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To my wife and best friend, Denise







The seventy-first spirit is Dantalion.

He is a great and mighty duke, who governs 36 legions of spirits. He appears in the form of a man with many countenances, all men’s and all women’s faces. Dantalion knows the thoughts of all men and women, and can change them at will.

—The Goetia: The Lesser Key of Solomon the King
 A. Crowley




Hell is empty and all the devils are here.

—The Tempest, act 1, scene 2
 William Shakespeare
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Prologue



CAITLIN MOORE OPENED THE DOOR TO HER LIVING ROOM AND stepped into Hell.

Or that’s how it seemed to her for the remaining three minutes and twenty-seven seconds of her life.

The clock began ticking when she pushed the door to with a nudge of her hip and reached for the light switch with an expertly aimed elbow. It was the usual Friday evening routine. Coming home from high school with her arms filled with books and test papers for marking, she could hit the switch every time.

Except this time the click of the switch didn’t correspond with the usual blinking and averting of her face while her eyes adjusted themselves to the glare.

Not to be outdone, she hit the switch a second time.

Blackness prevailed.

“Goddamnit,” she muttered under her breath, swinging to place the papers down on the cabinet next to the door.

It was the creaking of the easy chair next to the TV that made her pause.


“Are you awake, Nate? How about giving me a hand here? The power’s down.”

Nathaniel Moore was also a teacher at Miami’s Collinwood High. But unlike Caitlin, her husband was a track coach and didn’t have to endure the Friday evening tedium of the faculty meeting. He always got away three hours earlier, picked up Cassie from the sitter, and arrived home. Once Cassie was tucked up in bed, and a couple of Jack Daniel’s were residing in his belly, Nate would doze in front of the wide screen with the Discovery Channel doing its best to cover his snores.

Routine.

“Nate?”

But tonight’s routine was blasted into smithereens.

There’d be no supper. No cuddling on the settee while watching a late movie. No fondling their way to bed where a rejuvenated Nate would prove he was still a jock when it came to stamina-based sports.

“Hello, Caitlin.”

The voice was soft, but it was enough to shock her to the core. She jerked, her spine knocking on the cabinet, papers spilling from the pile. That wasn’t the voice of her husband.

It wasn’t the voice of anyone she knew.

The easy chair creaked again, and there was a shifting of the darkness around her, and Caitlin realized that the owner of the mystery voice was on the move.

She almost turned for the door.

Then she remembered Cassie.

Eight-year-old Cassie would be asleep in her room. If Caitlin ran, what would happen to Cassie? What had happened to Nate?

A flashlight was thumbed on, the beam stark in Caitlin’s eyes. She croaked, throwing an arm across her face.

There was that rush of movement again and a hand clamped on her throat. The fingers were long and slim, but they felt like steel where they dug into her flesh. Caitlin’s lungs bucked in her chest.

She had no way of resisting. Air gone, she didn’t have the strength or the will to fight. She was turned in a lazy circle, then ushered to the center of the room. Sparks popped and fizzed behind her eyelids. Without air she’d be unconscious within seconds. Then the fingers were gone from her throat and she was retching: gag reflex on over-drive.

“Hello, Caitlin,” the voice said again.

“Who…who are you?” Caitlin gasped. “What do you want?”

The light was still in her eyes. She couldn’t make out the figure behind its beam. Did she know the voice after all?

“I want to give you a choice.”

The flashlight went off and darkness slapped its hood over Caitlin’s head. Around her a breeze eddied. The stranger was on the move again. Caitlin swung with the breeze, trying to determine where the stranger was now.

“Do you love your family, Caitlin?” The voice was barely more than a whisper.

“More than anything,” Caitlin bleated. “Please! Don’t hurt them. I’ll do anything you say.”

“Anything?” the voice asked, sounding strangely disturbed. “You’d debase yourself for them? You’d lie down and give yourself to a stranger?”

“Anything,” Caitlin sobbed. “Money! You want money? I’ll get you money.”

“I don’t want money,” the voice said, “nor do I want your sex.”

“Then what? What do you want?”

“I told you. I want to give you a choice.”

There was a metallic click above her. A bulb being turned in its holder. Pearlescent light bathed the room.


And Caitlin saw the figure and knew that her life could now be counted in seconds.

He was tall. Slim almost to the point of emaciation. His face was too pale, a wax mask that made Caitlin think of a reflection in a steamed-over mirror. His hair was silk-fine, as pale as his skin, and hung to his shoulders beneath the wide, circular brim of a hat. His coat was shabby: a long, ankle-brushing raincoat that was missing all but the topmost button. A thin silver chain looped from one side to the other, where something bulged in the pocket. On his feet were grimy deck shoes that were threadbare where his overlong toenails pushed against the material.

The stranger had that look about him that spoke of sleeping under cardboard, drinking from bottles concealed within brown paper bags, and ranting at alcohol-induced phantoms.

