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Dear Reader,

Only the pure of heart may look upon the pages of this book.

Every page you turn, every chapter you read, will bring you closer to the end.

Not everyone will make it. The many different plots and styles may dazzle and confuse.

And all the while as you search for the truth, it will be there right before you.

Darkness will come, and with it great evil.

And those who have read the book may never see the light again.
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One

Sanchez hated strangers coming into his bar. As a matter of fact, he hated the regulars too, but they were welcome simply because he was afraid of them. To turn a regular away would be like signing his own death warrant. The criminals that frequented the Tapioca were always looking for an opportunity to prove themselves within its four walls, because that way anyone who was anyone in the criminal world would get to hear about it.

The Tapioca was a bar with real character. The walls were yellow, and not a pleasant yellow, either, more of a cigarette-smoke-stained colour. This was hardly surprising, because one of the many unwritten rules of the Tapioca was that everyone who frequented it had to smoke. Cigars, pipes, cigarettes, joints, hookahs, cigarillos, bongs, anything was acceptable, apart from not smoking. That was unacceptable. Not drinking alcohol was also considered to be a sin, but the greatest sin of all was to be a stranger here. No one liked strangers in this place. Strangers were bad news. They were not to be trusted.

So when a man wearing a long black cloak with the hood pulled up over his head walked in and sat himself down on a wooden stool at the end of the bar, Sanchez didn’t expect him to make it outside again in one piece.

The twenty or so regulars sitting around at the tables stopped talking and took a moment out to run the rule over the hooded man at the bar. Sanchez noted they had stopped drinking, too. Not a good sign. If there had been any music playing, it too would surely have stopped when the stranger entered. Now all that could be heard was the steady whirring of the large propeller fan hanging from the ceiling.

Sanchez made a point of ignoring his newest customer, pretending he hadn’t seen him. Of course, once the man spoke, the ignoring had to come to an end.

‘Bartender. Get me a bourbon.’

The man hadn’t actually looked up. He had ordered the drink without even acknowledging Sanchez, and since he hadn’t lowered his hood to reveal his face, it wasn’t possible to tell if he looked as nasty as he sounded. His voice had enough gravel in it to fill a pint glass. (In these parts a stranger’s nastiness was judged on how gravelly his voice was.) With that in mind, Sanchez picked up a reasonably clean whisky glass and walked over to where the man was sitting. He set the glass down on the sticky wooden bartop directly in front of the stranger and allowed himself one fleeting glance at the face inside the black hood. But the shadow within the cowl was too deep for him to make out any distinguishing features, and he wasn’t about to risk being caught staring.

‘On the rocks,’ the man muttered, almost under his breath. It was more of a gravelly whisper, really.

Sanchez reached under the bar with one hand and pulled out a half-filled brown glass bottle labelled ‘Bourbon’, then gathered two ice cubes in the other. Dropping the cubes into the glass, he began to pour the drink over them. He filled the glass just over halfway, and then placed the bottle back under the bar.

‘That’s three dollars.’

‘Three dollars?’

‘Yep.’

‘Fill the glass.’

The chatter in the bar had remained hushed since the man had entered, but now the quiet acquired a graveyard stillness. The notable exception was the ceiling fan, which actually seemed to be getting louder. Sanchez, who was avoiding eye contact with everyone by this time, picked up the bottle again and filled the glass to the top. The stranger gave him a five-dollar bill.

‘Keep the change.’

The bartender turned his back and rang up the sale on the cash register. Then the small sounds of the transaction were suddenly punctuated by speech. From behind him he heard the voice of Ringo, one of his most unpleasant customers. It too was a fairly gravelly voice, as these things go, and it said: ‘What are you doing in our bar, stranger? What’s your business?’

Ringo was sitting with two other men at a table situated just a few feet behind the stranger. He was a heavy, greasy, unshaven slimeball, just like most of the other lowlifes in the bar. And just like the others, he had a pistol in a holster hanging at his side, and he was itching for any kind of excuse to whip it out. Still at the cash register behind the bar, Sanchez took a deep breath and prepared himself for the ruckus that would inevitably follow.

Ringo was a renowned outlaw, guilty of almost every crime imaginable. Rape, murder, arson, theft, cop killing, you name it, Ringo had committed them all. Not a day went by when he didn’t do something illegal that might land him in prison. Today was no different. He had already robbed three men at gunpoint, and now, having spent most of his ill-gotten gains on beer, he was looking to pick a fight.

When Sanchez turned back to face the barroom he saw that the stranger had not moved, or touched his drink. And for a few horribly long seconds he had not responded to Ringo’s question. Sanchez had once seen Ringo shoot a man in the kneecap, simply for not answering him quickly enough. So he breathed a sigh of relief when eventually, just before Ringo asked his questions a second time, the man chose to reply.

‘I’m not looking for any trouble.’

Ringo grinned menacingly, and growled, ‘Well, I am trouble, and it looks like you found me.’

The hooded man did not react. He just sat on his stool, staring at his drink. Ringo got up from his chair and walked over to him. He leaned against the bar alongside the newcomer, reached out a hand and roughly pulled back the man’s hood to reveal the chiselled but unshaven face of a blond-haired fellow in his early thirties. The man had bloodshot eyes, suggesting he was slightly hungover or had only just woken prematurely from a drunken slumber.

‘I wanna know what you’re doing here,’ Ringo demanded. ‘We’ve been hearing stories about a stranger who came into town this morning. Thinks he’s a tough-guy. You think you’re a tough-guy?’

‘I’m not a tough-guy.’

‘Then get your coat and get the fuck out.’ As orders go, this had its limitations, for the stranger had not shed his cloak.

The blond man contemplated Ringo’s suggestion for a short while, then shook his head.

‘I know the stranger of whom you speak,’ he said in his husky voice. ‘And I know why he’s here. I’ll tell you all about him if you’ll leave me alone.’

Beneath a dark and insanitary moustache, a big grin broke out on Ringo’s face. He looked back to his audience. The twenty or so regulars were all seated at tables, watching intently as the events unfolded. The sight of Ringo grinning served to ease the tension a little, although everyone in the bar knew that the mood would soon darken again. This was the Tapioca, after all.

‘What do you say, boys? Shall we let this pretty-boy tell us a story?’

There was a noisy chorus of assent and a chinking of glasses. Ringo put his arm around the blond stranger and turned him around on his stool to face the others.

‘Come on, Blondie, tell us about this badass stranger. What’s he want in my town?’

There was a mocking tone in Ringo’s voice, although it didn’t seem to bother the blond man, who began to speak.

‘Earlier today I was in a bar a couple of miles down the road, and this big, nasty-looking dude came in, sat at the bar and ordered a drink.’

‘What did he look like?’

‘Well, you couldn’t see his face at first because he was wearing this big kinda hood. But then some punkass walks over to him and pulls the hood back.’

Ringo wasn’t smiling any more. He suspected the blond man was mocking him, so he leaned in close and tightened his grip on the other’s shoulder.

‘So tell me, boy, what happened next?’ he asked threateningly.

‘Well, the stranger, who’s a good-lookin’ guy, he downs his drink in one go, pulls out a gun and kills every single prick in the bar … except for me and the bartender.’

‘Now,’ said Ringo, taking a deep breath through his filthy nostrils, ‘I can understand why he might keep the bartender alive, but I don’t see any good reason why he wouldn’t kill you.’

‘You wanna know why he didn’t kill me?’

