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Prologue

AMERICA. LAND OF THE FREE. WHERE DREAMS CAN come true.

It’s a notion that I subscribe to.

The only problem is that most of my dreams are of the darker variety. For fourteen years I was a member of a crack counterterrorism unit, gleaned from the best warriors that the United Nations could field. All those years of hunting and terminating terrorists has left me with horrific memories that often plague my nights. I thought that when I left home and settled in Florida that I could bury those memories along with my past life. But that didn’t work out the way I’d planned.

I came here seeking my wayward brother, John. While I was serving my country, John was practicing his gambling skills. I was a better soldier than he was a gambler. In the end his debts grew so large that he chose to flee the people who were intent on taking what he owed them from his hide. He left behind an ex-wife and two small children, and a heap of trouble I had to clean up for him. When I came to the United States looking for him, I wasn’t sure if it was to save him or smack the stupidity out of him. It was bad enough when I discovered John was on the run from mob hit men, but there was worse to come. I found John, and when I did, it was under the blade of Tubal Cain, one of the smartest and most demented killers I’ve ever met. I stopped the murderer—a guy they called the Harvestman because of his penchant for reaping the bones from his victims—but at a great price.

On the upside, I renewed my friendship with Rink, my Asian-American brother in arms, and have acquired bona fide employment with his private investigations business in Tampa, Florida. I’ve never been much of a detective, though, so I tend to handle the jobs in which my particular skill set is required. The downside to my new life is that it comes with a caveat: I know my battle with Tubal Cain has revived the cold rage that once drove me and now threatens to again.

I hate bullies. Short and simple. I hate that there are people in the world whose lives are made miserable by those willing to murder, rape and trample them underfoot to appease their selfish needs. Tyrants come in all shapes and sizes: a despotic ruler who subjugates his country, all the way down to an insecure person who abuses his spouse and children. In my eyes they are the lowest of the low and I wish nothing more than to show them the error of their ways. Because of that, I’ve gained a reputation for being the man to come to when there’s a problem the cops can’t handle. When victims call on my services, I can’t look away. That’s the duty of all good people. I’m not one to “pass by on the other side of the street”: I’m willing to stand up for what’s right. Whatever it takes.

For too long, evil has been allowed to flourish. The way I see it, society is broken. Some may call me a vigilante, but I think I’ve just got problems to fix.





Chapter 1

IT WAS THE WORST YEAR OF HER LIFE.

She stumbled and fell, her shoulder ramming the bole of a tree, scraping her skin raw beneath her shirt. She cried out in pain, but instantly clamped her teeth down on her lip to stop the sound traveling through the forest. In the next instant she scrambled up and fled again, her breath catching in her throat. She wanted to scream, wanted to howl in terror, but there was only one thing racing through her mind: Get away. Get away now.

She had to run. Leave everything behind. Everything.

But she knew she couldn’t do that. There was one thing that she had to keep safe. It was the only thing that would help her end the worst year of her life.

It had been a bad, bad year.

Spring had been awful enough. That was when her husband had walked out on her and took up with a girl half his age. Summer was earmarked by the acrimonious divorce. By the time fall came around, Imogen Ballard had decided that things couldn’t get any worse.

But then came winter.

And now men were trying to kill her.

Already, blood had been spilled. Thankfully it wasn’t hers, but that simple truth was the only chink of light piercing the nightmare she’d found herself in. And, she wondered, how long would that stay true, when the men hunting her through the forest did so armed with rifles and automatic handguns? Sooner or later they would catch up with her, and then there’d be a lot more blood.

She had to run. Hide. Try to stay away from those hunting her with the tenacity of bloodhounds. She was at home in the woods, but she was no Lady Rambo. She didn’t know if she was capable of giving them the slip, and she certainly wasn’t able to fight back. Not armed as she was with nothing but a digital video camera.

She was thirty-eight years old. Not as fit as she’d been ten years ago when she was regularly competing in triathlons, but she was still lithe and strong. The only problem was, the shock of what she’d witnessed had robbed her of much of the stamina required to maintain the lead she’d set. Her hunters were gaining.

As if to remind her of how close they were, a bullet shrieked by like an angry wasp, cutting a chunk from a tree on her right.

Imogen ducked in reflex. Too late to have saved herself if the bullet was on target, of course, but she couldn’t stop the instinctive movement. Then she was pushing forward, her boots driving through mounds of moss and twigs as she clambered over a fallen tree. Another bullet streaked past, galvanizing her to push even harder.

The men chasing her shouted. Maniacal laughter taunted her. Another gun barked, punching the ground in front of her. Imogen spun, turning down a narrow trail, thinking that the men were only toying with her. They were enjoying her terror, and that was the only reason why their bullets hadn’t found her yet.

From somewhere ahead she heard a faint rumble. Her first thought was that the men had called in some kind of armored vehicle as backup. That even now some great cannon was vectoring in on her to blow her to smithereens. But, she knew, that thought was sheer madness. The rumble was from Great Wells, the waterfall she’d earlier scaled on her way up the hillside.

She considered running directly to the falls and throwing herself headlong to the mercy of the white water. But that would only kill her as dead as the men chasing her. The falls were 150 feet of steep cliffs. At the bottom wasn’t a nice deep pool, but a series of potholes set in jagged rocks. The falls were no means of escape. In fact, they blocked her way more effectively than an electrified fence would.

