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. . . there was about him a suggestion of lurking ferocity, as though the wild still lingered in him and the wolf in him merely slept.


 


Jack London


 


Pain lays not its touch upon a corpse.


 


Aeschylus
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Jay couldn’t believe it.


She thought she’d seen the last of them. But they were back and by the way they pushed their pick-up over the humps in the road they intended catching her. Should have shut my mouth, forgotten about the gas and got the hell outta there, she told herself. She shouldn’t have got involved. But she’d always had a nose for trouble, and a mouth big enough to sink her right in the middle of it. At first the patched old Dodge had been a pale blur dancing in the heat haze, but now she could make out the blocky shape and could see it was missing a mirror on the right wing. It was them all right.


‘Why didn’t I just keep my fat mouth shut?’


‘That’s what I’ve often wondered.’


Jay glanced over at Nicole. Sweet little Nicole with the size-zero frame and timidity to match was perspiring and it had nothing to do with the desert heat. Normally she had a neat Louise Brooks bob, but right now the dark strands were being whipped around by the wind blasting through the open window. Under any other circumstances it would have been a good look.


‘Why are they following us?’


‘They probably didn’t have enough fun back there at the gas station,’ Jay said. ‘Don’t worry, Nic. I’ll get us out of this.’


‘You’re sure about that?’


‘Yeah. We just have to show them we aren’t afraid of them.’


‘That’s just the thing, Jay. I am.’


‘I won’t let anything happen. I promise.’


Nicole was a year older than Jay, but you wouldn’t think it. The energy of their pairing wrongly matched them as siblings, and strangers always assumed that Jay was the elder sister. It was the way she looked out for Nicole, as if her petite friend would snap under any strain. It came from being what her grandma called an old soul in a young body. More likely, Jay thought, it came from her given name. Joan was a name for someone of her grandma’s vintage, not a twenty-two year old. When meeting people for the first time, Jay Walker only ever introduced herself by her initial and surname, which earned her a raised eyebrow or two. ‘I like to live dangerously,’ she’d say with a wink. Now, watching that pick-up truck growing in her mirrors, she thought her words had caught up with her. Her next thought: what name would be written on her gravestone?


 


Jay had only wanted a comfort break. The litre of spring water she’d downed in the last hour had made a stop a matter of urgency, and though they had enough gas for another hundred miles or so, it had made sense to fill the tank before entering the desert. Kill two birds with one stone: that was the idea.


When she angled her father’s SUV up the dirt ramp and between the pumps at Peachy’s gas station, there was already another vehicle filling up and she had to wait. Squeezing her thighs together, dancing in the seat, she knew she couldn’t last.


‘She’s all yours, Nic. I gotta go.’ She shut off the engine and slipped out on to wind-marbled concrete. She tossed the keys to her friend. ‘Fill her up, OK? I’ll pay on the way out.’


As she approached the teller’s shack, she glanced over at the old Dodge and the man feeding gas into its greedy tank. The man was tall, gaunt, with sun-dried skin and the cowboy duds to match. He’d taken off a battered straw hat and placed it on the cab while he drew on a hand-rolled cigarette. Even from there, Jay saw that the whites of his eyes looked jaundiced, almost as yellow as his nicotine-stained fingertips. He saw her, tipped an imaginary hat with his thumb. Jay smiled, but quickly averted her gaze. His gap-toothed grin wasn’t friendly.


She looked for a separate bathroom, but the teller’s booth looked like the only structure on the site. The restroom had to be inside. At the front, two glass doors smudged with thousands of fingerprints were wedged open, racks of spoiling fruit and yellowing newspapers standing sentry. Inside was a dim little space, with a cooler offering drinks and snacks on one side and racks with cans of oil, maps and postcards, and turquoise trinkets on the other. The teller was an old Native American man in trousers and braces over a checked shirt. Standing on the customer side of the counter was a man with wide shoulders and long straw-coloured hair. The man was in the middle of showing the teller something when Jay bustled inside. She caught the teller’s eyes, knew immediately that what the stranger was showing him wasn’t nice.


That was when she’d first opened her big mouth.


‘Hi,’ was all she said but it was enough to ruin everything.


The teller flicked a cautionary glance at her.


The man with straw for hair turned and regarded her with a look to spoil milk. His mouth drooped open at one corner, and Jay saw he was chewing on a Chupa Chups lollipop. As he appraised her, taking in her athletic figure, her short cropped auburn hair, and lingering on the swell of her breasts, his expression changed. Now it felt like it was Jay who was spoiling from the bilious suggestion in his gaze.


‘Well, hey!’


Jay was no fool. She knew that she’d walked into something best avoided, but she had reached a point of desperation. She gave the man a tight-lipped smile, but aimed her words at the teller. ‘Excuse me, sir? May I use your bathroom?’


The old man waited a fraction too long to respond. His reply sounded forced. ‘Out of order, ma’am, I’m sorry.’


Jay glanced at the door next to the counter. There was no sign on it, nothing to hint that the toilet was broken. But she got the man’s words, his subtle warning that she should leave now. She glanced outside to see that the pick-up truck had moved forward and Nic was now taking a turn at the pump. The older cowboy was leaning on the wing of his truck, toying with the space where a mirror had been broken off, but his gaze was fixed on her friend. His gaze was as lascivious as that of the younger man.


