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Prologue



JUBALS HOLLOW.

Sounds nice, doesnt it? Like one of those gentle Appalachian towns with timber-framed houses and split-rail fences. Where life takes a leisurely pace: where people actually sit on their sun-dappled porches beside a pitcher of homemade lemonade with beads of condensation. Can you almost hear the rustle of branches overhanging slow-moving rivers, the shuffle of wildlife in the long grass?

Nice, huh?

The vision couldnt be further from the truth.

Try this instead.

Nothing but scrub, sand, and more sand. Blistering midday sun, unbearable cold at night. Harsh rock formations surrounded by a blasted earthscape. Nothing lives here.

Death is the only resident. Ever present. Waiting, waiting.

Look closely. Bones litter the sand, some the petrified remains of creatures that lived in the mud of prehistoric swamps, but some are more recent. There are the bones of birds and small animals that limped here searching for nonexistent water.

Occasionally the sand will cast up bones recognizably human.


Supposedly, a troop of Confederate soldiers fled here to the western desert when they were split from the forces of Jubal Anderson Early as he fought the Yankees at Waynesboro, Georgia. Rumor is that its their bones that are occasionally stripped bare, left exposed by the wind.

Theres another myth behind the hollows name. In the Old Testament, blind-eyed Lamech had a son by the name of Jubal Cain, father of all who handle the harp and pipe. Jubal was said to be the first musician. This is a fitting place to carry his legacy.

Jubals Hollow, a natural amphitheater, is noted for its strange acoustics. Wind can make it moan like a dirge of funeral pipes. It is a preternatural music of the dead.

But it is not the only connection to Jubal.

Jubal had a brother named Tubal, and if legend is true, he was the first metalworker. It was he who forged the first knife. But today it is another Tubal Cain who fills this place with the bones of men.
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PAIN AND FEAR TRANSCEND EVERYTHING, AND KNOW NO boundaries. It doesnt matter where you are. You could be in any metropolis in the worldNew York, London, Paris, Moscowand the parallels would remain consistent. There are differences in culture, in law, in language, but at their most basic level, civilizations share one undeniable truth: the scream of a victim sounds the same the world over.

Stepping off an airplane into the sticky heat following a Florida thunderstorm, the screams of my past were ringing in my ears. Somehow I knew that the hunt for John Telfer would add further memories of pain and anguish to my already full heart.

My quest had begun two days previously and an oceans breadth away in England. There were screams then, too.

It was just like the old days. I was back doing what I was good at. Where I crouched, broken glass and rubbish littered the floor. Nearby, a train rattled past and last weeks front-page news fluttered in the service alley. It wasnt all that stirred; the stench was terrible, a mix of urine and filth.

It chilled me.


Jennifer Telfers curtains twitched inside her apartment.

She was scared. And that was to be expected. She knew why I was there, on the street, watching her place.

It wasnt me she was afraid of.

Some people call me a vigilante. Thats their prerogative. I prefer to think of myself as a problem-fixer. When youre a single mother whose children have been threatened by violent men, you send for Joe Hunter.

A black BMW slowed at the end of the street.

Here we go.

It halted in front of the apartment building. There were three men inside: the harsh and aggressive men Id been expecting.

First to step out was a large bald-headed man, busy pulling on leather gloves. From the back came a man equally tall. Unlike the first, his frame was lanky and thin. Together, they moved toward Jennifers place.

The idling engine covered my approach. So did the blaring radio. The first the driver knew of my presence was when I tugged open the door.

What the was all he got out before I hit him.

I aimed for the carotid sinus and struck the bulls-eye. Such a blow could prove fatal. Call me compassionateI chopped him just hard enough to knock him out.

Leaning over him, I grabbed at the seat belt. It made a good noose. The remainder of the belt looped around the headrest and jammed into the door frame made it even better.

I caught up with the other two before theyd reached the apartments.

With a bent back, a cap pulled down over my hair, I moved toward them. I might as well have been invisible.

