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Las Vegas is known as Sin City. And what happens in
Vegas usually stays in Vegas.

But someone in the city has powers that allow them to
strike anywhere in the world and take lives - for a price.

Jack Nightingale has a track record of dealing with
occult killers and so far he has always come out on top.

But this time the only way to find the killer is to
set himself up as bait. And this might be the time when his luck
finally runs out.


 


ALSO BY STEPHEN LEATHER

Pay Off, The Fireman, Hungry Ghost, The Chinaman, The
Vets, The Long Shot, The Birthday Girl, The Double Tap, The
Solitary Man, The Tunnel Rats, The Bombmaker, The Stretch, Tango
One, The Eyewitness, Penalties, Takedown, The Shout, The Bag
Carrier, Plausible Deniability, Last Man Standing, Rogue Warrior,
The Runner, Breakout, The Hunting, Desperate Measures, Standing
Alone, The Chase

Spider Shepherd thrillers:

Hard Landing, Soft Target, Cold Kill, Hot Blood, Dead
Men, Live Fire, Rough Justice, Fair Game, False Friends, True
Colours, White Lies, Black Ops, Dark Forces, Light Touch, Tall
Order, Short Range, Slow Burn, Fast Track, Dirty War

Spider Shepherd: SAS thrillers:

The Sandpit, Moving Targets, Drop Zone, Russian
Roulette

Jack Nightingale supernatural thrillers:

Nightfall, Midnight, Nightmare, Nightshade,
Lastnight, San Francisco Night, New York Night, Tennessee Night,
New Orleans Night


 


Table of Contents




CHAPTER
1

CHAPTER
2

CHAPTER
3

CHAPTER
4

CHAPTER
5

CHAPTER
6

CHAPTER
7

CHAPTER
8

CHAPTER
9

CHAPTER
10

CHAPTER
11

CHAPTER
12

CHAPTER
13

CHAPTER
14

CHAPTER
15

CHAPTER
16

CHAPTER
17

CHAPTER
18

CHAPTER
19

CHAPTER
20

CHAPTER
21

CHAPTER
22

CHAPTER
23

CHAPTER
24

CHAPTER
25

CHAPTER
26

CHAPTER
27

CHAPTER
28

CHAPTER
29

CHAPTER
30

CHAPTER
31

CHAPTER
32

CHAPTER
33

CHAPTER
34

CHAPTER
35

CHAPTER
36

CHAPTER
37

CHAPTER
38

CHAPTER
39

CHAPTER
40

CHAPTER
41

CHAPTER
42

CHAPTER
43

CHAPTER
44

CHAPTER
45

CHAPTER
46

CHAPTER
47

CHAPTER
48

CHAPTER
49

CHAPTER
50

CHAPTER
51

CHAPTER
52

CHAPTER
53

CHAPTER
54

CHAPTER
55

CHAPTER
56

CHAPTER
57

CHAPTER
58

CHAPTER
59

CHAPTER
60

CHAPTER
61

CHAPTER
62

CHAPTER
63

CHAPTER
64

CHAPTER
65

CHAPTER
66

CHAPTER
67

CHAPTER
68

CHAPTER
69

CHAPTER
70

CHAPTER
71

CHAPTER
72

CHAPTER
73

CHAPTER
74

CHAPTER
75

CHAPTER
76

CHAPTER
77

CHAPTER
78

CHAPTER
79

CHAPTER
80

CHAPTER
81

CHAPTER
82

CHAPTER
83

CHAPTER
84

CHAPTER
85

CHAPTER
86

CHAPTER
87

CHAPTER
88

CHAPTER
89

CHAPTER
90

CHAPTER
91

CHAPTER
92

CHAPTER
93

CHAPTER
94

CHAPTER
95



CHAPTER 1

 


When the two men finally found the box, they
had no idea of its significance, and were never to find out that
they had overlooked a far more important discovery. The year was
1885 and Flinders Petrie and James Quibell were prominent
Egyptologists from England. They had made the long journey to the
West Bank of the Nile, opposite the modern city of Luxor, where
once the city of Thebes had stood. They planned to excavate beneath
the Ramesseum, the memorial temple to the longest-lived
Pharaoh of all. Ramesses II.

Their excavation was destined not to produce
a trove of ancient treasure, as the tomb had been robbed many
centuries before, but the lowest part had been left untouched. At
the bottom of the tomb’s shaft, four metres down, Quibell and
Petrie found a heap of debris that covered a small space of half a
square metre in the wall. In this space was a wooden box, covered
in white plaster, with a crudely-painted jackal on the lid. Inside
the box were papyri, reed pens, ivory wands, a wooden female
figure, an ivory figure of a boy carrying a calf, tiny beads, and
seeds.

The two men recognised it as a Magician’s
Box, probably used by a specialist in childbirth, judging by the
engravings of women and children on the wands. The tomb was,
thereafter, known as the Magician’s tomb, though Quibell’s map to
it was so poorly drawn that nobody has managed to find it since.
The contents of the box were distributed to museums in Manchester,
Cambridge, Pennsylvania and Berlin. The box itself was lost. With
the exception of Petrie and Quibell, no living man had seen that
chamber for centuries, apart from the native boy who accompanied
them, carrying their food and water.

