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Chapter 1




Marcus Du Pont stepped onto a high balcony in New York City’s Cheshire Hotel and peered down at a courtyard below him. Six much taller buildings blocked off the courtyard on all four sides. 

He pointed down and swiped his finger from one side to the other. 

“The courtyard doesn’t have any other exits except through those four buildings,” he told the man next to him. “I want you to plant people in all four buildings. They’ll cut off the exits as soon as the Bellante family enters the courtyard.”

“Yes, Sir,” Eddie Napoletano replied.

Marcus squinted up at the surrounding buildings and pointed at one of the high windows. Lamplight shone from all the hotel windows to light up the night. 

“Put Guido in the White Obelisk Hotel over there,” Marcus ordered. “Dion will have to find an empty apartment in that building to the left. Send him there an hour before the meeting so he finds a location with a line of sight into the courtyard.”

“What about the Excalibur Building?” Eddie nodded at the third building on the right. “The Technical College runs security guard patrols through all the floors around the clock.”

“Then get rid of the guards.” Marcus turned away from the window. “Harlan Bellante will take the goods from me and I’ll take the money. We’ll shake hands and he and his men will turn away to leave the courtyard through one of those four exits—probably the exit through the White Obelisk where they entered the courtyard. Order your men to wait until the Bellantes get far enough away from me before our men open fire. I’ll take refuge behind that stone planter over there. That will give your men enough space to cut off all the Bellantes if they try to escape through any of the surrounding buildings. Then you can cut them off.”

Eddie nodded again and said, “Yes, Sir. No problem.” He and Marcus had already gone over this plan a dozen times before.

Marcus headed for the door to leave the hotel room. The Cheshire Hotel only had fifteen floors. It sat tucked in the center of the block surrounded by a dozen other much bigger buildings. Most people didn’t know the Cheshire Hotel was even here.

This room was really a suite of four bedrooms branching off a single living room. The living room faced the courtyard. 

He crossed the living room to leave. Ignacio Lanzo passed Marcus carrying a massive sniper rifle. Ignacio unfolded a tripod to set the rifle on the dining table near the balcony and started adjusting it to aim down at the courtyard.

Marcus and Eddie left the room, rode the elevator down to the street, and separated there. Eddie went off to make the arrangements that Marcus had just given him for the Bellante meeting.

Marcus walked five blocks to the Red Lion Bar. The place was only half full even though it was already nine o’clock at night. He knew almost everyone here. 

The Mondo Syndicate owned the Red Lion and all these people worked for the Mondo Syndicate the same way Marcus did. He outranked all of these people.

The men sat at tables or in booths talking or socializing with the girls who worked upstairs. Three waitresses worked the floor, but one of them worked behind the bar right now. Two waitresses could easily serve so few customers.

Marcus went over to the bar and caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror behind the shelves loaded with liquor bottles. 

A lot of men in the Mondo Syndicate wore business suits to work. Marcus was one of the very few who didn’t. He didn’t want to make the impression of being a dapper playboy. He was the muscle and it showed.

He wore black jeans with a tight black T-shirt over his muscular frame underneath and a beaten, brown leather jacket over the top.

He kept his dark brown hair buzzed close to his scalp. He was barely thirty-two years old and most people would have considered him handsome if he hadn’t walked around with a mean expression on his face all the time.

He checked his expression in the mirror to make sure he looked mean. He wanted people to think that about him. He didn’t want them to mistake him for someone friendly.

Dalton Voight managed the establishment on the syndicate’s behalf. He acted as the bartender every night where he could make sure to serve the right amount of liquor and keep an eye on the girls and the till.

Dalton wasn’t as tall or as muscular as Marcus. Dalton always went around everywhere with a calm, open, friendly expression without acting stupid about it. 

He wore his lighter brown hair slightly longer and combed on the side. His hair contributed to making him look nicer and more approachable—which he was. 

Dalton didn’t have a mean bone in his body, but he was no pushover, either. He’d proven countless times that he could hold his own if a fight broke out in the bar.

He made eye contact with Marcus, took a glass out of the dishwasher, dried it with a towel, and put it upside down on the shelf behind him. “Howdy,” Dalton remarked. “What’s the haps?”

“Not much.” Marcus shot the waitress a look. She was in the middle of restocking stacks of paper napkins at different points down the bar. She caught his eye and made herself scarce into the back kitchen. 

He waited for her to leave before he turned back to Dalton. “Is anything going on in here that I should know about?”

