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  Chapter One


  JOHN MILTON peered through the rain that hammered on the windshield, trying to pick a path that would spare the car the deepest of the potholes that disfigured the muddy track. He had been driving for six hours, the headlamps on all the way, initially caught up in the throng of traffic as people sought to escape the city. Then he had been slowed by the terrain, the visibility, and his lack of familiarity with his surroundings. He rolled past a fork in the road, slowed and parked the rental on the margin of the road. It wasn’t much more than a backwoods track by this stage, cutting between groves of cypress trees that were garlanded in Spanish moss, heading straight into the heart of the bayou.


  His directions told him to look for a big red maple tree.


  Milton saw it, just off the road.


  He had been in New Orleans for a week, arriving just as the meteorologists had given Katrina her name and warned the city that she was headed straight for it. People had initially laughed it off, and Milton had overheard plenty, suggesting that this would be no different than any of the other storms that made landfall here. But then the forecasters had become more and more apocalyptic, upgrading Katrina all the way to a category five storm and warning that she could be the big one. The mayor and the governor had issued mandatory evacuation warnings, and people had started to listen. It had been bumper-to-bumper gridlock until he was out past Norco, and even then, the roads had only started to flow easily when he exited at Laplace and made his way into the swamp.


  Milton had been in hurricanes like this one before, and he knew what they could do. Some people still refused to evacuate, telling newscasters proudly that they weren’t going to be chased out of their homes, and Milton had looked at them and shaken his head at their blasé stupidity. He would have evacuated, if he had been given the choice. But his target was one of those stubborn-headed locals and, because of that, he had to stay, too.


  Milton looked down at the instructions for a final time. He had followed coordinates that he had plotted into his GPS at first and then, when that had reached the limit of its utility, he had found the rest of the way with a set of written instructions that he would burn as soon as he was done.


  It had been raining heavily for hours, the grim outrider of the monster that was gathering its resources out in the Gulf of Mexico. He stepped out of the car and onto the muddy verge and was quickly soaked through. He opened the passenger door and took out the shovel that he had purchased at the Walmart that he had passed on his way out of town. He rested it across his shoulder and started to walk out into the swamp.


  He recognised the spot from the picture that he had been shown in London. There was a cypress grove, fringing a narrow clearing, and, at the centre of that, a large boulder sat incongruously amid the grass and foliage.


  Milton went up to the rock, paced out three steps back into the clearing, and then started to dig. The ground was saturated, and the shovel sliced through the grass and sod with ease. He rammed the blade into the earth, pressed it home with his boot, scooped out the wet muck and slung it over his shoulder. He was quickly covered in mud. He worked for ten minutes, digging a wide trench until the shovel clanged against something metallic. Milton assessed the dimensions of the object and then worked around it, quickly excavating enough so that he could stand the shovel in the ground and haul the object out of the ground with his hands.


  It was a metal locker, five feet long by a foot wide, secured with sturdy steel clasps. A large padlock held the lid closed. Milton took a key from his pocket and undid the lock, unthreading it from the clasp and opening the lid.


  The first thing he saw was the M16 assault rifle, but he didn’t need that. There was a wide assortment of weaponry: a long gun, machine pistols, semi-automatics. There were boxes of ammunition in several different calibres. Night-vision goggles, scopes for the sniper systems, surveillance and anti-surveillance gear, and encrypted satphones. And more than a million dollars in banknotes of various denominations, sealed inside a series of waterproof polythene bags.


  Milton didn’t need anything extravagant. He ignored the heavy artillery and selected a Sig Sauer P226, a discreet shoulder holster, and a spare magazine. He removed his leather jacket, slipped the holster over his shoulder and tightened it, secured the Sig in the holster and put the spare magazine in his inside pocket. Next, he took out a hideaway .25 NAA Guardian with a holster that could be Velcro-strapped around the ankle. He stood, replaced his jacket, closed the lid, reattached the padlock, and hauled the locker back into the ditch.


  He took up the shovel and started to spread the displaced earth over it.


  
    #

  


  THE RAIN fell. Cascades. Torrents. A deluge. The water poured from roofs and ran in full spate along gutters and into already overflowing drains. It gushed out of drainpipes, slicked the roads with wide pools of standing water, and saturated beds of hibiscus, banana and palm trees. It swamped hydrangeas, falling heavier and heavier until it surely couldn’t fall any harder. And yet it did.


  John Milton slid the mud-slicked rental against the curb. He killed the engine and listened to the thrum of the wind, faster and stronger minute upon minute. A flowerpot was picked up and tossed off the second floor balcony of the apartment block opposite him, bursting into fragments that scattered across the flooded road. The wooden panels of the fence that demarked the border between the apartment block rattled and clattered against their posts, nails slowly prying loose, ready to fly.


  And then, as if at the flick of a switch, the rain stopped.


  He opened the car door, stepped outside, and cast an assessing glance up at the sky. The storm was churning its way across the Gulf of Mexico. They said the leading edge would be here in another couple of hours. The air felt damp and humid, and it smelled full of brine and sodden vegetation, as if the ocean had been dragged closer to the limit of the city. It was a Saturday evening, and streets that would normally have been busy, thronged with life, were empty. The indigo dome of the twilight was torn through with veins of yellow and blood red. It was as though the sun had not yet left, that it was planning a spectacular sunset to cow the anger of the storm. Milton paused there for a moment, staring to the south, to the deeper darkness that was gathering over the Gulf, and felt the electricity crackling through the air like a premonition. The storm wasn’t done. It hadn’t started, not yet. This was merely a drawing of breath.


  He had taken a room in the Intercontinental. He stopped in the reception area. The clerk was standing behind the desk. He was watching a TV tuned to the local news. A radar image of the hurricane was playing as the anchor told people that they needed to get away from the coast. The storm looked like a huge vicious pinwheel.


  “Any messages?”


  The man looked up at him and saw the mud on his clothes.


  “I know,” Milton said, shaking his had. “I slipped. I’m going to go and get changed. Any messages?”


  “No, sir.”


  The clerk was older, his lines bearing witness to his age, and to the other storms that he must have seen. “Wind blow you over?”


  He nodded. “Can’t believe how powerful it is.”


  “It’s not done,” he said. “That wasn’t nothing.”


  They shared the moment, the sense of foreboding. “No,” Milton said.


  “You should stay inside, sir. You’ll be fine, I was speaking to the guys down in the kitchen, got plenty of food and water, and there’s a big old generator in the basement if the power gets knocked out.”


  “That’s good to know.”


  “You want a drink? They’re on the house in the bar.”


  “Thanks,” Milton said. “I might do that.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON HAD taken a suite on the top floor. He took off the holstered pistol and hooked it carefully over the back of the chair. He took off his sodden leather jacket, taking a bottle of beer from the minibar and standing by the wide picture window. He was ten floors up, elevated higher than the surrounding buildings, and was treated to a panoramic view over the rooftops. Milton had a sense of foreboding. It wasn’t the hurricane, although that was part of it. It was what he had been sent here to do.


  It was the man Control had sent him here to kill.


  Milton had a way of dealing with it: he did not consider the men and women who were assigned to him for liquidation. He didn’t want to know their backgrounds, save the information he needed to ensure that he could hasten their departures from this world. He didn’t want to know about families, about histories, about the people who would miss them when they were gone. He didn’t want to know about any of that, but it invariably littered their files, and he was too much of a professional not to absorb every last detail. Standing there, high above the city with Mother Nature ready to unleash a hurricane, Milton felt very alone. There were some thoughts and experiences that he would never be able to share with anyone, burdens that he would always have to bear alone.


  But that was his own fault.


  It was the result of his own choices.


  He had accepted his fate so blindly and for so long that there were no choices, not any more.


  His mouth was suddenly bone dry, his desiccated tongue sticking to his palate, and he necked a good mouthful of the beer until the sensation was gone.


  Milton stripped, went to the bathroom, and stood under the shower for ten minutes until the room was humid with steam. He got out, went to the mirror and swiped his hand to clear away the condensation. His blue eyes stared back at him, cold and unempathetic. He filled the sink with water and plunged his face into it, the cold shocking him around.


  He went to the wardrobe and took out the clothes that he had brought for the occasion. He had a loud Hawaiian shirt, a pair of stonewashed Levis and a pair of oxblood loafers. He stepped into his trousers, arranged the shirt so that it fell loose around his waist, and then looked at his reflection in the full-length mirror. There you go. He looked like a tourist, the kind of rube who might easily wander into the French Quarter, even on a night like this, the sort who might be impressed by an ersatz Irish bar.


  There was a knock at the door.


  Milton went to the chair, withdrew the P226 and hid the holster in the drawer. He pushed the gun into the back of his trousers, the metal icy cold against skin that was still warm from the hot shower, and pulled the shirt so that it fell over it.


  He went to the door.


  “Yes?”


  “It’s me.”


  He unhooked the latch and opened up. Ziggy Penn was standing in the corridor, glancing left and right. He looked shifty and suspicious.


  “Get inside,” Milton said curtly, standing aside.


  Ziggy did as he was told. He was small and wiry, a succession of sharp points, all elbows, shoulders, and knees. He had a thatch of thick and unruly ginger hair, as stiff as wire wool, and his eyes seemed to bulge from their sockets. His skin was pallid, thanks to a life spent in front of a computer screen, and his cheeks and the hollow channels on either side of his nose were pitted with old acne scars. He was wearing a pair of cargo pants and a black Depeche Mode T-shirt.


  “I told you,” Milton said, his voice tight and compressed with anger. “We don’t meet. You don’t speak to me. I’m here on my own.”


  “I know that.”


  “So?”


  “The weather,” Ziggy said.


  “What about it?”


  “What about it? Have you looked outside?” He gestured at the wide window and the huge banks of pitch clouds that were rolling over the city.


  Milton nodded. “It’s going to be rough.”


  “It’s going to be a category five hurricane.”


  Milton took the P226 and laid it on the bureau. “There’s no need for it to change anything.”


  Ziggy stared at the gun. “Are we going ahead?”


  “He’s here. McCluskey is here. I’m here. It’s taken long enough to engineer that. And look at it another way, where’s he going to go?”


  Ziggy frowned, still anxious. “I suppose so.”


  “No change. We’ll go ahead as planned.”


  Chapter Two


  ZIGGY PENN went down into the basement and made his way across the parking lot to his rental car. He unlocked the door, opened it, and got inside.


  He was not particularly reassured. Milton was right, of course, the operation had taken a lot of planning. The target was a transplanted Irishman who was presently going by the name of Jimmy Maguire. His real name was Gerry McGovern, and he had been a bagman for the Irish Republican Army throughout the worst years of The Troubles. He was here tonight to meet Peter McCluskey, a businessman who had emigrated to the United States in his twenties after a successful career as a Provo sniper in the bandit country around County Antrim. Since then, McCluskey had reinvented himself as a successful businessman with a string of Irish theme pubs all around the American south and southwest. By all accounts, he had foresworn his violent past and had crafted a new identity for himself. He had, it would have appeared to the casual observer, taken advantage of the particularly American facility for reinventing oneself.


  Unfortunately for Peter McCluskey, the security services had discovered proof that corroborated the suspicion that he had not eschewed his old comrades-in-arms at all. Indeed, he had become even more virulent in his hatred of the British, had turned his back on Sinn Féin, and cast in his lot with the Real IRA, the off-shoot organisation that denounced the Good Friday Agreement and vowed to continue the war. McCluskey had continued to raise money so that they could buy their bullets and their bombs, and Maguire was here to collect that bounty. The decision had been made that those channels of funding must be stopped. The files of Maguire and McCluskey had been passed to Group Fifteen, and Control had assigned John Milton—Number Six—the responsibility for seeing that both men were liquidated.


  Maguire was to be the first to go.


  Ziggy was a field analyst for the Group, and he had been appointed to assist.


  He turned the ignition and backed the Chevy out of the bay. He flicked on the lights and headed for the exit.


  
    #

  


  LIFE WENT on just as always in the heart of the French Quarter. The bars might have been quieter than they would normally have been on a Saturday evening, but they were far from deserted. McCluskey’s was doing a reasonable trade. It was the same kind of Irish pub that could be found all over the world. The interior was dark and inviting, the walls smothered by images of the Irish countryside, well-toned horses in mid-gallop, revolutionaries at play, a hurling team. The wide space was divided into a warren of tongue-and-groove snugs and seating areas, thanks to wooden partitions and stand-alone walls that were seemingly crafted from old biscuit tin lids and dismantled clocks. The bar was lit by lamps that hung from a ceiling held up by metal beams. Shelves bore dusty hardbacks, jars of sweets, an old slicing machine, Boyne Valley cornflakes, and scales for weighing out tea. There were framed pages from ledger books, the Chronicle and the Sligo Champion. Rattan stools were placed along a counter of solid oak that ran the entire length of the rear wall, broken by an arch that led through to a snug. It would have been evocative to the naive, perhaps even persuasive that the drinkers could have been in Dublin or Cork, but Milton had been in a similar establishment in London, and he knew the décor and the atmosphere were just the same there. It was all studied and fake.


  He had no time for places like this, but he wasn’t here to enjoy himself. He had a job to do.


  Milton took a beer from the bar and positioned himself at a window where he could look out onto the street. He took off the porkpie hat that he had bought at the airport to complete his look, and laid it on the table, twisting the felt brim between his thumb and forefinger. The rain had started again, just as hard and heavy as before, and the wind was picking up. A telephone wire thrummed high above the street, and rubbish from an overturned bin tumbled down the middle of the road as if fleeing the gale itself. Milton saw a working girl in a tight leather skirt, struggling to light a cigarette in the inadequate shelter of a doorway, and in the car parked alongside her, her pimp nodded his head to the beat of the music that was playing in his double-parked sedan.


  He finished his first beer and went up for another. The alcohol hadn’t helped with the way that he was feeling. There was a cold lump of ice in his gut and his head throbbed with the start of a migraine, as if a rubber band had been looped across his temple and then slowly tightened.


  His attention was disturbed by a group of musicians who were tuning up on a small stage area. There were six of them bearing fiddles, a bodhrán, a flute and a mandolin, and as he watched, they started to sing an old folk song that Milton thought he recognised.


  And then he heard the voice in the tiny Danish-made receiver that was nestled, perfectly invisible, inside his ear.


  “Six, Watcher. Come in.”


  Milton wore a microphone, as unobtrusive as the receiver, beneath the tip of his collar.


  “Watcher, Six. Go ahead.”


  “He’s coming.”


  Milton turned back to the window and saw the lights of a taxi as it turned around the corner of Ursulines and rolled up to the door of the bar. The rain was smeared across the glass, so it was difficult to identify the passenger, but Milton could see money exchanged. The door of the cab opened, and Peter McCluskey hurried across the sidewalk and into the bar that bore his name.


  “You got him?”


  “Affirmative.”


  McCluskey was in his late seventies, but you would never have guessed. He was tall and well built, and he moved with an easy gait that belied his years. His hair had retreated to the back of his head, wisps of white that had been flattened down against his scalp by the rain. He had a large nose and cautious, suspicious eyes. He came inside, took off his jacket and hung it on a hook behind the bar. Then, complaining loudly that the room was stuffy, he opened the door and stubbed a wedge beneath it. The atmosphere was disturbed by a gust of damp wind, and, once again, Milton could smell the briny sea.


  Milton watched as McCluskey turned to scout the room. His eyes flicked over him, but didn’t stop. There was no reason why they would; he had never seen Milton before.


  He went to the bar and rapped his knuckles against it. The musicians stopped playing and the conversation petered out.


  “Good to see you all tonight,” he called out in a strong voice. “A little bit of weather isn’t going to stop the craíc now, is it?” There was loud agreement. “Now then, because I’m grateful you’ve made your way through this filthy storm to my little bar, what do you say we all raise a glass to this fine city and tell Katrina that she’s not gonna go and disturb our fun? On the house.”


  He raised his hand to the manager behind the bar and went over to an empty table.


  “Six, Watcher.”


  “Affirmative.”


  “Get ready to party. Here comes Maguire.”


  Get ready to party? Milton sighed. Ziggy was taking this too flippantly, as if they had been caught up in a Fleming novel.


  He turned back to the window. A man was running down the sidewalk with a leather briefcase held above his head as an utterly ineffective umbrella. He passed beneath a street lamp that was swaying in the wind and hurried into the bar. Milton turned to the door and clocked him: early forties, big and strong. A nasty, brutal face. He had two large earrings in his right ear and a scar across his cheek. Jimmy Maguire had been a professional wrestler in his younger years, but now he was the liaison between the Provos and their American boosters.


  He had led them to McCluskey.


  And now he had been marked for death.


  Maguire took a seat at an empty table, and McCluskey went over to him. He had collected a satchel from the bar and, as he sat at the table, he dropped it at his feet.


  “The meet is on,” Milton said quietly.


  Milton sat, watching them as discreetly as he could. He finished his beer and went over to the bar for another, waiting there and sipping it so that he could change his vantage point.


  The two men were close together, conversing with concentrated, serious looks upon their faces. A combination of the background noise, the music and the howls of the wind outside meant that it was impossible for him to hear anything they said, but that wasn’t necessary. The cellphones of both men had been tapped for the last month, and Milton had read the transcripts. McCluskey had decided to sell three of his establishments, including this one, and he was intent upon donating the million dollars that he stood to make to the Cause. Maguire had been dispatched to thank him, and to sketch out the best way to transmit the money without arousing the suspicion of the authorities.


  As Milton watched, he noticed McCluskey nudge the satchel across the floor to Maguire. That was one way, he concluded. Provide Maguire with hard currency and let him worry about laundering it.


  Milton returned to his table.


  Maguire raised his hand a moment, stalling the conversation, his other hand taking his cellphone from his pocket and pressing it to his ear.


  “Are you getting this?”


  “Hold on,” Ziggy said.


  Milton’s fingers fretted with the coaster on the table, his eyes on Maguire’s face.


  “Shit, Six. They’ve made you.”


  Milton turned his head back to the window. “Say again.”


  “The call. It’s from McGinn. He said he’s just heard from Dublin, there’s a British agent after him. They know.”


  “Dammit. How?”


  The Irishman looked up, turned to the room, and before Milton could look away, he found and held his gaze. Maguire turned to McCluskey, said something, and nodded in Milton’s direction.


  Ziggy’s voice was fraught with anxiety. “What do we do?”


  Milton bit the inside of his lip as he thought about that. There was no point in trying to continue. If Maguire had made him, there was nothing more to be done. He turned his head away and said, low and fast, “We abort.”


  “After all this preparation?”


  “No choice. Stand down.”


  Maguire collected the satchel and set off for the door. McCluskey stood and started over in Milton’s direction. He glanced over at the bar and gestured with his finger that the barman should follow him.


  “Number Six?”


  Milton didn’t respond. He took a sip of his beer.


  McCluskey reached the table. The barman was close behind.


  “Excuse me, sir.”


  “Number Six?”


  Milton ignored Ziggy and turned to McCluskey. “Yes?”


  “I wonder, you mind if I have a quick word with you?”


  McCluskey had a solidity about him, a presence. Milton could smell the drink on his breath, the smell of stale cigarette smoke, and the rotten food that had clustered between his crooked teeth. He decided to play stupid and drunk. “What about?”


  “Just a quick word. In the office, back behind the bar. Would you come with me, please?”


  Milton assessed the second man: younger, heavyset, thick knuckles that were marked with a tattoo that he couldn’t read, sleeves of ink up both arms, a T-shirt that had been cut at the shoulders.


  “Maguire’s leaving. I’m going after him.”


  Milton gritted his teeth in frustration. He wanted to say no, to order Ziggy to stand down, but he couldn’t very well do that now.


  “Sir?”


  “I don’t know what you want—”


  “See, I ain’t in the business of asking politely.” McCluskey pulled up his shirt tails to reveal the butt of a Glock. “And we know what you are. I’m telling you, get in the back. Why don’t we try to keep it civil?”


  Chapter Three


  JIMMY MAGUIRE walked right past the rental without giving it a second look. Ziggy Penn watched as he crossed the road and got into a mauve Nissan. The courtesy light flicked on and then off, the rear lights flashed red and the headlamps glowed. The car pulled away into the empty road.


  Ziggy gave him a head start of a hundred yards before he started the Chevy’s engine and set off after him. He had left the radio on, the volume down low, so that he could keep on top of what was happening with the storm. He turned it up as the announcer repeated the warning that everyone needed to find shelter. He said that anyone without anywhere else to go should go to the Superdome, but that there were already long lines of people who were trying to get inside. The governor of Louisiana, Kathleen Blanco, interrupted the broadcast to plead to anyone still left in the city to get to the dome or get out. She said that the storm was enormous, a monster. The words of another official were replayed, the man sounding like he was on the edge of mania, practically yelling out that it didn’t matter that landfall had shifted a few miles to the west. A dead hit wasn’t necessary for a hurricane as big as this. A glancing blow would still kill thousands.


  He switched the radio off.


  The last streaks of light overhead had been extinguished now. The black clouds were piling overhead, hundreds of feet high. Ziggy could feel the air pressure plunging. The smell in the air, the salt from the sea, now seemed to be mixed with something sulphurous.


  Ziggy didn’t notice the Dodge with the blown-out muffler that pulled out and rolled after him.


  
    #

  


  MILTON FEIGNED drunkenness as he allowed himself to be hauled from his chair. McCluskey had his hands beneath his armpits and the second man, the younger guy, tugged at his shoulders.


  “What’ve I done?” Milton stammered out with a mixture of faked bewilderment and fear. His act would confuse them, and it allowed him a moment to make his assessments. They couldn’t be sure that he was the man who had been sent for Maguire. Milton was concerned that the mission had been leaked, but he doubted that he had been compromised beyond that. Very few photographs existed of him. And no one, save Control and Ziggy, knew that he had been assigned this job. That particular inquest could wait.


  The bar was still busy, maybe busier than it had been when he had arrived, and the patrons had dispensed with any pretence towards moderation and were plunging headlong into proper drunkenness. The band were playing loud, a series of vigorous folk songs that blended one into the other in a seamless barrage of notes and rhythm. The drinkers at the bar had glasses lined up like dead soldiers, their faces oily and slick. Two stranded Japanese tourists sat at one of the tables, the only people not already two sheets to the wind, sipping decorously at glasses of Scotch.


  Not here. Too many witnesses.


  The barman came up close behind him and started to pat him down. The P226 was impossible to miss. Milton felt the man’s hand as it closed around the grip, and then the metal, warm now from being pressed against his skin, as it was pulled out from the back of his trousers. Milton was facing McCluskey as the barman revealed the weapon. He saw the older man’s face change from uncertainty to anger.


  “Let’s go.”


  McCluskey squeezed his elbow and led him into the back. Milton permitted it. The second man followed close behind.


  
    #

  


  ZIGGY PICKED up the car and kept it within easy sight.


  “Six, Watcher,” he said into his throat mic.


  There was no response.


  “Six, Watcher. Come in, Six.”


  Nothing.


  “Come on, Six. Acknowledge!”


  He felt the damp sweat as it gathered in his palms. His hands slipped on the wheel as he turned it. What had happened to Milton? This was bad.


  He wondered whether he should abort. He could easily turn around and go back to the hotel. He would be safe there. He could wait the storm out and work out what to do next. Milton would return there, presuming that he was still alive. And, if he didn’t—if he wasn’t—Ziggy would be able to call London for directions. They would send backup. There were other agents, ready to be activated, who would be able to come and clean up the aborted mess of the operation.


  He gripped the wheel tighter.


  No.


  What if Milton had left in time? He might not want to abort. If Ziggy kept a tail on Maguire, he could find him and finish what they had started.


  Ziggy had been anxious about the operation. Shot up with adrenaline, but nervous, too. There had been too many times during his life where he had allowed his nerves to betray him. Too many times when he had thought twice and taken the safer, easier option. He had been lobbying for fieldwork for months. Damned if he was going to let his apprehensiveness get in the way of him improving his reputation.


  No.


  He was going to see this through.


  He gritted his teeth, rubbed his palms against his trousers to wipe away the sweat, and kept driving.


  
    #

  


  THEY TOOK Milton into the room behind the bar. It was a storeroom. There were trays of beers, bottles of wine and spirits. A desk was in the corner with a computer and a pile of paper arranged across it.


  “You want to tell me who you are now?” McCluskey asked him.


  The younger man had looped his arms beneath Milton’s shoulders, his hands clasped behind Milton’s neck. Milton’s stomach was exposed and McCluskey punched him there as hard as he could. He had some power in his fists, and Milton gasped as the air was blown out of his lungs. McCluskey hit him again with a left and then another right and then nodded to the man who was holding Milton up. His arms were released and he was allowed to fall to the floor, crashing heavily onto his knees. He bent double and retched, spitting phlegm onto the wooden floor.


  “What about now? A little more talkative?”


  Milton coughed.


  “Let me tell you something, buddy, you’re about up to your nose in pig shit. You got to decide which one of two things is gonna happen next. One, you tell me who you are and who you work for, and we give you a little working over and toss you outside with the trash or, two, you don’t and I put a bullet in your thick skull. What’s it gonna be?”


  Milton coughed again, loud and long. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  McCluskey looked up at the other guy, raised his eyebrows and said, “Number two, then.”


  The hideaway .25 NAA Guardian was Velcro-strapped to Milton’s ankle. The barman had stopped his search as soon as he had discovered the Sig. That was an amateur move that Milton would never have made in a million years. You finished the job, always, or you ended up with your ticket punched. That was just the way it was.


  Milton tore the little pistol out of the strap. He was so close that it would have been impossible to miss. The first round took McCluskey in the gut. The younger man was still fumbling his finger through the trigger guard of Milton’s P226 when the second round struck him. The Sig dropped from his fingers as he took a step backwards, looking down with bafflement at the blood that was leaking out of the hole in his chest. Milton quickly turned back to McCluskey. The old man was on his knees, one hand reaching for his Glock and the other trying to staunch the blood from the wound. Milton stepped right up close, pressed the .25 against the back of his head and squeezed the trigger. He dropped flat to the floor, twitched once, and was still. Milton turned back to the barman. He was still alive. Milton went across to him, held the gun against his temple, and fired a fourth, and final, time.


  Six seconds.


  No witnesses.


  There was a doorway in the back of the room. Milton covered his hand with his shirt tail, turned the handle and opened the door. There was a narrow alley between the bar and the adjacent building, the wind squalling along it. Milton replaced the Guardian in the ankle strap, collected the P226, and stepped outside.


  Chapter Four


  ZIGGY PENN kept a safe distance between his Chevy and Maguire’s Nissan, but he was aware that there was very little traffic on the roads and that he couldn’t hope that Maguire wouldn’t notice that he was being tailed. He didn’t know what he would do when that happened. He’d just deal with it when it did, he guessed.


  They crossed the bridge over the Industrial Canal and turned into the grid of streets that made up the Lower Ninth Ward.


  His earbud crackled.


  “Watcher, Six.”


  “Six, Watcher. I’m here.”


  “Where’s that?”


  “Just off North Claiborne Avenue. I’m following.”


  “Negative, Watcher. Stand down. Repeat, Watcher, stand down.”


  The Nissan reached an intersection. The traffic lights were suspended above the junction on a long arm fixed to a metal post. The wind was toying with it, blowing the lights back and forth, the post creaking as it was slowly teased out of the concrete baulk that fastened it to the sidewalk. Ziggy rolled up behind the car, putting the engine into neutral and letting it idle.


  He heard the sound of the Dodge from the road to his left. He looked out and saw it, a hundred feet away, picking up speed rather than slowing down. He knew, too late, that he had been made and that what was about to happen was the price of his mistake. The engine of the Dodge roared louder and he looked back, seeing two white men in the front seats. Then the fender slammed into the side of the rental, blasting the door inwards, detonating the glass in the window. The car was tipped up onto its two right-side wheels and then, overbalancing, it toppled down and slammed against the asphalt. The Dodge was thrown into reverse, metal shrieking as the mashed fender was yanked away from the torn remains of the door.


  “Watcher, report.”


  Ziggy coughed, blood in his throat.


  “Watcher? Come in, Penn.”


  He coughed again, trying to clear his throat so that he might speak. His vision seemed to dim; an envelope of darkness closed in from the edges.


  “Help,” he croaked.


  Outside, the wind started to wail.


  
    #

  


  MILTON BROKE into a car, hot-wired the ignition, and hit sixty as he headed out of the city and into the Lower Ninth. The radio had been left on by the car’s owner, and the newscaster was reporting that the storm had dropped from a category five hurricane to a category three and then changed direction and hit Gulfport instead of New Orleans. He ducked his head and looked up through the windshield into the tempestuous sky as if to confirm the information. It had weakened? That wasn’t obvious. It was still ferocious. The air pressure was still dropping, and Milton had to swallow to stop the popping in his ears.


  He raced to the east, over the Claiborne Avenue Bridge and into the Lower Ninth. Most of the houses had had their shingles lifted clean off their roofs. Telephone poles had been torn out of the ground and snapped in two like matchsticks. Billboards had been ripped down the middle. The windows of strip malls had been punched in, and their roofs had been peeled off like the lids of tin cans.


  Milton had heard the crash over the open channel. He tried to reach Ziggy, but there was nothing. Something had happened. The hurricane, perhaps, the car slapped by the wind and tossed onto its side? Or it was Maguire, ensuring that he was not followed, making his escape? Whatever it was, it was bad.


  Ziggy was in trouble.


  A convoy of police department vehicles flashed by in the opposite lane. Their flashers rippled blue and red but their sirens were muffled by the deafening roar of the wind. The road rose up on an elevated section, and Milton looked down to the left just as veins of lightning spread out across the sky. He saw a blue Chevy at an intersection, flipped up onto its side. It looked like Ziggy’s rental. He stomped on the brakes, feeding the wheel quickly through his hands as the stolen car slid around. He bumped across the median and took the opposite exit ramp. He drove down in the wrong direction, but figured it would be safe on a night like this. He looped around, speeding beneath the flyover, and drove to the intersection that he had noticed from above.


  It was his rental. The rear of the vehicle was facing him. There was a small group of black and Hispanic men and women gathered around it. One man had clambered up onto the upturned side, looking down into the cabin. Others were clustered around the hood and the front of the vehicle. Milton brought the car to a stop and got out. As he ran across to the junction, he saw Ziggy Penn’s body as it was carefully lifted through the open windshield frame.


  The crowd coalesced around Ziggy’s body as he was laid on the ground. Others were ambling out of their houses.


  Milton pushed into the scrum. “Out of my way.”


  “Easy, man,” said a man with shocking white hair.


  “That’s my friend.”


  There was a young woman on the ground next to Ziggy. She was stroking his head and, as she heard Milton’s voice, she turned to look up at him.


  “You know him?”


  “Yes,” Milton yelled over the roar of the wind. “Is he alive?”


  “He’s alive, but he ain’t in a good way.”


  “What happened?”


  “I heard it. Our place is just over there. There was this huge crash, we came out, and this is what we saw.”


  “The other guy?”


  “Drove off. Didn’t get the plate.”


  Milton knelt down. He knew a little battlefield medicine, but he didn’t need it to know that the woman was right. Ziggy was not in a good way at all. He had been knocked out, and there was a deep cut on the side of his head that was bleeding heavily. His breath was rattling in and out of his mouth, and it looked like his left leg had been broken.


  “He needs a doctor.”


  “My pops called 911, but they say they can’t tell us when an ambulance will be around. Full capacity, they said. The storm, you know.”


  “The hospital, then?”


  “I don’t know, sir. They were saying on the radio that they’re full.”


  “Turning people away,” added one of the onlookers who was closer behind them.


  “That’s not good enough. He needs help.”


  “It’s what I was just saying to my mother before you turned up. My brother, Alexander, he can help. I called him. He says he’s coming over, if he can get here. If we can get your friend inside our house, Alex will be able to get him straightened out until we can get him to the hospital.”


  “Where’s the house?”


  She pointed across the road to a two-storey house that stood amid a welter of battered wooden shacks. “That’s us.”


  Milton went around to Ziggy’s head and carefully slipped his hands beneath his shoulders. One of the men took his legs, and moving quickly, but carefully, they transported his unconscious body across the road and into the house.


  Chapter Five


  THE HOUSE was on a corner plot. It was constructed on a raised foundation and had an asphalt roof that was bearing up well to the battering that it had received from the storm. The sidings were wooden planks, many of which had been secured with additional nails. There were five sash windows on the ground floor and each had been boarded over. The raised porch, which might have contained a table and chairs, had been cleared. The woman led the way, climbing onto the porch and opening the front door. Milton backed inside, cradling Ziggy’s body as gently as he could.


  There was an elderly couple waiting just inside the door.


  “What’s this?” the man said. “He the guy who got hurt in the crash?”


  “That’s right, Pops,” the young woman said. “He’s pretty bad.”


  “Well, you best bring him straight in and get him in the front room. Alexander be calling ten minutes ago. He’s on his way. Be here soon.”


  Milton nodded to the man who had helped carry Ziggy from the car and, on a count of three, they hoisted him up again and brought him into the house’s main room. The light inside was provided by hurricane lamps. The warm orange flickered around a spacious and pleasant front room. The floors were polished hardwood, the ceiling featured crown moulding, and the furniture was clean and well maintained. They laid Ziggy on the sofa.


  “Best of luck to him,” the other man said, nodding down at Ziggy’s recumbent form.


  Milton thanked him, and the man nodded to the old man—it appeared as if he knew him—and left.


  Milton turned to the young woman. “Could I get him some water?”


  “Sure,” she said, her hand laid across Ziggy’s brow. “Kitchen’s out back.”


  “I’m sorry—I don’t know your name.”


  “I’m sorry, I should’ve told you. I’m Isadora Bartholomew. That’s my pops, Solomon Bartholomew, and that over there’s my mamma, Elsie. Who are you?”


  “John Smith,” he said.


  “And your friend?”


  “Ziggy Penn.”


  Milton went through into a pleasant kitchen with wooden work surfaces and patched-up appliances. He started to make an assessment of his situation. They were in a run-down part of town. The house was well looked after, but it couldn’t have been worth more than a hundred and fifty thousand dollars. The furniture was well maintained, but cheap. The Bartholomews were a proud family, doing well with the little that they had.


  Milton went back into the front room. Isadora took the bowl of water, moistened a dishcloth, and started to mop Ziggy’s brow.


  “Your brother—”


  “He’ll be here.”


  “No, I mean, what does he do?”


  “Like I said, just finished college. He’s smart.”


  “Gonna make a fine veterinarian,” Solomon Bartholomew opined.


  “A vet?”


  Solomon shrugged. “Best help your friend’s gonna get tonight.”


  Milton looked down at Ziggy and knew that he was in trouble. He hoped that Isadora and her father were right, and not just full of familial pride. Ziggy’s life depended upon it.


  
    #

  


  ALEXANDER BARTHOLOMEW arrived twenty minutes later. He was driving an old Acura that looked like it had seen better days. The hurricane screamed as he pushed against it to open the car door, slamming it back as soon as he let go. He struggled against the wind, crossed the short yard, and came inside the house.


  His mother embraced him. “Are you all right?”


  “Don’t ever remember a storm like this. It’s worse than they said.”


  “Gonna get worse before it gets better. I’m sure glad you’re here, baby.”


  “Are you all right?”


  “We fine,” she replied.


  “The house?”


  Solomon stepped forwards and clasped his son on the shoulder. “It’ll be fine. I battened it down good and tight this afternoon. We lose a few shingles, no big deal.”


  “It’s crazy out there,” Alexander said. “They’re saying that there are gangs on the streets. Looting. God knows how the police are gonna manage.”


  He turned, saw Milton and Ziggy, and stopped talking.


  “This is—” Isadora started to say, before forgetting Milton’s name.


  “I’m John Smith,” he said. “And my friend is Ziggy Penn.”


  “That was you in that smash outside?”


  “No, I wasn’t, I’m fine. Just him. He needs help.”


  Alexander went over to the couch and looked at Ziggy.


  “Can you help him?”


  “I’m not a doctor. I’m training to be a vet.”


  “But you’re the best he’s going to get tonight, right?”


  “Bad luck for him.”


  “The hospitals will be a waste of time,” Solomon said. “Mr. Smith is right. It’s you or nothing.”


  He paused, taking a deep breath. “Probably.” He sighed, cursing under his breath and then added, “Let’s have a look.”


  He undid Ziggy’s belt and pulled it out of the loops. Then, he unbuttoned the fly and took a pair of scissors, cutting down the seam. He carefully cut away the fabric so that he could look at the leg. Milton looked over his shoulder. The whole of the left leg, from the ankle up to the thigh, was discoloured with an awful contusion. The lower leg, halfway between the knee and the ankle, had been wrecked. A sharp splinter of bone had pierced the muscle and skin, a half inch, showing that was a shocking white against the purple and black.


  “Shit.” Alexander winced. “Not good. Compound fracture. A bad one, too.”


  He probed the rest of the leg with his fingers, following the line of the bones.


  “What do you think?”


  “Comminuted tibial shaft fracture. Broken in three places, at least. Displaced fracture here.” He pointed to just below the knee. Then, he indicated a spot above the shin. “Oblique fracture here. And the compound fracture here.”


  “What do we need to do?”


  “Hold on. Let me check the rest of him.” He worked his way around the rest of his body, pressing and probing with his fingers. “Might have a couple of broken ribs, too.”


  “Can you help him?”


  “A little, maybe. That’s an open wound. First thing, we need to stop it from getting infected. Is there anything else I need to know? Is he diabetic?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Mom, Pops. I need a sterile dressing. Do you still have the first aid kit?”


  “Sure we do,” Elsie said.


  “I’ll get it,” Solomon said.


  “You don’t know where it is,” the old woman said. “Come on.”


  She led him out of the room.


  “Anything else?” Isadora asked.


  “A knife. With the sharpest point you can find. Clean it under boiling water. And keep Mom and Pop out. They don’t need to watch this.”


  She nodded and followed her parents.


  “You got a strong stomach, Smith?”


  “Strong enough.”


  Isadora returned with a green plastic case with a white cross on the front. Alexander opened it and laid out the contents: dressings, tape, gauze. She had a kitchen knife, too. He took it and pressed his finger against the tip. “Good,” he said. “That’s sharp. Can you get me a bucket of water and something to splint his leg against? And a roll of tape.”


  She left them again.


  “What do you need from me?” Milton asked.


  “He has a lot of septic tissue around the puncture. If I don’t get rid of it, it’ll be infected, and if he’s lucky, he’ll lose the leg. If he’s not, the bacterial sepsis will kill him. I need to get rid of the dead flesh and a little of the healthy flesh, too. I need you to hold his leg. This is going to hurt like hell. If he wakes up, he’s going to kick. You need to make sure that doesn’t happen. I could easily slice through an artery.”


  Alexander took a cushion, placed it on the arm of the sofa, and then carefully elevated Ziggy’s left leg until it was resting there. Milton moved around so that he could anchor it. He knelt on the floor next to him, placed his right hand above the knee and the left around his ankle. He braced himself, ready to exert as much force as was needed to stop the leg from moving.


  “Ready?”


  Milton nodded.


  Alexander took the knife and started to debride the wound. He leant in close, his nose just a few inches from the wound, and started to remove the dirt and foreign bodies that had gathered around the area of the leg where the bone had erupted. There were pieces of glass, fragments of cloth from his trousers, tiny slivers of metal from the door. Patches of skin were blackened, already dead and rotting, and he used the knife to slice them away. He used the edge of the knife to scrape away the debris that had gathered on the shard of bone. He picked out several small pieces of unattached splinters that had been created by the pulverising force of the impact.


  It took fifteen minutes. Ziggy shuddered several times, but he did not wake. Milton found that his hands were shaking a little from the adrenaline, but he had not needed to restrain him more than holding the leg firmly in place. Alexander washed out the wound, applied a sterile dressing and then fastened it in place.


  Isadora had collected a broom and a roll of packing tape. Alexander undid the broom from the handle and laid it out along the length of the leg.


  “I can’t set the bones here. That’s surgery. If I start messing with it, I’ll just make it worse.” He took the tape and started to unroll it around the leg. He used half of the roll, swaddling it generously until the handle was splinted firmly against his leg.


  “Thank you,” Milton said.


  “Don’t thank me yet. I’m worried that didn’t wake him up.”


  “Concussion?”


  “If he’s lucky.”


  “And if he isn’t?”


  “If he has internal bleeding?” He shrugged. “Then he’s dead. I can’t do anything about that here.”


  “You think he has?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe.”


  Chapter Six


  THEY FINISHED treating Ziggy at just past midnight. Solomon and Elsie Bartholomew were hovering around outside the room, anxious to offer their help, but since there was nothing to do, Isadora sent them to bed. They were old, she said. They needed their sleep.


  Milton doubted whether anyone would sleep tonight.


  The room was lit by the lamps and a handful of tea lights that they had placed on the table and the windowsills. The light was warm and evocative. The hurricane shrieked outside, the winds rushing around the house and battering at it as if furious that it had the temerity to resist. Milton went to the front door, opened it and peered out. The wind had stripped the shingles from the roof of the house opposite and, as he watched, it uprooted the individual boards of a fence as if with gentle fingers, flicking them down the street at a hundred miles an hour. The windows rattled in their frames and a loose piece of siding crashed against the house, a last rattle before it was peeled off and flung away. That apart, the house was standing up to the battering.


  Milton closed the door and sat down on the floor, his back pressed up against the wall.


  “You want a drink, Alex?” Isadora asked.


  Her brother opened his eyes and nodded.


  “Mr. Smith?”


  “It’s John.”


  “You want a drink?”


  He exhaled. “Thanks.”


  Isadora went through into the kitchen just as Ziggy stirred, a low groan emitted between dry lips. Alexander went over to him, pulled back his eyelids and shone the flashlight on his cellphone into his eyes. He shook his head. “Still out,” he said.


  “What do you think?”


  “It’s a coma.”


  “Serious, then?”


  He looked at him as if he was an idiot. “Do I think it’s serious? He didn’t wake up when I cut his leg with a knife. What do you think?”


  Alexander had a sharp response to everything. He was smart, Milton could see that very clearly. But his attitude was abrasive, as if he had a chip on his shoulder. He had snapped at his sister several times, lacing his replies with sarcasm. Milton didn’t even try to begin to diagnose him. He was difficult, but if Ziggy recovered it would have been entirely thanks to the young man’s efforts. He didn’t know Milton and he didn’t know Ziggy. He could have refused to help, but he hadn’t done that. Milton was prepared to cut him a lot of slack for that.


  Isadora returned with a bottle of bourbon and three shot glasses.


  “Izzy—” Alexander began.


  “I know,” she interrupted. “It’s Papa’s. But I don’t know about you, but I could sure do with something right about now. If that wind don’t stop, it’s gonna peel the roof right off of this place.”


  “Sure,” her brother relented. “Why not? It’s not like I’m driving home tonight.”


  “Mr. Smith? Sorry—John?”


  It was Milton’s usual practice to have a drink after the completion of an assignment. ‘One drink’ was putting it on the low side, especially recently; he had found that he needed more and more to forget the faces of the people he had dispatched. The addition of another two names to that long roster was not a reason to celebrate. He drowned himself in alcohol so that he might forget.


  “John?”


  “Sure,” he said. “Why not.”


  She poured three large measures and passed them around.


  “To your friend,” she said.


  Milton turned his head to Ziggy and raised his glass. “Yeah,” he said.


  He necked the whiskey and revelled in the warmth that spread out from his gut. Izzy and Alexander drank theirs with similar alacrity, and Milton did not object when she stood to pour replacements. Once he started to drink, he often found it difficult to stop. He would have one more, and that would be that. He couldn’t afford to relax.


  Izzy sat down on the floor opposite Milton and extended her long legs. The candles on the table to her left cast her face in warm friendly light and Milton saw again that she was extraordinarily striking. Her skin was flawless, light chocolate, smooth and bursting with health and vitality. Her eyes were big and round, the same colour as her skin, and her lips were wide and soft. Her manner, too, was attractive. She was caring and seemingly completely open, uncomplicated and honest. Her brother was more of an enigma, with hidden depths; she was his antithesis, his mirror.


  Milton found that he was staring at her. She looked over at him, noticed, and smiled.


  “You want another?” she said.


  His glass was empty. He hadn’t even noticed that he had finished it.


  “No,” he said, although he had been sorely tempted to say yes.


  “Sure?”


  “I’m good.”


  Alexander took the bottle and poured himself a third glass. Milton hoped that he or Izzy might take the bottle back to the kitchen, where he couldn’t see it, but he left it on the table.


  Alexander looked at Milton. “What did you say you were doing in town?”


  “I didn’t. Business.”


  “What business is that?”


  He fell back on the cover story that had been created for him. “I’m in IT. We’re over for a conference.”


  “From England, right?”


  “I am.”


  He pointed at Ziggy. “Is he the same?”


  “Yes. We work together.”


  “So what were you doing down here?”


  Milton had anticipated that question. It wasn’t an easy one to answer, and certainly not truthfully.


  “Give it a break, Alex,” Izzy said. “What is this, 60 Minutes?”


  “Just curious. Why would you want to come down here anyway? And in the middle of a hurricane?”


  “It’s Ziggy,” Milton said. “He has a problem.”


  “What kind?”


  “Drugs.”


  Alexander cocked an eyebrow.


  “We were in a bar tonight. He got a call, the next thing I know, he’s off. Bang. Couldn’t get a taxi, so he breaks into a car and heads down here. I followed him. My guess, he was coming down to get whatever he needed. Coke. That’s his thing. I think he was coming to buy some. He has that crash and then, you know, here we are.”


  “Seriously?”


  “What can I say?”


  “Shit,” Izzy exhaled.


  “Yeah,” Alexander added with a curl of his lip. “Shit.”


  “What’s the matter with you?” Izzy asked.


  Alexander put the glass to his lips, left it there for a minute to savour it, and then knocked it back. “Nothing,” he said. “Bad mood, I guess.”


  He got up and poured another drink, then looked morosely down at the golden liquid. He was about to say something, changed his mind, knocked back the whiskey in one hit and thumped the glass down on the table next to the bottle.


  “I’m done,” he said. “I was up early. Need to sleep.”


  “Have my bed if you want.”


  “No,” he said. “Don’t be crazy. John and me can sleep down here. If he wakes up”—he indicated Ziggy—“maybe he’ll need me. We’ll see you in the morning.”


  She nodded, pressed herself up to her feet and smiled sweetly. “In the morning.”


  “Thanks,” Milton said. “You’ve been very good to us.”


  “It’s nothing,” she said. “I guess, things were the other way around, you’d do the same for us, right?”


  Milton was aware that Alexander was watching him.


  “Of course,” he said.


  Alexander’s lip curled up again, as if ready to deliver a sarcastic retort, but he kept his tongue.


  “Night,” Izzy said.


  “Goodnight.”


  
    #

  


  IT TOOK MILTON an hour to get to sleep and, even when he managed it, it was fitful and unfulfilling. He found it difficult to relax in an unfamiliar place, and the hurricane howling around the house was a reminder of how vulnerable he was there. There were frequent bangs and crashes as debris was tossed around and car alarms sounded without surcease, the owners of the vehicles showing no interest in going outside to switch them off. Alexander, too, was agitated. They didn’t speak, but Milton could sense that he was awake.


  He got up at six. The dawn was overcast with the remnants of the storm, and rain was still lashing down. At least the storm had blown itself out. He opened the door and stepped outside. The houses on the street had been badly damaged. Most of them had lost shingles, some of them naked beneath rafters that had been denuded of their covering. Yards were strewn with rubbish, windows shattered. Cars were nudged off kilter, some of them pushed across the street. As Milton stared out at the devastation, he counted another dozen locals who were doing exactly the same thing. They assessed the damage and, no doubt, wondered where they were going to find the money to replace the things that had been lost.


  “Ain’t right, is it?”


  It was Alexander.


  “How do you mean?”


  “I mean, how is it fair that the poorest get hit the worst? Tell me how that’s fair.”


  “It’s not,” Milton said.


  He went back inside.


  
    #

  


  ELSIE BARTHOLOMEW made herself busy in the kitchen. Alexander had suggested that he would drive home, but she had stopped him with the offer of breakfast. “Like you like it,” she said, and Milton had watched the first honestly spontaneous smile break over his face. He went over to his mother, stroked her arm and said that she’d persuaded him. She puffed herself up, pretended to be indignant when she said that there wasn’t any way a son of hers was going to go outside in that without a full belly, but Milton could see that she was happy to be teased by him.


  Alexander had said that he would take a look at Ziggy when they all heard a deep, resounding boom. It could have been an electrical transformer, popping in the distance.


  “What was that?” Isadora said.


  There came another boom, and now Milton thought it sounded more like an explosion.


  The old man looked concerned.


  “What was it, Pappy?”


  “I been in New Orleans all my life,” he said. “I was in the city in ’65 for Betsy. I’ll never forget it. They blew the levees back then. Bombed them, flooded the Lower Nine to save some of those rich white folks’ houses in Lakefront. I reckon it sounded just like that.”


  “You sure?”


  “Can’t be sure, but it sounded awful similar.”


  Milton looked to Alexander. “We need to get him upstairs.”


  The two of them carefully lifted Ziggy from the sofa and took him up the stairs. There were two bedrooms on the first floor. Elsie bustled ahead of them, opening the door to the room that she evidently shared with her husband, and insisted that they lay Ziggy on the bed.


  Isadora shrieked, “There’s water in the street!”


  Milton went over to the window and pulled the drapes aside.


  She was right.


  A torrent of water was pouring down the street, already a foot deep and lapping around the foundations of the houses. Milton knew that there were a series of canals close at hand in this part of the city and that the waters of Lake Pontchartrain were held back by a grid of levees. If the levees were broached or overtopped, this whole area stood to be flooded. As they watched, the torrent appeared to gather strength as more and more water gushed between the houses and down the road. It was already up to the porches on the neighbouring properties, and the level continued to climb. The water was chocolate brown, the surface refracting the light with a blue-green sheen of oil and industrial pollutants.


  No one spoke.


  No words would have done justice to what they were watching.


  There was a shocking power to the water, matched by their complete inability to do anything to stop it.


  “Shit!” Alexander said. “My car!”


  Milton looked down to where the Acura had been parked. The water washed up over the hood, lapping up against the windshield. The front started to twitch and then the chassis lifted as the water picked it up from below. The car lifted all the way up and glided serenely away down the street.


  “Shit,” Alexander said again, the anger crushed out of him.


  Milton felt it, too: the dawning realisation that the hurricane was nothing compared to what was happening now, and what was about to happen.


  “We need to get higher,” he said.


  Alexander’s hostility had disappeared. “There’s the attic? Pappy?”


  “Lot of stuff up there,” the old man said. “But, yeah, sure.”


  Milton left Ziggy with Alexander and followed Solomon out into the hall. There was a wooden hatch in the ceiling and, climbing onto a chair, he reached up and pushed the wooden panel up and then away from the opening. He reached up for the lips of the opening and pulled himself inside. Solomon had found a flashlight and passed it up to him. Milton switched it on and shone its beam around. The attic was small, formed beneath the angle of the pitched roof. It was used as a storage area for bits and pieces of furniture, luggage, and black garbage can liners full of old clothes. Milton swung the torch up to the roof to look for another hatch that would allow access outside. There was nothing.


  “Any way to get out onto the roof?”


  “No, sir,” Solomon called back up to him. “Not that I can recall.”


  “Do you have a hammer?”


  “Downstairs. I’ll go get it.”


  “Water’s coming in,” Alexander said. “You stay upstairs. I’ll get it.”


  Milton walked to the sloping roof and aimed the torch along it, looking for an area that might be weaker than the rest. He tore off a sheet of insulating foam to expose the sheet rock beneath. It had been constructed well and repaired regularly over the years.


  “Here,” Alexander said, boosting himself into the attic and handing Milton a claw hammer. His trousers were soaking wet.


  He inserted the hammer into a space between the sheets and yanked hard. The boards splintered, nails popping out. Milton drove the hammer into the widened gap and levered it hard for a second time. One of the boards was pulled right back and he was able to use his hands to tear it away, discarding it behind him. He used the hammer to smash through the shingles, admitting shafts of light into the dusty attic. Alexander came alongside and helped, both of them tearing the shingles away and tossing them out through the ever-widening hole.


  “How deep is it down there?” Milton asked him.


  “Up to my thighs and still coming.”


  “We need to get them all up in here.”


  Alexander looked around. “There’s no space.”


  “All this stuff, we’re going to need to throw it out.”


  “Ah, man.” Alexander looked at it. Milton could see that he knew there were plenty of childhood memories in those bags and, after a moment of hesitation, he nodded resolutely. “Ain’t nothing else we can do. Come on, then. Let’s do it before Mom and Pop know what’s going on.”


  They heaved the furniture out first of all, listening as the chairs and then a bureau thumped and rumbled down the shingles, hitting the water with a splash. When they were done, Milton thought that there would probably be enough space. They took the rest of the bric-a-brac and pushed it up into the shallow corners, out of the way of the exit that they had torn in the ceiling.


  Milton lowered himself through the hatch and dropped down into the hallway. He went to the stairs and looked down. The water was already four or five feet deep in the front room. The furniture was floating on the tide, the chairs and the table bumping against each other and the walls. There was a series of louder and louder cracks, and then the weight of the water shattered the glass and flowed out through the windows.


  Milton went to the bedroom. Isadora was sitting next to Ziggy, mopping his brow with a wet sponge that she had taken from the bathroom. Solomon was looking out of the window, a disconsolate expression on his face. Elsie was at the dresser, hurriedly putting items of clothing into a bag.


  “We all need to get into the attic,” Milton said. “We’ll move Ziggy first, then Elsie, then Solomon, then you, Isadora. All right?”


  “Yes,” Elsie said.


  “You need anything?”


  “Solomon’s pills? He has medicine for his heart. Can’t leave that.”


  “Get anything like that as quickly as you can. The water is still rising. We can’t stay here.”


  Milton went to Ziggy and slid his arms beneath his recumbent body. He cradled him easily enough and carried him to the hatch. Alexander was waiting at the top. Milton wrapped his arms around Ziggy’s waist and climbed onto the chair, then boosted his body up until Alexander could grab his wrists and pull him into the attic. If he did have broken ribs…Milton shook his head, no point thinking about that now. Elsie hurried out of the bathroom with her bag. Milton helped her onto the chair, put his hands around her waist and boosted her up to her son. Alexander heaved, Milton pushed, and the woman clambered through the hatch. Solomon was next, insisting that he could manage but baulking when he got up onto the chair. Milton boosted him, too.


  Isadora was last. The water was lapping against the top tread of the stair now and, as they waited for her father to be pulled clear of the hatch, it pooled over and started to creep down the wooden floor to them.


  “I don’t believe this,” she said quietly. “Their house. How are they going to manage?”


  “That’s for worrying about later,” Milton said firmly. He nodded to the water. “There’s nothing we can do about that now. We just have to stay above it.”


  She looked at him with wet eyes.


  “Come on,” he said. “I’ll make sure they’re all right. But we need to get up there with them, okay?”


  She nodded.


  Milton helped her onto the chair, climbed on after her, and then put his hands around her narrow waist. She was not heavy, and he had no difficulty lifting her so that her brother could snag her hands and haul her the rest of the way.


  The boards on the landing window had been peeled off. Milton went back to the window, sloshing through ankle-deep water, and looked out. The water was halfway up the sides of the houses now, and still it was coming. Waves were rolling down the street, debris carried on the tide. Milton saw pieces of furniture and sheets of paper in the water. And then he saw a car, its windshield wipers incongruously flicking back and forth. The Chevy that Ziggy had been driving last night was long gone, as was the car that Milton had boosted to come after him. As he watched, the house opposite the Bartholomews’—which had been barely more than a shack—was crumpled as the weight of the water proved too much for the thin walls. First one side collapsed, then another, and then the roof came splashing down. The current devoured it greedily, snapping the sides into smaller pieces and then swallowing them away. Milton saw furniture snatched out of the opened structure and then, as he watched impotently, he saw the elderly man who must have owned the property as he grabbed onto a plank from one of the two surviving walls. He managed to hold on for ten seconds, but then his grip failed him and he, too, was swept away.


  Milton went back to the hall and pulled himself up into the attic.


  
    #

  


  THE WATERS had swelled and deepened all the way through the morning. The level in the house continued to climb and, when it was just a few inches away from the opening to the attic, Milton suggested that now was the time to get out onto the roof.


  The roof had a steep pitch, but there was a dormer that protruded up, away from the house, offering an easier spot for them to wait. Ziggy rested against the dormer, his legs dangling over the edge of the roof. Solomon and Elsie clung onto one another, and their children stared out into the grey murk with expressions that flickered between anger, shock and fear. They sat there in silence for the most part, just looking out at the awesome devastation that had been wrought around them.


  The electric grid had been one of the flood’s first victims. They watched the transformers blow, one by one. Without power, the pumps that should have sucked water out of the storm sewers had failed, and then they had become flooded themselves. Gas mains had been wrecked, some of them ignited, staining the dark waters with a greenish glow that burned from beneath.


  Milton sat on the pitched roof of the house, straddling it, and looked out onto the grim vista. He could see the humped shapes of the houses that had not been washed away and the figures of people sheltering atop them. One family had taken a bed sheet and painted HELP on it in wide stripes of red paint. Men and women called out for help that wouldn’t come for hours. He heard the sound of a baby’s cries, close at hand, and then the desperate sobbing of its mother. There was nothing that he could do. Nothing that anyone could do.


  “Man,” Solomon said, speaking into the stunned silence. “Being born black in New Orleans is like being black twice.”


  The hurricane had moved away, leaving behind a margin of comparative calm that was more like an autumnal storm. The palm trees that had not been torn out of the ground or submerged had stopped their frantic jerking, their fronds swaying limply in the lessening wind, bedraggled from their soaking. Most of the neighbourhood was now hidden beneath ten feet of water, deeper in places. The alignment of the street was only discernible from the rooftops and the tops of yard trees that broke the waterline like an apology.


  Isadora shuffled next to him.


  “I was supposed to have an exam today,” she said.


  “For what?”


  “My studies.”


  “You didn’t say you were studying. What is it?”


  “Law. These folk, they get a rough deal a lot of the time and there aren’t too many places they can go for help. When I pass the bar, I want to set up a practice to help people from around here.”


  “She’s always been like that,” Alexander interposed.


  “Like what?” his sister said.


  “A bleeding heart,” he said. “Liberal.”


  “My brother thinks that people around here should be able to help themselves. He thinks it should have nothing to do with the government.”


  “That’s what we did,” he said. “We didn’t get help.”


