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“Don’t blame yourself,” Reece said, hefting Stomatt’s unconscious bulk up the dirt track. “None of us guessed he lost that much blood.”

“Even still,” Caleb replied, stooping to help. “Shoulda been me behind the wheel. Always shoulda been me behind the wheel.”

“He insisted, didn’t he? What were you gonna do, two maniacs shooting at us?”

“Insist back!” Caleb’s eyes shone in the dark. “Coulda said, ‘No, listen, Sto, I’m driving.’ Coulda got us clear with no hassle.”

“We got clear, and you did good.” Reece grinned. A grin that could charm the devil’s horns off his head, Leigh-Ann liked to say. Even in a thick boiler suit, torn and dirtied from a day’s fighting and fleeing, his hair dyed a murky green. They might be filthy and stinking and hurt in places they were yet to check, stranded on some unlit path to the middle of nowhere, but they were damn alive after taking on a billion-dollar company of thugs. Yeah, their car had flipped and they were still a long way from the safety of Stilt Town, let alone home, and Stomatt might be seriously injured – but they’d done what Reece said they would do and won. That’s what the smile said, and Caleb smiled back.

“Sure,” he said. “But we maybe shoulda switched driver. Made for the main roads after all?”

Reece checked the wood-panel house ahead again. A little further and they’d hit its two-step porch, knock and see who, exactly, lived in the empty fields halfway between Waco and Shreveport. Only an occasional tree on the black horizon told them they were anything short of stumbling through limbo itself. But lights shone yellow in the cross-barred windows, behind curtains – beacons to salvation.

“Reckon they cannibals?” Caleb said.

Reece traded his it’s-all-good smile for his that’d-be-a-laugh one. Even if this wasn’t the home of good honest farmhands, there wasn’t much the Cutjaw Kids couldn’t handle. They dragged Stomatt across a shingle drive, the scrape of boots on stone announcing their approach. Caleb grumbled, “Don’t like leaving Leigh-Ann alone back there neither.”

“She’s better than fine,” Reece said. “You wanna worry? Worry about how we’re gonna spend all that money once we get back to Cutjaw.”

The floorboards creaked as they climbed the steps. The only sound besides them breathing. All those lights on and nothing happening inside: no talking, no TV, no movement.

“Think they’re not in?” Caleb said.

“Find out, won’t we? Lower him here, easy.”

With Stomatt propped against the wall, Reece straightened out the boiler suit and patted down his legs, then twisted his gun belt round so the pistol was hidden to his rear. Caleb caught his eye like he wanted to suggest something worrisome, and Reece smiled it off before it was said. Because everyone liked Reece once he got talking. He rapped a knuckle on the door. “Excuse me, good people! I know it’s late but we’re in bad need of assistance.” No reply. “Had ourselves an accident back up the road. Damnedest thing, you wouldn’t believe – car on its roof, and we got a man down.”

Nothing. Caleb worried, “Think they heard us coming, hid away?”

“Why’d anyone hide from a couple harmless musicians?” Reece said. Caleb’s eye tracked down to the gun belt. Reece curled his nose: even if they did see La Belle Riposte holstered there, it was an instrument as exquisite as his trumpet. And they were in Texas – who didn’t have a gun? He knocked again. “Hate to be a burden, but my friend here lost a lot of blood – can’t even stand right now.” Still nothing. “We’re decent people, like yourselves – just trying to get back home.”

Caleb shifted. “We could try another one?”

“Another house?” Reece raised an eyebrow to indicate the hundred miles of nothing surrounding them. He called out, “We don’t need to stay long, just got to patch up my friend – get him some water, fresh bandages. I gotta insist on that much at least.” One last pause. “We’ll make our own entrance if we have to.”

“Better y’all go on your way!” a gruff voice finally answered – a big man.

“Gladly, with the barest assistance!” Reece answered amiably.

“Get on! What you’re looking for’s not here.”

“All the same, if you could open up, it’d save –”

The door swung in on a man with a double-barrelled shotgun. “I said –”

Reece spoke over him fast: “No need for that, sir, we didn’t come looking for trouble. Name’s Reece Coburn, horn-maestro, as reviewed in Two Shoots Magazine, and this here’s my associate Caleb ‘Low Bone’ Gray – heard of him?”

The man’s mouth hung open in surprise, his threat trapped there. He was large with over-indulgence, someone that could knock you down with a swat if it didn’t give him a heart attack. His ruddy face was partly hidden by a tangled beard, and he had on a faded check shirt, leather suspenders clipped to mud-caked jeans. Over his shoulder, in a doorway down the hall, was another man, as lean as the first was wide, snub-nosed, warty-faced, with shirt and jeans as tatty as a scarecrow’s. Unarmed and nervous.

“What?” The shotgun farmer recovered slowly from Reece’s friendliness, eyes darting to the green hair and back. “No, listen here – get on back down that road or I’ll –”

“We would kindly get on,” Reece said, “but see, Caleb and me with our tender frames, we’re not up to carrying this burden far.” Reece scuffed a foot to draw attention to Stomatt. The farmer looked at the bleached-blond oaf splattered black with dry blood.

“The hell –”

Reece stepped into the kitchen, pushed the shotgun down with one hand and drew his pistol with the other. Stunned the farmer with his speed, as his companion exclaimed, “Jesus!”