I straightened up and thrust the V of my thumb and index finger into the bald mans windpipe. As his hands went to his damaged throat, I slammed my clenched fist into his solar plexus and he folded over my arm. Breath exploded from his lungs as he performed a slow dive, meeting my lifted knee midway. He hit the floor hard, but it didnt matter: he was already oblivious.

There was no time for taking satisfaction from my work: Skinny was already going for something inside his jacket. Could be a gun.

Grasping his wrist and tugging his hand out of his jacket, I saw that he held a knife.

Now isnt that just typical of you, Shank? I flexed his wrist, hearing bone grating on bone. Made it easy to pluck the knife from his fingers.

His name was Peter Ramsey, an idiot who began his criminal career stealing lunch money from the other kids at school. Butlike all third-rate gangstershe loved his nickname. He favored a knife when threatening desperate mothers. Shank should be a scary handle for someone wielding a blade. I thought it was pathetic.

I took a fistful of Shanks hair and pressed my knuckles against his skull.

Listen closely, I growled. One thing, and one thing only. I snatched his head forward, meeting him eye to eye. Jennifer Telfer is off your books. Permanently. You hear that?

Jennifer Telfer? Who the

I slapped him hard.

You know who I mean.

Wagging the knife at him, I said, Tell me you werent thinking of cutting her. I lifted the blade. Sharp edge beneath his nose. His breath misted the steel. You know something, Shank? Just thinking of that makes my blood run cold.

I wasnt gonna cut anybody, Shank said.

Good. You wont be wanting this back then. I dropped the knife into my coat pocket. If I see you around here again, Ill hurt you bad.


What have I ever done to you?

Messed with the wrong person, I told him. Thats what.

To punctuate the point I backhanded him across the face. When you walk out of here, you keep on going. If you as much as look back, Ill be all over you like a bad case of hives. You got that?

Yeah, man, I get you.

See you, then.

Not if I see you first, he said, turning quickly away. Psycho!

Believe me, I said, if there is a next time, you wont see me coming.
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COME IN, JOE. QUICK.

Jack and Beatrice huddled in front of a television. A cartoon vied for their attention and they barely gave me a glance.

In a hurry, Jennifer shut the door. Behind me came the clink of a security chain, the ratchet of a dead bolt.

You wont need as many locks in the future, Jenny. I pulled off the hat and jacket. Shank wont be paying you any more visits.

Jennifer hugged herself. Barely above a whisper, she said, Theres worse out there than Shank to worry about.

Fourteen years working as a counterterrorism agent had already convinced me of that. If I required reminding, all I had to do was look at the kids. Only six and four years old, they already had the look of the infinitely wise about them. Hi, kids, whatre you watching? Cartoons?

SpongeBob, Jack said matter-of-factly.

Hes got square pants, Beatrice added.

Interesting, I said. I gave her a lifted eyebrow. She was too young to know who The Rock was, but she appreciated the effort. Her giggle was like soft music. A baby again. The resilience of children never fails to amaze the cynic in me.


Her mother wasnt so easily calmed. My hand on her shoulder was waved off with a gesture. Jenny took my coat and hat, abandoned them on the arm of a settee, then walked across the room. Perched on a chair next to a battle-scarred table, she had the look of a condemned prisoner.

You can quit worrying. I guarantee you, Shankll look somewhere else for his cash.

She plucked at a pack of cigarettes next to an ashtray overflowing with half-smoked butts. The ashtray was testament to prolonged worry.

For now, she said. But what about when you leave? Whats to stop them coming back?

Im only a phone call away.

Jennifer hacked out a cough. She stabbed the cigarette into her mouth.

What about when I cant pay you, Joe? Are you still going to come running then?

You think I did this for money? I helped you because I wanted to. You needed help. All of you.

But you dont work for free, Joe. Didnt you tell your brother John that? Why didnt you help John? If you had, then maybe hed still be here I saw fresh tears on her lashes. Why didnt you help us then, huh? Ill tell you why, should I? It was about the money.

I didnt answer.

She brought a light to her cigarette and went at it as if it were a lifeline. She glared at me. You wouldnt help John when he needed it. I cant pay any more than he could.