Ringo pulled his gun from the holster on his broad black leather belt and pointed it at the man’s face, almost pushing it into his cheek.

‘Yeah, I wanna know why this sonofabitch didn’t kill you.’

The stranger looked hard at Ringo, ignoring the revolver at his head. ‘Well now,’ he said, ‘he didn’t kill me because he wanted me to come to this shit-hole, and find a fat fuck who goes by the name of Ringo.’

The overemphasis the stranger placed on the two words ‘fat’ and ‘fuck’ didn’t escape Ringo’s attention. Yet in the stunned silence that greeted this remark he remained fairly calm, at least by his own standards.

‘I’m Ringo. Who the fuck are you, Blondie?’

‘It’s not important.’

The two greasy lowlifes who had been sitting at Ringo’s table with him stood up. Each took a step towards the bar, ready to back up their friend.

‘It is important,’ said Ringo nastily. ‘Because the word on the street is that this guy, this stranger we’ve been hearing about, calls himself the Bourbon Kid. You’re drinking bourbon, ain’t you?’

The blond man took a look at Ringo’s two compadres, then looked back down the barrel of Ringo’s gun.

‘D’you know why he’s called the Bourbon Kid?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, I know,’ one of Ringo’s friends called out from behind him. ‘They say that when the Kid drinks bourbon, he turns into a fuckin’ giant, a psycho, and he goes nuts and kills everyone in sight. They say he’s invincible and can only be killed by the Devil himself.’

‘That’s right,’ said the blond man. ‘The Bourbon Kid kills everyone. All it takes is one drink and he goes fuckin’ nuts. They say it’s the bourbon gives him special strength. Once he’s had a sip he always kills every muthafucker in the bar. And I should know. I seen it happen.’

Ringo pushed the muzzle of his pistol hard into the man’s temple. ‘Drink your bourbon.’

The stranger swivelled slowly on his barstool to face the bar again and reached for his drink. Tracking his movements, Ringo continued to press the gun to his head.

Behind the bar Sanchez stepped away, hoping to keep clear of any blood or brains that might get sprayed in his direction. Or the odd stray round, for that matter. He watched as the blond man picked up the glass. Any normal man would have been shaking so much he would have spilled half the drink, but not this guy. The stranger was as cool as the ice in his glass. You had to give him credit for that.

By now every man in the Tapioca was on his feet and straining to see what was happening, and every single one of them had a hand on his own pistol. They all watched as the stranger held the glass up in front of his face, inspecting its contents. There was a bead of sweat sliding down the outside of the glass. Actual sweat. Most likely from Sanchez’s hand, or even from the last person to have used the glass. The man seemed to be watching the bead of sweat, waiting until it had slid far enough down the glass that he wouldn’t have to suffer the taste of it on his tongue. Eventually, when the drop of sweat was far enough down the glass that it wouldn’t come into contact with his mouth, he took a deep breath and poured the drink down his throat.

In the space of three seconds the glass was empty. The entire bar held its breath. Nothing happened.

So they held their breath some more.

And still nothing happened.

So everyone started breathing again. Including the propeller fan.

Still nothing.

Ringo pulled his gun away from the blond man’s face, and asked the question everyone in the bar wanted to ask: ‘So then, Blondie, are you the Bourbon Kid or not?’

‘Drinking that piss only proves one thing,’ said the blond man, wiping his mouth with the back of one hand.

‘Yeah? And what’s that?’

‘That I can drink piss without puking.’

Ringo looked at Sanchez. The bartender had slunk back as far out of the way as he could, with his back pressed against the wall behind the bar. He looked a little shaky.

‘Did you give him a drink from the piss bottle?’ demanded Ringo.

Sanchez nodded uneasily. ‘I didn’t like the look of him,’ he said.

Ringo holstered his gun and stepped away. Then he threw his head back and began to howl with laughter, slapping the blond man on the shoulder at the same time.

‘You drank a cup of piss! Ha-ha-ha! A cup of piss! He drank piss!’

Everyone in the bar burst out laughing. Everyone, that is, except the blond stranger. He fixed his gaze on Sanchez.

‘Give me a fucking bourbon.’ There was quite a lot of gravel in the voice.

The bartender turned away, picked up a different bottle of bourbon from the back of the bar and began pouring from it into the stranger’s glass. This time he filled it to the top without waiting to be told.

‘Three dollars.’

It was evident that the blond man was not impressed by Sanchez asking for another three dollars, and he rapidly made his displeasure clear. Faster than any eye could see, his right hand reached inside the black cloak and reappeared holding a pistol. The weapon was a very dark grey in colour and looked rather heavy in his hand, suggesting it was fully loaded. It had probably once been a shiny silver colour, but as everyone in the Tapioca knew only too well, anyone who carried a shiny silver firearm had probably never used it. The colour of this man’s pistol suggested it had seen a good deal of use.

The stranger’s swift movement came to an end with the pistol pointed directly at Sanchez’s forehead. This aggressive action was immediately followed by a series of loud clicks, more than twenty of them, as everyone else in the bar stopped watching the situation unfold, drew and cocked their own revolvers and drew down on the blond guy.

‘Easy there, Blondie,’ said Ringo, once again pressing the muzzle of his own gun to the man’s temple.

Sanchez smiled a nervous and apologetic smile at the stranger, who was still aiming the dark grey pistol right at his head.

‘Have this one on the house,’ he said.

‘Do you see me reaching for my fuckin’ roll?’ was the curt response.

In the ensuing silence, the blond man laid his pistol down on the bar next to his new glass of bourbon and let out a quiet sigh. He looked thoroughly pissed off now, and seriously in need of a drink. A proper drink. It was time to get rid of that nasty urine taste in his mouth.

He picked up the glass and put it to his lips. The whole bar watched, barely able to stand the tension of waiting for him to drink the contents. As if to torment them, he didn’t actually throw the contents down his throat straight away. He paused for a moment, as though about to say something. Everyone waited with bated breath. Was he going to say something? Or was he going to drink the bourbon?

The answer soon came. Like a man who hadn’t had a drink for a week, he downed the entire contents of the glass in one mouthful, before slamming the glass back down on the bar.

Now that was definitely real bourbon.
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Two

Father Taos felt like weeping. There had been many sad moments in his life. There had been sad days, even sad weeks from time to time, and probably a sad month somewhere along the line. But this was the worst. This was the saddest he had ever felt in his life.

He was standing where he so often stood, at the raised altar in the Temple of Herere, looking down upon the rows of pews below. Today, though, was different. The pews were not as he liked to see them. Normally they would be at least half filled with the glum-looking faces of many of his Hubal Brothers. On the odd occasion when the pews were empty, he took pleasure in just staring at their neatness, or at the relaxing lilac-coloured cushioning that covered them. Not today. The pews were not neat, they were not even lilac-coloured any more. And most of all, his Hubal Brothers did not look glum.

The stench that filled the air was not completely unfamiliar. Father Taos had encountered a similar smell once before – five years earlier, in fact. It brought back sickening memories, because it was the smell of death, destruction and betrayal, cloaked in a mist of gunpowder. The pews were not covered in lilac cushioning any more, they were covered in blood. They were no longer what could be described as neat, they were a mess. And worst of all, his Hubal Brothers who were half filling the pews, didn’t look glum, they looked dead. All of them.

