[image: Book cover image]



BROKEN PROMISE


FEATURING SOLOMON CREED


Simon Toyne


[image: ]


This novel is entirely a work of fiction. 

The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are 

the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to 

actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is 

entirely coincidental.

HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street,

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

Published by HarperCollinsPublishers 2018

Copyright © Simon Toyne 2018

Simon Toyne asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

Cover design by Claire Ward © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2018

Cover photographs: 

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books

Ebook Edition © JUNE 2017 ISBN: 9780008300807

Version 2018-03-07


This is for my readers.

Without you I’m just a crazy person sitting alone in a room.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
If you enjoyed Broken Promise, read on for an exclusive extract from the next Solomon Creed thriller:
KEEP READING…
How can he save a man who is already dead?
Also by Simon Toyne
About the Author
About the Publisher


Chapter 1

Solomon Creed walked east, away from Arizona and all the complications that spilt blood tends to bring. He kept to the minor roads and travelled mostly at night, dodging the traffic and the sledgehammer sun, sipping water from a plastic gallon jug he’d found crumpled in a roadside ditch outside Bisbee.

He tipped it up now and drank the blood-warm water until the jug was empty. He could fill it again at the next gas station, or diner, or truck stop. Water was not a problem. You could pick up water for free if you stuck to the roads. But not food. Food you had to pay for, or take what you could find, baked and rancid by the side of the road.

On day one it had been a cottontail that had been clipped by a car then limped off to die in the shade of an ephedra bush. He’d skinned and gutted it using the jagged edge of a broken beer bottle then roasted it over a small fire coaxed from mesquite straw using the same bottle and the sun’s fierce rays. Day two was a rattlesnake he’d disturbed in a storm drain while taking shelter from the rising heat. It had struck from the shadows, the rattle coming at the same time as the fangs. Solomon had felt the minute shift in air pressure and twitched out of the way, catching it behind the head, grabbing its tail then cracking it like a bullwhip, so sharp that it snapped the head clean off. He had drunk its blood, the bitter warmth soaking life back into his tired muscles, then gutted it and chewed slowly on its cooling flesh. He had a fleeting memory of doing something similar in a different desert, but like most memories regarding himself, it was gone before he could catch a hold of it. He had sat cross-legged, in the dusty dark, licking snake blood from his fingers and sucking the warm, viscous contents of the leathery eggs the mother had been laying. That had been thirty-six hours ago now. The only things that had passed his lips since were air and water so hot from the jug you could brew tea with it. But there was something up ahead, something carried on the wind and getting stronger with each step he took. It was the smell of hot grease and salt, fried potatoes and ham, eggs and coffee, and his stomach rumbled in response whenever the wind shifted. He had smelled similar at every greasy-windowed truck stop he’d passed along the way and had always got no further than the parking lot, the need to catch another ride and put distance between himself and Arizona stronger than his hunger. But Arizona was four days, hundreds of miles and a state and a half behind him now. And his legs ached and his stomach growled and the thought of another road-kill meal washed down with plastic-tasting water made him feel sick to his empty stomach. The problem was no longer urgency, it was economic. Because a sit-down meal with seasoning and sauces, and iced-water on the side, would cost money and the only coin he had to his name was a single, worn-down quarter he’d found by a city limits sign a hundred miles or more back.

He reached into the pocket of the pale suit jacket he wore and palmed the quarter, rolling it over his knuckles as smoothly as he rolled the problem of his poverty over and over in his mind until he saw a skinny tower rise up ahead on the eastbound side of the I-10. Red neon letters burned on the side spelling out ‘BOBBY D’s EATS’, and an arrow buzzed below it, pointing down to a one-storey building surrounded by dusty cars and big rigs.

Solomon left the highway and walked through lines of trucks with confederate flags and the silhouettes of pneumatic women on their mud-flaps. He passed a boarded-up gas station with decommissioned pumps and a printed sheet of paper taped to the door announcing that the place was due to be sold at auction on July 21st along with some land. He had no idea what day it was but the diner was still open and cooking food, which was all that mattered to him right now. He dropped the empty gallon jug by the door and stepped inside.

A bell tinkled above his head and a couple of sets of eyes peered up beneath the brims of battered caps before returning to their plates of food, finding their steaks and ribs more interesting than the tall, dusty dude who had just blown in. There were maybe fifteen guys spread out in a place that could easily seat eighty. Not exactly busy but busy enough for what Solomon had in mind.

He took in the room, his senses overwhelmed after so long spent outside on wide, empty roads. Booths lined three of the walls and a long counter stretched along the fourth, ending at a dusty display cabinet displaying Indian beads, souvenir caps and T-shirts with the slogan ‘A gift from Broken Promise, Texas’ stitched across them. A sun-faded photograph hung above it showing Native American symbols – eagles and moons, stick horses and arrows – carved into the rough ochre walls of what looked like a cave. People were reading newspapers or chatting in groups. No one was looking at their phones. A sign by the cash register explained why. ‘We don’t got free Internet so don’t ask’, it said. Perfect, Solomon thought, and headed over to the counter, feeling the greasy air and the tickle of stolen glances on his skin.

