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  Chapter One


  Leon knew exactly what to expect next and he didn’t like it; hated it, in fact. The thing is he couldn’t do anything to stop it. Not yet at least.


  As Leon rinsed out margarita glasses—something he could now practically do in his sleep—he kept a discreet watch on the tourist and his family. He flipped the glasses upside down onto a towel about the same time the tourist patriarch started flipping out.


  Sunburned, the man sank into his lounge chair, gulping down his sixth drink. Whiskey with beer chasers, not the typical tourist beverage of choice. Yet he wore the traditional “hey, look at me, I’m having fun” vacationer Hawaiian shirt. It draped open, exposing a fur-covered belly protruding like a birthing baby. Even though the man’s sun damage date had expired, anger baked him redder. Leon knew the signs well.


  The man’s wife sipped out of a coconut shell. Unlike her husband, she had the sense to cover up with a floppy hat, bug-like sunglasses, a sundress, and a towel turbaned around her legs. All of which just seemed to press her husband’s buttons more. He scowled at his wife, his top lip upturned. The man’s son, though, really got to him. Possibly five, maybe six years old, the boy circled the table, strafing his parents with a nonsense song, occasionally punctuating it with a “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!” Clearly bored out of his mind, the idea of watching his parents get their drink on didn’t fulfill the boy’s idea of paradise.


  “Shut up.” At first, the father’s words simmered low. But they reached a boil fast. “Shut up, dammit.” He chugged back the rest of his beer. Didn’t cool him down a bit. “Shut up! Jesus Christ.” At one of the boy’s passes, the man swung out, missing his target. Undeterred, the boy continued his attention quest, now running backward. Taunting his father. Not a smart move.


  Leon gripped the edge of the bar, knuckles white as bone.


  Keep cool. Don’t give up your game. You’re here for a reason. Hiding at the end of the world.


  The boy’s mother did nothing, casually shook her head: happens all the time. A half-hearted gesture, she uttered “Carl” into her coconut shell. Carl, “Mr. Wonderful,” didn’t hear her; or more than likely simply ignored her. Abusers have a strangely acute sense of selective hearing.


  Carl wiggled out of his chair, not an easy task. Once he stood, he appeared winded, his chest expanding and constricting. Turning blustery. “Goddammit, Kyle, stop it!” Carl snaked his hand out, latched onto the boy’s neck. Gave him a shake, followed with another. Kyle squealed, just once, then closed his mouth. Learned behavior.


  Then it happened, the inevitable. The man pulled an arm back. His hand opened, fingers silhouetted by the blistering sun.


  Smack.


  Kyle didn’t cry out, didn’t look stunned. Instead, he ran just outside of striking distance and calmly said, “Hate you.” Business as usual.


  But Leon wouldn’t—couldn’t—tolerate this type of business. Someone had to stand up against the tyrants. The only problem? He needed to maintain his low profile. Had to stay hidden from Like-Minded Individuals, Inc. Even though he and Cody, his unlikely ally from last year, had decimated LMI’s Los Angeles headquarters, he knew they were still looking for him. He’d stabbed a sword in the beast’s belly, but the head remained intact, living, still breathing fire. Disposing of an abuser—Leon’s modus operandi—would certainly draw unwanted attention.


  Then again, it’d been some time since he’d plied his trade. Not only did the monkey on his back want to be scratched, it demanded to be fed and coddled. Put to bed with loving care before the inevitable headaches started tearing him up.


  While sipping from a glass of water, Leon glanced back at the table. The boy had vanished. The mother had likewise vanished into her phone, tap-tap-tapping at the keys: What a wonderful time we’re having, Marge. Carl sat seething, burrowed into his chair, his energy spent. And just like some people do after a robust round of sex, he fired up a cigarette. Miniature clouds rose. A tropical breeze fluttered the poolside umbrellas like kites stuck in trees.


  Don’t do anything rash. Not now. Wait.


  Leon relaxed or at least gave it a solid effort. He’d been on his toes, ready to spring over the bar. His fingers ached from the grip he’d held on the bar.


  The gust died. So did Leon’s burning need.


  The last men he’d killed had been LMI employees: hit men, assassins, security guards who’d meant to kill him if given the chance. A king corporation of abusers, LMI had arrogantly lied to their contracted employees, using them to further their own greedy needs. Thanks to LMI, Leon had killed people who didn’t necessarily deserve it.


  Yet, to be perfectly honest (something he constantly struggled with these days), Leon realized he was trying to vindicate his actions. Undoubtedly a therapist would applaud his progress, but if Leon thought about it too long it curdled his stomach. Long story short, he was a killer. That’s why he’d vowed to take out only LMI from here on out; no more abusers.


  But as he watched Carl, the prototypical abusive family man, he realized vows were meant to be broken. Like an addict, he told himself he’d stop later, just not today. Quite simply, he wanted to kill Carl. End his abuse. And rejoice in doing so.


  Leon smiled, pleasant warm tingles riding his spine. Yep. Just what the doctor ordered.


  It took Carl three attempts to hoist himself up from the lounge chair, his wet trunks creating a ripping sound. The path he took toward Leon zigged and zagged, a serpentine affair. Drunk on alcohol and high on power over those physically weaker than him.


  Leon looked forward to balancing those odds. Later. Tonight.


  “Close my tab,” demanded Carl.


  Leon nodded, avoiding eye contact. Not that Carl’d even recognize him after the gallon of booze he’d downed. Still, better safe than jailed.


  After tallying up the damage on the Conch Getaway Resort pad, Leon asked, “Charge it to your room?”


  “Yeah. Do that.” Carl hitched up his trunks and stuck his refrigerator chest out, obviously empowered by Leon’s subordination. Power games with these guys, always the same. “Room number 112.”


