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  This book is dedicated in sad memory to my ­ beautiful girl,




  Megan Rose Hilton (1989–2006).




  My first and foremost fan and critic. I miss you dearly, Megs.




  Your energy, I know, goes on. When the time is right, I will see you again.
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  Pain and fear transcend everything, and know no boundaries. It doesn’t matter where you are. You could be in any met­ropolis in the world – New York, London, Paris, Moscow – and the parallels would remain consistent. There are differences in culture, in law, in language, but at its most basic level, civilization shares one undeniable truth: the scream of a victim sounds the same the world over.




         Stepping off an airplane into the sticky heat following a Floridian thunderstorm, the screams of my past were ringing in my ears. Somehow, I knew that the hunt for John Telfer would add further memories of pain and anguish to my already overfull heart.




         It’s difficult to pinpoint where this tale starts.




         Was it while I was a Special Forces soldier on seek-and-destroy missions to bring down the tyrants and terrorists of the world? Was it after I retired and turned my hand to beating down the thugs, criminals and mobsters that preyed on those weaker than themselves? I couldn’t really say.




         Maybe my story doesn’t start until I stepped off the Boeing 737 at Miami International airport. I would find John Telfer in the States, but I would also find something that would test me to the very extremes of my skills. And, yes, there would be screams.




         Even though my quest would begin in the tropical heat, I began it all two days previously and an ocean away. There were screams then, too.




         It was just like the old days. I was back doing what I was good at. Where I crouched, broken glass and rubbish littered the floor. Nearby, a train rattled towards Manchester Piccadilly. Last week’s front-page news fluttered in the alley. It wasn’t all that stirred; the stench was terrible, a mix of urine and shit.




         It chilled me.




         Jennifer Telfer’s curtains twitched.




         She was scared. But that was to be expected, I suppose. She knew I was there. And why.




         It wasn’t me she was afraid of.




         Some people call me a vigilante. That’s their prerogative. I prefer to think of myself as a problem-fixer. When you’re a single mother whose children have been threatened by violent men, you send for Joe Hunter.




         A black BMW slowed at the end of the street.




         ‘Here we go.’




         It halted in front of the apartment building. Gangsta rap blared. The music was harsh and aggressive, just like the men inside. There were three of them, indistinct behind cannabis smoke. Just as I’d expected.




         A large bald-headed man stepped out, pulling on leather gloves. From the back came a man equally tall. Unlike the first, his frame was lanky and sparse. Together, they moved towards Jennifer’s home.




         The rap music covered my approach. The driver was too busy rolling a joint to notice. The first he knew of my presence was when I tugged open the door.




         ‘What the fuck?’ was all he got out before I hit him.




         I aimed for the carotid sinus and struck bull’s-eye. Such a blow could prove fatal. Call me compassionate if you want; I chopped him just hard enough that he approached unconsciousness.




         The BMW should’ve carried a government health warning. Used hypodermic syringes were the least of it. Leaning over him, I grabbed at the seat belt. It made a good noose. The remainder of the belt looped round the headrest and jammed into the door frame made it even better.




         I caught up with the other two before they’d reached the apartments.




         With a bent back, a cap pulled down over my hair, I moved towards them. I might as well have been invisible.




         I straightened up and thrust the ‘V’ of my thumb and index finger into the bald man’s windpipe. As his hands went to his damaged throat, I slammed my clenched fist into his solar plexus and he folded over my arm. Breath exploded from his lungs as he performed a slow dive, meeting my lifted knee midway. He hit the floor hard, but it didn’t matter: he was already oblivious.




         There was no time for taking satisfaction from my work: Skinny was already going for something inside his jacket. Could be a gun.




         Grasping his wrist and tugging his hand out of his jacket, I saw that he held a knife.




         ‘Now isn’t that just typical of you, Shank?’ I flexed his wrist, hearing bone grating on bone. Made it easy to pluck the knife from his fingers.




         His name was Peter Ramsey, an idiot who began his criminal career stealing pushbikes over at Oakwood Park in Salford. But – like all third-rate gangsters – he loved his nickname. He favoured a knife when threatening desperate mothers. Shank should be a scary handle for someone wielding a blade. Me, I just thought it was pathetic.




         I bunched a fist in Shank’s hair and pressed my knuckles against his skull.




         ‘Listen closely,’ I growled. ‘One thing, and one thing only.’ I snatched his head towards me, meeting him eye-to-eye. ‘Jennifer Telfer is off your books. Permanently. You hear that?’




         ‘Jennifer Telfer? Who the fuck—’




         I slapped him hard.




         ‘You know who I mean.’




         Wiggling the knife, I asked, ‘Tell me you weren’t thinking of cutting her.’ I lifted the blade. Sharp edge beneath his nose. His breath misted the steel. ‘You know something, Shank? Just thinking of that makes my blood cold.’




         ‘I wasn’t gonna cut nobody,’ Shank said.




         ‘Good. You won’t be wanting this back then.’ I dropped the knife into my coat pocket. ‘If I see you around here again, I will hurt you bad.’




         ‘What have I ever done to you?’




         ‘Fucked with the wrong person,’ I told him. ‘That’s what.’




         To punctuate the point I backhanded him across the face. ‘When you walk out of here, you keep on going. If you as much as look back, I’ll be all over you like a bad case of hives. You got that?’




         ‘Yeah, man, I get you.’




         ‘See you, then.’




         ‘Not if I see ya first,’ he said, turning quickly away, ‘you psycho!’




         ‘Believe me,’ I said, ‘if there is a next time, you won’t see me coming.’
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  ‘Come in, Joe. Quick.’




         Jack and Beatrice huddled in front of a television. A cartoon vied for their attention and they barely spared me a second. Empty bowls were at their feet, remnants of food drying in the forced heat of a gas fire. Next to an easy chair, there was an empty wine bottle and the remains of a takeaway Chinese meal. They weren’t the leftovers of a celebration.