“Stay put, friend, and relax,” Reece said, grip tight on the shotgun. “I got no intention of hurting you, I mean it. Water, medicine, shelter, that’s all we want. Our priority’s keeping him alive. Anything else is a bonus we won’t assume.” Moving around the farmer, Reece sped on, “You can’t have heard of us – two parts of the Cutjaw Kids – otherwise you’d know we’re decent people, only ever hurt them that deserve it.” The slim man threw an instinctive glance back, into the next room. Blocking that doorway for a reason. Reece slowed down. “We interrupt something?”

The farmer went rigid on his shotgun, for a second seeming like he might pull the trigger just to shake Reece off. Reece warned him against it with a casual wave of the pistol.

“Caleb, you haul Sto in here?”

“I’ll try,” Caleb answered honestly, and gave the farmer an apologetic look as he started to manoeuvre Stomatt’s bulk through the doorway. 

“Listen,” Reece said. “We got problems enough of our own not to interfere with yours. But I think you oughta let go of this gun now.”

The farmer didn’t shift. Caleb huffed upright from struggling with Stomatt. “Want I should cover him, Reece?”

“Wish you didn’t have to.”

“Go to hell,” the farmer said.

“That’ll be a yes.”

Caleb drew a pistol from inside his boiler suit. “Got him.”

The farmer gave him a sceptical glance. People tended to go one of two ways with Caleb; kind-faced, softly-spoken, hunched with self-consciousness, he struck people as either slow enough to take advantage of or too quietly calm to trust. After a moment, the farmer settled on the latter, and finally loosened his grip on the shotgun. Reece took it. “Now what’s the fuss?”

The slim one straightened up. “You ain’t coming through here, no way –”

The man flattened himself against a wall as Reece pushed past into the next room. The farmer called out, an explanation or a dismissal. Reece didn’t hear it. A woman on the far side of the room gasped, but she wasn’t his concern. Dead centre, with the other furniture cleared to the sides, was a girl no older than seven, sat on a wooden chair. Her arms, legs and chest were bound by thick leather belts. Her black hair hung in locks over hazel skin, the white of her eyes haloing big dark irises that fixed on Reece.

Reece glanced at the woman for an explanation; young but built big, in the same farming slacks as the men. Likely the farmer’s daughter. She cringed at the pistol, too scared to speak. Reece turned back to Slim, who raised his hands.

“Ain’t what it looks like! She’s the devil, I swear!”

“What is it, Reece?” Caleb asked.

“Like y’all ain’t involved?” the farmer snarled. 

“What in hell kind of –” Reece spun back to the girl. “They hurt you? Jesus – what’d they do –”

He crouched, about to grab her bindings, when Slim pleaded, “No, don’t!” He flinched at Reece’s pistol but continued, “Look at her eyes!”

Holding his gun steady, Reece checked the girl again. Her gently dark skin was marred around the extremities: grubby at her neck, dark under the eyes and nose, scratched. She had on a white t-shirt and denim dungarees, all stained – fallen in mud a few times. Her gaze hadn’t left him since he entered. Eyes massive in her face. The irises, now he looked, were red as blood.

“You see it, don’t you?” Slim said.

“Don’t bother, Donny,” the farmer growled from the hallway. “Think they come rolling in here by chance? With all that thing’s been saying?”

“Dammit,” Caleb said, “let’s see.”

Reece frowned as Caleb pushed the farmer into the room. “That thing?”

“Ho-ly hell,” Caleb gasped, over the farmer’s shoulder. 

“She ain’t right.” The farmer’s daughter found her voice, a squeak. Terrified as slim Donny, getting busted like this.

“We wanted to help her, man!” Donny insisted. “But she says things –”

“Get yourself up against that wall,” Reece said. “The pair of you. And you” – to the woman – “untie this goddamn child.”

“I ain’t staying.” Donny made a move. “Not if she’s loose.”

“Please,” the girl said, weakly. Donny winced. “Help me …”

Reece said, “None of y’all are leaving. Didn’t I ask you to untie her?”

“Don’t you dare,” the farmer rumbled, before his daughter could budge.

“You miss the part where we got guns on you?” Caleb asked. “Shit, I’ll do it –” He stepped forward and the farmer lunged for the gun. The pair of them twisted over it, the farmer’s weight bearing them to the ground. Donny sprang for the door and tripped, the stumble making Reece’s shot hit the wall where his head should’ve been. The farmer shouted murderously, grappling with Caleb, and the daughter screamed, as Donny dived out the room and Reece’s second shot hit the doorframe.

A third shot sounded, muffled by Caleb’s scuffle. The farmer’s angry shout spiked and Caleb yelled, “Get this fat bastard off me!” But Reece was running through the hallway, as Donny sprawled spider-like out across the drive. Reece aimed as he reached the door, but hit a patch of Stomatt’s blood and slid, landing on his rear. He scrambled upright and saw a last slither of Donny’s angular joints slipping into shadow. Man moved like a damn greyhound.

Caleb grunted around the farmer’s bulk and the daughter’s screams turned to fierce curses. Caleb insisted, “Ma’am, you saw him attack me! Woulda killed me!”

Reece trotted back to the living room to find the farmer inert on the carpet, blood pooling under his chest. His daughter was shuddering in a crouch as Caleb stood over her, gun at his side. “Stop screaming, please – I didn’t want to have to do it!”

And in the middle of the chaos sat the red-eyed girl, eyes locked on Reece again. Afraid. Reece holstered his gun and took a knee. “It’s gonna be alright, cher. We’ve got you.” The farmer’s daughter kept whimpering, no no no.

