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Chapter One
Ike’s difficult period had started in his early twenties, and now, on the eve of his forty-seventh birthday, it showed no signs of abating. ‘You fly too close to the sun,’ his father had joked on a nearly daily basis for the first eighteen years of his life, referencing the full name he’d dumped on him: Icarus Glass.
The last time he’d heard that joke from him was on the phone, four years after Ike had graduated and emigrated to the States. Ike had only returned to England once since then – for the funeral – and although he missed nothing about the small remote village in Kent in which he’d been brought up, he did miss his father teasing him about his name. Ike wondered what his father would think of him now. He’d understood why Ike had left for the States, but not really why he’d stayed there.
As Ike parked up in the South Cherry Street parking lot, he glanced across at the railway tracks. He saw them on a daily basis, and every time they reminded him of his first few weeks in the country, and the Amtrak pass that had taken him across it. Turning his back on the steel tracks, he made the short walk to one of the regular sports bars he frequented on East Commerce Street, promising himself he would only stay for one or two drinks before heading home.
The San Antonio heat was one of many things Ike had never grown accustomed to. It was early May but already the humidity was oppressive. Feeling it in his lungs, he sprinted the last few steps to the bar and the welcome chill its air conditioning would send over his sweat-drenched body.
Ordering his first beer – the barman giving him a curious glance, as if recalling a previous meeting where Ike’s behavior had been unacceptable, before banging his glass bottle down on the counter – Ike sighed as he looked up at the baseball game on one of the numerous television screens. Try as he might, American sports were still beyond his appreciation. Of all the major sports he liked hockey the best, but even though he’d been in the States for more than twenty-five years, he’d never developed a real love for any team. He only came to the sports bar as the screens gave him a diversion from his chattering thoughts. Although, by beer three, they were back in his mind. Reminding, ridiculing and belittling him.
Ike had settled into thinking about Heather when an obese man in a red-checked shirt eased himself down on a barstool less than a meter from him. Ike tried to ignore the man’s grunt of effort, and lost himself again in thoughts of his final year at university. Kissing Heather goodbye at the airport before she took the plane to New York. Their daily calls as she worked at the summer camp she’d applied to before they’d met, and her last phone call from the San Antonio train station a quarter century ago, when she’d ended things and disappeared from his, and everyone else’s, life.
‘Get you a drink, buddy?’
Ike looked down at his empty bottle, then over to the obese man, whose plaid shirt was soaked through with sweat despite the robust AC in the bar. It was a quirk of the States that it was so easy to get chatting to a stranger. Although he’d left England at twenty-one, he knew a stranger making such an offer in a pub back home would rarely be appreciated. It didn’t happen all the time over here, but there had been so many nights when he’d struck up conversation and made an unlikely new friend, if only for the evening. ‘Sure,’ he replied, waving his bottle of Lone Star in front of him.
‘Two of what this man is drinking,’ said Plaid-shirt to the barman. ‘Chicken?’ he added to Ike.
To Ike’s untrained ear, the man’s accent had a hint of Louisiana to it. He elongated the word chicken to an almost musical extent. ‘I’m fine.’
‘Your loss. They do the best fried chicken this side of New Orleans,’ said the man. ‘Lyle Accrington. Pleased to make your acquaintance,’ he said, extending one giant paw toward him.
Ike had tasted the chicken in the place on numerous occasions and couldn’t understand where Lyle’s enthusiasm came from, but he was in no mood to argue. He shook the man’s hand, Lyle’s grip vicelike despite the sheen of sweat on his palm. ‘Ike Glass,’ he said, as the barman deposited their drinks on the counter.
‘Some name,’ said Lyle, raising his bottle.
‘Likewise,’ said Ike, clinking his bottle against the man’s.
They sat for some time in companionable silence, each with their eyes fixed on the TV screen.
‘Local?’ said Lyle, as his chicken arrived.
‘I am now. Twenty-plus years. Originally from the UK.’
‘Right. Thought you sounded a bit snooty,’ said Lyle with a little laugh, as he tore into a chicken thigh without the aid of cutlery.
‘We’re not all related to the royal family,’ said Ike, amused by the man’s comment despite having heard similar many times before. ‘You?’
‘Passing through. You know how it is.’
Ike nodded and raised his emptied bottle in question. ‘Another?’
‘Keep ’em coming,’ said Lyle, his hands now smothered in chicken grease. ‘So what is it you do, Ike Glass?’
Ike could see the barman coming and waited for his beer to arrive before answering. He took a long swig of the ice-cold liquid, internally debating what he would say. Placing the bottle back down, he settled on ‘Journalist’, even if the word didn’t quite ring true in his mind.
Lyle let out a whistle from his grease-smeared lips. ‘Can’t be many of you guys left anymore.’
Lyle couldn’t have been more accurate. Describing himself as a journalist had always been a stretch for Ike, now more so than ever. After spending his first year rolling through the country, blowing his meager savings on his search for Heather, Ike had stumbled on a part-time gig with the San Antonio Post, working in advertising sales. Ike’s mother had been American so he had dual citizenship, and after eighteen long months he’d somehow managed to make his way onto a trainee journalism course, and until a year ago had spent his time reporting local crime stories. The paper still existed but his role didn’t. It was a free rag now, little more than an advertising supplement. One of the editors, who’d kept his role on a reduced salary, accepted the occasional piece from Ike, probably out of guilt, but most of his income nowadays was from freelance pieces and his embarrassingly small Substack following.
After the next drink, the night began to drift away. At some point, Ike found himself sitting opposite Lyle in a booth. The place was packed. Sports still played on the screens, but now distorted music blasted through the bar’s speakers at an obtrusive level. Somehow, Lyle was still tucking into chicken. He was staring at Ike with an intensity that, to Ike’s drunken sensibility, felt hostile. Now that they were sitting opposite one another, Ike was able to take in fully the incredible size of the man. His profile hadn’t done him justice. The man was slotted, snug-tight, into his side of the booth, his fleshy stomach pushing against the table. His arms were freakishly large. Despite his obesity, they looked solid, as if carved from rock. As Lyle licked the grease from his hands, Ike’s attention was drawn to his thick, stubby fingers.
‘You were telling me about your sweetheart?’ said Lyle, sticking his fingers so far into his mouth that Ike had to look away.
‘Heather?’ Ike’s confused state was, regrettably, not a new experience. He was mature enough nowadays to know when he’d had enough to drink; sadly, he wasn’t mature enough to stop. His memory of the last few hours was hazy at best, but try as he might, he couldn’t remember mentioning Heather. It wasn’t something he talked about anymore. It only served to remind him of his weakness.
Lyle continued, unperturbed. ‘She went missing or something?’
Ike tried to focus on the man, who dug down into his never-ending supply of fried chicken, his face awash with gleaming sweat and chicken fat. The beers were hitting Ike hard and he was struggling to see clearly. Lyle appeared to be growing in front of him. He took up all of Ike’s vision, everything else in the bar losing focus except the thundering din of the music. ‘I don’t feel too good,’ said Ike, sliding from the booth and getting to his feet.
‘Here, let me help you, buddy,’ said Lyle, taking a last bite of chicken before struggling from his seat.
Ike stumbled through the crowd, receiving more than one choice word as he searched for the exit. This isn’t right, he thought in an abstracted way. Alcohol amnesia was one thing, but this was different. His body felt wrong, his blood on fire, his lungs struggling for breath, as he crashed into the night air, fell to his hands and knees and sprayed vomit all over the sidewalk.
‘You get it all up, buddy,’ came a voice.
Ike turned to see the huge presence of Lyle looming above him, a chicken leg glued to his hand. ‘What did you do?’ said Ike, who’d begun crawling away from Lyle through his own puke.
‘Now, that ain’t polite,’ said Lyle, hoisting Ike from the ground with his free hand as if he were a toddler, and carrying him to a pickup truck parked opposite the bar.
Ike tried to struggle as Lyle fastened his seat belt, but was helpless. His limbs refused to move, and although he could hear words in his head, he couldn’t articulate them.
‘Right, let’s get going,’ said Lyle, materializing next to him in the driver’s seat. ‘We only have a few hours left and I’d like to chat a little more.’
Ike craned his neck to look at his captor, managing a split-second glimpse of the obese man before his vision was filled with the sight of Lyle’s elbow crashing toward his face.



Chapter Two
The shock of the ice-cold water roused Ike from his enforced slumber. Blinking, he gasped for breath as the rest of his senses snapped into sharp focus. He was sitting, his wrists and ankles bound to a metal chair. Struggling in his seat, he looked up to see Lyle sitting at a desk less than ten meters away from him.
‘Apologies for the soaking, but we’re running out of time.’
Ike was a little surprised by how calm he felt. Maybe it was the alcohol in his system, but he wasn’t succumbing to panic despite everything about the situation suggesting he should. ‘Out of time for what?’ he asked.
‘That’s your question?’ said Lyle, reaching for a bucket of fried chicken.
‘That, and do you ever quit eating?’ Ike laughed to himself, amazed again he was keeping so cool.
Lyle bit down on a chicken leg, sending a squirt of grease arcing through the air and falling only inches short of Ike’s feet. The way the man ate reminded Ike of a wolf tearing through its prey.
Lyle studied him as he gnawed through the meat, his gaze so intense that Ike had to look away. ‘Don’t worry, Icarus, this feeling of euphoria won’t last long.’
Icarus? Had he told the man his real name? As he couldn’t remember about two-thirds of the night, he guessed it was a distinct possibility. The smell of the chicken was so overpowering in the airless room that he could feel the oil and spices dripping down his throat. ‘What are you going to do to me?’
‘Now,’ said Lyle, throwing the gnawed bone at the center of Ike’s forehead with perfect accuracy before replenishing his stock, ‘that is a much better question.’
Instead of answering, Lyle continued eating, and it wasn’t a pleasant sight. He ate with his mouth open as he devoured various pieces of chicken, much of it falling out onto his shirt. ‘What I need you to understand, Icarus, is that I don’t care about you,’ he said, throwing more discarded chicken bones his way. ‘You are welcome to take that as personally as you like. I could kill you now with zero compunction. Do you believe me, Icarus?’
Ike nodded, his earlier calmness dissipating.
Lyle opened one of the desk drawers and withdrew a gun. ‘That’s good, because it’s something I may do at some point,’ he said, waving the pistol in the air as if it were another piece of chicken he was about to devour.
Composure evaporated, Ike was now gripped with panic. He struggled at his binds, trying to rock the chair, which must have been bolted to the concrete floor. When he’d first come to, he’d been happy to still be alive. Now, with every horrible thing he could imagine befalling him playing through his mind, a quick death didn’t feel like that bad an option.
‘Oh, calm down, son,’ said Lyle, setting the gun upon the desktop. ‘What are you worried about? Torture? You think I’d get my hands dirty with your repulsive flesh? Such things don’t really interest me.’
Ike didn’t like the use of the word really, but his pulse dropped a few beats. ‘What do you want?’
Lyle belched and leaned back in his chair, his thick, greasy fingers drumming the table to the beat of an unknown tune. ‘Well, son, I am going to give you an opportunity. How would you like that, hey?’ The man was smiling, but the raised corners of his mouth were nothing Ike wanted to see. It looked like the painted smile of a clown and Ike was mesmerized by the lack of emotion in the giant man’s eyes.
‘You see, Icarus – damn, that is one fucking stupid name – not only do I not care about you, I don’t see you as anything approaching an equal. That is something you need never forget.’
Ike tried not to struggle, not wanting to antagonize Lyle further. He seemed to be offering a glimmer of hope and it was taking every ounce of Ike’s strength to focus on that, and not the multitude of sickening possibilities emanating from the black corners of his mind.
Lyle leaned forward, his eyes unblinking. ‘However, I do see potential in you, Icarus. You may not understand what I mean by that yet, but if you do what I say, then one day you might come to a realization. Do you understand me?’
Ike had no earthly idea what the man meant, but he nodded complicitly.
Lyle glanced at his watch again, a snarl forming on his lips. ‘Tell me, Icarus, do you believe in evolution?’
Ike tried not to laugh at the absurdity of the question, especially as Lyle’s demeanor suggested he wasn’t joking. Lyle didn’t strike him as the Jesus freak type of guy who thought the world had started two thousand years ago, but then again, he couldn’t rule that out. Figuring there was no use in second-guessing, he answered truthfully: ‘Of course.’
‘Jesus Christ, man, I’m not talking about natural selection. What the hell do you take me for, some Darwin denier?’ said Lyle, reading Ike’s mind with unnerving accuracy. ‘I’m talking about human evolution. Do you believe that humans can evolve from their current state?’
The issue appeared to be vexing Lyle, who was grinding his teeth, waiting for Ike to respond. ‘I don’t know.’
‘He doesn’t know, ladies and gentlemen,’ said Lyle, his teeth bared as he shook his head from side to side. ‘It’s no wonder you couldn’t find that poor little sweetheart of yours, Icarus, if you can’t even contemplate a simple theory.’
Ike tried to speak but found himself unable to form any words, his mind too busy wondering what he’d told Lyle about Heather.
‘You see, Icarus, if you were to ask your average psychopath, they would argue, or at least would believe, that they were evolved from your ordinary human being. They may not put it in so many words, but that would be the essence of their verdict on the subject. I’m sure you’re aware that psychopaths have no empathy. In many ways, an admirable quality. They see themselves as a separate species, superior to everyone around them. They hurt people with no hesitation, friends and family included. If I was a psychopath, you could beg and plead all you wanted to get out of this situation, but it wouldn’t make a difference. You could be a child, a pregnant woman – hell, you could be my fucking mother, and it wouldn’t make a jot of difference to me. The only thing I would care about would be getting away with whatever delights I had planned for you.’
That the man opposite him, grease still dripping down his bulbous fingers, didn’t think he was a psychopath was laughable to Ike, but what could he do about it?
‘I see your condescension, Icarus. You’re an open book to me, son. True, I do share many of those traits I just mentioned. I am unable to feel empathy for you, any more than I would feel for the chicken I just ate. But that isn’t because of some goddamn psychopathy, it’s simply because I am not like you. Do you believe me, Icarus?’
Ike believed he was nothing like the man, but wasn’t sure if the question was rhetorical. He muttered something in the affirmative, but the sound of his voice vanished into the open space of the surroundings.
Lyle glanced at his watch once more, and this time something changed in his face. His teeth were no longer bared, and his eyes narrowed as if in concentration. ‘Well, it’s something you best learn fast,’ he said, picking up the gun from the desktop. ‘You see, Ike, what separates me from the likes of your classic psycho is that I do have empathy. Not for you, we’ve discussed that. For you I have only contempt. But there are a select few, and they I consider, for want of a better word, my equals.’
Lyle pointed the gun at Ike.
Maybe it was the alcohol, and whatever the fat man had drugged him with, but a fresh wave of calmness washed over him. Yes, he was trembling and his bladder was emptying, but he was relieved that it would soon be over.
‘You don’t understand, son, but you will. I am giving you one chance. Use your skill, Icarus. Use your skill, and you can come out the other side of this. You’d best not disappoint me. You need to tell the world what happened here. If you don’t, I will come for you. Thrive to survive, Icarus. Thrive to survive,’ repeated Lyle, drawing down tight to the gun and squeezing the trigger.



Chapter Three
Ike closed his eyes and thought about Heather. He’d only known her for nine months. They’d met in the third year of university, a one-night stand that developed into something much more. He understood that they’d more or less still been in the infatuation stage when she’d left to work in America all those years ago. He’d loved her with an intensity he would never experience again, but there had been no guarantees. For one, she was an extremely attractive young woman who was going to America without him for three months. They’d both known it was a test for their relationship, and Ike, probably more than her, had worried that it would signify the end. He’d never told her, hadn’t want to heap the pressure on, but if the situation had been reversed, he would never have left.
Logic told him that even if they’d survived that summer, it was unlikely they would still be together now. But in his mind, he was trapped as that naive young man waiting for his girlfriend to call him.
The sound of the gun was like nothing Ike had ever experienced. Despite being surrounded by it in Texas, he had no appreciation of gun culture, the only thing he’d ever shot being a clay pigeon during a work retreat one summer with the paper. The explosion of sound reverberated in the confines of the windowless room, shaking his chair as a high-pitched whistling noise rang in his head. To Ike, it was as if the sound were a corporeal entity. He shook his head as the solid noise pushed against his right ear, as if trying to enter his body.
It took a few seconds for him to realize he was alive enough to have experienced this sensation. He recalled movies where victims were shot without initially realizing, their hands reaching to their stomachs and returning coated in crimson. He didn’t know if that was realistic, and in the darkness he couldn’t see if he’d been hit. The only other sound was his breathing, and he did his best to control it as he waited for the pain to arrive.
But minutes passed and he was still alive. Had this all been a game? Did the fat chicken-lover get his thrills from scaring people witless? Christ, he hoped so. Hadn’t the man said something about the next time they met? The last thing he wanted to do was see that lunatic again, but if that meant he was going to survive tonight, then for now he didn’t care.
‘Are you there?’ he called out tentatively, the timbre of his voice no match for the whistling sound ringing between his ears. He could already sense that Lyle had disappeared. He was alone here and that gave him hope. Hope that was accentuated by the distant sound of sirens cutting through the ringing in his ears, and the looseness he felt in the binds.
‘Help!’ he screamed, this time hearing the brittle cadence of his voice as he pulled up and down on the fixes on one wrist. The movement scorched his skin, but he didn’t care – he would cut down to the bone if it meant he could escape this makeshift prison.
His wrist was getting looser as the sirens closed in, overpowering his ears’ ringing. Ike could barely see an inch in front of his nose. Was the fat man sitting behind the desk, watching? The missed shot and wailing sirens one last, cruel tease before he took Ike’s life? One thing was for sure: Ike wasn’t going to wait here to find out. He pulled his right hand free, and after struggling for another moment was able to bring both hands in front of him. His arms felt heavy and lifeless as he tentatively touched his face, as if bits of it might be missing. His hands came back damp, with what he hoped was sweat, and as he reached down and began working at the ties on his ankles, he tried not to panic.
Not only do I not care about you, I don’t see you as anything approaching an equal.
Ike didn’t know what the hell Lyle had been going on about and he didn’t want to find out.
His ankles ached with every movement, the skin tearing like paper, but he pulled at the plastic ties with everything he had, poking his fingers through the gap he’d earned and stretching the plastic even as it ripped through the flesh of his fingers. It all felt a little too easy, as if Lyle had left the bonds loose on purpose.
If it was part of the game, he didn’t care. After tearing at the laces of his sneakers, he managed to squeeze his right foot from the bind tied to the metal chair leg. He repeated the motion with the other leg and, groaning with effort, pushed himself to his feet, only for his legs to buckle beneath him.
Ike fell, smashing his head against the metal chair as he hit the floor. Then light started to peek through the wall opposite him. From his position on the floor, he began to make out the shape of Lyle’s desk as a blaze of light slashed through the opening in the wall and a group of bellowing police officers charged through.
‘Stay down!’ one screamed, a gun taking up the majority of Ike’s vision as the room was fully illuminated. The coppery taste of blood filled Ike’s mouth as once again he was imprisoned, this time a pair of metal cuffs securing his wrists behind him.
It was then that Ike saw Lyle’s gun, less than two feet away, as more and more police officers filled the room.
‘Take him out!’ shouted one of them, and suddenly Ike was flying, hoisted to his feet by his captors as if he were weightless. He was dragged out of the room, past Lyle’s empty desk.
As the police officers ushered him through the door, Ike caught his head against the doorframe, hammering the same spot the metal chair had struck. Blood trickled from the wound. Just before it reached his eyes, Ike saw, at the opposite end of the room, less than twenty meters from where he’d been sitting, the slumped body of a woman who’d clearly received the bullet Ike had thought was meant for him.



Chapter Four
Lieutenant Michael Boyd was getting too old for this shit. Pain shot through his chest as he climbed into his pickup, the scar running the length of his sternum throbbing in tune with his heartbeat. But what was the alternative? Retirement was a long, drawn-out death sentence he’d seen take too many friends and former colleagues, and the thought of endless days and nights alone at home helped fuel his appetite for work.
As did weird shit like the crime scene he was about to visit.
As a lieutenant, his days of visiting crime scenes were all but over. However, his right-hand man, Sergeant Jeff ‘Jiffy’ Coltrane, had insisted he visit this particular scene after they’d arrested the suspect in an abandoned warehouse over toward Live Oak. Why the hell Jiffy was called Jiffy, Boyd didn’t know, but that was beside the point. The point was the almost headless victim and the suspect who was claiming he was also a victim.
Boyd scratched his silver beard – he’d avoided the mirror as much as possible these last twenty years or so, dismayed by the changes time had inflicted upon his features, but he knew without looking that the rough silver coils were well past needing a trim – and replayed the emergency call through the speakers of the pickup as he left the precinct.
He couldn’t get past the relaxed manner of the call, the slow slur of the man’s Deep South drawl. For someone who’d heard a gunshot, he was remarkably unperturbed. When the operator asked for his personal information, he politely declined. When she asked him to remain at the scene, he offered only an ‘I’m afraid I can’t do that, ma’am’ before ending the call.
Cocky son of a bitch.
Boyd was already beginning to wonder if the caller was the perp. The suspect they’d arrested at the scene was claiming he’d been detained by a third person who he’d described as being extremely obese and speaking with a heavy Southern accent, most likely from Louisiana.
Obese, thought Boyd as he drove along I-35 to Live Oak. Would the suspect think him obese? His heart attack had been seven years ago. He’d dropped some sixty pounds after that, though twenty had crept back up on him on his last weigh-in. When had that been? Nine months ago? He felt the stretch in his shirt, understood the pain in his chest and the sweat on his flesh was a result of his poor diet choices of late. Maybe he did need to weigh in again, get back to a manageable weight. He could hear Marlene in his ear, telling him that was exactly what he should be doing.
He chuckled to himself, thinking how he was planning to diet on the say-so of a homicide suspect he’d yet to even meet, and opened up the truck the last few miles toward the crime scene, a glorious sunrise peppering the skyline with fiery colors.
Funny how such things got to him nowadays. In his youth, he’d taken all this natural beauty for granted. Now, every time he saw a sunrise it was like something new; something he was scared of losing.
Not now, Boydy.
Boyd shook his head, trying to dislodge the unwanted thoughts as he pulled up alongside the row of blue lights in the desolate parking lot.
‘Boss,’ said Jiffy, as he stepped down from his rig.
Boyd hit the tarmac with a grunt and a shiver of pain firing through his body. ‘What we got, Jiffy?’
‘I don’t know, boss. Some weird shit.’
Boyd took in the scene as he stepped into the sweatbox warehouse: the desk near the entrance to the metal box, the two chairs, one vacant, one ten yards or so behind and slightly to the left, where the victim was being tended to by crime scene investigators.
‘Care to elaborate, Jiffy?’
‘Suspect is a Brit, name of Icarus Glass.’
Boyd turned his head with exaggerated slowness toward Jiffy, the coppery smell of blood reaching his nostrils from the far end of the warehouse. ‘You’re shitting me.’
‘The name, or the fact that he’s British?’
‘Let’s start with the name, shall we?’
‘Ain’t he that boy that tried to fly?’
‘That master’s in Greek mythology finally paying off for you, Jiffy.’
Jiffy ignored this. ‘Used to be a journalist for the Post.’
Boyd closed his eyes and summoned an image. ‘Ike Glass,’ he said to himself. He’d never met the man, but had read him over the years. ‘Didn’t know he was a Brit.’
‘Been here twenty years plus now. British-American maybe?’
‘Yeah, maybe.’
‘One thing, boss. He was kind of incoherent, but kept going on about a girl called Heather who went missing. I did a little digging, came up with a Heather Bywater, reported missing twenty-six years ago. She’d worked as a camp counselor up in New York State and was traveling around the country. Last reported sighting was here in San Antonio. Apparently, Mr. Glass was all torn up about it and moved out here to find her. Never left.’
‘You get a description for this Heather Bywater?’
‘There’s an image on the system.’ Jiffy lifted up his phone and showed him a photo of a twenty-year-old woman from the nineties.
‘Red hair?’
‘Yep.’
‘Like the victim?’
Jiffy opened his eyes wide. ‘Yep.’



Chapter Five
Ike forced the sandwich down with the help of some grey-brown liquid the police had supplied in lieu of actual coffee.
His current situation was hard enough to deal with without the familiar ache of the hangover attacking every inch of his body. Dressed in a hospital gown after having his clothes taken for evidence, he was a twitching, paranoid wreck. Every time he closed his eyes, he found the dead woman – her body chained to the other chair, her head all but obliterated. He’d seen dead people before during his work for the Post, but that had always been from a position of detachment. Although it defied all logic, he felt in part responsible for the dead woman. She must have been sitting behind him all the time Lyle Accrington had been spouting his nonsense and checking his watch. Had the bullet been meant for her, or had Accrington been inches off? Ike rubbed his right cheek, his skin hot as if the bullet had skimmed it before reaching its target.
‘Mr. Glass?’
Ike looked up to see the unreadable face of Sergeant Coltrane.
‘Will you come with me?’
Ike figured he would, especially after the man then handcuffed him again. Coltrane had first cuffed him at the scene – after, in all likelihood, coming within a whisker of shooting him – and questioned him before eventually driving him back to the precinct in silence. Ike had pleaded his innocence, but even as he’d said the words the story felt improbable. He had no doubt that the gun left meters away from his side would have his prints on it, and that Accrington would have cleared the scene of anything that incriminated him. Thrive to survive, Accrington had said. Such was the pain in Ike’s body, he would be surprised to survive the rest of the day, let alone thrive in it.
A second officer was waiting for him when Coltrane delivered him to the interview room, introducing himself as Lieutenant Michael Boyd. Boyd had a much more welcoming countenance than Sergeant Coltrane, and instructed Coltrane to uncuff him.
Ike thanked him and took a deep breath, trying to control his shaking hands and twitching limbs, the air conditioning in the office making his skin prickle.
‘You’re not under arrest, Mr. Glass,’ said Boyd.
‘Sure doesn’t feel that way.’
‘I’m sure it doesn’t, but we have to follow protocols. Can you confirm that Sergeant Coltrane has asked you if you would like legal representation and that you declined?’
‘He did, and I did.’ It was possibly a foolish move, but the thought of getting a lawyer felt like a signifier of guilt. Whatever Accrington’s intentions, there was no denying that Ike had been lashed to the metal chair at some point. Surely the ballistic reports would indicate that the gun was fired from behind the desk, and that he had no part to play. Maybe he was being naive, but all he had to do was tell the truth.
Boyd unclipped the cuffs of his long-sleeve shirt and rolled them an inch or two up his arms. He offered Ike a smile that creased his grey beard, and some of the tension eased from Ike’s shaking body. ‘Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?’
Ike was barely interrupted as he told his tale, Boyd occasionally lifting his hand for clarification. Ike was aware of how incredible his story was, made more so by its ending, but Boyd nodded along as if he believed him. ‘One hell of a tale you got yourself there, Mr. Glass,’ said the lieutenant, once he’d finished.
‘I’m just glad I’m still here to tell it.’
‘Damn right. Why do you think he spared you?’
It was a question that had bothered Ike ever since the warehouse door had opened and the police had spilled through it and arrested him. Thrive to survive rang in his mind, and he wondered why he hadn’t told the police about that. There had also been something about using his skills, which he’d not shared yet either. He couldn’t quite understand why, but disclosing that information felt like it would be a betrayal.
Finding Boyd waiting patiently for a reply, he said, ‘Maybe it’s some kind of sick fantasy he was reenacting. From what I can tell, the . . . the woman you found was sitting behind me all the time he was talking to me.’
‘It’s certainly a strange one.’ Boyd was resting his face on his right hand. ‘And you’ve never met this man before. Until last night, in the sports bar on East Commerce?’
‘Nope.’
‘This the fella?’ said Boyd, clicking a key on a keyboard before him and bringing up a picture on the white screen to his left.
Ike felt the stale sandwich and grey coffee creep up his throat as he looked at the image from the previous night of him and Accrington sitting at the counter of the bar.
‘That’s him.’
The lieutenant looked at his notes. ‘Lyle Accrington?’
‘That’s what he said.’
‘We’ve been to the bar and spoken to the staff. You two guys were getting pretty rowdy from the sound of it,’ said Boyd, as more pictures flashed up on the screen.
The shame was nothing new. Ike hardly recognized himself in the images, his gaze wild and lost. He felt the same about Accrington. The man he saw in these pictures, although identical in size and shape to the one he recalled, was so removed from the man he’d encountered in the warehouse he could have sworn they were two different people.
‘Hefty bar tab,’ said Sergeant Coltrane.
‘Paid in cash,’ said Boyd.
‘Sorry, I don’t remember,’ said Ike, his shame making it hard to hold the policeman’s gaze.
‘That ’cause of the booze, or something else?’ said Boyd.
Ike shrugged. It wouldn’t be the first evening to have all but disappeared in alcohol-induced amnesia, but he repeated his feeling that he’d been drugged somehow. ‘Like I told you. The last thing I really remember, I was sitting in the booth with him. I have a hazy recollection of being sick, and the next thing I know, I was tied to that chair.’
Boyd nodded amiably, then nodded toward the screen. ‘This little movie will make for some uncomfortable viewing, I imagine.’ He clicked another key, and a video recording from the previous night began playing.
Ike sat open-mouthed as he watched himself stumble through the crowded bar, Accrington at his side holding him up as his limbs floundered. It was indeed hard to watch. In fact, at first he honestly couldn’t believe it was him being carried out of the place. By the end, though, there was no denying it.
‘Guess I may have to steer clear of that place for a while.’
‘For life,’ said Boyd, the kind humor in his eyes vanishing. ‘Tell me about Heather Bywater.’
It took a few seconds for Ike to connect the dots. He guessed a rudimentary search of his background would have revealed a connection with Heather. He’d even been at this precinct all those years before and discussed the matter with one of Boyd’s colleagues. But there was something about the way the lieutenant asked the question that alarmed him. Then the bottom dropped out of him.
‘It’s not . . . her?’ he asked Boyd.
‘I was hoping you could help us with that.’
Fraud he might be, but not a day went by that Ike didn’t think about Heather. That his mission to find her had gone so wrong didn’t mean he didn’t carry her with him. Often, he wondered how she would look now. Even though in his mind she was forever caught in a snapshot of youthful beauty, he was sure he would recognize her in an instant.
He began shaking his head. ‘It wasn’t her.’
‘You know that for a fact, Mr. Glass?’
‘It wasn’t her,’ he said, his voice rising an octave.
‘What color hair did Miss Bywater have, Mr. Glass?’ said Coltrane.
Ike stopped shaking his head, and glared at the man. ‘It’s not her.’
‘Color?’
‘Red, but . . .’ He’d only seen the woman for a split second, and such was the confusion in the room – the onrush of light and noise – that all he could remember was the misshapen remains of the side of the woman’s head. But it couldn’t have been Heather.
Coltrane looked at the lieutenant, and Ike was relieved when Boyd shook his head, fearing that somehow, impossibly, he was about to relive that scene on the screen too.
‘Let’s leave it for now, shall we, Mr. Glass? You OK with staying with us for a bit longer?’
Ike knew the question was rhetorical but nodded in compliance.
‘That’s good,’ said Boyd, getting to his feet.
‘Is it her?’ Ike heard himself ask Boyd, in almost a whisper, as Coltrane cuffed him again.
‘I’m afraid I don’t know, Mr. Glass,’ said Boyd. ‘But I’ll let you know as soon as I find out.’



Chapter Six
Boyd hadn’t shared with Glass the fact that the victim was going through a preliminary identification process at that moment. Prints and blood had been taken, and dental X-rays sent off for cross-reference. No identification had been found at the scene, but Boyd was sure they would find a match for the woman. She’d been well dressed, with no track marks on her body. She would have been reported missing, and it was just a matter of time before they’d know her identity.
‘You buying that story, Jiffy?’ he asked his sergeant. They were sitting in Boyd’s office, the blinds over the interior window overlooking the bullpen pulled down.
Jiffy curled his lip. He liked to give off an air of indifference, but Boyd knew he would have been thinking of little else since entering the crime scene that morning.
‘Don’t know what to think on this one. Well-spoken son of a gun, though.’
‘I think that’s just his British accent,’ Boyd said. ‘But you’re right. Certainly a strange deal.’
Between them, they’d worked on so many homicide cases that nothing surprised them anymore. It could be that Glass had set the scene up for some twisted reason, and had arranged the chairs to suggest there had been a third person in the room. However, the anomaly in the case was the man who’d made the 911 call, and who looked likely to be the man who’d accompanied Glass at the bar all evening.
The man Glass was calling Lyle Accrington.
For now, Accrington had to be considered at least an accomplice in the homicide, if not – if what Glass was saying was true – the shooter they were looking for. Glass had made a point about the man’s size, and his predilection for eating copious amounts of chicken. At one point he’d referred to him as the Chicken Man. Boyd had the bar tab the two men had run up last night, and noted the sixty dollars’ worth of chicken they’d ordered between them.
On Boyd’s computer screen, an edited loop of the bar’s cameras starring Glass and Accrington played out in silence.
‘Just imagine,’ said Boyd, as Glass was carried out of the bar on his screen, his limbs flailing as if they didn’t belong to him. ‘Him growing up on that little island and coming all the way over here. Hell, Texas is two, three times bigger than that place.’
Jiffy made an indeterminate sound in response to this observation.
‘OK,’ Boyd said, changing tack. ‘What do you think about this missing woman, Heather Bywater?’
‘What was he, twenty-one, twenty-two, when she went missing?’ Jiffy asked. ‘Must have been close to her, to come all the way out here to try and find her.’
Now it was Boyd’s turn to make a neutral sound.
‘So,’ he said, ‘she’d been working in New York?’
‘Catskill Mountains, one of those camp counselors.’
‘Where do you start on that?’ Boyd muttered to himself. He’d sensed in Glass a lack of self-regard. Maybe that was why he was fond of drinking himself stupid, a habit they’d gleaned from speaking to multiple bar owners in the area close to the station. Could be other reasons, but a missing sweetheart could do that to you. If Glass was being truthful with them, he blamed himself for Heather Bywater never being found. Boyd would have told him – may yet tell him, at some point – that there was nothing he could have done. Thousands of people went missing every year nationwide – hell, tens of thousands, even just in Texas. Many would never be found and many of those didn’t want to be found. For a twenty-something guy, fresh out of college, to travel across the pond and expect himself to make even the smallest dent in finding a missing person was at best naive thinking. So yes, maybe when this was all over, he’d give the man some advice.
Then again, maybe they would find out the victim was Heather Bywater after all, and that advice would be rendered redundant.
The video returned to the beginning of the evening, a much fresher-faced Icarus Glass sitting alone at the bar when the looming figure of Lyle Accrington sat down next to him and struck up a conversation. ‘If this Accrington is involved in all this, he’s not doing much to hide the fact,’ said Boyd, as Accrington all but waved at the camera.
‘Hardly inconspicuous, neither.’
‘That he ain’t,’ said Boyd, taking in the man’s thick arms as he palmed a bottle of Texas State like he was crushing a bug. A rap on the window diverted him from the screen. ‘Yep,’ he shouted.
The door opened to admit the pretty, smiling face of Leanne Eastleigh, one of their lead homicide detectives. ‘Boys, what on earth you doing, hiding in here in the dark? Running stag films?’
‘Yes ma’am,’ Jiffy said. ‘Caught us red-handed.’
‘Except they don’t call ’em that anymore,’ Boyd said. ‘You just beam down here from 1958?’
This went on for another pleasant moment or two. Like Boyd, Leanne was widowed. It had been over five years for both of them, and Jiffy had suggested on more than one occasion, always after a couple of beers, that Boyd should make his move. Boyd always laughed it off. He was ten years Leanne’s senior, and though they were firm friends, he couldn’t imagine her giving him the time of day, romantically.
‘We better get back to our movie,’ Boyd said at last. ‘What can I do for you, Leanne?’
‘You’re on Instagram, boss, ain’t you?’
‘Sure. Instagram, Twitter, FaceSpace, you name it,’ said Boyd. ‘Jiffy, you hit the million followers mark recently, didn’t you?’
‘Two million.’
‘You two ever think of starting out as a comedy duo?’
‘Constantly,’ said Jiffy.
Leanne shook her head. ‘Anyway, you’re aware, then, of the invention of social media. May I?’ she said, switching on the screen mounted on the wall to Boyd’s left and accessing her phone. Some flicking of her thumbs, and a screenshot from Instagram appeared on the screen.
‘Social media training,’ said Jiffy. ‘About time.’
Leanne zoomed in on the image in the top left of the screen, a pretty young woman smiling out at them. ‘Casey Barrington. Something of a social media influencer, mainly fashion,’ said Leanne.
‘One of my favorites,’ said Jiffy.
‘Quit it. I noticed she was trending, so clicked on her profile. Three hundred thousand new subscribers, just since this morning.’
‘No way,’ said Jiffy, bringing his hands up to his cheeks.
Boyd smiled. ‘Where you going with this, Leanne?’
‘The upshot is that in the early morning hours today, Casey was a victim of a kidnapping that involved homicide.’
Instinct told Boyd what Leanne was going to say next.
‘Exact same MO as your Chicken Man case.’
‘What the hell?’ said Jiffy.
‘What the hell is right. Casey claims to have been drugged and chained to a chair in the same way as Icarus Glass. She alleges that the perp was a man in his fifties who fired a bullet she thought was meant for her. It killed the so-far unidentified victim, who was chained to a seat a dozen yards behind her.’
‘Shit,’ said Jiffy.
‘Shit and what the hell both,’ Leanne concurred. ‘Two more things. Someone called in the location in much the same way as your Chicken Man.’
Since when was Chicken Man a thing, thought Boyd. ‘And what’s the second more thing?’
‘The call was received at exactly the same time – and I mean to the second – that we received the call alerting us to Chicken Man and Mr. Glass.’



Chapter Seven
Special Agent Shannon Wallace breathed in the Virginian morning air before stepping into the building. It was good to be back in Quantico again after fifteen years in the field in Charlotte. Yes, as the second newest member of the Behavioral Analysis Unit she’d been saddled with what she would describe as grunt work, but that was to be expected. She’d only been in the NCAVC – National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime – for three months, and still had to prove herself.
And prove herself she would.
Leaving the field had taken some adjustment, but being in North Carolina had long ceased working for her. She’d been itching to work on the more analytical side of things for some time, and there was no better place to be to scratch that itch than Quantico. They’d asked her before, so it hadn’t been that difficult to secure the transfer. Her track record was exemplary, and her master’s in Behavioral Sciences didn’t hurt either.
Some of her friends had questioned the move. Now she was in her late forties, some of them thought she should have an eye on early retirement or a complete change of career direction. With her son at college, it would have been the perfect time. But neither made sense to Shannon. Clichéd as it was, she lived for work – and this work, in particular. And retirement was out. She was no use to anyone sitting at home, or lunching at the country club. Virginia was a fresh start, and she felt more like she was on the threshold of her career than ending it.
Her only regret was the way she had left things with her son, Ivan. Thinking of him, she glanced at her phone and noted the six missed calls from her soon-to-be ex-husband, Richard. The only thing stopping her divorce going through was an argument over a property Shannon owned in Charlotte. The beautiful lakeside cottage had long been in her family, and she wanted to keep it as a long-term investment for Ivan, whereas Richard was set on selling and splitting the profits.
It wasn’t as if Ivan had taken Richard’s side about the cottage, but with the impending divorce, Shannon’s relocation to Virginia had hit him hard. They were barely on speaking terms, when once they’d been so close. In a perfect world, her son would have found a college nearer to Virginia, but as it stood, he was emotionally closer to Richard at the moment.
Shannon placed her phone back in her pocket and took the elevator to her floor. One thing she did miss was her own office. The comradery of the open-plan office was probably in general a boost for morale, and everyone had been very welcoming to her since her move, but she missed being able to draw the blinds and work without feeling eyes on her.
Her particular subdivision of the BAU, the Violent Criminal Apprehension Program, analyzed serious violent and sexual crimes. Although not as glamorous as the various fictional portrayals on film and television, it was still a thrill to be working in the department, even if it meant her office was little more than a small table in an ocean of replica desks.
‘Coffee,’ she said, placing a cup next to her colleague – the newest member of the team, Special Agent Jacob Trevone.
Trevone didn’t look up from his screen, but his hand reached for the coffee and grabbed the cup with spooky accuracy. He’d joined the team a few weeks after her – straight from training, which was unheard of – and they’d been working on a project investigating violent deaths nationwide that could be linked to suspected serial killers. ‘You heard about that social media princess?’ he asked, in his Brooklyn accent.
‘It’s certainly not hurting her profile any,’ said Shannon. Casey Barrington’s Instagram home page was on her screen. Nearly half a million new followers since the news of her arrest had leaked.
Shannon had uploaded the police report earlier. The victim, now identified as Penny Chopra, had been found tied to a fixed chair, killed by a single shot to the head. Casey had been the only other person present when the NYPD had followed up an anonymous call. She’d been tied to a chair and claimed not to have known that the victim had been sitting directly behind her when she’d been shot. Casey also had a name for the alleged perpetrator, Max Albon, who she claimed to have met outside a restaurant.
Shannon scrolled through the report and discovered that NYPD already had images of the alleged perp talking to Casey outside Taste restaurant in Manhattan.
‘What I don’t understand is, if the perp is this Albon guy, why go to all the trouble to set up the kill in the way he did only to meet her in such a public place beforehand,’ said Trevone.
‘You think she’s lying?’
‘Who knows? But it smells like a coincidence to me. Probably some love triangle bullshit.’
‘I distinctly recall asking to be posted with a non-cynic,’ said Shannon, shutting the file and searching through the next police record.
With over forty homicides recorded per day nationwide, and up to fifty serial killers feared loose at any given time, they had their work cut out for them. The majority of cases were easily dismissed – crimes of passion, bar fights, gang retaliation, domestic abuse – but each homicide had to be logged and no one wanted to be the person to miss a pattern.
Shannon worked through another twenty cases before she hit on something. ‘Fuck me,’ she said, a little too loud for the open-plan office. She read the San Antonio Homicide Unit report three times before sharing her screen with Trevone. ‘Tell me I’m not dreaming,’ she said.
In the few weeks she’d known Trevone, the most animated she’d seen him was the wincing face he made when drinking coffee that was a little too hot, so to see his expression of wonder told her they’d struck gold.
‘Everything is identical,’ said Trevone. ‘Victim tied to a chair, alleged second victim twelve yards in front, single bullet to the head.’
‘There’s more,’ said Shannon, unable to hide her excitement. ‘Emergency services received a call from an anonymous caller at exactly the same time as NYPD received their call. I mean, to the second,’ she said, scanning both cases simultaneously, searching for more links. ‘San Antonio Homicide have photo and video images of their alleged perp as well.’
‘Tell me it’s the same guy,’ said Trevone.
‘That would be something, but no. Still . . .’
‘You thinking what I’m thinking?’
‘Way ahead of you, pal,’ said Shannon, having entered a search term for homicides with emergency calls received at the same time as those in San Antonio and New York.
‘Fuck me,’ she said again, this time under her breath.
On her screen were two more homicide reports. One in Chicago, the other in Washington, D.C. In both cases, an anonymous caller had phoned at exactly the same time. In both cases, a victim had been tied to a chair and died from a single bullet to the head.
In both cases, someone had lived to tell the tale.



Chapter Eight
Ike felt the poison leaking through his skin. It was like no hangover he’d ever endured, and there had been hundreds, probably thousands, of them. Had to be the drugs he was sure Accrington had slipped him. Every nerve in his body was buzzing. His chest felt tight, his heart dancing to an increased, uneven tempo as it thundered inside his rib cage. The medics had taken blood and swabs, but what if they’d missed something? That fat bastard could have given him anything – some kind of slow-release poison that would eat out his insides before anyone realized.
If only he had the strength to move. He was curled in a ball on a metallic slab of a bed, all but paralyzed. They’d told him he wasn’t under arrest, but it sure did feel that way. The holding room they had him in was in reality just a cell, and he was sure they would charge him with something if he asked to be allowed to go home.
When he closed his eyes, blood thrummed behind his eyelids. He yearned to forget what had happened to him, and at the same time to recall every little detail.
The lieutenant guy, Boyd, had asked him about Heather, and now it was all he could think about.
Within a day of his arrival in the States, he’d boarded the same train from Grand Central station that Heather had taken after finishing work at the summer camp. Stopping over in Washington, Atlanta, New Orleans, and many other, smaller towns, he’d slept in the same dodgy hostels Heather had stayed in, and questioned everyone who would speak to him. By the time he finally arrived in San Antonio, it felt like he’d seen her in nearly every woman who passed his field of vision. The flash of red hair, a face dotted with freckles, the shape of her shoulders, her legs, even the way she walked had triggered double take after double take. When that had stopped, he couldn’t recall. Maybe it was the day he told his dad he was going to stay in San Antonio, or when he took the job at the Post. Whenever that day had been, he’d gone from being desperate to find her again to reluctantly living in a world without her.
Alone in his dark cell, he tried to speak, but nothing came out. It was like being trapped in a dream where you can’t will yourself to wake up. His body just wasn’t responding. The door only meters away felt like another world.
Finally, try as he might to fight it, Ike closed his eyes once more and fell into sleep.

When he heard the cell door opening at some point later, the first thing Ike did was touch his chest as though to test the corporality of his body. His dreams, as always, had been plagued with memories of Heather. Only this time, instead of being a manifestation of his guilt, his subconscious had taunted him with the image of the dead woman from the warehouse, her face replaced with Heather’s.
‘Get up, Mr. Glass,’ said a voice.
Ike hadn’t realized his eyes were still closed. His eyelids felt glued together. As they separated, he made out the shape of Lieutenant Boyd and his sidekick, Coltrane. Neither looked pleased to see him. As he struggled into an upright position on the bed, he became aware of one potential reason for their distaste: a puddle of vomit on the floor. At least he’d avoided the mattress.
‘We need to ask you a few more questions, Mr. Glass,’ said Boyd.
Ike’s stomach was hollow. For a moment he thought about eating, but then the memory of Accrington devouring chicken flesh came to mind and made him dry-heave. When he was certain the impulse had passed, he squinted up at Boyd, then Coltrane. ‘Sorry. Do we know who the victim was yet?’
Coltrane frowned and glanced at Boyd before answering. ‘We have a positive identification for her. It wasn’t your ex,’ he said, as if that was far from being the end of it.
Ike fought the tears, the strain making his chest and neck ache. He was relieved, but wasn’t sure why. In his darkest times, he sometimes hoped that Heather would one day reappear. Such thoughts would fuel his guilt, and continue the vicious cycle of his life. ‘Who was it?’
‘I’m glad you asked, Mr. Glass,’ said Boyd. ‘Come with us,’ he said, cuffing Ike and leading him to an interview room, where they went through the usual procedures.
‘Please, tell me,’ said Ike, once he’d declined the services of a lawyer once more.
Boyd pushed a button and a picture appeared on the screen on the wall of the room: a red-haired woman in her forties. ‘Patricia Wyman,’ he said.
Both police officers stared at Ike for a response.
As Ike looked at the picture of Patricia on the screen, the acid in his stomach took to rumbling. He set his head upon the desk, fearing he was about to be sick.
The last time he’d seen her, she’d been a brunette.
‘You knew Patricia Wyman, Mr. Glass?’ asked Boyd.
Ike didn’t look up, blood thundering in his ears. ‘Yes.’
‘She was your boss, is that right?’
‘Sort of.’
‘Sort of? From what we understand, Mr. Glass, Patricia Wyman was the person who fired you.’

Three hours later, Ike was surprised to be released, uncharged, from the precinct. He caught an Uber back to his apartment, still reeling from a sense of unreality. After questioning him for thirty minutes about his relationship with Patricia, they’d seemed to lose interest, as if they were simply going through a routine.
They’d been right in a way about Patricia. After twenty years working together, she’d been the one to give him the news that the Post was letting him go.
It was difficult to muster any real sadness at the news that Patricia was the victim. Over the years, his relationship with her had soured. He didn’t know what had happened to her, but as time went on, she’d seemed to grow ever angrier with the world around her, and at times it had felt like much of that anger was focused on him.
Maybe it was paranoia, but he’d sensed the glee in her voice when she’d let him go, as if there had been an almost physical satisfaction in her display of power. There had been an argument of sorts, and Ike had said a few choice words and hadn’t spoken to her since.
He’d noted the distaste in Boyd’s and Coltrane’s eyes at his muted response. They clearly didn’t trust him, but there were a couple of things in his favor.
For one, there was the video footage of Ike stumbling from the bar with Accrington, unable to stand straight only a few hours before Patricia was killed.
And two, there were three other identical murders that had taken place at the same time in three different cities.



Chapter Nine
Boyd lifted the diet soda from the beer mat and nodded a thanks to the bartender. He was in the bar on Dignowity Hill where Patricia Wyman had last been seen, four evenings ago. The place was too busy to be enjoyable. The Hays Street Bridge was visible through the large windows by the entrance, light glinting off the weather-beaten iron-truss crossing.
It was a long time since he’d been in a bar alone like this, and he didn’t think there had ever been a time when he’d been in such a place without a cold beer in front of him. Marlene would have been impressed, and he lifted his drink in the air to salute her memory, before wincing as he took a sip of the artificially sweet drink.
For now, they had no option but to treat Patricia’s death as a normal homicide, despite it being clear it was nothing of the sort. He’d received a call from a Special Agent Shannon Wallace of the FBI thirty minutes after Leanne had alerted him to the case in New York. Now there were four identical homicides in four different cities, and in each case a caller had spoken to emergency services at exactly 3.11 a.m. Eastern Time.
No, Special Agent Shannon Wallace had never dealt with something like this before. No, Special Agent Shannon Wallace didn’t have the faintest idea what was going on. But yes, Special Agent Shannon Wallace was going to coordinate a joint investigation in conjunction with the four separate police departments.
What the hell could go wrong with that? thought Boyd with a humorless chuckle.
By the end of the day, Boyd had joined a video conference call with the three other lead homicide detectives, Special Agent Shannon Wallace herself, and some boy who didn’t look old enough to be out of high school, who insisted on calling himself Special Agent Trevone.
They had the names of the four victims, and the names of the four other people – their Icarus Glass among them – who were either complicit or victims themselves. Special Agent Shannon Wallace favored calling these four people survivors, which Boyd figured would suffice, if only for clarity’s sake.
For now, the most interesting aspect of the case was that each of the four survivors knew their respective victim. With Glass it had been his old boss, Patricia Wyman. In New York, the young Instagram star Casey Barrington had survived another Instagram star, Penny Chopra. In Chicago, the victim had been survivor Sadie Levinstein’s ex-boyfriend, Miles Thompson, and in Washington, D.C., Alistair Bevan’s ex-college roommate Kieran Gibbs had been killed.
Boyd and Wallace weren’t the only ones without the remotest idea what the hell was going on. The confusion was evident in the faces of the other detectives, though in Wallace he noticed something else there too. He wouldn’t want to describe it as glee, but there was certainly animation and enthusiasm. Boyd guessed this was the kind of case that came along once in a career in the hallowed halls of Quantico, but he didn’t give a flying fuck about that. He had a dead woman who had been held in captivity for days prior to being murdered, and, for now, finding the killer was his only concern.
Boyd paid for his terrible soda, then walked the route back from the bar to Patricia Wyman’s apartment. After the conference call, he had spent an anguished hour with the woman’s family as Jiffy and the team explored CCTV images, interviewed everyone in the bar the night Patricia went missing, and arranged for surveillance on Glass.
So far, there had been no sign of Accrington, or Icarus Glass, for that matter, on the footage they’d recovered. This came as no surprise to Boyd as he walked the darkened streets back to Patricia’s apartment. The last camera had been back on Hays Street – they had a shot of Patricia walking alone there, just after midnight – and he’d walked over half a mile since then. So many dark places for someone to lurk. Apart from a few lights in apartment windows, Boyd was all alone. It was a good neighborhood, but Boyd didn’t need his thirty years in law enforcement to know that meant jack shit.
He stopped outside Patricia’s apartment and wondered how close she’d come to reaching it. It never got any easier. So many wasted lives, and at times Boyd thought he’d wasted his. He and Marlene had tried for children but had never been blessed that way. They’d had a good marriage, but Boyd regretted the late nights and hours he’d worked when he should have spent more time with her. She’d never once complained. Despite decades of routine, she’d considered him some sort of a hero and had always insisted he was doing worthwhile work. He’d struggled to agree with her then, and it was even harder now. Yes, he was desperate to find whoever was responsible for Patricia Wyman’s death, but even if he found them, it wouldn’t bring the woman back, wouldn’t ease the pain her family and friends would carry with them for the rest of their lives. And next week there would be another Patricia, and then another, and when Boyd was long gone, there would be other Patricias every goddamn day.
Some outburst there, Boydy.
Boyd sucked in the hot late-night air, then turned and headed back to the bar, where his car was waiting.



Chapter Ten
Ike sat on the sofa, the television playing a late-night talk show with some guy who was supposedly famous back in the UK. He had a six-pack in the fridge, but such was his hangover he couldn’t even face the hair of the dog. On the screen of his cell phone, Patricia’s smiling face looked out at him. Ike had never seen eye to eye with the woman, and he was far from mourning her, but he hadn’t wished her dead. They’d had different work ethics, and that was probably why she’d still been at the paper long after the layoffs. He might call her family or friends, but he didn’t know anyone connected to her save for a few journalist colleagues who no longer lived in the area. And what would he say? Sorry for your loss. I would have tried and done more for her, but I was tied to a chair at the time.
Instead, Ike went with his instincts and looked for the story online. To his surprise, it had yet to fully register either nationally or locally. There was a small piece about her going missing, but nothing about her homicide. Lieutenant Boyd had told him of the three other identical homicides, so the police weren’t sitting on the information. It would only be a matter of time until it became national news, and once that hit, Ike imagined his life would be changed irrevocably. Boyd hadn’t offered him any further details, and the only related story he could find online so far involved Casey Barrington, who had survived abduction while one of her friends, Penny Chopra, had been shot.
It appeared that Casey was somewhat of a social media star, particularly on Instagram. Ike hated every aspect of social media, and had only joined the major sites because of work. Logging onto X, he was amazed to see that Casey also had over 800,000 followers on the site. After a bit of legwork, he discovered that two-thirds of them had been added just that day. Her story was trending, but she’d yet to post anything about it herself. Her last post was from yesterday, with a photo of her wearing designer clothes in Central Park. She was a beautiful woman – well out of Ike’s league, even if she hadn’t been at least twenty years his junior.
From what Ike could tell, Casey had been found in a building in Brooklyn. She’d still been tied to the chair when the police arrived, her friend sitting behind her with a single gunshot to the head.
It wasn’t lost on Ike that untying himself had caused him more problems than if he’d remained in place and waited for rescue. He’d seen the way Boyd and Coltrane looked at him – not as a victim, but as some type of accomplice, at the very least. He presumed a patrol car was posted somewhere along his street even now, whereas Casey was being treated as the victim they both were.
Ike hovered over the private-message button on X. No doubt she’d had hundreds of message requests already, but maybe she knew of his existence and would accept a message from him. Aside from the other, as yet unnamed, victims, she was the only person in the world who had any real understanding of what he was going through. That she’d known the victim, Penny Chopra, had to be by design.
Ike wanted to know where Casey was now, what she was thinking, how close she’d been to the victim. Had she known the killer? Had they met in a bar, like he’d met Accrington? What had the killer told her? Did she know what the hell was going on?
He moved his finger away from the Publish button, afraid any message would only come back to haunt him. He read through Casey’s timeline with equal measures of compassion and scorn. How people could have so much hatred for someone they’d never met was beyond him. Some were accusing Casey of setting things up, of killing her friend, with no facts beyond the brief details NYPD had released. Ike pondered the irony of Casey finding the level of fame she’d always sought and not being in a position to utilize it, and then felt bad for being so presumptuous.
The six-pack was calling him. It was a bad idea, his body still drained and his mind still reeling from his ordeal. He wasn’t thinking straight and beer would only exacerbate his problem. He shifted his position, as if having the fridge to his back could help him resist temptation, and tried to summon the journalist in him. The first twenty-four hours of a news story were the most important. In a few hours, news of what had happened to him would surely have spread statewide and, if Casey’s social media was anything to go by, probably nationwide. By sunlight, he would be victim to the same accusations and slurs. He remembered what Accrington had said: Thrive to survive and Use your skill. He chuckled at the memory, but the sound he produced was dry and mirthless. Accrington was clearly delusional, but to what extent? And it was clear he wasn’t acting alone, so maybe Ike shouldn’t be in such a hurry to laugh him off.
Thrive to survive.
Ike felt guilty for even thinking about it. It was another betrayal. He’d once given up on Heather, and now, less than twenty-four hours after her death, he was betraying Patricia. But he needed to get his side of the story out there. By the time the national media got hold of it, he would be playing a losing game.
Logging into his Substack account, he tried not to think of it as an opportunity. He was doing it to protect himself and nothing else. But as he opened a new document and began typing, he felt an adrenaline rush he’d never felt before.
For once he had a story to tell, and a potential audience to listen.



