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This one is for my mother, Valerie










Death is not the greatest of evils; it is worse to want to die, and not be able to.


 


Sophocles


 


 


. . . The same is true of violence. Our violence in word and deed is but a feeble echo of the surging violence of thought in us.


 


Mohandas Gandhi










Chapter 1


His first waking thought was that his sins had caught up with him.


It was a moment of epiphany he’d never have come to without this shocking wake-up call.


Linden Case had always denied that there was anything wrong in the way he treated the whores. He paid them well, even gave them a bonus if they fully pleased him. By the nature of their trade they invited him to do to them whatever he desired. But he fully grasped his reason for being here in this basement of a building in a less than salubrious district of Tampa, Florida.


Earlier he’d been driving his Mercedes along 7th Avenue in the historic Ybor district. Although the area was famous as a tourist destination where people came to photograph the colourful buildings, it also had a darker underbelly that appealed to him. Street girls often hung out there, waiting for men like Case to offer them a ride. He was stopped by a red light – ironically under the circumstances – and checked out a woman standing on the sidewalk while waiting for the light to go green. She was Seminole: dusky-skinned with jet-black hair. On green, he decided he’d carry on. He was only interested in blondes. As he’d waited for a stocky woman to clear the crossing, his passenger door opened and a man slipped in beside him. Case was used to women being as bold, but never men.


‘Hey, buddy, I’m not your type, OK?’


‘You’re exactly my type, Case.’


‘I don’t know you. How do you know my name?’


The man shoved a handgun into Case’s ribs.


‘Shut your mouth and drive.’


Case wasn’t familiar with handguns. This one was big and black, and it was enough to know that it would kill him. He drove.


The man refused to answer Case’s questions. He spoke only to direct him. They left the Ybor district, heading south over Causeway Boulevard. Case noticed a huge depot with trains parked on sidings, but he was unfamiliar with this area of the city; then the man directed him off the highway into a run-down area that was made up of derelict buildings. At a warehouse made from preformed concrete sheets, the man made Case get out the Mercedes. Case had again tried to get the man to answer his questions, but all that earned him was a smack round the head with the butt of the gun.


When Case came round he was inside the derelict warehouse. His hands and feet had been strapped to a chair using electricians’ tape. Case strained against his bindings but he wasn’t strong enough to break them.


‘You’re wasting your time.’


Case sat rigid in his chair. The voice had come from in front of him but he couldn’t see the man who’d spoken. It was too dark for that.


‘Who are you?’


‘The name’s Joe Hunter.’


‘You’re a cop?’


‘No. I’m a concerned member of the public.’


‘Why are you doing this to me?’


‘You’re a bad man. I’m here to punish you.’


The only light was a faint strip beneath a door at the far end of the room. Against the light Case saw movement as a figure moved through it.


‘What do you mean? I’m not a bad man!’


‘I’ve been watching you, Case. I’ve followed you. I know what you did to the women.’


‘I paid them,’ Case shouted. ‘They knew what I wanted from them.’


‘You hurt them.’ The man’s voice had dropped an octave, but the menace in his words had grown exponentially. ‘Do you think cash was fair exchange for what you did to them?’


‘Yes. I offered money and they agreed. Every time: it was a done deal!’ Case strained at his bindings. It was pointless. The tape stretched, biting into his flesh. He heard footsteps as the man moved towards him. Case readied himself for a blow, but it didn’t come. The man walked behind the chair and laid his hands on Case’s shoulders.


‘I want you to look at something.’


Before Case could reply, the man dragged him and the chair round so he was facing in the opposite direction. Case could see nothing but blackness.


The man moved away, and there was a click as he threw a switch.


A single bulb had been covered with a strip of muslin. The cloth obscured most of the light, but enough remained to see what was directly below it.


The woman strapped to the chair was barely out of her teens. She was just the kind of woman that Case usually preferred. She had blond hair and was slim. She used to be pretty. Now her eyes were swollen shut, bruises growing on both her cheeks. Her nose had been broken, split across the bridge and leaking blood. Her lips were mashed and blood-flecked drool hung in a string from her chin.


‘Is this a done deal, Case?’


Case shuddered at the impotence of his situation.


The man stood alongside the woman. She moaned, but didn’t have the strength to move. All she managed was a glance up at Case that spoke of shame. The look condemned Case more than the man’s actions ever could.


The man balled his fist. ‘Is it right that a man beats a woman?’


‘Leave her alone.’


The man turned and faced Case.


‘So it’s OK for you to hurt them, but not for anyone else? Is that what you’re saying, Case?’ The man took out a fifty-dollar bill and laid it on the woman’s thighs. Then he backhanded her across her face. Not hard, but enough so that her head was rocked on her shoulders. ‘Does paying her make things right?’


‘Goddamnit!’ Case again fought against his bindings. He was shuddering so hard he was almost vibrating. ‘Leave her alone, you bastard.’


The man took a knife from his belt. In the subdued light from the muslin-wrapped bulb, the blade looked tarnished. ‘You have used your hands on women before, Case. Have you ever used one of these?’


‘Nooooo . . .’


The man placed the blade against the woman’s throat.


‘Please,’ Case cried. ‘Not her. Please don’t hurt my daughter.’


The man snorted. ‘You didn’t stop to think about the women you hurt. Why should I care?’


Then he slashed the blade across the woman’s throat. Even in the dimness of the basement, Case saw the gout of blood pour down her chest. He screamed.


‘The women that you hurt were other men’s daughters,’ the man said. ‘An eye for an eye, Case.’


