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ABOUT


Extinction was just the beginning…

For two decades, Sam Brodie has never let a poacher get away or come across an animal print she couldn't identify… until she tracks a vicious predator that went extinct in the Ice Age. But when Sam reaches the tiger, she finds herself in the crosshairs of ruthless hunters who want no witnesses.

As she delves deeper into the case, she uncovers a chilling plot to clone extinct predators for a barbaric "extreme" hunting experience for the wealthy elite. But these creatures aren’t just clones; they're bigger, badder, and pose an unparalleled danger to the world's ecological balance.

With the fate of the world hanging in the balance, Sam and her team must race to stop the mastermind before he unleashes his ultimate creation. Can Sam stop him, or will humanity face its own extinction? Join the hunt and find out!


Dedicated to the heroes of the Fish and Wildlife Service.

And, for Brian, always.
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PART 1


“Extinction is the rule. Survival is the exception.”

~ Carl Sagan


ONE


Somewhere in the Canadian Yukon / One year, nine months ago

The hunter's grip tightened on his rifle as he carefully stepped over the fallen oak. He scanned the area and listened intently, before turning to his bodyguard with a frown. "Where's it at again?"

The bodyguard shouldered his rifle and pulled out a small tablet. "It's still showing a couple of hundred meters out. That way, sir." He pointed north.

"Let me see that." The hunter snatched the tablet and studied the GPS tracking map, Two yellow dots hung close together while a red dot showed three hundred meters away. He groaned in frustration. "I swear we've covered this entire forest. How is it we're not catching up to it yet?"

“Because it’s moving away from us, likely following the easiest terrain, sir.”

"That was a rhetorical question, you dolt. Let's get moving. I'm not going home without that trophy." The hunter picked up his pace, no longer worried about the occasional snapped branch or rustled leaves.

Several minutes passed before the bodyguard spoke up again. "I should advise you, sir, we have less than an hour before dark. Do you want me to call the helicopter?"

“Why would I want that?”

“Because it’ll become a lot more dangerous out here after dark.”

“That’s why I pay you to watch my back,” the hunter said.

“But what we’re hunting—”

“Is going to be a trophy in my cabin this time next month. Now, do your job and quit annoying me.” the hunter snapped. He was exhausted and starving, this hunt having taken much longer than he’d planned. They’d been walking this damp, evergreen forest, being eaten alive by bugs, for at least ten hours with only a few measly protein bars his bodyguard had carried in. “Where’s that damned cat?”

The other man retrieved the tablet once more, but his brow furrowed in confusion. "That can't be right." He smacked the tablet.

“What’s wrong?”

“This stupid tablet is showing all three dots at the same location. All these trees must be screwing up the GPS again.”

“Well, reboot it.” The hunter scanned the area. Everything had gone eerily silent—no birdsong, no insect buzz. A troubling sensation crept up his spine. Something wasn’t right. He did a quick three-sixty as the bodyguard quickly unslung his weapon. Nothing.

A leaf floated to the ground. Both men looked up to see a saber-tooth tiger lunging off a branch above them, razor-sharp claws extended, massive jaws open. Its two eight-inch fangs glinted in the dim light. The tiger landed on the bodyguard with a spine-tingling roar. He somehow managed to grab his rifle and squeeze off a shot before being skewered by the beast’s unnaturally long canines.

The hunter stumbled away from the snarling tiger, horrified as it tore apart his screaming bodyguard. The cat looked up from its prey, blood staining its muzzle, dripping from its mouth. The hunter threw up, then turned and ran. He made it ten meters before the tiger slammed into him. Agony erupted across his back as claws dug in, smashing him face-forward into the ground.

He screamed, hands and feet digging at the soft earth, thinking of nothing but getting away. The weight of the massive animal crushed him, cutting off his cries and preventing him from breathing. Sunlight vanished as the tiger's mouth enveloped his head and clamped down. The pain was unbearable but lasted only four seconds—the exact length of time it took to snap the hunter’s neck like a twig.
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The helicopter hovered twenty meters above the pine trees as two snipers took aim. Below, the tiger was feeding upon its prey—something in brown camo. They fired the specially formulated tranquilizer darts that had been manufactured to take down a rhinoceros—more than enough to take down a tiger, no matter how massive this particular one was. The tiger snarled, jumped up, and began to run, only to stumble and collapse.

Once the tiger’s body went lax, four well-armed mercenaries descended from the helicopter on ropes, quickly securing the area before giving a thumbs up to the two men in suits still waiting aboard. The pair then attached metal harnesses to the rope—similar to what one would find on a zipline albeit far more high-tech—and slid down the ropes with ease. The ropes retracted as the helicopter flew away.

The two men were impeccably dressed in highly tailored suits and polished shoes, as if they'd come straight from a dinner party. The taller, older man glanced across the carnage, careful to not to give away any sign of emotion—emotion in a leader could be perceived as weakness, and weakness was something he could never abide.

“Everything’s clear, Mr. Angel. We’ll get the cat secured and call for pickup when you give the okay,” one of the mercenaries said.

“I won’t be long,” Angel replied, pulling off his leather gloves to smooth down his slicked-back salt-and-pepper hair.

He began strolling, with his younger companion following behind. The grisly scene looked like something from a horror movie; blood and gore covered the ground, limbs torn and scattered. This wasn’t just a predator looking to eat, this was pure malice. A lone boot sat by itself, several meters away from the rest of the carnage, the tibia and fibula sticking out of it like some Halloween prop. The other victim’s back had been ripped to shreds, his head caved in from where the cat’s jaws—with their one-thousand pounds of pressure—had practically ripped it free of its victim’s shoulders.

Angel picked up a finger that’d been torn off at the second knuckle. He gave it a quick glance before giving it a casual fling.

“Looks like our kitty was enjoying its meal of your customer and his security detail,” John, the smaller of the two men, said.

“He told me he was this grand hunter. Clearly, he exaggerated his exploits,” Angel said.

“At least he didn’t exaggerate the size of his pocketbook. He paid two million in advance,” John said.

“We can’t make him disappear. He’s too well known,” John said.

“I don’t want him to disappear. I want his friends to know what happened.”

John stared at his employer in surprise. “You want his friends to know that he died on a hunt you arranged?”

Angel smiled. “Yes. These people are looking for a rush—that’s why they buy my hunts. What’s more of a rush than the very real risk of being killed by such a predator like this tiger? I believe rumors of this incident will be better for business than any of my other marketing efforts to date. Therefore, the world can know he died while hunting, but I only want his friends to know exactly what he was hunting.”

“Okay, but the body’s too messed up to have anyone find it. Not even a mauling by a grizzly bear would do that.” John gestured to the nearly headless corpse.

“Then place the body somewhere the local wildlife would eradicate the evidence, save for a wallet and boots, you get my meaning,” Angel said.

“And his bodyguard?” John asked.

“I don’t care. Toss him in a ravine. Nightshade’s already been paid.”

Angel then knelt by the tiger and examined the creature which seemed to be completely unharmed. The hunter hadn’t managed to hit it with even a single shot. He stood and turned back to his associate. “We can reuse this beast again. That saves me over four million dollars from having to create a new one.”

“Or you could have your own private hunt. Enjoy the product for yourself, for a change,” John offered.

Angel shook his head. “No. We need the revenue. My joy is found in bringing joyful experiences to others.”

A mercenary, having just noticed Angel, hustled over. “Be careful, sir. Just because it’s tranqed, doesn’t mean it’s fully out.” Just then, the tiger’s paw flinched. The man jumped and let out a high-pitched eep!

John chortled and Angel sneered at the soldier. “That’s completely normal while the animal is unconscious. Change your pants and prepare the animal for transport. And then get these bodies cleaned up. I want no evidence they were ever here.”

The mercenary swallowed. “Yes, sir. We’ll get right on it.”

Angel took one more glance around the carnage before speaking to his assistant, “Better make a note to assign more bodyguards to each hunter. Four—no, two—ought to suffice. If they want more than that, they can bring their own.”

“I’ll notify Nightshade. The next hunt’s coming up in five days, but they should be able to accommodate,” John said.

“If they balk, tell them we’ll use another company.” Angel watched as the tiger was lifted to a cargo helicopter. Then he paused and held up his hand to stop John. “Have the tiger delivered to the camp. This one’s feisty. It’ll put on a good show in the arena.”


TWO


Yellowstone National Park / Wednesday, June 9; 7:36 PM

I heard him before I saw him. A lone man rustling leaves and bragging to someone—or making a video, more likely—of his most recent achievement. I kept my pace slow, careful not to betray my presence. I’d been through this particular part of Yellowstone only a handful of times, but I’d been in woods like these for the better part of my life. Each step was calculated so that I didn’t step on a twig or disturb crisp leaves on the autumnal forest floor.

He came into view beyond a bushy pine. A tall, lanky fellow who reminded me of a ladder—if that ladder was covered in camouflage and carried an AR-15 rifle. He currently had his rifle slung loosely in his left grip as he stowed his phone and then drank from a stainless-steel flask in his other hand. Before him, the bighorn ram he’d shot lay still, a thin rivulet of blood still trickling from its neck wound.

At least the hunter’s finger wasn’t on the trigger.

I unsnapped my hip holster and drew my Glock. Poachers were a dangerous, antsy lot. They were the main reason why more game wardens were killed in the line of duty than any other federal officers.

Drunk poachers were even worse.

Cautiously, I stepped out from cover. “Fish and Wildlife Service. Set your weapon on the ground.”

He froze. Seeing me in a game warden’s dark green shirt and jacket should’ve cleared up any questions. As soon as he set the rifle on the ground, he returned to full height and flashed that smile—the one that men flash women when they’re trying to get away with something. I doubt it’s ever worked on any woman except their own mothers. I can tell you one thing: that crap’s never worked on me.

“Uh, hey there, officer. What can I do for ya?” he asked, holding that same expression.

I cocked my head. “Funny thing, I thought hunting season didn’t start for another three weeks.”

“Hunting season?” he chuckled nervously as he tried to devise some excuse, but that would be hard to do when he had a rifle in his hands.

I kept my pistol gripped in my right hand and tapped the badge on my jacket with my left. “In case you hadn’t noticed already, I’m a federal wildlife officer, and you’re under arrest for hunting without a permit and for carrying a firearm into a national park outside hunting season. Oh, and don’t forget the hefty charge for poaching.”

“What poaching? I didn’t shoot nothing. I, uh, found this ram like this,” he griped. He’d clearly eluded the Wyoming game wardens for so long due to luck because he’d yet to display any hints of skill or intelligence.

“What? You just so happened to be out hiking tonight with an AR-15 and came across a ram someone else had shot?”

“Yeah, that’s it.” He shrugged. “It’s dangerous out here with all the wildlife. I like to play it safe?”

“And illegal.” I scoffed. “Though, I gotta say, this runt you shot tonight is nothing compared to the 350-pound ram you shot last week. That one sure was a trophy, huh.”

“How’d you—” He cut himself off.

“How’d I know? Because I watched that nice little video you posted on Facebook. That was not a smart thing to do, Mr. Fettinger.”

He gulped and then seemed to find his backbone. “Aw, c’mon, lady,” he said. “I gotta feed my family. Just lay off me this one time, okay?”

My expression remained hard. He stared at me like a deer caught in headlights while his mind raced to choose between flight or fight. He drew a big breath, and I saw his legs bend and tense.

“Don’t even think—” I began, but he rabbited back the way he’d come. He must’ve assumed I wouldn’t shoot him in the back, and damn it, he was right.

I holstered my sidearm and took off after him. He was taller and faster, but I was in better shape. He bolted through the woods, tearing through shrubs, and shoving through branches. I dodged a branch that had come snapping back, only to get nailed across the forehead by the next one.

He bulldozed through thick underbrush. I veered to the left to avoid the bushes and hurdled a fallen tree trunk. It’s not smart to run through the woods. There are too many things that could snap or sprain an ankle, so all I had to do was keep him in sight while not getting injured and let nature help. When he tripped over a tree root protruding from the ground, I tackled him using my full momentum. The air flew from his lungs, and he hit the ground with a pleasantly brutal thud. I knelt on his back. “You know what else wasn’t very smart, asshole? Making me chase you down.”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Please, I can’t get another ticket,” he whimpered.

Six out of ten poachers went the begging route. The other four went the cursing and bickering route. I was relieved he wasn’t one of the meaner ones. I zip-tied his wrists behind his back, relieved him of a pistol and knife, confiscated his phone, and dragged him to his feet. “And now you can add evading an officer to your list of charges.”

“I didn’t mean no harm. I was just having fun. I didn’t hurt no one. Please, let me go. I gotta work tomorrow.”

“Walk,” I ordered. “And you did worse than hunt off-season. You hunted in a national park off-season. Judges especially don’t like poachers firing guns where tourists might be hiking.”

He pleaded, “I can’t go to jail. Please, can’t you just fine me? I can pay you, whatever you want.”

“A fine?” I chuckled. “I’m a federal game warden. We don’t even like to leave our office unless we get to use our handcuffs or gun. You’re lucky. Tonight I felt like going with the cuffs.”

“F’ing possum cops,” he muttered under his breath, but I still heard it. I just decided to let it slide. I’d been called worse, much, much worse.

Tonight’s poaching case was as run-of-the-mill as they come, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned after being a game warden for going on twenty years is that nothing’s ever run of the mill, not when there’re guns involved. So, I kept a good grip on Fettinger’s arm as I led him through the woods. His pleading ran out sometime within the next ten minutes. He probably went quiet because he was struggling to walk with his wrists zip tied. It took us over thirty minutes to reach the trucks. On either side of his white four-by-four sat a green truck—each with the darker green Wyoming Fish and Wildlife Service logo on the door.

Rob Richardson, wearing the red shirt of the Wyoming game wardens versus my dark green shirt of the federal game wardens, was sitting on the hood of one of the FWS trucks. He waved broadly, and I waved back.

“Oh, so you thought you hid your shiny truck really well, huh?” I asked. “You didn’t do half bad, but I’ve seen a lot better.” I paused. “Yeah, don’t act so surprised. The Yellowstone Park Service called it in before you even turned off the engine.”

He looked downward, slumped shoulders.

“What about my truck?”

“What about it?”

“What’s going to happen to it now?”

“It’s going to get impounded. You can pay the fine and pick it up once you’re out of jail.”

“And my rifle?”

I chortled. “I’m confiscating a weapon used to illegally hunt in this park. If you want to file a complaint, I’m Special Agent Sam Brodie with the United States Fish and Wildlife Service.”

“Sam? That’s a dude’s name,” he muttered.

“Not in this case.” Then I turned toward Rob. “Took you long enough. I was beginning to think you’d rather stay home and watch TikTok or whatever you do in your free time.”

“I told you my daughter put that on my phone, not me.” Rob chortled. “I had to drive here all the way from Cody where I was wrapping up another poaching call.”

“It’s been an awfully active off-season so far,” I said.

“If this is any sign of how hunting season’s going to be this year, I’m not looking forward to opening day.” He shivered. “Scariest day of the year.”

“Busiest. That’s for sure. Speaking of poachers,” I pushed Fettinger toward him. “He’s all yours to start processing. I’ve got to go back and grab his rifle and tag the ram. I’ll send you pictures to help speed up processing. Consider it a gift to help you hit your quota for the month.”

“We don’t have quotas, and don’t make me think you’d give me credit out of the goodness of your heart. I know damn well you’re just trying to pass off the paperwork.”

“So you don’t want this arrest?” I asked.

He frowned. “Of course I want it.”

I grinned. “And you state wardens are just so good at pushing paper. And I especially like the way you sign your name by adding that little happy face in the ‘o’ in your last name.”

He guffawed. “I don’t do—” He pressed his lips together. “I’ll see you back at the station.”

I opened Rob’s truck door, pulled out Fettinger’s personal items, and placed them in a lockbox. I glanced at the poacher before winking at Rob. “Have fun.”

Without being encumbered by a clumsy poacher, I reached the ram in under ten minutes. First thing I did was secure the rifle by unloading it and then slinging it across my shoulders. It clanged against my rifle, but there wasn’t much I could do about that. Then I pulled out a geotag—the same tracker as all wardens wore on their belts—and used a zip tie to fasten it to the ram’s leg. That way, any warden or ranger could pick up the carcass, and I could get some sleep.

I was snapping pictures of the poached animal when my phone vibrated. I checked the caller ID—it displayed OLIVER CHAMBERLIN—and answered. “What’s up, boss?”

“Hey, Sam. You track that mentally deficient poacher yet?”

“Yeah, I found him. I handed him off to Richardson since I had to go back and secure the site.”

“Is it secure?”

I glanced around. “Secure enough. Why?”

“Something’s come up. I received a call about a wild cat sighting in the vicinity of Skunk’s Gully that I need you to help track.”

There were plenty of mountain lions around Yellowstone. They were a natural part of the wildlife. Any that posed a threat were scared off by park rangers or handled by the state wardens, which meant… “I take it there’s more to it than just a cat scaring folks.”

“The guy who called it in is a South Dakota game warden who happens to be on vacation here in Yellowstone. He asked for assistance in tracking the animal. I was going to pass it off to a state warden until he told me about it. He needs backup, Sam.”

I frowned. “Why would a mountain lion sighting require backup?”

“He said the cat was over two hundred pounds. Now you see why I’d rather us take point on this call.”

I wanted to ask what kind of wild cat weighed two hundred pounds; most cats weighed less than fifty. Instead, I said, “I’ll go check it out. Did he happen to give you coordinates?”

“I’m texting his last reported coordinates to you now. Your tag shows that you’re within two miles of his location, so you should be able to reach him in no time.”

I checked the coordinates and pinned them to my map. “Received. I’m on it.”

The sun had set nearly thirty minutes ago, and twilight was fading to full-on night. The darkness would slow down my pace, especially since I had to watch my step and remain somewhat quiet to not spook a cat that was out there somewhere.

Being a federal wildlife officer working in Wyoming, nearly all the cases I handled were in or near Yellowstone, and most of those calls involved either search-and-rescue or poaching. The rest were dangerous wild animal encounters. Two weeks ago, it was a bear. Last week, it was a monkey attack. Yeah, someone’s pet monkey got loose in the middle of the night, snuck into a camper, and raised a ruckus. That one really should’ve been a park service call, but the wardens get called in far too often.

After all, we’re the ones with the guns.


THREE


Yellowstone National Park / Wednesday, June 9; 9:32 PM

My usual shift ended three hours earlier, but that was the life of a U.S. wildlife officer. If there’s trouble, you go, regardless of time of day. And if a game warden was in trouble, you go even faster.

I ducked to miss a low branch while hurdling a part of the cottonwood’s root system that had grown above ground. Reaching the state warden’s last reported coordinates, I found nothing. I continued searching the area, finally finding him tucked in behind a bush a hundred meters to the southwest. I gave a low whistle. Wardens tended to do that rather than calling out to each other since it seemed to disrupt nature less.

“Glad you could make it,” the other warden said quietly without lowering his night-vision binoculars. Another thing we don’t do is whisper. We talk quietly, so we don’t startle wildlife (or poachers), but we never whisper. People tend to over-express sibilants, especially the letter S, when they whisper. And the last thing a skittish animal wants to hear is something that sounds like a giant snake.

I sidled up next to him, took a knee, and set down the two rifles. I couldn’t make out what he was looking at in the darkness, but the call was to provide support on a potentially dangerous wildcat issue. “So, where’s this big cat?” I asked quietly.

He jerked even though he would’ve heard me settle in alongside him. “You’re a woman.”

“And you’re black. Whew, I’m sure glad we got all that out of the way. Saves us from awkward conversation later, am I right?”

“It’s just when they said they were sending someone named Sam—”

“I know. I get that a lot.”

He held out his hand. “By the way, Murphy Barnes, at your service.”

I shook it. “Sam Brodie, but you knew that already.”

“So… Sam? Not Samantha or Sammy or something like that?”

“Sammy? My god, who’d name their kid Sammy?”

“Someone who’s a fan of Sammy Hagar. Who’d name their daughter Sam?”

“My parents were expecting a son.” I nodded in the direction of where he’d been looking when I arrived. “Now, how about you tell me where this cat is so I can get to the more interesting topic of why I got called in to assist a state warden who’s way out of his jurisdiction but still carrying all kinds of fancy equipment while out of said jurisdiction. Makes it look an awful lot like you’re working a job.”

“I couldn’t risk it running off.” He eyed me. “I was hoping they’d send in more officers. Two officers aren’t enough to round up that cat.”

“Showing up, I just doubled your odds of success at that,” I said.

“Good point, I guess.” He handed me his NVBs. “At your one o’clock, forty meters out. Just under the limestone ledge.”

No wonder I hadn’t noticed the animal in the deep twilight. Forty meters in dense foliage during the day was a long way to see. Even with his NVBs, it took me a good seven seconds to bring the cat into clear view. I refocused the glasses. At first, I thought it could be a tiger—the shape was right, but this thing was too big to be a tiger. It also had an unnatural look—its head was too big while its legs seemed too long and thin for its body. Its skull was dimpled and deformed rather than smooth and rounded. But what really threw me was its two long saber-like teeth… exactly how I envisioned saber-tooth tigers in my head. I continued to stare. “What the hell is that?”

“You see it?”

“Yeah. I see it.” I was still working on believing it. I couldn’t wrap my head around what I was seeing except that I was absolutely certain that cat didn’t belong in Wyoming.

Murphy reached for the gun lying next to him on the ground. “I need to get within range to dart it, but it’s skittish enough that I didn’t want to risk going in without someone to cover my back.”

In the dark, I’d mistaken the tranquilizer gun for a shotgun. “What are you doing with a dart gun in Yellowstone?”

“I always carry one in my truck. Guess I brought it with me on this hike out of habit. You always carry two rifles?”

“One for each hand, and don’t change the subject. This isn’t South Dakota, which means you don’t have the authority to carry darts in Yellowstone, let alone in Wyoming.”

“I promise I’ll give you a really nice apology later. Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m a little curious about the giant cat over there because I can tell you one thing: we sure as bunny tails don’t have anything like that in South Dakota.”

“I might be a little bit curious about it myself,” I admitted, then frowned. “You just happened to come across this beast on a random evening hike through Yellowstone?”

“I got a tip from another hiker this afternoon, so I thought I’d follow up on it,” he said.

“They should’ve called the Wyoming wardens.”

“Evidently they didn’t know the scary-big cat protocol around here.”

There was a lot not adding up about this call. “Nice of you to call it in.”

“You’re welcome. Now, ordinarily, I’d say we sneak up closer to get a clean shot, but it seems more than a might skittish, so I parked myself here to give it time to settle in, but it’s getting fidgety again. I think it’s going to move soon. It’s a predator, so we might be able to encourage it to come closer instead of spooking it away. What d’ya think? Draw its attention?”

“You think, ‘here, kitty, kitty’ will work?”

“Has that worked for you in the past?”

“Not yet. But if you’re dead set on enticing that cat in our direction, my vote is you drawing its attention, and I dart it.”

He grimaced. “I thought you might say that. We’re going to have to get a lot closer first. There’s way too much brush out here.”

I handed the NVBs back to him and pulled out my own binoculars to see the strange cat in a more natural way. Cats were more nocturnal, but they were also lazy. This feline was typical in that it was currently taking a catnap under a ledge before it would soon launch into its nighttime activities. It didn’t seem skittish to me—the opposite, in fact—but then again, I’d just arrived and maybe it’d been even more sluggish before I got there.

Two very large, long teeth glinted in the moonlight. Those still confused me. No current breeds came to mind that had such distinct teeth. The cat was obviously some type of tiger. The stripes, coloring, and size gave it away, but I’d never realized tigers were so big, not that I’d ever seen one outside a zoo or the internet. Its long tail flicked away bugs while it rested.

“Good plan. What weight are those darts good for?”

“They’ll take down a bear.”

“I hope you’re talking a big mean grizzly and not one of those cute little black bears you have in the Black Hills.”

“I am.”

I checked the confiscated AR-15 rifle as quietly as possible, making sure the mag was full before holding it out to him. “Here, just in case the dart just pisses it off.”

“Good plan,” he echoed my earlier words as he slung the rifle over his shoulder.

I checked my rifle. We then made our way forward at a creeping pace, moving as silently as possible. With every step, I put weight on my toes before my heels. It was an old Indian trick I’d picked up back in Montana, but I still needed to keep a close eye out for twigs and dried brush.

We paused every five yards or so to look through our binoculars. The cat was still lying down, but it had changed positions. At twenty-five yards out, our luck held, but we still had a stream to cross. It would be quieter than dry land, but there was always a risk of slipping on a loose rock and causing a splash. Since Murphy held the dart gun, he maintained lead going into the water while I trailed behind him, a few feet to his left so I could have a clear shot in case crap hit the proverbial fan.

When we were about halfway through the stream, a shot rang out from our right. Something big. Sounded like a .300 Winchester Magnum. Easy to tell because it’s a favorite caliber of big game hunters. We ducked and dove for cover at the water’s edge, making a splash and getting soaked. The cat had sprung to its feet at the first shot. Two more shots echoed in quick succession, followed by the cat’s screech.

We were both on our bellies in the mud, and I scrambled to bring up my rifle, though I didn’t know whether to aim in the direction of the cat or the poachers, not knowing which posed the greater threat. The cat helped me decide when it ran directly at us. Even injured, it was covering several meters with each bound. My compatriot swapped the tranquilizer gun for his rifle. Darts were always preferred, but they took much longer than bullets to bring down an animal. With how fast the cat was coming, darts would never take it down in time.

I thumbed the safety off my rifle just as the cat tore through the brush in front of us. It opened its mouth wider than I would’ve thought possible and leapt with a feral growl that would’ve made anyone piss their pants.

The other game warden and I fired simultaneously, hitting the tiger multiple times in its head, neck, and chest. Our rifles barely made the cut to take down a bear. They were nowhere near what we needed for a cat that size but put enough holes in anything, especially at short range, and you’ll bring it down. The cat continued forward, stumbled, and crashed a mere three feet from our position.

I stared at the wheezing tiger as its dying breaths whistled through bloody, gurgling holes in its chest. The majestic beast seemed impossibly large up close—its saber-like teeth even larger. I clenched my jaw as a vise squeezed my heart because I’d been forced to kill something so incredible. I clenched my jaw. These guys were going to jail, definitely.

The dirt kicked up next to me just as more gunshots rent the air. These shots sounded to be from rifles like the AR-15 I confiscated from the poacher rather than from the .300 Winchester.

“Hold your fire! Law enforcement agents! Hold your fire!” I yelled.

They didn’t.


FOUR


Wednesday, June 9; 9:56 PM

These weren’t your typical poachers. Whoever was out there opened up with a torrent of gunfire. Those sounded like AR-15s with at least two weapons firing in addition to whoever had fired the .300 Winchester. Bits of ground and rocks popped as bullets impacted the ground around me. I rolled behind the tiger’s back, away from the sounds of gunfire, and set my rifle barrel on the animal’s warm, lifeless body.

Murphy set up his rifle next to mine. “I don’t think they’re impressed that we’re wardens.”

I speed-dialed the FWS emergency line and practically pressed my lips against the microphone for them to hear me. “Two officers under fire at my tag coordinates. At least four poachers armed with rifles. Require immediate support. Over.”

I couldn’t hear what the operator on the other end was saying due to the gunfire, so I hung up and tucked the phone back into my pocket.

“Cavalry’s on its way?” he asked.

“I wouldn’t count on them getting here until an hour after this is over,” I said.

“My thoughts, too. I should’ve called it in earlier.”

That he didn’t seem surprised that poachers engaged us caused me to wonder just how much he wasn’t telling me about why he was out here tonight. “You knew about these guys?”

“Had a suspicion. Was just hoping I was being overly suspicious.”

I gritted my teeth. “You and me, we’re gonna have a chat when this is all done.” Then I shifted my focus back to the immediate threat. The poachers were moving fast through the brush, shouting commands at one another, and yelling at someone to stay down. They shot like they were military, firing short bursts. Their rounds were hitting at random heights and locations around us, which made me think they hadn’t locked in on us yet.

We were on the ground and tucked behind the cat for cover, which made us smaller targets and allowed us to line up our shots better. On the downside, unlike those who were coming at us, we had to conserve our ammo since we had no extra magazines. Our enemies either had plenty of extra mags or just plain enjoyed throwing lead everywhere.

I was careful to keep still as I focused on the darkness in front of us. There was a reason AR-15s were the most popular hunting rifle as well as the most popular home defense rifle. They were accurate, quick, and could hold a lot of rounds. They might’ve been underpowered for big game like the tiger, but they were plenty good enough for whoever was shooting at us.

I ignored the bullets zipping all around us and focused entirely on sighting in my target. When I caught the first glint of movement followed by a muzzle flash, I aimed and fired. The agent with me fired a second later, and then there were two fewer bursts of gunfire. That meant there were two, maybe three remaining. I hadn’t heard the .300 Winchester Magnum again, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t out there lining up a shot.

On a typical poaching interception, this would’ve been the point where we’d have ordered them to cease fire before moving out to flank them, but being both outnumbered and outgunned, I wasn’t about to help them home in on our position. They got close with their first shots, likely out of luck, because they’d been aiming at the tiger. Since then, the shots had continued to be varied, high and low, left and right, as if they were still trying to get a lucky shot.

As they moved closer, they were definitely homing in on our shots, and a dead animal wasn’t exactly a bulletproof shield. The next burst of automatic gunfire was so close, I swear I felt the heat of a round as it ripped past my ear. Murphy grunted before he fired again.

Then there was only the sound of a single rifle out there. It stopped seconds later, and I could hear a magazine snapping into place.

Silence followed for nearly a minute. The poacher was likely trying to decide if we were still alive. I couldn’t hear any rustling, and I hoped he wasn’t skulking away because I really wanted to sit down and have a little chat with him. I saw the moonlight glint off the rifle scope as the poacher raised it. He was behind a tree a scant fifteen yards away. My breath froze. We’d been lucky not to have been shot already.

“Got him,” I said so quietly that I’m not sure my compatriot even heard me. At that distance, even an amateur shooter could line up a shot. I aimed for the scope since I couldn’t make out any distinct features of the shape behind it.

I fired.

The rifle—and shape behind it—collapsed.

I called out, “Anyone alive out there?”

When no one answered, I added, “If you’re alive and playing shy, you better toss your gun away. If you don’t, you’re going to get a bullet right between your butt cheeks when we arrest you.”

Still, no one answered.

“Does that threat ever work?” the guy next to me asked after a pause.

“First time I’ve tried it.” I then paused as I sought out any sound of movement but heard nothing. “Why? How do you keep the stragglers from shooting you when the smoke clears?”

“I try to shoot them dead the first time. Then I count on the luck Mama Barnes gave me.”

“Mama Barnes?”

“That’s my mama. And I think if any poachers are still standing, they’re busy running away from here. I don’t know about you, but I’m thinking we best wait until backup arrives before running off into the dark after those guys.”

“I don’t have a death wish. I’m good with waiting,” I said. “If we’re lucky, at least one of the tangos we tagged will still be able to talk.”

“Luck sure would be a nice thing to have for once,” he said.

I glanced around, listening and looking for signs of trouble still in the area. It took a full two minutes before my muscles relaxed, and I was relatively confident no one was going to shoot at us again. I groaned, “The paperwork on this one is going to be a nightmare. Too bad this tiger didn’t decide to keep running until it hit your state.”

He chuckled, then grimaced and grabbed his side.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I took a hit to my side. Just shrapnel, I think. Nothing serious, just stings a bit. I’ve had worse.”

“I didn’t realize the Black Hills were so dangerous.”

He gave me a crooked smile. “You have no idea.” He moved to stand and grunted, curling in on himself to cradle his stomach.

Staying low in case there was still a poacher in play, I pulled off my rucksack and rummaged for the first aid kit and then unholstered my flashlight. “It’s your lucky day. Before I became a warden, I was a medic in the Army. Let me see.”

“The Army? So you’ve been trained to treat paper cuts?”

I gave him a droll stare. “Let me guess. Navy?”

He grinned. “Marines. Oorah.”

I had to tug his hand away to examine the wound. It was long—nearly three inches—and deep enough for stitches but not deep enough to reach the muscle tissue. I opened a quick-clot bandage and pressed it against the wound.

He hissed.

“Relax. I’ve seen worse paper cuts,” I said as I tore strips of medical tape.

“Feels a tad bit more than a paper cut,” he said.

“All right. Then call it a bug bite.”

“How big of bugs do you have here in Wyoming?”

“Mosquitoes can get so big out here they’ve been known to carry off horses with their riders still hanging on.” Finished, I patted his chest. “You’ll be fine, but you need to get it properly cleaned. You’ll need some stitches, too. I’ve got some superglue in my bag that will also do the trick, but I warn you, it tends to burn a little. But on the bright side, it guarantees a cool scar that’ll be sure to drive the ladies wild.”

“You really were a medic?”

I nodded. “Combat medic. Afghanistan.”

“I thought most combat medics become EMTs or nurses after they get out.”

“In my experience, I’ve found wildlife tend to be better patients than people. Nicer, too.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“Are you making a comment about my bedside manner? If so, I just might use that superglue after all.”

He held up the hand not covering his bandage. “No, that’s all right. Your bedside manner’s just fine.”

“Damn straight.”

I tucked away my first aid kit, pulled out my cell phone, and speed-dialed the station. Ollie answered on the first ring. “I received the alert. Report.”

“Four poachers are suspected down but not confirmed. Possibly more in the area. Officer Barnes has been hit but he’ll be okay.” The agent in question was texting as I was talking. “If there were more poachers, I think they ran but can’t confirm.”

“Are you injured?”

“No, I’m good.”

“Good. I activated the call list as soon as I got your alert. Expect wardens and medical at your location within ten minutes. The sheriff is closest and should arrive first.”

“We’re going to hang low until then. I want a half-dozen more guys with me before we search these woods for survivors.”

“I was going to order you to do the same.” There was a pause. “Was the cat as big as the agent said?”

I ran my hand across the cat’s fur. Even with its deformities, the tiger was incredible… and a bloody mess. I looked forward to examining it in the daylight to see why it had such massive incisors. “Bigger.”


FIVE


Dr. Philip Wendell / University of Florida / Ten years ago

The weather looked perfect, begging for a stroll, but Dr. Philip Wendell knew he’d be soaked in sweat within five minutes of leaving his office on the University of Florida’s campus. So, he put off departing for another thirty minutes.

There was a knock on his door. Not tentative but not insistent.

Philip called out, “Student hours are Tuesdays and Thursdays, two to four.”

The knock came again. It was like before, with a steady tap-tap-tap.

He huffed. Students were becoming less respectful every year. Any of his colleagues would’ve called out their name, but students… students simply knocked and waited. Last semester, one student kept knocking for over ten minutes before skulking back to whatever dormitory hole they lived in.

Philip put up with students and teaching classes because they were required of him in exchange for the resources necessary to conduct his research. But students brought far too many distractions with their unexceptional albeit inquisitive brains. He had vitally important work to do.

Couldn’t a world-renowned scientist get some semblance of peace around here?

“Come in,” he said after the damned persistent student rapped on his door a third time.

The door opened. Philip opened his mouth to scold the impudent student but stopped himself. The man who entered was certainly no student. He looked to be mid-fifties. While there were plenty of nontraditional students attending Florida, none wore a highly tailored suit like the one worn by this man. His slicked-back dark hair had some gray, adding to a rather distinguished look. He looked like he could be a department head at an Ivy League school. He didn’t belong on this campus.

Behind the man entered a second man, also in a tailored suit though his was not nearly as expensive looking. But where the first man had the air of a businessman, this man, younger and broader, bore a piercing yet placid expression. He was clearly the muscle.

Philip disliked the pair already.

The businessman spoke. “Dr. Wendell, I’ve been looking forward to making your acquaintance for a long time. The work you’ve done on aquatic hybrids is quite impressive.”

Ah, a fellow fish lover then. That assuaged Philip’s initial bother with the uninvited interruption. “What can I do for you, Mister…?”

“Straight to the point. I like that in a prospective partner. My name is Marc Angel, and this is my associate, John.”

The name was familiar, and it took Philip a couple of seconds to place it. He sat up straighter. “Marc Angel, as in the Marc Angel of Angel Corporation?”

Angel dipped his head. “I see my reputation precedes me. My various operating units and charities do draw attention at times.”

Philip stood, rushed over, and held out his hand. “You funded my last project. I always wanted the chance to meet you so I could thank you.”

The pair shook hands.

“A thank you is unnecessary,” Angel said. “Your research helped save Nigeria’s crop yields from being devastated by the leaf beetle last year. In fact, your research is what brought me here today. I have a very special project starting soon, and I’d like you to be a part of it.”

“I would need to speak with the dean to clear my schedule,” he said.

“I can clear your schedule. In fact, I’d like you to clear your schedule permanently. I want you to work for me full-time.”

Philip chortled. “I’m a tenured professor who could retire any day I want. I’m not looking to change jobs, Mr. Angel.”

“Please just call me Angel. Everyone else does. I understand your position. However, I’m starting up a new lab in Connecticut, and I’d like you to lead it.”

Philip frowned. “You’re offering me my own lab?”

“I am, along with all the resources you need to see your visions become a reality as you work on a very special project… a very exciting project.”

“While your offer sounds incredibly generous, I must decline. I’ve built a reputation here. I can’t just leave, and I certainly couldn’t juggle two positions. My research load is heavier than I can manage as it is.”

Angel dipped his head. “As I inferred, that’s why I need you to retire from your position at the university.”

Philip blinked. “You don’t understand. I couldn’t possibly…” As the idea congealed, he realized that he could retire at any time—he’d just never really considered it. That was because his work made a difference—he couldn’t simply abandon that. But to have his own lab and a budget larger than the pittance provided through the university and research grants… “Tell me more.”

Angel’s lips may have curved upward into a hint of a smile. “Certainly. I’ve already chosen a location for the lab just outside Hartford. Rather than retrofit an existing building, I’ve chosen to go with a new state-of-the-art development that will meet the exacting needs of the project. I’ve already completed the early phases of the project. I have investors committed to its success, and that requires bringing in the very best equipment, material, and people to see it through.” His smile grew. “I’ve identified you as the ideal leader, Dr. Wendell. You’re familiar with my accomplishments, so I hope you can appreciate the magnitude of my commitment—and expectations—when I say that I expect this project will create my legacy to the world. I call it the Allee Project.”

Philip cocked his head in reference to the project name. “Allee? As in the Allee effect?”

“Yes.”

The doctor’s brow furrowed as he considered what the work could entail. “So this project—”

“—is focused on increasing population sizes of certain species, yes,” Angel finished for him.

“Ah, I see.” The Allee effect was about increasing the numbers of various populations to improve overall species’ health. Too little genetic diversity and a species died out. Too little diversity across a habitat and entire ecosystems collapsed. Angel was a notable philanthropist—Philip should’ve known that the rich man would also be an environmentalist. “So this is an ecological project to save endangered species,” he said, disappointed. While he had nothing against environmentalists, he found little excitement in helping species survive when they could not adapt and thrive independently.

Angel seemed to scrutinize Philip’s expression before he spoke. “That will certainly be the marketing slant we put on our work. However, this project is more about bringing back extinct species to invigorate the world’s ecosystems to support an ever-growing human population.”

Extinct species? Philip perked up. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that you’ll have the opportunity to bring extinct species back to life, and I’m not talking about recently extinct species. Other labs can do that already, though I understand that we’ll need to work from a baseline initially. I’m talking about accomplishing something far, far more impressive. I’m talking about bringing back species from an entirely different geological age. De-extinction, if done correctly, can increase biodiversity, which we certainly need during this time of mass extinction. Rather than just multiplying thinning populations, why not generate novel diversity?”

“Which species are you looking at bringing back exactly?” Philip asked, his interest piqued.

Angel wagged a finger. “For this conversation to continue, I require an NDA and your written commitment to lead the project. What I can tell you is this: together, we can create something that will shatter the world’s common understanding of science. We will face challenges but nothing that cannot be overcome. And I assure you, I can handle any financial or legal hoops that arise. This is my pet project—I will see that it succeeds.”

Philip rubbed his hands together as he considered the possibilities. Creating life that existed in a different age… something farther back than the current Holocene age. Could it be something from the Pleistocene age? Though he realized the epoch didn’t matter because Angel said it wouldn’t be from Holocene. Philip was a man of science. How could he walk away from a possibility so grand?

He took a step closer to Angel and held out his hand. “I accept. I’ll lead your project.”

Angel smiled. “Excellent. I expect we’ll accomplish incredible things together, Dr. Wendell.”


SIX


Yellowstone National Park / Thursday, June 10; 8:33 AM

I’ve never liked coffee, but I forced it down, anyway, for the caffeine.

“You look like crap. You sleep at all last night?” Rob Richardson said as he entered the FWS field office.

“A little.” I used the bunk in the office whenever I didn’t feel like making the forty-minute drive home. Last night was one of those times, though I’d spent most of the night researching rather than sleeping. I looked up from my screen and stretched before pulling a flask out of my bag and tossing it to him. “I forgot to give this to you last night. A donation courtesy of that pair of poachers.”

He picked up the silver container. “If you’re giving this to me, I assume it’s not bourbon?”

“Maybe I’m just being nice?” I countered, then shrugged. “All right, yeah, it’s brandy. And crappy brandy at that.”

He gave a small smile, shrugged, and tucked the flask into his cargo pocket.

“I heard you found yourself a big ole feral kitty cat last night,” he drawled.

I tried to shoo him away, but he didn’t move. “I did, and I heard you got called in on a very important case. Something about a missing poodle.”

Rob glowered. “You’re an asshole, and it was a Shih Tzu, not a poodle. And an owl grabbed the pooch before I could get to it.”

I cringed. “Ouch.”

I tried to continue typing, but Rob continued. He talked a lot. Mostly about himself. “These weekend campers come in from the city with no concept of what it means to be out in nature and surrounded by wildlife. I swear, they think the worst things out here are mosquitoes. They bring all their comforts from home. They bring along Little Fluffy, worrying about whether their dog gets a tick. The thought doesn’t even cross their mind that Little Fluffy just so happens to look exactly like a tasty dinner to a red-tailed hawk flying overhead… or in this case, a great horned owl.”

“You tell the owners that?”

“Hell, no,” he replied quickly before giving a long sigh. “I consoled her. Then she gave me her number.”

I chuckled. “How many does that make this week?”

“Only one. It’s a slow week now that tourist season is winding down. But seriously, this is my park, and it sounds like you’re hogging all the action for yourself. What’s up with last night?”

I shrugged. “Beats me. Nearest I can figure is someone’s pet tiger got loose and they went after it. One of the guys probably got antsy and squeezed off a shot at me. Then they decided to go all in—trying to eliminate any witness to their screw-up. It’s a loose working theory, but it’s the only one I got right now.”

“One of the guys who worked the scene last night swore it could’ve passed as a saber-tooth tiger.”

I tabbed to an internet window on my computer screen with a drawing of a saber-tooth tiger and I spun the laptop to show him. “That’s a saber-tooth tiger. It went extinct twelve thousand years ago. That means what I saw last night was something else.” I handed him my digital camera, turned back to the computer, and tabbed to the next internet window. “I think it was this. A Siberian tiger.”

He scrolled through the pictures, glanced at the screen, and shook his head. “I don’t know. The jowls are all wrong. Same with the shape of the skull.”

“It’s also a loose working theory right now,” I said.

He handed back my camera. “Remember that movie, Encino Man with Brendan Fraser?”

“No. Should I?”

“You federal wardens have no taste. Yes, you should watch it. It’s a classic.”

I yawned. “Rob, I’ve been up for nearly twenty-four hours, was in a firefight, and came across something that belongs in Jurassic Park’s petting zoo. Cut me some slack.”

“All right. I will this one time. Encino Man was about a caveman who was frozen in the ice age. He stayed in a block of ice for thousands of years until a family went to dig a swimming pool and came across him in the ice. He thawed out and came back to life. Maybe that’s what this cat did.”

I stared at him. “Rob, I’m tired and possibly delirious because I swear you just told me that an animal can be frozen for thousands of years and be brought back to life. You’re a warden—you should know better.”

“Hey, the Russians brought back some bacteria or viruses in their permafrost, and that stuff was millions of years old.”

“Ah, so if single-cell organisms can come back to life, why not a saber-tooth tiger?”

“Exactly.”

I rubbed my forehead. “I doubt this tiger was dug up while building a pool. I’m leaning more toward the, you know, rational theory. That the cat was someone’s pet tiger with false incisors surgically implanted to make it look like a saber-tooth. Some rich folks are really weird. And someone would probably get their rocks off by making their pet kitty into a saber-tooth kitty.”

“I heard it was one and a half times the size of a Siberian tiger.”

“It could’ve been a really well-fed, well-built Siberian tiger? Otherwise, some exotic hybrid, maybe? I hear those hybrid dog breeds are all the rage these days.” I was struggling with the discrepancy, too. Surgical implants were believable since people did crazy stuff to their pets all the time. But how did the tiger get to be so big and so stocky? Meow Mix only went so far. I stared at the saber-tooth tiger displayed on the screen. Geez, what I saw looked a hell of a lot like that. They weren’t identical, nowhere close. The tiger last night had a tail where saber-tooths didn’t, and its stripes were far more pronounced, like those on a Siberian tiger. But still, the thing I’d seen was similar enough that it could’ve been related.

Through the window, I glimpsed Ollie’s green truck pull up to the station, and the state head walked inside, a scowl on his face.

“Hey, boss,” I said. “Fancy seeing you out here all the way from Jackson. I thought you usually don’t wake up until”—I checked my watch—“oh, about now.”

“This case warrants it,” Ollie said grumpily before he motioned to the only enclosed office in the small station and then eyed Rob. “Mind if I borrow this office?”

“Of course, sir. Anything you need, just let me know.” Rob had told me on multiple occasions he didn’t want to become a federal game warden, but anyone could tell otherwise.

“Sam,” Ollie said as he walked into the office.

I stood and headed to the office.

“Encino Man,” Rob called behind me. “Watch it. Trust me. It’ll all make sense once you do.”

I waved without looking over my shoulder. “Go find a puppy to rescue or something.”
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Thursday, June 10; 8:46 AM

“Is the cat on its way to the cooler?” I asked as I took a seat.

Ollie shook his head. Consternation filled his expression. “No, and it’s not coming to us.”

I frowned. “Don’t tell me the state claimed it.”

“No.” He shook his head. “Evidently, the feds took it.”

“I don’t understand,” as I gestured between us. “We’re the feds.”

“Yes, but there are many federal agencies out there that are much higher up the food chain than us. Another department has taken ownership of the carcass.”

“That’s a load of bull.”

“I’m not disagreeing.”

“We’re the Fish and Wildlife Service. That tiger was clearly wildlife. Which department has the authority to take it from us?”

“The Wilderness and Animal Special Protection task force, or WASP, for one.”

I stopped. “The who?”

“You can ask them yourself. I just got off the phone with them. They called and instructed me to have you report to the Cody field office by noon to be debriefed. They want you there no later than noon.” He slid a piece of paper across the table. “Here’s the officer’s name. I think you’ll find it to be familiar.”

I frowned. “Murphy Barnes? But he’s a warden with South Dakota.”

“I think he misled us.” He shot me a strange look. “I’ve heard of these guys, Sam. They’re a FWS task force, and I don’t think you want anything to do with them. I’d steer clear of them if you don’t want to get grime on your resumé.”

“Why? What do you mean?”

“It’s the task force that works the weird stuff, the stuff no one else wants to touch.”

I was confused. “We work weird cases all the time.”

“Let me put it this way… all those folks that call in sightings of Bigfoot? They get handed off to the WASP.”

I chuckled and sobered when I realized Ollie wasn’t kidding. “We have a task force that looks into Bigfoot? For real?”

“We do, and for some reason that I can’t understand, they’ve somehow gotten the authority to take over this case.”

I shrugged. “Well, the tiger I saw last night was weird.”

“Yeah, but it’s real. Bigfoot’s not.”

“Fine. I’ll give them my report and should be back here by the end of the day.”

“You’d better. I don’t like that they want you to drive to their office when it’s something you could do over the phone. If you get pulled in to helping them, I might have to bring in Rob to help with the paperwork.”

I grinned. “Rob would love that.”

