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1


The arrival of the three men sent a shiver crawling down Pamela Duke’s back. They were all dressed in a similar fashion, urban combat fatigues with mirrored sunglasses, and moved as a single unit into the cool interior of the bar. Groups of men strutting into the building certainly wasn’t unusual—normally they were tourists trawling for fun—but she recognised the trio of Locos. They were expected but nonetheless frightening.


Pamela nodded a greeting and offered the eternal barmaid question to cover her nervousness: “What can I get you guys?”


The first man to reach the bar removed his sunglasses, folded them and placed them on the lacquered wooden counter. “You know what we want, chica.”


Pamela blanched at the word; it sounded obscene coming from his lips. She straightened, standing her ground. “I’ve already told your boss: I’m not interested in selling the club to him, or to anyone else.”




The other two men stared on impassively, eyeing the bar’s few customers through their shades. They moved over to a young man and woman sitting at one of the interior tables.


The young couple had been having a late breakfast, but now, as the men stood over them, they stopped eating and looked up.


The young man returned the stare of the two heavies. “Hola!”


Pamela watched as the closest Loco bent at the waist and with slow deliberation, let a large glob of saliva drop onto the man’s food.


“You f…!” The young man started up from his seat. His girlfriend grabbed his arm and pulled him back.


“I’m not scared of this dickhead,” the boyfriend insisted.


The Loco sneered and moved aside the hem of his shirt to reveal the ribbed hilt of a combat knife. He tapped the pommel with one finger.


The young woman emitted a brief squeal and pulled the young man away from the table. “Come on, Billy. We’re going.”


As the young couple scurried out into the relative safety of the bright Mediterranean morning, the two men joined their leader at the bar.


“You animals,” said Pamela. “You think putting the frighteners on a couple of kids is gonna make me pack up and go home? I’ve lived in Spain for fifteen years and I’ve worked way too hard building my business to hand it over to a second-rate outfit of donkey fuckers like you!”


“Mrs Duke, where is your husband?” asked the leader. His voice was thick with a southern Spanish accent. “I think I should be talking to the man of the house.”




“You know he’s away at the trade market. He always goes on Monday and Thursday mornings. Isn’t it funny how you only ever come when he’s not here? Seeing as your boss has tried to put a stop on our deliveries, you should know better.”


“This is your last chance to get a fair price, Mrs Duke. If I have to come back again, I will let my boys off their leash and that will be a sight you do not want to see.”


“Fair price? Yeah, right. You should leave now.” Quills of anger bristled through Pamela like a static charge.


The Loco who had spat in the tourist’s food folded his arms across his chest. The sneer that crept across his face equalled the contempt in his voice, and when he spoke his English was smooth and flawless. “I hardly think a cripple like your husband would be of any comfort anyway. One false leg and half blind—he’s a fucking joke!”


“My husband’s worth ten of you. He lost his leg serving his country, not by scaring hard-working people out of their homes and businesses.”


The leader shot a hand forward and seized a handful of hair. Pamela let out an involuntary yelp as she was yanked forward, her face inches from his. She could feel his breath on her skin, smell the stale stench of tobacco.


“My name is Vincenzo Ortega. I have killed six people and if you don’t play the game, you and your crippled husband will be numbers seven and eight.” Ortega’s hand moved under his open shirt to his armpit, touching the hilt of a knife. “Do you know what the Japanese quick draw is? You draw and cut a throat in less than a second. And I’m finished with the diplomatic approach.”


Pamela staggered back, her hips banging against the



shelf behind her, rattling bottles as Ortega shoved her away. Ortega turned and barked a command in Spanish. “Donal, Aspanu, leave our mark.”


The two other Locos began kicking over tables and chairs, laughing at the destruction. The few customers remaining made for the door. Pamela yelled at them to stop, but this only seemed to spur their rampage. Bottles smashed as Donal launched a stool over Pamela’s head. The heady aroma of rum and whisky filled the air. Pamela carefully brushed slivers of glass from her hair, staring at Ortega with a wild mix of emotions. “You bastards!”


Ortega stared back at her. No emotion showed in his face save for the slightest hint of a smile. The smile was cold and devoid of humour.


Pamela felt a heat rising up her neck and face. “Tell them to stop.”


“It’s too late for that now, chica.” Ortega placed a cigarette between his lips. He cast a quick look over his shoulder and barked out a command to one of his men. “Aspanu, rasgón abajo de la bandera!”


Aspanu grinned and moved to the Union Flag that adorned the wall facing the bar, embellished with the legend WELCOME TO THE WORLD-FAMOUS WOO HOO CLUB! He reached for a Teflon-coated blade and began ripping into the delicate fabric with obvious joy. “Piece of shit!”


Donal continued to overturn tables and chairs, scattering plates and condiments over the floor. In a few short minutes, the usually pristine establishment that operated as a café by day and a bustling club by night looked like Hurricane Jose had paid a flying visit.




When they were done all three men approached Pamela. Aspanu took his knife and stabbed it down into a stack of menus on the bar, a mere inch from Pamela’s fingers. She instinctively shrieked and snatched her hand back. The three men laughed.


Ortega gave Pamela a smile, spreading his hands in an open gesture. “Do we keep going or…?”


Pamela was a strong-willed woman. A lot of army wives get that way. They have as much upheaval in their lives as the soldiers they are married to. A single tear blossomed at the corner of her eye. Not wanting to give the intruders the satisfaction of seeing her wipe it away, she pushed her hair back into a ponytail, shedding the last splinters of broken glass. The tear soaked into her sleeve as she raised her arms.


