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      The Brown Ravens, a multiracial, super-violent crew of drug dealers sets up in the half-deserted city. To solidify their turf, they begin to litter the streets with murder victims. Organized crime has a distinct advantage against disorganized law enforcement.


      
As gunshots break the silence of Halloween night, a detective responds, discovers the body of a young woman marked with a Brown Raven emblem. It’s a message, the deadly gang telling everyone this is their territory. Wrong. The detective standing next to the body is different. He is used to working alone, used to tracking killers, used to taking the law into his own hands.

Thus begins a long, bloody struggle between a gang of sociopathic murderers and a homicide detective called John Raven Beau, half-Cajun, half-Sioux, a cunning, fearless man who is ruthless when needed, a cop who hunts killers with methodical, calculating precision. Beau will bring the killers to justice. In handcuffs or in a body bag. With the blood of warrior ancestors surging through his veins, Beau will relentlessly pursue the murderers until it is over, one way or the other.

from the mind of John Raven Beau –

This isn’t a story about Hurricane Katrina, although it takes place shortly after. It isn’t a story about New Orleans, although that’s the city with the secrets. It’s not even about law and order, crime and punishment, although there’s a lot of punishment dealt out by me, because that’s what this story is about. Me. John Raven Beau.

I used to think a homicide detective in New Orleans was like a trooper with Custer at the Little Big Horn. It’s being half Sioux, I guess. But in the fall of 2005, it is more like being a Spartan at Thermopylae. Only there aren’t three hundred of us working together. It’s just one. Me. If you think I’m exaggerating, read the damn story.

I have no excuse for what I did. Killing a man is never pleasant. The blood of my ancestors, the great Lakota tribe, whose ferocity brought our tribe to dominate the great plains before the coming of the white man, rises in my veins and directs me on a warpath. No other way to put it.

All cities have secrets. Some have men like me. 
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“City of secrets, where even the land beneath our feet is a lie.”


from Eternal Return by James Sallis


 


“Every city has its secrets, stories whispered in dark corners. I need to tell the secrets in these pages because I was the prime mover, the one responsible.”


John Raven Beau


January 8, 2006






 


Katrina


Pretty name for a deadly femme fatale.


She blew in from the Bahamas, right across south Florida into the Gulf of Mexico and crept westward, veering to the northwest, running beneath the panhandle. She was so huge when she turned north, her fury was felt from the Texas-Louisiana border to Pensacola, Florida. She made landfall in Plaquemines Parish, Louisiana, south of New Orleans early Monday morning, August 29, 2005.


Within six hours, the levees around the city collapsed or were topped by a huge tidal surge. Thirty breeches resulted in 84% of the metropolitan area flooding. With no electricity, the huge pumps that drained the city of rainwater remained shut down and the water stayed for weeks.


Two months later, the water is gone, along with most of the people. The mud is dried and much of the city is coated in a gray, brown film of silt and dirt. Pockets of the city have electricity and natural gas. The French Quarter and other neighborhoods lining the river, the highest ground in the city, did not flood and a small number of humans have reclaimed the city founded by French explorers in 1718.


The city lies prostrate, almost helpless as ruthless criminals move in to stake their turf. Murder returns to New Orleans and the killers collide with a man who hunts murderers with methodical, calculating precision, innate in one who has the blood of the great plains warriors in his veins.









Part 1


A Warrior Steels Himself


 


There is no trick-or-treating Halloween night, two months AK – after Katrina. The New Orleans Marina at Lake Pontchartrain is dark, much of its aluminum roof blown away, sailboats and pleasure craft capsized or half sunk, the ones not at the bottom of the harbor. Bright moonlight struggles behind thick clouds and the air is heavy with humidity and the odor of decay and dirt. A single light glimmers yellow outside a houseboat at the far end of the pier.


A man stands on the deck, a mug of coffee in his left hand. He’s in all black – canvas combat boots, tactical pants with seven pockets, a black tee-shirt with the word POLICE stenciled in gray across his chest. A handcuff case is nestled along the left side of his black canvas belt, two magazines fill a pouch behind the case. On his right hip, a stainless steel nine-millimeter Beretta rests in its carbon-fiber holster. Clipped to his belt, between holster and belt buckle is an NOPD star-and-crescent detective badge. In a scabbard along the small of his back lies a knife with a bone handle and a ten inch blade, a fire-hardened volcanic glass obsidian blade honed to a razor-sharp edge that can slice through the toughest buffalo hide. The blade is sharpened on one side only – the knife of a plains warrior.


John Raven Beau is thirty-two, half-Cajun and half-Sioux, stands six-two, a lean man with thick, dark brown hair, deep-set light brown eyes, a thin nose and hooded brow that gives him a hawkish appearance. He sports a five-o’clock shadow on his square jaw. He sips his strong coffee-and-chicory and his mind speaks to the shadow warrior within. He does this often, a trait of his ancestors –


A movement on the broken pier draws Beau’s sharp eyes as one of the cats he’s been feeding hunkers over the bowl of cat food he’d laid out. This cat is black. Beau takes another sip and freezes as three gunshots echo, in quick succession.


That was close.


Beau leaves the mug on the bait box and bounds off his houseboat, locks the gate and hustles carefully over the splintered pier.


Too damn close.


He cannot move quickly in the darkness until the moon peeks out from the clouds as he nears the front of the pier and rushes through the broken metal gate to jump the two-foot sea wall to the cement parking lot where eight cars rest, two on their roofs, one half atop the seawall, four partially buried in dried mud. He races to a shiny black Cadillac Escalade SUV, points the automatic door opener at it and the headlights flicker, the interior light flips on and the doors unlock.


Three seconds later the Escalade zooms through the wide opening in the concrete barrier wall where two wide steel gates once stood and Beau takes a quick left, pushing buttons to open windows so he could hear any additional shots. He rolls around SS Angelia, a forty-foot yacht on its side blocking half the street, then dodges other sailboats on the road, has to slow down to weave through the debris along Lake Avenue – a refrigerator, two bicycles, ice-chests, part of a page fence. At Lakeshore Drive he stops and looks both ways, wondering which way to go. Something tells him left so he turns and runs the Escalade over a wider street with less debris, the grass levee on his right, a line of destroyed restaurants on his left.


Easing along Lakeshore Drive, which runs next to the lake, he catches a whiff of smoke, looks to his left as he passes a hive of white sailboats tumbled atop one another, like carcasses of giant alien insects. He sees smoke now as he turns into the small parking area in front of the remains of the US Coast Guard lighthouse, a Victorian-looking building – two stories with a round portico, aluminum roofing painted red, mostly torn away. The glass surrounding the revolving spotlight is gone.


