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‘It’s good to have you back, brother,’ said Jared ‘Rink’ Rington as I dragged my suitcase towards him. Having crossed the Atlantic, I’d just disembarked a connecting flight from Orlando at Tampa International Airport. I’d been on the move for almost fifteen hours. I was stiff, tired, and hot, but seeing my friend brought a grin to my face.


​Rink was a man of contradictions. Sometimes he was as still and centred as a Zen master, on others he was magnanimous with his affection. On this occasion he was the latter; he caught me up in an unashamed bear hug that almost had me on tiptoes as he squeezed the breath out of me.



​‘It’s good to see you too, Rink,’ I wheezed.



​He set me down, held me at arm’s length and said, ‘Let me have a look at you.’



​‘I’m still as ugly as ever,’ I reassured him.



​‘Uglier,’ he decided. ‘You need to get a bit of colour back in your cheeks, Hunter. You’re lookin’ kinda grey.’



​‘Grey’s the colour of my homeland,’ I said.



​He held out his hands, a question in his eyes.



​‘OK,’ I said, acknowledging that I was back in sunny Tampa, ‘this is home.’



​‘Darn tootin’,’ he said. ‘You’ve no option other than to stay here now. There’s less for you in the Panhandle than there was back in the Old Country.’



​‘It’s that bad?’



​‘Didn’t you check out the photos I sent ya?’



​‘I couldn’t bear to look.’



​I was lying.


It wasn’t long ago that armed mercenaries made an incursion of my home. Luckily my beach house had withstood the ensuing battle, and it had only taken minor repairs and a lick or two of paint to make it habitable once more. But from Rink’s photographs I’d seen my house was now no more than a pile of sticks.

Hurricane Michael had made landfall and devastated the small Florida Panhandle city I called home.  The category four hurricane hit Mexico Beach with winds of one hundred and fifty-five miles per hour, wiping out all but the most sturdily built beachfront structures, including the house in which I’d dwelt these past few years. Since the armed attack, I’d been contemplating a move closer to Tampa, the base from which I worked, but hadn’t yet committed to the idea. It’d be egotistical to suggest Mother Nature was giving me a motivational kick in the arse or think she cared a jot about me when she’d ripped the homes and livelihoods away from my neighbours as well: I was truly gutted for their losses.

I’d avoided the devastation wreaked by the hurricane, because I was thousands of miles away in northern England at the time. It’d been years since I’d returned home to Manchester, and a visit with my mother had been long overdue. Ours had never been a close relationship. After my dad died young, and my mother remarried, I’d always felt like a loose end tagged onto her new family, but that isn’t to say I didn’t love her. I’d also dropped in on Diane, my first and greatest love — and now ex-wife — because although our marriage had ended we’d stayed friends. Besides, she still looked after my dogs, Hector and Paris. At fourteen years old, Hector had already outlasted the life expectancy of most German shepherd dogs, and Paris wasn’t far behind him, and I wanted to hug them before it was too late.

The visit with my mother had lasted longer than anticipated. I’d stuck around a few days more until I felt we’d made our peace. My mother and stepfather didn’t blame me for the loss of my half-brother John, but I sensed that they thought I could have tried harder to save him. Apparently it wasn’t enough for them that I’d fought tooth and nail to protect him, or that I’d stopped the demented murderer hunting him. That I later also saved his wife — the mother of their grandchildren — after the same killer resumed his mission to end John’s life, won me slight gratitude but I still felt they’d rather it was me who’d perished and not their favourite son. When the news arrived that the hurricane had wrecked my home in Florida it earned me some sympathy. My mother had tears in her eyes when I announced I should return to Mexico Beach to assist with the clean up but she gave me her blessing to leave. I’d wondered if she was glad of the excuse to get shot of me, but I think she was being genuine when she reminded me that I still had a bedroom there to come back to if I needed it.


Rink kind of echoed her sentiment. ‘Mi casa es tu casa, brother,’ he said. ‘Or if you prefer your own space you can set up in back of the office.’


‘I’ll avail you of your couch for a day or two, if that’s OK?’

He didn’t answer. It was a done deal.

Rink has an office in downtown Tampa, an official shop front for Rington Investigations. Behind the office he has a room equipped for when his workload keeps him late. There was a time when an armed incursion took place there too, and a woman I felt strong feelings towards died in that room. I’m not suggesting her restless spirit haunts the place, but the memory of her death troubles me to this day, so I doubted I could sleep there without suffering nightmares.

Rink had left his Porsche at home, choosing instead to collect me in a cab. The driver had kept it running at the curb in the queue of other taxis and vans collecting the holidaymakers that’d accompanied me from Orlando and beyond on my flight. Rink grabbed my suitcase off me and slung it in the back, and we climbed inside. The air-con was on, and welcome. I’d only been over in the cool of Blighty a fortnight or so, but would need to reacclimatize to the blistering heat currently pounding Florida in the wake of the storms. The cab took us out onto the interstate, and then East Busch Boulevard past the famous theme park and on to Rink’s condominium in Temple Terrace. Sweating my arse off, I lugged my suitcase inside, and Rink didn’t pause before heading for the refrigerator and grabbing a couple of cold beers. We took them out onto his balcony where I unbuttoned my shirt and kicked back on a comfortable chair. The birds were singing and when the gentle breeze blew in the right direction I could hear the distant, delighted shrieks as people rode the rollercoasters at Busch Gardens. We sat in companionable silence for a while. Making the pilgrimage to England had been a necessary distraction, because the last time I’d sat there on Rink’s deck I’d struggled with where I really belonged: I concluded that it was good to be back, because Rink was as much my family as any of my loved ones across the Atlantic.
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Sometimes the old saying “seeing is believing” is true. Other times you doubt what your eyes are telling you, especially when you know they must be lying. Your eyes can be deceived: fact. But then there are times when you simply must trust your gut and go against everything your other senses are telling you.


