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    The Sam Archer thriller series 
 
    by  
 
    Tom Barber 
 
      
 
    NINE LIVES 
 
    26 year old Sam Archer has just been selected to join a new counter-terrorist squad, the Armed Response Unit. And they have their first case. A team of suicide bombers are planning to attack London on New Year’s Eve. The problem? 
 
    No one knows where any of them are. 
 
      
 
    THE GETAWAY 
 
    Archer is in New York City for a funeral. After the service, an old familiar face approaches him with a proposition. A team of bank robbers are tearing the city apart, robbing it for millions. 
 
    The FBI agent needs Archer to go undercover and try to stop them. 
 
      
 
    BLACKOUT 
 
    Three men have been killed in the UK and USA in one morning. The deaths take place thousands of miles apart, yet are connected by an event fifteen years ago. Before long, Archer and the ARU are drawn into the violent fray. And there’s a problem. 
 
    One of their own men is on the extermination list. 
 
      
 
    SILENT NIGHT 
 
    A dead body is found in Central Park, a man who was killed by a deadly virus. Someone out there has more of the substance and is planning to use it. Archer must find where this virus came from and secure it before any more is released. 
 
    But he is already too late. 
 
      
 
    ONE WAY 
 
    On his way home, Archer saves a team of US Marshals from a violent ambush in the middle of the Upper West Side. The group are forced to take cover in a tenement block in Harlem. But there are more killers on the way to finish the job. 
 
    And Archer feels there’s something about the group of Marshals that isn’t quite right. 
 
      
 
    RETURN FIRE 
 
    Four months after they first encountered one another, Sam Archer and Alice Vargas are both working in the NYPD Counter-Terrorism Bureau and also living together. But a week after Vargas leaves for a trip to Europe, Archer gets a knock on his front door.  
 
    Apparently Vargas has completely disappeared. 
 
    And it appears she’s been abducted. 
 
      
 
    GREEN LIGHT 
 
    A nineteen year old woman is gunned down in a Queens car park, the latest victim in a brutal gang turf war that goes back almost a century. Suspended from duty, his badge and gun confiscated, Archer is nevertheless drawn into the fray as he seeks justice for the girl. People are going missing, all over New York. 
 
    And soon, so does he. 
 
      
 
    LAST BREATH 
 
    A Federal manhunt is underway across the United States. Three people have been shot by a sniper, and he’s gone to ground somewhere in Washington D.C., his killing spree apparently still not over. As riots engulf the city and the manhunt intensifies, Sam Archer arrives in the city to visit his family. 
 
    Or so it would appear. 
 
      
 
    JUMP SEAT 
 
    A commercial airliner crashes into the Atlantic Ocean with hundreds of people on board. When another follows three days later, Archer and the rest of the team are assigned the case. At any moment, they know another plane could go down. 
 
    And to try and solve the case, Archer’s going to have to go 35,000 feet up in the sky. 
 
      
 
    CLEARED HOT 
 
    A female CT Bureau detective and colleague of Archer’s is shot in the head in an empty pool in Astoria. Archer learns she’s been re-examining a strange case from seventeen years ago. On the morning of Tuesday September 11th, 2001, a FDNY firefighter showed up to work and committed suicide.  
 
    But no-one has ever figured out why. 
 
      
 
    TRICK TURN 
 
    At a pre-July 4th carnival in New York, an eleven year old girl is almost killed when a knife slams into a wall, missing her by a hair’s breadth. No-one saw who threw the blade, but Archer and his NYPD team can guess why. 
 
    Her dead father was one of the most powerful mobsters in the city. 
 
    And someone seems hell bent on reuniting the girl with him. 
 
      
 
    NIGHT SUN 
 
    As Archer is sent to a federal prison to help transport an old foe to another facility, a situation erupts that leads to the escape of some other, extremely dangerous prisoners. One of them is an inmate with just six days left on his sentence. 
 
    But for a reason that quickly becomes clear, those are six days too many. 
 
      
 
    INTO FOCUS 
 
    Two VIPs from two very different worlds are attacked during a stay in New York City. Lives are lost, and the fear and the threat of more violence is increasing with every hour. Archer is ordered to find answers, and as he searches for clues, the shocking truth starts to become clearer. But no-one is safe as that truth comes into focus. 
 
    No-one. 
 
      
 
    Also: 
 
    CLOSE CALLS 
 
    In a collection of three stories, familiar characters from the Sam Archer thriller series look Death right in the eye and don’t blink first. Moments that forged the people they are today. 
 
    Moments they can never forget. 
 
    Their close calls. 
 
      
 
    HAND OFF 
 
    In this prequel novel, featuring two familiar characters from the Sam Archer thriller series, an investigation involving a dead famous athlete, another assaulted in a seedy strip club toilet and a vigilante going out at night delivering street justice draws the NYPD’s attention. 
 
    Despite their junior status, Officers Matt Shepherd and Jake Hendricks are drawn into the case as quiet, unofficial investigators. 
 
    But also, as suspects. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Dedicated to the memory of Neil Vaughan 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 PROLOGUE
  
 
    You could have heard a pin drop in the parole board meeting room at Wyoming State Penitentiary that morning.  
 
    The sound of a key being inserted into the substantial lock leading from the prison’s inner blocks broke the silence; moments later the door swung back and an inmate in handcuffs was walked in, held by his arms on either side by a correctional officer in navy blue uniform.  
 
    The prisoner had been changed out of State Pen orange into a medical gown and white slip-on shoes. His final meal the previous night had been chicken-fried steak and potatoes with a side of white turkey chili, no dessert. He’d asked for a T-bone but the warden had refused the request, thinking there was every chance the prisoner might use the bone to try and end his life fourteen hours too early. This particular inmate didn’t get to do that on his terms; following due legal process, the people of Wyoming had decreed that he would die by lethal injection, at 9am this Tuesday May morning. A relatively quick process. Very different from the experiences he’d subjected his victims to. 
 
    The two officers standing either side of the inmate had him in a firm grip; Wohrburg was the name on the chest tag of the younger CO, a man not yet thirty but eighty pounds or so overweight, slightly out of breath after the walk from the prisoner’s cell. He pulled the inmate’s handcuffs up sharply before sliding a small key into the set. Their eyes met and as he undid the metal bracelets, Wohrburg muttered four words under his breath, so quietly only the prisoner could hear.  
 
    ‘I hope it burns.’ 
 
    The other CO, a taller, leaner and slightly older man called Keene, cleared his throat, and Wohrburg stepped back, taking the cuffs with him. ‘I need you to get up on the gurney now, Lester,’ Keene told the prisoner, keeping a firm hold of his shoulder and elbow. The serial killer stepped forward and placed his hand on the leather backrest for support; it was cold to the touch and creaked as he shifted himself onto the gurney and lay back.  
 
    Then Keene and Wohrburg started to strap his arms, legs and torso in place.  
 
    Next door in an observation room, two more correctional officers, a licensed medic and the warden were watching. ‘Prisoner’s being installed, sir,’ the warden said, on the phone to the state governor, as the two COs beside him eyed up the loaded syringes laid out on a cart, while the medic carried out a final check of each. A heart monitor in the corner was turned on, two IV lines with long connecting feeds snaking out into the adjacent parole board room.  
 
      
 
    Electrode pads were attached under the inmate’s gown to his chest, then Keene and Wohrburg moved back as the now-restrained prisoner shifted his head to look at a clergyman holding a bible who’d been waiting in the room when he was brought in, silently watching the process. A door to a room with a reflective one-way glass window opened with a slight creak and a man in a medical coat walked in, wheeling a cart with some equipment resting on the top. The guy was young and looked nervous.  
 
    Pulling on some latex gloves, he swabbed the inside of the prisoner’s elbow; his hands were shaking slightly and it took him two attempts to successfully insert the IV line. The medic had left the door to the adjoining room open and the inmate strapped to the table could hear the beep, beep of what he realized was his heartrate on a monitor. It hadn’t changed rhythm yet, as slow and steady as a marching drum, and he looked across the room at the CO who’d whispered to him when removing the cuffs. The young man in the doctor’s coat who’d taped in the cannula needle to the prisoner’s arm finished connecting it to a long tube which ran into the room with the one-way mirror. The medic looked more anxious than the inmate about to die. 
 
    ‘Primary attached,’ he said, before wheeling his equipment around to the other side and repeating the process on the prisoner’s right arm. He was more successful this time and had it hooked up in thirty seconds. As soon as he’d finished, the medic wheeled the stand over to the wall then moved back next door. Wohrburg stepped forward to stand behind Lester, but Keene intervened and shook his head.  
 
    ‘I got it,’ he told the younger CO. 
 
    ‘I want to-’ 
 
    ‘Step back, Glen.’ 
 
    Wohrburg did as ordered by his sergeant after a moment’s hesitation, and the prisoner felt the gurney start to tilt upwards into a more vertical position, CO Keene winding a handle underneath. When he was done, Keene retreated and a third prison officer who’d entered the room pushed a button.  
 
    With a slow electronic whir, a white screen on the wall in front of the inmate started to rise, and Lester saw shoes, shins and then the bodies of people sitting in three lines in an observation room.  
 
    The witnesses assembled to watch him die. 
 
    ‘Lester Shayne Creel, you have been sentenced to death by a jury of your peers in the State of Wyoming for the murder of eleven people,’ Keene said, the words spoken loudly so everyone could hear. ‘You now have the opportunity to make a statement before we proceed.’ 
 
    Instead of speaking, Creel ran his eyes along the lines of people waiting for what was to follow. Some he recognized from the courthouse during his very publicized trial, a few from when they’d been given the opportunity to take the stand and address him directly. Creel saw a young man who’d attempted to rush him in the courtroom before officers of the court intercepted him just in time, Creel having had the guy’s twin brother decomposing in the walls of his house for almost a year. The luckier twin was at the back of the observation room right now, looking strained, standing beside another man in a suit who Creel didn’t recognize.  
 
    Lester made slow eye contact with each of the people there, going down the lines.  
 
    ‘Mr Creel?’ CO Keene prompted. 
 
    He didn’t answer, and Keene looked at the warden who’d appeared in the doorway of the observation room; the prison’s most senior official nodded and the gurney was wound back down until it was horizontal again. The beeping next door was now the only sound to be heard, but then it started to go faster as Creel flicked his gaze back to CO Wohrburg who was grinning at him; he was hearing the quickening pulse. 
 
    Creel’s mouth had gone dry, and as he felt the first stirring of panic at his imminent death, the clergyman stepped forward, holding his bible.  
 
    ‘May God have mercy on you, son,’ he said quietly.  
 
    As he lay there, the sound of his rapidly increasing heartbeat echoing around the parole room, the last thing Creel did was make eye contact with Wohrburg. 
 
    I hope it burns. 
 
    Then the mass murderer’s eyelids suddenly felt too heavy to keep open and everything turned black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    ONE
  
 
    ‘We’re getting penalized for being good at what we do?’ Detective-Sergeant Matt Shepherd of the New York Police Department asked, as he stood in his boss’s office, the head of the NYPD’s Counter-Terrorism Bureau, Lieutenant Jim Franklin. Franklin was in the chair behind his desk, looking at his own ranking officer, a captain whose visits were rare. And this one today had brought some very unexpected news.  
 
    ‘I wouldn’t describe getting the first shot at these cases as a penalty, Sergeant,’ the captain told Shepherd, who’d just celebrated his fortieth birthday. A fit 6’2 and two hundred and twenty pounds, Shep was born to lead and as a detective-sergeant, had over the course of many investigations proved to have been the right choice to head up one of the elite investigation squads at the Bureau. He’d been an NYPD cop for almost twenty years. 
 
    ‘You’re assigning us double the workload,’ Shepherd answered, looking at Franklin and then the captain. ‘We don’t get the luxury of extra time with the sort of cases we’re handed here. What happens if we miss a threat because we’re focusing on something else?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got a lot of talented people in this Bureau. They can handle it.’  
 
    A brief silence followed, as Shepherd considered the captain’s response. ‘Just say what you’re thinking, Shep,’ Franklin prompted, recognizing the look on his sergeant’s face. ‘Open floor. We’re listening.’ 
 
    ‘This is how things go wrong real fast. We’re spread too thin, it’s the city we’re supposed to protect that could suffer the consequences.’ 
 
    ‘We become aware of a serious threat, of course that’s gonna become the priority for you,’ the captain said. ‘But things have changed since we set up this Bureau. Our intel gathering’s more sophisticated. We’re more prepared for all kinds of attack.’ 
 
    ‘So why are we being asked our opinion?’ Shepherd asked. ‘Seems pretty clear the decision’s already been made.’ Standing beside him, his fellow squad leader in the Department, Jake Hendricks, was listening intently. He was a more reserved man than Shep, built on similar lines but darker in looks and temperament. The lieutenant and captain glanced at him, both knowing the fact he hadn’t added anything meant he agreed with everything Shepherd was saying. The two men were the closest of friends, Hendricks having been in the NYPD almost as long as Shepherd. 
 
    ‘You scored a lot of points solving your two most recent cases and it’s got you some positive attention,’ the captain told Shepherd and Hendricks. ‘This division was set up to counter terror threats, but in the last few years that’s pulled your detectives into other areas. And their performance has been a knockout. They’ve kicked ass.’ 
 
    ‘Because their attention wasn’t split,’ Franklin pointed out. 
 
    ‘We’ve got ten of the best detectives in this city working in this building, including you two, but who are right now limited to one field of focus,’ the captain replied. ‘We need to make better use of all your skills.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that saying, chase two rabbits and both escape?’ Shepherd said. 
 
    ‘With the people you’ve got, that’s not gonna happen. This wouldn’t have been suggested otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘Major Case Squad are pissed at us already, Cap,’ Franklin said. ‘The information Shep and his people got out of one of their former lieutenants at the end of summer has put three of their top guys now facing twenty years-plus inside. Won’t they see this as taking their lunch too?’ 
 
    ‘This is New York City, there’s plenty to go round.’ 
 
    ‘So as our reward, we get Major Case Squad’s caseload on top of our own?’ Shepherd replied. ‘Like we’re not busy enough?’ 
 
    ‘You get some for now, as a trial. They need help at the moment, even if they’re reluctant to admit it.’ The captain rose and walked to the window, the concrete vista of Manhattan in the distance visible across a misty East River with moody grey skies above, the air surprisingly warm with fall heat clinging on against the usual November cold. ‘We’ll know soon if we’re asking too much, and then we can look at it again.’ He turned back to face the three men. ‘But you getting sent these cases should be seen as one hell of a compliment. Look at it like a test run, to see if you’re all as good as we think you are.’ 
 
    It was clear that the conversation was over, and Shepherd and Hendricks got the message with a nod from Franklin; they left the office, Hendricks closing the door behind them.  
 
    ‘Thought your boys would be happier about this,’ the captain told Franklin.  
 
    ‘Doubling their workload?’ 
 
    ‘The cases they’re gonna be getting are top-shelf.’  
 
    ‘Don’t take it personal, Cap; we’re temporarily down two detectives and just came off General Assembly week at the UN. You know how much fun that always turns out to be. World leaders in different locations around town, with their own security details who all want things done their way.’  
 
    ‘Any issues?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing my guys couldn’t handle.’ Franklin leaned back in his chair, looking out of the window through the early November murk at the famous skyline. ‘But if something had happened to any of those leaders, we all know who that would have landed on.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not trusting Major Case Squad with much above parking tickets right now and they know they’re being very closely watched. Your guys are the most qualified to help carry the load for a while. Right now, it’s like you’ve got a racecar that you only ever take up to 3rd gear.’ The captain smiled. ‘Let’s find out how fast this thing can really go.’  
 
      
 
    A handful of miles east of the CT Bureau across Queens on that overcast, muggy early afternoon, an MTA bus rattled and jolted as it pulled away from a stop on Northern Boulevard, the public transport almost full with a mix of residents and out-of-towners. A fifteen year old girl who’d been in the city with her family for the last few days was sitting beside the window observing the highway pass by, her brother next to her immersed in watching a movie on his phone, their parents sitting across the aisle with hand luggage resting on two suitcases.  
 
    The family had been visiting from Perry, Oklahoma; up until now, the teenage girl had only ever seen New York on TV and in movies and had been excited about this vacation for months, but the visit had passed by as quickly as greatly anticipated trips so often did. When the bus took a turn-off towards LaGuardia Airport, the girl’s focus suddenly readjusted from watching buildings pass by to the windowpane.  
 
    A sad face with two dot eyes and an upside-down crescent had been drawn onto the glass with a gloved finger.  
 
    Curious, she turned and glanced behind her.  
 
    The person who’d drawn it was a lanky man in jeans and a baggy hoodie with an orange, fluorescent vest worn over the top; strands of thin, straggly red hair were sticking out from underneath a black beanie, sunglasses concealing his eyes. But she could tell he was looking at her.  
 
    ‘Don’t be sad, beautiful,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I’m not.’ 
 
    ‘Beautiful?’ 
 
    ‘No- I mean- I’m not sad,’ the teenager stuttered. She felt uncomfortable, but quickly tried to recover the cool, bored demeanor she’d been working on developing lately in the hallways of her high school back in Perry. The man’s finger went back to the glass again, and he drew two dot eyes one more time, but this time the ends of the semi-circle underneath were pointing upwards. A happy face, beside the alternative.  
 
    ‘I’ve seen a lot of sad people in my time,’ he told her. ‘Life’s too short.’ 
 
    The bus shuddered to a jarring halt, the driver not bothering to call out which terminal or which airlines it corresponded to, more interested in chewing gum and using the break to check her cell phone as the front and middle doors to the bus opened.  
 
    ‘Time to go, you two,’ the teenagers’ mother told them, her husband already rolling their suitcases towards the exit. The woman had heard the brief exchange and glanced at the man in the worker’s uniform as her two kids rose, collected their bags and walked down the aisle; he stayed in his seat, holding the woman’s gaze, then after they and some other passengers got off, the doors closed and the bus rumbled on to its next stop, condensation causing the two faces drawn on the window to fade then slowly disappear. 
 
      
 
    Terminal D at the airport just served Delta Airlines, and with travelers landing on domestic flights from all over the US, the Arrivals Hall this afternoon was busy. Families and people here on business were mostly going for the taxi-cab queue while lone individuals on a budget and city locals were heading for the buses, with no train connection available like at the bigger airport of JFK a few miles south.  
 
    But a few lucky arrivals were being greeted by drivers holding up signs, a familiar sight at most decent-sized airports around the world. Among the group of drivers who were waiting for specific passengers, a Dominican man holding a card with a name printed on the front was taking some deep breaths, his brow damp with sweat. He looked at his watch again, having already checked the screens to see the flight from Minneapolis he was here for had just landed. He couldn’t miss the pick-up so he forced himself to try and ignore the battle going on in his gut, but then lost the fight.  
 
    He turned and rapidly made his way to the men’s restroom for the third time in ten minutes, trying not to run, and made it inside a stall just in time. For a grim moment, he thought he might throw up too while perched on the porcelain, but luckily the action that followed proceeded in only one direction. He was in there for almost a full three minutes, then with relief felt the nausea pass and his gut finally stop spasming. He put his head in his hands and swore quietly in Spanish while trying to work out what had caused this; it had to have been his dinner last night. Shrimp pasta and a few beers at a new bar near his apartment in Washington Heights. A woman around his age had struck up a conversation with him and joined him at his table for a while, saying she’d just moved to town; he’d thought he might get lucky even though she’d seemed a little weird, but she’d left just as his meal arrived and he’d gone home alone. If she was a regular, she was worth going back there for, but the food sure as shit wasn’t, judging by how sick he’d been for the last few hours.  
 
    He used some tissues to wipe his forehead and closed his eyes for a moment, needing to get a grip, then belted up and flushed before unlocking the door and going to the row of basins. There was only one other man in the restroom, some guy with a bottle of water beside him on the ledge by the soap dispenser; he appeared to be a construction or airport worker, ginger hair poking out from under a beanie hat, sunglasses pushed up on his head. LaGuardia had been under extensive renovation for a couple of years now and men dressed like him were a familiar sight here.  
 
    The workman was washing his hands and the driver did the same at another basin before he splashed some cold water onto his face, then pressed a couple of paper towels from the dispenser to his cheeks to dry off. He scrunched them up and dropped them in the trash before realizing he’d left the name sign for his pick-up in the stall. He went back to get it and turned but then he found his way out was blocked. 
 
    The construction worker had moved quietly to stand in the doorway, trapping him in the stall.  
 
      
 
    Two minutes later, a young man fresh off a plane from Sarasota tried the handle to the men’s room, but found it was locked; he worked the handle impatiently again before it opened and a man in a suit, white shirt and tie opened the door, holding a placard and wearing sunglasses and a hat.  
 
    ‘You can’t just lock it, guy,’ the kid from Sarasota complained, brushing past. The man in the suit hesitated, glancing back at the young man, then turned and walked over to the line where other drivers and family members were assembled. Everyone’s focus was on the exit doors, so no-one noticed the man holding a placard with a particular name on it was different from the individual who’d been carrying the card five minutes earlier. The fact that he was wearing the man’s clothes also went unnoticed, despite the fact they were a size too small.  
 
    While still in the restroom, he’d slicked his unkempt, fire-colored hair back before pulling on his newly appropriated driver’s hat, so now blended in with everyone else holding up their signs. And he only had to wait for less than five minutes before a muscular-looking individual appeared wheeling a travel case, the guy’s eyes locking onto the name card.  
 
    He nodded to the man who’d been dressed as an airport worker less than ten minutes ago as he walked over to him.  
 
    ‘The governor sent you?’ the new arrival asked. 
 
    ‘He sure did. How was your flight, sir?’  
 
    ‘Fine.’ 
 
    ‘Let me take your bag.’ 
 
    ‘I got it.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he replied, reaching for the handle. ‘All part of the servi-‘ 
 
    ‘I said I got it,’ the pick-up snapped. The driver smiled and turned to lead the way instead as the passenger took out his phone, and together they headed outside towards the short-stay lot; the driver pushed the fob on the keyset he’d taken from the man in the toilets, unlocking a car with blacked out windows. He’d already scouted out where it had been parked before entering the Terminal, knowing what the license plate was before he’d even arrived at the airport.  
 
    His pick-up was busy tapping into his cell as they reached the vehicle. The driver went to the trunk and opened up, then reached for the man’s bag; this time, the passenger didn’t object, stepping into the car instead. The driver closed the door, went around to the front and climbed inside. The traveler was too busy texting to notice that the man up front had to scoot the seat back slightly. This wasn’t a taxi, so there was no ID card in sight either.  
 
    ‘Traffic was a little rough getting out here, but the journey back shouldn’t take much longer than normal,’ the driver said, passing the passenger the bottle of water that he’d slipped out of the inside pocket of his jacket. ‘Governor Purcival said the heating’s malfunctioning and set to high at the hotel, so he wants all you guys staying hydrated.’ 
 
    The pick-up in the back grunted and took the bottle, then immediately went back to his phone as the driver started the engine. Up front and unseen by his passenger, that same smile the red-headed man had worn on the bus ride to the airport when talking to the teenage girl reappeared. 
 
    Then the car moved out towards the exits, and before long rejoined the highway leading into the city. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TWO
  
 
    ‘Are they gonna try and split us up?’ Detective Alice Vargas asked, sitting in one of the upstairs conference rooms at the CT Bureau. Shepherd had just called a meeting with his investigation squad, which consisted of five detectives working under his leadership. Four of them were here, two men and two women, all in their thirties with Vargas the youngest at thirty two. 
 
    ‘Not a chance, we’re staying together,’ Shepherd told her, having seen Vargas glance anxiously at her detective partner, Lisa Marquez. The two women were West Coast meets East Coast, Vargas an Angelino and Marquez a New Yorker; both had a daughter, both had overcome some serious challenges in their lives, and both were two of the sharpest detectives Shepherd had ever worked with. He’d never admit it to anyone, but there was only one other member of his team he considered to be a touch above, and that particular individual wasn’t here right now.  
 
    ‘So are we getting transferred to another division?’ Detective Josh Blake asked, from his seat on the other side of the table, a powerfully built African American family man from New Orleans who’d worked as a doorman before becoming a cop. 
 
    ‘No, this place remains our HQ,’ Shepherd said. ‘We’ve been asked to help out with other cases for a while, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like this is gonna be a lot of overtime,’ Marquez replied. ‘And with no bump in pay, right?’ 
 
    ‘So they avoid hiring any extra help and just dump the workload onto us,’ Vargas added. ‘Sweet.’ 
 
    ‘They think we’re capable of dealing with it.’ Shepherd looked at the quietest member of his team for his opinion; Detective Harry Ledger was similar to Hendricks in that he rarely engaged in idle conversation and only spoke when he deemed it necessary. An introvert and very much a loner, Ledger was a veteran from the army, a former sniper whom the Department’s SWAT team equivalent, ESU, had been hoping to take on as one of their sharpshooters, before he’d ended up as a detective in the CT Bureau. ‘Thoughts?’ Shepherd asked him. 
 
    ‘How we gonna juggle all this and not get distracted?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly what I asked,’ Shepherd replied as Hendricks appeared in the doorway, having also just informed two of his three detectives of the unexpected upcoming increase in their workload. Shep rose and stepped outside to move down the walkway with him. ‘How’d they take it?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly doing backflips.’ 
 
    ‘Neither are my guys. We’re just gonna have to suck it up, I guess.’ Shepherd rested his forearms on the wooden top of the railing as the two men looked down at the floor below. ‘How are we gonna juggle this, man? You’re already stretched with Bridges about to take maternity leave. I get Archer back on full duty next week, but Josh, Marquez and Vargas each have kids they don’t see enough of already.’  
 
    ‘We’re just gonna have to figure it out, like you said. They’re not giving us any choice.’ Hendricks glanced back at Shepherd’s team in the conference room, having worked closely with all the detectives in there in the past and feeling the same affinity and responsibility for them as he did for the cops in his own squad. ‘Looks like you’ve still got one more person to tell, same as me.’  
 
      
 
    ‘You owe me a night of drinks for this,’ Detective Sam Archer of Shepherd’s team said, standing inside a room in a clinic over in Manhattan. On a bed on the opposite side of the room, his colleague Karen Bridges, one of Hendricks’ squad, was lying beside an ultrasound machine while a female doctor rubbed gel on the end of a probe. Bridges was pint-sized, competitive, pugnacious and a top-quality detective, but was also in a condition that was a first for her; almost eight and a half months pregnant. However, of the two of them Archer was the one who looked the most uncomfortable right now. 
 
    ‘Are you a family member?’ the doc asked Archer curiously, having already met Bridges’ husband who was currently out of the country on business. 
 
    ‘No, we work together. My friend here said she was told to have company for the check-up.’ 
 
    ‘She was?’ Archer saw the doctor glance at Bridges before turning her attention to the scan.  
 
    Suddenly suspicious, he looked at his colleague with narrowed eyes. ‘I didn’t think you’d mind,’ Bridges answered, smiling broadly. ‘Driving in the city’s become a real pain in the ass now I’m getting this big.’ 
 
    ‘Feel free to come with her any time,’ the doctor said, giving Archer a broad smile that had Bridges looking away so she didn’t laugh; like Vargas and Marquez, she was well used to how a lot of women reacted to their colleague. ‘If there’s an emergency or the baby decides to come early, do you have anyone you could ask to be with you while your husband’s away?’ the doc asked Bridges. 
 
    The pregnant detective looked at Archer and grinned. ‘No way,’ he replied emphatically. ‘I’m not good with blood.’ 
 
    Bridges gave a shout of laughter. ‘Are you kidding me?’  
 
    ‘You know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Are you managing to sleep?’ the doctor interrupted. 
 
    ‘On and off,’ Bridges said. ‘Like the driving, it’s starting to become a real pain in the ass.’  
 
    ‘Well, your weight and blood pressure look good, so let’s see how the little guy’s look-’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be outside,’ Archer said hurriedly. He stepped out of the room, shutting the door behind him, then walked out into the waiting area and took a seat on one of the chairs. 
 
    Blond-haired, blue eyed and thirty three years old, the young NYPD detective loathed being off-duty; he’d been benched for the last two months, in recovery since getting stabbed several times at the close of an investigation at the end of summer. No vital organs had been hit, the worst injuries he’d sustained being puncture wounds to the upper back and leg along with a number of deep slashing cuts, but the CT Bureau had refused to let him back until he’d received full medical clearance.  
 
    After he got hurt, Archer had attacked recovery as if it was his sole mission in life. Still young and in excellent shape, his immune system was strong and he knew from previous injuries that his ability to bounce back quickly was impressive; but desperate to return to work as fast as possible, this time he’d researched how to optimize the process. He’d increased his fluid intake and started drinking coconut water while eating more red meat and other high protein foods. He’d applied hyaluronic acid cream to the stab-wounds, which helped them heal faster by regulating inflammation and signaling to the body to build more blood vessels on the damaged site. He’d begun undertaking something called red light therapy after seeing a device at his gym, one of the trainers telling him it was said to speed up wound repair and healing; the look of shock on the man’s face when the NYPD detective asked if it would be suitable for helping heal his stab wounds had been worthy of a photo. He’d kept his fitness levels up, stretching and working out around the injuries to keep blood flowing, and had aimed for eight hours sleep a night, almost always achieving it unless his dog Diesel decided he’d waited long enough for his morning walk and hurled himself on Archer’s bed.  
 
    The results had astonished the NYPD physician assigned to oversee Archer’s recovery. He’d expected a four to six month window, likely even longer, stab wounds taking a notoriously long time to heal properly, but ten weeks later, Archer was pretty much ready to go again. The only reason the doc had wanted him to complete three full months of time off was due to insurance requirements, but Archer had achieved his goal. A few new scars had been added to his collection, but that didn’t bother him. They each told a pretty memorable story. 
 
    However, he still had a few days to go, five of them in fact before he was released from restricted duties and allowed back in the field. He got comfortable in the chair in the waiting room and out of habit, absently massaged where he’d been stabbed in the side of his leg until Bridges emerged ten minutes later.  
 
    ‘I was just messing with you in there,’ she told him as he rose from his seat. ‘My doc did tell me to try and have company. If I have to walk too far right now, my left ankle sometimes gives out with the extra weight.’  
 
    Archer knew she would never normally admit to any weakness, remembering how that joint had become vulnerable, courtesy of a guy swinging a baseball bat into it. Another operation from the recent past. ‘You’re forgiven; I needed to drive into the city anyway.’  
 
    ‘They’re gonna take some bloods and wanna go through a couple other things, but I should be ready in half an hour.’ 
 
    Archer offered her the keys to the car they’d brought from the CT Bureau in Queens. ‘Know you’re not liking it, but you up to driving back? I have to make another stop. If you’re cool with that, I’ll see you back at base.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, no problem. By the way, Mikey messaged me, said Shep and Hendricks have some news. A lot more work or something.’ 
 
    ‘We can sleep when we’re dead, I guess,’ he replied, before leaving the clinic and heading for the stairs. Five more days, he thought as he went into the stairwell. Nothing major had happened since he’d been off the frontline and that just needed to last another a hundred and twenty hours.  
 
    He was counting. 
 
      
 
    The black car which had left LaGuardia for Manhattan was still in Queens and jammed in traffic like an insect in resin, all the lanes bumper-to-bumper. Drivers and bored passengers occasionally glanced at nearby vehicles, but the Escalade from the airport had blacked-out windows so anyone inside was invisible to the outside world. 
 
    With the doors locked from the front, the large man who’d been picked up after his flight from Minneapolis was currently suffocating on the back seat, his body jerking involuntarily, his mouth foaming, his eyes wide with shock, the rest of his body paralyzed. The driver up front was taking no notice, keeping his eyes on the road ahead, and by the time he took an exit and turned down a street in Long Island City for a pitstop, the pick-up in the back was dead.  
 
    Drawing up to a halt on the quiet block, the driver killed the engine and got out of the car, his demeanor as casual as it had been on the bus journey to the airport before dealing with the Dominican in the toilets. An elderly woman was approaching along the sidewalk with a wheeled netted cart holding grocery bags from the local Trade Fair supermarket and they exchanged a smile as the man waited politely for her to pass.  
 
    He then went to the back of the limo and got in on the side furthest away from the dead passenger. The bottle of water the man had been given had a thin cap and the fact it had been opened already had gone unnoticed, especially with the pick-up coming off a flight, tired and distracted by his phone. The driver had deliberately talked the man’s ears off to keep his attention off the fact the water bottle was compromised and it had worked, the heat cranked up in the car for a while too before the guy had finally unscrewed the cap and taken a drink. 
 
    The passenger had been dead less than three minutes later. Feeling for a pulse and satisfied that the guy’s heart had stopped, the driver removed the bottle of water, then closed the door again before throwing the bottle in a nearby trashcan and returning to his seat behind the wheel. He rejoined the highway and followed the signs for Manhattan, the dead man in the back sliding off his seat and onto the floor as the car braked sharply at a red light. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THREE
  
 
    Archer had hopped on the subway and was now sitting in a chair at the Lower Manhattan Cancer Center, located further downtown from the clinic where he’d taken Bridges. A woman in a hospital gown wearing a wig to cover her hair loss was lying in a bed beside his seat, her eyes closed as Archer read to her from a magazine she’d picked out; it was then he’d discovered his torture this afternoon hadn’t ended. ‘The socialite posted four photos from her Greek island getaway showing off her revenge bod-‘ he read, before stopping. ‘I’m going to turn my gun on myself in a minute. You know there are shelves of books in a room down the corridor?’ 
 
    ‘I pick it, you read it,’ the woman in the bed replied quietly, her eyes remaining closed but a smile lifting up the corners of her mouth. ‘What did the socialite’s ex say?’ 
 
    ‘Declined to comment.’ 
 
    ‘She has you on a schedule,’ a voice said from the doorway and Archer looked up to see a nurse with a broad smile on her face. 
 
    ‘My dad was from England and used to read to me when I was a kid,’ the woman in the bed said, as Archer placed the gossip mag on the table beside them. ‘My friend here has the same accent. Anything that makes me feel better, I’ll take right now.’ 
 
    Archer gave the nurse a shrug and quick smile, and she left them to it. The woman in the bed, whose name was Tracy, wasn’t someone Archer had known for very long, but in the police world, friendships of only a few years could feel as strong as those of a few decades. Tracy was a very experienced investigator from the city’s forensic Crime Scene Unit, having worked there for almost ten years, but from the moment she’d received a cancer diagnosis, her career and daily routine had come to a shuddering halt.  
 
    She’d been undergoing treatment now for almost a year and it had hit her hard. When Archer had worked with Tracy on investigations before her diagnosis, she’d had a mass of wavy, unruly hair that had never seemed to accept being confined, but she’d lost all of it along with almost fifty pounds in weight, her cheekbones now prominent, a wig she’d taken to wearing being the same shade as her hair but smooth and tidy. It was as if the cancer was stripping away everything unique about her. Archer had seen something similar happen to his mother when he was a teenager. 
 
    ‘You were early today,’ Tracy said, opening her eyes.  
 
    ‘I was in Manhattan. Karen Bridges got me to drive her to an appointment.’ 
 
    ‘She OK?’ 
 
    ‘She’s fine, but turned out I didn’t need to be there. I think she just wanted company.’ 
 
    ‘People tend to depend on you. And I know you hate being off-duty, but even reading these mags must be better than getting stabbed or shot at.’  
 
    ‘I really have to answer that?’ he asked, before Tracy gave him a tired grin and closed her eyes again. The two of them had always been friendly on a professional level, but she and Archer hadn’t known each other particularly well until recently, and that was only because of an accidental meeting. When Archer had been in recovery from the injuries he’d sustained from that previous investigation a few months ago, he’d been sent by the NYPD physician handling his case to the New York Presbyterian Hospital in lower Manhattan for an x-ray to assess his tissue damage; while there, Archer had bumped into Tracy exiting the radiology department as he was walking in. She’d been keeping her diagnosis a secret from everyone in the NYPD except for the CSU team, so he was the first outside their unit to know something was up.  
 
    She’d been slightly defensive when he’d first got in touch with her not long after their meeting to ask if there was anything he could do, but then a few days later, a message on his cell came in asking whether he’d keep her company for at least some of the time when she attended her long, twice weekly appointments at the treatment center. He’d been only too happy to do what he could and had never missed an appointment since; he’d always known Tracy was smart and good at her job, but he’d discovered that she had a very dry sense of humor, much like his. People in her line of work saw some horrific things, the absolute worst that human beings could do to each other, but she’d found her own way of dealing with that, taking it all in her stride. Much like him. 
 
    ‘How’s your recovery?’ she asked, looking at him. ‘You seem to be moving well.’ 
 
    ‘Never felt better.’ 
 
    ‘That your diagnosis, or the doctor’s?’  
 
    ‘Both,’ Archer told her with a grin. ‘They’re letting me back in the game next week.’ 
 
    ‘I might have to put in a call and recommend they delay a bit longer. Who else is gonna take Bridges for her pre-natals or update me on celebrity gossip?’ 
 
    ‘You try that, I’ll only read to you from a hardware store catalogue. I saw one on the table outside.’ 
 
    She started to laugh, but it turned into a cough. ‘Just be careful,’ she said after she’d got her breath back. ‘I know you, Sam Archer. You throw yourself back in too hard, you could end up getting hurt and I don’t wanna have to start reading to you instead. You don’t wanna be listening to my South Jersey accent.’  
 
    ‘I’ll keep coming here for your appointments. I promise.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t told anyone else at the Bureau?’ 
 
    ‘No, but you should. They know you’re sick and that it must be something serious to explain why you’ve been off for so long.’ 
 
    ‘You keep saying I’m gonna beat this. I don’t want fuss.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not, but we all need support sometimes.’ He nodded towards the table. ‘And I can’t keep reading to you from these crappy magazines forever.’ As they were talking, he’d registered the time on the clock beside her bed; he was still banned from fieldwork but he’d been signed back to restricted duties three weeks ago and there were things he could be doing to get himself up to speed for next week. ‘I need to go, but I’ll see you here on Friday.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try to clear my schedule,’ she told him, raising her hand, and he high-fived it gently before he rose and left. 
 
      
 
    Further uptown, Manhattan’s Bellingham Hotel was a couple of blocks south of Central Park and a hundred year-plus staple among that part of the city’s historic luxury hotels, its central position and excellent reputation for high-end, discreet service ensuring a consistently decent level of occupancy. Including regular VIP guests.  
 
    On the 23rd of its 27 floors, one such individual had just arrived in a suite booked for three nights, a junior manager accompanying him to ensure everything was in order and that there was nothing else the guest required. On their way to the suite, the manager had passed two expressionless, large individuals wearing earpieces, one at the elevator and another outside the VIP’s room, having arrived ahead of their boss; he caught a glimpse of the handguns under their suit jackets as he walked by the two men. The manager’s job required him to be as friendly and welcoming to everyone as possible, but from past experience with wealthy and important guests, he didn’t even attempt to make eye contact with the protection detail. 
 
    ‘Do you have everything you need right now, Governor Purcival?’ the duty manager asked the VIP, who was taking off his jacket and dropping it across the back of a couch. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ After a moment, Purcival reached into his pocket; he took out a small wad of cash before peeling off a five. ‘Scram.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir.’ The junior manager left with his tip, watched by the lead bodyguard, a hefty African American guy with the last name Montgomery. 
 
    ‘That’s all from you too,’ the VIP told his team leader. Montgomery eyed him for a moment before stepping back outside into the corridor and closing the door behind him. He watched the manager step into the elevator and the doors close before he walked towards another member of his team, a white guy around his size called Braddock who had a flat nose broken too many times in his youth as a boxer, the edge of a neck tattoo just visible above his collar.  
 
    ‘Go take a position in the stairwell a floor down,’ Montgomery told Braddock, before eyeing his man more closely as he turned and left. ‘Clark, where are you?’ Montgomery asked over his radio. 
 
    ‘Stairwell on 15.’ 
 
    ‘OK, stay there,’ Montgomery told him, watching as Braddock walked down the corridor, fumbling slightly as he opened the door to the stairs. 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re getting dumped twice the casework?’ Archer asked Shepherd in the detective pit area of the CT Bureau, having taken a cab back from Manhattan to save time. Shep, along with Hendricks and his squad, were all still in the building, while Archer’s teammates had gone into the city to assess security for several conferences that were happening later that week, including a big four day pharma expo. ‘How’d the others take it?’  
 
    ‘Alice and Lisa weren’t too enthusiastic. Harry was indifferent, I think. Hard to tell with him. Josh was on the fence.’ Shepherd looked at Bridges, who was now back at her desk. ‘How you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘Heavy. And missing the action.’ 
 
    ‘And you?’ he asked Archer. 
 
    ‘Ready to go.’ 
 
    ‘Next week.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t make it sooner?’ 
 
    ‘Doctor’s orders, my guy.’ Shepherd lifted his chin towards Bridges. ‘Til then, keep her company; there’s enough paperwork here to keep you both busy.’ Bridges heard what he said but was distracted, having just noticed her team getting strapped up in bulletproof vests. 
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ she asked Hendricks, heaving herself up from the chair and walking over. 
 
    ‘We’re taking down the wannabe fire-starters in Brooklyn. Gonna get them in bracelets and let local precincts have a chat with them.’ Four men from an extremist organization had been planning an arson attack on a number of police stations in the city, Bridges having obtained that information via a street informant she used.  
 
    ‘That was my case!’ she replied. ‘The CI’s been talking through me.’ 
 
    ‘Listen in on the radio,’ Hendricks told her brusquely as he finished strapping on his vest. ‘Best I can offer.’ The three detectives departed, Bridges watching them go. She turned and saw Archer had been observing the exchange.  
 
    ‘Won’t be too long,’ he told her. ‘Then you’ll be back out there.’  
 
    Having to accept that she was going to miss out on this occasion, she went to make herself some tea before starting to address their paperwork. Archer headed over to his own desk but as he sat down, saw a driver from DHL’s delivery service appear wheeling some brown boxes on a dolly, the man looking around before making eye contact with Archer who was the only one paying him any attention.  
 
    ‘This the detective pit?’ the guy asked. 
 
    Archer nodded, rising. ‘What’s all this?’ 
 
    ‘Delivery.’ The guy unloaded the boxes as Archer looked on in surprise; he signed a form and once the man had left, was left staring at the stack.  
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Bridges asked, reappearing with a mug in her hand. Archer peeled off some tape securing the top box and opened it, taking out the uppermost file.  
 
    ‘Reopened cases from Major Case Squad,’ he saw, as he read a note clipped to the top.  
 
    ‘Reopened cases?’  
 
    ‘Apparently, the corruption they discovered meant a lot of past investigations their detectives closed have been compromised. Convictions from them are being appealed-’ 
 
    ‘And now need to be reassessed,’ she finished, eyeing the stacks of boxes as Archer nodded slowly, both of them realizing that the assumption their workload was about to be doubled had been way too optimistic. ‘So we’ve got our normal duties, new cases and now these?’  
 
    ‘Least we won’t run out of reading material for the next six months.’ 
 
    ‘Try six years,’ Bridges said, taking out a file from the top and easing down in her chair before opening it. 
 
      
 
    At The Bellingham Hotel, twenty four floors below where the VIP governor named Chuck Purcival had checked into his suite, the black car from LaGuardia with the dead pick-up passenger lolling around in the back pulled into the garage and reversed into an empty space.  
 
    There was no longer any sign of a smile on the driver’s face. Now he’d arrived at his destination, this was all business. Keeping on the hat and sunglasses, he withdrew a box-cutter from his pocket; he pushed up the blade and touched the edge with his finger. The knife was razor sharp.  
 
    In Queens at around the same time, a janitor carrying out his hourly clean of the facilities at LaGuardia opened his locker only to get the shock of his life when a body stripped down to socks and boxer shorts fell out onto the floor in front of him. In Manhattan, the man responsible pulled on some latex gloves and wiped down the steering wheel and everywhere else he thought he’d touched in the car, not that it really mattered. Then he got out before heading towards a door that led into the building.  
 
    Twenty seconds later, he stepped into an elevator and pressed the button for the 17th floor, carefully tucking the box-cutter into his palm and out of sight. 
 
    But with the blade still extended. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FOUR
  
 
    A couple of years earlier, Shepherd’s team had worked an investigation into a cluster of major airline passenger planes crashing on flights between the USA and Europe. Security breaches at several airports around the world had been revealed, including New York City’s JFK International, and since then, protocol decreed that any suspicious activity or loss of life at either Kennedy, Newark or the smaller, more domestic-focused airport of LaGuardia in Queens had to be reported to the NYPD’s Counter Terrorism Bureau without delay. 
 
    The Arrivals exit area of LaGuardia’s Terminal D, where an hour ago a man had entered dressed as a construction worker and left as a uniformed driver with a pick-up in tow, was now quiet, arriving passengers being diverted before they could reach the concourse and ushered out quickly through the Departures level, enabling the entire Arrivals floor to be blocked off to preserve the crime-scene.  
 
    ‘Janitor came in to get his mop and bucket, body fell out on him,’ an airport security guard told an NYPD detective from the 115th Precinct. The man and his partner both looked at the dead guy’s body, which was stripped down to just boxers and socks; his shoes, apparently thrown into the closet beside him, had also tumbled out onto the floor.  
 
    ‘Snapped neck,’ the first detective noted. His partner nodded while taking out his cell phone but seeing he only had one bar, stepped outside in the hope he could get a better signal. In the meantime, the other detective knelt to take a closer look. 
 
    ‘His eyes are bloodshot,’ the security guard noted.  
 
    ‘From a chokehold, maybe, before his neck was snapped.’ Because the dead man’s eyes were open, the detective could see that blood vessels had burst, which would indicate the theory was a strong possibility, likewise with red friction marks visible on the sides of his neck and throat. The detective stood, then carefully peered into the locker. Seeing some items of interest inside, he snapped on some latex gloves from his pocket before reaching up to take out a pair of jeans, a fluorescent vest and an old hoodie which had been stuffed on a shelf.  
 
    He carried them outside, finding the janitor who’d been told to stay close by.  
 
    ‘These clothes yours?’ the detective asked the traumatized man, who shook his head. ‘Now we know what the guy who did this was wearing,’ he told the security guard. ‘Camera room?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. This way.’ 
 
      
 
    At the CT Bureau, Archer was trying to get interested reading a reopened casefile from the Major Case Squad stack when his desk phone rang. It was the building’s operator, who told him there was a call that someone in the detective division needed to take. Right now, with none of the others here, that meant Archer or Bridges. 
 
    ‘Archer,’ he said once the call was patched through. 
 
    ‘Hey man, I’m a detective from the 115th. I’m at LaGuardia and got somethin’ you guys better be hit up about.’ 
 
    At her own desk twenty feet to the right of Archer’s, Bridges was listening in to the transmissions from the arsonist bust and arrests Hendricks was running in Brooklyn when she noticed Archer’s body language change. Immediately curious, she headed over to his desk as he put his call on speaker, seeing her approach. ‘What you got?’ Archer asked, before silently mouthing LaGuardia to Bridges. 
 
    ‘Dead body inside the Arrivals Hall at Terminal D. Guy stripped down to his boxers and socks, stuffed inside the janitor’s locker in the men’s toilets.’ 
 
    ‘Cause of death?’ 
 
    ‘Looks like a broken neck after being choked out. We think the killer might’ve left behind a set of clothes he swapped for the dead man’s; wait one.’ They heard a quick exchange between the detective and someone else. ‘This place is covered in cameras so we just pinned down our victim walking in here. Here’s my partner.’ 
 
    ‘Guy found in the can was holdin’ a card waiting for someone off a flight,’ another voice with a strong New York accent said. ‘We’re running the tape now; gonna take a few minutes.’ 
 
    ‘No problem, we’ll stay on the line,’ Archer told them. He and Bridges didn’t exactly have anywhere else to go and it got them out of reading old casefiles. She went back to pull her chair over from her desk and sat down beside him, making herself more comfortable as they waited. 
 
    ‘Watching our dead guy before he got put in that locker,’ the detective said. ‘Tape’s showing the driver made three trips to the restroom since he first got here.’  
 
    ‘He don’t look too good,’ a voice said in the background.  
 
    ‘Last time he went in, some other asshole in the clothes we found in the locker followed. Walked out a few minutes later wearing the driver’s clothes. He’s holding the sign card.’  
 
    ‘What’s on the front?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Can’t see, man. He’s got it to his chest.’ 
 
    ‘Drug cartels have a history of doing this at the airports in Mexico City and Miami,’ Bridges noted. ‘Easy way to kidnap a VIP stepping off a plane. Just pose as a driver.’ 
 
    ‘The tape must show who he collected?’ Archer asked. ‘Can we speed it up?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, hang tight.’ Archer and Bridges waited. ‘Got the passenger. Guy in a suit, came out less than five minutes later. Six two or three, I’d guess, looks like he can handle himself. We can find for sure which flight he came off from cameras, but he probably touched down from Minneapolis or Sarasota looking at the arrivals schedule.’ 
 
    ‘Track them to the parking lot, get a plate and we can run a search here for you,’ Archer replied. 
 
    ‘Already workin’ on it. Don’t look like a terror threat to me, but we know you guys always like a courtesy call.’ 
 
    ‘Appreciate it. Can you get the team there to send the camera footage to us? And the manifest for the Minneapolis and Sarasota flights?’ 
 
    ‘You got it.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Archer replied, before giving the man his email address for the CT Bureau’s network. After those downed airliners two years ago, LaGuardia and JFK had done a lot to improve their surveillance systems, so he and Bridges knew they wouldn’t have to wait long for the footage. 
 
    ‘Someone went to a lot of trouble to get to that pick-up, man,’ the detective said. ‘I hope he’s still breathing.’  
 
    ‘Seeing the guy who dropped out that locker, that ain’t lookin’ so likely,’ Archer and Bridges heard the man’s partner add. 
 
      
 
    Across the East River, a guest from Dallas currently staying at The Bellingham was in town for business, and found he had two hours to kill before he needed to head downtown for a meeting.  
 
    He’d lost almost sixty pounds of bodyweight in the last two and a half years after actually sticking to the tired New Year’s resolution; Wednesdays were running workout days, but he didn’t want to leave the hotel to jog on the street with so many pedestrian crossings and crowds of people getting in his way. Central Park was a few blocks north, but he needed time to shower and then prepare for his meeting and didn’t want to risk getting lost in the unfamiliar park. 
 
    Instead, he’d decided that going up and down the stairs in the hotel would keep the faith and be enough to satisfy his personal trainer back home. Exiting his floor on 9, he’d jogged down to the 5th and headed back up before deciding to keep going for as many floors as his legs and lungs would allow.  
 
    But when he reached the stairs between 14 and 15, the improvised workout came to a very abrupt halt.  
 
    A man in a dark suit was lying face down in the stairwell; a growing lake of blood was pooling out from his neck and staining the stairs below him, spatters of it covering the wall too. Most of the man’s white shirt was now red, the air reeking of metal, a smell that would recall the gruesome scene to the jogger for years to come. Paralyzed with horror, he saw the white outline of an earpiece in the dead man’s ear, connected via a wire to what looked to be a radio inside his jacket. The guy had ended up lying on his side with his head tilted back and from where he was standing, the guest saw two lifeless open eyes. He’d never seen a dead body in person before, but even without the blood, it was obvious that empty gaze was never going to focus on anything again. 
 
    The dead man’s jacket had ridden up when he’d toppled down the stairs, and there was a holster visible on his hip containing a black pistol. The terrified guest in the running gear had grown up around firearms in Texas and had also received extra corporate training in how to respond to active shooter threats a few years ago, but staring at the body in front of him, he discovered being faced with the brutal reality of a violent death was very different from a training course and watching drama shows on TV. 
 
    Then he glanced upwards and realized more blood was dripping through the gap in the stairwell from somewhere higher up.  
 
    In his orange running shorts, t-shirt and New Balance sneakers, the guest leaned forward and shakily extracted the dead man’s gun from its holster; it was only when he was holding the weapon, he realized he was disrupting this obvious crime-scene, and that cops might even look at him as a suspect now he’d taken the man’s gun, but he was too frightened to care right now. The dead individual hadn’t cut his own throat. Someone had literally sawn it open. 
 
    Alone in the stairwell, unsure what to do and terrified the person responsible for this gruesome attack could be close by, at least with the firearm in his hand the jogger felt he had something to defend himself with. He crept up the stairs on legs that felt like cooked spaghetti, then found the nightmare got worse.  
 
    There was another body in the stairwell on the 23rd floor, this time facedown and also with his throat cut. He was lying in a large pool of blood too, but here the door to the connecting floor was slightly open, the man’s foot preventing it from fully closing. The guest edged past this second body, feeling sick and trying not to faint, the air reeking of copper and also strangely, of alcohol. He pulled the door back to 23, needing to get out of the stairwell, but then saw another corpse was lying in a heap halfway down the long corridor, dressed the same as the first two in a dark suit and white shirt. This third man was also lying in his own blood, although it had soaked into the carpet instead of pooling on a hard surface, more of it liberally sprayed over one of the walls.  
 
    Needing to get out of the stairwell and the horrors it held, the guest from Dallas hastily stepped inside the 23rd floor hallway, holding up the gun with trembling hands; his eyes darted to the closed doors both sides of the corridor, guests inside not yet aware of what awaited them once they stepped out of their rooms. Did one of them contain the killer? The Texan then realized with a sudden jolt of fear that whoever had done this could sneak up from the stairwell behind him too and that got him moving.  
 
    He edged his way down the corridor, reaching the dead man and seeing his throat had been cut open like the other two; but after a quick glance, his attention was drawn to the door to the room at the end of the hallway. It was slightly ajar, and through the gap the petrified jogger heard a voice.  
 
    He crept forward in his running shoes, the gun feeling as heavy as a loaded barbell in his grip as he drew closer to 23A. 
 
    ‘…hurry, please,’ he heard someone say. A man’s voice. ‘I need help.’ 
 
    The jogger peered slowly around the wall into the room to discover it was actually a suite which had been partially trashed, a small waste can having fallen in the doorway, preventing the door from closing. A middle-aged man in a white shirt and suit pants was lying on the floor, but propped up against the bed.  
 
    They made eye contact and the jogger saw one of the man’s hands was pressed against his body, blood on his fingers. It looked like he’d been stabbed or shot too. 
 
    But unlike the other three, this guy was still very much alive. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FIVE
  
 
    ‘Looks like he’s sick,’ Bridges said, as she and Archer studied footage of the driver who’d been found with his neck snapped making repeated trips to the bathroom inside Terminal D at LaGuardia almost two hours ago. ‘Or he’s got a serious coke problem. That’s the third time he went in there.’ 
 
    ‘And the last,’ Archer commented, his eyes following the man dressed as a construction worker who went in after the driver on that final occasion. They continued to watch as he re-emerged a few minutes later wearing the driver’s suit and hat, the placard held with the frontside against his chest so they couldn’t see the name on it. Frustratingly, the camera angle covering the area where the drivers and other people were waiting in Arrivals didn’t allow them to make out the name even when the other man had been holding the card. 
 
    ‘Maybe by now they’ve ID’d the car the guy left in,’ Bridges said, reaching for the phone on Archer’s desk to call the detectives from the 115th Precinct who were still at the airport. ‘Once we pull the tag, we can contact the company and find out who the dead man in the toilet was sent to collect.’ 
 
    Archer heard her but didn’t respond, his attention still locked on the man wearing the driver’s uniform; he was waiting for the guy to shift the angle of the placard enough for them to be able to see a name, but the killer seemed to know precisely where the cameras were, making that impossible. But there was something on the back of the card that was visible, maybe a logo, and Archer froze the frame.  
 
    The image was blurred but could possibly be enhanced with some IT help. He rose and thirty seconds later returned with one of the Bureau’s newer members, a junior analyst called Carly. African American, from Queens and twenty five years old, she was friendly and intelligent, a former 911 operator who’d retrained. Archer didn’t know her especially well as she’d only joined the Bureau a week or so before he got injured at the end of the summer, but he’d heard good things from others who’d worked with her during his time away. 
 
    ‘Can you clear up that logo?’ Archer asked after showing her what he’d paused on the screen.  
 
    ‘I can try.’ She sent the video to herself, then logged into her account from Archer’s computer. She worked on the image for a few moments, before zooming in. Bridges wasn’t getting an answer from the detectives at LaGuardia, but she held off trying them again for the moment, looking at the screen Carly was working on instead. ‘Best I can do,’ the analyst told them. ‘Camera quality ain’t so good at that distance.’  
 
    ‘I can’t make it out,’ he replied. ‘Can you?’  
 
    ‘No,’ she said, but then Archer thought of another possibility.  
 
    ‘How about enhancing the image of the man he’s about to collect?’ 
 
    Carly ran the tape forward, and thirty seconds later had produced a clear headshot of the passenger. ‘Can you send that to me and security at LaGuardia’s Terminal D?’ Archer asked her, as Bridges tried the detectives again, and this time they picked up. 
 
    ‘We don’t have a license plate from the lot yet,’ the detective told her on speaker call. ‘Construction work’s blocking the camera’s view where the two guys walked out.’ 
 
    ‘What about the man who got picked up?’ Archer asked, as Carly’s enhanced headshot of the passenger arrived in his CT Bureau account inbox. He drew it up side-by-side with the passport scans of the flight manifests from the Minneapolis and Sarasota flights, and started clicking through the eighty or so people. 
 
    ‘We’ve watched him on the footage all the way til we lose sight of them. No sign of coercion so the guy had no idea his driver wasn’t the real deal. Looks like it could be a potential hostage situation. He must be some kind of VIP.’ 
 
    ‘The man’s built like a linebacker and he was carrying a Pelican case,’ Archer replied. ‘We can doublecheck with Delta but I think that could well have contained a weapon.’  
 
    ‘VIPs don’t usually carry guns around New York City.’ As the conversation continued, Bridges left Archer to continue with the call, going to her own desk in order to search private driver collect companies. Checking their logos, she hesitated on one and deciding it looked the closest to the indistinct image Carly had worked on, she made a call. 
 
    ‘I’m from the NYPD working an investigation,’ Bridges told the man who picked up. ‘Need to know the identity of a collection I think one of your drivers was making today at LaGuardia.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t release that kind of information over the phone.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate that, but this is important.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t say, lady. You want that kind of info, you’d need to come down here in person so your status can be verified.’ 
 
    ‘Your driver was found dead stuffed in a closet inside a toilet. And it looks like the man responsible might’ve kidnapped your pick-up. We’re trying to confirm the client’s identity and needed to know an hour ago. You gonna help, guy?’ As she spoke, her frustration at being confined to the building becoming momentarily evident, Bridges saw Archer had landed on a relevant passport scan from the Minneapolis flight which had arrived at 1:45pm.  
 
    She watched as he clicked onto the footage of the pick-up walking towards the exit with the man who’d just killed the real driver.  
 
    A match. He was their guy.  
 
    ‘Your pick-up’s name,’ Bridges said to the driver collect company rep on the phone, Archer going back to the passport scan and enlarging it so she could see the passenger’s details. ‘Jordy Rhodes. That correct?’ 
 
    ‘Miss, I already said, I can’t tell you that, and we need to clarify what you just-’ 
 
    ‘This guy’s life is at risk every second you’re jerking me around, man. Just tell me, was Rhodes the pick-up?’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘Yeah. That’s the name I’ve got here.’ 
 
    ‘Is he a VIP?’ 
 
    ‘No, the office he works for organized the transport. We were told he’d be carrying; he’s a bodyguard.’  
 
      
 
    New York City was possibly the most prominent business and commerce center in the world, and the man who’d just been found stabbed and bleeding in his suite at The Bellingham was one of hundreds of VIPs currently in Manhattan. 
 
    But ‘very important’ was open to interpretation. A young man in his late twenties who most definitely regarded himself as fitting the description, was currently staying at an Intercontinental hotel at the lower edge of Midtown along with a five person security detail. The protection squad had been on rotation for the last thirty six hours and right then, four of them were gathered in a suite a floor directly below the room their boss was occupying. They’d been using it as their base of operations, and two of the bodyguards had just started tucking into some Chinese takeout for a late lunch. 
 
    ‘What’s the deal, Natty, you watchin’ your figure?’ one of the BGs, a brick-shouldered former bodybuilder called Haviland, asked a young auburn-haired woman called Gratiano as he stabbed into a box of noodles with some chopsticks that had come with the order. Unlike him, she wasn’t eating. ‘You don’t look like you need to.’  
 
    ‘Gee, thanks, Havi, you’re too kind.’ As he wolfed down more food, Gratiano wrinkled her nose as she smelt the grease. ‘You know I don’t eat that crap, but you still keep ordering it.’ 
 
    He didn’t answer, instead finishing his chow mein and starting on Gratiano’s untouched carton of noodles next; she’d already guessed it was no accident this was the third lunch in a row he’d had delivered from the same Chinese restaurant, her dislike of the food giving him the excuse to eat both of their portions. Haviland was wearing jeans and a polo shirt, same as Bryant, who was the other bodyguard in the room and their team leader. Aside from Gratiano, no-one in the detail wore anything below an XL but none of them were overweight. She was wearing jeans, a grey blouse and a leather jacket; she’d been told once that leather could provide additional protection from a knife attack. Luckily she’d never had that claim tested. 
 
    However, she wasn’t the only member of their group who wasn’t eating. As the two men with her kept working through the meal, she crossed the multi-bedroom space towards the closed door of a toilet. 
 
    ‘Rooney,’ she said, knocking on the door. ‘You good, man?’ 
 
      
 
    Inside the bathroom, another member of the team was kneeling over the toilet bowl, his food having reentered the world before he’d even managed a third mouthful of noodles. He had his elbows propped on the porcelain, breathing deeply, his head in his hands. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he called back loudly enough. ‘Just gimme a minute.’ 
 
      
 
    Gratiano was slightly concerned, not only for her coworker but because sickness could lead to a gap in their rotation, but she was only working on a temporary basis with these men so knew it wouldn’t really affect her if Rooney was unwell. She left him to it and picked out a red apple from a fruit bowl in the room before taking a bite.  
 
    The lunch break was a chance for her to mentally reset, having been wound up pretty tight since they got to New York on Sunday night three days ago. She was nervous but had been determined not to show it around these men, who were older, more experienced and knew the VIP far better than she did. She was also outweighed by at least a hundred pounds by the next lightest member of the group; for close protection work, some in the industry felt hiring a BG her size could put a client at risk and she suspected that was why the guys had been various degrees of frosty towards her since she’d been added to their team for this week. Her normal assignment was watching their VIP’s girlfriend and kid back in L.A. where they were all based, but for some reason, she’d been brought onto their client’s detail for this trip to New York City. 
 
    The bathroom door opened and Rooney appeared, wiping his face with a hand-towel. He tossed it back onto the ledge beside the basin, then saw Gratiano standing there eating the apple. He was the only one who’d been friendly since she’d joined them on Sunday; he was Australian, from Brisbane, and had been in the United States working as a bodyguard for almost two years.  
 
    ‘I had to get away from the smell next door,’ she said. ‘You good?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, ate some street meat on Monday and it’s been killing me ever since.’ Gratiano picked up another apple and went to toss it to him, but he shook his head; she finished hers before three-pointing the core into the trash and then followed Rooney as they went through to rejoin the other two bodyguards.  
 
    Bryant held out the Australian’s box of chow mein, but he shook his head. ‘Time’s up then; back to shift,’ Bryant told them, done with his food as Haviland put down his second box and chopsticks, having already shoveled away most of it. ‘Gratiano, clean this up.’  
 
    Without comment, she watched the three men pull their jackets back on before heading out of the room. As the newest addition to the team and the youngest, she knew she had to accept the hierarchy. She picked up the leftover boxes, stacked and then tucked them into the trash can. The smell was still overpowering, so she pulled out the entire bag, sealed it and took it to a chute at the end of the corridor. By the time she got back to the room, the guy who’d just come off watch outside the VIP’s room while she and the others ate, a stocky Asian American called Hahn, had shown up and taken a seat, already working his way through the final box of takeout that had been left for him on the table. The smell hit Gratiano again, so she took a cruller from a box picked up from a pastry store earlier that morning before making a swift exit.  
 
    She and the four men normally worked together in the Los Angeles area, their client with a home in the luxurious neighborhood of Calabasas, his family owning other high-end properties throughout Southern California. Gratiano had interacted with Bryant’s protective detail mostly in passing and when scheduling events during the last ten months since she’d been employed by the VIP. She knew her two predecessors had also been female and that one of them who’d mentored Gratiano during her training had apparently got on well with Bryant and Haviland, Rooney not having joined the team at that point. That same predecessor had painted a picture of the guys as being tough but fun when off the clock, but so far they’d been tetchy and unfriendly, and not just with her. Haviland and Hahn had almost got into a fistfight yesterday over something trivial, and despite the occasional joke, the team seemed generally ill at ease. Maybe it was being in New York. Gratiano was enjoying a change from L.A. but for whatever reason, maybe the others weren’t so enthusiastic.  
 
    She finished the cruller, justifying the sugary treat to herself by the fact she’d eaten an apple first. Their VIP had never asked Gratiano to join his personal detail before, especially on work trips out of the state, but had told her he wanted her with him until his girlfriend and her son arrived tomorrow. She’d been curious to know why their usual routine had been changed, but he hadn’t given a reason and she didn’t feel she could ask. Gratiano had been worried that with her leaving early, the girlfriend and boy would be unprotected, but her boss had assured her that his driver, who was an ex-BG himself, would accompany them on the trip later in the week and make sure they didn’t come to harm.  
 
    She could only think he wanted her up close to observe how she performed, not something he would normally have a chance to witness while she spent all her time with his partner and her son. Gratiano got on OK with the man’s girlfriend, who was fairly well-known as a former successful model, but lately Gratiano had found herself spending most of her workday running errands and acting more like a personal assistant than a bodyguard. She’d been excited for a change of pace, even if it was only for seventy two hours or so. 
 
    As she stood in the corridor, she felt her cell phone buzz in her pocket. She took it out and saw a message from her younger brother who still lived in her family’s hometown of Boise, Idaho.  
 
    Watching news, you’re in NYC right? Call me. Gratiano frowned and went to a major network news app to try and find out what he was talking about. A Breaking News headline immediately informed her. 
 
    ‘Boss, some people have been murdered in a place called The Bellingham,’ she said into her radio mic, after seeing a fresh Breaking story. ‘It’s a-’ 
 
    ‘So?’ Bryant interrupted, sounding slightly breathless. ‘What of it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s saying they were-’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing to do with us.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t block the channel, Grat,’ Haviland put in.  
 
    Frustrated at being dismissed so abruptly, she held her tongue, but continued to read the news report. The Bellingham was further uptown but it was saying bodyguards had been killed while on duty there and that a VIP had been stabbed. Feeling the story was too big to ignore, she walked back to the room to find Hahn still sitting at the table, his earpiece out which meant he hadn’t heard the exchange.  
 
    ‘Someone killed an entire security detail over at The Bellingham less than an hour ago,’ she told him, Hahn now halfway through his box of chow mein.  
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘A whole team got taken out,’ she said. ‘The principal’s the governor of Connecticut. He survived. NYPD are locking down the hotel.’ 
 
    ‘That’s crazy.’ Hahn was looking at her, but suddenly he seemed to have difficulty focusing and shook his head. ‘The whole team?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ she said, then paused. ‘What’s up? You good?’ 
 
    He nodded, though he didn’t make eye contact and she thought he looked out of it. ‘Jesus Christ, how strong was that coffee you guys made?’ he asked, coughing and looking at the cup he’d poured himself. 
 
    ‘I tried to tell the boss about the deaths but he shut me down,’ she told him, focusing on the more important issue. 
 
    ‘I’ll go tell Bryant,’ Hahn said, after a longer bout of coughing. ‘He’ll take it easier from me.’ Gratiano nodded, irritated that was the case, but she pushed her personal feelings aside. Although The Bellingham wasn’t exactly next door, and her boss wasn’t a politician like the VIP who’d apparently been attacked there, she felt it was important he knew what had happened. Bryant could be testy and moody, but he was a professional. 
 
    Then just as she was turning to leave the room and get back to her post, a crash came from the room behind her. She swung round and saw Hahn had collapsed onto the floor, dragging the table sideways with him. Gratiano ran over and saw he was sweating and struggling to breathe.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I can’t…can’t…’ The stocky man’s eyes were wide and panic-stricken as he stared up at her, gasping as he fought for breath. 
 
    ‘Boss, we got a situation down here!’ she radioed to Bryant.  
 
    This time, he didn’t tell her to shut up. 
 
    He didn’t respond at all. 
 
      
 
    A floor above and ten seconds earlier, the VIP from L.A. the team were at the hotel to protect was drinking a bottle of beer while looking out of the window, enjoying being back inside the comfort of the hotel after he and his team had been on a busy movie set in Chinatown all morning, when he heard a loud thud as something hit his door. Irritated, the man rose and walked over to open it.  
 
    The door immediately fell back into him, propelled by Bryant’s bodyweight; recovering his balance, the client saw his lead bodyguard was apparently having difficulty breathing. He seemed as if he couldn’t move and was just staring up at the principal he was here to protect.  
 
    Shocked, the young man looked at him and then checked the corridor, only to see the giant figure of Haviland halfway down slumped in a heap on the floor. Fear gripped him just as a ding came from the elevator halfway down the hallway.  
 
    The doors opened and a woman appeared. She was holding a pistol, the steel-colored can of a suppressor on the end of the weapon. She immediately saw the VIP standing in his suite doorway and raised the handgun, the terrified man frozen to the spot, dropping his bottle of beer as she aimed the 9mm at his head.  
 
    But he was suddenly yanked backwards and dragged down as a bullet-hole appeared in the wall behind where he’d just been standing. The VIP twisted and looked up to see Gratiano, but she was already moving trying to secure the door; Bryant’s weight was blocking it, so instead she grabbed her client and rushed him back with her into the room. ‘GO!’ she ordered, shoving him towards a small dumbwaiter which served this VIP suite and was how she’d got up there so fast the moment she’d realized the rest of her team had gone silent. The elevator served this room, the suite on the floor below and the kitchen, and was one of the reasons these particular suites had been booked for the principal and his protection team, ensuring privacy and another way to get him out in an emergency. ‘I’m sending you to our suite!’ Gratiano told him quickly as she shoved the man unceremoniously inside. ‘When you get there, wait for me!’ 
 
    Her client was obviously bigger than she was but was nowhere near the size of his male bodyguards and managed to squeeze in before Gratiano pushed the button to send it down. Once it was gone, she took cover behind a sofa as she lifted her pistol, a Kimber Stainless Ultra Carry with a seven bullet magazine, staring down its sights at the open door, forcing her breathing to steady as she waited for the woman from the corridor to appear.  
 
    She glanced down at Bryant in the doorway but his eyes had gone vacant and his chest had stopped moving. After allowing time for the dumbwaiter to reach the floor below and for her principal to get out, Gratiano edged over to the button to recall it.  
 
    There was still no sign or sound of the other woman. 
 
    Had she left? 
 
    A flurry of bullet-holes suddenly materialized in the wall near Gratiano, answering her question, more ripping across the room seconds later. Instead of presenting herself in the doorway, the stranger had shot repeatedly through the wall, one of the bullets two inches away from hitting Gratiano in the head just before she ducked. Hearing the dumbwaiter arrive behind her, keeping low Gratiano pulled open the door and backed in while maintaining her aim, then pushed the button to the suite below with her other hand. As the door started to close, Gratiano caught a glimpse of the woman as she appeared in the room’s doorway and then heard bullets ping off the now closed catering elevator door after Gratiano dragged it shut. 
 
    The second she reached the suite below, Gratiano opened up to find the VIP standing there staring down at Hahn on the floor, who’d gone as still as Bryant upstairs. She climbed out, grabbed the principal by the arm and after clearing the corridor, pushed him out of the room and towards the stairs; but just as they reached the stairwell exit, she heard the sound of someone running up towards them seconds before the door was torn open.  
 
    Gratiano pulled the client back and lifted her Kimber 9mm again, only to lower it when she saw it was Rooney, who’d been stationed below near the lobby. 
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ he asked. ‘I heard what you said over the radio.’  
 
    ‘The others are down, and I just got shot at!’ she told him. ‘We gotta get him out of here!’ 
 
    They hustled their shocked client to the stairs, running him down to the basement, Gratiano covering their rear as Rooney led the way with their VIP between them; but when they reached the lobby level Gratiano saw the Australian suddenly stumble into the wall, holding his gut and grimacing in pain.  
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ he got out. ‘My stomach.’ 
 
    Worried he was going to keel over like the others, she stopped, staring at him in concern, but after a few moments he managed to straighten, still in pain but nodding to her. 
 
    ‘Keep going,’ he told her. ‘I’ll cover behind.’ Going down past the exit to the lobby, Gratiano slowed when she got to the basement door and quickly cleared either side before stepping out, followed by the VIP then Rooney, both bodyguards fully aware there were ample hiding places down here for someone wanting to ambush them. Gratiano dropped to the ground and scanned the spaces under the vehicles; everything looked OK but just as she got back to her feet, there was the sound of a door opening behind them further down the parking lot.  
 
    Turning, the two bodyguards saw the woman from upstairs appear; Gratiano dragged the VIP to the ground as Rooney fired with his unsuppressed handgun, the sound sure to alert everyone in the vicinity that something serious was taking place down here. The woman had snapped back behind the door for cover and didn’t reappear, so seizing her chance, Gratiano hustled their VIP towards his vehicle while Rooney covered them. 
 
    ‘Keys!’ she said. 
 
    ‘I think Bryant had them!’ 
 
    Gratiano swore then immediately headed for the exit ramp leading up to the street instead, taking the VIP with her as Rooney kept them covered. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen seconds later, with everything now quiet, the woman with the suppressed handgun finally emerged from where she’d taken cover behind the door, but then heard the sound of a car pull up at the entrance barrier. She immediately slotted the handgun into a shoulder holster inside her jacket, a thick blouse providing protection against the now-hot suppressor. 
 
    She slid on some sunglasses as the car approached, the driver looking for a space and paying no heed to the figure who quickly walked past heading for the exit to the street. Moments later when she joined the sidewalk, the woman studied all the pedestrians around her, a task made more difficult as the people in the hotel’s lobby began to empty onto the street, reacting to the noise of the gunshots. 
 
    The sudden mass of people meant she blended right in, but so did the VIP and two bodyguards she was pursuing. There were just too many passers-by, too many vehicles, and too many directions in which to run. Her targets had escaped for now.  
 
    So instead of continuing her search, she turned and strode away, quickly vanishing into the city streets. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    SIX
  
 
    Carly, with the assistance of the airport’s security team, had finally sourced an unobstructed view of the car they’d been trying to find leaving the short-stay lot, but after losing the vehicle in Queens, she’d run the plates through the city’s street camera network. She’d got a hit in Manhattan when the black car had passed over the Queensboro Bridge and she had it on screen turning into the basement parking lot for The Bellingham Hotel.  
 
    About to alert the NYPD SWAT’s equivalent, ESU, and get them to close off the building, Archer discovered a response had already been triggered after a 911 call from The Bellingham’s 23rd floor, so contacting Shepherd was his next priority. Minutes later, Vargas and Marquez had been dispatched to the hotel as ESU secured the premises, the pair arriving on the landing between 22 and 23 twenty minutes later.  
 
    Guests staying on both floors had been the first to be evacuated followed by everyone else, taken downstairs in escorted groups using the elevators, the whole operation being conducted by hotel staff and ESU officers. So far they’d avoided any panic; guests had been given minimal information but assured there was no immediate threat, were complying calmly with instructions. Guests on the floors below where the first body had been found in the same stairwell on 15 were also being evacuated but this time taken down the stairs in order to speed up the process.  
 
    Currently in the stairwell near the 22nd landing, Vargas and Marquez could hear the sound of people making their way down far below, ushered by officers and hotel management. ‘The VIP rushed to hospital confirmed these guys were his close protection team,’ Vargas told her partner, having had a quick exchange with ESU’s leader Lieutenant Hicks as they’d entered the building. 
 
    Marquez nodded but didn’t comment as she looked at the body. Despite the fact his heart was no longer pumping, the way the dead man had fallen meant blood had continued to leak out from the wound across his neck, running down to cover the steps and landing below. They saw the clear imprint of someone’s footprints, leading up the stairs and ending at the door to the corridor on 23.  
 
    ‘The VIP called it in?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘No, another guest,’ a CSU investigator on scene with them commented. ‘Guy who left these footprints.’ 
 
    ‘He stays like that, he’s gonna drain out until he looks like a raisin,’ Vargas noted. ‘Think we should move him?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, I got photos of his position,’ the investigator answered. ‘Was waiting for some help; this guy’s no lightweight.’ Marquez and Vargas both pulled on some latex gloves the investigator handed them, followed by a set of booties to cover their shoes. He laid a sheet out on the landing and together, the three of them maneuvered the large body onto the plastic before turning him over so they could see the dead man’s face.  
 
    It had slackened in death, with one side covered in blood. He had a close-trimmed beard, scar tissue above his left eye and brown eyes now as empty as two dry wells; his throat had a deep cut right across it, unpleasant to look at and a lesson in how vulnerable human beings were to even a small knife. The slice would have killed the man almost instantly while ensuring he couldn’t make any noise besides some gargling. A tattoo on the left side of his neck had been distorted by the wound. 
 
    ‘We know his name yet?’ Marquez asked the CSU investigator. 
 
    ‘Wallet was still in his pocket. Brian James Braddock, thirty six years old, Connecticut driving license. But you smell that?’ the investigator asked, before both women nodded. 
 
    ‘Booze,’ Vargas noted. From previous crime-scene experience, she and Marquez knew alcohol could be smelt in the spilt blood of a person if they’d been drinking prior to death.  
 
    The investigator went into Braddock’s jacket pocket and withdrew a hip flask which he showed the two detectives. ‘I found this. Think it’s vodka.’ 
 
    ‘Chose the wrong day to drink on duty,’ Marquez commented, looking at Braddock’s holstered pistol as she and Vargas scanned the stairs and walls around them. There were no bullet-holes or shell casings, no dents, marks or signs of a fight.  
 
    ‘If we’re following the trail of bodies, the killer must have done the guy down on 15 first, then used the elevator to come at Brian here from higher up,’ the investigator said. ‘Crept down without being seen, grabbed him and slit his throat before pushing him down the stairs. You couldn’t kill two bodyguards like this in the stairs coming at them both from below.’  
 
    Taking a closer look, Vargas had noticed Braddock’s nose was broken and used her fingers to part the dead bodyguard’s lips to see his teeth were also busted. Not from a fight, but likely from being pushed face first onto the landing after the death wound was administered; his hands would have been clutching his neck, not breaking the fall. Marquez looked at Braddock’s corpse for a moment longer then shifted her attention up to the 23rd floor. The blue booties over the two women’s shoes were already covered in blood from moving the body, so they swapped them and the gloves for a fresh pair before opening the door and stepping onto the corridor.  
 
    Both Vargas and Marquez had past experience of seeing violence and death up close in high-rise buildings, so they were both happy to be out of the confined space of the stairs. But as they stepped into the hallway, they saw another body lying halfway down wearing a dark suit; as they drew closer, they saw this guy was African American and hadn’t bled out as much as his friend thanks to lying on a floor and not being sprawled face-first down some stairs. But blood spatter was evident on the wall beside him, his neck having sprayed like a tiny firehose when his throat had been sliced open.  
 
    This time there was no scent of alcohol, but the two CT Bureau detectives noted that again, his gun was holstered just like Braddock’s. And there were no dark bullet holes in the walls, no spent shell casings on the floor, no lingering smell indicating a weapon had been discharged. Vargas looked back the way they’d come; the door leading onto the corridor from the stairs was at least twenty five feet away.  
 
    If this man had been doing his job properly, and there was no reason to think he wasn’t, he would have been standing with a clear view of the two access points. Even if the attacker who’d killed the two men in the stairwell had used the elevator to go up or down a floor again and surprise this other bodyguard, he’d still need to close a significant distance without raising the BG’s suspicion. But his gun hadn’t even been drawn. 
 
    ‘Who was the VIP?’ Marquez asked. ‘Did Archer say?’ 
 
    ‘No, but Hicks did and it’s all over the news. Chuck Purcival. He’s the current state governor of Connecticut. Been in office two years.’  
 
    ‘Guy had substantial security. Three bodyguards.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he’s received death threats or something. We can ask him.’ Vargas stepped over the dead body in the corridor carefully to head through the wedged-open door for the suite where this governor had also been stabbed but had survived.  
 
    Unlike outside, evidence of the fight for his life was clear. Half the room was trashed, overturned tables, lamps lying on the floor, Purcival’s entire security team murdered prior to this battle. 
 
    And all without a single shot being fired.  
 
      
 
    ‘Can you tell me what happened, sir?’ Archer’s detective partner Josh asked Governor Purcival, who was now at the nearest hospital and under close NYPD protection.  
 
    The politician was lying semi-prone on a bed with the backrest supporting him, bare chested so the wound to his lower torso could be treated, a small crucifix on a gold chain around his neck. He looked to be in his fifties, a square, slightly weather-beaten face with thinning hair combed back, broad-shouldered and with a slightly bullish air about him. The guy looked tough and seemed pretty resilient.  
 
    ‘Can’t this wait?’ a smaller man who they’d been told was one of Purcival’s aides asked before the governor could answer, as a nurse walked into the room to check the politician’s vitals on the attached monitors. ‘He just got stabbed in the stomach, Detective.’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine, Jay, I’m good to talk,’ Purcival told his assistant.  
 
    ‘So what happened?’ Josh asked again. 
 
    ‘I heard a noise from the corridor. Opened the door just before some asshole holding a box cutter rushed in and tried to slice open my neck.’ Purcival raised his forearms, both of which were now bandaged. ‘I blocked the cuts as he tried to dice me up. We fought and the phone in the room started ringing. Seemed to panic him, and the fact I wouldn’t go down easy. He managed to get the blade into my belly for one good shank, then turned and ran off.’  
 
    ‘That’s when the other guest found you?’  
 
    Purcival nodded. ‘I was on the floor calling 911. He took over.’ 
 
    ‘How’d you fight off your attacker like that? Do you have training?’ 
 
    ‘Just growing up in a rough town. It’s not the first time someone’s come at me with a knife.’ Explains the attitude, Josh considered. The man seemed more pissed off than shaken by this experience. ‘I can fight when I have to.’ 
 
    ‘So could other members of your team, and they must’ve had training,’ Ledger said quietly from the door, having arrived with Josh. Purcival eyed him for a second and nodded, just before Josh showed the injured governor a LaGuardia parking lot camera capture on the screen of his cell phone, the image one that Archer had just sent from the CT Bureau HQ.  
 
    ‘Was this the man who tried to kill you?’ he asked. 
 
    Purcival stared intently at the image for a moment, before looking at the big detective beside his bed. ‘That doesn’t look like it was taken at the hotel. You know who this guy is already?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry to have to inform you, but another one of your men was killed by this man. His body was found in a car in the basement parking lot at your hotel.’ 
 
    As Josh continued to question the politician, Ledger stepped outside after feeling his phone buzz. When he reappeared in the doorway a few moments later, Josh glanced over and saw from his expression he had something to tell him.  
 
    ‘That was Shep,’ Ledger said, after Josh rose and joined him outside. ‘We got another one across town.’ 
 
    ‘Another what?’ 
 
    ‘Assassination attempt on a VIP,’ Ledger told him. ‘At another hotel.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You sure you’re alright?’ Shepherd asked the subdued principal from the second attack at the Intercontinental, who was now inside the Midtown South NYPD precinct a few blocks west of the hotel. With a still slightly impaired Rooney, Gratiano had taken the lead and brought her VIP straight to the police station, its location something she’d previously scouted out before they arrived here from L.A. just as she’d been trained. The entire time they’d been moving through the unseasonably muggy November Manhattan streets, she’d had her pistol drawn but concealed under her jacket, as her free left hand kept a tight grip on her shaken client with Rooney on his other side, constantly checking people and cars they passed. However, they’d got him to the precinct safely without any further attempts on his life.  
 
    ‘I guess,’ the VIP answered. 
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ Shepherd asked, rapidly appraising the man the same way Josh had done with Purcival at the hospital. He judged him to be in his early thirties or an older-looking late twenties, about six feet tall and fair-haired with a slightly weak face, his jawline and body softened by what Shepherd guessed was too much good food and easy living.  
 
    The young man appeared put out for a moment. ‘Elliot Marzello.’ 
 
    ‘Why would someone be taking potshots at you, Elliot? 
 
    ‘I’m well-known to some people.’ Shepherd realized from the petulant note in the guy’s voice that he’d been annoyed Shep hadn’t recognized him.  
 
    ‘What’s your line of work?’ 
 
    ‘I’m an actor and my family owns a production company. I help run it along with my acting.’ 
 
    ‘You were at a hotel, so you’re based out of town?’ 
 
    ‘L.A. Been here since Sunday night overseeing a shoot.’ 
 
    ‘Have you upset someone? You had five bodyguards protecting you.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve received some threats recently. Goes with the territory when you’re in our kind of business. We land a production spot on a multi-million dollar movie, means someone else doesn’t, big money gets lost, people get jealous. We’ve had a lot of success since my father started the company.’ 
 
    ‘If she was working alone, this woman who took shots at you managed to wax off most of your security staff,’ Shepherd added. ‘You’re only alive right now because one of your bodyguards doesn’t like Chinese food and the other’s got a bad stomach so yakked the two mouthfuls he ate back up. That’s a lot of trouble and effort to get to you.’ 
 
    ‘How’d you know it was just her?’ Marzello replied, holding up his cell phone from where it had been resting on the table beside him. ‘I saw that some other VIP got attacked at another hotel across town.’ 
 
    ‘State Governor Chuck Purcival.’ A pause. ‘You know him?’ 
 
    ‘No. Was he killed?’ 
 
    ‘He’s in the hospital. Only one to survive.’ 
 
    ‘Where are my two bodyguards now?’ Marzello asked quickly. ‘They’re still here, right?’ 
 
    ‘Down the corridor. Whatever you and your family are paying them, it’s probably not enough.’ Shepherd left the shaken young man with that to think about and made his way along the corridor.  
 
    The pair from Marzello’s detail who’d survived were in another room with two cups of untouched coffee beside them, the door open. The man was in a chair, the woman perched on the edge of the table; their pistols had been handed in at the front desk on arrival, but the woman still had her cell phone and was tapping something into it when Shepherd walked in.  
 
    ‘How you both doing?’ he asked as he entered. 
 
    ‘Better than half an hour ago,’ the woman said, putting her phone away as Shepherd introduced himself. ‘Gratiano,’ she replied. ‘He’s Rooney,’ she added, seeing her colleague hadn’t responded and was still looking a bit vacant. ‘The others all confirmed?’ 
 
    ‘Afraid so. Nothing the hospital could do. Dead on arrival.’ 
 
    ‘The noodles,’ she replied. ‘The boxes must’ve been contaminated somehow by that bitch who shot at us.’ 
 
    ‘Who collected the order?’ 
 
    ‘One of the other guys. Haviland. We had it dropped off.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t have any, right?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Hate that sort of food, so I never touch it. Rooney here puked his portion up.’ 
 
    ‘Did it taste off?’ Shepherd asked the big man. ‘Must’ve been bad enough to make you hurl, but why not the others?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had bubble guts for a couple days, mate,’ he replied, Shepherd learning from his accent that the man was Australian. ‘Thought I’d try eating, found out that was a mistake after the second mouthful. Didn’t taste off, though. Strong flavor must’ve covered any poison that was put into it.’  
 
    ‘What would you think about getting checked out at the hospital too?’  
 
    ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘You might still have some of that food in your stomach. We don’t know what was in it. The effect could be delayed.’ 
 
    ‘Then it’s my time to kick the bucket like the other boys, I guess.’ The large bodyguard’s answer was off-color, but Shepherd put it down to shock; he left them alone for a moment like he had Marzello and stepped outside, finding Ledger and Josh waiting for him. They’d just arrived from visiting Purcival at the hospital and had been listening to their sergeant’s exchange with the two BGs from outside. 
 
    Shep nodded towards the front area of the precinct and walked with his two detectives while calling Archer and Bridges at the Bureau, updating them with Josh and Ledger listening in.  
 
    ‘Why does a Hollywood rich kid have five bodyguards?’ Archer asked, Shepherd putting the call on speaker so it could be a group discussion. ‘His acting that bad?’ 
 
    ‘He was pretty pissed off when I didn’t know who he was. Said he’s received some death threats recently and that his family’s production company is successful enough to piss a lot of people off,’ Shepherd told him. ‘People must always be screwing each other over in the movie business.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but I’m pretty sure a producer who got passed over for a big movie wouldn’t decide to ice out the kid of a rival and his entire security team,’ Bridges came back with. ‘That’s crazy. There’d be no-one left in Hollywood if that happened.’ 
 
    ‘Five full-time bodyguards will cost a fortune,’ Josh noted. ‘This family must be loaded. There has to be more to this.’ 
 
