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Chapter One
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The parish roads knew him even if the parish didn't.

Venom rode the Assumption stretch on a Tuesday afternoon with the sun hammering the back of his neck and the cane standing tall on both sides, and his bike took the curves like it had memorized them in a previous life. Maybe it had. He'd driven these roads in a truck before he ever threw a leg over a Harley, hauled bales down them, learned to drive on them with his daddy's hand riding the wheel beside his. The asphalt remembered. That was the trouble with going home to a place that wasn't home anymore. Everything remembered except the land.

He had a delivery to make.

The truck stop sat where the highway widened, a low cinderblock building with diesel pumps out front and a back lot full of rigs idling in the heat. The operator's name was Hebert, a heavy man with a permanent sweat ring on his cap, and he ran cover for the club's corridor logistics the way half the parish ran cover for somebody — quietly, for money, and without asking what was in the envelope.

Venom parked, killed the engine, and let the easy smile slide into place before his boots even hit gravel. It cost him nothing. That was the thing nobody understood about the smile. It didn't cover anything up because there was nothing to cover when he wore it — the smile was true and the rest of him lived underneath it like a gator lives under still water, invisible until the surface broke.

"Falgout." Hebert came out wiping his hands on a rag. "Hot enough for you?"

"Hot enough to fry an egg on your hood, Hebert. You ought to charge tourists for the privilege." Venom shook the man's hand, and the hand disappeared in his. "Got something for you."

The envelope changed hands. Easy. Friendly. A man dropping off money to another man, both of them smiling, nothing to see.

"Everything square upriver?" Hebert tucked the envelope inside his vest without looking at it. A man learned not to look. "Heard there's been trouble out past Pierre Part way. Some crew got rough with a fella over a fuel debt."

"Ain't our trouble." Venom said it light, the way you'd say it about weather in another parish. "We keep the corridor moving. The rest of it sorts itself out or it don't."

"That's a philosophy."

"It's a Tuesday." Venom let the smile do its work. "You want philosophy, go to Mass."

Hebert snorted. "You want a Coke before you ride back? On the house."

"Wouldn't say no."

He drank it leaning against the building in a sliver of shade, and that was when the trouble started, the way trouble usually did — small, dumb, and loud about it.

A driver came around the side of a rig with a clipboard and a chip on his shoulder the size of a transmission. Big through the gut, red in the face, one of those men who'd decided the day had wronged him and was looking for someone to collect from. He saw Venom's cut. The Bourbon Street Devils rocker. The grinning skull.

"That's club money he just handed you," the driver said to Hebert, loud, like he'd cracked a case. "I been watching. You paying off bikers now? That's why my load's been sitting in your lot since six?"

Hebert's face went gray. Venom straightened off the wall slow, Coke still in his hand, smile still in place.

"Your load's been sitting since six because you showed up at five-thirty and the dock crew don't come till seven." Venom's voice was warm, neighborly, the voice he used on everybody. "Ain't a conspiracy, friend. Just a schedule."

"I'm talking to him, not you."

"I know it. I'm just helping, because Hebert here's too polite to tell you you've been standing in the wrong line." Venom took a sip of his Coke. "See, you came in hot, and hot men don't read the board. There's a board, right there by the office door, tells you exactly when each bay opens. You read the board, you don't got to invent stories about who's paying who." He let the smile widen a degree. "Now you've gone and accused a man of a crime in front of a fella you don't know, over a delay that's your own fault, and you're gonna keep doing it unless somebody walks you back to your truck."

The driver's mouth opened. Something in the easiness of it caught him sideways — the friendliness with no give underneath, a screen door that wouldn't open no matter how nice the porch looked.

"You threatening me?"

"No, sir." Venom sounded almost hurt. "I'd never. I'm telling you the schedule, and I'm telling you that a man your size, in this heat, arguing about a thing that's his own doing, is gonna stroke out in this parking lot, and then your load really won't move." He set the empty bottle on the windowsill with a small, careful click. "Go sit in your cab. Run the AC. Bay opens at seven. You'll be on the road by eight and you'll have forgot all about me by Baton Rouge."

The driver looked at the bottle. Looked at the hand that had set it down, the size of it, the shovel-flat span of the fingers. Looked at the smile that hadn't moved.

"Yeah," he said finally, the steam going out of him all at once. "Yeah. Sorry. Long morning."

"We all have 'em."

"Sorry," the driver said again, to Hebert this time, and meant it, and went back around the rig to his cab.

Hebert exhaled. "Lord. Thank you."

"He's all right. Just tired." Venom clapped the man's shoulder and the easy smile was already aimed back at the road. "Tell the dock crew I said be good to him. Man's had a day."

He rode back out before the heat could think about breaking.