Looking upward, fully, fifty feet above him, Taos could even see blood dripping from the ceiling. The perfectly arched marble vault overhead had been painted hundreds of years earlier with the most beautiful scenes of Holy Angels dancing with happy, smiling children. Now, all of the angels and all of the children were stained with the blood of the Hubal monks beneath them. It seemed as if their expressions had changed, too. They no longer looked happy and carefree. Their blood-spotted faces looked troubled, remorseful and sad. Just like Father Taos.

There were some thirty corpses slumped over the pews. Perhaps another thirty or so were out of sight beneath or in between the rows of seating. Only one man had survived the massacre, and that was Taos himself. He had been shot in the stomach at point-blank range by a man toting a double-barrelled shotgun. It had hurt terribly, and the wound was still bleeding a little, but it would heal. His wounds always healed, although he had come to accept the fact that gunshots did tend to leave a mark. He had received two other bullet wounds in his lifetime, both of them five years ago, both in the same week, just a few days apart.

There were enough Hubal monks still alive on the island to help him clear up the present mess. It would be hard for them, he knew that much. It would be particularly hard for those who had been here five years ago, the last time the smell of gunpowder had filled the Temple with its foul ungodly stench. So it was a comforting sight for Taos when two of his favourite younger monks, Kyle and Peto, entered the temple through the gaping hole that had once been a pair of huge arched oak doors forming the entrance.

Kyle was around thirty years old, Peto closer to twenty. On first sight they were often mistaken for twins. It was not just their appearance that was similar, but also their mannerisms. This was partly because both were dressed the same, and partly because Kyle had been Peto’s mentor for almost ten years, and the younger monk subconsciously mimicked his friend’s edgy, over-cautious nature. Both men had smooth olive skin and shaved heads. They were wearing identical brown robes, like those worn by so many of the dead monks in the Temple.

On their way to the altar to see Father Taos they had to endure the unpleasant and disconcerting task of stepping over a number of the dead bodies of their brothers. Unsettling though it was for Taos to see them in this situation, it provided him a small amount of comfort to see them at all, sufficient enough to quicken his heartbeat. It had been working at about ten beats per minute for the last hour, so it was a relief to him that it was at last starting to pick up speed and beat to a steady rhythm again.

Peto had been thoughtful enough to bring with him a small brown mug of water for Father Taos. He was careful not to spill any of it on the way to the altar, but his hands were visibly shaking as the enormity of what had happened in the Temple became clear to him. He was almost as relieved to hand over the mug as Taos was to receive it. The old monk took it in both hands and used most of his remaining strength to lift it to his mouth. The cool sensation of the water running down his throat made him feel even more alive, and was also a considerable help in speeding up the healing process.

‘Thank you, Peto. And don’t you worry: I’ll be back to my old self by the end of the day,’ he said, bending to place the empty mug on the stone floor.

‘Of course you will, Father.’ There was not a great deal of confidence in the shaky voice, but at least a certain amount of hope.

Taos smiled for the first time that day. Peto was so innocent, and so careful of others, that it was hard not to feel a little better about things now that he was here in the bloody shambles of the Temple. He had been brought to the island at the age of ten after a gang of drug dealers had murdered his parents. Living with the monks had brought him inner peace and helped him to come to terms with his grief and his vulnerability. Taos felt a great sense of achievement that he and his brothers had made Peto into the wonderful, thoughtful, unselfish human being that now stood before him. Unfortunately, he was now going to have to send the young monk back out into the world that had robbed him of his family.

‘Kyle, Peto, you know why you are here, don’t you?’ he asked.

‘Yes, Father,’ said Kyle, answering for them both.

‘Are you up to the task?’

‘Most definitely, Father. If we were not, you would not have sent for us.’

‘That is true, Kyle. You are a wise man. Sometimes I forget just how wise you have become. Remember that, Peto. You will learn a lot from Kyle.’

‘Yes, Father,’ said Peto, humbly.

‘Now listen carefully, for there is very little time,’ Taos continued. ‘From now on, every second is vital. The continuance – the very existence – of the free world rests upon your shoulders.’

‘We won’t fail you, Father,’ insisted Kyle.

‘I know you won’t fail me, Kyle, but if you do not succeed it will be mankind as a whole that you have failed.’ He paused, before continuing, ‘Find the stone. Return it here. Do not let it be in the hands of evil when the darkness comes.’

‘Why?’ asked Peto. ‘What would happen, Father?’

Taos reached out and placed a hand on Peto’s shoulder, gripping it with surprising firmness for a man in his condition. He was appalled by the massacre, by the threat that faced them all, and, above everything, by the fact that he had no other course than to send these two young monks into danger.

‘Listen, my sons, if that stone is in the wrong hands at the wrong time, then we shall all know of it. The oceans will rise up, and mankind will be washed away like tears in rain.’

‘Tears in rain?’ Peto repeated.

‘Yes, Peto,’ Taos replied gently. ‘Just like tears in rain. Now you must hurry, for there is not time for me to explain everything to you. The search must begin immediately. Every second that passes, every minute that unfolds, we become another step closer to the end of the world we have known and loved.’

Kyle reached out and stroked his elder’s cheek, wiping away a spot of blood.

‘Don’t worry, Father, we won’t waste another moment.’ Even so, he hesitated for a moment, then asked, ‘Where should our search begin?’

‘In the same place as always, my son. In Santa Mondega. That is where the Eye of the Moon is coveted most. That is where they always want it.’

‘But who are “they”? Who has it? Who did all this? Who – or what – are we looking for?’

Taos paused before answering. He surveyed the carnage around him again, and thought back to the moment he had looked his attacker in the eye. The moment right before he was shot down.

‘One man, Kyle. You seek one man. I do not know his name, but when you reach Santa Mondega, just ask around. Ask for the man that cannot be killed. Ask what man is capable of slaying thirty or forty men single-handedly without picking up so much as a scratch himself.’

‘But Father, if there is such a man, won’t people be afraid to tell us who he is?’

Taos felt a moment’s irritation at the younger man’s questioning, but it was a good point Kyle was making. He thought about it for a moment. One of Kyle’s strengths was that if he questioned things, at least he did so intelligently. On this occasion Taos was able to answer his question.

‘Yes, they will, but in Santa Mondega a man will sell his soul to the dark side for a handful of green.’

‘For a what? I don’t understand, Father.’

‘For money, Kyle. Money. The filth and scum of the earth will do anything for it.’

‘But we don’t have any money, do we? To use it is against the sacred laws of Hubal.’

‘Technically, yes,’ said Taos. ‘But we do have money here. We just don’t spend it. Brother Samuel will meet you at the harbour. He will hand you a suitcase full of money. More money than any man needs. You will use this money sparingly to acquire the information you need.’ A wave of tiredness, tinged with grief and pain, seized him. He rubbed a hand over his face, before continuing, ‘Without money you would not last half a day in Santa Mondega. So whatever you do, do not lose it. Keep your wits about you, too. If word gets around that you have money, people will come looking for you. Bad people.’

‘Yes, Father.’

Kyle felt a slight rush of excitement. This would be his first trip off the island since he had arrived as a small child. All the monks on Hubal arrived as infants, either orphaned or simply unwanted by their parents, and opportunities to leave the island came perhaps once in a lifetime, if at all. Unfortunately, part of being a monk meant that the rush of excitement Kyle felt was swiftly followed by an overwhelming sense of guilt at having felt excited in the first place. This was not the time or the place for such feelings.

‘Is there anything else?’ he asked.

Taos shook his head.

‘No, my son. Now go. You have three days to retrieve the Eye of the Moon and save the world from ruin. And the sand is running through the hourglass.’