Chapter Eleven
Shannon was in at 6 a.m. to prepare for the meeting with the Deputy Director, Jeremy Greyson, who had taken a keen interest in recent developments. The case was like nothing they’d ever come across and Shannon wanted to be front and center in solving it. Yesterday, she’d organized a conference call with the four lead homicide detectives and had been careful not to suggest that the FBI was interested in taking over the investigation. The homicides were definitely within the remit of the individual forces, but the need for cross-departmental liaison was obvious. They were looking for four different killers responsible for four interlinked crimes.
Trevone was already in, his face stuck to his screen.
‘Did you sleep here?’ she asked him, impressed and annoyed by how fresh-faced her young colleague looked so early in the day.
‘Printed something up for you,’ said Trevone, without breaking eye contact with the screen. ‘Save those old peepers of yours.’
‘“Peepers”? What are you, eighty?’ said Shannon, picking up the document on her desk. By the time she sat down, she’d already ingested page one of Icarus Glass’s Substack article. Glass was the survivor from the homicide in San Antonio. The lead detective from the SAPD, Lieutenant Boyd, had fully briefed her about him, but she wasn’t ready for Glass’s disturbingly comprehensive account of events. ‘Can we get this taken down?’ she said when she’d finished the article, already thinking ahead to the legal complications it could cause should they ever reach a point where they could try to mount a prosecution case against the killers.
‘Could try, but it’s already been downloaded and shared all over social media. Mr. Glass is offering the next part of his tale, if you subscribe to his newsletter. Ten bucks a pop.’
Shannon shook her head. She supposed it was admirable in a way. Glass was bent on making something from his ordeal. She could hardly blame him for that. He was a journalist by trade and it showed in the fluency of his prose, although at times he steered away from the factual into the poetic, particularly when referencing the man he’d identified as the killer, Lyle Accrington. He called Accrington ‘the Chicken Man’ – a phrase now trending on X. Glass spared no details describing Accrington’s insatiable appetite for the bird, so much so that Shannon thought she could smell fried chicken in the office.
Video footage showed Glass leaving a local bar prior to his alleged abduction, so drunk he couldn’t stand. And of all the four survivors, he was the only one to have freed himself before the police arrived.
‘It gets worse,’ said Trevone, sending a link to her screen.
‘I used to like you, Trevone,’ she sighed, scanning the various headlines nationwide proclaiming the lurid mystery of four identical killings in four different cities. ‘I guess our little secret is out.’
Shannon had created a mini crime board in between their desks. On it, she’d listed the four victims with a line beneath each, listing the survivors. Beneath the survivors she’d added another line for the name of the main suspects. So far, the only names they had were Lyle Accrington in San Antonio and Max Albon in New York. For the incidents in Chicago and Washington, there were simply question marks.
‘You’ve noticed the connection between our four survivors,’ she said to Trevone.
He stopped typing on his laptop. ‘It’s a bit obvious.’
‘No one likes a smart-ass, Trevone.’ But yes, the connecting characteristic was an obvious one. Each survivor was involved, professionally or not, in a pastime that was journalistic in nature. Icarus Glass was an actual journalist in the traditional sense, albeit one who was all but unemployed. Casey Barrington was a social media influencer, mainly on Instagram. Her reach had already been pretty wide, but the publicity from her abduction had lifted her to a completely different level. Sadie Levinstein, who had survived in Chicago, had a reasonably well-established true crime podcast. Finally, there was Alistair Bevan, a TV producer in Washington.
Coincidences happened, but this was too orchestrated to be anything but intentional. Now the issue was managing the four survivors’ versions of events – which, if Icarus Glass’s article was anything to go by, was going to prove difficult.
They spent the next thirty minutes prepping for the meeting with Deputy Director Greyson and the other senior personnel who would be present. That Greyson had flown in for the meeting reflected how seriously the case was being taken.
Trevone listed objection after objection as to why they shouldn’t be allowed to handle the investigation, until Shannon was satisfied they’d anticipated every angle. Not that it would make any difference. She admired Greyson, who’d once headed the NCAVC and had been instrumental in her choosing to join the BAU, but he could be stubborn, and when he’d made a decision it was near impossible to change his mind. ‘All right,’ she said at last. ‘Let’s go, before they assign this to someone else.’
They made their way to Special Agent in Charge Matt Bennett’s office. Bennett headed the NCAVC, and had appointed Shannon. His door was open, and his assistant nodded to them to go through.
‘Good,’ said Bennett as they arrived. ‘You both know Deputy Director Greyson,’ he added, as if meeting someone so high up the ranks was nothing out of the ordinary.
‘Sir,’ said Shannon and Trevone, in unison.
‘Sit, please,’ said Greyson, ‘and tell me what the hell is going on.’
Shannon relayed everything they knew at that point, Greyson listening intently despite probably knowing most of what she had to say.
‘Some type of terrorist group?’ he said, once she’d finished.
‘If it is, no one is coming forward. Obviously, we need to know more about the four victims, and the four survivors, but to me the attacks feel too tailored to the specifics of each involved pair. Too personal. All of the four killers talked extensively to the survivors before firing their weapons.’
‘Yes, but there are some similarities in the content of what they said,’ Greyson said. ‘Keywords and phrases of the sort an organization would use.’ He glanced down at his notes. ‘Some nonsense about “evolution” and “thrive to survive”?’
‘There’s no denying this is orchestrated, and that the phrases were meant to be shared. Naturally, we can’t rule out a terrorist group being behind it, but until we know more, I think the events should be treated as linked homicides. I’d like to visit the four areas and liaise further with the homicide detectives.’
Instead of commenting on or even acknowledging this desire, Greyson continued pressing his point. ‘It won’t have slipped your attention that each of the . . . you’re calling them “survivors”?’
Shannon nodded.
‘Each of the four survivors has either a media presence or access to it. Great for getting a message out. Again, this suggests that a group is behind it. No?’
‘I agree, sir. Some kind of group. And if that’s the case, then the best way to proceed is to find out what its message is and stop it at its source, get control of it. I’ve already conferenced with the four homicide departments and they are all offering full cooperation. I’d like to—’
‘Fine,’ said Greyson, lifting his hand. ‘You’ve got the go-ahead. I would start with this journalist in San Antonio. He needs to know it’s not prudent to publish whatever the hell he wants when he is effectively under suspicion for homicide.’
Shannon stood before anyone had time to change their mind. ‘Thank you, sir,’ she said, leaving the office with Trevone in tow.



Chapter Twelve
Ike woke up on the sofa, blinking at the glare from his laptop. He only had the residue of a hangover now and as he loaded and switched on the coffee machine, he was bemused to see the six-pack of beer still unopened in the fridge. Last night had passed by in a blur. Once he’d started writing, the words began to flow in a way he hadn’t experienced before. He couldn’t recall ever having started a story with such a lack of structure, but such was the information swirling in his mind that he’d been desperate to get the words down. And as he read back through the article, he’d been surprised at how coherent it sounded. Even so, he’d hesitated before pressing Publish. Once the story was out there, there would be no coming back. It would be possible for people to misconstrue what he had to say, to argue he was fabricating the tale to divert attention away from him. But at least now everyone would know his side of the story.
Use your skill. Thrive to survive.
Coffee brewed, Ike sat down once more in front of his laptop, dressed in only boxers and an old T-shirt. He scratched his arms and legs, a film of sweat covering every inch of the body he hadn’t washed in over twenty-four hours. He logged onto his Substack account and did a comical double take for the benefit of no one but himself. Maybe this was all still part of the dream – the nightmare that had started when Lyle Accrington first sat down next to him at the bar. Over a hundred thousand people had downloaded the free-to-read story so far.
Ike cursed himself for not putting up a paywall, feeling guilty at having the thought when somewhere Patricia was lying on a mortuary slab.
Skimming through the comments, he was pleased to see most people were on his side. They understood – and, more importantly, believed – what he had to say.
Still, it was hard to ignore the comments suggesting he was responsible for Patricia’s murder; that his story was just that, a fictional tale, embellished to make him look innocent. And in some ways, it was hard to argue. He began to feel the guilt of Patricia’s murder the same way he’d experienced Heather’s disappearance. It felt wrong to have survived the Chicken Man’s attack. And now, as he read through the story once more, he experienced a fresh pang of guilt for having exploited what had happened to her for his own ends.
The article was little more than a blow-by-blow account of his meeting Lyle Accrington at the bar, spending an evening with him drinking too many beers, and finding himself tied to a chair in the disused warehouse in San Antonio. He even admitted the shortcomings of his account: the fact that his time at the bar that evening was just a blur; that he had no memory of leaving the place or being transported and ending up with Accrington’s gun pointed at him. He squirmed as he reread the account of his fear as Accrington lifted the gun, felt ashamed at both feeling and then omitting from the article the sense of relief he’d experienced at that moment.
Along with the fear, his real thoughts at the time had centered on escaping the pain and regret at what little he’d achieved during his life. He’d also failed to note the flood of relief he’d felt as the light had leaked around the metal door and the police had stormed the warehouse, as he realized he’d survived.
He was unsure as to the legality of publishing the story. Although he didn’t mention Patricia by name, he feared somehow he might be interfering with due process. For now, he decided he didn’t care. Her death would soon be linked to him, and as Ike reread his article for what felt like the hundredth time, he understood things were far from over.
The subscribers and comments kept coming. People were demanding more information and Ike understood he was sitting on a potential goldmine. He’d set a fee of $10 to subscribe for the next article and already thousands had signed up. Even if a fraction of his current followers subscribed, he would start making the sort of money he’d only dreamed of as a print journalist.
His stomach rumbled as the first drops of coffee hit him, reminding him he needed something to eat. Any further articles could wait, for a number of reasons. He told himself it was mainly because of the nagging feeling he was betraying Patricia’s memory by profiting from her death, but he had to admit he was more concerned about the possible legal ramifications. He wanted to reach out to Patricia’s family, but didn’t know where to begin. It highlighted how little he knew about any of his former colleagues. Beyond the briefest of details – who was married, who was single, who was having an affair with a woman in HR – the truth was he had never known that much about the people he’d worked with, and they knew nothing about him.
He dwelled on that as he showered: how isolated and alone he’d become. Nothing was keeping him in the city. His only connection to San Antonio was the disappearance of Heather so many years ago.
The citrus-scented body wash did little to scrub away the smell of chicken grease that had taken root in his nostrils. He half expected Accrington to materialize from thin air, gnawing on chicken bones, grease glistening on his chin. He must have selected Patricia for a reason. Had it been because of Ike’s animosity toward her, or did it have something to do with her sharing the same hair color as Heather?
Either way, Ike was convinced it was his fault. Patricia would never have died if it hadn’t been for him, and he would have to deal as best he could with the weight of that guilt. With no intention of leaving his apartment that day, he settled for changing into shorts and a fresh T-shirt, then spraying aftershave onto his stubbled face in an attempt to drown out the lingering smell of chicken fat.
Already, he felt an urge to return to the laptop. He told himself it would be cathartic, that he could explain in greater detail the guilt he felt about Patricia, while deep down wondering if his base intention was simply to further exploit the situation for his own ends.
Forcing down some eggs and toast, he returned to the screen. Emails flooded his inbox, including various media requests from sources nationwide. The kind of thing he’d dreamed about for years was now just a click away.
Thrive to survive, Accrington had said. Ike still didn’t know if it was an order or merely advice. He wondered what the other three surviving victims were doing now, and if they’d been given a similar instruction. Had they had any links with their own particular victims? Were they conflicted by survivor’s guilt and a desire to exploit the situation to their own benefit, as he was?
The journalist in him was taking over, and Ike knew it was only a matter of time. He had to continue writing. He could justify it all later, but for now he had to get the story down.
Ike began to type, continuing the story where he’d left off: with his arrest and detainment at the police precinct.
Again, everything flowed in a way he’d rarely experienced. It was as if he was detached from the person he was writing about, as if he was viewing a fictionalized Ike from the viewpoint of an author. He relayed his despair at the suggestion that the victim was Heather, and the double despondency of his former work colleague being identified as the victim. In less than an hour, he had everything down. Once more, he was surprised by his fluency, alarmed that a situation so traumatic could provoke him to write the best stuff he’d produced in years.
Saving the file for later, he poured some more coffee and collapsed on the sofa with a guilty sense of satisfaction. For the first time since coming home the evening before, he switched on the news channel, only to see his face plastered all over it. Hand trembling, he turned up the volume, the news anchor doing her best to make sense of the many competing storylines.
Ike was being portrayed as a victim for now, but he knew full well the media could and probably would turn on him in an instant. He tried to watch the stories of the other three victims, and the three corresponding survivors, but it was too much for him.
Instead, he switched off the television and returned to his laptop. To the place where he was in control of his environment. He uploaded his latest article to Substack, and was about to hit Publish when there was a knock on the door.
Ike’s finger hovered over Publish as he tried to ignore the incessant knocking. He closed his eyes, and for the briefest time the banging stopped and was replaced by the sound of a familiar voice.
‘Mr. Glass, I know you’re in there,’ it said.
Ike hesitated, then hit Publish.



Chapter Thirteen
If Marlene had been alive, then maybe she would have forced him to go to sleep. As it was, Boyd had been up all night, save for perhaps twenty minutes’ stolen sleep in the armchair. He was paying for it now. Everything ached more than normal, from his ankles up to his blocked head. When Boyd was a child, his grandfather had once told him that aging was a bitch. He’d laughed at that as he watched the old man brush soap into the lather he used for shaving. Aging wasn’t a concept he’d understood at that time, but he’d been fighting it since his thirties. He felt it in his muscles and bones, in the tightness in his chest as he sat in his car waiting for Jiffy to arrive with the coffees.
He hadn’t needed Jiffy’s excited call at 6.30 a.m. to know the shit Icarus Glass had got himself into. The only saving grace was that he’d read that damn article over and over, searching for anything Glass hadn’t shared with them, and aside from the odd emotional reaction, the account was identical to the one Glass had given them. Still, he feared the potential issues it would cause should the case ever get in front of a judge.
About damn time, he thought, as Jiffy pulled up. ‘Sorry I’m late, boss,’ he said, handing him a coffee and a brown bag with some form of pastry in it.
A Danish. Boyd felt his stomach expanding just from looking at it. ‘You trying to kill me, Jiffy?’
‘Thought you’d need a little something. I imagine you haven’t slept much.’
Boyd closed his eyes as he took one bite of the sugary treat before placing it in the bag and handing it back to Jiffy.
‘Now that’s what I call restraint right there, boss.’
Boyd mumbled assent and took a swig of coffee. Twenty minutes later they were standing outside Glass’s apartment building in Castle Hills. The brown-brick building looked out of place, a lone spire in the clear blue sky. They wasted little time taking the elevator to Glass’s apartment on the fifteenth floor, where Boyd unapologetically banged on his door. ‘Mr. Glass, I know you’re in there.’ Glass was still a suspect, even if they didn’t have enough to hold him with, and Boyd didn’t like the way the man was shooting off about events on the internet.
‘You going for a jog?’ he said, as Glass opened the door in shorts and a T-shirt.
‘I’m not going anywhere. I guess you better come in,’ said Glass, leaving the door open and walking away from them.
‘Boss,’ said Jiffy, stopping him at the threshold and showing him his phone.
Boyd sipped some more coffee to prevent the expletives from escaping his mouth. Glass had just that second posted another story. ‘Read it,’ he told Jiffy.
‘That’ll cost me ten dollars.’
‘You’re shitting me. Well, take it out of your retirement fund and pay it. Mr. Glass, what the hell is going on?’
Patterned light beaming through the cracked blinds stretched across the dank interior of Glass’s apartment. The air conditioner was switched off, and the room smelled of body odor and old food.
‘What say we get some air in here?’ said Jiffy, not waiting for a reply as he pulled the blinds and opened the window.
Wincing against the glare of morning light, Glass looked even shittier than he had at the door. ‘What do you mean, “what the hell is going on?”’ he said, falling back into a creaking leather armchair and pointing toward the sofa for Boyd and Jiffy to sit.
‘You’ve published a second article,’ said Boyd, who remained standing. Hunched over his phone, Jiffy did take a seat, rocking back onto the couch without interrupting his reading.
‘I’m a journalist. I’ve got to eat.’
Boyd grunted and sat down beside Jiffy, surprised by the firmness of the cushions as he tried not to groan from the effort. ‘Care to tell me what this new edition says? Sergeant Coltrane here is a bit of a slow reader.’
‘Just continuing where I left off.’
‘Wasting no time making coin off this thing.’
‘What the hell does that mean?’
Boyd shrugged. ‘A cynical man would not only suggest that you’re exploiting a tragic situation to your own advantage, but might point out that this little career boon for you could serve as a motive for homicide.’
‘You honestly think I killed Patricia so I could make some money from a story?’
‘Did you?’
Glass swallowed but didn’t answer.
Jiffy looked up from his phone and shrugged in a way that indicated he’d finished reading and come away with nothing new to report.
Boyd went back at him. ‘You think about Patricia’s family at all?’
‘Of course I have. It’s all I’ve been thinking about. You’ll have noticed I wasn’t the one to mention her name.’
‘You did this time,’ said Jiffy, waving his phone in the air.
‘You watched the television this morning? Her name and picture are everywhere, as are mine.’
‘Ah, the hazards of fame. My sympathies.’ Boyd honestly didn’t like haranguing the man – chances were, he was a victim himself – but the articles didn’t sit well with him. ‘You’ve read about the three other cases by now?’
‘In some detail. What do you think is going on?’ asked Glass, sounding more journalistic by the second.
Boyd ignored the question, in part because he had no concrete answers. He was meeting with the FBI woman, Wallace, later that day, and hoped she had some answers for him.
‘The other three victims all knew their respective survivors?’
Boyd nodded, his eyes tight as if he were scrutinizing the information in his mind. ‘In fact, I’d go so far as to say that each had almost been their survivor’s best friend,’ he said. ‘Would you consider Patricia Wyman to have been your best friend, Mr. Glass?’
Boyd had made up that particular information, and received a confused glance from Jiffy in response. It had been a long time since he’d been out in the field questioning suspects, and he had to admit he was enjoying himself.
‘Patricia was a good friend once, though we’d become less close since we stopped working together.’
Boyd didn’t believe a word of it. Their research up to that point suggested that Patricia and Glass hadn’t got along very well. Some of his former colleagues had even claimed that Patricia had taken some joy in letting him go.
‘Anything romantic ever go down between you two?’ asked Jiffy, repeating a line of questioning they’d used at the precinct.
‘No.’
‘Do you have a partner at the moment, Mr. Glass?’ Boyd fired at him. ‘A significant other of any sort?’
Glass’s armchair appeared to be swallowing him a little more deeply all the time. ‘Not really a relationship guy, you know?’
Boyd prided himself on being a quick study of character. He’d heard thousands of sob stories over the years on the job, and treated each and every one the same way: with a heavy dose of cynicism. Still, not everyone lied, at least not all the time. Knowing when to accept a statement as truth was a skill he’d had to develop. He didn’t know where he stood with Glass at the moment, any more than he knew what the hell was going on with this rash of concurrent killings. But he believed that the disappearance of the man’s old girlfriend had impacted his world. He could see that loss in him, as it was something they shared.
‘About these stories, Mr. Glass.’
‘My articles?’
‘Yes. Your articles. Have you thought about the possible impact they could have on the investigation?’
Boyd detected a beat’s worth of hesitation before Glass’s reply, enough to suggest that this had indeed occurred to him. Not that it had stopped him from firing his stories out to the far corners of the planet. ‘I don’t think writing my account of events is going to have any impact on four separate homicide investigations, do you?’
‘You never know, Mr. Glass. Tell me. You’re a journalist, an investigator of sorts.’ In his peripheral vision, Boyd saw Jiffy’s eyebrows lift at this assertion. ‘You notice anything you and the three other survivors have in common?’
Glass paused, as if deciding whether to share the information they already knew. ‘Sure. We all have access to, or at least experience with, some form of communication or media.’
‘There you go, Jiffy. I knew he’d spot it. Then, Mr. Glass, has it crossed your mind that what you’re doing – accessing your particular form of communication in this way – might be exactly what the killer, or killers, want? I’m no FBI profiler, but I know that what most of these sons of bitches want is some recognition for their work. Already, you’re making this Chicken Man a legend.’
‘Maybe that will help you catch him.’
Boyd’s jaw clenched. He shot a look at Jiffy, who lowered his hands palm down, suggesting he keep calm. ‘OK, Mr. Glass. Thanks for that little bit of optimism, I guess.’ He took a deep breath, then said, ‘You’ll also notice none of the other survivors have gone public yet?’
It was Glass’s turn to get angry. ‘I don’t really care about what they’ve done or what they will do. That’s their business. My business . . . I’m not sure you fully appreciate what happened to me, Lieutenant Boyd. I was drugged, kidnapped, had a bullet blast by my ear, a bullet that murdered someone I knew. It’s horrible that she was victimized. But I’m a victim here as well. You should be out trying to find that psycho, not hassling me.’
Boyd stood, calf muscles burning as he accessed everything he had to get off the sofa without using his hands for support. ‘We’re trying to do just that, Mr. Glass, and I understand your point of view very well.’ He stepped toward Glass, who’d risen from his armchair. ‘A friendly warning, though. Just think. Think carefully the next time you want to post a story. Try to think beyond yourself. Because if you jeopardize this investigation in any way, you’ll have more than Lyle Accrington to reckon with. Do we understand each other?’
Maybe Glass had gone through enough in the last day or so. He didn’t show any flicker of fear; he just stood there, staring at Boyd.
In the end, Jiffy had to break the impasse. Touching Boyd on the shoulder, he said, ‘Have a good day, Mr. Glass,’ before leading him away.



Chapter Fourteen
The brutal variety of dry heat peculiar to the heat-absorbing tarmac of airports greeted Shannon and Trevone as they disembarked their plane at San Antonio. Shannon had spent the flight studying case files and the articles posted by Icarus Glass. She was still thinking about his heartfelt tale as they made their accelerated way through security to the car the SAPD had arranged for them. It was only a short journey through the city and they arrived within twenty minutes.
Mr. Glass’s work was clearly on Trevone’s mind as well as they pulled into the lot of the precinct. ‘Can we get these articles taken down?’ he asked.
‘We could request an injunction, possibly, but they’re out there now. I’d like to stop him posting anything else, but whether we can legally stop him doing it . . .’ Shannon shook her head.
The figures for Glass’s readership were astonishing. His second article had already been downloaded ten thousand times and he’d only posted that in the last two hours. The nation had a voracious appetite for the story, and it was growing with every passing minute. She’d already fended off two calls from Greyson on the plane. There was no need to belabor the point that four homicides, with four survivors, occurring at exactly the same time in four different cities, presented a logistical nightmare. Everyone wanted results yesterday; and to remain as head of the investigation, results were what Shannon had to provide.
They were offered coffee as they waited for the lead detectives on the Patricia Wyman case. ‘What do you think about Glass’s missing woman, Heather Bywater?’ said Shannon, as she took a drink of the surprisingly good brew.
‘Makes Glass’s story that much more compelling,’ Trevone replied. ‘Humanizes him. The file on her is pretty thin. Last stop was in San Antonio. Department somewhere in here would have dealt with it, but she’d had one of those nationwide Amtrak passes. She could have quite easily got on board another train out of the city. Could have ended up anywhere in the country.’
‘Tell you what, Trevone. Leave this meeting with the homicide detectives with me.’
Trevone’s mouth opened, as if he were in shock.
‘I want you to speak to the other three homicide divisions. Let’s dig even deeper into the pasts of these survivors. If Mr. Glass has a missing person in his life, maybe some of the others do too.’
Trevone frowned. He was clearly pissed to have come all the way to San Antonio only to be instructed to do work he could have done back in Quantico, but he was professional enough not to say anything. ‘See you sometime later then,’ he said, walking off.
Shannon took another drink of the coffee, smiling at Trevone’s mini-sulk.
‘Something I said?’
She looked up to find Lieutenant Boyd, whose bearded face she recognized from yesterday’s conference call, standing over her, looking off after the departing Trevone.
‘He can be a little peevish,’ she said, standing. ‘Shannon Wallace.’
‘Boyd,’ said the lieutenant, holding out his hand.
Shannon shook the man’s hand and accompanied him to his office.
‘This one’s a doozy,’ said Boyd, once they’d taken seats across his desk.
‘You can say that again.’
Shannon had worked with a good number of police departments and hundreds of officers over the years. The majority of them were hard-working and conscientious, and highly skilled in their individual fields. Boyd had clearly put in enough years to have taken retirement, and she wondered what kept him on the job. In her experience, officers of his age stayed in the role for one of two reasons: unfinished business, or the simple fear of no longing working. She hoped it was the former. The media attention was already intense and showed no sign of easing. If Boyd wasn’t fully committed to the role, it risked swamping him.
‘When did you last see Icarus Glass?’ she asked him.
‘A couple of hours back. Not long after he released his second article.’
‘Making quite a name for himself.’
‘And a good bit of money.’
‘Did he seem close to the victim?’
Boyd updated her on the interviews they’d conducted with Glass. The upshot: everything pointed to Glass being a victim. The only thing differentiating him from the other three survivors was the fact he’d managed to free himself before the police arrived at the scene. ‘He claims he used to get on well with Patricia Wyman,’ he told her, ‘but that doesn’t exactly jibe with what we’re getting from his former colleagues. There seems to have been a bit of animosity between the pair. And she fired him.’
‘When did he last see her?’
‘Glass claims not to have seen her in more than six months.’
‘What about this missing girl – Heather Bywater?’
‘We’re liaising with other internal departments on that. I imagine you know as much as we do. Twenty-six years is a long time.’
‘We may have information on this Lyle Accrington.’ Shannon brought up the file she’d received from headquarters, and handed her tablet to Boyd. She wanted Boyd on her side, and knew she had to give him something. ‘I’ll get that sent over to you so you can really settle in with it. A number of unsolved homicides nationwide where someone matching Accrington’s description has been reported near the scene at the time of the attack. We’ve even managed to track him to some hotels. Under different aliases, of course.’
Boyd scrolled through the report. ‘Similar MO,’ he said.
She nodded. ‘Always a gun at close range. Single bullet.’
He looked up from the tablet, his lips curved lightly upward, creases forming by his eyes. ‘I suppose this tells us something,’ he said.
Shannon matched his smile. ‘And what do you think it tells us?’
‘It tells me he doesn’t like getting his hands dirty. Could be all the chicken he’s eating. I’m sure there’s some kind of psychological explanation, or theory, you guys have come up with about this type of thing.’
Boyd had an easy charm about him. He was being mildly provocative, testing the boundaries. With his experience in homicide, he would already have his own theories. The method of attack suggested the killer was organized, and meticulous in preparation and execution. ‘I won’t bore you with all that,’ she said.
Boyd nodded. ‘I’ll get our forensic department in touch with yours. Anything new to tell me from the other crime scenes?’
Everyone was still coming to terms with the coordinated attacks, and in part they were all defending their positions. Shannon was coordinating efforts at present, but the flow of information was not as fluid as she would have wished. ‘It’s an open forum. You sure you’re OK with me calling you Boyd?’
Boyd shrugged. ‘Think of it as a nickname.’
‘OK, Boyd. Anything they tell me, I’ll share, you have my word on that. The interview notes are collated for your viewing, and thanks for your contributions.’ Shannon wished she had more to offer him. ‘My colleague, Special Agent Trevone, is speaking with the other departments now. Nothing in the files of the other survivors suggests any parallels yet, but we are looking into the significance of Heather Bywater.’
‘You think the other – what are we calling them now, “survivors”? – may have missing people in their lives?’
‘Working theory. Very recent working theory. I find it hard to believe nothing connects these people beyond the vague shared nature of their professions.’
‘Thanks for telling me,’ Boyd had just said, when he was interrupted by a knock on the open door. ‘Ah, my right-hand man. Special Agent Wallace, Sergeant Coltrane. I call him Jiffy, but I’ve forgotten why.’
‘Sergeant,’ said Shannon, standing to shake the man’s hand.
‘Pleasure, ma’am. Sorry to interrupt you both, but thought you’d like to know. Sadie Levinstein from Chicago has just broken her media silence.’
‘She’s the one with the podcast?’ said Boyd.
‘Sure is, and she’s posted a brand-new episode. If that’s what they call them.’ He placed a laptop on the desk. ‘Anyway, I think you should both have a listen. She has a few interesting things to say.’



Chapter Fifteen
Ike wanted some fresh air but every time he went to leave the apartment, he couldn’t bring himself to open the door. Instead, he sat back in front of the laptop, watching in disbelief as his subscription numbers kept increasing. He understood it didn’t make him a great journalist or writer, that it was all dumb luck, and the worst type of luck as well, but he couldn’t deny the thrill.
He read the comments but didn’t respond. The commenters could be divided roughly into three camps: the sympathetic, the critical, and the outright insane. Of the three, it was the critical he took most to heart. Despite the thrill of actually selling some writing for a change, he couldn’t argue with their accusations. How could he be making money on the back of a former colleague’s death? It was a fair question, and it stung. There was no point arguing that all writers could be accused of benefiting from the pain of others, one way or another. Patricia had only died yesterday and here he was exploiting her death for all it was worth.
The one thing he had kept from the article, and the police, was the suggestion that he was writing these articles at the behest of Patricia’s killer. Lyle Accrington had been cryptic about it, but his instruction to thrive to survive had struck a chord with Ike, and to thrive he needed to tell Accrington’s story – what little Ike knew of it. He still wasn’t sure why he’d kept Lyle’s guidance from the police. He guessed it would’ve sounded too much like an excuse, as if he were justifying cashing in on Patricia’s death. Though he hadn’t discounted the fact that it could just come down to fear. He hated admitting any type of weakness, but was ready enough to concede he feared Accrington with every fiber of his body.
And not just because he’d come so close to being killed by him.
Much of what Accrington said had sounded like gibberish, but the man had emanated a mysterious energy that, in Ike’s experience, made him unique. Perhaps he wasn’t the god he’d claimed to be, the next stage in evolution, but he was like no other person Ike had ever met. He’d caught a glimpse of that in the bar, but it had really hit home when he’d been chained to the chair. Yes, he’d been petrified, and would have done or accepted anything to escape with his life, but at times he’d found himself believing what Accrington was telling him.
Ike hated to admit it, but part of him didn’t want to fail Accrington, and not only because it meant his life would be in jeopardy.
Put that in your next article, see where it gets you, he said to himself.
He was about to shut the laptop and try to grab a bit of fresh air, when a news story appeared on his X feed.
Group Killing Survivor Speaks Out
Ike clicked on the article. One of the other survivors – the true crime podcaster Sadie Levinstein, whose ex-boyfriend Miles Thompson had been killed in Chicago – had released an episode of her podcast. Ike’s hand shook as he clicked on the link. He’d never heard of the podcast, The Dark End of the Street, but it certainly seemed to have quite a following. The podcast was number one in multiple categories. Of course, it wasn’t clear if that was down to recent events or not.
He pressed Play, the shaking intensifying, and waited as static poured out from his speakers. Usually, these things started with some jaunty music, and Ike had begun testing his speakers just as a voice broke the silence. A female voice, warm but not giving away too much emotion, introduced the episode:
Welcome to a very special episode of The Dark End of the Street. My name is Mary Levy, co-founder of the podcast. Today I will be talking to the other co-founder, Sadie Levinstein. Chances are you will have read about recent events where Sadie was kidnapped and made to witness the murder of her ex-boyfriend, Miles Thompson.
With so much media attention given to this, and the three other, concurrent murders, Sadie wanted to dispel the various rumors circulating the media at present. As you can imagine, this is a very difficult time for her. We recorded the conversation earlier this morning and have only run a brief edit for sound and balance. The next voice you hear will be Sadie’s. She will be explaining what happened the other evening from her point of view. We both appreciate your support at this most trying of times, and offer our thoughts and prayers to Miles Thompson’s family and friends, and all the victims and survivors from the other killings.
Ike dismissed the notion about thoughts and prayers, but sat entranced as Sadie told her story. His heart hammered in his chest as she shared what had happened, the threat of tears lurking behind his eyes every time the woman’s voice wavered with emotion. The account was so familiar that she could have been talking about his own experience, the only real difference being the omission of Accrington. Whereas Ike had spent the evening with his attacker, Sadie’s attacker had remained a stranger until she’d found herself bound and gagged in a disused building in the city of Evanston, Illinois. She alluded to the possibility of her drink being spiked, as the last thing she remembered – prior to waking on the chair – was sharing a last drink with a friend in a bar in downtown Chicago.
Ike moved in nearer to the speakers as Sadie tearfully recalled her captor speaking to her as she sat captive. He felt his eyes water as she shared the fear of thinking she was going to die:
I didn’t know what he was saying. He did say I had to earn the right to live and that gave me a glimmer of hope, but I thought he was just insane. He kept waving the gun around and I thought, why would he have brought me here if not to kill me?
In the end, I decided I was going to die. I can’t say I didn’t panic, but I tried to hold on to the good things in my life. My family, my friends. All the time he was chatting away like nothing out of the ordinary was happening, I kept thinking of all the things I’d experienced, cataloguing all of the amazing people I’d known.
Ike desperately wanted to know more. He could tell – through his own experience – that Sadie was being elusive. Had she been threatened in the same way he had been? Had she been told to thrive to survive, or something similar? She must have, or why else do the podcast? Not that she was about to admit it if she had been threatened. That was part of the deal, and the fact that she now knew there were four homicides in total would have been enough to persuade her that whoever was responsible had the wherewithal to carry out their threat.
Ike began to tremble as Sadie started speaking about the man who’d been killed just a dozen strides behind where the chair she’d been lashed to had been placed. Her ex-boyfriend. Sadie shared Ike’s same sense of guilt over his death and, like him, she’d concluded that she must have been targeted specifically. She recounted her assailant shooting the gun and how she thought she must have died, and how the relief of being rescued was soon destroyed when she saw the corpse of Thompson tied to a chair behind hers. The situation and subsequent emotions were so similar to Ike’s that he wondered if she was referencing his first Substack piece.
It wasn’t until the end of her talk that Sadie even mentioned the other homicides, but when she did, her revelation came as a surprise to him:
Of course, since that night I have heard about the three other homicides. I would like to state now, for the record, that I do not know nor have ever met, at least to my knowledge, any of the three other murder victims or the three other survivors. I am still trying to understand what this all means. The only thing I can say for sure is that I believe that, for reasons as yet unknown, we were all specifically targeted. I have read online that one of the reasons for that must be because each of us has some kind of media presence. I can’t speak for the three other survivors, but I initially found this hard to believe. Prior to Miles’s murder, we had fewer than a thousand regular subscribers to our podcast and the highest number of downloads we have had for a single episode was 4,827.
However, something my attacker said to me as I sat there waiting to die has come back to me.
Ike inched so close to the speakers that he could feel the vibrations of sound, his heartbeat playing an accompanying beat. Was she going to tell everyone about the threat? That she had to tell the story? That she had to thrive to survive?
I haven’t even told the police this. And maybe I should wait until I’ve spoken to them . . . Mary?
The sound of the podcast became muffled, as Sadie exchanged stifled words with her co-host. It was something Ike thought could have been edited out but it certainly added to the tension. Finally, Sadie returned to the microphone.
After speaking to Mary, I think it’s OK to continue. It is something I genuinely forgot about during my police interview, but I think it’s OK to mention it now. The reason I may have omitted it is because at the time I had no idea of its relevance. He – the attacker – had spoken so much gibberish during our time together that I thought it was just another crazy thing he’d said. But after hearing and reading about my fellow survivors, I think it does have some relevance.
Sadie paused, and Ike thought he might keel over from the tension.
He was talking about himself a lot – and I mean, a lot – but at one time he stopped talking, as if all of a sudden everything had become super serious for him. ‘You must listen to this,’ he said. ‘I’m not like you. I feel we’ve explored this enough already, but there are more people out there like me. And we’re coming together. We’re forming an alliance.’
As soon as he said it, he stopped in his tracks, as if he’d said too much. I was too panicked at the time to pay it any attention, but what if this ‘alliance’ he’s talking about is responsible for the other three murders?
And if they are, what do they plan next?



Chapter Sixteen
Jiffy pressed a key on the laptop to stop the recording of the podcast, the sound of the keystroke leaving behind it an uneasy silence. Boyd had stolen the odd glance at Special Agent Wallace during the playback, but the agent’s facial expressions were inscrutable. He couldn’t imagine the same could be said of his. This was all miles outside his comfort zone. Until that moment, he’d never even listened to a podcast before. He could barely use his laptop, let alone traverse the tricky waters of social media. That a victim – if that was what the survivor Sadie Levinstein could correctly be described as – could just choose to relay their testimony to anyone in the world who would care to listen was almost unfathomable to him. Boyd’s earlier concerns about Ike’s articles had intensified. Even if they did catch up with the killers, the combination of Sadie’s podcast and Ike Glass’s articles threatened any successful prosecution. Any lawyer worth his salt would have a field day with the mass broadcasts of all these versions of events. How the hell could you get an impartial jury when everyone in the world knew the various accounts of the crimes from the victims in advance?
Boyd reminded himself that that was none of his concern. His job was to uphold the law. He had to remain focused on catching whoever had killed Patricia Wyman. The rest would be up to the judicial system.
‘Spookier and spookier,’ said Jiffy.
Boyd couldn’t help but laugh as Agent Wallace frowned. ‘I believe this is the first we’ve heard of an alliance?’ she asked.
Boyd presumed the question was rhetorical – he figured Wallace knew the transcripts from the four survivors’ interviews, if not by heart, then damn near close to it – but he felt compelled to answer it, just the same. ‘First time I recall that word popping up,’ he said. ‘But seems obvious the four killers were working together in one way or another.’
‘Nothing from your Mr. Glass on this? No mention of an alliance, off the record perhaps?’
‘Nope. No mention of any alliance.’
‘Sounded to me that Sadie Levinstein believed the killer thought he’d slipped up,’ Jiffy said. ‘Mentioned the alliance by mistake.’
‘Maybe,’ said Boyd, ‘but it doesn’t seem likely to me. To pull off all that they did, like clockwork – four different locations, eight different victims? Hell, they don’t sound like the kind of people who’d let things slip out by accident.’
‘I think you’re right,’ said Wallace. ‘Maybe he wanted it to sound like an accident. But it’s abundantly clear they want all the publicity they can get. Why pretend to be secretive about it?’
Not having even a wild guess to hazard, Boyd could only shrug. Then doubled back a step. ‘Just to be sure: I haven’t seen any transcripts from the Miss Levinstein case, but I’m presuming there was no mention of this alliance?’
Wallace acted surprised. ‘Haven’t seen them? That’s an oversight on my part. We should be sharing all of our resources. I’ll get that over to you and the others immediately. But no, no mention.’ Her mouth twisted a little in consternation. ‘In fact, whole swathes of that podcast do not appear on her witness statement.’
‘Different deal,’ said Jiffy.
She turned her consternation on him. ‘What? What’s that?’
‘A police interview versus her own podcast.’
When this got only a blank stare, Boyd stepped in. ‘Jiffy’s saying, in his own special way, that they’re different situations, different settings. Giving her official statement, she’s locked up tight, stressed out, making sure every little fact is right. Much of what she says in the podcast is about emotion.’
‘OK.’ Wallace nodded. ‘I can see that. Emotion. Or sensationalizing it for her audience.’
‘You think she was purposely holding that information back from the homicide detectives?’ said Boyd, glancing at Jiffy. He could tell that the same thing was playing through his colleague’s mind: what had Icarus Glass withheld from them?
‘She claimed in the podcast the information had just come back to her. I guess you’re thinking that Glass may have also forgot some pertinent information?’
‘Only one way to be sure, I guess?’ said Boyd.
‘Agreed,’ said Wallace. ‘Let me call the homicide team in Chicago. Mind if I tag along to speak to Mr. Glass?’
‘You’d be a welcome guest, ma’am,’ said Boyd, sucking his gut in as he eased himself from the chair.

By the time the three of them left the precinct – Jiffy behind the wheel, Boyd shotgun, Wallace in the back – Casey Barrington had become the third survivor to break her silence. She’d posted a succession of three images of herself holed up in her apartment on all the major social media platforms. Unlike Sadie Levinstein’s podcast, the comments beneath the pictures were cryptic:
Still dealing with everything that happened the other night.
Thinking about my fellow survivors, and those poor victims.
My heart goes out to Penny’s family and friends.
It made for uncomfortable viewing. Boyd didn’t think the images were forced, but they were definitely in bad taste. Despite her sentiments, the young woman had posed for every image. Always in a different outfit, her face angled just so to look as gorgeously traumatized as possible.
Jiffy called ahead to the patrol car situated outside Icarus Glass’s apartment building. Glass had yet to leave, which was a small mercy. Boyd still didn’t know how to take the man, and the latest developments – this whole ‘alliance’ business – cemented his feeling that Glass had been hiding things from them.
Boyd snuck a quick look at Agent Wallace in the side-view mirror as Jiffy set off toward Castle Hills. Ever since leaving the interview room, her cell phone had been glued to her ear. She was speaking to her impossibly young colleague, Trevone, instructing him to liaise with the other three homicide departments. Boyd had been in these situations before, the feds inching into his investigation until it was finally taken from him. He hated this side of the job, the petty squabbles over jurisdiction. It did little to serve anyone but the egos involved. Just because he didn’t think Wallace was aiming to take the investigation away from him didn’t mean it wouldn’t happen.
Boyd’s stomach growled as Jiffy turned down the street where Glass lived. Apart from the controlled bite of the Danish that Jiffy had supplied, Boyd hadn’t had anything beyond his usual intake of coffee that morning and was regretting both decisions. He and caffeine had long since ceased getting on well together, and on an empty stomach any more than one cup made him at once sluggish and on edge. He jumped as his cell phone beeped and vibrated in his hand, and noticed a sly grin appear on Jiffy’s face.
It was from Leanne:
Thought you’d want to see this
Boyd opened the attachment and took out a pair of reading glasses. Leanne had taken a screenshot from a Facebook account entitled The Alliance, which had over 50,000 likes.
He pecked out a reply: Do we know when this was created?
What are you, sixteen? he silently snapped at himself as he waited for Leanne to reply.
Three dots appeared on his screen as Jiffy parked, and Boyd’s pulse rate rose higher than he would have liked as he once again waited.
The dots were replaced with: Twenty-five minutes ago.
Boyd showed the exchange first to Jiffy then to Special Agent Wallace, who he could see was still coming to terms with the images Casey Barrington had posted. As Wallace glanced at the screenshot of the Facebook page Leanne had shared, Jiffy pressed a few buttons on his phone and showed it to Boyd. ‘Eighty thousand likes now,’ he said.
‘Likes?’ said Boyd. ‘What’s to goddamn like?’
He was still angry by the time they reached Glass’s apartment. Banging on the door, he barked into it, ‘Mr. Glass, let’s not go through this dance every time we come to visit.’ He turned to Jiffy. ‘Check again with the damn patrol team that I’m not pitching a fit to an empty apartment, would you?’
He thought he caught Wallace noting his anger and told himself to calm down. But dammit, why anyone would like something pertaining to a group of killers was at once beyond him and infuriating. Maybe if those 80,000 people had seen what he’d seen, if they’d been present for Patricia Wyman’s autopsy, or had been there when he’d broken the news to her parents, then maybe they would have been less inclined to like these people. ‘Mr. Glass,’ he repeated, pounding the meat of one fist on the door.
‘He hasn’t left, according to the patrol officers,’ Jiffy reported.
Chances were that Glass was holed up behind his front door, waiting for them to leave. Forcing himself to take a deep breath, Boyd had to admit he couldn’t blame the man for that. Glass had, after all, spent the majority of the last forty-eight hours under detention of one sort or another. If it had been him, maybe he wouldn’t be answering the door either.
It didn’t make the situation any less embarrassing. ‘You want to try?’ Boyd said to Wallace.
She shrugged and stepped up to the door. ‘Sir, this is FBI Special Agent Shannon Wallace. Please open up so we can speak to you.’
Even without Wallace’s impressively firm delivery, this message would normally be enough to pop the door open. In Boyd’s experience, citizens had a healthy fear of the FBI, and if Glass was behind the door, Boyd was sure he would have opened up by now.
But whatever the hell Glass was, he wasn’t just another citizen.
Wallace turned to Boyd and said, with absolutely counterfeit sincerity, ‘I think Mr. Glass may be in trouble.’
Boyd grunted a laugh. If they thought Glass was in danger, then they had due cause to break the door down. ‘I’m presuming you won’t be doing the paperwork on this, though,’ he said.
Wallace turned her palms to the sky. ‘What can I say?’
‘Well, you can apologize to Jiffy, here, who will be stuck behind the desk for the rest of the day.’
‘Let me take a swing at it first,’ said Jiffy, stepping between them to address the door. ‘For all that’s good in the world, Mr. Glass, please open this door,’ he boomed, then delivered a good thumping to it.
Boyd was about to call the patrol team for a ram when a door opened farther down the corridor. A head stuck out from the opening, the face of an elderly woman glaring at them.
‘Apologies for the noise, ma’am,’ said Jiffy.
‘You police?’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
‘Whose door you banging on?’
‘Mr. Glass’s,’ said Boyd. ‘Icarus – I mean Ike – Glass.’
‘Scruffy English guy. I know him. Seen him a bit ago.’
Boyd walked over to the woman, whose scowl was still etched on her face. ‘How long ago was this, ma’am?’
‘I don’t know,’ said the woman, as if the question were ridiculous. ‘Maybe twenty minutes ago. What’s he done?’ she demanded to know.
‘We believe Mr. Glass could be in serious danger, ma’am. If you have any idea as to his whereabouts, we’d love to hear about it.’
‘Serious danger.’ This earned an eye roll visible from the cheap seats. ‘If things are that dramatic, I’ll tell you. Yeah, I saw him. I was coming back from my morning walk and saw him disappear a way down yonder,’ said the woman, pointing to the far end of the floor.
Jiffy and Wallace set off down the corridor. ‘Where exactly, ma’am?’ said Boyd.
‘It’s the fire exit, you see. They should be alarmed, but they’re not. This building with their short cuts and money-saving nonsense. I’ve reported the dead alarms, but they never listen.’
‘Thank you, ma’am,’ said Boyd, already halfway down the corridor by the time the woman had stopped speaking.
Jiffy was holding the fire exit door open, his face red. Boyd peered outside at a rusted set of fire stairs that led to the back of the apartment building and to a spot out of sight of their patrol car.



Chapter Seventeen
Alistair Bevan placed his hand on the doorknob. He willed himself to turn it, but try as he might, his hand wouldn’t obey. The lure of his sofa was too much, as was the call of the half-finished bottle of Jack Daniel’s on his coffee table, and in the end he decided fresh air was a necessity he could do without for a few more hours, the sofa taking his weight with a welcoming sigh of creaking leather and air shifting.
He hadn’t left the small studio apartment in Brightwood Park since being released by the police. It had only been two days but the apartment was becoming a refuge he thought he might never leave. He’d already started looking for online gigs. Every time he thought about returning to the television studio, he felt nauseous. Miquel and Ali had called on numerous occasions and insisted there was no rush back, that his job would be waiting for him when he was ready, and though he was grateful for their kind words, he doubted their charity would last forever.
And at that moment, Alistair was convinced he would feel like this forever.
Everything about that night played in the periphery of his memory on a nagging, never-ending loop. It started with him answering the door to a man he’d never met before, and ended with him chained to a chair in a derelict building by the river, the man spouting some nonsense before aiming a gun at him and firing.
Alistair could hear the sound of the gun firing in his mind, as clear as he could hear the slug of JD as it dripped from the bottle into his glass. He’d found out only late last night that the victim, who unbeknown to him had been sitting behind him all the time, was his old college roommate, Kieran Gibbs. Kieran had worked at the same media company as Alistair, as a sound engineer on one of the company’s radio programs. When Alistair had first moved to Washington, he’d hung out with Kieran quite a bit. They’d meet at least once a week at a local bar and bitch about their colleagues. They hadn’t been best pals or anything, but it was lonely being in the big city and Kieran had helped make it bearable.
That had changed when Kieran started seeing Stacey, Alistair’s ex. When Alistair had found out about that, it had been like a kick in the groin. He’d told Kieran everything about his relationship with Stacey and here the little prick was, moving in on her behind his back.
None of that explained why the stranger had killed him. That was a mystery, one of many mysteries that seemed to be growing by the hour.
Alistair was receiving a level of fame he’d once only dreamed about. He’d made a career in TV production but, like many in his industry, he’d fantasized about being on the other side of the camera. Now, thanks to all this craziness and the contacts he’d made over the years, he’d already received a dozen requests to appear on television, including an extended one-on-one with Anderson Cooper on CNN. In any other circumstances he could imagine he would have jumped at the chance, but he knew how these things worked. Once he appeared on television, his life would be defined by the events of the other night. It probably would be, anyway. Kieran’s murder would forever haunt him. He’d already been trending on X, and the story was all over social media. Alistair was destined to be remembered as one of the four survivors, whether he liked it or not, but that didn’t mean he would play a part in the killer’s twisted games.
The bourbon was now going down as easy as water. Alistair understood it wasn’t making things better. He could only hope that it would soon lead to oblivion, as sleep in itself wasn’t up to the task. Sleep only brought him back closer to the shuttered building, his nightmares amplifying the terror of that night tenfold.
He flicked through the TV channels but couldn’t shift his thoughts. Hating himself, he played Sadie Levinstein’s podcast once more.
She called herself a survivor, but to Alistair the word rang hollow. He heard the same reticence in Sadie’s words as she told a story eerily similar to his own. The main difference being that his abduction had taken place in his own apartment. Alistair rubbed his neck where the killer had punctured his flesh with a needle, and listened again to Sadie referencing The Alliance.
If Kieran Gibbs’s killer had mentioned any such group, Alistair had blotted it from his memory. He recalled some of the other stuff – the thrive to survive bullshit, the talk of evolution, and utilizing his skills – but his recollection was muddled. He’d read the articles by the journalist, Ike Glass, who’d been abducted in Texas, and the posts by the Instagram girl, Casey Barrington. By now, even with Sadie’s podcast fresh in his mind, he wasn’t sure what parts of the story were his and what parts belonged to another or all of them.
He’d understood the killer had a perverse need to be known, despite never once sharing his name. That was clear in the use your skill warning. He wanted his story out there, wanted Alistair to use his television contacts, and Alistair had reported the implied threat to the police. It was obvious the others had capitulated – even Casey Barrington was getting famous from posting weird pictures from her apartment – but Alistair refused to give the killer what he wanted.
Sadie signed off the podcast with the dramatic what-will-they-do-next line, and Alistair felt bile rise in his throat. He slugged some more JD, and despite himself he opened his laptop to check the latest developments.
His email account was overflowing with messages, and when he looked at his Facebook account, he couldn’t quite believe the number of friend requests he’d received. Perhaps he was being naive. He hated to think in these terms, but what if he could make some money from all of this misery? It looked as if the others were doing so, and perhaps he’d done himself a favor by waiting longer to tell his story. His name was everywhere. Last of the survivors to tell his side of the story! ran one of the headlines. Maybe, just maybe, he should take up one of those TV offers. There were worse ways to make money, to become famous. He could even end up helping others. He could set up a charity, travel nationwide speaking at events for victims of crime. That wouldn’t be cashing in, that would be making something positive out of all this negativity.
His newfound resolve faded when he saw the link to The Alliance’s Facebook page. They now had half a million followers in less than twenty-four hours, and they hadn’t even posted anything. Alistair scrolled through the comments, which numbered in the thousands, and saw the same question repeated over and over:
When will Alistair Bevan break his silence?
‘Morbid bastards,’ he said to himself, and then, as though in retort, came a knock on the door.
Alistair blinked, squinting at the time on the laptop screen. It was after midnight. The police had been making random checks on him ever since he’d returned, but he could do without the long walk from sofa to front door in his current state.
Another knock, a set of them now, with increasing volume. He sighed. He took another swig of JD, concerned by the small amount of liquor left in the bottle, and stumbled across the room. Fumbling with the latch, he mumbled something inaudible and opened the door.
When he saw who was on the other side, he thought for a second that maybe the alcohol had gotten the better of him and he’d tumbled into the sleep oblivion he’d sought. A nightmare version, but beggars can’t be choosers.
The feeling was soon dispelled as the figure began to speak. ‘Hello, Mr. Bevan. I really did hope I wouldn’t be seeing you again so soon. May I come in?’ asked the man who’d killed Kieran Gibbs.
Alistair’s mouth hung open, and before he had time to shut it, the man had punched him savagely in the throat and let himself in.



