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‘Matt Hilton delivers a thrill a minute. Awesome!’ Chris Ryan
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‘Matt Hilton has become known for his super-charged thrillers . . . A nigh-on-constant hail of bullets, car chases and bone-crunching violence, the action starts on the first page and never really lets up . . . It’s exhilarating, completely breathless and wildly enjoyable entertainment that flies off the page . . . Another brutally fast and brutally addictive novel from Matt Hilton. Ne’er-do-wells beware, Joe Hunter is coming for you!’ crimeandpublishingcom

‘As Hilton grows with confidence and experience, so Hunter grows as a character . . . The novel sets off at a reasonable pace for such thrillers before hurtling into a fantastic manhunt which is so explosive and deadly that many other authors would have kept it for a finale. Hilton serves it up, almost as an entrée as there are bigger fish to fry . . . The prose is as tight as you would expect from someone who with the publication of BLOOD AND ASHES will have released more than five books in less than a two-year period . . . In my opinion the prolific penman strikes gold again.’ Crimesquad

‘Vicious, witty and noir, Hilton is a sparkling new talent.’ Peter James
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SIX OF THE BEST

Tony Largo and his team of hired-muscle came looking for me at home, which was good.

It saved me the time and expense of hunting them down individually. It also brought them where I could show them the error of their ways without the complication of cops arriving on the scene.

They thought they’d find me napping. It would be a simple case of them beating down my door with the pick-axe handles they’d brought. Then they’d put the handles to the use they’d really brought them for.

What they didn’t know was that the tip-off Largo received about my whereabouts had been dropped by a friend of mine. My friend, Bert, had done it at my request.

My only wish was that Largo had had the guts to come armed with a gun. The less lethal approach somewhat tempered my own response. But that was okay, I was happy to do a number on them with the nightstick I’d picked up from a military surplus store. It was three feet of steel-hard walnut encased in vinyl. It didn’t break when applied to the fragile skulls of humans.

Largo thought he was an important man in the city. He had his boys at his back and he felt invincible. That’s fine if you’re threatening kids and old ladies, or if your reign of terror extends to extorting protection money from meek shopkeepers.

I’d been waiting when two of his knuckle-scrapers turned up at Bert Mitchell’s 7-Eleven for their weekly share of the takings. Like me, Bert was an ex-pat over from England, and we’d struck up an unlikely friendship the first time I walked into his store in Tampa and picked up a day old edition of the Daily Telegraph. I was ex-military and so was he, though our wars were fought decades apart. We’d been meeting regularly since for a mug of tea and cake. I wasn’t even aware of Tony Largo until the day Bert arrived sporting a bruised face. Being a proud old warrior, Bert waved down my concerns, but he was fooling no one. I knew the difference between repeated punches in the face and the accidental slip that Bert claimed. Bert wasn’t afraid of Tony Largo but he was afraid of the consequences of losing his business. He asked me to stay out of it, but I couldn’t. It simply isn’t in my nature.

The two men who turned up came with thoughts of easy money in mind. They got Joe Hunter instead. I sent one of them to hospital and the other back to Largo with a message to back off. But I knew that wouldn’t be the end of it. Largo’s reputation wouldn’t last long if he backed down to a lone Englishman on his turf. He sent word that he was looking for me. That’s when I had Bert drop the hint of where I’d be.

Largo rounded up four of his best. They were thugs from his neighbourhood: shaved-heads, tattoos, prison-yard physiques. Not a one of them had ever swung a pick-axe handle during an honest day’s work.

They came in two vans with blacked-out windows. Largo and two of his friends parked their van in the overlook on the road behind my house and made their way down through the saw grass and sand dunes until they reached the perimeter fence. I’d left the gate unlocked. They thought that fortune was smiling on them, but in fact, I didn’t want them causing unnecessary noise that might alert the neighbours a couple of hundred yards along the beach. They entered the sun-bleached garden and made their way to the back of the house. In the meantime, the other two brought their van down the drive from the coast road and pulled up so that they could see the front of the beach house. They got out of the van, trailing their lengths of wood as they moved to cut off my escape when Largo’s group stormed the back door.

