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  Joe Gores and The Murder Room


   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles
  by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are
  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of
  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for
  decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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  Separation from its fellows appears to increase both cunning and ferocity. These solitary beasts, exasperated by chronic pain or widowhood, are occasionally found among all the
  larger carnivores.


  Geoffrey Household


  Rogue Male


  The ferocity is gone. I dont have it in me any more. I cant even kill the bugs in my house.


  Iron Mike Tyson, ex prize-fighter
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  PART ONE


  Corwin


  If men had wings and bore black feathers, few of them would be clever enough to be crows.


  Henry Ward Beecher


  Prologue


  New Years Eve


  Tsavo Game Park, Kenya


  THE BLACK RHINO stopped browsing to throw back its massive head and snort. His scimitar horns, the front one five feet long, gleamed like dull carbon
  under the gibbous moon. He was big as a boulder, a ton-and-a-half of living fossil plunked down on the wet-season savanna. Since the devastating horn and ivory raids by Somali shifta
  poachers in the 1970s and 80s, only this lone bull survived outside the game parks pitifully small rhino recovery reserve.


  The compact man three feet from the rhinos left flank froze with one foot raised above the calf-high grass, one arm still outstretched. He was downwind, but his scent must have been
  carried by a vagrant night breeze. Rhinos keen sense of smell, coupled with dim eyesight, made them unpredictable and even deadly if you couldnt get out of their way in time. The
  rhino snorted again, satisfied that all was well, and returned to stripping tender twigs and new leaves off the acacia bush with his delicate, beak-like mouth.


  The man lowered his foot, put weight on it gradually so no twig would crackle. He laid his palm on the rhinos rounded back as gently as a falling leaf. It was his fifth New Years
  Eve to do this, but he was always surprised by the softness and warmth of the hide. Explorers tales from previous centuries made rhinos out to be great armored beasts with skin three inches
  thick, but they were surprisingly vulnerable to ticks and black flies and disease.


  The rhino stopped munching to begin moving his back slightly under the human hand. After five minutes, the man moved silently away, out of the brush and out of danger and into the open
  veldt.


  As he did each year he whispered, Happy New Year, Bwana Kifaru  Swahili for Big Boss Rhinocerous. Getting away unscathed from petting Bwana Kifaru was his New
  Years Eve ritual. Only Morengaru, the other guard at Sikuzuri Safari Camp, understood it as a stab at needed danger. The man started the four-mile trot back to the Galana Rivers south
  bank. Almost 40, five-ten and built like an Olympic gymnast, hard of body, with coal-black hair and bitter-chocolate eyes, he was the only white camp guard in the country. And since big game
  hunting had been banned in Kenya, the closest to a white hunter the wealthy guests at the luxury resort would ever get. So he was obliged to attend Sikuzuris official New Years Eve
  party, even though he only wanted to return to his thatch-roof banda and reread one of the halfdozen paperback mysteries left behind by departing guests.


  When he got to the ford across the Galana, he stopped abruptly, remembering the New Years Eve seven years ago, after which everything had gone dead in him. Tonight he felt like a bear
  coming out of hibernation. What was going on? As he crossed the Galana, he could feel numbness disappearing, feel a return of something like that fierce adrenaline rush he once had lived for as the
  junkie lives for the needle.


  Not killing. No, never again killing. A quest. A vital, necessary trackdown of... what? Or of whom? For whom?


  Minnetonka, Minnesota


  Sleeves rolled up and tie pulled awry, the former governor of Minnesota stood at his thermopaned study window, drink in hand, looking out over frozen Lake Minnetonka with
  glacial blue eyes. At fifty-five, he had a strong jaw and good cheekbones and the thick, slightly unruly hair Jack Kennedy had made de rigueur for serious national contenders.


  Thinking of how far youve come, darling? He turned. After their return from the big New Years Eve blast at Olaf Gavles multimillion-dollar house, Edith had
  gone up to bed. Yet here she was back down again, wearing her shapeless flannel nightgown and green chenille robe.


  Thinking of how far I have to go. Cant sleep?


  I get lonely when youre not next to me.


  Edith was forty-nine, the only wife hed ever had, short, slightly plump, with the bright inquisitive eyes of a chickadee. He had been unfaithful to her with only one woman, who was now
  gone, and had never been able to decide whether Edith had known or not.


  Looking down, he told her, not for the first time, If chickadees weighed a pound apiece, theyd rule the world. She bumped him with a well-upholstered hip. He added,
  Twenty days, love. How often have I doubted this time would ever come?


  I never doubted, she said, suddenly fierce. Never for an instant. Youre a man of destiny. Nothing can stop you now.