Chapter Eighteen
The bar was a smaller replica of the one he’d been in the other evening. Despite what had happened to Ike the last time he’d been in a sports bar, there was a certain solace to being surrounded once again by the familiar endless flicker of multiple television screens. With his baseball cap pulled down, Ike was just another lone soul sipping, for now, light beer as he pretended to watch the ball game on the screen in front of him.
Until a man pulled out a barstool two down from him, and a great bloom of sweat soaked Ike’s skin. He didn’t turn to face the stranger, just sat there pumping out perspiration by the quart and trying without success to quiet his panting until he caught sight of the man’s features in the bar room mirror. It wasn’t Accrington. Ike took a long swig from the bottle in celebration as the stranger ordered a couple of beers and left him alone.
Ike had used the fire escape to flee his suddenly prison-like apartment after the visit of Lieutenant Boyd and his sidekick, Coltrane. Ike didn’t know what they wanted from him. He was a victim. Maybe not to the extent that Patricia was, but a victim nonetheless.
He kept his head down, his focus on his cell phone, where there were currently twenty-three missed calls from Lieutenant Boyd. The killers had a name now – The Alliance – and their profile was growing. Metastasizing. Ike couldn’t keep up with the comments on their Facebook page. Hundreds were dropping every minute, and although thousands of angry emoticons had been pressed into service, there were more than a few supportive comments. Yes, perverse as it was, and as sick as it made Ike feel, The Alliance already had its supporters. Why, Ike couldn’t fathom. All they’d managed to do was kill four innocent people and leave behind four traumatized survivors, but the comments kept coming.
You rock!
When’s the next cull?
You guys are amazin’. How’d you pull this off?
And then there were of course the conspiracy theorists, whipping themselves into a froth. A growing theory, debated extensively on the Facebook page itself, was that Ike and the other three survivors were part of The Alliance.
Ike ordered another beer as he tried once again to process the bewilderment and guilt he felt. In many ways, these nutjobs were correct. After all, in following Accrington’s instructions – thrive to survive – he was benefiting directly. His paid subscribers were growing by the minute and he’d already had interest from agents and publishers, as well as multiple media groups. The truth he was trying to avoid facing was that maybe he was more like Accrington and his cronies than was comfortable. Sure, he wasn’t about to put a bullet in someone, but here he was, cashing in on a colleague’s death, working out the best methods to wring every possible dollar out of the situation.
The beer tasted like ice-cold water, which wasn’t a good sign. It meant his tolerance was growing, and that sooner or later he would start on something stronger. He risked a look around the bar. His eyes lingered a little too long on a group of obese men by the pinball table. Could one be Accrington in disguise? One of the group didn’t take kindly to his scrutiny and Ike looked away, returning to his phone before ordering a shot of vodka to go with his next beer.
As was the way of these things, the next few hours sped by in a bewildering blur. Ike couldn’t be sure when the self-induced amnesia hit, but one minute he was sitting on the barstool, and the next he was outside in the darkness with the lighted face of his cell phone telling him it was 1.30 a.m.
Ike had done some foolish things in his time and knew this was another in a long line of mistakes, but in his intoxicated state he didn’t care. Accrington, Patricia’s death, that stupid podcast and The Alliance itself all felt like abstract concepts. What did he care? He was too drunk to really fear anything, or so he thought until he heard the light hum of a car engine approach him.
The car pulled alongside him and Ike’s body stopped working. He was rooted to the spot like a hunted animal as the driver’s window buzzed down.
It was now or never. Ike began talking to himself, perhaps aloud, willing his legs to move. He felt like he was trapped in one of his childhood nightmares, where the monster was attacking but he was stuck in place.
‘Sir? Mr. Glass?’
Ike blinked at the driver. ‘Yes.’
‘Uber,’ said the driver.
Ike glanced at his cell phone and saw the notification. Try as he might, he couldn’t remember ordering it.
‘You getting in, sir? I’m not that keen on just hanging out here much longer.’
He opened the rear passenger door and fell into the seat.
‘There’s a cleaning fee,’ said the driver, with a disgruntled shake of his head, before pulling away.

The driver woke him and Ike gripped the armrest of the car, a cold sweat breaking out on his skin as he tried with zero success to work out his location.
‘Looks like some action up ahead,’ said the driver.
The night sky was alight with blue and red emergency lights. ‘Where are we?’ said Ike, his voice a dry rasp.
‘Two blocks from your place.’
‘Can you let me out here?’
‘Sure thing.’
Ike thanked the driver, his legs unstable as they hit the sidewalk. He must have charged his cell phone at some point, as it still had over half its battery power left. The missed call and voicemail counts had risen and the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach returned as he wondered how many of them were from the homicide detective.
The last thing he wanted to do was return to his apartment, but what option did he have? He couldn’t walk the streets and he imagined the police would be notified the second he booked into a hotel.
‘I’ve done nothing wrong,’ he muttered to himself as he began walking toward his apartment building, but as he turned the corner his new resolve began to vanish. Three patrol cars were stationed outside, their lights creating weird shadows on the looming building.
Oh right. He’d snuck out.
Ike could only conclude that they thought he’d been abducted, a step of logic he imagined he should have had much earlier in the day. He didn’t think it would matter to them that no one had expressly told him to stay put in the apartment. He should have answered his cell phone with the first call from the cop. Now he’d wasted the police’s time, and he was already not in their good books.
Peering down the street, he wondered if he could take the back route into the building by the fire escape. Maybe he could sleep in the stairwell and claim ignorance when he was discovered in the morning.
It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all he had. Taking a deep breath, he stepped into the street and headed toward the alleyway and the fire stairs. He made it unseen, and was about to make his way up when someone grabbed him by the throat and yanked him into the shadows.



Chapter Nineteen
Icarus Glass was loose as a rag doll. Boyd had been watching him for the last minute and knew from his disjointed movements that he was drunk as a skunk and planned to sneak back into the apartment building via the same route he’d left by. Boyd understood he shouldn’t have grabbed the man – shouldn’t still have hold of him – but Glass’s actions had been idiotic and selfish. Boyd had been forced to divert police attention to finding the man when his officers could have been deployed in much more worthwhile areas.
Boyd rammed him against the alley wall, a sharp pain rushing through his shoulders from the effort of dragging Glass away from the main street. He was too old for this. For almost everything.
It took a few seconds for the identity of his assailant to hit Glass. He bent over and gripped his knees, trying to control his rapid breathing. ‘I thought you were . . .’ he said, after a time, between sucking in air.
‘What, the killer? That’s the thing, Mr. Glass, I could well have been.’ Boyd called it in. ‘What the hell did you think you were playing at?’
Glass’s legs wobbled as he tried to stand straight. He was trembling and struggling to focus and Boyd doubted he was registering much of what he was being told.
Boyd sighed. ‘Why don’t you take a seat, Mr. Glass? Then we can get you back to your apartment and sober you up.’
Thirty minutes later, Boyd was sitting on Glass’s sofa and Jiffy was prowling the room as Glass sipped coffee and told them his sob story. Boyd tried to remain detached as he listened, but while Glass had been out drinking, he’d been forced to listen to the SAPD Chief of Police, Don Swinford, reading him the riot act as search teams were deployed to find the journalist. And if that wasn’t hard enough to swallow, it was nothing compared to the embarrassment of explaining to Special Agent Wallace and her young buck that they had lost their principal witness to the murder of Patricia Wyman.
‘I’m amazed no one recognized you, Mr. Glass, now that you’re a media superstar and whatnot,’ said Jiffy.
‘The power of the cap,’ said Glass, pulling his San Antonio Spurs hat down over his forehead.
‘You Brits even like basketball?’
‘I’m an American citizen. Have been for a number of years now.’
‘Let’s focus, Mr. Glass,’ said Boyd. ‘Fun though this is. We’ve had half the department out looking for you today at an incredible cost. And all for your safety, I might add.’
‘What can I say. I’m sorry if I caused you trouble, but I’m not a prisoner here, am I?’
Heat surged through Boyd. Blood pressure, Boydy.
‘No, you’re not a prisoner, Mr. Glass,’ he said, ‘but a little common courtesy – and common sense – can go a long way. Again, you don’t seem to be able to focus on the fact that I’m trying to protect you here.’
‘It’s a bit late for that.’
Boyd shot a look at Jiffy, whose eyebrows were raised in mock outrage. ‘Now, as it happened, Mr. Glass, we had doubled back to see you earlier in the day, before your little disappearing routine. We wanted to ask you a few more questions about the night of Patricia Wyman’s murder.’
Glass was struggling to maintain eye contact. Boyd wondered what it would take to get the man sober. It seemed his own abduction, and the murder of his former colleague, wasn’t enough for him to take things seriously.
‘I told you everything I remember,’ Glass complained, eyes downcast on his threadbare carpet.
‘I find that very hard to believe. Don’t you, Jiffy?’
‘I simply can’t believe it,’ said Jiffy.
‘I presume you’ve heard the podcast from Sadie Levinstein by now?’
Glass closed his eyes. ‘Yes, I’ve heard it.’
‘It raised a few interesting questions for us. None more so than the idea of this Alliance. You heard Ms. Levinstein mention that, I presume?’
‘Yes, and I know nothing about it.’
‘The man who abducted you. Lyle Accrington.’
‘The Chicken Man,’ said Jiffy, as though helping jog his memory.
‘Thank you, Jiffy. Lyle Accrington,’ said Boyd, refusing to entertain the nickname. ‘He’s something of a star already, but let’s not dwell on that. At any time did he mention this Alliance?’
‘No. He made it pretty clear that he was focused purely on me. I had no idea Patricia was in the room at the time, as I’ve told you countless times before, and I had no idea about these three other killings.’
Boyd ignored the impatience in the man’s voice. ‘This phrase. Thrive to survive. Accrington say that to you?’
‘I don’t remember,’ said Glass dismissively.
It was clear to Boyd that Glass was lying. In his younger days, he would have sprung from his chair and got right into Glass’s face, but such things were frowned upon nowadays, and besides, Boyd now lacked the agility required to execute the move effectively. Instead, he used what he had left in his power – his presence and his voice. ‘Cut the shit, Glass. People are dying,’ he said, his voice deepening into a growl.
‘He was talking a lot of nonsense. I told you that. He did go on about evolution, that I do remember, but nothing about any alliance.’
‘Did he use the pronoun we at any point?’
‘Maybe, I don’t—’
‘“Maybe, I don’t . . .”’ mimicked Boyd, thrusting his cell phone into Glass’s face.
Boyd didn’t expect the scream that came from the man. ‘What the hell is that?’ said Glass, jumping away from the phone as if the image on its screen were contagious.
‘That is Mr. Alistair Bevan. You may have heard the name.’
Glass was shaking full throttle now, his pasty white skin dotted in sweat. ‘He was one of the survivors.’
‘Not anymore,’ said Jiffy.
Boyd frowned, finding the gallows humor inappropriate with Glass in the room. Jiffy held his hands up in apology. Boyd fastened his gaze back on Glass. ‘That’s how Mr. Bevan was found in his apartment.’
‘What the hell happened to him? His mouth . . .’
Boyd scratched his temple. He’d gone too far, shouldn’t have shown the image to Glass, but he had to make the man see sense. ‘His tongue was cut out. He bled out from the attack.’
Although Boyd had been furious when he’d seen Glass creep back to the apartment building, he’d also been relieved. Agent Wallace had left for Washington as soon as the Bevan news broke, and the other two survivors were currently under police supervision.
Glass was not taking the news well. He’d pulled his legs up to his chest and was rocking himself on the chair. ‘I don’t understand. What does this mean?’
Boyd blew out air. ‘Have you seen the Facebook group for this Alliance?’
‘Yes.’
‘Half a million followers, or likes, or whatever it is. Tonight, they made their first post. We had the image of Mr. Bevan removed, but their message is still there.’
Glass stopped rocking and looked at him, wide-eyed. ‘What did it say?’
‘It said: Alistair Bevan failed to thrive, so he failed to survive.’



Chapter Twenty
It was after 3 a.m. before they finally left Ike alone, though alone was a bit of misnomer. An officer was stationed on his corridor and no doubt others were outside, both on the street and in the alleyway. Ike was a prisoner in his own apartment and not only was there nothing he could do about it, there was no way to complain.
After Lieutenant Boyd and Sergeant Coltrane had finished telling him how disappointed they were with him, Ike had been introduced to the FBI agent, Jacob Trevone. The baby-faced fed had informed him that the murders were now a federal investigation and he had permission to take all of Ike’s tech, including the cell phone he’d somehow used to order the Uber earlier. When Ike complained, Trevone had offered to call Ike’s lawyer, but Ike had declined the offer, the night’s excesses still swarming his head.
He was too wired to sleep. Seemingly not the trusting sort, the FBI agent had disconnected Ike’s router, so even if he had the inclination to try to use his smart TV’s internet, it wouldn’t work. Ike’s fingers twitched on the remote, the knowledge that he was temporarily cut off from the outside world intensifying his agitation. He was sure his rights were being violated in some way, but he lacked the strength and wherewithal at that moment to do anything about it.
Why was he thinking this way? He didn’t know. He only knew that, at that precise moment, it was as if the law enforcement groups had become his enemy, and, willingly or not, he felt compelled to do the bidding of Lyle Accrington and his cronies. He ached to share his knowledge with the world, spread the news that one of the four survivors had been brutally murdered. At the same time, he was trying to put to the back of his mind his concern over what this all meant. If Alistair Bevan was dead, that meant that Accrington’s threat had been real.
This wasn’t over.
Despite the hollowness in his stomach and his shaking limbs, Ike left the sofa and scanned the apartment for something alcoholic. Retrieving a dusty bottle of prosecco he remembered hiding in his bedroom wardrobe for just such an emergency as this, he popped the cork and returned to the sofa, swigging the warm, bubbly liquid, as he hooked up his ancient DVD player to the TV and played an old eighties movie, causing his maudlin thoughts to turn to Heather. He didn’t have to wonder what she would think about how his life had turned out. He was a fuckup and he knew it. If she’d still been around, she would have left him long ago. Ike took another swig and closed his eyes. But if she hadn’t gone missing, wasn’t it possible he wouldn’t have become the fuckup he was?
This was by no means the first time he’d bumped up against this particular conundrum. As always, there was no avoiding the fact that, although he’d spent the majority of his life mooning over the memory of someone he’d only dated for a few months, he understood deep down that their relationship would almost certainly not have lasted. They had been so young, and the world was so big. Eventually, they would have drifted apart and he would have found someone else, and at some point married and settled down. Instead, the love he thought he had for Heather had morphed into a toxic obsession. Although he understood all this, it made no difference.
At some point, he must have blanked out. When he came to, the television was still playing the old movie and next to him on the sofa was the empty prosecco bottle. There were no signs of spillage so he must have finished it at some point. ‘At least you got some rest,’ he mumbled to himself as he staggered to the bedroom and collapsed face-first onto the mattress.
It was as if a thousand tiny hammers were beating into his skull. He was dehydrated but couldn’t move. Images of Patricia being shot, Accrington, Heather’s naked body and Alistair Bevan’s tongueless corpse played in his mind in a horrendous kaleidoscope that Ike worried was threatening his sanity.
When a phone began to ring, Ike thought it was his imagination playing further tricks on him. Hadn’t the FBI agent taken his phone – all his goddamn tech, for that matter? But there it was again. It was his ringtone, the opening lines of ‘Ghost Town’ by The Specials.
Ike lifted his head, a dry, rasping sound escaping from his mouth as the ringtone stopped then started again. It was coming from under his bed. Ike rolled off the mattress, landing hard on the floor.
He pulled at the dirty clothes beneath the mattress, too weary to stick his head under the bed. He gingerly moved his hand about, a primeval fear of monsters hiding in the shadows there overtaking him, as the ringtone stopped and started once more. Adjusting his body so he could reach farther in, his hand made contact with something solid. His fingers traced the shape of a cell phone taped to the bottom of one of the wooden bed slats. Ike pulled it and it came away, the phone vibrating in his hand as the tone played on and on.
Ike managed to pull himself into a seated position. It was an old-style brick phone. He’d watched enough detective-type television to know it was a burner phone, and was surprised such a basic model could access his ringtone. Unknown caller appeared on the screen, but Ike knew who was calling. He thought about not answering, but the image of Alistair Bevan’s gaping, ravaged mouth was still in sharp focus and he pressed the large green button on the pad.
‘Hello?’ he said, his weak, raspy voice sounding as if it belonged to someone else.
‘I thought you were never going to answer, Icarus,’ said Lyle Accrington. ‘And that simply wouldn’t do.’



Chapter Twenty-One
The crime scene was like so many Shannon had attended in the past. The Metropolitan Police Department’s detective, Sergeant Graham Osbourne, had been good enough to collect her from Washington’s Dulles airport, and was now showing her around the cordoned-off area where Alistair Bevan had once lived.
As soon as news of Bevan’s death had dropped, everything had changed. Deputy Director Greyson had forwarded confirmation that the FBI were now managing the investigation as Shannon rushed to San Antonio airport. She’d left Trevone leading things in Texas, and had sent field teams to Chicago and New York to work alongside the homicide divisions in those jurisdictions.
If Osbourne was resentful of the FBI taking over, he was hiding it well. After they’d both changed into forensic coveralls, he introduced her to everyone as if she was one of the team and not the outsider seizing control of their investigation.
Osbourne had already confirmed that he’d had surveillance on Bevan’s apartment building prior to his murder, but with over one hundred people entering and leaving the building in the last twenty-four hours it had been unfeasible to monitor everyone.
Alistair Bevan’s body was already at the morgue, Shannon having given permission for an early autopsy. All that was left to see was the blood-soaked area where the body had been discovered, his apartment door having been left open by the intruder.
Shannon winced at the copious evidence of the arterial spurting pattern on the once-clean white wall, unable to suppress the compulsion to picture in her mind’s eye Bevan being attacked. She’d spent the flight poring over pictures from Osbourne’s team. Although the autopsy was only now underway, the pathologist had already suggested that Bevan had choked to death on the tongue that had been sliced from his mouth prior to his death.
‘If only this was a coincidence,’ said Osbourne wryly, as they retreated to a small balcony looking down on a concrete parking lot. The air was hot, a hint of sulfur and garbage in the air.
Shannon studied Osbourne, seeing a hint of Richard in his large hazel eyes. Her soon-to-be ex-husband had left five messages for her as she’d traveled from San Antonio to Washington, and it was proving difficult to get him out of her mind. The easiest thing would be to call him, but she wasn’t ready for that conversation.
‘Would be much easier if it was.’
‘Have there been any threats to the other three?’
Security had been upped for the remaining survivors, but the truth was that Shannon had no real idea what the hell was going on. Bevan’s homicide appeared to be a direct contrast to the initial four homicides. The first homicides had been quick and clinical in their effectiveness, each a pinpoint single bullet to the head.
Bevan’s murder had been clinical but anything but quick. Shannon hated the phrase, but this one was definitely a case of ‘up close and personal’. The removal of the tongue suggested the killer had obtained some pleasure from the gruesome act.
‘Do we have any more information on Mr. Bevan, or the other victim, Kieran Gibbs?’ said Shannon, ignoring Osbourne’s question.
Osbourne shook his head. ‘We’ve been conducting interviews with their family, friends and work colleagues, as you would expect.’
‘They were friends at college.’
‘That’s right, and we’ve already interviewed some of their former college friends.’
‘Digging into any rivalries, girlfriends, any shared enemies, that sort of thing?’
Osbourne frowned, as if slighted. ‘Of course.’
She’d feared the worst when Icarus Glass had gone missing, but he’d since been found and both Sadie Levinstein and Casey Barrington were safely at home. Now that the FBI were in charge, Shannon had stationed officers outside the homes of the survivors. She’d also arranged for all their tech to be analyzed. That meant there had been a momentary respite from the three remaining survivors engaging with the public, something Shannon was keen to stamp out.
Her phone rang as, in the street, two delivery drivers nearly came to blows over a parking spot. Shannon sighed as she glanced at her phone and took the call.
‘Sir?’
‘Agent Wallace,’ said Deputy Director Greyson. ‘Where has your globetrotting taken you today?’
‘I’ve arrived safely in Washington, thank you, sir.’
‘Anything pertinent from the scene?’
‘Nothing yet, sir.’ Picturing the images of the tongueless corpse, Shannon asked, ‘Sir, I was wondering where we are on getting this Facebook page shut down?’
Greyson sucked in a breath. ‘Not anytime soon. It seems that as far as Facebook is concerned, there is no such thing as bad publicity and our lawyers can’t find any legal recourse to order the page taken down.’
‘Even after the photo was published?’
She could picture Greyson squirming on the other end of the phone. Mid-flight, she’d been informed that a photo of Alistair Bevan’s corpse had been posted on the Facebook page.
‘We’ve had it removed three times now. Facebook is telling us they are using recognition software on the image so it will be auto-deleted as soon as it appears, though it hasn’t stopped it appearing elsewhere online. We need to keep the other survivors quiet for as long as we can.’
‘It’s all in hand, sir.’
‘Good. Keep me informed of where you’re jetting off to next,’ said Greyson, hanging up.
Shannon was new to BAU but her years in the bureau told her she was on borrowed time. It was already a huge team effort but that didn’t mean Greyson hadn’t put in a contingency plan to have her replaced if results didn’t appear soon. By chance or design, the killings had attracted worldwide interest in these short few days, and that was only increasing. Greyson would be under extreme pressure himself and wouldn’t hesitate in having her removed from her role.
As she returned to the main living area, the blood splatter like an abstract decoration on the wall, Shannon checked the Alliance Facebook page, grinding her teeth as she noted the exponential increase in the number of likes.
Richard called as she scrolled through the comments and she came close to answering, just so she could vent her anger at him. Instead, she declined the call, heat rushing her body as she read the comments showing blind support for the group, many of the commenters suggesting that Alistair Bevan had deserved what happened to him.
Some of the more extreme comments suggested that Bevan was some sort of rat. Why else would his tongue have been cut out, they reasoned, without considering that at present The Alliance was little more than an abstract concept, a social media page with a bunch of blind followers who knew nothing about who or what the group were, or what they stood for. That didn’t seem to matter. Bevan had betrayed The Alliance somehow, and had paid the ultimate price, and for so many people, too many people, that seemed justified.
Although Shannon couldn’t understand such bizarre twists of logical thinking, she had already considered the symbolic impact of the removal of Bevan’s tongue. And although traditionally such methods had been reserved for those who had somehow betrayed organizations – most notably organized crime groups – she thought in Bevan’s case the symbolism had been reversed: that Bevan had lost his tongue not for talking when he shouldn’t, but for not talking when he should.
It was clear that this group of killers – be they this so-called Alliance or not – wanted their day in the limelight, and so far they were getting it. The greater concern to Shannon was that now they had found some kind of notoriety, what would they do to maintain it?



Chapter Twenty-Two
For now, Boyd was still treating Patricia Wyman’s homicide as an isolated case. Not that he was being given much option. The young FBI agent, Trevone, had told him, in his polite and restrained way, that the Bureau would continue to let Boyd and his team work on the homicide case if they stuck to that investigation solely and didn’t interfere in the wider effort. Furthermore, Boyd was to report to Trevone on a daily basis.
It was a win-win situation for the feds, and Boyd was begrudgingly grateful to be allowed to continue at all. So many other times, the FBI had locked everything down and Boyd and his team had been sidelined. He thought his continued involvement was attributable in part to his meeting with Special Agent Shannon Wallace, who was currently in D.C. working on the latest homicide. Wallace was younger than he was – who wasn’t? – but had enough experience to understand what Boyd and his team could bring to the investigation. And although, like everyone else, Boyd wanted to know what the hell was going on in the wider investigation with its concurrent murders, what he could really bring to the case was a determined, old-fashioned approach to finding Patricia’s killer.
And that was why he was here outside the house of Alice Fisher on the outskirts of Houston. Alice was a former college dorm-mate of Patricia Wyman’s, and Patricia’s parents had informed him that their daughter had considered Alice to be the closest thing she had to a best friend. Boyd was searching for a motive for Patricia’s murder. Although he conceded there might be nothing beyond a desire to kill and be seen when it came to the four ritualized killings, it didn’t rule out the possibility that there were also other, personal motives for each individual homicide.
‘Before you ring that doorbell,’ said Jiffy, ‘I’d like it to be officially recorded that I objected to traveling all the way here when such technology as a telephone exists.’
‘So, the last six hours of bitching have just been you unofficially objecting?’ said Boyd, pressing the doorbell and grimacing at a stabbing pain in his right shoulder, a result of being cooped up in the car for so long. So now, apparently, pushing a button was beyond his physical capabilities.
A young woman, her hair cut in a neat crop and dyed purple, answered the door. ‘You must be Lieutenant Boyd.’
Boyd displayed his shield, hoping his surprise at the woman’s youthful appearance hadn’t reached his face. ‘Yes ma’am, and this here is my colleague Sergeant Coltrane. You’re Alice Fisher?’
‘That’s me. Come on in, the pair of you,’ said Alice, opening the porch door.
Maybe it was just the splash of purple hair, but Alice looked five, maybe even ten years younger than her old friend, despite both being in their late thirties.
As Alice served them both a welcome cup of coffee, Boyd decided it wasn’t her looks that had thrown him but her demeanor. Patricia had only been dead for three days, but here Alice was placing cups of coffee in front of them with a glorious smile painted on her face, as if the reason for their visit wasn’t so tragic.
‘Thank you for seeing us on such short notice, ma’am,’ said Boyd, itching for the coffee to cool so he could take a sip.
‘My mother is called “ma’am”. Call me Alice.’
‘Alice it is then,’ said Boyd, wincing as he burned his tongue on the still too-hot coffee. ‘It must have been quite a shock to hear about Patricia’s death. You were good friends?’
Alice lowered her head and Boyd caught the first hint of sadness in her downcast eyes. ‘We were good friends. Unfortunately, we had a falling-out a few years back and although we kept in touch, it wasn’t quite the same, if you know what I mean? Of course, I was still devastated to hear about what had happened to her. It’s a bit surreal, seeing it all over the news and the internet. I can’t really believe she’s gone, and that she’s somehow involved in all of this.’
Involved? That was interesting.
‘Would you mind telling me what you fell out over?’ said Boyd, wincing again as the coffee ran over his burnt tongue.
‘People change,’ she said, ‘as I’m sure someone like you must be well aware, Lieutenant.’
Jiffy grinned at that, Boyd understanding immediately that the sergeant had taken Alice’s comment as a little dig at his age. ‘Of course.’
‘They change, or you slowly come to realize what they’re truly like.’
‘And what was Patricia truly like?’
Alice placed her head in her hands and rubbed her face, then sat back and sighed. ‘It’s hard to explain. A lot of little things suddenly came to light. Things I probably shouldn’t talk about, I guess,’ she added with a chuckle.
‘Like, favorite baseball teams, that kind of thing?’ offered Jiffy.
Alice smiled. ‘Just as silly. Politics, more like.’
‘Oh,’ said Jiffy. ‘Sure. You hear about that, more and more, it seems.’ He shook his head. ‘Friends for over twenty years, though, and you fall out over politics? Seems a shame.’
Alice lowered her eyes. ‘I don’t know if politics is the right word, but that is where it started.’
‘It started?’ said Boyd.
‘Our falling-out. I knew we had slightly different leanings, but I’m not the kind of person who demands you think my way or it’s the highway. I guess Patricia slowly went to one extreme while I stayed pretty much where I’d always been.’
‘What extreme?’
Alice sat back in her armchair. ‘I don’t like talking about her in this way. After what happened . . .’
‘I totally understand, Alice. But I hope you’ll speak freely. We’re trying to get some understanding about Patricia and her life, and why someone would want to do this to her. Anything might help.’
Alice sat forward again, a set of creases appearing on her forehead as she frowned. ‘I suppose as you get older you start questioning things. The more I chatted with Patricia, the less I liked her responses. It’s hard to be specific, as it was more a feeling. There came to be the odd comment that made me think she was less caring than I remembered in college.’
‘Such as?’ asked Jiffy.
‘Well, for instance, I wouldn’t say she was homophobic as such, but she would occasionally say some things about “traditional families”. Code words, like. I know lots of people think that way, but it was more the way she said it.’ Alice sighed, a deep breath full of disappointment. ‘The last time I spoke to her, I had to put the phone down on her. She was talking about those poor children separated from their parents at the border. She kept going on about the politics of it, like what mattered was that the Democrats had done the same thing, when all I cared about were those poor children and their parents. It was as if she couldn’t put herself in their position. And the more I thought about it, the more I remembered little comments she’d made over the years. I would write them off as just being silly, careless, trying to be funny. Everybody wants to be funny, right? But they were really horrible comments about a classmate or a celebrity if you looked at them, and they all kind of came back to me all at once and made me think that she’d been keeping part of her personality hidden all this time. She’d let it leak out now and again, only to rein it in most of the time. Because most of the time she was fun and great to be with,’ said Alice, shrugging.
‘But you think it was all an act?’ said Boyd.
‘Not necessarily an act. None of us knows who we really are in our twenties, if we ever truly know. I wonder if Patricia was trying to come to terms with who she was. And it occurred to me – this is sad – that if I’d met her for the first time recently, then I’m pretty sure we would never have been friends. It doesn’t mean I’m not sorry that this happened to her, because I am very sorry. It is devastating, and I sincerely wish she hadn’t had to go through that. People grow apart, I guess is what I’m saying.’
Although surprised by Alice’s revelation, Boyd found himself convinced the woman was holding something back. ‘I understand how difficult this must be for you, Alice, but in light of what you’ve just told us, can you think of anyone who would want to do this to Patricia?’
Alice sucked in her cheeks. ‘I’m the wrong person to ask. I haven’t seen her for a few years now, and prior to that we mainly chatted on the phone. I’d make the occasional visit, and we would meet up in Houston now and again, but I wasn’t really an intimate part of her life.’
Boyd nodded. ‘It’s just that Patricia’s parents considered you her closest friend.’
Alice sat back with her eyebrows raised, then shook her head slowly as though saddened by this news. ‘I don’t know what to say. Parents aren’t always the most reliable sources when it comes to things like that, but honestly, I’m afraid it’s been many years since I considered Patricia to be anything approaching a close friend.’



Chapter Twenty-Three
Ike had no doubt he was being followed.
The officer stationed outside his apartment building had asked him where he was going and Ike had refused to give him anything beyond a curt ‘Out’. He wasn’t a prisoner and didn’t want to be treated as such. The first thing he’d done was grab a coffee and bagel from the deli on Blanco Road, before walking to the North Star Mall, where he’d purchased a new MacBook and a new iPhone from the Apple Store.
Even as he paid with his credit card, Ike had felt a flutter of indecision. He’d rarely spent so much on a single purchase and it felt wrong doing so now. Even the laptop the police had taken wasn’t truly his – it had been given to him when he was working at the Post and he’d never given it back – but here he was paying just short of three thousand bucks for two pieces of tech.
He took his haul to a Starbucks, trying his best to work out who among the crowd was the undercover police officer assigned to following him. He drank his coffee as he placed the phone on the charger mat and waited for it to set up, his pulse quickening as he logged on to Substack to check his numbers, the beat reaching a dangerous level, blood rushing between his ears, as he saw the latest figures.
Not that he should care. Sure, the money he was now earning would cover his recent purchases and so much more, but what was the use of money when your life was being controlled by an outside force you could do nothing about?
After Ike had answered the phone beneath his bed, Lyle Accrington had spoken to him like they were long-lost friends reunited by phone after years apart. ‘It’s so good to hear your voice, Icarus, but let’s keep it down, shall we? You never know who’s trying to listen.’
Had he been shouting? ‘I did what you told me to do,’ said Ike, in just over a whisper.
‘That you did, but I’m not quite finished with you just yet. You may have heard the news about poor Mr. Bevan?’ Accrington said this as if Alistair Bevan had broken his leg falling down the stairs rather than having had his tongue cut out of his head.
‘Yes, I heard about him,’ said Ike through gritted teeth, the phone all over the place in his shaking hand.
‘Well, we don’t need to put two and two together for you, do we, Icarus? If I was in your shoes, I’d be thinking how to stop such a fate happening to me. Wouldn’t you agree?’
‘But how do I know that it won’t?’
The line went silent then, and for a second Ike feared he’d pushed Accrington too far, only for the man to speak again a few seconds later. ‘Are you saying you don’t trust me, Icarus?’
The question was so absurd that Ike laughed. How would you trust a man who’d abducted you and killed your former colleague with you tied to a chair in the same room?
If Accrington heard his laugh, he didn’t comment. ‘You don’t have to answer that. I understand your reticence. But believe me, Icarus, if you do exactly what we say, you will survive. And thrive!’
Ike wanted to believe him, but it didn’t make a difference either way. He didn’t trust the police to protect him, or even the FBI, who seemed to have taken over the operation now. If Accrington wanted him dead, it would happen. All he could do now was play the man’s stupid games and hope that he was true to his word.
Ike checked his email account. The count of unread messages was already numbering well into the hundreds, and continued to rise. When he scanned the contents of the folder, Ike didn’t recognize any of the email addresses. He clicked on a couple and found both were subscribers to his Substack account who wanted to wish him well. ‘If only you knew,’ he said, placing the phone back on the charger mat.
Accrington had made it all sound so simple last night: take out some cash, evade detection, and wait for further instructions. Ike had one debit card and three credit cards to his name. He wasn’t sure what his daily limit from the ATM was, but it would be some time before he received the new influx of money from Substack into his account. The sad fact was that he could probably take out all he had in one go.
He placed his hand on the burner phone in his pocket. Accrington had been clear that the phone was to stay out of sight at all times until he’d escaped his pursuers. Ike knew he wasn’t thinking straight. Everything was too rushed, and his hangover was accentuating his paranoia. The sensible move would be to give himself over to Boyd, show him the burner phone and ask for police protection. Even if it was risky, it couldn’t be any worse than what Accrington almost certainly had planned for him. The fat man’s promise that Ike would survive all of this if he did what he was told was preposterous, yet here he was, doing what he was told.
Ike packed up and returned outside, the cloying heat instantly sapping what little energy he had. The new laptop felt unnaturally heavy in his backpack as he stepped from the mall and into the blistering heat of morning San Antonio, weaving through the crowd and in and out of shops in an attempt to lose what could easily be an imaginary follower.
Turning back toward the mall, he stopped at the transit center and boarded the number 3 bus toward downtown. Getting off at the concrete jungle of Centro Plaza, he took an exhausting walk to St Mary’s and Pecan, where he hopped on the number 51. As Accrington had instructed, he left and reboarded the bus another three times, each time checking if he was being followed, before catching an Uber to the address Accrington had given him.
This is madness, Ike thought as the driver headed toward South San Antonio without a care. Somehow, Accrington had coaxed him into leaving the relative safety of his apartment building, and here he was playing along with it, allowing himself to be driven to his own oblivion.
‘I’ll have to drop you here, buddy,’ said the driver at last, pulling up outside a narrow one-way street.
‘That’s fine,’ said Ike, his hands trembling as he opened the cab door into blinding sunshine.
He would have been amazed if anyone had followed him. The departing Uber was the only car in view, and Ike was alone as he took tentative steps down the darkened street until he found the address Accrington had given him.
It occurred to him once more how alone he truly was, and he wondered if that was a blessing. He had no family left to mourn him, no friends who would wonder where he’d disappeared to, save for the few acquaintances who’d emailed or left phone messages for him since Patricia’s death had been made public. Ike knew this should have saddened him, but it gave him a kind of release. He punched the six-digit code he’d been given into the metal box outside the building before he had time to change his mind.
A light, musty smell greeted him as the doors to the building opened. A light turned on as he entered, a sign pointing to his room on the second floor, for which Accrington had given him a second set of digits. There were two apartment doors on the first floor, and a further four on his floor, yet Ike couldn’t hear a sound beyond the gentle whirr of air conditioning.
Who was behind these doors, he wondered as he inched along the corridor to the room he’d been allocated. Was Accrington there with his other nutjob friends? Ike pictured them sitting behind a desk together, watching him via a concealed camera, Accrington’s thick hands covered in grease as they all shared a gigantic bucket of chicken. They were probably laughing at his hesitancy, the pitiful way he’d caved in to their every demand.
Yet as Ike punched in the second set of digits, he couldn’t deny his curiosity. It was probably a room with a bed – a prison cell he wouldn’t be able to escape from once he’d shut the door – but what if it was like last time? What if Accrington was waiting for him, sitting behind a desk with his chicken, as another victim sat tied to a chair? Or what if Accrington had something much worse planned for him, something beyond Ike’s imagination?
It made no sense to him, but the adrenaline seeping into his bloodstream was the result of a sudden burst of excitement.
An excitement that faded as he opened the door to find a small, run-of-the-mill apartment. Ike kept the door ajar with his bag as he took stock of his surroundings. It was cramped but there was a separate bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen area. The fridge and cupboard had been stocked and, a lack of alcohol aside, Ike could see himself spending a few comfortable days here away from the constant police surveillance.
He chuckled to himself at his own stupidity as he moved the bag from the door, his heart skipping a beat as it clicked shut. A nervous shudder ran through him as he reached to test the door handle. A sense of relief mixed with something else he didn’t understand came over him as the door opened again.
So, he wasn’t a prisoner.
This didn’t make him feel as secure as he would have hoped. It was obvious Accrington had plans for him and, in some ways, not knowing what they might be was the hardest part of all this.
He couldn’t worry about that now, however. Using the printed-out Wi-Fi codes he found on the kitchen countertop, Ike booted up the laptop, making sure to sign in as Accrington had instructed.
The burner phone rang as he was waiting for the software to update, the sound of The Specials breaking the silence, making him jump.
He cut off the ringtone: ‘Yes?’
‘So how are you finding the new digs, Icarus?’ said Accrington.
It was ludicrous, but Ike took a degree of comfort in hearing Accrington’s voice. ‘It’s OK. Could do with some booze.’
‘That can be arranged, but first you must get writing.’
‘You want me to explain what I’ve been doing? How I’ve escaped the police?’
‘That’s exactly what I want you to do. I could write it for you, but where would the joy be in that? And besides, I could never hope to replicate your voice, could I?’
‘And if I don’t, you come round and take my tongue, is that it?’
‘Don’t be crass, Icarus,’ said Accrington, sounding like a middle-school teacher gently chiding a pupil. ‘We both know you’re not like Alistair Bevan. The very thought is preposterous. You’re going to write that article because you want to write it. Now, remember, you must not post it online. Email it to me, and we will sort that out for you.’
‘You’re my editor now?’
Accrington laughed down the line. ‘Heaven forbid. Certainly not. I wouldn’t dream of messing with your words. And anyway, we know what happened to your last editor, don’t we?’ he said with an extra chuckle before hanging up.



Chapter Twenty-Four
Jiffy insisted on stopping for more coffee before the drive back to San Antonio. Boyd could tell from the way his colleague shuffled from the car into the gas station that he was still pissed at him for making the long journey to see Patricia’s old college friend. It had been a hell of a journey that morning, and would be just as bad going back. Yes, he could have spoken to the woman over the phone, or even on one of those Zoom things, but Boyd was convinced he’d made the right decision. Even if it was all for nothing, he’d had the opportunity to look Alice Fisher in the eye, and he believed she’d told him things she wouldn’t have done on the phone or while blinking at each other on a computer screen.
Boyd decided to lock up and use the restroom. He had no idea when they would have the opportunity to stop again and he could picture the sideways glance Marlene always gave him when he made them stop on long journeys so he could take a leak. It had annoyed him then, but what he wouldn’t give to see that look now, he thought, as he walked across the parking lot.
Don’t let your mind wander, Boydy.
Jiffy was by the coffee machine. ‘Knew you wouldn’t last,’ he said, as Boyd walked past him to the restroom. It was his colleague’s way of stating things were now OK between the pair of them, and Boyd answered with a short ‘Yep’.
‘So what did we learn, boss?’ said Jiffy, when they were back in the car heading along the I-10.
‘We learned that Sergeant Jiffy turns into a cranky toddler on road trips and should probably be equipped with a sippy cup and a coloring book.’
‘Ah, yes. And let’s not forget that Lieutenant Boyd has the bladder capacity of a thimble and needs “rest stops” more frequently than a Chihuahua marking its territory.’
Both men grinned. Boyd had yet to touch the coffee Jiffy had bought for him but could, in fact, already feel his bladder filling. ‘We also learned that Patricia may not have been the easiest to get along with,’ he said.
‘That lady’s testimony was hardly damning.’
‘No, but she gave us an insight no one else was willing to give.’ Sometimes you had to step away to get the detail you needed. Those closest to Patricia were still in mourning, and the last thing they would consider sharing would be anything negative about their loved one.
‘You ever think we should be doing the same for Mr. Glass?’ said Jiffy, sucking in his lower lip, a familiar sign of agitation.
Jiffy knew full well that they had already spoken to everyone in the area who knew Icarus. Hadn’t taken long. The simple fact was that Icarus Glass was a bit of a loner, even more so since he’d lost his job.
‘I could stick you on a flight over the pond if you like, Jiffy. Speak to his old college buddies, see what the response is like.’
‘I’m due a vacation. Love me some tea and crumpets.’
‘Yes, I bet you do,’ said Boyd, laughing to himself at the thought of Jiffy unleashed on the UK. Though the point he’d raised was a good one. The truth was they didn’t know that much about Icarus Glass. Boyd had tried to get a handle on the man in the various interviews, but he’d proven to be elusive in their one-on-ones, either suffering from the shock of what had happened or, like the last time, out of his mind on hooch.
He was still a suspect, despite the scene he’d been found at being replicated in three other cities. It appeared Glass had been tied to the chair at some point, but hadn’t been so when the police arrived. No doubt the FBI had a fuller grasp on things – they certainly weren’t sharing any information from the other sites – but until he was told otherwise, Boyd was going to continue treating Icarus Glass as a potential suspect.

They were thirty minutes out from the precinct when Jiffy received a call. Boyd kept stealing nervous glances at him as he drove. Jiffy was answering with a string of simple ‘yep, yes, uh-huh’, and finally with a ‘Jesus H. Christ’.
‘Do I want to know?’ said Boyd, after Jiffy had hung up.
‘Mr. Glass has gone missing again.’
‘Are you fucking kidding me?’
‘I’m afraid not, boss. He left the apartment building a couple of hours back. Collins followed him downtown, then lost him on one of the local buses.’
‘This is going to look great to the FBI. They already think we’re incompetent for losing him yesterday. I presume we have a team out searching the bars?’
‘Yes, and Collins has been assigned that particular duty.’
Boyd shook his head. ‘That guy is more trouble than he’s worth.’
‘Collins or Mr. Glass?’
‘Both,’ said Boyd, with a little too much venom. ‘What was the last reported sighting we have for him?’ he added, softening his voice.
‘Collins saw him enter the Apple Store and leave with a bag full of goodies.’
‘Sounds about right. Feds took all his hardware. Guess we can expect another article soon. That agent, Trevone, he knows?’
‘Yep.’
‘What a clusterfuck,’ said Boyd, leaving the interstate, his foot a little heavier on the pedal than it should have been.

They arrived in downtown San Antonio forty minutes later. Jiffy had spent that time liaising with the team to track down Icarus Glass and checking for new updates on social media. Neither had proved fruitful.
Like he’d been doing for the last few days, Boyd was trying to make sense of it all. It was impossible to consider Patricia’s homicide without looking at the wider situation, and doing that made his head spin. Chances were that if such a crime had been committed thirty years ago, it would have taken days or weeks before the various departments put the pieces together and worked out that there had been four concurrent murders in four different cities – if it had ever come to light at all.
It’s a different world now, Boydy.
Leanne stopped them as they entered the homicide department, interrupting his maudlin thoughts. ‘I need to take a leak,’ said Jiffy, a sly grin on his face as he excused himself, as if he thought he was Cupid himself.
‘I’m glad you’re back, boss,’ said Leanne. ‘We have teams searching bar to bar for Mr. Glass. We started at the sports bar he was in the other night and have worked out from there.’
‘How are the feds taking it?’
‘I’m not sure. Agent Trevone and his two colleagues have locked themselves in the incident room we gave them. Every time I take a look, they’re all glued to the phones.’
Boyd stifled a weary laugh.
‘Something funny?’ said Leanne, with a grin.
‘No, just this old man I know was going on about kids these days and their phone addictions.’
Leanne tapped him on his arm. ‘You’re not that old, boss,’ she said, walking away.
‘I was talking about Jiffy,’ Boyd called after her, and Leanne’s laughter reached him from the other side of the office. Boyd laughed to himself. Maybe Jiffy was right. He sensed some sort of connection with Leanne. He was comfortable in her presence, and despite all the shit that was going down, it had felt good to see her.
Not that it made a difference. He would no more make a move on Leanne than he would any other officer under his command. Even if it wasn’t unprofessional, it would destroy their working relationship for good, whether she said yes or no.
Or maybe you’re just scared, Boydy.
Boyd couldn’t deny there was some fear involved, but things were the way they were. Marlene had been gone five years and this was the first time he’d even thought about another woman, and that was enough to wrack him with guilt, even though he knew that if Marlene were looking down on him now from some better place, she would be laughing at her old fool. She would be willing him to get on with his life, but the very thought still felt like a betrayal.
The bullpen was a hive of activity. The Alliance investigation was national news now and everyone was feeling the pressure.
Special Agent Trevone popped his head out of the incident room. ‘Lieutenant Boyd, could I see you, please?’
‘Be there shortly,’ said Boyd, heading to the department’s overworked coffee machine. ‘Get you one?’
‘No thank you, Lieutenant.’
‘I’ll just find Jiffy and we’ll be with you.’
Trevone joined him by the coffee machine. ‘Lieutenant, best if it was just you for this one,’ he said.
Boyd poured himself a black coffee and held the agent’s tired-looking eyes for a couple of seconds. ‘OK, then. Be there in two,’ he said, refusing the indignity of following the young man across his own bullpen.
He waited for Jiffy to return before heading to the incident room. ‘Going to have a quick word with these guys, Jiffy. You find out where we are with Glass.’
Jiffy nodded. If he was pissed at not being invited in with the feds, it didn’t show.
Boyd opened the door without knocking and found Trevone and his two agents all sitting in a glum silence. ‘What’s happening, boys?’ he said, shutting the door behind him.
‘There have been some developments, Lieutenant,’ said Trevone.
‘Not words I like to hear.’
‘No. I’ve been told that, for now, this can go no further than these four walls. I’m sure that restriction won’t be for long, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t share the information with any of your colleagues.’
‘You have my word.’
Trevone sucked in a breath and delivered the news Boyd didn’t want to hear: ‘Following Mr. Glass’s disappearance, it has now come to our attention that he is not the only survivor to be unaccounted for. As we speak, the whereabouts of Casey Barrington and Sadie Levinstein are also unknown.’



Chapter Twenty-Five
Ike had been under some stringent deadlines before, but nothing approaching this. He had no idea what exactly was expected of him, but knew that if he didn’t comply, he would probably be murdered. That should have been motivation enough, but still the words struggled to form.
He forced himself to begin typing, starting with describing his discovery of the burner phone under his bed. That would embarrass the police, as would his eventual escape from their surveillance. He wasn’t too concerned about exposing their incompetence, but as he wrote about his escape, he began to worry that he might somehow be incriminating himself. Boyd had told him not to disappear again, and although he’d done so under duress, he’d defied him. And now he was exposing his actions to the world.
Ike stopped typing and walked to the front door to check that he could still leave. His breath caught as the handle turned freely, and he took the stairs down to the lobby and let himself out.
He’d made some terrible mistakes in the past, but why was he being targeted? He walked to the end of the block, every second or so glancing behind him, waiting for the inevitable attack. When he got to the end of the street, he considered making a run for it. But where could he go? The death of Alistair Bevan, and his own aided escape from his apartment, suggested that the police couldn’t be relied upon to protect him. The two old officers – Boyd and Coltrane – had looked as bewildered as he’d felt when they’d questioned him. They had no idea what was going on, probably less than he did. He’d be no safer with them than he was in the new apartment. If Accrington and The Alliance wanted to get to him, they would. Neither Boyd nor Coltrane could do anything about it. But maybe he could use that to his advantage in the article. Highlight the ineffectiveness of the police. That should garner him some sympathy, if nothing else.
As he turned back to the apartment building, Ike thought about a piece he’d once read about animals in captivity that, after escaping, would often return to their cages, preferring the security of their captivity to the threats posed by the outside world. He’d use that as well. He needed to project himself as the victim he was, and anything that could cement that position would be good copy.
Back in the apartment, the words flowed as Ike told the story of being torn between two unbendable forces – with the kicker being that he didn’t know which one he feared more. Accrington would love that. Ike didn’t understand the twisted game The Alliance was playing, but knew they would love the conflict infusing the piece.
Finished, he sent the article to Accrington and an hour later received a text that read: Open the door.
Ike did as instructed and was rewarded with a box of goodies that mainly consisted of alcohol. He didn’t waste any time, cracking open the first cold beer as he sat back on the leather sofa and switched on the television. Unable to help himself, he flicked through to the news channels. It took only a moment to find what he was after – and wince at the sight of his own face on the screen. It was hard to imagine ever getting used to his newfound celebrity.
He sat up straight as the anchor informed the audience that Ike wasn’t the only one missing. Both Casey Barrington and Sadie Levinstein had also disappeared from police surveillance. Unwilling to consider what that might mean, he downed the rest of his beer in a single go, pulled the cork on one of the bottles of wine he’d been rewarded with, and flipped the channel to Ferris Bueller’s Day Off.
They left him alone for the rest of the night. In between glasses of wine, and the constant flicking of channels, he kept checking his Substack account to see if the article had been uploaded yet. The alcohol was getting him hyped and he began pacing the room, more from his desire to see the story out there than to escape his admittedly minimum-security confines.
At some point, he reached the strange halfway world of intoxication where he typically began suffering spells of temporary amnesia. He must have mustered the wherewithal to get himself to sleep, as later he found himself fully dressed on the bed, his mouth dry and itchy. His body cried out for some water, but he was too far gone to move. He closed his eyes and worked on focusing on his physical misery. He hated this stage: still drunk and suffering a hangover. It was always at this point where he reached peak paranoia. His mind would travel first to Heather, and then revisit every single mistake, real or imagined, he’d made in his life.
But it wasn’t really about Heather anymore. Ike understood why he was here and why this was happening. He didn’t understand what it all meant, what ultimately Accrington and the others wanted from him, but accepted he was to blame for his predicament. Strange as that felt, this did bring some comfort, and eventually he fell asleep.



Chapter Twenty-Six
A notification appeared on Shannon’s phone as she sat alone in the office in Quantico – an ‘on this day’ memory from eleven years ago. Despite everything that was going on, she scrolled through the images of her with Richard and Ivan from a decade before.
It was hard to reconcile that time with the present. As was the way with photos, everyone was smiling and Shannon remembered it as a happy time. Ivan must have been eight or nine; that broad smile that filled every image was destined to be ground down to a sullen scowl over the subsequent years. Richard looked good in the photos as well. He’d always been a handsome man, and when he smiled it only accentuated his attractiveness. Catching herself matching that smile as she scrolled through more images of her husband, Shannon quickly put her phone down.
Richard had called another five times on her journey home, and she’d yet to check the voicemail messages he’d left for her. It was after midnight and she’d been back in Quantico for three hours. Deputy Director Greyson had summoned her after the three remaining survivors had gone missing. She had teams stationed in all four cities where the initial murders had taken place, and Greyson thought it prudent for her to coordinate things from headquarters, which was no small project. She had five homicides and three missing people to contend with over four cities, and the logistics of keeping track of everything was a job in itself.
The events were national news and the interest showed no signs of abating. That brought with it extra pressure she could do without. It was why Greyson had called her back, why she was here working late, why she was desperate to find something she could offer Greyson in the morning. Everyone from the top down wanted answers, and at present the buck stopped with her.
The OTD – the Operational Technology Division – had sent a preliminary report from the laptops and computers seized from the properties of the first four homicide victims, as well as the survivors. As the investigation was now such a high priority, the data had already been analyzed. OTD would have searched for any potential illegality from the users, and anything that connected the eight people in any way. Shannon would have been notified if anything significant had been uncovered so far, yet she still trawled through the records of each person, hoping she would see something that may have been missed or might not have been considered relevant.
When that failed, she pored over the bank details of all eight individuals. Again, no correlation had been found, though a few interesting purchases had been highlighted. One in particular stood out for Shannon: a self-storage facility in San Antonio for which Icarus Glass had an ongoing contract. As far as Shannon knew, the facility hadn’t been disclosed before and, with Glass missing, they had due cause to search the place. She searched through the other records, coming up blank, before leaving the details with Trevone.
Shannon shut the laptop. Her legs were restless and she was struggling to keep her eyes open. It had been a long time since she’d crashed in an office and she forced herself up. Falling asleep here would do no good. Even if she only managed four hours’ sleep at home, it would make her more effective for the rest of the day and it was obvious that there were many long days ahead.
Quantico was a twenty-four-hour office, so Shannon wasn’t alone as she caught the elevator to reception, and then to the underground parking garage. The ache in her leg was acute as she walked to the car. She couldn’t deny the added stress working on such a case brought with it, but this is what she’d wanted ever since she joined the FBI – was in part the reason for her taking the job in the BAU. It was how she dealt with the stress that mattered, and aside from her tiredness, which was to be expected considering she’d covered a good deal of the country by plane in the last thirty-six hours, she felt that she was handling things well. She was growing to accept that she had the best people working with her, and her role now was to manage everything from headquarters and help find the answers that would unravel the mystery as to what the hell was going on.
The drive home to her rented apartment in Stafford took less than thirty minutes at this time of the morning. By the time she pulled into the parking lot outside her building, the throb in her leg had intensified. She winced as she put pressure on it, stumbling a couple of steps as she made her way to the building. Sleep couldn’t come soon enough, and in part that was why she had such a visceral reaction to the man waiting outside the entrance for her.
Shannon glanced at her watch. ‘What the hell are you doing here, Richard? It’s two a.m.’
Her husband – how she hated that term now – stared at her, mouth open as if she were an apparition. ‘I’ve been here all day,’ he said, through gritted teeth. ‘I keep calling you but you never answer.’
How had she never seen this side of him before – the casual cruelty and anger, verging on violent, she now saw more and more in him? It had started almost the second after Ivan left for college. At first, she’d put it down to empty nest syndrome – she’d suffered the loss of Ivan moving out, too, though she knew it didn’t express itself in her as dramatically as it appeared to in her husband. It was only when she’d found out that Richard had been seeing someone else for the last year that she could make some sense of it.
She understood it wasn’t her fault but it didn’t make it any easier. And with Ivan gone, it was as if Richard had become another person. He was constantly after her, calling her neglectful and selfish, even going so far as once telling her that Ivan couldn’t wait to get away from her.
It was possible that she’d dawdled on the divorce papers for so long in part as punishment for his treatment of her.
‘Richard,’ she said now, ‘I’m exhausted. I’ve been working nonstop for the last few days and I can’t deal with your bullshit just now. I can’t believe you’ve come all this way.’
‘You can’t believe it?’ said Richard, the menace causing thick lines to break out on his forehead. ‘What choice do I have? I want this over with and you keep delaying.’
‘I’ve told your lawyers that I’m not happy with the settlement agreement, Richard. You think you can come here and bully me into signing something I’m not happy with?’
Every time, the argument came down to the cottage in Charlotte. Richard wanted to sell and share any equity, whereas Shannon wanted to keep it as a potential home for Ivan when he was older. She was willing to negotiate on it, but wasn’t going to be pushed around by him.
‘Can I come in so we can talk?’
‘Absolutely no way,’ said Shannon.
Richard glared at her. ‘I have been waiting here all day.’
‘That was your decision, not mine,’ she said, reaching for her keys.
‘You’re just jealous,’ he said, under his breath.
‘What’s that?’
‘You heard me. You’re jealous that I’ve managed to get on with my life, when you’re stuck in a rut.’
Shannon chuckled at that. ‘I’m hardly stuck in a rut,’ she replied, stopping herself before she got into details about the investigation.
‘You enjoying living in your shitty little one-bedroom apartment here in this hellhole?’ said Richard, taking a step closer to her.
Shannon thought back to the photos she’d been scrolling through earlier that evening. It was hard to believe that the scowling man in front of her was the same smiling person she’d seen in those images. He wanted her to snap so he would have something to hold over her. She stared back at him. The aggression was evident in his narrowed eyes, but he wasn’t a physical threat. He didn’t have her training, and if he kept hassling her she would be all too pleased to use it against him.
‘We’re done for now, Richard. You know my position. I’ll be blocking your number on my phone, so don’t bother calling me again. Any other contact needs to go through our lawyers now. You understand me?’ said Shannon, as Richard inched closer.
‘No wonder Ivan doesn’t want anything to do with you anymore,’ he spat – literally, as a drop of spittle arced from his mouth to her cheek.
Fighting the adrenaline coursing through her body, Shannon calmly wiped off the spit, turned away and unlocked the entrance door. Another resident – a young man who looked high – was milling around the lobby and asked if she was OK.
Shannon heard the door lock behind her and started for the stairs. ‘I’m fine, thank you. Just some unsettled business,’ she said, trying to control her breathing as she crossed the foyer, refusing to give Richard the satisfaction of turning to see if he was still there.
When she reached her apartment and opened her laptop, she realized her new day was already beginning.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Despite his severe hangover, Ike managed to drag himself from his bed as the morning sunlight filled the bedroom. Reaching the bathroom, he bent over the toilet bowl and dry-retched. His mind was still awhirl, his behavior driven by the alcohol still in his bloodstream. He willed himself to be sick but stopped short of sticking fingers down his throat, letting the wave of nausea wash over him before stumbling to the living area, where he found a pot of fresh coffee waiting for him.
Ike was now beyond being fazed by such a turn of events. The coffee machine had a timer, so he presumed he’d set it in advance in an unaccountable fit of industry before passing out. He poured a cup, ignoring the nagging alternative scenario that someone could have let themselves in last night and set up the machine for him. Who would bother?
In any event, he was glad to carry the hot cup with him to the sofa. The television was still on and he switched to a news channel that, within a matter of minutes, announced the news that his latest article had been published as he slept.
Ike’s hand began to tremble and he placed the coffee on the side table, his mind backtracking through his typically vaporous recollection of last night’s events. He could remember finishing the article and sending it to Accrington. But what if he’d got tired of waiting for Accrington’s OK and posted it himself? He had no idea. He could only recall snatching glimpses of social media through the night, waiting for it to appear.
His chest was tight, his rapid pulse making it hard to breathe. He scrambled from the sofa and retrieved the laptop from the kitchen countertop. In the instructions Accrington had left, he’d told Ike that he’d changed the login details to Substack and all his social media accounts. But what if he’d found a way around that and had posted without permission? As Ike opened the internet browser, adrenaline pushed his pulse higher until he could hear it thrumming in his ears.
His sigh of relief was perhaps the greatest release of his life.
The last thing on his browser was a conspiracy forum about The Alliance. He had no recollection of looking at it, but as per Accrington’s instructions, he hadn’t logged into any of his accounts. That was likely why he was still breathing, and hadn’t suffered a fate similar to Alistair Bevan’s.
Taking the laptop back to the sofa, he realized he had no way of accessing the article that had been published. He’d been forbidden to access the major social media sites, but eventually he found a copy that had been posted on a random blog.
Although it didn’t appear that much had been changed in the text, Ike felt underwhelmed to see it in print. He’d written the article in a whirl of inspiration and thought he’d touched something almost poetic, but reading it back, the text felt fragmented and strained. He’d conveyed the basic points about his captivity, had even ruminated on what The Alliance wanted of him, but his words lacked the fire of his original articles.
Still, he’d done what had been asked of him. He couldn’t see the numbers, but news of his article had reached the nationwide television channels. Surely it was enough for Accrington, who’d all but secured his legend as the only named member of The Alliance.
Two coffees and a failed attempt to eat some cereal later, it now appeared that the other two survivors had posted messages about their captivity. Casey Barrington had uploaded some images on her Instagram account, and Sadie Levinstein had recorded an account of her situation that had been released as a special on her podcast channel.
Instagram appeared to be blocked on his laptop, but Ike was able to listen to Sadie’s podcast via the iTunes app. It soon became apparent that Ike’s fellow survivors were in a predicament similar to his own. In her podcast, Sadie described the isolation and unknowing better than he ever could. Searching through the internet, he found copies of Casey’s Instagram posts that didn’t offer much beyond images of her new semi-prison, which looked eerily similar to Ike’s current location.
What none of the postings alluded to was the fact that the survivors were being held in semi-captivity. Of course, Ike only knew this to be the case for him, but given the synchronicity of their treatment by The Alliance to this point, he imagined the other two survivors were also caught in this strange netherworld. He could leave if he wanted to, but knew the consequences would lead to him being cast into a more perilous situation – something he was reminded of a few minutes later when his phone began to ring. The once familiar and welcome tone of ‘Ghost Town’ had been transmuted into a harrowing warning signal. The mournful opening bars made his stomach ache as his eyes darted around the room to find the phone, which he saw being charged next to the television. Dizzy, he stumbled toward it and, biting his tongue, pressed the green button.
‘Icarus, how are you?’ said Accrington.
God, how he wished the man would drop the best friend act. Everything about his voice set Ike on edge, yanking him back to that night at the warehouse. Accrington held a kind of hypnotic sway over him, the cloying smell of chicken invading his lungs as he offered a limp ‘Fine’ in reply.
‘Hope you don’t mind, I made a few edits to your piece.’
‘That’s OK,’ said Ike, who couldn’t recall anything dramatic being cut, though he did wonder at Accrington’s claims that he wouldn’t edit anything he sent.
‘It was a good enough article but a bit tame. I’ve been reading through the comments on your Substack account and the general feeling is a bit . . . how best to describe it . . . meh.’
‘Meh?’
‘Meh. That’s a word, Icarus, isn’t it? What I mean to say is, your followers are a bit restless. Yes, the escape from captivity was exciting, but now they’re asking: What next?’
Ike feared the answer to Accrington’s question, at the same time knowing he was about to find out. ‘I understand.’
‘I think you do, Icarus. At least, I think you’re on the right path. I see a lot in you that I like, Icarus. You need some refinement, and to come to understand your better nature, but that is why I’m here. One person who didn’t understand that was Alistair Bevan.’ On the dead man’s name, Accrington’s tone dropped an octave, the warning evident.
‘I understand,’ repeated Ike, though he didn’t think he understood anything.
‘That’s good to know, Icarus. So here we are. You have survived your first ordeal. You have complied to set yourself free. Now you need to take a more active role.’