Kyle and Peto bowed before Father Taos and then turned and made their way gingerly out of the Temple. They couldn’t wait to be back in the fresh air. The reek of death inside was making them both nauseous.

What they did not realize was that this smell would become only too familiar to them once they left the sanctity of their island. Father Taos knew it. And as he watched them leave, he wished he had only had the courage to tell them the truth about what lay in wait for them in the outside world. He had sent two young monks to Santa Mondega five years before. They had never returned, and only he knew the reason why.
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Three

Five years had passed since the night the blond man in the hooded cloak had turned up in the Tapioca Bar. The place still looked pretty much the same. The walls were perhaps a little more smoke-stained than they had been before, and showed a few more pockmarks from stray bullets, but other than that, the place had remained unchanged. Strangers were still not welcome, and the regulars were all still scumbags. (Mind you, they were different regulars.) Those five years had seen Sanchez grow a little heavier around the waist, but otherwise he too had not changed. So when two odd-looking strangers quietly entered the bar, he prepared to serve them drinks from the piss bottle.

These two men might have been twins. Both had heads shaved completely bald, both had olive-coloured skin, and both were dressed in the same outfits: orange sleeveless wraparound karate-style tunics, with baggy black trousers and rather effeminate pointed boots, also black. Now, there was no dress-code policy in the Tapioca, but if there had been, these two would never have been allowed in. When they reached the bar they stood smiling at Sanchez like a couple of simpletons. As was his custom, he ignored them. Unfortunately, as was also usually the case, some of his more unpleasant customers – in other words, very unpleasant customers indeed – had noticed the newcomers, and it was not long before the din in the bar fell to a gentle hush.

The Tapioca was not actually all that busy, for it was still early in the afternoon. There were only two tables in use, one near the bar, with three men seated around it, and another in the far corner harbouring two shady-looking characters leaning over a couple of bottles of beer. The parties at both tables were now taking a long, hard look at the two strangers.

The regulars were not familiar with Hubal monks, as they weren’t often seen round those parts. Nor did the bar’s customers know that these two strangers dressed in odd clothes were the first two monks even to leave the island of Hubal in years. The slightly taller of the two was Kyle. He was also the more senior monk. His companion, Peto, was a mere novice learning his trade. Not that Sanchez would have been able to tell. Nor would he have cared.

The monks had come to the Tapioca Bar for a very particular reason: it was the one place in Santa Mondega they had actually heard of. They had followed Father Taos’s instructions and asked a few locals where they would be most likely to find a man who could not be killed. The emphatic response was ‘Try the Tapioca Bar’. A few people had even been kind enough to suggest a name for the man they were looking for. ‘The Bourbon Kid’ came up on several occasions. The only other name offered was that of a man who had recently arrived in town, and who went by the name of Jefe. A promising start to the quest that the two monks had set out upon. Or so they thought.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ said Kyle, still smiling politely at Sanchez. ‘May we have two glasses of water, please?’

Sanchez picked up two empty glasses, filled them with piss from the bottle under the bar, and placed them in front of the men.

‘Six dollars.’ If the strangers didn’t detect a challenge in the outrageous price, his surly tone signalled it clearly enough.

Kyle nudged Peto and leaned back to whisper in his ear, all the while beaming his forced smile at Sanchez.

‘Peto, give him some money,’ he hissed.

Peto pulled a face. ‘But Kyle, isn’t six dollars rather expensive for two glasses of water?’ the young monk whispered back.

‘Just give him the money,’ said Kyle urgently. ‘We don’t want to look like idiots.’

Peto glanced over Kyle’s shoulder at Sanchez and smiled at the impatient-looking bartender.

‘I think this guy’s ripping us off.’

‘Just give him the money … quickly.’

‘Okay, okay, but have you seen that water he’s given us? It’s a bit – sort of – yellowy.’ He took a breath and added, ‘Looks like urine.’

‘Peto, just pay the man.’

Peto pulled a handful of notes from a small black bag on his belt, counted out six one-dollar bills and handed them to Kyle. Kyle in turn handed the money to Sanchez, who took it and shook his head disapprovingly. It could only be a matter of time before someone picked on these two oddballs, and it was their own fault for looking and acting the way they did. He turned to place the money in the cash register but, as usual, he hadn’t even finished ringing up the sale before the first question was asked of the two strangers.

‘Hey, whadda you two pricks want?’ called out one of the two shady characters at the table in the corner.

Kyle could see that the man who had called out was looking in his direction, so he leaned back again and whispered in Peto’s ear, ‘I think he’s talking to us.’

‘Really?’ said Peto, sounding surprised. ‘What’s a prick?’

‘I don’t know, but it sounds like it could be an insult.’

Kyle turned around, and saw that the men at the corner table had got up from their seats. The wooden floorboards quivered violently as these two very shady, very nasty-looking thugs made their way over to the two monks. They had a distinctly unwelcoming look about them. A look that suggested trouble. Even a couple of naive out-of-towners like Kyle and Peto could see that.

‘Whatever you do,’ Kyle whispered to Peto, ‘don’t do anything to upset them. They look a bit nasty. Leave all the talking to me.’

The two troublemakers now faced Kyle and Peto at a distance of only a few feet. Both of them looked unwashed, something confirmed by the fact that they smelled like it, too. The larger of the two, a man named Jericho, was chewing tobacco, a small brown streak of which was dribbling out of one side of his mouth. He was unshaven and sported the apparently obligatory insanitary moustache, and from the look of him might have been in the bar for several days without going home. His companion, Rusty, was a good deal shorter, but smelled just as bad. He had rotten black teeth that were out on display as he grinned at Peto, who was one of the few men in town short enough to meet him at his own eye level. Where Peto was the apprentice in his relationship with Kyle, Rusty was similarly the understudy of Jericho, a more accomplished criminal in local circles. As if to press home the point as to which was the senior party, Jericho made the first aggressive move. He prodded a finger into Kyle’s chest.

‘I asked you a question. What are you doin’ in here?’ Both monks noticed a certain gravelly quality in the voice.

‘Well, I am Kyle and this is my novice, Peto. We are monks from the Pacific island of Hubal, and we are looking for someone. Maybe you could help us find him?’

‘Depends on who you’re lookin’ for.’

‘Er – well, apparently the man we’re looking for goes by the name of the Bourbon Kid.’

Complete silence enveloped the Tapioca. Even the propeller fan fell quiet. Then the sound of breaking glass came from behind the bar as Sanchez dropped an empty glass he had been holding. He had not heard anyone mention that name in his bar for a very long time. A very long time. It brought back horrible memories for him. The mere mention of the name made him shiver.

Jericho and his sidekick knew the name, too. They had not been in the bar on the night the Bourbon Kid had shown his face. They had never seen the Kid. They had only heard about him, and about the night he had drunk bourbon in the Tapioca. Jericho looked at Kyle closely to see if he was serious. It seemed that he was.

‘The Bourbon Kid is dead,’ he growled. ‘What else do you want?’

Knowing Jericho and Rusty as he did, Sanchez figured that Kyle and Peto had about twenty seconds left to live. Yet even that estimate looked a little generous when Peto picked up his glass from the bar and took a large swig from it. As soon as the liquid touched his taste buds he realized he was drinking something unholy, and instinctively he spat it out in disgust. All over Rusty. Sanchez came close to laughing, but he was smart enough to know that to do so wouldn’t be in his best interests.