Rapid footsteps came over the entrance boards and both Reece and Caleb spun with pistols raised. It was Leigh-Ann, running in with a MAC-10 submachine gun and a deadly look on her face. Reece yelled, “Dammit Leigh there’s a kid in here!”

She shouted, “What in hell are y’all doing?”

The shrieked question stilled the room, even the farmer’s daughter going quiet. The trio of gun-toting criminals looked at each other, the dead farmer and tied-up girl. Reece stood, in silent admission that this had got well out of hand.

Leigh-Ann laughed. “Shit, boys, this your idea of getting help?”
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The closer he got, the more Agent Sean Tasker, Ministry of Environmental Energy, hoped something was actually wrong in the fishing village of Laukstad. He’d been sceptical flying from Tokyo to Norway, and for the three-hour drive from Tromsø, and occupied his mind trying to focus on the snow-blanketed mountains that he could describe to his daughter Rebecca, rather than consider how he was travelling especially far for this latest dead-end lead. His driver and escort, Police Inspector Akre, refused to believe there was anything worth investigating. Red-faced and cheery, he had explained that Laukstad had sporadic phone connections at the best of times, so two days without hearing from the village was nothing. Three days, by the time Tasker arrived, was slightly unusual, but not enough to raise alarm. Snowstorms might have cut them off, but the villagers would be taking care of themselves.

Tasker imagined some slick-suited bastards in corporate offices laughing at him, redirecting MEE resources to the strangest possible places, to find nothing amiss. This “lead” had come from Duvcorp, after all, a corporation known for making their own rules. Some bored Duvcorp researcher had told a newbie MEE director that they’d picked up unusual energy readings out here, so why not have an agent travel all the way from Japan to check it out? Well. It was about time he came home to debrief anyway, and he hadn’t seen Helen and Rebecca in three months, but even so – the deputy director had lapped it up, insisting this contact was going behind Duvcorp’s back, giving the Ministry a unique chance to subvert them. Tasker knew better than to trust that crap. Most likely, it was revenge for him hounding Duvcorp’s mates in Tokyo, Mogami Industries. Some vindictive Duvcorp strategist figured exactly how to position this so that it’d be him making this hopeless journey.

But as Tasker watched the roads getting narrower, winding and remote, he found some hope creeping in that this might be an exception, at last, and he could actually take one of these companies down a peg and make a difference.

Duvcorp had exploded into the American automobile industry in the late 1970s and reinvested huge profits into electronics, to become world-leaders in computing technology in the ’90s. Their components quickly became ubiquitous: whether you settled on a Mac or a PC, you still got a Duvcorp sticker somewhere. Making all the right connections in business and government, they soon became one of a handful of corporations who wielded as much power as the governments who might hold them accountable. And, somewhere along the way, they got wind of the technology the Ministry tried to keep out of the public eye. Unexplained phenomena, dangerous curiosities. It was simple enough to keep a lid on individuals and smaller entities, but Duvcorp were too powerful to regulate. Putting untold lives at risk.

Every four or five months, Tasker found some way to humble a big corporation, when their latest (classified) technology was revealed to be dangerously esoteric. Ferociously catastrophic events were averted and mid-level fall-guys were imprisoned (or conveniently disappeared), and Tasker could go back to his wife and daughter proud that he was Making a Difference. He had to be, to justify staying away from home for so long, missing Rebecca growing up, leaving Helen alone, even if she always managed words of support when they spoke. He wanted to be with them both, badly, but more than that he wanted to come home knowing it was safe. These corporations were stretching their grubby claws into every corner of the world; it was only a matter of time before one of them accidentally unleashed some unholy force in their own backyard.

He’d travelled to Tokyo for that; seeing that Mogami now had connections in Ordshaw, UK, he needed to know exactly what they were up to. But Mogami’s Japanese prosthetics project had been swept under the rug before Tasker had uncovered exactly what untold horrors they’d been experimenting with. They’d probably resurface in two years, building clones or engineering war spiders or something.

Everything about Laukstad felt like an opportunity to double his losses. The snow cover was thick on the roads, no one had been in or out of this area in days – all he was going to find was a town whose phone-lines had gone down. They probably had Duvcorp hardware up here, that was how the informer had known . . .

After a final turn, the village sat ominously below, at the bottom of a steep slope, by the harshly churning sea, in the eerie mid-afternoon dark. Akre grunted at the wheel to say he felt something was off. Tasker felt it too, tensing at the too-quiet scene.

They drove closer and the officer slowed right down. He whispered a Norwegian curse. Tasker leant into the windscreen to see why. Laukstad was a tiny community, not more than a dozen timber houses, a jetty and swaying boats. All unlit. Its single road was scattered with bumps of snow, like a mess of randomly placed speed bumps. The length and height of prone bodies. The closest one had a smaller bump out to the side – like an outstretched arm. Bodies was right, buried under snow.

Akre stopped, cursing again in whole sentences Tasker didn’t need to translate to understand. Disbelief and fear and outrage. The officer turned a questioning face to Tasker, like he would know what was going on here. Tasker did not, but the Duvcorp lead had contacted his Ministry for a reason. Whatever this was – and it looked like a lot of people dead – then it must border on the unnatural. A test gone wrong, a substance spilt, or worse? A creature set loose?