But Caitlin knew: This was no street person who’d found access to her home. This man was the type that even the hardiest of the streetwise shunned.

Two things told her.

One, the silenced pistol he held loosely in his hand.

Two, the stone-killer intensity of his eyes.

“I’m going to give you a choice,” the man offered again. “Who will you save, Caitlin? Nate or Cassandra?”

Caitlin followed his gaze. On the opposite side of the room, two wooden chairs had been dragged from the kitchen. In them sat the people she loved most in the world.

Caitlin croaked. Not knowing which of their names to call first. Nate was bound and gagged. He strained at his bonds, his eyes huge. In contrast Cassandra was very still, her features lax.

A wail swelled in Caitlin’s throat.

“Make your choice, Caitlin,” whispered the man.

How could she? How could she? How…


“Cassandra has been anesthetized,” the stranger said. “If you choose Nathaniel she will never know. Do I kill her, Caitlin?”

Nate’s veins were standing out on his temples like blue ropes. He was shaking his head in denial. Caitlin met his eyes and he sank back in the chair.

“Please,” Caitlin said, “don’t harm our daughter.”

The stranger nodded. Then shot Nate in the forehead.

“You made the best choice. Your child will be safe now, Caitlin. You can rest easy.”

Then the stranger lifted the gun to Caitlin’s face.
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SOMETIMES YOU MAKE RASH DECISIONS THAT YOU INSTANTLY regret. Then you just have to take the consequences and go with the flow.

Like when I walked into Shuggie’s Shack—a roadhouse north of Tampa, Florida—and parked myself on a stool at the corner of the warped and stained bar.

Shuggie’s was the kind of place that self-respecting souls avoid unless they’re dragged inside by the hair. The tables were planks nailed to barrels, seats 1970s retro vinyl from the first time around. The atmosphere was redolent of beer fumes, cigarette smoke, and the stench of unwashed bodies. Tattoos seemed to be the order of the day. Muscles and hair, too. And that was just the women.

You finish your meal of grease over easy, and the kind of gratuity you offer the staff is thanks that you get out with your face still intact.

I was made as a cop by every man, woman, and beast in the place within the time it took me to catch the bartender’s eye and nod him over. Every last one of them was wrong, but I wasn’t averse to letting them wonder.


“Beer,” I said. There didn’t seem to be any other choice. It was that or chance the brown liquid masquerading as liquor in the dusty bottles arranged on the shelf behind the cash register.

The bartender moved toward me reluctantly. He glanced around his clientele, as if by serving me he was betraying their creed. Not that he looked the type to worry about people’s feelings. He was a massive man in one of those cutoff leather vests designed to show the size of his biceps. He had a black star inked into the rough skin beneath his right eye, and a scar that parted his bottom lip and ended somewhere in the braided beard on his chin.

“Don’t want no trouble in here, mister,” he said as he set down a beer in front of me. “You’d best drink up and get on your way.”

Holding his gaze, I asked, “Is that what you call southern hospitality round here?”

“No,” he sneered. “In these parts we call that good advice.”

Besides the long hours I’d already put in at the wheel since leaving Tampa, I could foresee a long night. A relaxing drink would have helped my mood. Maybe a little pleasant conversation, too. Didn’t look like I was going to find either in here.

“Thanks for the heads-up,” I said.

Flicking dollars on the bar, I stood up and walked away, carrying my drink. It felt warm in the glass. Conversely, the barkeep’s gaze on the back of my head was like ice.

Passing a group of men sitting at a table, I inclined my chin at them. True to form, I was regarded with the dead eyes of men wary of the law. One of them shivered his overdeveloped pectoral muscles at me and they all sniggered.

In the back corner of the bar sat a man as incongruous with this setting as I was. A small, birdlike man with nervous eyes and a way of oozing sweat through his hair without it moisturizing the dry skin on his forehead. His right hand was in continuous motion, as though fiddling with something small in his palm. I may have caught a flash of metal, but his hand dipped to his coat pocket and it was gone.

Without asking, I placed my beer down and took the chair alongside him. The barrel made it awkward to sprawl, so I leaned forward and placed my elbows on the planks. I turned and studied the man, but he continued to watch the barroom as though fearful of who might walk in the door next.

“When you said I’d know you when I got here, I see what you mean,” I said. “You don’t strike me as the type who hangs out in biker bars.”

“We agreed on this place for that very reason,” the man said. “It isn’t as if anyone I know is going to be here.”

“It wasn’t a good idea,” I told him. “If you wanted anonymity, you should have chosen someplace where you’d blend in. Where we’d blend in. Check it out; we’re on everyone’s radar.”

Maybe the bartender’s advice wasn’t so bad after all.

“We should go,” I told him.

The men gathered at the table further along had turned their attention to the spectacle we presented sitting in their midst. They didn’t seem pleased, as if we spoiled the ambient testosterone.