  “You think they’ll be able to help themselves now?” she asked him.


  He turned away and looked out over the flooded vista, the awful devastation of what had happened in just a few short hours and, swallowing hard, he chose not to answer.


  Milton looked down and saw the body of a fat black woman in the water. Her colourful dress had inflated with air, spread out on the water around her like the petals of a flower. She bumped against the side of the house, spun off and continued down the street. Isadora was looking up into the sky, her face streaked with drying tears, and Milton said nothing. The body of the woman, rotating with perverse grace, continued on its way until it had passed from view.


  Solomon was mumbling about how this was it, the fulfillment of the prophecy about how nature was going to swamp the bowl that New Orleans was built in. No one disagreed.


  “How long are we going to be stuck up here?” Alexander muttered.


  “Long as it takes,” his father said. “They ain’t gonna be hurrying down here. Make sure the French Quarter is good first. Ain’t gonna want anything to happen up there.”


  Milton watched as an upside-down houseboat floated right down the street by the house, turning in the confluence of competing currents at the intersection, jerking, and then finally wedging against the lattice of two bent street lamps.


  
    #

  


  THE CLOUDS parted just after midday and a hot sun shone down. The heat was powerful, and there was nowhere for them to shelter. It baked the roof and soon it wasn’t possible to touch the shingles without burning your hands. The humidity made the air thick and soupy, and Milton was soon covered with sweat. The heat had other, even less pleasant consequences. There were plenty of things in the water that were liable to decompose, and the stench of it was quickly all that he could smell. Dead animals that had been swept inland from the wetlands to the northeast, rotting food, and, over all of it, the dead bodies of people still trapped in their houses. Corpses, too, floating free. Milton saw evidence of several: the top of a shoulder, a hand, a leg, the rest of the body dragged down beneath the surface. The others saw them, he knew, but no one passed comment.


  The first boat arrived just after two in the afternoon. They heard the motor first, a steady chug as it glided around the corner where a strip mall had once stood. It sent out a gentle bow wave, the water freighted now with raw feces and toilet paper from shattered sewer mains. The boat was packed to the gunwales with first aid kits, food and bottled water. The cargo was lashed down to the bottom of the boat, a tarp spread over it.


  The people on the roofs of the houses started to yell and holler for help.


  There was a blare of electrical distortion, and then the voice of the second man in the boat was amplified through a bullhorn. “Stay where you are. Help is on the way.”


  “Help is on the way now? What about three hours ago when my daddy died?”


  “Stay in place,” the man repeated.


  “You gotta get us down from here!”


  “We don’t have room in the boat right now, but, when we’ve unloaded, we’ll come back and take as many as we can.”


  The atmosphere became more hostile as it was obvious that the boat was not going to stop.


  It chugged alongside the Bartholomew house.


  “We got a badly injured man up here!” Alexander called down.


  “‘Fraid that don’t make him special,” the pilot called back up. “Look around. We got a whole parish like that.”


  “No, this is different. He was in a car crash last night. He’ll die if he doesn’t get proper care and shelter. He can’t stay here.”


  There was a pause as the man conferred with his colleague. “All right,” he called back. “We can’t get him in here, but I’ll put a call in to the Coast Guard. They’ll send a chopper. Hold tight.”


  
    #

  


  THE HELICOPTER was a big Sikorsky MH-60 Jayhawk. It was another two hours later before it clattered low over the rooftops, the downdraft sending frothing waves to roll against the sides of the houses. The pilot nudged up the nose and bled away the speed, hovering carefully and then sliding across so that it was just above and to the right of the house. Milton looked up and saw that the side door was slid all the way open and a hoist was in place, with a man strapped into a harness.


  Milton was on one side of Ziggy and Isadora was on the other.


  It might have been the noise of the chopper or the force of the downdraft, or it might just have been a coincidence, but Milton felt Ziggy’s fingers drift across the back of his hand. They slipped around his wrist and squeezed, very gently. Milton looked down at him. His eyes were open.


  “Where…?”


  The helicopter was much too loud for Milton to make out what he had said. He had to lean down so that his ear was next to his mouth, and then he made him repeat it.


  “Where… am… I?”


  Milton put his mouth next to Ziggy’s ear. “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”


  “I feel like a horse just kicked me in the chest.”


  “You need to take it easy.”


  “What happened?”


  “You were in a car crash.”


  “Shit,” he said, sudden recognition blooming across his face. “Shit, Six.”


  “Quiet,” he hissed.


  Ziggy tried to sit, gasping from the sudden pain.


  “Relax,” Milton urged, his hands on Ziggy’s shoulders.


  He spoke with sudden vehemence. “Did you get them? Maguire? Did you get him?”


  It was loud, too. Isadora looked across at him, her forehead crinkling with confusion.


  Milton very carefully put his spare hand around Ziggy’s and squeezed. “Don’t talk,” he said. “We’re getting you out of here.”


  Milton looked up at the underside of the helicopter. The crew member had activated the winch and had started to descend, his legs dangling thirty feet above them. Milton looked down at Ziggy, worried that he wouldn’t know what he was saying. What would happen then? The Group didn’t announce itself to the local authorities when it went about its business. It was not in the business of cooperation or prior approval. What if they asked him questions and he wasn’t switched on enough to deflect them? What if they shot him up with morphine. What would happen then?


  Ziggy had closed his eyes again.


  All Milton could do was hope that he remembered his cover story when he awoke. There would be questions about why he had been in the Lower Ninth, questions that would not fit neatly with the story that had been concocted for them back in London, before they had set off, but there was nothing that Milton could do about that. He had no choice but to hope that the confusion and disruption of what had happened and was happening to the city would be a good enough distraction. An unusual story from one man, soon to be pumped full of sedatives, could be forgotten in that mad, bewildering mêlée.


  
    #

  


  THEY WERE finally taken down from the roof as the night was drawing in. They had been perched there all day. Milton’s skin had been burned, and they were all subdued and woozy from the weight of the broiling heat. Milton and Alexander helped Solomon and Elsie, holding onto their hands and lowering them down to the NOPD officers in the boat below. Isadora went down next and then Alexander. Milton held onto the edge of the roof, taking one last look at the expanse of water that had swamped the neighbourhood, and then clambered down onto the deck of the boat.


  “Anyone else up there?” the cop said.


  “No,” Milton said. “I’m the last.”


  The boat had collected the people who had been sheltering on several nearby houses, and it was cramped. The pilot fired up the outboard and steered the boat out into the middle of the street, away from submerged obstructions that might otherwise snag it. The atmosphere was muted, depressed, as the residents were given a new perspective of a street that was simply unrecognisable from the one that they remembered.


  Izzy worked her way around until she was next to him.


  “Look at this,” she said. “Look at it all.”


  “It’s incredible,” Milton said.


  “How are they going to fix it all? These people have no money.”


  He shook his head, unsure what to say.


  “You know what’s funny? The mayor, the city, they’ve been wanting to clean up the Ninth for years. God just went and did it for them. Wiped the whole slate clean, just like that.”


  The boat chugged along quiet streets to the higher ground to the west. The people aboard were silent, gaping at the buildings that had been wrecked and the spaces that had appeared where other buildings had been destroyed and swept away. They came upon the houseboat that Milton had seen earlier. It had been pushed upwards so that it was on its side, propped against the wall of a 7-Eleven. The scale of the cleanup was incomprehensible.


  “What are you going to do now, John?”


  “I don’t know,” he admitted.


  “You’ll go home? Back to London?”


  “Yes,” he said. “I don’t know when, though. I doubt the airport is open.”


  She smiled, but didn’t say anything. Milton felt a shudder of shame. He was complaining about a little inconvenience. What was that? He might have to wait a little, but he could just leave. He could board a jet, either here or somewhere else, and he could put all of this behind him. Isadora and her family did not have that luxury. They were stranded, their house destroyed, their things ruined. Where would they live? How could they even begin to put things right? Milton felt foolish, but he didn’t know what to say to apologise without making himself feel even worse.


  Izzy sensed his discomfort. “We’ll be all right.”


  “Where will you go?”


  “I’ve got an uncle in Shreveport. There, I guess, until this gets fixed.”


  “I feel bad. Just being able to leave.”


  “It’s not your fault. What are you going to do? Stay here? I expect you’ve got a family to go to.”


  “No,” he said. “No family.”


  “But friends. A job, things you have to do?”


  Milton was about to say that he didn’t have any friends, either, but he held his tongue. The mention of a job had made him think of Control and the report that he was going to have to file about the events of the last two days. He realised, and not for the first time, that he would have given almost everything to be absolved of his responsibilities, the necessity of going back to London, the debrief, the training, and the wait for another file to be allotted to him. A red-fringed file, stamped SECRET and EYES ONLY, the subject of the file marked for death at his hand. He realised, miserable because it was utterly out of the question, that he would have liked to have been able to stay here. He would have liked to have been able to help in whatever small way that he could.


  The boat edged onwards.


  “Thank you,” Milton said. “You didn’t have to help us last night.”


  “Sure we did.”


  “I don’t think everyone would have been so kind. I appreciate it. If I’m ever back in town and I can help you, you’d only have to ask.”


  “That’s nice,” she said, resting a hand on his elbow. “I’d like to see you again. But it’s not very likely, is it? I mean, really? You have a life to lead. Why would you come back to this? I’m not sure that I would.”


  She left her hand on his arm as the boat slowed, edging along to a spur of land that poked up from the glassy surface of the floodwaters. It had been turned into a makeshift jetty, with boats jostling for position as they sought the spaces to unload the people that they had rescued. Milton reached down for a mooring line and tossed it over so it could be looped around a baulk. The boat was hauled alongside. Milton climbed onto the gunwale, hopped across, and then reached back to help the others off. Izzy and Alexander waited until everyone else had been removed and then clambered across themselves.


  The boat was untethered. It reversed away and chugged softly back into the flooded streets again.


  “This is it, then,” Izzy said.


  Milton extended his hand. Alexander, who had been subdued all afternoon, took it, his grip loose. “Thank you,” he said. “You saved my friend’s life.”


  He shrugged. The afternoon seemed to have bled all the attitude out of him.


  “And thanks again, Izzy.”


  She took his hand and reached up to kiss him on the cheek. “Stay safe, John.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON CALLED for help and a Group Fifteen sleeper agent was activated, arriving in New Orleans past midnight and driving him to the airport at Baton Rouge. As they drove out of the city, Milton looked again at the damage that the hurricane had wrought. The miles of buildings that had been stripped of their shingles, the windows that had all been stove in, the whole stands of trees that had been flattened, the evidence of the storm’s contemptuous power. The smell was everywhere, too, even away from the flood: the smell of raw sewage, industrial chemicals, and the sweet underpinning of decomposition. The driver, a man whom Milton had never seen before, said nothing, but he could see that they were thinking the same thing. How it was that a twenty-first-century American city had been reduced to this, degraded, cast back a thousand years in the span of a few short hours?


  The driver told him that Ziggy Penn had been taken to a medical facility and that the initial assessment was that he was out of danger. Alexander Bartholomew’s work had saved his leg and, most probably, his life.


  The driver stopped in the drop-off area at the airport and Milton got out. The heat, even at this late hour, felt like stepping into the damp warmth of a commercial laundry. Milton walked through the terminal, passing the thousands of people begging for seats on the next planes out and the thousands who had given up. They were now camping on the floor in the vain hope that they might be able to leave tomorrow. A Group Fifteen contact had arranged a seat for him on a packed flight to Atlanta and, from there, a seat on the Delta transatlantic flight to London. He stopped at a Starbucks for a coffee and made his way to check in.


  He felt guilty, again, that he was able to wash his hands of everything he had seen, board a jet and fly away. He thought of the Bartholomews, and all the others who didn’t have that luxury. They were good people, and their lives had been torn up. He was, by any measure, a bad person: a professional murderer, inured to ordeals like this by the power of his employer. Life was unfair. It bothered him more than usual as he shuffled into the queue, waiting for security.


  Part Two


  
    Present Day

  


  Chapter Seven


  JOHN MILTON trudged into the parking lot of the restaurant. It had been raining for the last three hours, and the weather had slowed him down. He had hoped to travel twelve miles before stopping for breakfast, but he had only managed ten. Spokane was still another eighty miles to the west. The sight of the diner, a warm and bright oasis on the edge of the road, was too tempting for him to pass by. He was hungry and cold, and the prospect of resting his weary feet for an hour while he filled his belly was very attractive.


  He stepped into the lobby and unslung his rifle and his pack. He took off his coat and draped it on a hook, drops of run-off water splishing and splashing onto the tiled floor. He visited the restroom and dried himself as best he could with a combination of the paper towels and the hand dryer and, when that was done, he took his gear and went through into the diner.


  The waitress looked at him: unshaven, soaked, dirty. “You can’t just sit in here, buddy. I know it’s raining, but this ain’t a shelter. You got to eat something.”


  “Don’t worry. I’ve got money.”


  “You want to show me?”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “Your money, you want to show me you got some money?”


  She stopped, her scepticism very evident. Milton reached into his waterproof money pouch and took out his roll of notes. He peeled off a twenty and laid it on the table. “There. All right?”


  Her disapproval was ameliorated by the sight of the cash. “Sorry, honey. We get people here, no money, think this is a shelter.” She took a copy of the large laminated menu and handed it to him. He ordered ham and eggs and hash browns, a stack of pancakes with maple syrup, a large glass of orange juice and a pot of coffee.


  He stretched out his legs and let the warmth seep into his bones.


  Milton had been on the road for a month since the trouble in the Upper Peninsula. The bullet wound in his bicep had healed nicely, just a puckered little scar that joined the collection of other scars that decorated his body. Just another story to tell, although, he admitted, that was a particularly good one. He had tramped west from Truth, making it to Minneapolis with two days to spare for the concert that he had been intending to attend. The Arctic Monkeys were good and well worth the trek to get there.


  He ended up staying for a week, hiring a car and driving up to Mille Lacs Lake, and then, when he was ready to move again, he loaded up his pack and went on his way. He walked for ten hours a day, usually managing four miles an hour if the weather was good. He had covered a thousand miles and had seen Bismarck and Billings and Missoula. He had camped along the route, tarrying for a little longer near Kalispell to explore the Flathead National Forest. It had been a pleasant trip, with perfect solitude for days at a time, and Milton felt renewed, the bulwarks against his drinking reinforced and sturdier than they had been for months. Doing it alone was against everything that the Fellowship ordained, and his sponsors wouldn’t have approved, but Milton had decided that since his way worked, why change it?


  Being able to spend time in one place, without the urgent necessity of exfiltration, was a luxury that he had never expected and one of which he didn’t think he would ever tire. He had travelled to dozens of countries during his career with Group Fifteen, but those stays had all been brief. A quick in-and-out was necessary for his safety and the integrity of the operation. As soon as the job was done, he had hurried away again lest he find himself a person of interest in the inevitable investigations that followed in his wake. His resignation from the Group had opened up a whole world of possibilities, and he intended to savour them as much as he could. Even a day like this, wearing cold and clammy clothes in a second-rate diner in the middle of nowhere, had its own peculiar attractions.


  The waitress returned with his food. He took up the cutlery and set about it hungrily. He cleared the plate in five minutes and ordered another stack of pancakes and a refill of the coffee pot.


  The short order cook aimed a remote at the old TV that had been positioned on a ledge above the door and flicked over to the news. It was near the end of the bulletin. The screen showed the footage from a helicopter: a grid of flooded streets, houses swept away, cars propped upside down, debris bobbing through fast-flowing currents. Archive footage. He recognised New Orleans and what Katrina had done to it.


  The report cut to an outside broadcast. A reporter, blinking in the bright sun, inky shadows painted on the street behind him, was interviewing a young woman. She was black, had thick, lustrous hair, a bright smile, and steel in her lively eyes.


  Milton sat up as if he had been prodded.


  “Turn it up?” he called over.


  The cook aimed the remote again.


  “—and, Miss Bartholomew, what do you say to those who say that a mall down here, with all the jobs that it would create and all the prosperity it would bring, is better for the area than what you’re doing?”


  “I’d say that all those people who they’d want to work in the mall would need somewhere to live. You seen these houses? You think a few shops selling things no one around here could ever afford, you think that’s a better use for this land than houses to bring back the people Katrina forced away?” She shook her head and her eyes flashed with passion. “No, you can’t say that.”


  “So what would you say to city hall, bringing proceedings against your charity so that they can force you to sell this land?”


  Isadora Bartholomew smiled. “I’d say they ought to bring it on. And I’d say they better like a fight, because I’m gonna give them more than they can handle.”


  The cook switched channels to a rerun of a NASCAR race from the weekend. Milton was about to complain, but bit his tongue. He had seen enough.


  “What’s the nearest airport to here?” he asked when the waitress came back to see if he wanted anything else.


  “What, you going on a trip, now?”


  Her grin faded as he levelled his gaze at her.


  “Nearest airport, that’d be Spokane. You want to get there, assuming you don’t wanna walk, there’s a bus runs twice a day from the other side of the road. Takes two hours from here.” She looked at her watch. “Next one goes in an hour.”


  “Thank you,” Milton said. “Can I get the check, please?”


  Chapter Eight


  MILTON GOT off the bus and went through into the airport terminal. He bought a fresh pair of jeans, new underwear and three white T-shirts. He went through into the bathroom, took off his shirt, and washed in the sink. He lathered his face, and using the cut-throat razor that he had inherited from his father, he carefully and precisely removed the straggled whiskers that he had allowed to grow out over the course of his trek. He combed his hair. He took off his muddy jeans and dumped them, along with his damp shirt, in the bin. He changed into fresh underwear and dressed in his new clothes. By the time he was done, he felt clean and revived.


  He checked that his ruck was properly packed, slung it over his shoulder with the case for his rifle, and went to the ticket desk. He beamed a big smile at the clerk—his cheeks aching from the unnatural exercise—and asked for a one-way ticket to New Orleans. He paid, cash, and went to check-in. He smiled, again, at the agent, and waited for her to allot him a seat.


  “Any luggage, sir?”


  “Two bags. One with an unloaded firearm.”


  The agent looked him over. Milton concentrated on maintaining a relaxed, confident expression. The woman satisfied herself that this smart, well-groomed man was responsible and could be trusted, and handed him a tag that recorded that the bag contained an unloaded gun. Milton slipped it into the cylindrical TuffPak carrying case and put it, and his ruck, onto the belt. They disappeared into the cargo area hidden behind the clerk.


  “Enjoy your flight, sir.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON SLEPT on the flight. It was busy and it looked as if plenty of his fellow passengers were flying down to Louisiana for Mardi Gras. A couple of them were rowdy, already drunk. He heard the jangle of the drinks trolley after lunch, and not wishing to put unnecessary temptation in his way, he put on his eye mask, pushed his earbuds into his ears, and reclined his seat. He heard the first two songs from the Queens of the Stone Age compilation he had put together, but fell asleep soon after that.


  It was a four-hour flight with a fifty-minute layover in Denver. He slept through all of it and when the stewardess woke him by gently touching his shoulder, telling him to raise his seat as they circled for their landing slot, he felt refreshed. Milton did as he was told, pushed up the blind and gazed out through the porthole window as they began their approach.


  Milton hadn’t been back to New Orleans since Katrina. He had not been in the habit of taking holidays during his time with Group Fifteen. His work sent him around the world anyway, and he had no inclination to travel during his infrequent down time. In the early days, when he had been enthusiastic, he had spent all of his time in training. Latterly, consumed by his demons, he had sought solace in the nearest bar.


  The last time that he had been in a jet above the city, nine years ago, the landscape had been very, very different. The dividing line between Lake Pontchartrain and the streets and houses that he could see now had been simply absent then, as if erased. He remembered the water, lapping over the roofs of the houses, a green and blue mantle that stretched for miles in all directions. Now, the waters had been pushed back. The levees had been rebuilt. Milton looked at the unyielding weight of the water that the berms were holding back and wondered, when a hurricane bore down on the city again, whether they would hold. It was difficult to ignore the notion that New Orleans had been built on a promise, that the city existed at the whim of Nature and that, one day, she would wipe it all away.


  The jet touched down at Louis Armstrong International Airport and rolled up to the gate. Milton had no carry-on luggage and had been at the front of the plane. He made quick progress through the building and collected his pack and his rifle from the carousel. He got a ticket for a luggage storage locker and stowed his gun, then he stepped out of the terminal and into the warm broil of the tropical heat outside.


  He waited in line for a cab.


  “Where we going, man?” the cabbie asked.


  “The Lower Ninth.”


  The man looked up in the mirror, glancing back. “You sure, dude? You not here for Mardi Gras?”


  “No. There, please.”


  “What you want, going over there?”


  “There’s a project. New houses being built by a charity. You know about that?”


  “Sure,” the man said. “That’s Salvation Row. Everyone knows about that.”


  
    #

  


  THEY DROVE east on I-10, into the city, the increasing affluence reflected in the grandiosity of the buildings. Soon, though, the buildings became older and shabbier, the money scarcer and less obvious. They took the Claiborne Avenue Bridge over the Industrial Canal, and then bounced along fractured asphalt into the poorer districts of the city.


  Into the Lower Ninth.


  Milton looked out onto an alien landscape.


  The homes had been reduced to husks. Some of them were choked with vines, others still bore the spray-painted Xs that meant that a body had been found inside them. There were piles of construction debris that had been dumped on the sidewalks. Milton had read about contractors who just drove down into the Lower Ninth to get rid of their unwanted materials rather than taking them to the city dump. Auto shops, instead of paying the fee to dispose of used tires, brought trailers of them down here and pushed them off the back.


  “What you think?” the driver said, looking at Milton in the mirror.


  Milton was distracted. “What?”


  “About this. What the storm did.”


  “It’s unbelievable.”


  “You telling me, brother. We got snakes here. Long, thick snakes. King snakes. Rattlesnakes. I seen raccoons. Egrets. Pelicans. It’s like the jungle, and I’m not kidding.”


  There were burned piles of household trash, clumps of insulation foam, stained PVC pipes, waterlogged couches that were bloated like sea sponges and covered in lichen.


  “See the cars?” the driver said. “You never know what you gonna find if you go looking in them too closely. I remember there was a Dodge Charger, down on Choctaw and Law. The police found this corpse in it, all burned up and shit. Car been there for months before someone thought to look into it. By the time they did, it was hidden inside all this grass, taller than a man. Animals had eaten that poor sucker up. What else they gonna find in the grass and jungle?”


  They moved on, the driver slowing so that Milton could look out and soak in the whole scene. They passed a handwritten sign: “Tourist. Shame on you. Driving by without stopping. Paying to see my pain. 1600 died here.” An entire stretch of street was no longer visible. It had been devoured by forest. Every housing plot on both sides of the street for two blocks, between Rocheblave and Law, was abandoned.


  The driver gestured out the window with flicks of his fingers. “And we got packs of wild dogs. Some of them, beautiful Rottweilers, they owners either dead or don’t care for them no more. They been roaming around, scaring the shit out of folk. First time I see them, they were nice looking animals, inside-the-house animals. Now they just look sad, they ribs all showing and shit.”


  Vast stretches of the land had been abandoned. Sometimes, it was possible to see the ghostly marks of old foundations, all that was left of the houses that had once stood here. In other places, more often, the vegetation had grown up so much that it was impossible to see where one plot ended and the next began. There was Southern cut grass, giant ragweed, Chinese tallow trees. It was all totally out of control.


  The driver was watching Milton’s reaction in the mirror.


  “What you think?”


  He said nothing.


  The parish no longer resembled an urban environment. Where there had once been rows of single-family homes with driveways and front yards, all in apple-pie order, now there was jungle. The vegetation had all sprouted since Katrina. Trees that did not exist before the storm now stood taller than the broken-backed street lamps. The asphalt was buckled and twisted with spreading roots. The inhabited lots, about one per block, looked out of place. Their owners kept their lawns mowed, the fences painted, the houses well maintained. But they were fighting back the wilderness on all sides.


  “What you doing down here, then? You just come to look around?”


  “No.”


  “Reason I ask, we got people coming here now just to look. You saw that sign, right? Tourists, can you believe that? They got buses and shit running around here like it’s some sort of freak show.”


  “I’m here to help.”


  “You got a billion dollars?”


  “I read about the Build It Up Foundation. The new houses.”


  “Yeah,” the man said. “They’ll do a good job, if the city let’s ’em.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Lot of bureaucracy. Lot of people trying to line they pockets, take advantage of others’ misery. You see. Same old N’Awlins, buddy. Same old, same old.”


  It wasn’t difficult to find the plot of land that had been purchased by the Build It Up Foundation. It was a wide expanse of several acres, bounded by Reynes Street, North Galvez Street, Caffin Avenue and North Derbigny Street. It was, Milton saw, very close to where the Solomon house had once been. He recognised the junction where Ziggy Penn had been taken out by the Irish, and remembered the configuration of the road, but, beyond that, everything was different. The rows of houses that had formed the roads and avenues had all been demolished. Wide swathes of the vegetation had been cleared and, as they drove through one block, they watched workers as they cut back the worst of the overgrowth.


  And then they turned onto a new road. A sign, bright and clean, read SALVATION ROW. Beyond it, he saw a line of brand new houses. Jaunty and bright, a snaggle of sawtooth angles in various vivid colours.


  “Here you go,” the driver said.


  Milton handed over a twenty, told the man to keep the change, and got out. The humidity slapped down at him, a broiling heat that made him wish that he was wearing something on his head. He reached back inside for his pack and hauled it out.


  The car rolled away as he turned to the nearest of the new houses. It was not just a slapdash replacement. It was well built and substantial, a mustard-yellow, four-bedroom house perched on seven-foot-tall stilts with a roof that slanted up from front to back and leant to the side. It was very impressive.


  A black man came out of the house and made his way down the neatly tended path to the sidewalk.


  “Can I help you?”


  “I hope so. I’m looking for Isadora Bartholomew.”


  “Izzy?” The man laughed. “You in the right place, brother.” He turned and pointed down the street to where several new houses were being built. “She’s over there. Up on the roof.”


  Chapter Nine


  MILTON EXAMINED the new house as he approached it. It was built on concrete pilings and elevated to the same seven feet above the ground. The fibre-cement sidings were reinforced, and the window and door frames were built of hurricane-resistant Kevlar.


  A sign planted in the lawn outside the front door said “JUST $1,500 CASH DOWN.”


  He turned off the sidewalk and walked up to the house.


  He saw Isadora Bartholomew before he was halfway to the front door. She was up on the roof, wearing high-cut, frayed shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt that exposed her slender midriff. She was wearing a tool belt and a yellow safety helmet, her long hair tied up in a tail so that it poked out of the back. She was affixing a solar panel to the shingles, the last unit before that aspect of the roof was covered with them.


  Milton cleared his throat.


  The electric drill that she was using was too loud, so she didn’t hear him.


  “Hello,” he called, careful not to surprise her.


  “One minute,” she said, not turning.


  Milton waited, taking a step back so that he could see her more clearly. She took a screw from a pouch on her belt, lined it up with the corner of the unit, and drilled it into the roof. She reached down and tugged it until she was satisfied that it was properly secured, rested the drill against the top edge of the panel and turned around.


  She swiped the sweat from her eyes. “Can I help you?”


  “Isadora,” Milton said.


  “That’s my name. How can I help you?”


  “It’s John Smith.”


  She peered down at him. “Sorry. I—”


  “We met the night of the hurricane. Your brother helped my friend. We were in your parents’ house when it—”


  “Shit,” she said, her eyes going wide. “Mr. Smith? What are you doing here?”


  “I was in town,” he said, smiling the lie away. “I read about what you were doing. Thought I’d come and take a look.”


  “Mr. Smith,” she said for a second time. “Shit.”


  He felt bad that she only had the false name that he had given her. It was too late to correct that now, not without prompting questions that he wouldn’t be able to answer. That would lead to suspicion, and he wouldn’t be able to help her if she doubted him. That was just one of the gifts with which his profession had furnished him: he had to live with a lot of lies.


  “It’s John,” he said. “Please, you have to call me John.”


  
    #

  


  IZZY CLAMBERED down a ladder and took him back to a portable office behind the show home and showed him inside. It was being used as the base for the project. There were charts on the wall, photographs and sketches, schedules and plans. There was a single desk in the middle of the cabin. A man in a high-vis jacket was on the opposite side of the desk, smoking a cigarette while he argued with someone on the telephone. He saw Isadora, clocked Milton and—perhaps mistaking him for someone important—collected his helmet from atop the pile of papers on the desk and went outside. Izzy went around and sat in the newly vacated chair, indicating that Milton should take the other one. He did.


  “What are you doing here?” she said again.


  “Like I said. I heard about all this”—he spread his arms—“saw you were involved, and thought I’d come and have a look.”


  She looked squarely at him. “What do you think?” There was the edge of a smile on her lips, but it was obvious that the answer meant a lot to her. Not that it was his answer that she wanted, not especially. Milton guessed that she invested a lot in the answer every time she asked the question.


  “I think it’s amazing. The houses. They’re very impressive.”


  “We’re building the houses first, and then, eventually, a community centre.”


  “How many?”


  “Ten, so far, but we’ve got plans for fifty. That depends on a few things going right for us, though.”


  “Money?”


  “We’ve got the money. It’s self-sustaining. It’s…well, bits of it are more complicated than others.”


  Milton could see there was more to that than she had explained, and he remembered what she had said on the television, but he decided that this wasn’t the right time to focus on a negative. There were too many positives to acknowledge first. “Who set the charity up?”


  “I did. Five years ago. It was small then. Just me, really.”


  “But?”


  “But I raised some money, and…well, we started to grow.” She smiled at him warmly, her bright teeth showing. “Look, I could talk to you about it, or I could give you the tour. You got half an hour?”


  “I’ve got all day.”


  “Come on, then.”


  She got up and, as she did, she bumped up against the desk. A framed photograph that had been standing there toppled over. Milton caught it before it could fall to the floor and put it back.


  He looked at it. The photograph was of a family: two young parents, two kids. They were standing on the porch of one of the new houses, the siding painted a bright and optimistic yellow. “Happy customers?”


  “Happy homeowners,” she corrected. “The second family we moved in here. We’ve got a homeownership counsellor on the books, she managed to get them $75,000 in down payment and closing assistance. They paid just north of $90,000 for a home that would have cost twice that before the storm, one that’ll last them for as long as they need it for their kids to grow up. They lost their home in the flood. Lost everything. They’d been in a shelter for four years. Seeing the kids smile like they did when they moved in… man, I could retire right now and be happy.”


  “They were the second family? Who was the first?”


  “Come on,” she said. “We’ll go see them.”


  They went outside, back into the smack of the heat.


  “You want the standard tour or the extended one?”


  “Whichever you think I need.”


  “All right.” She touched his shoulder, and they set off down Salvation Row away from the new houses. They walked for five minutes until they turned a corner and started down a street that had not been cleared. It had the same row of tumbledown shacks as Milton had seen during his taxi ride, the same overgrown vegetation.


  “You come in from the city?”


  “Yes.”


  “So you saw what the parish is like? Like this?”


  “Like a nuclear bomb went off.”


  She nodded somberly. “Pretty brutal. The houses were all wrecked. Most of them were demolished. The ones that were still structurally sound were flooded out. Eighty-five percent of the families who lived here, they’re all gone now. Most of them will never come back. The neighbourhood died overnight.”


  They walked down the street. Milton saw species of vegetation that had no business being in an area like this: crepe myrtle, black willow and golden rain trees garlanded with vines. There were weeds as high as basketball hoops. There was lantana, oleander, and oxalis.


  Izzy saw that he was looking. “It grew fast. The soil’s rich from the alluvium in the Mississippi, and the climate’s perfect. They’ve had botanists down here to look at some of it, try to explain why it started to grow.”


  “They didn’t try to clear it?”


  “Sure, they tried. The city appointed a contractor to clear it; he turned out to be a felon. They appointed another; he took the money but did a poor job. They’ve got a crew of twelve ex-cons, going around now to try to keep on top of it. But as soon as it’s cleared, it starts to grow again. You leave a lot untended for three months and it’ll be thick with knee-high weeds. After five months, you’ll see saplings. The only way to reclaim the area is to put people back in here again. You been in the city yet? The centre?”


  “Not yet.”


  “You’re not here for Mardi Gras?”


  “Not especially.”


  “Wait ’til you get up there. You wouldn’t know Katrina even happened. The oldest, wealthiest districts—the whitest ones—they’re all on higher ground. The poorer neighbourhoods, where the native New Orleanians live, all those are below sea level. You know the difference between the French Quarter and this area around here?”


  He said that he didn’t.


  “Nine feet,” she said.


  They reached the end of the row and turned again. Milton saw that they were following a long, rectangular route. There were more wrecked and deserted houses on this stretch of the road, but, as they reached the junction and turned to the right, they were back on Salvation Row.


  “And then we get to this,” she said proudly. “Better than it ever was before. All ecologically sound, the houses generate most of their own power from the solar panels, the carbon offsetting means that there’s no footprint at all.”


  “It’s amazing, Isadora.”


  “Izzy,” she corrected. “You sound like my father.”


  They reached the first house at this end of the block. The siding was painted red, the colour a flamboyant counterpoint to the bright blue sky.


  “You asked about the first family we moved in?”


  He nodded.


  “Come on,” she said, turning onto the path. “I’ll introduce you.”


  Chapter Ten


  IZZY DIDN’T knock on the door. She opened it, stepped inside and shouted out, “I’m home.”


  There was a moment of silence and then the sound of slippered feet shuffling and slapping across the floor. The door to the right opened, and Solomon Bartholomew was standing there.


  Izzy went over and embraced her father, and then, stepping back, she turned so that he could see Milton waiting on the stoop.


  “Papa,” she said, “there’s someone here come to say hello to you and Momma.”


  “That right?” The old man fumbled in his breast pocket. “Let me get my spectacles. I can’t see a damn thing without ’em.”


  “They’re on your head,” Izzy said indulgently.


  Her father patted his crown, found the glasses and slid them down onto his nose. He squinted through them for a moment, saw Milton, crumpled his nose as he tried to remember if he recognised him and then his eyes went wide with surprise. “Well, I’ll be. It’s Mr. Smith, isn’t it?”


  “You remember him?”


  “Remember him? I ain’t likely to forget no part of that day, child. Of course, I remember him.”


  He looked much older, every day of the nine years. His skin was striated with a host of tiny wrinkles, his hair had turned from grey to white, and he looked smaller, wizened. He was dressed impeccably, just as before, with a shirt and tie, a comfortable-looking cardigan, and beautifully pressed trousers.


  Milton shook his hand. “It’s good to see you again, Mr. Bartholomew.”


  “What happened to your friend?” Solomon asked. “He make it?”


  “He did. They got him to hospital, fixed up his leg. He had broken ribs, too, and a fractured skull. They said if it wasn’t for what Alexander did for him, he would most likely have died. Even if he had survived, he would definitely have lost the leg.”


  The news was good, and Solomon nodded at it, but the mention of his son brought a troubled cast to the old man’s face. “What you doing back in town?” he said, evidently moving the conversation away from that direction.


  “Just passing through.”


  “You on business again?”


  “A little different this time.”


  There came the sound of a door closing from the rear of the house and then footsteps padding towards them. Elsie Bartholomew came through the door into the hallway. She looked older, too, moving a little more carefully than Milton remembered.


  “It’s Mr. Smith,” Solomon said. “You remember him? From the storm?”


  “Don’t say such a fool thing, Solomon, ’course I remember him. How you doing, Mr. Smith?”


  “I’m well,” he said.


  “What you doing here?”


  “I was just saying to your husband—”


  “Hold on a minute. You can just say it to me, too. You want to stay for a coffee?”


  “I’d love to, but I’ve got to go and check into my hotel.”


  “Where you staying?”


  “Just a little place on the outskirts of town.”


  “Gonna be loud,” Elsie opined, “Mardi Gras and all.”


  Milton smiled.


  “You got plans for dinner?”


  The old woman looked at him expectantly, and Milton knew it would be churlish of him to lie and say that he had plans. He was aware that Izzy was looking at him, too, similarly hopeful, and he knew then that he would say that he didn’t. “No. No plans.”


  “Then you come back down here, you hear? We’d love you to have a look around the new place, but Solomon has his sleep now—”


  “Woman, I don’t need no—”


  “—but you come back tonight, I’ll cook a pot of jambalaya, and we can have a proper talk. You like shrimp?”


  “I do,” he said, before thinking that shrimp wouldn’t be cheap and he didn’t want to put them to expense.


  “Seven thirty good for you?”


  “Perfect.”


  “That’s settled, then.”


  
    #

  


  “I’M SORRY about that,” Izzy said as soon as they were outside again. She didn’t look particularly sorry. There was a wry, amused grin on her face.


  “No need,” Milton said.


  “If you have other plans…”


  “I don’t. Dinner sounds great. It would be nice to spend some time with your parents, under different circumstances from before, you know.”


  They walked down the path to the road.


  “What are you doing now?” he asked her.


  “Got some paperwork I need to finish for the case.”


  “Case?” he said, remembering what he had heard on the television.


  She waved a hand absently. “Piece of litigation we’ve been dragged into. I’d tell you about it tonight, but it’s very dull.”


  The mention of the proceedings, whatever they were, had quickly nudged her into an introspective disposition. Milton decided that he should leave her to attend to it. “I’ll go and check in,” he said.


  “Yes,” she said, her focus flicking back on him again. “I’ll get you a cab.”


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll walk.”


  “You want to walk?”


  “The best way to get to know a place is to walk. I’d like to look around a little more.”


  
    #

  


  AND SO MILTON WALKED. He passed memorial signs on the lawns of the houses that were still standing. Others displayed collections of signs and symbols: a United States flag, a cross, a placard calling out George W. Bush and Barack Obama, and a stone etched with the names of a man’s mother and daughter, both lost to the flood. He passed a man, very old, bent double as he sowed a vegetable patch. Another local, an elderly woman, picked up the trash that had blown across the street, snagging against the stems of the jungle blight that had grown up opposite her house.


  There were people here. A community. It felt friendly, the way that a small town might feel. Lights glowed in porches, bright little oases that made the absence of neighbouring houses even more obvious. Friends gathered to drink beer and shoot the breeze, the sound of their laughter following him as he walked on. The roads, often rutted and with potholes unfilled, reminded Milton of the gravel roads he had followed while he hiked in the Michigan countryside miles from civilisation.


  He walked for forty minutes, crossing the Industrial Canal and heading east on St. Claude Avenue into Bywater. He asked a homeless man washing windscreens at the junction with Poland Avenue for a decent place to stay and gave him a ten-dollar bill after he recommended a motel. It was just off the main drag, facing the railroad and, beyond that, the canal. The place was set back from the road, behind a chain-link fence. It was comprised of a line of rooms, the building looking tired and drab, and the attempts at decoration—the large pots that contained loquat and pecan trees, the Stars and Stripes that riffled in the wind—just made the shabbiness even more obvious.


  Milton went into the office and booked a room. The clerk, an energetic and friendly woman, said that they had a room but that Mardi Gras meant they were only offering weekly rentals. Milton said that was fine, paid cash in advance, and followed her along the line of rooms to one at the end. It was as tired as the rest of the place, but Milton wasn’t bothered with the décor. It was clean, it looked comfortable, and it was reasonably priced. Since all he was going to do was sleep there, it would do him very well.


  He peeled off his sweaty clothes and stepped into the shower.


  Chapter Eleven


  JOEL BABINEAUX took off his brogues and padded across the deep pile carpet to the window of his large corner office. He wiggled his toes in the thick pile, liking the way that the expensive fabric felt against his stockinged feet. His office was on the top floor of One Shell Square, a two-hundred-metre-high ziggurat that was the tallest building in New Orleans. He looked down from his eyrie, high over the sprawl of the city, all the way out to the wetlands and then the Gulf. It was a splendid view, unobstructed, and he stood there for a moment and watched a flatbed truck as it negotiated a path from the centre of town to the south.


  Babineaux noted the buildings along its route in which he had an interest. The big office complex, the shopping mall, the restaurants. He followed the yellow dot over the Claiborne Avenue Bridge all the way into the Lower Ninth and nodded in satisfied recognition as it trundled through the parish that the mayor had decreed as suitable for the location for Babineaux’s new mall. It would be his signature development, the crowning achievement of years of hard work in a business in which success was hard to achieve. You needed more than brains. You needed luck, insight, powers of persuasion and, he contentedly admitted, an ethical flexibility that meant you could ignore your qualms when unusual tactics were required.


  Babineaux focussed back on the reflection staring back at him. He was six foot two, still as muscular and fit as when he had been a soldier, always dressed to the nines and excellently groomed. His prosthetic leg was so good, so expensive, that it would have been impossible to notice without the knowledge that it was there. The injury that had robbed him of his right leg, below the knee, had been the result of a piece of stray shrapnel from an IED that had detonated on the road out of Nad-e-Ali in Afghanistan. Operation Anaconda. Even now, and despite that, he remembered it fondly. His buddies had made jokes about him being one-legged now, and his rivals in the property game had picked up on it, dubbing him the Pirate of Canal Street. Babineaux didn’t mind that in the least. He was at ease with himself and, he knew, the award of a nickname was a sure sign that he had attained the notoriety he had always cherished.


  And, he liked to remind himself, he was a pirate.


  Anything he wanted, he took.


  Babineaux prided himself on knowing what was worth taking. He had an innate sense of the value of things. He knew what was worth pursuing, and what was better abandoned. His time was the most valuable asset that he had, and he allotted it carefully on the projects that would bring him the best returns. It was something that he made a point of and, he knew, he was good at it. Instinctive. It was one of the reasons why he had become a very wealthy man.


  He knew, for example, that the Bentley he had in the basement garage fifty floors below his office was worth $200,000. The desk that faced the window was made of polished teak and had cost $30,000. His suit, imported from Savile Row in London, had cost $10,000. These things, expensive though they would be to most people, were trifles compared to the thing that he wanted now.


  He refocussed on the devastated expanse of the Lower Ninth Ward. What was its worth now? Not very much in the state that the city had left it. Almost all of it had been flattened, and that fact was especially evident from his elevated vantage point. A few houses still stood. Shacks, barely upright, the odd house owned by stubborn New Orleanians who had refused to leave and had renovated and renewed the places themselves. And, there, between North Galvez and North Derbigny, an obscene strip of various colours, the ten houses that made up Salvation Row. It looked as if a fleet of pastel-coloured UFOs had descended onto the surface of the moon.


  He knew the value of those houses. In simple terms, each lot was worth one hundred thousand dollars, give or take. There were ten houses, and so he should have been able to purchase them for a million, add another $200,000 to make sure and call it a round $1,200,000. It would cost him another $50,000 to demolish them.


  He would have been prepared to find the money to do all of that, because he knew that the mall project that he was fronting stood to make him more.


  Much, much more.


  $100,000,000 more.


  He always weighed up the consequences of the tactics that he was considering against the gains that he stood to make. This project, his crowning glory, was an end to justify just about any means.


  He went back to the desk and picked up his telephone. His secretary asked him what he needed. “Send Jackson in, please.”


  The man who came into the office was built like Babineaux, big and strong. He was dressed in a suit that cost almost as much as his boss’s. On paper, Jackson Dubois was not qualified for his role as the senior vice president of Babineaux Properties. One might have expected a certain minimum: a law degree from Yale, perhaps, or an MBA from Harvard. Dubois had none of that. He had grown up with Babineaux in St. Gabriel, a low-income semi-slum in Louisiana’s Cancer Alley. They had gone to school together. Dropped out together. Chased girls together. Got drunk and high together. And then, at Babineaux’s suggestion, they had enlisted in the army together. Both were sent to Ranger School. They were allocated to the 75th Ranger Regiment and were sent out together to fight.


  It was Dubois who had been with him when the IED had taken his leg. The whole thing had been an ambush. The bomb was designed to disable the Humvee, and then insurgents had popped out of cover to pick off the Americans as they scrambled to defend themselves. Dubois had risked his own life, running into the crossfire to drag his friend back behind the burning armoured shell of the vehicle. He and another soldier had stayed with him for half an hour, fighting off the jihadis until they had almost run dry. They were down to their last magazines when the two Apaches had arrived to fight off the bad guys.


  And Babineaux had never forgotten that.


  He had been awarded a healthy lump sum for the injury, and he had invested that in his first property. He moved that quickly, turning a healthy profit, and repeated the trick. Dubois had stayed in the military, but he had nothing when he finally called it quits. Babineaux brought Dubois onto the team when he had made his first million, and they had stayed together ever since.


  Their shared history meant that Babineaux trusted Dubois with his life, and that was important. Dubois also had an ethical flexibility that was a prerequisite in the world within which Babineaux was operating. That was also important.


  “Joel?”


  He turned to his old friend. “We need to step things up.”


  “What do you need?”


  “Is the meeting with Morgan still going ahead?”


  “I haven’t heard anything from them to say that it isn’t. Do you need me to be there?”


  “No. I’ll handle him myself. I want you to concentrate on the Lower Ninth. We’ve been stalled too long, and it’s costing us money. Every day that we delay puts more interest on the bridging finance. They know that we’re going to win, but they could drag it out for another year. Can’t have that.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “The men you found. Are they reliable?”


  “Diplomatically? I would say that depends on what we ask them to do.”


  “But a simple task? Muscle?”


  “Yes, well qualified for something like that.”


  Apart from his instincts and intelligence, Dubois served a very important purpose. He was the fall guy. The cut-out. He stood between Babineaux and the often unpleasant tasks that he ordered. There were plenty of incentives—both benefits and disbenefits—that would ensure that, were they to be compromised by any of the underworld lowlifes that it was often necessary to turn to in matters such as this, he would take the rap. Any police or regulatory investigation would reach its terminus with him. Babineaux Properties LLC might take some flak from the press, but that was what the PR experts on the million-dollar retainer were for. Joel Babineaux himself would be held harmless above the fray. He was loyal to his old friend, but they both knew that Dubois would be sacrificed first if the moment demanded it. And they were both content with that arrangement.


  “Do you want me to speak to them?”


  “Yes. It’s time we upped the ante a little. Get on it.”


  Chapter Twelve


  SOLOMON BARTHOLOMEW opened the door to him. Milton could see at once that the old man was dressed in his best clothes, freshly shaved and fragrant with cologne. It made him feel a little uncomfortable. He didn’t like people to go to trouble on his account. He didn’t think that he was worth it. Solomon extended his hand and Milton shook it. The old man’s grip was strong.


  “Glad you could make it, Mr. Smith.”


  “It’s John,” Milton said, embarrassed again that he was going to have to perpetuate that old lie.


  Elsie Bartholomew came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dishcloth. “Hello, Mr. Smith.”


  “John,” he said again, smiling, as he stooped to allow her to peck him on the cheek.


  Izzy came down the stairs. She, too, had made an effort for him. She had changed into jeans and a turtleneck sweater, and her long hair looked as if it had been freshly washed. Milton couldn’t help but admire her. She had been attractive before, amid the craziness of that night nine years ago, but the intervening time had been very kind to her. She had been a girl then. She was a woman now.


  “Hello, John.”


  “Izzy.”


  She put a hand on his shoulder and leaned across to kiss him. She smelled good and her lips felt soft against his cheek. Milton had to remind himself why he was here.


  “You get a hotel?”


  “Yes,” he said. “Nothing special, but it’ll do me.”


  “I’m telling you,” Solomon said, “we could’ve put you up, couldn’t we, Elsie?”


  “We surely could.”


  “No,” he said. “It’s fine, really.”


  “You never had the tour. At least let me show you around. Let me show you what my little girl has done for us.”


  Izzy smiled indulgently, but Milton got the impression that she wanted him to see the house, too.


  “I’d love to.”


  “Come and look in here first.”


  Solomon bid him to follow.


  The room beyond was small. It was a third bedroom and would have been big enough to fit a single bed, at a push. It had been turned into the old man’s study. There were shelves on the wall that were laden down with books and old vinyl records. Jazz, Milton saw. There was a desk, with a big ledger that was left open, revealing careful passages of handwriting. Framed pictures on the wall showed a number of different birds, with their names and genus in Latin. The single window looked out onto the backyard. There was a pair of binoculars resting on the sill.


  “What you think?” he said, looking around at his things with evident pride.


  “Very nice.” He indicated the pictures. “You like birds?”


  “Like?” Izzy said. “You’ve got to be kidding. He’s obsessed.”


  Solomon ignored her. “One thing about Katrina, she wiped the slate clean. The months after the storm, you could walk out in the city and you wouldn’t hear nothing. No birdsong, I mean. You could hear a boom box from five blocks away. The birds, they all knew what was coming. They flew away as soon as the hurricane came in and they stayed away for months. Then, after a while, they started to come back. We got all this new vegetation, all these trees and bushes and shrubs, and new birds, ones I ain’t never seen before. They started to show up, too. All the rodents that turned up, they attracted raptors. Hawks, falcons, shrikes. Barn owls started to build nests in the wrecks.”


  He went over to the desk, picked up the ledger and gave it to Milton. “I keep a record of ’em. Every one I see, I put it in there.” He stood next to Milton and stabbed a finger to the entry beneath today’s date. “Look at this, just this afternoon I seen blue jays, cardinals, American crows, Eastern phoebes, killdeer, a loggerhead shrike, kestrel, bronzed cowbirds and a Lewis’s woodpecker. Yesterday we saw an egret, walking right down the middle of Salvation Row just like it owned the damn place, stalking lizards.”


  Milton put the ledger back on the desk.


  “Other wildlife, too, like you wouldn’t believe. I seen armadillos, coyotes. We had a raccoon climbing on the roof last week. I went out to scare it off. Huge, man, I’m telling you, critter was just like a dog. First time I heard it, I thought it was a dude trying to get in upstairs.”


  Elsie put her head through the door.


  “He boring you with his birds?”


  “No,” Milton said. “It’s fascinating.”


  “Well, if he hasn’t exhausted himself, he can tell you more at the dinner table. I’m serving up.”


  
    #

  


  THE JAMBALAYA was delicious. The stew included chicken, andouille sausage, rice, shrimp, celery and spices. Milton had never tasted anything like it. He finished his bowl and, when Elsie asked him if he would like seconds, he said that he would. She took his plate and returned it with another full serving, as big as the first, and he finished that, too. When he was done, he felt stuffed to the gills.


  “Jambalaya,” she said. “Means jumbled in French. You liked it?”


  Milton gestured down at the empty bowl. “Delicious. What was the spice?”


  “Onion powder, garlic, oregano, basil, thyme, lots of paprika. Lots of cayenne pepper, too.”


  “It had a kick.”


  “And I toned it down for you, too,” she said. “Didn’t know how you like your spice.”


  Milton thanked her again. She got up to prepare dessert, and Solomon leaned over the table, his fingers steepled. “What you make of what Izzy’s been doing?”


  “I think it’s amazing.”


  He turned to his daughter and reached for her hand. “My little girl’s done something pretty wonderful, right?”


  “More than wonderful,” Milton said. “Incredible.”


  Izzy waved it off, but Milton could see that it filled her with happiness to be acknowledged like this by her father.


  “The city wouldn’t have done nothing,” Solomon said. “Still ain’t doing much.”


  “I’m not defending them,” Izzy interposed, “but, the way they saw it, it’s just a question of math. All kinds of folk moved into the city in the sixties and seventies. City got up to nearly 700,000 people at one point. They expanded into marshland that everyone said at the time was no good for habitation. They were the poorer areas, right, like around here, and it was those areas that got flooded when the levees broke. A year after Katrina, the population dropped back down to 200,000. But the city’s footprint, since the seventies, had increased by more than ten percent. The mayor didn’t think a city built for three times as many people could maintain that kind of size.”


  Elsie’s face took on a distasteful cast. “We don’t mention the mayor in this house. Man’s a low-down crook, you ask me.”


  Izzy continued, “They were asking whether fewer taxpayers could afford to maintain services like garbage removal, policing, sewer pipes and miles of streets, plenty of them still underwater from the flood. Decided they couldn’t. Economics, they said. I don’t know if that was wrong or right.”


  “Yeah, you do, baby,” her father said. “You know.”


  “So they just left them to rot, and the people who were forced out, the ones who wanted to come back home, well, that was just bad luck. I didn’t think it was right to just give up. So we started Build It Up.”


  “She says ‘we,’” Solomon said. “She means ‘I.’ ‘I’ started it.”


  She shushed him.


  “How did you get into it?” Milton said. “You were studying law before the storm.”


  She shrugged. “Gave that up. Didn’t see the point of it no more, not afterwards. But, in a funny way, it’s been useful. There’s red tape to deal with on a project like this. I’ve saved thousands of dollars by doing that myself. And then there’s the court case.”


  This was what she had referred to earlier, the trouble. “You haven’t really mentioned that.”


  She looked at her parents with worry.


  Solomon waved her concern away. “Go on. You tell him, girl. We know you got it covered. We ain’t worried.”


  She nodded and then frowned, searching for the right place to start. Eventually she said, “All the land I showed you today, Salvation Row, that’s what we’ve done so far. The way we work it, we get the money together to buy a plot, we clear it, then we build. We can turn a house around, start to finish, in three months. The families pay us, we take the money for the house and put it into the next plot of land. It’s all cheap round here, no one else is doing anything with it. We could keep doing it until there was no land left to build on. And there’s a lot of demand for houses now. People who had to move out, they’ve seen the places we’ve put up, they’ve seen they’re nice, they want to move back again. We could sign up fifty families tomorrow, no problem.” She finished her coffee and rattled the cup as she placed it back on the saucer.


  “So?”


  “So, about six months ago, we find out that this developer is interested in all this land. They offered to buy the houses. Everyone told them no. They came back, offered more than the plots are worth. The Joneses said yes, needed the money for their boy’s medical costs, but most people still held out. We just moved back. Some of these families, they’ve been here sixty years, and they don’t want to move. I couldn’t understand why they’d be interested. No one else is interested in buying land down here, and then these guys come in. They’ve bought fifty acres all around us. Didn’t make sense. So I dug into it a bit and found out that this corporation wants to put up a mall. The kind of place with shops and cinemas, the whole nine yards.”


  Izzy frowned again. “We found out two months ago that the only way they can make their development work is to put their access roads right through the houses we just built. We own the land, but the city thinks the mall is more important than the houses, and they’re insisting we sell.”


  “Can they do that?”


  “We told them that we wouldn’t sell, so they’ve gone to court to get an order that’ll make us.”


  “They can do that?”


  She nodded. “It’s called eminent domain. That’s the case I’ve been fighting. There’s no way I’m going to let them do it. After everything we’ve done, the work we’ve put into these houses, just to let them drive a bulldozer through them? No way. That happens over my dead body.”


  She spoke more and more passionately, her eyes flashing with anger. Her father nodded, his face stern and resolute, and her mother reached across to take her hand. Milton didn’t know what to say. He had no experience in the law, but he knew what was right and what was wrong.


  “Can you fight it?”


  “Maybe,” she said. “I’m doing it myself, so the cost is as low as I can make it. But, even so, there are experts and fees to pay. The money won’t last forever. And they have deep pockets. I’ll make it as difficult and expensive for them as I can. We’ll see what happens.”


  “You haven’t had any time to yourself for weeks,” Elsie said. “You work late, weekends—”


  “You know the worst thing?” she interrupted. “It’s not that, or the stress. It’s that it takes me away from running the charity. It stops me from working on new houses, finding new plots, speaking to families who want to move in. We’re not a big team. It’s me and whoever else is prepared to work for nothing. If I’m not running things, everything will stop. We’re already losing momentum.”


  Milton heard the door open and, as he looked up quizzically, saw the concern on the faces of Solomon and Elsie. He had his back to the kitchen door and, as he turned back, it opened.


  Alexander Bartholomew came inside.


  Milton remembered him from that night in the storm. He had aged badly. He could only have been in his late twenties now, but he could have passed for someone ten years older. He was thin, wiry like a speed freak. His hair was a mess, a straggled ’fro that was shot through with grey.


  “Alexander,” Elsie said.


  “Mom.”


  “You okay?”


  “Just passing through. Thought I’d come say hi.”


  “You didn’t say—”


  “I can’t put my head through the door, say hello to my folks?”


  His tone was jocular, but there was aggression and threat behind the words. He was slurring, too, drunk or high. Milton started to feel uncomfortable. The atmosphere had soured. It was obvious that there were developments within the family that he still had to understand.


  Alexander walked across to the kitchen counter. Elsie had prepared a Key lime pie for dessert and, without asking, he took a spoon and clawed off a chunk from the edge. Elsie frowned, more with discomfort than disapproval, and Milton decided, for sure, that Alexander Bartholomew had taken a turn for the worse since the time he had last seen him.


  “You remember John Smith?” Solomon said.


  Alexander put the spoon into his mouth and chewed with laconic hostility as he looked down at Milton. “No,” he said. “Refresh my memory.”


  “During Katrina, him and his friend—”


  “Oh, shit, him. Yeah, sure, I remember.”


  Milton stood and extended his hand. “Hello.”


  Alexander sucked the spoon clean. He left Milton’s hand hanging.


  “What did you do after Katrina? You stick around?”


  “No,” Milton said.


  “Flew straight out of here, right? Forgot all about us?”


  “No. I didn’t forget.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “Alexander,” Elsie said severely, looking at Milton in apology.


  “Nah, Mom, things like that, they gotta be said. What’s this like for you, you here to look at how the poor black folk are managing? Like a bit of misery with your tourism?”


  “That’s enough,” Solomon said, pressing his hands down on the table so that he could get his feet beneath him.


  Alexander smiled, sudden and surprising, and pressed his hand on his father’s shoulder to stop him from rising. “S’alright,” he said, slurring. “I was just pulling his chain, is all. How you doing, buddy?”


  “I’m well,” Milton said.


  “What do you want?” Solomon asked his son.


  “Told you. I was in the neighbourhood. Thought I’d come over and say hi to my mom and pops.”


  “You don’t ever just do that,” Elsie chided him sadly.


  “Well, you know, I’m busy—”


  “Doing what?” Solomon interrupted. “Last time I looked, you weren’t doing shit.”


  “Thinking about going back to finish my studies,” he said, pretending hard to be hurt. It was an obvious lie. Milton saw through it the moment the words came out of his mouth, but Solomon’s face opened a little and showed a little hope. Milton felt a prickle of anger that Alexander was toying with him that way.


  He could see that Izzy wasn’t fooled. Elsie wasn’t, either. “What do you really want, Alex, like I needed to ask?”


  “I was hoping, maybe you could advance me a little cash. I’m behind on my rent. Landlord say he’s gonna throw me out if I don’t get straight with him, and, that happens, there ain’t no way I’m going to be able to think about getting that qualification.”