He didn’t smile. “Just do the debrief and get back here.”

“You don’t have anything to worry about. I have no interest in hunting Bigfoot.” I didn’t mention that I was still incredibly curious about that cat.


SEVEN


WASP field office, Cody, Wyoming / Thursday, June 10; 10:57 AM

The Fish and Wildlife Service field office in Cody was in a small strip mall a mile off Highway 120 near Cody. I’d been there several times when working on cases that involved the Cody area game wardens. I parked in the lot alongside four other vehicles: a rental car and three identical green FWS trucks that all game wardens drove, including me.

I checked my watch and then closed my eyes for a quick snooze.

An hour later, I entered the field office. The door had those little bells that rang when you opened them, just like you’d expect to see in little offices in an old strip mall. The assistant at the front desk looked up and smiled when he recognized me. “What can I do for you, Sam?”

“I’m here to see Murphy Barnes,” I replied.

He frowned. “I don’t know a Murphy Barnes—” Then his face lit up with recognition. “Oh, wait, he’s using the guest office. That’s the third down on the left, by the vending machines.”

“I remember. Thanks, Jamie.”

I made my way down the hallway and knocked on the closed door.

A moment passed before the door opened to reveal Murphy who was wearing a cowboy hat, a t-shirt, and faded jeans that had begun to fray—not your typical FWS uniform. He smiled. “Good to see you up and about.”

“How’s the paper cut?” I asked.

He gingerly tapped his side. “I’m going to live. Lucky for me, I found a doc who preferred to use stitches instead of superglue.”

“Superglue leaves cooler scars,” I said and then scowled. “By the way, I’ve got a bone to pick with you.”

He held up his hands. “Whatever I did, I surrender.”

“First, you lied to me about being a South Dakota warden. And then—even more importantly—you made me drive all the way out here when I could’ve used that time to catch up on the sleep I didn’t get last night.”

“I can explain. Let’s grab a seat.” He led me inside. “First up, I wasn’t trying to pull the wool over your eyes; I was just trying to keep things simple. I was a warden in South Dakota until I joined the WASP.”

“You could’ve just told me the truth,” I said as I sat.

“Have you heard of the WASP before today?”

I shook my head.

“That’s why I didn’t bring it up. I didn’t want to spend time explaining my department when we had a cat to handle. We’re as small of a task force as it gets. Besides, if you had heard of us, it probably didn’t portray us in the best light.” He motioned to a thermos. “Coffee?”

“No thanks. I heard the WASP handles the Bigfoot cases. You mean that kind of light?”

“Yeah, that kind of light.” He poured himself a cup. “We don’t always investigate Bigfoot sightings. Sometimes, we handle other cases, like tigers.”

“Ah, you mean the tiger you took from me.”

“I took that tiger because of jurisdiction. Last night’s incident is related to a case my team’s been working on for nearly a month. Last night was our first big break.”

I leaned forward. “I nearly died for your ‘big break.’ So if you don’t mind, I’d like to know what the hell’s going on.”

“I’ll tell you everything I can, I promise. But first, I need to talk to you about last night.”

I gestured. “Fine. Go ahead.”

“What’s your assessment of that tiger?”

I shrugged. “Not much. I didn’t get a good look at it in the dark. You were there—you know how dark it was. If you let me take a look at it today, I can tell you what I think.”

“You saw it up close last night. What did you notice about it?”

“You really care what I think?”

“Yep.”

“All right. Well, I think someone went to an awful lot of work to make a Siberian tiger look like a saber-tooth tiger.”

“You don’t believe it could’ve been a saber-tooth tiger?”

I chortled. “A real saber-tooth? What next, a T-Rex? The last time I checked, we’re not in Jurassic Park. No, I don’t think it could’ve been a real saber-tooth tiger. I can’t tell you what kind of tiger it was because I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

“I can tell you. When we ran a DNA check on the carcass this morning, it came back as highly similar to that of the saber-tooth tiger.”

I chuckled. “Sure it did.”

“It wasn’t a one-hundred-percent match, but there was saber-tooth DNA in that tiger someone went to a lot of work to clone.”

I shook my head. “I’ve read about cloning, but the only things that’ve been cloned are current-day animals. Nothing extinct, let alone prehistoric. Even if it were possible, it’s not like we have saber-tooth DNA sitting around in our wildlife databases.”

“Saber-tooth DNA is incomplete, but it’s been available for several years, courtesy of our friends at the Smithsonian.”

“Are you saying someone cloned a saber-tooth using the Smithsonian’s DNA records?”

He shook his head. “We have no way of knowing the source without a lot more analysis since that tiger was a literal stew of DNA. You’re right that they pulled some modern DNA from the Siberian tiger. There were smaller pieces of DNA incorporated as well, likely to bridge the two disparate strands. After all, did you know the saber-tooth tiger wasn’t even a true tiger. Anyway, the only thing I can confirm is that Frankenstein’s monster was a hybrid created from a transgenics program. The scientists I’ve talked with are amazed that the tiger survived a day, let alone to adulthood.”

I sat there while the information formed a semblance of logic in my brain. The only reason it made any sense was because I’d seen the saber-like teeth; I’d touched the tiger. It’d been real, despite what my rational brain had tried to tell me. As a game warden, dealing with wild animals comes with the job, but coming across a living, breathing saber-tooth tiger was something I never expected. “Please tell me that last night we took down the whacko who created that cat because I don’t know about you, but the idea of someone making giant predators for shits and giggles is pretty damn scary.”

“My team’s working on it.”

My tension rose. “How about the suspects we took down last night?”

“We’re looking into them. One of their names had a red flag. Evidently, he’s a foreign national on Homeland Security’s watch list.”

I sat up straighter. “Who was he? What was he doing in Yellowstone?” Was a terrorist event being planned on American soil?

“Other than hunting a saber-tooth tiger? No idea. Homeland Security is looking into him now.”

I plopped back in my chair. “What the hell’s going on here?”

“That’s what I’m hoping to find out,” he said.

“Well, do you know if Homeland’s guy was the one who cooked up the saber-tooth?” I asked.

“I hope so, because it scares me to think there’s someone else out there making more of these things.” His computer chimed, and he paused. “Hold on a minute.”

I sat there for well over a minute as he read something on his screen.

“Did you learn more about the case? The Homeland guy?” I asked.

“What? No, I got your file. Just reading through it.”

I frowned. “Whatever you need to know, just ask.”

“Just trying to save us some time.”

My frown deepened. “Why do you need my file for a simple debrief?”

“How are you holding up after last night?” he countered.

I shrugged. “I’m fine.”

He gave a ghost of a smile. “I’ve shot someone before, and I can say, for sure, that no one’s fine after shooting someone.”

“This wasn’t the first shooting I’ve been involved in.”

“Yeah, I saw that. When you said you were in the Army, I didn’t realize that you were a combat medic. You received the Combat Medical Badge in Afghanistan. That meant you saw live combat, right?”

“Right.”

“But that was a while back.” He moved his fingers as he counted to himself. “Twenty-three years.”

“You can do math. Good for you.”

He smirked. “I can. My momma’s proud of me.” He tapped his screen. “Your file says you applied to the Army Pathfinder program while still in the Army. I’ve heard of that program. Pretty impressive stuff. Basically paratrooper medics, right?”

“More or less.” I bristled. “If you have that in my file, then you also saw that I washed out.”

“I’m reading the Army FAQs on it now. Whoosh, those physical requirements are intense. It says here that no female has made it through the program.”

“Yet. No female has made it through the program yet,” I corrected him.

“Yet.” He smiled. “But being female and getting accepted to train is a big deal.”

I gave a nonchalant shrug. “I wanted to be the first, but it turned out that wasn’t meant to be.”

“Maybe you would’ve made it through if you hadn’t developed stress fractures in your feet.”

I was strong but still smaller framed than the average man. A small frame can’t handle as much weight and stress as a larger frame. The training involves carrying lots of gear when jumping and rucking. Too much additional weight over time and fractures can develop. So stress fractures washed me out of the program. “Wait, none of that was in my file,” I said.

“Maybe not in your FWS file, but my file is more complete,” he said proudly. “Roza and I wanted to be thorough.”

My eyes narrowed. “I assumed I was here to answer questions regarding the events of last night.”

“Nope. I asked you here to bring you onto the case. As a task force, our budget is smaller than my nephew’s allowance. Thankfully, due to last night’s incident drawing Homeland’s attention, my boss gave us a temporary budget increase to bring in another field agent for the duration of this case. Roza has a whole list of prospects, but based on how you handled yourself last night, I think you’re the right fit for the team. And it’s a benefit that you’re already a federal agent, so there’s very little paperwork needed to transfer to this case.”

“You could’ve saved us both the time and just talked with my boss. Oliver Chamberlin assigns my cases. You took the tiger from me, so you obviously have more authority than my boss, which means the WASP squats above us run-of-the-mill federal game wardens on the food chain.”

“Sure, I could’ve gone through him, but I wanted to talk to you, to get a feel for you. And I want someone who wants to be here, not someone who’s been told to be here. I hope you’re interested in partnering with me on this case.”

“What’s that entail exactly?” I asked.

“We’re going to investigate the saber-tooth incident, but I’m not talking about just in Yellowstone and even Wyoming. The WASP’s jurisdiction is not restricted to specific states or regions. Our jurisdiction is national, even international under the right circumstances for the cases we work.”

That raised my brows. “That sounds like a little bit bigger jurisdiction than handling Bigfoot cases.”

He smiled. “Our official responsibility is the rapid response to unclassified, obscure, and abnormal fish and wildlife that may pose a threat to American environments.”

“Game wardens handle a lot of weird cases.”

“Yes, but not like the ones the WASP gets. Take this case for instance. Last night’s event wasn’t the first sighting of a wildly unique animal being hunted on U.S. soil.”

“Ah, so they were hunting the tiger.”

His eyes flashed a moment of surprise to be blanketed by a nod. “I think so because a lion was tracked by a game warden in the Appalachians five weeks ago. The officer was convinced it was an American lion but could not catch it. But he reported that he found human tracks following the lion. With the two situations being so similar, it’s our working hypothesis.”

It made sense. I didn’t like it, but it was the only thing I’d also thought of. I tried to picture the lion but couldn’t. “I’m not familiar with that species.”

“I’m not surprised. It went extinct not long after the saber-tooth.”

I swallowed. “You’re saying this mad scientist has cloned multiple extinct species?”

“Assuming there’s one guy responsible for creating these creatures, yes; and it seems he’s done so for the sheer pleasure of hunting them.”

“How’s it even possible that someone could recreate multiple species? That kind of work would draw attention.”

“That’s where we’re stuck, too. It would take an entire lab—a big corporation—to have the resources to create these creatures. But until last night, we still weren’t convinced we actually had a case. Rumors of an extinct lion are one thing, but actual proof of a saber-tooth tiger is something else.”

I considered the assignment. “So, if I join this case, I’m looking into the full case, not just the saber-tooth incident last night?”

He nodded. “You’d be involved in the full case. Roza Da Silva is my teammate. She’s the primary agent on this case, so we run leads for her. But the three of us will be working together, hand in hand, for the duration of this case.”

I considered his words, and I realized why I was there. I leaned back and crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m forty-seven years old. If you’re looking for a grunt, you need someone half my age. You need someone in their physical prime, someone who can spend weeks in the woods without complaining of sore joints. Now, if you’re looking for experience and perseverance, I bring that. The way I see it, you called my boss because I saw the tiger, and you prefer to keep a close eye on me to make sure I don’t tell anyone. If that’s your reason for bringing me in, just have me sign an NDA and send me back. I sure want to work this case, but if I’m on this case, I’m going to be working it; I’m not going to be your gopher.”

He smiled. “Good. Because the entire task force is Roza and me, and we don’t want to babysit.”

My brow rose. “There’s only two of you on the entire task force.”

“Three if you agree to work the case.” He held up a hand. “Maybe it’ll help for me to explain the WASP a little bit more. As you said, game wardens come across some weird situations, and some of these require time and expertise that the Fish and Wildlife Service just isn’t designed to handle. After one of these particular cases, Director Lou Ashford—you recognize the name, right?”

“Of course. He’s the director of all the FWS special projects.”

“Yeah, well, Lou also oversees the FWS task forces. Anyway, he somehow managed to get approval to establish a temporary task force. We were given three years to prove if having a specialized task force would be worth its budget. The budget covered two special agents: one field agent—me—and one case manager—that’s Roza. We have an office in the dungeon of the FWS building. It might be a craphole, but it’s our craphole.” He grinned. “We call it the Wasp Nest. Get it? Wasp Nest? Because we’re the WASP?”

“I get it. It’s plenty obvious,” I said.

“Anyway, the Wasp Nest is space they weren’t even using, so pretty much our entire budget is just Roza’s and my salaries with some travel expenses thrown in. With that small of a budget, I think they’re intentionally setting us up to fail, but Roza and I intend to prove them wrong. With a chance to bring in a third agent for this case, you’d better believe that I want the very best. You’ve got more experience than Roza and me combined and a darn-near-perfect track record. But last night convinced me that I wanted you on the team: you proved that you won’t freeze up when the unexplainable happens. And, just as importantly, I think we’d make solid partners.”

He leaned back. “So there, that’s all my cards on the table. What do you say, Sam? Care to work on a case that’s guaranteed to be like no other case you’ve worked before?”

I’d known what I’d say as soon as I figured out why I was there, but I let silence fill the void for a few seconds before answering, “Count me in.”

He smiled and held out his hand. “Welcome to the next level of game wardens.”


EIGHT


Marc Angel / Sention Laboratories, Hartford, Connecticut / Eight years ago

“What a bloody suck-up,” John said, his tone sharp enough to shred steel. Angel’s assistant—and the only person he trusted—never had any problems showing contempt for the scientist. John had sized up Dr. Philip Wendell in a second flat. Where Philip had been born with a silver spoon and held multiple doctorates from Ivy League universities, John Hall’s education had come after dropping out of school at fourteen and making his first kill at fifteen. He now spoke eloquent English like he’d been born in a lord’s manor, and his tailored suits perfectly concealed his Sig Sauer P320 and tanto blade.

“He’s probably been dreaming about having his own lab since he was five. Today’s likely the happiest day of his life,” Angel said. “Though he certainly seems to suck up the attention like a famished anteater sucks up dinner, doesn’t he?”

The sixty-six-year-old Wendell had never achieved the recognition he thought he’d deserved in life, and his desperation had made him a perfect fit for Angel’s Allee Project. Wendell wasn’t the most intelligent scientist out there, but he was intelligent enough for the project’s needs. Angel had accounted for variability in the project’s parameters. He didn’t need perfection—he needed good enough.

“The balloons and streamers are an especially nice touch. They almost make me feel all giddy inside,” John said.

“I would’ve thought you’d prefer the waitresses serving the champagne. I requested them specifically with you in mind.”

“Believe me, I do. I plan to take that one home with me.” He nodded in the direction of a slender redhead.

She was quite attractive with freckles dotting her nose and cheeks. “Excellent choice.”

John had the looks to get what he wanted, and American women tended to swoon for a man with a proper English accent, though, in Angel’s mind, it was the Americans with the accent, and a crude one at that.

John had an insatiable appetite when it came to women, and the younger man spent a fair chunk of change paying off his conquests to convince them not to press charges when his appetite crossed over to the more violent side. Angel knew that John had buried more than one of his conquests. Where some had a morning-after pill, John had a morning-after shovel. John needed an outlet—the work they did was stressful. Angel didn’t have the same tastes, but as long as John kept his hobbies out of Angel’s projects, then there was no problem.

The pair of men stood well off to the side to avoid drawing attention while Dr. Wendell handled the ribbon-cutting ceremony for the opening of Sention Laboratories. John had managed to snag the redhead’s attention at some point because she kept turning and shooting him a flirty smile. Even with the distraction, Angel knew John was constantly scanning the lawn for trouble, not that they expected any. Marc Angel, president and CEO of Angel Corp, was a well-known philanthropist. At least that was his public face. His true face bore that of the man who would save the world.

Angel used his work and philanthropy to connect with the wealthiest—and, unfortunately, the least scrupulous—people worldwide. He needed “off-the-books” money, and expertise to achieve his vision. Sention Laboratories would bring him the latter in order to gain the former. His grip tightened around the handle of the briefcase he carried. For being so light, the case carried so very much.

The doctor’s speech had finally ended. The audience clapped, many of whom Angel had hired to quench Philip’s immense ego. Angel used tricks like that to manipulate Philip since they worked well. Those with the biggest egos were often the easiest to ply. The key was never to act too kindred and certainly not compliment without adding on higher expectations. As soon as Angel did such a thing, his people would think they’d unlocked his support, and that would never do. Angel needed them to strive constantly to please him, to always worry that they weren’t doing enough. That was the best way to get results.

Philip glanced at Angel through the throng of the press—all of whom Angel had engaged for the event.

Without acknowledging the doctor, Angel turned and made his way to the building behind them. Sention Laboratories was a sprawling four-story building covered in a sleek glass and gray stone. It looked like any other office building from the outside, but what was inside… that’s what made Sention Labs special.

John walked alongside Angel.

“Are the surveillance systems up and running?” Angel asked.

“Of course. Everything—every data file, every conversation, every time an intern jacks off in the bathroom—it’ll all be recorded.”

“Excellent. I have the camp scheduled to break ground by the end of the month. Wendell’s research will be crucial.”

“Speaking of blowhards, one happens to be waddling this way now,” John said.

Angel continued into the building and didn’t glance over his shoulder. He’d expected Philip to follow. The doctor knew Angel was busy and wasn’t one to wait on anyone, at least not on any of his employees. The security guard at the front desk gave a simple nod as Angel and John walked by.

Angel kept no office in this building, so he headed to Philip’s on the top floor. It was a corner office that was unnecessarily large and overly designed. It was another trick of controlling Philip by feeding his ego.

Philip had personalized his office with pictures of himself with various important people… with the except of a single photo of his ex-wife on his desk—who he told everyone was still his wife to maintain the façade of a healthy, normal life. Expensive knickknacks decorated shelves filled with manuals and books. An African mask hung on the wall next to an abstract painting. The only unifying theme in the office was the price tag of each.

Angel turned away in distaste. The décor—and the man behind it—tried too hard to impress.

Philip hurried into the office, squeezing around John who remained standing a foot inside the doorway. As the doctor did, he shrunk under John’s stare. Angel wondered if the doctor knew that, for all his pomp and outward displays of confidence, how submissive he truly was.

“Hello, Mr. Angel,” the doctor said, holding out his hand.

Angel shook it. “Are the labs set up and ready for your work?”

Philip beamed. “Everything is ready. My staff’s been trained and will begin work first thing in the morning. They have the afternoon off to celebrate the company’s opening.”

“Yet you and your staff have accomplished nothing to celebrate.”

Philip blinked away the hurt that flashed across his features. “It’s just that—”

Angel waved him off. “Your transgenics work begins now.” He set the briefcase on the desk, unlocked it, and opened it. He took a step away.

Dr. Wendell approached the desk and peered at the case contents. “There are more vials in here than I expected.”

“Every DNA sample and genome you need to get started is there,” Angel said.

Philip pulled out a vial, read the label, and repeated the action several times, frowning as he read the labels. “I had expected all the samples to pertain to aquaculture species. Fish are my specialty. You’ll need a biologist for some of these.”

“I brought you in for your leadership more than for your specialty. I expect you to find expertise to supplement your work wherever there are gaps. These samples are necessary to assuage Sention Lab’s investors, and they want to see animals more than fish.”

“Of course. They want something flashy to be brought back to life. Fish are never sexy enough for the media.” Philip’s disdain was obvious.

“I couldn’t give two craps about the media. What I care about is keeping my investors engaged and interested in our work, and I need the animals for that. Let me ask you this, Dr. Wendell. How do you hold the interest of someone so rich they can buy anything they want?”

Philip thought, but Angel continued before the doctor answered. “You give them something they can’t buy anywhere else.”

Philip’s brow furrowed. “You’re going to sell these cloned creatures to the investors?”

“Not exactly. I’m going to sell experiences to my investors.”

“Why kinds of experiences?”

“Why, one of the most primal of all experiences. My investors will have the opportunity to hunt these beasts.”

Philip’s jaw slackened for a good two seconds before he clamped it shut. “You can’t be serious. You want to create a—a…” he picked up a vial and read the label, “a Javan tiger simply to be hunted and become a trophy on someone’s wall?”

“I expect you to create a Javan tiger to keep my investors happy because when they’re happy, I’m happy, and we’ll have funding for the truly important work ahead of us. Your work, Doctor,” Angel said.

Philip gulped and then paced. “I have someone in mind for my team. Dr. Allen Godspur. He’s published groundbreaking transgenics research on cloning extinct creatures using blended genomes. But he won’t be cheap.”

“Do whatever it takes,” Angel said. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have other projects to attend to.”


NINE


WASP field office, Cody, Wyoming / Thursday, June 10; 1:16 PM

So far, being reassigned to the WASP field office was no different than working any other case with too much time stuck at a desk. Instead of sitting in my home office, I was sitting in a small, windowless room, sharing a desk with a game warden I had met an hour earlier. The field office had white noise being piped in that sounded like air being forced through a noisy air conditioner. I put it on my To-Do list to find that white noise machine and introduce it to my Glock.

Murphy had given me a new laptop in a rugged case and spent over thirty minutes getting my credentials plugged in and access to the various systems. I was familiar with most of the FWS systems the WASP used, but there were a couple I didn’t recognize.

My first task was downloading copies of all the case files, including the saber-tooth tiger’s autopsy results. As soon as the download was complete, I asked, “Are all the files in the ‘Case 004 - Lazarus’ folder on the H: drive?”

“Yep, that’s all of them,” Murphy replied.

“So I take it this is the fourth case you’ve worked for the WASP?”

“Yep. The others have been archived, but I’ll tell you about them sometime, assuming you’re into cryptids?”

“Cryptids are just animals that haven’t been identified or classified yet.”

He smirked. “Roza would disagree.”

“And you?”

He shrugged. “The jury’s still out. I used to think like you, but there was this case I worked just after starting my job as a game warden for the state of South Dakota.”

“What did you see?”

“You ever hear of the little devils of Spirit Mound?”

I shook my head.

“Well, the legend is these eighteen-inch-tall little people with big attitudes live in the Spirit Mound Historic Prairie state park in South Dakota. I was working the area—I can’t even remember the case now—but I was still out there after dark, and the ground started to light up like lightning bugs waking up for the night.”

“What made you think they weren’t lightning bugs?”

“Because one of them shot me.”

“They shot you?” I couldn’t help it—I laughed.

He pulled at the collar of his shirt to reveal a small angular scar on his left shoulder. “See?”

I rolled my chair over to look. “It’s a scar. I’ve seen worse scars from acne.”

“Look closer. See how it has four tips like a diamond or something?”

I squinted. “Maybe if I had a microscope.”

He pursed his lips and then said, “It’s from the arrowhead.”

I rolled my chair back. “If you say so.”

“Well, I do. I know what I saw. I plucked out that arrow and saw the arrowhead for myself.”

“And where’s this tiny arrow now?”

He grimaced. “I lost it.”

When he saw my expression, he added, “The arrow was dipped in poison or something. I blacked out and didn’t come to until the next morning. I couldn’t find the blasted arrow anywhere.”

“Maybe you backed into a Hawthorn tree. They can leave scars about that size.”

He shook his head. “I came across the little devils and lived to talk about it. You know, I almost went back to my old job as a ranger in the Badlands. The worst I had to deal with there were tourists and bears.”

“But you stayed a game warden,” I said.

“Good thing I did. Otherwise, I never would’ve met Roza, and the WASP wouldn’t exist. Well, I mean, Roza was the one to work magic on winning Lou Ashford to our side, but she needed a field agent to work cases, and then we met at Cryptid Con in Lexington. Talk about perfect timing. Kind of like how you came onto the scene right when we needed more help to work this case.”

“Serendipitous,” I said.

Both our laptops chimed simultaneously, and we immediately switched our focus to our screens.

“Looks like Roza’s got leads for us,” Murphy said. He checked his watch, one of those massive Garmin smartwatches with full GPS features. “Looks like we’re splitting up. Dibs on the Denver zoo.”

I pouted. “I don’t want to go to New York City.”

He grinned. “Already called dibs. I’ll check out their Siberian tiger and pick their brains on tiger DNA.”

I sighed. “Fine. I’ll go to New York to check out the mercenary outfit called Nightshade Security Services.” I scowled. “I worked with a fair share of mercenaries in the Army.”

“And what’d you think of them?” he asked as he tucked his laptop into his backpack.

“Some were decent enough. Most were assholes.”

“Based on where they were last night and what they were doing, I think it’s safe to assume Nightshade fits the latter description,” Murphy said.

“Figures,” I said drily.

“I’ll reply to Roza to tell her to book the earliest flights possible for us,” he said.

I glanced at my watch. “I’ll ride with you to the airport. Looks like I’m headed to New York City.”


TEN


Dr. Allen Godspur / Sention Laboratories, Hartford, Connecticut / Seven years ago

The pair of passenger pigeons flew around the cage before settling to munch on birdseed. They looked just like millions of other pigeons flying around cities and crapping on balconies. They reminded Allen of the birds he used to throw rocks at when he was a kid.

His boss, Dr. Philip Wendell, wrung his hands together like a child anxious to open his Christmas presents. “We did it, Allen. Even standing here, watching those living, breathing creatures flitting around that cage, I find it hard to believe. But we did it, and we can do it again. Nothing’s stopping us from bringing any extinct species back from the dead as long as we have some biological material to work from.”

“Our world never needs to lose another species again. We can reset nature’s balance,” Allen said.

“The other labs are short-sighted, cloning creatures that are currently walking the earth.” Philip patted Allen’s back. “I knew you were the right man for the job. I had no doubt when I hired you away from Exoteric Biotech. I knew that together we would accomplish great things.”

Allen couldn’t help but smile. Pride filled his heart. By tomorrow, he’d be famous. Every person in the world would know his name. His achievements would be stored in the annals alongside all the greatest minds who ever lived. Einstein, Newton, Archimedes, Godspur.

Philip reached into his pocket and drew out a sealed vial. “It’s time for bigger and better things. I have your next project.”

He handed over the vial. As Allen read the label, his jaw slackened. “Is this a joke?”

Philip wasn’t smiling.

Allen balked. “A Javan tiger? Are you insane? You want me to go straight from cloning pigeons to tigers?”

“I do. The fact of the matter is that Sention Labs depends on its investors' generosity. They are giving us millions of dollars. Pigeons aren’t glamorous. Tigers are.”

“Tigers are highly complex creatures. The complications involved with cloning one of those from DNA—”

“Is a challenge that you will figure out. Like the passenger pigeons, use the genome from a current, similar species to merge with the extinct species' genome.” Philip squeezed Allen’s shoulder. “Think of this as a challenge. Think of what the world will think of you if you succeed. Bringing back passenger pigeons is one thing, but bringing back a beautiful tiger? Now that, my friend, is leaving your mark on the world.”

Allen eyed the vial. It seemed so innocuous. A simple glass container filled with clear liquid. But the potential, ah the potential… he practically shivered in anticipation. The pigeons no longer drew excitement from him. “I’ll start on it tomorrow.”


ELEVEN


Roza Da Silva / Fish and Wildlife Service Headquarters, Falls Church, Virginia / Thursday, June 10; 3:45 PM

Roza faced Lou Ashford, the director of FWS special projects division. “I wanted to let you both know that Special Agent Barnes and I brought Special Agent Sam Brodie in on the Lazarus case.”

“The Lazarus case?” Lou asked.

“The de-extinction case. We’re calling it the Lazarus case since these animals seem like they’re being brought back from the dead.”

“I understand the analogy. If you were anyone else, I’d be surprised at how quickly you brought in another agent. I just signed off on the additional funding this morning.”

She smiled. “But it’s me.”

“But it’s you.” He smiled, too, but it quickly faded. “I’m familiar with Brodie. She’s been with the agency a long time. She’s a good agent, though I must say I’m surprised she’d be interested in working with the WASP.”

“I think seeing a saber-tooth tiger up close can change someone’s perspective pretty quickly, don’t you agree?” She’d already shown him pictures of the tiger and the autopsy results.

“We both know how seeing things first-hand can change one’s perspective,” he said. “As for the tiger, it’s not the creature’s genetics that intrigue me as much as it’s the potential danger we could face if many of these creatures are released. Entire ecosystems could topple. The official reason the FWS funded this WASP task force was to keep those risks from happening.”

Roza nodded with fervor. “And that’s why we’re working as quickly as we can. On that note, I wanted to let you know that I’ll be reaching out to Kate Davis in the Biosciences lab.”

“Oh?”

“She’s familiar with transgenics and might have some ideas on how someone could manipulate genomes enough to clone extinct animals.”

“I think it’s a mistake to call these clones. Just because they look like an extinct animal doesn’t make them one. I read the autopsy results. That tiger is not a saber-tooth. It’s something else, and I don’t like wildcards when it comes to nature. So, go talk to Kate, and get this case figured out. I hope this is a case of a single animal, but with how much my heartburn’s acting up, I think it’s uglier than that. Keep me posted and let me know how I can help.”

“Hopefully, Murphy, Agent Brodie, and I will be plenty.”

He grimaced. “My heartburn tells me differently.”


TWELVE


Nightshade corporate office, New York, New York / Friday, June 11; 9:00 AM

The Nightshade office was surprisingly light and airy given the company name. Even the receptionist at the front desk was cheery. The only dark thing about the office was that it was on the thirteenth floor, but I hadn’t been superstitious since I was a kid. Back then, I believed everything my dad taught me, including all his superstitions. I even carried a lucky rabbit’s foot in my pocket until I put two and two together and realized that it was from a real rabbit and how that foot hadn’t been lucky at all for the rabbit.

I wasn’t superstitious after that.

A man strode into the entryway. He was middle-aged and still had the body of someone who worked out but not so much as to look musclebound. He had an air of confidence around him, a close haircut, and a clean-shaven face that screamed military even through the tailored suit he wore.

He extended his hand. “Officer Brodie. Pleased to meet you. Bill Thompson, president of Nightshade Security. Call me Bill.”

“Thanks for meeting with me on such short notice, Bill.” I shook his hand but didn’t give him my first name, though he would’ve already known it from his assistant. This wasn’t a social visit, so there was no reason to make it feel like one.

“This was my first time hearing about your little wildlife task force. I had to make a call to find out if it was legit or if you were just pulling my leg. Wildlife and Animal Special Protection—that’s what it stands for, right?”

I nodded. “That’s right.”

“WASP. I have to say, it’s one of the better government acronyms out there, especially for tree huggers. Most are so dry—typical of government bureaucracy, I guess. Someone in your group must have a personality.” He smirked. “My buddy told me you guys are Sasquatch hunters. Or maybe it was Bigfoot. That true?”

I cocked my head. Had I liked him, I would’ve played along, but I didn’t like him or what his company was doing. “I heard you mercenaries will sell out your mothers for a buck and sell out the country for a dime. Is that true?”

He sobered and motioned to the receptionist. “Audra, the files.”

She nodded and pulled out a manila folder and handed it to him, who handed it to me. “As you requested, these are the personnel files of the two men you said were shot in Yellowstone. My sources tell me there was a third man, but he’s not associated with Nightshade. You know, I could’ve emailed these to you and saved you a long trip from Wyoming. Like I told your counterpart on the phone, I’ve never had a team working in Yellowstone. In fact, I don’t have any teams in the western half of the States right now. If those men were out there, as you say they were, then they were out there on their own time, which is possible. Many of the men who work for Nightshade become friends, and they take vacations together. I could certainly see them taking a trip together to do some hiking in Yellowstone. And if they did, they didn’t tell me about it.”

He knew I came from Wyoming. He’d done his homework. “They weren’t hiking. They were poaching, and they resisted arrest by opening fire on two federal agents,” I said. “And if they weren’t working for you at the time, I need copies of all contracts they’ve worked for the past year.”

He gave me a condescending smile. “I can’t give you their contract assignments. I promise confidentiality to my clients. If I betray that trust, word will get out, and Nightshade will go out of business. I hope you understand.”

“I wasn’t asking, Mr. Thompson.”

“Then you need to come back with a warrant.”

I tutted. “You know that’s one of the perks of being a—what’d you call it?—oh yeah, a tree hugger. I don’t need a warrant to conduct a search and seizure when it applies to an active wildlife investigation.”

His features smoothed as his expression went hard. “Fine.” He motioned to the space around him. “Help yourself. I got nothing to hide.”

I didn’t move. “Or we could save each other time and headache by you telling me what contract they were working on in Yellowstone.”

“I told you; they weren’t working a contract in Yellowstone.”

“And we both know you’re lying.”

He tsked. “Now, now, Officer. That’s not nice.”

“And it’s not nice to withhold information during an active investigation,” I countered.

He didn’t budge, so I trudged around him and down the hallway to the door with his name printed on the glass. I swung it open to find a moderately decorated, moderately sized office, which was big enough and snazzy enough to show he was successful but not ostentatious enough to make clients wonder if they were paying too much. Pictures of Bill with leaders—U.S. presidents, foreign dictators, A-list celebrities, and other famous people lined the top of a long credenza.

I opened the credenza to find it empty of files. I eyed him as I moved to his desk.

He shrugged. “What can I say? We’re paperless around here. Good for the environment and all that. You should appreciate that, being with the FWS and all.”

I checked his drawers. They, too, were suspiciously empty of files. I said, “I bet you’re tired today after such a long night of shredding files.”

He gave a knowing smirk. At least he didn’t bother lying that time. I took a seat in his chair. On the desk sat a laptop in a rugged case. I tapped a key on the keyboard, and the screen awoke to a login window. I turned it around to him.

He leaned forward and placed his fingers on the keyboard. Then he lifted them. “You know, I can’t seem to remember my password right now.”

“Really?” I asked drily.

“Really.” He smiled and leaned back. “Take my laptop if you want. I’m sure your tech guys can hack into it.”

I looked at the laptop for a brief second. “And how fast will you have it wiped?”

His lips curled upward. “Oh, I don’t know. Three, maybe four, minutes.”

He thought he was funny. I didn’t. I stood and walked around the desk.

“Not taking it?” he asked.

“No. I have all I need for now.”

“Have a nice trip back to the park, Officer. Watch out for rabid animals. I hear they can leave a nasty bite.”


THIRTEEN


Dr. Allen Godspur / Sention Laboratories, Hartford, Connecticut / Six years ago

The Javan tiger watched Dr. Allen Godspur through slitted predator eyes. After an interminable minute, the animal blinked and turned away. Allen didn’t let out the breath he’d been holding until the young tiger reached the far end of its enclosure.

“Such a magnificent creature,” Dr. Philip Wendell murmured as the animal paced its glass cage. “Even at only a year old, he moves as though he fears nothing.”

Allen continued to watch how the cat moved with uncanny, predatory grace. “With how intrepid he is, it’s hard to believe his species ever went extinct.”

He turned to Philip. “It’s time. We must go public with our success. The world deserves to see what we’ve created.”

Philip sighed. It was that same condescending sigh that he always gave when Allen brought up the topic. “Not this again, Allen. We’ll go public when the time is right.”

“And when will that be? Look around you.” He motioned to the variety of kittens and cubs, nearly all predators, in cages. “We have a veritable menagerie of creatures now, and the world thinks all we’ve produced are two little passenger pigeons.”

“Soon, Allen. You must trust me on this.” His tone was patronizing.

Allen guffawed. “You ask for my trust, but you won’t tell me why we have to wait. If we don’t go public with our accomplishments, someone else will beat us to it.”

“They won’t.”

“Oh, come on. You know damn well there must be other labs working on similar cloning technologies. Look at this tiger. What else do I need to create before you let the world see what I’ve accomplished?”

“Soon, Allen.” Philip’s tone had hardened into ice.

Allen watched the cat pace its enclosure. “No. I’m done. I’m not bringing back any more species until we go public.”

Philip’s eyes narrowed. “Consider carefully what you’re saying.”

“I am. You need me. You can’t bring back new species without me. All of these creations are dependent on my research.”

Philip’s jaw hardened. “That research is ours, Allen. Don’t forget where you’d be right now if I hadn’t brought you here.”

Allen’s features formed a snarl, but he didn’t snap a retort.

Philip forced himself to relax. “You don’t understand, Allen. My hands are tied. We can’t go public.”

“Why can’t we?” Allen was exasperated. They’d had this conversation at least a dozen times over the past year, and Philip had yet to give a straight answer. “Please tell me. Let me in, Philip.”

“It’s not my call to make,” Philip said.

“You run Sention Labs. If it’s not your call, then whose is it?”

A lab tech peeked around the corner. “Excuse me, Dr. Wendell,” the young man said in a nervous tone. “But the board is on the phone. They wish to speak with you.”

Philip clenched his eyes closed before giving a dramatic sigh. “Off to assuage the egos of restless bureaucrats. My least favorite part of being department head.”

“I don’t envy you,” Allen said.

Philip chortled. “Yes, you do.” Without waiting for a response, he turned and left with the lab tech.

Allen watched the door close quietly behind the man who was the closest thing he had to a friend—and his biggest competitor. Philip knew him all too well. Allen deserved to be department head. Without him, the Javan experiment would never have succeeded. Allen was by far the smarter of the pair, but Philip had made the right connections somewhere along the line and secured the financing they needed.

He turned his gaze from the thick glass door to find the tiger peering at him from a mere foot away. Allen flinched. The young beast’s steady breaths fogged the glass, each exhalation creating a foggy puff.

Allen took a small step closer until all that separated him from the predator was the inch-thick glass wall. The cat was absolutely stunning: sleek fur with menacing dark stripes along its back and tail. Its eyes were unwavering black slits that betrayed no sign of fear. Allen did not doubt that the tiger would make a feast out of him if the glass didn't stand between them.

“I created you,” Allen whispered to the large cat.

The Javan tiger didn’t cringe. It didn’t even acknowledge that Allen had spoken.

“I created you.” Allen thumped the glass.

The cat growled as its fur bristled, and it slunk back a couple of steps. Then it lunged forward and snapped.

Allen stumbled back, falling onto his butt. The tiger’s teeth clinked against the glass as it continued to snap and bite, and saliva marred the view between the pair. Seeing the cat’s teeth hadn’t even scratched the glass, Allen regained his courage. He nodded toward the large red button on the wall next to the glass enclosure. “I could end your life with a simple press of a button. Just one tap, and the oxygen will be sucked from your cage, and you’ll join the rest of your species.” He held up his forefinger. “I could kill you with a single tap.”


FOURTEEN


New York Marriott Marquis, New York, New York / Friday, June 11; 9:52 AM

“I got zilch at the zoo,” Murphy said on the WASP videoconference for the saber-tooth case, where four faces were displayed in small windows that reminded me of the old Brady Bunch opening sequence. The group comprised the entire WASP task force, plus an FWS consultant.

Murphy continued, “They haven’t heard anything about cloning involving Siberian tiger DNA. Their tiger—his name’s Andre—hasn’t left the zoo in over ten years. Only the staff have access to him, so it’d have to be one of them or the zoo’s vets who got a DNA sample, any of which are possible for the right price. They provided blood and saliva samples which we can use to compare against the Yellowstone cat. On a side note, their tiger’s sterile, so our little mad scientist didn’t get a sperm donation from Andre or any of his nonexistent offspring.”

“Thank you, Murphy,” Roza said. “What’d you find on the cloning front, Kate?”

A redhead with freckles pushed her glasses up her nose. I hadn’t met her yet but had learned Dr. Kate Davis led the biosciences team for the FWS, which included various wildland and wildlife specialists. In a nutshell, she had a lot more brainpower than I had.

“Cloning is a rabbit hole,” Kate began. “Every scientifically advanced country has done cloning to various degrees, but no one’s dug deeply into the cloning of extinct animal DNA. I provided Roza a list of all known labs that have performed cloning research, but there are probably three times that number working under the radar. You know how research labs are when it comes to experiments regarding animals. They try not to draw public attention from the animal rights groups.”

Roza spoke. “I ran some searches on animal rights groups protesting labs that seem to be in similar research fields as cloning, like transgenics, gene manipulation, DNA sequencing, and whatnot, and I tell you, it was a short list. I took those, along with the list Kate gave me, and ran them against Homeland Security’s watch list, which is longer than a roll of toilet paper. With those three, I found nothing beyond the obvious. All the Chinese labs are being watched because they’re Chinese. Same with the Russians, the Middle East, you name it. I think Homeland’s got more countries on their list than off.”

“You know, there’s one company that’s not on a watch list because it’s defunct, but I still found it interesting because their defined purpose was so similar to what we found in the tiger’s genetic makeup,” Kate said. “It was called Sention Laboratories, and they were based right here in the United States. They were established to bring back extinct species by modifying modern DNA to create new versions… exactly what we’ve found in the Yellowstone cat. Their studies aimed to develop fauna and flora better suited to today’s climate and to help rebalance ecosystems. As part of their pilot project, they cloned a pair of passenger pigeons, but a fire broke out soon after, destroying the building and their research and killing the entire staff except for the company director. After Sention shuttered its doors, he went to work for the parent company, Angel Corporation.”

“I’ve heard of Angel Corporation,” Roza said. “Back when I was a project management consultant, one of our projects was with a hospital network, and they used one of Angel Corp’s systems. Angel Corp’s a medical sciences company, and it’s pretty well respected because of all the philanthropy work they do. A good chunk of its profits are used to provide medical care to Third World countries. At the time, I remember it was helping local farmers to relieve hunger. It makes sense they’d enter the environmental market. There’s no way they’d be involved in big game hunting or illegal cloning. I think that’s a thread we can trim off the case.”

“No, but maybe that doctor would know of other labs that were doing work similar to Sention. I could have a talk with him,” I offered.

“That’s not a bad idea. I’ll get details on him for you,” Roza said.

“Good, because just like Murphy, I hit a brick wall with my lead,” I said. “I can tell you without an ounce of doubt that Nightshade’s involved up to their necks. Bill Thompson didn’t go out of his way to help, not that I expected him to. But I find it more than a little suspicious that he didn’t have a single paper file lying around. He said his two guys weren’t on any active contract—that they might have been in Yellowstone on vacation.”

“And do you believe that?” Roza asked.

“Not for a second. I’d bet a month’s paycheck that they were working a contract, but he’s destroyed any paper trail. He’ll wipe any computer as soon as I take it, so I didn’t even bother taking his laptop to skip the paperwork. Short of making him lie under oath, he’s a brick wall.”

“He might be paperless, but as long as he’s got electronic files, I might be able to get them,” Roza said.

“He might’ve deleted those already, too,” I said.

“Even if he deleted them, as long as he didn’t digitally shred them, I could undelete them,” Roza said. “I just need to download an image of his system to access his directories.”

“You need his laptop?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, I just need access to his laptop. I’ll send you a data stick via express courier today. It should be there this afternoon. The stick will be set up to auto copy everything from a computer as well as its connected networks, but it has to be physically inserted to grab the data.”

“As soon as I get the stick, I’ll head back to Nightshade,” I said.

“It’ll take at least several minutes to run, so you’ll have to keep the boss man off your back. As long as that computer’s on a network, I’ll be able to watch it from here. I’ll even be able to start uploading, but the upload speed won’t be anywhere near the copy speed. That means as soon as you’re done, you’ll have to plug that stick into your own laptop, stay on a network, and let it sit while I upload everything to my system here. If there’s anything on Nightshade’s systems, I’ll find it.”

“No problem,” I said.

Roza gave a single nod. “Oh, and I’ll get a warrant to you by lunch.”

I frowned. “But we don’t need a warrant on an active wildlife investigation.”

“I know, but it’ll show Bill Thompson that we’re serious and not just running down a lead. And warrants always help our case in court. Even though the data stick should grab the data we need, I’ll be sure to include a demand for Nightshade’s complete client list in the warrant, even though I’m sure what we’d receive would be scrubbed.”

“I hate to be the pessimist, but I don’t expect to find anything useful from Nightshade itself,” I said. “Military contractors like Nightshade tend to be extremely careful because they often work for both sides of a war. My guess is that there’s a middleman involved; someone connecting all the players to make it look legal. We catch that middleman and we’ll find out who’s behind this. Nightshade’s our only link right now, so we need to dig until we find something we can use.”

“I’ve already noticed that Nightshade’s smart,” Roza said. “They’re careful about what they share online. I have spiders crawling the internet to search for all mentions of Nightshade. There’s a plant called nightshade, so most of the results are crap. I also submitted requests for video footage from traffic cameras around Nightshade’s office building and the building’s surveillance systems—so we can see who’s coming and going. Fingers crossed we get lucky.”


FIFTEEN


Dr. Philip Wendell / Sention Laboratories, Hartford, Connecticut / Six years ago

Philip had developed a stout disliking for Marc Angel. Angel had everything Philip did not. He had the charisma of Fred Astaire and the deviousness of the devil himself. Maybe Angel was the devil, though that’d make for a rather ironic twist on his last name… and that seemed like exactly something the devil would do.

He took a calming voice before he answered the video call to find Angel’s visage staring back at him. Philip hadn’t lied when he told Allen he had a call with the board… After all, Marc Angel was the board.

“I see Dr. Godspur is becoming antsy,” Angel said without any preamble.

“He is. He refuses to create one more specimen until we go public, but don’t worry about Allen. I can handle him,” Philip said.

“It’s my job to worry, Doctor. In addition to his impatience, Dr. Godspur’s financial problems have crossed a threshold. He’s not making his child support payments, and his ex-wife discovered his gambling problems. He very well may have the idea of going public with our creations as a way to draw money in his direction. His weakness is both an advantage and a risk to my project.”

“His inability to manage his own money isn’t an advantage to anyone except for his bookies,” Philip said drily.

“Au contraire, Doctor. His financial problems play very nicely in my favor as long as he adheres to his NDA. I will see to it that Godspur falls in line, or else he is no longer needed in our line,” Angel said before continuing. “I am adjusting the timetable to minimize the risk of an information leak, Dr. Wendell. Be ready.”


SIXTEEN


Nightshade corporate office, New York, New York / Friday, June 11; 3:31 PM

“Well, if it isn’t my friendly neighborhood tree hugger,” Bill Thompson said.

I handed him the warrant, ignoring the comment. My job had more to do with law enforcement and humans causing trouble than with nature.

He glanced over the paper. “I thought you said you didn’t need one of these to harass me.”

“I don’t. But harassing guys who I know are guilty is my second favorite part of the job.”

“Oh, and what’s your favorite?”

“Arresting those who think they can get away with committing federal crimes.”

“I bet you get a lot of dates. How many times have you been divorced?” he asked drily as he eyed me for several seconds before inserting the warrant into a paper shredder.

“That’s a legal document,” I said.

“Sure, but I’m still not going to give you my client list.”

I shrugged. “I figured that’s what you were going to say.” I brushed past him and went straight for his office.

He followed. “What did you think? That anything I might have would’ve magically reappeared after you left? I told you before. I don’t have any files.”

I sat at his desk. “Not on paper, anyway.”

He smirked. “Ah, so you think you’ve figured out how to hack my login screen?”

I pulled the data stick from my pocket, held it up for him to see, smiled, and inserted it into the laptop. Immediately a command prompt window opened and filled with flowing lines of text and symbols.

His grin faded. “That’s illegal search and seizure.”

“Ah, but I think you’re a smart enough guy to know it’s not. You gotta love federal loopholes for us tree huggers. Feel free to file a complaint with your state senator.”

He glared at the data stick flashing in the computer. Then he pulled out his phone and started tapping. My guess: he was either texting his attorney or sending a request to Nightshade’s version of Roza to erase the laptop. Hopefully, Roza’s stick worked faster than Bill.

“We could’ve saved all this drama if you’d cooperated, Bill,” I said.

“Not if I want to stay in business,” he said.

I cocked my head. “Nightshade is a multimillion-dollar company. You’re telling me your client is so powerful they can destroy Nightshade if you talk.”

He said nothing, which was answer enough.

I leaned forward. “Tell me who it is, and I can promise that they’ll never find out I got their name from you.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” he said.

“I don’t.”

He chuckled. “You’re a game warden. Your job is hunting deer. You have no idea what goes on in the real world.”

“Then tell me.”

He didn’t.

I said, “Play ball with me, Bill. Help me on this case, and you won’t see a day in court.”