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Jiffy hadn’t been able to wipe the smile off his face last night when Boyd ordered a non-alcoholic beer. The sergeant had managed to drag him from the office at 10 p.m., two hours after the retirement get-together had started. It never ceased to amaze Boyd how much alcohol cops could put away in such a short amount of time, and he’d regretted attending the second he walked into the place.
‘Is one gonna break your laser focus?’ asked Jiffy, as the bartender poured out Boyd’s non-beer.
‘I’m a professional, Jiffy,’ said Boyd. ‘Can’t risk frying my Robocop circuitry with that stuff.’
Jiffy scowled. ‘Heaven save us from born-again boozers.’
‘I’m not even sure why we’re here. I don’t even know this McKenzie guy.’ Dean McKenzie was a vice detective who’d been at the precinct for the last twenty years, and in truth, Boyd knew him as well as anyone.
‘You’ve changed, man,’ sighed Jiffy before drawing heavily from his pint.
‘You say that like it’s a bad thing, Jiffy. I’m growing. Don’t you want that for me?’
‘Oh, hush up, Oprah,’ Jiffy huffed. ‘What I want is for you to go and talk to her,’ he said, pointing in the direction of Leanne.
‘Will you quit with that shit? Even if I wasn’t her boss, I’m ten years older than her.’
‘Change the record, boss. Yes, she is out of your league, but you’re both single and, for some unfathomable reason, I think she has the hots for you.’
‘The hots? How many of those did you throw down before we got here? We’re not in high school anymore, Jiffy.’
‘Just go and talk to her.’
Just to shut him up, Boyd found himself in motion. He felt like a sleaze as he took his bottle of non-beer and walked over to Leanne, who was standing alone in the corner of the room. Evidently he was still in high school, judging by the fluttering in his stomach as he neared her. She was a strikingly beautiful woman, something he hadn’t really noticed until recently. She smiled as he approached, which sent him scrambling for a line he could use to cut the tension. He’d got nothing, had to settle for ‘Crazy business, eh?’
‘Sure is. I don’t know what to make of it all.’
‘You and me both,’ said Boyd, wincing as he took a sip of his non-beer.
‘You enjoying that?’ said Leanne, with a laugh.
‘Tastes like piss, but I need to keep a clear head.’
‘To your clear head,’ said Leanne, clinking her glass against his bottle.
Boyd noted Jiffy raising his glass in his peripheral vision, before walking off.
He’d thought it an impossibility, but Boyd had soon found himself forgetting about the case. Leanne was always charming company and he felt relaxed with her. They carefully avoided discussing the investigation and the looming presence of the FBI in their department. Mostly they reminisced about earlier cases, in particular times when they had worked with the retiree, McKenzie.
Leanne finished her drink and Boyd offered her another. He was pleased when she didn’t push him to drink anything alcoholic.
‘You know,’ she said, after taking a long swig from her new drink, ‘there was a time when I was worried you were going to go the same way as McKenzie.’
‘What, lose all my hair? Never,’ said Boyd, running his hand through his silver-tinged beard.
‘Stop it. You know what I mean. I was worried you were going to leave us.’
‘Leave you with Jiffy, you mean.’
‘Well, that was a concern,’ said Leanne. ‘Seriously though, it’s good to see you back in fighting form.’
Although Boyd was pleased he’d been in Leanne’s thoughts, the fact that she thought he was back in fighting form meant that at some point she’d thought he’d not been at his best. Even at his lowest, when he’d returned to work two weeks to the day – too early, he knew – after Marlene’s funeral, he’d told himself he’d given everything he had to his investigations. That Leanne thought different was a cold reminder that he could always be doing more, and deep down he knew she was right. He’d been going through the motions then, and still was for most of these last few years. He’d had some successes, but his enthusiasm had waned. The irony was that now there was an investigation that really grabbed his interest, and it had all but been taken away by the feds.
Not that it had stopped flak from coming his way. As far as Chief Swinford was concerned, the continuing haze of uncertainty shrouding Icarus Glass’s disappearance was one hundred percent the fault of Boyd’s team, never mind the fact that the other two survivors were also missing.
The festivities started to fade – or perhaps ‘blur’ was more accurate. Others had joined him and Leanne, and Boyd came to feel like the only sober person in the room. In the end, he’d pretended to take a leak, and snuck out the back when no one was looking.

He was glad of having skulked away when, the following morning, he arrived at the department to discover that there had been more social media activity. All three survivors had leaked stories of one type or another. Boyd’s main focus was Icarus Glass, but in addition to reading and rereading the journalist’s story, he listened to Sadie Levinstein’s podcast and glanced through the images on Casey Barrington’s Instagram account before meeting up with Agent Trevone.
Trevone was so young that he probably didn’t get hangovers – though Boyd doubted if the young man was much of a drinker. The same couldn’t be said for the rest of Boyd’s team, who were shuffling around the bullpen like zombies.
‘Another day, another story,’ said Trevone, giving Boyd a sense of déjà vu he couldn’t explain.
‘At least they’re alive,’ said Boyd.
Trevone nodded. ‘Anything you notice from their pieces?’
‘A few thoughts crossed my mind. Main one being that none of them mentioned their captivity specifically.’
Trevone nodded, a satisfied look on his face as if Boyd had just passed some form of examination. ‘My thoughts exactly. We are studying the images we have of Casey Barrington’s apartment to see if we can locate it, and obviously checking the sources of Icarus Glass’s article and Casey Barrington’s podcast.’
Boyd knew better than to ask the agent what he thought was going on. There were so many anomalies in all the cases in general, and so many possible reasons for Glass’s disappearance in particular, that they would only be dealing in speculation. Instead, he asked, ‘What can we do to help?’
‘I spoke to Special Agent Wallace this morning. Our tech team have uncovered this,’ said Trevone, handing Boyd a printout.
‘This is from Glass’s laptop?’
‘A receipt for a storage place in Rainbow Hills. This isn’t something he ever mentioned to you?’
Boyd frowned, shook his head. Glass hadn’t said a word about it, but it could be seen as a failure on their part for not asking the right questions. He decided not to push the point and instead repeated the phrase: ‘How can we help?’
‘You think you can secure a search warrant for this storage unit?’
‘I can get that arranged. With Glass missing and all this interest, there shouldn’t be much trouble getting it. You want us to search the place?’ added Boyd, keen for the opportunity to get back into the investigation.
Trevone looked around at his colleagues from the local field team. It made sense for them to keep Boyd’s team on their side, and Trevone was new enough in the role not to want to alienate anyone. The field agent lowered his chin, the movement almost imperceptible. ‘That would be very helpful, Lieutenant. If you could let me know when you secure the warrant.’
‘Sure thing.’

Boyd knew a judge who owed him a favor, and with Glass being so high-profile he didn’t take much persuading. By lunchtime, he was driving out to Rainbow Hills with a groggy-looking Jiffy in the passenger seat administering his second or third jumbo cup of coffee.
‘I have no sympathy,’ said Boyd, shaking his head.
Jiffy set his head back against the seat and closed his eyes against the day’s glare. ‘Saw you were getting cozy with Leanne last night.’
‘Don’t try and change the subject.’
‘Told you she likes you.’
‘Yeah, yeah, and her best friend likes you too. She’ll meet you under the bleachers after band practice,’ said Boyd.
‘Now who’s changing the subject?’
‘Enough already, Cupid. Any news on the social media front?’
Jiffy shook his head. ‘Nothing from any of them just yet,’ he said, sitting up and resuming his scrutiny of his phone. ‘Though speculation is rife. The Alliance Facebook page in particular is going crazy.’
‘Spare me any quotations,’ said Boyd. ‘I don’t want to hear any of that Flat Earther shit.’
‘There’s nothing stranger than the truth.’
‘Thank you, Confucius.’
Boyd pulled off the highway and parked outside the storage unit building. He’d already called ahead and was greeted there by one of the workers, who took him and Jiffy to the third floor, where he forcibly removed the padlock from the unit Glass had rented.
‘Thank you, sir,’ said Boyd, pulling on latex gloves. ‘We’ll let you know if we need any more help. Best not let anyone onto this floor until we’ve finished.’
They waited until the worker had left before opening the door. The space was little bigger than a broom cupboard and contained a few cardboard boxes. ‘Better start processing these,’ he said to Jiffy, who was looking paler by the second.
By late afternoon, they’d gone through all the boxes. Usually, they would have got another team to do the work, but with the blame for Glass’s disappearance still on them, Boyd didn’t want to risk any more mistakes. The majority of the boxes contained books, mostly old paperbacks that had seen better days. It was only as they were going through the last box that Jiffy found something of interest.
‘Now why would Mr. Glass go to all the trouble of hiding this away?’ he said, pulling an old laptop from the box.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Shannon had spent less than an hour in the apartment before heading back in. She hadn’t stopped since. In between meeting with Deputy Director Greyson and members of OTD, she’d been on the phone to field agents in Chicago, Washington and New York, and to Trevone in San Antonio.
The three new media releases from the survivors had been simultaneous, and the OTD had been working since to locate the sources. As expected, that wasn’t proving easy. Icarus Glass’s article had supposedly been posted from a remote spot in Panama, Casey Barrington’s Instagram photos from somewhere in Eastern Europe, and Sadie Levinstein’s podcast account had last been accessed from Dubai. OTD had confirmed that each of the three survivors had been using advanced rerouting software to mask their whereabouts. If anyone was going to unravel their location it would the FBI’s tech team, but the noises coming out from the department were not very optimistic at present.
The only positive development of the day had been the laptop found in a storage unit leased by Icarus Glass in San Antonio. The laptop was being couriered to Quantico and they hoped to begin analyzing it by the end of the day. It was something, but Shannon tried not to dwell on how insignificant it might prove to be. With Alistair Bevan’s gruesome homicide so fresh in everyone’s minds, the survivors’ latest releases had heaped even more pressure on her and her team. It was all anyone could talk about, both inside and outside the office. It was on every television news channel, in every newspaper she read, on every social media account she analyzed. People were scared, and their already dwindling trust in law enforcement was waning even further. The Alliance were attaining a nearly mythical standing. The elaborate setup of the first four homicides had caught the public’s attention, and with the three missing survivors, and Bevan’s gruesome death, it seemed that there was nothing The Alliance couldn’t do.
The pieces from the survivors only served to heighten the hysteria. Shannon had gone through each of the three releases in detail until she knew Icarus Glass’s article word for word, could recite Sadie Levinstein’s podcast along with her, and could picture the interior of Casey Barrington’s new apartment as if she were the woman’s roommate.
Among many of the think pieces, and general unsolicited opinions online, was a growing feeling that the survivors were experiencing Stockholm syndrome. Shannon didn’t buy the theory, falling on the side of the argument that suggested Stockholm syndrome wasn’t a legitimate psychological condition. Although the three survivors had evaded the police of their own volition, Shannon believed they had done so under duress and that each was still working under the threat of The Alliance.
What troubled Shannon most was the faceless nature of this so-called Alliance. At present, all they had to go on was the four original descriptions from the survivors of their attackers – the strongest of which was that of Lyle Accrington, the Chicken Man, also described by numerous people from the sports bar in San Antonio and who, unsurprisingly, didn’t appear on any records. There was the Facebook page, with its increasing number of followers, but from what Shannon could see the group didn’t stand for anything. No manifesto had been posted, no ransom issued for the three missing survivors. So far, all the group had demonstrated was an uncanny depth of organization, resources and success.
It was the seeming lack of motive that concerned her the most. She kept waiting for a message to appear on the group’s Facebook page, but that never materialized. If they did have something to say, it was coming through the three survivors, but the latest media pieces said very little beyond the fact that they had once again managed to outwit the authorities.
Later that evening, Shannon found herself repeating the same observations to Deputy Director Greyson and her direct boss, SAC Bennett, shortly after Icarus Glass’s hidden laptop arrived from Texas.
‘All I’m hearing is that you don’t really have any idea what is going on,’ said Greyson, whose initial support was now a distant memory.
It wasn’t a statement Shannon could contradict. They knew a group of people – at least, a group of four – were responsible for the killings and abductions, but as for motive, they were at a loss.
‘I’m not even sure yours is the right department to be combatting this,’ he said, when she didn’t answer.
That was more of an issue for Shannon. Her role within the BAU, along with Trevone’s, was to monitor homicides that had the potential to prove to be serial killer crimes and to liaise with the necessary crime enforcement agencies to help solve these investigations. Yes, since Alistair Bevan’s homicide, the scope of that remit had increased, but she remained convinced she was the right person to push forward. ‘We have everything in place now, sir. I have teams in the four cities and am coordinating efforts. I don’t see the point in changing anything at this stage.’
‘Homeland Security wants to take things over,’ said Greyson, as if he hadn’t heard her. ‘They see The Alliance as a possible terrorist organization and therefore a national threat.’
A maddeningly timed wave of weariness swept over Shannon. She placed her hand over her mouth to stifle a yawn but couldn’t stop herself.
‘Keeping you up, Agent?’
‘Not at all, sir. My apologies. I strongly believe switching operational control of the investigation would be counterproductive, if not disastrous. And transferring it to Homeland Security in particular makes little sense. If The Alliance is a terrorist organization, then why haven’t they come forward with demands or in any way pressed their cause – or even articulated what it might be? The three survivors have such unfettered access to the media now that it just doesn’t compute that they wouldn’t make use of it.’
‘The trouble with that explanation, Shannon, is that if they aren’t a terrorist organization, then what the hell are they?’
‘Let me find that out, sir. Homeland will turn this into something it isn’t.’
Greyson sat back in his chair and folded his arms. Shannon understood he was feeling his own pressure, but she honestly believed she was looking at the situation objectively.
‘Sir, it’s self-evident that The Alliance has more planned. They’ve already taken terrific risks in abducting the three survivors. Sooner rather than later they are bound to slip up, and when they do, we’re best placed to take advantage of that.’
Greyson heaved a sigh. ‘Fortunately for us, Homeland Security is still unable to mount a credible argument that The Alliance is a terrorist threat. They know as little as we do.’ He leaned forward and rapped on his desk with his knuckles. ‘That said, I need some sort of result, even the tiniest sign that we are on the right track.’
Shannon didn’t wait for Greyson to second-guess himself. She jumped from her seat. ‘On it, sir. Thank you, sir,’ she said, as she reached the door.
‘Before you go, Shannon.’
Shannon closed her eyes, taking a breath before turning to face the Deputy Director. ‘Sir?’
‘There’s no heroism in not getting some rest. This thing will only get worse before it gets better. Go home and get a good night’s sleep. We need you fresh and active.’
‘Yes, sir.’

Shannon made another round of calls with the field agents and checked in with OTD, who were still working on Glass’s second laptop, before heading home.
Greyson had been correct about her needing sleep, but it still irked to have been told as much. The lack of progress was frustrating, and she put her edginess down to that and the thirty-odd hours she’d been awake. Realizing she hadn’t eaten anything since lunch, she ordered a Thai takeout from an app on her phone, and in a stroke of perfect timing found it arriving outside her apartment building just as she was parking.
Shannon looked around her before accepting the package from the delivery driver. She didn’t question her vigilance. Richard wasn’t beyond turning up again to bother her. He hadn’t called back since leaving early that morning, and she had no idea whether or not he was even in the same city.
She thanked the delivery driver and entered the building, taking her time through the door, refusing to let Richard change her behavior in any way. Inside her apartment, she turned on some music and plated up her dinner. Usually, she would switch on the television as she ate, but if she did so now she knew she’d be tempted to turn to the news channels. She needed some minutes away from the investigation as much as she did sleep.
The fish and noodles she’d ordered were a little cold, but she couldn’t muster the energy to get back up and nuke them a bit. Besides, she was ravenous. Within minutes her plate was clean and, after transferring herself to her armchair and elevating the feet she hadn’t realized were aching, she passed her first consecutive moments of peace in what felt like a week. This must be what normality was like.
The chair started to become a little too comfortable and Shannon forced herself up. Showering felt like too much of a chore, so she brushed her teeth and undressed before collapsing on her bed. Her nightstand alarm clock was set daily to 6 a.m., but she decided to set a second alarm for 6.15 a.m. on her cell phone, in case she switched it off in the morning, and settled in to sleep.
Exhausted as she was, this turned out to be wishful thinking. She couldn’t even close her eyes for more than ten seconds at a time. After doing some stretches and downing a glass of milk, she double-checked both her clock and phone alarms, switched off her lamp again and had at last settled in, eyes fully closed, when her phone started ringing.
She reached out her hand for it, ready to reject the call, when she saw her son’s name on the screen. ‘Ivan, what is it?’ she said, snapping herself into a sitting position.
Ivan didn’t answer but she heard his breathing on the other end of the line.
‘Baby, what is it?’
‘Mom?’
‘I’m here, darling,’ said Shannon, trying her best to control the fear in her voice.
‘Mom, it’s Dad. He’s been in an accident.’



Chapter Thirty
Accrington had hung up after telling Ike that he would be required to ‘take a more active role’, leaving him to ponder what in hell he meant by this declaration. It was hard not to dwell on its dark potential. To Ike’s mind, he didn’t even have a ‘role’. Accrington had drugged him, tied him up, and killed one of his former colleagues. Since then, the only part Ike had played was as a kind of unofficial spokesman for Accrington and The Alliance. To say he’d done so under duress would be an understatement, even more so after the savage murder of Alistair Bevan. Ike didn’t want a role at all, much less an active one.
Unfortunately, he knew that wasn’t his decision to make.

Accrington called again in the early evening. Ike, who’d spent most of the day on the sofa watching TV and nursing his hangover, jumped out of his skin at the ringing of the phone. But in the next breath he realized that he’d been waiting for this moment all day. Whether that was through a desire to get things over and done with or from a morbid curiosity about what he had to do next, he wasn’t sure.
‘So, here we are again, Icarus,’ said Accrington. ‘You must be pleased with how your latest article has been doing. Despite the lukewarm reviews, you’re hitting record reads.’
‘I wouldn’t know.’
‘Oh yes, of course. Well, it’s good to see you haven’t tried to sneak a look, Icarus. That shows good character. You’ve lost a few subscribers, but they’ve been more than offset by the new ones you’ve gained. They’re waiting with bated breath for your words, Icarus, and soon you are going to have one hell of a tale to tell. Until then,’ said Accrington, hanging up.
Deflated, Ike stared at the burner phone. What had the point of that been? Then the phone jumped in his palm as a text message pinged onto the screen. He typed in the web address on the phone’s screen and followed the instructions. He couldn’t be sure if it was coincidental, but the software he’d been told to download was one he’d used before. Ten minutes later, he was guided through to a screen that showed photographs and images of eight people Ike used to know.
The phone rang the second he reached the page. ‘Getting that lovely sense of familiarity, Icarus?’ said Accrington, the glee all too evident.
‘What do you want?’ said Ike, the flatness in his voice sounding alien to his ears.
‘What I want, Icarus, is for you to take some responsibility. We both know – I know you understand this, deep down, even if you’re still busy denying it to yourself even now – that you are already complicit in what has happened to you. But what I would really like, what I need you to do, is – as I have said – to take a more decisive role in things. I can only do so much for you, Icarus.’
‘I don’t—’
Accrington interrupted, his voice exploding in rage as if someone else had taken the phone from him. ‘Do not make me spell things out for you, Icarus. You simply cannot be that ignorant of your own nature.’
Ike felt an urge to claim ignorance, but it was replaced with weary acceptance. He’d been trying to deny it for so long, but it had been creeping over him ever since Lieutenant Boyd had revealed the identity of Patricia Wyman at the warehouse. Ike didn’t understand his true nature any better now than before, but he understood the point Accrington was making. ‘What do I have to do?’ he said, the squeak in his voice making him sound like a child.
‘You need to do what you’re so very good at, Icarus. You need to choose.’
Ike dragged in air through his nostrils as he turned his attention back to the screen. Of the people in the eight pictures, he could only recall the names of five. ‘Can I ask . . .’
‘What will happen to them?’
‘Yes.’
‘That’s for another time. You need to feel this, Icarus. Feel it deep down. There must be one of them you want to choose. I think you already know the answer, don’t you?’
Ike had never been so focused. He stared at each face in turn, realizing how little he knew about each one. He’d worked with some of them for over a decade, but wouldn’t have been able to answer any questions about them beyond their name and previous occupation.
Except one.
He looked at her picture last, as if he’d been building himself up to it. As if it had been an inevitability he’d been avoiding.
Jane Hobbs.
Everything about her, from her tightly curled hair, narrow spectacles and thin lips to her meek personality, cried out victim. Ike had nothing personal against her, but he knew he’d feel little regret in selecting her.
‘Click on the picture you want, Icarus,’ said Accrington, coaxing him.
Ike’s finger hovered over the woman’s face. He tried to muster some guilt for what he was about to do, but although his hand shook as he selected her, Ike knew it had nothing to do with remorse. Maybe the guilt would hit him later, but in the instant he selected Jane Hobbs, and Accrington congratulated him, Ike thought that what he was truly experiencing was excitement.



Chapter Thirty-One
Shannon did her best to sleep on the plane. Richard must have flown straight back after their acrimonious meeting. Ivan said his accident had happened on the way home from the Charlotte Douglas International Airport. It wasn’t until she arrived at the Carolinas Medical Center that she discovered Richard had been drinking prior to his accident.
She was only there for Ivan, who she found in the waiting room sitting next to Richard’s girlfriend, Judy Mayer. It had been over a year now since he’d told her, but the thought of Richard having a girlfriend still took some getting used to. Shannon had met the woman on one occasion. She felt no ill feeling toward her – the marriage had long been dead before she’d turned up – but she couldn’t help but resent seeing her with Ivan. It pierced her to see Ivan touch Judy’s hand before walking toward her and giving her the briefest of hugs.
‘How are you holding up?’ said Shannon to her son, who’d felt insubstantial in her arms.
‘I’m OK.’
‘Judy,’ said Shannon, nodding to her as she approached.
‘Hi Shannon,’ said Judy, getting to her feet. ‘Thanks for coming.’
Richard couldn’t have been more clichéd if he’d tried with Judy. She was fifteen years younger than Shannon, petite and slender, and the ravages of age had yet to reach her delicate features and long auburn hair.
Shannon smiled and nodded. Strained as it was, the exchange could have been much worse. Judy must have known why Richard had been visiting her and it would have been easy for the woman to have blamed her for his current predicament. Not that Shannon had ruled that out. Everything was so raw at the moment that that kind of resentment could be bubbling away underneath the surface. Shannon was sure accusations would start to fly at some point, though she didn’t know which direction they would come from.
‘How is he?’ she said.
Ivan spoke up. ‘He’s suffered multiple fractures to his legs and left arm and has a ruptured spleen. He’s being monitored for internal bleeding.’ He looked so shell-shocked that Shannon ached to pull him into her arms once more.
She had a vision of Richard on his hospital bed, a drip feeding him, his body covered in plaster. She looked from Ivan to Judy, and back to her son. ‘What have the police said?’
Judy’s eyes narrowed as she sucked in her cheeks. ‘They’ve taken blood samples. I was told he smelled heavily of alcohol.’ She somehow made this sound as if it could be laid at Shannon’s feet.
‘Is there anything you can do to help, Mom?’ Ivan asked.
Shannon blinked, her eyes having been focused on Judy’s. ‘I’ll speak to them,’ she said, though there was nothing she would be able to do if his blood test came back positive. ‘The driver of the other car?’
‘Minor injuries,’ said Ivan.
‘That’s something, I suppose. Have you managed to speak to your dad yet?’
‘No, he’s still out,’ he said, blinking back tears.
‘I spoke to him before he got on the plane,’ said Judy, her initial calmness all but gone.
Shannon knew where this was headed, but couldn’t help herself. ‘Had he been drinking at that point?’ she asked, noting her son’s startled response.
‘Does that matter?’ Judy retorted. ‘He wouldn’t have been there in the first place, if you’d only . . .’ To her credit, she turned away. Shannon was dismayed to see Ivan walk over to comfort her.
How could she respond to that? That she didn’t want to sell her family home was a sticking point, and maybe she should have been more responsive to Richard’s messages, but she’d been a little distracted by the nationwide investigation she was heading up. It wasn’t her fault that Richard had decided to fly to her new home to confront her, and definitely not her fault that he’d decided to DUI, but neither Judy nor Ivan needed to hear that. ‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ she said, a tightness in her chest as she moved away.
Fatigue was becoming an issue. Her steps were leaden as she sought out a little stall serving coffee and ordered a double espresso before calling Trevone and explaining her current situation. ‘This doesn’t change anything,’ she assured him. ‘I’m just over an hour away and I can still coordinate things from here.’ She could hear the defiance in her voice.
‘Just so we’re clear,’ Trevone said. ‘Does Greyson know about this?’
‘Not yet. I’ll report to him later if necessary. For now, let’s leave that conversation for me.’
‘Gotcha.’
She almost laughed. ‘Listen to you, pardner. You’re starting to sound like a local, Trevone.’
‘Beginning to feel like one. This heat . . .’ He heaved a sigh. ‘How are you, um . . . feeling?’
‘No need to walk on eggshells, Trevone. I’m tired, mainly, and concerned for my son. And Richard, of course,’ she added, as an afterthought.
‘Let me know if I can do anything.’
‘You could start by finding Icarus Glass.’
‘Anything back from OTD on the laptop we discovered?’
‘Nothing as of yet,’ said Shannon. ‘I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything.’
After hanging up, she rang the agents at the three other sites before returning to the waiting room, which was now empty. Presuming Ivan and Judy were in with Richard, she took a seat on the most comfortable chair she could find and closed her eyes.

Shannon woke with a jolt. Ivan was on his haunches next to her, his hand on her shoulder. She smiled, wanting the moment to last forever. Then the hand was withdrawn, and he looked away. No one had ever told her when she was pregnant the myriad changes her relationship with her child might go through. She’d never felt so distant from her son as she did at this moment. She’d expected their relationship to change once he left for college, but this, she knew, had more to do with Richard – and not just his present worry for his dad’s health. The last thing she wanted to do was try to play sides, but she couldn’t deny the pang of jealousy she felt knowing that now, with Ivan and Richard both living in the same state, he would return to his father’s apartment during the holidays. Things would probably have been different if she hadn’t taken the job at Quantico, but that didn’t make it any easier to deal with.
‘I’m fine,’ she said, wiping a line of drool from her mouth as she sat upright. ‘How’s Dad?’
‘He’s up and talking. He’ll have a lot of rehabilitation, but he’s going to be OK.’
‘That’s very good news. How are you holding up?’
‘I’m OK, Mom. Dad wants me to get back to college. I have some end-of-semester tests coming up.’
‘Probably best to wait until tomorrow. Get some rest first.’
‘What about you?’
The question was probably innocuous, but to Shannon it felt loaded. She wanted to grab him and tell him that these things happen and she wasn’t to blame. It wasn’t right for her to be portrayed as the villain just because her career had pulled her to a different state. He wasn’t a child anymore, and had to accept that sometimes marriages failed. It was no one’s fault, and life still went on. A churlish part of her wanted to add that it was his father who’d been having the affair, but in the end she said none of those things.
‘I’m afraid I need to get back to work.’
‘OK, Mom, I understand,’ he said, though there was no sign of understanding on his features.
‘Do you?’
‘You have a real important job, I get it,’ said Ivan, stone-faced. ‘We’ll be OK here.’
Shannon stared at her son, unblinking. She didn’t know what to say or do. She could press him, start unpacking his thoughts and feelings, but even if she could get anything from him, there simply wasn’t the time. He’d chosen to be allied to his father, and for now she had to accept that. All she could hope was that, one day, he’d understand.
‘I’m sorry if I haven’t been there for you,’ she said.
His eyes glittered with tears, and her heart thudded in her chest at the sight of it.
‘It’s fine,’ he said.
‘Honey, I really do have to go. I’ll call as soon as I’m back in Virginia and I’ll keep in contact, I promise.’
‘Don’t bother,’ said Ivan, and he walked away.
Shannon reached out to stop him before letting her hand return to her side. The wind had been knocked out of her but she had to get on with things. Instead of going after her son, she booked the next flight out of Charlotte and left for the airport.



Chapter Thirty-Two
Boyd saw the frustration in his colleagues’ faces as he ran through the morning briefing. The laptop had been recovered yesterday afternoon and Boyd had heard nothing more about it since handing the evidence to Agent Trevone. Patricia Wyman was far from the only homicide his division was currently investigating, and he could tell that some of his officers would rather the whole thing was handed over to Special Agent Shannon Wallace and her team. Boyd shared their frustration, but he wasn’t about to give up on finding out who’d killed Patricia Wyman, and if that meant finding out where Icarus Glass was, then so be it.
He handed things over to Jiffy, and listened as the other detectives ran through their active cases one by one. He’d almost forgotten that the world was still turning. He was still focused on Glass’s latest article, which he’d read from beginning to end a hundred times. As many people had pointed out to him, the article never once mentioned that Glass had been coerced into his disappearance or was being held against his will. That raised the possibility that Glass had been complicit from the beginning, though his article suggested otherwise. He’d been guided in his escape, a burner phone somehow going undetected by the team who had searched Glass’s apartment, which in itself was an embarrassment Boyd could do without.
What Boyd did see in the article was a sense of restlessness, as if Icarus had found himself at a crossroads and was waiting for something to happen. Despite the man’s protestations, Boyd hadn’t ruled out the possibility that Glass had played a role in Patricia’s death, and after wrapping up the briefing he went to see Agent Trevone in his incident room.
Trevone was his usual fresh-faced self and welcomed Boyd with a nod. ‘How can I help you, Lieutenant?’
‘I wanted to know if you have any more details you can share with me on Icarus Glass.’
‘Such as?’
‘His time in the UK before he moved here.’
Trevone scrunched his eyes. ‘That was twenty-six years ago.’
‘You must have checked.’
‘He has no living family. We have an old address for his family home, and one at his old university town. From what we can ascertain, the last time he returned to the UK was four years after he arrived here, for his father’s funeral. Twenty-two years ago.’
‘Mind if I sift through those details?’
Trevone didn’t need to cooperate, didn’t even need to allow Boyd to still be on the investigation. Maybe if he’d been a few years longer in the job he would have been more stubborn about it, but after a few seconds of indecision he said, ‘Sure, why not. I’ll get the access file sent over to you.’
Boyd returned to his office. What he was going to do with the files, he didn’t know. All he knew was that something didn’t quite sit right with him about Icarus Glass, and he wanted to find out as much as he could about the man. In a normal homicide investigation, Glass would still have been the number one suspect and Boyd wanted to continue thinking of him in that way, whatever was happening elsewhere.
He would have shared his theories with Jiffy, but the sergeant was out working on another homicide case. At present there were seventeen open cases in the department, and Boyd was supposed to be overseeing every one.
The Patricia Wyman homicide was the only investigation he was hands-on with.
You’re spending too much time on this, Boydy.
As he was ruminating, an email popped up on his screen from Trevone with all the details they held on file for Icarus Glass’s time in the UK.
Some of the details he already knew: Glass majoring in English at Bristol University, the death of his mother at age eight, and the death of his father a few years after he’d moved to the US. The feds had managed to track down a couple of his old friends from his college days but their testimonies were basic stuff: Glass had been a quiet guy who’d occasionally liked to party. A good student, but a bit of a dreamer. Nondescript stuff that was all but useless.
Boyd thought back to his own college days. The person he’d been back then bore little to no resemblance to the man he’d become. Then, he’d been all about beer and girls. He’d still been a kid himself, and it had taken a stint in the navy and his good fortune in meeting Marlene to make him grow up.
What was more of interest was the missing case report on Heather Bywater. Boyd had read every inch of the dated reports on her disappearance countless times before, and he’d questioned Glass about it. Yet he still wondered how much the young woman’s disappearance had weighed upon the young Icarus Glass. Boyd had seen it so many times before. It was an aspect of traumatic crime that was so often overlooked: the lasting effect on those who were left behind.
It was tough for him to get a grip on what Glass had made of his life. It was obvious the last few years had been rough on him. From talking to the managers of the local bars, it was clear he had some issues with alcohol dependency, but up until the time he’d lost his job it seemed Glass had still made a reasonable success of his life, at least career-wise. From what they had pieced together, Glass’s love life had never really recovered from Heather’s disappearance. Boyd’s team had tracked down a couple of women who’d been in short-term relationships with him, but there had been nothing significant for the man since moving to the States.
By lunch, Jiffy had returned and updated him on his investigation into the murder of a young woman in Westwood Village. The victim had worked as a prostitute and a man had already been arrested, CCTV images capturing him picking the woman up the previous evening.
‘Eighteen years old,’ said Jiffy, shaking his head.
Boyd shook his head, eyes downcast. It never got any easier to deal with and Boyd would have it no other way. Marlene had often reminded him that the day he treated these homicide cases with anything less than horror would be the day to move on to another career.
‘A lot of commotion from the feds’ room when I was walking by,’ said Jiffy.
‘Yeah? You hear anything?’
‘Not yet. Let’s see what the wonderful world of the internet has to say.’ Jiffy was just about to look at his phone when Agent Trevone stuck his head into the office.
‘Lieutenant Boyd, could you come with me?’
‘Certainly,’ said Boyd, hoisting himself to his feet with a grunt as Trevone withdrew. ‘Come on, Jiffy.’
‘I’m honored,’ said Jiffy.
As the two of them crossed the bullpen on Trevone’s heels, all heads turned to them as news of whatever had happened filtered into the precinct. ‘Always the last to know,’ Boyd muttered, opening the door to the incident room, which had nearly settled shut behind Trevone.
The room was full of feds. ‘Sorry. Only you, Lieutenant,’ said Trevone on seeing Jiffy.
‘I think we can dispense with that particular bullshit, Agent,’ said Boyd, pulling Jiffy in and shutting the door.
Trevone looked at his colleagues, who shrugged. ‘Fine. It seems that a former colleague of Icarus Glass, a journalist called Jane Hobbs, has been abducted outside her home in the Arena District.’
‘Jesus,’ said Boyd. He recalled the name. Hobbs had been spoken to by one of his team, as she’d previously worked with both Glass and Patricia Wyman.
‘We have video footage of the abduction,’ said Trevone. He clicked a button, and a surprisingly clear video showed a woman being dragged from her building into a blacked-out van.
‘When was this?’ said Boyd.
‘Thirty-five minutes ago. An anonymous tip-off was sent to our SA field team. They’re at the scene now.’
‘And let me guess,’ said Boyd. ‘A former colleague of each of the other two remaining survivors has gone missing as well?’
‘I’m afraid so. All three abductions happened within minutes of each other. All anonymous tip-offs, all with video footage.’
Boyd shook his head. What the hell were these bastards up to? In Homicide, you became accustomed to motiveless crimes. The sad fact was that some people killed other people for the fun of it. There were usually underlying reasons, but innocent people died all the time for no reason. But this wasn’t one of those cases. There was a single, unifying reason for all of these abductions and homicides, and the fact that they didn’t know it was maddeningly frustrating.
Whoever was responsible was highly organized. Boyd would have suspected some kind of terrorist organization if it hadn’t been for the clearly personal nature of each homicide and abduction. On the way into the incident room, his first thought had been that Glass or one of the other survivors had been murdered. That would’ve felt like the natural progression. But it seemed that The Alliance had other things planned.
As if reading his mind, Trevone uploaded The Alliance’s Facebook page. ‘They posted a link to another website. We’ve had the link taken down, but I’m sure we were too late. It’s out there now. It seems The Alliance has created its own web page: WeAreTheAlliance.com. All previous videos from the Facebook page are already posted to it. The reaction has been—’
‘Nuts?’ suggested Jiffy.
Trevone nodded. ‘Obviously, we have our tech teams trying to locate their server, but it changes every couple of seconds.’
Boyd glanced at the new web page, which also contained a comments field. He was unable to keep up with the hundreds of new postings flooding in, most denouncing the group’s actions but far too many lauding them. Surely it was only a matter of time until The Alliance revealed their intentions. They’d entered the day with a massive platform, and these latest developments would swell that base exponentially.
His most pressing concern at the moment was his certainty that, without swift intervention, the abduction of Glass’s old colleague would result in his department being sidelined even more than they already had been. It meant he needed to get to Special Agent Wallace as soon as possible, and Trevone was his surest route to her. The feds tended to play hardball when it came to seizing and maintaining control of high-profile, dynamic situations such as this. He could only hope that proclivity wasn’t yet fully ingrained in Trevone. The key was to keep him engaged and make themselves indispensable to him.
‘We interviewed Jane Hobbs, along with all her colleagues,’ said Boyd. ‘Let’s go back through those interviews. And I know right where to start.’
‘Petar Jurowski,’ said Jiffy.
‘Great minds, Jiffy,’ said Boyd. He turned to Trevone. ‘Jurowski is like a reluctant office gossip. We can go see him now.’
Boyd kept quiet and let the agent make his decision. This time, Trevone didn’t bother looking at his colleagues. ‘Keep me updated,’ he said.
Boyd left with Jiffy before the agent had time to change his mind.



Chapter Thirty-Three
Petar Jurowski had been one of many former colleagues of Ike Glass and Patricia Wyman they’d interviewed during the first days. He’d been memorable for his confrontational demeanor and his knowledge of his former colleagues.
After answering the door, Jurowski scowled at seeing Boyd before turning his back on him and walking back into his apartment. Boyd took this as an invite and followed the man inside, Jiffy shutting the door behind them. Jurowski had three of his gas burners on, the sound of bubbling water filling the air. The living room had a musty smell like old laundry. Jurowski had reclaimed what looked to be the armchair he’d vacated to answer his door, judging by the chaos of crap occupying the couch. Boyd deposited a couple of armloads of newspapers and junk mail on the floor to make space for the two of them and took a seat uninvited across from a glowering Jurowski. ‘Have you heard the latest developments?’ he asked him.
‘The guy in Chicago with no tongue?’
‘You know that Icarus Glass is missing?’ said Boyd.
‘Know,’ he answered. ‘Don’t care.’
‘Well, it’s worse than that now. Another former colleague of yours, Jane Hobbs, was abducted in broad daylight earlier this afternoon.’
Jurowski didn’t give much away; his eyes just creased as he let the information sink in. ‘Is she dead?’
‘Let’s hope not,’ said Jiffy.
‘We’ve only found out about this in the last hour,’ added Boyd.
‘So why come to see me? You here to arrest me?’
‘Not unless you have something to confess, Mr. Jurowski?’
Jurowski didn’t respond. He sat there staring into space, as if lost in thought.
‘You worked with Jane Hobbs?’ said Jiffy.
‘Yes.’
‘How would you describe her character?’ asked Boyd.
‘Her character?’ Jurowski made it sound like the very concept was new to him. When Boyd and Jiffy just waited for him, he rolled his eyes and stuck out his lower lip as he contemplated the question. ‘Little mouse,’ he said, after a good long time.
‘Could you elaborate?’ said Boyd.
‘She was like a mouse. Quiet. I didn’t consider her a journalist. Not a real one. She wrote personal interest stories,’ said Jurowski, with a sneer.
‘Was she friends with either Patricia Wyman or Icarus Glass?’ asked Boyd.
The lower lip stuck out once more. ‘No.’
‘You sound unsure,’ said Jiffy.
‘I’m not unsure about anything,’ said Jurowski, raising his voice.
‘What can you tell me about her working relationship with them?’
‘I don’t know. It was a big office. I’m not sure their paths crossed that much. She used to hang out with some of the secretarial staff, I think. Can’t remember their names.’
‘Did you speak to her much?’
Jurowski shrugged. ‘Why would I?’ he said, then placed his right hand against his mouth. ‘Oh wait. Yes, I remember now. I did talk to her once. It was a party. Christmas, I think. The place served this Polish vodka, seventy percent proof. I got some shots and then she showed up. Wouldn’t stop talking all night after that. Can’t remember what she said, but I do remember one thing.’
‘Sir?’
‘I remember who she went home with.’
Boyd sucked in a breath and wondered what he had to do to get the man to talk straight. ‘And who was that?’
Jurowski turned his face slightly, for the first time in a while looking directly at Boyd. ‘Ike Glass.’



Chapter Thirty-Four
Ike’s initial, adrenaline-fueled excitement had faded. Accrington had hung up the second Ike pressed the image of Jane Hobbs on his screen, and Ike had spent the next night waiting for something to happen.
And now that something had happened, he wasn’t sure how he felt.
Was it apathy? Reports of the three abductions were all over the media. Accrington’s group, now embracing the name The Alliance, had gone so far as to create their own website, where videos of the three abductions were playing on an endless loop. Ike watched them over and over – Jane Hobbs in San Antonio, Shaun Wagner in Brooklyn, John Langford in Chicago – but struggled to feel anything. The abductions were swift, violent and brazen – the victims taken in daylight, in view of stunned witnesses – but to Ike it was like viewing a TV show. He felt detached, as if it had no direct link to him.
But it was directly linked to him.
He’d chosen one of the victims.
He should have felt guilt at seeing Jane Hobbs struck over the head and bundled into the back of a blacked-out van, but all he felt was a void. He justified his action by telling himself that if it hadn’t been her, it would have just been someone else. And if he hadn’t made a decision, he wouldn’t be alive to stew about it.
He watched Jane’s abduction again, noting how frail she’d looked even before the van turned up. The three attackers were all slim and well built. The video footage didn’t show the driver, which left Ike to wonder if it was Accrington behind the wheel. He pictured his bloated figure pushed up against the steering wheel, a bucket of chicken to his side.
Slowing down the playback, he focused on Jane’s panicked features. He tried to muster some kind of empathy for her, but he was either in shock, or it simply wasn’t within him. He’d never really paid her any attention at work, and hadn’t thought about her once since he’d left the paper. He’d certainly never wished her dead. If anything, she was a nonentity. Always had been.
So why did you choose her?
It was a question he didn’t want to face. Yes, it was true: during his time at the Post he’d hardly said a word to her. She was a personal interest features writer. The few times their paths had crossed, he’d probably been rather dismissive of her. She’d been shy to a painful extent, at least around him, and had always come across as being much older than her age. He’d imagined her living in a house of flowery wallpaper, with too many cats, and had never expected to have the opportunity to test the accuracy of this assumption.
It had happened at an office Christmas party a few years back. These were always notorious affairs. At the Post, he’d never experienced the type of drinking culture he’d seen in the UK. At university, he’d completed a month’s work experience for a small provisional newspaper in Kent, which had been a grueling test of endurance. Drinking after work and quite often during lunchtimes was all but expected. But at the Post, what socializing there was took place mainly on Fridays, with the real blowouts reserved for the big occasions.
Ike hadn’t noticed mousy Jane at all that evening until he’d somehow found himself in the unlikely position of doing a round of shots with her and Jurowski. Petar Jurowski had been a lairy prick. If he’d been one of the eight options presented by Accrington, Ike would surely have pressed his image instead of Jane’s. He was overopinionated and sullen, with never a good word to say about anyone. Ike’s last coherent memories of that night were of being drawn to the perverse image of the two of them perched at the bar – what an unholy odd couple! – and knocking back some kind of killer Polish vodka with them.
His memory waned after that. The next thing he remembered he’d been in bed with Jane Hobbs at her place, face down on the mattress, a puddle of vomit on the carpet. To this day he didn’t know what had happened that evening. He’d dressed and left the apartment as soon as he had the strength and had never said a word to the woman again.
That hadn’t stopped the sly looks or the shared smiles between Jane and her friends every time Ike was in the room. He’d even seen her sharing a joke with Patricia on one occasion, both of them going quiet when he entered the room. It was obvious to Ike that Jane had started a rumor about him, about something more than them just having passed that night together. What exactly it was, he didn’t know, and he wasn’t about to find out from his colleagues. Instead, he’d decided to suck it up, never thinking he would get to exact revenge on her.
Not that he would have wished anything like this on her. Admittedly, he’d chosen her because of that night, because of the way he believed she’d embarrassed him when really he only had himself to blame. God, what did that say about him? However he looked at it, he must have known that selecting her would not be in her best interests. It wasn’t as if Accrington and his cronies were going to give her some reward. Ike had known, consciously or not, that pressing Jane’s image would lead to something tragic happening to her.
And the worst thing about it all was that he still didn’t feel a speck of guilt.
That wasn’t something he was going to mention in his next article. No one could know that he had selected her. As far as anyone was concerned, her abduction was another random attack by The Alliance, even if his one-night stand with her was bound to make the news. His newfound popularity had brought with it close scrutiny. The media was already awash with news of Heather’s disappearance, and as soon as people started hearing about his poisoned relationship with Jane Hobbs, public opinion about him could sway.
He needed to change that before it became a problem. Tell his own, modified story about that evening.
First, he needed some air. No doubt Accrington would be in contact again soon and he needed to start thinking straight. He pulled on a clean T-shirt – a set of fresh clothes had been lovingly placed for him in the bedroom – and he headed out, only to discover that the front door was now locked.



Chapter Thirty-Five
Boyd accepted that the nature of the investigation had changed with the new abduction. It was hard to ignore the other two abductions, but when considered in isolation, the Icarus Glass case was centered around the San Antonio Post and its workers past and present.
After Patricia Wyman’s murder, an extensive search on the Post’s database had been conducted for any reports featuring Lyle Accrington. Boyd hadn’t been surprised when nothing had shown up – it was highly unlikely that Accrington was the man’s real name – but Boyd still had to wonder if there was something in the Post’s past that was linked to Accrington, either through a news story or something else. It was a question he posed to Patricia Wyman’s parents and sister in their house in Alamo Heights.
‘How would we know anything about that?’ said Mr. Wyman, a slim, athletic man who was probably not much older than Boyd.
‘Did Patricia ever come to you about a news story that was bothering her? That made her feel she was in danger, perhaps? And I’m not talking just recently. Anytime since she’d started working at the Post?’
Both Patricia’s parents shook their heads, while her older sister, Amanda, stared into space as if she hadn’t been listening.
‘Anything relating to Icarus Glass or Jane Hobbs?’
‘For God’s sake, this is ridiculous,’ said Mr. Wyman. ‘Did you ever read that paper? The most controversial thing they ever printed was when a high-school football team had a bad game.’
‘People can get upset over the strangest things,’ said Jiffy.
‘Enough to kill my baby girl?’ said Mr. Wyman.
Jiffy looked away.
‘With both Mr. Glass and Miss Hobbs missing,’ said Boyd, ‘we feel there may be a link with what is happening and Patricia’s newspaper.’
‘What about all the other stuff? How does that all link in?’ said Patricia’s sister. It was the first words Amanda had spoken since they’d arrived, and unfortunately the most pertinent thing Boyd had so far heard.
‘We’re trying to look at these cases as four separate investigations.’
‘Well, that’s a bit stupid. Have you not looked at social media in the last few days?’
Jiffy offered Boyd a smile of solidarity. ‘Naturally, there’s no denying the cases are linked. But it’s also self-evident that four separate attackers are working at the same time. As of yet, we have no real idea of their motives, but it’s feasible that each has their own agenda. Our role is to work out what that agenda might’ve been in this specific case.’
‘You mean why my little sister was murdered?’
Boyd softened his tone. ‘Yes. Why any of this is happening.’
Amanda looked on the brink of tears. ‘I met her once,’ she said.
‘Jane Hobbs?’
‘It was an after-work thing. Patricia was there with her and a few others.’
‘Was Mr. Glass there?’
‘No, it was all women. She was very quiet. At least, until she’d had a few drinks. I didn’t really think about it at the time, but when I heard about her abduction it reminded me how drunk she got that evening. At one point, she started telling me about this man she’d slept with. She didn’t give a name, but I wonder if it was this Icarus Glass.’
‘Why didn’t you say something about this before?’ her father asked.
‘Why would I have even thought about it?’ she said, glaring at him with disdain.
‘When was this, Amanda?’ Boyd asked.
‘About three years ago now. I remember it being late January or early February, since it was the first time I’d been out after the Christmas holidays.’
‘Did you ever speak to Patricia about this?’
‘No, as I said, I’d completely forgotten about it. We were all halfway wasted by that point,’ said Amanda, blushing as she flashed a look at her parents.
‘What did Jane say?’
‘I know he was a journalist, that’s what made me think that maybe it was this Icarus. Apparently, they hooked up at the Christmas party,’ she said, confirming Jurowski’s earlier story. ‘She said it wasn’t really like her to do one-night stands and she’d only done it that night because of all the vodka she’d drunk. We talked, you know how it is, about what happened. I didn’t really care, but she seemed eager to let off some steam, so I listened. At first, I thought she was being a little mean. She kept coming back to how this guy couldn’t . . .’ – she hesitated, blushing again – ‘you know . . . perform. And then she said what a douchebag he was.’
‘In what way?’ said Boyd.
‘He started becoming violent.’
‘He attacked Miss Hobbs?’
‘No. At least, I don’t think so. Just started throwing things around, and next thing she knew he was lying on the bathroom floor, puking and crying.’

‘Puking and crying?’ said Jiffy, when they headed back to the precinct.
‘We don’t even know if it was Glass she was talking about,’ said Boyd.
‘It would fit in with Jurowski’s recollection. Especially if Jane Hobbs really isn’t given to sleeping around.’
Boyd called Agent Trevone on speaker and ran their conversation with Amanda Wyman by him.
‘Sheds a different light on Mr. Glass if it’s true,’ said Trevone. ‘Jane Hobbs’s parents didn’t offer any information on their daughter’s love life. Very Christian family. I imagine they think their daughter is a virgin. We’re on our way to another of Jane’s friends now. I’ll run this by her. Thanks, Lieutenant.’
‘“Thanks, Lieutenant”,’ mimicked Jiffy, after Trevone had hung up.
‘Now Jiffy,’ said Boyd. ‘Jealousy doesn’t become you.’
‘Bit late in the day for you to dive into the pool at Quantico, isn’t it, boss?’
‘You know I’d never leave you, Sergeant.’
‘My hero,’ Jiffy sighed, linking his hands together above his heart.
‘He’s right, though. This does shine a different light on Mr. Glass.’
‘Really? You haven’t been that high on him from the get-go.’
‘The alcoholism we knew about, but a violent side?’
‘He didn’t attack the woman, at least.’
‘True. But who knows what he’s done in the past?’