There was piss in Rusty’s hair, in his face, in his moustache and in his eyebrows. Peto had managed to spray it all over him. Rusty’s eyes bulged with rage as he looked at the golden-coloured liquid dripping down his chest. This was humiliating. Humiliating enough for him to want to kill Peto without another moment’s thought. In one swift movement he reached for the pistol holstered at his hip. His buddy Jericho was right with him, as he too drew his gun from its holster.

Hubal monks value peace above most qualities, but they practise martial arts from childhood. To Kyle and Peto, therefore, taking out a couple of drunken thugs was child’s play (almost literally, given the monks’ upbringing), even if the men were pointing guns at them. Both monks reacted right on cue, and with bewildering speed. Without a sound, each ducked down and thrust his right leg between the legs of the man facing him. Each then hooked his leg behind his opponent’s knee and spun round. Taken completely by surprise, and bewildered by the speed of the assault, Jericho and Rusty managed no more than an astonished yelp as the monks whipped their pistols away from them. Almost immediately there followed a couple of thudding sounds as both men fell backwards to the floor, which shook. From being in a position of power only a second earlier, both were now lying flat on their backs staring up at the ceiling. Worse, from their point of view, the two monks were now pointing their own guns at them. Kyle stepped forward and placed one pointed black boot on Jericho’s chest to keep him from getting to his feet. Peto didn’t bother to copy him, simply because Rusty had hit his head so hard when he fell that it was unlikely that he even knew where he was any more.

‘So, do you know where the Bourbon Kid is, or not?’ Kyle asked, pushing his foot into Jericho’s chest.

‘Fuck you!’

BANG!

Kyle’s face was suddenly freckled with blood. He looked to his left and saw smoke drifting from the muzzle of Peto’s gun. The younger monk had shot Rusty in the face. There was an almighty mess all over the floor and all over both of the monks.

‘Peto! What did you do that for?’

‘I’m … I’m sorry, Kyle, but I’ve never used a gun before. It just kind of went off when I squeezed the trigger.’

‘They tend to do that, you know,’ Kyle answered, though not unkindly.

Peto was trembling so much he could barely keep his grip on the revolver, such was the shock that had engulfed him. He had just killed a man, something he had believed he would never do. Ever. Yet, anxious not to let Kyle down, he did his best to put the killing to the back of his mind. That wasn’t going to be easy, however, what with all the blood everywhere acting as a constant reminder.

For his part, Kyle was more concerned by the fact that their credibility was taking a pounding, and was grateful that the bar was not full.

‘Honestly, I can’t take you anywhere,’ he said, tutting.

‘Sorry.’

‘Peto, do me a favour.’

‘Of course. What?’

‘Stop pointing that thing at me.’

Peto lowered the gun. Relieved, Kyle returned to his interrogation of Jericho. The three men at the middle table had turned their backs on the action and were carrying on with their drinks as if what was happening was perfectly normal. Kyle still stood over the surviving lowlife on the floor, boot on chest.

‘Listen, friend,’ he said reasonably. ‘All we want to know is where we can find the Bourbon Kid. Can you help us or not?’

‘No, goddammit!’

BANG!

Jericho screamed and grabbed his right leg, which was now spurting blood in several directions from a bullet wound just below the knee. Once again, there was smoke rising from Peto’s gun barrel.

‘S-s-sorry, Kyle,’ the novice stammered, ‘it just went off again. Honestly, I didn’t mean to …’

Kyle shook his head in exasperation. They had now killed one man and wounded another. Not exactly the most discreet way to go about retrieving the precious blue stone men called the Eye of the Moon. Although to be fair, he thought, and even though he was the senior of the two monks, he too was nervous about being out of Hubal, so he accepted that Peto was probably twice as jittery.

‘It doesn’t matter. Just try not to do it again.’

Jericho’s cursing was turning the air blue by this time as he writhed in agony on the floor, with Kyle’s boot still pinning him down by the chest.

‘I don’t know where the Bourbon Kid is, I swear,’ he yelled hoarsely.

‘Want me to get my friend to shoot you again?’

‘No, no! Please, I swear I don’t know where he is. I’ve never seen him. Please, you gotta believe me!’

‘All right. Do you know anything about the theft of a precious blue stone known as the Eye of the Moon?’

Jericho stopped writhing for a moment, which told them that he did know something.

‘Yeah. Yeah I do,’ he winced. ‘A guy name of El Santino is after it. He’s offerin’ large sums of money to anyone who can get it for him. But that’s all I know. I swear.’

Kyle took his boot off Jericho’s chest and walked back to the bar. He picked up his untouched glass and took a swig before following Peto’s lead and spitting it out in disgust. The only difference was that he spat it all over Sanchez.

‘You might want to get some fresh water in here, I think this stuff has gone bad,’ he suggested to the bemused and dripping bartender. ‘Come on, Peto. Let’s go.’

‘Wait,’ said Peto. ‘Ask them about the other guy – Jefe. Do they know where we might find him?’

Kyle looked at Sanchez, who was wiping the piss from his face with a dirty rag that might once have been white.

‘Bartender, have you ever heard of a guy named Jefe who lives around these parts?’

Sanchez shook his head. He had heard of Jefe, but he wasn’t in the business of snitching, or certainly not to strangers, anyway. Besides, even though he knew who Jefe was, he had never actually met him. The man was renowned as a bounty hunter who travelled the world. True, he was rumoured to be spending time in Santa Mondega at the moment, but as yet he had not set foot in the Tapioca. And that, as far as Sanchez was concerned, was a blessing.

‘I don’t know no one. Now fuck off outta my bar.’



The two monks had left without another word. Good riddance to them, too, Sanchez thought. Cleaning blood from the floors of the Tapioca was one of his least favourite tasks. Now, thanks to two strangers whom he should have told to get lost the minute they showed up, he was going to have to do just that.

He headed out back to the kitchen area to fetch a mop and a bucket of water, and returned just in time to see another man enter the Tapioca. Another stranger, in fact. Tall. Well built. Dressed oddly, he noted. So were the last two creeps. It really was going to be a shitty day. Sanchez had had enough of it already, and it was only early afternoon. He had one dead guy lying on the floor with his brains spattered all over the barroom, and another guy with a bullet wound to his leg. The police would have to be called, although not for a while yet, at least.

After wrapping an old rag tightly around the bullet wound in Jericho’s leg and helping him to his feet, Sanchez made his way back behind the bar to serve his latest customer. Jericho hoisted himself up on to a stool at the bar and sat there quietly. He wasn’t about to make the mistake of picking on the latest stranger to enter the Tapioca.

Sanchez picked up a clean(ish) dishcloth and wiped the blood from his hands as he took a look at his new customer.

‘What’ll it be, stranger?’

The man had taken a seat on the stool next to Jericho. He was wearing a heavy black sleeveless leather jacket that was part-way unbuttoned, showing off a richly tattooed chest and a large silver crucifix. He had matching black leather pants, big black boots, thick black hair and, to top it all off, the blackest eyes Sanchez had ever seen. And in those parts, that’s very black indeed.

He ignored Sanchez and picked a cigarette out from a thin paper packet he had placed on the bar in front of him. He flicked the cigarette up into the air and, without moving, caught it in his mouth. A second later he produced a flaming match from out of thin air, lit the cigarette and flicked the match at Sanchez, all in one swift movement.

‘I’m looking for someone,’ he said.

‘And I serve drinks,’ Sanchez replied. ‘Now, you gonna order, or what?’

‘Give me a whisky.’ Then he added, ‘Give me piss an’ I’ll kill ya.’