Get out, get out now, her mind screamed. Yet she was caught in a dilemma. How could she leave without first paying for the gas? She knew that the teller wouldn’t demand remuneration, but the young man would immediately say – or worse do – something about it.


‘How much do I owe you?’ She pulled cash from her jeans pocket.


The teller squinted at a display. ‘Twenty dollars should do it, ma’am.’


Jay leaned past the young man, extending two tens. The teller reached out for them, his fingers trembling. Then a palm slammed the notes down on the counter, and the young man snapped, ‘The hell is this? Don’t I get the same discount?’


At his intervention both Jay and the teller had reared back, and the young man stepped into the gap between them. He grabbed Jay, snaring her wrist in his rough palm.


‘Get your hands off me!’


The young man leaned close, saliva bubbling around the stick of the lollipop. She could smell his sickly-sweet breath as he exhaled. ‘Now this just ain’t right. There’s one price for me, another for a pretty city girl?’


The teller quickly dipped his hand into a drawer, came out with a clutch of dollars. ‘Here, take them. Take them all back.’


‘So now my money’s not good enough? I’m goddamn offended by that!’


Jay tried to twist out of the man’s grasp, but his fingers were like steel coils. ‘Get off me or I’ll call the police.’


‘The po-lice, huh? Well that would be a damn fine idea . . . seeing as I’ve found myself a couple thieves working in cahoots here.’


‘Thieves? Are you mad?’ Jay snatched her hand loose this time, but the young man wasn’t finished. He grabbed her by the front of her jacket and pulled her tight, thrusting her against the counter with his hips. Her kidneys were forced against the wood, but she’d lost the urge to urinate.


The teller pulled more dollars out from under the counter. ‘Look, son, just take it all, OK? We don’t want any trouble. Just take the cash and be on your way.’


The young man crunched, then spat out the stick of his lollipop. He’d sucked it down to the paper. ‘Are you sayin’ I’m a goddamn thief now? Shee-it! I was offended before, but now I’m pissed.’


‘Please,’ Jay said. ‘Before this gets out of hand, let me go.’


‘Things got outta hand a long time ago, missy,’ the man said against her neck. Jay squirmed, but he jammed her with his hips again as he dug into his shirt pocket. ‘You see this girl here?’


The man waved a sheet of paper under Jay’s nose. It was a Xeroxed photograph with a name under it. It was far too close for her to focus on. The man reversed it and waved it in front of the old man. ‘I’m looking for her. Either one of you seen her?’


‘I already told you, son. No I ain’t seen her.’


‘So you said, but I know now you’re a goddamn liar! Like you lied about the bathroom being broke, like you lied about the price of the gas! Makes me wonder if you’ve got Helena tucked up back there in that goddamn booth of yours. I’ve a mind to—’


‘You’ve a mind to apologise to these good people is what you’ve got.’


The pressure went off Jay and she spun away from the young man, placing her back to the cooler. The perspiration on her skin felt like ice, but she didn’t move, just stared wide-eyed at the older cowboy as he stood in the doorway. He’d placed the straw hat back on his head, and it was sitting at the raffish angle adopted by the good guy in Western movies. Jay doubted there was anything good about the cowboy, though. His reason for intervening wasn’t well intentioned, but because there were too many witnesses. On the forecourt another vehicle had arrived: a station wagon with a young couple and three children inside. Nicole was also standing by the SUV, her hands at her throat as she watched the drama.


The blond man said, ‘Why, heck! If you ain’t right.’ He quickly moved away from Jay, raising his hands. He still held the Xerox and Jay saw a smudged image of a young woman on it. Beneath her name was printed the fateful word: missing.


The cowboy came inside. ‘My buddy is hurting, folks. His woman has gone and run off someplace. You can imagine how upset he is, I’m sure? Now let’s all just calm down, shall we, and get about our own business?’


Jay opened her mouth to object, but the teller jerked his head at her, another warning to get out. For all she joked about enjoying walking on the wild side, Jay had experienced enough of it for one day. She hurried for the door. Before she could escape, the cowboy lifted his arm and blocked her way. ‘It’s finished with, right? There’ll be no making complaints to the po-lice?’


That was when her big mouth got the better of her and said, ‘I’m not surprised that his woman ran away. Your buddy is an animal.’


The cowboy showed her his gap-toothed grin, revealing stumps of rotting teeth. ‘Yup. You got that right. He probably should be in a cage, but I’m not gonna let that happen.’ He leaned in close. ‘You get me, miss?’


‘I get you,’ Jay said, as she ducked under his arm and scurried back to the SUV.


‘What was all that about?’ Nic asked, her face drained of colour.


‘Just get in, Nic. We have to get out of here.’


Jay glanced over at the pick-up truck. The sunlight was making a prism of the windscreen, causing rainbows to bounce back at her. She thought she saw another figure seated in the cab, but couldn’t be sure. Forget about it, she told herself. Two maniacs are enough for anyone to contend with.


They scrambled inside the SUV, and Nic tossed over the keys. Jay jammed them into the ignition and roared out on to the highway. As dust rose in a cloud behind them, she could have sworn a figure alighted from the pick-up and moved towards the family’s station wagon. Then she could no longer see anything for the trail dirt.


‘What happened?’