He seemed to be reflecting for a moment before he spoke. “Nightshade provides a security service. There’s nothing more to it than that. If someone wants security, they can count on me. They have a need, and I fill that need. That doesn’t mean I support what my clients do. Hell, I don’t even like most of them. But I’m telling you, Agent Brodie, I’m not involved in any of my clients’ dealings other than providing them security.”

“That sounds like you’re very involved in their dealings,” I said.

The laptop screen went blank, followed by a window that displayed Reformat in Progress.

I hoped the data stick had copied enough from both the hard drive and Nightshade’s local network to be useful. Bill eyed the small piece of tech as I removed it, stood, and tucked it into my pocket.

“You should be careful with that. Having access to certain kinds of information is apt to get you killed.”

“Are you threatening a federal officer?”

“No. Just giving you some friendly advice. Let me guess, you think this is about some billionaire’s idea of hunting something new and exotic.”

That caused me to pause. Bill knew a whole lot more than he’d been letting on. “You’re saying it’s not?”

He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Drop the case. You’ll live longer if you do.”


SEVENTEEN


Streets of New York, New York / Friday, June 11; 3:44 PM

I wasn’t even a block away from Nightshade when I got the feeling I was being followed. Since I’m a wildlife officer and not some kind of super spy, I probably wasn’t nearly sneaky enough about scanning the area. The sidewalks were busy in the bright afternoon sun, which didn’t help in finding suspicious characters, especially since, to me, New York City seemed to be full of suspicious characters. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw a fit man walking about my pace. He moved like a soldier and had a beard as if he’d just come from Afghanistan.

He wasn’t looking at me, so it could’ve been a coincidence he was walking in the same direction as me, fifteen feet back. Or Bill Thompson could’ve sent one of his Nightshade goons after me. Did Bill want to scare me? Or was the data on that stick worth more than I realized?

I picked up the pace. The hotel was still eight blocks away, which seemed like a full state away with my nerves. I glanced back again but didn’t see the man. I might not believe in coincidences, but I won’t ignore them when they come my way. Still, I didn’t slow down.

I turned left, where the sidewalk narrowed and had scaffolding overhead. During my short stay in the City, I concluded that construction was underway on every other block. The scaffolding provided shade which helped in the June heat, but it also made me feel claustrophobic. After too many years spent in the wide open, I felt like a wild Mustang suddenly corralled.

The scaffolding and construction made the sidewalk too narrow to meet other people without having to make room. A jogger entered from the other direction, and I moved to my left to make room, and he moved to his left.

He was well-built and attractive. When he drew close, he smiled. He had a really nice smile. And yeah, I admit it. I’m a sucker for a good-looking guy with a nice smile.

I never saw the taser until it was too late.


EIGHTEEN


New York Marriott Marquis, New York, New York / Friday, June 11; 4:12 PM

“We’ve got a problem,” I said while lying on the bed with my eyes closed.

“You don’t sound so good. What happened?” Roza asked.

“Nightshade took the data stick.”

“Oh no! What happened?”

“It was a jogger. Tased me as he went by. He had a buddy with him, too. Came up from behind. They took the data stick, my gun, phone, wallet, everything.”

“They probably wanted it to look like a mugging so it couldn’t be connected back to Nightshade. Plus, taking your phone delayed you a few minutes from reporting the attack, and gave them more time to get away. Did you get a good look at them? I might be able to track down photos of Nightshade’s employees.”

I grimaced as much from the residual pain burning like acid in my muscles as from the idea that I’d let myself get tased in the first place. “Not sure I could identify them in a lineup, but I’ll be happy to take a look if you can get me something.” I groaned. “Whoever came up with the idea for tasers licked one too many electrical fences as a kid.”

“It’s not a pleasant experience. Be careful up there.”

“Yeah.” This was what my mother would call a “teachable moment.” That pair could’ve killed me on that sidewalk and there wouldn’t have been a thing I could’ve done to stop them. That idea sent chills down my spine, and I shivered. I was sloppy, and I let myself get distracted by a pretty face… How amateur was that? I’d never make that mistake again.

[image: ]


Friday, June 11; 6:03 PM

All three WASP team members sat in the next video conference. I had just finished reliving my tasing experience for the team. I might have forgotten to mention the part about getting distracted by a pretty face… I have to keep some self-respect and credibility.

“We’re on the right track if Bill Thompson went to all that work to prevent us from having access to their data,” Murphy said. His phone rang through the speakers. “Hold on. I’ve got to take this call.”

“Assaulting a federal officer gives us something to work with, assuming we can link those bozos who hit Sam back to Nightshade,” I said. “Maybe we take Thompson to court and draw attention to him.”

“The good news is that my program uploaded some data while copying it to the memory stick,” Roza said. “The bad news is that the upload was much slower than the stick’s copy speed, and Thompson had his computer erased a lot quicker than I expected. I only uploaded 2.8% of what you copied onto the stick, and what you copied was probably only 10% of his files. We’re talking megabytes in what I collected, not gigabytes. What little data was uploaded from the memory stick when it was still connected didn’t include an employee roster. And Nightshade is hush-hush about who their employees are. I sent a request to ping the IRS for a list of everyone who received W2s or 1099s from Nightshade.”

“They likely run the employees under a shadow corporation for their protection. Most military security companies do,” I said. “If we find the shadow company, we might find the paper trail. Bill Thompson’s going to be linked to the shadow company somehow. Hey, Roza, when you talk to the IRS, can you get Thompson’s income sources?”

“I can ask, at least,” she replied.

Murphy returned to the videoconference. “Good news. I’ve got a lead for us.”

I immediately perked up. “What do you have?”

“I just got off the phone with Ben Grafton—he’s a vet in Idaho. He said a rancher dropped off some animal bones that his dogs had come across. Ben can’t identify the bones and when he saw the BOLO I put out for dangerous, exotic animals being released in the wild, he thought he’d better call.”

“I don’t have details on other leads to run down yet, so you both might as well go,” Roza said.

“I can’t fly out without my ID or phone,” I said.

“I’m already working on that for you, so come to the Wasp Nest. I’ll also provide you with the bags and materials to transport the bones,” she said.

“Uh, how am I going to get there without money? Even if you rent a car for me, no one’s going to let me drive it out of a lot without showing them some identification,” I said.

Roza frowned. “Oh yeah. All right, I have a friend in the city. I’ll ask her to drive you down to DC. I’ll get you all the travel packets soon. Be ready to go.”


NINETEEN


Dr. Allen Godspur / Sention Laboratories, Hartford, Connecticut / Six years ago

Allen’s phone rang, startling him. He fumbled in his pocket and checked the caller ID. Unavailable. Ice froze his veins. It could be a telemarketer, but he knew it wasn’t. He found it nearly impossible to answer. But he did answer, because to ignore this particular caller would be inconceivable. “Hello?”

“We heard the latest experiment was successful,” the man Allen only knew by his first name—John—said with a smooth English accent.

No small talk. Straight to the point.

“How did you hear about it already? We just—”

“That doesn’t matter. What matters is what happens next, Dr. Godspur.”

Allen swallowed. He glanced at the American cheetah cub, its eyes still sealed shut.

“You should know that continued funding your work was approved by the board, and they added a bonus for outstanding success with the cheetah.”

Allen’s hope soared. A bonus? Perhaps it would be enough. It had to be enough.

“However, Dr. Godspur,” the man on the other end of the line cautioned. “Dr. Wendell wasted no time depositing the full bonus into his own account.”

“No,” Allen said breathlessly. “Philip wouldn’t do that. We’re a team.”

“Ask him yourself. He’s on his way to you now.”

The line went dead.

Allen stared at his phone.

“Damned bureaucrats,” Dr. Philip Wendell grumbled as he entered the lab.

Allen jerked around to face his boss.

“They keep asking for more.” Philip smiled. “But good news. We’re funded for another year.”

“That’s good,” Allen said in a daze and added, “No bump in funding? Nothing extra?”

Philip frowned before scratching his head. “Unfortunately, no. I asked them, but you know bureaucrats. Getting more money from them is like squeezing blood from a stone.”

Allen had known the other man for over twenty years. He knew everything about Philip, including his tell. Whenever he lied, he got itchy, and Philip was practically dancing on the floor right then.

After everything they’d been through together, Philip had the audacity to cheat Allen out of both money and fame. Knowing that Philip knew Allen’s financial situation made the offense even worse. Allen was careful to hide his fury. “What else did they say?”

Visibly relieved to change the subject, Philip’s fidgeting ceased. “Well, not only did they keep our funding level the same for the next twelve months, but they’ve also tightened our timeline. They still want to see a mated Javan pair, and they want us to prove that what we’ve created can reproduce. They want to see a pregnancy within twelve months. They refuse to go public without proof the animals can reproduce. They have no idea the effort it took to recreate these creatures in the first place.”

“Fools. They just won’t quit pushing,” Allen said about the board, but he could apply that same statement to everyone in his life. “We’ll meet their timeline.” He pointed at the Javan dozing in its cage. “That specimen is perfect. Genetically speaking, he is nearly identical to his extinct brethren. If they want a female and kittens, we can give them that, all in under a year if I get started right away.”

Philip gave a tired smile. “My wife isn’t going to be happy to hear that I’ll be working long hours for the next several months, especially now that we’ll have to cancel our holiday to Barbados. One of these days, I wouldn’t be surprised to find the locks changed and me sleeping on a cot in the lab.”

“I’m sure you’ll make it work,” Allen replied, though he sometimes wondered if Philip even had a wife. She never called. She never stopped by the office. The only proof she existed was a photo of her on Philip’s desk and his random mentions of her. He wanted to punch the arrogant ass but patted him on the back instead. “Go home. Enjoy a nice evening with your wife before you have to break the news. I’ll wrap things up here.”

Philip took a deep breath and then nodded. “All right then. Don’t stay up too late. Lord knows, we won’t be getting much sleep in the weeks ahead.”

Allen turned to watch the cheetah that was searching for the artificial teat coming out from the wall. The cat would grow into a magnificent creature. He wondered if it’d eat Philip if Allen turned it loose on his boss.

“Allen?”

He turned to find Philip paused at the door, eying him with raised brows.

“You okay? You seem distracted,” Philip said.

“Just a lot on my mind,” Allen quickly replied.

Philip’s lips thinned. “That ex-wife nagging on you again?”

“Just the usual. She’s threatening to take me to court for full custody of the boys. She wants money I don’t have.”

Philip held up a finger and grinned. “Yet. You don’t have the money yet. A year from today, we’ll go public. Investors will come out of the woodwork. Money will never be a problem for either of us again.”

Money isn’t a problem for you, you lying bastard, Allen wanted to say. Instead, he stood as still as a statue until Philip left him alone with the most exotic zoo in the world.

When Allen’s phone rang, he answered without thinking. “Hello?”

“Hello, Dr. Godspur.” It was the all-too-familiar voice.

Allen swallowed. “I’m alone. We can talk.”

“I know. It’s time for you to make a decision. You stay at Sention Labs, and maybe—if you’re lucky—you get whatever scraps Philip Wendell leaves you. The same man who wouldn’t have anything if it wasn’t for you. He’s getting rich off your hard work, you know.” John paused for the briefest moment before continuing. “Or you can take charge of your future—and your family’s future—and come work with us. What do you choose, Dr. Godspur? Work for Wendell and keep struggling to make ends meet or run your own lab with complete control and unlimited income potential.”

Allen glanced back at the closed door and then looked at his latest creation. He stood taller. “I choose me.”

“You made the right decision. We’ll pick you up tonight to show you your new lab.”

“Tonight already?” Allen stammered.

“Yes.” John’s hard answer invited no discussion.

Allen added in a rush, “Just so you know, I’m not having doubts. It’s just that this is moving so fast. I assumed I’d have more time to process my decision and give Philip—Dr. Wendell—my resignation.”

“You don’t need to give Wendell anything. After tonight, that issue will be resolved.”

Allen frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Meet me at your car in twenty minutes. That should give you time to gather all your research from the lab. Don’t leave anything behind since you won’t be coming back.”

“Twenty—?”

The line had already gone dead.

His heart racing, Allen glanced down at his watch to check the time. 8:50 PM. This was it. He was going to have his own lab. Springing into action, he sat at his computer and sifted through the multitude of network directories. Locating his research files, he pulled out a memory stick and copied nearly a terabyte of data onto the portable drive. Even with the latest technology, copying the files took interminable minutes. He sat, tapping his feet on the floor, his hands sweating. He alternated glances from the door to the computer to his watch.

As soon as the copying completed, Allen jumped from his chair. Shaky with adrenaline and nerves, he yanked the memory stick from the computer and slid it into his pocket. Glancing at his watch, he noticed sixteen minutes had passed already. Only four minutes left.

He threw a final glance at the Javan tiger—his first and favorite of his wild creations—before turning to the door. He watched at the door as he put one foot in front of the other toward it. He stopped before grabbing the handle, taking several deep breaths to gird his nerves.

Allen had never done anything so impulsive before. The old Allen Godspur would’ve spent days analyzing the opportunity. What had all that careful decision-making got him? A boss taking advantage of him, an ex-wife who never thought he was good enough, two sons who never returned his calls, and a pile of debt. It was time for a change.

After one final glance at his watch, he hastily pulled it off and dropped it in the trash can. It was a Rolex worth twenty grand. It had been a sign-on bonus from Philip when he’d first joined Sention Labs. He’d buy himself a new one with the bonus Angel Corp was giving him to start up his own lab, and he’d pay off the bookies with the rest. He’d be in the clear, finally. A fresh start on life for him.

And for his family. Tonight, he would finally redeem himself in their eyes. Isabelle would no longer think him unreliable. He’d be there—both financially and physically—for his boys. His sacrifices had never been appreciated. No one understood how hard he’d worked to change the world.

He gave a longing look back at the animals. He didn’t want to abandon them. After all, they were his creations. But there’d be more.

There’d be so many more.

Before he could change his mind, Allen grabbed the handle and yanked the door open. Every footfall was filled with purpose as he walked through hallways and down the stairwell until he reached the dank lowest level of the office building that housed the underground parking lot.

At this hour, only three cars remained in the dead-quiet lot. Dim lights spotlighted damp concrete, high humidity a remnant from a rainy spring. Every step he took in his patent leather oxfords echoed through the lot.

As he approached his car, he searched for the man he was supposed to meet. Silence. Confused, Allen glanced at his watch only to remember he no longer had it. Still, he couldn’t have been more than a minute late. He pulled out his keys and unlocked his car with a double flash of its lights. The back of his neck bristled. He snapped around to see a shape emerge from the shadows of a concrete column.

He’d met the man only once before, three months earlier, in this same place, swathed in shadows.

“Hello, Dr. Godspur,” he said. He was a younger man, with all the right features and physique. Allen suspected he’d been a jock in high school.

Allen extended his hand. “Hello, John.” Not that he ever believed John was the man’s real name.

Instead of shaking Allen’s hand, John held out a briefcase. Allen eyed it hungrily. “Is that…?”

The man smiled. “Yes. It’s your sign-on bonus.”

Allen tried not to look overly desperate when he snatched the case away. He laid it on the trunk of his car and opened it. Inside were stacks of one-hundred-dollar bills. More money than he’d seen in his lifetime. So much in a single, diminutive leather briefcase.

“It’s all there,” the man said. “Two million dollars.”

Allen snapped the case closed. “It’s not that I don’t trust you.”

“I know,” John said, again with that smile that wasn’t really a smile. “You needed to see the money for yourself to believe that all this is real.”

Allen gave a sheepish nod.

“That is only the beginning. A drop in the bucket if you’re successful.”

“I won’t fail,” Allen said quickly.

“Of course you won’t,” the man named John said. “Your lab has been set up to the exact specifications you’d originally provided Sention. Unlike them, Angel Corp has provided everything you’ve asked for.”

Allen’s jaw dropped. “Everything?”

“Everything. And Mr. Angel mentioned that he will add a ten-million-dollar bonus for every live specimen of a certain caliber.”

Allen’s jaw dropped. “Ten million for each?”

“Mr. Angel can be a very generous employer. By helping him, you help yourself. No more double mortgage. No more unpaid child support. Your financial problems will be a thing of the past.”

Allen couldn’t help but grin. “Philip is going to have a heart attack when he finds out I’m leaving.”

“About that…”

Allen froze. He knew the deal was too good to be true. “About what?”

“There can’t be two labs conducting the same types of experiments. After tonight, Sention Laboratories will no longer exist.” He paused. “Dr. Allen Godspur will no longer exist.”

“What?” Allen stumbled back, leaning against his car for support. He furtively scanned the shadows for a gunman. “What’s happening?”

John chuckled. “Relax, Dr. Godspur. You are Angel Corporation’s most valuable human asset. We would never put your life in jeopardy.”

Confused, Allen watched the other man, looking for any hint of lying but finding none. “I don’t understand,” he stammered.

“It’s simple,” John said. “In less than one hour, a disastrous fire will break out in Sention Labs. Dr. Allen Godspur, ever the hard-working, brilliant scientist, will be tragically lost in the fire. Tomorrow, as they search the wreckage, they’ll even find your remains.”

Allen’s mouth moved, but he couldn’t form words. “How—?”

This time, John gave a real smile, and it was terrifying. “Leave that to me.”

Allen fought to breathe. John stepped forward to place a hand on his shoulder, but Allen shoved away. “If my family thinks I’m dead, how can I see them?”

“You can’t.”

“No.” Allen stood tall. “No deal.”

John watched him for a moment. “Dr. Godspur, as you are aware, Angel Corporation is an organization that works on many highly classified projects. Mr. Angel declared that your private lab would be funded only if Sention Labs, along with its experiments—and Dr. Allen Godspur—no longer existed. If there’s one thing Mr. Angel hates, it’s competition. I understand not seeing your sons is a sacrifice, but—”

“But what?” Allen snapped. “You’re asking me to sever all ties and disappear, just to work for someone I’ve never even met. No way. I will not let the name I’ve built for myself disappear!”

“And it won’t,” John said calmly before holding up three fingers. “Three years. That’s all Mr. Angel asks of your life. Once you’ve worked for Angel Corp for three years, you’re free to return to the world. We’ll help you reestablish your identity, as Dr. Allen Godspur, not as somebody else. In return for three years of your life, you’ll have hundreds of millions of dollars to your name. You can even share your research with the world. Dr. Allen Godspur will go down in history as the scientist who changed the world.”

As John’s words set in, Allen perked up. “After three years, I’m free?”

“Free, unless you choose to extend your contract. But that would be your choice to make. Think of the next three years simply as an extended offshore project.”

When he put it that way, three years didn’t sound so bad.

John extended his hand. “So do we have a deal?”

Allen stared at John’s hand for many long seconds. Then he took a deep inhalation. “We have a deal.”

The man’s grip was firm and his expression was hard.

Allen swallowed. He’d been offered everything he’d dreamed, so why did he feel like he’d just made a deal with the devil?


TWENTY


Dr. Ben Grafton’s cabin, Mountain Home, Idaho / Friday, June 11; 9:46 PM

Murphy knocked while I stood off to the side, leaning against a vertical wood support beam in the log cabin’s porch. The front door was answered several seconds later by a man in his early fifties with dark hair and a beard, both with gray streaks. He wore an old t-shirt and jeans, and he was easy on the eyes.

As soon as he saw Murphy, he smiled and held out his arm. “Murphy’s Law, you ole codger.”

“I’m a gazillion years younger than you, so who’s the old codger now?” Murphy asked.

The man shook his head. “Don’t tell me, Olympia’s still putting up with you.”

“What can I say? I’m irresistible.” Murphy grinned. “Benny Boy. Good to see you’re back up and around again.” He then grabbed Ben’s arm and pulled him into a quick half-hug before taking a step back. “Ben, here’s my partner, Sam Brodie. She was just transferred to the WASP this week, so don’t go scaring her off with your stories. Sam, meet Ben Grafton.”

Ben’s brow rose. “Partner?”

Ben was one of a very small minority who didn’t comment on my first name. I liked him already. “I’m a temporary loan,” I said, shaking his hand and finding his grip to be firm and warm.

“Ben and I worked together on the very first WASP case. Ben’s been keeping an eye out for strange stuff ever since. He’s not a bad guy, and he’s a halfway decent vet.”

Ben chortled. “Halfway decent. If it wasn’t for me, you would never have survived that bird shot you took to the leg.”

“So you were honest when you told me on the flight out here that it wasn’t the first time you’ve been shot, Murph,” I said.

“First time was as a kid. My buddy got a Daisy BB gun and thought it’d be funny if he shot me in the butt. The second time was here with Ben on the Chupacabra case.”

“I thought Chupacabra was a down South thing,” I said.

Murphy grinned. “See? Her first reaction wasn’t that Chupacabra wasn’t real; it was that Chupacabra was in the South. That’s why she’s working with the WASP.”

“I’m not saying I believe they exist. I’ve seen some pretty weird things while working the various wildlands, but you’ll have a hard time convincing me Chupacabra is real,” I said.

Ben shook his head, smiling. “It wasn’t a Chupacabra.”

“This time,” Murphy said.

Ben continued, “Turned out, it was just a wolf with a really bad case of mange. We darted it and was about to bring it in until Murphy had to go and get himself shot.”

“Even though we put out a no-hunting bulletin, the locals went out after that wolf, anyway. Everyone wanted to bag a real-life Chupacabra trophy for their mantel,” Murphy said. “One of those locals then went about shooting me instead of the wolf.”

“Well, there was an uncanny resemblance,” Ben said.

“Ha ha,” Murphy said drily.

“I’ve got more Murphy stories. But let’s head inside before the bugs eat us alive.” Ben held the door open.

The cabin was as rustic on the inside as it was on the outside. Age had richened the color of the hefty log walls and worn wood floors, and the area rugs were faded. There were no animal heads mounted on the walls. It was exactly the type of place I could call home.

Ben pointed to an open loft. I’ve got a futon up there. One of you can take that and the other can have the couch.

“I call dibs on the futon,” I said.

“I would’ve given it up to you, anyway, because you’re a woman,” Murphy said.

“I’m taking it because I’m ten years older than you. A couch will give me a sore back.”

Murphy rolled his eyes. “I’m surrounded by old people.”

“You’re forty. You’re not exactly young,” I said.

“I’m thirty-eight. Don’t put me in your decade.” He sat on the couch next to a scruffy, mottled-hair dog lying on her back, legs up in the air. He started scratching her belly. “I see Goose Poop’s still her lazy ole self.”

“Goose Poop?” I asked. No wonder Ben hadn’t commented on my name.

Ben shrugged. “She’s a stray and a hard-headed one at that. It was the only name I could get her to respond to. Even then, she only responds when she feels like it. But you’re not here to talk about Goose Poop. You’re here to talk about the big bones I took off the Smithton ranch.”

“What do you know about them?” I asked.

Ben walked over to the refrigerator, pulled out three bottles of beer, and handed one each to Murphy and me before twisting the cap off his. “I can tell you they’re too big for a bear or an elk, and if there was an animal that big out here, the bones don’t fit any skeletal structure I’ve worked with before. If they’d been embedded into rock, I’d believe them to be fossils, no problem. But these bones are fresh. There’s still some cartilage around them. I finally figured it out when I saw the skull, and here’s where it gets really strange. This animal, whatever it was, had a large tusk just above its nose, and someone had cut off the tusk. If you were to ask me, I think someone dumped a rhino carcass in Idaho. Anyway, it’s all boxed up and ready to ship out.”

I sat on the couch on the other side of the dog. Goose Poop rolled onto her side, sniffed my leg, then laid her head on my thigh.

Ben reached into his pocket and pulled out a plastic bag containing a handful of shell casings. “And whoever took it out came armed for bear, well, rhino, in this case. Anyway, I wore gloves, so hopefully, you can pull prints off these.”

He dropped the bag of empty shells into my hand.

“If there are prints on them, we’ll find them,” Murphy said.

“Did you find anything else at the scene?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, unfortunately, those bones have been there for at least a month to be cleaned off as good as they were. Any tracks had long since been washed away. The rancher’s keeping an eye out in case more than one was dumped, but no one’s seen or heard anything.” Ben took a seat in a chair across from the couch. “Now, how about you two tell me what’s going on.”

“It’s a long story,” Murphy said.

“I’ve got all night and a twelve-pack in the fridge,” Ben said.

“You’ll have to sign an NDA,” Murphy said.

“Does that mean I can be a contractor on this case?” Ben asked.

“It does if your rate is the same as last time.”

Ben cocked his head. “Last time, I didn’t get paid.”

Murphy grinned. “Exactly.”

Ben chuckled. “Fine. I’m a sucker with a light workload. Count me in.”

Murphy rubbed his hands together and then began speaking. “All right. Let’s start with the saber-tooth tiger Sam brought down two nights back.”

Ben paused mid-sip. “Saber-tooth tiger?”

I nodded.

After a pause, Ben grunted. “I should’ve bought a second twelve-pack.”


TWENTY-ONE


Mountain Home Airport, Idaho / Saturday, June 12; 7:23 AM

Murphy and I had just watched the box containing the bones go through airport security when Roza called Murphy’s phone. Since we were together, he put the phone on speaker and held it between us.

“Hey Roza. The box is getting loaded onto the plane as we speak. It’s carrying the bones and some spent rounds Ben found at the scene. See if you can’t get fingerprints off them,” Murphy said.

“I’m already tracking the plane on Flight Aware, and I’ll be ready as soon as it lands.”

“Sounds good. So, are we flying back to the Nest or staying here?” I asked.

“Neither. There’s been a situation in Utah near Arches National Park. Park rangers intercepted a non-native animal in the park. They responded to our BOLO and sent us a picture of a lion they had captured. They believe it’s an African lion, albeit a rather odd-looking one. I didn’t feel the need to tell them it’s an American lion.”

“Another one?” Murphy asked.

“Another one,” Roza echoed. “The rangers said they heard a vehicle in the vicinity, but they were only focused on capturing the lion since there were hikers in the area, and it wouldn’t look good to have their tourists eaten.”

Murphy gripped the wheel with both hands. “Why the heck are these guys hunting in parks where they run a bigger chance of getting caught?”

“I’ve been giving that question a lot of thought. Back in college, I did a paper on the psychology of poaching, and I think it’s part of the poacher frame of mind. The risk of getting caught is part of the thrill.”

I rubbed my neck. “Well, at least now we know for certain that there’s more than one poacher involved in these hunts.”

“Yeah, but how many more are involved? How many of these hunts are going on?” Murphy asked.

“With how many wildlife areas we have in this country, I bet we’re finding out about very few of them,” I said.

“Rumors of non-native predators are popping up in Canada, Mexico, and across Africa. The sooner we find the operation and shut it down the better,” Roza said.

“Did you find out anything else on Nightshade?” I asked.

“Nothing yet, but I’m still working on it. However, I found something interesting when I dug into Bill Thompson’s expenses. It seems that he’s been stockpiling food, ammunition, and other supplies. Two months ago, he bought a share in a missile silo that was repurposed into a survival bunker. Maybe he’s been reading too many zombie apocalypse books. Maybe he has insider knowledge. Either way, he’s preparing for a worst-case scenario, and when I see an intelligent person changing his views and spending habits so abruptly, it scares me.”

“Do you want me to go have another talk with him?” I asked.

“Not yet. Let’s see if I can find something better on him first. In the meantime, I’m sending you travel packets to fly out to pick up that lion and see what you two can find out. Unfortunately, the earliest flight out is tomorrow morning.”

“No problem. Ben’s got a spare bed and couch,” Murphy said. “Until then, we’ll do what research we can from here.”


TWENTY-TWO


Marc Angel / Angel Corp headquarters, Boston, Massachusetts / Six years ago

Angel was looking forward to this meeting. He generally disliked talking to Dr. Philip Wendell, but today was an exception. It’d been one week since the lab burned down in what the media called a catastrophic fire. The fire had obliterated everything, and Sention Labs was projected to file bankruptcy any day. Angel’s lawyers were filing in two hours, to be exact.

In the past week, Angel hadn’t taken any of Philip’s calls even though the scientist had called eighty-three times, per Angel’s frayed assistant. During that week, Dr. Philip Wendell had been forced to remain the face of Sention Labs, bearing the brunt of questions. With every press conference and media account, Philip’s wiry white hair had become increasingly unkempt and his eyes ever more bloodshot.

Philip had wanted the attention, so Angel gave it to him.

It also showed the world a frazzled Dr. Philip Wendell. If Wendell’s creations went awry, history would blame Wendell rather than Angel Corp. That wasn’t the only reason. Angel had let Philip dangle because it reminded Philip of who was in charge.

The smug scientist had needed that reminder.

The speaker on Angel’s phone beeped, followed by his assistant’s soft voice. “Sir, Dr. Philip Wendell is here to see you.”

“Show him in.”

His assistant opened the door a few seconds later. She was petite, pretty, demure, and brunette—exactly how Angel preferred them—and she was nearly run over by Dr. Wendell in his rush to enter the office.

The doctor’s hair had grown wilder in the past day, and his tie was askew.

Angel smiled. “Dr. Wendell, I’m glad you’re here.”

“Cut the crap, Angel. If you wanted to see me, you wouldn’t have had security block me from entering all week or you could’ve answered my calls. Allen’s dead, and you hung me out to dry.”

Angel slipped off his reading glasses and leaned back in his chair. “Tell me, exactly how have I hung you out to dry, as you say?”

Philip’s face turned red, and Angel worried for a moment that the old man would have a coronary. That worried him. The doctor’s real work was only beginning.

“First, you burned down the lab with Allen still inside. Then, you just abandoned me to the vultures. The press was having a heyday interrogating me. They accused me of burning down my lab because I hadn’t produced anything newsworthy yet. The police are investigating me. Me!”

Angel raised a finger. “Didn’t you read the accident report? A faulty circuit caused the fire. There is no proof of foul play.”

Philip chortled. “We both know that’s not true. Even people I considered my friends are beginning to suspect that I was involved in both the fire and Allen’s death.”

Angel’s brow rose as he eyed the doctor. “But you are involved, aren’t you?”

Philip’s face blanched.

Angel held up a hand. “Relax. I didn’t abandon you, Doctor. I’ve been busy.” He stood. “Come. Let me show you.”

Philip opened his mouth to say something but wisely clamped it shut and simply walked alongside Angel like a lost puppy. Proud men demanded appreciation and accommodation. When both were taken away, they easily cracked, like an ice cube dropped in water. Philip’s cracks were visible to the entire world.

Angel led Philip to a private elevator where he selected one of the two sublevels not reachable by the corporate elevators or stairways.

“Where are we going?” Philip asked.

“Patience, Doctor,” Angel admonished.

Philip shuffled from side to side as the elevator descended through the floors of Angel Corp’s headquarters. Philip had never been a fidgeter, but the last four years had taken their toll on the fish doctor. He’d been too used to being coddled by the university and research assistants. It had taken Angel time to stretch the doctor’s principles for the task that lay ahead.

When the elevator doors opened, Angel stepped out first. Philip followed cautiously, his eyes as large as silver coins as he took in the space before him.

Angel smiled and motioned to the level. “Welcome to your new lab.”

“What?”

Angel waited as realization formed within the doctor’s mind.

“This is mine?” Philip asked.

“Yes. Sention Labs had accomplished what it was created for: to draw investors. Once it delivered the capital I required, Sention Labs was no longer needed. It will be liquidated by the end of today. Sention Labs also allowed you and Dr. Godspur the time necessary to refine the Allee science, something you never could’ve accomplished on your own. Now that is finished, you can continue your work without dealing with the press… and without legal constraints, for that matter.”

Philip shot Angel a distrustful glance. “Without legal constraints? What are you asking of me?”

“Nothing truly illegal, mind you. I just don’t want your hands tied when it comes to your work.”

Angel began walking down the first aisle. Where Sention Labs had large, sealed enclosures for animals, these were small glass terrariums. “Two weeks ago, I told you your expertise was about to take center stage, and I meant that. No more overseeing scientists creating clones of wildlife. Everything you work on here will be dedicated to your field of ichthyology.”

Angel didn’t fail to notice that Philip had begun to walk more confidently and smoothly than he had a minute earlier.

“I can recreate ancient fish here?” Philip asked.

“Yes.”

“What about all the other work that we did at Sention; Allen’s creations?”

“Some of that work will carry on as a separate project, but I need you one hundred percent focused on your work here. That’s why I separated the teams.”

Philip shrugged. “Teams? Without Allen Godspur, no one will be able to recreate those extinct species again. He had a gift.”

“And that’s why Allen is heading up the other team,” Angel said.

Philip jerked. “What did you say?”

“Dr. Allen Godspur is alive and well and has been relocated to his own lab to continue his work on wildlife. You know Allen—he’s easily distracted. News of his death was necessary to remove those distractions from his life. I’ve seen to it that he can now fully focus on the important work he’s doing.” Angel raised a brow. “Now I hope I can expect the same of you.”

Philip looked around the lab. “What exactly are you asking me to do?”

Angel strode over to a desk, picked up a manila folder, and handed it to Philip. “This is my project vision along with ideas to help you get started.”

Philip opened the folder and skimmed through the contents. “Interesting…” He became still and he slowly looked up. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am. How else will we change the world?”

Philip gulped. “But introducing non-native species into new environments has been proven to destabilize the entire ecosystem.”

“No. It could destabilize the entire world,” Angel corrected. “That’s why there can’t be errors in your work. Do you remember when we first met, Doctor? I talked about using de-extinction to increase biodiversity. I believe that by intentionally generating novel diversity, we can do the opposite of destabilizing the world… we can stabilize it.”

Philip shook his head with fervor and pushed the file against Angel’s chest. “No. I can’t. The risk is too great.”

Angel ignored the file and stepped away. “The risk is too great not to do this. Nearly one out of every four children goes to bed hungry. More people are starving every day, and our food sources aren’t adapting fast enough to climate change. If you do this—if you can create a fish to feed the world, one that feeds on the waste humans create—they will practically toss a Nobel peace prize your way.

Philip paced for well over three minutes and then nodded slowly. “This could work. The risks are still outrageous, but it could succeed with the right design and testing.”

“I know it will. Now, I need you to begin immediately. I’m doubling your salary, effective today. Your new staff arrives tomorrow, so make yourself comfortable. No one has access to the lab except for you, your staff, John, and me. So you’ll enjoy a great deal of autonomy here.” Angel paused to allow Philip to speak, but the doctor was too ensconced in the idea of his new lab. “I’ll leave you to your work then.”

Philip was almost giddy as he took a seat at his new desk.

Angel smiled as he walked back to the elevator. Philip was laughably easy to manage. Most doctors would balk at creating something that could usurp the world’s oceans, but Wendell’s pride was too strong of a motivator.

The safari hunts kept Angel’s investors happy and brought in the necessary funds—funds that would never appear on any Angel Corp accounting record. Of course, the investors wouldn’t be happy to hear that Angel was trying to solve the world’s hunger—there was too much power to be had by maintaining the status quo. But Marc Angel had created Angel Corporation for more than a convenient cover for his international projects. He did believe in making the world a better place. So, what did it matter if he happened to become the most beloved man in the world doing it?


TWENTY-THREE


Dr. Ben Grafton’s cabin, Mountain Home, Idaho / Saturday, June 12; 3:04 PM

I’d been sitting on the couch, working on my laptop, for four hours and was about ready to go crazy. Even Goose Poop had grown bored with snuggling and relocated to Ben’s chair, then to the rug in front of the fireplace, and finally to lay across my feet. Murphy was sitting at the kitchen island, working on his laptop, while Ben was working at his veterinary office in Mountain Home.

Murphy and I were grasping at straws, trying to find out anything that could lead to who was behind the hunting operation. Bill Thompson knew, but he wasn’t talking. Roza had looked into Dr. Philip Wendell, but he was one hundred percent focused on fish, so she set him on the back burner as a lead. Somewhere out there, there was a brilliant, evil scientist.

For someone to go to all the work—and at an unimaginable cost—to bring back extinct predators just to kill them again was insanity. But insane or not, that’s what was happening. The question I wanted answered was, why? In my experience, many of the lesser crimes were committed because of stupidity. Some liked to show off. Some had eaten a heaping spoonful of self-entitlement and thought they could do whatever they wanted. And almost every person I’d ever caught didn’t think they’d get caught.

It was the wickeder crimes that involved intention. Poaching, torture, rape, and murder—the worst cases I ever worked—almost always involved pre-planning of some kind. This case was no different. The hunts were being organized for a reason, and that reason was more important than the hunts themselves and the animals being hunted. Whoever was organizing the hunts was more despicable than the hunters. While each hunter was responsible for killing an extinct-not-extinct animal, the organizer was responsible for the creation and sport-killing of the creatures. It was already the deadliest case I’d ever worked. Six men dead, and at least two of those by my own hand. How many more would die—by either animal attack or by bullet? How many others had died already who I didn’t know about?

Murphy’s and my laptops chimed at the same time. I checked and saw a high-priority message from Roza sent to both and, surprisingly, Ben. He must’ve signed his NDA already.

Bones are that of a white rhino. Surprisingly, not an “old” extinct species this time (but still extinct). Was killed approx. 5-8 weeks ago. Ammunition rounds Dr. Grafton retrieved at the scene are .458 Winchester Magnum and likely what killed the animal.

A partial fingerprint from one bullet has been connected to Jared Dawson of Seattle, Washington, via a permit to carry firearms. He is the founder of two highly successful technology startup companies. I’m looking into those now.

Dawson is a hobbyist at big game hunting. He’s posted pictures from multiple African safari hunts on his social media accounts.

His helicopter has been tagged in a flight plan filed for today, leaving SEA at 3:15 pm and arriving at BOI at 5:30 pm. He has no business dealings in Boise, and the last time he flew there was seven weeks ago. That timing coincides loosely with the age of the bones we found.

Get to BOI ASAP and detain Dawson for questioning!

- Roza

P.S. Be careful. Dawson’s likely armed, dangerous, and probably has armed security with him.

I slammed my laptop shut as soon as I finished it. “Murphy! You see the message?”

He came running down the stairs, checking his pistol. “Saw it. We don’t have much time to get to Boise.”

I grabbed the rifle bags I’d brought from Washington, and we hustled to the rental car. I’d just opened the car door when Ben came tearing into the driveway. His tires skidded across the gravel as he stopped, and he jumped out without turning off the engine.

He gestured for us to come. “I heard. Hop in. I called Mountain Home Airport. They’re pulling my plane out as we speak. I’ll warn you, with the way the winds are blowing today, it’ll be a bumpy ride.”

As we climbed in, I said, “I didn’t know you flew.”

“It’s practically a requirement to be a vet around here. An airplane’s the only way to get to some of this backcountry.”

“Makes sense. Now please tell me you know how to use a gun,” I said.

He laughed. “This is Idaho, Sam. Everyone knows how to use a gun here.”


TWENTY-FOUR


Dr. Allen Godspur / Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Five years ago

“Damn it, not again!” Allen Godspur shoved the keyboard away and ran his hands through his hair. He wiped his hands on his pants. His hair was greasy—when was the last time he’d washed it? He had a shower in the lab, but he tended to use it only when he stank so badly it distracted him. His bed, likewise, was only used when he could no longer see straight.

His team of six assistants kept their distance, speaking to him only when necessary and only about the work. Allen suspected Angel had instructed them not to do anything to tug Allen’s focus from his work. Not that Angel checked in. Instead, Allen had Angel’s henchman, John, checking on him daily. Allen checked his watch. John would be there any time now.

In a rush, he pulled the keyboard toward him, adjusted one of the parameters on the screen and reran the simulation. It wouldn’t work, but he couldn’t look like he was doing nothing when John made his daily check-in.

John terrified Allen in a way that he couldn’t put into words. John spoke nicely enough, but a threat was always threaded through his words. John’s eyes were worse. His gaze was cold and penetrating, as though he could walk right over and shoot Allen between the eyes without a second thought. It was those eyes that kept Allen focused on his work. As long as he remained indispensable, he had nothing to worry about, and he could continue counting down his three-year commitment to Angel Corp.

Today was a milestone for him, yet he didn’t feel like celebrating. He’d fulfilled three hundred and sixty-five days of his three-year contract.

One down, two to go.

Like clockwork, the only door that led in or out of Allen’s underground lab unlocked and John stepped inside. John wore a tailored suit—today’s selection looked to be navy with a sheen to it. On the other hand, Allen's clothes were crumpled and droopy from too many days without being washed.

“Hello, Allen. How goes it today?” John asked as he strolled toward Allen’s desk.

Allen glanced at his screen before responding. The simulation had finished… and failed. His breath left him. “I-I’m still trying to work out the stasis-growth ratio. I haven’t been able to crack it yet.”

John bent to review the screen. “Have any simulations been successful?”

“No,” Allen said with a mixture of frustration and shame. “Theoretically, this should work.”

John scrutinized the screen for a length, during which time Allen craved to push his chair away from the desk to put distance between him and John.

After a moment, John straightened his back and looked across the lab. “The birth rates are stable, yes?”

“Yes. In fact, I’m creating two for every specimen needed to ensure coverage. Birth rates aren’t the problem. It’s the growth acceleration process that confounds me.”

“What if you create three and use the extra to refine the stasis-growth ratio?”

“You mean, forego the simulations and work out the ratio on living creatures?” Allen asked.

“Yes.”

“But if the experiments fail—and some will certainly fail—the test subjects could suffer unimaginable pain. Imagine placing a baby in a stasis pod and initiating the growth acceleration process. If even a single parameter is off, half of their body could experience advanced growth while the other half continued to grow at normal speed. Organs could grow larger than the bones can support. There are thousands of ways the experiments could fail, and all of those could be horrific for the subjects.”

John didn’t even blink. “You said it yourself. Since it’s never been done, we can’t know if the simulations are accurate. Use the leftover specimens to refine the ratio. We need to artificially age the animals to use them.”

Bile rose in Allen’s throat, and he swallowed it back, hoping he wasn’t going to throw up in front of John.

“Run the first experiment by Saturday. Are we good?” John continued.

Allen gave a weak nod.

John slapped Allen’s shoulder. “Excellent. Creating babies is one thing but growing them to adulthood in a fraction of the time it’d take in nature is what’ll make Camp Resurrection something truly special.”

John headed to the door, but before he opened it, he turned to face Allen again and cocked his head. “Allen, you’re too stressed. You need a break.” He opened the door and a svelte woman stepped inside.

She was gorgeous. Tall and blonde, she wore a strapless red dress that hugged every curve and wore stilettos that were so thin and high they reminded Allen of the pens he carried in his front pocket.

John gestured. “Allen, meet Jocelynn. She has a thing for intelligent men, and she’s guaranteed to relieve that tension you’ve got all built up.”

With that, John left, and Allen continued taking in the woman sashaying toward him. But when she smiled right at him, he no longer noticed her curves. Those lips… It was like she was transported right out of the lab.

She bent down and ran her hand behind his neck. “Hello, Allen,” she purred into his ear.

He shivered. “I—I’m married.”

She kissed his neck before speaking. “I know. But your wife’s not here right now, is she?”

Allen should’ve answered. There was a tiny voice somewhere in the deepest reaches of his skull that told him to be faithful, that he couldn’t do that to Isabelle.

But then Jocelynn kissed him, and when she slid her tongue through his lips, that tiny voice reminded him that Isabelle thought he was dead. The ability to think then abandoned him and he lost himself to Jocelynn’s seduction.


TWENTY-FIVE


Boise Airport, Boise, Idaho / Saturday, June 12; 3:56 PM

We landed at Boise Airport with ninety minutes to prepare for Jared Dawson’s arrival. Ben left his Cessna 182 on the ramp, and we rushed into the FBO (fixed-base operator) building. Out of all the crimes game wardens deal with, poaching is the one that grinds our nerves the worst. Hunting seasons are scheduled for a reason. With poaching, innocents get hurt, not to mention it screws up the balance of nature. But mostly, we just really hate poachers.

Our small group took over the pilot’s lounge and planned our placement strategy. There weren’t a lot of places to hide on an airport ramp, which meant we’d need to draw him into the FBO. Ben left to meet with airport security and the control tower to ensure Dawson’s helicopter was brought into the right part of the airport and to restrict any other traffic around that FBO during the op.

As Murphy and I worked through the final details, I noticed three men walk down the hallway. They wore hunting gear and carried rifle bags while they joked with one another. But what caught my eye was that I recognized one of them.

Forrest Gump.

And the man with a beard who’d tailed me was right behind him.

I stood and placed my hand on the grip of my (replacement) Glock, still in its holster.

“Sam?” Murphy asked.

“Nightshade,” I growled.

“Good. I’m looking forward to having a chat with them.” Murphy had his pistol already in his hand. “Cover me,” he said quietly.

I unholstered my Glock and the pair of us entered the hallway behind the trio of Nightshade contractors. They reached the lobby area, where the lead looked out the window while the other two plopped down into the leather loungers. “He’s not here yet,” the lead said before also taking a seat. As he leaned back, he noticed us approaching. His eyes widened slightly before he erased any hint of surprise.

“Freeze! Federal agents. Stay where you are and put your hands in the air,” Murphy ordered.

They raised their hands slower than they should’ve, and Murphy repeated. “I said put your hands in the air!”

They finally did as Murphy instructed, and I relieved them of their weapons and restrained their wrists while Murphy covered me, stashing their sidearms in my bag and propping their rifle cases against a chair. The Nightshade guys surprised me. For being mercenaries, the trio had shown a complete lack of situational awareness. Apparently, they didn’t think they had anything to worry about while on U.S. soil and not yet on duty with their client. They were wrong.

“There’s been a mistake. We’re just heading out on vacation,” Gump said as he was disarmed.

I glanced at him. “Gone for any runs lately?”

He smiled. He was still nice-looking, and I really wish I had a taser with me right then.

“Are we under arrest?” the one who’d looked out the window said.

“You’re being detained as persons of interest in an active federal investigation,” Murphy answered.

I pointed at Running Man. “Except for you. You are under arrest for assaulting a federal officer.” Then I eyed the guy with the beard. “And yeah, I remember seeing you, too, Grizzly Adams.”

Running Man grinned again. “Ah, so you only saw two of us. You’re right, Bones; you win. I owe you a twenty.”

The third man looked smug. Evidently, he was Bones. My lip twitched at the knowledge that I’d never seen the third man on the New York City streets.

As soon as I fully disarmed them, I stepped back.

“Where do you want them?” Murphy asked as he pulled Running Man to his feet.

“In the office. Cuff ’em to the table and chairs. Remember, these guys are trained soldiers, but they left their scruples with the Army.”

Bones chortled. “Army, my ass. Marines all the way.”

“Oorah,” Running Man and Grizzly Adams echoed.

Once the three Nightshade contractors were secured in the office, I returned to the lobby and checked one of the rifle cases. An AR-15, just like the Nightshade contractors at Yellowstone. Enough of a weapon to take down anyone and just about anything unfortunate enough to get in their way while their client focused on making the big kill.

I zipped the case closed and handed the cases back to the FBO manager. “Secure these until I can take them.”

She nodded. “I’ll have them in a locked locker.”

“And call airport security. We need these men in custody.”

She reached for her phone. “I’ll get right on it.”

I joined Murphy. “Guess now we know Nightshade’s got a contract with whoever’s organizing these hunts and not just with the Yellowstone client.”

“Makes me like them even less knowing that they could’ve helped us put a stop to these hunts a long time ago,” he said. “I wonder how many hunts these guys have been on.”

“Dunno, but I look forward to asking them, especially Running Man,” I said, then added, “You think I’d get in trouble if I knocked out one of Running Man’s teeth?”

There was a pause before Murphy said, “You know, I think that’s one of those situations where you’re better off asking for forgiveness rather than permission.”

“Noted.”

Two airport security guards came jogging over. “What’s the situation?”

I flashed him my badge. “These suspected poachers are to be taken into custody. My partner and I will question them as soon as we restrain their friend who’s on his way here now. These suspects are trained military operatives and are to be considered dangerous, so let’s not let them do something dangerous.”

The FBO manager hustled over. “Excuse me, wardens.”

We both turned.

“The helicopter’s landing in five minutes. It’s not scheduled to shut down since they’re here just to pick up passengers,” she said.

I checked my watch. “He’s early.”

“Coming in from the west, they had favorable winds today,” she said.

“All right. We need to move into position. I’m transferring these suspects to you,” I said to the security pros.

