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For Emily and Jo, who gave the dragon wings.




Chapter 1


Vern did not trust humans was the long and short of it. Not a single one. He had known many in his life, even liked a few, but in the end they all sold him out to the angry mob. Which was why he was holed up in Honey Island Swamp, out of harm’s way.


Vern liked the swamp okay. As much as he liked anything after all these years. Goddamn, so many years just stretching out behind him like bricks in that road old King Darius put down back in who gives a shit BC. Funny how things came back out of the blue. Like that ancient Persian road. He couldn’t remember last week, and now he was flashing back a couple of thousand years, give or take. Vern had baked half those bricks his own self, back when he still did a little blue-collar. Nearly wore out the internal combustion engine. Shed his skin two seasons early because of that bitch of a job. That and his diet. No one had a clue about nutrition in those days. Vern was mostly ketogenic now, high fat, low carbs, apart from his beloved breakfast cereals. Keto made perfect sense for a dragon, especially with his core temperature. Unfortunately, it meant the beer had to go, but he got by on vodka. Absolut was his preferred brand: a little high on alcohol but easiest on the system. And Waxman delivered it by the crate.


So Vern tolerated the swamp. It wasn’t exactly glorious, but these weren’t exactly the glory days. Once upon a time, he had been Wyvern, Lord Highfire, of the Highfire Eyrie, if you could believe that melodramatic bullshit name. Now he was king of jack shit in Mudsville, Louisiana. But he’d lived in worse places. The water was cool, and the alligators did what they were told, for the most part.


If I tell you fuckers to dance, then you goddamn well better synchronise the hell out of a routine, Vern often told them in not so many words. And it was truly amazing what common gators could achieve with the right motivation.


So he spent his days in the bayou blending in with the locals, staying downwind of the swamp tours, though there were days he longed to cut loose and barbeque a barge full of those happy snappy morons. But putting the heat on tourists would bring the heat on him, and Vern hadn’t got to the age he was now by drawing attention to himself. Shining a spotlight on your own head was the behaviour of an idiot, in Vern’s opinion. And his opinion was the only one that mattered, in his opinion. After all, Vern was the last of his kind, far as he knew. And if that was the case, then he owed it to his species to stay alive as long as possible.


He also wasn’t feeling suicidal just at the moment. He often did, but mindfulness helped with that. A guy had plenty of time to meditate floating around the swamp’s little feeder tribs.


Still, it got lonely being the last dragon. Vern could drink about fifty per cent of the blues away, but there were always those nights with the full moon lighting up the catspaws on the Pearl River when Vern thought about making a move on a female alligator. God knows they were lining up for a shot at the king. And once or twice he’d got as far as a little nuzzling on the mudflats, which was not a euphemism for anything. But it didn’t feel right. Maybe the alligators were close enough to him on the DNA spectrum, but no matter how much vodka he consumed, Vern could not drink himself into believing that he wouldn’t be taking advantage of a dumber species. Not to mention the fact that gators had no personalities to speak of and were uglier than the ass end of a coyote.


They were cold-blooded. He had a molten core.


It was never going to work out.


Vern spent his nights in a fishing shack on Boar Island, which had been abandoned sometime in the middle of the last century. The shack sat back from the shore on a little side bayou and was being slowly crushed by the curling fingers of a mangrove fist, but it would do for now, and Vern had it set up pretty nice with a generator and some of the basics. He had himself a little refrigerator to keep his Absolut chilling, and a TV with a bunch of cable. Waxman up the bayou had set up a supply line to the outside world so Vern could keep himself occupied during his nocturnal hours.


It was all about survival, and survival was all about profile, or the total lack of one. Absolute zero. No credit cards or cell phone. No trips to Petit Bateau and no online presence. Vern had set himself up a social media account a while back, cobbled together a fake persona calling himself Draco Smaug, which he thought was pretty cute, but then Facebook started adding location services and some Lord of the Rings fanatics began asking probing questions, so Vern shut it down.


Lesson learned.


From then on, he contented himself with reality shows and surfing the net. All the information Vern needed was out there; he just had to find it.


But no one could find him.


Ever.


Because whenever humans found him, to paraphrase Maximus Decimus Meridius, hell was most definitely unleashed.


And Vern carried hell around inside him, so he could survive it.


But the human who found him would not.


*


Squib used to have a daddy.


And back in those days his daddy said things along the lines of:


Don’t you go sneaking dollars outta my pocket, Squib, or I’ll tan your hide.


And:


You seen my beer, boy? You better not be sipping on my Bud, Squib, or I’ll tan your hide.


Or:


How come you ain’t minding your business, Squib? You heard about the curious cat, right? That cat got its hide tanned and then some.


It didn’t take Squib long to figure out that Daddy’s sayings usually ended up with someone’s hide getting tanned, and generally that hide was his. Squib reckoned it was probably mostly his own fault, as he did have a little trouble keeping his nose out of other people’s business.


It’s a free country, he reasoned in his defence, so everyone’s business is my business.


But then his daddy left on Squib’s thirteenth birthday, as apparently buying an Optimus Prime for his kid was more responsibility than he cared for, and none of his talk mattered much anymore. And in actual fact that daddy wasn’t even Squib’s real daddy, no matter how much Squib might have conned himself that he was. Waxman, who lived on a houseboat across the river, said that Squib’s real daddy had found this world a bit too much for him, and this guy was just some freeloader who turned up when Squib wasn’t much more than a rug rat and his sainted mother was a mess. This replacement poppa was nothing but a goddamn fool who was always shooting his mouth off, as Waxman told it – prison jabber that he most likely picked up in Angola or some other state farm, judging by the ink crawling up outta the neck hole of his T-shirt.