Dalton sliced his eyes toward a booth in the corner. He disguised the gesture by taking a tumbler out from under the bar, putting it on top of a napkin in front of Marcus, and using a small measuring jigger to pour a double shot of bourbon into the glass.

Marcus picked up the tumbler, bolted the contents, and put it back for Dalton to refill while Marcus glanced over his shoulder toward the booth Dalton had indicated.

Vido Martinelli sat there with a girl on his lap. Her name was Maria and she worked upstairs. She also belonged to the Mondo Syndicate. All the girls did.

Vido wore his long black hair tied in a ponytail behind his neck. He had long, bony, horse features with a long, hooked nose and a pointed chin.

He moved Maria out of the way so he could lean over and snort three enormous lines of cocaine off the tabletop in front of him. Then he went through an elaborate ritual of sniffing, coughing, rubbing his nose, and blinking his eyes. 

Maria laughed at him, but she didn’t do drugs. None of the girls who lived and worked at the Red Lion were allowed to touch drugs or alcohol.

Marcus watched from the bar and then turned around to hammer the second double shot Dalton poured for him. The two men made eye contact before Dalton broke it to put the bourbon bottle away.

“What do you want to do about it?” Dalton asked.

“Just keep an eye on him for me. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Tell me if he does anything else.”

“He will,” Dalton added. “He always does. See? He’s getting ready to right now. He does the same thing every night.”

Marcus didn’t turn around to look. He already knew exactly what Vido would be doing. He would wipe all the coke off the table in front of him. Then he would take out his syringe and tourniquet and shoot up. 

Vido couldn’t do anything, especially not anything as serious as carrying out Marcus’s orders, without doing a ton of coke and shooting up a ton of heroin.

Marcus put his tumbler back down on top of the napkin. He made sure to put it half an inch offset from the circle where Dalton had put the glass the first time. Marcus liked to make circular patterns with his drink glasses on bar napkins. It was one of his little personal quirks.

He left the glass there and walked farther into the bar. Dalton would handle the establishment without Marcus checking on everything. Dalton was one of the most reliable people Marcus knew.

Dalton kept an eye on everything and everyone who came through the Red Lion. Nothing escaped his notice. He was a storehouse of information on everyone in the whole syndicate.

The bar was the least of Marcus’s worries. He continued down a hall behind the bar, passed the bathrooms, and opened another door to the stairs leading to the upper floors. 

The girls lived in apartments on the second, third, and fourth floors. Most of them kept their doors closed. 

The sounds of men cursing, bellowing, gasping, and moaning in each room echoed through the thin walls while the beds slammed and the girls screamed.

Striking noises came from some of the rooms along with the sound of girls crying. The Red Lion had a reputation for allowing that kind of thing. The establishment didn’t care as long as the men paid for it.

Marcus glanced into every open door. Some of the girls had left their doors open so anyone passing in the hall could see them with their clients. He saw them in every intimate position getting spanked, slammed, and bounced all over the place.

All the girls wore scanty, sexy outfits. Most of them wore lingerie whether or not they were servicing clients right now. The girls came from every ethnic background and every shape a man could ask for.

The girls who weren’t working sat on their beds or on chairs in their rooms doing whatever they wanted to pass the time between customers. Some of the girls ate. Some worked on their phones. Others worked on their hobbies. Others repaired their clothes.

He turned off into one of the apartments with the door open. A girl named Tiffany with wavy strawberry-blonde hair sat on the edge of the couch pressing an ice pack to the corner of her temple. She had a black eye.

She jumped out of her skin when Marcus entered without asking for permission. She leapt to her feet, spun around to face him, and cringed away in terror as he approached her.

He slowed and sauntered toward her slowly so she would feel the threat of his presence. “Did you see Victor earlier like I told you to?” he asked under his breath.

“Of course!” Her eyes danced all over the room and back to his face. “Of course I did exactly what you told me to.”

“So?” he demanded. “Where’s the money he paid you? Hand it over. Don’t think you’re going to hold out on me.”

“I would never hold out on you!” she practically shrieked. “You know that!”

“I don’t see you giving me my money.” He took another step closer. She backed up another step and bumped into the couch. She couldn’t retreat any further than that. 

“I….I don’t have it!” she blurted out. “He….he beat me up and left without paying. That’s how I got this.”

Her lips quivered and tears welled up in her eyes. She moved the ice pack closer to her face, but she didn’t put it in place.

He studied her a little more closely. A large bruise discolored that side of her face and her eyebrow had split where Victor had hit her. The bruises extended as far down as her cheek and jaw. He must have hit her more than once.

