the phone,” I said.

      “Who the fuck is this? Where’s Viktor?”

      “Uncle, Uncle, is that any way to talk to the man he warned you about?”

      “I asked who you were.”

      “I’ve always wanted to say this,” I said.

      “Say what?”

      “Names are not important.”

      “Bullshit. I want to know your name so I know what to put on your tombstone. Now put Viktor on the phone.”

      “I told you. He can’t.”

      “What have you done to him?”

      “I can send you a picture if you like? A picture’s worth a thousand words. Isn’t that what they say?”

      “If you’ve hurt him, I’m going to make you wish you’d never been born.”

      “You’re way behind the curve on that, Uncle. There’s a line a mile long with the same idea. But here’s the thing, I’m nothing if not a man of my word. We had an agreement, or at least I thought we had. That was good enough for me. I’m traditional like that. My word is my bond. I’m nothing without my word. I thought he’d be the same way, given your line of business. But then he had to go and make it obvious he had no intention of honoring our agreement the second I walked out the door.”

      “He wouldn’t do that.”

      “Cut the bullshit. He’s a better liar than you.”

      There was silence for a moment as the man considered this. “You bugged the room.” It wasn’t a question. A man thinking out loud when he had worked out the only possible answer to a problem. “What do you want?”

      “You already know what I want. It’s the same thing I’ve wanted from day one. I want you to leave Raelynn Cardiman—Elspeth White to you—and her family alone. I want you to stay away from them.”

      I didn’t bother waiting for the response.

      I had delivered the message.

      I took a photo of the man where he lay, a pool of blood slowly turning into a halo around his body that had nothing to do with anger and sent it to the same number.

      Even before I had slipped it back into his wallet, the cell-phone rang.

      I didn’t bother to answer it.

      We were done here.
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      Winter’s Rage was on the verge of another storm, worse by far than the last. This one would continue all winter long. The locals called it The Rage. It came every year, like clockwork.

      Higher up the mountain the snow had been lying for a couple of months. It wouldn’t melt until the spring thaw. The roads were passable with caution, mainly thanks to Jim Burges’s snowplow, which was in action every day without fail. Most of the narrower and rarely used lanes off the main drag needed to be excavated before anyone would be able to use them.

      A new sheriff had been appointed from out of town. Life went on. It was what happened in small towns like Winter’s Rage. There was an investigation into Jim Lowry’s murder. Or there had been. It was closed from on high.

      There were a couple of strangers still unaccounted for, and Mike Roberts. He’d run. Never a good sign, yet, weirdly, most of the townsfolk hoped he’d be back one day because, no matter what the lawman said, Wayne Cardiman and Raelynn insisted he’d saved their lives, and those precious little kids’, and that was good enough for everyone who was anyone in Winter’s Rage, where they took people at face value. The other two would turn up, one day. When the mountain surrendered them.No one was in any sort of hurry to find them.

      The door to Maeve Cruikshank’s diner opened. A man shuffled in. He unbuttoned his coat, allowing snow to fall from it onto the “Welcome” mat, revealing a gun at his hip. He kept his hat pulled low, obscuring his face as he slid into one of the booths.

      “Coffee?” Raelynn asked, moving up beside him. She looked like she was born to the job. She smiled at all the customers, even those who gave little more than a grunt her way. But, best of all, she was clean and she was happy.

      The newcomer tipped his hat back further on his head and raised a finger to his lips, smiling a smile that could have brought all the snow down from the highest peaks.

      “Mike,” she whispered, barely able to hide her happiness at seeing him. “I knew you’d come back. I told Dad. I just knew.” She put the coffee pot down and slid onto the bench seat opposite him.

      “I’m not staying,” he said, taking all the joy out of her in three little words.

      She shook her head, not understanding. “Then why are you here? People are looking for you.”

      “People are always looking for me,” he said. “But I said I would try to come back and here I am. Call it unfinished business, if you like.”

      She reached out and placed her hand over his. “I knew you’d come back,” she said again.

      He didn’t pull away from her, even though he knew he should. There was no point in giving false hope now any more than there had been when he’d left a few months ago. “How’s Wayne?”

      “He’s good. He’s loving being Grandpa. It’s given him a whole new lease of life.”

      “You seen the cabin? There’s still plenty to be done on it, but hopefully he’ll be able handle most of it now the heavy lifting’s been done. Who knows, maybe you’ll be in there for spring?”

      She nodded, genuine tears in her eyes this time, not the crocodile ones she’d shed for him the last time. “It’s going to be great.”

      “I know it is. You deserve it. Look at you. You look good, Rae.”

      “It’s great to see you,” she said.

      He smiled at that. “You too.”

      “So why did you come back? Not just because you said you’d try.”

      “To tell you that it’s finished. No one else is going to come looking for you.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Believe me, you don’t have to say anything. Just promise me this. Promise me that from here on out you’ll live your life properly.”

      “I can do that,” she said. “Thank you.” She squeezed his hand, but there was a sadness in her smile now. She knew this was goodbye. Once and for always.

      He rose from the bench seat, touched a finger to his lips and rested it on her cheek, a small moment of tenderness that broke her heart into a million tiny pieces. The good thing though, she knew, was that it would heal stronger for having broken because that was what hearts did.

      He pulled his hat down again and headed for the door, raising a hand in farewell.

      She watched him go.

      Outside the snow began to fall, thick and fast. There was hardly any traffic in the street. It wouldn’t be long before the town of Winter’s Rage was cut off, but he would be long gone by then.
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      Read on for an extended excerpt of the first novel featuring military veterans turned private security operators, Ryan Lock and Ty Johnson.

      It may be Christmas Eve in New York, but for ex-military bodyguard Ryan Lock it's business as usual. His task: to protect the head of one of America's most powerful corporations.
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      Nobody guards the dead. Once that occurred to Cody, the plan had come together in no time. Drive to the cemetery, dig her up, sling the coffin into the back of the truck, and disappear into the night. Easy. Apart from one tiny hitch.

      ‘Man, this ground is like concrete.’

      Cody glanced over at his companion, the moonlight splitting his face in two. ‘Quit bitching.’

      Usually he liked to work alone. But moving a body was a two-man job. No way round it.

      ‘I ain’t bitching. I’m making an observation.’

      ‘Well, observations ain’t gonna get this done.’

      ‘Neither’s digging. We’re gonna need dynamite to get this old witch out of the ground.’

      Don was right. They’d picked the worst time of the year. November on the Eastern Seaboard. A bitter winter with the wind coming off a slate grey Atlantic. Freezing the living, as well as the dead.

      Spring would have been better. The nights would still have been long, but the ground would have been softer. Thing was, though, they didn’t have a choice. Not as far as Cody was concerned.

      The way he saw it, the clock was ticking. Every day lives were being lost. Hundreds, maybe even thousands. No one really knew for sure. And these deaths weren’t peaceful. Not like the one this woman had experienced: slipping gradually away, the fiery edge of pain dulled by drugs, her loved ones around her to say goodbye.

      No, these deaths were torturous and lonely. A final spit in the face to cap a miserable existence.

      The anger he felt thinking about it rose up in him. He punched down hard on the lip of the blade with the heel of his right boot, and finally found some purchase. Frosted grass gave way to frozen top soil. He stamped down again. The blade dug in another inch. His breath clouded in the freezing night air as he sucked in oxygen and repeated the process.

      A full hour later, Don was the first to hit something solid that wasn’t earth. The two men were exhausted, but the clatter of metal meeting wood spurred them on.

      Thirty minutes after that they were loading the remains into the back of the truck. Cody made a show of dusting off his gloves as Don pulled down the rear door of the box truck they’d jacked a few hours earlier from a quiet street in Brooklyn.

      Don opened the cab door and started to climb in. Halfway up, he stopped and turned back to Cody. ‘Well, we did it,’ he said.

      Cody smirked. ‘Are you for real, brother? That was the easy part.’
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      Inside the lead Yukon, Ty Johnson checked his weapon, then the position of the other two vehicles in the side mirror. All good.

      Ty gave the signal for his driver to move over into the left-hand median and occupy a lane of oncoming traffic, which was momentarily stopped at a light. Blocking the junction allowed the other two SUVs to move up seamlessly on the inside, so Ty’s vehicle was now at the rear and he could have a clear view when the passengers got out.

      Ty popped his head out the window and glanced behind. About half a block back, which in this traffic equated to a good twenty seconds, an up-armored, fire engine red Hummer rolled along.

      Inside the Hummer was the CA, or counter-attack team, led by Vic Brand, a former colonel in the US Marines. Ty knew that Lock had resisted their appointment. Normally a CA team was the preserve of the military in ultra-high threat environments, and Lock had felt it was overkill. However, Stafford Van Straten, heir apparent to the family empire and perpetual thorn in Lock’s side, had confused a stint in the Reserve Officer Training Corps when he was at Dartmouth with actual security expertise, and insisted on recruiting them, somehow convincing his father they’d be a useful addition to his security detail.

      Lock had no time for Stafford; neither did Ty. And they had even less time for Brand, a man who delighted in regaling the younger men in the CA team with his exploits in Iraq, many of which, Lock had told Ty, were fictitious. Ty, having checked with a few of his former Marine buddies, wasn’t so sure.

      The close protection world was full of guys like Brand, serial fantasists who confused talking the talk with walking the walk. To Ty, a good bodyguard was like Lock, the archetypal grey man who blended into the background, emerging only when a threat arose.The way Ty saw it, Brand blended like Marilyn Manson at a Jonas Brothers gig.

      Lock watched as the protestors on the street were cleared fifty feet further back by the cops. If one of them made a rush, Lock would have Nicholas Van Straten in the boardroom with his decaf latte and a copy of the Wall Street Journal before they made it to the front door. Unconsciously, his right hand dropped to his side, feeling for the handle of his SIG Sauer 226, as the first Yukon stopped at the entrance.

      The front passenger door of the rear vehicle opened first. Lock looked on as Ty made his way round to open the front passenger side of the middle Yukon for the designated bodyguard. As the rest of the personal escort section deployed, spreading out so that they had eyes on a full three hundred and sixty degrees, the clamor from the activists rose in volume.

      ‘Murderer!’

      ‘Hey, Van Straten, how many animals you plan on killing today?’ The bodyguard, a lean six foot two Mid-westerner by the name of Croft, opened Nicholas Van Straten’s door, and he stepped out. For a man who got death threats the way most people received junk mail, he looked remarkably composed. His four-man personal escort section had already moved into a closed box formation around him, ready to move him into the building. But Van Straten clearly had other ideas.

      Taking a right turn behind the Yukon, he began to walk towards the source of the obscenities emanating from across the way. Lock could feel a surge of adrenalin starting to build as Van Straten embarked on this unscheduled walkabout.

      ‘Where the hell’s Stafford?’ Nicholas Van Straten asked one of his aides, who appeared to be having difficulty keeping pace as his boss made a beeline for the protestors.

      ‘I’ve no idea, sir.’

      ‘He was supposed to be here,’ Van Straten said, with an air of disappointment that didn’t stretch as far as surprise. Evidently, he was used to his son letting him down.

      Lock watched as Van Straten confronted Stokes at the barrier. Anxiously, he keyed his mike. ‘Where the hell’s he going?’

      A second passed before Ty’s response came back. ‘To meet his public?’

      The four-man PES stayed tight around Van Straten. Croft glanced over at Lock as if to say, ‘What the hell do I do now?’

      Lock could only offer a shrug in return. This didn’t feature anywhere in the playbook, and he didn’t like it.

      ‘Sir, if you wouldn’t mind . . .’ Croft’s request trailed off.

      ‘If I wouldn’t mind what?’

      Van Straten seemed to be enjoying the panic emanating from the men around him.

      A few yards back the red Hummer was drawing up. Lock could see one of Brand’s men in the front seat raising a gun, an M-16, by way of deterrent. Sighing, Lock keyed his radio again, waiting a beat to make sure that the start of his transmission wouldn’t be cut.

      ‘Brand from Lock. Tell that moron sitting in front of you to put the show stopper away. In case he hadn’t noticed, we’re in Midtown, not Mosul. If I see it again, he’s gonna find it doing double duty as a butt plug.’

      Lock breathed a sigh of relief as he saw the M-16 popping back below the dash.

      ‘What’s your boss doing? Get him inside that freakin’ building before we have a riot on our hands.’ Caffrey had ambled his way across the street and was talking to Lock.

      Static in Lock’s ear, then a message from Ty: ‘He wants to talk to them.’

      Lock passed it on, and Caffrey’s expression shifted from disgruntlement to apoplexy.

      By the time Van Straten had reached the barrier, Stokes was no more than five feet away. Silence descended as the taunting and threats fell away, the demonstrators thrown by the proximity of their chief hate figure. A cameraman from CNN tried to elbow his way in front of Lock.

      ‘If you wouldn’t mind stepping back please, sir,’ said Lock, trying to keep his voice even.

      ‘Who the heck are you to tell me what do to?’

      Lock raised his hands, palms open in placation. ‘Sir, I’d really appreciate you moving back,’ he added, simultaneously raking the inside of his right boot all the way down the guy’s shin.

      As the camera operator hobbled a retreat, cursing under his breath, Lock turned to watch Van Straten confront Stokes at the barrier.

      ‘I thought a delegation from your group might like to meet with me this morning,’ Van Straten was saying.

      Stokes smiled. ‘You got my message, huh?’

      By now, the media had begun to cluster round. A blonde reporter, Carrie Delaney, was first to be heard above the rapid-fire burst of questions. ‘Mr Van Straten, what do you plan on discussing inside?’

      Lock caught her eye for a split-second. She made a point of looking away.

      A preppy-looking correspondent, with frat boy features and a footballer’s physique, broke in before Van Straten had a chance to answer. ‘Is this a sign that you’re giving in to the extremists?’

      Carrie shot the guy a look. Asshole. Lock noticed the guy smiling back. Right back at ya, babe.

      Van Straten held up his hands. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I’ll be happy to answer any questions you have after my meeting with Mr Stokes.’

      More bodies pressed in. A man behind Lock was pushed forward by a surge of the growing crowd. Lock pushed him back.

      Lock glanced around. It looked like every single assassination attempt ever witnessed, five seconds before it went off. A chaotic scrum of bodies, security caught flatfooted, then, from nowhere, someone making their move.
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      Ryan Lock peered through the floor-to-ceiling windows which fronted the reception area of the Meditech building. Outside, freezing rain was sweeping down Sixth Avenue in sheets, jamming the dozen or so animal rights protestors into a tight knot on the sidewalk opposite.