Case had stopped screaming now. Through his tears he watched the final seconds of his daughter’s life ebb away.


The man moved towards him.


‘Does what I did to your darling Jessica make me a bad man?’


‘You bastard. You sick murderous bastard.’


‘Yes. That answers the question.’ The man lifted the blade. ‘But it damns you as well, Case.’










Chapter 2


Don’t look back or you might find the devil hot on your heels.


It’s an idea I like to subscribe to. An analogy fit for one with a past full of terrible events.


The problem is, by being optimistic and only looking ahead, it can mean that you miss the devil gaining ground. Before you know it, he’s right there and has rammed his toasting fork straight through your spine and is dangling you over the flames of hell.


I’ve made too many enemies not to cast the occasional glance over my shoulder. The practice has served me well and to date has kept me alive.


I parked my Audi A6 at an entrance to the grounds of Tampa University and got out the car while I opened up my phone and went through the motions of taking a call. Looking north-west, Kennedy Boulevard spanned the river and beside it on the eastern shore stood the cylindrical Rivergate Tower that’s affectionately known to locals as the beer can. It reminded me of the leaning tower of Pisa, after Superman’s evil alter ego pushed it back in line in that cheesy movie. My eyes merely skimmed over the tower – it was a familiar sight to me – and I watched the traffic approaching over the river bridge.


I was looking for a nondescript light grey sedan. It had been following me all the way across from Cypress Point Park, where I’d gone for my morning run. It was only a couple of months since Kate Piers died and I still missed her like crazy. I’d intended clearing my head with a burst of physical effort, the only thing that could shift the troubling thought that Kate died because I’d failed to keep her safe, but that wasn’t to be. When I’d arrived at the park the sedan was waiting for me, and had tucked itself in behind me all the way here. Only my unscheduled stop had forced it to continue on by.


Down on the Hillsborough River, birds dived at shoals of fish and I could hear their raucous calls even over the swish of passing traffic. There was a tang of citrus and exhaust fumes on the air, and the sun was hot and still. Sunbeams bounced off the windows of the beer can, sending razors of light back at me. All these things were distractions and, like the memories of Kate Piers, I blocked them out.


The sedan returned within a minute. I leaned against my Audi, and had a full-on argument with my unheeding phone. As the car swept past I allowed my gaze to skim over it. I had all of a second to identify those within the car, but I’d trained myself to snap-shoot a scene and replay it through my mind at my leisure. The car continued on by and already its driver was looking for somewhere to stop.


I got back in my car and set off over the bridge, heading into downtown Tampa. Behind me, those in the sedan would be frantically searching for somewhere to turn. I could easily have given them the slip at that point, but I wanted to know who these people were. More than that, I wanted to know what they wanted. I drove slowly, giving them an opportunity to catch up.


Four blocks on and I saw the grey sedan in my mirror. I turned right on to Florida Avenue, then continued straight ahead until I was stopped by a red light at Whiting Street. The sedan was three cars back behind a Jeep and a Ford and I saw the passenger lean out of the window to get a better look at me. This action was amateurish or it was contrived.


While I waited for the light to change, I ran the snapshot image I’d shelved through my mind. The driver was a man in his late thirties, muscular build, short dark hair, broken nose. His front-seat passenger was a shade older, stocky build, but his hair was a tad longer and flecked with grey. Despite the heat, they wore sports jackets over formal shirts, ties knotted at their throats.


Going on green, I followed the road under the Crosstown Expressway as though I was going to head out on to Harbor Island, but at the Garrison Channel I took a left and headed for St Pete Times Forum, a hockey stadium I’d been to a couple of times with my friend Rink. The sedan followed me on to Ice Palace Drive towards the arena with the benefit of only one car between us. I flicked on my indicators to show I was pulling over into a lay-by adjacent to the public park opposite the stadium.


There was no game today, so the parking lot across the way was almost deserted and nobody was wandering through the park next to the water. It was a good place to get myself killed if the men in the sedan were better than they looked. But I didn’t think they were. When weighing up the seclusion against my own needs, it was just the spot I needed to get to the bottom of things.


The grey sedan drove past. As it did, I played at being interested in the park. From under my shirt I pulled out my SIG Sauer P226 and racked the slide. Normally I’m good to go with one in the chamber, but it wasn’t a great idea to be driving round with the gun ready to discharge, particularly when my modified gun comes with no safety.


Waiting for the road to clear of traffic, I watched the sedan draw to a halt twenty feet in front of me. As soon as it did, I walked quickly up to the driver’s window and slammed it with the butt of my gun. Even as glass sprayed over the driver’s legs, I pressed my gun against the man’s neck.


‘Show me your hands.’


Both men threw their empty hands in the air, stunned by the manner of my arrival.


‘OK. Both of you get out of the car now.’


They clambered out. I kept my gun close to the driver and made the other walk round towards me. He did so without lowering his hands. There was a car passing the front of the ice stadium but it was going the other way. I glanced at the nearby Marriott Hotel, but we were unobserved. I waved them in the direction of the park with a jerk of the gun barrel. Then I concealed my gun beneath my shirtfront: just in case.


They went without argument, as if perhaps they were expecting this from me. I quickly glanced about, searching for any other car I might have missed. There was nothing evident.


Winding gravel paths snaked their way round the park. We followed one until we were at the water. I made them get down on the grass, while I stood over them.