    ‘Or maybe we’re looking out when we should be looking in,’ Archer said.  
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Shepherd asked, knowing his detective had a habit of picking up on details others overlooked. 
 
    ‘Whole team of muscle get poisoned and die right there on the Intercon floor, aside from those two bodyguards who survive and save the actor’s life?’ 
 
    ‘For what, Sam, a pay rise?’ Josh replied. 
 
    ‘Marzello’s bodyguard Gratiano said she almost got hit when the woman was firing blind through the wall,’ Shepherd said. 
 
    ‘But she didn’t get hit. And she skips lunch at the same time that all the other guys get poisoned? She was ideally placed to add something to the chow mein before the team started tucking in. Did they say who collected the takeout?’  
 
    ‘One of the dead guys,’ Shepherd answered. ‘Driver delivery.’ 
 
    ‘Archer might be right; what about this other bodyguard?’ Bridges replied. ‘How often in a year do any of us throw up; once, maybe not even at all? He pukes up this crap the same time as all the other guys go down?’ 
 
    ‘When the tox screening comes back, we’ll know what we’re dealing with,’ Shepherd said. ‘It’s already at the lab. I got it pushed to the top of the queue but they warned it could take some time.’ 
 
    ‘We need to find out fast who put it there and get ready for another attempt, boss,’ Josh added. ‘The only ones who died here were bodyguards. The two VIPs are still very much alive.’  
 
      
 
    Thousands of miles west of New York City, a van pulled up in a residential street in Aurora, Colorado, and the uniformed driver hopped out then opened up the door at the back. He collected three bags of groceries in each hand then carried them towards house #19 on the block. He knocked on the door, and saw movement on the other side. 
 
    ‘Can you leave them in the garage, man?’ a woman’s voice asked through the closed door. ‘I just got out the shower.’ 
 
    ‘No problem.’ He waited for the garage door to open, seeing a black Subaru Outback parked inside, shelves on either side packed with boxes and cans of paint. The driver placed the bags just inside the door beside the car and returned to his vehicle before turning at the end of the block and disappearing to head to his next drop-off. The mountain air was cold, the handle slots for the bags rippling and snapping as a breeze blew through the garage, but then the reinforced door started to close electronically, sliding down until it reached the ground.  
 
    A bolt to an inner door connecting the garage to the house was drawn back, and a blonde woman in a white bathrobe appeared. She swore at the lingering cold she could feel in the air, the Colorado chill already unforgiving this close to Christmas, and retrieved the bags in two trips before re-bolting the door. The house had three bedrooms, but she was the only occupant, her work as a security consultant earning her a decent enough salary to easily cover the mortgage. She started to unpack her shopping then swore quietly again when she discovered the company had missed an item; she went to her cell phone next door to send them a message, but then found several missed calls and three texts that had come in while she’d been upstairs in the shower. 
 
    The absent chicken soup suddenly didn’t seem so important. She quickly read the messages, then listened to a voicemail before switching on her TV to check the news channels; local had nothing on the story, but one of the major networks did. She watched a report covering two incidents that had occurred in Manhattan, then listened to that voicemail one more time. She watched the TV for a moment longer, then called a number she had on speed-dial. 
 
    ‘Hey Keith.’ 
 
    ‘Feeling any better?’ her business partner asked, the pair of them running a bodyguarding and security firm based in Aurora with a roster of twelve BGs and rising. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m fine, but something’s come up. I need to go away for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Anything I can do to help?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’ll handle it. But thanks. I’ll be back by the end of the week.’ She ended the call, quickly put away the rest of her shopping, then turned and headed up to her bedroom.  
 
    She dressed and packed a bag in fifteen minutes, then turned off the lights in the home and set the alarm before unbolting the door connecting to the garage. She stepped out and locked it behind her, opened up her car and slid the bag in the back.  
 
    The woman drove to Denver International Airport in just under half an hour, and stepping out into the cold air after she’d parked in the long-stay lot, she realized it was the first time she’d been outside in ten days thanks to a nasty bout of flu which had laid her out. She didn’t linger and hurried towards the airport’s Departure Hall entrances, passing a group of new arrivals pushing trolleys loaded with duffel bags, snowboards and skis, clearly enjoying the cold a lot more than she was.  
 
    There were direct flights to New York City and she discovered a Delta service was leaving for JFK in less than two hours, which definitely beat a thirty hour drive. She approached the check-in desk and ten minutes later was passing through security. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    SEVEN
  
 
    ‘OK, listen up,’ Shepherd said, having ordered his team back to the CT Bureau from their various locations around the city. Archer and Bridges had been pleased to see their colleagues returned, their presence making the pair feel more involved in the action. The Bureau had initially become caught up in this situation after being informed of the murder at LaGuardia, but now with the body-count fast rising in the city and the same perpetrator responsible for at least half of them, they’d been given the authority to run point on the case; with Major Case Squad still under investigation, it was the CT Bureau’s to have.  
 
    Carly hadn’t needed to drill deep to find a biography on Purcival, one search online revealing his history on a number of websites. ‘Meet the governor of Connecticut and our first VIP who survived the attack on him earlier today,’ Shepherd continued, looking at the man’s bio on the main screen. ‘Charles D Purcival, goes by Chuck. Fifty two years old, born in Bridgeport.’ 
 
    ‘Came from a business background,’ Josh noted. 
 
    ‘Correct. He worked in big pharma most of his professional life before running for public office. He’s been the governor in Connecticut for two years this month. Mayor of Bridgeport for a full term before that.’ 
 
    ‘Elected to governorship after just one go-round as mayor?’ Vargas said. ‘Isn’t that rare?’ 
 
    Shepherd nodded. ‘I checked it out. Only five other current governors in the country have gone straight into the office from a mayorship of a town or city, and not as fast as Purcival either. Guy must have done something right. Or he’s real good at playing the game.’ 
 
    ‘And he managed to fight off the man from LaGuardia who carved through his team?’ Marquez replied. 
 
    ‘He got cut up pretty good,’ Josh said. ‘I met the governor at the hospital. Seems like a tough son of a bitch.’ 
 
    ‘Management said the hotel had over 80 percent occupancy when the attack went down, but these BGs were killed so quiet no-one heard?’ Hendricks said. He and his detectives Phillips and Williams were sitting in on the meeting, the three men still in their bulletproof vests from the successful bust in Brooklyn that they’d just got back from. The unusual murder at the airport and then the killings at the two hotels in Manhattan had attracted everyone’s attention. ‘By just one guy?’ 
 
    ‘We’re still clarifying what happened at The Bellingham, but looks like it,’ Shepherd told them. ‘But there was another attempted hit at the Intercon in Midtown, on some L.A. rich kid called Elliot Marzello. Good news there is, we’ve got living witnesses from that one outside of the VIP. Two members of his security team got him out and one of them said it was a woman trying to bag Marzello. So not our man from the airport.’ 
 
    ‘What brings Marzello to town?’ Phillips asked. 
 
    ‘Said he’s in Manhattan for a couple weeks to oversee a movie shoot at a few locations around the city. He’s twenty nine years old-’ 
 
    ‘With five bodyguards?’ Hendricks interrupted. ‘What’s the deal there? That’s more than the governor had.’ 
 
    ‘Seems unusual but might be justified. Or not. Guy came across as having a pretty high opinion of himself; but his family own a real successful production company over in Hollywood. Big one. They’ve been involved in some major movies.’ 
 
    ‘Still, five? What’s this guy expecting, an attack from a special forces unit?’ 
 
    ‘Even five wouldn’t do him much good if he was,’ Marquez replied with half a smile.  
 
    ‘The female bodyguard who survived usually works for the guy’s girlfriend and her kid who’re back in L.A., so I guess he runs with four day-to-day,’ Shephard said. ‘But I agree; it’s a lot.’ 
 
    ‘Has he had any attempts on his life before?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘Not that he mentioned, but we can check all this out.’ 
 
    ‘And his whole detail minus two got iced in the city the same afternoon as the attempt on the Connecticut governor?’ Williams of Hendricks’ team commented. ‘What are the odds?’ 
 
    ‘That’s why we’re all here,’ Shepherd said. ‘We need to find out who the man and woman who did this are. We got one on tape from the airport, but no blade was used there, just his hands. Box cutter would’ve been quicker but messier. And he wouldn’t have had time to clean up and risk the body being discovered faster.’ 
 
    ‘He switched it up at the hotel though,’ Vargas said quietly, looking at the photos of the bloodstained corridor and stairwell at The Bellingham. 
 
    ‘You said the woman at the Intercon had a suppressed pistol?’ Hendricks asked Shepherd, who nodded. 
 
    ‘A big hotel ain’t exactly the best place to carry out a shooting,’ Marquez said. ‘Full of people who could be potential witnesses or who’d just get in the way. Big risk even with a quiet weapon.’ 
 
    ‘But maybe it was the best available opportunity,’ Josh answered. 
 
    ‘What about cameras in the hotels?’ Williams asked Shepherd. 
 
    ‘Unusable. She used the handgun to shoot up the system in the security office at the Intercon, and the guy from the airport disabled the set-up inside The Bellingham. Bases covered.’ 
 
    ‘But why did she try to shoot Marzello?’ Phillips asked. ‘Why not poison him too?’  
 
    ‘The other bodyguard who survived told me he didn’t eat with his guys, so slipping something into his food wasn’t gonna be nearly as easy,’ Shepherd replied. 
 
    ‘The woman who tried to kill him would know that?’ 
 
    ‘She knew they were there and which rooms they were occupying. Also knew how many of them there were. Pretty clear she did her research.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to the car from LaGuardia, boss?’ Josh asked. ‘You said The Bellingham killer was driving it?’ 
 
    ‘Archer set Carly onto tracking it, and they found it turning into the basement parking lot of the hotel,’ Shepherd explained. ‘ESU discovered the passenger who got picked up from the airport in the back, dead as the bodyguards who got cut upstairs.’ 
 
    ‘Stabbed?’ 
 
    ‘Poisoned, CSU think, like some of the men at the other hotel, which looks to me like the two incidents are paired. Man had no visible injuries on him. His bag was in the trunk with a Pelican case holding a pistol and ammo. Couldn’t have been expecting any trouble, or he’d have kept it with him.’ 
 
    ‘He was a bodyguard too?’ Hendricks asked. 
 
    ‘Yep, on Purcival’s detail. Name was Jordy Rhodes. The governor told Josh and Harry the man had gone home to Minnesota for a family member’s funeral. Was meant to rejoin their team today ready for a conference Purcival’s giving the keynote at on Saturday.’ 
 
    ‘We know what they were all poisoned with yet?’ Phillips asked. ‘Must be the same stuff that killed Rhodes, right?’ 
 
    ‘I put Archer and Bridges onto that,’ Shepherd said. ‘A specialist the Medical Examiner works with should be stopping by about now with an update.’ 
 
    ‘What about the current level of protection on the two VIPs, boss?’ Marquez asked. ‘Their guys died messy and violent, but the two principals are still alive. Means they and anyone around them are at risk.’ 
 
    ‘Department’s got uniformed officers and a couple ESU members in plainclothes at the hospital to keep an eye on Purcival,’ Shepherd told her. ‘Marzello’s still contained inside a precinct in Midtown.’ 
 
    ‘But free to leave?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Not exactly a surprise, but he’s happy to stay there right now.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Four to six weeks?’ Archer repeated, sitting at his desk downstairs with Bridges and a chemical specialist who worked with the ME for the NYPD on toxicology screenings. Ledger had also joined them, having been heading up to the conference room when Archer waved him over. ‘You can’t expedite the results?’ 
 
    ‘My hands are tied. I get you want faster answers, but you guys know tox testing on a dead body isn’t a quick thing,’ the specialist replied. ‘Our pathologists are going to need blood samples taken at autopsy, as well as tissue from the liver, brain and kidneys. Then it needs to be sent over to the labs. The screening and analysis always takes time.’ 
 
    ‘But?’ Bridges said. ‘You came here for a reason, Stevie. Tell us you got something.’ 
 
    ‘Call it an educated guess, but I have a pretty good idea what killed the group at the Intercon. Ever heard of batrachotoxin?’  
 
    Archer, Bridges and Ledger glanced at each other then shook their heads.  
 
    ‘It’s an extremely poisonous alkaloid. Affects the nervous system. The poison clamps to and opens sodium channels in nerve cells, interferes with heart function and leads to cardiac arrest. And there’s no effective antidote. If I’m right, the moment this group of bodyguards ingested a mouthful of the food contaminated with this toxin, they were doomed. A drop of this stuff would kill the world’s strongest man in less than ten minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Where does it come from?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Small number of animals have the toxin. Beetles, frogs. Some tribes in Colombia use it on blowgun darts. Causes confusion, lethargy, and then unconsciousness before death.’  
 
    ‘So why do you think it was this stuff without testing? You just said it would take weeks.’  
 
    ‘It’s so rare than any reported instances of it stand out. I knew you’d want something to start working on so I called around and a positive test for this toxin came back.’ 
 
    ‘From when?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Four weeks ago, in New Jersey.’ He passed them a couple of pieces of A4 paper he’d brought with him. The top sheet for a murder file and tox result test. ‘Pregnant woman in a park in Glen Ridge found dead on a bench with half a can of soda beside her. No suspects. The lab got a hit on batrachotoxin in the cola yesterday when results came back.’ 
 
    ‘Who was she?’ 
 
    ‘A housewife. No record, no issues with substances. She was at the park waiting for a friend who was running late.’ 
 
    ‘You’re connecting these two cases pretty fast,’ Ledger said. ‘Why would that death be linked?’ 
 
    ‘She died the exact same way as the men at the hotel, apart from the fact it was in her drink and not her food. I heard what the bodyguard described seeing after one of the other bodyguards ate that Chinese takeout and collapsed. It’s exactly what batrachotoxin does to you.’ 
 
    ‘The only witness from this Glen Ridge case says he saw a woman talking with the pregnant lady on the bench as he walked past with his dog,’ Archer read from the file.  
 
    ‘And someone matching the woman’s description matches up to the one at the Intercon,’ Bridges remarked, quickly scanning the document. 
 
    ‘The lab might come back with something different, though I’d stake this month’s salary that they won’t,’ the specialist continued. ‘But if I’m right, this’ll give you a head start. And because of how lethal this stuff is, what I’m going to give you is the only possible chance you’ll have to save someone else’s life if that toxin is used again and you’re close by.’  
 
    The specialist opened a white box he’d brought with him and showed them a row of vials, twelve of them in lines of four.  
 
    ‘The lack of antidote means a lab in the city keeps some of this to hand. I had to get permission to bring these samples with me so you have fast access to it, especially if you’ve got someone running around town slipping batrachotoxin into people’s food. It’s the only possible way you stand a chance of saving someone from certain death,’ he re-emphasized. ‘When I say certain, I mean it, Detectives. Batrachotoxin is scary stuff. And what I’ve got here isn’t much better.’ 
 
    He offered one of the vials to Archer, who took it carefully, Ledger and Bridges looking at it pinched between this thumb and forefinger. He read the label slowly, rotating it in his fingers. ‘Tetro…dotoxin.’ 
 
    ‘Same family of poisons but if used after ingestion of batrachotoxin, the two cancel each other out. It’s not an exact science, though, and this stuff is almost as lethal. It’s only ever used as a last resort, but reason I’m giving some to you is because it’s saved lives before.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re sure batrachotoxin killed the people at the hotel?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Every indication that it did. Month’s salary; like I said.’  
 
    ‘The restaurant which filled that takeout order is down a delivery man,’ Ledger said. ‘He left with that order and never returned. That woman must’ve intercepted him then mixed in some of that first toxin in each box of noodles before she delivered them.’ 
 
    ‘Have this security team been eating from that place regularly since they’ve been in town?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘This was their third day in a row ordering from there,’ Ledger replied.  
 
    ‘So maybe this is what killed the BG found in the car in the parking lot at The Bellingham too?’ Archer asked the specialist. 
 
    ‘My first thought is no; his lips were blacken-’ As the specialist was speaking, an alarm in the building suddenly started going off. The fire alarm. ‘No,’ he said quickly instead, speaking louder to be heard over the noise. ‘I think that’s something different, batrachotoxin doesn’t cause blackened lips. Tests are already underway, but that looks more straightforward so we’ll get results quicker.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for this,’ Archer said, holding the box of the antidote poison. 
 
    ‘Let Shep know you got this stuff and how lethal it is; make sure you keep it under lock and key,’ he warned, looking at the tetrodotoxin. ‘Had a lot of trouble persuading the lab to let me have those vials. What’s in there could kill every person in this building and more if it’s used incorrectly. Soon as you get these perps, we’ll be having this straight back.’ 
 
    ‘How much do we use if we think someone’s ingested the first toxin?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘About half a milliliter. Make sure you get it right.’ 
 
    ‘But what if we’re wrong and they didn’t consume any batrachotoxin?’ Bridges replied. ‘And we give them this?’ 
 
    ‘Then they’ll die,’ the specialist told the three of them matter-of-factly, as detectives and analysts all started heading out towards the exits in response to the ongoing fire alarm. ‘That’s why it’s a last resort. But you make the right call and it is batrachotoxin, what’s in those vials is the only chance they’re gonna have.’  
 
      
 
    At Midtown South Precinct where she and Rooney had taken Marzello, Gratiano was still in the bowels of the building, free to move around now her background had been validated and her weapon surrendered. She walked down to where her employer had taken up temporary residence inside an interview room, the door open. As Shepherd had told the team at the Bureau, Marzello wasn’t intending to go anywhere anytime soon.  
 
    He was sitting quietly, looking very subdued, as she walked in.  
 
    ‘Rooney went to the hospital,’ Gratiano told him. ‘Still wasn’t feeling too good so he finally agreed to go. He ingested some of that takeout, even if it came right back up.’ 
 
    Marzello didn’t answer. 
 
    ‘You OK?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m good.’ 
 
    ‘Then I was wondering if it was cool if I went to go get something to eat?’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure you want to go out on the streets again?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t stay in here forever. I can bring you something back too, if you like.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Lost my appetite. I saw a vending machine in the corridor. That’ll do if I get hungry until we know more about what happened to the guys.’ Gratiano nodded and left, collecting her jacket from next door before checking her phone again. Then she headed out towards the exit.  
 
    But before she went looking for something for dinner, she made sure to collect her pistol from the front desk first. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    EIGHT
  
 
    Occasionally fire or lockdown sirens went off at the CT Bureau, normally the result of false alarms or a drill to test evacuation protocol, but they were always treated seriously. A truck from the local firehouse had responded automatically, and ten minutes later two of their guys walked back out of the CT Bureau giving a thumb’s up.  
 
    ‘All good; we checked the board, looks like something set it off in the downstairs kitchen,’ one of them told Franklin. ‘False alarm.’ 
 
    ‘That’s unusual.’ 
 
    ‘Nah, we see it a lot. These systems are sensitive but probably a good idea to have it checked out.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for your help,’ Franklin said, before gesturing to the CT Bureau personnel to indicate they could go back inside.  
 
    ‘I see the tox specialist leaving as we came out here?’ Shepherd asked Archer as they walked back into the building.  
 
    ‘Yeah, he thinks the bodyguards at the Intercon consumed some rare toxin mixed into the noodles they ate. Going to have to wait for confirmation from the lab, but he’s almost certain he knows that’s what it is. Also gave us the best solution he can offer to deal with it in case we come across it again. Although he said it’s almost as lethal as the other poison if we guess wrong.’ Stopping by his desk, Archer unlocked the top drawer and showed Shepherd the box of tetrodotoxin vials.  
 
    ‘You got a duplicate key?’ Shepherd asked. 
 
    Archer reached inside the drawer and took out the spare that he had tucked in there, handing the key to Shepherd. ‘Better get everyone together so they can all hear what to do if it’s ever needed and where the key is.’ 
 
    ‘From what you just said, let’s hope it’s not.’ 
 
      
 
    Two minutes later, Hendricks’ and Shepherd’s full teams were assembled in the conference room, most of them armed with a fresh cup of coffee to provide a welcome shot of caffeine before the night of work ahead.  
 
    ‘The ME’s tox expert thinks the team at the Intercon were killed by a rare poison,’ Bridges informed the room, Archer having suggested she be the one to brief the two teams with the info they’d been given. She read out the name, having written it down. ‘Batrachotoxin. Seems crazy to me, but the only hope of saving someone is to inject them with a similar toxin that cancels out the effects. The specialist left some samples for us, in case we come across it again, but he stressed it’s only to be used if we’re 100 per cent sure its batrachotoxin we’re dealing with. He’s going to email over the precise symptoms for you guys to familiarize yourselves with.’ 
 
    ‘He thinks, you said,’ Marquez repeated, picking up on Bridges’ earlier comment. ‘It’s a guess?’ 
 
    ‘Not confirmed, but he was pretty confident. Case of it being used with similar effects went down in Jersey last month.’ 
 
    ‘On who?’ 
 
    ‘Random pregnant chick,’ Bridges answered. ‘Dead end case. But any of us get into a situation where we think we have to use this shit, you gotta be one hundred per cent sure, like I said. You mistake what someone was poisoned with and give them a dose of this stuff, you’ll kill them.’  
 
    ‘How much time do you have to give the antidote?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘Less than ten minutes after ingestion of the other one.’ 
 
    ‘Where are the vials right now?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘Locked in my desk,’ Archer told him. ‘When we-‘ He corrected himself. ‘-when you guys are out working this thing, the plan’s for each of your vehicles to carry a supply of the vials along with some syringes, until we’ve got whoever’s responsible. He said the proper dosage was half a milliliter.’ 
 
    ‘Must’ve been the stuff that poisoned the bodyguard picked up from LaGuardia,’ Josh noted, taking another sip of coffee.  
 
    ‘But he was connected to the protection detail for Governor Purcival at The Bellingham,’ Marquez pointed out. ‘Not the Hollywood rich kid at the Intercon.’ 
 
    ‘The specialist doesn’t think it was the same poison,’ Bridges replied. ‘Said the dead man’s lips were burned and had turned black, so that must be relevant. The Intercon dead didn’t show any sign of that.’ 
 
    ‘But whoever was responsible for those attacks didn’t nail the two…’ Josh cleared his throat. ‘The two VIPs. They’re still alive.’ 
 
    ‘And still in danger,’ Vargas said. ‘So we’ve got an ongoing threat.’ 
 
    Standing near the window, having been looking down at the detective pit below with his arms folded, Archer had tuned out the conversation for a moment as he considered the case, what the tox expert had told him and the comments the other detectives in the room had made. 
 
    But as he watched the building’s personnel downstairs get back into routine after the fire alarm, he heard Josh starting to cough.  
 
    Switching his attention back to the room, Archer saw his partner frowning as he tried to take a deep breath, but the big Louisianian seemed to be struggling from the effort, suffering some discomfort.  
 
    He looked over at Archer, confused, but Archer’s focus had already snapped to Marquez when she also began to cough. Then most of the other detectives in the room started doing the same. He noticed they were all suddenly looking confused and finding it harder to breathe. 
 
    Archer didn’t hesitate. He ran forward, snatching a pen off the table, then grabbed Josh by the jaw and without ceremony shoved the pen down his partner’s throat. Josh’s hands came up instinctively to grab Archer’s wrists, but there was little strength in the grip, whereas normally he would have had no difficulty in fending him off. His detective partner retched as Archer forced him to throw up. Archer was onto Vargas next and did the same with the pen, then Marquez, none of them making any effort to resist which made him even more certain there was something seriously wrong.  
 
    Ledger had immediately realized what Archer was doing and swiping up another pen, followed his lead, forcing Hendricks and his team to vomit. Archer had just made Shepherd throw up too when there was a heavy thump behind him and he swung round to see Josh had collapsed off his seat onto the floor.  
 
    His detective partner’s condition, along with everyone else’s, was worsening, fast.  
 
    ‘There’s something called liquid charcoal in the first aid locker downstairs!’ Archer shouted at Carly who’d just arrived in the doorway of the conference room. ‘Go get it! Hurry!’ To her credit, she didn’t waste time asking questions but spun and ran for the stairs just as Marquez and Shepherd joined Josh on the floor, their wheeled chairs tipping over with a crash as they fell. 
 
    ‘Liquid charcoal won’t do anything for this, Sam!’ Bridges told him, staring around her in horror. ‘Look at how they’re reacting!’ She seemed OK, not affected like the others, and as they both looked at each other, Archer knew she was remembering, as he was, what the tox expert had said. Or to be more accurate, what he’d guessed. 
 
    ‘That stuff in my desk,’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘We don’t know what’s wrong with them! We can’t be sure!’ 
 
    ‘Look at this! It’s just what he described!’ 
 
    ‘If you’re wrong, we’re gonna kill them!’ she said desperately as Archer looked at his colleagues who’d been fit and well only a couple of minutes ago. Now they seemed to be dying around him and there was nothing he could do to stop it.  
 
    No, there was something, and it was going to mean rolling the dice on the biggest hand of his life.  
 
    He raced out of the room, down the stairs passing a terrified-looking Carly on her way back up, and was at his desk in seconds, the other as-yet unaware building personnel staring at him in surprise. He unlocked the drawer, retrieved the box of tetrodotoxin vials he’d been given by the ME’s specialist and sprinted back up top. When he returned to the conference room, he found Ledger had just administered some liquid charcoal to Phillips and Hendricks, the black gunk staining their lips and skin around their mouth but hopefully preventing any further gastrointestinal absorption of the poison the team seemed to have ingested.  
 
    Bridges had opened a smaller first aid kit that each conference room held, taking out two packeted syringes, but she hesitated and looked at Archer, tears of panic in her eyes. She was a woman he’d hardly ever seen scared; he felt the fear too but took the syringes from her and ripped both out of their packaging without delay.  
 
    ‘How much?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘He said half a mil, right?’ 
 
    ‘I think so,’ she answered shakily. ‘Shit. Get every first aid kit in here!’ she instructed another analyst called Ethan who’d just arrived in the doorway; he turned instantly and left, Carly going with him. ‘Sam, we could kill them!’ 
 
    Archer didn’t reply and didn’t hesitate; he knelt down and after carefully measuring the correct dose, injected Josh with half a milliliter of the toxin before Ledger gave the Louisianian some liquid charcoal. Archer took the second fresh syringe and ran to Vargas who was staring up at him in fear and confusion as she fought for breath, Archer injecting her too while trying to quietly reassure her. Ethan and Carly rushed back to the room with two more first aid kits, and they removed the syringes before passing them to Archer, who rapidly gave Shepherd and then Marquez a dose of the counter-toxin.  
 
    Bridges had followed his lead and taken responsibility for injecting Hendricks and Williams despite her concerns, and now did the same with her partner Phillips, knowing she was pumping an incredibly lethal poison into his bloodstream less than half an hour after hearing how fatal the toxin could be. But it was the only thing which could save them, if the ME’s specialist and his assumptions were correct. 
 
    It took eight minutes for ambulances to start arriving, Archer and Ledger helped by other people in the building as they carried each unconscious detective downstairs as fast as possible, wanting to minimize the delay in transporting them all to the hospital. Unable to assist due to her advanced pregnancy, Bridges was left sobbing quietly in shock as she looked at the now empty conference room around her, the vials of the lethal toxin, used syringes, pens and cups dropped on the floor, the carpet soaked with coffee and pools of vomit, photos still on the large wall-mounted screen from the incidents at LaGuardia airport, The Bellingham and Intercontinental hotels earlier in the day.  
 
    As the two teams were being loaded into the ambulances, Bridges heard Archer’s voice below, rapidly explaining to the EMTs what had happened and what they’d just given them; but as he spoke, her eyes settled on two coffee pots standing on a table in the corner of the room.  
 
    Coffee pots everyone except her, Archer and Ledger had helped themselves from. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    NINE
  
 
    Archer had long ago accepted the very real possibility of losing his life doing this job, and knew many of his colleagues felt the same, but this was different; his teammates dying because he’d made a catastrophically wrong call was something he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to live with.  
 
    He’d barely had seconds to make the snap decision to administer the lethal toxin and after following the last ambulance to the hospital, the hour of waiting while the doctors worked on the group of detectives was the most agonizing of his thirty three years, and he’d been in some pretty bad situations in the past. Ledger and Bridges had come with him and all three knew the news a doctor would give them shortly was going to forever shape the rest of their lives.  
 
    The moment arrived. Archer recognized the doc immediately as he appeared through some swing doors, having spoken to him briefly when the teams had been admitted; while he approached, Archer tried unsuccessfully to read his expression as he, Bridges and Ledger moved forward to meet him.  
 
    ‘Are they still alive?’ Archer asked quickly. 
 
    ‘Just,’ the doctor replied. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this before. How did you know what they were poisoned with?’ 
 
    ‘We were told this toxin likely killed some people earlier in the day at the Intercontinental Hotel in Midtown,’ Archer told him. ‘Something called batrachotoxin. We’re still waiting for confirmation.’  
 
    ‘And you guessed it was the same poison that was used here?’ 
 
    ‘We’d only just had the conversation with the tox specialist when he told us what the symptoms were. They were dying in front of us, so I took the shot.’ 
 
    ‘You ever take a trip to Vegas, I’m coming with you. You were correct.’ 
 
    ‘How can you know we were right without lab tests?’ Bridges asked.  
 
    ‘Because if you were wrong, what you injected would’ve killed them all already.’ 
 
    ‘But did we give them the right dose?’ Archer asked. ‘Everything happened so fast.’  
 
    ‘Some of them were given slightly too much. Three of your colleagues have excess amounts of this other poison, tetrodotoxin, in their system now. Like I told you, I’ve never seen it before but we’ve been talking to some experts for their advice and they’re on their way here to help out with treatment. But I’ve got to be honest with you, Detectives: one of the experts on the phone told me eighty per cent of people who are paralyzed by tetrodotoxin die within a day.’ 
 
    ‘And if they don’t?’ Ledger replied. 
 
    ‘Your friends making it to this time tomorrow is the next goal; every hour they’re alive after that increases their chances of survival. The most effective way to save someone who ingests a poison is to empty their stomach as soon as possible and force them to ingest charcoal to stop further absorption. I heard you did both these things. And then with this batrachotoxin, it’s to administer a dose of tetrodotoxin. You hadn’t had that specialist stop by, all your friends would be dead, no other outcome. What you did to help them was pretty much ideal. The best you could have done, actually.’ 
 
    ‘But was it enough?’ Archer asked.  
 
    ‘We’ll find out soon.’ The doc left and almost thirty seconds later, Franklin walked in quickly through the main entrance, looking as strained as the three detectives had ever seen him.  
 
    ‘How are they?’ he asked quickly. 
 
    ‘Holding on,’ Archer told him. ‘Doc was just here; said we made the right call, but all we can do right now is wait. He’s got some experts headed here to help.’ 
 
    ‘I heard you think it was in the two coffee pots. How come you three weren’t affected?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t stand coffee,’ Archer replied. ‘Never touch it.’ 
 
    ‘Lost a taste for it soon as I got pregnant,’ Bridges said. 
 
    ‘And I pretty much quit drinking caffeine a couple years ago,’ Ledger said. ‘Got clean of everything that jacks up my heartrate.’  
 
    ‘Until we get to the bottom of this, everything you three eat or drink you buy at random and make sure it comes out of packaging sealed tight,’ Franklin said. ‘Someone must’ve got into the Bureau and put something in that coffee somehow without being seen. Carly gave me a play-by-play as far as she could. How’d you realize what had happened so fast?’ he asked Archer.  
 
    ‘We’d literally just finished the conversation with the tox specialist who told us what the symptoms were. I realized something was wrong in the way Josh was speaking. He and the others suddenly started coughing and zoning out.  
 
    ‘And were struggling to breathe,’ Bridges added. 
 
    Archer nodded. ‘And that fire alarm that came just before, with no fire. Something just didn’t feel right.’ 
 
    ‘So you injected them with the stuff the ME specialist had just given you?’  
 
    ‘Rolled the dice and hit double sixes,’ Archer answered, before expelling a long breath. ‘Just have to hope it was enough.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the doc we spoke to, Lieutenant,’ Bridges said, nodding towards the corridor ahead as the man reappeared; Franklin went to intercept him with Archer, Bridges and Ledger following in case the doctor had an update, and after a brief conversation, he led the four of them towards the ICU.  
 
    Despite a warning of what to expect, as they looked through the panes of glass in the two doors, Bridges covered her mouth and her eyes glistened with tears when she saw an unconscious Vargas looking so small in the closest bed in the unit, hooked up to various machines and being fed oxygen. Archer’s eyes rested on Vargas too for a moment, before looking at the others in turn, seeing they’d all been intubated; then he turned away, knowing there was nothing he could do here right now, and made eye contact with Ledger.  
 
    The two men didn’t need to exchange any words concerning what to do next. Archer spoke quietly to Bridges, then headed back down the hallway, Ledger beside him, as their pregnant colleague remained behind looking through the glass at their stricken colleagues. 
 
      
 
    Whoever had poisoned the group of NYPD detectives had slammed the brakes on the investigation into the attempts on the pair of VIPs at the two separate Manhattan hotels. But it was only paused, not stopped; the rest of the CT Bureau was very much functioning as normal, and when Archer and Ledger were almost back at their HQ, driving through darkened orange lamplit streets now the sun had gone down, they found the bad news wasn’t confined to the hospital. 
 
    As they got closer, they saw police tape had cordoned off an area five blocks north of the Bureau, a couple of detectives standing at the mouth of a narrow alley beside a chain-link fence. Archer recognized members of CSU, colleagues of Tracy’s, two of them standing beside a body. ‘It’s Penderghast,’ one of them told the two detectives after they’d pulled over. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Archer asked, knowing Penderghast was a junior detective who worked in the building.  
 
    ‘Shot in the head.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Ledger said.  
 
    ‘Any witnesses?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘No, but looks to be the same person who got into the building and triggered that alarm. Pender’s ID is missing, and Carly just told us she thinks she’s got the perps on tape.’ 
 
    Archer took the Bureau Ford forward and they arrived outside the police base less than a minute later. He and Ledger went straight to the analyst pool to find Carly studying street camera footage, a radio beside her connected to the detectives outside on the street as she tried to piece together what had happened to Pender and whether that was linked to the poisoning of the two teams. She’d just got confirmation.  
 
    ‘It was a woman,’ she said, showing Archer and Ledger footage from a series of cameras. ‘Used Penderghast’s ID.’ She paused, then glanced up at them. ‘You know he got hit?’ 
 
    They nodded. One of the cameras up Vernon Boulevard had Pender on screen; he’d parked in a quiet street they all used occasionally before rounding the corner to walk towards the Bureau when he suddenly dropped, a muzzle flash coming from the shadows somewhere to his right. A suppressed weapon, otherwise the gunshot would have been heard. Two figures appeared on the screen almost immediately, one tall and one shorter, and Archer watched as they dragged the body out of shot, presumably dumping it between those two chain-links. Less than a minute later the smaller of the pair, clearly a woman, appeared and walked towards the building wearing a Department patrol uniform. 
 
    ‘She must be the bitch who caused all that havoc at the Intercon,’ Archer said, looking at her swipe in using Penderghast’s stolen ID. He saw from the time that the fire alarm had gone off less than five minutes later.  
 
    ‘So she must have seen we were working out of the conference room upstairs and found an alarm in the kitchenette downstairs. She triggered it, then ran up to the room just after everyone left and put the stuff in the two coffee pots before slipping out again,’ Ledger concluded. ‘Would’ve taken her less than a minute once she’d worked out where our operating base was.’ 
 
    ‘Why would she poison you guys though?’ Carly asked. ‘She knew you were investigating what she did at the Intercon? How?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Archer replied as they re-watched the footage. 
 
    ‘You remember seeing her?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Archer said, glancing at Ledger who shook his head. They’d been too interested in what the tox specialist had been telling them at the time. And an officer wearing NYPD uniform in a police station was hardly an unusual sight. 
 
    ‘She left on foot, but that’s where I lose her higher up on Vernon,’ Carly continued. Archer saw the direction the woman in NYPD uniform had taken and was back outside with Ledger within ten seconds, the pair going swiftly up the block following the same route, passing the tape near where Penderghast’s body had been dragged and dumped. 
 
    Vernon Boulevard had a number of auto-shops and the one north of the CT Bureau was still open for business. As they approached the garage, Archer looked at two cameras attached to the walls, having noticed them before on his many drives down this block, then saw a mechanic standing just inside the shop holding a large mug of coffee, watching the flurry of police activity further down the street.  
 
    ‘What’s goin’ on with you guys?’ he asked, as Archer approached showing his badge.  
 
    ‘We need to see your cameras,’ Archer told him, ignoring the question while Ledger’s eyes went to the coffee cup in the mechanic’s hand. Sensing the urgency, the man put the drink down then led the way to a small room in the back containing a monitor, the screen showing different angles from four separate camera feeds.  
 
    Archer took control and used the keypad to reverse the recording on all four, having done so many times before on similar systems. ‘Got you,’ he muttered, as Ledger looked at the screen over his shoulder, the mechanic doing his best to see what they were looking at.  
 
    The image quality was good, and the woman who’d left the CT Bureau in the NYPD patrol uniform could be seen getting into the passenger seat of a car before it drove off. 
 
    And from this angle, the camera had picked up the license plate. 
 
      
 
    Most cities were covered with surveillance systems precisely so police departments like the NYPD could quickly identify trouble and produce evidence of criminal activity; the man and woman who were now the focus of an intense police hunt already knew that from their pasts.  
 
    The man, who’d drawn smiley faces on the bus window for a teenage girl shortly before murdering the driver at LaGuardia and a team of bodyguards less than an hour later, was also aware that police would have been working with his image all afternoon, having seen a headline on his cell phone announcing the discovery of the janitor’s body at the airport. He and his female accomplice had set up a temporary base in the city last month by subletting an empty apartment in Manhattan. Using it as their HQ to store weapons, keep a few changes of clothes and sleep, that’s where they were currently heading to remove all evidence of their occupation before getting out of the city for the night. Poisoning the NYPD investigation squad had been a last-minute addition to their plans after a day of mixed results.  
 
    But they were discovering it wasn’t easy getting out of Manhattan and were caught up in traffic on their way back to their sublet. The afternoon had been a long way from perfect, but they’d been relatively satisfied with what they’d achieved, managing to drop a lot of bodies and buying themselves more time by kneecapping the NYPD’s investigation before it could really get going.  
 
    And that was their current thinking as Archer and Ledger sped into the city pursuing them from Queens, their flashing blues meaning they were making far faster progress than the man and woman who’d just tried to kill their teammates. 
 
      
 
    ‘It should be around the corner coming up on 10th,’ Carly told Archer and Ledger, tracking the vehicle to Manhattan’s westside on 10th Avenue, working from the plate Archer had pulled from the cameras outside the auto-shop. Ledger was driving while Archer was on the radio calling for back-up, switching off the flashing lights on the Bureau Ford once they got closer to make their arrival less obvious, and as they turned onto the avenue, the two men saw their target vehicle parked outside a compact red brick apartment block sandwiched between two much larger buildings. 
 
    The time was now almost 9pm, the streets much quieter than earlier in the day, but still not empty, which helped camouflage the two detectives’ arrival. Ledger pulled over, keeping the car well back but close enough for them to see a woman sitting behind the wheel; they were about to get out when a man in NYPD patrolman uniform appeared, hurrying out of the apartment building carrying two cases which he rapidly loaded into the back of the car.  
 
    Archer instantly recognized him. ‘That’s the guy from the airport,’ he said, pulling his Sig Sauer.  
 
    ‘ESU are three minutes out,’ Carly’s voice informed them, but the red-headed guy on the street had just spotted the Bureau Ford sitting down the block as he closed the trunk. Archer was already out of his door, raising his pistol with the street temporarily clear of pedestrians aside from three or four behind him which was a concern. The man in the cop uniform drew his gun at the same time and opened fire as Archer made it to cover in the doorway of a store to his right, Ledger trapped in the Ford but ducking down in his seat as the car took some bullets. The LaGuardia/Bellingham killer went to open the back door of their vehicle, the woman still behind the wheel, but Archer fired back, putting holes in the glass on the back window, forcing the man to abandon his attempt and run back into the building as the car took off. 
 
    ‘Follow her!’ Archer shouted to Ledger, the Ford already roaring away with a squeal of tires. Archer ran towards the building the man had ducked back into, keeping to the wall with no intention of presenting himself as a target. 
 
    The guy was nowhere to be seen but Archer was unable to enter, the building’s door shut and on an automatic lock; without hesitating, he broke the glass with the butt of his Sig Sauer before reaching in to unlock then push the door back. He entered with his pistol drawn, adrenaline pumping through his body, the first time he’d been back out in the field since he’d been stabbed at the end of summer. With no sign of the suspect, he saw some stairs to the right and slowly started to make his way up them, looking through the sights of his sidearm, CSU’s photos of the bloodstained stairwell at The Bellingham vivid in his mind. He wasn’t taking any chances; he’d seen clear evidence of how dangerous this man was. 
 
    Archer heard the sound of voices, people coming out of their apartments probably wondering what the shots they’d just heard were all about, but he stayed completely focused on the pursuit at hand. He reached the second floor, knowing by now the guy could be anywhere, but as he went to pass a half-open window on the landing, it occurred to him that the temperature had dropped considerably now it was night.  
 
    Why would the window be open in November?  
 
    He jerked back an instant before three bullets fired from somewhere below hit brick, wood and plaster instead of his body. Risking a quick look, Archer saw the guy who’d fired the shots was near the mouth of an alleyway below, having gone out of the window and climbed or somehow dropped down. ESU were still around a minute and a half out. If he waited, they were going to lose this man.  
 
    Seeing the guy running for the mouth of the alleyway, Archer checked out of the half-open window and saw how the killer had got out so fast. The two floor drop was now only one thanks to a Tomcat delivery truck backed up and parked directly below; Archer holstered his sidearm, climbed out and dropped onto the roof of the truck, then quickly slid off it before using the back of the vehicle as cover. 
 
    He drew his pistol again just as a door to his left leading into the building next door opened, a scared-looking delivery driver cautiously peeking out, his eyes widening when he saw Archer with his Sig Sauer raised and aimed right at him. Archer ran forward to grab the driver and push him back into the building. He checked him quickly for weapons, but found nothing, then tried to glance back out towards the mouth of the alleyway, but two more gunshots forced him to duck. 
 
    Archer didn’t intend to get shot by going back out into the alleyway, so leaving the shocked driver by the door, he ran up to the 2nd floor to get a better vantage point to try and spot the shooter. Finding a window, he saw the guy in cop uniform was still down there, his weapon up and aimed at the door which Archer had disappeared through moments before.  
 
    However, he must have sensed he was being watched and his attention shifted upwards to see the NYPD detective in the window; he quickly brought up his aim, but the real cop out of the two was faster and fired twice from his Sig, this time putting both bullets in the center of the guy’s chest, sending him crashing back onto the quiet sidewalk. 
 
    Archer saw the man he’d shot was down. But then he swore as the guy stirred then rolled behind the wall of the alley and out of sight.  
 
    Archer sprinted back downstairs. He avoided the chokepoint of the alleyway where the guy could still fire from his position on the ground, so left the building on the 10th Avenue side as back-up began to arrive. He pulled his badge, holding it up with his free hand, and waved some ESU officers over who’d already recognized him.  
 
    Leading the way, Archer and four armed officers moved down the street to the corner and 11th Avenue where he’d shot the guy wearing the vest. But when they got there, they found no sign of him, the few pedestrians who might have seen where he’d run to already scattered, 11th being a quiet Avenue so close to the Hudson River.  
 
    The son of a bitch had vanished. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TEN
  
 
    The weight of being a cop in a high-pressure environment like the CT Bureau affected people in different ways; Archer coped with it well, but what he didn’t deal with as successfully were the periods of quiet. He’d get restless, waiting for the next storm to hit, just as it had this afternoon. He was experienced in handling adrenaline dumps though, and right now, thirty minutes after the shootout, the feeling of nausea was passing as he finished updating ESU, informing them of the poisonings at the CT Bureau and that almost two full squads of detectives were currently in hospital fighting for their lives.  
 
    He hadn’t mentioned he wasn’t signed back to full duty again until the following week, a detail which now seemed completely irrelevant; as far as he was concerned, he’d just proven he was back to full strength, so unless Franklin gave him a direct order, there was no way he was going back to sitting behind a desk with so many of his colleagues down. If he hadn’t always disliked the taste of coffee, Bridges hadn’t been pregnant and Ledger had cheated on his caffeine and stimulant kick, they’d all be lined up at the morgue right now. But by leaving the three of them standing, the attempted killers had just landed themselves with a serious problem. 
 
    ESU Lieutenant Hicks had his two teams performing sweeps of the neighboring streets to try and find the man Archer had described, although everyone was pretty sure both he and the woman who’d driven off had managed to slip away. Archer saw Ledger further up the street, knowing that he was on the phone with Carly who was using the city’s camera network to try and relocate the pair. Because of pedestrians getting in his way at a set of lights, Harry had lost the woman about eight blocks away, and neither he nor the analyst at the Bureau had been able to pick her up again.  
 
    Archer caught his colleague’s attention; anything? he mouthed, but Ledger shook his head as Archer’s cell rang. ‘Bridge?’ 
 
    ‘Someone just showed up at HQ wanting to talk to us.’ 
 
    ‘From the hospital?’ Archer asked quickly, his heart skipping a beat. 
 
    ‘No, it’s one of the bodyguards for the VIP from California. I just found her at base waiting to speak to us. From what she’s told me already, I want you guys here to hear it too firsthand. Can you let ESU continue the search and get back here?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Start with the personals, tell them who you are first,’ Bridges said, once Archer and Ledger had walked into the Bureau twenty minutes later. Like Hendricks and his team earlier, the two detectives hadn’t bothered to take off their bulletproof vests and were in the conference room next door to the one where the poisonings had occurred. 
 
    The bodyguard who’d helped save Elliot Marzello’s life was waiting with Bridges when they walked in. She was young, in her mid-twenties by Archer’s guess, and slim with dark brown hair and brown eyes; she looked wrung-out after the events of the day, which wasn’t surprising, but otherwise appeared relatively composed. ‘My name’s Natalie Gratiano,’ the woman said as they introduced themselves. ‘Live in L.A., grew up in Idaho. Served six years in the National Guard after I got out of high school and was trying to figure out what I wanted to do in life. Got called up and deployed, decided to leave after I did my duty and moved into the personal protection security industry at the end of last year.’  
 
    ‘Don’t mind me saying, but you look young for the job,’ Ledger told her. 
 
    ‘I’m twenty five, so kinda, but Elliot wanted a BG who could pass for a younger sister or personal assistant to his girl. Someone who’d blend in. And no men. Lot of VIPs don’t like having guys spending all that time alone with their wives or girlfriends. He’s one of them.’ 
 
    ‘So you work for her, not him?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘In a way. Elliot pays my salary but I protect Yana and her kid Andrey. She used to be a model. They live with him in Los Angeles.’ 
 
    ‘How does the work compare to your time in the Guard?’ Bridges asked, noting again how tired the young woman looked. It might have just been because of today’s events, but it could be down to a tough day-to-day. Perhaps she worked for a demanding boss. 
 
    ‘It’s usually routine, except my principal Yana has a habit of changing plans at the last minute which is challenging. The job’s underlying objective is simple, keep the client alive.’ 
 
    ‘But simple doesn’t always mean easy,’ Archer replied quietly.  
 
    ‘For sure, man. You never really relax, and you miss out on a lot of sleep. When Yana goes to bed, I’m staying up to plan around whatever she’s intending to do the next day, and have to be ready to change everything on the fly, like I said.’ 
 
    ‘That happens a lot?’ Ledger asked. 
 
    She nodded. ’She gets up to go jogging almost every morning too, which means I join her. I’ve learned to fit eating and drinking in whenever I can.’ 
 
    ‘A lot of our assignments here involve close protection and observation,’ Archer said, recognizing the scenario. A different role in a different industry, but the same objective. ‘We know what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s definitely made easier when the person you’re guarding is cooperative,’ Bridges added. 
 
    ‘You got it. When I’m off the clock I found out pretty quick that you gotta somehow make the time to fit in everything else in your life. I got used to some of that in the Guard, but this has been way different.’ 
 
    ‘What are the issues specific to this guy Marzello and his girlfriend?’ Archer asked.  
 
    ‘Yana’s impulsive and real hard to manage sometimes. She’s definitely used to getting what she wants. She also likes her kid to go to friends’ houses from school to play a lot, probably because it gives her more free time which gives me a pain in the ass. She loves shopping, particularly in Beverly Hills. I have to tag along and keep her safe as well as worry about the boy.’ 
 
    ‘Is she American?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Ukrainian. Was a Victoria’s Secret Angel before trying to get into acting where she met Elliot.’ 
 
    ‘Is he the father of the kid?’  
 
    ‘No.’  
 
    ‘Is the father in the picture?’ 
 
    ‘No, he lives in Germany. Supposed to see the boy more than he does, but that’s down to him, I think, not Yana. They seem to get on OK. He visits a couple times a year. Nice enough guy. Never had any issues with him.’ 
 
    ‘Could he be jealous of their relationship?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never got that impression, and he has another family now anyway. But he doesn’t like Elliot. They’re very different men. He’s tough. Elliot…isn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Think this ex could be the type to turn violent?’ Archer asked. ‘The most unlikely people can become very vindictive if there’s enough incentive.’ 
 
    ‘Like jealousy,’ Bridges added. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say so. Like I said, never had a problem with him. He runs his own investment company, so money isn’t an issue. Yana told me he thinks Elliot is a spoiled pain in the ass, which he is. But then, so is she.’ 
 
    ‘One possible scenario; could this ex have paid someone to kill Marzello and his security detail?’ Bridges suggested. ‘Would make a real strong case for the court to reconsider giving the father custody of the kid. Move him to a safe environment.’ 
 
    ‘That would suggest he’s after custody of Andrey, and I’ve never had any indication that he is,’ Gratiano replied. ‘He has a good life in Berlin with his new family. I told you, he doesn’t make it over to see the boy as much as he could. I think being awarded full time responsibility for the kid would be the last thing he wants.’ 
 
    ‘You heard about the politician who had an attempt on him too, across town, just before your guys were taken out?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘My brother texted me about it moments before they started dropping.’ 
 
    ‘The duo we just chased down are working together. The guy from LaGuardia and The Bellingham and the woman from the Intercon both came here to the Bureau to take a shot at us, and Harry and I just engaged with them on the west side near the Hudson. Yana’s ex can’t have anything to do with the politician, Bridge. This is something else.’ 
 
    ‘Or it’s a coincidence,’ Gratiano replied.  
 
    Archer shook his head. ‘Tend not to believe in those.’ 
 
    ‘If we’re gonna be able to help you, we need everything you can think of that could assist us,’ Bridges told her. ‘Can you give us more on Yana and Elliot’s relationship, for a start? Was she at the Intercon when the poisonings happened?’ 
 
    ‘No, she wasn’t in town then, but she arrived just over an hour ago. She was set to stay at the Intercon too, but before I left Elliot at the police precinct, he told me to move her into another hotel under a different name. Cops are with her right now, so I figured I could leave her safely for a spell. Thought it’d be a good idea to introduce myself to you guys and see if you’d found anything useful. Or if I could help in any way.’ 
 
    ‘How’d you know to come here?’ Archer asked her quickly. 
 
    ‘The patrolmen at the hotel made some inquiries. Told me you guys were taking the lead on this case.’ 
 
    ‘How do Yana and Elliot get on generally?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘OK, except they fight sometimes. Usually when they’ve both been drinking. She’s hard to work for. They both are.’ The three NYPD detectives with Gratiano could now understand that the shadows under her eyes probably hadn’t come from one day of drama. 
 
    ‘If your job is watching over the model and boy, why were you in town already with Marzello and his protection detail?’ Archer asked.  
 
    ‘Been asking myself that ever since Elliot asked me to join his squad for the trip and leave ahead of Yana and Andrey. Elliot told our driver Pedro to look after them until they got here. He used to be a bodyguard and still has a carry permit.’ 
 
    ‘Still, it’s what you were hired for,’ Bridges said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know. I thought it might’ve been a test of some kind. To see how I perform at close quarters. Maybe Yana complained about me or something. You’ll have to ask him. I’d sure like to know if you find out.’ 
 
    ‘Four men watch him full time?’ Ledger asked. ‘That’s a lot.’ 
 
    Gratiano nodded. ‘He told me when I got hired that his family have received death threats, but I’ve never seen any evidence of that. I think it’s more that he likes to feel important. It gets him noticed in L.A. way more than his acting does. That’s all he really cares about. His image.’ 
 
    ‘Four of them watching Marzello versus just you keeping guard over Yana and the kid can’t have been easy,’ Archer replied. ‘Especially when coordinating movements and working together.’ 
 
    ‘I was definitely rock bottom of the heap. My boss at the agency Elliot hired me from said when I got the job that I needed to respect the fact I had a lot to learn and to always be professional. The girl they’d employed before me started posting photos on social media of herself on the private jet and superyacht the Marzello family own; and she left shift an hour early once to go out with an actor she’d met at a party she’d been working at. It got her fired, so I think she left a sour taste. Impression I felt early was Bryant, Haviland and Hahn thought I was gonna be Version 2.0. I was working hard to prove I wasn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Did you succeed?’ Bridged asked. 
 
    ‘Apart from Rooney, not really. They never really showed much interest in me. Or patience. Guess it doesn’t matter now.’ 
 
    ‘What was the background of these guys?’ Ledger asked. 
 
    ‘Bryant served in the military. Hahn was a stuntman in the movie biz who got tired of being injured. Haviland was a bodybuilder until he switched careers. Rooney was a semi-pro athlete in Australia.’ 
 
    ‘He’s the other one who survived?’ 
 
    Gratiano nodded. ‘The rookie and the foreigner. Just because I don’t like greasy takeout and he already had an upset stomach.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re sure this woman from the hotel wasn’t trying to take Elliot alive?’ Bridges asked. ‘With his family’s wealth, he’d be a pretty good candidate for ransom.’ 
 
    ‘No, she wanted him dead. I’m positive.’ 
 
      
 
    The direct Delta service from Denver to JFK had touched down fifteen minutes ago, and the female passenger who’d left in such a hurry was re-reading the urgent text messages she’d received as she walked out of the exit gate into Arrivals. 
 
    The plane may have only been two thirds full, but she’d arrived in one of the busiest cities in the world, the airport full of people all heading in different directions. She thought about taking a taxi but that would cost, so she decided to use the subway instead. The most recent text on her phone told her where to head for, but she was familiar with New York City and knew the subway could take her most of the way there.  
 
    Having got off at Sutphin Boulevard in Queens for the Manhattan connection, and positioned herself as far away from other people as she could manage until she could get used to being in a crowded major city again, the woman switched to reading a news article already loaded onto her phone and began flexing her neck back and forth to loosen the muscles from the flight, when the sound of an approaching train filled the station. She repositioned the strap for her bag on her shoulder as the glare of an E service took up the cavern to her right and she stepped forward. Further along the platform, some young street kid dancers had music playing from a boom box but the screech of the train’s brakes as it approached drowned the sound out, bringing with it a rush of wind. 
 
    As the train thundered into the station on the Manhattan-direction side, the shove that sent her in front of it was so unexpected and sudden that the woman from Colorado never had a chance.  
 
    She was propelled off the edge of the platform, directly into the path of the arriving service, her phone clattering down between the tracks as she landed in front of the over four-hundred ton train bearing down on her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    ELEVEN
  
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s the woman from the hotel,’ Gratiano said, looking at the copy Archer had requested of the footage taken from the auto-shop on Vernon Blvd.  
 
    ‘And that’s our boy from LaGuardia,’ Bridges said, looking at the other figure before the pair got into their car. ‘He murdered a driver in the toilets of Terminal D, then stole his clothes and sign card to pick up a passenger,’ she informed Gratiano. ‘Poisoned him in the vehicle somehow.’ 
 
    ‘So you found the car?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Basement of The Bellingham Hotel.’  
 
    ‘Who was the passenger?’ 
 
    ‘Another one of the governor’s bodyguards, on his way to join the protection team.’ Bridges nodded at the screen. ‘Our man went upstairs and ran through Chuck Purcival’s security team with a knife half an hour before you and Marzello’s detail got your chow mein delivered.’ 
 
    ‘How long had you all had this case?’ Gratiano replied. ‘A few hours? And they took the risk to come here to try and hit you too? Why do that? And why so fast?’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t worked that out yet; but Chuck Purcival and Elliot Marzello are both still alive,’ Archer commented. ‘They’re going to need very close protection until we find these two.’  
 
    ‘If they want an opportunity for another shot and found out somehow it was us leading the investigation, maybe they needed to disrupt it,’ Bridges said. ‘Making sure we’re out of the way for whatever comes next.’ 
 
    ‘But how’d they discover you were working the case?’ Gratiano asked. ‘You’re Counter-terrorism, right? Not Major Case or Homicide.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been wondering about that too,’ Archer replied, glancing at Bridges and Ledger.  
 
    ‘Purcival’s still in the hospital, and I just got a message from patrol saying Marzello’s joining Yana and her son at their new hotel,’ Carly said, having been sitting listening to the exchanges.  
 
    ‘Make sure that officers guarding them are fully aware of the situation, and warn them another attempt’s highly likely,’ Bridges replied. ‘A sergeant at the hospital let me know that Purcival’s already started arranging a new security detail to take over his protection.’ 
 
    ‘Might need to offer them an increased rate,’ Archer noted dryly. 
 
    ‘He fought off the guy who killed his bodyguards?’ Gratiano asked. 
 
    ‘Proved he can handle himself in a fight,’ Ledger answered, nodding. ‘He looked like a tough SOB.’ 
 
    ‘He’s gonna need to be, if these two assassins aren’t done with him,’ Bridges replied. ‘I get the impression they’re not the type to throw in the towel and give up.’ Next to her, Gratiano had absentmindedly taken a bottle of water off the desk, twisting off the cap, and was about to take a sip before Archer snapped forward to catch her hand. Even though they were in a different conference room, he eyed the bottle, one of a group in the center of the table; he had no idea how long they’d been sitting there. 
 
    ‘I’ll go get us some fresh supplies,’ Ledger told the surprised young woman seconds later, as Archer released Gratiano’s hand. ‘Right now, we’re not trusting anything we don’t bring in from outside. Come with me. You look like you could use some fresh air.’ 
 
    ‘Pick somewhere completely random, like Franklin said,’ Archer warned. ‘And not just somewhere close by.’  
 
    Ledger nodded, not needing to add anything for Sam to understand why he’d suggested the trip out. The moment they were gone, Archer turned to Carly. ‘How’s that background check progressing?’ he asked. Ledger would keep Gratiano out for a while, knowing it could take time to get the results of a comprehensive background search, despite them being a priority division of the NYPD. The checks had become an integral part of any investigation involving outside help. Their teams had been betrayed and burned in the past. 
 
    ‘She’s who she says she is,’ Carly told him and Bridges, having been running the check since Archer had messaged her with the request before returning from Manhattan with Ledger. ‘Served in the National Guard, been working for Elliot Marzello since January. Brought in as a replacement for this chick who couldn’t resist taking selfies and hanging out with actors.’ 
 
    ‘Gratiano said that girl was fired after not long working for the family,’ Bridges said. ‘There must’ve been someone else before her protecting Yana and the boy.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, another woman. I checked with Gratiano’s supervisor and he said this other lady quit a year ago and left their firm.’  
 
    ‘She timed that right,’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘Gratiano’s agency got back to me saying that they’ve provided three bodyguards for the Marzello family over the last six years,’ Carly said. ‘Gratiano and Selfie Chick are #2 and #3. This other woman was the first to be hired.’  
 
    Archer nodded, having made eye contact with Bridges again. ‘See what you can find out about her.’ 
 
    ‘I’m on it.' 
 
      
 
    Screams and shouts had brought the service at Sutphin Boulevard to a shuddering halt, the traumatized E train’s driver having seen the woman sent flying in front of him but with no time to react. All other services to the station had also been stopped, while shocked bystanders were being shepherded off the platform by MTA employees, the passengers being kept on the train to reduce the number of people on the platform and keep access for rescue clear.  
 
    ‘LINES ARE OFF!’ an MTA worker shouted to two cops who’d just arrived, waiting for a fire engine crew who were more experienced in retrieving bodies from wreckages. 
 
    ‘Did she fall or was she pushed?’ one of the cops asked. 
 
    ‘I got pushed,’ a voice said, and they stared at each other, stunned. The patrol officer looked down and saw movement in an alcove under the platform; he shone his flashlight down to see a blonde woman squinting up at him in the sudden bright glare, tucked in mere inches from where the train would, and should, have killed her.  
 
    ‘Jesus, lady!’ the guy said, as other rescue workers starting shouting to each other that she was alive. ‘Are you OK?’ 
 
    ‘I think so,’ she said. ‘Can you get me out?’  
 
    As members of the fire department who’d just arrived stepped forward to begin assisting in the rescue, the woman jammed in the gap beside the train took a couple of deep breaths.  
 
    Her desire to give herself some space from people until she got used to being in a major city again hadn’t worked out very well so far.

  

 
   
      
 
    TWELVE
  
 
    ‘So what’s our next play?’ Bridges asked Archer, both of them standing on the walkway outside the two conference rooms at the CT Bureau. ‘We can’t just pack up for the night and leave this thing hanging.’ 
 
    ‘You can; you need to rest,’ he told her, seeing how much wearier she looked than when he’d taken her to her appointment earlier in the day. ‘Harry and I can keep working on it.’ 
 
    He realized just how tired she must’ve been when she didn’t even attempt to argue. ‘What’s your feeling about her?’ Bridges asked instead, Archer seeing she was looking at Gratiano talking to Ledger downstairs. 
 
    ‘Seems genuine. I like her.’ 
 
    ‘Me too.’ 
 
    ‘But let’s go carefully,’ Archer replied. ‘I’m more interested right now in Marzello’s connection to that guy Purcival. The man and woman who tried to kill them were working together. These shots at the two VIPs have to be linked.’ 
 
    ‘Seem an odd pair. A high-ranking Connecticut politician and a Hollywood rich kid.’ 
 
    ‘The two worlds do mix sometimes though, right?’  
 
    ‘I guess, but Shep said Marzello told him they didn’t know each other.’  
 
    ‘Doesn’t mean he’s telling the truth. Go and get some rest. We’ll catch you up first thing.’  
 
    Bridges nodded and left to wrap up a couple of things with Carly before departing for the day, while Archer headed along the walkway to join Ledger and Gratiano downstairs.  
 
    ‘I want to go to the hospital to talk to Chuck Purcival,’ he told them. ‘But I need to stop off at home first and let my dog out. He’ll be chewing the place apart if I don’t walk him around the block.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll come with you,’ Ledger said. 
 
    ‘Won’t take me long, don’t worry about it. I’ll meet you there.’ 
 
      
 
    In truth, Archer had also wanted a short time alone to regroup and collect his thoughts. What happens if even just one of them at the hospital dies, he asked himself for the umpteenth time as he reached the street where he lived in Astoria, a ten minute drive from the Bureau. Even if it was someone Bridges injected, it was still your idea.  
 
    And what about the burden you’ll have placed on her?  
 
    He parked outside his apartment and switched off the engine but remained in the car for a few moments, his hands curled tight around the top of the wheel. He watched as people passed by on 30th Avenue ahead of him, city locals going about their daily lives, none of them having to deal with the very real possibility that they may have just killed some of their closest colleagues and friends. This job kept finding new ways of trying to break him.  
 
    Just let them pull through, Archer willed before he exited the car. He needed to get more dog food before he went upstairs, so he walked down the block and stopped at a grocery store on 30th to buy a fresh bag of kibble to tide his rescue Labrador over for another couple of weeks. He then came back down the street and entered the building; he jogged up three flights of stairs, opened the door to the apartment and hit the light switch. 
 
    Nothing happened and he swore. But by the time he’d closed the door behind him, he sensed something wasn’t right.  
 
    His black Lab Diesel usually mobbed him the moment he came in, hearing the key in the lock unless he was fast asleep, but Archer heard nothing to indicate the presence of the animal. The apartment was dark, the orange glow of streetlights outside providing just enough light to be able to see the familiar outlines of items and objects in his home.  
 
    ‘Don’t even think about it,’ a voice said.  
 
    Archer had the bag of dog food tucked under his left arm, but his right hand had just grasped the grip of his Sig Sauer.  
 
    He stopped with his palm resting against it.  
 
    Whoever had spoken was on his right side in the corner of the living room.  
 
    ‘Take that thing out the holster and release the magazine. Do it slow as a week goes in jail.’ 
 
    Archer didn’t move. A suppressed muzzle flash suddenly lit up the darkness and the man sitting there for a split-second as Archer instinctively recoiled, a bullet-hole appearing in the wall beside his head. He took out the NYPD-issue pistol from its holster and pressed the catch with his thumb, the loaded mag clattering to the wooden floor of the apartment. 
 
    ‘Lay it down.’ 
 
    Archer bent slowly, leaving the bag of dog food on the floor at the same time before rising. In that muzzle flash from across the room, he’d seen an NYPD patrolman uniform and a face that would have meant nothing to him ten hours ago. But Archer had been studying it on security cameras for much of the day, ever since the same guy had murdered a man at LaGuardia and stuffed him into a locker.  
 
    ‘Did you kill Saelig?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘The hell are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Saelig. My dog.’ 
 
    ‘What dog?’ 
 
    Will, Archer thought; his neighbor who had a key to the apartment. He often took Diesel for a walk when Archer was out for extended periods and must’ve realized the NYPD detective had been delayed tonight. But that also meant he could walk back into this at any moment. 
 
    ‘You shot me earlier,’ the man across the room said as Archer’s eyes adjusted to the dark, catching the man’s shock of red hair in a shaft of orange streetlight. ‘Not much gets to pissin’ me off these days, but you managed it, boy.’ 
 
    Archer didn’t answer, knowing he needed to play this very carefully.  
 
    And also now, for time.  
 
    ‘Should consider yourself lucky,’ the stranger continued. ‘There’s a Greenie bitch splattered under a train in the subway right now who had a lot less of a head’s up than you’re getting.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t we turn a light on and tal-’  
 
    The gun flashed twice, two bullets hitting Archer in the center of the chest. The vest still strapped there saved his life, but the 9mm double tap knocked him back, winding him. He reeled back against the wall which kept him on his feet and fought to get his breath.  
 
    ‘First bit of payback,’ the man across the room in the shadows said. ‘Wasn’t for that metal you’re wearing, you’d be as dead as I’d have been.’ 
 
    ‘Guess we’re both…lucky,’ Archer got out. 
 
    ‘You got no idea.’ 
 
    ‘Neither…do you.’ Archer could see the muzzle of the gun aimed now at his head. One squeeze of the trigger and this was over; he needed to get a feel for the rhythm of the man across the room. Distract him. But the guy began talking again.  
 
    ‘Where’s the rich boy Marzello staying?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Why do you care about him? You went after the governor.’ 
 
    ‘I asked you about Marzello.’ 
 
    ‘Few years ago, I came face to face with a suicide bomber,’ Archer said instead, trying to throw the guy off balance by saying something completely unexpected. It was an interrogation tactic which he’d used before and often worked. ‘I hesitated too long but got lucky; she didn’t detonate in time.’  
 
    ‘Quit stalling. Being lucky ain’t gonna get you of this.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t get me out of that either. You know what did?’ Archer rubbed at his chest, his breathing starting to ease. There was a rustling from the shadows as the man shifted slightly. ‘Back up.’  
 
    Then Archer moved. He didn’t attempt to dive for cover, which would have taken too long. Instead, he just dropped where he stood an instant before another chock mark joined the first on the wall behind him right where his head had just been. As he hit the floor, Archer snatched up his Sig Sauer and threw himself low into the kitchen area while the other man continued to fire, one of the bullets so close that it seared the lower tricep sleeve of Archer’s jacket.  
 
    The NYPD detective loaded the empty Sig with a spare mag from his hip, now out of sight behind the unit. ‘ALL LIGHTS ON!’ he shouted, and the same echo system that had picked up the pre-entered distress signal Saelig triggered the rest of the lights in the room in time for him to see the shooter sprinting towards the main bedroom.  
 
    The man emptied the rest of his magazine wildly as he ran, trying to hit Archer or at the very least keep him down, but the NYPD detective rolled before he rose from the other side of the counter intending to shoot back; however, he held off, showing trigger discipline. There was another apartment building east of this one and the possibility of hitting an innocent person through the walls was always a parameter he and his fellow detectives had to contend with in the city. He’d seen cases where residents had been killed accidentally in similar confrontations involving firearms. 
 
    The bedroom door slammed, just as Archer heard footsteps on the stairs. ‘GOOD TO ENTER!’ he shouted, seconds before the door was smashed open and armed officers from the nearby 114th Precinct appeared. 
 
    ‘You OK?’ the lead officer asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but stay back,’ Archer said quickly, pointing to the closed door of his bedroom. ‘One man. He’s got a pistol. Dressed as a Department patrolman, six feet tall, red hair.’  
 
    One of the officers radioed for back-up as Archer waited, not wanting to rush in and get hit again, having just avoided being killed by the skin of his teeth. ‘Get a tac shield up here too,’ the first officer ordered, as Archer kept his eyes on the closed door. Another cop arrived, carrying one of the shields that was used for drug busts and raids, and he passed it to Archer who slipped it over his arm before raising it, the other two officers forming a line in a stick formation behind him with their left hand on the shoulder of the cop ahead of them, their pistol in their other hand, the line of law-enforcement now protected by the shield. 
 
    The patrolman behind Archer leaned forward and turned the handle. 
 
    The room was empty, the window open; Archer bent to check under the bed before cutting a left angle and checking the closets. Then he lowered the shield. The other officers relaxed slightly once the room was cleared as the first man went back to his radio. ‘Location secure, Dispatch. Single suspect, escaped through window down the fire escape, dressed in NYPD uniform, red hair, armed with a handg…’ 
 
    As he continued, there was a noise on the stairs, and the officers and Archer swung round with their sidearms raised again to see a man appear in the doorway with a black Labrador on a leash.  
 
    Will stared in shock at the group of cops, as beside him, Diesel started wagging his tail and pulling on his leash the moment he saw Archer. 
 
    ‘You said it was OK to walk him if you’re not here, right?’ Will asked anxiously. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THIRTEEN
  
 
    ‘All your friends remained stable throughout the night,’ a doctor told Archer at New York Presbyterian first thing the next day. After what had happened at his apartment the night before, he’d left Diesel with a still slightly stunned Will and headed straight to the Queens hospital, the ring of cops and armed officers on rotation guarding the medical facility something he’d been pleased to see after discovering the intruder in his home.  
 
    He’d slept intermittently, slumped in a chair, before finally giving up and locating the on-duty doctor for an update as the sun began to rise. Some family members of the poisoned detectives had either stayed overnight too, dozing in chairs like Archer, or having had further to travel, were just starting to show up; after speaking to the doctor, he was able to provide some reassurance to the families, explaining toxicology experts had already joined the staff here to assist in treatment and that the medical team would update them all with more details shortly. Marquez’s sister and daughter, Shepherd’s, Hendricks’ and Josh’s wives and kids were all there; Vargas’ adopted daughter Isabel had spent the night with a close friend’s family who’d all just arrived too. 
 
    After talking with them, Archer left to freshen up in the men’s room. He stopped on the way to buy a disposable toothbrush and a small tube of Colgate from a vending machine, then taking no chances, locked himself in the toilets, remembering the driver’s fate at LaGuardia yesterday. He brushed his teeth before rinsing and then splashed water onto his face; he patted off with some paper towels and dried his hands, but leaning forward was slightly painful and he lifted his sweater to check the bruising on his chest. There were a pair of small purple circles a half inch apart on his sternum, which without the vest would have punched through the underlying skin, bone and internal organs to have killed him instantly. The man he’d found in his apartment last night would also be sporting similar bruising himself this morning, after being shot by the NYPD detective a few hours earlier. 
 
    But somehow he’d known where Archer lived, which was as worrying as how the guy and the woman who poisoned the two coffee pots knew who was working the case so soon after they’d cleaned house at The Bellingham and Midtown Intercon. Still standing by the basin in the men’s room, Archer checked the battery on his cell phone: 52 per cent, better than he’d expected. Once his apartment had been taken over last night by police back-up, he’d immediately contacted Ledger, who had been on his way with Gratiano to the hospital where Purcival was being treated in Manhattan. He’d caught them while they were still in the car and then spoke to Bridges just as she’d walked into her apartment building, urging extreme caution after warning them that one of the killers had been lying in wait for him at his place.  
 
    They’d all realized it wouldn’t be wise to follow their normal routines and the decision for where each of them was going to spend the night had taken some thought; a hotel was logical, but the killings at two such locations earlier in the day made that option much less attractive. And the fact this LaGuardia/Bellingham murderer had learned where Archer lived so fast meant Ledger, Bridges and Gratiano were also at risk. Perhaps even Carly too, if it was discovered how involved she was in this case. Bridges’ husband was away, so it was decided she’d go to her brother’s place in Brooklyn, while Ledger said he’d spend the night inside the Bureau on a couch in one of the back rooms. Gratiano assured them she’d be on her guard but needed to get back to protection duty first thing; with Elliot Marzello’s girlfriend and her son having arrived in New York last night, apparently still insisting on coming despite what had happened to her partner yesterday, Gratiano had booked into the same hotel the pair and Elliot were staying at to be on call when needed. 
 
    Archer called Bridges as he dropped the toothbrush and Colgate into the trash then exited the men’s room in the hospital. ‘Morning.’ 
 
    ‘Any change over there?’ 
 
    ‘No, but they’re stable at least. I guess that’s something positive. Like the doc said, the first goal is them making it twenty four hours.’ 
 
    ‘I’m back at the Bureau. Ledger was up early and went over to see the coroner. They’re trying to kick the chemical screening for Jordy Rhodes into extra gear; they’ve been testing his saliva residue and what was left in the boxes of takeout at the Intercon for the other poisonings. I wanna make sure there’s no other toxin or anything here that we need to know about.’ Jordy Rhodes; the bodyguard from Chuck Purcival’s detail who’d been picked up from LaGuardia and who’d never made it out of the car. Archer had temporarily forgotten about him after the events of last night. ‘Gratiano said she was heading over to see you at the hospital. She’s got someone with her you’d better meet.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘The bodyguard before Selfie Girl. The one who worked for the Marzello family for five years before she quit last year. Turns out she left to start her own business in Colorado. She helped train Gratiano up as a favor for her old agency. The two have been in touch ever since.’  
 
    Archer was walking back to the waiting area at the hospital ICU’s reception when he spotted Gratiano and who had to be this woman Bridges was talking about, both of them standing just inside the entrance.  
 
    ‘She had a hell of a time herself last night,’ Bridges said, as Archer moved towards them. ‘I’ll let her explain.’ 
 
    He quickly introduced himself as they shook hands. ‘Staal,’ the newcomer replied, not volunteering a first name; she looked to be older than Gratiano by five to ten years and was slightly shorter, her hair a natural light blonde, her eyes green and alert. She had a firm grip, and as she and Archer had shaken hands, he’d noticed she had tape on the back of hers from what looked like a recent injury. 
 
    ‘Something happen?’ he asked, his eyes drawn to a grazed swelling visible just beneath her hairline too. 
 
    ‘Natalie gave me a rundown on everything that’s happened,’ Staal replied. ‘You’re not the only one who almost got killed last night.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You were pushed in front of an E train?’ Archer said incredulously, the three of them sitting around a small table in the corner of the hospital’s waiting area.  
 
    ‘Wasn’t even thirty minutes off the plane from Denver,’ Staal told him. ‘MTA and fire department got me out.’ 
 
    ‘What brought you to New York?’ 
 
    ‘Natty,’ she said, looking at Gratiano. ‘I was at home in the mountains when she texted me and told me what went down at the Intercon.’ 
 
    ‘I asked if she was free and whether she could help me until we find who’s doing this,’ Gratiano explained. ‘I watched our whole team apart from Rooney get dropped, and we can’t do this on our own; it’s gonna take Elliot time to find new people. She’s the only person I trust completely doing this job, and I know Elliot’ll be cool with her showing up. He still thinks a lot of her.’ 
 
    ‘I packed a bag and caught the next flight here,’ Staal continued. ‘Landed last night, decided to take the subway into the city to meet Natalie; and it all almost ended right there.’ 
 
    ‘Whoever pushed you can’t have known you were going to be in the subway at that particular moment,’ Archer noted. 
 
    ‘I’m with you on that. It’s literally impossible.’ 
 
    ‘What if they followed you from Aurora?’ Gratiano suggested.  
 
    ‘From my hometown to the airport, onto my flight and the subway?’ Staal replied. ‘Why? I’m really not that interesting.’ 
 
    ‘Were you checking people around you during the journey?’ 
 
    ‘Not particularly,’ Staal admitted after a pause. ‘No more than usual. I was thinking about what was going on here instead. Once the firemen got me out from under the train and I got checked out at the hospital, I gave a statement then met Natalie at her new hotel. That’s when she brought me up to speed on everything else that happened last night.’ 
 
    Archer nodded. ‘What happened most of yesterday, you mean. That son of a bitch waiting at my apartment was the icing on the cake.’ 
 
    ‘You just walked in and he was there?’ Gratiano asked. 
 
    ‘And had a gun on me. I took a double tap to the vest, which he said made us even after I put him down earlier on 10th Avenue. Ledger and I almost caught him and the woman an hour and half earlier. Apparently he’s the sort who wants instant payback.’ 
 
    ‘How’d he know where you live?’  
 
    ‘I think he had to have followed me back from Manhattan and then from the Bureau,’ Archer replied, having been giving it some thought. ‘There are only four apartments in the building and the lights were on in the lower two, as well as the one next to mine upstairs. Wasn’t hard to guess the unlit apartment was mine. He must’ve picked the lock when I went down the block to get something from the store. He asked me where Marzello was staying just before he pulled the trigger aiming at my head.’  
 
    ‘How’d you call for back-up if he had a gun on you?’ Staal asked. 
 
    ‘It’s not the first time someone’s tried to come at me at my apartment; I had an echo system with a distress code hooked up a while ago. The device hears the word, it triggers an armed emergency response to the apartment from the 114th Precinct. When this guy realized I’d been stalling until back-up arrived, he opened fire and ran. Went out the window and escaped.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t drink the coffee at the Bureau,’ Staal noted. ‘You got a lot of luck on your side, man.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but I attract trouble. Spend a few days around me and you’ll see what I mean.’ 
 
    Seeing Archer already had a drink, Gratiano had gone over to a hot drink vending machine and returned with two cups of coffee, passing one to Staal who thanked her and took a sip. ‘I feel there’s something more,’ she said to Archer. 
 
    ‘You’re right; I’m confused,’ he told her and Gratiano after a moment. ‘The guy had me dead to rights, hands down, pistol on the floor, gun aimed at my chest. If he’d lifted that first double tap eight inches higher, I’d be in the morgue right now.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, you’re lucky,’ Staal replied. 
 
    ‘But he had control of the space and gave it up. Didn’t anticipate my panic call. He might’ve been so angry at me for shooting him that he wasn’t thinking straight, but it makes me think he hasn’t had professional or military training. A trained man wouldn’t have let me get out of that apartment alive.’ 
 
    ‘He was pretty professional yesterday when he cut through the politician’s protection detail,’ Staal pointed out. 
 
    Archer nodded. ‘Different scenario. But someone pushed you in front of a train and it obviously wasn’t him. Or the woman, judging by the timing. She couldn’t have been out there at that time. She was too busy trying to get away from us.’  
 
    ‘So there’s at least one other member of their group,’ Gratiano said. ‘Someone who tried to kill Staal when she’d only been in the city less than thirty minutes. You said you don’t believe in coincidences.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘But what’s the point in attacking me?’ Staal asked. ‘I don’t get it.’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I,’ Archer replied. ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t get why these killers don’t just stick to poison?’ Gratiano said, as Archer kept his attention on Staal for a second longer. ‘If it’s so effective, why not use it to take out everyone they want to get rid of?’ 
 
    ‘Would be hard to administer in every situation; it worked well this time for them because no-one was expecting it, but look at us now.’ Archer held up his bottle of water while Gratiano glanced at her and Staal’s foam coffee cups. ‘Much more difficult when people are prepared and on their guard. And regularly using something as unusual as this toxin would make it easier to track them down.’  
 
    As the words left his mouth, Archer was reminded of a search the ME’s toxicology specialist had told him about yesterday, which had led to the conclusion that batrachotoxin was responsible for the bodyguards’ deaths. He dug out his cell phone and called Bridges back at the Bureau; he was about to walk away to talk to her in private when he eyed the bodyguard pair in front of him. After a moment, he stayed where he was, putting the phone on speaker just loud enough so they could hear too.  
 
    ‘Bridge?’ 
 
    ‘I’m here; did Gratiano and her friend show up?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, they’re with me now listening in, but I think I’ve got our next step. Can you get Carly to start putting a list together of all poisoning cases listed with police and hospitals in the Tri-State and Los Angeles areas from, say, the last six months? I know there was at least one in New Jersey last month. Maybe someone else we don’t know about yet has been a victim of these people.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll start with hospitals in New York and work our way out.’ As Bridges was speaking, Archer glanced again at Gratiano and Staal, reminded again that the majority of the team he normally worked with were lying unconscious in hospital beds here in this building. Right now the three detectives left standing could do with all the help they could get. 
 
    ‘We’re heading back to base now,’ he told her. The two women were coming too. 
 
      
 
    Ledger was currently at the ME’s facility in Manhattan, standing beside an examiner looking at the body of Jordy Rhodes, the bodyguard who’d been found dead in the car parked in the basement of The Bellingham. Even to Ledger’s untrained eye, observing how the lower half of the man’s jaw and lips were blackened, he could see it was highly unlikely that what had killed him was the same toxin the NYPD squads had ingested. He was about to find out, the ME having just received results from their early tests on his saliva. 
 
    ‘So what did this to him?’ Ledger asked. 
 
    ‘Phenol. It’s carbolic acid, the kind you find in antiseptic, disinfectants and surface anesthetics.’ The examiner showed him a photo of it in crystal form on her computer. ‘It’s highly soluble and would dissolve in a drink to make it almost flavorless. Causes immediate cramping, collapse and loss of consciousness before death in anyone unlucky enough to ingest it.’ 
 
    Ledger looked back at the corpse. ‘Wouldn’t you know as soon as you took a sip?’ 
 
    ‘It could burn, but by the time you’d get the aftertaste and realize something was wrong, it would be too late.’  
 
    ‘But when he felt something was wrong, he’d react in some way, right?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly, if he had time.’ 
 
    ‘There was no sign of any bottled or canned drink in the car, but I guess the killer could’ve removed it. But there was no sign of a struggle either. Is phenol paralyzing?’ 
 
    The ME shook her head but understood where Ledger was coming from. ‘We’re analyzing his stomach contents and will know more soon. But another agent could’ve been in whatever he drank as well. Something we missed. Certain things can slip through unless we have a reason to look deeper.’ 
 
    ‘Can you check?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but we’ll have to wait for the results. They won’t come through as fast as the early tests.’  
 
      
 
    ‘We’re gonna track back further, but we already found seventeen poisoning incidents in New York City in the last eight weeks,’ Bridges told Archer, Gratiano and Staal after they’d joined her and Carly in the conference room at the CT Bureau. ‘The cases were registered by hospitals or police but don’t really feel like the work of our killers from the hotels. Most of them are listed as accidental; kids getting into kitchen cupboards and bathroom cabinets and swallowing something they shouldn’t. Stuff like that.’ 
 
    ‘But?’ Archer replied, hearing the unspoken word in her voice. 
 
    ‘But one possible stood out,’ Bridges replied, as Carly put something up on the screen. ‘Seems more unusual and very recent too. Check this out.’ 
 
    ‘Woman in her early forties was discovered dead on her couch on the Upper West Side last month,’ Carly explained. ‘Notes from an interview in the casefile say her cleaner found the lady slumped over on the sofa; thought she’d dozed off, but then couldn’t wake her up. Felt for a pulse, couldn’t find one so called 911. No known health issues.’ 
 
    ‘So how’d she die?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘So far, it’s been deemed natural causes,’ Bridges answered. ‘But a final lab result from further testing hasn’t come back yet. It’s why she was flagged.’ 
 
    Four to six weeks for results, Archer remembered the tox specialist saying yesterday. This woman’s death was just over a month ago, so the results should be ready any day. 
 
    ‘Heart attacks happen,’ Gratiano said. 
 
    ‘To women in their early forties?’ Bridges replied. 
 
    ‘Rare, but yeah. I was taught during first aid training that anyone can suffer them.’ 
 
    ‘What made this catch your eye?’ Archer asked. ‘It’s sad for sure, but it could have been anything. No reason to suspect poisoning.’ 
 
    ‘How about this; the notes on the police file say a guy approached them when the body was being carried out. Claims he saw a man and woman picking the lock at the front of the building late at night,’ Bridges told him, reading the investigation notes from the file on the screen. ‘And this was the day before the woman was found dead.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Witness was a homeless drunk, so detectives must’ve dismissed it as boozed-up bullshit if it didn’t go anywhere. But they still considered it important enough to record.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing on camera?’ Gratiano asked. 
 
    ‘Not if they didn’t follow it up,’ Archer replied, but that file-note had drawn his attention. A man and woman. Just like the pair yesterday. A lock picked. Just what he suspected had happened at his apartment last night.  
 
    ‘One other thing that stood out in this file,’ Bridges continued. ‘The dead woman was a professional photographer, but her camera wasn’t in the apartment. Her parents noticed that immediately when they were asked to come over to see if there was anything out of place or missing. Said she never went anywhere without it.’ 
 
    ‘She might’ve left it somewhere or loaned it to someone?’ Carly said. 
 
    ‘Not the tool of her trade. Her parents said it was a Nikon they’d given her for Christmas a couple of years ago. Her prized possession, and the camera she used for work.’ 
 
    ‘But it was never found?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    A silence followed. ‘Did Harry come back with anything?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Apparently phenol’s shown up in the early tests on Jordy Rhodes, but Harry said they’re gonna carry out more. Phenol isn’t paralyzing so it’s odd the man put up zero fight when he died in the back of that car. All the samples will need to be sent to the lab.’ 
 
    ‘And we have to wait another month to find out,’ Archer muttered. ‘Can you print me a copy of that?’ he asked Carly, nodding at the screen showing the casefile of the woman who’d apparently died of natural causes. Patti Vanzant was her name. ‘And the best captures you can get of our two suspects from LaGuardia or street cameras outside the hotels. I’m heading out for an hour.’  
 
    ‘Where you going?’ Bridges asked.  
 
    ‘To get some advice on this. I think I know someone who could maybe help.’ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FOURTEEN
  
 
    ‘Weren’t screwing around when you said you’d stop bringing me gossip mags to read, were you?’ Tracy said, propped up in bed at the same Cancer Treatment Center that Archer had visited her at yesterday. With her ongoing treatment and medical staff wanting to keep a close eye on her, she was remaining as an inpatient for the time being.  
 
    A rapidly assembled binder containing the death report and investigation notes into Patti Vanzant’s death was open on the CSU investigator’s lap. For seven years now, Archer had been a cop on the frontline of the hidden battles and fights that people in the big city rarely saw or were even aware of, but Tracy had been in crime scene investigation for a decade and had an eye that only came with years of that kind of work. She also had experience working at the police lab, and Archer remembered her assistance on a virus case a few years ago, impressed with how knowledgeable she’d proven to be. He felt when it came to poisonings, she’d definitely have something useful to say. 
 
    ‘It could’ve been a hardware catalogue, remember,’ he joked, but saw that despite her prior comment, she was taking this as seriously as he was; there was also a light in her eyes he hadn’t seen for a while. ‘I need your opinion; reading all that, you think there’s a chance someone could’ve poisoned this woman but no-one’s picked it up yet?’ 
 
    Tracy turned the page. ‘This all the info you’ve got on her case?’ 
 
    ‘So far. We called the detectives at the 24th Precinct who worked it and they’re waiting on the lab for her tox results. Last piece.’ 
 
    ‘Any kind of motive for someone to kill her?’ 
 
    ‘The 24th said they couldn’t find one. And we don’t know much about her yet besides her name and that she lived on the Upper West Side. Bridges and one of our new analysts only picked it up because of a wider search and that it’s listed as a still unexplained death-’ 
 
    ‘Potentially from poisoning,’ Tracy finished, before Archer nodded. ‘Feels like you could be reaching.’ 
 
    ‘Just squaring everything away. She’s a photographer, but the camera she used for her job is missing. And a witness saw two people breaking into Patti’s apartment building the night before she was found. Their descriptions match two suspects we’ve encountered.’ 
 
    ‘From a current investigation?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Bunch of poisonings in the city yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Is Patti matching their victim profile?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I can see. We don’t even know yet if she was poisoned.’ 
 