I had to say something. First, I settled in opposite her. Jenny, you dont really understand what happened between me and John. It had nothing to do with whether he could pay me.

She snorted, sucked on the cigarette.

I dont know what he told you, but I guess it wasnt the truth, I said.


Her eyes pierced me.

What are you saying, Joe?

I sighed. Its water under the bridge, Jenny. Forget it, okay?

She shrugged, flicked an ash that missed the ashtray. Suit yourself.

Silence hung in the air between us, mingling with her blue smoke exhalations.

Once, I watched a heron spearing trout from a stream. Jennifers hand made similar stabbing motions to douse her cigarette. Then, like the greedy heron, she reached for another. I gently laid a hand on top of hers. She met my eyes. Hope flickered beyond the dullness but only for a second. She pulled her hand away, drew the pack to her. She lit up and took a long gasp. Through a haze of smoke, she said, I want you to find John. She reached out and twined her fingers in mine. I want you to find your brother and bring him home.

That might not be as easy as it sounds. Hes not in the country anymore.

No, he isnt. Hes in America, Jenny said.

Youve heard from him?

Searching in her pocket, Jenny pulled out an envelope and held it to her breast. After a moment, she placed the envelope before me. I looked up at her, but she was looking over at the kids. You two, go into your room while me and Uncle Joe are talking. You can watch TV in there. Before they could argue, she hurried over, took them by their elbows, and ushered them into their bedroom. Closing the door, she said, I dont want them listening. After alls said and done, Johns still their dad.

Nodding, I concentrated on the envelope. It was standard white and dated more than two weeks ago. It was stamped Little Rock, AK.

Arkansas? I asked.

Where else?

The tattered edge of the envelope produced two sheets of paper. On first inspection, it looked like the kind of note you scrawl and leave in a prominent position when you have to leave in a hurry. Only longer. A Dear John letter. Or in this case a Dear Jenny? But it wasnt my brothers handwriting.

I sought Jennys face. Go ahead. Read it, she said.

I did.

It read:


Jenny,

I probably have no right writing you like this. No doubt you hate me, but I hope youll listen to what I have to say.

John has gone, and I dont know what to do. Dont get me wrong, he hasnt just left me as he did with you. When I say hes gone, I mean vanished.

Maybe you dont care, maybe you think I deserve everything I get, that John definitely deserves it, but I dont think youre that kind of person. John has got himself in some kind of trouble. He was jumpy for two or three days before he disappeared. He was frightened. I think something terrible has happened. And thats why Im writing to you now.



I placed the first sheet of paper on the table and looked across at Jenny. Shed retreated to the opposite end of the room, staring vacantly into space. The letter was my problem now.


John said that hes got a half-brother over in England. Someone he called Hunter. I know they didnt get along that well, but John said once that if anything ever happened to him I had to send for Hunter because he would know what to do. So Im asking, Im begging, please do this for me. And if you wont do it for me, do it for John. Send for his brother.

Please. L.




This woman, I asked, who is she?

Jenny returned to stub out her cigarette. Her words held more vehemence up close. Johns bitch.

Is she American?

No. Shes English.

Whats her name?

Louise Blake.

How did John meet her?

She worked for the same company as him. She gave me a pointed stare. I just watched her, and Jennifer added, By all accounts they were seeing each other for six months before he left me. She gave me the pointed look again. Everyone knew but me.

I didnt.

She wiped at her mouth with the back of a hand. Well, youre about the only one who didnt. Her words became softer as she recalled the betrayal. Louise stole my husband from me, Joe. Now she wants help to find him. What does she want me to do, hand him right back to her?

Have you ever met her?

Not formally. I saw her a couple times where John worked. Jenny laughed. When I think about it, I suppose youd say shes a younger version of me. Without the baggage around the waist from carrying two kids. Basically John traded me in for a younger model.

But you still want me to find him?

She sighed. Her gaze flickered toward the bedroom. The kids were very quiet and I wondered if they had their ears to the door.

Hes still their dad, Joe. He should be doing more to support them.