  The Great North Woods


  Outside, it was thirty-six degrees below zero. Winters icy hand gripped this northern land by the balls. Inside, the 56-year-old man started up from his sleep with a
  muffled Whompf! The embers of the hearth fire dug harsh shadows into his lean face, seamed and nut-brown from exposure to a lifetime of bad weather.


  He loved it all. Or once had. Now, he leaned against the wall behind his bunk in the one-room log cabin, deep-set hazel eyes staring through the moonlight from the window and into the familiar,
  already fading image:


  Nisa, pounded back up against the bulkhead beside the houseboats couch by the heavy .357 Magnum slugs...


  Two months ago. He had dropped the gun like it was red hot. He had been shot the year before, turning it all sour. And tonight, along with Nisa, was an image from that earlier night:


  Two yards away was a gaunt timberwolf, tongue lolling, ears pricked. Real? Or hallucination? The man had been shot three times from ambush and had to crawl a thousand feet to the cabin and a
  telephone before he went into shock.


  His racing heart began to slow. The nightsweat of terror began drying on his face. Anger replaced it. Once he had been a trapper and a hunter: now he ate out of cans. Now he had a limp and a
  damaged lung and missing fingers, and couldnt even bring himself to bow-hunt whitetails for food.


  And now, a visitation of the Nisa nightmare again, a month since the last one. His nightmares after his wife Terrys death, of her fleeing him, had prevented him from tracking down the
  drunken fool who had killed her. The Nisa dreams were different, guilt-filled  what had he done? With tonight, the wolf and a strange, palette-knife swirl of other images. Some stalking
  beast, dark and lithe and lean and tireless. Stalking him...


  His bitterness became rage: having been made prey, he could no longer be predator. But because of what he had done, the nightmares of his daughters death left him no choice. He had to
  atone, even while telling himself he never really would.


  Never could. But now...


  The gray wolf was easy. Himself, being urged to hunt again. But who  or what  would be hunting him? Easy surface analysis: if he hunted, he would be hunted by his own guilt.


  Deeper analysis: literally hunted?


  Are you good enough? he demanded of the faded image.


  Unfairly, he would have to call Janet after convincing himself he would never put her in danger again. Ask her to meet him somewhere, tell her he needed her help, remind her that two months ago
  she had been urging him to be a predator...


  As he slid back down under the covers, he wondered if she still had old Charlies bearskin.


  The Sierra Foothills, Northern California


  The 26-year-old woman stood looking out the open door of her cabin three miles from the Casa Loma general store. Her eyes were a startling blue in a tawny face with a strong
  nose and high cheekbones; utterly straight raven hair flowed down to the middle of her back. This had been her parents cabin under her fathers long-since discarded name of Roanhorse:
  now it was hers. Pale blue moonlight showed her a muledeer doe and a yearling fawn browsing at the edge of the snow-clad clearing. She raised a steaming cup of coffee to salute them.


  Happy New Year, guys, she said aloud. They ignored her, as was right between old and trusted friends.


  Her bare feet were frigid on the pine planks, but she stood there a moment longer, feeling the night. A New Year, a year of change. She would write the letter, first step toward building a new
  life. After all, there had been nothing from Hal since he had left her hospital room on the eve of the elections. What had he done since? What might he still do?


  She shivered, stepped back, shut the cabin door, and crawled into her bunkbed under the bearskin he had given her.


  Rockville, Maryland


  A cigar smouldered in an ashtray on the bedside table. The motel had a king-size bed and a dirty movie channel on the TV for nine bucks a night. Pale moonlight filtering
  through gauzy curtains showed a burly bear of a man in his late thirties, sitting on the edge of the bed with his pants off. Dense black hair covered his head, back, chest, belly, groin.


  The platinum-haired black whore crouched between his thighs had long limbs, dangly breasts and very full lips and white teeth. She drew back her head momentarily to speak.


  Its starting to get there, baby, she crooned. Oooh, baby, its gonna be sooo good!


  But it wasnt. He had thought, after that night two months ago, that this would never happen again. One thing he knew for sure: it was all this ugly black bitchs fault.


  Aw hell, lady, this aint working.


  He stood. His big fisted right hand struck her in the face, breaking her nose and mashing the suddenly hateful lying red lips flat against her teeth. She scrambled backwards away across the
  threadbare rug like a frightened spider, platinum wig down over one eye. But he followed, relentless, kicking her in face, belly, breasts.


  Panting, spent, he stared down at the sobbing woman. There would be no repercussions: just in case, he had prepaid Sharkey out in L.A. enough to assure her silence here in D.C. In just twenty
  more days he would start to savor the power he had worked so hard to get. Then he wouldnt need bitches like this one any more.