  “You got it, sir. Thank you and enjoy your stay at the Conch Getaway Resort.”


  And, thank you, sir, for making my work much easier.


  At the prices the Conch charged, Leon couldn’t afford to stay there. Definitely not on a bartender’s hourly wages (plus tips which usually never materialized; the general rule being the wealthier the drinker, the less they tipped). Even with the employee discount, the cost soared, clearly meant to keep rooms available for the paying “one percent.” Which suited Leon just fine. No need for flashy digs, unnecessary perks (who really needed warm towels delivered daily?), poolside service and ocean access; everything Heaven before your time—the Conch’s motto—apparently implied. Which was kind of ironic, really, at least in regard to Carl. Your time is up, welcome to Hell seemed much more appropriate.


  People resided in Key West, Florida for very few reasons. Tourists came to fish or relax by the ocean. Paradoxically, the locals serviced the wealthy tourists yet hated them, a mind-set Leon understood after working a short time at the resort bar. Didn’t take long, either.


  At times, pangs of regret and guilt bothered him when he wondered if he’d displayed the same rude, superior behavior in the past. After all, he’d been one of the privileged not too long ago, a corporate hot-shot living the dream.


  The final reason to flee this far South? To hide at the edge of the world. Sometimes Leon felt ready to slip right off. And some of the locals looked like they wanted to do exactly that.


  On the other side of town, Leon had set up shop at the run-down Poinciana Motel on Truman, a place tourists avoided. Blending in with the other tenants had been a snap, most of them head-in-the-sand and haunted looking. Everyone kept to themselves, holed up in their rooms, never to be seen. A drug den, so rumors had it. On the rare occasion Leon’d pass one of the other tenants, they didn’t speak, wouldn’t even glance his way. Perfect.


  Living on the second floor was less than perfect, though, at least for Leon’s tastes. He’d inquired about the first floor, much easier to escape should the need arise. Apparently, everyone else had the same idea. For the foreseeable future, all first floor rooms were booked. The second floor, however, remained fairly vacant.


  He hopped up the stairs, two at a time, less sludge headed than he’d felt in some time. Funny how anticipation reinvigorates.


  The paint-flaked steps wobbled beneath Leon’s footfalls, inducing a case of “sailor’s legs.” He gripped the railing to settle his stomach just as much as the steps. Once Leon reached the second floor landing, ghostly reverberations still tingled through the souls of his shoes.


  His room overlooked the Poinciana’s pool, if you could call it such a thing. A rusted fence surrounding it gave it a semblance of privacy, he supposed, but wouldn’t discourage non-paying visitors. The pool sat just beyond a small lounge area. For good reason, he’d never seen anyone so much as dip a toe in the water. Algae murked up the water, resembling the area’s surrounding wetlands and swamps. Only one man, covered in hunting greens and a cap much more suited for Midwest winters, ever visited poolside. Constantly he hunkered down in one of the weathered chairs, chain-smoking. Fidgety. Some nights, through a sliver in the curtain, Leon watched him. Looking for anything out of the ordinary, anything that smacked of LMI surveillance. But LMI wouldn’t delay, waste their time on surveillance; they’d kill him in an instant.


  Next to his room’s doorjamb, Leon’s finger caught on a chipped piece of white stucco. Years ago, the white stucco walls probably spruced up the motel, exuding a happy, bright, sea-side image. Now, where the walls weren’t fragmented, the white had aged into grey, the color of despair.


  He ran a finger across the piece of scotch tape at the top of the door. Unbroken. An old trick, but sometimes you can’t beat the oldies. Entering the room, he grimaced. Home, ugly home. Fifties-era wallpaper bubbled and peeled. A large charcoal-black spot blemished the wall behind the bed, reminding Leon of the horrific Hiroshima nuclear “shadow” photos he’d seen as a child. If shadows could talk, he imagined this one had a helluva story. The room smelled musty, the windows permanently sealed. But leaving the door open to air the place out wasn’t an option. An invitation to disaster.


  While the room provided a decent hideaway, the more time he spent there, the lonelier he felt. And not just because of the confining walls. Thoughts of Rachel, the one woman he’d ever considered settling down with, tormented him. He abhorred the room, a dark symbol of everything that had gone wrong, the reason why he’d been forced to live this way.


  Best to stay busy, not dwell on what could’ve been.


  But, in keeping with his newly adopted policy of self-honesty, he realized there could be no other option. It’d be easy to travel ninety miles to Cuba, passport and false identity ready to go. A fresh start. But he had unfinished business with LMI in the States. For the time being, he had to keep off the radar, hide in relative squalor until it came time to strike.


  And, of course, the pressing matter of the job he needed to attend to tonight couldn’t be ignored.


  He fired up the cheap laptop, one of two he possessed. The other he’d buried beneath the spare tire in the trunk of his car. Wyngarden’s computer, the one holding LMI’s secrets and agenda. The one he hadn’t been able to crack into yet. No matter, it’d happen with time. Eventually everything comes to those who wait, something his mother used to tell him.


  But now, Leon couldn’t wait.


  As he scoured the internet for anything on Carl Johanssen, successful stockbroker and abhorrent parent, his heart performed a rapid-fire drum solo.


  Happy days are here again.


  Leon knocked on room number 112’s door. Scratch that, not really a room. One of the Conch’s luxury “cabanas,” a stand-alone, incredibly over-priced miniature cabin. Proving once again, money can buy anything but good taste. And common decency on Carl Johannsen’s part.


  Leon’s research had paid off, easing him into the night with peace-of-mind. Johannsen’s pool-side manner hadn’t been a random incident of ugly, drunken behavior. Last year, Kyle Johannsen’s kindergarten teacher had reported strange bruises on her student’s arm. Clumsy to a fault, Kyle’d previously suffered a sprained wrist and a broken arm. Except clumsiness wasn’t to blame.