“Have your gun ready,” Tasker advised, drawing his own pistol from under the heavy winter coat. Akre nodded, doing the same but clutching his weapon tightly. They hopefully wouldn’t need them. Whatever happened here happened days ago. When Duvcorp’s leak said so.

They each took a torch and exited the 4x4 into a biting gust of wind. It passed in a second, having taken the top dusting off one of the nearest mounds, revealing boots underneath. Akre rushed ahead to brush handfuls of snow away, uncovering a man with taut clutching fingers, eyes open under a shimmer of ice, blood frozen around his neck and chest and mouth. His throat had been torn out as though by a wild animal or a jagged tool. Fishing hook or wolves, who could tell the difference now? Tasker’s gut hinted worse. What lurked in the Arctic circle? The ice jackals of Archangel had been culled years ago, but it wasn’t unthinkable . . .

Akre shook all over with horror, so Tasker patted his shoulder to indicate they move on.

There wasn’t enough left of the next body’s smashed face to preserve the pain and terror.

Tasker stepped away as Akre radioed back to Tromsø in stuttering starts. He noticed other mounds in the snow, now – smaller ones. Bits of debris and household items partly covered. A long pole stuck out of one buried body like a grave marker. Harpoon? Windows in the buildings were shattered. A door rocked against its hinges. Another had been broken off entirely, jammed across its entrance. Walking between the bodies, looking into the dark recesses of the houses, Tasker saw how the people had fallen, chased out of their own homes? There was blood around a door jamb. Smashed crockery in one entrance. He moved closer. Another body in there, feet pointing out, opposite direction to those that died fleeing. He crouched and gasped at the likeness. It could easily be Rebecca – a girl no older than ten with frozen blonde hair, stubby nose, and a death-mask of terror, neck raked by four claw marks and a chunk bitten from her cheek. How could this happen – what manner of monster left marks like this, a bite that size and shape? He moved from the girl to the next nearest body, a woman fallen while fleeing from the building. A horrible gash ripped from her throat. He brushed the snow away from her hand, revealing nails cracked and bloody. Whatever this was, these people had fought against it, coming and going.

“What happened?” Akre demanded, torch-hand shaking. “I don’t see any animal tracks.”

Tasker cleared his throat, swallowed, making like he was giving the massacred village another careful look while trying to stop his voice coming out in a frightened squeak. He tried not to picture the worst, that this was Rebecca and Helen, that this was so close to home. “Cut off out here, four hours of sunlight a day, must’ve been people not right in the head. Junkies on a spiked batch of drugs or outsiders with a bad religion?”

Akre wore a horrified expression Tasker was all too familiar with. The policeman could scarcely believe such a thing possible, knowing things like this didn’t just happen, but forcing himself to take this mysterious expert’s explanation seriously. Akre couldn’t know there was only one reason for the Ministry to have been alerted to this. This wasn’t a random attack. Someone or something had made this happen, with means that would be anything but natural.



“No weapons used that weren’t the basic tools they had lying around,” Tasker confirmed to Caffery, his handler, over the phone. “Teeth marks, clawing from fingernails, lot of blunt force, but no signs of unusual tracks in or out of the village.”

“Not ice jackals, then,” Caffery said.

“My instinct says there’s a human element, or something close to it,” Tasker admitted. Were there reports of yeti in Norway? He doubted it; this felt messier. “There was a fight, or at least the start of one. These people thought they could defend themselves. But so far they’ve not identified anyone who shouldn’t have been there, and it doesn’t look like anything was taken. It’s like some gang of killers swept in from the mountains or off the sea and disappeared in the mist.”

“A cult?” Caffery replied hopefully. “Or a particularly effective mass-murderer. Unthinkable, sure, but perfectly human.”

“Except someone in Duvcorp knew it was happening.”

A couple of hours of surveying with extra hands flown in from Tromsø turned up little more they could go on. Back in the main station, the officers milled about in stages between vengefully angry and utterly devastated. They insisted it never happened – people were used to these conditions – but he insisted back, it could happen. A mass psychosis brought on by isolation and dark. There was one glaring discrepancy, though: how had an Englishman happened to check on it?

For the locals’ sake, Tasker settled on his usual ground somewhere between the truth and a cover. He explained that they monitored for unusual energy readings, this one being a particularly dramatic change in atmospheric pressure. Something like atmospheric pressure, he corrected – in case their meteorological offices disagreed. Chances were the weather had been affected by whatever Duvcorp picked up on, anyway. Could this anomaly have driven a group of people to brutal murder for no good reason? Sure, possibly.

Besides the chill mystery of exactly what had happened – and how the killers had left no traces of their retreat – Tasker found himself most concerned with what in hell it had to do with Duvcorp. Their mole must have been aware that something was going down. Concerned to the degree that they would go behind their employer’s back. Tasker told Caffery, “I recommend sending a Support team up, take energy readings on the ground, see if anything unusual was left on the bodies.”

“Done,” Caffery replied. “You staying on the ground to ease them in?”

“I’ve seen all I need to,” Tasker said. “I want to talk to the mole myself, as soon as possible. It was the Ordshaw Ministry that put us onto this, right? Have them pick him up.”

“I can put in a request to Duvcorp’s management –”

“Pick him up, Caffery, as soon as possible.”

Caffery went quiet. He was technically Tasker’s superior, but as Tasker was the one physically wading through these messes, it was rare that London didn’t accede to his demands. “The Commission won’t have us provoking a company like Duvcorp.”