His name was Achmed, and he was twelve years
old, happy to earn a few piastres for such light work.
Neither of the older men noticed him wander away to the other side
of the shaft, as they were inspecting the box. There, he cleared
away some more rubble, and, as he had been told he would, he found
a smaller niche cut into the wall, and inside it, a purse of
goatskin, remarkably well-preserved. His eyes fixed on Petrie and
Quirrell, he slipped the purse swiftly inside the folds of his
robe, and moved away from there.

That night, when the Egyptologists and their
party were sleeping soundly after celebrating their find, Achmed
carefully and silently sneaked away from the camp and walked in the
direction of the Nile. He had barely travelled five hundred metres
when a figure on a horse appeared silently out of the moonlight and
loomed above him.

“You have it?” asked the rider.

Achmed trembled at the authority in the
voice.

“Yes, my Lord, it was as you said.”

“And you have not opened it?”

“No, my Lord, I would not dare.”

The figure dismounted, unrecognisable beneath
the flowing white robe and scarf wound about his face and head.

“Give it to me.”

“It is yours, my Lord. And I was promised a
reward?”

Achmed’s eyes shone at the thought of what he
could buy with the promised gold.

“Yes indeed, your reward. Die now, and live
forever.” The wicked, curved blade appeared in the rider’s hand
faster than the eye could follow, and Achmed had no time to make a
sound, before his head was struck cleanly from his shoulders. The
rider remounted and disappeared into the desert, without a backward
glance.

In the morning, the archaeologists noticed
the boy’s absence, but thought little of it. They probably assumed
he had returned to his people, and mounted no search for him. The
scavengers of the desert made short work of his body, and soon
there remained no trace of it. The purse of Baufra had claimed
another victim.


CHAPTER 2




Salman Bin-Saheed waited until he reached
home before examining his prize. His house was much larger and more
richly decorated than the average peasant abode, as befitted his
wealth and status. He handed his mount’s bridle to one of his
servants, walked through the arch of the main entrance and into the
spacious courtyard. He went up the stone steps on the left and
entered his personal chamber.

The room was painted in rich ochre, the walls
and round pillars decorated with paintings of gods and scenes from
ancient life. The shelves were of brown marble, and a brown
upholstered divan couch lay in the middle of the room. Tables and
chairs of mahogany were dotted around the room, many of them
bearing small statues, of black cats, gold sphinxes and the ibis,
the sacred bird of Egypt.

He lay on the divan, then rang a small bell
on the table by his head. A servant shuffled in, dressed in the
traditional long shirt, the galabeya, his head covered by a
skullcap or taqiyah. He inclined his head to his master, but
did not speak.

“Mohammed, light the lamps, then bring me my
sherbet and my hookah.”

The servant bowed his head again, and left
the room.

Ten minutes later, the master of the house
took a sip of sherbet, a long contented draw on the flavoured
tobacco in his water pipe, and finally opened his new possession.
His eyes widened with pleasure. The old goatskin leather of the
purse was almost perfectly preserved, soft and supple to the touch,
as if it had been kept oiled for centuries. He opened the top, and
proceeded to remove the contents.

First came the three papyri. Thousands of
years old, yet, unbelievably, still intact and readable to anyone
who understood the old system of writing. They would take many
months of painstaking work to decipher, but he knew he was equal to
the task. Then came half a dozen reed pens, probably the same as
had been used to write the papyri. Of limited use now, but still, a
valuable link to the past. A shaft of bronze, some eight inches
long, covered in what looked like human hair.

“A serpent wand,” he muttered. “Perhaps
useful for parlour tricks.”

And finally the great prize itself. A flat,
crescent-shaped wand of ivory, covered with ornate carvings. A
crocodile, a frog, a cat, an ibis and a snake, a sun disk with
legs, and a winged griffin. There were also representations of the
god Set and the goddess Tawarett but the largest and most prominent
carving was of Anubis, jackal-headed god of the dead.

A sigh of satisfaction escaped his lips.
“Aah. The wand of Baufra. At last. With this, the power of life and
death shall be mine.” He shuddered with pleasure.


CHAPTER 3




Jack Nightingale had more experience of
violent death than any man ought to carry around with him. It was
not something he ever dwelt on, at least not consciously. When he
was working on a case, he pushed past horrors out of his mind to
concentrate on the job at hand, but it was in the down times that
they came back to haunt him, especially during nights of fitful
sleep.

It started with the couple he thought of as
his parents, though he now knew he was adopted. The Nightingales
had been killed in a stupid road accident, crushed by a lorry at
traffic lights. He hadn’t been there to see them die, but his
sleeping mind always produced a picture of the accident. He had
witnessed the lorry driver throw himself off a high balcony some
years later. Then his real father. Ainsley Gosling, the satanist,
who had blown out his own brains with a shotgun, rather than
confront the awful reality of selling his children’s souls. His
birth mother, who had torn out her own throat in horror at what had
been done to her son. The images were relentless.