    ‘So you don’t really have anything?’ 
 
    ‘Apart from my gut feeling, no. Forty year old women with no underlying health conditions don’t tend to have their hearts just give out when they’re sitting on their couch having a morning cup of coffee. And apparently that camera was her prized possession. So where’d it vanish to?’  
 
    ‘TV and movies love to use it for the drama, but intentional poisonings are pretty rare,’ Tracy told him. ‘Cause of death in most murder cases is physical violence.’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday made it seem more common,’ he told her, choosing not to mention the close call at the Bureau with the coffee pots. Tracy was friendly with the other detectives on Shep’s and Hendricks’ teams and he didn’t want to unnecessarily distress her while she was in such a weakened state. ‘Lab said they used phenol for sure, potentially something else and mostly some real nasty stuff we’ve never come across before. Batrachotoxin.’ 
 
    ‘Here? They used batrachotoxin here?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve heard of it?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but never come across it in New York.’  
 
    ‘I wanted to ask you about any similar cases which you’ve worked,’ he said. ‘Not with that poison necessarily, but with others.’  
 
    ‘They’re rare, like I said. Only about five percent of all murder cases are poisonings deliberately inflicted by someone else.’ She spoke slowly but clearly, Archer focusing on every word. ‘But the most effective poisons share four similarities: small effective dose, ease of administration, how fast and certain the effects are, and difficulty in detection.’  
 
    She turned the pages in the file and pointed at a couple of photos on the page that Carly had printed, crime-scene shots showing Patti lying dead on the couch in her apartment wearing some jogging pants and a t-shirt, a coffee cup on the table beside her next to a small pile of New Yorker magazines and a large hardcover book of award-winning photographs.  
 
    ‘If I was a killer and wanted to try to get past early tox screening, I’d use succ-’ Tracy took a breath and paused for a moment, Archer seeing how fatigued she was. 
 
    ‘Hey, we can do this later.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. I’m good. This is the most fun I’ve had in a while. Lemme write it down for you.’  
 
    Archer passed her a pad and paper.  
 
    ‘Succinylcholine,’ she got out, as he looked at the word she’d just scribbled on the page. ‘You don’t work homicide cases day to day, so you might not have come across it before.’ 
 
    ‘Never. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Drug used before intubations…’ She paused again, this time to drink some water. ‘…to completely relax patients. Makes every muscle in the body twitch to the point that they become unresponsive. When it’s administered, the patient can’t breathe voluntarily. They can’t even blink. How much do you weigh?’ 
 
    ‘Normally around one eighty.’ He smiled. ‘Depends if it’s just after Christmas.’ 
 
    ‘100 mg of sux in an IV would depolarize every muscle in your body in less than thirty seconds. You wouldn’t be able to take another breath for over five minutes. And it’s almost impossible to trace because of its…metabolites. They’re all naturally occurring molecules. Tox reports miss it.’ 
 
    ‘You said injecting, but what about ingestion?’ Archer asked. ‘Same effect?’  
 
    ‘Succinylcholine chloride is a white, odorless powder. Slightly bitter, but very soluble. So, yeah, sure.’ 
 
    ‘So you could mix it in with sweetener or sugar to mask the taste?’ he asked, looking again at that coffee cup in the photo in Patti’s apartment. The same vehicle of poisoning that had been used on his friends last night. Tracy nodded and leafed through the pages from the case.  
 
    ‘These notes say detectives filed for tests on the coffee, sugars and sweeteners in this woman’s apartment, but nothing unusual was found,’ she noted. 
 
    ‘Someone could’ve come back and swapped them all out,’ Archer replied. ‘Including the coffee in the cup.’  
 
    ‘They could, but she also could’ve just died of a heart attack.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got that SDFR, right?’ Tracy asked, and Archer nodded; most cops and investigators would immediately understand what she meant.  
 
    Something doesn’t feel right.  
 
    And for Archer, it didn’t at all, especially with what the witness had said about a man and woman breaking into Patti’s building the night before she died. 
 
      
 
    ‘She worked freelance,’ a short, heavyset bald detective told Ledger, who’d driven to the 24th Precinct headquarters which had handled the Vanzant case. He’d come direct from the Medical Examiner’s office further downtown at Bridges’ request. ‘We’re still waiting on the lab like I told you, but I’m not expecting anything we don’t know. Her heart just gave out on her.’ 
 
    ‘Find any red flags in her life?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing obvious. Forty years old, single. No kids, no recent relationships, no addiction history. Non-smoker, paid her taxes, zero priors on her record. People who knew her said she was friendly, got on well with her neighbors.’ The detective was making himself some coffee from a Keurig in their squad room and offered Ledger a mug, but he declined. ‘Sometimes our bodies just give out on us, man. Cot death, strokes, heart attacks, aneurysms. My daughter keeps warning me about the last three. You know the deal.’ 
 
    ‘But she just dies on her couch?’ 
 
    ‘Who’d wanna kill her? There’s no evidence we found of anyone having any reason to off her.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe just the chick lighting us up when she found out Vanzant was dead,’ another detective added with a chuckle, who’d been half-listening to the conversation as he worked at his desk.  
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Ledger asked.  
 
    ‘Some woman said Vanzant had been the photographer booked for her wedding in September, but she never delivered the photos they’d paid for. She read about the death in the paper and that we were the precinct investigating the case. Asked if we’d check if the shots were on Patti’s hard drive or still on her camera and to send them over.’ 
 
    ‘Did you?’  
 
    Ledger’s question was met with a snort and shake of the head from the other man. ‘You should see the thousands of photos she had on that computer. And we never found the camera.’  
 
    ‘You wanna check out the hard drive, be our guest,’ the first detective told him, finishing prepping his morning brew. ‘Be doing us a favor if you find those pics and get Bridezilla off our ass. Vanzant’s computer’s still downstairs in evidence. No password on it.’ 
 
    ‘You not being able to find her camera didn’t strike you as weird? When she’s a photographer?’ 
 
    ‘People lose shit all the time. She must’ve left it somewhere or loaned it to someone.’ 
 
    ‘The tool of her trade?’ 
 
    Neither of the 24th detectives answered, leaving Ledger with the impression they’d already moved on from the case and weren’t that interested. 
 
    ‘Can you show me where that computer is?’ he asked. 
 
      
 
    Archer had left Tracy, not wanting to tire her out too much despite her assurances she was enjoying having something else aside from magazines to focus on, but instead of heading straight back to Queens, he’d driven uptown to Patti’s apartment building on the Upper West Side and spotted who he’d hoped was the right individual slumped on a bench across the street.  
 
    Archer parked before placing a police permit on the dash, and after waiting for a break in traffic jogged across the road, wondering how this next conversation was going to go. The homeless were any city’s invisible eyes and ears; although many could be disruptive and were viewed as an unavoidable nuisance, Archer knew a lot of those living rough had fallen on hard times through not much fault of their own. It was true that a considerable percentage had mental health issues or spent almost all their time intoxicated or high, but Archer had seen in investigations before both here in New York, and also back in London in his previous job in the police there, that people who lived on the street saw and heard things which could prove very useful in an investigation.  
 
    The guy had a shopping cart beside him on the bench packed with bags and flattened cardboard boxes; Archer smelt him from twenty feet away as he approached, but he didn’t care. Right now for the NYPD detective, this man was extremely important. 
 
    ‘moving my shit all the time can’t leave me alone…’ the guy muttered, a brown bag holding a can of something clutched tightly in one hand, his face heavily bearded and seamed with grime. Archer had his NYPD badge on his hip, and it seemed the homeless man had already noticed it. 
 
    ‘I need your help, sir,’ Archer told him.  
 
    ‘whole city needs my help im that kinda guy.’ His eyes were bloodshot and unfocused, but Archer persevered. 
 
    ‘I think you might’ve approached police about an investigation where a woman died in that building last month?’ Archer turned to point towards the location he was talking about. ‘You told them you saw two people breaking into the place the night before. That right?’ 
 
    The bum didn’t seem to have heard and started rambling incoherently, making Archer start to question why he’d wasted valuable time coming here. But as he was about to give up and leave, he heard something that immediately caught his attention.  
 
    ‘What did you just say?’ he said, stopping the bum’s rambling for a moment. ‘You said red hair,’ Archer told him. ‘The man who broke in over there had red hair?’ 
 
    ‘what I said red like fire fiery red man man on fire.’ 
 
    Archer pulled out two folded A4 sheets of paper from inside his jacket. The camera captures from yesterday. ‘Was this them?’ 
 
    The drunk focused on them blearily. ‘mighta been who knows could be red hair don’t care.’ 
 
    Archer was thinking about how to try and get more information from the man, maybe taking him back to the Bureau or the local 24th Precinct here so they could sober him up with coffee and a hot meal before further questioning, when his cell phone rang.  
 
    He stepped away, seeing it was Bridges. ‘I’m just heading back to you guys,’ he told her, as the drunk began muttering to himself again.  
 
    ‘We were right.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘About Patti. I just contacted the lab to check if they were getting close on a result in her case and hers came back this morning. There was a faint trace of something called succinylcholine in there, but something else as well.’ 
 
    A gust of wind made the warm fall air suddenly feel cold; a hint of approaching winter. ‘Batrachotoxin?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah. This woman was poisoned with it too. I think she just got added to our investigation, Sam.’  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FIFTEEN
  
 
    When Archer got back to the Bureau, he found Ledger had arrived ten minutes ahead of him. He briefed Sam and the others on what he’d learned from the detectives at the 24th who’d handled the unusual death of the photographer, telling them he’d convinced the detectives to temporarily release the woman’s computer to him so the CT Bureau’s experts could trawl through it. Apparently the 24th’s investigators hadn’t taken much persuading and Ledger had been about to leave with it when Patti’s lab results came through. Any joking about lost photos and angry brides had abruptly stopped. 
 
    ‘She had a pretty efficient filing system,’ Bridges told Archer, Carly having already started digging into the computer’s hard drive as they all studied the big screen, which was displaying row upon row of Patti’s folders and documents. This information was technically for police eyes only, but because of the highly unusual circumstances, Franklin had agreed to let the two bodyguards remain in the building with his three detectives for the time being, given their history with the Marzello family and particularly after the attempts on them both yesterday. 
 
    The group could see that Patti had used Excel spreadsheets to meticulously log her monthly income and outgoings, each invoice and expense listed, with labelled folders for her photos linked to the relevant billings.  
 
    ‘And the shots for the last wedding she worked aren’t on there?’ Archer asked, seeing a date gap that broke the sequence. ‘Not mislabeled or accidentally put in the wrong folder?’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t look like it,’ Carly said. ‘I started matching up her expenses with photo folders just before you got back. Whenever she went out of town, she recorded receipts for gas, food and any accommodation. She’s got them from all over the northeast, so she was clearly in demand. But for one trip, there’s no corresponding folder of photos.’ 
 
    ‘What was the event?’ 
 
    ‘A visit to Great Smoky Mountains National Park. She’s got a payment here for a motel called The Gateway Lodge in Gatlinburg. It’s just outside the park. Her receipts are from the weekend of 25th-26th September this year.’ 
 
    ‘Must’ve been where that wedding was,’ Ledger put in. ‘The one she never ended up delivering her photos for.’ 
 
    ‘And there are zero uploaded from that trip?’ Archer asked, looking at the sea of yellow folders on the screen from all her other jobs. ‘Despite getting a deposit?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. And she’s got three more jobs logged since. Expenses and photos all there.’ 
 
    ‘Detectives said her camera wasn’t at her apartment when her body was discovered, and it wasn’t in her car either,’ Ledger reminded them. ‘It’s never been found.’ 
 
    ‘Yo, let’s cool it for a moment,’ Bridges said, seeing how this was gathering pace but not sure it was heading in the right direction. ‘What happened to her might be a whole other investigation and that’s for the 24th. We got enough to deal with right now.’ 
 
    ‘Look at how this woman died, Bridge,’ Archer persisted. ‘And what killed her. The same extremely rare toxin. So rare, we never heard of it until yesterday, and now the lab tells us Patti died here in New York last month because of it.’ 
 
    ‘It killed a pregnant woman in Jersey too, remember. A friend found her dead on a park bench, can of soda beside her on the slat, a week before Patti died. But neither she or the photographer can have anything to do with Purcival or Marzello.’ 
 
    ‘How can we know that?’ Ledger asked. 
 
    ‘I called detectives over at Glen Ridge PD to find out everything I could about that investigation,’ Bridges told him. ‘It’s a complete dead end. Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Patti’s doesn’t feel that way,’ Archer said. ‘Absent photos on her hard drive. Missing camera. Traces of batrachotoxin that killed the bodyguards yesterday in her lab results, the same poison that the woman used on our colleagues.’ 
 
    ‘If this man and woman from yesterday are hired guns, they could’ve been paid to kill Patti for another reason,’ Ledger pointed out. ‘Something totally unconnected.’ 
 
    ‘And the pregnant chick in Jersey?’ Bridges replied.  
 
    ‘Maybe she was just used as an experiment to see how well this toxin worked,’ Archer suggested. ‘I don’t know. But look at those filings.’ He pointed at the big screen. ‘Patti comes across as diligent and professional; she’d uploaded photos of every other event since that booking in September, yet her photos from that particular wedding at the park are the only ones missing? Then she dies poisoned with this toxic crap a month after her trip there? Something happened during that trip. She must’ve caught it on camera. And someone wanted her dead in a box as a result.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe; but we don’t have the resources right now to find out,’ Bridges answered. ‘If we were all here, Shep or Hendricks might’ve had one of us go down there to ask around, but it’s been almost two months since she was at the park. This shit’s too thin. What could we expect to find after so long? We gotta concentrate on what’s happening here right now and the pile of bodies we got handed yesterday. That’s still very real. Our priority has to be to make sure those two VIPs stay alive.’ 
 
    ‘Speaking of that; this might be something,’ Carly suddenly said. She’d been doing some name searching online during the conversation and changed the photo on the big screen to a social media post, which included another photo.  
 
    Look who we ran into today on our vacation, the caption read, the picture including two young women in hiking gear standing either side of a man for an up-close snap.  
 
    The man was Elliot Marzello.  
 
    And the tagged location was Smoky National Park. 
 
    ‘September 26th,’ Carly said. ‘That’s the Sunday of the weekend Patti was down there. So our L.A. VIP who almost got shot yesterday was in the park at the same time.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a moment’s silence as everyone studied the photograph. It certainly looked as if it had been taken in the park and not mis-tagged, the background fitting the landscape; the two young women were smiling at the camera, and so was Marzello, seeming to be happy to be snapped. Maybe he’d got a kick out of being recognized. Archer suspected most actors or performers trying to make it probably did, whatever they claimed to the contrary.  
 
    ‘Did you know he was there?’ Bridges asked Gratiano, who seemed as surprised by this as everyone else. 
 
    ‘No, he was meant to be here in New York that whole week,’ she answered. ‘I remember his schedule. He and the other guys had flown over from California to meet with a screenwriter about the rights to a couple of his scripts and for Elliot to film a couple scenes for a movie.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he took a break to go to the park,’ Bridges suggested. 
 
    ‘No reason he would that I can think of,’ Staal replied. ‘Elliot doesn’t do the great outdoors. I worked for him for just over five years, remember. He likes expensive hotels, clubs with bottle service, hot running water.’  
 
    ‘And the movie shoot he came here to film had permits to film around the city,’ Gratiano added. ‘It was part of why he had to be here and not on a set in L.A. But there weren’t any scenes I was aware of that would need to be shot somewhere like the national park.’ 
 
    ‘So let’s hear what he has to say,’ Archer said. Staal looked at Gratiano who took out her phone and called her boss on speaker but holding it close so she wouldn’t have to raise her voice and give away that the conversation might be being overheard.  
 
    The room went quiet. After a handful of rings, Marzello answered.  
 
    ‘Natalie?’ 
 
    ‘Morning, boss,’ she replied. ‘How you doin’?’ 
 
    ‘Where are you? Yana and Andrey are here, but you’re not.’ 
 
    ‘I had to go answer some questions for the NYPD about what we saw yesterday, but I’m gonna be back at the hotel soon. They were also asking me about some trip you took to Smoky National Park in September?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The third weekend of the month, they said. I told them you and the guys were meeting a writer and then working on a movie shoot here in New York. That’s where you were, right? The whole week until you flew back?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t leave town?’ she asked, persevering as they all looked at the social media post on the screen.  
 
    Marzello, down in the park, the photo tagged for that Saturday. 
 
    ‘No, stayed here the whole time. What made them think I was in the Smokies?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t say. You heard from Rooney?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet this morning. They ask you more questions, you let me know.’ 
 
    ‘I will,’ she said, before ending the call.  
 
    ‘Alright; now you got me interested,’ Bridges said, looking at Archer. ‘We better call Smoky law-enforcement and find out if anything unusual happened or was reported that weekend.’ 
 
    ‘Or one of us goes down there to check it out.’ 
 
    ‘There are only three of us left,’ she said, looking at him and Ledger. ‘We need to be here.’ 
 
    ‘The killers yesterday knew we were working the case pretty fast, right?’ Archer reminded her. ‘And look at what they almost achieved.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, so?’ 
 
    ‘Someone tipped them off it was us investigating the murders at the hotels. Until we find out how they knew that, we need to keep any details of what we’re doing and where we are under wraps; no phone calls, no emails giving away any info. That means I’d prefer to just turn up unannounced and speak to their law-enforcement face-to-face. Maybe find out exactly what went down that weekend when Patti and Marzello were both at the park, but Marzello says he wasn’t.’ 
 
    ‘You think someone down there could be involved somehow?’  
 
    ‘No idea. But we just heard him blatantly lying. Why would he do that?’ 
 
    ‘The governor had an attempt on his life yesterday too,’ Ledger said. ‘Just a thought, but could be interesting to find out what he was doing that weekend also.’ 
 
    ‘We can take a look right now, I got his schedule over the last few months from his assistant yesterday,’ Carly replied, pulling it up on the screen. ‘He was doing a meet-and-greet at a hospital in Hartford on the Saturday…then nothing until Monday.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘That’s what it says. 
 
    ‘Our people at the hospital are protected,’ Archer said. ‘Marzello has round-the-clock police protection, and the Connecticut governor’s got a whole new squad coming in to watch his back. If Franklin’s OK with it, this is as good a time as any for me to get down to the park, ask some questions, take a look around if I think there’s anything worthwhile to check out and be back before midnight.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a national park, man, not someone’s back yard,’ Gratiano replied. ‘You know how big it is? You can’t just take a wander and expect to find answers that fast. They get a lot of visitors and it’s been a couple months.’ 
 
    ‘I can retrace Patti’s steps, though. Her credit card statements tell us where she stayed. That’s a good place to start, jog people’s memories who work there and might’ve seen her. I’ll contact the park rangers too and talk to them in person. They could’ve seen or heard something around that weekend. Whatever, it certainly won’t hurt.’  
 
    ‘You wanna go alone?’ Bridges said. 
 
    ‘I’ll have to. You need to try and find out why Marzello just lied, and you can’t go far at the moment either. And he’s expecting you back on duty,’ he told Gratiano. ‘We don’t want to put him on his guard yet until we find out why he isn’t telling the truth.’ 
 
    ‘If you can get Franklin to green light this, I’ll come with you,’ Ledger said to Archer. 
 
    ‘I think you need to be here and stay on this investigation, Harry,’ Archer replied. ‘You’re the last man standing who’s officially on full duty. I’m not yet, remember?’ 
 
    ‘You just said everyone has protection, and APBs are out for the two suspects which means anyone on the street wearing a patrol uniform is looking for them. We’re just sitting and waiting right now. At least we can both be doing something useful.’ 
 
    ‘I can come too, on my own ticket,’ Staal added. ‘Three of us will cover more ground down there. Another set of eyes and ears.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a thirteen hour-plus drive,’ Carly pointed out. ‘You’ll be out of action for more than a day.’ 
 
    ‘Not if we go from LaGuardia,’ Archer said. ‘Short flight, then drive to the park. Back before midnight, or first thing tomorrow.’  
 
    ‘Let’s go talk to the lieutenant and get him to approve it before we plan anything,’ Ledger said. ‘If there’s somethin’ in this, with what’s gone down the last twenty four hours it’s probably a good idea for us to back each other up.’ 
 
    Archer looked at Bridges. ‘Your call. We won’t even put this to Franklin if you don’t want us to leave you.’ 
 
    She glanced up again at Patti’s missing photo folder, and the social media photo of Elliot Marzello with the two women. A visit he’d just plain lied about.  
 
    The same man who’d almost been murdered yesterday. 
 
    ‘OK. But just don’t hang around down there too long.’ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    SIXTEEN
  
 
    Once Archer and Ledger explained the situation to Franklin and he gave permission for them to leave the city for a few hours, the two men and Staal didn’t waste any time heading to LaGuardia for their quick round trip to the national park. It left Bridges as the sole member of their two teams still in the CT Bureau with Gratiano, who she’d invited to stick around until the young bodyguard was required back on duty. Elliot Marzello had texted to tell Gratiano he was happy with the NYPD protection at their hotel for now and for her to take a few hours off, asking again to let him know if police asked her any more questions concerning him.  
 
    She’d been prepared to get back to work but was secretly relieved to have some respite. It gave her a chance to recover a bit after everything that happened yesterday. She was standing on the walkway outside the 1st floor conference room in the Bureau where she’d been told the poisonings had occurred the previous night. The carpet was in the process of being replaced by a couple of fitters, the room already carefully sanitized once the necessary evidence had been removed. Bridges walked over to join her and they stood side-by-side watching the workmen.  
 
    ‘Yesterday was the third lunch in a row Haviland ordered from that same Chinese takeout spot,’ Gratiano said quietly. ‘We shouldn’t have made that kind of rookie mistake.’  
 
    ‘Don’t beat yourself up for not anticipating. We weren’t expecting anything like it to happen here either.’ The old carpet began to be rolled up slowly, revealing glued and matted tassels underneath which needed to be cut free. One of the two workmen slid out a box-cutter, the sharp blade he exposed easily doing its job. ‘And Marzello’s still alive,’ Bridges reminded her. ‘That’s down to you and Rooney. Don’t forget that.’  
 
    The two women walked back into the conference room they were currently using, where they rejoined Carly who was still working at trying to find any trace of those missing photos anywhere on Patti Vanzant’s hard drive.  
 
    ‘National Guard, then getting into bodyguarding,’ Bridges said to Gratiano as she eased back into a swivel chair. ‘You’re drawn to a certain line of work.’ 
 
    ‘Always enjoyed looking out for people.’ She took a seat the opposite side of the table and smiled. ‘Started with my little brothers in junior high, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘You’re doing a hell of a job here from what I’ve seen.’ 
 
    ‘Only reason I survived yesterday is because I don’t eat greasy food.’ 
 
    ‘You get those kinds of lucky breaks sometimes. When you do, don’t second guess them. Archer’s the expert on that.’ 
 
    Gratiano nodded, and folded her arms as she leaned back in her chair. ‘Staal told me once that female BGs are often overlooked by assailants. The bad guys instinctively look for the kind of male meatshields you see Hollywood actors and pop stars walking around with. Not the five-six, hundred-thirty pound female dressed like a personal assistant or friend along for the ride.’ She uncrossed her arms to take a glazed donut out of a box in the room that Ledger had collected first thing; she broke off half to take a bite, placing the other half on a small napkin to protect the table from the sugar. ‘Feel the same’s kinda true for the bitch who got in here last night to poison your friends. She made it past the door and out again without anyone picking up she didn’t belong. That’s coming as a real surprise to me seeing the level of security and expertise you’ve got here.’ 
 
    ‘Walk into a place with enough confidence and dressed right, busy people won’t usually notice you,’ Bridges replied. ‘But something else is still leaving me confused; Marzello had four men protecting him on the regular, but you have to work alone full time guarding his girl and her kid?’ 
 
    ‘He’s always insisted she only has female protection. There aren’t a lot of us in this game, and being frank? I think he values his own security way above hers; and the kid isn’t his, remember.’ As Gratiano went to take a bite of the rest of the donut, her phone dinged. She wiped sugar off her hands with another napkin before checking the cell.  
 
    Then she swore quietly.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Yana.’ 
 
    ‘Elliot’s girlfriend?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. She’s threatening to leave him at the hotel and go shopping with her son Andrey. Says she didn’t come to New York to spend her time stuck in a hotel room.’ 
 
    ‘Seventy percent of her husband’s security detail were killed yesterday. She can cancel.’ 
 
    ‘This is typical. I can advise, but I can’t stop her. She’ll just leave anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t she understand the danger?’  
 
    ‘You’d think, but you’ve never met the woman; everything’s always about her and what she wants.’ Gratiano swore again. ‘She’s not under house arrest. The NYPD can’t force her to stay. And we can’t exactly handcuff her to a radiator.’  
 
    ‘Talk to Elliot and tell him he has to keep her there,’ Bridges answered. ‘Out of everyone, he’s gotta understand how serious this is. Get him to convince Yana to stay locked down until we can get a lead on who tried to kill her boyfriend yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t even try. She’ll throw a tantrum like you’ve never seen. Usually he just leaves and lets other people deal with it, but that’s not gonna be so easy trapped in a hotel suite. And I think he’s starting to get tired of her anyway, so he’ll just expect me to handle it.’ 
 
    ‘Have Yana and Andrey ever been received threats?’ Carly asked, having stopped searching for Patti’s missing photos to listen.  
 
    ‘No, just Elliot,’ Gratiano replied. 
 
    ‘But she’s a strong kidnap risk right now,’ Bridges pointed out. ‘If someone’s after Elliot and they can’t get to him, next best thing would be to take his girlfriend as a bargaining tool or for ransom. They wouldn’t have any idea he’s getting tired of her bullshit.’ 
 
    ‘And that was before most of his security got wasted at the hotel yesterday,’ Gratiano replied. ‘The threat level to her has shot right up, except she’s too dumb to see it.’ 
 
    ‘Where does she want to go?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Bloomingdales, the text says. That’ll just be the start though.’ 
 
    ‘So if we try to lock her down, she’ll raise hell?’ 
 
    ‘Like you wouldn’t believe. Then she’d just go anyway.’ 
 
    Bridges thought about their options. ‘OK. We can’t physically keep her there, but we need to control this. Say we pin her to the one store. This is a high-profile, high-risk situation right now, so I think I can get ESU to help us out. If they’re in street clothes and not uniform, she won’t even realize they’re there to keep an eye on her. It’ll help us protect her.’ 
 
    ‘You can rope in ESU’s assistance?’ Gratiano asked. 
 
    ‘Your entire team got wiped out yesterday apart from you and Rooney, and the same killers poisoned seven city detectives after shooting another. ESU won’t turn down a chance to get their sights on the pair who pulled that shit. I’m pretty sure they’ll do me a favor if I put in a request and explain what’s up. We have a history of helping each other out.’  
 
    Gratiano was silent for a moment, mulling over what Bridges was suggesting, but her face was already saying she was on board with the idea. Bridges didn’t wait for her verbal confirmation. 
 
    ‘Can you get Hicks from ESU on the line?’ she asked Carly, pushing herself out of her chair and retrieving her coat. 
 
    ‘Where you going?’ Gratiano asked. 
 
    ‘I’m coming with you.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d been ordered to stay here?’ 
 
    ‘You’re in my city, girl; you think I’m gonna just sit around while you risk getting hurt protecting this broad? Your job is to keep these people alive. My job’s to do the same for you.’ 
 
    ‘Your squad all got targeted yesterday. What happens if whoever did that recognizes you out there and has another shot?’ 
 
    ‘ESU aren’t the only ones who want to get these two in their sights,’ Bridges replied.  
 
      
 
    As it turned out, on the way to the hotel Bridges got a call on her cell phone from a NYPD sergeant overseeing Elliot’s 24-hour hotel protection; the sergeant knew Gratiano was currently with the CT Bureau detectives running the investigation and passed on that Yana and Andrey had already left and were on their way to Bloomingdales. As she and Gratiano immediately changed direction, Bridges was patched in to another call with Lieutenant Hicks at ESU by Carly, who’d already explained the situation and why they were requesting immediate assistance. Hicks confirmed to Bridges that a couple of officers were on their way.  
 
    A few minutes later she and Gratiano were approaching the corner of 59th and Lexington, looking at the sheer volume of people walking in and out of the famous department store on the mild, gray November morning. ‘Finding her fast in there isn’t gonna be easy,’ Bridges said while parking in an empty space down the block. 
 
    ‘Easier than you think, she’ll be in the high-‘ Gratiano started, before a transmission came in over the radio. 
 
    ‘I got eyes on her, Detective,’ a cop who’d followed Yana from the hotel early, and waiting for them and the two ESU officers to arrive, reported. ‘3rd floor, east side.’ 
 
    ‘How’s she gonna take seeing you?’ Bridges asked Gratiano as they left the car and moved inside. 
 
    ‘Guess we’re about to find out,’ she replied, finishing fixing an earpiece and mic Bridges had given her while they entered the store; but then on their way to the escalators, Bridges suddenly stopped, feeling an unfamiliar tightening in her lower abdomen. ‘You OK?’ Gratiano asked, her eyes widening, the poisonings yesterday fresh in her mind. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘I’m good. I think it’s just Braxton Hicks.’ Bridges swore.  
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing to worry about. Keep going. I’ll follow.’ Gratiano looked at her in concern for a moment, but knowing she had to get to Yana, did as Bridges said and carried on towards the escalators. 
 
    Finally out of the CT Bureau after being confined to her desk for weeks, and despite the slightly uncomfortable contraction which she’d been told were common at this stage of pregnancy, Bridges remained where she was for the moment, feeling the thrill of being out on an operation again too as she stood there on the black and white checkered floor. While she waited to make sure all was as OK as she’d just assured Gratiano, she kept a close eye on the store’s customers for any sign of the woman who’d snuck into the Bureau last night or the red-haired guy who’d done the knifework at The Bellingham. Fragranced air swirled around her as she studied the people coming and going, the girls manning the cosmetics counters near where she was standing looking as if they’d spent as long getting ready that morning as Bridges did doing her taxes every year.  
 
    ‘Yana located,’ Gratiano said, her voice coming through Bridges’ earpiece. ‘Andrey’s with her. Are you OK downstairs?’ 
 
    Bridges was about to reply, but then felt another slight contraction. ‘Copy that. I’m good. Be right up.’ Hendricks, Phillips and Williams would be apoplectic if they knew she was out here right now potentially putting herself in danger, but as all of them were laid up in hospital after being poisoned in their own police base, it begged the question whether anyone was ever really safe, wherever they were. Gratiano wouldn’t be as effective alone and the Department’s resources were stretched thin enough as it was with Archer and Ledger out of the city for a few hours.  
 
    But as hard as she could try to justify it, Bridges knew Franklin would go medieval on her too if he found out she was here; he’d left for the hospital in Queens where the toxin-poisoned detectives were being treated just after Archer, Ledger and Staal had departed for LaGuardia, and hadn’t been back at the Bureau when she’d decided to leave with Gratiano twenty minutes ago, which was how she’d gotten away with it. But their sole task here was to get this woman and the kid back to Marzello’s suite with her purchases; hopefully he’d never know she’d been gone.  
 
    After a third, much milder contraction passed, the CT Bureau detective continued to head upstairs, intending to keep an eye on Gratiano, Yana and Andrey. Bridges had warmed to the young bodyguard, appreciating her quick thinking in how she’d saved her client yesterday. She could also clearly do with some help, her capricious employer sounding like a serious pain in the ass.  
 
    Wonder how the model’s gonna take being told this is her only outing for the day, Bridges thought. From everything Gratiano had told her, Yana thrived on being the center of attention and finding herself way down the list of priorities when she’d arrived in New York last night, she must have decided to make her presence felt.  
 
    It was the dumb and senselessly risky behavior of someone who’d never been in a dangerous situation.  
 
    Unlike Bridges, and now Gratiano too. 
 
      
 
    While Bridges was making her way up the escalators, Yana was in a changing room on the 3rd floor, Gratiano standing close by outside, the former model’s son Andrey buried in a games console that was keeping him quiet on a padded bench. Three women had entered the changing rooms just before Yana had decided to try on a selection of Chanel dresses, but Gratiano had already got a visual on the women and none of them looked anything like the female suspect the NYPD were looking for.  
 
    Nevertheless, Gratiano’s right hand was resting on her belt line, not in any way that would draw attention but close to the Kimber pistol slotted there in its holster, ready to be pulled at speed like yesterday when she’d saved Elliot’s life.  
 
    She’d been well-trained and was feeling pretty confident that she, Bridges and the other NYPD officers on site had the situation under control. That was, until she shifted her gaze from the changing rooms, wishing Yana would hurry up, to look over where Andrey was sitting. 
 
    The seat was now empty apart from the console. 
 
    The little boy had disappeared.  
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    ‘The kid’s missing!’ Bridges heard over the radio on the escalator, still a floor below.  
 
      
 
    Gratiano’s attention had been on the changing rooms and the possible threat of the two-legged kind, so she’d missed the moment a fluffy Labradoodle appeared further down the shopping level, an expensively dressed gray-haired woman holding the leash. When Andrey caught sight of the dog, he’d abandoned his console and was already halfway down the aisle heading towards the animal as Gratiano turned to realize he was gone.  
 
    Her head snapped in all directions as her heart began racing, but as she alerted the others over the radio, she spotted the boy and took off after him, knowing she was leaving Yana unprotected but hoping ESU would plug the gap. Andrey saw her coming and instead of going for the dog, decided a game of try and catch me would be more exciting and he cut down another aisle to his left, giggling as he dodged between clothing racks. It didn’t take long for Gratiano to reach him and sweep the boy up, only just stopping herself from yelling at him as she knew he wouldn’t understand what he’d done wrong. She brought him back quickly to the changing rooms, her heart missing a beat when she saw a man in jeans and jacket hovering close by looking at something on his phone, but as she approached, he made eye contact with her and gave a tiny nod. One of the two ESU officers, pretending to be a bored husband or boyfriend waiting for his partner to finish shopping.  
 
    Gratiano exhaled in relief, grateful that thanks to Bridges, she wasn’t alone on watch here; as she settled Andrey back with his game console, this time making sure that he didn’t leave his seat, Bridges appeared, her hand near the gun on her hip, but when she saw Gratiano had the boy back, she turned away, pretending to check out some clothes racks in case they were being observed. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, Yana emerged from the changing rooms, blithely unaware of the moment of crisis, then spent another half hour wandering around the store before finally deciding she’d had enough. Gratiano had been given her intended purchases to carry and she followed Yana to the checkout counter, holding the clothes with her left arm so she could lunge to grab Andrey if he tried to take off again. Or draw her pistol if some kind of attack happened. 
 
    But nothing did.  
 
      
 
    Bridges was keeping back, maintaining a reasonable space between them while scoping out anyone who came near Yana and the boy. She knew the threat level might have been exaggerated, seeing as the female killer from the Intercon yesterday had gone for Elliot Marzello and not his girlfriend or her kid, who would have been far easier targets with minimal protection back in L.A. But weaknesses were there to be exploited, and if Elliot was currently out of the crosshairs, a little boy and an impulsive spoiled beauty with a taste for shopping and complete disregard for those assigned to protect her, could prove to be a tempting alternative. 
 
    At the checkout counter, the total came to almost three thousand dollars, one swipe of Yana’s credit card handling the transaction; after she signed, she tucked the plastic away in her purse and headed towards the elevators without a backward glance, leaving Gratiano to collect the purchases from the store assistant before hurrying to catch up.  
 
    ‘We need to get you back to your suite,’ she told Yana as she joined her and Andrey at the elevators. 
 
    ‘You don’t tell me what to do,’ Yana replied, pushing the call button again impatiently. ‘You do what I say. And I’m telling you, I not going back to that hotel yet.’ 
 
    Gratiano had been through a lot in the past twenty four hours, including watching colleagues die around her, and in that moment, the model’s sheer stupidity and arrogance caused her flickering temper to finally catch fire. ‘Do you actually understand what happened here yesterday?’ she snapped at Yana, who stared at her in astonishment, not used to hearing that tone from anyone, let alone her bodyguard. Andrey was wearing headphones which meant he couldn’t hear what they were saying. ‘Do you even care? Men you saw almost every day back in L.A. were killed protecting your boyfriend and he almost died too. You shouldn’t even be on this side of the country right now, but instead you wanna go shopping? Are you that dumb?’ 
 
    ‘It was their job,’ Yana replied after a moment’s stunned silence. ‘Not my fault they die.’ 
 
    ‘Listen to yourself. They gave their lives guarding your boyfriend, you selfish bitch,’ Gratiano countered, the hold on her temper well and truly gone. ‘And you know what else would really suck? If I have to die protecting you while you buy another dress or pair of jeans. So do me a favor. When we make it downstairs, get in the car and go back to the hotel. You wanna buy more clothes, do it online. You wanna see friends, they can come to the lobby and pass through a police check first. You wanna stay alive, you listen to me. Clear?’  
 
    After the tirade ended and Gratiano took a breath, she realized that for the first time since she’d started working for the Marzello family, Yana actually had nothing to say; irrespective of whether it was shock at being spoken to like that or she recognized the truth of what she’d just been told, Gratiano knew it wouldn’t last. So she used the one last thing she thought the woman might respond to.  
 
    ‘What if he gets kidnapped or killed?’ Gratiano asked, looking at the headphone-wearing little boy glued to his console. ‘You think brunch with the girls or picking up Chanel’s fall collection is gonna seem so important then?’ 
 
    The elevator arrived in that moment and Yana didn’t answer as the doors opened; she stalked in followed by Gratiano and Andrey, and they proceeded to ride down in silence. But when the three of them reached the lobby and walked to the exit, the ex-Victoria’s Secret Angel went straight to the car where their driver Pedro had been waiting outside.  
 
    ‘Hotel,’ Gratiano heard her say quietly. She’d listened. While waiting for Yana and Andrey to settle themselves inside, she quickly reported their movements over the radio before climbing in after them.  
 
      
 
    Gratiano didn’t feel any great attachment to Yana or Elliot Marzello, who she thought were both pretty unlikeable people, but she knew her opinion of them was irrelevant; she was paid to ensure their safety, so all she wanted to do right now was get the woman and her boy safely back to their hotel without any more drama, especially after what she’d witnessed at the Intercon yesterday. 
 
    Now her anger towards Yana had cooled, she was mad at herself instead for losing it in the store and knew her job was pretty much toast after this; but despite having to sit in awkward silence beside the person she’d just verbally torn a strip off, Gratiano regretted nothing except the fact that she’d lost control of her emotions for that brief moment. Not long after leaving the corner on 59th Street, they’d found themselves jammed up in the stop-start traffic on 5th Avenue; Gratiano was sitting in the back seat directly behind their driver Pedro, Yana in the middle and Andrey to his mother’s right. Moving through Midtown Manhattan traffic during the workweek was always frustrating, and they’d only shifted a few blocks in the last five or six minutes.  
 
    ‘Tap the button twice if you’re OK,’ Bridges’ voice said in her earpiece, Gratiano appreciating that she wasn’t expecting her to answer and revealing to Yana that they were being followed. She knew the Ukrainian beauty wouldn’t appreciate her movements being so closely monitored. She pressed it twice.  
 
    Pedro rolled forward at a green light then braked hard as a cyclist cut through the tight gap between them and the next car, the front fender an inch from hitting the bike’s wheels. The sudden stop caused Andrey to drop his console and it skidded under the front passenger seat. He struggled to undo his seatbelt, but Yana’s hand stopped him and he started to whine. She snapped at him in Ukrainian, but seeing the boy was upset and wasn’t going to quit until he got his console back, Gratiano unbuckled her own seatbelt and leaned over to slide her arm under the seat for it.  
 
    Two seconds later, blood spatter covered the upholstery and windows interior. 
 
    The moment Gratiano was reaching for the device, a hole appeared in the front windshield, followed a split-second by another. Hearing the sound of breaking glass, she turned to see two holes had appeared in the headrest behind where her head had only just been, the inner white foam of the inner cushion now spilling out.  
 
    Yana had been sprayed with red, specks of it across her face, streaked blonde hair and expensive clothes.  
 
    Andrey had also received some blood spatter, too young to realize what had just happened, and sat immobile as his mother began screaming hysterically.  
 
    Having been shot in the head, their driver Pedro’s body lurched forward, his weight causing his foot to depress the accelerator pedal, and the car ploughed forward to crash into the vehicle in front. The front airbags deployed, punching the dead man backwards before he sagged into the white cushion as Yana’s shrieks grew louder. ‘DON’T GET OUT!’ Gratiano yelled, grabbing her arm as the hysterical woman lunged for the door handle on Andrey’s side, the boy still unmoving with his eyes glued to the dead driver up front. The bullets which had killed Pedro had punched through the windshield, driver and seat as if each had been made of cardboard; whoever had fired the shots would know that even if Yana and the boy were crouching low in the car, that wouldn’t make any difference. Stay and get shot, or risk abandoning the vehicle for the street, presenting easy targets.  
 
    Then someone tried Gratiano’s door and she drew her pistol before seeing through the window that it was Bridges.  
 
    ‘OPEN UP!’ she shouted. Gratiano unlocked the door and had to get out first because of her position closest to the sidewalk but she turned to shield Yana and Andrey as Bridges yanked them out before dragging them behind the temporary and totally inadequate protection of a food cart. 
 
      
 
    ‘We got a shooter!’ Bridges told the two ESU officers who’d been in the store with them as they joined her, and she assessed the impact damage from the bullet that had hit the car. Her eyes moved up. ‘Rifl-’ 
 
    The last letter of the word was lost as the cart selling nuts was suddenly rocked from a number of impacts just as Yana and Andrey were being rushed into the closest building by Gratiano. A chain of three bullet-holes had punched through the cart, spraying foodstuffs, drinks and straws from its display into the air; it missed the fleeing group, but not by much. ‘GET OFF THE STREET!’ Bridges screamed to the people around her, most of the pedestrians already running in every direction as pandemonium and mass panic started to take hold. She looked behind her and saw Gratiano had taken cover inside the building, her pistol drawn, the woman and boy she was charged to protect somewhere out of sight behind her.  
 
    The ESU officers were already clearing the street, instructing scared drivers to remain in their vehicles while calling for immediate back-up as Bridges took cover behind a vertical concrete pillar supporting the building Gratiano had retreated into, while she tried to work out where the shots had come from. It was almost impossible to tell, with so many potential locations surrounding them on 5th Avenue.  
 
    Covering Yana and Andrey while ensuring they stayed well back, Gratiano kept her gun raised, looking out at the emptying sidewalks with no idea if they were safe from more gunfire. Yana’s Bloomingdales purchases were still in the car on the front passenger seat, and from her position on the street protected by the pillar, Bridges could see the famous department store’s bags containing the designer clothing were now sprayed with blood, the same as the rest of the interior and the three people who’d just exited the car.  
 
    Purchases that had been so crucial to Elliot Marzello’s girlfriend half an hour ago. 
 
    Only they’d just cost a man his life. 
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    As 5th Avenue was locked down and the search for the shooter continued, the NYPD took Gratiano, Yana and Andrey to a hotel chosen at random by Bridges on the east side of Midtown, after Yana had flatly refused to rejoin Elliot after this incident. The shaken, subdued woman and her son were both secured upstairs by Gratiano and some of the task force officers, while for the time being Elliot remained under close guard at his current suite across town. 
 
    Bridges had never seen or heard of Yana before last night, so Gratiano had shown her a recent photo she found online of the ex-model, taken at a red carpet event. Right now, the Ukrainian beauty looked very different from that glossy, polished image. Bridges and Gratiano were in the hotel room with her, Yana fresh out the shower with her hair damp, her face as white as the robe she was wearing and still clearly in shock, but it was her son who the pregnant NYPD detective was really worried about. The seven year old was in a room next door with a couple of specially-trained officers who were doing what they could to help the little boy deal with what he’d just witnessed. When they’d arrived and taken responsibility for looking after Andrey, Gratiano had gently steered Yana into the bathroom, telling her to clean off the blood and brain matter she was liberally covered with; when she hadn’t reappeared fifteen minutes later, Gratiano had knocked and slowly opened the door to find her standing unmoving as water sprayed over her, her eyes staring blankly ahead. Gratiano had helped Yana finish washing her hair, the water turning red before finally running clear.  
 
    ‘She won’t be in a hurry to leave the hotel any time soon,’ Gratiano said, stepping outside into the corridor with Bridges now Yana was cleaned up and in a robe, a pair of NYPD officers keeping guard on the door and the two specialists still with Andrey. ‘Least now I think she’ll listen.’ 
 
    ‘Saves you a headache though,’ Bridges replied, before realizing her choice of phrase wasn’t the most tactful.  
 
    ‘Pretty brutal way to get the point across.’ 
 
    Bridges didn’t answer as the elevator dinged behind them and she tensed as two large men walked out before heading their way, one carrying a case and the other a holdall slung across his wide shoulders. There were extra checks going on downstairs right now for anyone wanting access to this floor, so Bridges knew she shouldn’t have anything to worry about. Nevertheless, she stepped in their path, her hand resting on the grip of her sidearm.  
 
    ‘Easy, we’re expected,’ one of them said. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Bridges asked, her left hand showing them the badge on her hip. 
 
    ‘It’s OK,’ Gratiano told Bridges. ‘I should’ve told you. Elliot gave me a head’s up these guys were on their way.’  
 
    Bridges stood aside to let them pass, then turned to Gratiano. ‘Back up?’ 
 
    ‘Replacements. He hired them from another agency earlier this morning before Yana left for the department store. I’m no longer on the clock.’ 
 
    ‘Elliot let you go?’ 
 
    ‘Not fired but shelved, temporarily. Said I’m not required for the time being, but I’m still on the roster for when things get back to normal.’ She gave a shrug. ‘Least I haven’t lost my job, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘You saved him and his girl and kid, twice. You’ve more than proved yourself. What the hell is he thinking?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he’s decided having me close is bad luck,’ she replied, watching the two men walk down to the end of the hallway. ‘Who knows.’ 
 
    ‘Ungrateful asshole.’ 
 
    Gratiano didn’t answer and walked away down the corridor to sit on a cushioned bench by the elevators. She’d cleaned the specks of blood off her face, but there was still some in her hair. ‘We should have hauled Yana’s ass straight back to the hotel the moment we got to the store,’ she said to Bridges as she joined her. ‘Andrey’s gonna be scarred for life. The kid’s seven years old and just watched someone get violently killed right in front of him.’ 
 
    ‘You warned her more than once,’ Bridges replied. ‘She knew what went down here yesterday, but she wouldn’t listen. Insisting on flying into New York after what happened at the Intercon was crazy stupid. She put everyone at risk. Including you.’ 
 
    ‘No-one tried to rush the car after the shooting to get the doors open for a kidnap or closer kill shot,’ Gratiano said, replaying the events in her mind now she had an opportunity. ‘This has gotta be about more than just business. Who could Marzello have pissed off that bad in the movie industry?’ 
 
    ‘No-one in a scenario I can think of.’ 
 
    ‘Women who look like Yana often attract stalkers and have some pissed-off exes somewhere. Don’t even need to be famous for that. A jealous ex could try to kill her and her new boyfriend, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Not Andrey’s father?’ 
 
    ‘No, I told you guys yesterday, he gets on OK with her and he’s got a new family. He’s not that interested in Andrey anyway.’  
 
    ‘This is way beyond some jealous ex, girl,’ Bridges told her. ‘And I don’t think it’s got anything to do with Yana. From my lens, trying to rub her out was to get at Elliot. He’s the primary target. He’s only really known in L.A. because of his family name, right? Not because he’s some shit-hot actor.’ Gratiano nodded. ‘But the man had four bodyguards and then brought you in for this trip to be his fifth, leaving Yana and Andrey almost unprotected. What kind of heat is he expecting?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. He’s been acting weird lately, though. And he’s always been impulsive.’ 
 
    ‘These death threats he told Shepherd he’s received recently. You said you didn’t know anything about them?’ 
 
    ‘No, not until you guys told me. Bryant and the others might’ve known, but they didn’t mention anything when I joined them and I think they would’ve done even if they didn’t want me there. It was something he’d have made sure his entire security team knew about.’ 
 
    ‘You said he justified borrowing you from protecting her by saying Pedro could cover her security for a couple days and that he had some bodyguard training.’ Gratiano nodded. ‘But you also said yesterday that the reason you were hired in the first place was because he didn’t want any male bodyguards around Yana?’ 
 
    ‘Pedro was only watching her and Andrey for seventy two hours, and he’s her regular driver.’ 
 
    ‘Still he was prepared to leave her and Andrey with reduced protection to take you on this trip?’ Bridges reasoned.  
 
    ‘I told you earlier, for him, his security trumps hers; and I think he’s getting sick of her and her demands. Maybe her safety isn’t his top priority right now.’ 
 
    ‘He also lied to you on that phone call about where he was that weekend in September when we know he was in the Smokies. He knows more than he’s saying and not telling us. This is straight up to do with him, not her.’ 
 
    Gratiano nodded, then closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall, taking a mental break from the speculation just as Bridges’ phone rang.  
 
    ‘Bridge?’ Carly said. ‘Are you secure there? Midtown South with ESU support are taking over 5th searching for the shooter.’ 
 
    ‘We’re squared away,’ Bridges told her, looking at Gratiano who’d opened her eyes to look at her. ‘You have something new?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, about the politician from Connecticut. Chuck Purcival. His dead bodyguards all have apartments within the city limits up in Hartford where he lives. Police checked out the residences for anything that could give us a clue about who carried out these attacks. A member of the detective squad who pulled the searches just called.’ 
 
    ‘Saying?’  
 
    ‘First up, there are empty bottles of booze everywhere in one of the men’s apartments. The trash is loaded with a couple empty cases of beer cans.’ 
 
    ‘Which one?’ 
 
    ‘Braddock, the guy who got his throat cut in the stairs outside the 23rd floor.’ 
 
    ‘Alice and Lisa said he had a hipflask in his jacket pocket, and that his blood smelt of alcohol.’ 
 
    ‘The detective also said the bodyguard who got picked up from LaGuardia got arrested two months ago for getting into a drunken brawl outside a bar and almost killing someone. And the dead guy found lower down in the stairwell at The Bellingham, called Clark. He had a stash of ketamine in the sock drawer in his apartment. He had an arrest on his record from a couple of years ago for possession.’  
 
    ‘These were the men guarding the State governor? How did they get away with all this?’ 
 
    ‘You tell me. Employment records say they’ve been protecting him since he first got into politics in his hometown in Bridgeport. Apart from his team leader Montgomery, they were all from there. They’ve got some low level priors there too.’ 
 
    The call wasn’t on speaker, but the corridor was quiet and Bridges knew Gratiano could hear what Carly was saying.  
 
    ‘Also, Franklin’s still out, but he comes back and finds you’re not here, what do I tell him?’ 
 
    ‘That I’ll be there soon. I’ll handle it,’ Bridges added, before ending the call. ‘Booze, barfights and arrests for K possession. Why was Purcival keeping these liabilities around?’ 
 
    ‘Staal told me once that people in close protection work often develop addictions from the stress and long hours.’ 
 
    ‘Any evidence of that on your team?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I saw. I didn’t work close enough with them day-to-day to see though.’ 
 
    ‘The other bodyguard on Marzello’s detail who survived,’ Bridges then said. ‘Your friend.’ 
 
    ‘Rooney.’  
 
    ‘He got moved to the same hospital as the governor this morning to save having two sets of officers working protection and security. I think we should go see how they’re both doing.’ 
 
    ‘Guess I’ve got some free time on my hands now.’ She glanced back down the corridor at the two men who’d been sent by Marzello, who were now talking with the ESU officers.  
 
    ‘You’re the only reason that man and his family are still alive,’ Bridges reminded her, understanding her frustration at suddenly being shelved, something she could relate to recently for a very different reason. ‘You ever met Chuck Purcival before?’ 
 
    Gratiano shook her head, rising too. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘You know if Elliot’s ever encountered him? I reminded Archer yesterday, Hollywood and politics often mix.’ 
 
    ‘Not that I’m aware, but I wouldn’t know. Apart from Elliot, the best people to ask would be his guys who worked for him and they’re dead.’  
 
    ‘Not all of them,’ Bridges said, pushing the elevator call button to head downstairs. 
 
      
 
    ‘On 5th Avenue?’ Purcival repeated, as Bridges stood by the door to his private room at the hospital, Gratiano having peeled off when they arrived to visit Rooney. Bridges had initially been refused access by the governor’s new security detail, but the politician had overheard her explaining who she was and told them to let her in.  
 
    As Bridges closed the door behind her, she saw that Josh had been right yesterday; Purcival looked like a tough SOB. He’d needed to be, to fend off the killer from The Bellingham who’d butchered his protection team and left the driver at LaGuardia folded up in the janitor’s locker like a deckchair. Both Purcival’s forearms were bandaged from where he’d been slashed, but his upper arms were uncovered and Bridges could see they were muscular; he definitely looked as if he could throw some fists if needed, not the type of polished individual she typically thought of in public office, especially in a state with a lot of wealthy residents like Connecticut. 
 
    ‘Put two bullets through the windshield of their car, right there on the street.’ Bridges scooped up the TV remote that was positioned on the tray table beside his bed. ‘May I?’ Purcival nodded and looked at the screen as she turned it on, using the control to land on ABC-5 news which was covering the shooting. ‘Driver took both shots in the head. Whoever was behind the rifle lit up a food cart too with more fire aimed right at where the model and kid were. They were lucky their bodyguard was on point and hustled them away in time.’ 
 
    ‘Was this bodyguard new?’ he asked. ‘I thought that guy’s team got wiped out at the Intercon?’ 
 
    ‘Not all of them liked Chinese takeout.’ 
 
    ‘More than one survived?’ 
 
    ‘Two. New girl and the youngest guy on the team. He’s somewhere in this hospital too. Didn’t ingest enough to kill him unlike the others.’ Bridges intensified her focus on the man before she asked the next question. ‘Do you know Elliot Marzello, Governor?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘The same man who tried to kill you shot one of our detectives and helped poison a number of my colleagues last night. To hit us that hard and fast tells me they don’t want us getting a grip on this investigation. Or they had to distract us to buy themselves more time to finish the job.’ 
 
    ‘Were you there?’ he asked, before she nodded. ‘How’d you survive?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t drink coffee right now. Someone wants you and Hollywood Boy in coffins and just showed they’re ready to go after your families too.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not a problem for me. I’ve got no wife, girlfriend or kids.’  
 
    ‘Where do you get your security from?’ 
 
    ‘Before yesterday, from my hometown. The new team out there in the corridor are from another recommended by a friend.’ 
 
    ‘You hired them pretty fast.’ 
 
    ‘Not really, I started the process a while back. I’ve been looking to make replacements for some time. My old crew had been with me since I first got into politics. They were the best I could get in Bridgeport, but they were getting slack and way too comfortable.’ 
 
    Did he know what his old detail had been getting up to? Bridges thought. He’d have known about Rhodes’ arrest for getting into a barfight and Clark getting arrested for ketamine possession for sure. 
 
    But she decided not to pursue that, yet. ‘Why do you think your boys didn’t manage to get a single shot off or show any sign of resistance yesterday?’ she asked instead. ‘You came face to face with the killer. Was he that good?’ 
 
    ‘They’d been getting lazy since I became governor,’ Purcival said, looking down at the stab wound to his stomach. ‘It’s why I was planning on making some changes. Only reason I had a chance to defend myself was because there was no way the killer could get behind me. He had to come in through that door.’ 
 
    ‘You know two of your guys had records? For a barfight and drug possession?’ 
 
    ‘I was aware.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t seem to have employed some very reliable people, Governor.’ 
 
    ‘Need to ask another time why I was looking for replacements? They started off good and got me to this point, but it was time for a change.’ Purcival paused. ‘You said one of Marzello’s BGs is here? How bad is he?’ 
 
    ‘Doing a lot better than his friends.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You had me worried there for a minute, Aussie,’ Gratiano told Rooney as she sat beside his bed; the big man was lying there with a drip taped to a vein in his hand. ‘How was the night?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had better,’ he replied quietly. ‘What’s that on your collar?’ 
 
    Gratiano wondered what he was talking about. She rose and walking into the small adjoining bathroom, looked in the mirror. Despite her earlier efforts, small flecks of blood were still visible. ‘Pedro got killed,’ she told him, coming back after using a dampened tissue to scrub at the dried red spots.  
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Someone domed him with two bullets on 5th Avenue an hour and a half ago. We were in the back. It was bad. Andrey saw the whole thing.’ 
 
    Rooney didn’t speak for a moment. ‘The shooter?’ he asked after a few seconds. 
 
    ‘Still out there. I’m doing what I can to help the NYPD, but there’s something else. The bitch we escaped from at the Intercon tried to wax off a bunch of detectives in the police department too last night. Poisoned them with what looks like the same crap that put down our guys. One of the cops was quick on his feet and might’ve done enough to save them. He’s the only reason they’re still alive.’ 
 
    ‘That’s crazy. Are Yana and Andrey alright?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but Elliot hired new protection. He benched me until further notice.’ 
 
    ‘Might be the best thing. I’d get out of town and stay clear until this blows over. Let these new fellas take the heat. Go home and see your family.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. Who did Elliot piss off enough to do this, Rooney?’  
 
    ‘I know as much as you do.’ 
 
    ‘And Elliot doesn’t know the governor?’ 
 
    ‘You told me he said he didn’t,’ Rooney replied, his eyes going back to the TV he’d been watching before she walked in. 
 
    A silence followed. ‘Just get some rest.’ Gratiano rose and leaned over to hug the man in the bed before leaving. Outside, she found Bridges sitting there waiting for her, having headed over from Purcival’s room. 
 
    ‘Do you want to leave town, now you’re off the clock?’ Bridges asked, repeating Rooney’s comment; but she knew Gratiano’s answer even before she replied.  
 
    ‘No. They killed Pedro, and in front of the kid. I want to help you guys find them.’ 
 
    ‘In that case, wanna take a drive instead? You’ve proved you’re pretty useful to have around and I need a favor, girl.’ 
 
    ‘What favor?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not supposed to be out in the field and ain’t exactly fast on my feet right now. That could be a problem with these people out there. With my boys out of town until later, I could use someone watching my back. Goes without saying, I’ll do the same for you.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, whatever I can do to help. Where we going?’ 
 
    ‘Where this governor comes from. Bridgeport.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I’m pretty good at reading people, but I couldn’t get anything when I just talked to him,’ Bridges answered. ‘Except that it feels like he’s holding something back. He got elected to governor of one of the wealthiest states in the country after just one term as mayor in his home city. I want to know what he did there that was so good to make that happen.’ 
 
    ‘We could just make a call.’ 
 
    ‘Like Archer said earlier, you don’t get the same chance to read someone from over the phone. Plus I could do with getting away from the Bureau for an hour or two. Come with me. I think we both could use a quick break.’ 
 
    Gratiano glanced down at the damp tissue in her hand, stained pink from the blood she’d dabbed up from her collar. 
 
    ‘Got no argument with that,’ she said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    NINETEEN
  
 
    Great Smoky Mountains National Park was known in the wedding industry as the marriage capital of the south, with over 10,000 ceremonies in the park every year. Patti Vanzant was excited to have been booked for one in September, the first time she’d been hired to work in the beautiful backdrop of the Smokies. She’d arrived on Friday afternoon, ready for the ceremony on Saturday when the couple had married in front of sixty guests at a chapel in Cades Cove, a valley in the Tennessee western section of the park. In the early fall weather, the setting sun had picked out the browns and burnished copper of the leaves which helped make the photos even more stunning. 
 
    But now her professional commitments were completed, the next twenty four hours were what Patti had really been looking forward to on this long weekend away. She finished cinching the laces of her hiking boots, then checked that she had what she needed; water, dried food, map, a change of clothes, a compass and extra socks, bug spray, a plastic bag for trash and a flashlight with extra batteries. She also had matches, a first aid kit and most importantly of all, her Nikon camera, which had become her most valued possession since being gifted it by her parents. The blend of colors provided by the sunset yesterday, which had provided such an incredible backdrop for the ceremony, had felt like the taste of an illicit drug for a photographer like her, but the best part was there would be more to come; and this time she could enjoy the experience uninterrupted and alone, just her and her camera, choosing her own subjects to photograph. 
 
    The last item she packed was her cell phone, which she disconnected from its cord, the connection to the charging port slightly loose. 57%. Enough for the day. She slipped the device into her pocket, zipped up her backpack, checked she hadn’t left anything she was likely to need in the hotel room, then after slinging the bag over her shoulder, headed out with her camera in hand. She didn’t just want to capture the sunset tonight, she intended to get back here to sleep and then be up early to photograph the sunrise first thing before heading back to New York.  
 
    A junkie needs her fix after all, she thought with a smile as she walked out towards the lobby.  
 
    * 
 
    ‘So Patti Vanzant was booked in here for the third weekend of September?’ Archer asked the front desk clerk at the hotel’s reception, The Gateway Lodge, in Gatlinburg, Tennessee, almost two months later. The hotel was small and had its own charm; the wooden desk Archer was leaning on was highly polished, an old grid of pigeonholes still on the wall behind the receptionist for guests’ mail. 
 
    Accompanied by Staal, the two of them fresh off the plane from New York, he’d just introduced himself to the clerk and shown his police badge before explaining what they were doing there. After landing and switching their phones back on, Archer had called Carly for any updates; now detectives from the 24th Precinct had realized the case wasn’t a done deal, they’d passed on their notes from interviewing the cleaner who’d found Patti’s body, Carly sharing everything the woman had told the 24th’s investigators. She’d also informed Archer about the shooting incident in Midtown, quick to reassure him that Bridges, Gratiano and their VIPs were OK. The driver, he was told, hadn’t been so fortunate. 
 
    ‘Yes sir, Friday to Monday,’ the clerk confirmed in answer to Archer’s question, after conducting a brief check on her computer.  
 
    ‘Do you remember her?’ he asked, showing her an image of Patti on his phone that Carly had sent during the flight, a professional headshot from the About section of the photographer’s website. Patti had a mass of curly hair not too dissimilar from Tracy’s, but it was fairer and she had a lighter skin tone, a pleasant-looking woman with bright smiling eyes. Even though almost two months had passed since Patti had stayed here, Archer hoped the fact the hotel was small meant the staff may be better able to remember individual guests. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I do. When she checked in, she told me she’d been hired to take photos for a wedding over at Cades Cove. First time she’d been down here, seemed real excited about it. Said she was going to capture the dinner on the Friday, the big day on Saturday, then Sunday was hers to do whatever.’ 
 
    ‘What time are your shifts?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘3pm to midnight.’ 
 
    ‘So did you see her come in Saturday night?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, but I don’t work Sundays, so don’t know what she got up to that day. But she never checked out. Some guests just leave, so it’s not unusual, but she left behind a load of stuff that had to be mailed up to her. A dress, nice shoes, toiletries, make up, an overnight bag; all of it had to be packaged and sent to New York City. She didn’t say why but she covered the charge. It’s the main reason I remember her.’ 
 
    ‘She left all those things behind?’ Staal asked curiously, as the clerk nodded. 
 
    ‘Her neighbor who fed her cat while she was gone said that Patti showed up in New York City again late that Monday night,’ Archer said. ‘Eleven hour drive, give or take a few hours.’ 
 
    ‘When she checked in on Friday, she mentioned she wanted to hike out and photograph a sunset while she was here,’ the clerk told him and Staal. ‘If she was working Friday and Saturday, that only leaves Sunday, right? She might’ve camped out in the park or decided she couldn’t be assed to come back and get the last of her stuff before hitting the road back north.’ 
 
    ‘Women don’t usually leave all their toiletries and make up behind, though, right?’ Staal added, as the clerk nodded to agree. 
 
    ‘You see her with any camping gear when she checked in?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘No, but it might’ve been in her car.’ 
 
    This was the same weekend that Elliot Marzello was seen down here, Archer thought, remembering the photo posted on social media of the actor in the park with two passing hikers. Look who we bumped into, the caption had read. A couple of comments from friends had asked who he was.  
 
    ‘This is a long shot, but did she ever mention where she was thinking about heading to on the Sunday when you spoke to her?’ Archer asked, glancing at a large map of the Smokies in a frame on the wall to their left. The size of the place was daunting, so without some sort of a lead, the chances of landing on the area Patti had chosen for her Sunday photos would be remote to zero. 
 
    ‘Afraid she didn’t, but she might’ve been near Cades Cove again. Could be a starting point for you guys anyway. She was out there the day before for the wedding, so it was the one place in the park she’d be sort of familiar with.’ The clerk took a smaller map from a rack and reversed it, using the capped top of a pen to tap the left side showing the large mass of green intercut with red lines of roads and highways. ‘The Cove’s about thirty miles southwest of us here. It’s a popular place to go, so if she was out there again a ranger might’ve seen her. Worth a try for you, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but what are the odds that they remember her?’ Staal replied. ‘Or that she even interacted with anyone who works in the park?’  
 
    The clerk shrugged.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Archer said, taking out his cell phone as Staal kept studying the map.  
 
    ‘The park’s connected to two other huge forests,’ she noted, looking at the Nantahala National Forest south and Cherokee National Forest to the east. ‘This area is enormous, Archer. How can we possibly find out where she went?’  
 
    ‘Being a cop has its benefits,’ he told her, as he called Carly at the CT Bureau. ‘So does modern technology.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Her phone pinged off cell towers down Route 321 then off 32 on that Sunday afternoon,’ Carly told him a few minutes later, as Archer and Staal traced the red lines of the roads that weaved their way through the national park. ‘Up on the northeastern edge, right where the Smokies border meets Cherokee Forest.’ 
 
    ‘It’s pretty remote out there,’ the clerk said, Archer having asked her to listen in to his exchange with Carly to save him repeating everything. Local knowledge would go a long way here. He found the correct road and his eyes followed it along the map. Having access to Patti’s GPS records was a lifesaver; if they’d followed the route the clerk had suggested, they would have headed in totally the wrong direction, Cades Cove being many miles to the west. ‘Attracts the kind of visitor who wants to avoid the tourist trails and crowds.’ 
 
    ‘Can you draw us in tighter?’ Archer asked Carly. ‘Be more precise?’ 
 
    ‘Cell service and coverage aren’t great out there. Last I’ve got is consecutive bounces off a tower each side of some water.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be Pigeon River,’ the clerk told them, pointing at the marked almost vertical squiggle of blue on that side of the map. ‘Popular for rafting.’ 
 
    ‘So you likely couldn’t cross on foot?’ Staal asked. 
 
    ‘If she came that way from Route 32, I think she would’ve taken the bridge on the Appalachian Trail. Wandering off trail could get you in trouble quicker than you’d expect. There are bears and coyotes out there, and doesn’t sound like she had much experience in a place like this.’ 
 
    ‘What time was the last ping you’ve got?’ Archer asked Carly. 
 
    ‘8:09pm, night of Sunday 26th. Next one was back in Manhattan the following afternoon, at 2:45pm on the Upper West Side.’ 
 
    ‘So her cell died or she switched it off,’ Archer said.  
 
    ‘Who’d turn their phone off out there?’ Staal said.  
 
    ‘And why didn’t she switch it on again until she was back in Manhattan?’ Carly added. 
 
    ‘I need you to search the GPS of another cell phone,’ Archer replied after staring at the map for a moment. 
 
    ‘Whose?’ 
 
    ‘Elliot Marzello’s. Gratiano will have his number. Let’s track his path when he was down here too.’ 
 
    ‘Can do. Anything else?’ 
 
    Archer paused. ‘See if you can get hold of Chuck Purcival’s cell number too, discreetly,’ he said, as Staal looked at him in surprise. ‘If you score it, try a search on his GPS that same night.’ 
 
      
 
    After they’d arrived at Gatlinburg’s airport, Ledger had split from Archer and Staal to maximize their use of time and let the rangers in the Smoky National Park know who they were, and why they were here: a courtesy heads-up.  
 
    He’d been directed to the main ranger station and had just introduced himself to a female protection/law-enforcement ranger inside. She looked to be slightly younger than him and half a foot shorter, with dark shoulder length hair just long enough to be tied back. Her uniform shirt was olive, the trousers a shade darker, a National Park Service badge stitched onto the upper arm and her law enforcement badge on the left side of her upper chest. The tag on the right side showed her full name, not just the surname like a lot of other agencies including the NYPD. Emmy Linborough, Ledger read. She was armed, the pistol in the holster on her hip a Sig Sauer, the same brand that Archer carried but a different model.  
 
    ‘Her name was Patti Vanzant,’ Ledger said, showing the ranger the same photo of the woman on his phone that Carly had sent Archer. ‘She was down here third weekend of September, died last month in Manhattan.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to her?’ 
 
    ‘She was poisoned. The lab’s results came back earlier today. Real rare stuff. It was used to kill some other people in the city yesterday too.’ 
 
    Linborough cocked her head. ‘So if she and the others died in New York, why are you here?’ 
 
    ‘Patti was very methodical with recording receipts for her business. And uploading her photos. Logged, numbered and indexed them all; but the shots from her trip here two months ago are the only ones missing in the past six years of her filings.’ 
 
    ‘And the receipts are there?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Looked pretty strange to us. Know it’s a longshot, but maybe you or one of your people might remember seeing her that weekend?’  
 
    ‘I don’t, but I can call around. We’re talking two months ago though, right?’ He nodded. ‘We get a lot of foot traffic here, Detective. The park’s half a day’s drive for sixty percent of the population in the entire southeastern US, then add in all the other visitors we get.’ She paused a moment. ‘You said us just now; how many of you are down here?’ 
 
    ‘Three.’ From where he was sitting, Ledger could see racks of gear in a storeroom to his left, short lines of rifles and shotguns, water bottles, blankets, flashlights and other supplies. ‘You’re well stocked.’ 
 
    ‘We need to be. Forest Service LEOs and National Park Rangers are federal police officers, so we need firepower. Being a cop out here’s a little different from you guys in the big city. We’re five times more likely to get attacked than a Border Patrol officer and over ten times more than an FBI agent. We’ve got half as many rangers as we did fifteen years ago and twice as many visitors. Millions of people roll through our parks. And they don’t always leave their issues at home.’  
 
    As she spoke, Linborough had gone to a Bunn flask in the corner of the station to pour two cups and passed him one before she sat down again, placing her mug on the desk in front of her. Ledger took the coffee to be polite but had no intention of drinking any. His habit of avoiding caffeine had served him pretty well over the past twenty four hours.  
 
    ‘Some people come here on vacation and end up leaving on probation,’ Linborough went on. ‘They break the rules, act like assholes and then act all surprised when a cop like me shows up carrying a sidearm and a set of cuffs.’ 
 
    ‘How big’s the park?’  
 
    ‘Over half a million acres. We’re the most visited in the US. And third most dangerous behind Grand Canyon and Yosemite.’ 
 
    ‘Deaths?’  
 
    ‘Ninety three here, over the last decade.’ 
 
    ‘Most common cause?’  
 
    ‘Road traffic accidents. Heart attacks from older hikers or younger people who push themselves too hard in the heat. Few bear attacks and some suicides. But Cherokee Forest had a nasty one just last month. Real bad situation.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘A logger struck a metal beam when he was using his chainsaw and it bounced back into his face. Think the timber project over there he was working on only just resumed last week.’ 
 
    ‘What about homicides?’ 
 
    ‘Rare, but we do get them. Assaults, illegal use of firearms or criminals coming out into the park to dump a body are more likely.’ 
 
    ‘And drugs?’ Ledger asked. ‘Be a good place to grow or cook with this much space and not many cops to cover it.’ 
 
    ‘You nailed it,’ she replied, eyeing the NYPD detective with more interest; his questions were perceptive. ‘Before the Park Service got more resources, rangers across the nation would stumble across marijuana grows and meth labs defended by assholes with guns, guard dogs or booby traps. Just over the North Carolina line, a ranger accidentally triggered an IED on a tripwire protecting a large weed grow a couple years ago. The sack of shit who planted it knew how to make homemade explosives, and our guys were going in there with a couple of nine millimeters and a radio.’ 
 
    ‘Anything recent here like that?’ 
 
    ‘No, but growing and transporting narcotics in state parks and federal wildlands has been going on for a long time. Just like making moonshine years ago; there are some prohibition-era tunnels over on the north side which a couple hikers found a few years back. Even we had no idea they were there. It’s impossible to always keep track of everything in a place this size, but we do what we can.’  
 
    She glanced at his untouched coffee before she rose to top up her mug. 
 
    ‘All told, we get crime out here same as you city folk, but most of our trouble comes from natural threats. Flash floods, sudden drops which catch people out, difficult terrain they aren’t used to, black bears, coyotes, bobcats. Piss those last few off, they’ll hurt you just as bad as a meth cook protecting his lab. Guess you don’t get too many wildlife threats in New York.’ 
 
    ‘Not that kind. Mostly just raccoons going through my garbage at night.’  
 
    Linborough smiled. ‘I don’t know how you guys do it, living in a place with so many people.’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I, sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘And like I said, people can bring their problems here with them. And trouble. But you and your friends ain’t gonna do that, are you?’ 
 
    ‘We’re not bringing problems, Ranger. We’re just trying to figure out if Patti ran into one when she was here.’ 
 
      
 
    Archer, Ledger and Staal had rented two cars at the airport, Ledger taking one to make contact with the rangers’ law enforcement while Archer had driven the other to The Lodge in Gatlinburg. He and Staal had just left and were following the map in their rental towards the northeastern edge of the Smokies where the vast national park met the Cherokee Forest line.  
 
    As he drove along the highway, Archer’s phone rang and he took it out before passing it over. ‘Can you answer on speaker?’ he asked Staal, seeing the name of the caller on the screen. ‘Carly?’ 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ 
 
    ‘Know what?’ 
 
    ‘Elliot Marzello’s phone pinged off those same towers late on September 26th, and I got hold of Purcival’s cell number from one of his aides. His phone scored pings there too.’ 
 
    ‘Purcival was here?’ 
 
    ‘Unless someone stole or borrowed his cell phone. The next ping after that is almost 4am back on the highway for his and Marzello’s cells. But the two of them and Patti were all there, Sam. In the same part of the park. At the same time. On that same night.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TWENTY
  
 
    Chuck Purcival had been in the park that night too.  
 
    Staal glanced at Archer, surprised and caught off-guard by this latest revelation as beside her he focused on the winding road taking them to the east side of the Smokies. Staal was a trained bodyguard, not a cop, so although happy to be permitted to be involved in the developing investigation and to help where she could, she was relieved she didn’t carry any of the responsibility about deciding their next moves, having no hesitation in leaving that to the man driving the car who seemed to be extremely competent. 
 
    She also wouldn’t have made the decision to come down here, her natural inclination being to stay in New York City where all the action and people who needed protection seemed to be, but she was starting to see and appreciate how detectives like Archer and Ledger worked. Noticing details she would have missed, such as how they picked up on Patti’s strange death, written off as occurring due to natural causes until those tox findings from her blood and organ tissue samples came back. Things were starting to gather pace now and with the rising number of deaths in this case, as well as having no clue what to expect next, Staal felt a lot more confident than she might otherwise have been with this detective she’d only just met this morning sitting beside her. 
 
    Archer followed the route Patti had taken using the information Carly was passing him, driving down Highway 321 which became 32. Both lanes were relatively busy, but as soon as he took a turn off the main highway and started down a smaller side road leading deeper into the park, they found themselves on their own. The blacktop concrete under the car’s wheels soon turned into a smooth earth track and after a few minutes, Archer pulled into a dirt lot as close as they could get to where the photographer’s phone had pinged for the final time on her trip to the national park that weekend, a mile and a half from their current location. And very close to where Marzello’s and Purcival’s cell phones had registered tower signal bounces that night too. 
 
    Once he’d parked in the small lot, Archer and Staal looked at the trail ahead, which cut through tall lines of trees and according to the map, led towards the Cherokee National Forest, which was confirmed by a wooden sign to their right. The time was just past 3:20pm, so they’d have sufficient daylight for another two hours or so, Archer having already checked what time the sun went down here at this time of year. 
 
    ‘Slight change of scene, right,’ he said quietly, before glancing down at his footwear; his Timberlands were well-worn and coming to the end of their life since he’d bought them three years ago, but they would hold up against this terrain. However, Staal was wearing flatter, less supportive shoes, and his eyes shifted to them next.  
 
    ‘You want to go walking out there?’ she asked him, seeing his attention on her feet. 
 
    ‘Just to take a look around. I want to get as close as possible to where her phone last pinged. And where Marzello and Purcival were too.’ 
 
    ‘It’s been two months, Archer. What do you expect to find?’ 
 
    ‘Probably nothing; but this is a remote place. Things don’t get cleaned up out here like they would in the city. We’ve come this far, so I just want to see if there’s anything of interest or any obvious reason why she came here. You want to stay behind, it’s no problem. I won’t be long.’ 
 
    ‘Forget that, I’m coming,’ she told him. ‘Just don’t let me get eaten by a bobcat. I don’t need another close scrape.’ 
 
    ‘Copy that,’ Archer replied, smiling as he picked up his cell phone. ‘Carly, we’re going to take a look down the trail to where their phones gave you those pings. You still hear us?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I got you on GPS too. I have Patti’s final two tower hits down there on another screen, so I can guide you for a while. Marzello’s and Purcival’s are right there off the same towers too, but both of theirs pinged back on the highway just past 3am. Hers didn’t come back until New York the next afternoon, like I said.’  
 
    ‘Why would two men who deny knowing each other be out here in the same place at the same time? And Staal told us Marzello wasn’t the outdoors type.’ Archer glanced at her beside him, and she nodded.  
 
    ‘He claimed he was in New York that whole weekend too. And Purcival’s schedule said he had a day off.’ 
 
    ‘The clerk at The Lodge said this is bear country, man,’ Staal said, watching as Archer put the phone on the dash and took out his Sig Sauer to check the magazine, making sure it was full. ‘All that’s gonna do is give him a tickle.’ 
 
    ‘Seventeen of them at least,’ Archer said, slotting it back home, holstering the weapon then exiting the car with his phone call to Carly still live. Staal got out the other side as they both checked around them.  
 
    Then they set off into the forest.  
 
      
 
    They crossed over the Pigeon River using a bridge on the Appalachian Trail, just as the hotel clerk had suggested that Patti would have done, and trudged on for another twenty minutes before Carly directed them south, apparently crossing onto the North Carolina State side with Tennessee just on the north of the Trail. Staal had brought the paper map from the hotel with her, and though she and Archer both had digital alternatives they could load up on their phones, Carly’s precise directions in Archer’s ear were proving to be the most helpful tool, although the signal was becoming more erratic the further out they walked.  
 
    ‘The pregnant detective didn’t seem keen on you coming out here,’ Staal told him. ‘And Ledger was pretty determined not to let you do it alone. You guys seem tight.’ 
 
    ‘Nature of our work, I guess,’ Archer replied. ‘You must get that.’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘I think what happened to our teams is affecting Bridges more than she wants to let on. And Harry and I have a history of watching out for each other.’ 
 
    ‘Many ex-military guys are that way. They forge tight friendships.’  
 
    Archer was surprised. ‘How’d you know he served?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen him on TV. I know who he is.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t tell him that,’ Archer said, smiling as he helped her negotiate a fallen tree covered in brambles. ‘He hates when people do.’ 
 
    ‘Lips are sealed. But Bridges’ll be real glad when you get back.’ 
 
    ‘We’re pretty low on numbers right now. Every badge counts.’ 
 
    ‘Sounded like she respects your judgment.’  
 
    ‘She thought twice about it yesterday,’ Archer replied, remembering inducing his friends to vomit before injecting them with poison and persuading Bridges to do the same. ‘You should’ve been in the Bureau a couple of hours earl-’ 
 
    ‘HELLO!’  
 
    Archer and Staal both stopped and looked around in surprise.  
 
    ‘DETECTIVES?’ the same voice called from somewhere nearby. ‘YOU OUT HERE?’ 
 
    ‘Guess they think I’m a cop too,’ Staal said, before yelling back. ‘UP HERE.’  
 
    ‘Scared of bears or bobcats finding us, huh?’ Archer commented. 
 
    ‘Luckily we’ve got your Sig to protect us.’ Thirty seconds later, they heard the sound of an engine getting closer, and a figure came into view riding an ATV coming up the trail behind them. As the man drew nearer, they saw he was a park ranger wearing an olive uniform and hat. With the fair weather that had extended deep into fall, he was only wearing a thin jacket over the top and came to a stop before turning off the engine. 
 
    ‘Good, I found ya,’ the ranger said, a friendly grin on his face as he climbed off the ATV. ‘Heard over the radio a couple cops from out of town had come out here. Neither of you’s exactly dressed for it,’ he added, looking disapprovingly at their clothing and particularly at Staal’s shoes. 
 
    ‘We weren’t planning to be out here long,’ Archer replied. The ranger was around six foot two or three, a slight speech impediment on his r’s; he had a flat face with dark eyes, dark hair and sloping shoulders. He’d also just taken a shotgun from the back of the ATV. It was a twelve gauge, but Archer didn’t recognize the model. 
 
    ‘You sure won’t be, one of the black bears finds you. I see your ID?’ the ranger asked. Archer showed his badge, which the man took and inspected. ‘You can’t just bring weapons into the park,’ the ranger told him, his eyes on Archer’s holstered Sig Sauer. 
 
    ‘We’re here as part of an investigation.’ 
 
    ‘Then you should’ve informed us.’ 
 
    ‘My colleague already did. Guessing that’s how you heard about us over the radio.’  
 
    ‘What kind of investigation?’ 
 
    ‘Dead woman.’ 
 
    ‘Out here?’ 
 
    ‘No, back in New York. But she was here in September photographing a wedding.’ 
 
    ‘And that got her killed? Photographs can’t have been much good.’ 
 
    ‘She’s got an entire day and a half unaccounted for, and we think her last movements before getting back home were to take some sunset pictures out here,’ Archer explained, not acknowledging the ranger’s attempt at humor. ‘But the wedding photos and any of her personal ones from that Sunday are missing from her computer.’ 
 
    ‘So? That brought you all this way south?’ 
 
    Archer didn’t mention how the woman had died and the poison used. ‘Here we are,’ he answered instead. 
 
    The ranger passed Archer his badge back. ‘I’ll stay with you.’  
 
    ‘You don’t have to do that,’ Staal asked. 
 
    ‘Trust me, you run into one of them bears, you’re gonna be real glad I stuck around,’ he said, holding up his shotgun.  
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ she replied. Any name tag on the man’s chest was blocked by his thin coat. 
 
    ‘Broussard. Lead the way.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Where the hell are you?’ CT Bureau Lieutenant Franklin asked Bridges, who was at that point forty miles north of New York City. She’d been weighing up whether to pick up, knowing how bad she was likely to get chewed out. Bridgeport, Connecticut, the place where Chuck Purcival had been mayor incumbent for four years before his fast-track up the ladder to state governor, was around an eighty minute drive from Manhattan, and Bridges and Gratiano were just approaching the seaport city’s waterfront when the NYPD detective got the call from her boss.  
 
    ‘I can explain, LT-’ 
 
    ‘An entire strip of 5th Avenue is shut down after this shooting earlier, and ESU told me you were there at the scene?’ 
 
    ‘I was, but I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the point and you know it. Now I’m finding you’re not back at the Bureau yet either?’  
 
    ‘I drove up to Connecticut for a quick visit.’ 
 
    ‘Connecticut? What the hell for?’ 
 
    ‘I wanted to get more details on Chuck Purcival. Did Carly tell you yet about his phone’s GPS? It puts him in Smoky National Park the same night as Elliot Marzello and that wedding photographer who was poisoned in her apartment, with that same toxic shit that almost killed our guys last night. She tell you about her too?’ 
 
    A pause followed.  
 
    ‘I just heard. I don’t know what to make of it.’ 
 
    ‘There’s something off about the guy, Lieutenant. Purcival. I didn’t like him at all.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a politician. No-one likes them.’  
 
    ‘Questioning him isn’t gonna get us anywhere. He’s got all the answers, so I thought we could find out more about the guy by coming up to where he got his big break.’ 
 
    ‘What is it you’re not understanding about no field duty right now, Detective?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no risk, LT. Archer and Ledger are gone for a few hours, and we’ve got no-one else to step up right now. I’m only sitting in a car. Nothing strenuous.’ 
 
    ‘This woman who poisoned our people probably saw or passed you when that fire alarm went off, so she knows what Karen Bridges looks like. And you’re not exactly light on your feet right now. Gimme a picture of how it would’ve looked earlier if you got shot on one of the busiest shopping avenues in the world.’ 
 
    ‘I was wearing a vest.’ 
 
    ‘Get outta here, you know a round from a powerful rifle would go through a vest like it was a paper towel. And apart from your safety, what do you think would’ve happened to our division if it looked like we deliberately exposed a pregnant detective to that kind of danger?’ 
 
    The conversation was going precisely as she’d expected and Bridges knew she had very little, if no defense. ‘I’m with one of Elliot Marzello’s bodyguards.’ 
 
    ‘So what? Don’t try to change the subject.’ 
 
    ‘She was in the car on 5th when the driver got shot. Helped save them and she also did the same for Marzello yesterday, but he’s had her replaced until further notice. She gave her statements to detectives, so they didn’t need to keep her there. She’s here with me making the visit.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll want her for more questioning, and I want your ass back here immediately where I can keep an eye on you. You don’t show up in the next two hours, I’m driving up there myself and I’ll bring you both back in handcuffs. I’m dead serious.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come straight back.’ 
 
    ‘Mean it, Detective.’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘Two hours, Bridges.  
 
    ‘Gimme four, Lieutenant. We need to stop to eat.’ 
 
    ‘Two. Clock starts now.’ 
 
    Bridges ended the call, Gratiano looking over at her. ‘That was pretty good,’ she said. ‘Reminded me of when I was a kid bartering for another ten minutes before bed.’ 
 
    ‘But we’ve got two hours,’ Bridges told her, as she kept following the GPS directions for the city’s main police station, Gratiano checking her side mirror to make sure any vehicles that had been behind them for any length of time since they’d left New York were gone.  
 
      
 
    ‘You said this photographer was here for a wedding?’ Ranger Broussard asked, as they walked along a narrow path just off the main Appalachian Trail that wound through the undergrowth. He was beside Staal as they drew closer to the Smoky/Cherokee Forest line. Archer was twenty feet or so ahead of them, regularly checking his phone and following Carly’s guidance. The signal had dropped down to zero bars so the call had died, but she’d given him coordinates to follow and he’d already downloaded them onto the device.  
 
    ‘At some place called Cades Cove.’ 
 
    ‘Cades is the other side of the park. What brought her out here?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know. See more of the place maybe.’ 
 
    ‘And she’s dead?’ 
 
    ‘Last month. Found on her couch.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not wearing a badge.’  
 
    ‘I’m not a cop. He is.’  
 
    ‘So what are you; federal?’ 
 
    ‘No. I was a bodyguard. But I-’ 
 
    Broussard suddenly whistled loudly. ‘HEY MAN!’ he called to Archer, who’d walked off the path while they’d been talking. ‘You don’t wanna go that way. There are drops that’ll catch you out. Don’t want to be having to call for a med-evac because you broke your leg or back in a fall.’  
 
    ‘OK.’ Archer had stopped to look around and he tried to call Carly again, but there was still no signal; they really were out in the sticks here. ‘Last ping on her phone was just a bit further west of us,’ he told Staal as she walked over to join him with the ranger, nodding in the right direction. Neither of them had mentioned Purcival’s or Marzello’s names with Broussard in earshot. 
 
    ‘We should start back to where you parked soon,’ the ranger warned. ‘Light fades faster than you expect this time of year. Can get tricky out here real quick.’ 
 
    ‘We’re almost done,’ Staal said. ‘So how long have you been doing your job?’ she asked the ranger, trying to distract him so Archer could focus; she’d done that from the moment Broussard had joined them, which he’d noted and appreciated.  
 
    As Broussard launched into his life story, Archer kept going through the undergrowth, wanting to be alone for a moment and think, his boots crunching on sticks, twigs and dry leaves every shade between dark red and light yellow; the last traces of summer, like a fading fond memory. He could smell the damp earth, the late afternoon sun shining through the trees. The ranger had been correct in that there were sudden drop-offs here, and Archer reached one which looked down into a clearing beside a lake, presumably or possibly connected to the Pigeon River.  
 
    He saw a substantial wooden cabin as the centerpiece, set slightly back from the water, but although looking well-kept, it appeared to be vacant, no people or vehicles outside and no lights on inside. Patti had apparently wanted a sunrise to capture, but Archer didn’t think this would be the place to choose; it wasn’t high enough compared to other peaks nearby.  
 
    But according to her last GPS ping, she’d been very close to where he was right now. Same as Elliot Marzello and Governor Chuck Purcival.  
 
    Archer looked down at the cabin for a few seconds more, then turned and started to head back, smiling slightly as he heard Staal asking more questions to keep the ranger talking and off his back.  
 
