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			Epigraph
            
			Battle not with monsters, lest ye become a monster, and if you gaze into the abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.

			Friedrich Nietzsche 
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			Prologue

			Brook Reynolds woke up screaming without knowing why. The last few minutes were a blur; she could recall thinking of her children but why would that make her scream? She only knew that it was the right thing to do.

			Then, with a jolt, it all came back: how everything had changed so horribly in a matter of minutes.

			She remembered the car behind hers, barely a distraction at first. Her thoughts were fully on her husband and children. Brook smiled as she pictured their faces. Soon she’d be home and there’d be hugs all around. She’d missed them all while away on business.

			The mountain roads were familiar, if twisting, and her mind was preoccupied with the impending happy reunion, so the following vehicle didn’t register with her too much. Not until it moved in close and her rearview mirror reflected the harshness of its lights. Her pulse fluttered in her throat and her eyes stung at the glare.

			“What in God’s name are you playing at?”

			The vehicle was a silhouette beyond the stark beams, and it loomed massive in her mirrors. Brook couldn’t see the occupants, but they must have been reckless idiots. Didn’t they know the road took a series of sharp turns just ahead? As a gentle reminder she touched the brake pedal, hoping they’d back off. She watched the vehicle dwindle, but had to tug her eyes from the mirror when its lights were flicked up to high beam.

			“Asshole!”

			She didn’t want to get into a sparring match, but she had to warn this lunatic to back off. Again she toed the brake, and her lamps turned the night red. The following vehicle speeded up, and the interior of her car was invaded by its lights. Its horn screeched.

			“What the hell are you doing?” She shouted this time, touching the gas pedal to avoid a collision. She pushed the car into the first bend, snatching her attention from the curve ahead to the blazing lights behind, back to the road again. Then, coming out of the curve, she put her foot down. Unperturbed, the car shot by her, spitting up grit from the side of the road. Brook avoided looking at the driver: probably some crazy redneck high on something. This was the last thing she wanted. All she needed to do was get home.

			The car roared on and into the next bend.

			Thank God, it kept on going.

			Brook didn’t slow. She kept her foot steady on the gas.

			Coming around the tight bend, she saw the dark form of the other car in her path. It was parked across the narrow road, lights extinguished, someone standing by its rear. The figure stepped forward, raised his hand. Oh, my God! Was that a gun? Something flashed. She let out a cry of disbelief, yanking hard on the steering wheel. It was reflex, or panic, perhaps both.

			The tires bit into the soft shoulder at the edge of the road; then there was nothing beneath them and the car began to roll. The forest opened its arms to greet her. The next instant was filled with showering sparks and raining glass, the shriek of tortured metal and numbing collisions as her head was repeatedly slammed and jostled. Her mind was full of darkness.

			And that’s when Brook had come to, screaming.

			Her body felt immensely heavy, and the pressure behind her eyes was overwhelming. She didn’t understand that she was hanging upside down, or that the pain across her throat was the seat belt cinched garrote tight.

			She wanted nothing more than to be home. She had no time for this!

			There was a stench in her nostrils and her face and hair were slick with fluid. The liquid wasn’t blood; it was more acidic than that. Like chemicals.

			She stopped screaming to spit out the vile stuff, and turned her eyes to seek out the source of a new sound invading her mind. Voices, talking excitedly as they approached.

			“Help me,” she croaked.

			“Is she dead?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Help me,” she said again more loudly. And she suddenly understood what she was soaked with. “I’m covered in gasoline. Please ... somebody help me.”

			“She’s still alive,” the first voice said.

			“Yeah,” said the other. “We need to do something quick.”

			Thank God, she thought, I’m going to see my children again.

			Then the first one said, “Yeah. Take these matches. You’d better finish her off.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			The clouds failed to conceal the moon. It scowled like a drunkard’s bloodshot eye over the rim of an empty glass. The disc was low on the horizon, bloated and red, and I couldn’t help aiming a derisive snort its way. A hunter’s moon: how ironic was that?

			Walking slowly, my hands stuffed in my coat pockets, I felt the same breeze that made ribbons of the clouds tug at my clothing. In a baseball cap, scuffed leather coat and denims, I wandered up the center of the main street of Bedford Well, with no care for traffic. It was after three in the morning and the only things moving were the cats with which I shared the night.

			There was no one around. I hadn’t seen another soul since arriving in town and parking my Audi in the darkened lot of a 7-Eleven. That suited me. I’d rather be here and gone before causing a blip on anyone’s radar. Should any insomniac glance out of a window I’d appear unremarkable, just another guy down on his luck with no real destination in mind, passing through on his way to an undetermined destiny. That suited me as well.

			Three nights ago I’d been on the Florida Gulf Coast and it had been warm enough for shorts and a bare chest as I’d reclined on the deck that overlooked the beach. Now the leather jacket was necessary for more than concealing the gun in my belt. The wind sweeping down off the Pennsylvanian hills held a lingering nip of winter and that didn’t suit me at all.

			My limp wasn’t very pronounced, not after three months of hard exercise to get back up to speed, but the cold reminded me that not too long ago I’d been both shot and stabbed in the right leg. The pain was just a dull ache and I pushed it to the back of my mind. Pain is an ally; it confirms that you’re still alive. I’d been fed bucket-loads of similar psychobabble when in the military; some of it helpful, most of it horseshit. Mostly, pain hurts and it slows you down. How could that be a soldier’s friend? Made me wonder if maybe I wasn’t fit for this line of work anymore, and that the accumulation of injuries picked up throughout the years was conspiring against me. Or, like my best friend Rink often joked, age was beginning to catch up with me.