The man wasn’t listening. He dropped a hand from the table and dug beneath a folded newspaper. I saw the corner of an envelope.

“Everything you need is in there.” He quickly grabbed at his drink, taking a nervous gulp. “The balance will be paid as soon as I get the proof that Bradley Jorgenson is no longer a threat to me or any of my family.”

Sighing at his amateurish game of subterfuge, I left my arms resting on the table. It gave me cover for when I dipped my right hand under my coat and caressed the butt of my SIG Sauer P228.

“I’m not sure I want the job,” I said to him.

The man stiffened.


“I’m not who you were expecting,” I said.

He finally glanced at me, and I knew what he was thinking: Is this a setup? Was I a cop, like everyone in the damn bar thought?

“You can relax, Mr. Dean. I’m Joe Hunter.” I folded my fingers round the butt of my gun, placing my index finger alongside the trigger guard. “What I mean is I’m not a hit man.”

“Jared Rington told me that you would help,” Richard Dean whispered harshly.

“I will help,” I reassured him. “I’ll get your daughter away from Jorgenson. But I’m not going to kill the man without any proof that he’s a danger to her.”

Dean nodded his head down at the envelope. “Take it. You’ll see what I mean. All the proof is there. Everything you’ll ever need.”

There was movement among the men at the next table. One man with jailhouse tats stood up. He picked up his beer, held it loosely in his hand, gave me a look that said we’d outstayed our welcome. He sniffed loudly, then jerked his head at the two men nearest him.

Oblivious, Dean said, “Please, Mr. Hunter, I need you to get my daughter away from that monster. If it means killing him to do that…well…I’ll pay you any price you want.”

“Pass me the envelope,” I told him, “under the table. I’ve got your phone number. I’ll be in touch with you, let you know my decision.”

Dean had panic in his eyes. Whether it was about relinquishing the cash already in the envelope without a firm agreement or because there was a real possibility I was going to do as he asked, his nerves got a grip on him. He wavered, his fingers plucking at moisture on his glass.

“Two seconds and the deal is off,” I warned him.

That said, he quickly slipped the envelope into my outstretched left hand.


“Okay. Now go.”

He opened his mouth to speak and I gave a slight shake of my head. Suddenly he was aware of the Aryan Brotherhood approaching us. Coughing his excuses, he started from his seat, dodging round the tattooed man and his two compadres. They heckled him but allowed the little man to go.

Pushing the envelope into my waistband, I stood up.

“I’m going, guys. You can relax.”

The man with the jailhouse tats barred my way. He lifted a grimy, nicotine-stained finger to my chest.

“You ain’t welcome here.”

“Didn’t you hear what I just said?”

“Don’t think I did. What’s that funny accent?”

I get remarks like that occasionally. Comes with being English. And northern to boot.

“Look, guys, you’ve caught me in an awkward predicament,” I said to Tats. “You don’t want me here; I don’t want to be here. Truth is, normally I wouldn’t sully myself by entering a shithole like this. But here I am.”

My words had the desired effect.

I got a laugh.

Stepping forward, I found they parted for me.

That should have been it. Playing on the paradox of self-deprecating humor, I should have got myself out of Shuggie’s Shack and there’d have been no injuries. Only two things got in the way.

First, Tats’s question: “What’d that little freak hand you under the table?”

Second was the surly mood I’d been in when I arrived. Which wasn’t helped by the bullshit Richard Dean had subsequently laid on me.

“None of your fucking business,” I told him.


The jukebox was spitting out heavy rock music. Ear-jarring stuff, but expected in a place like this. It played on. If there’d been a pianist in the bar he’d have stopped at that moment.

“You’re in my place,” Tats pointed out. “That makes it my business.”

“Oh, so you must be Shuggie, then?” I swept my gaze around the barroom. Shook my head at what I saw. “You know, dump like this, you should be ashamed of yourself.”

“I ain’t Shuggie, asshole. And that ain’t what I meant.”

“Yeah, I know what you meant.”

“I own this place. I own what goes on under this roof.” He stuck out his grimy hand a second time. “Hand it over.”

I shrugged.

“Okay.”

The SIG was between his eyes before the smirk had fully formed on his lips.

Chairs scraped and there was a chorus of shouts as just about everyone leaped to their feet, pulling out guns of their own. A couple of the more delicate customers headed for shelter.

It was like Defcon Five had just been announced and anarchy was the new world order.

It kind of matched my mood.

“This is how it’s going to be,” I said. My words were for everyone in the room. “Everyone relaxes, puts away their weapons, and gets the hell out of my way. The alternative is that Biker Boy will be throwing his very own wake in the near future.”

“He ain’t but one fucking pussy,” an anonymous voice shouted from out of the crowd. “We can take him.”

“One pussy with a gun at your stinking boss’s head,” I reminded the shouter. Turning my attention to Tats, I asked him, “How would you like things to go? Bit of a party animal, I guess. Should be a good turnout for your wake.”