She spun from the path, hurdling another fallen tree, and crashed through the lower branches of pines that grew from the steep hillside. Her only way out of there was by a route that was unfamiliar to her. And all that she could do was run, and hope that the men gave up before her flagging stamina did.

But she didn’t think they would.





Chapter 2

“MY SISTER MAY VERY WELL BE DEAD.”

“Don’t see how I can help you, then. I’m sorry.”

“But then again, she might not be.”

It was one of those surreal conversations that you find yourself striking up with a stranger, and wondering where the hell it was all leading to. I’d been taking a cold Corona on the deck of the beach house I had rented on the Florida Gulf Coast east of Pensacola. I saw the woman approaching me along the curve of the beach. She was walking with the devil-may-care attitude of the tourists that often walked the beach, picking up shells or water-smoothed stones and marvelling at the glory of nature. I noticed her for two reasons. She was obviously beautiful. She was tall for a woman, and willowy of frame. She had the slim hips and broad shoulders I associated with swimmers, but she walked with a ballerina’s grace. She had short dark hair and equally dark eyes—kind of Paris chic, I thought. But what struck me most—and the second of my reasons for noticing her—was the way she called out to me like I was an old friend.

“Joe Hunter?” she called, waving a hand. “Is that you?”

She caught me at a time when I was unprepared for visitors. My hair was mussed, I was unshaven. Worse than that, I was stripped to the waist, dressed only in a pair of cut-off denim shorts that were frayed along the hem. My face, neck and forearms were tanned by Florida sunshine, but my upper body was still the pale of one not long arrived from northern England. Since my arrival in the United States I hadn’t had too much spare time on my hands—none of it to be spent idling in the sun. My couple of minutes on the sundeck had been an attempt at balancing the deficit out.

Putting down my bottle of beer, I wiped surplus droplets from my chin. Before answering the woman, I discreetly surveyed the beach in each direction. My first thought was, “Who is she?” My second, and more important: “Who is with her?” In my line of work, it was important that I know those kinds of things. Judas betrayed Jesus with a kiss, marking him out to the Romans sent to capture him; a pretty woman calling my name could easily do the same to my enemies.

But there were no enemies lurking in hiding.

She came toward me, her bare feet kicking up golden sand. I saw that a pair of sandals bumped against a shapely thigh, slung from a loop of her shorts.

“You are Joe Hunter?” she asked, still ten paces out.

I looked around for my shirt, but it was indoors. I made do with folding my forearms over my chest. My arms covered the unsightly scar next to my heart, but that was about all. Good job that I’d kept up a strict exercise regimen; at least the rest of my body wasn’t ugly to look at.

She studied me with interest.

Then her eyes alighted on the tattoo on my shoulder, and it was as if that one symbol confirmed my identity. Not so many people knew about the tattoo, even fewer people wore one like it. There was me and my best friend Rink. Half a dozen others who’d been in the same Special Forces team as us. Everyone else was dead.

“I feel at a disadvantage here,” I told the woman. “You seem to know who I am, but ...”

“I’m Kate,” she said, advancing to the deck and looking up at me. “You knew my brother.”

Something in her features did look familiar. Jake Piers was a tough, wiry son of a bitch who came to our team from the Navy SEALs. I was there with him when we took down a terrorist training camp in Libya. I carried him back from the raid across my shoulders after he was shredded by machine-gun fire. Jake died in my arms.

“You’re Jake’s sister?” How could she look so familiar when Jake had been such a pug to look at?

“I’m only one of his sisters,” she corrected me. “I have an older sister named Imogen.”

Wondering where all this was leading, I waved her up onto the deck and offered her a Corona.

She took the beer but declined a glass, drinking directly from the bottle. I watched a bead of amber liquid trace a line down her neck where it shivered momentarily before she wiped it away. She caught me looking and laughed. There was no embarrassment about it.

“I bet you’re wondering what I’m doing here.”

Leaning against the railing so that the sun was on my back, I ran a hand over my unkempt hair. “Wasn’t expecting visitors,” I told her.

Her eyes crinkled. She took in my beach house with a sweep of her arm. “It’s beautiful here. But lonely, I guess. Do you live out here all alone?”

“Only the last few days,” I told her. “That’s why I’m surprised you found me.”

And I was surprised. There were only two people who knew I had moved into the house, and neither of them were the type to give up my location without a fight. My friend and business partner, Jared “Rink” Rington, and Harvey Lucas, another friend out in Little Rock, Arkansas.

“You didn’t get the voice-mail messages Jared sent you?”

I thought about the mobile phone lying somewhere inside the house. I’d slung it aside my first night in my new home. I’d come here for some R and R: why would I want to be disturbed by phone calls? The battery would probably be dead by now.

“Rink sent you here?” It was unlike him. Normally he would have paved the way first. But then, I looked once more at Kate and decided that Rink would see what I saw. Not a threat; just a person in need of help.

“He’s tied up with a case at the moment, but he said that you would be able to help.” She looked at me expectantly, but when I didn’t say anything, she added, “I’ve got a problem, Joe. But I knew who to come to. I remembered Jake talking about his friends from his unit. He said that he would trust you all with his life. Even when he died, it was his friends who brought him home. It’s why I looked Jared up instead of going to the police.”

“And Rink sent you to find me, huh?”

“Said that he was a little busy, but you’d do as a second best.”