Two small fires next to the building draws his attention and the headlights wash over a body lying between them. She’s in a dark red dress and lies on her back, arms spread wide. She’s barefoot. Beau stops the Escalade and quickly removes the key, leaving the lights on and steps into the darkness, Beretta in his right hand as he backs away from the SUV, taking a roundabout route to the body. He stares straight ahead, watching his peripheral vision, looking for any motion. He has to check her, see if there’s any flicker of life left.


He reaches for her throat, then looks down. A dark bullet hole has ripped through her head just above her right eye, another one center-chest, her eyes glazed over in obvious death. He checks for a pulse anyway. She’s still warm. Beau moves back into the darkness, then to the side of the lighthouse to ease around it, listening, watching for any movement.


Bastard set the fires on purpose so she’d be found.


By the time he’s circled the lighthouse, he sees the door is broken and peeks in. The moon is bright now and he spots tumbled desks, chairs, computer screens. The floor is covered in semi-hard mud. He reaches a foot in, steps, pulls back and sees his footprint. There are no others. No one went in there. He turns around as a set of headlights come rushing up Lakeshore Drive. He eases into the lighthouse and watches a military Humvee turn into the parking lot, its spotlight moving from the Escalade to the body.


“We’ve got a body, sir!”


A national guardsman swings his machine gun atop the Humvee toward the body as the spotlight moves around and Beau backs away from the open doorway. He hears doors open and sees the spotlight moving around.


“It’s a woman!”


Brilliant deduction.


“Check to see if she’s dead.”


New England accents.


Beau cups his left hand next to his mouth and calls out, “Guardsmen! This is the police! Don’t shoot!”


The light swings toward the doorway and Beau moves behind a desk.


“You fuckin’ hear me?”


“Affirmative. Come to the light!”


Affirmative? Jesus. I got boy scouts.


Beau re-holsters his weapon and moves back to the door, cups both hands now. “NOPD! Don’t fuckin’ shoot me!”


He sticks his open hands out and raises them, follows them into the light.


“See the badge?”


“Yes, sir.”


Beau stops after two steps.


“You wanna quit pointing that fuckin’ machine gun at me, son?”


The young guardsman sitting behind the machine gun atop the Humvee calls back, “It’s a M249 Squad Automatic Weapon, a SAW .223 caliber, sir!”


“Doesn’t matter what caliber it is if you accidently shoot a cop.”


The guardsman turns the gun away, smiles nervously.


Beau turns to the three standing next to the body, all in their green and black camouflage, two with M-4 automatic rifles pointing skyward thankfully. All three have side arms holstered on their hips. Damn, they’re young. One guardsman, the only one near Beau’s age, is a sergeant.


“I’m Det. Beau, NOPD, Homicide.”


“Staff-sergeant Phillips, Rhode Island National Guard.” The man stands six feet, even thinner than Beau, with a long face and pronounced jaw, wide set eyes. His accent is New England, but not as strong as the ones from Massachusetts Beau heard talking at the airport.


Another guardsman comes over. This one’s a medic, a white armband with a red cross. He has an OD green stethoscope dangling from his neck, plugs it in his ears and presses the suction cup against the victim’s neck. The girl looks to be twenty, maybe. When she was alive, she was very pretty.


The medic rises, nods to Phillips and heads back to the Humvee.


“Y’all see anything coming in?”


“Nothing.”


“Y’all take a look around.” Beau steps away from the body, focuses on the ground now with the bright light from the spotlight.


No one moves, looking at the sergeant for orders.


No use looking for footprints in the dirt. Beau had taken a circular route to the body not to leave many, his easily identified marks from his new boots lay beyond the body, while the boots of the guardsmen had trampled over any other footprints around the body.


“Y’all see any shell casings?”


That they understand and everyone looks at the ground now. Phillips comes close and Beau repeats his request for them to look around.


“What for?”


“Snipers. Vehicles.”


“Is that an order?”


Beau lets out a long sigh.


Soldiers.


“All right sergeant, this is a New Orleans murder and I’m a homicide detective. I’m in charge of the whole fuckin’ thing.” He lowers his voice, “Y’all need to help me.”


Phillips sends three men to walk the area, tells the machine gunner to scan the area with a second spotlight.


“Tell your men to stick together. This isn’t a war patrol. In police work you never let your partner outta sight. You don’t want him ambushed while you can’t do anything about it.”


Less likely to shoot each other, as well.


Phillips stays with Beau who spots both shell casings about five yards from the body, one half-buried in the dried mud by a boot print.


“You have a paper bag in the Hummer?” Beau asks the medic, whose wearing surgical gloves. He pulls out a plastic bag. Beau tells him, “Just touch the edges.”


Who knows? Maybe the state crime lab can lift prints from the casings. NOPD had no crime lab for the time being, had little, if anything for the time being. Beau works out of the airport where these guardsman were most likely stationed, while other NOPD officers assemble to be housed in cruise ships along the river. The only district station open is the Fourth, Algiers, across the river.


The medic and another guardsman come out with a black body bag as the ones who’d canvassed come back to the Humvee.


Beau asks Phillips, “Y’all just happened to be in the area?” He knows guard hummers are patrolling the city.


“Yes. How’d you get here so fast?”


Beau nods over his shoulder. “My houseboat’s at the marina.”


“It didn’t get sunk in the hurricane?”


“It was in dry dock for repairs. Just got it back in the water.”


The medic is careful with the body, keeping her dress down as he and another lift her into a black body bag.


Nice. Polite. But she’s gone. She’s not there anymore.


Before they zip up the bag, Beau asks, “Roll her over.”


“Huh?”


“Need to know if the bullets are still in her.”


The back of her head is a bloody mess, hair streaked with brain tissue and bone fragments along the base of the skull, but there is no exit wound in the torso. Beau looks at the ground where she lay and it is packed hard in dried mud, flat, no bullet hole. The killer didn’t stand over her to shoot her face. Beau moves back to the building and checks the wall carefully. The bullet isn’t embedded there. It had ripped through her skull and flew toward the street, the parking lot or the levee, could be lying a hundred yards away.


There is no dignity in death. Soon as they get her to the morgue, she’ll been stripped by strangers and cut open, organs dissected, a bald pathologist fishing for the bullet to explain in his autopsy report the cause of death. The manner of death would be listed on the death certificate – homicide.


One of the small fires has gone out. A guardsman puts out the other with a fire extinguisher.


“I’ll follow you to the morgue.” Beau heads back to the Escalade.


•


A little under eleven miles from the New Orleans Marina, Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport lies just below I-10 in the small Jefferson Parish city of Kenner. The ambient light from the airport illuminates a large area, reminding Beau of that scene of Devil’s Tower in Close Encounters of the Third Kind. Between the marina and airport there are a few lights from a couple fire stations, businesses struggling to return. None in Orleans Parish, but in Jefferson Parish, where the flooding wasn’t as all-encompassing, some business are coming back, those who can get merchandise and employees.