“Tell your boss to make a serious offer and maybe we’ll think about it.”


“Too late for that now, chica. That boat has sailed. Now you’ll take what you get.” Ortega’s sneer could have curdled milk.


“All of our life savings are in this place!” she said desperately.


“Call it… market fluctuation.” Ortega’s smoker’s voice was sandpaper to her ears. “We’ll be back at six so you and your husband can sign over the deeds. If you’re not here, we will burn this place down and start over with a new one of our own—”


“Jeez, Daisy, I’d sack your contractor; he’s made a real pig’s ear of the refurb.” A new, deeper voice carried from the doorway of the bar, the American accent thick and unmistakable.


The three Locos turned to see a large silhouette blocking the sun. Ortega spat a warning. “Fuck off. The bar is closed.”




The large figure took a step inside. “But I thought the Woo Hoo was always open for a good time. Woo Hoo!” The new arrival finished off his sentence with jazz hands.


Ortega nodded towards the stranger and Aspanu stalked forward, blade at the ready. Ortega returned his attention to Pamela. She was smiling.


Aspanu cut the air near the big man’s face and then pointed to the door.


There was a soft sound as if the newcomer had made a lazy clap of his hands. Then Aspanu was laid out full stretch on the ground and the interloper was inspecting the man’s knife as if he’d just won a prize at a fairground booth. Donal started towards the man. “Usted es muerto!”


Pamela stared at Ortega. “You’d better leave now.” And then to the newcomer, “Clay, don’t kill them. Okay?”


Ortega’s gaze flickered between the stranger and Pamela. He eased away from the bar, and his hand stole towards his knife.


Clay cocked his head to one side and addressed Pamela directly. “Are these bozos for real, Daisy?” He raised an eyebrow at Donal, who was approaching, ready to attack. “Now, who are you supposed to be? Tommy the Toreador? The rodeo clown?”


Donal hesitated for a couple of seconds then started forward again. He got almost nose-to-nose with Clay. Clay put on his best worried look, taking a step back. Then he answered with a lunge, driving Aspanu’s blade deep into Donal’s thigh muscle. Donal let out an ear-splitting shriek and fell writhing to the floor, his own knife forgotten.


Pamela tapped the left side of her chest as Ortega lurched



towards Clay to indicate that he was carrying a weapon. He gave a single nod in response. Clay had disposed of two enforcers in less than fifteen seconds but she knew Ortega was no easy mark—the man exuded a sense of promised violence.


Clay walked casually towards Ortega, his thumbs hooked into his belt. As he stepped over Donal, he tapped his heel sharply on the protruding knife handle, driving the blade deeper into his leg. The fallen gangster howled with renewed vigour. With what appeared to be an afterthought, Clay back-heeled him in the side of the head, silencing him.


“Three desperados to one woman. That hardly seems like fair odds now, does it?”
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Ortega had spent two years in one of Spain’s toughest prisons, where he’d been in the company of many vicious men. He’d also been in enough street fights to recognise a dangerous prospect when he saw one. He studied the big American with practised eyes, made subtle calculations behind his unwavering façade. The man was about six-five, maybe more. His accent unmistakable. Powerful-looking with enough scars on his face to give him a sinister edge. Well over two hundred pounds. Big arms and shoulders. But he wasn’t slow: two experienced Locos had gone down in a few seconds. This Clay could be real trouble.


Got to take him out!


Ortega set himself.


Do it now!


But then the big man did something unexpected. He started to walk away. “You know what? This is none of my business; go ahead and do what you were gonna do. I’m going for a beer further down the road.”




Ortega looked at the big man’s back as he stalked away. No way was this American pig leaving here in one piece. He snatched at his knife and lurched after Clay. With deadly intent, he aimed for the kidney and slammed his blade forward—but all he hit was air.


The big man wasn’t there. He’d turned in a subtle pivot and now had Ortega’s arm caught at the wrist and wrapped up at the elbow. Ortega had been in a few arm-locks in his time but this was unlike anything he’d experienced before. When a cop had you in a hold they were trying to restrain you. This was very different.


Pain erupted in his arm, a sudden heat like boiling water in the joint of his elbow. The two men locked eyes in a battle of wills. Ortega strained against the hold.


The big man braced his arms and chest in one severe movement and Ortega felt his elbow joint first hyper-extend and then dislocate fully in a mind-numbing separation of bone and sinew. Ortega felt his legs begin to give way beneath him as his knife clattered to the floor.


“Well I guess you won’t be signing any deeds after all,” said Clay.


Ortega found his voice, but all he could emit was a high-pitched series of gasping curses.


The woman’s—Pamela’s—voice rang out from behind the bar. “You know you’re right, Mr Vincenzo Ortega. My husband isn’t a match for you anymore, but you’ll find that good men have good friends and Clay here is one of the best. Tell your boss that we’re not interested and won’t be railroaded. Any more shit like today and he’ll be the one out of business. For good.”




“You piece of shi—” Ortega’s response was cut short by an elbow to his face. A quick spin by Clay coupled with a few running steps and Ortega found himself crashing out into the street.


Seconds later Donal and Aspanu were dumped unceremoniously by his side. Clay glowered down at the fallen gangsters. “You’d better listen to the lady. If you come back again, I’ll be mighty upset. These are decent people. Bring crap like this here again and you’ll pay dearly; unlike the easy ride you got today.”