Sanchez was unsurprised to note a distinctly gravel element in the voice. He poured out a whisky and placed the glass on the bar in front of the stranger.

‘Two dollars.’

The man tossed back the drink and slammed the empty glass down on the bar.

‘I’m looking for a man named El Santino. He here?’

‘Two dollars.’

There was an uneasy moment of ‘will he pay or won’t he?’ before the man pulled a five-dollar bill from a small pocket at the waist of his jacket. He placed it on the bar, still holding on to one end of it. Sanchez pulled at the other end of the note, but the man held on.

‘I’m supposed to meet a man named El Santino in this bar. Do you know him?’

Shit, Sanchez thought wearily. Everybody’s looking for somebody or some-fuckin’-thing today. First two oddball killer creeps come asking about the Bourbon Kid – the name made him shudder inwardly – and some fuckin’ blue stone and that bounty-hunter guy, Jefe, and then another fuckin’ stranger comes askin’ about El-shitface-Santino. But he kept his thoughts to himself. ‘Yeah, I know him,’ was all he said.

The man let go of his five-dollar bill and Sanchez snatched it away. As he rang up the sale on the cash register, one of the regulars, as was customary, began interrogating the newcomer.

‘What the fuck you want with El Santino?’ called out one of the three men from his seat at the table near the bar. The leather-clad stranger did not answer straight away. This was the cue for Jericho to get up from the barstool he had been resting on, and hobble out. He had seen enough action for one day, and he wasn’t crazy about being shot again, especially as one of the thieving bastard monks had waltzed off with his pistol. He limped over the dead body of his friend Rusty on the way out and made a conscious decision not to go back to the Tapioca for a while.

Once Jericho had gone, the big black-eyed stranger at the bar finally decided to answer the question he had been asked.

‘I got something El Santino wants,’ he said, without actually looking around to see whom he was addressing.

‘Well, you can give it to me. I’ll pass it on to him for you,’ one of the men at the table replied. His companions guffawed.

‘Can’t do that.’

‘Sure you can.’ The tone was decidedly menacing.

There was a clicking noise, very much like the sound of someone cocking the hammer on a revolver. The stranger at the bar sighed and took a long drag on his cigarette. All three of the lowlifes at the table got up and took seven or eight paces towards the bar. Still he didn’t turn round, though they had stopped right behind him.

‘What’s your name?’ asked the one in the middle, ominously. Sanchez knew this guy only too well. He was a sneaky little fucker with bushy black eyebrows and eyes that didn’t match. His left eye was dark brown, but his right had a colour all its own, a colour someone had once described as ‘snake-like’. His two comrades, Spider and Studley, both appeared to be slightly taller than him, but this may have been because both wore grubby cowboy hats that had seen better days. These two men weren’t the problem, though. They were the balls; it was the cock in the middle with the weird eye that was the trouble. Marcus the Weasel was a small-time thief, mugger and rapist. Now he prodded a small pistol into the stranger’s back. ‘I asked you a question,’ he said. ‘What’s your name, chief?’

‘Jefe. My name is Jefe.’ Fuck, thought Sanchez, hearing the name.

‘Jefe?’

‘Yeah. Jefe.’

‘Hey, Sanchez,’ Marcus called to the bartender. ‘Weren’t those two monks looking for a man named Jefe?’

‘Yeah.’ The bartender had decided to be at his most monosyllabic.

Jefe took a long drag on his cigarette, then turned to face his interrogator and slowly exhaled, blowing a lungful of smoke right into Marcus’s face.

‘Did you say “monks”?’

‘Yeah,’ said Marcus trying not to cough. ‘Two monks. They left just before you came in. You probably walked right past them.’

‘I didn’t walk past no fuckin’ monks.’

‘Sure. Whatever you say.’

‘Look, boy, do yourself a favour. Tell me where I can find El Santino.’

Marcus the Weasel moved the pistol away and pointed it in the air for a moment. Then he lowered it again, aiming it at the end of Jefe’s nose.

‘Like I said, why don’t you just give me what you have and I’ll pass it on to El Santino for you, eh … chief?’

Jefe dropped his cigarette on the floor and slowly raised his hands in surrender to Marcus, all the while grinning as though he was in on some private joke. He placed his hands behind his head, then slowly slid them down to the back of his neck.

‘Well now,’ said Marcus. ‘I’ll give you three seconds to show me what you’ve got for El Santino. One … two … ‘

THUD. Simultaneously both Spider and Studley, who had been standing on either side of their odd-eyed companion, fell to the floor. Marcus made the mistake of looking down. Both were lying on the floor, stone dead, each with a short, heavy, double-edged knife sticking out of his throat. When he looked back up he realized that his gun was no longer in his hand. It was now in Jefe’s possession and being pointed at him. Marcus gulped. This guy was fast. And deadly.

‘Say,’ offered the Weasel, acutely aware of his own survival instincts, ‘why don’t I take you to see El Santino?’ Be generous, he silently reminded himself.

‘Sure. That’d be great,’ Jefe grinned. ‘But first, why don’t you buy us a couple of whiskies?’

‘Be glad to.’

After dragging the bodies of Rusty, Spider and Studley out to the backyard and dumping them where no one would easily spot them, the two men sat and drank whisky for the next couple of hours. Marcus did most of the talking. He was doing his best tour-guide impression, providing Jefe with the lowdown on the best places to go for a good time. He also warned his new buddy of the places and people most likely to rip him off. Jefe humoured Marcus by pretending to be interested in what he had to say, when in actual fact all he wanted was a drinking partner, one who was paying for all the drinks. Luckily for Marcus, when they had moved the bodies out back he had had the forethought to help himself to Studley’s billfold and the three dollars that Spider had in his shirt pocket. The billfold was full of notes, so he had enough money to sustain their drinking for a couple of days.

By early evening Jefe was very drunk, and neither he nor Marcus had noticed that the Tapioca had become quite busy. There were still plenty of tables and chairs going unused, but there were many customers – regulars – lurking in the shadows. Somehow, word had spread that Jefe was carrying something worth a lot of money. He had earned himself a reputation as a man to be feared, but he was not well known in these parts. And he was now very drunk, making him a prime candidate for the many muggers and thieves that frequented the Tapioca.

As it turned out, what happened to Jefe later that night would prove to be the catalyst for everything that followed. Which was mainly murders.
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Four

Detective Miles Jensen arrived in Santa Mondega with a reputation. All the other cops disliked him already. To them, he was one of those trendy, new-age detectives. Probably never seen a real day’s action in his life, they thought. They were wrong, of course, but he had better things to do with his time than waste it trying to justify his position to a bunch of inbred scumbags like the cops on the beat in Santa Mondega.

The reason they took him for a phoney was there for all to see in his job title: Chief Detective of Supernatural Investigations. A waste of taxpayers’ money if ever there was one. It hadn’t been a problem when he was on someone else’s beat but now he was on theirs, and he was probably earning a truckload more than most of them. There was nothing they could do about it though, and they knew it. Jensen had been assigned to Santa Mondega by the Government of the United States. Normally the US Government couldn’t give a damn about what went on in Santa Mondega, but recently something had happened that had made it sit up and take notice.

That ‘something’ was a series of five gruesome murders, and although that was nothing new in those parts, the manner in which the victims had been killed was highly significant. All five victims had been killed in the same ritualistic way. Murders like these had not been seen since the week leading up to the legendary Bourbon Kid massacre of five years earlier. Most murder victims in Santa Mondega were killed by gunmen or knife-wielding maniacs, but not these five. They had been killed by something else – something not entirely human. This fact ensured that the case was serious enough for Miles Jensen to be assigned to it, working on his own, with no help from anyone else.