The intersection came up at mile nine, and he slowed the way he always slowed, because not slowing would have been worse.

The access road still branched off the highway right where it always had, a gravel cut between two ditches. His grandfather had cut that road. Cleared the trees with a borrowed dozer and his own two hands in a summer so hot the old man used to say the devil rented out the parish for the season. Down that road there had been a house, and a barn, and behind the barn the cane — green walls of it running clear to the tree line, planted in rows so straight you could sight a rifle down them.

There was no cane now.

There was a gravel lot the size of four football fields, and pipe yards stacked with sections of culvert big enough to drive a truck through, and a chain-link fence with a sign that said something about an industrial corridor and a phone number for leasing. Money moved through that ground now. Money for men who'd never put a seed in dirt, who'd voted on it in a room with air conditioning, eleven minutes and a gavel and three generations gone like they'd never sweated a day.

A man in a hard hat stood out by the pipe yard, clipboard in hand, counting culvert. He didn't look up. He had no reason to. To him it was inventory on a lot, numbers in a column, and the fact that a boy had once learned to walk in that exact spot of dirt — between where the barn had stood and where his mother had kept a kitchen garden that smelled like tomato vine in July — meant nothing, because nobody had written it down anywhere that mattered. Land didn't remember the people who loved it. Only the people who loved it remembered, and they died, and then it was gravel.

He didn't stop. Stopping was a thing he'd done once and wouldn't do again.

He just let the bike carry him past it at forty, the way you'd carry yourself past a grave you visited too often, and he kept the smile on even with nobody to see it because the smile was the only thing he owned that the parish council hadn't been able to take.

The cane went by on both sides for the next thirty miles. Other men's cane. Other men's straight green rows running to other men's tree lines, beautiful in the low gold light, and the beauty of it sat in his chest like a swallowed stone. You couldn't explain that to somebody who hadn't worked land. He'd tried, once, to a brother, and watched the words land on a man who heard them but couldn't feel them, the way you'd describe red to somebody born blind. So he'd stopped trying. Some grief you carried alone because carrying it out loud just made other people uncomfortable and didn't lighten the load by an ounce.

By the time the city smell came up — river and exhaust and the first wet edge of the Quarter — the gold had bled out of the sky and the cane was behind him.



The compound took him in through the canal-side gate, razor wire throwing long shadows across the lot, V-twins rumbling somewhere in the garage like the building itself was purring. Venom parked in the row, hung his helmet, and walked into the bar with the smile already doing its work.

"There he is." Gris was at a table by the wall with a deck of cards and a bottle, road-rash shoulder propped against the brick, grin going crooked the second he saw who'd come in. "Farm boy. Sit your country ass down. Reef's been cheating and I need a witness."

"I have never cheated at anything in my life." Reef didn't look up from his cards. "I'm just better than you."

"That's the cheating he's talking about," Venom said, and dropped into a chair, and let the parish fall off him the way road dust falls off a man who's home. "Deal me in. And somebody get me a beer before Gris loses his rent again."

"I'm up forty dollars."

"You were up forty dollars an hour ago." Gris dealt. "Now you're down twenty and lying about it."

The cards came around. The beer came around. Roux's voice carried from the kitchen hollering about somebody touching his roux, and Tessa laughed somewhere behind the bar, and the whole warm loud machine of the clubhouse closed over Venom like water over a stone.

He laughed at Gris's jokes. He always did. He told one of his own about the truck driver at Hebert's stop — did the man's red face, the clipboard, the way he'd deflated like a tire with a nail in it — and let the brothers howl about it, and never once mentioned the intersection at mile nine or the pipe yards or the way his chest still had a swallowed stone in it that hadn't moved in four years and wasn't going anywhere tonight.

"Saint wants the Assumption corridor checked end to end before the month's out," Reef said, half to the table, half to nobody, the way club business got passed around at cards. "Hebert's been twitchy. Says there's a new crew working the back parishes."

"There's always a new crew." Gris tossed a chip in. "They come up like crawfish after rain. Bourbon Street Devils been here longer than any of 'em. They learn or they don't."

"They mostly don't." Venom studied his cards. "Parish people are stubborn. New blood comes in thinking the back roads are empty 'cause there's no traffic, then finds out the roads been spoken for since before they got their license." He said it mild, the way he said everything, and only he knew the words had teeth in them he wasn't ready to show. "Whose deal?"

"Yours, country."

"You're quiet," Reef said, raking in a pot.

"I'm losing. Man's allowed to mourn."

"Twenty dollars, Falgout. You're mourning twenty dollars."