Nightingale tossed and turned, his sheets
drenched with sweat as he saw, once again, the young girl Sophie
throw herself off a balcony to escape the abuse inflicted on her by
her father.

“No, Sophie. No, don’t jump, love,” he
muttered in his sleep.

But she always jumped. Some nights he managed
to catch her by her feet and held her close, sobbing at her that
she would be alright now. Other nights he watched helplessly as her
tiny frame lay smashed on the pavement.

His aunt and uncle. He hadn’t seen them die,
but he’d been the one to discover the bodies, her brutally
butchered, him hanged. He couldn’t save them, still didn’t know who
had killed them or why.

Robbie, his closest friend on the force, mown
down by a taxi crossing the road for no reason at all. His father’s
chauffeur, his head torn from his body by the chain he’d looped
round his own head before driving off. Jenny McLean’s gamekeeper,
who blasted himself with a shotgun in front of Nightingale. The man
Mitchell and his bodyguards, torn to pieces and blasted into Hell.
Marcus Fairchild, whose murder Nightingale had helped to set up. It
never stopped, a parade of dead bodies that seemed to follow him
around London, ending with the clone of himself that he’d
personally killed in order to arrange his escape from England.

The dream went faster now. The victims of the
Apostles in San Francisco, the young people possessed by demons in
New York and their victims. The dead children in Memphis, Joshua
Wainwright’s whole family slaughtered. Most recently the young
athletes whose lives were robbed from them in New Orleans.

He couldn’t count the trail of death that
followed behind him, and as he tossed and turned he saw newer faces
in his dream, stretching out in front of him. A middle-aged man
clutching his heart, an old woman, a surprised look on her face
holding her stomach, an old man, blood streaming from the gash in
his chest. A little man in a dark suit, bleeding to death in the
street from bullet wounds. A woman smashed and broken on a
sidewalk. A young, brunette woman frantically swimming as huge jaws
opened behind her to show rows of yellow teeth.

“Faster, faster,” muttered Nightingale, but
he knew she’d die if he couldn’t save her. But what could he do? He
was too far away.

Nightingale woke up with a jolt, the girl and
the teeth vanished. He mopped his brow with the bedsheet, and
noticed that his hand was trembling.

He reached for the bedside table, found his
cigarettes, lit one and blew smoke up at the ceiling as he tried to
make sense of his dream. The memories he understood, they were
burned indelibly into his psyche. But what about the other visions,
the deaths that he hadn’t witnessed. Were they to come?


CHAPTER 4




The Cabin stood dozens of miles from any
other habitation, almost in the centre of the Bald Mountain
Wilderness in Eastern Nevada. The trees which had grown there
originally had all been cut down, some of them used in its
construction, and the rest cleared away so there was an
uninterrupted clear view for two hundred and fifty metres all
around.

The nearest town of any size was the old
copper mining centre of Ely. In contrast to the neon city of Las
Vegas, two hundred and forty miles south, Ely was one of the
coldest places in the contiguous United States, with snow falling
for nine months of the year, and temperatures frequently dropping
below minus thirty degrees at night. Not that Ely interested any of
the current residents of The Cabin, since none of them had taken
the usual route to Bald Mountain, which involved driving west from
Ely and then hiking to their final destination. They had arrived in
two helicopters, three weeks previously, under cover of
darkness.

There were nine of them altogether. Eight
federal agents, dressed alike in jeans, hiking boots and warm black
hunting jackets, plus The Package. The eight agents were heavily
armed, each one carrying a high powered pistol and with Heckler and
Koch assault rifles always within reach. The Cabin was ringed with
well-hidden remotely operated anti-aircraft guns, ready to deal
with any unauthorised helicopter determined enough to ignore the
no-fly zone which extended for twenty miles around The Cabin.

The Cabin itself was quite a piece of work.
Every part necessary for its internal construction had been flown
in by helicopter, and the site was miles from any hiking trail or
place of interest, so there was very little chance of civilians
casually stumbling across it. From the outside, it looked like a
typical hunter’s cabin, built of logs, with wooden window frames
and front and rear doors and a log roof. Anyone authorised to look
inside would notice at once that this was no ordinary construction.
The walls were lined with steel, and the windows armoured. Nothing
short of a tank shell would be likely to breach the walls. Perhaps
a dozen men with rocket launchers might have forced their way
inside, but there was no way for them to get there unseen by either
the watchers in the woods or the drones which flew overhead. In the
unlikely event that The Cabin was attacked by anything its defences
were unable to handle, a flight of F-35A Lightning fighter aircraft
could be summoned up almost immediately from the nearby Nellis
Airbase. It had never been necessary, The Cabin’s best defences
were its anonymity and complete secrecy.

From the outside, The Cabin appeared to have
one floor, and at first glance inside this would be confirmed. The
main area was used as a living space, with cheap but adequate sofas
and armchairs, a large-screen TV and a music system, which was
rarely used. At the far end of the room was a fridge, a microwave
and a sink, alongside some cupboards for food and plate
storage.