The house wasn’t actually mine. I lived a few miles north of there, but I’d noticed the building when I took my morning runs along the beach. It had been empty all summer. In fact, judging by the state of disrepair, it had been empty for a few summers. There was a notice of purchase tacked to the front door, with impending demolition cited for future months. This house was going to be bulldozed and a new luxury villa built. Wouldn’t matter then if the place got a little beat up prior to the wrecking crew’s arrival. I had the presence of mind to pull the notice down, go inside and fire up the generator. I left a bulb burning behind the closed drapes in the living room. These amateurs would see the humble dwelling place of a bachelor living the beach bum dream. Instead, they were going to find themselves caught in a trap.

The two at the front didn’t hear my approach. They were moving up the front steps on to the porch when I came up behind them. Both men were about my height, but both had the pumped-up physiques that made them seem much larger. Muscles that big are fine when honed by hard work, but not when they are a result of steroids and fluid retention. All they do is give a false strength that burns out in seconds and have a tendency to slow a man down. I could have finished both of them without the length of walnut, but they’d come wanting a stick-fight so it was what they’d get.

The first man was felled without even realising I was there. The nightstick came down in a silent arc that ended across the nape of his neck. A couple inches higher would have put him in a wheelchair for the rest of his life, but at the end of the day these guys were nothing but punks who needed a lesson in civility. Making a paraplegic of him would have been a little too extreme.

As the first man collapsed onto the steps, the thump of his body alerted his friend who was already on the porch. The man glanced over his shoulder, annoyed at his friend’s apparent clumsiness. It took him a second or so to register that the person behind him wasn’t his flat-footed friend. Then he was turning and raising his pick handle high.

In that second I was already moving. My nightstick whipped upwards into the juncture of his legs and the tip of the three-foot stave caught him just right. His face contorted, and I saw that he was in danger of dropping his weapon as both hands reached to cover the source of his agony. The heavy lump of wood would make a racket if it fell on the porch. I caught the pick-axe handle and wrenched it from his fingers—no sense in alerting Largo and the others just yet. Then, as the man continued to fold in on himself, I used his own weapon to clip him round the side of his head.

Two men unconscious and out of the game and the fun hadn’t even started. I dragged both men away from the porch and laid them out on the road in front of their van. Then, taking from my pocket some plastic ties I’d come prepared with, I cinched their wrists and secured them to the van’s bumper.

Maybe Largo had organised a pre-arranged signal. Maybe not. Whichever the case, they hadn’t gone in the back door yet. I ran back to the house and gave them a little motivation. I slammed one of the liberated pick handles through the front window, then shouted out as if in surprise.

I was already running round the back when I heard the back door crash inward and the thump of feet as Largo and the remaining two thugs charged inside. It would only be a moment or so before they realised they’d been fooled. I was approaching the open door when I heard Largo’s voice raised in confusion.

‘What the hell?’ he shouted as he found the deserted living room.

Then I was inside and I closed the door behind me. I dropped the pick handle into the brackets either side of the door that had been fitted as extra security, effectively slowing down any escape from the back door. The front door I’d earlier secured by driving nails through the door and into the frame.

Moving into the living room I found Tony Largo and his two friends in a state of flux. Their initial confusion was being overtaken by fear as they wondered what the hell they’d gotten themselves into.

Largo turned to me and his eyebrows jumped to the top of his head. ‘What’s going on, Hunter? You were expecting me?’

‘You know, Tony,’ I said as I stepped into the room, ‘you could have come a lot sooner. It’s three o’clock in the morning. What time of night’s this for making house calls?’

Tony Largo was a man much my own age and fair game in my estimation. His two companions looked barely out of their teens. I wasn’t into beating up kids, but I guessed by the way they gripped their weapons they thought themselves men enough. Still, I’d give them an opportunity to get out of there unhurt.
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