      ‘Who the hell stages a demonstration on Christmas Eve?’ the receptionist asked.

      ‘You mean apart from turkeys?’ Lock said, hunching his jacket up around his shoulders, pushing through the revolving doors and stepping out into the near-Arctic weather.

      Three months as head of security for America’s largest pharmaceutical and biotechnology company had left Lock with little patience for the animal rights people, no matter how earnest their cause.

      A fresh gust of wind stung Lock’s face. He pulled up the collar of his jacket and scanned the protestors. Front and centre was Gray Stokes, the protestors’ de facto leader. In his early fifties, with a vegan’s bony frame, Stokes stood with his customary smug expression, a loud hailer in one hand, his other hand resting on the handle of a wheelchair.

      In the chair sat Stokes’ daughter Janice, a pretty brunette in her mid-twenties, her left leg rendered useless by a rare form of progressive multiple sclerosis. The placard she held in two red-gloved hands had four words etched on it in thick black capital letters: NOT IN MY NAME.

      Lock watched as Stokes raise his loud hailer and began to harangue the half-dozen uniformed cops who were there to ensure good order. Closest to Stokes one of the city’s finest, a portly sergeant by the name of Caffrey, made a show of eating a Big Mac, punctuating each bite with stage-whisper yum-yum noises.

      Lock registered Stokes’ reaction with interest.

      ‘Hey, pig, you ever wonder what goes into those things?’ Stokes yelled at Caffrey. ‘Maybe the ALF left some of Grandma in with the rest of the meat back at Mickey D’s.’

      Anyone who had picked up a copy of the New York Post or flicked on to a news channel during the past six weeks would have gotten the reference. The manager of a Times Square fast food joint had found the disinterred body of seventy-two-year-old Eleanor Van Straten, matriarch of the Meditech corporation, on the sidewalk outside his establishment.

      The link between Mrs Van Straten’s unscheduled appearance so soon after her funeral and the animal rights movement had been a no-brainer. The next day Lock had been invited to head up the Van Stratens’ close protection team.

      Lock watched Caffrey slipping the last of his burger back into its

      Styrofoam container, and turned his attention back to Stokes.

      ‘So how come, if God didn’t want us to eat cows, he made them out of meat?’ Caffrey taunted.

      The comeback prompted a few snickers from the other cops, and

      Stokes to step out from behind the barrier and off the sidewalk.

      ‘That’s right, buddy, you keep coming,’ Caffrey yelled. ‘You can cool your heels in Rikers for a few hours. Plenty of animals there for you to hang with.’

      Lock watched as Stokes eye-balled Caffrey, calculating his next move. The protestors saw arrest as a badge of honor. Lock saw it as a good way to get the company on the news for all the wrong reasons. Speed-walking towards the barrier, Lock’s right hand dropped to the SIG 9mm tucked into his holster. The gesture didn’t go unnoticed by the protestors. Meekly, Stokes stepped back behind the barrier.

      Lock checked his watch again. Zero eight fifty. If he was running to schedule, Nicholas Van Straten, Eleanor’s widower, and the company’s new CEO, would be here shortly. Lock’s hand went up to his collar and he pressed down the talk button of his radio. ‘All mobile units from Lock.’

      Lock’s earpiece crackled with static, then cleared.

      A moment later, the voice of Lock’s second-in-command, Ty Johnson, came back, calm and in control. ‘Go ahead, Ryan.’

      ‘You got an ETA for me?’

      ‘Be with you in about two. What kind of reception we got?’

      ‘Usual sidewalk static.’

      ‘Principal wants to come in the front.’

      ‘I’ll make sure we’re clear.’

      Lock crossed back to Caffrey, who’d by this time beat a diplomatic retreat to his cruiser. He tapped on the glass and took a moment to enjoy Caffrey’s irritated expression as he cracked the window and the cold air rushed in.

      ‘We’re bringing him in the front.’

      Caffrey rolled his eyes. ‘Ain’t it bad enough that I have half a dozen officers tied down here every freakin’ morning?’

      ‘Half a billion bucks and a direct line to the mayor, not to mention the US Constitution, says he can walk in the main entrance of his own office if he so desires,’ Lock said, turning on his heel before Caffrey had a chance to respond.

      Caffrey shrugged a big deal to Lock’s back and rolled the window back up as four blocks away three blacked-out GMC Yukons fitted with B-7 grade armor and run-flats muscled their way through the morning gridlock, heavy with menace.
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      Van Straten’s bodyguard, Croft, was stationed at the door which led into the boardroom when Lock stepped out of the elevator.

      ‘Who’s inside?’

      ‘Just the old man and Stokes.’

      ‘You check on them?’

      Croft shook his head. ‘The old man didn’t want to be disturbed. Don’t worry, I made sure he sat at the top of the table before I left.’ Lock relaxed a touch. There was a panic button fitted directly under that section. Not that he thought even Stokes would be dumb enough to try something here.

      ‘Any idea why the boss wanted a sit-down?’ Croft shrugged. ‘Nada.’

      ‘He didn’t say anything in the car this morning?’

      ‘Not a word. Just sat in back going through his papers, same as always.’

      To be fair to Croft, Lock had found Nicholas Van Straten a tough man to read. Not that he was taciturn or impolite. Far from it, in fact. In contrast to his son, Nicholas Van Straten always seemed to make a point of being overly polite to those who worked for him, sometimes in almost inverse proportion to their seniority in the company.

      ‘So no one knows what this is about?’ Croft shook his head.

      Lock turned to walk back to the elevator as the door to the boardroom opened and Van Straten stepped out.

      ‘Ah, Ryan, just the man,’ Van Straten said, turning his attention to Lock.

      ‘Sir?’

      ‘First of all, I owe you and the rest of your men an apology. I

      should have given you some warning of my plans.’

      Lock bit back his irritation. ‘That’s quite alright, sir.’

      ‘It was something of a last-minute decision to open direct discussions with Mr Stokes and his group.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Now, in ten minutes or so Mr Stokes and I will be going back outside to make a joint announcement.’

      ‘Sir, if I might make a suggestion.’

      ‘Of course. Please do.’

      ‘Perhaps if we found somewhere inside the building where you could—’

      Van Straten cut him off. ‘Already thought of that, but Missy thought it would be more visual to be out on the steps. Oh, and could you arrange for some coffee to be sent in? No milk. Mr Stokes doesn’t take milk. Something to do with cows finding the process emotionally unsettling.’

      ‘Right away, sir.’

      Van Straten stepped back inside and closed the door, leaving

      Lock alone with Croft.

      ‘Who the hell’s Missy?’ Lock asked.

      ‘Some gal in the public relations office. The old man put a call in to her about two minutes before you got here.’

      ‘Terrific,’ Lock said, trying hard to keep the exasperation from his voice. Now security strategy was being dictated by someone who probably thought an IED was a form of contraception.

      ‘Dude, relax,’ Croft said. ‘Looks like the war’s over.’

      Lock stepped in close to Croft. ‘Dude, don’t ever use language like that in my presence again.’

      Croft was puzzled. ‘What? I didn’t cuss.’

      ‘In my book, “relax” beats out any cuss word.’

      

      Back outside, word of the sit-down between Gray Stokes and Nicholas Van Straten had got out, drawing even more news crews to the scene. Bystanders and protestors filled the gaps, pilot fish waiting to snatch at whatever morsels of information might float their way.

      Lock finished briefing his team stationed on the steps just as Gray Stokes emerged from the entrance, his clenched fist raised in imitation of the black power salute. Next to him, Nicholas Van Straten stared at his feet. A chastened Croft stayed within touching distance of his principal.

      ‘We did it!’ yelled Stokes, his voice sounding hoarse in the chill air. ‘We’ve won!’

      Two protestors whooped as the pack of reporters surged forward. Lock noticed that Croft and Ty, who were flanking Van Straten, were looking nervous as the reporters pushed up against them, jockeying with one another for position.

      Lock stepped between Janice in the wheelchair and a reporter squeezing in next to her, worried that she’d be toppled over by the crush of bodies. ‘Folks, if you could give everyone here some space,’ he shouted.

      Knowing what Lock had done to the cameraman, those nearest to him hastily made some room.

      Van Straten cleared his throat. ‘I’d like to make a short statement if I may. As of midnight tonight, Meditech and all its subsidiaries, alongside those companies we work with in partnership, will no longer engage in testing on animals. There will be a fuller statement released to all media outlets later.’

      Before Stokes had the chance to have his say, a volley of questions came at Van Straten. Even in victory, Van Straten was stealing his thunder, and Stokes didn’t seem to be enjoying it one bit. He shifted from foot to foot. ‘I have a statement as well!’ he shouted. But the reporters ignored him, continuing to throw questions at Van Straten.

      What’s behind your change in policy, Mr Van Straten?’

      ‘Have the extremists who desecrated your mother’s memory won here?’

      Another question, this one more pertinent to a broad section of the audience at home: ‘What do you think this will do to your company’s share price?’

      Van Straten stretched out his arms. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, please. I think it would be rude if you didn’t at least listen to what Mr Stokes has to say on the matter.’

      Struggling to keep his cool, Stokes took a single step to the right. Now he was standing directly in front of the Meditech CEO. Now it was his face filling the screens directly behind him, and the millions more around the country.

      He raised a bunched right hand to his mouth, theatrically cleared his throat, and waited for silence to descend.

      ‘Today has been a momentous one for the animal rights movement,’ he began.

      But before he could finish the sentence, his neck snapped back. A single .50 calibre bullet had vaporized his head.
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      Lock placed himself in front of Croft and drew his weapon, giving Croft time to spin and sling Van Straten so they were back to back. With his left hand, Croft clasped the collar of Van Straten’s shirt, which allowed him to return fire with his right, all the while backing up as fast as he could. Lock remained steadfast among the scrum of bodies as between them Ty and Croft moved Van Straten back inside the building.

      Lock looked around for Brand and the rest of the CA team but they were nowhere to be seen. Backing up, he shouted over to Ty,

      ‘Get him upstairs!’

      In front of him, people were scattering in all directions, the crowd parting in a V directly in front of the building as another round was fired, this one catching a male protestor in the chest. He fell, face first, and didn’t move.

      A breath of relief for Lock, as out of the corner of his eye he saw the journalist Carrie Delaney hightailing it for a news van parked on the corner.

      Turning to his right, Lock saw Janice Stokes sitting in her wheelchair, her mother struggling to get it to move. At the same time, he saw an additional reason for the collective panic.

      A red Hummer was careering towards the front of the building at full tilt, its trajectory an unswerving diagonal towards the one person incapable of getting out of its way. Even if the brakes were applied at that instant, the vehicle’s momentum would carry it onwards for at least another two hundred feet. Janice was well within that range.

      Lock sprinted forward, his left foot slipping under him as he struggled for traction on the icy steps. Another round flew in, taking out what was left of the glass frontage. Desperately, he tackled Janice from the chair, his momentum carrying them both skidding across the polished stone.

      Behind them, the Hummer had started to brake, the wheels locking, its sheer weight carrying it inexorably towards the front of the building and up the steps. Janice’s mother stood motionless as it rolled across Stoke’s body and slammed into her. She flipped into the air, a spinning tangle of limbs, and landed with a thud between the Hummer’s front wheels.

      Janice opened her mouth to scream as the Hummer ploughed into the reception area. ‘Mom!’ she yelled, as Lock pulled her under him, his body covering hers.

      He twisted his head round to see one of the Hummer’s doors open and Brand emerge. Brand hefted the M-16 in his right hand. He looked around at the devastation wrought by the vehicle and strolled calmly towards Lock, glass crunching under his boots, rifle raised.

      Lock rolled away from Janice as a paramedic ran over to them and knelt down next to Janice. The CA team clambered one by one from the Hummer and took up position in the lobby, guns drawn.

      Brand reached Lock. ‘I’ll take it from here, buddy.’

      Lock felt a surge of anger manifest as bile at the back of his throat. A young woman had just seen her father’s head blown clean off and her mother run over by Brand.

      Brand smirked. ‘Relax, Lock, she was a freakin’ tree hugger.’ Lock drew back his right arm and stepped forward. Before

      Brand had a chance to duck Lock’s right elbow connected squarely with the side of Brand’s mouth. There was a satisfying crunch as Brand’s head jolted back and blood spurted from the side of his mouth.

      ‘She was a human being,’ said Lock, hurrying past.
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      Suddenly aware of his labored breath, Lock took cover behind a Crown Vic parked fifty feet from the front of the building, making sure to stay a good five feet behind the bodywork so that any fragments of shrapnel zipping off were less likely to find him. Getting too close was called hugging cover. Hugging cover got you killed.

      Only ninety seconds had passed between Stokes being hit and him making it here. In a one-sided contact like this, it felt like an eternity.

      What was it his father had told him as a ten-year-old when explaining the job of a bodyguard? Hours of boredom, moments of terror.

      He glanced over to see Sergeant Caffrey squatting next to him, tight to the cruiser. Lock grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him back a few feet.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’

      ‘You’re too close.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You want a lecture on appropriate use of cover right now? Just do what I tell you, and stay the hell there.’

      Caffrey grimaced, his pasty complexion hued red by a freezing wind and sudden exertion. ‘Man, I’d be working the Bronx if I’d wanted to sign up for this kind of shit.’

      ‘I think they’re up there,’ Lock said, nodding towards a three story redbrick with a ground-floor Korean deli which squatted among its more refined office block neighbors

      ‘They? How’d you know there’s more than one of them?’ Caffrey asked, peeking out.

      Lock hauled him back in. ‘A lone sniper is either a college kid gone wild who can’t shoot for shit, or someone in the movies. A professional works with a spotter. And these guys are professionals.’

      ‘You saw them?’ Caffrey asked.

      Lock shook his head. ‘Take my word for it. It’s about the only place they can be. The angle of the first shot would have given him the right elevation to take out Stokes above the crowd.’

      Lock keyed his radio. ‘Ty?’

      ‘Go ahead.’

      ‘Where’s Van Straten?’

      ‘Tucked up with milk and cookies. What’s the count?’

      ‘Three down.’

      A middle-aged man in a suit broke cover to Lock’s left. Clutching his briefcase, he ducked out from behind a parked car, only making it a few feet before being blown off his feet by the sniper.

      ‘Correction. Four.’

      Automatic rounds chattered from inside the lobby as Brand and his CA team returned fire.

      ‘OK, so, Ty. You leave Croft with Van Straten and get downstairs. Make sure Brand and the rest of his buddies don’t light up any more of the citizenry.’

      ‘Will do.’

      Lock turned back to Caffrey. ‘What’s the SWAT team’s ETA?’