New Orleans looks like a post-apocalyptic science-fiction movie. Two friends back at the marina, the only people there besides Beau, had given him a book to read. A Boy and his Dog by Harlan Ellison, about the world after a nuclear holocaust. He’d just started it and the main character seemed awfully interested in finding one thing in the wasteland – a female. Vic has a partner, his dog. Good reading of a people worse off.


They take the airport access road down to Airline Highway to parallel the airport. The parking lots around the airport are filled with cars, SUVs, motor homes and huge tents crowded with evacuees from the city. Police cars and fire engines from so many states stand parked between the highway and the hangers, one designated as a morgue.


Beau parks the Escalade behind the Humvee as the guardsmen pull out the body bag to carry it through the open hanger doors into a well-lit operating area, three stainless steel autopsy tables beneath high intensity lamps hanging from the high ceiling. An army pathologist comes out of the screened-off living areas of small beds, tables and footlockers. Wrapping a plastic apron around himself, the tall pathologist moves to the nearest table as the body bag is deposited. Two medics with similar aprons scramble over and, like the doctor, pull on surgical gloves.


Dr. Richard Nelson, from somewhere in Indiana, handled a number of previous autopsies Beau witnessed. A man of few words, which he carefully speaks into the microphone clipped to his uniform blouse, mini-recorder in a front pocket, Nelson supplies homicide detectives the information needed in their investigations. A Louisiana state trooper from the LSP Crime Lab, in his dark blue uniform and carrying a digital camera, comes over to take photos of the post mortem exam and autopsy.


The medics pull the body from the plastic bag and cut away the dress while Nelson and Beau carefully watch, checking for anything of value. There is no name, typically, on the dress’s label. It came from the Gap, a jump-dress, whatever that means. It buttons down the front to the waist and no buttons are missing. The victim wears a pink brassiere from JC Penny and white Hanes brand panties with a blue stripe along the waist band. The dress is a size three, the bra a 32 B-cup, the panties size 5. Each item is placed in a separate brown paper bag.


So are the shell casings from the crime scene. The two nine-millimeter casings are different brands of ammunition, typical of criminals who do not go into gun shops to buy boxes of ammo. They get it on the street.


“Speer brand,” Nelson describes the first casing to his recorder. “Second is Remington brand.”


Beau carries Speer nine-millimeter rounds, however his are hollow-points, meant to spread on contact, rip up organs, stay in the body.


The cadaver lies naked on the cold steel table as it is turned over for the doctor’s examination then back face-up before the medics rinse it off, the water draining through a strainer, its contents collected in another paper bag before Nelson begins with a description of the body of a well-nourished white female approximately twenty years old.


“Take a pictures of this,” Nelson instructs the photographer.


Beau moves in for a better look at the emblem on the victim’s right forearm – a brown bird.


“Tattoo?” Beau asks.


Nelson shakes his head. “Inked on. From a Sharpie marks-a-lot. Something like that.”


Beau takes notes and remains close even when the large ‘Y’ incision is cut across the top of her breasts to her breastbone and down to a few inches above her mat of dark pubic hair and the that initial stink of a body laid open permeates the air. At least the hanger is air conditioned.


The trajectory of the head shot is at a twenty degree angle downward, the shooter taller than the victim who is measured to be five feet-three inches in length. The trajectory of the chest wound is thirty percent down. Which one came first? No way to tell, both were potentially fatal as the chest wound went through her heart.


Dr. Nelson recovers the bullet in the torso as it’s embedded the girl’s spine. It wasn’t in great shape but the unmistakable striations are there, lands and grooves gouged in the soft lead as the bullet scraped along minute imperfections in the barrel of murder weapon. As the autopsy concludes, Nelson declares the victim had been raped and takes swabs of her vagina to collect what appears to be semen.


An NOPD patrol officer in a uniform that looks almost clean, steps up to Beau. He has a ‘5’ on his collar. Fifth District officer. His Ninth Ward stationhouse destroyed, this particular officer, sporting a name tag that reads ‘Marie’ looks to be barely twenty-one, minimum age for NOPD. Beau nods him over, sends him to find the other detective, one he’d seen hanging out at the airport. The hanger next door houses police from about thirty states as well as a few NOPD officers, those not heading to work off the cruise ships.


Dr. Nelson sews up the body now.


Someone has turned on one of the huge fans at the hanger entrance to blow away the smell from the deceased.


Hell, this is a fresh kill.


A rugged-looking black detective with a wide face, short cropped hair, full moustache, nods at Beau as he approaches. NOPD Intelligence Det. Felicity Jones wears a black-tee shirt like Beau’s except his has a silver NOPD badge emblazoned on the front. He also wears tactical pants and Reebok tennis shoes. Felicity is one of the old-time detectives who worked from the incredibly violent seventies and eighties along with Mason, Land, Kintyre – who broke in Beau – and the most dangerous homicide detective in NOPD history, the Sicilian legend himself, LaStanza.


Beau brings him to the body, to the emblem.


“Fuckin’ Brown Ravens,” Felicity snaps. “Street gang started on the west coast. Latinos at first but they’re multi-racial now. Drugs. Rape. Armed Robbery. Burglary. Stone fuckin’ hoodlums.” He shakes his head. “Gang initiation is to murder someone and leave their mark on the victim. We had another body last week, found next to the Industrial Canal, up by the lake. Young dude. Same emblem on his arm.”


“Ravens aren’t brown,” Beau says.


“Fuckin’ A. How you figure criminals?”


Felicity looks at the dead girl’s face. “Where’d you find her?”


Beau explains the Coast Guard Lighthouse.


“Marking their territory. From the Industrial Canal along the lakefront all the way to the end of the city. Big swatch. Typically, they don’t live where they dump the bodies.”


No use mentioning it, NOPD had no one up along the lake, except John Raven Beau when he’s at home. Roving National Guardsmen in Humvees rolled the streets and guarding construction workers at the Industrial Canal. Almost all of Lakeview had been flooded out, beyond City Park, all the way to the French Quarter.


“Want something to eat?” Felicity asks as they move to the door of the hanger.


“Just ate.”


Behind them, medics return the body to its bag to be put in a refrigerated truck to be shipped to San Gabriel Woman’s Penitentiary where all the hurricane bodies are brought, even the ones from Hurricane Rita last month.