  Solomon reached into the pocket of his slacks and pulled out his wallet. “How much you want?”


  “No,” Izzy said, standing so quickly that she knocked over her empty glass.


  Alexander turned to her, his face dark with anger. “Back off.”


  She ignored him. “No, Pops. Put it away.”


  “I said back—”


  “You know what he’s going to spend it on as well as I do. You don’t pay rent, Alex. The places you been living, they don’t charge, least not for that, do they?”


  “What would you know about the places I been living?”


  “I’ve seen enough of them. I built houses where some of them used to be.”


  Milton felt exquisitely awkward. He had expected an interesting evening, one that had the potential to be pleasant, and now he was in the middle of a personal family argument. He knew that the Bartholomews were proud people, it was obvious from their hospitality and the way that they worked at their house, and he knew that this would be terribly embarrassing for them. Knowing that, and that his presence made it so much worse for them, made him feel embarrassed, too.


  He stood. “I should be going,” he said apologetically.


  “No,” Elsie said firmly. “Please—sit down. We haven’t finished our meal yet. Alexander’s the one who needs to be leaving.”


  Alexander looked at her for a long moment, and Milton feared that he was going to defy her. He started to consider what he would do if he became violent. He would have to do something. Alexander was scrawny and would be simple enough to subdue, but would that just make things worse?


  Alexander sneered at them. “Fuck it,” he said. “Fuck you, all y’all. You prefer to have your dinner with someone like that, someone who don’t give a good goddamn fuck about you, you go right ahead, it don’t mean nothing to me.”


  “Mind your language in this house,” Solomon said.


  “Yeah, and fuck you too. I’ll find the money somewhere else.”


  With that, he turned on his heel and left the room. There was a pause, the sound of something soft being thrown to the floor, and then the slamming of the door.


  Milton remembered. His jacket was hanging out there, and his wallet was inside it. He knew, without even having to check, that Alexander had lifted it. Izzy went into the hall, and Milton followed behind. The jacket was on the floor. She picked it up and gave it to him. It was lighter, and he didn’t need to check.


  “He hasn’t taken anything?”


  Milton shook his head. “Nothing in it to take,” he said.


  
    #

  


  THE ATMOSPHERE was subdued after that. Solomon tried to lighten the mood by telling the story of his friend who said that he had seen a four-foot alligator drinking from a broken water hydrant on Choctaw. Elsie managed a laugh, reminding her husband that his acquaintance had been smoking weed for years and had once sworn an affidavit that he had been abducted and experimented upon by aliens. Solomon chuckled that that was true, but that, on this occasion, he believed him. They tried hard to remove the stain of Alexander’s visit, but it was something that couldn’t easily be forgotten.


  They cleared the table. Milton offered to wash up, but Elsie would hear none of it. She called her husband to help, and the two of them shepherded Milton and their daughter out into the lounge, but not before Izzy snagged a couple of long-necked beers from the fridge.


  They went outside, closing the door after them and sitting down on the wooden porch with their backs up against the wall.


  “You want one?” she said, holding the cold bottles up.


  Milton felt the usual quiver, the waver in his resolve. It would be nice, after all, to share a drink with a pretty girl. That was what civilised people did after a pleasant meal, after all. Right? And then there came the persuasive suggestions—you’ll be all right, it’s just one beer, you’ll be better company with a little booze inside you, it’ll help you ignore the voice telling you that you’re not worth her time—and he moved a little closer to saying yes. But he had been concentrating on his sobriety for the last few months, that had been the purpose behind his long trek through the wilderness in Michigan and Minnesota, and, for now at least, he was buttressed well enough to recognise the danger.


  “No,” he said.


  “What do you mean, no?”


  “I don’t drink.”


  “Not ever?”


  “I’ve got a problem with it,” he admitted, surprised at his own candour. “With drink. It got out of control a year or two after I was here last. I had to stop completely to get it sorted out. It’s been a while now.”


  She looked down at the bottles as if embarrassed that she had brought them out.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. “You have a drink. It’s fine. I don’t mind at all. I’ll have a smoke. That’s my vice now.”


  She popped the top of one of the bottles and took a long slug of beer. She finished half the bottle, wiped the back of her hand across her lips, and stood it up next to her.


  “Gimme one,” Izzy said, eyeing the cigarettes.


  Milton opened the pack and she pulled one out, putting it to her lips and ducking her head so that Milton could light it for her. The flame of his Zippo glittered in her dark eyes.


  “Stupid habit,” she said, sucking down and then blowing out a languorous jet of blue-grey smoke.


  Milton watched her. He waited for her to bring up what had just happened.


  It didn’t take very long.


  “Look—I’m sorry about that.”


  “Alexander? Don’t worry.”


  “My brother’s in a mess. He’s not doing so good. He’s…” She paused, putting the bottle to her lips and taking another swig as she composed her next words. “You know he was training to be a vet?”


  “Yes. I remember.”


  “He only had another year to study, and he would have graduated. That’s a good career right there. That’s a profession. But just after Katrina, after what happened to Mom and Pop and the house, he went off the rails. Totally lost his head. He always drank a lot, too much, probably, but he started to drink all the time. He missed his classes because he was hungover or still out drinking. We tried to get him to see what he was doing to himself was crazy, but he didn’t care. It was as if he wanted to sabotage everything.”


  “He didn’t want to help with the charity?”


  She shook her head. “That made it worse. We started to do good work and I think it made him feel more of a failure. I asked him to work with me, once, and he just laughed. ‘Why would I want anything to do with that?’ he said.” She mimicked the way he spoke now, the low drawl of aggression. “‘Dumbass niggers too lazy to pull themselves up, always be looking for a helping hand.’ I told him that he was out of line, and we had a big argument. Papa got involved, that made it even worse, and then he left. I haven’t seen him much since then.”


  She finished the first beer, stood it neatly on the step, and took another of Milton’s cigarettes.


  “Where is he?”


  “Living in a crack house in Raceland.”


  “Crack?”


  “Got in with a bad crowd. Started doing drugs six months ago from what I can work out.”


  “Where’s Raceland?”


  “An hour west of NOLA. Why?”


  “Why don’t I go and talk to him?”


  She looked at him with cynicism. “Seriously?”


  “I could.”


  “Good of you to offer, John. But, no offence, what are you going to say? Seriously? You saw the way he looked at you.”


  “I’ve got my own problems, just like he does. Compulsions.” He nodded at her empty bottle. “Sometimes you just need someone who speaks the same language.”


  “He won’t listen to you.”


  “No, maybe not. But it’s worth a try.”


  He thought that she would thank him, tell him it was pointless, fob him off in some way or another, but, instead, she reached into her pocket and took out one of her business cards and a pen. BUILD IT UP! was printed on one side. She turned it over, and next to the lines of text that said ISADORA BARTHOLOMEW - EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, she wrote down an address on Brocato Lane, Raceland.


  “Why not?” she said, giving it to him. “I’m fresh out of other ideas. If you do see him, you tell him that Papa has emptied out his bank account so he can have a place in rehab. I tried to stop him—Christ, it’s not like they can afford it—but he wouldn’t listen to me. It’s paid for and waiting for him. All he has to do is show up.”


  There was no hope in her voice, just resignation. He could see that she didn’t think it would help, but the relationship between her brother and the rest of the family was already so corrupted that it would hardly be possible for him to make it any worse.


  “I’ll talk to him,” Milton said, slipping the card into his pocket.


  She looked at him questioningly. “Why would you do that? You don’t have to.”


  “I do. I owe your family. You saved my friend’s life. And I got to fly out of New Orleans the day afterwards like nothing had happened. Your brother was right. And I never felt comfortable about it.”


  “You don’t live here. Why would you have stayed?”


  “That’s not the point.”


  They were silent for a moment. Milton looked out over the street, at the row of beautiful new houses, the well-tended gardens, the jungle that grew up behind them all. He listened to the sound of the nocturnal animals. He heard the noise of a bin being tipped over and then a feral scuffling inside it. He heard the hooting of an owl overhead. He sucked down on his cigarette, holding the smoke in his lungs, enjoying the sensation of a full belly.


  “The legal thing,” he began. “The eminent—”


  “Domain,” she finished.


  “The eminent domain.”


  She laughed grimly. “Yeah, it’s all sweetness and light around here.”


  “Seriously. Can you fight it?”


  She sighed. “I couldn’t lay it all out honestly, not in front of my mom and pop. The other guy has millions to throw at it. The city council is on their side. And it’s just me and a few volunteers. I can make it expensive and inconvenient for them, but, eventually?” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Nah. Probably not. You ask me, in six months, they’ve won and these houses, they aren’t here anymore. And we’re through.”


  “Can I do anything to help?”


  “Got a couple million bucks floating around? I could hire a slick law firm, even things up a little.”


  He smiled ruefully. “Afraid not.”


  “Then there’s not much you can do.”


  They were quiet again. Izzy pointed into the darkness at the end of the street. They both watched as a possum trotted out of it, making its way along the sidewalk. It was big and brazen, unafraid of them.


  “This place is nuts,” Izzy said when it had waddled away again.


  “I want to help. I want to do something.”


  “With what?”


  “You said you have volunteers, right?”


  “Sure.”


  “So this is me volunteering.”


  She finished the cigarette, carefully screwed it into the concrete, and dropped the end into the mouth of her empty bottle. “You’re crazy, John, you know that? But I’m not going to turn my nose up. You want to help, be at the office tomorrow at eight o’clock. There’s plenty of work to get done.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  THE MEETING with Pierce Morgan had been scheduled for nine in the evening. It was a drive of a couple of hours and, although Babineaux would have been quite content to have been driven there in the Bentley, using the time to catch up on his emails, he wanted to make an impression. So, instead, he had his driver take him to the Downtown Heliport south of Tremé.


  The driver took him all the way out to the apron where his helicopter was waiting. He had purchased the AgustaWestland AW101 VVIP helicopter several months earlier. The company was the registered owner of the aircraft, but, in truth, it was Babineaux’s personal plaything. It had cost twenty-one million dollars, but he thought it was worth every last cent. They were typically sold to air forces who needed to fly heads of state and other VIPs, and they were equipped with that in mind. It had the largest cabin in its class, nearly three metres across, fitted with eight leather reclining chairs, enhanced air conditioning, video entertainment systems with personal monitors, a galley and a washroom. The cabin was divided at one end to accommodate Babineaux’s private suite with a separate air-stair entrance. There was a bed, a leather sofa, and a private en suite bathroom.


  He circled the big helicopter, inspecting it carefully. He looked for signs of corrosion, stone damage to the tail rotor, or erosion beyond the bond line on the blades. He rapped each panel as he walked along, then rapped the surface of the tail and the stinger. He knew what those impacts should sound like, and he had always found it an accurate and safe way to be sure that all was well.


  There was nothing to worry about tonight. The wiper blades and the windscreen had been washed, and all looked good. Babineaux opened the pilot-side door, climbed inside, put on his helmet, strapped himself into his seat and completed the rest of the preflight checks. The chopper had already been fuelled, with plenty of range to get him out to Lafayette and then back again. Babineaux started the engines, felt the vibration through his seat, then looked out to see the big blades slowly begin to turn.


  He touched the mic so that it was suspended just above his throat, and keyed the channel.


  “New Orleans Downtown, Westland Golf Echo Golf November Romeo, on west apron, with information Tango. Request clearance to lift off, departing to the west.”


  “Westland, this is Downtown. Cleared for flight, sir.”


  He repeated the clearance to confirm that he had received it, put the RPM into the normal operating range, and then increased the power. He added anti-torque pedal and added cyclic to counter the tendency of the rotor to roll. The helicopter grew light on its landing gear, and Babineaux could tell now that his control positions were correct. The chopper was stable, with no pitching or rolling, and the cyclic was properly centred. He raised the collective until the helicopter transitioned into the air. He lowered the nose by two degrees and felt the very slow acceleration. He hit his climb-out airspeed, started to gain altitude, and put the airport behind him.


  Babineaux was religious in ensuring that he put in the requisite number of hours to keep his licence. He loved to fly. He had learned early, and being successful in business had meant that there were plenty of opportunities to go up.


  He corrected his course to the west and settled in for the flight. Across the dusty mesa, the looming shadows grew. Above was a small silver moon and, as Babineaux looked down through the cockpit window, he thought of rattlesnakes going in pursuit of their quarries. Predators and prey. Life-and-death struggles locked in eternal embrace, a cycle that would repeat forever.


  
    #

  


  HE PILOTED the AgustaWestland from New Orleans to Lafayette, following the route of I-10. He passed over LaPlace, Gonzales and Prairieville, oases of light smothered by the overwhelming blackness of the wilderness around them. He approached the headquarters of Morgan Construction from the direction of Broussard to the south. It was a large, sprawling facility, with offices and warehouses, engineering sheds and rows of heavy machinery. He flew over it, circled back, and touched down in a wide field to the rear.


  He was met there by one of Pierce Morgan’s personal staff. He showed him to a golf cart and drove him the short distance to the main building. The place was ostentatious, with sculpture and extensive grounds that must have cost thousands of dollars to irrigate. Morgan was worth millions, much more than Babineaux, but money was useless until it was put to proper use. Morgan Construction was traditional, slow, and lazy. In Babineaux’s opinion, it was much like its patron. He, on the other hand, represented hunger and drive. And the corporation that he led was nimble enough to pivot quickly when opportunities presented themselves, just like they had presented themselves in New Orleans.


  The attendant delivered him to a conference room on the second floor. There was a wide floor-to-ceiling window that would have offered a splendid vista over the gardens during daylight. Now, the trees and plants were picked out by discreet external lighting here and there.


  “Where’s Mr. Morgan?” he asked.


  “He’ll be a few minutes. Could I get you anything while you wait?”


  “No,” Babineaux said.


  It was a chump move, entirely predictable, but it annoyed him nonetheless. The message was obvious: I am in charge, I am the senior man, we will meet when I am good and ready. He had been waiting twenty minutes and was beginning to think that Morgan was going to stand him up entirely, and whether it might just be better to save what was left of his reputation and return to the helicopter and beat a retreat, when the door opened and Morgan bustled in.


  “Sorry ’bout that,” the man said. He had a slow, deep southern drawl that Babineaux found particularly grating. “Heard you flew in?”


  “That’s right.”


  “You know, I used to be a flyer in the army. Vietnam? Hueys.”


  Babineaux nodded amiably enough, but he knew that Morgan was blowing smoke up his ass. He had commissioned a two-hundred-page report on him, including his history and his family. The alcoholic daughter, the son who would have done time for statch rape without his old man paying the victim off. The investigator had looked for anything that might have been useful, any lever that he could have used, but he had struck empty. One benefit of the report, which he had studied again before taking off this evening, was that he didn’t believe that Morgan had ever flown a Huey. His war had been spent with the National Guard. By the time he deigned to go out to the front line, the shooting was practically over. Babineaux was proud of his service, and that kind of bullshit was the kind of thing that could make him hate a man.


  But he smiled, took his hand, and said, “Thank you for seeing me, Pierce.”


  “Always a pleasure. You want a drink?”


  “No,” he said.


  “Well, you won’t mind if I do? It’s cocktail hour around here.”


  “How is Elizabeth?”


  “She’s well. Sends her best wishes.”


  Babineaux knew that was a lie, too. Elizabeth Morgan was a catty old bitch who had always made her disdain for him very obvious. The Morgans were the epitome of old money. The company had originally belonged to Pierce Morgan Senior and, before him, his father and then his father’s father. Four generations of Morgans had striven for nearly two hundred years to make the company what it was today. Elizabeth Morgan thought of Babineaux as a parvenu. New money. Distasteful, brash, vulgar. Babineaux was quite sure that her husband shared her opinion. It did not concern him. The opinions of others were irrelevant. The only score that was worth keeping was the size of your bank balance, and Babineaux knew that what he had planned would put the Pierce and Elizabeth Morgans of this world in his shadow once and for all.


  There was another five minutes of inane small talk that Babineaux had to suffer through. Morgan was good at it, all that fancy chit-chat and hail-fellow-well-met, all that shit. It was a skill that Babineaux just did not have. He couldn’t butter people up, pretend to be their friend, when all he really wanted to do was take that glass, smash it, and grind the edge into his face. He did his best to conceal his impatience, nodded, said the right things, answered the pointless questions, but he couldn’t do it without giving himself away, and that made him even angrier. He was used to being in control and, here, he was not.


  Finally, a member of the staff brought through a bottle of scotch and two glasses. Morgan sat down at one of the conference table chairs and indicated that Babineaux should do the same. He did. Morgan poured himself a large measure, offered the bottle to Babineaux, and shrugged with a gesture of helplessness when he turned it down again. He crossed his right leg over his left, and Babineaux’s eyes were drawn to the snakeskin cowboy boots that he was wearing beneath his suit. He had to stifle a snort of derision since he found it so ridiculous. All this southern bullshit. The man was a fool.


  Morgan leant back in the chair and spread his hands. “So what can I do for you, partner, coming all this way at this time of night?”


  “You can probably guess.”


  “Well, then, yes, I probably could. You want to talk about the mall.”


  “Yes. I was hoping we could put it all behind us.”


  “Nothing to put behind us, Joel. Just a friendly bit of competition, that’s all it is.”


  “Yes, of course, but it has the potential to become unpleasant. I’d much rather that was avoided.”


  “Won’t get unpleasant on my account. May the best man win, that’s what my old man always used to say.”


  He raised his glass and grinned at him, and Babineaux was suddenly fearful that Morgan had him at a disadvantage. Possibilities flashed through his mind. Was the mayor double-dealing? Playing one of them off against the other so that he could improve the terms of his own involvement? He felt his blood rise.


  “I tell you what,” Morgan said, pretending to be magnanimous. “When we win the bid, and we will win the bid, there’s going to be a lot of smaller jobs that we’ll be looking to sub out. You want, I could make sure that you get those jobs.”


  Babineaux couldn’t stop the moment of detestation that rippled across his face. He smiled it away, trying to hide it with bluster as he said that he’d better be getting back, but when he stood, his false leg clattered against the chair with a metallic ring and he grimaced, suddenly sure that he had betrayed himself as out of his depth. That thought made him angrier still, and it took supreme effort to stop his fingers from curling into a fist and great strain to ward away the urge to drive that fist into Morgan’s fat, pendulous, gloating face.


  “You going?”


  “I think so.”


  “Shame.” Morgan stood, too. “When this is done, put behind us, you come over to the house. Elizabeth said she’d really love to see you again. We’ll go do some shooting, if, you know, you can.” He nodded his head down to the false leg.


  Babineaux’s smile was a rictus and, as he took Morgan’s proffered hand, he could no longer restrain himself. He squeezed his fleshy, sausage-like fingers in his iron grip, grinned into Morgan’s face as the pain flickered there, held it a moment too long and then relinquished it.


  “That would be wonderful,” he said.


  
    #

  


  HE GOT out of the golf cart and stalked across the field to the helicopter. He performed a second inspection, too careful to dismiss the possibility, however remote, that Morgan might have stooped to having a flunky sabotage it. Finding nothing, he got back into the cockpit, took out his phone, and called Jackson Dubois.


  “Where are you?”


  “In the French Quarter.”


  “What are you doing?”


  “Meeting the two men we spoke about.”


  “Good. I want them on this right away. I’m not getting delayed a minute longer by that bitch.”


  “You got it. And Morgan?”


  He gritted his teeth, the fury threatening to spill out. “No,” he managed. “He wants to go toe to toe with me. If that’s what he wants… No one’s standing in my way, not any longer. Especially not him.”


  “You ready to go?”


  “Right now. Call everyone we need. Have them come in at midnight. All of them, no excuses.”


  “You got it.”


  “I’m going to grind that motherfucker into the dust.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  THE BAR was just off the French Quarter. It was a small room, a pine bar along one side and stools pressed up close against it. There were three booths in the wider part of the room, farthest away from the door, and it was in one of those that Jackson Dubois waited for the two men. He had no intention of letting them anywhere near the offices of Babineaux Properties. That would be reckless, and he was scrupulously discreet and careful. It would still have been possible for them to join the dots and work out who stood to benefit from the task that they were to be assigned, but, Dubois reminded himself, that would require a modicum of ingenuity, curiosity, and intelligence. Those were not qualities of which either man could boast.


  The two men who came into the bar were hoods, pure and simple. Hired muscle. They were blunt instruments, absent any kind of intelligence or subtlety. Dubois had no problem with that. A builder needed tools for every kind of work, and sometimes a sledgehammer was better than a knife. Their names were Melvin Fryatt and Chad Crossland. They were both ex-cons, recruited when they were so fresh out of Angola that it was a simple enough thing to buy their loyalty. He knew that they did crack and junk, and that didn’t concern him, either. If the police should ever look into him, and the two of them could be persuaded to be as foolish as to give evidence, any lawyer would be able to make them look very unreliable indeed. Of course, Dubois kept the amount of information that he provided them with to the bare minimum. Just enough for them to do what he wanted them to do. That usually meant names, addresses, and the numbers of bones he wanted them to break.


  They sat down in the booth, their faces avid and expectant. Like dogs waiting to be thrown a bone.


  Fryatt was the brightest of the two, and he usually did the talking for both of them. “Yes, Mr. Dubois?”


  “I have something for you.”


  “Music to my ears.”


  “Have you heard of the Build It Up Foundation, Melvin?”


  “Building them houses in the Lower Nine? Sure, I heard of them.”


  “They’ve built a row of houses,” he specified. “But, unfortunately, they’ve built them on a piece of land that is inconvenient for my business. We’ve tried to buy the houses from the owners, at a very good price, but they don’t seem minded to sell. Can you see what I’d like you to do, boys?”


  “Persuade ’em to sell,” Melvin said. “Sure. I get it.”


  “Go down there, look like you’ve got a bit of authority behind you, and go and see the Bartholomews. They’re the rabble rousers. The girl can get the others to do what she tells them to do. Tell them that it would be in their best interests to sell. Tell them the offer on the table is a fair offer, and that it will be withdrawn in three days, and, if they want to take advantage of it, they need to accept it before then. Tell them the offer that will replace it will be much less generous. Tell them that they, and everyone else, are going to be moving out. One way or another. Tell them there’s a hard way and an easy way. The easy way is where they get paid a good price for their shacks. That’s much easier than the alternative. I don’t mind if you use your imagination there, fill in the blanks a little. Elaborate on that as you see fit.”


  He looked at Melvin and Chad and concluded that if they couldn’t get this job done—this simple, straightforward job—then he was going to have to dispense with their services and look to trade up. Decisiveness was another of the qualities that made Joel Babineaux such a successful businessman. And Dubois knew that if he didn’t show it, then he, too, would be dispensed with, despite their long friendship. There was no time for sentiment, not that Dubois held any affection for either of these two men. If they couldn’t do the job that he was paying them for, then they had no business being employed by him.


  They were still sitting there, staring at him expectantly.


  “What are you looking at?” he said impatiently.


  “Is that all, Mr. Dubois?”


  “That’s all. Go and get it done.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  THE MORNING was hot, even at six, when Milton arose. He took a cold shower and dressed in a T-shirt. He took his spare jeans from his pack, took out his combat knife and sheared off the fabric from halfway below the knee. He had emergency funds and fake ID in his pack and he used a twenty to take a cab back down to the Lower Ninth, stopping at a Walmart en route so that he could buy a big bottle of water and a pair of steel-capped work boots. The cab’s air conditioner was broken, and the thermometer on the dash soon showed ninety. Milton had finished half of the bottle by the time they reached Salvation Row.


  He got out and paid the driver. When he turned, Izzy Bartholomew was standing with her hands on her hips, staring at him with a smile on her face.


  “What are you looking at?” he said.


  “I didn’t—”


  “You didn’t think I meant it?”


  “It’s easy to say it.”


  “But?”


  “But coming out here, a day like this, a hundred degrees, hundred and ten, the humidity… well, doing it is a lot harder than saying it.”


  “Well, you can eat your words. Here I am.”


  She grinned. “Are you serious?”


  “Deadly. What needs doing?”


  She shook her head with bemusement, then turned and gestured at a particularly dense patch of overgrown vegetation that had swept across a path of land that would once have accommodated two lots.


  “We’ve pretty much finished the houses we were working on,” she said. “So we’re concentrating on clearing that.”


  
    #

  


  THE CHARITY was paying twelve local ex-cons to work on clearance, their number swollen whenever the builders and other staff could be spared. They drew up in two pickup trucks. They were wearing sunglasses, jeans, boots and bright yellow T-shirts. The front of the shirt was decorated with the city’s fleur-de-lis. The back had BUILD IT UP and, beneath that, “Fight the Blight.”


  The foreman of the crew was a gruff Mexican. Izzy took Milton over to meet him.


  “This is Pedro,” she said. “Pedro, this is John. He’s here to help.”


  The man assessed him with a studied air. Milton suddenly felt a little foolish. He had been up in the north of the country for long enough that his usual tan had faded. Pedro had the leathery, weather-beaten skin of a man used to working outside. The other men were the same. He took the dog-end of the roll-up cigarette that he had clasped between his lips and flicked it into the bushes.


  He looked down at his bare legs. “You gonna wear shorts, Esé?”


  “Not a good idea?”


  Pedro chuckled. “A lot of plants in there, they sting your legs to shit.”


  “Too late to change now. I’ll take my chances.”


  Pedro shrugged and went off to organise the men.


  Milton turned to Izzy to say goodbye, only to find that she had pulled one of the yellow T-shirts over her head and was arranging her sunglasses on her face.


  “You’re coming too?”


  “Team effort. We’re all in it together.”


  
    #

  


  THE CREW had a practised routine. First they went through the overgrowth on foot, looking out for large items that would damage their machinery. This morning’s haul included a rusted claw-foot bath, two wheels, and a child’s tricycle. Milton went into the scrub with them and quickly saw the truth in Pedro’s admonition. There were all manner of stinging plants in the morass, and it didn’t take him very long to abandon any pretence of being able to avoid their attention. His legs prickled with irritation, patches turning an angry red that was more embarrassing than anything else. One of the men saw his discomfort and, after laughing at him for a moment, took pity on him and tossed over a bottle of ointment. Milton slathered it onto his skin, feeling the cooling relief almost at once.


  Once the debris was cleared to the curb, one of the men drove the tractor, a two-wheel-drive Mahindra 4025, right into the heart of the vegetation. The tractor was equipped with a whirling set of blades that chopped down most of the weeds. The ones that were left, taller and stronger, were bent down and snapped as the tractor plowed over the top of them. The shrubs, some as tall as basketball hoops, were avoided.


  The tractor finished and the men took powerful weed trimmers from the backs of the pickups, yanking the starters to set them off.


  “Give me one of those strimmers,” Milton said.


  “One of those what?” Pedro said, puzzled.


  Milton pointed.


  “Right,” Pedro said, laughing. “We call them weed whackers.”


  “Fine. Give me one of those weed whackers.”


  Milton took one of the spares. It ran on gasoline, a sharp metal spool at the end of the lance that rotated hundreds of times a second. Milton fired it up and set to work, sweeping it left and right, demolishing the weeds.


  When they were finished, the cleared lots still looked as if there was plenty of work to be done. The growth was sheared down as close to the ground as they could get it, with some patches thicker than others. There was a great amount of cut vegetation spread out, ankle deep. But that, and the roots, would be churned up by a large rotavator they would bring to the site in the morning.


  They took a break. Pedro opened a pack of cigarettes and passed them around. Milton took one, lit it, and took a deep lungful of smoke.


  The grizzled Mexican paused next to him for a moment.


  “Legs okay?”


  “You might have had a point.”


  One of the other men, a Salvadoran who Izzy had introduced as Hector, looked down at Milton’s legs—by now a medley of red welts and white ointment—and hooted his own amusement.


  Pedro chuckled, too. “You work hard. You did well, Esé.”


  A motor coach trundled down Salvation Row to the new houses and the cleared lots. The bus was emblazoned with the logo of a local tourist service, and Milton could make out the shapes of the passengers behind the tinted glass.


  Hector walked out onto the edge of the sidewalk and spat into the road. “You should be fuckin’ ashamed,” he yelled out. “This ain’t no tourist spot. This is a disaster. We ain’t working to entertain your soft white asses, neither. I lived here. My wife died here.” His face turned a deep, beetroot red. “What y’all pay? Forty bucks? We don’t get a red cent out of that and we the ones who suffered. You think you buy a ticket and that gives you the right to come down here and enjoy what happened to us? You think we some kind of fuckin’ zoo?”


  Pedro went over to him and said something in Spanish. The bus trundled by and turned right, into the still-devastated parts of the parish, but not before Hector flipped it the bird and spat after it again. Pedro put his hand on the man’s shoulder and turned him away, back to the group of sweating workers, and Milton saw the tension gradually drain out of his shoulders.


  “He’s got a point,” Izzy said quietly.


  “They come often?”


  “Six or seven of them a day. It’s not the tours themselves. It’s that the organisers are making bank on them and not giving anything back to us. And the tourists can be disrespectful. They get out, trample all over people’s property, take pictures. I don’t know how people could ever think that was right.”


  “No,” Milton said. “Neither do I.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  MILTON WAS tired and drained by the end of the day, but, as he looked at the space that they had cleared, it was impossible not to feel a sense of pride. The others sat down with their backs to the wall of one of the unfinished houses. A disposable barbecue and a crate of beer appeared from inside. Hector tossed one of the bottles over to Milton. He caught it, felt the cold and wet glass—felt the flicker of desire—and handed it back.


  “You don’t want? A beer, after a day like today, you say no?”


  “I don’t drink.”


  “What you mean, you don’t?”


  “I like it too much.”


  Hector nodded. “I get it, Esé. No problem. You want to eat? We got burgers.”


  “I’d love to, but I can’t stop.”


  He grinned. “You got somewhere better to be?”


  “I have an appointment.”


  Hector put out his hand and Milton clasped it. “We see you tomorrow, Smith?”


  “You will.”


  Milton took a taxi to the nearest Hertz, hired a Buick Encore, and set off for Raceland. He headed out of the city, running on Baronne Street until he got to the ramp for US-90. He followed the road for just short of thirty miles, turning off onto the LA-182 and then rolling into town.


  He took out the business card that Izzy had given him and found Brocato Lane with its trailers, derelict shacks, cars with mismatched bodywork, some of them resting on bricks. It was like a shanty. Men and women shuffled along the sidewalk. Music blared from open windows and passing cars. The address he wanted was a wooden shack, painted blue. The roof was damaged, patched with a flapping sheet of blue tarpaulin. There was a pile of timber on the scrubby patch of ground to the front of the property.


  Milton sat in the car for three hours, just watching the place. There was a steady flow of people going in and out. There was no pattern to discern. Some were dressed cheaply, in dirty clothes and mismatched shoes, while others wore decent suits, refugees from the city. They all went around to the side, knocked on the screen door, and spoke to someone who opened it a crack, and then went inside. Some emerged after a few minutes, hurrying to their cars or away down the street with the demeanour of a person with an important appointment to keep. Others stayed inside the property for an hour or two, and, when they emerged, it was with a slouched and enervated gait. Milton knew what crackheads looked like.


  Milton sat quietly, the radio off, smoked six cigarettes and observed.


  It was growing dark when a car drew up opposite the house, three cars ahead of where he was parked. The doors at the front of the car opened and two men got out. The man who had been driving the car was big and heavy, waddling a little as he fumbled in his pocket for a pack of smokes. He was wearing a yellow do-rag on his head and an XXL Saints jersey with BREES on the back. He turned to the other man and called something over the top of the car, but Milton couldn’t distinguish the words from the noise of the street.


  The second man turned, looking back down the street in Milton’s direction. It was Alexander Bartholomew. He shouted something back at the first man and laughed, but his face didn’t indicate humour. Instead, he looked sour and angry.


  Milton opened the door and stepped outside into the sluggish evening warmth.


  The fat man saw him first, eyeing him warily as he walked straight at them. His eyes narrowed as Milton kept coming, and he turned to place his considerable bulk square on.


  “What you want, bro?”


  “To speak to your friend.”


  “That right?” He turned to Alexander. “You know this dude?”


  Alexander’s brow knitted and, after a moment, he shook his head. “Nah, man. Never seen him before.”


  “You heard him,” the first man said. “Get gone.”


  Milton sniffed the air. He could smell the acrid tang of crack drifting out of the window of the car. “I want to talk to you, Alexander. Hear me out. Ten minutes, then I’m on my way.”


  Alexander blinked, and Milton could see that his words were making no sense to him. He was high. Milton assessed quickly and considered whether it would be better to beat a tactical retreat and return again tomorrow, when Alexander was better able to understand him, or whether he should stay.


  The first man made the decision for him. “On your way, shitbird,” he said, stepping up, narrowing the distance between himself and Milton. That was his first mistake. He got a little too close, reaching a meaty paw and resting it on Milton’s shoulder. That was his second mistake. Milton’s response was hardwired, automatic. He straightened his fingers and jabbed the man beneath his chin, right on his larynx. His eyes bulged wide and then, as he recognised he couldn’t breathe, his hands went up to his throat and he dropped to his knees.


  Milton was committed now.


  He stepped around the man. Alexander had taken a step back, his mouth agape, and then he reached down to his waistband, his fingers fumbling with the butt of a pistol that he was carrying there.


  Milton felt a scintilla of annoyance.


  Alexander got his fingers around the handle of the pistol and started to draw it. Milton closed on him and chopped his hand down hard on Alexander’s wrist. He dropped the gun to the ground. Milton drew back his right fist and drilled him in the chin, accepting the burden of his dead weight as he slumped into his arms. He looped his forearms beneath Alexander’s shoulders and dragged him back to the hire car, opening the back and shoving him inside, face down.


  The big man was on his knees, his breathing restored, his fingers heading for the gun that Alexander had dropped. Milton diverted quickly to him, lashed the side of his foot into his temple, and knocked him out cold.


  He went back to the car, got in, started the engine and drove away.


  Chapter Seventeen


  JOEL BABINEAUX could have watched what he was going to do to Pierce Morgan from the offices of his bankers. He could, he supposed, have flown to New York and watched it from the offices of his brokers. He could have visited the Stock Exchange himself and, he conceded, that had been very tempting—to be a first-hand witness of the confusion and excitement that he was going to create. But he had decided that discretion was the most sensible course in the circumstances. He had watched in the boardroom, with C-SPAN on the large LCD screen. The denouement was scheduled for lunchtime, so he had instructed his chef to prepare him a lobster, and the waitstaff had served it in the boardroom. He sat there, alone, and watched it unfold.


  There were two elements to the scheme. Both were simple, but, when combined, they had the potential to be very effective. The first part of the plan had been put into play last night. Babineaux’s lawyers had previously hired a firm of private investigators and they had found a number of disaffected employees who were prepared to go on record to state that they were aware of corners that had been cut in the building of some of Morgan Construction’s flagship properties. The investigators had found another ex-employee who accredited his lung cancer to the asbestos that he said he had been forced to work with. This man, wheezing eloquently into the camera of the local news affiliate that had been sent to cover his story, said that he was preparing to sue the company for millions and that he knew there were others in the same position as him.


  The twin stories had been released in accordance with the terms of a carefully structured media plan. Palms were greased and favours called in, and what started as a series of small pieces rapidly gained traction, and, by the time two members of the Stanley Cup-winning Blackhawks team rang the opening bell at the Chicago Stock Exchange, a firestorm had been created around Morgan Construction’s stock.


  The second part of the plan had been put into play at the same time as trading began. Babineaux Properties had acquired a small, but significant, amount of equity in Morgan Construction over the course of the last three years. The shareholding totalled 3.9% and had cost several million dollars to acquire, but Babineaux had foreseen the likelihood that he would come into conflict with Morgan at some point in the future, and he had decided that it was a sensible strategic position to take. The stock had been acquired by dozens of clandestine corporations and trusts that were, on the face of it, independent. None of them could be traced back to Babineaux or his corporation.


  As soon as the bell had sounded, those shares had begun to be sold. It was slow at first—a third of a per cent here, a quarter of a per cent there—but as sale followed sale followed sale, the market began to take notice. The dispositions accelerated and then, as analysts were starting to report them to their investors, all of the rest were dumped at once. Connections were made with the media stories, and the market panicked. Within an hour, analysts were marking the stock with sell recommendations. Small investors were piling out and the price began to fall. As larger investors noticed the trend, they, too, began to sell. The price went into free fall. The biggest investors—the pension funds and the institutions—couldn’t ignore the trend and they, too, began to divest themselves of the stock.


  Babineaux had waited until the perfect moment. He knew that the negative stories would eventually be managed, that Morgan’s bankers would be ringing around to decry them and to start to persuade investors that there was no reason to sell. He couldn’t wait for their efforts to bear fruit, but he didn’t want to start the third stage of the plan too early, either. He had to strike when the price was as low as it was going to go, just before it started to recover.


  He used his instinct. His gut. It had always served him well, and it didn’t fail him now.


  He waited until eleven thirty, and then he pulled the trigger.


  Using the money that he had made when he sold the first shares at the top of the market, he started to buy back into the company again. Each share had been worth three dollars when he sold, but now three dollars bought ten shares.


  He had ten per cent of the company.


  Then he had twenty.


  He authorised massive spending, using the war chest that the company had acquired over the years for precisely this purpose.


  The stock he had offloaded this morning now bought him thirty-five percent of the company.


  He kept buying.


  Forty-three per cent.


  The plight of the corporation became one of the big stories of the day. Reporters had been dispatched to Morgan Construction’s headquarters in Lafayette, where they had interviewed stunned personnel as they clocked off from the early shift. Efforts were made to speak to members of the board, but requests were turned down. The whereabouts of Pierce Morgan were debated. One rumour was that he was flying the country from investor to investor, trying to persuade them that the run on his company’s shares was false. It wouldn’t have made a bit of difference. By the time the original story was debunked, the plan had acquired too much momentum to stop.


  Babineaux reached over and tore off the claws of the lobster and used a nutcracker to break off the tip of the larger section. He prised out the meat. He pushed his forefinger into the opened tip of the claw and out of the larger open end. He discarded the antennae, antennules and rostrum, and then forked the sweet meat into his mouth. It was delicious.


  His private phone bleeped. He wiped the grease from his hands, picked up the phone, and put it to his ear.


  It was Dubois. “Jackson?”


  “Tell me.”


  “Fifty-one per cent. Congratulations. You are now the majority owner of Morgan Construction.”


  Babineaux wouldn’t have been able to suppress the beam of pleasure that he felt even if he had been minded to try. “Very good,” he said.


  “What would you like me to do?”


  “Set up a meeting with Morgan tomorrow. Tell him I’ll fly to Lafayette.”


  “You think he’ll see you?”


  “He will.”


  He activated the speaker, rested the phone on the table, and then picked up the tail of the lobster with one hand and the back with his other. He twisted the two sections apart, and then used his finger to push the tail meat out of the open end. He peeled off the top of the tail, removed the digestive tract, and scooped out the rest of the meat. “What else have you got for me?”


  “I’ve spoken to the men about Salvation Row.”


  “And?”


  “They’ll be intimidating.”


  “Enough to get rid of them?”


  “I think so.”


  “They better be. Now that Morgan is out of the way, there’s nothing else to stop the project. We need to see that they accept the offer. If they don’t, they need to know that things will get unpleasant for them.”


  “I know. It’s in hand.”


  “When’s it happening?”


  “Tonight. I’m on top of it. You can leave it with me.”


  “I know I can.”


  Babineaux turned his attention to the carapace and picked out the small chunks of meat around the gills. He picked out the roe and ate that, too. He knew the value of things, and he didn’t like to leave waste. Those last small flecks of meat, only consumed by the most intrepid diners, tasted the best of all. He loaded the last morsels onto his fork and slid them into his mouth, sucking the juices off the tines.


  Today had been a good day. The takeover could have failed at any number of moments, but he had planned it with his usual care, and it had been executed with aplomb by an expensive team of professionals upon which he knew that he could rely. What remained to be done was grubby and unpleasant in comparison, but just as important.


  Babineaux knew that different tasks required different approaches.


  Different tools.


  Morgan Construction had been skewered by clever stock market manipulation.


  Salvation Row would require something else.


  He had tried to be civilised with the inhabitants of that street, and they had shunned his entreaties. That was their choice. America was a free country, and they could do whatever they wanted. Of course, by setting their faces against his generosity, they had narrowed the range of options available to him. Now he had a smaller selection of tools from which to choose. He had tried magnanimity, and he had been rejected.


  Now he would use force.


  Chapter Eighteen


  MELVIN FRYATT brought the car to a stop and flicked off the lights. Chad was in the seat next to him. The two of them had met while they were doing time together. They had been in Angola, both of them up on drug charges. They were in the same cell and, given that Chad had a little bit of the feminine about his appearance and manner, Melvin had decided that he’d take him as his sissy. Chad had taken a little bit of persuasion, but Melvin had made it clear that he was acting in the boy’s best interests. A pretty guy like him, it was inevitable that he was going to get taken by someone, so he promised that he’d make it a whole lot easier than some of the sharks who would’ve gone harder on his skinny white ass.


  “Which one is it?” Chad asked him.


  Melvin squinted through the darkness and saw the number that had been fixed to the side of the door. “That one,” Melvin said. “Number two. In there.”


  “How you want to play this?”


  Melvin sucked his teeth, a habit he had when he was giving things some thought.


  “We go up to the door, lay it out all nice and clear. They accept the offer for the house and move out.”


  “And if they don’t?”


  “Then we make it plain that they don’t have no choice. They move out, or we move them out.”


  Chad nodded, looking anxious, his big Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat.


  “What’s up with you, baby?”


  “Nothing.”


  “You look nervous.”


  “A little, I guess.”


  “You want something to help?”


  “You got anything?”


  “Come on. You know I do.”


  He reached into the pocket of his jeans, fumbled through the loose change and the junk, and pulled out the little baggie of coke that he had scored earlier that afternoon from a dealer he knew. He opened the top, unclipped his safety belt and leant forwards so that he could tip out a little onto the dash. He chopped out two fat lines, rolled his last twenty, and inhaled one of them. He passed the note to Chad and watched as he did his line. Melvin reached over and squeezed Chad’s leg. Boy was fine, he thought, kind of made it okay to ignore his good intentions to find a woman now that he was back on the outside again. He’d find a bitch eventually, that much was for sure, but there was no need to hurry about it.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  
    #

  


  ISADORA HAD been in the shower for fifteen minutes, washing off the sweat and grime of another long and difficult day. Her body ached from the hours of hard work that she had put in. She washed her long hair, the dirty water trailing away into the drain.


  It was hard work, had been ever since she started the charity, but she had never been involved in anything that was as rewarding. It was a simple thing to look around and appreciate the things that they had achieved. There was the view out of the window, the row of beautiful houses that accommodated families who had gone through so much since Katrina had turned all of their lives upside down. And, as she drew her focus in, there were things in the bathroom that spoke of the attention to detail that pervaded the whole project: the perfect job that the tiler had done with the shower cubicle, the careful planning that had made the small footprint of the bathroom almost seem spacious. Everything she saw filled her with pride at a job well done.


  Almost made her forget about her brother.


  She dried herself and put on her dressing gown. She was brushing her teeth and gazing out of the window when she saw the car roll slowly down the street. It was an old Lexus LS400, dinged on the wing, and with the fender half hanging off. Her cautiousness would have alerted her to it in any event. They were probably gangbangers, rolling down the street looking for houses that might be suitable to burgle. Her phone was in her bedroom, but she hoped that it wouldn’t be necessary. The car would keep on rolling, and that would be that.


  But it didn’t.


  It stopped, right outside their house.


  She looked more carefully and saw the two figures inside. One of them leaned over until his head was over the dash and then the other did the same. Then, the driver’s side door opened and a tall black man stepped out. The passenger door opened and a skinny white guy followed. The driver looked up and down the street, said something to the passenger, and then both started up the short driveway to the front door.


  Isadora was tying the belt of her gown as she heard the knock. She opened the door and hurried along the landing, calling out, “I’ll get it,” but she was too late.


  Her father was already there.


  She heard the voice from outside. “Mr. Bartholomew?”


  “That’s right,” her father said as she turned onto the stairs. “Who’s asking?”


  “Doesn’t matter who we are. We’re here because someone wants to give you a message.”


  She saw her father’s stance change. He straightened his back and squared his shoulders. She panicked, flying down the stairs, her wet feet slapping on the treads.


  “They do, do they? Better tell me what it is.”


  “Someone wants to buy this place, right? You gotta accept the offer. It’s generous and if you don’t say yes, it’s off the table. Next offer won’t be as nice. You know what I’m saying, old man?”


  She came up behind her father and saw the man that he was talking to. It was the driver, the black dude. The white guy was behind him, shifting uncomfortably.


  “Papa,” she said.


  “I got this, baby.”


  “What you want us to say, old man? Yes or no?”


  “You tell that son of a bitch that he can shove his offer up his ass. My daughter built this house. This and all the other houses you can see, you look left and right. Only way your boss is getting me out of here is in a wooden box. You tell him that.”


  Izzy put her hand on her father’s shoulder, trying to gently manoeuvre him away from the doorway, but his blood was up and he wasn’t going to show weakness to the punks outside. He half turned to look at his daughter, started to say something to her, when the white guy pushed past the black guy and cold-cocked him with a hard punch to the side of his head. The man was skinny, looked like he couldn’t be more than a hundred and fifty pounds soaking wet, but he was built like a wiry Mexican featherweight, and he’d loaded his right fist with everything he had. Solomon’s legs crumpled and he toppled backwards, twisting at the waist, Izzy just managing to wrap her arms around his trunk so that she could lower him down to the floor.


  Elsie Bartholomew appeared in the doorway to the kitchen and dropped the plate that she had been drying. It shattered over the floor.


  Izzy stood up, stepping over her father to put herself between him and the two men outside. “Get away from him!”


  “You must be the daughter,” the black guy said.


  “Momma,” she called out. “Call 911.”


  The black guy chuckled. “Like five-oh is coming down here, this time of night. Even if they do, how long you think it’s gonna take? Long enough for you and me to get better acquainted.”


  She stood her ground. “You tell Babineaux we’re not going anywhere. It doesn’t matter how much he offers, no one on this street is moving. He wants to build his mall, he’s going to have to build it around us.”


  “I got a message for you specifically. That court case you got going on, it’d be better for you if you let that go. You want me to spell out what ‘worse’ looks like, sugar?”


  The porch light on Vinnie Hayles’ property flicked on and the door opened. Vinnie came out. “You all right, Izzy?” he called. Vinnie was a big man, played defensive end to a good standard when he was younger, and had run in the gangs himself until he had found God. He still looked like a player, with thick forearms and shoulders, an array of gang tattoos visible on his neck.


  The black dude looked over at him and then back at her. He was sucking his teeth, considering. Izzy could almost see the thoughts running through his head. If either of them were packing, she knew that this could get ugly. And fast. For Vinnie and then for them. But it could have gotten ugly if Vinnie had stayed inside, too.


  The black man turned back to her. “You got a date in court the day after tomorrow. You don’t want to go. Ain’t safe for you to be there, you feel me?”


  “I’ve called the police,” Elsie called out from behind her, her voice quivering. “They say they coming.”


  Her father was struggling to a sitting position behind her. She wanted him to stay down. The stress of what he might try to do if he got back to his feet made her feel a dozen times worse.


  The man nodded, a resolution reached. “You heard what I had to say. You got a day to change your mind. If you don’t, and we have to come back again, it’s gonna end different from this. Won’t matter who’s here, you get me?” He turned to the second man, said, “Come on,” and led the way back down the path to their car.


  Vinnie crossed the lawns and came over to the front door. He saw Solomon still dazed on the floor and helped him up.


  “What was that all about?” he asked.


  “That was Joel Babineaux,” she said.


  “They still want us gone?”


  “Looks like it.”


  “You know what I say?” he said, lowering his voice so that Elsie couldn’t hear him. “I say fuck ’em.”


  Izzy said that she agreed, but it was impossible not to think about the trouble that Babineaux and his money could cause. The court case was one thing. But this, hiring thugs and sending them to make threats, well, she thought, that was an escalation. She didn’t know how she could forestall it. Her mom and pops were old, and although she knew that they would back her—her father, especially, now that his dander was up—she knew it would be bad for them. She couldn’t put them through a battle like that, especially if it turned ugly.


  She started to wonder whether Babineaux’s offer, the money he would give them to move, wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Perhaps she could squeeze a little more out of him, find another spot of land, and start again. She looked around, at the tops of the wild trees that had claimed the plots around Salvation Row. Wasn’t as if there was a shortage of real estate.


  But then she saw the row of pretty little houses and thought of the sweat that had been invested in each of them, and she didn’t know whether she could do it to the people she would have to disappoint.


  She didn’t know.


  Chapter Nineteen


  MILTON HAD noticed a motel on the road out of New Orleans to Raceland as he drove west earlier. Now, heading east again, he took the exit ramp and pulled into the parking lot. It was a cheap looking place, with a row of rooms accessed by a covered veranda. He would have been surprised if the place had seen a lick of paint since the eighties. Alexander was snoring across the backseats, and Milton gambled that he would stay that way while he booked a room for the night. The clerk, a teenage girl who couldn’t have looked more bored if she had tried, chewed gum as he told her that he wanted a room.


  She didn’t take her eyes off the soap she was watching on a small portable TV. “Fifty bucks,” she said. “Up front.”


  “Can you let me have one with empty rooms on either side?”


  She turned away from the screen, regarding him with a perplexed look on her face. “Say what?”


  “I don’t sleep well. Noises wake me.”


  “You ain’t gonna get no problem here,” she said. “We ain’t got anyone staying here tonight. You can have your pick.”


  Milton took the room at the end of the row and laid down two twenties and a ten. The girl took the money, slid it into the till, gave him a key with a bright plastic fob, and went back to her soap as if he wasn’t even there.


  Milton got back into the car. Alexander was still asleep. He drove into the empty lot, disturbing piles of rubbish and weeds that had erupted through the cracked asphalt. He reverse parked the car and went to check the room. It was cheap and threadbare, the furniture in need of replacement and with unpromising stains on the walls. At least it had a coffee maker.


  He went up and down the row, knocking on the doors to check that the rooms were all empty. It appeared that they were.


  Very good.


  He went back to the car. Milton decided that there was no sense in moving Alexander until he had to. He waited with him for another hour until he started to stir. The night had fallen properly now, the sun retreating to leave a woozy humid heat that radiated up out of the baked ground. Milton got out, opened the passenger door, and gently pulled Alexander until he was out of the car. He moaned, his eyes flickering open and shut. Milton dragged him across the lot, up the steps of the veranda and inside.


  He laid Alexander out on the bed.


  He shut and locked the door.


  Alexander groaned.


  Milton took a dusty glass from the bureau, filled it with lukewarm water from the tap in the bathroom, and put it on the bedside table next to his head.


  He came around slowly over the course of the next ten minutes.


  “Alexander.”


  “Shit,” he mumbled eventually, the consonants slurred.


  “Wake up.”


  “My head…”


  “Open your eyes.”


  He did as he was told, blinking in the dim light, and, as he saw Milton, he must have remembered it all.


  “You… you…”


  “Easy.”


  “You hit me!”


  “You didn’t give me much choice.”


  “What you do, hit me with a fucking hammer?”


  He had a point. A large, vivid, purple bruise was forming on his jaw where Milton had struck him.


  “Listen carefully. You’re staying here tonight. We both are. You’re going to lie down and sleep off whatever it is that you’ve been smoking.”


  He screwed his eyes shut and then opened them again. “Where are we?”


  “In a motel.”


  “I ain’t staying here,” he said, stumbling to his feet.


  Milton got up and blocked the way to the door. Alexander staggered over to him, as unsteady as a drunken sailor on a rolling ship, and, when Milton didn’t step clear, he awkwardly tried to jostle him back to the door. Sighing with impatience, Milton held his right hand vertically and struck him with the heel, right on his clavicle, pushing all the way through his body as if the target was five inches behind him. It was a sudden blow, and Alexander—already dazed and unbalanced—lost his feet and landed on his rear end, his shoulders bouncing off the edge of the bed.


  “You are going to get some sleep, Alexander. There are two ways that can happen. First, you lie down on the bed, close your eyes, and if you ask me nicely, I’ll sing you a nice lullaby. The second way, I’ll put your lights out for you again. One is a lot more pleasant than the other. You choose.”


  “You’re fucking crazy, man!”


  “You’re probably right. But you’re staying here tonight.”


  
    #

  


  ALEXANDER HAD dropped off quickly once Milton had persuaded him that he had no choice but to stay in the motel room with him. Milton had pulled the armchair across to block the door and, once he had satisfied himself that there was no other way out nor any weapons that Alexander could lay his hands upon, he had slept in the chair with his legs on the bed. If Alexander tried to get out, he would wake him up.


  He didn’t try.


  Milton awoke first the next morning. He checked his watch, saw that it was five, and moved quietly across the room so as not to disturb Alexander. He rinsed his face in cold water, used the toilet, and then went back to the bed. He was still asleep.


  He opened the door and stepped onto the veranda. It was still dark. He patted down his pockets for his cigarettes, put one to his lips, flicked his Zippo, and smoked it. He sat quietly for an hour and watched the sun rise. He smoked another. He watched the steady increase in the morning’s traffic on US-90.


  He heard the sound of stirring in the room and, grinding his cigarette under his boot, he went back inside and switched on the coffee maker.


  
    #

  


  “WHERE AM I?”


  “A motel, just outside New Orleans.”


  He looked at him, his befuddlement replaced by anger as he remembered what had happened. “You kidnapped me!”


  “Semantics,” Milton said with a shrug. “I wanted to talk to you; you didn’t want to talk to me. This seemed like the most efficient way to arrange it.”


  “You knocked me out.”


  “You tried to pull a gun on me. That wasn’t clever, Alexander.”


  “You…” He rubbed his chin, a bruise there from where Milton had hit him. “You knocked out Bernard, too, right? You know he’s connected?”


  “To what?”


  “You heard of the Ride or Die?”


  “No. But it sounds colourful.”


  The bafflement returned. “Colourful? This ain’t a joke. They’re serious players.”


  “Do I look as if I care about them, Alexander? Your friend pulled a gun on me, too. He doesn’t have the credit in the bank that you do. He’s lucky he’s still breathing.”


  He looked at him, confused. “The credit?”


  “From Katrina. Remember?”


  He shook his head, as if trying to clear sawdust from between his ears. “What you doing, man?”


  “A couple of things. First thing. You stole something from me.”


  “I didn’t!”


  Milton pointed at his wallet. He had found it in Alexander’s pocket when he had drifted off to sleep, taken it out and left it on the bedside table. All the money had been taken out.


  “I don’t take particularly well to people who steal from me. That wasn’t clever, either. That credit I told you about? It’s just about all used up now.”


  Alexander sat up and rubbed his bruised chin. Milton could see, immediately, that he was very different when he was sober than when he was high. The brashness and the attitude were gone.


  “We need to talk about the second thing,” Milton said. “You’ve got a problem, and I think I can help.”


  “I ain’t got no problem,” he said, although doubt had flooded into his voice.


  “You do. You know you do.” Milton found two styrofoam cups and poured out the coffee. “I’m going to tell you a story, and I want you to listen and tell me whether you hear any similarities between my experience and yours.” He gave Alexander the first cup. “If you listen, and you still don’t think we have anything in common, I’ll stand up out of your way and let you leave. You can go back to Raceland if you want, get high, kill yourself, I don’t really care. But you’re going to listen to me first. Does that sound reasonable to you, Alexander?”


  “Sounds like you’re crazy,” he replied, but he made no attempt to leave.


  Milton took his cup to the chair, sat down, and, between sips, he told Alexander his story. It was the edited version. There were some things, some reasons that explained the way that he felt the way that he did, that he couldn’t have imparted. He had told Alexander that he had been in New Orleans for business when he met him in the storm. He had told him that he was in IT. That was a lie, and he wasn’t able to describe what that business had really entailed. He could not have told him about the roster of dead that he was responsible for, including the two Irishmen he had executed in the French Quarter bar that night. Reasons and motivations had to be left opaque, as was the case every time he shared in a meeting.


  Instead, he told him how he used drink to make him forget. He described his feelings in broad strokes. He described the shame and regret he would feel when he awoke the day after a heavy session, the blackouts that meant that he couldn’t remember what he had said, the panic and fear that he must have done something that he shouldn’t. He described how the obsession for alcohol became so powerful that it was all he could think about. He described how he could only focus on the next drink. He spoke about morning drinking, hiding bottles around the houses of the women he was seeing, of stealing money, getting into fights, drinking to oblivion. Anger. How self-neglect became self-harm and how he had entertained thoughts of putting an end to his misery. He told him about the promises that he made to himself and others that he would try to control his drinking and how every single attempt had failed. He told him that he was constitutionally unable to be honest when it came to drink. How he could not accept his problem. He explained how he had learned that his alcoholism was a disease, a progressive disease that would get worse the longer it was left unacknowledged and untreated. He explained how it would always get worse, never better.


  As Milton told the story, he watched Alexander carefully. He had expected hostility or ridicule or the inevitable denial that he had a problem, but there was none of it.


  Instead, Milton watched as he fell apart.


  “You gotta help me, man. I know I got a problem, I tried to stop, but I can’t do it on my own. I tried, man. I tried, but I can’t.”


  Milton told him that he could help him. He knew NA and AA were based on the same twelve steps. The old tropes spilled out. He explained how, if he took his recovery seriously, then, one day at a time, he could put his addiction behind him. There would be no judgment, no recriminations. He could have peace. The same peace that Milton had, mostly, found.


  Alexander’s chin started to quiver and then, pathetic and forlorn, he started to sob.


  
    #

  


  MILTON CHECKED out, relieved to see that Alexander was still in the car when he returned to it. He took his cellphone from his pocket. He found Isadora’s business card and dialled the number.


  “Hello?”


  “It’s John.”


  “Where are you?”


  He frowned. “What?”


  “One day too much for you?”


  He understood. “I’ve been busy. I’m with your brother.”


  “You’re what?”


  “He’s in my car right now.”


  “How…? What…?”


  “I’ll explain when I see you, but I want to get moving in case he changes his mind.”


  “Changes his mind from what?”


  “You said that your father had paid for him to have a place in rehab?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where is it?”


  “He’s going?”


  “That’s what he says.”


  “Hold on. It’s on my phone.” There was a pause, so Milton turned to the car and held up two fingers to Alexander to indicate that he would be with him soon. “I found it,” Isadora said. “I sent you the contact details.”