      ‘They’ll be here in five. Let’s just sit tight until then.’

      ‘When they get here, make sure you tell them that I’m on your side.’

      ‘Where the hell are you going?’

      ‘To give these assholes the good news,’ said Lock, making for the nearest doorway.

      He tucked in tight to the entrance of the building directly opposite Meditech headquarters. Now he was on the same side of the street as the shooters he could inch his way up, building by building, all the while narrowing any possible angle. His only real fear was being taken out by friendly fire from Brand’s trigger-happy cohort.

      The sign on the door of the deli had been switched to ‘Closed For Business’. This store didn’t even close for Thanksgiving. Lock now knew for definite that he was in the right place. He tried the handle. It was locked. With the butt of the SIG, he punched out the glass-paneled door and stepped through.

      Inside, there was no sign of life. The relative calm was unsettling as sirens whooped and screamed in the street beyond. He walked slowly towards the counter, the fingers of his right hand wrapped around the SIG's grip, his left hand cupping the bottom.

      Behind the counter there was a young woman crouched beneath the register, her hands cuffed with plastic ties, her mouth sealed with gaffer tape. The space was narrow: these places tried to use every available inch for product. As he knelt down, his hand brushed her shoulder, making her jump.

      ‘It’s fine, you’re gonna be fine,’ he whispered.

      He found the edge of the tape with the nail of his thumb.

      ‘This is going to hurt a little but, please, try not to scream, OK?’ She nodded, her pupils still dilated in terror.

      ‘I’m gonna pull it off real fast, just like a Band-Aid. One, two, three . . .’

      He tore the tape up and right, a yelp half catching in the woman’s throat.

      ‘My dad’s through there,’ she said, her words coming in short gasps. She nodded towards the corridor, which snaked off from the front of the store to the back. ‘He has a heart condition.’

      ‘Who else is here?

      ‘Two men. Upstairs.’

      ‘You sure?’

      ‘Yes. They haven’t come down yet.’

      ‘Where are the stairs?’

      She jerked her head back down the corridor towards a brown wood-paneled door.

      Lock reached for his Gerber, flipping out the knife into a locked position with a single motion. The woman winced.

      ‘I’m going to free your hands.’

      She seemed to understand, but her body remained tense and stiff as he reached behind her to cut through the plasti-cuffs. At first he thought whoever tied her up must have improvised using some plastic ties they’d found lying around, but now he saw these were the real deal. Military issue of the kind used in places like Iraq where you might have to detain large numbers for a short period. Still, the thin edge of the Gerber’s blade made fast work of cutting through the thick white plastic band.

      ‘You take care of your father. If you hear shots, get out, but stay on this side of the street.’

      Lock stood up and made his way to the door leading to the stairs. He opened it, stepped through, and glanced up. Dust caught at the back of his throat as he moved up the stairs, careful to keep his weight even on each tread. He focused on slowing his breathing as his field of vision, which had unconsciously tunneled, started to clear again. By the time he reached the second floor his heart rate had dropped by twenty beats a minute.

      Footsteps thumped above him. Whoever it was, they were in a hurry. He crouched down, his back to the wall, his 226 aimed at a gap between the iron spindles of the railing on the third floor.

      There was a sudden movement as someone broke cover above him, the person a blur. Before Lock could get him in his sights, he was gone.

      Slowly, he began to edge his way up the final flight of stairs, the SIG out in front of him, index finger resting lightly on the trigger. At the top of the stairs there was a single door, offset six feet to the left. To the right, another door, this one ajar.

      He went right first, down the corridor, pushing the door open with the toe of his boot. The room smelt musty and damp. Inside was a desk. Next to that was a solitary filing cabinet. The window was open. It faced on to the back alley. A metal pin was hammered into the frame; a length of blue climbing rope looped through it snaked out into thin air. Lock crossed to it and leaned out, glimpsing what he suspected were the backs of the sniper team as they ran.

      He keyed his radio. ‘Ty?’ he whispered.

      ‘I’m here.’

      ‘Korean deli half a block down. Second floor.’

      ‘OK, man, I’ll pass it on.’

      With any luck the SWAT team could throw up a four-block perimeter and find them before they had the chance to slip away. New York might provide the ultimate urban camouflage environment for crazies, but even here a heavily perspiring assassin carrying the tools of his trade just might stand out.

      Lock walked back down the corridor, stopping at the closed door he’d seen. He took a single step back and lifted his right leg. The door flew open under the impact of his boot.

      There was a deafening boom as a shotgun, rigged to the door handle with a length of fishing line, went off. The force of the impact blew Lock back over the railing. He landed heavily on his back, his head smacking off the wall, leaving a dent in the plasterboard. Then everything went black.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            76

          

        

      

    

    
      A cluster of town cars skulked outside the up-scale apartment block. Engines running, they chugged out a mini smog bank that rolled across the FDR Driveway to the very edge of the East River.

      Next to the green-canopied entrance, Natalya Verovsky sheltered under a golf umbrella embossed with a Four Seasons logo. Standing apart from the other au pairs and nannies waiting to collect their charges from the Christmas Eve party, she glanced at her watch. They should be coming out any minute now.

      After what seemed an eternity, a gaggle of excited children began to emerge clutching bags of party favors. Last, as usual, was Josh, a loose-limbed seven-year-old with a mop of brown hair. He appeared to be engaged in a comically earnest conversation about the existence of Santa Claus with one of his friends.

      Spotting Natalya, Josh broke off mid-conversation with a fleeting ‘Gotta go’ and made a dash towards her.

      Normally this was the signal for Natalya to sweep Josh up in a big hug, lifting him off his feet and matching the embrace with a sloppy kiss, which Josh pretended to think was gross, but which she knew he secretly relished. Today, however, she took his hand without a word, even though she knew he disliked having his hand taken more than being kissed.

      ‘Hey, I’m not a baby,’ he protested.

      Natalya said nothing, prompting Josh to look up at her, this faintest of blips on his radar registering immediately. ‘What’s up, Naty?’

      Natalya’s voice sharpened. ‘Nothing. Now come on.’ She hurried him towards a town car parked across the street.

      As the back door swung open, Josh held back. ‘Why aren’t we walking?’

      ‘It’s too cold to walk.’

      A lie. It was cold. Freezing in fact. But they’d walked home in colder.

      ‘But I like the cold.’

      Natalya’s grip tightened around Josh’s hand. ‘Quick, quick.’

      ‘Can we have hot chocolate when we get home?’

      ‘Of course.’ Another lie.

      Josh smiled, a victory seemingly won. Natalya knew that his dad hated him having anything sweet before dinner and generally she sided with him, only allowing Josh to sneak some candy as a special treat on Friday afternoons when he’d finished all his homework.

      He climbed into the back of the town car. ‘With marshmallows?’

      ‘Sure,’ said Natalya.

      Inside the car, the driver, his face obscured by the partition, pressed down on the horn with the palm of his hand before easing the Mercedes out into traffic. At the end of the block, he made an immediate right down 84th towards 1st Avenue.

      Natalya stared straight ahead.

      Josh looked at her, his face a pastiche of adult concern. ‘There’s something wrong, isn’t there?’

      A dull clunk as the doors either side of them locked. Natalya could see the beginnings of panic in Josh’s eyes now. ‘It’s just so you don’t fall out.’ A third lie.

      ‘But I’m not going to fall out.’

      The lights ahead flipped to green. Natalya reached over to secure Josh’s seatbelt as the car lurched forward to beat the next set of signals. The park was on their right now, the trees barren and stripped of their leaves. They passed a lone jogger, his face set as he leaned into the biting wind.

      At 97th, they turned into Central Park, cutting across towards the Upper West Side. By now any pretense that they were heading home was gone.

      Josh unclipped his seatbelt and scrambled up on to the seat to stare out of the back window. ‘This isn’t the way,’ he protested, his voice pitching high with concern. ‘Where are we going?’

      Natalya did her best to shush him. ‘It’s only for a little while.’

      This part, she’d been promised, was true.

      ‘What’s only for a little while? Where are we going?’ He paused and took a shaky breath. ‘If we don’t go home right now, I’m telling Dad, and he’ll fire your ass.’

      The partition window slid down and the driver swiveled round. His hair was cut military-short and flaked with grey at the temples. The black suit he’d been crammed into, to lend the appearance of a chauffeur, looked in danger of tearing under his arms.

      ‘Take us home!’ Josh screamed at him. ‘Now!’

      The driver ignored him. ‘Either you get the little brat to sit down or I will,’ he said to Natalya, pulling aside his jacket to reveal a shoulder holster with a Glock 9mm pistol tucked into it, the handle showing black against his white shirt.

      Josh stared at him, the sight of the gun quietening him, boiling down panic to a silent rage.

      Beyond the driver, through the clear glass of the windshield, he could see a trademark blue and white NYPD cruiser driving towards them. In a few seconds it would be parallel with them. A

      second after that it would be gone.

      Sensing that this was his one chance, Josh made a sudden lunge towards the front seat. The driver’s right elbow flew up, catching the top of his forehead with a crack and sending him spinning back into the footwell. ‘Sit the hell down,’ he said, pushing a button on the console, the partition gliding back into place.

      Natalya pulled Josh back up on to the seat. A welt was already starting to rise where the driver had caught him. An inch or two lower and he would have crushed the bridge of his nose. Fighting the tears was futile.

      His eyes burned into Natalya’s. ‘Why are you doing this?’

      As Josh’s sobs came, raw and breathless, Natalya closed her eyes, the knot of quiet dread that had been growing in her stomach for the past few weeks solidifying. Knowing now what she’d denied to herself all this time. That she’d made a terrible mistake.

      Feet away from them, the police cruiser sped past. Neither cop gave the town car a second glance.
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      Ten minutes after the driver had struck Josh, the partition lowered again and he tossed a backpack in Natalya’s general direction. She opened it with trepidation, even though she’d been told what would be inside.

      First item out was a plastic bag emblazoned with a trademark Duane Read blue and red logo. Digging a bit deeper, she retrieved a set of children’s clothes, brand new and in Josh’s size: blue jeans, a white T-shirt and a navy sweatshirt. No cartoon characters, no brand names, no slogans, no distinguishing characteristics of any kind. Plain. Generic. Anonymous. Chosen precisely for those qualities.

      ‘Look, new clothes,’ Natalya said, doing her best to coax Josh from the far corner of the back seat.

      Josh turned his face to Natalya, half-dried tears like glycerine on his cheeks. ‘They suck.’

      ‘Let’s get you changed, yes?’

      ‘Why? What for?’

      ‘Please, Josh.’

      Josh glanced towards the partition. ‘Forget it.’

      Natalya leaned in closer to him. ‘We don’t want to make him angry again, do we?’

      ‘Who is he anyway?’ Josh asked. ‘Your boyfriend?’ Natalya bit down on her lip.

      ‘He is, isn’t he?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter who he is.’

      ‘Why are you doing this to me?’

      Natalya lowered her voice. ‘Look, I made a mistake. I’m going to try and get you out of this. But right now, I need you to cooperate.’

      ‘Why should I believe you?’

      ‘Because you don’t have any choice.’

      Finally, after more stalling, Josh got changed. Natalya jammed his party clothes into the backpack, the easy part out of the way. Next, she picked up the bag from the drug store, steeling herself, then put it back down. Unless she was going to pin Josh to the ground to do what she had to do, and risk injuring him in the process, this was going to take careful handling.

      ‘You look nice in those,’ Natalya said.

      ‘No I don’t.’

      ‘They look good.’

      None of this was cutting any ice and Natalya could see that Josh was getting jittery again.

      He shifted position on the back seat. ‘Can we go home? Please? If you want money my dad can give it to you, but I want to go home.’

      ‘It’s not that simple.’

      ‘Why not?’

      Natalya pulled a pair of hairdresser’s scissors from the drug store bag.

      Josh’s hand shot to his scalp. ‘No. Not my hair.’

      The car slowed and pulled to the side of the road, as a car behind blared its horn. The partition fell. This time the driver had the gun in his hand. He pointed it directly at Josh. ‘If I have to pull over one more time, you’ll regret it.’

      Shaking, Josh turned his back to Natalya. Legs crossed, she sat behind him, and set to work.

      Barely five minutes later the back seat was festooned with long strands of dark brown hair. Josh reached his hand back, ran it through the uneven spikes.

      Natalya took Josh’s hand and squeezed it. ‘You can always grow it back. Now, let me tidy it.’

      She made some more tiny adjustments, momentarily getting caught up in the task.

      ‘There. Now you know what would really suit this style?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘A different colour.’

      ‘I guess so,’ Josh said, sounding utterly defeated.

      Natalya rummaged in the bag again, sighing as she came up with a plastic bottle of hair dye. Quickly scanning the directions on the back of the bottle, she tutted loudly, then leaned forward and rapped on the partition. ‘I can’t use this now.’

      The driver stared at her in the rear-view mirror. ‘Why not?’

      ‘It needs water. It’ll have to wait.’

      ‘You sure?’

      ‘You think I’m stupid?’

      She thrust the bottle through the partition, two fingers covering the part of the label which read ‘unique dry application’. The driver grunted, tucked the bottle into his jacket and restarted the car.

      ‘Don’t worry, I won’t let anything bad happen to you,’ Natalya whispered, putting her arm around Josh.

      ‘This isn’t bad?’ he demanded.

      Natalya pulled him closer and he finally relented, snuggling in to her. Fifteen minutes later he was beginning to doze off, his head resting against Natalya’s shoulder, as the car came to a stop and the driver opened the door, pulling them both out into the cold.

      As they stood shivering in a freezing mist of rain, the driver produced a brand-new cordless car vacuum and used it to suck Josh’s hair off the back seat. Someone else would be along later to collect the car.

      The area was desolate and semi-industrial, with a road off to the left. They trudged through a sugar coating of powdery snow towards an oversized metal gate which lay smack bang in the middle of a seemingly endless chain-link fence. Cars flitted past in the distance. Other than that they were alone. A man with a gun, Natalya, and the child she’d been charged with looking after and had just so cruelly betrayed.

      Natalya looked around, trying to find a point to fix on – a street sign, maybe, or a store – but all she could see was waterfront. Close by she could hear the slurp of waves against a dock.

      Everything had changed for her the moment Josh had been hit. Regardless of what was at stake for herself she was determined to make good her mistake. And that meant getting Josh safely home to his father.

      She’d have to pick her moment with care, though. There would be no second chance at escape.

      They hadn’t driven through any tunnels or over any bridges so she was sure they were still in Manhattan, but it didn’t take a genius to work out that this neighbourhood was a long way from the Upper East Side.