“Put down your goddamn guns,” Tats yelled. “Any of you muthas get itchy fingers, you gonna answer to me!”

Smiling at him, I grabbed a handful of his denim cutoff.

“Me and you are going to walk out of here together,” I told him.

He was shorter than I was but bulkier round the chest. Slightly awkward for getting a hold round his neck. Making do with bunching his cute little ponytail in my left hand, I stuck the SIG under his ear. That way we moved toward the door.

A man to my right maybe still had it in his mind that I was a cop. Cops will always warn before they shoot. He lurched at me, trying to grab the gun away from Tats’s throat.

But I’m not a cop.

My sidekick found his knee. There was a tendon-popping twang and his leg now had a two-way joint. His face screwed around the agony, a good target for my elbow. He went down, but at least in his unconscious state he wasn’t in pain any longer.

In the fraction of a second that it took to take the idiot out, the SIG had never wavered from its target.

“Any more of you assholes want to test me?” I growled.

They hung back like a pack of hyenas, wary of the lion in their midst, starving but too afraid to try to snatch away its kill.

Taking that as my cue, I dragged Tats backward and out the door. Arrayed along the road outside was a row of chopped and converted Harley-Davidsons and other bikes I didn’t recognize. I shot at a few of them, putting 9 mm ammo through their gas tanks. One of them went up in the air like a space shuttle, trailing fire and burning fuel that splashed most of the others. Rapidly I dragged Tats away from the conflagration, even as others began to spill out of Shuggie’s. Suspended between their desire to get Tats free and saving their beloved bikes, there could be only one winner. I was able to bundle Tats into my Ford Explorer without anyone else trying to play the hero.


Screeching out of the parking lot, I pushed the SUV into the eastern lane approaching eighty miles an hour and gaining.

“Fuck, man!” Tats said from the passenger seat. “You didn’t have to blow the bikes to hell.”

I smiled. The action had done a world of good to my bad mood.

“Had to make it look real, Ron. Otherwise they might’ve guessed you were a willing hostage.”








2



I’M NOT A COP. I’M NOT A BOUNTY HUNTER. BUT I DIDN’T mind the cash kicked back my way for taking Ron Maynard in.

He was grateful for the service, even thanked me for my help as I passed him over to his bail bondsman on the outskirts of Tampa. I nodded at him, but didn’t accept his hand. After all, he was a punk criminal who’d hurt too many people in the past. His only endearing quality—and the reason I’d agreed to the job of getting him out—was his desire to get away from the lifestyle and go whistle-blower on his gang’s activities. His testimony would put a shitload of his friends behind bars. Not as satisfying as if they’d been sitting astride their bikes when I blew them to pieces, but there you go. Still a good result.

It was the small hours of the morning, but the subtropical heat was like a wet hood thrown over my head. An air-conditioned room and comfy bed seemed like a nice idea, but I’d arranged to meet with my friend Jared Rington first. Didn’t matter what time it was, Rink would be waiting up for me.

Rink has a condominium up in the wooded lands northeast of Temple Terrace, but he keeps an office for his private investigations business in downtown Tampa. It was outside his office that I parked the Ford. There were few people out on the street, and what traffic there was in the area was reduced to the occasional police cruiser or taxicab. The blinds had been drawn on the window to his office and a CLOSED sign was hanging in the door, but when I stepped up and twisted the handle the door swung open.

Rink was sitting behind his computer tapping keys as I walked in and shed my coat. He just didn’t look right at the desk. He should have been in a wrestling ring or octagonal cage. If he were a foot shorter and a hundred pounds lighter he’d look like the hero from a 1970s kung fu movie. He owed the blue-black hair and hooded eyes to his Japanese mother, while his size and muscular build had to have been passed down from his Scottish-Canadian father.

“Got a call thanking us for a job well done,” he said. He gave me a grin, his teeth flashing white against his tawny skin. “Course, we might have to do a little damage control over the shitstorm you left at Shuggie’s Shack. Did you have to burn down the entire building?”

“It burned down?” I couldn’t help the chuckle. “Never mind, it was a pigsty. Shuggie will likely thank us.”

If things worked out with Maynard, Shuggie’s wouldn’t be getting as many customers in the future. The owner would get more from the insurance payout than the place was worth.

Pulling out the envelope that Richard Dean had passed me, I put it down on the desk next to Rink’s computer. “What do you know about this client, Rink? Impression I got was he’s on paranoia over-drive.”

“Just your run-of-the-mill white-collar worker with a mortgage to support,” Rink said. His Arkansas drawl always made me think of Wild West heroes, which was apt considering how quick on the draw Rink was with a gun. All that was missing was the white Stetson.

“So how does he come up with that kind of cash?”


On the drive over, I’d pulled into a rest stop. The way Dean had conducted the meeting had set off a worm of unease inside me. Opening the envelope, I’d found it contained a number of photographs and a wad of cash. Twenty thousand dollars, to be precise.