    If Archer’s foot hadn’t got caught in the strap, it was unlikely the chain of events that followed would ever have taken place. The item was face down, the rear of the device black and partially covered with leaves and mud, but as he’d passed, his boot had snagged something, dragging it clear. He stopped, then bent to see what he’d just dislodged. 
 
    It was a headlamp, the type that rock climbers or hikers wore strapped around their heads enabling them to see while leaving their hands free. As Archer picked it up, Staal and the ranger walked over, seeing what he’d found.  
 
    ‘We don’t know that’s Patti’s,’ Staal said, interpreting his thoughts. ‘Could be anyone’s.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Archer replied. ‘But it’d be useful out here. And it was just lying there under some leaves, so not hard to find if someone had lost it.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe they didn’t realize they’d dropped it?’ Broussard said. ‘Happens all the time. We find things like that a lot.’ 
 
    Archer looked back down in the direction of the clearing; from where he’d been standing a few moments ago, it was a perfect vantage point to get a good view of the cabin and surrounding area below without being seen.  
 
    He thought once more of Patti’s missing photos from her three day trip to this park, not logging them which was so uncharacteristic, the only absent set in six years of work. Her camera, gone from her apartment, still not found. 
 
    And Marzello and Purcival. Claiming not to know each other, but both here that same night. 
 
    ‘Something happened out here, we need to keep lo-’ he said as he turned to face Staal and Broussard.  
 
    Just in time to see the reversed stock of the park ranger’s shotgun heading straight for his face, but not soon enough to stop it hammering into his cheek and punching him off his feet.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TWENTY ONE
  
 
    ‘Chuck Purcival’s such a badass, he got you driving up here to see why he’s the guy, huh,’ a large sallow-faced detective said to Bridges and Gratiano inside a pub near Bridgeport’s waterfront. The man had joined them direct from the city’s PD headquarters after hearing Bridges asking if she could speak to someone with a detective badge about Purcival’s meteoric rise in the city; he said he’d talk with them as long as they bought him lunch. ‘You New Yawkers think you’re all so smart, but you voted in a pussy for mayor and we put in Chucky Boy.’ 
 
    Gratiano was keeping quiet as Bridges took the lead, but she had to look away to hide her expression, guessing the pregnant NYPD detective was finding this guy as repellent as she was. One of the TVs in the bar was showing the news and featuring an ongoing report on what had happened at The Bellingham Hotel yesterday, a local correspondent keeping tabs on the story involving their state governor. The shooting on 5th Avenue earlier had also made the ticker.  
 
    ‘I take it you voted for him?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Bet your ass. He cares about law enforcement. And now most of America’s hearing about the politician who fought off some asshole who’d wasted his bodyguards and then tried to kill him.’ Bridges was about to ask another question, but the Bridgeport detective’s lunch arrived, a wax-paper wrapped lobster roll that he’d ordered. She’d assumed they were going to sit and talk while he ate, but now saw she’d got it wrong. ‘Do us all a favor, just keep Percy alive in your big city if it’s not too much of a challenge for you guys,’ the detective told Bridges and Gratiano with scorn, before he left with his free lunch and no word of thanks. 
 
    ‘Well that was something,’ Bridges commented, as the bar’s door swung shut, watching the detective go.  
 
    ‘What an asshole,’ Gratiano said. 
 
    ‘You’re covering his order though, right?’ the bartender asked, overhearing the exchange as he brought over their own lunch. The same lobster roll for Gratiano as their new friend who’d just departed, a sandwich called a grinder on the menu for Bridges. Neither woman was especially hungry, but this was probably going to be their only shot to take fifteen minutes and eat something for a while; they’d both learned in their jobs to refuel when they could. 
 
    ‘Are many cops around here as ignorant as that?’ Bridges asked the bartender. 
 
    ‘Bridgeport’s gotten better, but a lot of them still have a reputation. The police department’s not got a great one. City was a dump for years, and dangerous. People got pissed at the uniforms when they thought they weren’t doing enough to protect us, and they got hostile right back. Guess it became a habit.’ 
 
    ‘Heard you had a high crime rate until Purcival took over as mayor,’ Bridges said. Gratiano had done quick bit of research on her phone in the car on the drive up from Manhattan.  
 
    ‘Yeah, he did a good job, and it’s still way lower than it used to be even though he moved on.’ 
 
    ‘Did he have any issues people here heard about?’ Bridges asked. ‘Dirt or rumors? Guys like you hear a lot of talk at the bar.’ 
 
    ‘Got a reputation for being a pitbull and he’s ambitious, but I guess that’s why he is where he’s at. Made it to some high-level position in pharma before he went into politics. I ain’t really that interested, being honest. Can’t tell you much more.’ 
 
    ‘He put up a hell of a fight yesterday,’ Gratiano said. ‘It saved his life.’  
 
    ‘You piss it off bad enough, a pit’s gonna bite you back. Percy’s good at working a crowd, but I don’t think he’s a guy you’d want to start throwing punches with.’ 
 
    ‘You vote for him?’ Bridges asked. ‘For mayor or governor?’ 
 
    ‘Sure did. The drug use and crime rate went way down in his first district when he was a councilman, but it dropped right across the city after he was elected mayor. Percy changed more around here in one term than his predecessor did in nine.’ 
 
    ‘How’d he manage to do that so fast?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Tougher policing, zero tolerance for junkies and criminals, and probably some luck. A lot of drug users ended up dying out there on the streets, probably because we had a real bad couple winters and hot summers. Guess that timing helped him too. But it meant the crime rate plummeted like a stone. I don’t care that much to know; but Bridgeport’s stayed a safer place ever since Chuck Purcival showed up on the scene.’ 
 
      
 
    A flash of pain, then darkness; and it was pain which brought him back.  
 
    Archer’s head was throbbing, blood leaking down his cheek. As consciousness returned, he found he was upright but kneeling and sagging forward. His arms were secured to something behind his back, his wrists aching; he guessed by the feel that he’d been secured by metal handcuffs, which were grinding against his joints, forced to take his bodyweight.  
 
    His phone was buzzing in his pocket, Archer hearing the muffled sound of the ringtone. As the cool breeze helped revive him further, he realized his ankles hadn’t been tied. He raised his head and saw he was still in the national park, then looking over his shoulder, found he was handcuffed to a signpost. He was at the edge of one of the trails, but seemed to be alone, no sign of Staal, Broussard or any random hikers who might be nearby. His cheek was hurting, the bone underneath sore and the flesh tender, the wind cold on the wound.  
 
    He started to piece together what had happened, going back to when he and Staal had parked in the rental up to when he’d found that headlamp and turned to speak to her and Broussard. 
 
    Then he’d worn a shotgun stock to the face. But why? That could come later; right now, he needed to work out how to try and free himself, but then he saw Broussard and Staal reappear through the trees ahead. Broussard was walking behind Staal, the stock of his shotgun in his shoulder with the barrel aimed at her back; she was carrying a two liter water bottle. 
 
    And Archer saw she looked scared. 
 
    ‘Stop there,’ Broussard told her once they got closer. ‘Now gimme that thing.’ 
 
    Staal bent and placed the bottle on the ground to her left, her defiant action earning her a dirty look. Archer realized she was going to try for the shotgun as the park ranger passed her; she braced but Broussard had anticipated the move and the twelve gauge batted into the side of her head with a crack that made Archer wince. Staal collapsed to the ground onto the fallen leaves and twigs. Broussard grabbed her by the collar and dragged her near the secured NYPD detective before going back to collect the two-liter bottle.  
 
    Still on his knees, the position he’d found himself in when he’d regained consciousness, Archer pushed himself slowly back up to a standing position, the handcuffs sliding up the signpost.  
 
    ‘The hell are you doing?’ he asked Broussard. When the ranger didn’t answer, Archer didn’t waste time repeating the question but worked instead on attempting to free his hands; however, the wooden post felt solid, the metal bracelets tight around his wrists. Broussard cradled his shotgun in the crook of his arm before uncapping the bottle, then stepped forward and started pouring the contents over Archer’s head.  
 
    It wasn’t water. The liquid immediately stung his eyes, the strong fumes giving Archer a pulse of light-headedness as he shook his head then blinked rapidly to try and clear his eyes, the cut on his cheek starting to scorch like it was on fire. 
 
    On fire. 
 
    ‘You just screwed up everything, guy,’ Broussard snapped at him. ‘You should never have come here.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Archer asked him, while continuing to try and free his hands. 
 
    ‘This isn’t on me, this is on you,’ Broussard spat as he finished pouring the gasoline over the restrained NYPD cop, Archer now soaked with fuel as the ranger placed the empty bottle by his feet. Archer snapped his knee up to try and hit him, but Broussard jerked backwards and in retaliation, hit his captive with the shotgun again, not hard enough to knock him out but smacking him with another wave of hot pain, gasoline spraying off Archer’s head from the contact. 
 
    Reeling from the blow, he started to fight the cuffs like a crazy man as the ranger stepped back and reached into the pocket of his olive-colored uniform to withdraw a Zippo lighter.  
 
    And he sparked a flame which caught on the first attempt.  
 
    Behind Broussard, a dazed Staal had opened her eyes. She was just within reach of the ranger, blood running down the side of her head from where he’d hit her, and when she saw what he was about to do, she reacted quickly by sweeping her foot out. She managed to knock Broussard off his feet, who’d been so focused on Archer he’d missed the fact she’d come to; he dropped the lighter as he fell, the flame extinguishing once it hit the dirt, but then still on the ground he swung around and swatted Staal hard in the face.  
 
    Archer hadn’t stopped bucking against the signpost he’d been lashed to, doing all he could to dislodge it, and his efforts paid off when he felt the base give slightly. The post was old wood, having been standing out in all weathers, probably for years, and it hadn’t been drilled in too deep. He intensified his efforts, throwing all his weight into and away from the post, knowing if he didn’t free himself, his life was about to end in the most horrific way imaginable. 
 
    And the post began to loosen.  
 
    As he continued to hurl his weight backwards and forwards, the post finally gave way, taking Archer with it. The wood jammed painfully into his spine as he landed but he hardly felt it as he desperately worked his way down trying to slide his hands free of the post. Broussard scrambled to his feet and snatched the Zippo up off the ground before re-sparking the small, naked flame; and this time, he tossed the lighter at Archer just as the NYPD detective worked his cuffs past the spiked base end of the signpost. 
 
    Archer threw himself sideways and rolled as the mound he’d been lashed to erupted in a roar of flames, the leaves he’d been standing on moments before soaked with gasoline and catching fire. He was just out of range of the pyre, but the flames were so close he could feel their heat as he saw Broussard grab the dry end of a burning branch.  
 
    ‘RUN!’ Staal screamed, but despite his size, the Smoky ranger was fast. He sprinted at Archer, who’d rolled to his feet before turning to run towards the drop, dripping wet with gasoline, one spark away from an agonizing death.  
 
    He didn’t hesitate when he reached the edge and launched himself off. The burning branch appeared in his peripheral vision, Broussard having hurled it at him, but Archer had jumped low and to the right, an angle that the ranger hadn’t expected. The branch missed him and Archer saw it land harmlessly on the slope to his left, but that wasn’t the end of his problems. The thump of his next impact with the ground knocked most of the wind out of his lungs and pain shot through him. He twisted, fell and rolled down the slope, clipping a couple of trees, his hands still cuffed behind him, every impact brutally painful with him unable to brace, protect himself or shield his body and more crucially, his head. On one of the last collisions, he felt his left wrist give out which elicited a shout of pain, and seconds later he slammed to a halt into a boulder almost forty yards down the slope.  
 
    It almost knocked him out again, but he clung to consciousness like a climber to a high cliff-face, knowing Broussard would be very close behind. And the ranger still had his shotgun, which for some reason he hadn’t used yet. With his damaged wrist now useless and cuffed behind him, his whole body soaked in gasoline and with his face dripping blood, Archer staggered to his feet and looked up the slope.  
 
    Just in time to see Broussard appear with his twelve gauge in his shoulder, training the sights on the police detective below before squeezing the trigger. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TWENTY TWO
  
 
    At the Greenbrier ranger law enforcement station, twenty miles or so further west in the national park, Ledger was waiting for contact from Archer when his cell phone rang. As he pulled it from his pocket, he saw the caller wasn’t his fellow detective as he’d expected, it was the Bureau back in New York City. 
 
    ‘Harry?’ Carly said. 
 
    He caught her tone immediately. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Archer. I was talking with him on the phone earlier, he said he’d check in by now and I haven’t heard anything. I got Staal’s number from Gratiano and she’s not picking up either.’ 
 
    ‘They might have got delayed.’ 
 
    ‘He’s got signal though; his phone’s ringing when I call but he’s not answering. I’m probably overreacting but I know he didn’t plan staying out there too long with the light goin’ down and all. I didn’t know if I should leave it or give you a head’s up.’ 
 
    ‘Where were they?’ 
 
    ‘On the northeast side of the park, past Pigeon River and near the border with the Cherokee Forest. I had him following tower pings from Patti’s cell phone the last night she was down there.’ 
 
    ‘When did you last hear from them?’  
 
    ‘An hour ago. They might be busy, but like I said, he told me they’d check in.’ 
 
    Ledger turned to look out of the window as Carly spoke; the sky was starting to darken, the daylight fading fast and creeping up quickly at this time of year. None of them at the Bureau knew Staal but they’d background checked her the same as Gratiano, and had no reason to suspect that she couldn’t be trusted; even if she had an agenda they knew nothing about, Ledger knew there was no way Archer would have let her get the drop on him; he was too good for that. ‘I’ll check it out,’ he told Carly, before ending the call and heading to the door. 
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ Linborough asked, in the cabin and having heard his side of the conversation. 
 
    ‘My friend I came down here with has stopped answering his phone. Something’s happened.’ 
 
    ‘He probably can’t get any signal,’ she reasoned, following him outside. ‘It sucks out there towards the line with Cherokee. I picked up some of what your caller said.’ 
 
    ‘I was in a lot of trouble a couple years ago, and Archer was the only person I knew who came to help me and had my back. If there’s even a chance he’s gotten into something, I gotta go check it out.’ 
 
    ‘Just hold off a moment and let me get on the radio,’ Linborough told him, catching Ledger’s arm. ‘I’ll see if we have anyone in that part of the park. Last thing we need is you getting yourself lost trying to find them.’ 
 
      
 
    The second he saw Broussard aiming that shotgun at him, Archer darted to his right and using trees as cover, started running just as buckshot from a shell blast eviscerated part of a branch and most of its leaves a foot to his left. 
 
    Soaked in gasoline and hampered by his hands still being cuffed behind his back, he ran for his life. After cutting through the trees for almost a full minute, Archer stopped behind a large trunk as he caught his breath while listening closely for any sounds to indicate the ranger was following him. He couldn’t hear anything which indicated he hadn’t been caught up on yet, so the NYPD detective sat down quickly and managed to hitch his cuffed hands past his glutes and hamstrings.  
 
    He pulled his knees tight and straining through his shoulders, got one foot then the other past his wrists, the pain from the straining tension on the left one making him grit his teeth and hiss quietly in pain. As soon as he could see them, he realized the set of cuffs were his, not any that the Smoky ranger had been carrying, and he checked his waistband to discover to his relief that the handcuff key was still attached. With his intention to burn him alive, it seemed Broussard hadn’t seen the need to remove it. 
 
    Then a shout came from somewhere nearby, causing Archer to freeze.  
 
    ‘HE’S CALLING IN BACK U-’  
 
    It was Staal, her warning promptly cut off, before Archer heard another shotgun blast which echoed before fading, birds above starting to call and flap around, disturbed by the sudden noise.  
 
    He stayed still for a moment, then with his hands shaking from the returning blood-flow after being cuffed so tightly behind his back, he worked to slot the key into the metal bracelets. He got it done and undid the set, his wrists finally free. Archer’s uninjured right hand instinctively went to the Sig Sauer on his hip, Broussard having left that there too, like the key apparently not seeing the need to take it from a man about to die. His left hand was too painful to use, so he pushed the gun against his jeans to partially draw back the top-slide and saw there was still a round in the chamber, the weight of it telling him the mag was full. Broussard hadn’t touched it. 
 
    But as he checked the clearing around him, feeling much more confident now he had the ability to fight back, Archer suddenly pictured what the ignition of a bullet leaving the chamber and resulting muzzle flash might do to a man holding the gun if he was drenched with gasoline. His sense of relief was short-lived. Until he could wash it off, the firearm was useless unless he wanted to self-immolate and finish what the ranger had started.  
 
    Broussard hadn’t caught up with him yet, probably negotiating the slope a lot more carefully than Archer had been able to, which bought him a little more time. He looked at his left hand sitting at an odd angle, but then seeing something that could help, put it in the V of a tree branch on a small sapling nearby. Checking ahead again, he holstered the Sig before covering his mouth with his right sleeve.  
 
    He pulled back. The pain seared through him, his mouth and nostrils filled with the reek of petrol as he bit down into his sleeve to stifle would have otherwise been a shout of pain. As he lifted his now straightened wrist, he looked around the forest floor and saw what he needed; a solid piece of bark. 
 
      
 
    Archer was right, Broussard was coming after him, but his focus had been split because now he’d lost Staal too. She’d seized the opportunity to run the moment Archer had jumped off the verge, helped by Broussard taking time to fire at him at the base of the slope before turning to deal with her, but she was already out of sight and had gone to ground in the undergrowth, lying still, knowing if she kept crashing through the forest it would make it much easier for the ranger to find her. 
 
    She’d been close enough though to hear Broussard get on his cell phone and call for support, then as he started stalking down the slope in the direction Archer had taken off in, Staal had got to her feet and shouted a warning as loudly as she could, causing the ranger to turn and fire wildly in her direction. However, Broussard had stayed on Archer, and right now had just reached another small drop off to stop and look around for any sign of the cop when Staal had suddenly reappeared.  
 
    He heard her too late. She charged him from behind and using the full force of her bodyweight, slammed her shoulder into the park ranger as hard as she could, sending him toppling off the edge. Broussard landed hard and started to tumble down the slope, gathering pace as he went. Staal considered running back along the trail to where she could get better signal and call for help, but decided she didn’t have time. Archer was very vulnerable now he was drenched in gasoline and she’d also just heard Broussard make that call for assistance. She didn’t know who, what or when that meant, but one thing was certain; if they were going to make it out of here, they needed his weapon.  
 
    She made her way to the edge of the verge carefully and saw Broussard lying motionless beside a large boulder which appeared to have abruptly stopped his rapid descent. Then she spotted the shotgun resting in the leaves a few feet from him.  
 
    She started skidding and sliding down the slope, keeping her eyes fixed on him, and had almost reached the ranger when he started stirring. 
 
    He opened his eyes in time to see she was almost on him; he looked around in panic for his twelve gauge, then lunged to grab it just as she rushed him. 
 
      
 
    While he was quickly working on supporting and setting his wrist, Archer heard another loud echoing boom of the twelve gauge but even as he ducked instinctively, he realized it was too far away to have been fired at him. Satisfied the piece of bark he was using to keep his wrist straight was solid enough for the temporary job, he continued to splint the injured joint by tightening strips of fabric he’d ripped from the inside lining of his jacket around it, using his right hand and his teeth.  
 
    But just as he finished, he heard the sound of someone approaching fast and they were heading in his direction; he pulled his Sig again, despite knowing that if he squeezed that trigger, he was likely to go up in a ball of flame. The threat of the pistol alone was all he had so he kept gripping the weapon and waited. But then he saw Staal appear through the trees and she was carrying the ranger’s twelve gauge. 
 
    ‘Where is he?’ Archer asked, stepping out into view from behind the trees and lowering his handgun as she rushed forward, her face showing how relieved she was to see him. 
 
    ‘Dazed, but he won’t be for long. I just hit him over the head with it like he did with me. Took his cell phone too.’ Archer checked the cell then did the same with his own, but there was no signal on either like there had been up on the verge.  
 
    ‘What was that blast?’ 
 
    ‘Shotgun went off as we fought for it. He was roughed up and dazed from the fall. Gave me the chance to hit him but he’ll be right behind us.’ She then noticed his splint. ‘You good?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but we need to make it back to the car right now and get out of here,’ he told her and without another word, they both started to jog in the direction of the dirt lot where they’d left the airport rental. 
 
      
 
    ‘You mind taking a loop out by Big Creek?’ Linborough asked one of her other LEO rangers over the radio, having persuaded Ledger with some difficulty to stay at the station for the time being and leave the search to people familiar with the area. ‘I can’t raise Broussard.’ To her surprise the NYPD detective had suddenly stopped arguing and had gone back into the cabin while she remained outside on the radio. The setting sun wasn’t going to help this situation if Ledger’s friend and his companion were lost or injured. ‘That couple of visitors I put the word out about from New York have dropped off the radar. One of them’s a cop; a colleague of his is with me right now and is pretty concerned.’  
 
    ‘A hiker just called in, Em. Said he heard what sounded like some gun blasts coming from out near Cherokee. Worried him enough to report it. I was about to get on the horn to you.’ 
 
    ‘He say how many shots he heard?’ 
 
    ‘More than one. Thinks he might’ve heard some shouts too. You said these guys are cops?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, they’re running an investigation connected to something they think might’ve happened here a couple months back. I’ve got that friend of theirs here with me like I told you. I’ll ask him for more detai-’ Linborough said, but as she walked back into the station, she stopped. 
 
    Ledger was gone.  
 
    Frowning, she looked around before checking to see if he’d gone to use the toilet; but then on a hunch, remembering his earlier interest, she checked their supply store. 
 
    ‘Son of a bitch,’ she muttered, seeing the city detective wasn’t the only thing that was no longer there.  
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Just get in your vehicle and head out towards the Pigeon River off 32,’ Linborough said, running next door to snatch up her keys. ‘I’m on my way.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TWENTY THREE
  
 
    Ledger had caught the radio transmission over the main receiver while waiting for Linborough in the station; a ranger reporting that hikers had heard the sound of shotgun blasts, near the Cherokee Forest line. Ledger had already looked at a map of the area and knew that wasn’t far from where Archer had headed. 
 
    ‘Emmy, you copy?’ the ranger on the radio had asked as Ledger listened. The fact Archer had suddenly gone quiet was increasingly convincing him something was wrong, and even before he’d heard the report about the shotgun blasts, Ledger had decided he wasn’t staying put; he didn’t put Archer’s lack of comms down to a loss of signal. Carly was managing to get good enough signal to call him, but Archer wasn’t answering, and when he went quiet like this, it almost always meant trouble. 
 
    With Linborough now talking outside to who he guessed was a fellow LEO ranger, Ledger snapped into action. He decided in a matter of seconds which essentials from their ranger station’s store he was going to borrow and was out of the rear door running to his car parked beside the road less than a minute later. He’d thrown the equipment into the rental, started the ignition which Linborough hadn’t heard from the other side of the building, and then calling Carly to talk him in, was already on his way towards the east side of the park by the time the Smoky ranger realized he was gone.  
 
    ‘They should be parked near that path to the Appalachian Trail,’ Carly told him, as Ledger gunned it down Highway 321 and then the turn-off along 32. He followed her directions and a couple of minutes later drew up beside the car which Archer had rented at the airport, a Smoky park ranger’s truck also parked beside it. Ledger switched off the engine then looked around but couldn’t see anyone. The truck’s rear gate and ramp were down, and he saw tracks of what looked like an ATV leading away from it towards the trail. 
 
    A dark green tarp had been among the items Ledger had lifted from Linborough’s ranger station; pulling it out of the car, he folded the fabric in half and using a small knife he’d taken from the store, cut out a jagged hole big enough for his head. He was already wearing several layers of clothing but now the outside temperature was dropping with the sun going down, the waterproof outer shell the tarp provided would help seal in his body warmth and protect against any rainfall. But the ranger station’s gunrack had been where the real money was and Ledger quickly loaded a shotgun and then a rifle magazine from boxes of ammunition he’d also taken, all the time straining his ears for any indication Linborough or other rangers were on his tail. He didn’t need anyone running interference on him right now.  
 
    Hearing nothing, he slotted the mag into the rifle he’d lifted. Taking two firearms and ammunition like this was probably going to land him in a lot of hot water, but he’d deal with that later; the suspected shotgun blasts were his focus right now, particularly as he knew there was no hunting allowed in the national park.  
 
    Ledger had found himself in plenty of remote places before, including the Afghan Hindu Kush and in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean on a rescue ship with nothing around him but water and the horizon, so he wasn’t at all fazed by being alone in a vast forest instead of his usual surroundings of New York City. He shut the car door, pulled on the adapted poncho and holding the rifle, took out his phone and called Carly again.  
 
    ‘Their car is here parked next to the trail,’ he told her. ‘No sign of them though.’ 
 
    ‘Their signal dropped almost two miles away from that lot,’ she told him. ‘You can follow the Appalachian for the first mile of it.’ 
 
    ‘Have you kept trying Archer?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t connect now. The signal died again.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll call you when I’m closer.’ 
 
    ‘OK, but you might not be able to.’  
 
    Ledger loped along the trail, following those off-terrain vehicle tracks leading from the ranger’s 4x4 for a while, and in seven and a half minutes, he‘d clocked off the first mile. He kept going and almost six minutes later, arrived upon an ATV parked just off the trail with the Smoky National Park Rangers logo stamped on it. 
 
    But what he immediately noticed was a length of tubing jutting from the tank.  
 
    And he could smell gasoline.  
 
    Did the driver break down? Did he know Archer and Staal were out here and came to find them?  
 
    So where are they all? And why reports of gunshots? 
 
    In the darkening blue light of the encroaching dusk, Ledger saw what appeared to be two sets of fresh footprints and began following them, the cop/ex-army sniper moving quickly and quietly through the rising darkness. 
 
      
 
    Archer and Staal had doubled back to where they’d parked their rental and would have run into Ledger head-on in another ninety seconds or so, but when they were only about a quarter of a mile away, they’d heard the sound of ATV engines, and this time, more than one.  
 
    They paused to listen, standing among the lengthening shadows of the trees, both panting heavily. Staal was holding the shotgun; Archer had ditched his sodden jacket but his hair, exposed skin and clothes were still soaked in gasoline and his left wrist was throbbing like hell under the rough splint. 
 
    He’s calling for back up, Archer remembered Staal screaming out to him earlier. Broussard’s assistance, whoever they were, had just arrived. And riding ATVs, they could cover ground a hell of a lot faster than the two of them on foot. 
 
    Archer checked his phone again but there was still no signal, despite seeing a lot of missed calls and messages from Carly at the Bureau; he didn’t waste any time reading them and without a word, led the way as he and Staal pulled back from the noise of the engines, no other choice than to press deeper into the forest and away from their vehicle.  
 
    A few minutes later, they saw a cabin through the trees built on similar lines to the one in the clearing near where Archer had found the headlamp earlier, but smaller. ‘Know we need to keep moving, but I have to try and wash this stuff off me,’ Archer told Staal quickly, who nodded. With the ATVs still audible, and sounding as if the vehicles were getting closer, they jogged towards the cabin, seeing the inside was dark, the windows cobwebbed and dusty, no vehicles outside to indicate it was occupied.  
 
    Archer was first to the door up the steps. He tried the handle with his good hand, but it was locked; without speaking, Staal stepped over to the nearest window and reversed the shotgun before breaking the glass. She cleared splinters from the frame as fast and as best as she could before pulling off her jacket and laying it over the edge. Archer took the twelve gauge with his good hand, then checked the forest behind them as Staal climbed inside the cabin. 
 
    Moments later, she opened the door. He moved inside to join her before closing and locking it, seeing the interior of the cabin was almost stripped bare.  
 
    ‘This is the only shelter we’ve come across in the area,’ Staal said, as Archer passed her the shotgun and they both looked around. ‘We have to be quick. They’ll zero in on this place soon as they realize they can’t find us.’ 
 
    Archer nodded and had already begun checking for a bathroom, desperate to wash the gasoline off so he could use his handgun without becoming a human brazier. In a small room off the main space, he found a bathtub, a toilet and basin; he turned the faucet in the tub, which was stiff from lack of use, then swore as only a weak flow of brown water trickled out. He cranked the tap all the way, but any relief he’d felt at finding the bathroom didn’t last. Even if the water supply didn’t run out, filling the tub to get enough to wash off the fuel was going to take way too much time. He and Staal needed to get to safety, not hang around in here waiting to be found. 
 
    He swore again quietly, but then started to think how to make the best of what he had. He found an old moth-eaten blanket in a small closet in the bathroom, jammed the plug inside the tub and let the trickle of water begin to slowly soak the garment. Not ideal, but better than nothing. 
 
    Outside in the main room of the cabin, Staal was positioned near one of the dusty front windows and was looking out past the cobwebs at the surrounding trees in front of the cabin, gripping Broussard’s shotgun. Leaving the blanket to absorb whatever amount of moisture it could, Archer joined her. ‘Harry hasn’t heard from us in a while. I’m hoping he might-’ 
 
    A whistle came from outside. The two of them immediately ducked away from the windows and separated, keeping out of sight. The logs that had been used to construct the cabin were thick and would provide decent protection against any gunfire, but Archer and Staal were now pinned down and both of them knew it.  
 
    They each heard the sound of movement and another quiet whistle. With a busted wrist and covered in gasoline, Archer’s current capacity to fight back was almost completely neutralized, so with no other option, he and Staal just had to wait to see what was going to happen, the quiet sound of the trickling water coming through the open bathroom door.  
 
    The whistles outside had died away. 
 
    Then suddenly one of the windows shattered, and they both flinched before seeing a rock roll to a stop on the wooden floor.  
 
    More rocks followed, glass shattering in the other windows of the cabin as the pair stayed low. Puzzled, Staal looked at Archer. 
 
    Seconds later, her unspoken question was answered.  
 
    A glass bottle was launched through one of the broken windows, smashing into the far wall of the cabin’s interior. The bottle had a flaming cloth stuck in the end which erupted into a ball of fire when it broke, a pool of flames spreading out and ending only a few feet from Archer. Another followed, and with no other option the NYPD detective retreated to the far wall, the second fireball not quite reaching him but coming closer. Staal stared in shock, but then she swung round and edging slowly up to one of the broken windows, aimed and fired a shell before ducking back down. There was a shout followed by bursts of returning gunfire.  
 
    The wooden cabin walls were thick and serving as an effective bulletproof shield but the remaining shards of glass in the front windows were shot to pieces as bullets cut through them. Archer wanted to know how many opponents were out there, so from his position near the bathroom door, he raised his head just high enough to see two figures holding flaming Molotov cocktails. In the light the flaming rags stuffed into the bottles provided, he quickly registered the outlines of five, maybe six men in dark clothing, one with his arm already cocked holding a bottle, the others without bottles firing what looked and sounded like automatic rifles with suppressors.  
 
    One of the men holding a Molotov ran closer to launch the missile, and Archer saw he was coming directly towards him.  
 
    The NYPD detective threw himself into the bathroom and slammed the door as the bottle shattered near where he’d just been crouching, the flames sweeping out in another pool of fire, some of them licking under the wooden bathroom door only a foot away from him.  
 
    ‘SAM!’ Staal called desperately. 
 
    ‘I’m OK!’ he replied, but knew he wouldn’t be for long; the entire cabin was starting to fill with smoke, the fire feeding on the dry timber which had seen any remaining moisture baked out of it over the years. The flames meant Archer was at risk wherever he ran, so he went to the tap with its trickling, brackish water and stuck one of his boots under it, allowing the water to flow over it, then moved his foot around, making sure it was damp before doing the same with the other. He began coughing as the smoke started to build and felt the blanket in the tub, but it was barely wet; knowing he was almost out of time, he looked around for a possible answer and his eyes landed on the toilet cistern.  
 
    He threw off the lid and saw the inside was full of water; he snatched the slightly damp blanket and stuffed it in the cistern until it was soaked through. The bathroom window looking out to the side of the building was small and dirty, but when he moved to check it, Archer was able to make out a figure stuffing a rag into another bottle.  
 
    As he did so, the figure looked up straight at the NYPD detective inside.  
 
    This Molotov was coming for the bathroom. 
 
    Because of its position on the side of the cabin, this was one of the last windows they hadn’t thrown anything through; trapped in the tiny room with pools of fire in the main cabin, there was nowhere for Archer to run or hide, and he couldn’t go out of the window without being shot. He saw the man outside was struggling to ignite the rag, the flame extinguished in the breeze before the rag could take light. 
 
    But then it caught. 
 
    The NYPD detective knew he only had one option; with his boots and lower jeans wet, which he had to hope was going to be enough to prevent the gasoline from taking hold, he dragged the now sodden blanket from the cistern before pulling it over him, then yanked open the door to the burning main room.  
 
      
 
    With fire now licking up the walls, a desperate Staal had just blasted another couple of shells through the broken window in an effort to keep their attackers at bay when the bathroom door was suddenly torn open. Covered in a wet green blanket, Archer appeared, flames on his side of the cabin licking out, butting against the barrier of soaked fabric and his wet Timberlands which protected him from catching fire.  
 
    Just as he pulled the door closed behind him, the sound of smashing glass came from inside the small bathroom and a rush of flames licked out from under the door. Staal fired twice more through the broken window, but then the shotgun clicked dry. She knew their time had run out, even if the burning cabin had been seen and reported by anyone out in this part of the park, or if they’d heard the dampened suppressed gunshots and twelve gauge blasts, it would be too late for them by the time anyone responded. Especially if Broussard was the park ranger called to check it out.  
 
    ‘What do we do?’ she asked Archer desperately over the noise of the flames. ‘Sam?’ 
 
    He heard her but holding the blanket up high enough so he could see, he’d just noticed something else; when it seemed things couldn’t get any worse, they just had. Across the room, flames had burned through a drape screening off part of the interior to reveal a stack of portable red fuel tanks, the type used for camping. Archer had no idea if they were empty, but the way today and yesterday had gone, knew it wasn’t likely. 
 
    The canisters weren’t just near the fire, they were about to be totally consumed by it. Just as Staal spotted the tanks too, Archer grabbed her and went to the rear window which backed onto a small hill leading up to a row of trees, the window the only one their attackers had ignored; so far, they’d been too focused on the front and side of the cabin. ‘You first, but open it, don’t break the glass!’ Archer warned. She undid the latch, pulled up the window and jumped out, landing on the grass outside, followed immediately by Archer.  
 
    Seconds later they were hustling up the slope towards the tree-line. Just as they reached the top, they discovered the tanks hadn’t been empty, as an explosion blew out the cabin in a wave of intense heat, the whole building burning a lurid orange in the growing darkness.  
 
    ‘Shotgun’s empty,’ Staal whispered, as Archer scrubbed at the gasoline in his hair with the wet blanket before glancing at the undergrowth behind them; even though it went against his every instinct, he was about to give her his pistol before they kept running. At least one of them could fire it without fear of going up in flames. 
 
    But just as he was reaching for the weapon, a quiet whistle came from deeper in the wood to their left. They both swung round, Archer’s Sig materializing in his hand from its holster.  
 
    ‘Sam,’ a familiar voice said. ‘It’s Harry.’ 
 
    With a rush of relief, Archer lowered his pistol as Ledger emerged out of the darkness and waved them forward, wearing a poncho and carrying a rifle, a shotgun on a strap over his shoulder.  
 
    ‘What the hell is goin’ on?’ he asked, unslinging the twelve gauge and passing it to Archer, his face illuminated by the fire thirty yards away. ‘Who are they?’ 
 
    ‘No idea, but one of the park rangers turned on us and tried to set me on fire,’ Archer told him. ‘I’m still soaked in petrol. I can’t shoot,’ he added, as Ledger became aware of the strong smell of gasoline and then noticed his CT Bureau teammate’s splinted wrist. He looked at Staal then back at Archer who nodded; Ledger passed the weapon to the former bodyguard instead, before his eyes returned to the frontside of the cabin.  
 
    ‘How many?’ 
 
    ‘Five or six men. They’ve got firepower and ATVs. We can’t engage them with me like this.’ 
 
    ‘The park’s law enforcement will be sending people,’ Ledger said. ‘They got a call reporting the sounds of shotgun blasts.’  
 
    ‘It was one of their people who started this,’ Archer replied. ‘Til we know who we can trust, we keep out of sight.’ Ledger nodded before the three of them moved off into the trees and quickly disappeared into the shadows of the forest, leaving the burning cabin behind them as figures started to encircle the place, believing their targets were still inside.  
 
    However, it wasn’t long before one of them stumbled upon some fresh footprints illuminated by the flames, leading up to the tree-line at the rear of the cabin.  
 
    But as he shouted a warning to his companions, they heard sirens coming from the road near the dirt lot, just as a large part of the cabin collapsed in a burst of sparks and fresh roar of fire. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TWENTY FOUR
  
 
    Three hours later, at Leconte Medical Center in Sevierville, Tennessee thirty miles north of the national park, Linborough stepped out of her cruiser in the parking lot then walked swiftly into the medical facility, following the signs for the emergency room.  
 
    ‘We didn’t find anyone out near the cabin,’ she told Archer after being directed to where he was being treated and quickly introduced. He was sitting on a bed with his wrist now encased in a cast, Staal on a chair in the corner drinking from a small bottle of water.  
 
    They’d made it out of the park faster than expected. The two NYPD detectives and Staal had looped around the burning cabin back to where their airport rental cars were parked, scoping out the area first to make sure that they weren’t walking into an ambush. A couple of ranger law-enforcement cruisers had arrived since Ledger had left his vehicle, but he’d recognized Linborough’s plate from outside Greenbrier station on one of them. He didn’t have her cell number, so couldn’t update her and for obvious reasons Archer was in no mood to stick around, desperate to get cleaned up and wash the gasoline off. However, with signal restored once they reached their cars in the lot, Archer contacted Carly in New York, told her what had happened and asked her to immediately pass on the latest to Linborough. 
 
    ‘There was a different car here when I arrived,’ Ledger said, once Archer ended the call with the Bureau analyst. ‘A truck. It’s gone.’ 
 
    ‘A ranger’s?’ Archer asked, keeping a careful watch on their surroundings before turning to see Ledger nod.  
 
    ‘Broussard,’ Staal said. ‘He must’ve taken off. Son of a bitch.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t stick around to make sure they finished what he started, then,’ Archer said, as they went to their rentals. Staal took the driver’s seat in the first one and led the way out of the lot as Ledger followed; when they reached the highway, the two cars passed more cruisers and a fire engine racing towards them in the opposite direction. Archer quickly located the nearest hospital on his cell phone, but it wasn’t until they were at Leconte Medical that he’d told Carly to pass on to the ranger’s office where they were. Ledger had said he'd met the duty lead LEO ranger earlier, Linborough, and that on first impression, she seemed trustworthy, but after the deaths in New York City, the poisoning of the two detective teams and now Broussard’s unexpected assault? None of them could be sure of anything. Or know who they could trust. 
 
    Right now, Archer’s hair was still slightly damp from the shower that had been his overriding priority when he’d been admitted to have his wrist treated; he’d removed his makeshift bark splint, ignoring the shooting pain in his wrist, then held his arm close to his chest while he scrubbed himself from head to toe with his good hand, until he was sure every trace of gasoline had been washed away. He was now in a borrowed hospital gown waiting for Ledger to bring him some replacement clothes, medical staff having already seen to his wrist. 
 
    ‘Was the cabin salvageable?’ he asked Linborough. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Fire department sent a truck, but it’s hard to reach the site. Rangers and local back up are closing off the area to make sure it burns out under control. They’re telling me there isn’t much of it left now, anyway. Went up like tinder.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll see ATV tracks in the morning, and shell casings,’ Archer replied. ‘The men who rolled up on us firebombed the place while shooting it up with rifle fire. I’d be very interested to know where the hell those ATVs suddenly materialized from.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ Linborough answered, before nodding at his plaster cast. ‘Is it broken?’ 
 
    ‘No, dislocated wrist. Doc did something he called a reduction to fix it, but I’m wearing this for the next six weeks.’ 
 
    ‘The nurse told you eight,’ Staal pointed out. 
 
    ‘I heal fast.’ 
 
    ‘He got the injury when he escaped your ranger who was about to set him on fire,’ Staal said to Linborough accusingly. ‘Everything’s Sam telling you is true. I witnessed first-hand what Broussard did.’ 
 
    The Smoky LEO ranger didn’t answer, having just noticed Ledger coming down the corridor carrying a bag from a local clothing outlet. She knew he’d seen her, but he didn’t make eye contact as he stepped past her into Archer’s room and put the bag of clothes on the bed. ‘Broussard needs to be in police custody, tonight,’ Archer told Linborough, before opening the packaging for a pair of boxer shorts with his good hand and teeth. ‘And then we get him in an interrogation room. The moment I found a headlamp abandoned in the dirt seemed to be the trigger for him attacking us.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got people looking but they haven’t located him yet,’ Linborough said, as Archer pulled on the boxers under his gown before taking a pair of jeans from Ledger who’d just removed the tag. 
 
    ‘I’m betting he’ll make a run for it and try to get out of the state,’ Archer replied. ‘He told me we’d screwed everything up for him. You don’t try to set a man on fire and then stick around for your next shift.’ 
 
    ‘Whoever he called to light up the cabin and try to finish us off, they got there fast,’ Staal continued, as Archer started to pull on the jeans awkwardly with one hand. ‘Once I managed to get away from the ranger and found Sam, we didn’t even have time to make it back to our vehicle before we heard the ATVs.’ 
 
    ‘They were throwing Molotovs made from bottles of booze too,’ Archer added. ‘They showed up that quickly with alcohol ready to use, in the forest? I don’t get it.’ 
 
    ‘See any faces?’ Linborough asked. 
 
    ‘No; the light had faded and I was too focused on not going up in flames.’ Archer removed the gown now he was wearing the jeans and pulled on a clean t-shirt. He looked at Staal. ‘You?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Too busy not getting shot.’ 
 
    ‘There are local troublemakers who could’ve been in the area,’ Linborough said. 
 
    ‘And Broussard had them on speed dial?’ Archer countered. ‘What sort of locals would be emptying out automatic rifles with suppressors?’ 
 
    ‘Point taken.’ 
 
    ‘It’s something else. For them to get there so fast means they must’ve already been close by.’  
 
    ‘Can’t think from where, and why?’ 
 
    Archer didn’t answer. Hampered by his left wrist in the cast, something he knew he was going to have to get used to pretty quickly, he slotted his Sig Sauer into its holster which Ledger had cleaned of gasoline for him and fixed it to his right hip. ‘We need your take on Broussard’s character and background; if he’s ever been in trouble, where he normally works in the park. He arrived out of nowhere just as we were starting to retrace the dead photographer’s tracks. He sure as hell didn’t want us out there for some reason.’ 
 
    ‘But how did he know where we were?’ Staal said. 
 
    ‘I sent word out over the radio that y’all were at the park and why, so our people could offer assistance if needed,’ Linborough said slightly defensively before shooting Ledger another glance. ‘He patrols more on the west side of the park normally. Not far from Cades Cove.’ 
 
    ‘So what was he doing over near the Cherokee Forest line?’ Archer replied. 
 
    Linborough gave a quiet sigh. ‘You tell me, man. I just work here.’ 
 
      
 
    Archer was right, Broussard had every intention of getting out of the area as soon as he could, but he wasn’t going anywhere just yet.  
 
    He’d slipped away unnoticed when the help he’d called for in the park had arrived, but once his back-up had located the cop and the woman and started firebombing the cabin, Broussard didn’t linger; too caught up in the assault, none of his support had noticed the ranger slope off. He’d melted away into the trees and as soon as he was out of sight, had started to run through the now dark forest towards his Arctic Cat ATV, which he’d made sure to leave with enough gas in the tank after syphoning off what he’d needed earlier. 
 
    He’d started the engine and began heading back through the forest towards where his truck had been parked, but he’d miscalculated the fuel level and the ATV died well before he got to the small lot; swearing in frustration, he ditched it and ran the rest of the way. When he reached his car, breathing heavily, for a moment he wondered whether he needed to take off after all; the cop and woman he’d attacked would almost certainly be dead by now. But if someone had heard him use his shotgun earlier and called it in, there was a vague chance other park rangers like Linborough or Escoveda could show up in time to save them. If the pair lived, Broussard knew he was toast. 
 
    He wasn’t going to take the risk of waiting to find out; he had too much to lose, so running was the only option. He’d driven his truck out of the woods and once he joined the road he sped straight for his home in Knoxville where he had a bail-out bag already prepared; however, like the earlier part of his day, his luck had run out. He’d been pulled over by Highway Patrol for speeding and held at the roadside while they conducted a breath test then wrote him a ticket, all of which seemed to take forever for the impatient park ranger.  
 
    But eventually he’d made it home. He ran into his house, tore off his uniform and had just dragged on jeans, a sweater and jacket before snatching a handgun out of a drawer when he froze, hearing the sound of sirens. They were getting louder. Panicking, he grabbed his bail-out bag, sprinted outside to his car and jumped inside, but he was too late, police cars beginning to slide onto the street from both sides, blocking his exit. Like a cornered animal, Broussard’s panic turned into a frenzy. He’d leapt out of the car and ran back into his house just as the cops started taking cover behind their cruisers while pulling weapons. He slammed the front door, went to a window and smashed the glass before opening fire with his handgun. 
 
    Right now, after a twenty minute standoff, the Smoky park ranger’s house was encircled by increasing numbers of law-enforcement, more police cruisers arriving on the closed-off street, officers in position with shotguns and pistols preventing any possible escape route from the residence as nearby homes were quickly evacuated. 
 
    ‘THE PLACE IS SURROUNDED!’ a cop called from the speaker on his car. ‘COME OUT HANDS WHERE WE CAN SEE THEM!’ 
 
    The door opened and Broussard appeared, squinting in the flood of lights trained on his house. 
 
    Then he lifted his gun and started firing again. 
 
      
 
    Linborough had stepped outside Archer’s room at Leconte Medical to make a call, at the same time trying to make sense of Broussard’s actions and considering what she needed to do next. She’d just taken her cell out of her pocket as she walked down the corridor of the hospital’s emergency ward when it rang; the caller was another LEO in the park under her command, Escoveda, who’d beaten her to the dial. 
 
    ‘I was just about to contact you,’ Linborough informed her. ‘What’s the latest with Lando? Are Knoxville PD at his home yet?’ 
 
    ‘He’s down, Emmy. For good.’ 
 
    ‘He’s dead?’ 
 
    ‘Stepped out his front door and started blasting at the officers covering it. They had no choice. EMTs couldn’t save him.’ 
 
    ‘Any officers hurt?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Linborough went quiet for a moment. ’So what’s happening?’ 
 
    ‘Knoxville PD wanna know the score; they now have to justify the shooting, but this’ll be ours to handle with Cherokee. What the hell was Lando thinking? Was he on something? I heard what he tried to do to that cop from New York too. Sounds like he went crazy.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. I don’t know. I’m at Leconte right now with the people he attacked. Call me as things develop.’ Linborough ended the call, and returning to the treatment room, saw Archer was speaking to someone on his cell, Staal still sitting where she’d left her. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ he asked Linborough, halting his phone conversation when he saw the Smoky ranger’s face. 
 
    ‘Broussard was cornered at home and opened fire on arresting officers. Shot dead on his front step.’ 
 
    While Staal digested this and Archer swore, having very much wanted the opportunity to be reunited with the man who’d tried to set him alight, Linborough realized Member #3 of their small party was absent again. She left the room to go looking and eventually found Ledger in a waiting room fighting a battle with a vending machine.  
 
    ‘Don’t be tempted to break the glass and steal anything,’ she said from the doorway. He gave the machine another thump and a yellow packet of M&Ms was finally released. He bent to retrieve the small bag from the slot, then turned to look at her, but neither of them spoke. Linborough wasn’t going to let him off the hook easily by speaking first. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry I took off,’ Ledger told her, breaking the silence. ‘But I knew something was wrong.’ 
 
    ‘You stole two of our weapons and ammunition.’ 
 
    ‘Borrowed. I was always gonna return them. You can have both guns and the ammo back right now. They’re in the car.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t just do stuff like that. I know you city cops might think our work here isn’t as important as what you guys do, but don’t make a fool of me, man. I mean it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think you’re a fool. And what you do here is just as important. I didn’t want to waste any more time arguing when we could’ve been looking for Sam and Staal. That’s all.’ He’d opened the pack of M&Ms and offered them to her. She folded her arms and shook her head, so he helped himself instead.  
 
    ‘I asked you earlier if you and your friends were gonna cause trouble. Now we’ve got an attempted murder to investigate, a cabin burned to the ground and one of my rangers shot dead less than half a day after you arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Broussard?’ Linborough nodded. ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Knoxville police. He decided to shoot it out with them from his front door. Guess he knew he was done.’ 
 
    ‘Archer didn’t pour gasoline over himself before cuffing his wrists to a signpost. They were doing just fine out there until your buddy showed up.’  
 
    ‘He wasn’t my buddy, we wore the same uniform but that was it. Bet you’ve crossed paths with some assholes in the NYPD, but that doesn’t mean you’re the best of pals, right?’ 
 
    She had a point. Ledger started back towards Archer’s room, Linborough going with him. ‘We didn’t get a chance to pass it on to you earlier, and I don’t know if you heard yet,’ Archer told Ledger when they walked in. ‘But someone fired a rifle at a car on 5th Avenue in Midtown earlier today. Elliot Marzello’s girlfriend, her kid and Gratiano were inside. They’re OK but their driver was killed.’ 
 
    ‘Part of this same case you’re investigating?’ Linborough asked. 
 
    ‘We’ll have to find out,’ Archer said. ‘What’s going to be your next move here?’ he asked her, suddenly switching focus. 
 
    ‘Calling ISB immediately.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ Staal replied. 
 
    ‘Investigative Services Branch. They’re like our FBI in the National Park Service. A situation like this resulting in a ranger’s death is their jurisdiction.’ 
 
    ‘But?’ Archer said. The way Linborough had said it implied there was an issue. 
 
    ‘They’ve only got thirty or so agents in the country. Their East coast office alone covers twenty three states. There’s often a lag before they turn up for an investigation.’ 
 
    ‘Even for something like this?’  
 
    ‘They might hustle to get down here, but thirteen agents covering almost half the nation? Depends what else they’ve got going on. They won’t just bounce on current investigations to get here.’ 
 
    ‘This was attempted murder,’ Ledger said. ‘One of your rangers tried to set him on fire.’ 
 
    ‘But why fire?’ Archer replied. ‘He had a shotgun, or could’ve used my pistol after I’d been knocked out.’ 
 
    ‘Noise?’ Linborough suggested. 
 
    ‘He didn’t care about that after I got away and he started letting off shells. And if he was worried about someone hearing, why not strangle me when I was out? After he cuffed me to the post, Staal said he made her go back with him to his ATV to get gas from the tank to use.’ She nodded to confirm. ‘That’s a lot of unnecessary effort on his part.’ 
 
    ‘Look at how many questions we’ve got,’ Linborough answered. ‘I don’t have most of the answers yet and can start working this thing, but we’re low on staff as it is. Now I’m another man down too, whose fault this all was, and I got the rest of the park to cover like normal. Cherokee are gonna want my time on this as well, seeing how close this all went down to their border. We need you guys to stick around for statements at the very least.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll do what we can, but we’re low on manpower in New York too,’ Archer told her. ‘Someone tried to kill two of our squads in the city yesterday. We came down here to follow a lead that we thought could be related, but this wasn’t, or isn’t, the focal point of our investigation.’ 
 
    ‘It might be now.’ 
 
    ‘We were only given permission to be down here for a few hours; we’ll need to clear it with our lieutenant before we can come back. Because of what’s happened, I don’t see him having a problem with that unless something else hits in New York.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have much experience with this kind of stuff,’ Linborough admitted after a pause, looking uncomfortable. ‘I’m being honest here. I could really use you guys’ help.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have it, as much as we can give you,’ Archer promised. ‘But someone clearly isn’t done going after the two VIPs in New York or their families. Our badges read NYPD, not Gatlinburg, Knoxville or Smoky Mountains. This isn’t our territory, remember.’ 
 
    ‘I can stick around for a bit,’ Ledger offered, seeing Linborough’s face and her obvious anxiety at tackling this situation with just her and the few LEO rangers under her command. ‘If it helps. That work for you?’ he asked Archer. 
 
    ‘No problem, as long as Franklin agrees.’  
 
    ‘I’ll assist Emmy and her team until ISB turns up if she wants it, and fly back up tomorrow,’ Ledger continued, making eye contact with Linborough. ‘But you need to get back there, Sam. Bridges can’t handle everything by herself, and there’s still the chance this might be something unrelated.’  
 
    Archer nodded, seeing the truth in what his friend said. He picked up one of his boots before sliding his foot into it. Now the water he’d soaked them with had dried, they could all smell the gasoline. 
 
    ‘Just don’t go for a cigarette or anything until you buy a new pair, man,’ Linborough said. 
 
    ‘I don’t smoke,’ he replied, tying the laces before starting on the other boot. ‘Heard it’s bad for your health.’ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TWENTY FIVE
  
 
    ‘Broussard was forty three, no wife or kids, lived alone at the house in Knoxville he was shot and killed outside last night,’ Carly told Archer, Bridges, Staal and Gratiano early the next morning at the Counter-Terrorism Bureau. With Franklin’s agreement, Ledger had remained behind at the Smokies, due to return later on in the day unless for some reason plans changed.  
 
    ‘He wasn’t acting like a man ready to die yesterday,’ Archer said, the skin on his upper right cheek swollen slightly and the area around his eye turning a nice shade of purple from where Broussard had hit him with the stock of the twelve gauge.  
 
    ‘Looks like he changed his mind once he got cornered,’ Bridges commented, as Archer glanced at her then at the two bodyguards. Gratiano looked tired, even more so than when he’d last seen her, her eyes ringed by dark shadows; Staal was drinking some store-bought coffee, the grazes from her fall onto the subway tracks now joined by a fresh painful-looking swelling on her temple where Broussard had cracked her with the shotgun. Bridges was the only one of them who appeared her usual self. On her way back from Bridgeport, while Archer and Staal had been heading to Gatlinburg to catch their return flight to New York City, the pregnant detective had planned ahead and asked Carly to book rooms at a hotel in Queens for all four of them, knowing it wouldn’t be wise with the killers still on the loose for her or Archer to return to their apartments, or for Staal and Gratiano to occupy hotel rooms anywhere separated in Manhattan.  
 
    When Archer and Staal had arrived at the Bureau, they’d found Bridges and Gratiano waiting for them. After swapping details of what had happened to each of them, they’d headed straight to the hotel on Astoria Boulevard, a Fairfield Inn; Staal and Gratiano had shared a room and took turns on watch, one of them up as the other rested for four hours, Archer and Bridges doing the same next door. He’d insisted that she sleep first, but the physical punishment his body had taken at the park meant when it had been his turn, he’d fallen asleep almost immediately.  
 
    The night passed without incident, and to Archer’s and Bridges’ intense relief, when they’d checked in with NY-Presbyterian hospital early the following morning, were told none of their teammates’ conditions had deteriorated overnight, which was according to the experts a very positive sign. As well as permitting Ledger to remain down at the Smokies for a while longer, in light of the pace of an ever-expanding investigation, Franklin had also agreed Archer and Bridges should keep Staal and Gratiano close in an effort to ensure their safety, so the four of them had returned to the CT Bureau together, Archer stopping on the way at a random deli to purchase them all some bottled water, hot drinks and breakfast. 
 
    ‘How long had he been a ranger at the park?’ Gratiano asked while biting into the second half of a bagel topped with peanut butter, Staal sipping more of her strong coffee as she worked on her own bagel smeared with cream cheese. Carbs, caffeine and calories, just what they all needed. 
 
    ‘Twelve years,’ Carly replied. ‘No issues the whole time he worked there, but something interesting: Knoxville PD found a hundred-sixty grand in cash and his passport stuffed in a bag in his truck.’ 
 
    ‘I’m in the wrong job,’ Bridges commented. ‘Where’d that kind of money come from?’ 
 
    ‘He lived alone,’ Staal replied. ‘Maybe he’d stacked it over the years.’ 
 
    ‘Just lyin’ around? And packed ready to go with his passport?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it’s connected to that back-up he called for,’ Archer suggested.  
 
    ‘They showed up in the woods fast, you said?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Less than fifteen minutes after he called them,’ he said, Staal nodding in agreement. ‘I don’t know where the hell they materialized from but I’m going to find out.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you think Broussard went to all that effort to try set you on fire?’ Gratiano asked. ‘Why didn’t he try to kill you both more quietly? Would’ve been much easier.’ 
 
    Archer glanced at Staal. ‘We asked ourselves that.’ 
 
    ‘That park ranger cop got in touch this morning before you all got here,’ Carly told the group. ‘Said they’ve collected a bag full of shell casings out there in the woods. If a forensic team can find any of the bullets buried in trees, they could start trying to match them up to weapons if any of them are databased, right?’  
 
    ‘The park have to handle most of this themselves at first, according to what Linborough said last night,’ Archer replied, finishing his bagel and then drinking some of the bottled water. ‘And even if ISB can help, cutting out bullet fragments and sending them to the lab for analysis is going to take time. It’s not like working a crime-scene here with the resources we’ve got. Results could take a while.’ 
 
    ‘She also told me to pass on an ISB agent is gonna be on his way down there soon. The man’s up in New Hampshire tying the loop on another case but then he’s heading straight to the Smokies.’  
 
    ‘Have you heard from Ledger?’ Bridges asked Carly.  
 
    ‘Nothing.’  
 
    ‘That’s not unusual, I guess,’ Bridges said, eyeing Archer who nodded. While she was talking, the light on the landline in the room started flashing and Carly checked the number ID on the phone’s digital panel.  
 
    ‘Good timing, it’s that ranger again. Asked her to call back around now when I figured you’d all be here.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take it,’ Archer said. He leaned forward and answered on speaker. ‘Emmy? It’s Archer.’ 
 
    ‘Morning,’ Linborough replied. ‘Time to talk?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we’re all present. What’ve you got?’ 
 
    ‘Some good news for you, maybe. I circulated your dead photographer’s photo around the park to the other rangers and one of them from Cosby station says he remembers seeing her.’  
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘They talked at the top of the trail of Mt Cammerer. Patti was setting up a camera stand to catch the sunset that afternoon on Sunday September 26th. There’s no cell phone signal that high on the mountain, so no ping would’ve been recorded.’ 
 
    Archer glanced at Carly who nodded.  
 
    ‘The clerk at The Lodge in Gatlinburg said Patti wanted great pictures,’ he replied. ‘That fits.’ 
 
    ‘Cammerer isn’t real close but it also ain’t too far from where you all were last night. Where her phone last pinged before you said it died.’ 
 
    ‘What time did this ranger see her?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Around 4pm.’ 
 
    ‘So she could have changed her mind about taking photos on this mountain and trekked back down to go to another spot?’  
 
    ‘I don’t think she was planning to spend the night out there,’ Archer replied. ‘The clerk at the hotel said she left behind a lot of stuff in her room that had to be packed up and mailed to her.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t she just go back to the room?’ Bridges asked.  
 
    ‘Clerk said Patti told them she got called back to New York urgently. And that’s when her phone came back to life, almost twenty four hours after this ranger saw her on top of that mountain in the park. Any more on Broussard?’ Archer asked Linborough.  
 
    ‘Not that I’ve heard. How’s your wrist?’ 
 
    He looked at the cast. ‘Pointing in the right direction.’ 
 
    ‘Good. I need to go but I’ll be back in touch real soon.’ 
 
    ‘One more question before you go, Ranger,’ Bridges asked. ‘There anything of particular interest up the top of this mountain that Patti took a trip to see?’ 
 
    ‘On the right day, the view’s something else but that’s all. Only other thing of note up there is an old wooden house built into some large rocks. Pretty similar to that cabin you two hid in yesterday, just higher up. It was an old lookout point.’ 
 
    ‘For what? Archer asked. ‘Finding lost hikers or something?’ 
 
    ‘No. For spotting fires.’ 
 
      
 
    Linborough was driving and on speakerphone while talking to the team in Queens, and once she ended the call, she dialed her junior law-enforcement ranger Escoveda next. She used the phone instead of the radio, wanting to keep their conversation private after what had happened yesterday with Broussard.  
 
    ‘What was Lando thinking, Em?’ Escoveda asked, the same question she’d asked last night but still neither of them any closer to an answer. Young, bright and a keen naturalist who’d never been able to contemplate the idea of working indoors for a living, Escoveda had moved down to North Carolina from Chicago and had started as a standard park ranger before being offered a role in the Smokies’ small law-enforcement division. ‘Did he lose his mind? What was he into?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know. You notice anything weird going on with him lately?’ 
 
    ‘No. Don’t wanna talk smack on the guy now he’s dead, but you knew him too. Lando was so boring, he’d make drying paint feel like it had a story to tell.’  
 
    ‘Knoxville PD called saying he had a hundred-sixty grand in a bag in his truck. His passport was in there too.’ 
 
    ‘A hundred sixty? Damn.’ 
 
    ‘Who leaves that amount of money lying around?’  
 
    ‘I sure wouldn’t if I ever had it.’  
 
    ‘And where’d he get it from? This job doesn’t pay that good.’ 
 
    ‘Some people don’t trust banks, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Or he couldn’t put the cash into an account without getting a visit from the cops or the IRS.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it was an inheritance or money he won playing poker or something. He always was kinda strange.’  
 
    ‘Tell me about it, he tried to set the New York cop on fire.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I asked if he’d gone crazy. Why was that cop at the park anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Something to do with that photographer I told you about who died up in New York last month. He thinks her death might be connected to a case of theirs.’ Thinking of Archer brought Ledger to mind, the other city detective who’d been in the station gunrack at Greenbrier and out of the back door before Linborough even realized he was gone. She made a mental note to try his cell phone again once she’d parked, not having heard from him since they’d parted ways last night which was odd on account that he’d stayed behind to help her. ‘The woman who was down here with the two cops said Lando called for help, and friends of his showed up real quick on ATVs. They lit up that cabin near the Cherokee border and not just with flaming bottles of booze. Said rifles the group were using had suppressors.’ 
 
    Escoveda’s side of the call went silent for a moment. ‘Weapons like that in our park?’ 
 
    ‘I’m gonna work on finding out where they came from. Just stay close to your phone and radio.’ Towards the end of the conversation, Linborough had pulled up outside a ranger’s station on the Cherokee National Forest side and she ended the call; she got out of her car as one of their people walked out to meet her, the air around them damp, retaining moisture from rain that had fallen during the night.  
 
    The approaching ranger was a man Linborough’s age called Brad Pirandelli, someone she’d known since high school, their offices on each side of the Smoky/Cherokee border occasionally working together. Pirandelli was a very different character from Broussard, confident, friendly and with a good sense of humor; he was a big guy with a strong-featured face, hair and eyebrows as dark as boot polish, and enjoyed working outdoors just like her and Escoveda. You had to, taking a job in a place like this. Like Linborough, he’d never left the area after graduation, and had been employed by Cherokee for over ten years. 
 
    ‘Sorry to hear about Lando, Em,’ he said, giving her a quick hug. ‘You guys had a real busy few hours yesterday, I heard.’ 
 
    ‘That’s an understatement.’  
 
    ‘I was out near the Pigeon and saw the cabin burning from a ridge not far from the border. Called it in but the 911 operator already knew.’ 
 
    ‘ISB are sending personnel but I’m working the investigation until they arrive.’ 
 
    ‘So what brings you over here?’ 
 
    ‘That logging project y’all have going on towards our border. Tell me more.’  
 
    ‘Five hundred and thirty acre timber sale, commissioned and approved by the Forest Service. We’ve had a few projects cancelled here in the last ten years, but this one got through. Finishing it seems to be the main problem.’ 
 
    ‘There was an accident last month, right? Halted work for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, guy died after losing control of his chainsaw, but you know how dangerous logging is. Stuff like that happens a lot.’ 
 
    ‘A death at the site’s still a real problem. Who’s working the contract?’ 
 
    ‘Local outfit. But what went down on your territory yesterday is all the talk right now. After I saw the cabin, I followed what happened on the news when I got home last night. The hell was Broussard doing getting into a shootout with Knoxville police?’  
 
    ‘He attacked a visiting detective from New York. Cuffed him to a post and tried to set him on fire.’ 
 
    ‘On fire? That’s insane.’ 
 
    ‘The cop had a woman with him helping on the case, and they managed to escape, but before she split from Lando, she heard him calling for help on his cell. Around six guys showed up on ATVs before the New York cop could get back to their car, and these boys got there fast.’ 
 
    ‘The two from out of town see any faces they could recognize again?’  
 
    ‘No. Light was fading, and the cop was soaked in gasoline, so he had other priorities. They sheltered in that cabin so he could try and wash off the gas, but then those guys set the place on fire. Shot the place apart pretty good too before some camping gas tanks sent the whole cabin up. Our two were real lucky to get out alive. But I got a question for you; how far is this logging project of yours from our line?’ 
 
    ‘Couple miles.’  
 
    ‘On ATVs, people from the timber site could cover that distance pretty fast,’ Linborough replied.  
 
    She saw on Pirandelli’s face the moment he realized why she’d paid him a visit. ‘The men working that project are loggers, Emmy. They carry chainsaws, not automatic rifles.’ 
 
    Or Molotov cocktails, she thought. ‘I’d like to see some faces, just for my own interest. Maybe have a word in case any of them saw or heard anything; but I didn’t wanna go out there without letting you know first.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll ride up with you. Let me just get my hat and jacket,’ Pirandelli said, turning to go back inside.  
 
    As he left, Linborough took out her cell phone and tried Ledger.  
 
    But once again, it rang through to voicemail.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TWENTY SIX
  
 
    Linborough and Pirandelli drove to the Cherokee Forest’s timber project in her cruiser and rolled slowly into the site’s base camp before parking and stepping out into some light drizzle that was just easing off. Linborough was familiar with the logging process, her father having been a woodsman; she knew trees which had been felled and prepared deeper in the forest would be transported down to the camp where sorters, markers and movers would break the logs up into individual types before they were loaded onto trucks. Logging was a banned practice in Smoky National Park, being protected land, but although still strictly regulated, Cherokee Forest next door had slightly more relaxed laws. Chainsaw bounced off a metal rail and back into his face, she remembered hearing about the man who died here at the project some weeks ago. That hadn’t been at the base camp though, but up where they were cutting down the trees.  
 
    However, danger was always present on a site like this and the two LEO rangers kept their distance, remaining close to Linborough’s car. After a few moments, she saw one of the workmen look in their direction then break away from a conversation he’d been having with two others to come and meet them. She guessed by his appearance and that he was the one to walk over, that he’d be the site supervisor. While they waited, Linborough’s eye was drawn to a number of ATVs parked to one side of the camp in a neat line. 
 
    Her gaze moved past the vehicles to a group of men sitting on benches under a large tarp near the vehicles. Some were smoking cigarettes and most were eating from open lunchboxes or drinking coffee from flasks, the current light rain pattering onto the top of the blue tenting. All the loggers were wearing durable work trousers and well-worn jackets, hardhats with visors and protective ear-guards placed on the table or the benches beside them. Those who’d seen the two rangers arrive had stopped talking and were staring at them curiously, while the others with their backs turned twisted to see what they were looking at. None of the group looked especially welcoming.  
 
    ‘We catch you on a break?’ Pirandelli asked the foreman as he walked up. 
 
    ‘I wish,’ the man said. ‘Safety board demanded we not work during any rainfall. Holding us up again after we already had to take half a month off.’ 
 
    ‘Was the rain keeping you from working yesterday?’ Linborough replied.  
 
    ‘No. Why?’ 
 
    ‘There was an incident across the line in the Smokies. You have a chance to catch the news last night?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I heard some talk from the guys. Park ranger got shot by cops on his front doorstep.’ 
 
    ‘Do your men here ride those ATVs up to the felling site before starting work each day?’ 
 
    ‘Some do, others just jump in the back of a truck.’ The foreman was looking at her curiously. ‘This ranger of yours was killed by the police up in Knox, I heard.’ 
 
    ‘Correct. But there was an incident prior to that.’ 
 
    ‘Guess there had to be. When?’ 
 
    ‘Around sunset.’ 
 
    ‘We closed shop at 4.30. My boys came down from the site and were outta here before 5. Can’t work overtime with the light fading earlier this time of year.’ 
 
    ‘Were those ATVs all here at 4.30?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah; no-one took ’em up to the site yesterday. The guys rode up there and back down in some trucks. I was in the trailer til gone 8 o’clock. and no-one borrowed the ATVs at any point.’ 
 
    ‘How’s the project been going since I last stopped by?’ Pirandelli asked.  
 
    ‘Like a peach, Ranger,’ the foreman replied, the words soaked with sarcasm. ‘We’re already behind schedule and I just wanna finish this thing. We all do.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll let you get back to it; thanks for your time,’ Linborough told the site boss, ending the conversation and shaking his hand. She walked back to her cruiser and stepped inside, Pirandelli getting in the passenger seat.  
 
    ‘We could’ve talked to those men under the tarp, asked them what they were doing last night when that cabin went up,’ he said, after shutting his door. ‘Why’d you close the show?’ 
 
    ‘I know one of those loggers,’ she replied, eyeing up the group sitting on the benches. 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘I arrested him in our park last year. The foreman was right, he lives locally. And I know where he likes to drink.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Tanner Rasnick,’ Escoveda confirmed, her voice coming in over the cell phone’s speaker as Linborough drove the cruiser back on the highway heading south towards Bryson City; it was a town in Swain County just south of the Smokies park and still within radio range for her junior officer, but Linborough was keeping this to a private call. After Broussard, she was treading carefully and didn’t want anyone else on the Smokies’ ranger radio channel to be able to hear what she was doing right now. Yesterday’s events had left her extremely wary, and until they found out what Broussard had been involved in, she knew she needed to proceed very cautiously. 
 
    ‘That’s the guy,’ Linborough replied. ‘He had a sheet of priors all over the area.’ 
 
    ‘Their PD and Swain County Sheriff’s Office say he hasn’t been in trouble since we cuffed him last year.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t mean he’s stayed away from it,’ Linborough replied. ‘Could be he just hasn’t been caught.’ 
 
    ‘What did he do to get arrested?’ Pirandelli asked. 
 
    ‘Assaulted a couple of campers who refused to give him and his friends beers from their cooler. Dumb stuff but it got serious pretty quick. He pulled a handgun after they got into a scuffle and shot out the tires on the campers’ car. Pled it down to a fine, sixty hours community service and a lifetime ban from the park. Can’t even drive through anymore without risking arrest.’ 
 
    ‘He kept his job as a logger?’ Escoveda asked. 
 
    ‘If they banned or barred all the guys who work that job and get into a fight or end up drying out in a jail cell for a night, no trees would ever get cut down,’ Pirandelli said. ‘Is he a local?’ 
 
    ‘Born and raised.’  
 
    ‘Any sign of that cop from New York; Ledger?’ Linborough asked Escoveda, checking the time. ‘He stayed down here to work this with me supposedly, but I haven’t seen or heard from him in over twelve hours.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, Em, sorry; but I drove out towards the Cherokee line to check out the cabin that got torched last night. When I got to the lot, I found another car parked near where you all were, off the exit on 32 our side of the Pigeon. Took down the plate.’  
 
    She reeled it off. ‘That’s Ledger’s rental,’ Linborough said. 
 
    ‘Guess he’s out there somewhere then. Probably with no signal, which is why you can’t reach him. Can’t think what he hopes to find that we haven’t.’ 
 
    Linborough turned off the road she and Pirandelli had been following and pulled into a parking lot on the outskirts of the city. It belonged to an Irish pub called Milligan’s, the white sign sporting a green clover for the a and a couple of electric beer company logos glowing in the windows; it was the place Tanner Rasnick had been drinking at with his friends before he got into trouble in her park last year, and she remembered learning that the group were basically part of the furniture with the amount of time they spent here. Further into the small city were more salubrious joints with a better reputation, but this was where locals with not much money and an appetite for trouble frequented. Linborough knew from local police how often they were called to the establishment to deal with fights. 
 
    Twenty seconds later, she opened the door to the bar and walked in. A large man with faded, badly designed tattoos on his thick, hairy forearms was sitting at a table running some numbers through a calculator, a stack of receipts and a bottle of beer in front of him.  
 
    ‘Don’t open until 12,’ he said, before looking up and seeing their uniforms. He paused mid-count of the receipts. ‘Ah shit, this don’t look good. What now?’  
 
    ‘Were you here last night?’ Linborough asked. 
 
    ‘Course I was. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Tanner Rasnick.’ 
 
    The man put down the receipts he’d been holding and took off his glasses. ‘What about him?’ 
 
    ‘How well do you know the guy?’ 
 
    ‘Known him since he was a teenager.’ 
 
    ‘He and his friends ever cause you problems?’ 
 
    ‘Most my patrons do at some point; but I’ll let a fight or a broken glass go, long as they keep blowing paychecks at the bar and pool table. Tan’s been drinking in here ever since he was legal.’ 
 
    And probably a few years before that, Linborough thought. ‘I need to know if he and his friends were here last night after work. Anywhere from 4.30pm-ish onwards.’ 
 
    ‘Thursday night at happy hour in Bryson City, where else would they be?’ 
 
    ‘Can you prove it?’ 
 
    ‘That camera behind you can,’ he told her, lifting his chin to indicate a lens mounted on the ceiling above her head. 
 
      
 
    In New York City, Archer was standing outside the ICU at the hospital in Queens, and had just finishing listening to the latest update on his downed teammates from one of the doctors, when a call came in on his cell. Seeing Linborough’s name, having traded numbers before he left the hospital last night, he quickly thanked the doctor and walked outside to take it. 
 
    ‘I had suspicions, but loggers from the timber site on the Cherokee side weren’t the people on the four wheelers who came after you in the woods,’ Linborough told him. ‘I thought it could’ve been them because they were so close.’ 
 
    ‘How can you know for sure it wasn’t?’ 
 
    ‘Went over earlier to the base camp and got a look at some faces I recognized. Now I’m at their local bar and they’re all here on camera when you and Staal were getting cornered in that cabin. I sped through the rest and these boys stayed until around 11. Only time any of them got up, they came back less than five minutes later from taking a leak or smoking a cigarette.’ 
 
    ‘So who else could’ve got out there that fast?’ 
 
    ‘I dunno but it wasn’t the loggers, Detective. Their ATVs were all back at the base camp two hours before you and Staal got shot at, and the foreman was on site until later on in the night. He would’ve heard people riding off but said no-one did.’ 
 
    ‘So where’d those guys come from, with weapons and bottles of booze all ready to use? 
 
    ‘I’m working on finding out. Have you heard from Ledger?’ 
 
    Hearing the unexpected question, Archer suddenly felt uneasy, standing there in the New York City hospital’s waiting room. ‘No, I thought he was with you?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen or heard from him since I left you last night.’ 
 
    ‘Did you check the hotel?’ 
 
    ‘I sent a ranger over there earlier. No sign. But I just found out his rental is parked again where yours was yesterday, when you and Staal went looking for clues on this dead photographer. And you haven’t heard anything from him since last night?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Archer replied, knowing that despite Ledger’s preferred low-key method of operating, there was no way he’d just cut off communication after what had happened yesterday. Then Archer thought about the pings off the cell tower that Carly had used to track Patti Vanzant’s movements from months ago.  
 
    And Purcival’s and Marzello’s, that same night. 
 
    ‘What do you think we should do?’ 
 
    ‘Just stand by, I’ll call you back,’ he told Linborough, before jogging down the corridor towards the front entrance/exit and heading for his car. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TWENTY SEVEN
  
 
    ‘This is the last trace I’ve got of him,’ Carly told Archer after he’d driven back to the Bureau to join Bridges, Staal and Gratiano. He’d called ahead asking her to carry out the trace, and right now was looking at the pulsing circle in the area of greenery right where everything had gone down the previous afternoon, past the Pigeon River and close to that clearing towards the Cherokee Forest line. 
 
    ‘What time was this?’ he asked. 
 
    ’12:32am. Just past midnight.’ 
 
    ‘His phone could’ve died,’ Staal said. ‘Probably didn’t have a chance to recharge it yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘He’d have known if he was running low on battery and would’ve told us, he wouldn’t just cut contact,’ Archer answered, voicing his thoughts from the hospital. ‘He knows we need to keep in close communication with everything that’s been happening.’  
 
    ‘Or he’s had no signal,’ Gratiano said. ‘You guys said reception sucks out there.’ 
 
    ‘He’s been there for over half a day. Without finding even just one bar?’ 
 
    ‘He’d have found signal by now,’ Bridges replied, agreeing.  
 
    ‘And I’d have another ping,’ Carly added.  
 
    Archer’s eyes were locked onto that last pulsing circle of red. From 12:32am.  
 
    What was Ledger doing out there at that time of night anyway?  
 
    As he continued to study the screen, focusing on the pulsing red circle, he started to think through recent events and what they knew so far. Patti had died by poisoning in New York City, Purcival and Marzello had seen their protection details almost completely obliterated two days ago, and although both VIPs had escaped with their lives, they clearly remained at serious risk. Also, for some reason, they’d denied knowing each other. The shooting on 5th Avenue targeting Marzello’s girlfriend and kid told him the people responsible were still very much around and could resurface anywhere at any moment.  
 
    But now Ledger going completely radio silent had left Archer feeling very uneasy; his colleague had sensed there was something wrong yesterday afternoon, acted on it and arrived to help when it was really needed. And now he’d disappeared, in precisely the same area where a park ranger had tried to kill him and Staal.  
 
    The same area where Patti, Marzello and Governor Purcival had all been on that night in September, according to their phones’ GPS records.  
 
    What the hell was going on down there? 
 
    ‘When’s the next flight back to any airport in the park region?’ Archer asked Carly. ‘Can you find out?’ Then he looked at Bridges. ‘I need to talk to Franklin,’ he told her. 
 
    ‘There’s one in a couple hours from Kennedy to Knoxville,’ Carly replied, after running a quick check. 
 
    ‘What about Gatlinburg?’ 
 
    ‘A flight leaves in just over forty minutes from LaGuardia; I can try to get them to hold it.’  
 
    ‘Harry could have just done dark,’ Bridges warned Archer, as he snatched up a new jacket he’d bought first thing this morning, having dumped its predecessor in the woods yesterday. ‘You know what he’s like. We might be overreacting.’ 
 
    ‘No, something’s wrong. I can feel it.’ 
 
    ‘So what the hell do I tell the lieutenant? That you’re flying back down there on a hunch?’ 
 
    ‘If I can’t reach him before take-off, sweettalk him until I land,’ Archer said. ‘I’ve heard you talk him round before. Call me if Harry reappears and I’ll come straight back, but keep checking for any pings.’  
 
    Archer left the room and jogged down the stairs but as he reached his car parked just down the block, he heard rapid footsteps behind him and turned to see Staal hurrying to catch up. 
 
    ‘I’m coming too,’ she said.  
 
    He didn’t waste time or energy trying to dissuade her, Staal having more than proved her value at the park yesterday. After she jumped into the Ford beside him, he pulled them onto Vernon Boulevard, activating the blue lights to clear traffic, as Staal got on her cell to call Linborough and tell her they were on their way.  
 
      
 
    Four hours later, the Smoky Park LEO ranger met Archer and Staal at Gatlinburg’s airport, Carly having managed to get the airline to hold the plane’s departure by a few minutes while the pair were rushed through by TSA. They hadn’t had time to pack anything and Archer had been required to hand over his sidearm and all spare magazines to be locked in the cabin until they’d arrived safely in Tennessee, but there’d been some available seats and at least they’d made the flight. 
 
    And now they were back, with Archer feeling increasingly apprehensive, particularly when he found out upon landing there’d still been zero contact from Ledger. Once Linborough picked them up in her cruiser, at his request she drove them straight to The Lodge in Gatlinburg. Archer had told Harry about the hotel that he and Staal had visited yesterday when they’d been trying to retrace Patti’s footsteps, and he’d heard his colleague booking a room over the phone while they’d still been at the hospital. 
 
    ‘Has a guest called Harry Ledger checked out?’ he asked the on-duty clerk, who was different from the employee they’d spoken to the day before. Archer showed her his badge but the woman barely glanced at it, having seen Linborough’s ranger uniform.  
 
    The clerk checked the system. ‘He paid for one night. But no; he hasn’t checked out yet.’ 
 
    ‘So will his room have been cleaned?’ 
 
    ‘Depends where housekeeping is.’ 
 
    ‘Were you on duty when he checked in?’ 
 
    ‘Yes sir, I was covering a late shift. He dumped his bags and left a couple of minutes later.’ 
 
    ‘We need to take a look inside his room,’ Archer told the clerk. Clearly curious, she activated a keycard, moved out from around behind the desk and took them to the 2nd floor room then opened the door. On the way, they passed a housekeeping cart, Archer pleased to see the cleaner hadn’t reached Harry’s room yet. 
 
    But when they looked inside, they saw she wasn’t going to have much to do. The bed hadn’t been slept in, and Archer walked into the bathroom to find the towels neatly folded and dry as a bone on the racks, the small bar of soap on the counter and complimentary toothbrush still in their packaging. Harry’s overnight bag was placed unopened on the floor, but aside from that, there was no sign that the room had been occupied. And Carly’s final ping from his phone had him back out in the northeastern tip of the park, past midnight. Linborough had told them his rental was still parked out there too. 
 
    ‘He reappeared not too long after he checked in and passed through the lobby,’ the clerk told them. ‘Headed back outside.’ 
 
    ‘What time?’ 
 
    ‘10pm, maybe? I can’t be exactly sure.’ Archer’s mind went back to the sounds of those ATVs last night, and the moment the first flaming bottle had been thrown through one of the broken windows, reliving those terrifying few minutes when he’d thought he was about to go up in flames. Broussard hadn’t been the only one who’d tried to kill them yesterday, and Archer remembered his relief when he’d seen Ledger emerge from the forest just after they’d escaped from the cabin. He knew his police teammate extremely well; ambushing Harry Ledger wouldn’t be easy, and unusually for a man born and raised in the city, due to his military service and in particular his sniper training, he was in his element in open spaces like the national park.  
 
    If he was out in the wilderness, he’d be very difficult to find if he’d gone to ground somewhere. But why would he do that? Had those guys on the ATVs still been in the area?  
 
    Had they got him somehow? 
 
    ‘Any reports from campers or hikers hearing gunshots last night after the cabin burned down?’ he asked Linborough.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    Archer thought for a moment. ‘What time do the camping stores in town close? Do you know?’  
 
    ‘None of them are open past 7pm during the week.’ 
 
    ‘What about a general outdoors supply store or something? Anywhere in the nearby area?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, there’s a big one on the north side of town,’ Linborough answered, remembering Ledger’s interest in the supplies at her ranger station. ‘I think it closes later than the smaller places too.’ 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, the three of them were looking at Archer’s NYPD colleague on a high quality security camera screen. Archer had read Ledger’s movements correctly; his friend had come here straight from the hotel last night, meaning he must have searched it out on his cell phone which had still been active at the time. ‘You have a record of sale?’ he asked a sales assistant, the guy having shown them to the back room and loaded up the digitally stored recording from the previous night.  
 
    ‘Sure,’ the young man replied, starting a search for the receipt stored on their system, as Archer, Staal and Linborough watched Ledger loading items onto the counter from a cart just before the store had closed at 11pm. ‘Backpack, water bottle, headlamp, dried food, survival kit,’ the young man read, having located the receipt. ‘Socks, Gore-Tex hiking boots, thermals to go under camo, a poncho, purchased last night at 10:42pm.’ 
 
    ‘A tent?’ Linborough asked, leaning closer to watch Ledger on the screen. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘So he wasn’t intending to camp out there,’ Staal noted. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t mean anything,’ Archer countered. ‘An extra thing to carry and he wouldn’t have bothered with one. He could dig in somewhere or make temporary shelter if he needed to.’ 
 
    ‘So what was he intending to do with all that gear?’ Staal asked. 
 
    ‘Go hunting, maybe,’ Archer replied quietly, causing Staal and Linborough to glance at him. They understood the subtext. 
 
    ‘He didn’t break in to take anything from the gunrack at our ranger post again,’ Linborough replied. ‘I checked this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Did he return the weapons he borrowed?’ Archer asked, before she nodded.  
 
    ‘At the hospital, just after you left and before he went to the hotel.’ 
 
    ‘He’s got his pistol, but that wouldn’t be enough. Just a tickle, right,’ Archer said to Staal, who nodded, remembering her quip yesterday before Broussard had shown up. 
 
    ‘Receipt says he bought a knife too,’ the store worker said. ‘And…huh.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Archer asked. Rather than answer directly, the sales assistant left and came back a few moments later, holding a hunting crossbow, Barnett printed on the side. At the same time, on the recording on the screen, Ledger was paying for a matching version lying on the counter.  
 
    ‘He bought one of these, as well as eight bolts.’ 
 
    ‘Can you give us a minute?’ Linborough asked the store employee, who nodded and went back out front. ‘I don’t think you’re seeing how big a problem we’ve got here,’ she told Archer. 
 
    ‘I almost got set on fire by one of your friends yesterday, Emmy. Trust me, I see it.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, your friend’s tooling up with weapons like that crossbow, with a history of post-traumatic stress?’ 
 
    ‘How do you know about that? He wouldn’t have told you.’ 
 
    ‘You guys didn’t exactly leave the park like you found it yesterday, so I did some internet searching; he’s been the suspect in a murder investigation before, apparently?’ 
 
    ‘Which he was set up for. He was completely exonerated and has a stellar record, which you’d have seen if you’ve been checking him out. He’s now one of the faces of our Department, much as it pisses him off.’ 
 
    ‘I saw that too, but that combat stress might’ve resurfaced. It was pretty bad what happened to you and you’re obviously close friends. Could something yesterday have triggered it?’ 
 
    Archer shook his head. ‘He’s well past that, and he’s one hell of a cop. Remember how quickly he realized something was wrong and how fast he set out to try and help us?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and right now he’s out there in a protected national park carrying a crossbow, knife and pistol. And he’s gone quiet for coming up to an entire day even though he’d know we’d be concerned about him. Why would he do that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Archer replied quietly. ‘But I don’t think it’s Harry you should be worried about.’ 
 
    ‘Or he might’ve got himself mauled by a bear or something,’ Linborough added. Archer didn’t answer, looking at Staal who hadn’t said anything during the exchange. They’d had recent firsthand experience that there was more than dangerous wildlife lurking out there in the park. 
 
    ‘We know what area he was in, and we got a feel for the ground yesterday,’ Archer said. ‘I’m going to look for him.’ 
 
    ‘Not alone,’ Staal said.  
 
    ‘We have no idea who was on those ATVs yesterday yet or where they came from,’ Linborough reminded them. ‘Those men could well still be out there.’ 
 
    ‘All the more reason for going to look,’ Archer told the pair. ‘And we don’t head out there just carrying a crossbow, either.’ 
 
      
 
    At the Bureau HQ back in New York City, Bridges and Gratiano were waiting for an update from Archer, while Carly was keeping an eye on the screen showing the last cell ping from Ledger’s phone, when Gratiano received a call.  
 
    ‘Who is it?’ Bridges asked, seeing how the young woman seemed reluctant to answer as she looked at the phone lighting up in her hand. 
 
    ‘Yana.’ She pressed the green button and lifted the phone to her ear. ‘Hello?’  
 
    ‘Natalie, he went out to party. He say he bored but safe with bodyguards.’ 
 
    ‘Elliot? He left his hotel?’ 
 
    ‘I just call him but can’t hear what he say. I just hear noise. I thought he was being protected by police?’ 
 
    ‘He should be,’ Gratiano said, looking at Bridges. ‘You’ve still got coverage on Marzello, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    Gratiano cursed. ‘He snuck out somehow. Yana says he’s out partying somewhere.’  
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You said he’s got security with him?’ Gratiano asked Yana, switching the call to speaker. 
 
    ‘A couple of new men,’ Yana replied, her accent becoming increasingly pronounced the more agitated she became. ‘I worried about him, Natalie. I said not to go.’ 
 
    ‘He benched me yesterday, Yana,’ Gratiano pointed out. ‘There’s a reason you’ve got a change of people around you right now.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know how good they are. Can you just make sure he safe?’ 
 
    ‘He made it clear he doesn’t want me around right now.’ 
 
    ‘You saved him. He’ll listen to you. Please just try.’ And before Gratiano could protest, the call ended. 
 
    ‘He and his girl almost get killed and he’s out in public right now getting drunk off his ass,’ Gratiano said, noting down the address that Carly had come up with after tracking his phone. The accuracy was much better in Manhattan, and it was showing up at a single address. ‘I better go check this out.’ 
 
    ‘Is this guy always this much of a dumbass?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Pretty much. He and Yana are pretty compatible.’ 
 
    ‘He shelved you from his detail and hers though, right?’  
 