			Maybe there was something in that, but I wasn’t ready for the scrap heap just yet.

			The limp did serve some purpose. It added to the disguise I’d affected. Studying this stubble-chinned man, holding himself tightly against the chill, looking thoroughly miserable, who’d ever guess I was here for a deadly purpose?

			On the drive up I’d questioned my motives for coming to this dead-end town and more than once had almost turned the car around and headed south again. It’s a weakness, but I can’t say no. I should’ve told Don Griffiths to take a hike, concentrated on getting healthy again in the subtropical sun. But here I was. Apparently it’s true: you can’t teach an old dog new tricks. I’ve never learned to roll on my back and wasn’t about to now.

			The main street of Bedford Well wasn’t much more than a hundred yards of family-run stores and amenities, all shut up tight for the night. At its northern end it opened into a circle of dwellings around a central green, complete with a wishing well that explained the town’s name. The well had a bucket, but no one would be able to draw water from it because a metal grille had been bolted over the top. A huge brass padlock fastened the grille to the stonework, but it was shiny and proclaimed that the well was regularly emptied of coins. The town council, it seemed, had claim on the nickels and dimes as well as people’s aspirations.

			I leaned my hips against the well, dug a couple of coins from my jeans pocket and dropped them through a slot in the center of the grille. I heard them hit bottom. They hadn’t fallen very far, making me wonder if this was just a folly designed to please the tourists. Regardless, I made a wish.

			Waste of money, because my wish was already redundant.

			I was already here and now there was no going back.

			Testament to this was the presence of the black SUV that nosed out between two stores further along the street. Two shadows filled the front of the vehicle, topped by pale ovals that were turned my way. Under the peak of my cap, I returned their casual observation until the driver hit the gas and peeled out, heading back along the street. The brake lights flared, then the SUV took a turn to the right. The grumble of the engine carried on the air until the wind shifted and snatched it away.

			What was that all about? I mentally shrugged: nothing good, I bet.

			I headed across the green toward an imposing house that held sway over the smaller dwellings to either side. The house looked Victorian but for the satellite dishes in the garden and the cars on the drive, a Lexus and a Mercedes SUV. For all his claims to the contrary it looked like Don Griffiths was doing okay even in this end-of-the-road town.

			I leaned on the doorbell.

			The house remained very still. As if it held its breath.

			I pressed the bell again.

			Beyond the door there was a shift in the darkness and a light came on above my head. I fought the urge to glance up at the light, an old habit to protect my night vision. Waited while the person inside hooked a security chain in place, then opened the door a sliver.

			Don is a heavy-built man in his early sixties. He has short steel-gray hair and a neatly trimmed beard to match. The person looking out at me didn’t match any of those points. She was slim and dark and no more than thirty years old.

			It had been more than fifteen years since I’d laid eyes on her but I’d have recognized Millie anywhere. She had the vivid green eyes and raven tresses of her mother, but the strong nose and high cheekbones were every inch the image of her father.

			Millie Griffiths studied me for a while. I raised my head so the peak of the cap was no longer casting such a long shadow on my face. Finally Millie closed the door and I heard the unhooking of the chain. She opened the door fully this time.

			“Come in, Joe.” Her head dipped as I stepped by her into the darkness of the entrance hall. It looked like all the rooms on the lowest floor were unlit.

			“Where’s your father?”

			Millie locked the door before turning to look at me.

			It was weird standing there in the dark, staring at her silhouetted against the front-door glass, all that was evident being the soft sparkle of her eyes. When she moved past me her shoulder brushed my upper arm and it was brusque. I settled my heels as Millie walked away without comment. Then, sighing, I followed.

			Without flicking on a light, Millie led the way along the hall to the back of the house. There she opened a door and a flight of stairs led down into the basement. Another door at the bottom was etched around its frame with a dim glow.

			I paused before descending.

			Didn’t need to hear her sob to know.

			“I’m too late,” I said. “I heard what happened and I’m sorry.”

			Millie nodded: a single hard slash of her jaw. “My sister died because you wouldn’t believe him.”

			She turned away before I could reply, her tread heavy, then quickening as she fled up the stairs to a bedroom. Overhead a door slammed and I listened to the young woman sobbing uncontrollably.

			“Shit ...”

			I pulled the cap off and jammed it into a coat pocket. Scrubbing a hand through my hair, I took the stairs down to the basement, counting the steps. With each one it felt like I was descending into the abyss.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			“I hear you’re supposed to be some kind of knight errant, these days.”

			I shook my head. “That’s not the way I’d describe myself.”

			Don Griffiths was sitting in an old chair with sunken upholstery and faded patches on the arms. How many hours had he spent sitting in this selfsame place over the years? How many memories could that old chair recount if it were given a voice? Over Don’s shoulder an archaic cine camera projected some of those memories onto a makeshift screen. The flickering images were the only source of light in the otherwise dark room, two small girls playing in a paddling pool while first a younger Don and then his late wife, Sally, mugged and danced for the camera.

