
  CHAPTER 1


  TONIGHT DEATH AND time showed me their true faces.


  We spend our lives plodding blindly through the slaughterhouse gate between past and future. Every second is annihilation: the death of this moment, the birth of this moment. There is no “next” moment.


  There is only now.


  While the pace of life seems stately in the living, we funnel through that gate like driven cattle, fearful, obedient, insensate. Even while we sleep, now becomes then as relentlessly as a river wearing away a rock. Cells burn oxygen, repair proteins, die, and replace themselves in a seemingly endless train: yet from the womb, those internal clocks are winding down to final disorder.


  Only in the shadow of death do we sense the true velocity of time—while adrenaline blasts through our systems, eternity becomes tangible and all else blurs into background. It is then, paradoxically, that seconds seem to stretch, experience becomes hyper-real, and flesh and spirit unite in the battle to remain breathing, conscious, aware—afloat in the rushing stream of time. If we survive the threat, our existential epiphany quickly fades, for we cannot bear it long. Yet somewhere within us, a dividing line remains.


  Before and after.


  Tonight time slowed down so much I could taste it like copper on my tongue. I felt it against my skin—dense and heavy—resisting every move. Mortality hovered at my shoulder, a watchful beast of prey. Chained to a cinder-block wall, I watched a man older than my father torture the woman I love with fire. I realized then that hell existed; the terrible irony was that I had created it. In arrogance, against the counsel of others, I’d wagered all I had and more—the lives of others—to try to save my father. In desperation, I cast away every principle he ever taught me and reached into the darkness in the hope of a bargain.


  What did I get in exchange for my soul?


  A pillar of fire roaring in the night. The pyre of three men, probably more, visible for miles across the flat Louisiana Delta. Probably even from Mississippi. Not far to the east, my town sleeps along the high ground above the river, but here all sense, all logic is suspended while the fire devours the dead. Two of those men gave their lives for Caitlin and me. Henry Sexton, reporter. Sleepy Johnston, musician and prodigal son of Louisiana. One a white man, one black. Allies by chance, or maybe fate. Either way, they’re gone forever.


  Through the slaughterhouse gate.


  I’ve never witnessed such brutality as that which preceded their deaths, nor such heroism as was displayed in their sacrifices. Yet all I can taste is ashes. Three months ago I felt a lot like this, as a flood of biblical scale swept over New Orleans, the only real city between the Gulf and Memphis. Three hours south of here, hazmat-suited crews are still dragging bodies from mildewed houses. That disaster, like this one, had human causes. Greed, apathy, hubris—even loyalty—all demand payment in the end. Storms will always come, and men will always do evil in the shadow of some other word.


  It’s how we respond that defines us.


  A FEW MINUTES AGO, gripped by a mad delusion of invincibility, I carried Sleepy Johnston out of the basement inferno where this fire was born, and not once while I staggered through the smoke and flames did I doubt I would reach the surface. I hauled a man nearly my own weight as easily as I would have carried my eleven-year-old daughter—but to no avail. Two minutes after I laid him on the ground, Johnston died of his injuries. Now he lies a few yards behind us, staring sightlessly at the smoke-obscured stars.


  I did not pray while Caitlin knelt to ease his passing. Anything I said would have been superfluous, for if any God exists, he must surely fold such martyrs into his embrace. I watched in silence while Caitlin reenacted the oldest ritual in the world, cradling the older man’s head and murmuring maternal reassurance into his ear. Touching my newly scarred face with my right hand, I drove the nails of my left-hand fingers into my palm. Pain is proof of life.


  After Johnston expired, I comforted Caitlin as though I had some purchase on reality. But that was only another delusion, though I didn’t know it then.


  Then …?


  With alarm I realize that these events happened only a minute ago, if that. Does a man in shock know he is in shock?


  Probably not.


  If I rewind history fifteen minutes, this chaotic mass of fire and smoke was a stunning lake house. Now its owner is being cremated in the ruins of his home, and we two survivors stumble about as reality slowly returns with soul-searing clarity. An imaginary newscaster’s voice speaks in my head: Brody Royal, multimillionaire sociopath, burned to death last night in a fire started by his antique flamethrower. Sadly, Royal was unable to complete the murders he was contemplating prior to his demise, due to a sudden and suicidal intervention by a man he’d ridiculed as harmless for the past twenty years—


  Brody’s house shudders like some giant creature, and then, with the sound of cracking bones, one wing implodes. The heat diminishes for a few seconds, then suddenly intensifies, as though feeding on the evil within. Soon it will drive us farther back, away from Johnston’s body.


  Caitlin stares at the burning wreckage as though she can’t quite grasp what’s happening. Five minutes ago we both believed we were dead, yet here we stand. Covered with ash and streaked with sweat, her face has a burn scar to match my own. I want to speak to her, but I don’t quite trust myself.


  Beyond her, the lake’s mirrored surface reflects back an image of the tower of flame, and with a rush of fear I see our future in it. Like the pillar of fire the Israelites followed across the desert, this beacon too will lead men to us.


  “Is that a siren?” Caitlin asks, looking away from the raging flames, and toward the narrow lane at the edge of the light.


  “I think so.” My older ears belatedly pick up the distant whine.


  “That way,” she says, pointing westward, away from the lake.


  I peer through the darkness, but I can’t make out any police lights through the orange glare and waves of superheated air.


  “What about Henry’s files?” Caitlin asks. “I should hide them.”


  The charred box that Caitlin salvaged from the burning basement stands a few feet from Sleepy Johnston’s body. From the looks of the ashes inside, little of Henry Sexton’s journals remains.


  “There’s nowhere to hide them,” I tell her.


  “What about the boathouse?” she asks, a note of hysteria in her voice.


  “They’ll search that. It’s too late anyway. A neighbor’s coming. Look.”


  The nearest house is seventy-five yards away, but a pair of headlights has separated from the garage and begun nosing down toward the lane that runs along the lake here. Perhaps emboldened by the siren, the car’s driver has finally decided to investigate the fire. Must have heard the gunshots earlier, I think, or they’d have been here long before now.


  The siren is growing louder and rising in pitch. “That’s probably the Ferriday fire department,” I think aloud. “But the law won’t be far behind. I hope it’s Sheriff Dennis, but it could be the FBI or the state police. They may question us separately. We need to get our stories straight.”