I shook my head at that.

“What else did Rink tell you about me?”

“Nothing. I already knew from Jake that you were good at your job.”

“Jake told you what we did?”

“Not in as many words. But I’m not stupid. I was only thirteen years old when he died, but even I guessed that he was more than just an average soldier. I knew that you were all part of some extra-special unit. It’s because I know about your background that I came looking for you.”

“If you’re looking for a mercenary, you’ve come to the wrong place,” I told her. “I’m retired. Four and a half years.”

“Jared said you would help.”

“Depends what it is you want from me.”

“I want you to find my sister.”

“She’s missing? You should have gone to the cops first.”

“My sister may very well be dead.” Kate looked at me, bouncing the bottle of beer in her palm.

Frowning, I placed down my own bottle, turning away from her. “Don’t see how I can help you, then. I’m sorry.”

“But then again, she might not be.”

I turned around to look at her again, and she was staring up at me with her chin set with determination. She looked more and more like her brother had—particularly when he grew pigheaded with stubbornness.

“I need someone to come with me and find out which it is,” she said. “If Imogen is dead, then I need to know. The alternative is that she’s being held against her will and needs help to get away.”

Jake Piers wouldn’t have survived his wounds. He was shredded, his internal organs torn up. But I wasn’t going to leave him behind. There was no way I was about to allow his corpse to be paraded on TV by the terrorists as a sign of victory. I carried him out of there even though it meant slowing down the extraction of my team. No one with me complained; we all owed Jake. It was his actions in saving us from the ambush that killed him. The only way I could repay his selflessness was to help his family now.

So much for rest and recuperation, I thought. I nodded at her.

“I’ll get my things together. When do we start?”

“I’ve booked tickets out of Tampa tomorrow. Can you be ready then?”

I didn’t have to look around to know that I already had everything here that I needed. My SIG Sauer P228, with a half dozen spare magazines of 9 mm soft-nosed Parabellums. A change of clothing. Fake air-marshal documents that would get my gun past security. What more would I require?

“Where are we going?”

“Kentucky.”

Appalachia. I hadn’t been there before. Mountains and valleys were just my thing. It would be picturesque this late in the year. I looked at Kate. The company wouldn’t be bad either.

I asked her where she was staying and she smiled up at me. She said she’d booked a room at the Marriott. “Unless there’s somewhere else you can suggest?”

“It’s handy for the airport. I’ll meet you there in the morning.”

She turned and placed the empty bottle on the deck. I thought I heard her laugh to herself. Sounded a little ironic. When she stood up, she stepped toward me and laid a cool hand on my chest.

“Thanks, Joe,” she said. Then she leaned in and kissed me on the cheek.





Chapter 3

AFTER KATE LEFT, I PULLED MY THINGS TOGETHER. My stuff didn’t amount to much and fitted inside a single backpack. Then I went back out on the deck with another Corona. I watched the sun go down over the Gulf of Mexico. It was blood red on the horizon.

I thought about Kate’s parting gesture. The kiss. I could still feel her lips on my skin. It was a nice feeling but tomorrow’s calendar date was in my mind, and I lifted my fingers and brushed it away.

The beers helped me sleep. I was up before dawn. I ran five miles along the beach, worked out, showered, shaved and dressed. Then I drove to Tampa and left my Audi A6 in a long-term parking lot. I asked for Kate at the front desk of the Marriott and she joined me for breakfast. She was as beautiful as ever, but she didn’t look like she’d slept that well: probably apprehension about the task ahead. Purposely I didn’t ask too much. We could talk on the flight north.

My documents saw me through security, but a couple of questions were raised concerning a gun Kate carried. Her right to carry gave me pause for thought, but I didn’t dwell on it—a number of people have special dispensation for personal defense weapons these days. It stood to reason that she’d come packing, thinking we could face danger in the days ahead. I made a mental note to have Rink check on her background for me.

We took a flight into Capital City Airport, near Frankfort, Kentucky, where we had to take a connection flight down to a blip on the map named Little Fork. We’d been in airports or airplanes most of the day. Then it was all roads. The final leg of the journey couldn’t even be called a road. A single beaten track led up from the valley, terminating in front of Imogen Ballard’s house.

“Imogen lives here alone?” I asked.

Imogen’s house was an A-frame set on a hillside overlooking a steep valley. Behind it was a sheer rock face that probed at the nickel-colored sky with jagged fingers. The front of the house was raised up, a wooden porch and steps necessary to gain the front door. There was no vehicle parked under the lean-to at the side of the house.

The house was lovely. And so was the scenery. It was a very mountainous region, part of the Appalachian Range, a place of beauty. Very secluded.

I liked the remoteness of the property. It was the kind of place that I would feel comfortable living in. My only concern was that, for a single person, it would make them very vulnerable to the wrong kind of visitors. The remoteness offered privacy and an amount of anonymity, but it was also a bottleneck with no escape route if things became dangerous.

“She lived here with her now ex-husband, Ron, until April this year. Since then she has divided her time between here and our family’s home in Maine.”

During the flight, Kate had already told me about the unhappy breakdown of her sister’s marriage. She’d also told me that her sister had seemingly bounced back, setting up an online marketplace. It wasn’t eBay, but apparently she was doing okay. She spent most of her time hosting her site, and it seemed the remainder was spent up here at Great Wells falls, walking and hiking in the woods. Her business passion was technical, but there was nothing in the world that could compare with the natural wonders of the wilderness.