  Of course this information wasn’t privy to just anyone over the web. Over the years, Leon had acquired certain hacking talents, taught by the IT guys at various accounting firms. Leon long suspected if computer experts ever banded together, inspired to do so, they could easily take over the world. Scary, really, what they knew. For the cost of an armload of bagels and a lotta’ “atta-boys,” they’d been more than eager to share their knowledge with Leon. To succeed in the corporate sector, you had to treat your resources with respect.


  Leon’s excitement faded after the first round of unanswered knocks. As he prepared for another volley, the door yanked back. Still wearing his same afternoon outfit, Carl frowned. Red as dawn and ready to fight. He gave the beer bottle in his hand a little shake, a cowboy showing off his six-shooter.


  Leon detected no recognition in Carl’s eyes, hadn’t expected there to be any. The new dark-framed glasses changed Leon’s appearance drastically. His long hair, freed from hair gel and a ponytail, hung down to his beard-covered cheeks. Before Leon had left his motel room, he’d hardly recognized his mirrored image. Laid-back, aging hipster chic.


  “Whaddaya’ want?” Carl swaggered a bit, catching the doorknob for support. His liquid gaze wandered, eventually zeroing in on Leon.


  Good. Still drunk.


  “Ah, sorry to bug you…but the front desk told me—“


  “What the hell you want?”


  Leon jacked a thumb over his shoulder. “Is that your town car in the parking lot? The Lincoln? The blue one?”


  Carl’s eyes widened, fear over something he actually cared about. “Why?”


  “Well, crap…I nicked it.” Before Carl detonated, Leon quickly added, “The damage isn’t bad. Really. But…I wanted to track down the owner. Exchange insurance information.”


  “Goddammit! Probably texting or some shit!”


  “No, I was just—”


  “Hang on.” Carl disappeared into the adjoining bedroom. His voice rose, yelling, the only way he knew how to express himself other than with his fists. Leon waited at the open door. That old feeling of exhilaration and danger—interchangeable, can’t have one without the other—electrified him. He’d missed it.


  Then the boy, Kyle, stepped into the doorway. The flesh around his eyes looked swollen from crying, his cheeks splotched. He stared at Leon, apathetic yet curious. Unnervingly quiet. After a lifetime of abuse, not much could rock his world. Innocence lost. Leon knew from experience.


  Leon swallowed, a dry click. “Uh, hi there. I just…” He stopped. He had no words for the boy. Actually, he did, but he wouldn’t say them. It’s a harsh world out there, but the sooner you distance yourself from your family, the better off you’ll be. Your father’s an animal, your mother’s an enabler. Run.


  Leon considered running too, just packing it in. Because he was about to kill Kyle’s dad, add to the boy’s world of anguish. Someday Kyle might understand the nature of abuse, but he couldn’t now. In his eyes, the monsters who raised him also loved him.


  But Leon changed his mind when he carefully studied Kyle’s face. A purple welt blossomed beneath one of the boy’s eyes.


  Bastard. Back to business.


  Carl returned, slippers slapping against his feet. He dropped a hand on Kyle’s mop-top of hair and shoved him back, a man kicking his dog away from the front door. As he barreled past Leon, he left a sickening odor of sweat, alcohol and too much cologne behind. “Let’s go.” Still taking charge, always the one in control.


  Big mistake on his part.


  The sidewalk wove between man-made fountains, oddly placed coconut trees and more fauna than a greenhouse. Leon offered apologies and mundane conversation. Carl responded with an occasional grunt, a disgusted shake of the head.


  Sparse lighting draped the parking lot in shadows. Small globes poked up randomly amongst the cars, nothing more than a night light’s worth of illumination. Apparently the resort’s architect thought security cameras might sully paradise as well. An architect’s idea of a romantic getaway. Great for lovers, even better for what Leon had in mind.


  Carl’s car slanted across two parking spots, a man who didn’t adhere to any rules. Now Leon wished he’d done some actual damage to the town car.


  On his knees, Carl inspected the back end. With a gentle touch—much more than he ever showed his family, no doubt—he caressed the bumper. “Can’t see nothin. But that don’t mean anything, not as goddamn dark as it is out here. Give me your insurance info.”


  Carl’s size worried Leon. He’d had trouble in the past with large men. Although not tall, Carl definitely packed extra weight, muscle hiding behind the blubber. But challenges build fortitude.


  Leon reached into his shirt pocket and withdrew a hypodermic. Carl looked over his shoulder. The needle’s tip disappeared into his neck. “Shit! What the hell’re you doing?”


  Quickly, Leon pocketed the needle. He clamped a hand around Carl’s mouth. His other arm wedged beneath Carl’s chin, attempting to leverage him down to the pavement. Carl stayed planted in his squat. Rather than fighting the laws of physics, Leon improvised. He wrapped both hands around the obese man’s neck and squeezed.


  Fingernails bit into Leon’s hands. Leon tightened his grip, waiting for the drug to kick in.


  Come on, dammit.


  Carl straightened from his crouch, dragging Leon up with him. He tottered, windmilling his arms. Leon held on, clutching the larger man’s throat until the drug finally took effect. Carl twisted and tumbled down to the ground, pinning Leon beneath him. Air blasted from Leon’s lungs. Leon wrapped his legs around the man’s back, trying to roll him off. Carl beat Leon’s shoulders, his arms, unable to put much power into the blows because of their proximity. Teeth snapped next to Leon’s ear, dangerously close. A fist exploded onto Leon’s temple. The dull pain dropped Leon’s arms to the cement.


  Carl’s fight slowed, now gentle taps. With one last heave of his chest, Carl collapsed onto Leon. His snores rattled through Leon’s chest.