“Yeah, not without an airtight case, which we won’t get without provocation.”

“What case, Tasker? Duvcorp picked up on this, but it doesn’t mean they’re involved.”

“Please, everything that company touches stinks. You don’t want to pick up their mole, at least put a man on him until I get there. Which will be how long?”

Caffery sighed deeply, like Tasker was the bane of his existence. Eighteen people dead, and he had the gall to sound put out by Tasker’s travel demands and willingness to cross a big company. “I’ll look into it. Meantime, you keep a lid on things there.”

“Already done,” Tasker said. Unlike some people, he didn’t need telling to do his job. But saying that, he saw more looks coming his way across the station. Upset cops, wanting to blame him, suspecting he knew more than he was letting on. Well, it couldn’t be a rabid doppler; they stayed mostly hidden, and the massacre clearly wasn’t the work of one creature. The venom of the tremer vesper might induce madness, if Duvcorp had poured that into the village’s water supply. But why would they? And if they had done this deliberately, where was the clear-up? The only thing he did know was that the answers weren’t here in Norway.
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“Here, rest here, cher,” Reece said, lowering the girl onto a squeaky bed. She weighed nothing but he had to prise her fingers off him. Her unusual eyes glowed with desperation. Don’t let go. “Sorry you had to see that, but you’re safe now, understand? How you end up here – with them?”

Her lower lip trembled.

“You’re safe – it’s over.” Reece stepped back and smiled to show it, triggering tears. She pressed her face into her small hands. He glanced to the empty doorway, half-expecting Stomatt to jump in laughing at her for crying. But Stomatt was unconscious downstairs, with Leigh-Ann tending to him, while Caleb hunted after Donny. The kid was Reece’s responsibility alone.

She whimpered, almost too quiet to hear, “I want to go home.”

“Sure,” Reece said. “Where’s home, cher? How you get here?”

Sniffing in her last sobs, the girl knotted her brow against the question.

“How about a name? I’m Reece” – he put a hand on his chest – “and you?”

She braced herself, then said, “Zip.”

“Your name’s Zip?”

She nodded.

“Weird, but I like it.” He wore a goofy grin. Zip watched his teeth suspiciously. “Zip’s a real pretty name. These people, Zip, they take you from your family? Your school?” She shook her head. “So where you live? My friends and me, we come outta Cutjaw, Louisiana – you ever heard of a place like that?”

Another head shake, getting curious.

“Long way from here, right now. Cutjaw’s like nowhere you’ve been, we got swamp and a river nearby, every family a different trailer. You ever slept in a trailer? No? Well, we live in them. People in Cutjaw work wood, mechanics, all good with our hands – decent, family folk.”

Zip watched him warily, and her eyes ran up to the green hair. 

Reece ran a hand through it, laughing. Seemed a good idea at the time – confuse anyone looking for him once he washed it back to black. “Ah, this – not my natural colour. Part of this shabby costume, see.” He picked at the boiler suit. “We do not normally look like this. The Cutjaw Kids are usually the most best dressed crewe you ever saw. That’s crewe with an e – making us like family. I got no brothers but Caleb and Sto are my kin. Leigh’s got no dad but mine treats her like a daughter, see? You got brothers, sisters? Mama, a daddy?” 

Zip considered it carefully. “Dad.”

“Just a dad?” 

She nodded apologetically. 

“Well, stick with us and we’ll be your family. Cutjaw moms raise us to take care of strangers. Talk proper round kids and ladies. Respect elders and all that. We even came into Texas to do some good.” Reece pointed vaguely, probably in the direction they’d come. Maybe not. “Working with Caleb’s uncle, against people that would take advantage of us in Cutjaw or elsewhere. We’re good people, see?”

“You’ve got guns,” Zip whispered.

Reece paused, then twisted his gun belt forward. “This? This isn’t any old gun. You looking at La Belle Riposte. A work of art. Wanna hold it?”

Zip blinked disbelief. Yes, he was offering a child a gun.

“Maybe later, huh? We armed because of people like them downstairs, Zip. We been into Waco to tell some bad men No. Same as we told them no downstairs, understand?” She didn’t entirely. But the kid didn’t need all the details of how Steer Trust had been forcibly expanding their “Gold Star” network into Louisiana. How the gang had valiantly combined sending a message that Louisiana didn’t want them with stealing a lot of money. He diverted: “Speak funny, don’t I? That’s Cutjaw – ain’t no one talk like us, no one play music like us, no one play cards like us. Like that where you’re from? Your home special?”

Zip remained silent. She did not want to talk about home.

“You local, at least? Don’t look like a Texan.”

Her face crumpled guiltily. “No.”

Reece laughed, lightly. “Then how you get all the way out here? Cher, please. Tell me something, I’m dying here.”

“I . . .” Zip searched the carpet for an answer. “I wanted to help. My daddy. He didn’t know – he never let me – said I always should stay home –” Speaking quicker, upset. “Never follow, never talk to strangers, never think about it –”

“Slow down,” Reece said. “Your daddy ain’t gonna blame you, okay?” Her accent was a clue, at least. Cracked from dryness and crying, but refined, almost British. Fancy folk in country estates adopted accents like that. “You got a big house?”

She shook her head, then stopped rigid, realising she was giving something away.

“All right. I’ll have to earn that trust, won’t I? So you were supposed to stay home but followed your daddy to work, that’s how it went? But these folk picked you up along the way?”