Word is there were still a couple storms brewing in the Caribbean in this unrelenting hurricane season of 2005, the worst in recorded history, according to CNN. Damn Hurricane Rita last month destroyed Beau’s home town, the village of Cannes Bruleé off Vermilion Bay. Fuckin’ Rita was bigger than Katrina, an over-the-top Category 5, Rita was the third most intense hurricane in Atlantic Basin – ever. Striking the Louisiana-Texas border, Rita collapsed the seawall at the Industrial Canal a second time. Hell, the meteorologists went through the entire alphabet, twenty-six named storms and they’ve had a Hurricanes Alpha and Beta and still counting.


What the fuck is this? Beau thinks as he heads for his Escalade. Now murders. It’s hell on earth. He answers himself. And tomorrow, like today will be near a hundred degrees with matching humidity.


“How’s LaStanza?” Beau suddenly asks.


Felicity chuckles. “At home with Lizette. They’d put in two large natural gas generators after the Hurricane Ivan scare. The only mansion lit up at night anywhere near Audubon Park. The family cook from the Louvier estate is there with some cousins, fixing meals three times a day for any passerby, guardsmen and cops mostly, but some homeless. I suspect many come to peek at Lizette. Since the storm she doesn’t wear a lot of clothes in this heat.”


It’s Beau’s turn to chuckle. “She always wears skimpy outfits. How do they get food in?”


“Easy when you’re a millionaire. They have satellite phones. Same trucks that deliver food to the animals at the zoo drop off beef, pork and chicken, you name it, huge sacks of rice, beans. I spent two nights there. You should go by.”


“What’s Lizette? Thirty now?”


“Twenty-nine.” Felicity rubs his temples. “Sometimes, I get a blue-veiner just thinking about her. Terrible of me. My old partner’s wife, but she brings the lust out in men. She’s been flashing her boobs at Mardi Gras for years.”


“Could use a satellite phone.”


“You tellin’ me? We tried carrier pigeons but they flew the fuck away from here, soon as we let them out of the cages.”


He serious?


NOPD radios did not work. Damn relay towers are down. No cell phones. Any phones, for that matter.


They arrive at the Escalade and Beau opens the door. Felicity walks past, tells him to hold up a minute. He goes to an unmarked black Chevy Caprice, one of the few unmarked cars that survived the flood. He brings over a portable blue light that goes on the dash plugs and into the cigarette lighter switch. He hands it to Beau.


“We’re still using runners. Cops in cars to deliver orders, messages, just like the cavalry days.”


The intelligence detective holds open the door as Beau starts up the engine.


“This one of the Caddys we ‘liberated’ from that dealership?”


“Nope. Belongs to a friend.”


Cops are already in trouble for raiding a Cadillac dealership as the storm surge rose in the city. Saved a couple dozen new Caddys, only the dealership didn’t appreciate the cops keeping them as long as they did. One Walmart owner opened his freezer to the police and fire departments to come get the meat before it spoiled, while another grocery store owner called the FBI from Baton Rouge when the cops did the same at his store. Next time, let it rot. Instead of helping with the anarchy in the city, damn FBI agents flew into the airport with orders to investigate the police.


“They call it ‘ravening’,” Felicity explains. “Brown Ravens. You know, ‘seize prey and plunder’. I looked up the definition.”


“You got casings, bullets from the first shooting?” Beau asks.


“Yep.”


“I’ll be back after you compare the bullets.”


“You gonna go get ‘em all by yourself?”


“It’s what I do best. You wanna come along?”


“It’s tempting, but I’m assigned here.” Felicity closes the door, backs away. “I’ll tell your lieutenant I saw you.”


“Tell him I’m staying nocturnal. Run with the ravens at night.” Beau smiles. “I’ll find ‘em. Scumbags are giving ravens a bad name.” He starts to pull away, calls back, “Thanks for the blue light.”


Felicity taps the side of the Escalade, says, “John Raven Beau. Your mama named you right.”


On his way home, Beau lets images of Lizette float into his mind. Lizette Louvier LaStanza, PhD, daughter of a man who owned three banks. An assistant professor of history at Loyola University and wife the most fearless man Beau knows, beyond himself, Lizette is a school boy’s wet dream, a dark haired New Orleans beauty, fair skin, light brown, topaz colored eyes, breasts too large for her small frame, a gorgeous face and sexy-as-hell smile. And she likes to flash men. First time he met her, she wore a miniskirt and made sure he got a peek at her white panties.


He parks the Escalade between two of the overturned cars in the marina parking lot, so it isn’t easily spotted. The car has an alarm, for what it’s worth. Nicest car Beau ever got to use for an extended period.


It was the day he’d gotten his houseboat nestled into the marina, managed to get Sad Lisa hooked up to the three newly-installed natural gas generators in a warehouse built in the 1920s, the only building left standing along the marina. The generators were state-of-the-art, rotating one at a time, turning themselves on and off, providing more than enough electricity for Beau’s houseboat, for the whole marina. He hooked up a waterline to the large rain cistern atop. He won’t drink that water, but it was good for showering, washing dishes.


The Josephsons had sailed in from Hyannis Port with their yacht after the storm and decided they would leave right after checking out their uptown mansion that hadn’t flooded.


“Use the Escalade,” Mrs. Josephson tossed Beau the keys. “It’s insured. Check out our house when you get a chance.”


Mr. Josephson pointed his hand at Beau, index finger straight out, thumb high. He pulled the thumb down as if he was firing a gun. “Go take care of business.”


Beau moves past his houseboat to the warehouse and unlocks the door, flips on the lights and looks around. Nothing amiss. The building is filled with stacked cartons of MREs, those pre-made military ration meals with self heating mechanisms, courtesy of the US Army. Cases of bottle water line one wall along with cans of beans, corn, Campbell’s soups, canned chili, cases of macaroni and cheese, cases of Newman spaghetti sauce – Beau was growing partial to the Marinara sauce – as well as peanut butter, preserves, pancake mixes, powdered milk, powdered eggs, sugar and artificial sweeteners like Equal and Splenda. He was surprised to find cases of honey, a couple dozen huge bags of dried dog food and cat food and three cases of Steen’s 100% pure sugar cane syrup made in Abbeville, not far from where Beau was raised. Thankfully Hurricane Rita hadn’t destroyed Abbeville, although she was roughed up pretty badly.


The oversized refrigerator and freezer, nearly empty when the hurricane struck, Beau had cleaned out to put in what he’d hustled up from the airport after a group of gray haired Virginians from the Volunteers of America came with a tractor-trailer full of food for first responders. Beau opens the fridge for a carton of eggs, then goes into the freezer for a pack of turkey sausage, a bag of Ore-Ida frozen French fries and a box of Marie Callender’s chicken pot pies, which were pretty good with a little Tabasco sauce.


He lifts the lid off a plastic barrel and grabs the scoop inside and pours dried Purina cat chow into the bowl just inside the door. He’s not sure how the cats are getting in the building, but when he spotted one inside last week, he decided if they could get in, mice and rats could, so he left food for the cats and they’ve been eating it. Rats would have already gotten into the foodstuffs, so he wanted cats around.