‘Sit on your hands. Anyone makes a move without my say-so and he gets shot. Are we clear?’ The men sat on their hands, looking back at me as though nonplussed by the situation. I had expected fear, anger and argument. It made me reappraise them. They weren’t the amateurs I’d surmised: this was definitely planned. ‘So what’s the deal?’


The older man gave me a weary smile while the other just sat there. I nodded at the older one.


‘We’re not your enemies, Hunter,’ he said.


‘I’ll decide that after you tell me why you were following me.’


‘We’re under orders to follow you.’


‘You weren’t doing a very good job.’


‘We weren’t hiding.’ He smiled at me again. ‘In fact, back there at the lights, I leaned out the car so you could see me.’


We could have gone on like that all day. It was a beautiful day, none of it to be wasted.


‘Let’s get to the point.’


‘I’m Castle, my friend’s called Soames. We’re cops,’ he said, as if that should explain everything. ‘Homicide.’


I gave him a slow blink. Maybe that revelation was supposed to make me put my gun away. I’m not the type to be intimidated by the presence of cops, though.


‘I already guessed that.’


‘So why the gun and the games?’


‘Not all cops have my best interests at heart.’


‘Not now.’ Soames looked at me with hard eyes, challenging me. I could see how he’d probably earned the broken nose.


Taking his words as a result of my treatment of them, I ignored him and asked Castle, ‘What do you want from me?’


‘If you’d let me get off my ass, that’d be a start.’


‘Not yet.’


‘Can I show you my badge so you know we’re real cops?’


Studying their clothing, I said, ‘That’s already a given. Keep your hands where they are.’


‘We don’t want trouble with you, Hunter.’


‘What do you want?’


‘We need you to come in with us and answer a few questions.’


It wouldn’t be the first time I’d been invited to the local precinct house on Franklin, but the manner this time was a first.


‘So why didn’t you just approach me instead of following me like this?’


Castle raised his eyebrows at the barrel of my SIG. ‘It was either us, nice and easy like this, or it would’ve been a SWAT team. Knowing the way Joe Hunter is rumoured to work, our guess was there’d be less blood spilled this way.’


A worm of unease clawed its way through my guts. SWAT team?


‘You’re saying that I’m under arrest?’


‘Prefer it if you came in under your own steam,’ Castle said. ‘But if you’d rather I Mirandise you and do everything by the book, that’s OK by me, too.’


I put my SIG away. I’m licensed to carry, but that didn’t allow me to hold police officers under threat. ‘What am I supposed to have done?’


‘Assaulted officers and damaged county property for a start,’ Soames muttered. The man didn’t like me, but he was here under orders to keep his opinions to himself. Castle seemed much easier with the situation but even he shot Soames a frown of disapproval.


‘We just need to clear up a couple of things,’ he said. ‘You satisfy us, we’ll kick you loose again in an hour.’


I’d done many things in the year I’d been living here and wondered which one of them had come back to haunt me. Nothing obvious came to mind: each and every one of them had been extremely violent – but, in my opinion, justified.


‘Is there a parking ticket I’ve forgotten about?’ I moved back, allowing the men to get up. Castle grunted as he helped himself stand with one hand propped on a thigh. Soames swarmed up and he wasn’t impressed at my joke.


‘You’re a fucking piece of work, Hunter.’


It looked for the briefest of moments that Soames would go for his piece, but Castle grabbed at his elbow. ‘I’m sure it’s all a big misunderstanding. One we can clear up with Hunter’s help.’


There was nothing I’d been involved in during the last couple of weeks that would attract the eye of the local police department, so I was sure that he was right.


‘I’ll follow you in.’


‘Give me your gun,’ Soames said.


Shaking my head slowly, I said, ‘I’ll check it in at the station.’


Soames wavered and I gave him a steady look. Castle cleared his throat, touched his partner on the elbow again. The older detective turned and walked away, but Soames felt he had something to prove.


‘You might have fooled Castle, but I know exactly what you are.’


I didn’t reply. If what he was suggesting was true, then it would have been the Special Response Team – Florida’s version of SWAT – who’d come for me, not two detectives on a peacekeeping mission.


Grunting a curse, Soames moved quickly after his partner.


And I thought that was that. I’d go along to the station and answer a few questions, put things straight and be back on the street again in an hour. It was too lovely a day to be cooped up for long. Maybe there’d still be time to have the jog round the park at Cypress Point that I’d originally planned.


I should have known better.


A volley of bullets took out both cops’ brains and they crumpled to the ground.










Chapter 3


It went without saying that Soames and Castle were dead. Both men had lost a good portion of their skulls and there were twin fans of blood and brain matter spread across the gravel footpath next to them. My gun was up, but anyone studying the scene would notice immediately that the direction of my gun barrel and the spray of blood were at contradictory angles. Not that something so obvious would make a jot of difference. I wasn’t going to stand there like a statue and wait for the police investigators to arrive at the scene.


I had to move.


Not to escape justice: I could prove that it wasn’t my gun that had fired the killing shots. I had to move because whoever was out there could be adjusting their aim to put a round through my head.


As I raced off the path I was calculating the trajectory of the shots. The Marriott was a highpoint to my left, but the blood from the headshots had splashed towards the hotel. We had been hidden by shrubbery and trees from anyone on the road where we’d left our cars. The shots hadn’t come from a boat on Garrison Channel behind me. There was only one place left where the shooter could have been stationed.