    ‘The bitch who poisoned us at the Intercon made short work of Bryant and the boys. If Elliot’s only got a couple of guys watching him and there’s loud music in a dark building busy with people…’ Gratiano slipped on her leather jacket quickly, as her words trailed off. ‘I can’t just sit here and do nothing.’ 
 
    Then she saw Bridges rising to her feet too. 
 
    ‘No way. Not again.’ 
 
    ‘He’s your responsibility, or was. I told you yesterday, you’re mine.’ 
 
    ‘It’s too risky. I heard what your lieutenant said to you on the way to Bridgeport.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not here right now. And you can’t stop me. You didn’t fight that bitch off at the hotel and survive your driver getting shot to end up in the morgue in my city tonight.’  
 
    ‘You’re way too vulnerable.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll wear a vest, and so will you,’ she said. ‘And I’ll tell the local precinct; they’ll send help if we need it.’ 
 
    ‘Do you really think you can convince him to leave?’ Carly asked.  
 
    ‘Depends how many drinks he’s had,’ Gratiano said, taking a bulletproof vest from Bridges who started to strap on the one she’d worn on 5th Avenue yesterday, a man’s size which sat better over the baby bump. Gratiano hesitated as she watched Bridges finishing securing it but realizing there was nothing she could say or do to stop the CT Bureau detective, she took off her jacket before sliding on the borrowed vest. After what had happened at the hotel to the guys, and to Pedro on 5th Avenue, deep down Gratiano was relieved to have some backup. 
 
    However, she just hoped that this time, she wouldn’t need it. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TWENTY EIGHT
  
 
    ‘Do you have any extra support we can call on apart from ISB that can get here quicker?’ Archer asked Linborough at the same Smoky Park ranger station Ledger had left so hurriedly the day before, as beside him Staal tied the laces on some hiking boots she’d just bought from the store. She and Archer now had the right kind of gear to be heading out into the wilderness, compared to twenty four hours earlier. His damaged left wrist was secured in the cast, so he was hindered in his freedom of movement, but fortunately he was right-handed so he could draw and use his Sig Sauer as usual, and that was what mattered. And he was no longer soaked in gasoline; definitely another tick in the win column. 
 
    ‘Knoxville police are looking into Broussard, but they’re leaving what happened out here to us,’ Linborough told her. ‘We’re on federal land.’ 
 
    ‘Even if you request their help?’ 
 
    ‘This area isn’t their territory and they don’t want to be responsible for policing it. Park protocol said we shouldn’t ever get involved in something that we can’t handle ourselves, but there’s no such thing as fast back-up out here.’ 
 
    ‘Except in Broussard’s case,’ Staal added. 
 
    ‘Almost all our rangers are too inexperienced to deal with something as serious as this,’ Linborough said, then went quiet for a moment. ‘If I had to, I could pull some park personnel in, but I don’t thi…’ she continued, before trailing off.  
 
    Looking up from tying her second set of laces, Staal saw Archer had caught Linborough’s eye and was shaking his head. ‘One of your rangers tried to kill us yesterday,’ he said. 
 
    ‘So you don’t think I can trust the rest of my people?’ 
 
    ‘Not until we know what the deal is here. No.’ 
 
    ‘Seems a bit excessive.’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t the guy soaked in petrol looking at a lighter.’  
 
    ‘ISB said they’re sending someone as soon as he’s done in New Hampshire,’ she answered after a moment’s pause. ‘They could have an agent here tomorrow if I really push for it, but a missing persons case is still ranger business.’ 
 
    ‘Give them a nudge and see if you can get them to commit more than one man,’ Archer said. ‘I think you’re going to need it. There’s something else going on in this place.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry about Broussard. I never saw that coming.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not your fault, don’t worry about it. There’s no way you could have anticipated it from what you’ve told me. But we need ISB. Even if Harry resurfaces in the next ten minutes, there’s still what happened yesterday.’  
 
    Linborough had finished prepping her gear for their upcoming venture into the park, Archer not prepared to wait until morning to try and locate the missing NYPD detective; she went next door to make a call before they left, this time ensuring she kept tabs on her guests just in case they had any plans to suddenly sneak out the back like Ledger had yesterday. In the main room, Archer knelt to slide a metal bottle of water, a flashlight and some food supplies into a backpack, while Staal tucked shotgun shells into the side pocket of her pants. 
 
    ‘Wildlife or the terrain might’ve got him in trouble,’ she said.  
 
    ‘I think that’s unlikely.’ 
 
    ‘You said he’s from Brooklyn? That’s not exactly Montana, Archer.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t forget his military background. If Ledger decides to go deep, he’s very hard to find, believe me. Hundreds of cops couldn’t locate him during that manhunt you saw on TV. He knows the dangers out here so I don’t think a bear or bobcat could get one over on him. Or the guys who attacked us yesterday.’  
 
    ‘You’re a city police detective with one working hand, I’m a bodyguard and she’s a solitary park ranger working without back-up. You really think it’s a good idea to head out there before more help arrives?’ 
 
    ‘If it was you missing, I’d come looking. So would Linborough and Harry, just like he did yesterday. And if he’s in trouble, we might not have as much time as you think.’ 
 
    Archer had already cleared taking what they needed with Linborough, so led the way next door to the gun rack and looked at the shotguns, but considering the pump-action needed two hands to work the weapon between each shell fired, he discounted them immediately. A bolt action rifle was a possibility, seeing as he could reload and shoot with his right hand, but then he remembered the rate of fire at the cabin shootout. He required something more powerful. 
 
    Then, as he ran his eyes across the rack, Archer focused on a firearm he could use. He took down a FN M16A4 rifle, making sure the safety was on, and laid it against the lower shelf before taking a pre-loaded, thirty round magazine. He slotted it into the weapon then tucked another three mags in the top section of his backpack. The rifle didn’t require pumping to reload after each shot, and by resting the barrel against his cast, he was confident he could shoot pretty accurately. Staal joined him and started sliding shells into a matching shotgun to the one she’d taken off Broussard yesterday.  
 
    ‘What are we expecting to find out there?’ Linborough asked, having finished her call, seeing the cop and bodyguard loading the weapons.  
 
    ‘Anything,’ Archer said. ‘Most importantly Harry, I hope.’ Leaning the now loaded rifle against the wall, he took a roll of black duct tape from the shelf and caught the end before pulling some free; he then started to wrap it around his white cast. In the meantime Staal picked up another FN rifle and offered it to Linborough, while Archer finished wrapping the cast and bit into the tape to rip the end free from the roll. 
 
    After a few seconds of hesitation, the park ranger took the weapon and slotted home a full magazine. 
 
      
 
    Much of the eastern side of Great Smoky Mountains National Park was quiet on that Friday night. It was also a few degrees warmer than further up the east coast and felt almost balmy for November.  
 
    A lot can change in a day, Archer thought as he stood at the spot where Broussard had tried to set him on fire yesterday. He used a flashlight to look at the fallen post lying on the ground, charred sticks and logs beside it, then saw the Zippo lighter still nestled in the burn pile where Broussard had thrown it, slightly blackened but glinting in the torchlight. 
 
    Three days ago, he and Bridges had been the two members of Shepherd’s and Hendricks’ squads not permitted to be engaged in any field work. Two days ago, Staal had just recovered from a bout of flu in Colorado while Linborough was here at the park carrying out her routine duties as an LEO ranger. One day ago, Archer had been fully recovered from his previous major case, with two functioning wrists. Following that arc, tonight could go any number of ways. But this time, not handicapped by a gasoline shower, he was ready. 
 
    ‘What if Broussard did something to the photographer and was trying to stop you investigating?’ Staal suggested, walking over to stand beside Archer, the surrounding darkness of the landscape only illuminated by the light of the full moon, no campers or hikers out here at this time of night especially in November and in such a remote part of the park. And particularly after yesterday’s incident.  
 
    ‘She didn’t die down here,’ he reminded her. ‘She was poisoned in her apartment in Manhattan, remember. By that toxin we were told about.’ 
 
    ‘But Staal’s right, maybe he did something to her he didn’t want you to find out about,’ Linborough followed, having overheard her comment as she rejoined them. ‘Broussard could be creepy. What if he assaulted her or something?’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t explain her missing photos and camera,’ Archer replied. ‘And if he attacked her or did anything inappropriate, why didn’t she report it? What time did he normally clock off duty?’ 
 
    ‘8pm,’ Linborough answered. ‘But that doesn’t rule out the possibility they might have crossed paths. He could’ve come across her anytime.’ 
 
    ‘We heard he worked over near Cades Cove,’ Staal commented. ‘That’s on the opposite side of the park, right?’  
 
    ‘Which is where she was for a wedding the day before,’ Archer added, realizing the theory could actually make sense; those two might have encountered each other. But he still wasn’t convinced; why would Patti have been poisoned back home with batrachotoxin if she’d been assaulted or raped out here by Broussard? And how could he have got his hands on such a rare substance and then wait so long to administer it? ‘Did you have any success tracking the ATVs this morning?’ he asked Linborough, looking at the ground under their feet which had been softened by recent rainfall. 
 
    ‘Heavy downpour for a couple hours before dawn washed away a lot of the tracks. Couldn’t make any headway on them.’  
 
    ‘Maybe that explains why Ledger decided to come out here so late,’ Staal said. ‘He knew it was gonna rain, so wanted to check the ground before the skies opened up.’ 
 
    Archer nodded; that was a definite possibility. The rain had also washed away a lot of footprints, but a few were still visible. Using a flashlight, he’d already noticed what looked like fresh prints in the earth, with clear treads, protected from the worst of the rain by some overhanging trees clinging onto the last of their leaves for the season. He went over to have a closer look. 
 
    ‘These appear recent and well-defined,’ he commented, as Staal and Linborough saw him examining the prints. ‘No police came up here yet?’  
 
    ‘No,’ Linborough replied. ‘Firefighters and ranger support were working down near that cabin. I haven’t even been up here myself before now.’ 
 
    ‘Ledger didn’t come up here to find us yesterday,’ Archer said. ‘He told me he followed the noise of gunfire and the light of the burning cabin.’ 
 
    ‘So if these prints are his, he was up here after he left us,’ Staal interpreted. ‘Late last night.’ 
 
    Still on his haunches, Archer looked into the darkness of the huge park surrounding them.  
 
    What happened to you out here, Harry, he thought to himself.  
 
    And where the hell are you. 
 
      
 
    In complete contrast to the dark forests of the national park, the New York City bar that Carly had tracked Elliot Marzello to was extremely noisy, with a continuous playlist of loud music, people talking, laughing and occasionally shouting to make themselves heard. It was in the Bowery, lower down in Manhattan and a good thirty blocks from Marzello’s most recent hotel.  
 
    ‘You see him?’ Bridges shouted over a dance track as she and Gratiano looked around the place, both wearing their bulletproof vests. The doorman hadn’t been happy when they’d shown up, looking at Bridges’ sidearm on her hip which she’d refused to part with, but her badge and some uncompromising attitude had got them inside without further argument.  
 
    ‘There he is,’ Gratiano said, nodding towards a table on the opposite side of the room, and Bridges caught sight of the actor sitting at a private table with a couple of young women, neither of whom was Yana. Two members of who had to be his new security team were also standing nearby. Bridges looked at the man curiously, the first time she’d seen Elliot Marzello in person. Even at this distance and in the low light of the bar, she could see he appeared pale and uneasy, constantly glancing around him while laughing too loudly at what the admiring young women were saying, but obviously enjoying being the focus of their attention. He was dressed in a loose designer sweater and jeans, and although not an unattractive guy, he lacked the presence or that certain look which so many far more successful actors possessed. Observing the way he was behaving at the table, the first word that came to Bridges’ mind was bratty. 
 
    ‘Let me handle it,’ Gratiano told her, seeing Bridges’ expression. ‘I’m used to dealing with him. We go in heavy, he’s just gonna resist. I’ll try to get him to leave without causing a super fuss.’  
 
    Bridges didn’t argue and watched as Gratiano weaved her way through the crowd, heading towards Marzello’s table, but as she got closer, the two members of his new security suddenly moved to block her path like they were a set of automatic doors.  
 
    Gratiano saw the men weren’t the pair who she’d met yesterday when they’d arrived at Yana’s hotel to take over as her protection, so it appeared as though Elliot had hired a large team. ‘It’s cool, I’m Yana’s bodyguard, he knows me!’ she shouted, as one of them turned to look at Marzello, who was rubbing his nose then upper gums, his eyes darting around the room before finally settling on Gratiano; seeing her, he nodded to his new security and she was allowed through. 
 
    ‘This seat’s taken,’ one of the young women at the table said rudely as Gratiano approached; she ignored her and jammed herself in the gap next to Marzello, the girl forced to budge over and complaining loudly. 
 
    ‘Thought I put you on timeout?’ he told Gratiano, drinking from a bottle of Amstel, a bucket of them on ice in the middle of the table. It was slightly quieter where they were so he didn’t have to shout which helped. ‘What you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘That a bad joke? What the hell are you doing here?’  
 
    ‘I was going crazy. Couldn’t stay locked up in that place any longer. And I got those two with me,’ he added slightly defiantly, nodding at his fresh bodyguards. 
 
    ‘Did you suddenly forget what happened to Pedro yesterday? I had to help clean his blood and brains off Yana and Andrey. The NYPD still don’t know who killed him but looks pretty clear to me that bitch who shot at us in the hotel isn’t done with you. And you’re out in a place like this? You lost your mind?’ 
 
    Marzello pinched his nose quickly, sniffing, before drinking a pull of beer. ‘I’m going for a cigarette,’ he said, starting to rise. 
 
    Gratiano pulled him unceremoniously back down onto his seat. ‘You need to listen to me right now.’ 
 
    ‘What’s your problem?’ the other girl whined. ‘Leave us alone.’ 
 
      
 
    Bridges watched this exchange from across the bar while also keeping an eye on everyone around them, seeing Gratiano was having trouble persuading the petulant young man to leave. Elliot’s need for booze, recreational drugs and the fawning attention of some easily impressed young women were apparently in his eyes worth the danger he was putting himself, and everyone in this place, in. Like Yana with her trip to Bloomingdales the day before. 
 
    And the only reason he was still alive to be able to act this stupid was down to Gratiano and Rooney, who’d saved his life at the Intercon. As Bridges was jostled by a drunk guy trying to get to the bar, a sudden kick in her stomach reminded her of the extra passenger who’d come in with her.  
 
    We’ll be out soon, kiddo, she thought, seeing Marzello rising from his seat as Gratiano gestured to him. 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t have to call it a night, just take the party back to your hotel where you’re protected,’ Gratiano told Marzello, seeing that despite his gaze roaming around the bar, some of what she was saying appeared to be starting to stick. ‘Invite friends over, order in a DJ, I don’t care, boss. I just don’t want you in a public place like this right now.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you care?’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you?’ she asked, catching his arm. Instead of answering, Marzello swayed slightly as he looked at her with bloodshot eyes, speckles of white powder under his nostrils. ‘The music in here sucks anyway,’ she said, trying to lighten the mood and get him to cooperate. ‘Just let me take you back to where you’re staying. I’ve got a ride waiting for us outside.’ 
 
    ‘I gotta take a leak first.’ 
 
    ‘Hold it.’ 
 
    ‘You want me pissing my jeans in the car?’ he complained, picking up his latest empty beer to make his point, a collection of its fallen friends upturned in the bucket they’d been served in. Gratiano turned and led the way towards the men’s room as Marzello’s new bodyguards followed, the two pieces of arm candy left sulking in the booth; when they reached the restrooms, Gratiano saw that they were single occupancy, windowless and private.  
 
    She opened the door to the nearest and found it was not only empty but a step up from cheaper places, a couple of fragranced candles burning on a shelf. She held the door open, catching Marzello as he headed in.  
 
    ‘No more blow,’ she told him. ‘People are taking photos in here, and you look like you haven’t slept in a week.’ 
 
    ‘So do you,’ he replied, before pushing past her and slamming the door shut behind him. 
 
     

  

 
   
      
 
    TWENTY NINE
  
 
    With the full moon providing additional light to the flashlights they were using, Archer, Staal and Linborough had trekked from the spot where he’d been doused in fuel to just reach the clearing close to where Archer had found that abandoned headlamp. What was drawing his attention this time though was the outline of a cabin in the moonlight, standing fifty feet back from the lake, an area that Archer had been looking at just before Broussard attacked him.  
 
    This cabin was larger than the one that had been burned down last night, and as Archer led the way down the slope and they got closer, he saw it was in much better condition. He shone his flashlight through one of its windows and peered in to see the place looked well-cared for, with multiple rooms, comfortable-looking chairs and even a fireplace.  
 
    ‘A rental?’ he asked Linborough. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ she replied. ‘Popular with people who like privacy and want to escape in the wilderness for a while. This isn’t a busy part of the park.’ 
 
    ‘Know if there are any current bookings?’ Archer was thinking again of those rapid arrivals on the ATVs. 
 
    ‘I checked current occupancy of all the cabins in the area after last night. Nothing for the past ten days; a couple from Charlotte had this one reserved for this coming weekend, but I had the main ranger’s office rebook them over the other side of the park instead.’ 
 
    Archer tried the door handle, but as he expected, it was locked. ‘Do you have a key?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I can get one.’ Linborough shielded her eyes against the glass to look in. ‘Think Ledger might have used it last night for shelter?’ 
 
    ‘Doubt it, there’s no sign of a break in.’ As he looked around and tried to make sense of his friend’s sudden disappearance, Archer realized Staal wasn’t with them. He eventually made out the silhouette of a figure standing completely motionless close to the lake. Linborough followed his gaze and they both moved down the cabin’s porch steps and made their way across the clearing towards her. 
 
    ‘You see something?’ Archer asked as they reached her, lifting his FN rifle slightly as he glanced towards the mass of dark trees to their left, the barrel resting against his cast.  
 
    ‘No; but from the map I looked at earlier, I’m right in thinking that’s Cherokee Forest over there, right?’ Staal asked Linborough.  
 
    ‘Yeah, we’re real close to the border here,’ she confirmed. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Broussard mentioned it yesterday. When he was forcing me back from his ATV just after he’d got the gasoline.’ 
 
    ‘What did he say?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘That we screwed everything up for him in Cherokee too. Not just in the Smokies.’ 
 
    As a cloud drifted across the moon, the three of them looked at the outline of the neighboring forest. ‘Did you tell Harry this?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she replied. ‘Just remembered it.’ 
 
    Archer clicked his flashlight back on and followed closely by the two women, set off towards the tree-line. He kept the beam on the ground, sweeping it in a slow arc, before starting to move along the forest perimeter.  
 
    After almost three minutes, he stopped, keeping the light trained on a spot on the ground ahead. Linborough and Staal checked to see what had caught his attention and saw protected by the few remaining leaves on the trees to their left, some tracks gouged into the dirt. 
 
    Made by tires from small vehicles.  
 
    Like a group of four-wheeler ATVs.  
 
      
 
    ‘Thanks for listening to me,’ Gratiano said to Marzello as they walked back into his hotel suite in Midtown. The two girls from the bar had come too, despite Gratiano going from hinting to outright telling Elliot bluntly that it might be better if they stayed behind, but he reminded her he’d only agreed to go back to his room so long as the party went with him.  
 
    He hadn’t been moved to the hotel Yana and Andrey had been booked into by Bridges after the shooting on 5th Avenue; the NYPD had wanted them all together to cut down on the manpower needed to protect them, but Yana had flatly refused, saying she wanted to keep her son away from Elliot and the danger he was attracting right now. Bridges and Gratiano had both been informed that she and the boy were flying back to L.A. first thing tomorrow too, so the afterparty wasn’t one Yana would ever be aware was occurring. 
 
    Marzello didn’t bother reply to Gratiano. As they walked into the suite, he called someone on his cell as he headed into the master bedroom. ‘Yo man, I had to bounce early,’ she heard him say. ‘Where are you gu…’  
 
    His voice became inaudible as he went into the en-suite bathroom and shut the door. Bridges had come up to the room too and was standing just inside the door to the suite, the two male bodyguards Elliot had hired remaining outside keeping an eye on the elevator and stairs. ‘You look like you’re pregnant,’ one of the young women from the bar said to Bridges, kicking off her heels before tucking her feet under her as she sat on the couch. 
 
    ‘You’re real observant.’ 
 
    ‘Kids trash your body,’ the young woman went on to say, looking down in satisfaction at her slim shape encased in her very short dress. ‘I’m never gonna have any.’ 
 
    ‘But the world needs more scientists and brain surgeons,’ Bridges replied, the girl looking at her puzzled as the toilet next door flushed and Marzello reappeared.  
 
    ‘I got some friends coming over, but we need booze. Do me a favor, go pick up a case of beer to get us started,’ he said to Gratiano, pulling out his wallet. 
 
    ‘I’m not room service, boss. Get your friends to pick some up on their way.’ 
 
    ‘They’re bringing something else and Amstel’s my jam.’ He peeled off an extra fifty bucks. ‘Call that a tip.’ Knowing Elliot was just as likely to head out himself if she refused, Gratiano stepped forward and pinched the notes but grabbed her VIP’s hand and slapped the extra fifty back into it. ‘Don’t go outside again for any reason. Not even a cigarette on the balcony. Someone might be out there with a rifle waiting for the opportunity. Ask Pedro how that went.’ 
 
    ‘Run along,’ one of the bar girls said, waving her hand in dismissal as the other giggled and joined her on the couch, patting the cushion invitingly between her and her friend for Marzello as Gratiano headed out, Bridges joining her and closing the door behind them. 
 
    ‘Only reason I’m doing this is to keep his dumb ass inside the building,’ Gratiano told her in the corridor slightly defensively, looking embarrassed. 
 
    ‘That was the right play. He can add some zeroes to that fifty bucks he offered in a permanent pay-rise once this week’s over.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah right.’ They stepped past one of Marzello’s new BGs, who ignored them. When the elevator arrived, the two women stepped inside but then Gratiano’s hand shot forward as the doors started to close, blocking them. ‘Those two bar girls. Should we be leaving them with him? Are they a risk?’ 
 
    ‘Only if stupidity’s contagious.’  
 
    Gratiano withdrew her hand to let the doors close. ‘Among other things.’ 
 
    Bridges’ response was a grimace, and Gratiano gave a brief laugh as the elevator began its descent. 
 
      
 
    In the national park, Archer, Staal and Linborough had pushed eastwards into the trees, and using Archer’s flashlight were following the ATV tracks, which were leading them along a trail away from the clearing in the Smokies and into Cherokee National Forest.  
 
    That was, until all three heard a branch snap somewhere ahead of them.  
 
    Archer instantly clicked off the light, and quickly turned to the two women. ‘Separate and take cover, twenty feet or so apart,’ he whispered urgently. Linborough and Staal immediately fanned out, the three of them each finding somewhere to hide in the thick undergrowth. Kneeling in his chosen spot and well-concealed, Archer held onto his borrowed FN rifle with the fingers of his injured wrist resting against the safety catch; he flicked the selector to single shot with a tiny click. The forest’s for public use, he reminded himself, keeping his finger off the trigger for the moment. Shooting a camper or late night walker wouldn’t be the next best issue to have to deal with.  
 
    He could make out movement ahead in what moonlight there was coming through the trees, but remained perfectly still, waiting for whoever it was to get closer, not intending to risk detection in an attempt to see if it was Ledger.  
 
    But then Archer caught sight of the dark outline of a weapon in the figure’s hands, and it definitely wasn’t a crossbow.  
 
    He recognized from the shape that it was the same kind of rifle that had been used to fire at him and Staal in the cabin last night, the barrel extended with a suppressor on the end. 
 
      
 
    ‘She shoots, she scores,’ Gratiano muttered to herself inside a deli a few blocks from Elliot’s hotel, seeing a twenty four case of Amstel Light at the back of one of the humming refrigerators; she bent to take it out and lugged the box to the counter. She placed forty bucks on top as the guy rang her up and after taking the change, hooked the case under her arm and headed to the door. 
 
    The electronic lights behind the bodega’s signage were flickering, providing a dim glow on the sidewalk which was unusually quiet for this time of night, but maybe someone getting killed with a rifle on 5th Avenue yesterday had discouraged people from lingering on the street. Standing just underneath the bodega’s sign, Bridges was looking at the windows above them with a feeling of unease; there were enough potential locations to fire a bullet at Marzello up in his new suite to be like Christmas arriving nine weeks early. The city’s endless potential firing positions from its thousands of tightly packed tall buildings had always been one of the biggest problems the CT Bureau faced during security operations, and she knew on some of the ops that the unresolvable issue had given Franklin many sleepless nights. She reassured herself that despite his temporary excursion downtown to the bar in the Bowery tonight, Marzello would now be much harder to get to, as long as he stayed inside. 
 
    ‘Got his stupid beer,’ Gratiano said, as the traffic light on the avenue beside them turned green and vehicles were released a block and cross-section away. She saw Bridges looking up and around them and guessed her concerns. ‘He better not go out onto the balcony for a smok-’ 
 
    The case of Amstel Light dropped out of her arm towards the sidewalk.  
 
    She saw it before Bridges, who’d been turning to answer. A motorbike was coming across the intersection, two people on it with the smaller of the pair riding pillion, but it was the weapon being lifted that Gratiano had spotted: a steel-colored machine pistol with a bloated, stocky black suppressor on the end.  
 
    As the biker suddenly picked up speed, the passenger aimed the gun and opened fire, bringing a horizontal line of death at waist height across the outside of the bodega. Most people would have instinctively tried to save themselves, but Gratiano hurled herself at Bridges, both of them landing on the sidewalk hard.  
 
    It was as she was falling that she was hit. The young bodyguard had seen many a wooden fencepost being punched into the ground growing up in rural Idaho and weirdly, that was the first thing she thought of as she took the triple blow to her side, landing hard on the unforgiving sidewalk as glass showered on top of her from the shattered store windows behind them. She found all of a sudden that she couldn’t breathe, the world silent around her; as the gunfire ended and the bike sped away, she rolled onto her side gasping for air, then pushed her hand inside the vest that Bridges had given her to wear earlier. If she’d had enough breath left, she would have cried out, one of her ribs extremely painful to touch, but there was no red when her hand came back out.  
 
    She felt again to make sure none of the bullets had got through, then turned and saw Bridges lying beside her.  
 
    Franklin’s warnings and Archer’s concerns about Bridges being out in the field in her condition had always been understood by the pregnant detective, but making it past the 5th Avenue shooting yesterday had given her a false sense of confidence. And for that she’d just paid a very heavy price; she’d been hit too, also in the vest.  
 
    But right in the stomach.  
 
    Bridges was going into shock; she’d been shot at before and had also experienced both her ankles being deliberately broken with a baseball bat, but those were assaults on her, not her unborn child. She was aware of lying on the ground with broken glass around her when she saw Gratiano appear in her line of sight, panic in the bodyguard’s eyes as she checked Bridges’ stomach under the vest. The pregnant NYPD detective stared at her before the world went warm and her vision started to blur. 
 
    She tried to lift her hands to her stomach, but found she didn’t have the strength. 
 
      
 
    At the same time in Smoky National Park, Archer remained completely still as his eyes followed the dark figure cradling a suppressed rifle making his way in their direction through the forest, trying to pick up whether the man had company. But all he could hear was the occasional sound of the stranger’s stealthy footsteps and the natural noises of the forest at night.  
 
    The figure was heading closer to where Staal and Linborough had taken cover on the other side of the path, rather than his, and Archer was about to work out how he could cut the guy off when another appeared; and this time, he was coming right towards where the NYPD detective was hiding. Maybe they saw the flashlight, he thought. Archer was a cop, not a soldier, so despite the weapons he was carrying, he wouldn’t just open fire and engage these guys in a shootout, not knowing who they were and also why they were here. His job was to serve and protect, and not to shoot unless absolutely necessary, and then only when he knew what he was firing at. Consequently, he reverse-crawled slowly and silently back into an area where he knew there was thicker undergrowth offering slightly better protection, but close enough for him to help Staal and Linborough if they were discovered.  
 
    Once he’d pulled back, he waited, deliberately controlling his breathing, as the new figure came closer, but then after a few moments, he saw him meet up with the other individual before passing near to where Archer knew Linborough was hiding. He readied himself for the sound of discovery and prepared to rise with the FN rifle, but the moment of crisis didn’t come and a few seconds later, the two figures turned and walked off back into the trees to the left.  
 
    Archer remained where he was, staying completely still, hoping Staal and Linborough had the sense to stay put too for the time being. He started considering what his next move should be, while also wondering what the hell two men were doing wandering around the forest with suppressed weapons at night, when he became aware of something very odd.  
 
    Just over thirty feet away to his right, a very faint three-sided square of light seemed to be coming from the forest floor.  
 
    Maintaining his focus on the area around him in case those men came back, Archer carefully made his way over to where he could see the light. Puzzled, he swept dirt and some leaves away from where it was coming from, and then his hand brushed against something.  
 
    A small half-circle of rope.  
 
    A handle. 
 
    He felt carefully around the edge of what he realized was a trapdoor, while trying to make sense of finding something so out of place. Remembering past experiences, he felt carefully for any sign of a tripwire but found nothing. With another glance around, he was about to pull up the rope handle, but then stopped; instead, he cautiously drew up the handle half an inch, checking the gap he’d just exposed very carefully. Dim electrical light from somewhere down below was the source of the glow he’d seen, and in its faint beam, he saw his caution had been rewarded; a silvery thin, almost transparent thread of wire was connected to the trapdoor on the underside.  
 
    So not intended as an access point, possibly just an emergency exit, but in the meantime, set up to annihilate any unwanted intruders if it was ever discovered. 
 
    He carefully lowered the trapdoor, listening for any indication the two armed men were returning; the fact the hatch was rigged like this meant they were highly unlikely to use it for entry. Archer withdrew a heavy-duty Swiss army knife he’d bought at the store earlier. Pulling out the pliers with his fingernail, he reached over, lifted the hatch again very slightly and carefully snipped the wire before checking for any secondaries. He saw none, but then heard another crack of a branch not far away.  
 
    Whoever these men were, they were coming back. 
 
    Archer made a quick decision; he pulled up the door and slid inside as quietly as he could, awkwardly maneuvering the FN rifle in with him before closing the hatch. Slinging the rifle over his shoulder, he made his way quietly down the rungs of a ladder using his good hand. The moment he reached the earth floor, he immediately cut into the shadows of a natural curve in a rock-wall to his right, in case whoever was up there had followed, having seen the shaft of light as he’d opened the hatch.  
 
    As he waited, he saw from the low light coming from somewhere down the tunnel that a homemade, anti-personnel mine had been set up to face the trapdoor, a mass of nails and ball bearings packed into a translucent tub along with what looked like some plastic explosive. He’d had experience dealing with those horrifyingly destructive weapons before, which spat out metal fragments at lethal speed, in this instance set to go upwards once that trapdoor was opened. A picture came to mind of a hiker or camper finding the rope handle and pulling it up curiously. Or him doing the same a few moments earlier if he hadn’t taken so much care. 
 
    Hearing nothing to indicate he’d been seen, Archer slowly peered around the corner of the wall. It appeared the tunnel quickly opened up into a wider space. Where he was hiding right now was too cramped to unsling and lift the rifle, so he pulled his Sig Sauer from under his poncho before slowly edging forward. As he made his way deeper into the underground passage, he discovered it led into a much wider underground corridor, this time made of concrete, not rock. He heard the quiet hum of a generator before he came across it a few seconds later, seeing wires attached to the walls and trailing away into the dark tunnel. 
 
    He stood still, trying to make sense of what he’d just stumbled across, his face stained with dirt he’d used earlier to camouflage his skin, looking like a soldier but still very much a police detective. There was damage to the walls from gunfire and fresh-looking shell casings on the ground ahead; a weapon had been fired in this tunnel recently.  
 
    But there was something else among the brass, and Archer walked over before kneeling to take a closer look.  
 
    The tip was a reddish brown from what he was certain was dried blood. 
 
    It was a crossbow bolt. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THIRTY
  
 
    Twenty one hours before Archer found that crossbow bolt, Ledger was back in the woods, wearing the gear he’d bought from the store in Gatlinburg after checking into The Gateway Lodge hotel for the evening. Loyalty was extremely important to Harry Ledger; there were only a handful of people in the world he knew he could completely rely on, Archer being one of them, which meant when the park ranger had attempted to set him on fire, then orchestrated another attempt at the cabin, Ledger was determined to find out who was behind the attacks. 
 
    It hadn’t worked out the way Broussard had hoped and although he was now gone and out of the reach of justice, the mysterious strangers the park ranger had called in for back up weren’t. Ledger had no intention of taking them on alone in a potential suicide mission, but felt he stood a better chance of finding clues as to who they were if he could work alone and uninterrupted. He also knew his tracking skills were far better than the average cop or investigator’s. 
 
    He’d checked the forecast while still at Leconte Medical Center and saw heavy rain was forecast for around 3am; that meant any tracks left by the group who’d shot up and torched the cabin would be either severely compromised or completely washed away by sunrise, making the job of tracking down the men responsible far more difficult. So as the clock ticked close to 1am, he reached the still-smoking, burned out cabin where he’d found Archer and Staal earlier.  
 
    Being so remote a location, a firetruck hadn’t been able to get close so the blaze had been allowed to burn itself out; Linborough had told him earlier that Smoky park rangers and local police were containing the site to make sure the flames didn’t spread. They were all gone for the night now, a spool of yellow tape borrowed from the cops wound around trees surrounding the clearing to protect the integrity of the crime-scene. Investigators would probably be back after sunrise, but it would be rangers or local detectives again, no-one with the authority and resources of ISB.  
 
    Ledger felt the lingering aftermath of the fire’s warmth as the yellow police tape rippled and snapped in the night breeze; a small tent had been set up to cover the main cluster of footprints and shell casings not yet collected from where the men had opened fire on Archer and Staal. The bright moonlight hadn’t been obscured by rainclouds so far, meaning Ledger could make out prints leading up to the cabin where the group had run forward to throw their Molotov cocktails. But where the hell had ATVs, rifles and bottles of booze been produced from so quickly?  
 
    And the men had vanished as fast as they’d shown up. Ledger didn’t know exactly what he was hoping to achieve coming out here alone and in the dark, but he’d just wanted to take a good look around quietly and undisturbed before the rain came, without people yammering in his ear and distracting him. As he surveyed the tracks, he knew those men couldn’t have arrived that fast from outside the park, which meant there was a very good chance they were still around somewhere, but he guessed they wouldn’t be expecting anyone to be out here at this time of night, which gave him a slight advantage. And Ledger had been giving a lot of thought to why exactly Broussard had gone to all the trouble of cuffing Archer to a post before trying to set him on fire, instead of just shooting him which would have been so much quicker and easier. One or two gunshots could easily pass unremarked in this huge landscape. Smoke, however, would be very clearly visible, it still being daylight when the ranger had attacked Sam.  
 
    Maybe the fire and smoke would be a warning to someone elsewhere in the park who could ignore or miss the sound of a shotgun being fired; or even an agreed signal or warning if there was incoming trouble? If that was the case, it suggested to Ledger that those men wouldn’t be too far away. 
 
    The NYPD detective felt the cool night breeze brushing his neck and ruffling his hair. His newly purchased backpack was slung over his shoulders, a Barnett hunting crossbow in his hands, the most effective and quietest weapon he could get hold of this late in the day without involving park law enforcement or local police, neither of whom he was willing to engage with right now after Broussard’s betrayal.  
 
    He pushed on up the slope and after a few minutes, arrived upon what looked like quadbike tire tracks clearly visible in the moonlight; he looked up at the forest around him, then checked the map and compass he’d bought, using a small flashlight which he turned on under his poncho. Following the tracks, he made his way eastwards towards Cherokee National Forest, wanting to get as clear an idea as he could of where these tracks had originated from before the skies opened up in a couple of hours and washed the evidence away. 
 
      
 
    He’d followed the ATV tracks for about a mile when he suddenly heard one. Stopping, he saw a light approaching some distance away but clearly visible off to his right before it turned eastwards, weaving through the trees; he began to jog after it, but then the sound of the engine cut off and by the time Ledger got closer, the vehicle had disappeared.  
 
    He was confused, and retraced his steps; after a couple of minutes, he picked up the tracks and saw they led to an area of trees to his left well away from any trail, the earth showing signs of more than one set of tires. Cautiously, lifting the crossbow, he followed the tracks towards what appeared to be a bank of thick shrubbery; it was only when he got closer that he realized there was something unusual about the bushes in front of him.  
 
    Their leaves were static and unlike those surrounding them, weren’t rustling in the night breeze. He reached forward to touch one.  
 
    The shrubbery was artificial.  
 
    He pushed his way through and discovered the very realistic but fake foliage was being used extremely effectively to conceal an entrance to a wide tunnel. Five ATVs were parked just outside in a neat line, but everything was quiet and there was no sign of the driver of the vehicle he’d been following; he felt the metal casing of the nearest four-wheeler’s engine to find it was very warm, whoever had just been riding it having presumably gone into the tunnel. 
 
    Ledger edged forward to peer inside the underground passage, which he saw was reinforced with concrete walls. It didn’t look to him as if the construction was recent. Moonshine tunnels? he wondered. Linborough had mentioned a web of them being found a few years ago in the park, but he also remembered her saying that had been on the north side, not here just over the border in Cherokee Forest. Her mention of them had stuck in his mind though, and with the sudden arrival and disappearance of the men who’d attacked Archer and Staal, it had already occurred to Ledger that their attackers could well have been using some kind of underground network to be able to show up and then disappear so fast. The men might have been throwing Molotov cocktails to torch the cabin, but the days of people hiding in tunnels to make moonshine were long gone. And they didn’t make a habit of attacking people in the forest with automatic weapons either. 
 
    However, he hadn’t anticipated this. When he’d thought of moonshine tunnels, he’d imagined a few natural caves and manmade passages big enough to manufacture and store the illicit alcohol, not something large enough to take a truck. He took a couple of steps forward, the crossbow held up against his shoulder, his NYPD sidearm on his hip, and as he made his way deeper into the hillside, discovered the tunnel forked off to his left leading to another wide corridor with four sliding doors in a line, three of them currently closed; presumably where the shine might’ve been brewed in the past before being bottled or barreled, he guessed.  
 
    The door to the room furthest from him down the corridor was open and through it, Ledger saw a muted red glow. As he edged slowly closer, he became aware of a low humming sound.  
 
    And when he reached the doorway, he stopped and stared, his shadow thrown in stark relief on the cave wall. 
 
    The open door revealed a large underground cavern containing a field of poppies, growing under artificial light from generator-powered heat lamps, the source of the humming he could hear. Red light on red flowers. As he looked at the unexpected sight, Ledger was suddenly transported thousands of miles away to another continent; memories of now-dead friends, their final moments often relived in his nightmares, men screaming for his help even though it would always be too late to save them. Fellow soldiers ambushed and killed on an operation to destroy fields like this in Afghanistan when Ledger was still in the military.  
 
    The NYPD detective’s eyes moved across the field of red flowers, their black, iris-like pods seeming to be staring right back at him. Orders to burn those fields in that far away country was his past; more recently, as a cop, he’d seen the other end of the cycle and the devastation that heroin created from seeds like this could wreak. But in a strange juxtaposition, this flower also symbolized something very different, poppies worn by Canadians, the British and some Americans as a badge at certain times of the year to honor dead servicemen and women from past conflicts.  
 
    The dead like his friends. 
 
    In those few seconds as he took in the mass of red flowers in front of him, he understood that he’d just stumbled upon one hell of an operation, and wondered if the other three halls behind the closed doors also contained these poppies. But he didn’t have time to find out.  
 
    In the low red light, three men had just appeared around the bend of the main tunnel to his right; two were talking to each other quietly in Spanish and hadn’t yet seen him, but the third had. And unlike the NYPD cop he was carrying a high-powered automatic rifle, the type of weapon Archer had described being used to attack him and Staal a few hours ago.  
 
    Ledger’s hunting crossbow couldn’t match that, but he had the advantage of surprise. He swiftly pulled up the weapon and sent a bolt into the man’s shoulder before the guy had time to react.  
 
    The NYPD detective realized that he’d just found the men responsible for the attack on the cabin.  
 
    But they’d also just found him. 
 
    * 
 
    The following night, Archer was looking at that crossbow bolt, now with mud and dried blood on the tip. In a hall to his left, he saw heat lamps hooked up to some generators, but none of them were turned on, Archer only recognizing them for what they were due to the meagre low light provided by the bulb in the main tunnel corridor. Someone had removed the grow, but Archer didn’t need the sight of a few red petals on the floor of the tunnel to know what this was all about. 
 
    Broussard must’ve been under orders to keep people away from this operation, Archer thought as he continued to quietly make his way through the old tunnel, his Sig Sauer ready in his hand. Our turning up must’ve freaked him out. The poppy grow had led to the immediate logical conclusion for him, just as it had for Ledger, that this was a site for making heroin, but what Archer found next muddied those waters.  
 
    The next cavern in the line had a sliding door, but it was currently dragged open and inside the large hall, Archer saw wheeled transport containers loaded with another type of light purple plant; he recognized it, having seen growths up top in the forest during the day yesterday when they’d been retracing the dead wedding photographer’s steps. He wasn’t sure what the flower was, but it certainly wasn’t a poppy.  
 
    And what he discovered in the next hall made things even more puzzling. No flowers or plants this time, but stacks of cardboard packaging piled floor to ceiling, and several scales on tables against the wall. Archer stepped forward, straining his eyes in the low light to make out the labels. Diazepam 10mg, he read. But then in another pile, he saw other boxes had something different printed on the side. Amitriptyline. He then turned to look at some large metal containers dumped on tables, now empty but their insides caked with remnants of a white powder, like a giant baking set; he knew poppy seeds became morphine and then heroin by extracting sap from the seed pods before boiling it with lime and then ammonia, going through a filtering process until it became a paste. There were barrels of both substances in here, as well as portable stoves and extractor fans with electrical cables connected to another generator. 
 
    But there was also that other plant next door, and the stacks of these two different pills which looked as if they’d been ground up. Archer couldn’t even hazard a guess at what this was all about yet, but he recognized equipment that he’d come across before in raids on drug kitchens and meth labs; however, he’d never seen an operation like this. He was still holding his pistol, but with only one working hand, he holstered the sidearm, took out his cell phone then quickly snapped pictures of everything before tucking it away again, unslinging the rifle before putting it into his shoulder and resting the barrel on his cast.  
 
    He stole forwards onto the next hall, recognizing that he was following some kind of assembly line. Once inside, he found what he presumed to be the end product. There were three tablet presses on a table to his left, connected to a generator currently switched-off. Beside it on other long tables were large piles of what looked like thousands of duct taped plastic wrapped clear packets containing light purple tablets.  
 
    When he drew closer, he could just make out a small V printed on each of them. They were arranged in two neat lines but then, slightly incongruously because of the apparent sophistication of the operation, Archer saw two pieces of paper roughly taped to the wall above each pile. Placebo was printed untidily in ink on the left. Real Mierda on the right. Archer had lived in New York and worked with Marquez long enough to pick up certain Spanish words.  
 
    Real Mierda.  
 
    Real Shit, in English.  
 
    But the back of the cavern held the worst surprise of all. Archer had already recognized the familiar sickly sweet smell, and his fears were confirmed when he saw a pile of corpses heaped on a wheeled metal cart tucked away in a dark corner. Judging from the state of the bodies, they’d died recently, otherwise decomposition would have been far more advanced. Archer was familiar with the smell of death, but it was still something he’d never got used to.  
 
    Nevertheless, he moved closer. There was a pool of dried vomit in the floor and in it, Archer could make out two of the tablets with a V printed on them.  
 
    But before he could decide on his next move, he suddenly heard voices in the tunnel and they were getting louder. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, two armed men walked into the cavern and collected up some of the plastic taped packages of pills from the Real Mierda pile.  
 
    ‘I gotta get back and show my face,’ one of them said quietly, his accent American with a southern edge. ‘I’m taking some with me.’  
 
    ‘Be careful. The border jumpers won’t like that.’ 
 
    ‘They won’t know. You tried one of the pills yet?’ 
 
    ‘No way. You did?’ 
 
    ‘Bet your ass. Takes you right to the edge. Makes your heart go so slow if a medic found you, he’d start CPR.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like real fun, Oreo. What happens if someone screwed up and one of the others got in there?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been careful to keep them separate. You gotta try it, man, just once. Flatlines you for about half an hour, sends you tripping out. You see all kinds of crazy shit. Takes you about as close as you can get to dying without actually going over.’ The man glanced at the pile of corpses on the cart. ‘We gotta do something about them.’  
 
    ‘You know where they came from?’ 
 
    ‘Same as before. Local homeless. I helped some of the jumpers bring ’em in yesterday off the street to test the new batch.’ 
 
    ‘Guess it worked,’ the first man said with a derisive snort, before they walked out again, their voices fading. 
 
    Archer rose from where he’d been hiding behind the pile of the dead, doing his best to blank the smell; he took a breath as he re-ran in his head what he’d just heard, but at the back of his mind was the current safety of Linborough and Staal. If they hadn’t been found, they were still up top with no idea yet that this place existed and probably wondering by now what had happened to him. He hoped they’d pull back towards the Smokies side and not try to look for him; there was every chance they’d be caught by these drug cooks if they did. 
 
    Treading carefully, with his rifle up, Archer had just started to head back to the main tunnel to retrace his steps and get out of here when he heard more voices and snapped back into the cavern; this time, he realized there were more than two men coming his way. He peered around the rock wall to see a group of men walking in from the main tunnel to his left, all carrying automatic weapons.  
 
    Ten of them, in combat fatigues. Some of them were the men who’d torched the cabin. He could tell by their guns and clothes. 
 
    ‘…the explosives and we clear the place,’ one of them said. ‘We’ve been compromised. That means we gotta get the last of the product and get rid of those bodies.’ 
 
    ‘We blast it,’ a voice with some kind of Latino accent replied, Archer hearing quick exchanges in Spanish also taking place. ‘So why don’t we just leave the dead? Be nothing left anyway.’ 
 
    ‘That’s crazy, we don’t know how bad we’re busted yet,’ another voice objected. ‘We give all this up because some asshole found his way down here? We find him, we kill him and we carry on. What we got here is way too valuable to destroy because of one guy. No sign of any others yet, is there?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘So we don’t overreact, we watch and wait. Do nothing right now but get rid of those bums, that smell’s gettin’ to me. Any still alive, finish them off.’ 
 
    It was then that Archer realized, not for the first time in his life, that he’d just landed himself in a major predicament. At least double digits’ worth of armed men near the end of the tunnel, a position from where they could easily take cover, and far too many for him to take on with just a rifle and pistol, especially with a busted wrist.  
 
    Pinned down and trapped in the last of these four underground caverns, presumably used to brew and store moonshine decades ago but now being used to cook up some kind of powerful narcotic, Archer swore silently, looking around for somewhere he could hide. But there was nowhere. He heard someone coming his way and ducked to hide behind the cart of bodies again, knowing he was now seconds from discovery, but then heard someone call out a name and the footsteps stopped a few feet away from him.  
 
    ‘What?’ the guy asked, before Archer heard him double back. Using that moment, he crept up to the exit again and was about to see if he could find a way out in the opposite direction, but then heard voices coming from that way too. His NYPD sidearm wasn’t suppressed for obvious reasons and neither was the rifle; if he fired one shot, this whole place would erupt.  
 
    He was well and truly trapped. 
 
    His brain working furiously to try and see a way out of this, he turned to see what he had to work with, and his gaze fell on the two piles of pills in packets stacked on the table.  
 
    Flatlines you for about half an hour, the guy had just said, taking some from the pile on the right; he hadn’t gone near the placebos. Archer didn’t know how quickly the effect would take hold, if the tablet would kill him or if he’d be found and finished off while unconscious. He might never wake up, or if he did, find himself buried alive with dead bodies piled on top of him, layers of dirt covering them and no oxygen.  
 
    The thought was horrifying. But it gave him a very slight chance, one he wasn’t going to get if these drug cooks found him in here.  
 
      
 
    Two of the men entered the chamber and looked at the dead loaded on the cart. It was going to be a shitty job, but the corpses were starting to ripen and the smell would become unbearable pretty soon.  
 
    A couple of the bodies hadn’t been loaded yet, and they stepped forward. ‘Homeless, you said?’ he asked the other man with him as they checked a woman, finding no pulse, before picking her up by her hands and feet to heave her onto the cart. 
 
    ‘Scooped up from Bryson, the Burg and Knoxville. No-one’s gonna come looking for them.’ 
 
    ‘We better check if any of the rest are still alive.’ 
 
    ‘Waste of time. Won’t matter anyway where they’re going. Let’s just get them out of here.’ 
 
    That was the last thing Archer heard as he lay among the pile. He’d stuffed the poncho, backpack and rifle under some loose packaging in the corner of the room, and hidden his Sig Sauer in his rear waistband before taking one of the pills. He knew no homeless person would ever be carrying a weapon like that, but he guessed with the smell, those guys weren’t going to hang around and check each body. And why would they? The homeless didn’t have anything of value on them. It was a chance he had to take. If he survived this, he was going to need his handgun. 
 
    He’d thought the tablet had been a dud until he suddenly felt tired and his eyes closed, his pulse slowing. 
 
    For half an hour, or eternity was his last coherent thought.

  

 
   
      
 
    THIRTY ONE
  
 
    While Archer had been discovering the tunnels, Staal and Linborough were still trapped in the undergrowth up top where they’d gone to ground. One of the armed figures close by had stopped to eat something, his hanging around indicating that he was on some sort of lookout or guard duty. But guarding what, out here in the forest? 
 
    Both women had asked themselves the same question, although still unable to communicate with each other. Staal couldn’t see where Archer had hidden himself but knew roughly where Linborough was and in the silver moonlight, could just make out the dark shape of the ranger’s body tucked in low behind a waist-high boulder. She’d be OK as long as the guy didn’t decide to walk around the rock.  
 
    After what seemed like forever, lying on the cold damp earth, Staal watched as the man who’d unknowingly been pinning them down for the last fifteen minutes eventually scrunched up a wrapper and threw it to one side, before picking up his rifle and moving off. Waiting for the sound of his footsteps to fade, Staal edged slowly and quietly over to Linborough.  
 
    ‘Where’s Archer?’ she whispered. ‘You see where he went?’  
 
    ‘No. Maybe he moved off somewhere further back to the Smokies side? There’s no signal out here,’ Linborough added. ‘We need to pull back and call for help.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t just leave him!’ 
 
    ‘He’s got a rifle. And he knows what he’s doing.’ 
 
    ‘What if they already got him?’ 
 
    ‘We’d have heard.’ Before Staal could say anything else, the two women went quiet and still. They heard before they saw two men emerge out of the darkness, coming their way. Caught behind the rock, now not as well concealed as before, Staal braced herself for discovery, her hands tightening on her shotgun. The pair stopped right in front of the moss-covered boulders the women were using as cover, so close they could hear their breathing. The men started talking quietly to each other in Spanish, a language neither Staal or Linborough understood other than a few words, and then lit a smoke each.  
 
    With the former bodyguard and park ranger now trapped behind the large rocks only yards from the two men, they weren’t going anywhere for now. Hardly daring to breathe, there was nothing they could do except pray they weren’t discovered and wait it out. 
 
      
 
    In New York City, Gratiano had been checked over in the emergency room of a hospital on the west side, and holding a wrapped icepack to her ribs, she was far more concerned about Bridges then herself; they’d been separated once the ambulances had shown up at the scene of the drive-by shooting outside the bodega on 9th Avenue and she’d heard nothing since.  
 
    After speaking to a member of the nursing staff, she finally located the NYPD detective’s room. Gratiano’s eyes were immediately drawn to some small cuts and scrapes on Bridges’ arms from flying glass and when they’d fallen to the sidewalk; she was wearing a hospital gown and listening listlessly to what a middle-aged man with graying hair sitting in a chair beside her bed was saying when Gratiano walked in. The young bodyguard remembered where she’d seen him before, at the CT Bureau, in the office across from the conference rooms. He was their lieutenant. Franklin. Gratiano recalled his conversation with Bridges yesterday in the drive up to Connecticut, and the concern he’d had for her safety. Turned out he’d been right to be cautious. 
 
    She nodded to Franklin and he rose before they shook hands. ‘Are you hurt?’ Franklin asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing serious. I’m good.’ Gratiano swallowed and hesitated, glancing at Bridges but lacking the courage to ask her the obvious question. 
 
    ‘There’s still a heartbeat,’ Bridges told her, interpreting the look. ‘But they’re gonna doublecheck that everything’s still OK. That there wasn’t any…damage.’ Right on cue, a nurse and doctor walked into the room, wheeling an ultrasound machine with them. As the doc began to talk to Bridges, for the first time Gratiano saw the detective’s tough façade crack slightly as she listened to what the doctor was saying, waiting for the nurse to finish setting up for a scan.  
 
    ‘Can we call her husband?’ Gratiano asked Franklin as they left the room to give Bridges privacy. 
 
    ‘I already did,’ he told her. ‘He’s in Europe on business. He wanted to fly back immediately but I suggested he wait until they know more. Bridges agreed.’ 
 
    ‘Good thinking,’ Gratiano replied quietly as she looked back at the closed door. 
 
      
 
    Hundreds of miles south, Archer opened his eyes.  
 
    Broussard cracking him in the face with the shotgun yesterday had shut off the lights in a hot flash of pain, but this had been like an anesthetic. Conscious one minute, waking up in a new place next, with a foggy head and feeling disoriented. 
 
    As full consciousness started to return, he remained completely still, not daring to move in case he wasn’t alone. He was lying on his back on something cold and flat; it was difficult to get his bearings, some low light coming from somewhere behind him, but as far as he could tell there was no-one else near him. He was uncomfortable, something digging into his lower spine, and his injured wrist was throbbing slightly, but pain was good.  
 
    It let him know for sure that he was still alive.  
 
    He decided to risk turning his head and saw he was in a small metal chamber, then heard the sound of voices coming from somewhere nearby. Feeling groggy and nauseous, he did a quick inventory on himself and was relieved to find his hands were free of any restraints, same as his ankles. No need to secure a dead body. He realized that the object currently digging into his lower back was his Sig Sauer, which hadn’t been found. Another plus.  
 
    But why was he on his own in this small chamber? Where were the other bodies? And what was that smell? It wasn’t the same as before, when he’d been surrounded by death. It smelt different, of burned metal. 
 
    Then as he looked around him, with overwhelming, paralyzing horror he understood where he was and what the spigots he’d just noticed were for; his most recent nemesis stalking him again.  
 
    Fire.  
 
    He was lying in a cremation chamber.  
 
    Archer quickly turned his head and saw the light was coming from a space behind him, a metal door partially open; as he looked, a figure appeared in the small gap and Archer found himself making eye contact with a guy who’d just stepped forward to check inside the chamber before reaching over to activate shutting the door. Instead, he froze in shock when he saw the man he was about to cremate staring directly at him.  
 
    They both reacted simultaneously. Archer went for his Sig Sauer with his good hand while the stranger hit a button to the side of the door which started to automatically close. Archer lunged upwards in time to jam the plaster cast encasing his left wrist into the rapidly shrinking gap, the hardened casing preventing the door from shutting, but the furnace around him was making a beeping sound, a red light flashing from somewhere in the room outside. 
 
    The chamber was about to ignite.  
 
    Archer clung onto the rim of the door with the fingers of his injured hand, knowing if he didn’t keep that small space open he was done for, while the guy planning to incinerate him was clawing at his hand trying to pry the fingers loose. Hoping to distract the man long enough to force the door open, Archer managed to aim then fire his Sig Sauer with his right hand through the small gap created by his cast as flames suddenly roared into life on either side of him, providing a brutal rush of heat although not yet spewing fire into the center of the chamber. Archer was firing at the wrong angle to hit the man, but the sound of the three bullets he squeezed off ricocheting off a metal locker outside was enough to cause the guy to recoil, releasing the NYPD detective’s fingers in the process.  
 
    With fire lining the walls either side of him, about to burst into the center at any second, Archer fought the power of the electronic gears to finally slam the slatted chamber door all the way back open, then threw himself out as the flames burst outwards, filling the chamber. They licked at the edge of his boots as he tumbled out, setting the undersides on fire before he hit the floor. Across the room, the other man had just snatched up his rifle from where he’d left it propped against the wall and turned to fire, but Archer already had his Sig Sauer up and put two bullets in the center of the man’s chest. As the guy dropped, the door from a connecting room was thrown back, another man appearing with a rifle in his shoulder, but Archer was on the floor so lower than he’d expected. The stranger had no time to fire before he was put down with another double tap too.  
 
    Archer kicked his feet out and stamped his boots on the rubber floor to extinguish the flames, then with his chest heaving, he stared at the cremation chamber while keeping his cast-encased left wrist close to his body, knowing it had just saved his life. The heat from inside the open furnace was becoming so hot he needed to move away from it, the door not having automatically closed, Archer’s actions in escaping appearing to have broken the mechanism. He didn’t want the place going up in flames, so keeping his sights on the entrance to the room and his finger on the trigger, he hit a button he saw to the side of the furnace door with his injured hand.  
 
    The red light stopped flashing as the fire from the spigots immediately shut off. Archer stood for a moment breathing heavily, knowing how close he’d just come to being incinerated alive. Not knowing if it was just these two here or if there were others outside, he kept his police sidearm on the door while he went across the room to the first man he’d shot and pushed the rifle out of the guy’s reach with his foot. Although he was certain the man was dead, with the way things had been going, he was taking nothing for granted.  
 
    The guy had been wearing some sort of fireproof suit, unlike the second man who’d appeared, the former clearly the one tasked with pushing the bodies into the furnace. Archer felt for a pulse with the fingers of his left hand but as expected, found nothing. He crossed the room to check the other man in the doorway, but he was as dead as his friend along with the bodies of the area’s homeless dumped in the corner, unloaded from whatever vehicle had brought them here from the forest and ready to go into the furnace after Archer. He’d probably been one of the first to be loaded onto a truck from the tunnels, so was among the last to be unloaded and therefore first to go into the fire. But that luck of his had held out; he was alive and the two men who’d brought him here weren’t. 
 
    He chose not to think about the consequences if the tablet he’d taken had been stronger or had kept him out for longer, which would have seen him being cooked alive. Ranger Broussard’s plan carried out, albeit at the hands of someone else. Feeling groggy and with a mouth as dry as a desert, Archer moved to the door and started to clear the rest of the small crematorium which didn’t take long. There was no sign of anyone else as he arrived in the last room to check, which had gold-colored, red upholstered chairs placed in lines facing an empty picture stand. He inspected the front door and saw the crematorium had been broken into, the lock on the outside smashed, the sign still turned to Closed, clearly no alarm system fitted for the business.  
 
    Archer knew from consulting with the ME after autopsies in New York that it took something like ninety minutes for a body to burn. There’d been six or seven corpses next door, which meant it would have taken close to ten hours to torch them all. The pair must have planned to be here all night; so hopefully, no-one would be expecting to hear from them for some time. Archer remembered hearing the drug cooks in the tunnels say that they wanted to preserve their operation, not blow it up, but that they’d needed to remove and dispose of the corpses. He could understand why they’d intended to ensure the bodies would never be found, identified or have autopsies carried out. Tox results could reveal a lot, as recent experience in New York with Patti Vanzant had shown. 
 
    With his faculties pretty much returned, Archer walked over to a small table and saw from flyers that he was at a funeral home in Bryson City, North Carolina. Linborough mentioned this place, it’s close, he thought, before realizing that the Smoky ranger and Staal could well be still up there in the park if they hadn’t been found or worse, not having known there was a network of tunnels close by containing armed killers running some sort of drug lab.  
 
    And then there was Ledger. Archer recalled that bloodstained crossbow bolt as he retrieved his phone from where he’d concealed it before taking that tablet earlier, never taking his eyes off the building’s entrance as he switched the device back on.  
 
    Unlike before, he now had a strong signal and was relieved to see several recent missed calls from Staal as well as Carly, that he was now able to respond to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THIRTY TWO
  
 
    ‘Their lab was in those tunnels?’ Linborough asked in shock as she and Staal stood in the crematorium thirty minutes later, looking at the bodies of the men who’d tried to kill Archer. The two women had got to Bryson City as fast as they could after he’d contacted them, both extremely relieved to hear he was OK, just as he was when they’d told him that they’d managed to get out of the area without incident. The sentries unknowingly preventing their escape had been in no hurry to leave, sharing a seemingly endless conversation in Spanish as they’d smoked a couple of cigarettes before finally walking off, allowing Linborough and Staal to immediately pull back and get to safety.  
 
    They’d been desperate to find a signal, increasingly worried about Archer as they knew there was a good chance they’d left him up there; but just as they reached their vehicle parked near Ledger’s, Staal’s cell phone rang and it was him. They’d been stunned to hear what he’d stumbled upon, the extent of the operation and also what had happened to get him here. Now reunited, Archer passed Linborough his phone, and with Staal looking over her shoulder she scrolled through the photos he’d taken inside the last two underground chambers.  
 
    ‘They’ve been manufacturing some kind of tablet down there,’ he said. ‘Four ingredients that I saw. Poppies, a light purple flower and those two tablets, all ground together and processed into one pill.’ 
 
    ‘That’s foxglove,’ Linborough said, immediately recognizing the plant from buckets in the photos taken in the third chamber. 
 
    ‘And there are two stacks of finished product,’ Staal noted, as Linborough zoomed in. ‘Real Mierda and Placebo? They look the same but there’s a difference?’ 
 
    ‘Must be or why separate them? I decided to take one of the pills when they had me cornered like I told you.’ Archer nudged the dead man in the fire-suit with his toe. ‘Heard this guy and his friend over there saying it would slow someone’s heart down to almost nothing.’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t get the drop on them and force them to surrender their weapons?’ Staal asked. 
 
    ‘I saw at least ten men down there, maybe more, all heavily armed. It would’ve been suicide.’ 
 
    ‘And these dead are homeless they pulled off the streets?’ Linborough asked, her hand over her nose and mouth while looking at the heap of bodies in the corner. Both she and Staal felt slightly sick at the smell, unlike Archer being unfamiliar with the stench of death. 
 
    ‘What I heard the guy say. He said they were used to test out a fresh batch of this product; I got the impression this is something they’ve done before.’ Archer thought back to that homeless man on the Upper West Side, who’d told police that he thought he’d seen a man and woman breaking into Patti’s apartment building the night before she died. One of the army of invisible people in cities all over the country. ‘They’re individuals no-one’s going to realize or overly care are missing.’ 
 
    ‘So if you took a pill from one of the two piles and survived, they must’ve swallowed the other one if it killed them,’ Linborough said. ‘The hell were you doing taking a risk like that?’ 
 
    ‘Making it out of close scrapes are kind of a habit,’ he replied, before glancing at Staal. ‘You weren’t wrong the other morning in Queens when you told me I was lucky.’ 
 
    ‘So what was in that tablet for it to knock you out like that?’ Linborough asked. 
 
    ‘Those four ingredients I saw, apparently,’ Archer said, going through next door to pick up the receiver for the landline in the front parlor of the crematorium. Staal and Linborough were only too glad to get away from the overpowering smell of the dead bodies and quickly followed.  
 
      
 
    ‘I know that combination of drugs,’ Tracy said, after Archer had called the cancer treatment center in Manhattan and asked if he could speak to her, knowing his friend had been admitted for treatment for the entire week. A nurse had finally approved the call after some persuasion, informing Archer that Tracy had deteriorated yesterday and was feeling much weaker, but she’d checked with the bedbound CSU investigator who’d said she was happy to take the call. To avoid stressing her out, Archer hadn’t told her where he was right now and why he was asking these questions. For all Tracy knew, he was still in New York.  
 
    ‘On the street?’ 
 
    ‘No, for assisted dying.’ Staal and Linborough were listening in, the three of them gathered around the speakerphone; Archer wasn’t taking any chances, keeping his hand on his pistol grip and his eyes on the business’ door as Tracy spoke. The conversation could have been had in Linborough’s car, but he wanted to stay to protect the scene until they called law enforcement. Or in case anyone else showed up.  
 
    ‘Like euthanasia?’ Archer replied. 
 
    ‘That’s considered another category, but you could call it that. In our unit, we refer to it as medical aid in dying.’ 
 
    ‘I know it’s legal in Canada and some countries in Europe.’ 
 
    ‘After it’s got necessary approvals, yeah. The old drug…’ They heard her pause to take a breath. ‘…that was used in the past became too expensive. Stopped being available a few years ago, so doctors started experimenting with other…combinations.’ 
 
    ‘To induce death,’ Archer said. He was surprised to hear how much weaker she sounded since he’d seen her yesterday morning. He didn’t want to push her. But this information was extremely valuable and despite the nurse giving Tracy the option not to take his call, apparently she’d been keen to help.  
 
    ‘Experts in Washington and Oregon tried out…a new drug cocktail. On willing patients who’d had euthanasia requests…approved. Killed some of them in just twenty minutes. But it was a failure.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’  
 
    ‘The subjects experienced bad side effects; burning mouths and throats. Number of them were screaming in pain before they died…which they all did eventually. They wanted a painless death but some took three…days to go. That wasn’t exactly the idea. So the docs tried…something new; diazepam, morphine…sulfate… and propranolol. Took about eighteen hours or so for a person to die, so they…tweaked the mix. Added something called digoxin…to make two different combos. Called it DDMP 1. And 2.’ 
 
    ‘Take your time, Trace,’ Archer said, hearing how speaking so much was taxing for her. ‘This is just what we needed to know.’ 
 
    ‘1 and 2 were used in over…two hundred deaths. But it still wasn’t…quite right. Time of death after ingestion ranged from five minutes to… to just under…two days. Doctors refined it further and then got it…right. Brings us to DDMA: diazepam, digoxin, morphine…sulphate…and amitriptyline. Time of death for that one was…between one minute to nineteen hours.’ 
 
    Archer had his cell phone on the desk beside them and he drew up one of his photos taken in the third chamber, showing the heaps of boxes with Diazepam 10mg and Amitriptyline printed on the various packaging.  
 
    Linborough was the first to connect the last piece. ‘Digoxin,’ she said quietly. ‘Made from foxglove.’ The heap of purple flowers that Archer had seen in chamber #2. ‘And morphine. Made from poppy seeds.’ 
 
    ‘There you go,’ Tracy replied. 
 
    ‘Could you tweak DDMA, Trace?’ Archer said, remembering the pill he’d swallowed. Flatlining his heartrate good enough to pass for a dead man. ‘To make it recreational?’ 
 
    ‘If you’re crazy…enough and was how you’d get…your kicks. I can think of…better ways. But get the dose right, it would slow your heartbeat way down…until it’d look like you were dead. At the same time the morphine and opium would…send you high. As a kite. Which is the only reason I can think of why anyone would…take the risk.’ 
 
    ‘Why would being high matter if you were unconscious?’ Staal asked. 
 
    ‘Might make you hallucinate or something? I’m not sure. I definitely wouldn’t…try it. Get the dose wrong, you’d have created a pill to euthanize someone.’ 
 
    Staal and Linborough looked at Archer, who’d experienced the effects firsthand less than two hours ago. ‘Thanks so much, Tracy,’ he said. ‘Go take it easy and rest; you sound tired.’ 
 
    ‘Good to still feel…useful. Come see me tomorrow. And whatever you’re up to…stay safe.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try,’ he said, putting the phone down and thinking it was just as well she hadn’t seen where he was half an hour ago. 
 
    ‘So the cooks in the park have been tweaking the mixture,’ Linborough said. ‘Creating this new drug.’ 
 
    ‘For the street?’ Staal answered. ‘Like your friend said, there’d always be people crazy enough to try anything for a new high. They’d cash in.’ She looked at Archer. ‘Did you see anything? After you took it?’ 
 
    ‘A couple of things,’ he admitted after a pause. ‘But that site must’ve been what Broussard was protecting.’  
 
    ‘And why he’d got a hundred sixty grand in loose cash lying around his house,’ Linborough realized. ‘He’d have been worried you two had got too close and could call for more law enforcement to wander around out there. He knew there was a chance you could’ve already found tracks leading to the tunnels at the Cherokee line and he panicked.’ 
 
    ‘But you said he worked in a different part of your park?’ Archer said. ‘Over on the west side near Cades Cove?’ 
 
    ‘Until recently, which makes sense now. He’d been pushing to get transferred over to the east, working out of the ranger station at Big Creek. It’s the closest on our side to those tunnels across the border.’  
 
    ‘To make sure no stray hikers or campers wandered near the border with Cherokee,’ Staal interpreted. ‘If they came across one of those armed drug cooks or found one of those trapdoors…’ 
 
    ‘There’s something I haven’t told you yet, Emmy,’ Archer said. ‘It’s not going to make you feel any better about all this.’ He pulled out an item from his pocket and placed it on the desk. ‘Found this in the wallet belonging to the guy who tried to cremate me.’ 
 
    Linborough and Staal looked closer. The card was a Bryson City police department ID. Scott Oreo was the name on it, and his face matched that of the man who’d been wearing the fire-suit next door. 
 
    ‘Son of a bitch,’ Linborough said, picking it up. ‘Not just Broussard protecting the site, but a local cop too?’  
 
    ‘You said you called for ISB last night, right?’ Archer asked, before she nodded. ‘I think they need to start putting together a heavy task force. One of your rangers tried to kill us, and our other fire-starter in there is local law-enforcement. You need help but you can’t trust anyone down here right now.’ 
 
    ‘There’s someone I can,’ she said. ‘He’s another ranger in the area and we go all the way back to high school.’ She then latched onto what he was saying and interpreted its other meaning. ‘Wait. Are you leaving again?’ 
 
    ‘Carly told me Bridges and Gratiano both got shot tonight,’ Archer told them. 
 
    ‘What?’ Staal said, all the color draining from her face. 
 
    ‘They’re OK, the bullets hit vests they were wearing,’ he assured her. ‘I received a message before you two showed up from my boss. He said someone tried to drive-by them with a machine pistol. He wants me back.’ 
 
    ‘Does he know what you found down here?’ Linborough asked. 
 
    ‘Not yet. Purcival and Marzello are both still in Manhattan, and Bridges is out of the game now too. With her down and Ledger still God knows where, it’s going to be just me for the time being from our team.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, what about Ledger?’ Linborough said, thinking about his mysterious absence. ‘You said you found a crossbow bolt tipped with dried blood? And gunfire damage to the tunnels?’ 
 
    ‘I did,’ Archer replied. ‘He’s not in the pile of bodies either. He’s still out there somewhere. I’m certain.’ 
 
    ‘They might’ve brought him here.’ 
 
    ‘I heard them say they still hadn’t found him.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re just going to abandon the guy? And me?’ 
 
    ‘We’re not abandoning you,’ Archer told her. ‘You’ve got ISB coming. But this case is growing by the hour, it’s spread across hundreds of miles, and with Harry still missing, I’m the only one left standing from our two investigation squads.’ He rubbed his face with his good hand, still feeling rough from the pill comedown. Trying to make sense of what was happening when all these events were taking place hundreds of miles apart wasn’t exactly helping. ‘I wish I could stay, but I can’t be in two places at once. And like I told you yesterday, this is your territory, not mine. Ledger’ll have his reasons for digging in somewhere. He’ll reappear when he thinks it’s safe.’  
 
    He saw Linborough was still looking worried.  
 
    ‘You, this other ranger you say you can rely on and ISB can start putting together a raid team,’ he repeated. ‘And better make sure you keep members of the public away from that area. If they haven’t already destroyed them, you all need to be ready for a serious firefight if you corner the men in or near those tunnels.’ 
 
    ‘I said it last night, you’ve got much more experience than me with this sort of thing,’ she replied anxiously. 
 
    ‘We’ll help you as much as we can from New York,’ Archer said. ‘And I’ll clear it with my lieutenant to come back as soon as possible.’ 
 
    ‘She has to bring in local police,’ Staal said. ‘Even if just to secure this place right now. There are dead bodies in here.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but a ranger and local cop already working with these guys? We don’t know how deep that goes. How much do you really trust this ranger friend of yours?’ Archer asked Linborough. 
 
    ‘Brad? With my life.’ 
 
    ‘So tell ISB to send everyone they can spare ASAP, and until then with his help, clear and close off the area from any visitors. If the drug cooks blow those tunnels, half that hillside is going to cave in. I saw a wad of explosives packed near the trapdoor I found.’ 
 
    ‘There’s something else on your mind,’ Linborough said. ‘I can see it. Tell us.’ 
 
    Archer paused. ‘There were two stacks of tablets, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. We saw that from the photo you took.’  
 
    ‘I took one from the Real Mierda pile, which the guy said would KO me for half an hour. That was the stack he was helping himself from so I guessed it’d be the safe option. But the placebo pile’s been bothering me. There was a pool of vomit beside one of the dead bodies and there were two partially digested tablets in it, so whatever it is, it’s powerful stuff. The one I took wasn’t the one that killed him. And a placebo’s normally a fake pill, right? Or a dud.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying here, the placebo actually kills instead?’ Staal said.  
 
    Archer nodded and glanced down the corridor, where he could see a few of the dead bodies he’d been transported to the crematorium with; and he thought of what Tracy had just told them about that particular drug cocktail.  
 
    DDMA, a pill to assist for medical aid in dying.  
 
    Get the dose wrong, you’d have created a pill to euthanize someone. The placebos hadn’t been used as part of a testing regime.  
 
    Archer was pretty sure they were being used to murder. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THIRTY THREE
  
 
    On a Delta flight from Gatlinburg direct to LaGuardia almost two hours later, one of the last services for the day, Staal was looking out of the window at the dark sky, too wound up to doze off; she turned to glance at Archer and saw he had his eyes closed but she didn’t think he was asleep. He was sitting across the aisle in the opposite window seat, the two spaces next to him empty, with a bottle of water on one of the open tray tables. She could see the line of liquid shaking as the plane rumbled on its way across the skies, taking them back to New York.  
 
    She undid her belt and moved across the aisle to sit next to him. ‘Headache?’ she asked quietly. 
 
    ‘One of the worst.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be the opium from that pill. Just stay hydrated. Makes you wonder why people pay good money for crap like that.’  
 
    Archer gave a quick smile but didn’t open his eyes. Staal had noticed since they’d arrived at the airport that the NYPD seemed preoccupied; she’d spent enough time with him over the last few days to recognize when he was distracted. It could’ve been any number of things on his mind considering what he’d just been through, but she didn’t want to probe when he obviously felt so rough. If he wanted to share, he would. 
 
    Then what it might be occurred to her. ‘Those guys were helping run a drug lab. They poisoned and killed a bunch of homeless people, and tried to shove you into a furnace. You did the world a favor.’ 
 
    ‘I know. But you realize I shot dead two of them, then we just technically fled the state?’ 
 
    ‘You won’t be charged with anything. It was self-defense. You were doing your job.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just hope a judge sees it that way. And understands why I didn’t hang around.’  
 
    Staal didn’t say anything further, having never had to take a life in her role as a bodyguard; the weight of being responsible for that wasn’t something that she’d ever been made to carry. With the opium comedown, adrenaline dump and recovering from almost being burned alive again, she could understand why Archer wasn’t sleeping. We need you, she thought, looking at him and thinking of Detectives Bridges, Ledger and Carly, and all their poisoned teammates who she’d heard about; then Linborough, and finally herself and Gratiano. If anything happened to Archer, and with Ledger gone, she wasn’t sure where this would go.  
 
    ‘When we land, can you call Gratiano and tell her to meet us at The Bellingham, if she’s up to it?’ Archer suddenly asked Staal, interrupting her thoughts.  
 
    ‘Not your police headquarters?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Archer said, before opening and drinking some of the water on his tray table. ‘Not yet.’ 
 
      
 
    After they touched down at LaGuardia, the pair headed for Archer’s car parked in the lot. Gratiano had answered almost immediately when Staal called her from the Arrivals Hall, the place now reopened after the death in the men’s toilets a couple of days ago, and said she’d leave for The Bellingham straight away. She was still with Bridges, and asked Staal to pass on to Archer that his colleague was being kept in overnight for observation and was under police protection. Scans showed her baby was OK, but Bridges had agreed that was the last time she was going to be putting herself at risk during this investigation.  
 
    Driving straight from LaGuardia, Archer pulled into a space on the street in Manhattan just down the block from the hotel, then placed a NYPD permit on the dash to avoid being ticketed or clamped. He spotted Gratiano waiting for them just inside the swing doors and after a quick greeting, the trio pressed on into the ground floor of the hotel, which was quiet this late on a Friday night, unlike the streets outside.  
 
    Archer’s hangover from the pill was fading and taking the lead, he approached the front desk.  
 
    ‘Good evening, sir,’ the late shift concierge said. ‘Can I help you?’ 
 
    ‘You can.’ Archer showed his police badge. ‘We need to check out the 23rd floor.’ 
 
      
 
    Once Archer and Staal had left the Smokies for New York City, Linborough had driven back to her main ranger station inside the park at Greenbrier and had just finished speaking to the ISB’s main East Coast field office, informing them that the Smokies and Cherokee had a major situation in progress with armed drug cooks working up a product in tunnels under their lands, when she got a call from a number starting with a local area code, 828.  
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Ranger Linborough?’  
 
    ‘Speaking,’ she said, looking out of the window at the darkness outside, reliving her experience out there earlier tonight with Archer and Staal. Armed men patrolling just over the line with Cherokee, all the signs indicating they’d been operating in those tunnels for months if not longer. The fact that as far as Linborough knew, neither she nor any of the other park rangers aside from Broussard had any idea what was going on was not only extremely embarrassing, it was very unsettling. So was the fact they’d had one of her guys and a local cop working with them. ‘Who is this?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a nurse on shift at Swain Community.’ South of the national park, and not far from where she’d parted ways with Archer and Staal at the Bryson City crematorium, Swain was one of two hospitals serving the four westernmost counties in North Carolina. ‘Got a patient here brought in tonight who’s been asking for you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m real slammed right now,’ Linborough replied. ‘It’s gonna need to wait.’ 
 
    ‘I get you’re busy, but I think you really need to talk to this girl.’ 
 
    ‘Who is she?’ 
 
    ‘Says her name’s Lucie Rasnick.’  
 
    Linborough caught the name immediately; from the Cherokee timber-felling operation earlier that morning, when she’d seen the loggers under the tarp waiting for the rain to pass and recognized local troublemaker Tanner Rasnick as one of them. A man she’d arrested in the Smokies only last year; Lucie was his little sister, Linborough recalled. She’d met the girl when she’d paid a visit to Rasnick’s home after the arrest. 
 
    ‘Can you make it down here? She said she’ll only talk to you.’ 
 
    ‘Any idea why?’  
 
    ‘No, but I think it’s to do with the reason she’s on the ward right now. She was in a real bad car wreck an hour ago, riding in her brother’s truck. Two of the guys she was with were killed.’  
 
      
 
    In Midtown Manhattan, and currently off duty, Rooney was staying at the same hotel that Elliot Marzello had booked into earlier in the week, currently on sick leave for a couple of days after his very mild poisoning; Marzello had told him when he gave him the time off that he didn’t want anyone not at peak fitness and full operational capacity on his protection detail right now. 
 
    Recovery wasn’t Rooney’s focus, though. The big Australian had just downed an entire box of paracetamol he’d bought from a Rite Aid drug store earlier in the day, but his stomach was still tender from consuming the noodles laced with that strange neurotoxin that had wiped out virtually all the bodyguards on his team, and the overdose he’d just swallowed was in his gut for a mere twenty seconds or so before their comeback show.  
 
    Huddled over the toilet bowl, the undigested white pills floating among the remains of the last meal he’d ever intended to eat, Rooney slumped back against the wall. He’d developed a thick skin over the years and was very good at concealing his emotions, but in the privacy of his room he gave it up, shame and despair overwhelming him as he buried his head in his hands. 
 
      
 
    And at the same time, Archer had just been shown up to the currently closed-off 23rd floor of The Bellingham Hotel with Staal and Gratiano, the three of them now standing just outside the elevator almost halfway down the corridor. 
 
    After the murders that had taken place here a few days ago, all the rooms on the corridor were empty for obvious reasons. Just like at the CT Bureau, the carpet had been pulled up and removed, soon to be replaced, only the stains here hadn’t been coffee or vomit, but blood. Still unsure exactly why they were at the hotel, Staal and Gratiano glanced at Archer, hoping for some answers.  
 
    He was studying the empty hallway. ‘How do you feel about being the governor of Connecticut?’ he asked Gratiano who looked at him, confused. Then she understood what he was asking.  
 
    ‘Where do you want me?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Down the corridor. Right outside his door.’ 
 
    She did as he requested, holding a foam coffee cup that she’d brought with her from the hospital, and took a sip from it as she stopped outside the door. ‘I’ll be his lead bodyguard if you tell me where,’ Staal said, cottoning on to what Archer wanted without having to be asked. He scrolled through some pictures he’d downloaded two days ago on his NYPD email account and finding what he was after, indicated where Staal should stand. 
 
    ‘I won’t be long,’ he said, then turned and went to the stairs at the end of the corridor before opening the stairwell door. He let it close behind him, then walked up another floor. 
 
    Turning, Archer put himself in the killer’s shoes, that same son of a bitch who’d been waiting for him at his apartment and who’d shot him twice in the chest. He tried to tread down the stairs as noiselessly as he could and found he could do so very quietly even in his boots. The first of Purcival’s bodyguards killed here had been a few floors down on 16, his throat sliced open and left faceplanted on the stairs; Archer realized it was perfectly possible for the man who did it to have caught him unawares, then taken the elevator up to 24 or higher before coming down from above to blindside the BG guarding this floor. Especially if the victim’s senses had been dulled at the time from alcohol; Archer remembered Vargas and Marquez reporting that the bodyguard’s blood had smelt of booze, an almost empty hip flask of vodka found in his jacket pocket. A killer with a knife creeping up on an alcohol-impaired stationary target? One head grab, slice across the throat and push. All it would take.  
 
    Although the stairwell had been scrubbed and bleached, some very faint bloodstains were still visible on the landing below 23. Archer opened the door to the floor, Staal and Gratiano positioned in the corridor halfway down and at the far end respectively, both turned to look at him, still curious. 
 
    ‘See the problem?’ he asked, loudly enough so they could hear. 
 
    ‘How do you make it to me without me seeing you and putting up a fight?’ Staal replied, interpreting the scene.  
 
    Archer nodded. ‘And where’s the damage to the lock on Purcival’s door?’  
 
    The comment took them by surprise. They both turned and realized he was right, looking at the intact lock on the suite just behind Gratiano. No-one in the investigation had registered that or raised it as an item of interest until now. 
 
    ‘The governor’s bodyguards were killed quietly,’ Staal interpreted, as Archer nodded. ‘No chance to raise the alarm.’ 
 
    ‘So why did Purcival open his door at precisely the right moment for the assassin to attack him too?’ Archer replied. ‘This doesn’t make sense.’ His cell phone started ringing in the quiet, and with his colleagues now in two separate hospitals here in Manhattan and back in Queens, Ledger still missing and Linborough trying to manage the increasingly fraught situation at the national park, he saw it was Carly and wasted no time answering. ‘Archer.’  
 
    ‘I found the photos from the wedding photographer’s trip.’  
 
    ‘Say that again?’ 
 
    ‘The photos. From that weekend when she was down in the Smokies. I found them, Sam.’ As she repeated the words, Archer immediately noticed that the analyst’s voice sounded tighter than normal. 
 
    ‘I thought her computer was wiped?’  
 
    ‘She had a back-up storage cloud that I just got into. I spoke to her parents and they gave me some password suggestions. One of them worked.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Are Staal and Gratiano with you?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he said, looking at the two women who were staring back at him, having heard his side of the conversation. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure they should see what I found. Some of the guys they worked with are in these photos and a couple videos.’ She paused. ‘So are Governor Purcival and Elliot Marzello.’ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THIRTY FOUR
  
 
    Having set out in her cruiser on the highway, Linborough had asked her friend Ranger Brad Pirandelli from Cherokee Forest to meet her at Swain County Hospital. She knew the Forest’s rangers needed to be informed and warned about the tunnels and what was going on as soon as possible, but it wasn’t a conversation she was prepared to have over the phone or radio. She made it to the hospital before Pirandelli and was directed to a room on one of the wards, finding young Lucie Rasnick in one of the beds.  
 
    The teenage girl looked badly shaken and beaten up, some early bruising visible on her face, neck and arms, her right arm in a sling; dressed in a hospital gown, she was staring out of a window with the blinds still open despite it being dark outside as a nurse checked her blood pressure, so didn’t see Linborough appear in the doorway. The Smoky ranger saw another nurse approaching the room and indicated they walk down the corridor out of Lucie’s hearing.  
 
    ‘What happened?’ Linborough asked. 
 
    ‘Two trucks went through the barriers and off a steep embankment on Route 19. Forced off by another vehicle, apparently. Two men dead at the scene, another transported to Knoxville for emergency surgery. Lucie was brought in with him.’ 
 
    ‘Did she say who the dead were?’ 
 
    The nurse checked a clipboard she was carrying. ‘Waylon Blevins and Micah Starnes.’ 
 
    ‘I know those names,’ Linborough said. ‘They’re loggers. They’re friends of Lucie’s brother, Tanner.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t the guy taken to Knoxville for surgery. That was an…Owen Bucknor,’ the nurse replied, glancing at the board again. 
 
    ‘And Tanner wasn’t with them?’ 
 
    ‘No. Highway Patrol are out there right now at the crash-sites.’ 
 
    ‘Did Bucknor say more on what happened?’ 
 
    ‘No. He lost consciousness from a head injury just after the ambulances arrived. Badly broken leg too. You want to find out what went down, think you need to talk to Lucie. But something else, Ranger, before you go in.’ The nurse hesitated, looking at Linborough. ‘I probably shouldn’t tell you this due to patient confidentiality and all, but I think you better know.’  
 
    ‘Go on?’ 
 
    ‘The girl’s pregnant.’ 
 
      
 
    Linborough saw Lucie’s eyes shift from the window and focus on her when the Smoky LEO ranger entered her room.  
 
    Lucie was a sad case; both her parents were drug addicts, who when the girl was just six years old had left both her and her brother Tanner to their grandmother to bring up. The mother and father had been found dead together not long after, from an overdose after sharing a bad batch of heroin laced with fentanyl, but Grandma Rasnick hadn’t been a huge improvement, a disinterested alcoholic who’d mostly left the kids to their own devices. When Tanner had been arrested at the park last year, Linborough had tried to call his grandmother to inform her that he was going to be in county jail for the night before his arraignment in the morning, but her house phone had been disconnected. Linborough had driven over there instead and found Lucie sleeping in an old beat-up car outside the run-down property. She told Linborough her grandma had tossed her out again and after talking for a few more minutes, on an impulse the park ranger had given the girl her name and cell number on a piece of card in case she ever required help in the future. She’d heard nothing until this call from the hospital tonight.  
 
    ‘You doing OK, girl?’ Linborough asked. Lucie glanced at her but didn’t answer for a moment. Then she looked away and started to cry.  
 
    ‘You said to….call you,’ she finally got out quietly between sobs. ‘When you came to see us that day, If I ever needed something. You meant it?’  
 
    ‘You bet I did,’ Linborough told her, taking the girl’s hand. ‘Tell me what happened.’ 
 
    ‘We crashed.’ 
 
    ‘I know. How? Were you guys drinking?’ 
 
    ‘No. I mean, I wasn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Was your brother there with you?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. He ran off with two of the others.’ 
 
    ‘He left you? Why?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t want police to see him there. Think he was worried he’d get arrested again.’ 
 
    ‘Is he aware that you’re pregnant?’ 
 
    Lucie looked at her, fresh tears welling in her eyes. ‘You know?’ 
 
    ‘The nurses felt it could be important.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I was with those guys. Tanner came to pick me up. I was gonna try and leave town but I freaked out.’ 
 
    ‘Why leave? Because of your grandma? Or Tanner?’ 
 
    ‘No. Not them.’ She went quiet. ‘I dunno what to do.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s the father of the baby? You got a boyfriend, sweetheart?’  
 
    ‘No. No.’ Linborough noticed how fearful the girl appeared to be. She’d expected shock and tears, but not this. ‘I can’t tell you.’ 
 
    ‘Tanner won’t lay a finger on you,’ Linborough promised. ‘I’ve got a ranger coming here from Cherokee National too. We can handle your brother, trust me.’ 
 
    ‘It ain’t Tanner that I’m afraid of. He wouldn’t hurt me.’ 
 
    ‘Who, then?’ 
 
    ‘The man whose baby it is. I think he’ll do somethin’ for sure if he finds out.’ 
 
    ‘The man? Not a boy from school then?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Just tell me. I can’t help you if you don’t.’ 
 
    After a long silence, the girl started to speak. ‘We were out in the park. Me and Kenzie-’  
 
    ‘Who’s Kenzie?’ Linborough asked. 
 