There had been a colony of feral cats in Bucktown where his houseboat had been moored before the hurricane and here at the marina as well. Some had survived. He takes a scoop of cat food out to the bowl near his houseboat where the black cat had been eating and refills it.


Beau flips off the lights in the warehouse, locks up, watches his step as he carries his food. His houseboat was named Sad Lisa when he bought it at an estate sale and he kept the name. Probably named for the Cat Stevens song. It wasn’t large but was incredibly comfortable. A home. Just like that old daubed Cajun cabin where he grew up with his Cajun father and Sioux mother.


Beau grabs an Abita beer from the refrigerator and goes out to sit on the deck, allows the night breeze float over him, closes his eyes. It’s been a long day’s night. He lets his mind float back to his childhood, to long summers of fishing and hunting in the swamps, of riding in the pirogue with his Papa, nights listening to his mother tell tales of the great Sioux nation. The blood of warriors flows through John Raven Beau. He is a direct descendant of Little Hawk, brother of the great warrior chief of the Oglala Clan who was called Curly as a boy, but grew up to be called Crazy Horse.


Beau was raised with dreams of leading warriors in battle against Custer and the Seventh Cavalry at the Little Big Horn. Only he grew up to wear blue. Deep inside, he is a plains warrior, a lone wolf hunter of murderers. It doesn’t matter what color their skin, what tribe they come from. There’s a fire burning in Beau, a drive to do what others cannot. He will pursue these Brown Ravens relentlessly, catch the ones he can, kills the one who give him no choice.


John Raven Beau has been in front of so many grand juries for killing killers, he jokes with his cop buddies who have never been in front of a grand jury that they have a director’s chair with Beau’s name stenciled on the back in the jury room.


He opens his eyes, looks around, spots a gray striped cat at the food dish and it makes him feel good.


•


Beau realizes he’s awake and listening to the rain, but it’s a thunderclap that sends a shiver through Sad Lisa that opens his eyes. A fine mist of cooling, rainy air flows through the open porthole next to his bed and he looks out to see the water outside peppered by teeming rain that slaps the roof of his houseboat and clatters on the Marina’s aluminum awning running above the pier. He rolls over, picks up his black stainless steel Seiko, sees it’s almost four p.m. Time to get up.


Down from the loft, he puts on a pot of coffee-and-chicory before taking a long shower. He’s getting used to soy milk in his café-au-lait. The soy comes in square cartons that needs no refrigeration until opened. He digs the turkey sausage from his small refrigerator to put on a skillet.


He eats in his jockeys, listening to the portable radio. Sausage and pancakes with cane syrup and his usual extra-strong coffee. WWL Radio news station, he’s been listening to non-stop since Katrina. They stayed on the air through the storms and today report a human-interest story of a small group of kids who went trick-or-treating last night, uptown near the river where the city hadn’t flooded and some of the electricity is back on line.


By the time he’s dressed and ready for work, the news update runs though a litany of problems, including the debate of turning the lower Ninth Ward into a green zone, one huge park. No more houses, no more drug dealers, squatters living in shotgun shanties. The people were still scattered in Houston, Atlanta, Memphis. Buy them out. Cheaper than rebuilding. He chuckles. No way that would work. There were too many decent folk living down there. It wasn’t all thugs, although it often seemed that way.


He refills the cat food dishes, inside and outside the warehouse, checks to make sure nothing’s leaking in the old place. Beau re-checks his boat to make certain it’s locked up and clicks the lock on the iron gate of the fence that separates Sad Lisa from the pier, drapes his black tactical bag over his shoulder, small ice-chest in his left hand, and heads for the Escalade.


For a moment, a memory flashes – him nearly collapsing from heat exhaustion at the airport after those first insane weeks after Katrina when he worked sixteen, eighteen hours a day. Now, even working at night, he takes water with him. Six icy bottles of spring water in the ice chest. Stuffed in the tactical bag are three extra magazines, a box of hydra-shock nine-millimeter rounds, the only ammo he carries, as well as six granola bars, four chocolate power bars, spray can of pepper spray, extra handcuffs, a folding knife and small first aid kit. A small flashlight is stuffed into an outside pocket, but he rarely used a light when his enemy do not.


When the ATF agents at the airport tried to give him a taser, he’d laughed at them. “If I can’t beat the fuck out of them, I’ll just scalp ‘em.”


Not surprising the pier is wet from the downpour. Huge puddles dot the parking lot. What is surprising are the three Humvees sitting between Beau and the Escalade. These have long whip-antennas and white striping around the sides with large letters – Military Police. A thick-set guardsman steps from the lead vehicle, covers his blond hair with a camouflage baseball-type cap and steps around a puddle to Beau. He’s in the green and black camo fatigues and Beau wants to tell them they should be in the tan and brown desert version with all the dirt and mud here now. As soon as the man speaks, Beau realizes, more Rhode Islanders. On the man’s shoulder is the white and blue patch with the red piping, a knife crossed with an anchor.


“Detective Beau, I’m First Lieutenant Adam Avery, 119th Military Police Company, Rhode Island National Guard.”


They shake hands. Beau spots the man’s sidearm, a new 1910 model .45 semi-automatic.


“We’ve been assigned to assist you with your night patrols.” Avery glances back at his vehicle where the driver is watching, so is the gunner atop with his machine gun pointed skyward.


SAW. Squad Automatic Weapon, right? Beau keeps his face expressionless.


“We’ve been working days, detective. We’re still in rescue mode here. Get people out of here.”


Beau smiles coldly. “Exactly what we’re going to do. Get some people the fuck out of here.” He moves around the lieutenant for the Escalade. “In handcuffs or coffins.”


“We don’t have arrest powers over civilians.”


“No fuckin’ kiddin’. That’s why you need me, beside keeping you from getting lost.” Beau points to the machine gun. “You’re authorized to use that in self-defense.”


Avery follows. “You think we’ll have to shoot back?”


“You better, or I’ll be zipping you in a body bag.


Beau unlocks the Escalade, looks back, says, “I could use a few good men.”


The lieutenant nods.


“Wait, that’s the Marine Corps motto, isn’t it?”


Avery gives him a sour look.


“We’re gonna stop and check suspicious vehicles.” Beau climbs in. “Which means any vehicle riding around at night in areas where no people supposed to be.”


“What areas are those?”


“Areas without lights.” Which means about seventy-five percent of the city at the moment. “Just don’t shoot me by accident.”


“I’d like to put a radioman in with you.


“Ride with me?”


“You got a portable radio?”