  He wiped himself with a handful of Kleenex, put on his pants and left.


  Happy New Year.


  Arlington, Virginia


  Happy New Year? The upscale tract house occupied a half-acre of prime real estate on a twisty, winding blacktop road off the George Washington Memorial Parkway. The tall, very
  fit African-American saw the last of their party guests out into the winter night. When he turned back to ruefully survey the damage, Cora was giving him her patented dissatisfied look.


  Well clean this mess up in the morning, he told her.


  Coras gleaming hair was artfully styled; in her heels, she was just three inches shorter than his six-one. She had cool eyes and the haughty, brown, fine-boned face of that Ethiopian
  fashion model who had married the rock star a dozen years before.


  Well get the cleaning service to do it in the morning.


  At double or triple rates, of course. He stifled his irritated response. His crack FBI Hostage Rescue/Sniper team had been out in the boondocks on special assignment for all of November and
  December. He seriously needed to get laid. He put an arm around his wifes waist to guide her toward the stairs.


  Sure thing, baby. But tonight we got some lovin to do.


  She went with him, but might not have heard him.


  Now youre going to be home more, I think we should start looking for a bigger house, further out.


  Translation: an acre of land where they could keep a horse and pretend to be landed gentry. Was that any different from ten acres and a mule? Cora didnt want kids to ruin her figure; she
  was all about appearances, as ambitious for money and social position as he was for power and political access. Now if something would just happen in the next twenty days to keep him and his team
  on that same detached duty to the Chief of Staff for the foreseeable future, that would make it a Happy New Year for sure.


  Something did.


  


  Chapter One


  JANUARY NINETEENTH. HAL Corwin crossed the Truckee Post Office parking lot with the slightest of limps, gingerly, as if not sure
  of his footing on the just-plowed surface. Here, at nearly 6,000 feet of elevation on the Cal-Nev border, the frigid air bit hard at his bullet-damaged lung.


  Janet Kestrel stepped down from the drivers side of her old dark-green 4-Runner facing out from a far corner of the lot. Its motor was running as if for a quick getaway. Her tawny face
  was as brown as his, but from genetics, not weather. Today her ebony hair was piled on top of her head under a furlined cap.


  Hal put his left hand on her arm, tenderly. The hand was missing two fingers. Delivery tomorrow morning, guaranteed.


  Know why that doesnt make me happy? Tomorrow afternoon hell have all of the worlds resources at his command.


  Doesnt matter. He has to feel it coming.


  Before that night last November she had been avid, urging him on. She knew little about the deaths and was afraid to ask. Afraid to know what she might have helped drive him to.


  They hugged. He was a rangy six feet, the top of her head fit just under his chin. Her blue eyes were tight shut. During four months last year, he had become the father she had lost, she had
  become the daughter he had... oh God, what had he done?


  She had driven up here as he had asked, would go home and wait for his call. But she had written the letter. She stepped back from his embrace, schooling all emotion from her voice.


  Page my cellphone when you need the 4-Runner.


  I will. Just bring it back here and catch the first bus down the mountain. Dont tell anyone what youre doing. He laid a gentle palm on her cheek. Ill
  call you afterwards.


  She climbed into the 4-Runner. He bowed slightly and swept a courtly arm to usher her away. Any chance of seeing her again was probably nil, but setting it up now meant there could be no
  possible danger to her later.


  Gustave Wallberg didnt have George W.s little-boy smiley-eyes, nor Clintons testosterone-drenched good-old-boy appeal. Instead, he had the rugged good
  looks of, say, a retired pro quarterback, just right for this 300-channel sound-bite era.


  Protocol demanded that he wear a diplomats gray cutaway, but he had wanted a snap-on bowtie. Emily had insisted on hand-tied. Once in a lifetime, after all.


  He pulled the offending tie apart yet again and said, Dammit anyway, without turning from the mirror. Emily appeared behind him in her Bill Blass original.


  Yes, dear, she said gaily. Turn around.


  The anteroom door banged open and Kurt Jaeger surged in like a charging bear, bigger than life. He had an unlit cigar in one hand, a flat blue and white Post Office EXPRESS MAIL envelope in the
  other. Seeing Emily, he slowed, found a grin.


  So, Emily. Ready for the big moment?


  Yes, if this man would only stand still long enough for me to  she gave her husbands tie a final jerk  get this right...


  Wallberg was slanting a look at the envelope. Something?


  The usual suspects  their undying love and devotion so they can be riding the gravy train as it leaves the station.