Placing a tree bole between me and the gunman, I glanced up at the nearby ice stadium roof. St Pete Times Forum was a huge oblong building, with glass-fronted galleries on the two sides that I could see. The roof was a shallow arch, and could be negotiated by a nimble person, but it didn’t appear to have a walkway or any visible service ducts where a shooter could be positioned. At each corner of the building, forming support bulwarks for the galleries, were squat square towers with flat roofs bordered by low walls. My gaze fell directly on the one nearest to me.


From the corner of this tower came a flash and almost instantaneously a chunk of the tree I was hiding behind was blasted into splinters. The crack of a high-velocity round came to my ears in the next instant. The precise moment I’d seen the flash I’d moved, and the bullet that struck bark from the tree missed me, but I wasn’t sure that I’d avoid a second round. The shooter was armed with a sniper rifle, and from this distance it could put a bullet directly through a tree trunk as flimsy as this one.


Dodging to my left, I immediately reversed direction and went right, throwing myself through bushes towards the slope leading down to the channel. I heard two reports of the rifle, but thankfully no rounds ripped through my body. I scrambled over the embankment, went down on my belly and placed the swell in the ground between us. He couldn’t see me now, but I couldn’t see him either.


My mind was racing with what had just happened. The police suspected my involvement in a crime I was innocent of, but now that the officers sent to bring me in were dead, no one would believe that. The man with the sniper rifle had seen to that. It also explained why he hadn’t shot to kill. He hadn’t missed me by accident but by design. I was being set up.


Someone must have heard the shots – in fact I could hear alarmed voices calling out from the nearby hotel – and the police would be coming any minute. The sensible thing to do would be to wait for the responding emergency vehicles, put down my gun and throw myself on the mercy of the justice system. But I was under no illusions; there was no way I was going to hang around, not when all they’d see was a cop killer. I’d be face down in the dirt, my hands cuffed and surrounded by armed men itching to blow me away long before I could argue my innocence.


There was only one way out of this that I could see.


I had to take down the shooter.


The shoreline was made up of stones and gravel, but gave way within a few yards to tufts of grass. If I stood up, or even crouched, I’d be an easy target. The trees and shrubbery in the park didn’t offer much cover from the shooter with his high vantage either, so all I could do was belly-crawl along the shore, my knees and elbows propelling me along. I considered crawling into the channel and swimming, but decided against it. I needed my weapon dry.


Fifty yards on, I quickly raised my eyes over the embankment and saw that the shooter would have to lean out from the tower to get me now that I’d compromised his position. I didn’t think he’d do that. I quickly raced up the embankment and into a small copse of trees. Crouching there, I pulled out my gun.


If I used it now, tests would show that the gun had been fired, I’d have gunshot residue on my skin and clothing: it would mean more questions if the police took me down, it would compound my guilt as a cop-killer. But I wasn’t going to go against a man with a sniper rifle with only my bare hands.


Distantly I heard the first wail of sirens. The police were on their way. My window of opportunity had just been slammed in my face.


Got to move, I told myself. I have to take down this man or I’ll never get the chance again.


Running as quickly as possible, I charged across the park towards the road that separated me from the stadium. When no bullets came my way I realised that the shooter had probably abandoned his position and was making his getaway. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who could hear the approaching sirens.


My car and that of the dead detectives were way off on my left, but apart from them there were no other vehicles on the road. The ice stadium was a huge edifice looming over me. I was in the open, but no bullets were fired at me. Whoever was trying to set me up had many options for escape. If the stadium had been filled with Tampa Bay Lightning fans the shooter could simply melt amongst the crowds, but this was a day when the hockey team weren’t playing. At most, the only people around would be a skeleton crew of staff. But that meant that the gunman could slip out unnoticed by any number of exits from the public areas or via service doors round the back.


I looked for a getaway vehicle.


There was nothing unusual among the few cars I’d noted in the car park – and anyway, it was too exposed to be the parking location of choice for a fleeing murderer. More likely the killer had left his getaway car round the back among the staff’s vehicles. I started to angle that way, hoping to cut him off. I’d only got a few paces when I heard the roar of an engine. Reversing direction, I sprinted back towards the front of the building. I couldn’t see anything moving on the road that ran parallel with the stadium, and there was nothing in the public car park. Coming to a standstill I listened, trying to pinpoint the noise. Beyond the stadium’s official parking lot was a second open space, which I guessed was used for overspill parking on busy match days. There was still nothing moving. But then I saw a dark blue Ford erupt like a cork from a bottle from a ramp in the second lot. The ramp must have exited from a vehicle park underground, or maybe it was from a loading dock where deliveries were made to the stadium. It didn’t really matter, not when the car was over a hundred yards distant and speeding away from me.


Futile as it seemed, I ran after it. It would have been a waste of ammunition to fire, so I concentrated on getting as good a look as possible at the car and its driver. The Ford sped off the lot, took a left on the service road, then a right on to Jefferson Street. Then it was gone.


Immediately I ran back the way I’d come, heading for my Audi. Converging sirens were very loud now and I had to get out of there as quickly as possible. As I ran I recited over and over again the Ford’s registration number like it was a mantra. And I lodged in my mind the one glance I’d got at the shooter’s face. There was something uncannily familiar about that glimpse, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.


Hurling myself into my car, I started it, jammed it into gear and peeled away from the small parking bay. I headed for the ice stadium and swung into the service road towards Jefferson Street. In my mirrors I saw the flashing gumball lights of squad cars screeching to a halt where my car had just been. Then one of the cop cars revved wildly and came after me.