The radioman hustles from the second Humvee with two eight-inch portable radios, an M4 slung over his shoulder and a large backpack, which he puts on the floorboard of the Escalade’s back seat. Beau knows enough of military rank to see the heavy-set radioman is a Specialist-four.


“Specialist Aligood,” the man announces as he climbs in. At least he keeps the M4 pointed skyward, propped between his knees as he fastens his seat belt.


Beau introduces himself, shakes his hand, asks, “How old are you?”


“Twenty-four, sir.” Wide face and light brown hair when he takes off his hat. He doesn’t look twenty. He passes Beau a radio.


“What’s your call number, sir?”


“3124.”


“No, on these radios. We’re Alpha platoon. I’m Alpha one-nine.”


“I’ll be – Beau. Just Beau.”


“There’s a Bravo, but no Beau.”


“There is now.”


“The lieutenant’s gonna want you to have a number, like Beau one-zero.”


“What’s Avery’s call number?”


“Alpha one-zero.”


Beau calls Avery on the radio and the lieutenant answers immediately, must be holding the radio.


“My call number will be – Beau. Ten-four?”


“Roger. We say Roger.”


“Good. Roger.”


Beau slips his radio into one of the drink holders of the center console, smiles at Aligood. He props the blue light on the dash, starts up the engine, tells the guardsman, “I know y’all use ‘Roger’. Avery’s wound so tight getting me to not use ten-four, I slipped by without a number, didn’t I? Just Beau.” For some goofy reason, Beau is proud of himself.


He leads the convoy to Lakeshore Drive and past the Coast Guard lighthouse. They continue as the road veers right to run beside the lake. Two raccoons scurry across the street in front of them, from the seawall to the levee and the ruined houses beyond.


“Don’t see too many of them in Rhode Island,” Aligood says.


Beau doesn’t want to hush him, doesn’t say it, but thinks - You won’t hear shit out there if you’re talking all the goddamn time. The AC is on in the Escalade, but Beau has all the windows half down.


“A distant relative of mine fought at the Battle of New Orleans,” declares the Rhode Islander. At least Aligood is looking around as he talks. “You have any ancestors who fought there?


Beau shakes his head. “I had ancestors at the Little Big Horn.”


“With Custer?”


“No, the other side.”


“You’re Indian?”


“Oglala Clan. Lakota, the true name of our tribe. Our enemies call us Sioux.”


“What do you call yourself?” A direct man. Beau likes that.


“Sioux. It sounds fiercer.” Beau raises a hand as he thinks he hears something, slows down as they approach Canal Boulevard. Whatever it is, it’s gone.


“I’ll tell you one more thing about my family and then we need to quit talking. Can’t hear if we’re jabbering.”


“OK.”


“My great-great-great-great uncle was called Crazy Horse.”


Aligood lets out a long, low whistle. Beau could be wrong on the number of ‘greats’ but it’s up there.


Beau turns down Canal Boulevard and they take the four lane street into a world of nearly total devastation. Every house here flooded, some floated off their slabs, nearly all with markings on the door as they’d been checked for bodies, as well as a thick line around them like a belt, a water mark where the lake water had risen and remained for weeks before the pumps drained the city. A few skinny dogs peek at them from behind overturned cars, tumbled swing sets. The entire area is covered with a fine coating of dried mud. It is a brown world yet the dark green leaves of magnolia trees give a hint of color, along with the cypress trees that no amount of salt water could kill.


Away from the salt water lake the smell of rot is stronger, dead foliage, dead animals, mildew. They turn left on Robert E. Lee Boulevard to run parallel to the lake, drive through Lakeview, neighborhood of upper middle class homes – once. They run past the back side of City Park and spot more coons, possums, a couple cats that do not look a bit hungry, unlike the dogs that scamper away from the convoy. Beau slows to a stop to let a mother duck and her seven ducklings cross the street.


By the time they turn up Leon Simon to run through the shell of what once was the University of New Orleans, the daylight’s giving out. Beau turns into the campus and draws past the tall dormitories, brick buildings, to meander back to Lakeshore Drive.


He points to the white art school, half its roof gone, most window broken. “Friend of mine used to pose nude for the art students.”


“A professional model?”


“No, a whore. Half-a-Hooker. Semi-pro prostitute. She liked to get naked in front of people and didn’t mind getting paid for it. Without all the cum.”


Aligood stares at him real hard now.


“Natural redhead. Said she liked getting all the boys worked up.”


“Pretty?”


“You know Jessica Love Hewitt?”


“You mean Jennifer Love Hewitt.”


“Whatever. My redhead made her look like a chubby boy.” Beau glances at Aligood. “Like you.” He gives up a half-smile.


Aligood laughs. “I’m not chubby. I just got big bones.”


“So did I, around that particular redhead.”


For a few moments Beau sees Sandie posing naked, her back arched. Then he sees her hiding behind her refrigerator door as a fuck-head named Mullet shoots at her with a .357 magnum. Beau shot the bastard, didn’t kill him however, but almost scalped him.


They turn right on Lakeshore Drive. By the time they reach the Industrial Canal, it is dark and Beau turns the convoy down toward the river. He decides to take the side streets of the upper Ninth Ward, lower middle class and low class houses, before they head to the wooden shotgun houses of Bywater where they finally spot a pick-up truck riding along.


Thankfully, the Humvees have sirens to go with their blue lights.


Beau grabs Aligood’s arm as the guardsman goes to get out.


He leans out the window and orders the driver to get out of the pickup, which has a Tennessee license plate.


A tall, skinny black dude, maybe thirty gets out, opens his arms.


“Police!” Beau says as he gets out. “Step into my headlights.”


The man obliges, says, “I didn’t know the army was pulling people over.”


A second black guy gets out the other side of the pickup, followed by a white boy, all around the same age.


“Cover them,” Beau tells Aligood.


It doesn’t take long to determine these are sightseers of a sort. Construction workers from the Industrial Canal. Beau asks Avery to get his men to search the truck for weapons.


Beau hands the driver back his driver’s license, says, “You’re either looking for drugs or pussy and there isn’t any in this neighborhood.” He points down a side-street. “Go down to St. Claude Avenue. Two blocks and turn right. You’ll run into the French Quarter. They have lights on there.”


“We can go?”


Beau just thought the man was naturally the nervous type, but from the relief in his voice, the man’s scared.


“What? You thought we were gonna beat you up, or something?”


The two black guys exchange a look, the white boy says, “Well …”


“You watch too much TV.” Beau backs away. “This is a bad neighborhood. Full of fuckin’ thugs who will kill you for that pickup.”


“That was fun,” Aligood says as he buckles up again.


Beau tosses the guardsman a bottle of cold water, tells him, “Don’t point your weapon at someone unless you plan to shoot them. This isn’t Iraq. Americans don’t like guns pointed in their face.”