Ortega began to vow retribution but discovered that his mouth didn’t work. That fucker had broken his jaw! He struggled to his feet, both dislocated arm and shattered jaw sending a barrage of pain through his nervous system.


The big man pointed to the knife embedded in Donal’s blood-soaked thigh. “Hey, you might want to get that looked at.”


Aspanu had regained consciousness and was looking around, blinking rapidly, clearly trying to make sense of the situation. A fierce grunt and head nodding from Ortega sent him scurrying towards a black Mercedes parked kerbside. Aspanu unlocked the car and then helped Ortega into the passenger seat. Donal, still bleeding profusely and glassy-eyed, was hauled up and pushed without ceremony onto the back seats. The Mercedes then sped away, causing an oncoming car to swerve out of its path.


* * *


Pamela slipped her arms around Clay’s chest and hugged him close. “Thank you so much. I don’t know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t arrived. Those Locos are a bunch of



bastards. I hope that’s enough to put them off coming back.”


“You know I’d never shine you along, Pamela. I don’t think we’ve seen the last of them at all. But it’s like we said on the phone last week: you either make a stand and fight for what’s yours or you pack up and go.”


Pamela looked up into Clay’s blue eyes. “I know, I know. But it’s not me I’m worried about. It’s Larry. I couldn’t stand the thought of anything happening to him. But you know how stubborn and proud he is. He’d still square off with them and get himself killed in the process.”


Clay nodded in agreement. “Yeah, I know. Larry was one of the best snipers the Brits had, but with no rifle and no leg…” he sucked a sharp intake of breath through his teeth. “Not much chance.”


“What do you think will happen now?” asked Pamela. She exhaled, suddenly tired. She had talked long and hard with Larry about moving back to England when the first British ex-pats had given in to the Locos’ intimidation, but both had decided that they’d be damned if they were going to be muscled out of their home and livelihood. And besides, what was there to go back to in the UK? The country was going to the dogs faster than you could say Brexit. No, they would stay and brave the storm.


“They’ll almost certainly come back with more men. We need to be ready. You need to do as I ask.”


“Okay, Clay. That’s why you’re here. I guess you’re in charge.” She wiped away her tears and punched Clay on the arm, scolding him gently, “And how many times have I told you not to call me Daisy? That shit sticks you know, soon everyone will call me it!”




Clay laughed and pushed her to arm’s length. “But you look like her and Larry likes it!”


“Never mind what Larry likes. I’m in charge and don’t forget it.” It was familiar banter and it made her feel much better.


Clay Gunn, family friend and sometimes lodger of the Dukes, ushered her back inside. “Come on, Mrs Pamela Duke, I’ll help you straighten up the place before Larry gets back. If he sees this, he’ll be on eBay looking for a rifle before lunchtime.”
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Danny Gunn was parched. A cool drink was his first priority as he alighted from the budget flight into the moderate-sized airport. Three and a half hours in what amounted to little more than a chicken coop with wings had left him feeling uncharacteristically grouchy. He’d always thought that the old army transport planes were bad, but Air España had developed cattle-class travel to a new low.


Almería airport certainly wasn’t the biggest or best in Spain, but at least its modest footfall allowed Danny to proceed quickly on his way. After clearing passport control, which comprised of one uniformed officer who looked like he’d been pumped full of formaldehyde before his shift, Danny was waved on into baggage collection with barely a cursory glance at his passport.


His baggage consisted of a dark-grey holdall and a small carry-on rucksack. A quick stop at the first shop available and Danny purchased a litre bottle of spring water. A few minutes later, just as he was sipping the last



dregs from the bottle, Clay appeared at his side.


“Well hello, wee one!”


“You’re late.” Danny poked his older sibling’s chest with the plastic bottle.


“Hooey, I’ve never been late in my life. The only thing I’ll be late for is my funeral. They’ll have to come and look for me for that one.” Clay’s deep Texas drawl caused a passer-by to raise his eyebrows.


“And stop calling me wee one,” Danny griped.


The two men drew a few bemused glances as they hugged enthusiastically. Danny didn’t care, at ease with their affection. The Gunn brothers then made their way towards the exit. The modest crowds of tourists seemed to instinctively give them a wide berth. Danny nodded at the elderly couple who had sat in the seats adjacent to his on the flight. He received little in the way of response.


“It’s real good to see you again, little brother,” said Clay. “Thanks for coming over so quick.”


Danny smiled. “Always happy to spend quality time with my big bro, even if it is on a job. Email and texting doesn’t do it for me. If it’s not face to face it doesn’t count for much.”


“Ay-men to that,” agreed Clay. He punched Danny’s shoulder affectionately.


“Careful, ya big ape. I may need to use that arm in the next day or so.”


Strangers and new acquaintances often had trouble reconciling the fact that the two men were full brothers. Clay was very obviously American, with his strong Texan accent. In contrast, Danny spoke with a Scottish brogue, a result of both brothers being raised on opposite sides of



the Atlantic during their formative years.


Danny was six years younger than Clay, stood a modest five-nine and his swimmer’s build was never going to win him a Mr Universe title. He typified what his old sergeant major had called a “wiry bastard”. The kind of body structure that could run all day, take a kicking and keep on ticking.


Something the brothers did share was their fiercely intelligent eyes, which could convey a universe of emotion with a glance. Fury, cunning, warmth, wrath… all were there like a deck of cards waiting to be shuffled by a skilled dealer.


After exiting the arrivals lounge they walked briskly to Clay’s rental car, a Toyota Avensis, and joined the sparse traffic leaving the airport.


“So how’s your Spanish?” Clay asked.