He lunged for her, seized her by the throat, and pushed her all the way back so she bent over the couch. She screamed and tried to struggle, but he overpowered her, pulled a knife from his belt, and aimed the point at her eye.

“Shut the fuck up, bitch!” he bellowed in her face. “You owe me four hundred dollars now! Do you understand me?! I don’t give a fuck what Victor did! You owe me that money! I don’t care if he stabbed you and you’re bleeding to death on the floor! Do you got that? You’re nothing but a stupid bitch whore! You’re no good to me except for the money you earn by selling your ass to anyone I send over here to fuck you! I told you to shut the fuck up! You got nothing to cry about! Do you got that? Did you already spend the money on blow? Is that it? Did you?! Huh?”

“NO!!” she screeched. “I didn’t do anything, Marcus!! I swear!”

“Shut up, bitch!!” He clenched his fingers tighter to strangle her and slammed her down hard on the back of the couch where it would hurt the most. “I swear to Christ I’ll kill you if I find out you put that money up your nose! Understand? You’re only good for the ass you can sell and the money you can give me! You get that money! I don’t care how you do it! You owe me! Understand?”

“YES!!” she shrieked and burst out crying.

He didn’t care. He wanted to make her cry and scream. He was never satisfied with his girls’ performance unless they were cowering in fear from him.

He leaned back, adjusted his grip to let go of her neck, seized her by the hair instead, and wrenched her over on her stomach. She screamed again—exactly the way he hoped she would.

He flipped her over, bent her over the edge of the couch, and shoved her down so her nice round heart-shaped ass pointed up at him. She had a nice ass. He tore her panties down so he could see it in all its glory.

She started to relax and then burst into a fresh convulsion of struggling when she saw him yanking his belt out of the loops. “No, Marcus!!” she screamed. “Please no!!”

“Shut the fuck up, you stupid bitch!” he snapped and pushed her down even harder. “You’ll get even worse if you ever try to screw me over again! You get what you deserve!”

He whipped his belt out of the loops, doubled it over, and brought it down with all his strength on her tender, pale white flesh. She was already screaming and begging him not to before he even started. She really started shrieking once he struck the first blow.

His strikes and her screams echoed through the open door for everyone on the floor to hear. Some of the girls peeked inside the apartment to see what was happening. Then they scampered and disappeared into their own rooms to hide from him.

He looked up just long enough to glare at those girls. He’d threatened and beaten them all the same way he was beating Tiffany now. He’d recruited every girl in this building.

He used a foolproof method of trapping the girls so they couldn’t leave. He spotted good-looking girls around town at clubs, restaurants, or other events. 

He hit on them, asked them out, dated them for a while, got them to fall in love with him, and then used their emotions to pressure them into turning tricks for him.

He didn’t let any of them take drugs. That was just a stupid waste of money. He used their weaknesses against them, threatened them, and then trapped them in a cycle of fear and financial dependence so they couldn’t leave.

He took all the money they earned and only gave them back a little of it. He never gave them enough to save. He made them buy their own clothes, makeup, food, and toiletries. He rarely gave them enough even for that.

He made sure none of them ever had enough money to leave the Red Lion. If he found out any of them had saved more than a hundred dollars, he accused them of skimming their pay, threatened them, and beat them into submission.

Tiffany was one of his newest girls. She needed extra attention to make sure she didn’t get any ideas about escaping. 

He had to visit her almost every night and alternate between sweetening her up by pretending to love her, using her sexually, and then brutalizing her so she knew who was boss.

He beat her with the belt until his arm got tired. Then he yanked her by the hair, dragged her off the couch, threw her sobbing and wailing onto the floor, kicked her once, demanded that she get him the money one way or the other, and walked out of the room.

He paused in the corridor to put his belt back on and looked up and down the hall at all the other rooms on the floor. He’d gone through the same process with every girl here. Most of them feared him so much that they wouldn’t dream of crossing him.

He didn’t have to show up to take their money anymore. They handed it over to Dalton downstairs along with the names of the guys who had paid them. 

Dalton kept track of the girls’ earnings. He would have told Marcus if any of the girls had been dipping into the profits behind his back.

The girls liked Dalton. He was a good manager. He made sure they had what they needed where it was possible to provide it to them within the boundaries of Marcus’s rules.

None of the girls dared to show their faces outside their rooms as long as Marcus was on the floor. None of them wanted to draw his attention to themselves. 

