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DIRK LASHER STOOD IN the gale-force winds, facing east.

The rain stung his face. It blew almost perfectly sideways, which should have been impossible. The bald cypress, gumbo limbo, slash pine, and every species of palm bent and shook like they wanted to rip free of the earth. It was low tide. Lucky. The wind was clearing places in the swamp and flooding others. Water moved where it shouldn't, pooling in strange new shapes across the sawgrass flats.

Whatever wildlife lived out here had gone invisible. Doing whatever wildlife did when the world tried to tear itself apart. The birds were long gone. Even the gators had disappeared, buried somewhere down in the muck, waiting it out. Smarter than him.

Hurricane Irene.

The wind came from the east, but the storm was approaching from the southwest, which meant the eye would pass to the south. Which meant the worst of it would miss him.

Of course it would.

Dirk took a long pull of Kentucky Gentleman. A nice name for the cheapest bourbon he could find. It tasted like paint thinner, gave him an almost instant headache, and would make tomorrow as painful as possible. That was the point. He wasn't drinking for comfort. He was drinking to punish himself. And punish himself he did. He'd been at it since noon and the bottle was nearly done.

He was, by any modern standard, rich beyond words. A long, ugly story that led back to Kimberly Sharp. Everything led back to Kimberly Sharp.

They should have named this hurricane after her. Of all his relationships, she held the record for longest. Well. Longest where the other person was still alive and not in a military prison.

Summer of '88. Sharp had tried to install an electronic wire service for Pablo Escobar, routed through Noriega, through Panama's banking infrastructure. A system that could launder his money digitally instead of by hand. By all accounts, she'd succeeded. At least for a while. Lasher burned the facility to the ground during the May '89 Panamanian riots, the ones triggered by the failed general election. He could still smell that fire if he thought about it. Chemical and loud and not entirely unpleasant. 

The only clean thing he'd done that year.

His one mistake. His one weakness. His one infatuation.

He drank.

His wife, Lisa, was dead. 

Sharp had outlived her. Sharp never claimed responsibility for her death, but one of her underlings had. It never sat right. The details were wrong. The timeline didn't track, and if Sharp had been responsible she would have told him. 

Then there was Noah Kayne. Also known as Wade Clay. Also known as Jim Lasher. Dirk's father. Grandfather. Whatever the old man had actually been to him. He'd died down in the jungles of Guyana a couple months back. Dirk still hadn't figured out how to grieve a man he'd never fully understood. 

Maybe that was the grief. 

The not understanding.

Trudy Bonnington had fallen for Dirk and made one terrible mistake for it. She was serving life in a military prison in Alabama. Life times two. One for each soldier she'd shot point blank. Soldiers under her own command. It was a righteous kill. They'd been compromised and would have helped massacre hundreds of Waiwai tribespeople who were aiding Dirk in Guyana. But the trial was military. No fancy lawyers. Satellite imagery of the shooting. Decided before it started. She didn't cry at sentencing. Dirk almost wished she had.

Three weeks ago he drove to Alabama to see her. She looked smaller behind the glass. Harder. She asked about the weather and he told her about the Everglades and neither of them said anything real. He drove home with the radio off and his hands at ten and two like a man trying very hard to stay between the lines.

He didn't want to talk about it.

Jack Williams, his oldest friend from the military, had been torn apart by alligators in the Darién Gap about a year ago. His Soviet friend Brick had been cut down by machine-gun fire twenty miles south of Georgetown, Guyana, a few months after that.

There was CIA Director Wolf. A friend. Maybe.

And Sharp. Always Sharp.

So Dirk Lasher stood on Noah Kayne's Everglades land and kept his face in the wind. The rain stung and at least that was something. At least that was a feeling. Noah had been enough Miccosukee to hold a family deed from the sixties, when the tribe received a perpetual lease on the land. Instead of rebuilding his house on the bay in South Miami, Dirk had moved out here. To the swamp. To the nothing. He told himself it was practical. Closer to the land, away from the noise. The truth was simpler. He didn't want to be around people. People had a way of dying on him.

On top of everything else, the Fox and Hound, Dirk's family bar, had been taken from him. While he was in Guyana, Noah's brother Arthur's man, Dominic Martinez, had gotten out of prison and decided to make himself a problem. Martinez was rebuilding, using local biker gangs to organize, running the bar as a makeshift headquarters. He was the kind of man who confused ruthlessness with strength. Dirk knew the type. Had killed the type. But not lately.