			Don didn’t look at me. His gaze was lost among the images on the screen. “How would you describe yourself? I thought you were someone I could rely on. Where were you when I needed you?”

			I exhaled, and turned to view the girls happily playing. Even back then Millie was distinctive. Her slightly older sister, Brook, was pretty as well, but with the elfin qualities inherited from her mother. It was difficult coming to terms with the thought that the little girl—who was so full of life and wonder on the screen—was now dead and buried.

			“I was injured.” Though no excuse, it was the only thing I had to offer.

			“I noticed you were a bit lame when you came down the stairs.” Don wasn’t interested in anyone else’s pain, only his own. “But you’ve been injured worse than that before. Wounds never stopped you then, Hunter.”

			“I was younger.”

			“Yeah,” Don agreed. “We both were. But my daughter won’t grow any older, will she? Her children will never know their mother’s love again.”

			There was no answer to that. I could only watch as Don shuddered, his chin dipping on his chest. The man wept silently. Laying a consoling hand on his heavy shoulder wouldn’t help. Don wouldn’t welcome my pity. Always pitiless to others, he saw emotion as weakness. Maybe it would do him good to experience some of the grief.

			It was as if Don could hear what I was thinking. His head came up and he fixed his gaze on me. “I know you don’t owe me a damn thing. In fact, if you told me to go to hell, I guess I’d understand. But I didn’t think Joe Hunter was the type to turn his back on a woman or her children.”

			“I’m not.” Even as I said it I realized how ineffectual my words sounded. I turned back to the screen. Millie and Brook had moved on to chasing each other around the garden with buckets of water. There was no sound accompanying the home movie, but by the rapture on their faces both girls were squealing in glee. Closing my eyes didn’t help.

			The chair creaked, and there was a grunt as Don stood up. He turned off the projector and the room was plunged into darkness that was evident even behind my closed eyelids. Only at the click of a light did I turn and look at the older man. Don had both hands folded across his bulging stomach, his head dipped: he looked like a monk in prayer. But I recognized the stance for something else—it showed an old man shattered by the loss of his child.

			“Tell me again what happened, Don.”

			“What’s the point?”

			“Because I’ve traveled days to get here.” I stopped. I didn’t care for Don one bit. Not after what had occurred between us all those years ago, but it was like the man had already said: I wasn’t one to turn my back on women or children in need. “Look, Don. Let’s put our differences behind us for now. Tell me what happened ... maybe there’s still something I can do. If what you originally told me is true, then this may not be finished with.”

			Don probably wasn’t even conscious of chewing the end of his moustache. He was too busy studying my face for a sign of insincerity. He must have come to a favorable conclusion because he slow-blinked like an old bullfrog. “It is true. As crazy as it sounds.”

			Three days on the road had left their residue on me. Perspiration had dried on my skin, my clothes were grimy and uncomfortable, but that wasn’t the reason for the prickling sensation in my flesh. It was as though my nerve endings were charged with static. “It just takes a little coming to terms with, Don. How could a dead man be threatening your family?”

			“It’s gone way beyond threats, Hunter. Didn’t you hear what I told you? Brook is dead.”

			The tingling in my skin was becoming painful, and a seething rush shot through my veins. I resisted the urge to scratch and bunched my fists in my pockets. “Brook was killed in a car crash. The police ruled it an accident.”

			Don grunted. Next to his battered chair was an equally worn cabinet. He pulled open the top drawer and drew out a folder, which he opened and held out. I was still thinking about the gleeful faces that had only moments before flickered on the screen and didn’t want to see what Don offered.

			“Take it,” Don said. “Have a good look and tell me if you still think my daughter died accidentally.”

			I’m no stranger to death in any of its horrible forms. To some I’ve inured myself, but not all. Once, I bore witness to the aftermath of an attack by guerrilla fighters on a village of innocents. Some of the victims—mostly women and children—had been burned alive. The images of their bodies twisted into blackened husks still occasionally plagued my nightmares. I didn’t want to see Brook like that.

			But I looked. The rushing heat in my veins went cold. There were photographs from the accident scene.

			They showed a vehicle on its roof, so consumed by fire that even the tires had been burned clean off their rims. The distance shots weren’t so bad; only when the camera had zoomed into the interior did it become apparent that the bundled form lying amid the ashes and molten components had once been human. That was nasty. But nowhere near as horrific as the follow-up photographs from the morgue where Brook’s remains had been taken. Under the stark glare of lights, surrounded by dull steel, the extreme charring of the woman’s corpse was shocking. There was little left of her, just a blackened skull and the withered husk of a torso. The larger bones of the upper arms, the pelvic girdle and legs had survived, but all the lesser bones of her extremities had gone to ash. She had been twisted by the intensity of the heat into the classic pugilist pose, but it wasn’t that evident with her hands gone.

			My blink was slow, and I held my lids shut for a time afterward.

			“Well?”

			Well, what?

			I handed the file back to Don.

			“It’s a terrible thing,” I said. “I can’t begin to imagine the terror your daughter must have gone through. But, Don ...”

			“It was no accident.”

			“The car rolled, the fuel tank erupted. A spark from the engine ignited the spilled fuel.”

			“That’s what it looks like.” Don opened the file, thrust the photographs under my nose. “That’s what it was made to look like.”