    ‘A friend from school. We were out in the woods at the end of summer to smoke some weed and lie out in the sun. When we was done we went walking towards Cherokee looking for Tanner to hitch a ride from that site he’s been working on for a while. On the way we found a bunch of guys hanging out outside a cabin, but it was kinda weird: two of them were kicking back having a good time. The others were just standing around lookin’ bored.’  
 
      
 
    As soon as Archer, Staal and Gratiano made it back to the CT Bureau in New York City, he swiped them in and led the way straight to the conference room.  
 
    ‘They want to see Patti’s photos too,’ Archer told her after they walked in and closed the door. ‘Whatever you’ve got.’ 
 
    ‘You sure? It ain’t easy viewing.’ 
 
    Staal and Gratiano nodded. Carly reopened the folder she’d minimized on her laptop, and a series of photos accompanied by several videos appeared in a row on the screen. As they started to look at the first sequence of images, and found that a secret horror had occurred in the park two months ago, hundreds of miles south Linborough was also discovering what had happened to Lucie Rasnick and her friend earlier that same day.  
 
    What they were all about to either see or hear confirmed that Patti, Governor Chuck Purcival and Elliot Marzello had definitely been in the park that night on September 26th.  
 
    A night that none of them would ever forget. 
 
    * 
 
    Rooney’s hand swatted his neck and came away with a speck of red, the remains of the mosquito who’d been enjoying a good lunch. The large bodyguard from Brisbane was wearing cargo pants, a vest and flannel shirt; the weather was clammy and humid, and despite it being the third weekend of September, Smoky National Park was holding tightly onto the heat this afternoon. 
 
    He was here with the rest of Elliot Marzello’s detail outside a rental cabin, having arrived from New York City last night, all of them now positioned around the site to keep lookout. They were very isolated so Rooney didn’t understand the need for such tight protection, especially in such a remote spot; much as he might have wanted to be, Elliot wasn’t some hot-topic celebrity constantly in the sights of the paparazzi or a victim of celebrity stalkers. He was a D-list actor who a lot of people in L.A. would have had trouble naming even if they recognized his face, a target at risk only because of his family’s wealth and influence.  
 
    Marzello and his bodyguard team had been in Manhattan all week, Elliot sent by his father to work out a deal with a scriptwriter for the rights to some of his material, but also, more importantly for Elliot, to audition for an upcoming cop drama pilot. However, instead of flying home at the end of the week as expected, Elliot had announced to his security out of the blue that he was going to spend Sunday down here at Smoky National Park. Bryant and the other three men had been surprised, knowing Marzello had never shown any interest in going anywhere vaguely rural, but they weren’t paid to question his decisions, so they’d all stayed at a hotel in Knoxville after flying down from LaGuardia yesterday. 
 
    However, this morning they’d woken to find their client wasn’t in his room; a panicked Bryant had immediately called Elliot who’d told him that he’d been up early and decided to go take a look around the park. He told his team to pack some food and beer and meet him at a cabin, before giving the security team leader directions. Puzzled as to how their boss, who normally needed every arrangement made for him, had found his way to a cabin in the forest and why he was there, his security team had followed and had now been standing on sentry duty without a break for a couple of hours. Rooney and the other bodyguards were feeling hot, uncomfortable and pissed off.  
 
    But Marzello’s guys weren’t the only protection detail in the park that day. When they arrived, Rooney and the other BGs had discovered that their VIP wasn’t alone.  
 
      
 
    Floating on an inflatable on the lake, feeling much more relaxed than his BGs with a can of beer tucked in a molded slot and riding a buzz from some cocaine, Elliot Marzello took another bump of the powder from a small baggy he’d brought with him, one he’d made Haviland carry in his sock through the TSA check at the airport yesterday. Once he’d snorted it, he whistled to the man he’d come to the park to meet before holding up the bag of blow.  
 
    Standing beside a fishing line, Connecticut Governor Chuck Purcival shook his head before cussing the actor out quietly under his breath. The politician was irritated as hell as he cast a quick glance around the clearing and trees surrounding the cabin, knowing any stray hiker who recognized either of them could easily take a photo of the dufus in the water whistling and waving the baggie around. Getting to the governor’s office so fast had taken an insane amount of behind-the-scenes preparation, focus, blackmail, back-stabbing and string-pulling, and with a position in D.C. in his crosshairs next, Purcival couldn’t afford to be careless or ease up on the throttle. Part of that was the reason he was in the park right now for the day’s visit. 
 
    He’d arrived the previous night, like Marzello, telling his security he was going out alone for a few hours this morning before instantly shutting down his team leader Montgomery’s objections. Purcival had no intention of allowing any witnesses to a meeting he’d set up. The project he was involved with in the forest required significant ongoing investment, and with profits not going to him, his benefit lying elsewhere, ready funds were what he was currently short of.  
 
    That was where Elliot Marzello had come in. With funding running low, Purcival had needed someone easily influenced with a lot of spare cash who wasn’t going to ask too many awkward questions, and he knew Elliot from when the young man’s family had produced a political TV drama season set in Connecticut, Purcival agreeing to play himself in a cameo for a couple of scenes. He’d recognized in Elliot exactly what he’d been looking for and invited him to join the business venture last month; despite only supplying him with minimal details, it was a decision Purcival was starting to deeply regret, having recognized involving the idiot had been a rare mistake on his part. Purcival had rented the cabin for this weekend under an assumed name, originally planning to stay on for the rest of the day after meeting with the group who worked for him in the area, but after only a few hours with Marzello, he was beginning to realize the potentially serious mistake he’d made.  
 
    He’d assumed he could control Marzello easily enough, but like a lot of weak characters, the younger man had a stubborn streak and on this occasion he’d insisted on meeting the group connected to the project he was currently funding, wanting to be more involved and threatening to withdraw his money if Purcival didn’t cooperate. So Marzello had been allowed to tag along, but as a result the meeting had been frustrating, not nearly as useful or productive as the politician had intended, Marzello’s presence inhibiting the topics discussed which Purcival had been keen to address face-to-face; the group working here had recently become more demanding and increasingly difficult to control, which was another reason the governor had wanted a meeting in person. And to cap it off, the entitled pain in the ass Marzello had decided to hang around afterwards, treating the day like a social event, floating out there on an inflatable in his underwear snorting coke. Much as he’d like to have sent him on his way as soon as the meeting ended, Purcival couldn’t afford to piss Marzello off right now, not until he’d found another suitable investor. So the politician had forced himself to suck it up and make the best of it. 
 
    After the meeting, Purcival had been tempted to pack up and leave Marzello to it, his business done, but had decided to stay for a while longer, knowing a place as isolated as this was somewhere he could really relax and drop his public face without having to be concerned about being seen or photographed. As long as Marzello kept out of his way, he could kick back a bit and enjoy some sun.  
 
    But it was around about the time he was thinking of calling it a day that he, Marzello and both of their security teams discovered the assumption that they were alone was incorrect.  
 
    As he drank from a can of Old North lager and sat down in a chair before picking up his fishing rod, Purcival saw two young women suddenly appear from the tree-line to their right. As they drew closer, he realized he was wrong; they weren’t adults, just two teenage girls.  
 
    The pair stopped when they saw the men, one fishing, one in the water, others positioned around the clearing. ‘That was your goddamn sector, Braddock,’ Purcival’s head of security Montgomery said into his radio, the closest bodyguard to Purcival. Montgomery’s eyes went to Marzello on the water, checking for that baggie of cocaine he’d been waving around that may already have been seen by the two girls.  
 
    However, the governor waved his team leader back and pushed himself out of his chair.  
 
    ‘You two lost?’ he called to the girls. 
 
    ‘No,’ one of them replied after a pause. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘We’re from out of town,’ Purcival replied smoothly, getting a better look at the pair as they started to come down the slope and walk towards him. They were both attractive but seemed a little bit unsteady on their feet; when they reached him, he saw their eyes were slightly bloodshot and unfocused, the politician smelling the cheap marijuana they’d recently smoked.  
 
    As Purcival studied the two unexpected newcomers, there was the sound of splashing behind him as Marzello brought himself in. He got off the inflatable before walking over in his boxer shorts, his curiosity piqued by the sudden arrivals. 
 
    ‘I’m Elliot,’ he said as he approached, smiling at the youngsters. Both girls were in skimpy shorts and cropped t-shirts, their legs tanned and smooth. ‘Who might you both be?’ 
 
    ‘We live near here,’ the same girl who’d spoken from the slope said. 
 
    ‘You alone?’ Purcival asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘You want a beer?’ Marzello asked after a pause. 
 
    The two girls glanced at each other uncertainly, then smiled. ‘Sure.’ 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, Purcival was standing helping hold a fishing line he’d cast out onto the lake with one of the girls, who’d told him her name was Lucie; the teenager was holding the line as he stood behind guiding her, several more empty lager cans littering the grass beside them. Marzello was with the other girl, Kenzie, who was sitting on the inflatable, the actor in the water beside her. 
 
    ‘You ever had cocaine before?’ he asked, as she bobbed on the water, sipping a can of beer he’d given her. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Try some. It’ll make the afternoon a lot better.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ 
 
    He pulled the bag from where he’d left it in the other slot on the inflatable. He dipped his finger into the powder and held it forward. ‘Sniff that.’ 
 
    The fourteen year old did and recoiled, coughing before she giggled and Marzello smiled, his eyes dropping to her bare legs. 
 
      
 
    From up on the slope, Rooney was watching this unfold, same as the rest of the two protection details. He knew the man Marzello had come here to meet was the Connecticut state governor, having encountered him and his protection detail before during a TV show shoot. The politician was now heading towards the cabin with the girl he’d been fishing with, followed shortly afterwards by Elliot who’d pulled the inflatable in and left it on the shore as he put his arm around the other girl while they walked.  
 
    Feeling increasingly uncomfortable, Rooney checked over to Purcival’s security team but they either had their backs turned or were ignoring what was going on, one of them sipping from a bottle of water as if nothing untoward was happening.  
 
    Rooney was caught in a dilemma; but then coming to a decision, he took a couple of paces down the slope. 
 
    ‘Stay where you are, all of you,’ Bryant’s voice cut in over the radio. ‘Means you, Rooney. Not another step.’ 
 
    ‘You’re seeing this?’ 
 
    ‘We’re paid to protect, not to judge.’ 
 
    ‘Those girls didn’t even look sixteen, boss.’ 
 
    Bryant didn’t reply as Rooney looked at the cabin, the place having gone quiet now the two adult men and two young girls were inside. The abandoned fishing rod with its line still cast out into the lake shook, a ripple coming from the water as something took the bait. 
 
    Rooney wanted to go down the slope and put a stop to what he was sure was about to happen, but Bryant’s orders and the looks from some of the other bodyguards rooted him to the spot. Later, Rooney would beat himself up for not doing anything. That wasn’t the man he was.  
 
    But maybe he was wrong, because to his immense shame, he obeyed Bryant and remained at his post. 
 
    * 
 
    Linborough had just heard what had happened from Lucie’s perspective, the young girl’s explanation disturbing to an adult like the Smoky LEO ranger, who could see how she and Kenzie had been manipulated as the story played out. The fact both girls were clearly underage hadn’t seemed to have made any difference to the two visitors to the park, who from the description Lucie had given her, were this politician and the wealthy young man from Hollywood who Archer had told her about.  
 
    ‘I started feeling sick from the beer and stuff, but the two guys wouldn’t let us leave,’ Lucie told her. ‘The one with me took the coke his friend had and forced me to sniff some. It made me feel worse.’ 
 
    ‘What about Kenzie?’ 
 
    ‘She tried to fight the guy off, but he was too strong. Same as me.’ Lucie looked away and started to cry. ‘They hurt us.’ 
 
      
 
    Although she’d been in the park at the same time, Patti Vanzant hadn’t photographed or recorded any of the buildup to this. In New York City, Archer, Staal, Gratiano and Carly were watching footage from something that had occurred a few hours later.  
 
    That same evening in that same clearing.  
 
    What Linborough was hearing was just the first part of the events of that day. 
 
    The rape of the two girls was only the beginning. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THIRTY FIVE
  
 
    Once the two men were done with the teenagers, they ordered their bodyguards to gather up their gear before leaving. Although he had the cabin booked for the night, Purcival had decided to get out of the park; it could get awkward very quickly if despite his threats, the girls quickly reported what had happened, and he didn’t have the influence or sway with law enforcement down here that he did at home. Marzello was quick to follow his example. They’d abandoned the traumatized young girls in the cabin, but when Purcival went back to collect his cell phone which he’d left inside, he saw Lucie and Kenzie had slipped out unnoticed and were gone. 
 
    The two VIPs and their security had started back to where they’d parked some hours ago, but in the dusk light had lost their way on the eastern side of the Pigeon River. In that remote section of the park, with daylight rapidly fading and cell phone coverage basically non-existent, even experienced off-trail hikers could become disoriented. The group had wandered around for almost an hour, Purcival and Marzello getting increasingly frustrated and angry with their respective security teams until they finally picked up the Appalachian Trail again and headed towards where they’d left their vehicles.  
 
    But a couple of minutes later, the visitors to the park discovered their path was obstructed. 
 
    They’d heard what sounded like quadbikes somewhere in the distance for the last ten minutes or so, the noise drawing nearer until the engines went silent. As they rounded a bend on the trail, they found four men leaning against the front of two ATVs blocking their way. Each was wearing a flannel shirt, jacket, worn jeans and boots. One of the men was chewing a wad of tobacco. Two were smoking cigarettes, the tips glowing with each drag.  
 
    And the fourth man had a shotgun resting on the vehicle beside him.  
 
    The gun hand of some members of the two security teams moved closer to the grip of their sidearms, as the group came to a stop in front of the four individuals.  
 
    ‘You boys out here pretty late,’ one of the men leaning on the left-side Arctic Cat ATV said, before spitting a stream of tobacco onto the path. 
 
    ‘We lost track of time,’ Purcival replied. 
 
    ‘Bet you did.’  
 
    Haviland and Montgomery moved forward slightly to keep Purcival and Marzello behind them, their right hands now resting on the pistol grips in their holsters.  
 
    ‘You’re in our way,’ Montgomery said. ‘We were just leaving.’ 
 
    ‘Sure about that?’  
 
    ‘You don’t want to make trouble here, pal,’ Haviland answered. ‘Trust us.’ 
 
    ‘You the ones who been making trouble,’ the man on the ATV replied. One of the others beside him smoking a cigarette was holding something which he threw onto the trail between the two groups; the item unfurled slightly when it landed in the dirt.  
 
    A pair of blood-stained, white panties. 
 
    As they all stared at the item, the sound of footsteps came from behind the BGs bringing up the rear and the two VIPs and their bodyguards turned to see another two men had appeared gripping a shotgun each, the firearms aimed right at the group of visitors. 
 
    ‘Any of you tries to draw your gun, we’ll feed the whole load of ya through a woodchipper,’ the apparent leader leaning on the ATV said, as he and the other three with him pushed off the vehicles, two of them now aiming handguns they’d produced from somewhere at the group. ‘Take them pieces out and throw ’em on the ground.’ 
 
    The protection teams didn’t move, until the barrel of two shotguns were rammed into Braddock’s and Rooney’s backs. One of the locals moved forward and collected up the handguns lying in the dirt, while two more stepped forward to pat down the security details and their two VIPs. They found another two handguns that Rhodes and Hahn hadn’t handed over, back-up pistols. And something else. 
 
    ‘Man, this must’ve been a real party,’ one said as he withdrew the baggie of coke from Marzello’s pocket before throwing it to the group leader. ‘Where was our invitations?’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Governor Purcival asked the man who caught the bag, attempting to assert some sort of control. The local smiled and ignored the question before dipping his finger into the bag then snorting the powder it came out with, passing the baggie to one of the others who did the same. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ the leader replied. ‘Shit really wakes you up, huh?’ 
 
    ‘We’re two very influential men,’ Purcival persevered, glancing down again at the blood-stained panties on the ground between them.  
 
    ‘Don’t look so influential right now.’ 
 
    ‘You want money? How much?’ 
 
    ‘What I want is my little sister and her friend to still be virgins,’ the leader said in the lowering light, as he and his friends looked at the group with open hostility, their assorted firearms still aimed at the visitors. ‘But you boys made sure of that one.’ His eyes flicked to a now clearly terrified Marzello.  
 
    ‘Whatever they told you, they exaggerated,’ Purcival explained. ‘They showed up, wanted beer and then some of that powder. They were the ones who took things further. You know kids; they’ll say anything to get out of trouble.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sayin’ you two influential men got seduced by a couple fourteen year old girls?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t know they were that young!’ Marzello cut in, immediately torpedoing the governor’s story. 
 
    ‘They told us it was just you two who attacked them,’ the leader continued, looking at the governor and actor in turn. ‘Today’s your lucky day, boys,’ he told the bodyguards with them. 
 
    ‘Whatever amount of money you want, it’s yours,’ Purcival said, fear creeping into his voice for the first time. ‘We don’t want trouble, we just want to get out of here.’ 
 
    ‘You ain’t goin’ nowhere,’ the leader said, the light fading around them fast now. ‘Except back to that cabin.’ 
 
    *  
 
    ‘I knew Tanner wasn’t working far from that cabin on some timber project,’ Lucie told Linborough. ‘After what happened…me and Kenzie went out the window and ran fast as we could that way when those guys were packin’ up. We thought they might come after us. Then we found Tanner and his friends about to finish on the job for the day. Told him what they done.’ She started to cry. ‘I was hurtin’ real bad. And Kenzie’s nose was broke from where the other guy hit her to stop her fighting.’  
 
    Tears started to run down her cheeks as Linborough remained silent, letting her continue.  
 
    ‘My brother didn’t say nothin’ at first. Then he told one of the others to drive us home; they had some ATVs at the site and last I saw was Tanner and some of his friends lighting off on them towards that cabin. They knew where those men woulda parked; there’s only one dirt lot near there.’ 
 
    ‘Where’d they pull guns from?’ 
 
    ‘They always have them on logging jobs in case of bears. Tanner takes one with him everywhere he goes.’ Linborough recalled again arresting him last year for drunkenly firing a 9mm Hi-Point at a car belonging to some visitors. She also felt her phone start buzzing in her pocket and was tempted to ignore it, wanting to show a very distressed Lucie that she had her full attention, but in light of recent events, she needed to see who it was, knowing Pirandelli from Cherokee Forest would be here any minute and that the Swain County Sherriff Department might want more answers after the incident at the crematorium.  
 
    However, she saw it was Archer, calling from New York. Potentially even more important. ‘Can you just give me one moment, kiddo?’ she told Lucie. 
 
    ‘Don’t leave!’ 
 
    ‘I won’t, I’ll be right back once I’ve taken this call.’ Linborough left the room, stepping outside into the corridor, and answered. ‘I need to call you back in ten minutes,’ she told Archer. ‘I got something major developing here. You’re gonna want to hear it.’ 
 
    ‘Purcival and Marzello were definitely down at your park together the month before that photographer died,’ Archer told her before she could say anything else. ‘No doubt anymore. We have proof.’  
 
    ‘I just found out; but how’d you know? Did one of them admit to it?’ 
 
    ‘One of our analysts accessed photos and a video that Patti Vanzant’s computer had automatically backed up online. Whoever wiped her PC and stole her camera missed it.’ 
 
    ‘The two men raped a pair of underage girls that day they were in the park. I’m at the hospital with one of them. She’s pregnant and got in a car wreck earlier tonight that’s sounding real suspect. Her brother’s a logger who I thought might’ve been on those ATVs the other night. Tanner Rasnick. Trouble follows that son of a bitch everywhere he goes.’ 
 
    ‘What does he look like?’ 
 
    ‘About 6 foot tall but wide. Short beard. Got longish curly dark hair. Wears a light brown jacket with a tear on the shoulder.’ 
 
    ‘He’s one of the guys in these photos and videos.’ 
 
     ‘Doing what?’ 
 
    ‘Tell me what this young girl has told you first,’ Archer asked, listening as Linborough then gave him a fast recap.  
 
    ‘What did Rasnick and his friends do, Sam?’ she asked. 
 
    * 
 
    Patti Vanzant had been out in the national park all day. She’d planned to take sunset photos from on top of Mt Cammerer and drive back to her motel for the night, but once up there had gotten itchy feet and a sudden compulsion to get shots from more than one place, maximizing the opportunity seeing as she was only in the Smokies for another few hours. She caught the very earliest moments of the sunset from the top of Cammerer, then quickly hiked back down to where she’d parked her car not far from the summit. She drove further east, then managed to catch some great pictures of the setting sun from a smaller peak. 
 
    It had been spectacular; mission accomplished. But then on her way back to the car to drive back to The Lodge in Gatlinburg where she was staying, she’d ended up in a situation which had crept up on so many people before her in a place this vast and unfamiliar. 
 
    She got lost. 
 
    That was the first problem of several that followed in quick succession. The last of the daylight had faded faster than Patti had anticipated, she discovered her phone was dead after running out of juice from its data being used all day, and the trails she was trying to navigate back to the lot she’d parked in all seemed to look the same. As the park started to close in around her, she was beginning to feel frightened in the rapidly increasing darkness, a city girl with absolutely no desire to be out here alone at night.  
 
    She had a strap-light on her head turned on, but then thought of the bears and coyotes that might be out here and turned it off, becoming increasingly unsure of the right thing to do as she tried to find signs for the Appalachian Trail to get back to her car. But being without the guidance of the headlight was even worse so she turned it on again, completely alone and knowing no-one had any idea where she was.  
 
    It was during this deteriorating situation that she caught the first sounds of human voices from somewhere nearby.  
 
    People. Help. Safety. Patti started to make her way towards the noise, her knees and ankles not used to the strain of walking over uneven ground for so long. She could see the glow of lights from a drop-off ahead, some sort of a clearing, but whoever was down there couldn’t see her yet.  
 
    She heard men’s voices and laughter, and the sound should have made her feel relieved, but it didn’t.  
 
    The pitch was wrong.  
 
    Instinctively, she slowed her pace until she reached a vantage point looking down into the clearing. It took almost ten seconds for her to process what she was seeing in the glow of a fire that had been lit down there. A group of large men were sitting together, apparently held captive by others standing with pistols and shotguns aimed at them.  
 
    But that wasn’t what drew her attention. 
 
    Ahead of the group, two men were being held down on the dirt with their jeans and boxer shorts around their ankles; behind one of them, a tall individual was holding a shotgun and he wasn’t using it to shoot at anything. 
 
    Staring at the scene in shock, Patti realized that her headlight was still on and she quickly turned it off before pulling the strapped lamp off her head, leaving it on the dirt beside her as she watched what was happening below.  
 
      
 
    A bodyguard’s instinct was to protect their VIP. A police detective’s was to look for anomalies.  
 
    And a photographer’s was to use their camera.  
 
    Before she was consciously aware of what she was doing, Patti had her Nikon in her hands and was clicking away. What she was witnessing was barbaric. Then she realized that photos might not be enough as evidence and she used a setting on the camera to record a number of videos, zooming in on the perpetrators. She also got close shots of the two victims, but then suddenly, she saw one of the men being forced to watch lunge for the shotgun of the captor closest to him.  
 
    He was quickly overpowered by two of the others, dazed by the blow of a twelve gauge stock to the temple; one of the individuals torturing the two facedown on the ground said something and they dragged the unconscious man forward before pulling his jeans down too as they pinned him to the dirt. 
 
    He then suffered the same humiliation and rape with the shotgun. After hearing his screams, trembling and wiping away tears with her sleeve, Patti felt her stomach heave and she vomited. But as she straightened, to her horror she saw one of the men who’d been inflicting the abuse staring into the darkness.  
 
    Right in her direction.  
 
    Her heart almost stopped and she scrambled backwards until she couldn’t see them anymore before getting up and starting to run.  
 
    The forest was too dense to go fast, plus she only had the moonlight to guide her, her headlamp lying in the dirt overlooking the clearing where she’d abandoned it in panic. Patti had no idea where she was going, just desperate to put as much distance as possible between herself and the scene she’d just witnessed. After a few minutes, gasping for breath with her mouth as dry as the dirt beneath her feet, she stopped to listen for the sounds or signs of any pursuit. Terrified these men would find her, she pushed onwards and kept going.  
 
    She stumbled on for another five minutes, then saw a post in the dark and discovered she’d been heading in the correct direction after all. It was the Appalachian Trail, leading back to the dirt lot where she’d parked her car.  
 
    With a sob of relief, she followed the path, and after another couple of minutes saw her vehicle, two others parked beside it that had also been here earlier when she’d arrived. She unlocked the car, put her camera and backpack on the back seat, then got in behind the wheel before closing and locking the doors, her whole body shaking as she tried to regulate her ragged breathing and not give way to a panic attack. With her hands trembling from fear and adrenaline, she jammed the key into the ignition and started the engine. She drove up the dirt track before reaching the highway and then gunned the engine to get as far away as she could from the nightmare she’d left back in the woods. 
 
    Her vision clouded from a sudden rush of tears, she brushed them away with her sleeve just as a loud horn sounded, light filling the front of her car. She swerved in time to avoid being mown down by a logging truck coming the other way, the horn blaring as the huge vehicle roared past; shaking hard, she pulled off onto the shoulder opposite a gas station and closed her eyes, knowing she needed to calm herself down before she continued.  
 
    She stared down the lamplit highway cutting through the park, replaying in her head what she’d seen in that clearing.  
 
    What she now had recorded on her camera. 
 
    After another two minutes, she slipped back onto the road, no other vehicles in sight for the moment, and didn’t stop again until she was over a hundred miles north, and then only to refuel. Her cell phone had died on her, but there was an old payphone outside the gas station she’d pulled into, and she eyed it once she’d paid at the pump and finished filling the tank, wanting to call 911 to tell the police what she’d witnessed. However, Patti noticed the station’s clerk was staring at her, just the two of them here at this time of night. Although there was no way he could’ve been connected to the heartless acts she’d arrived upon in the forest, his interest and her isolation out here alone got her climbing straight back in her car and locking the doors. 
 
    She didn’t stop again until she was almost home in New York. But even once she was back, she still didn’t tell anyone what she’d seen. She’d needed to carefully consider her actions and the possible repercussions if she reported it. 
 
    Because after taking another look at the photos, she’d realized that she recognized one of the men being assaulted. 
 
    * 
 
    Archer, Staal and Gratiano stopped watching the last video Patti had taken. Gratiano’s eyes had filled with tears at seeing Rooney being abused after Purcival and Marzello. Staal remained completely silent, the same as Carly who’d shown them the footage.  
 
    ‘Rooney’s the last bodyguard of that group still alive,’ Archer said quietly. ‘Apart from the governor and Elliot, every man held captive in those recordings is now dead.’ 
 
    ‘Because Rooney vomited up his takeout,’ Staal said quietly. ‘Otherwise he’d be a goner too.’  
 
    Archer nodded slowly, before glancing at Gratiano. ‘And it was only because of you that Elliot survived the attack. That woman intended to kill him too.’ 
 
    ‘But Purcival got stabbed,’ she replied. ‘Did those locals in the video come after them again here, do you think?’ 
 
    Before he could give her what he thought was the answer, Archer’s phone rang; he was expecting Linborough again, the ranger having said she’d call him back, but after fishing it out, he saw the 212 area code, a Manhattan number. One he’d called just a few hours ago; NY-Presbyterian’s Cancer Treatment Center in Manhattan, where Tracy was an inpatient. 
 
    ‘Archer,’ he answered, before finding out the day wasn’t yet done giving him bad news. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THIRTY SIX
  
 
    An hour later, with the time now close to 2am on Saturday morning, Archer was sitting alone in the corridor of the center where Tracy had been undergoing her treatment.  
 
    The call to his cell had been from the nurse who knew how much the sick CSU investigator had looked forward to Archer’s visits and seen how close the pair had become over the last couple of months. She’d appreciated the fact that Archer had always made time to join his colleague during her treatments, even when she knew he’d been signed back to restricted duties and was becoming increasingly busy. So when Archer had asked previously to be informed if there was any change in Tracy’s condition, the senior nurse had agreed once she’d checked with Tracy that she was happy with that. 
 
    In the call he’d received at the Bureau, the nurse had informed Archer that Tracy’s heart had given out ninety minutes ago. He’d really believed she’d get better and the realization he’d never be visiting his friend or reading to her again was just starting to sink in.  
 
    As well as the comedown from that pill he’d taken in the tunnel under the Smokies, the physical damage he’d sustained from escaping Broussard followed by the burning cabin and finally the cremation chamber, coupled with worrying about Ledger’s continuing disappearance, his concern for Bridges’ condition after she got shot, not to mention his colleagues still in the ICU, Archer felt like he was on some crazy, out of control rollercoaster ride. And now Tracy’s passing had been added to the list.  
 
    He was also feeling guilty. He’d spoken to her only hours ago when calling from the funeral home in Bryson City, very much needing and appreciating her valuable insight, but then hearing she’d passed away so soon afterwards, he was concerned he might have pushed her too hard, triggering a sudden decline. However, the nursing staff had reassured him it had nothing to do with his call, and that in her weakened state, her heart had just ceased beating, her body unable to keep fighting any longer. The nurse had reiterated how much Tracy had looked forward to his visits, and that it had made her feel as if she was still of value. Simply, life began and life ended. Fate didn’t care about the timing, as hard as that could be for those left behind. 
 
    As Archer sat there, his tired mind trying to make sense of the last few days, the image of the man who’d been waiting for him in his apartment the night he’d been shot came into his head. Archer hadn’t given much if any thought to what the intruder had said to him at the time, too focused on staying alive, but now some of the words came back.  
 
    And as he recalled their brief conversation, Archer realized the guy might have given something away. 
 
    He mentioned Staal, Archer realized, something he hadn’t picked up on before, as he hadn’t met her at that stage. But the stranger hadn’t referred to her by name, when he said a woman had just got pushed in front of a train. He’d called her something else.  
 
    What was it? 
 
    ‘Greenie,’ Archer said out loud, surprising a couple of passing nurses. He’d called her a greenie bitch.  
 
    Archer rose from the bench and walked down towards the treatment center’s entrance where he found Staal and Gratiano waiting, sitting apart from Tracy’s family; for security reasons, without Bridges in the building, he couldn’t leave them unaccompanied inside the Bureau. 
 
    ‘You ever the heard the term greenie before?’ he asked when he joined them, the unexpected question taking them both by surprise. ‘To describe someone?’ 
 
    ‘Greenie?’ Gratiano repeated, looking puzzled.  
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘For calling someone a rookie,’ Staal said. ‘Sure.’ 
 
    Staal’s been a bodyguard for years, Archer thought. The guy wouldn’t have described her as a rookie. ‘You heard it used for anything else?’ 
 
    ‘Hippies?’ Gratiano suggested. ‘Or activists or something.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a nickname for Coloradans too,’ Staal replied, looking at Gratiano who nodded. ‘The state’s got green license plates.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re from there, right?’ he asked. 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    ‘Is it a common thing in the US? To call people from the state that?’ 
 
    ‘It’s mostly Wyoming folk, from my experience,’ Gratiano answered this time. Archer remembered her saying she’d grown up in Idaho, a neighboring state to Colorado. ‘My ex was from Laramie. Called family of his up near Boulder greenies sometimes.’  
 
    ‘Do Coloradans get called that from other parts of the country though?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t think so; I’ve never heard it used anywhere else,’ Staal replied, as she and Gratiano glanced at each other again, still confused by Archer’s odd questions.  
 
    ‘You’re sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ she replied, before the two women spoke simultaneously. ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Mugshots from the Wyoming court and prison system?’ Carly asked less than a minute later, Archer having called her from just inside the hospital’s main entrance. 
 
    ‘We can expand it to search through the other Mountain States,’ Archer said. ‘Like we did with that poisoning case search across the Tri-State a couple of days ago. But start with Wyoming. Any man sentenced for any charges, including minors. Try the last ten years as a start.’  
 
    ‘You think this guy who shot you might have a record?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been around the last seventy two hours, right?’ 
 
    ‘But on minor charges? Not something bigger? He’s been killing people, Sam.’ 
 
    ‘This guy is still walking around free, and crimes escalate,’ he replied, having given all three women the details of his conversation with the intruder in his apartment. ‘But you’re right; focus on the more serious stuff like first and second degree murder, then work your way down. You don’t just plunge straight off into doing the sort of stuff he has this week. There has to be a history there.’ 
 
    ‘And you think because he called me a Greenie, he’s from Wyoming?’ Staal asked. ‘Long shot, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but it’s somewhere to start,’ Archer repeated. ‘And I picked up on an accent. He isn’t from around here. Neither am I, so I couldn’t place it to a specific part of the country, but he definitely wasn’t from the East Coast or the South. I know that much.’ 
 
    They waited as Carly conducted the search. US State and Federal prisoners all had their identities stored on the National Crime Database which the Bureau frequently accessed. ‘It’s a long-ass list,’ Carly said a minute or so later.  
 
    ‘You saw this guy’s face on LaGuardia’s cameras.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but he was wearing shades.’ 
 
    ‘What about at The Bellingham?’ Gratiano asked. 
 
    ‘Cameras had been shut off, remember,’ Archer said. ‘He knew to stop off in their security room before he went upstairs with the knife and started slitting throats.’  
 
    ‘I can try something with facial recognition even with the shades and see if it comes up with anything. Hold on.’ The three of them heard Carly tapping keys as she set the capture of the man’s head running against the Criminal Records Database in Wyoming.  
 
    ‘Anything?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘No way.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing?’ 
 
    ‘No, I mean yes. There’s something. But it can’t be right.’ 
 
    ‘What can’t be?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘See for yourself. I’ll send it to you.’  
 
    Seconds later, Archer received her message and was looking at the mugshot from the database. Watching his body language change, Staal’s and Gratiano’s interest increased even further.  
 
    ‘That’s him?’ Staal asked, peering over Archer’s shoulder. 
 
    Archer went quiet for a moment. ‘Holy shit. That’s the guy.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t be, Sam,’ Carly answered. 
 
    ‘Why?’  
 
    ‘The man you’re looking at was the first person to be executed in Wyoming in two decades. He got the needle four years ago. I just pulled up a press article to check and it’s right there in the city paper archives. No last minute reprieve.’ 
 
    ‘What’s his name?’ 
 
    ‘Lester Shayne Creel. Grew up on a hog farm in Casper, killed eleven young men in Cheyenne, was thirty one when he died.’ 
 
    Creel’s face stared back at Archer; pale skin, cold eyes glowering at the camera under close-cropped red hair and a short beard the same shade. Old Scottish or Irish blood that had found its way to America’s cowboy country. It was hard to tell the exact color of his eyes which looked almost black in the photo. ‘We’re coming back to the Bureau,’ Archer told Carly. ‘Before we get there, do what you can to find someone who was present at this man’s execution for me.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the middle of the night.’ 
 
    ‘This can’t wait.’ 
 
    ‘Try the warden for the State prison,’ Staal suggested. 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘They normally attend executions. Warden must’ve been there, especially if it’s the only one Wyoming’s had in years.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, Carly, you can try something else,’ Archer cut in. ‘Who wrote the article?’ 
 
    ‘A journalist for the Cheyenne Post. Janie Fitz-Garber. Been a while, though. She might not still work there.’ 
 
    ‘Even if she doesn’t, we can track her down. If this really is Creel, it’s going to be the story of her life.’ Archer ended the call, letting Carly set to work, before he, Staal and Gratiano studied Lester Shayne Creel’s photo again.  
 
    ‘Grew up on a hog farm,’ Staal said. ‘He’d have learned how slice open a throat there for sure.’ 
 
    ‘And got a lot of practice,’ Gratiano added. 
 
    Archer nodded, then turned and quickly led the way outside to his car, the two women going with him. What they’d both just said was correct. 
 
    And it felt like this investigation might finally actually be going somewhere. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m serious, we can’t risk being out there on our own,’ Linborough reasoned with Cherokee Ranger Pirandelli, who’d just arrived at the Swain County Hospital in jeans and jacket, having been off duty when she called. Linborough had left young Lucie Rasnick in her room after another brief conversation and when Pirandelli showed up, she’d just finished contacting the Swain County Sheriff’s Department to put out an all-persons bulletin for Lucie’s brother Tanner, who the girl said had been involved in the crash earlier tonight off Route 19 but who’d fled the scene with two other passengers. Before she’d heard from Archer about what Rasnick and his friends had done to Purcival and Marzello, Linborough had assumed Tanner had been drinking and ran from the crash site to avoid an arrest for DUI. But now he was a wanted man, same as his companions for the brutal assault on three men. 
 
    With every member of the Sheriff’s Department and other law enforcement in the area now looking for them, Linborough had now just told Pirandelli about the discovery of the tunnels under the hillside at the very western edge of the Forest where he worked. She’d also filled him in on Archer’s experience at the funeral home in Bryson City, and that one of the men who’d put him in the cremation chamber was a local cop judging by the ID in his wallet. She didn’t tell him yet about the rapes.  
 
    ‘You wanna bring in the Sheriff’s Department to raid these tunnels?’ Pirandelli asked. ‘You said they already closed off the crematorium in Bryson and are dealing with the bodies there.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure if I can even trust my own shadow right now. Bigger part of me says it’s not wise them going out into the park until morning. It ain’t safe for anyone right now.’ 
 
    ‘It’s our land, Emmy. It’s down to us to protect it. What if these sons of bitches clear out the tunnels and destroy evidence before we can get there tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just you, me, Escoveda once I tell her what’s going on, and maybe some Sheriff’s deputies if we include them before ISB get here.’ 
 
    ‘That’s already building a raid squad. But what if we wait too long and these guys you saw slip away? You said this cop put down two of them at the crematorium. They’ll realize something’s wrong when they don’t hear from them, or see the funeral business is closed off with Sheriff’s cruisers all round it.’ 
 
    ‘We need to hit the place in daylight with federal muscle, not just a bunch of us trying to secure the site in the dark. And I don’t know how many there are walking around in the woods. Archer thinks he saw over ten men at least, and they’ve got a lot of firepower. He also found booby traps and explosives in the tunnel. He overhead them talking about blowing the entire site.’ 
 
    ‘So, again, we can’t wait,’ Pirandelli reasoned. ‘They could just blast the place and be gone by morning, especially when they don’t hear from their guys at the funeral home. And we don’t get them, they’ll just set up shop somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘Far as I know, they haven’t found the other NYPD detective yet: Ledger. So he’s still out there somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Alone? Em, enough, we need to get up there and try to find hi-’ 
 
    ‘We can’t just blunder around in the dark,’ she cut in, grabbing Pirandelli’s arm as he turned to go back outside. He’d always been slightly hot-headed. ‘The pile of bodies involved here is already gettin’ too high, and we don’t have the experience or people right now to deal with this.’ 
 
    ‘So we just leave that cop out there by himself? He could be found any time,’ Pirandelli said, voicing an issue that had been gnawing away at Linborough. Despite her desire to wait for ISB who had the authority and pull to quickly assemble a much more heavily and suitably equipped task force with maybe even DEA assistance, she was feeling even more worried about Ledger now after Archer’s experience at the crematorium; the drug cooks were more savage than she could have anticipated. The heap of dead bodies of the homeless, who she suspected weren’t the first they’d tested versions of their product on, proved it. ‘How we gonna explain that to ISB when they show up?’ Pirandelli continued, seeing from Linborough’s face that she was beginning to waver. ‘We let Broussard slip out from under our noses, and then just abandon a visiting cop knowing guys like this were in the park? What happened to the oaths we swore to protect our territory?’ 
 
    Linborough didn’t answer, chewing her lip instead. 
 
    ‘We gotta find him,’ Pirandelli persisted, turning to head back outside again. This time she didn’t try to stop him and followed; she went to her cruiser then took the lead as they pulled out of the hospital’s lot before rejoining the highway. 
 
    She tried her junior Smoky ranger LEO Escoveda again, but she was off-duty and it was past 2am on Saturday morning, so Linborough wasn’t surprised when she didn’t pick up; she then called the ISB agent she’d traded numbers with, but he didn’t respond either. Linborough wasn’t comfortable heading back out into the park, but Pirandelli’s arguments had been persuasive and he was totally correct about the danger Ledger was in.  
 
    But unable to fully trust local branches of law enforcement, and with ISB hours away, for the time being she knew the two of them were pretty much on their own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THIRTY SEVEN
  
 
    As Archer, Staal and Gratiano were still on their way back to Queens, the time now creeping closer to 2:30am, Carly called The Cheyenne Post on the off-chance, knowing it was 12:30am in Wyoming. But the news cycle was 24/7 these days and she hit paydirt when she found an editor working late in the office, going on to explain that the NYPD were interested in talking to the journalist who’d written the article on Lester Creel’s execution four years ago.  
 
    ‘I remember it, that was Janie’s work,’ the editor told Carly. ‘Garnered a lot of views. Whole state was interested in the story.’ 
 
    ‘Does she still work there?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I can’t give you her personal contact details, but I got her work cell if you want it.’  
 
    ‘She likely to pick up?’ 
 
    ‘She should, or you can catch her first thing tomorrow. She’s been buried in an assignment for the past four days. Don’t think she’s had time to do anything else, so that probably includes sleep.’ The editor didn’t show any more curiosity than that. To him this was an old story. Lester Creel was dead. 
 
    But the editor was right in that a few moments later, Janie Fitz-Garber picked up when Carly called. ‘Mind if I see you on video?’ Janie asked, after hearing who the NYPD analyst claimed she was. ‘Want to put a face to the voice. And some proof you are who you say you are.’ 
 
    ‘I got you,’ Carly replied, and after doing as she’d been asked, held an ID card on a lanyard around her neck up to the screen. ‘Happy?’ 
 
    ‘Much as I can be getting a call this late.’ Despite the comment, Carly could tell that the journalist was intrigued. ‘What’s this about?’ 
 
    ‘A convicted killer you wrote several pieces about four years ago. Lester Shayne Creel.’  
 
    There was a moment of silence. ‘Why you calling me about him?’ 
 
    ‘First, you gotta tell me who the hell that man is. Or was,’ she added, as Archer, Staal and Gratiano walked in, Archer being quickly introduced to the journalist as the two bodyguards quietly took a seat in the background.  
 
      
 
    ‘Six years back, a freshman enrolled at Laramie County College was found face-down in a lake in one of our city parks. Same deal a month later in another lake across town. High blood-alcohol level content, both ruled as accidents. Detectives suspected these guys got loaded like young college kids do but ended up falling into the water after cutting through the parks on their way home and were too drunk to save themselves. Happens time to time, but they usually get out OK. When a third was found with a pretty low blood alcohol content. PD here took a harder look and found they’d missed a calling card.’ 
 
    ‘Let me guess; a smiley face?’ Archer asked, having pulled up a chair beside Carly. 
 
    ‘You know about that?’ the journalist asked, as Staal, Gratiano and Carly looked at Archer curiously. ‘I didn’t put it in any articles on Creel.’ 
 
    ‘Most of the detectives here do.’  
 
    ‘Can you explain?’ Carly asked.  
 
    ‘Bunch of young men found in bodies of water across the US over the last three decades,’ Archer explained. ‘Some investigators at the scenes began to notice graffiti of a smiley face had been sprayed onto a surface like a wall or road near almost all of the incidents. A couple of NYPD homicide detectives put up the theory that the killings were all carried out by the same individual, or group. But it couldn’t have been Creel. He was too young to have started drowning people thirty years ago. He’d only just been born.’ 
 
    ‘I heard about the smiley face killings when I got sent to cover the second victim here. Local PD discovered a face spray-tagged on a wall and then a tree at the two separate drownings. I thought it sounded dramatic and would generate increased interest, so suggested in a second page article that the deaths could be the work of the Smiley Killer. Detectives thought it was way more likely to be the work of a copycat.’  
 
    ‘What happened next?’ Staal asked. 
 
    ‘Two more bodies were found floating over the next couple months, before detectives got a strong lead. Jogger out late caught sight of a figure spraying an upside-down smiley on a wall near Crow Creek. Police had released their theory to the media with my paper’s help, so city residents knew what they were looking for.  
 
    ‘Guy caught up to the tagger, wrestled him to the ground in a fight, but got stabbed for his trouble and the suspect got away. Jogger was stabilized at hospital and gave detectives a pretty good description of the suspect; then a day later 911 got a call from the owner of a city drug store saying one of his employees had shown up looking all banged up. Scraped face, broken nose, small cuts on his right hand. The guy’s boss had seen the composite sketch of the suspect the jogger had chased on the news that morning and after he linked the likeness to his employee he called the police. PD checked cameras, got a plate in the parking lot then scored a warrant for a search at the employee’s home. They found spray paint cans in the trash and our jogger made a positive ID. Lester Shayne Creel. He was taken into custody and the drownings stopped.’  
 
    ‘How old was he?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Twenty nine when he got busted.’ 
 
    ‘And the drownings got him executed?’  
 
    ‘Not entirely. PD excavated his home when they picked up on a particular smell and brought in a cadaver dog. Found three more bodies at different stages of decomp in the walls wrapped in plastic sheeting. Each was a young man who’d had his throat cut. All three had been reported missing over the previous twenty two months in the state, and none of them was older than thirty years old. Fitted the same victim profile.  
 
    ‘Creel denied everything and took it to trial but couldn’t afford anything above a public defender who claimed his client never knew about the bodies in the walls. Said Creel got the injuries on his hand from working on his car, and broke his nose when the lid to the trunk flew up faster than expected. Almost got laughed out of court. Creel’s fingerprints were all over the plastic sheeting and the timeline of the decomp didn’t fit with their arguments. Witnesses and security cameras put him at bars where the victims had been out partying or drinking too; the thought was he drugged them with something that he’d learned about working in the pharmacy. Some of his victims he lured home and used a knife on. Others he drowned. Killers tend to use the same MO, but Creel liked to switch things up.’  
 
    ‘ME find anything in the dead men’s bloodwork?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Their office thought it might be something called succinylcholine, which would have paralyzed them fast once ingested,’ the journalist answered, Archer’s ears pricking up. He was now becoming very, very interested. ‘Theory was, he approached the guys when they were walking home, struck up a conversation, offered them a swig from a bottle or something as they walked and chatted. Some of these young men were built like they could handle themselves, but had no defensive injuries. No marks of a struggle on their bodies or skin under their fingernails indicating a fight. They were just face-down in the water or stuffed behind a wall. Prosecution made their case for the death penalty and got it.’ 
 
    ‘So was he the Smiley Face killer?’ Carly asked. 
 
    ‘Tried to claim he was. Put his name to another forty five homicides, but they fell apart when detectives looked at the timeframes and geography like you guys mentioned. Creel couldn’t have been there for at least half of them. He’d have been a kid like you said earlier.’ 
 
    ‘So why’d he make the claim?’ Carly replied.  
 
    ‘Probably for notoriety. Wouldn’t be the first to kill to get a kick out of the publicity, or claim he put down more bodies than he actually had.’  
 
    ‘Did you ever get a reason why he murdered all these young men?’ Archer asked.  
 
    ‘He never said. For the rush, I always figured. His victims were a mix of ethnicities, one of them was gay but the rest were straight. I think they just had the crappy luck of being out and about when Creel was around searching for prey. Discovered he got bullied pretty bad at high school in Casper and took serious enough beatings from his father to spend a few nights in the local hospital and have Child Services keeping an eye on the family. To me, he was a damaged kid who grew up jealous of other people who had a better life, and wanted to be famous. Murdering his victims was his way of getting revenge on the world and ensuring he was headline news, even though it was anonymous work for a while. He had one hell of a temper too; lost it several times in court during the trial.’ 
 
    ‘What went down after the sentencing?’ 
 
    ‘Death penalty was reinstated in Wyoming in the 1970s, but before Lester Creel, only one other execution had been carried out. Those bodies found decomposing in his house sealed the deal. Jury voted unanimously that he should be given the lethal injection. Creel filed appeals but after seventeen months on death row, his time was up.’  
 
    ‘And he got the needle,’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘Yeah. I went to the State prison to be a witness that day. I’d been writing about the case since I was sent to cover the story on the second dead floater and it was getting a lot of interest.’  
 
    ‘You reported here that once he was strapped up, they used a chemical, vecuronium bromide, to paralyze him,’ Carly read from the article, which she’d brought up on the big screen.  
 
    ‘Different substance, but similar to what investigators thought he’d used on his victims. The chemical that actually stopped his heart was potassium chloride. There’ve been situations where the executioners got it wrong and the prisoner died in agony. I know the State of Oklahoma is still under investigation for getting it wrong a number of times.’ 
 
    ‘But Creel?’ Archer replied. 
 
    ‘I was in the room next door watching with members of the families of the people he killed. I heard his heart monitor. He flatlined.’ 
 
    Archer recalled his experience after taking that pill in the tunnel.  
 
    ‘How long for?’  
 
    ‘No pulse for a full minute and a doctor confirmed Creel was gone. Cardiac activity had stopped. They drew the curtains once it was over, but I went next door to ask for the details of the drugs used for my article. The COs turned off the machine and the coroner signed the death certificate when I was in there. I saw his body.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to the corpse?’ Archer asked quietly. 
 
    ‘He’d asked to be cremated. Creel didn’t have any family or friends who wanted to claim his body, so he was shipped to a funeral home for the process. But now it’s my turn to ask a question: why’s a major police department from across the country calling me in the middle of the night about a serial killer who died four years ago?’  
 
    ‘He wasn’t cremated,’ Archer stated flatly. ‘And he didn’t die.’ 
 
    ‘That can’t be true. I told you, I saw his body, man. He was dead.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t been here all week.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We should’ve checked the dirt lot off 32 to see if Ledger’s car is still there,’ Linborough told Pirandelli quietly, gripping her rifle while looking around the dark forest. They’d been walking swiftly along a trail, having come in from the Cherokee Forest side and as they drew closer to where she, Archer and Staal had happened upon the figures moving around in the dark carrying assault weapons, she was beginning to feel nervous. ‘Coming out here this late was dumb, Brad. He’s been missing over twenty four hours and we’ll never find him in the dark. We need to head back.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but while we’re here you can show me roughly where these tunnels are,’ Pirandelli replied, checking his phone before putting it away. 
 
    ‘That the real reason you wanted to come out?’ 
 
    ‘Part of it.’ He walked off towards a nearby tree off the trail and propped his shotgun against it before Linborough heard him undo his zipper.  
 
    ‘You kidding me?’ 
 
    ‘I had a couple beers before you called. I don’t make the rules.’ 
 
    As Pirandelli did his thing and emptied his bladder, Linborough walked over to a verge with a steep slope dropping off below, clearly visible in the full moon which unlike earlier, was now uncovered by clouds. She looked around, but there was no sign or sound of anyone, no flashlights, no red glow visible from cigarettes.  
 
    Everything was quiet.  
 
    However, as she peered out into the darkness, she felt increasingly uncomfortable. She shouldn’t have let herself be persuaded by Pirandelli to come out here, despite his persistence. She turned to tell him they were going back to find him standing back on the trail again, his shotgun in his hands. But he wasn’t moving.  
 
    He was just staring at her.  
 
    She opened her mouth to speak but stopped when she heard the crack of branches breaking from somewhere close by. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Em,’ Pirandelli told her, before she saw the shape of two armed men emerging through the trees behind the Cherokee Ranger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THIRTY EIGHT
  
 
    Linborough was trained to deal with confrontation and remembering Archer’s account of how he was ambushed and almost set alight by Broussard, she reacted instantly. 
 
    She didn’t waste any time asking Pirandelli what he was doing or what he meant; the fact he’d double-crossed her and was somehow involved with these men had just become blindingly obvious. Instead of freezing or asking why, she took him and the other two armed men by surprise; just as the new arrivals lifted their rifles to shoot her, she spun and jumped off the edge of the drop behind her. 
 
    She had a smoother landing than Archer the day before and wasn’t hampered by having her hands cuffed behind her back, but he was not only far more conditioned to physical punishment than she was, he’d done it when the sun was still up, while right now it was approaching 3am. She tumbled and rolled, losing her grip on the rifle as she fell, her uncontrolled descent brought to a sudden stop when she smashed into a large thicket. If anything, she was lucky; hitting a tree or boulder would’ve have broken bones, knocked her out or maybe even have killed her. 
 
    Immediately, she began to tear herself free from the brambles, the sharp thorns slicing through her clothing and into her skin underneath. Oblivious to the pain, she finally ripped herself out, then hearing shouts from somewhere above her on the slope, and praying they couldn’t see her in the moonlight, she took to her heels as Pirandelli’s companions opened fire in her direction with their suppressed weapons, the undergrowth around her chewed up as pieces of it were sent spinning into the air. 
 
      
 
    ‘There was an afternote to Creel’s story,’ the Cheyenne Post journalist told the small group in the NYPD conference room at the same time Linborough was trying to escape her ambush. ‘The bad shit around him didn’t end after he was gone.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Archer asked.  
 
    ‘A State prison CO present the day Creel died was found murdered at his home less than two weeks after the execution. Mouth duct-taped and body mutilated to hell with a knife. His throat had been cut, but the coroner ruled he’d already died before that by suffocating on his own vomit. His mother had been worked over pretty bad too before her throat was opened up; she was upstairs in the guest room basically cut to ribbons. Police never nailed down the culprit.’ 
 
    ‘Corrections officer Glen Worhburg,’ Carly read, from an article another journalist had written.  
 
    ‘I’ve never forgotten it and check the progress of the investigation into their deaths from time to time. Still a cold case to this day but the sadistic nature of it scared a lot of city residents. Native communities here hold onto their old superstitions. They thought Creel was a curse on the area and his spirit came after people who’d been involved in his execution.’ 
 
    ‘What did you think?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Some psycho who got released from the State pen came after Wohrburg and decided to off his mom too. He’d worked at the prison for a while and had a reputation for being a bully, so he probably pissed off a lot of inmates, one of them bad enough to finally get payback on him. It couldn’t have been Creel,’ the journalist added, although Archer and the others picked up immediately on the slight doubt that had crept into her voice since they’d been talking. ‘It couldn’t have. I watched him die.’ 
 
    ‘Was anyone else who’d attended his execution hurt or killed?’ Carly asked.  
 
    ‘Not that I’ve heard.’ 
 
    ‘We see here that you listed the people there that day,’ Archer said. ‘Are you sure that was all of them? Can you remember?’ 
 
    ‘Lemme check, I just found my notes while we’ve been talking. I recognized some of them from the court. There was another guy there who I’d never seen before and I didn’t get to speak to him or take his name. Assumed he must’ve been a relative or close friend of one of the dead.’  
 
    The comment didn’t strike the three women in the room as at all unusual; but then Carly glanced at Archer.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ she asked, seeing him take out his phone. Instead of answering, he tapped into the cell for a few moments, then held the screen up to the camera on Carly’s laptop to show the Cheyenne Post journalist.  
 
    ‘Was this him?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s the guy! How did you know? Who is he?’ 
 
      
 
    Despite it being the early hours of the morning, and with a big day ahead, on the other side of the East River in Manhattan, Connecticut Governor Chuck Purcival wasn’t asleep. Now discharged from hospital, he’d been convalescing at a short-term rental on the west side since the attack at The Bellingham, but in about four hours he was being transferred to another suite at the more easily protected and much smaller Linley Grand Hotel on 42nd Street, his base for the day before his keynote speech in the afternoon to close a pharma expo further uptown.  
 
    He had his new four man bodyguard detail working on rotation, one of the meat-shields currently on night duty standing outside his door. However, despite the time edging just past 3am on what was now Saturday morning, the politician was fully clothed, a ball cap pulled low over his eyes. The apartment he was holed up in had another exit allowing access to some stairs in case of fire, but with the door secure, there was no need for it to be guarded which was what he’d banked on.  
 
    He quietly unlocked the door, then slid the bolt back across to make sure it stopped the latch from completely closing; it would let him slip back in without his security detail ever knowing he’d left the apartment. He made his way quietly down the steps, emerging onto the street a few moments later, and then started walking briskly down the sidewalk.  
 
    Even though it was New York City, the block was much quieter at this time in the early hours, and Purcival passed a couple of pedestrians who didn’t even glance at him as he headed westward through the streets. He moved slightly stiffly, the stitches on his stomach where he’d been shallowly stabbed three days ago still sore, the bandaging on his forearms hidden by his sweater and jacket.  
 
    But he walked with confidence, not even bothering to check behind him as he continued along the street. When he reached the corner, he crossed over 10th Avenue, not too far from where Archer and Ledger had confronted the two killers on Wednesday night, and continued towards the Hudson, almost to where the edge of the island met the waterfront. There were some vacant lots there, the kind of places junkies went to shoot up and the homeless looked for a space to bed down for the night. Seeming to know precisely where he was headed, the governor ducked into one of them.  
 
    Three figures were standing inside, waiting. Two of them were the man and woman who’d killed the bodyguard teams and who’d almost succeeded in wiping out Shepherd’s and Hendricks’ investigation squads at the CT Bureau base in Queens.  
 
    Purcival stopped in the doorway.  
 
    Then he moved closer and they started to talk. 
 
    * 
 
    Lester Creel wasn’t in any pain when his eyes opened, but his eyelids were so heavy they felt like they’d been stuck down with tape, and breathing took more effort than normal as consciousness crept up on him slowly.  
 
    He gradually became aware of being in a dark room and sensed there was someone else with him. It felt like he was in limbo or something. Lester hadn’t been to church since he was made to go as a kid but he knew all about eternal hellfire. He’d done some real bad things in his life and maybe he was about to pay.  
 
    But it was strange how clearly he was beginning to think.  
 
    ‘Where am I?’ he rasped from his bone-dry throat, but the person he sensed sitting just beyond his vision didn’t answer. Creel swallowed, his mouth like rough sandpaper. He moved his head slightly and looked down to see he was in a medical gown. As the fog in his brain continued to clear, he remembered changing into it in his cell inside the State prison, before the longest walk of his life. 
 
    ‘How is it to still be alive, Lester?’  
 
    A low voice. Male. As the man spoke, Creel realized his arms and legs were strapped down; his eyes shifted to check more of the room and try to get his bearings as they adjusted to the dark, but it was still too dim to see much. The place was quiet, just him and this man who he couldn’t quite see. Creel’s stomach and head were sore, same as his hand. But pain meant he was alive; this felt too real to be purgatory and too cold for hell.  
 
    ‘I’m alive?’ he replied, swallowing again. ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Does it feel good?’ 
 
    ‘I guess.’ 
 
    ‘You were supposed to die today because of your crimes; but now I want to know something, before this goes any further. Would you kill again?’ the voice asked. In his mind, Creel saw the smug face of CO Wohrburg grinning at him when he’d been brought into the parole room at the prison, the corrections officer having been tormenting him for months on death row. I hope it burns, the CO had muttered so only Lester could hear.  
 
    ‘No,’ Creel replied after a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    ‘Then I’ve wasted my time. This isn’t going to work for either of us.’ 
 
    ‘Fine, OK, I’d kill again,’ Creel replied quickly. 
 
    ‘You sure about that?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I’m sure.’ 
 
    A pause followed. ‘What’s the last thing you remember?’ 
 
    ‘Being asked if I had anything to say.’ Footsteps came from across the room and turning his head, Creel saw the seated figure beside him take a laptop from someone, meaning there was another person in the room. Lester thought he recognized a CO’s uniform from the State Prison but couldn’t be sure. The guy talking to him raised the screen, the glare lighting up the lower portion of his face in a low light that stung Lester’s eyes, but then the man rested the laptop on the bed before turning it.  
 
    Creel saw it was a view of the parole room and he watched himself being led into it.  
 
    ‘You’re alive because I arranged that you would be,’ the man told him, as Creel viewed himself on the video. ‘You owe me your life. No-one else there apart from me and one other man know what actually happened.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’  
 
    ‘Someone who thinks you could be very useful.’ 
 
    ‘How? 
 
    ‘I have big plans, but there are people in my way and there are going to be more. If it comes to it, I need someone I can rely on to deal with those problems knowing they’ll never be traced back to me.’ 
 
    ‘Looks like you already got help,’ Creel said. His eyes had adjusted further and he saw he’d been correct; the man who’d handed over the laptop was, in fact, wearing a CO uniform. But it wasn’t Wohrburg. It was the other CO, the sergeant: Keene. He’d worked at the prison all the time Creel had been imprisoned there too but unlike Wohrburg, had never treated him badly. 
 
    He was working for this weird stranger? 
 
    ‘I do already have help. But I need more. Seventeen people, including me, watched you die earlier today. I was there to make sure of it. The event was recorded, and a licensed coroner signed your death certificate. As far as the United States of America is now concerned, Lester Shayne Creel of Casper, Wyoming is dead.’ The man in the seat leaned in slightly. ‘You know what an advantage that’s going to be?’  
 
    ‘Who are you?’  
 
    ‘You’ll find out if you agree to my proposal.’  
 
    ‘I got saved because you want me to work for you?’ 
 
    ‘Smart boy. I’ll pay you, get you a place to live and a new identity. Several, in fact.’ 
 
    ‘What if I don’t wanna do it?’ 
 
    The man came in even closer and Creel immediately placed him; the guy had been at the execution, at the back of the observation room. He was still wearing the same suit. ‘You should be burning in hell right now,’ he told Lester quietly. ‘You’re looking at the only reason that hasn’t happened yet. You do what I say when I say it, you get a new lease on life. Or, you refuse my offer and we finish what was started earlier today. You take the deal but try to sell me out, getting the needle will be a walk in the park to what I’ll have done to you.’ 
 
    The only sound was Lester’s slightly labored breathing. He was still trying to make sense of this. 
 
    ‘OK, I’ll do it,’ he said after a few moments. ‘What happens next?’  
 
    ‘Once we leave this room, you’re going to be driven out in the trunk of a vehicle we have outside. When we get into Iowa, we can begin the process of getting you a new identity. Maybe even look at finding a plastic surgeon to do some work on your face.’ 
 
    ‘Ain’t no-one cutting me up.’ 
 
    ‘It’s going to take a few weeks to get all this handled, but once we’re out of here, you can never come back to Wyoming,’ the man answered, ignoring Creel’s comment. ‘You can’t ever contact anyone from your old life. You can’t go looking for payback on anyone involved in your arrest. Not the prosecution, jury or any of the people who were in that room today. And no more drugging and drowning young pretty boys. You do any of that, just once, you’re not going to like what happens. Get me?’  
 
    ‘I got you.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you might,’ Mayor Chuck Purcival of Bridgeport, Connecticut said, sitting back in his seat. He nodded to CO Keene who’d been standing silently in the corner, fear in his eyes.  
 
    And the same prison officer who’d helped strap Lester Creel to a gurney earlier now stepped forward to set the mass murderer free. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THIRTY NINE
  
 
    ‘Chuck Purcival was a witness to Lester Creel’s execution?’ Carly asked, after the Cheyenne Post journalist on the line confirmed the politician was the stranger she’d seen that day at the Wyoming State Prison. 
 
    ‘Should I know who he is?’ 
 
    ‘You watched the national news the last few days?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t had a chance. This is the first time I’ve stopped work since Tuesday morning. I’m behind on two deadlines for early next week.’ 
 
    ‘The man you saw is a politician,’ Archer told her. ‘His entire security team was murdered at a Manhattan hotel on Wednesday afternoon. It’s been all over the major networks. He’s the current Connecticut governor.’ 
 
    ‘Are you for real? He wasn’t a governor back then though; I think the warden mentioned he was a rep from a pharma company. They were testing out some new chemicals on Creel. Not a lot of opportunities to use them in State sanctioned executions, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Bridges and I mapped out his career on the way to Connecticut,’ Gratiano told Archer quietly. ‘He left the pharma industry seven years ago. When Creel was executed, he was midway through his first term as Bridgeport mayor.’ 
 
    ‘So he lied,’ Archer said.  
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Say he used his past credentials to get himself access to the execution as a witness. Volunteer COs are the ones who handle the process when the needle is actually administered, right?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’  
 
    ‘Only way the prisoner could’ve survived was if Purcival paid off one of the COs involved to use specific drugs to not kill Creel but keep him alive.’  
 
    As Gratiano, Staal and Carly were each trying to get their minds around this huge new development and suspect profile, Archer thanked the journalist and ended the call saying they’d be in touch; then he turned his thoughts to his experience hours ago back in the Smokies, before he took that tablet and passed out. 
 
    You tried one of the pills yet? one of the voices he’d heard in those tunnels had asked. Takes you right to the edge. Makes your heart go so slow if a medic found you, he’d start CPR. 
 
    Flatlines you for about half an hour.  
 
    Archer had seen that happen in the movies, but had never thought it was actually possible before today. Creel had been a convicted serial killer, a man who’d tortured and killed young men, even living with some of their decomposing bodies wrapped in plastic sheeting in the walls of his home. Why would anyone want to keep him alive? 
 
    But then another realization occurred to him; Creel hadn’t been working alone this week.  
 
    ‘Photos,’ he said quietly, before turning to Carly. ‘We have to get photos of every prisoner executed across the United States in the past ten years. Male and female. Start with six years ago.’ 
 
    ‘The woman from the Intercon,’ Gratiano said, catching on immediately as Archer nodded, and Carly set to work. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘How were they, handsome?’ a young waitress asked Wyoming State Prison CO Glen Worhburg, who was sitting in front of a cleared plate at a table not far from the bar, the place a knock-off version of Hooters with enough differences to avoid getting hit with a lawsuit.  
 
    ‘Almost too hot to handle,’ Wohrburg told her, having thought of the line between his fifth and sixth chicken wing. He tried to deliver it as smoothly as he could. ‘Like someone else I know.’ 
 
    She smiled coyly. ‘Oh yeah? Who might that be?’ 
 
    ‘How about you get a drink with me after your shift? I know you clock off in a couple hours.’  
 
    ‘What did I tell you about asking me that?’ the waitress said with a professional smile, patting him on the arm after gently removing his hand from around her waist. ‘You know I don’t date my customers.’ 
 
    ‘I can start drinking somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘But then we’d miss you so much in here,’ she told him cheerfully, before picking up his plate. ‘I’ll get you another beer.’ 
 
    Wohrburg watched her go, his eyes drawn to her ass in the tight shorts, and scolded himself for flunking his pick-up lines. It was only when she was out of sight that he noticed he’d dripped some sauce along with a few fragments of chicken from his plate of wings onto his shirt; good look, dumbass, he thought. The top buttons on the State prison shirt were open, the t-shirt visible underneath with a faint yellow ring of stained sweat at the neck.  
 
    A couple of minutes later, the waitress brought him his new Bud Light but was distracted by another customer coming in and didn’t even look at Wohrburg when she set his beer down. As he drank from the fresh brew, Wohrburg glanced at the fresh walk-in. ‘We’ve missed you!’ the girl said, walking over after the newcomer took a seat, some big son of a bitch in a trucker cap who looked like he could handle himself. 
 
    ‘Missed you too, beautiful.’ 
 
    With the stained shirt and a sour mood, Wohrburg shook his head and drank more beer. ‘Nice line, asshole,’ he grumbled quietly, before gloomily watching the last innings of a baseball playoff game on the TV.  
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Wohrburg paid his check and left a shitty tip which helped restore his mood slightly, then wandered home through the streets of Cheyenne to where he lived with his mother. 
 
    When he walked in and closed the door, he frowned. The place was dark which looked like his mom had already gone to bed, but she normally left a light on; he went straight to the downstairs toilet before unzipping and taking a long leak with the door open, not bothering to switch on the light, using the glow from a streetlight outside the window to aim. Once he was done, he flushed and started undoing his shirt before walking into the kitchen. He retrieved another beer from the fridge then pulled off his work shirt, tossed it on the floor and headed through to the living room before sinking into a chair in his prison guard pants and the stained white tee.  
 
    He reached for the remote control to watch some TV before he turned in, but as he flicked it on and started scrolling through the channels, he stopped, can of suds in one hand, remote in the other.  
 
    He’d just noticed a stain on the carpet in the glare from the TV.  
 
    Several stains.  
 
    They hadn’t been there this morning when he’d left for work at the State prison. And then he became aware of the stale smell of urine. He was about to heave himself out of the chair when something cold and metallic was pushed against the back of his head; Wohrburg’s can of beer dropped to the rug, adding to the mess. He’d never had a gun put to his skull but didn’t need to be told not to move.  
 
    Then a roll of grey duct tape was dropped onto his lap.  
 
    ‘Pull up a strip, fat boy. Now.’  
 
     The prison CO did as he was told with shaking hands, extending a strip of tape. 
 
    ‘Wind it around your head. Over your mouth.’ 
 
    Wohrburg did as ordered before the man with the gun took over to pull it around Wohrburg’s head a few more times, making sure the gag was watertight.  
 
    ‘Rip off the end.’ 
 
    The prison officer did, using both hands, the sticky tape mashing against his lips as he struggled to suck in oxygen through his nose, the still-playing television having landed on a replay of a classic Stanley Cup Finals hockey game. The only source of light in the room.  
 
    ‘Stand up and put your hands behind your back. You’re momma’s still alive. Try anything, after I’m done with you, I’ll go finish her off upstairs.’ 
 
    The CO did as he was told, but his legs were starting to shake so hard he could barely stand and his stomach felt like it might bring back up the wings, realizing in that moment of fresh terror that if he puked with his mouth taped over, he’d suffocate on the regurgitated meal. The shock overcoming him wasn’t just because of the gun pushed against the back of his head. 
 
    It was because Wohrburg had recognized the voice.  
 
    His wrists were secured as tight as his mouth followed by his knees and ankles, until he was trussed tight.  
 
    ‘Now you can turn around,’ the voice said, before Wohrburg did as he was told and shuffled slowly, trying to keep his balance. ‘Your momma’s already cut to pieces upstairs,’ Lester Creel told the now absolutely petrified CO, who began making a whimpering, moaning sound under the tape, staring at the convicted killer with bulging eyes.  
 
    Creel kicked the bound man backwards onto the carpet, placing the gun on the arm of the chair Wohrburg had been sitting in. 
 
    Then he withdrew a bloodstained box-cutter from his pocket and moved forward.  
 
      
 
    That had been on Friday. When Wohrburg had no showed for work at the prison on Monday, two city PD patrolmen sent to the home on a wellness check caught an unmistakable odor wafting out from under the front door, just as they also noticed the downstairs curtains were all tightly drawn despite the time being early afternoon. After finding the back door unlocked, the officers had gone inside and moments later, the police dispatcher had a flood of units racing to the scene. 
 
    Across the city around that time, Lester Creel was packing up his things at the vacant house he’d broken into and had been crashing at since the previous Thursday. He’d returned to Cheyenne after sneaking off in the night from where he’d been living for the past few days in Iowa, his first action as a free man being to disobey the guy in the suit by coming back to the state capital. Creel had decided to lay low for a few days after he’d finished with Wohrburg, guessing the bodies could be discovered pretty fast, but not having seen anything reported on the news yet, changed his plans and decided to get out of town immediately and head west. 
 
    Even so, he was cautious as he left his hideout for the last time, checking carefully around him before starting to walk down the quiet street towards the bus depot. But as he passed a couple of men with their backs to him, both looking into the open trunk of a car, Creel was suddenly grabbed from behind, his mouth duct-taped and shoved into the trunk in the space of five seconds.  
 
    ‘You understand what you did here?’ Chuck Purcival hissed twenty minutes later, once Creel had been delivered to him. They were in a plastic-sheeted room, only this time Lester was the one bound and on the floor. The two men who’d abducted Creel had even put him in a body-bag already to save time and clean-up later. ‘This CO you butchered was present at your execution. Someone will have seen you or got you on street cameras. They’ll realize you’re still alive, which makes you useless to me.’ 
 
    ‘I was careful!’ Creel replied frantically. ‘Hood up, cap low! No-one would’ve recognized me anyway, they think I’m dead!’ Being about to be murdered himself had made him realize how desperate he was to take this second shot at life. ‘I arrived and left in the dark, there was no-one around!’ 
 
    ‘Bullshit!’ 
 
    ‘Everyone hated him in the joint! Could’ve been anyone wanting him dead!’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t gonna work.’ Creel began thrashing and fighting against his binds, seeing and hearing the blades being sharpened next to him. ‘You would’ve been seen.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t! Gimme another shot! Please, man! You’ll find out soon enough if my name’s out there but it won’t be!’ His head was grabbed and the butcher knife put up against his windpipe. ‘ONE MORE CHANCE! PLEASE!’ Creel screamed. 
 
    The man holding the knife checked back to his boss for that final nod of approval. Purcival didn’t give it yet, still studying Creel on the floor in the body-bag; then he squatted down to look him straight in the eyes. ‘You know the risks I took to save your sorry ass? I told you to never come back here and this is how you repay me?’ 
 
    ‘I swear to you, sir. I’m done. I just wanted him. From now on, anything you say, I’ll do.’ 
 
    Purcival stayed where he was for a moment longer as he continued to stare at the bound killer in front of him. Then he rose and looked at his guys with the knives.  
 
    ‘Cut the tape. Let him up.’  
 
    The first time this man in the suit had saved his life, Creel had been totally disinterested in his reasons, too focused on himself and the fact he was still alive to care. But being so close to death for a second time, it was only when Purcival spared him again that he realized how badly he wanted to live. From that moment on, Lester Creel was prepared to give the man his 100 per cent loyalty. 
 
    And Purcival knew it. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Stop!’ Gratiano said, looking at the big screen on the wall in the CT Bureau; although the call to the Cheyenne Post article writer had now ended, after what they’d learned about Lester Creel and the fact he was still alive, Archer and the others knew they’d be hearing from the journalist again very soon. Archer had told her she’d be the first to break any story related to this, but right now, as it was an ongoing investigation, he asked her to keep everything she’d learned from them tonight totally confidential. In the meantime, Carly had been cycling through photos of convicted criminals executed in the country, focusing as Archer had suggested on around the time Creel had been due to get the lethal injection.  
 
    ‘That’s her?’ Archer asked, as he studied a file mugshot. Gratiano was the only one of them who’d seen the woman they were searching for face-to-face. Neither Archer or Carly had noticed her when she’d slipped into the Bureau to poison the teams, and he hadn’t got a good look when he and Ledger had confronted her and Creel on the west side of Manhattan that same night. 
 
    Gratiano’s cell phone started ringing, but she ignored it, for the moment way too focused on the screen and this giant breakthrough they’d just made. ‘That’s her,’ she said quietly. ‘I swear. You don’t forget the face of someone who tried to kill you.’  
 
    ‘Who is she?’ Archer asked Carly. 
 
    ‘Her name was-or is-Maisie-May Preaver. Got the needle like Creel but at the State prison in Utah, not Wyoming. Twenty seven when she died.’ Carly scanned the notes in the attached file, then carried out a rapid online search. ‘Oh man. Preaver had her own victim category.’ 
 
    ‘What was that? 
 
    ‘Pregnant women. Abducted them close to their due dates before she killed the mother and baby. Newspapers and TV in the state called her The Witch of Salt Lake.’ She transferred a couple of news articles up top. ‘Check it out.’  
 
    ‘I might have just recognized one more too,’ Staal said, sitting beside Carly and continuing to scan the photos of executed death row inmates on another laptop the analyst had set up for her to save time searching. 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Archer asked. 
 
    She nodded, turning the laptop. ‘This guy’s very familiar; I think he was on the flight from Colorado with me.’ Staal looked over at Carly, who checked the name and profile of the file, then transferred the mugshot in question up onto another screen on the wall beside Maisie-May Preaver’s photo and news articles. This man was a very different type from Creel, with a high and tight military-style haircut and brown eyes set deep in a high-cheekboned face; he also had a large puncture scar in the center of his neck.  
 
    ‘Dylan DiCello, from Jackson, Mississippi,’ Carly read.  
 
    ‘I remember seeing him at the gate in Denver,’ Staal said. ‘I’m sure of it.’ 
 
    ‘What’s with the scar on his neck?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Emergency tracheotomy carried out after he was arrested for a mass shooting,’ Carly explained, reading a newspaper article she’d found after running a search on his name. ‘The State of Mississippi saved his life to convict him later of nineteen counts of capital murder.’ 
 
    ‘Who did he kill?’ Gratiano asked, ignoring her cell phone ringing again.  
 
    ‘Went into a small local Catholic church during a Sunday service and opened fire on the congregation with an assault rifle,’ Archer read from the article on the wall.  
 
    ‘Went through two full magazines,’ Carly continued, having opened the man’s closed casefile from the National Crime Database on her laptop and reading the report. ‘One of the worshippers he hit was an off-duty cop who had his piece with him and he fired back from the floor. Hit DiCello high in the chest, saved the remaining people inside from getting slaughtered.’ 
 
    ‘He got the lethal injection?’ Archer replied. 
 
    Carly nodded. ‘Just like Creel and Preaver.’ 
 
    ‘There are a lot of ex-military and ex-police officers who could be hired to work for someone like Chuck Purcival,’ Gratiano reasoned, her eyes flicking back to Preaver’s photo, realizing it had to be this same woman who’d sprayed her and Bridges with machine pistol fire earlier tonight. ‘Why would a politician on the rise arrange that these three monsters survived? And what if he was ever found out?’ 
 
    ‘Do we know who he really is?’ Archer asked. ‘The man behind that suit, I mean. We found out earlier he raped a fourteen year old girl. Now we learn he’s very likely involved in these three surviving their execution dates. He’s gaining power in his career like a freight train. I think we’re only just beginning to appreciate who and what we’re dealing with here.’ 
 
    ‘But taking such a big risk to save these three?’ Staal reiterated. ‘Why do that?’ 
 
    ‘Men in his position make a lot of enemies, and with this trio on call he’d have his own personal hit team. Investigations into any crimes committed by any one of them would go nowhere, because they’re already dead, right? Cameras and witnesses would see the faces of dead men, and woman, walking.’  
 
    ‘There’s a hole in that, though,’ Carly said. ‘Purcival was attacked and stabbed by Creel too when he sliced up his team at The Bellingham.’ 
 
    ‘Superficial slashes on his forearms,’ Archer replied. ‘And the stab wound was shallow and in the perfect spot to miss any organs. He’s in good enough shape now to be out of hospital and preparing to deliver a keynote speech later on this afternoon. I’ve become very familiar with recovering from knife wounds lately. Believe me, his weren’t serious.’ 
 
    ‘So he attended these executions when he was Bridgeport mayor but managed to BS his way in using his old pharma exec credentials,’ Staal said. ‘Must’ve had someone on the inside too, to smooth the path and get him the documents required to gain access as a witness.’  
 
    ‘Maybe he wasn’t there for all three, but he definitely was for Creel’s. The Cheyenne Post reporter said she was told it was to make sure their company’s new drug protocol was effective.’ 
 
    ‘Then this week, the governor used Lester Creel to kill his own bodyguards?’ Carly said. 
 
    ‘I think Purcival must’ve cut the throat of his own security leader in the corridor at The Bellingham,’ Archer stated. ‘There’s no way Creel could have closed that distance in time.’ 
 
    ‘Why would he do that?’ 
 
    ‘Because of what happened in the Smokies,’ Staal replied quietly, as the two sides of this case finally connected. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FORTY
  
 
    Staal glanced at Archer who nodded, having already made the link. ‘The events that Patti got on camera. Purcival’s assault by the locals.’  
 
    ‘And that’s why Marzello and his bodyguards were hit by Preaver too,’ Gratiano said. ‘Because they were there as well?’ 
 
    ‘There’s the connection we wanted,’ Archer said, rising from his chair, feeling a rush of energy as all the pieces started to fit together. ‘Every man who died at the two hotels earlier this week was a witness to what happened in the clearing that night.’ 
 
    ‘But what about Natty?’ Staal asked, looking at Gratiano. ‘She wasn’t in the park with them. Why go for her too?’ 
 
    ‘Remember how we wondered why Elliot added you to his detail?’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘I still haven’t found out,’ Gratiano replied. 
 
    ‘What if he was following Purcival’s instructions? Maybe the governor made up some BS about how the loggers had tried to get to him again but in Connecticut this time? And suggested Elliot add you to his own protection instead of Yana’s in case they weren’t done with him yet either.’  
 
    ‘So he could have me killed too,’ she answered. ‘But still, why?’ 
 
    ‘Even though you weren’t there that night, you’re part of his wider bodyguard team. There’s always the danger the others could have talked or you might’ve overheard something. I’m getting to see Purcival isn’t the type to leave loose ends. Probably why he’s been so successful so far.’ 
 
    ‘Only she jacked up Purcival’s plan by not eating the takeout and with Rooney’s help, kept Marzello alive,’ Staal realized. ‘Once that happened, he must’ve become even more determined to have another shot.’  
 
    Archer nodded. ‘He has no idea what she knows. And is now beginning to take some serious risks.’ 
 
    ‘You think Marzello’s wise to any of this?’ Carly asked. 
 
    ‘He will be by now. He might basically be a circus clown, but he can’t be completely dumb,’ Archer said. ‘Even so, I’ll bet he had no idea the lengths the governor was prepared to go to in preventing anything from that night in the woods ever leaking out.’ 
 
    ‘He was out partying tonight like he didn’t care what happened to him,’ Gratiano said. ‘And Rooney: the other day at the precinct, after we made it there from the hotel, he said he didn’t give a shit if he died or not. I didn’t understand why he would say something like that.’ 
 
    ‘He was abused by those loggers too, remember,’ Archer said. ‘Looked like he was the only bodyguard to get the treatment. Because he tried to fight back, they made an example of him. I guess he’s still pretty traumatized and humiliated.’ 
 
    ‘But with what’s happened now, they both must have guessed that they’re marked men- goddamn it, who is this?’ Gratiano said in exasperation when she felt her cell ringing, again. She dug it out, then rose. ‘It’s Feldman,’ she told Staal.  
 
    ‘Calling at almost 3am?’ Carly said. 
 
    ‘It’s midnight back in L.A. I better take this. He’s the boss of our protection firm,’ she explained to Archer and Carly, before answering and leaving the conference room. 
 
    ‘So it looks like the governor of Connecticut’s got three serial killers working for him?’ Carly said. ‘Is this for real?’ 
 
    ‘Crazy as that sounds,’ Archer replied.  
 
    ‘That’s how they knew so fast who was investigating this and who to target,’ Staal said. ‘Purcival told them after your people questioned him at the hospital.’ 
 
    ‘And they needed to neutralize our detectives so they could close the case on Marzello and Rooney without them running interference,’ Carly said. 
 
    ‘And Gratiano,’ Archer said, seeing there was another thing he’d missed. ‘That shooting on 5th Avenue. The bullet hit the driver Pedro, but it also punched through her headrest. She only survived because she was leaning over to help the kid in the car.’ 
 
    Staal’s eyes widened slightly. ‘She was the target? Not Yana or the boy?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. And you’re at risk too.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘They had DiCello follow you here from Colorado. He must’ve been out there waiting for a time to strike. You have good security at home?’ 
 
    ‘The best. I do it for a living remember.’ 
 
    ‘Always carrying?’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’  
 
    ‘But somehow he didn’t have a chance to get to you?’ 
 
    ‘No. I was either in bed or inside the house all last week with flu.’ 
 
    ‘Which probably saved your life. You survived because you didn’t leave your home and have got such tight security, he couldn’t get to you. He might’ve even tried and failed without you realizing.’ 
 
    ‘But I haven’t worked for Marzello since last year. I wasn’t anywhere near the Smokies when they got set upon by those loggers. Why target me?’ 
 
    ‘Elliot must’ve mentioned you to Purcival at some point, or the governor’s three killers learned you were tight with Gratiano and still in touch with some of the BGs. He wouldn’t know if she, any of the bodyguards or the actor had let slip what had happened to them in the park, just like he couldn’t be sure Gratiano didn’t know either. You worked with some of those guys for half a decade. Bodyguards are like cops, they talk, hang out, meet up and shoot the shit even when they’re not working together anymore. He knows that.’ 
 
    ‘You think he had his own team murdered just because they saw what happened to him?’ Staal asked. 
 
    Archer thought about her question for a moment. ‘Probably. Or they threatened him with exposure.’ 
 
    ‘Blackmail?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Just imagine if what happened down there that night got out to the public. Elliot and Purcival are both very wealthy. Having dirt like this on two VIPs is crazy amounts of leverage. And the governor’s team was a mess behind the scenes. We were surprised what we found when we checked them out. Abusing alcohol and drugs, getting arrested in bar fights. His guy on the 23rd floor who got his throat cut had been drinking on duty.’ 
 
    ‘All that could’ve been down to guilt and feeling they screwed up,’ Carly suggested. ‘Might’ve been chewing at them that they did nothing that night. Big professional bodyguards held captive and toyed with by some townie loggers.’ 
 
    ‘These guys weren’t angels,’ Archer said. ‘They watched their boss get assaulted with a shotgun, but before that they’d also stood back and let him and Elliot rape two fourteen year old girls. I could see a scenario where any one of them asked for money to keep quiet.’ 
 
    ‘Would Marzello’s team try to extort him too?’ Carly asked.  
 
    ‘Possibly,’ Staal replied, seeing the logic. ‘Or he couldn’t risk firing any of them in case they told people what had happened. I never worked with Hahn, but I could see Bryant and Haviland wanting some of that money Elliot was always splashing around in front of us.’ 
 
    ‘But all that became irrelevant when Purcival decided to solve the problem permanently,’ Archer replied. As he spoke, Gratiano reappeared, holding her cell. 
 
    ‘What’d he want?’ Staal asked as the younger woman walked back in, seeing she looked slightly confused. 
 
    ‘Heard I was still in New York City and wanted to know if I’d booked any flights out yet,’ she explained. 
 
    ‘This time of night? Why?’ 
 
    ‘Chuck Purcival called the firm then backed up his request with an email half an hour ago.’ Gratiano paused. ‘He wants to hire me and Rooney.’ 
 
    ‘What? When for?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Today,’ she said. ‘He’s giving a closing speech at some big expo conference, right? He’s asked if we’d be willing to join his detail and assist in security until he leaves town.’  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FORTY ONE
  
 
    While this conversation was taking place in New York City, Linborough was running for her life through the dark forest in the Smokies. Branches were whipping across her face, blood streaming from scratches where brambles had torn at her skin, and her legs and lungs were burning but she didn’t slow, desperate to get away from the three men who she knew would be right on her tail.  
 
    Finally, unable to keep going without a chance to get her breath, she stopped behind a tree, gasping for air while looking behind her, sure she’d heard someone as she’d been running. Terrified they’d found her, with increasing despair, she was about to take off again when she heard a whistle from not too far away; the three weren’t far behind. She’d become disoriented in the dark, with no idea now where she was. She reached for her sidearm, which she knew wasn’t going to be much of a defense compared to what the other three were carrying, but at least she could put up a fight. 
 
    However, before she could draw it from the holster, she was enveloped from behind and pulled to the ground.  
 
    She screamed under a hand that covered her mouth, muffling the noise, and started to fight, writhing and kicking out frantically as she tried to free herself. The man who’d grabbed her had hooked his legs around her waist to block her from getting to her pistol, and she kept struggling until she realized he was saying something in her ear.  
 
    As she stopped battling for a few seconds, confused, she saw his other hand hold something metallic up close to her face. 
 
    An NYPD police badge. 
 
    She kept still, panting hard through her nose. The hand holding the badge then gave her a thumb’s up.  
 
    ‘It’s Harry,’ the voice whispered next to her ear. He let her go and she turned to see Ledger, the first time anyone had seen him in over twenty four hours.  
 
    Archer was right, he hadn’t been found. The detective’s face was smeared with dried dirt, the clothes that they’d watched him buying on the recording from the outlet in Gatlinburg now filthy; his poncho had some tears in it and he had some slight injuries to his face, but he was alive, the crossbow he’d bought on the ground beside him.  
 
    Overwhelmed with relief, Linborough was about to whisper something back before Ledger pulled her into him and low to the ground. They lay there unmoving in the undergrowth as a light rain shower started to fall, then the ranger saw three figures pass by only twenty yards from where they were lying, moving fast but quietly as they searched for her; because she’d been so focused on Ledger, Linborough hadn’t heard them approach.  
 
    ‘Where she go?’ they heard a voice ask. Not a local accent. Latino, or South American at a guess.  
 
    ‘She can’t keep running, she’ll get tired soon. We’ll find her,’ came a panted reply, Linborough recognizing the voice as Pirandelli’s. Her old friend, or so she’d thought. The men disappeared onwards into the dark, but even once the immediate danger had passed, Linborough remained where she was, close to Ledger, so they could whisper without the fear of being overheard.  
 
    ‘You good?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘Yeah, but there are a load of these guys out here,’ he whispered back. ‘They’ve sealed off the area and have been hunting me all day. I found a drug lab in some underground tunnels last night but they busted me down there. I got one with the crossbow and shot another in the leg, but only just made it out before more of them showed up. I was gonna call it in and tell you guys but my phone got broken when I fell onto some rocks escaping them last night. I dug in, only moved when I heard gunshots just now; that’s when I heard you running.’ 
 
    ‘We came looking for you. Archer found the tunnels too.’  
 
    ‘He OK?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, but he had to go back to New York for a few hours. Someone tried to kill your friend Bridges and Gratiano in a drive-by. They survived. Took hits to vests they were wearing.’ 
 