  Spent, Leon slumped as well. Three hundred pounds of dead weight nailed him to the ground. The fall, the fight, dizzied him. Almost like he drugged himself. Dread filled his barely lucid mind. He worried his pocketed needle had pricked his chest. Then he remembered he’d capped it. Yet, his eyelids tugged down, stubborn. He forced them open, flexing the eyelids again and again.


  Have to stay awake. Can’t get caught in a romantically dark parking lot, in a lover’s embrace, a bear of a man lying on top of me.


  Hardly the time for it but Leon laughed. The needed adrenaline boost to kick him into gear.


  He heaved back and forth, rocking both their bodies. Inch by overweight inch, Carl slipped off him. For a crucial second, Carl teetered on his side, undecided what direction to take.


  Fwump. He flopped down beside Leon.


  My God.


  Leon mentally slapped himself, added a physical one. He crawled up on shaky legs. Either from Carl’s blows or renewed migraines, his head pounded. Time to worry about a possible concussion later.


  Several deep breaths psyched him up for the demanding task ahead. As he dragged Carl by his wrists to his car, he seriously considered investing in a wheelchair.


  Traversing the wetlands by car took care and time, but dragging a damn big body through the woods proved even more harrowing. Every time a nocturnal creature trilled or twigs snapped, Leon froze. Listening for human (or otherwise) intruders. Still, the wetlands suited Leon’s requirements for body disposal. Icing on the cake if a particularly ravenous crocodile eats the remaining evidence.


  After leaving Carl a couple feet deep in a watery grave, Leon sloshed through the mud to his car. He slumped down in the seat, exhausted, mentally and physically.


  The euphoric high he used to experience while disposing of an abuser hadn’t changed. Oddly enough, it made him feel alive. It dredged up rare emotion, an emotion he couldn’t put a name to. Simply didn’t have the life experience.


  However, the remorse he felt once he’d finished Carl Johannsen was something new. Sort of akin to masturbation guilt; everyone knows it’s a sin, enjoys it anyway, what the hell, pay for the consequences later.


  Maybe it wasn’t remorse, not really. He didn’t particularly feel tormented by disposing of Johannsen. The world would be a happier, safer place without him. But he kept thinking about the son, Kyle. The look in his haunted eyes, a look Leon recognized from his own shattered childhood. When his dad murdered his mother in front of him.


  Leon fired up his car, chunked it into reverse. The tires sucked at the mud, spitting muck onto the windshield. Trying to stay ahead of his thoughts, he drove fast.


  Cruising down Truman Avenue, virtually on autopilot, he mentally replayed the past several hours. Wondering if he’d made any errors. Fully aware he’d hung up his “Back in Business” sign, ready to keep the shop open whenever opportunity rises. Supply and demand. Abusers supply, Leon demands.


  But. He acted stupidly, impulsively. A missing abuser practically screamed Leon’s M.O. Not that the law even knew Leon existed. But LMI would red-flag it, no doubt about it.


  He pulled into the parking lot behind the motel, his car dripping water from the carwash. By the pool, the chain-smoking man carried on his lonely vigil, quietly muttering to himself.


  Leon crawled into bed, but he didn’t sleep. Eventually, he pulled the plug, got up. He sorted through his emergency briefcase, counting his money, memorizing his latest falsified documents (procured for a hefty sum by a rather frightening Cuban man he’d found). Everything good to go at a minute’s notice. Except for a gun. As much as he hated guns, he might be better off with one. His new Cuban acquaintance would be thrilled to help him out.


  With the briefcase tucked beneath his pillow, Leon lay back down again. This time in his jeans and shoes, not comfy whatsoever, but feeling a whole lot safer.


  The guard, ferociously smacking his gum, opened the gate. He handed Cody a folded pair of khakis and a button-down shirt; old man clothes.


  “What the hell am I supposed to do with these, yo?” Cody shoved the clothes back at the guard. “You keep ’em. More your style.”


  The guard sneered, got up in Cody’s face. Onion peeled off his breath, but, damn, if it didn’t smell good. “Like I care. You’ll be back, you losers always come back. But next time? It’ll be a nice, long stay at Leavenworth.”


  Cody really wanted to deck the guy, but probably not the best idea, not on his first day of freedom. “Yeah, whatever. Only loser I see here is you. I’m leavin’ this shithole. You’re still stuck here, making what, nine bucks an hour?”


  Cody hit the sweet spot, one of his talents. The guard pinched his lips tight. He patted the gun at his side, showing off his pocket cock. “I’ll remember you said that, Grainger. Next time…next time.”


  “Whatever.” Cody brushed by him, bumping Johnny Law’s shoulder. “And guess what, dumb-ass? My real name’s not even Grainger. But you guys are too stupid to figure that out.”


  As the guard pulled the gate closed, he hooked his fingers through the chain-links. “Doesn’t matter what your name is. ‘Punk-ass bitch’ suits you just fine. We’ll meet again…bitch.”


  “Yeah, in your dreams, dick-head. In your dreams…” Cody kicked the fence. The guard hopped back, forcing a laugh. But Cody knew he’d scared him, straight up.


  As Cody walked down the drive, the guard’s laughter receded. Sure, the guard pissed him off, but he wasn’t gonna show it. Sacking up, he tossed his shoulders back, dug his hands into his hoodie pockets. It didn’t take him long to find his rhythm, his strut; you never forget things that come naturally.


  All in all, he felt pretty damn good, no sense in letting an asshole rent-a-guard bring him down. Four months in Leavenworth had been easy-peasy, a cakewalk. It could’ve been a lot worse. Especially if they’d found out he was the “Denver Decapitator.” But these Kansas clowns couldn’t find an elephant in a circus. Instead, they stood around pissing in the wind, wondering why the stream kept coming back on them. Idiots. All they got him for was jacking a car. Him, Cody Spangler, the goddamned Denver Decapitator. Friggin’ Jack the Ripper in their hands and they just patted him on the back and let him mosey right out the door. With old man clothes. Laters.