He could have gone into any one of those rooms and taken any of the girls whenever he wanted. He didn’t have to pay for it, but he didn’t feel like it right now—not when he had to go back to the Cheshire to meet the Bellantes.

He went back downstairs and got another double shot from Dalton. He kept glancing sideways at Vido. Maria wasn’t there anymore. Vido was alone. He’d put away all his drug paraphernalia. Now he sat there counting a stack of one-hundred-dollar bills on the table.

He looked perfectly functional as far as Marcus could see. Vido’s drug habit kept getting worse and worse with every passing week, but he could still function. Marcus kept a close watch on him to make sure Vido could still do his job even when he was off his face.

Eddie came in half an hour later. It was almost time for the meeting. Dalton served Eddie a shot of single-malt whiskey. That was Eddie’s drink, but he only took one.

He and Marcus left the Red Lion. Vido stood up, put the money in his pocket, and followed them outside.

Another five men showed up from both directions to join the group. They all walked off down the street heading back to the Cheshire Hotel. It was showtime.








  
  
Chapter 2




Marcus and his men entered the Cheshire Hotel on the ground floor. They didn’t go back upstairs to the same suite. Ignacio would still be up there alone with his sniper rifle. 

Marcus, Eddie, Vido, and the others passed through the lobby and exited through the rear terrace to the courtyard. Marcus spotted Clemente Sarno sitting at another bar right outside the hotel restaurant. 

Clemente worked for the Mondo Syndicate, too, on Marcus’s crew. Clemente was a young guy of twenty-five with a wiry, athletic frame, sandy-blonde hair, and crystal blue eyes that always had a way of looking startled even when he wasn’t. 

Those eyes gave Marcus the impression that Clemente was afraid of everything. Thinking that about Clemente annoyed Marcus, but Clemente wasn’t afraid of anything. He would do any job no matter how dangerous. He never hesitated and never questioned.

Clemente sat on a bar stool right next to the hotel’s rear doors leading out to the courtyard. He would guard the Cheshire’s rear terrace to make sure the Bellantes didn’t try to escape by coming into the hotel.

They would enter the courtyard through the White Obelisk Hotel on the opposite side of the courtyard. Marcus counted on them trying to escape the same way, but he had to cover his bases just in case.

They would have to fight their way through all of Marcus’s men to take refuge in the Cheshire, but anything was possible. The courtyard would erupt in chaos as soon as the bullets started flying. 

The Bellantes might realize that Marcus had planted someone inside the White Obelisk to cut them off. Then they would try to escape another way—and what better way than through the doors Marcus himself used to enter the courtyard?

Clemente would also reserve the Cheshire as Marcus’s escape route once the shit hit the fan.

Marcus stepped into the courtyard and scanned the surrounding buildings as high as he could see. He didn’t see any sign of movement on the upper balconies. His men were too well hidden.

He checked for any sign that the Bellantes had positioned snipers up there to take him out, but he didn’t see any.

The Bellante family was on good terms with the Mondo Syndicate—or they had been until tonight. They wouldn’t be from now on if the Bellante family survived at all.

Tonight’s hit would trigger a wider assault by other Mondo Syndicate forces on the Bellante family to weaken and hopefully destroy the Syndicate’s enemies before the Bellantes could mount a defense.

Marcus and Eddie took a position outside the Cheshire entrance. Vido propped his shoulder against a nearby pillar and picked his teeth with a toothpick he’d brought with him from the Red Lion. 

He barely looked at the surroundings, but not because he was under the influence of drugs. He was always under the influence of drugs and he always acted casual even in the most dangerous situations.

He seemed to deal with the tension by relaxing more than usual. He acted more casual in threatening situations than he did in safe ones.

The rest of Marcus’s men stood around him in a guarding posture. They all came armed and they searched the surrounding windows, too. None of them relaxed in the slightest. Neither did Eddie.

Marcus had to pay attention when another group of men stepped out of the White Obelisk Hotel across the courtyard from him. All these men wore perfect business suits. They definitely made an impression dressed like this.

Harlan Bellante was a powerfully built man in his forties. He combed his black hair back from his face and gelled it in place so it always looked wet, sleek, and immovable. 

He’d started to go grey at the center of his forehead. Combing his hair like this left a single streak of grey running back from his forehead against the shiny dark canvas of his jet-black hair.

His eyebrows had started to go grey, too. He didn’t trim them, so they bristled dangerously from his rugged, burly face. 

He always glared at everyone no matter what the circumstances. His hard, flinty black eyes made him look dangerous even when he wasn’t trying to be. 