			“The report is conclusive.” I gently closed the flap on the file, covering the images. “Before you say anything, I’ve read it. I already had Rink get me a copy of both the police and ME files.”

			“And you believe a couple of hick cops and a washed-up medical examiner over me?” Don snorted. “They only saw what they wanted to see.”

			“Nevertheless, they didn’t find anything suspicious. No evidence that Brook’s death was anything other than a tragic accident.”

			“But now that you’ve seen the photographs?”

			“It doesn’t change a thing, Don. Your daughter died by the flames that also burned out the car she was trapped in.”

			Don chewed his moustache again. After a few seconds he lifted a hand, pointed at the stairs. “I want you to leave. If you don’t want to hear my take on what happened, then just go. I’ll find someone else who does give a damn.”

			His words were like a slap in the face. I squinted at him, anger riding on my tongue. But I let it go. I headed for the stairs. I ignored the tug of scar tissue in my thigh, in a hurry now to get away before I said something that I’d regret. There were enough regrets for me to contend with without hurting a grieving father.

			Don’s next words halted my hand on the door handle.

			“I got an e-mail, Hunter. It said, ‘Who must you lose next?’ ”

			Without turning, I pressed on the handle and tugged the door open and went up the stairs. “He’s dead, Don. How could he send you an e-mail?”

			“Whether it was him or not, I was still sent the goddamn thing.” Don walked to the base of the stairs but he didn’t follow me up. “It was a direct threat to my family.”

			I slipped into the dark hallway, hearing the rage building in the older man like the rumble that precedes an earthquake.

			I made it all the way to the front door, but for a second time in less than a minute my hand was halted by words.

			“You’re just going to walk away from this, Joe? Do you hate my father so much?”

			Millie was standing in the hallway, her arms wrapped around her body as though she were freezing. Strands of her hair were plastered across her face and clinging to the tears on her cheeks.

			Hate is such a strong word. I didn’t hate Don, just what he’d once led me to do.

			“He’s hurting and confused, Millie. You both are.”

			“Yes,” she said. “We’re all confused. But so are you. When will you open your eyes and see what’s really happening here? He is back.”

			I gnawed my bottom lip. It wasn’t possible. The bastard’s body was ravaged by flame, immolation of his corpse as complete as what had happened to Brook. Carswell Hicks had fallen over the precipice into his promised eternity in hell.

			But then there were the e-mails. Someone must have sent them.

			I opened the door.

			“Tell your father I’m sorry for his loss.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			There was an ache in my right hand that was compounded by the cold, and more than the slight tugging in my leg, this concerned me the most. When adrenaline rushed through my system the wounds to my leg were no hindrance but I required the full range of movement and dexterity of my fingers. My hand had been shattered during the same battle where I’d picked up the other injuries, and I’d had to undergo microsurgery to put it right. As I walked, my fists in my pockets once more, I periodically flexed the hand to promote movement.

			I had the feeling that I was going to need it in fully functioning order.

			For someone in my line of work, speed of hand is the difference between life and death.

			I hear you’re supposed to be some kind of knight errant these days.

			Don Griffiths’ words had been meant as sarcasm. Right now they elicited the required response: a wry smile. Knight errant? That was just one fancy term that had been leveled at me. I suppose it was better than vigilante, which was more often the case. At least the term carried the honorable connotations that I hold dear. Without my sense of decency, I accept that I could very well be labeled alongside those other balaclava-clad hooligans who take the law into their own hands. But then—it’s all a matter of perspective. To some I’d still be seen as a man of questionable morals. Perhaps I was the type of knight who wore tarnished armor.

			As I walked a cat kept pace with me.

			It was a gnarly old tomcat, and judging by the scars that crisscrossed its body it had fought a number of battles during its lifetime. We had a lot in common. It watched with luminous yellow eyes from the opposite sidewalk, perhaps recognizing its human familiar.

			Occasionally cats have questionable morals too. Some people judge them as cruel killers, but not all their kills are for fun. Sometimes they have to kill to survive, or to protect their young.

			This took me right back to Millie, and to Brook’s children. My friend, Rink, who runs a successful PI outfit down in Tampa, had brought me up to speed on Brook’s death and the family she’d left behind: her husband, Adrian Reynolds, and nine- and six-year-olds Beth and Ryan. Don was an ex-cop, and, judging by the photograph I’d seen of his son-in-law, Adrian was no stranger to a gymnasium, so they could look after themselves. It was only Millie and the two kids I was worried about.

			I was uncomfortable about walking away from them. But I couldn’t believe that there was any truth in Don’s concern. How could a dead man be a threat to him or his family?

			Don was hurting; he was stricken with grief and grasping at anything that would make sense of Brook’s seemingly pointless death. In the same circumstances, some people raged at the world, or at their cruel god, while others looked for excuses. Don was clutching at old hatreds in order to add reason to his pain.

			But then he wasn’t the only one allowing hatred to shadow his judgment, was he?

			Someone must have sent that bloody e-mail.

			I stopped walking and looked across at the cat. The old tom mirrored my movement. We stared into each other’s eyes. I was the first to blink. The cat sat down and began licking its old wounds. In my pocket, I again flexed my fist.

			The cat stood up and slunk forward, and now I was the one who matched it step for step.

			I got the message. The time for licking wounds was done, and I should get back to doing what I did best.