“Understood. We’ve called in additional support. These guys won’t be going anywhere,” one of them said.

“Good. I’m counting on you.” I turned back to the FBO manager. “I hope you’re right that he’ll head inside.”

“He will. Passengers always like to stretch their legs. He was in the air for two hours. He’ll want a break,” she said with enough confidence that I believed her.

The helicopter landed on the ramp outside the FBO. The pilot stayed inside, with the helicopter still running, while Jared Dawson ducked out and walked toward the building. The skinny billionaire was wearing brown clothes with tall boots as though he was going on an honest-to-god African safari.

Murphy stood to one side of the door, and I stood to the other. We waited as he pulled open the door and stepped inside, oblivious. We moved in, coming at him from both sides and knocking him face-forward onto the floor.

“Stay down!” I ordered as Murphy knelt on his back and pulled Dawson’s arms behind him. I already had the zip tie out and restrained his wrists. Dawson squirmed and spouted an impressive cacophony of whimpers and pleas. But no matter what he did, he couldn’t gain leverage. This op was turning out easier than I expected.

“Jared Dawson, you’re under arrest for the illegal hunting and killing of an endangered species,” I said as I disarmed him, handing his gun and a very long knife to the nearest warden. I then proceeded to clear his pockets, finding a Garmin GPS unit.

“You’re going to be sorry for this. Wait until my lawyers get here, you park ranger schmucks. Your careers are over!” Dawson said.

“Very original. Like, I’ve never heard that one before. And we’re game wardens, not park rangers,” Murphy muttered as he yanked Dawson to his feet and then went about reading him his Miranda rights.

I clicked on the GPS unit, and a blip appeared near Mountain Home and damn near the same area where the rhino bones had been found. I held the unit in front of Dawson’s face. “What are you hunting today?”

“Just some prairie dogs,” he answered smugly.

Murphy slammed him face-forward against the glass next to the door. “Answer the question.”

“This is illegal. You can’t treat me like this,” Dawson cried.

“Is it another white rhino?” I asked, trying to draw something from him.

His eyes widened and his jaw slackened. “How’d you—” He cut himself off.

“What were you hunting today?” I asked.

“Prairie dogs.”

Murphy slammed him so hard I thought the glass was going to crack. Blood ran from Dawson’s front teeth, and the man sobbed.

“Last time we ask nicely,” I warned.

“All right, all right. It’s another rhino,” he said in a rush before running his tongue over his teeth, likely checking to see if any were broken.

I called Ben. He answered on the first ring. “I’m heading back over from the control tower. I’m with airport security. It’s on the other side of the airport so it takes—”

“Doesn’t matter. Just get here now. There’s another rhino out by Mountain Home. We’ve got to catch it before it causes trouble.”

A slight pause. “We’ll take the helicopter. Make sure the helo pilot doesn’t go anywhere. I’ll be there in five.”

“We’ll start heading that way,” I said and glanced at Murphy. “We’re going to need some darts.”

“How many are you thinking?”

“All of them.”


TWENTY-SIX


Dr. Allen Godspur / Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Four years ago

The Tasmanian tiger’s shriek made Allen jump. Jocelynn reached out and took his hand in hers.

“My god, Allen. Your hands are ice cold,” she said, then grimaced. “And clammy.”

“He never said they’d be used for this,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Inside the arena before them, a Javan tiger and a Tasmanian tiger faced off. They were fairly matched, and both had drawn blood with their sharp claws and long teeth.

“It’s not right; it’s just not right,” Allen said.

“Sh.” Jocelynn leaned closer. “You don’t want John to hear you.”

Allen clamped his mouth closed. His gaze shot to where John sat several rows down, chatting with Marc Angel. Both glanced in Allen’s direction, and he snapped his eyes back to the arena, where the tigers were circling each other. At least fifty other people were sitting in luxury chairs around the arena—Angel’s investors in the Allee Project. Angel had been honest about bringing back extinct species, but the businessman had neglected to tell Allen about what would happen to those creatures and Allen hadn’t thought to ask.

It made him sick to his stomach. He’d fulfilled two years of his three-year contract and he wasn’t sure he’d make it full term. Was the money worth it?

No.

But what would happen if he tried to leave now?

He already knew the answer to that question. John was more than Allen’s manager—he was Allen’s jailer.

Allen glanced back at John and Angel to find John walking his way. He tensed.

“Ow.” Jocelynn tapped his hand that gripped hers.

“Sorry.” He forced himself to lessen his hold.

“Relax. You’ve done nothing wrong. Quite the opposite, in fact. You’ve achieved more than anyone could’ve imagined,” she said.

She gave him that million-dollar smile that always put him at ease, though with his creations battling before him, he struggled to relax. With her free hand, she ran it along his thigh. It wasn’t overtly sexual but rather compassionate, though her touch always had an effect on him. She was so far out of his league. Jocelynn was a pro. He’d known it the second he’d laid eyes on her. She couldn’t have been cheap, but John had been sending her to Allen every week for the past year. She’d been good for him.

He looked forward to her visits, enough that he’d begun taking care of himself again. The extra sleep and self-care had cleared the fog from his brain. She listened to him—no one else did—and even though she didn’t understand the science, she never acted bored. She helped anchor him in place, preventing him from spiraling out of control.

When she pulled her hand away, he immediately missed the warmth, but then he followed her gaze to find John had reached him.

John motioned to the chair next to Allen. “Mind if I have a seat?”

Allen didn’t need to respond. John was already settling into the chair.

“Those tigers are putting on an impressive show,” John said, nodding in the direction of the arena where the walls were closing in, forcing the cats closer together.

“They weren’t meant for this,” Allen said quietly.

“What’s that?” John asked.

“Nothing.”

The Tasmanian tiger launched itself at the Javan, its sharp claws raking down the cat’s ribs. The Javan howled and leapt at the wall. Its claws found purchase, and the cat climbed to the top of the arena wall. Gasps, shouts, and even laughter arose from the audience. John and Allen stood. John unholstered a pistol and spoke into the earpiece he wore.

The Javan leapt again, this time out of the arena and into the stands. Screams rose from the area where the Javan tiger ran. The cat was trying to escape the arena, and the people in that area were trying to escape the cat. It pounced, using its claws and teeth, on anyone unfortunate enough to be in its path. The arena’s security raced toward the cat, raising their rifles. A guard in the section where the cat had landed fired bursts of automatic gunfire at the tiger. A woman near the tiger was gunned down and the man with her jumped away, grabbing his shoulder as he did.

Allen heard the Javan screech in pain as the bullets shredded it. “No!” He moved in the direction where the cat lay, only to have John block him.

“No,” John also said, but the meaning was completely different.

Allen gaped at the tiger as it made its final gasps for air. People still ran madly around the stands—he cared nothing for them. They were nothing. But the tiger. It had been spectacular, and now it was a corpse, just like all its brethren before it.

He collapsed back in his seat. Jocelyn slid her arm around him. He turned to her to see the fear in her eyes and realized she needed his touch as much as he needed hers. So he wrapped his arm around her and pulled her closer.

John said something else through his earpiece before turning around. He was smiling. He reclaimed his seat and slapped Allen’s knee. “That, my friend, was a show.”

“No. It’s a tragedy,” Allen said.

John’s smile didn’t fade. “Word about this fight will spread around the world before morning. Sure, we’ll need to reinforce the arena, but then everyone’s going to want to see a live-action battle between monsters.”

“They aren’t monsters,” Allen said with more venom than he’d ever considered using against John.

John’s smile turned into something else, something darker. “No, they aren’t monsters, which brings us to what you’ll be working on next.”


TWENTY-SEVEN


Outside Mountain Home, Idaho / Saturday, June 12; 6:07 PM

The helicopter pilot was a pro. He hadn’t wasted our time balking at having his chopper commandeered by the WASP, though Ben’s mention of the likelihood that the FAA would suspend his license if he didn’t assist in a federal investigation might’ve motivated him.

Ben sat in the co-pilot’s seat while Murphy and I sat in the backseat. I’d checked the tranquilizer rifle along with a .308 Winchester I carried in from the Wasp Nest. I’d even made sure Dawson’s hunting rifle was loaded and ready as a last resort, since it was designed for bigger game than the .308.

Murphy and Ben had similar weaponry, though Ben was currently focused on providing course adjustments to the pilot.

Ben pointed forward. “The GPS shows that the rhino’s five miles straight ahead, so you better get ready. I’ll have you open the doors one mile out. Be sure your harnesses are fastened good and tight.”

“I’m ready,” I said.

“Ditto on that,” Murphy said. “We’ll have to call the Idaho wardens to bring in a trailer when we’re done.”

At least the white rhino wasn’t as odd as the saber-tooth tiger. While the rhino was certainly not native to Idaho, its appearance wouldn’t blow the minds of the local game wardens when they saw it like the saber-tooth had done to mine. I imagined they would just want to do what I wanted to do to Dawson: give him a swift kick to the nut sack for winning the asshole-hunter-of-the-year award.

“One mile out. Open your doors and start looking,” Ben said.

Idaho had a lot of wilderness, and trees made it hard to spot anything from the air, but we got lucky. Whoever arranged Dawson’s hunt had dropped the rhino on ranch land, which made spotting a ton-sized gray beast as easy as catching lightning bugs at night.

The rhino was grazing, and I wondered if Idaho’s grasses were even palatable to its digestive system. Whoever had dropped it there probably hadn’t even considered its eating habits since they’d expected it to be killed quickly… but how quickly? When had the rhino been dropped? I assumed the rhino had been tranquilized for the move, but how had no one noticed a giant beast being relocated? If it hadn’t been dropped by helicopter, it had been brought in by truck. The truck made more sense—a highway went right through Mountain Home, and plenty of truckers would drive through the town.

Obviously, the hunt organizers had practice at getting a hunt set up without being noticed.

We’d flown out to Mountain Home at maybe five hundred feet above the ground and began descending as we closed the distance. By the time we were within a quarter mile of the rhino, we were no more than fifty feet above the ground. I wondered how many other hunts this pilot had flown for Dawson.

The noise of the helicopter spooked the rhino, and it ran. For its size, that thing was fast. Our helicopter lined up to the right of the running beast, giving Ben and me direct lines of sight.

I leaned as far out of the helicopter as my harness allowed. Wind billowed my hair even though I had it pulled back in a ponytail. I should’ve covered it with a hat or bandana. I ignored the wisps of hair that got in the way of my scope as I lined up the rhino. Hitting anything running was hard, but the helicopter matched the rhino’s speed, which made it far easier to keep the animal in my scope. Once I could maintain it in my scope, I fired. Through my scope, I could see the colored tranquilizer sticking out from the rhino’s shank.

“Hit,” I said.

The rhino didn’t go down.

“I hit it, too,” Ben said a second later.

The rhino kept running, but it started to sway and veer.

I began to line up another shot, but I held off. No need to poison it. The rhino ran for another four hundred yards or so before it crashed.

“It’s down,” Ben announced.

“Set us down there,” I said.

As the helicopter slowly lowered to the ground, I continued to watch the full-grown rhino lying on the ground. Dawson thought this was a safari hunt. With the GPS tracker and the helicopter, it was easy to get close to the rhino. There was no sportsmanship in that.

I wanted to shoot whoever was organizing these hunts.


TWENTY-EIGHT


Marc Angel / Angel Corp headquarters, Boston, Massachusetts / Three years ago

Every one of Angel’s investors’ expressions—four were on this particular video call—were absolutely in awe as they watched the video of available and planned predators. He had them hook, line, and sinker. One of the investors—the Brazilian—looked a bit overly excited, and Angel wondered if he was getting a blow job while he was on the call. Angel had worked with the billionaire on several previous projects and knew him well. It wouldn’t have been the least bit surprising.

The video ended, and Angel said a single word, “Well?”

“When is the first hunt?” the Japanese investor asked.

“The exotic safari hunts begin in one year, but I’m booking trips now. For each package you book, you choose the type of hunt. The animal you buy will be dropped into a setting of your choosing, and every animal will be tagged with a tracker to assist in your hunt. And, of course, you’ll be provided a full support crew, including a protection detail. I can promise you that these packages will be the ultimate hunting experience.”

“I want the first hunt,” the Russian said.

The Arab frowned at the other investor and then said, “I am interested.”

The Japanese and Brazilian chimed in for their own packages.

The entire pitch had taken less than ten minutes. None of them asked for the price, though these sorts of men never asked about the price. They knew that whatever the price, they would pay it, that they could pay it.

After the call ended, Angel leaned back and spun in his chair to face John who’d been standing off to the side, out of the web cam’s view.

“That went easy enough,” John said.

“It went as expected,” Angel said.

“Let’s just hope they don’t balk at the price tag. If their assholes aren’t a little sore after they pay up, then you aren’t charging them enough.”

“They’ll gladly pay for a fantasy that is absolutely inaccessible to the rest of the world,” Angel said.

John shrugged. “Sure, as long as they don’t find out what you’re really doing with their money. They might not like knowing that you have a heart.”

Angel chuckled. “They’re investors. Investors have no business knowing the details.”


TWENTY-NINE


Boise Airport, Boise, Idaho / Saturday, June 12; 11:26 PM

Jared Dawson could’ve moonlighted as an auctioneer with how fast he spouted words. That was, until his attorney arrived and shut him up right quick. On the other hand, the Nightshade guys kept their mouths zipped while waiting for their lawyer. When she arrived, she had all the correct paperwork, and they were out of our hands in five minutes flat. We didn’t care—they were the grunts, the order takers—we’d needed answers from those higher up the food chain… like Dawson.

And that’s exactly what we got.

We watched Dawson and his lawyer stroll out of the building.

“His information better be good,” Murphy muttered. “Because I hate watching weasels like that get off free and clear.”

“It’s in his best interest to give us good information. If he’s lying, the deal’s off, and we’ll file charges against Dawson,” I said. “If the information’s good, we’ve just taken a giant leap forward in pinning down who’s behind both the hunts and the animals being used in them.”

He rubbed his hands together. “Let’s head back to the Nest and regroup with Roza. I want to find out why Marc Angel is selling exotic hunting packages.”


PART 2


“The problems of this world are only truly solved in two ways: by extinction or duplication.”

~ Susan Sontag


THIRTY


WASP Headquarters, i.e., the Wasp Nest, Falls Church, Virginia / Sunday, June 13; 10:43 AM

The Wasp Nest, nicknamed that by the oh-so-witty facility maintenance guys, reminded me of that poor guy’s basement cubicle in Office Space. It was cramped, smelled musty, and everything was old hand-me-downs from our parent agency. I think I’ve seen actual wasp nests bigger than this dungeon.

The Wasp Nest comprised one-eighth of the basement in the Fish and Wildlife Service’s headquarters. A pod of four desks formed a U-shape with brown, fabric-covered cubicle walls to help separate the space from the rest of the basement—used for storage and utilities. A tall filing cabinet sat on either side of the pod, and pinned papers and notes covered the cubicle walls. The two inner desks contained stacks of paper files. I claimed one of those desks by stacking everything from one desk on top of the piles on the other desk.

Even with the desktop cleared, I still struggled being distracted by all the clutter, and I found that my tension headaches roughly quadrupled in frequency whenever I worked down there. I left my desk to get some fresh air. It was warm and sunny, a perfect day for a stroll. I hustled across the street to the coffee shop and grabbed an iced tea. Rather than reentering the building, I began to meander around the lawn and parking lot, sipping my drink as I walked.

When the WASP was first approved, Director Lou Ashford had offered up an abandoned field office in Utah, but Roza had begged for unused office space in FWS’s central administrative office in Virginia. According to Roza, she didn’t want the director to have an “out of sight, out of mind” attitude when it came to the WASP. Being able to walk up to his office made for a lot better chance at getting his sign-off on something than trying to get ahold of him through a phone call.

The WASP task force had only two full-time employees assigned, three if you counted me, but I was on a temporary loan. The WASP was a unique task force created with a lifespan of three years but could be disbanded at any time if Lou Ashford felt like it. I hope he kept it active for at least the duration of this case. I felt more comfortable there than I’d felt with any group in a long while. It was a small, tight team that reminded me of my Army days. That tightness is created through shared, intense experiences. I’d seen some action—not as much as some soldiers, but any action leaves its mark.

Our lives have mile markers. Moments that change us in a way that we never look at the world the same again. I could pinpoint most of those moments in my life. One of those mile markers was the day I morphed from an Army medic to an Army combat medic. I was in Afghanistan, riding along and listening to my squaddies, when an RPG struck the convoy. It hit the HEMTT in front of mine so hard that it was like some invisible giant punted the vehicle.

I still have the scars from those burns. When I look at them, I don’t feel the flames anymore, but I see images—snapshots, of things from that day.

Rabbit’s wide eyes when we ducked low to avoid the gunfire that followed the RPG.

Flames licking out from the busted windows of the HEMTT.

Melted skin dripping off the soldier who’d taken the brunt of the blast.

I couldn’t tell if that soldier was male or female, or even what color their skin was.

The corporal’s terror-filled face as he bled out in my arms, telling me he wanted to go home. I never learned his name.

Growing up on a ranch, I’d seen the life go out of animals before, and I always mourned the loss, even if it was a coyote going after the livestock. But to see the life go out of a human’s eyes… there’s a mourning that goes deeper. It leaves a mark at the visceral level. Maybe there’s a word for it in another language, but I don’t think the right word exists in the English language.

Before that convoy attack, I hadn’t known how I’d respond to seeing someone get killed in front of me. I’d liked to believe I’d be strong, but for all I knew, I’d puke my guts out and cry myself to sleep. I appeared strong to anyone who’d seen me, but that wasn’t the right description. Numb was probably a better description. I learned that day I could compartmentalize my emotions and continue without hesitation. It’s a great ability for war, but not so great for relationships.

After my tour was up, I’d applied for the Pathfinder program. That didn’t work out so well, so I returned home and became a game warden. I figured it was the best job for me: I got to carry a gun, was my own boss (more or less), and didn’t have to deal with people.

Well, at least I got to carry a gun.

Roza jogged to catch up to me. “What are you doing?”

“What’s it look like I’m doing? I’m thinking.”

“It looks like you’re walking laps.”

“That’s thinking for me.”

“You’re going to wear a path in the lawn.”

“I think calling this a lawn is a bit of a stretch, don’t you think?”

“Well, have you figured out the case with all this thinking?” she asked.

“Still working on it,” I replied.

“Work on it while you walk to the conference room. I just received a call. Jared Dawson ate his .38 Special about an hour ago.”

I flinched. “I wouldn’t have taken him as the suicide type.”

“Neither would I.”

“You think Angel had him killed for ratting him out?” I asked.

“Possibly. Although, Marc Angel shouldn’t be aware that Dawson had ratted him out.”

I shrugged. “Anyone who’s ever met Dawson would know he would’ve ratted out his own mother for an extra dollar.”

“Yes, indeed.”

Roza glanced back at the building. “How about you think on your way back inside. Murphy’s here, and I’ve got some leads I want you to work.”

“Leads?” I asked, but she’d already taken off for the building.

And so I followed.
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Sunday, June 13; 11:16 AM

The WASP Nest didn’t have a conference room, of course. We simply rolled our desk chairs closer together to talk.

After Roza finished telling us about Dawson’s suspicious suicide, she said, “The white rhino is being transported to the Denver Zoo as we speak. They have the resources to care for it until the specialists determine if it can be returned to the wild, but the odds for that aren’t looking good. The rhino keepers said their first experiences with the white rhino led them to believe it was raised in captivity. If that’s the case, we’ll try to relocate it to a rhino preserve in South Africa. They’re still waiting on its DNA results, but they believe it’s not a hybrid and can be linked back to DNA of one of the last white rhinos, which might be able to help us.”

“I hope they can get it to a preserve. It’d be nice to see something good come out of this case,” Murphy said.

“I’m keeping my fingers crossed.” She continued. “Now, onto our friends in Homeland. They lost interest in this case once they learned the second hunter was a wealthy U.S. citizen rather than a Middle Eastern potential terrorist. They’ve determined that their terrorist fellow didn’t seem to be over here doing any terrorist activities, so they’ve washed their hands of us and this case.”

“Not that they were sharing anything with us anyway,” I said.

“Good point,” Roza said before she read her next talking point from her laptop. “Next up is Mr. Bill Thompson of Nightshade Security Service. He’s either very good at hiding things or doesn’t store the juicy bits on his computers. Either way, he’s a dead end.”

“Figures.” I grimaced at the hassle of dealing with him and losing my wallet—and taking a taser hit—for nothing.

“I was getting the bad news out of the way first,” Roza said.

Murphy perked up. “You’re saying there’s good news?”

“Well, news at least. And that brings us to the star of today’s meeting: Marc Angel, multimillionaire, famous philanthropist, and suspected extreme-poaching mastermind.”

“The Angel Corp guy?” Murphy asked.

“One and the same. Remember Kate bringing up a company—they were called Sention Laboratories—that cloned extinct species?” Roza asked.

We both nodded.

“Yeah, I remember Sention’s director went to work for Angel Corp after they went bankrupt,” I said.

“Not only did the director go to work for Angel Corp, but Sention Laboratories was a subsidiary of Angel Corp,” Roza said.

Murphy leaned forward. “Interesting. So you’re saying Angel Corp’s been interested in extinct animal cloning for a long time?”

“Not just Angel Corp, but Marc Angel, specifically,” Roza said. “He was extremely hands-on in the running of Sention, just like he is with Angel Corp, which is his pride and joy. He even named it after himself. Angel Corp is his life. Everything and I mean everything, he does is tied to Angel Corp. Some guys have hobbies; Angel has Angel Corp. Even his philanthropy work is all done through Angel Corp. Usually, these rich guys do their charity stuff outside their companies. But this guy eats, sleeps, and breathes Angel Corp. His personal finances are squeaky clean. In fact, on paper, he’s not even that rich. Nearly all of his income is Angel Corp stock options. He only takes in a couple of mil a year.”

“A couple of mil?” I asked. “That’s nowhere near enough for organizing these hunts. I mean, creating the saber-tooth tiger or the American lion would’ve cost ten million or more, easy.”

“That means if this guy’s involved somehow and funding his pet projects—get it, ‘pet’ project?—anyway, that means he’s getting funds through Angel Corp, and corporations have paper trails. That gives us something to work with,” Murphy said.

“Exactly,” Roza agreed. “That’s why I’ve switched my focus from Angel the man to Angel the company. And this corporation is a spiderweb of companies. It’s essentially one giant umbrella corporation. Angel Corp is a huge medical sciences company that no one hears about because all its subsidiaries operate under different names. But what gets weird is that they’ve got companies that seem to be unconnected. I could spend months trying to figure out the logic behind these subsidiaries. One’s an event planning company. I mean, c’mon, what does he need one of those for? Another’s a security company that specializes in healthcare. Another is focused on saving endangered species because Marc Angel is, supposedly, a big-time animal rights activist. He’s even been on a PETA ad—if you can believe it. Angel Corp has several animal rescue organizations. But it didn't add up when I started crunching numbers of what’s been invested in these groups versus the number of animals they’ve saved. As charities go, every single one of them’s a money pit. Either they’re really bad at managing their money, or they’re fronts.”

She handed out stapled pages to Murphy and me. “I figure wildlife rescue groups are perfect places to hide wildlife. I pulled together details on all wildlife nonprofits started by Angel Corp, and I’ve identified thirteen wildlife-related groups linked to Angel Corp. Of those thirteen groups, I found twenty-one addresses for locations.”

I frowned as I scanned the addresses. They spanned the Americas and four were overseas. “This is a lot of places to check out. Can’t you narrow that list down? Maybe try cutting all addresses that are too small to hold large predators?”

“You’re holding the narrowed-down list.”

I guffawed. “You’re shitting me.”

“Unfortunately, no.”

I rubbed my eyes and sighed. “It’ll take weeks to check out every one of these locations, and there’s no way we’ll be able to visit all these sites without tipping our hand. Angel’s going to know we’re onto him. Our best bet’s to pull in local game wardens to help us out.”

Roza grimaced. “I already asked. Lou wouldn’t give additional funding. He says that he’s already doubled our budget for field agents by bringing you in, and that should be enough.

“Same crud, different day,” Murphy said drily.

“The only perk with keeping it in-house is we don’t have to explain to the other agents how they’re searching for extinct animals rather than for endangered or uncommon species,” I said. “No matter how careful we’d be in engaging more wardens, it’d be impossible to keep them all quiet. Angel will find out about two special agents conducting searches of his facilities eventually. He’d sure as shit find out on day one if the entire FWS was looking into him. It’s much better to let him think he’s nothing more than a potential person of interest than our prime suspect.”

“And hopefully, you won’t have to check them all,” Roza said. “I’ve prioritized that list in order of locations nearest hunts we’ve known have been held. And I might be able to cut that list down some more—I’m going to see which ones have video surveillance. Those that do, I might be able to piggyback to take a peek.”

“We can cover more if we split up,” Murphy offered. “But I have to say, after what happened to Jared Dawson, I’m not overly keen on checking out any site alone.”

“I’m with you on that thought,” I said and then glanced at Roza. “Murph and I’ll get started right away.”


THIRTY-ONE


Murphy’s & Olympia’s condo, Falls Church, Virginia / Sunday, June 13; 1:54 PM

Since being assigned to this case, I’d lived out of my backpack and hotel rooms. I found it easier to carry my backpack with me where I went, so when I said I could get started right away, I meant it. As for Murphy, he didn’t need much time either. Since he lived within three miles of the Wasp Nest, we stopped at his apartment to grab his bag, the first stop of our road trip up the East coast.

“Hey honey. You around? I brought Sam so you can meet her,” Murphy asked as we entered his place.

“On a call. Be right there,” Olympia called out.

A cat that had been lying on the leather sofa jumped down and rubbed against Murphy’s leg, purring. He picked her up and rubbed her ears. “How’s my little Hela?”

I raised a brow. “Hela?”

“She’s been known to be a bit evil at times.”

I smiled. “Most cats are.” I took in the apartment. “Nice place you have here. I always heard that apartments in Washington were tiny, but this one’s bigger than my first apartment in Wyoming.”

He chortled. “Most are. I couldn’t afford this on my salary. This is Olympia’s place. She’s an investment broker and is amazingly good at her job. If I keep being sweet to her, maybe I can retire early and be a trophy husband.”

“You’re going to have to be a lot sweeter to me to earn that,” Olympia said as she came down the hallway, smiling. She wore a dress shirt, suit jacket, sweatpants, and fluffy purple slippers. Her skin was a shade or two darker than Murphy’s, and she had extremely short hair.

“Easy peasy,” Murphy said, and the pair kissed.

She then extended her hand, and I shook it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sam. I’ve been hoping Murph would get a partner one of these days. Working solo makes him all antsy for human contact and then he follows me around the apartment like a lost puppy.”

Murphy hugged her. “Aw, you know I’d follow you around like a puppy, anyway. I’m enchanted by you.”

“I’m only on temporary loan to the WASP for this case,” I said. “Once we wrap up this case, I’m getting shipped back to Wyoming.”

“Too bad. I know the WASP is way understaffed with how many hours Murphy puts in… unless he’s got a gal on the side.” She playfully jabbed him.

“I’m not an idiot. I’d never consider it.” Murphy sighed dramatically. “But alas, I do have to hit the road.”

“Don’t wait up?” Olympia asked.

“Don’t wait up. Sam and I are going to be on the road for at least two days, maybe a week. I’ll give you a call tonight after we stop for the night,” he said.

Olympia kissed him. “Have a good road trip. Don’t get into too much trouble.”


THIRTY-TWO


Dr. Allen Godspur / Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Two years ago

Allen Godspur motioned to the stasis pod, smiling. “The saber-tooth tiger was never like this.”

Angel approached the pod and peered inside at the massive cat while John remained near Allen. The cat’s two saber-teeth glistened in the light.

“It’s mostly saber-tooth, but the Smilodon DNA available was so degraded that I had to mix in a modern, usable genome. That’s how it came to have a tail and longer limbs.” Allen then walked to the next pod. “The dire wolf was easier because its DNA was cleaner. Merging in modern gray wolf genome was all it took for the baseline, then I was able to increase its size with hormones.” He strode to the next pod. “And finally, here’s the giant short-faced bear. It went extinct well over twelve thousand years ago, but isn’t it a doozy? This one’s not even full-grown yet. In another week, it should be at least a dozen feet long.”

Angel took a step back, then slowly clapped. “Well done, Doctor. You’ve truly created something new here. These are magnificent specimens. I can’t imagine how magnificent they’ll perform.”

“They’re too big for the arena,” Allen blurted. That was the primary reason he chose to make the beasts as large as the stasis pods could support.

Angel smiled. “Of course you’re right. That’s why they’ll be used for the hunts.”

Allen jerked. “Hunts?”

“Of course. I need to keep my investors happy. Arena fights are for the investors who like to watch. Hunting events are for the investors who like to participate.”

Allen grabbed his hair with both hands as he shook his head. “No, no, no. They are not made for that.”

“Your talent is far superior to that of Philip Wendell’s. I’m sure you realize that,” Angel said, not seeming to notice Allen’s stress.

The mention of Wendell’s name caused Allen to pause. Philip had died in the fire, the same fire Allen would’ve died in if he hadn’t signed with Angel. Allen had considered on more than one occasion if Philip had made the right choice: to reject Angel Corp’s deal and die rather than accept the deal with the devil. “He’s dead,” he said quietly.

“Yes, it is tragic. You worked well together,” Angel said before turning back to the pods. “Continue your work. I have some additional ideas and samples I’ll send to you as well. The enhancements are nice but unnecessary if they add time to development. I care more about their speed, stealth, and viciousness. My investors crave a hunt that gives them a challenge, so let’s give them a challenge.”

Allen gulped. “I’ll see what I can do.”

He didn’t move as Angel and John left. He didn’t move for another ten minutes after that. Thanks to the resources Angel provided, Allen had achieved greater success than he’d ever thought possible, but the world didn’t know it. Not even his family knew. His body sagged, and he trudged over to his desk and plopped down.

He missed his family something terrible. Allen Junior would be twelve by now and Thomas would be ten. How much they must’ve grown in the past four years. He wanted to see them, but his computer was on a closed network and John never brought him pictures. Would his sons even remember him? Worse, did they have a new father?

Allen supposed it was better for his boys if Isabelle remarried. After all, they believed him dead. His contract with Angel Corp had run out a year ago, yet Allen was still here. The ironic thing about it was Allen never asked to leave. The day his three years were up with Angel Corp, he woke up and continued working like it was any other day. No one said a thing even though Allen knew that John certainly would’ve known that Allen’s contractual obligations had been fulfilled.

But the thing was, Allen couldn’t do this work anywhere else. While he hated—no, despised—what Angel did with his creations, at least he was still able to create. Where else could he go and have both the resources and autonomy to create what he wanted? Even if he found another place, what he was doing broke many laws and violated several scientific and ethical codes.

So, Allen could’ve left, returned to a family who had moved on, and found a meaningless job that paid a fraction of what Angel paid him.

The elevator opened, and Jocelynn stepped out.

He smiled. Certainly, no other job came with the same benefits.


THIRTY-THREE


Sixteen miles northwest of Portland, Maine / Thursday, June 17; 3:12 PM

“We’re coming up on the next place on the list. How many does this make it?” Murphy asked.

“Address number six. It’s one of the addresses listed under a shell company, Lawton and Associates. Sounds more like a law firm than a land holding company.” I looked up from the tablet Roza had given us. The tablet had a cellular connection so we could access the most current data she was finding on Angel Corporation.

It’d been a long road trip through the eastern states. While there were a couple of higher priority addresses to check out in the western states, we decided to cut down travel time by hitting all the addresses within three hundred miles of the Wasp Nest first. Then we’d fly west, rent a car, and repeat the process. I hoped we wouldn’t have to repeat the process many more times because checking out addresses while trying not to get noticed by either workers or surveillance cameras was a real pain in the ass.

“Lawton and Associates” was about a half-mile from a secondary highway. Murphy parked in a driveway that displayed on the map as a private timber reserve. Then we grabbed our backpacks and hiked the distance to the address.

If we were busted, our cover story was that we were reporters for Mother Earth News researching the possible illegal dumping of microplastic-laden water into the local water system. If they didn’t buy that story, we had our federal badges.

We moved slowly through the woods toward the property, constantly scanning for cameras or security. That the birds were singing bode well for us as most security guards were bored and tended to trudge rather than walk lightly, and birds didn’t like a ruckus.

At our pace, it took a full hour to reach the fence enclosing the property. On the other side was a large, newer-looking metal building with a gravel drive and no landscaping around it. There were no windows—not even skylight windows on the slanted roof—which was more than a little odd for a building measuring at least one hundred feet on each side. Next to it sat a truck with an empty livestock trailer. I couldn’t see any other vehicles, but there could’ve been some parked on the other side of the building.

“Are you getting a funny, tickly feeling about this place, or is it just me?” Murphy asked.

“It’s not just you.” Using my binoculars, I searched for cameras but couldn’t find any, but that didn’t mean much. Cameras were so small nowadays that they could be impossible to see until you were within ten feet of one. Roza hadn’t found any, but as good as she was with computers, she wasn’t a hacker.

Murphy pulled out a small multimeter, flipped out a thin rod and touched it against the fence. “It’s not electrified.” He turned to me. “What do you think?”

I finished texting Roza a quick update before I replied, “Let’s check it out.”


THIRTY-FOUR


Sixteen miles northwest of Portland, Maine / Thursday, June 17; 4:46 PM

We climbed over the fence one at a time so that the other could provide cover if needed. Luckily, this fence didn’t have razor wire because even with a wire cutter, razor wire was a real pain to deal with.

No one came running at us once we were on the property, so we continued forward toward the east side of the building. Gravel crunched beneath my boots.

“Let’s check the truck first,” I said quietly.

The louvered windows were closed across the trailer. Drivers often closed the louvers in the wintertime so the livestock wouldn’t freeze during transportation. But this was June. The truck wasn’t dusty, which it would’ve been if it’d been sitting there since winter, and that could only mean it’d been driven recently.

I opened the back door to the trailer. The air was stale and smelled of fur and excrement even though it’d been hosed down. It was an unfamiliar smell—not cattle, hogs, or sheep—I knew all those smells well. This scent was muskier. It somewhat reminded me of a fox, but that wasn’t quite right.

I closed the door, and we made our way around the building. As we walked, I searched the overhang where the roof met the walls, but I found no cameras, only a dirt dobber nest halfway up. There were entrances on the north and south sides of the building. The north entrance was farthest from the driveway and the distant highway.

Once we made a full loop and verified there were no other vehicles, we returned to the northern door. Murphy motioned to the keypad. “What’re the odds it’s connected to an alarm system?”

“One hundred percent if we try to open it. Zero percent if we don’t,” I said.

“I would’ve gone with a fifty/fifty spread myself. Let’s find out if anyone’s home first.” He knocked.

No one answered, and we could hear nothing on the other side of the door. He knocked again. After waiting a full minute, he turned. “I wish Olympia would’ve bought me that lock pick set I asked for last Christmas.”

I unzipped my backpack, pulled out a credit card, and held it up. “Here’s my lock pick.”

I slid the credit card between the door and the foam piping along the doorframe and went to work trying to shove the credit card far enough into the molding to press in the striker bolt. The problem was, metal doors in metal frames were sturdy, a lot sturdier than most house doors. I worked at it for over a minute, not making any headway. “I really wish there was a window,” I muttered.

“My turn.” Murphy pressed me to the side. He held up a hammer. “Here’s my lock pick.”

He brought it down on the door handle. The sound of metal on metal echoed off the building’s walls, making me cringe. “You’ll wake the dead.”

“Hopefully not before I get this door opened,” he said.

I winced. “Or before you break my eardrums.”

On the fourth swing, the handle and its attached keycode broke off, revealing the inner workings of the door handle. I stepped in with a screwdriver and placed the flat tip into the latching mechanism. With a counterclockwise twist, the door unlocked, and I pushed it open.

The lights inside automatically came on via motion sensor, a common feature in commercial buildings. Silence greeted us, and I was glad as I didn’t want to deal with corporate blowhards. The building was designed for livestock, with large stalls lining one wall. The other two walls had cubicles, work areas, and offices. In the center were large pens, often used for sorting and moving around livestock. The wall we were near was relatively empty except for tools hanging from hooks.

I took in the chains and straps hanging nearby. There were also dart guns and cattle prods, and all were heavier duty than were necessary for cattle.

“These chains and stalls are overkill for beef,” I mused aloud.

“Maybe they’re rescuing bear here,” Murphy said before he noticed the tools. “Really big bear.”

I thought back to the smell in the truck trailer. Bears had quite a musk to them. “Could be.”

I continued forward, toward a pen in the center of the building that still had sawdust on the floor, unlike the rest of the pens that had been swept clean. Boot prints and scuffs marred the dust. There were other tracks, too, and I bent on one knee to get a closer look.

Sawdust did not hold a good footprint, but whatever had made the tracks was huge and had long claws. The shape was similar to a bear, but I’d never seen a bear track so large before.

“I think I’m glad we’re not in here alone with whatever made those tracks,” Murphy said, squatting near the tracks.

“I agree.”

“It’s big enough it could be a saber-tooth.”

“Maybe, but the shape’s all wrong.” I came to my feet and walked around the pen. There were more of the bearlike tracks, but no other animal prints were visible. The stalls all stood empty, their doors left open. Murphy headed toward the stalls. I decided to check out the work areas behind me. One was obviously a wash station, another a medical unit. I stopped at a concrete cubicle that looked like a blend of the two. It had a stationary animal-sized gurney like the medical cubicle, but instead of shelves of medical supplies, there was heavy-duty pegboard on the wall with various saws and knives hanging from it. To the side stood several five-gallon containers of chemicals. I recognized many of them, from bactericides to tanning agents. It was a taxidermy stall.

I saw something white sticking out from a large metal bin in the corner, and I strode over to it to find the bin filled with animal bones. Whatever it’d been, it’d been enormous, and I wondered if these bones belonged to the same beast that had left the tracks in the holding pen. The bones were clean and smelled of bleach. It’d be damn near impossible to get a DNA sample.

“Murphy,” I called over. “You’d better check this out.”

I pulled on a rubber glove and picked up a bone.

“Taxidermy in the same building they kept the live animals?” Murphy asked. “That’s just mean.”

“I’m guessing they had more animals than they needed for the hunts, so the rest were turned into trophies. I don’t see a skull in here.”

“Guess the client just wanted a head and not the entire animal stuffed.”

“They probably got a bearskin rug in the deal,” I said bitterly.

I dropped the bone back into the bin and turned to check out the other work areas, but something on the pegboard caused me to give it a double take. I walked over to the pegboard. In between a hacksaw and a powered medical saw, I noticed one of the peg holes seemed off. I peered closer, then turned to Murphy. “Smile. We’re on candid camera,” I said glumly. “Better call Roza.”


THIRTY-FIVE


Dr. Philip Wendell / Angel Corp classified lab / Two years ago

Philip Wendell was beaming with pride. He couldn’t help himself. He felt like a giddy schoolboy as he presented his creation to Marc Angel. Philip kept waiting for Angel to say something, but his employer simply stood there, his hands clasped behind his back, as he looked into the two glass aquariums.

“Well?” Philip asked.

“Impressive,” Angel said. “Though I was expecting at least four variations.”

“Four were unnecessary to meet the parameters you provided. These two specimens will achieve everything you requested. Both use baseline DNA from the extinct Arandaspis that you provided. The jawless fish is a perfect candidate for cleaning up our oceans without devastating their ecosystems while providing a sustainable food source to the world’s populations. Because of its size, Specimen A may not look as impressive as Specimen B, but it’s my personal favorite, even though a parent shouldn’t have favorites, I suppose.” Allen tapped on the glass of the left aquarium, causing the small fish to zip around. “It’s a cross between the Arandaspis and the herring, which is the world’s most consumed fish, especially in the Pacific. The outcome is a species that is equipped for today’s climates, quickly reproduces, and has the durability of the prehistoric fish.”

Angel bent to peer through the glass. The gray fish—no more than four inches long—was plain and nondescript, its blue and red stripes nearly indistinguishable from its scales. “Is it full-sized?”

“Not quite. They’ll grow larger in the oceans, maybe up to ten inches or more, but being smaller allows them to reproduce and grow to adulthood faster. One Aran-herring—that’s what I call it—can produce nearly a thousand offspring in under a year.”

Angel gave a small nod. “That is impressive.” He motioned to the other aquarium, where a fish, also gray in color and had the same sucker-like mouth, swam. This fish—at least two feet long with a thick, oblong shape—was a sharp contrast to the first specimen. “And this one?”

“Ah, specimen B. The Aran-tuna is sure to draw investors,” Philip said. “I merged the genome of an Arandaspis with the common tuna, North America’s most consumed fish. With this specimen, I’ve merged the qualities of a much larger fish with the Arandaspis’ appetite, growth rate, and durability. I estimate the adults could grow to over twenty feet, which will certainly draw notice. Where the Aran-herring will consume pollution and even microplastics without detriment to its health, the Aran-tuna will devour islands of pollution.”

Angel scrutinized the large fish. When he tapped the glass, the fish’s eyes turned in his direction but didn’t seem overly bothered.

“The Aran-tuna seems to lack survival instincts, which could make it a target for larger predators but certainly easier to capture with nets,” Allen said.

“It’s their ability to be our food that will make the difference. Have you verified they’ll survive in the wild?” Angel asked.

“I’m still running them through all the various ecosystems. The Aran-tuna prefers colder waters while the Aran-herring thrives in warmer temperatures, but each seems to have handled both Atlantic and Pacific conditions satisfactorily.”

Angel turned abruptly to Philip, causing him to take a step back. Angel clapped Allen’s shoulder. “Doctor, you have truly outdone yourself. You’ll find a pleasant surprise in your offshore account today.”

Philip smiled. “Thank you. This has been the project of a lifetime. I can’t wait for us to go public with these.”

“In due time. Once we can confirm that these fish can thrive without negative environmental impacts and—more importantly—feed us. I’d like a sample of their meat within the week.”

“These are my only specimens. I can create more, but I’ll need time.”

“How much?”

“One month,” Philip said.

Angel nodded. “One month then. Yes, you’re accomplishing something incredible here. It’s time. Finish your tests and ramp up production. I want all those tanks filled with fish.”

Philip’s eyes widened as he looked down the lab’s aisle lined with industry-grade water tanks. He gulped. “But that’ll take two years at least.”

Angel spoke. “By my calculations, it’ll take twenty-one months, so I advise you to get started.”


THIRTY-SIX


Fish and Wildlife Service Headquarters, Falls Church, Virginia / Sunday, June 13; 10:43 AM

“I thought I had a well-rounded network of consultants. I never thought I’d have need for a paleontologist,” Dr. Kate Davis said from behind her desk as Roza, Murphy, and I sat on the other side.

“Yeah. I thought it’d be all about Bigfoot and not T-Rex,” Roza said.

Murphy held up his hands. “That’s it. If there’s a living, breathing T-Rex out there, I give up. I’m going to retire and move to an island.”

“Didn’t you see Jurassic Park? An island would be the worst place you could go,” I said.

“The T-Rex roamed the Earth sixty-five million years ago while the saber-tooth roamed only ten thousand years ago. Cloning a saber-tooth is a Herculean feat; cloning a T-Rex is science fiction, so please, everyone, let’s stick to the task at hand,” Kate said.

Roza and Murphy were the only WASP task force members. Everyone else was “on-demand” consultants from the FWS like Dr. Kate Davis and her team of wildland and wildlife specialists.

“Apologies. Kate, please tell us what you’ve learned so far,” Roza said.

The doctor steepled her fingers. “I haven’t learned as much as any of us would like. The paleontologists were thrilled to get their hands on the bones—they rarely get to work with such a complete set. They believe the skeleton is that of the giant short-faced bear, but the bones had been too thoroughly bleached; we couldn’t get definitive DNA off the remains to verify their hypothesis. What we can confirm is that those bones do not belong to any known extant bear species. That brings me to our current NDA. The paleontologists are asking questions about using these bones in their research. I think this task force may need non-disclosure agreements with stronger wording so anyone who consults with us on cases will have no question about what would happen should their work with us become public.”

“I’ll pay a visit to the third floor,” Roza said added.

Kate gave a single nod and then continued. “A giant short-faced bear. A saber-tooth tiger. An American lion. Obviously, whoever’s creating these beasts has a passion for the Pleistocene era. Specifically, predators found within North America during the Ice Age. Pleistocene DNA is as old as we currently have, with some exceptions, so maybe that’s why they went with that epoch. It’s as far back as they can currently go, but I don’t think that tells us much. There are too many institutes worldwide with access to that kind of DNA.” She held up a finger. “However, their focus on American species is a different story. That makes me think they’re getting their DNA from a single library.”

“Which library would you say they’re pulling the DNA from?” I asked.

“Well, it’d be pure speculation. One lab stood out as the repository for American animal, avian, and aquatic DNA.”

“Sention Labs,” Roza said.

“Yes. In trying to recreate recently extinct North American species, Sention Labs had put out a global call for DNA of extinct animals from the Americas. In doing so, they built the continent’s largest repository of extinct animal DNA and matched it to the nearest living relatives. But unfortunately, they burned down and took their entire library down in flames with them,” the doctor answered.

“But it’s not like someone created these things overnight,” Murphy said. “Is it possible they used Sention’s library before it burned down?”

“Anything’s possible,” Kate replied.

Roza impatiently rose to her feet. “Thanks. Let me know anything else you find out.”

“Of course.”

Murphy and I followed Roza into the hallway.

“You were in a hurry to get out of there,” Murphy said.

“Because the pieces fell into place,” she replied. “I think Sention Labs was created specifically to build Marc Angel’s DNA library and develop cloning techniques involving combining interspecies DNA for his own ambitions. It’s an ingenious plan. All of it was completely legal and funded by investors and grants.”

“But we can’t prove it,” I said.

“Not yet. But since he’s now stonewalling us with cease-and-desist orders, it’s safe to say he’s seen the video footage of us in one of his buildings and he’s getting nervous.”

“Can he do that?” I asked.

“He can. Those orders won’t hold, but they will certainly delay us and buy him time to do whatever he needs to do.” Roza threw up her hands. “We can’t link the Maine bear facility back to Angel Corp, let alone to Marc Angel. His use of shell companies creates plausible deniability, giving us nothing. We’ve got nothing but circumstantial evidence.”

“That’s why we need to find connections that Angel’s attorneys can’t block.” I was as frustrated as Roza, but I refused to show it. Bill Thompson wouldn’t talk to us, but he provided the security for the hunts. I doubted he knew the full details, but I was sure he knew enough. Marc Angel was our primary suspect, but he placed his lawyers between us. Every lead was hitting a wall, but there had to be more leads. An operation this massive couldn’t stay under the radar forever.

“I’m working on it, but Angel Corp is a big company.” Roza sounded—and looked—exasperated.

“Don’t worry, we won’t give up. We’ll keep looking at the addresses until we find one that still has live animals,” Murphy said. “There are bound to be other facilities, like the one we searched in Maine, spread throughout the country. They can’t destroy all the animals—they have to hold them until they deploy them for hunts.”

Roza considered for a moment. “Hold that thought. I might have something for you to look into first.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I’ve been reading up on a Doctor Philip Wendell. He was the director of Sention Labs, and he gave up a good position at University of Florida to work on undisclosed ‘aquaculture’ projects for Angel Corp. But there have been no press releases or any details of him working there, and from all the interviews I’ve read and watched, Dr. Wendell is a man with an ego that craves fame.”

“What’s aquaculture got to do with animal cloning and hunting?” Murphy asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe there’s no connection. What triggered my curiosity is he’s an ichthyologist, but why would a fish scientist be brought in to head up Sention Labs, which had no studies—at least not publicly—involving fish? I’m thinking he was doing something fish-related at Sention that we don’t know about, and he’s continuing that work at Angel Corp.” She shrugged again. “I don’t know if he’s tied to this case, but I just have this gut feeling that something’s off. Plus, with him working for Sention and Angel Corp, that really makes me wonder…”

“I trust your gut,” I said. “Get us the details on this Dr. Wendell. Murph and I’ll check him out before Angel throws a legal wall between this doctor and us.”