Low conversations murmured and blurred with the tinny whine of a country and western song. The clatter and sizzle of the kitchen and the smell of grease and the salt-sour odour of unwashed bodies hung thick in the air. He pulled out a stool from the middle of the counter and savoured the exquisite relief of sitting after so long on his feet. He stretched his legs and arched his back. The menu was painted on the wall behind the counter, the blue paint of the lettering faded and cracked by age and heat. There were dollar bills pinned to the wall too, marked with messages from the people who’d left them – ‘Big Bear blew thru’, ‘This buck stops here’, ‘Bobby D’s – best breakfast in West Texas’. A plastic tumbler clacked down on the beaten metal counter and iced water rattled into it like rocks into a bucket.

‘If it’s on the wall, we got it. If it ain’t we don’t, so don’t bother asking.’ The waitress was tall and whip-thin, black-blue hair pulled into a ponytail and skin like caramel against the ice-cream pink of her uniform. Her name badge said ‘Hi I’m Rita’.

‘Is Bobby D around?’ Solomon asked.

‘Bobby D’s dead,’ the woman said flatly.

‘Then who’s the owner?’

She fixed him with her green eyes. ‘If you got a complaint or you’re fixing to sell something I ain’t interested. And if you’re looking to buy you’re a day early. Auction’s tomorrow morning.’

She had Irish eyes, though her honeyed skin showed her people had been here far longer than any European. ‘You’re the owner,’ Solomon said.

She shrugged. ‘Until tomorrow I am.’

‘Then why didn’t you ever change the sign?’

The water jug came to rest on the counter and Solomon thought about the river of iced-water that must have flowed from it over the years, a river that would end tomorrow with the fall of an auctioneer’s hammer.

‘Don’t need my name on the place to know I own it,’ she said. ‘And new neon costs money I ain’t got. You going to order something or not? There’s a cover charge either way.’

‘Actually I have a proposition,’ Solomon said, loud enough to draw the room’s attention. ‘A wager.’

Rita stared at him like he’d just cursed. ‘Gambling’s illegal in the state of Texas.’

Solomon nodded. ‘In general, yes, but not if it’s classed as social gambling.’

The green eyes narrowed. ‘And what would that be?’

‘It’s a bet undertaken in a private place such as this, with an element of skill involved, not just chance, where the only person to receive any benefit is the winner of the wager, meaning the house takes no cut.’

Rita nodded. ‘Sounds fancy. You a lawyer?’

Solomon shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘You don’t think so? You don’t know if you’re a lawyer but you’re giving me chapter and verse on the law regarding gambling in the state of Texas?’ She shook her head. ‘Sounds off to me. I ain’t interested, mister. You let me know when you’re ready to order.’ She turned and walked away, banging the water jug down hard on the end of the counter before disappearing through the old-style saloon doors into the kitchen.

Solomon’s stomach growled again in response to the smell of food hanging in the air and he took a long drink to try and silence it, the coldness flooding through him and the ice chips bumping against his lips. It would have been better for him if Bobby D had still been around. Men were easier to hook where wagers were concerned, their egos making it hard for them to back down from another man’s challenge. Maybe he’d have to take his chances out on the road again, find another diner that wasn’t owned by an Indian warrior princess with Irish eyes.

He drained his glass, placed it down on the counter ready to leave and felt the air shift and thicken to his left as someone moved closer. Then a low voice laced with nicotine and coffee murmured, ‘What kind of a wager?’


Chapter 2

Solomon turned and took in the tattooed trucker perched on the edge of the neighbouring stool. He was leaning in and peering up from beneath the brim of his cap, his body language telegraphing his eagerness to swallow the bait Solomon had laid.

‘Wager is that I can answer any three questions you care to ask me.’

The trucker nodded as if Solomon’s answer confirmed what he already knew. ‘Any three questions at all?’

‘Anything.’

The trucker continued to nod. ‘What’s the stake?’

‘If I answer correctly you buy me dinner.’

‘That it?’

‘That’s it.’

‘And what do I get if you don’t?’

Solomon slapped his hand down on the counter. ‘This.’ He took it away to reveal the worn quarter beneath.

The trucker stared at the silver coin and frowned. ‘Twenty-five cents!?’

‘Not exactly. Look at the date.’

The trucker leaned in and peered at the numbers stamped beneath George Washington’s profile. ‘Nineteen seventy-six. So what?’

‘So that’s a bicentennial quarter,’ Solomon kept his voice low as if he was sharing valuable information, ‘minted to commemorate two hundred years of American independence. Much higher silver to nickel ratio than a regular quarter. Feel the weight of it.’

The trucker picked up the coin with fat, oil-cracked fingers then cupped it in the callused ham of his hand. ‘Feels like a regular quarter to me.’

‘Well it’s not. It’s slightly heavier – and a lot more valuable.’

The silver coin shone dully in the rough hand. ‘What’s it worth?’

‘A rare coin dealer will give you two hundred dollars for one in mint condition.’

The trucker let out a low whistle then frowned. ‘Yeah but this ain’t mint. This coin just about worn away to nuthin’.’

Solomon nodded. ‘Which is why you’ll only get a hundred dollars for it.’