Glancing across at Nicole, Jay guessed her face was as pale as her friend’s. ‘Just a couple of crazy men,’ she said. ‘If I ever see them again, it will be way too soon.’


Her words, said in hope, would come back to haunt Jay tenfold.
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I’m a firm believer in employing economy of motion, and that extends to the day job as much as anything else in life. I’d set off from my home near to Mexico Beach on the Gulf Coast to meet Jameson Walker, but I had a couple of hours to kill. My route took me past Tyndall Air Force Base, and over water on the Parkway, before reaching Panama City, where Walker’s flight was scheduled to land. Off and on for the past fortnight I’d been engaged on a job in the neighbouring town of Callaway, and it was only a minor diversion to go there and tie up the loose ends.


I had my military pension, as well as funds from the sale of my house in the UK and other savings and investments I’d set in place over the past eighteen years, but I still needed a wage. I’d signed on as a partner in my friend Rink’s private investigations business, albeit I didn’t see myself as much of a detective. The work I tended to take on was where a person’s guilt wasn’t necessarily the issue, but how they could be made to pay for their transgression was. Sometimes, by the nature of their crimes, the law couldn’t touch them. That was where I came in.


Maria Purefoy worked hard at a major chain store. It was thankless work, with long hours and a minimum wage. It was difficult for her to raise her four boys after their daddy ran off and left them to fend for themselves. Her eldest son, Brian, sixteen, had fallen in with a group of youths who believed that the only life was one spent on a skateboard. They hadn’t anticipated that the older boys would force them into using their wheels to run errands for them. Brian Purefoy had been arrested for dealing cocaine, then got himself a criminal record, a fine neither he nor his mother could afford, and threats demanding allegiance from the older gang. Maria was worried that her son was being forced down a slippery slope, and wanted things stopped.


I wouldn’t normally involve myself in a job like that – sadly they were ten a penny these days – but Maria had reported that her boy was terrified of saying no. A week before, one of his friends had been the victim of a hit and run accident where he’d ended up with two broken legs and a perforated spleen. The friend had recently told the gang where to shove their drugs. It wasn’t in me to stand idle while kids were being hurt.


Like Maria, the local cops had a thankless task on their plate. With witnesses too afraid to come forward they had no way of bringing the offenders to justice; their hands were tied. I was sure they knew why I was around and were steering a wide berth. Still, they could only allow me so much leeway before the press got hold of the story and started screaming about a crazy vigilante stalking their town. I couldn’t go in all guns blazing, but, as long as nobody died, the cops kept out of my way.


I’d already pulled two of the older skater guys; showed them the error of their ways. Still, their leader, a twenty-three-year-old punk named Joey Dorsey, had the balls to front things out. Dorsey could have made it big on the boarding scene, not that he was in Tony Hawk’s league, but he’d allowed his wilder urges to get a hold of his good sense, and had gone off-track. Now he fancied himself as the local king of anarchy and lived up to the image. The trouble with following his ethos is that there’s always someone else tougher, more brutal, and prepared to bend the rules that much further. I decided that, seeing as I was passing, I might as well go and teach Joey that valuable lesson.


When I arrived at his house, I had to smile. Like many who embraced the notion of anarchy, Dorsey came from a privileged background. Basically he was a spoiled brat who’d had everything he’d desired, but was so greedy he wanted more. His house, or more correctly that of his parents, was on a huge plot of land on Callaway Point overlooking the still waters of a lagoon. It was a sprawling mansion with five bedrooms, three bathrooms, and a separate three-door garage to accommodate the family Jags and Mercs. A private road ran up to a turning circle outside the house, and I was glad to find a number of vehicles sitting out in the Floridian heat. If I was going to show Dorsey up for what he was, it was better that the message rang loud and clear.


Parking my Audi alongside a black SUV with tinted windows, I exited on to hard-packed sand. I stretched, releasing the kinks from my muscles, then made for a paved walkway that led between the house and garage. There was a babble of raucous laughter, punctuated by enough four-letter words to keep an ignoramus happy, the clink of bottles, and the splashing of bodies plunging into deep water. Smoke wafted on the breeze: a potpourri of barbecue sauce and marijuana.


It must have been a business meeting, because thankfully there was no sign of Dorsey’s parents, and there were none of the young girls who occasionally hung with the gang, just the eight youths who were terrorising their younger skating buddies into dealing dope for them. The two guys I’d already had a word with were there: I recognised them by the bruises around their eyes. Another three were splashing in a large swimming pool, one more lounging on an inflatable bed at the side of it, toking on a joint. A tall, skinny guy with blond dreadlocks was turning burgers on a barbecue. Dorsey lorded it over the scene like the king of the castle, his throne a striped deckchair.


Everyone fell silent as I appeared on the paved area next to the pool.


‘The SUV back there,’ I said by way of introduction. ‘Whose is it?’


‘Who the fuck are you, dude?’ Dorsey scrambled up from the deckchair, and stood breathing hard, his hands fisted by his sides. He was wearing board shorts and a tap out T-shirt that moulded to his muscles.


Ignoring him, I repeated, ‘Whose is it?’


On my way in I’d noted the dent in the front fender of the SUV; it approximated to the height of a kid squatting on a skateboard.


‘Who wants to know?’ Dorsey said.


‘I’m not making myself clear enough?’