THIRTY-SEVEN


Wendell residence, Boston, Massachusetts / Sunday, June 13; 2:06 PM

I knocked on the steel door to Dr. Philip Wendell’s condominium. Murphy stood to the side, out of the view of the peephole to not intimidate the doctor as people tended to find women less intimidating than men, especially black men who stood over six feet tall.

I could hear locks being unlocked and waited. I knew it was Philip Wendell on the other side of the door because he lived alone and had lived alone for quite some time. Murphy and I had already verified that Wendell’s car, a tan Mercedes S-class, was parked in the space he rented in the building’s underground parking ramp.

Wendell opened the door, seeming surprised at seeing someone he didn’t recognize. He lived in a high-end condominium building with restricted access, so he could safely assume we weren’t Jehovah's Witnesses on a mission to save his soul. It made sense that he was used to seeing neighbors, building managers, or cleaning staff rather than strangers. “Yes?”

“Hello, Dr. Wendell. I’m Special Agent Brodie with Wilderness and Animal Special Protection.”

As soon as I mentioned the WASP, Wendell blanched and went to slam the door in my face. I’d been expecting that and braced my boot in between the door and frame. Murphy moved even faster and shoved the door open, nearly sending the old doctor toppling to the floor.

Murphy stepped inside and flashed his badge. “Thanks for the warm welcome, Doctor. I’m Special Agent Barnes and you’ve met Special Agent Brodie. Now, you’re a respected ichthyologist. Why would you be so scared of a couple of federal wildlife officers? I’d think you’d like our kind of folks since we should be playing on the same team. We are playing on the same team, aren’t we, Doctor?”

“You can’t enter my home without a warrant,” Wendell sputtered.

“Ah, but this is one of those rare circumstances where we can. We’re federal wildlife officers conducting an active investigation,” I said as I entered and showed him my badge. “We can also conduct a search and seizure. What do you think we’d find on your laptop over there?” I motioned to the computer sitting on the coffee table.

Wendell went to stand between me and the computer. “I’m calling my attorney.”

“You have the right to do that,” Murphy said. “But then this house call will no longer be private, between just the three of us. Your name will be listed as a person of interest in an active federal investigation. It’ll involve attorneys, more authorities, and even your employer, Marc Angel.”

“Or,” I began, “We can just have an easy, unofficial chat, and your record remains spotless. No one needs to know that we were even here. How’s that sound?”

Wendell looked from Murphy to me like he was frantically figuring out what to do next. He reminded me of a spooked deer. He gulped. “I don’t know why you’re here. I haven’t done anything.”

Murphy gave a low, slow chuckle. “I think we all know that’s a load of horse poo. If you weren’t involved in something that fell on the unsavory side of the law, you would’ve been confused rather than scared at seeing two game wardens at your front door. That deer-in-the-headlights look gave you away. I sure hope you don’t play poker. I take that back—I’d love to play poker with you. I bet I could make a killing off you.”

Wendell seemed to find the ability to move again, and he walked over and closed his laptop, keeping his hand on it as he took a seat. “Why are you here?”

I went over to a chair across from the sofa he sat on. “May I?”

He nodded stiffly, and I took a seat. Murphy took a seat in the other chair.

“We’re conducting an investigation on the illegal cloning and hunting of exotic animals that are taking place on federal, public, and private properties across several states,” I said.

Wendell seemed relieved at the question, and that bothered me. What could he possibly be working on that was worse than breaking multiple federal wildlife laws?

“I don’t understand the question. While I’ve done some research work involving de-extinction in the past, I haven’t worked in that field for several years. And I’m certainly no hunter. I don’t even own a gun. I’m a pacifist. A vegan, even,” Wendell said.

“Why don’t you tell us about the cloning research you did at Sention Laboratories?” Murphy said.

“At Sention? Why Sention? That was years ago.”

“Humor us,” I said.

“Well, I was its managing director. My job involved keeping the board and investors happy, not working on the research itself. Sention Labs was a startup company with the vision to rebalance ecosystems by reintroducing recently extinct species to counteract the detrimental impacts of human industry.”

“Your first project was the passenger pigeon, right?” Murphy asked.

Wendell nodded.

“But the passenger pigeon’s loss wasn’t believed to have caused the failure of any particular ecosystem,” Murphy said.

“We chose passenger pigeons because we had an abundance of DNA and a single specimen could emerge from an egg and reach adulthood within two months unlike larger animals,” Wendell said.

Murphy shrugged. “Why didn’t you choose fish? They’re your field of expertise, and some can go through an entire life cycle in weeks, not months.”

“I would’ve preferred that approach, but as my investors liked to say, fish aren’t sexy.”

“If the investors didn’t want fish, why’d Marc Angel recruit you to run Sention Labs?” Murphy asked.

Wendell bristled. “He asked me because he needed a leader who could understand the work and communicate with the research team. When it comes to cloning, the species matters less than the process behind it, and I dabbled in cloning at the University of Florida, but I’d never had enough funding to deliver the results that were possible with the right commitments.”

Until Wendell answered, we couldn’t confirm Marc Angel was personally involved in Sention Labs. Roza had found pictures of Angel at Sention’s ribbon-cutting ceremony, but Angel attended all ribbon-cutting ceremonies. Now we knew that Angel had hand-picked Wendell.

“What other species did you bring back at Sention Labs?” Murphy asked.

“I’m afraid that’s non-public information. You’d need a subpoena for that,” Wendell replied.

“Did you bring back any extinct predators?” Murphy asked.

Wendell pursed his lips and didn’t answer.

“I read that Sention Labs had the country’s largest DNA library of extinct species,” Murphy said.

He considered his words before answering. “Yes, that is correct. Another ten years and we would’ve had the world’s largest DNA library if the fire hadn’t taken everything first.”

“About that…” Murphy began, “How much of your data was lost in the fire?”

“All of it,” he replied too quickly.

Murphy leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “You were working on something that was going to change the world, but you didn’t make any data backups?”

“Of course we had backups,” he said, then added all too quickly, “But they were all stored onsite.”

Murphy’s brow rose. "Were they now.”

“Of course. Why would I lie to you?”

“I don’t know. Why would you? Because in today’s world, not having anything stored in the cloud seems a bit farfetched while storing backups onsite sounds like something my seventy-two-year-old mother would do—not the subsidiary of a big company like Angel Corp, don’t you think, Doctor?”

“My investors were highly protective of Sention Labs. They felt the risk of storing data onsite was less than the risk of data being stolen,” he said in a rush. “I was leading groundbreaking work, you know.”

Murphy glanced at Wendell’s computer. “Odd that not even a laptop escaped the fire.”

“Nothing escaped the fire. It was tragic.”

“Angel Corp didn’t have access to any of your data?” Murphy asked.

Wendell’s jaw clenched. “I told you; I lost my entire research team in that fire. The company had to file for bankruptcy because of that fire. That fire destroyed my reputation as much as it had destroyed my company.”

He hadn’t answered the question.

“All right. Enough about Sention,” I said. “Tell us about your current work, Doctor.”

He leaned back, clasping his hands on his lap. “I work for Angel Corp on one of their environmental projects: introducing beneficial organisms to help improve aquaculture ecosystems.”

Murphy tsked. “Just when I thought we were having a nice conversation, being open and honest with each other, you start feeding us crap. How’s that supposed to make me feel, Doctor?”

Wendell pushed to his feet. “I believe this conversation’s over.”

I motioned around me. “You clearly make more money working for Angel Corp than you did for the university. It must be a pretty important project you’re working on.”

He ignored me, walked to the door, opened it, and held it open. He didn’t make eye contact as we made our way over.

As Murphy walked out, he paused to tuck a business card into Wendell’s shirt pocket. “Here’s my card. Call me when you’re ready to talk. We’re going to break this case wide open. If you help us, things will go easier for you. If you don’t, well…” Murphy let that hang in the air as he left the condo, and I followed.

The door slammed shut behind us.

I glanced at Murphy. “I don’t think he likes us very much.”


THIRTY-EIGHT


Marc Angel / Angel Headquarters / One and a half years ago

“I haven’t felt this young in a very long time. I want to schedule another hunt. This time, I want two saber-tooths,” the Russian said.

“That will double the cost,” Angel said.

“That is not a problem.”

“My associate will assist you. I’m glad you enjoyed your first hunt with us,” Angel said.

The Russian gave a slight tilt of his head and disconnected the video call.

Angel pulled out his cell phone and placed a call.

John answered without speaking. It was his way.

“Ramp up production. It seems that the hunts are becoming quite popular,” Angel said.

“Popular enough to cover the project’s costs?” John asked.

Angel knew which project John was talking about, and it wasn’t Project Allee. He nodded. “I expect to have the budget fully funded along with a comfortable buffer before year-end. That makes Philip the potential bottleneck.”

“Let me know if Philip needs persuasion,” John said.

“He won’t. The good doctor takes too much pride in his work to fail. I have the utmost confidence in him.”

“Then we’ll be sitting on the top of the world two years from now.”

“Drinking champagne.” Angel disconnected the call and stood. He straightened his tie, smoothed his jacket, and departed for Philip Wendell’s lab. Allen Godspur’s work was interesting, and it brought in the money, but Philip’s work was what truly fascinated him. After all, that work would save the world, making Marc Angel history’s greatest philanthropist.


THIRTY-NINE


Roza Da Silva / The Wasp Nest, Falls Church, Virginia / Sunday, June 13; 6:37 PM

Roza knocked on Lou Ashford’s closed door.

“Come in,” his voice came a few seconds later.

She entered and closed the door behind her. He sat at a desk that was bare except for a laptop and several manila folders. No pictures of any kind decorated the spartan office. Upon seeing her, he put down his pen and leaned back.

She approached and leaned onto his desk. “You look stressed.”

“It’s been a long week.”

“It’s only Sunday. The week’s just getting started,” she said.

“I’d rather see it as the seventh day of the week. That gives me hope that tomorrow may be easier.”

She found some humor in his words. “Maybe I’ll move Sunday to the end of the week, too. This case is killing me. I knew the WASP was needed, but I never expected this. I thought we’d face invasive species, but not extinct species.”

“They’re still animals,” he said.

“Yes, and they don’t deserve what’s been done to them.”

“And it’s not their fault whatever danger they post to other species and habitats, but they still pose the danger,” he said. “And I believe in you. I know you are doing everything you can to keep them from upsetting the balance.”

She shot him a glance. “You sound so confident.”

“I am. Because I know you.” He stood, walked around his desk, to be closer to her. “I only wish that I could be more involved. But if they learned about us—”

“I know.” Even though she was nearly ten years his junior, they understood each other instinctually—ever since they’d met when she was fresh out of college, and he was a conservation officer investigating a chemical spill case linked to her employer. She pushed off from the desk and took his hand in hers. Hers was so pale compared to his dark skin. “I know you do everything you can. Without you, the WASP wouldn’t exist.”

“Without us,” he corrected as his thumb ran over her skin. “You’ve put in far more blood, sweat, and tears on the WASP than I have. And that’s why I know you’ll solve this case, and the next case, and the one after that.”

“I hope you’re right.” She rubbed her neck with her free hand. “After what we saw in West Virginia…”

“I remember,” he said.

“I always assumed our focus would be on cryptids, but this case is making me reconsider. What if that thing we saw in West Virginia was created by a human? What if all cryptids are human-made?”

He shrugged. “I suppose some of them could have been created by humans, but I suspect others are natural occurrences—simply animals who’ve yet to be identified.”

She smirked. “You still believe the Mothman is an unidentified animal.” She then sighed. “What does it matter? What’re the odds of us ever finding it again?”

He leaned in and gave her a kiss. It was fleeting and dangerous. “I’d say the odds are very good. We were able to get funding for the WASP, which we thought was impossible three years ago. If we can do that, I believe we can accomplish anything.”


FORTY


The Wasp Nest, Falls Church, Virginia / Sunday, June 13; 6:22 PM

I stood behind my chair at the conference table. I could feel my muscles atrophying from sitting on my butt far too much the past few days.

“Is Philip Wendell involved? Oh, hell yeah, he’s involved. The real question is, how is he involved?” I asked.

“Once he talks to Angel, I doubt we’ll get close to him again.” Murphy snapped his fingers. “Wait a sec. Hey Roza, can you put a tap on Wendell’s phone line?”

She frowned. “Don’t we need a warrant for that?”

“We do, but we don’t have enough evidence against Wendell to get one.”

She thought for a minute. “We don’t need to tap his phone. He only uses a cell phone, right?”

I nodded. “Right.”

Roza gave a crooked smile. “Cool. Then I can clone his phone. It’s not exactly legal, so we won’t be able to use anything we learn that way in court. But, hey, hackers do it all the time.”

“Do it,” I said.

“Something like that could get us in deep water,” I cautioned.

Roza chortled. “The other agencies do things ten times worse than that daily for the sake of American safety and freedom. As long as we’re careful not to mention this in any of our reports, everyone is happy.”

“Those hunts are going to get innocent people killed. I’d sure like to stop those hunts before that happens,” Murphy said.

“I’ll get his phone cloned today. After all, the needs of many outweigh the needs of the few,” Roza said.

“Say what?” Murphy asked.

She rolled her eyes. “Are you telling me you’ve never watched Star Trek?”

“I’ve never watched Star Trek,” he replied.

“I’m saying we do whatever we got to do to keep more people from dying,” she said.

“Then why didn’t you say that to begin with?” Murphy asked.

She looked genuinely confused. “I did.”

I didn’t necessarily agree with Roza’s plan, but I also didn’t voice an objection. The difference between right and wrong used to be so clear to me. It was black and white when I was a kid. When I went to Afghanistan, shades of gray started to filter in. Was interrogating a local so wrong if the information he provided prevented a suicide bombing? Since I’d left the Army, things had become even grayer. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that I’d bend—all right, break—the rules to get results. So I tried not to think about it.

“Are we good here?” I asked. “Because we still have plenty more Angel Corp addresses to check out.”

“We could ask local game wardens to check out addresses in their area,” Roza said.

“We can do that?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t see why not. If they say no, they say no.”

“I say let them do our legwork and hope that one of them gets lucky,” Murphy said.

“Those wardens might be surprised if they come across a saber-tooth,” I said.

“I could tell them to look specifically for large, exotic predators,” Roza said. “I’m hoping that’ll reduce their initial shock a little if they come across something that’s even remotely similar to a saber-tooth or cave bear.”

I said, “Let’s hope a little shock is the worst thing that happens.”


FORTY-ONE


Dr. Allen Godspur / Camp Resurrection, Idaho / One year ago

The instant the elevator doors opened, Allen Godspur was out of his chair and stalking toward John. “No way! What he’s asking for goes against every code of ethics imaginable.”

John held up a hand. “Easy now, Allen. Let’s talk about it.”

Allen returned to his desk and pointed at the computer screen. “You know what he’s asking for?”

John took his time to approach. He looked at the screen and then nodded. “I do.”

“Then you know something like that shouldn’t be done.”

“But it can be done?” John asked.

Allen stammered. “That’s not the point!”

“But it can be done,” John said more slowly.

Allen paused, threw out his hands, and stammered. “I don’t know. Yes, maybe. Even if I agreed to such a thing, the odds are far greater that what I create would be a disfigured mess rather than something with actual intelligence.”

“You have the DNA. Why is it any different from what you’ve done with your other creations?” John asked.

Allen stammered again as he pointed at the stasis pods. “Because, because they’re… animals!”

“And so is this,” John said calmly.

“No. It’s not.”

John took a step closer. “Listen, Allen. Your work is dependent on money, and that money comes from investors. While your creations are incredible, investors want something more… they want the ultimate predator. Something that can think like them; something that can strategize and hunt the hunters. What is more ultimate than a predator with human intelligence?”


FORTY-TWO


The Wasp Nest, Falls Church, Virginia / Thursday, June 17; 1:04 PM

I hung up the phone and looked over at Murphy who was nearly buried behind his desk. Stacks of paper covered every inch of the surface. My desk, on the other hand, could’ve passed as unoccupied. A black plastic shelf containing a single, neat stack of folders was the only indication that the desk was in use. He probably thought I kept my desk that way because I was on loan. But it was simply because if I had something in front of me, I had to work it. I could not leave if a piece of paper was still on my desk. My house was like that. My mom accused me of always having it staged to sell.

“How is it you have so much paper when this task force has only been around for a year?” I asked.

“Fourteen months, and I’ve been busy.” He nodded in the direction of the phone. “Any new leads?”

I shook my head. “That was Ben. He was just reporting in to say he hasn’t heard a peep from anyone about any big hunts or weird animals.”

Murphy cocked his head. “My buddy Ben’s calling you and not me?” A smirk climbed his face. “You know, we ought to go on a double date sometime.”

“Double…” I shot him a dry look. “Ha ha, Captain Comedian. Have you ever thought that Ben just doesn’t like talking to you?”

“I know for a fact he likes talking to me. I’m nice to him.”

“You’re nice to everyone,” I pointed out.

“So?” His sly grin didn’t go away. “Oh, and it’s Special Agent Comedian to you.”

Roza came rushing over, and we both sobered.

“Wardens in Missouri, Utah, and Oregon found buildings similar to the one you found in Maine,” she said. “They were empty. No bones even.”

“Great. There goes another chance at catching someone,” I said.

“Or something,” Murphy added.

“Not quite,” she said. “The game wardens in Utah are currently rounding up three cheetahs released in the vicinity. I sent Kate a picture of the only one they’ve captured so far, and she’s fairly confident it’s an American cheetah.”

“American cheetah?” I asked. “Is that an extinct animal?”

“Yup. From the same era as the others—the Pleistocene, the Ice Age,” she replied.

“Do they need our help?” Murphy asked.

I shook my head. “Going out there is exactly what Angel wants us to do: switch our focus from the case to rounding up kitties. At first, I assumed Angel had the animals at all those locations destroyed so we wouldn’t find them. Now I’m beginning to think he released them to distract us.”

“He doesn’t need to distract us. It’s not like we’re making any progress on the case,” Murphy said.

I blew out a breath. “I think I’ll go have a chat with Bill Thompson again. He’s got to know something.”

Roza winced. “I forgot to tell you; Lou passed along a letter he got today. Thompson followed Marc Angel’s lead. We can’t speak to him without his attorney present.”

I groaned. “Of course he did.” I thought about how we could get around the attorneys and nothing came to mind. Frustrated, I stood abruptly.

“Where are you going?” Murphy asked.

“I’m tired of sitting. I’m going to go for a walk. I’ve got some energy to burn,” I said.

An idea struck Murphy. “Hold that thought. I have a better idea. Let me make a phone call.”
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Thursday, June 17; 4:19 PM

“Again,” Chay Herrick said.

I grimaced, trying not to hold my chest as I pushed myself back to my feet to stand in front of the trainer.

Murphy stifled a chuckle from where he stood off to the side, and Chay pointed at him. “You’re next.”

Murphy held up his hands in surrender.

I didn’t have any martial arts skills. Chay Herrick, on the other hand, seemed to have a black belt in all of them. Okay, he had two black belts, and that was two more than either Murphy or I had. Chay was an ex-Army trainer who taught self-defense classes to the FWS-OLE—the Office of Law Enforcement—and since we were based in the same building, Chay offered to train us whenever he had an opening in his schedule. An hour with him wasn’t cheap, but I gave him credit: he sure gave you your money’s worth.

We were using a training room with mats lining the floor and walls. I stood in the center, facing Chay, and was getting my butt handed to me repeatedly. Chay wasn’t a big man. He had only an inch or two on me with a slender build, but I don’t think he had an ounce of fat anywhere.

I, on the other hand, had the muscles of a forty-seven-year-old woman. Sure, I stayed fit and considered myself adept at self-defense, but I’d tended to rely on guns both in the Army and as a game warden. I’d had some instances where I had to take down an opponent, and my self-defense skills had been enough. But Chay was introducing me to an entirely new level of self-defense, and even though it was mostly me getting beat up, I was hooked.

“As a woman, your legs are your strength. Remember, you need to use them to stabilize while letting your torso remain flexible so that you’re not absorbing the entire blow. Think of yourself like a willow tree. Your legs are the roots and trunk, while your torso’s limbs sway rather than break in strong winds. The more you can bend and deflect, the better,” Chay said.

“Be a bendy tree, got it,” I said.

He swung out his leg, aiming for my head. I used my arm to block while simultaneously focusing on both my back and legs. It was too much to focus on and felt unnatural. His foot slammed into my arm. But this time I moved fast enough that it was a glancing blow, and I remained on my feet. I grinned.

Chay gave a small nod. “Good job. I’ll get you to the point where you’ll avoid me altogether. Then we’ll start mixing in offensive moves with defensive moves. You seem to have a natural affinity toward Judo.” He turned to Murphy. “Okay, back to you.”

Murphy stepped onto the mat.

Chay stood at the guard position. Murphy lunged forward, going down as he wrapped around Chay’s leg, preventing the knee from moving, and knocking him onto his back.

Chay came to his feet. “Nicely done. You didn’t try to shred my knee this time.”

“I want to learn that Judo move,” I said.

“It’s not Judo,” Chay said. “This is Krav Maga, an Israeli martial art developed for the Israeli Defense Forces. It has elements of Judo. Judo teaches you form, so I’ll show you Krav Maga once you get the fundamentals down. It’s less of a sport and more of a combination of fighting principles. It’s versatile and effective, and what I prefer to teach.”

He turned back to Murphy. “My turn. Prepare to defend.”

Murphy bent his knees and leaned in, his elbows bent and hands out in front of him.

Chay moved in close. Then he chopped the soft area between Murphy’s neck and shoulder blade. It wasn’t a hard strike since Murphy showed no signs of pain, but Murphy instinctively tucked in slightly in response.

Rushing in low and fast, Chay lowered his center of gravity while drop-stepping into Murphy's waist. Chay never stopped driving forward as Murphy's torso curved over Chay’s right shoulder.

With a slight twisting and rising motion, Chay plucked Murphy clean off the ground, despite Murphy having at least sixty pounds on the trainer. Just as quickly, Chay pulled both of Murphy's knees past Chay's hips as he bowed forward, slamming Murphy to the mat while driving his shoulder into Murphy's abdomen.

Murphy went down hard. Air and spittle flew from his mouth in a sudden oomph when he hit the mat. He groaned as he rolled slowly to his feet.

“As you can see, with the right moves, size doesn’t matter,” Chay said.

I snickered. “I’ve heard that one before.”

Murphy ignored us. “Dang it, Chay. You know that double leg takedown gets me every time.”

“And I plan to keep using it on you until you learn to block it.” Chay motioned to me. “And now you’ve got a training partner to work on it with.”

Murphy looked at me and a smile crept up his face. “My day is looking up.”

“So, my curiosity is killing me,” Chay began. “Did your parents really name you Sam?”

“Yup. My parents were expecting a boy. But then I popped out with all the wrong parts. They hit a wall in coming up with a new name, so Dad just stuck with the original plan, more or less, when they asked him for a name for the birth certificate. Mom was sleeping at the time and was not too happy about it when she woke up.” Mom had sworn I was going to be a boy—something about a mother’s vibe or something like that—and since my dad’s name was Sam, they were going to name me Sam, Jr. On the bright side, at least I wasn’t a Junior.

Chay was quiet for a couple of seconds. “More or less?”

“Yup.”

“Huh. I would’ve guessed it was a nickname. I guess I owe Murphy a twenty.”

“You two made bets about my name?”

Murphy chortled. “Of course. Chay’s a gambler, and he loses most of the time. I figured it was an easy twenty.”

“I don’t lose most of the time,” Chay grumbled as he walked over to a chair where his bag sat. He pulled out a business card and walked to me. “All right, enough for today. You can use this training room any time no one’s using it. Practice your sweeps and blocks with Murphy. It feels rough and unnatural to you currently, but spend enough hours on the mat, and your muscles will memorize the techniques. It’ll become second nature to you.” He handed me the card. “I prefer text, so shoot me a message to schedule a time to meet. I have to head out to train a class at the fitness center, so I’ll see you both later.”

With that, Chay left Murphy and me alone.

“Want to get thrown around some?” Murphy asked.

I started to smile. “I plan to give as good as I get.”

“Show me,” he challenged.

So I did, and Murphy was right. I got thrown around.


FORTY-THREE


Dr. Philip Wendell / Angel Corp classified lab, Boston, Massachusetts / Six months ago

Philip Wendell had his nose in his computer when Marc Angel came up behind him.

“Good afternoon, Doctor.”

Philip nearly fell out of his chair and reached out to his desk, knocking over the mug filled with pens and pencils.

“I’m sorry to have startled you,” Angel said.

Philip grabbed his chest with his left hand and held up his right. “It’s all right. I wasn’t expecting you, is all.”

“I suppose I could’ve called, but this is my building after all,” Angel said. “What is the status of the units?”

Philip motioned to the tanks filled with fish in cold hibernation. “They’re all filled, though I don’t know how we managed. I really hadn’t thought it possible. The extra assistants you provided have been a tremendous help.”

“I know. My estimates are always correct.” Angel pulled out his cell phone and tapped a button before bringing it to his ear. “We’re ready. You may proceed with relocation.” He turned back to Philip. “You are now halfway done.”

“Halfway?” Philip nearly stumbled.

“Yes. New tanks will be delivered before tomorrow morning. I need you to fill those as well. This facility was never large enough for all the samples. Plus, I didn’t want you to feel overwhelmed with my expectations for you.”

Philip heard a rumble at the far end of the lab. He stood to find the garage door opening. It’d never been opened the entire time he’d worked there, and he wondered if it even led to anything since this was an underground lab. But as the door opened, he saw the open back of a tractor-trailer, empty save for a forklift and several workers. The forklift operator drove the machine from the truck as the workers hustled into the lab. Philip couldn’t take his eyes away as the operator lifted the tank on the end. It wasn’t until the tank was being moved into the trailer that Philip spun to face Angel.

“Where are you taking them?”

“They’re simply being moved to an interim holding facility until you’ve completed filling the full demand. Then, they will be shipped,” Angel said.

“Wait. What are you talking about? You can’t distribute them until we run more tests and notify the appropriate organizations. If even just one tank breaks open near a water supply, the world could be dealing with an invasive species the likes it’s never seen before and with no defenses against it.”

Angel’s brows rose slightly. “Are you saying you weren’t thorough in your testing, Doctor?”

Philip’s jaw slackened. “Of course I was, but…” He swallowed. “You’re playing with sciences that you don’t understand, Angel. We’re playing God here. Who’s to say God won’t decide to play back?”

When Angel’s expression didn’t change, Philip’s anger roiled. “I demand you keep those tanks in a warehouse for now. I created these fish. That makes them my responsibility. I’m responsible for them… not just while they’re in my lab but once they are released into the oceans.”

“Your responsibility ended as soon as you signed off on their tests. I own them.”

While Philip stared aghast, Angel spoke, “Since humankind became industrialized, the rules of nature were suddenly changed. Mankind no longer responded to nature; rather, nature was forced to respond to mankind. Nature cannot respond at the pace mankind introduces changes. We need to give nature a helping hand.”

“I understand your logic. I truly do, but it’s flawed.” Philip shook his head. “You can’t release them. These fish might help stop hunger, but they might also upset the fragile balance of the oceans and destroy our current food sources. You’re not a scientist like me. You don’t understand how fragile ecosystems are. If these fish are released, you could cause billions of people to starve.”

“Or, by releasing these fish, I’m equipping the world to feed billions more,” Angel mused.

“But if these fish mutate or don’t behave as I’ve predicted, we could devastate the world’s ecosystems,” the doctor pleaded.

“Philip, you’re not taking into account that the fish will take time to reproduce and spread.” Angel reached the end of a row, turned, and began walking down the next one over. “Should the fish not work out as planned, the world will have time to find a way to kill them or counteract them. You could create a predator that eats them, for instance.”

Philip frowned, shaking his head. “Creating more species has proven to never be the correct solution.”

“Doing nothing is not a solution either,” Angel said. “My company does what it can, but the fact remains, people are starving.” He paused and turned to face Philip. “You see, every few centuries, a great leader arises who reshapes the world map. People talk about the leader but often don’t talk about the conditions that enabled that leader to exist. Those leaders are forged in fire. Our world is burning, Philip. Every year, greater numbers of people die from starvation and ecosystems collapse. The number of species that go extinct every year is increasing exponentially. These metaphorical fires span the globe. Leaders are needed—they are phoenixes that rise from the ashes to guide people into a new age. Would Mao Zedong have had the chance to form the People’s Republic of China if not for the Japanese invasion of his country? How about George Washington if not for the American Revolution?”

“Those men were leaders of revolutions. What you’re talking about is gross negligence, not revolution,” Philip said.

“I disagree. I absolutely believe the history books will document these defining moments as the first steps in the grandest of revolutions—a revolution against starvation and oppression.” Angel smiled then and strode away, leaving Philip standing in shock.

The extent of what Angel had underway and Philip’s role in it caused his stomach to lurch. He barely bent over before he vomited. After he wiped his mouth with his sleeve, he stared in the direction his employer had walked, knowing one absolute truth:

Marc Angel was a mad man.


FORTY-FOUR


The Wasp Nest, Falls Church, Virginia / Friday, June 18; 10:33 AM

I stood from my desk, grabbed my lower back, and stretched my stiff torso with a groan. “I think I discovered new muscles.”

“Chay acts all nice, but I’m convinced he’s a sadist at heart. Probably even has a whip and chains in his basement,” Murphy said as he slowly rolled his neck.

“Kinky,” I said blankly as I stared down at my laptop. No new messages from Roza which meant she’d picked up nothing on Wendell’s cloned phone. No more Angel Corp addresses to check out (domestic addresses, anyway). No rumors of any hunts or sightings of large predators beyond the usual. Marc Angel was off-limits. Bill Thompson was off-limits. Every angle I could think of working was cut off to me.

I blew out a breath. “I should return to Wyoming. At least there I can catch up on the assignments waiting on my desk instead of sitting on my ass and twiddling my thumbs all day.”

“You know how cases work. Feast or famine,” Murphy said.

“Yeah, but I’ve always had more than one case to work at a time, so I could switch to something else.”

Murphy shrugged. “There’s always Chay. He never runs out of abuse to dish out.”

I stared at him for a moment, trying to figure out if he was serious or not. I pulled out my phone to make the call. “Well, if he’s a sadist, then I guess that makes us masochists.”


FORTY-FIVE


Dr. Allen Godspur / Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Four weeks ago

Allen Godspur made his way through the empty arena on his way to the warehouse. The arena had been cleaned and fresh sawdust covered the ground. He wondered how many support staff Angel had in place at the camp even though, oddly enough, Allen rarely ran into another employee. John ran a tight ship. Angel showed up for arena fights and checked in every quarter with Allen. Otherwise, John handled everything about Camp Resurrection—he’d even come up with the name.

Allen no longer feared John as he had in the beginning, but he’d never make the mistake of considering John a friend. The man was aloof and never bothered with small talk. It was always business between the pair. Plus, he carried a gun, a good reminder for Allen never to get on his bad side.

The sun was shining brightly, forcing Allen to squint as he made his way to the warehouse. He generally sent one of his quiet assistants, but he needed the fresh air. Spending too much time underground made him feel like a Dr. Frankenstein, and he needed to remind himself that he was still human. The weather was perfect, so he took the long way, passing through the zoo, where his full-grown creations were kept until they were put to use. The tops of the cages were camouflaged by tarps that were so advanced that even Allen had a hard time distinguishing the fabric from the surrounding forest.

He avoided looking in the cages, though he could feel beastly eyes upon him. He was their creator, yet they eyed him like he was their prey. It bothered him more than it should, he supposed. But he still refused to make eye contact.

Once he was past the zoo, he walked alongside the drive. The peacefulness of his stroll was interrupted when he caught the shape in the corner of his eye. A small building stood to his right that he hadn’t noticed before. He made a beeline toward it because it looked exactly like the entrance to his lab, only this one was on the opposite side of the camp. The door was locked, and he swiped his card over the lock. It clicked. He shrugged off his surprise, opened the door, and stepped inside.

Before the door was an elevator, exactly like the one to his lab. Curiosity pressed him forward, and he took the elevator down. The door opened to reveal another lab, laid out exactly like Allen’s, and he took tentative steps into the facility. He didn’t see anyone working, and there were no guards, so he proceeded toward the things that were drawing his full attention: stasis pods. And several were occupied.

As he approached the first pod and could make out the specimen, his steps faltered. Inside was a dire wolf—maybe. It was hard to determine because the wretched creature in stasis was a disfigured, imperfect thing. One of its legs was short and shriveled, and its jaw was misshapen, as though its lower jaw had quit growing when the wolf was just a cub.

Allen continued to the next pod and found a similar monstrosity—a specimen so mangled he couldn’t identify it. Bile rose in his throat. Someone was trying to duplicate his research. They were failing, of course, because his research wasn’t yet an exact science. For every creation, he needed to tweak a gene here and a DNA strand there. Allen Godspur was an artist. Whoever was creating these poor, misshapen creatures was a pale copycat.

Fury built within him as he took in the lab. It had to be Angel who was trying to mimic Allen’s research. If Angel ever succeeded, what would happen to Allen? Was Allen inevitably going to become expendable? Dread chilled him to the bone.

He rushed to leave the lab, hurrying back to his own lab. When he entered, he found that nothing had changed. His creations were still in their stasis pods, waiting to be awoken. One of his assistants checked the stats on each pod, ensuring everything was operating at one hundred percent.

But he still couldn’t clear his mind of the other lab. He rationalized various scenarios where a second lab would be needed. Was it to produce more beasts for the hunts and arena fights or for something else entirely? To prove that Allen’s process was replicable or to make Allen unnecessary? He kept returning to those latter thoughts, which disturbed him greatly. While he knew Angel and John were ruthless, he’d always considered himself an invaluable asset. To find out otherwise forced him to reconsider his situation.

No wonder John had advised Allen to enter all his research into the computer. John wanted that information for Angel Corp. Fortunately for his own wellbeing, Allen had never entered the nuances of his process in the computer—the key parts that made him an artist rather than an assembly line worker.

The elevator opened, and Allen jerked around to see Jocelynn, wearing a gorgeous lavender gown, make her way toward him. He checked the clock. He’d been lost in his thoughts for well over an hour.

She gave him a thousand-dollar smile, though guessing at what John likely paid her per visit, it was more like a ten-thousand-dollar smile. She bent and kissed Allen on the lips, her hands wrapping around him. When she pulled away, she frowned. “Your muscles are tighter than usual. What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing,” he answered curtly, then added, “No. It’s not nothing. Did you know about the other lab?”

“What other lab?”

“The one on the other side of the camp.”

She shook her head as she took a seat near him. “No. I’ve never seen or heard of another lab. Why?”

“I saw it on my way to the warehouse to pick up some silicone. It’s set up identically to this lab. Everything’s the same. They’re even recreating extinct species, only whoever’s doing the work is an idiot and screwing everything up.”

She looked genuinely confused. “There’s a second lab running, and you didn’t know about it until today?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Why is there a second lab?” she asked.

He threw up his hands. “How would I know?” He slumped. “I wouldn’t have even noticed it if I didn’t take the longer route to the warehouse to enjoy the weather.”

Jocelynn considered it for a moment. “It seems strange that they’d have a second lab. You’ve exceeded John’s expectations, so it’s not like you’re behind on anything. Are you sure it’s another lab and not just a storage unit or something?”

He cut her a droll stare. “I saw it.” He frowned. “Surprisingly, my card worked on the door.” He ran his hands through his hair. “It’s bad enough they’re doing this behind my back, but it’s like they don’t even care if I find it.”

“Maybe it was a mistake that you had access. You know John. He likes to mess with our minds. Maybe he gave you access to see how you’d react. Maybe it’s a test,” she said.

“I don’t know what it is, but I know it infuriates me that Angel is conspiring behind my back after everything I’ve done for him.” He waved an arm. “All of this wouldn’t exist if it wasn’t for me. This camp wouldn’t exist. Angel’s investors certainly wouldn’t be Angel’s investors if not for me.”

“Sh.” Jocelynn pressed a finger over her lips. “You need to watch what you say around here.”

“It’s not right.” Even he heard the indignation in his voice.

“No, it’s not, but our work isn’t about what’s right. There’s no room for messy things like morals and scruples in what we do. You need to focus on self-preservation. That’s how you’ll make it to the next day.” She came and sat on his lap and started kissing his cheek and neck as her fingers ran through his hair.

“You’re wrong. It’s about more than that.” Suddenly frustrated, he knocked her hand away. “Stop it. Just leave me alone.”

She leaned back, examined his face, then kissed him softer, more gently. “Let me take your mind off things, at least for a while.”

He stood, sending her to the floor. “I’m not in the mood. Just leave.”

Her eyes went wide as she clamored to her feet. “Please let me stay. I can help, I swear.”

He waved her away as though shooing a fly. “I need some space.”

She looked frantically around, then clasped her hands together as she begged, “Please, Allen. I’ll do whatever you want. Just let me stay with you.”

“Why? Don’t tell me you don’t have something better to do. Or some other john in your address book.”

“I’m not worried about some other john. I’m worried about the John. You don’t know what he’d do to me if I disappointed you. Please let me stay.”

Allen watched her. Jocelynn suddenly seemed vulnerable. Her lack of confidence made her less sexy, and he wanted her to be gone. But then he considered her handbag. She always had it with her. He knew most of the contents: makeup, a brush, extra lingerie… and a phone. Allen had surrendered his phone the night John stole him from Sention Labs, and he hadn’t had access to a phone since.

He grabbed Jocelynn’s wrist and pulled her behind him to his bedroom, which was just a cubicle built in the corner of the lab. He tugged her to sit on the bed with him, and the tension evaporated from her features. Her smile—that fake, practiced smile—reemerged.

“Thank you,” she said.

He held out a hand and whispered, “Give me your phone.”

Her eyes shot wide. She glanced toward the ceiling.

“My bed is just out of camera range,” he said quietly.

“How can you be sure?” she asked.

He looked up and around before turning back to her. “Do you see a camera?”

“That doesn’t mean there isn’t one.”

“There’s not a camera here. They’ve given me at least some semblance of privacy. Now, give me your phone,” he ordered. When she didn’t hand it over, he added, “Or you can leave, and I’ll tell John you disappointed me.”

Her features flashed with disdain before hardening. She slowly reached into her bag, pulled out her phone, and slapped it into his palm. “I hope you’re not going to do something that could get us both killed.”

He shook his head. “Of course not. They have no way of finding out. Now, go to the bathroom. Give me five minutes.”

Her chin jutted out. Then she stood as though a marionette lifted her and she walked stiffly away.

Allen stared at the phone. Was he really thinking about making a call? The world believed he was dead and had been dead for over four years. What could he say? The only person who might believe him was Philip Wendell, but Philip died in the fire. Allen had no friends, and he’d cut off ties with his previous coworkers when he took the job at Sention Labs.

That left Isabelle.

His ex-wife. She’d likely remarried by now. Either way, she’d long since moved on.

But even after she’d handed him the divorce papers, she’d listened to Allen when he needed to vent. She’d always been there for him, and he desperately needed someone now… someone who wasn’t a part of the depravity his life had become.

But would she be there for him now?

Only one way to find out. He tapped the numbers for her cell phone. It rang three rings before she answered.

“If this is a telemarketer, I can tell you know to go shove it where—”

“Izzy.”

A pause. “Who is this?”

Allen gulped. The sound of her voice melted away the darkness and he felt himself smile. “My god, I’ve missed you.”

She didn’t speak.

“It’s me, Allen. There’s so much to tell you.”

“Allen’s dead, you creep,” she blurted. “Who is this and what kind of sick game are you playing?”

“No game, I swear. Things became complicated. I’m sorry I had to disappear, but the work I’ve been doing. My god, Izzy. You’d never believe it.”

The phone beeped, and he checked to screen to see the call had ended.

“No…” He frantically redialed Isabelle’s number, but the call went directly to voicemail, so he abruptly ended the call. Allen was alone again in his living hell.


FORTY-SIX


Dr. Philip Wendell / Angel Corp headquarters, Boston, Massachusetts / Four weeks ago

“What now?” Philip Wendell mumbled while pulling the phone from his pocket as he passed through security at Angel Corp’s headquarters. He froze when he saw the caller’s name and tentatively accepted the call. “Philip Wendell here.”

“Philip, I’m not sure you remember me. This is Isabelle Godspur. Well, now it’s Isabelle Wilson—I decided to go back to using my maiden name. We had dinner together when Allen first started working with you at Sention Labs.”

“Of course I remember you, Isabelle. I’m sorry I never reached out to you after the fire. Things were hard for me for a while.”

“No, it’s okay. I understand. Besides, Allen and I were already divorced, so I completely understand. I hope you’re okay.”

“I am. How are you? You and Allen had been married for several years. Even though you’d divorced, it couldn’t have been easy on you or the boys to lose their father in a fire like that.”

“It wasn’t, but we made it through. Day by day, you know.”

“Yes, I know. What can I do for you, Isabelle?”

“This is awkward, and I probably shouldn’t have called, but I couldn’t sleep last night. I received a call yesterday that’s been bothering me.”

“What kind of call?”

“A man called. He said he was Allen. He sounded just like him, Philip, even though I know Allen’s dead.”

Philip went rigid. What had that idiot Allen done? “What’d this man say to you?”

“Nothing, really. He just said that a lot had happened, and he had to disappear for a while. But I freaked out and hung up on him.”

“Did he call you back?”

“He tried once, but I didn’t answer. Like I said, I freaked out. Philip, you don’t think Allen’s still alive, do you?”

“No, Isabelle. The authorities found his body, remember? Whoever called you is someone playing a cruel, sick joke. Hey, Sention Labs had drawn in a hefty number of protestors toward the end there. It’s probably one of them calling to harass because that’s what they do.”

“Then why wait so long to call? Sention Labs closed over four years ago.”

“Who knows how those protestors think. They’re whack-jobs, Isabelle. Don’t worry about the caller. If they call you again, hang up, and call me. I’ll see if I can’t run down who’s causing you trouble.”

“Thank you. Philip.”

“It’s the least I can do. I’m sorry that our work is still bringing you heartache. Listen, if you need anything, anything at all, you can reach out, okay? Even if you just want to grab coffee sometime.” He mentally kicked himself for trying to pick up Allen’s ex-wife.

“We should, of course. Thanks, Philip.” She disconnected.

They wouldn’t. Philip needed to cut any ties with the Godspur family. He found his feet again and began walking, but instead of taking the elevator to the lab, he turned right and took an elevator up to the executive floor.


FORTY-SEVEN


Dr. Allen Godspur / Camp Resurrection / Three weeks ago

Allen Godspur reread the invitation. Every word was handwritten in an impeccable, flowing style. He wished he could’ve declined, but there was no RSVP, and he certainly couldn’t turn down dinner with Marc Angel without repercussions. He tucked the invitation into his jacket and entered the camp restaurant.

“This way, sir.” The maître d’ guided him to a private room, where Marc Angel and John sat at a table. A single place setting remained directly across from Angel.

Allen wore his finest suit, the same one he wore to arena fights, though it paled when compared to the suits worn by the investors who flew in from across the world to partake in the fights or hunts and even more so to the suits worn by Angel and John.

Angel smiled and motioned. “Have a seat, Doctor.”

He did without hesitation.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m starved. Three-hour time difference, you know, between here and the east coast,” Angel said and snapped his fingers at the waiter standing nearby. The waiter disappeared through a back door.

“I didn’t expect to see you. There’s no arena fight tonight,” Allen said.

“I didn’t come for a fight. I came to see you,” Angel said before taking a drink of water, shooting Allen with that merciless, knowing stare.

Allen wanted to run from the room. He knew why Angel had come and why John was sitting quietly next to his employer, ever the obedient dog. They knew that Allen had called Isabelle. They knew that Allen had seen the other lab. How they knew didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they knew.

“Oh?” Allen’s voice cracked, and he cleared his throat before continuing. “Everything is moving ahead as scheduled. I’m unaware of any problems with meeting your requirements.”

“I know that. You’ve met my expectations at every turn. I daresay you’ve even exceeded them a time or two.”

Three waiters entered, each carrying a platter. They placed each meal before the seated men, and Allen noticed they all had the same food. Roasted meat with gravy and braised Brussels sprouts. Allen avoided the camp restaurant. It was fancy and expensive, but that wasn’t the reason. He avoided it because of what it served… because of what meat it served to be precise. The restaurant brought new meaning to an exotic meal.

Allen cut into a Brussels sprout while the other two men went straight for the lightly colored filets on their plates.

Angel closed his eyes and moaned as he chewed, then swallowed. “Delicious. A touch gamey, but the gravy makes it perfect.” He eyed Allen’s plate. “You haven’t tried the great auk yet?”

“I’m not overly hungry,” he said. It felt wrong to eat something he’d created. It was worse than cannibalism and more like a parent eating a child.

After a moment, Angel shrugged and took another bite. “John tells me you’re making headway on the side project as well. I’m looking forward to seeing what you design.”

“I am making headway but this project’s fighting me every step of the way,” Allen said. “Especially regarding the need to preserve intelligence. It’s that way with all my creations. When you mix genomes, the result is almost always a creature of lower intelligence. It doesn’t inherit the higher cunning of its donors. I don’t know why since it inherits strength and endurance. Perhaps working with the brain is my Achilles’ heel.”

Angel wagged his fork. “I’ve yet to see you have any weakness whatsoever when it comes to your work.” He took another bite. “Your weakness is your emotion and gambling, though we’ve freed you from your gambling habits. Your emotions cloud your judgment and then you do something incredibly stupid like call your ex-wife.”

Allen blanched. “I-I—”

“No.” Angel held up a hand. “No lies, no excuses. After what the three of us have been through together, I like to think we’re above that pettiness.”

Angel took another bite before continuing, during which Allen felt a trickle of sweat run down his back.

“You’re very lucky you didn’t tell Isabelle about the work you’re doing here. You very nearly did something very foolish and irreversible,” Angel said.

“I’m sorry,” Allen said quietly.

He hadn’t really noticed John pulling out a tablet until the man slid it across the table to Allen. His brow furrowed as the video playing morphed into recognition. The video was dark—it was nighttime—but the back door was familiar, along with the tan paint of the siding. It was familiar because it used to be his house. Lights were on inside, and they shone through the window in the door as well as through the kitchen window a few feet away.

His heart leapt at the sight of Isabelle rinsing dishes in the sink. Then his heart plummeted. The timestamp of the video showed that it was real-time. “Why are you showing me this?”

John reached out and swiped the screen to display a second camera feed. This one displayed the alley that ran along the backyard. In it, sat a moving truck. John swiped again. Another video. This one was inside a metal box. Safety lights hung along the wall, shedding light on the kennels that held five dire wolves.

Confusion struck him until he noticed that the wall of the metal box wasn’t a wall but a door… just like a door on the inside of a moving truck. He gasped. “You can’t do this!”

“Those wolves are on their way to a hunt, so I can very well do this,” Angel said. “But whether I do it or not is entirely up to you.”

“Please don’t hurt them. I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t hurt them,” Allen said in a rush.

“I don’t want to hurt them,” Angel said. “But you almost forced my hand yesterday when you made that call to Isabelle. She doesn’t need to know about the work we do here. In fact, if she knew, she could tell someone, which could cause us a lot of trouble. What do you think would happen if the world learned of what you were doing here?”

Allen didn’t answer. He knew. He’d never be allowed to create anything again, and he’d live out the rest of his days in a cage not unlike the kennels those dire wolves were in on the video playing before him.

“I won’t call her again, I swear,” he said finally.

“I hope, for both our sakes, you’re being honest,” Angel said. “There’s still so much we can accomplish together.”

“I mean it. You can trust me.” Allen meant every word, as much for his family’s safety as for his own neck.

Angel smiled. “Good. Then those wolves can be shipped off for a hunt. I’d much rather make a million dollars off them in a hunt than see them put to work not making me a dime. Speaking of money, that reminds me…” Angel took another drink of water. “What’d you think of the other lab?”

Allen narrowed his eyes on Angel, who gave no hint if he was angry. He also glanced at John who watched him blankly. “I was surprised,” Allen said carefully. “I didn’t expect to find another lab, just like mine, running here.”

“Ah, but it’s not just like yours, is it,” Angel said.

“No. The creatures in there. They were… wrong.”