Dirk had tried the legal route. It went nowhere. He couldn't decide if he cared enough to fight for it. So far, the answer was no. There was a version of himself from a year ago who would have driven down there and ended it in an evening. That version felt very far away.

The bourbon burned his throat. The wind was getting worse, or maybe he was just getting drunker. Hard to tell. The rain came in sheets now, moving across the flats in visible walls of water.

Noah's compound had weathered storms worse than this. It wasn't much to look at, but it was sturdy. Concrete block and hurricane straps and a tin roof that sang in the wind. The old man had built it to last, which was either foresight or stubbornness. Probably both.

Just like Wade had been.

Just like Lisa.

Just like Trudy and Jack and everyone else he used to know.

The storm wouldn't kill him. He'd half hoped it would, but this was about as bad as it was going to get, and here he was. Standing in it. Hurting. Alive. The rain hit his face and ran into his eyes and he didn't blink. He finished the bottle and held it by the neck, loose at his side, and watched the palms bending nearly horizontal.

Apparently his curse was surviving everything.

He drank the last of it. Tossed the bottle into the dark. Heard it land somewhere in the water.

He went inside. He had electricity from the generator when probably most of Miami did not.

Lucky him.
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DIRK WAITED A WEEK after the storm. He had nowhere to be and didn't want to deal with the cleanup in Miami proper. The news said power was out across most of Dade County. Trees down everywhere. National Guard mobilized. None of it was his problem.

He tended to Noah's acreage instead. Clearing downed branches, restacking the woodpile, patching a section of tin roof that had peeled back on the north shack. The kind of work that kept his hands busy and his mind mostly quiet.

The alligators came back on the third day. They stretched out in the sun on a sandbank about a hundred feet south of the property. An old footbridge connected a few of the higher ground areas and they stayed on the far side of it, which was far enough not to be a problem. Dirk had shot enough of them over the years to establish a boundary and so far it had held. Alligators were stupid, though. You always had to be on the lookout.

The real problems, outside of the poisonous insects and spiders and little snakes, were the Burmese pythons. They could grow twenty feet long and there was nothing good about them. Invasive. Silent. Patient in a way that made your skin crawl. Shoot on sight was his only strategy. He'd killed three since the storm. The weather pushed them into strange places.

He had two airboats tied down. Always kept two so he had parts and could always get one running. Lose the airboat and that was it. No way to walk back. He could try rowing but it was too far and there was too much hostility in the water between here and anything resembling a road.

Noah's compound was five different shacks arranged around a large center clearing, maybe fifty yards by fifty yards, kept clear of trees and obstacles. Good sightlines. Noah had built the place like a man who expected trouble, which he always had.

When a boar ran through, if Dirk was lucky he could drop it and put it in the pit. It was pretty good barbecue if you could get past the gaminess of wild boar versus a real pig. Bloody mess to prepare. You had to skin it first. But it tasted good and lasted him a week.

He was dragging a palmetto trunk off the footbridge when he heard the rotors.

His body registered the sound before his mind did. Something deep and primal. The thump of displaced air, still far off but closing.

Of course, he thought. Of course there's a helicopter coming.

The world just couldn't leave him alone. The world had interrupted Lisa's wake, for heaven's sake. Of course civilization was coming out to bother his melancholy now. He set the trunk down and wiped his hands on his jeans and waited.

He expected a military helicopter. William Walker working for Director Wolf, or some such. Another favor. Another crisis. Another thing that absolutely could not wait.

He was a little surprised when it was a Dade County Sheriff's helicopter.

He watched it circle once, twice, then gave an OK signal for them to land in the center of the compound. The rotors flattened the sawgrass in a wide ring and kicked up a cloud of grit that stung his eyes.

This wasn't federal. This, whatever it was going to be, was local.

A big southern-looking man in a Sheriff's deputy uniform jumped out before the skids had fully settled. He kept one hand resting on his sidearm. Interesting, Lasher thought. He noted the posture. The weight distribution. The way the man's eyes moved across the compound before they settled on him.

The helicopter spun down and the man approached.

"You Dirk Lasher?" the big man called out. He had a southern drawl. Tennessee, maybe. Floridians didn't sound southern. "Owner of the Fox and Hound?"

Dirk nodded.

The man nodded back. He stopped about ten feet away. Close enough to talk, far enough to draw. "You file an injunction against a Dominic Martinez about two months ago?"