         In a hurry, Jennifer shut the door. Behind me came the clink of a security chain, the ratchet of a dead bolt.




         ‘You won’t need as many locks in future, Jenny.’ I pulled off the hat and jacket. ‘Shank won’t be paying you any more visits.’




         Jennifer hugged herself. Barely above a whisper, she said, ‘There’s worse out there than Shank to worry about.’




         Fourteen years working as a counterterrorism agent had already convinced me of that. If I required reminding, all I had to do was look at the kids. Only six and four years old, they already had the look of the infinitely wise about them. ‘Hi, kids, what’re you watching? Cartoons?’




         ‘SpongeBob,’ Jack said matter-of-factly.




         ‘He’s got square pants,’ Beatrice added.




         ‘Interesting,’ I said. I gave her a lifted eyebrow. She was too young to know who the Rock was, but she appreciated the effort. Her giggle was like soft music. A baby again. The resilience of children never fails to amaze the cynic in me.




         Her mother wasn’t so easily calmed. My hand on her shoulder was waved off with a desultory gesture. Jenny took the coat and hat from me; she abandoned them on the arm of a settee, then crossed the room. Perched on a chair next to a battle-scarred table, she had the look of a condemned prisoner.




         ‘You can quit worrying. I guarantee you: Shank’ll look somewhere else for his cash.’




         She plucked at a pack of cigarettes next to an ashtray overflowing with half-smoked stubs. The ashtray was testament to prolonged worry.




         ‘For now,’ she said. ‘But what about when you leave? What’s to stop them coming back?’




         ‘I’m only a phone call away.’




         Jennifer hacked out a cough. She stabbed the cigarette into her mouth.




         ‘What about when I can’t pay you, Joe? Are you still gonna come runnin’ then?’




         ‘You think I did this for money?’




         With her skewed sense of the world and of men in particular maybe I should’ve thought my reply through first. She tilted her face to stare up at me. Her fingers plucked my shirt. ‘You want me to pay you another way, Joe?’ Her gaze flickered to the children, as though they were an obstacle. ‘If that’s what you want. But not here . . . not in front of the kids.’




         I gently extricated myself from her.




         ‘Jenny, you know that’s not what I meant.’




         Turning away, her arms went beneath her breasts.




         ‘What’s wrong? Am I not good enough for you? You think I’m ugly.’ Her reflection swam in a mirror over the fireplace. Patina twisted the image, compounded her self-revulsion. ‘Well, I can hardly blame you, can I?’




         ‘You’re not ugly, Jenny. I helped you because I wanted to.’ I swept my arm in an all-encompassing gesture. ‘You needed help. All of you.’




         ‘But you don’t work for free, Joe. Didn’t you tell your brother that? Why didn’t you help John? If you had, then maybe he’d still be here . . .’ Fresh tears trembled on her lashes. ‘Why didn’t you help us then, huh? I’ll tell you why, shall I? It was about the money.’




         I didn’t answer.




         She struck a light to her cigarette and went at it as if it were a lifeline. She glared at me. ‘You wouldn’t help John when he needed it. I can’t pay any more than he could.’




         I had to say something. First, I settled in opposite her. ‘Jenny, you don’t really understand what happened between me and John. It had nothing to do with whether he could pay me.’ She snorted, sucked on the cigarette. I said, ‘I don’t know what he told you, but I guess it wasn’t the truth.’




         Her eyes pierced me.




         ‘What’re you saying, Joe?’




         I sighed. ‘It’s water under the bridge, Jenny. Forget it, OK.’




         She shrugged, flicked ash that missed the ashtray. ‘Suit yourself.’




         Silence hung in the air between us, mingling with her blue-smoke exhalations.




         Once I watched a heron spearing trout from a stream. Jennifer’s hand made similar stabbing motions to douse her cigarette. Then, like the greedy heron, she reached for another. I gently laid a hand on top of hers. She met my eyes. Hope flickered beyond the dullness but only for a second. She prised loose her hand, drew the pack to her. She lit up and took a long gasp. Through a haze of smoke, she said, ‘I want you to find John.’ She reached out and twined her fingers in mine. ‘I want you to find your brother and bring him home.’




         ‘That might not be as easy as it sounds. He’s not in the country any more.’




         ‘No, he isn’t. He’s in America,’ Jenny said.




         ‘You’ve heard from him?’




         Jenny withdrew her hand. Searching in her pocket, she pulled out an envelope and held it to her breast. After a moment, she placed the envelope before me. I looked up at her. However, she was looking over at the kids. ‘You two, go into your room while me and Uncle Joe are talking. You can watch telly in there.’ Before they could argue, she hurried over, took them by their elbows and ushered them into their bedroom. Closing the door, she said, ‘I don’t want them listening. After all’s said and done, John’s still their dad.’




         I concentrated on the envelope. It was a standard white manila dated more than a fortnight ago. It was stamped Little Rock, Ark.




         ‘Arkansas?’ I asked.




         I received a pinched expression. ‘Where else?’




         The tattered edge of the envelope produced two sheets of paper. On first inspection, it was like the hurried note you scrawl and display in a prominent position when you have to leave in a hurry. Only longer. A Dear John letter. Or in this case a Dear Jenny? But it wasn’t my brother’s handwriting.




         I sought Jenny’s face. ‘Go ahead. Read it,’ she said.




         I did.




   




  Jenny, it read, I probably have no right contacting you like this. No doubt you hate me, but I hope you’ll listen to what I have to say.




         John has gone, and I don’t know what to do. Don’t get me wrong, he hasn’t just left me as he did with you. When I say he’s gone, I mean vanished.




         Maybe you don’t care, maybe you think I deserve everything I get, that John definitely deserves it, but I don’t think you’re that kind of person. John has got himself in some kind of trouble. He was jumpy for two or three days before he disappeared. He was frightened. I think something terrible has happened. And that’s why I’m writing to you now.