“You said cover them.”


Beau picks up the radio, calls Avery. “Let’s head to the airport for refueling.”


Beau leads them through the city to Earhart Boulevard to take the Earhart Expressway through Jefferson Parish up to Airline Highway. They arrive just as supper is served, hot MREs and bottled water.


As Beau gasses up the Escalade, he nods Lt. Avery over, suggests the guardsmen keep their weapons pointed skyward during traffic stops. “Seeing the profile of an M4 is intimidating enough.”


Avery glances over at the specialist filling up his Humvee. “We always have the safety on. You keep your safety on, don’t you?”


Avery pulls off his cap, runs a hand through his thick, blond hair, tells his men to chow down.


Beau eats with the firemen, nine of them from Baton Rouge. All talk too much, about the horrible food, the stinking fuckin’ city and LSU football. New coach had them on a roll, 6-1, with only an overtime loss to Tennessee. Les Miles put back to back wins against #11 Florida and #16 Auburn.


Tiger Stadium. Beau tore up his knee there, spring game of his sophomore year. An unheralded quarterback who ran better than he threw, surprising the hell out of the coaches with his speed, elusiveness, before his knee got taken out. He never got his degree.


Later – after two additional traffic stops but no Brown Ravens, they follow three fire engines to a house fire on Elysian Fields Avenue near what’s left of Brother Martin High School. The firemen keep the fire from spreading with the water in their engines. Still no water pressure. Beau is amazed how much water a fire engine carries.


Eventually, they return to the lakefront and Aligood can’t keep quiet any longer.


“Iraq wasn’t as bad as this. Sending them back into the stone age only put them back a couple years. Never thought I’d see a major American city wiped out like this.”


“We’re not wiped out yet.”


Aligood nods.


As they pass the lighthouse, Beau yawns, says, “So, your unit was in Iraq?”


“Desert Storm, but all we did was oversee POW camps.” Aligood yawns as well, then asks, “You ever been in combat?”


“Just the Second and Sixth Districts.”


Aligood pauses, then says, “I can’t figure out your sense of humor. If you’re being funny or making fun of me.”


“It’s called the Bloody Sixth District for a reason. More murders than the rest of the city combined and we’ve been the Murder Capitol of America for a long time.”


Beau turns off Lakeshore Drive for the marina.


“You ever shoot anyone?”


Beau tries not to snicker. “Y’all still sleeping at the airport?”


“Yeah.”


“They got some NOPD guys there. Ask them about me shooting people.” Beau turns into the marina, glancing over his shoulder. “We lost two hummers?”


Surprisingly, Avery isn’t in the Humvee directly behind Beau.


I better pay more attention to these guys.


He backs the Escalade against the wall, climbs out. Aligood gets out and stretches.


“I heard you tell the lieutenant about us getting lost. We get lost just about every day. This city’s streets are all cock-eyed.”


Beau spots the missing Humvees pulling up now.


“Impossible to get lost in New Orleans. Keep going straight and you’ll hit water. The river, the lake, the spillways eventually if you go all the way through Jefferson Parish, or the Rigolets in the east.”


Avery come right over.


“We ran over some weird creature.”


“Tomorrow night, we start again at six p.m.” Beau holds up the portable radio. “You want this back?”


Avery calls to his driver, then tells Beau they picked up a charger at the airport for him.


“I see you have electricity. You wanna see this damn beast?”


“You didn’t leave it?”


“I never saw anything like this.” Avery backs toward his Humvee.


His driver, a dark skinned , says, “I think it’s a beaver, sir.”


“Beavers have fat tails.”


Beau follows them over.


“It’s a nutria. South American rodent. Not bad in gumbo.”


“You eat this?” says the guardsman, whose name is Garcia.


“Don’t your people eat stuff like this?” asks a grinning black guardsman with a name tag that reads Goins.


“I’m from Chicago, you dumb ass.”


Beau tells them nutria are pretty common around there.


“They’re awfully big,” Goins says.


“Look at them teeth!” this from Garcia.


Back aboard Sad Lisa, Beau fixes a pot pie, opens a bag of Doritos, grabs an Abita beer and sits at his small table as the pie heats up. He thinks of Sandie posing for the art class but only for a moment. He remembers the face of another woman, one who meant a lot more to him then.


She had dark brown hair and incredible blue-green aquamarine eyes, a full mouth, delicate lips that look sculptured. Angie Calogne was the New Orleans beauty. And it wasn’t just her sleek body and creamy skin, pale complexion she always enhanced with dark red lipstick. Her mind was a sharp as she was beautiful, kept him on his toes, a smart-aleck woman who missed nothing. She was a UNO student working part-time as a waitress right up the street, an old-fashioned diner called Flamingo’s Café that was later wiped out by Katrina, along with the rest of Bucktown.


They were a couple for nearly two years before she’d had enough of his job, ran off to New York with a visiting professor from Columbia. Their final parting was the hardest night of Beau’s life. Some detective – he hadn’t a clue until she told him she was leaving, for good.


When he tries to remember their steamy nights together, the lines of her lovely face, the smell of her hair, the curves of her body bathed in perspiration as they made love, he keeps returning to that final scene. Her standing just in the doorway and wearing a white blouse and faded jeans, hands in her back pockets.


“What’s that?” her voice quivering. “Tears?” Her voice rose. “Now? There’s tears in your eyes? Well, it’s too late for that.” She couldn’t stop the tears in her eyes. She wiped them and he looked at her through blurry eyes.


“Oh, John,” were her last words and she turned and left. It’s better the last scene is blurry. It keeps coming back with such clarity, sometimes like a punch in the chest and he still reaches for her when he wakes in the middle of the night.


Beau goes to sleep as the sun rises but does not dream of Angie Calogne or Sandie or any woman. It is like a scene from a movie that plays in Beau’s subconscious – what’s it called? REM sleep, deep slumber with rapid eye movements behind closed eyelids. The dream begins as always with a wide, golden prairie where three Sioux warriors race their ponies, their long, black hair streaming behind them. The Sioux are stripped to the waist, chests and faces streaked with bright war paint, white feathers in their hair.


Cousins of the Cheyenne, these are fierce braves, enemies of the Arapaho, the Crow and the white man. They have lived in the forests and plains since the dawn of their tribe. Teton Sioux ‘Dwellers on the Prairie’ who prefer to call themselves Lakota, the westernmost of the Sioux tribes, known for their hunting skills and warrior culture. These particular riders are of the Oglala Clan.


Ahead of the three are six Crow warriors, black feathers in their hair.  Caught hunting on Sioux land they race to get away. When the Oglala heard Crows were on their land, a war party took off, attacked immediately. Never turn away from the enemy. Always show him your face. Show him your spear and your arrows. Show him the way to the afterlife.