There was still the option of pulling over and explaining to the cops what had really happened. Anyone could see that Castle and Soames had been shot from a distance by a high-velocity rifle and that I was armed only with a nine mm handgun that hadn’t been fired. But they’d only assume that I had an accomplice who’d taken the shots; I must have led the officers to this trap otherwise how would the shooter know where we were? I’d probably spend days in a cell awaiting arraignment for murder while the real killer went about his business unhindered. It didn’t escape me that he was setting me up to take the fall for all his crimes and I wondered what the hell he was planning next.


Giving up wasn’t an option. The way I saw it, the only way I was going to prove my innocence was to throw the gunman at their feet. Preferably alive so that he could confess, but in the present circumstances it was more likely he’d be dead. The killer was planning – or had already executed – something big. And it was down to me to stop him.










Chapter 4


Tampa Police Department HQ was situated at the junction of Franklin and Madison, little more than two minutes away. Luckily for me all the responding squad cars must have been out cruising round downtown when the call had gone in about the shooting in the Channelside district. The sirens sounded as though they were all responding via Franklin, the way I’d come in. I had a free run all the way up Jefferson and under the Crosstown Expressway before anyone was astute enough to set up roadblocks. Didn’t mean I was free, it just gave me a wider area to move in before the cordon tightened round me.


The pursuing squad car was growing larger in my mirrors and the cop on board would be coordinating other units to block me somewhere ahead. I shot through intersection after intersection, then past the impressive George E. Edgecomb Courthouse, and another squad car idling at the corner of Zack Street while it waited for the lights to change. As I zipped by, I saw the blue lights come on and it pulled out in pursuit, falling in behind the other cruiser.


There was a major junction ahead, and I went through it laying my hand hard on the horn. Only fortune saw me through the junction safely, but all round me I saw vehicles screeching to a halt, some fishtailing in the road. The cop car behind me slammed into the back end of a pick-up truck, spinning out both vehicles.


I hoped everyone was OK: I didn’t want anyone to get hurt, but neither could I go back and offer assistance. I pressed the throttle harder and kept going, taking Orange Avenue north, knowing that Interstate-4 was somewhere ahead. If I could get beyond it my options for escape would become much greater.


The cop car that had been near the courthouse took up the chase and it cut down my lead every second. Until now I hadn’t been pushing the Audi for fear a pedestrian might step out in front of me, but now there was nothing for it: I tromped the gas pedal.


There was no way I could get into a duel with the pursuing cop car so I relied instead on speed, pushing the Audi under the interstate, and taking a quick left on to surface streets of a residential neighbourhood I didn’t know. The cop car was still behind me, but a series of turns left him confused at the direction I’d taken. Conscious now that there could be kids playing in the streets, I slowed down to a more sensible speed and continued to traverse the neighbourhoods, heading north-west through Riverside Heights and out towards the suburbs of the city.


I had a place on the Gulf Coast up near Mexico Beach but I couldn’t go there. That would be the first place the cops would think to look. My best friend and the man I officially worked for, Jared Rington, had an office in the downtown district and a condominium in a wooded area outside Temple Terrace. Rink would help hide me, but I couldn’t go to either of his registered properties because they would be points two and three on the cops’ radar. At this moment it was dangerous even to make contact with Rink by the usual avenues; his phones would be checked for any calls from me and they’d try and press him for my whereabouts. Rink wouldn’t tell them, and they might charge him with harbouring a felon. Something like that wouldn’t help his private investigations business.


We had other ways of making contact, set up for dealing with situations just like this one.


Priority was to ditch the Audi: an APB would have gone out and police cruisers from the outlying districts would now be searching for it. Under bogus details, I’d rented a covered garage a couple miles north of here. I drove there watching for a tail, and pulled in unobserved. From a hidden safe in the floor, I took out spare ammo, fake documents and a change of clothing; exchanging my shirt and trousers for the more anonymous baseball cap, hooded sweatshirt and jeans. Finished, I pulled down the shutters and snapped a lock in place, heading out in a Taurus I’d previously parked in the garage, searching for a public telephone booth.


Back in the day, Rink and I worked for a joint task force that pulled from various UN Special Forces teams. We utilised a network of safe numbers to communicate between team members and our controllers. I used one of those numbers now to send a coded message to my friend’s pager and I only had to wait a few minutes before Rink got back to me. In the meantime, our call would be shunted between satellites halfway round the world: untraceable.


‘Tell me that you weren’t involved, Joe.’


‘Whatever you’re being told; it wasn’t me.’


‘I knew that,’ Rink said. He had wanted to hear it from my lips.


‘The police have already been at the office asking about me?’


‘I gave them a bum steer, but they’re not idiots. They’ll be back soon enough.’


‘Did they give a reason why they were looking for me?’


‘They wouldn’t say, but I’ve heard word on the streets. It seems someone has fingered you for a murder in Ybor a couple days ago.’ Rink held his breath for a moment. ‘Someone took a punk hostage, beat the living shit outa him to teach him a lesson.’


‘Can see how they drew the conclusion,’ I admitted.


‘Didn’t end there, though, Joe. Whoever this guy was, he killed the guy’s daughter right in front of his eyes.’


A sliver of ice wormed its way through my guts. ‘And the cops think that was me?’


‘They don’t know you the way I do.’ Rink was apologising for having raised the question earlier. ‘Apparently the punk survived long enough to describe his attacker. He even told the cops his attacker’s name.’


‘My name?’


‘Yup. The police don’t know that you’d never harm the woman. They’ll be coming for you.’