  Milton’s phone pinged. Bridge House, 4150 Earhart Blvd., New Orleans, LA 70125.


  “Got it,” he said.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I’ll take him and check him in.”


  “I’ll meet you there.”


  Chapter Twenty


  JACKSON DUBOIS opened the door to the bar and went back to the usual booth. Melvin Fryatt and Chad Crossland were waiting there, half-empty bottles of beer on the table before them. He looked at them, dirty clothes, scum caught beneath their nails, full of the twitches and tics of long-term addicts. He ignored the usual feeling of distaste at having to deal with the two of them and sat down opposite them.


  “What happened?”


  “We delivered the message like you wanted us to.”


  “And?”


  Fryatt snickered. “And we delivered it, you know what I’m saying? Old man came to the door, started giving us lip, giving us attitude, so Chad put a lick on him.”


  Dubois turned to the white guy. “You hit him?”


  “Sure, Mr. Dubois. That alright?”


  Neither he nor Babineaux had any qualms with violence. If they had, he wouldn’t have hired men with a propensity towards it. “What did they say?”


  “After? Didn’t get no time to say anything. This big brother came out of the house next door and, seeing as we’d already told them what you wanted us to tell them, we didn’t think you’d want no escalation, least not last night.”


  “And when you go back again tonight?”


  “You want us to go back?”


  “Of course, I do.”


  “I thought you was bluffing.”


  “Do I look like the bluffing type?”


  “I don’t—”


  “I don’t bluff, Melvin. When I say something, I do it.”


  “No, I—”


  “You go back and you tell them they need to decide now. Right now.”


  “That’s no problem, Mr. Dubois.”


  “And when you go back, what you going to do?”


  “Whatever you want.”


  “You’ll ‘escalate’, will you?”


  Melvin bristled. “Sure.”


  “How will you do that, Melvin?”


  “You want, we’ll put a nine right in the old man’s head.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  ISADORA HAD a shorter journey than Milton and Alexander, and she was already waiting in the parking lot as Milton pulled off the road. She got out of her car and leaned against it, waiting as Milton swung into the lot.


  Alexander stiffened in the passenger seat. “What’s she doing here?”


  “She wants to help.”


  Alexander scowled.


  “Is that all right?”


  “If she’s all pious and shit, I’m just gonna jet.”


  “No, you’re not.”


  “So you say.”


  “Shut up, Alexander.”


  He parked next to Isadora’s beaten-up Ford Taurus.


  “I’m serious.”


  “She won’t be pious. She’s worried about you. And you’re not going anywhere.”


  “No?”


  “No. Because if you run, I’ll just come and get you again. You know what that will be like, right?”


  He stared at him. “You said all I had to do was listen.”


  Milton looked at him. He had a slight smile on his lips, but there was steel in his eyes that would be impossible to misinterpret. “That was back then. You asked me to help you. That means that the rules have changed. You’re going to be helped, whether you like it or not.”


  He cut the engine and stepped outside. Isadora pushed away from her Taurus and walked across to the Buick. She glanced at Milton, swept by him, and went around to the other side. Milton walked a few paces away from the car, turning just once to see that everything was all right, saw that brother and sister were embracing, and turned away from them so that they could have a moment of privacy.


  
    #

  


  MILTON AND ISADORA accompanied Alexander into the facility. Bridge House was a long-term residential recovery centre. It was a wide, modern, four-storey building that had, judging from a plaque in the lobby, been constructed thanks to the generosity of a benefactor and a city grant. There were a series of bedrooms and, on the ground floor, meeting spaces where the patients could have their group therapy sessions.


  Isadora led the way to the front desk. Alexander followed and Milton brought up the rear, close enough to him that he would know there would be little chance of getting far if he chose to bolt. A large crucifix had been hung on the wall behind the desk. Next to that was framed scripture, “Humble yourself before the Lord, and He will lift you up.” It was from the Book of James, and Milton remembered it from his own study of the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous when he had started his own recovery.


  Isadora spoke to the receptionist, explaining that there was a room ready for Alexander Bartholomew and that he was here and ready to check in. The woman took down his details and, with a gentle smile, invited them to sit in the waiting area.


  “I ain’t religious,” Alexander protested, loud enough for a patient who was loitering near the desk to overhear. “You see the things I seen, you wouldn’t believe in nothing like a merciful God, either.”


  “Shut up, Alex,” Isadora said.


  “It’s all fairy tales, meant to keep us down. It’s—”


  “I’m not religious, either,” Milton interrupted. “It’s not about religion.”


  Alexander jerked his head in the direction of the desk. “What about that shit up there, the scripture, the cross?”


  “AA, NA—all the recovery programmes that work say you need a Higher Power.”


  “There, you see! You lying to me, man! It’s all about God.”


  “A Higher Power. I didn’t say what that meant. Some people use God. Others say G-O-D means Group Of Drunks. It means you get your strength from somewhere outside of yourself. It means you can’t do it by yourself.” Milton frowned a little as he said it, knowing that he had failed to listen to his own advice for much too long. He felt the sting of his own hypocrisy.


  “Say what you want,” Alexander said. “I can smell the Bible in here.” His surliness was returning, and Milton knew that if they didn’t admit him quickly, the chances were good that he would lose his nerve and make a run for it. And, despite what he had said, Milton didn’t much feel like chasing him down.


  A doctor dressed in a white coat stepped through a pair of double doors. He looked down at a clipboard. “Mr. Bartholomew?”


  “Come on,” Izzy said.


  Alexander stood. He turned to his sister, an uncertain expression on his face. Then he took a step in the wrong direction, to the door. But Milton was in the way. He put out his hand and rested it gently on Alexander’s elbow. His instinct was to place his thumb and forefinger over the pressure points and squeeze, to impel Alexander around and across to the doctor, but he didn’t do that. Instead, he gave a short shallow nod, never taking his eyes from Alexander’s.


  He looked back at him, then looked down, turned, and walked to the doctor. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “That’s me.”


  They waited until the doctor had spoken to Alexander, and then watched as he turned to the doors. The doctor held them open and indicated that he should go inside. He did. The doctor gave them a nod and followed Alexander out of sight.


  Izzy turned for the exit, her eyes wet.


  Milton followed her. There was a stand of flyers on the desk. Milton recognised the blue AA symbol on the leaflet and withdrew one from the stand, folding it neatly and putting it in his pocket. That’s right, hypocrisy. He had been white knuckling his recovery, ignoring others, trying to do it on his own. That was stupid, and it would only end up in one place. He would start to put that right.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  IZZY SAID that she wanted to buy him breakfast as a way of saying thanks. Milton was hungry and, since the prospect of an hour alone with her was not unpleasant, he didn’t demur. She led the way to Panola Street and Riccobono’s, a café that Milton would never have found on his own. She parked, leaving enough space for Milton to slot the Buick in behind her.


  They went inside, took a booth and ordered. Izzy said the place was known for its egg breakfasts. She ordered huevos rancheros, and Milton took the One, Two, Three Plate: one egg, two strips of applewood-smoked bacon, and three silver-dollar pancakes.


  Once the waitress had departed, Izzy reached across the table and placed her hand atop Milton’s.


  “Thanks,” she said.


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  “You didn’t have to do that.”


  “I told you, I’m happy to help.”


  “Where did you find him?”


  “Raceland, the place you said.”


  “And, what? He just came with you?”


  Milton shrugged. “Not exactly.”


  “How did you get him to come, then?”


  “I can be persuasive.”


  “That bruise on his chin?”


  He shuffled a little. “Shall we just leave it at that?”


  She looked at him, a new curiosity on her face. “I don’t really care how you did it,” she said eventually. “He’s in there, where he needs to be, that’s enough for me.”


  There was a pause, a silence that felt friendly and companionable and not awkward. The waitress returned with their breakfasts. Milton started into it with gusto. The food was excellent, and they were both quiet as they ate.


  Milton paused to take a long drink from the tall glass of orange juice. “So,” he said. “What needs doing today?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The houses.”


  “You don’t have to help,” she said. “It was good of you to help yesterday, but come on…you’ve done more than enough already.”


  “I want to help, Izzy. Yesterday was good. It feels good to be doing something positive. And clearing those lots, or building something…you can see your progress. It’s tangible. And it feels therapeutic.”


  “Never heard it described like that before,” she said as she smiled a little, but not enough to mask the flicker of discomfort that had passed across her face.


  “What is it?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe a problem.”


  “What kind?”


  She looked hesitant. Milton encouraged her to go on.


  “Last night. Two men came to the house.”


  “Who?”


  “Thugs. They’d never say, they probably don’t even know, but it’s obvious they were from Babineaux.”


  “Guy who wants to build the mall?”


  She nodded.


  “And?”


  “They told us that we had to accept the offer to buy the houses or they’ll make us leave. And they said it wasn’t ‘safe’ for me to be in court. They threatened us. My father got involved, and one of them punched him. He’s all right, a nasty bruise, pride hurt, you know, but they say they’re coming back again tonight.”


  “Call the police?”


  “They won’t do anything,” she said dismissively. “You couldn’t pay them to come down to the Lower Nine.” She shook her head with certainty. “My papa is a proud man. He won’t stand down, especially if he thinks me or my momma are being threatened. And if something happens to him, I’ll never forgive myself.”


  “And you think they’ll come back?”


  “Maybe Babineaux will win in court. Probably he will. But I can drag it out and that’ll cost him money, lost revenue and lawyers’ fees, maybe a lot of money. People like him don’t get to where they are by letting the little people tell them what to do. So, yes, I think they’re coming back. And I don’t know what to do about it.”


  Milton laid down his knife and fork. He knew that he was on the precipice of a decision. The things he had done so far were nothing. Small acts of kindness, inconsequential when laid against the grand scheme of things. Bringing Alexander to rehab, even if that meant knocking out a gangbanger to do it, that was nothing. If he helped Izzy with this, he would be standing alongside her against something more momentous. Making enemies, most likely.


  Didn’t matter.


  His decision was never in question.


  “I’ll help, Izzy.”


  “I don’t see how you can.”


  “Can you persuade your parents to go out? I bet they haven’t been into town for months, right?”


  “No—”


  “Look, here.” He reached for his roll of notes and peeled off four fifties. He laid them on the table. “Take them out and get them dinner. Somewhere nice.”


  She shook her head and slid the notes back to him. “No, John. Out of the question.”


  “Take it.” He pushed the money back to her. “Tell them about your brother. That’s a reason to celebrate, right?”


  She shook her head, anger on her face. “What’s that going to achieve?”


  “I want to have a quiet word with these men. No one else around.”


  “So they go after you, instead.”


  “I can look after myself.”


  Her eyes flashed at him. “There are two of them, John.”


  “Really, Izzy. Trust me. It’ll be fine.”


  “They’ll just come back tomorrow, or the day after that.”


  “No,” Milton said. “They won’t.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON AND IZZY drove back to Salvation Row. The crew had already made good progress with the lot that they were going to clear today. This one was particularly overgrown, with a stand of sturdy-looking saplings and scrub that reached up past the waist. Milton changed into his work clothes and went over to greet the men.


  Hector tossed over a bottle of water. “You doing okay, Esé?”


  “Doing fine.”


  “Gonna be a hot one again. You ready?”


  “Sure.”


  He took a slug of water, left the bottle in the shade, and took one of the weed whackers. He fired it up, the engine chugging and fumes spewing out. He started into the worst of what was left, taking out the height again so that it would be easier later to come back and dig the growth out by the roots. The sun slowly climbed above them, baking the ground, the heat radiating in dizzying, woozy waves. Milton finished the water and started another, the sweat dripping off him, the chewed-up fragments of vegetation sticking to his skin.


  It was just past ten when Solomon Bartholomew turned the corner onto Salvation Row and walked over to them. The old man moved a little gingerly, favouring one side over the other. He stopped at the lot, saw Milton, and raised his hand in greeting. Milton killed the weed whacker’s engine, propped it against a stubborn dogbush, and stepped through the remains of the vegetation.


  “Morning,” Solomon said. His nose and right eye socket were badly bruised, the eye partially closed by the puffy inflammation.


  Milton wiped his dirty, sweaty hand against his T-shirt and held it out. The old man took it in the same strong grip.


  Milton pointed to his face. “How are you doing?”


  “This? Ain’t nothing, John. You heard about what happened?”


  “Yes.”


  “Took my eye off ’em for a moment and got cold cocked. My own stupid fault.”


  “You need to be careful, Solomon.”


  He waved the admonition off. “Would’ve been different ten years ago. Shit, would’ve been different five years ago. Izzy ever tell you I used to box?”


  “She didn’t.”


  “Hell, yeah. In the army. Used to have a right hook like a trip hammer. Had twenty-two fights, dropped the other guy in the first round fifteen times, never got beat once. Young punk like that, yeah, just five years ago, I would’ve stitched him square on his jaw, dropped him right on his ass.”


  Milton smiled at him. “I used to box, too.”


  “What weight?”


  “Middle.”


  “Were you any good?”


  “Not too shabby. Long time ago, though.”


  “You still look like you got a bit to you.”


  “I don’t know. I’m too old for all that now.”


  “You and me both.”


  Solomon took a bottle of water from the crate and handed it to Milton. He unscrewed the top and drank half of it down in one draught.


  “Can I speak frankly, John?”


  “Of course.”


  “It’s not me that I’m worried about. They can have a go at me, knock me about if they have to, but I can take it. It’s Izzy. She’s headstrong, you must’ve seen that.”


  Milton nodded.


  “She won’t back off. They won’t scare her away, not over something like this. I’m afraid that they’ll up the ante until it gets to be something that could be real dangerous. And if something happened to her…” He let the sentence trail off.


  Milton wiped his hand across his brow, palming the sweat out of his eyes. “Nothing’s going to happen to her, Solomon.”


  “Don’t take this the wrong way, I can see that you’re capable, but how can you say that for sure? These guys, they got money, they got a real motive to get rid of us, too.”


  “I’ll say the same thing to you as I said to her. You’ve just got to trust me. Nothing’s going to happen to her. You have my word.”


  He nodded. “Good of you, John. But you be careful. These guys, they ain’t fooling around.”


  “I know they’re not. And I will.”


  “The other thing, what I came down here to say, I heard about what you did for Alexander. I’m grateful, John. Me and Elsie, we’re both very grateful.”


  “It’s the least I could do. He saved my friend’s life.”


  “That may be, but you didn’t have to get involved.”


  No, Milton thought. I did. He shrugged it off. “I’m just glad that I could help.”


  “Me and Elsie are going over there tomorrow. Izzy thinks that we should give him a day to settle in, work out what’s what. He don’t need me and his mother hovering over him until he’s started to get himself straightened out.”


  “That sounds best.”


  “All right, then. I said what I came here to say.” He reached out and took Milton’s hand again. “You’re a good man, John, you know that? Don’t go thinking we’re not appreciative of what you’re doing for us because we are, you hear?”


  Milton smiled. Solomon squeezed his hand and looked into his eyes with gratitude and sincerity. It made Milton feel fraudulent. A good man? Hardly. He would never be that. He was trying to atone, one day at a time, but he would never be that.


  
    #

  


  THE END of the day came, and Izzy gave Milton a key to the front door. He went back to his hotel, showered and changed into fresh clothes, and then drove back into the Lower Ninth. He parked at the end of Salvation Row and stayed there until he saw a taxi draw up. Izzy led her parents out of the house and down the path. They were dressed smartly, Sunday best, and, as they got into the taxi, Milton watched as she paused and looked up and down the road.


  He opened the door and stepped out of his rental, nodding at her as their eyes locked.


  Milton approached the house, surveilling the street in both directions. There was no sign of anything out of the ordinary. He unlocked the door and went inside. It was as neat and tidy as he remembered. The hall was filled with a delicious aroma. There was a note on the table just inside the front door. ‘Dinner in the oven and the fridge. Thank you.’


  Milton went through into the kitchen. The oven was lit, and, inside, there was a warm bowl of Elsie Bartholomew’s jambalaya. He opened the fridge door and saw a slice of Key lime pie covered by a sheet of plastic wrap. Milton put on an oven glove, transferred the bowl to the table, poured himself a glass of water, and set about it.


  Milton was washing up the bowl when there was a knock on the door. He carefully laid the bowl on the drying rack, put his clean cutlery back in the drawer, wiped his hands dry, and went into the hall. He looked through the fish-eye peephole and saw two men waiting on the stoop. One black, one white. They were both agitated, swaying to and fro, most likely both high.


  Milton opened the door. “Hello.”


  The black guy frowned. “Who you?”


  “Who are you?”


  “Don’t get cute, brother.”


  “I’m a friend of the family.”


  “Where’s the girl?”


  “She’s not here.”


  “So where is she?”


  “Doesn’t matter.”


  “You think?”


  “No, it doesn’t. You two are dealing with me now.”


  The man squared up to him, his lip curling in a sneer. “Yeah?”


  “Yes.”


  “So who are you?”


  “Yes, that is an important question. I’ll tell you, and I want you to remember so you can tell whoever it was who sent you here.”


  “This don’t work like that, bro. I be telling you what to do, you don’t be telling me.”


  “My name is John Smith, but, as far as you two are concerned, since we’re not on first name terms, I’m Mr. Smith. I want you to tell your boss that he has no interest in these houses any longer. They’re not for sale.”


  The man puffed up his chest, but it was bravado. Milton could see that he was confused. “That right?” He reached down to his belt and flicked his jacket aside with the back of his hand. Milton saw the handle of a pistol. He moved his right leg back a half pace. He knew that it would make him look nervous, which was good, but it would also allow him to distribute his weight just as he wanted it.


  “I’d give you a proper message to deliver, but neither of you look particularly bright, and I’m not sure that you’d remember it. So, you’re going to be the message.”


  “What you talking about?” the white guy said. “You listen to this dude, Melvin? Yo, man, what you been smoking? The two of us and the one of you? How’s that going to turn out?”


  “Badly,” Milton said.


  The black man, the one called Melvin, touched his fingers to the butt of his pistol just as Milton drilled him with the stiffest right-hand jab he could manage. He pushed off with his right leg, putting all of his weight into it, and his knuckles connected with the man’s mouth and nose. He felt the bones crumple, heard them snap, and Melvin staggered backwards, tripped over the step up to the porch, and landed on his back with a heavy impact. The white guy went for his own pistol, but Milton was onto him already. His momentum carried him out of the door, and he swung out a left hook that terminated just above the man’s right ear. His head went limp, his lights already out, and he toppled over onto his left-hand side, his temple bouncing off the concrete paving slabs that comprised the path.


  Milton assessed. He was out and would be for a while.


  The black guy was the one in charge. He was shaking his head, clearing the cobwebs, his hand patting aimlessly for the gun. Milton took a step up to him and booted him in the chest. The man jerked up off the ground, landed, jerked up a second time as Milton kicked him again. He worked on the ribs, intending to break a couple of them, and his third hefty boot was rewarded with the crack that he wanted. The man mewled piteously.


  Milton crouched down, confiscated the pistol, then went back to the white guy and took his pistol, too. A Beretta and an S&W. Street weapons, serial numbers filed off, probably seen plenty of action. Milton ejected the magazines, let them drop to the ground, and dropped the guns.


  He crouched down, grabbed the lapels of the black guy’s jacket, and yanked him up. He wasn’t heavy, and Milton managed his weight easily. He slammed him against the side of the house.


  “Hurts,” Melvin gasped.


  “I haven’t even started yet. Tell your boss not to come around here again. If he sends anyone else, I’ll send them back in a worse state every time. You two are getting off easy. You got that?”


  The man managed a spastic nod.


  “Now,” Milton said. “I’m going to help you get into your car, and you are going to fuck off. Okay?”


  “Yes,” he whispered through a mouthful of blood.


  Milton did as he promised. He dragged the white guy to the car and tossed him across the back seats. Then, he went back to the black man and dropped him onto the driver’s seat. He waited until the engine started and the car set off, slowly, wending around across the road.


  
    #

  


  MILTON LOCKED the door, hurried to his car, and set off in the direction that the two men had taken. He picked their Lexus LS400 up two blocks to the north, dropped back until he was a hundred yards behind them, and then followed.


  They took North Claiborne Avenue, then a right onto Elysian Fields Avenue, then Abundance Street and, finally, they parked outside the bar at 623 Frenchmen Street. The Spotted Cat looked like a happening venue. There were plenty of people outside, tourists digging the hole-in-the-wall vibe, tattooed buskers toting instruments and hoping to sit in with the bands that would play until the small hours.


  Milton watched as they got out of the Lexus and went into the bar.


  He waited.


  After five minutes, a second car arrived. It was a Jaguar, an expensive sedan that looked out of place in this grimy neighbourhood. The Jaguar slotted into the side of the road next to the battered Lexus. Milton watched as the lights flicked off and a tall well-dressed man emerged. It was too dark for him to see him clearly, but he was a little over six feet tall, dark-haired and wearing a long black overcoat that must have cost him several hundred dollars. Upright posture. Confident. Milton thought he looked ex-military. The man was carrying a folded manilla envelope in his right hand. He crossed the road and went into the Spotted Cat.


  Milton opened the door of the Buick and got out. He didn’t know how long he would have to do what he needed to do, but he assumed that it wouldn’t be long. He went to the front of the rental and unscrewed the radio antenna. He went to the trunk, opened it, and took an emergency seatbelt cutter out of the breakdown kit. He walked to the Jaguar, checking the road to ensure that he was unobserved. A truck had pulled up alongside the car, blocking him from view. He took the cutter, inserted the thin end between the upper part of the door and the chassis and firmly tapped it into the space with the heel of his hand. The jammed cutter created a narrow gap, just enough for him to slide the antenna inside the cabin and down to the lock button. It took a moment to find it properly, but, once he had lined them up, a sharp jab was all that was needed to depress the button and pop the locks.


  He opened the door. The cabin was neat and tidy, with a folded copy of the Times-Picayune resting on the dash. Milton opened the glove box and took out a clear plastic folder, within which were stored a neat sheaf of papers. He opened the folder and quickly shuffled through the contents. He found a card from Esurance Insurance Services, Inc. that confirmed that liability insurance was in place for the vehicle. The insured’s name was listed as Jackson K. Dubois, and his address was 5201 St. Charles Avenue, New Orleans. The card was clipped to the car registration paper and confirmed that Dubois was the registered owner.


  Milton took out his phone, activated the flash, and took pictures of each document. He replaced them in the folder and slid that back into the glove box. The truck pulled away. He got out, shut the door, and went back to the Buick.


  The man—Jackson Dubois?—emerged from the bar five minutes later. Milton watched him as he crossed the road. As he passed beneath the glow of a street lamp, he saw that his face was stiff with suppressed anger. He walked quickly, as if anxious not to stay in the neighbourhood any longer than was absolutely necessary. He blipped the lock from ten paces away, not noticing that the doors were already unlocked. He got inside and quickly drove away.


  Milton would have followed him, but that wasn’t necessary now.


  It was a good start, but he wasn’t finished yet. Not even close. If Izzy was right, there were millions of dollars on the line. The kinds of businessmen who dealt in stakes that large, they were the sort with no time for scruples. The sort who had no compunction in sending two strung-out junkies to do their bidding for them. Milton had dealt with men and women like that before. There would be an escalation, and it would be more difficult to respond next time. More dangerous.


  He was going to have to persuade Izzy to move her parents out of the house, just until things had settled down. He knew they wouldn’t like it, especially Solomon, but it wasn’t safe for them there. They would have to stay in a hotel until he had managed to put a lid of things.


  But that wasn’t going to be easy.


  Milton was going to need some leverage.


  He was going to need help.


  He was going to need to call in a favour.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  JOEL BABINEAUX flew to Lafayette in an entirely different mood from the miserable funk he had stewed through when he had last followed the route of the interstate, back east to New Orleans, two nights ago. This time, the Westland was carrying ten members of his executive team, and there was a co-pilot in the seat next to him in the event that he was needed elsewhere.


  He buzzed the facility, swooping down deliberately low, and, rather than landing in the field, he brought the chopper down in the parking lot. A storm of dust was kicked up by the rotor wash. Little stones were flung around, many of them striking against the expensive cars that were parked a little too close. He pushed open the door, lowered himself carefully to the ground, and then stalked to the doors, aware of his limp, but dispassionate about it.


  The Pirate of Canal Street.


  It had never been more pertinent.


  He swept into the lobby, his lawyers and executive staff trailing behind him. The security guards looked up at them in confusion.


  “Get Morgan,” he said to the nearest man.


  “He’s not—”


  “Yes, he is. Get him, now, or you’ll be the first one I fire.”


  The guard furrowed his brow in doubt, spoke to his colleague, picked up his handset, and spoke to someone on the other end of the line.


  Pierce Morgan’s personal assistant emerged from the elevators less than three minutes later. She managed a thin, weak smile and invited them upstairs. Mr. Morgan would see them, she said.


  The elevator deposited them on the executive floor. There was a lounge with plush furniture and deep carpets, and a picture window that offered the same resplendent view as the one from the conference room that Babineaux had been in just two days previously. He told the others to wait and followed the girl into the suite of offices. Morgan’s was the largest of them with thick deep-pile carpet, mahogany tables, and a huge desk.


  Morgan was at his window, his back turned.


  The assistant cleared her throat.


  Morgan turned. His face was puce, livid with rage.


  Babineaux grinned.


  “You’re responsible for this?”


  “Let the best man win. That’s what you said.”


  “This c-c-company,” he began, his voice cracking. “This company was started by my great-grandfather nearly two hundred years ago. I took it over when you were just a shake in your daddy’s pants. This company is an institution in the South. It’s… it’s…”


  “Sit down,” Babineaux said, dismissively waving his hand at the chair.


  Morgan glared at him, but, to Babineaux’s pleasure and surprise, he actually started to do as he was told.


  Babineaux stalled him with a raised hand. “On second thought, don’t. Stay on your feet.”


  “What…?”


  “That’s not your seat anymore.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “That seat. It’s mine. I own it. That desk, this office, this whole building. I own all of it.” He walked over to the desk and picked up a framed picture of Morgan and his wife standing in the porch of what looked like a grand colonial house. “This where you live?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Lived, I should say. My lawyers said that the corporation owns the deeds, so that’s mine now, too. The cars. Your yacht. All your country club memberships, silly little things, you had them all in the corporation’s name. They’re all mine, Pierce.”


  “I’m going to tie you up in litigation from here until eternity. I’m going to crush you, boy. You hear me? I am going to—”


  Babineaux paced across the room, planting his good leg and pushing off faster than Morgan could move. He caught the older man by the lapels of his jacket and pushed him up against the plate-glass window. He braced his right forearm across Morgan’s withered old neck and pushed. “Shut the fuck up,” he hissed. “I’ve had as much as I can take of you telling me what I can and can’t do. How about this, boy? How about I tell you what I’m going to do. I am going to swallow all of this up. By the time I’m done, you won’t be able to tell where you end and I begin.”


  “This won’t stand,” he gasped. “The lies, manipulating the share price… I know what you’ve done. I can’t even begin to think about the laws that you’ve broken today.”


  Babineaux pulled his arm away and stood back, straightening out the old man’s ruffled suit and smiling broadly at him. “So, sue me. But remember, the mall contract is mine. All of it. You want to think about how many lawyers $326 million is going to buy me.” He stepped back. “A lot of lawyers. But, come on, we’re old friends, right? I’m not going to be a blowhard about it. Take your personal things. I’ll see that you get a box. You can have thirty minutes. After that, I want you off my property.”


  Part Three


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  THE HOUSE was magnificent. It was in the Garden District, the city’s most high-end and exclusive neighbourhood and even among the often stunning houses that surrounded it, it still stood out. It had been built between 1859 and 1865, constructed in Italianate neoclassical style with a host of period features that spoke of class and expense. There was a grand façade with double galleries and elaborate ironwork. Inside, the mouldings were enhanced with gold leaf, the mantels were made of marble, and several of the ceilings were decorated with custom murals. The spacious grounds, spread out across five lots, included a terraced tropical garden and a classically inspired pool. It had been built to be the finest home in New Orleans, and it was a claim that still held true today.


  The previous owner had been a novelist, famous for her vampire novels, and the property had sat on the market for a year until Joel Babineaux had decided that he would like to buy it. He had made a competitive offer, reduced it when he decided that he was in an unbeatable bargaining position, and closed the deal for about three-quarters of what he knew the house was worth.


  Babineaux was watching from the window of his study as the mayor’s car drew up at the gates. They slid back and the car nosed ahead, parking in the wide gravelled space before the porch. He reached down for his phone. “He’s here,” he said.


  Dubois was waiting for the visitor downstairs. “I see him,” he replied. “You want me to bring him up?”


  “Yes.”


  “Want me to be there, too?”


  “I got this. Speak to him once I’m through with him.”


  “I will.”


  Babineaux prepared himself for the encounter. It wasn’t a question of nervousness—how could that be possible, with an oily little sycophant like Chalcroft?—but more of an assessment of which tactics to adopt. How best to move the conversation in the direction that he wanted. Threats or inducements? Which pressure points did he need to squeeze?


  The door opened and Dubois ushered the mayor inside.


  “Joel,” Chalcroft said, a bright, toothy smile on his face. He was a career politician, well versed in making an excellent first impression. If Babineaux would have allowed it, he would have clasped his hand in both of his. Then he would have reached up and grasped him around the elbow, clapped him fraternally on the shoulders. They were cheap parlour tricks, useful in currying favour in the credulous, but worthless when used against someone with Babineaux’s experience and almost sociopathic disdain for the norms of good behaviour.


  Rather than engage in pointless civility, he gestured at one of the generous armchairs. “Sit down,” he said. It wasn’t a suggestion, and Chalcroft—more used to giving orders than receiving them—frowned a little before he switched his smile back on and settled back into the chair.


  “What’s the matter, Joel?” he said. “We’re having dinner on Friday.”


  “You don’t get to call me Joel. It’s Mr. Babineaux.”


  Chalcroft’s expression switched to one of confusion. “I don’t—”


  “We’ve got a problem.”


  “And it couldn’t wait?”


  “No, Preston. It couldn’t.”


  Chalcroft leant forwards a little and spread his arms wide. “What is it? I’m all ears.”


  Babineaux pursed his lips. The mayor was a particularly unpleasant individual. He was oleaginous and insincere, untrustworthy and duplicitous. He also had an unfortunate taste for underage girls, an interesting peccadillo that Babineaux held in reserve and was ready to be deployed should the occasion demand it. It hadn’t, yet, because the mayor was motivated by money even more than his dick. But he had seen the pictures of the man, fat and sweaty, sprawled across beds in flophouses across the city, and there was no way that he would be able to forget them. It pained him that it was necessary to fraternise with such a pervert, but business was business, and, whether Babineaux liked it or not, Mayor Chalcroft was an influential man. It was better to have him inside the tent pissing out than to be outside the tent pissing in.


  “Those houses down in the Lower Ninth—”


  “The charity?”


  “Build It Up. Yes. Those houses. They are in the way.”


  “Yes, I know, you said. I thought it was in hand?”


  “I thought so, too, but apparently not. I’ve tried to buy them out. They rejected the offer. So I tried to explain why it was in their best interests to conclude this amicably, but that hasn’t worked, either.”


  “So?”


  “So, Preston, I’m going to let you decide how to handle them. Your role in our little partnership was to provide me with the land, unencumbered, and with the permit ready to build.”


  “You’ve got the land and the permit.”


  “But they’re worthless until those houses have been cleared. I’ve been looking at this, and you’ve only delivered half of your bargain. And that, in my book, is worse than failing to deliver anything at all.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “You want me to spell it out? Get rid of them.”


  “How?”


  “I don’t care how you do it,” he yelled at him. “Just get it done!”


  The mayor shifted uncomfortably.


  “I needn’t remind you, Preston, that your cut of this project is dependent upon it going ahead.”


  “I’m aware of that. I just…” He frowned, then nodded with unconvincing certitude. “Fine. I’ll deal with it.”


  “Good. Because every day this is dragging out is costing me $1.2 million in fees and interest. I’m prepared to eat that, for now, but by the time we get to the end of next week, I’m not sure I’ll feel so charitable. I’ll start taking it out of your end. Understand, Preston?”


  The mayor looked as if he was about to object, but, then, as he looked up at Babineaux, he realised just in time that that would have been a foolish course of action. “I’ll get rid of them.”


  “See that you do.”


  
    #

  


  MAYOR CHALCROFT emerged into the bright sunlight and the damp wash of the afternoon heat. He was a corpulent man, his temper was up, and he had to bite his lip as his driver held open the door of his sedan for him. How dare Babineaux speak to him like that? He was the mayor of New Orleans, for Christ’s sake. He had won the election in a landslide, the voters loved him, and his mandate ought to have been enough to garner him a little respect. But no, there was no respect. He was ordered hither and thither like an errand boy. No, he thought, it was worse than that. Babineaux had been eloquent with his implications. He was to “get rid” of the men and women who had made their home on Salvation Row. What a dirty little euphemism that was. He knew precisely what he had meant.


  “Chalcroft,” came a voice from behind him.


  He turned. It was Jackson Dubois again. There was a snake of a man, he thought, the perfect lieutenant for Joel Babineaux.


  “Yes, Mr. Dubois?”


  “Mr. Babineaux wanted me to talk to you.”


  “About?”


  “About what you are going to do. Shall we sit in the car?”


  That was rhetorical. Just like his boss, there was no deference about the man, no ‘sir’ or ‘mayor.’ There was no suggestion that this meeting was optional. No suggestion that this would be a conference of equals, an opportunity to exchange ideas. He was about to be told what to do.


  “Fine.”


  He lowered his bulk into the air-conditioned oasis of the cabin and ran his fingers over the leather upholstery. The car was expensive. This one was provided by the city, but, he reminded himself, he had a similar model parked in his garage back home. His wife had the sporty Audi, too, and both cars had been purchased out of the largesse that Babineaux had diverted in his direction. His new home, too, not that far from this one. It would not have been possible without the money that Babineaux had used to grease his palm.


  Their arrangement was simple enough. Preston was an educated man and he knew that their scheme was one that had, in one form or another, been duplicated throughout the ages. He had political power, the ability to grant favours. Babineaux had money. They each had what the other needed. Theirs should have been a relationship of equality, so why did he always feel like Babineaux regarded him as the shit on the bottom of his shoe?


  The scheme that he had suggested was simplicity itself: Babineaux wanted to build on the wreckage that Katrina had strewn behind her. He would build his obscene mall right atop the graves of the New Orleanians who Katrina had killed. In return for a very significant backhander, the mayor would support the proposal in the press and usher it through the planning committees. He had stuffed those panels with his lackeys and, for a small slice of the money that was coming his way, he had ensured that approval was granted. He would also be able to claim the political credit for the regeneration of the area, the hurt of the people displaced by the scheme salved a little by the houses that Babineaux would build for them. Everyone would be a winner.


  Except for the interference of the Build It Up Foundation, it would have been simplicity itself.


  Dubois opened the opposite door and slid inside.


  “Mr. Babineaux suggests that you involve our friends in the police.”


  “How?” He almost sighed it, resigned, all semblance of choice and control disappearing and floating away.


  “He has two suggestions. One that might end things in a neat and tidy way, and one that will be more complicated—messier—but will provide complete finality.”


  “You want to give me a little more to go on?”


  “I will. But we need to see the police.”


  “He doesn’t trust me?”


  “Frankly? No, he doesn’t. But he does trust me. If you do what I say, I’ll make sure this gets sorted out so that you don’t have to worry about things.”


  “Things?”


  Dubois nodded, wearing a guileful smile.


  “The money?”


  “Yes, that, the funding for your re-election campaign, but, more importantly, the publication of photographs that will make clear your unfortunate”—he paused, making a show of searching for the right word—“your unfortunate predilections for underage girls.”


  Chalcroft gaped. The driver chose that moment to lower the dividing partition. “Where to, sir?”


  He paused, helplessly, biting his lip, unable to think about what he would have to do next. He turned to Dubois.


  “The police,” he said firmly.


  He managed to find a way through the panic. Yes, he understood what Babineaux wanted him to do. He considered how that would be achieved for a moment until his thoughts alighted upon just the right man.


  “City Hall,” he said. “And call Detective Peacock. Tell him that I want to see him this afternoon.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  MILTON WAS back at Salvation Row again at seven. The pickup that collected the crew had just drawn up, and the men were hopping down from the back. Izzy was there, too, and, as she saw him, she came across.


  “Did you have a nice evening?” he asked her.


  “What?”


  “Last night. Dinner, with your parents.”


  “Yes,” she said, flustered. “Don’t worry about that. Did they come back?”


  “They came back.”


  “And?”


  “And we had an exchange of views. They told me what they wanted to happen. I told them that they were wasting their time.”


  “And that was it?”


  He shrugged. “I might have had to underline it a little. But the message was received.”


  “I probably shouldn’t ask what that means, right?”


  “Don’t worry. It’s all in hand.”


  “You keep saying that.”


  “Because it is.”


  She didn’t press. That was good. Milton had a plan, and he knew that she wouldn’t approve of it.


  “You and your parents should probably move out for a while.”


  “No,” she said. “No way.”


  “Just for a few days.”


  “They’ll never go for it, John. And I’m not going to start running.”


  This isn’t finished. I can’t say that they won’t come back, and I might not be here next time. You know what happened with your father. He can be a hothead.”


  She nodded. “Yeah.”


  “Just a few days. I think it’s best.”


  “Maybe,” she conceded.


  “You need money?”


  “No,” she said, her eyes flashing. “I got it.”


  “Okay.”


  She paused for a minute, her mood gradually returning. She looked out at the wild jungle that had invaded the lot and shook her head.


  “We’ve been putting this one off. It’s bad.”


  “And you’re not joining us?”


  “It’s tempting”—she grinned—“but I’ve got preparation to do.”


  “For what?”


  “Court. I’ve got a hearing tomorrow.”


  He fumbled for the explanation that she had given him. “Eminent—?”


  “Domain. Trying to clear us off the land. They’ve got to argue against the Fifth Amendment, but they’ve got precedent on their side. It’ll probably come down to a fight about how much compensation we’re due, but I don’t want compensation. None of us want to go. I’m just fighting it off as long as I can. Maybe something will happen in the meantime.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON AND the others started to work, trying to get as much done before the brutal sun had risen too far into the sky. They had only been working for fifteen minutes when two police cars turned the corner and rolled up to a halt next to them. There were three officers in one car and two in the other. Milton drove the blade of his shovel into the tilled earth and wiped the sweat from his eyes. He watched as they consulted on the sidewalk. Izzy came out of the office and watched them, too, meeting them halfway as they walked to the lot.


  “What’s the matter, officer?”


  “Are you in charge here?”


  “Yes.”


  “What’s your name, ma’am?”


  “Isadora Bartholomew. Who are you?”


  “Detective Peacock. NOPD.”


  “What do you want?”


  “We heard that you’ve got illegal migrants on this project. Know anything about that?”


  “No,” Isadora said, but Milton could tell in the stiffening of her shoulders that she was concerned.


  “You have a Pedro Mendoza here?”


  “Yes,” she said. She looked across at the foreman. Milton did, too. Pedro looked back at the officer defiantly.


  “You know that Señor Mendoza has been deported from the United States three times? You know that he has a criminal record? He was convicted in 1999 for possession of cocaine in Harris County, Texas. You know that, Miss Bartholomew?”


  “That’s not true!” Pedro said, his spontaneous vehemence enough for Milton to instinctively believe him.


  “How about Hector Rivas? He work on your crew?”


  “Sure.”


  “Señor Rivas has previously served sixteen months for illegal reentry into the United States.”


  The other policemen had moved around until they were behind them. Now, two men stepped up to Pedro and another two moved up behind Hector. They took out handcuffs.


  “This isn’t necessary,” Izzy protested.


  “It’s not true,” Pedro pleaded with her, turning back to the policeman and then back to Izzy again. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.”


  Milton could feel the atmosphere changing. There had been confusion, but, now that the police had laid out the reason for their visit, there was an undercurrent of incipient violence. The source of the threat wasn’t the workers, it was the police. Hands had been laid upon the handles of batons and rested against the butts of service pistols. It looked as if they were spoiling for a fight.


  The officer turned back to Izzy. “Did you verify their immigration papers, ma’am?”


  “Of course.”


  “Just not very well.”


  “They were checked.”


  Milton could see that Izzy’s temper was flaring. He thought that he knew her well enough by now to know that she would have been diligent about things like that. He could see what she was thinking.


  She was thinking that this was a fix-up.


  He was thinking the same thing.


  “I’m afraid that’s something you’re going to have to argue later. You’re under arrest, too, Miss Bartholomew.”


  Izzy’s temper boiled over, her eyes flashing with anger. One of the officers grasped her shoulder and she turned in his direction, her hand raised. Milton reached across and caught her by the wrist, holding it gently but firmly enough that she couldn’t strike anyone.


  “Take it easy,” he told her quietly.


  “They’re setting us up!”


  “Then you’ll be out in no time.”


  “Take your hands off her, sir,” the cop said.


  Milton squeezed her wrist and released it.


  Peacock started to read the Miranda warning.


  “What if I’m not out?” she said. “I’ve got to get to court.”


  The officer behind her pushed her arms down behind her back and fastened a cuff around her right wrist. “Take it easy,” he said.


  “Get off me!” she protested, trying to free her left arm.


  “Izzy,” Milton said. “Don’t make it worse.”


  She looked at him, held his eye, and he watched as she let the fight drain out of her. She was pushed across the sidewalk to the patrol car, the officer pressing down on her head and manoeuvring her into the back.


  Milton followed.


  “Stay back, sir,” Peacock said.


  “I’ll get you out,” he called.


  The officer turned to him. “And who are you?”


  “John Smith.”


  “You want to come downtown, too?”


  Milton backed away.


  The officer pumped out his chest. “Thought not.”


  Milton watched impotently as the doors of the patrol cars were slammed shut. Pedro was glaring straight ahead. Hector looked as if he was fighting tears. Izzy was looking right at him.


  “Help,” she mouthed through the glass.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  MILTON RAN to his car and followed the two police cruisers back into town. They headed west, crossed the bridge, and then turned onto St. Claude Avenue and, finally, Burgundy Street. The precinct house was a squat, two-storey building, with cruisers parked outside and a phalanx of security cameras arrayed across the whitewashed walls. The windows were behind bars, and the yard at the side was protected by a fence topped with rolls of razor wire.


  He found a space to park a block away and jogged back.


  The precinct house had previously been a post office, and it still retained reminders of its previous use. Antique metal letters over the reception window advertised parcel post services and stamps, and post office boxes lined one wall in the lobby. A plaque inside the door commemorated the building’s completion during the term of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. The waiting room was arranged before a counter that was protected by a screen of Plexiglas. There were rows of chairs bolted to the floor, and the people in the chairs—some lounging, others fidgeting impatiently—gave the place an uncomfortable, antic atmosphere.


  Milton went up to the window. There was a uniformed female officer behind the counter. She looked up at him and then looked down again, making no effort to communicate with him. Milton rested his hands on the counter and waited her out. Eventually, she looked back up at him with a lazy annoyance.


  “Yes?”


  “A friend of mine was brought here.”


  “Lot of people get brought here, sir.”


  “I want to know what’s happening.”


  “Name?”


  “Isadora Bartholomew.”


  “Your name?”


  “John Smith.”


  She swivelled to tap the details into her computer.


  “Miss?” Milton said when she didn’t turn back.


  The woman didn’t look at him. “She’s being booked, Mr. Smith.”


  “When will she—”


  “Take a seat, Mr. Smith,” she spoke over him. “When I hear what’s happening with her, I’ll be sure to let you know.”


  “But what does that—”


  “Take a seat, please, sir. There’s nothing I can do until I hear from the back.”


  
    #

  


  IT TURNED out that the first woman was incompetent or lying, or both. Milton waited two hours and, when nothing happened, he went back up to the window. The woman had been replaced by a male officer and, despite being equally unhelpful, when Milton asked what was happening to Izzy, he reported that she was being detained prior to being booked. He protested, was sent back to wait, and then, when he went back for a third time an hour later, he was told by a third officer that Izzy’s arraignment had been set for three days’ time. In the interim, she was being released on her own recognisance. Milton was about to ask what that meant when a door at the far end of the room opened and Izzy appeared through it.


  He hurried across.


  “Are you all right?”


  She glared straight ahead, the muscles in her face rigid. “What time is it?”


  “Just past midday.”


  “Shit.”


  “What?”


  “Shit, John. I’ve got to be in court in two hours. If I’m not there, they’ll strike out the case. Shit.”


  “What do you need?”


  “To change clothes, to get my stuff. A shower. Shit, shit, shit. I’m never going to be there in time.”


  “Yes, you will,” Milton said. “Come on. I’ll drive you.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON DROVE quickly, but carefully. It was obvious that the campaign against Izzy and the charity was being ratcheted up: the goons that had been sent to scare them, the baseless arrests.


  “I knew the politicians were involved,” Izzy said with a heavy frown. “I guess I can add the police to that, too.”


  “Why didn’t they keep you in until after the hearing?”


  “Because I called my lawyer and she threatened to bring a writ of habeas corpus.”


  “Meaning?”


  “They have to take me to a judge and explain why it’s important that I’m detained without being booked. They know the charges are bogus. A judge would’ve seen right through it, provided they don’t have tame judges, too, and, now I come to think about that—”


  “What about the others?”


  She looked troubled. “I told her that she had to get me out first. I can’t miss this hearing. Hector and Pedro are next. They’ll be out today.”


  Milton kept his eye on the mirrors as she spoke. They had been absorbed into a steady flow of traffic on the bridge, but there was nothing about any of the cars behind them that made him unduly concerned that they were being followed. That didn’t mean that they were alone, of course. A good tail would be impossible to spot in heavy traffic, even for him. To be sure, and to speed up the last leg of the journey back to the house, Milton swung off Highway 39 and onto the grid of streets to the north. Nothing turned off with them. Milton pressed down on the gas and accelerated to the east and Salvation Row.


  He glanced across at Izzy. Her face was still blackened with anger. “When the two men came to the house, what did they say about going to court?”


  “I told you, John.”


  “Tell me again.”


  “That I shouldn’t go. That it wasn’t safe for me.”


  “Nothing else?”


  “Nothing specific. You think they were serious?”


  “Come on, Izzy. Look at what’s happening. They came around, beat your father, and then they came back just like they said they would. The day after that, you’re arrested on trumped-up charges and put in jail. So, do I think they’re serious? Yes, I do. I’m sure of it. And we have to act accordingly.”


  “I’m not letting them scare me off.”


  “And I’m not suggesting that you do. We just need to proceed with caution.”


  “So?”


  “So I’m going to stay with you today.”


  She swivelled in the seat so that she could look across the cabin at him. “No,” she said. “You’re not.”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “How much of what you’ve told me is true?”


  “Izzy—”


  “You better tell me who you really are.”


  “A friend.”


  She shook her head. “No. That’s not good enough. I need to know what you do.”


  “Izzy—”


  “The way you dealt with those two guys. I spoke to Vinnie. He told me what you did. How you took them both out. He said that you’ve got to be police or something like that.”


  “I’m not police.”


  “Okay, you’re not police. So what are you? You either tell me, or I go to court on my own.”


  She was angry from what had happened to her, and he could see that the anger could very quickly be turned onto him if she thought that he was feeding her a line. He gripped the wheel a little tighter, looked dead ahead and clenched his teeth. “All right. I used to be a soldier.”


  “What kind of soldier?”


  “British Special Forces.”


  “What—?”


  “Have you heard of the SAS?”


  “Like Delta?”


  “Sort of like that.”


  “You saw action?”


  He nodded. “I served for twenty years before I got out.”


  “And since then?”


  He was convinced that she would see through his act, the lies that he was telling by omission. “I’ve been drifting around. I have money, I don’t need to work. I have no ties, no one to be responsible for. I’ve just been enjoying life. Seeing the world. I saw you on the TV, like I said. I thought you could do with some help.”


  He could see her reflection in the windshield, faint in the daylight. And he could see that she was still staring at him, unsatisfied.


  “What were you doing in New Orleans before? When we met, during Katrina?”


  “Business.”


  “Army business?”


  “Yes.”


  “Your friend? Mr. Penn?”


  “He was working with me.”


  “Jesus, John. You lied to me.”


  “We were on an anti-terrorist operation. He was in pursuit of the targets. They rammed him. It wasn’t an accident.”


  There was only so much that he could tell her, of course, and that would have to be enough.


  She repeated it, “You lied.”


  “How could I tell you? It was all classified. It’s still classified.”


  She sighed. “I don’t know, John.”


  “That’ll have to do, Izzy. I can’t say any more than that.”


  “You lied. To me and my family.”


  He didn’t let it pass a third time. “No, I didn’t. I was vague. I said that I was on business, and I was. I just didn’t say what my business was.”


  “You know what I mean. It’s the same thing.”


  “If you really think that, then I’m very sorry. But I’m here now. And I want to help. I can help.” He turned to glance at her. “You have to trust me, Izzy. I know that you’re not going to back down, and I know that they’re serious. You need someone to make sure they can’t get to you or to your family. And I can do that.”


  “Is there anything else? Anything at all?”


  He would be truthful, right up to the point where he couldn’t be. “There’s one more thing. My name isn’t Smith. It’s Milton.”


  “You’re joking?”


  “No.”


  “It is John, though? Or isn’t it? Is it something else?”


  “It’s John.”


  “Well, that’s something, I guess.”


  She turned away from him and stared out of the window. He took another quick glance and watched the muscles in her jaw as they clenched and unclenched. She was working out whether she could trust him. Whether she wanted to trust him.


  “All right,” she said. “But just so we’re straight from now on, no secrets and no lies. Okay?”


  “Okay,” Milton said.


  No secrets. No lies. That was a tall order, but, he determined, he would be as true to her as he could.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  JACKSON DUBOIS would much rather not have been involved, but Melvin and Chad had made a mess of a simple task before, and he didn’t want to take the chance that they would err for a second time. He had received a telephone call from Chalcroft’s man in the NOPD earlier that morning to tell him that Isadora Bartholomew had been released. That was an unfortunate development. Dubois had rather hoped that Isadora would be detained a little longer, preferably long enough for the lawyers to strike out her case against the city’s eminent domain proceedings. That hadn’t happened. Her preparation would have been disrupted, and that was good, but Joel had been very clear that the case could not be allowed to drag out. The odds of ensuring that didn’t happen were much better if she wasn’t there at all.


  Getting the mayor to involve the police was supposed to have solved things.


  It hadn’t.


  Annoying, but not irretrievable.


  Dubois liked to be prepared.


  There was always a Plan B.


  He was going to have to change things a little.


  His car was parked alongside the Industrial Canal, the watercourse that marked the western boundary of the Lower Ninth. The canal had been one of the first to be breached during the hurricane, pouring its waters into the streets around and about. The Army Corps of Engineers had restored the levee, but Dubois couldn’t help but think that what they had done could only ever be a Band-Aid. He would not have chosen to build a multimillion-dollar development on land that was forever at risk of flooding, but, he reminded himself, Joel had found his success by taking calculated gambles like this. He knew what he was doing, had demonstrated that over the course of his career a hundred times. Dubois wasn’t going to doubt him.


  Dubois looked into the rear-view mirror as Melvin Fryatt’s Lexus pulled up behind him. He pressed his two-hundred-dollar sunglasses onto his face, opened the car, and stepped out into the broiling sun.


  Fryatt lowered the window. “Morning, boss.”


  “You’re late.”


  “Traffic.”


  Dubois could smell the crack fumes through the open window. He doubted himself again. There were other men he could have hired for this job. But, he reminded himself, it should have been easy. It should have been child’s play. And these two degenerates, scum that he had scooped out of the septic tank of the city’s underworld, they would not be missed when the time came to finally rid himself of them.


  “How do you want us to do this?”


  “She’s at her place now. She’ll get changed, grab whatever she needs, and then she’ll head to the courthouse.”


  “Alright,” Melvin said. “So we go there now, pull her off the street, put her in the car, and take her out to the bayou. Easy.”


  “No,” Dubois said. “You’ve already messed this up once. I’m not going to give you a chance to mess it up again. And that’s too obvious. She’s with the English guy you met the other night. She’s probably going to have him with her all day.”


  “So?”


  “They’ll take North Claiborne. Even if she’s careful, runs through the streets to the north, she’s got to go over the bridge. You two wait on the other side on Poland Avenue. You wait for her car to come over.”


  “And then?”


  “Then you take care of her. Both of them.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON PARTED the curtains a little and looked out of the window. The street outside was clear in both directions.


  “John?”


  He turned. Izzy was making her way down the stairs. She had showered, and her hair was still damp. She had changed into a simple black dress and shoes with kitten heels. Her skin looked healthy and vibrant, and her eyes beamed with determination. She was not going to be daunted by Babineaux’s threats. That was good. Milton hated bullies, and he especially hated bullies who strong-armed people to do their bidding.


  But, he noted, her spunk made things trickier for him, too. She was headstrong and tenacious, and that meant it might be more difficult for him to persuade her to act with the circumspection that would make it more difficult for them to get at her.


  “Did you speak to your parents?”


  “Yes.”


  “And?”


  “And it wasn’t easy. They didn’t want to do it, but I think I persuaded them. I got two rooms at the Comfort Inn. They’re going to go over there this morning.”


  “Good. And are you ready?”


  “Yes,” she said. “I just need my case.”


  She went into her father’s study and returned with a lawyer’s case, the tendons in her arm bulging from its weight.


  Milton took it from her. It was heavy. “What’s in here?”


  “My files.” She smiled.


  Milton unlocked the door and went outside. He looked up and down the street. Still quiet.


  “What kind of files?” he said.


  “Case law. Precedents. Notes of what I want to say.”


  Milton wasn’t really listening. He wanted her to think he was relaxed enough to have a conversation, and he wanted her to talk so that she might forget how much danger she was in. Instead of listening, he was focusing on every little detail. The other houses. The cars parked on the street, simple enough to hide inside. The traffic passing at the junctions to the left and right. Everything looked normal. That didn’t mean Milton was prepared to relax.


  “Wait inside until I get the car started,” he said.


  “John—”


  “Wait.”


  He started down the path. He reached his car. He had been watching the street the whole time, but, just to be sure, he dropped down to his knees and craned his neck down, checking the underside, looking for something that shouldn’t be there. He had used magnetic mines himself, many times, and it would only have taken a moment for someone to fix one to the chassis and hurry away down the street. It all looked clear. He opened the door to the back and slid the case onto the seat. He shut the door and walked around the car to the driver’s side, vigilantly scanning up and down.


  Still nobody, at least no one that he could see.


  He fired up the engine and leaned across to open the passenger door. Izzy came out of the house, locked the door, and hurried down the path. She slid inside next to him and slammed the door. He released the brake and dabbed the accelerator. They started to roll away from the curb, Milton gradually increasing their speed, heading west.


  “You have a precedent that says they can’t do what they want to do?”


  He swivelled his head left and right.


  He checked the mirrors.


  Still nothing.


  “The law’s different from state to state. Louisiana is pretty good for them, but it’s not a slam dunk. Like I said, I just need to delay things as long as I can. It doesn’t cost me anything but time. Every time they send their team of lawyers down, it’s costing them thousands. It adds up, even for them.”


  “So what’s going to happen?”


  “This morning? I’m going to argue for an adjournment.”


  “On what basis?”


  She started to talk about unfair process, case law, legal principles that Milton did not understand and had little interest in. She was distracting herself, relaxing, which was exactly what he wanted. He made all the right noises as she spoke, but his attention was focussed outside.


  It was four and a half miles from Salvation Row to the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeal at 410 Royal Street. Milton’s smartphone suggested that they would have to pass to the west through the Lower Ninth Ward, cross the Industrial Canal via the bridge, and then follow the curve of the Mississippi. Google suggested that traffic was reasonable for this time of the day, and that the journey should take twenty minutes from point to point.


  Milton reached the corner of Caffin Avenue, slowed the car, looked left and right, and then pulled out again. They rolled through the grid of streets in the Lower Ninth, eerie and empty, the buildings flattened, with vegetation running wild. They reached the junction with North Claiborne Avenue. Milton knew that they would have to take the main road eventually, but it was the most obvious route, and he wanted to defer it for as long as he could. Instead of turning onto it, he swung right and followed North Derbigny Street. The street ran alongside the main drag, but was much quieter. They crossed Choctaw, Andry, Lizardi, Forstall, Reynes, and Tennessee. Milton slowed at the junction. Ahead of them were two more blocks, then a margin of waste ground covered with scrub and brush, and then, beyond, the levee that held back the canal. He swung the car to the south and followed Tennessee to the tall struts of the bridge. The on-ramp was located at the end of the street. He merged with the traffic and turned to the west again.


  The traffic began to build, slowing at the choke points. Milton began to feel uncomfortable. If the traffic jammed on the bridge, there would be no way for him to get off of it in the event that they were attacked. He glanced back in the mirror at the line of cars, jostling behind them.


  If they were being followed, if they stopped, if they became trapped, if, if, if…


  He looked ahead. The bridge offered two lanes, going east and west, and one of the lanes ahead was blocked. He could see the stream of traffic in the lane nearest to the edge was stopped, spilling around an obstacle. A breakdown? Something worse? Milton bullied his way into the other lane and, just like that, the traffic suddenly eased. Milton was able to accelerate to twenty. He glanced at a car that had rear-ended the one in front, causing the blockage. They were quickly onto the bridge and then they were across it, the morning sun flashing into the mirror as he looked back again.


  Izzy looked at her watch. “We’re going to make it.”


  “Of course. You better start thinking about what you’re going to say.”


  They came off the bridge, passing over the tangle of railroad lines that carried freight north and south. They moved on, the road fringed now with unkempt grass on the right and irregularly spaced palm trees and iron railings on the left. The junction with Poland Avenue was a wide crossroads, power and telecoms lines strung up overhead, with a broad arm suspending the traffic lights ahead of them. The lights were on red, and Milton slowed to a halt. They were four cars back, easily close enough to the lights to make it through when they next turned to green. Milton had a good view to the left and right. There was a series of one-storey buildings on the far side of the road, facing them. A wide space of open land to the right, an empty warehouse behind that, a realtor’s sign advertising OFFICE SPACE FOR LEASE. The traffic on Poland was lighter than on Claiborne. There was still a queue of perhaps thirty vehicles patiently filtering through the lights. There was a bus shelter. A group of people, dressed cheaply, waiting for their bus. Nothing that looked amiss.