“She likes the serenity,” Kate went on, nodding at the great outdoors surrounding us.

“Can’t say I blame her.”

“She’s a freelance photographer. She sidelines in wildlife photographs that she supplies to magazines and to the Internet.”

We were in a rental I’d picked up at Little Fork, a Ford Explorer with 4x4 capacity and gun racks behind the front seats. Hunting—I guessed—was a passion of many visitors who came to this part of the country. Parking the Ford on the turning circle outside the house, I got out. I stood with one hand on the open door, my other creeping under the tail of my shirt and checking that my SIG was positioned for a quick draw.

“Quiet here,” I noted.

Kate looked over at me and I caught a reflection of the evening sky in the depths of her eyes. She’d caught something, too: the tone in my voice.

Apart from the gentle breeze rattling the fronds of the surrounding trees, and a distant rumble that had to be Great Wells waterfall, there was nothing else. No animal calls, no birdsong.

I didn’t like it.

Kate stared off across the valley. At its bottom was the river fed by the falls, but it was lost to sight by the tree cover. She scanned right, allowing her eyes to roam over the house and up the steep cliffs.

“Don’t see anything unusual,” she said.

“No,” I said.

I kept my hand on the butt of my gun until Kate joined me. Then we walked up the stairs to her sister’s house. Kate fished in her purse. I thought she was going for her gun.

“I have a key that Imogen gave me,” she said, pulling one out.

“Is the house alarmed?”

“All the way out here? What would be the point?”

Fair enough, I thought.

Kate used the key to unlock the door and we stepped inside. The house had an open-plan living arrangement with a kitchen at the far side. Open stairs led up to the second floor, which extended out from the back of the house toward the cliffs. Up there were the bedrooms and the bathroom, I guessed. But I didn’t have the time to check, my eyes were too busy taking in the scene of destruction.

It was as though a mini-tornado had gone through the lower level. Furniture was upended, pictures torn from the walls. A TV set and DVD player had been tipped over and left smashed on the floor. Credenzas had been pulled open, drawers emptied and their contents scattered. Ornaments had been swept from the mantel over the fireplace.

“Goddamnit, the house has been burglarized!” Kate stamped forward, fisting her hands on her hips as she surveyed the wreckage. I reached out a hand and touched her on the back.

“Kate. Go and get in the car.”

She turned toward me and her dark eyes sparked with anger. “Who could have done this, Joe?”

I didn’t know. But, I thought, we were about to find out.

The creak of floorboards from above was subtle; the shifting of a human body furtively moving into a better position. We both heard it.

Kate spun around. Before I could hush her, she called out. “Imogen?”

I drew my SIG.

Unless Imogen was two hundred and fifty pounds and wearing boots, I doubted that the next footstep was hers. The sound didn’t come from above like the one before. This time it was on the porch outside.

I was under no illusions.

There had been no sound of an approaching vehicle. No announcement or challenge. So I was pretty certain that the man sneaking up on us wasn’t a concerned member of law enforcement checking up on the vulnerable property. Whoever was on the porch was in cahoots with the person upstairs, and they intended taking us by surprise.

I snaked a hand over Kate’s mouth and pulled her close. I caught a scent of flowers on her neck. Whispering in her ear, I said, “Get behind the counter in the kitchen.”

The men here were the ones responsible for ransacking Imogen’s house. Possibly they were the ones responsible for her seeming disappearance. Kate struck me as being strong willed. No shrinking violet if it came to standing her ground. But she would be a hindrance if she wasn’t going to do as I said. Give Kate her due: she quickly slid out of my grip and headed for the kitchen and hunkered down behind the marble-topped prep counter in the middle of the floor. She was hidden from above and from anyone coming in the front door, but not from the window or the door at the back. I could only hope that all we faced were the two I’d already identified.

Quickly glancing upward, I could detect no movement there, so I swung around, putting my body close to the wall next to the entrance. The front door had been fitted so that it opened inward toward me.

I hadn’t long to wait.

The door handle twisted violently and the door was thrust open. It was followed immediately by a large man stepping into the room. I saw the barrel of his shotgun first, followed by a thick arm and shoulder as the man pushed inside. His mouth opened in a bushy beard, about to shout a challenge.

The barrel of my SIG struck the nerves on the mound of his forearm, then I stepped alongside him and the second whack of my gun hit his collarbone. I didn’t know who these people were, so I didn’t have the luxury of killing them outright. My strikes were aimed to disarm him. The shotgun clumped to the floor as the man’s entire arm went numb. Then I had my fingers in his beard and I pulled his head down and struck him a third time on the nape of the neck.

He was a huge man and his neck was protected by a thick roll of fat, but he still sagged under the blow. I pulled him back up, jamming the SIG under his jaw. The man rolled jaundiced eyes my way, realizing he’d fucked up.

“You upstairs,” I shouted. “Come out or I’ll put a bullet through your friend’s head.”

Movement at the head of the stairs came immediately. But there was no sign of the second man giving up. He came out shouting a challenge of his own. He raised a rifle at me and fired.

The bullet struck the door lintel behind me, and I immediately took cover behind the first man. Blindly, I fired back at the man with the rifle. I didn’t hit him. Testament to that was his second shot. It hit the big man I was holding in the chest, punched a hole right through him and splattered blood down the front of my jacket. Some of the spray got in my eyes and clouded my vision.