​It happened to me three days after returning to Florida. I’d been back in Mexico Beach a day and a night. In that time I’d barely rested, first working hard to sift through the wreckage of my beach house to salvage the few personal belongings I could find, and then helping some of my neighbours to do the same. I’d booked into a hotel spared from the storm, slept like the dead for a few hours, and then got back to the task of clearing up. Sweating and powdered with dust, I’d taken a break at one of my favourite oyster bars on Highway 98, where you could buy T-shirts emblazoned with the legend “I Got Shucked!”. It had been beaten up by the storm, but the owner had got it back in decent shape again and opened for business. I’d eaten a breakfast of eggs and bacon and then nursed a large black coffee as I gathered myself for more toil. I was seated in the shade of a porch out of reach of the glaring sun but not the stifling atmosphere. I kept gazing out to sea, or observing the vehicles passing by on the highway, or the customers coming and going to the adjacent parking lot. I should have paid more attention to my coffee and I would have missed that fleeting glance I took at a man getting into the front passenger seat of a steel-grey Mercedes Benz SUV. I saw him for no more than two seconds, and from an angle where he didn’t even present his full profile. I caught a glimpse of the curve of his jawline, his deformed right ear, and the silvery hair curling on the back of his head that failed to conceal a crescent-shaped scar. But I knew him. Recognition sent a slither of ice knifing through my guts, and the breath hitched in my chest.


A driver already had the SUV’s engine running, and I saw the reverse lights glow. I stood, craning for a better look, but the windows were tinted and denied me a clear look at the passenger. The SUV swung out of the parking bay, presenting a view of the driver’s side, and this time the window was open a few inches. I could make out the vibrant red hair of a woman, swept up and back into a ponytail. I dodged around my table, taking a few steps along the porch, but already the Mercedes was moving for the exit and I could see nothing of either of the car’s occupants.

I disbelieved what my eyes told me, and should have shaken off the uneasy feeling in my gut, let them go and have done. But it wasn’t in my nature. I threw a handful of dollar bills down on my vacated table, and rushed for my Audi that I’d parked within spitting distance of where the Merc had previously sat. By the time I’d clambered inside and got it moving the SUV had gone right towards Mexico Beach. I went after it.

As I drove through the post-apocalyptic scenes of town, I kept telling myself it couldn’t be him.

It couldn’t be.

But I had to make certain.

I was tempted to put my foot down, maybe even force the SUV off the road and pull the passenger out so I could stare him in the face. But what if I was wrong? In fact, I had to be wrong, so I denied my natural instincts and fell in a few cars behind the Merc and followed through Mexico Beach and on towards Panama City. As we forged on adjacent to the Sound I contemplated ringing Rink on my cell phone, but again decided against it. I had to confirm an identity before bringing Rink on board; otherwise my friend would think I’d finally lost it.

Bypassing Tyndall Air Force Base we got on to Dupont Bridge where it spanned the eastern wing of Saint Andrew Bay, and then entered the outlying neighbourhoods adjoining Panama City. For all I knew I could have a long journey ahead, but I doubted it. I trusted that they called somewhere in or near Panama City home. My assumption was rewarded a short time later when the Merc pulled into a residential neighbourhood, driving only a couple more blocks before it pulled up at the foot of a short driveway. I parked about fifty yards shy of them, watching while the woman hopped out of the driver’s door and went up the drive. She was pretty, and a flowery dress floated about her shapely legs as she strode for the house. I expected the man to follow, but he didn’t.

I was itching to confirm that my eyes hadn’t deceived me, and almost got out of my Audi, but if the passenger was who I thought then I’d have to do something. This sunlit residential street wasn’t the right place for a confrontation. So I waited instead and after a few minutes watched the woman come back down the drive and climb in the SUV. For all I knew she’d only made a brief visit to an acquaintance’s home, but I doubted it, because before she got in the car I noticed she’d changed out of her summer dress into jeans and a T-shirt and was now carrying a large tapestry bag. She’d made a brief stop to change and the way I saw it the house had to be hers. I committed the address to my memory, the way I’d already subconsciously done with the SUV’s license tag.

When she drove away, I followed again, and this time was led into downtown Panama City. At a red light the Merc drew to a halt, and I was tempted to pull up alongside them in the next lane, maybe get a clearer look at the face of her passenger. But the tinted window would foil me, and allow the passenger a clear look at my face if he happened to glance down. If it was the person I believed, I didn’t want our first reunion to be on those terms. I held back, and again played tail. When the woman pointed the SUV towards a subterranean parking lot beneath a glass- and steel-fronted office block I pulled into the curb and watched as the SUV slipped for the first time out of sight. Following them down the ramp would be a mistake, because it might be unavoidable that I’d be spotted and identified.