   




  I placed down the first sheet of paper, looked across at Jenny. She’d retreated to the opposite end of the room, staring vacantly into space. The letter was my problem now.




   




  John said that he’s got a half-brother over in England. Someone he called Hunter. I know they didn’t get along that well, but John once said that if ever anything happened to him I had to send for Hunter because he would know what to do. So I’m asking, no, I’m begging, please do this for me. And if you won’t do it for me, do it for John. Send for his brother.




         Please. L.




   




  The note struck me as odd.




         ‘This woman,’ I asked, ‘who is she?’




         Jenny returned to stub out her cigarette. Her words held more vehemence up close. ‘John’s bitch.’




         I raised an eyebrow. ‘American?’




         ‘No. She’s English.’




         ‘What’s her name?’




         ‘Louise Blake.’




         ‘How did John meet her?’




         ‘She worked for the same company as him.’ She gave me a pointed stare. I just watched her, and Jennifer added, ‘By all accounts they were seeing each other for six months before he left me.’ She gave me the pointed look again. ‘Everyone knew but me.’




         ‘I didn’t.’




         She wiped at her mouth with the back of a hand. ‘Well, you’re about the only one.’ Her words became softer as she recalled the betrayal. ‘Louise stole my husband from me, Joe. Now she wants help to find him. What does she want me to do, just hand him right back to her?’




         ‘Have you ever met her?’




         ‘Not formally. I saw her a couple times at John’s workplace.’ Jenny laughed. ‘When I think about it, I suppose you’d say she’s a younger version of me. Without the baggage round the belly from carrying two kids that is. John traded me in for a younger model.’




         ‘But you still want me to find him?’




         She sighed. Her gaze flickered towards the bedroom. The kids were very quiet and I wondered if they had their ears to the door.




         ‘He’s still their dad, Joe. He should be doing more to support them.’




         Yes. A sad fact. But not something I was about to put into words.




         Jenny said, ‘Probably Louise is right: John does deserve everything he gets. But my kids shouldn’t be made to suffer, should they?’ She could look all she wanted but she wouldn’t see any sign of reproof from me. After a few seconds, she asked, ‘So . . . what do you think? Is there anything you can do?’




         ‘There is,’ I promised her.




         I meant it.
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  When working, I don’t use a vehicle that I care about. I use an old junker picked up at auction for a couple of hundred pounds. That way, when the disgruntled dig a key into it the length of the paintwork, I don’t get too upset. It carries many scars. The only concession to roadworthiness I demand is that the engine is regularly overhauled and the tyres are of the new puncture-proof variety. Both things have proved invaluable in the past.




         Before setting up the takedown on Shank and his goons, I had parked the old Vauxhall Corsa a couple of streets away. OK, I wasn’t that protective of it, but neither was I going to make my wheels a sitting duck. I was approaching it when the BMW swung into the street behind me. To be fair, I’d thought I’d seen the last of Peter Ramsey, yet here he was, back for more.




         Maybe I should’ve done a better number on him the first time. My fault, but, as I said, I am sometimes a compassionate guy.




         ‘This time . . . no fucking about,’ I promised.




         In an effort at stealth, the music volume had been turned down. Still, the thud-thud rhythm sounded like the heartbeat of a predator coiling for the death lunge. Thick tyres whistled on tarmac. The engine growled. Even without looking, I’d have known they were coming.




         It was like patrolling bandit country all over again. Only then, I was an inexperienced rookie, immortal in my battle fatigues and holding a sub-machine gun. Unprepared for what happened, I hadn’t even realized I’d been shot until I surfaced through a morphine haze the following day and blinked up at my nurse.




         You don’t hear the bullet that kills you. Which meant the two bullets Shank fired at me missed their mark. Good job I’d leapt forwards at the right time. The pavement was a little unforgiving, but a scraped elbow and knee were the least of my worries.




         The BMW was a sleek black shark, as dangerous as the .38 Shank aimed at me. It made sense that the driver swung the BMW on to the pavement. A half-ton of metal on my head would finish me as quickly as a slug in the heart.




         ‘Get that muthafucka!’




         Even as I rolled away from the car, I had to smile at Shank’s pseudo-gangsta lingo: it was more Salford, Greater Manchester than it was South Central LA.




         The BMW bumped down from the kerb, knocking value off the alloys. I rose up behind them. From beneath my shirt-tails, I drew my own gun. SIG-Sauer P226. Unlike these cretins, I had a full load. In addition, I knew how to shoot. One round into the rear nearside tyre, two in the boot and one through the back windscreen for good measure. More than the deflated tyre, panic spun the car across the road and drove it into my parked Vauxhall.




         In this part of town, gunfire would ensure witnesses kept their heads down. On the other hand, a good old-fashioned car wreck would bring the ghouls running.




         ‘Out the car,’ I shouted. ‘Now!’




         The driver was slumped over the steering wheel, blood frothing from both nostrils. Sound asleep for the second time that evening. Shank wasn’t in much better shape. Half out of the window when the car collided with my Vauxhall, he was now on the road, crying like a baby and cradling a busted elbow. His gun had slid harmlessly beneath my car. Only the big baldy posed any threat.




         ‘I said out of the fucking car.’




         Staring down the barrel of a SIG is enough to motivate most men. He was surprisingly sprightly when offered the correct form of stimulation. His hands went up. ‘OK! Easy, man, easy.’




         His gloves were gone. Heavy gold rings made a rich man’s knuckleduster on his right hand. Fancied himself as a pugilist.




         ‘Pick Shank up,’ I told him.




         Conditioned to taking commands, he didn’t object. He quickly stooped down and lifted Shank to his feet.




         ‘Up the alley.’




         Opposite us a narrow alleyway ran between a vacant lot and a video rental store that was closed for the night. Maybe the store had closed for many nights, judging by the faded posters.




         I knew what was going through the big guy’s mind. He thought that the ignominious alley was where he was going to end his days. Give him his due; I think he was braver than he was stupid.