			I was near the 7-Eleven where I’d left my car. On my right was an open lot full of weeds. Beyond it the forest that encircled Bedford Well swayed under the bitter wind, undulating like a pitch-black sea. Across the way, the cat was all that stood between me and the forest on that side. The cat had come to another standstill, but this time it was staring past the convenience store to where I’d parked the Audi. Its shoulders hunched and its ears flattened on its head; its mouth opened in silent challenge, baring teeth that glinted red under the moon.

			Suddenly the cat bolted, heading away into the cover promised by the forest. But I wasn’t going to run.

			I continued forward, to meet the two men who were resting their weight on my car. Once again, I flexed my hand, pleased to find that the bubbling warmth flooding my body had anesthetized the pain.

			It was near four in the morning: too late for revelers and too early even for day-shift workers to show up at the convenience store. Their black SUV was parked a dozen yards away, and yet they chose to sit on the hood of my car. They were waiting for me and there was no good reason for it. I didn’t need the cat’s reactions to tell me that these men were dangerous.

			“You mind, guys? The car’s a rental and I have to pay for any damages.”

			Both men pushed off the Audi, one of them, stocky with a shaved head, leaning back as though inspecting the paintwork for scratches. The other, a tall man, who looked like he’d been constructed from too many bones and sun-dried leather, lifted his chin, his nostrils flaring.

			“Fee, fi, fo, fum ...” he said in a surprisingly melodious voice.

			I smell the blood of an Englishman, I finished the thought. I’d heard plenty like it since my move to the States.

			The second man finished his inspection of the paint-work, then used his sleeve to buff out an imaginary scratch. Then he turned his attention to me, holding an empty palm toward the car. His smile was wide but colder than the wind gusting around the parking lot. “No harm done, buddy.”

			“No harm, no foul,” the tall one echoed as he picked at a patch of dry skin on his bald head.

			Taking the car keys from my pocket, I aimed them at the Audi and disengaged the locks. Nodded amiably at both men, then moved to go around them.

			“A moment if you please.” The second man was shorter than me, but he was heavier built, and I noticed he had self-inflicted prison tats on his fingers. He stepped in the way, barring me from the car. He raised his ink-mottled hand and touched it to my chest. The contact was little firmer than a caress, but it sent a jolt through my body. Not because he held an electrical device—or any weapon—but because I’d allowed him to do it. The rule I’d always followed was that if an enemy could touch you, then they could kill you. This man was without a shadow of a doubt an enemy.

			Subtly I stepped back, knowing that the next time he tried to lay hands on me would be the decisive moment. I watched the man’s eyes and saw the same thought flashing through his mind.

			“Ease up, buddy,” the man said. “I’m only being friendly. You’re not from around here, right? England is it? Just wanted to say hi and ask you a question or two.”

			He was obviously lying, but I wasn’t averse to playing that game. “Look, fellas, I’d love to stay and chat but I’ve got to get on my way.”

			“On your way already?” The stocky man shook his head. “Hey, you just got here. You can spare a minute, can’t you? Especially when we’ve gone to the trouble of turnin’ out to say hello.”

			“Wasn’t expecting a welcoming committee, I bet?” The tall man leaned close, and his breath, stinking of garlic and something sour, washed over me. “Not at this time of night, huh? You shouldn’t be surprised: I never sleep. I’m up before the roosters. Cock-a-doodle-doo!”

			I didn’t reply to either. One was a liar and the other was crazy. But both were very dangerous. Instead I held the stocky one’s gaze as I maneuvered the keys around in my grip.

			The stocky man nodded in the direction I’d just come from. “Who did you visit in town?”

			“Who says I visited anyone?”

			“Can’t see any other reason for you being in Bedford Well. Not like there’s much to see in the dark.”

			“There’s a nice wishing well on the green.”

			“Yeah, we noticed you at the well. We were going to say hi then, but we didn’t want to spook you.”

			“I saw you too,” I said. “But then you left and I walked back here. Slowly.”

			The man smiled at the tit-for-tat lies.

			So did I.

			Finally I said, “Let’s just get this over with, shall we? You’re here to give me some sort of warning. Well, I’ll save you the trouble. I’m leaving and I won’t be back.”

			I went to move past the man, and his tattooed hand came up. It wavered inches from my shoulder like he’d read my earlier thoughts. With his other hand he held open his jacket, showing the gun tucked into his belt. “Not very satisfying if we just let you drive away, buddy.”

			“No, but it’ll be a lot less painful.”

			“We don’t have to hurt you,” the stocky man said. “Just make sure you head outta here and know what it means if you come back.”

			“Of course, I don’t mind causing a little pain.” The tall one grinned, showing rotting teeth. “If it comes to that.”

			I dipped my head. “I must have lost you in the translation there, guys. I didn’t mean it was going to be painful for me.”

			Both men exchanged glances just as the stocky man dropped his hand to pull the gun from his waistband.

			It was what I’d been hoping for. When they both looked back at me with incredulous grins on their faces I was already moving.

			I’d been twiddling the car keys for more than the exercise: I’d lined up one of them so that it was protruding from my clenched fist.

			The sharp point rammed directly into the side of the stocky man’s neck an inch below the lobe of his ear. On its own it wouldn’t stop him immediately, but the force of my fist behind it also rocked his skull and the man went down in a heap on the ground.