I mentioned earlier that if I fronted him I’d have to do something about it. The same could be said for if he recognised me in the parking garage, and again it wasn’t the right place. There was a security guard at the barrier, and most likely CCTV cameras inside. But my need to confirm my eyes weren’t playing tricks was too much to ignore. I left my Audi illegally parked, and jogged across the portico to the front of the office block. There were various plaques on the wall, denoting that the office building was used by a number of companies. Good and bad. Good because it offered me the anonymity to enter unchallenged, but bad that it didn’t tell me whom those in the SUV were visiting. I entered a foyer area, and ignoring the reception counter I went to the right where I’d spotted a number of chairs and sat down. Some magazines had been supplied to keep visitors entertained while they waited to be collected for appointments, or to be called forward to the elevators and sent on up. I picked up a well-thumbed magazine and made like a bored appointee, despite the fact I was still dressed in dusty work clothes.


​Luck was on my side. At least it was partly favouring my decision to sequester myself in the lobby, because I had a good angle on the elevator doors when they slid open to allow access to another visitor heading up. The couple I’d followed here was standing inside, and the man moved aside to allow the visitor to join them in the car. He was partially hidden by the man stepping aboard, but he was that much taller so that I got a look at him from the bridge of his nose to the top of his head. His gaze lighted for the briefest second on me, before slipping away. But in the next instant his eyes snapped back on me, and recognition lit them up. That was all the confirmation I required. I quickly dipped my face as if squinting at the magazine, and before he could get a better look at me the doors slid shut. I got up, ready to move away, half expecting him to hit the button to open the doors. But the indicator panel above the elevator showed the car was in motion.



​I chucked down the magazine, and hurried back to my car. Thankfully it hadn’t been towed or ticketed. Getting in, I allowed myself a moment’s reflection, sinking low in the seat, exhaling deeply. Then I reached for my cell phone and hit Rink’s number.



​‘You aren’t going to believe who I just seen,’ I said once Rink picked up.



​‘Kim Kardashian?’ he asked hopefully. ‘Tell me, brother, is her butt as deliciously curvy as it looks on TV?’



​I ignored his question, and he must have sensed that this wasn’t a time for jokes.



​‘C’mon, Hunter. Just tell me.’



​‘Jason Mercer,’ I said, and if I hadn’t seen him with my own two eyes I wouldn’t have believed me either.



​‘Can’t have been.’



​‘Trust me, Rink. It was Mercer.’



​‘It couldn’t have been,’ Rink said, stating exactly the same as my own mind had been telling me. ‘You were there when I put two rounds in that frog-gigger’s skull.’
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Rink drove up to Mexico Beach in record time. If he’d come in his Porsche he might have cut his journey time by a few more minutes, but it was negligible. He pulled up on the packed sand that served as my driveway in the company Ford we used when requiring a less conspicuous vehicle. He couldn’t immediately see me for the piles of debris. I was waiting for him on the raised decking at beachside that gives an incredible view over the Gulf, the only recognisable part of my house to survive. For a tall guy built like a pro-wrestler, Rink is usually graceful and smooth in motion, so I could tell he was jittery with nervous tension when he clipped his way towards the foot of the stairs to the deck. He was unshaven, and his thick black hair was finger-combed back off his brow. An old scar on his chin was vivid against his deep saffron skin; it was pulled taut as he gnawed at his bottom lip.


​‘It couldn’t have been him,’ he announced by way of greeting.



​‘Trust me, Rink, I’ve told myself the same thing a thousand times, but it was him. I saw Jason Mercer. No doubt about it.’



​Rink climbed the short stairs to the deck.



​We stood side by side, looking out at the sun as it dipped towards the distant horizon.



​‘Couldn’t be…’



​Rink was in denial. But seeing as he was the one who’d shot Jason Mercer it was more difficult for him to accept the truth. He possibly wouldn’t believe until he too laid eyes on Mercer, and maybe not even then.



​‘I got two looks at him,’ I said, ‘and to be fair neither were full on, but I know it was him.’



​‘I put two bullets in his head, Hunter.’



​‘I know. And I saw his scars.’ I touched my head at the back of my right ear. ‘The second time I saw him he was in an elevator and he looked me dead in the face, Rink. He recognised me, too.’



​Rink exhaled through his nostrils. ‘If by some miracle he survived, why wait until now to show himself?’



​‘That’s the thing; he wasn’t exactly showing himself.’ I told him about Mercer being with the woman at the oyster bar where I first spotted him. ‘To me it looked like he was on a lunch date or something, maybe an illicit one. Why drive all the way here from Panama City when there are plenty of restaurants nearer by, especially when half of this town has been blown away? I think they were keeping their rendezvous a secret.’ In the next second I made a reassessment. ‘Then again, Mercer was with the woman when she went home, and he accompanied her to a meeting in the city. So I guess they weren’t trying too hard to hide.’



​Rink faced me. ‘You think they knew you were there and wanted you to follow them?’



​‘No. I arrived at the bar after they did. Their Merc was already parked when I pulled up. I remember. I never went inside, just ordered at my table on the porch. I never got a hint that they’d spotted me as they left, and Mercer looked surprised to see me when our eyes met when he was in the elevator.’



​‘So he’s not here on some revenge gig.’