         ‘You aren’t taking us up there to shoot us.’




         ‘I’m not?’




         ‘If you’re gonna do it, do it now. Out here in the open.’




         ‘OK,’ I said.




         Not so keen, Shank whimpered.




         Baldy gave his boss a look that suggested that there were going to be changes in their arrangement. That was if they managed to get out of here alive. Shank was left swaying as the big man stepped away from him.




         ‘Go on,’ he challenged. ‘I don’t think you’ve got what it takes.’




         I gave him my saddest smile.




         The big man took that as a sign of weakness. He snatched at a gun tucked into his waistband.




         I caressed the trigger and his right kneecap disintegrated.




         He collapsed to the floor, and despite his bravado he screamed.




         ‘What about you, Shank? Do you think I haven’t got the balls to do you?’ I aimed the SIG at a point directly between his eyes. ‘After you tried to shoot me?’




         Think of an air-raid siren and you’ll imagine the sound that Shank made.




         ‘You know something, Shank? You should have listened to me.’




         I pulled the trigger again.




         Shank fell next to his friend, clutching at his own shattered knee.




         ‘Next time I will kill you,’ I promised.




   




  4




  He had the desire and the passion. He certainly had the ability. But that wasn’t everything: Tubal Cain also had an agenda.




         Right now he was short on materials.




         There wasn’t much hope of acquiring what he needed here, but for these assholes, he’d make the effort.




         ‘You know something? You should all be damned straight to hell!’




         There weren’t too many things that got him riled, but these pigs on wheels were the exception. Motorhomes! These monstrosities of engineering were a blight on the landscape. Colossal steel bullets fired from the devil’s cannon to cause woe and destruction wherever they landed.




         Without their intrusion, this oasis turnoff beside route I-10 in Southern California held its own beauty. A semi-circular drive ran up to an artesian well, and trees had been artfully arranged to block the view of the interstate. Laurel trees made a pretty silhouette against the star-filled sky, but not when a goddamn Winnebago hunkered beneath them, square, unnatural, and spewing light from a cabin the size of the flight deck of the USS Enterprise.




         ‘It’s enough to make you sick,’ Tubal Cain said.




         Neither Mabel nor George or whatever the hell they were called argued the point. George was equivocal on the entire subject. However, that was to be expected. Speaking could be difficult with a gash the width of your thumb parting your trachea.




         For her part, Mabel was pretty verbal, but nothing she’d said up until now would change his opinion. She was more intent on screaming for her unheeding husband. Another thing: she wasn’t giving any clues to George’s actual name. She’d only refer to him as Daddy. It was obscene, like a wrinkly Lolita.




         ‘Aw, for crying out loud!’ Cain said. ‘Put a lid on it, will ya? How do you expect me to work with all that racket you’re making?’




         Mabel hunkered in the kitchen compartment. She was a hunched package stuffed beneath a fold-down counter, looking like the garbage sack George had been about to drop in the bushes when Cain surprised him.




         ‘Daddy, Daddy! Help me, Daddy!’ she screamed for about the hundredth time.




         ‘Daddy’s not interested,’ Cain pointed out. ‘So you may as well shut up.’




         Daddy sat in the driving seat, surrounded by the luxury of leather and walnut. But he was of no mind to point out the lushness of his surroundings. The elderly man was currently preoccupied with trying to stem the tide of blood flowing down the front of his pullover. Chalk-white, his features showed he was losing the battle.




         ‘Daddeeee . . .’




         Cain took the man’s hands away from the wound, guiding them to the steering wheel. His final earthly experience was gripping the wheel as though with the intention of taking the Winnebago through the Pearly Gates with him.




         The knife snicked through tendons and gristle, the old man’s death grip loosened and his hands flopped on to his thighs. Sans thumbs, his hands looked like dead squid.




         Moving towards the woman’s hiding place, Cain slipped the thumbs into a sandwich bag and dropped them in a pocket.




         ‘People have to learn to take their trash home with them, Mabel.’ If there was something that got his goat even more than motorhomes it was the irresponsible and harmful littering George had been engaged in. Bad enough that he destroyed the picturesque beauty of the desert with this huge beast – then he deposited its shit before he left. ‘Maybe if George wasn’t so indiscriminate with his garbage I wouldn’t have had to call on you and teach you such a valuable lesson.’




         ‘You killed Daddy because there were no trash cans?’




         ‘Yes. And for his ridiculous taste in vehicles.’




         ‘You’re insane!’ Mabel shrieked.




         ‘No, Mabel. I’m angry.’




         ‘You killed Daddy!’




         ‘Yes.’




         He stooped down, pulled her from beneath the counter. She slid out as boneless as an oyster from the shell. Cain didn’t like oysters. Didn’t like anything boneless.




         He rapped a knuckle on her head. Just to be sure. The clunk was only partway reassuring.




         ‘How old are you, Mabel? Seventy? Eighty?’




         Her turquoise-framed spectacles lent an extra dimension to her incredulous blink. Confusion reigned, terror tamped down by befuddlement. Her mouth drooped. At least she’d stopped screaming.




         ‘I wouldn’t ask, but it is pertinent,’ Cain said.




         ‘Eighty-three.’ Saliva cracked at the back of her throat.




         ‘Hmmm. Quite elderly.’ Cain gripped her shoulder. He kneaded with a masseur’s skill. ‘Frail under all that padding. I bet you suffer from arthritis, eh?’




         She showed him her misshapen knuckles.




         ‘Thought that might be the case.’ His sigh sounded genuinely remorseful. ‘What about osteoporosis?’




         He was offering hope, and she wasn’t so distraught that she didn’t recognize it. Even after such a long life, when faced with dismemberment an octogenarian can still desire further years. ‘I’m riddled with it. I only have to sneeze and I can break a rib.’




         ‘Doesn’t bode well.’




         ‘What do you want from us?’




         ‘Nothing.’