  Wallberg knew his man too well to believe this. It was in Jaegers heavy voice, in the small, hard eyes that dominated the meaty face. He waited patiently until the door to the
  suites bedroom closed behind his wife, then snatched the envelope from the hand of his Chief of Staff.


  Now lets see whats so damned important you had to...


  He ran down. One line, laser-printed on standard letter-size paper so it had no identifying characteristics the FBI lab could analyze. Mailed yesterday from Truckee, California.


  Who has seen this?


  Me. As one of the new boys in town, I was being shown how the White House mailroom guys X-ray all incoming for poisons and explosives and biohazards and all that crap. I saw his name on
  it and snagged it unopened after they ran it through.


  Whats the temperature going to be for the ceremony?


  Twenty above. With wind-chill, five above.


  Tell Shayne OHara I agree with his Secret Service lads. At five above, it is more prudent to go with the closed limo.


  An hour later, Wallberg was standing before Chief Justice Alvin Carruthers, his right hand raised, his left hand flat on an open Bible. He was hatless, the icy wind ruffled his hair as he
  recited the oath of office after the aged jurist.


  I, Gustave Wallberg... Do solemnly swear... That I will faithfully execute... The Office of President of the United States... And will to the best of my ability... Preserve, protect and
  defend... The Constitution of the United States...


  As he repeated the sacred words, that mad message burned in his brain: CONGRATULATIONS TO A DEAD PRESIDENT. CORWIN. Dear God. Would he have to shift priorities for his first weeks 
  months?  in office to accommodate the nearly unthinkable fact that Hal Corwin might still be alive?


  The late March air was icy. Hal Corwin shivered as he crawled out of his sleeping bag to restart his fire. His campsite was a calculated quarter-mile off the ridge trail above
  Californias Kings Canyon National Park, at the edge of the sub-alpine zone where ponderosa pines crept up to mingle with old-growth Douglas firs and Engelmann spruce.


  He sat on the hollow fir log that dominated the clearing as he waited for snow-melt to heat for instant coffee. The log was six feet in circumference and twenty-five feet long. It had been
  rotting there for four hundred years. The scattered droppings of countless generations of tiny deer mice, shrews and voles living in its depths had nourished the root fungi that laced its open
  end.


  As he breathed the icy air as deep as his damaged lung would allow, he massaged his bad leg.


  He stepped away from the tree and was struck a terrific blow below the left knee...


  The stalking beast of his dreams didnt exist, but he knew in his gut that tomorrow the searchers, lesser men, would come.


  At two minutes after midnight, a red Chevy Tracker turned off California 180 to stop in the puddle of pale light by the antique gas pumps fronting Parkers Resort. Two
  men got out to walk toward the rustic bar-cafe. One was six feet and hard-bitten, the other short, round, red of face. Both wore insulated coats and hunting caps with the earflaps down.


  Seth Parker had just finished scraping the grease into the trap underneath the grill. He was a tall, stooped, skinny man, with wary brown eyes and a drooping ginger mustache. The rolled-up
  sleeves of his long-johns showed tattooed forearms. He stepped into the open doorway, his shadow cast long before him. His 12-gauge leaned against the wall two feet away.


  No gas tonight, guys, he called. Sorry.


  Except for the cafe, he and Mae werent really open for the season until the weekend, yet here were these two showing up at midnight on this lonely stretch of highway.


  Big Guy stopped, said disarmingly, How about a cabin?


  That we might be able to do. Depends on


  How about something to eat? said Short and Round.


  Just closed down the grill. But Seths wariness was gone. Obviously, for Short and Round, munchies were more important than mayhem. Toasted cheese
  sandwiches?


  With bacon in em? And fries?


  Bacon we got. No fries tonight. Potato chips, pickles.


  While Seth grilled the sandwiches, they wandered around the old chinked-log building, drinking Miller Lite and looking at the deer and elk heads over the bar, the Chinook salmon mounted above
  the wide stone fireplace with its still-glowing hardwood embers.


  Seth joined them at the table to have a beer himself. He never could get to sleep much before two a.m. anyway.


  Short and Round, washing down his sandwich with his beer, said primly, No private facilities are allowed in national parks, but this place sure as hell looks private to me.


  Run down, you mean? Seth chuckled. My granddaddy built it before the park went in. Sure you guys wouldnt be happier at Grant Grove Center? Its official, open
  all year. New cabins, a lodge, gift shop, grocery store  and you can get gas there.


  Big Guy shoved his plate aside, shook out a Marlboro, slightly raised it and his eyebrows. Seth nodded. He lit up.


  Walter and I were trying to hook up with an old friend back at Cedarbrook, somehow we missed connections. He took a photo out of his shirt pocket. Maybe he stopped by
  here?