Zip swallowed, then nodded.

“So forget home a second – where might Daddy be?”

She considered this carefully. “There was a big river. A blue pyramid. Grithin.”

“A griffin?”

“Grithin,” Zip accentuated the sound, tongue against her teeth. Definitely moneyed.

“Forgive my ignorance. Grithin it is. Well I don’t know that for dirt, nor a blue pyramid, but I know rivers. Gushing like the Mississippi or piddling like a creek?”

“Mississippi.” Zip liked that word. “Mississippi. Yes. Mississippi. That’s a very big river?”

“The biggest. But that’s three hundred miles away.”

She went quiet again, like she’d done something wrong.

“Hey, I’m not saying that’s not it,” Reece said. “Only that’s a long way for a kid. Your daddy had business there, did he?”

Her lip trembled again, eyes worried. Tired, stressed.

“Tell you what, let’s have a break. Important thing is we’re friends now, ain’t we? I’ll get you a hot drink. Have Caleb put on a Cutjaw stew. You talk when you’re ready, doesn’t have to be a second before.”

He moved towards the door and fear at being left crept into those big eyes. She voiced it in a simple, bleated word: “Reece?”

Reece grinned back in at her. “We’ll take care of you. That’s a promise.”



Leigh-Ann perched on the chair-back with a foot where the girl had been bound, staring hard, wondering what the fuck these yokels were up to. The living room was heady with the stench of stale blood and sweat. The farmer lay against one wall, rolled in a rug, and Stomatt was hanging half off the three-seat sofa. He was even paler than usual, and his bleached-blond hair was patterned like a hyena’s hide with blood and dirt. Leigh-Ann had removed his jacket and wound a clean bandage round his neck, while the farmer’s daughter cowered in an armchair.

Mostly, Leigh-Ann was marvelling at how they’d managed to make a shitty day this much worse. The gunshots from the farmhouse had come right when her nerves were finally calming from the car crash, and the crash had come only when her nerves started to calm after escaping Waco. They’d started the day prepared for a fight but hoping there wouldn’t be one. Only Stomatt had been overjoyed at finding more Steers in the warehouse than they expected. Now at least three of Dustin Fallon’s men were injured or dead and Stomatt was shot. Leigh-Ann didn’t think she’d hit anyone herself, laying down covering fire, but who knew? And now they’d offed a random farmer and had a distraught daughter hostage – a woman even younger than them. 

Leigh-Ann moved to a counter and found some mail. Mr Hexley, that’d be the farmer. One addressed to Ms N. She asked, “That you? N?”

The daughter didn’t look up.

“N Hexley. What were you up to here, N? Why you couldn’t leave that kid alone? N, you gonna talk to me?” Leigh-Ann tapped the MAC-10 against her thigh. The daughter saw that. “Come on, N.”

“Nina,” the woman said. “My name’s Nina.”

“There’s a girl. And why’s Nina Hexley kidnapping kids?”

Nina stared back boiling hatred.

Leigh-Ann smiled. Reece entered to interrupt their clash of intellects, so she fixed on him instead. “Here’s a quote, Reece Coburn, circa eighteen minutes ago: ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’ Didn’t I warn you never say shit like that? And another one, ‘They’re probably decent folk.’”

“I’ll admit on this occasion I was wrong,” Reece said, scanning Stomatt.

“Don’t he look peaceful? Not running his filthy mouth nor snoring up a storm. Oughta get shot in the throat more often.”

“He gonna be okay?” Reece asked. “He said it only clipped him.”

“He also claims he met Kid Ory – you believed that, too?” Leigh-Ann blew air out her teeth. “Bullet took a chunk of flesh with it, but he’s okay. Just bled more than a little. He’ll get back to pissing us all off once he wakes, mark my words. More than can be said for some.” She nodded to the farmer’s body.

Caleb came in the other door, grumbling. “Had no choice. You saw, didn’t you Reece? He went for my gun. He woulda shot me.”

“No sign of our friend Donny?” Reece asked.

Caleb shook his head. “Got as far as the fence and lost his tracks. Figure he cut across a field on foot, but there’s no houses for miles. His truck’s out front, I reckon – three vehicles, total. I took out the spark plug cables. Can we get going, Reece? This place gives me the creeps.”

There was a question. Half-hour ago they were making good time, now they had a kidnapped child and a house of horrors to deal with. Leigh-Ann said, “That kid okay?”

“Near as I can see,” Reece said. “She’s not saying much. But I figure she’s an awful long way from wherever she’s supposed to be.”

“So are we.”

“We got time. Donny’s not going to the cops, is he? Worst case, he comes back with some friends, and if they’re involved in this I’d happily give them a piece of my mind. But my bet is he’s halfway to Alaska.” He indicated the daughter. “She spoken?”

“Name’s Nina,” Leigh-Ann said. “That’s as far as we got.”

“Nina?” Reece echoed. There were those hate-eyes again. “We’re all sorry about your old man. Even if maybe we shouldn’t be. Wanna explain your side?”

“Go to hell,” Nina said. “Murderers – animals, bastard pigs –”

Leigh-Ann snorted laughter and clapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry – this bitch is moralising at us? Like, we’re gonna be judged by child molesters?”

“Cut it out, Leigh.” Reece said. “She mightn’t have had a choice. Did you?”

Nina had another insult waiting, but held it in.