One of the guys with a bruised face moved close to Dorsey, whispering and jabbing his hand my way.


‘You’re the asshole who thinks he’s gonna shut me down?’ Dorsey sneered as he looked me up and down. He didn’t look too impressed, but that was good because it meant he’d underestimate me.


‘I’m Joe Hunter,’ I said, ‘and, yeah, I’m shutting you down.’


‘You’re fucking kidding me! You walk in here like King Shit and think that’s going to frighten me? Big mistake, asshole.’


There were a couple of empty beer bottles lying on the floor by my feet. I flicked one of them into the pool with the toe of my boot. The bottle made a splash, and all eyes turned to it. Distraction move only: before they could return their gaze to me, I slipped my hand under the tail of my jacket and pulled out my SIG Sauer P226. A murmur of fear spread through the group, but Dorsey wasn’t having it. He stepped forward aggressively, raising a finger to point at me. ‘You ain’t gonna do a goddamn thing with that!’ Turning to his buddies, he said, ‘He hasn’t got the balls to shoot anyone. He’s just trying to scare us.’


‘You’re right about one thing,’ I said, as I circled the pool. One of the youths scrambled out of my way, and I stood over the one lying on the inflatable bed. ‘I am here to scare you. But you’re wrong if you don’t think I’ll shoot.’


The youth on the bed let out a high-pitched shriek, flicked away his joint and tried to scramble off, but he wasn’t as fast as a bullet.


The SIG cracked.


The youth rolled over and splashed into the water, and all around me the others leaped for cover.


Over the sounds of their bleating cries came the hiss of the deflating bed.


The youth from the bed erupted out of the pool gasping, blinking chlorinated water from his eyes. Frantically he checked for blood frothing around him.


‘Relax,’ I told him. ‘I didn’t shoot you.’


Trying to live up to the size of his ego, Dorsey laughed. It was forced and everyone there knew it. ‘I fucking told you he wouldn’t.’


‘Want to try me again?’ I stalked forward; in his haste to get away the dreadlocked guy bumped the barbecue, knocking hot coals on the floor. He danced as the cinders invaded his sandals, then launched himself into the water with a howl.


Now the only ones on dry ground were Dorsey and his two lieutenants – the ones I’d already slapped around. ‘One of you owns the SUV. Which is it?’


The three of them shared glances, and I could tell from the youth on my left that the vehicle was his. Without taking my eyes off Dorsey, I lifted my SIG and aimed it at the guilty youth. ‘So it’s his? But who was driving?’


‘Not me, man!’ Suddenly Dorsey had lost all pretence at being a tough guy. Now he was just an overgrown, spoiled baby with tears on his face.


I looked at the youth I held under my gun. ‘You knocked that boy off his skateboard.’


The youth’s face folded in on itself. ‘I didn’t mean to run him down, man! We were just trying to frighten him . . . we didn’t mean to put him in hospital!’


‘The thing is, you did. And someone should pay for that.’


‘Not me, man! It was Dorsey who told me to do it!’


‘I know.’ I turned the gun on their leader.


Dorsey hands were still up, but they were no longer threatening. ‘Jesus, dude! C’mon . . .’


‘Only one way I can see to put this right.’


Urine splattered down Dorsey’s legs. ‘Don’t do this, please. Don’t shoot me!?’


‘OK,’ I said, and lowered the gun. ‘But there’s still a price to pay. Are you familiar with the concept of an eye for an eye?’


Before he could register my meaning I swivelled and snapped a kick into his knee. The joint went sideways and I heard the click of rupturing tendons. Dorsey hit the deck squealing.


‘Get up tough guy,’ I said.


‘You broke my leg!’


‘At least I didn’t shoot you. Don’t worry arsehole, you’ll heal, but riding your board will never be the same again.’ I indicated his friends with the barrel of my gun. ‘Help him up.’


The two punks dragged their moaning leader off the floor, but as soon as he could support himself on his good leg they quickly retreated. Dorsey stood trembling, his good leg partly buckling, the piss pooling around his feet. ‘You still owe that kid another leg, and a spleen.’


‘Jesus,’ Dorsey wailed. ‘You’re not gonna . . .’


‘No, so you can stop crying like a baby. But you are going to pay. You’ll go to the police and tell them what happened.’


‘I can’t do that!’


‘OK. The alternative is I leave you the same way as that boy in hospital.’ I lined my boot up so that it was trained on his one good knee. He moaned as another trickle of urine darkened his shorts.


After that he was receptive to my deal, and agreed to hand himself and his buddies in to the police.


‘I’ll be listening out,’ I warned. ‘You don’t do as we’ve agreed, I’m going to come back and next time I won’t be shooting inflatable beds.’


I returned to my car while Dorsey searched for a towel. No way was he going to hospital in soiled shorts.


Back in my Audi, I made for the airport. I wasn’t proud of terrifying Dorsey and his friends. They were just young punks. On reflection, the hit-and-run accident was just a stupid idea that went wrong, but at least this way Dorsey and his crew had learned that they were heading in the wrong direction, and they wouldn’t be trailing anyone else along with them. Brian Purefoy would be safe from them now, his friend’s medical bills would be covered by the culprits’ insurance, and there’d be less cocaine on the streets of Callaway. Weighed and bagged, not a bad couple hours of work. Plus I was on time for my meeting with Jameson Walker and the money he was offering for a job more to my liking.
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Jameson Walker’s tipple of choice was whiskey. It made me chuckle, considering his name was that of two popular brands from back home. He probably wouldn’t have known that, though, and I noticed that his drink was poured from a bottle bearing an American label.