  Seth studied the proffered picture, said reluctantly, Feller come by ten, twelve days ago. I aint sure, but it could be him. He felt them tense up while trying to hide it.
  He returned the photo. He come back three days ago.


  What for?


  Stock up. Instant coffee, Granola bars, Cup of Noodles, like that. And beef jerky. Lots of beef jerky.


  Big Guy asked, Wheres he camped?


  Said hes been bivouacked up off the ridge trail.


  Sounds like wed better get an early start to catch him in case hes thinking of moving on.


  Seth stood up to pull on his wool shirt and anorak. In the mountains in late March, the outside nighttime temperature was still in the teens, with snow still deep under the
  ponderosas.


  Breakfasts seven to nine, but Maell open up at six.


  As he crossed the dimly-lit gravel drive to fire up the propane heater in cabin six, he thought, Friend my ass. Heat, most likely Feds. He could smell a cop like a bean fart at a
  girls-school social.


  Another dawn. Corwin sat beside his final fragrant spruce fire, drinking coffee. The searchers would be coming up the ridge trail from Parkers place, moving slowly,
  silently. Theyd be good. He knew that he was better.


  A winter wren gave a sleepy cheep in the juniper thicket at one edge of the clearing. A pygmy nuthatch made tiny scraping sounds on its first upside-down journey of the day down one of the
  ponderosas. High above, in the trees crown, the band of resident crows was waking up with muted, grumpy squawks.


  Soon they would head out to the lower-elevation meadows to forage, drift back up here to their roost at dusk. He would miss them. His name, Corwin, meant friend of crows in Old
  English.


  He kicked the fire to embers, got out the last of the beef jerky. As he had done every morning since coming here, he scattered pieces of it over the log. Several choice morsels he squashed with
  a thumb down into the deepest furrows of the bark.


  When three quick, light caws identified him as Crow Three, eight sooty birds floated silently down through the branches. The breeding male, big as Poes raven and shiny as a stovepipe,
  landed on the log itself. In high school, Corwin had ended up as Bird Crow, and had passed the name on to the breeding male.


  He had begun by scattering the jerky on the log. Had worked his way closer until he could sit on the end of the log while they ate. He knew he didnt look like another crow to them, but he
  always furnished them with beef jerky. Crow Three.


  Bird Crow began digging at the choice bits of jerky buried deep in the bark. His cohort hopped up to gobble the easy ones. No jostling, no shoving. A clan. A family.


  Seven minutes later, the sentinel left in the top of the ponderosa sounded the alarm. The searchers had arrived.


  Shit, said Ray in a low voice. His FBI I.D. was strung on a lanyard around his neck and his Sig Sauer was in his right hand, held low at his side. Crows.
  Theyll alert him. Cmon!


  The crows barely had time to flap up from the log. One, huge and shiny as a raven, stayed to rip out bits of bark and throw them in all directions with savage sideways flings of its head,
  somehow always keeping one beady eye on the intruders. Then it was gone with a final fat morsel in its beak.


  Walt sat down on the log, winded by his sprint to the clearing. His feet didnt quite reach the ground.


  I get it, Ray. Since the crows are here, he cant be.


  Smart fella, Walt.


  Ray held an ungloved hand above the embers of the fire before letting himself sit down and light up. The harsh smell of burning tobacco drifted through the clearing.


  Twenty minutes, he said. Maybe thirty. That close. Thats the bad news. He feathered out smoke. The good news is that he cant be more than forty
  minutes ahead of us. He smeared out his just-lit Marlboro against the log. Lets move. Lets show those Secret Service fucks how to take down a suspect  well
  have this guys ass in custody before noon.


  Unless he resists, said Walter piously. He was an asshole, but he loved mortal shooting and was good at it.


  Unless he resists, Ray agreed.


  The crows were back at the beef jerky when Corwin crawled out of the log dragging his pack and sleeping bag behind him.


  FBI. He even recognized their voices: they had smoked a cigarette above his hiding place back in the Delta in November. As expected, they had been told that he was armed and dangerous. Well, he
  once had been. Hed lost track of the men hed killed over the years. These two were no threat.


  He trotted unevenly away down his backtrail, leaving Bird Crows gang of ruffians to savage the last of the jerky. Hed call Janet from Cedarbrook, shed leave the 4-Runner for
  him at Truckee as planned, hed pick it up with no contact between them. She would be safe, he would have a clean vehicle to drive now that he was clear of the searchers. In two or three
  weeks their masters would surely find someone better to send after him  the shadowy tireless tracker of his nightmares?


  By then he would be hidden away. In plain sight.
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