Leanne greeted them as they returned to the precinct. Boyd could tell from the crinkles in her usual smile that she had something to share. ‘You do know what they used to do to the bearer of bad news in the old days?’ he asked her.
‘Well, you would know, boss,’ she countered with a smirk.
He winced at the blow. ‘Just out with it.’
‘I know you two old geezers aren’t the greatest when it comes to technology, so I thought I’d alert you to the fact that there has been a posting on The Alliance’s website.’
‘There’s thousands of them,’ said Jiffy.
‘This one is from them directly.’
‘What does it say?’ asked Boyd.
‘Nothing much. States a date and a time.’
‘That’s it?’
Leanne glanced at her cell phone. ‘Yep. Tomorrow night eight p.m. ET. Stay tuned.’



Chapter Thirty-Six
Ike was, once again, surprised by his calmness. Every time he’d tried the door since arriving, he’d expected it to be locked. It was almost a relief to find it locked now. There were worse prisons to be held in. The kitchen was well stocked, and even with Ike’s growing tolerance for the stuff, there was enough alcohol to see him through the next few days.
It was troubling how commonplace this had all become to him. God knew the threats from Accrington had felt serious, but not once had Ike thought about doing anything about it. At any time over the last couple of days he could have walked out and made his way to the nearest police precinct. Although he told himself he hadn’t done so out of fear of reprisals from The Alliance, he’d conceded that some very odd part of him welcomed the uncertainty of his position. For the first time he could remember since he’d moved to America, he felt he was beginning to really live, even if it wasn’t necessarily in a way he would have envisaged.
He tried not to think what the endgame was, focusing instead on Accrington’s insistence that he could survive, so long as he kept doing what he was told.
Which meant he had to write.
So write he did. Deciding it was best to be as truthful as possible, he explained that he’d been forced into the impossible position of selecting one of eight former colleagues, and that he’d had no idea what would happen to his choice. He didn’t mention the other names, and hesitated before stating that he’d picked Jane Hobbs randomly. Accrington would edit that bit out if he saw fit, as he would Ike’s revelation that he and Jane had once spent the night together, and Ike’s claim that that night had had no bearing on his decision to choose her. He ended the article describing how he was now a prisoner in the apartment they’d provided for him and emailed it to Accrington.
Uncorking a bottle of wine, Ike sat on the sofa pouring the maroon liquid into a spare coffee cup and switched on the television.
It was the only news.
Every time he switched to a different news channel, his face appeared alongside those of his two fellow survivors and the three new abductees. Such was the uncertainty surrounding the events that speculation was rife. There were simply no right or wrong answers, which meant everyone who had an opinion felt able to air it. He watched psychologists and behaviorists, national security and criminal experts, all offer their opinions, followed by conspiracy theorists claiming it was all the work of a politically inspired cabal. No expert sounded any more convincing than the next. There were so many things The Alliance could be that nothing could be ruled out.
A laughable segment with the title ‘Who is Lyle Accrington?’ played out. Aside from a few blurred images outside the sports bar, and a composite sketch that approached parody, all the report accomplished was to demonstrate how little anyone knew about Ike’s captor. It seemed incredible that a man so conspicuous could go undetected for so long, which only – to Ike; and, it would appear, to the rest of the world – heightened his mystery and power. Ike pictured him grinning behind a desk somewhere, his thick fingers covered in grease as he watched this all play out.
Ike wondered if the suggestions of Stockholm syndrome he’d seen throughout the media were correct. Although he hated his situation and the wasted lives the bewildering scheme had already produced, he had to admit feeling a grudging admiration for the things Accrington and The Alliance had been able to achieve. And he was by no means the only one. Naturally, the majority of people were rallying against the group, with shock and dismay the prevalent reaction to the abduction of Jane Hobbs and the others. But there was also a growing fan base, admittedly more vocal online than on TV. Some commentators were calling it Bonny and Clyde syndrome (how they loved their syndromes, thought Ike), with the disorder most evident on The Alliance’s new web page, where Ike estimated the positive comments made up about 30 percent of the endless chatter. Somehow, these fans were managing to put the horrendous actions of the group to the side, focusing more on their mythical underdog status, with some even claiming there was a supernatural element to the way they coordinated their attacks while remaining undetected. Recalling Accrington’s declaration that he had evolved beyond the level of others, Ike wondered, perhaps only half-facetiously, if the Flat Earthers might not be so far off from the truth.
Forty minutes later, he’d come close to draining the bottle of red when the locks of the apartment door opened. Ike checked his laptop to see if Accrington had read his latest article and had freed him as a reward, then stood as the door eased open.
Ike stood rooted to the spot, incapacitated both by the wine in his bloodstream and by the sight of the figure squeezing through the doorway.
‘Hello again, Icarus,’ said Lyle Accrington.
His mouth hanging open, all Ike could muster in return was a weak-sounding ‘Hi’.



Chapter Thirty-Seven
The journey from the hospital to the airport had felt like the longest of Shannon’s life. It had felt like a betrayal to leave her son, and brought back all her feelings of guilt from when she’d left Charlotte for her new role. But there was no reasoning with him at the moment, and for now she had no option but to leave him with his father and Judy.
Shannon had been boarding a plane when the news broke about the abduction videos. Greyson had called within seconds and she’d spent the first part of the call dodging his questions about her current location.
Now it was a day later and she was back at Quantico. It felt like the whole building was working together. In every room, screens were tuned into The Alliance’s website, where a clock counted down to 8 p.m. ET.
Against all odds, Shannon had managed to sleep on the short plane journey back from Charlotte, and had snuck in the odd hour since returning to the office, where she’d been coordinating and monitoring her four field teams.
The Operational Technology Division had been working nonstop to locate the owners of The Alliance website, as the commenters and conspiracy theorists were reveling in the possibilities of what the posting could mean.
Stay tuned 8 p.m. ET.
Coming so soon after the videos of the three abductions, it had captured the public’s imagination in a way Shannon had never seen before: a mixture of morbid curiosity and pure horror at what The Alliance would do next. Since Icarus Glass had posted his most recent article on Substack, the three survivors had gone cold and that worried Shannon. Her main fear being that at 8 p.m. ET, the world would witness a bloodbath.
Search hard enough at any time, day or night, and the internet was awash with horrific videos of torture and murder. Criminal groups, most notably the drug cartels in Mexico, had long weaponized social media, with executions often posted on even the major sites for unconscionably long periods before being taken down. Due to the cross-border nature of many of these crimes, and the slow reaction of legislators in the internet arena, there seemed little hope of bringing the social media giants to task anytime soon.
And now The Alliance had taken things a step further with their own site.
In some ways, Shannon was eager for the clock to tick down. If The Alliance were going to announce some sort of agenda, this would be their perfect opportunity. At least then she would have something to work on. As it was, all they had were a number of seemingly random yet unquestionably choreographed homicides and abductions with no discernible motive.
Of course, her real goal was to uncover the locations of the three survivors and the three new abductees before 8 p.m., but that was fast becoming a lost cause. The only thing approaching a breakthrough was some new information on Icarus Glass suggesting he’d spent the night with one of the abductees, Jane Hobbs, and that he may have a violent streak.
From Glass’s latest article, they also knew that he had been forced to choose the next victim – in his case, Jane Hobbs. It still wasn’t clear if this was also the case with Casey Barrington and Sadie Levinstein, but they did know that the survivors knew the three new abductees. Aside from Glass and Jane Hobbs, Shaun Wagner was Casey Barrington’s ex-boyfriend, and John Langford was a friend from Sadie Levinstein’s college years. Sooner or later, Shannon was sure, a pattern would emerge. Whether it would do so by 8 p.m. seemed increasingly unlikely.
Despite the scope of the investigation, Shannon relished the pressure. All eyes were on her and she was thankful that Greyson had kept faith in her. Everything was being done that could be done, and she was sure a breakthrough would come at some point.
Catching herself staring at the countdown clock, Shannon left her desk and poured a coffee before answering a call from Trevone. Her young colleague appeared to be handling things well in Texas, aided by the homicide detective Lieutenant Boyd, who was still diverting all his department’s energy into finding the killer of Patricia Wyman.
‘I could do with some good news, Trevone,’ said Shannon.
‘I was hoping for the same. Icarus Glass’s laptop?’
‘Sorry, nothing yet. All the focus is on this bloody countdown clock.’
‘OK, thought as much. SAPD have been cooperating with us searching for possible sites where Glass and Hobbs could be, but it’s like a—’
‘No idioms, Trevone.’
‘Ah, OK. It’s proving difficult. Well, impossible. We’ve had some potential sightings of Lyle Accrington, but nothing has panned out so far. What do you think we’re going to see at eight p.m.?’
‘Your guess is as good as mine. If there’s nothing else, I’ve just seen Greyson steaming this way and he doesn’t look pleased,’ said Shannon, not waiting for an answer before hanging up. ‘Sir?’ she said, as Greyson neared her.
‘Office,’ said Greyson without pausing.
Shannon knew the man waiting with Greyson in his office, but let the Deputy Director do the introductions. ‘This is Derek Henderson from Homeland Security. Please take a seat, Shannon.’
‘Yes sir,’ said Shannon, nodding to Henderson before exchanging looks with Greyson, who wasn’t giving anything away.
‘Special Agent Wallace,’ said Henderson, ‘Homeland Security received intel this morning that this so-called Alliance group may be the brainchild of a terrorist organization in the Middle East.’
Henderson had delivered this cloud of verbal vapor as if it were all a matter of incontrovertible fact.
‘What sort of intel?’ Shannon asked him.
‘That can’t be disclosed just yet.’
Shannon couldn’t help rolling her eyes. ‘How serious are you taking this intel then?’ she asked. ‘If you don’t mind me asking,’ she added, noting the frown on Greyson’s face.
Henderson wasn’t any happier with her. ‘I’m sure you understand the fragile nature of such intelligence, Agent Wallace,’ he said. ‘It could well be that the group is merely trying to claim credit for the homicides and abductions to draw attention to themselves. However, we need to take the threat seriously. Come eight p.m. this evening, we don’t know what we will have on our hands.’
Shannon decided there was little point arguing. Greyson had warned her that Homeland was itching to get involved, and here they were with an anonymous source and little to no evidence. She doubted Henderson was out-and-out lying. More likely, Homeland had been searching for a semi-credible source to allow them to get involved and had chosen this one as their best shot.
And for all she knew, they could be right. It was difficult to argue to the contrary, but as she’d made clear to Greyson and everyone else who’d listen, everything about The Alliance’s actions so far suggested they were being driven by more personal, apolitical motives. Unfortunately, she had nothing beyond a few vague connections to prove it.
‘What are you proposing?’ she said.
Henderson held up his palms to her as though she’d come in hot at him. ‘No one is trying to take anything away from you, Agent Wallace. The Deputy Director has informed me of the great job you’re doing. We would simply like to add our assistance to your operation.’
Like too many men his age, Henderson couldn’t hide his patronizing tone when speaking to females. He may as well have said: Well done, little lady, for handling this great big hard investigation all on your own. But Shannon forced herself to take a breath, and when she released it she realized she couldn’t deny that the cooperation of Homeland Security could potentially aid their cause.
‘That would be greatly appreciated,’ she said, glancing at her watch without thought to check the countdown.
‘We’ll leave you to it then, Shannon,’ said Greyson, as if to excuse her rudeness. ‘I can sort out the details.’
Shannon paused before leaving her chair. ‘Sir, sir,’ she said to both men as she rose and exited the room.
Liaising with Homeland Security would take some time to set up, but that would be somebody else’s business. In one of the interview rooms, she set up a conference call with Trevone and the three division leaders in Chicago, New York and Washington. She explained the recent developments to general murmurs of discontent before getting updates from each team.
The uneasiness in her colleagues was baldly evident. It wasn’t the first time any of them had had to contend with the unknown – any investigator spent half their professional life in the dark – but not one of them had faced anything like this situation. They were all heading toward the falls and there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it.
‘We could do with getting this web page shut down,’ said Special Agent David Morgan, who was leading the team in New York.
‘We keep trying,’ said Shannon. ‘All we can do is keep doing our jobs and hope to get a breakthrough before the deadline.’
‘Fuckers,’ said Trevone, who was looking at his phone. ‘Sorry, that wasn’t aimed at you all. They’ve posted again.’
The other agents reached for their phones. Shannon did the same. Like all of them, she had The Alliance’s page bookmarked. She shook her head as she read the message. ‘They like their little games, don’t they?’ she said.
The screens in the office had also updated. The new message was bland, even fully superfluous: Don’t forget to tune in at 8 p.m., tonight.
But beneath it was a still image of Jane Hobbs, chained to a metal chair.



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Ike didn’t know how long he’d been gone, but he was already yearning for the relative comfort of his old apartment prison. Its replacement suited the title prison much better. Four cramped walls, with room only for a stained mattress and a small metallic toilet bowl.
Ike had felt a wave of acceptance wash over him when Accrington appeared in his apartment. He’d entertained a brief, fairly half-assed internal debate over whether or not to attack the man before submissively turning around to allow Accrington to set about attaching the cuffs to his wrists. Despite everything, he had the feeling that Accrington wanted him alive, if only for the time being, and that resistance would be a mistake.
It hadn’t stopped Accrington taunting him. ‘So meekly?’ he’d said once Ike was cuffed, and then shoved him to the ground. ‘Maybe we should end this now.’
Accrington had pushed him down so hard against the wood flooring, he’d thought his jaw was going to snap. Feeling Accrington’s breath on his neck, Ike had been surprised that he couldn’t smell any chicken. He’d played dead then, waiting for Accrington’s palpable anger to subside. After a few minutes, Accrington had hauled him to his feet and led him out of the apartment to the rear of the building, where a van was waiting. They’d driven for at least an hour before arriving at the current location, where Ike had been trundled into his new prison cell without a word.
He didn’t even have anything to write with, which was a concern. The one thing he’d had in his favor up to now had been his ability to share his story. That was why Accrington had wanted him, had kept him alive. Ike had been there to share their story, along with the other survivors. But if that purpose had been served, then what use would he be?
Ike thought about Alistair Bevan, his tongue ripped out in his apartment building, and started to think that he’d made the wrong decision in not attacking Accrington before. He’d done everything that had been asked of him, but it wasn’t as if he was dealing with a rational human being. Accrington had warned him that he had no personal interest in him, that his life had zero value. Thrive to survive had been the mantra, and Ike felt like he was doing neither.
What if this was it? Ike had never imagined he might miss social media, but he was desperate for it now. He longed to know what was being said about him, what the talk was about the others. It was more than a simple addiction. He felt as if his whole life was dependent on the details on those sites, details the rest of the world could see but were forbidden to him.
Recent experience suggested that at some point Accrington and his cohorts would announce details of this latest development. Maybe Accrington would appear at any second with his new laptop and instruct him to give his side of the story. And if he did, what would he do? Refuse, or play along with the game? He wondered why Accrington even bothered with him. It would be simple enough to write a fake article and ensure he was getting over the correct message. He could understand it with the others – in particular Sadie’s podcast, which would be impossible to fake – but with him it was just words, and it wasn’t like he had a writing voice that couldn’t be replicated.
He didn’t know why, but up until this point, Accrington had wanted his words. There had to be a reason for that, and he couldn’t believe it would end so abruptly and without an apparent reason.
Bending down, he picked up the tray that had been left for him. Dinner was nothing if not authentic, he thought, as he picked up the cardboard spoon and shoveled in a few mouthfuls of oatmeal, which he washed down with a bottle of mineral water.
Feast finished, he lay down on the concrete bed with its thin mattress. Lights blinked from the corner of the room and he presumed he was being monitored. He tried to picture the others – Casey and Sadie, Jane Hobbs, and the other two kidnap victims whose names he couldn’t recall – in their own little cells, lying on the same type of concrete bed, staring at similar blinking lights. He took some comfort from the fact.
Comfort that was soon dashed as the cell door creaked open.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Within thirty minutes, the FBI’s legal team had issued a digital fingerprint on the image of Jane Hobbs. In theory, that meant the image couldn’t be reposted anywhere else, but it didn’t stop it appearing on The Alliance’s web page, which was refreshing every second and proving impossible to take down.
The deadline had everyone focused. Possible scenarios were being discussed, but the truth was that The Alliance were still an unknown quantity. They had no qualms about deadly violence, so chances were high that the three survivors and the new abductees would be facing death sentences in the next ninety minutes. The thought made Shannon nauseous. She couldn’t recall ever feeling so helpless. Somewhere there were six American citizens needing her desperate help, and she was powerless to act.
A feeling that was accentuated when two more images – of John Langford and Shaun Wagner, both chained to chairs identical to the one in Jane Hobbs’s photograph – were posted on the site, beneath which was a link with the words: Click here at 8 p.m.

Was this their first mistake? thought Boyd, as the link appeared on the web page. Leanne had the good sense to try the link on a non-networked laptop in case it was some kind of computer virus, but it led to a secondary web page with the headline: Click the link AGAIN at 8 p.m. ET.
Boyd was in the incident room with Jiffy and Leanne. Trevone was on the phone to Special Agent Wallace. In the outer room, the whole bullpen was utterly silent, as if hypnotized by the message on the screen and the photographs of the three abductees chained to their chairs.
‘They’re tracing the location of the new page,’ said Trevone. ‘If it can be found, we’ll find it.’
The young agent sounded as unsure as he looked. Boyd knew little about computers, but was sure that web pages could be hosted in different countries and could be moved from server to server. The Alliance had thus far proved to be organized to a military level and he doubted they were going to be outsmarted on this basis.
The day had swept by in a whirl of interviews and location sweeps. Every officer in the precinct had been called in as their search for Icarus Glass and Jane Hobbs had covered as much of San Antonio and the surrounding area as possible. The precinct’s approach was that six innocent people were missing, under severe risk of death, and although every officer understood the chances of success were close to zero, it wasn’t stopping any of them busting a gut to try.
Outside precinct headquarters was a crush of media, who hassled every officer as they came and went. It was a worldwide news story, and it was hard to comprehend that it had all started with the homicide of Patricia Wyman in Live Oak.
Boyd wondered what Marlene would think of all this. He missed her now more than ever, wished she was on the other end of the phone so he could hear her soft voice telling him to focus on the investigation and to ignore all outside static.
Boyd joined Jiffy and the others in the bullpen. Calls were still being made, last-minute leads being followed up, but Boyd saw the resignation in the eyes of his colleagues, who were now more focused on the two overhead projector screens they’d erected – one showing The Alliance’s home page, the other the new link they’d be instructed to click at 8 p.m. Each now had a clock on the screen counting down from ten minutes.
Part of him was wishing the seconds away, so desperate was he to find out what was about to happen; another part wanted each second to last a minute, each minute an hour.
As the minutes counted down, Trevone placed a video conference call to Special Agent Wallace in Quantico. Wallace appeared on the screen surrounded by colleagues, each staring at the screen with their countdown clock. Boyd nodded to the woman, who narrowed her eyes and nodded back.
It was becoming too much for Boyd, and he spent the final minutes pacing from the bullpen to the incident room and back again as a collective hush descended over the whole building.



Chapter Forty
Ike detested himself for the passive way he’d held out his hands for Accrington. For all he knew, he was sealing his fate, and he noticed a slight narrowing of Accrington’s eyes, a possible sign of disappointment, as he cuffed him once again with his gigantic hands.
His captor was wearing a three-piece suit, and absurdly Ike found himself wondering how much material had been used in its construction. It was as well-fitting as a suit could be on such a huge individual, the buttons securing Accrington’s protruding stomach in place with a surprising elegance.
‘The world is going to see you for who you truly are today, Icarus. Whether you like it or not.’
‘What are you going to do?’
‘Let’s not spoil the surprise. All I can tell you is that if you open your eyes, you might learn something. And you know by now that I need you to thrive, Icarus.’
‘What the hell are you going on about?’
‘You have to watch, Icarus. For once, you really do need to fly close to the sun. Sometimes it’s easier to look away, but for you to do so now would bring consequences.’
‘Am I supposed to remember these riddles for my next article?’
‘Look at you, growing some balls. Let’s hope you get to write one, shall we?’
‘I’m tired of all this shit,’ said Ike, overcome with weariness. ‘If you’re going to kill me, do it.’
‘I’m afraid that’s not your choice to make. At least not yet, Icarus,’ said Accrington, glancing down at his watch as Ike felt his eyelids grow heavier and heavier.
The last thing Ike saw was the grinning face of Accrington, as he realized the water had been spiked and he was ushered into unconsciousness.
He awoke in darkness, the roof of his mouth so dry he felt like he was going to suffocate against the gag. He pushed against his binds but was chained fast to the metal chair. Was he back at the same place as the beginning? Had it all been a sick dream, and it was still that first night with Accrington? It certainly smelled that way, as the aroma of chicken fat was unmistakable. As his eyes adjusted, he made out high ceilings and in front of him some kind of screen. He tried to talk, but every time he did, the gag sunk deeper into his mouth.
‘This must be exciting for you, Icarus,’ came Accrington’s voice. It sounded like he was behind him, but he couldn’t be sure. ‘I think you’re starting to gain some understanding. I have to squint, but I see glimpses of it in that uninspired prose of yours. In many ways, it’s remarkable that you haven’t fully admitted it to yourself yet. Maybe that shows strength of character; maybe it’s your pitiful way of holding on to your sanity. But we both know why you’re here, don’t we?’
Ike struggled in the chair but was bound tighter than before. He shook his head, blocking out the thoughts Accrington was arousing. None of this was his fault. It was a sick, demented game, played by sick, demented people. He didn’t want to see any harm come to Jane Hobbs, if that was what they had in store; didn’t want any harm to come to any of the others.
Accrington was just trying to get into his head. And he was succeeding. It felt as if he were already in there, trying to rewire him.
‘And there are still some things even I don’t understand, Icarus. Hopefully, one day, you’ll be able to explain them to me. That’s if you get through tonight,’ said Accrington, as a high-pitched alarm went off, the piercing noise echoing in the cavernous room.
‘Go time,’ cried Accrington. ‘Now remember, Icarus. You must become who you are fully meant to be to have any hope of thriving. You’ve been here before. Sort of. This time, though, you need to face your reality.’
Ike felt a hollowness in his bones as Accrington placed his hand on his shoulder blade.
‘Now, don’t forget to take it all in,’ whispered Accrington, his fetid breath caressing Ike’s ear as the area was flooded with artificial light.
Ike blinked, as in front of him the screen was pulled away and the figure of Jane Hobbs was revealed chained to her chair with a gag in her mouth.
Their eyes met, and Ike thought he’d never seen a look of more searing hatred.



Chapter Forty-One
At 8 p.m. exactly, Shannon watched as the secondary website went live. The hyperlink had been clicked. Shannon tried to drag her eyes away from the screen as beside her the head of OTD, Larry Michaels, struggled to close the site down, until at last he stopped and sagged in his chair as though hypnotized by the unnerving sights.
‘It’s impossible, they keep moving it from server to server worldwide,’ said the tech agent, as the three separate videos played out on the screen.
Shannon didn’t know if it was a trick of the eye, but the location of each video looked identical. A lone metal chair stood center stage in a high-ceilinged room. The only difference between the three was the person in the chair. Each screen was numbered. In screen one sat Shaun Wagner, Casey Barrington’s ex-boyfriend. Screen two was Jane Hobbs, Icarus Glass’s former colleague. Screen three was Sadie Levinstein’s old college friend, John Langford. The trio were gagged, the terror in their eyes unmistakable.
The room around Shannon sprang to life again, OTD scrambling madly to find the location of each of the three videos. Michaels showed her a close-up of Shaun Wagner, as the tech operator searched for a reflection in the man’s eyes.
Screens filled the entire office, each one playing out some version of the online event. There was a screen for each of the major networks, each dutifully playing the video on a ten-second delay, as had been negotiated with the FBI’s legal department.
Shannon looked around her, the eyes of every operative glancing from their screens to the videos and back again as they continued to work, the strain and frustration showing in each of their faces. ‘What the hell do you want?’ she demanded, in little more than a whisper, of whoever was directing the three cameras to hold on the three helpless figures straining against their restraints.
Shannon wondered if Ivan was watching this somewhere and what effect it would be having on him; what effect it would be having on a world that shouldn’t have to see such things.
‘Pretty amazing production values,’ said Michaels absent-mindedly, as he typed away at his keyboard in a blur.
She supposed he was right. So often, hostage footage was grainy, the colors drained out. Shannon had been compelled to witness an execution online once before, and those black and grey images still burned behind her retinas. If the same was planned for these three unfortunate souls, then she couldn’t imagine what the effect would be on the public psyche. She knew it wasn’t something that could be simply shrugged away, and she shuddered at the thought that this could ever be a sight the population could readily accept.
Michaels pushed out his hand and rested it on her arm. ‘The camera’s panning,’ he said.
Shannon shrugged off his hand and stood up. The whole office appeared to be holding their breath as the three cameras performed the same, excruciatingly slow pan until each had turned to reveal a second figure.
There was Casey Barrington facing Shaun Wagner, Icarus Glass facing Jane Hobbs, and Sadie Levinstein facing John Langford. The three abductees were each gagged, and were staring at their acquaintances with wide eyes.
All at once the angle changed to a wide-view shot, each screen now showing the two prisoners in profile, facing each other.
Shannon told Michaels to maximize the video of Jane Hobbs and Icarus Glass. ‘Zoom in on Glass,’ she said. ‘Can you see?’ she asked, addressing everyone in the room.
Michaels played with the focus until they could see as clear as the technology would allow. In the shadows behind Glass was the outline of a third figure, who appeared to have his hand raised, and in his hand was a gun.



Chapter Forty-Two
Like everyone else at SAPD, Boyd was watching the screens with bated breath. The clock read 8.10 p.m., and the third figure in each video had been visible for the last three minutes. Boyd’s focus was on the feed showing Icarus Glass face-to-face with Jane Hobbs. To the left of the screen, behind where Glass was sitting, stood the third figure, who appeared to be holding a firearm.
What was of most interest to Boyd at the moment were the faces of Glass and Hobbs. Naturally, both were highly agitated, but it appeared that only Jane Hobbs was actively struggling against her restraints. The tension in Icarus Glass was obvious. His body was rigid, his back straight against the metal chair holding him in position, but he wasn’t trying to break free. He stared at Jane Hobbs with an intensity that bordered on maniacal. Boyd struggled to see any empathy in his eyes, any sign that he was trying to ease the woman’s pain. It was more like he was willing himself to watch her. It reminded Boyd of the scene in A Clockwork Orange where the main character watches scenes of sex and violence, his eyes forced open as a doctor drops saline solution into them. Such was Glass’s intensity, it made Boyd fear for what he was about to see next.
Leanne placed a hand on his shoulder, where he was now aware his muscles had been tensing then easing, tensing then easing. ‘It’s like the whole world is watching,’ she said, under her breath.
What that meant, Boyd wasn’t sure. It was a desolate realization, but this all felt like a natural conclusion to him. Crimes being broadcast live. He was surprised it hadn’t happened before, then remembered something about a live beheading supposedly being shown online. He supposed the harsh truth was that nothing new was happening here. Sure, the setup with the abductees facing one another was elaborate, as was everything that had happened to this point. But people had always done strange and terrible things to one another. They’d done so long before Boyd became a police officer, and would continue doing so long after he was gone. The only difference was that those who wanted to do it could now have a much bigger audience.

‘They can’t hear us,’ said Accrington, who was standing close enough behind Ike that he could smell him. ‘At least, not yet.’
To Ike’s eyes, the lights and cameras were like something out of a film set. A boom microphone hung in the air between him and Jane Hobbs, and Ike had no idea if it was in operation. Not that it made any difference. Both he and Jane were gagged, the only sounds coming from their mouths muffled cries and ragged breathing.
‘Keep watching,’ said Accrington, the warning clear in his tone.
Ike did as instructed. It wasn’t as painful as he’d imagined. Jane was hysterical. Blood dripped from her wrists and ankles where she’d tried to tear herself free. Her eyes were wide and wild. She stared at Ike with eyes lit in turn by pleading desperation and furious accusation. Despite the extremity of the situation, Ike thought back to the night they’d spent together, or what he could remember of it. It was hazy at best. He was pretty sure nothing had happened during the night and could mainly recall the cold way he’d treated her the following morning. That and the subsequent way Jane had tried to destroy his reputation in the office.
He didn’t want anything to happen to her, but he had to admit he was glad it was her and not him in that chair. He’d been here before, albeit in darkness and with no knowledge that Patricia Wyman was in the room with him, and now he knew what was coming.
‘I think you’re beginning to get it,’ said Accrington, as if reading his mind.
Ike realized he was sitting perfectly still, and wondered what those watching would think of his lack of fight, of his seeming composure.
‘One minute now,’ said Accrington. ‘Remember to watch, Icarus. Savor every moment. Let it change you. Let it reveal who you are.’
Ike’s heart started pumping as adrenaline flooded his system. When Accrington had pulled the gun on him before, it had been like nothing he’d ever experienced. The fear had been palpable, a living, wildly throbbing thing, as he’d waited for his life to be taken.
This exhilaration was something else. Yes, he still feared for his life, but he was convinced that once again he would be spared.
He realized he was growing impatient, and tried to reconcile what that meant as from behind him Accrington’s voice thundered out.
‘We are The Alliance,’ he said.

In perfect unison, the three hidden, armed figures announced to the world that they were The Alliance. Shannon’s first thought was that one was missing, the one who’d killed first Kieran Gibbs, then Alistair Bevan.
Then the three guns came into view and all other thoughts were banished. She looked up at the clock on the wall. 8.17 p.m. and 52 seconds. She let out a breath, the office in near silence as the seconds counted to 8.18 p.m., when in perfect orchestration three bullets were fired on the three videos, each hitting their intended target straight between the eyes.



Chapter Forty-Three
After last night’s events, Shannon hadn’t managed to return to her apartment until 2 a.m. It was now 7.30 a.m. and she was on her way back to work, carrying a black coffee and the morning edition of The Washington Post.
The headline filled the top fold with huge black letters. Three unarmed, defenseless citizens had seemingly been murdered live online in front of a worldwide audience. It was unprecedented. Shannon was trying to make some sense of it, as was everyone else. The last time Shannon had experienced this type of group shock was during the 9/11 attacks, and although this was much smaller in scale, it was impacting things in a similar way. All government workers had been summoned to work, as though they might’ve chosen to simply stay home and stare at their TVs or computer screens. Which they very well might’ve.
It felt like the country was at war, only against an all but unknown foe.
The shell-shocked feeling had reached Quantico. Although everyone was busy at work, many assisting with the investigation, a similar stunned quiet to last night’s had taken over the building. Many of the agents working in Quantico had extensive experience in the field, as did Shannon, and many had seen things as bad if not far worse than what they’d witnessed last night, but there was something about the cold, clinical, high-res reality of the online killings that was hard to shake.
Everyone had been changed by last night’s events. They’d watched the triple execution together, had shared in the feelings of despair and helplessness. And as hard as it was to imagine, there would be millions throughout the world who would be feeling the same way. It was all still so raw, but at that moment Shannon truly believed the world would never be the same again.
Back in the office, she began her daily calls to the field agents on Zoom. ‘How are things holding up over there?’ she asked Trevone, who looked like he hadn’t slept since they’d spoken last night.
‘As you would expect. Confusion, anger, restlessness. Lieutenant Boyd and his team are assisting us. We’re working back from that first night when Patricia Wyman was shot, going over every last detail since Icarus Glass was called in for interview.’
Shannon had only met Boyd the one time. He’d seemed like a conscientious man. She’d been struck in particular by his suspicion of Glass when others were treating him as a victim. She made a note to speak to him for his current view on things. It was still difficult to see Glass as anything other than a victim, but he did have a connection to the two murdered women from San Antonio.
She focused back on Trevone. ‘Bet you’re glad you joined the BAU now, aren’t you?’
‘Wouldn’t want to be anywhere else,’ he said. ‘Especially today. There’s this raging desire to see justice here – it’s a powerful thing. Great to see. But it also concerns me.’
Shannon understood. Helplessness did that to you. She imagined every officer in that department, as well as every agent and staff worker here in Quantico, felt flooded with that desire. But they had to go the right way about it. ‘I’m sure Lieutenant Boyd will keep an eye on things,’ she said. ‘Keep his troops in check. Don’t want anyone to go rogue on us.’
‘Well,’ said Trevone grimly, ‘they’d need someone to go rogue on first.’

Shannon felt like she’d repeated the same conversation after speaking to the other three lead agents. Of the four original attacks, the anomaly was in Washington, where the original survivor Alistair Bevan had been killed. It was inconceivable that there weren’t originally four killers, so the question that had to be considered was: what role did the killer of Alistair Bevan now have to play?
Shannon shut the blinds in the new office she’d been given, and with a sigh she loaded the video recordings from last night. Each scene had been studied countless times already. Every centimeter of every frame had been analyzed for an indication of location, for even the merest hint as to the identity of the three killers. Web and video experts in multiple departments were still at it, poring over every split second of footage.
The working theory was that the three videos were from different geographical locations. Beyond that, they had maddeningly little. As she studied the first of the videos, that of Casey Barrington and Shaun Wagner, she tried to convince herself once again that everyone made mistakes, especially when they tried to pull off something as elaborate as this. That was why the prisons were so full. However clever you were, something would take you unawares. It was up to her to uncover that mistake – and fight to ignore the counter-warning telling her that although the prisons were full, there were also hundreds, no, thousands upon thousands of unsolved crimes, and literally countless other crimes they didn’t even know had been committed.
On her laptop she endured the countdown once more, this time with the hindsight of knowing what was going to happen when the clock reached 8.18 p.m. It was a form of self-harm, watching the blank face of Casey Barrington staring out at her high-school boyfriend. From the investigation, it was clear that the pair had fallen out quite badly at one point, but she couldn’t believe that Casey would have wished death on the young man across from her.
Despite all her years of experience, Shannon felt a shortness of breath, her heart hammering against her chest as the clock hit 8.17 p.m. Wagner was thrashing in his seat by this point, as Casey watched him with a steady eye. Wagner was looking beyond Casey. It appeared he could see the gun that would, within seconds, strike him dead.
Of the three survivors, Casey Barrington and Icarus Glass had watched proceedings with unnerving passivity. Shannon couldn’t tell if the young woman was in shock or had been drugged, but her intense gaze was frightening to behold.
Shannon held her breath as the countdown reached the last few seconds. It was like rewatching a tragic scene in a film and hoping for a different outcome. Nothing changed. The bullet struck Wagner from point-blank range, tearing a fist-sized hole in his forehead.
Shannon watched Casey’s reaction for what felt like the hundredth time. Sweat rushed down her face, her ragged breathing returning to normal as the picture abruptly flashed to black.
Shannon realized her fingers were gripping the table. She could easily play the whole eighteen minutes of footage of each shooting in her head, and was certain she would never forget any of the three killings.
Despite which, she started watching the next video, this one of Icarus Glass and his former colleague from San Antonio, Jane Hobbs, then followed it with the last video of Sadie Levinstein and her old friend from the University of Michigan. It was the last of these that interested her the most. Of the three survivors, it was Sadie who’d had the most visceral reaction. Where Shannon had sensed a detachment in Casey Barrington and Icarus Glass, in Sadie all she saw was horror and abject terror. She was the mirror image of John Langford, who sat opposite her, doing everything she could to escape her binds. When Langford was shot, it was as if the bullet had struck Sadie, her mouth stretching open, her gag catching her scream.
Sadie was the oldest of the initial four survivors. The Chicago investigation suggested she’d had a tumultuous relationship with the first victim connected to her, her ex-boyfriend Miles Thompson, but nothing out of the ordinary had been attributed to her friendship with John Langford beyond a minor squabble they’d had over control of the college radio when they’d both been at Michigan.
A cursory summary of the four survivors, and the seven people connected to them who had now died, would suggest that antagonism was the common theme. Shannon had understood this from the beginning, and it was why they couldn’t truly rule out the survivors’ involvement. Yet it was hard to accept at present that they had an active role to play in the homicides. Rewinding the footage and looking again at Sadie’s reaction to Langford being shot was enough to dispel that notion for now. With her eyes squeezed closed and head shaking wildly from side to side, it was impossible to consider that she’d wanted any role in the atrocity.
Investigations into the intertwining relationships between the survivors and the victims were more of a priority than ever. In a perfect world, they would get lucky and something or someone would be uncovered that linked the survivors, but Shannon couldn’t rely on that.
Shutting down the video footage, she loaded The Alliance’s Facebook page. Analysts were working 24/7 going through the thousands of messages on the site in an attempt to uncover something of significance. The Alliance’s secondary website with the video footage had been taken offline at 8.19 p.m. as if it had never existed, but the videos were still rife on social media.
For now, social media was the only connection to The Alliance and its dishearteningly large number of supporters who continued to share links to the killings.
It was a depressing sight, and Shannon tried to console herself with the knowledge that their many followers were still a minority, and that the overwhelming feeling in the media, both social and traditional, was one of outrage and condemnation.
Not so for the latest message to pop up on the feed. Seeing the Confederate flag above the profile of Randy Zeffman should have been enough to rob anything he might say of the capacity to shock her. A cursory glance through Zeffman’s profile found it was so full of hate-speak that she was surprised it was still active. She sent a note to the analysts to request that it be taken down. His last post had a horrific simplicity that she didn’t want to consider at that moment.
Great job guys. What you got planned next?



Chapter Forty-Four
Ike’s skin bristled. He was back in his cell, images of Jane Hobbs’s death seared into his mind. He’d watched her die with an enforced passivity. Now, after that event, he was trying to come to terms with what he’d been feeling during those excruciating moments. He worked at this partly through his own curiosity, but mostly because Accrington had told him to do so. He wanted Ike to be ready to write another article, and had warned him that only the real truth would suffice.
No laptop or writing materials had yet been supplied, which at that present moment was a relief. Accrington wasn’t someone you could fool with a knockoff piece. Ike was coming to suspect that the man was some sort of genius. He’d masterminded Ike’s abduction, the deaths of Patricia Wyman and now Jane Hobbs. He’d even all but revealed himself by being seen in public with Ike, yet the police didn’t seem able to locate him. How he related to the other murders and abductions, Ike didn’t know, but he did know that if he didn’t write the whole truth, Accrington would be sure to know.
The potential consequences of that were enough to accelerate his thinking, but hard as he tried, he couldn’t come to a satisfying conclusion.
He’d never liked Jane Hobbs, even before he’d gone back with her that night. He’d found her timidity off-putting. But even after that night, and the subsequent rumors he was sure she’d spread around the office, he’d never wanted her to die.
Had he ever thought about it? Yes – but he could say that about nearly anyone he’d ever worked with. He was sure there was a name for this habit of his, but he couldn’t recall it. It was the mind’s way of processing all the potential bad things you could do, in order to stop you actually doing them. During those weeks after the Christmas party, he’d briefly fantasized about running the woman over, or watching her suffer a fatal heart attack at work. But nothing he’d imagined for her was anything he’d really wanted to happen.
Surely that would be enough of a confession for Accrington. It wouldn’t paint Ike in a very good light with his followers, but surely people would empathize. Whether they could admit it to themselves or not, Ike would bet good money that most people had fantasized about the death of a coworker at least once in their life. It was human nature.
What wasn’t human nature was tying someone to a chair and making them watch the execution of a former colleague.
Accrington had told him that he needed to be more complicit in what was being done, but Ike didn’t understand how turning the chair around so he could face the victim made things any different to the time Patricia was killed with his back to her.
Maybe he would add that to the article. Accrington wanted his whole truth, and there it was, though adding it would risk agitating his captor.
Ike shut his eyes, and could hear Accrington in his mind’s eye telling him to think harder. He pictured those final moments before Jane died. He’d seen in her eyes then – beyond the fear and terror – her deep hatred toward him. There had been no pleading in the way she’d looked at him, only a deep accusation. And hadn’t he, just for a second, thought that she deserved what was happening to her?
The thought made him nauseous, but he pushed on further. He’d been scared for his own life, but if he was really being honest with himself, the whole experience had been laced with a sense of excitement. He’d never experienced anything like it before. He’d been forced to face up to his own mortality when Patricia had died, but this time he’d felt as if he’d had Jane’s life in his hands. He hadn’t pulled the trigger, but his was the last face she would ever see and he couldn’t deny . . .
Ike fell off the bed and puked on the cold stone floor.
Self-therapy wasn’t something he liked to do sober, and he was beginning to find out things about himself he didn’t like.
How could he ever write such things about himself? It was hard enough thinking this way. Crawling away from the puddle of vomit, he told himself over and over that he hadn’t wanted Jane Hobbs to die. He couldn’t help his reaction, but if he could have turned back time and stopped Accrington pulling that trigger, he would have done so.
The trouble was that Accrington had him doubting himself, and as he sat in the corner, holding his arms, he realized he wasn’t sure who he believed.



Chapter Forty-Five
Sadie could hear herself laughing. The noise reverberated in her stone prison. It had to be her, as there was no one else in the room with her. The high-pitched noise was like nothing she’d heard before. It was at once hysterical and rhythmical. She wanted it to stop, but on it continued. After a time, it became like white noise: there in the background, an accompaniment to her wild and uncontrolled thoughts.
She didn’t know why she’d chosen John. Yes, they’d had that fight in college when he’d all but taken over control of the campus radio station, but Sadie hadn’t wanted him to die. Especially not in that way.
The manic laughter faded, replaced by a gentle sobbing sound. Sadie hugged herself tight. She’d had no choice, not really. The other options had been family and close friends. She hadn’t known what he’d planned to do to whoever she chose, but it had been pretty obvious it wasn’t going to be good.
You know how to make decisions, he’d told her as he waited for her decision.
That she couldn’t deny. This was all her own fault. If she hadn’t messed around with something she didn’t understand, she would never be in this position. But she’d been so naive. Jealous, naive, and then reckless. If she’d only known then what she knew now, she wouldn’t be here and both Miles and John would be alive.
Why had he made her watch? What the hell could he possibly hope to achieve by that? He’d told her she had to watch, that she had to be complicit this time, whatever the hell that meant. But it was all a mistake. She’d told him that from the beginning. She wasn’t the thing he thought she was. Couldn’t become the person he wanted her to be.
When, after that first night, he’d eventually let her go, she’d thought that would be the end of it. He’d pretended he was going to kill her before pulling the trigger on Miles, who, unknown to her, had been sitting behind her. The police had interviewed her, and she’d told them everything.
At least, everything she could.
Why hadn’t she gone to the police when he’d got back in contact with her? Stupid, stupid, stupid. She’d seen the movies. The bad guys tell you they’ll hurt you if you go to the police, but they end up hurting you anyway. So why hadn’t she done so?
Was it guilt? She blamed herself for Miles’s death because, directly or not, it was her fault. She couldn’t explain why to the police, so maybe she’d thought she had no option but to do as he said.
Would she do the same now? Hell, no. The second he released her she’d be gone, straight to the police, demanding their permanent protection.
There was that sob again. Was that really her? She put her hand on her chest and felt it moving, a strange reverberation coming from deep within her.
‘I’m very disappointed in you.’
Sadie screamed. Had he been here all along? She pulled her arms tighter across her body, her eyes narrowing as she tried to peer through the darkness. She could smell him. That peculiar lemon scent of his skin. Bracing herself, she called back to him, ‘I did what you wanted.’
‘No, you didn’t.’
‘I did,’ she screamed, the sound of sobbing and hysterical laughter disappearing as the sound reverberated around the room. ‘I made those podcasts. I advertised you and your evil group.’
‘That you did,’ he said. ‘But that was then. You had to be complicit, Sadie. For this to work, you had to watch.’
‘I did watch.’
The lemon smell was more intense. ‘You’re not to blame. I took a chance on you and I made a mistake. You can’t win them all, I guess.’
A scream caught in Sadie’s throat as she felt his hand touch the back of her head. How long had he been there, she wondered idly, before the true horror of her situation hit home once more. ‘What are you going to do? I can do more podcasts. I can tell them your story. How it was all your idea, how you masterminded everything,’ she said, barely recognizing her own voice.
‘Poor little Sadie, you just don’t understand, do you? You never truly did.’
‘I watched, though,’ said Sadie, struggling as he reached around her neck. ‘I did!’
‘Your eyes hath offended me, Sadie.’
‘No,’ she cried, the sound of hysterical laughter returning as she felt the cold metal on her cheek.
‘So you know what I have to do.’



Chapter Forty-Six
‘Your fan club is here early,’ said Jiffy.
Boyd sipped his coffee and didn’t answer. The protesters had appeared outside the precinct on the night of the executions and had grown in numbers. What they were protesting about was anyone’s guess. Boyd wasn’t sure if they objected more to the recent executions and abductions or to the response of the police and federal agencies.
Boyd was frankly amazed his department still had a role to play. Agent Trevone had told him that Homeland Security was now involved in the investigation. That usually meant the end of the road for mere homicide detectives, but if anything, his workload had increased since that terrible night.
The whole homicide department had been instructed to work through the investigation again from the beginning. The hope was that, now they had more idea of what they were up against, they could start asking the right questions. At least, that was the sarcastic way Jiffy had put it when they’d received their orders from the Chief.
‘Excuse me,’ said Boyd, stepping past a line of protestors as he and Jiffy threaded their way to the main entrance.
‘What are you doing to catch these bastards?’ called out a voice.
‘Everything we can,’ said Boyd, pushing his way through a secondary line of reporters and into the precinct. ‘We’re going to do something about all of this,’ he added to no one in particular as they made their way to the elevators.
‘Hell, you got me convinced, boss,’ said Jiffy, holding the elevator doors open for him.
Boyd stepped inside and punched the button for their floor without a word.
When the doors opened again and they stepped out into the buzzing bullpen area, already at or perhaps beyond capacity, Jiffy gave a low whistle. ‘Like Mardi Gras in here.’
Boyd said nothing.
About halfway to Boyd’s office, Jiffy piped up again. ‘You OK there, boss? Seems like you might be running a touch hot.’
Usually adept at judging when and when not to push Boyd’s buttons, Jiffy had miscalculated this time.
If it wasn’t enough that the biggest investigation of Boyd’s career was taking up every waking second, it was also the eve of the anniversary of Marlene’s death. Boyd liked to take that day off and spend time at the cemetery with her, and the fact that this year that wouldn’t be possible was further clouding his already blackened mood. Either Jiffy knew this and was trying to make him feel better in his own inimitable style, or he’d forgotten and was just being his usual dickish self. Whichever it was, Boyd hit the brakes, wheeled on him and snapped, ‘What say you stow the goddamn wisecracks a minute and get me a coffee,’ before steaming off toward his office.
‘Well, excuse me all to hell,’ Jiffy called after him.
Try as he might, Boyd couldn’t help cracking a smile as he stepped into his office and shut the door on the cacophonous noise. Thirty minutes later, he’d had his coffee and was with Jiffy in the feds’ incident room staring at the crime wall, which was now a mass of faces with lines connecting them.
‘Eight dead and three still missing,’ he said.
Jiffy murmured in grim agreement.
The decision to start the investigation again as if from scratch had already borne some kind of fruit. Up in the treetops far above them, maybe, but you could at least glimpse it up there. Going into it with what they now knew, Boyd had been more explicit this time in trying to understand Icarus Glass’s relationships with his colleagues. The animosity between Glass and Patricia Wyman was clearer now, for one thing. Jane Hobbs was more of a mixed bag. Although their one-night stand had left Glass embarrassed in the eyes of his colleagues, the general feeling was that Glass had less of an issue with the latest victim.
Special Agent Trevone joined the party. The young agent had aged a decade in the last few days. Boyd suspected he was sleeping in the building most of the time. Boyd had been there. Hell, he was there now. Every now and then a case came along that hooked you in the gut and you couldn’t shake free even if you wanted to. You lived and breathed it until it was through with you. The building was packed with people like Trevone who hadn’t stepped outside for more than minutes at a time in the last few days.
‘What’s the latest on the laptop situation?’ Boyd asked him.
‘Still in process,’ said Trevone. ‘What with all this shit going down,’ he said, pointing to the board, ‘the tech team’s chasing their tails.’
‘Maybe a gentle nudge, Agent Trevone? If Glass went to the trouble of locking it away, then there might be something useful on it.’
‘It’s been processed, I know that. I’ll get after them,’ said Trevone, walking away.
‘Likely nothing,’ said Jiffy, as they headed back into the bullpen.
‘I’d like for that to be official.’
‘Sure,’ he said. ‘I’m just saying. If he’s anything like me, then he probably can’t bring himself to throw things away. Or maybe some old porn on there he wasn’t sure how to clear off his hard drive.’
Boyd stopped and peered down at Jiffy. ‘That’s some awfully specific-sounding information there, Jif. Voice of experience?’
Jiffy shook his head. ‘No, boss. I know how to scrub my hard drive.’

Back in his office, Boyd read the latest update from Special Agent Wallace. The scope of the full investigation was mind-boggling and Boyd was glad he only had to focus on one aspect of it. He read details on the various cross-investigations. Some, mainly those involving Homeland Security, were redacted.
The commonality between the four original cases was the acrimony between each victim and the person who had survived. This was as clear to the others as it was to the team focused on Icarus and Patricia. However, it was less clear with the second round of executions. Yes, Icarus had a failed one-night stand with Jane Hobbs, but Agent Wallace and her team hadn’t uncovered any significant bitterness between either Casey Barrington and Shaun Wagner or Sadie Levinstein and John Langford beyond mere squabbles. And then there was the anomaly of Alistair Bevan’s grisly murder.
Boyd shared Wallace’s belief that there was a reason for the method of these attacks. Beyond that, they were still largely at sea. It was crazy-making, but hardly uncharted waters for him. Feeling on the verge of a breakthrough, with a pattern seeming to suggest itself, only to evaporate. It was frustrating, but that was policework.
He shut the file and sat back in his chair. His earlier caffeine hit was making him jittery. What he really wanted to do was get out there with the rest of the team, but someone had to stay on point and manage everything.
He uploaded Icarus Glass’s file and started reading again, even though he felt like he could recite it from beginning to end. It was hard to face once more the fact that his department, albeit with the FBI’s involvement, had let Glass slip from their surveillance. Short of putting him in protective custody, The Alliance would have pulled it off one way or another. That much he knew, now that the group had proven its chops over and over. But that felt like an excuse. It didn’t mean Jane Hobbs wouldn’t have been killed, but hanging on to Glass may have at least slowed the timetable, given them a chance to turn over the right rock.
Focus, Boydy. Focus.
He sat up in his chair as he reached the part about Icarus’s ex-girlfriend, Heather Bywater, and rubbed the soft bristles of his grey beard. Had they overlooked this part of Icarus’s life? The dates were vague. Heather Bywater had been reported missing on August 28, 1996, by a Julie Dowle. Julie had been one of Heather’s co-counselors from the summer camp in New York State, and had agreed to meet Heather in California on the 27th. The two had been talking by pay phone and email, but the last Julie had heard from Heather was two weeks earlier, on the 13th, the day Heather supposedly arrived in San Antonio. After that, Heather hadn’t responded to the emails.
Icarus had said the same thing. The last email he’d received from Heather was on the 13th, reporting she was safely in San Antonio and would be spending a few nights there. He’d never heard from her again. Both Julie’s and Icarus’s versions of events played out the same. Heather’s parents hadn’t raised any concerns because they’d been in regular contact with Heather by phone. Boyd checked through the records to find that Icarus had traveled over to the States on the 20th, having bought an Amtrak pass that allowed him to trace Heather’s route from New York. What he’d hoped to achieve, Boyd didn’t know. Chances were, he’d failed to grasp the size of the country. He’d arrived in San Antonio on the 25th and had stayed at a now defunct YMCA hostel. When Heather hadn’t turned up on the 27th, Julie Dowle had tracked down Heather’s parents, who’d last heard from Heather on the 26th.
It was the last time anyone ever heard from the young woman.
Boyd stared at his screen until the dates stopped making sense. You’re looking for something that isn’t there, Boydy. During his police interview, Icarus had come across as being genuinely distressed by Heather’s disappearance. He went on to spend the rest of his life in San Antonio, and if Boyd was a betting man he would have wagered that the man’s alcoholism was a direct consequence of the trauma of Heather’s disappearance.
But still, it rankled. He cross-checked with the other three initial survivors, but none had a backstory like Glass’s. He was about to search for Julie Dowle’s contact details when there was a knock on the door.
‘Yep.’
‘Ah, boss, have you heard the latest?’
Boyd’s stomach sank at this ominous note, but when he looked up from his screen he found himself smiling at Leanne, leaning through the cracked door. The couple of hours they’d spent together at the bar the other evening felt like a distant memory now. When she didn’t return his smile, that heavy feeling in his gut returned. ‘What did I tell you about being the bearer of bad news?’ he asked her.
‘Jiffy was too scared to tell you.’
A number of scenarios played through Boyd’s mind, each more awful and outlandish than the next. The trouble was, in the present circumstances, they all sounded plausible. ‘Out with it.’
‘There’s been another victim.’
Boyd closed his eyes, and thought back to the three execution videos and then to Alistair Bevan’s death. ‘Four, three, two,’ he said.
‘Boss?’
‘It’s Sadie Levinstein, isn’t it?’
Leanne frowned, then smiled. ‘You already knew, didn’t you?’
Boyd nodded, and checked the update on his screen to see if he was correct.