​‘If he were he could easily look you up in the telephone directory,’ I said. ‘No. I think it was pure chance that I happened to be in the right place at the right time.’



​‘I don’t usually believe in coincidence.’



​‘Fate? Karma? Maybe there’s something in it.’ I’m an advocate of the old saying: what goes around comes around. This wouldn’t be the first time that a ghost from our past had come back to haunt us.



​‘If it was Mercer, what are we gonna do about it?’



​‘Maybe we should do nothing,’ I said.



​Rink grunted.



​He crossed his arms, leaned on the deck rail, and stared out to sea, but his gaze roamed further distant. I wondered what pictures were in his mind, and if they included dead women and children, murdered in a village in Sierra Leone.



​‘Here,’ I said, handing him a Coke from a cooler box I’d brought. ‘Sorry I’ve nothing stronger.’



​He knocked the base of his bottle against mine.



​I chugged down half my cola in one long draught. Rink allowed his to swing from his hand by its neck. Condensation dripped off the bottle to the sand below.



​‘As much as I hate to admit it, we’re gonna have to call Walter,’ Rink finally said.



​I’d come to the same conclusion, but was waiting for Rink to make the suggestion first. My pal held no love for our old controller and might have gone ballistic if I’d gone ahead with the call before consulting him.



​‘Before we do that, I’m up for another look at him. Just to make certain.’



​‘We should,’ Rink said. ‘But I’m afraid of what I might do if I see him.’



​‘Whatever you do, the bastard will deserve it.’



​‘There’s a law in this country, Hunter. Double jeopardy. You can’t be tried for the same crime twice.’



​‘When did we ever observe the laws of the land?’ I offered a sly grin. ‘And don’t forget: the same goes both ways. Who’s going to blame you if you have to put another couple of bullets through his skull?’



​‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’



​‘So we just forget about him. Let him go.’



​Rink didn’t reply.


He didn’t have to. He knew as well as I did that if Jason Mercer had escaped death then others wouldn’t — and perhaps hadn’t during the intervening years. I seriously doubted that his near death experience had changed Mercer for the better.

‘I vote we take a run up to Panama City. You have to see him for yourself; whatever happens after that depends on it.’

‘You know where to find him?’

‘I know where the woman lives. I take it Mercer won’t be far from her side.’

‘You expect her to point us at him?’

‘I’m not going to twist her arm if that’s what you’re worried about. But where’s the harm in asking about an old friend?’

Rink snorted. ‘That’s stretching the definition.’

At the end, it was, but not in the beginning. I looked my friend fully in the face, adding weight to my next words. ‘We were all Arrowsake once.’

‘I hear you, brother,’ Rink said, understanding exactly what I meant. ‘Loud and clear.’

Evening was on its way.

‘You want to head on up there now?’ I asked.

Rink took a cursory sip of his Coke, but he’d no intention of finishing it. I took it from him and placed it on the deck. ‘Now’s as good a time as any.’

‘Yeah,’ said Rink. Neither of us would rest until we were sure that Jason Mercer had genuinely resurrected.

Without discussion we went to the Ford.

‘Want me to drive?’ I asked. Rink had just driven the three hundred and fifty-plus miles from Tampa.

‘I’m good.’ It was probably best that he drive, because he’d be a fidgety passenger all the way. I got in the other seat, and Rink reversed off my drive and onto the short lane that led back to Highway 98. He turned left, following the same route I had earlier when chasing the SUV. He didn’t need directions to the red-haired woman’s home until we were in the city proper.

When we arrived on the suburban street, I indicated the house where the SUV had stopped earlier, and we did a slow drive-by. There were no lights on in the house and the Mercedes-Benz wasn’t on the driveway. It was too early for the woman to have retired for the evening, and best bet was that she was yet to return home. Whether she’d do so with Mercer or not was still to be seen.

Rink turned the Ford at the end of the street and we came back for a second look. Nothing had changed in the past minute. Rink turned the car again then parked beneath the boughs of a spreading oak. The extra shadows would help our car blend with the deepening night while we waited.

‘So we just sit tight?’ I asked.

‘Yup.’

‘What if they don’t come back tonight?’

‘Then we wait til they do.’

I glanced over at my friend. Rink is Asian American. His hooded eyes were inherited from his Japanese mother, Yukiko, as surely as his large build came from his Scottish-Canadian father. The epicanthic folds were more pronounced than normal, setting his eyes deeper; I hadn’t seen my friend this intense since we’d hunted the murderer of his dad a few years ago.

‘I’ve all the time in the world,’ I reassured him, ‘but I could spend some of it being more productive than getting a numb arse.’

‘You want to go in and take a look around?’

No. Entering the home of a woman who could be totally ignorant of whom she was associating with was firmly off the cards. I was more inclined to check her out without having to sneak about like a thief. I took out my phone and rang Raul Velasquez, an employee of Rink’s and a good friend. First I made an apology for disturbing him at home.

‘Whassup?’ he asked, shrugging off the inconvenience.

‘I need an address checked, and any details on the homeowners.’


‘Easy enough,’ he said. ‘Beats watching reruns of Storage Wars on TV.’


‘Cheers, buddy,’ I said, and gave him the address of the house we were currently watching.

‘How soon do you need this?’

‘Soon as,’ I said.

‘Rink with you?’

‘He is.’