“Not so sure it was molesting anyway,” Reece said. “That kid’s well-spoken. Dirty but not hurt. Maybe your old man wanted to lean on her rich parents, Nina?”

“He was a good man!” Nina spat at him. “You came in with guns!”

“What choice we have?” Caleb said, too loudly. “Answered that door with a shotgun, he did. Then snatches at my weapon? A guy tying up kids? I’m putting that bastard down eight days in a week.”

“She needed binding!” Nina’s voice rose too, veins popping up on her neck. “Promising we’re all gonna die! Screaming murder in her sleep! She’s got a devil in her, look in her damn eyes!” She went to stand, but Leigh-Ann took a step towards her and she dropped back.

“Nina,” Reece said, “you gotta do better than that. Where the kid come from?”

“You tell me!” Nina snorted. “You’re the ones came for her, exactly as promised!”

The gang exchanged looks. No one could’ve been expecting them – only got into Texas last night, hit the Steers dressed in masks, switched cars, and only diverted up these lanes on Reece’s snap decision. Shit, they’d even left their phones back in Stilt Town so no one could ever track them. 

“Nothing to do with us,” Reece said. “We’re here by happy chance. Lucky for her.”

“Plenty places we’d rather be,” Leigh-Ann added.

Nina faltered, but shook her head. “No. You’re the same wickedness. Why else you come and kill – kill –” She choked on the word. Tears in her eyes. “That kid turned up on our land. We tried to help. Spiteful little monster. She came in making threats – said trouble was coming.”

“She’s out of her mind,” Leigh-Ann decided, then told Nina, “If any of that’s true, this ain’t a rational way to deal with a kid making threats.”

“And she sure didn’t summon us,” Caleb said.

“Then who in hell are you?” Nina snapped. “How dare you! You animals! Get out of my house! Get out!” She sprang up and shoved Reece with both hands. He took a step and pushed back on instinct, sending Nina over the armchair. She fell near her dead dad and froze on her hands and knees; the sight of him rolled up in carpet made her slide lower, blubbering, the fight all knocked out of her.

Caleb took a step forward to pick her up, comfort her, but Leigh-Ann caught his arm. He shook her off with annoyance, but stopped where he was.

“Caleb,” Reece said, a little strained for once, “do me good and take Nina here to her room? Secure her. We’ll have a chat once she’s calmed down.”

“What –” The woman turned with panic. 

Caleb closed on her quickly, showing his pistol but saying politely, “If you’d be so kind. I don’t want to do nothing we’ll all regret.”

“And you come with me, Leigh. Let’s get our shit out the car.”

Leigh-Ann held down the urge to resist for the hell of it, didn’t need telling what to do now. But with Nina bucking against Caleb she figured she had the better job. 

She headed outside, scuffing her boots, Reece just behind her. Back down the long dirt road to their overturned car, both of them watching shadows along the way, in case Donny was waiting after all. They reached the car and admired Stomatt’s handiwork – the thing lying dead and crumpled on its roof. A miracle they all made it out unscathed. Together, they squeezed the big black duffel bags out past bent metal and broken glass. Damn heavy; one filled with guns and the other stuffed with more cash than any of them had ever seen. Leigh-Ann unzipped it just to look at it. Reece grinned, too.

The gang were now richer in their twenties than most Cutjaw trash got their whole lives. Alban Gray in Stilt Town still had to clean the cash, but they were as good as free. Reece had delivered exactly as he said he would. His easy smile as they hefted the bags up promised he’d figure this latest setback out, too. Leigh-Ann’s bag clanked as they walked; somehow she’d ended up with the one full of guns. Definitely the heavier of the two.

“Prefer to swap?” Reece offered.

Leigh-Ann kept on walking. “I’d prefer you found us a place where the locals welcomed us with apple pie. Didn’t think we’d have to kill anyone else today.”

“Well,” Reece said. “Imagine if we didn’t come out here when we did. That kid.”

“Yeah,” Leigh-Ann said. “Assuming we’re any better for her than them. It wasn’t all good, what we did today, Reece.”

“No.” He didn’t deny it. Didn’t remind her everyone on Fallon’s payroll knew who they were working for. Steers had gone into gas stops busting up displays, broken a guy’s wrist near Shreveport. Spread slander online about anyone not paying premiums to join their loyalty network. That didn’t exactly forgive killing them, so all Reece said was, “Saving a child’s a step in the right direction, though.”

“What’re we gonna do with her? Stilt Town’s no place for kids.”

“They got families there.”

“You know what I mean.”

Reece hummed concession. 

Yeah. They needed Stilt Town for shelter, to process the cash they’d stolen, and all of that, but Alban Gray and his progeny were not Leigh-Ann’s favourite commune of God-bothering loons. She pointed out, “They think I’m unholy for being Black with tits – what’s a kid with red eyes to them? Might find they agree with Nina.”

“They think you’re unholy for living a life of vice,” Reece reminded her. “Gray’s not gonna have a problem with her. Trust me, Leigh. It’s a good thing we found her. We get to be heroes twice in one day.”

She could believe he’d convinced himself of that already. The world didn’t hold Reece Coburn back. “Only you could come out of a shitty day smellin’ of roses.”

But he smiled again and it was infectious.

“So we taking one of their rides, then? It’s late as hell.”

“No,” Reece said. “The kid’s shook up, Sto’s down and we got no idea where we are. It’s time for a break, I say. Food, sleep, get out of here come dawn. No one’s finding us here, are they?”