“Maybe he’s done a little digging into his daughter’s college fund. It ain’t like she’s gonna be needin’ it.”

Moving the cash to one side, I laid out the series of five photographs. The first showed a pretty if innocent-looking young girl smiling into the camera. She was slim, her slightly prominent ears emphasized by the way her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail. She wore only a dab of makeup and her jewelry didn’t extend beyond gold studs in her ears and a delicate crucifix on a chain at her throat. Her clothes were a conservative blue cardigan over a white blouse. Richard Dean’s seventeen-year-old daughter, Marianne, looking shy and uncomfortable in front of the lens.

In contrast, the young woman in photos two and three could have been lifted directly from a celebrity gossip magazine. This woman was the type you usually see hanging on to a movie star’s arm. If it weren’t for the crucifix I wouldn’t have immediately made the connection to the insecure child in the first photograph. Marianne had definitely blossomed from drab duckling to radiant swan.

The final two images were those that gave me most concern. The first showed Marianne in the back of a limousine. She was drunk, her hair disarrayed, clothing twisted askew. The man sitting beside her was mugging for the camera as he slipped his hand up the hem of her dress. His face was cruel, mindless of the token effort that Marianne made to push his hand away. Then there was photo number five. A flat portrait shot lifted from a Miami PD file.

Marianne had been crying. Her hair was dark with sweat and clung to her forehead. Mascara was smeared down her cheeks but failed to hide the bruises round both eyes. Her top lip was split in two places, and an earring had been torn from her left lobe, leaving dry blood streaking her neck.

The most poignant thing that was instantly noticeable to me was the lack of her crucifix.

There was a note pinned to the final shot. Handwritten by Richard Dean, it said, “Will the next photograph be taken from the M.E.’s postmortem report?”

Maybe he had a point.

Recalling his final words to me, I thought about what he expected. “Please, Mr. Hunter, I need you to get my daughter away from that monster. If it means killing him to do that…well…I’ll pay you any price you want.”

When me and Rink were in the Special Forces together we’d both killed men. Government-sanctioned killings of terrorists and gang lords. I never saw myself as an assassin. Still don’t. I saw the death we doled out as a necessary evil. The scum we put down deserved what they got, and it usually made life much better for the innocents who had suffered under their reign. Maybe I’d been a little too quick to deny Dean’s assumption that I was a hit man. There were some men in this world that needed killing: Marianne’s battered face was all the proof I required.

“The asshole in the limo,” I said. “I take it he’s Jorgenson?”

Rink swung the computer monitor so that I could see it. The same face smiled out at me from the screen. He was a clean-cut-looking kid, early twenties, reddish hair. Bradley Jorgenson was one of the playboy elite who were gaining media attention on the Miami scene.

“He do that to her?” I tapped the police photograph.

“Marianne wouldn’t go through with any official charges. She denied Jorgenson was responsible. So did more than two dozen party-goers at his mansion that night. Course, when they were out of ear-shot of the police, talk was different. They said Jorgenson must have beaten her for the hell of it. He was pissed off about some deal or another going ass-up: Marianne was the nearest punching bag he could find.”

“But she went back to him?”

“Don’t think she had a choice in the matter.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Three months ago, moving out here had been a big decision. It had taken me all of about one minute to consider whether I could build a new life in the sunshine of Florida. It meant leaving behind my old life in England, an ex-wife I still cared for, and my two dogs, Hector and Paris. Diane took the German shepherds and I took the first flight out. Rink’s offer of work had clinched the deal. When we were in the forces together we’d worked as equals. Although by the sign on his door Rink was at the helm of this PI outfit, we were still equals. So there was no need for an executive meeting to decide what we were going to do about the Marianne Dean situation. I pressed buttons on my cell phone.

“Mr. Dean. You’re still awake. Good.” I looked down at the portrait of his daughter. The fear behind the flash-washed image couldn’t hide. “You still want me, I’m going to take the job.”

I’d have taken it whatever his answer.
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MENTION NEW ORLEANS AND CERTAIN IMAGES COME TO mind. The world-famous Mardi Gras carnival. Jazz musicians. Riverboats plying the wide Mississippi. Then there are the pictures that people wish to cleanse from their minds. Hurricane Katrina. Floods and devastation. The dead and the displaced. Thousands of families still living in transit, suffering for all they had lost when nature unleashed its pent-up fury upon them.

New Orleans is a potent mixture of extravaganza and destruction. Magic and mayhem. Wonder and desolation.

It would be hard to imagine a human equivalent, a poster boy for the city. No one would instantly bring to mind the face of Dantalion. But, in his own estimation, he was the very essence of this contradictory place of enchantment and woe.

Outwardly—he accepted—he was no great shakes to look upon. Some might even say that his unhealthy pallor and emaciated frame spoke of disease and decay. Initially people would avoid him, but always they’d come when he wished. They would bend to his will and give him what he desired. He had that power over them. It was his gift.