He looked dangerous when he smiled at someone he liked. He even looked dangerous when he smiled at his grandchildren.

Marcus had conducted business with Harlan countless times before. Marcus understood Harlan’s mannerisms and appearance well enough to know when Harlan was trying to act threatening and when he wasn’t.

His oldest son and heir, Stefano, stood right behind his father. Stefano shadowed his father everywhere and participated in all of Harlan’s business no matter what it was.

Stefano copied his father’s style both in dress and in how he combed his hair. Stefano’s hair was still totally black, but he didn’t intimidate people the way his father did.

Stefano had soft, friendly, warm features. He came across as everyone’s kid brother. He couldn’t have acted threatening if he wanted to. He came across as friendly even when he was about to kill someone in cold blood. 

His deceptive appearance made him even more dangerous than his father. No one knew what Stefano was thinking at any given moment. 

No one could possibly see him coming or know if they had offended him. He never let on. He just kept acting friendly and warm toward a person right up until he capped them in the face at close range.

The Bellantes brought five heavily armed bodyguards with them. Harlan, Stefano, and all their men glanced up and surveyed the surrounding buildings in exactly the same way. 

Of course the Bellantes suspected Marcus of planting snipers up there—probably because Harlan had planted snipers up there, too. He would have been stupid not to and Harlan Bellante wasn’t stupid.

He advanced to the center of the courtyard and so did Marcus. Eddie came forward on Marcus’s side. Stefano came forward on Harlan’s side. 

All the other bodyguards and enforcers stayed where they were. Vido didn’t stop leaning against the pillar and picking his teeth. He’d never looked more casual in his life.

Marcus shook hands with both Harlan and Stefano. They both shook hands with Eddie.

“Good to see you again, Marcus,” Harlan growled in his heavy New York accent.

Marcus nodded. “You, too. It’s always a pleasure doing business with you and your family. How’s Dolores?”

Harlan nodded back. “She’s not long for this world if you must know. Thank you for asking.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Marcus replied. “I might not see you before it happens, so please accept my condolences in advance. You, too, Stefano. I’m sorry about your mother.”

Stefano dipped one nod and said, “Thanks.” He didn’t interrupt Marcus’s conversation with Harlan again after that.

Harlan got straight down to business, took a white envelope out of his inner jacket pocket, and held it out. The envelope bulged with papers stuffed inside it. “This is what you wanted. It wasn’t easy to find, but here it is.”

Marcus took an identical envelope out of his pocket. His envelope also bulged in all the right places. He handed over the payment and took the envelope from Harlan. “Is that all you want to discuss?” Marcus asked. “I suppose you want to get home to your wife.”

“If you don’t mind.” Harlan shook hands and started to turn away. “You have a pleasant evening. Let me know if you need anything else or if anything is missing from the delivery. I’ll see you around.”

He and Stefano turned their backs on Marcus and his men. Marcus didn’t look inside the envelope Harlan had given him. Marcus didn’t even check to see if the envelope was sealed.

He moved it toward his chest to put it in his pocket when he spotted a flash of light high up on the wall of the White Obelisk Hotel. The flash came from the place he’d told Eddie to position Guido to shoot at the Bellantes.

Marcus might have mistaken that flash for a camera or a gunshot. It could have been just about anything, but it didn’t look anything he recognized. 

The flash blazed in the darkness much brighter than any other light coming from the hotel’s other windows. The flash didn’t make any sound like a gunshot, either. Nothing disturbed the night.

The light made Marcus look up. The flash lasted a split second before it vanished and left that window dark in a sea of other windows. 

The very next instant, an identical flash went off directly across the courtyard from the White Obelisk. This flash came from the apartment building where Marcus had ordered Eddie to station Dion to shoot down into the courtyard.

This flash lasted only an instant, too—and then another flash went off on one of the Cheshire Hotel’s upper floors—the same floor where Ignacio had set up his sniper rifle.

The Bellantes noticed the flash, too. They all looked up and around—and then an almighty blazing fireball went off behind the Bellantes. The light flared outward in an upright oval of blinding white light.

Marcus and his men stared in disbelief as the oval widened into a halo of pure white light bristling with thousands of tiny bolts of lightning ejecting from its surface.

The halo surrounded some kind of creature unlike anything Marcus had ever seen before. It had the body of a man at least a foot and a half taller than Marcus. 

Thick, bulging muscle packed the creature’s broad shoulders. The light set off every ridge of the creature’s chiseled abdomen and tree-trunk legs.