Chapter Forty-Seven
Shannon rewatched the videos of the three executions as she took the flight to Chicago. For the first time since this had all begun, she saw the emergence of a possible pattern.
Sadie Levinstein had been found by the river in Lake Forest in north Chicago. Both of her eyes had been removed and her throat had been slit. Sadie had been the most reluctant of the three victims watching the executions. She’d struggled throughout, and seconds before John Langford had been shot, she’d closed her eyes as if she’d been warned what was going to happen.
Was this her punishment for closing her eyes? It was only a working theory, but it resonated with Shannon. Sadie had refused to watch the execution while the others had kept their eyes open. And then she’d lost her eyes, before dying.
Alistair Bevan had made no public comment on his abduction and the murder of his old college roommate, while the other three survivors had each posted online. And he’d lost his tongue, before dying.
Now that there was something connecting the murders of these two original survivors, Shannon intended to explore it to its full potential.
Special Agent Katy Crowther met her at the airport and drove her to Lake Forest. It was late morning, the sky a tapestry of muted greys. The crime scene had been cordoned off and Sadie’s body had already been moved to the local field hospital, where an autopsy was being conducted.
The riverside was a hive of white suits, as if every CSI in the region had been summoned there. Still, Shannon wanted her own look at the scene.
‘No CCTV cameras in the vicinity,’ said Crowther. ‘Next camera is three blocks east. We’re drawing license plate recognition data from that for the last twenty-four hours. We’ve locked down a ten-block radius and are interviewing every resident, anyone who may have seen anything.’
Shannon studied the scene, trying to view it dispassionately, but despite everything she’d seen over the years it was impossible to do. It was such a tragic waste, and for Shannon that would never get easier. Despite knowing the science of psychopaths inside out, part of her would never be able to understand how one human being could do something as horrendous as this to another human being. The poor woman had been dumped on the side of the road like a bag of garbage. They would know for sure once the autopsy was completed, but it was almost definite that the wounds to her eyes had occurred before death.
She checked her social media accounts for latest developments as she watched the CSI officers at work, and considered again how well orchestrated this all was, including the care and feeding of the media addiction that had been whipped up. The slow drip of information was obviously a successful way of building intrigue and followers, and she imagined that hundreds of thousands if not millions of people throughout the world were as eager as she was for the monsters’ next post.
Would it come from one of Icarus Glass’s articles, or would Casey Barrington be granted access to a camera, wherever she was being held? She’d been wary of Glass’s articles from the beginning. Casey’s photographs and short statements could easily have been coerced, but so far it was Icarus Glass’s articles that had proven to be the greatest propaganda method for The Alliance. For all Shannon knew, the journalist hadn’t written a word of them, though that would conflict with the current theory on why Alistair Bevan and Sadie Levinstein had been killed. Surely if Glass had refused to tap them out on his keyboard himself, he’d have lost his fingers and then his life.
Shannon found herself wondering if either or both of the remaining survivors were holding something back. She might well do so in their positions, doling out information as a means of enhancing their value to their captors. Were they perhaps inadvertently hanging on to secrets that, if revealed, would enable the investigation to be solved? It was so often the way. However much she pressed interviewees to tell her everything, they very often left out crucial information.
By now, everything any of the survivors had written or said had been analyzed countless times for the slightest hint of their location or the identity of their captors. Either they were purposely not revealing anything, or they were trying and their accounts were being doctored.
Glass in particular seemed to have been remarkably open about his experiences, his terror and fears, and had identified the name of his abductor, even if Lyle Accrington was an alias.
Casey’s photos of her imprisonment had been effective in a different way. Shannon understood that some people needed the visual stimulus, and her photographs provided a different context to her plight, at times more real and evident than Glass’s words.
Shannon only wished that they would give something away that could help them. It was only the two of them left. If Icarus and Casey didn’t know that yet, she was sure they would find out soon. Even if they were ignorant on that score, they had to be thinking that it was only a matter of time before they lost their lives. Hopefully, that would be enough to prompt them to hide a clue in their messages – that was, if it wasn’t already too late.
Shannon shook her head. No. Everything suggested it wasn’t too late. The Alliance liked to play games, and they weren’t finished yet.
Her phone rang as she was driving to the field office for Sadie Levinstein’s autopsy. ‘Wallace,’ she said, answering the call from Quantico.
‘Ma’am, this is New Agent Trainee Christopher Ellison. I’m sorry to bother you while you’re at a scene.’
‘No problem, Agent Ellison. I’m in transit. What do you have?’
‘I’ve been part of the team analyzing past homicides with potential connections to the Alliance killings. We’ve been liaising with local police forces nationwide and I received a call from a retired officer over in the Catskills. He remembered an old case from 1996 where a body was found bound to a chair with a single bullet to the forehead. I secured the police file. It was a suspected gang attack. The victim was a member of the Infidels biker gang, and at that time there was an ongoing drug war in the area. The report suggests that a second chair was also found at that scene. It was checked for forensics but no definite sign was found of a second person being involved in the same way. Not that they were looking for that, obviously.’
‘OK,’ said Shannon, hoping there was more to Ellison’s tale than this tenuous link.
‘I cross-referenced the killing with other reports nationally and have just come across this second incident. Again, same MO. The body of a Brian Grist, a convicted criminal linked to an unrelated biker gang called Bacchus, was found chained to a chair with a single bullet to the head. Again, a second chair was found at the scene. There was no sign that anyone was forced to witness the killing, but it turns out that both incidents were carried out on the same date with the estimated time of death close enough to have occurred at the same time.’
Tenuous or not, this was enough to set Shannon’s pulse into a higher gear. ‘And where was this second killing?’
‘In Corpus Christi, Texas. Thousands of miles away.’



Chapter Forty-Eight
‘Why would you show me that?’ Ike dropped the tablet, his eyes shut, the image seared into the back of his eyes.
‘You need to know what happens when you fail us, Icarus.’
‘Who was that?’
Ike felt as if he had a weight lodged in his chest, a pain like heartburn but somehow more corporeal, as if a foreign object were trying to leave his body. He was face-to-face with Accrington, close enough to touch. He wasn’t chained and could have fought for his freedom, but one look at Accrington dissuaded him from even thinking about escape. He’d recalled Accrington being large, but now, pressed into such close confines with him, he appeared almost superhuman. He may have been obese, but the fat he was carrying coated a body of hard muscle. Maybe it was the distortion of the low lights and Ike’s hunger, but Accrington’s limbs appeared misshapen, longer and bulkier than he’d ever seen on another human.
‘Three of you went through the same experience, and only two of you have come out unscathed.’
Ike doubted the other person had come through unscathed. God knew he hadn’t. He allowed himself to recall the image he’d seen so briefly on the screen – the hollow sockets in the woman’s sunken face. His nausea swelled, but he mastered it. And that was when he realized he’d seen that grey-flecked auburn hair numerous times before. ‘Sadie Levinstein.’
‘Look at you,’ Accrington said. ‘Maybe you are a journalist after all.’
‘So, are you going to kill us one by one?’
Accrington placed his hand to his chin and pretended to think. ‘That is some question, Icarus. Perhaps we should set up a suggestion box.’ He chuckled. ‘If you’ll remember, I told you at the beginning that you were being given an opportunity, a chance to find your true nature.’
‘Right. Thrive to survive and all that shit.’
Accrington paused before bellowing, ‘Don’t.’ It was a simple word, but it reverberated around the small room and lodged into Ike’s brain. ‘You will never speak to me like that. Ever.’
Ike didn’t think he’d ever felt more helpless in his life, even when he’d been chained to the chair when Patricia had been killed. He was certain that Accrington could reach across and snap the life out of him and that he would be powerless to do anything about it. Part of him willed him to do so, anything rather than face this feeling of dread. ‘Sorry,’ he said, not recognizing his voice.
Accrington took a deep breath, and then another. ‘You’ll also recall that I told you I didn’t care if you lived or died.’
‘I remember.’
‘Well, that hasn’t changed in the slightest.’ Accrington’s chest and belly expanded with one last, calming breath, and Ike knew enough to hold his own breath when he released it in his face. ‘You have piqued my interest, Icarus, I’ll give you that, but I would snuff you out of existence like that,’ he said, clicking his thick fingers. ‘Your death would be no more than a minor inconvenience. Are we clear on that?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good,’ said Accrington, almost chipper now, fully in control of himself again. ‘As I was saying, you have been given an opportunity, and so far, while you haven’t exactly soared, you also have not failed. That must feel good,’ he added, with a salacious grin.
Ike couldn’t tell if he was being mocked or not, but wasn’t about to question the man. ‘I’m trying to do what you tell me to do.’
Accrington stared at him with such intent that Ike was forced to look away. ‘Why are we here, Icarus?’
Ike wanted desperately not to disappoint him, but he didn’t understand the question. He looked at Accrington, but failed to maintain eye contact for longer than a couple of seconds.
Accrington sighed and Ike cowered, fearing this was the end. ‘Why do you think we chose you, Icarus? You must know.’
Did he know the answer? Had he pissed someone off along the way he shouldn’t have? It was more than possible. He could quite easily write off a quarter of the last twenty years or so to self-inflicted amnesia. When he got drunk, he flapped his gums and forgot. But he couldn’t imagine saying something so offensive as to earn this kind of horrific retribution.
Accrington was smiling at him. A hideous sight. ‘You’re not being truthful to yourself. It’s remarkable in a way. I think there’s lots about you still left to learn, which makes you so interesting.’
Something rose up from Ike’s past that might explain why he was here, another example of him doing something when he’d been drunk. He’d thought about it recently, but it had seemed so frivolous that he didn’t believe it was connected. But it would explain why Patricia had been the first person to die. Maybe it was all that simple. ‘What do you want from me?’ he said, trying to banish the thought from his head.
‘I want to give you what you want, Icarus. You’ve been implicit and complicit. Now it’s time for you to graduate.’
Ike shook his head, words failing to leave his mouth.
‘That girlfriend of yours. Heather Bywater.’
Ike’s mouth hung open. He gasped for air as if he’d been punched in the stomach. ‘This is about her?’
Accrington pushed his face closer to Ike’s. There was no ducking or waiting out the man’s breath. He’d expected the smell of chicken grease to roll over him, but all he could smell was clean skin and a hint of lemon. ‘Maybe it is, Icarus. What happened to her?’
‘Did you have something to do with her disappearance?’ said Ike, trying to muster some indignation.
Accrington chuckled and pulled his face away, shaking his head. ‘Have it your way, Mr. Glass. Not long now. Try and get some rest.’



Chapter Forty-Nine
Sadie Levinstein’s autopsy had been conclusive. Her eyes had been surgically removed when she was alive, her severed internal carotid artery leading her to bleed out. Shannon was still in Chicago, working out of the field office. Photographs from the autopsy cascaded upon her laptop screen, serving up images of Sadie’s eyeless corpse certain to haunt her dreams for weeks. In the smallest of mercies, no other signs of physical torture had been discovered. They were still waiting on blood tests and the pathologist had suggested that due to the cuts’ precision, it was feasible that Sadie had been put under before the horrific wounds were inflicted upon her.
In some ways, that would fit in with the other killings. The anesthetic drug propofol had been found in Alistair Bevan’s blood, and the rest of the killings had been administered by a single shot to the brain. Whoever was responsible appeared to be more concerned with easy kills and symbolism.
Shannon had reported her finding to the Deputy Director, who’d only just managed to control his rage. She could only guess at the pressure he was under. Even the president had been questioned about the situation during a White House press conference, and it would have been easy for Greyson to kick everything down to her. Instead, he’d told her to keep working, to prioritize the most fruitful areas of the investigation, and the answers would come. She wanted to believe him, but how to prioritize? The investigation spanned the country with multiple victims, and now she had the possibility of two cold cases with a similar MO.
She shut Sadie’s file and leaned back in her chair. How she was still functioning was a mystery even to herself. She closed her eyes and fought off the images of Sadie’s corpse from behind them. Her body twitched, her muscles restless as she willed herself to focus on happier times. At the beach with Ivan, and Richard before he changed, the sea ringing in her ears, the scent and taste of salt on her dry lips. Another mercy: her breathing began to change, and although her body was fighting it, she managed to fall asleep.

Shannon blinked her eyes awake and checked her watch. She’d only been asleep for forty-five minutes, but she felt more refreshed than she could remember feeling in recent history. Dialing out for food, she returned to the documents she’d been sent by Ellison. In 1996, the homicide of Declan Fairbrother in a town called Roscoe in the Catskill Mountains had occurred on the same day that Brian Grist had been murdered in Corpus Christi, Texas.
The similarities between the two cases and The Alliance cases were stark. Both victims had been found bound to chairs, a single bullet wound to the center of the forehead. The major difference between the two cold cases was the absence of a survivor, though second chairs had been found situated in the same position at the scene.
That difference might have been enough for Shannon not to prioritize it if it hadn’t been for the fact that both killings had happened on exactly the same day – June 13, 1996 – at two very distant locations. While she couldn’t immediately rule out coincidence, the addition of all but identical ballistic reports from the scenes told her it was anything but.
As to what the paired crimes meant, however, she was none the wiser. Perhaps the present-day killings were copycat versions of the two homicides from 1996, but she thought chances were higher that The Alliance was responsible for both sets of murders.
This last thought spurred Shannon into action. What if it was the same killers? This time, there had been four initial homicides. What if there had been four in 1996?
She called Christopher Ellison at Quantico and told him to build a team to focus on all homicides within a forty-eight-hour period bracketing the time of the Fairbrother and Grist killings. She didn’t like the idea that recent events were not the first time The Alliance had acted, but if the incidents in 1996 were linked in any way it might inch her closer to some kind of understanding of who and what The Alliance were.
Next, she located a phone number on the FBI database for the officer from Corpus Christi who had been first at the scene of Brian Grist’s murder. Deputy Scott Dathan, who had gone on to rise to sheriff in the Corpus Christi Sheriff’s Office, had retired ten years ago. He answered on the second ring.
‘Sheriff Dathan?’ asked Shannon.
‘In prehistoric times, yep. Who may I have the pleasure of talking to?’
‘Sheriff, this is Special Agent Shannon Wallace of the FBI.’
The line went silent, as if Dathan were taking in the situation. ‘You’re in charge of this Alliance business.’
‘That’s right, sir.’
‘You can call me Scott.’
‘Thank you, Scott.’
‘You want to talk to me about Brian Grist?’
‘Correct, Scott. How did—’
‘Those killings got me thinking before about him. Similar MO, I guess.’
Shannon held back the information about the concurrent killing in the Catskills. ‘What can you tell me about Grist?’
‘Low-level criminal, though he moved with a nasty biker group. Called themselves Bacchus. Had the drug trade pretty sewn up in the county at the time. Grist was way down in the pecking order. We were pretty sure it was some gang-related shit back then. Seen similar before. Bodies tortured all up before being left in plain sight.’
‘I have the file from that time. You had some suspects but no conviction?’
‘About three weeks later, the body of a rival gang member was found in Calliham. We interviewed members from both gangs but there were no witnesses, nothing to pin anything on them. The revenge killing seemed to be the end of it. Sounds callous, but that was the way things were then. Don’t get me wrong, we tried. I tried,
but the feeling was that these guys were going to kill each other one way or another, so . . .’
Shannon didn’t have time to debate the ethics of the situation. ‘This might sound like a long shot, but you ever hear mention of The Alliance at that time? Or since, for that matter?’
‘Ma’am, if I’d remembered anything about The Alliance, I would have been in contact immediately with you.’
After going through more details with the retired sheriff, Shannon hung up and had an almost identical conversation with another retired officer, Robert Derota, late of the Catskill Village Police Department. Derota confirmed what he had told Agent Ellison: that the victim in this case, Declan Fairbrother, had also been a lower-level member of a biker gang known in the area for drug dealing.
The benefits of her earlier stolen sleep had all but faded, and this latest information only muddied the investigation’s already very murky waters.
By the afternoon, she wished she’d never taken the call from Ellison. She thought again about priorities and grew increasingly worried that she’d wasted the last few hours chasing down former suspects and anyone who had a part to play in the murders of the two men from the nineties.
Out of habit, she checked social media for updates on the case. It was as if there wasn’t another news story in the world at that moment. There had been nothing from The Alliance themselves since Sadie’s murder, a fact that only served to draw more attention to the group.
One of the anomalies in the investigation was the way The Alliance had made the survivors famous in a way that surely was beyond their wildest imagination. In such high-profile cases, it was usually the killers who gained infamy. Most people could name at least one famous serial killer, from Jack the Ripper onward; Shannon knew very well the same could not be said of their countless victims. Now, Sadie Levinstein was front and center of everyone’s thoughts, whether they liked it or not, with Icarus Glass and Casey Barrington a close second.
Maybe that would change when they caught those responsible.
She decided to stay in Chicago for at least the night. It was as good a place as any to use as a hub, and who knew where she would be needed next. She made a last round of calls before leaving for her local hotel, where she ordered room service and called Ivan. When he didn’t answer, she showered and waited for dinner to arrive.
Ten minutes later she was eating something called a dirty burger with fries, which she washed down with a heavily ironic diet soda. She might’ve thought she’d collapse into a food coma, but instead it was the most alive she’d felt in weeks. She even treated herself to a few minutes of a mindless comedy movie on the hotel television.
She’d just wondered if she would be able to get to sleep before midnight when her cell phone rang. ‘You had to tempt fate, didn’t you?’ she said out loud, before answering.
‘Christopher Ellison, ma’am. Sorry to bother you so late, but we have another development.’
‘Share.’
‘We believe we’ve found a third victim from 1996. Same MO, and same day, in Athens, Georgia. Only this time there was definitely a second person in the room at the time of the homicide.’
‘You mean, a survivor.’
‘Yes, ma’am. Dominic Aldric was found bound to a chair, facing away from his friend, Jack Marshall, who’d also been tied to a chair and was murdered with a single bullet to the brain.’
Shannon rubbed her face. ‘Jesus,’ she said to herself.
‘There’s more, ma’am. We’ve yet to make contact with him, but we believe Mr. Aldric is still alive.’



Chapter Fifty
Boyd had felt no pleasure in being right. It hadn’t been the greatest leap of detective skills. From what he’d seen of the online executions, Sadie Levinstein and her eyes had been an obvious next target. Alistair Bevan had died for not speaking out the first time around, and Sadie had been the only one of the three survivors to refuse to look at the execution in front of her.
The poor woman had been chained to a chair, terrified out of her mind, and instead of watching had closed her eyes and struggled like the vast majority of people would have done in her situation. Her punishment for not keeping her eyes open didn’t even bear thinking about.
Boyd was in his pickup now, driving toward Gardendale. He’d been debriefed by Special Agent Trevone before leaving earlier that evening, and had examined images from the raging horror that was Sadie Levinstein’s autopsy.
Jiffy had invited him to the bar, but he’d declined. He’d noticed that the local, more police-friendly bars had been getting busier and busier of late. Detectives and civilians outside of the homicide department had been dispatched to help on the Alliance investigation, and the trauma of dealing with it was too much for some of them. Even those in his department, Boyd included, were struggling. The majority of homicide cases they dealt with were some form of crime of passion, or were attributed to organized crime in one way or another. Occasionally they would have to deal with unhinged individuals, more often than not with mental illness, but nothing like this.
Of the many things that troubled him about what was happening, it was the calculated coldness in The Alliance’s actions that was hardest to reconcile. Boyd understood more now about criminal behaviors, and psychopathy in particular. It was a term often attributed to criminals, but although there was a higher proportion of psychopaths in prison compared to civilian life, not all criminals, even those imprisoned for violent crimes, fit the diagnosis.
But Boyd was convinced that Lyle Accrington and the rest of The Alliance would be diagnosed with the disorder. It was the only explanation for the way they were treating the people they’d abducted. They toyed with their lives for no apparent reason, and killed them without misgivings.
It’s all well and good knowing your enemy, Boydy, but what are you going to do about it?
Boyd pulled up outside the cemetery. It was after 8 p.m. but the gates were still open. He shook his head, trying to clear his mind of psychopaths and eyeless corpses. He didn’t want to associate anything about his working life with his memories of Marlene.
He worked his neck from side to side as he walked through the gates, the tension slowly easing. It wasn’t until Marlene passed that he’d fully understood the peace that could be experienced from such places as this. He’d been at too many gravesides in the past to think that anything positive could come from being here, but in the weeks after he’d said his final goodbyes to his wife, he’d found himself visiting on a daily basis. It wasn’t a place to be feared, clouded by the worst of memories. It was a joyous place. Tinged with sadness, yes, but also a place where he could remember Marlene and celebrate her life.
The cicadas chirruped as he walked the paths between the gravestones. He stopped and read the inscriptions as he made his way to Marlene, some of the names familiar, some new to him, each name leaving behind it a multitude of connected lives, and so many stories.
He passed two people – an elderly lady with a Highland terrier and a young man with wireless earphones – exchanging a glance of acknowledgment with each, until he finally reached Marlene’s resting place. He always experienced the same sense of serenity when he reached her graveside. He felt relieved when he could see her headstone, in the same way he’d once felt relieved every evening when he returned home from work to see her in the house. Even in death, she had a comforting presence and, although he wasn’t a spiritual man, he hoped that somewhere she could hear him and feel the same love he was feeling for her now.
They’d chosen the plot together when Marlene had been diagnosed. It caught the sun during the day and was surrounded by cedar elms, and a large American smoke tree that was currently in full bloom with its smoky pink leaves.
Marlene had been stoic in the face of her death, Boyd less so. He’d seen so much death in his career that he’d thought he would be able to handle it, but during the last few months of her life he’d fallen to pieces. He’d tried to stay strong for Marlene, and even hid the worst from her as best he could, but for a man who rarely showed emotion, he’d been surprised by his sudden outbursts of tears and the anger he’d felt every day that Marlene was being taken from him.
‘I was an idiot, wasn’t I?’ he said out loud, placing a bouquet of flowers by her headstone. ‘Lilies, your favorite,’ he added, wiping his face as he sat down next to her.
He told her about the investigation, and apologized for not coming to see her for so long. ‘I don’t understand these people, Marlene. No, that’s not quite true. Sadly, I kind of do understand them. I know they can’t help themselves. It’s the others that scare me. The sheep following these sick bastards on the internet, glorifying them and the awful shit they’re doing.’ Boyd closed his eyes. ‘Sorry, Marlene. My language. It’s just . . . people can be so kind, so wonderful. The way you were. The way everyone was with me when you passed. But there are so many who aren’t like that, and the fact is, you just don’t know most of the time who they are. And now all of a sudden they have a voice, Marlene, and sometimes that scares the bejesus out of me. No offense, if He’s there with you now,’ said Boyd, with a knowing smile he knew Marlene would understand.
He told her about Leanne, and Jiffy’s pathetic attempts to set them up. ‘I know you said I should find someone else, but I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready for that. And Leanne’s lovely and all . . . Do you really want to hear this? Well, she’s a lovely woman, but the fact of the matter is, she’s just not you.’
Boyd lay down next to the grave, listening to the buzzing insects and trying to hear Marlene’s voice in the calm breeze. The sky was darkening and he feared he would be locked in if he didn’t get up and out. ‘See you soon, my love,’ he said, grunting as he got to his feet.
Loneliness crept up on him as he stepped farther and farther away from Marlene’s grave. He considered returning and spending the night next to her, but he imagined there were people who patrolled the cemetery to stop such things.
He nodded to the man with the wireless earphones he’d seen earlier as he departed the gates, and promised himself, and Marlene, that he would visit more often when this was all over.
The news channel on the radio was talking about nothing else except the Alliance case. If there was anything he hated more than the constant noise about the investigation, it was the nonstop opinion pieces. Everyone had a ludicrous confident opinion on who The Alliance were, and what they stood for. Boyd hated the fact that people were making money off this suffering, and the latent glee he could hear in some people’s voices when they talked about The Alliance as if it was some mythical name was enough to drive him to violence.
In the parking garage beneath his apartment building, he called Jiffy to see if he was still at the bar. He didn’t really want company but wasn’t sure if he could face the apartment alone without a quick blast of liquor. Jiffy didn’t answer, though, so he took that as a sign.
Locking up, a movement across the lot drew his attention. It was the same young man he’d seen in the cemetery, still wearing his earphones. The coincidence and the agitated look in the man’s eyes was enough to make him pull his gun. But as he reached for it, he felt a momentary shock to the back of his neck and collapsed to the garage’s concrete floor. It was cold, and then it was nothing.



Chapter Fifty-One
At least I’ve had something to eat, thought Shannon, as she called the FBI field office in Miami. It was close to midnight but she couldn’t risk wasting a second. After some arguing, she was put through to the Special Agent in Charge, John McGuire, who’d been asleep at home.
It was a forty-minute journey along I-75 and I-95 from the Miami base, in which time Shannon explained the situation to AIC McGuire, who was making his own way to the retirement home.
McGuire reconvened with a colleague outside the retirement property. A SWAT team had been put on standby should things take a turn for the worse, and McGuire’s colleague had activated his body cam so Shannon could watch everything via video link.
McGuire’s voice rang in her ears as she watched the footage on her laptop. Despite the poor light, Shannon could see that the retirement home was at the luxury end of the market. The well-lit streets were lined with beautiful bungalows with large, open porches, and Shannon knew from her own experiences with her parents how pricey such a place could be to live.
McGuire and his colleague entered the main reception, where a nervous-looking night guard asked them what they wanted. McGuire showed him his ID. ‘FBI. AIC McGuire. You have a Mr. Dominic Aldric staying with you?’
The night guard looked too stunned for words. After an awkward few seconds, he responded. ‘I’ll check,’ said the man, who looked old enough to be one of the residents. He glanced from agent to agent, before looking down at his computer screen. ‘Mr. Aldric lives at Andromeda Heights. That’s building 516. I’ll show you on the map. Would you like me to call him? It is late.’
McGuire took the map from the receptionist. ‘No contact with Mr. Aldric, sir. You understand?’ he said, waiting until the receptionist nodded before leaving with his colleague.
The pair walked down the deserted streets of the retirement complex. The only lights were from the ornate streetlamps; the only sound Shannon could hear was McGuire’s breathing.
Aldric was now in his eighties but the situation had to be treated as a high risk. If Aldric had survived an attack from The Alliance, then he could be holding vital information. In such situations, age was an irrelevance. The pair checked their weapons before McGuire spoke. ‘How would you like me to proceed, ma’am?’ he said through the earpiece.
Shannon had overall control of the operation, so it was ultimately her decision. She didn’t imagine the eighty-two-year-old would be sitting behind the door with an AK-47 in his hands. ‘Maybe you should knock on the door,’ she said.
‘Ma’am,’ said McGuire, banging three times on the door. ‘Mr. Aldric, this is the FBI. Please open up.’
Shannon pictured an infirm old man in his bed, wondering what the hell was going on. But thirty seconds later the door opened, and the man who stood in the entrance looked a good ten to fifteen years younger than the age they’d been given. He stood tall, and ran his hand through a shock of silver-grey hair.
‘Mr. Aldric?’ said McGuire.
The man didn’t appear fazed by the agents. He was wearing beige chinos and a tan short-sleeved shirt. He didn’t look to be a threat, but he was more composed than the vast majority of people Shannon had seen in such a situation.
After a beat, the man nodded. ‘I’m Dominic Aldric,’ he said. ‘I was wondering when in the hell you were going to get here.’



Chapter Fifty-Two
The first thing Boyd did when he came round was place his hand on the charred skin where he’d been zapped. Groaning as he rubbed the tender skin, he looked around at his confines.
You’ve done it this time, Boydy.
He should have reacted much more quickly to the sight of the earphoned guy from the cemetery. Now here he was in some kind of bunker prison, reminiscent of the lockdown rooms they had in the precinct. At some point during the transition from his apartment, he’d gone through a clothes change and was now wearing a jumpsuit, his feet bare.
Despite knowing what they inevitably had planned for him, Boyd felt no panic. Not that he expected rescue. What they’d seen from The Alliance to date told him that was unlikely. But for now he was still alive, and being alive gave him opportunity.
That he’d been taken beneath his building gave him a measure of optimism. He hadn’t noticed anyone else in the garage before noticing Earphones, but the place had cameras throughout. It would have been tough for his captors to have entered and exited unnoticed, and the second his team knew he was missing they would check everything. All it would take would be one giveaway clue – a face on camera, a traceable license plate or sign on the van – and they could be in business. Boyd didn’t care how careful or organized The Alliance had been up to now. They could still make mistakes.
That was something he was betting his life on.

Ike heard the commotion in the middle of the night, had even welcomed the sound of his captors’ voices after being left alone for so long. It was impossible to judge when Accrington had left the cell. Since then, he’d heard nothing. He’d shouted himself hoarse demanding food and water; the only sound he’d received in return the hum of a distant generator.
Ike had gathered from the hushed voices that another victim had joined him. He’d presumed it was Casey Barrington – who, if Accrington was to be believed, was the only remaining survivor. The term survivor was laughable. Ike felt a hollowness in his body, part hunger, part dehydration that trumped any previous hangover. A continued heavy thump filled his head, and he could feel the strength leaving his body with every passing hour. If this was ‘surviving’, then he’d rather join Alistair and Sadie. At least their fates were sealed. All Ike knew was that something terrible was going to happen to him, and waiting for it felt like the most torturous thing imaginable.
It was hard to remember a time before The Alliance, but less than a couple of weeks had gone by since he’d been drinking in the sports bar with Accrington. He’d experienced so much since: being forced to watch Patricia’s murder, his career’s startling uplift, being made to witness Jane’s killing, and now this unholy imprisonment. The truth was, he was exhausted and just wanted it over – whatever that entailed. He wasn’t brave, had never pretended to be, but his life had started a downward spiral since Heather disappeared, and this somehow felt like a logical conclusion. He’d wasted his life, and now it was too late to do anything about it. Where was the sense in prolonging his torment?
If he didn’t drink something soon, he’d have his wish. His throat was like sandpaper and he no longer had the will to lift his head to glance at his prison door. He could still see Accrington standing in the doorway. Why had he mentioned Heather? He’d spoken as if he knew things about him that Ike didn’t know, or was refusing to admit.
You know why you’re here, don’t you? Accrington had said.
Ike tried to work through his situation logically. He hadn’t had a great relationship with either of the two women. Jane had been a drunken mistake, and Patricia a bloody tyrant. But he hadn’t wanted them dead.
Ike closed his eyes, focusing on the whirling sound of the generator, hoping beyond hope that someone would come, if not to his rescue, then at least to feed him.
His mind went back to the women. He knew he wasn’t being truthful with himself. It was the drunk’s curse. Ike had spent so many nights in a fog of inebriation making promises, telling himself lies. And now that he was sober, albeit an enforced sobriety, the same lies continued.
He tried to face up to the truth, but with every attempt his mind wandered elsewhere. Jane had made a fool of him in the office, and on quite a few occasions he’d sworn revenge on her. And yes, all right, he’d fantasized about her death. But not in any meaningful way. The truth was he hadn’t treated her very well and had deserved the stories she’d spread about him, even though he couldn’t remember if they were true or not.
But Patricia.
Patricia was different. He may have been smashed out of his mind at the time, but there was no denying he’d wanted her dead. But of course, that wasn’t true: he’d been denying it, quite successfully, for years. She’d taken away his livelihood, the one thing that had gotten him out of bed in the morning, and had shown no compassion for him or remorse in doing so. Yes, he could finally admit it. He’d wanted her dead.
And so much worse, he’d tried to do something about it.



Chapter Fifty-Three
It was still dark as Shannon arrived at Chicago Midway airport. A material witness warrant had been issued for Dominic Aldric and he was being held in custody. The bureau had arranged for a private flight to take her to Florida for questioning. She took a final look at her phone as the pilot went through his last preflight preparations. It was impossible to filter the various online noise. The only true source she could rely on was The Alliance’s continually moving web page and, save for the continuous loop of new comments from the public, they had yet to post any official update.
Shannon took no comfort from the fact. In this case, no news didn’t mean good news. It simply meant bad news was on the horizon.
‘We’re ready, ma’am,’ said the pilot.
Shannon took one last look at her phone, scrolling to the last message she’d sent to Ivan, which still hadn’t been opened. ‘Let’s go,’ she said, boarding the passenger side of the two-person aircraft.
She’d spent so much time traveling of late that it was hard to keep track of where she was and what she was doing. As the plane took off, she felt she could be anywhere in the country. Even with the sight of the dark landscape stretching away in all directions, she had the sense that the world was a much smaller place than it had once been. Her last scroll through The Alliance’s web page was testimony to that: the constant stream of messages and comments came from every area of the globe. In less than two weeks, this one, small, deeply sick group of individuals had narrowed the world’s perception of life in the States. It didn’t matter to anyone that the homicides and abductions were spread throughout the country. All the outside world cared about was that they were happening in America, and that no one seemed able to do anything about it.
Ellison called thirty minutes into the journey. ‘Some more information has come to light,’ he said. ‘We now have detail on the other two survivors from 1996 from the Catskills and Corpus Christi.’
‘I’m listening.’
‘Both were found dead three weeks later, each with a single bullet to the forehead.’

Three hours later, the plane landed in Homestead, Florida. The change in temperature was noticeable. Shannon’s clothes clung to her the second she disembarked. A car was waiting for her, and within the hour she was at the FBI holding facility in Miami.
AIC McGuire met her as she arrived in the underground complex. ‘Aldric is requesting legal representation,’ he said, by way of greeting.
‘Is he getting any?’
‘As Homeland Security are technically involved in this, there is no rush to release him. As long as we consider him a risk to national security, we can question him with a public safety exception clause.’
Shannon sighed. ‘You think he’ll talk?’
‘Your guess is as good as mine. One thing I can tell you, this guy is a hard-ass. Eighty-two years old and not fazed by any of this. Haven’t seen an inkling of fear. Look, fast asleep,’ said McGuire, showing Shannon the feed from Aldric’s cell on his tablet.
The adage was that only the guilty slept when arrested, but Shannon wasn’t sure that applied to eighty-two-year-old men. ‘Let’s wake him and get him some food,’ she said. ‘I could do with something to eat myself.’
Forty minutes later, Shannon was sitting opposite Aldric in a secure holding room in the heart of the complex.
The suspect nodded as Shannon introduced herself, his grey eyes narrowing. ‘I’ve seen you on the idiot box,’ he said, his voice betraying a Southern drawl befitting of his upbringing in Georgia. ‘I’m sorry we have to meet in such circumstances,’ he added, lifting his manacled wrists.
‘We can’t be too careful, I’m sure you understand that,’ said Shannon, not about to apologize to the man.
‘With the deepest sincerity, ma’am, neither can I.’
‘Why would you need to be careful, Mr. Aldric?’
Aldric grinned, his teeth so straight and perfect that Shannon imagined they had to be false. ‘I may be old, but I have my life and liberty.’
‘And that would change if you told us what happened in 1996?’
‘I would lose one or the other.’
Shannon opened the police file from that time. ‘You were a member of the Blackhawks biker gang in Athens, Georgia, in 1996, is that correct?’
Aldric grinned again, but didn’t answer.
‘Work with us here, Mr. Aldric. You’re not going to lose your life or liberty for confirming a few facts that are already on the public record. On June 13, 1996, you were found near the Bear Creek Reservoir. Behind you, Jack Marshall was also tied to a chair, but was found dead at the scene, a single bullet hole to the head. Isn’t this correct?’
‘That’s correct, ma’am.’
‘You knew Jack Marshall? He was also a member of the Blackhawks?’
‘Correct.’
‘You met the person who shot Jack Marshall in cold blood?’
It only occurred for a fleeting second, but Shannon registered the twinge to the left side of Aldric’s face, as if he’d seen something unpleasant. ‘I told ’em what happened once. No sense repeating it now.’
Shannon looked down at the file. ‘You claimed you’d been drinking at Monroe’s, and the next thing you know you’re tied to a chair in the middle of the woods?’
‘That’s correct, ma’am.’
‘An unknown man fires a gun at you and you think you’ve been shot.’
‘Yes ma’am.’
‘The police arrive and only then do you discover that Jack Marshall is the one who has been shot, and that he was sitting behind you all that time.’
Aldric’s lower lip jutted out. ‘What can I say? Them’s the facts.’
Shannon nodded. ‘Did you know that on June 13, 1996, there were two identical incidents, one in Albany, New York, the other in Corpus Christi, Texas?’
Aldric’s eyes narrowed but he didn’t answer.
‘Like you, two men survived the ordeal.’
‘Is that so?’
‘It is. However, unlike you, the other two survivors were found dead three weeks later, each with a single bullet to the forehead,’ said Shannon.
Again, the narrowing of the eyes. This was clearly new information to Aldric. ‘What d’you want me to say?’
‘I’d like you to tell me why you survived and the others didn’t.’
Aldric smiled and shrugged his shoulders, but Shannon could see he was thinking about his options.
‘Shall I tell you what I think?’ said Shannon.
‘I’m all ears.’
‘I think you were involved from the get-go.’
‘Is that a fact?’
‘Yes, and I’m prepared to go through every aspect of that period until I can prove it while you remain a guest here.’
‘I’d need to speak to my lawyer, missy.’
There it was, Aldric’s true persona. The polite old man routine, obliterated. The rage and indignation radiated from his eyes and in the tense way he was holding his body.
‘You’ve seen what’s been happening. We feel you are potentially a threat to national security, and as such do not have to provide you with any legal representation,’ said Shannon, bluffing.
‘I don’t think you criminals can hold me here indefinitely. I look forward to telling my story when I’m released.’
‘Your story?’
‘Of how you kidnapped an eighty-two-year-old man and interrogated him without even offering him a phone call.’
‘It must have been hard for you, Mr. Aldric, holding your story in for all this time. They must have really hurt you for you to remain quiet.’
Another grin appeared on Aldric’s face, this one more malicious than the last as his skin filled with deep crevices. The grin never reached his eyes. ‘That shows what you know.’
‘It was the same people, though?’
‘Same people?’
‘The ones in the media now. The ones calling themselves The Alliance.’
‘I don’t know nothing about no alliance.’
‘OK, why don’t we look at this another way. Why do you think you were chosen in the first place? Jack Marshall was in the same gang as you, but you didn’t see eye to eye. Isn’t that the case?’
‘You think I shot him? What am I, Houdini?’
‘No, I don’t think you shot Jack Marshall, but I do wonder about the others.’
‘The others?’
‘I think you know who I mean, Mr. Aldric. Two other members of your gang were also found shot dead within three weeks of your ordeal.’ Shannon placed two photos that Ellison had sent to her on the desk, crime scene images of the two later victims, Danny Cuthbert and Esteban Marin.
‘I recall.’
‘Local police chalked the killings up to a local gang war. It would seem they didn’t really care that much if you were all putting holes in one another.’
‘That sounds about right.’
‘Similar thing happened in Albany, and Corpus Christi. The bodies kept piling up, and no one really cared. The only anomaly in all this is you.’
‘I want my lawyer.’
‘Why did you survive, Mr. Aldric?’
‘Lawyer.’
Shannon paused and sat back in her chair. ‘What is it you hope your lawyer will secure for you, Mr. Aldric?’
‘Immunity.’
‘Immunity?’
‘I may or may not have to incriminate myself. And I want one of them relocation things.’
‘You’d like to go into witness protection? You’re worried about reprisals?’
‘I’m not sure. I get the feeling that . . .’
‘Go on, Mr. Aldric.’
‘Lawyer, and I’ll tell you what you want to know.’
Shannon swore under her breath and looked to McGuire, who’d remained stoic throughout. ‘We can arrange something for you,’ he told Aldric, ‘but you have to give us something first.’
Aldric pursed his lips. ‘The second one to die,’ he said.
Shannon looked at her notes. ‘Your fellow gang member Danny Cuthbert?’
‘Yeah, him.’ Aldric scrunched his face up, a new set of lines spreading out like a spiderweb across his skin. ‘I didn’t kill him. I ain’t saying that.’
‘What are you saying, Mr. Aldric?’
‘I didn’t kill him. I have to be clear on that. But . . .’
‘But?’ said Shannon, losing her patience.
‘But I did watch him die.’



Chapter Fifty-Four
Sergeant Jiffy Coltrane suspected something was wrong the moment Boyd’s phone rang out and went to voicemail. His concern came not from any mystical premonition, but from his history with the man and his professionalism. If Boyd’s phone had been off, he wouldn’t have been concerned. But it was on and rang five times before going to voicemail, something Jiffy couldn’t recall ever happening during working hours.
He gave him a couple of minutes before trying again. Hell, the man was probably just on the john or in the shower, but by the third ring he’d already put his gun in its holster and was heading out of the door.
As he drove to Boyd’s apartment building, the one he’d moved to after Marlene’s death, another very plausible explanation came to mind. He could easily have switched the phone on to silent by mistake and fallen back to sleep. They’d been working sixteen-hour-plus days for what felt like weeks now. Or hell: Jiffy could imagine sleeping through his own phone’s ringing right about now, and Boyd had been working harder than anyone in the department.
Jiffy smiled to himself. Yeah, that was likely it. It was no secret that Boyd had been off his game since Marlene’s passing. No one blamed him for that. He’d put in his time, and even if some of his former passion had disappeared for good, well, he’d done more than enough in his career for that not to matter.
But hell, these last few weeks, it had been like old times. Boyd had been fired up in a way Jiffy thought he’d never see again.
He was smiling again, thinking of this, when he rounded the corner to Boyd’s apartment building and entered the underground parking garage, where he saw Boyd’s weather-beaten pickup. The sight of the truck was unnerving. It suggested that Boyd was in the apartment, just not responding to his calls. He’d talked himself into that maybe being OK, but now all of a sudden it felt decidedly otherwise. He pulled over and tried Boyd again before calling Leanne at the precinct.
Hoping against hope, he led with, ‘Boyd doesn’t happen to be there, does he?’
‘No, why?’ said Leanne.
Jiffy explained the situation. ‘I’m probably getting all jittery about nothing, but I’ve tried his phone about ten times and his truck is here. It’s possible he’s sleeping through it . . .’
‘No way, Boyd wouldn’t sleep through anything, especially right now. Wait there,’ said Leanne. ‘I’ll be straight over.’
Jiffy stared at the pickup. ‘You stupid old man, if you’re up there sipping coffee when I’m out here looking for you,’ he muttered under his breath.
He parked and checked the truck. It was locked and he couldn’t see anything out of place. Now he hoped he was just being jittery. In fact, at the moment he would have given anything to know that Boyd was sitting in his apartment sipping coffee with his phone on silent next to him.
Leanne arrived ten minutes later. She climbed out of her rig all out of breath, her blouse sodden with sweat.
‘You run here?’ he said.
‘Fuck you, Jiffy.’
‘Yikes, sorry. You tried his phone?’
Leanne’s scowl washed away. ‘Five rings, then voicemail. Don’t think I’ve ever heard his voicemail message before.’
‘“This is Lieutenant Boyd. Please leave your name and number and I’ll get straight back to you,”’ said Jiffy, in what he felt to be a more than passable impression of his friend.
‘You goddamn idiot,’ said Leanne, unable to hide her smile.
There was no manager in the building and they had to wait for one of the occupants to leave before entering. Jiffy touched his gun seven times before they reached Boyd’s floor. With everything that had been going on of late, it was a comfort knowing it was there.
He hesitated by the door. Nothing much scared him anymore, and he hated this ramped-up paranoia, but he was worried that Boyd wouldn’t answer.
Leanne reached over and knocked on the door, a hint of stale coffee on her breath as she scowled at him. It didn’t seem an appropriate time to be thinking such things, but Jiffy wondered if she knew about Boyd’s crush on her. Hell, ‘crush’. The man was in his fifties, but that was what it felt like to Jiffy. A teenage crush where Boyd was too shy to admit what he was feeling. He was sure Leanne felt the same way, and promised himself he would force the pair together the minute he saw Boyd again.
Jiffy took a turn rapping on the door. ‘Open up, old man,’ he shouted, a little too loud, as the door reverberated.
‘Try his phone again,’ said Leanne.
He hesitated.
‘Hell, Jiffy, you want me to do it?’
‘Hold your horses,’ he said, pulling out his phone. As he pressed the green button on the screen, he understood why he’d been so hesitant. He’d had a feeling what was going to happen when Boyd’s phone began to ring. And sure enough, it did. ‘Listen,’ he said, holding his hand in the air.
Leanne placed her ear against the door. ‘It’s ringing inside,’ she said.
Five minutes later, Jiffy had retrieved some tools from his car and they had the door off its hinges. Boyd was nowhere to be seen, but his phone was plugged into a socket, a pink sticky note attached to it. Jiffy pulled on some gloves and peeled the note off Boyd’s screen. It only contained three words.
‘Here,’ he said, handing the note to Leanne.
Leanne looked at the words and Jiffy saw from the way she clenched her jaw that she understood, too.
Tune in soon.



Chapter Fifty-Five
Shannon was about to ask Aldric to elaborate on watching Danny Cuthbert die when there was a knock on the door and a SWAT agent she didn’t know entered. ‘Sorry to interrupt, ma’am, I have Special Agent Trevone on the phone for you. He says it’s urgent.’
Shannon stared hard at the SWAT agent but left without comment, the agent handing her a phone.
‘This better be important, Trevone,’ she said.
‘I’m afraid it is. The two lead investigators failed to report to work this morning – Lieutenant Boyd in San Antonio and Sergeant Andrew Vogler in New York. Both their cell phones were found in their homes. The phones were on and being charged. Each phone had a note on it with the words: Tune in soon.’
Shannon placed her free hand to her forehead. ‘That was succinct, Trevone,’ she said. Already, a myriad of thoughts raced through her mind. Boyd and Vogler were the detectives leading the investigations into the two remaining survivors, Icarus Boyd and Casey Barrington. Tune in soon suggested only one thing to her – that The Alliance intended to repeat their gruesome show from the other night, only this time with the two police officers as the potential victims.
‘How many people know?’
‘We’ve tried to keep a lid on it, but realistically the news will be out there soon.’
Shannon hung up and rushed back into the interview room. She was running hot but she didn’t care. She took McGuire to the side and brought him up to date. It already felt like every resource available was focused on finding Icarus Glass and Casey Barrington, but the disappearance of two officers would open up a new, unpredictable dimension to the investigation. Whatever the general feeling was about law enforcement in the country, people didn’t like to hear about its fallibility. That two homicide detectives could be abducted so easily would send shock waves through an already terrified populace.
‘Trouble?’ said Aldric.
Shannon glared at the man. At that precise moment, Aldric wasn’t guilty of anything, was potentially as much a victim as the others who’d fallen foul of The Alliance, but it was taking all her strength not to reach over and physically show him how little she cared for his snide tone.
Taking some deep breaths, she composed herself, sat down opposite him and started the recording device. ‘So, Mr. Aldric, you were telling us how you watched Danny Cuthbert die?’
Aldric adjusted the chains on his wrist and managed to place his left hand under his chin. ‘What are we going to do about my lawyer?’
‘Tell us about Mr. Cuthbert, and then we’ll see.’
‘Whoa, you are some strong woman. I think I’d like to have known you,’ said Aldric, not taking his eyes off her.
‘You watched Danny Cuthbert die?’
Aldric smirked, as if he thought he was getting to her. ‘After Jack was shot, I thought that was it. The guy who did it was talking some trash to me, but I was sure he was a member of our rival gang, or at least someone they’d hired. Then, about a week later, there was a knock on the door and he was back.’
Shannon glanced at her files. ‘There is no mention of this in any police reports.’
‘I’m sure there isn’t. He pulled a gun on me, and as he was leading me out, someone blindsided me with what I imagine was a cattle prod. Next thing I know, I’m back somewhere dark and dingy. This time, I’m sitting opposite Danny and this guy with a gun is whispering sweet nothings in my ear.’
‘What did he say?’
‘Something about me having to watch. I don’t know, he was fucking crazy. What can I tell you? He stood behind me and shot his gun. Bullet, right between Danny’s eyes. Ain’t seen nothing like it.’
‘Jack Marshall and Danny Cuthbert. You got on well with these men?’ asked Shannon.
‘Oh sure. We’d all go camping together, have a good old time. Roast weenies.’
‘I’ll take that as a no.’
‘You can take it however you want.’
‘And the third body. Mr. Esteban Marin. Another enemy of yours?’
‘Hey, no one said anything about anyone being my enemy.’
‘You watch him die too?’ she asked.
‘That is another story, Agent Wallace, and for you to hear it I will need some form of protection deal. I’m serious now. You find me that lawyer.’

Shannon persisted with the questioning but Aldric held firm. She cut short the interview and sent him to a holding cell as they waited for the legal department to put together an immunity deal and find him a lawyer.
A conference call was arranged with Greyson, Henderson from Homeland Security, Trevone, and Special Agent David Morgan from New York. Shannon talked through her interview with Aldric, and didn’t need to point out the similarities between what had happened in 1996 and recent events. When she told them that Aldric was refusing to talk any further about what happened to the third victim, Esteban Marin, she could tell by the twitch in Henderson’s eye that he was going to suggest his department take over the interrogation. In the end, he kept quiet, but now that the conference was over she was waiting for the notification to come through. She wasn’t here to fight a turf war. If Henderson thought he could get more out of Aldric than she could, by all means, let him have at it. Whatever worked. If they could find out what had happened to Esteban Marin back in 1996, then maybe they would have a better idea of what was in store for Boyd and Vogler.
Ellison was heading up teams sifting through cold cases and she’d already been notified of more dead bodies found in and around the dates of June 1996 in both Albany and Corpus Christi. It didn’t take a great leap of imagination to link the events, and to understand that Aldric, as the only survivor from that time, might have some of the answers that could help them.
McGuire brought her a coffee as they waited for the legal teams to finish their conference calls. ‘If you don’t mind me asking, when did you last manage to get some sleep?’ he asked.
‘Sometime last month, I think,’ said Shannon, taking the coffee.
‘You want something to eat?’
Shannon nodded and McGuire ordered some food via his radio. A plate of sandwiches arrived in no more than a minute or two. The man could get things done.
‘What do you think of Aldric?’ she asked him, once she’d inhaled a ham and cheese in three bites.
‘I want to know what he did to survive, like everyone else. I don’t suppose it will be a comforting explanation.’
‘No, I don’t suppose it will,’ said Shannon, taking another sandwich.
‘Something is off about him. You’ve seen it too.’
Shannon nodded. ‘Maybe he’s one of them. More than maybe.’
‘Wouldn’t that be a hell of a thing.’
‘If we don’t find out soon, I worry that CIA or Homeland will take over.’
‘Don’t you worry about that – they turn up here and I’ll tell them they have the wrong address.’
In the end, it wasn’t a call from Homeland Security that came through but a notification from an analyst back in Quantico. Aldric was in with a court-appointed lawyer at this point, going over the preliminary offer the FBI team had put together.
Shannon hung up before the analyst had stopped speaking, scrambling for her laptop, where she uploaded the latest IP address for The Alliance’s website.
It was now a blank white page with the words Tune in soon, followed by a clock that was counting backward from thirty-six hours.



Chapter Fifty-Six
It was only meant to be a bit of fun. Morbid fun, but Ike had never expected anything to have come of it. And it hadn’t. Or at least, that was what he’d presumed.
He’d come across the so-called dark web years before, when he’d been working on a long article he’d hoped would go national. It had been during one of those fleeting moments in his career where he’d felt a stab of ambition. Although he’d managed to get the article syndicated statewide, he hadn’t thought about it again until the day Patricia fired him.
During his research, he’d discovered that the dark web was used for everything from small-time drug dealing to guns for hire. Like the actual internet, there were different gateways, some more secure than others. Transactions were usually through Bitcoin or other untraceable digital currency.
The most obvious predicament Ike had encountered was the site’s unpredictability. Considering the services on offer, this was unsurprising, and after more investigation he began to learn that there were further hidden levels to the dark web that required personal interaction. After months of research, he managed to gain access to a portal called Silver Street, where direct, if anonymous, links could be made. Ultimately, he’d never had the resources or backing – nor, admittedly, the resolve – to verify anything on the site, but he’d managed to track down a source who’d used the site to buy and sell drugs.
So it was Silver Street he’d turned to on the night of his firing. Fueled by an alcohol bender that had started minutes after he’d left the building, Ike had spent the evening plotting revenge on Patricia and had finally alighted on the dark web portal.
Ike had encountered hundreds of gun-for-hire requests during his research. Most had been laughable. Spouses requesting that their wife or husband be bumped off for cheating, high-school kids trying to get the local bully killed. On Silver Street he’d encountered a gun for hire who appeared to be more genuine than the others, and had been surprised when the user – he couldn’t recall their handle, so drunk had he been – had started a private conversation with him.
Had he not been so drunk, he wouldn’t have foolishly given out so much personal information, but the user had been so engaging that he’d found himself divulging everything from the reason he’d moved to America up until his firing that day.
When the user had suggested he could do something about Patricia, Ike hadn’t hesitated. He’d wanted her dead then, and although it had all been conducted through the haze of an alcoholic fog, he had to admit that to himself.
He’d woken the following morning lying half undressed on the floor. He’d been logged out of Silver Street and for a brief period he couldn’t recall his interaction on the site.
When the memory of what had happened began filtering through, Ike had panicked. He’d looked up ways to scrub a hard drive on the internet and had done so before taking the laptop to a storage unit in Rainbow Hills, fearing that any means of disposing of the device would come back to haunt him.
That had been over three years ago, and even after Patricia’s murder he’d still refused to believe the two things were linked. He didn’t know if his denial was a defense mechanism, but he believed it now. He was responsible for Patricia’s murder, and everything that had subsequently happened.
Now all he had to wonder was what admitting this would mean, and what ultimate price he would have to pay.

They wanted Boyd alive. At least for now. It was a small comfort, but one worth clinging on to.
Boyd sipped at the plastic cup of water and nibbled the first of the two slices of bread slipped through to him via the trapdoor in his cell. He could have quite easily devoured it all in one go, but he had no idea when he’d next be fed.
It was hard as hell to pull off, but he had to remain positive. In his windowless room it was impossible to measure time, but he was sure enough had passed for his disappearance to be noted. He pictured Jiffy rallying the troops at the precinct. His thoughts occasionally drifted to Leanne and, despite his earlier protestations, he wondered if maybe he should have made more of an effort with her. He stopped short of promising himself he would act on it if he was ever given the chance again. False hope felt like a wasted emotion. Instead, he tried to remember the good times in his life, and invariably that led to thoughts of Marlene.
Not for the first time, he wished he were more of a spiritual man. During the long months of Marlene’s deterioration, he’d tried not to think about her death, but when confronted with the thought he’d begun to wonder about his lack of belief in an afterlife. It didn’t seem possible that Marlene could simply cease to exist, but he’d seen so much evil and horror in his life that it was difficult to believe in a supreme, loving being who would be waiting behind the Pearly Gates to welcome her into his loving arms.
Despite which, he’d tried hard to believe and had even attended church on a number of occasions in between work and his daily hospice visits. But try as he might, faith didn’t catch.
Now that it was his turn to face up to his own mortality, he found it even less likely that someone or something waited for him.
Stranger things have happened, Boydy.
That much was true. This whole goddamn investigation all but proved that point. Maybe Accrington, or whoever had abducted him, had something else in store for him; maybe there was a heaven.
He already knew there was a hell.

Acceptance wasn’t making Ike’s life any easier. He agreed he deserved to be punished for setting this all in motion, but surely this was overkill.
He’d wanted Patricia dead in the wake of his desperation and embarrassment. He’d regretted it the second he’d woken up and had never so much as glanced at the dark web again.
Why, after all this time? Why kill Jane Hobbs? And not to mention all the other killings. Had all the other survivors committed the same type of offense? Was Casey Barrington sitting in a lonely cell somewhere working through her own regrets?
Ike couldn’t even remember the name of the victim who had died with Casey. So many deaths and the only names he could cling on to were the other three survivors, when it seemed plausible that they were the ones responsible for all this shit happening in the first place.
His heart barely stirred as he heard the cell door lock turn. There was little left they could do to him save for take his life, and at this point that would come as a relief.
However, his body involuntarily tensed as Accrington shuffled into the room wearing a three-piece suit that in the dim light had a dramatic slimming effect on the man. ‘You look smart,’ said Ike, the words strained as they left his dry mouth.
‘We must sadly say adieu, Icarus. Parting is such sweet sorrow and all that. I was hoping we could have one last chat before the ending.’
Ike didn’t understand how or why, but he found himself once again embracing Accrington’s company. Maybe it was a form of Stockholm syndrome, or maybe he was simply starved of human interaction. Either way, he felt a sense of dread at the thought of the man leaving him. ‘What is the ending?’ he asked.
‘Listen, watch, act,’ said Accrington.
‘For once, would you stop speaking in riddles?’
Accrington went still at this impertinence, regarding him with eyes dead as buttons, before giving his great head a little shake. ‘I’ll give you that one, Icarus. First, what do you have to tell me?’
Ike knew what the man wanted to hear but was loath to come out with it. ‘What is it you want from me?’
Accrington sat on the bed next to him. It was hard to imagine this was the same man who’d stunk of chicken grease and alcohol. He was close enough to touch, to attack, but Ike remained rooted, his back pushed up to the wall. ‘I don’t want anything from you, Icarus. I am offering you something.’
‘What, though?’
‘I think you know. Tell me, Icarus, why you are here.’
It was one thing admitting it to himself, but somehow saying it out loud, even to Accrington, would change everything; would mean admitting everything he’d kept locked in denial all these years. ‘I’m here because of you.’
Accrington turned away as if he’d been slapped. ‘Don’t be a child.’
A child was exactly how Ike felt at the moment. A lost and helpless child. ‘It was you I contacted on Silver Street.’
‘At last. Doesn’t that feel better?’
‘That was three years ago.’
‘Due diligence, Icarus.’
‘So you killed Patricia because I asked you to, and now this is . . . what? The price I pay?’
‘That’s a very negative way of looking at it. I enjoyed our little conversation that night, and have enjoyed finding out more about you over these last few years. I had to be sure I’d found a suitable candidate, and you haven’t let me down yet.’
‘Candidate?’
Accrington ignored him. ‘One thing that intrigues me is the mysterious Heather.’
‘Don’t mention her.’
‘Did you kill her, Icarus?’
‘What? No.’
‘Good God, you’re stubborn. How long did it take for you to admit to yourself that Patricia’s death was your fault, I wonder. The mind is such a wonderful thing. We can deny ourselves so much, even the memory of something so wonderful.’
‘I didn’t kill Heather, but if I had, how in the hell would that be wonderful?’
‘You’ll have some time to dwell on that, Icarus. I wish you luck.’
Accrington went to stand and Ike reached out and touched his arm. Accrington didn’t flinch as a charge passed through Ike’s hand and shook through his body.
‘You’re ready,’ said Accrington, removing his hand with the tenderness of a lover. ‘Listen, watch, act. Later, you will be presented with a choice. You’ll have fifteen minutes to make your decision. You’ll know what to do. I look forward to watching the results.’