Leading off the living area were four doors.
Two led to bedrooms, generally occupied by the two agents who were
off-shift at any time. The third led to a bathroom, with a power
shower and toilet. The fourth looked, at first glance, as if it
might be another bedroom, but in fact it hid a steel door, which
could only be opened by a special code on a keypad. Behind the
door, concrete steps led down to The Cabin’s greatest secret - The
Bunker.

The Bunker ran the whole length of The Cabin,
but was on two levels. At the bottom of the steps was another thick
steel door, which could be used to isolate the subterranean section
from the building upstairs. Behind the door, there was another
living area, six more bedrooms, a fully-equipped kitchen, two more
bathrooms and, on the lower floor, a storeroom with enough tinned,
frozen and microwaveable food to last a dozen men for months. The
lower floor also contained the communications centre, with
state-of-the art computers, as well as radios and a hot line to
headquarters in Washington. At one end of the lower level was yet
another steel door, but this one could be opened from either side,
by anyone knowing the correct keycode. This was where The Package
was stored at night.

The contents of that room was always referred
to as “The Package” by the men in the Cabin, and in all
communications with the outside world. In the seven years since The
Cabin had been completed, there had been twelve different
Packages.

This particular package was five feet eight
inches tall, with a scrawny build and an unhealthy pallor that
suggested he spent most of his life sitting indoors. There was
still some brown in his badly-cut short hair, but it was mixed with
a good deal of grey, and a yellowing forelock which matched the
nicotine stains on the fingers of his right hand. None of the FBI
men smoked, or were permitted to drink on duty, but these
restrictions didn’t apply to The Package. It was important to keep
him happy, so The Cabin’s ventilation system ran most of every day
to expel the fumes of fifty cigarettes, and most of a fifth of
Chivas Regal. To be fair, there was precious little else for Enzo
Florentino to do during his stay at The Cabin. He was no great
reader, the TV didn’t interest him much, and he was denied his
usual, rather unpleasant, pleasures. Even the FBI had its limits
when it came to keeping him happy. Apart from smoking and drinking,
he passed most of his days playing poker against a computer program
on the laptop that had been provided for him. Its internet access
had been disabled. Nobody was going to trace him that way.

Enzo Florentino was just starting his third
week in The Cabin, and was very definitely getting bored out here.
He pushed away the remains of his chilli and rice, topped up his
glass from the latest bottle of whisky, lit another cigarette and
stared over at the heavy-set young man opposite.

“Any news?” he asked.

The young man shook his crew-cut head.
“Nothing that I’ve heard. There’s talk of them swearing in a jury
pretty soon, so maybe you won’t have much longer to wait.”

“And that’s when the fun starts,” said Enzo
Florentino. “You guys need to get me in and out of that courtroom
for me to say my piece. Then what?”

“You’ll be well protected, we’ve done this
kind of thing dozens of times before. And after the trial, you
disappear.”

Florentino gave a humourless sneer. “For
sure, I do...one way or another.”

“You know what I mean, Witness Protection.
New city, new name new ID, maybe a few changes in your appearance.
Like I say, we’ve done it dozens of times.”

“And how many of those dozens are still
alive?”

The young man looked at his shoes and said
nothing.

“Somebody’ll talk,” said Florentino. “With
five mil on my head, somebody’ll talk, and they’ll find me.”

“If you think that, why did you agree to
testify?”

Florentino shrugged. “What choice did you
bastards give me? Sing or I’d be looking at forty years in Federal
prison. I don’t have forty years left in me.”

“Rock and a hard place, eh? Still, we’re all
glad you decided to do your duty as a citizen.”

“My ass.”

“Yeah, that’s right, it’s your ass that’s at
stake here, so just let us do our job.”

“Some job you’ve got, stuck out here in
Nowheresville for months at a time, babysitting some witness. Is
that what you signed on for when you joined the Bureau?”

The younger man sighed. “I can’t say it was
the main attraction, but it’s not like I’ve spent my whole career
in this place. Soon enough, I’ll get posted somewhere else.”

“You should have tried a different line of
work.”

“Really,” said the agent,” so I could wind up
like you, looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life?”

“It has its compensations.” Florentino slowly
and deliberately pushed back his left sleeve to expose the gold
Rolex Daytona, which had cost at least a year’s worth of the young
man’s salary. Maybe after the trial he’d need something less
noticeable - it was always the small mistakes that killed you.
“Looks like it’s getting near my bedtime, nothing worth staying
awake for. Wanna come tuck me in?”

“I can live without that, but we’ll walk you
to your room as usual.” He looked over at his colleague.
“Dave?”

A similarly thick-set young man, with an
identical haircut, stood up from an armchair in the corner.
Florentino raised his eyebrows, but said nothing. He thought he’d
been talking to Dave, but maybe it was John, or Steve What the
hell, they all looked the same, apart from Paul the black guy. They
all dressed the same and talked the same and he wasn’t here to make
friends.

He got up from the table, turned and walked
down the steps, through the storeroom and stopped at the door of
the Package room, the two federal agents behind and on either side
of him, their pistols drawn. Florentino had given up wondering why,
he guessed it was the way they’d been trained. Steve...or was it
Dave...keyed the number of the day into the pad, then stood aside
for Florentino to enter. He walked inside, closed the door behind
him and heard the click of the magnetic lock. He knew the two
agents would sit outside his door for the next four hours, until
they changed shift. That was no concern of his, he planned to put
them out of his mind and enjoy ten hours of sleep.