Like so many of the buildings in the city centre, the Santa Mondega police headquarters was a decaying mess. It looked like an early-twentieth-century building that had probably been the pride of the city in its day. In comparison with most of the other police headquarters that Jensen had visited in his time, it ranked very poorly.

The interior had at least been modernized to some extent. Rather than early twentieth century, like the exterior, it had an early nineteen-eighties feel to it. The layout was much as one would expect to see in an old TV cop show like Hill Street Blues. Obviously, this wasn’t ideal, but Jensen had to admit to himself that he had seen plenty worse.

Check-in at reception – often painfully slow, in his experience – was remarkably simple in this new precinct. The young female receptionist merely took a glance at his badge and his letter of authority and advised him to make his way up to Captain Rockwell’s office, to which she breezily gave him directions. It was always good to know he was expected.

As he made his way through the building to the Captain’s office, Jensen felt the eyes of the other officers, each and every one of them, burning into his back. This happened every time he was reassigned. Other cops hated him, and that was that. There was nothing that he could do about it, or at least not in the early days of an assignment. In Santa Mondega, however, his case wasn’t really helped by the fact that he appeared to be the only black man on the force. This was a town full of people from all walks of life and many nationalities or races, yet there seemed to be hardly any black people. Maybe the blacks had more sense than to settle in such a shit-hole, or maybe they just weren’t welcome. Only time would tell, he thought.

Captain Rockwell’s office was on the third floor. Jensen could sense a hundred pairs of eyes following him as he made his way towards the Captain’s glass-walled office in the far corner, a good sixty yards from the elevator he had arrived in. The entire floor was dotted with desks and cubicles. Nearly every desk had a detective sitting at it. This was typical of today’s police. No one was out on the beat. Everyone was at a desk filling out forms or typing reports. Modern-day police work, Jensen said to himself. Inspiring stuff.

There were numerous pieces of evidence and photos of suspects or victims or missing persons pinned to partitions and dividing screens, or taped to computer monitors. By comparison, Captain Rockwell’s office was spotless. His small room in the far corner of the third floor afforded him a good view out of the windows over the city below. Jensen knocked twice on the glass door. Rockwell – seemingly the only visible black man on the Santa Mondega force – was sitting at his desk chewing on something and reading a newspaper. He had thick grey hair and a paunch, which together suggested he was in his mid-fifties. On hearing the knock at his door, he didn’t bother to look up but simply gestured for his visitor to enter. Jensen turned the doorknob and pushed. The door wouldn’t open cleanly and needed a good shake that unfortunately made the glass walls of the office wobble a little. Eventually a slight kick at the bottom of the door helped it open and Jensen walked in.

‘Detective Miles Jensen reporting for duty, sir.’

‘Siddown, Detective,’ growled Rockwell. Jensen noticed that he was doing a crossword in the newspaper.

‘Need any help with that?’ he asked, in an attempt to break the ice as he seated himself in a chair opposite the Captain.

‘Yeah, try this one,’ said Captain Rockwell, glancing up for a second. ‘Four letters. Don’t – ever – kick it – again.’

‘Door?’

‘Damn right. You’ll do fine. Nice to meet you, Jansen,’ said the Captain, closing his newspaper and taking a good look at his new detective.

‘It’s Jensen, and it’s nice to meet you too, sir,’ said Jensen, leaning over the desk with his right hand outstretched. Rockwell ignored the gesture and carried on talking.

‘How much do you know about why you’re here, Detective?’

‘I was briefed by Division. I probably know more than you do, sir,’ Jensen replied, retracting his hand and sitting back down.

‘I doubt that very much.’ The Captain picked up a mug of coffee from on top of a pile of paperwork to his left and took a sip before spitting it back in the mug in disgust. ‘Now, are we going to be sharing information here, or are you gonna jerk me off the whole time like Internal Affairs?’

‘I won’t be jerking you off, sir. That’s not one of my objectives here.’

‘Give you a piece of advice, Jansen. Nobody around here likes a smartass, you got that?’

‘It’s not Jansen, sir, it’s Jensen.’

‘Whatever. Has anyone shown you where the coffee is yet?’

‘No, sir. I’ve only just got here.’

‘Well, when they do, mine’s black, two sugars.’

‘I don’t drink coffee, sir.’

‘I didn’t ask if you did. Get Somers to show you where the coffee is when you meet him.’

‘Which one is Somers?’ Jensen asked, fully aware that his question might not be answered. This Captain Jessie Rockwell was an odd sort. He spoke very quickly and he appeared not to have a lot of patience. He certainly didn’t seem to need any more caffeine. Every once in a while as he spoke his face would become contorted, as though he was having a very minor stroke. Clearly the man had stress issues, as well as little tolerance for Miles Jensen.

‘Somers has been assigned as your partner – or rather, you’re his. That’s the way he’ll prefer to see it,’ he said. Jensen bristled.

‘I think there’s been some sort of misunderstanding, sir. I’m not supposed to be assigned a partner.’

‘Tough shit. We didn’t ask for you to be sent here, either. But it looks like we’re stuck with you and we’re paying for your stay here, so I guess we’re both in a position we don’t like.’

This was not something Jensen was happy about. Other cops didn’t take his work seriously. The Captain didn’t seem to, and whoever this Somers character was, Jensen bet he would be no different.

‘With all due respect, sir, if you’ll just call …’

‘With all due respect, Johnson, you can kiss my ass.’

‘It’s Jensen, sir.’

‘Whatever. Now listen, because I’m only gonna tell you this once. Somers, your new partner … he’s an asshole. A real fuckin’ asshole. No one else will work with him.’

‘What? Well then, surely …’

‘Do you wanna hear what I have to say, or not?’

It hadn’t taken Jensen long to realize that arguing with Captain Rockwell was going to be pointless. If he had any problems he’d have to sort them out himself later. The Captain wasn’t going to waste time explaining himself to anyone or showing anyone around. He obviously considered himself far too busy, or far too important, for niceties. For now, it was easier to sit back and listen to what he had to say.

‘Sorry, sir. Please go on.’

‘Thank you. Not that I need your permission. This is for your benefit, not mine,’ said Rockwell. He eyeballed Jensen for a moment to see if there was likely to be any more dissent from this weird detective. Satisfied that there was not, he continued. ‘Detective Archibald Somers has been assigned to this case as your partner. He’s been assigned by the Mayor. Now if I had my way, Somers wouldn’t even set foot in this building, but the Mayor is trying to win re-election, so he’s got his own goddam agenda.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Jensen could see little relevance in the explanation so far, but he decided it would be best to show a little interest with the occasional nod or ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Somers was handed early retirement just over three years ago,’ Rockwell went on. ‘The rest of us held a retirement party for him.’

‘Very good of you, sir.’

‘Not really. We didn’t invite that miserable bastard Somers.’

‘Why not?’ asked Jensen, surprised. Rockwell frowned.

‘Because he’s an asshole. Jeeezus! Pay attention, Johnson, for Chrissakes.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘So, anyway. You’re here about the Bourbon Kid, right?’

‘Well, not exactly.’

‘It doesn’t matter. Somers is obsessed with the goddam Bourbon Kid case. That’s why he was forced into early retirement. He tried to pin every single murder in Santa Mondega on this Bourbon Kid. He took the whole damn thing so far that people started to think the Police Department were being lazy and we were just using the Kid as a scapegoat to pin all our unsolved crimes on.’