The big man dropped from my grip like a slaughtered steer, straight down in a boneless heap at my feet. Leaving me open to a third shot. I fired in reaction, but I didn’t have the man clear in my sights. His gun, though, must have been aimed directly at my chest.

I heard the crack of a gun. Then another, and another. Followed by a veritable roll of thunder as a magazine was emptied. At the top of the stairs the second gunman danced as bullets smacked through the planks beneath his feet, making tatters of his legs.

Kate had come to my rescue. I scrubbed the blood from my eyes, spared a second to look her way. She was raised above the marble counter firing directly through the ceiling with a Glock 19, emptying the gun into the man who would be my killer.

Shit, I thought, damn good shooting.

Then my eyes were clear enough to get a bead on the man and I put a single round through his forehead. The force of the bullet threw him backward against a wall, then he bounced forward and did a head-over-heels roll down the stairs.

Dead men tell no tales: never a truer word was said. Neither of these two men was going to give us any answers to what the hell had just gone on here. I quickly glanced at Kate. She was standing upright now. Looking at the men who had died so violently. There was no sign of fear in her eyes. Only resignation.

She had answers to give—primarily, how she could shoot as well as any soldier I’d ever worked with—but they would have to wait for now. I knew that this thing was a long way from over. Hyenas didn’t normally hunt in pairs. They came in packs.

“Kate. Get in the car.”

She had her jaw set in determination, but she nodded acquiescence at me and moved toward the door. As she stepped over the dead man with the beard, she looked down at me. I was crouching alongside him, quickly patting him down.

“No wallet,” I said. “No identification.”

She stood in the doorway as I went over to the second man and confirmed he was also lacking in personal papers. From her purse she took out a fresh magazine and fed it into her Glock. She racked the slide like a pro, then stepped outside. I noted she was in a professional stance, her gun hand supported on her opposite wrist as she sought further targets.

“Joe,” she called. “You’d best get out here.”

Damn it, I thought. Hefting my gun, I followed her out.

Below us in the valley, racing at a speed that wasn’t prudent on the narrow trail, was a convoy of three vehicles. Two were SUVs, the third a pickup truck. Even across the intervening distance I could make out that the men on the truck were packing guns.

For the third time in as many minutes, I said, “Kate. Get in the car.”





Chapter 4

“THERE’S MOVEMENT UP AT THE WOMAN’S PLACE,” said Larry Bolan, juggling a mobile phone in his large hand.

The man in the designer suit looked up at him from his meal and pointed at Larry with a fork piercing a medallion of pheasant. “Where’s your brother?”

“Outside taking a smoke.”

“Get him,” said the suited man. “Go on up there. I don’t trust those other imbeciles to get the job done.”

Larry smiled at the compliment. At least he thought it was a compliment. It would have rung truer if his employer hadn’t mentioned other imbeciles. But he didn’t mind the slip.

Larry Bolan had been in the business of hurting people all his adult life. And even if he said so himself, he was damn good at his job. In fact, there was only one man he knew who was anywhere near as good as he was, and that was his twin brother, Trent. Much of their ability came with the genes passed down to them from their brutish father. Their father had worked the Kentucky coal mines most of his days; his weekends he spent drinking in brothels. He wasn’t happy if he didn’t come home with the smell of a whore on him and men’s blood on his knuckles. But Larry and Trent also had something in their favor that their father never had; they had money behind them. Their boss paid well and his influence kept the cops from asking too many awkward questions. Whereas Daddy Bolan ended his days strapped to an electric chair—soiling his pants as the switch was thrown, Larry heard—the same would never happen to him or his little bro.

So he didn’t question his boss’s turn of phrase. He only nodded, shifted his jacket so it covered the Magnum strapped to his hip and walked out of the restaurant. Other customers in the place knew Larry Bolan. They knew to get out of his way, so he had a free passage through the main dining area and the vestibule that led to the front street.

He stepped out into a cool evening breeze, pushing a hand through his spiky hair. He looked along the street toward mountains looming over the small town of Little Fork. Snow capped the highest peaks. Not long now and the entire town would be snowed in for winter, he thought. He pulled out a pack of Marlboros and lit up. He took a satisfying pull, then flicked the remainder of the cigarette against the curb.

His brother Trent also flicked the cigarette he’d been smoking and turned to look at his big brother. Trent eyed him in that strange way he had. Thirty-seven years they’d been together, and even now Larry found his brother’s strange gaze a little disconcerting. It was the oddness of his eyes—one pale blue, the other dark brown—that did it. He reminded Larry of a palomino stallion he’d owned that used to look at him that way before trying to snatch off his face with a snap of its teeth. Larry curled his lip at his brother: even his damn Mohawk hairstyle looked like that crazy horse’s mane.

“We on?” Trent asked.

“We’re on.”

Side by side, they moved across the street to where Trent had parked their affectionately named Grand Taurino. The vehicle was really a Dodge Ram Quad Cab pickup truck, but it had been adapted to match the men who drove it. It had a raised suspension and huge tires. It was painted metallic black with the head of a snorting animal on the hood. Flames licked from the nostrils of the beast and curled along the sides of the truck. Two huge horns had been strategically placed on top of the light rack on the cab. Like each of the Bolan twins, this pickup truck was a giant bull.