  Milton started to think about what he was going to have to do next. He would stay with her for the moment, keep her out of harm’s way until he was able to formulate a plan to take the fight to the people who wanted her and the charity out of the Lower Ninth. He had some ideas about how he might do that, but it was going to take time to organise. A few days, maybe a week. He would have to guard her until then. Milton had been trained in bodyguarding during his time in the regiment. There had been assignments during his service in the Group when he had been deployed to protect rather than to kill. He remembered a month that he had spent in Iraq, working under the cover of an oilfield analyst, his purpose there really to guard the chief executive of British Petroleum against threats made on his life. There had been another assignment, nearer to the start of his career, when he had protected an arms dealer in Tokyo against the possibility of assassination by the Triads. You concentrated on the job, you acted proactively, you assumed the worst at all times.


  The lights went to green.


  The traffic pulled ahead.


  Milton allowed a small gap to grow between the second car and his Buick and then pressed down on the gas.


  The first and second cars passed by the grass verge that bisected the four lanes of Poland Avenue and continued along North Claiborne Avenue.


  Milton had turned his head to the right, looking north, when he heard the roar of an engine revving. He turned his head to the left, too late, and saw the Lexus as it detached from the line of traffic and pelted at them. He punched the gas, just quick enough so that the Encore bolted ahead. The Lexus smashed into the offside rear wing with a grinding metallic screech, spinning the Buick around so that the car was facing south right down Poland Avenue, then north straight up it. The side airbags deployed, a whooshing detonation, the soft pillows expanding in an instant and blocking Milton’s view out of the left-hand side of the car. He saw Izzy thrown against the other side, the impact taken on her shoulder, her head just grazing the glass. The car came to a stop, pointing at the buildings on the side of the road farthest from the bridge and the canal.


  He knew at once that he was uninjured. The car had advanced just enough to spare him the impact that would probably have killed him. Izzy was most likely unhurt, too, but he had no time to check. He turned all the way around and looked over his right shoulder. The Lexus had bounced off with the impact and had plowed across the grass, smashing through the realtor’s sign. The front offside wing had taken the brunt of the impact, and was torn and folded inwards. Steam was pouring out of the radiator.


  The Buick had stalled in the crash. Milton reached for the ignition, his eyes still on the mirror as both front doors of the Lexus opened and two men got out. One black, one white. It was too far to make out details, and Milton didn’t have time to study them, but he knew who they were.


  “Milton!” Izzy gasped.


  The engine turned over, but didn’t start.


  He looked back in the mirror, saw that both men were jogging over to them.


  He saw pistols.


  Come on.


  “Milton—are you okay?”


  He turned the key again.


  The engine spluttered.


  He turned it again.


  Izzy turned, saw the men, and shrieked.


  Come on.


  The engine turned over, caught, and roared as Milton stood on the gas. The rubber gripped the asphalt, fresh glass spilling out of the smashed windows as it surged ahead and bounced over the curb. The sound of the first shot and the crunch as it bit into the chassis were almost simultaneous. The car changed up to second, the engine whining as it reached thirty. It handled badly, dragging to the left, but the impact seemed to have missed the wheel and, if the axle had been damaged, it wasn’t bad enough to prevent the car from moving.


  The second shot shattered the rear window and then the front as it passed through the cabin, bisecting the two front seats.


  Milton swung the wheel to the left, bounced across the grassy verge, and put a line of traffic between them and the shooters. He swung the wheel left again, skidding into the junction of Poland and North Roman.


  “Are you okay?” he asked her, sweeping glass out of his lap.


  “Yes.” She prodded her neck and shoulders with her fingers. “I think so. I feel sick.”


  “It’s shock. It’ll pass.”


  “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine.”


  The airbags on Milton’s side of the car were already deflated, the last remnants of air escaping with a soft, sibilant hiss.


  “It was them,” she said. “I saw them.”


  He nodded. “The two from before.”


  “The ones who came to the house.”


  “Yes.”


  “They tried to kill us.”


  Milton allowed himself a grim little smile. Civilians often had a habit of stating the blindingly obvious after something outrageous. “I’d say so.”


  “Are you laughing?”


  “No,” he said. “But someone really doesn’t want you to get to court.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON PULLED up next to the courthouse. It was a grand building, five storeys tall, built in the 1940s of Georgia marble. The building covered the length of the city block, a dominating structure of towering stone piers and tall leaded windows. Cast-iron grille work covered the lower windows and doors. Above the arched entries were carved stone spandrels depicting eagles and weaponry. There were crenellated battlements high above where overfed pigeons made their roosts, depositing their guano on the pedestrians below. Izzy had explained that the Fourth Circuit of the Louisiana Court of Appeals was the judicial body with appellate jurisdiction over civil matters, matters referred from family and juvenile courts, and the criminal cases that were triable by jury. Izzy’s appeal of the city’s case to take the charity’s land had ended up here.


  Milton got out.


  “What are you doing?”


  He scanned left and right. There were a few pedestrians going about their business. A handful of people were climbing the steps into the building, the door held open for a man and a woman who were coming out. The parked cars looked empty. It looked like a normal afternoon. Nothing unusual. Nothing out of the ordinary. Milton knew that the men that had tried to kill them would try again, but they would need time to plan. They wouldn’t have expected them to have escaped the last attempt. They shouldn’t have escaped. He had been negligent. He had been careful, but not careful enough.


  And Izzy could have died because of it.


  He wouldn’t make that mistake twice.


  “Milton?”


  “I’m walking you to the door.”


  She looked back at the Buick. The wing had been badly damaged and the fender had been halfway torn off, one end of it scraping against the road. “You can’t leave that there.”


  “It’s a hire car,” he said. “There was a crash. Not my fault. I’ll get another.”


  “But—”


  “Don’t argue. Come on.”


  He took the heavy case from the back and crossed the sidewalk. She followed and they climbed the steep flight of steps to the main entrance.


  “You can’t nanny me all day, John.”


  He ignored her. “Which way?”


  She frowned at him, but didn’t push it. “Court eighteen.” She pointed along the corridor. “This way.”


  Milton went first, pulling the case behind him. The court had the quiet sepulchral air that buildings like this often had, the men and women who circulated around its corridors doing so silently or in hushed, charged semi-whispers. The interior would have been grand, once, with the wide expanse of marble and granite, but now it was dusty and shabby, a reflection on how the very notion of municipality had fallen into disrepair. Katrina had put on a very stark practical demonstration of what local government could and could not achieve, and its abject failure in the face of that test had meant a loss of faith that would never be made right.


  They reached court eighteen. There was a man standing there. Milton recognised him. Jackson Dubois. He was dressed in an expensive suit and, as he saw them turn the corner and approach, his face fell. Milton glanced over at Izzy. Her face had hardened with determination.


  “Didn’t think we’d be here?” she asked him.


  The man extended his arm so that his sleeve rode up, revealing a big expensive Rolex. “Ten minutes late, Miss Bartholomew. The judge is unhappy.”


  “We had difficulties getting here. But I expect you know all about that.”


  The man said nothing.


  “This is Mr. Dubois, John,” Izzy said, her tone laced with derision. “He works for Mr. Babineaux.”


  Dubois looked at Milton with unmasked distaste. “And who are you, John?”


  Milton took a step forward. He was the same height as Dubois and of similar build. Milton could see that he was in excellent shape. His jacket draped off wide shoulders, his belt cinched around a narrow waist, and the muscles were obvious through the fabric of his trousers. Dubois looked at him, perhaps preparing to say something, but, if he was, the words died on his lips. Milton knew the effect that he could have on others. His eyes, the coldest blue, nuggets of pure ice, were devoid of emotion and empathy. He had fixed murderers in his gelid stare and watched the arrogance and pep drain from their faces in the moments before he killed them.


  But Dubois was made of sterner stuff. He didn’t back down.


  “I don’t know you.”


  “Lucky for you,” Milton said.


  “You’re very full of yourself, aren’t you?”


  “A word of advice, Mr. Dubois? Fuck off.”


  Dubois paused, weighing Milton up. He looked at Izzy, back at Milton again and, deciding that there was no profit in extending the confrontation, he returned inside.


  Milton turned to Izzy. She was looking at him with an expression that he found difficult to read. Amusement, admiration, something else?


  “What?” he said with exaggerated innocence.


  She laughed. “You’re full of surprises, John.”


  “Go and do your thing.”


  She collected the case, but paused at the door. “And, what? You’ll stay here?”


  “That’s right. As long as it takes.”


  He expected her to protest again, but she didn’t. She was independent and proud, but she wasn’t stupid. Perhaps, he wondered, she had grasped now that the threat against her was real. The men at the house, the cops, the crash on the way to court…there was a pattern of escalation that she couldn’t deny, or, if she was wise, ignore. She looked as if she was ready to accept his help.


  “It might take a few hours.”


  “Not a problem,” he said. “Go on. Give ’em hell.”


  She smiled warmly at him, took the case and wheeled it into the courtroom.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  MILTON SAT on the bench outside the courtroom for two hours. He got up after the first hour to stretch his legs and, curious, he opened the outer door and went through into the small lobby that separated the courtroom from the corridor. There was a narrow vertical window in each of the leather-padded double doors, and they offered a view of the interior. The room was large, with a vaulted ceiling and black polished marble wainscoting. There were six rows of wooden pews for members of the public and the lawyers, a passageway cutting through the middle and then, at the front, desks for the judge and the clerk. Old Glory and the Louisiana state flag were hung behind the desk. The carpeting was a distasteful mauve, patterned with fleurs-de-lis, and the walls were in need of a fresh coat of paint. The benches and desks looked old and unloved, too. It was shabby and unimpressive and, in that drab context, Isadora looked dazzling.


  She was on her feet, speaking with furious animation, her hands punctuating her points with broad gestures and sudden stabs. Milton couldn’t hear what she was saying, save the occasional word, but her vehemence was as obvious as the anger in her face. He turned to the phalanx of lawyers she was facing. Dubois was behind them, his face clouded with annoyance. Whatever she was saying, Milton thought, it was causing him concern.


  Milton was outside again when the proceedings drew to a close. Babineaux’s lawyers emerged first. Two men and a woman, each immaculately dressed. Behind them came a small team of clerks and juniors. Milton counted ten people in total. They were discussing what had just happened as they swept by him, so he couldn’t make out much of the conversation. The tone was self-evident: angry and indignant. Dubois came out after them, a phone pressed to the side of his head. He glanced at Milton, but walked on without stopping.


  Isadora emerged into the corridor five minutes later. She immediately set off down the corridor, so wrapped up in whatever had just happened that she walked right by him.


  Milton stood and caught up with her. “Hello,” he called out.


  She stopped. “Sorry.”


  “Well? How did it go?”


  “As well as I could’ve hoped.”


  “Meaning?”


  “I got an adjournment. Three days. The judge wants to see a lot more evidence of why the development is for the good of the public. A full report, plus an environmental survey. They’re both going to be very expensive.”


  “But they can get them to say what they need?”


  She shrugged. “Of course. If you’ve got money, you can get anything you want.”


  “You’re not concerned?”


  “It’s three more days, John. A lot can happen in three days.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON DROVE Izzy to the Comfort Inn. He told her to stay there, get an early dinner in the restaurant maybe, and she said that she would. He waited outside for five minutes, acclimatising himself to the atmosphere, and then, satisfied that there was no immediate threat, he took the damaged Encore back to Hertz. He explained that he had been involved in a fender bender, left them his details so that the case could be investigated, and walked the three blocks south to the branch of Avis. He hired a Toyota Corolla and set off to the northwest, heading out of the city. He stopped at the same Walmart he remembered from before, bought a shovel and a pair of bolt cutters, and continued on his way.


  He followed I-10 all the way to Laplace. He recalled the drive from before. The weather had been different then, starkly different, with today’s scorching sunshine replacing the torrential downpour that had heralded Katrina’s arrival. He saw evidence, even this far removed from that day, that bore witness to the terrible damage that the storm had inflicted. Whole groves of trees had been flattened. The occasional building, its roof peeled off, had been left to rot rather than being repaired.


  He drove until he reached the beginnings of the Maurepas Swamp, turning off on the I-55 and then finding the right-hand turn into the bayou that he remembered from before. He drove on, passing spreads of bull tongue, cattail, stands of American elm, sugarberry, water and obtusa oak. The road followed the spine of a ridge that rose out of the swamp, and Milton wondered whether the area would have flooded more intensively during the storm. Probably, he thought. That might make his chances of a successful trip less likely. Only one way to find out.


  He drove along the road, the surface bone dry and rutted now rather than the hungry quagmire that had sucked at his wheels when he had last been here. He followed until it became a single track, slowing to a halt when he saw the spreading boughs of the big maple with its vivid red foliage. He collected the shovel and set off. He found the cypress grove at the edge of the narrow clearing and the large boulder in the middle, piercing the greensward like a snaggled tooth. He put his back to the rock, measured out three steps back into the clearing, and started to dig.


  He had left his rifle in the airport’s luggage storage, but it was registered to him, and that made it useless for what he knew that he might need to do. He didn’t know whether the cache would still be there. The regional quartermasters moved them from time to time, depending upon the security of the locations. There would be no real blowback should a cache be discovered, no obvious way to tie them back to Group Fifteen, but having a trunk full of high-powered weapons go missing had the potential to be damaging if they were required and no longer there. This one could have been discovered, it could have been compromised during the storm, but there was no way of telling without coming out here and digging it up.


  Milton had to work harder this time. The ground had been baked for weeks, and the effort of cutting through the hard crust, together with the almost liquid humidity, meant that he was quickly dripping with sweat. Progress was a little easier once he got down into the softer soil and, soon after he did, the tip of his shovel bounced back off of something solid. He drove it down again and heard the metallic ching. He determined the proportions of the item, excavated the earth from atop it, and then dug around it until he could see the handles. He tossed his shovel aside, stepped down into his freshly dug trench, and dragged the trunk out of the ground.


  He took the bolt cutters, placed the jaws around the hasp of the padlock, and squeezed the levers together. The hasp was sheared through, and the padlock dropped to the ground. Milton opened the trunk. The contents had been refreshed since his previous visit. The M16 was still there and there was a long rifle and a fresh Sig Sauer P226 to replace the one that he had taken. He hadn’t been able to properly assess the threat that Izzy faced, but the attack on the way to court was ample evidence of her enemies’ determination, so Milton was minded to err on the side of overpreparedness rather than run the risk of being caught outgunned. He took the M16 and laid it on the ground. He collected the P226 and pushed it beneath his belt, the steel sliding down into the small of his back. There was a Heckler and Koch MP5 machine pistol, the abbreviated version, and he took that, too. He added a pair of LUCIE night vision goggles and ammunition for all of the firearms and then, making two trips, ferried everything to the Corolla.


  He returned to the trunk and took out one of the waterproof polythene baggies. He opened it, sliding his finger between the seal, and pulled out a block of bank notes. It was twenty thousand dollars. There were fifty bags in total, each containing twenty grand. A million bucks. Milton dropped the cash in the trunk of the Corolla atop the weapons.


  He pushed the trunk back into the gash in the earth, shovelled the spoil over the top of it and, covered in dust and dirt, went back to the car. He tossed the shovel and the bolt cutters into the back, started the engine, and turned around to head back for the city.


  
    #

  


  MILTON BOUGHT a change of clothes from the same Walmart that he had visited earlier, and then returned to the motel. He parked the Corolla, reversing right up against a wall that was wreathed in bougainvillea so that it was impossible to get to the trunk to open it. He would not be able to transfer the bulky weapons into his room without being noticed, and he wanted to have them close at hand. He locked the car, went to his room, and showered until the grime and muck had been washed from his body and hair. He dressed in his new clothes, stuffing the old ones in the Walmart bag and dumping them in the trash can outside. He field-stripped the P226, checking that it was still in good condition after being in the ground, reassembled it and pushed it into his waistband. Then, feeling fresher and better prepared than he had all day, he took his cellphone and sent an email. Then he called a taxi and asked the driver to take him into the city.


  He found an Internet café, Krewe de Brew, bought an hour’s worth of credit, and took a unit in the middle of the room, not obviously observed by any security cameras. He opened a browser and opened two windows. One for his Gmail account, stuffed full of spam in the months since he had last checked it. The other for a forum dedicated to the music of The Smiths. He concentrated on the latter, logging on with his old account and checking that the account was still linked to his Gmail address. The fansite had been online for nearly twenty years, and he remembered it from the last time he had relied upon it. It had been busier then, but there was still enough traffic for his simple message—a careful, precise extolment of Morrissey—to pass unnoticed amid the usual traffic. In truth, Group Fifteen had appropriated the forum and others like it as modern-day dead drops. It had been monitored by certain operatives in the employ of Group Fifteen, but that was two years ago now, and Milton had no idea whether that was still the case.


  He didn’t want the Group.


  He wanted someone else.


  Five minutes passed, and then ten. Milton was almost ready to conclude that he had struck out when he refreshed his Gmail account for a final time and noticed that he had a new message.


  He opened it and saw a single HTML link.


  No comment, no explanation, just the link.


  He clicked, and a chat window opened.


  The cursor blinked, and then scurried across the screen.


  —Who is this?


  —Number Six.


  There was a long pause. Milton watched the cursor blinking.


  —Fuck off.


  —I’m serious.


  —Wait.


  Milton did as he was told. He stared at the screen, at the blinking cursor, at the decals that had been stuck to the edges and at the graffiti that had been scratched into the old case.


  —Shit. Number Six. I believe you.


  —You’re sure about that?


  —I can see you. The webcam. You haven’t masked your IP.


  Milton gazed at the top of the screen, at the tiny black hole almost invisible against the black bezel. He thought about Ziggy Penn, somewhere in the world, hijacking the webcam and God knew what else besides. He thought of his face, filling Ziggy’s monitor, and he smiled and gave a tiny wave with his fingers.


  There was a pause before the characters filled the next line, more quickly now, a rush of them as, somewhere, Ziggy’s fingers flew across a keyboard.


  —Ground rules. All non-negotiable. No names, under any circumstances. Nothing that could be used for ID. No chat. This isn’t a secure medium. You read the news, you’ll understand.


  —Understood.


  —What do you want?


  —Help.


  —I’m not in that game anymore.


  —Neither am I.


  —I heard. So?


  —You know where I am?


  A pause.


  —Yes. New Orleans. 1610 St. Charles Avenue. Third row from the back, second unit from the wall.


  —And you remember Katrina?


  There was another pause. Milton stared at the screen for thirty seconds, still nothing, and he wondered whether Ziggy had signed out.


  Three characters appeared, the cursor blinking after the last.


  —Yes.


  —The people who helped us. Who saved your life. They need us.


  —I told you. I’m not in that game anymore.


  —For this, you are. You owe them. Don’t make me come and find you.


  —Like you could find me.


  Milton smiled at the webcam.


  —Want to gamble on that?


  A pause, and then:


  —LOL LOL LOL LOL LOL LOL.


  There was another pause, the longest yet, and Milton was convinced that he had gone too far and had scared him off. He stared at the little camera, knowing very well the effect that his eyes had when he fixed them like this, deadened, cold, full of the promise of ice.


  —FFS, Six, this is ridiculous.


  —It’s easy. And I’ll make it worth your while.


  —How much?


  Milton tried to find a number that would work. Not so much that he would reduce his capital—he had other uses for that, after all—but not too little that Ziggy would dismiss it.


  —10k.


  —20.


  —Okay.


  —Plus expenses.


  —Reasonable expenses.


  —What do you want?


  —Where are you now?


  —Don’t be silly. Just tell me what you need.


  —I need you to get on the next plane to New Orleans.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  JACKSON DUBOIS parked his Jaguar on River Road, beneath the Huey P. Long Bridge. The struts of the structure ascended high overhead. To the left was a grassy bank topped by a wire-mesh fence and then, beyond that, the river. To the right was a rough parking lot filled with the vehicles from the construction crews that were tending to the bridge’s feeble structure. There were pickups, several temporary cabins, a row of Port-A-Johns and, stretching above them, a crane.


  Dubois got out of the car, collected a flashlight from the glove compartment, and walked into the yard. He felt the comforting bulk of his shoulder-holstered pistol, and he still had the combat shotgun in the car. He didn’t expect trouble, but there was no sense in going into a situation unprepared.


  He saw the shape of the man leaning against the side of a Ford. He swung the light up into his face.


  “All right, pal,” Detective Peacock said. “Put it down.”


  “Dragging me all the way out into the boonies, this better be good.”


  “You want us to be seen together? Your boss want that?”


  Dubois felt his temper bubbling. He bit his tongue.


  “Anyway,” Peacock went on, “you’re gonna want to hear this. Your friend. The English guy. I got something on him.”


  “Who is he?”


  “His name is John Milton.”


  Dubois frowned. “They said his name was Smith.”


  “Not true. I’m guessing a lot of the stuff he says isn’t true.”


  “All right—go on.”


  “I know that there’s more to him than meets the eye.”


  “I don’t have time for twenty questions. Specifically?”


  “Can’t say for sure, but it looks like he’s worked for the bureau before—”


  “The bureau?”


  “—I think as a confidential informant.”


  “Informing on what?”


  “Haven’t been able to find that out.”


  “That doesn’t make me very confident.”


  “Whatever it is, it’s been sealed pretty tight.”


  “So, what? He’s a criminal? Giving evidence for amnesty?”


  “Don’t necessarily mean that. A CI could just be someone with information that he’d only give on the condition that he was kept out of whatever it was. Impossible to say. I’m still looking, but don’t hold your breath.”


  “That’s useless. What are we supposed to do with that?”


  Peacock ignored him. “The other thing I found,” he said instead, “is that he does have a record. Arrested in Texas last year. They think he might have come across the border. Got into a brawl, knocked out a couple of local toughs, one was the sheriff’s son. They were going to throw the book at him until he got pulled out by an FBI agent who—get this—turns out not to be an agent after all.”


  “So, he either works for the feds or he doesn’t work for the feds. That makes him… what?”


  “Like I said. Until I know better, someone to be careful of.”


  “How do you know all this?”


  “Got a couple of friends in the bureau. They owe me a few favours, I called them in. Very reliable.”


  Dubois straightened his jacket. “It’s more questions than answers,” he said, making no effort to hide his disdain.


  “Yeah, well, that’s life. And I don’t answer to you or your boss.”


  “Mayor Chalcroft answers to Mr. Babineaux,” Dubois corrected. “And your boss answers to the mayor. That means you answer to us, Detective. Mr. Babineaux has high standards, and, frankly, I’d be embarrassed to bring this to him like this. I want to see better results next time.”


  “Yeah,” the detective said, “and I’d like to fuck Scarlett Johansson, except that ain’t gonna happen.”


  Dubois already had his cellphone out of his pocket by the time he was in his car again. He thumbed through the contacts until he found the number for Melvin Fryatt. He pressed call and put the phone to his ear.


  
    #

  


  JACKSON DUBOIS arranged to meet Fryatt and Crossland in the Lower Ninth. They were waiting for him on Surekote Road. The road had been abandoned, with vegetation reaching up high into the air. The tumbledown houses that were still standing had been claimed by nature, and the empty lots where shacks had been washed away thronged with substantial growth. Dubois rolled up behind their car and killed the engine. He could see them both inside. He wound down the window and sampled the atmosphere. He could hear the bass of a distant boom box, the buzz of the city, the chirping of the nocturnal wildlife that had claimed the street for its own. There was no one else around.


  That was good.


  The two of them got out of their car. Melvin came up to him. The white guy, Chad, pimp rolled behind him.


  Dubois stayed in his car. The two of them came up to the open window.


  “Just you,” Dubois said, pointing to Melvin.


  “Say what?” Chad protested.


  “Say get the fuck back into the car, you fucking junkie.”


  Chad looked as if he was going to protest, but Melvin turned back to him and said something that Dubois couldn’t hear. He shrugged, his expression morose, and did as he was told.


  “Get in, Melvin.”


  He came around the car and got into the passenger seat.


  “What happened?”


  “She got away.”


  “I know that, Melvin. I saw that. What I want to know is how it happened.”


  “I don’t know, man. We hit the car, but I guess we didn’t get it good enough. We came out to finish her off, but the car drove off. I put a couple of rounds into it, but, well, you know…”


  “It was a simple thing to do, Melvin. Very simple.”


  “We tried, man. I don’t know what else I can say.”


  “You know what? It doesn’t matter.”


  “You’re not mad about it?”


  “I’m not happy, but mistakes happen. This time, I’ll let it ride. There won’t be a next time, though. You hear me?”


  “Sure, boss. Thanks. No more fuck-ups, I got it.”


  “There’s something else you can help me with, and then we’re done.”


  Dubois took out the printout of the photograph that Travis Peacock had given him and laid it on the dash.


  “The man who attacked you. Is this him?”


  Melvin squinted at it, his brow clenching into an angry frown. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s him. That’s the motherfucker. Dude was driving the car today, too. Who is he?”


  “Do you think he’d recognise you if he saw you again?”


  “Probably,” Melvin said. “Dude was talking to us, like you and me are talking, right before he hit me upside of my head.”


  Dubois took the photograph. “Thank you, Melvin.”


  “That it?”


  “That’s all I needed to know. We’re done here. I’ll be in touch.”


  Melvin shrugged, knowing better than to outstay his welcome, pushed the door all the way open, and stepped out. He closed the door, rapped his knuckles against the roof, and slouched back to his car.


  Dubois corkscrewed in his seat and reached down into the footwell between the back and front seats. He picked up the shotgun that he had laid down carefully before setting off that evening, opened the door and, the gun held loosely before him, walked briskly to the other car. It was gloomy, the street lit by the glimmer of the moon overhead, and it was only when Melvin started his engine and flicked on his headlamps that he and Chad could see that they had just a few seconds left to live.


  Dubois raised the combat shotgun. It was a semi-automatic, tubular magazine-fed weapon chambered for twelve-gauge cartridges, and allowed the shooter to apply a rapid rate of fire over a large area. It was also very accurate for a weapon with a reputation for being indiscriminate. The choke barrel was about the same diameter as a dime and, up to ten feet away, the pattern of the buckshot wouldn’t stray outside the edges of a six-inch circle. Dubois fired it from the waist. The first shot shattered the windshield, hitting Melvin. The second spread drilled Chad. The third and fourth shots were, in all likelihood, superfluous. But since Dubois had not gotten to be as successful as he was by being lackadaisical, he fired them both anyway.


  When he had finished, the windshield was completely gone and the two men had been blown to pieces.


  He stepped up to the car to make doubly sure, returned to his vehicle, put the shotgun in the trunk, and took out a five-gallon gas can that he had filled at the Shell station he had passed earlier. He went back to the car, unscrewed the cap and upended the can, sloshing the pungent liquid over the upholstery and both bodies. He emptied it completely, took a packet of matches from his pocket and, tearing one off, lit it and flicked it into the interior. The flames took hold immediately, curling up to the roof and spewing thick black smoke out of the open windshield.


  Dubois waited for a moment to make sure that the fire had taken hold and then went back to his Jaguar. He started the engine, put the car into drive, and drove away.


  Chapter Thirty


  ZIGGY PENN’S apartment block was in the heart of Tokyo’s exclusive Yoyogi district. The enormous city was not a particularly green place and, because Yoyogi was near to one of the largest municipal parks, it had become one of the more expensive places to live. It was sandwiched between the busy Shinjuku and Shibuya neighbourhoods, but the price of living there meant that it was quieter than both.


  Ziggy limped back from the convenience store, two polythene shopping bags clasped in each hand. One bag held two litre bottles of diet Coke, practically the only thing that Ziggy drank. The other had four tubes of Pringles. It was six in the morning, and Ziggy had been up all night. That was the way that he usually worked, starting his daily endeavours when other people were going home for the day. He looked around as he approached the entrance to the block and watched the suited salarymen emerge from the lobbies of blocks similar to his own, slouching to the subway and the commute into their dreary, uniform offices. He didn’t envy them. Ziggy had worked a regular job, once, and it hadn’t suited his temperament. Working for himself like this, being his own boss, earning when he needed to earn and relaxing when he didn’t…that was the way to live.


  Ziggy would normally have been finishing for the day, white noise spilling out of the high-end Bose stereo in an attempt to shut down his questing, sprawling intelligence so that he could have his regular ten hours of sleep. Today was going to be a little different. Ziggy was going to work, too. There were things that he needed to do before he set off for the airport and the flight to New Orleans that he was already second-guessing. It was a fourteen-hour trip, with a short stopover in Dallas. He needed to get a ticket. He would sleep when he was in the air.


  The block was twenty storeys high, a grid of identical windows reaching up to the top floor. There was a communal area on the roof that offered a decent view of the city, and you could see for miles when the smog allowed. The apartment was fine for his purposes. The leases were short, six months or a year, and there were enough well-heeled international students so that his Western appearance did not mark him out as particularly unusual.


  Anonymity was important for Ziggy. There were international agencies that would have been very interested to find his location. Six months earlier, a consortium of multinational law enforcement experts had conducted dawn raids on the properties of a number of Ziggy’s online acquaintances. The forums that he had frequented, previously hidden on the dark web, had been smashed. That sent those who had escaped the round-up into chat rooms and fora that were insecure, riddled with grasses and snitches and undercover police waiting to entrap the unwary.


  Ziggy was careful. He was not driven by the same anti-establishment zeal as some of the others, and he was too lazy to organise himself to profit from the crimes to the extent that some of the others had managed. Some of them had earned millions of dollars, transferring their ill-gotten gains into Bitcoin wallets that the authorities would never be able to recover. Ziggy was happy to skim just enough to live. Many of his comrades had gloried in the notoriety with which they had clothed their avatars. Ziggy just wanted to stay out of the way. It was that, he knew, that had meant he had escaped the dragnet.


  He took the elevator to the nineteenth floor, hobbling past the door to his apartment and then turning back at the end of the corridor, making sure that he had not been followed. He stopped at the door and listened, decided that he couldn’t hear anything, slid the key into the lock, opened the door, and went inside. It was a one-bedroom place, not too big. There was a kitchen-diner, a small bathroom and a balcony that looked down onto Yoyogi Park. The apartment was stiflingly hot, thanks to the heat that was pumped out by the servers and laptops that were crowded into the small space. Ziggy had initially run the air-conditioning on a constant basis, but the electricity bill had been so high that he had worried that it would bring him unwanted attention. Now, he tended to work in his underwear, with the windows open and a couple of oscillating fans switched on. It was still hot, but it was bearable.


  He took off his shirt and trousers. He glanced down at the lattice of scars on his leg and thought, again, of what had happened in New Orleans. He didn’t remember all of it. There was the operation, the pursuit into the Lower Ninth and then nothing. He had woken up days later, in a hospital bed, his leg in bits and waiting to be reconstructed. The blanks had been filled in later. Control had said nothing, and so he had waited for Milton to file his report and then hacked the server to take a copy for himself. It didn’t help him to remember, but it made it very plain to whom he owed his life.


  He stepped over the nest of cables and wires to his main computer. He took out one of the bottles of Coke, unscrewed it and slugged down a quarter in a thirsty series of gulps. He dropped down onto the floor, leant his back against the wall, put the Macbook on his lap and woke up the screen. There was a large parabolic antenna on the balcony, aimed out at the neighbouring block. Ziggy had taken the apartment on the highest floor possible. Wireless security was getting better all the time, but it was still child’s play for him to crack. He ran a homebrew application that found all the wireless routers using the older 802.11b standard, sifted those for routers that still had their encryption switched off thanks to the factory default, and then jumped onto the one that had the strongest signal and the fastest connection.


  Ziggy was careful. If his hacking was discovered, the police would only be able to trace it back to the patsy whose connection he had just hijacked. He jumped across to the server in the convenience store that he had just visited. He had realised that the PC was acting as the back-end system for the point-of-sale terminal. It collected the day’s credit card transactions and sent them in a single batch every night to the credit card processor. Ziggy quickly isolated the day’s batch, stored as a plaintext file, with the full magstripe of every card that had been swiped. He skimmed through the dump, found the first Western name—Anthony Shakespeare—and then jumped across to the website for Delta.


  In five minutes, he had purchased a ticket to New Orleans. In another five, he had ordered a false British passport in the name of Mr. Shakespeare, hacked into the Uber website and summoned a taxi to come and pick him up.


  He shut down the computers, turned off the fans, went into his bedroom and packed his case.


  
    #

  


  ZIGGY WHEELED his suitcase to the desk and waited for the attendant to finish serving the customer before him. The woman ahead of him was cavilling at the cost of a flight to New York and trying to persuade the girl to upgrade her to business. She wasn’t getting anywhere.


  He stepped up to the desk. “Can you get a move on?”


  The woman turned her head and glanced at him. Her first reaction, indignation, was quickly replaced with a combination of fright and odium. Ziggy knew why. He was dressed without any real concern about how he looked, he was unshaven, his face covered in a patchy ginger beard, and the word FUCK was displayed prominently across his T-shirt.


  “Be patient. I was here first. Wait your turn.”


  Ziggy thought about John Milton. It had been a shock to be contacted by him. He had only been seconded to Group Fifteen for a short while, but it had been obvious even then that Number Six was becoming something of a legend. The Group was organised so that personal connections were kept to an absolute minimum, and it wasn’t a place where institutional gossip was possible. But even with that in mind, Milton’s reputation was something that everyone was aware of. Ziggy had been excited to have been paired with him on the Irish assignment, and it had been that excitement and his stupid desire to impress him that had led him to set off in pursuit of Maguire.


  A second attendant slid into the chair at the desk next to the occupied one, and she beckoned Ziggy over to her. She looked pristine in her British Airways uniform, trim and petite and pretty, and Ziggy gave her his best smile. The one she returned was perfunctory. “Do you have a reservation, sir?”


  “I do.”


  He read out the booking reference and waited as she typed it into her computer. If she was surprised at the booking that was displayed, she mastered it quickly.


  “Mr. Shakespeare,” she said, reading off the screen. “Good morning, sir. One first-class ticket to New Orleans.”


  The woman at the desk alongside must have overheard the attendant. When she turned to look at him, her expression of opprobrium had changed to one of incredulity.


  The check-in attendant printed off his flight voucher and gave him directions to the first-class lounge.


  The woman was still gawping at him as he picked up the carry-on bag with his laptop and other kit inside and left the desk.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  THE ORIGINAL Café du Monde had been a New Orleans landmark for one hundred and fifty years. It was open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, only closing on Christmas Day and whenever the occasional hurricane drifted too close to the city. It was a coffee shop that specialised in dark roasted coffee and chicory, beignets, and fresh-squeezed OJ.


  Milton walked up and down the street, surveilling the area, until he was satisfied that there was nothing amiss. There was no reason to think that he was observed, but certainty—or as near to it as he could manage—had always been well worth the effort in his business.


  Ziggy Penn looked different from the last time that Milton had seen him. He was skinnier, his skin was even more pallid, and there were dark circles around his eyes that suggested a lack of sleep. He was wearing a short-sleeved T-shirt that revealed sleeves of tattoos that Milton did not remember. There were patchy ginger whiskers on his cheeks, chin and throat, and his little nose and asymmetrical eyes gave his face a striking, misshapen quality.


  Milton sat down opposite him.


  “Hello, Ziggy.”


  He was trying hard to look cool, but he couldn’t hide the same approbation that Milton remembered from before. Ziggy was going to try to impress him again. Milton had thought it stupid then, and he thought it doubly stupid now. Ziggy was not the first analyst Milton had worked with who had considered his grubby profession something to aspire to, as if the glamorous books of Fleming were a reality rather than naïve and childish make-believe.


  Milton knew the truth. He was a killer. He didn’t deserve acclaim. He deserved disgust.


  “Number Six.”


  “Not any more. Just Milton now.”


  “Never thought I’d see you again.”


  “Well, there you go. You never know what’s around the corner, do you?”


  “You were careful? Not followed?”


  “Please, Ziggy. What do you think?”


  “I have to be careful. There are people who would love to know where I am.”


  “Why? What have you done?”


  “You first, Milton. What have you done? I heard you got out.”


  Milton had no idea what Ziggy did or did not know about what had happened to him, but he had little wish to rehash it beyond what was necessary. In order to ensure that the subject was adequately dealt with so that there was no need to revisit it later, he provided a brief account. He told him about his flight from the UK after his attempt to leave Group Fifteen and described his journey through South America and the southwest of the United States. He skipped over his sojourns in Ciudad Juárez and San Francisco and then, since it would be of more relevance to Ziggy, he went into a little more depth about what had happened during his mission to Russia to rescue Pope and what had subsequently happened with Beatrix Rose and Control. Ziggy listened, agog, and by the time that Milton had finished, they had both finished their coffees and ordered refills.


  “I heard you tried to leave,” Ziggy said. “That couldn’t have gone well.”


  “Not particularly,” Milton said with dour understatement. “Control tried to have me killed.”


  “And?”


  “He’s dead now. I don’t have to be quite so careful.”


  The waiter came to their table. The coffee was served black or au lait, mixed half and half with hot milk. Milton ordered his black, Ziggy went for milk, and they ordered beignets, the square French-style doughnuts that were lavishly covered with powdered sugar.


  “So that’s me,” Milton said. “What about you?”


  “How much do you know?”


  Milton didn’t know much. He hadn’t seen Ziggy since the Jayhawk had winched him off the roof of the Bartholomews’ flooded house. He knew that Ziggy had been airlifted straight to the airport, his condition stabilised, and then transferred on board a private jet back to London. But that was it. None of that was unusual. Operatives and analysts had nothing to do with one another outside the parameters of a mission. Milton had not even thought to ask about Ziggy, especially once Control had confirmed that he had survived his injuries. Milton remembered that debrief better than many of the others: the tense atmosphere in his office, the barely suppressed anger, the irritation after Milton had enquired about Ziggy, as if the fact of his survival was an annoyance, as if it would have been better if he had died, punishment for making an already aborted mission even worse than it already was.


  “I know Control was unhappy with you,” he said.


  Ziggy snorted. “You could say that. I guess it’s easier to leave the Group when they don’t want you anymore. He sent me back to GCHQ, and they demoted me. Cryptography. I was there for six months. I still managed to get into a spot of bother, though.” He smiled.


  “Bother?”


  “It’s big news now, the stuff Snowden’s putting out, but I was ahead of him. Years ahead. He hadn’t even joined Booz Allen when I found out what the NSA and GCHQ were doing with surveillance. But I like my life too much to do something as masochistic as blowing the whistle on people like that—not stupid enough, not brave enough, whatever—but they noticed I was snooping around in areas I wasn’t supposed to be. Jesus, Milton, the things I saw…”


  Ziggy let the sentence dangle, inviting Milton to ask for more, but he nodded and waved it off. He remembered Ziggy better now, remembered that he was bumptious and liked to show off with the things that he said that he knew. Always trying to impress. Insecure. Milton’s complete lack of interest inured him to the barrage of teased hints and allusions, and he recalled how that had always baffled and frustrated Ziggy.


  “Anyway,” he said, pretending to ignore Milton’s brush-off, “they sort of suggested that it would be better for me to leave, so I did. Two years ago.”


  “And since then?”


  “A bit of this, a bit of that.”


  “Legal?”


  “Not entirely.”


  Milton cocked an eyebrow. He made no attempt to mask his disdain, hoping that Ziggy might register it and temper his bluster. But self-awareness was not one of Ziggy’s strengths—just working with him for the short time they had been together was enough for Milton to suspect that he had all the basic elements of an autistic personality—and he went on for another minute, crowing about his brilliance, until Milton raised his hand and cut him short. “Ziggy, enough.”


  Ziggy grinned at him and put a hand to the thinning ginger thatch on his scalp, scrubbing at it. “All right, dude. You’re not interested, fine, I get it. Here I am. At your service. You’re lucky I still check that board, by the way. They’ve moved on since then.”


  “What do they do now?”


  “It’s Lana Del Rey, Calvin Harris, Miley Cyrus now. The Smiths are so 1980s.” He took a half-empty pack of duty-free cigarettes from his pocket, slid one out and offered the rest to Milton. He took one and lit it with Ziggy’s lighter. “So, Milton, you want to tell me why you wanted to see me so bad?”


  “It’ll be easier if I show you.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON DROVE the Corolla back to the Lower Ninth.


  Ziggy looked out, agog. “Jesus,” he said. “Look at this place. I saw it on the TV, but I had no idea it was like this. It’s like a fucking jungle on the surface of the moon.”


  “Not all of it,” Milton said. He navigated the car through the grid of streets he was starting to know very well. Salvation Row came into view behind the stands of saplings, shrubs and undergrowth.


  “Whoah,” Ziggy said. “Look at that.”


  Milton turned the wheel and cruised slowly down the road. He looked left and right, aware that the place could very easily be under surveillance, but everything was in order. The lights were off in the Bartholomews’ bright-sided house, and he thought of them in the Comfort Inn, forced out by the threat that he still hadn’t really got to grips with.


  “That junction back there, that’s where the Irish took you out. The house we sheltered in is gone. The whole street is gone. It was condemned, so they tore it down. These houses have been built to bring the displaced families back. There’s a foundation behind it—Build It Up. There’s no reason why you would’ve heard about it—”


  “No,” he interrupted. “I have. I read a report on it, must’ve been last year. I just didn’t recognise the street.”


  “This is all they’ve done so far, but they’ve got big plans. You remember the family who took us in?”


  “No.”


  “No,” Milton said, correcting himself. “Of course not. There was a girl. Her name is Isadora. She set the foundation up. She runs it.”


  “That’s impressive.”


  Milton nodded. “It was going well for them until a development was approved here. A mall. Big. The city is trying to take the land. Compulsory purchase. All of this could get bulldozed. Izzy’s fighting it and doing a good job. Too good, probably. Someone has been threatening her and then, yesterday, they tried to take her and me out.”


  “Take you out?”


  “Drove a car into us and then took a couple of shots.” He waved it off. “I can handle them, but I’m just reacting at the moment. I need to go on the attack. I need you to help me find out who’s behind it, and anything else you can get on them.”


  “What do you have?”


  “There’s plenty you can start with. The police are involved now, so I need you to look into them. If they are involved, it’s possible that it goes deeper. Politicians, maybe. Probably.”


  “Anything more tangible?”


  “I’ve got the name and address of someone who I think is involved.”


  “That’s it?”


  “That’s it.”


  “You had me fly here for that? I could’ve done all that from my apartment.”


  “I prefer to be hands on,” Milton said. “And I think there might be more for you to do once we start to make progress.”


  Ziggy leaned back. There was a tracing of sugar on his top lip. He wiped it off. “Twenty grand?”


  “Yes,” Milton said. “But I’d like to think that you’ll do it because it’s the right thing to do.”


  He grinned. “Sure. But a little money doesn’t hurt, either.”


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  JACKSON DUBOIS met Peacock in the same place, under the bridge. A ship slid ponderously down the canal, lit up like a Christmas tree, its horn sounding two booming ululations as it approached its berth. The traffic swooshed overhead. The only people down here were junkies, pimps, hookers, and johns. The tires of his car scrunched through the loose aggregate. Peacock appeared out of the shadows, jogging over to him. Dubois let his hand drift down to the space at the side of the car where he had his shotgun. Peacock went around, opened the passenger door and slid inside.


  “Well?”


  “Our friend. The English guy. You know, before, there was only so much I could get? Well, I’ve got more on him now. You really need to hear it. He’s trouble.”


  “Go on.”


  “You know that problem they had up in Michigan, couple months ago? The militia?”


  Dubois said that he did. It had been a big story: an eighteen-wheeler filled with enough fertiliser to make Oklahoma City look like a sneeze. “He was involved with that?”


  “Yeah, he was. The FBI said they got to the bottom of it, right, they said they used CIs? Turns out that he was one of the CIs. I don’t know exactly how he was involved, but he was. The rumours I’m hearing, it wasn’t in no small capacity, either. I’ll never get it confirmed. But I’m hearing he didn’t just snitch on them, he brought them down himself.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Peacock shrugged. “Just that.”


  Dubois remembered. There had been killings in the woods, multiple members of a fundamentalist Christian militia found dead. One guy did that? He started to feel uncomfortable.


  “What else?”


  “His name is John Milton, not John Smith. Used to be British Special Forces. SAS. I know that because the Brits got involved after the militia went down and Milton was brought in by the feds. My guess, they got onto them and told them to seal up what happened, keep their boy out of it in exchange for his confidential testimony.”


  “So what’s he doing here?”


  “That much I can’t say.”


  “Keep looking.”


  “I am.” He shuffled a little. “What about those two goons you had working for you?”


  “Not a problem.”


  “One thing I know for sure, if this dude was Special Forces, two crackheads are not gonna cut the mustard. He’ll wrap ’em up and send ’em back with a ribbon on ’em.”


  “I told you,” Dubois snapped. “Not a problem.” Peacock was right, but he was irritated. It felt like the detective was blaming him for setting Melvin and Chad on the job. And two fricasséed junkies were beyond causing him headaches now.


  Peacock shrugged his shoulders. “You want, I can make a suggestion?”


  “About?”


  “Someone you could put on this job. Someone who I can pretty much guarantee will get it done.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “I bet you are. First things first. Us taking this guy out wasn’t what the mayor agreed with your boss. He wanted the Bartholomew girl arrested, no more and no less. And we did that.”


  “And then you let her out!” Dubois exploded.


  “Did he really want a writ of habeas corpus going all the way to a judge? She starts blabbing, making wild claims, what if they get traction? Nah. We had to let her out. If you’d stopped them from getting to court, instead of fucking that up…”


  Dubois entertained the notion of reaching down, pulling the shotgun and shooting this loud-mouthed, vulgar braggart. He fought it back and said, coldly and calmly, “What do you want, Detective?”


  “My woman has a kitchen business in Elmwood. I know your boss has those granite quarries up there in Gallatin. I’m thinking, rather than give me cash, maybe he can send a truck of milled granite work surfaces to my woman’s shop. He does that in the next couple of days, I’ll take you and make the introduction to the man who will make all your problems go away.”


  “Who is it?”


  “Name’s Claude Boon.”


  “And where do we have to go to find Mr. Boon?”


  “We don’t go to him. Someone like Boon, we ask nicely, maybe he comes to us.”


  “Asking nicely,” Dubois said. “How much does that cost?”


  “No two ways about it, he’s expensive.”


  “How much?”


  “Fifty.”


  Dubois was unperturbed. Fifty thousand was nothing. “That might be interesting.”


  “Yeah, right. Like I said, he ain’t cheap, but he’s worth every last cent. Your man Milton, he won’t be a problem for long.”


  Part Four


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  CLAUDE BOON pushed through the raucous crowd into the space where the fight would take place. He was in an underground car park in Jersey, vacant because of the construction work taking place on the office block above. The ring, such as it was, was hemmed in by parked cars, their lights blazing, and arrayed before them was the audience. The night’s activities were not advertised. The fights were illegal and, as such, notice was last minute. The promotion amounted to a series of texts that directed people to a voicemail message that, in turn, directed them to the venue. It was a hot ticket. There were two hundred people here, mostly men, and ten fighters who would each compete twice.


  The atmosphere was clamorous, sharp-edged, feverish with the prospect of bloodshed. Gritty, nasty, electric. Rap music from the ’90s—Biggie, Tupac and Jay-Z—played loud from the open windows of a souped-up muscle car. The fighters waiting their turn stood at the fringes, bare chested. Those who had already fought had ice packs on the contusions on their faces, cuts stitched up or slathered with Vaseline. The last fight had been between a pudgy kid in a T-shirt and mesh shorts and a fifty-year-old former Army Ranger from Jersey City. The kid’s arm had been broken. A hammerlock. The promoter had given the kid ten bucks to take a cab to the hospital. The Ranger had barely broken a sweat.


  Boon looked across the parking lot to the man he had drawn to fight. He was called Cooke. He was bigger than Boon, muscle packed on top of muscle, a mean streak a mile wide, and had a reputation as fearsome as his appearance. Boon guessed that he must have been six six and a good two hundred and fifty pounds. He had six inches and fifty pounds on him. They called him the Vanilla Gorilla and he was undefeated. His first fight, an hour ago, had seen his opponent dragged unconscious from the lot with a mouthful of teeth scattered on the ground.


  Most people wouldn’t have considered getting into the ring with Cooke. But Claude Boon wasn’t most people. He wasn’t afraid. He was relishing it.


  Cooke glared down at Boon. “Gonna kill you,” he growled.


  Boon smiled, took his guard and pushed it into his mouth.


  “Ready?” the referee said.


  “Ready,” Cooke mumbled around his mouth guard.


  Boon nodded.


  “Get it on.”


  Boon held out his gloves and the man hammered his down, knocking his hands away, making a point.


  The bell rang and the audience held up their cellphones, cameras on.


  Boon danced back.


  The big man lumbered at him and threw a punch. It never connected. Boon hopped back, the man’s fist whistling harmlessly to the right of his ear. Cooke jabbed with his left, and Boon struck it away and to the side with his forearm while extending his leading leg. This brought him close enough to use the edge of his hand, as hard as a block of marble. He jabbed twice, the big man lurching backwards as the pain stung him.


  Cooke looked at him with sudden fear.


  Boon dropped his guard insolently, rolled his shoulders, and grinned around the mouthguard.


  Cooke looked to the referee.


  Boon danced after him on nimble feet, kicking him first in the torso and then, lowering his target just enough, he lashed up high, his foot thumping into the fleshy nub of the man’s nose. Cartilage and bone were mashed together, blood spurted from the wreckage and, as the starburst of pain disabled him, Boon slid around and latched on a Kimura lock. It was a submission move that had been appropriated from Brazilian jiu-jitsu. It was a staple in the arsenal of anyone who knew Krav Maga to a decent level, and Boon was a grand master. MMA fighters used it, too, but theirs were ugly and inelegant in comparison to the devastating lock that Boon applied. He wrestled Cooke to the ground and cinched the lock in even tighter.


  The crowd knew what was coming. A man near to them both, a can in his hand, beer spilling out of it, yelled, “Finish him!”


  Boon only had to ratchet the pressure a little for the man to tap. He pulled back a little more, feeling the tendons pop and the bones starting to bend. Cooke tapped more frantically, his hand slapping against Boon’s thigh. He pulled harder, waiting for the arm to crack and then snap, Cooke screaming like a baby. Boon released the lock and rolled away.


  The referee stepped in. Boon hopped to his feet and let him raise his hand.


  The crowd reacted with cheers from those smart enough to back him, and jeers from those who had lost their money by betting on his opponent.


  His wife, Lila, was standing at the front of the crowd. Boon went to her.


  “Nice, baby.”


  “Easy.”


  He held up his hands, and Lila undid the Velcro that fastened his gloves. She pulled them off, dropped them into his bag, and handed him a bottle of water. He drank half of it and stood it on the hood of the nearest car. Cooke was being dragged out of the ring. His arm hung uselessly at his side. Boon and Lila stepped aside, letting his cornermen haul him away. Cooke didn’t look at him. His aggression was spent. He was timid now, and in pain.


  Boon looked at his wife. Her eyes sparkled. She had something she wanted to tell him.


  “What is it, baby?”


  She smiled at him, his little coquette. “You know we said we could go to Hawaii?”


  “Yeah, I did. But I also remember there was a qualification.”


  “When we get the next job.”


  “That’s right. That look, what is it? You saying we got a job?”


  “We got it, baby. Came through tonight.”


  “Where?”


  “New Orleans.”


  “From the cop?”


  “Same as before.”


  “Who?”


  “Just some guy. Sounds like nothing. In and out, nice and easy.”


  Lila handed him his towel and Boon used it to mop the sweat, and Cooke’s blood, from his face and chest.


  “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “Then you can tell me about it.”


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  BOON AND LILA flew from JFK. They were in coach, as was their habit, the better to stay under the radar. The stewardess in charge of the section was cute and quite happy to flirt with Boon, not that he was interested. He was a good-looking man. He was in his mid-forties, with salt-and-pepper hair and a mischievous sparkle in his blue eyes. He was in good shape, too, with not an ounce of fat on him. His build had been honed thanks to the fighting and the fitness regimen that he followed with near religious zeal. Boon cared about how he looked, but that last habit was not inspired by vanity. It was a prerequisite of his profession that he be fit and strong, able to defend himself should the need arise. Some of his rivals preferred to do their business from a distance, but that was not how he liked to work. He preferred to be close to take advantage of the greater engagement that proximity allowed. He enjoyed the sensation of death, the moment when you could see the spark of life extinguished in the eyes of a target. Shooting someone from fifty yards was sterile, especially with the gadgets that you could add to a rifle these days. Where was the skill in that? He wanted the flavour of it, and the flavour was more redolent when you pushed a dagger into a man’s heart, or snapped his neck, or put a loop of piano wire over his head and pulled until the blood was running through your fingers.


  He looked over at Lila. She was sleeping, her body angled in his direction, with her head resting softly against his shoulder.


  The plane rumbled down the taxiway and settled next to the gate. “Lila,” he said tenderly.


  She stirred, her eyes slowly opening. “We here?”


  “We’re here. Let’s go.”


  He stood, reached up to the overhead bin and took down his carry-on bag. It was the only luggage he had with him: a change of clothes, two books, a spare pair of shoes. Lila’s case was similarly austere.


  “Thanks for flying with us,” the stewardess said as he wheeled the case down the aisle to the air gate.


  “Thank you,” he said, flashing the puckish smile that he knew put people in mind of Matthew McConaughey.


  Their work demanded that he be in and out of a place as quickly as he could. He liked to imagine himself as a businessman, flying in for a conference or a meeting. They flew in, stayed for a day or two, did what they had been paid to do, and then flew out again. Boon was too professional to allow for a distraction. He never allowed anything that might mean that he took his eye off the ball.


  He stepped onto the airbridge, the humid wash of the air slapping at him.


  “Jesus,” Lila said. “Hot.”


  “This is nothing.”


  “I know. It’s not Gaza.”


  “It is not.”


  Lila hadn’t been to the south before. Boon had, several times. There had been jobs here. First with the Mossad and then, latterly, on his own account. It wasn’t his type of place. The climate was brutal, the city—especially since the hurricane—was ugly, and he found the people brash and vulgar. Not much reason to be down here save for the fact that he had a name on his docket and work to be done.


  Lila was right, though. It was nothing like Gaza. But there were very few places that were.


  Boon looked at the other travellers around him, the other businessmen in town for meetings or conferences or whatever it was that had drawn them here. Business. His was very different from theirs. He didn’t advertise what he did. Secrecy and discretion were his watchwords. Publicity was to be avoided at all costs. It could be fatal. When certain people had a problem, a mess that needed to be cleaned up, and if those people knew who to call—or if they knew people who knew—then maybe, for the right price, Claude Boon could be persuaded to come and do it.


  
    #

  


  BOON HIRED a Chevrolet from Avis and drove to the Hilton. They checked in and showered, and Boon left Lila to relax in front of the big TV while he went down to conduct business in the bar. He had taken a table a full ten minutes before the time he had scheduled for the meeting. Boon liked to be at a rendezvous early. It gave him time to check the place out, get a feel for the lay of the land. If he got a sniff that something was wrong, he would leave. His instincts had been honed to a fine edge from years of use. He had learned to trust them, implicitly, without question. He had cleared out before, many times, but today felt acceptable.


  The bar was busy, but not so busy that it would have been easy for someone to observe him without his noticing. It was well lit, lots of space, there were three potential exits to get out onto the street if he needed to make a quick getaway. He knew this part of town reasonably well, and he knew he would be able to disappear if that became necessary. He didn’t relax—he never really relaxed—but he allowed himself the luxury of ordering a coffee and a Danish and then took them to a booth where he could watch everyone in the room.


  He recognised Detective Peacock from before. There had been a job for him, two hoods who had raided a poker game that was supposed to be under police protection. He located the men and made an example out of them. Peacock had said that he was impressed. He should have been. It was a clean and efficient job. Not particularly difficult, but Boon treated them all the same. The ones where you relaxed, those were the ones where you ended up with a bullet in your head.


  Peacock was with a man in a smart suit, suave, well groomed.


  “Detective,” he said.


  “Hello, Boon.”


  “Who’s your friend?”


  “The man I told you about.”


  “Dubois.”


  “That’s right.”


  Peacock sat down and slid around in the booth so that Dubois could sit, too. Peacock was a louse of a man, no morals, bad hygiene, not impressive in any sense, but he had proven to be trustworthy enough, and he had promised that this job would pay enough for it to be worth Boon and Lila’s time. Dubois was a different prospect, assured, confident, even in a situation like this. Often the men who were referred to him were nervous and twitchy, knowing that what they were doing made them, at the very least, accessories to murder. The jobs he had done in some states had been enough for a trip to Death Row. Those guys were thinking about execution, the needle, things that kept them up at night, but this guy was different. He was cool and collected, ordering a coffee in a strong, clear voice, not even the hint of a tremor in his hand as he took the cup and put it to his lip. Solid, in good shape, stiff backed. Tidy, with a neat crew cut. It said ex-military all day long.


  Boon was impressed.


  Dubois leant forwards, indicating Peacock. “He said that you’d be here, that this was where you wanted to meet. We didn’t see anyone else coming in. Are you careful?”


  “I’ve been doing this for years, Mr. Dubois. What do you think?”


  “I think I’m not going to get into a business like this with someone I’m not sure I can trust. Peacock vouched for you, but, with all due respect, I hardly know Peacock and he doesn’t strike me as the sort of man in whom I would place the greatest confidence—”


  “Hey,” Peacock protested. “Fuck you.”


  “—and so you need to persuade me of your bona fides.”


  Boon sipped his coffee and replaced the cup, very deliberately, in the saucer. “My bona fides.”


  “That you can do what he says you can do.”


  “I know what it means, Mr. Dubois. What did he tell you?”


  “That you can make problems go away.”


  He smiled. “Indeed.”


  “You made any problems go away recently?”


  Boon wondered how much it would be safe to reveal. He didn’t like to talk about his jobs, and he was certainly not the sort of man who gloated about past glories. Showing off, like all the other bad habits, would get you killed. “My last work was a month ago. There was a union man, in Newark. This man was causing problems for his employer. Provocative statements to the press. Suggestions that he was going to blow the whistle on some dubious business practices. You might have heard of him?”


  “I think I read something.”


  “He had a heart attack.”


  “That was you?”


  Boon gave a shallow shrug. “Who knows? But I handle things like that.”


  Dubois leant over the table again. “I’m going to be completely honest with you, Mr. Boon. I’m here against my better judgment. With reservations. The last time we hired someone to ‘handle’ something for us, it was against my better judgment, too. And as soon as we were finished with this guy, he went straight to the FBI and started to tell lies like you wouldn’t believe. It’s just a good thing the fellow got cold feet when they brought him before the grand jury. And it cost us a lot of money to make sure his feet got cold, too, I can tell you.”