      The driver pushed Natalya towards the metal gate with the heel of his hand. ‘Move,’ he grunted.

      At the door, a solitary security camera panned round, accompanied by a faint hydraulic whirl. The gate clicked and the driver pushed it open, ushering Natalya and Josh through.

      Perched at the end of a pier, a single-engine speedboat was tied up, no one aboard. Painted a dark grey, it sat low in the water. They walked towards it, the driver clambering down into it first, almost losing his footing as a sudden swell rose under the hull. For a split second Natalya considered running, but with the dock stretching thirty feet out into the water she knew they’d never make it in time.

      Natalya helped Josh into the boat.

      ‘Get the rope for me,’ the driver said, pushing Josh down so he’d be out of view of any passing traffic on the river.

      Natalya unhooked the stern line from the mooring and threw it back to him. Now was her chance.

      The driver waved her forward with his hand as the boat began to inch away from the dock. ‘Quick.’

      She hesitated, then caught Josh’s terrified eyes. There was just no way she could leave him. Taking one quick step, she jumped down, the driver catching her hand and half hauling her down into the boat.

      The driver gunned the engine and they set off in a wave of spume and diesel oil. Soon the dock was out of sight, a black skyline etched against grey.

      Natalya counted off those buildings she recognized. The tower of the Chrysler building. The Empire State. The gaping maw of a breach where the Twin Towers once stood, now replaced by the first nub of the Freedom Tower.

      The driver dug into the bag and pulled out the bottle of hair dye. He squinted at the instructions on the back like they were written in Sanskrit. Finally, he looked up at Natalya. ‘Dry application. Bullshit.’ He threw the bottle at Josh. ‘Make sure you rub it in good.’

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            78

          

        

      

    

    
      Lock woke in a bed in a small room, hooked up to a monitor and some kind of IV. He prayed for morphine, but suspected saline. If he was still in this much pain, it had to be some weak-ass morphine.

      He wiggled his toes and fingers, relieved to find that they seemed to be responding. To make sure that it wasn’t some kind of phantom sensation he flipped back the sheet, surprised that he could move so easily, and amused to find that he had an erection. Maybe it was some kind of evolutionary response to a near-death experience. Either that or a full bladder.

      He waited for his excitement to subside, conjuring up the most unerotic of images to hasten its demise. No dice. Not even a yoga-emaciated Madonna could shift it. The blinds weren’t closed all the way, and he could glimpse the lights of the city that didn’t sleep beyond the window, getting on just fine without him.

      Tentatively, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and, with one hand on the bed rail, stood up. For a second or two the room shifted suddenly, but the sensation quickly abated, and he managed to walk gingerly over to the tiny bathroom.

      The man staring back at him from the mirror with a deadpan expression was sporting three-day-old stubble and a close-shaven head. Running his fingers across the top of his skull, he found a set of stitches. Whether it was a wound or the result of an incision wasn’t entirely clear. He touched his fingertips to it. No real pain, but definitely stitches.

      His face was puffy, especially around the eyes. His eyes were set blue amid the deathly pallor of the rest of his skin, his pupils like dots.

      He took a moment to work back to how he got here. Relief. It was all there. The protestors, Van Straten’s unexpected walkabout, then Lock standing on the steps outside Meditech and the bullet. Correction: bullets. His glimpse of Carrie running for cover. More relief at recalling that. Then him taking on the threat, the young Korean storekeeper tied up, then walking up that staircase, a bang, and a sudden cut to black.

      Total recall. He allowed himself a smile at that.

      He filled the sink and began to splash his face with cold water, freezing mid-splash as the door opened into the main room. Pressing his back against the wall, he peered out.

      In the room, a man in a blue windbreaker looked around, like the empty bed was evidence of some kind of magic trick. For a second, Lock half expected the guy to start shining his Mag light under the covers.

      He stepped out of the bathroom, and the guy’s face relaxed into a smile. ‘There you are.’

      ‘Here I am,’ was all Lock could think to say in reply.

      Overcome by a sudden wave of exhaustion, Lock took a step back towards the bed, and stumbled. The man put out a hand, steadying him. ‘Easy there.’

      Lock waved him off, keen to get some sheets between him and his visitor. ‘Lemme guess, JTTF?’

      The Joint Terrorism Task Force’s field office in Manhattan was based downtown in the Federal Plaza. Composed of members of the FBI, ATF, as well as NYPD, it was charged with dealing with all incidents of domestic terrorism in the five boroughs and beyond. The campaign against Meditech had fallen under its jurisdiction as the animal rights activists had escalated their actions. Lock had liaised with a number of suits from their office, although the man standing in front of him wasn’t one of them, as far as he could recall.

      ‘John Frisk. Just got transferred over.’

      ‘Ryan Lock.’

      ‘Least you can remember your name, that’s a start.’

      ‘So where’d they transfer you from?’

      ‘FBI.’

      Lock sat back on the bed. Frisk pulled up a chair and sat next to him.

      ‘You’re a lucky guy. If you’d been hit a couple of inches either side of your plates you’d be toast.’

      Lock had been sporting four plates. Two front, and two back, they slid into pouches either side of his ballistic vest to provide additional protection.

      Lock smiled. ‘Maybe I should hit Vegas, while I’m still on this hot streak.’

      ‘Take me with you. I could use the vacation.’

      Lock eased his head back on to the pillows and stared at a fixed point on the ceiling. ‘What’d they hit me with?’

      ‘Twelve-gauge rigged to the door,’ said Frisk.

      ‘Better that than the alternative, I’m guessing. You pick anyone up yet?’

      ‘We were hoping you could help us with that one.’

      Lock chewed the side of his mouth. ‘Professionals. Both male. Both over six feet. I didn’t get much of a look beyond the back of their heels. What did the crime scene team turn up?’

      ‘I can’t really say.’

      ‘That many leads, huh?’

      It was Frisk’s turn to suppress a smile. ‘I thought I was the investigator and you were the witness.’

      ‘Old habits die hard.’

      Frisk hesitated for a moment. ‘OK, from what we can gather, as you said, it was a pro job. High-calibre sniper rifle – we’re still working on the exact type, but a fifty cal.’

      ‘Fifty?’

      ‘Yup. If they’d rigged that to the door we wouldn’t be having this conversation,’ Frisk said, super-casual.

      ‘Got that straight,’ said Lock. Having seen what the .50 cal had done to Stokes’ head, Lock knew that no amount of body armor would have saved him.

      ‘They had the escape route scoped out ahead of time, not much left behind for forensics. No shell casings anywhere to be seen, not like that would have given us much anyway. Plus the room was bleached down before they exited via the window.’

      ‘What about the shotgun?’ Lock asked, leaning over to reach for a glass of water perched on the locker next to his bed.

      Frisk beat him to it and passed it over. ‘Looking to buy themselves a few extra seconds would be my guess.’

      Lock grunted in agreement.

      ‘We traced it to the owner of a house out in Long Island. Place has been vacant since the summer, guy didn’t even know he’d been broken in to.’

      ‘Did the girl make it?’

      ‘The girl in the wheelchair?’

      Lock nodded, took a sip of water.

      ‘She’s down on four.’

      ‘She OK?’

      ‘Pretty shocked. Knows about as much as you do.’

      ‘You’ve got some great witnesses lined up by the sounds of it. What was the final count?’

      ‘Five dead in total.’

      ‘Five?’

      ‘Three shot, one run over, and one heart attack.’

      A knock at the door. A young African American doctor in her late twenties who looked like she’d been awake about as long as Lock had been unconscious poked her head round. ‘I thought I was pretty clear that I didn’t want my patient disturbed until he was ready.’

      ‘It was my fault, doc,’ Lock said. ‘I was quizzing Agent Frisk, not the other way round.’

      ‘Well, if you have any questions, you can always talk to me.’ Lock glanced back to Frisk. ‘Never got to ask Agent Frisk what

      my federal prognosis was.’

      ‘Well, your weapon was legally held, although how the hell you got a concealed carry in the city these days beats me.’

      Lock looked skywards to the ceiling. ‘Friends in high places.’

      ‘And your luck doesn’t end there,’ Frisk continued. ‘Seeing as you never fired a shot, there won’t be any charges. But next time, leave the cavalry charge to the cavalry, OK?’

      Lock bristled. He’d been the only one taking on the threat and here was Frisk treating him like some rookie cop. ‘I’d be happy to, if they manage to show up before the final reel. Speaking of which, what’s happening to Brand?’

      ‘Police department are keen to go to bat on vehicular manslaughter. But the DA’s getting a lot of pressure to go for a lesser charge, or let it slide entirely.’

      ‘If you speak to anyone in their office you can tell them I’d be happy to step to the plate for the prosecution on that one.’

      Frisk raised an eyebrow. ‘You and he not too close, huh?’

      ‘Different approaches, that’s all.'

      ‘Oh yeah, and what’s the difference?’

      ‘Mine’s correct,’ Lock said curtly.

      ‘Mr Lock really does need his rest,’ the doctor broke in. ‘I’m sure there’ll be plenty of time for you to talk to him tomorrow.’

      ‘What day is it anyway?’

      ‘Thursday,’ said Frisk.

      ‘Wait. I missed Christmas?’

      The doctor arched an eyebrow. ‘You got the gift of life.’ Frisk smirked. ‘Sure Santa’ll catch up with you next year.’

      ‘OK, he really does need his rest now,’ insisted the doctor.

      Frisk took the hint and eased out of the room. ‘Don’t go anywhere,’ he said from the door.

      When he’d gone, Lock’s hand reached up to his head wound. He ran the tips of his fingers over it, like a kid worrying a scab on his knee.

      ‘Pretty good-looking scar you’ll have there,’ the doctor said, perching next to him on the bed.

      ‘You think it’ll make me more attractive to women?’

      ‘Didn’t realise that was a problem for you.’

      ‘I’ll take any help I can get.’

      ‘Mind if I take another look?’

      ‘Be my guest.’

      He bowed his head so she could get a better view.

      ‘You had a pretty lucky escape.’

      ‘So everyone keeps saying.’

      ‘You suffered a slight hemorrhage. We had to drill into your skull in order to take out some fluid. There’s a risk that you might suffer some additional blackouts. Oh, and there have been cases where trauma to this particular area of the brain can result in a raised level of—’

      ‘You can stop right there, doc. I think I know where you’re heading. So when can I get out of here?’

      She stood up. ‘Head trauma’s a serious business. It’d be best if you stayed here for at least the next few days.’

      ‘Sure thing,’ he said, already planning his escape.
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      ‘Don’t you have a home to go to?’

      The doctor was back at the foot of Lock’s bed, busy looking over his chart as he lay back watching the tube. Even this early on in his convalescence he’d made a number of interesting discoveries, the most surprising being that with a sufficiently high dose of morphine daytime soap operas were damn engrossing.

      ‘Wouldn’t have had you pegged as a big daytime soap fan,’ she mused as Lock flicked the TV to mute, leaving a cleft-chinned Clooney wannabe to slap around an actress whose Botox-blank face ran the gamut of human emotions from A to B and back again.

      ‘I was waiting for the news to come on.’

      ‘Sure you were.’ That killer smile again.

      ‘Are you flirting with me, doc?’

      She ignored the question, jotting down an additional note on his chart instead.

      ‘What are you writing?’ he asked, doing his best to peek.

      She angled the chart so he couldn’t see. ‘Do not resuscitate.’ Lock laughed. It hurt.

      She edged a smile herself. ‘Sorry, but I get hit on a lot, and I haven’t been home in two days.’

      ‘Who said I was hitting on you?’

      ‘You weren’t? OK, now I feel insulted. Anyway, isn’t this all a pointless discussion? You have a girlfriend.’

      ‘Do I?’

      ‘Well there’s certainly been a woman putting in a lot of calls since you were admitted. Carrie Delaney ring any bells?’

      ‘Lots, but unfortunately we’re just good friends.’

      ‘Unfortunate for you or her?’

      ‘Probably both.’

      ‘I see.’

      Lock pushed himself up into a sitting position. ‘Y’know, I’d never really thought about it until now, but our jobs have quite a few things in common.’

      ‘Saving people’s lives?’

      ‘I was thinking more along the lines of unsociable hours and only getting any real attention when you screw up.’

      ‘What did you screw up?’ she asked him. ‘Janice Stokes wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t done what you did.’

      ‘And neither would I.’

      She was staring at him now. ‘So why did you?’

      ‘This is going to sound like a line from a bad movie.’

      ‘I get lots of those too.’

      ‘I did it because it’s what I’m trained to do.’

      ‘So you make a habit of rescuing damsels in distress?’

      Lock shook his head. ‘No, just a habit of walking through doors

      I shouldn’t. Listen, I didn’t even catch your name.’

      ‘Dr Robbins.’

      ‘I meant your first name.’

      ‘I know you did.’

      Over her shoulder, Lock caught a glimpse of Carrie fronting the headline report on the TV. Seeing her hurt worse than getting shot. She was standing outside a green-canopied apartment building, a white-gloved doorman flitting in and out of frame behind her, apparently undecided between discretion and getting his mug on the tube.

      ‘That your lady friend?’ Dr Robbins asked, following Lock’s gaze to the TV and reading the bottom of the screen.

      ‘She was. For a time anyway.’

      ‘Looks too classy for you.’

      ‘I get that a lot. Would you mind if I . . . ?’

      ‘Go right ahead,’ said Dr Robbins, stepping out of his way. Lock turned up the volume, catching Carrie mid-sentence.

      ‘. . . the FBI remaining tight-lipped about this latest twist in the Meditech massacre story which has gripped America. But so far only one fact remains clear: three days after his disappearance, seven-year-old Josh Hulme remains missing.’

      The screen cut to a picture of a young white boy with thick brown hair and blue eyes, smiling self-consciously for a family portrait.

      Lock moved away from Dr Robbins as she attempted to get a fresh look at the back of his head. ‘What’s this got to do with Meditech?’

      ‘His father works for them or something.’

      Lock felt a jolt of adrenalin. He started to get out of bed, earning a reproachful look from Dr Robbins.

      ‘I need to make a call.’

      ‘Fine, but do everyone a favour.’

      ‘What’s that, doc?’

      ‘Put on a robe first. Your butt’s hanging out.’
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      Dressed, and with a baseball cap covering what he’d come to think of as his lobotomy patient look, Lock stepped out into the hall. He still felt a little uncertain on his feet and he remained deliberately unshaven. Looking in the mirror as he’d washed his face, he’d figured that slightly altering his appearance might be no bad thing under the circumstances. Clearly the ‘Massacre in Midtown’, as the press had dubbed it, gleefully unearthing a neat piece of alliteration among the dead, was a first shot rather than a last stand.