This monster was only human from the shoulders down. It had the head and face of a wolf with a thick ruff of fur around its neck. The fur spilled over the creature’s shoulders in a blaze of light. Marcus couldn’t see exactly how the fur blended in with the rest of the body.

Lightning flashed from every hair on the creature’s head and from the hair standing up in a menacing ridge down the back of the creature’s neck. Blinding light beamed out of the creature’s eyes. It had no irises or pupils.

The creature bared its fangs and lightning shot from the tips of its teeth and fingers. The monster snarled in deadly fury and its halo exploded in a tornado of flying electric charges. 

They rocketed out of the halo, snaked and whipped in all directions, and attacked the Bellantes with a vengeance. 

The creature’s lines slashed everyone to shreds, caught Stefano who happened to be standing closest to the creature, and impaled him through the sternum from behind.

The bolt that killed him ruptured his ribcage and kept on going through the front of his chest in Marcus’s direction. 

The line flared at the end right in front of Marcus. He staggered to get away from it. A crackling starburst of countless much smaller forks bristled from the end of the line before it whipped back through Stefano’s chest doing even more damage than before.

Harlan’s bodyguards yanked out their weapons and moved in to protect Harlan from the same fate, but the creature blocked the bodyguards from getting anywhere near him. He turned his back on Marcus to face the creature.

Seven lines caught him, strapped around his body, and ripped him into pieces before anyone could move. 

The halo blasted toward the bodyguards and flattened them in seconds. Any stray bullets they managed to squeeze off vanished inside the creature’s halo and did no damage.

The creature spun around a second time and came face to face with Marcus’s people. He stumbled closer to the Cheshire’s rear entrance. He could get away there. 

Vido, Eddie, and three other men rushed forward with their weapons drawn. They cut in front of Marcus to block the creature from getting near him. The rest of his men grabbed Marcus and started to tow him away.

Dion, Guido, and Ignacio were all dead. Marcus’s stunned brain registered that in this moment of horror. 

This monster must have caused those three flashes he’d seen in the buildings. The flashes had occurred in all three locations—just long enough for the creature to kill the assassins. Then the creature had come down to the courtyard to finish off the rest of them.

Vido stormed to the front only to get hit by one of the creature’s coiling tentacles. The sparks of electricity erupting from its length made it function like a chain clicking through all its many powerful links.

The chain hit Vido in the chest and sent him flying backward with unimaginable force. He smashed into Marcus and the men with him. They all fell down in a pile.

Eddie and the others opened fire on the creature, but their gunshots didn’t touch the creature. The creature’s snapping lines surrounded the men. Marcus couldn’t watch.

He floundered to stand up out of a pile of bodies. Vido flopped onto the pavement next to him. Vido’s eyes stared straight up to the sky without blinking. The whites had turned blood red and blood dribbled from his mouth.

Marcus couldn’t wait around to find out what had happened to Vido—or anyone else. Marcus spun away toward the hotel’s rear entrance and ran for it. 

The men’s dying screams echoed through the courtyard behind him. He had to get out of here before the creature killed him, too.

He took three steps before Eddie’s body cartwheeled across the courtyard and hit Marcus again from behind this time.

Eddie’s weight slammed Marcus into the wall next to the door. They both hit the ground.

Marcus shoved Eddie off, rolled over—and found himself face to face with the creature. 

Marcus lay sprawled on his back while the creature towered over him glaring and snarling in murderous rage. The creature’s lightning ejected from the halo, from every hair of the creature’s fur, its teeth, fingers, eyes, and every other part of it.

Marcus gaped up at the thing too petrified even to get to his feet. He never thought to draw his weapon on the thing. The gun wouldn’t have done any good anyway.

The creature took another three steps toward him to stand directly above him. The light blazing from its halo made him squint. He raised his hand in front of his face, but he couldn’t stop staring at the thing.

Its otherworldly hatred glued him to the spot. In that moment, he knew he was going to die. This creature had killed everyone else inside the courtyard and all the gunmen he’d set to shoot into it. The creature had no reason to spare him.

This was the first time in Marcus’s entire life when he realized how truly helpless he was. He couldn’t stop this thing from killing him. He just had to lie here and accept the fate this creature dished out to him. 

At least it would be over quickly. He wouldn’t know anything after that.

The creature glared at him for a long time with its lightning crackling all around both of them. The creature didn’t attack. It vanished.








  
  
Chapter 3




Marcus staggered to his feet. His whole body hurt from the two times the creature had hit him with flying bodies. Breathing hurt, but he couldn’t stop panting and wheezing in terrified agitation. 