  “There’s handled and then there’s handled,” Boon said. “When I handle something, no one goes to the FBI or to anyone else. You know what I’m saying?”


  “I do.”


  “And that’s what you want?”


  “It is.”


  “Alright, then. Just so we’re all copacetic, being careful works both ways. Anyone know where you are?”


  “I didn’t see nobody else around here who knows who I am,” Peacock said, keen to reassert himself in the conversation. “We’re fine. No one knows that you’re here.”


  Boon sipped his coffee again, turned his attention back to Dubois, put the cup back in the saucer, and said, “Go on. Tell me what you need.”


  “My employer has a problem. A person we need to have removed. Peacock has his picture.”


  “This is him,” the cop said, laying a mugshot out on the table.


  Boon looked.


  He frowned.


  He looked again, checking, questioning his first reaction.


  He struggled to contain his surprise.


  The first thing he noticed was that the man looked relaxed and at ease, even though he had been put in front of a police camera in—he checked on the back of the print—the town of Victoria, Texas, and charged with assault. People not in the life would typically look a little perturbed by the experience, but this guy was relaxed and looked right into the camera as if it was nothing. He was in his forties, short dark hair, icy blue eyes. The mugshot was clipped to a printout, and he scanned it quickly.


  “John Smith,” Boon said, reading the details.


  “That’s not his name,” Peacock said.


  “No,” Boon said. “I know.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “His name is John Milton.”


  “How’d you know that?” Dubois frowned. “You know him?”


  “I’m afraid that I do.”


  Peacock gestured at the printout. “We couldn’t find—”


  “This will be more expensive,” Boon interrupted him. “The price I quoted was for chumps. John Milton isn’t a chump.”


  “Who is he?” Dubois said.


  “What do you know?”


  Peacock took over again. He slid the mugshot back into the envelope. “He’s British. An old soldier, ex-Special Forces. SAS.”


  “That’s all you’ve got?”


  The detective leant back in the chair. “You say you know him. Why don’t you tell us?”


  Boon laced his fingers on the table as he thought about how much to reveal. He couldn’t give them everything because that would give them too much about him, too. He would have to be selective. “Milton used to work for the British government. There’s a clandestine group, completely off the books. They neutralise those who offer a threat to British interests.”


  “‘Neutralise?’”


  “You know what I mean.”


  Peacock was troubled. “So, what? You’re saying that he’s some sort of assassin?”


  “The last time I met him, that was exactly what he was. But I haven’t seen him for years.”


  “But you recognise him?”


  “Milton isn’t the sort of person you forget.”


  Dubois was listening with an inscrutable expression on his face.


  Boon sipped his coffee. “As I said, it’s going to cost more.”


  “How much more?”


  Boon’s usual tariff was fifty per job, with a twenty per cent discount for multiples. That was pretty good cash for what was usually a day’s work, but Milton had nothing in common with the patsies and putzes whom Boon and Lila assisted on their way off this mortal coil.


  “One hundred.”


  Dubois didn’t flinch. “Half now, half on completion.”


  “That works.” He finished his coffee and replaced the cup in the saucer. “So why do you want Milton gone? What’s he doing over here?”


  “Mr. Dubois’s boss don’t want him around no more.”


  Boon frowned. “Mr. Dubois isn’t the patron here?”


  Dubois looked over at Peacock, but didn’t answer.


  “I have a few rules, Mr. Dubois. The first is that I need to know who I’m working for. If I don’t, I’m getting up and going back to Jersey.”


  “He’s—” Peacock started.


  “I speak for him.” Dubois spoke over him. “You’ll deal with me.”


  “Not good enough. You speak for who?”


  He looked reluctant.


  “You tell me or I’m out of here. I’m serious.”


  “His name is Joel Babineaux.”


  Boon had heard of him, or, rather, he had heard of Babineaux Properties. It was a big, respectable construction company listed on the Chicago exchange. It wasn’t a surprise that a company like that had a need for his particular services. It happened often, more than people would have expected. He had worked for bigger companies, internationally known brands. Business could be dirty and unpleasant, even the business conducted by the shinier, brighter Fortune 500 corporations.


  “There are some houses being built down in the Lower Ninth,” Peacock said. “After Katrina. This charity—”


  “Build It Up? I know about that. Read an article about them on the plane.”


  “Yeah,” Peacock said. “Them. Milton is working with them.”


  “And you want to get rid of someone building houses for a charity?”


  “That’s right. He got involved in business that he has nothing to do with.”


  “You’ve spoken to him?”


  “No.”


  “Mr. Dubois?”


  “No.”


  “So a little background, please.”


  Dubois spread his hands over the table. “We’ve been trying to buy the houses they’ve been building. They won’t sell. We sent two men to frighten them. Milton was there. Put his nose where it doesn’t belong.”


  “These two men? Who were they? Guys you found on the street?”


  Dubois shrugged.


  Boon chuckled. “Let me guess. Milton ate them for breakfast? Broke a few bones, sent them away with a message for you?”


  Dubois shifted in his chair, flickering with irritation. “You’d do better, would you?”


  Boon just smiled. “Where can I find him?”


  “Lower Nine,” Peacock said. “Salvation Row.”


  “Salvation Row? Who comes up with that shit?”


  Peacock shrugged and tapped the bulge beneath his armpit, where his pistol was holstered. “You said you wanted to get a piece here. You haven’t got anything yet?”


  “Not yet. Get me a 9mm. Not from evidence, something off the street. Roll a dealer, something like that. I don’t care how you do it.”


  “Easy,” Peacock said.


  “That’d normally be enough. But Milton is Milton. I might need something heavier.” He paused, thinking about it. “I’ll let you know about that.”


  “Fine.”


  “And a car.”


  “Sure.”


  “And that’s all I need.”


  “When can you do it?”


  He got up. “You make the down payment, I’ll start today.”


  Dubois got up, too. He removed a thick envelope from his pocket and placed it on the table. “Twenty. I’ll get you the other thirty this afternoon. The other fifty when it’s done.”


  Boon took the envelope and pocketed it. “That works.”


  “You talk a good game, Mr. Boon. But you still haven’t said why I should believe that you can do this.”


  Boon paused. These guys were ridiculous. Part of him felt like drilling Dubois in the nose, walking out of the bar and going back to the airport. He didn’t need shit in his life, and he was starting to find this guy a little stuck-up, too smarmy for his own good. But, the money was good and, since he had promised Lila they would use it for a month in Turtle Bay, he took a moment and composed himself and gave him a nice friendly, little smile.


  “I’m expensive. You want to know why that is? It’s because I’m the best there is at what I do. I can charge whatever I like, someone’ll pay it. I’m not like the guys you used, the ones who fucked up. I’m not like them at all. I don’t get drunk. I don’t do drugs. When I go after someone, I don’t go after them in a half-assed sort of way. I go after them in a serious, no mistakes, no fucking up kind of way.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying that I’m a professional. I’ve been doing this for years, Mr. Dubois. I messed up some things in my life, but never that. When I do it, it stays done. Milton’s a dangerous man, but he doesn’t know that I’m coming. That means he doesn’t have a chance. And that you don’t have to worry about it anymore.”


  
    #

  


  LILA WAS asleep when he got back to the room.


  Boon looked at her and felt the familiar surge of intense, all-consuming love. They had been together for three years, and the feelings that they shared had not dulled at all. That, he knew, was remarkable. His married friends in the Kidon, and the older men he had known in the army before that, all of them had grumbled about their domestic arrangements. That was just how it was. That was life. Boon, himself, had come to feel the same way about his first wife. There had been the usual intense first few months before the bloom came off the rose. Familiarity, contempt, all that. That it had not been that way with him and Lila was the source of all the joy in his life. He knew how lucky he was.


  Lila had been born and raised in the West Bank town of Hebron. She was twenty-four, a full twenty years Boon’s junior. Her father had two careers, one public and the other private. The first was as a senior Hamas official, just a few steps removed from the leadership. His second was as an Israeli collaborator. It was his information that had led to the successful assassination of Mahmoud Al-Mabhouh, the co-founder of the Izz ad-Din al-Qassam Brigades, the military wing of Hamas. Boon had benefitted from Lila’s father’s perfidy. He was one of the twenty-six Kidon agents who were responsible for his elimination in his Dubai hotel room. A colleague had administered the muscle relaxant, and Boon had smothered the man beneath a pillow.


  Lila’s father’s treachery had been uncovered soon after the operation, and he was promptly executed. Lila, her mother and her sister were extracted and resettled in Jerusalem. When she and Boon met, she had been waiting tables. He had immediately fallen for her. Bright blue eyes that sparkled with life and an insouciant attitude that didn’t waver, even when—weeks later—Boon told her about the particular kind of work that he did for his country. He knew enough about her by then to know that honesty was a calculated gamble, but he couldn’t lie. She hated Hamas. She knew the men who had killed her father. Boon killed both of them, then the man who had sent them, and then the man who had sent him. As a demonstration of love, it was particularly effective.


  Boon had not been Boon then. His birth name was Avi Bachman. He was still married to his first wife, a wholly unsatisfactory relationship that he maintained for the sake of appearances. The time he spent with Lila was like a long glass of cold water in the desert. She was playful. She made him feel younger. She loved him.


  He would have divorced his wife and taken up with her, but that wouldn’t be possible. The Mossad’s culture was brutally nationalistic. Lila’s father might have been of value to Israel, but she was still a Palestinian. They would never have been able to trust her, and, had they known of their dalliance, it wouldn’t have been a question of his continued employment. It would have been a pistol pressed into his ear and a bullet put into his brain. Hers, too.


  And so, when he could pretend no more, he engineered a way out. He had deliberately botched the assassination of a bomb maker in a Cairo slum, allowing the director to think that he had been killed when the plastique that he had been fitting to the underside of the man’s car had detonated prematurely. He had been close enough to the seat of the blast that witnesses had attested to the impossibility that he could have escaped. But he had escaped. First deeper into Egypt and then to France, where he spent fifty thousand euros on a premium false identity from a genius hacker to whom he had been referred by an old acquaintance. The acquaintance and the hacker had both been murdered to remove the threads that might lead back to him. He had boarded an Air France plane to Chicago as Claude Boon, a forty-three-year-old man with dual French and American nationality. Lila was in the first-class seat next to him. The irony was not lost on him that, for the first time in his adult life, he did not have to lie about her. He just had to lie about everything else instead.


  After living as Boon for long enough, he came to refer to himself as Boon. He had been trained that way. A cover was most effective when the subject subsumed himself totally in the fictional creation within which he was hiding. It was automatic and, after a month, he no longer considered himself as Bachman. After two months, when Lila had habitually called him Avi, he hadn’t answered. His old self was dead. So she called him Claude now, too.


  He traced his fingers across her face and watched her wake.


  “Hey,” she said, blinking the sleep away.


  “Hey.”


  “How’d it go, baby?”


  “Not what I was expecting.”


  “Yeah?”


  “The guy we’re here for, turns out I know him. From before.”


  “What? The Mossad?”


  “No. British.”


  “Any good?”


  “He was. Very good. Very good, indeed.”


  “So?”


  “So it’s one hundred, not fifty.”


  “That’s good. Can we have an extra week?”


  “Sure.”


  “What’s this guy’s name?”


  “John Milton.”


  “And Milton’s dangerous?”


  “He is.”


  “So you’ll be careful, baby, right?”


  “I’m always careful.”


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  ZIGGY PENN parked the UPS truck that Milton had stolen on the opposite side of the street to the big house at 5201 St. Charles Avenue. It was a grand place: big, lots of windows, good-sized grounds. Milton had explained that the property was connected to a man that he wanted to know more about. He said that this man, name of Jackson Dubois, had met with two hoods after they had tried to put the heat on Isadora Bartholomew. Milton had prevented them from doing that, followed them to the rendezvous, and then had found Dubois’s details when he had broken into his car.


  There were some things that Ziggy had been able to do from the comfort of his hotel room. He had discovered that the owner of the house was a company registered in the Cayman Islands. Details on the ownership of that company were obscured by a series of blind trusts, all wrapped up in the Caymans’ obsession with anonymity. It might be Dubois, but it was impossible to say. The place had been purchased, in cash, two years previously from a local cable television executive. Ziggy had called the woman on a pretext, but he had struck out. The transaction was carried out at arm’s length, through agents, and there was nothing she could offer that would shed any light on the corporation or any of the people behind it.


  Those were the only details that he had been able to discern.


  He needed to get creative.


  He picked up his phone and called Milton.


  “It’s me. I’m here. Where is he?”


  “Still in the office.”


  “Got any idea what he’s doing?”


  “He’s with lawyers. That’s all I know.”


  “Note down who they are. Maybe I can find out when I get back.”


  “I already did. Are you ready?”


  “I’m just going in now. If you think he’s coming back, give me plenty of notice. I haven’t done this for a while. I won’t be as quick as I used to be.”


  “Got it.”


  “Wish me luck.”


  But Milton had already ended the call.


  Ziggy got out of the truck. He was wearing a UPS delivery man’s uniform. He had hacked into their operations department’s servers yesterday—the work of a moment—and fast-tracked the delivery of a brand-new uniform. It had arrived, still in its protective polythene wrappers, before he had set out this morning. Milton had found the truck the previous night, climbing the fence of the depot, hot-wiring it and driving it to a secluded spot where they could change the plates without fear of discovery.


  The street was residential and too exclusive to be particularly busy. Ziggy went around to the side of the truck and collected his case. He had assembled the contents yesterday and was as confident as he could be that he had everything that he needed. He checked both ways, waited for a Lincoln town car to trundle by, limped across the street and walked to the wrought-iron gates that blocked the driveway that led to the house.


  He pretended to use the intercom, leaning in so that his mouth was close to the microphone, the angle of his body enough to obscure the scanner that he had in his hand. The gates were remote and would open whenever the remote sent a signal to the sensor. Ziggy activated the scanner and waited as it cycled through the available frequencies, sending out a million potential handshakes until it had the right one.


  There was a metallic clunk as the lock opened, and then a scrape as the gates rolled back.


  Ziggy hobbled up the driveway to the house.


  
    #

  


  ZIGGY WORKED QUICKLY. His case contained all the things that he needed: a cordless drill, with a succession of ever smaller bits; a screwdriver set; a selection of tiny bugging devices and Wi-Fi cameras. His first job had been to scout the house. It was unusually empty. There were no papers or documents that he could have copied, no computers, no electronic devices that he might have been able to compromise and mine. Three of the four bedrooms were empty, and the fourth had a futon on the floor. There were four identical suits hanging in the closet, seven identical white shirts, and a series of sober ties. The spartan appearance of the place continued downstairs, with empty cupboards and a handful of empty fast food containers in the garbage. Whoever Dubois was, he wasn’t the sort that would make a place look homely or settled. The overwhelming impression was one of impermanence. It was as if he used the house, as extensive and expensive as it was, for sleep and not much else.


  Two of the empty bedrooms were above the large lounge area on the ground floor. Ziggy pulled back the carpet and the underlay and removed a foot-long section of the floorboard. There was a cavity between the joists and the drywall that formed the ceiling, more than enough space for him to rest the power supply for the miniature camera. He took his drill, selected the smallest bit, and carefully pierced through the drywall, just enough so that a tiny pinprick of light could be seen from below. Ziggy arranged the camera so that its cone lens was flush with the hole, and then secured it in place with tape. He switched the camera on, replaced the floorboard, and covered it up with the carpet.


  He went through into the second bedroom. This one was not carpeted, but there was a rug that he could use to hide the surgery that he performed on the floorboards. He worked quickly and neatly, drilling a second tiny hole and lining up the camera. He flicked the power to live and obscured his handiwork.


  He returned downstairs. There were two small piles of chewed-up drywall on the floor. He found a hand-held dust buster and cleaned them away. He looked up to the ceiling. The two holes were visible, but discreet enough to remain unobserved unless the target knew to look for them.


  He took his case and left the house, locking the door behind him.


  He made his way back to his truck and drove two blocks away. He parked and took out his phone. Footage from the cameras was broadcasting to the application that he had installed earlier. It was in colour and good quality, the fish-eye lenses distorting it a little, a price worth paying for the extended coverage that they offered. It was good work. Not perfect, because he had hoped that he might be able to get his hands on a laptop or a tablet, but it would do for now. He had a very useful piece of kit being couriered overnight, but this would serve until it arrived.


  He closed the application and called Milton.


  “Well?”


  “Done.”


  “Good. He left two minutes ago. Heading back your way.”


  “You might have told me.”


  “Didn’t want to disturb you.”


  “If he had seen me—”


  “He didn’t. Stop moaning, Ziggy. Is it working?”


  “What do you think?” he said indignantly. “It’s perfect. We’ll be able to see and hear everything he does.”


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  DETECTIVE PEACOCK left a second-hand Ford on the street outside the Hilton, the keys under the mat. Boon took the key and opened the trunk. There was a 9mm Beretta with plenty of ammunition under a blanket. He took the gun, shoved it into the waistband of his jeans, and got into the back. Lila slid behind the wheel.


  “Where to, baby?”


  “Head down to the place.”


  She put the car into drive and pulled away into the traffic.


  Boon took out the gun and stripped it.


  “Is it okay?”


  “It’s in decent shape. It’ll do.”


  They crossed the Industrial Canal at the North Claiborne Bridge.


  “This guy,” Lila said. “Who is he?”


  Boon had been thinking about Milton ever since he had seen the picture. The details came back easily. “He worked for the British. He was very good, too.”


  “As good as you, baby?”


  He grinned. “Didn’t say that.”


  “So you ever work with him?”


  “Once. The job in Iran.”


  “He was on that?”


  “Him, the Americans, one other Brit.”


  “And?”


  “Apart from him being very good? He’s quiet. Thoughtful. A lot of the guys I worked with—CIA, especially—they’re loud and brash, kind of boring. Wouldn’t last five minutes in the Mossad with a personality like that. They would’ve been dragged out into the desert, shot in the head and buried. Milton was more like us than them. He would’ve fit in well.”


  “And now?”


  “No idea, baby. I haven’t seen him for years.”


  “And you have no problem with him being the target?”


  Boon snapped the magazine back into the well and put the gun away. “No, I don’t. Business is business. If the shoe was on the other foot, he’d have no trouble, either. He’s just unlucky that he’s ended up with us.”


  They turned off North Claiborne and into the grid of devastated streets to the south. Lila followed the satnav to Salvation Row.


  “Look at this place,” she said.


  They saw the row of colourful houses, bright and new, standing out as a stark rejoinder to the crash of jungle and dereliction all around them.


  “Over there,” Boon said, pointing to a lot that was being cleared.


  “That him?”


  “Don’t slow down. Just drive by.”


  He slid down a little, but not enough so that he couldn’t look out of the window as Lila drove by the lot. There was a crew there, seven men hacking at the overgrown plants that had sprouted around the wreck of a house. A pickup was parked at the curb and a small riding lawnmower was being refuelled from a gas can. He focussed on one of the crew in particular. A man of average height and build, black hair, the wings of a tattoo visible on the skin revealed by a dirty muscle top. The man drove a shovel into freshly tilled earth and reached down for a bottle of water. The car went by and the man looked up. Boon remembered, years back, to Cairo and Tehran. It was Milton. He hadn’t changed.


  “Baby?”


  “Not now,” he said. “Too many witnesses. We’ll pick him up later, do it somewhere quieter. Keep driving.”


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  IZZY GLANCED around the courtroom. It was divided in half by a scratched wooden railing, with the rows of the public gallery on one side and the counsel tables and the raised witness stand on the other. There was no box for the jurors because the appeals court did not require the service of a jury. There were a handful of reporters, some of whom she recognised, and even a courtroom artist who sketched faces for the local TV news. The seats in the public gallery were empty. Jackson Dubois and the rest of his team sat at one table. Lawyers for the city sat at the other table. Izzy had the third one to herself.


  She looked up at the bench of grizzled justices and, behind them, the large bronze eagle in bas-relief, its talons clutching arrows. It was intended to inspire respect, maybe even reverence, and, despite it being the worse for wear, it still managed that for most folk. Not so much for Izzy, though. She felt the same buzz of anticipation, the welcome frisson of nervous energy that she had harnessed during all of the previous hearings. And she respected the history of the court, and the line of eminent jurists who had presided over the cases she had studied as a student—some of whom were immortalised in dusty portraits that had been hung from the walls—but the incumbents had done nothing to disabuse her of the notion that they were nothing more than a rubber stamp for the government.


  The chief justice cleared his throat.


  “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. This is the case of Build It Up, Inc. vs City of New Orleans, continuing from the last adjournment.” He squinted out into the room. With the wrinkles around his eyes and the black robe draped over his withered form, he reminded Izzy of the eagle behind him. “Miss Bartholomew, concerns have been raised with the bench that you have conducted this appeal in a fashion designed to prolong it for as long as possible. The bench is making no accusations of that, but we do make the point that it is incumbent upon you to proceed with all due expediency. You are entitled to a fair hearing, but we will not allow the legal process to be used as a delaying mechanism.”


  “Who raised those concerns, sir?”


  “Counsel for the city and for Babineaux Properties.”


  “Well, they can rest assured that I am proceeding as quickly as I can. As you can see, I’m doing this on my own. I don’t have their resources.”


  “Be that as it may, Miss Bartholomew, my suggestion remains, please proceed with alacrity.”


  “Of course, sir.”


  “Now, then, shall we get started?”


  “I’d like that.”


  The double door at the end of the room opened and a handsome, well-dressed man walked inside. The lawyers immediately straightened their backs and looked intensely at their notes. Only Dubois looked up at the newcomer and nodded in recognition. Izzy looked at him, too. She recognised him. Joel Babineaux. It was the first time that he had been in court. Was he here, she wondered, because he had been told that the proceedings might come to an end this morning? Was he here to gloat, to grandstand in front of the press? If he was, she was going to disappoint him. She didn’t take her eyes off of him as he walked with the barely noticeable limp that gave away his prosthetic. He sat down, undid his jacket, and then, slowly and deliberately, he looked up and across the room at her. Izzy held his gaze.


  She was still staring at him when the chief justice cleared his throat again. “We adjourned so that the city could procure a report. I believe that report has been prepared?”


  Counsel for the city started to rise, but Izzy spoke first. “Before we do that, sir, I’d like to make another argument. I’ve been looking at the case of Kelo vs New London. I think it’s pertinent.”


  The justice couldn’t prevent the weary sigh. “Is it important, Miss Bartholomew?”


  “I think it is.”


  The justice nodded, the resignation obvious. “Very well. Proceed.”


  Izzy looked across the room at the benches of expensively assembled lawyers, saw the irritation on their faces, and couldn’t stop herself from smiling. She turned her focus back on to Babineaux. His expression was inscrutable.


  She took out her notes, cleared her throat, and began.


  
    #

  


  JOEL BABINEAUX made sure that he was already on his way out of the courtroom before the day’s proceedings were adjourned. He waited outside, his thousand-dollar shoes clicking against the polished black and white chequerboard tiles. The lawyers he had retained had been the first to emerge, grumbling as they came through the double doors, their disposition changing immediately as they saw him. They were pandering toadies, all of them, and he waved them off with a brusque flick of his hand. Jackson Dubois was next. Babineaux waved him off, too.


  He was still waiting as he saw the man walk down the corridor. He was dressed in cut-off jeans and a T-shirt, his clothes discoloured with dirt and sweat. He looked hopelessly out of place, but, despite that, there was something about him that suggested that it would have been unwise to confront him. He came up to the entrance to the court and took a seat on the pew opposite the door. Babineaux glanced at him. He was staring right back, his eyes the iciest of blues.


  Babineaux smiled. “Hello.”


  “Mr. Babineaux.”


  “Are you here for the case?”


  “I’m here for Miss Bartholomew.”


  “I’m afraid you have my advantage.”


  “John Smith.”


  Babineaux extended a hand. The man wiped his palm against his sullied T-shirt and took it. He had a firm grip, but so did Babineaux. They held for a moment. Neither squeezed too hard, but just enough so that the other might take away the right impression.


  “Nice to meet you, Mr. Smith.”


  The man’s mouth stretched flat and taut, something between a sardonic smile and a grimace, and his eyes glittered. Babineaux found the effect unsettling.


  Isadora Bartholomew was one of the last people to emerge, struggling with the case of notes to which she had so expertly referred during the day’s proceedings.


  Smith stood. The woman looked at him, then at Babineaux.


  “What do you want?” she said to him.


  Babineaux stepped across to her, a broad smile on his face. “Can I give you a hand?”


  That surprised her. Her face registered immediate suspicion then hostility, both of which she quickly hid with a polite and professional shake of the head. “No, thank you, Mr. Babineaux.”


  “We can manage,” Smith said.


  “Please.”


  “I’m fine,” she said, with more heat.


  “Let me talk to you, then,” he said.


  She shook her head and continued on.


  Babineaux watched her, his eyes racing ahead to where the lawyers were waiting at the end of the corridor. He noticed them hovering, ready to do his bidding. The sight of them suddenly sickened him. They were all ready to do what he commanded them to do, all of them suckling from his teat, yet none of them could solve this simple fucking problem.


  He closed his eyes, concentrated on smothering his temper, and then set off after her. “Please, Miss Bartholomew. Five minutes, that’s all.”


  Smith was quickly alongside him. “She’s not interested.”


  “Please. Just hear me out.”


  She stopped. “What do you want to talk about?”


  “You don’t have to talk to him,” Smith said.


  “It’s all right. What is it?”


  “This,” Babineaux said, indicating the court with a broad sweep of his arm. “The case. The disagreement. I’m upset that it’s come to this.”


  “You didn’t leave us with a choice. If I hadn’t brought the case, you’d have already bulldozed the houses, wouldn’t you?”


  “I do admire what you’ve done, you know. Construction isn’t easy at the best of times, and the houses you’ve built—I’ve seen them, Miss Bartholomew. I’ve driven down that street, more than once. They are very impressive.”


  “And you still want to knock them down.”


  “We want to move them.”


  “That’s semantics and you know it.”


  “You might not believe it, but I want to help. We both know that all you can possibly do with this is to delay the inevitable. We will win in the end. It might take a few weeks, and it’ll be expensive, but the law is on our side.”


  “That’s debatable. Did you listen to what the judge said today?”


  “The law is on our side,” he repeated, “and there is a political will to regenerate the parish. I can do that. I can make it right.”


  “And what about the people who live there now? What is it, ‘sorry, I know you’ve only just moved back into your homes, but we need you to move out again while we knock them down?’ Is that it?”


  His stomach clenched with anger, but he smiled and swallowed it all down and found his most emollient tone. “Let me help you. If you withdraw this action and let us build on Salvation Row, I’ll give you twice as much land in return and I’ll pay enough for you to build twice as many houses. I’ll lend you a team to build them, too. For free. Think of the good that you could do with that. Twice as many families in brand-new accommodations. I know you don’t trust me, Miss Bartholomew, and that’s fair enough, but I’m telling you, hand on heart, I will make sure you get more than you have now. We could make a real difference.”


  That last suggestion was a step too far, and he could see it as soon as the words left his mouth. “We are already making a difference,” she snapped.


  “That’s not what I—”


  She rested the heavy case on the floor and turned to him, anger flashing across her face. “Let me tell you something. You think you can come down there, take out your wallet and wave your money around and then, just like that, you get your way. Maybe that’s what life is like for you, but, I’m telling you, Mr. Babineaux, it’s not going to work for you this time. My family has lived in the Lower Ninth for years. My mom and dad live there and my mom’s family lived there, too. If you think you can pay us off and then knock down the houses that hard-working men and women sweated to build, then I’m here to tell you that ain’t ever going to happen.” She leaned down, wrapped her fingers around the handle and hefted the case again. “Now, if that’s all you had to say, I’ve got preparation today for tomorrow. Maybe you are going to beat us. Maybe. But I’ll tell you this for damn sure, I ain’t gonna make it easy for you.”


  Babineaux stood there, unsure of what he was supposed to say. She didn’t give him the chance. The two of them walked around him and went down the corridor.


  Dubois approached him.


  “What did she say?”


  “There’s no talking to her. They won’t see sense.”


  “Do you want me to step it up?”


  “This man, you’ve met him?”


  “Yes.”


  “And?”


  “He seems very proficient.”


  “You’re confident? I’m depending on your judgment, Jackson.”


  “I am. He’s a professional.”


  “Tell him to do it.”


  “And her, too?”


  “No. Not while this case lasts, it’d look much too convenient.”


  “This man can make it look natural—”


  “I said no, Jackson. That man looking after her. The Englishman. Him. Start with him.”


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  MILTON STAYED in his car outside the Comfort Inn all night. He parked in the lot, choosing an angle that allowed him a clear view to the front of the building. He knew that it was unlikely that they would make another attempt on her life while she was in the hotel, but, since he couldn’t rule it out, he was not prepared to take the chance. He hadn’t told Izzy that he would be there because he knew that she would have objected. The stakes had been raised now, and he knew that it was likely that another attempt would be made to force Izzy to drop the case.


  They had tried once, and failed.


  They would try again.


  His vantage point made it very difficult for anyone to approach the building without him noticing. Hotel guests had returned to their rooms until the small hours, but, once the last stragglers had been accommodated, it stayed quiet. A light was overhead, throwing its dead white glow over the car. Milton had plugged his phone into the car’s sound system and listened to his music. He had ordered a delivery pizza at midnight, picking it up from the delivery driver as he pulled into the lot. He had eaten it and drank a bottle of Coke, listening to the old albums that made him think back to his time in the regiment and the innocent times before that.


  He looked at his watch. Six thirty. She would be up and about now, getting her things ready for the day in court. Milton had said that he would pick her up at nine. She would be safe once she was inside the courtroom, and he anticipated that he would be able to grab a couple of hours’ sleep then. He thought it would be safe to leave her until he came to pick her up. He rubbed his palm across the stubble that covered his cheeks and chin. He needed a shower and a shave. He started the engine, put the car into drive, and headed back to his motel.


  
    #

  


  MILTON SAID hello to the woman on the desk, went to his room and undressed. He showered, turning the tap to cold and standing under the jet until his skin tingled. He washed, then filled the bowl with warm water and shaved with the straight razor that he always carried with him in his pack. He dressed in fresh clothes and packed his case. He had left his razor in the bathroom and went back to get it.


  There was a small window. Milton’s room was at the end of the row, and the window offered a view of the parking lot that wasn’t visible from the main room. He saw a car pull up. A plain-looking sedan. Something about the car snagged his attention, but the sun was bouncing off the windshield and obscuring the interior. Milton watched and, as he idly ran his finger along the blade of the razor, the car backed into a space. It stopped and, after a moment, both doors opened.


  A man and a woman got out. The low, early sun was in his eyes, and he couldn’t make out their faces. The man had an athletic build and a confident gait. The woman was slender, with good legs.


  There was something about the man that caught Milton’s attention.


  It made him uneasy.


  They walked over to the motel rooms, coming closer to the window.


  Milton frowned. He squinted into the sun, and as he did, a cloud scudded across the sky and a pillar of shadow rushed across the lot.


  Milton gaped.


  Avi Bachman?


  What the…?


  He almost dropped the razor in shock.


  He was supposed to be dead.


  Bachman reached a hand into his jacket and took out a pistol.


  Milton thought as fast as he could.


  What were the odds that Avi Bachman, who was supposed to be dead, was here, at a low-rent motel in New Orleans, at the precise same time as he was? A million to one. A billion to one. It couldn’t be a coincidence, and if it wasn’t a coincidence, then it could only mean that Bachman was here for him.


  What to do? Bachman was armed: a 9mm. Milton had his Sig Sauer on the bedside table. The M16 and the MP5 were in the trunk of his rental. But there was no time to get to them.


  He hurried into the main room.


  
    #

  


  BOON WAITED as Lila approached the door. The row of rooms was connected by a wooden veranda, the paint blistered in the sun, the planks warped and buckled. Numbers were fixed to the doors. This one was 10.


  They had been given the address by the detective. The police had found out that the Bartholomews had been moved into the Comfort Inn, and it wasn’t a stretch to think that Milton would stand guard. They had followed him back here. Boon was surprised that it had been as easy as it was. Perhaps Milton was getting sloppy in his old age?


  He held his pistol low, hidden from the rest of the rooms by the angle of his body. He knew that Milton would recognise him if he saw him, just as Boon had recognised him, and even though that would probably make no difference since he had the overwhelming advantage of surprise, he didn’t like to take chances. The doors all had peepholes, and there was no way of predicting how Milton would react if he saw him standing outside his door. Milton would have heard the news. As far as he was concerned, Avi Bachman was dead. Milton knew his profession, and it wouldn’t have been a difficult mental leap for someone so inherently suspicious to recognise that he was here on business.


  There was a good chance that he would shoot first and ask questions later.


  The alternative was to kick down the door, go in hard, gun up, and take him out. But that was messy and unpredictable and unattractive.


  So, he thought, no, there was a better way.


  Milton had never seen Lila before. She could knock on the door and confirm that he was there. He would open the door for her. Boon would wait to the side, out of sight, and, on Lila’s signal, he would step into the doorway and shoot him.


  Lila stepped up onto the veranda. Boon held his breath. She took a step to the door, raised her hand, and rapped against it three times.


  Lila knew better than to look across at him, or, worse, to say anything, but Boon knew from the twist to her face that something was amiss. She reached up and pressed her fingers against the door. It swung open.


  “Hello?”


  There was no reply.


  “Hello?”


  She pushed the door all the way open and, before Boon could stop her, she stepped inside.


  “Hello?”


  Boon gripped the pistol tight. He didn’t want Lila to be in there. Milton had been Number One. He knew what that meant.


  “Shit,” Lila called out. “Baby?”


  Boon stepped out and went through the open door. He stood just in front of the door, taking the measure of the room, looking to see where everything was. He held his breath, listening, trying to get a sense for the room and what it might mean. Lila was standing next to the bed. It hadn’t been slept in, but the sheets and blankets were ruffled, as if something had been placed atop them. There was an interconnecting door between this room and the one alongside. It was standing open, just an inch or two.


  Boon shut the front door, put on the latch, held up a hand, mouthed “stay here,” and stepped farther into the room. He checked the bathroom, held his hand against the porcelain sink. It was damp, still a little warm, a tideline of scum just below the level of the overflow. Little bristles. Milton had shaved. He knelt down beside the shower cubicle, reached down to the tray, felt that it was wet. He had been here, and not long ago.


  He went back into the room and approached the interconnecting door. He paused there, listening. A toilet flushed somewhere, and a door latch clicked. Didn’t sound like it was next door, maybe one of the rooms farther along the line. He held the gun ahead of him, his finger tight around the trigger. He only needed just an extra ounce or two of pressure to bring it all the way back and fire.


  He yanked the door. A woman sat up in the bed, naked, her breasts exposed. Boon shot her three times and left her blood spread across the headboard and the wall behind it. The bathroom door swung open and a man in pajamas was standing there, his mouth open. Boon shot him three times, just as quick, sending him back into the bathroom, blood splashing onto the threadbare carpet and the salmon bathroom tiles.


  Boon paused, listening. Floorboards creaked, but not here, maybe the next room over. This couple were not involved. It looked domestic, two people stopping for the night, wrong place, wrong time. Tough luck. Their cases were open, pushed up against the wall, clothes spilling out of them. The only thing out of place was the front door. It was unlatched and ajar.


  Boon crept ahead, his gun arm steady, but, before he could reach the door, he heard the sound of an engine. He heard lots of revs and the screech of rubber, biting on asphalt. He opened it as a Toyota Corolla raced away, taking the sharp bend out of the lot at speed, making the road and melting into the early traffic.


  “Shit,” Lila said.


  She was behind him, just inside the door. She looked at the dead woman in the bed, saw the legs of the dead man stretching out through the door to the bathroom. She wasn’t perturbed by either of them. She had seen plenty of death in the last two years, plenty worse than this. It was the sight of the open front door, the sound of the car, the evidence that Milton had evaded them. It was that which had annoyed her.


  “Yeah,” Boon said. “Shit.”


  “He knows we’re coming now.”


  “Yes.”


  “That was our best chance to get at him.”


  “I know, baby.”


  “He’ll be impossible now.”


  “Not impossible. Difficult.”


  “So what do we do?”


  “You know what we do, baby. Leverage. We pick a different target.”


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  MILTON DROVE at a steady sixty. Not too fast to risk attention from the police, but not so slow that he would give Bachman the chance to get ahead of him.


  His body was flooded with adrenaline. His hands were trembling.


  Avi Bachman.


  That was something that he couldn’t possibly have foreseen.


  And it changed everything.


  He took out his phone and looked at the time.


  8.30AM.


  He dialled Izzy, activated the speaker, and rested the phone on the dash.


  “Hello?”


  “It’s me. Where are you?”


  “At the hotel. Just getting ready.”


  “Stay there. Do not leave your room without me.”


  “I wasn’t going to. You said—”


  “Listen to me, Izzy. Your parents, too. They need to come with us today.”


  “To court?”


  “They need to be with us.”


  “What’s happened, Milton?”


  He held his tongue. No sense in worrying her any more than she was already worried. “Something has changed. I’ll tell you when I see you. But it’ll be fine. I just want us to be extra careful from now on.”


  “You’re worrying me, John. I told you, no secrets, okay? Sounds like you’re holding out on me. I’m a big girl. I can handle it.”


  “Everything is fine. I’ll explain when I get there. Just stay in the room.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON ARRIVED at the Comfort Inn and called Izzy again. She came out five minutes later, dragging her document case behind her. Her parents followed behind. Milton left the engine running, stepped out and waved them over. The pistol was jammed against his hip, a comforting presence. He let them come all the way over to him, unwilling to allow himself the distraction of meeting them halfway. He scanned with avid, hungry eyes. If the roles had been reversed, and he was in Bachman’s shoes, this would have been a prime opportunity. He felt the buzz of adrenaline again as he looked left and right. But there was nothing.


  Izzy stepped out, put a little distance between herself and her parents. “What is it?” she hissed at him.


  “I’ll explain later. When we’re alone.”


  “You’re frightening me.”


  “I’m sorry. You have to trust me.”


  Solomon and Elsie reached the car. “Morning, John,” the old man said. “Got room in the car for the two of us? Izzy says we need to see her in action today.”


  “Plenty of room,” he said, opening the back door, his eyes still roving left and right.


  “Thanks for the ride,” Elsie said as she lowered herself onto the bench seat.


  “You’re welcome.”


  Solomon got in alongside his wife, and Milton shut the door.


  “What?” Izzy hissed again. “You tell me now, or we’re not going anywhere and you can explain to them what the hell is going on.”


  Milton gritted his teeth. Why couldn’t things be easy, just one time?


  “Someone came after me this morning.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Someone I know, from a long time ago. He came to kill me.”


  “What the—?”


  “It’s fine. I saw him coming—”


  “It’s fine?”


  “It’s fine—”


  “It’s not fine. They ran us off the road, tried to kill us, now they send someone else after you.”


  He put his finger to his lips. “Not now. You want to worry them?”


  Her parents were talking to each other in the car.


  “When?”


  “After court. Get through today, we can talk about it then. All right?”


  She fired a hot stare at him. “Fine. But no sugar-coating. I need to know everything. I need to know that this is still worth it, whether the stakes are getting too high, you hear me?”


  “Yes,” he said. “Get in the car, Izzy. We don’t want to be late.”


  Chapter Forty


  BOON FOUND the place without any trouble. It was a large, modern building, and the lights in the windows glittered in the wan light of dusk. He turned off the road and found a space in the parking lot. He switched off the engine and turned to Lila.


  “Ready?”


  “Yeah,” she said.


  “You know what you’re doing?”


  “Sure. It’ll be fine. Easy. Won’t take long.”


  Lila was wearing a police officer’s uniform. It was authentic, supplied by Detective Peacock from out of the NOPD’s stores. He reached across and rested his hand on his wife’s knee. “Be careful.”


  Lila smiled. “I’m always careful.” She leant over and kissed him, then opened the door and stepped out into the parking lot.


  Boon left the engine running, reached down for the radio and tuned through the stations. He found nothing that he liked and switched it off.


  He looked out at the building and thought of Lila inside it. She was shrewd and clever and a quick study. She had worked hard to make their partnership as effective as it had turned out to be. She was an excellent face woman, chameleonic in her ability to morph into whomever the job at hand required her to be. Their last job, the liquidation of the owner of a fracking operation in Pennsylvania, had required Lila to work for the target as one of his PAs for three weeks. The target’s schedule was ascertained far enough in advance that Boon had known precisely when he would visit his remote lakeside cabin so that he could lie up and wait for him. The information she had provided on the target’s security detail provided him with what he needed to find the vulnerabilities, and allowed for the efficient execution of the operation.


  Lila emerged from the building and stepped into the parking lot. She had a black man with her, her hand on his shoulder with a proprietary air. Boon reached over into the back and opened the door for them. The man’s face clouded with confusion when he saw the Ford and not the police cruiser he must have been expecting, but, by that time, Lila had drawn the 9mm and discreetly pressed it into the small of the man’s back. Boon looked at him, recognised Alexander Bartholomew from the description Peacock had given him, and nodded in satisfaction.


  Boon watched in the mirror as the man slid across the seat to the opposite door, yanking the handle. It was no good. The child lock had been activated.


  “Hello, Alexander.”


  “What is this, man?”


  “We need you to come with us for a little while.”


  “Who are you?”


  “That doesn’t matter. But it’s best that you just take it easy. There’s no sense in making this more difficult for yourself than it needs to be.”


  Lila got in next to Alexander and shut the door.


  Boon pulled away. “Any trouble?”


  “Easy,” Lila said with a broad, white-toothed smile.


  “Well done, baby,” Boon said.


  He turned out of the parking lot and aimed the car to the west. They had an hour’s drive ahead of them.


  
    #

  


  THE PLACE was in the middle of the bayou. Boon drove carefully along the single track, the ruts and dips baked in the daytime heat until they were as solid as rock. They passed stands of cypress and oak, with ugly roots and malignant nooses of Spanish moss weighing down the boughs of the trees. Their destination was remote and isolated. The track wound its way through the overgrown vegetation, picking a path between the wide expanses of swamp. It had turned to night as they drove out of town, and the darkness was total here, the stars and moon blocked out by the thick canopy of leaves. Boon found himself gripping the wheel a little tighter. The atmosphere was tense and foreboding. He remembered the Lovecraft books that he had read as a child, and found himself picturing the reddish glares of distant fires and voodoo orgies.


  They came to the end of the track. There were two tumbledown shacks, arranged side to side in the shape of an L, and, twenty yards away from them, two freight containers that had been adapted so that they could be used as accommodation. The place had been a meth lab until it was busted six months earlier. Peacock had suggested that it would be a suitable place to keep Bartholomew. Boon had scouted it earlier and had been satisfied with it.


  He parked the car and, leaving the headlamps on so that the path ahead was lit, helped Lila take Bartholomew to one of the containers. A door had been cut into one side. The door opened out and was secured by a metal bar that slotted through two brackets that had been welded on either side of the aperture. Boon pulled the bar free, opened the door, and muscled Alexander inside. There was a single light fixture on the ceiling, a bedroll, and a bucket to be used as a toilet. Nothing else.


  Boon released his grip on Alexander, and he dropped to the floor.


  “You can’t leave me in here.”


  “Just for a while. Until the person who is paying us has gotten what he wants.”


  “What does he want? What does it have to do with me?”


  “Your sister needs to learn that being stubborn isn’t in her best interests. Or yours.”


  He left the light on and stepped back. He took out his phone, snapped a quick picture, then pushed the door closed and slotted the bar back through the brackets. They had only taken a handful of steps to the shacks when the door clanged and rattled against the bar.


  Lila nodded back to the container. “He’s going to get on my nerves if he keeps that up.”


  “Only things that’ll hear him out here are the wildlife.”


  “I’m going to get a headache, baby.”


  He smiled. “Maybe we’ll feed him to the gators, then.”


  
    #

  


  THERE WAS no cellphone signal this far into the swamp, so Boon left Lila in charge of the camp and drove back down to the interstate until his iPhone showed a bar of reception. He parked by the edge of the road, got out, and rested against the hood of the car. Night had fallen properly now, and the car was lit by the occasional lights of cars that were rushing to and from the city. The winking lights of passenger jets passed high overhead, and stretched out for miles before him was the exhausted, fractured landscape of Louisiana. A desolate expanse of plain covered with tall sere grass that rustled in the nighttime zephyrs. There were blasted trees here and there, distant refineries and distilleries that fed off the network of pipes that funnelled offshore oil and gas, smokestacks spewing columns of chemical pollution, a coastline choked with detritus, all of it slowly sinking into the Gulf of Mexico. Cancer Alley. Boon looked out at it, let it seep onto him. He wasn’t a religious man, but, he thought, if the apocalypse happened, it would look something like this.


  He lit a cigarette and then dialled the number that he had been given. He put the phone to his ear.


  “Hello?”


  “Is this Isadora Bartholomew?”


  “Who is this?”


  “Who I am isn’t important. You need to listen very carefully, Miss Bartholomew.”


  “Who is this?”


  “Your brother, Alexander, needs you to stop the case you have brought against those who are trying to improve the city—”


  “What do you mean, my brother?”


  “Listen to me, please, Miss Bartholomew, and don’t interrupt. Alexander is with me. I’m going to send you a picture of him when I end this call. You are to stop the case. You are to apologise for wasting the court’s time and withdraw your complaint. Is that clear?”


  There was no reply, just the sound of static buzzing on the line.


  “Miss Bartholomew, I need you to tell me that you understand.”


  “If you hurt him—”


  “He will be returned to you, unharmed, if you do what I ask. Are we clear?”


  There was more static.


  “I need an answer.”


  “We’re clear,” she said. “I understand.”


  “Drop the case and I will return him to you. Goodbye, Miss Bartholomew.”


  He ended the call. He selected the picture that he had taken of Alexander and sent it to her, then he put the phone back into his pocket. He remained propped against the car for a moment longer, the warm tropical wind blowing around him, and then ground his cigarette beneath his boot and returned to the car.


  Chapter Forty-One


  MILTON WAS watching outside the hotel when Izzy called him.


  “Where are you?” Her tone was frantic.


  “I’m outside. What is it?”


  “I need to see you.”


  “What is it, Izzy?”


  “Alexander.”


  
    #

  


  SHE CAME down five minutes later. Milton was waiting for her in the lobby.


  “What is it? He’s checked himself out?”


  “Someone came and took him.”


  She was frightened. Milton’s attention snapped into sharp focus. “What do you mean?”


  “What I said,” she snapped. “A woman, dressed as a police officer, went there and told them that he was wanted for questioning and they had to let him out.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I called rehab. That’s what they said.”


  “How did you know that he was gone, Izzy?”


  “Whoever it was who took him, some man working with her, he called me.”


  “And said what?”


  “That I had to drop the case against Babineaux.”


  “What exactly did he say? Try to remember.”


  She waved her hand in irritation, puckered her forehead, and repeated as much of the conversation as she could. “They had him, I had to stop the case, they’d bring him back if I did. Then they sent me this.”


  She found the photograph on her phone and handed it to Milton. He looked and saw Alexander Bartholomew, his face bleached out by camera flash, shrinking away from whoever it was who was taking the picture.


  “All right,” he said.


  “All right? What am I going to do? They’ve got my brother.”


  She started to cry. Milton had never been one for affection, and he invariably felt awkward when presented with emotion. But when he reached out to touch her on the shoulder, she folded into his embrace and let him hold her, the breath sobbing out of her. He held her for a minute until she had brought her sobbing under control and, breathing deeply, she disengaged.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just… it’s just, I don’t want to sound like I’m whining, but there’s so much to think about. I don’t know where I am some times. And now this. I can handle things if I think I can control them, affect them, but this…I’m helpless. And being helpless frightens me.”


  “You’re not helpless. I’m here. I’m going to help you. We’re going to get him back.”


  “How can you say that?”


  “When have I let you down?” He didn’t give her a chance to think too deeply on that. “Come on. I want to speak to the rehab.”


  
    #

  


  ALEXANDER’S ABDUCTION had caused a commotion at the facility. They were met by a senior doctor who, while effusive in her apology, was defensive, too. Milton knew why. The woman was primed for the threat of a lawsuit. Perhaps she knew Izzy’s reputation from the court case since it had had enough media coverage, after all. She would be helpful, but there would be no admissions, and her help would only extend up until the point where it caused the clinic no harm.


  “We’ve called the police,” she said.


  “You sure these are the real ones?” Izzy said sharply.


  The doctor frowned at her, but didn’t bite. “And we’re reviewing the feed from the cameras.”


  “You mind if I have a look?” Milton asked.


  She looked up at him with anxiety and then suspicion. “Can I ask who you are, please, sir?”


  “My name is Smith. I’m a friend of the family.”


  She looked at Izzy for confirmation and, when she nodded her assent, she paused to consider the request and then, no doubt realising that it would do her no good to refuse, agreed to it. She led them into a small office behind the reception. A male member of staff was spinning through footage that had been shot from the security camera behind the desk.


  “Show them,” the doctor said.


  The man pressed play and Milton watched. The woman, masquerading as a policewoman, was young and good looking. He couldn’t recall ever seeing her before.


  “What did she say?”


  “That she had reason to believe that Mr. Bartholomew was involved in a serious assault. She said that we had to release him for questioning. There’s not much that we could’ve done.”


  “You didn’t think to check her credentials?”


  “We did check, sir. Everything looked like it was in order.”


  “You didn’t call the precinct?”


  The woman was getting defensive. “Why would we do that? I told you, everything looked like it was in order.”


  Milton reined it back in. He wasn’t finished with the clinic yet and he sensed that if he pushed too hard, the woman would ask him to leave.


  “You’ve got a camera out in the parking lot?”


  “Sure we do.”


  The picture switched to footage from a camera that offered a high angle of the lot. They scrolled through the footage until they saw the woman emerge into the left of the shot, Alexander in front of her. Milton watched as Alexander said something, protesting, and the woman pressed her arm close to his back. The pistol that she must have been holding was hidden by Alexander’s body. The camera swivelled to the right, losing them for a moment, but then it stopped and they re-emerged into the shot again. They walked to a parked car with a man inside it. Milton estimated that the car was twenty feet from the camera.


  “Can you zoom in on the driver?”


  The man selected that portion of the image and zoomed. The picture was heavily pixellated, but even before the software took steps to clean it up, Milton had identified the man behind the wheel.


  “Thank you.”


  Milton left Izzy to speak to the administrator and waited for her outside. It was a warm and damp night. The palm trees that fringed the lot rustled in the breeze. A storm coming in, perhaps? He shook a cigarette out of the pack and lit it. He had already started to plan what he was going to have to do. The process had begun subconsciously, but, now that he was alone and quiet, he opened himself up to it. There were few options open to him. Retaliation was all he had.


  Izzy followed him outside.


  “We need to speak to the police, right?”


  “Yes,” Milton said. “But I’m not sure how helpful it’ll be.”


  “Why would you say that?”


  “Two reasons. They’re involved. They arrested you and the crew, no reason for them to do that unless they wanted to cause you disruption. And why would they want to do that? You’re not doing anything wrong. No. The only person who stands to benefit from it is Babineaux. If you ask me, he’s bought them off. They won’t help.”


  “And?”


  “The second reason’s worse. The guy who came to kill me this morning? His name is Avi Bachman. He worked for the Mossad. Have you heard of them?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe. I think so.”


  “Israeli intelligence. Very dangerous. Very ruthless.”


  She was confused. “What do they have to do with it?”


  “Them? Probably nothing. But Bachman was driving the car that took your brother away.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON TOOK IZZY to the Comfort Inn, delivering her right to the door of the room next to the one where her parents were staying. He told her not to leave the room. When she paused at the door, a pained expression on her face, he smiled at her with all the reassurance he could muster.


  “What are we going to do, John?”


  “We’re not going to do anything. I am. I’m going to get him back.”


  “How? You don’t even know where he is.”


  “I’ll find out. I’ll get him, Izzy. I promise.”


  “You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep.”


  “I never do that. If I say I’ll do something, I’ll do it.”


  She looked at him, started to say something, then changed her mind. “But what do I tell them?” she said, gesturing at her parents’ room.


  “I wouldn’t tell them anything yet. There’s no sense in worrying them.”


  “How long can I keep that up for? They’ve got a right to know.”


  “Yes, they do. But if I can get him back before they know he’s gone, isn’t that better for them? They think he’s in rehab. They don’t expect to hear from him. No harm done. Just give me two days.”


  
    #

  


  HE TOOK out his cellphone in the lobby and called Ziggy Penn.


  “Where are you?”


  “Outside Dubois’s house.”


  “I need you.”


  “Not now. I’m getting some very juicy stuff.”


  “Now, Ziggy.”


  “What is it?”


  “We’ve got work to do.”


  “More important than this?”


  “Much more.”


  Chapter Forty-Two


  THEY MET at the Café du Monde again. Ziggy hobbled across the open space, picking a route between the tables, still busy despite the late hour. He sat down opposite Milton and took the coffee that was waiting for him. Milton banished his distractions and scanned left and right, his eyes adjusting to the glare of the floodlights and the pools of darkness between them. Decatur Street buzzed with life, traffic and pedestrians passing by, but he saw nothing that gave him a reason for concern.


  “You sure this is important?” Ziggy started. “I’ve got some great stuff on our friend.”


  “That doesn’t matter right now.”


  “So?”


  “It’s Alexander Bartholomew.”


  “Izzy’s brother?”


  He nodded. “The man who saved your life.”


  “You don’t need to remind me. What?”


  “He’s in a lot of trouble.”


  A waiter hustled alongside and asked if they wanted anything to eat. Milton dismissed him brusquely and waited until he was out of earshot.


  “What trouble?” Ziggy asked.


  “Babineaux and Dubois are deeper into this than I thought. I should’ve anticipated it, the money at stake here, what they might do. I’ve underestimated them.”


  “Tell me what the problem is, Milton.”


  “They’ve hired someone I used to know, a long time ago.”


  “What kind of someone? Someone like you?”


  “Yes,” Milton said. “Just like me.”


  “How do you know?”


  “He tried to kill me this morning.”


  Ziggy gaped. “Fuck, Milton.”


  “Just dumb luck that he didn’t.”


  “And Bartholomew?”


  “Not so lucky. He was in rehab. I should’ve gone and gotten him, taken him somewhere else, him and his family, all of them, somewhere away from the city. This man checked him out. He’s using him to make Izzy drop the case. It won’t matter what happens. He’ll kill him. He’s not in the business of leaving people around who can identify him. If we don’t help him, he’s dead. That’s as near to a sure thing as there is.”


  Ziggy stared at him. He looked fearful.


  “He’s dangerous, Ziggy, but so am I. And I know he’s here now.”


  Ziggy gave a quick nod. “Okay. I get it. What do I need to know?”


  Milton explained about Bachman, about the Mossad, about the operation where he had worked with him, about what had happened at the clinic that day. He gave him everything he knew which, he realised as he relayed it, was not very much at all. Ziggy listened intently, tapping details into his phone.


  “What do you need?”


  “Two things,” Milton said. “First, I need as much as you can find about Bachman. He was supposed to be dead. Obviously, he isn’t. Anything on what might have happened to him. I don’t like going into something blind, and that’s what I feel like. You need to give me some coverage on him.”


  “I can try. The second thing?”


  “We’re on the back foot. I don’t like that, either, not at all. We need to do something to put that right.”


  “You want to retaliate?”


  “I want some leverage.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON DROVE down to the river, got out of the car, and rested against the hood. He looked down at the wide, sluggish Mississippi. A fisherman cast his line into the brown water as a gargantuan light-spangled oil tanker drifted by. The air was heavy with the effluent and pollutants sprayed out of bilge tanks, and it was quiet save for the susurration of traffic passing over a nearby bridge and the call of gulls disgusted by the fetid carrion that was all the river had to offer them.


  Ziggy had stayed at the table for another five minutes. He explained that he had taken delivery of a piece of equipment that allowed him to eavesdrop on both sides of Dubois’s cellphone conversations, and that he was building up a collection of evidence that would expose the scale and scope of the conspiracy.


  Milton had hardly heard a word of it.


  He couldn’t stop thinking about Avi Bachman.


  He closed his eyes.


  Bachman.


  Jesus. What had he gotten himself into?


  An email buzzed on his cellphone. Milton opened it. It was from Ziggy. It was a précis of Bachman’s MI5 file. He had no idea how Ziggy could possibly have obtained it so quickly and, seemingly, so easily. But he had learnt long ago that some things were best not enquired into too deeply.


  He opened the email and read.


  Bachman had been well known to MI5. Information on his early life had always been sketchy, but it was believed that he was born in the early 1970s in Paris to a French mother and an Israeli father. After spending his early years in Paris, he had moved to the United States. His father, a diplomat, had died after driving his car into a culvert. His mother had taken that as badly as might be expected and had developed a reliance on prescription tranquillisers. One day she took too many and the young Avi found her on her bed, dead. Milton wasn’t one for over-analysis, but, even to his jaded mind, it was pretty straightforward to see that an early experience of death had become a preoccupation that would stay with Bachman through the whole of his life.


  Bachman was shipped to his grandparents in Jerusalem and, after finishing school, he was enlisted into the IDF and assigned to the Combat Engineering Corps. There was a period of service in the West Bank. Combat experience included an ambush on two Hezbollah vehicles during which eight militants were killed. His file recorded a commendation from his CO and the suggestion that he showed great promise.


  Information was thin after that. He had been recruited by the Mossad after the end of his military service and had submerged into deep cover. It was known that he was sent to the London School of Economics as part of his preparation for service, operating under non-official cover, meaning that he would have had no diplomatic immunity had anything gone amiss. Nothing had, the testament to his efficiency being that the spooks only found out about the work that he had been doing once he had been reassigned and, even then, they didn’t know precisely what it was.


  He had been assigned to the Mossad’s Kidon unit some time after his return to Israel. Kidon was a Mossad within the Mossad, an elite subset of forty-eight men and women whose main function was to eliminate the plentiful threats to the state. The unit was based in the Negev desert, scrupulously trained with all manner of weapons and in espionage techniques, self-defence and vehicle handling, and was deployed only when a target’s elimination had been signed off by the prime minister himself.