      Finding a way to call Ty proved tricky. Lock’s cell phone was inconveniently back in the bottom drawer of his desk at Meditech and pay phones seemed to be in short supply. Dr Robbins had told him she could arrange for a phone to be brought to his room for a small charge, but he didn’t want to wait. Finally, he tracked one down on the ground floor, next to the gift shop.

      Ty answered on the first buzz.

      ‘Where’s my fruit basket?’

      ‘If it ain’t Rip Van Winkle. I was wondering when you were going to surface.’

      ‘Sleep of the just, man.’

      ‘I hear you. Good to have you back.’

      Lock was grateful for the relief in Ty’s voice. It was comforting to know that someone at the company gave a shit about his mortality.

      ‘Want to give me an update?’

      ‘We’re locked down tight. No further incidents. Everything seems to be cool.’

      Cool?

      ‘And I thought I was supposed to be the one who took a blow to the head. How are things cool when one of our employee’s kids is missing?’

      ‘You heard about that?’

      Lock held the phone away from his mouth and counted to three. Slowly.

      Ty appeared to read his silence. ‘Listen, Ryan,’ he said, ‘things are a little bit more complicated than you might think. The FBI are involved, it’s being left to them to handle.’

      ‘So why the hell have we been paying kidnap and ransom insurance for all this time if we’re just going to hand everything over to the Feds?’

      ‘Richard Hulme, the father of the missing boy, resigned his position at the company two weeks ago, which means neither he nor his son are our problem any more. Sorry Ryan, I had the exact same conversation when I heard, but the word’s come down from on high. We stay out of it.’

      ‘But the FBI won’t pay any ransom.’

      ‘They’ve got their policy and we have ours.’

      ‘And nine times out of ten our way gets the victim home safe and sound with the only damage being a dent in some insurance company’s balance sheet and a bit of actuarial adjustment for next year’s premium.’

      ‘I know, man, I know.’

      Right on cue, a little girl was wheeled past him, a Magic Marker adorned plaster cast covering her leg. She smiled at Lock.

      ‘Listen, Ty, I’m going to get out of here, but first I have to check on something.’

      ‘OK, man. Hey . . .’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Be safe.’

      Lock hung up and made a beeline for the gift shop. He grabbed a bunch of flowers that offered a seven-day ‘no wilt’ guarantee (Lock could relate) and a box of candy. As he paid the lady behind the counter, he glanced at the newspapers on the rack. Josh’s face stared out from every front page apart from the New York Times, which led on weightier matters in the Middle East: there had been a suspected biological attack on coalition troops on the border between Afghanistan and Pakistan.

      He picked up a copy of the Post and flicked through it as he walked back through the lobby. On a double-page spread inside there was a picture of him pulling Janice out of the Hummer’s way. He didn’t like it: a good close protection operative stayed out of the limelight. A double-page spread in a tabloid wasn’t exactly staying out of the limelight.

      In the elevator, Lock was squeezed to the back by a couple of hospital orderlies wheeling an elderly man on a gurney. One of them eyed him warily. Suddenly he regretted not dragging a razor across his face when he’d had the chance.

      Lock handed the orderly the Post folded open at his picture.

      ‘Relax, I’m one of the good guys.’

      The elderly man on the gurney reached out his hand for the paper. ‘Here, let me see that.’ His eyes shuttled between Lock and the picture. ‘That’s him all right.’

      With everyone’s curiosity satisfied, Lock got out on the fourth floor, thankful that he hadn’t been asked to sign any autographs or pose for a picture. Janice’s room was easy enough to spot. It was the one with a cop standing outside, sipping from a Styrofoam cup.

      Once Lock had run through the rigmarole with the newspaper again, and the uniform had spoken to someone at her precinct, who’d then had to speak to someone at Federal Plaza, he was allowed through the door.

      The blinds were closed but Janice was awake, her face turned away from the door. The room was full of flowers and cards. A few bereavement cards were scattered among those wishing her a speedy recovery. Hallmark’s market research clearly hadn’t yet unearthed the ‘Glad You Survived and Good Luck with the Terminal Illness’ niche of the greetings card market.

      Lock laid the flowers at the bottom of the bed and pulled up a chair. They sat in silence for a moment.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ Lock asked at last.

      ‘Terrible. How about you?’ The question was delivered with the hint of a smile.

      ‘I feel . . .’ Lock trailed off, uneasily. ‘I’m good.’ She reached her hand across to his. ‘Thank you.’

      The simple humanity of the gesture threw him a little. Because he worked for Nicholas Van Straten, Janice and her father had been the enemy for months.

      ‘I’m glad you made it,’ he said softly. She glanced down. ‘For now.’

      ‘You don’t know that. There could be a breakthrough, some new drug or treatment for your condition.’

      As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them. Even if there was, there was more chance of a Jehovah’s Witness agreeing to a blood transfusion than of Janice taking something that would, in all likelihood, have been tested on animals first.

      To her credit, she let it slide. Instead she studied Lock’s face long enough to make him shift uncomfortably in his seat, before asking,

      ‘Have you ever been to a slaughterhouse?’

      For a second, he thought of telling her about the six months he’d spent in Sierra Leone, where Charles Taylor and the Revolutionary United Front had embarked on a systematic campaign of amputating the limbs of the civilian population, including babies. At least killing animals to eat them served some purpose, he thought now. Much of what Lock had witnessed over the years was borne out of a darker human impulse.

      He sighed, rubbed the back of his head, finding stitches. ‘I’ve seen a lot of death.’

      ‘Death’s inevitable, though, isn’t it?’ Janice said, her voice rising.

      ‘I’m talking about murder. The animals know they’re about to be killed. When they’re in the trucks, they know. You can see it in their eyes, hear it in the noise they make.’

      Lock leaned forward and touched her arm. ‘Janice, I need to ask you a few questions. You don’t have to answer them but I need to ask them all the same.’

      ‘Gandhi said that you can judge the morality of a nation by how it treats its animals,’ Janice continued, undeterred.

      She was rambling now, her mind on a loop, or so it seemed to Lock. She grasped the bars of the bed frame and pulled herself up into a sitting position. He tried to help her but she waved him away.

      ‘Janice, this is important. I don’t think whoever killed your father did it by accident. What I mean is, the more I’ve thought about it, the more I can’t help feeling that this wasn’t someone trying to assassinate Nicholas Van Straten and getting it wrong. This was someone trying to kill your father and getting it right.’

      ‘You think I don’t know that?’ Janice asked, suddenly focused.

      ‘We’d already had threats from your side.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Phone calls, letters, saying that if we didn’t stop the protesting we’d be killed.’

      ‘You tell anyone about this?’

      ‘And who were we going to tell? The FBI? They were probably the ones doing it.’

      ‘Come on.’

      ‘My mom and dad were saving animals twenty years before a bunch of anorexic bimbos took their clothes off for a photo shoot because it was fashionable. I grew up with our phone being tapped and our mail opened. There wasn’t one Christmas went by that I didn’t know what my grandma had gotten me because those assholes opened everything. What’s changed? Apart from the fact that nowadays there’s a hell of a lot more money at stake. For all I know, you could have been the one making those phone calls.’

      ‘OK, you got me. Must have been the suppressed guilt that got me to risk my ass pulling you out of there,’ Lock fired back, angry now.

      Grandma’s presents, gimme a break. Talk about brainwashing. Ma and Pa Stokes had done such a nice job that their only daughter was prepared to die a martyr for the cause, rather than compromise her principles and live, while they’d been only too happy to stand by and watch. And for what? To prove their moral superiority over the rest of us.

      ‘Thanks for the flowers, but maybe you should go now,’ Janice said, turning away from him.

      Lock stood. He took a couple of breaths. ‘OK, I’ll go. But I’ve got one last thing I need to ask you.’

      ‘Fine, but make it quick, I’m getting tired.’

      ‘Your father said something to Van Straten when they were outside. Something about him getting his message.’

      Janice looked blank. ‘I already told you, we didn’t make threats.’

      ‘I’m not suggesting it was a threat. But if there’d been some kind of back channel discussions going on—’

      ‘With Meditech? No way.’

      ‘So what was the message?’

      Janice’s voice shook with emotion. ‘I don’t know. And now I

      never will. My parents are dead, remember?’

      Lock got to his feet, his irritation replaced by remorse. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have . . .’

      But her eyes had already closed, and by the time he reached the door she had fallen fast asleep. The uniformed officer checked on her before allowing Lock to leave. She looked up at Lock as she performed a cursory pat-down, although what he would have wanted to remove from Janice’s hospital room was a mystery.

      ‘Must feel pretty good,’ she said.

      ‘What must?’

      The rookie smiled up at him. ‘Saving someone’s life like that.’ Lock shrugged his shoulders. He hadn’t saved Janice’s life, merely postponed her death. He turned his back on the cop and walked back to the elevator.
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      Brennans Tavern was about as authentically Irish as a bowl of Lucky Charms, but it was dark, which suited Lock fine. Even with the painkillers he’d picked up from the hospital pharmacy taking the edge off his headache, bright light was still making him wince.

      Getting out of hospital had proved almost more time consuming than leaving the military, with about as many hours of form filling involved. Dr Robbins had warned him that in his present condition he was a danger not only to himself but also others. He’d declined to tell her that his commanding officer had said the same thing.

      Eyes adjusting slowly to the gloom, he took a sip of beer. The label on the painkillers no doubt contained a warning about not taking them with alcohol but his vision was still a little blurred, and who could read that kind of small print in this light anyway?

      The door swung open, and in strode Carrie. Seeing her, Lock felt suddenly buoyant. And even more light-headed. Without stopping to look around she made a beeline for him, throwing down her jacket and bag on the table, all business, like they’d never broken up.

      ‘Tough day?’ Lock asked her.

      ‘About average.’

      ‘How’d you pick me out so quick?’

      ‘Corner table with your back to the wall, a view of the door, and easy access to the back exit. It doesn’t take a genius.’

      ‘See, you did get something out of dating me after all.’ He stood and pulled out a chair for her.

      She pantomimed a curtsy and sat down. ‘You always did have good manners.’

      They looked at each other across the table, Lock suddenly wishing that the lighting was better.

      ‘Glad you made it out in one piece.’

      ‘Yeah. It was scary for a while there.’

      ‘It was,’ Lock agreed. The only people who claimed not to be scared in a violent situation were liars and psychopaths. Fear was hard-wired.

      ‘So how’s my hero?’

      ‘I’m your hero?’

      ‘Ryan, let’s not—’

      He put up his hand in apology. ‘You’re right. So, let’s see, how am I?’ He took a sip, reflected. ‘I’m sore. If I’d seen it coming . . .’

      ‘It wouldn’t have been sore?’

      Lock wasn’t sure he had the energy to explain. Long ago he’d formed the theory that if you knew you were going to be hurt, if you expected it, the brain could send a signal of anticipation to the body which meant that when pain came it arrived with less of a jolt. Since then, every time he’d gone into a situation the first thing he told himself was, this is going to hurt. Bad. And somehow when he did that and the pain came he was able to maneuver beyond it and come out on top.

      The shotgun rig had been a sucker punch. But then the world these days was all sucker punches.

      ‘Ryan? Are you OK?’

      

      ‘Sorry.’ He ran his hand across his scalp. ‘I was miles away.’

      ‘Evidently. Nice hairdo, by the way.’

      He smiled. One of the many things he loved about Carrie was her ability to pull him out of what she chose to call his ‘tortured soul’ moments. ‘You like it?’ he asked.

      ‘“Like” might be too strong a word. It’s certainly . . . different. Let me get you a drink.’

      ‘Drinks are on me.’

      He flagged down the bartender and ordered Carrie a Stoli rocks with a twist of lime.

      ‘Nice to see you remembered.’

      The way she met his gaze as she said it held more than a hint of promise for later. In his current state, Lock couldn’t decide whether that was a good thing or a bad thing. On the one hand he couldn’t think of anything he’d like better than spending the night with Carrie, but on the other he doubted Carrie would be that impressed if he blacked out on top of her.

      That, and it was complicated. They’d first gotten involved vowing that their relationship was only a bit of fun, then quickly realised after he’d stayed over at her place every night for two weeks that maybe it was shaping up to be more. Finally, they reached a mutual conclusion: right person, wrong time. No big argument. No recriminations. Just a slow realization that it wasn’t going to work out. Lock ached, then threw himself even deeper into his job.

      The bartender brought Lock another beer and Carrie her Stoli rocks with a twist. Carrie’s finger circled the rim of her glass. She was thinking about something, Lock could tell.

      ‘Got some pretty good footage of you saving that girl in the wheelchair.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I haven’t asked you a question yet.’

      ‘I know what it is, and my answer’s still no.’

      Carrie sat back, smiling. ‘Will you give me an interview?’

      ‘You know what I think about media bullshit. Present company excepted. And you know what I think about guys doing the job who big-time it.’

      ‘But you saved her life.’

      ‘It’s what I’m trained to do. It wasn’t bravery, it was reflex. Listen, my job is to be the—’

      ‘Grey man. I know.’

      Carrie had made the mistake of curling up on the couch with Lock one evening to watch the Academy Awards. She’d been treated to a stream of invective about the shortcomings of the various ‘bodyguards’ accompanying the cream of Hollywood up the red carpet. It was also the first time Carrie had heard the expression, presumably picked up from his former British colleagues, ‘thick-necked twats’.

      ‘Then you know what I’d say.’

      ‘Can’t fault a girl for trying, can you?’ She drained her Stoli.

      ‘Why don’t we go somewhere else?’

      Lock closed his eyes, tasting the moment.

      ‘You OK?’

      ‘Better than OK. You got some place in mind?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      Over Carrie’s right shoulder, Lock watched a man in his early forties come into the bar. He wore a long raincoat buttoned all the way up but the hair matted to his head indicated that he hadn’t had the additional foresight to carry an umbrella. He scanned the bar quickly, clearing seeking someone out, but his manner was off, too much uncertainty around the edges.

      The man stopped at the bar, leaning over to speak briefly to the barman, who nodded in Lock’s direction. As the man headed towards them, Lock edged his chair back a few inches, giving himself the room to be quickly up and on his feet should the need arise.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Carrie asked, looking behind her. The man got within a few feet of them and stopped.

      Lock’s focus remained on the man’s hands, waiting for them to move inside his coat. But they didn’t, and when he finally spoke it was with a slightly affected WASPy accent, the words clipped and decisive. ‘Mr Lock?’