It was confirmation that the shooter had set me up, but he’d made a glaring mistake. He should have killed the man and left the woman as a witness. That would have been much more difficult to deny. Since leaving the military I’ve earned a name as a vigilante. I’ve gone up against some bad people, stopped them from hurting the innocent: but I don’t make war on women.


‘There are some cops who admire what you’ve done – not that they’d ever publicly admit it – but they ain’t gonna let you go when they think you’ve murdered an innocent.’


Some cops. Like Castle.


But there wouldn’t be a cop from Tampa PD – or from anywhere else in the country – who would be sympathetic towards me now.


I told Rink what had just happened down by Garrison Channel.


‘Goddamnit! Why didn’t you just put down your gun? We could’ve cleared this up in no time.’


‘Couldn’t do it, Rink. I’m being set up for something. For a start, the shooter would’ve known his plan was finished with. Probably he’d have just shot me dead.’


Rink cursed and ranted for a while, but he knew that I was right.


‘The only way I’m going to put this right is to find him, Rink.’ Giving him the registration number of the Ford, I asked him to check it out. ‘It’s most likely a stolen vehicle, but it’s a start.’


‘I’ll get on to it. Y’know, I had a bad feelin’ that somethin’ was going down.’


‘How’s that?’


‘Got a call from an old friend of yours, said he wanted to speak to you.’


‘Who?’


‘You remember Bryce Lang?’


How could I forget?


Somehow I had the feeling that things were only going to get much worse.










Chapter 5


‘Alisha! What’s keeping you?’


Rickard’s wife of two years peered out from the walk-in closet with just the right amount of fear in her eyes. ‘I’m making myself nice for you, Luke,’ she said, teasing a blond lock behind an ear, ‘just like you asked.’


‘What’s the problem?’


‘I . . . I can’t find anything to wear.’


‘Step out here.’


‘But I’m not ready yet.’


‘I won’t ask again, Alisha.’


Alisha came out of the closet with one arm crooked over her chest.


‘Take your hand away,’ Rickard told her. ‘I didn’t spend thousands of dollars for you to hide yourself from me.’


Alisha allowed her arm to slip away. Unsure of what to do with her hands she toyed with the small bow on the hip of her low-slung Agent Provocateur briefs.


‘There now.’ Rickard smiled up at her from the divan, his eyes lingering on her silicone-augmented breasts. ‘Pretty as a picture, Alisha.’


His wife smiled at him, but it was as false as the moulded smile of a mannequin. Her eyelids fluttered with restrained fear, because she knew what was coming. Rickard patted the bed sheet beside his naked body.


‘Come here.’ He held out a hand.


‘I thought we were going out, Luke.’


‘We’ll go when I say. I had a busy day today and want to relax first.’


Alisha sat on the bed, her bare back to him. Rickard stroked a finger down her spine and he felt her shudder under his touch. Her anticipation could be heard in the quickening of her breath. Rickard’s breath also grew faster.


‘Please, Luke . . .’


‘It’s OK, Alisha.’ He slipped an arm round her body and cupped one of her breasts. ‘We can go out afterwards.’


He pulled her down quickly, rolling on top of her, holding her down on the bed beneath his body. Snagging a hand in her briefs, he tore the flimsy material aside. He looked at the tears on her cheeks and he shuddered with an anticipation of his own. Her terror was the greatest aphrodisiac he had ever known.


‘What are you afraid of?’ he asked as he pushed into her.


‘Nuh . . . nuh . . . nothing . . .’


Rickard knew she was lying. But that was OK: it was what he wanted. The lie only made the truth all the sweeter.


Rickard had the ability to put fear into the hearts of women. It wasn’t his looks, because his wavy hair, his deep-set blue eyes, and the athletic build of his body, had often proven the opposite effect. It was only when he got close to them that they realised they were in the presence of great danger. Usually at that point they’d come up with an excuse to hurry away from him, casting nervous glances in case he chose to follow.


But Alisha couldn’t run away. She was his wife.


Ordinarily a man like him would forego marriage. But he’d desired something more than any whore or mistress could ever give him. He wanted someone who would be solely his. He’d found Alisha, charmed her, promised her a lifestyle she couldn’t resist. He had married her in order to exercise the very power of ownership over her. That way he could do to her whatever he pleased.


Alisha was right to fear him. He was responsible for the deaths of three women. Not a large number when compared to some more notorious murderers, but enough to be getting on with. It was nothing to the number of men he’d killed, so really it was the wrong sex who seemed as though they could sense his essence. He’d often wondered if he exuded some kind of putrid auric light that only women could see. Many hours he’d spent in front of mirrors, studying his reflection, looking for what they saw. He’d never seen it yet. But he didn’t doubt it was there.


‘Look at me, Alisha.’


Alisha fought to blink the tears off her lashes.


‘Do you see it yet?’


‘No, Luke.’ Alisha cringed under him, knowing what was coming. ‘I don’t see it.’


Rickard knew there was something in him that set him apart from other men. A need, a compulsion, a thirst for blood: whatever this driving force was he could feel it coiling inside his gut like a serpent, and it had been with him since he was a small child. He could feel it worming its way through his body, seeking outlet at every turn.


‘I don’t believe you. You must see it.’ He slapped her across the face. ‘See me, Alisha!’


Alisha cried out. So did Rickard.


Then he rolled away from her.


‘Get cleaned up. And put on some nice clothes. We’re going out and we’re going to celebrate a job well done.’


‘Yes, Luke.’ She got up painfully, then shuffled towards the en-suite bathroom where she closed the door behind her. Rickard lay down on his back and listened to the sobs she tried to conceal with the sound of running water.