‘You and Elodie are better off without that no-account loser,’ he told Squib when the boy delivered his groceries. ‘Most he can read is off cigarette cartons. Just taking advantage of your momma’s kind nature is what he was doing.’


Mostly Waxman was full of bullshit swamp wisdom, but this time he hit the nail on the head, especially where Elodie was concerned.


Squib’s momma surely did have a kind nature, nursing folks like she did all hours for two dollars above minimum wage, then coming home to his delinquent ass. Squib was overly familiar with that particular term, ‘delinquent’, being that it was read to him off a report card or charge sheet often enough. Sometimes he thought he should dial it down a notch, the bad-boy act, for his momma’s sake, because he loved her so much that it made him furious at all the assholes who had broken her heart: His own original poppa, who had checked himself out when he had folks who relied on him. And then Fake Daddy, who left when he had sucked Elodie’s heart dry, like he was some kind of vampire but with a taste for love instead of blood. So Squib tried to rein himself in, but it never took.


Squib could allow that he missed having a daddy, even a fake one, so long as he kept that thought inside his own head.


Even if that daddy did drink beer like it was keeping him alive instead of the opposite. Even if he did raid Momma’s coffee can for change and spend it on lottery scratch tickets.


Even if he did swing for Squib whenever he had a drunk on.


Squib reckoned he’d loved his daddy, a little, anyways. A person can’t help loving their kin. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t hate him, too. And when Fake Daddy left his momma, Elodie, with nothing more than an empty coffee can and a string of gambling notes running all the way down to New Orleans, which, turned out, the holders had zero problem transferring to his common-law wife, Squib hated his fake daddy with a laser intensity that was pretty focused for a boy without even a scrap of fuzz on his chin.


And now, two years later, Squib hadn’t seen much improvement in the fuzz department, but he was half a foot taller and working on a scrappy attitude that had him on the cops’ radar even at the age of fifteen. There was a constable by the name of Regence Hooke who got shot down by Squib’s momma in the Pearl Bar and Grill one time in front of a packed house, and ever since that night Hooke had himself a hard-on for Squib and made sure to take any complaint against the minor real personal. It seemed to Squib that every time he farted, old Regence would be knocking on the door offering to ‘forget all about it’ for a little consideration from Squib’s momma.


Goddamn Hooke, Squib thought. He ain’t gonna back off till someone gets fucked.


Matter of fact, it had been Regence Hooke who bestowed the nom-de-crime ‘Squib’ upon Squib, whose given name was Everett Moreau. As Hooke had commented, Squib’s first time in the station, ‘ “Moreau” like the doctor with the island of freaks, right, kid? ’Cept you’re one o’ them freaks, not the doctor.’


The nickname incident was back when Squib’s fake daddy was still bunking in the Moreau shack and young Everett went out on the lake one night fixing to dynamite a few catfish with a boomstick he bought off a kid in school whose poppa had a strongbox. No catfish were harmed in the experiment as Everett had succeeded only in blowing off both the little finger of his left hand and the stern of a canoe he’d borrowed for the job. Regence Hook had been waiting when the patched-up boy, hampered by overkill manacles, was brought into the station.


‘I hear that weren’t much of an explosion, boy,’ he’d said. ‘More of a damp squib.’


And there it was.


Everett Moreau came away from that night with nine fingers and a nickname. So, when the time came for Regence Hooke to really take against Squib on account of his humiliation, they were already acquainted. And Squib wasn’t hard to recognise with his hands over his head.


*


Behold Squib Moreau at fifteen: a swamp-wild, street-smart, dark-eyed Cajun-blood tearaway with a momma driven to near despair and no future to speak of unless he wanted to work creosote or hump bricks in Slidell. Long on dreams, short on plans most of the time. He was doing his best to stay straight, but it seemed like straight didn’t pay the bills, even with his own three jobs and his momma’s shifts at the Petit Bateau clinic and Slidell Memorial.


But change was a-coming, for Squib had been presented an opportunity. On this summer evening with the bloodsucking gauze of mosquitoes hovering above the swamp murk and the cypress trees standing sentry on the shores of Honey Island, Squib would be shaking on a deal to buy himself and his mother a little wiggle room from the attentions of Regence Hooke, who was escalating his courtship of Elodie Moreau. Felt like hardly a day went by when he didn’t make time to swing by the Moreau landing with some bullshit excuse for being in the ass end of a dirt lane:


Noise complaint.


Truancy offence.


Disturbing the peace.


Jaywalking, for Christ’s sake – whatever shit he could dredge up. Always with a bottle of sparkling wine packed in blue ice packs in his Chevy’s cooler. Blush. Momma’s favourite. And it was only going to be a matter of time before Regence got a foot in the door, and then the only thing standing in his way was a fly screen. And you didn’t put a halt to the gallop of a man like Hooke with a fly screen. Squib knew that his momma hadn’t warmed to the constable, not nowhere near it, but nights are long in the bayou and with Regence Hooke pissing all over the boundary, the other dogs were staying the hell away.


‘Regence could provide for us, cher,’ Elodie told Squib one night, eyes heavy after a long shift at the clinic. ‘And he could straighten you out. Lord knows I can’t do it.’


Squib knew that his momma must be bone-tired and a long way down in the dumps, having maybe nursed a favourite patient through their final hours on God’s earth, even to talk like Hooke was an option for her. He knew that the only reason Elodie Moreau would allow such a world-class asshole across the threshold would be to put a stop to Squib’s own criminal gallop, and he felt responsible for that. Sometimes he dreamed of Constable Hooke in some kind of embrace with his momma, with kissing and such, and he woke up in a cold sweat that had nothing to do with bayou heat.


So for maybe the hundredth time Squib swore he would shape up: he vowed it most fervently and, to his credit, believed his words to be gospel at the time. But he was fallible, by virtue of his youth. After barely a week Squib was back to skipping class.