    ‘So what are you doing out here?’ Why are you alone?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t, a Cherokee ranger lured me out. He’s one of the guys chasing me. And he’s not the only local law enforcement who’s working with them. Archer found out there’s been at least one more.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Chuck Purcival wants to hire you and Rooney?’ Staal asked Gratiano in disbelief. ‘I just hear that right?’  
 
    ‘What he said; for this expo he’s speaking at in…twelve hours,’ she replied, looking at the time.  
 
    ‘Calling the agency to make the request in the middle of the night? What’s he playing at?’ 
 
    ‘He told Feldman that the work we did this week means if Marzello doesn’t want us in his protection detail for the day, he does. Offered a pretty fat bonus if we assist his new team and make sure he gets back to Hartford safe later on tonight.’ 
 
    ‘The NYPD would do that for free,’ Carly pointed out. 
 
    ‘He’s setting you up,’ Archer told her. ‘You and Rooney get capped when you’re near him, no-one’s going to suspect that you’re actually the targets and not the governor.’ 
 
    ‘Even if he hires us the same day and we end up getting killed?’ Gratiano said. 
 
    ‘He’s the premier politician in his state. People will always think by default that he’s the one at risk, especially after the attack he miraculously survived at The Bellingham. It’ll be assumed that you two just got in the way. Not the most subtle way to get you both, but it’ll work. Sounds to me like he’s almost becoming frantic.’ 
 
    ‘Sam’s right, Purcival could post you where you’ll be like paper targets on a gun range,’ Staal added. 
 
    ‘Are we sure we’re right?’ Carly asked, still trying to wrap her head around the fact that Purcival could be behind all this. ‘I mean, in our assumptions? We could be making one huge mistake here.’ 
 
    ‘A convicted serial killer from Wyoming who strangled a driver at the airport, poisoned his pick-up and cut the throats of two more bodyguards without catching a scratch,’ Archer said. ‘But who then leaves his supposed main target with a stab wound so minor that the man can walk out of hospital the following morning and give a speech three days later? The same guy who also happened to be present at Lester Creel’s execution four years ago. We’re not wrong. I’m sure of it.’ 
 
    ‘But you said you think Purcival slit the throat of his own team leader in the corridor at The Bellingham,’ Carly replied. ‘Not many people could do something like that.’ 
 
    ‘No, they couldn’t. But judging by everything we’ve learned about him this week, this man’ll do literally anything to remove anyone who poses a threat to his ambitions. He’s not going to let a couple of fourteen year old girls and a bunch of loggers sink his future. And that includes his bodyguards, who watched him get raped with a shotgun barrel. He’s got way too much at stake.’ 
 
    ‘I get that Purcival can’t assume we’ll be killed quick and easy if he leaves us for when he’s back home in Connecticut,’ Gratiano acknowledged. ‘And it’ll be harder to explain our deaths away once we’ve left New York. Sam’s right; if we’re working for him, everyone will assume he’s the target and that we just got unlucky.’  
 
    Archer had heard hesitancy in the young woman’s voice. ‘But?’ 
 
    ‘He’s offering a hell of a lot of money for one day’s work.’ 
 
    ‘Because he’s trying to have you killed and put up a figure you can’t say no to,’ Staal snapped, when she realized that for some reason, Gratiano appeared to be hesitating about rejecting the offer. ‘Who do you think that bullet in the car on 5th the other day was aimed for?’  
 
    ‘Yana. Or Andrey.’ 
 
    ‘It was for you,’ she told her protégé, who hadn’t been in the room when Archer had pointed that out. ‘You tell him no and to shove his money.’ Staal shook her head. ‘You’re not doing it. Why are we even talking about this?’ 
 
    ‘Because Rooney already took the deal,’ Gratiano replied quietly.  
 
    ‘He did what?’  
 
    ‘That’s why I’m considering it. He’s just unknowingly offered himself up as a target.’ 
 
    ‘Why would he do that?’ Carly asked. 
 
    ‘Purcival’s offered five grand each. For the day. Plus a bonus. I guess that’s why.’  
 
    ‘Rooney’s not your responsibility,’ Staal responded. 
 
    ‘Yes, he is. He doesn’t know what we know.’ 
 
    ‘So for that, you’ll put yourself in the crosshairs too?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve tried to get me three times this week and failed.’ 
 
    ‘Which means they’ll be even more determined to succeed with the fourth. You’re not bulletproof, girl. You just got lucky.’ 
 
    Along with Carly, they looked at Archer for his opinion, the only detective in the room and the unspoken leader; but he was seeing it from another angle. ‘Do you think Rooney could be taking the job as a way to get close to Purcival?’ he asked Gratiano. 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ she replied. 
 
    ‘You said he made some weird comments after you escaped the Intercon about not caring if he lived or died. And he was the only BG on that video we saw who got the same treatment as Purcival and Marzello.’  
 
    ‘What do you mean, get close?’ 
 
    ‘Close enough to try and kill him.’ 
 
    ‘You think Rooney could turn on Purcival?’ Staal asked Archer. 
 
    ‘I think there’s a chance. He sounds almost suicidal from what Natalie’s said, so he might’ve already decided he’s got nothing to lose. And if we’re right, Purcival used Preaver to try and poison him along with the others at the Intercon. Rooney’s had a lot of time to dwell on that since Wednesday. If he’s connected the pieces, he’ll have as much reason as we do to suspect the governor hasn’t just offered him the job because he wants to beef up his security.’ 
 
    ‘Or we’re overcomplicating it and Rooney just took the gig for the payday,’ Gratiano pointed out. ‘Five k for not even a full day’s work.’ 
 
    There was a brief silence, as they all considered Archer’s comments on Rooney’s possible intentions. ‘Even if I’m wrong and he’s not going to make an attempt on the governor himself, he’s just served himself up to Creel, Preaver and DiCello on a platter,’ Archer said. ‘And we can’t protect him easily from a distance.’ 
 
    ‘What if he’s been working with Purcival?’ Carly suggested.  
 
    The room went quiet again. ‘As in?’ Gratiano asked. 
 
    ‘Pretty big coincidence how he puked up that poison. And he hasn’t had any more attempts on him all week. Now he’s taken a job working up close with the governor. We go to him to reveal what we know, what’s to stop him from telling Purcival that we’re building a case?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a possibility,’ Archer said, after considering the take. ‘But whichever it is, we have to be very careful what we tell Rooney. We don’t know his motives or his state of mind. If he’s actually innocent of everything, the consequences could be serious if he finds out what happened that night in the park was recorded.’ 
 
    ‘So can you smother Purcival with police protection?’ Staal said. ‘That way, we can put a shield around Rooney too without his knowledge.’ 
 
    ‘I told you, the governor’s refusing more police assistance,’ Gratiano answered. ‘He’s using any excuse to keep his new bodyguard team along with Rooney and me as the only people around him. They can’t force him to accept close NYPD protection.’ 
 
    ‘You think she should take the offer, even though she’s putting herself at risk?’ Staal asked Archer. ‘To help try and keep Rooney safe from the three killers, if he turns out to be innocent?’ 
 
    ‘Four killers, including Purcival. This could end up being a situation of who gets to who first. And if Rooney’s realized what we’ve just put together and is looking for payback, he’s either going to prison for the rest of his life if he kills the governor-’ 
 
    ‘Or more likely he’ll get shot to pieces by the rest of the security detail if he goes after him,’ she finished, as he nodded.  
 
    Archer glanced at Gratiano ‘From what you say, Rooney’s a good man.’ 
 
    ‘He is.’  
 
    ‘So we need to stop him killing Purcival. Or Purcival killing him.’ 
 
    ‘How are you gonna do that?’ Carly asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Creel, Preaver and DiCello are going to show up again sooner or later, whether we like it or not,’ Archer said. ‘So we need to be ready. What we’ve just learned could be the ideal shot to get them.’ 
 
    ‘Even if I managed to convince Rooney to back out and not take the job, they’ll just come after us anyway,’ Gratiano realized. ‘You’re right. Purcival or not, they’ll find a way to pick us off whenever they get an opportunity. Taking the job might be our best opportunity to draw them out. At least we’ll know the window to expect something and get a chance to neutralize them.’ 
 
    ‘We stand a better chance of keeping you alive here than if you’re on the governor’s protection detail, for sure,’ Archer said. ‘But you can’t stay in the city forever or go on wondering when they’re going to make another attempt. If you take the offer, we can protect you more effectively when we’re expecting them than leaving it open-ended.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s we, Sam?’ Carly said. ‘You’re the only one left standing from yours and Hendricks’ team.’ 
 
    ‘We have other personnel I can call on.’ 
 
    ‘No way, I’m not trusting anyone else in the NYPD to protect me and the Aussie on this,’ Gratiano said. ‘ESU were covering Yana and Andrey, but Pedro still got killed.’  
 
    ‘Just two officers, and they were ordered to keep their distance. Wasn’t anything they could have done.’ 
 
    ‘You trusted the Smoky rangers and look how that worked out. And you said one of the guys who tried to shove you into the cremation chamber earlier was an off-duty cop.’ 
 
    ‘Different city.’ 
 
    ‘Still carrying a badge. We have no idea how far Purcival’s influence goes. You know what I’m saying.’ 
 
    Archer did; the options weren’t great. If she took the job, Gratiano was about to join Rooney walking into what he was sure was a trap and Staal was also a target, instantly vulnerable once she left this building. And Ledger was still missing.  
 
    ‘If I can get clearance, we’ll map out a full strategy before you commit to anything,’ he said to Gratiano. ‘We’re definitely not going into this blind, and you get the final decision on whether or not you go ahead once you know what the plan is. Could you be happy with that?’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ 
 
    ‘What about you?’ he asked, turning to Staal.  
 
    She nodded. ‘I trust you.’ 
 
    Archer looked around and saw their fresh store-bought sealed coffee and tea was still in boxes on a table in the corner of the room. ‘Let’s get some of that brewed. We’re not going to bed for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you calling?’ Gratiano asked, as Archer reached for the landline on the desk while Staal headed over to the drinks station. 
 
    ‘Lieutenant Franklin, then Hicks at ESU,’ he told her. ‘And not for just a couple of his officers. If this is going to work, we’re going to need their entire squad.’ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FORTY TWO
  
 
    Two hours later it was inching closer to dawn in the Smokies, and Cherokee Park Ranger Brad Pirandelli was panicking.  
 
    He and the men who he’d met up with to kill Linborough had instead succeeded in completely losing her; the pair were two of the drug cooks who’d been working shift patterns under the park for almost twelve months, the group who’d been paying Broussard and Pirandelli on the Smoky and Cherokee sides respectively to ensure people, particularly their ranger colleagues, were kept well away from the site.  
 
    After Linborough had told Pirandelli at Swain County what she and the visitors from the NYPD she was working with had discovered, Pirandelli had only just managed to hide his panic; he’d slipped away and messaged the number he used to communicate with the drug cooks, warning that a senior Smoky law enforcement ranger and some visiting cops from New York City had stumbled upon their operation, and that he was with the female ranger right now. The response had been immediate: an order to lure her out to the cabin close to the Cherokee Border where two of the drug cooks would be waiting. 
 
    However, she’d screwed up their planned ambush by unexpectedly jumping off that drop, and was almost certainly already calling for reinforcements if she’d managed to find any signal. She might have been an old friend, but this was now down to self-preservation; Pirandelli knew if she wasn’t dealt with, he’d be paying a very heavy price. With much more to lose than the other two, and therefore even more determined to stop her from getting away, Pirandelli split up from the drug cooks who were continuing to hunt her and quickly raced back towards where her cruiser had been parked. 
 
    If her vehicle was still there, that meant she was still in the forest, and he was almost certain she’d try and make her way back to it, but he’d be ready for her. As he ran along the trail, the stark reality of his situation dawned on him; if Linborough somehow made it to safety or had already called in what had happened, Pirandelli was going to be a wanted man. And if she was killed or went missing, ISB were going to be all over this place very soon anyway and it wouldn’t take them long to discover the underground lab now it had been compromised. Witnesses had also seen Pirandelli and Linborough together at the hospital in Swain County earlier; that wouldn’t be easy to explain away if she ended up disappearing the same night. 
 
    But just as he reached their two cars, relieved to see that hers was still there, that relief was short-lived when he saw the tires on her cruiser had been slashed. He looked at his vehicle and saw the same deal.  
 
    And then he heard a faint noise from behind him. Still panting hard from his run through the forest, Pirandelli spun while bringing up his shotgun, but it hadn’t even reached his shoulder when he stopped dead.  
 
    He was staring at a man wearing some sort of poncho, but it was the hunting crossbow he was holding that the Cherokee ranger was focused on.  
 
    ‘Drop it on the ground and step towards me,’ the guy ordered, the crossbow pointed directly at Pirandelli’s chest.  
 
    Out of options, the ranger did as he was told; then Linborough appeared from his left. She was holding her sidearm, aimed at Pirandelli who now had two weapons covering him; she quickly collected the shotgun and placed it out of his reach before patting him down. He wasn’t in uniform, so wasn’t carrying his pistol, but she was making doubly sure he didn’t have any concealed weapons.  
 
      
 
    Linborough and Ledger had only just arrived at the vehicles a minute before Pirandelli, to find the tires slashed up, when they’d heard the sound of someone running towards them.  
 
    Once they’d intercepted and disarmed Pirandelli, the NYPD detective cuffed the Cherokee ranger’s hands in front of him, then looked at Linborough. ‘We can’t drive out of here now. Quicker to leave him.’ 
 
    ‘Look what they did to his car, Ledger. Just like ours. He’s useless to them now their operation’s blown. You know what that means. We have to take him with us.’ Ledger glanced at Pirandelli, then without another word pushed the handcuffed ranger ahead of them onto a trail that Linborough had identified would get them back on the Smoky Park side towards the safety of the ranger station at Big Creek. 
 
    ‘Tell me why,’ Linborough asked Pirandelli quietly as they moved, having holstered her pistol and now holding his shotgun instead, a much more substantial defense. Her face, neck and arms were badly scratched from her fall, parts of her uniform torn, but she was in a much better place than half an hour ago. ‘You set me up, B. How could you do something like that?’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t my choice. And it was you or me.’ 
 
    ‘You heard what I just said to Ledger. It was gonna be both of us, dumbass. Were you working with Broussard?’ 
 
    Pirandelli didn’t answer.  
 
    ‘How long’s that lab been under the park?’ Linborough asked. 
 
    ‘About a year.’ 
 
    ‘Who are these guys?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, you don’t know? You work with them.’ 
 
    ‘Not really. They pay me to do a job. That’s all. Not the sort of guys I hang out with.’ 
 
    ‘They can’t live in those tunnels, so where do they come from?’ 
 
    ‘Right now they’re living in Morristown. Moved here after some big kitchen of theirs got busted further south. They work in shifts. Sometimes they’re under there for days.’ 
 
    ‘How’d they find out about the tunnels?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno; guess someone must’ve known about them and passed it on. But I got approached about keeping people away from them. Told me they’d pay me decent.’ 
 
    Ledger was leading the way but suddenly stopped dead before turning and dragging Pirandelli off the trail into the thick undergrowth, Linborough right behind them. Seconds later she heard the sound of movement in the forest, Pirandelli unmoving as he felt Ledger’s Department sidearm rammed into his side. A silent warning. The Cherokee ranger didn’t think most cops he knew would pull that trigger in this situation, but this guy seemed different. Pirandelli had no intention of shouting out anyway; he’d seen how the tires on his car had been slashed and understood what Linborough had meant a minute ago. She wasn’t the only ranger who the cooks had been intending to kill out here tonight, and he’d already realized that the only reason they hadn’t shot him when Emmy ran was probably because three of them stood a better chance of chasing her down. Then they’d have put a bullet in both their heads. 
 
    The noise of people moving faded after a while, the forest going quiet again, and after waiting a little while longer, Ledger turned to Linborough beside him. ‘Keep watch,’ he whispered, before he took out the knife he’d bought at the store in Gatlinburg last night. Pirandelli’s eyes widened but Ledger cut off some of the inner lining of the man’s jacket then stuffed a ball of it into the Cherokee ranger’s mouth before using another to wrap it as a gag; he wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    ‘You told me Governor Purcival was down here with that actor, and they raped those two young girls,’ Ledger whispered to Linborough. ‘And Archer found thousands of those pills in that tunnel.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and one of them flatlined him so good the cooks thought he was just another dead body.’ She missed Ledger’s look of surprise as she took out her cell and removed her jacket to cover the screen; she went to her photos, then handed the phone and jacket to the NYPD detective, who after passing Pirandelli over to her to guard, ducked his head under the material to look. He recognized those underground caverns, having only seen the poppies in the first one just before he got confronted by the drug cooks, the grow since razed according to the photos. Apparently the men had moved fast, as Archer had taken these images less than a day later.  
 
    He returned the jacket and phone to Linborough. Now Pirandelli’s silence was temporarily guaranteed, Ledger picked up his crossbow again and checked the way was clear before indicating Linborough follow him with their captive. They couldn’t walk and communicate in the dark without knocking into each other or risk getting distracted, and Ledger was avoiding the muddy trail anyway, sacrificing speed as he led the way over the fallen leaves on the forest floor instead, not wanting to leave any footprints. 
 
    After walking for another couple of minutes, they heard the sound of running water. The Pigeon River. Linborough checked her phone and with relief, saw she finally had signal again. Two bars. 
 
    ‘Ledger,’ she whispered, then held up her cell when he turned, before offering him the shotgun. After he took it, she called Escoveda, the LEO who worked for her in the Smokies.  
 
    ‘Emmy?’ a voice replied. ‘I just woke up, saw you’ve been trying to call. What’s goin’-’ 
 
    ‘Listen, I need you to get on the horn to ISB right now,’ Linborough told her, but didn’t have the opportunity to say anything more before Ledger grabbed her and Pirandelli, quickly propelling them forwards; she looked over her shoulder to see flashlights in the trees behind them, coming their way. 
 
    They hustled over the bridge, Ledger pushing Pirandelli ahead of him who didn’t need any urging, and the moment they reached the other side, took cover again immediately in the thick undergrowth. Half a minute or so later Ledger saw three figures appear, two of them using bright flashlights. They watched as the trio seemed to be searching along the riverbank on the other side of the bridge, two shining the lights, the other aiming his rifle wherever the lights went. As she watched the men move further away along the bank, Ledger indicated to Linborough that they should take advantage of that brief opportunity and pull back even further. She nodded and followed the NYPD cop and Pirandelli while keeping the light on her phone covered, continuing her whispered conversation with Escoveda who was still on the line. 
 
    ‘I’m trapped in the park; there’s some kind of drug operation going on in an underground lab with armed protection just over on the Cherokee side,’ Linborough told her quickly. ‘Pirandelli from their rangers is working for them just like Lando was. We’ve got him in custody.’ 
 
    ‘What? Who’s we?’  
 
    ‘I found the NYPD detective who was missing out here. Or he found me. He’s helping.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘Heading for Big Creek. Meet me at the station there, but tell ISB this is situation critical. We need federal firepower here immediately. Local police can’t be trusted right now.’ She stumbled slightly, her hand briefly uncovering the phone and revealing its light, and she swore. ‘I’ll tell you more when we see you at the station.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘After he got stabbed at the hotel and I spoke to him at the hospital, I took a deeper look into Purcival,’ Ledger told her in a low voice as they pressed on towards the ranger station, Pirandelli walking in front of them and receiving the occasional shove encouraging him to keep up the pace. ‘In the city where he was mayor before becoming governor, the incarceration rate related to narcotics was a quarter of all arrests. And drug-related homicides were at record highs for years until he took office.  
 
    ‘Before Purcival ran to be Bridgeport’s mayor, he was a councilman for the most deprived district in the city, with the highest levels of crime,’ Ledger continued. ‘But once he took charge, those numbers started to fall. It was the baseline for his following campaign. After he was elected, drug crimes fell all over the city, and now they’re going down in the whole of Connecticut. I checked the numbers. They’re impressive.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s good, isn’t it?’  
 
    Ledger checked behind them. ‘Depends. I think Purcival’s involved with the guys here. Crime rates don’t fall like that for no reason. I think he came down here in September to meet with these pill pushers, maybe to talk about plans going forward. A group who have two kinds of pills that look identical, you said; tweaked and based on a concoction developed for use in euthanasia.’ 
 
    ‘For what end? Bringing the pills into his state? Why do that?’  
 
    ‘First, it was his district. Then his city. Junkies start dying on the street from taking what they thought was a pill to get them high, but was actually euthanasia medicine.’  
 
    Linborough then understood his line of thinking. ‘But that’s-‘  
 
    ‘Murder on a huge scale. Think it’s a coincidence the felony rate involving drugs in Purcival’s district plummeted at the same time the deaths of homeless and users rocketed, starting right when he became a councilman? Same pattern for the city when he became mayor. He must’ve been working with these cooks for a number of years, wherever they’re from. Maybe he even helped set them up down here if he found out about the tunnels somehow.’  
 
    ‘With so many people dying from this product, the medical examiner or police in these cities wouldn’t ignore the issue,’ Linborough replied. ‘You’re the detective here. Would y’all leave it at that?’ 
 
    ‘Drug epidemics happen, especially in certain areas. Who’s gonna push for further testing on a load of drug abusers in deprived areas? Especially if the public are happy with reduced crime. And Purcival oversees where police spending goes, remember. A lot of people would turn a blind eye.’  
 
    ‘If these pills were being brought into and distributed around Connecticut, it wouldn’t have just been homeless and junkies who died,’ Linborough reasoned. ‘Wealthy people abuse narcotics all the time and that state’s got some of the wealthiest residents in the nation. They’d have received some of the bad pills; and their families and friends would definitely push for answers.’ 
 
    ‘I think it could be pretty tightly controlled. If dealers were told to only sell this shit to people on the street who they felt sure wouldn’t pass it on but would use themselves.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but dealers go where the most money offered is. We know that. They sell to whoever pays the most.’ 
 
    ‘Not if those dealers were threatened or shown the consequences of breaking the rules. You know how brutal drug cartels are. The orders would be very clear. Plus I saw poppies in those tunnels, which means opium is involved; that shit gets you hooked so bad, you don’t want to share your fix. Trust me, I got hooked on oxy for a while.’ 
 
    ‘So Purcival didn’t just rape a fourteen year old girl, he also planned the deaths of all these people in his home city? To make himself a star for voters?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not thinking big enough,’ Ledger told her, as they both saw from a sign on the trail that they’d just crossed over onto the Smoky Park side. ‘Try across his entire state.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But why?’ Linborough asked. ‘Look good as a governor? Clear the streets for a few votes?’ 
 
    ‘He came from being a pharma exec to a city mayor and now he’s a state governor after just one term, so he’s rising real fast. He doesn’t wanna stop now, so keeping the crime rate in Connecticut in the toilet’s a massive tick in the box. Euthanizing a load of drug addicts isn’t gonna hurt his campaign one bit, so long as no-one realizes what’s really happening.’ 
 
    ‘But where does the rich kid from Hollywood fit into this? Purcival wouldn’t have risked bringing him here on that trip if he was gonna meet with the cooks running the drug lab. Guy sounds flaky.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know yet. I’ve been thinking about Purcival the time I’ve been out here, not that other asshole.’  
 
    ‘The girl who Purcival raped: Lucie Rasnick. She said her brother Tanner and his other logger friends from over the Cherokee line were the ones who captured and abused the governor and Marzello. Doesn’t seem likely they were involved in the drug operation too if they turned on Purcival like that.’  
 
    ‘We’ll have to work that out lat-’ Ledger said, at the precise moment Pirandelli suddenly made a run for it. 
 
    He’d lulled them into thinking he was being compliant by mostly entirely co-operating, but determined not to be taken in, he’d decided his only option left was to run and hope they wouldn’t shoot as he tried to lose them in the darkness. Linborough still had her phone in her hands and Pirandelli had turned his head slightly, seeing it out of the corner of his eye. He needed a head start. 
 
    He lunged sideways and grabbed the cell before taking off into the trees to their left. He didn’t get far. Ledger lifted his crossbow and fired a bolt, hitting the Cherokee ranger in the hamstring which made him shriek in pain, but then they lost sight of him as he fell. Ledger and Linborough ran forward but stopped when they saw he’d just tumbled off a steep drop; they could hear the sound of him falling but couldn’t see where he was in the darkness. 
 
    Then they saw those flashlights again, only these were now in front of them.  
 
    And the number had risen from two to five. 
 
    ‘Shit, they cut us off!’ Linborough whispered, before Ledger pulled her away from the drop and back into the woods, Pirandelli no longer their focus; dodging the men holding those flashlights moving on their position had just become the top priority. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FORTY THREE
  
 
    Hicks at ESU had answered Archer’s 3am phone call and after the CT Bureau detective had finished briefing him on the current situation, the task force lieutenant told him pending approval from his captain, a full ESU team would provide assistance in protecting Rooney and Gratiano later on that day. The approval was quickly given and once Gratiano had been informed, she’d confirmed she was happy to proceed. She’d called her boss in L.A. to tell him she’d take the job to protect Governor Purcival for the day. The operation was a go. 
 
    But a lot of rapid planning still needed to be done. The fact that nothing still had been heard from Ledger and more recently Linborough was playing on Archer’s mind, but his energy levels had finally crashed and he knew he needed to sleep to be ready for what was to come in a few hours. He didn’t leave the building, too late to book a hotel room and too dangerous to go back to his own place. Will had been looking after his dog Diesel ever since the incident at his apartment, so with him safe, Archer removed his pistol and holster, locking them in his desk, and lay down on a couch in a side room on the 1st floor of the CT Bureau.  
 
    He’d been too wired to fall asleep immediately, but then was woken up by sunlight streaming in through the windows. His cell phone plugged into the wall told him it was almost 9am, so he’d been out for over six hours; and seven away from Purcival’s scheduled keynote speech at a major conference later today, the reason the Connecticut governor was still in Manhattan.  
 
    Archer rose and quickly freshened up in the men’s room, using a spare set of shaving gear, toothbrush and toothpaste he kept in his desk; when he unlocked the drawer, he saw the remaining vials of tetrodotoxin tucked away at the back. He poured himself some water from the tap in the bathroom, went back up the stairs and found Carly in the conference room.  
 
    ‘Morning; did you sleep?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Few hours,’ she told him. ‘Crashed at my brother’s like you suggested. Didn’t want to wake you up earlier. Looked like you needed the rest.’ 
 
    ‘Staal and Gratiano?’ 
 
    ‘They stayed at the Fairfield on Astoria Boulevard again. Her security firm told Purcival first thing that Gratiano will join his team at 12pm. So we’ve got three hours. But we’re on.’ 
 
    Archer quickly ducked back into the office where he’d slept. His phone was still plugged in and he checked it again hoping to see a message from Ledger or Linborough; but nothing. ‘You both OK?’ he asked Staal, calling her next.  
 
    ‘Yeah, we’re all set. We were about to head over to you.’  
 
    ‘Good. ESU are going to show up shortly. When you get here, we can lay out how we’re going to keep Gratiano and Rooney alive today.’ 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, Archer, Gratiano and Staal were in the conference room with a squad of twelve ESU officers who’d recently arrived, led by Lieutenant Hicks. Two of the officers had been the men who’d helped Bridges and Gratiano at Bloomingdales, and all of them had just been fully briefed. Archer had shown them some of Patti’s photos from the Smokies the night of the incident, but not the ones including Rooney out of respect for the man they’d soon be trying to protect; Archer wanted everyone to understand the reason he suspected Governor Chuck Purcival was capable of turning on his own men. And how dangerous the politician was. 
 
    ‘A VIP having his own protection squad killed?’ Hicks said, after the unpleasant slideshow had finished. ‘That’s a first.’ 
 
    ‘We think he murdered one of them himself,’ Archer told the assembled group of task force officers. ‘We went back through the crime-scene at The Bellingham and retraced everyone’s movements. I can’t see any other way that his last head of security could’ve been killed other than Purcival doing it.’  
 
    ‘Explains why his man didn’t get a single shot off or have any defensive wounds,’ one of the ESU officers commented, as Carly took the initiative to transfer photos from The Bellingham’s corridor up onto the screen. They saw the body of Purcival’s previous lead bodyguard, Montgomery, in the middle of the corridor, blood on the walls but no bullet-holes. ‘Even if he’d heard him and turned to see the governor coming towards him, he wouldn’t have thought he was under threat from his own principal.’  
 
    ‘But one of the other three killers did get shots off at the Intercon,’ another officer said. ‘A woman, right?’ 
 
    Archer nodded. ‘And she’d have succeeded killing this guy Marzello if it hadn’t been for Gratiano here. We think Purcival’s using three hired hands to do the work while making it look like their teams were killed protecting him and Elliot Marzello. The governor’s playing the role of the target, when he’s actually the one orchestrating everything.’ 
 
    ‘So you figure he wants you and Rooney dead too?’ Hicks asked Gratiano. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Rooney’s the only survivor apart from Marzello who witnessed what happened that night in the woods. We think the governor’s worried what the guys could’ve told me seeing as we used to interact almost every day. So I’ve been added to his list.’  
 
    ‘Another thought we’ve had is some of the boys could have maybe threatened Purcival with blackmail too,’ Archer added. ‘For a response this extreme.’ 
 
    ‘You had an attempt on your life also, right?’ Hicks said to Staal. ‘But you haven’t worked with these guys for a while.’ 
 
    ‘It’s no secret that I’ve remained in close contact with Natalie and some of the guys,’ Staal replied. ‘Again, insurance in case they shared what happened. This man takes no chances, it seems.’ 
 
    ‘A sitting state governor raping a fourteen year old, then getting the same treatment with a shotgun barrel by a bunch of pissed-off locals,’ Archer said to the room. ‘Consider for a moment if any of this leaked out. Talk about the total annihilation of a political career and nationwide public humiliation.’ 
 
    ‘And jailtime,’ Hicks finished. ‘Stat rape of a minor.’ 
 
    ‘Add murder to that,’ Archer replied. ‘But we have to prove all this and with our guys down, we can’t do it without your help.’ He’d already given the task force his theories on why Rooney had taken the job, and their concerns about what he might have planned. 
 
    ‘So you and the Australian have been offered five grand each today to protect the politician, who you think in turn’s gonna try and have you both killed,’ another officer said to Gratiano, who nodded. ‘You’re right, LT; this is definitely a first.’  
 
    ‘What about the other victim from those photos?’ Hicks asked. ‘The one you normally work for,’ he said to Gratiano. ‘The guy from Hollywood.’ 
 
    ‘He’s still under Department and private protection,’ Archer said. ‘He’s weak, lazy and raped one of those girls which he needs to pay for, but he isn’t dangerous and we’re sure he’s also at risk from Purcival. The fewer people who could talk about what happened that night, the more secure the governor’s going to feel, and he’s successfully wiped out a lot of them already. Marzello can answer for what he did to that kid once this is over.’  
 
    ‘You think Rooney could suspect Governor Purcival of orchestrating these killings?’ Hicks replied.  
 
    ‘Possibly,’ Gratiano said after Archer nodded at her to answer, seeing as she knew Rooney best out of all of them. ‘He’s pretty sharp. It surprised me when I found out he took the offer to work for the politician today.’ 
 
    ‘So as well as making sure Purcival doesn’t succeed in getting you guys killed, you’re saying Rooney could potentially take a shot at Purcival too. Another reason we need to be close, right?’ 
 
    Archer nodded. 
 
    ‘This governor sounds like a goddamn psychopath,’ one of the other ESU officers said. ‘You sure he’s doing all this shit?’ 
 
    ‘We’re getting there.’ 
 
    ‘Him wanting to hire you and Rooney still seems kind of strange,’ Hicks said to Staal and Gratiano. ‘Be easier to go after you without people and cameras around.’ 
 
    ‘But that would attract unnecessary attention,’ Archer said. ‘And if these two get killed in open sight during a staged attempt on the governor, who’s going to suspect him of setting it up or be able to prove it? He goes on TV looking devastated, expresses his deep sadness at the loss of his two bodyguards, soon it’s yesterday’s news and he moves on to greater things. The closer they are, the further away he is as a suspect.’ 
 
    ‘What about the men who abused them in the forest?’ another ESU officer asked. ‘You think he’ll try to kill them too?’ 
 
    ‘Almost certainly. They’re loggers working in one of the forests neighboring the Smokies. I think once he’s sorted this problem out, they’re going to be next.’ Archer took a breath. ‘But there’s something else we haven’t told you yet.’ 
 
    ‘There’s more?’ Hicks asked. 
 
    ‘The identity of the three killers we’re taking on.’ 
 
    ‘You already know who they are? That should make it easier.’ 
 
    ‘You’d think,’ Archer continued, as the assembled group looked at the file mugshots of Creel, Preaver and DiCello that Carly put up. ‘Most of Wyoming, Utah and Mississippi will remember who these guys are. Each was convicted of multiple murders and received the death penalty. Lethal injection, sentences carried out.’ 
 
    ‘So how they can be your suspects?’ Hicks said.  
 
    ‘Because they’re not dead. Guess who worked in big pharma before entering politics and whose company supplied the drugs for each execution. And who was definitely present at the death of the first of these three to be executed.’ 
 
    ‘Purcival?’ one of the other ESU officers said. ‘No way, man.’ 
 
    ‘How the hell did he do that?’ Hicks said. ‘There are people at those executions who certify death.’ 
 
    ‘We think he used a drug that flatlines you for a while,’ Archer replied. ‘Long enough to get a death certificate signed and a body moved.’ 
 
    ‘He still wouldn’t be able to get them out of those prisons alive without inside help,’ Hicks replied. 
 
    ‘I agree. It’s going to take a while to drill into every layer on this. But now you guys understand who we’re dealing with here, who he’s got helping him, and why we called you. We’ve got our work cut out today.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re willing to put yourself in the firing line?’ Hicks asked Gratiano. ‘You sure about this?’ 
 
    ‘I watched almost everyone on my team die because of Purcival and those other three. I wanna help get these guys.’ She paused. ‘Before they get me.’ 
 
    Carly had a photo of the Connecticut governor on her laptop taken at a rally somewhere, standing at a lectern and giving a speech. No-one spoke as everyone in the room looked at the man who it was believed was responsible for so many deaths, while digesting everything they’d just been told.  
 
    ‘We work together, I think this is our best chance to flush them out and bag them, then we can deal with the governor,’ Archer said, knowing how much this was to take in. An entire ESU team, an analyst, two bodyguards, and him, the only detective left standing without Ledger. ‘We succeed, we get three serial killers dead or in custody and one hell of a case against Chuck Purcival. Any questions?’ 
 
    Silence.  
 
    ‘OK. Then let’s map out a plan on how we do it.’  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FORTY FOUR
  
 
    ‘New girl’s here, sir,’ Purcival’s replacement head of security told the governor three hours later, after knocking and then using a key card to open the door to his suite on The Linley Grand’s 8th floor, an exclusive hotel on 42nd Street in Midtown Manhattan. Gratiano didn’t hear the politician’s response, but the team leader turned back to her and stepped aside, holding the door open for her to enter. The man looked to be about ten to fifteen years older than she was, wearing a boxy black suit, his short dark hair gelled back, an earpiece and radio clipped in place. He had one handgun she’d caught a glimpse of, but was most likely carrying two. 
 
    Gratiano walked in to find Governor Purcival standing and talking with who she guessed were a couple of aides; she saw Rooney was already here too, looking slightly awkward as he stood apart from the other three, not involved in the conversation. He was wearing a dark suit and white shirt like the team leader guarding the door; Gratiano was dressed the same, having been told it was expected today, information which had sent a CT Bureau junior analyst rushing out to a store in Astoria to quickly purchase something suitable for her while Gratiano was being fully briefed on the plan for this operation that the NYPD had come up with. Her life, literally, depended on knowing every aspect of it. 
 
    As Gratiano walked in, the governor glanced at her mid-conversation, and then broke off to walk over, smiling and offering his hand. ‘Good to meet you, kid. Appreciate you taking up my offer.’ His handshake was very firm, verging on painful, and his eyes were fixed on hers, studying her intently. A flash of that same face on one of the videos shot into her mind; Purcival hadn’t been smiling then. She also realized that if Archer was correct, the hand gripping her own right now would have been the one to slice a blade across his previous head of security’s neck, opening up his throat. 
 
    ‘Sure we’re worth the amount you’ve offered, sir?’ she asked, abruptly banishing the spiraling train of thought, her face remaining expressionless.  
 
    ‘You’ve already proved that,’ he told her, still gripping her hand. ‘Is the detective who got shot on the street last night OK? I remember noticing when she visited me in hospital that she’s pregnant.’ 
 
    ‘She’s recovering.’ 
 
    ‘I heard you saved her.’ 
 
    ‘No, a bulletproof vest did.’ 
 
    Purcival finally released Gratiano’s hand. ‘The conference we’ll be attending later has been running for a few days, but my speech to end it isn’t for a couple hours. It’s been agreed I should wait here until about thirty minutes before, to avoid being outside too long.’ The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to the elbow, but he started to peel them back down, concealing the bandaging still wrapped around each thick forearm. ‘Tell me, are the NYPD getting closer to a suspect, or suspects?’ 
 
    ‘If they are, they haven’t told me, sir,’ Gratiano replied. Has he had someone watching me? she thought, again keeping her face completely neutral. 
 
    ‘You were with that cop when she was hit in the drive-by,’ he said, fixing a cufflink to one sleeve. ‘I assumed they were keeping you informed.’ 
 
    ‘They’re not. I’m sure they’ll eventually get a lead soon though, if they haven’t already. Their department will be very driven now a detective of theirs got shot and another got killed on Wednesday night.’ 
 
    ‘I want those responsible punished for what they did to my boys too.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ She glanced at Rooney. ‘We all do.’ 
 
    Purcival rolled down his other sleeve and worked on fixing the second cufflink, glancing at Rooney and then Gratiano while he did so. ‘You’ll slot in with my new detail and assist where needed,’ he informed them, then smiled again, his friendliness unsettling her especially now they were pretty sure he’d been responsible for the deaths of so many people. And not just this week. ‘You’re here because of what you both did at the Intercontinental. Impressive stuff. I need people like you around me.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be glad to help, sir,’ Gratiano said, glancing at Rooney again, his expression hard to interpret. ‘So long as no-one orders any takeout.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The governor must think pretty highly of you both,’ the new team leader, called Mattis, told the pair grudgingly as Rooney and Gratiano each fixed in a new earpiece for their comms, Gratiano clipping the main device to the back of her waistband. They were still wearing the same sidearms they’d been carrying while working for Marzello, holstered but with a spare and fully reloaded magazine. ‘Insisting on adding you to the detail this late notice.’ 
 
    ‘Guess what happened earlier this week proved something,’ Gratiano replied. 
 
    ‘It’s sure as shit not gonna happen on my watch,’ Mattis said, passing them both an ID allowing them access to the expo uptown. ‘You don’t eat or drink anything without my approval, and you obey my orders to the letter. Understood?’ 
 
    They nodded. ‘What do you need from us right now?’ Gratiano asked. 
 
    ‘Just stay close ready to be called, and keep your eyes open. I’ll let you know if and when you’re wanted.’  
 
    They both nodded and walked away down the corridor. ‘I’m gonna take a quick look around,’ Gratiano told Rooney. He didn’t seem to hear her as he glanced back down the corridor, their new team leader having already stepped back inside the suite. ‘I’ll be back soon.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ he replied absently.  
 
    Gratiano went to the stairs, walked down two floors, then opened the door leading onto the 6th. She continued along the corridor and after checking there was no-one around, she knocked on the door to room 609, already knowing Mattis didn’t have anyone stationed in the camera room downstairs who’d be able to see her. The NYPD were keeping track of where his men were stationed. 
 
    The door opened almost immediately and she slipped inside to find Archer and Staal waiting for her. ‘Put this in so you can hear us,’ Archer told Gratiano after she’d closed the door, passing her an earpiece now her initial meet-and-greet with Purcival was over.  
 
    ‘You guys get chatty, I’m gonna have two conversations going on at the same time,’ she replied, as she tucked the small earpiece into her left ear, the right with the earpiece connected to Mattis’ team.  
 
    ‘We’ll keep comms to the minimum,’ Archer replied, as she attached a connected pressel switch for the radio into her right sleeve, the receiver going onto the back of her belt but this time under her shirt. 
 
    ‘The new team leader’s making it real clear we’re spare parts today and not wanted by him at least,’ she told them. ‘Don’t think he appreciates us being here. Probably thinks it reflects on him and his team.’  
 
    ‘How’s Rooney?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Quiet.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the new team leader’s name?’ 
 
    ‘Mattis.’ 
 
    ‘Remember, it doesn’t matter what he has you doing, he probably has no idea Rooney and you are the ones who are most likely at risk here. Don’t forget that for a second. One lapse in concentration or a moment’s distraction could be all it takes.’ 
 
    She nodded slightly nervously then drank from some bottled water Staal passed her. ‘Are ESU in place at the expo yet?’ Staal asked Archer, as Gratiano checked her watch, knowing she needed to leave before Rooney or Mattis started wondering where she was. 
 
    ‘Yeah, and half of their second team took over covering Marzello’s hotel. He’s not going anywhere.’ 
 
    Staal and Gratiano made quick eye contact, and the young bodyguard’s mentor rose to face her. ‘Stay calm, stay focused and stay ready. You know how to do this. We’ll be right there with you.’ 
 
    Gratiano nodded and managed to smile. ‘Just don’t go anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘We won’t. And she’s right, we’ll be close by every step,’ Archer told her. Gratiano checked in the mirror that her additional earpiece, pressel and receiver weren’t visible before turning to look at them one last time.  
 
    Then she opened the door and left. 
 
      
 
    When she got back up to the 8th floor, she found Rooney was still where she’d left him but before they could speak, the door opened and Mattis reappeared to whistle them forward.  
 
    ‘Boss wants you to check our vehicles, then go make sure our route uptown doesn’t have any potential delays that could affect our timings. Roadworks, breakdowns, unusually heavy traffic. Go to the venue after that and give it a look-around too. We’re planning on leaving for the center at 2:30pm, so get moving; and make sure you stay tuned in,’ Mattis added as they turned to leave. ‘He said he wants to know exactly where you are at all times.’ 
 
    ‘How thoughtful,’ Gratiano muttered, her Australian companion remaining silent as the two of them headed towards the elevators.  
 
    

  

 
   
     
 
    FORTY FIVE
  
 
    The Linley’s basement parking lot was much smaller than those found in the larger chain hotels and it was warm, humming coming from the generator and ventilation systems, lines of vehicles interspersed with pockets of shadows, noise from the street outside muted but audible from the entrance and exit ramps.  
 
    Gratiano was currently lying under the Connecticut governor’s car, checking for any devices that might have been planted, both GPS tracking or explosive, and she was genuinely looking rather than just making a show of it. Creel, Preaver and DiCello might decide to take out Purcival too today, Archer had warned when laying out their strategy and potential outcomes for the afternoon. He’s the one man who knows they’re all still alive. None of them knew what their exact relationship was, but with him gone, there’d be no-one left to pull the killers’ strings; there was also the chance that all three murderers could suspect Purcival of getting rid of them once they’d come to the end of their perceived usefulness. They’d know better than most how ruthless the governor was, and in turn, he would be very aware his attack dogs could turn on him at any time.  
 
    ‘You’re wasting your time, they’re gonna check all the vehicles again anyway,’ Rooney told Gratiano, watching as she inspected the car. ‘He obviously doesn’t trust us.’ 
 
    ‘Who doesn’t?’ 
 
    ‘Mattis, who else?’ he replied after a moment as she got back to her feet and dusted herself off.  
 
    ‘We better get to the venue like he said. Just gimme one minute,’ she added, before heading towards the basement entrance back into the hotel. 
 
    ‘Where you going?’ 
 
    ‘Restroom, Dundee; that OK?’ He didn’t respond and Gratiano opened the door, the hum of generators suddenly becoming louder. 
 
      
 
    ‘Got eyes on Rooney,’ Staal reported from a car with tinted windows in a space several cars down across the basement car park. Seconds later, Gratiano’s voice came in over the channel the NYPD were using, able to talk now she was out of sight. 
 
    ‘Purcival’s sending us to the venue to check the route, do a sweep and double check the security they’ve got in place,’ she said. ‘It’s BS; with the media focus and other VIPs in attendance, the place will be locked down tighter than a duck’s ass on water, right?’ 
 
    ‘ESU are almost done with a full clear and haven’t found anything there so far,’ Archer replied, having left room 609 just after Gratiano and now in place on the street to help keep rolling protection on her and Rooney. ‘Even if it’s an early attempt to set you up, we’ve got you covered. I think it’s unlikely.’ 
 
    ‘The governor told Mattis he wants to know where we are at all times today.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet he does, so he can pass your location on,’ Archer told her, as Staal kept eyes on Rooney across the basement lot.  
 
    ‘Your partner looks twitchy,’ she said into the radio. 
 
    ‘He is,’ Gratiano came back. ‘I can’t get a read on him today, but something’s off.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s focus and get ready,’ Archer said, as Gratiano re-entered the parking lot and went towards the vehicle she and Rooney were driving to the venue; she’d already carried out a thorough check on the car before she’d started on the governor’s, much to Rooney’s surprise. 
 
    Moments later, the two of them were inside the Escalade, and pulling out of the parking space to head for the exit ramp up to the street. 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re here from Governor Purcival’s team,’ Gratiano explained twenty minutes later, as she and Rooney showed their IDs to ESU Lieutenant Hicks just inside the entrance of the expo center.  
 
    Archer had left Staal to follow the two BGs in her borrowed car, confident there wouldn’t be an attempt made without Purcival in close-proximity, and had made it to the center ahead of them; he walked in to see it was busy with attendees for the pharma conference, corporate advertisements, banners and logos everywhere you looked. While Hicks distracted Rooney, talking about the security arrangements for Purcival, Gratiano told him that she was going to start a quick walkabout. She’d caught sight of Archer and moved over to meet up with him just behind a brightly colored banner advertising one of the many pharma companies sponsoring the event. 
 
    ‘This is definitely a bullshit errand,’ she told him. ‘I don’t think Purcival would have us capped off unless he was with us, like we said.’ She licked her dry lips, glancing around at the higher levels inside the center. ‘I haven’t seen any sign of the three nutjobs. You think he might have more people that we don’t know about? Who knows how many-’ 
 
    ‘It’s OK,’ Archer interrupted, seeing she was a lot more nervous now they were at the venue. ‘This place is secure. Hicks had his men check everywhere in the building and theater that anyone could hide. They’ve got photos of the three suspects, and every person in here has had their ID examined and their belongings searched.’  
 
    ‘Maybe a bullet or knife isn’t good enough this time. They’ll try something else.’ 
 
    ‘Just stay calm. And think about what you said just now. Purcival isn’t going to have the attempt made on you unless it can be passed off as a failed attempt on him. You trust Rooney to watch your back?’ 
 
    ‘Usually, yeah, but he’s wound up tight, man. He’s trying to hide it but I’ve never seen him this brittle.’ Gratiano peered around the banner to see Hicks had turned his attention elsewhere and Rooney was looking around, presumably for her.  
 
    ‘We’re watching him but keep Purcival in front of you at all times, especially at the hotel,’ Archer reiterated. ‘Last time a member of his security turned their back, he slit their throat.’ 
 
    She gave a nervous chuckle. ‘Thanks man. That’s very reassuring.’ 
 
    Archer smiled and made eye contact. ‘It’s not going to happen to you.’ 
 
    She took in a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves. ‘I got told when I applied that this job would be run-of-the-mill 90 per cent of the time.’ 
 
    ‘Welcome to the other 10 per cent,’ Archer said, before she moved away to rejoin Rooney. 
 
      
 
    Archer watched her go. Gratiano’s anxiety could have been contagious, but he was experienced enough for it not to affect him; he waited until she’d reached Rooney, then walked off in the opposite direction. 
 
    His gut feeling had saved his life a number of times in the past, and when he’d followed his instincts, had been proven right more often than not. He was sure he was correct about this and that Purcival was behind everything with the three killers working for him; Archer was determined to expose the State governor for the sociopathic, power-hungry murderer he really was and not the clean cut, smooth-talking tough guy politician he projected himself to be. The guy must have sanctioned the poisonings at the CT Bureau, which meant he’d tried to kill some of Archer’s closest friends. For that alone, the NYPD detective was determined to take him down. 
 
    But there was always the chance Creel, Preaver and DiCello wouldn’t show up today. The busy expo wouldn’t be the easiest place to cap off two specific targets, and there was the possibility they’d wait to finish this once Purcival headed back to Connecticut, leaving Gratiano and Rooney to suffer two tragic but timely accidents at some point in the near future. However, Purcival would be aware he was running out of time; there were still people out there he needed to silence, including the loggers and his and Marzello’s fourteen year old victims from Bryson City. Before he’d last heard from Linborough, she’d told Archer that she’d arranged 24/7 security for the two girls courtesy of the Swain County Sheriff’s Department, informing the deputies that the pair were at considerable risk but not providing further details just yet. It meant the girls should be safe enough for the time being, but the clock was ticking. Those drug cooks down in the national park would certainly know by now that their operation had been compromised, especially when their two guys sent to dispose of the bodies at the crematorium had never come back. 
 
    Archer glanced around the building. He also had to remember that Gratiano, Rooney and maybe Staal too weren’t the only ones at risk. He was also, Lester Creel’s visit to his apartment on Wednesday night a clear demonstration of that. Archer wasn’t overly fazed by being targeted, but then he thought about the rest of what had happened to him this week.  
 
    Only avoiding being poisoned because he didn’t drink coffee. Surviving an ambush at his apartment and then again in the Smokies when Broussard attacked him. Drenched in gasoline then finding himself in a burning building and taking that pill before waking up in the cremation chamber. He’d used up a lot of lives in the last few days with the near misses, and like Gratiano’s good fortune, Archer knew that luck couldn’t hold up forever. He just hoped it would see him through, at the very least, to the end of the day.  
 
    Because something was going to happen. 
 
    He could feel it in his gut. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FORTY SIX
  
 
    Ninety minutes later, Gratiano and Rooney were back at the Linley Grand waiting at the end of the 8th corridor when the door opened and the Connecticut governor emerged from his suite. One of his aides followed close behind, carrying Purcival’s briefcase, as Mattis spoke into his sleeve mic to inform the rest of his small security team that the principal was on the move.  
 
    Purcival looked focused and passed Gratiano and Rooney without even glancing at them as they fell into place behind the aide. ‘Take the next one,’ Mattis ordered the two new bodyguards when the elevator arrived. The doors closed, leaving the pair of survivors from the attack at the Intercon alone in the corridor.  
 
    ‘How you gonna spend your paycheck?’ Gratiano asked Rooney as she pushed the button for another elevator.  
 
    Silence.  
 
    ‘Mark?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘I asked, what you gonna do with your money from this?’  
 
    ‘Pay some tax I owe,’ he said, giving a hint of a smile for the first time today. ‘And go back to Oz for a break. I want to get far away from here for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds good to me.’ The other elevator arrived and they stepped inside, Gratiano jabbing the button for the basement parking lot; but just as the doors were about to close, they heard the sound of someone running down the 8th floor corridor.  
 
    A hand appeared in the gap to stop the doors shutting, causing both bodyguards to tense up, but as the doors opened again they saw it was just a kid. A young boy around Andrey’s age grinned at them, obviously pleased with his success as he stepped into the elevator and held the door open until he was joined a few moments later by who had to be his parents and older brother, the father holding a city guidebook. The family were speaking to each other in German and didn’t pay Gratiano and Rooney any attention. The Linley had some high-end suites for those who wanted more space, privacy and luxury during their stay in New York City, and there were plenty of other guests aside from Purcival currently staying in the hotel; this family’s presence offered no threat. 
 
    Standing on the left at the back of the lift, Gratiano reached over and gently eased Rooney’s palm away from where he was holding the grip of his pistol tightly, hidden by his suit jacket.  
 
    They made eye contact and he gave her a quick nod.  
 
    The young boy pushed the button for the lobby and this time the doors sealed all the way shut before the elevator started its descent. 
 
      
 
    Staal had known she was at risk of being spotted and questioned by Mattis or his men if she hung around too long in The Linley’s basement, so she’d moved the unmarked car Archer had arranged for her to use for the day and was now parked outside a chain restaurant steakhouse on 42nd Street. 
 
    ‘Governor’s leaving,’ she said into her radio before she glanced up at the ocean of faceless windows surrounding the hotel. Just behind Purcival’s vehicle a second car from the security detail appeared, followed about ninety seconds later by the last of the convoy, an Escalade.  
 
    ‘Doesn’t have tinted windows, so occupants clearly visible,’ she said into the radio. ‘Natalie’s behind the wheel. Why aren’t they tight to the governor’s car?’  
 
    ‘Must have been told to hold back for some reason,’ Archer replied. 
 
    Once Gratiano pulled out onto 42nd, heading west to take the next avenue uptown, Staal slipped out into the slow-moving traffic, but soon found herself stationary as both she, the Escalade and the two cars ahead were forced to stop due to the standard Manhattan congestion.  
 
    Out on the street, surrounded by vehicles and hundreds of windows, it hadn’t even been ten seconds before Gratiano and Rooney had just become two sitting ducks in their car as clear as the sun on this bright November day. The working theory that they were only at serious risk when close to Purcival meant if that was the case, with them currently so far back from the Connecticut governor’s car, the pair should be safe.  
 
    But Gratiano had been in the car when Pedro had been shot on 5th Avenue two days ago. A working theory was still only guesswork.  
 
    There were no guarantees. 
 
      
 
    Inside the Escalade, Gratiano forced herself to avoid her usual tells when she was stressed, drumming her fingers on the wheel or tapping her foot nervously, not wanting to spook Rooney who seemed as if he was already wound-up like a coil. She compensated by flexing the toes of her left foot quickly in her shoe as a way of letting off some of her pent-up energy while they found themselves gridlocked.  
 
    Rooney checked behind and then their flanks as they waited for the lights to turn green. Gratiano had been informed the Escalade’s windows were bulletproof, a request made by Mattis after the shooting on 5th Avenue earlier in the week; nevertheless, every second, she found herself bracing for a spiderweb crack of a bullet impact to hit the glass. 
 
    It didn’t happen. The traffic started drifting slowly forward again, but frustratingly the vehicles turning to head uptown were having to wait for pedestrians to cross which was chewing up almost the entirety of the green light.  
 
    ‘Like driving on the 101 back in Cali,’ Gratiano muttered, as Rooney twisted to look behind them again. She was managing to hide her nervousness, but she’d noticed the fingers of his right hand were tapping his pant leg, the big man seeming as agitated as she was. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, the light turned green again and they slid forward until they were only two cars away from the crosswalk turn uptown, Gratiano leaning on her horn to encourage the vehicles ahead to press the issue. They’d almost made it when the light clicked amber, but she went for it anyway and shot the Escalade through a brief gap in the crossing, ignoring the yells and a middle finger from someone she just avoided hitting. She raised a hand to apologize, but at last they were moving faster now towards the expo center, Rooney doing another check around them.  
 
    Had he guessed they were the targets today, she asked herself. 
 
    Was Archer right in that Rooney had taken the job as the perfect opportunity to get to Purcival? 
 
      
 
    ‘We good?’ Staal asked over the radio.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m in place,’ Archer replied, having been ready in a Bureau Ford on 6th Avenue facing uptown and sliding into the traffic to slot in behind Gratiano and Rooney’s Escalade. He didn’t intend to be far from them at all today, and that included not waiting at the expo center for them to arrive. The other request he’d made when the plans were being drawn up was for several officers from ESU’s second team to set up at The Linley in the event no attempt was made at the expo; Archer had learned in his time as a cop to never get sold on one solution, and knew Creel, Preaver or DiCello could just as easily spring an attack on Gratiano and Rooney when they got back to the hotel where there fewer people around.  
 
    With Staal not far behind, waiting to turn onto 6th Avenue, Archer started heading uptown through Manhattan towards the expo center, the Escalade tucked in just ahead of him.  
 
    The operation had begun. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FORTY SEVEN
  
 
    ‘Purcival’s team leader just stationed Gratiano and Rooney outside the auditorium,’ Hicks said over the radio, at the same time that Archer moved back into the expo center on 67th Street again; he’d parked in the basement not far from the governor and his team, and saw a bodyguard had been left to guard their vehicles. The man’s eyes followed Archer as the NYPD detective walked through the door leading to the elevators and stairs.  
 
    ‘The principal’s being introduced, Lieutenant,’ an ESU officer from inside the auditorium reported, as Archer arrived onto the main concourse, hearing clapping from inside the large theater to his left.  
 
    ‘Copy.’ There was a ring of security inside and outside the building, particularly around the entrances to the auditorium, and Archer saw Rooney and Gratiano had been tasked as Hicks had reported to stand just outside the main entrance, the applause next door dying down now the introduction for Purcival had been made and the politician was beginning his keynote.  
 
    There won’t be an attempt yet, Archer thought. Not when they’re out here and the governor’s on stage. The speech was going out over speakers so from where he was standing, Archer could just make out what Purcival was saying through the closed doors.  
 
    ‘Thank you all so much. Before we begin, I’d like to take a moment to express my gratitude to my former security team who, as I’m sure most of you will know, were killed at my hotel earlier this week. The only reason I’m here today is because of their shared sacrifice.’ 
 
    The reason they were sacrificed was because you ordered them to be murdered, you son of a bitch, Archer thought. He gave Gratiano a quick glance, knowing she would be thinking something similar with her own team having been almost completely erased that same afternoon too, but she remained expressionless.  
 
    The speech continued, Archer tuning it out but sure people in the audience would be suitably impressed by the brave, indomitable politician on stage. Instead, the NYPD detective was remembering the bloodstains on the walls in The Bellingham and how the two men in the stairwell had died, their throats sliced open by Lester Creel.  
 
    And Purcival’s previous chief of security Montgomery suffering the same fate, but in Archer’s opinion, at the hands of the individual currently addressing the crowd. 
 
      
 
    ‘All looks good,’ Staal reported over the radio twenty minutes later during a check-in. She was on the 2nd level of the expo center and saw Archer had just reached the same level to carry out another quick sweep, but the pair didn’t acknowledge each other. Staal had a handgun in a holster under her jacket, having been granted a rare concealed carry permit for the day due to an emergency request from Franklin, and then only because her background had checked out, Archer had vouched for her and that he was down so many detectives.  
 
    From this higher vantage point, Archer checked the time before looking down at the ground floor below. Purcival’s keynote was done and they were now into a follow-up Q and A, which from the sound of things, was just about completed. The governor and his team would be on the move again soon. 
 
    ‘Have Purcival’s new security detail been backgrounded?’ ESU Lieutenant Hicks asked over the radio. ‘All of them?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, they’re clean, no concerns,’ Archer replied. ‘We stay focused on Gratiano and Rooney. Purcival’s setting them up for something. I’m positive.’ 
 
    ‘Would save him having to pay them for the day, I guess,’ Hicks replied, as a minute or so later after some more applause, the doors to the theater opened and conference attendees started to file out. Archer scanned the slow exodus of people as he started to make his way down to the ground floor, intending to follow the governor back to the basement parking lot while keeping close to Gratiano and Rooney.  
 
    He saw Purcival appear from an exit nearer the stage, two members of his security with him, one of them being Mattis. However, to Archer’s surprise, the politician didn’t head for the stairs to the basement where his car was parked as expected; instead, he started striding towards the main entrance to the building, Gratiano and Rooney moving forward to join him.  
 
    ‘What’s he doing?’ Archer muttered to himself. ‘Agreement was the governor goes straight to the basement after the speech, right?’ he then said into his mic. 
 
    ‘Confirmed,’ Staal replied. ‘Natty said that’s what Mattis had advised and Purcival agreed.’ 
 
    ‘Governor’s now heading for the main exit to 67th,’ Archer reported. ‘This could be it. Keep eyes on everyone in that crowd. ESU shooters, be ready for sight of targets.’ 
 
    ‘Copy.’ 
 
    ‘Purcival’s team brought him here through the basement,’ ESU’s 1st team leader added. ‘Why aren’t his security getting him out the same way?’ 
 
    ‘Looks like they’re trying to, but he’s ignoring them,’ Hicks replied, the group seeing Mattis speaking urgently to the governor as he strode beside him towards the front exit. When Archer joined up with Staal who’d just run down the stairs, they both saw the politician turn and look around before beckoning to two people.  
 
    Gratiano and Rooney, who were following ten feet behind him.  
 
    ‘The hell’s he up to?’ Staal asked Archer. They watched the pair of bodyguards reach the Connecticut governor; after a brief conversation, Purcival suddenly took hold of Gratiano’s arm and with a nod for Rooney to join them, moved towards the exit.  
 
    ‘Damn it,’ Archer hissed. He didn’t waste time trying to force his way through the crowd to reach them but headed for another, less busy exit leading out onto the street instead.  
 
    With Purcival so close to Gratiano, she had no opportunity to get on the mic and tell Archer and the others what was happening, but knew they’d be watching as the governor steered her with Rooney following towards the exit onto 67th Street, the other members of his protection detail hustling forward to try and maintain a ring of security around him. It seemed they’d been taken completely by surprise by his actions too. 
 
    ‘Is he gonna try and walk back to the hotel?’ Staal asked Archer, going with him, but he didn’t answer, too focused on covering Gratiano and Rooney.  
 
      
 
    ‘Sir, we shouldn’t be out here,’ Gratiano told the governor anxiously, unable to break free from the tight grip he had on her arm as she was forcibly led outside the expo center, acutely aware of the walls of windows coming into view. She was wearing a Kevlar vest under her shirt but knew it would be useless in the case of a headshot, and might not save her if she was hit in the body either depending on the weapon used. 
 
    ‘After what you guys did, you deserve some of the limelight,’ Purcival told her, talking through his smile while almost dragging her towards where the media were gathered, his survival at The Bellingham earlier in the week making him a hot topic on the major networks. He turned to look for Rooney. ‘Keep up, Mark! These guys need to hear your story!’  
 
    Archer had already made it out onto the street ahead of them through the side exit and with his hand on the grip of his Sig Sauer, was rapidly scanning the block and buildings around them for any sign of a potential shooter.  
 
    In a few seconds, the two bodyguards were about to become incredibly vulnerable. 
 
    But then Purcival’s new man Mattis earned his paycheck; he caught hold of the governor’s other arm, stopping him in his tracks, and with his back to the cameras, whispered something urgently into the politician’s ear. The watching media couldn’t see the security team leader’s lips, and from the position of his body also didn’t see how tightly he was holding his VIP’s arm.  
 
    Whatever he said, it had an effect. Purcival stopped and then after a few moments where he appeared indecisive, abruptly released Gratiano before turning to move back into the expo center while raising a hand to the disappointed media twenty feet away. Relieved to be free of the VIP’s vicelike grip, Gratiano fell in beside Rooney and quickly followed the governor back inside the building and away from the press assembled on the sidewalk.  
 
    ‘You can’t call an audible like that right now, sir-’ Archer heard Mattis say as he caught them up, while Gratiano used the opportunity to drop back slightly from Rooney and speak into her mic.  
 
    ‘What was that shit? He just basically forced us out there.’ 
 
    ‘ESU, you see anything?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Negative.’ 
 
    Archer saw Rooney turning to look for his colleague, meaning Gratiano was unable to say anything more with him in earshot. Mattis then dropped back to speak to them both, leaving two of his guys to walk either side of Purcival, forcing Archer to keep his distance from Gratiano and Rooney.  
 
    Once Mattis caught up with his VIP again, Gratiano stopped to pretend to blow her nose. ‘Purcival’s been convinced to avoid the media, go back to The Linley and start packing his bags,’ she said under the tissue. ‘Thank God, man, I thought we were about to get Pedro’d out there.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be right with you,’ Archer told her. ‘Stay cool.’ 
 
    She pushed the pressel switch twice to acknowledge and caught up with Rooney, while Archer turned his attention back to the entrance/exit to 67th Street and the media gathered out there.  
 
    Gratiano had thought she was about to get hit and it had felt exactly the same to Archer. 
 
    So why had nothing happened?  
 
    ‘Lieutenant, requesting fresh sweeps of the buildings facing the front of the expo center,’ Archer said into his radio as a red tourist bus drew away from a stop on the street behind the media. ‘There has to be a reason for what he just did.’ 
 
    ‘Copy that,’ Hicks acknowledged, as Archer headed quickly towards the basement ready to follow Purcival, Rooney and Gratiano back to the hotel.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FORTY EIGHT
  
 
    ‘What did you make of that performance?’ Archer asked Hicks in a cell phone call as he moved back into The Linley Grand on 42nd Street, wanting to talk with the ESU leader one-on-one privately. Gratiano had confirmed moments ago that Purcival’s security team had just secured the governor in his suite on the 8th floor. Two ESU officers were in a room on that same floor and two more below on the 7th in readiness to react to any attempt on Gratiano and Rooney. She’d been informed they were there, which Archer hoped would provide the twenty five year old with some reassurance. He knew that diversion outside the front of the expo center would have shaken her up.  
 
    ‘Same as you obviously do,’ Hicks replied. ‘Puts the two of them on backburner duty, then decides to parade them in front of the media in some bullshit display of thanking them.’  
 
    ‘And in front of countless different vantage points for a rifleman,’ Archer finished. ‘Or someone on a bike on the street getting ready for another spray-and-pray.’ 
 
    ‘Purcival could easily get hit doing that though, man. And most of the media too which wouldn’t help his cause.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if the three we’re looking for would care. These people seem very-’ 
 
    ‘Hold on, Sam. One of my guys is coming in over our other channel. He thinks they’ve found something.’  
 
      
 
    Hicks left the expo center and quickly crossed 67th Street, the media now dispersed, a few attendees still hanging around but the majority drifting away now the four day event was finally over. 
 
    He jogged down the sidewalk towards another building on the block, one of several his men had been conducting a second sweep of at Archer’s request, all of them as suspicious as the CT Bureau detective after Purcival’s unscripted move with Gratiano and Rooney. Hicks went inside, his men having pinned the door open and an officer there checking anyone coming or going, and rode the elevator up to the 4th floor; moments later, Hicks arrived outside a dental practice a few down the corridor where two of his officers were waiting for him.  
 
    The clinic’s lights were off, the business closed for the weekend, but the door was held open with a fire extinguisher and his officer who’d radioed in was inside. ‘Lock on this place had been drilled out, LT, and the alarm disabled,’ the officer told Hicks. ‘And take a look at this.’  
 
    The window faced directly onto the entrance to the convention center on 67th Street; there was a small gap at the bottom of the glass frame where it had been opened as far as it would go, and as he looked out, Hicks felt a draft of the cool fall breeze. 
 
    ‘No hole cut that could attract attention,’ he noted. ‘Lot of other windows in the building are partially open like this, so it wouldn’t stand out either.’ 
 
    ‘And frosted glass for patient privacy means we wouldn’t see the outline of a shooter,’ the officer replied. 
 
    ‘4th floor room of a clinic looking right down at the expo entrance where your two bodyguards and the governor were standing,’ Hicks told Archer, going back to their phone call. ‘Lock for the place punched out, alarm neutralized.’  
 
    ‘Was it cleared earlier?’ 
 
    ‘From basement to roof,’ the other ESU officer said, loudly enough that Archer heard it on his side of the call. ‘Front lock here was intact then, otherwise we would’ve noticed it.’ 
 
    ‘Which means someone must’ve been hiding in the building and we missed them,’ Hicks said. ‘We’ve had eyes watching anyone entering these locations the last couple hours; but there has to have been an attempted shooter here. I can smell gun oil,’ he added, as both his officers nodded to agree, the strong scent lingering despite the breeze. 
 
    ‘So why didn’t they take a shot?’ Archer asked. As Hicks considered the question, he watched a double-decker tourist bus draw to a halt at a stop on the street below. 
 
    From this angle, he saw it had just completely blocked the line of sight from the dentist’s office to the spot where Rooney and Gratiano had been standing half an hour ago. 
 
      
 
    ‘Can your analysts start double-checking the street cameras at both ends of 67th, between 3rd and Park?’ Hicks asked Archer, this time using the radio channel after telling him about the bus.  
 
    ‘Copy,’ Carly confirmed from the Bureau, monitoring all transmissions.  
 
    ‘Gratiano, you receiving this?’ Archer asked, standing in the lobby of The Linley Grand. A double tap came back as her answer. Yes. As he tried to anticipate what Purcival’s next move might be, Archer visualized Gratiano forced to hang around up there in the quiet corridor on 8, waiting for Purcival’s next move especially now he had nothing left on his schedule in New York City except to pack up and head back to his residence in Hartford, Connecticut.  
 
    But would he go leaving her and Rooney both still alive?  
 
    The fact that the governor had blatantly ignored Mattis’ instructions and walked out of the front entrance, taking the two bodyguards with him, indicated to Archer the man was becoming increasingly desperate. His window to get his temporary BGs taken out without attracting any suspicion was shrinking rapidly, and Archer was sure he’d try again. He had everything to lose.  
 
    ‘ESU found evidence that Creel, Preaver or DiCello were four floors up across the street ready to take a shot at you outside the convention center,’ Archer informed Gratiano over the radio. ‘Looks like a bus or some other large vehicle might’ve blocked the view. They’re long gone but could be relocating, so you and Rooney have to stay in this building and keep away from the windows. It doesn’t matter what Purcival or Mattis tell you, you mustn’t go back outside right now under any circumstances. Understand?’ 
 
    There was a brief pause. 
 
    Taptap.  
 
      
 
    Staal was still at the expo center; she’d been positive that at least one or perhaps all three killers had been close by when that unscheduled attempt to venture outside led by Purcival had occurred, hearing her suspicions confirmed over the radio by ESU. Archer had also just added her to a conference call with him, Hicks and Carly who was currently running back through the cameras on 67th Street. In the meantime, Hicks’ men were intensifying their search of the building containing the dental practice, just in case a potential shooter was still somewhere inside. 
 
    ‘I think I have someone who could be DiCello leaving that location, eleven minutes ago,’ Carly reported. ‘Large duffel over his shoulder, wearing a cold-weather beanie. He left the block heading west and cut down into the subway at the Hunter College stop.’  
 
    ‘I’m closest, I’m on my way to follow,’ Staal said, immediately running out of the center and along the street towards the subway entrance a block north on 68th. 
 
    ‘Can you get onto the cameras down there, Carly?’ Archer asked, as Staal reached the 6 train subway steps but held back for a moment, knowing comms would become limited to non-existent when she was underground.  
 
    ‘I got him. Hopped onto a local 6 heading downtown, but there’s been weekend delays on that line. Could be a wait for the next service.’ 
 
    ‘If he’s going towards The Linley, he might still be at the station or stuck on a train,’ Hicks said. ‘Tell MTA to shut down those services. We can trap him down there.’ 
 
    ‘With an entire trainload of potential hostages?’ Archer replied. ‘Who knows what he’s carrying in that duffel. Let’s allow the guy to get off and then grab him.’ 
 
    ‘One of the stops is at 42nd,’ Carly replied. ‘That’s right beside the hotel.’ 
 
    ‘If he’s got a rifle, he doesn’t need to be close,’ Archer replied. ‘He could post up somewhere further away for a shot. Staal, can you head to 33rd Street? It’s the next stop after Grand Central. Lieutenant, can some of your men get to 42nd?’ 
 
    ‘Copy that,’ Hicks replied.  
 
    ‘Copy, getting on the next downtown service,’ Staal said, going into the subway, the first time she’d been down there since her shove in front of the E train on Wednesday night by the very man she was now pursuing. But as she went, an uneasy sensation was nagging at her.  
 
    It felt as if there was something important she and the others had overlooked. 
 
    She was right. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FORTY NINE
  
 
    Rooney and Gratiano were standing near the elevators on the 8th floor of The Linley when the door to the governor’s room opened and Purcival appeared. 
 
    ‘Aussie,’ he called out, ignoring Mattis positioned just outside the suite. ‘A word?’ 
 
     Rooney hesitated.  
 
    ‘You heard the man,’ Mattis prompted. ‘Get over here.’ 
 
    ‘Just him,’ Purcival added, as Gratiano started to walk alongside Rooney; she kept her face impassive but felt her gut tighten. With no alternative, she did as ordered and watched as Rooney continued down the corridor, Mattis stepping aside to let him pass into the room.  
 
    ‘Go for a walk,’ Mattis ordered Gratiano. ‘Check the other corridors down to the 4th.’  
 
    ‘Think we shouldn’t have as much protection as possible near the governor?’ she replied, wanting to remain close as she saw the door to Purcival’s suite shut behind the team leader. 
 
    ‘Just do what I’m telling you,’ Mattis snapped, before battling a yawn. ‘I don’t want you hanging around here and you might as well do somethin’ to earn whatever he’s paying you. Bounce.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, Gratiano turned and headed to the stairs, but as soon as she was out of sight, she ran down to the 7th floor and stepped into the corridor, making sure it was empty and there was no chance she could be overheard by the other three members of Mattis’ detail, two of whom she knew he’d posted near Purcival’s room in the other stairwell. ‘Rooney’s just been called into the governor’s room alone,’ she informed the NYPD using their radio channel. ‘Wouldn’t let me go in with him.’ Gratiano released the switch as a wave of exhaustion suddenly swept over her and she propped her hand against the wall; the last thing she needed was an energy crash right now.  
 
    Making the most of the few moments to herself, she took some slow, steadying breaths before heading down towards the end of the corridor, knowing she couldn’t head back up yet without pissing Mattis off even more.  
 
    As she walked, she realized the building felt unusually quiet, as if a sense of artificial calm had settled over the hotel.  
 
    You’re just tired, she told herself. And you might be getting paid overtime, but your imagination isn’t. 
 
    Stay focused.  
 
      
 
    ‘Drink?’ Purcival asked Rooney as the sun which had been shining brightly all day was suddenly obscured by drifting clouds, the room feeling several degrees colder than the corridor, two of the windows open as far as they would go. ‘I’ll pour us some coffee. Take a seat.’ The governor nodded towards a padded chair. 
 
    ‘I’m good.’ 
 
    ‘I insist.’ 
 
    ‘I said-’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, I won’t poison you,’ Purcival joked while he went towards the Keurig Single Serve coffeemaker. ‘You can join me.’ As Rooney took a seat, looking at the state governor, he was catapulted back to those woods, hearing those jeering locals again; the horrifying memory of the shotgun they’d used on Purcival, Marzello and then him too after he’d tried to make a play for one of their weapons. The searing pain of the assaults, and the overwhelming shame and humiliation since.  
 
    Rooney closed his eyes, trying to stay composed, his right hand not far from the gun on his belt.  
 
    All of that suffering because of this man’s and Elliot Marzello’s actions. 
 
    The sound of the Keurig opening brought him back to the present and he watched the governor insert a pod into the machine before closing the lid. Purcival took a china cup, placed it underneath the spigot below then pushed the brew button.  
 
    The machine began to blend and heat the drink, the noise of the coffeemaker slowly increasing.  
 
    ‘Was it you who had the guys on my team killed?’ Rooney suddenly asked bluntly, interrupting the low electronic whine of the machine.  
 
    Purcival went very still, his back to Rooney who was unable to see his face. ‘What did you just say?’ 
 
    ‘Was it you who had my team killed? At that other hotel on Wednesday?’ 
 
    The noise of the coffeemaker increased. Purcival turned slowly to look at Rooney.  
 
    ‘Hell of a thing to ask someone who just hired you.’ 
 
    ‘And it’s a hell of a coincidence all the men who died in the hotels on Wednesday just happened to be the ones in the forest that night. Get rid of all of us so we could never say anything about what happened, right? About the kid you got drunk and raped. Or what those bogans did to you.’ 
 
    Purcival stared at Rooney as coffee began to pour from the Keurig’s spigot into the cup.  
 
    ‘That day never happened,’ he replied quietly. 
 
    Rooney didn’t answer, not sure where this was going, but even though the flow of coffee had stopped, Purcival made no move towards the cup. With the machine now quiet there was total silence in the room as the sun reappeared from behind a cloud, streaming in at an angle and causing Rooney who was facing the window to squint from the sudden glare. 
 
    It was then it dawned on him that the blinds in the room were open. They’d been closed earlier before the trip to the conference two hours ago.  
 
    And Rooney thought of Pedro, one of Elliot Marzello’s drivers, shot dead on 5th Avenue here in New York earlier in the week. 
 
    As he saw Purcival quickly glance towards the window, Rooney realized why he’d been called in and told to sit in that specific chair. He’d seen who this man really was that day in the park, and had worked out a couple of days ago the politician was more than likely responsible for the deaths of the two teams. It was only due to a fluke that Rooney wasn’t dead too, and if he was right and Purcival was responsible, Rooney knew he’d now be in the crosshairs. Literally. The Australian’s suspicions had been confirmed when the one day job offer came through in the early hours of the morning. He’d accepted it straight away, sure he had a target on his chest but deciding it would be easier to see the attempt coming and protect himself if he had Purcival where he could see him and anticipate any move. 
 
    The theory had seemed like a good one until right now. He jumped to his feet and moved quickly out of view of the windows; but he’d been sitting there for almost a full minute and nothing had happened. He looked at Purcival again in time to see him shoot another glance at the window then back at his temporary bodyguard.  
 
    He hadn’t appeared surprised at Rooney’s suddenly jumping up from his seat; instead, for the first time, that insincere, plastic smile of the governor’s was gone, and the look in his eyes had changed.  
 
    To panic.  
 
      
 
    ‘Carly, how are we doing on DiCello?’ Archer asked, still downstairs in the lobby. 
 
    ‘Officers are en-route to the Grand Central and 33rd Street stations ready to intercept him and make an arrest wherever he appears. I haven’t been able to find him getting off yet, but his train got to 33rd fifteen seconds ago.’ 
 
      
 
    The killer from Mississippi had exited the delayed service at 33rd Street and just reached the first sublevel where the turnstiles and exits were located when he saw NYPD patrol officers running down the steps towards him.  
 
    He swung round in one smooth movement and immediately took the escalators back down to the lower level, running quickly down the left side of the metal steps. The moment he reached the platform again, he started sprinting towards the other exit at the southern end and the stairs to the street, the duffel bag over his shoulder bouncing painfully against his back as he ran. But he slowed as he saw uniformed officers starting to appear from the south side too.  
 
    Another arriving downtown 6 train rushed into the station to his left as DiCello swiveled to see officers coming down the escalators behind him, people standing on the platforms or heading to the exits, most of them on their phones and not paying any attention to DiCello or having noticed the cops yet.  
 
    He was trapped.  
 
    DiCello swung his duffel to the ground, opened the top and pulled out an unloaded G36K rifle with a suppressor on the end that he’d assembled and aimed down at the expo center twenty minutes ago, then took a magazine and quickly slotted it home. 
 
      
 
    Staal was on the 6 train that had just arrived, the service not having been delayed unlike DiCello’s, but to everyone’s frustration the doors weren’t opening, passengers wanting to leave or board waiting impatiently, not yet noticing what was unfolding on the platform. 
 
    Frustrated, Staal looked down into the next carriage and saw people starting to back away, duck down or run towards other carriages; before anyone else in hers noticed, she started to push her way towards them, not away, while looking through the windows to try and see what was alarming them on the platform.  
 
      
 
    DiCello loaded his rifle, swung his duffel back over his shoulder and raised the weapon towards the approaching officers just as they started to come into view from the northside steps. 
 
    One spotted him and grabbed his partner which saved the man from getting shot in the neck; instead, he was winged in the shoulder as gunfire echoed and people on the platform began to scream and scatter in all directions. DiCello swung round and fired at the two patrolmen who’d come down from the other side before he moved to take cover behind one of the metal support pillars that ran along the platform, his rifle much more powerful than their pistols. He leaned out to fire and hit both officers before he started to swing round to engage the other two again, intending to blast his way out. 
 
    But then a trio of muffled gunshots rang out and DiCello was hit three times in the upper chest. He’d been so focused on the officers at both ends of the platform he hadn’t thought to watch his flank. As he fell, his rifle clattering to the platform, Staal kept the sights of her handgun on him, having fired through the window of the carriage she’d run into, and then raised her hands in readiness as officers moved down the platform to see who’d put down the shooter. 
 
    While patrol officers approached with their weapons raised, others who’d just arrived beginning to tend to their wounded colleagues, Staal placed her handgun on the floor and looked out at DiCello’s body while keeping her hands up. She recognized him from the airport back in Denver, and knew it must have been him who’d pushed her in front of that E train the other night. Good riddance. She’d just saved Mississippi a lot of paperwork and another lethal injection. 
 
    As officers yelled at her to stay where she was and not move, Staal noticed a glowing light coming from DiCello’s pocket as his cell phone rang. However, his duffel hadn’t been fully closed when he’d swung it back over his shoulder and her attention had fixed onto some items which had spilled out into view.  
 
    Two spare magazines for his rifle and a handgun, which weren’t unexpected, but it was the last object that surprised her. 
 
    A gas mask. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FIFTY
  
 
    ‘DiCello’s down at 33rd Street station, Staal just shot him!’ Carly reported over the radio, which meant Archer, ESU and Gratiano should have heard the transmission; but no-one responded. ‘Copy?’ 
 
    Still in the lobby of The Linley on 42nd, Archer knew he needed to answer but suddenly he felt disinterested and extremely tired, despite having got a few good hours of sleep last night which was more than he often managed. He’d discovered in the past that he could push past the limits of what he’d thought was his peak endurance, but standing there in the lobby of the 10 floor hotel, an overwhelming feeling of fatigue had crept up on him.  
 
    He leaned back against the wall and yawned heavily. ‘…ooney still upstairs with Purcival?’ he heard Carly ask as he gazed around him, his thoughts becoming increasingly disconnected. The hotel’s ground floor wasn’t particularly noisy, but Archer found himself having difficulty processing what he was seeing and hearing. In that strange apathetic state, he remembered seeing Josh, Shepherd, Vargas and Marquez in the conference room at the Bureau on Wednesday night suddenly start reacting to the poison they’d unknowingly consumed. 
 
    And realized that something here was very badly wrong.  
 
    You haven’t eaten or drunk anything not bought in random places, he told himself. So what the hell…is… He couldn’t even be bothered to finish the thought, now fighting to keep his eyes open as he slowly looked around him.  
 
    It was then he saw that the nine or ten other people in the lobby were behaving oddly, a few sitting on the floor or leaning against a wall. One woman on a couch slowly keeled over as he watched, then he saw a guy near the elevators lie down where he was standing. Archer dragged his gaze to the desk clerk who’d just slumped over the counter then fell out of sight to the floor. Archer fought the now almost overwhelming impulse to join them and forcing himself to move, he staggered towards the front exit as a doorman outside stared past him, having just noticed what was happening.  
 
    Getting the rotating glass door to push back felt like bench pressing four hundred pounds, but Archer finally made it outside to the street, people walking past as normal, no-one picking up that there was anything wrong inside the building, the flow of traffic stop-start but regular for a Saturday. Despite the thick mental fog he was experiencing, Archer understood he was now vulnerable out here and made sure to remain under the awning, his hand resting on the grip of his hidden pistol in case someone attempted anything while he was standing there on 42nd in clear sight. He sucked in lungfuls of air, which weren’t the cleanest seeing as he was in Manhattan, but within twenty to thirty seconds, that smothering sense of lethargy started to dissipate.  
 
    ‘Yo, you good, man?’ the doorman asked, as Archer felt his energy returning along with his mental clarity. ‘What’s going on in there?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ He looked back into the lobby of The Linley as weekend city life continued around him. You couldn’t poison so many people simultaneously with food or drink. So what was it? 
 
    Then his eyes turned to one of the vents in the lobby, pumping air throughout the building.  
 
      
 
    What he and ESU didn’t know was that Creel and Preaver were already inside the hotel.  
 
    They’d checked in as guests the previous night using the original fake identities they’d been provided with four years ago by Purcival, so hadn’t registered as a possible threat when the NYPD had scrutinized the lists of current occupants. They’d slipped out at 2am to meet Purcival to go over the strategy for today, the governor due to check into The Linley in the morning, but they’d got back to their room at 3:45am well before there was any chance police might show up in readiness for the governor’s arrival, and had taken the precaution of not leaving their room again since until twenty minutes ago.  
 
    It had never been part of the plan for the pair to go to the expo center; instead, they’d been prepared for the very real possibility that for whatever reason DiCello would be unable to take the shots, so had used the time at the hotel to prepare for when the governor and his security team returned. And unleash the last ditch, overkill option if DiCello hadn’t been successful, before getting out.  
 
    An option that no-one would ever anticipate or could do anything about.  
 
    Creel and Preaver were each wearing gas masks, waiting for the canisters of fluothane anesthetic they’d set up in the basement twenty minutes earlier to work their way through the vents in the entire building and do its job. Purcival had insisted on checking into The Linley primarily because it was nowhere near the size of other much larger exclusive hotels nearby, knowing that if his hit team were forced into utilizing this emergency tactic, gassing a considerably smaller space would be much easier. Knocking out everyone in a building so they could find their two targets and kill them was extreme, but after several failed attempts, especially on Gratiano, and now running out of time, they’d decided to resort to this final, catch-all contingency. As soon as DiCello had told them he hadn’t been able to get a clear shot outside the expo center, Creel and Preaver had quickly set up the two canisters of anesthetic and readied themselves for action.  
 
    ‘Dyl’s not answering,’ Preaver said worriedly, having repeatedly tried to raise DiCello now she knew he was repositioning, wanting to warn him that they were going ahead with gassing the hotel. While in the car leaving the expo center, Purcival had messaged Creel telling him he was going to call Rooney into his suite and set him up for Dylan to shoot the guy from a nearby rooftop, DiCello having previously scoped it out, the roof with an uninterrupted view directly into the governor’s room. That was the preferred option, any death by a shooting much easier to explain away as an attempted hit on him; then the governor would decide on how to get Gratiano, Rooney being the priority kill. Creel had immediately replied over text asking why not just use the gas to knock them both out, but Purcival had never answered. They’d been getting the sense recently that he was beginning to unravel, his orders becoming more erratic and unpredictable, his desperation to get these two bodyguards affecting his previously logical, laser-focused thinking. So they’d chosen to just use the anesthetic anyway, waste the two bodyguards once they were unconscious and leave before anyone knew what had happened. 
 
    Preaver tried calling DiCello again on her disposable cell. ‘C’mon, Dyl. Pick up, baby.’ 
 
    ‘He must still be relocating or in the subway,’ Creel told her, his voice muffled from under his breathing apparatus. ‘Get your mask on.’  
 
    As she did so and adjusted it over her face, Creel loaded a Kriss Vector 9mm sub-machine gun, which had a bolt that reciprocated downwards in the shoulder stock instead of backwards to make the recoil basically non-existent. He had it on a two-round burst setting and with the suppressor can on the end, the 9mm purred like a cat but spat out double taps which could kill anything with a pulse in this building very quickly and very quietly.  
 
    Still distracted by losing contact with DiCello and with a distinct feeling that something was wrong, Preaver collected a matching weapon off the bed before following Creel to the door.  
 
    ‘Focus on the bitch, she’ll be passed out in one of the corridors,’ he told her. ‘I’ll make sure the Aussie’s down if Dylan didn’t already do it.’ 
 
    Purcival had them listening in on his new security detail’s radio system, so they both knew exactly where Rooney and Gratiano should be, but in the last few minutes, everything had gone quiet. The gas flowing around the hotel through the ventilation system was doing its job, enabling the two killers to move around with total impunity.  
 
    Everyone in the place would now be unconscious, or close enough to it.  
 
      
 
    Not everyone. Archer was back inside the building with the doorman, having rapidly told him what he suspected was happening and warning him to hold his breath when he was inside the hotel; the two of them were now helping people in the lobby to the doors and out into the fresh air. While he was assisting a woman, Archer saw two NYPD officers who’d seen the unusual commotion outside the hotel crossing the street to find out what was going on. 
 
    ‘Are you carrying a tac hood?’ Archer asked them quickly, after setting the woman down then showing the two cops his badge. One of them, a small Latina, nodded. ‘I need it!’ 
 
    She reached to her hip and withdrew a cylindrical pouch packed in foil. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘I think someone’s gassed the building,’ he told them quickly. ‘Call it in to Dispatch; one of you help the doorman while the other stops anyone going inside. Don’t hang around in there and don’t breathe the air.’ Archer went to his radio next. ‘Suspected gas attack in The Linley; repeat, suspected gas attack in The Linley. All teams in the hotel, use tac hoods if you have them or get near an open window or out of the building immediately if you don’t.’ 
 
    But no acknowledgements came, either from ESU or Gratiano; total radio silence. Archer felt a cold prickle of fear, not having any idea if this gas was lethal. 
 
    It propelled him into immediate action; as he ran back inside the building, he snapped open the tactical hood the officer had given him and pulled it over his head. The respirator had been designed to help the wearer breathe after a terrorist blast, the plastic hood fitted with carbon-filtered breathing apparatus. The devices had once been recalled, the likelihood of them ever actually being needed and the costs involved of producing them behind that decision, but after a viral bomb attack in the city a few years ago near the South Street seaport, an incident during Archer’s first major operation in the Big Apple, they’d been reissued, most Department patrol officers once again equipped with the tac hoods. He just hoped it would work with whatever was knocking the people around him out; time to find out. 
 