Rickard smiled at his reflection in the mirror on the ceiling. He was happy with himself.


People argued about the psychology of men who felt the need to hurt others. How had their urge to destroy come about? Nature or nurture? What if it was neither? Rickard had often asked himself. What if it was both? His nature was to kill, but he’d nurtured his skills to a point where he could do so with impunity.


But he was no raging serial killer.


Any fool could kill.


His mobile phone vibrated on the cabinet next to the bed.


He smiled. Not many fools could make a living from killing and as a measure of his success, Rickard was a very wealthy man.


‘Rickard,’ he said into the phone.


‘That was good work today,’ said the voice at the other end.


‘Thanks. I enjoyed it.’


‘The figure we agreed is in your account.’


‘Yes.’ Rickard had already checked.


‘OK, so Hunter can’t go to the police now. We’ve got him on the run and I want to keep the impetus going. Are you ready for the next part of the plan?’


‘When?’


‘How soon can you be ready?’


Rickard cupped his hand over the phone. He called out to the closed bathroom door, ‘Alisha, honey, take your time in there. Change of plans, I’m afraid. I have to go out alone tonight.’










Chapter 6


After yesterday, having a gun pressed to my head wasn’t the best way to start my day, but it did a lot more to wake me up than the two Vente Americanos I’d already downed from the corner Starbucks. By the feel of the snub-nosed revolver touching a point just above my left ear, the man wasn’t joking. I took my hands from the steering wheel of my Taurus to show I wasn’t armed.


‘You don’t need the gun,’ I told him. ‘Don’t forget . . . you called for this meeting.’


‘I haven’t stayed alive this long by taking unnecessary risks. Just do as I ask and everything will be fine.’


Slipping out of the car, I appraised the gunman. He was unremarkable: brown hair, brown eyes, medium height and medium build. He was the type of person who could blend into any crowd, your typical CIA agent. It was seven years since I’d laid eyes on Bryce Lang, but the years had been kind to him. Apart from a couple of extra lines round his eyes, he looked much the way he had when last we’d worked together.


‘Am I missing something here, Bryce? I thought we were on the same side.’ I looked at him steadily and saw his eyelids droop ever so slightly.


‘That’s the problem, Hunter. I’m not sure whose side you’re on any more.’ He waved me towards a nondescript brown sedan car. ‘You drive.’


‘Where to?’


‘I’ll tell you when we’re moving.’


Bryce kept the gun on me until I was seated in his car. Periodically he glanced round searching for hidden observers, but this neck of Tampa was practically deserted at this time of morning. Only the occasional harried employee ducking into the nearby Starbucks for a caffeine injection on their walk to work was in evidence. Their eyes were too sleep-muddled to make sense of the man with a gun in their midst. Happy that we’d gone unnoticed, Bryce clambered into the passenger seat. He held the gun across his thighs, the muzzle aimed at my side.


From his jacket pocket he pulled out a small contraption that he held concealed in his palm. He waved the electronic device in my direction and I heard a faint buzz in response.


‘You have a mobile phone?’


‘You know I do. You called me on it.’ It was prepaid and unregistered, no way of linking it to me.


‘Turn it off. Do it slowly. No sudden movements.’


Reaching into my shirt pocket I used two fingers to slip my Nokia out and flip it open. I depressed the red button and put the phone back in my pocket.


Bryce again swept me with the device and he seemed happy that I wasn’t wired or carrying any kind of bugs or location devices on me. As he did, he relaxed his grip on the gun. If I wanted to I could have taken him out then. A quick slash of my stiffened hand into his windpipe and that would have been that. But I didn’t. Like I’d told him earlier, I thought we were on the same side. Plus, the trouble I’d found myself in and the timeliness of Bryce’s sudden appearance was no coincidence.


‘What’s going on, Bryce?’


He grimaced, but then nodded us forward. ‘Drive.’


So I drove.


We headed out on Kennedy Boulevard, sitting silently. Bryce angled the wing mirror so that he could keep an eye on the road behind us. He ordered me to take a left on to a surface street, cutting through a housing scheme that appeared to be more trees than houses. Nice neighbourhood. He watched for anyone following, but the road behind us was clear. He indicated me through a couple of turns and we came out on to another boulevard, this time Henderson. I took a sharp right and we headed back towards Kennedy on the Dale Mabry Highway. At Kennedy once more, he indicated that I continue driving west out of town. I glanced across at him. His eyes were on the mirror.


‘There’s no one following.’ I was pretty sure of that considering I’d been checking for cops all morning. ‘I came alone, like I said I would.’


‘It’s not anyone with you that’s troubling me, Hunter.’ But that was all he’d say. He again fell silent, watching behind us for a tail that I was certain wasn’t there. We reached a turnpike and he gestured me through it and north on to Veterans Expressway. We were almost at Greater Northdale before Bryce finally put the gun away.


‘Where am I going, Bryce?’


‘Knowing Joe Hunter, you’ll have a safe house somewhere. Take us there.’


‘Tell me what’s going on.’


‘Only when I’m sure that it’s safe.’


He didn’t speak again until we were on US 98, heading north-west for the Gulf Coast. When he did so, it seemed like there was a touch of regret behind his words.


‘I always trusted you, Hunter. You were always a good man.’


‘So why the gun, Bryce? Why all the precautions?’


‘It’s the nature of the job, Hunter. You know that.’


‘I’m not in the job any more.’ I looked across at him again. ‘Last I heard, neither are you. You retired, I was told.’


‘People like us never retire.’