The room was comfortable without any hint of
luxury. It was reminiscent of any bedroom in one of the cheaper
hotel chains. A door to the right led to a toilet and shower-room.
Florentino brushed his teeth, used the toilet and changed into the
pyjamas they had provided for him. He lay on the bed and smoked his
final cigarette of the day, carefully crushed it out in the ashtray
on the bedside table, and drifted off to sleep.

If there had been any justice in the world,
his dreams would have been filled with the anguished faces of
people whose lives he’d helped to ruin, but Enzo Florentino never
had developed a conscience, and his sleeping hours were generally
calm and undisturbed, even on his last night alive.


CHAPTER 5




Around two hundred and fifty miles away,
final preparations were being made for the ritual. The crystal ball
had been cleansed with salt, the wand was free from all impurities.
The old woman sat silent in her chair, ready to receive
instructions. The man sitting opposite her was dark, just around
medium height, with deep blue eyes, dressed in a rich, blue, silk
robe and wearing a blue turban. He took one last draw on his
hookah, then carefully hung the mouthpiece on the hook of the pipe.
He exhaled the sweet tobacco smoke, steepled his fingertips, closed
his eyes and began to breathe slowly and deeply.

Eventually he opened his eyes, and smiled at
his assistant. “Everything is ready?”

The blonde woman nodded. She was in her
twenties, curvy like a forties movie star, her hair soft and wavy,
her makeup thickly applied.

“Yes. Khamsin. Everything has been
prepared.”

“Good. Let us begin.”

He spoke in a soft, clear voice, giving his
instructions precisely When he finished, the old lady in the chair
nodded. He moulded a crude figure of a man from the bowl of Nile
clay in front of him. His assistant passed him the items she had
obtained from Enzo Florentino’s house, two cigarette ends from an
unemptied ashtray, and he pressed them into the back of the figure,
and passed it across to the old woman. She held it in her left
hand, with her right she took the carved ivory wand from him and
pointed it at the crystal ball, as she had been commanded.

The old woman repeated the incantation she
had been taught, pointing the wand at the crystal ball as she spoke
the final words.

For just a fraction of a second, so quickly
that it might never have happened, the figure of a man, his face
the muzzle of some animal seemed to flicker from the end of the
wand and race towards the crystal ball.

There was a bright flash of golden light and
a loud cracking sound, and the old woman slumped back in her chair,
her eyes closed, her breathing laboured.

The man parted his thin lips in a smile of
triumph, and reached for his hookah again.

“It is done,” he said. He gestured at his
assistant. “Help her. Then send her away.”


CHAPTER 6




In the mountains near Ely, Enzo Florentino
jerked awake, feeling a sudden presence in his room. He opened his
eyes and despite the darkness, thought he saw the flash of a
strange figure approaching him, with the shadowy head of some
animal. He felt a crushing pain in his chest, and his eyes closed
again forever.


CHAPTER 7




The lights were always on in The Bunker, so
nobody had any external clue as to the time. The Federal agent on
the left-hand side of the door leading to the Package room glanced
at his watch, and was surprised to find that it was 8.35 am. He
looked across at his colleague.

“The bastard’s a little late this morning.
Usually out and wanting breakfast smack on 8.15.”

“It’s not a crime to oversleep.”

“Not compared to his other crimes, but it’s
unusual and...”

The agent nodded.”…and unusual spells
trouble.”

“Probably not, but nobody ever got fired for
making sure.” He rose from his chair and knocked on the door.

“Mr Florentino? You okay? Breakfast
time.”

Ten seconds passed before he tried again.
“Guess we’d better take a look,” he said when there was still no
answer. He keyed in the code, and opened the door. He grimaced when
he saw Florentino, dead or close to it. “Shit!” he shouted. “Get
The Chief, fast.”

The second agent took one look into the room,
then pushed the red alarm button just outside the door. Instantly
the whole Cabin was filled with a loud buzzing. Inside a minute the
mission commander had arrived at the Package room, still buttoning
his shirt. By now the first agent was kneeling on the bed and had
started CPR.

“What the f...”

“He’s dead.”

“How? Any wounds?”

“Nothing I can see, no response to the CPR so
far.”

“And there won’t be, he’s stone cold. Face is
in rigor. Been dead hours.”

“Shit. They’ll have our arses for this.”

“They’re not going to be happy, that’s for
sure, and the legal guys will throw a fit. But it was our job to
keep him safe, not guarantee him immortality. Guy was getting up
there in years, smoked like a chimney, drank like a fish. You two
stay here, I’ll call it in.”

Events moved very quickly from then on.
Inside an hour a full medical team arrived by helicopter from
Nellis Airbase, quickly ascertained that Enzo Florentino was indeed
dead, but the cause would need to be determined by a full autopsy.
Nobody was offering any guesses at this stage. Shortly afterwards,
two more helicopters landed, bringing a new team of federal agents
and crime scene specialists. The original team of agents were
extensively questioned on the spot, and then transferred to
Regional Headquarters, where a full debriefing could be held.
Florentino’s mortal remains were loaded onto the medical helicopter
and flown away.