  He fired up a fresh cig. Not the usual stale ones he had to settle for on the inside either, but a gift from his crew. The smoke filled his lungs, tasted great, almost as great as freedom.


  In prison, it hadn’t taken him long to get his crew on board. A few days in, a couple jackasses tried to make him their bitch. Several broken noses later, all romantic notions went out the window. Eventually, everyone started sucking up to him, giving him food, turning to him for protection. Hell, had he been inside longer, he’d be running the place. Cody Spangler, Prison President. Had a nice ring to it, really, but one he didn’t care to hear toll. He preferred to live in the here and now, none of that fantasy crap for him. Especially now that freedom beckoned.


  Down the driveway, a soot-covered bus stopped and parked along the curb. Smoke coughed out of the exhaust pipe. The dark, grey windows looked less than inviting, hardly a new beginning worthy of him. And, really, he didn’t have any plans, let alone a new beginning. Just fifty bucks in his pocket, a half-pack of smokes, and the clothes he had when they locked him up. And they smelled pretty ripe at that. Hardly babe-bait, the first thing on his mind.


  Maybe the time had come to ditch Kansas, leave the backwoods state far behind. He wouldn’t miss it. Hell, he’d never wanted to be in Kansas in the first place. Goddamn Wyngarden put him here for his own reasons. But he’d put Wyngarden in his place, a six feet under place. Cody grinned at the memory.


  The bus driver chuffed open the door, an asthmatic wheeze. “C’mon, kid, get in already. I might be gettin’ prettier but I ain’t gettin’ any younger.” What a joke. The driver looked anything but pretty. Saggy and dumpier than a bag of potatoes, maybe. And probably a mother. A familiar sensation crawled over Cody, marching ants from head to groin. He bet the driver was a bad mother. They all are. Mistreating their kids, only caring about themselves. Like his mother, the dog killer. Killer of his beloved pet and only friend. Even his miserable childhood of orphanages, foster homes and nasty nuns was better than ever seeing his mother again.


  Inspired, Cody imagined the bus driver’s detached head, tucked under his arm like a bowling ball. So warm, so wet with blood, so…


  Down the road, a long black bullet trailed dust. A limousine soared into the prison drive, bouncing to a halt several hundred feet from Cody. The engine clicked and tinked. From the driver’s side, a guy stepped out, dressed in a crisply black suit. Tall, thin, possibly Asian, hard to tell with his face-hugging sunglasses.


  “Mr. Spangler?” The driver fussed with his jacket’s buttons, attempting to hook a loose runaway.


  “Who’s askin’?”


  He flashed a dentist-bought smile. “My employer would like to have a word with you.” He stepped toward the back of the limo and opened the door.


  What the hell? Ever since the LMI throw down, Cody’d been wary of strangers offering gifts. Then again, most of his life he’d ridden a streak of good luck, always had. Maybe the rep he’d nurtured in prison had reached beyond the walls. Someone recognizing his talent, his artistry.


  Behind him, the bus driver called out, “You comin’?”


  Easy choice. “Not today. Treat your kids good or karma’s gonna bite you in the ass, yo.”


  She snorted, shook her head, and closed the door.


  With windows black as night (no doubt intentionally so), Cody couldn’t see inside the limo. The driver didn’t say a word, just stood there. Looking waxy, a mannequin with a permanent smile.


  No problem, whatever. Cody knew he could take the driver if he had to. And any guy dainty enough to be chauffeured in a limo probably had never thrown down in his life. Afraid to scuff up his manicure or something.


  Cody feigned a punch at the driver’s face, hoping for a reaction. Nothing, not a flinch, just his damn smile. “Goddamn Buckingham Palace guard, yo.”


  As Cody slid into the limo, the fully stocked bar snagged his attention. Priorities. Then he noticed the passenger.


  Summers. “Goddamn son-of-a-whore!” Rage propelled Cody across the seat. His hands found Summers’ thin neck. “Gonna kill your ass!” Blood colored Summers’ cheeks, his forehead, heat practically emanating off him. But it didn’t come close to Cody’s fire.


  Summers. The LMI dick who’d first recruited Cody last year.


  Like a cat hacking up a hairball, Summers coughed. He yanked up his ever-present briefcase, an ineffectual shield. Cody clutched harder, wringing tears from the gaunt man’s eyes. “Son-of-a-bitch! I’m gonna—”


  Something clonked Cody’s temple, returned a second time. Cody tumbled back onto the bench seat facing Summers. The driver folded into the limo, gun butt raised in his hand, primed to deliver another crack. “Cool it, hotshot.”


  It didn’t deter Cody. Roaring, he elbowed the driver back outside. This time he’d finish Summers.


  “Stop. Wait, Mr. Spangler!” Summers’ voice pitched high. His briefcase batted at Cody. “Stop!”


  “Kill you! Gonna—”


  Swump.


  Another bash of the gun butt to Cody’s head didn’t slow him. His fingers tightened around Summers’ throat.


  Click.


  The cold metal pressing into his skull, however, did the trick.


  Cody shoved Summers back onto the seat, raised his hands. The driver prodded the gun, tapping Cody’s head. “You done now?”


  Cody flumped down in the seat, his arms folded. He spat at Summers’ feet. “What the fuck is this? You gonna kill me, Summers? Good luck with that, bitch!”


  Still coughing, Summers raised a hand. The driver held the gun steady. Cody thought about rushing him. But bullets trump human speed every time, something he learned last year. Wait for an advantage, play it cool for now. Like he always does.


  “No, Mr. Spangler…I’m not here…to kill you.” Reclaiming his balls (part of them, at least), Summers straightened, slowly caressing his tie. “I…we…have a business proposition for you.”