Inside, the cab also had been adapted especially for them. Ordinarily there’d be four seats, but the rear two had been removed to allow the space for the two men, who collectively weighed more than 560 pounds and each stood near seven feet tall. Larry always drove. Being the shorter of the two at six feet nine, it was easier for him than his seven-foot-tall sibling. Not that their respective heights meant anything in their relationship; Larry was thirteen minutes older, so would always be the big brother.

He fired up the engine, revved it a couple of times for good measure, and then peeled away from the curb like he was a teenager again. Larry, despite his coolness, felt excited. It was always the way when he was on a job. He was good at hurting people, but much more than that, he enjoyed it.

The distance from Little Fork to Imogen Ballard’s home up at Great Wells was a little under ten miles. Ten miles of bad road. It would take the best part of a half hour to negotiate the twists and curves of the mountain trails. Larry didn’t tell his boss, Robert Huffman, that shots had been fired at the Ballard place. Or that some badass had tagged along with the woman when she’d returned home. He wanted to please his boss by delivering both their heads on a silver platter. That’d look good in that fancy restaurant that Huffman liked so much.

Cell phone reception was poor around there. He knocked his brother’s shoulder with his elbow. “Hey, Trent. Make yourself useful, will ya? Get on the radio and see what’s goin’ on.”

Trent rolled his pale eye at his brother. Then lazily he leaned forward and grabbed at the CB handset fixed to the dash. He turned switches with fingers that weren’t designed for such delicate maneuvers. Then he called up their associates on the channel reserved exclusively for their use.

“Yo! Any of you assholes got your ears on?” he demanded.

“Trent? Trent? That you?” came back an excited voice.

“Who the fuck you think?”

“You’d better git yourself up here an’ sharp,” said the voice from the radio. “Richie and Tom-Boy are dead, man. Whoever this mutha is, he’s giving us hell!”

Larry shared a glance with his twin. Trent’s pale eye sparkled. Then they both broke into mirror-reflection grins.

“Looks like we’re in for a little fun tonight, bro,” Trent told his brother.

“You ain’t shittin’ me.” Larry elbowed his brother again. Affectionately this time. “About time, Trent. I was getting’ bored watching Huffman eat.”

“At least you get to stand inside. Why’d I have to stand out in the cold, freezin’ my ass?”

“You know why.”

Robert Huffman said that Trent’s walleye put him off his appetite. Trent had killed men for less. But he wouldn’t hold it against his boss. Not when opportunities like this were handed to the Bolan twins on a regular basis.





Chapter 5

“BUCKLE UP, KATE. THINGS ARE ABOUT TO GET ROUGH.”

Experience has shown me that the best course of action isn’t always the most obvious. We could have run. But the trail ended at Imogen’s house and the only other alternative was a two-hundred-yard drop through trees and boulders to the river valley below. We could have given up, put down our weapons, and waited for the posse of rednecks to arrive and then thrown ourselves on their mercy. Except I don’t come from that school of thought. Sometimes you just have to shock a reaction out of those trying to hurt you by taking the violence to them.

Pushing the Explorer into drive, I swung the vehicle around. The tires kicked up gravel and dust as they dug for traction, then we were rushing down the trail. The sun was going down, the clouds burning umber above the hills across the valley. Night would soon be on us like a fall of soot; sudden and all consuming. But I didn’t turn on my headlights. I pushed the Explorer to greater speed, heading directly for the three vehicles charging up the hill.

“Who the hell are they?”

The same thought had been going through my mind.

“Don’t know, but they don’t look too friendly.”

Even as I said it, a man on the back of the pickup lifted a hunting rifle and fired at us. The bullet missed by a mile, continuing behind us and into the cliff behind Imogen’s house.

“They’ll be even less friendly when they find out we killed their friends back there.”

I glanced over at Kate and saw that she was biting her bottom lip. Sexy, if it hadn’t been for the torment in her eyes.

“You’re experienced with that gun.”

“I’ve only ever shot at targets,” she said.

“You haven’t killed before?”

“No.”

“If it’s any consolation, you still haven’t. It was my bullet in his brain that finished him.”

“I still shot him,” Kate whispered.

“He was shooting at us. He got what he deserved.”

Kate looked across at me.

“You saved my life, Kate. Keep that in mind and things won’t seem so bad.” I reached across and patted her knee. She slipped her fingers on top of mine and gave them a squeeze.

Then there was no more time for ruminating on the morals of taking a life. We’d be dead if we didn’t concentrate on the task at hand.

There was indecision in the lead SUV driver’s mind. It was apparent by the way he swerved from one side of the narrow trail to the other before coming to a halt. The second vehicle had to brake to avoid hitting him, and that in turn caused the pickup to slew to one side. The men on the truck jostled to stay upright and to swing their rifles toward us. I continued on, straight as an arrow toward them. It was the most insane game of chicken I’d ever played.

“Okay, Kate, brace yourself. We’re going through.”

“They’re going to shoot us!”

“They’ll try,” I said. “We just won’t let them.”

The gap between the two SUVs was marginally less than the Ford could fit through undamaged, but not enough to stop us. At the last moment I downshifted to give the Ford more power, pressed hard on the throttle and rammed it into the front end of the SUV on our right. The SUV was shunted aside, and I continued to push through without stopping. The men in that vehicle were too busy taking cover to offer any immediate problems, but those on the left were already lifting guns.