“Exactly.” Angel dabbed his mouth with his napkin. “I wanted you to see the lab for yourself. I first built the lab out of a need for redundancy. If something happened in your lab, god forbid an animal escaped, it could’ve doomed the entire operation. That’s not very practical. I never do anything without a backup plan, do I, John?”

“You never go without a backup plan,” John affirmed.

“That second lab was a redundancy, but you saw for yourself, even if I tried to replicate your work, I’d fail. That makes you the most crucial resource in this entire operation, Allen. I hope you realize how much I rely on you. So I want you to do whatever you want with that second lab. Any pet projects of your own? You have the resources to try them. Just as long as your hobbies don’t get in the way of the work I need you to do, we’ll do just fine.”

“I can work on anything I want there?” Allen asked.

“Anything within reason. I don’t want you to create a T-Rex because, let’s face it, we’ve all seen how that worked out in the movies. Besides, that’d be unoriginal and cliché, and I have a reputation to uphold,” Angel said.

Interest and pride had suffocated Allen’s fear, and his mind busily worked out opportunities. “Well, I do have an idea, and it could fulfill your ultimate predator requirements. Tell me, what do you know about transgenics?”

“I know it involves gene manipulation, and you know I have a great interest in that. Go on.”


FORTY-EIGHT


The Wasp Nest, Falls Church, Virginia / Sunday, June 20; 7:14 AM

I’d just entered the office from the stairwell when Roza jogged over. “I think I’ve got something.”

“What do you have?” I asked, instantly amped.

“I’ve been going through Philip Wendell’s old phone records. There hasn’t been anything recent. In fact, his phone records are eerily spotless. The only calls he makes are for restaurant delivery, dry cleaning, cleaning service, and stuff like that. And the only incoming calls are from those types of places along with the usual spammers. But one isn’t. This number here…” She pulled out a stapled bunch of papers covered in text and numbers. Several lines were highlighted, and all were crossed out but one, which she pointed to. “Just under a month ago, Wendell received a call from a woman named Isabelle Wilson.”

“A love interest?” I asked.

She shook her head. “That came to mind until I dug into who Isabelle Wilson is. She changed her last name a couple of years ago. It used to be Godspur.”

I frowned. “Godspur. How do I know that name?”

“There was a Dr. Allen Godspur at Sention Labs. He was Wendell’s chief research scientist and Isabelle Wilson’s ex-husband.”

“Has Isabelle contacted Wendell before?” I asked.

Roza shook her head again. “That’s why it’s weird. There was no contact from roughly the time Sention Labs closed down until this phone call.”

I tried to connect the dots but couldn’t see the connection. “Why would Isabelle be reaching out to Wendell?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out. If they were close, you would think they would’ve spoken soon after the fire, but they didn’t. I mean, sure, it’s likely there’s some simple reason for Allen Godspur’s ex-wife to reach out to his former boss, but—”

“It could also be something related to the case,” I finished, my nerves tingling with anticipation.

Roza shrugged. “What do you think? Think it’s worth checking out?”

I nodded. “Absolutely. Do you have an address?”

Roza handed me a folder detailing Isabelle Wilson and her two sons. I closed the folder. “Have you tried to contact her yet?”

“No.”

“Good. I’ll go pay her a visit today.”

“Want me to call in Murphy?” Roza asked.

“No need. Murphy and Olympia are babysitting her nephew and niece, and from what he told me, Olympia would kick him to the curb if he left her alone with those two hellions.”

“I could go,” Roza offered.

“Nah, I’m good.” Then, noticing her disappointment, I realized that maybe she also disliked being cooped up in the office seven days a week. If I’d been going to Wendell’s place again, I wouldn’t bring her. He knew we were watching him and likely had security—probably even Nightshade. Isabelle Wilson, on the other hand, had no idea I was coming, so she wouldn’t have lawyers or security standing in the way. I’d get information from her, of that, I was sure.

I added, “On second thought, you can tag along if you want.”


FORTY-NINE


Wilson-Godspur residence, West Hartford, Connecticut / Sunday, June 20; 2:51 PM

“There’s no car in the drive. You think anyone’s home?” Roza asked as she parked her car—a Prius, which she drove like a priceless classic. I’d been having serious doubts about whether we would ever reach Connecticut.

“It could be in the garage.” I checked my sidearm out of habit.

She frowned. “Are you expecting trouble?”

“I’ve made enough house calls to always expect trouble, but no, I don’t think a Connecticut housewife is going to try to punch me in the face.”

I exited the car and scanned the area, searching for any signs that we were being watched. But the neighborhood seemed to be exactly like every other suburban neighborhood on Sundays. Two locals were mowing their lawns, children were playing in the front yard of another house, and a jogger was heading away from us on the sidewalk. There was nothing out of the ordinary for a nice suburb, so why did I feel edgy?

I walked up the front steps with Roza right behind me. When I reached the front door, I glanced through the vertical windows that ran along the sides of the doorway. Inside, I could see a foyer but no signs of movement.

I rang the doorbell. Then we waited. After a minute, I rang the bell again and followed up with a knock.

“I don’t think anyone’s home,” Roza said.

“Doesn’t look like it,” I said, but I still waited.

After another minute and three knocks later, I tried the door handle. Locked. I peered through the window again, this time taking in as much as possible. The foyer was clean and nicely decorated. I could see a kitchen and a door beyond the hallway. I turned and headed off the front porch.

“Where are you going?” Roza asked.

“I saw another door,” I replied as I led her around the side of the house. The backyard was closed off with a chain-link fence and an unlocked gate, so I opened it and made my way to the Kitchen door.

I knocked and didn’t get an answer, not that I expected one. I peered through the window in the door. The large kitchen looked clean. It had high-end stainless-steel appliances, a granite countertop, and decorations that made it look like it could’ve come right out of a magazine. Nothing out of place. Then I noticed the fruit bowl. The bananas were black, curled, and covered in mold. It was a sharp contrast to the rest of the spotless room.

I went cold. I checked the door handle, but it was locked. I unholstered my gun.

“Is something wrong?” Roza asked.

“I don’t know yet.”

I saw her pull out a taser. Inwardly, I winced at the memory of being tased. I turned my Glock around and used the grip to break the window glass. Then I reached through and unlocked the door. As soon as the door opened, I raised my Glock and called out the protocol, “Federal agents. We are entering the house.”

I kept my Glock in front of me as I stepped cautiously inside and announced, “We are in the kitchen.”

The smell hit me. It was more than the rotten fruit. There was meat rotting somewhere, but it wasn’t in the kitchen. The smell wasn’t fresh. It was the stink of something well into decomposition, but a person or large animal would’ve stunk up the house a lot worse than it had.

Likely an abandoned cat or small dog.

Roza followed, too close for my comfort, but she was op support, not a field agent, and she shadowed me because she was scared. If I admitted to her that I was feeling some serious trepidation as well, she might’ve taken off running even faster than the speed limit in her precious Prius.

“My god, what’s that stink?” she asked.

“You should wait outside while I clear the house,” I said.

“Am I in danger?” she asked.

“I think anyone who was here is long gone.”

“Then I’ll stay with you. Two is safer than one,” she said, holding the taser before her like a magical shield.

“Suit yourself. Just don’t tase me.”

I wished I hadn’t left my backpack in the car. There was a bandana and a balaclava in it, and I could’ve used both to help filter the smell. I continued through the kitchen and through the dining room as I tried to locate the source of the smell and any evidence that could support the case. I passed through the sitting room and to the stairway. I climbed a few steps, but the smell didn’t increase. I turned to head back down only to plow into Roza.

“A little bit of personal space?” I said.

“Then tell me when you’re going to reverse like that,” she said.

The bottom of the stairs opened to the foyer and main entrance. To the left was a short hall with a door on the left side and a bathroom at the end. It could’ve been a linen closet, but more likely, it led to the basement. Approaching the door cautiously, I paused, listening for any sounds of movement. The silence seemed deafening. For a second, I would have sworn I could hear Roza’s heart pounding. Noticing the decomposition smell had increased, I decided to check the door prior to the bathroom. I gave Roza the briefest glance before I grabbed the door handle with my left hand while still holding my gun at the ready with my right.

I swung open the door, and the stench slammed into me. Bile rose in my throat, and I exhaled slowly. Roza gagged behind me.

I turned on the light and made my way carefully down the stairs into a finished basement. The stairs ended at a wall where I could turn left or right. I went right. The stench was getting worse, and I was using up a fair chunk of my concentration on breathing slowly through my mouth. I used the crook of my arm to cover my mouth and nose while holding my gun before me.

The stairs creaked as Roza came down behind me. I gave her credit. Most would’ve gone outside by that point. I walked through the short hallway which opened to a family room, and that’s where I found the source of the rotten-meat smell. Two smaller bodies were propped on the couch, sitting side-by-side, with gunshot holes in their chests. An adult-sized body lay crumpled on the floor before them, a pistol still in her hand.

“Oh god,” Roza said and then puked on the floor next to me.

I could feel the splatter hit my pant leg. I grimaced, ignored Roza, and stepped closer to the adult body. “You must be Isabelle,” I said to the female corpse, then I took in the two male corpses on the couch. “And I bet you’re Allen Junior and Thomas.”

My jaw clenched. They were just kids. Kids.

It was easy to see that they’d been dead for a while. My guess? They died not long after Isabelle made a phone call to Dr. Philip Wendell.

“They made it look like a murder-suicide,” I said, but I didn’t believe for a second that was what had happened—it was staged.

“I’ve seen pictures of dead people and animals, but this—” Roza threw up again.

“The smell makes it worse,” I said. “Go get some fresh air. When you’re able, you’d better call the local PD.”


FIFTY


Marc Angel / Angel Corp headquarters, Boston, Massachusetts / Sunday, June 20; 3:12 PM

Marc Angel dialed the only number he kept on speed dial.

John answered his usual way… with silence.

“Excellent work with the family. I believe Allen will get the message.”

“Unfortunately, the feds have already found them,” John said.

“I’m not worried about them. They can’t link anything to us.” Angel’s brow furrowed as he considered. “Though it wouldn’t hurt to slow down the feds a step or two.”

“Want me to pay a visit to the agents working the case?” John asked.

“No. I think paying a visit to their families could prove more fruitful. One has a girlfriend who lives with him outside of Washington. The other has a family in your neck of the woods. Montana, to be precise,” Angel said.

“Is this a wet project like the Godspurs?”

“No. Just something enough to encourage the agents to take some time off to spend with their loved ones. That ought to give them something more important to focus on. There’s too much going on right now to have agents sticking their noses into things. They cannot find the tanks.”

“All right. I’ll send in Troy for the girl. I’ll head out in an hour to the family.”

“It’s not necessary. It’s an older woman and a special needs man. Anyone can handle it.”

John sighed. “You know how boring it is babysitting the doctor here?”

“It won’t be for much longer. I’ll stop the hunts as soon as we can go public with the fish.”

“I know, I know. Fine, I’ll send a team. Consider the agent officially distracted.”

“Excellent. Oh, and John, one other thing.”

“Yeah?”

“Tell Allen I’ll be at the camp in one week to see the result of the special assignment I gave him.”

“He’s not ready. That’ll stress him out.”

“Good.”


FIFTY-ONE


The Wasp Nest, Falls Church, Virginia / Sunday, June 20; 11:56 PM

“As soon as the authorities got there, they cleared us out,” I said to Murphy as the three of us sat around the conference table. “I only had ten minutes before the local police arrived and then another ten minutes before the detectives kicked me out since murder moved it from our jurisdiction to theirs.”

“On the bright side, at least they offered to share their findings with us as long as we shared any information that could help their case,” Roza said.

“How were the bodies not discovered earlier? Were these people hermits or something?” Murphy asked.

Roza and I had tried to call Murphy on the way back, but his phone had been “accidentally” thrown into a swimming pool by a three-year-old having a temper tantrum and was now sitting in a bowl full of dry rice.

“Quite the contrary, they seemed to have many friends,” Roza answered. “The boys had just gotten out of school for the summer, and Isabelle didn’t work from home. Her ex-husband’s alimony covered expenses while he was alive and she’s using his life insurance payout after his death. Anyway, they’d been slated to leave for their summer cabin on May 25, just three days after school let out. They went off the radar three days early, but everyone had assumed they decided to do an off-the-grid vacation to break away from technology devices. Evidently, that’s becoming a thing. Basically, their absence was noted, but nobody was concerned enough to say anything. If they had, we could’ve learned about this a few weeks earlier and we might have figured out what happened to them by now.”

“How about we not focus on mights and maybes and instead focus on what we know,” I said.

“Did you find anything at the scene that we can use?” Murphy asked.

“Zero. Zilch,” I answered. “Other than the obvious coincidence that the Godspur family was murdered after making a phone call to Philip Wendell.”

“That’s way too much of a coincidence to ignore,” Murphy said.

“Unfortunately, anything Isabelle Wilson could’ve told us went with her to the grave. That leaves Philip Wendell as the only person alive who was on that phone call. And the problem with that is Wendell’s got Angel Corp’s attorneys standing between him and us now,” Roza said. “I can at least request a meeting with Dr. Wendell if you think that’s what I should do.”

I nodded as I yawned. “Might as well.” I pushed from my chair. “I gotta get some sleep.”

“That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day,” Murphy said as he slowly stood. “I don’t know how people survive having kids.”

“They survive by sending them off to family and friends when they can,” Roza said, winking.

“You’re more right than you know.” Murphy smiled and then wrinkled his nose. “By the way, you two need showers, really long showers with lots of soap. You smell like a pair of corpses.”

I grabbed my neckline, tugged it to my nose, sniffed, and winced. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll shower,” I said. Worse, I’d probably have to toss my clothes. The death-stink never seems to wash out.


FIFTY-TWO


Murphy’s & Olympia’s condo, Falls Church, Virginia / Monday, June 21; 12:27 AM

Murphy could barely keep his eyes open as he entered his building. He was so tired, he decided to take the elevator instead of the stairs. He’d worked overnighters on cases before and hadn’t been as exhausted as he was from babysitting a three-year-old and a five-year-old. He’d dealt with wild hogs before, and they didn’t frighten him as much as those kids. He shivered at the fresh memories as he unlocked the door to the condo he shared with Olympia.

He opened the door and stepped inside as quietly as possible so as not to wake Olympia. As he tiptoed through the living room, he heard a rustle come from the bedroom. Olympia was really tossing and turning tonight. He chuckled to himself thinking she was likely reliving moments from their babysitting experience in her sleep.

Hela meowed, and he noticed she was on top of a kitchen cabinet. “What scared you up there, you silly cat?”

Then Olympia cried out.

All humor evaporated. “O?”

A muffled sound.

He had his gun in his hand and sprinted down the hall and to the bedroom. He wasn’t thinking straight. Instead of checking for threats, he ran straight into the room, only to be slammed backward. His head hit the wall and his gun went flying. Stars filled his eyesight, and he tried to shake them away.

“Murphy!” Olympia’s hands were on him, and she helped him to his feet.

He couldn’t see enough in the dark to find his gun. Instead, he unsheathed his knife and rushed after the assailant. His head was still spinning, and he couldn’t walk straight, so he used the wall for support.

The assailant had reached the door when Murphy made it to the living room. He would never reach the man in time. He felt Olympia rush past him, and he watched in slow, horrified motion as she jumped on the man’s back, trying to keep him from getting away.

“No,” Murphy said, forcing his vertigo to clear.

The assailant backed up, ramming her against the wall. She toppled to the floor. The man—wearing a mask so Murphy couldn’t see his face—glanced at Murphy and then stepped closer to Olympia. He pulled his arm back and slammed his fist into her face.

“No!” Murphy strode forward. He’d seen Olympia’s head swing to the side… her torn nightgown… her bleeding nose and lip.

Murphy went feral. The other man bent down to grab a gun in an ankle holster, but Murphy tackled him. Murphy might’ve used the moves Chay had taught him. He didn’t consciously think of any technique other than using the knife in his hand. The other man got in a few jabs and punches, but he wasn’t using a weapon and he was on his back. The fight was over in a matter of seconds. The assailant’s breath wheezed through a punctured throat.

Murphy stabbed him again, using his strength to press the blade through the ribcage and into the heart. The other man grabbed at the blade, but his fingers were weak, almost gentle. The sensation sent Murphy kicking off the dying man.

He turned to see Olivia’s outstretched hand reaching for him. He lunged for her, cradling her in his arms. Blood trickled from her mouth and ears as she looked up at him. Her lips were moving, but she wasn’t saying anything.

“No…” He grabbed his phone, frantically dialing 911, praying the call went through. The phone had been on the fritz ever since Malcom tossed it into the pool earlier that day.

“911. Please state your emergency.”

“We had a home invasion. Address is 49238 East Fourth. Unit 8C. It’s a condo. Access code 3764. The attacker is down, but my girlfriend’s badly injured. She needs an ambulance. You got to hurry.”

“I’m dispatching ambulance and police to your address right away, sir. Can you verify that the attacker is no longer a threat?”

Murphy glanced at the dead man on his floor. “He’s no longer a threat.”

“Has he left the apartment?”

“No. He’s dead.”

There was a slight pause. “I understand. Can you tell me more about your girlfriend’s injuries? Was she shot? This will help the first responders when they arrive.”

When he looked down at Olympia, her eyes had closed, and he pulled her closer. “Stay with me, O. Please.”


FIFTY-THREE


Sam’s hotel room, Falls Church, Virginia / Monday, June 21; 2:13 AM

I’d been sleeping soundly when my phone rang. I contemplated throwing it into the wall, but when I saw it was Roza, I decided to answer it.

“This better be good,” I mumbled.

“Murphy and his girlfriend were attacked.”

I sat up, rigid. “What happened?”

“Murphy arrived home during the attack and killed the attacker.”

“Are they okay?”

“Murphy has a concussion. Olympia is in critical condition. She’s in a coma.”

I sucked in a breath. “Was it Nightshade?”

“It was made to look like a home invasion, but it clearly wasn’t. Nightshade wasn’t involved, but the attacker worked for Angel Corp’s medical security company a few years back. I think Angel’s going after us.”

I thought of Mom and Luke, and my lungs seemed to constrict.

“First thing in the morning, I’ll ask Lou to approve police protection for all three of us. I called the sheriff’s office in Broadwater county. They’re going to send a squad car out to your family’s ranch.”

“Thank you,” I said with an exhalation. I took another full breath before saying, “I need to get out there and make sure they’re safe.”

“I thought you’d say that; I already booked a flight for you. Get to the airport. Your plane leaves within the hour.”


FIFTY-FOUR


Bozeman Yellowstone International Airport, Belgrade, Montana / Monday, June 21; 3:22 AM

I exited the airport to find Ben Grafton waiting for me in a white SUV with a rental sticker next to the license plate.

“I flew in as soon as Roza called me,” he said as I climbed in.

Goose Poop nudged my shoulder from the backseat, and I scratched her neck.

He nodded in the dog’s direction. “She’s my family. I’m not leaving her alone right now.”

“I wouldn’t have left my dog behind either,” I said.

He began driving. He must’ve done his research because he already had my family’s address plugged into the SUV’s navigation system.

“You could’ve flown in straight to Townsend. It’s just a few miles south of the ranch,” I said.

“I know. But I figured it’d save you time grabbing a car.” His voice softened. “Have you talked to your family yet?”

My jaw tightened. “No, but they never check their phones at night. I hoped Mom would’ve left hers on in case of an emergency, but she hasn’t picked up. I tried to reach them before the flight took off and again as soon as we landed. I also sent Luke a text. He’s usually up by five to start work, so he’ll at least see the message then.”

“The sheriff’s got a deputy there already, plus the Montana game wardens are sending over someone,” Ben said.

“Why would the Montana wardens head out to the ranch?” I asked.

“Roza relayed some information while you were in the air. The sheriff called your family rather than doing a visual check, and they said they were fine, but there was a pack of wolves skulking around their pasture. He called in the game wardens to handle the wolves and parked a deputy at the ranch entrance.”

The rock sitting in my gut seemed to be getting heavier by the minute. Growing up on the ranch, we’d get the random pack of gray wolves passing through, but I didn’t like the coincidence.

“Wolves.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Jee-zus.”

“The game warden might already be there. He’ll handle the wolves,” Ben said.

“If Angel sent his beasts after my family, I swear there is no safe place in this world that I won’t find him.”

“Your family will be okay,” he said softly.

I didn’t respond. I just stared out at the headlights cutting through the Montana night.

Murphy was smart. He was good, and he hadn’t been able to keep Olympia from getting hurt. What chance did I have with my family over halfway across the country? Angel had hours before I reached the ranch to do anything he wanted.

Goose Poop settled her head on my shoulder. Dogs had a knack for reading people, and she knew I was troubled. I absently scratched her neck while Ben drove.

“What’s it like being a federal game warden?” he asked after a length.

I appreciated the distraction. “A little bit of adrenaline and a lot of pain in the ass. Like this one time I was working on a lynx poaching case.”

“Lynx? I didn’t realize there were enough around to poach,” he said.

“There aren’t. That’s why it was a higher-priority case. I spent three weeks running down leads and comparing suspects’ shoe sizes with a bootprint we’d found near a trap set outside a cave known to be frequented by lynx. Turned out that all that legwork was completely unnecessary. Eventually, I matched the bootprint to a state warden who’d assisted me on the case. Needless to say, he was ushered into early retirement without a government pension. He didn’t see jail time since his department didn’t want a black eye. That guy’s probably still out there poaching.”

“Nothing grinds my nerves worse than someone who’s actively working against the things they’ve sworn to protect,” he said. “In my job, it’s more negligence than intentionally breaking the law. You’d be surprised how many vets out there are sloppy in their spaying and neutering surgeries just because they’re lazy or incompetent. Worse, I met a vet once who was convinced that animals don’t feel pain like humans do.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe myths like that still persist.”

“Speaking of idiotic myths that persist, I’m amazed at the number of people who still believe animals are dumb. They’ve clearly never seen a pack of coyote lure prey before.” Mentioning coyotes reminded me of wolves, which reminded me of my family. I sighed and craved another distraction. “Tell me more about your job. What made you decide to become a vet?”

“I’m a rural vet, so I’m more of a jack-of-all-trades than a specialist. Being born and raised in Idaho, I always loved animals, and I never really considered doing anything else. I think I made up my mind when I was, oh, maybe five years old, and the family dog—his name was Ranger came home with a bad limp from one of his roaming expeditions. It’s one of my earliest memories—I stayed with him all day and then snuck him into my bedroom overnight. It was probably just a sprain or bruise, but I was hellbent on helping him get better.”

“I take it he got better,” I said.

Ben smiled. “Ranger lived to the ripe old age of eighteen. Not bad for a sixty-pound mongrel that liked to roam. Thinking back, I feel sorry for my parents. I drove them crazy—I must’ve brought home a hundred injured and sick wild animals through the years.” His lip curled in a half-smile. “Then, when I started bringing girls home, I think they decided the animals weren’t so bad after all.”

I smiled. “You and my brother would get along. I’ll have to introduce you.” I sobered.

“How about you? Why’d you decide to become a game warden?” Ben asked quickly.

“Well, my story’s not much different from yours. Except I grew up here in Montana instead of Idaho, and I loved camping and wildlife, playing with guns, and seeing bad guys get their due. A game warden is one of the few jobs where you can do all those things.”

Talking with Ben made the forty-minute drive go by faster than I’d expected with how my nerves were amped up. We arrived at the entrance to the ranch five miles north of Townsend at 4:09 in the morning. A Broadwater county sheriff’s truck sat in the grass next to the drive. I rolled down my window as Ben pulled to a stop.

The deputy looked like I’d woken him up.

“Morning, Officer.” Then I recognized him. “Jeff, is that you?”

He eyed me warily before his brows rose. “Sam? Well, I’ll be. I haven’t seen you around these parts since… well, hell, probably not since graduation day. I heard you joined the Park Service.”

I didn’t bother correcting him that wildlife officers didn’t work for the Park Service. “I’ve been back plenty, but usually I don’t have enough time off to make it into town.” I nodded in the direction of the ranch. “Has there been any trouble?”

“Not a peep. A game warden arrived about an hour ago to look into the wolves. I would’ve been happy to deal with them, so your mom and Luke don’t have to, but the warden said he had them covered.”

I nodded. “Thanks for looking after things. I’ll see how the warden’s handling things.”

I glanced at Ben, who entered the driveway that continued for over a half-mile before reaching the homestead. I remembered having to plow snow off that drive and around the buildings. The tractor’s snowplow couldn’t handle anything deeper than a foot, so during bad snowstorms, I’d have to go out during the storm to clear off what had accumulated. By the time I made a full pass of the drive, I’d have to start all over again. It made for some long, cold nights.

Weird. I don’t know why I thought of that since this was June. It was hot, buggy, and everything was green—pretty much the exact opposite of a Montana December.

As we pulled to a stop, a man carrying a rifle walked toward us. His cap had a warden’s star on it, and he carried the rifle loosely over his shoulder. His easygoing amble conveyed no risk, but I still palmed my Glock in its holster as I opened the door. I wanted to run to the house to check on Mom and Luke, but I had to deal with the immediate threat—or protector, depending on which this newcomer would turn out to be.

I kept the door between the man and me.

“Identify yourself,” I said.

“DJ McMahon, special agent for the Montana Fish and Game, ma’am. Now, how about you two do the same.”

“I’m Sam Brodie with the Federal Fish and Wildlife Service and this is my friend, Ben Grafton, a veterinarian out of Idaho.” I nodded toward the house. “And this is my family’s ranch.”

McMahon gave us each a single dip of his head. “I was told to expect you.” He motioned to the darkness. “I hate to break it to you, but you’ve got yourself a wolf problem.” He nodded for us to follow.

I glanced at Ben. He grabbed his rifle, and we followed the warden. Goose Poop sat in the SUV, watching us, clearly not happy at being left behind, but if a pack of wolves were prowling the ranch, they’d love nothing more than to go after a meaty dog.

McMahon led us across the yard to where a dark shape lay on the ground. He pointed his flashlight at a dead wolf, and I let out a breath. It was just a wolf.

“The others ran off when I fired,” McMahon said. “The sheriff and I will track the others once the sun comes up.”

“How many more are out there?” I asked.

“I saw two, but being wolves, I’d guarantee there are more in the pack. It’s hard to see them in the dark,” he replied.

I gave a single nod and glanced back to the house. “Are you sticking around to keep an eye out for the wolves in case they come back?”

“You can count on it. I’m not leaving until I have that pack fully accounted for. We get a couple of these packs roaming out here, and ranchers will start losing cattle left and right.”

“Thanks,” I said. They may have been just wolves, but I had no doubt how they came to be on the Brodie Ranch.

Angel.

“I would’ve checked in with your family, but it’s late. I think they went to bed already because they didn’t answer the door,” McMahon said.

I stiffened and glanced at the house, unholstering my Glock.

Ben watched me. “I’ll come with you.”

I nodded, and we headed up to the house together. In the past, I never knocked, but since dawn hadn’t yet cracked, I thought I’d better. I rapped lightly on the door. I went to open the door and a gunshot whizzed through the wood two inches from my face.


FIFTY-FIVE


Brodie ranch, five miles north of Townsend, Montana / Monday, June 21; 4:18 AM

Ben and I jumped to opposite sides of the doorframe.

“Federal agents. Drop your guns!” I yelled.

“You drop your guns or else the lady and the retard get it!” An unfamiliar man’s voice came from inside the dark house.

I bristled. “He did not just call my brother that.” I glanced at Ben. “You okay?”

“I’m good.” He gripped his rifle with both hands, and he seemed like he wasn’t overly confident about using it.

I said to him in a low voice, “Stay here. Keep them busy.”

He returned a puzzled expression. “How am I supposed to do that?”

I didn’t answer and instead turned and jogged alongside the house, ducking under each window. On the east side, an old, gnarled maple tree grew a few feet away from the house. I used to climb it all the time as a kid. It was my favorite way in and out of my bedroom without being noticed. I holstered my pistol and shimmied up the knotty trunk until I reached the limb that reached out over the roof. I wrapped my legs and arms around it and hung like a possum, pulling myself over to the house.

I could hear Ben trying to negotiate, the smooth timber of his voice never wavering.

Tightening my grip around the tree, I unwrapped my legs and reached my toes down for the window. I hoped Mom hadn’t fixed the lock I’d broken in high school for sneaking in after curfew.

She hadn’t.

I dragged myself inside. I stood and grabbed my gun the moment I had my hands clear.

I hustled to the doorway and strained to hear sounds of movement. Ben was still attempting to negotiate, but the other man wouldn’t budge on his original ultimatum. There was at least one other man with him because I could hear him whisper to his buddy that they should consider Ben’s offer. I couldn’t hear Mom or Luke which worried me.

The voices came from downstairs in the kitchen. I crept down the stairs, skipping over the third and fifth steps since I remembered they squeaked. I’d reached the bottom stair and had the hostage-taker in my sights when he gave his ultimatum again, “You got five seconds to clear out or else they die!”

That was enough for me. I fired two shots into his back and jumped to the kitchen doorway. During my motion, I saw two men in the kitchen along with my family. One man stood facing Mom and Luke with his gun aimed at them. The other was sitting in a chair, pale and holding a bloody chest wound. His gun sat on the table in a very loose grip. The man covering my family spun to face the new threat, shooting at me as I put a round into his chest, driving him backward into the cabinets before he crumpled onto the kitchen floor. There was a searing sting in my left arm, which I ignored as I leapt into the kitchen and pressed the barrel of my gun against the side of the last man’s head.

“Release the grip,” I ordered.

I could hear Ben call for me outside.

He dragged his hand weakly away from the gun. I grabbed the back of the chair and pushed, knocking the chair and the injured man to the floor.

I looked at Mom. “Were there just three?”

She nodded. “Just three.”

“Clear! Tangos are down!” I yelled as I checked the injured man for weapons. He’d been shot in the chest and desperately needed a hospital.

Ben ran in and checked all three men, and I hustled to Mom and Luke, who were tied to kitchen chairs. They had punched Luke in the face at least twice, but he still managed to grin when we made eye contact. Blood lined his front teeth.

“Hi Sammy,” he said.

I smiled. “Hi Luke.”

I noticed Mom’s side was dark and wet. I rushed to her. “You’re shot.”

“Don’t worry. It’s just a mosquito bite,” she said and nodded to the injured man. “I gave better than I got.” She winced when she moved. “I thought I could take him. Remember those teachable moments I’ve always told you about. This would be one of them. Evidently, I’m not as young and fast as I used to be.” She nodded toward my arm. “Looks like you got hit, too.”

I glanced down at my left forearm, having forgotten about it while tending to my family. The bullet had sliced across the top, cutting about a quarter of an inch deep. I wiggled my fingers, and it hurt. “Just a graze,” I said as evenly as I could.

“I already called in the sheriff. They should be here any second. I’ll tell them to order an ambulance,” McMahon said from the doorway. “I’ll grab my first aid kit.”

Ben cut the zip ties that held both Mom and Luck. Luke rubbed his wrists and then pulled me into a big hug even though I was trying to examine Mom’s gunshot wound. “Sammy, you won’t believe what all happened tonight.”

“I hope you’ll tell me all about it,” I said. “But first, I gotta check on Mom, okay?”

He jumped back abruptly and stood, wringing his hands. “Yeah. You better do that.”

Ben touched my shoulder as he made his way to Luke. He glanced at the injured man and shook his head. That man no longer needed an ambulance.

“Good,” I muttered as I grabbed a first aid field kit from my pocket and pulled out some quick-clot.

Ben stopped in front of Luke. “You must be Luke. I’m a friend of Sam’s. My name’s Ben. Want to come outside and meet my dog?”

Luke glanced at me, and I nodded. “It’s okay.”

Luke timidly went with Ben, glancing over his shoulder at Mom every other second.

“You’ll like my dog. Her name’s Goose Poop,” Ben said.

Luke laughed. “Your dog’s name is Goose Poop?”

“It sure is.”

No longer timid, Luke kept laughing as they disappeared out the front door.

McMahon double-checked each fallen man for a pulse. Finished, he eyed his first aid kit and shrugged. “I guess I’ll just head outside and keep an eye out.”

I was alone with Mom and three dead men. I examined her wound and determined she’d lucked out. It didn’t look like the bullet hit any organs—just a clean through-and-through an inch in on her side. I patted quick-clot on the entry and exit wounds. She grunted, jerked, and spouted a string of curses.

“Sorry,” I said before letting out a big breath. “God, Mom. I’m so sorry. These guys—”

“Weren’t sent by you, so don’t you go and apologize,” she said through clenched teeth. “There are good people in the world, and there are bad people, and there isn’t a thing you or I can do to turn a bad into a good.” She took in the bloody kitchen and turned away. “I suppose I’m going to owe Sheriff Hough dinner. He saved our lives in a way. That trio of no-gooders wasn’t here a minute when he stopped by. It spooked these fellas real good. Made them change tactics from wanting to rob us to maybe thinking they might need us as hostages. Sheriff Hough left, and those hooligans spent the next hour arguing. One wanted to run, one wanted to kill us, and one thought they could ride things out until sunrise. I guess he was the decision-maker of the group.”

I sprinkled quick-clot on my wound and hissed. Once I finished, I said, “They shouldn’t have been here at all. It’s because of this case I’m working on.”

“Do these guys have more friends?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Then you better keep working on it, so they don’t go after more people.”

“I plan on it.”

She gingerly dabbed at her wound and winced.

“Leave it alone,” I said. “The doctors will get you patched up soon enough.”

“Fine, fine.” She gave me the side-eye and wagged her forefinger at me. “And you, young lady, inherited your father’s common sense, and by that, I mean you completely lack any sense. What were you thinking, waltzing in like the Lone Ranger and taking on three armed men all by yourself?”

“Two and a half,” I said, gesturing to the now-dead third man.

“Don’t get smart with me, young lady. Only a damned fool goes against those odds.”

“They were going to kill you,” I said.

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

Jeff, the sheriff’s deputy, came running in, skidding to a stop. He eyed the bodies and froze. I guessed he’d never seen a recently killed person before. His expression made me take in the scene from the perspective of someone who hadn’t seen combat, and worry dredged up into my chest.

I turned back to Mom. “I should get you out of here. You don’t need to see this. And Luke—”

She patted my head like I was five years old again. “Luke is tougher than he looks. And this isn’t as gory as seeing a cow and calf shredded by a pack of coyotes.” She frowned. “One of these men mentioned that they’d released wolves in the field to take out the cattle. They could’ve been blowing smoke, but you need to make sure they’re okay.”

“They weren’t lying. There’s a game warden here. He’s already taken down one, and he and Sheriff Hough are going after the rest soon.”

Mom shook her head. “Going after me is one thing but going after Luke and his prized cattle is something else.” She shot me a hard look. “If they decide to come back for another visit, I’ll make sure my aim’s better next time.”

I smiled. “That’s my mom.”
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Bozeman Health Deaconess Hospital, Bozeman, Montana / Monday, June 21; 6:22 AM

“Ow.” I tried not to pull my arm away.

“Sorry,” said the doctor working on my forearm.

I frowned when I saw the jagged stitch line. Bullets didn’t leave jagged lines. “Do you want me to finish?”

“Sorry. I haven’t had my coffee yet,” the doctor replied in the same grumpy tone.

I usually wasn’t so touchy, but I was running on the remnant fumes of adrenaline, had nearly lost my family two hours earlier, and had killed two men. The killing part didn’t bother me much right then, but I knew it’d creep up when I was all by myself in a quiet room. This was the fourth time I’d killed someone. The first two times were in Afghanistan, and the last two were this week. It felt surreal, numbing even, and I tried not to think about why I wasn’t more screwed up right then.

The doctor leaned back. “I’m finished. Be careful with those stitches. Don’t shower for at least—”

“Twenty-four hours. Yeah, yeah, I got it.” I jumped off the table.

“I was going to say forty-eight hours,” the doctor said.

“Forty-eight. Got it.” I left the room and hustled through the hallway to my mother’s room. I hadn’t been in this hospital since my dad’s ATV accident, and it made the memories come over me in small waves. I remembered sitting in the waiting room. The chairs were so uncomfortable, so I’d lain on the floor. It had taken forever. And when the doctor finally came out, it was with bad news—the worst news. Mom allowed Luke and me to see dad even though the doctor had recommended against it. Dad was the first corpse I’d seen up close. He hadn’t looked dead. He’d looked asleep except his skin had been cold and hard.

I was eleven. Even now, twenty-four years later, how his skin felt was as vivid of a memory as it’d been that day.

Luke was nine at the time, and it took him a week or so before he understood that Dad wasn’t coming home. I remembered how it felt like I was losing Dad all over again when Luke finally started crying. The funny thing is, I don’t think Luke ever cried again after that.

I entered Mom’s room to find Luke slumped in a chair, snoring, and some early news show playing quietly on the TV. Luke’s nose was bandaged, and he was snoring loudly. Mom was in the hospital bed, focused on him until she noticed me enter.

She gestured at Luke. “He’s not shaken up at all. He’s always been the most resilient of all of us,” she said in a hushed voice.

I nodded. “He is.” I remembered Dad’s death. “But it might hit him later.”

She shook her head. “As long as he has his zoo, he’ll be all right.

I took the remaining free chair. “Let me guess. He’s added to it since the last time I was home.”

“What do you think? This week, he’s been nursing a raccoon after it’d been hit by a car. Before that was an owl with a broken wing, which didn’t turn out so well. I think he needs them as much as they need him.”

“He’s always had a knack for animals. But I’m guessing he will be playing mother hen to you for some time. How’s your side?”

She glanced at her side and then shrugged. “I’ll be just fine. I might not be able to pull off this season’s hottest bikini, but I think I’ll manage.” She shot me a wink.

Ben came walking in with two coffees and handed Mom one before turning to me. “I couldn’t find any tea.”

“No problem.” I frowned at her. “Are you sure you should be drinking coffee right now?”

“If I don’t have my first cup of coffee by six AM, I run the risk of becoming the harbinger of doom.”

I glanced at the clock. “It’s after six.”

She gave me a wicked look as she pulled the cup toward her lips. “You should be very afraid then.”

Ben took a seat on the arm of my chair and sipped his coffee. “The sheriff and game warden are tracking the two wolves as we speak. They said the tracks are easy enough to follow.”

“Talk about overkill,” I said. “The men were there to yank my attention from the case. Having to hunt wolves would’ve made sure I stayed distracted for a week or more.”

“If those wolves were in with the cattle long enough, they would’ve bankrupted us,” Mom said. “After three droughts back-to-back-to-back, we’ve been running on awfully thin margins. I think that was the real point that team was making: hurt us physically, emotionally, and financially.”

Anger flared in my chest. “Angel was trying to get me off the case for good.”

“Speaking of the case, Roza called,” Ben said. “She called me because she said you weren’t answering your phone.”

“She can wait until I know Mom and Luke are safe,” I said.

“She can’t. With Murphy out of commission, that leaves just the two of you to work the case. I’ll go if I can be of any help—

“No,” I interrupted. “You’ve helped us out plenty.”

“Don’t worry about us none,” Mom said. “We can take care of ourselves. I want you to take down this Angel fellow, though it sounds like his name should be more like Devil.”

“The sheriff’s going to post security at the ranch. I can stay at the ranch, too, if you’d like.” He glanced at Mom. “If you’re good with that.”

Mom smiled. “It’s been a long time since I had a handsome man paying a visit to my ranch.”

I gave him a pained look. “You’re a vet, not a game warden. You can use a gun, but could you shoot someone if you had to?”

“If they mean to hurt me or mine, I wouldn’t think twice,” he said, then gave me a crooked grin. “Besides, I got Goose Poop. And she’s fearless.”

“Go, Samantha,” Mom said. “We can take care of things here. You need to go where you’re needed.”

I pushed myself to my feet. “All right. You win, but I’m coming right back here as soon as this case is closed.”

I hugged Mom and kissed Luke on the forehead. His snoring didn’t even falter.

“Tell him I’ll see him soon,” I said to Mom.

She gave a small nod.

As soon as we left the room, Ben said, “Samantha?”

“Believe it or not, Sam’s my legal name, but my mom hated that my dad put that on the birth certificate. She’s called me Samantha for as long as I can remember.” I held up a finger. “But don’t get any wise ideas. She’s the only person who can call me that.”

“I wouldn’t call you Samantha. It doesn’t fit you,” he said.

As silence came, I said, “Thanks for the help. I appreciate it more than you know.”

He smiled. “Just keep your head in the case. Everything’s good here.” He sobered. “But keep me posted. If there’s anything else I can do—”

I grabbed his hand. “Just look after my family and keep me posted on the wolf situation.”

“I’ll keep my eyes and ears open. Hang in there.”

I walked out of the hospital. I could’ve asked him for a lift to the airport, but I felt better knowing he was with my family. I requested an Uber before texting Roza.

On my way back. Heading to airport now.
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The George Washington University Hospital, Washington, D.C. / Monday, June 21; 1:13 PM

I strode through a second hospital for that day. As I approached, Roza emerged from Olympia’s room, and she held the door open. “I’ll wait for you out here.”

I gave her a nod and entered. Olympia lay on a bed with her head bandaged. A heart monitor next to the bed showed a heart rate of forty-one. Murphy sat next to the bed, holding her hand. His head was bandaged, and his eyes were glassy.

“How’s she doing?” I asked softly.

He barely glanced in my direction. “She’s in a coma. How do you think she’s doing,” he said in a monotone voice.

“It’s not your fault she’s hurt. It’s Angel’s fault,” I said.

He shook his head. “You’re wrong. It’s my fault. She shouldn’t be here. If I’d only followed my training, I would’ve figured out what was happening right away and taken down the guy before he did this to her.”

“There’s no training in the world that prepares you for defending your loved ones,” I said. My voice wavered as I pictured how easily Mom or Luke could’ve been lying in a coma, or worse.

There was a long period of silence, making that hospital room feel more like a morgue than a caregiving room.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small velvet box. He popped it open, and light glinted off the small diamond. “I was going to propose to her,” he said quietly. “I’ve been carrying this in my pocket, just waiting for the perfect moment. She was never one for the dramatic, so I knew she’d want it to be simple. A surprise.”

I walked over to him and put my hand on his back. “Hold on to that ring and propose to her when she wakes up.”

Murphy lowered his head. He didn’t say anything else, so after a brief moment, I squeezed his shoulder and left him with her. I closed the door gently behind me.

I found Roza leaning against the wall near a coffee machine.

“How’re you doing?” I asked.

“Fine, I guess. Angel didn’t go after me or mine,” she replied. “He probably doesn’t care about a desk jockey. He probably thought he could cripple us by incapacitating the field agents.”

“Well he didn’t. I’m still in,” I said.

“I’m glad to hear that.” She took a sip of coffee from a white paper cup.

I made myself a coffee. “If Angel went to this much trouble trying to slow us down, then that means we’re a lot closer than we think.”

“I was thinking about that. Well, I guess that’s all I’ve been thinking about. Did you notice that Angel didn’t react when we went after Nightshade or even Dr. Wendell, but he moved fast after we followed up on the Godspur lead?”

“I did. The Godspur family is connected to this case somehow.”

“I’ve been reading up on Dr. Allen Godspur,” she said. “He was the chief research scientist at Sention Labs. He specialized in animals, mammals especially. He was pronounced dead when Sention burned down, but his body couldn’t be identified from dental records. They just assumed it was Godspur since the number of staff matched the number of bodies. But if he’s alive—and I’m starting to wonder if that’s the case—then he’s at the center of everything. We find him, we find the answers.”

I considered that for a moment. “I think it’s time to poke the bear. I’m going to check out Angel Corp headquarters.”

“Angel will have his attorneys working up a cease-and-desist the moment you enter the building,” Roza said.

“Then I’d better work fast.”

She chuckled without humor. “Lou will have fun dealing with Angel’s attorneys and the fourth amendment in court.”

“Not if we can prove he’s guilty. We do that, and Angel will be the one having a fun time in court.”


FIFTY-EIGHT


Dr. Allen Godspur / Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Monday, June 21; 5:26 PM

Jocelynn arrived in a sparkling blue sequin gown with a slit up to her hip. She took a seat and crossed her legs so that the slit put her skin on full display. “I should’ve known you’d be in this lab. Luckily, there was a utility vehicle not in use or else I don’t think I would’ve made it in these shoes.”

Her heels made her as tall as Allen, and he was four inches taller than her when she was naked.

“I’ve been busy working through some ideas,” he said, turning back to the computer.

“What are you working on?” she asked.

“Gene manipulation of existing life. It’s easy to manipulate genes while something’s still an embryo. Its system can handle it, but the kind of manipulation I want to do is more challenging to perform on adults. But if I can figure it out, I can bypass the growth acceleration phase altogether. That’s where forty-six percent of defects arise.”

She considered for a moment. “But aren’t you just delaying those defects by manipulating the genes on full-grown creatures rather than on babies? Won’t those defects still appear in the adults after a time?”

“Not if I figure this out correctly.” He frowned and cocked his head at her. “You don’t need to pretend to understand what I’m talking about.”

She bristled. “I’m not an idiot, you know, and I do find this interesting.”

“That’s because you’re paid to find it interesting.”

She glanced around the ceiling. “That’s not fair, Allen.”

“There’re no cameras in this lab. I specifically asked for them to be removed.” Allen leaned back from his computer then and faced her. “A lot of things aren’t fair. Like my family getting threatened because I made a phone call.”

She frowned. “What are—oh… That’s who you called with my phone.”

“But you knew that already since you told John,” he accused.

Her frown deepened. “What are you talking about? I didn’t tell John a thing. If he knew I’d lent you my phone, I’m the one who would’ve been punished. You’re too valuable to them. I’m just one of their cogs.”

“Sure, you’re innocent,” he said drily. “Then how did Angel find out I called Isabelle?”

Jocelynn held up her hands. “How should I know? I didn’t even know who you called.”

“The number would’ve been in your phone’s history. You could’ve given that to John.”

“But I didn’t. I erased it as soon as I got home. Look. See for yourself.” She rummaged through her bag, pulled out her phone and handed it to Allen.

He looked at the phone for a long second but didn’t bother opening the phone app, then threw it away.

“What’d you do that for?” she asked.

He pushed to his feet and wagged a finger at her. “Because you’re a manipulative bitch. You’re not paid to keep me happy. You’re paid to spy on me.”

She stood. “I’m paid to keep your head clear, and you make it impossible.” She reached out and took his hands in hers. “Now, please, can we talk about this? If John finds out—”

“Let him!” Allen shoved her away.

Stiletto heels were not made for reversing. She stumbled and fell. First, a wave of shock washed over her features, only to be engulfed by a tsunami of fury. She shoved to her feet.

“You…” she began. “You are a loathsome, horrible excuse for a human being. Do you know how hard it is to pretend I enjoy your company when being in your presence makes my skin crawl? Do you know that I throw up every time after we have sex? That’s why I rush to the bathroom. It’s so I can puke and try to scrub you off me. Those poor things you create in your mad scientist’s lab? Those aren’t monsters. You’re the real monster.”

He slapped her.

She cupped her cheek. Her lips thinned. Then she swung her knee up, hitting him squarely in the crotch. He squealed. The pain dropped him to the floor. Agony shot up from his groin, so intense he barely noticed her kicking him. It wasn’t until he noticed she was no longer kicking him that he could open his eyes. Tears ran down his cheeks.

Still curled in a fetal position, he whimpered. His vision came into focus to find John’s arm around Jocelynn in a chokehold, holding her back.

“And you still think there are no cameras in here?” she said before John tightened his hold.

“Settle down, darling,” John said. “You okay, Allen?”

Allen coughed before he answered with a faint nod.

“All right. I’ll take out the trash and be back to check on you. Take it easy,” John said.

John released Jocelynn to push her forward. She stumbled but didn’t fall. As she passed Allen, she said. “And you’re lousy in bed.”

Then John took her away.
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Angel Corp headquarters, Boston, Massachusetts / Monday, June 21; 5:56 PM

Marc Angel was true to his reputation as a relentless workaholic: he was one of the last people to leave the Angel Corp building. I waited until the parking lot cleared out, leaving a smattering of cars for second-shift security and cleaning staff. I hadn’t seen Wendell exit and there was a tan Mercedes S-class with a matching license plate, so I was hoping to run into him without his attorneys.