He staggered into the hotel hardly daring to believe he was still alive after coming face to face with that thing. He couldn’t get his thoughts in order enough to think about what the hell that thing even was.

Clemente had come to the door when he’d heard the gunshots. He stared at Marcus with huge eyes and then Clemente’s gaze darted to the open door behind Marcus’s back. Clemente must have seen everything.

Marcus couldn’t face that. He stumbled away and bumped into a few different people in his haste to get out of the hotel, but he didn’t care. He shoved them out of his way, blundered through the lobby, and burst out onto the sidewalk outside.

He glanced left and right trying everything in his power to think straight. He didn’t see the creature anywhere. Did he imagine the thing? Maybe he’d had a few too many to drink before his meeting with the Bellantes.

He definitely didn’t imagine all his men getting killed—not to mention all the Bellantes getting killed.

His superiors wanted the Bellantes dead, but not like this. Marcus couldn’t even claim that he’d been the one who carried out the hit on Harlan and Stefano Bellante. That thing had killed them both—not to mention a dozen other perfectly valuable men.

Marcus wasn’t thinking straight. He stumbled back to the Red Lion and almost collapsed onto one of the bar stools.

Dalton gave him a strange look and put a tumbler in front of him. Marcus wilted on the bar and clasped his hands together to stop them from shaking. They shook so violently that he wasn’t sure he could hold his glass.

Dalton poured him a double shot and glanced around. “Where are the rest of the guys?”

Marcus opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He couldn’t explain what just happened in the courtyard. The mere thought of it made him shudder.

Dalton cocked his head to one side and studied Marcus more closely. Dalton was too smart not to notice something seriously wrong. Nothing rattled Marcus—not ever—not like this.

Dalton stared at him for a second and then went off to do something farther down the bar. One of the waitresses came over, gave him a customer’r order, and he filled it before he came back.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Dalton asked again. “I can arrange for you to go upstairs and visit one of the girls to take your mind off of it if you want.”

Marcus opened his mouth a second time, but he couldn’t make a sound. He didn’t want to visit one of the girls. He didn’t even really want to take his mind off it. He had to figure out what to do about this.

He ran his hand across his scalp, seized his glass, and bolted the liquor before he could lose his grip on the tumbler.

Dalton watched him. Dalton didn’t pour him another one. “You should take the rest of the night off.” He glanced down at Marcus’s hands again. “Did you get the package?”

Marcus cringed. He didn’t realize until right this minute that he’d dropped the envelope—the envelope he’d gone to the courtyard to collect—the envelope he’d paid so much money for.

Vido’s flying body had knocked the envelope out of Marcus’s hands. He’d had dropped it in the confusion and completely forgotten to pick it up. He’d had a few other more important things on his mind at the time.

Going back to the courtyard to get the envelope was the absolute last thing in the world he wanted to do. 

He never wanted to set foot on that courtyard again as long as he lived, but he would have to. He had to get that envelope back at all costs before someone else found it first.

Dalton didn’t take the bourbon bottle out again. Marcus didn’t ask him to pour another one for him. Alcohol wouldn’t help Marcus now. He needed to think and he was already too rattled to do that.

Just sitting here at the bar helped to calm him down. Dalton’s presence cast a peaceful feeling of safety over the bar. 

Dalton always had that effect on everyone. He gave the impression that he could handle absolutely anything that happened. He could probably even have handled that monster.

Marcus really wished he could talk to Dalton about what had happened. Marcus had never heard of any creature or monster even from folklore that resembled this thing.

Why did the creature spare him after it had killed everyone else so brutally? He wasn’t anything special. 

The creature seemed to hate him more than the others. It hadn’t snarled at them or threatened them. It didn’t seem to care enough about them to do anything more than kill them quickly. 

He sat there at the bar for a long time. A few other people from the Mondo Syndicate came into the Red Lion, got their drinks, socialized with the girls, and some of the guys went upstairs. Tonight was just a normal night.

Dalton talked to everyone when they came to the bar. He knew everyone and everyone felt at ease with him.

He didn’t try to talk to Marcus again, but Marcus sensed Dalton keeping an eye on him. That on its own made Marcus feel better.

He finally thanked Dalton and went outside. Marcus had to get that envelope back—and quickly. He had to do it before the Police found out about the killings. They would cordon off the whole courtyard. Then no one else would be able to go in there.

He set off toward the hotel, but he changed his mind when he got near the building. 

Squad cars sat parked at angles outside the building with their lights flashing. The Police were already there herding people out through the front doors and keeping everyone contained on the other side of the street.

He spotted Clemente in the crowd. Clemente must have left the hotel before the Police showed up. They didn’t keep him contained with the rest of the hotel guests.

“Did you see that thing?” Clemente whispered under his breath when the two men met up.

“I couldn’t miss it,” Marcus husked. “It was standing right over me.”

“What do you want to do?” Clemente glanced toward the hotel. “We can’t go in there now.”

“Follow me. I have an idea.”

Marcus set off for the opposite corner, crossed the street again, and entered the apartment building where Eddie had stationed Dion to shoot into the courtyard.

Marcus and Clemente rode the elevator to the tenth floor, found an open apartment with no one living in it, and Marcus went out onto the balcony where he could see the courtyard from above.

Police officers, plainclothes detectives, and lab technicians in white coats swarmed the courtyard. They had already painted white lines around all the dead bodies, weapons, and fallen shell casings. Nothing had moved since Marcus had left.

He spotted the envelope right away. Vido’s weight had knocked Marcus so hard that the envelope had fallen into one of the planters near the Cheshire’s rear entrance. The vegetation hid the envelope from the Police at ground level.

No one went near the envelope. They didn’t even look at it. Marcus watched for a long time, but the Police never found it. He could only hope and pray it would still be there when he went back for it.

Marcus had nothing else to do but wait for the Police to conclude their investigation. He and Clemente left the apartment building, set off across town, and entered a cheap, dingy boarding house on 34th Street. He knocked on the door of a fourth-floor room.

Eddie had stationed Claudio La Coca in the White Obelisk Hotel lobby during the Bellante meeting. 

Claudio’s job had been to stop the Bellantes from escaping through the White Obelisk and to trap them in the courtyard where Marcus’s men could finish them off.

Claudio answered the door wearing a wife-beater tank top. A lighted cigarette hung from his lips.

He pried the door open just a crack and peered out with one eye before he dared to open the door the rest of the way. He glanced up and down the corridor outside, grabbed Marcus, and pulled him into the room.

Claudio lived in a tiny room barely big enough for his one narrow single bed and a small table and one chair by the window. That was the whole room. Three suits hung in the closet. He owned almost nothing else.

He was a middle-aged guy who looked much older. He shaved his greying hair close to the scalp and went cleanshaven so everyone could see just how wrinkled and papery his skin looked.

He smoked way too much. He smoked in place of eating, so his suits hung loosely on his rail-thin body. He didn’t drink or do any other kind of drugs nor did he have anything to do with any females.

He had gone through a long, difficult, and life-threatening alcohol recovery in his younger days. Now he stayed on the straight and narrow and smoked in place of every other kind of substance he might have taken instead. 

He earned enough money working for the Mondo Syndicate. Claudio could have afforded to live in a much nicer place. 

He could have bought himself a fancy, luxurious penthouse uptown, but he stayed in this filthy hole to concentrate on his sobriety. Only God Himself knew what Claudio did with his money.

Marcus couldn’t argue with that. Claudio was one of the most reliable men Marcus had ever met. Why fix what wasn’t broken? 

Marcus and Clemente had to jam themselves against the door just to fit into Claudio’s room. Claudio stood nose to nose with Marcus and whispered under his breath in a rapid hush.

“That thing is all over town!” Claudio husked. “No one can stop talking about it! It keeps killing people right and left! No one knows what to do! Even the Police are stumped!”

Marcus raised his eyebrows. “Really? I never heard about it.”

“They’re calling it The White!” Claudio whispered. “They say it’s mostly going after crime families and petty criminals who are in the act of committing violent crimes. The Police thought The White was some kind of vigilante force, but it kills random civilians, too. No one knows what the thing is or where it comes from.”

Marcus shook himself. “It doesn’t matter what the thing is or where it comes from. I need you back on duty with me now that the other guys are dead. I need you to come with me right now. We have work to do. Get dressed and let’s go.”

“But….” Claudio glanced toward the door. “What if that thing comes back? What if it comes after us?”

“We still have a business to run, don’t we?” Marcus narrowed his eyes. “Do you want to explain to Sestos why we didn’t get our work done tonight? I don’t.”

That got Claudio moving. Sestos was Marcus’s boss. No one wanted to cross Sestos. The very name struck fear into the hearts of lesser mortals.

Claudio snuffed out his cigarette, put on one of his suits, loaded his sidearm, holstered it under his jacket, and left the room with Marcus.