  “A business…what the hell you talkin’ ’bout? Leon and me, we crushed LMI.” Cody smacked a fist into a palm, then waved finger shrapnel. “Boom. Out of bidness!”


  “Well…yes and no.”


  Cryptic as always. Cody hated Summers’ type, much preferred an in-your-face attitude. Damn buzzard never said anything straight up. “Just say what you want, Summers. Quit beatin’ ’round bushes.” Cody jerked his head toward the driver. “Call off your boy.”


  “I don’t think so. Not yet anyway.” Summers positioned his briefcase beneath his pointy chin, a security blanket. A slow grin burned, his cadaverous cheekbones rising. Back in his element. “Call it…insurance.”


  “Quit the damn drama, yo. No commercial breaks here.”


  Summers leaned back, shadows obscuring his eyes. “Same charming manner as always, Mr. Spangler.”


  Cody nodded in agreement.


  “All I ask is five minutes of your time. Hear me out.” The tip of Summers’ tongue crawled out, licked his lips. Hungry for carrion. “Then should you choose to leave, you’ll be free to go.” He gestured toward the door, rotating his hand, voguing like a damn model.


  “Bullshit, Summers! It’s the same crap I heard last time you hooked me up with LMI. And how’d that work out for ya’?”


  “This time things are…ah, how do we say…” He tapped a finger across his bottom lip. “Let’s just say things are different. I believe you’ll like what I have to offer you.”


  Still grinning, the driver slid onto the seat next to Cody. So close Cody could snatch his gun. But some daredevil heights are too tall to climb. “Hi there. I’m Bob.”


  “Damn, Bob, if we’re gettin’ all cozy here, the least you can do is buy me a drink.” Cody gestured toward the bar.


  With a sigh, Summers’ said, “Go ahead.”


  Bent over, Bob hobbled to the bar. Apparently, the selection stumped him as his hand wavered over the line of bottles.


  “Just give me a damn bottle, don’t care what. Been a while since I had a drink.”


  Summers nodded. Bob handed Cody a bottle of whiskey. Cody chugged a good portion, knowing he’d need it. A dying man’s last supper. Upon release, the bottle made a hollow flump. “That’s the shit, yo. Now what kinda’ shit you tryin’ to sell me?”


  “Not selling. Buying. Mr. Spangler, you and Mr. Garber perpetrated a lot of extensive damage to our corporation last year. Rather than considering it a loss, we seized it as a business opportunity. Our management consultants weighed the pros and cons, considered the black and red options. We’ve…shall we say, restructured. It’s still the fine, lucrative organization it’s always been. Only stronger, better. Now, I’m the first to admit that Mr. Wyngarden and his, ah…‘game-playing’,” Summers’ finger quotes looked about as natural as Astroturf, “were detrimental to our long-range goals and twenty year plan. But…you put an end to his personal agendas and amusement.”


  “Damn straight, yo.”


  “Yes, well…for Mr. Wyngarden’s actions, you have LMI’s deepest, most sincere apologies. Wyngarden acted as a loose cannon, a free agent. What he ordered was not dictated by our board of directors or president.” Summers’ hands spread, palms up: all cards on the table.


  Cody didn’t buy it, not for a minute. “Yeah, eat it, Summers. You guys were using us, having us kill people to—whaddaya call it—further your political deal.”


  “That may’ve been so in the past. But I guarantee you we’ve tightened our scruples, formalized a new business model, secured stronger benefits and higher security for our clientele, adopted an extremely stable vision plan—”


  Cody dropped his eyelids, fake snored. “Wha? Damn, sorry, musta’ dozed off. You say somethin’? All I remember is a buncha’ buzz words meanin’ nothing. What’s any of this crap got to do with me?”


  Summers sagged into the upholstery. “I’m trying to reach that salient point.”


  “How ’bout you reach a little faster?” Swig. Tumph. The alcohol burned nice and toasty in Cody’s chest. Stoking his fires with a shovelful of liquid courage. Amping him up to make a move.


  “Let me ask you this, Mr. Spangler…” One of Summers’ eyebrows raised. “…did we ever ask you to eliminate someone you didn’t want to?”


  Actually, a damn good question. Last year, Wyngarden had admitted that’s what LMI was all about: tricking the Like-Minded Individuals into whacking people for the company’s personal gain. But, really, during the short time Cody’d been with LMI, they’d never once told him who to take out. Well, they told him to kill Leon, but that he understood. Just business. Maybe they’d used Leon (dude was way gullible) and the others; never him. Nobody ever takes advantage of Cody Spangler. Impossible, no way. Still, Summers was laying the whole blame at Wyngarden’s fat and blood-covered feet. He smelled bullshit and told Summers as much.


  “Of course we’d never be so brazen as to ask someone of your stellar talents to eliminate someone not of your choosing. I’m telling you the truth, Mr. Spangler.” Summers held up three fingers, a scout salute or something. Cody doubted Summers had ever camped anywhere not artificially climate-controlled. “And to demonstrate that LMI has a new face, a new corporate model, I’ve been instructed to make you an offer.”


  Showtime. Now or never. In two quick moves, Cody could smash the bottle over the chauffeur’s head, swing around and cut a second mouth into Summers’ throat.


  All in, Cody whipped the bottle up.


  Snack, snick.


  Bob released the latches on a second briefcase. Cody dropped the bottle.


  The briefcase held more green than a forest, all planted in nice, neat rows of riches.


  Cody tried to be cool. His audible gulp sounded embarrassing enough, strictly amateur hour. “What? You givin’ me mega-bank?”


  Summers grinned with baited teeth, trying to reel in Cody. “Precisely. And there’ll be more…much more…where this comes from.”


  “Yo, Santa Claus, check it…I’ve been on the naughty list. As in ‘bad ass’ list. Maybe you didn’t check it twice. What’s the 411?”