All big corporate headquarters looked alike. The welcome area was spacious, and a wall of glass let in plenty of light. A security desk sat front and center, and I strode over to where two guards sat and handed one the letter Roza had drafted stating I intended to search the premises on probable cause that evidence was being stored here as part of an active federal investigation.

I showed my badge. “Special Agent Brodie with the Federal Fish and Wildlife Service. I need to search these premises.”

The guards looked at each other, confused. “Uh, this is a corporate headquarters. What does the FWS want here?”

“I have reason to believe there is evidence at this location that’s crucial to an active federal investigation.” I almost asked if they could read since I’d essentially repeated the gist of Roza’s letter. Instead, I said, “Call your manager if you need to.”

The pair leaned together and spoke in hushed conversation. When they turned back to me, one said, “Fine, you can search, but you can’t go through this building unsupervised.”

I almost felt sorry for the rent-a-cops. They weren’t paid enough to understand how the law worked. If they’d been smart, they would’ve used delay tactics to hold me off until the lawyers jumped in and covered everything in red tape.

I smiled. “I know. I need one of you with access to swipe me in wherever I need to go.”

“You have to sign in,” one said with more authority than he had.

I scribbled my name. The way they looked at each other again, I started to wonder if they would play rock-paper-scissors to see who’d accompany me. Finally, the one on the left stood. He had a shaved head that had seen too much sun recently.

“I’ll escort you,” he said.

“Thanks. What’s your name?”

He didn’t answer.

“All right. I’ll call you Bob. How’s it going, Bob?”

“Where do you need to go first?” he asked instead.

I sighed. He wasn’t going to make this enjoyable. “We’ll start with Marc Angel’s office.”

He stopped so fast that his boots squeaked on the floor. “But Marc Angel’s office is off-limits.”

“I need to see it, Bob.”

He held out his hands, palms up. “But I don’t have access. No one has access to Mr. Angel’s office except for Mr. Angel.”

“That’s not true. Security needs access in case of a fire,” I said.

He shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. I’ll show you. Our cards don’t work on his office.”

“How about Dr. Philip Wendell’s office then, Bob?”

He frowned. “I don’t know who that is.”

“Well… can you find out, Bob?”

He nodded and used his walkie-talkie. “E4, this is E2. Over.”

“E2. Go ahead. Over.”

“I need the office number for a Dr. Philip Wendell. Over.”

Several seconds passed.

“Uh, there’s no office for a Dr. Philip Wendell. He’s listed as a work-from-home employee. Not even a hoteling office. Over.”

The guard looked at me with an I’m sorry look.

“Check Wendell’s card access then,” I said.

The guard keyed the walkie-talkie. “What areas is Dr. Wendell’s ID card cleared for? Over.”

Several seconds passed before the response, “That’s weird. His card’s got full access, just like Mr. Angel. Over.”

“Then I guess I’ll have to search this building floor by floor. I hope those boots you’re wearing are comfortable, Bob,” I said.

The guard’s phone rang. When he saw the caller ID, he answered it right away. “Hello, sir. What can—… Yes, sir… Understood, sir.” He slid his phone back into his pocket. “I’m sorry, Officer, but that was Mr. Angel. You need to leave the building now.”

“No. I’m not done searching yet.”

“Listen, lady, my job’s at stake.”

“More than your job’s at stake if you obstruct a federal investigation.”

He grabbed my arm right on the freaking stitches, causing me to hiss and yank away. He took that as a sign of aggression and reached for his taser. Desperately desiring to avoid a repeat of the New York incident, I instinctively spun to the right, swinging my leg up and around, hitting him squarely on the side of the head with my heel. He dropped like a rock.

I grimaced at the unconscious man. Angel’s attorneys were going to have a heyday with this. I wanted to keep searching but knew I’d end up in jail or, at minimum, delayed for a few hours, so I headed out. We hadn’t made it beyond the first floor, I’d reached the front desk in under ten seconds.

“Where’s Davis?” the other guard asked.

“He had to take a piss,” I said and kept walking. As I opened the front door, I saw the tan Mercedes pull out of the parking spot. As he backed up, Dr. Philip Wendell noticed me. His eyes went wide, and he squealed the tires as he sped away.

I ran to my borrowed FWS SUV, but Wendell was long gone by the time I reached it. He was probably heading to his condo, which was now legally off-limits to me. I dialed Roza as I left the parking lot. As soon as she answered, I said, “You’re not going to like what I have to report.”


SIXTY


Dr. Philip Wendell / Wendell house, Boston, Massachusetts / Monday, June 21; 8:45 PM

Philip Wendell sat at his dining room table, tapping the edge of the business card against the wood. He spent so much time at the Angel Corp lab that his house no longer felt like home. However, part of him knew that no place would ever feel like home again.

When he’d seen the federal agent at the office, he was terrified she was there to arrest him for not following federal laws in his experiments. The weight of his guilt pressed against his heart, and he sucked in a deep breath. He considered calling Gretchen, but his ex-wife had long since moved on. She’d been remarried for over ten years now. And she wouldn’t want to talk to him, not about work—the same thing that had torn their marriage apart. There was no one Philip could talk to. He glanced at the card. No friends, anyway.

As a scientist, he had a duty to take responsibility for his mistakes… and that’s what he realized the fish were.

His mistakes.

If they were released, they could—no, they would—devastate the world’s oceans. Every non-native species introduced to a new environment had changed it. Marc Angel believed these fish would change everything for the better, but that was never how nature worked with unnatural introductions. Philip had been too blinded by the possibility not to acknowledge the repercussions. Yes, there were starving people in the world. Yes, the world was overly polluted. His fish could change that… or they could make things worse.

When you play God, God might decide to play back.

Philip rubbed his eyes. He was tired, so tired. He’d spent his entire career searching to author something so groundbreaking that it would alter science. Now, at the age of seventy-four, he’d come to appreciate the possibility that he was never intended to change the world and that he was a fool for trying.

He knew what he had to do. And maybe, just maybe, doing the right thing would preserve the world.

He stared at the business card in his right hand and the cell phone in his left.

Then he dialed the number listed on the card. “Special Agent Barnes? This is Dr. Philip Wendell. We need to talk.”


SIXTY-ONE


I-95 South, outside Bridgeport, Connecticut / Monday, June 21; 8:45 PM

I answered my phone on the first ring. “Hey, Roza. What’s up? Am I a fugitive now?”

“I need you to get back to Boston as soon as possible,” she said.

“I hit the road right after I left Angel Corp. I’m two hours south of there already.”

“Dr. Wendell called Murphy. He’s willing to tell us everything in exchange for protection. I need you to pick him up before he changes his mind.”

“On my way.”

I made a sharp U-turn on the interstate, nearly ramming another car, and sped back toward Boston.


SIXTY-TWO


Dr. Philip Wendell / Wendell residence, Boston, Massachusetts / Monday, June 21; 10:06 PM

Sleep was ripped from Philip Wendell when he heard a floorboard in his bedroom creak. Philip sat up. “Who’s there?”

Only silence answered him.

He took a deep breath and lay down again, glancing at his alarm clock and grumbling under his breath. It’d taken too long to fall asleep, and he couldn’t have been asleep for more than ninety minutes. Now, he’d have to fight to fall asleep for another hour to squeeze in a decent two-hour chunk of sleep before his alarm went off at six.

He closed his eyes and focused on his breathing.

“You messed up, Doc.”

Philip squeaked as he shot back into a seated position. He peered into the dark room, clutching blankets to his chest. “Who’s there?”

“Angel entrusted you with important information. You shouldn’t have called outsiders. Now, Angel can’t trust you. It’s too bad, really. You were part of something that will change the world. You would’ve been guaranteed a Nobel Peace Prize, but I suppose you’ll get that posthumously now.”

Philip recognized the voice—the accent—then. “John.”

John didn’t say anything, so Philip continued. “Perhaps I could win a Nobel, or perhaps I could end up in jail for destroying the oceans.”

“You don’t know that.”

“The latter is the greater possibility. I know I was instructed to bypass all regulations and best practices in my research for a reason. Marc Angel doesn’t want anyone to know about this because if they do and the fish don’t turn out to be the world’s grand savior, he hopes they will be, then no one will know that he had anything to do with it,” Philip said.

“You have a better mind for business than I expected,” John said. “Too bad you made such a poor business decision tonight.”

“I didn’t call anyone. I swear.”

John tsked, and Philip felt a weight settle at the foot of his bed. He could then see John’s silhouette dimly outlined by the moonlight. “Do us both a favor and let’s dispense with the lies. You and I both know you reached out to the feds.”

“I-I did.” Philip’s mind raced. “But that was to consult with them on a project where they requested my help. There’s an infestation of beetles in the northwest they wanted to talk to me about. That’s all. I never told them anything about what Angel’s doing. I swear.”

“I know that last bit at least is true. You haven’t had the chance yet.”

Philip swallowed. “What happens now?”

“What do you think happens now?” John’s voice was so calm and smooth, it was almost seductive.

Philip found himself swallowing again. “You’re going to kill me.”

John held up something, and Philip squinted to make out the shape. A syringe. Coldness crept through Philip.

“On the contrary, Doc. I already killed you.”


SIXTY-THREE


Wendell residence, Boston, Massachusetts / Monday, June 21; 10:38 PM

The elevator climbed slowly. As soon as the door opened, I jumped out and hustled down the hallway to Wendell’s condo. Just before I reached his door, it opened to reveal a man about my age.

“Freeze!” I unholstered my gun.

A flash of surprise was quickly blanketed by a calmness in his features. He held up his hands. “I think there’s been a misunderstanding, Officer,” he said with a smooth English accent as he stepped through the doorway.

As the door began to close, I blocked it with my foot, keeping the gun trained on the man. “What are you doing here?”

“Just catching up with my old mentor, tis all. Dr. Wendell was my professor at the U and guided me into ichthyology as a career. I was in town for a conference and thought I’d pay him a visit. Pinky swear.”

“We’ll see if Dr. Wendell can verify your story. Don’t move.” I didn’t lower the gun as I called through the small space of the open doorway. “Dr. Wendell?”

I heard a sound inside and glanced through the doorway. Rookie mistake. The man used my distraction to slam me against the door. As it swung inward, I toppled forward into the condo. Somehow, I managed to hold onto my gun as I rolled to my feet and carefully and quickly scanned to my left and right while using the doorway as cover in case my assailant had pulled a gun.

But he was gone. I took one step out to look again, but there was no trace of him. He’d either taken the stairs or elevator. I could chase him, but Wendell was my priority. I rushed back into the condo. “Dr. Wendell!”

There still was no answer. I turned on the lights as I made my way through the rooms. I found him in his bedroom, clutching his chest and wheezing on the bed.

“I’ve got you,” I said as I checked his pulse. It was barely there. No obvious signs of injury. My guess was a heart attack. I dialed 911 on my cell. As soon as the operator answered, I jumped in, “I have a man suffering possible cardiac arrest at this address: apartment 1412 in the Sanoma Tower. He needs immediate assistance.”

I dropped the phone to focus on Wendell, who was trying to raise a hand, only to have it flop back down.

“Easy. Help’s coming,” I said.

His half-lidded eyes turned to me, then to the doorway, and his lips began moving. In between gasps, he said, “N-note… under… re…”

He never got out the final word. His body went completely lax, and his eyes shifted into a lifeless stare.

“No, you don’t.” I started chest compressions. After five minutes, I gave up. There was no way this had been a natural heart attack. Not with the timing of everything. He’d gone into cardiac arrest because of something that other man had done to him. Without knowing what it was, I’d had no way to counteract it. If I could’ve saved Wendell, that Englishman would’ve done everything in his power to ensure I couldn’t have reached the doctor.

I stared down at Wendell’s corpse and then frowned. He’d been trying to tell me something about a note. The note was under re… re what? I stood and did a slow three-sixty in the bedroom as I said the words aloud, “Note under re… re, re… Return vent?” No, who would call a vent a return vent? Besides, he’d been looking out the doorway. He could have been looking at some place outside his condo for all I knew. I walked down the hallway, taking in everything, and stopping cold at the kitchen area. “Refrigerator?” Now that made sense, sort of.

I looked at the front door, strode over, and locked the deadbolt. The first responders didn’t need to hurry now, and if the Englishman returned to ensure his job was done, I didn’t want to make his entrance too easy. I returned to the kitchen and got down on my hands and knees. I had to remove the kick plate to see anything. It was dark, so I shone my flashlight. Midway under the refrigerator was a paper of some kind.

I reached and had to flatten my hand as much as possible. I didn’t want to have to slide the refrigerator out in case it scratched the floor—detectives would be curious about that. Wendell must’ve slipped the paper under because there was no way a man’s fingers would fit into the space. I could just reach the paper with the tip of my middle finger, and I tugged it out.

It wasn’t a single page. Instead, it was three pages together, folded in half. It was a hastily written letter that began…

In case they kill me, you need to know what Marc Angel has done. And I helped him. I beg for God’s forgiveness that I helped a monster create a plague of monsters. My journal details the experiments. It’s hidden in the fireplace behind a false concrete wall. May it provide you the leverage you need to fight Marc Angel’s madness.

…

I read through the pages—having to reread some paragraphs because I found it too hard to believe. Ice formed in my veins by the time I reached the end…

I’m sorry.

~ Dr. Philip Wendell

I stared numbly at the letter for a second, hell, maybe even for a minute. The first responders called out as they pounded on the door and then I heard keys rattle. I jerked into action. I pulled out my phone, snapped a picture of each page, and sent it to Roza just as the first responders entered with the building supervisor.

I pointed to the bedroom. “He’s in there.”

We’d been focusing on the wrong thing all along. The hunts were never the real case. They were just a smokescreen for us and an income generator for Marc Angel to create insatiable monsters that would devastate the world.

We thought we were dealing with an illegal hunting ring.

We were dealing with an operation that could crash the world’s oceanic ecosystems and take down the world as we knew it.


PART 3


“Biological diversity is messy. It walks, it crawls, it swims, it swoops, it buzzes.”

~ Paul Hawken


SIXTY-FOUR


Marc Angel / Angel Corp headquarters, Boston, Massachusetts / Tuesday, June 22; 9:14 AM

“I’m calling to confirm we have four drivers with trucks scheduled to arrive at the Drankton, Inc. warehouse today at three pm for pickup of eight shipping containers, which we guarantee to unload at private dock B23 no later than five pm.”

“Excellent,” Marc Angel said. “I already have equipment in place to load the containers onto the trucks, and I’ll have men there to assist your drivers with the loading.”

“Understood, sir.”

The phone call disconnected, and Angel scrolled through his project plan for the hundredth time that hour. Everything was well within project parameters. Within two weeks, those shipping containers would be halfway around the world. He turned away from his computer, pulled a tablet out of his drawer, and opened an app that was developed specifically for his needs. It was a simple app—incredibly basic—with a single button: Launch.

His heart beat faster. Everything was coming together. As soon as he had confirmation of the successful placement of each shipping container, he’d press that button, which would activate teams located at each delivery site to distribute the contents within the containers. He put the tablet back into the drawer on its charger. He leaned back and sipped from the glass of water.

For the time being, that tablet was his most precious resource.

And he very much looked forward to pressing that button and saving the world.


SIXTY-FIVE


The Wasp Nest, Falls Church, Virginia / Tuesday, June 22; 12:26 PM

We sat around the conference table while Roza gave her update. She clearly hadn’t slept. Her hair was a mess, her eyes were bloodshot, and her fingers trembled like she had more energy drink than blood flowing through her bloodstream.

Murphy had joined even though Olympia was still lying in a coma in the hospital. I think he’d had enough with feeling helpless sitting at her bedside and needed to feel like he was doing something, though his gaze still seemed elsewhere.

“By now, you’ve all read Dr. Wendell’s notes, and if you’re like me, they terrified you,” Roza said. “What we thought was an exotic hunting operation is actually just the tip of the iceberg. Wendell’s notes are indicative of an operation that could upset the world’s ecological balance. Since the good doctor was murdered last night with poison from the Albany Adder, a recently extinct snake species, I believe he was speaking the truth.”

“Just tell us we’re not too late,” I said.

“We’re not… yet,” Roza said. “But time is of the essence. I’ve been working on this since we received Wendell’s notes, and I believe I’ve found a solid lead. I’ll cut to the chase since we’re really short on time. Luckily, this Doc Wendell guy was anal-retentive to the extreme. His journal entries had dates and times. That made it easier to sift through all the breadcrumbs. Anyway, one of his entries talked about trucks picking up his specimens. I started by checking video surveillance, and I found the truck that pulled into Angel Corp at that exact time. I followed it through a few traffic cameras but that was taking too long. So instead, I searched for the company name painted on the truck. It’s one of those standard third-party trucking companies out there—no one explicitly tied to Angel Corp. They’re legit, but they really need better software. They were insanely easy to hack.”

She glanced at Murphy and me. “What I’m telling you needs to stay between us. What I did might not be considered exactly legal and clearly wouldn’t stand up in court. Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned that—”

“We know. Get on with it, Roza,” I said.

“Okay, I now have full access to this company’s reservations system. This company does quite a bit of business with Angel Corp, and most of it looks legit. On the date Wendell referenced, they loaded up two shipping containers, each with fourteen water tanks, from Angel Corp’s headquarters and delivered them to a warehouse near Savannah, Georgia. I had to do some digging, but it turns out that warehouse belongs to an Angel Corp subsidiary called Drankton, Incorporated. But the thing is, this corporation exists purely on paper.”

“It’s a dummy corporation,” Murphy said. “Go on.”

“All right. Well, those containers have been sitting there for six months now. But a few days ago, another two shipping containers moved the same type of cargo—fish tanks—to the same warehouse.”

“All four are there now?” I asked, anxious to get moving.

She nodded. “Yes, but it won’t be for long. The trucking company’s got a scheduled pickup of all four shipping containers onto two trucks at three o’clock today.”

Murphy and I stood at the same time. I glanced at him and saw no hesitation in his eyes, so I turned back to Roza. “Then we need to get moving.”

“Yes, we do,” she said. “I already met with Lou this morning, and I was able to get you two a helicopter ride to Savannah. As soon as I read Dr. Wendell’s notes, I obtained an arrest warrant for Marc Angel. To move as quickly as possible, I had the nearest authorities carry out the warrant. They went to Marc Angel’s home last night to arrest him, but he’s already gone off the radar. There’s no telling what Angel will do now, so we need to move to that warehouse as quickly as possible and stop those shipments.”

No one spoke. We were antsy for action. Moreso, we knew the risk. We’d seen it happen, usually through accidental ways like the invasive Japanese beetle entering the U.S. in the soil of imported plants. But the Japanese beetle was still a creature of today’s nature. Wendell created new creatures, things with no natural predators. It wouldn’t take long for something like that to devastate an entire system.

What could multiple shipments released at various points across the world do?


SIXTY-SIX


Drankton warehouse, Savannah, Georgia / Tuesday, June 22; 2:26 PM

I gave Roza credit for working magic in finding us a helicopter on such short notice, but Murphy and I were being flown out to Savannah ten minutes after we walked out of the WASP Nest. The flight was smooth despite it being a gusty day. From my Army days, I remember helicopters handled wind and turbulence better than most fixed-wing aircraft.

We dropped into an empty parking lot one mile away from the Drankton warehouse. The pilot determined that was the minimum distance that wouldn’t raise any red flags by anyone at the warehouse. There were plenty of warehouses in between, allowing us to cover that mile at a pretty good clip.

As we approached within visual range of the warehouse, I pointed at a nearby dumpster. I was in pretty good shape but running a mile while carrying weapons and gear had me winded, and I panted through my words. “That looks like a good cover with a direct line of sight with the warehouse. What do you think?”

“I’ll check with Roza.” Murphy placed a call. I really wished we had radios. They would’ve made communications so much faster, but… budgets.

“Roza, does the warehouse security cameras pick up the dumpster just southeast of the building? It’s the one sitting right next to a white building,” he asked. A couple of seconds later, he pocketed his phone and held up his thumb. “She can’t see the dumpster. The cameras only go about twenty feet out from the building, so we should be good.”

We carefully made our way to the dumpster sitting alongside a large, white-tin warehouse.

No one was outside the warehouse, which was one of the smaller buildings in the district. Savannah had an active barge system that brought shipping containers in from the ocean. By moving his containers to Savannah from Boston, Angel had added miles and expense onto the trip since Boston would’ve provided much faster access to docks, but if I had to guess, I’d bet that Angel was trying to be sneaky. Based on what we’ve found with the animal hunts, Angel enjoyed overly complicated operations—he clearly wasn’t a fan of the KISS principle—keep it simple, stupid. Moving around shipping containers like chess pieces made perfect sense for someone like him. He probably thought he was smarter than the rest of us—hell, he probably was smarter than the rest of us. But the thing about overcomplicating things—it increases the opportunities for mistakes.

We settled into a comfortable position behind the dumpster to begin our surveillance. It was a good spot, but it stank like old oil and burnt wiring mixed with solvent, which was dripping out of the corner of the dumpster a few inches to my right. Plip, plip.

I moved to avoid kneeling in the puddle.

“It looks clear. I say we go up to the front door and try the ole natural gas leak bit,” Murphy said.

“The what?” I asked.

“You know, walk up to the front door, tell them we’re with the gas company and there’s been a leak reported, and they have to clear out for an hour.”

“Has that ever worked before?”

“Dunno. I haven’t tried it yet, but I always wanted to give it a shot. I have the script all planned out. Trust me. It’ll work.”

“Dressed like this?”

“We might have to leave our rifles behind.”

I considered our options. We only had to get through the door. From there, we didn’t need any subterfuge. I shrugged. “Sure. Why not.”

We stood, but I grabbed his arm and tugged him back.

“Looks like you’ll have to try out the gas leak bit another time. The trucks are early,” I said.

Two flatbed trailer trucks pulled up to the warehouse.

I expected Marc Angel to step outside and scold them for being late even though they were early—he seemed like that sort of guy—but he didn’t. The warehouse door opened, and more than a dozen armed workers began moving the shipping containers onto the trailer.

“Well, shit,” I muttered. Way too many armed men for us to go up against without the rest of the raid team. Even worse, there was no sign of Marc Angel. I’d hoped we’d get lucky, and he’d be here to see off his precious cargo, but the bastard proved to be smarter than that.

“We need backup, but there’s no way they will get here in time with how fast they’re loading those shipping containers, dang it.”

“I have an idea,” I said. This time, I was the one to call Roza. She answered on the first ring. I spoke as quietly as I could. “You said you hacked the trucking company’s system, right?”

“Yes, why?”

“Can you have the trucks stop somewhere along the route, so we don’t have to hit them here?”

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“Angel’s not here, and the crew’s nearly done with loading the containers. The warehouse is getting emptied. If we raid the trucks here, we’ll be showing our hand to Angel, and we might not ever find him then. If we raid the trucks a safe distance away and manage to keep any calls from getting out, if that’s even doable…”

“Oh, it’s doable all right. That truck company’s got lousy computer security,” Roza said.

“Okay, then if you can do that, we can make Angel think the shipments went ahead as planned. If he’s confident, he might get complacent, and we might get lucky.”

There was a pause before she said, “Give me a minute.”

She put me on hold. The FWS actually has hold music—the same kind of music I’ve heard in just about every elevator ever. The drivers were getting into their trucks, and I shared an anxious glance with Murphy. If Roza couldn’t work her magic in time, it’d be up to Murphy and me to stop the trucks before they left. As soon as the music cut off, I brought the phone closer to Murphy’s ear so he could overhear.

“There’s a weigh station on the way to the harbor that the DOT will activate for us. I’ll call the state patrol to hold both trucks there and make sure neither goes on through.”

I swallowed. “Just make sure they don’t lose them in case they make a detour.”

“Won’t be a problem. The company has a GPS tracker onboard each of its trucks. I’m monitoring them from here.”

“Good. Can you get us a helo lift there?” I asked.

“Sorry. Lou pulled back the helicopter the moment you two were dropped off.”

I grimaced. “No problem. We’ll grab a car and head there as fast as we can.”

“Hurry. There’s a lot of ways this could go sideways.” Roza hung up.

I slid the phone into my pocket. “You got all that?"

Murphy nodded. “We need to find a ride.”

I glanced around. There wasn’t a vehicle in sight other than the truck and staff vehicles parked at Angel’s warehouse, but we couldn’t commandeer any of those cars without being noticed.

Murphy pulled out his phone. “I’m grabbing us an Uber.”

I guffawed. “You’re joking, right?”

“You have a better idea?” He showed me his screen displaying a map. “Five minutes out from the corner of Sixty-fifth and Monroe. We better hustle.”

We jogged out of the warehousing area just as the truck pulled away. By the time we reached the intersection leading into the warehousing district, our car had arrived: a tiny bright blue Chevy Spark. We slung our rifles over our shoulders and stood.

The perky blonde driver slammed on the brakes when she saw us, and we rushed to keep her from driving away. Murphy stood in front of the hood while I tore off the Velcro to reveal the badge on my chest. “Federal law enforcement. You’re not under arrest. We just need a lift.”

She looked dubious but after Murphy also showed his badge, she hesitantly unlocked the doors. “You sure I’m not under arrest?”

“My partner and I got split up from the rest of our unit, so we lost our ride,” I lied as I had to unsling my rifle to squeeze into the backseat. I nearly sneezed at the smell of flowery air freshener. “We’re in the middle of an active investigation, which means I either need to commandeer this vehicle, or you help us out and get us to the weigh station on I-16 as soon as possible. Can you do that?”

She gulped and nodded. “Please don’t take Sparkly Bear. I’m still paying her off.”

“We just need a ride. That’s all,” I said. “You’ll be doing the FWS a huge service.”

“FWS?” she asked.

“Fish and Wildlife Service,” I replied as Murphy pushed me over to cram into the backseat.

I felt like a clown in a clown car with how we were sardined in the backseat with all our gear.

“Hey, thanks for the lift, Chloe. You’re a lifesaver,” Murphy said with his best smile as he held up the app displaying her name and car details.

The driver looked confused. “Fish and Wildlife? So you’re not like the FBI or something?”

“FWS, at your service,” Murphy said.

The tension melted from her shoulders. “Yeah, I can give you a ride, no problem. Just keep those guns down. I don’t like guns.”

“You won’t have to worry about us none,” I said.

She checked the map on her phone, put the car in gear, and started driving. “I thought the FWS is national parks and stuff. What’re you doing in Savannah?”

I opened my mouth to tell her that was classified, but Murphy answered first. “We’re here to break open an illegal dog fighting ring. We received a tip of some stolen dogs being transported today, and we’re trying to get to them in time.”

The driver’s lip trembled, and her eyes teared up. “Oh, those poor babies.” She stepped on the gas. The car’s engine wasn’t big enough for the car’s tires to burn rubber, but I could at least feel the increase in speed. “Buckle up; I’ll get you there in time.”


SIXTY-SEVEN


Interstate 16, outside Savannah, Georgia / Tuesday, June 22; 5:03 PM

Even with Chloe’s driving, we reached the weigh station well after the trucks got there, not that we’d expected to arrive first.

“The dogs are in there?” Chloe asked as she pulled to a stop at the off-ramp to the weigh station.

I opened the door and climbed out of the car.

We glanced at the shipping containers on the backs of the trucks.

“They sure are,” Murphy said as he stepped out.

“Oh, those poor babies must be so scared,” she said through her open window.

“Don’t worry. We’ll have them out in no time. Thanks for the ride. I’m giving you a five-star plus an Outstanding Service tag. We’ll even be sure to name one of the rescues after you,” Murphy said as he paid for the ride with his app.

Chloe’s expression brightened so much. I think Murphy just became her greatest hero. “You’re so sweet.”

Murphy gave her a winning smile as she drove away.

“You are a smooth operator,” I said, and I was glad to see that he was operating at one hundred percent, despite the stress of Olympia being in a coma.

My smile flattened when I turned to the two state troopers standing at the white barrier in place to prevent anyone from driving to the weigh station. Even though we’d slung our rifles over our shoulders and had our pistols holstered, the two men had gone from casually standing around and talking to each other to having their own service weapons in hand and primed to fire.

“Stop right there,” one ordered.

“We’re federal agents with the Fish and Wildlife Service. This is our case,” I announced with my hands out, though our badges should’ve been obvious. “We can show you identification if you’ll let us.”

“Pull it out. Very slowly,” the same man said.

We did as we were instructed.

“If you need to, you can clear our IDs with Special Agent Roza Da Silva. She’s running this operation,” Murphy said as we handed them our cards.

“We’re here to take ownership of those shipping containers,” I said.

The other trooper frowned. “I figured it was a bomb, but if you’re here—”

“It’s not a bomb,” I said. “But it’s still dangerous, trust me.”

“What is exactly in those containers?” the trooper holding our IDs asked.

“It’s wildlife-related, but sorry, I can’t tell you any more than that. It’s classified,” Murphy said.

One trooper rolled his eyes just like everyone did when you threw around the “classified” word. I didn’t like him. I could tell he thought wildlife officers were just cocky tree huggers, that we weren’t “real” law enforcement officers like he was.

“Anything else you can tell us?” the first trooper asked. “We’ve been standing in this hot sun for nearly a half-hour, and no one’s told us a damned thing other than to wait for the feds to get here. But by feds, I figured they were talking about the FBI or ATF, not the freaking Fish and Wildlife Service.”

“We get that a lot,” Murphy said.

“You just want to know out of curiosity… and you two were betting each other on what’s inside. What’s the wager?” I asked.

“Like I already mentioned, I figured it was a bomb or something like it, probably radioactive,” the trooper said.

“And I figured it was a human trafficking case,” the other said.

“All we can tell you is this is a case of national security,” I said. “This raid today saved a whole lot of lives. You were a part of that.”

“National security, huh?” Neither moved, but their demeanor changed. Everyone liked to feel like what they did was important.

“How’d the stop go? Any trouble?” I asked. “We tried to get here in time.”

“As uneventful as a visit to the dentist,” the first trooper replied. “Not a single gunshot fired. The truckers didn’t even try to make a run for it.” He handed back our IDs and motioned us by. “Sergeant Sherman’s around here somewhere. You’ll need to talk to him before you take the trucks.”

We had walked by them when the other called out, “If you hear anything you can share, we’d sure appreciate it. It’s not often we get the feds running ops on our highway.”

“We will,” I said, continuing up the pavement toward the line of trucks.

Murphy walked up to and gestured to the nearest of two troopers. The other one was running one of those mirror-on-a-stick devices along one of the truck's underside. “Sergeant Sherman?” Murphy asked as soon as he got the trooper’s attention.

The trooper pointed. “In the station with the drivers.”

We made our way past the cab and the nearest trailer that carried four shipping containers. The back two container stood open. A trooper was taking pictures and looked up as we approached. When he noticed our badges, he grimaced. “Take a look for yourselves. It’s just fish. Ugly ones at that.” He sounded utterly disappointed.

“You weren’t supposed to open these,” I said.

“Sarge wanted to make sure we weren’t dealing with a bio-threat,” he replied.

“You will be if any of these are released,” Murphy said.

We each took a step closer to peer into the water tanks in the shipping container at the back of the trailer. Small, gray fish floated lethargically. They looked like any other ocean fish that swam in massive schools except for their duller color and the sucker-shaped mouth.

The shipping container at the front of the trailer contained tanks that were filled with large, still fish that were also gray, and they had the same sucker-shaped mouth that I’d only seen on bottom-feeders. As I looked closer, I noticed their eyes were off. They didn’t match any fish species that I knew of… at least not any species that hadn’t gone extinct.

“Man, those are some ugly fish,” Murphy said.

I nodded. We went about opening the door to the other two containers to verify they all contained the odd fish. Until I saw the large water tanks with my own eyes, a part of me thought Angel was playing us again, that these containers would be empty.

Only then did I breathe a sigh of relief. Wendell’s notes were spot-on. We’d stopped Angel. Marc Angel reminded me more and more of Dr. Frankenstein, and I hoped these were his worst monsters.


SIXTY-EIGHT


The Wasp Nest, Falls Church, Virginia / Wednesday, June 23; 11:17 AM

We sat around the conference table for the second time in two days while Roza gave us an update.

“We did it. Yesterday, we stopped what would’ve surely become the deadliest manmade ecological disaster in the world’s history.”

“State troopers did all the work,” I said, still feeling a little sour at missing out on the actual action.

“Doesn’t matter. We helped prevent disaster to the world’s oceanic ecosystems, and Angel has no clue we did it.” She beamed.

“He might already know,” Murphy said. “We can’t guarantee he won’t find out about us nabbing his trucks.”

“I had a nice, long chat with the trucking company. I believe I made it quite clear how discretion would be the best way to avoid being charged with participation in a terrorist plot,” she said.

I raised my brow. “A terrorist plot? Is that what this is now?”

She blushed. “I may have used that term a bit loosely to win the trucking company’s support. With how helpful they’ve been, I’m confident that should Marc Angel check the tracking numbers, he’ll find four shipping containers were transported, loaded, and shipped exactly as planned. Which they were. There is no computer record whatsoever that those shipping containers were stopped along the way and emptied of their contents.”

“Where're the containers now?” Murphy asked.

“Since the FWS doesn’t have the facilities needed to store the water tanks, Lou had them transported to a hazmat facility, one that he personally confirmed is secure and under twenty-four-hour surveillance—both video and in-person. The containers and their contents are being held as evidence for the time being until trial, after which they will be destroyed. I have requested to be there when that takes place. I imagine you both will want to be there as well.”

“Damn straight,” I said.

Murphy shook his head. “I still can’t believe Marc Angel thought he was going to end the world’s hunger problem by releasing these hybrids.”

“That’s a cop out, I said. He was doing it for power and glory, not altruism,” I said. “He’s a villain, through and through. The thing about villains is that they never see themselves as villains. They see themselves as heroes. Take ISIS, for example. They believe they are fighting a holy war against infidels. It’s a matter of perception.”

The room fell silent before Roza spoke. “I have some more good news. While we were busy with the Drankton operation, I acquired a warrant to search Angel Corp headquarters, which I had the local PD handle. They found Wendell’s lab. It looked like it was midway through being shut down when the team hit it, so they got lucky. As soon as they called it in, I sent Kate along with Dr. Kanna Mori, an ichthyology consultant on Kate’s team, who are both at Wendell’s lab now. From initial reports, they found fish specimens that match what we found in the shipping containers, and they found evidence that Angel had been reproducing both hybrids in bulk. While our approach might not have stood up to the rigors of law should Angel’s case go to court, this lab will guarantee Angel’s conviction.”

“Do we have any new leads on Angel?” Murphy asked.

“Not yet,” she replied.

I grumbled. “Then I think we should have another chat with Bill Thompson, and this time, we shouldn’t be nice about it.”


SIXTY-NINE


Nightshade corporate office, New York, New York / Wednesday, June 23; 2:36 PM

Murphy drove us to New York. He sped the entire way, which was a good thing, too, since Bill Thompson was on his way out when we entered the Nightshade office. The office had been completely cleared out. Even his assistant and her computer were already gone.

“Going somewhere, Bill?” I asked, my gun already drawn. Murphy also had his out, leveled on the mercenary.

Bill froze with one hand near his holster. He didn’t draw—at least he was smart enough not to act on impulse. After a moment’s hesitation, the flight-or-fight instinct gave way to surrender. “I’m under arrest, aren’t I?”

“That’s up to you,” I answered.

Bill gave us a questioning look. “Okay, I’m listening.”

Murphy strode over to Bill, disarmed him, and took his backpack. Once Murphy patted Bill down, he hauled off and punched him.

I jerked but didn’t say anything.

Bill straightened, cradling his jaw with one hand. He winced as he worked his jaw.

“That’s for putting my girlfriend in a coma,” Murphy said and then stalked back to my side, where he turned and aimed the gun at Bill.

“Your girlfriend?” Bill asked. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“The thugs you sent after our families,” I said. “Your men are dead now, by the way.”

Bill frowned. “I didn’t send any of my guys after your families.”

“Oh yeah? Then who did?” Murphy asked.

“Assuming you haven’t pissed off someone powerful—other than Marc Angel, that is—my guess is that Angel’s lackey, John, sent them. Regardless of your rather low opinion of me, Nightshade doesn’t go after innocents. We never have and never will. But beating on women and kids sounds exactly like what John would get a kick out of. He’s an asshole who handles Angel’s personal security and he works with the sort of miscreants I avoid hiring. They cause too much mess and trouble for what they’re worth.” He cocked his head. “Is that why you’re here? You’ve got yourselves a grudge against me for what Angel did to your families? Well then, I’m sorry for what he did, but you got the wrong guy.”

“Maybe you weren’t involved with that stunt, but you’re not innocent,” I said. “There’s a whole lot of evidence piling up against Marc Angel. And you know what? Nightshade seems to be gummed up in the middle of it all. So, you and the rest of Nightshade can go down with Angel, or you can tell us everything we need to know to take down Angel and his demented hunts.”

Bill eyed us. “You don’t understand. If word gets out that I blew the whistle on a client, no one will work with Nightshade again.”

“You think anyone decent will work with someone who’s worked with the world’s potentially worst mass murderer?” Murphy countered.

“Marc Angel might be an unscrupulous rich guy, but I wouldn’t call him a mass murderer,” Bill said.

“One of his ‘projects’ would’ve made him exactly that, and we know he has more in the works. But I think you knew that already, what with buying into that survival shelter and all.”

When he didn’t say anything, I added, “Do you really want Nightshade mentioned in the press alongside a guy like that?”

Bill’s lips thinned.

And so I laid it out. “If you play nice with us, we can see that you and Nightshade aren’t mentioned in the news.”

Bill shook his head. “I need more than that. I need complete immunity for my company and me.”

“Your information would have to be worth more than gold for that,” I said.

“It is. I can give you Marc Angel’s current location along with the creepy scientist guy behind all those weird-ass animals you guys have been chasing,” Bill said.

“You’re talking about Dr. Allen Godspur, right?” Murphy asked. He’d lowered his gun but still bore an aggressive stance toward the other man.

Bill nodded. “Yeah, that guy’s a regular Dr. Frankenstein. He’s created some spooky shit all for the sake of entertainment.”

I glanced at Murphy, who turned back to Bill. “If your information is bad, the deal’s off.”

“It’s not bad. I guarantee it. I know because I still have guys working that location as we speak.” Bill looked from Murphy to me before adding, “Listen, I have no idea what Angel’s got his fingers in. I swear. He was just another client asking for security services at his fancy rich-people functions. But then I saw the animals. Let’s just say, I about pulled out all my men after that first arena fight.”

“Arena fight?” I asked.

Bill’s brows rose, then a smile formed. “Oh, you didn’t know about the arena fights? They’re even bigger than the hunts. Angel hand-picks animals from Godspur’s zoo of freaks to fight against each other in the arena. Angel touts it as ‘today’s coliseum.’ The arena fights pull in more money than his so-called ‘extreme safari hunts.’ The arena’s part of a bigger compound that he calls Camp Resurrection. He even puts the name on the signs and marketing brochures for those who come to visit. Can you believe he’s even got a restaurant in that compound where customers can order steaks made from Godspur’s freak shows?”

“Sounds like a regular theme park,” Murphy said drily.

“It is, and I’ll tell you everything you want to know, but you’ve got to promise me now that both Nightshade and me won’t get a speck of bad PR on us. No charges whatsoever.”

I held up a finger and placed a call to Roza. A moment later, I put my phone back into my pocket. “You’re the lucky winner of a get-out-of-jail card, assuming you’re a regular boy scout from here on out and tell us everything we need to know. And I mean everything.”

Bill gave a ghost of a smile. “As soon as my lawyer’s in the room with us, and I have a signed agreement from your boss’s boss, I’ll tell you everything I know.”

“Is Angel at the camp now? Camp Res, you called it?” I asked.

He nodded. “Yeah, like I said, I have guys working there right now. Camp Resurrection is so far off the grid in Idaho that you’d never find it without GPS. Lucky for you, I have the GPS location. It’s all yours as soon as I know my company and I are safe.”

Thirty-two minutes later, Bill sat next to his attorney while Murphy and I sat across from them at a table in the attorney’s office. A signed, faxed agreement lay before the attorney.

Bill pushed a slip of paper across the table. It contained latitude and longitude coordinates. “All right. What else do you want to know?” he asked.

Murphy leaned forward. “Everything. Don’t leave a single detail out.”


SEVENTY


Outside Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Wednesday, June 23; 8:21 PM

Murphy and I monitored the Idaho compound from the perimeter fence at the tree line. In addition to us, other officers, including game wardens—both federal and state—and both state and local law enforcement, were established every hundred yards around the perimeter of the compound. I generally liked working alone or in small teams—less chance for SNAFUs—but in this case, the WASP was in no way equipped to take down a massive operation like this one.

We eighteen officers at the front line, surrounding as much of the compound as we could, given the layout and cover. Behind the first line stood medical and veterinary first responders, ready to provide vet support to any animals that were too sick or injured to be moved. Roza was somewhere back there, coordinating with the onsite leaders via radios.

On my belly alongside Murphy brought me back to my Army days, when we’d moved into position and were waiting for the shit to hit the ground. I even wore some of the same gear, including a bulletproof vest and a helmet.

Before us was a large mound which, according to Bill, covered the underground arena and holding cages along with tunnels to the bunkers. The arena could’ve passed as a large, natural mound. It was low on the ground and covered by dirt. While the mound blended into the wooded area, four cellar-style doors in the mounds revealed its artificial nature. One of the doors was clearly large enough for cargo, such as cages holding big predators.

Beyond the arena were six small stations that resembled guard posts for providing shelter from the elements. They were tucked in close enough to trees that they’d be easy to miss from the air. Bill had said these were access points to bunkers: Godspur’s lab, a restaurant, storage areas, and finally, Angel’s private bunker.

Carports dotted the outskirts of the compound, where at least a dozen vehicles were parked. Anything artificial was painted like a forest canopy to camouflage it against surveillance. If a satellite or drone wasn’t set to look specifically at these coordinates, they’d never pick up the discrepancy, especially at twilight when the sun was casting deep, cooling shadows. The loosely graveled driving paths were more obvious but could’ve easily been mistaken as unmarked secondary roads.

Angel had put an exceptional amount of thought, money, and time into building this compound. Seeing it gave me a better understanding of how he managed to stay a step ahead of the WASP throughout the investigation.

The SWAT team was set up nearest where Bill Thompson had pointed out Marc Angel’s private bunker. He was our primary target on this operation, and we figured SWAT had the best chance at bringing him in alive even though I itched to be the one to do it. Bill had “promised” that Nightshade operatives would stand down as soon as we move in, but no one was willing to bet their lives on that. Too many bad things could happen when someone facing you had their finger on the trigger.

Once the SWAT verified a visual on Angel, we’d all move in, closing off escape. As soon as Angel was taken down, we’d move onto securing the “zoo” which Bill had said were managed by unarmed personnel.

“We have movement from the mound,” Murphy said quietly.

A bare second later, I heard the operation’s communications expert through my earpiece, “Six non-hostiles moving toward a vehicle on the southwest corner. Not a factor.”

I peered through my rifle’s scope to find the group of men hustling out from the mound and toward a pair SUVs. I squinted at them running into the forest and recognized two from the streets of New York. “That’s Nightshade bugging out. Bill Thompson must’ve gotten a warning to them somehow.” I found it a little impressive since he was currently sitting in WASP custody. “If he’s blown this op, I’m going to shoot him,” I muttered.

“I don’t think it’s legal to shoot prisoners,” he said.

“I’ll just shoot a toe off.”

“Oh. I think that’s okay then.”

I watched the group leave.

A full minute passed before I heard an update. “Gopher team has confirmed target is in bunker Charlie, not bunker Alpha. Repeat, primary target is in bunker Charlie. SWAT, move into position.”

“Great,” I muttered. “This is like musical chairs without the music.”

“Hopefully, our guys can get into position before I have to pee,” Murphy said drily.

“Movement on the north end. All units, green light. Move in.”

We pushed to our feet and wriggled through the hole we’d cut in the fence, and we crept from the safety of the tree line and into the compound. To our left and right, other officers had cut their own holes and were moving in. Our badges were pinned to our vests so anyone could see we were federal officers. Bill had told us that Angel employed full-time security personnel in addition to Nightshade contractors. There were no signs of the guards; still, I held my rifle at the ready, adrenaline speeding up my breaths and jacking up my muscles.

We were halfway to the first bunker entrance, when alarms started blaring, followed by security guards, all armed with AR-15s, emerging from the various entrances. Bill Thompson had said there were only a handful of armed security beyond his mercenaries. He had either lied to us or was sorely misinformed. Because from what I could tell, there were more armed security guards than there were officers at the compound.

The guard nearest us raised his rifle. “Freeze!”


SEVENTY-ONE


Marc Angel / Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Wednesday, June 23; 8:21 PM

Angel checked the eight tracking numbers. Everything showed on track, with two listed as delivered to their final destination already. The eleventh hour was now at hand. He smiled, put away his tablet, and looked up. Then he scowled.

“Why is it I have no samples yet?” Angel asked.

Allen balked. “Because it’s been only three weeks. I’m still working on the code. It could take a year before you see a living prototype.”

Angel peered down at the scientist. “I thought I told you I wanted to see results by now.”

“And I have them. Look.” He opened his laptop. At least twenty different windows flashed across the screen.

Angel could never understand how someone could have such a cluttered existence and still be so productive. Finally, Allen expanded a window that displayed a man that morphed into… something else.

A smile curved on his face. “Oh, now that looks like an ultimate predator.”

“It’s still a prototype,” Allen said in a rush. “Some features will change based on how well certain genes can be manipulated. The first one will be ninety-nine percent of the work. But if I can create this specimen—”

“When, Allen, not if,” John corrected.

Allen gulped. “Yes, of course. When I create this specimen, it could change everything. Imagine soldiers with the strength of a bull and the prowess of a wolf. It would be the next stage in our evolution.”

“It would be glorious,” Angel said. “And I believe you can pull it off. If only I could rely on you to keep your word about not contacting your family like you do with your work.”

Allen stammered. “But I—I didn’t contact them again, I swear.”

“The phone records show otherwise,” Angel said. “Tell me, what’d you say to them?”

“I…” Allen lowered his gaze, defeated. “Nothing. Izzy didn’t answer.”

“No, I suppose she wouldn’t,” Angel said.

Allen jerked. “Why? What happened?”

John sneered.

“What did you do?” Allen commanded.

“What did I do? Why, I didn’t do anything. You wife suffered from depression, did she not?” Angel asked.

“Yes, but I don’t understand—”

“Horrible, insidious disease, that one—depression,” Angel said. “Your first call to her caused her to spiral downward. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but your wife shot and killed both of your sons before turning the gun on herself. A modern-day tragedy, really.”

Allen blanched, then he clenched his fists and lunged at Angel, only to be stopped by John, who sent him to the ground with a single, hard slap.

Allen stayed on his hands and knees, sobbing. “You murderer. They didn’t deserve that.”

“No, they didn’t. But you put them in that position. If you’re looking to blame someone, look in a mirror,” Angel said. “And far worse things can happen to you if you decide to go against me again.”

Angel allowed Allen to continue his crying for a full minute before he nodded to John, who helped Allen to his feet.

Angel leaned forward and tapped the screen as he spoke again to bring Allen back to reality. “Continue your efforts. I wish to see a working prototype by year-end.”

Allen blinked away his tears, wiped his nose and eyes before making eye contact with Angel again. “I’m done helping you.”

Angel glanced at John who unholstered a gun.

Allen took a step back, holding up his hands as though they could stop bullets. “You—you can’t kill me. You need me!”

“Do I?” Angel mused. “I need someone who has vision. I need someone who will work with me to change the world. I don’t need someone who jeopardizes the work we’re doing here. You have the potential to be the greatest scientist of all time, and you nearly threw all that away.”

Allen bristled. “You. Killed. My. Family.”

“No, Allen. You killed your family. It was your choice to contact them. Just like it’s your choice now to continue your work,” Angel said.

“Or else?” the scientist gritted out.

Angel cast a casual glance at John.

John gestured with the pistol. “Or else, Doctor.”

Allen’s gaze shot from John to Angel. He saw the truth because he straightened himself out and said, “I want to continue my work.”

He didn’t sound overly truthful about it, but Angel had ways of encouraging him. His features softened. “Excellent. To help you, I’ll make your work easier.”