It was what had made him a master of his craft.

Why he was much sought after when certain people required other persons dead.

He was meeting certain people today.

Not in New Orleans, the place of his birth, but far to the east in Miami. The whisper had gone out among those certain people that he was in town and available. A coded message had come through on his Blackberry, requesting a meeting. This was why he found himself sitting on a bench in Bayfront Park overlooking Biscayne Bay. Nearby the MacArthur and Venetian Causeways carried traffic over the holiday-brochure water toward the island where could be found the world-famous Miami Beach. The Mildred and Claude Pepper Fountain was just visible through the trees, and to his left he could make out the Miami Island Queen at its permanent berth, allegedly Miami’s most unforgettable attraction. Dodge Island was a low-slung beast hunkering in the water. Pale against the turquoise sea, it was like a great white whale run aground in the shallow bay. Barnacles on this creature’s back were industrial units and storage containers.

He wasn’t there to appreciate the sights. Not a tourist. But that was how he would appear to anyone walking by. His pale skin was at risk from the sun, so he’d be forgiven the wide-brimmed hat and dark glasses. His billowing white coat, which brought to mind the cassock of some medieval monk, was a little strange when taken at face value, but not when compared with the costumes of some tourists.

Behind his sunglasses his pale blue eyes were watchful. The stark light pained him, but it was necessary that he be vigilant. Sometimes certain people wished he was dead, too.

A group of three men were walking toward him from the mall area next to the marina. One dark-haired man, permatanned, in a cream linen suit, broke off from the other two and headed directly toward Dantalion. The other two, men with guns concealed under their jackets, stood kicking their heels as though admiring the bronze statue commemorating Christopher Columbus. But their eyes never left the man on the bench.

Scanning right, Dantalion saw another two men standing on the parking lot of the Bayfront Park Amphitheater. Not interested in the bandstand, they, too, were more involved in watching him. There could be more, but it was enough to be getting on with. Discreetly Dantalion slipped a hand beneath the tail of his voluminous coat, as though scratching at an itch on his thigh. He unsnapped the holster holding his 90two Beretta semiautomatic. It had the capacity to fire off seventeen 9 mm rounds as rapidly as he could caress the trigger. Enough for the five men and then some.

The tanned man sat down on the bench next to him. There was no preamble. No checking of identities. Both men knew who they were there to see.

“I’ll see to your instructions personally. The information you need is already where you asked,” said his client. He brushed a speck of lint off his suit. “In return I need something from you.”

“I know what you want from me.” Dantalion’s voice came out in a whisper. It wasn’t practiced, merely an effect of his feeble genes. His words were lilting; not effete but androgynous, as though spoken by a prepubescent child. There was no trace of his Cajun heritage in its inflection. “Confirmation of death. One target has been eliminated. The others will soon follow.”

“Sooner rather than later would be appreciated,” said the client.

“You have a choice,” Dantalion pointed out. “If you only wish these people dead, you could send your dogs around”—he nodded at the two nearest the amphitheater, just to let his client know that he was aware of them—“or you can be patient and allow me to do what I do best.”

“The killings can’t be traced back to me,” said the man.


“So you choose me.” Dantalion nodded slowly. He turned and placed a hand on the man’s wrist. He saw the cringe worm its way up the man’s arm and into his face. Dantalion smiled faintly and slowly drew back his fingers. His touch caused that reaction in most; something to do with the scaly look of his skin, the thick yellowing nails.

“You know my terms?” Dantalion asked.

“You will be paid half the sum up front. The remainder on confirmation that the targets are dead. You are trusted to do the job…. I have no problem with that.”

Dantalion’s chuckle was like the whisper of bats’ wings through the night. “Those are not the terms I’m referring to.”

A pale flush crept over the man’s features, turning his tan ashen. He sniffed, looked across at the two men keeping Columbus company. He transferred his gaze to his hands where they were folded in his lap. “Along with the targets you have the right to choose how many others die. Yes, I understand. That’s up to you.”

“Yes,” Dantalion agreed. “It’s up to me. But, worry not, I don’t charge extra for a high body count. I’m just happy with the job satisfaction.”

“Just make sure the dead can’t be connected to me. You do realize what’s at stake here, don’t you? How much is at stake?”

“I thought you trusted me to do the job?”

“I do. Your record is impeccable. Only”—he coughed—“you can’t blame me for being nervous.”

“No need to be nervous, is there?” Dantalion smiled, showing the client his caramel-colored teeth. He shifted his sunglasses so that he could lock gazes with the man. “It’s not as if I’m coming after you.”

The man stood up fast. He swayed, looking down at the killer on the bench. His face said it all.

“Please.” Dantalion laughed. “Sit down. I’m only funning with you.”


“You don’t look like the type of man to make jokes,” the client said. He didn’t sit down again. His gaze sought Dantalion’s hand where it disappeared below his coat.