      Another reporter, no doubt. Lock glared up at the man from his beer. ‘Sorry, but NBC already have me tied up.’

      ‘You should be so lucky,’ Carrie muttered.

      Lock opened his mouth to tell the guy that they were leaving, then stopped as he saw his face up close. He had scaly black bags under his eyes and looked like he was about to burst into tears.

      The man’s gaze flitted briefly to Carrie, then back to Lock. ‘Mr Lock,’ he said, his voice breaking, ‘I’m not a reporter. My name’s Richard Hulme. I’m Josh Hulme’s father.’
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      The California/Oregon Border

      

      Ken Prager woke to blood at the back of his throat and the barrel of a shotgun pressing hard into his right eye. He opened his left: a burning wooden cross was embedded in the centre of a muddy clearing ringed by giant redwood trees.

      Then, as firefly embers from the blazing cross were sucked heavenwards by a swirling wind, came the question he’d been dreading for the past six months. A question that, depending on his answer, might be the last words he ever heard. Worse still, the question came from the blonde-haired woman on the other end of the shotgun.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’ she asked him.

      Prager cleared his throat to speak and she withdrew the gun just enough to allow him a glimpse of a lone figure flanking the burning cross. Arms folded, face obscured by a ski mask, the figure stood in silence, waiting for an answer.

      ‘You know who I am,’ Prager said. His voice sounded cracked and tentative to him – the voice of a liar.

      He put a hand down on the muddy ground and tried to lever himself up and on to his feet.

      ‘What’s all this about?’

      ‘You tell us,’ the woman said, ratcheting a round into the chamber of the shotgun and re-sighting it in the middle of his forehead. ‘Now, why don’t you try again? And this time we’d appreciate the truth.’

      Prager choked back a laugh. ‘The truth?’

      The truth was, Ken Prager wasn’t sure who he was any more. Six months ago he’d been Special Agent Kenneth Prager, devoted family man, and a six-year veteran of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. Then he’d been asked by his bosses at the Bureau to go undercover, to become Kenny Edwards, a marine fallen on hard times who’d found a new purpose in life: ridding the United States of America of anyone who wasn’t in possession of white skin.

      But he’d quickly found there was a snag. In order to convince the others of his new identity, he’d first had to convince himself. Then, to complicate matters further, and despite the fact that Ken Prager had a wife at home, he’d fallen in love. Those six months had blurred  the edges of his identity to a point where he was  no longer sure he could answer the question of  who he was with any certainty. Not even to himself.

      He felt the woman leaning her shoulder into the stock of the shotgun, the tip of the barrel pressing painfully into his skull.

      ‘We need an answer, Kenny,’ she said.

      Prager blinked the rain from his eyes.

      Stick to your story. Wasn’t that the mantra? They wouldn’t ask you if they already knew. If they knew, you’d already be dead.

      ‘You know who I am,’ Prager repeated, taking his time over each syllable, trying to inject a tone of certainty into his words.

      ‘OK then,’ the woman said, with the slightest of nods to someone standing behind him. ‘Maybe this’ll refresh your memory.’

      There was the low rumble of a diesel engine and a black van squelched its way to the centre of the clearing and stopped. A masked driver clambered out of the front cab and walked round to the side.

      Prager caught the flash of a tiny shamrock tattooed on the knuckle of the man’s right hand as he clasped the handle and threw open the van’s side panel with a game-show flourish.

      A dome light illuminated the van’s cargo space. Two people crouched on the floor. One a woman in her early forties, the other a boy in his mid-teens. Bar the ropes securing their hands and feet and a single strip of silver gaffer tape covering their mouths, they were both naked.

      Turning his head, Prager vomited on to the muddy ground beneath him.

      ‘Jesus, no,’ he muttered, staring into the terrified eyes of his wife and son.
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      One Month Later

      450 Golden Gate Avenue, San Francisco, California

      

      The package was sitting on Jalicia Jones’s desk when she arrived at her office in the Federal Building a little after seven in the morning. It was a large, padded manila envelope with her name written on it in big black capital letters. Beneath her name was her title. No return address. No stamps. Just her name and title.

      

      Jalicia Jones

      Assistant U.S. Attorney

      Organized Crime Strike Force

      

      She took a final sip of the skinny latte she bought every workday morning across the street at Peats coffee shop and tossed the cup across the room. It went in off the rim of her wastepaper basket. She high-fived fresh air in celebration of the three-point coffee-cup shot, then sat down and stared at the new arrival.

      It wasn’t internal mail, that was for sure: they used perforated envelopes for hard copies sent between departments. By rights she should speak to her legal assistant and try to work out who had delivered it. Maybe even have one of the US Marshals Service guys, who provided security for the building and its staff, check it out for her. But, almost immediately, she dismissed both those notions. Jalicia was a young woman who had conditioned herself over the years to suppress unease and confront fear. You didn’t get from the bullet-ridden streets of South Central Los Angeles to an Ivy League law school without that ability.

      So, instead of following procedure, she picked the package up and shook it gently. Feeling faintly ridiculous, she held it up to her ear. What was she expecting to hear, she wondered, a ticking clock?

      To hell with it.

      She ripped open the top of the envelope, turned it upside down with a shake, and stifled a laugh of relief as a single DVD disc clattered out on to the wood. All that angst, and for what? It was probably surveillance footage, dumped on her desk by an over-eager intern who’d started work before she had.

      She picked up the shiny silver disc – and that was when she noticed what looked like a strip of meat stuck to the inside of the bubble wrap. Pulling a letter opener from her desk drawer, she lifted the top of the envelope to get a better look.

      What she’d taken to be a strip of meat extended all the way down into the envelope. Carefully, she prodded at it with the letter opener. Her stomach gave an involuntary lurch.

      Grabbing for a tissue from her handbag, she extracted the paper-thin rectangle of what she could now see was human skin and laid it out on the desk. The edges of the ragged rectangle were charred black. At the centre of  the slab of skin, rendered in dark ink, was a swastika.

      The sound of the phone on her desk ringing made her jump.

      ‘Jalicia Jones,’ she said, her gaze still transfixed by the near-translucent scroll of skin with the charred swastika at its centre.

      Silence at the other end of the line.

      ‘Hello?’

      There was a click, and then a woman’s voice, human, but unmistakably automated. ‘You have a collect call from . . .’ There was a pause before the voice added, ‘Pelican Bay State Prison. Press one to accept this call.’

      Jalicia pressed the number one key on the pad. There was another pause, then a man’s voice, deep and masculine: ‘Ms Jones?’ There was an emphasis on the Ms.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘This is Frank Hays.’

      She opened her mouth, took a deep breath, trying to compose herself.

      ‘You know who I am, right?’

      She knew who he was all right. In fact, when she glanced over to the cork board on the opposite wall of her office, his face stared back at her. An old mugshot  of a white male in his mid-twenties, with a square head, his hair down to his shoulders, a ratty mustache and a look of utter contempt for the rest of the world.

      But the name underneath the photograph wasn’t Frank Hays. It referred to him by the nickname he’d earned in prison: Reaper.

      Next to Reaper’s picture were six other mugshots. Together, these men on the wall of Jalicia’s office constituted the leadership of America’s most feared prison gang, the Aryan Brotherhood. Violent white supremacists, they’d banded together in California’s notorious San Quentin Prison in the late 1970s; what they’d lacked in numbers they’d more than made up for in their ability to terrorize everyone who crossed their path, other violent criminals included. And within their ranks, within their leadership even, Reaper had earned a fearsome reputation based on his complete disregard for human life. It was rumored that during his first week  in prison, having been threatened with rape by the  leader of a long-established black prison gang, Reaper had responded by beating the gangster unconscious  and nailing him to the wall of his cell with a hammer  and four nails purloined from a prison workshop.

      Jalicia took another deep breath. ‘I know who you are.’

      ‘Good,’ said Reaper. ‘You get a special delivery over the last couple of days?’

      ‘This morning,’ Jalicia said, her eyes drawn back to the parchment of skin. ‘Pretty neat trick. Hand-delivering something when you’re in prison.’

      There was a low, throaty chuckle from Reaper. ‘I heard it was on its way, is all. You know who it belongs to?’

      Jalicia knew all right. The swastika tattoo had almost certainly been carved from the mutilated body of Ken Prager, an undercover ATF agent who’d infiltrated a white supremacist group the authorities believed was carrying out an assortment of criminal activities on behalf of the incarcerated Aryan Brotherhood leadership. ‘Yeah, I know.’

      ‘So, you and me,’ Reaper continued. ‘I think it’s about time we had a talk.’

      ‘About?’

      ‘Just make the arrangements. And make sure it stays on the down low. I ain’t gonna be any use to you dead.’
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      Twenty-four Hours Later

      Pelican Bay Supermax Prison, Crescent City, California

      

      The seven-hour drive from San Francisco to California’s highest-security prison had given Jalicia plenty of time to chew over Reaper’s request for a meeting, and what it might mean for her case against the Aryan Brotherhood.

      In the administration building she was greeted by Warden Louis Marquez, a dapper Hispanic with a prosthetic left eye, his eyeball having been gouged out of its socket by a disgruntled female inmate early in his career as a correctional officer. Marquez got Jalicia to sign the prison’s standard release form, certifying that she understood that the prison operated a strict ‘No Hostages’ policy, then passed her on to a barrel-chested lieutenant by the name of Williams, who explained that he was in charge of monitoring gang activity among the prison’s three and a half thousand inmates. Williams had facilitated Reaper’s phone call to Jalicia, but beyond that he was equally in the dark as to what Reaper was so eager to discuss with her.

      Williams led her into a white-walled meeting room tucked away from the prying eyes of other inmates. Jalicia took a seat, while Williams keyed his radio.

      ‘OK, you can bring him in now,’ he said.

      A minute later the door opened, and Reaper was led into the room by two guards. A double set of handcuffs and leg restraints were linked by a heavy belly chain which looped around his midriff. A white spit shield covered his nose and mouth.

      Reaper shuffled forward and was dumped into a chair opposite Jalicia by the two guards, who took up positions either side of him, hands poised, gun-slinger style, on their tasers. He sat there in silence for a moment.

      Jalicia turned to Williams, who was standing behind her, arms folded. ‘Could we lose the mask?’ she asked, hoping that the request would go some way towards establishing trust between her and Reaper.

      ‘Hope you got all your vaccinations,’ Williams said to her, before nodding to one of the guards flanking Reaper to remove the spit shield.

      Reaper smirked at Williams’s jibe.

      When the shield was off he leaned back in his chair and scratched lazily at a set of SS lightning bolts tattooed across a bicep that was thicker than most men’s thighs. ‘You know, me just being here, talking to you, could get me killed.’

      ‘Then I guess you must have a pretty good reason for contacting me,’ Jalicia said.

      Reaper’s mouth, partially obscured by the kind of walrus mustache usually reserved for the bad guy in an old Western, broke into a smile, but his eyes remained unblinking. In fact, ever since Reaper had walked into the visiting room with his two-guard escort, she’d felt him studying her, taking in every detail, scrutinizing her every reaction. It wasn’t so much the feeling of a man mentally undressing her, which she might have expected under the circumstances. No, this went deeper. Reaper’s gaze suggested a man staring into her soul.

      ‘This case you’re building against the Aryan Brotherhood,’ he said. ‘And these conspiracy charges you’re going to be bringing against them for that ATF agent and his family being snuffed.’

      Jalicia took a breath, her mind flitting back to the contents of the envelope. ‘What about them?’

      ‘You’re gonna be seeking the death penalty for the suspects, aren’t you?’ he asked.

      Jalicia settled for a nod of the head and a ‘That’s correct.’

      Reaper stretched his arms up as far as his restraints would allow, and yawned. ‘But, hypothetically speaking, if someone who was, shall we say, associated with the Brotherhood were to cooperate with your office, this person wouldn’t be looking at Death Row. In fact, he might even be offered some kind of a deal.’

      The truth was that, so far, Jalicia had enough evidence to bring the leadership of the gang to trial for ordering the murder of Ken Prager and his family. An intercepted, and subsequently decoded, note found in a prison cell right here in Pelican Bay proved beyond any reasonable doubt that the Aryan Brotherhood had voted on and directly commissioned Prager’s death after he’d infiltrated a group which helped run the gang’s operations on the outside. But, whether she could persuade a judge and jury to sentence to death men who were already serving life without possibility of parole was another matter entirely. The one thing that would do that would be a star witness, someone on the inside of the organisation. Reaper more than fitted the bill.

      ‘If such a person were to come forward, we could certainly look at making some kind of an arrangement,’ Jalicia said. ‘You know, you might want to think about seeking an attorney to represent you.’

      At this Reaper stiffened. His fingers interlocked, then steepled under his chin. ‘No. This stays between me and you.’

      ‘So you would testify against the other men being indicted?’

      ‘If you keep me off The Row, then yes, I would.’

      ‘What else would you want?’ Jalicia asked.

      Reaper’s eyes swept the floor. Here it comes, thought Jalicia. She knew that cheating death wouldn’t be motivation enough for a man like Reaper.

      ‘Time off for good behaviour?’ Reaper suggested with a wry smile.

      Jalicia matched his smile. Reaper was already serving three sentences of life without possibility of parole for a triple homicide, which included two young black girls, so any kind of early release wasn’t an option. ‘What is it that you want that I can actually deliver?’ she prompted.

      Reaper leaned forward. ‘I’ve been in solitary confinement for the past five years. In my cell twenty-three hours out of twenty-four. Out only to shower on my own, or exercise in a tiny concrete box not much bigger than this room.’

      ‘We could arrange for you to be transferred to the THU,’ Jalicia suggested.

      Lieutenant Williams nodded in agreement. ‘We could definitely do that.’

      The Transitional Housing Unit was where former gang members lived together inside the prison. It lay, like purgatory, somewhere between the hell of solitary confinement (also known as the Secure Housing Unit, or SHU) and the relative freedom of the general housing units, where the majority of prisoners could move much more freely.

      Reaper shook his head. ‘I want to be back on the mainline.’

      Jalicia laughed. The mainline was the other name for the general housing units. ‘A federal witness on the mainline? You wouldn’t last two seconds.’

      ‘That all depends,’ Reaper said with another wry smile.

      ‘On what?’

      ‘Let’s just say I have some new friends now, friends who think the leadership of the Aryan Brotherhood might have had its day.’

      So that was what this was all about, thought Jalicia:  a power play, with Reaper testifying against his old comrades and being rewarded by the new regime.

      ‘Which “friends” are we talking about here?’ she asked. ‘The Nazi Low Riders? The Texas Circle?’