‘A hunnert bucks for this?’

‘Maybe more. Certainly not less.’

‘And you’re willing to stake it against a fifteen-dollar meal?’ Solomon nodded. The trucker stared at the coin then shook his head and put it down on the counter. ‘I don’t know. There’s a catch. I cain’t see what it is but I know there is one. Has to be.’

‘I’ll take that bet.’ A skinny man in a rancher’s shirt stepped in front of the trucker and thrust out his hand at Solomon. ‘Name’s Billy-Joe. Billy-Joe Redford.’

Solomon took the hand and shook it. It was work-hardened and strong, hard lines from lanyards worn into the skin. ‘Pleased to meet you, Billy-Joe.’

‘Now hold on,’ the trucker said, standing up from his stool. ‘I never said I weren’t taking the bet.’

‘Sure sounded that way to me,’ Billy-Joe peered down at the coin on the counter. ‘What d’ya say this was?’

‘Bicentennial,’ Solomon replied. ‘Very collectible.’

‘And worth a hunnert bucks to a collector, you say?’

Solomon nodded. ‘Maybe more.’

Billy-Joe smiled. ‘Sure, I’ll buy it. You got yourself a deal, mister. I’ll stand you a steak if you can answer three questions.’

‘Now wait a second,’ the trucker dumped his hand on the cowboy’s shoulder and spun him round. ‘You can’t just muscle in on another man’s deal like that. Man was talking to me first.’

‘And now he’s talkin’ to me.’ The cowboy stepped closer to the trucker and looked up. The trucker was six inches taller and double the weight, though neither fact seemed to faze the cowboy. The silence stretched between them.

A loud bang broke the tension and everybody turned to the source. Rita was standing at the end of the counter, a water jug in her hand slopping ice over the side from the force of being banged on the counter. ‘Far as I recall the gentleman was talking to me first.’

‘Yeah, Rita, but you done passed on the wager,’ Billy-Joe said, still staring up at the trucker. ‘Same way this joker did. Only one that’s shaken the man’s hand on it is me.’ He glanced at Solomon. ‘Ain’t that right, mister …?’

‘Creed,’ Solomon said. ‘Solomon Creed. And you’re right. You are the only one who has accepted my wager. However,’ he looked at Rita. ‘I do not wish to be the cause of any trouble here. It’s your house, your rules. If you want me to move on and drop the whole thing then that’s what I’ll do.’

There was a groan from the crowd and Rita looked around at the assembled group, their expectations hanging in the greasy air like something solid. She looked about ready to kick everyone out but then a new voice piped up from the back of the room.

‘Let these fellas settle it.’

The crowd shifted and turned to look at the new speaker. He was sitting in a booth on the back wall, reading a newspaper like an old timer, though he couldn’t have been more than thirty. He was compact and solid-looking in a way that suggested hours in the gym rather than hard days working the land. He wore a dark blue, check work shirt that had been tailored to fit and his mouse-brown hair was well cut and slicked back to keep it out of his face. 

‘He’s right about the law,’ the man said, slowly folding his paper and laying it flat on the table, like he was accustomed to being both listened to and making people wait. ‘Ain’t no crime if folks want to have a wager in a privately owned house, providing that house don’t benefit in any way financial.’ He looked over at Rita. ‘I say let these boys have their wager. Make a change from hearing the same damned twelve songs on the juke at least.’ 

Rita stood for a moment, her hand clenched tight around the handle of the water jug like she was maybe thinking about throwing it at him. Then she relaxed and let go of the jug. ‘Do what you want,’ she said, heading back into the kitchen. ‘This time tomorrow none of this will be my problem anyway.’

A murmur of approval rippled through the circle of onlookers as almost everybody in the place now abandoned their meals and clustered round the counter.

‘All right then,’ Billy-Joe said, pulling up a stool and rubbing his hands together like a kid about to tuck into a piece of chocolate cake. ‘Looks like we got ourselves a game.’ He waited for the crowd to settle then took a deep breath and fixed Solomon with his best poker stare.

‘OK, Mister Creed,’ he said. ‘Here comes my first question.’


Chapter 3

‘So my mom’s favourite singer of all time was Julie London. Man, she loved that gal – way more than any of the dudes she ever brung home. Anyways whenever those dudes up and left again she’d always get drunk and play Love on the Rocks over and over – not the song, you understand, I mean the whole damn album. Consequently I know that damn album way better’n any red-blooded man oughta. So my question to you is,’ Billy-Joe paused for effect and a smile crept across his face. ‘What is the name of the fifth track on side two?’

Another murmur passed through the crowd and heads were shaken. If anybody had any idea what the answer might be they certainly weren’t going to own up to it.

Solomon ran a finger down the side of his empty water glass and sucked the condensation off it, focusing on the torrent of information rushing through his mind in response to the question, a river of facts about Julie London, her life, career and recording history. He had discovered, in the few days he could actually remember, that information came so easily to him that it was as much of an effort to filter out the things that were not relevant as it was to decide what was. But there was also a bitter twist to this almost bottomless gift of knowledge. Because the one thing he truly desired to know above all else was about himself, and
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