  “Yes, well, assuming by ‘411,’ you’re asking me why we’d grant you this cash reward? We want to offer you a position with LMI.”


  “Say that again.”


  “You heard me, Mr. Spangler.” Satisfied, Summers settled back, crossed his legs, tented his fingers beneath his chin. “We’d like to offer you a position, a very well-paying, highly respectable position.”


  “Yeah, right. You dicks ‘hired’ me last year to—”


  “It’s very different this time. Our last unfortunate…ah, business collaboration proved disastrous. But that’s because we underestimated you, hired you as a means to an end. Whereas you are now the end.”


  Cody understood none of this. He suspected Summers still hid behind the truth, camouflaging it with fancy-ass business-speak. But one thing Cody did understand: Respect. Finally, LMI wanted to give up the proper respect he’d rightly earned. Damn straight. “What I gotta do?”


  “It’s quite simple, really. We need you to find Mr. Garber. And eliminate the problem.”


  Boom. Finally Summers said it, not that it really came as a shock. LMI always plays games, pitting everyone against one another. Predictable as hell. “You’re outta’ your fuckin’ mind, yo.” Bob snorted. Summers shot him a look, a wait ’til I get you home look. “This is the same damn ‘job’ Wyngarden wanted me to do last year. And it ain’t as easy as it sounds. The old man’s tricky, more damn lives than a cat. Besides…why the hell would I wanna’ do it anyway? I got no grudge with Garber. You got a ton of other guys. Get one of them to do it.”


  “Ah, but, Mr. Spangler, we need someone with your specific set of skills, your talent. And, yes, your art.”


  Not only did that scratch Cody’s itch, it soothed like a salve. Music to his ears. Good music, too, not that tired jazz crap Garber likes. Head-stoking metal rap.


  “No one knows the mind-set of Leon Garber better than you do, Mr. Spangler. You’ve spent more time with him than anyone.”


  What, a week? But Cody knew all Like-Minded Individuals were lone wolves, the only way to howl. A week was probably a long time in LMI years.


  “You know what Mr. Garber thinks, how he reacts…where he’s hiding.”


  “I got the chops to take Garber down, fo’ realz, but, again, why would I want to?”


  Summers fluttered his eyebrows, his face drawing down into phony empathy. Not a good look. “Honestly, Mr. Spangler…have you forgotten what Garber did to you? Why you spent the last four months in prison? That’s not how friends treat one another.”


  True, Garber manipulated the situation to get Cody busted. Basically planted a gun in Cody’s hands and cried wolf until the mall’s rent-a-cops took notice. But, while locked up behind prison walls, Cody’d spent a lot of time wrapping his head around Leon’s actions, justifying them. Seeking sunshine where it couldn’t possibly shine. For a while, he thought Leon (in his own crazy-ass way) believed he was actually helping Cody. The postcard Leon had sent, the one with the dog, had sealed the deal. But now, outside in the free world, none of it made sense. Bastard sent him to jail, no denial. Even with this realization, though, Cody still trusted Leon more than Summers.


  “The old man said he was trying to help me, yo. He—”


  “Really, Mr. Spangler…” Summers pursed his lips, a holier than thou approach that pissed Cody off. “…how can you say he was trying to help you? He framed you. And where did he go? He’s somewhere living very comfortably, playing you for the fool. He’s certainly no friend of yours. Whereas, we at LMI, take you very seriously. We admire your formidable talents. It takes quite a man to inflict the damage you did. We’re offering you a new home, Mr. Spangler. One where you’ll be respected, treated as a valuable commodity.”


  The magic word again. Respect. Something Garber clearly had none of for Cody. Old man gave him a one-way ticket to jail. Why? For kicks? Laughs?


  Cody felt the game starting again. It’s so on, Garber. Feel me comin’ for ya?


  “Well? What say you, Mr. Spangler?”


  “I’m thinkin’.” Cody wasn’t quite ready to sign on board just yet. Unlike last time, he wanted everything straight up. “What happens after I do Garber for you? You guys gonna kick me to the curb like a hooker or something?”


  “Not at all. As I said…we consider you an extremely important commodity, one we want to place in a full-time position.”


  “How much green we talkin’?”


  Summers slipped into shark-smile mode again. Maybe Cody needed to brush up on his poker face. “Five hundred thousand dollars in the case is yours now. Just for saying ‘yes.’ After that, you’ll be supplied a very, ah, comfortable monthly salary of $100,000.”


  Now Cody felt his poker face melt away. A smile tugged at his cheeks, impossible to stop. No wonder the chauffer wore a permanent dumb-ass grin. LMI was offering more cash than he’d ever seen before. He wanted to swim in it like that rich, comic-book duck, what’s his name. “Tell me again why you want the old man gone. Why not just let him hide the rest of his life. He’s probably got, what, only ten years left anyway.”


  “Yes, ahem, he’s only forty, Mr. Spangler. Regardless, to answer your question, he’s a liability. One who we, at LMI, don’t suffer lightly. He’s already shown, along with your help, naturally, what he can do. And we have reason to believe he’s not done seeking vengeance upon LMI. Misguided though it may be, of course.”


  “Yeah, whatever, of course.” Cody rattled the words off just to say something. His mind wandered, already mentally spending the money.


  “He’s the kind of man our research shows doesn’t give up. The kind who—”


  Bla, bla, bla. Summers blathered on about the wonderful qualities of Leon Garber who Cody now considered less than wonderful. He sure as hell wasn’t a half million dollars worth of wonderful. That serious cash could buy a shit-load of wonderful.


  First, though, Cody needed certain conditions met. Not because of feelings for Garber or anything pussy like that. No, this time LMI was going to play by his rules; his way or the highway.