This is me, he realised. I can’t never change.


And so when school broke up, he had approached Willard Carnahan in the Pearl Bar lot. Carnahan was perhaps the only man in Louisiana who knew the swamp better than Squib himself and so the boy offered his two hands and strong back to the swamp moonshine runner. A trial run was offered, and tonight was the night that Squib kicked off his apprenticeship.


Just for the summer, Squib told himself. And just hooch or cigarettes. Maybe machine parts. No drugs, nor people neither. I’ll make enough to pay off our debts and maybe get us a place in town. Far away from Hooke and Fake Daddy’s reputation.


*


And so Squib crept out into the swamp without bothering to communicate any particulars with Elodie, who was on night shift at the clinic and would have chained him to the water pipe if she knew who he was fraternising with.


He launched the marine-ply pirogue he had fashioned himself, with some pointers from Waxman, into the water not ten feet from the porch of the Moreau river shack, but decided against starting up the long-tail engine bolted to the stern. It’s all gonna change tonight, he thought, as he paddled his little flat-bellied pirogue upriver in mud-slick levee wash-off, sticking close to the borders of bulrush.


I got a black T-shirt on and a pack of jerky in case of emergency, thought the nine-fingered boy. Ain’t nuthin’ can go wrong.


*


Regence Hooke was without doubt a colourful individual. There wasn’t hardly a crime he hadn’t participated in or turned a blind eye to at one point or another. Safe to say that he didn’t get to where he was by attending church regular and baking cookies for Africa. Hooke had got into law enforcement via the military, and he’d got into the military by virtue of the fact that he judged it better than the Federal Penitentiary. Those had been his options at the time. When eighteen-year-old Regence stood up before a Miami-Dade judge, the clerk had to draw breath before reading the charges, which included, but were not limited to:


Conspiracy, mail fraud, wire fraud, intimidation, bribing a witness, grand theft auto, Grand Theft Auto theft (illegal download), narcotics possession with intent to sell, assault, and obstruction.


The judge responded to this litany with the expletive ‘Jesus Christ on a broomstick, kid,’ which effectively put him in contempt of his own court, and presented young Regence with:


Option A: Army.


Or option B: Baker Correctional Institution.


Regence chose A, got his records sealed, signed up, shipped out, killed a passel of folks and came home some decades later with a ton of medals, then moved three states west to Petit Bateau, Louisiana, which welcomed the decorated veteran with open arms, having zero clue as to the many and varied sins of his past.


And now, aged two score and more, he was constable of the tiny ward and driving his own vehicle with total impunity. Regence could barely credit how rosy things had turned out. His daddy had always told him, ‘Good things come to the righteous’, so Regence considered every crooked dollar he tucked into his billfold a big screw you to his dead daddy, because he sure as hell had never been righteous.


Regence’s main source of crooked dollars was running errands for Ivory Conti, who was the New Orleans receiving agent for the Los Zetas cartel. Ivory had dozens of cops on the payroll, but Regence was rising through the ranks real fast due to his unflinching nature and willingness to transport whatever would fit in the trunk of his Chevrolet Tahoe across the Pontchartrain Bridge. Regence did not give a shit what Ivory’s boys put in there so long as it didn’t leak or seep or otherwise transfer evidence.


On the night our tale begins, Regence parked up his Chevy at Bodi Irwin’s boatyard and took his beloved cabin cruiser up the Pearl River for a little talk with a guy who had messed up grievously on Ivory’s turf.


It was unfortunate that this talk had to take place at all, because the guy he had to talk with was a useful guy – unique, even. But at the same time, doing this business for Ivory meant he was crossing a line, and crossing a line meant a bump up to a lot more than the usual $2,400 a month.


So fuck you, Daddy, thought Regence and gunned his boat upriver, cutting a swathe through the algae with the Elodie’s aluminium prow.


The Elodie.


After that runt Squib Moreau’s angel of a momma.


Surely to Christ that would bring her around.


Regence knew his own habits well enough to realise that he was on the road to being hung up on that Cajun girl. ‘Girl’? Hell, she was a full-grown woman, past her sell-by date and with nothing to show for it ’cept that idiot boy of hers, and Hooke counted him a liability rather than an asset.


Don’t get yourself hung up, son, he told himself. Ain’t nothing but pain at the end of that road.


But Regence couldn’t control his yearnings, and it wasn’t just a physical thing. Hooke had plenty of slut shacks he dropped in on regular. His interest in Elodie Moreau was more long-term.


She should count her lucky stars a guy like me is so much as letting my gaze linger, Constable Hooke thought several times a day, which didn’t make him feel one degree less irritated about how his courtship was progressing. He was smart enough to grasp the psychology of the situation, that psychology being he craved what he couldn’t get his mitts on, but knowing the psychology didn’t mitigate his needs none.


Maybe if she hadn’t shot me down in public that way. Looking down on me like I was some swamp rat come slithering in off the river.


Regence had been rejected by women before, but he often found that decision reversed when he approached it different, for example at four in the morning in a dark alley. Shit, one time he didn’t even have to say nothing, just whistled a little off-key and cocked his head to one side.


But Elodie. She had more steel in her than that, the way she stared him down in the Pearl Bar that first time they ran into each other outside the station. Hunched over a mug of coffee, she was still in scrubs after her shift when he came in. Hooke took one look and thought to himself, Elodie is all tuckered out, so mayhap her defences are down. So he’d sauntered over and dropped the line, ‘Morning, sugar. Remember me? The name’s Constable Hooke, and I would surely like to get my hooks into you.’