‘Which obviously isn’t true,’ said Jensen. It was one of those comments he immediately wished he hadn’t made, because the way he had said it sounded like he was being sarcastic, which was not what he had intended. Captain Rockwell eyed him again for a second. Satisfied at last that Jensen was actually sincere, he carried on.

‘Right,’ he said, breathing in through his nose so deeply that his nostrils flared to nearly twice their normal size. ‘Well, Somers started fiddling with evidence in his attempts to frame the Bourbon Kid for everything. Fact of the matter is, there’s only two people in town who have ever seen the Kid and lived. And no one has seen him since the night five years ago when he massacred half the town. Most of us believe he’s probably already dead. Probably died that night and was just one of the many unidentified bodies we buried that week. Others say he was killed by a couple of monks as he left town. I guess that’s where your interest lies, right? With the monks and all that crap?’

‘If you mean the Hubal monks and the Eye of the Moon, sir, then yes.’

‘Hmm. Well, I don’t believe any of that crock of shit, and neither do any of the other guys, but here’s something you might not know, Detective Johnson. Yesterday, two monks killed a guy in the Tapioca Bar. Shot him dead in cold blood. Wounded another. Lit out with two stolen pistols. The first thing you and Somers are gonna be doing is questioning Sanchez, the bar manager.’

Jensen looked at Rockwell in surprise. This actually was something he didn’t know about. Hubal monks in town, that was unusual. Damned unusual. As far as he knew the monks never left their island for any reason. Except for that one time, five years ago, when two of them had arrived in Santa Mondega just before the night of the Bourbon Kid massacre.

‘Have they been arrested?’

‘Not yet. And they won’t be if that horse’s ass Somers has his way. He’ll try and convince you that the Bourbon Kid killed the guy but dressed himself up as two monks to do it.’

‘Okay. So tell me, Captain, if Somers retired, why the hell is he on this case?’

‘I already told you. It’s because the Mayor wants him on the case. Everyone knows Somers is obsessed with the Bourbon Kid, and the public will be happy if he’s leading the investigation. The public, you see, they don’t know that he’s an asshole. They just know that a lot of them lost relatives and loved ones when the Bourbon Kid came into town last time.’

‘Last time? The way you said that implied that the Bourbon Kid is back in town.’

Captain Jessie Rockwell sat back in his chair and took another sip of his coffee before once again spitting it back into the mug in disgust.

‘I’m not sure what I’m saying, to be honest, but the fact of the matter is this. Two monks showed up less than twenty-four days ago. That’s the first time in five years that any monks have been seen in this town. And that’s not all. You’re here because the Government thinks that something out of the ordinary is going on, right?’

‘Well, yeah. Five brutal murders in the last five days. That’s apart from the guy the monks are meant to have killed. That’s quite a lot. In fact, it’s a helluva lot. And I’m here because from what I understand, these weren’t normal murders, right?’

‘Right. I’ve seen some sick shit in this town, Detective. But these last five killings, well, I haven’t seen anything like it since the last time the Bourbon Kid was in town. Maybe it’s all building up to another massacre like we had five years ago. Like history is repeating itself. That’s why the Mayor wants Somers back. Asshole though Somers is, he knows more about the Bourbon Kid than the rest of the world put together. And you, well you’re obviously here because for the first time in I don’t know how long, the outside world has decided that it gives a shit about what goes on in Santa Mondega.’

‘So it would seem, sir.’

‘Yes. It would.’ He heaved himself up from his chair. ‘Now, you wanna meet Somers, or what?’
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Five

Jefe awoke with a start. His heart was pounding, and his instincts were telling him that something wasn’t right. Something was definitely not as it should be. But what was it? What had happened to make him wake up so suddenly, awash with a feeling of dread? And threat? The only way he’d find an answer was to piece together the events of the previous evening. That shouldn’t be too difficult. First, Marcus the Weasel had bought him drinks all night. This was to be expected. Marcus was afraid of him, and rightly so. Jefe had intended to kill Marcus once he had served his purpose, and Marcus’s purpose was simple: he had to buy Jefe drinks all night and then take him to meet El Santino. But Jefe hadn’t met El Santino yet, and Marcus the Weasel was nowhere to be seen.

Jefe was lying on his back in a rickety old bed in what looked like a dingy room in a cheap motel. He was dehydrated, no doubt from all the drink he and Marcus had polished off the night before. They’d had not a bad time. As Jefe recalled, Marcus was quite a good drinking partner who could handle his whisky and tequila. He was still an asshole, but at least he could last the pace. By now, Jefe was starting to remember more and more about the previous evening. Marcus had seemed to be holding his drink incredibly well, while Jefe himself had been seeing double. This was unusual, for he could handle his drink. He could drink for days at a time and still keep it together. So why had he suddenly gotten drunk out of his skull so easily?

Oh no.

A cold shiver washed over him. On cue, his head began to pound as his hangover took hold. Had he fallen for one of the oldest tricks in the book? Had Jefe been downing shot after shot, while his new-found friend had been drinking water disguised as shots of tequila? If that was the case, then one of two things could have happened. One: he could have been murdered in his sleep. Obviously not the case. Or two: robbed. Highly likely. Shit.

He grabbed at his chest, hoping to feel the precious blue stone that had been hanging around his neck for the past few days. His hand clasped thin air, right where the stone should have been. He sat bolt upright.

‘FUCKIN’ BASTARD!’

His shout echoed through the sleazy building. This was bad news, in every way. Jefe had been ripped off, and to make matters worse he had been ripped off by a man who was known locally as a complete and utter slimeball scumbag weasel. How could he have been so stupid, so gullible? What an imbecile! That fucking weasel Marcus! The guy was as good as dead.

Jefe’s mind was full of questions, racing around in his head like foxes in a chicken run. Did Marcus know the power of the stone? Did he know that it was the Eye of the Moon, the most precious and powerful stone in the entire universe? And did he realize that Jefe would now make it his life’s ambition to kill him and get it back?

What concerned the bounty hunter more than anything was the knowledge that he had an appointment to keep that day. An appointment with a man whose reputation was more fearsome than that of the Devil himself. He was going to need the Eye of the Moon if he was to have any chance of surviving that meeting. El Santino was expecting the stone to be delivered to him before midnight. Jefe had promised it to him. El Santino was not a man Jefe wanted to disappoint, even though he had never met him, but that wasn’t even the worst of his problems. If Marcus the Weasel discovered the power of the stone, it would be virtually impossible to retrieve it from him. Just as it should have been impossible for Jefe to have lost it in the first place.

Another thought struck him. There was, of course, always the danger that Marcus could be gotten to by others. There were plenty of people who wanted the Eye of the Moon. Many of them were as brutal as Jefe, some maybe more so. If any of them got their hands on the stone he would never get it back before the end of the day. If ever. He considered his options for a moment. He could just leave town and never return, but he had gone to such great lengths to get his hands on that stone. It was practically a miracle he had survived this long. Just finding and stealing the stone had seen him kill more than a hundred people. Some of them had come close to killing him, yet he had survived. He’d come through unscathed, only to slip up and let his guard drop as he approached the final hurdle. Although it might prove even harder to get the stone back from Marcus, he reminded himself that it was worth a lot of money to him. And his life depended on it, too.

Fuck it. He’d have breakfast, then that was it.

The Weasel was toast.
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