With a flourish the killer swept his hand out. The man flinched, but then saw what Dantalion was holding. A book, attached to him by a silver chain. With a thumb, he flicked open the book. He rifled through the pages. There were rows of numbers.

“They’re all listed,” Dantalion said. “The names numbered. Each corresponds to a person I have killed. Do you know how many there are in this book?”

The man stiffened, shook his head.

Dantalion neglected to enlighten him. The plethora of handwritten pages should be evidence enough.

“I am still walking free,” Dantalion said. “None of my clients has ever been tied to my work. Does that make you happy?”

“I’m happy,” said the man. He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his linen jacket, scrunching the cloth between his sweating palms. He took a discreet step away. He glanced around at the men near the statue.

“The alternative is I walk away,” offered Dantalion. “The downside of that is, well, you’ve seen me. You can identify me. If you aren’t happy, you’d best set your dogs on me now.”

Out on Biscayne Bay a speedboat swept by, throwing out a phosphorescent spray in its wake. Music drifted on the air from the nearby Hard Rock Café. Strolling couples talked in low murmurs. The fountain danced to life amid a chorus of wonder from the gathered tourists. It was a strange setting for the standoff that Dantalion had just offered.

Finally the man turned around and walked away. Over his shoulder he said, “I understand your terms, and I trust you. I’m happy, okay?”


“Okay,” said Dantalion. “I am happy, too.”

Deal done, he stood up. He straightened his long coat over his lean frame, adjusted his hat. He turned and spied the two men over by the amphitheater. They were watching him with their jaws set. Dantalion flicked the brim of his hat at them—just to let them know.
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IT WAS HOT IN MIAMI. BUT THAT WAS OKAY. I WAS ENJOYING the sun on my face and making the most of the sightseeing opportunity. Other times I’d been in Miami, I’d got off a plane, then hightailed it elsewhere. Breezing along the causeway in my Ford Explorer, I had the AC on high and a John Lee Hooker CD belting out of the surround speakers. My idea of cool.

Interstate 195 connects Miami Beach with the mainland. Straddling Biscayne Bay, it’s the main route onto the island, and at this time of the day it was relatively free of traffic in both directions. Sometimes people refer to Miami and Miami Beach in the same breath, but Miami Beach is a city in its own right, a distinct municipality of Dade County. I was heading for the South Beach area—again not just a beach, but an urban sprawl. Considered one of the richest commercial areas now, it had suffered from urban blight prior to the fame lavished on it by the TV show Miami Vice. I knew it was just a veneer: in SoBe, as it was known, poverty and crime were still rife, just a kick in the ass away.

Cutting across the city, I picked up Washington Avenue and followed it south until I saw the Portofino Tower, a huge terra-cotta-colored edifice that Rink had told me about. Here I swung west, back toward the marina overlooking Baker Island. There’s no road across to Baker Island, the rich and famous demanding privacy. The only way across to the island was by boat or helicopter.

Once the Vanderbilts owned exclusive rights to the island, but after it was sold for development in the 1960s, more than two hundred homes had been erected on the artificial land. It still remained exclusive to the superrich set, and once had equaled nearby Fisher Island as one of the richest-per-capita locations in the USA. Maybe it still was. The northern portion of the island was barely settled, but in the southwest it was well developed with megahomes. That was where I hoped to locate Marianne Dean.

Catching a ride over on a water taxi, I arrived at the island among a group of giggling teenagers. It was handy, because there were a couple of bodyguards within the group, and I blended in with the stern-faced men who watched me as though I was a challenge to their employment. Once I was back on dry land, I hired a thing that looked like a beach buggy and drove the short way over to yet another marina on the southwest shore. I met a young lady named Tiffany, my real estate agent, who passed over the keys to the condominium I’d leased. The week-long rental had already snatched a significant portion of the $20K Richard Dean had supplied, but I wasn’t there because of the money.

My prime concern was getting Marianne Dean to a safe place. Richard Dean had painted a pretty ugly picture of Bradley Jorgenson and the way he treated the girl, but there was something about the man’s motivation that was giving me cause to question how I’d complete my task. Dean wanted Bradley stopped—no longer a threat to him or any of his family—and I knew exactly what he meant by that. He didn’t strike me as being the overly affectionate type, and he seemed more concerned with having Bradley stopped than he was in getting Marianne home.

From the balcony of the condo, I looked over a circular swimming pool, which in turn looked over a palm-fringed garden and down onto the marina. Yachts and motor cruisers seemed to be the preferred mode of travel here.

To my left was the house that Jorgenson had leased for the summer. He had his permanent place of residence up the coast at Neptune Island, and a boat moored at Puerto Banus, near Marbella in Spain, but this was my best chance for getting Marianne away from him.