It would be nearly twenty-four hours before
the news of Florentino’s death became public. One of the first
people to find out was an expensive criminal lawyer named Adam
Markowitz, who promptly filed a writ of habeas corpus on
behalf of his client Luca ‘Lucky’ Marino, to have his pretrial
detention terminated, since the main witness for the People would
not now be giving evidence against him. Two days later, Marino was
a free man once again.


CHAPTER 8




Luca ‘Lucky’ Marino sat at the head of the
oval, mahogany conference table and gazed around at the other
occupants of the room. The table had chairs for eighteen, but had
rarely seen more than twelve people round it. Today there were ten,
in addition to Marino himself. Seven of them were middle-aged white
men, most of them carrying a few surplus pounds, which their
expensive suits couldn’t quite disguise. Those that had kept their
hair were generally turning grey, but there were a couple of them
with suspiciously dark, thick and immobile coiffures. One was a
couple of decades younger than the rest, he sat on Marino’s right,
and there was a clear family resemblance. Marino, at seventy-one,
was the oldest in the room, but he was fit and strong and had the
constitution of a man half his age.

Two young men, large and blank-faced stood
behind Marino, their eyes constantly scanning the room. The
blond-haired one on the left kept patting his left pectoral area,
as if to reassure himself that his gun was still in place. The one
on the right, the one with the shaved head, seemed more sure of his
weapon, and stayed motionless. The seven older men were also
accompanied by bodyguards, but Marino’s rule was that they should
wait in the room outside, where two more of his heavies could watch
them.

Marino mentally counted them, all present, as
they should be. He glanced up at the screen, which showed four
views of other offices, one man in each. Reno, Lake Tahoe, Carson
City and Laughlin, four of the major gambling centres in Nevada.
The first three were four hundred or so miles away from Las Vegas.
Laughlin was a lot nearer, at just under a hundred, but Marino’s
managers were busy men, and he generally didn’t ask them to travel,
unless their physical presence was vital, which might be a bad sign
for them. Not today. The only one missing from the last general
meeting was Enzo Florentino, and nobody wanted to be the first to
mention his name.

Marino broke the ice. “Thank you all for
coming, gentlemen, it’s good to be back with you again after my
little...absence. As you are, doubtless, aware, the DA no longer
has a witness against me and our organisation, so things may
continue as before. Yes, Max?”

Massimo “Max” Zabatino, a burly man with the
auburn toupée, was sitting two seats down on the left and he had
raised a finger. Zabatino was a money man, tasked with keeping
track of the Mob money that was laundered through the company’s
casinos.

“I was just wondering whether we’ll be taking
any new measures to ensure that these regrettable events don’t
recur?”

“That would be a good question, Max, and the
answer is yes. I have increased levels of supervision, and our
accounts department will henceforth be under the direct supervision
of my son, Francesco.” He nodded at the man sitting on his right.
Francesco “Frankie” Marino nodded back. “He will report regularly
to me,” said Marino. “Any further questions?”

He looked around the table, but nobody
responded, so he looked up at the screen, and his eyes widened. The
four images of his out-of-city managers had been minimised and
pushed to the corners, and, in the middle, taking up the majority
of the screen, appeared the face of a young woman. She was
unrecognisable, with a green silk turban hiding her hair, and giant
sunglasses shading the top half of her face, but Marino was sure he
had never seen her before. The other men followed his gaze, and
turned to look at the screen.

“Who the f...” started Federico “Bambi”
Brambilla, but Marino silenced him with an upraised hand. Bambi was
one of Marino’s most enthusiastic enforcers. He had heavy gold
rings on all his fingers, which he used as makeshift knuckledusters
when needed.

“Who are you?” said Marino, glaring at the
woman on the screen. “Why are you interrupting us? And how
are you interrupting us?”

The woman’s lips parted and she started to
speak, in a flat, lifeless tone, devoid of all inflection.

“Good morning, Mr Marino. How is not
important, it is sufficient that it is happening. You will remember
a similar interruption some weeks ago.”

“But that was an older woman. At least, she
looked older.”

“My principal has many helpers. I am just one
of them. It is time to discuss payment.”

“Payment for what exactly?” sneered
Marino,

“You were contacted, and an offer was made to
you. For ten million dollars, my principal would guarantee that
there would be no evidence against you, and you would not face
trial. This has now come to pass, and payment is required.”

Marino looked around the table at the
disbelieving faces, then glared back at the screen. “But nobody
took that seriously. There was a contract out on Florentino, but
nobody could get near him. And besides...”

“Besides what?”

“The man died of a heart attack in his bed.
You’re not getting money out of me for that, it was pure dumb
luck.”

“The agreement was that there would be no
evidence against you, and you would not face trial. You valued that
at ten million dollars. I strongly suggest you pay. We had a deal.
And you dishonour that deal at your peril.”

It was the youngest man who spoke first.