“Better than my German, worse than my English,” Danny replied. He grinned at his brother. “At least I can speak more than five words.”


“I know, I know. It’s one of those things I always mean to do.”


Danny laughed. “You live in a house with three Spanish speakers! How have you managed not to learn it?”


“I know. But Celine and Salma were both born in Texas and Sebastian speaks perfectly good English.”


“Methinks the Texan protesteth too much.”


“What’s Spanish for blow it out your ass?”


“Soplar el culo…”


“No one likes a smart alec.”


Danny grinned and waved a pacifying hand. “So how far is the town?”


Clay pointed in a general north-easterly direction.



“Not far. Half an hour’s drive maybe.”


Danny had been sure to do some research once he’d received Clay’s call. The resort town of Ultima Felicidad had been purpose-built less than ten years earlier. A Spanish official had visited Cancun in Mexico, and thought to reproduce that winning formula once back in his homeland. Like Cancun, the new town had been erected from the ground up with the express purpose of tourism in mind. Señor Covaz of the Spanish Tourist Board convinced some very influential investors to his way of thinking and the resort of Ultima Felicidad was born. Known more commonly as Ultima the resort had promised “ultimate happiness” for visitors and locals alike. The reality of the town fell somewhere short of the real-estate posters.


The resort was situated on a picturesque stretch of the Spanish coastline, nestled midway between the Costa Blanca and the Costa Del Sol. An ideal location. The real wrinkle in the Ultima promise arose when non-Spanish parties started buying up the property in ever increasing frequency. Then came the near fatal financial meltdown of the Spanish economy. Once amiable neighbouring businesses became bitter competition, each and every euro earned vital to their survival. However, the main problem in Ultima wasn’t with tourists or rival businesses but with a very different class of people.


In Italy they would have been called Mafia, but here they operated as smaller independent groups with no real family lineage. Over the previous thirty years Spain had become easy pickings for a mix of multi-national criminals. Italian, Eastern European, British, African and even South American gangsters were now known to operate within and through its borders. Each group vied for increased power and prestige



as they conducted their various illicit enterprises.


Despite his reason for visiting, his first sight of the town made Danny smile. Ultima shimmered with thousands of glittering fairy lights, which decorated each cultivated palm tree. Diagonal strands wound their way around the tree trunks that lined the roadside in perfect equidistant plots. The town itself was picturesque, each building designed in a Spanish/Mexican style that exuded conviviality. Pueblo shop fronts blended perfectly with steel and smoked glass hotel façades due to the clever use of colour and continuity of styling throughout the entire resort.


“What do you think, Danny?”


“It’s great. I can see why Larry and Pamela put their money into this place when they did. I was expecting a town something like Torremolinos or Salou. You know, old fishing villages that had grown into cheap and cheerful resorts, but this place looks more like a Hollywood movie set. Miami Vice 2025.”


“Well it was a real gamble for the likes of them. The town could’ve come to nothing or just struggled along as another so-so destination. Plenty of ordinary folks put their money in at the start and it’s largely down to their hard work and investment that this place is what it is today. Now the shit-heels want to scalp it all away. All the big hotel chains are here but it’s the smaller businesses that give the town real flavour. Places like the Woo Hoo.”


“Yeah. I can understand why the gangs want their claws into this. This place must be a gold mine during the summer. I’ve seen people murdered in their beds for a lot less than Ultima.”


“With the amount of money to be made here, the



organised gangs will resort to bloody murder to protect their interests. I think we’re sitting on a powder keg.”


“Aye, I know what you mean,” Danny said.


“It’s been building for years. Lots of foreigners, but especially Brits, have been buying businesses and homes in Spain. At first everything was great, a mini property boom. Then as time went on, more and more British owners were having their homes repossessed by the Spanish authorities or real-estate companies on various bogus technicalities. The Brits were given a legal run-around when they tried to contest the repossessions.”


Danny nodded in understanding. Quite a few of these stories had hit the tabloids as even famous British celebrities were conned out of their homes and businesses.


“Then it got even worse. The protection rackets were first. Now there’s syndicate gangs muscling the ex-pats into selling their businesses at ludicrously reduced prices. Ten cents on the dollar kind of shit. If the business owners don’t concede, then the threats of violence quickly turn to action.”


None of this was news to Danny but he let Clay spell it out, enjoying listening to his brother’s drawl. Danny’s question was purely rhetorical. “I presume that going to the police or government is a non-starter?”


Clay shook his head. “Nah, half the guys that are railroading the owners are the ones in office that endorsed the sales in the first place. As for the cops… well, the hierarchy blocks any real investigation. Most of the street cops are okay, but you know what it’s like. At the higher levels of the police and government, they all piss in the same pot.”


“So it’s the same old shit, different country.” Danny



closed his eyes for a long moment. “So who’s the main man in our case?”


“I still haven’t got the head honcho’s name but the gang is a local outfit called the Locos. They’ve been targeting the British pubs and clubs along this stretch of coast. These boys are a real mix-up. Most of them are Spanish, but I’ve heard there’s a few Africans and hajis among them too. I’ve only been here a couple of days so intel’s still a bit light. Larry and Daisy are trying to get a group of the Brits together for a meeting. We’ll get more facts then.”


“Great,” replied Danny, recognising the slow burn of adrenalin in his stomach as he contemplated the possible outcome of this situation. Yep, this could explode into death and destruction in a heartbeat. Happy days.


“So how heavy have they come on to Larry and Pamela?”