My earlier aversion to killing these men had disappeared when the man upstairs in Imogen’s house had opened fire on me. He had killed his own colleague trying to get at me, so I had to assume that they wanted us dead. So would those in the convoy. I lifted my gun and fired almost point-blank at the driver of the vehicle on my left. The bullet took a chunk of his skull and filled the cab with brain matter. The man in the passenger seat recoiled from the spray, his gun dipping away with the reaction, and I shot him too.

Then we were past the two SUVs and the pickup truck was now on our right. Shooting them meant firing past Kate through the window on her side. Not the ideal situation; the last thing I wanted was to hit Kate if she strayed in front of my bullets. But then I saw Kate hit the automatic window button and lift her own gun. She fired at the pickup, her Glock discharging noise like a string of firecrackers. Her bullets didn’t hit anyone, but it made those on the pickup leap overboard and take cover behind the truck. The driver flung himself down inside the cab as well. Then we were past them and heading down the trail toward Little Fork.

Pursuit would come, but not immediately.

I’d killed the two men in the SUV, putting that vehicle momentarily out of commission, but they still had the use of two of their vehicles. The first SUV I’d rammed was only bashed up, not mechanically hindered. The pickup only required its passengers to climb back on board. Our best advantage at this time was to keep going and put distance between us while they turned the vehicles on the narrow trail.

Glancing in my mirrors, I saw one man at the front of the pickup with a mobile phone in his hand. Calling up reinforcements, I assumed.

“There could be more of them ahead of us,” I said. “You’d better load your gun again.”

Kate had a dazed expression on her face. Her mind was rebelling against the horror she’d found herself submerged in. Twice in so many minutes she’d discharged her weapon at living, breathing targets, and I could tell that it was not something she’d been prepared for. I had to give her kudos for even having the gumption to act the way she had. Many people would never contemplate shooting another human being, and when push came to shove they wouldn’t have the presence of mind to draw their weapon, let alone fire it.

“You did well back there, Kate.”

“I didn’t hit anyone.” Part of her statement sounded apologetic, but underneath it there was more than a little relief.

“You kept their heads down. That’s all we needed.”

“You killed two of them.”

There was a hint of challenge in her voice, as though she was asking why I hadn’t simply made them drop for cover. At the time I couldn’t decide if she was repelled by the thought or not.

“I was too close to miss.” My words were noncommittal and she’d have to take them whichever way her mind was working. When men are trying to kill me, I don’t generally give them a second try.

Kate dropped the Glock on her lap next to her open purse. Her fingers went to her face and she rubbed at her ashen skin. “You do realize something, Joe? Those men back there weren’t waiting for us.”

“No.”

“They were waiting for Imogen.”

“Looks that way.”

“They were going to kill her. There’s no other reason for two armed men to be at her house. Or why there would be a group of men waiting at the bottom of the hill to cut off her escape.” Kate was shaking as she picked up the Glock and ejected the empty clip. A new emotion shone in her face. “But that means that she’s still alive, doesn’t it?”

“They wouldn’t be after her if they’d already killed her,” I said. But that was assuming that they were there for Imogen and not something else. I didn’t say that to Kate, choosing instead to allow her a little relief. I would think worst-case scenario until I knew otherwise.

“Why doesn’t she get in contact with me, then?” The tone of her voice said that the question was rhetorical. Kate was astute enough to come up with her own answer. “She’s too afraid. Whoever these men are, she’s afraid that they’ll hurt me if I’m involved.”

“But now you’re involved she can come out of hiding? The problem is, she doesn’t know that you’re here. She’s going to keep her head down.”

“We’ll just have to find her, then.”

Kate took out another clip for the Glock and slid it in place.

“Looks like you’ve a proper little arsenal in there,” I said.

Kate’s dark eyes dropped and she gnawed on her bottom lip again.

“You came prepared for trouble. What’s really going on, Kate?”

“All I know is Imogen’s missing and there are men who want to kill her.”

I shook my head. “Kate. I’m not being judgmental. I only want to know the truth.”

“I already told you. Imogen called me four days ago. She said that she needed help but then the line went dead. I’ve been unable to get her to answer the phone since. It goes directly to her voice mail.”

“But you didn’t go to the police,” I pointed out. “You came looking for me, instead. Why didn’t you contact the police, Kate?”

“They wouldn’t have done anything,” she said. “At most, some bored officer would’ve taken a drive up here. He’d have seen that the house was secure and Imogen’s car was gone. He’d guess that she’d gone away for a few days and that would’ve been that. Case closed. I know how these things work, Joe.”

“That’s assuming quite a lot.”

“It’s unofficial cop protocol. Do only what you have to and let the rest go to hell.”

“Where’d you get your low impression of law enforcement from?”

Her answer took me by surprise. “I am a police officer, Joe.”





Chapter 6

THE “GRAND TAURINO” MADE SHORT SHRIFT of the rutted road, eating up the miles between Little Fork and Great Wells Forest Park. Larry Bolan had driven this road on a number of occasions lately. He knew every twist and turn, every offshoot from the trail. He knew where the best places were to ambush anyone making their way down from the national park.

He chose a spot under a rock overhang. Here the road squeezed between two gargantuan boulders and then swung around a long curve before meeting the layover where he’d parked the truck. He drew his Magnum and held it against one meaty thigh. Beside him his brother was shouting into the CB handset.