“Turn her off, Dad,” said Francesco, “she’s
just some scam artist trying to chisel us out of money for
nothing.”

Marino nodded. “Sorry, lady,” said Marino,
“nothing doing. I didn’t get where I am today by losing money to
con artists.”

The woman gazed off to her left, as if she
were listening to someone, but nothing was audible on the screen.
“My principal sincerely urges you to reconsider, you will regret
the consequences if you do not.”

“I’m not interested in threats either, lady,
you tell your principal to...”

“Enough. This discussion is ended. You will
be contacted again in three days, by which time you may well have
changed your mind.”

The image of the woman was gone, and the
images of the four managers again filled the screen.

“You care to bet on that. Lady?” sneered
Marino. He shook his head. “In bocca al Lupo,” he muttered. Italian
for “In the mouth of the wolf”, a phrase which meant “Good
Luck.”


CHAPTER 9




The case review meeting was short, and, to
Paul Hart’s relief, relatively painless for him. The Director was
frustrated and angry, but he made no attempt to pass on any blame
to Hart or the rest of the FBI security team.

“You’ve read the coroner’s report, Paul, this
one’s nobody’s fault. Heart attack, and a massive one. No
suspicious circumstances. Coroner says it was almost as if his
heart arteries had been squeezed shut.”

“Is that possible?” said Hart.

“Not without smashing open his chest, and
there wasn’t a mark on him. Maybe a little poetic licence from the
Doc. Either way, there’s nothing you or any of the guys could have
done. Doc says he’d have died instantly, even if he’d been in an
ICU at the time.”

“Shit timing though. If he could have held on
for another month, we’d have had Marino in Federal Prison.”

“Just one of those things, Paul. The guy was
basically a walking time-bomb. According to this, he lived off
cigarettes, whisky and TV dinners, and the only exercise he took
was to wind his watch.”

Hart didn’t bother informing his chief that
Florentino’s Rolex would have been self-winding. He just shook his
head. “No, he was sure holding a lot of tickets, but it’s such dumb
luck that it had to happen now.”

“You can’t legislate for fate, Paul. It’s not
the first time it’s happened to us, and I’m sure it won’t be the
last. Remember the Minelli case?”

“Yeah, a stroke. Right on the witness stand.
Kuznetsov walked free.”

“We can’t win them all, Paul.”

“I guess not, but it sticks in my craw to see
Marino walking round a free man.”

“His time will come. For guys like him, it
always does, sooner or later.”

Paul Hart strongly disagreed, but saw no
point in saying so. The FBI had tried its best, but failed. Hart
was going to have to look elsewhere if Marino was ever going to get
the retribution he so richly deserved.


CHAPTER 10




The celebration was mostly a family affair,
with just a few close friends and associates invited to the Marino
mansion. It happened that Luca Marino’s release from custody
coincided with his forty-first wedding anniversary, so a small
catered party in the evening had seemed the way to go.

The meal and dessert had been served, and the
hired-in waiters were bringing around coffee and brandy, when
Francesco Marino rose to his feet and tapped his glass with his
knife.

“If I could have your attention please
everyone.”

He looked round the room as every face turned
in his direction. His sisters, Gabriella and Mia and their
husbands, younger brother Luigi and his wife, his parents’ oldest
friends, his aunts and uncles, one or two business associates of
his father.

“I’d like to propose a toast, if I may. It’s
great to have Dad back with us, but tonight I’d like us to drink to
the strongest and happiest marriage I know. If you’ll all raise
your glasses with me, and drink to their health and happiness for
many more years. Mom and Dad, Luca and Sofia.”

Everyone round the tables raised their
glasses and echoed,

“Luca and Sofia.”

Luca Marino rose to his feet to respond. He
looked around him and smiled. All the people he most cared for were
in the room together.

“I’d like to thank you all for that, and
especially you, Frankie. It’s so good to see you all here...”

He broke off, staring at his eldest son. The
man’s face had gone as white as a sheet. “Frankie, what is it, you
look like you’ve just seen a ghost...”

Francesco’s eyes widened in horror, but he
said nothing as he clutched his chest and slumped forwards on his
chair, his head smashing into the table.


CHAPTER 11




Jack Nightingale had been in so many American
airports in the last few years that he’d begun to think they were
completely indistinguishable, but Harry Reid International airport
was the first one he’d ever flown into after a breathtaking view of
the Grand Canyon from the plane. It was also the only one he’d ever
seen with rows of slot machines in the arrivals area. He smiled to
himself “When in Rome…” He fished out a quarter from his pocket,
fed it into the nearest machine and pulled the handle. Plum, lemon,
bar. “Mug’s game,” said Nightingale.

He headed for the exit, trundling his
carry-on case behind him. As soon as he walked through the doors of
the airport, the heat hit him, and he pulled off his raincoat and
suit jacket as he headed to the TAXI line. There were quite a few
people in front of him, but empty taxis were pulling up every few
seconds, so, mercifully, he didn’t need to stand around waiting for
more than a couple of minutes before he was enjoying the
air-conditioning in the back of Hank’s yellow cab.

“Tropicana Hotel, please.”