He was a big man with sloping shoulders and a square head topped with salt and pepper curls. He looked like he’d been a jock in his earlier days, but had allowed his physique to slip in his late forties. His chest swooped out into a large gut pinched in at the waist by a thick belt with a silver buckle. His voluminous shirt was decorated with small horseshoes, blue jeans and cowboy boots. He’d shrugged out of a jacket and string tie and looked like he was struggling with the heat. He used a napkin to mop his jowls. I found the interior of the bar cool, but I’d been acclimatised to the subtropics by then.


He sipped at his drink and placed it down on the napkin. He peered at me from under bushy brows, watching as I downed a mouthful of Corona directly from the bottle. There was a slice of lemon wedged in the neck, allegedly – I’d read somewhere – to keep the insects away, but I just enjoyed the bitter tang on my tongue. Walker waited until I placed my beer down.


‘Are you a family man, Hunter?’


His attention was on my hands. They were tanned by the Florida sun, but there was the occasional patch that wouldn’t colour; white scar tissue on my knuckles and on the back of my right hand where I’d taken the slice of a knife. I noticed that his gaze lingered over my left hand, in particular my ring finger.


‘You’re not thinking of asking me on a date, are you?’


Jameson smiled at the quip, but there was little humour in his expression.


‘I’ve been married twenty-eight years,’ he said. ‘In all of those years my wife and I were only blessed with one child. After Joan was born, well, my wife had some problems . . .’


I got the gist. ‘My wife couldn’t bear children either,’ I said.


‘So you are married?’


‘Was.’ It was uncomfortable talking about my divorce because, frankly, I felt the breakdown of my marriage was my greatest failure. However I knew where Walker was leading the conversation, and didn’t see the harm in reassuring him: family meant everything to me too. ‘Diane and I were together over fourteen years. If it was up to me, we’d still be married.’


‘Another man?’ As soon as he asked the question I could tell he was uncomfortable about it. ‘I’m sorry. That’s none of my business.’


‘She’s remarried since, but at the time there was no one else. It was me . . . let’s just say I committed myself to my job too much for Diane’s liking.’


Walker scratched his curls, then reached for the whiskey. He downed it, looked for the waitress and called her over. ‘Want another drink?’


Tilting the three-quarters-full bottle, I said, ‘I’m good.’


‘You wouldn’t like something a little stronger?’


‘Not while on a job,’ I told him. ‘But you go ahead. Looks like you might need it.’


‘I’m just thirsty,’ he said with a wink. ‘This damned heat! How do you stand it?’


I’d been in much hotter places and situations, but I only offered a shrug. ‘You get used to it.’


Walker ordered another drink and the waitress wandered away to the bar.


Walker watched her go. She was a good-looking woman, slim with long legs accentuated by a short black skirt, but Walker wasn’t thinking like that. I guessed she reminded him of someone.


‘Your daughter still hasn’t been in touch?’


He toyed with the rim of his empty glass, tilted it as though checking there was nothing left. ‘I’m getting real worried now.’


‘How long has it been?’ I’d already read the email that Rink received, so I knew that Joan Walker and her friend Nicole Challinor had last called home from a motel in New Mexico three days earlier. But it did no harm to check.


‘There’s been no word since Monday evening. It’s now Thursday morning. Jay should’ve been in California by now.’ He drained his glass of a drip of whiskey that had grown in the bottom, then looked for the waitress. She was on her way back with a fresh tumbler perched on a silver tray. Walker placed a few dollars on the tray and transferred the full glass to his lips. ‘Maybe you could bring me another?’ he asked. When the waitress returned to the bar, he carried on. ‘The obvious things have gone through my mind. Jay’s a free spirit and not one to check in with her mom and pop every two minutes, but she knew that we were worried about her and Nicole taking this road trip and promised to call every night. Even if their cellphones aren’t working she’d find a landline to use, or she’d email me. I’ve even been on her Facebook page and she hasn’t updated it since Monday. Jay’s a fanatic for recording her trips and usually writes daily updates. But nothing has been added at her blog either.’


Mulling that over, I decided that Walker had a good point. Even if his daughter hadn’t found it necessary to check in with her parents, she’d hardly have resisted the temptation of her blog and social networking sites; these days it was like people had to share their innermost thoughts with strangers across the world.


‘Have you checked her cellphone?’


‘Called her, you mean? Of course I’ve tried.’


‘No. What I meant was, is it still switched on? Can you leave a voice message?’


‘No, there was just an automated message saying the calls couldn’t be connected.’ Walker downed another mouthful of liquor. ‘It’s the same with Nicole’s phone.’


‘Have you contacted their service providers and checked for their location?’


‘You can do that?’


‘I’m not sure how, to be honest, not without jumping through bureaucratic hoops first, but I know someone who can check for us. Didn’t the police suggest it?’


‘The cops aren’t taking me seriously. They more or less told me that it’s none of my business. Jay is an adult and it’s up to her whether she chooses to get in touch or not. Yes, Hunter, she may be an adult, but she’s still my baby girl.’