			Turning, I lifted my fist and a scattering of blood arched away from the key on the night breeze.

			Seeing the leader of the duo dispatched so decisively should have given the tall one pause. But he was even crazier than he looked. Unfazed by the sudden violence he merely let out a laugh and launched himself at me. “It looks like it’s come to that!”

			He appeared ungainly and loose-limbed: in fact he was anything but. He threw a series of punches, and I was hard put to avoid them all. One cracked against my cheek, another in my chest. As I stepped away from the clawing fingers that tried to rake my eyes, I missed the man’s leg coming up and kicking at my groin. Only the angles saved me from a crippling blow, but it was still agony when the man’s boot landed square on the point where I’d been knifed.

			Chewing down on the pain, I pivoted and avoided the next kick. I dipped the keys into a pocket, then snaked my hand under the tail of my jacket to grab my gun.

			Again the tall man surprised me by pivoting the other way and kicking out with his heel with a classic reverse roundhouse kick from tae kwon do. His foot slammed into my gut and pushed me back against the Audi.

			I forgot about the gun. The crazy man was already coming at me, fingers tightened to spear into my exposed throat.

			“Cock-a-doodle-do!”

			He should have concentrated on fighting instead of crowing.

			Sweeping the attacking hand aside, I drove my opposite elbow directly into his face. There was a wet sound from where the elbow hit and he staggered backward, spitting out loose teeth. The sour smell washed over me again but this time it held a distinctly coppery tang.

			Following him, I drove a kick into his groin. More fragments of rotting teeth were spat on the floor as the man bent over at the waist. I avoided the foul stuff. It wasn’t easy while looping an arm over the man’s skull and under his throat so that the blade of my forearm was jammed tight against his windpipe. Catching hold of my wrist with my opposite hand, I reared back, arching my spine. All the pressure was centered on the man’s trachea, and I felt it collapse.

			I kept the pressure on.

			At first the man tried to claw at my arms. But when he couldn’t get any oxygen into his lungs, instinct took over and all he did then was scrabble at the ground with his feet and flap his elbows. Now he really was like a rooster.

			It took him the best part of a minute to die.

			Finally, I released him and he flopped down face-first.

			Looking down on him, I guess my gaze would be best described as dispassionate.

			Cock-a-fucking-doodle to you, I thought.

			The stocky man hadn’t recovered from the stab to his carotid. In fact, judging by the widening pool of blood reflecting the disc of the moon, he never would.

			Violence still surged through my veins. The same cold rush I’d experienced earlier in Don Griffiths’ basement when I’d recognized that—however I looked at this—more people were going to die. Releasing a ragged breath, I attempted to calm the rage within me.

			Then it was as if sense kicked in.

			I’d just killed two men in the middle of a car park without concern for who might have witnessed the brutality. Sloppy work, Hunter, I admonished myself. I checked for anyone watching.

			Across the way the cat was back.

			It sat looking at me as though nonplussed by the violence. This time the cat blinked first. Then it lifted a back leg and began licking. Maybe that was as near to a nod of approval as I could expect.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			The 7-Eleven was three hours from opening, but it didn’t mean that no one would happen along much sooner than that. A delivery truck loaded with fresh produce and other perishables could arrive prior to store hours and staff would likely be on hand to unload it. It wouldn’t be a good idea to be near the place by then.

			But I couldn’t simply drive away and leave the two men lying out there for anyone to find. Someone had sent them and it wasn’t a stretch to imagine they’d checked in with this person while waiting for my return. When they were found dead, the same person would suspect who was responsible for killing them. The men’s mission had been to insure that I wouldn’t return to town: well, the police would do the job for them by locking me up. If the men were only missing, at least I could buy a little time before the cops came knocking.

			I’d lied about the Audi being a rental: it was a verbal tactic to disarm them. I didn’t want to chance moving the bodies in it because however careful I was there’d still be forensic traces that would tie me to their deaths. I’d grown fond of the import—a reminder of the car I’d driven back home in the UK—and wasn’t ready to give it up just yet.

			Leaning down, I checked the tall man’s pockets for keys. There was nothing, apart from half of a Hershey’s bar, a torn wrapper folded around it to preserve it for later. Evidently the guy had had a sweet tooth; maybe that was why they were so rotten.

			Next I checked the stocky man, and this time was rewarded by a bunch of keys to the SUV. I left the gun tucked in the man’s belt. Neither of them had a mobile phone, so maybe time was still on my side.

			Watched by the cat, I loaded both men into the rear compartment of their vehicle and then used a blanket from the backseat to cover them. I checked around, paying attention to the 7-Eleven, but it seemed as if surveillance cameras weren’t deemed necessary out here in the sticks. Last, I brought a couple of handfuls of dirt from the weed-strewn boundary next to the forest, and scattered them over the pool of blood that had leaked from the stocky man’s neck. It wouldn’t fool a determined investigator, but that depended upon if anyone ever looked here and recognized it as a crime scene.

			A single road led in and out of town, two lanes of blacktop that stretched arrow-straight back through the passes of the Allegheny Mountains. On the drive in, I’d noticed that the trails leading off from it had been disused in some years. Logging was a thing of the past here, and though the town got its share of tourists in the summer months, it wasn’t on the hiking-trail map. The chances of anyone wandering up any of them in winter were probably negligible.