         ‘You cut off Daddy’s thumbs . . .’




         ‘I did, Mabel. I have a purpose for them. But you needn’t fear. You have nothing that I want.’




         ‘Thank the good Lord!’ Mabel sobbed.




         ‘But only for small mercies,’ Cain concluded as he slipped the knife back in his pocket. He didn’t require a knife when dealing with an invertebrate. The heel of his shoe would be all he’d need.




         Ten minutes later he was back on the road.




         The Mercedes SUV he drove made a fine chariot. Interstate-10 stretched out before him, an umbilical cord drawing him ever westward, towards the fertile stalking-grounds of Los Angeles.




         Billy Joel was cranked high on the SUV’s CD player. A window open so that the warm breeze ruffled his fair hair. He was a happy man. Beside him on the passenger seat were the tools of his trade, flagrantly displayed in total disregard of law or common sense. If someone saw them, well, so what? A cop died as easy as any man did.




         With that thought in mind, he reached over and lifted the flap of the pouch. Inside was an array of knives, scalpels and other cutting utensils. Tap, tap, tap. He ran a finger over the dozen or so hilts. Tap. Rested momentarily on the sturdy hilt of a bowie knife.




         ‘Ah, sweet baby,’ he said. Such fond memories.




         A would-be knife fighter back east in Jacksonville had bestowed the knife upon him. What unashamed Southern generosity. Such a polite man, too.




         ‘You’re going to have to take it from me first, sir,’ he’d offered.




         ‘Gladly,’ Tubal Cain had agreed.




         The blade was broad and easily a foot long. Whenever it was thrust into flesh, it made a satisfying thunk! A firm favourite for instilling fear in the hearts of his victims. Sadly, it lacked finesse. If carnage was your only desire, then fine. Ever the artist, he preferred a little more delicacy to his cutting.




         Now, this was more to his liking. Black plastic hilt, slim and unadorned. Grasping it lightly, he teased out the cutting edge. Muted moonbeams played on a curved, very utilitarian blade backed by saw-toothed serrations. Beautiful in its simplicity. It was a fish-scaling knife acquired during a northern foray to Nova Scotia. The blade had seen employment on a number of occasions since, but never on anything so mundane as trout or salmon.




         Happy with his choice, he pulled the scaling knife free and held it up for closer inspection. With a thumb, he tested its keenness. ‘As keen as I am, eh?’




         The knife went into an inside pocket of his sports jacket.




         Billy Joel was winding down, Christie Brinkley demanding his full attention. The CDs spread over the passenger seat beckoned. He selected a Robbie Williams collection: Stoke-on-Trent’s best-known export doing his best to capture the cool of Sinatra and not doing a half-bad job. He changed the CD, then bobbed his head along with the tempo swinging from the speakers.




         ‘My kind of music,’ he whispered. An aptly named track – a cover of ‘Mack the Knife’. He cut lazy figures of eight into the air with his right hand. Like conducting a big band, but instead of a bandleader’s baton he imagined a blade in his hand. With each swing of the music, he cut another strip of meat from a faceless victim.




         ‘Swing while you’re sinning,’ he said with a grin. A nod towards the title of the album.
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  That evening, after the episode with Shank, I returned home to a house in darkness. Nothing new there. It’s been like that since Diane and I divorced.




         The Vauxhall wasn’t registered to me, so I was happy to leave it in situ. A taxi took me to the lock-up garage I used, so it was my other car, an Audi A6, I parked in the tree-lined street. My two dogs, Hector and Paris, were inside the house, and I could just make out their forms as they pressed their noses to the glass doors leading to the patio area. I must’ve made an indistinct shadow against the deeper night. Hector, largest of my German Shepherds, huffed once, then I watched as the two dogs became animated.




         I was conscious of disturbing my neighbours, but it was pointless trying to be quiet; Hector and Paris were making enough racket to wake the neighbourhood. I pushed open the patio door. Instantly I was assaulted by twin black-and-tan whirlwinds. We went through a round of play fighting before the dogs would obey my command to sit.




         As always, the TV cabinet became a receptacle for my car keys and wallet, a habit my ex-wife used to frown upon. It was only one of the many things that annoyed her before our split. Probably the very least of them.




         Sometimes I wished Diane was still there to keep me right. As soon as I tendered my resignation from the army, the death toll for our marriage was rung. Probably she understood me in a way that I never could. Physically I’d resigned, but mentally?




         ‘Married men can’t just rush off, placing themselves in life-threatening situations all the time,’ Diane told me the night she left.




         ‘So you just want me to sit at home and die of boredom?’ I demanded.




         ‘No, Joe.’ She’d shaken her head sadly. ‘I just don’t want to be the one who has to bury you.’




         Diane wanted someone she could grow old with. Understandable, but it wasn’t something I could promise her. I’m way too impulsive for that. My promise to Jenny was nagging at me to get going, and I wanted to make a start with some phone calls.




         The clock on the wall had to be telling lies. Not too late, though, I decided. Hector and Paris scuttled out into the back garden. I followed them, pulling out my mobile phone. Four years on, I still had Diane’s number on speed dial.




         ‘Hello?’




         ‘Hi, Simon,’ I said, concealing any trace of jealousy. ‘Can I speak to Diane?’




         Diane’s very safe office-bound husband grunted, muttered something unintelligible, but handed over the phone.




         ‘What do you want, Joe?’




         ‘I’m going away,’ I told her.




         There was a momentary hitch in her voice. ‘So why are you telling me?’




         ‘Thought you might want to wave me off at the airport.’




         I heard her sigh. ‘I already did that. Too many times.’




         It was my turn to sigh.




         ‘Can you take the dogs for me for a few days?’




         ‘Simon has allergies,’ she said.




         ‘Fuck,’ I said. ‘Isn’t it a good job we never had kids?’




         Her silence said everything.




         ‘I’m sorry, Diane. I shouldn’t have said that.’