"I did," Dirk answered.

"How long you been out here?"

"About two weeks. Rode the storm out."

"Mind if I see your hands?"

Two other deputies had climbed out of the helicopter and were approaching from behind, about thirty feet back. They too had their hands resting on their sidearms. A triangle. Textbook. These boys had done this before.

Dirk almost laughed, almost started looking for counterattack options, get the close man, use him as a shield, get his weapon and down the other two before they fully understood. 

It was always something. 

He looked at his own hands. They were filthy from the repair work, cracked and dark with grime. He held them up for the deputy, palms out.

"Mind turning them over?"

Dirk turned them over. No cuts. No wounds. No knife scar healing across the palm.

The deputy relaxed. Just slightly. A shift in the shoulders. The hand came off the sidearm.

"Mind telling me what this is about?" Dirk asked.

"Someone killed Dominic Martinez in your bar during the storm." The deputy said it flat. Watching for a reaction. "We have some poor video footage. Martinez didn't go quietly. Ran a knife clean through the other man's hand before he went down. We got that much on camera."

"Can't say I'm all that choked up," Lasher said.

The deputy looked at him for a moment, then made a gesture. The two trailing men relaxed. One came forward. The other went back toward the helicopter.

They stood there looking at Dirk and Dirk stood there looking at them. The swamp ticked and hummed around them. A heron lifted off somewhere to the west.

Finally, after looking around at the shacks and the clearing and the flat expanse of nothing in every direction, the deputy said, "Well. You're going to want to go clean the place up, probably." He paused. "It's a bloody mess."

Dirk didn't say anything for a moment. He looked south, toward the sandbank where the gators were sunning themselves, unbothered by the helicopter or the men or any of it.

He nodded and the deputies turned to leave.

Lasher went to check the airboat.
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DIRK'S CAR WOULDN'T start.

He was back at the airboat dock and the little shack that Wade had lived in for much of his life. The property sat on the edge of the Everglades, about two and a half miles down a white sand road from anything resembling civilization. There was a car rental place, an Enterprise, another half mile down 95th Street. And there was a Village Inn where he could get breakfast.

He looked down at his clothes. He wasn't presentable for the Village Inn. He wasn't presentable for anywhere. Dirty, tired, unshaven, hair unkempt. He practically looked homeless. He probably smelled worse. Two weeks in the swamp with dirty water and no soap will do that to a man.

He went into the shack.

Shack was probably unfair. It was completely functional as a place to live. Small kitchen, a separate room for sleeping, a shower. Dirk kept some spare work clothes there. Another pair of blue jeans and a t-shirt. He tried the shower and water came out. No electricity, so the water was coming straight from the ground on pressure alone. This meant it was cold, which was livable, and that it carried the egg smell of sulfur that a pump and filter would have processed out.

There wasn't any soap so he basically just rinsed off. His head was pounding from the hangover and the cold water was miserable.

Good, he thought.

He emerged in better shape. At least free of dirt and grime and wearing clean clothes. Not good. But passable. He locked the shack and started walking.

By the time he reached the junction of 95th Street it was about ten in the morning. The heat was already building, the post-storm humidity thick enough to wear. He stopped at the Village Inn and had breakfast. Eggs and coffee and toast and more coffee. The waitress looked at him like he might be trouble. He wasn't. He tipped well and left.

Then he walked the half mile to the rental place.

They had a lot of cars on the lot. Northerners would drive down to Miami and drop their rentals off and fly back, so cars accumulated south. Endless rows of midsize sedans and economy boxes baking in the Florida sun.

He ended up in a Chevy Cavalier convertible. A Z24. It wasn't an actual sports car and didn't have any real acceleration, but the Twin Dual Cam V6 gave it a little punch out of the gate. It could move from zero to thirty at a good clip. They called it having snap. After that it ran out of ideas, but Dirk didn't care. He didn't want a roof over his head right now. Not after spending the last two weeks in the Everglades wide openness. He wanted wind and sky and the illusion of going somewhere.

He started the drive to the Fox and Hound. About six miles. But he found himself turning early, pulling off toward Wade's old property. He still owned it. With Wade's passing it was his. He could live here if he wanted, but there were too many memories and it was too comfortable. It was a big lot off State Road 24, maybe five acres with two small twin Florida flat-roof houses.

Well. 

One house and one foundation with rubble everywhere.