"Hurts the same." Venom grinned and tossed in his ante, and the smile reached his eyes the way it always did, easy and true and complete, and not one of them — not Gris with his sharp eye for a man about to wreck, not Reef who watched everybody, not a single brother at that table — saw that the friendliest man in the Bourbon Street Devils had ridden through his own dead land that afternoon and come home carrying every pound of it.

"Deal," Venom said, and picked up his cards.

The night rolled on.
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Mae smelled it before she saw it.

She walked the hive line at dawn the way she walked it every morning, coffee going cold in the travel mug hooked on two fingers, dew soaking the hem of her jeans, the eastern sky doing that pink-and-bruise thing it did over the bayou before the heat woke up. Sixty boxes ran in neat rows down the slope toward the tree line, and on a normal morning she'd hear them before she got close — that low steady hum, the sound her grandmother had called the engine of the world.

This morning three boxes were quiet.

And under the quiet there was a smell. Sharp. Chemical. It cut up into her sinuses and sat there burning, nothing like the spray drift from a neighbor dusting his beans, nothing like anything that belonged in a bee yard.

She set the mug down on a hive lid and walked to the first quiet box, and her stomach dropped before her brain caught up.

They were dead. Piled in front of the entrance by the thousands, a drift of small bodies a hand deep, more of them carpeting the grass for three feet out like somebody had emptied a sack of them. The ones still in the box weren't moving. She lifted the lid and the smell punched her in the face, and there they were, her girls, frozen mid-task on the comb, dead where they'd worked.

"No," Mae said, to the bees, to the morning, to nobody. "No, no, no."

Two more boxes the same. Three hives gone in a night. Tens of thousands of bees, a queen in each one she'd raised herself, and the smell told her everything she needed to know because her grandmother had taught her the smell of every kind of death a hive could die — mites, foulbrood, starvation, cold. This wasn't any of those. This was something cooked. Something industrial that had drifted across the property line on the night air while her girls slept, and settled into the boxes, and killed them in their own home.

She knew exactly which line it had come across.



The house on the adjacent forty had sat empty for two years since old man Theriot died and his kids put it up and nobody bought it. Last month she'd started seeing trucks. She'd told herself it was the kids finally clearing it out.

She drove over with the chemical smell still in the back of her throat and her hands tight on the wheel.

There were men in the yard. Four of them, moving equipment between a box truck and the house — drums, hoses, a tangle of tubing, the kind of thing that had no business at a dead man's farmhouse. The smell out here was thick enough to taste, thick enough that one of the men had a bandana up over his nose, and Mae put two and two together and got a number that made her jaw set.

She got out of the truck.

"Hey." Her voice carried across the yard flat and hard. "Hey. Whatever you're cooking over here, it drifted onto my property last night and killed three of my hives. That's my livelihood. You're going to pay for them."

The men stopped. Looked at each other. One of them — wiry, quick-eyed, a younger one with a hunter's leanness to him — grinned around the toothpick in his teeth like she'd told a joke.

"Your bugs died, that's your problem, sugar."

"Those bugs are sixty thousand dollars a year and one of them was a breeder queen I spent two seasons raising." Mae didn't move. Five feet away, four men, and she planted herself like a fence post. "I don't care what you're running over here. Cook your poison, I'll mind my business. But you killed my stock and you're going to make it right or I'm going to make your life very, very difficult."

The wiry one laughed outright. The others grinned at the ground. A woman alone at a meth yard at seven in the morning telling four men what they were going to do — to them it was the funniest thing they'd seen all week.

"You hear that, Hollis?" one of them said. "She's gonna make our lives difficult."

"I heard." The wiry one — Hollis — looked at her the way a cat looks at something small. "You ought to go home, honey. Mind them bugs you got left."

The way he said left climbed up her spine cold.

She held his eyes a beat longer than was comfortable, long enough that the grin tightened on his face, because Mae Brossard had been stung ten thousand times and had learned a long time ago that you don't show a thing that wants to hurt you that you're afraid. Then she got back in her truck, and she drove home, and her hands didn't shake until she was back in her own driveway.

She knew that laugh. Every woman who'd ever lived alone on rural land knew that laugh. It meant the next conversation wouldn't have words in it.



She spent the day doing what you do.

She raked up the dead, every one of them, because leaving them to rot would draw robbers and pests to the boxes that were still alive, and she would not lose more. She filled two feed sacks with the bodies of her bees and that was a thing she would remember the weight of for the rest of her life, two feed sacks, light as dry leaves. She scorched out the three dead boxes with a propane torch to kill whatever residue was in them. She walked the rest of the line twice, counting, listening, pressing her ear to box after box the way her grandmother used to, listening for the engine of the world, and fifty-seven times she heard it and three times she heard nothing and the nothing rang in her ears louder than the hum.

She called Damon at

















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