“Well they’ve been working on Pam the most. They know that if they put the frighteners on the wife bad enough, she’ll usually talk the husband into selling up.” Clay steered the Toyota round a gentle bend in the road. The driver’s seat was wracked down to its lowest position but Clay’s hair still brushed the roof.


“So how handy are these Loco boys then? Tough guys or wannabes?”


“A bit of both. Like most gangs they mostly trade on their reputation. They trashed the Woo Hoo and had a go at me yesterday.”


“How many came at you?”


“Three, but the numb-nuts came one at a time. Not the brightest.”


Danny shook his head. Knowing how capable Clay was



with his fists, he couldn’t help but feel that the Locos had made a big mistake. Clay responded with a look that silently conveyed: I know—stupid or what!


“Any skills?”


“The first two, no. But the ringleader had presence. He knew how to handle himself. I had to draw him into attacking me by giving him my back. He wasn’t your typical blade-waver.”


Danny nodded. Any knife-man worth his salt would never advertise his weapon. With a skilled knife-fighter, you usually only got to see the knife after he’d stuck it between your ribs. As Clay slowed the Toyota to a stop in an enclosed parking bay Danny asked, “Any names?”


“The ringleader from the Woo Hoo is called Ortega. As I said, we should pick up some more details when you meet the rest of the local Brits.”


“Okay,” Danny said. “How long will you be over in Portugal for?”


Clay considered. “Two days maybe, three tops. I’ve got to sort out a couple of things at the house. You know, legal stuff. Then I’ll pick up some supplies on the way back here.”


“No problem, Clay. I’ll take up the slack while you’re gone.”


Clay nodded in affirmation. “Larry and Daisy are good friends.”


“Is this it?” Danny motioned to the back doors of the building.


“Yep, sure is. The Woo Hoo Club. Larry does a good pint here; you’ll like it. Come on, Larry and Daisy are dying to see you again.”




Danny smiled. He hadn’t seen the couple for over five years and although they were really Clay’s friends he’d liked both of them immensely. Pamela had a great sense of humour and a throaty laugh, always doing all the actions while telling a story. She used to toss her hair around like a mad thing while doing an impression of seventies rocker Suzi Quatro. Larry Duke was one of those old-fashioned soldiers that still looked like he was under parade ground inspection; never a hair out of place and creases in his trousers that you could cut bread with.


Good people. Friends.


The type worth protecting.











4


“The textbooks of the world will tell you different, but neon was designed to hide the plain, the ugly and the worn out,” Danny said, reading from an article on his iPad. “If you’ve ever visited Las Vegas in daylight hours you’ll understand. By day, drab weathered walls show the dirt, vomit stains and the worst of society’s skidmarks—but when the sun goes down and the rainbow spectrum of flashing neon kicks into life, the same bland tableau is transformed into an exotic menagerie of sights, sounds and possibilities. A twenty-dollar hooker in daylight hours can be enough to make a dog tuck its tail and run, but in the dark under the glamour of the blue neon strobe, the same streetwalker can appear as tempting as Beyoncé’s little sister.”


“I guess that guy doesn’t write for the local tourist office?”


Danny laughed and turned the screen towards Pamela. “I suspect not. That’s the beauty and the curse of the Internet. Everyone’s a critic.”




Fortunately, Ultima Felicidad was still beautiful when the sun was at its zenith, looking down on its devoted worshippers on the streets and beaches below.


Danny sipped a Diet Coke at one of the dozen or so chrome tables arranged outside at the front entrance of the Woo Hoo. By day, the club served a variety of food and drink, both in the air-conditioned interior and al fresco on the street front terrace.


Larry emerged from the bar and joined him at the table. Pamela had a Coke flavoured with a shot of vanilla essence and Larry touted a bottle of San Miguel that seemed to be perspiring in the late-morning heat. A dog with a shaggy brown-and-white coat limped along behind him as if aping his disability. Danny smiled and held out the back of his hand. The dog pressed a nose that was cold and wet hard against his skin, snuffling the new scent. He appeared to be a collie-cross. What Danny referred to as a “Heinz 57” due to the varieties in the genetic mix. He preferred mixed mongrels to most pedigree breeds.


“Hey, boy, how you doing?” Danny proceeded to ruffle the fur behind the mutt’s ear. The dog scooted closer, pressing against his legs.


Pamela leaned over and gently tugged on his curled tail. The dog looked between the two sources of affection.


“What’s he called?” asked Danny.


“Jacks,” she replied. “Short for One-Eyed Jacks.”


The dog turned fully to look at Danny. Jacks was missing his left eye, part of one ear and his left front paw.


“Poor little mite. What happened to him?” Danny continued to pat his head.




“Some idiot ran over him on a quad bike. Squished him up pretty good. Larry found him lying on the path down to the beach. We thought he was a goner at first but when we realised he wasn’t dead we took him to the vet. Damn fleabag cost us a shitload of money but you’re worth it, aren’t you, boy?”


Jacks placed his disfigured leg on Pamela’s thigh.


“Well, I agree. He’s great.” Danny turned his thoughts to more serious matters. “Clay gave me the story on the way over from the airport, but I need to ask a few more questions… you okay with that?”


“Sure, Danny, fire away.” As he sat down, Larry tucked his artificial leg under the table.


“I know they’re trying to muscle you into selling the club,” said Danny, nodding at the sculptured doorway. “But I need to know as much detail about this Loco outfit as possible.”


Over the next hour Danny asked for full details on the club’s takings, number of staff and their addresses, how many customers on an average week, delivery schedules, suppliers, fire exits and rear access. Pamela seemed exhausted by the litany.