Cheesy as all hell, but Regence was unaccustomed to making the effort with his sweet talk. Usually just saying any old words did the trick. But not this time. Elodie lifted her head like it weighed a ton with all the troubles in there. She fixed him with those chocolate eyes and responded a bit louder than necessary in front of the breakfast crowd. And what she said was, ‘Constable, I spent the night scooping old-man crap out of a hypoallergenic bag and I would one hundred per cent rather spend the rest of my life on this earth doing exactly that than let you get a single hook into me.’


It was a zinger, no doubt about that. The boys in the Pearl close to split their guts laughing and Regence left with a red neck. Elodie had said nicer things since then, but Regence still felt that burn under his collar.




Chapter 2


Squib often felt hard done by fortune-wise. Everybody got some luck, a bone tossed their way by Mother Nature. Squib’s boon was common among Cajun folk in that the maringouins had never taken a shine to him. Maybe it was the French blood from way back, but more likely the Caribbean had more to do with the situation. Squib never could fathom how a person could even tolerate the bayou after sunset with the mosquitoes ripping chunks out of their flesh. You see those tourists in the morning wandering around welted like they got themselves tortured. Some Guantanamo-looking shit. Nothing took the cool out of a college calf tattoo like half a dozen septic lumps. Squib got maybe a handful of bites a season, and even then, it was usually some zirondelle on a rampage.


So that was his luck.


Unblemished skin.


Hard to turn a fella’s life around on that, less’n he got spotted hanging at the mall by some model scout. And that wasn’t over-likely. Squib didn’t really hang per se. He was a not-enough-hours-in-the-day kind of guy. Always working, making a buck.


His Cajun skin made setting crawfish traps more comfortable, at least. Squib would motor up the bayou towards Honey Island and float half a dozen of those cages near tell-tale lily pads, then spend a few hours trawling with a scoop net until his traps were bursting at the wire. In all his years night fishing, Squib had only ever been bit the one time, and then it wasn’t no mosquito but a moccasin that got itself tangled up in a cage. The snake must have been jizzed out, though, because Squib suffered no more than a nub of swelling around the teeth marks.


Tonight I got bigger fish in my sights, thought Squib, going all melodramatic. A life of crime.


Squib knew that he was stepping over some kind of threshold and there wouldn’t be no crossing back, but Regence Hooke was a devil in a tasselled cap who had his sights set on Elodie Moreau, so it was up to him to buy them some distance.


Maybe if we’re living in the middle of a development with plenty of witnesses, then Hooke might settle down some and back off.


Squib’s warped reasoning was based on a child’s understanding of evil men. He couldn’t know that specimens like Regence Hooke didn’t get settled down; they got riled up.


The only time Hooke ever settled down was with a blister pack of Benzedrine, a quart of Old Forester’s, and a hooker at the door.


The skinny on Squib’s prospective boss was as follows: Willard Carnahan, a purveyor of all things legal and illegal. Wasn’t nothing beneath Carnahan, not so far as Squib knew. There was a story doing the grapevine that Willard had beat a corner-slinger into a coma recently in the French Quarter over a zip of coke that turned out to be baby powder and turned to rock in his nostrils, so Carnahan wasn’t ever crossing the Twin Span again, on account of the retribution that was waiting for him in New Orleans from the hustler’s higher-ups. Willard was a swamp sailor: he could navigate the Pearl River without ever once skimming a bank. He worked a tour boat during the day and at night-time ran his own deals through the tiny feeder tribs – even with his eyes closed, if needs be. Carnahan had his own distillery, which was perfectly legal so long as a fella didn’t use it to manufacture white lightning. The official story was that Carnahan was distilling water, but in fact he was engaged in the age-old practice of running ’shine for the alcohol-blind swamp dogs on the bayou. The sheriff’s office in Slidell took their payoffs in a jug, and nobody else gave much of a crap. But those jugs were heavy, and Squib reckoned that Carnahan could use a humper who knew the swamp almost as well as he did.


They had arranged a late meet on the old Honey Island dock. Squib reckoned he would be allowed to collect from Carnahan’s own dock if he proved himself, but tonight he was being tested.


In case I’m some class of juvenile narc, thought Squib, keeping an eye out for Willard from his pirogue in the cattails on the west bank across the layered slate water from Honey Island itself.


The view was just fine, with the moonlight bouncing off the cypress leaves, and Squib saw Carnahan standing right there at the water’s edge in his drainpipe jeans and cut-off T-shirt. But Carnahan wasn’t alone. There were two people on the dock: Carnahan, with his Twisted Sister-style ratty hair, and one big refrigerator-sized guy. The big one was Regence Hooke, no doubt about that whatsoever.


What the hell? thought Squib. Why would Hooke be communing with a criminal like Carnahan?


He couldn’t tell what was going on from this distance – Hooke could be simply interrogating a suspect – but Squib doubted that. Regence Hooke wasn’t a man to put himself out, and especially not in the middle of the night.


There was too much bayou between Squib and the suspicious twosome on the far bank to hear what was going on, a fact which would have to be remedied. And if a person had to put his finger on exactly when things went ass-over-balls down the crapper, then that moment was imminent.


I need to get myself closer, thought Squib. Maybe I can get myself a little intelligence on Hooke in case I ever need a get-out-of-jail-free card.


And there it was: the moment that would change the course of young Everett Moreau’s life. Squib was about to commit the cardinal sin of watchers, spies, and stalkers everywhere, that being: don’t put yourself in the picture. Keep the hell out of whatever’s being spied upon, and do not muddy the waters with your own person.


In Squib’s exact case, the waters were already plenty muddy, but the boy went right ahead and muddied them further. He cranked his propeller out of the water and paddled to the Honey Island bank, paying no heed to the bullfrogs croaking ominous warnings. His paddle grazed the knobbled hide of an alligator, but still Squib ignored the omens as he was at that age where every idea he had seemed like the best damn idea in the universe. So the boy forged ahead, keeping his torso bent over low and wishing he had some class of camouflage gunk to smear on his face and arms. Not that he possessed any of that specific stuff, but Momma had every cream under the sun and surely to Jesus one of her pots would have done the job. Still, too late to fret on that now. It wasn’t like he could have seen into the future and bargained on this encounter.


