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  Chapter 1




  I came to Ash Wednesday, with a gut full of sour booze and a girl on the end of my pole. The girl was young, jailbait, or close to it, but it’s not like I was busting any cherries. The way she worked her shaved clam on my thick meatstick told me she’d been taking cock and liking it for years.




  It was an interesting way to greet the morning. Still the first order of business was to figure out where in hell I was. To that end I gazed beyond the pair of perky tits in front of me and took a gander around the room. The place was all bare brick walls and naughty French theatre posters, with a black metal ceiling fan above me and a large oak desk beneath a window. The desk and the posters were as strangely familiar as the slow-spinning fan, and bit by bit, it sank into my whiskey-addled brain that I had brought the chick back to my office in the Quarter.




  How and when were lost to a dark ocean of liquor. Nothing new there. And while it may not have been the smartest place in the world to bang teen cunt, at least I wouldn’t have to sweat the walk home.




  I turned my attentions back to the girl. Her face was flushed and deep in concentration. Her eyes were pinched tight as some bunged-up gal on the can. Her short blonde hair dripped with sweat, and her small, pink-nippled tits bounced in perfect rhythm against a string of Mardi Gras beads on her neck. She pumped her tight cunt furiously on my large and swollen thickness, and I shifted my hips and thrust my turgid staff even deeper up her slick and eager hole.




  She shuddered. I squeezed the plump curve of her bouncing ass. I pushed my middle finger up the puckered o-ring of her naughty place, and the nipple-bead rhythm fell apart like a hophead on the jazz drums. Her young cunt gripped my thick shaft like a palsied, two-fisted handshake, and white froth gathered like sea foam at the corners of her young and pouting mouth. When she came, it was hard enough to snap her own spine.




  Then it was done. For her, at least. She placed her small hands on my broad, hairy chest and shook the sweat from her blonde bob cut. She let out a low moan and opened her baby blues.




  “Good morning,” she said, with the purr of a naughty cat getting its temperature taken.




  “Not yet, cupcake,” I said, and I raised her from my throbbing sausage and walked her across the room.




  I laid her on her back atop my desk, spread her legs like a gymnast and positioned myself in front of her. I sank my lemon-sized head past her quivering wet sex lips and forced my full, swollen length up her with a guttural moan. I gripped her upper arms for leverage and drove my cock inside her like a long dagger in a murder victim, felt her buck her ass a foot off the desktop to meet my cock strokes with her desperate cunt. She spasmed and squealed as she slapped against me, her thin legs locked at the ankles across my lower back. I continued on in this fashion until I felt a tingle at the base of my spine, a sensation that inched its way toward my rectum and took its pleasurable hold. My nut sac rose and tightened as I pulled my slick meat from her willing twat and ground it against her thrusting midriff. A second later I exploded above her like a World War I bazooka, sending thick ribbons of pearly spurt in a high arc across her tits and beads and sweaty young face.




  She went limp on the desk beneath me, her breathing slowed, and she bit softly at her lower lip. I let my body relax on top of her. I wiped a drop of semen from her dimpled cheek with my calloused thumb.




  I also wiped my tomato-red cock against the inside of her thigh and tried to stand. The problem was, a postmorning sex weakness had taken hold of me and the blood drained from my head. My vision blurred and the room spun like an off-kilter merry-go-round. I eased my stiff cock back up the girl’s slit for balance, but it didn’t help. The floor tilted like a ship’s deck and a thin, wispy fog seemed to rise all around me. It curled up the sides of the desk and brought with it a tinny, tinkling sound, like a large brass bowl full of lazy bumblebees.




  Or maybe rattling skeleton bones. I wondered vaguely if this was the last thing a man hears before the reaper’s icy hand pinches the tiny capillaries shut on the back of his neck…then I listened closer. It wasn’t skeleton bones. Or bumblebees, either.




  It was my phone.




  I shook my head and the mist crept back from whence it came. The floor steadied itself, and my liquor-swollen fingers groped about on the desktop until they touched the hard, cold plastic of the cradled black receiver. Everyone these days had their fancy iPhones and cells. I kept it old school. Black. Rotary. I raised the receiver, and I put it to my ear.




  “Load here,” I rasped.




  “Max Load?” came a lispy voice on the far end of the line. “The private investigator?”




  “That’s right, friend,” I said. “What’s your business?”




  “I have called in regards to Bryson Hollings,” he said. “He’s dead.”




  There was a long pause. I pulled my half-hard cock from the girl’s spent money hole, and took a step back on the cool, smooth planks of the hardwood floor.




  “Who is this?” I asked.




  “Phelps,” he said, his southern lisp like slow-flowing syrup. “Phelps Hollings. I am…was…Bryson’s older brother.”




  “My condolences,” I said.




  “Thank you, Mr. Load,” he said, “but I have not called to elicit sympathy. I have contacted your office on the prior instructions of my departed sibling. He never spoke of his family, did he?”




  “I never knew he had one,” I said.




  “Then I need to see you, sir,” he said. “Immediately.”




  “Slow down, friend,” I said. “It’s Ash Wednesday. A day of rest and atonement.”




  “Be that as it may, I am afraid time is of the essence. Do you know Levee Mound Plantation?”




  “I’ve heard of it, sure,” I said. “About fifty miles upriver. Why?”




  “Why?” he said. “It is our family home. I will expect you by nightfall.”




  And with that, Mr. Phelps Hollings rung off the line.




  I listened to the dial tone until my head ached with it. I put the receiver back in the cradle, pulled a pack of Lucky Strikes from the desk drawer and lit one with a wooden match. I crossed my office to the row of windows that faced Dumaine, slid one open, and ducked out onto the gallery.




  The Quarter that morning was cold and damp and gray. A dense fog had moved in off the river, and a light rain fell like it had been falling for days. I gazed through the rain and the fog at the wet slate roofs and iron railings opposite, where, down the block, a strung-out gal in a frayed pink bathrobe watered ferns. Below her, a sick-looking Creole cat staggered past with a torn shirtsleeve and an ash cross on his forehead. We were three poor slobs in a city full of them, all coming down off a ten-day drunk.




  The robed woman went back inside soon enough. And after she had, and after the Creole’s leather-soled brogans had echoed away in the fog, I took a last drag on the Lucky Strike and considered swearing off hard liquor and teenage snatch for Lent.




  I sank that idea as fast as it had come. But when I did, something rose to take its place, something that crested the surface of my mind like a corpse on a dark-water pond: Black Ops. Guatemala. Nights that oozed death like dew on a banana leaf after a slow night rain. Maybe Phelps Hollings knew why his brother had given him my name. Maybe not. Either way, I owed Bryson Hollings more than I could ever repay.




  I stepped back into my office. The young girl had rolled tits-down on my desk and spread her sweaty, firm ass cheeks with her small hands. Her tight little kink-hole glistened under a glaze of pearly spurt and fresh cunt juice.




  “So,” she said, over her shoulder, “you want to try my back door?”




  “Sure thing, cupcake,” I said. “Sure thing.”




  Chapter 2




  Sunset. The River Road. The tires on my ’48 Olds hummed over the crumbling black asphalt to a place where the Mississippi made a northward bend. To my left were the dense pine woods that went on for miles. To my right was the high, grassy slope of the levee. As the sun bled out, the coastal clouds turned from inner thigh white to cunt lip pink, darkening finally to the deep red of a fatal stab wound.




  Then it was night.




  I drained a tallboy and popped the top on another. I took a long pull on the fresh beer then I flipped on the headlamps. The road veered from the levee and toward the rising moon, and, after a couple of miles, I saw a decrepit wooden marker for Levee Mound in the high beams. I slowed down and took a right onto a crushed oyster shell drive, which was hung heavy with fog and went back deep into a tall stand of pines.




  Half a mile in, I stopped the sled in front of a spiked, iron gate. It was ten feet high at least. No keypad. No callbox. Strange. Stranger still was the dark forest of spreading trees on the far side of the fence. Not pines like the ones above me, but enormous, bare-limbed things, grown over with clumps of resurrection ferns and dripping with long beards of Spanish moss.




  I put the Olds in park and left it running. I stepped out into the fog. The moon shone down through the pines, and a slow, damp wind rattled the bare trees beyond the fence like walking skeleton bones. I gripped a cold iron bar and tried to push the gate in manually. No dice.




  I released the bar and felt a cold wind pass through me. I drained the tallboy in three long gulps. I was thinking I had maybe taken a wrong turn when the spiked gate hummed deeply and creaked open slowly. I got back in the Olds and let the shifter hesitate on reverse for the briefest moment before I dropped it into drive. I eased the sled beyond the gate, and I watched in the rearview as it swung shut behind me.




  The narrow drive wound like a snake through the low-hilled forest toward the river. It was odd, as south Louisiana was flat as week-old roadkill for a hundred miles in every direction. I made note of it.




  A mile on and the moss-hung limbs played out to a big, foggy pasture of front lawn. At the far end was an enormous, white plantation home, classic Old South, with huge rounded pillars and a wraparound gallery and verandah.




  I took a long look, hardly believing it. I had not known Byron Hollings was from Louisiana, much less came from a bloodline heavy with old money. Yet here it was, thick enough for a coronary.




  I parked the Olds alongside the stately home. I got out and spotted two figures on the gallery above the front door. One was an old-timer in a wheelchair, wrinkled and hairless as an albino raisin, and dressed in a blue-striped seersucker suit. The other was a young, dark-skinned black woman in a French maid outfit, a muscular, Haitian queen type with an eager arch to her back and a set of medium-sized tits.




  The Haitian stood beside the old-timer beneath a flickering gas lamp. She held a tall drink under his wrinkly chin. His sallow cheeks twitched as he sucked at it greedily through a long and bending straw. I tipped my fedora as I walked beneath them. I got nothing in return.




  I took the verandah steps to a set of tall double doors. I raised a heavy brass knocker and let it fall against the strike plate. A hollow resonance echoed deeply inside the large home, followed shortly by the soft tap of little feet across a hardwood floor. The feet stopped, a bolt slid back, and the tall door opened slow.




  Behind it was a pale, small-titted thing, skinny as a hatpin with inky black hair and a pair of dark blue eyes a half-size too large for her young face. She was no older than the piece of jailbait I’d put the cock to that morning, and was done up in the same French maid outfit as the Haitian queen on the gallery above.




  “Monsieur Load?” she said, in an odd variation of a French accent.




  “That’s right, missy,” I said.




  “We have been expecting you.”




  She turned. I followed her narrow back end through a cavernous, shadowy great room. It looked to have been decorated by some limp-wristed, antebellum vampire, with a fetish for red velvet and dark oak. Beyond the great room was a long, dimly lit hallway lined with the dusty portraits of at least two dozen men. All bore a close resemblance to the old-timer in the wheelchair on the gallery, only the painted men had a few more strands on their heads and stronger sets of pins.




  At the end of the hall we entered a study, also dimly lit, set with dark wood panels and tall shelves of dusty, leather-bound books. On the far wall was a brick fireplace with a wet bar next to it. In front of the fireplace were a chessboard and pair of burgundy leather chairs.




  We stood in silence behind the chairs. Frenchy brushed her silky black hair from her large blue eyes and looked me over in the strangest sort of way. It brought to mind some little rich girl eyeballing a show pony she just knew daddy would wind up paying good money for.




  “Pardon the delay, Monsieur,” she said. “Bon Master Hollings will arrive presently.”




  “Master?” I said.




  “Bon Master,” she said. “You are from New Orleans, no?”




  “That’s right,” I said.




  “So. You do speak Français?”




  “Just enough to rent a boat in Terrebonne,” I said.




  “Monsieur?”




  “It means not so much.”




  “Oui,” she said. “Oui. It is a lonesome time, Monsieur. Death, she leaves a hole.”




  “Sure she does, missy,” I said. “Sure she does.”




  “A hole that needs filling, Monsieur. No?”




  “How do you mean?”




  Without another word, the pretty young French girl turned around and bent over in front of me. It was so sudden I thought maybe she had dropped a quarter. That thought left me quickly when she reached back between her legs and grabbed my testicles through my trousers.




  She squeezed them with her small European hand like she was testing a pair of grapefruits for ripeness. She released them and guided my own hand under her ruffled maid skirt. Frenchy had gone sans panties that evening, and her bald, young snatch was slick as Astroglide on a bowling ball. At her urging, I worked the ridge of my index finger against her slippery cunt lips, eased my large thumb up her dripping sex hole slow and deep. She took it with a moan and backed against me. My cock swelled like a party balloon in the mouth of an expert clown.




  “What about Bon Master Hollings?” I said, roughly.




  “I sense his arrival may be delayed,” she said, with a panting breath. “And that which he does not know will make him stronger, oui?”




  “Oui.”




  I unbuckled my belt. Or at least I almost did. At that very moment, a match struck behind me. I pulled my thumb out of Frenchy’s fuck slit and turned.




  A small, orange flame flickered in a dark corner of the room. It rose in an arc and touched the tip of a smoke in a holder. Behind the orange glow stood a tall, pear-shaped man, with sad, sneaky eyes and a pencil line mustache that made him look deranged. He wore a cream-colored linen suit, a pink ascot with a matching handkerchief, and a pair of dark, leather saddle shoes worth more scratch than I cleared in a month.




  Frenchy wilted beneath his gaze like a cut flower in the sun. She fled the room like an evaporating ghost. I adjusted my trousers and wiped my thumb on my shirt, and pear hips crossed the room with a long, ungainly stride and took my large, calloused hand in his soft, manicured one. He had long, plump fingers and a grip much, much stronger than I would have imagined.




  “Mr. Load, I presume,” he said in that same lispy voice I’d heard on the phone.




  It wasn’t south Louisiana. I’m not sure what it was.




  “That’s right, friend,” I said. “You must be Phelps Hollings.”




  “Yes,” he said. “Bryson’s brother. Half-brother, actually. Although some would say he got the better half…”




  I shrugged. Best to let that lie.




  “Bryson never spoke of his family, did he?” he continued.




  “Like I said on the phone, I never knew he had one.”




  Phelps bit down on the end of his smoke holder. He walked past me to the bar. He filled a heavy tumbler from a cut glass decanter, stirred it with a soft, sausage link of a middle finger. He slipped the finger into his mouth, pulled it out like his lips enjoyed the sensation and didn’t want to turn loose.




  “There is no telling what the help puts in here,” he said. “I hope Glenmorangie will suffice.”




  “It’s my brand,” I said. “When I’m flush.”




  Phelps nodded and filled a second tumbler. I watched close to make sure he didn’t stick his finger in it. I took the glass and drained it, and when he told me to help myself, I poured another. Forgetting my good manners, I drained it and poured a third.




  “I see you are a drinker,” he said.




  “Maybe so,” I said.




  “Well. I do not imagine it will be a problem. As you can see, I am a smoker myself.”




  He gave me a long and sleepy wink. He blew a cloud of high-end tobacco smoke in the direction of my face. I waved it aside and kept myself under control. It was the type of thing that can get a man’s nose broken, but pear hips was Bryson’s brother and in mourning. Or at least his own strange version of it.




  “Okay, Mr. Phelps,” I said. “I’m here. How about you tell me why.”




  “Of course. To the mystery surrounding my brother’s death. And it is a mystery, Mr. Load. He was murdered. I suspect in the coldest of blood.”




  “By who?”




  “Whom. I’m sure I have no idea. One of his cellmates, I suppose.”




  “He was in jail?” I said.




  “Yes. Arrested in New Orleans two nights prior. On the charge of ‘public drunkenness’. The police claim he was alone in his cell that evening, though they offer no reasonable explanation for the weapon involved.”




  “A shank?”




  “A shoelace.”




  “I see.”




  I turned up my scotch. I poured another.




  “They are calling it suicide,” he went on. “Which of course is utterly ridiculous. It accounts for none of the facts.”




  “Which are?”




  “The weapon, for one. His behavior had been erratic since he arrived home from God-knows-where. Heavy drinking. Possibly narcotics.”




  “Not to put too fine a point on it, Mr. Phelps,” I said, “but how does that make the police take on the matter any less likely?”




  “My brother was verging on the delusional,” he said. “Full of the strangest conspiracy theories. And sharing them with anyone who would listen…”




  “I’ll stop you right there,” I said. “I don’t know how much of your brother’s life you’re aware of, but considering what he and I have seen, it’s likely he was sharing more than just theories.”




  “That, Mr. Load, is precisely my point.”




  I considered this. Maybe the fruity bastard had a point after all. It was not that you couldn’t leave the company, it was just that when you did, you left with the understanding you would keep your trap shut. Or have it shut for you. In a permanent fashion.




  I took a long, deep swallow of the high-end scotch, turned the heavy tumbler in my scarred hand.




  “I think I understand the situation,” I said. “Or at least your take on it. But company involvement in a situation like this is highly unlikely.”




  “But you do agree it is a possibility?” he said.




  “Sure,” I said. “A slim one, but sure. The real question, Mr. Phelps, is what, precisely, would you like for me to do?”




  “Perform in accordance with your title,” he said. “Investigate. Privately.”




  Hollings reached into the inside pocket of his linen suit. He came out with a manila envelope and he laid it on the bar.




  “Report to me the moment you learn anything of importance,” he said. “I am sure you will find the compensation satisfactory.”




  I put a finger on the corner of the thick envelope. If those were Franklins in there, I was sure I would. Then again…




  “Bryson was a friend,” I said. “I can’t take this.”




  “Of course you can,” he said. “At the very least, use what you need for expenses and return the rest.”




  He pushed the envelope toward me. This time, I took it. Phelps drained his glass and took a long, deep drag on his smoke.




  “Please do find my brother’s killer, Mr. Load. I have nowhere else to turn.”




  He turned from me and slipped through a hidden panel door in the rear of the room. It swung shut with a precise click, and shortly thereafter I heard the ghostly echo of small European feet approach on the hardwood floor. I turned just as the maid materialized in the darkened doorframe, and I could tell by her expression that the curious little frog had been listening in.




  “Shall we continue, Monsieur?” she asked.




  “I suppose so,” I said, as she crossed the room and dropped to her knees before me.




  Chapter 3




  The night was sultry. The moon was a jaundiced eyeball in the head of an alcoholic’s corpse. I sat beneath its sickly yellow glare on a park bench in the shadows of an ancient oak. I crossed and uncrossed my legs. I took a long, deep slug from a pint of Beam.




  In front of me, a cast-iron fountain bubbled low into a dark slate pool. Beyond it, a jogger’s silhouette glided beneath a long row of magnolia trees. Beyond that, a blocky, four-story building dominated the corner like a cement fortress, surrounded by a symmetrical collection of flagpoles and palms. The police barracks. Home of New Orleans’ finest.




  I took another slug and eyeballed the place close. I knew enough to know that when a stiff turned up in a jailhouse, the men in blue kept mum to a man. I also knew that while a rough-up job on the right officer might bear fruit, sticking my finger in the eye of John Law came with risks. Bad risks. So what I was after that night wasn’t in the barracks. Not exactly. It was under it. The morgue. If I wanted the cold facts, I would have to see the evidence firsthand. If I wanted the truth, I would have to take a personal look at Hollings’s body myself.




  I drained the bottle, gave a nod to an aging streetwalker and approached her. She was an overly made-up Creole in a candy-apple Betty Paige wig, with a set of well-worn lips and an ass that swayed crookedly on her stick-thin legs. I slipped her a fifty and gave her instructions, led her across the street to the barracks and slipped with her into the shadows of the dark alley alongside. An iron fence encircled the place, but a section in the back was out of view from the street. I helped her over and hopped in behind her. We hid side-by-side in the shadows directly across a stretch of parking lot from a wide cement ramp. It led to a set of steel double doors marked ‘Morgue’.




  She said nothing as we crouched in the darkness. I listened to the rhythmic rise of her rasping breaths and took in her scent of cheap booze and unwashed cunt. My cock shifted in my pants, but I kept my focus until the corpse house doors swung open.




  A guard stepped out between them, a retirement age copper I’d spotted from the park. He had a predictable habit in that every half-hour he came out on a smoke break, paced the ramp and the cement lot beneath it, before strolling out to his car for a long slug from a bottle of his own. He was headed for his run-down Crown Vic when I nudged the whore and she approached him.




  She managed to get a twenty out of him before taking his cock in her mouth. As I’d instructed, she kept his back to the barracks. I had a sap in my jacket pocket in case things went bad, and a .38 snub on my ankle in case they went worse.




  As it turned out, I didn’t need either one. I moved quickly up the wide ramp and through the double doors. From there, I followed the black wheel marks of a thousand death carts down the white tile floor, past the empty guard desk to an oversized elevator and a narrow set of stairs. I took the stairs down to a long, dimly lit hallway with a set of double doors at the far end. The morgue proper. I heard voices as I approached them, pulled back the door on the left a couple inches and looked inside.
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