Leigh-Ann wanted to argue. Sensible thing was to plough right on. Like any of them had the momentum to keep going all night long. But hell, the invitation was there now and she wasn’t batting it away. She wasn’t ever turning down food and sleep. They came back into the farmhouse and she tossed the bag down in the kitchen, calling out to Caleb to rustle up dinner. Meantime, she prowled back through the house looking for the master bedroom. A big room upstairs, where a couple photos of the dead farmer and his presumably gone wife scowled at the bed. This would do. And damn if she didn’t need to get out of this boiler suit. Made her look even more like an overgrown Popsicle than usual, with her skinny neck and massive ball of hair sticking out the top of formless drab blue. She wrestled at it, got it down to her ankles when Caleb entered. He recoiled – spent their whole lives together and the idiot still got bashful at a bit of flesh. Leigh-Ann breezed over it. “Food ready?”

Caleb nodded, lingering in the door. “But first we gonna move the . . . out to the barn.” Didn’t wanna call a corpse a corpse. The guilt hunched his shoulders up. And it left him falling back on old instincts, gravitating her way for comfort. Never mind Leigh-Ann wasn’t ever thinking of him as more than a brother.

With the day they’d had, she threw him a bone. “When we’re done, you crash here with me. Plenty room in the fat man’s bed. You keep your hands to yourself.”

His face screwed up – not expecting that. “There’s floorspace in the office, or I could be watching over Sto.” Yet he lingered.

Leigh-Ann put her hands on her hips. He wanted to talk, or for her to talk to him, to let him know he was still good people, the way Reece did for her. But she wasn’t Reece and didn’t want to be. She said, “If you’re gonna sleep on any floor, might as well be here so you can keep watch over me. Now show me what the hell you cooked up.”
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“Agent Tasker?” As he left the arrivals terminal, a woman in a dark suit approached. Short and mousy with the uncertainty of an intern. “Deputy Director Ward. Is that all your baggage?”

Tasker stopped. He was aware that Ordshaw’s new deputy director was young, but at least expected a go-getter arranging power meetings in central offices, not someone who’d pick up subordinates from the airport herself. How understaffed were they? She was keenly waiting for a response, making him look at the bag. “Yeah. I don’t need much more than a spare suit and toiletries.”

“Then we can get moving. I thought it best I come personally. I’ve got some bad news.” She turned her back on him and started marching before he could confront that bombshell. Ward led Tasker through scattered crowds and out into a car park, with occasional tosses of small talk: how was your flight? How was Tokyo? Did you have any problems with the Norwegian police? He dismissed it all with growing irritation that she had let him stew on the bad news. 

“We’ve put you up in the Grand Hotel, in Central, I hope you’ll like it,” Ward said. Then added, a little graver, “The least we can do.”

He slowed down, now they were alone in a quiet alley of parked cars. “What’s happened?”

Ward scanned their surroundings, no one around. Over her shoulder, through the gap between floors, was the steel sky of cloudy England. Drab, disappointing England. She said, “Someone reached Parris before us.”

“Piss and hell,” Tasker huffed, looking away from her disappointed face. She didn’t comment, so he went on: “I’ve just come from a damn open graveyard. We had one lead. One pissing lead.” He took a breath, closed his eyes, and remembered this was not just another hapless escort. Even if she was ten or fifteen years younger than him. “Apologies, Deputy Director, I mean no disrespect.”

“I’m the one who should apologise, Agent Tasker. I sent an agent as soon as I got word from London, but it was already too late.”

“How bad?”

“Bad,” Ward admitted, then continued towards a little Honda Civic. Not a director’s car. “I’ve got a file for you.”

Tasker got in and checked the glove box as Ward started the engine. He took out a manila folder which would no doubt contain details of the featureless, traceless death of a corporation target. Duvcorp and the like were rumoured to have “fixers” on their payrolls, so good at hiding their crimes you’d never know they were there. It was why Tasker spent half his life checking surfaces for poisons and worrying about unattended vehicles, and he’d had more than a few arguments with Helen by shifting those fears onto her. But the photos inside were not what he expected.

Duvcorp’s researcher, Simon Parris, was captured slumped in a bathtub, one jaggedly cut arm hanging over the edge. Blood all around him, across the porcelain, sprayed up his face and across the tile floor. Tasker turned over one photo then another while Ward, eyes averted, started the car and pulled them out. As staged suicides went, it was crude.

“Don’t suppose he left a note?” Tasker asked dryly. 

Wards took it seriously. “No. And it’s stranger than it looks.”

“He was pregnant?” That got a frown. “Sorry, gallows humour.”

Ward hummed, preferring to brood on it. Hell, they just lost a crucial contact, wasn’t he allowed some deflection. As Ward studied the traffic with exaggerated care, Tasker sat back and mused, “Someone got to him after he leaked information. Suggesting he wasn’t on their radar before he talked to us.”

That got an even more uncomfortable look from Ward. She put it off a second, pulling out into the flow of the motorway, and finally said, “I’ve considered that. The information passed through a lot of hands between me, you and Norway. There was discussion in London about it. Half a dozen people with all their assistants could’ve tipped someone off.”

“Great,” Tasker said. He tapped the folder. “So how’d this go down?”

“Our agent was the first on the scene,” Ward said. “He found the door open, with signs of a struggle in the living room. Take a look.”

The next photos showed a modern lounge, a blood smear by one door, a smashed glass. Parris had been forced
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