    Archer ran to where he could see a gold-colored metal map on the wall behind the front desk, studied it for a moment, then went to a door leading to the basement. Once out of sight, he pulled his Sig Sauer, holding it with his uninjured right hand as he moved down into the bowels of the hotel. He reached the basement level, the tac hood affecting his peripheral vision, and checked first the left side then the right, no idea of what or who he might find.  
 
    ‘I’ve been released by patrol, on my way right now with more officers to the hotel!’ he heard Staal say over the radio, but still no response came from ESU. The men posted in the building must have been overcome by the gas.  
 
    Archer didn’t reply for the moment, needing to stay quiet in case he wasn’t alone down here. With the layout he’d just looked at still clear in his head, he made his way towards the maintenance room which controlled the ventilation system for the building. The low rumbling of the machinery made identifying any underlying noise difficult, especially because of the hood he was wearing.  
 
    But as he entered the room, he saw he’d been correct; an open vent had its grill cover removed and two canisters with opened valves had been placed inside, one opened slightly more than the other, probably to make the gas last longer, fans working hard to pump whatever was flowing out of them into the ducts which would filter though the hotel. Archer moved forward and turned off the two valves, immediately killing the twin sources of the gas. Hampered by his plaster cast, he picked up the canisters one at a time with his right hand, keeping his eye on the door behind him, and moved them well away from the vent before running back out to the elevators, needing to get up to a higher floor faster than the stairs would take him. He’d recognized the name of the gas on the side of the canisters from his time spent in hospitals over the years. Non-lethal, but a powerful anesthetic. 
 
    ‘Confirmed, canisters containing fluothane found in maintenance room in basement of hotel!’ he said into his radio after pushing the button for the elevator. ‘Urgent back-up and medical assistance required!’  
 
    As the elevator arrived, Archer stood to one side with his Sig raised again when the doors opened. Once he saw the elevator was empty, he stepped in and pushed the button for the 10th floor, not wanting to arrive on Purcival’s on 8 and risk serving himself up to whoever was up there. 
 
    He had a pretty good idea now of who that might be.  
 
      
 
    Inside his suite on 8, Purcival was looking at Rooney with that panic in his eyes, the windows in the room open, the air vents covered with tape which the Australian hadn’t noticed.  
 
    However, just as Rooney was about to speak, there came a distinct thud from outside the door to the suite. Purcival was closer and moved over to it before Rooney could react, opening up to see his new security team leader Mattis collapsed in the corridor outside. The lead bodyguard’s jacket had fallen open, revealing his primary sidearm parked in a holster; Purcival looked at it and in that moment decided to take matters into his own hands, just as he had with his previous lead bodyguard. 
 
    He whipped the pistol free and turned on Rooney with the handgun, but the Australian had second-guessed him and was already sprinting for the bathroom; bullets fired in a frenzy from Purcival trailed the big man, punching into the plaster walls, no-one on the floor of the hotel conscious to hear them. The politician emptied the entire clip, then pulled another from Mattis’ hip, but before he could reload, Rooney emerged from the bathroom where he’d taken cover, his own weapon aimed at his VIP.  
 
    ‘Put it down, Governor.’ 
 
    Purcival hesitated, waiting for them both to be overcome by the gas that had knocked Mattis out, but for some reason, despite feeling light-headed, they weren’t. He didn’t understand why, but he knew one thing for sure; although Rooney was aiming his pistol at him, the man was a bodyguard trained to protect, not a killer.  
 
    So in desperation, the politician took a chance and made a dash for the stairwell.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FIFTY ONE
  
 
    Staal had been held by police on the first sublevel at 33rd Street subway station the moment they’d realized she’d put down DiCello, the uniforms still trying to work out what had just happened. She hadn’t been handcuffed only because she’d been able to produce her temporary police permit for the handgun issued by Franklin. And when she got a message from Carly informing her what was happening at The Linley, she relayed it to the officers with her, quickly explaining the two incidents were related.  
 
    While she was speaking, the patrolmen’s radios had begun lighting up with emergency calls requesting back up, Midtown South and 17th Precinct units now heading to the hotel. She’d been allowed to hitch a ride with two of the cops up to 42nd, arriving in time to see people being evacuated from the building, escorted by other members of the NYPD as more patrol cars and ambulances arrived with lights flashing and sirens wailing. 
 
    The two officers exited the car then let her out of the back, telling her to remain with them. Staal immediately got on the radio. ‘You said the building’s been gassed?’  
 
    ‘Archer just found canisters of a brand anesthetic in the vent system in the basement,’ Carly replied. ‘He shut it off so the air will be getting flushed through now, but it’s knocked out pretty much everyone in the building.’ 
 
    ‘Archer you copy?’ Staal replied, but there was no answer.  
 
    ‘He must still be in the elevator. He said he’s got a tac hood from someone and was heading upstairs to get to Purcival and Rooney.’ 
 
    Staal noted the total radio silence from ESU and Gratiano. ‘Natty, you copy?’ 
 
    No response. The officers who’d brought Staal had immediately become involved in the evacuation efforts, which gave her the chance to slip away. Accessing the hotel through the front doors would be impossible with people flooding in and out, and she knew she’d be stopped, so she crossed the street and ran quickly down the ramp that led into the underground parking.  
 
    Staal knew she wouldn’t be at risk of being affected by any lingering gas as the entire area was open with exit and entrance ramps to the street, so the air would be uncontaminated. She checked out the vehicles she passed as she headed towards a door leading into the hotel’s basement, seeing Purcival’s mini fleet with their Connecticut plates, most of the others from New York and New Jersey, even a dirt-flecked truck from North Carolina. She pulled her pistol when she got to the door, knowing the people responsible for the gassing, almost definitely Creel and Preaver, would be inside the hotel somewhere.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she slipped into the basement, clearing the corridor. She followed the sound of rumbling machinery as Archer had done a few minutes earlier and arrived in the room housing the ventilation system hub, seeing the two fluothane canisters on the ground now placed well away from the open vent shaft. Although the air getting blown through the ducts in the hotel should now be clean, Staal wasn’t taking any chances just yet, and went back out into the parking lot to take more deep breaths.  
 
    As she stood there, she checked out the basement again and found her gaze lingering on a vehicle which she realized looked out of place among the gleaming Escalades, saloons and SUVs. 
 
    The mud-spattered truck with North Carolina plates.  
 
      
 
    Purcival’s gamble to run from Rooney had paid off; the bodyguard hadn’t attempted to shoot at the governor, who’d just reached the 7th floor. He paused to glance through the glass panel on the door and saw two men passed out on the carpet almost halfway down the corridor. One of them was wearing a pancake holster on his belt, a pistol visible.  
 
    Purcival pulled open the door and ran towards them, seeing NYPD badges on their belts as he drew closer; cops in plainclothes. He didn’t waste time wondering what they were doing there, most likely posted as extra security for him; instead he removed the handgun and a spare magazine, then rushed onwards towards the stairwell on the opposite side. He was attempting to cover his mouth and nose as best he could with his sleeve, expecting to start feeling dizzy, but strangely he felt fine.  
 
    He yanked open the door to the B stairwell, then almost collided with a figure he immediately recognized, wearing a gas mask carrying a suppressed 9mm sub-machine gun.  
 
    ‘DiCello never took the shot! Rooney’s still alive and he knows it’s me,’ Purcival said frantically, looking back over his shoulder down the 7th floor corridor, half-expecting the bodyguard to appear at any second. ‘I tried to bag him and messed it up. You gotta finish him off.’  
 
    ‘Why isn’t the gas affecting you?’ Creel asked, his voice muffled under the mask. 
 
    ‘Who gives a shit? That’s not important. Focus on getting Rooney and the girl.’ 
 
    ‘Dyl must’ve caught a tail, or couldn’t get to the rooftop in time,’ Creel replied. ‘I’ll put down the Aussie. He’ll be knocked out by now with the shit coming through the vents.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, I’m not so don’t count on it. Maybe it’s run out which means everyone could be waking up soon. What about the girl? I heard Mattis send her to do rounds.’ 
 
    ‘Preaver’s on her, but you need to get back in your suite before police arrive and people start to come round. I’ll tear up the security room like we did at The Bell, but this has gotta look like another assassination attempt if it’s gonna work.’ 
 
    ‘You crazy? Rooney could still be up there.’ 
 
    ‘Then keep hold of that gun and stay here,’ Creel snapped, before continuing on up the stairs.  
 
      
 
    Purcival was wrong; Rooney would have shot him to put him down, but it turned out he’d been clipped by a bullet when the governor had sprayed the entire magazine from Mattis’ handgun around the hotel room. Rooney was now doing his best to stem the bleeding by ripping apart his suit jacket to pack against his leg, tearing off strips similar to what Archer had done in the Smokies, only not for a splint this time but a makeshift tourniquet.  
 
    Tightening it, he hauled himself to his feet and limped over to check Mattis for a pulse before taking out his cell to call 911 for emergency assistance, when the door at the far end of the corridor opened. 
 
    His left leg taking almost all his weight, Rooney looked up to see a man with a shock of red hair wearing a gas mask appear. The guy was carrying some kind of suppressed weapon Rooney had never seen before.  
 
    And it was already being lifted to fire.  
 
    ‘NYPD, GET DOWN!’ a voice suddenly shouted from behind Rooney, and instinctively he obeyed.  
 
    Archer fired at Creel, having just arrived through the B stairwell door after coming down from 10, but the killer from Wyoming saw him early and snapped fast back into the A stairwell as Rooney turned in time to see the man who’d just appeared take cover behind the wall beside the stairwell door.  
 
    With the bodyguard lying in the corridor presenting such a big target, Archer knew if he gave up the hallway for even one second, Creel could kill Rooney with one burst from that weapon he was carrying. ‘This way, stay low!’ Archer hissed to him, but Creel reappeared before he could make a move; the injured Rooney reacted quickly and rolled, avoiding a double tap that left two holes in the wall at the end of the corridor. Archer immediately cut back out and fired to provide suppressing cover as the large bodyguard crawled towards him and the safety of the other stairwell.  
 
    The rooms in the corridor were all occupied, but as every guest was out cold, the gunfight went unheard by almost everyone. 
 
      
 
    Purcival heard the shots, having lurked in the stairwell where he’d bumped into Creel then run down another floor to 6, intent on keeping well away from Rooney’s execution. But as he stood there with his pistol, trying to decide on his next move and how best to keep himself safe, he heard someone coming up the B stairwell below him just before a fire alarm began to ring in the building, presumably activated by the gun-smoke from the shooting upstairs.  
 
    Purcival panicked and pulled open the door to the 6th floor, knowing he couldn’t risk being seen; seeing all the doors to the rooms were closed, he took off down the corridor towards the elevators. He had to get back to his suite if he stood any chance of talking his way out of this, so started frantically jabbing the Up arrow button for the elevator to take him up to 10. There, he could wait for Creel and Preaver to confirm their kills of Rooney and Gratiano then return to his room, compose himself and get into character ready for when police arrived. 
 
    As one of the elevators started heading down to the 6th floor from the 10th he looked back down the corridor, desperate for it to arrive. When the elevator’s doors finally opened, with relief he saw it was empty and he slipped inside, pushing the button to take it back to the top floor.  
 
    But just as the doors began to close, a hand caught and pulled them open again; and unlike the same action earlier that had interrupted Rooney and Gratiano’s ride down, this wasn’t a kid.  
 
    The individual who’d stopped the doors was holding a pistol with his other hand and Purcival’s eyes widened in shock, immediately recognizing the man standing there.  
 
    ‘You ain’t goin’ anywhere,’ a visibly injured, enraged Tanner Rasnick said. ‘Second time I’ve had to tell you that.’ 
 
    And that was when Purcival died, as the logger lifted his handgun and shot the Connecticut governor one time in the center of his face. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FIFTY TWO
  
 
    When the loggers were finally done with Purcival and Marzello that night in September, they’d unloaded the bodyguards’ handguns before tossing the empty firearms onto the dirt, keeping the bullets and magazines. Then the group of locals had melted away into the woods and shortly afterwards, the sound of ATVs could be heard, becoming fainter before quiet descended once again on the forest, the fire they’d lit outside the cabin crackling in the darkness.  
 
    In its glow, discarded beer cans were left lying on the grass, still there from yesterday before the assaults on the two girls; bloodstains and pools of vomit had joined the empties. The first to move was Purcival’s team leader, Montgomery; once he was sure their captors were gone, he rose and retrieved his empty handgun from the dirt before going to help his boss up. 
 
    ‘Don’t touch me,’ Purcival snarled. Montgomery straightened and stepped back as the state governor slowly got to his feet. He stood for a moment before pulling his now filthy blood-stained boxer shorts and jeans back up, and without looking to see if his men were following, started towards where they’d left their vehicles, walking slowly, retracing the path their abusers had taken to bring them back to the cabin. His security team looked at each other uncertainly in the light of the dying fire, then began to follow. Keen not to get left behind, Marzello and his men fell into line too, although unlike the governor, a groaning Elliot had to be helped. Bryant offered assistance to Rooney but he brusquely rejected it; after half an hour following the trail where they’d been ambushed by the locals earlier, using the lights on their cell phones, the two groups eventually made it to the dirt lot where their cars were parked.  
 
    Montgomery took the keys from his pocket and pushed the fob for the Connecticut group’s rented SUV; Purcival opened a door and eased slowly onto one of the back seats, the other three bodyguards getting in once he was settled. Still no-one spoke, Purcival not making eye contact with any of his team, instead just staring out of the window into the darkness. As Montgomery drove them out of the lot and back onto the road connecting to the 32 exit, dawn still some hours away, Purcival dragged his cell phone out of his pocket, the act of shifting in his seat causing a grunt of pain. The device still had a bit of juice and he tried Marzello, but the actor didn’t answer. The Connecticut state governor kept calling until he did. 
 
    ‘You and your people don’t stop until you get to the airport,’ he told Marzello once he’d picked up. ‘Understand? Clean yourself up in the car, then leave for the west coast on the next available flight.’ 
 
    There was a silence, before a quiet response. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘We were never here and nothing happened last night. You ever tell anyone, there’ll be consequences.’  
 
    After a moment, Marzello ended the call on his side, not replying. 
 
    But Purcival knew he’d heard. 
 
      
 
    Purcival and his team had driven home instead of flying, the politician unwilling to be seen or risk being photographed looking the way he did, meaning the journey back to Hartford took almost fourteen hours. But the duties of office couldn’t wait, and he’d had to get back into routine immediately and carry on as if nothing had happened. 
 
    In the days that followed, Purcival had continued with his commitments and public appearances while dealing with his physical recovery, but inside he was being chewed to pieces by rapidly building, and almost overwhelming, humiliation and fury. Also, perhaps even more than that, by the growing fear that details of that night could somehow leak out.  
 
    When he was out of the public eye, Purcival’s behavior became increasingly volatile; he needed strong medication to sleep, flew into sudden fits of rage at the slightest provocation, and threatened his aides and staff if they did anything to trigger his temper. He’d always been cool and calculating but could also be incredibly vicious if crossed or challenged, an expert in maintaining his public face while finding and exploiting weaknesses in other people, all of which had helped his rise in the pharma industry before his entry into politics. But throwing his usual caution to the wind that day in the park had proved to be a colossal error and uncharacteristic lapse in judgement, all starting with him allowing Marzello into the secret operation he’d established down there, then sticking around after his meeting, drinking enough beers to impair his reasoning, and ending up with those young girls.  
 
    Purcival knew he’d face criminal charges for raping a minor and lose his career in an instant if the kids couldn’t be paid off or intimidated enough to ensure their silence. Despite his ordeal that had followed, he’d noticed his tormentors hadn’t recorded the events of what happened on their phones, the only positive in the entire sordid affair, so without documented evidence Purcival could deny everything. People could be bought off and rumors dismissed, or that was what the Connecticut governor had thought until two of his guys tried to blackmail him.  
 
    He’d been about to leave the office on a Thursday in early October, two and half weeks after the incident, when Rhodes and Braddock had walked into the room unannounced. Purcival was aware that aside from Montgomery, his entire security team had been getting sloppy of late, even before the incident in the park, and he’d been planning on replacing them for some time. These two in particular had been pushing their luck for a while. 
 
    ‘How you doing, sir?’ Rhodes asked, closing the door behind him. 
 
    ‘Fine. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Recovering?’ 
 
    Purcival stopped sliding his laptop into its case and looked up. Since they’d got back from the Smokies, no-one had dared mention anything to do with that night.  
 
    ‘Aren’t you two meant to be punching off from detail about now?’ he said. 
 
    ‘That’s what we came to talk to you about,’ Braddock replied. ‘We don’t think we’re getting paid anywhere close to what we’re worth at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘You get a decent salary.’ 
 
    ‘No. We don’t.’  
 
    Purcival went very still behind his desk. ‘This a shakedown?’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t put it like that, Governor,’ Rhodes answered. ‘Think of it like a polite request. We’ve been talking with that actors’ detail who were down in the Smokies that night. Bryant and Haviland.’ 
 
    Purcival stared at the two men, his face expressionless. Neither could tell what he was thinking.  
 
    ‘Be a real shame if people found out you screwed a minor then got raped with a twelve gauge as payback by a bunch of rednecks. I recommend you start thinking real hard about how many zeroes are gonna be on our checks starting this month, sir. Goodnight. See you tomorrow.’ 
 
    The two men walked out, Purcival remaining motionless behind his desk. He didn’t move a muscle for over a minute. The two bodyguards clearly thought they had their boss over a barrel. Just like the townies down in the park.  
 
    They had no idea how terribly wrong they were. 
 
    Purcival decided then and there that all five members of his security team had to be got rid of, permanently. Same for Elliot Marzello and his guys; even if Rhodes had been lying about contacting Marzello’s team and the actor wasn’t being blackmailed, it was obvious it was now only a matter of time before that happened and no way was Purcival going to rely on the idiot rich kid living in the self-indulgent land of Hollywood to keep his mouth shut. He could just imagine him spilling his guts to an overpaid therapist, not to mention how his drug habits could also open his mouth to the wrong people. Sparing him to provide the funding for the production of that pill under the forest was too big a risk; Purcival knew he could find the money elsewhere.  
 
    Then there were the loggers responsible for his assault, and the two young girls he and the actor had raped. No more thoughts of intimidation. They all needed to be disposed of, no threats, no warning, no mercy; but how to ensure he could never be connected to their deaths? Especially if any of them had already talked? Easier to laugh off any rumors that could begin to circulate if they were started by people two or three layers removed from the pair of bodyguard teams; much harder if it came from any of the people who’d actually been there that night. Pretty easily, Purcival then realized. He was a public figure known to be tough on crime ever since his early days running a district in Bridgeport; he’d pissed off a lot of people throughout his career and because of that had received death threats to his office in the past. Up until now he’d ignored them as being part of the job.  
 
    However, if his bodyguards were dropped around him, who would ever suspect a man of killing his own protection detail? He could never be connected to the deaths of Marzello and his team either, as the only people who’d seen them together that night were also going to be taken care of. Purcival had saved Creel, Preaver and DiCello for shadow work, a decision which had already proved to be extremely useful, a sleeve of aces whom hardly anyone knew about. Two dead men, and a woman, walking. 
 
    And they were about to fully earn the second chance at life they’d been given. 
 
      
 
    ‘Second week in November, I’ve been invited to give the keynote at a pharma expo in New York City,’ Purcival told the three of them the following night, having arranged to meet face-to-face thirty miles outside Hartford. Since his election to the governorship, when he’d used the trio to push the euthanasia pills among drug dealers and junkies across Connecticut, as well as disposing of a few dealers who got too greedy along with a couple of investigators who’d started to ask some awkward questions, he’d had them laying low. ‘The Marzello company’s got a major film shoot booked in Midtown that same week. The dipshit son’s an executive producer and has rented rooms at an Intercon. You’re gonna make sure he never leaves.’ 
 
    ‘You know for sure he’ll be there?’ Preaver asked, looking at a photo on the phone that the politician showed them. ‘You told us this asshole lives in California.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a big feature and he was bragging about it when we last spoke.’ None of these three knew about the assaults in the Smokies and Purcival intended to keep it that way. ‘Production schedule’s listed online and I spoke to his P.A.; she told me which hotel he’s gonna be at when I suggested he and I meet up while he’s in town.’  
 
    ‘You also said the guy’s pretty neurotic and has stacked security with him everywhere he goes,’ Creel said.  
 
    ‘That’s where you three step up,’ Purcival said. ‘I want every member of his detail killed in that hotel. Not just him. No-one survives.’ 
 
    ‘Why wait until they’re in New York?’ DiCello asked. 
 
    ‘He’ll be way harder to get in L.A. and much easier to take out in the hotel. But I’m not done. All my guys die too.’  
 
    The two men and woman stared at him. It took a lot to surprise three mass murderers with varying degrees of sociopathy and lunacy, but Purcival had just managed it.  
 
    ‘Why?’ DiCello replied. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter, but it has to look like an attempted hit on me. And none of these people leave New York that week alive. Any means necessary, you understand? I can supply whatever you need, just get it done.’ 
 
    ‘Got it,’ Creel said, not even vaguely interested in the reason his boss wanted all these people dead. Being alive and getting paid as much as they were by the governor was all the motivation he required. The man who’d saved his life wanted these people gone, so that was what was going to happen. ‘But you got another problem,’ he then told Purcival after a brief silence, passing him a photo. ‘Asked us to check out gas stations near the turn onto Route 32 in Smoky Park and see if they had any recordings from the night on September 26th.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘I broke into the closest and found this.’  
 
    Purcival saw the time and a vehicle emerging onto the road on a printed-out photo, the car’s plates clearly visible in the bright lights of the gas station. 
 
    ‘This ride pulled out onto the road from that dirt lot just after midnight. It’s the only one that left around the time you were interested in.’  
 
    Purcival remained silent, feeling slightly sick as he stared at the image of the vehicle. While he’d been held down by the loggers, during one of the many assaults with the shotgun barrel, the governor had thought he’d seen a light very briefly somewhere higher up the slope. It had moved and quickly disappeared, but the presence of that car turning onto the highway, the only one driving out of that area so late, could prove to be his worst nightmare.  
 
    What if someone had seen what had happened? Maybe the light he’d seen had been from a cell phone?  
 
    What if they’d recorded what they’d seen? 
 
    ‘The driver?’ Purcival got out, staring at the New York plates on the car.  
 
    ‘We contacted your fixer to search the DMV,’ DiCello said, before tapping the photo. ‘This bitch lives in Manhattan. And she’s a photographer.’ 
 
    ‘Are you shitting me?’ Creel and DiCello both shook their heads, as Preaver watched the governor closely, wondering what the deal was and why he was suddenly becoming so stressed. ‘And she was out in the park late that night?’ 
 
    ‘Had reason to be, she takes photos for a living,’ Preaver confirmed, unaware that for him, her every word was like driving another nail into his coffin. ‘Probably why she was out there.’ 
 
    ‘She goes too, then; you understand? But this is one we can’t pass off as an attempted hit on me. It has to be untraceable.’  
 
    ‘You worried she saw something she shouldn’t have?’ Preaver asked, getting more interested in what this was about. 
 
    ‘That’s not your business,’ Purcival snapped. ‘You two, go smoke a cigarette,’ he told her and DiCello. ‘I want to talk to Lester, alone.’ 
 
    The pair turned and walked away, talking quietly as DiCello took out a pack of Newports and offered one to Preaver before lighting them both. Purcival watched them go then turned to Creel, who he trusted more than the other two; ever since the prison guard slip-up back in Wyoming, the younger man had proved himself to be highly effective and unwaveringly loyal. 
 
    ‘If it’s the fact she’s a photographer that’s freaking you out, you want us to get hold of her camera?’ Creel asked. ‘Or computer?’ 
 
    ‘Computer’ll be too much, taking it will attract attention. But get on it and wipe any photos from that weekend in September.’ 
 
    ‘What if it’s got a password?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a contact who can help you get around that. I’ll pass her instructions on to you. But take her camera, Lester. Police will just figure she lost it.’ Purcival’s eyes almost bore a hole into Creel’s. ‘Only you do this. Don’t let the other two see any photos you might find before you delete them. I need you to deliver.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll handle it.’ 
 
    ‘And kill the bitch quietly. Don’t let Maisie-May get carried away again.’ 
 
    ‘Consider her smoked,’ Creel replied. Purcival reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a scrap of paper. 
 
    ‘He’s on a new number but my supplier will hook you up with pretty much whatever you want to drop these people, long as you give him notice. And you know the deal; nothing that could be seen as a calling card.’ 
 
    ‘It’s what we do best.’ 
 
    The three killers didn’t know, but they weren’t Purcival’s only secret weapon; he had someone he’d used for backdoor dealings when he was still in pharma and who he paid to be on call as and when required. The politician contacted him and sent the man down to the Smokies to find out who’d been working in the area near that clearing in September. When his guy had reported back that there was a group of loggers employed on a site just over the border in the Cherokee Forest and sent back some photos he’d taken of them from a distance, Purcival immediately recognized his tormentors among them.  
 
    The Connecticut governor had ordered his hire to remain around the Smokies until he figured out a way to kill the group without raising suspicion. A big ask, but his hired hand didn’t question it, familiar with his boss’s method of operating and well-compensated financially for his time. But in his haste and determination to shut down any possibility of a leak surrounding the events of that September day, Purcival had overlooked one important detail: that his abusers could be expecting some kind of retribution. 
 
    And because Tanner Rasnick had made it his business to learn a lot more about Governor Chuck Purcival since that night, he and his friends were definitely ready. 
 
    And waiting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FIFTY THREE
  
 
    ‘They ain’t gonna forget about us,’ one of the loggers, called Sizemore, muttered into his beer in the Irish pub just outside Bryson City, the same dive that Linborough and Pirandelli would pay a visit to almost two months later. It was the last week of September, two days after the group of locals had so brutally assaulted the group at the cabin. Glasses, bottles of beer and empty shot glasses were scattered all over the table, the men still in their work boots, jackets and jeans from their day at the timber site. 
 
    ‘That was the goal, dumbshit,’ Tanner replied. ‘I checked the older one out, the guy who said he’d buy us off. Man weren’t lyin’ when he said he was influential. Turns out he’s Connecticut governor.’ 
 
    ‘How you know that?’ 
 
    ‘Took both their IDs, remember? Searched their names on Lucie’s computer. Other one’s an actor in Hollywood from some big-shot family.’ 
 
    ‘A state governor?’ Sizemore swore. ‘Then this definitively ain’t over, Tan. He’s gonna come after us or send someone. That son of a bitch didn’t look the forgiving type.’ 
 
    ‘So be ready,’ Rasnick told him and the other men at the table.  
 
    They’d kept a close eye out and been on their guard over the next few weeks, not only at the logging project in Cherokee Forest but also during time they were off the clock. They were just beginning to relax slightly when a new man who none of them had seen before had shown up asking the foreman if he could get hired onto the site; Tanner and the other men had immediately been suspicious. Saying his name was Galvin, he was taken on as another cutter and it hadn’t taken them long to see he could do the basics, but that was about it. The guy wasn’t a logger.  
 
    Rasnick and the others were sure the man had another agenda, but Tanner told them that before any action was taken, they needed to find out for certain if Galvin been sent by the governor and it wasn’t just a coincidence he’d turned up when he had. In the case that anything happened to the man, a police investigation would follow, so whatever they did had to be worth the risk; Rasnick and some of the other men already had priors with local law enforcement, Tanner banned from the neighboring Smoky Mountains Park for life. If there was any trouble, they knew suspicion would instantly fall on them. 
 
    But before Rasnick and the others could dig any deeper, Galvin almost succeeded in killing several of them, and in one clean sweep. 
 
      
 
    Logging was the most dangerous civilian profession in the United States. Over five and a half thousand loggers were killed every year, thirty times more than the average in other jobs. Machine accidents, badly toppled trees, mudslides, high winds, heavy rotten limbs falling onto woodsmen below, miscommunication; the causes were many and varied. So accidents happened.  
 
    At the site that morning, almost four weeks after their encounter with the visitors at the cabin, Rasnick and some of the other men were laboring near the base of a hill where they’d been working for the last couple of days, while near the top a log was being lifted by cables towards a truck.  
 
    All was going normally until one of the chains suddenly snapped.  
 
    ‘LOG FALLING!’ a man screamed from up top, as Tanner looked up and saw death bounding towards him at frightening speed, a giant rolling pin weighing many tons.  
 
    There was a rock formation six feet ahead of him which offered a small lip; Rasnick dropped his chainsaw before throwing himself at the base of the rocks a second before the entire world went dark. The log bounced over him and thundered on down the rest of the hill, the ground shaking as it went, eventually crashing to a halt against some unfelled trees below. Even though the danger had passed as quickly as it had started, Rasnick didn’t move for a moment, hearing shouts from somewhere above moments before men started to reach him.  
 
    ‘Jesus, you OK, Tan?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I think.’  
 
    As they helped him up and he quickly checked himself over, he looked down the slope to see the three guys he’d been working with about forty feet away, Harwood, Finney and Starnes, had also survived by diving behind some unfelled trees which had held firm when the rolling log had slammed into them.  
 
    ‘Goddamn cable must’ve broke!’ a Canadian working on the site team said, a man not in Tanner’s circle. ‘Jesus Christ that was close.’ Beside the man, Rasnick looked up the hill, warning whistles ringing out as all work was paused. 
 
    He saw the new guy Galvin, standing near where the cable had snapped, staring right back down at him. 
 
      
 
    They killed Galvin two days later. Rasnick and his friends had been watching him closely since the cable-snapping incident and knew he’d been sent to work in a clearing some distance away from the foreman and other members of the logging team, who were currently in the part of the site where the so-called accident had happened helping with an investigation, that section of the project temporarily shut down.  
 
    Tanner had approached from Galvin’s left, waving to him to cut the machine off. He did so but kept hold of the chainsaw as Tanner stood in front of him.  
 
    ‘What do you want?’ he asked warily, pulling off his helmet. 
 
    ‘What you think?’ 
 
    ‘This about the log? I told you, asshole, that wasn’t anything to-’ 
 
    He never saw the lump of wood coming, swung by Starnes like a baseball bat which hit him in the side of the body. As the guy folded, Tanner stepped forward and grabbed hold of the chainsaw as Harwood and Finney carried over a metal pole they’d brought up with them. They dropped it with a thud next to the winded man, stamping it into the undergrowth so it looked like it had been buried in there. 
 
    Tanner revved the chainsaw. As Starnes and Harwood dragged Galvin up to his knees, Rasnick drove the saw towards the metal beam, needing to produce some impact bites on the metal for this to look right. It sparked and the chainsaw bounced back, but Tanner was experienced and guided it directly into the restrained man’s face. 
 
    The impact was brutal. Galvin was thumped back before writhing and making a choked gagging sound from what remained of his lower jaw, blood gushing out as his heart pumped it clear of his body. Starnes and Harwood found themselves looking away; they knew they were targets of the governor, so had agreed with Rasnick that they needed to do this, but talking about it and seeing the gruesome reality were very different. However, Tanner appeared unmoved and stepped back, making sure to avoid the rush of red. Once the flow had eased, he removed his gloves and patted down the dying man then checked his socks, his belt and finally the pockets of his jacket.  
 
    He found a snub-nosed handgun and a folding knife, which he passed to Starnes and Harwood who each pocketed one of the weapons. Rasnick also found a cell phone and wallet which contained an ID. The name matched the one this guy had been using, Galvin, but the state listed was what drew Rasnick’s attention. Connecticut.  
 
    He went into the burner phone, finding just one number saved, and Rasnick called it as Galvin bled to death at his feet, the other two loggers with him keeping a careful watch. A familiar voice replied after the fifth ring.  
 
    ‘I told you not to call during the day,’ Governor Chuck Purcival snapped. ‘Is it done?’ 
 
    Rasnick hung up then replacing his gloves, wiped down the ID and wallet before returning them both to Galvin’s pocket. He knew it could raise suspicions if investigators found nothing at all on the man’s body, but he kept the cell phone. 
 
    Then he straightened, and with the others, started to shout for help.  
 
      
 
    Two guys not in the loggers’ circle who worked down at the base camp had walked off the site after the death, saying that this happening so soon after the log fall convinced them the job was either cursed or being mismanaged. All work had been suspended while a second investigation took place.  
 
    And nothing more had happened until last night, when Purcival had made another attempt on them all, this time including Tanner’s little sister Lucie. The loggers had just finished a full day after rain had stopped work at times during the week, and having been on the site all day, they’d been in two trucks heading back to Bryson when Tanner got a call from his sister, crying and asking if he could pick her up from a bus stop in Swain County. 
 
    He’d called the others in the truck behind and told them to follow. Tanner and his crew arrived to find Lucie standing at a bus-stop still looking tearful; he got out as the others waited.  
 
    ‘I have to get outta here, Tan, but I don’t have enough money,’ she sobbed as he approached.  
 
    ‘What happened? Did someone threaten you?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I heard you guys talking the other night. You think that man who raped me is coming after you.’ 
 
    Tanner paused. ‘That’s us. It don’t concern you.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it does.’ Lucie reached into her pocket, then held out a piece of plastic for her brother to see: a positive pregnancy test. Rasnick took the stick quickly, checking it, then stared at her. ‘If he’s gonna try kill you guys, what’s he gonna do to me when he finds out I’m carryin’ his baby?’ Lucie said. 
 
    ‘Come with us right now,’ Tanner said, after cursing quietly. ‘We can’t talk about it out here.’ He collected her bag, tucking the test stick into his pocket, and she climbed into the truck, one of the other men having already moved into the back to make room for her up front beside her brother. They nodded at her or said hi quietly, but didn’t ask any questions. 
 
    Rasnick got back behind the wheel and drove on towards Bryson City, his mood darker than it had ever been, the rest of the loggers just behind them on the highway. 
 
    But none of them had noticed a heavy duty Dodge Ram truck had been following the group ever since they’d left the logging site. It had kept well back, parking up when they’d stopped at the bus-stop, then continued tailing them, beginning to catch up when they were on a quiet stretch of highway.  
 
    It gathered speed and made to overtake the smaller truck bringing up the rear, but then the Ram suddenly swerved, smashing into the side of the smaller vehicle and knocking it to the right; Harwood tried to control the wheel but the force of the impact from the heavier vehicle was too great and the loggers’ truck smashed through the guardrail before disappearing off a drop beside the road. Tanner saw all this in his rearview mirror and began frantically trying to pull his handgun from his pocket as the heavy duty Dodge caught up with them next, drawing alongside. The driver repeated the maneuver he’d used on the first truck, smashing into them as Tanner fought for control, but it was no contest and after another impact, the Dodge sent them right, Lucie screaming as they smashed through another section of the barrier and over the same steep drop as the first vehicle. 
 
    When Tanner regained consciousness, he found himself hanging upside down, held in place by his seatbelt. He fumbled with the mechanism, finally managing to release it and crawled out, seeing the truck had rolled down the embankment and landed sixty feet below the barrier they’d smashed through. He was in so much pain from his chest and shoulder that it was hard to think straight, but then he remembered Lucie. He went to the passenger side and saw she was out cold and hanging upside down just as he’d been. 
 
    He crawled inside and undid her belt before pulling her out of the wreckage while hearing movement and groans of pain coming from the back. Tanner carefully laid his little sister down, relieved to see her stirring and opening her eyes. ‘Hold still,’ he told her, before hearing movement behind him and turning to see Harwood staggering towards them out of the shadows. 
 
    ‘Heard you guys go over too,’ he said. ‘Starnes is dead, man. Took a branch through his chest. I just called an ambulance for Waylon. He’s in a bad way.’ 
 
    Still holding Lucie, Rasnick saw two of his guys crawl out of the upturned truck, coughing and bleeding but apparently otherwise not seriously hurt. Bucknor hadn’t been so lucky; he’d been thrown clear but had a badly broken leg. 
 
    ‘Finn’s dead too, Tan,’ Sizemore said. ‘His neck’s snapped.’ 
 
    ‘That weren’t no accident,’ Harwood said, holding his ribs. ‘That asshole ran us off.’ 
 
    Rasnick looked at the three left standing. Lucie was hurt but conscious, and telling her they’d be back in a moment, he took the others far enough away so she couldn’t hear. ‘Once help gets here, police are gonna be askin’ a shit-ton of questions,’ he said. ‘They start taking a closer look at what happened to Galvin, we can’t hit that son of a bitch state governor back if we’re wearing orange jumps inside the county jail.’ 
 
    ‘The governor? He wouldn’t have been driving that truck.’ 
 
    ‘No but he sure as shit sent it, dumbass.’ 
 
    ‘How you know that?’ 
 
    ‘Who have we killed in the past month? And how many accidents have we had before we went to work on the governor and his friend in the woods that night?’ 
 
    None of the men answered. ‘I got my other truck at home,’ Rasnick said. ‘I’m going after him. You coming or wanna let this son of a bitch keep sending people to come at us until one of ’em gets it done?’ 
 
    The other men looked at him and nodded, knowing he was right and now wanting payback for their dead friends. Rasnick returned to the upturned truck and bent down to speak to Bucknor, who’d been thrown clear and was the most seriously injured out of those still alive, his head bleeding from a bad gash, bone jutting out of his left thigh and poking through the ripped, blood-stained jeans. 
 
    ‘We need you to cover for us, Buck,’ he told him. ‘Stall the cops out, just tell ’em some crazy asshole ran you and the others off the road. They ask, it’s just you guys. Me, Size and Harwood weren’t here. We’re gonna go get the son of a bitch who did this.’ 
 
    Bucknor nodded then slowly took out his cell phone and called 911 as Tanner went back to his little sister.  
 
    ‘I’m gonna go handle this for good, baby girl,’ he told Lucie. ‘They’ll get you to hospital where you’ll be safe.’ 
 
    ‘OK,’ she whispered in a daze, very much in shock. Tanner, Sizemore and Harwood then moved down the slope and started on foot back to Bryson City, all of them long gone by the time help arrived.  
 
    * 
 
    On the sixteen hour drive to the city, only stopping for gas, food, and painkillers, the three men had learned about what had happened in New York over the last three days. Harwood had searched Purcival on his cell phone, wanting to know where the governor’s residence was in Connecticut, but the results had taken him to the latest news reports. He read out everything he could find out about what had occurred involving the governor since Wednesday, including the fact he was due to give a speech at an expo on 67th Street in Manhattan later that afternoon.  
 
    Rasnick realized that all they had to do was get to the expo and follow the governor’s convoy back to whatever hotel the man had been staying at, or onwards to Connecticut if he was going straight back there. During the journey, the loggers had more time to learn about the incidents that had gone down at the hotels earlier in the week. It appeared they weren’t the only people Purcival was trying to get rid of; they could see he was targeting everyone who’d been in the woods that night. 
 
    They’d followed Purcival’s cars to The Linley, then after fifteen minutes of doing loops while working out their next move, had driven into the hotel’s basement parking lot. The three men had left the truck and arrived upstairs into a scene of complete chaos, people slumped in the lobby, others being helped out by emergency services wearing breathing masks. They had no idea what was going on but they appeared to have timed their arrival perfectly, the situation playing right into their hands, no-one challenging the presence of the three men dressed for the woods in what was obviously an exclusive hotel. Harwood and Sizemore had kept watch down below while Tanner went upstairs, and when he heard Purcival’s voice a few floors above him talking to someone in the stairwell, he couldn’t believe his luck. 
 
    Right now, having just caught up to and shot the politician in the face, Tanner looked down at the body inside the elevator. He took a last look at the son of a bitch who’d raped his little sister two months ago, knocked her up and was also surely responsible for the deaths of his friends last night. Tanner resisted the urge to kick or spit on the body, and instead turned to start back down the stairs, slowed by his injuries from the crash last night. When he got to the basement, he headed straight for their truck, the other two guys already there waiting for him.  
 
    ‘It’s done, we’re outta here,’ Rasnick said, but then he stopped as he pulled open his door when he realized they weren’t moving. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Look,’ Harwood said, and Rasnick saw all four tires on the truck had been deflated.  
 
    ‘The hell?’ Rasnick said, but before any of them could move, armed NYPD patrol officers began arriving down the exit ramp, their weapons up. 
 
    ‘PUT YOUR HANDS ON YOUR HEAD!’ one shouted, his voice echoing around the basement. Rasnick and the others hesitated and were about to pull weapons until they saw two more officers appear. ‘WHERE WE CAN SEE THEM! NOW!’ 
 
    With several guns already drawn on them, and with no intention of getting shot, the North Carolina loggers had no choice but to surrender. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FIFTY FOUR
  
 
    Despite only being twenty five years old and a relatively inexperienced bodyguard, Gratiano possessed a cool head and an ability to think quickly on her feet, both of which had already saved her life this past week. She’d been taught to never accept anything at face value or to let her guard down, lessons reinforced in the last few days working with the more experienced Archer, Bridges and Staal. 
 
    When the gas had started circulating around the hotel, like Archer in the lobby below she’d noticed herself becoming light-headed and very tired; then as she looked through the glass panel in the door leading onto the 2nd floor corridor, she saw a couple of guests stagger before slumping to the floor. It was then she guessed to have that sort of an effect, the air they were all breathing must be contaminated somehow. That knowledge gave her a head start. 
 
    ‘…gas attack in The Linley; repeat, suspected gas attack in The Linley,’ she’d heard seconds later through one of her earpieces. Archer’s voice, confirming her suspicions. Battling the almost overwhelming need to lie down right where she was standing, Gratiano tried to focus on what he was saying. ‘…near an open window or out of the building immediately.’ 
 
    Holding onto the door handle leading into the 2nd floor for support, she noticed three doors away from the two unconscious guests, a room in the corridor had a housekeeping cart parked outside it; with her sleeve covering her mouth and nose, Gratiano opened the stairwell door and stumbled down the hallway to see the cleaner had keeled over just inside the room.  
 
    Stepping over her, the young bodyguard knew she needed clean air if she was going to be able to help; she rushed to the window, her legs almost giving out as her coordination started to go, and fumbling with the stiff latch, she finally managed to release it and open the window before leaning down to suck in some fresh oxygen through the small safety gap. What the hell is happening, she thought, as her head started to clear. She took in more lungfuls before holding her breath and going over to the maid; she had a pulse and was still breathing. Something was knocking these people out. But what and why? 
 
    ‘Confirmed, canisters containing fluothane found in maintenance room in basement of hotel,’ she heard Archer say over the radio, almost on cue answering one of her questions. ‘Urgent back-up and medical assistance required.’  
 
    Creel, Preaver and DiCello must be behind this, Gratiano thought. But why? As she started to drag the unconscious maid towards the window, she heard a sudden barrage of gunshots coming from somewhere upstairs, someone emptying an entire magazine from the sounds of it. Rooney? He’d been invited into Purcival’s room before Gratiano had been told to take a walk; what had happened after that? Rooney was far from stupid; surely he had to know by now that the governor had him in his sights. Gratiano breathed in more fresh air through the small safety opening in the window but hearing those shots, and with her movements now hampered by this gas sweeping through the building, she suddenly felt very exposed.  
 
    She looked down at the unconscious maid and seeing a curly plastic cord clipped to her belt, the other end hidden in the woman’s pocket, Gratiano reached down and pulled out the keycards attached to it; she flipped through them until she found what she’d been hoping to see, the master, and removed it. After another quick pitstop at the window, she went to the door while drawing her .45 ACP Kimber pistol. She cleared the corridor outside, then stepped out and pushed the maid’s cart into the room before shutting the door behind her.  
 
    Now in the hallway with nothing to breathe but that contaminated air, she started up towards the A stairwell wanting to get to Rooney, however she knew she wouldn’t be able to hold her breath for long, especially now she was moving. You need to find another window, she told herself as she pulled open the door to the 4th floor. She was forced to draw in another couple of breaths as she went to the nearest room to her right, and pushed the maid’s key card in, but the light went red.  
 
    She tried again, her hands shaking, and it finally went green on the 3rd attempt. She pushed the door open, finding the room empty, and rushed inside going straight for the window. But despite her frantic efforts, this one wouldn’t open; the lock was jammed.  
 
    Feeling increasingly dizzy, she lifted her gun to shoot out some of the glass but then saw the window overlooked another building; like Archer had understood earlier in the week at his apartment when confronting Creel, she knew she could potentially hit someone if she pulled the trigger.  
 
    ‘Natalie, where are you?’ she heard someone ask over the radio as she continued to fight with the lock. It was Staal’s voice. 
 
    ‘I’m in…4…’ she managed to say, finally getting the window to open slightly before she slowly slid to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Maisie-May Preaver had just opened the door to the corridor on the 4th floor at the other end.  
 
    Preaver had caused intense pain and grief to many families in the state of Utah, her crimes ensuring she remained a notorious figure in the memory of Salt Lake City. A pregnant woman four days from full-term had gone missing on a spring afternoon a few years ago, and a tour guide conducting a hike-and-campout of Moab had stumbled onto her body three days later. The dead woman’s knees and ankles had been tied together, same as her wrists behind her back, abandoned to suffer a protracted and agonizing death along with her baby. 
 
    She’d been the first of many. 
 
    Hardened detectives, sickened by the calculated brutality of this double homicide, had barely had time to launch an investigation when reports came in of another pregnant woman who’d disappeared, similarly close to her baby’s arrival date. What had followed were seven more abductions and the discovery of four of their bodies, each having died the same way as the first woman. It was one of the most disturbing set of crimes to have taken place in the city for decades. The police department had worked day and night, with medical workers becoming the leading suspect category. The investigators had hit upon the theory that whoever was doing this had to know the medical histories and due dates of these dead women for their twisted plan to work; but then Preaver got busted not by a witness, but by a survivor. 
 
    Again out in Moab, two hikers had come across a heavily pregnant woman who’d managed to free herself from her binds after her abductor had left her there to die. She’d undergone some treatment in hospital, mostly for dehydration and shock, her baby fortunately unharmed; despite her ordeal, she’d been very keen to assist the police and had gone through seemingly endless photographs of medical workers from city hospitals and employees at clinics before detectives finally got the break they needed. The woman identified a twenty eight year old midwife called Maisie-May Preaver, who it turned out was currently under investigation for neglect and dereliction of duty at the city hospital she worked at. 
 
    Preaver had been arrested, further incriminating evidence found at her home, and when the tread from her car’s tires and also a pair of shoes taken from her closet matched tracks and prints found near the bodies of the victims, the case was deemed strong enough to prosecute and she was assessed to be competent to stand trial. When several distraught husbands of the dead women had a chance to read victim statements and address her directly, Preaver smiled through them all but had to be removed from the courtroom when she suddenly flipped and started screaming obscenities at the man reading the last. She’d been handed down the death penalty, the only mercy shown being that it wouldn’t be by firing squad, a method that Utah had never outlawed although many felt she deserved it.  
 
    Unlike Lester Creel, Preaver had never felt any gratitude towards Chuck Purcival for saving her life; it was a matter of complete indifference to her at the time whether she lived or died. However, she’d struck up a pen-pal relationship with Dylan DiCello while in prison, learning about his crimes from the hour of television she was permitted to watch once a day. Purcival had chosen the killers he was intending to save carefully and he’d selected Preaver largely because he knew as a female she’d get access to people and places that men couldn’t. However, not many women were executed in the US, so he hadn’t been exactly spoilt for choice. 
 
    The downside of saving Preaver was her unpredictability and instability, and Purcival had known from the start she was going to prove harder to control than Lester Creel. But then he’d learned of her relationship over mail with the Jackson, Mississippi mass shooter from the CO he’d bribed to help him spare Preaver’s life; Purcival had realized that saving DiCello too would not only make it easier to buy her cooperation, it would add a useful third pair of hands to his burgeoning hit team. Unlike the other two however, DiCello’s face had been on national news, so saving him was a risk considering how he could be more easily recognized. But Purcival needed Preaver. 
 
    Right now, as she stalked through the corridors of the New York City hotel looking for Gratiano, the fact that Dylan still wasn’t answering his phone was dominating Preaver’s thoughts, meaning for the first time that she could remember, she was actually experiencing real fear. Why wasn’t he picking up? DiCello was the only person Preaver had ever cared about, and just as she’d obsessed over killing the women in Salt Lake, meticulously planning when and where she was going to abduct them, she’d developed a similar level of fervor for DiCello. 
 
    Her behavior had become even more unpredictable recently too, bordering on manic. She’d become obsessed with the efficacy of poisons, recently testing out a particularly deadly one that an underground contact had acquired for her from South America: batrachotoxin. Out of curiosity, she’d tried it on a pregnant woman she’d spotted on a park bench in Jersey last month and had received one hell of a rush when she saw how fast it worked. The plan had been to kill Patti Vanzant with succinylcholine once her presence in the Smokies that September night had been discovered, but Maisie-May had decided to slip batrachotoxin into a carton of milk in the woman’s fridge too just to be sure, her and Lester breaking in and doing it while the woman slept in the bedroom next door the night before she died. Preaver had then used it again at the Intercon and the CT Bureau, not keeping to phenol and sux as originally planned. Purcival had ordered them to use random methods in killing people he wanted dead to avoid the possibility of police picking up on any patterns, but Preaver ignored the instruction, getting a thrill out of the speed this new poison killed at and knowing there was almost nothing anyone could do to save a victim. 
 
    As the very real possibility that something had happened to DiCello became fixed in her damaged mind, Gratiano became a focal point for Preaver’s hate. Dylan wouldn’t have been in that building today setting up to shoot the two bodyguards outside the expo center if that bitch and the Australian had died when they’d been meant to. Cold rage began to consume her as she stalked the 4th floor, checking each room by using a keycard that just like Gratiano, she’d taken off an unconscious member of the housekeeping staff.  
 
    She was halfway down the corridor when she caught sight of the stairwell door at the end opening and another woman appear holding a pistol. The stranger was equally surprised to see Preaver, but the split-second it took her to recognize the killer gave Preaver time to cut behind the wall beside the elevators she’d been walking past; the new arrival squeezed the trigger on her handgun, but it didn’t fire.  
 
    Preaver had just recognized the woman as Dylan’s target from Colorado: Staal. The bodyguard who used to work for Elliot Marzello, and who Dyl had been out in Aurora for over a week trying to get a shot at. Staal had never given Dylan an opportunity to get at her though, for some reason not leaving her house for the week he'd been hanging around in the area waiting for her to appear. He’d been half-asleep in his car down the street when he suddenly saw her drive past him on Wednesday afternoon; too late to get any shots off, he’d followed her to the airport in Denver and then to New York City where he’d pushed her in front of the E train.  
 
    But somehow she’d survived. And here she was again, right now, getting in the way.  
 
    However, Preaver realized the woman’s handgun had just jammed. 
 
      
 
    Staal had come up from the basement where she’d just finished letting the air out of the tires on the truck with the North Carolina plates. She’d asked Carly to check with the DMV who owned the vehicle that looked so out of place to discover it was one Tanner Rasnick. At least it would slow him down, whatever he was up to. As she was finishing with the last tire, Staal had heard Gratiano’s brief transmission saying she was on the 4th floor. Although the gas canisters had now been shut off by Archer, Staal guessed the fluothane was still affecting people in enclosed spaces, but now clean air was being circulated again, she knew she’d probably be OK entering the building. 
 
    The moment she’d reached the 4th floor, she’d seen Preaver halfway down the corridor, holding a suppressed sub-machine gun and wearing a gas mask. But Preaver had also seen her, and discovering at the worst possible time that she had a temporarily useless weapon, Staal knew the killer would be right on her.  
 
    As she turned and sprinted back down the stairs, Staal frantically tried to clear the jam in her handgun by racking the slide, but found it was almost impossible to do while moving; she’d just made it to the 2nd floor when she heard the door above on 4 slam back. Staal finally cleared the jam, then running onto the 2nd floor corridor, shot out the lock on the room nearest to her, a plush unoccupied suite almost as large as Purcival’s upstairs.  
 
    She moved inside. ‘This is Staal, I’ve got Preaver on me!’ she said into her mic, ducking down on the opposite side of the large bed. ‘I’m in room 201!‘  
 
    Two seconds later, the door opened and employing a fire extinguisher she’d just dragged off the wall to sling in the gap to keep it open, Preaver used the wall as cover while she sprayed the room with a burst of fire, Staal laying as low as she could and returning fire from behind the foot of the bed. Their exchange lasted until the slide on Staal’s weapon stayed back, the magazine empty. Tearing off her gas mask, having seen that Staal was operating just fine without one, Preaver was about to fire again and finish her when she sensed movement to her right down the hallway.  
 
      
 
    Gratiano had clung onto consciousness, the clean air now circulating helping her fight off the effect of the lingering gas. She’d heard Staal’s radio call and dragging herself to her feet, staggered out of the 4th floor room then made her way down the A stairwell; she’d just flanked Preaver, but the mass killer saw her and darted into the room out of sight.  
 
    Gratiano approached the suite carefully, her weapon up. Inside, she found Preaver gripping Staal by the hair, holding her submachine gun to the bodyguard’s head, facing Gratiano.  
 
    ‘GET BACK OR I BLOW HER BRAINS OUT!’ Preaver screamed, shifting the weapon to fire at Gratiano before once again jamming it against Staal’s head, the unexpected movement so fast it hadn’t given Staal a chance to react. Gratiano had anticipated it though, already cutting back out into the corridor so Preaver’s double tap missed.  
 
    Stuck outside, she wondered what to do next, panic threatening to overwhelm her. Preaver couldn’t get out of the building, but Gratiano knew she wouldn’t hesitate to kill Staal or anyone else who got in her way. The woman was obviously completely deranged, and capable of anything now she was cornered like a wild animal. 
 
    Then, as Gratiano tried to think of a solution, she realized she’d seen something behind Staal and Preaver in the suite that she could use.  
 
    The noise of the alarm ringing throughout the building would help too. 
 
      
 
    Preaver forced Staal slowly to the door. ‘Open it! she hissed in her ear. ‘One cute move, I blow your head off.’ 
 
    Staal reached out and pulled the damaged door wider. Preaver kept tight hold of her, pushed her into the corridor then checked quickly left and right, clutching Staal by the hair, her gun shoved against her temple. 
 
    But Gratiano wasn’t anywhere to be seen. 
 
    ‘Little chickadee abandoned you,’ Preaver sneered as she pushed the fire extinguisher out of the way with her foot and dragged Staal back into the room, the door swinging shut. 
 
    ‘Police already have this place locked down and surrounded,’ Staal replied. ‘You can’t escape. Give yourself up, Maisie.’ 
 
    Preaver kept her eyes on the door and a firm grip on Staal in case Gratiano reappeared, then stopped near the TV. ‘Turn it on,’ she ordered Staal, letting her captive slowly reach for the remote beside the wooden cabinet before clicking it on. ‘Go to the news.’ With the gun’s suppressor can pressed tight against her skull, Staal went through the channels until she landed on ABC-5, the same channel that had been covering the incidents at The Bellingham, Intercontinental and the shooting on 5th Avenue.  
 
    BREAKING: Armed man shot dead on 33rd Street subway station, NYPD officers wounded. 
 
    Staal pressed the volume button as Preaver stared at the news report in disbelief, that feeling of sick dread now completely swamping her.  
 
    But with the fire alarms still ringing out around the building and the TV’s volume cranked up, neither woman heard the quiet hum of the dumbwaiter that served the suite in the old-fashioned hotel.  
 
    It was only as the small elevator’s door opened that Staal became aware of a slight noise and glanced to her right to see Gratiano jammed in the space; Preaver felt her tense and turned but the bodyguard had her Kimber up ready. 
 
    She fired once from inside the pocket-sized metal elevator and hit The Witch of Salt Lake in the head, dropping her where she stood. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FIFTY FIVE
  
 
    A few floors above, Creel had just found a body in an elevator jammed open on 6 and discovered the Connecticut state governor had seen his term ended by a single gunshot to the face, blood spattered on the wall behind him.  
 
    Creel stared at the scene for a moment, surprised by how he felt. Following the unpleasant episode after he’d murdered State prison CO Wohrburg back in Cheyenne, when he’d been a breath away from being butchered in a body-bag by Purcival, over the following weeks, months and years he’d come to respect the governor’s ruthlessness and vision, recognizing the same traits in himself. Since that day he’d followed Purcival’s orders to the letter, doing his bidding as needed and killing with impunity, no questions asked, but as he looked at the body slumped in the elevator, he realized for the first time since his salvation that he was finally free. He’d paid his dues.  
 
    Which meant the priority now was to get out of here. With no idea who could have shot his boss, and with the situation rapidly disintegrating, Creel knew the hotel would soon be swamped with law enforcement, particularly once Purcival’s body was found. Creel and Preaver had already prepared for a quick way to escape in case they’d found themselves cornered, so he turned and headed straight for the room they’d stayed in last night.  
 
      
 
    Archer was still on 8 with Rooney, helping the injured man down the stairs, the gas now pretty much dissipated particularly in more open areas which allowed them both to move freely; however, they were going slowly, Rooney in intense pain and having lost a significant amount of blood from the tourniquet-wrapped gunshot wound to his leg. 
 
    ‘You know it was the governor?’ the Australian asked through gritted teeth, leaning on Archer as they negotiated the stairs. 
 
    ‘I know he’s been trying to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘Thought I was crazy for even suspecting that.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not,’ Archer replied, but he wasn’t focused on past actions at that moment. Rooney was too heavy and too badly hurt to get him downstairs any faster, and not knowing where Creel and Preaver were, Archer decided the best course of action was to leave the injured man somewhere safe while he tried to locate the two remaining killers.  
 
    He used the key to the room he’d met Gratiano in a few hours previously, then helped Rooney inside and onto the bed before opening the window. ‘Preaver’s down!’ he heard Gratiano say over the radio. ‘Confirmed, Preaver’s down! Staal’s hurt but she’s OK.’ 
 
    ‘Copy, I’ll send help,’ Carly replied. 
 
    ‘This is Archer; Rooney’s in our room on 6 and needs urgent medical attention. He’s been shot in the leg.’ 
 
    ‘Copy.’ 
 
    ‘Any sign of Creel?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Negative,’ Gratiano replied. 
 
    ‘A sergeant in the lobby just reported the clerk recognized Creel and Preaver from photos he’d just shown him,’ Carly said. ‘They booked a room last night. 544.’ 
 
    ‘Help’s on the way,’ Archer told Rooney. ‘Don’t try and move. The guy with red hair and the gas mask comes in, don’t hesitate. Blast him.’ The bodyguard nodded, and with his Sig Sauer in his right hand, Archer ran outside to the stairs.  
 
    After clearing the stairwell above and below, Archer cut down to the 5th floor. He went along the corridor, constantly checking behind him, before he reached 544. 
 
    He shot the lock out and kicked the door back. 
 
    The room appeared to be empty. He cleared it quickly, including the bathroom; there were two open gun cases on the bed, along with the clothes that he’d seen Creel wearing upstairs dumped on the floor. Archer also saw a coat hanger lying on the carpet so he went to the small closet and pulled it open. 
 
    A second later, he ran back out into the corridor and headed for the stairs. There’d been an NYPD patrol uniform on a hanger, a hat parked on the shelf above it, but it was small, a woman’s size. Creel had been wearing a NYPD officer’s uniform the night he’d been waiting for Archer in his apartment.  
 
    Preaver’s was there in the closet, but his wasn’t. 
 
    ‘I think he’s dressed as a cop!’ Archer warned as he ran to the stairs. ‘Tell the lobby to block all exits, we can’t let him get out of the building!’ 
 
      
 
    Creel’s patrolman uniform didn’t have a tac hood included so instead he pulled on his gas mask again and using the stairs, reached the lobby twenty seconds before Archer’s transmission. He saw at least a dozen emergency workers attending to Linley staff and guests who were recovering from the effect of the gas; he’d worked out the mask wasn’t necessary anymore but needed it to hide his face. No-one gave him a second glance, everyone too busy securing the building and ensuring people got the medical attention they needed.  
 
    He made his way quickly across the lobby, the bulk of the police and workers not on the private channel the CT Bureau and ESU had been using so unaware of Archer’s warning, and slipped out through a side exit to the right of the fully occupied main revolving doors. 
 
    Archer exploded out of the door from the A stairwell thirty seconds later, his pistol up; immediately, two ESU officers raised their rifles but quickly recognizing him, lowered their weapons as the CT Bureau detective rapidly checked around him, seeing some officers were still wearing masks or tac hoods. It made IDing anyone extremely difficult but he realized in seconds the red-headed Creel wasn’t among them.  
 
    Guessing the man wouldn’t be sticking around, Archer ran out onto 42nd Street, looking left, right and across to the other side, searching for any sign of the killer from Wyoming.  
 
    Then it occurred to him that one of the quickest ways to get out of the area was very close-by. 
 
      
 
    Creel had passed through Grand Central and was now moving down the stairs into the subway, his gas mask dumped the moment he was out of the hotel. He reached the barriers and pointed at the locked emergency access door while looking at the MTA employee in the ticket booth, who after seeing Creel’s cop uniform, immediately released the door using a button inside. She didn’t notice the two small holes in the front of his shirt, courtesy of Archer the night he’d hit Lester with a double tap, nor the fact he was carrying a suppressed submachine gun, definitely not the usual weapon for a patrolman. 
 
    Once through, Creel made his way swiftly deeper into the subway, checking over his shoulder and smiling as he walked.  
 
      
 
    ‘He went into the subway!’ Carly confirmed to Archer, who was now upstairs in Grand Central. He made it to the subway entrance forty seconds later and jumped over one of the turnstiles, ignoring the shouts as he scanned around him for Creel. 
 
    ‘….heading…4/5/6…form,’ Carly said, breaking up. Archer sprinted towards the 4/5/6 Lexington Ave platform, knowing Carly would already be calling for back up, but just as he reached the bottom of the stairs leading to the platform, he was in time to see Creel ahead of him snapping his weapon up at a cop who’d noticed the SMG he was holding and had challenged him.  
 
    ‘GET BACK!’ Archer shouted at the passengers standing on the busy platform as he drew his re-holstered Sig Sauer again, but there were people behind Creel and any shots he fired at the guy could kill them just as easily. That didn’t bother Creel, however, and though his head had snapped round at Archer’s shout, he turned back and fired at the officer who’d tried to confront him, the cop taking two bullets to the body. As Archer ran towards Creel, trying to get a clear shot through the people on the platform who were now scattering in panic, a young man in a Rutgers hoodie bravely rushed Creel from the side and launched himself into him, the momentum propelling the pair towards the edge of the platform.  
 
    While the two of them fought for control of Creel’s weapon, they fell onto the tracks for the downtown 6 train, separated from the uptown line by a central reservation.  
 
    According to the ticker, a service from both directions were due to arrive in 1 minute. 
 
      
 
    Creel and the man who’d tackled him were both dazed by the fall, the stranger the worst off as he’d landed under Creel and smacked his head hard, but when Creel saw Archer closing, he grabbed the semi-conscious Rutgers student by the collar and used him as a shield before lifting his Kriss Vector one-handed.  
 
    Archer shouted again to the few remaining people on the platform to get back before dodging behind one of the thick metal structural pillars just as bullets started to ping off it.  
 
    Creel had recognized the cop who’d chased him down, his nemesis from earlier in the week.  
 
    ‘I ain’t dying here,’ he snarled into the dazed Rutgers student’s ear. ‘You’re gonna make sure of that, boy.’ 
 
      
 
    Pinned down behind the pillar, Archer could hear a downtown-bound train approaching and knew Creel would use the young man as a human shield before leaving him at the last second to hide behind the arriving service, and take off either down the tunnel or run to the platform on the other side. 
 
    Archer was at the wrong angle to hit Creel, who was making sure to keep the Rutgers student in front of him. The light was getting brighter in the tunnel, the platform now nearly empty and the wind starting to pick up. As Archer tried to think of a solution, time almost up, he thought of how he’d fired out of that cremation chamber yesterday in Bryson City.  
 
    He’d seen a rusty metal beam directly behind Creel, one of many which separated the uptown and downtown tracks.  
 
    A flat, hard surface definitely solid enough to cause a ricochet, but he had to be fast and accurate.  
 
    He went low as he cut out from behind the metal pillar on the opposite side, successfully catching Creel off-guard for an instant. The moment the mass killer saw him, he squeezed his trigger, but he was a split-second slower than Archer who got three shots off at the beam. He saw Creel jerk, his eyes widening, hit by at least one ricochet and this time not protected by a bulletproof vest under that police shirt. Creel tried to aim his Kriss Vector again but he’d started to shake, his arm suddenly unable to support the weight. 
 
    The tunnel was now filled with a rumbling sound and increasingly bright light. Archer ran forward and leapt down onto the tracks as Creel staggered and collapsed. The killer from Wyoming was no longer looking at him, staring in horror instead at the light bearing down on them.  
 
    Archer had just managed to heave the badly concussed Rutgers student up into a fireman’s carry when he heard a warning shout from one of two ESU officers who’d just arrived onto the platform. 
 
    Time was up. 
 
    ‘GET TO THE CENTER!’ the officer yelled as the tunnel and now entire track was filled with light. Archer hadn’t needed the warning and was already moving; he hustled across the tracks with his burden, making it to a gap in the central column just before both downtown and uptown-bound trains hit the station simultaneously. 
 
    He heard a high-pitched scream from Creel as the force and noise of the two trains hit the air. Both services’ brakes started to scream loudly, and as the metal rushed past in front and behind him, Archer dropped to his knees, fighting the intense pressure trying to push him over, but using all his strength, he managed to keep the Rutgers student steady over his shoulders while battling to keep his balance. 
 
    After what seemed an eternity, the trains slowed and eventually screeched to a halt. Archer expelled a long breath, then lowered the student to the ground before checking him over. He didn’t seem too seriously hurt, just badly concussed. Archer heard his name being shouted and looked up to see the two ESU officers appear in the window of a carriage on the southbound train, visibly relieved when they saw the CT Bureau detective looking back up at them. One of the officers pulled the emergency handle in the carriage before he and his colleague wrestled the doors open. Archer passed them the Rutgers student who was just about conscious, the two officers pulling him up before hauling Archer into the train too. 
 
    He realized his hearing was partially gone as he sat on one of the light blue benches beside the shocked passengers, taking a few moments as the ESU officers checked the college student, their colleagues already evacuating the train and platform.  
 
    Archer looked out of the window beside him, seeing some evidence of Creel’s last moments; he thought of the three attempts the man had made to kill him during the last week. The murders he’d committed starting at LaGuardia, continuing at The Bellingham, and who knew what else he’d done in the years since he’d been rescued from his execution by Purcival. Not to mention the devastated families of all the people he’d murdered back in his home state. 
 
    Archer saw he had dust and blood on his hand and fingers, then glanced through the window again. When the ESU officers returned from passing the student into the care of some of their colleagues, Archer rose and walked over to help them clear the platform.  
 
    About to follow, one of the officers saw something that made him pause.  
 
    Two dots and a curved line, drawn on the window in red. 
 
    A small smiley face.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FIFTY SIX
  
 
    In Cherokee National Forest, as the confrontation with Creel and Preaver reached its climax in Manhattan, heavy back-up had finally arrived for the park rangers. 
 
    LEO Ranger Escoveda, in response to Linborough’s call last night, had passed on the information to ISB, emphasizing how dangerous and unique an operation they were dealing with and that they needed federal task-force sized support ASAP. She also passed on Linborough’s warning about local police and park ranger involvement and the uncertainty about who could be trusted in the area. 
 
    Three ISB agents had arrived within hours, the advance guard, followed shortly afterwards by a raid team from the Drug Enforcement Administration’s field office in Knoxville. ‘Looks like the place got cleared out real fast,’ one of the ISB agents informed his colleagues as he re-emerged from the entrance to the tunnels with several members of the armed DEA squad. They’d been spared hours of searching for the entrance thanks to Archer, who’d got Carly to track his phone everywhere he’d gone in the park on his return visit, meaning she was immediately able to pass on the precise location of the tunnels. 
 
    ‘Evidence?’ one of the other two ISB agents asked. 
 
    ‘Some, but a load of explosives.’ 
 
    ‘Rigged to blow?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, we need bomb squad or a disposal team from the military here.’ 
 
    ‘Emmy said there were at least ten of these drug cooks,’ Escoveda added, standing among the assembled federal law enforcement, carrying a rifle and wearing a bulletproof vest under her jacket. ‘And she’s still missing, same as the cop from New York.’ 
 
    ‘When’s the last time you heard from her?’ the leading DEA agent asked. 
 
    ‘Just before 4am. Can we try to track her ph-’ 
 
    ‘STOP RIGHT THERE, GET YOUR HANDS UP!’ they suddenly heard someone shout from nearby. Escoveda, the ISB agents and some of the DEA task force immediately headed in that direction, leaving the rest to keep guard on the tunnel entrance. They arrived to find a man and woman standing with their arms raised as ordered. The man was in an adapted piece of dark tarp, the woman a poncho; the man must have been holding a crossbow which was now lying at his feet, a shotgun on the ground in front of the woman, their faces and clothes darkened with dirt.  
 
    ‘It’s OK, it’s Linborough!’ Escoveda said, and as the agents lowered their weapons, she moved forward, smiling in relief. ‘Where the hell have you been?’ 
 
    ‘Waiting for you guys.’ 
 
      
 
    In New York City, Archer walked into his apartment covered in dust and some dried blood, having just driven back from Manhattan. The Linley Grand Hotel was still in the process of being cleared, everyone affected beginning to recover from the anesthetic knockout agent, some with underlying health conditions requiring further medical treatment. One of the elevators had been locked and closed off, the governor of Connecticut’s body still inside awaiting crime-scene examination. Preaver’s corpse was lying where she’d fallen in the suite on the 2nd floor and Creel’s was going to take time to have his identity confirmed once they got what was left of him out from under the 6 train at Grand Central. 
 
    But while he’d been helping out back at the hotel, Archer had received a call from NY-Presbyterian in Queens, informing him that Vargas, Phillips and Shepherd had just regained consciousness. He’d intended to go straight to the hospital, but then realized he couldn’t arrive covered in blood spatter, dust and grease from the subway tracks, so decided to take a pitstop to clean up and change. 
 
    Very tired, but buoyed up by their success, he looked around the apartment, the first time he’d been home for a couple of days. The place was still pockmarked and damaged from the shootout with Creel, but it was nothing that couldn’t be fixed. Diesel was being looked after by Will, so he didn’t need to worry about him just yet either. Archer dropped his keys on the counter then took a two minute shower; he got dressed in a clean change of clothes as quickly as he could with one hand, and then out of habit, strapped his bulletproof vest back on over his sweater.  
 
    His cell phone rang and he saw it was Carly. ‘Ledger and Linborough were just found,’ she told him. 
 
    ‘They’re OK?’ 
 
    ‘They’re fine. And Marquez and Josh just woke up at the hospital too.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be right there,’ Archer said, before ending the call. The wins were starting to stack up. He went to the refrigerator and opening a bottle of cold water, drank from it before heading to the door, his mouth bone dry. He jogged downstairs and leaving the building, walked outside to the car before getting in behind the wheel, keying the ignition and pulling onto the road. 
 
    But it was after around twenty seconds and just as he was about to take another mouthful of water that he started to feel strange. 
 
    At first he assumed it was due to delayed response to the events of the day, but he’d endured countless adrenaline dumps before and this felt very different. It wasn’t the same as when he’d taken that pill under the forest either. This wasn’t foxglove and opium.  
 
    He found himself coughing, and shook his head, feeling dizzy. Then he shifted his attention to the water bottle he was holding. 
 
    It had been in the fridge all week, since he’d discovered Creel waiting for him. 
 
    Archer went cold.  
 
    The serial killer from Wyoming must have put something in the water before deciding to stick around that night. 
 
    The Ford veered over to the side of the road as Archer sagged against the inside of the driver’s door, feeling his limbs starting to go limp. Up to a week ago, he might have waited, thinking he could overcome this, but he knew what was about to happen and where he needed to get. He pulled over, shoved two fingers down his throat with his injured hand and pushed open the door with the other, forcing himself to expel the fluid he’d just ingested.  
 
    But that wasn’t enough; the poison was already taking effect. A toxin that had no cure. Just one thing that could counter it, which was in his desk at the CT Bureau, but unlike when his colleagues had been poisoned, there was no-one around to save him.  
 
    Creel was going to get the last laugh, from beyond the grave. 
 
      
 
    Archer’s muscles began contracting and spasming, the air he was trying to suck into his lungs feeling as thick as treacle. He’d lit up the blues on the police car and traffic was parting to let him pass. He was fighting to focus and keep the car in a straight line as he drove towards the Bureau. His foot seemed to have become heavier and the car sped up, people honking horns and shouting as he clipped a few wing mirrors.  
 
    Despite his vision becoming increasingly blurred, he could see he was getting close to the police base. He yanked the wheel over, just avoiding two cyclists, then dragged the car in a left turn past the auto-shop where he’d seen Creel and Preaver on tape, the night his friends had all been poisoned and Penderghast had been killed.  
 
    He was almost there but felt his mouth going slack and he started to salivate, finding it was becoming harder to move, think or breathe.  
 
    Too late. 
 
    He slammed to a halt outside the Bureau and tried to get out, but his legs wouldn’t work. He felt for his cell phone, but it slid through his fingers onto the floor. There was a pen in the cup holder just under the heating and radio controls, which he managed to grasp.  
 
      
 
    The analyst pool was much closer to the front entrance than the detective’s desks, and one of their people called Travis was walking past when he glanced outside and saw Archer collapse out of the car onto the concrete just outside.  
 
    For a bizarre moment he thought Sam was drunk, but then he realized something was very wrong. ‘Carly, get over here!’ he shouted to his fellow analyst, who Travis knew had been working with Archer on an operation recently. He ran out of the building, Carly right behind him, and they reached Archer lying on the ground. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Travis asked before he saw Archer was now unconscious and unable to answer. But Carly was focused on something that he’d pulled out of the car with him. A small bottle of water. And four letters messily scrawled on the white cast on his left arm, a pen beside him on the ground. 
 
    desk 
 
    ‘Get him inside!’ she said urgently, as she pulled his keys still in the ignition. She raced ahead of them back into the building as people started to come towards the exit, asking what was happening, but she didn’t waste any time answering. Remembering how she’d watched Archer and Bridges save people earlier in the week, Carly sprinted to his desk and quickly unlocked the top drawer. The samples of the counter toxin from the other day that had saved the other detectives were still there, Tetrodotoxin. She snatched up a vial and a packeted syringe before running back to where Archer was now lying just inside the entrance to the building. 
 
    ‘Call for an ambulance!’ Travis told one of the others, as Carly tore open the packaging containing the syringe. ‘Has he been poisoned?’  
 
    ‘He must’ve been,’ she got out, drawing some of the tetrodotoxin into the syringe while praying that she was doing the right thing. But she’d learned from Archer’s actions on Wednesday. Any delay meant people died.  
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ one of the growing number of Bureau staff asked as they gathered. ‘You should wait for the medics.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t,’ she said, before injecting his arm with a small amount of the toxin, trying to recall how much she’d heard him tell Bridges to use the other night.  
 
    There was no immediate reaction, just like when the rest of Archer’s team had been poisoned. She put her finger on his jugular to try and find a heartbeat but felt nothing. Her own heart was racing so fast she thought she might throw up, and she tried again with shaking fingers.  
 
    Then she realized there was a very faint beat.  
 
    Only just.  
 
    But he was still alive. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FIFTY SEVEN
  
 
    ‘You feel ready to get back to it?’ Franklin asked Shepherd and Hendricks on the Monday morning sixteen days later, both men standing in his office just as they had earlier in the month.  
 
    ‘I’m good,’ Shepherd said, as Hendricks nodded. ‘We saw Major Case Squad’s boxes are gone.’ 
 
    ‘They heard what happened to you guys, and what Archer, Ledger and Bridges pulled off when you were laid up. It’s been decided to let someone else handle cleaning up their mess for now. Don’t get too excited, though,’ Franklin added, seeing the expression on their faces. ‘Might not be the last we see of their cases.’ 
 
    ‘Works for now,’ Hendricks replied. The two sergeants and their squads had been given a detailed debrief on what had been happening while they’d been unconscious, none of them able to remember much after gathering in the conference room that night. They’d been told it was Archer’s lightning response the moment he’d realized they’d been poisoned, injecting them with the other toxin with Bridges’ help that had saved their lives; they’d also been informed about his and Ledger’s trip to the Smokies, Broussard’s gasoline attack with Archer just avoiding going up in flames on that ridge and later in the burning cabin, followed by another close call in the cremation chamber the next night.  
 
    The chain of events had stunned them all and there’d been a lot more to take in; the initial discovery of the tunnels by Ledger, of Creel, Preaver and DiCello’s involvement here in New York City, and how they’d survived each of their so-called state executions. Then the group of loggers from North Carolina, involved in a feud that had escalated from the rape of two minors to the murder of a state governor, the man behind it all and responsible for so many deaths, Charles D Purcival.  
 
    The now publicly disgraced politician might have been shot dead in Manhattan, but dealers who’d been rounded up in the man’s home city of Bridgeport and offered degrees of leniency if they talked, were describing in detail the effects that new drug dubbed ‘Void’ had had in the city and how they’d been instructed to push it very hard at street level. As the investigation widened, run by the DEA with FBI and State police assistance, authorities began to realize how far-reaching Purcival’s operation had been and how this product he’d been instrumental in manufacturing had been slowly and methodically distributed throughout Connecticut over the past five years. In the more affluent areas, addiction to the pill that slowed a person’s heartbeat and sent them on a major opium-induced trip had been steadily increasing, while in the more deprived areas of the cities where crime was rife, the death rate had soared once quantities of Void hit the streets, the lethal placebo version mixed in among them unlike with wealthier buyers. A win-win situation for the state governor. 
 
    Then there was Elliot Marzello. The two teenage girls he and Purcival had raped down in the Smokies, Lucie Rasnick and Kenzie Blevins, confirmed in police interviews exactly what both men had done to them; Marzello had been arrested and lawyered up, but desperate to protect their name and reputation, his family had quickly distanced themselves from him, stripping him of his positions in every business venture he’d been involved in. Yana left him too on the day he was taken into custody. Elliot was in a lot of trouble and for the first time in his life, found himself cut completely adrift, with very little money and no support. 
 
    The DEA were handling the drug aspect of this investigation, while the FBI were addressing Creel, Preaver and DiCello’s survival at their State executions. Five prison COs and four crematorium workers had been arrested across Wyoming, Utah and Mississippi, all of them claiming the only reason they’d cooperated with Chuck Purcival was because of some horrific threats he’d made against them and their families if they didn’t. They’d each produced evidence that every six months or so, they’d received a text or email reminding them steeply of the brutal consequences if they ever talked about what they’d done, some even getting visits from Purcival’s men who made it very clear they hadn’t been forgotten. Living in constant fear, they’d done their best to forget their involvement at those supposed executions, done as instructed and kept quiet while trying to move on. 
 
    Tanner Rasnick and his friends from the logging crew were facing a list of even heavier charges than Marzello, including kidnap, rape, murder and conspiracy-to-commit, with Patti Vanzant’s photos and videos providing evidence of the abuse they’d inflicted on the two VIPs and Rooney. It was unclear if they’d known about the underground drug lab at the Smokies, and to date the group were denying all knowledge. It turned out the local cop Archer had been forced to shoot at the crematorium in Bryson City also had a very checkered past, and after hours of studying security camera footage around the more deprived areas of Gatlinburg, Sevierville and Morristown, the FBI found clear evidence of his involvement in the abduction of a number of homeless people who’d never been seen again. That, as well as being involved in the attempt to incinerate an NYPD detective, meant Archer was most definitely off the hook for putting him down. 
 
    ‘So we’re back to full duty?’ Shepherd asked. 
 
    ‘Starting right now. The doctors were happy to clear you all as fit to return. Go share the news.’ 
 
    The two sergeants walked out of Franklin’s office and went downstairs to join their detectives in the desk pool area. ‘What did he say?’ Marquez asked anxiously as Shep joined her, just as Josh and Vargas arrived back from the local coffee shop with two cardboard carry trays of hot drinks in foam cups. It was going to take a while for the detectives to feel comfortable drinking the in-house coffee again. 
 
    ‘We’re all back on duty. Long as you feel ready.’ 
 
    ‘Bet your ass we do,’ Josh replied, as Marquez shared a low five with Vargas. 
 
    ‘Where’s Archer?’  
 
    ‘Said he’ll be back in an hour. He took those two bodyguards who helped him, Harry and KB to the airport.’  
 
    ‘Sergeant Hendricks told us Ledger’s still on leave, but he’ll be back in three or four days,’ Marquez said.  
 
    ‘Good, because we got work to do.’  
 
      
 
    Down at Smoky Mountain National Park, Linborough was sitting at her desk in the main ranger station at Greenbrier, lost in thought when there was a knock on the door before it opened.  
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ she asked in surprise when she saw Ledger standing in the doorway.  
 
    ‘My department gave me a few days’ leave. I wanted to see more of this place without people trying to kill me.’ He paused. ‘Was thinking you could tell me good places in the park to go. Or maybe show me if you can get off the clock.’ 
 
    Linborough smiled as she rose, happy to see her unexpected visitor, the man who’d saved her life. ‘I can punch off early,’ she said, before reaching for her coat. ‘Let’s try the west side. I heard the east towards Cherokee Forest can get a little tricky.’ 
 
    He nodded, but this time instead of taking off ahead of her, he waited for her to join him. And they walked out together. 
 
      
 
    As Ledger and Linborough were exiting the ranger station, hundreds of miles north at the same time, Archer was standing with Staal and Gratiano inside Terminal 7 at JFK airport. It was the terminal he was most familiar with, being the one he used when he flew back to the UK on visits, but the two women with him were both heading westwards, not east. 
 
    ‘What time’s your flight?’ Staal asked Gratiano. 
 
    ‘12:30. First time I’ve been home this year.’  
 
    ‘I’m the 2 o’clock over in Terminal 8,’ Staal said. The two women had remained in New York for the last two weeks, a lot of it spent being interviewed and providing testimonies, Staal also recovering from a graze and muzzle flash burn after Preaver’s gun went off the moment she got shot by Gratiano, the bullet hitting the outer part of her arm as the serial killer dropped. 
 
    ‘How’s Rooney doing?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘He’s OK,’ Gratiano said. ‘Think he’s leaving bodyguarding for good and going back to Australia.’  
 
    Archer nodded and checked the time. ‘Guess you better head off now too.’ 
 
    Gratiano smiled, but then Archer and Staal saw her eyes fill with tears. ‘We’ll catch up in a couple months once winter’s over,’ Staal said, stepping forward to hug her.  
 
    ‘You did a hell of a job,’ Archer told her, as Gratiano turned to hug him next. ‘Any time you’re in New York, you let me, Harry, Bridges or Carly know.’ 
 
    She nodded, blinking away her tears, then swung her bag over her shoulder. ‘I’ll be in touch.’ And with that, she walked off towards her check-in gate, Staal and Archer watching her go.  
 
    ‘She’ll be looking for a job now Marzello’s facing trial,’ Archer said.  
 
    ‘I’m gonna see if she wants to come work for me,’ Staal replied. ‘More pay, half the risk.’ 
 
    ‘In Colorado?’ 
 
    ‘I’m thinking somewhere like Florida,’ she told him with a smile. ‘I’m done with the cold.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe try Rooney too, if you’ve got space. See if you can change his mind about going home. He’s a good guy.’ 
 
    Staal nodded. She gave Archer a quick hug with her uninjured arm, her shoulder still sore, but then she stood back. 
 
    ‘Thank you for everything you did,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t have done it without you.’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘Can I ask you one last thing before I go?’ 
 
    ‘Shoot.’ 
 
    ‘What did you see when you took that pill? In the tunnels under the park.’ 
 
    He paused for a moment. ‘Some people who aren’t alive anymore.’ 
 
    ‘That wasn’t good? I’ve always hoped one day we get to see people again who are gone.’ 
 
    ‘Not if you’re responsible for sending them there,’ he replied dryly, startling her before she understood what he meant.  
 
    ‘You should never feel guilty for that. I’m guessing they all deserved it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t; they did. And neither should you,’ he said, knowing DiCello’s death had been playing on her mind, the first life Staal had ever been forced to take. ‘Same deal as with Natalie,’ he told her. ‘You’re ever in New York, hit us up.’ 
 
    ‘I will.’ She smiled and walked off, heading for the walkway that would take her to Terminal 8; Archer watched her go until she was out of sight.  
 
    Like Ledger, he’d been given a few days off to recover, finally technically returning to full duty this morning. When he’d woken up at NY-Prez after his collapse outside the Bureau, he’d found the tables had turned with Shepherd, Marquez, Vargas and Josh waiting around anxiously for him to regain consciousness, along with Staal and Gratiano who’d met the rest of the squad for the first time while Archer had been out cold. His recuperative abilities were as impressive as ever, but even so, the doctors had told him he’d recovered much faster than his colleagues for two reasons; first, he’d reacted almost instantly after realizing he’d been poisoned, forcing himself to vomit, and second, he hadn’t ingested nearly as much of the toxin as his team-mates had earlier in the week, Preaver having loaded the coffee pot that night and all of them taking several mouthfuls before Archer had seen Josh start to react. It had made all the difference, doctors had told him, although Carly’s praiseworthy action at the Bureau had been what had actually saved his life.  
 
    But this case wasn’t done yet. The drug cooks who’d shot up the cabin he and Staal had hidden in were still out there somewhere, and no-one had any real idea yet who they were, where they’d come from or where they’d escaped to. Archer walked out of the airport terminal and back to his car, but instead of driving back to the Bureau, he drove out to Rockaway Beach, not far from JFK.  
 
    As he pulled up, he saw a few surfers in wetsuits braving the cold and enjoying the waves. He got out of the Ford and walked up to a boardwalk railing; he’d found after experiences as intense as those he’d just lived through that he needed to be alone for a time to reset.  
 
    As he looked out at the sea, the colors, sights and sounds of the world around him now seemed even more vivid. He didn’t need any kind of a pill for that. The waves broke and foamed up to the shore, while the wind sweeping off the ocean snapped through his hair.  
 
    It was cold, but that was partly why he’d chosen to stop here, closing his eyes as the icy air washed over him, feeling the salt on his face, the cold causing goosebumps to prickle up over his skin.  
 
    It was invigorating and made him feel alive.  
 
    Something he never, ever wanted to take for granted.  
 
    His phone buzzed in his pocket as another wave broke on the beach, and he saw it was a message from Shepherd. Archer looked at the waves for a few moments longer, then turned and headed towards his car.  
 
      
 
    When he returned to the CT Bureau, he found his team assembled minus Ledger who’d be back before the end of the week. Full strength again, apart from Bridges who would return in a few months, having given birth to a healthy boy four days ago much to everyone’s relief. ‘Sure you didn’t need more time to recover?’ Shepherd asked him, as Archer glanced at his colleagues, more relieved than he could say to see them back in their seats. ‘You didn’t exactly get eased gently back into duty.’ 
 
    ‘Had enough watching from the sidelines the last few months,’ he told his sergeant, heading for an empty chair beside Vargas who smiled at him, Josh sharing a fist bump with his detective partner as he sat down. They all knew they’d be dead right now if it hadn’t been for his actions that night; they’d have done the same for him, but it had added a new layer to some already rock-solid relationships. ‘So what have we got?’ 
 
    ‘Not as much as we’d like,’ Shepherd said. ‘The cooks are still in the wind with no trace of them yet. The feds want them in custody fast and to find out just how their relationship with Purcival started. That Cherokee ranger Pirandelli who Harry and Linborough lost in the woods that night still hasn’t been located either. ISB, the DEA and FBI are working together and they want to be able to call on us if needed. Franklin said we’ll do what we can to assist.’ 
 
    ‘The loggers,’ Archer said. ‘You think they could know something about that operation? It was a temporary project for them, but they weren’t working that far from the tunnels.’ 
 
    ‘Not sure, but the lead guy Tanner Rasnick is proving hard to crack,’ Shepherd said. ‘He’s being held at Rikers right now. Tried to attack one of the federal agents interviewing him yesterday. Took three officers to restrain him.’ 
 
    ‘Want me and Arch to take a run at interviewing the guy?’ Josh asked.  
 
    ‘You can right now, if you’re really sure you’re ready,’ Shepherd said, looking at Archer. ‘We all had a nap while you guys were working.’  
 
    ‘Let’s do it,’ he replied. ‘We’ll get plenty of rest when we’re dead.’ 
 
    Shepherd gave a brief smile and nodded before Archer rose and went to the door with Josh to go pay Rasnick a visit inside the prison on Rikers Island. Archer’s last words to Shepherd repeated in his head as he left the room and headed towards the stairs with his detective partner.  
 
    Plenty of rest when we’re dead.  
 
    But not just yet. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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