I couldn’t argue with that.


I was no special agent like Bryce Lang, I was just one of the grunts sent in when the agents had done their work. Assassin isn’t a term I favour, but I suppose that all depends on which end of the gun you’re looking down. When you’ve killed for a living, it’s something that you can’t leave behind – however hard you try. I’ve tried to hide from my past, but it was a pointless exercise because the violence always seemed to find me. I’m not seen as an assassin now; these days people call me a vigilante.


I don’t care for that term either.


However my ethos is simple: there’s no room in this world for people prepared to make the lives of others miserable. As a soldier my enemies were sadistic, brutal and immoral people and I had no qualms about putting them down. Stripped bare, all they were was bullies and the only way I know to stop a bully is to stand up to them. If that makes me a vigilante then so be it.


‘Someone from your past has come back to haunt you,’ I offered.


‘Someone from our past, Hunter.’


I looked across at him and we locked gazes. ‘Colombia?’


Had to be Colombia. It was the only time we’d worked together.


Now I was the one checking my mirrors for a tail.










Chapter 7


Bogota, Colombia, had two faces. One was made up of modern high-rise towers, as affluent a district as boasted by any other major city in the civilised world. The second was that area that sprawled on the western edge of the city, where people lived in squalor to rival the worst ghettos anywhere. There people existed. No other term was applicable to their lives. There was no money, little food, poor sanitation and homes made from wood and sheet metal and anything else that could be scavenged. It was a city that summed up for me the very reason for battling against the corrupt people of the earth. I couldn’t stand by and watch children starve to death, knowing that little more than a few miles away evil people were growing fat on their misery. The thought sullied my conscience.


I was there along with another three members of my team, plus Bryce Lang, our CIA link, and an agent from Colombia’s Narcotics Task Force called Victor Montoya who was our local Departmento Administrativo de Seguridad contact. We were in the Barrio La Candelaria district of the city, surrounded by old world buildings painted in vibrant colours. This was the area that the city was originally founded upon and it retained much of its historic charm. Over the rooftops, I could make out the ornate twin spires of the cathedral in the nearby Plaza de Boliva. Beyond the spires the Andes were swathed in menacing clouds the same gunmetal blue as the SIG Sauer P226 I held in my hand.


I was in an anonymous-looking government car along with Bryce and Jack Schilling, one of the guys from my team. Montoya and my other two colleagues, Pete Hillman and Robert Muir, were set up a little distance away down the road, keeping obs on the side entrance to the house we were all watching. We had a view of the front façade of the historic house. I believed that our target would exit by the front, and it was my and Jack’s responsibility to take him out. In the other car was our support team who would only engage the enemy if we were cornered, or if we failed. Six of us to take out one man. It might sound like overkill, but I hoped it would be enough.


Jesus Henao Abadia was a key player in the Colombian drug cartels. The US Treasury, Justice and State Departments had applied economic sanctions against the drug cartels under Executive Order 12978 in an effort at curtailing what they termed Specially Designated Narcotics Traffickers. Abadia was an SDNT, but he was more than that. He was a butcher. He was suspected of having personally executed rivals and government officials by way of hacking them to steaming chunks with a machete.


Not that I feared we weren’t up to killing one man with a big knife. It was the protection team which travelled with Abadia that gave me cause for concern. Abadia went nowhere alone. Not even here, to the home of his long-time mistress, Jimena Antonia Grajales.


Victor’s intel said that Abadia was there with the woman and only two of his protectors who would be on the ground floor of the two-storey house. Abadia was due to return to his fortress-like home near to Prado in the Colombian department – like a county or state – of Tolima this morning. This would be our best opportunity for taking out the butcher without facing down a veritable private army of retainers.


I felt uncomfortable about taking out Abadia where there was the potential for innocents to be caught in the cross-fire. It was bad enough that Jimena was here, let alone the occasional civilian who wandered along the street past the house. But I had my orders and that was that. Collateral damage was apparently acceptable if it meant stemming the flood of cocaine to the western world.


We were wearing covert earpieces, and over the scrambled channel I heard Victor announce that Abadia’s white Lincoln town car had been spotted heading our way. Victor had other DAS agents – the Colombian equivalent of secret police – in the field, watching all points of ingress.


‘Two in the vehicle: driver and escort,’ Victor announced in an accent redolent of his heritage. ‘They should be with you in thirty seconds.’


Six to five, the odds were growing in Abadia’s favour. If Jimena was a player, that meant the odds were one-on-one, but I didn’t consider that too long. I didn’t make war on women.


‘OK, we’re rolling,’ Bryce said into the mike taped to his throat.


From behind our left shoulders came the white town car. We hunched down in our seats, Jack Schilling reaching for the Heckler and Koch MP5A3 sub-machine gun located under his seat. It was a variant of the usual MP5, with collapsible stock and chambered for nine mm rounds. It was favoured for close quarter battle and hostage rescue scenarios because the nine mm ammo was less likely to go through walls and hit the hostages. It also fitted nicely beneath the seat of a car and could be brought quickly into play where the longer MP5 would require more manoeuvrability. Armed with my sidearm, I’d be the man designated to hit Abadia, while it was Jack’s responsibility to lay down enough rounds to keep his protectors’ heads down. Bryce brought out his service pistol, a Beretta, and jacked a round into the chamber. His gun was to be used for defence only, as in effect he was our getaway driver and was no good to us if he was engaged in the fire fight.

OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
CUT AND RUN

Matt Hilton






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.png
HopDER G
sty