         ‘No, Joe. You shouldn’t have.’ In the background, Simon was whispering something. ‘Simon said we can take them, but they’ll have to stay in the garden shed.’




         My dogs were gambolling around the garden, play-fighting amongst the rhododendrons. Full of life.




         ‘So long as they’re exercised they’ll be fine,’ I said.




         ‘OK, then.’




         ‘I’ll drop them off in the morning,’ I said.




         ‘No,’ Diane said, way too quickly for my liking. ‘I’ll come there with Simon.’




         Then she hung up.




         With the dogs sorted, I returned indoors, settled into an armchair. Then I dialled a number in Tampa, Florida.




         ‘Hey, Hunter, what’s up?’




         Jared ‘Rink’ Rington’s voice is a rich Southern drawl that always reminds me of that guitar-playing wedding suitor in the John Wayne movie, The Searchers. He has the honky-tonk twang of a country and western singer that always surprises people; it’s a strange anomaly coming from a mixed parentage of Japanese mother and Scottish father.




         ‘You busy with anything?’




         ‘Got my heel planted on a weasel as we speak,’ Rink said.




         ‘I take it you’re talking metaphorically?’




         ‘Uh-huh,’ Rink said. ‘I just gotta finish up a little one-on-one business with my client, then I’m all yours.’




         ‘So what’s the deal? Anything exciting?’




         ‘Nothing startling. Guy paid me to do a little eyeball on his wife. He grew suspicious when she started doing too much overtime at work. Thought she could be playin’ away from home.’




         ‘Maybe she was just after more money,’ I offered.




         ‘Yeah, you might say she was after a raise.’ Rink chuckled. ‘I got the goods on her last night. Filmed her giving head to her boss in the back of his limousine.’




         ‘So you just have to hand over the evidence and that’s you finished?’ I asked.




         ‘More or less, yeah. Anyway, what’s up?’ Rink asked. ‘You haven’t rung for the sake of idle chit-chat. That’s not the Joe Hunter I know and love.’




         ‘I’ve got a job for you . . . if you’re interested?’




         ‘Uh-huh.’ It could’ve been agreement but more likely he was waiting for more.




         ‘Could be a long story,’ I told him.




         ‘Fire away, it’s your dime.’




         It was so still I could have been in a mausoleum. But habit caused a quick over-the-shoulder glance to make sure I was alone.




         ‘I’m going to be coming out there,’ I told him.




         ‘Out here? As in Florida?’




         ‘Well, yeah, I was thinking of stopping over a day or so, but then I have to get myself to Little Rock, Arkansas.’




         White noise reigned. Then a faint exhalation tinged with humour. ‘My old stomping ground?’




         ‘It’s why you’re the man for the job.’




         ‘You think I’m a tour guide all of a sudden? Get yourself a map.’ Good-natured sarcasm was rich in his drawl. Why anyone could dislike Rink is a supreme irony. What’s not to like about a sarcastic curmudgeon?




         ‘Local knowledge is half the battle,’ I told him.




         ‘I ain’t been home in eight years, Hunter. Don’t know how up to date my local knowledge’ll be.’




         ‘How much can Arkansas have changed in eight years?’ I asked. ‘It’s not like it’s the centre of American culture or anything.’




         ‘Yeah, but it’s not like it’s simply rednecks in pick-up trucks either,’ Rink said, sounding exactly like a redneck in a pick-up truck. ‘They’re as cultured as any place else, Hunter. They know the difference between Paris, France and Paris Hilton.’




         ‘It’ll do you good to get yourself back there, then.’




         Rink chuckled. ‘So what’s the deal?’




         ‘Missing person,’ I said.




         ‘That all? I thought it was going to be something exciting.’




         ‘There’s more. The missing person is my brother.’




         ‘You mean John?’




         ‘Yeah. He’s finally surfaced, only to drop off the face of the earth again.’ I gripped the phone tight. ‘I’m worried, Rink.’




         ‘You know what guys are like. He’s probably gotten himself drunk, picked up a coupla hookers an’ holed up in a motel someplace,’ Rink said. ‘Give him a day or two an’ he’ll be home with his tail between his legs.’




         ‘Maybe,’ I agreed. ‘And with John it wouldn’t be the first time.’




         ‘You guys had a big falling-out. Why you lookin’ for him now?’




         ‘He’s in trouble,’ I said.




         ‘Always was.’




         ‘I’m not doing this for him,’ I lied. ‘My sister-in-law asked me to find him. I promised her I would.’




         ‘Figures.’ Seems like Diane wasn’t the only one who could read me from a thousand paces. Rink asked, ‘So is he skipping out on the alimony?’




         ‘Has done for years,’ I said. ‘But that’s not what this is about. Yeah, there’re kids involved, but it all goes a lot deeper than that.’




         ‘Pray tell,’ Rink said. It sounded like a car engine burst into life, the sound only slightly muffled by the intervening thousands of miles.




         ‘You driving, Rink?’




         ‘Just setting off. But you can keep on talking; I got a twenty-minute drive. Just ignore me if my language gets foul, but the I-75’s a bitch even at this hour.’




         Rink manoeuvred his Porsche through the Florida traffic. My run-in with Shank and his goons was just another war story to us. The creative use of a seat belt as a noose won me kudos. So did the fact two major arseholes would be walking with crutches for a while.




         I got round to the note from John’s current girlfriend and the plea made by Jennifer. My promise to help.




         ‘You always were a soft touch, Hunter,’ Rink said. ‘Never could turn down a damsel in distress.’




         ‘She’s also my sister-in-law,’ I reminded him.




         ‘Sister nothing. If you’d never met her before, you’d still be coming out here.’




         ‘Now you’re starting to sound like Diane,’ I said.




         ‘Your lady was right in a lot of respects,’ he pointed out.




         ‘Even Diane would understand this time. It is my brother we’re talking about.’




         ‘No argument from me, Hunter.’