“Why do you need to know all this stuff? You won’t have to go looking for these guys. I’m pretty sure they’ll come back. Clay said as much too.”


“I probably don’t need to know half this stuff, but the more I know, the less the Locos can surprise me with.”


“Tactical knowledge is king!” Larry nodded in agreement. “I wish it was like it was in the old days. I could just perch up on the roof and ventilate the lot of them.”


Pamela squeezed her husband’s hand. Danny couldn’t



fail to notice the moment. Deep emotions ran just below the surface. Larry pursed his lips, his eyes downcast. His leg made a metallic clang as it struck the base of the table as he shifted position. Jacks raised his head briefly from the full sprawl he’d adopted beneath the table.


“Now, about the Locos, tell me again how many have been to the club in total?” asked Danny.


“About six or seven different faces, usually in threes. The backup changes, but Ortega always leads the way,” said Pamela.


Danny blew a snort of air out of his nose. “He’s probably a captain.”


Larry flushed red. “I’m gonna kill those toss-pots next time they come at us. They waited ’til I was out and tried the bully boy act with Pamela. It’s a good job that Clay was on hand or it could have all gone south quick-time.”


Pamela tenderly laid a hand on top of Larry’s and this calmed him somewhat. Danny could see how much they loved each other. It was obvious that Pamela would do anything to look after her husband and Larry would undoubtedly die trying to protect her in return.


“So Clay is going to be away for the next few days?” asked Larry.


“Aye, he said he was really sorry about leaving just as the job was getting interesting, but he’s got some stuff on the home front in Portugal that he can’t let slide. I think there’s a lot of legal papers that need signing. He’s buying some more land next to his first plot. Don’t worry, I can hold the fort until he gets back. He’ll bring some toys back with him— equipment that I couldn’t carry on the plane.”


Larry smiled. He knew the kind of toys that the Gunn



brothers played with; not the kind you got with your Happy Meal that was for sure. “This crap with the Locos has been escalating. As soon as I told him what was going on Clay hopped into his car and came straight down here.”


“Aye, that sounds like Clay.”


“What’s his place in Portugal like?”


Danny laughed. “Well, it was a building site last time I was there, but that’s quite a while ago. I’m sure he’ll have the roof on by now.”


“Don’t count on it… You know how Clay likes his time outdoors, he’ll probably leave the roof off just so he can look at the night sky from his bed,” Pamela jested.


“Nah, he’s a big fanny really. Clay’s idea of a wild night is having English mustard on his hot dog,” said Larry. Like most soldiers, he couldn’t offer a straight compliment to a friend without a side order of crap to go with it.


Danny laughed, and One-Eyed Jacks looked up again at the sound, cocking his head to one side.


“Look,” said Danny, “when these Locos come back, I want you two to get into the kitchen as quick as you can. The staff too.” Larry started to protest but Danny cut him off. “It’s not about being tough; it’s about being smart. If I go down, you’ve got more chance to protect Pamela back there. I presume you’ve still got a shotgun around here somewhere?”


“I’ve got one at home.” Larry’s face was grim.


“Bring it in… but take things easy. We all know that shooting the place up is the last thing we want. That would be worst-case scenario. Plus, the Spanish cops are all armed as standard; you don’t want those guys storming in all guns blazing as well.”




“Yeah, I know what you mean,” agreed Larry. He puffed out his cheeks. “Got to pay a visit to the little boys’ room.” He rose and walked inside the club.


Pamela rubbed both hands over her face. She stared at Danny for a few seconds before speaking. “You know, when this crap first started I considered throwing in the towel, going back to England, but then I look at Larry. He’s dreamed of having his own bar since our early days together. Thirty years of savings and all of his compensation from the army is tied up in this place. It became my dream too, something we could build together.”


“I understand.”


“The club means so much to me but nothing in the world would be worth losing Larry for. I came so close already with that bastard landmine.”


Danny nodded, his face solemn in agreement.


“Do you want another drink?” asked Larry as he returned to the table.


“No, I’m good thanks,” said Danny. He inched back his chair. “I’m going out to walk the area. I’ll be gone for at least a couple of hours. You’ve got my number. The slightest hint of trouble and you buzz me, okay?”


When neither of them responded he said, “The slightest hint of trouble, okay?”


“Okay,” agreed Larry and Pamela simultaneously.


“Do you need anything?” asked Larry.


“Nah, I’m good to go. Just want to get the lay of the land. You never know when you might find yourself in one of those back streets. It kind of helps if you know where the hell you are.”




Danny rose and started to walk down the street, noting its width and available cover points if a firefight did transpire. At the moment he was at a disadvantage with the bearings of an aimless tourist, but he could fix that. Jacks sprang up to follow and had to be called back twice by Pamela. Danny smiled at the dog’s enthusiasm and held up a hand in way of a temporary farewell.


* * *


When Danny was out of earshot, Pamela turned to Larry. “What do you think about Danny?”


Larry leaned forward in his seat. “I know he isn’t as big or scary-looking as Clay, but that fella is as mean as a tiger with his balls in a gin trap. Since he left the army he’s made a living as a ‘fixer’. Clay says he’s one of those guys you can call on when your back is pressed so hard against the wall you’ve got mortar in your arse crack.”


“Is that on his business card?”


Larry gave a sincere nod. “Maybe it should be.”