Yes. A sad fact. But not something I was about to put into words.

Jenny said, Probably Louise is right: John does deserve everything he gets. But my kids shouldnt be made to suffer, should they?


She could look all she wanted but she wouldnt see any sign of disagreement from me. After a few seconds she asked, Sowhat do you think? Is there anything you can do?

There is, I promised her.

And I meant it.
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WHEN WORKING, I DONT USE A VEHICLE THAT I CARE ABOUT. I use an old car I picked up at an auction. That way, when the disgruntled dig a key into the length of the paintwork, I dont get too upset. The car has many scars. The only concession I make to roadworthiness is to have the engine regularly overhauled and tires of the puncture-proof variety. Both have proved invaluable in the past.

Before setting up the takedown on Shank, I had parked the old Ford a couple of streets away. Okay, I wasnt that protective of it, but neither was I going to make my wheels a sitting duck. I was approaching the car when the BMW swung into the street behind me. To be fair, I thought Id seen the last of Peter Ramsey, yet here he was, back for more.

Maybe I shouldve done a better number on him the first time. My fault, but as I said, I can be a compassionate guy.

This timeno messing about, I promised.

In an effort at stealth, the music volume had been turned down. Still, the thud-thud rhythm sounded like the heartbeat of a predator coiling for the death lunge. Thick tires whistled on tarmac. The engine growled. Even without looking, Id have known they were coming.


It was like patrolling in-country all over again. Only then I was an inexperienced rookie, immortal in my battle fatigues and holding a submachine gun. Unprepared for what happened, I hadnt even realized Id been shot until I surfaced through a morphine haze the following day and blinked up at my nurse.

You dont hear the bullet that kills you. Which meant the two bullets Shank fired at me missed their mark. Good job Id leaped forward at the right time. The sidewalk was a little unforgiving, but a scraped elbow and knee were the least of my worries.

The BMW was a sleek black shark, as dangerous as the .38 Shank aimed at me. It made sense that the driver swung the BMW onto the sidewalk. A half-ton of metal on my head would finish me as quickly as a slug in the heart.

Get that son of a bitch!

Even as I rolled away from the car, I had to smile at Shanks determination.

The BMW bumped down off the curb, knocking value off the alloys. I rose up behind them. From beneath my shirttails, I drew my own gun, a SIG-Sauer P226. Unlike these cretins, I had a full load. In addition, I knew how to shoot. One round into a rear tire, two into the trunk, and one through the back windshield for good measure. More than the deflated tire, panic spun the car across the road and drove it into my parked car.

In this part of town, gunfire would ensure that witnesses kept their heads down. On the other hand, a good old-fashioned car wreck would bring the ghouls running.

Out of the car, I shouted. Now!

The driver was slumped over the steering wheel, blood frothing from both nostrils. Sound asleep for the second time that evening. Shank wasnt in much better shape. Half out the window when the car collided with my Ford, he was now on the road, crying like a baby and cradling a busted elbow. His gun had slid harmlessly beneath my car. Only the third guy, the big baldy, posed any threat.

I said, Out of the damn car.

Staring down the barrel of a SIG is enough to motivate most men. He was surprisingly sprightly when offered the correct form of stimulation. His hands went up. Okay! Easy, man, easy.

His gloves were gone. Heavy gold rings made a rich mans brass knuckles on his right hand. Fancied himself a pugilist.

Pick Shank up, I told him.

Conditioned to taking commands, he didnt object. He quickly stooped down and lifted Shank to his feet.

Up the alley.

Opposite us was a narrow alleyway between a vacant lot and a video rental store that was closed for the night. Maybe the store had closed for many nights, judging by the faded posters.

I knew what was going through the big guys mind. He thought the ignominious alley was where he was going to end his days. Give him his due; I think he was braver than he was stupid.

You arent taking us up there to shoot us.

Im not?

If youre going to do it, do it now. Out here in the open.

Okay, I said.

Not so keen, Shank whimpered.