			A mile out of town, I pulled into a rutted track that led up into the deep forest. It would have been preferable to take the corpses even further out in the wilderness but I still had to return to the Audi before the early shift arrived at the store. It was a given that I wouldn’t be bringing the SUV back.

			Finding an offshoot from the trail, I turned down it, the branches of spruce and fir trees scraping on the paintwork. Two or three hundred yards in, I abandoned the vehicle and the dead men inside. With luck it would be weeks before they were discovered.

			The trek back to town should have been a chore, but I welcomed the exercise. I jogged, and within minutes my blood was flowing freely and the ungainly limp—not to mention the residual pain from the kick I’d taken—were left somewhere in my wake. But I carried a new burden all the way.

			I’d killed both those men with impunity.

			I argued that given the opportunity they would have killed me, that my actions were pure self-defense. But now, with the heat of battle expunged, I couldn’t help feeling that perhaps I’d overstepped the line that I’d always drawn in the sand before now. The men had been dangerous enough, particularly the crazy one who seemed to know a thing or two about unarmed combat, but on reflection they were mugs. Nobody but a rank amateur shows their gun like that if he intends to use it. The mad one hadn’t even come with a gun. I got the nasty sense that the stocky man had been telling the truth. That they were there only to talk; to dissuade me from any further involvement and see me safely out of the way.

			But the reason remained elusive: Why did they want me out of the way?

			They hadn’t just turned up by chance. They’d been watching me and waiting for my return to the deserted lot. Was there any truth in Don’s suspicions that Brook’s death was anything but a tragic accident? Had these men been involved? It was beginning to look that way.

			If they were responsible for burning Brook alive then I’d no reason to regret killing them so savagely. In fact, if there was any truth in that, I’d have been happy that they were now dead and gone.

			But a small grain of doubt remained.

			I was running full-tilt by the time the forest opened up and I saw the town-limit sign. I began to slow. If anyone had arrived at the 7-Eleven in the interim, I didn’t want to turn up sweating and blowing and attract their attention. Better that I approach quietly, get in the Audi and drive away unobserved.

			When I walked into the parking lot, only the car waited. I dug in my pocket and pulled out the keys, the largest still clotted with the stocky man’s blood. I grimaced, but then used the inside of a coat pocket to clean the mess. The coat would have to go, but there was no rush. The auto-locking mechanism had rearmed itself and I bleeped the locks open and climbed inside the car. As I was about to close the door, movement caught my eye.

			The tomcat was sitting next to where I’d scattered the dirt over the blood. It was watching me while it lowered its head and sniffed at the floor. It nuzzled the earth once, probing with its tongue.

			“Hey!”

			The cat jerked up its chin and scowled at me.

			“Are you hungry, boy? C’mon and we’ll see what we can find.”

			The cat’s eyes widened and it stood up languidly. It began to pad toward the car. I held open the door and the cat came inside, surprisingly at ease with its new friend. It sat in the passenger seat and stared back at me, purring like an idling engine. Maybe the cat shared some kind of affinity with me. Maybe it simply wasn’t as feral as it looked. Or it was twice as hungry.

			Holding out the back of my hand I allowed the cat to sniff it. Then it lowered its head and allowed me to rub the hair between its ears. At least there was someone in this godforsaken place who didn’t greet me with enmity. I’m a dog man and have never owned a cat—they seem too aloof and uncaring of the ways of humanity, but I saw now that perhaps I’d misjudged them. A bit like I was often misjudged.

			Starting the Audi, I pulled out of the parking lot, trusting the arrival of customers’ vehicles to obliterate the proof of violence under their tires.

			The main strip was still deserted, as was the loop around the green. The wishing well, complete with peaked roof and ornamental bucket, stood proudly at its center, but hadn’t yet attracted any visitors. Not that it would matter even if there were a group of tourists hanging around. My intention of being gone from town before anyone noticed was redundant now. Even if I personally had not been expected, the two men I’d fought were proof that Don Griffiths’ house was under surveillance. Therefore it was pointless hiding—may as well drive up and park on Don’s driveway.

			The tomcat allowed me to tuck it under my left arm. Idly scratching the cat’s chin I walked up the path to the front door. The cat purred louder as it enjoyed the unfamiliar contact, uncaring that I was actually scrubbing blood from its fur.

			I leaned on the doorbell.

			It took longer than the first time for the light to come on above me. While waiting, I peered back across the green toward the main road. No dark-colored vehicles nosed out of alleyways this time. There was a heavy tread from within, and then the light above flicked to life. So did the one inside. The silhouette beyond the glass was too bulky to be Millie.

			Don opened the door tentatively. When he recognized who was standing on the stoop, he jerked open the door and peered past me, checking all sides and then across the green. Finally he turned his attention to me. “You came back? You actually believe me?”

			“Something happened to make up my mind.”

			“So you’re going to help?”

			“If I do this I want something from you in return.”

			“I’ll pay you. Just name your price.”

			“I don’t want your money.” I held up the tom. “Feed the cat.”

			Don looked down at the ragged old thing. “You’re kidding, right?”

			“No,” I said. “I want you to take him in. The old boy needs a home.”

			Don shook his head in incredulity. But he reached out for the cat.