Allen frowned. “How?”

Angel continued. “Rather than creating the prototype from scratch, I believe you can achieve far better outcomes working on adult specimens. Maybe even young adult specimens would be better.”

Allen’s jaw slackened. “You want me to conduct experiments on humans? Live humans?”

“Why not? Outdated ethical views need revising for the new world. There are over eight billion people in this world. A few sacrifices for the sake of progress won’t hurt anything. Don’t you agree?”

Angel knew Allen agreed. The scientist had no scruples. Allen balked simply because, as a scientist, he was supposed to balk.

“Let me tell you my vision, Doctor,” Angel began. “I seek a world without hunger. In fact, I have another project underway working on that precise need. However, a world without hunger won’t erase war and violence because food can’t fix the underlying driver of war: the thirst for power. For as long as humans had walked upright—and likely even before that—there are those who crave power. And by leveling the world stage in terms of food for all, some current power players will be destabilized. It’s inevitable. I’m not naïve enough to believe that war will disappear if people’s bellies are full—the opposite will be true, at least at first. What I can do is ensure that those best equipped to lead will have the best armies. Your armies, Doctor.”

Allen’s eyes were still wet, but at least his color had returned. The doctor may have desired the idea of a family, but the only thing he truly loved was his work. Angel knew exactly how to feed that love as well as the doctor’s insatiable lust for greatness.

“Having humans to work on would untie my hands on my transgenics studies. I can work with whatever you give me,” Allen said eventually.

Angel smiled. “Excellent. I will see to your volunteers.”

John’s phone chimed and he read the screen. When he looked up, Angel saw the worry on his stalwart friend’s face.

“What’s wrong?” Angel asked.

“Federal coppers are creeping around the camp as we speak,” John said.

“How—never mind.” Angel hadn’t expected that. Camp Resurrection had been too well planned to have been found. That meant that someone had given up the location. It would’ve taken an immense amount of luck for federal agents to connect any of the compound’s staff to him. That left security. “Damned Nightshade mercenaries. They’ll be the fodder for your experiments, Doctor.”

“Looks like they’re moving in on this bunker. They know we’re in here,” John said. “We need to move now.”

Angel clenched his jaw. “This facility is no longer viable. Activate red alert for security.” He paused as he considered an idea. “And open all the cages in the zoo.”

John pulled out a device that looked like a remote control and tapped in a code.

Allen’s eyes went wide. “But that—”

“Will provide for an excellent diversion,” Angel said as he strode to the back entrance.


SEVENTY-TWO


Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Wednesday, June 23; 8:26 PM

“Drop your weapons!” barked a security guard holding an AR-15 with one hand while he squeezed a radio attached to his shirt with his other, calling for support.

It had become a standoff. Officers, including us, had our rifles aimed at the security guards, who had their weapons pointed at us. Above us, drones came in, ready to drop grenade-sized explosives on the gunmen. Updates rattled in my ear, and I was tempted to remove my earbud.

We didn’t lower our rifles. Instead, one of the officers yelled, “We’re federal agents. We’re here to issue an arrest warrant for Marc Angel. Lower your weapons, or you will be arrested.”

The guard opened his mouth to speak, but he was cut off by a scream coming from inside the mound.

A man came running out from one of the entrances to the mound. Behind him, two more people followed.

A man came running out from one of the entrances to the mound. Behind him, two more people followed. None seemed armed, but all looked terrified as they ran, pushing one another in their haste while glancing over their shoulders. They all wore green uniforms that resembled those worn by zookeepers.

“Help!” one of the people yelled.

“The animals!” someone yelled as they stumbled to a stop, but his friends ran into him, knocking him down. His friends didn’t wait.

The guards who’d been focused on us was now staring at the other people. We took advantage of their distraction by hustling forward, trying to reach the cover of the arena.

Screams came from inside.

“Someone released the animals,” Murphy said bitterly an instant before we were informed via our radios.

I glanced at the entrances—all four stood open now. A shape emerged from the tunnel and stalked into the evening. It had to be twice the size of a grizzly. My jaw slackened.

“That’s a bit bigger than the bears we get in South Dakota,” Murphy said.

A zookeeper ran toward it, carrying a larger-than-normal dart gun and fired several darts into the creature. It leapt at the zookeeper, but the drugs slowed it, causing it to stumble and topple into a heap just short of its prey.

The guard nearest us tried to run by, but I grabbed his shirt. “How many animals are we dealing with here?” I asked.

He cowered. “I don’t know. The numbers always change because of the cage fights and hunts. Dozens, at least!”

I snarled and released him. He took off running toward one of the vehicles on the other side of the gate, which seemed to be locked.

I thought of the perimeter fence with all the cuts we’d made in it. “Let’s hope the perimeter fence holds.”

“Let’s hope they don’t decide to eat us,” Murphy countered.

“Good point.”

Gunfire erupted. There was too much chaos—I couldn’t tell who was shooting at who. To my left, a drone dropped another explosive. I felt the heat on my cheek and what felt like a dust storm blowing past me. The air smelled of sulfur and gunpowder and wisps of haze caught in the breeze.

“Let’s get inside.” Murphy took off toward the nearest entrance, following another pair of federal wardens. We rushed through the doorway and picked up speed running down a well-lit downward-sloping hallway. It was wide and short—no more than fifty feet long. Jazz music played from speakers in the ceiling, which made it feel like we were entering a nightclub rather than an arena used for illegal animal fights.

I’d been to buildings used for animal fights before. They were grimy, rough, and often smelled of animal excrement and blood mixed with human sweat and old beer. While this arena bore a scent of animal musk and fur, the massive air blowers kept a light breeze of purified air moving through the extensive underground building. And it was massive. With the seating and walkways, it took up at least half of a football field. The center was an open space surrounded by a twelve-foot-tall chain-link fence topped with razor wire.

The arena was empty now, but I could visualize the death and dismemberment that took place here. It nearly made me sick to my stomach. Around the arena stood cages. And every single one of them was standing wide open. Only a few animals remained inside. At the other end of the area was a much larger ramp than the one we entered, and I could see twilight beyond it. It seemed that the animals had chosen that exit versus heading toward the arena.

“That’s a lot of cages,” I said.

“This doesn’t look good,” Murphy said.

I counted three mangled corpses, all in green uniforms, as we jogged through. In one opened cage, a wolf that looked much like the one McMahon had shot at my mother’s ranch was chewing on a corpse of its own. This one wore a blue sequin gown and high heels.

The wolf watched us with predatory yellow eyes as it chewed.

“Any idea on how to close these doors before Wolfie here decides it wants something fresher?” Murphy asked quietly.

I glanced at a panel of switches on the wall that almost resembled a fuse breaker box. “I think that does it.” I moved cautiously to the panel and ran my fingers down each column. I glanced back at the cage, and then flipped a switch. The door to the wolf’s cage closed. It snarled, and both Murphy and I let out a sigh of relief.

The tunnel continued, but the lights had gone out, leaving it pitch black. I could hear the sounds of animals fighting, and I took a step back. “I think we’re safer topside.”

“You won’t be hearing me try to convince you otherwise,” Murphy said, and we sprinted full speed through the arena, up the ramp, and outside to find hell had literally broken loose.

Nearby, a state trooper stood frozen as a shape emerged from a nearby tunnel. “Is that…”

“A saber-tooth tiger?” I raised my rifle as I came up next to him. “It sure is.”

I didn’t fire. The cat glanced our way, but didn’t seem interested, instead cocking its head toward the chaos. I inched toward the wall where several dart guns still hung. Each looked loaded and ready. I was about to sling my rifle over my shoulder and grab a dart gun when the tiger turned back to us.

The trooper panicked and squeezed off a shot.

No!

Snarling, the saber-tooth leapt at us. We all fired at the same time.

The cat didn’t stand a chance. It toppled in a heap, its body riddled with gunshot wounds. It wheezed and tried to drag itself forward, still not giving up the hunt, until Murphy walked up to it, pressed his rifle against its skull, and fired. The tiger stilled. Murphy’s expression was the same as I felt inside. The idea of shooting an endangered species sickened me. I wasn’t sure I’d ever fully come to terms with killing an extinct species, especially two of the same species, in the same week.

“My god, that, that thing,” the trooper said, staring at the beast.

I left him there, choosing instead to find a safer place than in a predatory playground.

“What a mess,” Murphy said as we moved as slowly and carefully as we could to avoid drawing attention.

Every cage must’ve had multiple beasts in it because there seemed to be hundreds of them running, chasing zookeepers and compound security alike. No one was shooting at each other. They were all shooting at the predators stalking them.

I was focused on the animal nearest us—a short-faced bear—when Murphy said, “Angel.”

I hurriedly scanned the area. “Where?”

He pointed to a small group of three men sneaking around the outer edge of the arena mound. I recognized all of them: Allen Godspur from his picture, John from Wendell’s condo, and Marc Angel. They noticed us and took off running.

Neither of us hesitated. We chased after them.


SEVENTY-THREE


Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Wednesday, June 23; 8:36 PM

Murphy reported in as we made our way toward the trio a few hundred yards away. It wasn’t an easy run. Two different kinds of tigers took us for prey and came at us, so we had to gun them down.

John was leading his two compatriots to the nearest bunker entry point another fifty yards west of the massive mound. I fired a few shots at them but trying to hit something that’s running two hundred yards away while also running is just shy of impossible.

Movement to my right caused me to look and see a cheetah—at least that’s what I thought it was—race into the tree line.

“Oh, c’mon.” It was like I was on a bizarre safari filled with tigers, lions, wolves, bears, and yeah, even cheetahs. I really wanted to shoot that Godspur guy for even thinking of bringing such things back to life.

Unfortunately, Angel, John, and Godspur reached the small, single-door entrance to the bunker before any of us got a clean shot.

When the door closed behind them, Murphy found an even faster pace.

Someone screamed nearby, and I spun to see a pair of massive wolves take down a security guard from behind. One grabbed him by the back of the neck while the other clamped down on his arm.

I shot the wolves, and both animals went down. Neither of us stopped to check on the fallen man. We didn’t need to. His neck had been nearly snapped off by the wolf’s bite.

Murphy grimaced before turning back to our mission to reach Angel. Murphy reached the doorway first. He yanked on the handle, took a couple of steps back, and then fired several shots at the handle before kicking in the door.

The small room had only an elevator before us, and he pressed the button to bring it up to our level. I didn’t like taking an elevator on a normal day and liked it even less during a potential firefight where the elevator became a kill box. But there was no stairway, not at this entrance, anyway.

At least this elevator didn’t have that weird music that so many had. Only the sounds of our fast breathing and rattling of equipment echoed through the tight space. There were no floors to select, just a single button, which meant we didn’t have to guess as to which level Angel would be on. I just hoped he wasn’t standing on the other side of the elevator door with a machine gun, ready to cut us down.

“On the bright side, I haven’t seen a velociraptor yet,” Murphy quipped.

“If there’s a T-Rex out there, I’m quitting and moving to Bermuda,” I said.

“Why Bermuda?”

“Because they have the shortest shorts I’m willing to wear.”

The elevator light above the door lit up, and I yanked my hand back and raised my rifle. Since I was standing in the middle, there was nowhere to hide, but I would damn well squeeze off a few shots before being taken down by gunfire, animals, or whatever else waited on the other side of that door.

At least we had one advantage: We had bulletproof vests on. They didn’t. Not that vests would do much good against close-range, high-caliber rifles or against fangs and claws.

The door opened and I tensed, ready for an attack that didn’t come. We burst into what looked like a lab of some kind. Computers and equipment filled the immediate area. Beyond the work area stood four rows of cages and glass tubes. The cages were all open, and I assumed those animals were some of the ones roaming above us. Most of the glass tubes were filled with animals just like those running around the compound, only these were of various ages, and all looked to be in some kind of stasis. Lights lined the tops of each cage and pod. Some shone red, but most were green. Each glass pod was filled with a clear, thick liquid that bubbled and moved around the animal, making its fur move like a dreamlike ocean sequence.

The sounds of footsteps to our left drew our attention.

“This way,” Murphy said, taking the lead to the furthest row.

We didn’t make it to the furthest row. As we crossed the row before it, automatic gunfire burst out from behind a metal stand of cables. Murphy went down. A millisecond later, two bullets struck my chest. I felt myself stumble and fall, but I didn’t feel myself hitting the floor. The agony in my chest swallowed everything. It was as if each impact exploded an all-encompassing tsunami of pain through my body. I sucked in breaths, trying to get air, as I clawed at my vest like it was an anaconda choking me. After a couple of seconds, I could open my eyes and found I could almost use my limbs again. Breathing was still hard. It felt like the bullets had gone straight through the vest and embedded in my chest plate.

I grimaced through the pain, dragging myself to my feet. I focused on the man running away—I was still too engulfed in pain to see exactly who it was. He wore a suit, which meant he wasn’t one of us. I pulled my rifle back to me, clumsily lined up a shot, and fired three rounds. The man toppled forward. I used the rifle to push myself to my feet. I didn’t take the time to check under my vest for blood, but I did glance at Murphy to find him wrapping a bloody thigh in a bandage. As soon as I could breathe, I rushed to him, and he pushed me off, wincing. “I’m fine. Go!”

“I’ll be back.” I paused to press my mike and reported, “Actual, this is Charlie. We located the primary target in bunker Delta. He’s now outside and fleeing on foot to the northwest. In pursuit now. Over.”

“Charlie, this is Actual. Acknowledged. Moving surveillance to that position now. ETA three mikes. Over.”

“Actual, Charlie. Roger. Out.” I began jogging down the aisle toward the fallen man. The movement caused me to cough, but I kept going. I gripped the rifle harder to fight the urge to clutch at my chest. Bulletproof vests may save lives, but they didn’t make getting shot any sort of pleasant.

I aimed as I reached the man lying on his stomach. Blood trickled in rivulets from his chest. His eyes were closed—it was John, the man who killed Philip Wendell. I left him and picked up speed to reach the other end of the lab where a freight elevator showed that it was climbing. There were stairs this time, and I took those two at a time to reach the elevator in time.

As I reached the top stair, I heard the sound of metal sliding through metal on the door in front of me, and I lunged forward to yank it open, only to find it jammed.


SEVENTY-FOUR


Dr. Allen Godspur / Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Wednesday, June 23; 8:39 PM

Angel slid the metal fire axe through the door handle and then grabbed Allen’s shoulder. “Run.”

They hurried outside to where chaos still ensued, though they seemed to be on the outskirts of it now.

Allen glanced over his shoulder to look behind him, only to have Angel shove him forward. “Faster.”

Allen wanted to tell his employer that he was running as fast as he could, that he hadn’t run since high school physical education class, but he was panting too hard to reply. The camp was in chaos. His creations were flashes of movement as they fled the fires. One American cheetah, its tail still smoking, raced across the road in front of them, only to make a split-second turn to take down an Angel Corp security guard raising a rifle. The guard screamed and then was silenced when the cheetah tore out his throat.

Allen didn’t know where Angel was leading him, but he didn’t care as long as Angel knew where they were going. For the past five years, Angel has always been several steps ahead of everyone, including Allen, and that was saying something. So, while Allen didn’t worry about where his employer was headed, he did worry that Angel was putting more and more distance between them.

“Wait!” Allen managed to choke out as he struggled to catch up.

Angel grabbed Allen’s sleeve and dragged the doctor with him. “Hurry up, you idiot.”

They passed through a thick haze of smoke, causing Allen to cough. He wiped tears from his eyes with his free hand to see a Range Rover parked under a canopy. Angel released him and raced to the vehicle. Allen coughed more. He’d already struggled to breathe from exertion, and the smoke was too much. He took off at a slow jog as soon as his coughing fit passed.

Angel opened the driver’s side door and turned back to Allen. “Hurry.”

Allen tried. A shadow caught his eye. He turned to look and stumbled, falling to the ground. Wheezing, he pulled himself to his knees to find a Javan tiger skulking toward him, a mere five feet away.

Angel raised his pistol. He squeezed the trigger, but nothing happened. He gave Allen a pained look.

Allen’s burnt eyes went wide with terror. “Don’t leave me!”

“Sorry, Allen. But I already have enough of your research. I don’t need you anymore.” He climbed into the Rover and pulled the door shut.

Allen screamed for him to come back as he found the energy to get to his feet. His attention turned back to the Javan tiger stalking him, and he then tried to be as still as possible. A second tiger emerged from behind some wreckage. For a hopeful second, he thought the second would go after the first. Then he realized that the two had paired up and were hunting together.

“No, no, no,” he cried.

The instant before the tigers leapt, a thought passed through his mind.

Wasn’t it fitting that his first predator would be the one to claim him?


SEVENTY-FIVE


Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Wednesday, June 23; 8:39 PM

It was a reinforced steel fire door, and whatever Angel had used to jam it was solid. Still, I yanked at the handle again, but it didn’t budge. I stepped back, aimed the rifle at the handle, and fired several shots. The first two shots did little damage. The next two split the door handle. I jiggled at it until it gave way. Metal clanged on the other side of the door. I inserted my fingers in the hole where the handle had been and tugged it open.

I kicked the metal axe to the side as I sprinted to the outer door. This one, luckily, was unlocked, and I rushed outside. I saw a pair of men running toward the woods. Then I noticed the Range Rover almost perfectly concealed under a camouflaged canopy.

I took off after them. My skin tingled and I spun around just as a cheetah sprung up from its latest victim, ready for another—me—in its grisly hunt. I swung my rifle and fired into the cat. With its momentum, it would never stop in time. I went to duck, but it barreled into me with such force it felt like I had been hit by a truck. I went flying backward, landing on my back. My head slammed against the ground. If I hadn’t been wearing a helmet, I would’ve had a concussion or worse. Next to me, the cat had stopped moving.

I dragged myself to my feet. My entire body felt bruised, and it took seconds to reclaim control over my limbs. I began moving forward again. I saw Angel climb into the SUV while Godspur was on his hands and knees. I raised my rifle and aimed at Angel, pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. Empty.

I grabbed for another magazine but realized I was out. I dropped the rifle and pulled out my Glock just as a pair of tigers attacked Godspur. I ignored him and instead saw Angel’s SUV kick up rocks, pelting the fallen doctor and tigers, as it lunged into gear and sped away erratically.

A white rhino rammed the passenger-side door, knocking the SUV askew. The rhino backed up to ram it again, but a second rhino drew its attention, and it ran at the newcomer. The SUV sped forward.

I raised my gun. I’d never hit him from that distance, not with a handgun. I nearly yelled into my earpiece, “Actual, this is Charlie. The primary target is escaping in a black SUV. Angel is escaping in a black SUV! Over!”

“Charlie, this is Actual. Acknowledged. We are tracking the vehicle. Confirm there are no innocents on board. Over.”

“Confirmed. There are no innocents on board. Only Angel. Over.”

“Confirmed. Seek cover, Charlie. Black SUV is targeted. Over.”

“Wilco, Actual. Charlie seeking cover. Out.”


SEVENTY-SIX


Marc Angel / Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Tuesday, June 23; 8:41 PM

Angel stepped on the gas, trying to keep the Range Rover from ramming into a tree as he removed the tablet from the briefcase. He entered a code and used his thumbprint to unlock the device. A tree ahead forced him to swerve, and the tablet flew from his hands, landing on the floor in front of the passenger seat.

“Damn it!”

He had to slow as he reached over to pick up the tablet. His fingers could just reach the edge and he tugged it over until he could grab it. He held it up so he could glance between the trail and the screen. If he were to get caught, he had to make sure the fish were released. They’d survive less than a month in the trailers, at which point all his work, money, and sacrifice would be wasted. He refused to give up on his legacy. He opened the only app that mattered on the tablet, the app that would release the fish. The screen asked for an eight-digit pin.

He’d made it to the sixth digit when his vehicle blew up.


SEVENTY-SEVEN


Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Wednesday, June 23; 8:41 PM

I saw a small missile zing through the air, followed by a percussive blast. An explosion lifted the Range Rover from the ground and threw it onto its roof. Flames flicked out from the cargo area where the missile had hit.

I glanced at the pair of tigers to make sure they were still interested in Godspur’s corpse before walking cautiously toward the SUV, scanning the area for other animals. I was halfway there when another vehicle pulled up. This one was painted in a matte dark—not quite black, not quite brown. Three soldiers jumped out. They wore dark uniforms, much like the one I wore, except their faces were also masked. They approached the flipped SUV. Two men opened the driver’s door while another stood by with a rifle.

I frowned and spoke into my earpiece. “Actual, this is Charlie. There’s a vehicle at the target’s location. Is that you? Over.”

“Negative, Charlie. Consider it hostile. Do not approach. It’s not showing on our radar grid. We are attempting to track the unknown vehicle visually. The trees complicate things. Over.”

“Wilco,” I said.

My pace quickened as the pair of men pulled a man from the burning SUV. The man was badly burned but he wore Angel’s suit. I aimed my Glock. I was still nearly a hundred feet away. Hitting any of them at this distance with a handgun would be pure luck, so I began running toward them to close the distance. As I did, the third man aimed his rifle at me. I dove to the side just before he fired.

By the time I rolled to my feet, the trio was loading what looked to be Marc Angel’s burnt body into their vehicle. I barely kept myself from wasting ammo shooting at them and instead cursed as the SUV sped off. A missile hit the ground near its path, but it swerved and kept going.

“Actual, they’re getting away!”

The command center didn’t respond.

Another missile hit the ground, farther from the vehicle weaving around trees. Within seconds, it was too deep down the heavily wooded trail that I lost visual contact. Anger roiled in my blood. I spun away, only to find the two tigers stalking me. I spewed my frustration in a screaming growl.

They stopped, clearly not expecting that. I raised my Glock to shoot, but they ran off. I lowered my gun, and my shoulders slumped. I’d killed so many animals today that I was pissed off and nauseous. A person became a game warden because they loved wildlife, not to hunt it, though hunting was a necessary part of the job. These animals didn’t deserve the lives they’d been dealt.

I saw Godspur’s body on the ground, mangled and shredded, and I didn’t feel one iota of sympathy for him. His family had been brutally murdered because of his actions. He’d created animals just to be slaughtered in cage fights and hunts. He didn’t deserve to die so easily even though he was a pawn. Marc Angel deserved the vilest of deaths. Was he still alive? That missile had hit the back of the SUV. Those men who’d come for him must’ve been rescuing a corpse, right? Even if he had to be dead, I wouldn’t believe it until I saw his burnt carcass for myself.

I scanned the area for threats. I didn’t see any animals, but I noticed smoke coming from the bunker I’d left Murphy in. I sucked in a breath. I barely felt the deep bruising from my earlier gunshot impacts as I raced toward the bunker.

Murphy.


SEVENTY-EIGHT


Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Wednesday, June 23; 8:44 PM

I ran into the small above-ground entryway, over the axe, and down the stairs. The lab had a smoky haze and smelled of burnt electricals. The bunker was running off emergency power because only a few lights remained on. The computer panels next to all the glass pods and cages were blank and the green lights that had been above each pod now shone red. The clear liquid in the glass pods was now still. The creatures inside were awake now, and they were drowning in the thick liquid—the lights above those were blinking. The pods with solid red lights bore only lifeless animals floating in the gel-like liquid.

It was heart-wrenching.

I couldn’t save the animals. If I broke open those pods, they’d likely attack as soon as they caught their breath, and I had only fifteen rounds in my Glock. Some animals were younger than others in the pods, and in one I saw what looked to be a wolf pup no more than three or four weeks old. Seeing it struggle caused me to clench. I raised my gun, fired a single shot, and the glass shattered. The liquid poured out like sludge, and the wolf pup tumbled onto the floor. It coughed and sputtered and whined. I picked it up and nestled it in my left arm, keeping my gun ready in my right hand. I tried not to look at any other pods as I made my way down the row.

The fire had started on the far side—the side we’d first entered—and the air grew worse the deeper in I went. The haze became heavy. It burned my eyes, and I could only see ten feet in front of me.

When I came to where John had lain, there were streaks of blood but no body. I’d seen him. There was no way he was getting up and walking away, so where had he gone? Had other agents reached him already?

I kept a cautious eye out for John in case his injuries were less than they’d appeared, and he was hiding and ready to shoot me. The wolf pup shivered in my arm and kept trying to dig closer against me. Ahead, the air worsened. I found no sign of Murphy other than a smudge of blood from his injury.

“Murphy?” I called out, doing a three-sixty.

“Over here.”

I hustled toward the sound of Murphy’s voice, coughing in the foul air. I found him in another aisle, limping his way toward the far entrance that I’d just come through. He was coughing and tears were running from his red eyes. I holstered my gun to wrap a free arm around his waist.

“Some guys in dark uniforms. Not ours.” He coughed. “Took the other guy along with some files. Tossed a grenade in the office area. That…” He coughed again. “Started the fire.”

“Save your breath. We’re getting out of here,” I said and hustled us to the far end. It took longer getting up the stairs since he couldn’t move his leg without excruciating pain. But we made it topside before my lungs and eyes gave out. I didn’t want to go outside, knowing there were still wild beasts out there, but this bunker was going to go, and we needed to get away before the ground collapsed onto it.

Murphy was coughing for air almost nonstop, so he allowed me to lead him to a large tree so at least our backs were somewhat protected. I lowered him to the ground and pulled out my Glock again to stand guard. The fresh air burned my throat, but my coughing lessened, and I could see better even though my eyes kept tearing up. I briefly checked on the cub, but he kept his head tucked deep against me, his eyes closed.

When Murphy’s coughing lessened, he wiped his eyes. “Angel?” he asked in a rough voice.

I hacked smoke-flavored spittle on the ground. “Sounds like the same guys came for him, too.”

Murphy rested his head against the tree, his expression of defeat obvious.

“He might be dead. He was in a vehicle hit by a drone strike,” I said, but that didn’t make either of us feel any better.

He blinked a few times and then took me in. He cocked his head at the animal in my arms.

I shrugged. “I couldn’t let them all die like that.”

“It’s not that.” A small smirk formed. “I just always took you for a cat person.”


SEVENTY-NINE


Camp Resurrection, Idaho / Wednesday, June 23; 10:26 PM

Outside, FWS and Idaho’s first responder units went through the compound, looking for injured people and any animals still on the loose. Inside a big tent, all officers involved in the operation were rounded up and first aid was administered. Then we shuffled to a second tent and debriefed. There were a lot fewer of us hanging out under the tarp than there were a few hours earlier, and I hoped the operation was worth it. We might’ve stopped the wildlife ring, but Angel—if he was still alive—had escaped with help from someone.

Murphy lay on a gurney wearing an oxygen mask. They must’ve given him something pretty strong for the pain because he seemed awfully relaxed. They’d also given me an oxygen mask, but I didn’t luck out with any painkillers. The gunshots to my chest were throbbing bruises that hurt worse every time I took a breath. I tried to breathe through my stomach, but that hurt from getting rammed by a cheetah.

I still held the pup, despite three different game wardens stopping by to take it away. All remaining animals were being caged up to be assessed for relocation. I already knew their outcome. They had no home here. They were creatures from another time. I gave them maybe a week before half of them was euthanized and the other half sent to labs to be studied.

The pup’s fur was sticky from the liquid that had held it, but it seemed too exhausted to care. It needed formula, and I was getting antsy waiting for them to clear us to leave. Outside the tent, they were moving sedated animals in cages. When I saw a glass pod being wheeled by, curiosity caused me to stand. I walked outside and followed the DHS agents wheel it to a trailer where other cages were being loaded. They had to stop and wait for the liftgate to lower for them, which gave me time to see pod’s occupant under the battery-powered lights strung around the area.

“Agent Brodie.”

I turned around to find Lou Ashford. He was an older man—I’d guessed mid-sixties—and was healthy and in good shape. He wore a suit, which made him stand out in the aftermath of a raid. He glanced at the pup in my arms, but if it bothered him, he showed no concern. Next to him stood Roza.

He spoke again. “I don’t think we’ve formally met. I’m Director Louis Ashford—”

“I know who you are,” I said. I glanced at the scene around us. How could I even begin to explain all the ways this operation went sideways? I opened my mouth to begin, and he held up his hand, cutting me off.

“I have a plane waiting at the airport. We can debrief on the way.”


EIGHTY


Glenwood Cemetery, Washington, D. C. / Saturday, June 26, 1:34 PM

Olympia died while we were raiding Marc Angel’s compound.

Her death destroyed Murphy. He blamed himself for her getting hurt in the first place and, even more so, for not being there when she flatlined. From the moment we landed in Washington, he hadn’t returned to the office. He didn’t answer his phone and didn’t take any visitors. Roza found the funeral details online, which was how we—and Lou Ashford, surprisingly—made it to the Glenwood Cemetery as she was laid to rest.

Murphy stood next to Olympia’s parents, who were seated before the casket. He was on a crutch and stared straight ahead throughout the funeral. There were at least fifty people there. Some were obviously relatives, but most looked to be around Olympia’s age. I wasn’t surprised she had a lot of friends. She’d had a good heart and was friendly. Of all the people to be taken before their time, she should’ve never been one of them.

The day was sunny and cloud-free, which was the opposite of my mood. The pastor led everyone in a final prayer as the coffin was lowered into the ground. Lou, Roza, and I stood off to the side while the other people at the gravesite paid their respects. Roza had the wolf pup in a harness and leash. On the return flight, I’d named him Roger before turning him over and discovering that he was a she. In my defense, she’d been sleeping soundly, and I didn’t want to disturb her. Roza seemed to like the name, so it stuck.

Like the rest of Godspur’s creations, Roger couldn’t be released into the wild. Even once she was spayed, she’d still be a non-native species to every environment. That left zoos or wildlife refuges… or the WASP. She was still young, and with her mixed DNA of dire wolf and gray wolf, she’d likely have a slew of medical problems. But at least we could give her a semblance of a decent life for as long as we could.

Roger was currently lying across Roza’s foot. Since I couldn’t keep her in my hotel room, Roza had looked after her since we landed. For being an undomesticated predator, she’d certainly warmed right up to her adoptive mother.

As people cleared out of the cemetery, Lou and Roza paid their respects to Murphy. Even Chay stopped by, which spoke of the fighter’s compassion. When it came to my turn, I gave the usual “I’m sorry for your loss” canned sympathy to Olympia’s parents. I’d met Olympia only once, but I’d known she was a good person in that brief glimpse into her life. But with Murphy, any words felt hollow. Instead of saying anything, I embraced him.

He was stiff at first, but as I held him, his arms wrapped around me, and soon they tightened. I didn’t tell him that he shouldn’t feel guilty because I’d feel guilty if I’d been standing in his shoes, even though I knew—and I’m sure Murphy knew—that guilt belonged squarely on Marc Angel’s shoulders. For the rest of his life, Murphy would always carry that guilt with him as an ugly, jagged scar on his heart. We held each other for a long time before I finally pulled away and left with Roza, Lou, and Roger.


EIGHTY-ONE


The Wasp Nest, Falls Church, Virginia / Thursday, Jul 1, 9:57 AM

When I entered the Wasp Nest, I found Roger sleeping on her back on a dog bed next to Roza’s desk.

She glanced up from her laptop, noticing my backpack. “All ready to head out?”

I nodded. “Ollie’s been nagging me nonstop to get back to the office now that the Lazarus case is officially closed. He wants me back in the office tomorrow, but I told him I’m taking a few days off. Figured I’d check in on my mother and brother before settling back into the old routine.”

“That’s good that you’re taking time for yourself. This case has been rough for you. It’s been rough for all of us,” she said.

“Your roughest to date, I’d bet.”

She nodded. “You can sure say that. Though, this wasn’t the most dangerous wildlife I’ve come across.”

I frowned. “You’ve seen something worse than a saber-tooth tiger?”

She chuckled. “Surprisingly, yes.”

“What, pray tell, could that be?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” she said.

“Try me.”

“Okay. It was Mothman.”

I frowned. “Mothman? Wait, I’ve heard of that before. Some legend from the eastern states, right?”

She nodded. “Mothman’s more than a legend. I saw him when I was hiking in West Virginia. I barely escaped with my life, and I’ve got the scars to prove it.” She rolled up her sleeve. Her left forearm had four scars across it, like claws had sliced her skin.

“That looks like it would’ve hurt,” I said.

“It did. I thought I was going to bleed out, but fortunately, a local hunter heard my screams and scared off the demon with his shotgun.” She shrugged. “Not very many believe me, but I don’t care. I know what I saw, and it gave me the motivation to push the FWS to start up the WASP. It took me a few years, but I eventually convinced Lou.”

“I’m glad you did. No one else would’ve pursued this case until it was too late,” I said, then smirked. “Speaking of which, I don’t envy the mountains of paperwork you get to deal with.”

She sighed. “You have no idea.”

I thought back on the past three weeks. Even the WASP barely moved fast enough. We’d missed seeing Angel’s big picture when we were so focused on the hunting of extinct-like animals. It turned out we also missed illegal animal fights that were being conducted on a massive scale. If we hadn’t gotten lucky with Philip Wendell’s hidden notes, Marc Angel’s plot would’ve succeeded and Camp Resurrection would still be in operation, creating monsters. I grimaced. “We got lucky; I mean really lucky on this case. If it wasn’t for Wendell’s journal, we wouldn’t have stopped the fish, the fighting rings, the hunts, none of it.”

“Sure, we got lucky, but so what? We succeeded. We prevented a global catastrophe and then brought down a multimillion-dollar animal fighting-slash-hunting ring. Did you know that they found a computer tablet in Marc Angel’s SUV? Evidently, he had sleeper cells located at each shipping container’s destination, paid to release the fish into nearby waters. He’d believed, even then, that the shipping containers had arrived, and was trying to release the contents when the rhino hit him. He’d believed he was a step ahead of us, but in actuality, it was us who ended up being a step ahead of him in the end. If it wasn’t for the work of this task force, Marc Angel’s delusional plans would’ve caused an ecological disaster of epic proportions. And—from a selfish perspective—the actions of this team bode well for the future of the WASP. I’m meeting with Lou tomorrow to discuss the future of the WASP. While Lou isn’t too happy about the mess we made, he hasn’t shut us down yet.”

“I hope he doesn’t,” I said. “If there’s another case like this, the FWS needs this task force.” My lips thinned. “I hope Murphy comes back. He’s a solid agent.”

“He will. He just needs time.”

Silence followed, and I sighed deeply. “Well, I guess I’d better be going. My flight leaves in a couple of hours.”

Roza grabbed Roger’s harness and leash. “She’s ready to go. I have her things packed and found an airline-compliant kennel.”

I held up my hand as she rustled the wolf from sleep to slip on her harness. “She doesn’t belong to me.” She licked Roza’s fingers. “Besides, she’s already picked her family. She belongs with you.”

She opened her mouth to object. I could see the relief in her expression, and she closed her mouth, then smiled. “I’ll take good care of her, I promise.”

“I know you will.”

And with that, I left the WASP.


EIGHTY-TWO


Brodie ranch, five miles north of Townsend, Montana / Sunday, July 4, 6:14 PM

Luke tossed a cookie, and it bounced off a tree trunk.

“Watch,” he said, and I did.

Within seconds, an overweight raccoon lumbered down the tree. When it reached the ground, it rummaged around until it found the crème cookie. Then it sat on its haunches while holding the cookie and nibbled it to nothing. Finished, it seemed to wave at Luke and chitter. He smiled and tossed her another one.

“Spunky likes her personal space. She comes for cookies every day at this exact time and then goes off to do her thing for the night. Mom knows we can’t have dinner until after Spunky gets her cookies,” he said.

“She looks like she gets a lot of cookies,” I said.

He shrugged, smiling. “You shoulda seen her as a baby. Her mama was killed, and she was the only one still alive when I found her. She was scrawny and had the brown scooty-scoots so bad. I didn’t think she’d pull through, but she’s a fighter.”

I smiled. He chatted with the raccoon as it chattered back, eating cookies.

Luke was the local rescuer in the area, from raccoons to kittens. He’d even tried to save a great horned owl that had become tangled in a barbed wire fence during a storm. The owl didn’t survive its broken wings and subsequent infection, but enough others did. So many did, in fact, that even the Townsend vet called him to look after recuperating animals.

Luke had Down syndrome, a disability that had never once slowed him down. If anything, the challenges that came from it honed him into the perfect caretaker for lost animals, orphans like him. He had never-ending patience and a capacity for compassion that I’d never witnessed in anyone else. He was the best of humanity.

Roughly ten cookies later, he waved at the raccoon. “Bye, Spunky. See you tomorrow.”

And, as if it knew exactly what Luke had said, it waddled off across the pasture, blending into the twilight.

“C’mon,” Luke waved for me now. “I gotta lock up before dinner.”

We walked to the barn where he took care of his rescued animals. Above the door, someone had painted a big wooden sign that read Luke’s Zoo of Wild Things, and it made me smile. Camp Resurrection was everything wrong in the care of wildlife. Luke’s zoo was how it should be. Inside, he had a litter of kittens with their mother, a feral cat which Mom would take to the vet to get spayed as soon as it recovered from giving birth. A blue jay sat in a cage nearby, one wing missing several of its flight feathers—I wouldn’t have been surprised if a feral cat had gotten ahold of it. A goat with a bandaged leg was standing on top of a stack of hay bales.

“Silly Billy. You know you’re not supposed to be up there,” Luke scolded the goat. He motioned the goat down—it came down only after Luke scooped a bowl full of feed from a metal can. “Billy’s supposed to stay in his spot, but he doesn’t listen so good. He likes to get out.”

“You’re doing a good job here,” I said.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “But most of my time’s gotta go to the calves. But I don’t mind. I can play with them. Most of my rescues are wild, so I gotta be real careful about not petting them too much and making them tame ’cause then that’d be bad for them. Wild animals aren’t supposed to be tame.”

“I know. My last case involved some wild animals.” Roger was a perfect example of a wild animal being tamed against her nature. I’d thought about it a few times and realized the most humane thing would’ve been to let her drown, but the most human thing was to try to save her.

“Was this the one with the really bad people?”

“Yeah, buddy, it was.”

“I didn’t like them. They were bad.”

“They were very bad. We stopped them so they won’t hurt anyone else,” I said.

“Good,” he said with hefty enthusiasm. “Are you still with them? The W people?” He’d always struggled with his Ws and tended to pronounce them slowly.

“The WASP? Nope. That was a short assignment. Now that we caught the bad guys, I’m going back to Wyoming.”

“Wasp… Wyoming… why do so many names have W? It’s a tough letter.”

“I think Wyoming got its name from the Native American tongue. As for the WASP, well, ‘wildlife’ is the best term for the stuff I deal with, so they use that in their acronym. Besides, they can’t call themselves the Animal Special Services.”

“Why can’t they?”

“Because people would make fun of them for using that acronym—the abbreviation.”

He frowned as he worked through the acronym. “Animal… A… Special… S… AS… Services… S… ASS… Ass.” He belted out a laugh as he slapped his thigh. “Oh, I get it. Ha! That’s funny.” He nudged my shoulder. “You still got a potty mouth.”

“I sure do.”

We joked as we finished feeding and checking on his animals. When he was locking up the barn, I noticed a car slow to a stop in the driveway and a game warden stepped out. Of all people, I didn’t expect Roza to show up at my mother’s ranch.

“Who’s that?” Luke asked by my side.

“I worked with her on my last case.”

“At the butt place?”

“The what?”

“You know, the A-S-S.” He spelled out the letters in a whisper and with a grin.

I chuckled. “That’s the one. You head on inside. I’ll be right in.”

“All righty. I gotta make sure the red, white, and blue sugar cookies Mom made taste okay for everyone.”

I grinned. “Good thinking.”

He walked to the house, swinging the empty cookie bag as he walked, sending crumbs flying out with each swing.

I approached Roza. “Felt like taking a vacation to Montana for the holiday weekend?”

“I wish. It’s a beautiful state,” she said and motioned to the Land Cruiser next to the barn. “Is that yours?”

I glanced at the truck. With its old gray paint, it stood out like a log cabin in a new suburb. Even though the Land Cruiser had been old when I bought it, it’d gotten me through more than ten years already and without showing any signs of slowing down. Sure, it had plenty of little dings, scrapes, and a spot of rust here and there, but the way I saw it, it was just getting broken in.

I grinned with pride. “Yup. But since Wyoming gives me a free truck to use, it doesn’t make much sense to put more miles on my Cruiser.”

“Does it even still run?”

“Of course. It’ll keep running for a lot longer than most of these new plastic cars out on the roads nowadays. I just drove it into town to grab breakfast this morning.”

“Your turn to cook?” she asked with a sly look.

“My turn to cook.”

She glanced around before turning back to me. “Let’s go for a walk.”

With the way she said the words, with no humor, I stiffened. “Is it Murphy?”

Roza shook her head. “No. He’s doing okay. Well, he’s doing as well as can be expected for losing his girlfriend.”

“Then is it about Marc Angel?” I asked.

She grimaced. “I wish I had tangible information on that front. None of his bank accounts have been accessed. We suspect he died from his injuries.”

“Until I see a body, I can’t believe he’s dead.”

“I feel the same way.”

We strolled toward the fenced pasture where the cattle grazed and walked alongside the fence. When she said nothing, I tried to break the silence. “How’s Roger?”

“She’s doing well.” She smiled. “She’s already learned how to sit, stay, and beg. She’s very good at begging. I hated to leave her behind, but a good friend is watching her. With how fast she’s growing, she’ll probably be twice the size by the time I get home.”

“Somehow, I’m guessing you’re not here to talk about Roger and you’re not here on vacation.”

“I’m not. What I need to talk to you about warranted a trip, so here I am.”

“So you are.”

“I have some good news or bad news, depending on how you want to take it.”

“Go on.”

“The Lazarus case proved to the powers to be, that the WASP serves a function. As of this morning at 12:01 AM Eastern Standard Time, the WASP is no longer a three-year task force but a newly fledged team. We still report to Lou Ashford, but Murphy and I have a permanent budget now.”

“Congratulations,” I said.

“An even bigger surprise is they increased our budget, albeit less than half of what we need.”

“Typical government budgets. Ask for twice what you want to get barely what you need.”

“I think with inflation, that number is now to ask for three times what you want,” she corrected. “Anyway, I’m not here to talk budgets even though I love numbers.”

“Then what are you here for?”

She came to a stop. “I need a team that can handle the next saber-tooth tiger we come across, or whatever that creature turns out to be. I need a team I can count on, field agents who aren’t afraid to hit hard and ask for forgiveness later rather than talk soft and ask for permission upfront. We learned that on the Angel case, and we learned that if we’re taking on extreme cases, we need to be extreme in solving them.”

I leaned on a fence post. “I agree.”

“I have Murphy, but one field agent doesn’t make a team.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

She eyed me. “You’re really going to make me say it.”

I smiled. “I am.”

“Sam, will you come work for the WASP full time? Help Murphy and I take on the next saber-tooth?”

“Or Chupacabra?” I smirked.

She grinned. “Or Chupacabra.”

I was silent for a moment before I said, “Ollie’s going to be pissed. He’s already emailed me three new cases to start as soon as I get back.”

“And I can promise you that none of them will be as interesting as what the WASP gets,” she said.

I smiled and held out my hand, and she shook it. “I look forward to working with you.”

Her grin widened, and she pulled out a badge that looked identical to my current federal badge, except the logo was outlined with a different department name. It read Federal Wildlife and Animal Special Protection Agent.

I accepted the badge. “You could’ve asked me over the phone, you know.”

“I know. But Montana’s a beautiful state, and I figured I could use some fresh air,” she said.

I walked her back to her car. Back at the house, Mom opened the door and came walking out. She introduced herself before I could.

“Luke mentioned that Sam worked with you on this last case. I’m Jo Brodie.”

“Roza Da Silva at your service.” She glanced my way. “Does every woman in your family have a man’s name?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

Mom took a step closer to Roza. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. My real name’s Joann. If I’d been awake when they did Sam’s birth certificate, I can promise you, she’d be a Samantha and most certainly not a Sam.”

Roza seemed to take her in. “Jo fits you better.”

“I think so, too,” she said. “I hope you’re staying for dinner, Roza, because no one should eat alone on Independence Day. Besides, I have plenty of roast beef and already set a place for you.”

“You made roast beef?” I asked.

Mom smiled. “Of course. It’s your favorite.”

I grinned at Roza. “Mom makes the best roast beef.”

Roza smiled again. “It sounds like I’d be a fool not to take you up on your generous invitation, Jo. Thank you. That’s quite neighborly of you.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Mom looped her arm through Roza’s and led her toward the house. I didn’t follow. Instead, I looked out across the ranch and the mountains beyond. The view hadn’t changed since my childhood, but my perception of it had. The colors were more vibrant than I remembered. I didn’t recognize myself from a month ago. What I’d seen and done while working with the WASP had changed me. Some of those things would haunt me, but as soon as I’d left the WASP, I’d known I would spend the rest of my life missing that kind of work. Being a game warden in Wyoming had been fulfilling but being a warden with the WASP felt like something I was born to do.

I glanced at the badge, running my fingers over the raised metal, before pocketing it. I ambled back toward the house, feeling more at peace with myself than I had since Dad died. Marc Angel might still be out there, but you know what? So was the WASP; so was I.


EPILOGUE


Murphy set down the box on the kitchen counter. “That’s the last one. Feels like it’s full of lead weights.”

I opened the box he’d carried in labeled Kitchen Stuff. I pulled out the Dutch oven and smiled. “Better. Cast iron. I’ll make you some chili later. It’s one of the only meals I know how to make.”

“Sounds like a plan.” He grabbed a banana and began peeling it. “By the way, I locked your truck. The DC area isn’t like Wyoming… or anywhere else in America, for that matter. You leave something unlocked—even that ancient Land Cruiser of yours—and it’s going to be gone by morning.”

“Good to know,” I said as I set the Dutch oven on the stove and then pulled out a stack of plates from another opened box. I slid the set of four plates onto a shelf and closed the cabinet. “Thanks for the help.”

“It’s not like I had anything better to do today. Mandatory time off gets old fast. There’s got to be a better way for the agency to handle officer-involved shootings. Oh well. Anyway, moving your stuff was a piece of cake since you bought all your furniture here.”

“You should’ve seen my furniture. I don’t think a moving company in the country would’ve touched that old junk. Didn’t make much sense to haul it two-thirds of the way across country,” Not being materialistic was a good thing since the nearest apartment to the Wasp Nest that I could afford was a five-hundred-square-foot studio. Leaving my furniture behind meant all my belongings easily fit into my truck. No moving company needed. And getting the furniture was easy—I walked into the nearest furniture store and bought a small living room set they had on display at the front and a bed and nightstand from another display. Took me all of ten minutes to buy it, and it was delivered, free of charge, the next day.

My new apartment was tiny, but well-maintained, and the building had good security. It had no dining room, a closet-sized bathroom, and a bedroom that barely fit a full-sized bed. But the kitchen was nearly the same size as the living room, and I enjoyed cooking.

Plus, the apartment was only two miles from the Wasp Nest, a mile closer to the office than Murphy’s apartment which was further down the same road. He decided to stay in his apartment even though it cost three times as much as mine did and was filled with memories of Olympia. Maybe the latter was why he decided to stay. Roza had asked him, and his response was, “Hela would make my life miserable if I tried to move her.” Maybe that was why he stayed. Whatever his reason, I figured I didn’t need to know.

Murphy’s phone rang. He took the final bite of the banana and tossed it in the garbage before pulling out his phone and checking the screen. “It’s Roza.” He answered. “What’s up?… Yeah, I’m here with Sam. We’re getting her moved in today… Okay, hold on, I’ll put you on speaker.”

He tapped the screen and held the phone in between us.

“Hey Roza. What’s up?” I asked.

“I got Lou’s approval to cancel your mandatory time off. A new assignment has come in for us.”

“What’s the job?” Murphy asked.

“A Tornit sighting in Alaska.”

I frowned. “What’s a Tornit?”

“Tornits are better known as Bigfoot.”

“Bigfoot?” Murphy rolled his eyes. “Not another one of those.”

“This particular sighting involves physical evidence. The hunters attempted to take it down and have reportedly gathered samples of fur and blood in addition to a video. A shaky video, of course.”

“Of course,” Murphy said drily.

“I can have your airfare booked to leave tomorrow morning if you’re interested.”

I gave one final glance around at my apartment where boxes were piled high in every corner. I smiled at Murphy. “Count me in.”
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