‘We got a job on?’ Velasquez was hopeful.

‘Too early to say, Val,’ I said. ‘But if anything comes of this, we’ll let you know, okay?’

I hung up, looked over at Rink. His hands were on the steering wheel, the skin taut over his large karate-calloused knuckles. I didn’t require a warning from him, because his body language spoke volumes. A silver grey Mercedes-Benz GL450 had just entered the street from the far end and was already slowing as it approached the target house. Even without being able to read the tag, I knew it was the same SUV I’d tailed earlier. The tinted windows and the glow of its headlights thwarted any view of how many people were inside.

The SUV pulled on to the drive this time, but we were in a good position to see the same red-haired woman get out. She wore the same jeans and T-shirt from earlier, and still toted the large tapestry bag.  Unfortunately, that was as far as the similarities went, because this time there was no passenger along for the ride. She walked up the drive fast, her legs scissoring, and up onto the porch steps. She already had her house keys in hand, and before going indoors she took a quick glance around, ensuring that nobody was about to rush her and bear her inside. Nervous? That wasn’t it; it was more like precaution. Before she unlocked the door she looked directly at our Ford. From the distance, and hidden in the shadows from the oak tree we wouldn’t be apparent, but I’m sure that the woman sensed our observation. Her gaze lingered a moment, then her head shifted subtly, apparently writing us off. She unlocked the door and went inside. Lights went on in the downstairs windows, but no shadows shifted behind the blinds. I looked higher up and after half a minute I thought I caught a shifting of the darkness in one of the bedrooms. She was up there, surreptitiously watching us as we watched her.

‘Interesting,’ Rink said, and he was more pensive than I’d ever seen him.

It was interesting. The woman wasn’t exactly acting counter surveillance savvy; otherwise she wouldn’t have been so obvious as to look directly at our car. But she was more aware of her surroundings than most civilians, and pointedly checked out anything unusual, which was enough to suggest she had a reason to be wary.

‘You said that Mercer met your gaze when he was in the elevator,’ Rink said. ‘Maybe he mentioned seeing you and she’s on the look out for us.’

‘That’d suggest she knows who Mercer really is, and how he knows me, and why that should concern them.’

‘He could have lied to her. He was good at lying.’

‘He certainly fooled us for years,’ I concurred.

‘Fooled me when the frog-gigger played possum too.’ Rink shook his head, sighed again. ‘I should’ve made sure the sumbitch was dead.’

I didn’t reply. Recrimination wouldn’t help.

The front door of the house opened and the woman stepped out. She’d pulled a jacket on over her T-shirt and jeans, and was still lugging her large bag: it looked heavier now. Purposefully she stared at our Ford again, but instead of going back inside, or even striding towards us she got back into the SUV and backed it down the drive. Rink started our engine but didn’t turn on the lights, maybe anticipating following. But the SUV drove towards us.

The Mercedes came to a halt, its driver’s window adjacent to Rink’s. We were being studied from beyond the tinted window.

‘Some stake out,’ I admonished under my breath.

Rink didn’t reply, he just sat there looking up at the elevated window of the SUV. It powered down, and Rink also hit his window button.

I had a poor view of her from where I sat, and could only see the bottom edge of her window and the shape of one shoulder. Rink observed her in silence.

‘Jared Rington,’ the woman said, and it was the subtle accusation in her tone that made my pulse leap.

Rink still didn’t reply. He didn’t have to. It was apparent that she’d positively identified him. And exactly what the consequences were.

A tubular object appeared above the window frame, and even from my poor angle I recognised it as a suppressor screwed onto the barrel of a handgun.

‘Bastard!’ the woman snapped and the gun aimed for Rink’s head.


Rink hit the gas and the Ford lurched forward, just as the woman squeezed the trigger. Even with a silencer, this close the report of the gun was a harsh crack! The round striking was a dull thud. Thankfully it had impacted the headrest of Rink’s seat and not his skull. In the next second or two we were a full car’s length out of range, and to fire on us again the woman would have to lean out of the window. She didn’t. She also hit the gas and tore away, and the distance between us lengthened rapidly.


Rink hit the brake and we came to a halt.

Rink, I could tell, was tempted to chase her down. And I’d’ve been with him. But he didn’t.

He looked across at me, surprisingly calm for having come so close to death.

‘I guess you were right, brother,’ he said. ‘Mercer is back from hell, and he’s brought somebody equally as mysterious with him.’
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Rink dug the spent slug out of the headrest, held it up for my appraisal. We’d driven away from the scene, found some waste ground overlooking a stretch of water the colour of burnished brass, and now stood alongside the Ford. The floodlights from a nearby factory stained everything the same amber hue.


​‘It’s nine millimetre,’ I said, though he already knew that.



​It was a calibre of round big enough to have addled his brain if the woman had gotten a clean shot at him.



​‘Good job you hit the throttle,’ I said.



​Rink grunted, bouncing the barely misshapen bullet on his palm. ‘Not sure she would’ve hit me even if I didn’t.’



​‘Warning shot?’



​‘If she wanted to she could’ve killed me, no problem.’



​‘So she didn’t want to kill you?’



​I waited.



​Rink pulled his bottom lip over his teeth, thinking hard. The scar on his chin was vivid again. Then he looked at me, and I knew what was coming.



​‘I knew her.’