      The Nazi Low Riders and the Texas Circle were both up-and-coming white supremacist prison groups who had long envied the Aryan Brotherhood’s stranglehold on the prison system’s drug and protection trade. If Jalicia and the Federal Prosecutor’s office took the Aryan Brotherhood down, it would create enough space for one of the other prison gangs to step in and take over a trade inside and outside the country’s prisons worth tens of millions of dollars.

      Reaper looked up at the ceiling. ‘I can’t name names, but you know as well as I do that nature abhors a vacuum.’

      ‘So, you take the stand, testify against the Aryan Brotherhood, and in return I convince the prison authorities to let you back into general population.’

      ‘That’s right,’ said Reaper.

      ‘But the Aryan Brotherhood would come after you.’

      ‘I’m prepared to take that risk. Plus, like I said, I have new friends looking out for me.’

      Jalicia knew that, in the normal course of things, a snitch was an automatic target on the mainline, fair game for everyone. But Reaper was different. Most prisoners would see his treachery as existing on a plane high enough that it wouldn’t be their job to intervene. In some ways it was akin to the kind of deals governments cut all the time with other nations when it served their purposes. It was realpolitik at its most base.

      ‘OK,’ she said finally. ‘We might be able to return you to general population, but only after you testify.’

      Reaper’s smile disappeared. ‘No. I go back before then or you can forget me as a witness.’

      Jalicia folded her arms. ‘Why the rush? You wait a couple of weeks, you give your testimony, we move you to the mainline – everyone’s happy.’

      Reaper leaned forward, and once again Jalicia found herself mesmerized by the blackness of his eyes. ‘You still don’t get it, do you? I’ll be safer before I testify out on the mainline. In solitary, all it takes is someone to bribe a guard, a cell door being opened at the wrong time. At least out on the yard I can see them coming.’

      Jalicia nodded slowly. Reaper was probably right. To an outsider, he might seem to be safer in solitary, but nowhere would be entirely free of risk.

      Reaper rose slowly, indicating that he was done talking. ‘So, that’s my offer. I get my move, and I’ll give you the leadership of the Aryan Brotherhood on a plate. Take it or leave it.’

      And then he was gone, shuffling with his two-guard escort through a heavy metal door, leaving Jalicia still seated.

      The deal Reaper was offering went like this: if he kept his end of the bargain, the death penalty for the six men who’d ordered Prager’s murder would be a slam-dunk, and her name would be right up there with Eliot Ness as the woman who had smashed a seemingly untouchable crime syndicate that operated from inside prison. After the trial, if the Aryan Brotherhood took their revenge on Reaper, that would be his problem.

      Those few weeks before the trial, though – that was the problem. Especially the final five days, because five days before Reaper testified Jalicia would be obligated to reveal his identity to the defense lawyers representing the gang.

      Five days. That was what it boiled down to. Keep Reaper alive for those five days after naming him and Jalicia would secure justice for Ken Prager and his family, and send a clear signal that if you ordered the execution of a federal agent, you paid with your life.

      Jalicia unclenched her hands and tried to let go of some of the tension. There had to be a way to make this work. Some way of keeping Reaper alive during the critical period while he was on the mainline and before he took the witness stand. She just had to find it.
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      Six Weeks Later

      

      Ryan Lock stared out across San Francisco Bay towards Alcatraz Island. The city’s trademark fog had briefly given way to a cloudless deep-blue sky, and he could make out not only the sharp outline of the infamous island but also the main prison buildings themselves, etched in chalk-white. Clusters of tourists filed past on their way to the boat that would take them out to the former residence of America’s most wanted criminals, but Lock wasn’t going on the tour with them. He was here on business. Although exactly what kind of business wasn’t yet clear.

      The previous evening he had received a call at the New York apartment he shared with his girlfriend, Carrie Delaney, a TV news reporter. Unlike most calls he received of a business nature, this one came direct to his home, and the woman on the other end of the line was insistent but calm. Usually potential clients were insistent and panicked, often with very good reason.

      After a career in the military, Lock now worked in high-end private security, often taking on jobs that no one else would touch. At least that was his reputation. In short, he made sure that no harm came to people whose lives were being threatened, or who faced other menaces such as blackmail, kidnap of a family member, or extortion. Outsiders might describe him as a bodyguard, or a bullet catcher, but Lock hated the macho connotations of both terms and saw himself simply as a troubleshooter.

      The woman on the other end of the line had identified herself as Jalicia Jones, a Federal Prosecutor at the US Attorney’s Office in San Francisco. She’d said there was a matter of a very sensitive nature she wished to discuss with him – in person.

      ‘You’re going to have to do better than that,’ he’d said, using his free hand to stir the pasta sauce he was cooking for dinner.

      Jalicia had given him one more detail: the job involved protection of a witness for a major federal trial.

      ‘Don’t you have the US Marshals Service for that sort of thing?’ he’d asked her, scooping up some of the sauce and tasting it.

      ‘This is a rather unique set of circumstances, Mr Lock.’

      ‘You can’t find someone on the west coast who provides close protection?’

      ‘Not of this type. It’s high-end. Super high-end.’

      Lock knew that ‘high-end’ was not-so-secret code for ‘might get you killed’. He could only surmise that ‘super high-end’ was a job likely to get you killed.

      ‘Mr Lock, you’ll understand when we meet,’ she’d continued. ‘Your flight leaves Kennedy at six o’clock tomorrow morning. A first-class ticket will be waiting for you at the Virgin America reservations desk.’

      ‘And why do you think I’m going to fly the whole way across the country for a meeting about this exactly?’

      There’d been silence on the other end of the line, then Jalicia said, ‘Because I’ve done my research on you.’

      Lock had put the spoon down on the kitchen counter as a trickle of unease worked its way down his back. ‘What does that mean?’

      But Jalicia had ignored the question, given him the flight number and hung up.

      Behind him, Carrie was sitting on the sofa, working through some background material for a story she was covering. Their yellow Labrador, Angel, a rescue dog from an animal-testing unit, was lying next to her, its head resting on her lap.

      ‘Business?’ she’d asked, looking up.

      ‘Some prosecutor from the US Attorney’s Office in San Francisco. Wants me to fly out there first thing to meet with her about a witness protection gig.’

      ‘And are you?’

      Lock had grimaced. ‘Hell, no.’

      

      Around four in the morning, having had two hours’ sleep, Lock had rolled out of bed.

      Carrie stole some more comforter from his side of  the bed and said, eyes still closed, ‘You’re going, aren’t you?’

      Lock sighed. ‘I guess I am.’

      ‘What changed your mind?’

      ‘If I don’t find out what’s so important that they want to hire private security from the other side of the  country, it’ll drive me nuts.’

      Carrie gave a sleepy laugh. ‘She wasn’t lying about doing her research on you.’

      As Lock got dressed, Angel skittered around his feet, disturbed by the change in routine.

      Carrie propped herself up on one elbow. ‘You taking your partner?’

      ‘No, Angel’s staying here.’

      ‘You know who I mean.’

      Lock walked back to the bed and sat down. He pushed away a strand of blonde hair which had fallen over Carrie’s face, then leaned in and kissed her gently on the lips. Before the lure of climbing back into bed with Carrie properly took hold, he stood back up.

      ‘I’m meeting him there. He’s out visiting family in California anyway. He said he’d drive up to San Francisco from LA.’

      

      Lock was waiting for him now – his partner, Tyrone Johnson. They’d originally hooked up out in Iraq, where Ty was serving in the United States Marine Corps and Lock, despite the fact he’d been raised in the States, was working with the British Royal Military Police specialist close protection unit. The rapport had been immediate, and when Lock eventually left the military, Ty, who was already working in high-end private security, had secured Lock his first gig with a large pharmaceutical company which had been targeted by animal rights activists.

      While he waited for Ty, Lock kept his gaze steady on Alcatraz. Little wonder that no one had escaped from the place. If the freezing temperature of the water surrounding the prison didn’t get you, and if the strong bay currents didn’t sweep you out into the Pacific, then the sharks would finish you off.

      Lock saw Ty before Ty saw Lock, the young African-American’s long, basketball player’s strides making short work of the ground between sidewalk and pier. Lock caught his friend’s grimace as they bumped fists.

      ‘That was a long goddamn drive,’ Ty said, massaging the back of his neck.

      ‘Well, let’s hope it’s worth it.’

      ‘Come on,’ said Ty, tapping Lock’s elbow. ‘My ride’s over there.’

      Lock picked it out immediately – a 1966 Lincoln Continental that had been resprayed in a migraine-inducing purple.

      Ty’s chin jutted out. ‘Go on, get it out of the way.’

      ‘Get what out of the way?’ Lock asked.

      ‘Whatever you’re going to say about my ride.’

      Their respective tastes in both cars and music were a long-running source of friction between them. Ty thought Lock’s choice of both automobiles and music boring, while Lock maintained that in their job the key was to appear as inconspicuous as possible. Something they clearly weren’t about to do in a pimped-out purple Continental.

      ‘It’s . . .’ Lock searched for the right word. ‘It’s very striking.’

      Lock ducked in the front passenger side as Ty walked round to the driver’s door. The interior was black and purple leopard-spot suede. The sound system was a six-speaker Bose model guaranteed to make your ears bleed even at low volume. The two additional JL woofers mounted in the back looked capable of rearranging your internal organs.

      Ty popped on a pair of mirrored Aviator sunglasses, gunned the engine and pulled away from the kerb.

      ‘Have to say, Tyrone, we’re really blending in this vehicle. All you’re missing is a fedora with a feather, Superfly.’

      Ty scowled. ‘Where’s your sense of style, brother?’

      ‘Must have left it back in New York.’ Lock took another look around the Lincoln’s cabin. ‘You know what? I think this is a first.’

      ‘What d’you mean?’

      ‘Well, I don’t think I’ve ever been in a vehicle before and actually prayed that I’d be car-jacked.’

      On the way to the Federal Building where they were scheduled to meet with Jalicia, Lock brought Ty a little more up to speed with his conversation the previous evening. After a pause, Ty said, ‘Makes no sense. They have the Marshals for this kind of stuff. You sure  they want us for witness protection?’

      ‘That’s what it sounded like.’

      Ty seemed to lighten a little. ‘So, we fly ’em down to Cancun, chill out for a few weeks, then fly ’em back home and pick up a big fat cheque from Uncle Sam. I mean, how hard can it be, right?’

      Lock stared out of the window as they drove along Bay Street, past a bar called the Red Jack Saloon. A knot of four or five bikers sporting Hell’s Angel patches were chatting outside, as much a part of the local scenery as cable cars and the Golden Gate Bridge. He was guessing that Ty’s optimism was misplaced. Someone with Lock’s reputation wasn’t flown across the country first-class if the job was straightforward.
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      The conference room where Lock and Ty were meeting Jalicia faced out on to Golden Gate Avenue, a busy thoroughfare in the centre of downtown San Francisco. Barely a few blocks east lay the Tenderloin, one of the city’s sleaziest areas, where junkies sprawled on the sidewalk and transvestite prostitutes openly plied their trade. Lock wondered to himself whether the proximity of the courthouse to so many dope fiends and vagrants was altogether coincidental.

      Ten storys below, Lock watched a homeless man wrestle with a wonky-wheeled shopping cart. The cart lurched sharply to the left, almost careening off the edge of the kerb. The homeless man pulled it back from the edge, his bedding roll spilling on to the sidewalk. As he let go of the cart to retrieve his bedding, the cart started to move again. Some people’s lives were like that, Lock reflected. Soon as you got one thing straightened out, you set another problem in motion. Lock wondered if he was about to get a taste of the same thing.

      Behind Lock, the conference room door opened and a surprisingly young African-American woman with sharp, pretty features bustled in, hand out in greeting. Lock watched with amusement as Ty, who was already seated, immediately straightened in his seat. Ty saw himself as a ladies’ man, but Lock had a feeling that Jalicia Jones wasn’t someone who would share that opinion.

      ‘Mr Lock, I’m glad you made it,’ she said with a rehearsed smile.

      Ty loudly cleared his throat.

      ‘Ms Jones, this is my partner, Tyrone Johnson,’ Lock said.

      ‘Call me Ty,’ said Ty, with a wide grin.

      A grizzled white guy in his late fifties had followed Jalicia into the room. He identified himself to Lock as Special Agent Tommy Coburn of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. Muscular, with hair greying at the temples, and a hangdog expression, Lock would have put him down as an aging biker or an ex-con.

      Coburn eyed Ty with suspicion but stuck out a hand in greeting. ‘Coburn.’

      ‘Hey,’ Ty said, propping his sneakers up on the conference room table and giving Coburn a wave.

      Lock noticed Jalicia shoot Ty a look that suggested his charm offensive was falling flat.

      ‘OK, Mr Lock, Mr Johnson, here’s the 411. For the past couple of years, the Organized Crime Strike Force here in San Francisco, along with a number of other federal agencies, has been building a case against a prison gang called the Aryan Brotherhood and their associates.’ Jalicia paused for a moment. ‘I take it you’ve heard of them?’

      ‘Bad-ass white supremacist prison gang?’ Lock ventured. Living with a career-driven news reporter like Carrie, Lock found himself carrying a trove of usually useless information about all aspects of American life.

      ‘Nowadays, they don’t just operate inside prison,’ Jalicia continued. ‘As well as being linked to a number of far-right racist groups, they also control drugs, prostitution and a number of extortion rackets on the outside. You name it, they’re involved.

      ‘As part of our investigation we had an agent infiltrate a group on the outside who we believed were dealing in firearms and explosives on behalf of the Aryan Brotherhood,’ Coburn said. ‘When the group discovered who this agent was, and the Aryan Brotherhood got wind of it, they ordered the group to execute him and his family.’

      ‘We’re about to open the trial of the leadership of the Aryan Brotherhood on charges of conspiracy to commit murder in the first degree, a crime for which I’ll be seeking the death penalty,’ Jalicia added, coolly.

      Lock raised his hand. ‘I’m no lawyer, but isn’t  conspiracy a pretty hard charge to prove?’

      Jalicia sat forward, her eyes on Lock. ‘Not when you have one of their own testifying against them.’

      ‘First rat off the sinking ship?’ Ty asked.

      Coburn bristled noticeably. ‘We prefer the term “confidential informant”.’

      ‘The truth is, we had a decent case before,’ Jalicia stated. ‘This witness makes the verdict a virtual certainty.’

      ‘Your informant tell you who actually pulled the trigger?’ Lock asked.