The second house was where Wade had stored his munitions, and he blew it up the night Kimberly sent her man Glenn to end him. The blast had scattered concrete and rebar across the lot and nobody had cleaned it up. It looked like a war zone, which is exactly what it had been.

Dirk didn't stop. He slowed the Cavalier and looked at it through the open top and then turned about a quarter mile down the road and headed to the bar.

When he pulled into the white sand parking lot he noticed how much had changed and how much had stayed the same. The parking lot being empty was the first change. The Fox and Hound was a busy place around the clock. Bikers, locals, the odd tourist who didn't know any better. There was always someone's truck out front, always someone's dog tied to the rail.

Not today.

Today it looked like a building that had given up. The windows were dark. A few beer signs were still glowing inside but they just made it look sadder. Like a bar at the end of the world, which maybe it was.

The front door was open. It was always open. There had been a set of swinging doors like a Wild West saloon, but they'd fallen off years ago and Dirk had never bothered to fix them. At the time, for almost all of that time, the place had a reputation. No one would mess with it, doors or no doors.

Those days, just like his past self, seemed very far away.

He parked the car and walked toward the building. About ten yards out he could smell it. Not the full smell of death, but something with those undertones. Iron and rot and something sweet underneath. It was the smell of problems solved the wrong way and futures lost to stupidity.

It smelled terrible.

As he stepped inside it was almost unbearable.

Almost.

If his head had hurt less it might have been worse, but the hangover somehow made the smell not the worst thing in the room. His headache held that title. The smell was a close second. Between the two of them they made the Fox and Hound about as welcoming as a slaughterhouse.

The deputy had been right, though. It was a bloody mess. Dried blood on the bar top, on the floor, smeared along the wall near the jukebox. A stool was overturned. Martinez had not gone quietly. The evidence of that was everywhere.

That was something most people didn't realize. Once a crime scene was no longer a crime scene and the forensics are finished and the photographs taken, it isn't like the police have a department to come clean the place up. They come in, remove the tape, and leave it as it was. A snapshot of a violent moment that nobody cares about anymore. Your problem now.

He checked the back. All the cleaning supplies were where they were supposed to be, which was one small mercy. He filled a bucket, found the bleach, and started working.

His booth had always been the back booth by the kitchen door. He started there. He cleaned the vinyl seats and wiped down the table and scrubbed the floor underneath it. Then he worked his way forward, section by section. The tables. The bar. The stools. The floor. All of it sticky with dried blood that had gone dark and cracked in the days since.

It took about four hours.

Four hours of scrubbing a dead man's blood off the floor of his family's bar. Four hours of breathing bleach and iron in the heat. Four hours of not thinking about how he got here, which of course meant four hours of thinking about nothing else.

When he was done the place was presentable. Not clean, exactly. But presentable. The kind of clean where you'd have to know what you were looking for to see what had happened here.

There was still beer on tap, so he poured himself a glass and sat down in his spot in the back booth, facing forward, looking past the small interior toward the open door. The light coming in was late afternoon, golden and flat, and it made the empty bar look almost peaceful. Almost like it used to.

He drank slowly for once. Not to punish. Just to sit. Just to be somewhere that used to mean something.

About three beers later the silhouette of a man appeared in the doorway.

Dirk recognized it right away.

William Walker.

Dirk had almost forgotten about Walker. They weren't friends by any stretch, but they had circled each other since '88. Sitting there, Dirk realized he'd been wrong about Sharp holding the longevity record. He'd met Walker first, back when he was undercover in Panama. Not much before Sharp. But before.

The problem with Walker was that he led directly to Wolf. He was basically her man in the Southern Hemisphere. CIA nonsense, constantly operating inside US borders, one hundred percent against their charter. They did what they wanted. They always had.

The silhouette raised a hand in a friendly gesture. "Hey, Dirk. Heard you were back in town." Walker stood in the doorway. Respectful. Not out of respect, but out of knowing Dirk Lasher, who, if nothing else over the past year and a half, was volatile.

"You've got to be kidding me," Dirk said.

It was enough of an invitation, apparently, for Walker to step inside.

"You CIA creeps are like vampires," Dirk said. "You have to be invited in, but once you're in you tend to overstay your welcome."

He said it with an edge. Not quite humor. Not quite hostility. Not quite honesty. The space between, where most of his conversations lived these days.

He had already seen it from his seat in the back. Even in the low light, even from across the room.

Walker had a bandage on his left hand.