​‘Yeah, I guessed.’ I thought about his enigmatic statement from earlier. ‘You identified her the second she got out of the SUV.’



​‘Suzanne Bouchard,’ Rink said. ‘At least that’s what she was called back then. It’s been a few years.’



​The name didn’t mean anything to me.



​Rink stared up at the sky. The light pollution from the nearby factory washed out the stars, but the moon presented a fingernail clipping of radiance for him to concentrate on.



​‘So,’ I said.



​Rink exhaled, but didn’t elucidate.



​I waited.



​‘I dated her,’ he finally said.



​‘No wonder she tried to shoot you in the head.’ I smiled to punctuate the joke, but he wasn’t looking at me. I shut up.



​‘You don’t remember her?’



​I shrugged.



​‘She was younger — obviously — didn’t have that dyed red hair back then. She’d a short dark crop? Canadian girl?’



​‘Ah,’ I said. Back in 1989 a Canadian Human Rights Act appointed the full integration of women into the Canadian Armed Forces. It took some years afterwards but Suzanne Bouchard — though the name still didn’t mean much to me — had been put through for selection with Arrowsake. She hadn’t completed the course. As I recalled, she was deemed physically incapable of the rigours male recruits were subject to and the Arrowsake command would not allow a significant lowering of the physical performance requirements — but that was just bureaucratical, misogynistic bullshit. The truth was, they’d vetoed the intake of women into front-line military combat, choosing instead to use them as their own undercover operatives, the way that the CIA and MI6 did. If women were going to get killed in combat, it wouldn’t be while wearing a recognisable uniform. When female operatives had worked alongside us on missions they’d proved themselves every bit as capable as any of the men, sometimes more so. I could vaguely remember the young woman from Toronto, though she looked nothing like she did now and back then went by the shortened name of Sue.  She was tough and resourceful, and now that I thought back, as hot as hell. Rink had spent some downtime with her, but I’d have been a third wheel on their dates. Anyway, back then I was still loved-up and when off duty I’d returned home to England and my wife, Diane, so I never got to know Rink’s girlfriend. Now that I thought about it, their relationship had cooled after the death of Jason Mercer.



​‘She wasn’t there when Mercer caught it.’



​‘No. But Mercer was.’ Rink ruminated a little more. ‘From the look of things he’s kind of skewed the version of events he’s told her. Like I said: he’s a good liar.’



​‘He’s convinced her he was badly done to and you were the one in the wrong.’



​‘Maybe she didn’t take too much convincing. She already thought I was the one in the wrong before we said goodbye.’ Rink shook his head, rueful that things had ended badly with Sue. ‘I wanted to see Mercer for myself; now it’s not as important. That was definitely Sue, so there’s no reason to doubt it was Mercer you saw with her.’



​I waited for clarity.



​‘Suzanne Bouchard also died.’ He scowled at the wrongness of his statement. ‘According to Arrowsake she died,’ he corrected himself.



​‘It wouldn’t be the first time those bastards have lied to us,’ I said. Our old masters had played with the mortality of no less than three people in the past few years, and two of them had done a Lazarus. Of the trio only my brother John was truly dead, except the cabal behind Arrowsake had lied to me by swearing he was alive and in hiding, until I’d done their bidding and the truth finally came out. As absurd as it sounded, I wasn’t shocked to learn that another two dead people had been resurrected without the aid of supernatural intervention. ‘What was the line of bullshit they used with Sue?’



​‘Drowning. Allegedly she was scuba diving off one of the Canary Islands and didn’t resurface.’ Rink shrugged. ‘I bought that line, because I knew she was into diving. Even experienced divers can easily get into trouble.’



​‘Has it occurred to you that maybe Arrowsake also bought the line? What if they had nothing to do with the cover up this time? They were the ones who ordered Mercer’s death, maybe they have nothing to do with him resurfacing either.’



​‘They’re a lot of “maybes” to consider, Hunter. We won’t know until we talk to Walter.’



​‘Maybe not even then,’ I said, and finally elicited the faintest smile from him. I took out my phone. ‘Want me to do the honours?’



​‘Not sure he’d answer if he sees my number,’ said Rink, which wasn’t exactly true.



​There were few contacts in my list, and I hit the number for Walter Hayes Conrad’s personal cell phone. Before it ever reached him, my call would be bounced via various servers and encryption devices. Walter was that secretive. But under the circumstances, it was probably best that our conversation wasn’t open to eavesdroppers. Still, despite the nature of my call, I put the phone on speaker so Rink could listen in.



​‘Joe? I wasn’t expecting to hear from you.’ As soon as Walter made the announcement I knew that he was lying.



​‘It’s been a while, Walt, thought it was high time I got in touch,’ I said, making out a social call had been on my agenda for a while. But he would know I was lying too. Our conversations often took similar shape, half-truths and out-right lies on his part, gruff acceptance that I’d never get a straight answer on mine. Occasionally though, I could get what I wanted from him if I persevered and dug through the deliberate obfuscation. I’d gone beyond a point where I found his lies offensive, because it was simply in his job description to be deceptive. He was after all a CIA sub-division controller, whose secret went even deeper. He was also a direct conduit to Arrowsake, perhaps even one of the shadowy figures behind the recently re-established counterterrorism group Rink and I once worked for. This new incarnation of Arrowsake was a different beast than the one we’d belonged to, and there was nothing about it that appealed to my morality, while Rink passionately hated it.