“Your first visit here?”

“Does it show?”

“Anyone that knows Vegas wouldn’t bring a
raincoat in summer. Gets hotter than Hell here.”

“What’s the Tropicana like?” asked
Nightingale.

“Pretty basic hotel and casino, you won’t
find the best shows or the best food on there, but it’s pretty
close to all the other Strip hotels. You should be comfortable
enough. Second oldest hotel in Vegas...even James Bond stayed there
in the seventies.”

Nightingale nodded, he was no expert on
films, but he vaguely remembered Sean Connery in Las Vegas and Jill
St John in a bikini.

The ride was surprisingly short, around ten
minutes to cover three miles, despite heavy traffic. The taxi had
pulled up outside his hotel, a long white concrete canopy over the
ground floor reception area, and two twenty-storey towers behind
it. A heavy-set man in a white shirt trimmed with blue opened the
door and took Nightingale’s small case. “Let me get that for you,
sir.”

“I can mana...” started Nightingale, but the
doorman was already marching the twenty yards to the hotel
entrance. Nightingale paid Hank, then followed his bag.

“Here you go, Sir,” said the man, whose badge
identified him as Steve. “I’ll hand your case over to Carl here, he
works the inside, I work the outside, it’s a separate system.”

In other words, thought Nightingale, I need
to tip two guys to move my hand luggage forty yards. He’d been in
the United States long enough to know that tipping was pretty much
a national religion, so he handed over a few bills to each of
them.

The next obstacle was the line at reception
but, this wasn’t a particularly busy period, and there were three
clerks on duty. Five minutes later, Nightingale ended up in front
of Tammy, a blonde woman in her twenties. Her smile showed off her
excellent dental work. “Mr Nightingale? Yes...I have you in a
smoking Club Suite on the sixth floor of the tower.”

A suite? It appeared he was in favour with
Joshua Wainwright’s secretary, the lovely Valerie. And he could
smoke in the room? At last, civilisation.

“That sounds fine. You did say a smoking
room?”

“Yes sir, you may smoke in your room and in
the casino area. Your reservation has been pre-paid for two weeks,
I’ll just need a credit card to cover your Resort Fee now.”

“What’s a Resort Fee?”

“It’s a small fee to cover wi-fi access, use
of the fitness centre, entertainment in the lounges and free local
telephone calls.”

“How small a fee?”

“Thirty-seven dollars a night, plus tax.”

Nightingale sighed. “I’ve never heard of that
before. Is it a new idea?”

“I think it’s pretty recent, but you’ll find
it’s standard in all Las Vegas hotels now. So, if I could take your
card...”

If he’d still been in London, and still on a
police inspector’s salary, Nightingale would have walked out in
disgust. But, he reminded himself it wasn’t his money, and he
pushed one of Joshua Wainwright’s credit cards across the counter.
Wainwright had summoned Nightingale to Las Vegas - AKA Sin City -
and he would be footing the bill as well as calling the shots.


CHAPTER 12




Luca Marino sat behind the mahogany desk in
his study at home, his head slumped in his hands. He was alone in
the room, his wife was upstairs in bed heavily sedated, and the
staff knew better than to disturb him when his study door was
closed, especially at a time like this. His bodyguard had been
doubled, with two heavies in a car parked out on the driveway, and
two more just inside the front door of the mansion.

He heard a soft fizzing sound and looked up.
The giant screen of the TV on the opposite wall had sprung into
life, though he hadn’t touched the remote. The man on the screen
was black, with a heavy beard, most of his face hidden by
reflective sunglasses, and there was a black fedora pulled low over
his forehead. “Good afternoon, Mr Marino. You know whom I
represent, and you were advised that you would be contacted again
today. Are you ready to discuss payment now?”

“Damn you to hell, not now you bastard, my
son, Frankie is...”

“Indeed so, Mr Marino, my condolences on his
demise. It must have been quite a shock...for you. Now, as to the
payment outstanding.”

“My son is dead. You think I want to talk
about money at a time like this?”

“Indeed he is dead, Mr Marino. Sudden heart
failure, apparently. Just like the late Mr Florentino.”

Marino frowned at the screen. “Are you trying
to tell me that you...”

“Mr Marino, my principal wishes to remind you
that you still have another son, and two daughters. It would be
regrettable if something were to happen to them too.”

Marino’s eyes widened, and he slammed his
hand down on the desk.

“Don’t you threaten them, don’t you dare
threaten them. I’ll have you killed for this.”

“That would appear very unlikely, Mr Marino,
you have no idea who or where I am, much less who is my principal.
You made a bargain, Mr Marino, though it seems you never intended
to keep it. But keep it you will. Now, will you pay, or must
another funeral be arranged? You Italians have an expression, I
believe. ‘Hai voluto la bicicletta? E adesso pedala!’ I am told
that the translation is - ‘You wanted the bike? Now you’ve got to
ride it.’ Is that correct?”

Marino nodded.

“Then it is time for you to ride the bike, Mr
Marino.”

Marino’s shoulders slumped. “Alright, damn
you. I’ll pay. Just leave my family alone.”
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