Three days wasn’t exactly an eternity. Many people had gone missing for much longer and hadn’t suffered for it. Maybe the young women were just cutting the apron strings and letting themselves fly for a while. That didn’t mean I couldn’t sympathise with their parents: if either girl was my child, I’d be as frantic as Walker.


‘I’ll need you to tell me the places they planned on visiting, plus the hotels they’ve already stayed at. Also, if you can get me their credit card or bank account numbers, I can check if they’re still using their cards.’


Walker reached for his jacket and pulled out a large envelope from an inside pocket. ‘I already thought about that. I brought photographs of both the girls, plus a route planner that I found stored on Jay’s computer. It’s marked with places of interest, as well as prospective hotels along the way.’


‘That’s very helpful,’ I said, ‘but there’s always the chance they veered off course and have taken a different route. Hopefully they’re just distracted by all the new things they’ve discovered and haven’t got round to calling yet.’


Walker believed that as much as I did, but the least I could do was offer him some hope.


‘There’s something else in there . . .’


At first I thought he was referring to the down payment on his fee, but, when I looked into the envelope, I found a couple sheets of folded paper alongside the photos and map.


‘It’s maybe nothing,’ Walker said, and downed the remainder of his whiskey. ‘In fact, I damn well hope it’s got nothing to do with Jay and Nicole.’


The waitress came back with Walker’s third drink while I was busy smoothing out the papers, but this time he wasn’t concerned with the liquor. He was too busy watching me for a reaction.


The papers carried printouts from a couple of news websites, all reporting on the same story dated two days earlier. At a gas station in Arizona an apparent robbery had gone terribly wrong, with the elderly teller shot dead. Tragically a young family had arrived at the scene while the robbery was underway, and whoever was responsible had shot all four dead in an attempt at silencing any witnesses. To cover up the crime further, those responsible had set fire to the gas pumps and an explosion had ripped the scene apart. Reading the story, and absorbing the senselessness of the violence and the sheer overkill of it, made me sick to the core. But I didn’t know why Walker thought this news snippet important.


Walker touched the pages with a thick finger. ‘Jay called from a Best Western hotel in Gallup, New Mexico, east of that gas station the night before this happened. They would have stayed the night, had breakfast and then hit the road. I’ve a horrible feeling that the girls might have been nearby when the robbery happened.’


Walker left the suggestion hanging in the air. It was only supposition, but what if he was right? If the robbers had gone to such lengths to silence the witnesses at the gas station, what would they have done to Jay and Nicole if they’d also been there?


‘I don’t think you have to worry about that. The police will be hunting for the people responsible, and I’m pretty sure that if Jay or Nicole had been harmed you’d know it by now.’


‘I hope you’re right, Hunter.’


‘I’m sure,’ I said as I folded the papers and slipped them back in the envelope. ‘In your email you mentioned that the girls were travelling in your vehicle. Well, if anything had happened I’m certain that the cops would’ve come across it by now. It doesn’t look like the robbers were interested in taking cars with them, because they just burned those at the gas station.’


‘I suppose that’s true. But I’m still worried.’


‘You’ve every right, but please try not to be. Go home to your wife and I’ll be in touch.’


‘So you are going to help?’


‘I’ve got your cell number and email address. I’ll call you, OK?’


‘You’re not going to start straight away?’


I tapped the envelope on the table top. ‘I already started. I’ll call you when I’m in Arizona.’
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A flight took me to Gallup Municipal Airport, only a stone’s throw from the Best Western hotel where Jay and Nicole spent Monday night. Ever since I’d heard the Nat King Cole song, or more likely the rock ‘n’ roll version by Chuck Berry, I’d fancied taking a trip on the historic Route 66. I just hadn’t thought that it’d be under these circumstances. I decided to pick up the trail at the girls’ last known location. For all I knew they’d hooked up with some guys in town and were still in Gallup. Maybe they hadn’t phoned home because they were having the kind of fun you didn’t share with your parents.


I hired a car, a blocky, navy-blue GMC Yukon 4×4, and threw the bags I’d brought with me in the back seat, before heading for the Best Western. I considered renting a room but decided against it, and only stayed long enough to show photos of the girls to the desk staff. A helpful young guy remembered Jay and Nicole and brought their booking up on a computer. It showed that they’d stayed only one night, checked out at ten on Tuesday morning, and paid their bill in full. The guy said he’d chatted with them and that both girls had been excited about their impending trip into the Painted Desert later that day. I thanked the guy, tossed him a few dollars off the roll handed to me earlier by Jameson Walker, and asked him where there was a good place to eat. He directed me back along the highway to a diner making the most of its Route 66 association. There was a huge sign outside so Technicolor-vivid it reminded me of the graphics from an old Warner Brothers’ cartoon, but it appeared that burritos and tacos were the only items on the menu. I continued until I found another diner advertising eggs and ham and suchlike. A waiter led me to a table at the window, and I had a great view over the highway to a huge railroad depot where dozens of freight carriages were parked on the sidings. Red dust billowed on the breeze. Some of it had adhered to the glass, giving everything a pinkish hue. I ordered a special from the menu, plus a large coffee. It was approaching evening, but it would be hours before the sun went down over the desert, so I’d time for a few calls, for filling my stomach, and for making it over the border into Arizona before nightfall.