​‘Where are you?’ Walt asked.



​‘I’m surprised you have to ask.’



​‘Despite what you think I don’t keep tabs on your movements.’ Walter snorted out a laugh. ‘Not all of the time.’



​‘I’m near Panama City.’ If he wanted to it would be a simple task for Walter to identify the source of my call.



​‘Is Rink with you?’



​‘I’m here,’ Rink growled.



​‘Of course you are.’



​I looked at Rink and raised my eyebrows in question.



​‘Go for it, brother,’ he said, urging I make a point and get the call over as quickly as possible.



​‘Jason Mercer,’ I said into the phone.



​‘Who?’



​‘You heard me, Walt. But I’ll repeat the name incase your hearing is failing in your old age. Jason Mercer.’



​‘I heard you fine, son, I’m just unsure why you mention that name.’



​‘So you do remember it?’



​‘Of course.’ Walter was the one who’d sanctioned Mercer’s death. It was probably one name among hundreds, but I believed that he knew the name of every person whose execution he’d personally ordered. Perhaps their faces even plagued his dreams the way they did mine some nights. ‘I only question why you bring it up now.’



​‘He’s alive, Walt, and I think you already know that.’



​I waited for his response, but Walter was silent for a moment. I wondered what lies he was trying to come up with. When his answer came it wasn’t what I expected. ‘I did suspect he’d survived.’



​‘It wouldn’t be the first time you saved the life of an enemy. What did you do, Walt: have him taken away to some secret bunker where he was coaxed back to health, held there and reprogrammed until you could mobilise him again? It’d sound crazy if I didn’t know it has happened before.’



​‘Martin Maxwell was different,’ Walt said.



​‘Martin Maxwell was a psychopathic serial killer,’ I corrected him. ‘Mercer isn’t that different. The only difference was he didn’t keep trophies from his victims.’



​Walter exhaled into the phone.



​‘You’ll probably doubt what I say, but I had no part in saving Jason Mercer. Rink? You’re the one who shot him, you’re the one who reported him dead.’



​‘Don’t put this back on me, you son of a bitch,’ snapped Rink.



​‘That’s not what I’m saying. I meant you were the one who carried out the sanction; was there ever any doubt in your mind that you’d failed?’



​Rink stared up at the moon again.



​‘He’s carrying the scars where he was shot,’ I explained. ‘There was no way Rink could have suspected he’d survived the wounds he did.’



​‘Rink reported positive confirmation of death,’ Walter pointed out.



​‘Don’t speak about me as if I’m not here, Walt,’ Rink said without taking his eyes off the sky. ‘As far as I was concerned, I’d put two bullets in Mercer’s head. He was dead.’



​‘That’s the point, son,’ Walt said. ‘You made a positive confirmation: so why would I send in a trauma team to pull Mercer out? How would I know that he’d survived when I had such trust in you?’



​‘Two things,’ Rink said. ‘Don’t call me son, and don’t mention trust. There’s no trust between us. Never will be again.’



​‘I understand. But it still proves my point. You believe you’d killed him, and at the time I’d no reason to doubt you. Things might be different now, but not back then.’



​I shook my head at Rink, stalling another angry retort. Argument would get us nowhere, particularly one where Walter’s trustworthiness was in question. The concept was largely alien to one whose entire existence worked through the manipulation and machination of others. Rink pursed his lips. But then he held up a hand to catch my attention. I pressed the phone against my thigh, muffling it as Rink whispered: ‘Don’t mention Sue.’



​I nodded, lifted the phone again.



​Walter had apparently been deep in thought. I could hear him breathing.



​‘What happens now?’ I asked.



​‘I’m unsure,’ Walter admitted. ‘There’s much to learn. More importantly than that he survived, we need to find out who saved him, and why. What is he doing now, and for whom?’



​Those were questions I also wanted answering, among others. I closed my eyes, understanding where this was going. Calling Walter as we had, both Rink and I knew that we were tugging on the threads that inevitably connected us to Walter and Arrowsake, and what that would ultimately mean for us. So his next words came as a complete surprise.



​‘I want you to stand down.’



​‘Sorry? Say that again.’



​‘So mine isn’t the only hearing that’s failing,’ Walter countered with a grunt of laughter. ‘You heard me, son. I want you to stand down. That goes for both of you. Walk away and forget you saw him. Leave Mercer to me.’



​‘You’re kidding, right?’



​‘Nope. I’m deadly serious. Forget Mercer, walk away, don’t look back.’



​I caught the squint of Rink’s eyes, and took it as a greater warning than any that Walter made.



​‘If that’s the way you want it, Walter, so be it,’ I said, but again it wasn’t the entire truth, and I knew Walter didn’t buy it. I cancelled the call before he could push the issue one way or the other.
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There was a missed call notification on my phone. It was from Raul Velasquez, so I hit the reply button even as we got back in the Ford and Rink pulled away. ‘Hey, Val,’ I said when he answered. ‘What have you got?’