  It was rumoured that Bachman had been a Kidon combatant in sub-Saharan Africa, and hacks on the CIA and FBI had revealed that he had served in an official liaison capacity with those organisations. He was reputed to have played a leading role in the assassination of Fawzi Mustapha Assi, a Hezbollah operative who was procuring weapons technology in the United States. There were unconfirmed reports that he had been active in Syria, Azerbaijan, North Africa, and Iran. He was credited with the execution of al-Qaeda confederates responsible for the 1998 United States embassy bombings in Kenya and Tanzania. He was also suspected of being behind the sniping of two Iranian agents in South Africa. MI5 was certain that he had led the two-man team who had shot Gerald Bull, the ballistics expert who had offered to build a super-gun for Saddam. And there were rumours that he had led the expedition to kill Mahmoud Al-Mabhouh in Dubai.


  Milton knew the report was just the tip of the iceberg. These things could only ever be educated guesses. There would be a file on him, too, somewhere in the Mossad’s files, and he knew it would contain the same suppositions, estimations, and hunches. The truth, as with Bachman, was much bloodier.


  He and Bachman were cut from the same cloth.


  And that was a worrying thought.


  Their paths had crossed just the one time.


  Milton didn’t need the file to remember that.


  It was in 2010. The Iranians had been close to developing a workable nuclear bomb. In exchange for Israel postponing a military attack on Iran, the CIA and MI6 worked with the Mossad to sabotage Tehran’s program. GCHQ had introduced the Stuxnet virus into thirty thousand Iranian computers in Iran’s nuclear reactors. That, alone, was not enough to deter the Israelis and, in addition, a joint MI6, CIA and Mossad operation was responsible for the explosions at a factory in the Zagros Mountains. The factory manufactured Iran’s Shihab missiles, and the deaths of eighteen technicians retarded its abilities by a year. The subsequent assassination of five scientists delayed the fundamentalist bomb by another year.


  Milton and another Group Fifteen agent had been the British contingent.


  Avi Bachman had represented the Mossad.


  Milton remembered him very well. He had a brash personality that Milton found a little grating, confident to the point of arrogance, but he could certainly walk the walk. He was lethal in Krav Maga, the mongrel martial art that fused jiu-jitsu, boxing, savate, Muay Thai, Wing Chun, and wrestling. The Mossad taught it to all its recruits, and, as Bachman had rather vaingloriously boasted as they shared a drink in Cairo before the operation was green-lit, he was the best proponent in Kidon, which meant, if it were true, that he was one of the most dangerous men that Milton had ever met.


  The Iranian job had been in 2010, and Milton never heard from Bachman again. The file reported that he reached the rank of sgan aluf, or lieutenant colonel, before the operation that led to the reports of his death. Premature reports, as Milton now knew. The file suggested that he had been killed when a car bomb that he was preparing had detonated. Milton could only speculate what had happened, but he was confident of one thing: Bachman had wanted out of the Mossad, just as he had wanted out of Group Fifteen, but his duplicity had been more successful in achieving that than Milton’s honesty.


  There was nothing in the file that suggested the identity of his accomplice.


  He deleted the email and called Isadora.


  “Is everything okay?” he asked.


  “Yes. We’re fine.”


  “Stay in the hotel, please.”


  “You said. I will.”


  “Don’t answer the door to anyone.”


  “You told me that already. I won’t.” There was a pause, and Milton saw a flash of flame from the horizon, a distant refinery venting gas.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Worried.”


  “You’re going to have to trust me.”


  “I…I do, Milton. I do trust you.”


  “Goodnight, Izzy.”


  “Goodnight.”


  The flames belched again as Milton ended the call, scrolled through his contacts, and called Ziggy.


  “You get it?”


  “I did. Thanks.”


  “He sounds serious.”


  “He is.”


  “And you still want to go through with this?”


  “We haven’t got another card to play. It’s this or give up, and I’m not giving up.”


  “All right. I’m game if you are. You’re the one taking the bigger risk.”


  That was the truth. “Where’s our friend?”


  “At home. I’m a block away.”


  “You ready?”


  “Five minutes to set up my gear and I’m good. Won’t be difficult.”


  Milton pushed himself off of the body of the car as the spurt of flame lit up the darkened horizon for a third time. “I’ll call you when I’m there.”


  Chapter Forty-Three


  ZIGGY HAD tailed Joel Babineaux from the offices of Babineaux Properties all the way to his mansion in the Garden District. He had carried on after Babineaux had turned off the street. The Bentley had nosed up against the wrought-iron gates, waiting for them to open. But Ziggy had continued on, only turning when it was safe to do so and driving back for a second, more careful, look. The car had driven down the drive and pulled up next to the front door. Ziggy drove on for another half block and parked. The neighbourhood was upscale, and the other houses around and about were all grand and obviously extremely, excessively expensive. Jackson Dubois’s place had been nice, but Babineaux’s place was a cut above.


  Ziggy reached across to the passenger seat and collected his MacBook. He had stopped at Radio Shack for the things that he thought he might need, and one of his purchases had been a 29dBi 5GHz parabolic dish antenna. He connected it to the laptop. The dish wasn’t as big or powerful as the one he used in Tokyo, but he didn’t need it to be. He logged on, scanning the available Wi-Fi frequencies until he found the signal that was emanating from the house, and piggybacked onto it. It took thirty seconds to crack the password. He had guessed, correctly, that a house like Babineaux’s would have plenty of systems that were controlled by computer. Lighting, entertainment, communications, security. Now they would all be accessible to him. His fingers flashed across the keyboard, stripping away protections until he had isolated the systems that he needed.


  He took out his phone, propped it on the dash, activated the speaker, and called Milton.


  “I’m ready,” he said.


  
    #

  


  MILTON HAD plugged in the phone’s headphones. There was a small microphone on the cable, next to his throat, and he was able to talk to Ziggy while he kept his hands free. He had the P226 holstered beneath his left arm and the LUCIE night vision goggles rested against his forehead.


  The street was quiet in both directions.


  Time to move.


  “Watcher, Milton. Do you copy?”


  “Milton, Watcher. Affirmative. Where are you?”


  “Next to the wall.” It was ten feet tall and topped with metal spikes. There was a beautiful old oak alongside, with a thick bough that reached out at the same level as the wall. “What do I need to know?”


  There was a pause, and the sound of keys being tapped. “Motion sensors in the grounds. Switching them off…now.”


  “Copy that.” Milton climbed the tree, his hands fixing around the bough of the oak, and then hauled himself up and onto it, staying close to the trunk where the bough was strongest. He balanced carefully and, reaching up to his head, he brought the night vision goggles down and settled them over his eyes. The surroundings were washed with ghostly green. A row of security lights burned bright, their glow a harsh white against the subdued emerald. Fifty feet away, he saw a security camera atop a metal pole.


  “Watcher, Milton. I’ve got security lights to the east and a camera.”


  “Hold on, Milton, I’m on it.”


  Milton patted the comforting shape of the Sig, then watched the lights wink out all at the same time.


  “Lights off?”


  “Yes,” Milton said.


  “Camera’s dead, too. You’re clear to move.”


  “Eyes open, Watcher.”


  “You got it. Good luck.”


  Milton shuffled ahead on the bough, making sure it was sturdy enough to bear his weight. He scanned ahead again. This part of the grounds had been dedicated to a garden of ornamental grasses. There were Mexican feather grass, purple fountain grass, lavender, Oriental fountain grass, and miscanthus. Milton hopped across the short space between the bough and the top of the wall. It had been fitted with spikes farther along its length and, here, broken glass had been set in the mortar to ward against those who might try to scale it. Milton’s boots dealt with that without bother. He lowered himself to a crouch and, looking down to make sure that the spot he had chosen to jump into was clear, he hopped off the wall. He landed behind a wide planting of hibiscus, the dinner-plate-sized flowers dangling from plants that reached over his head. He stepped through the plants, parted a border of Indian pinks and crested iris, and, after checking that the thirty feet of lawn was clear in both directions, sprinted to a screen of tropical bamboo.


  The house was on the other side of the screen, separated by a series of raised beds and a geometrical, oblong mirror pool. Milton parted the bamboo, surveilled the gardens ahead again, and waited to move.


  
    #

  


  JOEL BABINEAUX wasn’t sure what it was that had awoken him. His alarm was usually set for five, but he always woke ten minutes before. He had disciplined himself to do that, and it was his usual habit to have showered and changed into his gym gear before the alarm sounded. This was earlier, and that was unusual for him. He stretched out across the king-sized bed, feeling the rich cotton against the arch of his left foot, the toes, and the stump of his right leg.


  He checked the clock on the table next to him, closed his eyes again, and tried to work out what it was that had awakened him. He could feel the weight of his wife next to him, the warmth from her body radiating across the inches between them, but he reached out an arm and ran his fingertips along the contour of her hip. She was still deep in sleep. Whatever it was, it wasn’t her. He strained his ears, but he could hear nothing out of place. He heard the gentle bubbling from the large aquarium on the landing outside the bedroom, the tick of a pipe, but nothing else.


  He wondered whether he should try to get back to sleep, but he knew that would be a waste of time. Once his mind was awake, that was it. He was a lark, not an owl, and he had always done his best thinking in the mornings. Might as well get up and get started. He levered himself up with his elbow and slid his leg out from underneath the covers and onto the floor. He felt the sisal rug between his toes, reached his foot out for his prosthesis, dragged it closer and grabbed it with his hand. He pulled a stocking over his stump and strapped on the prosthesis, pressing the Velcro tabs together, and then stood. His balance took a moment to adjust, like it always did, even though it had been years since he had started to use the prosthesis. He hobbled naked to the bathroom to take a leak.


  He started to think about what needed to be done today. The first thing, the main thing, the thing that was holding up everything else, was the problem with access to the development. He had to get that sorted out, once and for all. He thought of Isadora Bartholomew. She was something else, that much was for sure. He had watched her do her thing in the court—brimming with fire and passion, dismissive of the points made by his million-dollar lawyers, and almost insolent to the judge when she had the temerity to question the precedent upon which she was relying—and he had concluded that she was an extremely attractive woman. He meant intellectually, in terms of her character, although there was no question that she was physically attractive, too. Smart, confident, sassy, her eyes full of life, an edge to her that said that she would be a demon in bed. He wondered whether he might make a call on her when this was all settled. She might take some persuasion, for sure. She wouldn’t initially be disposed to him after what he was going to do to her precious houses. But Babineaux was a persuasive man, especially when there was something that he wanted.


  The bathroom was lit by the light of the moon. He pissed and looked at himself in the full-length mirror. He was in great shape. Six foot two, a linebacker’s build, the muscle on his arms, shoulders and left leg making up for the obscene absence of his right. No fat on him anywhere. A tattoo on his right biceps from his time in the Rangers. Dubois had the same tattoo, on the same arm. They’d had them done together by the same guy while they were at Fort Benning. He worked out every day between six and eight, a punishing routine administered by an acquaintance who had served with him before getting out and setting up as a trainer. Babineaux was fifty this year, but he knew that he had the body of someone fifteen years younger.


  He looked down at the stump and the carbon-fibre-reinforced artificial leg that had cost him two hundred grand to have built to his exacting specifications, and he was at ease about that, too. The loss of his leg had been a trauma, and then a challenge, and then a problem that he had swept aside like every other problem that was placed in his path. Everything since had been as nothing. Pierce Morgan, Isadora Bartholomew, the man who was protecting her, they were all of no consequence to him. They would step out of his way or they would be destroyed.


  He walked out of the bathroom and into his dressing room, flicking the light switch for the soft light that he had on the table at the other end of the room. It didn’t come on. He tried the switch again and still got nothing. The bulb must have gone. He went over to the window and opened the blind. It was still dark outside, the first faint tracings of the dawn on the horizon. He stood there for a long moment, staring out at the point where the perfect blacks became indigos, then lighter purples, soon to transition to the blues and pastels that would herald the sun. He loved the South. He had always lived here, and he always would. He loved this house, the gardens. He even loved the city itself, that seething, swirling pit of corruption and inequity.


  He loved N’Awlins because he had mastered it.


  He put on the loose-fitting trousers and sweatshirt he wore when he was working out and went downstairs. He paused in the hallway, realising that the lights were all off down here, too. He frowned, wondering whether it could be something as banal as a power cut, and realised that he had seen the street lights and the lights on in the adjoining houses when he looked out of the window.


  He realised then, too late, that he was in big trouble.


  Babineaux heard the footsteps coming behind him, and, pivoting quickly, saw the man in the night vision goggles, the eerie green glow from the eyepieces leaking out into the darkness from which he had melted. The man had his arm up, leading with a silenced Sig Sauer P226 that was held in a steady and confident grip. The man’s face was obscured by the goggles, but Babineaux could see the stern horizontal line of his lips and the finger held vertically against them.


  “Shush.”


  Chapter Forty-Four


  JOEL BABINEAUX was in the trunk of his Bentley. His hands were fastened behind his back with cable ties, and electrical cord had been looped around his knees and knotted until it was secure. He was hog-tied, good and proper, and helpless. The man who tied him was obviously a professional. He had been calm, yet firm, and Babineaux had quickly concluded there was no profit in trying to see whether he would be prepared to use his weapon. There was a flintiness in his blue eyes that made it very clear that he was.


  He didn’t know how long he had been in the trunk, but he had listened hard, detecting the change from the busy urban hum of the city to the noise of faster traffic on the highway. He guessed that they were headed west.


  He tried not to panic. It was unsettling, but when he addressed it rationally, this could only really be for one purpose. Pierce Morgan was fighting back. He had pushed all his chips into the middle. He wouldn’t come to harm. He owned Pierce’s company lock, stock and barrel. If he wanted it back, he would have to deal with him.


  And then, when that was done, he would retaliate.


  The car swung to the left, bumped and bounced over a railroad track, and then, after five minutes of travel along a much quieter road, it slowed and pulled over.


  Babineaux composed himself.


  The trunk opened. The man was standing there.


  Milton.


  “Out.”


  “I can’t,” he said. “My leg.”


  Milton reached down, grabbed him beneath the shoulders and hauled him out.


  Babineaux looked around. They were in the middle of nowhere, a minor road that cut right down the middle of a wide expanse of carpet-grass. He saw the belched flames from a refinery in the distance and, closer, he could hear the hum from the interstate. He turned his head to the sound and saw a raised embankment and metal barriers. He saw the glow of lights, the cars hidden behind the ironwork, the yellows and whites and reds. He turned back. There were two other cars parked on the side of the road: a Toyota Corolla and a Hyundai Sonata. The man took him by the arm and led him away from the Bentley.


  “What’s going on?”


  “We’re changing cars.”


  “Why?”


  “Because your car is very nice, Mr. Babineaux, but it’s also rather conspicuous. I expect people will already be looking for you. And I’d rather we didn’t attract attention.”


  Milton pulled him again, and he hobbled to the Hyundai. The trunk was open.


  “So, what is this,” he said, forcing some steel into his voice. “You’re kidnapping me?”


  “Just going to hold you for a little while.”


  “And you know who I am?”


  “Yes, Mr. Babineaux. We met, didn’t we? I know you.”


  “So you know how stupid something like this is!”


  Milton paused and released his arm. The sudden outburst, the indignation, seemed to register with him. Milton turned. His face was impassive. Frightening.


  “You abducted someone I know. A friend.”


  “What?”


  “Don’t play dumb. You’re just wasting your time. You want some property in the Lower Nine and, maybe, most of the time, that kind of thing works for you. But I’m here to tell you, Mr. Babineaux, that bullies don’t prosper. I’m involved now. And if you think you have a monopoly on those kinds of tricks, you don’t. So now you’re going to have to put up with a little discomfort until the things that you’ve done have been put right.”


  “We can talk about this—”


  “There’s nothing to talk about. Get in the car.”


  “Please. Come on—”


  “You either get in the trunk, or I put you in. Your choice.”


  Babineaux looked at the man’s face again. He saw no pity there. No mercy. No pliability, no weakness, nothing that he could exploit. He paused, tottered a little on his prosthetic, his eyes going down to the man’s belt and the butt of the pistol that had been jammed there.


  He walked to the Hyundai. He saw the silhouette of another person in the front of the car, the shape of his head outlined by the electric blue light of the device that was in his lap. The light died and the door opened. The man who stepped out was physically unimpressive, out of shape and sweating in the heat.


  “Ready?” he asked the man.


  “Do it. Over there.”


  Babineaux watched with dawning horror as the second man went to the Bentley and slid into the front seat. He started the engine, put it into drive, and drove it a short distance down the road to where the gradient that led down into the bayou was steepest.


  “No,” Babineaux said to the first man. “That’s a very expensive car.”


  The second man stopped the car when it was on the slope, stepped out, and then released the brake. The Bentley rolled down the incline and into the thick, foul-smelling waters below. Babineaux couldn’t see if the water was deep enough to cover it since the car was invisible from the road.


  “What are you doing!”


  “I’m just getting started, Mr. Babineaux.”


  He could see that there was no point in negotiating with them. When bargaining failed, there was always the direct appeal to a man’s venality. “How much would it take for you to drive me back to town?”


  “I’m not for sale.”


  “You know that money wouldn’t be an object? A million bucks? Come on. Two million?”


  The man grabbed him with both hands and slammed him against the back of the car, his back jackknifing over the lip of the open trunk. He leant in close and, when he spoke, his voice was low and menacing. “You need to learn something—you can’t buy everything you want. You started this. You upped the stakes. That has consequences. Now you’re going to help me put it right.”


  The man pushed down so that Babineaux’s shoulders were in the trunk and then shoved his legs in after him.


  “Keep quiet. If you start making noise, I’ll put a rag in your mouth.”


  The lid of the trunk slammed shut, and Babineaux was plunged into darkness again.


  Outside, he heard muffled voices.


  The first man, “Did you call him?”


  The second man, “It’s done.”


  “All set?”


  “Yes. You and Bachman.”


  A door slammed, the engine started, and Joel Babineaux was jostled and bumped as the car moved away.


  Chapter Forty-Five


  CLAUDE BOON was there first. It was a cheap neighbourhood bar, plenty of wear and tear, the kind of place working men came at the end of the day to drink away their troubles. It was early evening and there were already eight other drinkers in the bar. The pace was slow, and Boon leaned back on the bentwood stool and observed. His eyes flicked up to the old TV above the bar. He listened as the waitress chatted with the other drinkers. But, most of the time, he eyed the door and waited for Milton.


  He had been contacted by Peacock this morning. The principal, this guy Babineaux, had been abducted from his home some time in the night. It was pretty audacious. The place was wired up with the best security that money could buy, some kind of Fort Knox. And yet, from what Peacock was saying, whoever had taken him had walked right in and driven out again in the guy’s own car.


  Whoever had taken him? What was he thinking? He knew who it was.


  It was Milton.


  A male caller had contacted Babineaux’s wife first thing this morning and had explained what had happened. She had spoken with Dubois, Dubois had called Detective Peacock, and Peacock had called him. Boon had driven in from the swamp to a meeting of the three of them, down by the river. Dubois had given Boon another blast of attitude, suggesting that what had happened was because of his tactics, and he had thought about leaving them to get on with things. Cleaning up would be simple enough. Put a bullet in Bartholomew’s head, throw the body to the gators, and get out of town. There was a moment, Dubois giving him attitude, when he had seriously considered it. But then he thought of the money and his promise to Lila. And he thought of Milton, too.


  He liked a challenge.


  And so he had swallowed the attitude and stuck around. He said he would meet Milton and straighten things out.


  And here he was.


  He didn’t have long to wait.


  Milton came inside on the stroke of six. He saw Boon, walked across, and took the stool next to him.


  “Fuck,” Boon said. “John Milton. Look at you. Fuck.”


  “Hello, Bachman.”


  The use of his old name gave him pause, but he didn’t correct him. “Long time.”


  “Years.”


  “Iran.”


  Boon nodded. “That was a hell of a job. Didn’t think I’d see you again.”


  “Me, neither. You do what we do, longevity isn’t something you expect.”


  “Suppose we both got lucky. What are you having?”


  Milton shook his head. “I don’t drink.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Seriously.”


  “What is that? A lifestyle choice?”


  “Something like that.”


  Boon looked at him and saw the eyes of a drunk. “No way. You got a problem with it? You serious?”


  Milton paused and didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. Boon could see it.


  He laughed. “That’s good. How long?”


  “Long enough.”


  “Why? Drinking to get away from it all? The memories? Nightmares.”


  “You’re not my counsellor, Bachman.”


  “If it’s any consolation, I felt the same after the first few. I got over it, though.”


  “Good for you, Bachman.”


  Boon ordered a bottle of beer. The bartender brought it over and he took a sip, assessing Milton as he did. He hadn’t changed much. A little more ragged around the edges, the expensive clothes he had worn before were replaced by cheap department store jeans and an unironed shirt. Grime beneath his nails. Hair that hadn’t been cut professionally for a while. He still radiated the same air of extreme competence that Boon remembered.


  “You got out, then?” Boon said.


  “Eventually.”


  “How’d they take that?”


  “About as well as you’d expect.”


  “Yeah. I know that feeling. I thought about leaving, once or twice, but they would have put a bullet in my head.”


  “But you’re still out.”


  “Didn’t give them a choice in the end.”


  “We heard about that. Big explosion.”


  “Wasn’t what it seemed.”


  “Clearly. What happened after that?”


  “I actually tried to go straight.” He laughed at the thought of it. “Funny, right? I tried to do something else. But I still thought about it. What I did. The men and women I killed.”


  “Then stop taking people out.”


  He shrugged. “It’s not that, Milton. I’m not complaining. It doesn’t bother me. I do what I do best. I take people out. I enjoy the work. And I don’t know how to do anything else.” Milton shifted, a little uncomfortably, and Boon took another sip of his beer. “And this thing we do,” he continued, “the skills we have, they’re not what you’d call transferable. I can’t, you know, take what I’m good at and waltz into another job. Can you imagine working in an office? How’s that gonna play, Milton?”


  “It’s not the thing we do, Bachman. Speak for yourself. I don’t know anything else, either, but that doesn’t mean I still do it. I’m out. I’ve been out for months.”


  He chuckled. “So, what are you saying, you want a normal life? A woman, kids, a house? Trips to the beach? Take the kids to ballgames?”


  “No. I’m not a fool. We don’t get to have those things.”


  “So what is it now, then? You come down to this fucking shit-hole of a town, help out hard-luck cases, build houses for people who are too lazy to pick themselves up? What? You saying you’ve turned into some kind of saint?”


  Milton laughed bitterly. “I’m not a saint.”


  “What is it, then? Redemption? Atonement?”


  “I can’t get redeemed, Bachman. You can’t get redeemed. We can’t make up for the things that we’ve done. But maybe I can start paying back, even if it’s only a little. Maybe I can do that.”


  Milton took out a pack of cigarettes, put one in his mouth and lit it.


  “Look at the two of us,” Boon said. “Sitting in a bar, shooting the breeze as if we’re best buddies, haven’t seen each other for years, catching up on old times. What a fucking joke, right? What a fucking joke.”


  Milton pushed the pack across the bar. But Boon rejected it, holding up a hand.


  “Look,” he said. “I’m sorry about before. The motel. Nothing personal.”


  “Just business?”


  “Exactly. Just business.”


  Milton had the dead-eyed, ice-blue stare that Boon remembered from before. “People who come to take me out don’t usually have the liberty to sit next to me, have a drink, pretend like it didn’t happen.”


  “Why’s that? They’re all dead?”


  “Exactly.”


  Boon raised his glass in a mock salute. “Same here.”


  Milton took a deep drag on the cigarette, the smoke going all the way down into his lungs. He angled his head and blew it out, up to the ceiling. He balanced the half-smoked cigarette in the ashtray.


  “Don’t get the wrong idea. We’re not friends. We never were friends, and we never will be. The only reason you’re still breathing the same air as me is because you’ve got Alexander Bartholomew.”


  “I know. And the only reason you’re still standing is because you’ve got Babineaux.”


  “No,” Milton said. “There’s a difference. You had your shot and you missed. I won’t miss when it’s your turn to go.”


  Boon pushed out a grin, bravado, but Milton was as cold as steel. Most people would’ve shown some nerves, just a little, but Milton was sitting there with his hands folded on the bar as if they were shooting the breeze about the Saints’ chances at the weekend. “Let’s not get into a dick-waving contest,” he said. “You’re tough, I know that. I know your reputation. I know the way you look at people like that, your eyes all cold. I know how that makes people feel. But I’m not just somebody, Milton.”


  “I know.”


  “And we both have something the other wants. What do you say we swap them? I’ll give you the junkie, you give me Babineaux.”


  “And then what?”


  “We find another way to fix it. This situation with the houses you’re helping them build, I’m told that they’re in the way of a development. Maybe, you and me, maybe we can help get that squared away.”


  “So we’re mediators now? Maybe it can’t get sorted. What then? You take another shot at me?”


  “Wouldn’t necessarily be you next time.”


  It was an obvious threat, and Boon could see that it registered. Milton unfolded his arms and, with slow deliberation, laid his right hand on the bar. “Listen to me, Avi. If anything happens to her or to her family, all bets are off. I’ll kill you, then I’ll kill Dubois, then I’ll kill Babineaux. You know that’s not a bluff.”


  Boon eyed him. “Isadora Bartholomew will be crushed in the end. We both know it. It might take a few months and a few million dollars, but doesn’t it make more sense for that money to go straight to her rather than making rich lawyers even richer?”


  Milton nodded. “Maybe we can agree on that.”


  “They’ll negotiate?”


  Milton spoke calmly. “How’s this, I’ll talk to Babineaux and make him realise that it’s going to take a lot more money than he’s offering. If he agrees, I’ll talk to the charity. If I can get them to agree, we can move on to what comes next. You give me the kid, I give you him.”


  “And I’ll speak to my side. Make them see sense. That might work.”


  Milton stood. “We good?”


  Boon reached out and took Milton’s wrist, anchoring it. “Hold on. We do what we gotta do, right? I’ve been retained by Babineaux. I only get work if people know I can do what I tell them I can do. Maybe this time, the problem gets solved another way, no need to spill blood over it. But, let me tell you something, Milton, and this is no word of a lie. If we can’t get this sorted, if we can’t get them to agree on a price, then, odds are, we go back to where we were before. Now that we’ve had this nice chat, this chance to reminisce, I can’t say that I’m gonna get any pleasure from taking you out. But, Milton, don’t mistake me, if it’s between you and my reputation, I’m taking you out.”


  Milton nodded his understanding. “That cuts both ways. Like I said, you only get one shot at me. The way I see it now, you are owed. If this isn’t settled, and I have to come after you—you, Babineaux, and anyone else who gets in my way—you are done for. I don’t want any more blood on my conscience, but you need to know that I’ve killed since I left the service. And I’ll kill again if you make me. Between you and me, Bachman, I’ve tried to bury the monster so deep that I could never find it again. But I can’t. It’s there, right beneath the surface. Ready.” He held his eye and clicked his fingers. “That’s all it takes to switch all that back on again. Now—take your hand off my arm before I break your wrist.”


  Boon left it there for a moment and then lifted it clear.


  “We both understand each other, then.”


  “We do.”


  “Maybe it comes to that, maybe it doesn’t.”


  “Or maybe we’ll never see each other again.”


  They held each other’s gaze for a long moment, neither of them prepared to blink first. Then Boon took out his wallet and left a ten on the bar, standing his empty bottle over one corner of the note. He stood, gave Milton a nod of his head, and left the bar.


  Chapter Forty-Six


  THE MAN who Milton had identified as Avi Bachman was driving a scruffy Ford, dust slathered around the wheel arches. Ziggy watched him from his own car parked a hundred yards away on the opposite side of the road. Bachman paused for five minutes, long enough for Milton to come out of the bar and get into his Corolla and drive away. Bachman stepped outside then, with a small handheld device in his hand. Ziggy recognised it. He was checking for the traces of a signal that would give away the presence of a tracker. When he was satisfied that the car was clean, he went back inside and pulled away.


  Ziggy waited for thirty seconds and then followed.


  The road was quiet and Ziggy drove a little closer to Bachman’s car. He was driving slowly and carefully.


  Ziggy had been busy. Milton had taken a laptop from Babineaux’s house. It had reasonably robust encryption, but that didn’t delay him for very long. Once he was past the protection, he had extracted all of the data and then analysed it. Babineaux was no fool. There were no smoking guns to be found, but there were plenty of clues to follow to secondary sources of information. His lawyer. His accountant. Neither with particularly secure servers. Once he was done, he could demonstrate clear links between Babineaux Properties and the mayor’s office, including instructions to a bank in the Caymans to transfer a series of large payments to an account that he was confident he would be able to link to the mayor’s wife. That evidence had been collected in just a few hours. There were over ninety gigabytes of emails and other data for him to investigate. He was sure that, with a little extra time, he would be able to tie Babineaux up in a bow and deliver him to Izzy.


  His phone vibrated. He took the call on the speaker.


  “You got him?” Milton asked.


  “I got him.”


  “Stay back. He’s very careful.”


  “Don’t worry, Milton.”


  “And dangerous.”


  “I know what I’m doing.”


  “Stay on the line.”


  He reached down and powered up the StingRay. It was a rectangular box, twenty inches wide, six inches high and six inches deep. The fascia was furnished with a power switch, DC input and a number of jacks for TX, RX, DF, and GPS antennas. The box was an IMSI catcher. Every device that communicated with a cell tower—mobile phone, smartphone or tablet—had an IMSI chip. The StingRay broadcasted a pilot signal that was stronger than the signals from legitimate cell sites operating in the vicinity. It drew the unique IMSI signals into its grasp and, when it had achieved that, once it was locked onto the signal, then the magic started. The box could siphon data from the phone, block it from working, or, best of all, it could track it.


  Ziggy had known about the technology for months. Military police had discovered Russian-made catchers attached to light poles in the Pentagon parking lot. Others had been found near defense contractors and in the parking lots of tech firms in Palo Alto. There were rumours that the FBI attached StingRay-like devices called Dirtboxes to the undersides of helicopters and flew them over foreign embassies in Washington. This one had been sourced from a tech start-up in Brazil. It was small enough to fit inside a suitcase. A hacker who offered illicit goods on the Silk Road, a woman he had IMed and trusted—insofar as trust was a legitimate concept on a site like that—had couriered it to him. It had cost ten grand. Ziggy would normally have added that as an expense, but he was going to let it slide this time. It didn’t seem like the right thing to do in the circumstances and, besides, it was a funky toy. He had wanted one for months.


  Ziggy let Bachman drift out again. He was still within range of the unit, he just needed to maintain line of sight. Ziggy was concentrating hard. He felt the prickle of adrenaline and saw that the hairs on the backs of his arms were standing up. This was what he had always imagined fieldwork would be like: clandestine, furtive, on the edge of things. He had long harboured an interest in the history of espionage. He knew about the Nazi radio trucks that had cruised the streets of Paris, looking for signals sent by Resistance agents. Wasn’t this just the same, albeit light years more advanced?


  “Has he called out?” Milton said.


  “Not yet.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Kenner. Headed west. Just coming up to the airport.”


  “He’s going out of town.”


  “I know.”


  “If he gets out of the city, it’ll be quieter. You won’t be able to follow him. He’s too good, Ziggy.”


  “Jesus, I know that, Milton. Stop telling me my job. We’re not there yet. He’s not going to be able to make me yet.”


  “You need to get a fix on him before that happens.”


  “That’s on him. I can’t make him call.”


  “I know. I’m just on the 610. Ten minutes behind you.”


  The junction ahead went to red. Bachman’s car slowed and drew to a stop. Ziggy pulled up four cars back, in the lane directly to Bachman’s left. He could see across the road, through the window of the car directly behind him, and see Bachman. He watched as he reached into his pocket, took out a cellphone and put it to his ear. He held his breath. This was it. Bachman started to talk. Ziggy double-checked that the StingRay was powered, watching the readout as it corralled all of the signals in the area. There were several thousand phones within range. The StingRay would force all of them to connect to it, and then it would store their identifiers.


  The lights changed to green and the snake of traffic slithered on.


  Bachman removed the phone from his ear and replaced it in his pocket.


  Ziggy needed to keep following. As long as he was able to stay unobserved, he would narrow the area that they would subsequently have to quarter and search. Milton had suggested that Bachman would have taken Bartholomew to a quiet area, probably somewhere out of town. He would have chosen somewhere deserted, difficult to find, and, if it was compromised, easier to defend. The quieter it was, the less traffic there would be, and the sooner Bachman would make Ziggy. If that happened, it would be game over. But if he broke off the pursuit too soon, the area that they would be left with would be too broad to search. He had to play it just right.


  “Ziggy?”


  “He called out. Thirty seconds, no more.”


  “That’s enough?”


  “Should be.”


  “Where are you now?”


  Ziggy looked at the satnav stuck to the inside of the windshield.


  “Just coming up to the edge of town. He’s going west.”


  “Into the bayou.”


  “There’s still a lot of traffic. I’m still on him.”


  “Be careful. We don’t want to spook him.”


  “Affirmative. Where are you?”


  “Metairie.”


  “Stay back. I’ve got this.”


  Ziggy drifted out to a hundred feet behind Bachman. The Ford was doing a steady sixty, careful to stay under the limit, careful not to attract attention. Ziggy started to speculate where he might be headed when he saw the right blinker on Bachman’s car flashing. He indicated, too, following Bachman off the interstate and onto the slip road. The road continued down to a junction. There was no other traffic, just the two of them as Bachman slowed at the stop sign and Ziggy drew in behind him. There were two: one to the northwest, the other to the northeast.


  “Ziggy?”


  The roads ahead were empty. Ziggy knew he could go no farther. Bachman pulled away and took the first exit. Ziggy followed after him, taking the second exit. The road Bachman had chosen was empty and desolate, a sign up ahead suggesting that it would lead into the swamp around Lake Maurepas.


  “Ziggy?”


  “I’ve let him go.”


  “Where?”


  “Junction of the 10 and the 55.”


  “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Don’t stop. Keep driving. If he’s made you, he’ll come back. You don’t want to be there if he does.”


  “He didn’t make me.”


  “Like the Irish didn’t make you?”


  Ziggy felt a flash of hot humiliation. “It’s not—”


  “You can’t say for sure.” Milton spoke over him. “No chances. Keep driving.”


  Ziggy did as he was told. He didn’t know much about Bachman. But if Milton was concerned about what he was capable of doing, that was good enough for him. He looked down at the StingRay. He thought that he had enough data now. Bachman just needed enough time to get back to wherever it was that he was hiding. Ziggy would wait for Milton, then follow Bachman’s route to the northwest and have the StingRay force connections from all compatible devices in the area. Eventually, they would find the identifier of the phone that Bachman had used at the lights. Once they had that, they could triangulate the signal and trace him.


  Chapter Forty-Seven


  MILTON DROVE as fast as he dared. He knew that Ziggy was careful. And he knew that his experience the last time he had visited New Orleans would, most likely, inure him to the temptation of trying to be a hero. But he also knew that Avi Bachman was a dangerous operator, with a résumé that would match his own for prolificacy. He was smart and savvy, with the kind of instincts that were developed in the brutal crucible of the field, when a mistake would end with a bullet in your head or a knife between the shoulder blades. But Ziggy was proud, too, and Milton had not completely dismissed the possibility that he would try to do something to impress him to make up for his failures from nine years earlier.


  He drove a little faster.


  
    #

  


  HE FOUND him parked at the side of the road. He slotted the Corolla behind the Hyundai and stepped out onto the baking asphalt, a denunciation ready on his lips. He had told Ziggy to keep driving. He stalked to the car, but, before he could say anything, Ziggy opened the door and stepped out.


  “I found him.”


  “What? How?”


  “The exits back at the roundabout?”


  “Yes. Two of them.”


  “This one bends back to the northwest after a mile, and then they run pretty much parallel to each other. There’s a mile, maybe two, between them. I drove on, just put the StingRay onto track, and it picked up his phone.”


  He stepped aside and Milton glimpsed into the car. The StingRay was on the passenger seat with an Apple MacBook resting on top of it, the laptop angled so that the screen was easily visible to the driver. The computer was displaying a map. The StingRay had placed a glowing red dot on the map in the countryside between the two roads.


  “How accurate is it?”


  “Right now? Not very. All it has is the signal strength and the general direction of the ping. It’ll give us a search area of two or three miles in diameter. I need to get more readings. If I can get five or six, the software can draw circles from each point and wherever they intersect will be within one hundred metres of the location.”


  “How long will that take?”


  “An hour.” He opened the door, collected the computer and rested it on the roof. He traced the local features with his finger. “This road bends around and joins the other one ten miles ahead, here. If we follow that, come back on the other one, we should get what we need.”


  “We need to do it now. He’s going to think about moving Alexander soon. I need to attack before he does. Out here will be a lot better than if he takes him back into the city.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON FOLLOWED Ziggy’s car. He was driving at a steady forty, and Milton watched as he frequently turned his head to the laptop on the seat next to him, occasionally reaching across to, he guessed, tap something on the keyboard that was out of his line of sight.


  They followed the road to the north, turned west, then came down on the other side of the area within which Bachman’s cell had been located. They reached the roundabout that led back to the interstate and took the second exit again. They completed the loop for a second time.


  Eventually, Ziggy drew over to the side of the road next to a narrow track that disappeared into the swamp.


  “I’ve got him,” he said through the open window of the car.


  Milton looked into the cabin. Ziggy held the laptop for him to see. The red dot had shifted half a mile closer to them. The satellite image of the terrain revealed the track and, next to the dot, a collection of small buildings.


  “You’re sure?”


  “That’s where the phone is. I’ve got seven readings. That’s about as certain as I can be.”


  Milton nodded. “Well done.”


  “What’s next?”


  “You go back to the city.”


  He looked disappointed. “You don’t want me to stick around. In case—”


  “No,” he cut him off. “It’s too dangerous. He’s had a day or two to prepare this. I’m guessing there’ll be tripwires, maybe grenades. And I’ve no idea what hardware he’s got. I can’t worry about you, too.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “Stay with Isadora. Bachman might not be working on his own. And I’m not playing them straight. There’s no reason they won’t be doing the same with us.”


  Chapter Forty-Eight


  MILTON WATCHED Ziggy’s Hyundai as it disappeared to the southeast. He went to the back of the Corolla, popped the trunk, and took out the equipment that he had retrieved from the buried cache. He took a covert ballistic vest. It was lightweight, made from layers of high-grade Kevlar. It would be effective against knives and most small-calibre, low-velocity rounds. Bigger bullets would still make a mess, but he’d try to make sure that he didn’t get hit by any of those. The weather was baking hot, and he was already sweating. Wearing the vest was going to be a bitch, but it would be worth the discomfort. He pulled it on and fastened the zip. It was a little small, but not uncomfortably so. It would do.


  He went back to the trunk and looked down at the weapons arrayed there. He had not expected to have a use for the M16, but now he was pleased to have it. He took it out, ejected and checked the magazine, then pushed four spare mags into his pockets. He took the P226, shoved it into his jeans, and added the MP5, too. None of the weapons were particularly heavy and, since he had no idea what he would face when he reached Bachman’s location, he preferred to have more than he needed rather than less.


  He slapped his palm against the magazine of the M16, making sure that it was snugly fitted into the well, and then pulled back the charging handle. He tapped the forward assist assembly to ensure the bolt was closed, released the handle and the bolt slammed home, feeding a round into the chamber and locking into place. The rifle was equipped with a strap, and he put it over his head, arranging the gun so that it was diagonally across his back.


  He closed the trunk, took out his cellphone, and called up the map.


  Due east.


  One mile.


  He crunched across the gravel at the side of the road, descended the slope into the scrubby vegetation below, and kept moving.


  
    #

  


  CLAUDE BOON took a bottle of water from the fridge, unscrewed the cap, and slugged down half of it in hungry gulps. Babineaux was paying him and Lila a lot of money for this, but he was beginning to doubt whether it was worth it. Forced out into this godforsaken swamp, eaten alive by mosquitoes, with John Milton out there to deal with. It took plenty to give Boon cause for concern, but Milton had managed to do it.


  Lila came out of the kitchen with a plate of gumbo.


  “You hungry, baby?”


  “Famished.”


  “Got a recipe off the Internet. What do you think?”


  She put the bowl on the table, took an empty plastic bottle and filled it at the sink. Boon took a fork, speared a shrimp and put it in his mouth. It was delicious.


  “Good?”


  “Are you serious? Delicious.”


  She leant down and kissed him on the lips.


  “How is he?” he asked.


  She shrugged. “What you think? Shitting himself.”


  “Yeah, well, nothing surprising in that. Most people would be shitting themselves, they find themselves locked up in a place like this.”


  “What we gonna do with him?”


  “I don’t know, baby. I guess that depends on what happens.”


  “What Milton say?”


  “He knows I’m serious, not to try to fuck around. He wants Bartholomew, we want Babineaux. We’re gonna do a swap. I’m thinking, when that happens, maybe you’re waiting with that.” He pointed to the AK-47 that was resting against the wall. “Bang, bang, no more Milton, no more Bartholomew.”


  Lila grinned. “That could happen.”


  Boon got up, collected the AK and brought it back to the table. He pressed the magazine release lever, rotated the magazine forward and pulled it out. Peacock had delivered the gun, one that had been confiscated from the meth cook who used it to defend this cookhouse. The man obviously wasn’t as scrupulous about keeping his weapons maintained as Boon was. He pulled the bolt handle to open the action, checked that the chamber was empty, and then removed the receiver cover. “Fuck’s sake,” he said, brushing out little fragments of dirt. “Look at this. People don’t look after their weapons, they’re asking for trouble. Last thing you want, this jamming when you need it. I’m gonna have to clean it.”


  “You do that, baby. There’s more stew on the stove.”


  “You gonna eat with me?”


  “In a minute.”


  “What you doing now?”


  “Giving that poor bastard his dinner.”


  
    #

  


  MILTON TRACKED ahead through a brake of giant cane. He stayed low, the cane brushing his shoulders and the top of his head. The M16 was cradled ready, the muzzle pointing low to the ground, but ready to be brought up and aimed.


  He came across a wide expanse of tea-coloured water, so still that a film of vivid green algae had grown over the top of it. Cypress trees stood in the middle of the water, veils of Spanish moss cascading down from their boughs. Heat weighed down on him. Everything was quiet. It was as if the insects and the animals were too woozy in the furnace to muster a chirp or a call. He passed between two trees with an enormous spider web strung between them, a huge spider scuttling away as he swiped the sticky fibres from his face. He heard the whir of a barred owl’s wings as it arrowed through the trees. Away from the swamp, the ground was caked and cracked as he walked across it. The swamp smelled musty and ancient, antediluvian.


  The ground was too hard for him to find a trail, but, after a short while, he came across a narrow track that was fringed on both sides by thick vegetation. He knelt down and ran his fingers across the ridged grooves that had been left by a car’s tires when the ground had been wet, later to bake in the heat until they were solid as rock.


  The track ran to the east, right to the spot where Bachman’s cellphone had pinged the StingRay.


  He stayed in the margins of the undergrowth and followed the track deeper into the swamp. The terrain rose up, the road cresting a ridge and then descending again into a flat-bottomed basin. Milton paused at the top and looked down onto the landscape that was spread out beyond. He saw the dull glitter of sunlight that struck off mirror-flat and duckweed-strewn lakes, areas of bog and fen. He saw stands of cypress and tupelo, huge swathes of salvinia, patches of water lilies, the trees on the banks of the waterways, their roots stretching thirstily down to the brackish water beneath them. In the middle of the basin, at the heart of an enclave from which the vegetation had been cut away, Milton saw a collection of buildings. Two wooden shacks had been arranged in the shape of an L; an outhouse, perhaps a privy, twenty feet away; and two freight crates, their orange paint decaying with rust. The track that Milton had been following snaked between Chinese tallow trees and oaks, ending at the buildings. A car had been parked beneath the spreading boughs of a big oak.


  Bachman’s Ford.


  Milton arranged the M16 so that he had the plastic forestock cupped in his left hand, the fingers of his right hand near the hand guard for a more accurate shot. He grasped the grip and placed his index finger on the side of the gun, over the trigger guard.


  He crouched down and crept on.


  
    #

  


  BOON TOOK a jar of cold water from the fridge, went back to the table and sat down with it. He refilled his bottle, took a long drag, and then fished his phone from his pocket.


  Miracle. The signal from before was still there.


  He dialled the number.


  “Yes?”


  Jackson Dubois sounded tense.


  “It’s me.”


  “What happened?”


  “I spoke to him.”


  “Yes—and?”


  “And we’re going to exchange. He brings your boss, I bring Bartholomew.”


  “When?”


  “Tomorrow morning at six. I’m going to call him with the location. There won’t be anyone there. Just him and us.”


  “And then?”


  “We get Babineaux, and then we take him out.”


  “You’ve got that in hand?”


  “You need to relax. You paid me to do it, it’ll get done.”


  “You have backup?”


  “I do. Don’t worry.”


  “No fuck-ups. This has already gone on too long.”


  He gritted his teeth. “It’ll be done.”


  “You just make sure it is.”


  Boon ended the call and put the phone back into his pocket. It was just as well that the pay for the job was significant, because he sure as hell wouldn’t have put up with Dubois’s attitude if they had tried to short-change him.


  
    #

  


  THE RIDGE descended into the basin down a steep slope. The swamp encroached all around the buildings, and they were saved from being submerged by the slight camber of the plateau upon which they had been constructed. Milton stayed down low, picking his way through the greenbrier that piled down from the overhanging branches. He was halfway down the slope when he saw it: a thin filament of wire, almost transparent against the green of the vegetation, stretched for two metres between the trunks of an oak and a tupelo tree. He stopped, crouched right down, and followed the wire to the left where it had been fastened around the pin of a fragmentation grenade. Disturbing the wire would pull the pin and detonate the grenade. He would have been killed or maimed, and Bachman and whoever else was down in those buildings would know that the perimeter was breached.


  Milton cut the wire with his knife, undid the loop that attached it to the pin, and put the grenade in his pocket. It might be useful.


  He stopped again when he was thirty feet from the nearest of the two freight containers. A door had been cut into the side, kept shut by a metal bar that slotted through two metal brackets that had been welded to it on either side. It looked like a promising place to start.


  Milton put his hand to his face and wiped the sweat from his eyes, the taste of it salty in his mouth.


  As he paused there, formulating the best plan of attack, he heard the unmistakable sound of a cry of protest from inside the container. It was muffled, the words indistinguishable, a mixture of anger and desperation.


  Milton was sure that the voice belonged to Alexander Bartholomew.


  He shuffled ahead again, the rifle ready, and then he saw a flash of motion from the two buildings that made the L over to his left. He stopped dead, edging behind the generous fronds of a sweet acacia, sharing the cover of the leaves with a Carolina wolf spider as big as his fist.


  A woman Milton did not recognise came out of the shack. She was slender, attractive, and looked foreign. Arabic, maybe. That was unusual in a place like this. She was carrying a bowl with some sort of stew, jambalaya or gumbo, and a litre bottle of water. She had a pistol in her right hand. Milton watched as she crossed the distance between the shack and the freight crate, then waited as she set the plate and the bottle on the ground and worked the bar out of the brackets. She rested the bar against the crate and opened the door.


  She led with the gun, said something—Milton thought it was “food”—and then bent down to collect the stew and the water and disappeared inside with them both.


  Milton waited another ten seconds, his attention on the other buildings, but there was no sign of Bachman.


  This was too good of an opportunity to miss.


  He moved quickly through the shrubs and trees, his attention flicking between the open door and the other buildings. He reached the edge of the clearing and, vulnerable, he checked one final time and then sprinted for the door.


  The woman came out of the gloom just as Milton reached the opening. She opened her mouth, ready to yell, her hand with the pistol starting to rise, but Milton was much too quick for her. He reversed the rifle and jabbed the stock into her stomach. She staggered backwards, her hands flapping over her belly. Milton followed inside, his eyes quickly taking in the quickest flashes of the interior: a bedroll on the floor, a dirty plate, a bucket, another man in the corner.


  He stepped over to her quickly, pulled back the rifle and jabbed again, the stock crashing against the woman’s forehead. She toppled back, unconscious before she hit the floor.


  Milton scanned. Alexander Bartholomew was at the other side of the crate, crouched down, his knees bent, his back pressed up against the wall. There was no one else inside.


  “Keep quiet,” Milton said as he looped his hands beneath the woman’s shoulders and dragged her dead weight away from the door and into the deeper darkness. He checked her vitals. She was breathing, but out of it.


  “Help me,” Alexander said.


  “That’s what I’m here to do.” Milton looked at him. His eyes were wide, eloquent with fear, his cheeks bore two days’ growth, and he was caked with dirt. “How many people have you seen here?”


  “Just two. Her”—he pointed to the unconscious woman—“and another guy. She took me out of rehab. She said she was a policewoman.”


  “She’s not.”


  “No shit!”


  “I know the man a little. They’re working for someone your sister has annoyed. They’re trying to use you to make her do something that she doesn’t want to do.”


  “The houses?”


  “Yes.”


  Milton edged back to the door.


  “I thought they were going to kill me.”


  “You’re going to be fine.”


  
    #

  


  BOON SAW it in the corner of his eye. He was putting the AK back together again when there was a flash of motion, a quick disturbance in his peripheral vision that caused him to turn his head to look at the two storage containers. The door in the container they were using to keep Bartholomew was open, an oblong of darkness against the orange paint and the disfiguring scads of rust, and, as he squinted towards it with the sun spearing into his eyes, he saw a dim shape inside. He stared at it, his hand stretching out for the AK. Medium height, slender. A white male.


  Not Lila.


  Not Bartholomew, either.


  Milton?


  He was almost sick with fear.


  He collected the AK, slapped the magazine back into its housing, released the bolt and went to the open screen door. He raised the rifle, started to aim it when the figure in the doorway appeared again, facing out this time, staring right at him.


  It was Milton.


  He raised the AK and fired a six-shot burst.


  Milton spun out of the way, leaving the darkness whole once again. The rounds left vapour trails through the humid air and sliced inside, right where he had been standing.


  
    #

  


  ALEXANDER SHRIEKED.


  Milton turned to look. “You hit?”


  He shook his head, then jerked a hand in the direction of the woman. Her skull had been caved in. One of the rounds had ricocheted off the metal roof and drilled her from the back of the head all the way to the front. It had made a mess, with blood splashes thrown all around and gouts of brain matter splattered against the wall.


  One less tango to worry about.


  “Listen to me, Alexander. The man outside is very dangerous, but so am I.”


  “But you work in IT!”


  Milton ignored that and held up the grenade. “He’s got us penned in, but I’ve got this. It’ll buy us a few seconds. When I say run, you run. Okay? As fast as you can. As soon as you come out of here, there’s a slope that heads up to your right. There’s cover up there, trees and shrubs. Get right into the middle of it, as deep as you can, and keep going.”


  Alexander nodded. Milton took him by the shoulder and pressed him back against the wall, next to the door. He slotted himself between him and the opening, took a fresh magazine from his pocket and held it with his left hand, pressed against the forestock of the rifle.


  “Bachman!”


  No response, just the sounds of the swamp.


  “You’ve missed twice now.”


  There was another pause, and then an angry voice shouting out, “You got lucky twice.”


  “You’re getting old.”


  “Maybe I am. But that’s it, Milton. You’re done.”


  Milton listened hard, eyes closed, trying to pinpoint the location of the voice.


  “Leave now, Bachman. I’ve got Bartholomew. If you’re still out there when I come out, I’ll shoot you.”


  “You’re not going anywhere!”


  There was an ear-splitting rattle as another fusillade from the AK studded the side of the container.


  Milton turned to Alexander and told him, with his eyes, to be ready.


  He wiped the sweat from his face, took a breath, and moved.


  He swivelled on his right foot until he was in the doorway, scanning out even as the muzzle of Bachman’s AK flashed again, continuing the pivot until his back was against the wall on the other side of the doorway. The bullets screamed at the crate, several pinging against it, a few whistling through the open doorway and crashing, with bright chings, against the metal walls.


  He breathed in and out, composing himself. He had to move quickly. Bachman was in the other building, but he would move positions soon.


  “Well done, Bachman. You just killed the container.”


  “Try it again and see what happens.”


  Milton took the grenade, pulled the pin and, his thumb over the spoon, counted to three.


  One.


  Two.


  Three.


  He pivoted back into the doorway and lobbed the grenade at where he had seen the flashing of the AK and took cover again.


  There was a burst of gunfire, bullets crashing against the metal, the sound of scrabbled footsteps, and then, as Milton’s count reached five, a crump as the grenade detonated.


  “Now!”


  Milton was first. He hurried out of the doorway, dropping down to one knee.


  Alexander stumbled out after him, tripping over the sill, his feet sliding through the dust as he fought to right himself, eventually scrambling into cover on the right.


  Milton brought the rifle up, pressing the butt between his breast and the front ball of his shoulder. He tilted his head so that his right eye was looking straight down the top of the barrel and focussed on the front sight, aimed into the blackened walls where the grenade had just exploded, and squeezed the trigger. The gun fired, chewing through the rounds in the magazine. The glass that remained in the frames went opaque before it was blown into the room beyond.


  When the M16 ran dry, Milton ejected the empty magazine with his right hand and slapped in the fresh one with his left, firing off another burst as he took quick sideways steps to the fringe of the vegetation and the cover offered inside it. Alexander was just ahead of him, struggling through the monkey flower and milkweed. Milton caught up with him, took him by the elbow, and hauled him along.


  He had started to wonder whether Bachman had been caught in the storm of shrapnel from the grenade when the AK clattered again. The leaves rustled and the boughs jerked as the bullets scattered through them. Alexander’s face was rigid with terror, the colour blanched from it.


  “Come on,” Milton said. “We need to move.”


  Chapter Forty-Nine


  ALEXANDER CRASHED through the palmetto, ascending the ridge, his breath heaving out of his chest in ragged sobs. Milton came after him more carefully, pausing every fifty feet and turning back, the M16 raised and ready to fire. Bachman wouldn’t take unnecessary risks, but, he reminded himself, he had just lost the only bargaining chip that he had to use against them. Without Alexander, he would have to change his tactics or abandon the job, and his fee, and run. Milton didn’t know the man well enough to be able to guess, but he was dangerous enough that he preferred to assume the worst. If he was still coming after them, he would have no compunction in coming at them hard with everything he had.


  Milton reached the top and paused again, crouching down, raising the M16 and tracking it across the dense scrub through which they had passed. He couldn’t hear anything save the chatter of a startled egret and the wet slap of an animal in the algae-topped waters of the swamp. He held his breath, concentrating hard, looking for signs of a clandestine approach; he heard, and saw, nothing.


  And then, he did hear it. A rending, awful scream of anguish. It came from down the slope, from the direction of the encampment.


  At first, Milton thought it was an animal.


  And then he realised that it was Bachman.


  Milton knew, then, that they were in trouble.


  There was a tremendous crash from the top of the ridge. Milton turned. Alexander wasn’t there and, as he pressed up and set off after him, he heard the sound of something tumbling down the other side of the slope. He crested the rise and saw Alexander, on his back, at the foot of the slope. He must have tripped over an exposed root and then rolled all the way down. He was on his back now, jackknifed over the lip of the swamp, his legs submerged in the dirty water, slowly sliding farther and farther into it.


  Milton picked a cautious route to get to him, proceeding backwards for the last few steps, the rifle aimed up the slope.


  “You all right?”


  “Tripped.”


  “We need to get out of here.”


  Alexander stayed where he was, panting.


  “Get up!”


  He thought he heard something behind them, a twig, perhaps, something snapping.


  He pressed the rifle into his shoulder and held his breath, aiming left and right, swivelling smoothly from the waist. Alexander pulled himself out of the muck, wrapping his hands around a trunk and yanking himself clear.


  Milton thought he saw something. A brake of cane, moving against the wind?


  “Down!”


  He fired, spraying bullets into the vegetation.


  There was no return fire.


  “Move!”


  Alexander scrabbled away, heading west, and Milton came after him. The magazine was dry. He ejected it and pressed in the second spare. One left. He had the MP5, too, but the AK would outgun that if it came to a showdown.


  They were halfway back to the road. Alexander struggled through a curtain of Spanish moss and broke out onto the track that Bachman had used to drive into the compound. Milton followed him reluctantly, aware that they were ceding cover for speed. But, he concluded, Alexander did not know how to exfiltrate safely in cover. There might be more tripwires, he was clumsy and loud, and any small advantage that they might have wrested would have been lost. It might be better to just let him run.


  Milton would cover him as best he could.


  
    #

  


  MILTON’S TOYOTA was where he had left it, untouched.


  He tossed the keys to Alexander. “You drive.”


  “What?”


  “Get in the car, Alexander. Right now.”


  He did as he was told, fumbling the key into the lock, opening the door and getting inside. Milton backed around to the passenger side, feeling the chassis against him as he aimed the M16 back into the swamp. The engine turned over and started. Milton kept the gun up, reached down with his left hand and opened the door.


  “When I get in, drive,” he called. “Floor it. Understand?”


  Milton edged across, briefly rested the rifle on the roof and scanned the cypress and oak, the dark vegetation clustered between the trunks and beneath the canopy of their boughs, and then, not even close to being satisfied, he ducked down into the car. Alexander punched the gas before the door had closed. The Corolla’s engine whined impotently, but the car just juddered ahead.


  The brake was still on.


  “Shit!” Alexander said. “Shit, shit, shit.”


  Milton turned in the seat so that he could aim the M16 back through the car, out of the rear window and into the bayou again.


  “Just relax,” Milton said. “Release the brake.”


  He punched the gas again. The car jerked ahead, quickly getting up to thirty and then forty.


  Milton maintained his aim through the rear window, staring down the hard sight, but there was nothing.


  Bachman wasn’t giving pursuit.


  Chapter Fifty


  MILTON CALLED ZIGGY PENN on the way back into the city.


  “How did it go?”


  “I found him. He was where you said he would be.”


  “Don’t sound so surprised.”


  “Where are you now?”


  “In the city.”


  “Where’s Izzy?”


  “I just saw her. She left ten minutes ago.”


  “Left?”


  “For court. The hearing.”


  “On her own?”


  “She’s got her mother and father with her, like you said.”


  “I meant, you’re not with her?”


  “You didn’t say…”


  Milton gritted his teeth. He hadn’t told Ziggy to stay with Izzy. He wasn’t a field agent, and the last time he had tried to take the initiative he had very nearly been killed. But, still, some common sense would have been nice.


  Izzy was out there, on her own.


  Bachman was out there, too.


  There was no guarantee that he had given up yet, and the memory of that rending scream was fresh. Who was the woman in the crate? Did Bachman know her? Milton didn’t like what that might mean.


  He was going to need Ziggy to get to her fast.


  “You need to go and find her. And you need to stay with her.”


  His tone changed. “Why?”


  “I don’t know if I got Bachman or not. I don’t think I did.”


  “So he could still be out there?”