      ‘He’s sketchy. He’s thrown us a few names, but no one we’ve been able to locate. But if his testimony drives the jury towards a guilty verdict then you can bet the leadership of the Aryan Brotherhood will cough up the killers if they think it’ll keep them from Death Row.’

      Lock nodded. This made sense. An inside informant was a chink in any criminal gang’s armor When the informant sang, the united front would collapse and  the gang’s leadership would turn over their killers. It was how a lot of major cases worked. Deals. Leverage. Bartering. And, ultimately, betrayal. Honor among thieves was a nice romantic construct, but it rarely stood up under the shadow of Death Row.

      ‘So who is this guy?’ Lock asked.

      ‘His name is Frank Hays, but he goes by the nickname Reaper.’

      ‘And where do you have this star witness of yours stowed away at the moment?’

      ‘The Secure Housing Unit at Pelican Bay Supermax.’

      Lock spread his hands, puzzled. ‘So why do you need us? Leave him in solitary. He should be safe there, shouldn’t he?’

      Jalicia glanced down at some papers. ‘He’s already spent ten years in prison, the last five of those in solitary, and now he’s saying that he’ll only testify if he’s released back into the general prison population.’

      ‘Tell him no,’ said Lock.

      Lock caught Coburn studying him. ‘We tried that, but he’s holding firm. Won’t give us anything in court unless he’s put back on the yard. It’s a catch-22.’

      ‘And he knows the risks?’ Lock asked.

      ‘He’s an old-school con,’ said Coburn. ‘Been round the block. He seems to have convinced himself that he’s got enough juice with another white supremacist gang inside Pelican Bay that he’ll be safe.’

      ‘So move him out. Put him in another prison. Or a safe house,’ Ty offered.

      ‘Too much of a flight risk,’ Jalicia said, with the resigned air of someone who’d already been over all these options a million times. ‘And, in any case, if the Aryan Brotherhood send an assassin after him, it’ll be easier for them to get to him at a lower-level security facility. At least at Pelican Bay we can keep an eye on him.’

      Lock drummed his fingers on the table as he worked through the situation. ‘If you don’t agree to put him on the yard, you lose your star witness. If you put him back with the general population, there’s a greater chance of someone taking him out before he can give his testimony. That’s your problem, isn’t it?’

      Jalicia straightened in her chair. She stared directly at Lock. ‘We need some extra insurance in place to make sure nothing happens to him. Plus, like I said, he’s a flight risk. It would be good if we could have someone keeping an eye on him before he testifies for a number of reasons.’

      ‘You think he’s looking to escape?’ puzzled Lock.

      ‘We can’t rule it out,’ said Coburn.

      Jalicia clasped her hands together, her eyes on Lock once more. ‘At midnight tonight, we’re obliged to reveal Reaper as our star witness to the defense Five days after that, he takes the stand at the Federal Courthouse in San Francisco. All we have to do is keep him breathing for those five days,’ she said.

      ‘You’re nuts,’ Lock said, getting up. ‘Move him to a safe house on the outside, like Ty said.’

      Jalicia sighed. ‘There’s no way a judge will sanction that for a man with his record. Believe me, I’ve already petitioned for it twice and been laughed out of chambers both times. Another prison? We just shipped the six men he’s testifying against to the federal Supermax in Colorado, so we can’t send him there. We need him somewhere secure, and right now the most secure facility in California is Pelican Bay.’

      ‘So, you want me to do what? Babysit him inside the prison?’ Lock asked. ‘You’re out of your mind.’ He turned to Ty. ‘Can you give me a ride back to the airport?’

      ‘Sure thing.’

      Jalicia started to object, but Lock cut her off. ‘You know, my old man has a saying: I may be stupid, but I ain’t crazy. I might have a reputation as the patron saint of lost causes, but not even I’m insane enough to take this gig.’

      Jalicia caught up with Lock at the door, putting her hand on his arm as he went to open it. ‘Before you leave, there’s something I’d like you to see. Then you can make your decision.’
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      A video projector hooked up to a laptop threw the blurry DVD footage on to the wall of the darkened conference room. It took a second for the person holding the camera to find the main subject: a man being held at gunpoint in the centre of what appeared to be a clearing surrounded by giant redwood trees.

      Shot over the shoulder of the person holding the shotgun, it was clear that the victim was male, but that was about all Lock could make out from the grainy-green images.

      ‘Hang on,’ Jalicia said, leaning over to fiddle with the laptop. A volume bar on screen rolled to maximum.

      On screen, a heavily distorted voice came from close to the male hostage: We need an answer, Kenny.

      ‘This is your undercover guy?’ Lock asked.

      Jalicia nodded.

      The ATF agent stared up at the gun, his face still obscured by the person holding the shotgun. You know who I am.

      The voice came again, deep and metallic. OK then, maybe this’ll refresh your memory.

      ‘We had the FBI do a voice analysis,’ Jalicia said. ‘The person speaking is, in actual fact, a woman, but  the footage was doctored to conceal that fact.’

      Next came the sound of a vehicle engine, and then the ATF agent said something that Lock didn’t quite catch. ‘Jesus, no,’ Jalicia murmured, filling in the missing audio for them. From her lack of reaction it was clear to Lock that she’d watched the footage enough times to rob the images of their shock value.

      The frame adjusted suddenly, swooping over the ATF agent’s head before settling on a black van. The side panel was open, revealing a middle-aged woman and a teenage boy, both naked, gagged and restrained.

      Lock froze. He could feel his teeth grinding against each other and his stomach lurching. He recognized the woman, and immediately knew who the agent was. He swiveled round and stared at Jalicia. She had the decency not to meet his gaze.

      ‘Ken Prager, right?’ Lock said, his voice breaking with emotion.

      ‘You know him?’ Ty asked, unable to conceal his surprise at Lock’s reaction.

      ‘I grew up with him. We were good friends. Played football together. I was there when he got married.’ Pinheads of sweat were forming on the back of Lock’s neck. ‘But then you already knew that, didn’t you?’ he said to Jalicia.

      ‘Ken did mention you more than once,’ Coburn said.

      Jalicia ran the tip of her right index finger over the touch pad of the laptop computer. Lock tracked  the cursor’s progress on screen towards the pause button.

      ‘No,’ Lock said. ‘I want to see it.’

      ‘Don’t do this to yourself, man,’ said Ty.

      Lock turned to him. ‘Stay out of this, Tyrone.’

      The next few minutes disintegrated into a series of bloody snapshots on screen as Ken Prager’s wife and son were dragged from the van. Prager’s son, Aaron, whom Lock had last seen as a sweet-natured, boisterous seven-year-old, was forced at gunpoint to cut the swastika from his father’s back as Prager’s wife, Janet, choked back sobs.

      Lock fought the urge to vomit as bile burned the back of his throat. He dug his nails into the palms of his hands so hard that they broke the skin.

      Lock had witnessed many terrible things in his life: roadside bombs that sprayed flesh into the air like so much confetti; innocent women and children needlessly mutilated; an endless parade of depravity. Sometimes he’d been able to intervene, sometimes orders from above had meant all he could do was bear witness. His training as a military close protection operator was specifically designed to force him to react but also to analyze situations as they developed. The rules of engagement were simple: if you saw something which didn’t impact on the immediate security of the person you were guarding, you noted it but did not get involved. This was different though. Very different. Although they hadn’t seen each other in years, Ken Prager had been like a brother to Lock, as Ty was to him now. Lock didn’t forge many close friendships, but when he did they were unassailable.

      The images stacked up. The cold disposal of Janet and Aaron by means of a single gunshot to the back of their heads. By the time Ken Prager was dispatched, Lock could sense his old friend’s relief. After all, who would want to live after witnessing the murder of his wife and child?

      When the footage came to an abrupt cut-off, no one spoke. Lock’s shock had given way to a cold rage.

      Jalicia snapped the laptop shut, and Coburn got up and opened the blinds. Watery San Francisco sunlight seeped across the conference table and splashed against the far wall, which only seconds ago had been bloodier than a butcher’s block.

      Lock glanced at Jalicia and Coburn. ‘Would you give us a moment alone?’

      Without a word, they got up and left the room, closing the door behind them.

      Ty spoke first. ‘You have to do this job now, don’t you?’

      Lock nodded.

      ‘Then I’m coming with you.’

      ‘It’s too dangerous,’ said Lock.

      ‘Exactly,’ said Ty. ‘That’s why you need someone watching your back. Listen, Ryan, half the kids in my neighbourhood graduated to one prison or another. I know the turf.’

      Lock hesitated. There was nothing he could do now to help Ken Prager. He hadn’t even known he was undercover with the ATF. But if something happened to Ty, that would be different.

      ‘I’m not letting you walk into that place on your own, brother,’ Ty persisted.

      ‘I really don’t want you to feel you have to do this,’ Lock said, studying Ty’s look of concern.

      ‘But you feel you have to because he was your friend, right?’ Ty asked him.

      ‘Of course.’

      Ty reached out and put a hand on Lock’s shoulder. ‘Then you’ll understand why I can’t let you walk in there on your own.’
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      Clad in the standard blue uniform of a California Department of Corrections prisoner, Lock peered out of the porthole window as the twin-engine Cessna light aircraft dropped rapidly on its final approach, breaking through a low bank of coastal cloud to give him his first clear view of where he was about to spend the next five days. At first all he could see were vast tracts of redwood forest, which encircled the facility on almost three sides. To the east, the ancient trees climbed to a barren range of mountains, and to the west lay the Pacific Ocean. Then it was there below him, modern America’s answer to Alcatraz: Pelican Bay Supermax.

      Nothing had prepared him for the sheer scale of the place. Two hundred and seventy-five acres in the middle of nowhere, about as far north as you could venture in California before you slipped into the state of Oregon. Even if a prisoner made it out past the plethora of electric fences, razor wire and gun towers, where would he go? Sure, there was nearby Crescent City, but that was where the guards lived with their families – hardly an ideal place to hide out.

      Lock sank back in his seat and ran through the cover story Jalicia had furnished them with. A high-net-worth client in Los Angeles whom they’d been guarding had fired them on some dubious pretext and then refused to pay them. When they’d gone to collect the money, there had been an altercation with several members of his new security team, during which one of them had been killed. They had both received fifteen-year sentences for manslaughter. In the cauldron of sex, violence and celebrity that constituted Los Angeles, it would come as no surprise that a story like this had stayed broadly off-radar. By the time any prisoners got suspicious and started to ask questions of their contacts on the outside, Lock and Ty’s mission should be complete.

      Coburn had also told them that a decision had been made to keep knowledge of their task within as small a circle as possible. Not even the Marshals team transporting them had been informed of their true status. The only person within the prison who had been told was the warden, Louis Marquez.

      Lock sat back up and craned his neck a little further, the cuffs digging into his wrists, the chain round his midriff, which linked to his cuffs and leg restraints, biting into the side of his abdomen. Straining like this, he could glimpse the huge purpose-built buildings where the inmates lived, and where three-quarters of them were destined to die. On one side of the prison lay the gigantic  X-shaped Secure Housing Unit, four arms moving out from a central spur. Beyond that, Lock could see the equally vast rectangular blocks of general housing units, with the grassy recreation yards in the middle. This was where he and Ty would be. With Reaper. And a few thousand potential assassins, all of whom had been hardened by years of incarceration.

      In the most obvious way it made the challenge seem next to impossible, but in another it made it easier. When escorting a high-ranking army general through a street bazaar in Baghdad, or ushering the British Prime Minister into a hotel in Belfast, the challenge was to stay alert because you never quite knew where the threat was coming from. Or whether it would come at all. But down there, Lock could safely assume everyone to be a threat, up to and including the man whose life he was charged with guarding.

      He was set for an exhausting five days. But if that’s what it took to bring to book the men who had ordered the murder of Ken Prager and his family, then so be it.

      As the plane banked hard to the left, the ocean replaced his view of Pelican Bay Supermax, crests of white waves slamming into steep, perilous cliffs. Lock sank back into his seat.

      The pilot’s voice crackled over the tannoy, a robotic delivery not without an undercurrent of humour. ‘Two minutes to landing, gentlemen. And I’d like to take this opportunity to thank you for flying the unfriendly skies with JPATS, America’s least favorite airline.’

      A few minutes later, they ducked in low under the clouds and slammed down hard on the runway. Lock lurched forward in his seat, the huge, bear-like Marshal sitting next to him putting out a beefy arm to prevent Lock’s head from banging the seat in front. The plane taxied to the far end of the runway and juddered to a halt.

      As soon as the pilot had turned off the engines, Lock was hustled towards the front of the aircraft and down the steps, Ty behind him. Raw salt air mixed with a light mist as they were led towards two separate unmarked Toyota Land Cruisers. The vehicles skirted round Crescent City itself and headed north-east along Lake Earl Drive.

      Lock sat alone in the back of the rear vehicle, minutes away from one of the most dangerous prisons in North America, suddenly glad that Carrie couldn’t see him. He’d called her from Jalicia’s office, hoping to get the answering machine, but she’d picked up on the third ring. He’d kept the details of his and Ty’s task as sketchy as possible. Witness protection. A five-day job. He’d said nothing about his reason for taking it on, or what it would actually entail.

      He could tell that Carrie was doing her best to sound unconcerned.

      ‘So your trip to San Francisco was worth it then?’ she’d asked him.

      ‘Guess so,’ he’d said.

      Lock had made a pact with Carrie that, despite her reporter’s instincts, she wouldn’t ask for too many details about his work unless he offered them up. And this was not a situation he thought it wise to tell her too much about.

      There’d been an awkward silence.

      ‘Ryan, are you OK?’

      ‘I’m fine. Why?’

      ‘I dunno, you sound distracted.’

      ‘It’s just been a long day is all.’

      ‘This job, do I have anything to worry about?’

      ‘No way. I’m gonna have Ty with me. We’ll be fine.’

      ‘OK then. So, see you in five days?’

      ‘Carrie?’

      There was the trill of a cell phone in the background.

      ‘Other line. Gotta go. Listen, be safe, OK?’

      And then she was gone, before he’d had the chance to tell her how much he was going to miss her and that he loved her. Sitting in the back of the Land Cruiser,  he wondered if he’d ever get the chance to say those things. With a lurch of regret, he realised he should have said them while he’d had the chance.

      Less than ten minutes later, they turned right past an unmanned guardhouse and into the Pelican Bay complex. They followed the road round to the left for a time. Finally, they stopped outside what Lock guessed was the processing area. The rear door opened and Lock stepped out. He stared up at the gun towers and electrified fences topped with strands of razor wire, his home for the next five days.

      The Marshal standing next to him followed Lock’s gaze.

      ‘Welcome to hell, asshole.’
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