It didn’t take more than half a dozen strokes to propel the pirogue across the bayou to the overhanging levee of Honey Island. Squib grabbed a fistful of cattails and tugged, sliding his craft into the cover of reeds and roots. The entire manoeuvre was whisper-quiet and Squib congratulated himself on his own sneakiness, thinking that in another life he could have been Special Forces, maybe, or one of those ninja characters who favoured black slippers and headbands.


Hooke and Carnahan were still jawing away, and now Squib could catch snatches of conversation. He heard Hooke say, ‘I never saw any sign of it apart from a bend in the middle . . .’


Which could have been pertaining to just about anything from Santa Claus to a police snitch.


And a few seconds later Willard Carnahan remarked, ‘That wasn’t nuthin’ compared to this guy I met in Slidell.’


Which was even more vague apart from the mention of the parish’s main city.


This kind of harmless back-and-forth went on for an age, or so it felt, and Squib was beginning to doubt that anything useful could come of this eavesdropping. With the reeds rustling and the goddamn bugs kicking up their nightly swamp racket, he couldn’t track any conversation threads from end to end, and what he could hear sounded like regular bar bullshit.


Willard: ‘Totally serious, Constable. Motherfucker eyeballed me, ’fore I opened his . . .’


And Regence: ‘I swear, boy, Momma Hooke had this thing she did where two earthworms . . .’


It was all useless jabber, so all in all, his big plan was proving itself something of a clusterballs. And Squib was reckoning he might as well shut up shop and hunker down till Regence took himself off upriver.


I’ll shimmy in a little closer, he decided. Give ’er five minutes, then fuck it, I’m out.


Squib crawled from the bed of his pirogue to the bank proper and, figuring he couldn’t get much lower in life, slithered through the reeds like a serpent, making his way ever so slowly round back of the dubious midnight pair, hoping that he wasn’t literally going to get bitten on the ass by some real shithead snake.


He came around the bend of a stump just in time to see a swamp rat the size of a cantaloupe saunter off into the bush. The rat threw him a you’re lucky I ain’t hungry look before its hindquarters disappeared, and Squib was so rattled it took him a moment to pick up on a new tone in the Hooke-Carnahan conversation. Felt like the temperature was dropping a little between those boys.


I should take a photo, thought Squib, and pulled his smartphone from the waterproof pocket of his camouflage-type work jeans. And as is so often the case, things would’ve turned out a whole lot better if the kid could’ve kept it in his pants.


*


Hooke was wondering whether there might be some way to avoid dropping the hammer on Willard.


I could just let the idiot walk. Tell him to shave his head and buy a suit. Start calling himself Wilbert instead of Willard. Ivory would never know the difference.


But Carnahan was one of those guys who was just too dumb to grasp the concept of consequences. Sooner or later he’d be shooting his mouth off down in the French Quarter about how he dodged Ivory’s bullet, and then Hooke himself would be in the crapper alongside Willard.


Shit, he thought. I ain’t got a choice.


Hooke took the job hoping he might find a little wiggle room somewhere along the line, but now that he was at the end of that line, so to speak, he could see that there was nothing for it but to complete the mission and then figure out some way to fill the Carnahan-sized hole in his own plans.


Because Hooke had big plans that extended a tad further than running out his years as constable in this shithole parish. He had his beady eyes on Ivory’s entire operation, which he aimed to consolidate and extend north to Canada, cutting out South America altogether.


He had been drip-feeding factoids about these plans, needing the smuggler to check out his theories, and Willard raised the subject now.


‘I talked to my guy at the truck stop,’ he said. ‘Ain’t no limit to the number of truckers he can bring over to us. Ivory’s guys are bored out of their minds, nothing but gas-station hookers for distraction. They’ll carry anything, crank or guns. Makes no never mind to those boys so long as they get paid.’


‘That’s good,’ said Hooke, ‘real good, Willard. You write those names down?’


‘Sure did, just like you told me.’ Willard handed Hooke a scrunched-up till receipt with names scrawled on the back.


‘I gotta say it, Willard,’ said Hooke, pocketing the list, ‘you surely are rising to the challenge.’


Carnahan accepted the compliment with shining eyes, like a puppy. ‘Thanks, partner. So, how long ’fore we make our move on Ivory?’


‘Soon, son,’ said Regence. ‘I got to beef up my own end. I did some surveillance on G-Hop, found myself a few of my brethren. Two definite possibilities.’


‘And you’re set on guns? No drugs? Drugs is awful light and guns is awful heavy.’


Hooke had been arguing this point with himself for months, so he was glad for a chance to lay it out for someone who wouldn’t be blabbing it in the bar later on.


‘Listen close, Willard,’ he said. ‘I’m about to set down our entire philosophy. Heroin sales are down, right? Cocaine is cheap and every asshole with legs is trafficking it now. All the gangs. The Mexicans won’t need us soon; they got their own people on this side of the border. The Albanians, Russians, Puerto Ricans, Irish – even the Canadians have gangs now. The Bacon Brothers – can you believe that name, Willard? So pretty soon nobody will need Ivory’s drugs pipeline. Every thug with a backpack will become a mule. That ship has sailed, even if Ivory don’t yet know it.’


‘The goddamn pipeline is useless?’ swore Willard. ‘What the hell are we taking it over for?’


‘The pipeline ain’t useless,’ Hooke corrected him. ‘A pipeline is always useful. Even the product is useful right now. But we gotta diversify.’