         Even if I didn’t crave the kind of action that keeps me alive, I couldn’t turn my back on my brother. For all that the last time we spoke I threatened to punch his face.




         ‘You’ve missed him, huh?’




         ‘Like a hole in the head.’




         It was a good place to lighten the conversation. ‘So how’s the Sunshine State?’




         ‘A contradiction in terms, my man. Rain’s coming down in torrents. Third day in a row. They sure don’t show that on no “Come to Sunny Florida” TV ads, do they?’




         ‘I’ll pack for the weather, Rink. But can you set me up with the necessaries?’ Mentioning a key word – particularly gun – over the telephone is never a good idea. Especially since 9/11. Conspiracy theories aside, all kinds of enigmatic government establishments known for their acronyms are tapping phones for just such words. I know. I’ve been there. Last thing I wanted was to land in Florida then get a one-way ticket to Guantanamo Bay.




         Rink said, ‘Leave it to me. You want I get you a coupla day passes to Universal Studios?’




         ‘Best you do. Hopefully I’ll have a little time for sightseeing; I don’t want to be wasting time queuing.’ More code. Universal was a cipher. It meant the entire package: passport, Social Security number, driving documents, credit cards, the business.




         ‘Sounds like we could be in for some fun, Hunter.’




         ‘Fun isn’t even the half of it,’ I said.
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  Tubal Cain was in his element. Driving a flashy car and dreaming about further slaughter.




         Interstate-10 was one of his all-time favourite places, stretching all the way from Jacksonville, Florida in the east to Santa Monica in the west. A transcontinental artery with no fewer than three of the largest cities in the US straddling its route. Houston, Phoenix and Los Angeles were all territory he knew. But what appealed to him more than the cities was the transcontinental highway itself. It was a popular backpacking avenue across the states. Throughout its length no great change in elevation occurred, and even in winter the daytime temperatures were generally warm. He could almost guarantee a year-long stock of wandering lambs.




         George and Mabel – or whatever they were really called – were good examples of what could be achieved by one as enterprising as himself. OK, he’d only gained a couple of thumbs for his collection, but consolation was his in the form of the scorched motorhome he’d left behind.




         He’d spent some time in all the major tourist centres along the way, sampling the atmosphere of each before moving on. He’d thoroughly enjoyed the vibrancy of New Orleans, the Cajun flamboyancy of Lafayette, the history of San Antonio, where he’d used his Bowie knife in tribute to Colonel James Bowie who’d met his death there. He’d sampled the culture, the music and the southwest flavour of Tucson while hunting students in its universities. Forging westward to Santa Monica, he’d found easy pickings amidst the crowds jiggling for elbow space on the world-famous pier.




         Then there was Los Angeles itself, his current destination. A city he found best suited his way of life, where he could ply his trade and fear little consequence. What with all the gangs shooting and hacking each other up, his two previous victims gleaned from South Central LA had barely raised more than an eyebrow.




         His return was overdue. He intended executing a series of atrocities that would force even the jaundiced eyes of the LAPD to take note. If he could achieve that, then he would be cementing the foundations of his notoriety.




         But that didn’t mean a little fun along the way wasn’t allowed.




         Arriving in LA a few hours later than originally planned was no time at all to quibble over. Not for one whose name was destined to last an eternity.




         He flicked on the turn signal, politely showing his intention to pull on to the wide shoulder, even though there was no traffic behind him. Politeness was a virtue Tubal Cain believed he possessed in abundance. The man waving for assistance by the side of the road would never guess that such a gracious driver could be so dangerous.




         ‘Boy, is this your lucky day,’ Cain said. The wing mirror made a fine TV screen for the man jogging up to his SUV: Road Runner kicking up a plume of trail dust as he charged into Wile E. Coyote’s trap.




         Cain noted the possibility of trouble. Though harassed and worn down with attempting to resurrect a dead engine, the man appeared moderately young and fit. Might put up a bit of a fight if not taken carefully, he concluded. Best not give the game away. Quickly, he concealed his knives under the passenger seat. He stepped out, tasting the silicone tang of the desert.




         Cain wasn’t the only one acting here. Conscious that few people would even stop to pick up hitchhikers, the man was careful to show that he was harmless. His gait was amiable, boyish, friendly. As fake as Tubal Cain’s smile.




         ‘You in trouble there, mister?’ Cain asked.




         ‘Yeah, bloody car’s broken down and I can’t get it going again.’ Pushing an oil-smeared palm down a trouser leg gave him the look of a bumbler, but to Cain the act had been premeditated. His offer of a hand was no more believable.




         ‘Hey, you’re not from round here, are you?’ asked Cain. ‘Are you here on vacation?’




         The stranded driver shook his head. ‘It’s been no vacation, believe me.’




         Cain studied the man’s eyes. Beyond deliberate innocence, a certain amount of deceit shone through. He was hiding something, but that was all right. Everyone had something to hide.




         ‘Not the best of places to break down,’ Cain noted. The Mojave nightscape demanded their attention. ‘Pretty barren.’




         Nothing much other than sand and gravel, with sparse vegetation to offer neither shade nor protection from the extremes of the weather, surrounded them.




         Concealment of a crime could be difficult here.




         ‘No place is a good place to break down, mister,’ the man said, ‘but you’re right about this desert. I’m only happy that it’s night-time and I’m not stranded in a hundred degrees plus.’




         ‘Yeah, things do get warm around here when the sun’s up. It’s a bitch having to walk any distance, believe me.’




         ‘Oh, I believe you,’ the driver said. He nodded toward the SUV. ‘I bet that beauty’s reliable.’




         ‘Has been for as long as I’ve had it,’ Cain agreed. That he’d only had it for eighteen hours was academic. ‘You want me to take a look at your car for you? I know a thing or two about engines.’




         A shake of the head towards his abandoned vehicle. With its hood raised to the star-filled heavens, it looked like a lizard attempting to swallow the distant moon. ‘It’s done. Blown a cylinder, I think.’