They talked about nothing for a while. The necessary prelude. How was the storm. How was the swamp. Wasn't the Cavalier a piece of garbage. Walker drank his beer and looked around the bar like he was admiring the renovation. Dirk let him.

Then they talked about Guyana. Another prelude, but this one with a point. Walker was setting up the ledger. Reminding Dirk what was owed. What Dirk owed him. Owed Wolf.

Owed, owed, owed.

They called it credit but all it really was was debt. And while Dirk hated them, hated the debt, hated the idea of doing anything for anyone, the truth was they were right. He did owe them. He owed Walker two or three times over. He owed Wolf twice that. The problem was that when debt was held by people like these, it didn't matter that it was legitimate. It could never be repaid. They had their thumb on the scale and one never equaled one with them. You paid and paid and the number never moved.

And on top of the real debt there was the imaginary kind. Apparently in CIA math, sending a team to clean out the Fox and Hound was seen as another marker. This was the unasked-for kind. The fabricated. Dirk looked at the bandage on Walker's hand and said nothing about it. But it sat there between them like a third man at the table.

It didn't matter. Walker had saved his life in Guyana. Wolf had saved thousands of the Waiwai that Dirk had been ready to sacrifice to modern warfare. Those were real. Those counted. And they both knew it.

Finally the small talk and the back catalog were finished. Walker was on his third beer and Lasher was on some number much higher than that. A number at least high enough to have made the headache subside. Which meant a number high enough that he wasn't going to make good decisions.

They were both quiet for a while. There was a rhythm to these conversations. Certain obligations to the silence before you got to the thing.

Finally Lasher said, "So, Bill. What do you want? What does she want? What's the tragedy of national importance that you can't tell me straight, but for some damn reason a washed-up counterintelligence agent from a decade ago is the only man who can help?"

Walker smiled. He actually smiled. Not a smirk, not the careful diplomatic nothing he usually wore. An actual smile. Like a man holding a gift he'd been waiting to give.

He looked Dirk in the eye.

"Wolf wants to take down Kimberly Sharp."

The bar was quiet. The beer signs hummed. Somewhere outside a truck downshifted on the road.

Dirk didn't move. He sat there with his beer in his hand and let the sentence sit. He turned it over. Looked at it from every angle the way you'd look at a diamond or a bomb, because with these people it was always both.

Take down Kimberly Sharp. The woman who had been the through line of every disaster in his life for the better part of a decade. The woman who may have killed his wife. The woman who had burned down everything he'd ever tried to build and then sent flowers to the funeral.

Wolf wants to take down Kimberly Sharp.

He should have said no. He should have finished his beer and told Walker to get out of his bar and gone back to the swamp and the gators and the Kentucky Gentleman and the slow, comfortable business of falling apart.

But he didn't say no. He didn't say anything for a long time.

"What's the play?" he finally asked. He hated himself for asking.

Walker started talking. Dirk held up a hand.

"I didn't say yes." He set his beer down. "I said what's the play. Those are different things. And before you give me the pitch, I want to tell you what this costs."

Walker leaned back. Waiting.

"Trudy Bonnington," Dirk said.

Walker's face changed. Just slightly. A flicker of something. Surprise, maybe. Or the recognition that Dirk Lasher, even drunk, even broken, still knew how to negotiate.

"She's serving two life sentences in a military prison in Alabama," Walker said. "That's not our world, Dirk. That's DOD."

"I'm not talking about a pardon. I'm not talking about parole. Everyone knows about the trial. The satellite footage. The military will never let her walk out the front door. I know that."

He leaned forward.

"I'm talking about the CIA making Trudy Bonnington stop existing. One day she's in her cell. The next day she's not. No record. No transfer paperwork. No body. She just disappears and becomes someone else, somewhere else, with a life that has nothing to do with any of this. You and I both know Wolf can do that. You and I both know she's done it before."

Walker was quiet for a long moment. He looked down at his bandaged hand. Then back at Dirk.

"That's a big ask."

"You're asking me to go after Kimberly Sharp. A woman who has tried to kill me more times than I can count. A woman who has people in every intelligence agency on the continent, who probably approved this through her damn network and your damn compromised operators. That's a big ask." He paused. "Trudy killed those soldiers to protect the same Waiwai that Wolf takes credit for saving. She's in prison because she did the right thing and the right thing was illegal. So if Wolf wants me back in, that's the price. Trudy walks. Not as Trudy. Not with a pardon
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