Willard played his part in the discussion by asking, ‘Yeah, but diversify into what?’


‘Diversify into the famous Second Amendment,’ said Hooke, saluting. ‘The right to bear arms.’


‘We already got that right.’


‘Some states more than others,’ said Hooke. ‘California ain’t so lenient. New York makes it near to impossible to secure a permit. New Jersey, Connecticut, even Hawaii. All these red-blooded Americans are crying out for guns. And if there is one thing I know, Willard . . .’


Carnahan completed the thought. ‘It’s guns,’ he said.


‘Exactly. You buy low in Louisiana and sell high in California. That’s how the world works. Believe me, the NRA won’t hold out forever against the libs. And the best thing is, we keep it all on the mainland. No South American hotheads needed.’


‘I get it now,’ said Carnahan. ‘We’re a domestic operation.’


Hooke snapped his fingers. ‘A domestic operation. Go America.’


‘You got it all figured, Constable,’ said Willard. ‘Ain’t no way this can miss.’


And then Hooke reached one hand into the pocket of his windbreaker, and the temperature dropped.


*


Squib was all set up now, lying there proud as punch in the swamp gunk with his camera trained on Hooke and Carnahan. Looked like the buddy-buddy part of the evening was over. Wasn’t so much laughing and knee-slapping going on now.


‘Here’s the problem, Willard,’ Hooke was saying. ‘That beatdown you handed out in New Orleans.’


Carnahan laughed and Squib saw his teeth glowing black in the camera’s night-vision mode. ‘Fuck that kid, Regence. That shit he sold me weren’t no shit. You hear me? Goddamn baby ass-powder. Fucked my sinuses up for a week. Hell, they still fucked up. Every morning I’m waking up, I can’t hardly breathe. That ain’t no way to do business.’


Hooke seemed to grow a little larger, like he was letting the real Regence out. ‘Thing is, son, that kid you whupped? You messed up his brain so they pulled the plug. His momma had to sign off on that. Can you imagine?’


Carnahan used both hands to tease his hair into vertical spikes. ‘That’s a shame, Regence. A damn shame. But that kid was all about the product, telling me how gen-u-ine it was, all that shit. You can’t stiff customers and expect no payback.’


Hooke draped an arm around Carnahan’s shoulders: a bear hugging a deer. Usually the deer has the sense to know it’s on the menu, but Willard Carnahan must have been thinking himself indispensable.


‘I shouldn’t even be paying for blow,’ said Willard, all unawares, ‘with all the shit I run upriver for you. But I found myself in a party mood, ya know, so I dipped into my own goddamn pocket for some hard-earned. And what does that asshole do? Sells me fake shit. Me! The fucking coke pilot.’


‘You got a point,’ said Hooke, and he did this little upside-down thing with his mouth like he was actually considering Carnahan’s argument. ‘But see, the kid was Ivory’s nephew. Trying to prove himself. Wasn’t supposed to be on that corner. Young Vincent was supposed to be hitting the books.’


This was a lot of information, and specific, too, like Hooke had got it from the horse’s mouth.


‘I . . . Ivory. F-fucking Ivory?’ said Carnahan, stumbling over his words. ‘I didn’t have that knowledge, Constable. How could I know that? Ivory? He was just some Italian punk on a corner pushing baby ass-powder, far as I was concerned. I got some credit with Ivory, don’t I?’


Hooke’s fingers clamped onto Carnahan’s shoulder. ‘Shit, boy. You used up the entirety of your credit, and half of mine, too.’


Squib was barely more than a kid, but he could see what was coming. This was way more leverage than he wanted. This here was the kind of information a guy volunteered to get lobotomised right out of his own head just to be certain he couldn’t testify to it.


‘I’m the pilot, Constable,’ said Willard. ‘There ain’t nobody can navigate the swamp like me. I ain’t lost a single package since we opened the pipeline. Not a goddamn gram.’


‘That is true, son,’ acknowledged Hooke, actual pain on his features. ‘So now you got me discomfited, too, because of how I got to train up a replacement.’


Willard had one more argument in his bank. ‘But we got plans, Regence. We’re partners.’


Regence sighed. ‘We was, right enough,’ he said. ‘Until you fucked up Ivory’s nephew. I ain’t ready for heat yet. My plans ain’t been stress-tested.’


A fine mist of reality settled on the situation and the hope drained out of Carnahan. He slumped in Hooke’s grasp like a punctured balloon man, and it looked like he might collapse on the spot, but the constable propped him up.


‘Now, come on, son,’ said Regence. ‘We all got to pay the piper.’ At which point Hooke whistled a few bars of the ‘Reveille’. ‘Get it, son? In your particular case, I’m the piper.’


Flat on his belly in the swamp mud, with crawfish and God knows what else nipping at his shoelaces, Squib had himself a Road to Damascus moment. It wasn’t God-related – Squib had little time for God or his boys. No, Squib’s epiphany was corporeal, vis-à-vis his own mortality. The boy was no fool. He knew in theory that he was gonna die at some distant time in the future. But to Squib, like most kids, that’s all it was: a theory. Also, Squib had half a notion that by the time his number was up, the whole death problem would’ve been solved by scientists.


But right there on the banks of a sluggish bayou, with the silver-dollar moon throwing shine on a dead man walking and the man about to kill him, Squib felt the yawning vacuum of his own mortality open right above him, and he knew with utter certainty that if he gave himself away, Regence Hook would end him without even breaking a sweat.


‘Aw, Constable,’ said Carnahan, ‘we’s partners, ain’t we? Must be something can be worked out.’


‘Not a damn thing,’ said Regence Hooke, and he tipped his cap like a good old boy. ‘Now, listen. I got this single mom back in Petit Bateau waiting for me to crank her open, so I need to finish up here. You understand, right?’