Baldy gave his boss a look that suggested there were going to be changes in their arrangementif they managed to get out of this alive. Shank was left swaying as the big man stepped away from him.

Go on, he challenged. I dont think youve got what it takes.

I gave him my saddest smile.

The big man took that as a sign of weakness. He snatched at a gun tucked into his waistband.

I caressed the trigger and his right kneecap disintegrated.


He collapsed to the floor, and despite his bravado he screamed.

What about you, Shank? Do you think I havent got it in me to do you? I aimed the SIG at a point directly between his eyes. After you tried to shoot me?

Think of an air-raid siren and youll imagine the sound that Shank made.

You know something, Shank? You should have listened to me.

I pulled the trigger again.

Shank fell next to his friend, clutching at his own shattered knee.

Next time I will kill you, I promised.
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HE HAD THE DESIRE AND THE PASSION. HE CERTAINLY HAD the ability. But that wasnt everything. Tubal Cain also had an agenda.

Right now he was short on materials.

There wasnt much hope of acquiring what he needed here, but for these cretins, hed make the effort.

You know something? You should all be damned straight to hell!

There werent too many things that got him riled, but these pigs on wheels were the exception. Motor homes! These monstrosities of engineering were a blight on the landscape. Colossal steel bullets fired from the devils cannon to cause woe and destruction wherever they landed.

Without their intrusion, this oasis turnoff beside Route I-10 in Southern California had its own beauty. A semicircular drive ran up to an artesian well, and trees had been artfully arranged to block the view of the interstate. Laurel trees made a pretty silhouette against the star-filled sky, but not when a goddamn Winnebago hunkered beneath them, square, unnatural, and spewing light from a cabin the size of the flight deck of the USS Enterprise.

Its enough to make you sick, Tubal Cain said.


Neither Mabel nor George or whatever the hell they were called argued the point. George was equivocal on the entire subject. However, that could be expected. Speaking could be difficult with a gash the width of your thumb parting your trachea.

For her part, Mabel was pretty verbal, but nothing shed said up until now would change his opinion. She was too intent on screaming for her unheeding husband. Another thing: she wasnt giving any clues to Georges actual name. Shed only refer to him as Daddy. She was obscene, like a wrinkly Lolita.

Aw, for crying out loud! Cain said. Put a lid on it, will you? How do you expect me to work with all that racket youre making?

Mabel hunkered down in the kitchen compartment. She was a hunched package stuffed beneath a fold-down counter, looking like the garbage sack George had been about to drop into the bushes when Cain surprised him.

Daddy, Daddy! Help me, Daddy! she screamed for about the hundredth time.

Daddys not interested, Cain pointed out. So you might as well shut up.

Daddy sat in the driving seat, surrounded by the luxury of leather and walnut. But he was of no mind to point out the lushness of his surroundings. The elderly man was currently preoccupied with trying to stem the tide of blood flowing down the front of his pullover. Chalk white, his features showed he was losing the battle.

Daddeeee

Cain took the mans hands away from the wound, guiding them to the steering wheel. His final earthly experience would be gripping the wheel as though with the intention of taking the Winnebago through the Pearly Gates with him.

The knife snicked through tendons and gristle, the old mans death grip loosened, and his hands flopped onto his thighs. Sans thumbs, his hands looked like dead squid.


Moving toward the womans hiding place, Cain slipped the thumbs into a sandwich bag and dropped them in a pocket.

People have to learn to take their trash home with them, Mabel. If there was anything that got his goat even more than motor homes it was the irresponsible and harmful littering George had been engaged in. Bad enough that he destroyed the picturesque beauty of the desert with this huge beastbut then he deposited its shit before he left. Maybe if George wasnt so indiscriminate with his garbage, I wouldnt have had to call on you and teach you such a valuable lesson.

You killed Daddy because there were no trash cans?

Yes. And for his ridiculous taste in vehicles.

Youre insane! Mabel shrieked.

No, Mabel. Im angry.

You killed Daddy!

Yes.

He stooped down, pulled her from beneath the counter. She slid out as boneless as an oyster from the shell. Cain didnt like oysters. Didnt like anything boneless.