While I forked down scrambled eggs and rashers of bacon, I used my cell to call Rink.


Jared Rington’s more than a friend to me; he’s like a brother. Sometimes he even acts like he’s my mother. ‘Where the freakin’ hell are you, goddamnit?’ Then again, my mum, Anita, wouldn’t use language like that.


‘Gallup, New Mexico.’


‘What the hell are you doing there?’


‘I’m on that missing person case that came in, the Walker job. I told McTeer to let you know I’d pick it up.’


‘I didn’t go back to the office today.’


‘So it’s your fault you’re not up to speed.’


Rink was the owner of Rington Investigations, based in Tampa, but when I’d signed on it was as an invisible partner. Although I didn’t have to answer to him for my actions, there was rarely a thing that we kept from each other. We had both been in the same Special Forces unit, had fought side by side, saved each others’ lives on a number of occasions, so there was little that we didn’t know about each other. Rink knew how impulsive I was; he wasn’t that surprised that I’d jumped straight into a job. He just liked to be a mother hen; like I’d get myself in hot water if he wasn’t holding my hand. Trouble was, he was usually right.


‘The Walker job? I thought you were helping out with Maria Purefoy’s problem?’


I explained how I’d fixed that one on my way to the meeting at Panama City. ‘So it was one of those “for the love of” jobs?’


‘Rink, the Purefoys could scarcely put food on the table, let alone pay for my services. I told Maria it was on the house.’


‘Jesus! Tell me this one isn’t a pro bono case you’ve taken on, brother.’


‘I’ve already done my charity work for the month,’ I reassured him. ‘Walker’s paying top whack. Don’t worry, Rink, he’s rich enough to afford it.’


Unlike Maria Purefoy, Jameson Walker was incredibly wealthy. He owned a chain of steakhouses ranging all the way down the Eastern seaboard from Maine to North Carolina. He was rumoured to be edging billionaire status.


‘You don’t think this is about his money, Hunter? Kidnap for ransom?’


‘Nah, it’s too random. Why would kidnappers wait until his daughter was halfway across the States before lifting her? Plus, there’s been no contact, no demand for cash. Truth is, Rink, I’m not that concerned yet. Jay – that’s the name his daughter Joan goes by – has been planning this trip for over a year. She and her best friend, Nicole, don’t get out from under the eyes of their parents that often. I get the impression that Jameson’s the protective type and this is the first opportunity the girls have had to enjoy a little freedom.’


‘You’re talking about guys?’


It was an old chestnut of our trade. Half the missing people we searched for ended up being found in someone’s arms – or bed. But then there was my brother John. I’d actually ended up coming to the States in search of him, and we’d assumed something similar had happened. We couldn’t have been more wrong. John was on the lam after stealing property belonging to a gangster, pursued by gunmen. That was before he’d fallen into the sights of a demented serial killer and the real trouble started.


‘There doesn’t seem to have been anything funny going on here in Gallup. I spoke with a young guy at their hotel who told me they were heading off to Arizona and they were alone.’


‘When was that?’


‘Tuesday morning.’


‘A lot could’ve happened between then and now. How’d you know the guy hadn’t been in their room with them?’


‘From the forlorn look on his face when I flashed him their pictures,’ I laughed.


‘So what’s your plan, buddy?’


‘Something happened a couple hours away from here. I don’t think the girls were involved, but it won’t do any harm to talk with the local cops.’


‘What kinda somethin’?’


‘A gas station robbery where a few people were killed. It probably had nothing to do with them, but I want to check things out.’


‘And you couldn’t have done that from the office?’


‘I fancied a drive,’ I said.


‘It’s a good job I’ve got McTeer and Velasquez to pick up your load,’ Rink grumbled. ‘I’m taking a couple days out myself, brother.’


‘Going to visit the good lady vet?’


‘Yup. My boosters are due a top-up.’


‘Well, tell Rene hello from me, and enjoy yourself.’


‘How am I gonna do that with you charging around unchaperoned?’


‘Don’t worry about me. I’m a big boy. And this thing with the girls . . . well, what exactly could go wrong?’


‘I wish you hadn’t asked that.’


‘Go, Rink. Get yourself up to Rene’s and have a good time, and don’t worry about me.’


‘Yeah, right.’


‘Stop being an old lady.’


I hung up while he was still swearing at me, and watched a waitress approaching with a fresh jug of coffee. I’d been trying to cut down on caffeine lately. Allegedly I drank far too much of the stuff. Maybe it was the caffeine buzz that turned me into a lit fuse. No, my impulsive nature went deeper than that. I could feel a bubbling in my guts that had nothing to do with stimulants, and everything to do with the thrill of the hunt. I held out my empty mug. ‘Top me up, please.’
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My flight from Florida to New Mexico came with a small drawback. In the past I’d managed to take my gun on to flights with me. On a number of occasions I’d used fake air marshal documents and on the others I’d been given special dispensation by the government, but neither was the case this time. Grabbing the first available flight, I hadn’t had the time to organise anything. I was licensed to carry a firearm in Florida, but that didn’t extend beyond the state line, so I had to lock my SIG in the trunk of my Audi when parking it at Panama City. I hadn’t even brought a knife along with me. I felt naked without them.