  Bewilderment clouds Caitlin’s eyes. “We both lived through the same thing, didn’t we?”


  I take her hand, and the coldness of it startles me. “I don’t think it’s quite that simple.”


  “Everything you did in Brody Royal’s basement was self-defense. They were torturing us, for God’s sake!”


  “That’s not what I mean. The tough questions won’t be about what happened in the basement. They’ll be about why it happened. Why did Royal kidnap us? Why did he want to kill us? We’ve held back a lot over the past couple of days.” And not just from the police, I add silently.


  “What if we just say we don’t know?”


  “That’s fine with me, so long as you don’t plan to publish any stories about it in the Examiner.”


  At last, realization dawns in her eyes. “Oh.”


  A half mile from the lake, the whirling red lights of a fire engine break out from behind the trees that line the levee, then veer onto the narrow lane that runs along the shore of Lake Concordia. A half mile behind it, three vehicles traveling in train quickly follow. The flashing red arcs are much closer to the road on those vehicles, which means they’re police cruisers. Our window of opportunity to shape history is closing fast.


  “I found Brody Royal’s name in Henry Sexton’s journals,” Caitlin says, spinning her story on the fly. “That led me to interview his daughter. Out of fear of her father, Katy panicked and took an overdose of pills before I arrived to question her, but she still implicated Brody in multiple murders. Katy’s husband walked in on us after she passed out—that would have been documented by paramedics, if not police. Up to that point, everything’s more or less true. Royal learned from Randall Regan that I’d questioned Katy, and they retaliated to keep me from publishing what I’d learned from her.”


  This fairy tale might convince the Concordia Parish sheriff, but probably not the FBI. “Too many people saw me go into St. Catherine’s Hospital,” I say. “They know I spent twenty minutes alone with Brody. Now that he’s dead, his family’s liable to make all kinds of accusations about me going after him. Kaiser will find out sooner or later.”


  “Surely you can explain that conversation somehow?”


  “I sure can’t admit that I tried to cut a deal with him.” Under the pressure of the approaching authorities, my mind ratchets down to the task at hand. “What if I pick up where your story leaves off? I went to St. Catherine’s Hospital to make sure Royal wasn’t going to take some kind of revenge against you for his daughter’s suicide attempt. I suspected that he’d ordered several murders during the 1960s, and Katy had verified that to you. I also believed Royal had ordered the hit attempts on Henry at the newspaper and the hospital, and I was worried he’d do the same to you. That makes sense, right?”


  Caitlin nods quickly, her eyes on the whirling lights.


  I step closer to her. “Are you going to tell the cops about your recording of what Katy said?”


  “I might as well, since Brody burned both copies. They’re going to read about it in tomorrow’s paper anyway.”


  Closing my eyes, I see Caitlin’s Treo smartphone and my borrowed tape recorder being consumed by the fearsome blast of a flamethrower. “You really don’t have another copy at the newspaper?”


  Her look of desolation is my only answer.


  The fire engine has reached the head of Royal’s driveway. We only have seconds now.


  “What about Brody’s confessions?” Caitlin asks. “That he was behind Pooky Wilson’s death? That Frank and Snake Knox killed Pooky at the Bone Tree?”


  “We tell the cops all of that. Every bit of it helps justify what we did tonight.”


  Caitlin looks strangely hesitant, which I don’t understand. Even if we tell the police about those confessions, she can still publish the story before any other media outlet gets the information.


  “For God’s sake,” I say, “until tonight, no one was even sure the Bone Tree was real. And Royal admitted taking part in the gang rape of Viola Turner. We’ve got to tell them that.”


  Caitlin gives me a pointed look. “Brody also told us your father killed Viola. Do you want to tell the police that?”


  “Of course not.”


  “All right, then. That’s why I’m asking what we hold back. Is there anything else?”


  I can’t read her eyes. We’ve kept so much from each other over the past few days that it’s hard to know where our stories might diverge if compared to one another.


  “The rifles,” I say softly. “Those two rifles in the cabinet that he showed us just before you held the razor to his throat. Did you see them?”


  “Yes, but I wasn’t really paying attention. I was waiting for my chance to attack him.”


  “There were identifying plaques beneath every other rifle in the gun collection. But on those two plaques there were only dates. Dates, and a small American flag emblem.”


  Caitlin shrugs. “So?”


  “The dates were November twenty-second, 1963, and April fourth, 1968.”


  She blinks in confusion for a couple of seconds, but then her eyes go wide. “No way. I mean … do you really—”


  “I don’t think so. But if we don’t tell Kaiser about them, whatever’s left of those guns might disappear tonight. And we’ll never know.”


  Caitlin gingerly touches the burn on her cheek. “Let’s hope Sheriff Dennis is in one of those cars, and not the goddamn state police. Not that Captain Ozan.”


  I reach out and squeeze her shoulder. “Whoever it is, act more disoriented than you are. You really are in shock, but play it up more. When they question you, try to stick to the past hour, nothing more. Act exhausted, and play up your injuries.”


  Caitlin doesn’t appear to like this plan. “I don’t want to spend the night in a damned hospital. This is the biggest story I’ve ever been involved in. I’ve got zero time to waste.”


  “I know.” Moving forward, I pull her tight against me. An hour ago I made the worst mistake of my life by begging her to suppress part of a story in order to try to bargain with a killer for my father’s life. I’ve got no right to try to control anything she does now. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you. You tried to tell me something like this would happen. My worry over Dad blinded me.”


  She shakes her head against my chest. “It wasn’t just you. Once I made that recording of Katy, Brody was going to come after us, no matter what.”


  “But he wouldn’t have known about the recording if I hadn’t told him.”


  This is debatable, but Caitlin only draws back and looks hard into my eyes. “Whatever happens now, I need to get back to the newspaper. Please do whatever you can to make that happen.”


  The fire engine screeches to a stop thirty feet from us, and uniformed men leap off and out of it. The hoses come out faster than I would have believed possible, but these guys don’t have a prayer of putting out this inferno. One fireman hurries toward the body on the ground and drops to his knees, but I call out to him that the man is dead.


  “What happened?” shouts another man from behind me. “Is there anybody still in the house?”


  When I turn, I see a fire captain wearing a black hardhat and a fireproof coat. “Three dead men. That’s all I know. Not from the fire, though. There was a gunfight.”


  His mouth drops open. “Gunfight? In Mr. Royal’s place?”


  “Brody Royal’s one of the dead.”


  “Oh, no.”


  “His son-in-law is another. The third is Henry Sexton, the reporter.”


  The fire captain shakes his head, unable to comprehend what I’m telling him. “Is that it? Nobody else?”


  “I really don’t know. There’s nobody I’d risk my men to save.”


  The fireman looks at me as if I might be out of my mind.


  “They were torturing us,” I say. “Before the fire.”


  “Torturing …?” The captain looks closer at me. “Hey, I know you. You’re the mayor of Natchez. Penn Cage.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Are you okay?”


  “I guess so. This is Caitlin Masters, the publisher of the Natchez Examiner.”


  “What the hell started the fire?”


  The answer to this question isn’t something the fire captain could accept. Let’s see … Brody Royal was preparing to burn off Caitlin’s arm with a flamethrower. I was chained to the wall, tearing my hands to shreds in my desperation to break free. That’s when Henry Sexton, despite his injuries, somehow struggled to his feet and shielded Caitlin with his body. Royal meant to burn him too, but like some medieval martyr, the reporter charged Royal and threw his arms around him before the old man could safely ignite the flamethrower. While the rest of us stared in horror, Henry pulled the trigger and immolated them both, creating a firestorm that no amount of water could smother—


  “Mayor?” says the fire captain, catching hold of my shoulders. “Maybe you ought to sit down, huh?”


  “A World War Two flamethrower,” I mumble. “Loaded with gasoline and tar.”


  The man shakes his head in disbelief, then motions for help and starts shouting orders.


  The sound of gunning motors makes me turn toward the driveway entrance. Three Concordia Parish Sheriff’s Department cruisers roar up behind the fire truck. Two park there, but a Chevy Tahoe pulls around the fire truck and drives up to within ten feet of me before it stops.


  “Thank God,” Caitlin says in my ear.


  Sheriff Walker Dennis gets out of his cruiser and stumps toward us. Three years shy of fifty, he carries himself like a minor-league baseball star gone to seed. He weighs 220 pounds and has forearms that would discourage anyone from betting against him in an arm-wrestling match. The way he wears his brown uniform and Stetson gives the impression that he’s been a sheriff all his adult life, but in fact he only took over the job about six weeks ago, after his predecessor was indicted on corruption charges that decimated the entire department.


  “Are you okay?” Dennis shouts, striding forward and grabbing my forearm as though to reassure himself that I’m alive.


  “Yeah, yeah. Caitlin, too.”


  The sheriff looks over at the fire. Two crews have trained hoses on the base of the flames, but most of the house is gone already.


  “Anybody in there?” Dennis asks.


  “Royal and Regan, both dead.”


  “Shit. They couldn’t get out?”


  “No.”


  The sheriff gives me an odd look. “You couldn’t get ’em out?”


  “I didn’t try, Walker. They kidnapped us from the Examiner office—or sent two guys to do it. They were torturing Caitlin for information when this guy”—I point at the dead body of Sleepy Johnston—“busted in with Henry and saved us. Royal had a flamethrower in there. It was a miracle we got out alive.”


  “Henry’s dead too,” Caitlin says.


  Walker Dennis rubs his forehead like a man with an incipient migraine. This has already been one of the worst days of his life, and this event will only compound his difficulties. “I obviously should have pressed you harder about Brody Royal.”


  “It wouldn’t have mattered.”


  He takes a tin of Skoal from his breast pocket, opens it with some urgency, and jams a pinch beneath his bottom lip. “Who the fuck is that?” he asks, pointing at the dead man on the ground.


  “Sleepy Johnston. You know him better as ‘Gates Brown.’”


  The sheriff’s eyes widen. Dennis knows “Gates Brown” as the alias of a man who haunted the periphery of our investigations for the past couple of days. Walking closer to the body, he looks down at the face of a sixty-seven-year-old black man who lived in this area as a boy, then fled to Detroit for the rest of his adult life.


  “This the guy who called me about seeing Royal and Regan burning the Concordia Beacon?”


  I nod.


  “We need to get the hell out of here. The state police could show up any second, and we need to get some things straight before you talk to them.”


  I glance at Caitlin, who’s watching us closely. I nod, thinking the same thing that she and Dennis must be: Captain Alphonse Ozan.


  “All right,” Dennis says. “Let’s get back to the department to get your statements. At least that way I’ll be on my home turf if they try to take this case away from me.”


  “What about the FBI?”


  “Agent Kaiser called me just before I got here. He’d just heard about the fire, but he didn’t seem to know it was Royal’s house yet.”


  “I’ll bet he does by now.”


  Sheriff Dennis spits on the ground and leans close to me. “We’ve got a jurisdictional clusterfuck on our hands here. And both our asses are on the line.”


  “I know.”


  “You ride with me,” he says, pulling me toward his Tahoe. “Ms. Masters can come in the car behind us.”


  “Hold on.” I yank my arm loose. “Caitlin rides with us.”


  Walker shakes his head. “Sorry. I have to separate you two. A lot of eyes will be watching this. I’ve got to follow procedure.”


  “Surely she can ride with us? You can swear we didn’t talk on the way.”


  Sensing danger, Caitlin has come up beside me and taken hold of my arm.


  “I’m sorry,” Dennis says firmly. “It’s got to be this way.”


  Before I can argue further, Walker leans in close and says, “My brother-in-law will be driving the second car. If you need to call her on the phone, you can. The stupidest thing we can do is stay here and argue. You want Ozan to arrest you two for killing one of the richest men in Louisiana? A friend of every governor for the past fifty years?”


  “I’ll be fine in the second car,” Caitlin says, nudging me toward Dennis’s truck. “Let’s not waste one more second. Just let me grab Henry’s files.”


  Walker gives her a grateful look, then signals a deputy standing by one of the cruisers behind the fire truck. The man reaches us as Caitlin trots back with her box, and Dennis introduces him as Grady Wells, his brother-in-law. I beg Wells to take care of Caitlin like he would his own flesh and blood, and he promises that he will.


  “If the state police try to pull us over,” Walker tells Wells, “ignore them. Don’t stop until we get back to base. You only take orders from me. Ignore the radio, and if they start yelling at you over their PA speaker, pay no mind. We’ll hash out the jurisdictions when we get to the station.”


  Moments later, six doors slam, and our small convoy begins racing toward Highway 84 and the Mississippi River. Turning to look back through the rear windshield, I see the pillar of fire still towering over the vast alluvial plain, announcing calamity to the world. If my mother and daughter were to look out of their third-floor window high on the Natchez bluff, they would see it in the distance. As I think of my mother, a double-edged knife of guilt and anger slips between my ribs, and I wonder whether my father is within sight of that roaring flame.


  CHAPTER 2


  TOM CAGE DROVE through the cold Louisiana night in a stolen pickup truck, his .357 Magnum pressing hard against his right thigh. An unconscious hit man lay on the seat behind him, hands bound together and lashed to a gun rack mounted at the rear of the cab. A corpse lay on the floor between them, a bullet from Tom’s .357 in his belly.


  Tom had taken a Valium and some nitroglycerine, but he was still suffering from tachycardia, and no thought he could summon seemed to calm his overburdened heart. Walt Garrity had almost certainly been killed tonight, trying to extricate Tom and himself from the trouble Tom had gotten them into, and now nearly every cop in two states was combing the highways in search of them, believing they’d murdered a Louisiana state trooper, as well as Tom’s former nurse, Viola Turner.


  Walt had shot the trooper, all right, but only to stop him from killing Tom in cold blood. Even so, the cold-eyed state policeman had put a bullet through Tom’s shoulder before he died, and while that wound had been treated some hours ago, the pain had now built to an excruciating level. Tom didn’t dare take enough narcotics to dull the agony. Fifty years of medical experience told him that the gunshot wound had pushed him into a state where he could simply collapse behind the wheel and be dead before the pickup truck came to a stop. Only two months ago he’d suffered a severe coronary and barely survived. In the past seventy-two hours, he had endured more stress than even a healthy seventy-three-year-old man could take without caving under the strain.


  Tom could scarcely believe that six weeks ago life had seemed relatively quiet. Having recovered from his heart attack, he’d been looking forward to his son’s marriage, which was planned for Christmas Eve. But then Viola Turner had returned to Natchez, trailing the past like a demon in her wake. The cancer that drove Viola back home after four decades in Chicago had reduced the beautiful nurse he’d once loved to a desiccated shadow of herself; despite his nearly fifty years of medical experience, Tom had been profoundly shocked by the sight of her. The grim truth was that Viola had come home to Natchez not to retire, but to die. The first night he saw her, he’d realized he might conceivably be charged with murder in the near future. A merciful act that usually went unreported might well draw the attention of a vindictive sheriff and DA. But not even in his darkest dreams could Tom have imagined that he and Walt would be running for their lives.


  The bound man in the backseat moaned. Tom debated whether to stop the truck and sedate the would-be assassin again. The hit man’s name was Grimsby, and he was thirty years younger than Tom. If he regained full consciousness, Tom would have difficulty handling him, even with his hands and feet bound. Tom had only managed to tie the bastard by chemically incapacitating him first. Along with his now-dead partner, Grimsby had cornered Tom at the edge of a nearby lake. And though Tom had been armed, he’d resigned himself to death before the two killers ever appeared. But then—by the simple act of checking his text messages—Tom had learned that Caitlin was pregnant. That knowledge had transformed him from an old man tired of running (and killing) into a patriarch committed to seeing his fourth grandchild—and perhaps his first grandson—born. With chilling deliberation, Tom had shot one of the two arrogant hit men as they faced him, then disarmed Grimsby and forced him to carry his dead partner up to Drew Elliott’s lake house, in which Tom had been hiding.


  After retrieving his weekend bag, Tom had filled a syringe with precious insulin and jabbed Grimsby in the back as he loaded his dead partner into the truck. That put the hit man into insulin shock. While he lay sprawled across the backseat of the truck, barely breathing, Tom had bound his hands with an old ski rope he’d found in Drew’s garage, then tied his hands to the gun rack so that Grimsby couldn’t attack him if he revived during the ride. Tom hadn’t intended to kill the other man, but his options had been limited, and the pair had surely meant to execute him beside the lake—an emotionless murder for hire. If Grimsby died (or lived out his days in a coma) as a result of the insulin overdose Tom had given him, so be it.


  Tom’s real dilemma was what to do next. If he pointed the truck toward civilization, he would come to a roadblock sooner rather than later, and there he would be shot while “resisting arrest.” To avoid this, he’d driven the truck into the low-lying backcountry between Ferriday, Rayville, and Tallulah, endless cotton fields so thinly populated that they felt deserted, but Tom knew better. He had been born in the southwestern part of Louisiana, and he’d gone to undergraduate school at NLU in Natchitoches, where he’d met his wife. But Peggy Cage, née McCrae, was from an eastern Louisiana farm only ten miles from where he was now. The nearest conglomeration of people to her father’s homestead was a tiny crossroads village called Dunston, which lay about forty miles north of Ferriday. This familiarity gave Tom the only sense of security he’d felt in a long time: Peggy had relatives in this area, and Tom had treated them and most of their neighbors for medical emergencies while visiting over the years. He knew he could rely on the loyalty of clannish country folks.


  He needed to get rid of the truck as fast as he could. Grimsby and his partner had almost certainly notified their boss that they’d cornered him at Drew’s lake house, and that meant Forrest Knox would have an APB out for their truck in no time. Tom felt confident that his wife’s brother would help him ditch the truck, but that meant putting another family at risk, and Tom had already gotten people killed by doing that.


  Peggy would tell me to do it, he thought.


  The real question was what to do if he did manage to get safely to ground somewhere. This nightmare had begun when he was charged with Viola’s murder, but the death of the state trooper had complicated matters exponentially. Jumping bail on the first charge only made him look more guilty, and further reduced his options. Walt’s plan had been to seek help from the superintendent of the Louisiana State Police (who, like Walt, was a former Texas Ranger) in getting the APB on Tom and Walt withdrawn. But something had obviously gone wrong. Tom had expected Walt back long before the two hit men found him, yet he’d heard nothing.


  That left two options. He could try to turn himself in to some arm of law enforcement—preferably the FBI, if he could reach them—and hope to survive the encounter. Or he could do exactly what he’d advised Penn not to do—deal with the devil direct, and try to remove his family from harm’s way by any means necessary. Given that he was likely surrounded on all sides by Louisiana’s state and local cops, the chance of safely delivering himself into the arms of federal agents was small. Simply using his personal cell phone was likely to bring a state police helicopter down on his head within five minutes, and the last burn phone Walt had left him might well be compromised by now. They had used it too many times already.


  The ring of the very phone Tom was thinking about stunned him, and his shoulder began to pound, telling him his blood pressure had spiked at the sound. He stared at the phone for two more rings, then answered.


  “Hello?”


  “It’s me,” said a voice that made him sag against the truck’s door. “Are you okay?”


  “I thought you were dead.” Tom craned his neck around to try to see if the hit man had woken up.


  “I didn’t want to put you at risk by calling you. Even now we shouldn’t spend more than a minute on the phone.”


  “Did you have any luck with Colonel Mackiever?”


  “No. And don’t say his name again. He got delayed, but he’s on his way up here now.”


  “Up here” meant Baton Rouge.


  “FK has already moved against him,” Walt said.


  Forrest Knox, Tom thought.


  “I don’t know the details,” Walt continued, “but it sounds like they’re trying to discredit Mac and take his job.”


  “So he can’t get the APB revoked?”


  “Not with a phone call. He needs to hear our side of the story before he can move. That’s the next step. But that’s not why I called. The colonel just told me something you need to know. Brody Royal was killed tonight, in his house on Lake Concordia. That reporter died with him, Henry Sexton.”


  “No.” Tom’s heart began to pound again.


  “Yep. And there’s more bad news.”


  The hammering in Tom’s chest began to solidify into angina. “Not Penn—”


  “No—hell, no. But Penn was apparently there when it happened, and Caitlin, too. They’re alive, but that’s all I know right now. Mac just caught it over his radio. Royal’s son-in-law died there too, and a black fellow I never heard of. Nobody Mac trusts seems to know what really went down.”


  “Where are Penn and Caitlin now?”


  “In custody. Concordia Parish Sheriff’s Department. State police heard it from firemen on the scene. Alive and in squad cars, only minor injuries. I’ll try to learn more, but you don’t hear from me, they’re fine. If anything’s seriously wrong, I’ll call you. Don’t call me back except in an extreme emergency.”


  “Okay.”


  “How you doing? Melba still there?”


  “No. I’m not either.”


  “What?”


  “FK sent two guys to the lake house, and they nearly got me. I’m lucky to be alive, to tell the truth.”


  “What?”


  “He sent them to kill me. I turned the tables. One’s KIA, the other tied up in the backseat.”


  “Jesus. How the hell did you manage that, the shape you’re in?”


  “A little luck and a lot of drugs. What the hell do we do now?”


  Walt only paused for a few seconds. “You need to go to ground somewhere while I talk to the colonel. And don’t try to cover any distance—you’ll hit a roadblock. Can you think of anywhere close that’s safe?”


  “Actually, yes. But your part’s done. You need to get back to Texas. You’ve got Carmelita to think about. Just get clear, buddy.”


  “That’s enough of that. Look, we’ve been on the phone too long already. Let me ask you one more question.”


  Walt’s voice sounded strange.


  “What is it?”


  “What do you plan to do with the survivor in the back?”


  “I’m not sure. I figured I’d ditch him somewhere. Cotton field, probably.”


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


  “Where, then?”


  “Nowhere.” After a pause, Walt said. “He’s KIA. Just like the first one.”


  It took a moment to absorb Walt’s meaning. “I can’t do that. Too much has …” Tom trailed off. “Too many people are dead already.”


  “Listen to me,” Walt said in a voice that came all the way from their days in Korea. “Mercy is a virtue you can’t afford. We already made that mistake once this week.”


  Tom thought of Sonny
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  Chapter 1


  I’m driving eighty miles an hour across the Louisiana Delta, my headlights cutting a tunnel through the humid dark, triggering a riot of eyeshine from startled deer, possums, foxes, raccoons, and the occasional cow resting close to a fence. The beams of our bodyguard’s armored Yukon track me from 150 meters back, far enough to spare me a migraine during the hundred-mile drive from the prison that holds my father back to Natchez, but close enough for Tim Weathers to play Seventh Cavalry should that become necessary. Every now and then there’s a juddering thump as I round a curve and smash over the broken armor of a dead armadillo, yet Annie sleeps on beside me, one hand resting lightly on my right forearm, which I’ve left on the console to reassure her.


  Another angelic face floats in the rearview mirror. Through the blur of fatigue, I see it as Caitlin’s, but in truth it belongs to Mia Burke, Annie’s twenty-year-old caretaker. Mia’s eyes are closed, her mouth slightly open, and susurrant snores pass through her parted lips. Exhaustion keeps both girls sedated through the impacts, exhaustion augmented by the drone of the engine and the tires on the road, plus the voice of Levon Helm and the Band singing “The Weight,” the live version from The Last Waltz. As Pops and Mavis Staples begin singing harmony like dark angels floating down from heaven, some semblance of peace washes over me. How much soul and conviction must a white man have to sing lead in front of angels like that? Levon is an Arkansas country boy as rail-thin and tough as the bastards who killed Caitlin, yet he somehow sings with the wounded humanity of a man without a tribe, a man who has known both love and grief, and understands that one is the price of the other.


  I wish I believed in God, so that I could blame him for Caitlin’s murder. As it is, I’m left to blame my father, though my mother believes Caitlin brought about her own death. I haven’t the strength to argue the case. Mom simply wants me to forgive Dad enough to visit him in prison. But I can’t bring myself to do that. I usually sit outside in the car, or else work down the street in a Wendy’s restaurant while Mom and Annie go through their ritual at the prison, Mia tending to Annie while Mom spends time alone with Dad.


  More times than not, I set aside the crap that goes along with being mayor of Natchez and sit pondering the chain of events that brought me to this pass. It’s true that Caitlin let her ambition drive her to a place she should never have gone alone, and she died for it. But had my father not hidden the truth of what transpired on the night Viola Turner perished, Caitlin would never have become obsessed with Henry Sexton’s quest, or picked up the torch after he martyred himself to save us, or followed a bloody trail to the abomination called the Bone Tree.


  She would be alive.


  We would be living with Annie in Edelweiss, our dream house overlooking the river, and well on our way to giving Annie a brother. That thought haunts me, maybe more than it should. The night before Caitlin was killed, we made love in that house for the first and last time: a desperate attempt on her part to calm me down after a standoff with a corrupt sheriff. I had no idea then that Caitlin was pregnant. Forrest Knox informed me later, as a torment, and the autopsy confirmed it. Had I foreseen the doom we were racing toward on that night, I would have locked the door of Edelweiss and held her inside until … what? It’s pointless to speculate. Somehow, I sense, no matter what I did, Caitlin would still have died, and Annie and I would still have wound up here.


  Walking wounded.


  When someone you love is murdered, you learn things about yourself you’d give a great deal not to know. When you kill the person who robbed you of that person, you discover that vengeance can’t begin to fill the fulminating void that murder left behind. Nothing can, except years of living, and then only if you’re lucky. Annie and I learned that the first time, when cancer took her mother.


  Caitlin was our luck.


  Eleven weeks ago, our luck ran out. Caitlin’s murder hit us like an artillery shell from a clear blue sky. And the first thing blown apart by that kind of shell is time. The temporal dislocation is immediate and profound. Day and night lose their meaning. The passage of moments and hours wobbles out of kilter. Clock faces trigger confusion, even panic. In this demi-world of mourning, one’s sense of selfhood begins to unravel. When this happens, the strong find ways to reorient themselves to the superimposed temporal structure observed by the rest of the world. Yet no matter how hard I’ve tried, I haven’t been able to do that. My work has suffered so badly that everyone at City Hall is engaged in a conspiracy to pretend I’m functional.


  It’s hard for me to admit that. But if I’m honest, something isn’t quite right with me. My hold on reality is more tenuous than it should be. My sense of control—or my illusion of it, since none of us really controls our lives—has eroded to the point that I’ve sometimes questioned my sanity. But given what I’ve been through, perhaps that’s a sane response. Perhaps it’s the only one.


  My family has imploded.


  My mother lives in a motel near the Federal Correctional Institution at Pollock, Louisiana, where my father is being held by the FBI (thirty miles behind us now, and thankfully fading farther every minute). I had to withdraw Annie from middle school, and only Mia Burke’s altruistic intervention has prevented her from becoming paralyzed by grief and terror. Mia’s done a lot to hold my head above water as well, which isn’t fair to her, but she volunteered, and frankly there’s no one else to lean on.


  My cell phone pings beneath the music. It’s sitting sideways beside the central handbrake. Pinning the steering wheel in position with my left knee, I reach across my lap with my left hand to check the phone without disturbing Annie.


  The message reads: U ok? Not getting sleepy, are u?


  It’s from Tim, our bodyguard for the night, tailing us in his Yukon. Actually, the vehicle doesn’t belong to Tim Weathers. It’s the property of Vulcan Asset Management, the Dallas-based security firm that employs him.


  I’m fine, I type. Girls sleeping.


  They need it, he replies.


  Apart from Caitlin’s death, this may be the most difficult adaptation of all. We live surrounded by bodyguards. A necessity, of course, everyone agreed. Total security, twenty-four hours a day. And not the oversized guidos you see guarding pop divas and pro athletes, but retired special forces soldiers like my friend Daniel Kelly, who’s been missing in Afghanistan for months now. Men who understand the job of protection and have the skills, restraint, and experience to do it right.


  The financial burden of maintaining such protection is crushing. Over the past two and a half months, security firms have billed me more than a hundred thousand dollars. But I see no alternative. It’s like hiring round-the-clock nurses for an ailing parent: until you have to do it, you have no idea what ceaseless attention really costs. To my relief, Caitlin’s father has paid half the balance of every bill. He offered to pay every cent, but I still have some pride left. I can’t afford this level of expenditure for long, but every time I wonder whether we might be able to relax our vigilance and stem the hemorrhage of cash, John Masters’s words ring in my ears:


  “Penn, if anything were to happen to you or Annie, Caitlin would never forgive me. I accept that my daughter is dead, but I don’t accept that my obligations to her will ever end. So you hire the best and send me the bills. I don’t give one goddamn how high it goes. You killed Snake Knox’s nephew. Until that son of a bitch is pumped full of embalming fluid, I want you living like the president of the United States. I failed to protect my daughter, and I can barely stand to look in the mirror. Don’t make the same mistake with yours."


  I don’t intend to.


  Thus we have lived with at least one bodyguard—and sometimes three—within yards of us twenty-four hours a day. Today, during our weekly drive to and from the Pollock prison, we’ve had only Tim Weathers, an ex-SEAL from Tennessee and one of our favorites. Tim has become like an uncle to Annie, and a strong brother to Mia and to me. As usual, Annie saw her grandmother first today, and then her grandfather (who is technically under protective custody, as a federal witness) while Mia walked down the road and shared a cheeseburger with me at Wendy’s.


  Juvenile, maybe, but that’s the way it is.


  More eyeshine flashes out of the darkness of the empty fields beyond the shoulders, casting a hypnotic spell. This drive is like a night tour of some vast wildlife refuge, a Southern safari defined by the sulfurous, miles-long reek of a skunk’s defensive spray. The bright orbs flashing in the darkness run the color spectrum: yellow for raccoons, green for deer, red for foxes and possums, blue for the occasional coyote. The land seems peopled by luminous ghosts, yet the explanation is simple enough. The tapetum lucidum layer of crystals behind all those retinas evolved to enhance night vision by reflecting light back through the eye to be used twice, not once. But the blaze of my Audi’s xenon headlamps renders that adaptation useless, blasting all those sensitive eyes sightless, like the TV lights that always blinded me when I arrived at the Walls Unit at Huntsville to witness executions.


  “Daddy?” Annie’s hand lightly squeezes my right arm. “I need to pee.”


  My daughter is eleven years old, but when she speaks from half sleep, her voice sounds exactly as it did when she was three or four.


  There are no lights ahead, only blackness. But my brain quickly riffles through its file of stopping points in this near-desolate landscape. “I think there’s a gas station about eight minutes ahead, Boo. Can you wait?”


  “Yeah. Don’t forget and pass it.”


  A voice from behind me says, “I second that sentiment.”


  Glancing up at the rearview mirror, I see Mia watching me, a wry smile on her face.


  “I’m hungry, too,” she says. “God, I’m going to be huge by the time I go back to school.”


  Mia must be tired, for she would never mention the prospect of leaving us—not within Annie’s hearing—even though the eventual day of parting is inevitable. Mia’s very presence is a miracle, one based on a generosity I can scarcely comprehend. Two years ago, when she was a superachieving high school senior at my alma mater, Mia took care of Annie for one summer, then during the school year on afternoons when I was working. She was the perfect babysitter: a smart, vivacious, and motivated girl from a family of modest means, driven to work for the things her private school classmates took for granted. Her drive and practicality rubbed off on Annie every day, and I was thankful.


  But late that year, a classmate of Mia’s drowned in a nearby creek, and a childhood friend of mine was charged with killing her. Mia proved instrumental to solving that murder, and as a reward, my grateful friend—a physician—helped her attain something that had proved beyond her reach, no matter how hard she worked: tuition money for her first-choice college, Harvard.


  By pure chance, Mia was on her way home for Christmas break when Caitlin was killed. As soon as she heard the news, she came over and did all she could to comfort Annie, who had already begun to regress to the helpless, hyperanxious state she’d experienced after her mother died in Houston. Within a week, Annie developed a dependence on Mia that was almost worrisome. I didn’t know how I was going to keep Annie from losing control when Mia had to return to Massachusetts. To my amazement, though, three days before Mia was scheduled to leave, she sat me down and said she’d decided to take a semester off in order to help Annie "get back to normal.”


  I argued, of course, but not too hard or for too long. Mia told me she’d been scheduled to do a semester at an archaeological dig in the Yucatán, so it wasn’t like ditching a real semester. By this time, my mother had already decided to relocate to be near Dad’s prison, and that settled it.


  “There’s a light,” Mia says. “Up on the left.”


  She’s right. What I correctly remembered as a solitary service station stands in the flat fields about a mile ahead, like some radio relay station in the desert.


  Taking out my cell phone, I speed-dial Tim behind us.


  “What’s up?” he says.


  “We’re pulling off at that gas station. The girls need a bathroom.”


  “Let me catch up before you turn.”


  “Will do.”


  This kind of tactical conversation has become habit over the past weeks.


  Sixty seconds’ driving carries us to the turn, and Tim is behind us by the time I roll the wheel left and clunk onto a gravel-studded dirt lot near the concrete pad that supports the old gas station.


  I park on oil-stained concrete under the sagging awning that covers the pumps, and Tim pulls in behind us. As soon as he exits the Yukon, Annie jumps out and runs into the station. Tim follows her, and Mia and I trail them inside.


  The temperature has dropped ten degrees since we got in the cars back at the prison. The interior of the station smells of scalded coffee, old grease, and disinfectant. A lone attendant is working the night shift, an elderly woman wearing a hairnet. She stands behind a glass case holding the last of some fried chicken and potato logs. While Annie uses the restroom, I scan the meager offerings on the snack rack, then ask if the woman has fresh coffee. She says she’ll make a new pot.


  “Where’s your men’s room?” I ask.


  “Outside. Turn right when you walk out.”


  Tim starts to follow me out, but I point at my left ankle and ask him to stay with the girls. He nods and tells me to keep my eyes open.


  The darkness outside carries the faint sweet scent of airborne herbicide. I didn’t notice it during the short walk into the station. It’s too early for crop dusting; maybe a farmer is mixing chemicals somewhere nearby. That odor hurls me back to childhood. When I was a boy in my grandfather’s fields, I’d run beneath the toylike airplane as it dropped billowing clouds of poison, joyfully waving my arms, never dreaming those clouds could seed cancer in my blood and bones.


  The men’s room also takes me back to childhood. A room like a closet, cold as a deep freeze, yet fetid with the stench of human waste and chemical cleaners, a heavy funk with an astringent tang that would burn your throat if you stayed inside too long.


  I slide a flimsy bolt into a hole in the doorframe, then walk to the tall old wall urinal, unzip my fly, and piss against the stained porcelain. How many times have I made this drive between Natchez and the federal prison? Two and a half months, driving it once and sometimes twice a week. Nine times, I guess, and every time I waited alone while Mom and Annie met with Dad in the visiting room.


  Zipping up, I reach out to flush, then decide not to touch the rust-pitted handle. As I turn to the door, I hear the crunch of a shoe on the walk outside. It’s probably Tim, or even Annie, but for some reason the sound makes me freeze.


  Ten seconds pass … then twenty.


  No more noise from beyond the door.


  Did I imagine it? The sound of female laughter penetrates the wall behind me. The girls are still inside the station. And if they’re still inside, then Tim is, too.


  So whose footstep did I hear?


  Taking my cell phone from my inside coat pocket, I start to call Tim, then stop. I’m probably being paranoid, but I don’t want to drive him into an ambush. Switching my phone to my left hand, I crouch, pull up my left pant leg, and draw my Smith & Wesson Airweight .38 from the ankle holster I’ve worn since December. Then I back against the urinal.


  The pistol’s wooden grip is chipped from being hammered against Forrest Knox’s gravestone. Using only my left thumb, I text Tim: Heard something outside rr. Possible threat. stay inside with girls. I’m locked in. Call cops.


  As I press SEND, the bathroom door handle turns once, then stops.


  My hand tightens on my pistol.


  Then the door presses against the bolt, testing its resistance.


  “Just a minute!” I call, as any man would in a normal situation. “Almost done in here.”


  No reply.


  Out of the pregnant silence comes a raspy male voice, barely audible through the thin metal door: “I’ve got a message for you, Mayor. Come out and get it.”


  Jesus.


  With a shaking hand I text: Threat real!


  “A message from who?” I ask.


  “You know. Now come out and hear what I got to say. If you wait, your daughter’s gonna walk out of the station, and things are going to get bad real quick.”


  There’s no way that’s Snake out there, I think, even as I wonder if it could be. John Kaiser is positive that the old Double Eagle has fled to a foreign country. But if it’s not Snake, then who? And is he alone?


  “Are you coming, Cage? Or do you want your little girl to take the message for you?”


  All the saliva has evaporated from my mouth.


  A strange compulsion pushes me to open the door, but somewhere in my brain burns the certainty that I’ll be shot the moment I expose myself.


  My phone pings in my hand, startling me so badly my heart lurches.


  Backup on way, reads Tim’s reply. I’m coming to you. Stay put unless you hear shooting. If you do, come out firing, just like I taught you.


  Don’t leave the girls!, I think, but before I can text that, the person outside jiggles the handle, then rattles it hard. For a half second I consider firing through the door.