He rapped a knuckle on her head. Just to be sure. The clunk was only partway reassuring.

How old are you, Mabel? Seventy? Eighty?

Her turquoise-framed spectacles lent an extra dimension to her incredulous blink. Confusion reigned, terror tamped down by befuddlement. Her mouth drooped. At least shed stopped screaming.

I wouldnt ask, but it is pertinent, Cain said.

Eighty-three. Saliva popped at the back of her throat.

Hmmm. Quite elderly. Cain gripped her shoulder. He kneaded with a masseurs skill. Frail under all that padding. I bet you suffer from arthritis, eh?

She showed him her misshapen knuckles.

Thought that might be the case. His sigh sounded genuinely remorseful. What about osteoporosis?


He was offering hope, and she wasnt so distraught that she didnt recognize it. Even after such a long life, when faced with dismemberment, an octogenarian can still desire further years. Im riddled with it. I only have to sneeze and I can break a rib.

Doesnt bode well.

What do you want from us?

Nothing.

You cut off Daddys thumbs

I did, Mabel. I have a purpose for them. But you neednt fear. You have nothing that I want.

Thank the good Lord! Mabel sobbed.

But only for small mercies, Cain concluded as he slipped the knife back in his pocket. He didnt require a knife when dealing with an invertebrate. The heel of his shoe would be all hed need.

Ten minutes later he was back on the road.

The Mercedes SUV he drove made a fine chariot. Interstate 10 stretched out before him, an umbilical cord drawing him ever westward, toward the fertile stalking-grounds of Los Angeles.

Billy Joel was cranked high on the SUVs CD player. A window open so that the warm breeze ruffled Cains fair hair. He was a happy man. Beside him on the passenger seat were the tools of his trade, flagrantly displayed in total disregard of law or common sense. If someone saw them, well, so what? A cop died as easy as any man did.

With that thought in mind, he reached over and lifted the flap of the pouch. Inside was an array of knives, scalpels, and other cutting utensils. Tap, tap, tap. He danced a finger over the dozen or so hilts. Tap. Rested momentarily on the sturdy hilt of a Bowie knife.

Ah, sweet baby, he said. Such fond memories.

A would-be knife fighter back east in Jacksonville had bestowed the knife upon him. What unashamed southern generosity. Such a polite man, too.

Youre going to have to take it from me first, sir, hed offered.


Gladly, Tubal Cain had agreed.

The blade was broad and easily a foot long. Whenever it was thrust into flesh, it made a satisfying thunk! A firm favorite for instilling fear in the hearts of his victims. Sadly, it lacked finesse. If carnage was your only desire, then fine. Ever the artist, he preferred a little more delicacy to his cutting.

Now this was more to his liking. Black plastic hilt, slim and unadorned. Grasping it lightly, he teased out the cutting edge. Muted moonbeams played on a curved, very utilitarian blade backed by saw-toothed serrations. Beautiful in its simplicity. It was a fish-scaling knife acquired during a northern foray to Nova Scotia. The blade had seen employment on a number of occasions since, but never on anything so mundane as trout or salmon.

Happy with his choice, he pulled the scaling knife free and held it up for closer inspection. With a thumb, he tested its keenness. As keen as I am, eh?

The knife went into an inside pocket of his sports jacket.

Billy Joel was winding down, Christie Brinkley demanding his full attention. The CDs spread over the passenger seat beckoned. Cain selected a Robbie Williams disc: Stoke-on-Trents best-known export doing his best to capture the cool of Sinatra and not doing a half-bad job. He changed the CD, then bobbed his head along with the tempo swinging from the speakers.

My kind of music, he whispered. An aptly named tracka cover of Mack the Knife. He cut lazy figures of eight into the air with his right hand. Like conducting a big band, but instead of a bandleaders baton he imagined a blade in his hand. With each swing of the music, he cut another strip of meat from a faceless victim.

Swing while youre sinning. He grinned. A nod toward the title of the album.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





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





OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
IVIAE F
HILTON

HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH






