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Foreword




This short story sits within the universe I created wherein my protagonist Joe Hunter, and his best friend and business partner, Jared "Rink" Rington, exist. "The Due Season" features two of Hunter's most despicable enemies, both on a collision course to meet each other in a kill or be killed contest. It is a battle of knife versus garotte, and many other killing weapons beside, to find out who is the baddest of the bad.




This story takes place somewhere/time between "Dead Men's Harvest" (Joe Hunter #6) and "The Fourth Option" (Joe Hunter #13).




Enjoy.




Matt Hilton


THE DUE SEASON by Matt Hilton


Kitty Hawk Bay, Barrier Islands, North Carolina

‘Why are you doing this, Marty?’


​‘Shhh. I’m busy.’



​‘Please…don’t.’



​Marty held up a finger glistening with blood. ‘A moment’s hush, if you will. Then I’ll get back to you.’



​Catherine Bryant’s eyelids scrunched, but there was no escaping the horrendous sound. She moaned in horror.



​The wet rasping halted, replaced by Marty’s hollow footsteps. He came to rest a few feet from her, and she heard him humming in contemplation. ‘Um, yeah,’ he decided. ‘This is a nice piece. Whaddaya reckon, Doc? One for the trinket cabinet?’



​She averted her face, twisting with revulsion.



​‘Aw, c’mon, we both know you ain’t the squeamish type.’



​Catherine whispered a prayer under her breath.



​Marty touched her cheek. His fingertip was tacky. Catherine cringed, squeezed her eyelids tighter. Something warmer and harder than his finger tapped her on the forehead. ‘C’mon, one little look won’t hurt you.’



​‘Please don’t…’



​Marty puffed in exasperation. ‘This is on you, Doc. You knew the consequences.’



​‘But…but I’ve only ever tried to help you.’



​‘And I shall be eternally grateful. But it doesn’t change the deal we made, Doc.’ His thumb and forefinger pinched her cheeks together, forcing her to pout. He touched his prize to her bottom lip, and she reared back to escape. Her bindings, and the metal chair she was tied to, resisted her. His thumb and finger dug deeper, working to prise open her jaw. She clenched her teeth, but the force exerted on the cluster of nerve endings beneath her cheekbones made her gasp. Marty inserted the tip of his prize. Catherine spat and squirmed to expel it.



​‘First you act squeamish, and now coy! Go on Doc, just give it a little suck.’ He laughed though, and walked away. Catherine peered through slitted lids at him. He still limped slightly, and held his right elbow clenched to his side. Otherwise he had regained most of his mobility. In the months he’d been her patient, his bodily injuries had largely healed, but alas there was nothing she could do for his psychopathy. It had been evident right from the beginning, and there was nothing she could do to change him: in return for making him well again he’d promised he wouldn’t slay her entire family. If she told anyone about him, he’d warned, there’d be no mercy. Never had she believed his threat was a bluff.



​He crouched, his right leg held stiff to one side. Began undoing shirt buttons.



​‘Marty,’ she pleaded, ‘think about what you’re doing. This has to stop.’



​Without halting his task he looked over his shoulder at her. Before suturing his head wound she’d shaved his hair. It had regrown, but the thick scar tissue extending from his forehead to the top of his cranium would never regain growth. Another purple scar slashed across his jawline from beneath the lobe of his right ear to his chin; on that side she’d removed broken teeth and fixed the sundered mandible. Despite the horrendous scars, they framed an almost boyish face, and eyes into which even she — a woman old enough to be his mother — had fallen more than once.



​‘I tried stopping. But you started me again.’ He smiled, only one side of his mouth rising. ‘You should have kept to our deal, Doc, and I’d have kept to mine.’



​‘I did nothing wrong! I never called the cops!’



​‘But you let them in the house. If only you’d sent them away, this wouldn’t have happened.’ He returned to his task, grunting at the effort as he stripped the uniform shirt off Sheriff’s Deputy Mike Buford’s corpse.
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