I was there on a scouting mission. Rink would join me later after he’d finished up a little business of his own in Tampa. Dressed in shades, a cotton short-sleeved shirt, and Bermuda shorts, I set myself up on the private balcony. A glance over the rail and I could see some beautiful bikini-clad women frolicking in the next-door pool. The deck chair was comfortable and the beer cold; it was always mind-numbingly boring on stakeout, but somebody had to do it.

By the time the sun started to set, the bathers had disappeared inside and my beer had grown warm. Even the executive-class sun lounger was beginning to feel like a torture device. The sunset made up for some of my chagrin, though. It was spectacular, setting Miami city and Biscayne Bay aflame with bronze and gold highlights.

Also, as if he were a vampire, Jorgenson made his first appearance.

In a cream linen suit, his reddish hair slicked back and a cell phone to his ear, he wandered out on the tiled area next to his pool. The water was like a mirror, reflecting his downcast face. Bradley didn’t seem very happy.

“I’ve told you,” he grunted into his phone, “over and over again. No! When is that going to sink into your stupid fucking head?”

Whoever he was speaking to must have pleaded his or her case. As he listened, Jorgenson chewed his lips, and even from my high vantage point above him I could hear the rasp of his breath.

“You know what I should do to you?” Jorgenson suddenly shouted. “I should have you…” His voice suddenly faltered, and his gaze now became nervous as he searched for unseen watchers. His dark eyes flicked my way, but I’d already moved back so I was out of sight. His next words were whispered, and I couldn’t hear what was said. But I heard the snap of his phone as he closed it. Then followed the clop of leather heels as he hurried inside. There was more shouting, but it was muffled, then there was a crash of something heavy, and—I’m pretty sure—a female cried out.

I’d made up my mind already, but the man’s words and actions only served to confirm what I already knew. Jorgenson was a bully. And anyone who knows Joe Hunter knows I can’t abide bullies.

My plan didn’t extend to walking up to his front door and ringing the bell, but at that moment I felt the urge to get on the move. It was the stirring of anger that always drove me to violent conclusions. In the past, Rink has accused me of getting a kick out of the violence. But I don’t. I only want peace. The problem is, I want that peace to extend to everyone, so if that means cracking the skulls of those causing the rot in the world, then so be it. As a counterterrorism soldier my career was dictated and channeled toward specific targets. Now, free to roam, I could pick and choose who needed sorting. And I’d decided; Bradley Jorgenson required setting right on a point or two.

Marianne Dean—despite the glitz and riches—had to be very unhappy. I’d seen it many, many times before: a woman giving up everything for the man she loves. She will take the beatings and humiliation, won’t reach out for help, because, underneath it all, he loves her. It must be her own fault.

Domestic violence is a curse on society. Most times it stays hidden, but even when a woman is brave enough to come forward and report what’s happening behind closed doors, the finger of blame can be pointed back at her. What was she doing to her man to push him to hurting her? Likely she got exactly what she deserved!

But I wasn’t from that school of thought.

The way I look at it, men who hurt women are only a step lower on the ladder of shame than those who hurt children. Sometimes there is no distinction between the two. Marianne had blossomed into a beautiful young woman, but she still remained the shy child captured in that school portrait less than a year ago. Likely she wouldn’t thank me for saying so, but to me, Marianne was still a baby. Suddenly I could understand her father’s vitriol, his desire to see Jorgenson dead.

In the past I’ve been accused of many things. Some have called me a vigilante. Fair enough, I can live with that. But I don’t see things the same way. I prefer to be seen as someone who can help. When the full weight of the law can’t do anything, well then, that’s where I step up. I don’t take the law into my own hands. Not as such. Not when the law doesn’t extend to what is occasionally required.

The thing that stopped me from approaching Jorgenson that instant was one undeniable truth. I still hadn’t seen Marianne. I’d no way of knowing if she was inside the house. Introducing myself to her violent beau at this stage could mean that I never saw her.

Better to wait, then.

There would be a time for entering that house, but it would be later, under cover of darkness, and with Rink watching my back.

Jorgenson—notwithstanding his sudden rise to prominence as one of Florida’s social elite—was third-generation money. His grandfather had come over from Europe in the late 1950s. He brought with him a pharmaceutical supply company that rocketed along with the post–World War II financial boom. The Korean and Vietnamese conflicts didn’t do any harm either, and set Jorgenson’s father at the helm of an industry driven by military contracts that were fed by Desert Storm and the more recent campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan. With his father ailing, Bradley was now poised to step up and take the reins. He was the face of twenty-first-century consumerism.

My worry was, and this was possibly due to my doubts regarding the man’s character, he was living a lifestyle usually associated with another kind of pharmaceutical. Those that don’t come with a prescription.

Two could play by those rules. Whatever pharmaceuticals he was peddling, I had a painkiller of my own.

I reached for my SIG Sauer.




OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
£ HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
“JACK REACHER COULD HAVE
SOME WORTHY COMPETITION.” Booklist

AL

J UDGMENT

AND

WRATH