Pamela watched as Danny turned down a back alley some two hundred metres away. Jacks too watched with his one good eye, huffed once, then settled back into the comparative cool beneath the table.
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Danny walked with a casual gait as he traversed the alleyways and junctions in a half-mile radius around the Woo Hoo Club, committing as much detail to memory as possible.


Ultima Felicidad had been modelled on an American-style street grid, with each street lying parallel to each other on a north/south bearing and the opposite streets lying on an east/west pattern. This formed neat blocks of buildings that helped give Ultima its stylised yet uniform look, with no building over five storeys high—no doubt to restrict the hotel chains. The streets had been named in the American format also, with First Street and Second Street lying north/south, and the east/west streets named after famous Spanish celebrities and historical figures.


Danny found himself on the junction of Twenty-Third and Banderas. The architecture of the buildings was very similar to the rest of Ultima, but Banderas seemed to play host to a collection of garages, car showrooms and auto spray shops. In marked contrast, the shops and stores on Twenty-Third seemed to be more concerned with designer fashion boutiques and sunglasses. On Thirtieth and Conde, named for the famous



bullfighter, Javier Conde, Danny found a home improvement store. Twenty minutes later he paid the cashier and left with two large bags stuffed with a very eclectic range of items.


He was about to cross the narrow street when a loose convoy of bikers rumbled past. Danny stepped quickly back to the kerb. Nice bikes. Big and powerful, a few with custom paint jobs. The riders all sported the same granite expression and gang colours. Tough guys. One of the bikers gave him an exaggerated look of disdain, sitting astride a chopper that was painted a midnight blue. Instead of the usual chrome, the frame was finished in what appeared to be burnished bronze.


Danny kept a Kawasaki 650 in a lockup back in England, but it was a poor relation to these machines that rumbled so loudly they caused the shop windows to vibrate as they passed by. Further down the road a young couple had to jump sideways to avoid a bike that nearly clipped them. The woman managed to lose one of her shoes as she made the mad dash to avoid being run over. When the young man gave the biker the finger, three of the riders slowed and revved the engines in unison. The noise was deafening. The startled couple ducked inside the nearest shop as one of the bikers drew what looked like a steel pipe from his handlebars and pointed the weapon in their direction.


Danny leaned against a shop front, shaking his head at the moronic display and watched the bikers trace their way the full length of the street. He gazed at the colourful gang patch that adorned the back of every one of the bikers’ jackets. He filed it away with the rest of the day’s details and slowly wound his way back through the grid towards the Dukes’ club. Time, he thought, to get things in motion.
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The Woo Hoo had steadily filled up during the traditional siesta time. It’s a curious fact that the British don’t siesta very well, perhaps seeing themselves as being built from hardier stuff than their continental cousins. Danny liked the idea of some quiet downtime each day—if not spent sleeping fully, then dozing with a half-read book for company. But the good-natured festivities that the Woo Hoo promoted during the daylight hours made sleep impossible.


Danny sat in an alcove that afforded a clear view of the club’s main entrance. Music pumped from the inset speakers that were tucked invisibly into the alcove seating. Jacks lay at his feet, slumbering, seemingly oblivious to the noise.


The club’s day trade consisted of mainly older British ex-patriots that had taken up residence in or around the resort of Ultima. In line with the older crowd’s tastes, the music playing was an eclectic mix of sixties, seventies and eighties. Silver-haired and tanned to the colour of a walnut seemed to be the required look for the daytime patrons of the Woo Hoo.


Danny recognised a few minor celebrities in the crowd.



One owned a famous nightclub of his own in London and as usual he had a girl at least forty years his junior hanging on his every word. Opposite sat a comedian who had been big in the nineties, but had lost his star quality due to his overfondness of the whisky bottle and his reputation of being impossible to work with during his “wet seasons”. The ageing entertainer had the Woo Hoo crowd in the palm of his hand: half of the club was listening intently to the tale he was recounting about his wild nights of partying with U2 and the female cast of a well-known soap opera.


Danny smiled to himself; a big fish in a little pond. But there was no malice to his judgement. He understood why fading stars came to places like Ultima or Marbella or Miami. They’d struggled all of their professional lives to be somebody and wanted to hang on to the laughs and applause for as long as possible.


No harm, no foul.


And of course having these “celebs” as regulars didn’t hurt the Woo Hoo’s takings. Tourists came here by the coachload on the chance of seeing an ex-James Bond or another old star sipping a strawberry daiquiri. Larry Duke didn’t deny the rumours that Sean Connery himself was part-owner of the club; he just tapped his nose to regular enquirers and replied, “That’s between me and Sean.”


Of course Connery had never put a penny into the club, but the punters had already made up their minds, preferring to spin stories of how they’d spent their holiday rubbing shoulders with the stars. Larry was never going to let the truth get in the way of a story or a good business opportunity.


The afternoon passed without event. As the sun began to



set, the older crowd drifted away and the Woo Hoo slowly awakened. Pamela escorted Jacks upstairs where he spent his time during the evening trade. Three-legged dogs and drunken partygoers; never the twain should meet.


A myriad of neon lights pulsated in perfect synchronised timing with the beat of the music. The effect was almost hypnotic. Danny wasn’t a big fan of nightclubs— too many people—but the atmosphere in the Woo Hoo Club was undeniably great. The sight of young women dressed in what amounted to little more than underwear and skin-tight Lycra bodysuits did nothing to upset Danny’s sensibilities either. But always his attention crept back to the main entrance.