  “Fine, Summers, you got a deal. But…” Cody stuck an imposing finger up. “…we’re gonna do things differently. My way. And I’ve got some, whaddaya call ’em, terms you gotta’ meet.”


  Summers dragged out a long sigh. Taking Cody seriously as he deserved. “What might these ‘terms’ be?”


  “Okay, first, no more of your damn games. No more lies. You want me to find the old man for you? Fine. But I ain’t doin’ it alone and unlike last time you guys need to have my back.”


  “But, of course. We’ve already chosen several of our best—well, surviving, that is—‘business process outsourcers’ to aid you in—”


  “Fine, whatever. Just make sure they know I’m boss. No cowboy crap from them.”


  “You’re the boss.”


  It sounded good, spine-jinglingly great. Cody’d never been the boss before. Sure, he’d been self-employed, but ordering his own minions around? Heaven. “Bet yer ass I’m the boss. Okay, two more conditions…”


  “I’m waiting with eager anticipation, Mr. Spangler.” Frankly, he sounded less than eager, the smarmy dick. Didn’t matter. He’d have Summers sucking up soon enough, practically worshipping at the altar of Cody’s ass. Because Cody had mad negotiating skills. The way he did everything. With killer style.


  “I want a kick-ass office with a bar, my own bathroom, the works.” Bob tittered, but Cody shut him down with a stern glare. Time for his day of respect, yo. “And I want a hot blonde for a receptionist. Nothing too milfy, though.”


  Summers groaned, no doubt blown away by Cody’s professionalism.


  Chapter Two


  Water lapped at Leon’s feet as he pounded the surf. Troubled thoughts chased him, paranoia riding shotgun. It’d only been a day since he’d dispatched Carl. Any time now, the investigation would sweep in like one of the Keys’ unexpected tropical storms. Fast, fierce and yielding catastrophic results.


  Out of breath, he stopped and bent over. Every day he strove to belt out five miles along the beach. Some days he even hit the target. Physically, he’d never been in better shape. His legs had become sinewy, muscular. His encroaching middle-aged spread had vanished. But emotionally he felt vulnerable and weak. He shouldn’t have killed Carl, a stupid risk not worth the fleeting pleasure. Even if the guy deserved it.


  Several minutes after Leon clocked in for the afternoon shift at the Conch, the parade began. Carl’s wife, hiding behind a large hat and sunglasses, had already fallen into the role of the shell-shocked, mourning widow. She moved slowly and stiffly, possibly medicated. Kyle, shuffling behind at his mother’s flats, displayed a child’s natural curiosity, everything fascinating. Too young to understand the unfolding drama, possibly relieved dear Daddy had taken a runner. Bringing up the rear were two men, sweltering in their sports jackets, very much out-of-place at pool-side. Very much detectives.


  They weren’t the only ones feeling the heat. Leon attacked the bar’s dirty glasses, polishing them with fervor. Occasionally he glanced at the table where the entourage had settled.


  Mrs. Johannsen’s voice rose, high-pitched and dramatic. She honked into a detective-supplied handkerchief, her hand throttling the air with operatic flair. Hunched over the table, the detectives spoke quietly, in compassionate mode. Kyle’s gaze wandered, seeking distraction. He found it in Leon.


  Earlier, Leon had worked hard to change his appearance. His long hair was now gelled back, a shade darker courtesy of a box of hair dye (not trying to cover-up the specks of grey, of course). He’d ditched the heavy-framed glasses he’d worn while paying Carl a visit.


  But children see things adults often overlook.


  The boy raised his hand, the tiniest of casual waves. Leon knew, absolutely so, Kyle recognized him.


  He debated waving back. Considered ignoring Kyle. He split the decision, nodded and smiled at Kyle. Just enough to get him to lower his hand.


  If the detectives saw the interaction, they paid no notice. Mrs. Johannsen’s theatrics held them in thrall.


  Regardless, Florida was getting too hot this time of year anyway. Scorching hot. Leon felt a sudden stomach bug crawling his way, quite a shame. His boss, an easily irritable kid fresh out of college, wouldn’t like it. Tough.


  His mind made up, Leon plucked the money from the register to hand in along with his resignation.


  Not fast enough. One of the detectives caught Leon’s eye and stood. He walked slowly toward Leon, obsessively tucking his shirt tail into his pants.


  At the bar, the detective slapped a hand down and sighed. “Evenin’.”


  “Hey. What can I get you?” Playing ignorant usually worked. Not so much with cops, though.


  “Just wanna’ have a little chat.” He flashed a badge, snapped it shut before Leon could see it. “What’s your name?”


  “Oh. Mark Slater.” Sweat greased Leon’s palm. He offered it anyway, something he hated doing but recognized as a necessary evil to maintain cover in a touchy-feely world. His hand practically slid off the detective’s upon contact.


  “Yeah, anyway…” The cop inched a photo across the bar. “Seen this guy?”


  The photo showed Johannsen with his arm around his wife; grinning in a “Call me Carl!” manner. Husband of the year, irredeemable abuser. Leon’s regrets dissolved. No matter the consequences, the monster deserved his fate.


  Leon cocked his head, Mr. Indifference. “Yeah, think so. He was out here…what, yesterday, maybe…or the day before.” His shoulders pinched up in a half-shrug. “Hard to say. These guys all look alike after a while.”


  “But you remember him?”


  “Sure, I guess so.” Never offer too much info. Cops are suspicious of people who’re great at remembering details. “Why? What’d he do?”


  The cop smirked, impossible to decipher. “He didn’t do anything. Think hard. When was he here? At the bar?”


  “Two days ago, I guess.”


  “‘You guess.’ That the best you got?”


  “Okay, yeah, sure, I remember him.”


  “Why?”


  “Huh?”


  “What was it about him you remember?”


  “Well…he
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