I had to rectify that situation, because, despite what I’d said to Jameson Walker and to Rink, I had the horrible feeling that I might need a weapon before I was finished. On occasion our mutual friend, Harvey Lucas, had supplied both Rink and me with weaponry, as Harvey had a network of contacts throughout the States, but they tended to be specialist firearms. Knives were easy to come by, but I’d have felt much better getting my hands on a gun.


There wasn’t much call for hunting supplies in that corner of Gallup, but I found a pawn shop where I picked up a sturdy lock-knife with a five-inch blade. Folded, it fit neatly into my jeans pocket. The shop also had guns, but the owner was adamant that he’d have to fill in the obligatory paperwork and I’d get the gun I wanted after a few days. That didn’t work for me, so I left with only the knife.


I headed out on Route 66, making steady progress for Arizona. By then the sun was setting and I drove towards a horizon that was on fire, while behind me it was inky black. There was no moon out, but the stars were vivid sparks in the heavens. As I drove, the rail tracks paralleled the road for a while and I had a freight train keeping me company. The clatter of the wheels had a lulling effect. I found a radio station playing old-school country, and, though it wasn’t to my particular taste, I allowed Patsy Cline and Hank Williams to drown out the railroad sounds. Mesas and cliffs built around me, monoliths of red stone that glowed like old blood under my headlights. Somewhere along the way I crossed the state border and pushed on through Lupton and a proliferation of signs indicating I was now in Navajo country. There was even a sprawling trading post set against a cliff-side pocked with caverns and cave art depicted in stark turquoise lit with spotlights. I considered pulling over, to see the sights as Jay and Nicole would have, but decided against it and continued to the junction with state highway 77 where I angled north for the Painted Desert.


A couple of miles into the desert there was a truck stop and I pulled in. It didn’t look the kind of place where the girls would have felt safe; they would likely have continued up towards Indian Wells looking for somewhere more appealing. But it suited me fine. I wasn’t intimidated by the big rigs or the rough men that drove them; in fact, the rougher they were the better for me.


Inside the diner, I showed the photos of the girls to some of the staff, but I knew I was wasting my time. These were the night shift, and if by chance the girls had been through here, a different bunch of workers would’ve been on duty then.


An elderly Navajo guy I found leaning on a broom in the washroom said, ‘Good luck, man, but you’re wasting your breath round here. People like me, well, we keep our noses outta other people’s business.’


‘Even if that means not helping someone?’


‘Some people just can’t be helped.’


At my bemused expression, he led me back out of the foyer and indicated a noticeboard tacked to a post. On it were upward of ten curling Missing Persons posters. Barring one which depicted a middle-aged white man, all the others were of females ranging from thirteen up to sixty-three years of age.


‘We get lotsa those things turnin’ up,’ the old man said, tapping the board with his broom. ‘Not so sure any of them missin’ folks get found, though.’ He glanced at the ground, ran the bristles of the brush through the dirt. ‘Not alive anyways.’


Thanking the old man for his candour, I went back inside and ordered coffee and a supper of cold meat and cheese. Sitting at a corner table, picking at the food, I thought about the old man’s words. In a country as immense as the US, tens of thousands of people went missing every year. I didn’t know the statistics, but there had to be a fraction of them that were never found again. Talking fractions kind of minimised the seriousness, because when you converted it to percentages then you suddenly had a very real figure. If one in ten never turned up again, then the number truly became shocking. People would disappear for many reasons, many of them innocent enough, but then there were the horrifying realities of kidnap, murder and abduction. How many of those who disappeared under those circumstances ever returned home to their loved ones?


I still entertained the notion that Jay and Nicole were simply enjoying their freedom and soon enough Jameson Walker would inform me he’d received word from them, but that could prove to be wishful thinking. No, on seeing those weathered posters, it had sunk an icy talon into my guts, focusing my mind on the urgency of finding them. The police speak about the forty-eight-hour rule: if a person who’s been abducted isn’t found before that time elapses, then tracking them down becomes very difficult indeed. Truth was, I’d already gone beyond forty-eight hours and was rapidly approaching the next marker. It was often believed that if abductees hadn’t turned up within seventy-two hours, then you could expect only to find a corpse.


Sitting there, eating and swilling down coffee, I felt guilty. But I wasn’t wasting time, I was watching, waiting for the correct moment to move. A good mix of people came into the restaurant, truckers, road workers, business people, the occasional family, but none of them were giving off the vibe I was seeking. I ordered more coffee and waited.


My second coffee had become a muddy pool in the bottom of my mug by the time I saw some likely contenders stride in. There were three of them, two men and one woman, all of them high. The two men were rednecks, while the woman looked like she might have a little Navajo blood running through her veins, though I could have been wrong. She didn’t look like one of the noble savages of myth; she was pie-faced, with spindly limbs, and she tottered on red high heels. What made me think she might be of Native American ancestry was the dusky cast of her skin and the proud hawk-like nose. Nothing else about her was proud, in fact she looked like a skank. So for that matter did her male friends.


They sat in a booth, demanding the waitress who couldn’t get away from them fast enough. The noise of their raucous laughter was harsh and aggressive, and I noticed that some of those customers nearest to them moved away or left the establishment altogether. I ordered a fresh coffee. Then I waited a bit more.
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