  “Yes. And if he still is, he might not exfiltrate. He might come after me. And if he doesn’t think a direct run at me is a good idea, he knows there are other ways to get my attention.”


  “With her.”


  “Yes, or her parents. You need to get her right now. You’ve got a head start over him, but I don’t know if this is him on his own or if he has a team. If there are others…” He looked over at Alexander, a frown of concentration on his face, and decided not to spell it out. “You get the picture.”


  “I’m on it.”


  “Have you given her the information she needs?”


  “To get an adjournment? Shit, Milton, yes. Very strong evidence that Dubois has been paying the mayor, the police, more than enough. Babineaux is implicated. She’s going to try to get it postponed for the rest of the week. That’ll give me the time I need to get a dossier in a presentable state. But you don’t need to worry. It’s all there. She’ll have everything she needs.”


  “Well done. Now—go and get her to court.”


  “What about you?”


  “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


  Chapter Fifty-One


  ZIGGY GOT into his car, took out his cellphone and activated the mapping application. He was on Salvation Row. He entered the address of the courthouse at 410 Royal Street and waited for the route to be plotted. The solid blue line that appeared revealed the only sensible way to get there: the bridge over the canal, then Elysian Fields Avenue, then the court. Ziggy knew that an operative, someone like Milton, would have advised her to get off the main road and make her way there through the quieter, less obvious streets, but Izzy wasn’t an operative. And he hadn’t warned her. She didn’t know that she was in danger.


  At least it would make it easier for him to find her.


  But, he reminded himself, if it was easier for him, it would be easier for Bachman, too.


  He set off to the west.


  
    #

  


  HE FOUND her at the junction of Elysian Fields Avenue and North Rampart Street. Her car was snagged in a long queue of slow-moving traffic, jockeying to get past the lights at the junction. The line of traffic that was filtering to the left was moving more quickly, and he swung into the lane and stopped when he was alongside.


  The driver of the car that was jammed in behind him leant on his horn as Ziggy got out, waving at Izzy to lower the window.


  She did. “Oh, shit,” she said, her eyes going wide. “Alexander?”


  “He’s safe. Milton has him.”


  “So what is it?”


  “We need to change cars.”


  “What are you talking about? I need to get—”


  “The man who took Alexander is dangerous, and Milton doesn’t know where he is. He thinks he might be coming after you. He probably knows what car you’re driving. He probably doesn’t know about me.”


  “I have to get to court, Ziggy. If I don’t, the case will get thrown out. We’ll lose.”


  “I’ll get you there. Come on.”


  There was a cacophony of horns as Ziggy went back to his car. Izzy explained to her parents what they needed to do, and they complied with her instructions without complaint, crossing over to the Hyundai and getting into the back. Ziggy opened the trunk of Izzy’s car and transferred her two heavy legal cases. He couldn’t put them into the trunk of the Sonata because Babineaux was still inside, so he hauled them into the back next to Elsie. Izzy got into the car, dropping into the passenger side.


  His hands were shaking with adrenaline as he put the car into drive. This was what he had imagined things would be like when he had been seconded to the Group. Field operations, life and death, working with men and women like Milton rather than being stuck in a cubicle farm behind his computer, feeding them the information so that they could do their jobs, but never getting his hands dirty. He had tried to get involved the last time he had been in New Orleans, and that hadn’t turned out the way he had wanted. It had nearly gotten him killed. He knew that was why Control had busted him back to GCHQ, not even waiting for his wounds to heal until he was rid of him.


  His failure had always bothered him. Ziggy’s childhood had been full of people telling him he wasn’t good enough, and it was something he had never been able to entirely forget. His adult life had been spent by ensuring that no one ever had cause to say that to him again. And so the incident with the Irishmen rankled. It was a failure. He had failed. He couldn’t forget it and, as time had passed, he had allowed it to reinforce the old taunts from when he was younger.


  He had almost come to believe them again. He wasn’t good enough.


  Ziggy was about to hit the gas when he saw the flash of blue lights behind him.


  “Po-lice,” Solomon Bartholomew said, craning around to look out of the rear window.


  Ziggy glanced into the mirror and saw the cruiser turn out of St. Claude Avenue and start to bully its way through the traffic.


  Izzy laid her hand across his. “We can’t stop,” she said.


  He looked over at her, unable to ignore how beautiful she was, her fingers around his wrist, and nodded. “We’re not going to.”


  The cruiser was nearly on them. They were penned in at the front and rear by the queue. If the cruiser got alongside, it would be able to box them in and that would be that.


  “Hold tight.”


  Ziggy turned the wheel, punched the gas, and sped out of the queue and onto the sidewalk.


  The bleeps of the cruiser’s siren immediately modulated into an angrier, more urgent, up and down wail.


  Ziggy stomped on the gas.


  
    #

  


  THEY HAD to stop at a set of lights in Kenner, and Milton took the opportunity to change seats with Alexander. He floored the pedal, leaving rubber as they rushed back into the flow of traffic, cutting into the fast lane and accelerating.


  Milton took out his phone and dialled the number that the StingRay had extracted from Bachman’s phone.


  It rang five times.


  Six.


  Seven.


  And then Bachman picked up.


  “Who is this?”


  “Milton.”


  Bachman didn’t reply.


  “You there?”


  His voice, when it came, was flat and emotionless. “You’re a dead man.”


  “You didn’t give me—”


  “You know who you killed?”


  “I didn’t—”


  “You killed my wife.”


  Milton gripped the wheel. He felt a shiver of dread ripple up and down his spine.


  “I didn’t. I put her down. She took a ricochet when you fired at us.”


  There was no reply again.


  “Bachman?”


  “You’re lying. You shot her.”


  “I’m not lying.”


  He didn’t hear him. “I can’t let that stand, Milton. You know that, right? There’s got to be payback.”


  “No, you listen to me. You’ve got one chance to exfil. Take it.”


  “I don’t think so. Not now. The job’s irrelevant. You just made it personal.”


  Milton punched the gas to overtake a slow-moving truck. “You fucked up. Don’t compound the error.”


  There was a cruel edge to Bachman’s voice when he spoke again. “Took your time getting out of the swamp, didn’t you? Didn’t know for sure whether I was coming after you? I heard you shooting up the trees. Do you know where your girlfriend is?”


  Milton took the phone, killed the speaker and put it to his ear instead. He didn’t want Alexander to hear this.


  “I’m warning you, Avi.”


  He laughed. “There’s another way out. Thought I’d get a start on you. Where are you now?”


  “Close.”


  “No, you’re not. I’ve got ten minutes on you. Minimum. I’m already in the city. How are you going to stop me if you’re ten minutes behind?”


  “I’m not alone on this. It’s not just me you have to worry about.”


  Bachman laughed again. “Yes, you are, Milton. You always worked alone. You can’t bluff me. And if you do have anyone else, then I’m going to murder them before I get to the girl. I’m going to murder her. Then her parents. Then I’m coming for you. I’m going to make you choke on your own blood.”


  “Bachman—”


  “Goodbye, Milton.”


  
    #

  


  ZIGGY TURNED right at Washington Square and onto Royal Street. The road was quieter, so he was able to pick up speed. The police cruiser was still after them, the siren presaging its approach until it raced around the corner and barrelled ahead, pressing hard.


  “What’s going on?” Elsie Bartholomew asked.


  Ziggy looked back at her in the mirror. Her face was eloquent with concern and fear.


  “It’s all right, Momma,” Izzy said. “You’re gonna have to trust me.”


  “I do, baby. I’m just not used to running from the police is all.”


  Ziggy’s phone rang.


  He fumbled in the centre console for it, accepted the call, and put it to his ear.


  “Milton!”


  “I’m coming.”


  “The police are after us.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Royal Street. Just went by the Snug Harbor Jazz Bistro. I don’t know how long I can hold them off.”


  “Have you got Izzy?”


  “Yes. And her parents. I don’t know—”


  “Don’t stop for anyone.”


  “But what if I—”


  “Bachman’s coming after you.”


  “Fuck!” A jaywalker stepped off the sidewalk without looking and Ziggy spun the wheel, the tires screaming as the car slid to the right. Ziggy dropped the phone, the wheels clashing off the curb as he fought for control. The police car was slower to take evasive action, swinging out of the way just in time to miss the man. The driver couldn’t correct the sudden skid and the car climbed the curb, clipped a light post, and crunched into the wall of a building. Ziggy watched in the mirror. The pursuit was over, at least for the moment.


  Izzy had reached down for the phone. She held it to Ziggy’s ear.


  “Ziggy?”


  “I’m here.”


  “Hang in there.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Five minutes away. Just get to court.”


  Chapter Fifty-Two


  TRAFFIC WAS heavy in front of the courthouse. Milton parked a block away. He got out and sprinted the remaining distance, Alexander lagging behind him and quickly outdistanced. No time to worry about him.


  There was a scrum on the courthouse steps. Another case had drawn to a conclusion and, whatever it was, it had excited plenty of media attention. A lawyer was standing at the top, answering questions from a clutch of newspaper reporters. An outside broadcast truck had just pulled up and a cameraman and sound man were setting up their gear, a reporter primping himself in the window of the truck. Other people had gathered to listen to the attorney’s words, contributing to the commotion.


  Isadora Bartholomew was pulling her two cases along the sidewalk to the start of the steps. Her mother and father followed a few steps behind her. Ziggy was behind them, scanning left and right. He looked frightened beyond belief, but he was still there, still doing what Milton had asked him to do.


  He shouldered through the scrum and reached him.


  “Milton. Jesus, am I glad to see you.”


  “The police?”


  “Lost them.”


  Milton looked around. There was no sign of Bachman, but the crowd was heavy and chaotic, and he couldn’t be sure.


  Alexander Bartholomew caught up with him.


  “Inside,” Milton said to both of them. “It’s not safe out here.”


  He climbed the steps. Izzy turned, saw him, saw her brother, and stopped.


  “What are you doing here?” Solomon said to his son. “You supposed to be in the rehab.”


  “Let’s get inside,” Milton said, placing his hand on the old man’s back and gently impelling him up the steps.


  “What’s all this fuss and nonsense about, John?”


  “I’ll explain when we’re inside. Please.”


  “Pops,” Izzy said. “Let’s go.”


  She had relinquished her grip on the two cases. Milton stooped, grabbed the handles, and, waiting as Ziggy ushered Elsie and Solomon up the steps, brought up the rear. They passed from the clamour to the relative peace and quiet of the lobby, the light glinting off the black-and-white tiled floor, and made their way to the courtroom.


  Milton didn’t relax—he couldn’t—but it felt as if the threat had passed, if only for the moment.


  They reached the entrance to the courtroom.


  Dubois was standing outside, his arms folded across his chest. He stepped out and blocked the way ahead.


  “Move,” Milton said to him.


  “Where’s Babineaux?”


  “You don’t need to worry. He’s safe.”


  “Where?”


  “In the trunk of my friend’s car. You can go and get him if you like.”


  “Are you mad?”


  Milton rested the cases on the floor. “We’re just getting started. I hope you’ve brought a toothbrush. You’re not going home tonight.”


  Dubois took a step up, closer to him. Milton intercepted him smoothly, reaching out to take his wrist. He rested his thumb where his watch would have been and his fingers in the groove where the blood vessels passed by the underside of the wrist and squeezed, compressing the arteries. The jolt of pain flashed across Dubois’s face, and Milton used the moment to place his left hand on his sternum and push him back against the wall, out of the way. It was discreet and swift.


  “Don’t do anything silly,” Milton said to him. His voice was even and calm, but laced with threat.


  “You’re crazy,” Dubois growled.


  Milton squeezed the pressure point again. “I know I am. But I’m not the one who’s going to wake up in Angola tomorrow.”


  Milton released his grip. Dubois instinctively massaged the wrist before he realised that he was admitting weakness. He stopped, let his arm fall loose, and glared at Milton.


  “Ziggy,” Milton said. “Where did you park?”


  “Two blocks north.”


  “Give him your keys.”


  He looked at him askance.


  “Don’t worry.”


  Ziggy did as he was asked, handing them to Dubois.


  “Like I say, he’s in the trunk. Probably quite vexed about that. Let him out. You’ll save time for everyone if you both go straight to the police.”


  “You think this is over?”


  “I’m pretty sure it is.”


  “It’s not.”


  Dubois turned and walked down the corridor and away.


  “What are you doing?” Ziggy asked.


  “Let them go. They won’t be hard to find. Men like that don’t disappear.”


  Izzy looked back at Milton. Her face was lined with concentration, focussed on the things she knew that she would have to say as the hearing began, but, for a moment, a smile broke through. She had dynamite now. Ziggy had provided it for her. When she was done, the city’s case would have been blown into tiny fragments and cast to the wind.


  “You ready?” Milton asked her.


  “You gonna come watch? It’s gonna be fun.”


  Milton said that he would.


  She turned back, striding on with purpose, her heels ringing against the tile, and Milton followed behind her.


  Part Five


  Chapter Fifty-Three


  MILTON, IZZY AND ZIGGY walked up to the parade route on St. Charles Avenue. The street was hemmed in with people: the sidewalk, the pavement, everywhere, a mad throng that rose and fell with its own undefinable patterns. Everyone was wearing purple, green, and gold. Others held up their smartphones, taking random photographs, the light from the screens leaving swipes across the darkness. Women hiked up their tops, showing their breasts in the hope of receiving necklaces of beads or painted coconuts. Revellers drank Sazeracs from disposable plastic cups and danced to music that throbbed from boom boxes. The street lamps were festooned with tinsel and paper decorations, glitter cascading down in drifts. A mounted policewoman stood sentry at the end of the street, her horse stepping from foot to foot. Other cops in their light blue shirts and dark blue trousers patrolled the fringes, the usual rules relaxed just a little tonight.


  Milton looked around. The hullabaloo made him feel uncomfortable.


  “What’s the matter?” Izzy asked him.


  “Nothing. Just cautious. I can’t help it.”


  “Just try to enjoy yourself.”


  He smiled. “Not one of my strong points.”


  “You gotta relax, Milton.”


  “You’re right.”


  Ziggy looked over at them.


  “It’s over,” he said. “A week and we haven’t heard a word. It’s finished. Done.”


  Izzy nodded her agreement. “Listen to him! Everything’s fine.”


  “Yes,” he said. “I know.”


  But was it over? Milton was too naturally cautious to accept that. It had been a week to Fat Tuesday, and he had allowed Izzy to persuade him to stay on. He had never been in New Orleans during Mardi Gras, and it was something that he wanted to tick off his bucket list. More than that, he knew, was a lingering reluctance to leave her. He would have to go eventually, of course, but he couldn’t shake the thought that Bachman was still out there. He had given it plenty of thought. In truth, he couldn’t get it out of his head. The odds were good that Bachman would have aborted the assignment and left town. Especially after Internal Affairs had swept through the mayor’s office and the ranks of the NOPD, arresting more than a dozen men and women and adding them to the employees of Joel Babineaux who had already been implicated in the corruption. Jackson Dubois had been picked up at his luxury home as he was making a ham-fisted attempt to pack away his life and leave. He and the others had all joined Babineaux in jail. None of them could look on the future with any degree of optimism.


  So, yes. It was most likely that Bachman was gone, submerged in the underworld once more until he resurfaced to take another job. But Milton couldn’t help but to remember what he had said about the woman who had died in the bayou. What if it was his wife, and what if he really did think that Milton had killed her? Even the longest odds came up now and again, and Milton had been wrong before. He couldn’t completely relax.


  There was a man who was selling Lucky Dogs over on the other side of the street. His stand was shaped like a foot-long dog, and there was a red and white Coca-Cola parasol overhead.


  Ziggy pointed over in his direction.


  “You want one?”


  “Sure,” Izzy said.


  “Milton?”


  “I could eat.”


  “And a beer?” Izzy suggested.


  Ziggy nodded. “You want a bottle, Milton?”


  He shook his head. “Some water, please.”


  “Coming up.”


  Milton watched him go, then turned back to the procession of krewes that were wending their way down the middle of the street. The first group were partying on a truck that had been decorated with a figurehead of a large male head. Men and women in purple robes and blacked-up faces tossed candy to the crowd below. Dancers in oversized papier mâché heads flanked the truck, garlanding the prettier girls with beads and leis. The next float was decorated with fibre-optic lights that flashed on and off, a blur of illumination. The successor had a large red lobster atop the cab, lights glowing from its claws. The next was done out in Zulu fashion, with hand-painted coconuts handed out to the crowds. A marching band followed close by, uptempo jazz reverberating back from the buildings that lined the route.


  Izzy stroked his arm. “Relax!”


  Milton knew that he must have looked uptight. He made an effort to smile at her, and she reached across and took his hand. He looked and saw that she had turned to face him, ignoring the procession, her face open and welcoming. He squeezed her hand, warm against his palm, but, as she moved a little closer, he felt his phone buzz in his pocket.


  He disengaged his hand and took it out.


  “What is it?”


  He looked down at the display. “Ziggy.”


  “Wants to know if we want mustard.”


  Milton put the phone to his ear. “Hello?”


  There was no reply, just the background noise of the carnival.


  “Ziggy?”


  Still nothing.


  Milton craned his neck, looking through the crowd. The throng on the sidewalk was thick and deep, and Milton couldn’t see Ziggy. He looked over to the hot dog stall, but it was obscured by two girls on the shoulders of their male friends. The view cleared as they swayed out of the way. The vendor was serving someone else. Ziggy wasn’t there.


  Milton listened and heard Ziggy’s voice. He was protesting, the words muffled and unclear, but the tone unmistakable: fear.


  His face must have given away his concern. Izzy put her hand on his biceps and looked at him.


  “Ziggy?”


  Still nothing.


  Bachman.


  It must have been him.


  He didn’t know what to do. Bachman might be taunting him, drawing him away from Izzy so that he could come around and collect her when he was out of the way. It would be safer to retreat, to take her with him and go somewhere safe, to go somewhere so he could see him coming.


  But Ziggy.


  What about him?


  “What?” Izzy mouthed.


  He held onto her hand and tugged her with him.


  He pushed through the scrum to the truck.


  “What is it, John?” she said.


  He shouldered right down the middle of a clutch of drunken jocks, probably lost from the Quarter, and reached the hot dog stand. There was no sign of Ziggy. No sign of Bachman, either. There was a metal fence behind the stand, and he clambered up it, hauling himself above the level of the crowd and scanning again. He turned back to Izzy. She was looking at him with a concerned expression on her face. He turned to the north, and, just maybe, saw a flash of scarlet before the crowd congealed around it and scrubbed it out.


  Ziggy was wearing red.


  “John, what? What is it?”


  He dropped down to the ground, took her hand again, and hurried north, tugging her along with him. A clutch of drunken girls were whirling and spinning, their drinks splashing out of their cups. He edged between them, picking up his pace as soon as they were clear of them. It was a little easier to move against the side of the buildings, but the maelstrom of noise and light was disorientating.


  He scanned, looking for Ziggy or Bachman. Faces blended together in the mêlée, difficult to make out as he moved through them, but none caught his attention.


  Izzy stopped, tugging back at Milton’s arm.


  “I’m not moving another step until you tell me what it is.”


  “Ziggy is in trouble.”


  “Milton!”


  It was a loud, desperate cry.


  He pushed and shoved his way through the crowd.


  “Milton!”


  He heard it above the clamour of the carnival, and turned in its direction. There was a patch of empty land between two derelict buildings, the ground rising up to a wire-mesh fence and, beyond that, a road. There was a gap in the fence and, behind that, he saw Ziggy. Bachman was next to him. It took a moment to realise that it was him. He was wearing a ball cap pulled down low over his eyes, and a leather jacket. His hand was inside his jacket, right where a shoulder holster would leave the butt of a pistol, and, as Milton watched, he grabbed Ziggy around the neck and threw him into the back of a waiting car.


  Milton surged ahead, barging through the middle of another group of rowdy jocks.


  One of them stepped in front of him. “No need to push, dude.”


  The man reached out with his left hand. There was no time for negotiation. Milton hit him in the gut, doubling him over as he brought the point of his elbow down, hard, on the back of his head. It was a blindingly quick motion, knocking the man out and dropping him to the ground.


  “Milton!” Izzy said, reaching for him.


  Two of the man’s friends were in the way. They had watched Milton’s demonstration, and now they regarded him with unmasked fear. They braced themselves, nerves obvious, but they didn’t move. Drunken bravado. Very inconvenient.


  “Get out of the way.”


  Milton shuffled to the right, tried to edge around them, but they found the confidence to block him. The man Milton had knocked down was starting to come around, too, on his knees and reaching for his friend’s arm to help him to his feet.


  Milton watched over their shoulders as Bachman went around to the front of the car and got inside.


  There was a squeal of rubber on asphalt and then the car was gone, disappearing into the night.


  
    #

  


  MILTON EXPLAINED what had happened as he and Izzy took a taxi back to Salvation Row. She listened quietly and, when he was finished, she put a hand on his knee. She said it wasn’t his fault. He knew that was right, that it wasn’t—that it would have been impossible to ward against someone like Bachman if he had it in his mind to come after him—but it didn’t make him feel any better. Ziggy was in terrible danger, might already even be dead, and it had happened on his watch. It was the second time, too.


  Once might have been an accident, although Milton didn’t believe in accidents.


  Twice was starting to look a lot like negligence.


  The taxi pulled up outside the house. The lights were burning, welcoming, and he thought about the meal that he had been promised. Elsie had prepared gumbo, Izzy had told him, a proper Louisianan meal to thank him for what he had done.


  Ziggy had been invited, too.


  They stepped out of the car into the sticky heat.


  “What are you going to do?” Izzy asked.


  “There isn’t much to do. We just wait. I—”


  He stopped mid-sentence and reached for his phone.


  Izzy’s eyes were wide. “Is it him?”


  He took it out and looked at the ID.


  It was displaying the number of the burner phone that Ziggy had been using.


  He nodded at her, accepted the call, and put it to his ear.


  “Hello, Milton.”


  Milton felt his stomach drop.


  Izzy looked at him enquiringly.


  “You’re wasting your time.”


  “I am?”


  “The job’s over. You lost. Get over it. Move on.”


  “I told you. This isn’t about the job.”


  He put his hand over the phone. “Go inside,” he said to Izzy. “I don’t know where he is. It might not be safe out here.”


  “No—” she began.


  “Please,” Milton interrupted, raising his voice a little. “I’ll be there in a minute.”


  She bit her lip, nodded, and crossed the lawn to the porch.


  Milton turned away and walked ten paces down the street. “You there?”


  “I’m here.”


  “I said you’re wasting your time. It isn’t going to work. I’m leaving tonight.”


  “Bit callous, Milton, even for you. What would your friend think about that?”


  “I don’t care what he thinks. He’s just a technician. He’s not my friend. He doesn’t mean anything to me.”


  “It won’t matter when I peel his skin off, then, will it?”


  Milton gritted his teeth. “Do what you want.”


  “But it won’t end with him, will it? I’ll kill your friend, and then I’ll kill the girl, her brother, her family. And then I’ll kill anyone I can find who you’ve ever cared about. And then, when I’ve done that, when you’re drowning in guilt and misery, then I’ll kill you.”


  “You really want me for an enemy, Bachman?”


  He laughed. “Save it for someone you can frighten. Do you remember anything about me at all?”


  Too much, Milton thought. Much too much. “What do you want?”


  “You killed someone very dear to me.”


  “I just put her lights out. She was killed when you pumped bullets at us. A ricochet.”


  Bachman screamed down the line, “You’re lying!” His voice was suddenly torn and ragged, with an undercurrent to it that made Milton think of madness.


  He spoke calmly. “I’m sorry about what happened to her. But it wasn’t me.”


  If Bachman heard him, he didn’t acknowledge it. “We have a score to settle.”


  Milton left the phone at his ear and zoned out. He stared at the colourful houses, hearing the rustle of the wind through the trees on the lots that had still to be cleared, absently heard the call of a bird in the sky overhead. He had no doubt that Bachman meant every word he said. He felt as if he was being dragged back down into a world that he had only just been able to leave. It hadn’t been so long since Milton had found his freedom, putting an end to the threat from Control and the Group, and now he would exchange that for a pursuit by one of the most dangerous men in the world? A man who had been considered extreme, even by the extreme standards of the Mossad? A man good enough to fake his own death and elude Israeli intelligence? It would be just as bad as before. It would be worse.


  And that was before he thought about Ziggy, Izzy, her mother and father, Alexander, and anyone else who got in his way.


  “Fine,” Milton said. “How do we settle it?”


  “You need to come and see me. You do that, alone, and I’ll let him walk. The others will never see me.”


  “Where?”


  “There’s a Six Flags.”


  “Six Flags? What?”


  “A fairground. Northeast of the city. They closed it after the flood. No one up here any more. There’s a central courtyard. A carousel. Meet me there.”


  “When?”


  “Midnight. And come alone. There’s nothing up here, Milton. Nothing and no one. I’ll see you as soon as you get within a mile of me. Anyone comes with you, I’ll put a bullet in your friend and I’ll leave. And then I’ll come after you and the others on my terms.”


  “I’ll be alone.”


  “Don’t be late.”


  Chapter Fifty-Four


  ELSIE BARTHOLOMEW had cooked them another Creole feast, but, this time, Milton had to struggle to finish his plate. It wasn’t that he wasn’t hungry—he was, very—it was that he had no appetite. Izzy had known better than to tell her parents what had happened and, when they asked where Ziggy was, she had lied that he had business to attend to in town. There was no sense in worrying them. She had shouldered the burden of conversation, filling the awkward spaces when Milton had missed the questions that were directed at him, giving him a moment to recover and respond with the kind of useless platitude he knew would have them think that he was vacant or distracted or, more likely, just rude.


  He thanked Elsie and Solomon when he had finished and, excusing himself on the pretext of wanting a smoke, went outside. He sat on the edge of the porch and put a cigarette in his mouth and then forgot about it, leaving it to hang there, unlit.


  He was angry with himself. No, he corrected, not himself, with his helplessness. One of the core principles of recovery was the self-awareness that, as a drunk, his disease would make him try to control everything. The inevitable failure from trying to do that would usher him closer to the one solution that every drunk knew was infallible.


  He felt the bonds on his sobriety start to loosen, a notch at a time.


  Milton thought back to what had happened in London, after he had told Control that he was going to retire. He thought of Elijah Warriner, a boy who had been teetering on the edge of a gang life, throwing away his future, and how he had tried to help him. How had that turned out? Milton had been arrogant, thinking that his intervention would be enough to solve Elijah’s problems, but his involvement had just made them worse. He had fled to South America, eventually did some good in Juarez, and then to San Francisco and the Upper Peninsula. He was trying to learn, to teach himself the limits of intervention, what he could and couldn’t do. Should and shouldn’t do.


  He thought that he had been getting better at it.


  He thought that he had done good work in New Orleans.


  Really?


  Perhaps he had been wrong.


  Hubris.


  Ziggy was going to pay for his conceit.


  For the first time in weeks, his resolve was weak. The urge to take a drink was strong.


  “What’s happening?”


  It was Izzy. She sat down on the porch next to him.


  “I have to go.”


  “Where?”


  “Doesn’t matter where.”


  She was close enough to him that he could feel the heat of her body. Milton fixed his stare ahead, not trusting the strength of his determination should he give in and look at her.


  “Where, Milton? What did he say?”


  “No, Izzy.”


  “Six Flags?”


  He turned, quickly. “You were listening?”


  “Don’t get sanctimonious. All the lies that you told me, you’re not in a position for it.”


  He turned all the way around, put his hands on her shoulders and looked straight at her. “You’ve got to stay here. You have to let me deal with him myself.”


  “Deal with him?” Her face said she knew exactly what that word meant.


  “I don’t know. Hopefully not. But he might not give me a choice.”


  “So, call the police.”


  “You already told me that was pointless.”


  “But this is—”


  “Even if they’d come, they’d make things worse. He’ll see them coming.”


  “Then let me come with you. I know Six Flags. I’ve been there dozens of times.”


  “No, Izzy. No way. He’ll see you, too. I’m not putting you in harm’s way.”


  “I could stay outside—”


  He shook his head and replied with complete conviction. “I have to go alone. If he sees anyone else, if he even sniffs anyone else, he kills Ziggy, disappears, comes after someone else when I can’t predict it. He could come after your parents. Alexander. You. All of you, just to get to me. It’s me he wants. Just me.”


  “But you go, and, what—he kills you? Right?”


  Milton shrugged. “He’ll try.”


  “You can’t just walk into that. I can’t let you just walk into that.”


  Milton squeezed her shoulders. “Yes, you can. One way or another, it will end. If he gets what he wants, he’ll leave.”


  “Gets what he wants—”


  “And if I get to him first, there’s no more threat.” He held her shoulders between firm hands. “You have to promise me you’ll stay here. You can’t help me, not for this. If you go, I’ll have to worry about you, too. You’ll make it worse, not better. More dangerous for me and Ziggy. For you. Stay here with your parents.”


  “I can’t—”


  “Izzy, look at me. Look. I can take care of myself. You know that, right?”


  She raised her head and looked into his eyes. He saw fire and passion and a film of wetness.


  She didn’t answer him.


  He didn’t think that he had reached her.


  “Izzy.”


  She stood, anger flashing.


  “You have to promise me.”


  She didn’t. Instead, she brushed his hands away and stood. “When is this going to be over?”


  “Tonight.” Milton stood, too. “One way or another, it’ll be finished tonight.”


  Chapter Fifty-Five


  MILTON DROVE northeast to Michoud Boulevard. The entrance to the park was marked by a huge red and yellow sign. It had been jolly once, but the colour was faded now, and some of the letters had been prised off by the greedy fingers of the wind.


  S X F LGS – CLOS D OR STO M


  A ticket booth stood beyond that, the glass long since gone from the windows and yellow graffiti sprayed all across it. He saw the skeletal track of a big roller coaster in the middle distance and, behind that, a Ferris wheel. The road ahead was blocked by a chain-link fence, but, as Milton drove slowly through, it didn’t take long to find a weakness that he knew he would be able to broach without difficulty.


  He parked the Corolla and got out. It was still hot, even as late as this. He put on the ballistics vest, slipping his shirt over the top of it. He had the Sig Sauer and two spare magazines. He kept the pistol in his hand and shoved the spares into his pockets. He doubted that he would get to use the gun, but he was damned if he was going to a meeting with Avi Bachman without one. He thought about the MP5 in the trunk, but decided against it. He doubted the night would proceed in such a way that spray-and-pray was going to be a legitimate, useful option. Avi Bachman was in control. Milton knew that he wouldn’t let that happen.


  Milton approached a spot in the fence where it had been sliced open. The opening had been yanked back, folded back onto itself so that the ends of the jagged wires were hooked onto the stretches that remained intact. Milton bent down and slipped through the opening.


  He scouted the park beyond. The whole area had only been sheltered by an eight-foot earthen berm, and Katrina had made short work of that. It had been one of the first places to be overwhelmed and, since the pumps had flooded within hours, it had stayed that way for weeks afterwards.


  The place was completely empty. There was enough moonlight for Milton to make out the buildings that had once housed attractions, circular booths that had dispensed food and drink, and, above all of them, the rusted stilts of roller coasters. The walls had been daubed with graffiti, screeds that decried the city council, FEMA, the federal government, anyone who had anything to do with what had happened here.


  It was apocalyptic.


  Milton walked, scanning ahead carefully, but aware that his caution would be pointless if Bachman decided to take him out now. He was a sitting duck, and he knew it. But he didn’t think that he would snipe him from a distance. He remembered a conversation that they had had, a lifetime ago and on a different continent, when Bachman had explained how he liked to get up close when he killed a man. Milton remembered one phrase in particular: Bachman had said that he liked to “experience” the moment when “hope drained” out of the eyes. Milton had thought there and then that Bachman was a psychopath. He had met many men and women who would have fitted the description during his bloody career—and he, himself, had merited it—but Bachman, maybe, was the worst.


  Even the Mossad had wanted him dead in the end.


  He headed deeper into the park.


  He skirted the huge, disembodied, fibreglass head of a circus clown. It was resting on its side, a horizontal tideline of scurf from its flamboyant ruff to its blackened nose. Milton eyed it warily, knowing that his fear was foolish, yet still unable to ignore the sensation that its dead plastic eyes were following him. He reached the Mega Zeph roller coaster, the struts stretching a hundred feet above him, vines clasping halfway to the top as if they were trying to drag it down into the earth.


  Milton walked down Main Street, with devastated buildings on either side, passed the Big Easy Ferris wheel, and then, finally, he reached the carousel. It was tall, eighty feet high, and constructed at the far end of a wide square. The seats were suspended at the ends of long chains, dozens of them, and they rattled and clinked as the gentle breeze bumped them against one another. It was eerie, other-worldly, and Milton knew that he was being watched.


  “Bachman!” he called out.


  Nothing.


  “Bachman! I’m here!”


  He had only taken another few steps into the square when his cellphone vibrated in his pocket.


  He took it out.


  “Drop the gun.”


  “Let him go. I’m here.”


  “The gun.”


  Milton knew he had no choice. Bachman would already have something aimed at him. He swivelled, scanning the buildings that would once have been a restaurant, a ticket booth, the entrance to a gift shop. Doors stood open, some creaked in the wind, impenetrable inky blackness within. He couldn’t see anything. He held up both hands, the gun in his right and the cellphone in his left, and then, slowly and deliberately, rested one knee on the asphalt and placed the gun there.


  “Step away from it.”


  Milton did.


  “Wearing a vest?”


  Milton gritted his teeth.


  “Take it off.”


  He took off his shirt and then removed the ballistics vest. He dropped it onto the ground beside him.


  “Leave the shirt off,” Bachman said. “I don’t want any surprises.”


  Milton dropped it onto the ground next to the vest and the gun.


  “Good. Now—keep going. The carousel.”


  Milton walked over to it.


  “Bachman?”


  The call went dead.


  Milton was thirty feet away from the pistol before Bachman emerged from a ticket booth. He had his own pistol in his right hand, aiming it with loose and casual confidence in Milton’s direction. He dragged Ziggy Penn out after him, his left arm looped around his torso. Milton could see at once that Ziggy had been badly beaten. His head hung limply between his shoulder blades, and his shoes scuffed and caught on the ground as he tried to keep his feet beneath him. Bachman hauled him all the way out into the square and then dumped him there.


  “Had to rough him up a little,” Bachman called over, no need for the phone now.


  “Of course you did.”


  Milton was very aware that Bachman still had his gun.


  He came closer, twenty feet away, saw that Milton was looking at it and held it up. “What? This? Sorry. I forgot.” He tossed the gun aside. “We won’t need guns, will we, John?”


  Milton tried not to give away his surprise. “So how do you want to do this?”


  “A nice fist fight, sort this mess out, get things straight. Man to man.”


  Milton blinked hard. This was unexpected. He looked at Bachman and weighed him up: maybe an inch taller than him, ten pounds heavier. They were evenly matched. Milton watched as he came in close, ten feet away, unbuttoned his shirt and dropped it behind him. He was wearing a vest. His arms were solid with muscle, coloured by full sleeves of tattoos. His chest was thick, his waist tapered, his legs powerful.


  Milton laced his fingers, stretched them, unlaced them and let his arms fall loose to his sides.


  “Ready?”


  
    #

  


  “SIX FLAGS?”


  Izzy had stayed just inside the door and listened to Milton’s side of the conversation with the man who had taken Ziggy. His outrage at being eavesdropped on would have been funny in different circumstances. He, after all, had lied to her about the most fundamental things, including who he was. He had tried to get her to say that she would stay behind, had tried again and again to get her to say that she would, to swear it to him, but the most she had conceded was a small nod of the head. Just a nod? She hadn’t sworn it. She hadn’t promised, hadn’t even said it. And she wouldn’t have paid any attention even if she had. After everything Milton had done for her and her family, how could she let him take off to be shot?


  She could not.


  She watched as Milton drove away, and then hurried to her own car. She drove north on Franklin Avenue and then turned to the east, following I-10, and caught sight of him as he passed the turn-off for Lakefront Airport. She knew that he was careful, and guessed that he would be looking out for signs that he was being followed. And, in the event that he was, she turned left onto Morrison and followed the route of the interstate one road removed. She turned back on I-10 as she reached Gannon, but, as she stared frantically ahead and then back in her mirrors, there was no sign of his Corolla.


  Had he turned off? Accelerated away?


  She drove on. She thought about what had happened over the course of the last few days. Joel Babineaux, Jackson Dubois and their cronies were in custody, their reputations shredded, with just jail time to look forward to once the scale of their corruption became obvious. And who knew how deep down the rabbit hole that would go? The police, certainly. Detective Peacock was just the first domino to fall. The mayor. Who else?


  Salvation Row was safe, and the way was clear for the charity to continue with its work. There would be no mall now.


  Alexander was back in rehab, and he had seemed happy to go.


  All of those things had looked so desperate before Milton had arrived. He was a complicated man, and she knew there were depths to him that she did not want to disturb, even to know about, but without him things would have been very different. Babineaux would have driven his bulldozers straight through the middle of all of their hard work.


  And Alexander might have been dead.


  She couldn’t get that out of her head.


  She couldn’t abandon Milton, no matter what he had said.


  She drove on, nudging seventy and then eighty as the roads cleared. She headed to the Bayou Sauvage National Wildlife Refuge. The spectral silhouettes of the park’s taller rides were limned in silver by a half moon and, as she drew nearer, she saw Milton’s Toyota Corolla parked at the side of the road.


  She slammed on the brakes, rolled up behind it, killed the engine and the lights.


  The chain-link fence rattled in the breeze. She looked through it and into the darkened park.


  She remembered. The place was like an open sore, a reminder to those who had the temerity to thumb their nose at Nature. The city was here at the whim of the ocean.


  Deserted.


  Eerie.


  They called it Zombieland now.


  Izzy stepped through the gash in the fence and hurried inside.


  
    #

  


  THEY FENCED for the first few moments, each firing out exploratory jabs, keeping a safe distance between them. A couple of Milton’s right-handers slid between Bachman’s defences, cracking off his cheek and chin. They had no effect. Bachman moved with studied ease, his weight balanced perfectly so that he could dodge left and right without having to think about it. Milton had been a decent regimental boxer when he was younger, and he still recalled much of it, but he remembered again that the Mossad trained their agents in Krav Maga and he knew that would be a very big problem. The discipline eliminated all superfluous movements. You never turned your back on your opponent, there was nothing fancy, each strike delivering maximum power. He remembered that Bachman was good at it and, if he allowed him to get too close, he would be at a severe disadvantage.


  He didn’t want to get in too close.


  “Your wife,” Milton said between breaths.


  Bachman didn’t reply.


  “—didn’t kill her… didn’t shoot her.”


  Bachman’s face darkened and he threw out a big roundhouse that Milton took on his shoulder, the blow sending a spider web of pain along his nerves. Bachman used the momentum of his body, using the hips rather than the torso, to generate quick and effective force. The power of it took Milton by surprise, staggering him a half-step to the right.


  “—not lying.”


  Bachman grunted, firing out Muay Thai elbows and knees. Milton caught a knee strike against his side and responded with a stiff left hand that knocked Bachman back again.


  Milton stood away, gasping for breath. “Your shot—ricochet—killed her.”


  Bachman roared and rushed him. Milton tried to sidestep, but his foot caught against a loose plank that had been discarded in the square and he could only stumble. Bachman grabbed him, both hands around his shoulders as he drove him back. Milton managed to pivot as they collapsed and he fell atop him. He tried to wrestle Bachman down, to hold him against the ground, but he was strong. He butted Milton in the face, a dizzying blow that gave him enough space to strike up with his elbow. Milton lost the grip with his right hand, opening up more space between their bodies so that Bachman could strike him again, and then again, with his elbow. Milton felt the bones in his nose snap and the blood rushed down to run across his lips. He tried to fire out a left-handed punch, but Bachman jerked his head aside and his fist glanced against his temple and hit the concrete. Pain flared again. A broken knuckle?


  Bachman swung his elbow again and Milton fell off, rolling onto his back.


  Bachman sprang to his feet with a nimble kip-up.


  Milton’s vision darkened, a black fringe that fell down like the drawing of a curtain. Bachman’s face was concentrated and his eyes glittered with black fury. Milton rolled his neck as Bachman stamped down on his head, the treads of his boot scraping down the side of his crown. He scrambled upright again, his feet slipping and sliding on the mossy cobbles. He was still too dazed to get his arms up in time as Bachman swept out a wide kick that crunched into the junction of his neck and shoulder, whiplashing his head to the side.


  Bachman hammered down a big right. Milton recovered just in time, blocked it on his forearms, rolled away, and tottered to his feet.


  He floundered back until there were ten paces between them.


  There was blood in his mouth. He spat it out.


  Bachman shook out his arms. There was the first purpling of a contusion around his right eye socket, but that was it.


  They both circled warily.


  “Want to know something?” Bachman opened and closed his fists, rolling his shoulders. “When we were in Egypt, before the operation, I thought you were an arrogant prick. Big reputation. Full of it. I heard it from the others, even the fucking Americans were scared of you. But I wasn’t. Nothing to back it up, Milton. All hot air.”


  He was barely out of breath. Milton was gasping.


  “This isn’t necessary,” he said between pants. “Just go, Bachman.”


  Bachman hopped, two quick steps that closed the distance before Milton, dazed, could react. He fired out a flurry of rights and lefts. Milton covered up, but Bachman switched his aim and started to pummel his ribs and torso with short, abbreviated kicks. The air was thumped out of his lungs and pain fired out, thunderclaps of it. When Milton lowered his guard to try to block the kicks, Bachman clocked him with a huge right cross.


  He staggered away.


  He couldn’t trade with him.


  He fell back.


  
    #

  


  IZZY WALKED through the empty fairground.


  That’s right, Zombieland.


  She tried to remember how long ago it was since she had been here. Ten years? Maybe fifteen. Her parents had taken her and Alexander here, years before, and she remembered the happy time that they had spent. The long, endless, hot days, the park just a long bowl of concrete with nowhere to shelter from the tropical sun. She remembered the synthetic taste of the hot dogs, the sugar rush from candy apples and cotton candy and the sugary soft drinks. The pictures of what Katrina had done to the park had been some of the hardest for her to bear. Her friends felt the same way. The water that had lain atop it for weeks, brackish and corrosive, was a slur upon her most cherished memories.


  She looked around with a shiver of discomfort. There were the ghostly silhouettes of the rides, abandoned to nature. The Mega Zeph roller coaster, the Big Easy Ferris wheel. All the empty concession stands. She passed a wheelchair, washed out of whichever building had stored it, and left there, forgotten, to corrode.


  It was humid, sticky with heat.


  A jet passed overhead, its engines rumbling through the dark night.


  She thought she heard voices.


  She stopped, closed her eyes, and listened.


  Yes. Voices.


  A man, speaking. Too far away to discern the words, but the tone was evident. Confident.


  She felt a knot of tension in her stomach. She tried to ignore it.


  She turned in the direction of the voices and started to trot.


  
    #

  


  THEY WERE next to the carousel now. Milton felt it against the back of his legs, fell back against it, shuffled along, reached his hand up for the nearest chained seat, and used it to haul himself aboard. He retreated backwards, putting a line of seats between them. Bachman vaulted up easily and came on, sweeping the chairs aside, the chains rattling. Milton staggered back, through the chairs, until he felt the central spindle behind him.


  Bachman closed. Milton tried to get his guard up, but his arms were sluggish.


  Bachman drilled him.


  He stumbled.


  Bachman drilled him again.


  The black curtain descended again, more pervasive, and Milton was unable to defend himself as Bachman stepped up, jackhammering a right and then a left to the head. He fired a big cross into his ribs, another blow with the point of his elbow that spun him around and dropped him, face up, across the rotten wooden floor of the carousel.


  Bachman dropped down onto the ground, taking Milton’s right wrist, looping his arm beneath his shoulder and then immobilising the limb by clasping both of his hands together. He pulled the arm up, Milton’s elbow yanked towards his head, and then twisted his body to apply intense pressure to the shoulder. Milton knew the hold: it was a Kimura, a Brazilian jiu-jitsu submission move, and Bachman had cinched it in tight. The pain was indescribable. It burned through the fugue like a white hot sun. Milton knew, in a distant part of his brain, that his tendons were being stretched out and his joints pulled apart. It wouldn’t be long before the fibres snapped and his shoulder dislocated.


  Somehow, on instinct alone, Milton reached around with his free hand and stabbed Bachman in the eye.


  He released the lock.


  Milton tried to crawl away from him. He slid off the carousel and onto the cobblestones, but, as soon as he put weight on the shoulder, he collapsed. His chin scraped against the rough stone.


  There was no respite. Bachman straddled him from behind, took a fistful of his hair and crashed his forehead against the ground.


  And again.


  And again.


  The darkness was complete now. It felt permanent. Each blow registered less and less.


  Milton felt the life ebb out of him.


  And then they stopped.


  —felt something hard against his chest—his muscles limp, his arms dangling—


  “—away from him—”


  —heard the words, tried to string them together, make sense out of them—


  “—the way back—”


  —blinked until he could see again. He was spread across the edge of the carousel, his head lolling, looking down at the ground below—


  “—and get—”


  —pushed himself backwards and fell onto his backside, one of the suspended chairs bouncing against the back of his head—


  He looked up.


  Isadora Bartholomew had his Sig Sauer in her hand.


  She was pointing it at Bachman.


  “—hands up.”


  Milton reached up and touched his forehead. The blood was warm and tacky against his fingers. He felt a surge of vomit and had to fight to keep it down.


  Bachman was at the edge of the carousel, too, his hands half-heartedly raised to the height of his head.


  “Put your hands up, now.”


  “Come on.” Bachman’s voice was relaxed. “You’re not going to shoot me.”


  Izzy kept the gun trained on him.


  “I can see it in your eyes. Look at you. You’re scared.”


  Milton pushed himself up to his knees. Dizziness buffeted him.


  “There’s nothing wrong with being scared. Most people would be, a situation like this. Just listen to Milton. You don’t want to shoot me.”


  “I will if you don’t keep your hands where I can fucking see them.” She jabbed the gun at him, as if that might be enough to make up for the doubt that was so evident in her voice.


  Milton knew she wouldn’t shoot. He had moments to save her life.


  “You’re not a killer,” Bachman said. “Look at you. You haven’t got it in you. You shouldn’t worry. Not many people do. I do. Milton does, don’t you, John? He tell you what he used to do?”


  “Stay there,” she said.


  “Used to be an assassin. That’s right. He tell you that? British government. Ten years. A whole decade of murdering. How many people have you killed, John? You tell her that? Fifty? A hundred?”


  “Izzy,” Milton groaned.


  “Me, too. Him and me, not too different. Not when you come down to it. But not you. I reckon I could just come over there and take that gun from you right now. What do you think? Could I do that?”


  Bachman took a step closer to her.


  Izzy backed away.


  Another step.


  Izzy was terrified.


  Milton pushed himself upright and managed to slide down to the ground.


  There were six feet between Izzy and Bachman.


  Bachman took another step.


  “Avi,” Milton called.


  “Stay there, Milton.”


  He swayed back and forth. “Want to… you want to go again?”


  Now Bachman turned his head. He looked at him, an expression of amused curiosity on his face. “Look at you. You’re crazy.”


  He lowered his hands and formed fists.


  “Put them up,” Izzy shouted.


  He turned back.


  Milton had barely anything left. He could only just raise his arms. There was a crank resting on the lip of the carousel. It must have been used in the mechanical workings and left there when the park was evacuated. Milton’s fingers closed around it, the metal cold in his palm, and he lifted it up.


  Bachman didn’t notice. He was walking over to Izzy. She was backing away, unable to shoot.


  Moments left before he would take the gun.


  Milton followed after them.


  “Hey!”


  Bachman stopped, turned, and Milton swung the crank.


  It struck him on the forehead, just below the line of his scalp.


  Bachman stopped, his hand drifting up to his head, frowned, and then, as his eyes rolled back into his head, he toppled over onto his side.


  The crank slipped from Milton’s fingers and rang against the cobblestones. He felt an enervating wave of lethargy, and he fell to his knees and then onto his side.


  The darkness fell again.


  “Milton—”


  The sound of sirens could be heard from Michoud Boulevard.


  “—are you okay?”


  He heard his name and saw the blurred tracing of Izzy’s face shimmer above him, as if he were underwater.


  And then, he was.


  Chapter Fifty-Six


  MILTON WAITED in the manager’s office. The business of the bank continued outside, cashiers quietly and efficiently dealing with the small, shuffling lines of customers. It was a little before midday. This was his third, and final, stop of the day. Each stop had taken an hour.


  He stretched out his legs. The beating that he had taken from Avi Bachman had left bruises all the way across his body. His nose had been broken, too, and three ribs. His shoulder had been dislocated. He had pushed it back into place again himself, and it had hurt like hell. Milton had never been bested like that in all his life. Bachman—or Claude Boon, his given name when the police booked him for kidnap and assault—had thrown him around like a rag doll. If it wasn’t for Izzy, he would have been killed. There was no doubt about it in his mind.


  Izzy.


  She had tried to persuade him to stay in town for a few weeks. He had been tempted. He had enjoyed working on the houses, and it would have been rewarding to help them get construction going again. But, he eventually decided, he didn’t want to be around when the press started to get hold of what had happened with Babineaux and the others who had been caught in his web. He had a natural aversion to publicity. It was partly a hang-up from his past, but also the sure knowledge that a low profile was better for a man like him. It was better for those around him, too. There were people in the world who would take great interest in him, were they ever to discover where he was and what he was doing. He knew that likely meant that he could never settle down. He had reconciled himself to that possibility. A peripatetic, vagabond lifestyle suited him. He could live with it.


  The police had asked Milton to stay in town, too. He had given a statement, explaining how he had helped Izzy and the charity. The prosecutor would be able to lay out the details without him. Bachman was hired by someone at Babineaux Properties to kill Izzy, Milton had intervened, and he had abducted Ziggy to exact revenge.


  Open and shut.


  Milton had no interest in being in New Orleans for the trial. The idea of a clever lawyer skewering him on the stand, drawing out the kind of information that was much better kept secret, filled him with disquiet. And, anyway, he wasn’t needed. The main charge was the aggravated kidnapping, and Ziggy and Izzy were around to give evidence for that. Bachman hadn’t brought Ziggy across state lines, so federal charges had not been brought, but, because he had beaten him, he was looking at a felony. A serious one.


  Milton had asked Izzy what Bachman was facing. She said life imprisonment in Angola with no prospect of parole and that was if he was lucky. If the feds got involved, tied him to other murders, he might be looking at the death penalty. Either way, he didn’t have much to look forward to.


  The manager returned with a sheaf of papers and sat on the other side of the desk.


  “Well, Mr. Smith,” he said. “It’s all in order.”


  “Very good,” Milton said.


  “Two hundred thousand dollars, cash. Don’t see deposits like that every day. Hoops to jump through, you know.”


  “Of course. I understand.”


  “Well, it’s all done. You want to tell me where you want it to go?”


  “Yes. There’s a charity building houses in the Lower Ninth.”


  “Build It Up? Sure. I know it.”


  “There. I’d like the money to go there, please.”


  “All of it?”


  “Yes, please.”


  The man tapped out the details. “A very good cause,” he said. “You see the news this week? They got into a dispute with the guys who wanted to build that big mall down there. Dug up all kinds of dirt. The papers are saying that those people are going to go to jail.”


  “I did,” Milton said.


  “And did you see it this morning? Mayor’s office is getting involved, too.”


  Milton wasn’t in the mood for a discussion, although he had read the newspaper over his breakfast. “You need anything else from me?”


  “No, sir. We’re all good.”


  “Thank you.”


  He got up. He had the final four hundred thousand dollars in his pack. He would deposit that when he got to Florida. No sense in attracting undue attention to himself. He figured that depositing all of it in New Orleans on the same day would be asking for that to happen. He had looked into the Bank Secrecy Act, and knew that each institution he used would have to file a Currency Transaction Report with the government. No way around that with deposits as big as these. He had the documentation for three separate identities, and he had opened new accounts for all of them. He had varied the amounts—$150,000 in one, $250,000 in another, $200,000 here—and he hoped that might muddy the waters.


  The manager walked him to the door.


  “What do you have planned for the rest of the day, sir?”


  “Not too much.”


  “Well, you have a good one.”


  “Thanks,” Milton said. “You, too.”


  
    #

  


  THE BANK was only a couple of blocks from the bus station. He shrugged his pack onto his shoulders, collected his rifle, and walked there. It was another hot, sticky day, and he hoped that the bus would be air-conditioned.


  The bus station was a simple affair: eight bays, a single-storey concrete building with a tinted glass front. There were a clutch of passengers in the waiting room, leery of waiting in the broil outside. Milton checked the destinations board. The bus to Miami was leaving from Bay C in ten minutes. He walked over, took his phone and headphones from his pack, put them into his pocket, and slung the pack into the cargo bay.


  The driver was waiting at the door.


  “Ticket?”


  Milton took the one-way ticket from his pocket and handed it to him. The driver checked it, punched it, and handed it back. Milton climbed aboard. The bus was almost full, with just a handful of spare seats. The other passengers eyed him with lazy disinterest. Milton took the seat that was closest to the front. The man alongside was unshaven, wearing a denim jacket and badly patched jeans, a bandana on his head. He smelled a little ripe, like he hadn’t seen a bar of soap for a while. Milton didn’t mind. There were plenty of days, out in the wilderness, when he was just the same.


  “You all right?” the man said as he settled in next to him.


  “Doing okay.”


  He put out a hand. “I’m Jack Wishard.”


  Milton clasped it. “John Smith.”


  The door shut with a whoosh of compressed air, and the driver started the engine. The silver bus, gleaming in the sunshine, pulled out of the station and edged into the busy traffic.


  “Where you headed?”


  “Miami.”


  “Me, too. What you doing down there?”


  “Nothing special. Just thought I’d go have a look. It’s been a while since I last visited.”


  “What business you in, John?”


  “This and that. Whatever I can find.”


  “I know that kind of work.” The man reached down into a knapsack on the floor and took out a can of beer. Milton saw several others nestled in there. “Want one?”


  Milton shook his head. “I’m good. But thanks.”


  “Suit yourself.” The man popped the top and took a long slug. He smacked his lips and sighed contentedly. “Man, I needed that. Long drive ahead, John. I do this trip once a month, go down there and see my little girl. Me and the wife split up. She went down there to her folks, took Daisy with her. Fourteen hours, every four weeks, stuck on this frickin’ bus. Best way I ever found to make it go faster, you get a little buzz on. You sure you don’t want one?”


  “I’m good.”


  “All right.”


  The man took another long swig and then, sensing that Milton wasn’t particularly interested in conversation, looked out of the window.


  The bus rolled north east on I-10, passing the abandoned Six Flags, the skeletal struts of the roller coaster picked out in the blistering sun. They passed through Bayou Sauvage National Wildlife Refuge, the dense vegetation reminding him of the bayou shack where Avi Bachman’s wife had met her end.


  Milton settled himself so that the pain from his injuries became a dull ache that he could almost ignore and closed his eyes. He was tired. He thought of Izzy and her family, the meals that he had enjoyed in the beautiful home that she had built, and drew satisfaction from the knowledge that they would have no need to move now. Solomon and Elsie could live and die in the Lower Nine, surrounded by old neighbours called back by the progress that was being made by their daughter. Their amazing, inspiring daughter. Milton had made mistakes, but not there. It was a good job, well done.


  The bus rumbled onto the Pontchartrain Expressway across the glittering, treacherous waters of Lake Pontchartrain and headed on to Slidell, Diamondhead, and Diberville.


  Milton thought of Avi Bachman. Was he a loose end? He could have put a bullet in him, tied it up for good, but Izzy was there, and what would she have thought of that? He had lifted his mask a little since he had arrived in town, but taking it off completely would have poisoned him to her forever. He couldn’t have done that. He had done the only thing that he could have done. But, still, the idea of a man like Avi Bachman, or Claude Boon—or whatever he chose to call himself—walking the earth with a grudge against him was not something that would allow for easy sleep. The thought that he was incarcerated was of some comfort.


  Wishard finished his first can, closed his eyes, and started to snore. Milton opened his eyes and looked out past him at the unwinding landscape, the endless Gulf and the primeval swamp that fringed the road. They drove alongside a long, wide inlet and, as Milton watched, a big alligator roused itself from the burning rocks and slid into the muddy waters, quickly sinking out of sight.


  Milton closed his eyes and tried, again, to sleep.


  Epilogue


  CLAUDE BOON waited in line. There were three pay phones and six men who wanted to use them. Louisiana State Penitentiary was known as Angola, but the inmates referred to it as the Farm. It was the largest maximum-security prison in the United States, with more than six thousand offenders and nearly two thousand staff.


  It was a nasty, brutish place, but there was nothing too surprising about that. Boon expected it. He had heard all the stories: rape, gang rape, men who were bought and sold like cattle.


  Boon was not a large man. He did not look particularly impressive.


  Fresh meat.


  Boon had been in places like it before and knew what he would have to do to render his stay bearable. He knew, for example, that he needed to make a demonstration as soon as he arrived. He selected the man who would help him to do that. An inmate called Clarence Wright, better known as the “Booty Bandit,” a bear of a man whose vocation was beating, torturing, and sodomising fellow inmates while prison guards looked the other way. Wright, a psychopathic serial rapist, was the guards’ resident enforcer. They arranged for men who needed to be reined in to be transferred to his cell. Boon made a nuisance of himself in the canteen to make that happen and, on the first night, as Wright made his move, Boon murdered him with a shank that he had fashioned from a toothbrush, pushing the sharpened plastic into his throat. The carotid artery had been severed clean in two, and Boon had bathed in the fountain of the big man’s blood. None of the guards or other inmates wanted anything to do with him after that.


  Now the authorities were in the process of adding a new homicide charge to his rap sheet, but Boon didn’t care about that. He wouldn’t be around long enough for that to become relevant.


  The man at the phone nearest to the line finished his call and replaced the receiver. Boon walked to the phone, ignoring his place in the queue. One of the others, a tattooed brute who ran with Ride or Die, started to protest until he saw who it was who was cutting the line.


  Boon gave him a glance, even and calm, and saw the man take a step away from him.


  He picked up the phone and dialled the number that he still remembered from all those years ago.


  “Pronto Dry Cleaning. How can I help you?”


  “I need to speak to the director.”


  There was a slight pause as the woman on the other end of the call adjusted her expectations. “Can I ask who’s calling, please?”


  “Yes,” Boon said. “Tell him it’s Avi Bachman. I’d like to come home.”
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