			Immediately the tom hissed, and I felt its muscles bunching as it prepared to defend itself. I dropped the cat, expecting it to make a dash for freedom. To my surprise it swerved around Don and into the house. I smiled: the cat was evidently a good judge of character, but it also knew where it was well off.

			“Probably flea-ridden and has feline AIDS,” Don muttered. He moved back, allowing me to come inside. “But if those are your terms, you’ve got a deal. The grandkids will love having it around.”

			Glancing down I saw a gun lying on the stand next to the door. It hadn’t been there earlier; Don had obviously brought it. Don caught me looking and coughed in embarrassment. He picked up the gun and tucked it into his trouser pocket.

			“I take it you weren’t expecting me to come back?”

			Don shook his head. “You said something happened to change your mind?”

			My head went down, a shadow flitting across my features that had nothing to do with the cap’s brim. “I just killed two men who were watching your house.”

			Don took a step back, a hand going to his throat. He tugged at his beard, pinching it between index finger and thumb. From the way he stared it was as if he was awaiting the punch line of a sick joke. When I didn’t deliver, he asked, “You’re not serious, are you?”

			“I don’t take killing men lightly, despite what you might’ve heard.”

			Don moved for the front door, as if checking that the corpses were piled on his front lawn.

			“Relax, Don. I’ve got rid of them.”

			“Where?”

			“Out in the forest.”

			“Jesus!” Don ran his hands through his hair. Sweat from his palms made his hair stand up. It didn’t take long for the truth to sink in. “So I was right all along? Hicks is after my family?”

			I pulled off my cap and thrust it into a jacket pocket. “I killed two men. I’m just not sure that they had anything to do with whoever is threatening you.”

			Like the tugging on his beard, and the chewing of his moustache, the way Don’s hand went inside his trouser pocket was an unconscious act. He folded his hand around the butt of the gun. Hopefully he’d had the presence of mind to lock the safety on. “Who else could have sent them?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“But you killed them anyway?”

			“It was me or them.” There was no conviction in my voice. Don was no shrink, but he didn’t have to be to recognize the doubt in my mind.

			“Sometimes we all do things we regret, Hunter.”

			I held the older man’s gaze. He wasn’t referring to the two men: he was trying to smooth over the act that had driven a wedge between us all those years ago. “It’s just a shame that people have to die for our mistakes.”

			Don nodded slowly. No argument from him.

			I touched the old man’s wrist and then gently took his hand off the gun. “Put that away before someone else gets injured.”

			Don opened a drawer in the stand, slipped the gun inside. He locked the drawer and tucked the key into his back pocket, then searched my face as if it held all the answers. “What are we going to do, Hunter?”

			“Leave it to me, Don. You’ve a job of your own.”

			Don had no idea what I was referring to. As a reminder there was a racket from the kitchen, a clatter of pans and dishes shifting as the cat rummaged for scraps.

			“He’s very hungry,” I said. “Feed him. I’ll try to find out who those two guys were.”

			“And if they were sent by Hicks?”

			“Then we get ready for the next ones to come.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5

			Daybreak came late to Bedford Well. The wooded slopes that surrounded the town blocked the sun’s march over the horizon, throwing jagged shadows across the green and over the rooftops of the houses on the western side. Those on the eastern side remained in darkness and people inside had to turn on lamps so they could see to eat their breakfasts. The wind had picked up exponentially, casting detritus and litter across the otherwise deserted street, adding to the grim outlook of the day.

			Looking out of a window on the ground floor, I had my thumbs tucked into the waistband of my jeans. I was wearing a denim shirt, the sleeves rolled up to my elbows and the tail out to cover the SIG Sauer P226 tucked in the small of my back. Earlier I’d stuffed my leather jacket into the furnace to get rid of any trace evidence from the two men I’d killed. I was pretty sure that I was clean, even if the same couldn’t be said for my conscience.

			Millie came into the room behind me. She’d dressed in navy trousers and a lilac blouse nipped in at the waist with a belt. Her dark hair had been pulled tight into a ponytail and she only wore the slightest dab of makeup—strategically placed to conceal the dark rings beneath her eyes. She looked exactly like someone who’d cried herself to sleep.

			“Here.” She held up a large steaming mug of coffee.

			Accepting it gratefully I inhaled the aroma and took a deep gulp. It hit the spot and I sighed. “Thanks, Millie, I need this. It’s about the only thing that keeps me going these days.”

			She nodded at my words, but there was more to her gesture. “I was surprised to find you here when I woke up. When you left last night, I thought that was it.”

			She thought they’d been abandoned to their fate.

			“I reconsidered.” Neither Don nor I had told her about the two men I’d killed.

			“You don’t look particularly happy with your decision.”

			I sipped the coffee. Watched her over the top of the cup. “I’ve a lot on my mind, that’s all.”

			“Want to tell me?” There was little conviction in her offer. “A problem shared ...”

			Isn’t always a problem halved. In fact, if I told her what was on my mind it would only cause more concern for the young woman. It was enough that she was grieving the loss of her sister, without worrying about what my actions might bring.

			“It’s nothing I can’t deal with,” I said with equal lack of conviction.

			When I’d been demobilized from the Special Forces I’d been recalled to the secret base on the northwestern Scottish coastline: Arrowsake—a code name derived from a mispronunciation of Arisaig, the fabled home of the Special Operations executive, the forerunner of the modern
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