  Who would I be killing? What if the guy isn’t armed?


  Either way, I can’t stand here while Tim risks his life to protect my child.


  Moving to the side of the door, I reach toward the bolt with my left hand, but before my fingers touch metal, the door crashes open, numbing my arm to the elbow.


  At first I see no one.


  Then an indistinct figure takes shape a few feet back from the door, cloaked in darkness. No one is more surprised than I when my right forefinger pulls the trigger on the .38. The figure jerks as thunderous concussions blast through the tiny tiled room, and then the pale moon of a bald head appears as my target stares down at the holes stitching his belly and chest.


  And suddenly, I’m sickeningly sure that I’ve shot some hapless truck driver who was too deaf to hear me say the bathroom was occupied.


  Then the figure falls onto his back.


  My heart lurches, but then I see that one leg of his jeans has ridden up his calf, revealing the bone hilt of a Bowie knife protruding from a motorcycle boot. Then the glint of nickel flashes in his left hand—a pistol. Edging up to the door, my .38 still aimed at his chest, I peek out and glance left and right.


  I see nothing.


  Darting forward, I kick the pistol from the downed man’s hand, then back up as though from a shot rattlesnake, half expecting it to bite me in a death spasm.


  The face twisted in pain tells me the man is still alive.


  “Goddamn it!” shouts someone from my left.


  As I whirl toward the voice, the second stranger’s gun comes up fast, but before I can aim my pistol a shot rings out. I tense against an impact that never comes. The stranger at the corner teeters, then grabs for the wall to steady himself.


  "Freeze!" shouts a voice with military authority.


  The wounded stranger raises his gun again, but before it comes level with me, something snatches away part of his skull.


  He drops to the cement with a thud that tells me he was dead when he hit.


  “Sitrep, Penn!” Tim calls loudly.


  “Two men down. I don’t know if there’s anybody else.”


  “Assume there is! I’m coming to you.”


  Tim appears at the corner in a combat shooting posture, then turns in a fast but deliberate circle, surveying the darkness around us.


  “Annie and Mia?” I ask.


  "Locked in a cold storage inside. Your guy dead?"


  “Not yet. I disarmed him.”


  “Let’s get clear. We’ll have to come back to talk to the sheriff and staties, but that’s later.”


  “Just a second,” I breathe, my eyes still on the man I shot. “Cover me.”


  Walking forward, I look down at the gasping man. A high whistle accompanies each breath, and a black circle the size of a dinner plate has soaked his shirt.


  “He’s gone. Let’s get out of here,” Tim says from behind me. “We need to get the girls to the Yukon, Penn.”


  “Go do it. This guy said he had a message for me.”


  “I can’t leave you.”


  “You work for me, Tim. I’m ordering you to cover the girls. I can take care of myself.”


  The ex-SEAL’s shoes scrape as he sprints around the corner of the service station.


  Kneeling beside the wheezing man, I move so that he can see my face above his.


  “You the mayor?” he rasps.


  “That’s right.”


  “You shot me, motherfucker.”


  “You asked for it.”


  He raises a leather-clad arm and tries to grab my throat, but I easily bat the weak limb out of the way.


  “You said you had a message for me. From Snake Knox, right?”


  “Call the paramedics, man. I’m hurt bad.”


  “Give me the message first.”


  “Call the medics or I wont tell you!”


  “Tell me the message, or I’ll shoot you in the heart and tell the FBI you tried to stab me with that knife in your boot.”


  The man starts to speak, but his words disintegrate into a wracking cough that sprays a mist of blood between us. I jerk back instinctively.


  “Tell me, damn it!”


  “It’s not for you. It’s for your old man. The doc.”


  Something in me goes cold. “What?”


  "Your daddy’s nigger lawyer’s gonna try to blame that nigger woman’s death on Snake."


  "What woman? Viola Turner?"


  The guy coughs again, but this time I manage to dodge the spray. “That’s the one,” he hacks.


  "How the hell would Snake know what Quentin Avery is planning to do?"


  The man shakes his head. "I’m just passing the message, man. Snake says: Wives and children have no immunity.’ Those exact words. You got that?”


  “I heard you.”


  “If Avery tries that, your daughter won’t live to hear the verdict.”


  “You’re paying a high price to be a delivery boy.”


  "Call the medics, man! You got the message.”


  “I don’t like that message. I will call you an ambulance from the road. But I’ll be honest with you. I don’t think you’re gonna last till they get here. Better make your peace with whatever you believe in.”


  His eyes roll back, then lock onto me again. “You son of a bitch.”


  “Hey, you picked the spot for this ambush.”


  I rise to my feet and wipe my face on my sleeve.


  "If I die," he croaks, "you’re a dead man. And not just you … your whole family. That’s VK law.”


  “VK? What the hell’s that?”


  “The Kindred, man. You let me die here, you’ll find out more about it than you ever wanted to know.”


  “I guess I’ll deal with that when the time comes. You shouldn’t have threatened my little girl.”


  The roar of an eight-cylinder engine shakes the ground and buffets the air to my left. I look up and see the Yukon, and Tim beckoning me from behind the bulletproof glass. I can’t see the girls, but after I climb in, I realize why. They’re hunkered down in the well between the second- and third-row seats. Safe as houses. The Yukon’s armor package will stop .308 Winchester FMJ rounds. After hugging both girls, I kneel on a second-row seat with my pistol out, ready to provide defensive fire if we’re attacked.


  As we pull onto the dark ribbon of Highway 8, bright metal glints in Tim’s headlights. He brakes when the lights pick out the silhouettes of two big Harley-Davidson motorcycles parked on the shoulder only forty yards from the station.


  “They must have been following me with their lights off,” he says. “Did it feel like a simple robbery attempt?”


  “No way. He told me he had a message from Snake Knox.”


  “What was it?”


  “He couldn’t get it out.”


  Tim shakes his head. “Too bad. They must have followed us all the way from the prison. It’s time to call the FBI.”


  “Daddy?” Annie whispers from the darkness behind me.


  “Stay down, Boo. We’re all okay. We just need to get to a safer place.”


  “We heard shooting. Is everything going to be all right?”


  “Absolutely,” I tell her, but it’s a lie. Given what just happened, things are going to get worse before they get better.


  The real question is, How much worse?
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