The club employed three uniformed doormen at night, but they were there more for effect than any real action. Larry had copied the routine from the upmarket clubs in Los Angeles that had door staff checking for names on a “guest list”. The list was a fake of course, but every now and then the doormen would ask each other, “Is it tonight that Posh and Becks are coming?” just loud enough for the revellers to hear. The name-dropping always sent a ripple of excitement through the crowd awaiting entry. It didn’t matter that the stars never arrived; the promise was what the Woo Hoo sold. Pamela had even employed lookalikes to breeze into the club. Clubbers went home on those nights swearing that they’d partied with Tom Cruise or Johnny Depp. Woo Hoo!


As the night drew to a close, Danny was grateful that he hadn’t had to do more than learn the lay of the land. But he knew it wouldn’t last.
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Vincenzo Ortega sat with his broken right arm in a cast. A rainbow of dark purple bruises shadowed the murder in his eyes like a highwayman’s mask. His jaw had been wired in the emergency room at Magdalena Hospital in Almería City. He could now only speak in the manner of a novice ventriloquist.


His two backup men, Aspanu and Donal, were sitting in silence at the rear of the spacious terrace. After the curses that their boss had spewed at Ortega they dared not even make eye contact. The boss had a habit of “shooting the messenger” and all of his underlings knew that the best course of action was to keep your head down during one of his furious rants.


Antoni Barcelo was a physically imposing figure. His broad sloping forehead was framed with a shock of coal-black hair that was swept back off his face in a retro “Elvis” style. The back of his hair was grown past collar length but was still slicked and neat. Appearance was important to Barcelo; he spent a fortune on grooming products and counted a masseuse and skincare specialist among his retained staff. He also wore a Savile Row suit almost every



day regardless of the Mediterranean heat.


Today he wore a slate-grey blazer with matching trousers, a white silk shirt and white leather loafers. His face clashed with his wardrobe, however, due to the fact that he was so angry he’d turned a dark crimson. His guttural Spanish rattled like gunfire. “One man did this to you? Three of you couldn’t handle one tourist? You spend the day in the hospital and I only hear about it now?”


“Boss, I was messed up,” Ortega tried to explain. “I just needed some time to get my head straight.”


“Why, so you could come up with a line of crap to spin me?” demanded Barcelo. “One damned tourist?”


Ortega struggled through his explanation. “This guy knew what he was doing. I think the Dukes have hired some muscle of their own.”


“Well? What the hell do I pay you spineless cretins for? You’re supposed to sort out problems like this. Do I need to go down there and break him myself?”


“No, boss, we were just caught off guard. What do you want us to do next? Petrol bomb the place?”


“No. Not yet. That would just cost me more. Send a couple of scouts down to the bar and watch out for this hired help. See if there are any more protectors—I want to know numbers. Let’s see if they are professionals before I send any more of you imbeciles to get your asses kicked.”


Ortega knew Barcelo was a dangerous man but that his boss could be generally relied on to be objective when dealing with outside threats. Rumour had it he’d learned a valuable lesson during a three-year stretch in the notorious Zuera prison as a young man in his twenties. Another inmate



had baited him about his pretty-boy looks, offering him a role as a stand-in wife. Antoni had charged in furiously, swinging his fists. The more experienced inmate had dodged his blows and reciprocated with three stabs with a homemade knife. During his four weeks in the prison infirmary Barcelo had vowed never to be shanked again by rushing in without knowing the capability of his enemy.


“Vin, pick out three from your team and send them down there to watch the place. Nobody is to move on them until I have spoken, is that clear?”


Ortega nodded and motioned for his two men to leave with him.


“And, you two!” Barcelo pointed at both Donal and Aspanu. “If you fail me again, you better move to Australia so I don’t see you ever again.”


The two injured men nodded energetically and scuttled after Ortega. Donal favoured his good leg, trying to avoid putting pressure on the sutures in his thigh.


* * *


An hour or so later, three Locos sat in a parked car watching the entrance to the Woo Hoo Club. It was getting dark and the evening crowd was beginning to fill the streets. Ortega had described the big guy who’d taken him, Donal and Aspanu down, but as yet the watchers hadn’t seen such a man.


“Maybe I should go in and have a closer look,” offered Juba Akengala, the only black man in the trio. Juba was Nigerian by birth but had drifted across Africa to wherever there was a head to crack for money. He was very capable with a machete, wielding it with deadly efficiency. His features were narrow



and defined but not unattractive. Unlike the other Locos in their urban camouflage, he was dressed smartly in loose denim jeans, a dark-yellow shirt with a distinctive crocodile logo and a pair of new Timberland boots. “I’ve never been in the club before, so they won’t know who I am.”


His two companions looked back at him, then the elder of the three, Vasquez, spoke. “Okay, go in, but just keep yourself to yourself. Try to find the big guy Ortega mentioned and if you see him, check if he has any friends with him. Be careful.”


* * *


Inside the club Danny glanced up from a cocktail menu that he had propped on the table. A tall black man had just entered and strode casually over to the main bar. Danny watched him for a moment or two and then went back to scanning the club with his peripheral vision. Twenty minutes later Danny registered the same man leaving—just another guy on the lookout for a cold beer.


Danny rolled his neck around to relieve the stiffness there. He decided to exercise in the morning; he needed to burn off some energy before the meeting with the other British business owners the following evening. He glanced at his watch; another three hours to closing time. He was confident that the presence of the bustling evening crowd in the club would dissuade any retribution from the Locos. As Danny settled back into his seat his attention was caught by a silver-haired man giving a very poor attempt at the Robot. Danny smiled and shook his head. You’re never too old to make an arse of yourself, he thought.
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