Carnahan sighed, not really on the same page re: his own fate. ‘Yeah, I guess. Gotta chase that tail, right, Constable?’


‘That’s right, son,’ said Hooke, and took his hand out of his windbreaker pocket, two of the knuckles sheathed in the grip of a gut hook. He flicked the blade out with his thumb and sawed it across Carnahan’s midsection below the rib cage. The skinning blade opened the flesh in a W flap.


Willard jerked a little. ‘That’s chilly, Constable. Did you just murder me?’


Hooke wiped the blade on Carnahan’s shirt. ‘Yep, son. I did. My sincere regrets.’


And he pitched Carnahan into the Pearl like he was ejecting him from a club.


Willard Carnahan toppled onto the bayou, and the scrim of its spongy surface supported his 150 pounds with barely a splash. The wound was so devastating that Carnahan’s insides rushed out of him and almost immediately the bottom-feeders lurking below took hold of this unexpected bounty of tendons and gore, reeling the man in. Willard had barely any strength in him and all he could accomplish was a sideways leer into the reeds, drawing equal measures of sludge and air through his yawning mouth. For Carnahan, life had slowed to one-third, and nothing he wanted to do was feasible. Watching the world telescope away from him was about all he could manage.


‘Hey, son,’ Regence Hooke called after him, ‘the swamp is taking you to its bosom. That’s fitting, ain’t it?’


If Regence had only turned away before casting his final barb, then he might not have cottoned on to the movement in the rushes. Even then, no big deal. Lotta things moving in the rushes this deep in the bayou. However, usually none of those lotta things blurted out exclamations along the lines of Jesus Goddamn Christ, which Hooke was pretty certain he heard coming out of the flora. And even if he hadn’t just murdered a person, an inquisitive man such as Constable Regence Hooke would be obliged to ascertain who exactly was playing fast and loose with the Second Commandment.


What had happened was this: Carnahan had bobbed on past the sagging jetty till he arrived level with young Squib, who’d long since abandoned any notion of blackmail and was wishing he had himself a pair of ruby slippers to click together. Poor Willard had that expression on that was halfway between fucked and dead, and with a pale slickness to the complexion which made it clear he was on the brief trip from one to the other.


Squib found his eyes glued to the dying man, wondering which embodiment of death would win the race to claim Carnahan, blood loss or drowning? Or perhaps a gator? As it turned out, there was another contender. A monster snapping turtle breached like a mottled, domed submarine, coming a full foot out of the water, its predator’s beak all hysterical, and tore Carnahan’s living face right off his skull, to which Squib exclaimed, ‘Jesus goddamn Christ!’


He had never seen a turtle of this girth, shell the size of a small car, and that long neck corded and erect like the dick his good friend Charles Jr liked to wave about so much, proud as he was of it.


Swamp folk often spoke of the bloodthirsty nature of these generally docile creatures, but not many had seen it first-hand.


That was more than likely all she wrote for Willard Carnahan and his modern-day piratical escapades, but the boy did not see him and his flayed skull go under, for Squib’s own blasphemous mouth had named him a witness and therefore a target, so he upped off his belly and jinked like a jackrabbit into the island proper.


*


Hooke saw a figure hightail it into the island with the green glow of a phone in his hand and scowled in petulant frustration. ‘Mary, Mother of Jesus, I cannot believe this day.’


In Regence Hooke’s mind he had been much put-upon in the past twelve hours.


First the Elodie Moreau thing was souring his mood, then Ivory forced him to gut his pilot, and now some shadowy figure shoots a movie of the proceedings?


Leverage, thought Hooke. That goddamn Ivory was reckoning to tighten the leash. It seemed like he was misinterpreting their relationship, forgetting who had the badge here. Who else could be responsible? Ivory insisted on the hit, then planted some city kid up here to play Candid Camera. The drug lord would get a lot more information than he’d bargained on if he watched that video.


‘Not tonight, Ivory,’ said Regence Hooke, patting the service Glock in his holster. Gunfire travelled crystal-clear over flat water, but there was no helping that. Shots in a swamp could always be explained. Video could not.


Regence did not waste bullets firing into the Spanish moss but instead picked his way carefully across the half-rotten jetty to his own swamp cruiser and cast off. He had two reasons for taking the boat: one, the idiot spy had marooned himself on an island, and two, he had a couple of toys in the strongbox.


I’m gonna bleed you with my pump-action, son, thought Regence, then put you down close-quarters with the Glock.


It occurred to Constable Hooke as he pushed the flat-bottomed craft back from the jetty that this would only be the second time in his life he had killed two men in one night.


Oh, no, hold up, Regence. You’re selling yourself short. You did that Witness Security guy and his handler last year in Florida.


The WITSEC guy – not an easy hit.


So three times.


Definitely three.


In peacetime.


*


Squib’s first experience of shotgun-pellet sting came upon crashing through the mangroves on the western shore of Honey Island. He’d not been intending to crash through anything, but it came upon him all of a sudden, like the cliff in a Road Runner cartoon: one second he was stumbling along what could at a squint be called a trail, and the next his nose was out in the open and there was Hooke out on the water all pumped and ready to unload. Squib saw Regence Hook’s jaw in the red glow of cigar ember and then the cop’s barrel jerked upwards and Squib had himself a gunshot wound on the forearm. It wasn’t anything near fatal, not from a distance of sixty yards plus, mostly didn’t even break the skin, but he’d be feeling it for weeks to come.


That weren’t no shot to kill, thought Squib. Bastard’s herding me.


The shot’s recoil scooted the boat backwards across the bayou, forcing Regence Hooke to tend to his throttle, which gave Squib a second to duck out of sight, shuffle into the interior and catch his breath.


He lay flat on his back, feeling the buckshot scalding in his arm and the cold swamp mud shrinking his ball sack.