Chapter Fifty-Seven
Tune in soon.
The clock disappeared and reappeared as The Alliance adjusted their web IP address. With the site only showing the reverse ticking time, followers had been forced to turn to social media to express their disparate opinions.
The news of Lieutenant Boyd and Sergeant Andrew Vogler’s disappearances had yet to be revealed, but Shannon knew it was only a matter of time.
Trust in law enforcement was at an all-time low, and like the panicked masses on social media, Shannon wondered when and how this would all end. She had to admit that despite the involvement of practically every intelligence agency in the country, they were no closer to finding those responsible.
After she’d finished reading the summary sheet provided to her by the FBI’s in-house legal team, Shannon looked across the table at the group of lawyers. ‘So what you’re saying is that we can only offer Aldric immunity and a place on the witness protection program as long as he doesn’t incriminate himself.’
The head of legal, Teresa Melville, nodded solemnly. ‘We have no idea what Mr. Aldric is going to say. What if he is responsible for the homicides of the three victims? What if he has killed many more? For all we know, he is a member of The Alliance. He could even be the head of it.’
The thought had occurred to Shannon, but she’d seen enough to suggest that, despite his tough guy routine, Aldric was genuinely scared of repercussions. ‘And if he implicates himself?’
‘I told his lawyer. We will have to deal with that on a case-by-case basis. If his information is helpful, then we will take that into account, and of course we will look at whether or not it is in the public interest to prosecute an eighty-two-year-old man. But we cannot offer immunity in advance.’
Shannon glanced at the screen, the seconds and minutes ticking away. ‘Even for the two citizens who are missing? For the two law enforcement officers kidnapped from their homes?’
‘I’m sorry, my hands are tied.’
Shannon shook her head. ‘This is bullshit.’
‘Let’s see what he says first, shall we?’ said Teresa.
Shannon continued shaking her head, finding Teresa’s tone as patronizing as Aldric’s had been.
There was a knock on the door.
Aldric’s government-appointed lawyer was ushered into the room by one of the SWAT guards. ‘Mr. Aldric will speak to you, Special Agent Wallace,’ the woman said. ‘His only demands are that the conversation be recorded and that I am present.’

Shannon didn’t waste any time. Video relays were set up, and as she took her seat opposite Aldric and his lawyer, she understood that everyone from Deputy Director Greyson to Homeland Security’s Henderson to possibly the president himself would be watching the conversation.
‘The Alliance has set another time limit?’ said Aldric, after they’d gone through the parameters of their agreement.
Shannon nodded.
‘How long?’
‘Thirty hours left.’
‘That was mighty entertaining last time, didn’t you think?’
Shannon didn’t answer. She sensed that Aldric was ready to talk and wasn’t going to risk interrupting him.
‘Bit different from my time,’ he said, leaning in as if he wanted a response.
‘You’re referring to June 1996, when you witnessed the deaths of Jack Marshall and Danny Cuthbert?’
He nodded. ‘I was there for both, but only got to see the second one.’
‘And Esteban Marin?’
‘That was a little different.’
‘You saw him die as well?’
‘I sure did.’ Aldric paused. ‘I pulled the trigger.’
Shannon suppressed her reaction, as adrenaline spiked her bloodstream. Aldric’s lawyer’s eyes popped wide. She leaned over and tried to whisper something to her client, but Aldric shrugged her away.
‘Get off me, bitch,’ said Aldric, his wizened face crinkling into a look of total disgust.
‘You murdered Esteban Marin?’ asked Shannon.
‘You could say that.’
‘Meaning?’
‘You ain’t got one clue, do you?’ Aldric glared at her as if this were all somehow her fault.
‘Illuminate me then, Mr. Aldric. This is your chance. Get whatever is bothering you off your chest.’
Aldric grinned. ‘No one said nothing was bothering me.’
It was all she could do not to tear into the man, but that would get her nowhere. It was beginning to feel like the Aldric Show, and she needed to take back control. ‘Our offer isn’t indefinite. Tell us what we need to know, now, or the deal is off.’
‘OK, OK, don’t get all het up now.’ Aldric turned to his lawyer, but the woman only blinked at him. He rolled his eyes and snarled, ‘Ah, who the hell cares anymore? If they want to get me, they will. Yes, I killed Marin. I’d say they made me do it, but that’s a lie. I wanted to pull the trigger. I wanted Marshall and Cuthbert dead too.’
‘For clarification. You shot Esteban Marin?’
‘It was either him or me. Well, him or both of us, I reckon. You beginning to see the pattern of how they work? When Marshall got killed, I had my back to him. When Cuthbert got killed, I was made to watch. When Marin got killed, I was made to do the killing.’
‘You were made to kill him?’
‘Yes, yes, same setup. Him on a chair, me on a chair. Only this time, my hands were mostly free. Free enough to hold the gun they’d given me. They told me to shoot and I shot. I thought they would kill me, frame me for the murders, but they knocked me out and let me go.’
‘Who are “they”?’
‘Who knows? I guess it’s these people you call The Alliance. I never saw any of them. They always wore masks, but they talked to me. One of them, anyway. Old fella with this deep kind of voice, like an actor on the TV. Guess they’re coming out of hiding now.’
‘What did this man say to you?’ Shannon could almost hear the collective breath being held by her colleagues watching from around the country.
‘He said lots of things. Most of it didn’t make much sense. Seemed to mainly add up to him thinking there was a different breed of people out there and I could be one of them.’
‘Did he talk about evolution?’
‘Yeah, something like that. He said me and him were the same. “Listen. Watch. Act,” he said. “Thrive to survive.”’ He laughed. ‘Thrive to survive, man. Words to live by. I understood that much. That’s why I shot Marin. He didn’t have what it took. I did.’
‘Have you had contact with this man, or any of the others, since then?’
‘Not directly, but I know they’ve been watching.’
‘Watching?’
‘Thrive to survive, missy. A man like me can’t sit around after just the one kill, once he figures himself out.’
‘You’ve killed again?’
Aldric sat back in his chair, a smug grin stretching across his face. ‘So many times, you wouldn’t hardly believe it.’



Chapter Fifty-Eight
Shannon was rarely lost for words, but she sat in disbelief as Aldric began rattling off the names of victim after victim, every now and then batting away the objection of his lawyer. As Aldric spun his ever more elaborate tale, here and there forgetting the odd name, Shannon received confirmation after confirmation in her earpiece that Aldric’s tale was panning out, at least to the extent that the people he mentioned had been reported missing over the years.
None of it was helping. ‘That’s quite a story,’ she said, when Aldric finished. She wondered if Aldric was still under the illusion he would be getting immunity from his crimes.
‘It’s good to remember,’ he said, smiling as he turned to his gobsmacked lawyer.
Shannon heaved a sigh. ‘Thank you for being so open with us, Mr. Aldric. We will get a fuller accounting from you at some point, but for now my interest is focused on The Alliance. You think they are the same people that abducted you? That was a long time ago.’
‘Either that or they are very good imitators. It’s taken you this long to find me, and the first thing I heard about them other killings in Albany and Texas back in ’96 was when you told me.’
It was exactly what Shannon had been thinking. How do you stage a copycat killing, especially one so complex, when the initial murders were never publicized in any way? ‘They seem to be shouting about it this time around. Sounds like the last time they were being secretive.’
‘Don’t know nothing about that. Maybe now is the time for the world to know about them?’
‘And the things you have done as well?’
‘I’d like to think I’m one of them. I’ve paid my dues. You see, we understand the world in a way other humans don’t. They opened my eyes to that. To what I could be. You ever kill anyone, Agent Wallace?’
‘We’re not here to interview me.’
‘You’d know that feeling, if you had. The sense of power. It separates you from the others. Makes you dominant. That’s what they mean about evolving. I don’t consider myself a human being anymore,’ he said, that grin splitting his face again.
That was one thing they could agree on. ‘Why do you think they chose you?’ she asked him.
The man positively glowed with pride. Aldric clearly believed the lies he told himself about his exalted, ‘evolved’ status, and it was at once frustrating and fascinating to watch. ‘That’s the thing,’ he said, ‘and this may help you. They didn’t choose me, I chose them.’
‘Please stop speaking in riddles.’
‘Jack Marshall. He was on a higher level than me in the gang. It was like the army in that way. It was like a fellowship, kind of, but you got to follow orders. And if you don’t . . . let’s just say, it ain’t very pleasant. It got to the point where I had enough. I’d heard about this guy who could get things done, you know?’
‘A hired gun?’
Aldric grinned. ‘I like that. Like in the Wild West. Yeah, a hired gun. Made some subtle inquiries. At least, I thought they were subtle. A few months later, I’m tied on a chair with a gun pointed at me.’
‘You wanted Marshall dead from the beginning?’
‘I wanted all three of them dead. The Alliance, if that’s what we’re gonna call them, helped me understand that I had the power in me to get it done.’
Shannon cut off the interview. She’d heard enough for now and wanted to collect her thoughts.
McGuire stopped her in the hall. ‘They’re waiting for you in the conference room,’ he said.
The last thing she had time for was a debrief with the hierarchy. ‘I’ll get back to them,’ she said, walking away and texting Trevone.
She slipped into the lunchroom, poured a coffee and waited for Trevone to get back to her. The room was empty, the occasional colleague sticking their head in and thinking better of staying.
The obvious question was whether any, or all, of the survivors had wanted the victims dead. She’d certainly uncovered animosity between the survivors and the victims they’d been paired with. With Icarus Glass in particular, there had been grudges to be settled. First with Patricia Wyman, who’d had him fired, and then Jane Hobbs, who had belittled him and spread rumors within their office. With Casey Barrington, it was less clear-cut, but the potential for animosity was there. The first victim, Penny Chopra, had been an Instagram rival of sorts, and Shaun Wagner had been an old flame. It was feasible that Casey may have wanted either or both dead.
None of it explained why the killings were so public this time around, or why the two homicide detectives had been abducted, but the parallels were too obvious to be ignored.
Her phone rang. Trevone. ‘Sorry, Shannon, took a while to get out of the room,’ he said.
‘You think Glass and Barrington wanted the victims killed?’ asked Shannon, getting straight to the point.
‘Same pattern. Has to be considered, especially knowing what we do about Glass,’ said Trevone, echoing her earlier thoughts.
‘Work with Boyd’s team. Find out everything about Glass and the two women. What about that laptop?’
‘Still with OTD in Quantico. Nothing was found on it.’
‘Let’s get that checked again. If we’re to follow what Aldric told us logically, and Glass and the others wanted their victims dead, then there must have been some initial contact between the survivors and The Alliance, however tenuous. Find that, and we may have a chance at locating them.’



Chapter Fifty-Nine
It was gone 11 p.m. at the precinct. Jiffy had spent the day with the rest of the team and the feds, going through Glass’s past once more. It had got to the point where he felt he knew Icarus Glass better than he knew anyone. He was clearly an alcoholic, had been ever since he’d descended upon this fair state looking for his missing girlfriend. Whether he was capable of murder was still open for discussion. None of his former colleagues at the Post fully supported the idea, but that meant very little. The neighbors saying He was such a lovely guy, we can’t believe he was capable of such a thing was common ground in Jiffy’s trade. Killers rarely let on they are killers, and when they do, you better start running.
Jiffy thought the missing ex-girlfriend was potentially pivotal for everything, but Agent Trevone was focusing his energy elsewhere. The young fed wasn’t sharing, but it was clear to Jiffy that he knew something more and either wasn’t prepared or wasn’t allowed to divulge the details.
Of all the days for Boyd to be taken. Jiffy knew his boss had gone to Marlene’s grave yesterday, as he did every year on the anniversary of her passing. The man didn’t deserve this, and if Glass was responsible in any way, Jiffy vowed he would get even.
As it was, it seemed that pleasure might be denied him if The Alliance’s floating web page was anything to go by. Twenty-one hours left to find Boyd and Glass. Twenty-one hours that were flying by faster than time ought ever to do.
The bullpen was full, which was unheard of for this time of night. Jiffy glanced round at his fellow officers, biting their nails, looking off into the distance, the odd ones dozing in awkward positions in their chairs. Most, if not all, were sleep-deprived, but there was no point sending anyone home. Sleep would be piecemeal over the next twenty-one hours. Jiffy would try and catch thirty minutes when he could, but for now he needed something to eat.
‘Going to that late-night deli,’ he said to Leanne, who was staring at her computer screen as if she could see right through it.
‘I’m OK.’
‘When was the last time you ate?’
‘What are you, my mom?’
‘There’s a joke somewhere in there, but damned if I have the energy to find it.’
Leanne glanced sideways at him. ‘Get me something unhealthy.’
‘Done and done.’
Jiffy knew better than to start collecting orders. He sneaked out of the room and caught the elevator to the ground floor, too exhausted to consider the stairs. Officers and ancillary staff were milling around, exchanging conciliatory nods of encouragement to one another as he made his way out.
Trevone was waiting in the reception, an uneaten sub drooping from his hand as if he’d forgotten about it. ‘Jiffy,’ he said with a nod.
‘Trevone. Nice night for it.’ Any initial fears he’d had about the agent’s youthful lack of experience had evaporated over the last few days. The guy was hardworking and diligent. He’d struck the right balance of being able to lead things and at the same time keep the homicide division in the loop. Because of that, he had most people on his side.
‘Getting some air?’
‘Heading over to the deli. I guess you’re OK,’ said Jiffy, nodding to the sandwich in his hand.
Trevone scratched the back of his head and looked down at the sub as if it were a mirage. ‘Decent cup of black would be good.’
Jiffy nodded, and the two of them had just started for the front door of the precinct when it buzzed open. Jiffy didn’t need to study the situation to know something was up. It took a couple of seconds for the shocked look on Agent Trevone’s face to turn into action.
‘Down,’ said Trevone, the sandwich falling from his grasp as he reached for his Glock 19.
Jiffy did as instructed, pulling his standard-issue Smith & Wesson as he fell to the ground and faced the entry. It was his turn to stare in disbelief. Up until now, he’d only seen grainy images of the man standing in the entrance to the precinct with his hands in the air, but he’d heard so much about him from Icarus Glass that he was sure it was Lyle Accrington.
The one and only Chicken Man. Why didn’t that catch on, Jiffy thought to himself as he sprang to his feet and advanced in a pincer movement with Trevone toward the man.
‘On the floor and lace your hands behind your head,’ shouted Trevone.
The man complied, as the other officers in the vicinity worked out what was happening. ‘Secure the outside,’ barked Jiffy, as Trevone cuffed the man.
‘Are you Lyle Accrington?’ asked Jiffy. His gun was straight ahead of him. Because of the angle, it was pointed directly at Accrington’s head, and as he waited for an answer, he wondered how he was going to stop himself from shooting the man if he answered in the positive.
‘Pleased to make your acquaintance,’ said Accrington. ‘You must be Sergeant Coltrane.’
‘Where is Boyd?’ said Jiffy, pressing the muzzle of his gun into the flesh of Accrington’s forehead. When he reached bone, he kept pushing.
‘This is hardly necessary,’ said Accrington mildly. ‘Stand me up, find me somewhere comfortable, and you can ask me whatever you wish.’
‘We’ll strip-search you,’ said Jiffy, the gun still firmly planted in Accrington’s forehead. ‘Maybe leave you alone with some of our team for a few minutes, and then question you. How does that sound?’
Accrington chuckled and Trevone lowered his eyes toward Jiffy’s gun, which he reluctantly re-holstered.
‘Now that’s more like it. You’ll find I have nothing to hide, Sergeant Coltrane, but if you can’t fight the urge to see me naked, then so be it.’
With the help of two other officers, they hauled Accrington to his feet. ‘I think I should tell you now,’ he said as he was taken away, ‘I will only talk in the presence of Special Agent Shannon Wallace. Let’s not waste any time.’
‘You don’t call the shots,’ said Jiffy.
‘No, of course not. That said, I wouldn’t be so pigheaded if I were you. Not with that ticking clock hanging over you.’
Jiffy looked over at Trevone, who nodded before taking out his phone.



Chapter Sixty
No sooner had Shannon received the call from Trevone than she was called by Special Agent David Morgan in New York. Ten minutes later she understood that at or about 11.38 p.m. ET, four different men had walked into the four different police precincts, in the four original cities where this had all started. None of the men had admitted anything yet, but from the firsthand accounts from her team and other police officials it seemed that the men were the original abductors and now she had names for all four.
Lyle Accrington in San Antonio, John Ward in Washington, Max Albon in New York and George Mersey in Chicago.
The Alliance.
‘Can you believe this?’ she said to McGuire, who like everyone else in the bunker was receiving the news at the same time.
‘I can believe just about anything at this point,’ he said.
Trevone had told her that Accrington wanted to speak to her face-to-face. He was the only one of the four to mention her by name. The others hadn’t asked for anything and it seemed that Accrington was the de facto leader. ‘You take over here,’ she said to McGuire. ‘I need to get to San Antonio.’
A plane had been prepared at Homestead Air Reserve Base, and Shannon was in the air within the hour.
Of the many possibilities Shannon had considered, the four main protagonists of The Alliance handing themselves in had not featured even in her most fantastical daydreaming. No investigation in her career had delivered more surprises than this one, and she hoped to God none ever would again. Up until the moment Accrington and his colleagues had walked into their respective police departments, the closest Shannon’s team had come to finding their whereabouts had been that cold case from the 1990s.
One thing was for sure: they were too astute not to have known this. They had turned themselves in not because they feared being arrested, but because they wanted to be caught.
That, Shannon had seen before. It was rare, but it had happened. Occasionally, a killer would give themselves up as the only way to stop themselves from committing more atrocities. Shannon couldn’t believe that was the reason this time. For one, there were four of them, and nothing that had happened so far suggested that The Alliance had any qualms about what they were doing.
Furthermore, there was still no sign of the four captives being released.
If Shannon had to guess, she’d say the men had handed themselves in because they judged doing so would deliver maximum notoriety. Again, this was something she’d seen before. While serial killers were generally content to carry out their work in secret – she shuddered to think how many passed their entire, grisly careers undetected – they sometimes craved recognition for their actions. They wore their bloody achievements as a badge of honor and wanted the world to recognize them for their work. From the beginning of this latest cluster of cases, The Alliance had actively sought publicity for their crimes; had utilized media, old and new, in a manner never seen before. In a way, their surrender made perfect sense. Up until now, it was their victims who’d become famous. Now everyone would know the names of The Alliance.
Shannon spent the entirety of the journey in conversation with agents from the four cities. Aside from Accrington, the three other members of The Alliance were in FBI custody. So far, no member had uttered a single word under interrogation apart from Accrington’s request to speak directly to her.
Although she was helpless to do anything about it, Shannon kept checking her watch and the countdown. If the flight and transport in San Antonio went to plan, she would reach the precinct there within the next two hours, giving her just over seventeen before the countdown hit zero. But still she willed the plane onward, as if desire could make the machine go faster.
Trevone was waiting for her at the airfield with an armed convoy. ‘I feel like a head of state,’ she said, getting into the back of the middle car. ‘Who’s with Accrington?’
‘Collins is in charge.’
‘How are Lieutenant Boyd’s colleagues taking it?’
‘If we don’t get any answers out of Accrington, they have a certain glue factory all picked out for him. We have Sergeant Coltrane working with us. Jiffy, as I’ve come to know him.’
‘And Accrington. What do you think?’
‘He has an aura about him. Not fazed about anything. Stupid fucking grin on him at all times.’
‘Did you offer him some chicken?’
Trevone smiled. ‘Didn’t think of that.’

Their progress slowed as they approached the precinct, the convoy’s flashing lights pushing a path through stationary traffic. Shannon didn’t have to look at her phone to know the news had been leaked. Even if they had been able to contain it within the departments, which would have been close to impossible, no doubt The Alliance would have seen to the dissemination of the news themselves. The only saving grace was that the other three members of The Alliance were in safe FBI sites, away from the crush of media attention.
The convoy crawled through the expected glut of news vans, protestors and supporters to the rear of the property, where harassed-looking officers were doing their best to keep the mob at bay.
‘If Boyd’s people don’t get him, then this lot surely will,’ said Shannon to Trevone before the two of them stepped from the vehicle into a barrage of noise akin to a packed football crowd, and sprinted the few yards of concrete to the back entrance and the relative calm of the San Antonio police department.
It might’ve been blessedly quiet compared to the storm outside, but Shannon had never experienced such intense attention. Every eye in the precinct was trained on her as she made her way to the incident room. It was a crushing responsibility. Everyone wanted The Alliance caught and punished for their various crimes, but at the moment the whole precinct’s concern was focused on their missing colleague, and Shannon was their last hope.
‘You want anything?’ said Trevone, following her up the stairs.
‘No, I ate last week,’ she said as the two of them started across the full-capacity bullpen, which silenced on their arrival.
After pausing for a single deep breath, Shannon nodded to Trevone and entered the holding room where Accrington was waiting, shutting the door behind her. She felt instantly claustrophobic, the man’s colossal bulk seeming to expand around her in the cramped room, which was lit by a single neon strip.
‘You’ve made good time, Special Agent Wallace. I would stand but . . .’ Accrington jangled the cuffs on his wrists, which were chained to a metal rod on the floor, as were his ankles.
‘You have me at a disadvantage.’
Accrington chuckled. ‘Lyle Accrington. A pleasure.’
‘That’s your real name?’ asked Shannon, sitting down.
‘I’m a real boy, Agent.’
With the high-wattage lights focused on the man, Shannon took her first real look at Accrington. She’d heard Glass’s testimony, and had seen the grainy images from the CCTV, but in person Accrington was a different proposition. She’d pictured a more unkempt version of the man, but he was sitting here in a tailored three-piece suit, with manicured nails and salt-and-pepper hair that looked recently groomed. Maybe it was a vanity thing and he was preparing for the cameras, or maybe his mother had just impressed upon him the importance of making a good first impression.
One thing he couldn’t contain was his size. If Glass had been believed, Accrington was of superhuman proportions, and on that score Shannon could understand where he was coming from. Accrington was clearly obese, but the tautness in his clothes across his chest, arms and shoulders suggested he carried considerable musculature beneath his coverings of fat. She glanced at his hands, recalling Glass’s description of his fat fingers, and could see why he’d described them as being vicelike. They were swollen, but the potential strength in them was plain to see.
‘Thank you for coming to see us, Mr. Accrington.’
‘You’re welcome, and Lyle will suffice. One thing does puzzle me though, Special Agent Wallace.’
‘And what is that, Lyle?’
‘Why I’m here.’
‘You surrendered to us. As did your three colleagues.’
Accrington’s lower lip jutted out. ‘Yes, that’s where we seem to be at cross purposes. I was just visiting this precinct to see if I could be of service when I was quite rudely arrested at gunpoint by your lackeys.’
It was Shannon’s turn to chuckle. ‘We’re not really going to play these silly games, now are we, Lyle?’
Accrington’s face hardened. Until that point, his real power and threat hadn’t been evident, but she saw it now. It reminded her of Aldric, only ten times as sinister. ‘No games, Agent Wallace.’
‘Then what are you saying, Lyle?’
At once, the granite-like look faded. ‘What I’m saying, Special Agent Wallace, is simply that I haven’t done anything wrong.’



Chapter Sixty-One
The cell was pleasant enough. Boyd had his own toilet and a bed with rudimentary bedding. From what he could tell, he’d only been here a day, but the solitary confinement was difficult to bear, which was strange considering the lengths he’d been prepared to go to be on his own since Marlene had passed. With this enforced confinement, he was made to confront things he didn’t want to face. Each and every time he’d let Marlene down in any way, however minor, played on a continuous loop in his mind. It made him question whether his marriage had been as happy as he recalled. Maybe in the clear light of freedom his thoughts wouldn’t have turned so melancholy, but alone in the semidarkness he began to wonder if their marriage had only survived out of a combination of stability and convenience. Then again, weren’t most successful partnerships built on a combination of those two things?
You should really be thinking about other things, Boydy.
True enough. Little point in dwelling on the past when your immediate future was in jeopardy.
‘Jeopardy’ is a polite way of putting it, Boydy. How about forty miles up Shit Creek with a teaspoon for a paddle?
The truth was he had no plan and was unlikely to come up with one. The Alliance had shown their ruthlessness and organization. Practically every intelligence and police organization in the country had been trying to trace them, and no one had come close. It was a harsh reality, but if they wanted him dead – and that seemed an inevitability – then sooner or later a bullet would be passing into his skull.
Whoa now. Maybe that’s putting too fine a point on it. Fight, Boydy.
Given the opportunity, he’d fight like hell – but that opportunity felt about as unlikely as seeing Marlene appear before him.
That’s dark, Boydy.
The metal door shook and tore Boyd from his fugue-like state. Had he been dreaming?
‘Hands through the door,’ came a voice. Boyd couldn’t place the accent, but it had the strong, authoritative tone of someone from the military.
Surprised to find that he was lying on the stone floor, Boyd pushed himself up and stumbled toward the door. If there was a time to fight it would be now, but he had no option but to turn and feed his hands backward through the trapdoor, where he felt the cold metal of the cuffs snapped down on his wrists.
‘By the wall.’
‘Why are you doing this?’ said Boyd.
‘Sir, this can go one of two ways. In both, you will end up against the wall. Am I clear?’
Boyd waited a few seconds before taking the six strides to the other side of the cell. That delay was a pitiful attempt at control, but he felt better for having done so, just the same.
‘Do not turn,’ said the voice, as the door creaked open. ‘Do not move.’
OK, this could be the last opportunity he was ever likely to have, but again Boyd didn’t put up a struggle. He wasn’t going to get far with his hands cuffed behind him. Defeatist as it felt, he had no real choice but to hope that another situation would present itself, ideally when he was in a better position to do something about it.
He caught a glimpse of his jailer as he was dragged backward through the cell. The man was dressed in dark military garb, a thin balaclava protecting his identity. The jailer spun him around and pushed him forward.
Boyd tried to take in as much detail as he was able as he was ushered through dark corridors. They passed at least three other cell doors but he didn’t hear anything from within any of them. Boyd sensed an emptiness in what he presumed was an underground compound, as if he and his captor were the last two people in the building.
His jailer opened a door and he was ushered through to a larger room. Although still cloaked in darkness, Boyd could make out the room had higher ceilings. His eyes began to adjust, and he made out the silhouettes of bulky objects around him. When he was brought roughly to a halt and his cuffs removed, his mind told him one last time that this, this was his last chance to turn on the man, fight back, die trying but at least try – but his body refused to accept the signal in the perhaps three seconds before he was shoved down onto a metal chair, his wrists and ankles swiftly seized and locked into place in turn. When a gag was rammed into his mouth, he understood what those shadowy objects he’d glimpsed probably were and what was about to happen to him.

Accrington had told Ike he was ready, but Ike didn’t know what for. He felt a certain sense of release at unburdening himself about his foolishness in accessing the dark web, but the release was outweighed by a crushing sense of guilt. He had killed Patricia as sure as if he’d put the bullet in her head himself, and was as much, if not more, to blame for Jane Hobbs’s death. He shuddered at his impossibly high-resolution recollection of the bullet entering the woman’s skull, and her blood splattering against the wall. He told himself he’d been made to watch but that didn’t make it feel any easier. If he did survive this, he knew now that he would carry those last few haunted seconds with him for the rest of his life. The terror and hatred in Jane’s eyes were etched in his memory, and even when he closed his eyes they were still there.
Listen. Watch. Act.
Was he in denial again? Ike knew what was about to happen, and what he had to do, but could he really live up to Accrington’s expectations?
Yes, he’d wanted Patricia dead – at least, he’d thought he wanted her dead. But he’d been out of his mind then. It didn’t mean he was, or could become, the man Accrington thought he was.
But what was the alternative? There was none. Accrington had made that clear enough. The choice was his, but it was most definitely a case of kill or be killed.
‘Turn around. Hands back through the door.’
The voice wasn’t Accrington’s, and Ike was surprised by his dismay at the fat man’s absence. Things felt clearer with him around. It never fully made sense, but Ike always felt a sense of purpose when Accrington was with him.
After being cuffed, Ike was led to a secondary area where he was once again chained to a chair in darkness.
It was evident that someone else was with him and Ike called out to the stranger.
A mumbling sound escaped the other prisoner as two spotlights were switched on. One above him, and one above the chained and gagged figure of Lieutenant Boyd, who sat less than five meters away.
‘What are you doing here?’ said Ike, acknowledging a little too late how absurd the question must sound.
Boyd looked him straight in the eye and nodded toward Ike’s left, where, on a metal side table, sat a solitary gun.



Chapter Sixty-Two
Shannon stared at Accrington, trying to hide her disbelief. She’d met many a self-delusional prisoner in her time, but this was something else. ‘You don’t think you’ve done anything wrong?’ she asked.
‘Well, what would you like to charge me with?’
‘The murder of Patricia Wyman, for one,’ said Shannon.
Accrington pursed his lips and gave them a mocking nod. ‘You’ve taken your blood tests and DNA swabs. You won’t find any trace of me at wherever it was that homicide took place.’
Shannon didn’t want to discuss the matter further as it had already occurred to her that they had nothing concrete on Accrington – or any of them, for that matter.
‘As for the supposed firsthand account of . . . What was his name again? Oh yes, Icarus Glass. Well, I would consider that tale very suspect at present, especially considering what may or may not happen when that clock runs out.’
‘What do you have in store for them?’ asked Shannon.
‘It doesn’t appear you were listening, Agent Wallace.’
‘I was listening. If you didn’t have anything to do with any of this, then why are you here?’
‘Now that is the question,’ said Accrington, his face animated. ‘Naturally, I’ve seen my name bandied around on the internet. And those images. Not the greatest likeness, are they?’
‘You’re certainly an elusive character, Lyle,’ Shannon allowed. ‘So elusive, in fact, that you don’t appear on any records we could track down.’
‘I can’t help you with that, Agent Wallace.’
‘Can’t, or won’t?’
He laughed. ‘Now, why on earth would I do that? And anyway: pick a thousand random people in this city and you would have no records for many of them. You know that as well as I do.’
‘So we’re clear, you’re not admitting to the homicide of Patricia Wyman or Jane Hobbs?’
‘Admitting? No.’
‘Are you a member of the group known as The Alliance?’
‘Preposterous name.’
‘What name would you prefer to be known as?’ asked Shannon.
‘Still not asking the right question.’
‘What do you want, Lyle?’
‘Now we’re getting somewhere. I want to tell you a story, Agent Wallace, but first I have some conditions,’ said Accrington, as though mimicking the conversation she’d had with Aldric earlier.
‘Do you know the whereabouts of Lieutenant Boyd and Icarus Glass, and Casey Barrington and Andrew Vogler?’
‘That may or may not be part of the story I wish to share with you.’
‘What is it you want, then, Lyle?’
Accrington smiled. ‘Why, an audience, of course.’
Shannon decided to play along. She was conscious of the time, but wanted Accrington on her side, or at least still actively engaging with her. If she could meet his demands, or pretend to, then he would be more likely to give them something they needed. ‘An audience?’
‘Not in the literal sense. I wish to tell my story, and I want that story to be heard.’
‘And you’d like us to arrange that for you?’
‘I’m sensing some incredulity from you, Agent Wallace, but I’ll play along. I wish for an appointed journalist to be present at any future interviews, to record what I have to say for posterity.’
Shannon would have suggested Icarus Glass, but thought she might be failing some sort of test if she offered something so obvious. ‘If that was ever to happen – and I’d have to check if such a thing were even possible – nothing you said would be publishable until your court hearing was concluded. Anyone present would have to be vetted, and would probably have to remain in isolated custody until the case was over.’
‘I’m sure you can work something out, Shannon.’
Shannon bristled at Accrington using her first name, but didn’t respond. ‘And you’d be pleading guilty to the crimes you have committed?’
Accrington smiled, a gesture so warm and natural that she momentarily forgot the reason they were there. ‘I will lay everything bare. If you think what I have to say is something you can charge me with, then I will naturally accept the consequences.’
Shannon glanced at Trevone, who was sitting wide-eyed as if he couldn’t quite believe the situation. She was with him there. She turned back to Accrington.
‘And if we give you this opportunity, you will tell us where the four missing people can be found.’
Accrington’s smile emptied of all warmth. He locked eyes with Shannon and said, ‘No.’

After ending the interview, Shannon retired to the bullpen with Trevone. The rage and helplessness was unmistakable in the eyes of Boyd’s colleagues. She would have liked nothing more than to leave a few of the most intensely glowering of them alone with Accrington for a few minutes to see what they could get out of him, but, illegality aside, she couldn’t imagine Accrington breaking. In fact, he’d likely take an almost sexual pleasure in such a turn of events. He was a masterfully composed, supremely high-functioning representative of the breed, to be sure, but also without a doubt the most raging psychotic she’d ever encountered.
She checked in with the three FBI sites and received the information she’d been expecting: none of the other members of The Alliance were talking.
‘Why did he put us through all that shit if he wasn’t going to help?’ said Trevone.
‘Power game. Whatever he says, he knows it’s over for him. That’s why he handed himself over. He wants the world to know his name.’
‘If he had any sense, he’d use the whereabouts of Boyd and the others as a bargaining chip.’
‘That’s the thing: he doesn’t want to bargain. He wants to tell his story and won’t do so without his demands. That’s the only bargain he cares about.’
‘So what’s next?’ asked Trevone.
‘We push him on Aldric. Make him worry that we know things he doesn’t.’
As she said this, a murmur of disruption in the outer offices built to a cacophony of despair. Shannon clicked on her computer screen and understood why.
Two live feeds were active on The Alliance’s site.
On one screen, sitting face-to-face as if they were about to interview each other, were Casey Barrington and Sergeant Andrew Vogler.
On the other, in an identical formation, were seated Icarus Glass and Lieutenant Boyd.



Chapter Sixty-Three
Although Shannon had expected something like this, seeing the two officers in such a predicament was a hammer blow. She saw it in the shocked faces staring blankly at the screen all across the room. Most of the people in the precinct – SAPD and FBI alike – were used to being in charge of any given situation they found themselves in, or taking practiced steps to get in charge. Seeing two of their own so helpless was beyond frustrating.
‘Do we have any sound for this?’ she asked.
‘They aren’t posting sound yet,’ said a young woman from OTD, just as the screen went blank.
‘Was that us or them?’ asked Trevone.
‘It’s the feed,’ said the OTD agent. ‘The page is still live, but they’ve switched off the video links.’
On cue, the screen returned to the clock, the words Tune in soon taunting them below.
‘I have some screen grabs to show you, ma’am,’ said the OTD agent.
Shannon looked over the woman’s shoulder to her screen.
‘There,’ said the agent, pointing to a table on the left side of Icarus Glass, where there appeared to be a handgun. ‘Same with Casey Barrington, there, ma’am.’
Shannon stared at the two images of the firearms. There was little doubt that was what they were. She showed them to Trevone, who agreed. ‘Can we zoom in?’
The OTD agent zoomed in on the gun next to Glass. ‘Glock 10 mm,’ said Shannon.
‘Both Glass and Barrington are still chained to their chairs,’ said Trevone.
‘Zoom in on their wrists. Some form of locking device,’ said Shannon, studying the smooth sheet of metal covering both Glass’s and Barrington’s wrists.
‘Possible quick-release cuffs?’ said Trevone. ‘Remotely triggered?’
‘Could be. Let’s get back to Accrington.’
In normal circumstances, Shannon would have made Accrington wait until he thought she’d forgotten about him. But circumstances were anything but normal, and every eye in the department was looking her way, willing her to take some action.
‘Let me sit in,’ said Sergeant Coltrane, as she headed back to the interview room with Trevone. ‘I know Boyd better than anyone,’ he added when Shannon didn’t answer, as if that made any difference.
Her default answer would be to deny the request, but she wanted to throw Accrington off his game and maybe Coltrane’s presence would do that. ‘OK. Don’t introduce yourself or say anything. Let’s see how he takes it.’
In the interview room, Shannon found Accrington whistling soundlessly. He beamed at her. ‘Ah, Agent Wallace, back so soon? And you bring guests.’
Shannon ignored him and sat down, Trevone to her left as Sergeant Coltrane stood behind her against the rear wall.
‘Jiffy,’ said Accrington, as if they were the best of pals. ‘A little bit rough earlier, with the gun-to-the-forehead business. But don’t worry, I won’t be pressing charges.’
‘Thank you,’ said Coltrane, not hiding his sarcasm.
‘I know lots of things about you, Jiffy,’ said Accrington.
Shannon didn’t need to turn around to see the anger rolling off of Coltrane. Accrington was targeting the detective and she now regretted letting him into the interview room. She wasn’t thinking straight.
‘Tell me about Dominic Aldric, Lyle,’ she said.
Accrington didn’t so much as twitch in response, but she’d pulled his attention from Coltrane. His face remained passive, the hint of a smile at his lips. ‘Is that old bastard still alive?’
‘Mr. Aldric has been forthcoming on a number of things.’
‘Has he now?’
‘What is your relationship to Mr. Aldric, Lyle?’
‘Father to proud son. He’s older than me, but you understand.’
‘Mr. Aldric has confessed to the murder of Esteban Marin, and claims to have been present at the murder of Jack Marshall and Danny Cuthbert. That ring any bells, Lyle?’
Accrington grinned again. ‘Is that all he’s told you? I would start digging if I were you, Agent Wallace. If memory serves, Marin died in 1996. I imagine so much has happened since then.’
‘Were you present when Mr. Aldric shot Esteban Marin?’
‘Look at you, trying to catch me out again,’ said Accrington, his chains rattling as he wagged his finger at her.
‘This isn’t a game, Accrington,’ said Coltrane, from behind her.
The change in Accrington’s face was at once incredible and terrifying. ‘It most certainly isn’t, Jiffy, is it?’ he said, through bared teeth. ‘And I for one can’t wait for that little piggy friend of yours to get what’s coming to him.’
Shannon and Trevone both stood the second Accrington spoke, but neither was quick enough to get to Coltrane before he reached the prisoner. Accrington grinned serenely as the detective rained blows to his face and neck until Trevone dragged Coltrane away and out of the room.
Shannon waited for Trevone to return before continuing.
‘Due process,’ said Accrington, giggling as he licked at his cut lip. ‘I do hope everything that happens here is being recorded.’
‘Did you aid and abet Dominic Aldric in the homicide of Esteban Marin?’ said Shannon.
Accrington smirked. ‘Time is a-ticking.’
‘What does Listen, watch, act mean, Lyle?’
‘As a special agent, I would have hoped you graduated from high school.’
‘In relation to Mr. Aldric,’ Trevone pressed, impassively.
‘And Mr. Glass and Casey Barrington?’ added Shannon.
‘You must have worked that out by now.’
‘I’d like to hear it directly from you, Lyle,’ said Shannon.
‘I’m sure you would. Tell you what. Get my journalist in here and I’ll start giving you what you want to know.’
‘Your journalist?’ said Trevone.
‘Wasn’t Icarus Glass enough for you?’ asked Shannon.
‘Icarus is much more than that. At least, I hope he is. Yes, my journalist. She’ll be waiting outside for you.’
Shannon loathed being dictated to by the man, but what option did they have? ‘Do we have a name for this journalist?’
‘My official biographer? Yes, Nicola Kerber.’
She sighed. ‘What is it you actually want from all this?’
‘Why don’t we wait for Nicola. Record this for posterity, shall we?’
‘Help us locate Lieutenant Boyd and Sergeant Vogler before it’s too late. It will stand in your favor.’
The mask reappeared. ‘I don’t need to even be here, you stupid fucking woman. I choose to be here. I have no need for any leniency you might imagine yourself capable of granting me. I have so much to tell, you and your kind will be listening to me for years, dutifully bobbing your empty heads and scribbling away. It will take you decades to even begin to understand it.’
Accrington was literally frothing at the mouth, his spit tinged with blood from Coltrane’s attack.
‘Well,’ said Shannon, ‘sounds like we’d better snap to it. And the other three – you think they’ll have stories to tell, too?’
Accrington snarled and lunged at her like an enraged walrus, stretching his chains to their limits. ‘You can’t even imagine,’ he said, spitting blood directly at her.
Trevone moved for him, but Shannon held her hand up to stop him, then wiped the mess from her face with the back of it.
‘This is the “evolution” you talked about with Icarus Glass?’
For the first time, she saw a flicker of indecision as Accrington’s rage began to subside. ‘That’s why I’m here, Agent Wallace. Evolution takes time, and that time is now.’



Chapter Sixty-Four
This is it, Boydy.
No sooner had Boyd worked out it was Icarus Glass sitting opposite him – albeit an emaciated version of him – than the lights were switched off. Boyd consoled himself that the killings up to now had been instantaneous. His brain wouldn’t have time to register the bullet entering it. To that extent, it would effectively be painless. He didn’t want to die, but there were much worse ways to go.
Boyd understood that from experience. Marlene had endured nine months of ever-increasing pain before her body had finally given up. Boyd had seen deprivation and suffering during his time in the force, but nothing had come close to what he’d seen with Marlene. By the end, her body had been nothing but skin-covered bones. She’d fought the cancer with her usual determination, but in the last three months the pain and the drugs had taken even that from her. Her life had become a daily battle of endurance. So many times, Boyd had come close to ending it for her. Until her illness, he’d never even contemplated the idea of euthanasia. He’d thought that was something for remote Swiss clinics and, if pressed, would have said it was against the natural order. Everything about Marlene’s last few months had changed his opinion on that, and until this very day he still regretted not helping her.
As he heard steps and shallow breathing in the room, he thought how unfair it was that he would get away with death so easily. His skin bristled as someone touched the back of his neck. He closed his eyes, and hoped that if Marlene was waiting for him somewhere then she would forgive him.
With an almost tender pull, the gag was removed from his mouth. Boyd opened his lips, tasting the stale air. ‘Do it then,’ he said, as the lights were switched back on.
The last thing Boyd wanted was for some unrealistic hope. He squinted as his eyes adjusted to the light, and looked around the room for someone with a gun. Instead, he found that Glass was still sitting opposite him, his hands chained, the gun to the side of him. Behind him was the video camera Boyd had seen before, the red light now switched off.
‘It appears to be just you and me, Icarus,’ said Boyd.
‘Appears that way.’
‘You like to tell me where you’ve been these last few days?’
‘I’ve been having a great old time,’ said Glass, who proceeded to tell him a lurid story about his semi-imprisonment and how he’d been forced to witness Jane Hobbs’s execution.
‘You didn’t get on very well with Miss Hobbs, did you?’
Glass smiled, but the defeat was clear in his eyes. ‘I have to admire you, Lieutenant Boyd. You’re currently chained to a chair in the middle of God knows where, yet you’re still treating this like a police interview.’
‘You didn’t answer my question.’
‘Christ, man, what do you hope to achieve? Even if I told you I was the mastermind behind all this shit, which I’m obviously not, what difference would it make? I think you know what’s coming, don’t you? Knowing the why won’t make a difference.’
‘Humor me.’
‘Humor you? OK. No, I didn’t like Jane, or Patricia for that matter. Did I want Jane dead, and want to watch it? No.’
‘Even after what she did to you. The rumors she spread?’
‘Rumors. Who the hell cares? Most people couldn’t stand me and I couldn’t stand them. Yes, she was a bitch to me, but I was much worse to her. And I certainly didn’t want her to die.’
‘And Patricia?’
‘We’ve gone through that,’ said Glass, losing his earlier conviction.
Boyd did another scan of the room. ‘What’s behind me?’
‘Mainly empty space.’
‘A door?’
‘There’s a door behind your left shoulder.’
Boyd turned his head but couldn’t see the potential exit. ‘Who have you seen since you’ve been here?’
‘You still working out an escape?’ said Glass.
‘I’m trying to help us both.’
‘I take it you’ve seen that gun,’ said Glass, looking at the Glock pistol to his side.
‘I’ve seen it. You know why it’s there?’
‘I have an idea.’
‘You sound defeated, Icarus.’
‘Aren’t you? You don’t think we’re getting out of here, do you? Look at these bloody chains.’
‘The camera behind you is switched off. They may have run into some difficulty. Don’t give up now.’
Glass shook his head. ‘You don’t understand.’
Boyd wasn’t sure what to share with the man. It was possible that he wasn’t aware of the deaths of two of his fellow survivors. Boyd chose to keep this to himself, as the information might have a negative impact on Glass. ‘Tell me then, Icarus. Let me help you.’
‘That’s the problem. It’s not me that needs help, it’s you.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Work it out. Why do you think the gun is there?’
‘They want you to kill me,’ he said.
Glass nodded. ‘It’s you or me. Or probably both. Will probably be both, anyway.’
‘Those were your instructions?’
‘In a manner of speaking.’
‘Accrington?’
‘Yep. Thrive to survive. And his new one: Listen. Watch. Act.’



Chapter Sixty-Five
Accrington was speaking in riddles and Shannon couldn’t fight the feeling that this was all part of his plan. Either some form of distraction or another kind of power play. She cut off the interview and left the room with Trevone.
Coltrane was waiting outside and apologized to them both. ‘Shouldn’t have let my emotions get the better of me,’ he said.
Shannon agreed but accepted his apology without comment. ‘You heard of this Nicola Kerber?’ she asked Trevone.
‘I have, actually. True crime author. Read her in the New York Post as well.’
‘She is supposedly on her way here. Would you recognize her if you saw her?’
Trevone typed on his phone. ‘I’ve only seen headshots,’ he said, ‘but . . .’ He held up a photo of the journalist, who had a shock of fiery red hair and large hazel eyes.
‘What you waiting here for then?’ she said, but as Trevone was about to leave they were notified that Kerber had already presented herself and was being held in the bullpen.
It was clear no one was taking chances in the station. Kerber was cuffed, a uniformed officer standing next to her. ‘She insisted on speaking to you, ma’am,’ said the officer. ‘We’ve patted her down and run her through the detector. Says she knows Lyle Accrington,’ he added under his breath, as if the whole bullpen wasn’t staring at them.
Up close, Kerber was much slighter than Shannon had expected, the shock of red hair she’d seen in the headshot pale and lifeless. ‘Nicola Kerber?’
‘You must be Special Agent Wallace,’ said the journalist. The one feature the headshot had got right were her large oval hazel eyes, which were regarding Shannon with a hint of humor.
‘Get her in a room,’ said Shannon. ‘Find out everything about her that we can,’ she said to the bullpen in general, as Kerber was escorted away. ‘I want to know her relationship to Accrington, and what other criminals she’s worked with.’
The Alliance’s website was still showing the clock, which appeared to be losing time at an alarming rate, as if they were playing with the numbers. Shannon was sure the journalist’s arrival was another of Accrington’s delaying tactics, but she would have to speak to her. She was about to call the team in New York when one of the OTD agents stopped her. ‘Can I have a word, ma’am?’
‘And you are?’
‘Alison Gardner, ma’am. I have some information from the team in Quantico.’
‘OK, let’s go, Alison,’ said Shannon, looking for a free interview room. ‘You can call me Shannon,’ she added, before summoning Trevone to join them in a shoebox of a room that smelled of garlic.
‘What have you got for us, Alison?’
‘Have you heard of Operation Silver Street?’
‘Of course,’ said Shannon. Silver Street was a dark-web-encrypted messaging service that had been created in part by the FBI. It had been a sting to capture end-to-end messages used by organized crime. Already it’d had significant success in tracking and bringing to justice a number of high-profile drug organizations worldwide.
‘Our team has just come up with a match from Icarus Glass’s laptop. The one he stashed in the storage facility in Rainbow Hills.’
‘He had an account on Silver Street?’ asked Trevone.
‘Surprisingly well hidden on the laptop. Naturally, he’d tried to wipe all evidence, but once we knew what we were looking for it only took a matter of minutes. Glass had been in conversation with a user known as LACC67. LACC67 was an alleged hit man.’
‘Glass tried to hire him?’
‘It appears that way.’
‘Who was the intended target?’
A smile crept onto Alison’s face. ‘Patricia Wyman,’ she said.
Shannon blinked at her. ‘So her killing was his doing all along?’
‘That’s the interesting thing. The contact was initiated nearly three years ago. I’ve checked the file and that must have been about the time Glass lost his job.’
Shannon tried to make sense of all the information now to hand. It seemed that Glass had wanted Patricia dead from the outset, just as Aldric had wanted Marshall and the others dead. The three-year delay was an anomaly, but patterns were definitely emerging. Did that mean that the other initial survivors had wanted the first victims dead? ‘Thoughts on what this might mean for us?’
‘One thing it means is that we now have possible locations for where the messages originated.’
Shannon struggled to contain her mounting excitement. ‘Possible locations?’
‘We’ve narrowed it down to seventeen possible sites in San Antonio,’ said Alison, turning the laptop around to show them a list of numbers that made no sense to Shannon.
‘What are we waiting for?’ said Trevone.
The next thirty minutes were a flurry of activity as the street addresses were confirmed and teams were formed and dispatched. Given the number of identified sites, numerous other stations were called in to assist.
Shannon knew to temper her optimism. Just because they had a vague idea of where the original messages had been sent from, it was far from a guarantee that Boyd and Glass would be found there, and they’d not yet been able to link Casey Barrington, or the two dead survivors, to Silver Street.
It now felt like wasted time, but Shannon decided to speak to the journalist. ‘Five minutes,’ she said, entering the interview room.
‘Is this necessary?’ asked the journalist, lifting her cuffs.
‘What do you know, Nicola?’ said Shannon.
Nicola’s eyes narrowed. ‘Very well. Lyle Accrington contacted me yesterday. When he explained who he was, I found it difficult to believe . . . until he started to tell me the details. He offered me an exclusive to tell his story and told me to meet him here tonight.’
‘What details did he share with you?’
‘I can’t reveal them to you, I’m afraid.’
‘Then we’re done,’ said Shannon, getting to her feet.
‘Wait,’ said Nicola, as Shannon reached the door. ‘I know this has all happened before.’
‘So do I,’ said Shannon, leaving.

The bullpen was thinning out. ‘Let’s take one last crack at him,’ said Shannon to Trevone, unable to take her eyes away from the screen.
Accrington was all smiles when they returned, a line of dry blood stretching from his nose to his neck like a scar. ‘Have we met Nicola?’ he said, by way of greeting.
‘I’ve met her,’ said Shannon.
‘Good, then where is she?’
‘She’s in a cell, where she’ll be staying.’
‘Now, that is disappointing. You can’t keep her from me forever. I suppose this will just keep the intrigue going in the book.’
‘This can’t be what this is all about,’ said Shannon. ‘You want to be famous, is that it?’
‘Icarus Glass is famous. Casey Barrington is famous. Patricia Wyman is famous. Need I go on? Think of it as a public service,’ said Accrington. ‘The world needs to know of our existence. There are so many of us out there, and hopefully they’ll get the message.’
‘You truly think you’re that special.’
‘I’m not sure we started that way. It all came from an idea, initially, but you’ll find out more about that in due course. Nurture, nature. I don’t know. We all share a certain inclination, let’s say that. You’re either born this way or you’re not. However, how you choose to develop your nature – that is a different story.’
‘Do you know what the hell he’s talking about, Trevone? All I hear is someone who needs to be institutionalized.’
‘Ha,’ said Accrington. ‘Very droll. I won’t be saying any more until Nicola has joined us.’
Shannon decided to take a chance. She opened her laptop and showed the screen to the man. ‘You know what this is?’
‘A laptop?’
‘Now you’re the droll one. This is a list of seventeen IP addresses in and around San Antonio. Locations of user LACC67 from the Silver Street dark web portal. You’ve heard of that?’
It lasted a split second but Shannon caught the indecision in Accrington’s eyes.
‘LACC?’ said Trevone. ‘Not very clever, using your initials.’
‘Very good, Agent Wallace,’ Accrington said, composing himself.
Shannon studied the man, and it dawned on her that this one piece of information could be the key to everything. It was no secret now that Silver Street had been set up by the FBI. Investigations were ongoing, with new groups being brought to justice on a weekly basis. It was conceivable that Accrington and the others had been using Silver Street from the beginning and, having realized it was only a matter of time before they were discovered, had decided to give themselves up. From the very start they’d tried to control the narrative, and even now, here was Accrington trying to get a journalist on board for his final act.
‘You know what’s coming, Lyle, don’t you?’ said Shannon. ‘That’s why you’re here.’
‘Yes. The time has come, Agent Wallace. Why achieve greatness when you have to keep it to yourself? You will only find a fraction of what you’re seeking through your information on Silver Street.’
‘So we still need you, do we?’
‘If you want to find either of your detectives, you do.’
‘We already have the IP addresses.’
‘Meaningless.’
Shannon couldn’t tell if he was bluffing. ‘Icarus Glass approached you to kill Patricia Wyman.’
‘You’ve read the conversations. You tell me?’
‘And the others, the other three survivors. They wanted the first set of victims dead?’
‘All in good time.’
‘Why did you kill two of them?’
‘Time is running out, Agent Wallace. If I were a betting man, I would say that Sadie and Alistair weren’t quite up to the task. You understand?’
Shannon thought she did. ‘And Icarus Glass, and Casey Barrington. They have what it takes to join your setup?’
The smile that covered Accrington’s face was one of the most disquieting things Shannon had ever seen. It wasn’t exactly a counterfeit gesture, but she couldn’t see a hint of emotion in the man’s blank eyes. ‘You took your time, but you got there.’
‘Where are Lieutenant Boyd and Icarus Glass? Where are Casey Barrington and Sergeant Vogler?’
‘They are where they’re meant to be. It is such a shame that my biographer is missing this. No more until she is present.’
‘Tell us where they are, Lyle, and I can help you.’
Accrington’s eyes widened, and with another humorless smile, he made the gesture of zipping up his lips.

The morning and early afternoon were spent trawling through every IP address location they’d uncovered through Silver Street. If they’d had more time, then maybe they would have started to make connections, but as hard as she tried not to feel despondent, deep down Shannon knew there was months of work ahead of them.
At 4 p.m. ET, The Alliance’s website changed. Shannon was in the main incident room, every desk and screen occupied by a federal agent or member of SAPD. The two video feeds returned. All four captives were now without gags.
‘Do we have sound yet?’ asked Shannon.
The OTD agent, Alison, shook her head. ‘They’re withholding it. We have a team of lip-readers transcribing for us.’
On the screen, none of the captors were talking. There was an outside chance that one or both of the detectives would realize they were being filmed and pass along some clue as to their location. The main issue with that was the presumption that either man had any clue as to where he was being held captive.
‘Ma’am, Sergeant Coltrane,’ said one of the support staff, handing her a phone.
‘Coltrane.’
‘Ma’am. I think we may have a hit. We’re in a run-down farm property over toward China Grove. Something doesn’t add up. It matches one of the IP addresses, but it looks like the place has been abandoned for years. However, we’ve found some fresh tire marks. In fact, more than one vehicle has been here over the last few days. Seems at least two vehicles have departed the area recently.’
‘We’ll get search teams over there now,’ said Shannon, handing the phone to Trevone before heading back into the interview room where Accrington was still being held under armed guard.
In over twelve hours, Accrington hadn’t so much as asked for a toilet break. As Shannon entered the room, he sat stone-faced.
It was time to take a chance. ‘We’ve located Lieutenant Boyd and Icarus Glass,’ said Shannon. Accrington didn’t respond so she continued the bluff. ‘Abandoned farm near China Grove.’
Controlled as he was, Accrington’s eyes looked up to the right, as if he was remembering.
‘Anything to say to that?’
Accrington placed his right index finger to his lips, his chains rattling.
‘Take him to the holding cell,’ said Shannon. ‘Shame you’re going to miss all the fun, Lyle.’
Accrington didn’t flinch as the SWAT agents moved to take hold of him. ‘There is an underground compound near China Grove,’ he said, as they lifted him into the air. ‘You would find Boyd and Glass there if you knew how to access it.’
‘And I suppose you have the means to access it?’
‘Yes. I want you to take me with you, and I want Nicola Kerber to accompany us.’
‘Take him away,’ said Shannon, turning her back to him.
‘I’ll give you the combination to the entrance. You’ll probably be able to breach it with the right equipment, though I doubt you’d be able to even find it. And if you did, you would face the same issues the farther down you went.’
Wheeling on him, she said, ‘Stop playing these stupid fucking games’ – immediately hating herself for losing her composure.
Accrington was delighted. ‘Getting to you, isn’t it? Take me and Nicola there and I will lead you to them. Without me, you won’t get access.’
‘Retina? Fingerprint?’
‘A little more sophisticated, but I promise you it won’t open without me being there. And I give you my word I will lead you to Mr. Boyd and Mr. Glass.’
Shannon let out a breath. ‘Give me the location of the entrance and I’ll see what I can do.’
‘My pleasure,’ said Accrington, rolling off a list of coordinates. ‘It’s about half a mile northeast of the main property. Time’s running out. We better get going.’