​‘The address you gave me? It isn’t registered to an individual owner, but to a company.’ He gave me the name of a real estate agency based in Panama City. ‘I checked the local census records and it shows as being home to a single female by the name of Suzanne Carter. No husband, no significant other or dependents on the books, but that’s saying nothing. It’s dependent on whether or not the records are up to date, I guess.’ He paused, ordering details in his mind. ‘I dug a little deeper, to see what I could find out about Miss Carter. She’s forty-two, born in St Petersburg, Florida. Worked as a kindergarten teacher in Tampa until four years ago. Apparently she began working for this company as a licensed realtor after moving to Panama City a short time after. Seems to me like a strange career change, but what do I know about anything?’



​Velasquez was pushing for more information on what we’d gotten involved in, but I deemed it best that he was kept out of things for now. ‘How’d you find out so much about Carter so quickly?’ I asked him, more to divert his attention than anything. ‘Have you been taking tips from Harvey?’



​‘Nu-uh. Wonderful thing called Social Media,’ he said. ‘Some people live out their lives on the social networks these days. I’m surprised you don’t have your own page, Hunter.’



​I ignored the suggestion. ‘Any current pictures of Carter on there?’



​‘Yeah. I’m looking at one now. Shame: she’d be a good looking woman without the scars.’



​I frowned.



​‘Can you send me a copy to my phone?’



​‘No problem, Hunter. Wait up.’ I heard tapping from the other end, and thought Velasquez was juggling both his cell phone and computer at the same time. A chime from my mobile notified an incoming text message. I said my thanks and ended the call. Opened the text image.



​‘What’s up?’ said Rink.



​‘The house is registered to a private company, and it’s supposedly let to a woman called Suzanne Carter. My first thought was that it was a cover name for Sue, but Val found some pictures of Carter on line. It isn’t Sue.’ The woman I was looking at had a round face and large brown eyes, a slightly turned up nose, and swarthy complexion. She’d suffered a burn at one time, and the skin was a pink and white patchwork of scar tissue that extended from below her right eye, beneath her nose, pulled at the corner of her mouth and then extended down and under her chin.



​‘Odd that they’d both have the same first name,’ Rink said, as I offered him a look at Carter’s photo. ‘We both know that when some one takes a new identity they often choose to keep the same first name to avoid confusion. When I heard what Val said to you, I also thought Sue had established a false identity. But that isn’t Sue, and she couldn’t even pass for Carter at a glance.’



​I gave a mental shrug. ‘Maybe Sue shares the house with Carter.’



​‘Perhaps it isn’t that important. That real estate agency, they’re the ones we need to learn more about.’



​Rink was correct. As soon as Velasquez mentioned the name of the company that owned the house, I’d mentally pictured the brass plaques on the wall of the office block I’d earlier followed Mercer and Sue to. One of those brass plates had carried the same company name. So Sue, via the house, had an association with the estate agency, and, through their earlier dual visit to the office, so did Mercer. It was possible that the connection was tenuous — Sue could have been visiting to pay her rent for all I knew, and Mercer had accompanied her — but I didn’t think so.



​‘Walter told us to stand down,’ I said.



​‘Walter can go screw himself,’ said Rink.



​‘You know why he wants us out of the way, right?’



​‘Of course I do. He’s going to send someone after Mercer.’ Rink glanced across at me, and probably saw the seriousness in my expression. ‘As far as I’m concerned, he can do what he likes with Mercer, but not at the expense of Sue getting hurt.’



​‘I didn’t mention Sue, but I got the impression that Walter already knew about her.’ Where Walter was concerned, whatever went unsaid was more important than anything he shared. It had struck me that he hadn’t asked about where we’d seen Mercer, which meant he already had a good idea. And telling us to stand down was tantamount to admitting he was sending an assassination team there.



​‘He sounded downbeat about it all, but we both know how the old fart works. He was practically jumping up and down in reality. You ask me, brother, we just gave him a link in the chain he’d been missing. You can guarantee that a wet team is being mobilised as we speak.’ Rink pulled the Ford into a gas station, but it wasn’t for the purpose of filling the tank. He spun the car around on the forecourt. ‘I have to warn Sue.’



​‘This is the same Sue who just shot at you.’



​‘The same Sue who shot to miss.’



​‘Fair enough,’ I admitted. ‘But that’s not to say she’ll be such a poor shot if you show your face a second time. Warning shots only work once, Rink.’



6

We returned to the house allegedly rented by Suzanne Carter, neither of us believing that Sue Bouchard has returned already. We were wrong. The big SUV was tucked up close to the house on the drive. The rear door on the driver’s side stood open. Its interior light was on. There were also more lights on in the house than before, this time Sue having lit one of the bedrooms upstairs. She’d dropped the blinds, but we could see her shadow darting back and forth: she was in a hurry.


​‘Looks as if she might be getting ready to run,’ I said.



​‘Wouldn’t you, suspecting what’s coming?’



​‘It’d be unwise to sit put,’ I concurred. Except, for now Walter had no idea about this house. Undoubtedly he’d have pinpointed the source of my phone call to him, but that had been from the waste ground alongside the river. Our friend Harvey Lucas was a bit of a whiz with technology; he’d previously shown me how to disable the location device in my phone so it couldn’t be tracked, unless it was in use. I’d switched off my phone after last speaking with Velasquez, as had Rink. There was no rush for Sue to abandon her home for now, but she couldn’t know that. For all she knew we’d been purposefully hunting her and had called in a strike team. I wondered if she regretted not shooting Rink now, and me along with him.
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