How the hell do I get off this island? he thought. If Hooke don’t get me, the gators sure as hell will.


The smell of the oil-slick water gave him his answer.


As far as he could figure, Squib’s only option was to wait it out. Tours would start motoring through here from Crawford Landing at first light, dozens of out-of-towners eager to catch sight of the legendary swamp Bigfoot. Wasn’t no way Regence Hooke could take a shot at him then, not with a multitude of cameras pointed his way, because social media sure did love itself a cop-discharging-his-weapon video.


I gotta keep my head down and my mouth shut, Squib realised. Simple as that.


But he knew in his heart that this assessment was pure optimism. Regence Hooke was no rookie to the blood-sport game, and he was hardly about to dissolve into a puddle of sniffles because Squib was taking shelter on an island.


This was confirmed seconds later when all hell broke loose.


Squib’s first thought was Volcano, which might seem like the thinking of an idiot, but in fairness to the boy, although he might have considered himself tough as nails, he had never been within a thousand miles of a war zone and had no frame of reference for the explosive chaos erupting all around. Thousands of man-hours on the PlayStation could not begin to do the experience justice.


The noise was terrific, a thunderous thooom rising from the earth and crashing over him in waves of sonic terror. Bayou mud, shellfish, mangrove root and slate were liquidised and dragged skywards in drapes of swamp slop which fell in a harsh deluge upon the boy, scouring him to his pores. It felt to Squib like he was being summarily interred, buried by the sheer weight of debris tumbling on his slight frame from above.


Momma will never know what happened to me, he realised, and the thought terrified him. He tried to call out, but that turned out to be a mistake as his mouth was filled with falling debris. Squib’s eye sockets filled up with mud and even his T-shirt was shredded by the assault.


I am surely dead, thought Squib. I can’t figure out nothing.


But gradually the earth’s revolutions settled down and the whine in Squib’s ears was intruded upon by laughter from out on the water. Sounded like Regence Hooke was having himself one hell of a time.


‘You like that concussion grenade, fella?’ he called. ‘Was that your cup of iced tea? I bet you opened your stupid mouth, didn’t you? Took a gutful of swamp shit and shellfish.’


Hooke laughed again, and it might have been shell shock, but Squib could have sworn there was an animal tinge to his mirth.


‘Every night after a firefight we’d have some fool greenhorn running around with his mouth open, getting himself a mouth of shrapnel. We had more busted teeth than limbs.’


Squib peeped between the rushes. He reckoned himself camouflaged enough. Regence Hooke was seated on the cabin of his boat, a squat weapon across his lap and his boots kicking against the windshield. His grenade launcher sat in his lap like a favoured pet. Squib even knew the model from Call of Duty: the MM-1. Funny-looking chunky fucker. The barrel organ of death.


‘Lovely night, ain’t it, boy? I bet you’re wishing you never set foot outside New Orleans, right? I bet you’re wishing old Ivory had sent someone else to do his spying.’


Ivory, thought Squib. Hooke don’t know who I am.


This meant that if he could give Constable Hooke the slip, then all he had to do was make it back to his pirogue.


Hooke hiked the grenade launcher to his shoulder. ‘Son, I bet you’re thinking that all you gotta do is crawl snakelike back to your boat and paddle out of here. Well, I got bad news for you on that front. Your boat just floated on past me towards the bay. I guess you didn’t secure it none too good.’


Squib squinted his eyes mostly shut, thinking that the whites might give him away. Was Hooke shitting him? Had he secured his boat?


Probably not.


He hadn’t exactly been planning the final step of this mission. So now he was stuck on this goddamn island with the boars and the cougars and maybe a bunch of fire ants forming an orderly line to crawl up his pecker. And if he tried to make a bolt for it, then Hooke would spiral a grenade up his ass like a rocket-powered snow cone.


What a peach of a night this had turned out to be.


Everett fucking Moreau: master planner.


Like that little French guy who used to get with tall ladies to prove a point. Napoleon.


But not like him at all, except for they both ended up fucked on an island, if he didn’t misremember his history. Or maybe it was Huck Finn who got fucked on an island.


Either ways, he was the idiot getting fucked on a water-locked landmass this fine evening.


Sorry, Miss Ingram, he broadcast to his social studies teacher, the only teacher he had ever liked in the ten-year history of his education.


‘Hey, son,’ called Regence Hooke, his voice boomy across the sound. ‘I tell you what. Why don’t you toss out that cell phone you got there? It’s probably all sorry-looking and waterlogged anyways. Hell, I’ll even sign off on your police report for a new one. Because we both know you ain’t getting a lick of signal in this stretch of the Pearl.’


It ain’t sorry-looking, thought Squib. It’s safe and sound in my work pants pocket.


‘You do me that favour,’ continued Hooke, ‘and I’ll see my myself off with my box of munitions and call it a night. What do you say to that? There’s a deal you won’t see in Target.’


Seemed like Hooke was in the mood for chitchat. This was his general mood, in Squib’s experience. Waxman once opined that Hooke’s brand of chitchat was akin to a prison cake: ‘All purtied up on the outside with sugar frosting, but you know there’s a blade lurking in there somewheres.’


It was like how Hooke always referred to Squib as ‘Monsieur Moreau’ when Elodie was around, tousled his hair and such, said he was a fine figure of a ‘jeune homme’, but soon as Momma’s back was turned, the constable would lean in close and growl some off-colour remark along the lines of, Fine piece of tail, that, Squib. Sooner or later, boy. I’m giving your momma her head for now, then I’ll reel her in when she’s wore out. Spittle rimmed his lips as he leered: Regence Hooke, a prince among men.

OEBPS/images/9781529402018.jpg
EOITI
E@.EER






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
Jo Fletcher