Chapter Sixty-Six
Boyd didn’t know how much time had passed when the camera’s red recording light switched back on. Incredibly, given the circumstances, he’d fallen asleep on a couple of occasions.
‘I think we’re back online,’ he said, his voice little more than a rasp. ‘If it’s anything like last time, the whole world will be watching us.’
Glass had stopped speaking hours ago. Like Boyd, he’d nodded off more than once. Troubled noises had escaped him as he’d thrashed in his constraints, and Boyd wondered at the mental toll events had taken on the man. ‘Do you have any idea where we are, Icarus?’ Boyd looked at the camera as he spoke, hoping that somewhere his team was listening.
‘I told you before, no.’
‘You think we’re still somewhere in San Antonio, though?’
‘Yes, I think so. The journey from where they were holding me took about an hour and a half, tops.’
In case whoever was watching was doing so without audio, Boyd repeated this, enunciating the words as clearly as he could for the benefit of lip-readers. ‘And the gun,’ he added. ‘You said that Accrington has given you a set of instructions.’
‘Why are you talking like that?’ asked Glass.
‘In case anyone is listening.’
‘You trying to get a full confession from me?’
Boyd inhaled and released a deep breath, fighting the impulse to inform the man that not everything was about him. ‘What exactly did Accrington say to you? Is he going to free us both and let us fight for the gun?’
Glass made a face. ‘Use your sense. Why would he do that?’
‘Then tell me.’
‘Don’t make me say it.’
‘I’m here because of you, Icarus. It’s the least you could do.’
Boyd feared for Glass’s sanity. His skin was pale and blotchy and he’d lost a lot of weight since Boyd had interviewed him at the precinct another lifetime ago. He struggled to look Boyd in the eyes, and Boyd wondered if the man had been drugged. ‘What did he tell you to do, Icarus? It’s OK, no one is blaming you.’
‘He said I will have a choice, and that I will have fifteen minutes to make my decision,’ said Glass, glancing at the gun.
Boyd closed his eyes. It was what he’d expected, but it was still difficult to hear. Harder still was repeating it for the benefit of the camera. His voice sounded weak and distant to his own ears, and even Glass glanced at him, as if surprised by his shaken tone.
‘And if you refuse to decide as he wants you to?’ said Boyd, nodding to the gun.
‘I guess we’ll both die.’
Before it was too late, Boyd faced the camera squarely and related in carefully formed words everything Glass had told him up to that point. A part of him feared he was in point of fact doing Accrington’s bidding, adding to The Alliance’s legacy as millions watched on. All he could do was hope that it would help his team once he was gone.
‘You really think anyone’s listening?’ asked Glass when he’d finished.
‘They were last time. Anything you want to add?’
Glass bit his lower lip as he trembled in his seat.
‘Why are they making you do this?’ Boyd asked him.
Glass continued gnawing his lip, not looking at him. But eventually he stopped, licked the spot he’d been chewing, and said, ‘They think I might be one of them.’
‘The Alliance? And do you believe them?’
This time Glass did look at him. ‘I don’t honestly know.’

Ike didn’t want to believe it was true, but what else could he think? He wanted to think he was nothing like Accrington and those others, but Boyd had been right about one thing: they were both here because of him. And he could argue it as much as he liked, but both Patricia and Jane were dead because of him.
He was trying to be honest with Boyd and himself, but was worried what he would end up revealing. He thought back to that night when Patricia had been killed. Yes, he’d been shaken by events, but back at his apartment he hadn’t wasted much time writing about it. And he couldn’t recall feeling any remorse when he’d found out it was Patricia. Grief did that to you sometimes, he thought, but deep down he knew he hadn’t cared that she was dead; and if he were to search a little deeper, it was possible a part of him, a part he was still keeping at bay, had been pleased.
His reaction to Jane Hobbs’s death had been similar. It was more horrific witnessing it firsthand, but again he’d done as instructed and kept his eyes open. He could still see her obliterated face imprinted upon his mind’s eye, but it didn’t really trouble him.
Nor did the acceptance that he was to blame.
But could he kill the policeman?



Chapter Sixty-Seven
Shannon called Ivan before boarding the Bell 407 helicopter. ‘I know you’re angry with me,’ she said to his voicemail. ‘When this is all over, we can sit down and talk it all through.’ She hesitated before adding, ‘Love you,’ and hanging up. In normal circumstances, she would never have made the call before heading into such a dangerous situation. It was one of the things they trained out of you. Focus was imperative, and dwelling on personal matters could prove to be fatal. But this felt different. There was a chance she wouldn’t be returning, and she’d wanted to hear Ivan’s voice one last time; wanted a last moment of kindness with her son.
‘Ever feel like you’re walking straight into a trap?’ said Trevone, echoing her thoughts, as they watched Accrington and the journalist, Kerber, being led to the rear of the chopper under the supervision of two armed SWAT agents.
Shannon agreed but could only shrug. They knew they had no alternative.
At Quantico, teams were frantically going through all the Silver Street information they had, but it was like scouring a Superdome’s worth of hay for one needle. Push him as she had, Accrington had refused to give up any more information on the location of Casey Barrington and Sergeant Vogler.
As Shannon boarded, Trevone brought up The Alliance’s website on his tablet and patched the feed through to her headset. The countdown was going backward from one hundred and twenty-two minutes. Both video feeds – one with Boyd and Glass, the other with Barrington and Vogler – were silent, but the lip-readers were adding real-time text whenever any of the four captives spoke.
And they weren’t the only ones. Cloned sites were popping up everywhere, each with a version of the conversations that were happening in real time. For those not actively watching, updates were being pinged from phone to phone, from email to email. Every single news channel was running the story, commentators blaming everyone from the president to terrorists for the situation. It would all live on in the public consciousness for a very long time, and a distant part of Shannon worried what the lasting legacy would be.
Of the four captives, Boyd had been the most vocal. He’d recounted what must have been an earlier conversation with Icarus Glass to the camera. In it, he’d related Glass’s claim that The Alliance was trying to recruit him. Boyd wouldn’t have known about what Dominic Aldric had told them, but it seemed that history was repeating itself. Just as had happened in the nineties, everything from the first four murders onward appeared to be part of some sordid audition to become part of The Alliance.
And now they knew what lay in store: Listen. Watch. Act.
Shannon glanced at her watch. Even if they reached the farm in time, they were headed toward chaos. ‘Can you hear me, Lyle?’ she asked via the headset, as the helicopter ascended into the early evening sunshine.
‘Loud and clear, Agent Wallace.’
‘You’ve got what you wanted. Tell me what will happen when the clock ticks down.’
Accrington laughed, the rumbling sound reverberating through her earphones. ‘I think you already know. Icarus has spoken.’
‘You want him to kill Lieutenant Boyd?’
‘I want both Icarus and young Casey to kill. I admit it’s elaborate, a bit of a drama, but you can’t simply throw such things at people. Well, you can, but it rarely works well. Icarus and Casey have done what we’ve asked of them. I’ve seen their transformation. All we’ve done is facilitate it.’
‘If they fail to kill?’
‘Kill or be killed, Agent Wallace.’
‘How will they be killed?’
‘Let’s not spoil the suspense, now.’
Shannon would have spun round and jammed the muzzle of her gun straight into Accrington’s forehead if she’d thought it would do any good.
‘Now, this must be making good copy,’ said Accrington, presumably to the journalist, Nicola Kerber, who’d hardly spoken since her release.
Shannon muted her headset and focused on the disappearing city beneath her. She was only just coming to terms with the potential scope of The Alliance. She’d dealt with underground groups before, had even been involved early in her career in an exchange of fire with a militia organization in Ohio that had resulted in fifteen casualties, but nothing had approached the sophistication and apparent breadth of The Alliance’s operations. Accrington had all but admitted that Dominic Aldric was a former victim, and now possible associate, and his involvement went back to the nineties. Yet, until the last couple of weeks, The Alliance had stayed under the radar. The will and organizational skills to carry out such a feat didn’t bear thinking about, and that was before you even considered the immensely complicated, impossibly well-orchestrated crimes of the last two weeks.
The pilot had been triple-checked before takeoff, as had the two SWAT agents guarding Accrington, but Shannon wouldn’t be that surprised if one or all of them turned on them at some point. It was impossible not to doubt everyone at this stage. She even conceded that she didn’t know that much about Trevone, and definitely knew next to nothing about Sergeant Coltrane and his team, who were waiting for them at the abandoned farmstead. She supposed that was one way The Alliance succeeded, undermining trust until no one believed anyone else.
Shannon glanced at the tablet, where Boyd and Vogler were talking to the original survivors they’d been paired with. Both men were using every tactic they could to get the other person on their side. She wondered if they had any idea how long was left before their negotiation skills would really be put to the test.
Accrington buzzed back into her ear. ‘I couldn’t have written the scene any better myself. The FBI flying the accused to the scene, the stunning scenery of the Texas countryside turning to gold as the sun begins to set. It’s all fluff and meaningless compared to the good stuff, but I’m sure the readers will lap it up. Nothing better than a bit of anticipation.’
‘Someone take those fucking earphones off him,’ said Shannon.
‘Now, now, Agent—’ said Accrington, before the pilot muted him.
Twenty minutes later, flashing blue lights acted as a landing pad for the helicopter. Coltrane’s patrol cars were positioned out in the open. Dank brown fields stretched in all directions, and save for the ruins of a former farmhouse, there were no other structures in the vicinity. It seemed highly unlikely that Boyd and Glass were anywhere nearby, and as the helicopter landed, Shannon once again began to worry that she’d been hoodwinked by Accrington and his cronies.

Sergeant Coltrane bent down and greeted her as she left the vehicle, the chopper’s blades still whirling and cutting through the air. Out of the blade’s circumference, she turned to see the first of the SWAT agents leave the helicopter and draw his firearm as Nicola Kerber and then Accrington, chained by his wrists, stepped out, followed by the second agent.
Trevone showed her the tablet, which, remarkably, still had a signal. ‘Twenty-one minutes,’ he said.
Coltrane led them to the ruined farmhouse, every now and then glancing back at the smiling Accrington as if he were about to attack the fat man. The building’s interior was as desolate as its exterior.
‘We’ve checked everywhere,’ said the homicide detective.
‘The northeast section?’
‘Nothing but scrubland,’ said Coltrane, sweeping his hand in that direction as though completing an especially pointless magic trick.
‘Well?’ said Shannon, turning to Accrington.
‘Let’s take a minute and marvel at how you’re getting signal in this area, shall we?’ said the man, with his dead eyes. ‘Make a note, Nicola, of the blank looks from the police department and the FBI agents,’ he said, as if narrating his own tale.
‘Where are they, Lyle?’ Shannon snapped. ‘Or was this all a gigantic waste of time?’
Accrington moved toward her. His cuffs were tight against his wrists, but the SWAT agents who leveled their automatic rifles at him weren’t taking any chances. Accrington just smiled. ‘Such melodrama!’
‘Where are they?’ Shannon repeated.
‘Not long now,’ said Accrington.
‘He’s fucking wasting our time,’ said Coltrane.
Shannon looked round at the policeman’s team. Each of them would know Boyd personally. These were such extraordinary circumstances that she couldn’t begin to predict what might happen next. One of the more likely outcomes, which she never before would have believed could be the case: there were five officers, and if Coltrane decided to do something stupid, everything would get out of hand in a heartbeat.
‘You gave me your word, Lyle,’ said Shannon.
‘They’re here. Closer than you would imagine. But I have to see it through, do you understand?’
‘What the hell do you mean by that?’ said Coltrane, his face glowing red.
‘Lyle,’ said Shannon, ‘one thing I was sure of about you was your word.’
‘Is your little monkey going to attack me again?’ said Accrington. ‘He attacked me at the precinct, Nicola,’ he added, turning to the journalist as if the two of them were alone.
‘Where are they, Lyle?’
‘How long left?’
‘Fifteen minutes,’ said Trevone.
‘Let’s see what happens, shall we? I’ll show you where they are. Hopefully it won’t be too late, but I’m afraid I must see what happens.’
As Shannon expected, this was too much for Coltrane. She saw the smile grow on Accrington a split second before Coltrane pulled his sidearm.
‘No, Jiffy,’ said one of his colleagues, but the gun was out and trained upon Accrington’s face.
‘Where the fuck is he?’ said Coltrane.
Left with no option, Shannon drew her Glock; Trevone drew his at precisely the same time. The SWAT agents took their cue from them and leveled their semiautomatics at Coltrane.
‘Put it down, Sergeant Coltrane,’ she said, acknowledging the part of her that wanted Coltrane to shoot Accrington where he stood.
‘I’m not going to let my friend die,’ said Coltrane, his voice shaking just perceptibly but his weapon remaining rock solid.
‘Shoot then, little piggy,’ said Accrington. ‘Wouldn’t that be a fitting ending for me? Illegally shot down by a corrupt officer. Hey, Nicola?’
Kerber stood open-mouthed, all the bravado Shannon had seen in the interview room long gone.
‘I’m not corrupt,’ said Coltrane, his voice now held as level as his gun, ‘and if I shoot you, I’ll keep you alive.’
‘Even better. Shoot me, unarmed, and I’ll walk free. Imagine setting me free after all this,’ said Accrington. ‘Though officially I claim no responsibility for anything that has happened,’ he added to his journalist.
‘Twelve minutes,’ said Trevone.
‘You’re wasting everyone’s time, Coltrane,’ said Shannon.
‘Maybe you should do as you’re told, Jiffy,’ said Accrington, as if he were trying to antagonize the detective enough that he would shoot him.
Shannon was so sleep-deprived that time made little sense. They stood that way for an inordinate amount of time, however long it actually was, before Trevone broke the silence. ‘Ten minutes,’ he said, holding the tablet up.
Coltrane lowered his gun and Shannon insisted that he hand it over.
On the screen, the four captives continued facing each other, unaware that their situations were minutes away from changing.
‘Exciting, isn’t it?’ said Accrington.
‘So this is it?’ said Shannon. ‘You’re not going to tell us where he is?’
‘I’ll tell you, when the time is right,’ said Accrington, pleased with himself.
What she wanted to do was kick Accrington to the ground, place her gun to his head, and give him one last, absolutely final, three-second deadline of her own. Four people’s lives were on the line, and here she was being dictated to by the man responsible.
‘We’re just going to stand here and do nothing?’ said Coltrane.
‘Eight minutes,’ said Trevone.
If it would have made any difference, she would have pointed her weapon at Accrington, but he had already admitted he was willing to die. She didn’t believe he would help her even when the countdown reached zero. But what option did she have?
‘Take him to the helicopter,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t get to watch.’
‘Don’t be childish, Agent Wallace. I will show you where they are the second the countdown reaches zero, but I need to see what happens first. I gave you my word and I will honor that.’
‘Not good enough.’
Accrington struggled as the SWAT agents dragged him away. ‘Very well,’ he called back to her. ‘Let me lead the way, but keep that feed open so I can see.’
Shannon held up one palm to the agents to halt them. ‘Any more games, Lyle, and that will be it,’ she said. ‘Now show us.’
Accrington led them outside of the farmhouse. The sky was a dizzying blur of fiery colors, the barren ground tinder-crisp as they followed Accrington to the perimeter of the farmyard.
‘We are going northwest, not northeast,’ said Trevone.
‘Apologies, a little misdirection earlier on. I assure you this is the way.’
They were led to a minivan-sized tangle of vines. ‘Beneath there,’ said Accrington.
‘Two minutes,’ said Trevone.
The SWAT agents scrambled beneath, cutting the vines away until a manhole cover was revealed. ‘Has some sort of digital lock,’ said one of the agents.
‘Fingerprint recognition,’ said Accrington. ‘Allow me. Gesture of goodwill and all that.’
On the screen, the countdown had reached the last minute. Accrington scrambled through to the manhole cover and placed his finger on the screen. After an audible click, one of the SWAT guards removed the manhole cover as the other dragged Accrington back.
‘My side of the bargain. How long left?’ said Accrington.
‘Twenty seconds,’ said Trevone.
‘There’s a ladder, looks like a fifty foot or so drop,’ said one of the guards, lifting his head from the tunnel’s opening.
They were huddled around the tablet, the seconds falling like an illusion of time, as if the feed were faulty, until the countdown reached zero and a long note of a piercing alarm was played as the sound from the feed was switched on.
Everything then seemed to pass in slow motion, with Shannon’s attention switching back and forth between the left and right sides of the screen, from Boyd and Ike Glass to Casey Barrington and Vogler and back again, until there was an audible clicking sound and the constraints on Glass’s and Barrington’s wrists were released.
‘You don’t have to do this,’ she heard Boyd and Vogler say in unison, as the two remaining survivors left their seats.
‘Oh my,’ said Accrington, clearly enthralled by the horror show being played out in front of them, as Casey Barrington reached for the pistol on the table.
Shannon squinted at the screen. The woman was pointing the gun at the NYPD detective, as Icarus Glass stared at Boyd with indecision. Shannon knew the acrimony between Casey and the two people who had died in front of her previously: Penny Chopra had been an Instagram rival, Shaun Wagner an ex-boyfriend. Of the two, her enmity seemed to be stronger toward Penny. They’d exchanged bitter words online on more than one occasion, and some unpleasant WhatsApp messages between the pair had also been uncovered. But up until the Silver Street discovery, Shannon would have had no idea that the young woman would ever be capable of acting this way. Yet here she was, with a gun pointed at Vogler.
‘She’s smiling,’ said Trevone, under his breath.
Shannon didn’t have the chance to respond before Casey steadied herself and fired off three shots directly into the detective’s face.



Chapter Sixty-Eight
‘You don’t have to do this,’ said Boyd, after the locks on Glass’s wrists fell away. He snuck a look at the gun at the man’s side, hoping not to provoke Glass into using it. ‘You’ve done nothing wrong. You’re the victim here. Anyone can see that. Can’t you?’
Glass had a faraway look in his eyes. He stood and walked around the room, then up to the camera that was sealed behind a protected partition.
Boyd hoped he was looking for a way out, an escape route that meant he wouldn’t have to kill Boyd. ‘You said there was a door behind me, Icarus. Try it. Or free me and let me try,’ he said, struggling pointlessly again to crane his neck around.
Glass glanced at the chains on Boyd’s wrists and ankles and shrugged, as if Boyd’s idea were nonsensical to him. He hesitated in front of him, close enough now to touch, if Boyd were able to do so, before walking behind him, beyond his line of sight.
If The Alliance were following their previous model, it was highly likely that the scene was playing out to a worldwide audience. Yet, despite the camera pointing at him and recording his every facial gesture, Boyd felt utterly alone in this brightly lit prison. It was as if he and Glass were the only people in the world. They were isolated, entombed, and he doubted that either of them would ever leave the place alive, even if Glass did shoot him.
‘The door is locked, solid steel,’ said Glass from behind him, confirming Boyd’s suspicions.
‘Help me get free, Icarus,’ said Boyd as Glass came back into view. ‘I can help.’
‘I’ve done a lot of thinking since they first took me,’ said Glass, surprising Boyd by retaking his seat.
‘I’m sure you have, Icarus. I think most people have reevaluated their lives since this all began.’
‘Do you think you can deceive yourself of something for a long period of time?’
Boyd was all for keeping the man talking. ‘I think it’s not always easy being honest with yourself,’ he said, ‘if that’s what you mean.’
Glass rested his chin on his hand, being careful to avoid the unlocked chain dangling from the armrest. ‘You’ve done that?’
What can you say, Boydy? The truth was, no amount of training in the world could have prepared him for this situation. His goal might be simple – to stop Glass from killing him – but it would have taken the skills of a top psychologist to even begin to try to get out of this predicament. In the end, Boyd decided to go with the one option open to him. The truth.
‘I have lots of regrets. One involves my wife, Marlene. She died a few years ago now. Bone cancer.’
As he spoke, it occurred to Boyd that this could well be his deathbed confession and that it wasn’t only Glass there to witness it. The camera light shone red before him, driving him on. Glass was staring intently at him. Counting down the time in his head? ‘I was forced to take some time off work to care for her. No, forced isn’t the word. I chose to care for her.’
‘It was bad?’ said Glass.
Boyd chuckled at that understatement. ‘Unless it’s happened to you, you couldn’t begin to understand. I know I couldn’t have, beforehand. Then you realize people are dealing with this everywhere, every day, all around the world. Always have been. It’s . . .’ Boyd was lost in a solid black maze he remembered too well, feeling his way blindly through Marlene’s final few months, through her refusal to go to a hospice center.
‘What happened?’ asked Glass, bringing Boyd back into the present. The reversal of roles wasn’t lost on him. Glass was the inquisitor now, and Boyd had to answer his questions on the off chance that it would keep him alive.
‘The cancer ate her away. I mean almost literally. She lost so much weight that by the end she wasn’t much more than a little pile of bones draped in skin. And the pain. We had a drip for her, and a nurse came in every day to administer the legal amounts of various painkillers, but I could see it in her eyes. Even when she was asleep. Even when she was asleep, I could see the fucking pain behind her eyes.’ Boyd stopped, realizing he’d been shouting.
‘That’s what you regret?’ asked Glass, no emotion in the question.
‘I regret that it happened to her, of course, but no. What I regret is that I didn’t do anything to end her misery. I had so many opportunities. So many. It would have been easy, and I would more than likely have gotten away with it. But I didn’t.’
‘You were too scared to kill her?’
That stopped him for a minute. ‘Yes, Icarus,’ he said at last. ‘Yes, I suppose I was.’

Two things happened after Casey Barrington shot NYPD Sergeant Andrew Vogler. The feed with Barrington and Vogler went black, and the SWAT agent nearest Accrington cracked the laughing prisoner with the butt of his automatic rifle across the bridge of his nose.
Accrington was utterly delighted by both events. He fell to the ground, in obvious pain, but his laughter quickly returned.
‘Sorry, ma’am,’ said the SWAT agent, slinging his rifle back over his shoulder.
In normal circumstances, Shannon would have dismissed the agent. This time, she just nodded. ‘You saw Vogler die?’ she said to Trevone under her breath, needing confirmation.
Trevone nodded, the shock of the event still evident on his face. ‘Boyd is speaking,’ he said after a time, and he turned up the sound on that feed.
Glass was on his feet now, and walking around the room.
They listened, dumbstruck, as Boyd told Glass, and the world, about nursing his wife. His suffering over her suffering. The guilt he carried for not ending her pain.
‘Pathetic,’ said Accrington from the floor, his words wetly muffled by his broken nose.
Shannon glanced at the SWAT agent, who took a step away from Accrington.
‘This is your last chance,’ she said to him. ‘Tell us now, or I’ll hand you over to these two and you won’t get to see any more of this.’
‘Did you get that, Nicola?’ asked Accrington, spitting blood onto the floor.
‘What has he got over you?’ Shannon asked the journalist.
Kerber stared blankly at her, as if in shock. ‘He wants to tell the truth, and I want to let him.’
Shannon shook her head. ‘Take him away,’ she said.
‘Don’t pout,’ said Accrington, as the two SWAT agents hauled him up to his feet. ‘Your pal is still alive. Go down that hole without me and you’ll never find him.’
‘How long since the alarm went off?’ she asked Trevone.
‘Four minutes.’
‘What’s going to happen when the time runs out?’ Shannon asked Accrington.
‘If you rush, you just might be able to stop him,’ said Accrington, full of glee.
‘I’ll go,’ said Coltrane, shining a torch down the hole.
‘Oh, I’m afraid we all must go,’ said Accrington.
‘Like fuck we will,’ said Coltrane.
‘At the bottom of that ladder you will have a choice of two paths,’ said Accrington, in a sodden, nasally storyteller’s voice. ‘Choose the correct path and you will come to four steel doors. Choose the right one – and admittedly you might – and you’ll need a six-figure combination to open the door, as well as a set of fingerprints. Guess who has those?’ said Accrington, twiddling the fingers of both hands in the air.
It was Shannon’s turn to lose her cool. She lurched at Accrington, lifting an elbow high above her and jumping into the air high enough to allow her to drive its point with all her might into the spot where the SWAT agent had hit him. He shrieked like a stricken animal – which, she thought, was just what he was – and sank to his knees.
She’d never in her life behaved in such a manner, would never have believed herself capable of doing so, but she knew she would never bring herself to regret it. Still, as her colleagues pulled her away from the man, she saw that he was already smiling a broad, bright-red smile once more. He’d won again, and they both knew it.
‘After you, Agent Wallace,’ he cooed, shrugging away the assistance of the agents surrounding him and laboring back to his feet. ‘I’ll be right behind you.’

Ike tried to focus on Boyd’s horror story, but half his attention was on the gun to his side. He’d just asked Boyd if he had any regrets, and here the man was, spilling his guts. Ike tried to feel for him. He was crying now, for God’s sake. Ike tried to put himself in his position, but had come to understand that such empathy was beyond him. Whether this was down to Accrington, or had always been something within him, he didn’t know.
He’d asked the policeman if he’d been too scared to take his wife’s life, to free her from pain, and he’d admitted that he had been. Now Ike was facing the same dilemma, only in this scenario, two lives were at stake.
The policeman had told him that the video feed of Jane Hobbs’s murder had been played out online, and all evidence suggested that the same thing was happening again. He could feel the cold lens of the camera on his back, and pictured the millions of people watching worldwide. If he ever got out of this, he would have one of the greatest stories to tell. His readership would blow his current subscription numbers out of the water.
And whatever the policeman tried to tell him, he knew there was only one way out. It didn’t feel quite rational, but in part he knew he could trust Accrington. The man had been right from the start. He’d seen things in Ike that Ike hadn’t been able to see. Things that Ike had kept buried for so long. Accrington had told him he was different to the others. It had taken some time, but Ike was starting to believe him.
He picked up the gun, appreciating its weight as he moved it from hand to hand. He stood up again, next to Boyd so the camera could fully capture him.
‘What are you doing, Icarus?’ said Boyd, the sound of his voice distant even though the policeman was sitting right next to him.
‘I have a confession, too,’ said Ike, his eyes not leaving the smooth lens of the camera. ‘But unlike you, I’m not sorry for it.
‘Twenty-six years ago,’ he continued, ‘I came to this country in search of my girlfriend, Heather Bywater.’ He relayed the story of Heather’s disappearance to the watching public, recounted his own departure from the UK, his weeks traveling the length and breadth of the country, and his eventual choice to settle in the States on the off chance that one day he would find out what happened to her.
‘However, it is only over these last two weeks that I have been able to admit to myself that I have become somewhat of an unreliable narrator. You see, I did find Heather when I came over here. The whys and wherefores aren’t important, but I found her. And when I did, I also discovered an inkling of the real me, an inkling I’ve been trying to suppress ever since. I found Heather, and I didn’t like what I found,’ he said, grabbing on to the side of Boyd’s chair with his free hand as if for balance.
Ike had tracked Heather down to Galveston. Cell phones weren’t much of a thing at the time, the internet in its infancy. In retrospect, it was a miracle he’d found her at all. She’d gone missing because she’d wanted to go missing. He’d known about her troubled family life, but hadn’t realized she’d wanted to escape him too. He’d checked out hostels and local bars, in San Antonio and beyond, and had only gone to Galveston after a vague tip-off from a girl he’d met at a bar in San Antonio.
He’d watched the YMCA hostel in Galveston for three days before he spotted her. He’d expected her to be with someone else, but the sight of her hand in hand with another man did something to him he thought he’d never truly recover from.
He’d come close to confronting her there and then. If he had, then maybe all this sorry business would have been avoided. Instead, he’d waited and watched her until he had the chance to get her on her own.
Ike stood, recovering his composure. Even that wasn’t quite the truth. He could deny it all he wanted, but it had been premeditated. He’d rented a fishing boat beforehand and had followed Heather for a number of days until the right moment presented itself. He’d eventually caught her alone, knocked her unconscious, and stuffed her into the back of his pickup. Then he’d taken her to the boat and dropped her overboard, far out to sea.
‘I killed her,’ he said to Boyd and all the world, ‘and I’ve lived half my life regretting it. Or thinking that I regretted it. But the truth is, I loved every moment of it and have been living a lie ever since. Lyle Accrington has shone a light on this side of my nature. He told me he was different to most people, that he’d evolved and that I had the potential to do the same. And finally, I’ve come to believe him.’
Ike raised the gun and was about to pull the trigger when he heard voices from outside the cell.

Shannon had half expected the manhole cover to slide shut above her the second she landed on solid ground. But Accrington was true to his word, and her feet did strike solid ground, a lit tunnel presenting her with two options. The stale air was laced with hints of ammonia. She pulled out her Glock as one of the SWAT guards untied the restraints on Accrington’s wrists and sent him down. He was followed by the shell-shocked journalist, then Trevone and the two SWAT agents. Everyone was cramped together and Shannon felt short of breath in the restricted space. ‘Where now?’
‘That way,’ said Accrington, pointing to the right with a joyful smile.
Shannon dragged Accrington to the front and led the way with Trevone, who held the tablet out in front of him so they could track what was happening on the screen. Shannon was relieved to see Boyd was still alive but Glass’s behavior was getting more erratic by the second. The corridor was lit by occasional spotlights, and despite the narrowness, every ten yards they passed a door. ‘Where are they, Lyle?’
‘No questions about this wondrous setup?’
‘We’ll get to that later. Tell me where he is.’
‘Not much longer now, Agent Wallace. Why do you think you’re so desperate to find Lieutenant Boyd, do you think? Is it to save his life? Or do you want to be the hero who saves everyone at the end of the day? Have you ever questioned your motives, Agent Wallace? I mean, you’ve already lost. Boyd and Icarus are the last two alive, apart from the wonderful young Casey, of course. And we handed ourselves in. You’ve solved and achieved nothing and are only here because of me. Not exactly a transcendent piece of policework, is it? Why do you do it?’
‘Do you ever shut up?’ said Trevone.
‘You ever kill anyone in the line of duty, Agent Trevone? I know your boss has. How did it feel, Shannon? Powerful rush, I imagine? Maybe we aren’t so different after all. You dress it up as fighting for justice, or what have you, but I wonder how many people are in law enforcement just on the off chance they get to kill someone one day? And surely that’s even more the case in the armed forces, where—’
‘Quiet,’ said Shannon, controlling as best she could the anger and volume in her voice. She grabbed the tablet from Trevone and listened to Boyd and Icarus talking. Ike looked on edge, and was waving the gun around with no control. Everyone took a deep breath as Glass admitted to killing his ex, Heather Bywater.
‘That’s news even to me,’ said Accrington. ‘Though I did suspect it.’
‘Where are they, please?’ said Shannon, lowering her voice to a whisper.
‘Are you purposely being obtuse? You think pleading with me will make any difference? I couldn’t care less what happens to your colleague, Agent Wallace, and begging isn’t going to change that.’
This of course came as no surprise to Shannon, and yet she’d still, reflexively, tried to relate to him as she would a fully functioning human being. Sometimes you came across people who couldn’t be bargained with. Accrington and his ilk were devoid of empathy. His only focus was on himself, and even the threat of death wouldn’t persuade him.
She sighed. ‘So why are we here, Lyle?’
‘Some things you have to see to the finish, Agent Wallace. There, two doors down. The code is 1867A. No fingerprint required.’
It could be another trap, but Shannon no longer cared. She positioned the SWAT agents on either side of the door as she and Trevone drew their weapons. ‘Keep them back,’ she instructed the agents with a nod at Accrington and the journalist, then keyed in the code.
To her surprise, the door’s locking mechanism began to whirr.

Icarus’s last-minute confession had done little to ease Boyd’s concerns. He’d known from the beginning that there was something off about Glass. Whether it was all some sort of initiation or simply a game, he didn’t know, but it did seem clear that The Alliance was in the market for like-minded individuals. And sadly, in this case, they’d found a perfect candidate.
Boyd had been surprised by the sense of calm that washed over him as Glass finished speaking and lifted the gun. Won’t be long now, Marlene, he whispered to himself as he closed his eyes.
Instead of a bullet, though, he heard a whirring sound and then the grinding gears of the door as it began to open.
Boyd opened his eyes, and saw that Glass was still holding the gun in the air as a hand appeared from the other side of the door and began dragging it back.

Ike wasn’t fazed by the door opening. He was going to do what he was going to do either way. He’d lived a life of lies and wanted it over. Even here, down in the basement of the earth, he wasn’t being completely honest with himself or with the policeman.
Yes, there had been a certain thrill to killing Heather, but afterward a void had ripped open within him. Accrington would probably tell him that the only thing that would have filled it would have been more victims, and maybe he would be right. Instead, he’d filled it with drugs and alcohol.
The truth was, he was confused and not a little scared. He wasn’t the person Accrington wanted him to be, and he wasn’t the person he wanted to be.
Boyd was watching him now as the first body filtered through the door.
‘Drop it,’ said the woman, who held a gun in front of her.
Instead, Ike lifted the gun and pulled the trigger.

Shannon didn’t have time to respond as Icarus Glass placed the gun under his chin and pulled the trigger, decorating the ceiling of the cell with the contents of his skull. ‘Get in here,’ she called back to the others as she moved over to Boyd, who was still chained to the chair.
‘You hear any of that?’ asked Boyd, as Shannon tried to pry the locks off him.
‘The whole world did,’ said Shannon, as Trevone entered the room followed by the rest of the entourage.
‘Who’s that?’ asked Boyd, as Accrington was led in by the SWAT agents.
‘Lieutenant Boyd, a pleasure. Lyle Accrington.’
‘Are you shitting me?’
‘I’m afraid not,’ said Shannon. ‘He sort of helped us here.’
‘We’re still online,’ said Trevone, as Accrington turned to face the camera and offered his rapt public a wink.
‘Cover that damn lens up,’ said Shannon, as a hiss like the sound of steam from a kettle reached her ears before a colored gas began filtering into the room. ‘What the hell is this?’ she said, grabbing Accrington.
‘Now, now, Shannon. Not in front of the followers.’
Shannon glared at the camera, its light still red, and considered whether or not to put a bullet into the lens. The gas was coming from an outlet in the corner of the ceiling. At present it was still circling the turrets of the roof, but she could see it seeping down the walls.
‘A little insurance, in case young Icarus here failed to go through with the job. You’re in luck, though, as the door is open. Might give us all some time. Not your friend though, sadly.’
Shannon glanced over to the trapped figure of Boyd. Coltrane was working frantically on the locks holding him in position.
‘Everyone out,’ said Shannon.
One of the SWAT agents grabbed Accrington. ‘Not him,’ said Shannon. ‘He’ll be staying here with Boyd and me.’
Everyone else except Coltrane left the room, as the gas began filling the air space.
‘Jiffy, you need to go,’ said Boyd.
‘Fuck that,’ said Coltrane, smashing the bolts on the side of the chair with a piece of metal he’d found on the floor.
‘And you, ma’am,’ said Boyd to Shannon. ‘I didn’t expect to survive this long. Thank you all for coming to find me.’
‘What is this stuff?’ said Shannon.
‘If I’m honest, I’m surprised we’re all still breathing,’ said Accrington.
That was enough for Shannon. She grabbed Accrington, kicking him in his right knee, sending him spiraling to the ground. Taking out her Glock, she placed it on the back of his head. ‘Tell your people to release him,’ she said, looking at the camera, which was hazy with smoke.
‘Just get out of here,’ shouted Boyd. ‘Don’t let this monster mess with you. You’ll just be giving him what he wants.’
Painfully acidic tears streamed from Shannon’s eyes as the gas entered her lungs. A part of her wanted to be the one to take Accrington’s life, but by the look of his prone body, the gas had probably done that. The gun slipped from her hands and she slumped to the concrete floor.
She thought of Ivan, and closed her eyes.



Chapter Sixty-Nine
In her delirium, Shannon thought she could see Ivan. She wished she could have spoken to him one final time before this all happened. But he was a sensible boy. He was hurt, but he would come to realize that she’d only ever had his best interests at heart.
‘Mom.’
What is this gas that provokes such vivid hallucinations? thought Shannon, blinking through burning eyes.
‘Mom, it’s me,’ came Ivan’s voice. ‘I’m here.’
Every part of Shannon was telling her to keep her eyes closed, to fall back into unconsciousness, but her son’s voice guided her on. ‘Ivan?’ she said, her voice croaky and brittle.
‘I’m here, Mom.’

It was another twenty-four hours before Shannon could sit up in bed, her reward the arrival of Deputy Director Greyson and the head of the FBI’s legal department. In the minutes that followed, she learned how backup teams had arrived as they’d been in the underground complex, and the fire department had managed to get respirators on them all – Accrington included – before it was too late. Even Boyd had survived, having to endure a horrendous couple of hours on the chair, masked, as they waited for the gas to fully disperse and were able to break him free.
A nurse gave her some ice chips to ease her throat as Greyson began questioning her. ‘Casey Barrington?’ asked Shannon, interrupting him.
‘Still at large. We recovered the site, and the body of Sergeant Vogler. Gas canisters and a remote device were discovered in the building. We think they let Barrington go when she killed Vogler.’
Shannon saw Greyson talking, but her mind was already working on a dozen different tangents. What she really wanted to do was question Accrington, and get some definitive answers, but that was some time off. Greyson and the legal counsel were talking about some nondisclosure documents they wanted her to sign. In the brief minutes they’d allowed Ivan to speak to her, she’d learned that she’d become one of the most famous people in the world. Everything that had happened in the bunker had been played out on The Alliance’s website and she was something of a national hero – at least, to some people.
Shannon closed her eyes and tried to drown out Greyson and his colleague. She wouldn’t be signing anything today. She’d witnessed firsthand the destructive power of information, and wanted to ensure her knowledge was exploited the correct way. Furthermore, she would be insisting that she take charge of all further investigations into Accrington and The Alliance, and signing anything now would likely take away her bargaining power.
Eventually, she heard Greyson give up. Keeping her eyes closed, Shannon touched her neck. Her throat still felt ragged from the gas she’d inhaled at the scene, but her strength was recovering.



Epilogue
SIX MONTHS LATER
Shannon saw Accrington on an almost daily basis. If she could have had it any other way she would have, but he was a master of drip-feeding information and she had to play his games until that information was exhausted. She watched him now through the mirrored partition. He’d been detained in an FBI holding facility ever since that night in China Grove, and was wearing a bright-orange prison jumpsuit with the FBI logo tagged front and back. It was tight against his huge body, like a second skin, and through the distortion of the glass he didn’t quite look human.
All four captured members of The Alliance had been eager to talk following Vogler’s murder and Boyd’s narrow escape. Initially, the four had parroted each other, as if everything had been scripted, but each had since branched out into his own recollections of the atrocities he had inflicted over the years.
Shannon and the rest of the team continued calling them by their known names, but each was a nom de plume. The four men had met thirty years ago at college, where they’d had different names. Over a period of eight years, each had either worked or been enrolled in the criminal psychology department at the University of Michigan. Accrington had been the driving force behind the group’s formation, searching out and drawing like-minded obsessives into his fold.
Accrington had taken much relish in recounting the origins of the group, though balked at the Alliance moniker, which he claimed was a creation of the media – this despite having fully embraced it during the homicides and abductions. ‘It started as an experiment,’ he’d told her. ‘I was fascinated with the Hare Psychopathy Checklist, which I failed – or passed, depending on your viewpoint.’
Shannon was aware of the test, which was used to assess those with psychopathic tendencies. She’d argued that the test couldn’t truly be self-administered, as it took into account insights into a person’s psyche and actions that would be difficult to self-analyze, particularly if one was a psychopath, but her protests were laughed away.
‘You can test me all you want now, but I’m not a psychopath in the classical sense,’ he said.
‘The classical sense?’
‘Yes. While it’s true that I am largely devoid of empathy and arguably have other characteristics associated with psychopathy, I have never lived a parasitic lifestyle, or indulged in promiscuous sexual behavior.’
‘That doesn’t necessarily rule you out.’
‘Perhaps not.’
‘So, if you’re not a psychopath, what are you?’
‘I am something beyond that, and as soon as I realized that, I was on a search to find those like me.’
Shannon smiled inwardly at the response. One of the first considerations in the Hare test was whether the subject had a grandiose sense of self-worth. Accrington had been assessed on the updated Hare test and had scored 37.5 out of 40 for traits of psychopathy, one of the highest possible results. ‘And you found that in the other members of The Alliance – John Ward, Max Albon and George Mersey?’
‘Yes. Not that there weren’t some mishaps along the way.’
Further research into Accrington’s time at the university had revealed the disappearance of seven people associated in one way or another with the criminal psychology department over an eight-year period.
Accrington had laughed at that revelation, but had yet to share any details he might have of those missing people.
‘And when you found your allies?’
‘Then we set about seeing what we could achieve. You will know as well as I do, Agent Wallace, that serial killers rarely work together. The exceptions are nearly always couples, who do it together for extra kicks.’
‘Bonnie and Clyde?’
‘I quite enjoy the work of Gerald and Charlene Gallego, but that’s beside the point. What we set out to disprove was the notion that serial killers couldn’t work together. We began small and conducted our work in a scientific way.’
Accrington had then started listing random killings over the United States in the last thirty years. Each purported victim was still reported missing. The other three told similar stories, and so far the FBI had recovered sixteen bodies from their confessions.
‘And Dominic Aldric?’
Accrington beamed at her at the mention of Aldric. ‘Naturally we wanted more recruits, but it is a very precarious mission. We had to devise a way of recruiting the right people. What we discovered is that those who share our abilities and desires often lie dormant. Dormant, but evident. We weren’t looking for little Billy down the road who likes pulling the legs off spiders and killing cats. We were looking for something a bit more subtle.’
‘So this whole business – the abductions of the “candidates” and their victims, the staged killings – it was all just an elaborate testing regimen to identify potential new members of The Alliance?’
He offered a pleased shrug. ‘We have a flare for the dramatic. You’ll have to excuse us for that, but we found it was the only way of weeding out those who were unsuitable.’
‘And it was a way of you gaining control of those who followed your methods.’
‘We needed to know who could be trusted.’
‘So why come out with it now?’
‘Publish or perish, Agent Wallace.’
‘You needed to be heard?’
‘You can view it however you wish to view it. Yes, a little recognition is good for the soul. But we are pioneers. There are more people like us out there. Now they know they have a place to go.’
Shannon had thought hard about those last words these last six months.
There are more people like us out there.
It was no good hoping otherwise. Casey Barrington’s escape was evidence that there were others out there who were, if not in the same class as these four men, at least willing to aid and abet them. As were the increasing number of supporters the group continued to attract. Many had tried to blunt their impact, but the sad fact was the whole world was fascinated by Accrington and The Alliance, and for many different reasons.
Everything about The Alliance was so unprecedented and insidiously compelling that occasionally Shannon caught herself entertaining Accrington’s delusions. Maybe he was right, and they were a new breed of humans. If that was the case, then Shannon would make it her duty to hunt down each and every one of them.
‘Ready to go in, boss,’ said Trevone, handing her a coffee.
‘Let’s do it.’
Like Shannon, Trevone was now something of a rock star within the FBI and the greater world. Shannon was glad to have him by her side, sharing as they had those torturous moments in San Antonio.
Accrington greeted them like long-lost friends, despite having seen them yesterday. ‘I would get up, but you know,’ he said, shuffling the chains that linked his wrists and ankles to the steel floor. He’d taken to incarceration as if it were a holiday. With new revelations being presented on a near-daily basis, a full case had yet to be presented against any of the four men, though they hoped to begin grand jury proceedings against Accrington for the events in San Antonio in the next few months. ‘What can I do you for today?’
Shannon and the rest of the team had done everything in their power to contain the information given to them by Accrington and the others. Although all interviews were recorded, only a select few had access to them. Despite this, everything that Accrington said to them somehow appeared on The Alliance’s website within twenty-four hours of it leaving his mouth. Any potential leak had been accounted for, and a round-the-clock watch had been placed on Accrington’s would-be biographer, Nicola Kerber, so Shannon had to presume that everything Accrington said was preplanned. This was no small achievement, as Shannon had tried every tactic available to her to randomize their interactions and questions. It seemed that however hard they tried, Accrington was still controlling the narrative, choosing when he released information that suited his agenda.
‘I’d like to talk to you about Casey Barrington today, Lyle,’ said Shannon, a subject that had been met with silence every time she’d brought it up over the last six months.
‘Ah, a great success story,’ said Accrington, answering directly for the first time.
‘Is she still alive?’
Accrington ruminated, pursing his lips as if kissing the air. ‘I can only presume so, yes.’
‘Where can we find her?’ said Shannon.
‘You can do better than that, Agent Wallace.’
‘What would you like in exchange for revealing that information, Lyle?’
‘That’s better. Unfortunately, I will be unable to ever reveal that information, though feel free to keep guessing.’
Shannon sighed. She would have kept on at him, but there was no point. ‘What can you tell us today?’
‘Well, I’m pleased you asked. You’ll love this one. I believe it was five years ago now. Oregon,’ he began.
By the time he’d finished, Accrington had given them the names of five people missing and presumed dead in the Greater Portland metropolitan area. The afternoon was spent arranging teams in the state before the inevitable leak that appeared later that evening.
Shannon was on a plane at this point, flying back to Charlotte. Such revelations had become a way of life for her now, and although her ultimate goal was finding Casey Barrington, she knew her immediate future involved tracking and recording Accrington’s and The Alliance’s crimes in Oregon.
She didn’t know who was driving who, but as she left the plane and checked the update on The Alliance website, she was able to switch off from it, if only for a short period. This weekend was about her son, and she wouldn’t let anything distract her from that.

The smell of fresh-cut grass and the sound of the cicadas in the trees always brought memories of sitting on this very same porch with her parents. Now here Shannon was with Ivan on their last evening together, drinking a beer as they waited for the moving people to arrive.
Ivan had been more attentive in these last six months than he’d been since he was a toddler. It was a shame that it had taken something so tragic to bring them together, but Shannon was determined to do everything she could to keep their relationship this tight from now on.
These last three days may have been the first she’d taken off since returning to work, but she’d fought to make time for Ivan. She was still working seven days a week, but Ivan had transferred to a new college in Virginia and now lived only a few miles away from her. She didn’t see him all the time, but made sure they spoke at least once a day on the phone and got together for lunch or dinner once a week.
‘I’ll miss this place,’ said Ivan, finishing his beer.
‘It’s not gone for good. Who knows where life will take you? Maybe in a few years, you’ll be back here with your own family.’
‘Whoa, now,’ he said, laughing. ‘How about I just focus on finding a girlfriend first?’
‘Right. Baby steps.’
‘Let’s just keep babies out of it.’
‘Noted.’ She finished her drink, then lifted her empty bottle between them. ‘One for the road?’
‘My round,’ joked Ivan, flashing her a smile that melted her as he went inside to the otherwise empty refrigerator.
The divorce had gone through three months ago. Richard had recuperated from his accident and was walking again, albeit with a slight limp, and had reluctantly agreed that the house be given to Ivan, who’d decided to rent it out on a long-term basis. Shannon had expected a wave of sadness as she signed the documents, but all she’d felt was a sense of relief, as if she’d finally shrugged off a weight that had been dragging her down.
Now she could fully focus on Ivan, and her career.
‘Better go,’ she said, as Ivan and the moving truck arrived nearly simultaneously. ‘We’ve got a plane to catch.’

The lilies made Boyd’s nose itch, but they were Marlene’s favorite.
After being released from the hospital, he’d made the journey to the cemetery a daily pilgrimage. Only here could he banish the memories of those hellish days in captivity and the sight of Icarus Glass splattering his brain onto the ceiling of their underground prison.
Out of habit, or a heightened sense of paranoia, Boyd checked his surroundings as he moved through the cemetery, gauging the threat posed by everyone he came across. The four main protagonists of The Alliance were behind bars, but Casey Barrington was at large, as was everyone who had helped her and all the others during their reign of terror.
An elderly man with a beautiful golden retriever caught his eye and Boyd waited until he’d walked away before taking the final steps to Marlene’s graveside.
He groaned as he bent down and placed the lilies next to her resting place. A sense of peace came over him as he sat down next to her. ‘My last day,’ he told her, birds chirruping in wondrous accompaniment in the still air.
The last six months had felt like one long, endlessly revolving exercise of debriefing and psychological evaluation. At one point, he’d even thought he was under suspicion, as if his kidnapping had been an elaborate hoax. In the end, it had been too much for him and he’d taken the retirement offer that had been open to him for the last few years.
‘They still won’t leave me alone,’ he told Marlene, alluding to the journalists and members of the public who hounded him every day. If hadn’t been for Marlene, he would probably have upped sticks to somewhere remote and eased into blissful anonymity – though such was his newfound celebrity, that might prove impossible. ‘I hope it’ll pass.’
He’d had offers to have his story ghostwritten, which he’d declined. Not because he didn’t want to revisit those events, but out of a sense of compassion for the many victims The Alliance had left in their wake.
Despite Accrington’s claims to the contrary, Boyd was convinced the man’s only goal was notoriety, and in that he’d succeeded. He was world-famous, a modern-day, living and breathing bogeyman. He’d sparked both fear and excitement in the general populace, and Boyd would be damned if he would aid him in any way, even if it gave him the chance of telling the world exactly what he thought about the killer.
‘Thought you’d be here,’ came a voice.
Boyd’s pulse doubled as he wheeled around to find Jiffy standing over him, blocking out the sun. ‘You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you,’ said Boyd, working at getting to his feet.
‘I’d have been in Houston by the time you’d got your piece drawn,’ said Jiffy, giving him a hand up. ‘Come on, you’re going to be late to your own party.’

Boyd had requested a small get-together, but such retirement events were never small gatherings, especially with the amount of money he’d placed behind the bar.
‘Got your speech ready?’ asked Jiffy, as they found a two-top to themselves.
‘More importantly, have you got yours ready?’
‘Don’t you worry about that. Years of juicy details all up here,’ said Jiffy, pointing to his head.
‘Make sure they’re not too juicy, Jiffy.’
‘No promises.’ The two tapped the necks of their beer bottles together and enjoyed a long drink. ‘So, you going to sit down and write your memoirs when this is all over?’
‘You know how I am behind a desk. I’ll probably be bothering you lot in a few weeks asking to work on some cold cases.’
‘Not in my precinct.’
‘Oh, it’s yours now, is it?’
‘The king is dead, long live the . . . Oh, look, it’s Leanne. Now there’s a retirement plan you should cultivate.’
‘Stick to the detective work, King,’ said Boyd, walking over to buy his colleague a drink.
‘Won’t be the same without you here, boss,’ said Leanne, clinking her glass against his bottle.
‘I’m not the boss anymore. Jiffy has decided to take that mantle.’
‘Has he now? It’ll be a cold day in hell before I call him boss.’
‘It’d be an adjustment,’ he agreed.
They stood in silence for a time, Boyd catching snatches of conversation as he stole glances at Leanne. ‘I’ll miss working with you too,’ he said at last, after the latest song finished on the sound system.
‘Don’t get all sentimental on me now.’
Boyd couldn’t tell if it was the light, but it looked as if her eyes were reddening. If he was ever going to ask her out, now would be the time, but he guessed he was never going to ask her out. She was too young, and for now he thought he might just be content with being single. As long as he had the strength to walk to the cemetery every day, he’d never truly be alone. And what he’d told Jiffy about the cold cases was true. Chief Swinford was already itching for him to get back in and help, though Boyd had made a decision to give retirement at least six months. ‘You wait,’ he said. ‘When I do my speech, won’t be a dry eye in the bar.’
‘That I can believe,’ said Leanne. She hesitated, as if she wanted to say something. All chat about The Alliance had been banned for the night, but if she wanted to talk, he would be there to listen. ‘It’s been good working with you, Boyd. Hey, what is your first name, anyway?’
Boyd grinned. ‘Come on, let’s go see Jiffy. You know how he gets when he thinks he’s being ignored,’ he said, walking off before he betrayed any sense of emotion.

That first time, she’d been scared, but only because she’d feared for her life. When she’d found out that the bullet she thought had been meant for her had found Penny, it had been hard to keep the smile from her face. And Shaun – Shaun was a sensation. She’d truly understood at that point, and had made a pointed effort to concentrate so Albon would understand how little she cared for her ex-boyfriend’s impending death.
And when Albon had told her the final thing that needed to be done, she hadn’t hesitated. The policeman, Vogler, had been a pain from the beginning. She’d relished escaping from him in the first place, and to see him squirming on that chair as he awaited his execution had given her a thrill unlike anything she’d ever encountered before. And as for pulling the trigger . . . she could still feel the shock waves through her body, but the feeling was diminishing.
At first, she’d been surprised to learn that Albon and his colleagues had given themselves up, but she understood now. The others had guided her from that cellar in Brooklyn and had told her everything she needed to know. She was learning, and she understood how the founding fathers – Albon, Accrington, Ward and Mersey – were martyrs of a sort. They were announcing the new world, so that she and the others could develop on their foundation.
But it had been hard waiting this long.
One thing she’d quickly learned was that there was a serious dearth of suitable candidates, but eventually she’d tracked one down. And here she was now, waiting for him to regain consciousness.
Adrian Shearman wanted a partner in his law firm dead, because said partner was fucking his wife. Casey wasn’t yet fully convinced Shearman had what it took, but everyone was entitled to their beginning. The lawyer was, in any event, currently chained to a chair, and the partner who’d cuckolded him was sitting behind him, gagged and staring wide-eyed at her.
The synchronicity of the scene before her was enough to make her tingle, and she’d begun to worry she’d developed a fever by the time Shearman came around.
‘You,’ he said, as if they were best friends.
‘Me,’ said Casey, lifting the gun. She wasn’t one for making speeches, like Albon. Maybe that would come at some point, but for now she just wanted to kill.
Shearman no longer looked quite so pleased to see her. ‘I’ve got money,’ he said. ‘I can get you money.’ A sharp, unpleasant scent reached her. Glancing down, she identified the source. He’d pissed his pants.
Casey frowned. The pants thing wasn’t a good sign, but to be fair, she had pumped him full of drugs. ‘I don’t want your money,’ she said, assuming her stance and sighting down the barrel, lining up slightly off center so the bullet would miss Shearman by inches and enter the brain of his nemesis.
‘What do you want, then?’
‘What I want to do, Mr. Shearman, is to play a little game,’ said Casey, smiling. ‘And this is how it begins,’ she added, pulling the trigger.
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