         ‘Let’s take a look.’ Cain brushed past. Shoulders touched briefly. There was strength hidden beneath the man’s denim shirt. Reasonably young, fit and apparently strong. Could be trouble. Cain slipped his hand inside his sports jacket, ca­ ressing the hilt of the scaling knife.




         ‘There’s really no need,’ the man said. ‘A lift out of here’ll be fine.’




         Cain turned round slowly. Was that a demand? Am I supposed to be obliged? ‘Let me take a look at the car first. If I can’t get it going, then, fine, I’ll give you a ride.’




         ‘You’re wasting your time.’ The man shifted his hands to his hips, inclined his chin at the broken-down vehicle. ‘Piece of crap won’t be going anywhere.’




         ‘Let me take a look,’ Cain said again.




         ‘Suit yourself . . . but it won’t go,’ the driver said. Subtle words concealing an equally subtle action. His scratch at an itch on his side wasn’t as mechanical as it seemed.




         ‘I insist,’ said Cain.




         Practice makes perfect. Cain had practised this manoeuvre a thousand times. He pulled the blade free of his pocket, held it braced along his wrist, took a quick step forwards . . .




         And met the barrel of a semi-automatic pistol aimed directly at his face.




         A short laugh broke unbidden from his throat. It was neither shock nor fear. His laughter was self-deprecating. Looked like a little more practice could be in order. Not least, the re-sheathing of his knife. Hidden from the man’s view, he slipped the blade into an outer pocket of his jacket.




         ‘No,’ the man said. ‘I insist.’




         Cain shook his head in mock reproof. ‘You know, I can’t believe you’ve gone and pulled a gun on me, when all I want to do is help.’




         ‘I appreciate your concern, mister, but I don’t need your help. All I need is your car.’ A jerk of the gun was an invitation for a walk in the desert.




         Casting his eye over the terrain, Cain saw a deep arroyo. It was steep-sided, the bottom choked with rocks and stunted sagebrush. A good place to hide a crime after all.




         ‘So . . . you’re going to shoot me?’




         The driver sucked air through his teeth.




         ‘You’re going to put me down in that hole for the coyotes to find?’ Cain shrugged his shoulders. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t done the very same thing to many others.




         ‘I’ll only shoot you if I have to,’ said the driver.




         Was that so? BIG MISTAKE. Rule one: never show weakness to your enemy.




         ‘You’re no killer.’




         ‘I will be a killer if I have to,’ the man said. The new edge to his voice held a tremor. Fear or anticipation – either could cause a nervous man to pull the trigger. ‘Climb down in that ditch and kneel down. I’m warning you, mister, if you don’t do as I say, I will use this gun.’




         Cain lifted his hands in supplication.




         ‘Come on, man. You can’t do this to a Good Samaritan.’




         ‘I can and I will.’ The man jerked the gun again. ‘Get moving. Down in the ditch.’




         ‘I’m not dressed for climbing.’




         ‘Well, jump.’




         Cain started towards the arroyo. ‘You think you could let me get something from my car? You’re going to leave me out here in the middle of nowhere; at least let me get a bottle of water.’




         ‘In the ditch.’




         ‘It’s called an arroyo.’




         ‘Well, get in the fucking arroyo. If you don’t, I’ll put a bullet in your head and then throw you the hell in.’




         Cain shook his head again. No urgency to his tread. ‘Easy now, I’m going.’




         The man watched him clamber down the embankment. Cain turned and peered up at him. His face was a spectral grey in the starlight. A blob of silver that’d prove an easy target for a gunman. ‘Turn round, kneel down and put your hands on your head.’




         ‘Why the amateur dramatics?’ Cain asked. ‘You’re going to take my car. There’s no way I can climb out and stop you, so why do you want me to kneel down?’




         ‘Because I said so,’ the man answered.




         ‘It’s going to ruin a perfectly good pair of slacks,’ Cain said in a singsong voice, choirboy sweet. He turned and kneeled in the gravel as though at a pew.




         ‘OK, stay right there,’ the man said.




         The scuff of shoes through sand marked the man’s progress. Fetching something from his own abandoned vehicle, Cain surmised. He heard the unmistakable thud of a hood being slammed, then the sound of footsteps returning to the brim of the arroyo. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the man outlined against the stars. In his hand he carried a backpack. He delved in the bag, pulled something out and cast it down.




         Cain’s assumption was justified. Definitely not a killer. A plastic bottle three-quarters full of water settled against a boulder ten feet in front of him.




         ‘Don’t say I’m not grateful for your help,’ the man called down. Then he turned to go.




         ‘Wait,’ Cain shouted.




         ‘What?’




         ‘I’ll do you a trade.’




         ‘There’s nothing you have that I want.’




         ‘You sure?’




         ‘Positive.’




         ‘How’s about the keys to my car?’




         That got his attention.




         ‘Throw them up here.’




         ‘No.’




         ‘Throw them up here or I’ll shoot you.’




         ‘No. Like I said, I’ll do you a trade.’




         ‘Just throw the fucking things here or I’ll put a bullet in you.’




         ‘You do that and you won’t find the keys. While you were off gallivanting, I hid them. Fair enough, they’re not too far away, but it’ll take you a while to find them. Are you sure you want to waste all that precious time looking for them for the sake of one little request? You know, you could kill me, but what if someone was to come along while you were still searching for the keys? Are you prepared to kill them as well? Could even be a cop.’




         The Englishman swore impolitely.




         Cain grunted in amusement. ‘One little request,’ he repeated.




         ‘All right, but you give me the keys first.’




         ‘No. You get something from my car first.’




         More profanity, then, ‘So what the hell’s so important?’




         ‘Look under the front passenger seat. You’ll find a utility belt. Bring it to me please.’




         ‘OK, but then you give me the keys. And no messing about.’

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
DEAD MEN’S
DUST

Matt Hilton






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