“Do you have to be so loud all the time?” Larry asked his twin.

“I do when I’m talking to these damn rednecks we’re stuck with,” Trent yelled, banging the handset down in its cradle. “The two pussies Huffman stationed at the house got themselves killed, as well as Tom-Boy and Richie. That’s four down and not a goddamn clue who the hell was shooting at them.”

“It wasn’t the Ballard bitch, then?”

“Nope. Some other bitch. Guy with her shot Tom and Richie, but the woman was also armed. The boys on the pickup had to take cover when she opened up on them.”

“So where are the assholes now?”

“Following the couple this way.”

“I meant the couple,” Larry said. “But I see what you mean. Get back on the radio, Trent. Tell them not to get too close. We’ll deal with this.”

Trent grinned as he picked up the handset. “Do we get to keep the woman alive for a little while, Larry?”

“Don’t see why not. It’s Imogen Ballard that Huffman wants. Can’t see why we can’t have a little fun with any other bitch that throws herself into our laps.”

Larry buzzed down the window. Leaning out, he could hear the sounds of engines on the trail above. The acoustics of the canyon made it difficult to identify how close the approaching vehicles were, but he guessed that any minute now the fun would start. He stepped out of the truck and the chassis rose by a few inches. He lifted the Magnum and stalked forward. Behind him he heard his little brother get out of the truck and follow. Trent racked a shotgun—nothing smaller than the shotgun felt worthy in his huge hands.

“We’ll take them as they come through the pass,” Larry said. “The guy’s driving, right?”

“Right.”

“So make sure you shoot for him. The bitch ain’t gonna be much good to us with a face full of lead.”

“Ain’t her face I’m interested in.”

Larry glanced at his brother. Rape of a woman he could go along with—it wasn’t as if he hadn’t tasted a little unwilling flesh in his time—but what Trent suggested wasn’t something that sat well with him. Of course, his little brother probably wasn’t suggesting that they actually rape a woman with her face shot off, but then again, who knew? There was something decidedly unhealthy going on in that mind of Trent’s, and it was more than just the crazy gleam of his walleye that told Larry: the ear that Trent had cut off William Devaney and now kept on his key chain had a little to do with it too.

Larry thumbed back the hammer on his Magnum. Momentarily he considered turning and putting a bullet through his brother’s brain pan. A mercy killing. His brother was getting to be a problem that maybe even Robert Huffman’s money couldn’t save them from.

He turned back toward the two boulders encroaching on the road. Let Trent have his crazy thoughts, he decided. They didn’t harm anyone who wasn’t in need of harming. Plus, that ear thing? Well, William Devaney didn’t need it anymore. There wasn’t much to listen to in his unmarked grave up in the wilderness beyond Great Wells waterfall.

The sounds of approaching engines were a steady rumble now. Larry could even hear the catcalls of the stupid rednecks pushing the strangers toward the trap. Shots were fired. He gritted his teeth. “Those motherfuckers better not get them first.”

“Only thing those assholes are capable of is getting themselves shot,” Trent said as he stomped across to the other side of the trail. “In fact, after this, I think we’re gonna have to smack a few heads, just to straighten them out a bit. What do you say, big bro?”

“Sounds good to me.”

“That’s the only problem with shooting people if you ask me. Way too fast. I’d prefer to smash this asshole first.”

“I hear you, Trent, but we can’t be takin’ any chances. Whoever this dude is, he knows how to shoot. We have to take him out ... first possible opportunity.”

“Heads up, then, bro,” Trent said as he lifted his shotgun. “Sounds like he’s almost here.”

Larry heard the vehicle coming. He thought for a moment that the timbre of the engine changed, as though slowing, but that could have had to do with the way the sound reverberated off the two boulders forming the pass. He saw headlights on the rock on the right, and now the engine of the approaching 4x4 definitely did sound like the foot had been taken off the throttle. Made sense, he thought, as the guy approached the narrow pass. It was why he’d chosen the spot for the ambush, allowing them to shoot the driver when he had to slow down to negotiate the narrow road and the tight curve that followed.

He lifted the gun in anticipation. Took a step forward.

There it was. The blocky shape of a Ford Explorer, exiting the gap between the boulders. The headlights were flicked to full beam and Larry had to scrunch his eyes against the glare, but it didn’t hinder him any. He knew exactly where the driver would be. He fired his handgun and it bucked in his hand. Purposefully, he aimed through the driver’s side, allowing the gun to dip in line with the top of the steering wheel; just where a ducking man’s head would be.

Across from him, Trent opened up with the shotgun. He fired one load into the driver’s side, followed it immediately by sending his second load into a front tire.

The Ford dipped as the tire exploded; then it swerved, but continued moving forward. The cant of the road sent the swerving 4x4 past Larry. As it did so, he fired another shot into the cab. If it hit the woman, so what? She was going to die anyway, and if that meant he wouldn’t be getting his rocks off tonight, then so be it. There was plenty of pussy back in town for the taking. Trent could have the bitch all to himself!

Larry steadied his Magnum for a third shot, but it was unnecessary. The Ford slewed off the trail and into a ditch and then slammed into the trunk of a tree with such force that the top of the tree swayed like it was in the middle of a hurricane. Pine needles rattled down all around Larry and he had to brush some out
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