A Crow’s horse stumbles and he tumbles hard to the ground. The other Crows pull up but only for a moment as the lead Sioux raises his spear, the war cry echoing from his lips, “Hiyaaa! Hiyaaa!”


The five Crows still on horseback leave their companion, who hurriedly strings an arrow in his bow as the Sioux close on him. He raises it just as two arrows sink into his chest and he quivers and falls straight back as the lead Sioux pulls his pony to stop near the dead Crow. He raises his hand and the other two Sioux slow their horses and come close.


The lead Sioux tells them the Crow died a brave man, let his brothers take his body. These Crow will never return to Sioux land. He turns his horse around and moves off, the other two following. He is a handsome man with chiseled features, his face painted with stripes, his body dotted with white spots. He raises his battle lance high overhead. He has Beau’s face.


He is twenty years old. As a boy he was known as Curly. After he led his famous wild charge against the Arapaho, he became Crazy Horse. He will lead another charge, another day, on a dusty Montana plain near the Little Big Horn River against a man called Custer. Crazy Horse paints white dots on his body, signifying hail stones, for when he attacks, he comes as a storm.


Beau sits up in bed, too early to get up, rolls over and goes back to sleep a dreamless sleep.


Later, there is a knock on his door.


“Beau? You in there, Baby?”


The sunlight is so bright through the porthole he has to squint at his watch. Three forty-five p.m. That was a long sleep.


“Ann?”


“Yeah, Baby. You up?”


“Yeah. Be right there.”


He slips into a pair of shorts, opens the door to a tall woman with strawberry blond hair tied back in a pony tail. Ann Treadway is a couple years older than Beau and wears a gray, man’s undershirt – a wife-beater that doesn’t cover her pink panties. She’s barefoot and wears no make-up but still looks gorgeous.


“Just came to tell you we’re back.”


She reaches over and hugs him, pressing those full breasts against his naked chest.


“Why?”


She pulls away, give him a long look.


“Gotta get back to work, Baby. The club’s up and runnin’ and Stu’s finally gettin’ a shot at Brennan’s. Two of their cooks haven’t come back.” She retreats a step. “Stu’s fixin’ red beans and rice. We picked up some boudin on our way in.” She reaches over, taps his flat stomach. “You lost weight. Come eat in about an hour.”


She rolls her ass as she walks away. Beau grins at her. Men pay good money to see that ass when she’s up on stage. Ann’s been stripping for about six years now at Diamond Diane’s, one of the nicer clubs on Bourbon Street. Beau goes out on deck, sees Ann and Stu’s houseboat is across the pier now. Kate’s Delight, built before World War II in Hyannis Port, was once a fine yacht. Still seaworthy, it was a good old gal, bigger than Sad Lisa but Stu is a cook, Ann a stripper, and the boat needs a crew.


Beau climbs into Reeboks, pulled on a tee-shirt, slides his badge and ID folder, stainless steel off-duty, .38 caliber Smith and Wesson in the 511 tactical runner’s pouch, pulls it around his shoulder to set it along his back like a back-pack, locks up and walks over to the high levee running along the lake on the Jefferson Parish side of the 17th Street Canal. This levee was too tall for even Katrina to over-top, but the bitch found a way to flood a good deal of East Jefferson through the canals that were supposed to drain the parish, would have, if the damn politicians hadn’t sent the pump station operators out of town, couldn’t get them back for weeks.


He jogs the top of the levee for two miles, jogs back, sees no one. Only pelicans and gulls over the water, a couple mallards, a big fuckin’ cottonmouth sunning itself on a flat rock at the base of the levee. He stops, pulls his bag around for the .38, goes down the levee to get close to the snake that senses him, rises to coil and he takes off its head with one shot.


One of the earliest lesson his Papa taught Beau was to never kill an animal unless you had to, either to eat it or in self-defense, except cottonmouths. Kill every one you see.


“Dey got the devil in them. Meanest snake in the swamp.” Unlike a rattler, a cottonmouth water moccasin will bite you more than once because they are Lucifer’s pets.


Stu’s red beans and rice is piping hot and spicy, the boudin – Cajun white sausage made with rice, pork, chicken, vegetables and plenty spices – is genuine enough for Beau’s taste.


“We stopped by Morgan City on the way back.” Stu points to the boudin.


“It’s still there?”


Stu is a thick-set man with a pock-marked face that looks fiercer with the thick moustache, which Stu reports he has to shave before starting work tomorrow.


“Gonna miss it, but Brennan’s, man.” He slaps Beau’s shoulder. “I finally get my shot.”


Stu Burdon, born in Charity Hospital and raised in Bywater, had dreamed of cooking at one of the better restaurants in a city of great restaurants and Brennan’s is top of the line.


“I been off the booze.” Stu has deep set brownish eyes. He smiles at Ann who smiles back as she gets up, goes to the oven for the bagettes she’s been warming up. She’s still in the wife-beater and pink panties. Beau watches as well as Stu, who adds, “How I got her and now this job is beyond me.”


Ann comes back with the hot bread on a tray, a wily grin on her face and looking so much younger in the bright light streaming through the open windows.


“God’s a comedian,” Beau says, which breaks up Stu. Ann asks what’s so funny.


Later, Ann comes out in the same outfit at six p.m., when Specialist Aligood comes to tell Beau the Humvees have arrived.


“Jesus!” Aligood nearly jumps when he turns and she’s on the pier hands on her hips.


She smiles at him, looks at Beau and asks, “Can you take Stu to the airport with you? His brother left a car there for us.”


“Sure.”


Ann turns, rolls her hips at them and goes back to Kate’s Delight.


Aligood waits until she’s aboard to look back at Beau who locks his door, hands the guardsman his ice chest.


“Who is she?”


“Just a local girl.”


Aligood breaks in to a wide grin. “She walks around in her panties?”


Beau edges him up on the pier to lock his gate. “Exhibitionism and New Orleans is a redundant statement.”


Stu hurries behind them as they reach the parking lot and Beau tells Lt. Avery they have to go by the airport first.


“We just came from there.”


Ann comes rushing up, a pair of shorts in her hand, declares, “I’ll have to put these on when we reach the airport.”


Avery’s head snaps around and he’s stone still now. Guardsmen tumble out of all three Humvees.


“Oh, you like my Parisian panties?” Ann faces the guardsmen, reaches beneath her wife-beater and pulls the top of her panties down to show part of her bush, then pulls the panties back up, rolls her hips. “Y’all want to see it all, I strip at Diamond Diane’s, corner Bourbon and St. Louis.”


She reaches over and taps Avery’s crotch with the back of her hand. “I think I’ll ride to the airport with the general here.” She climbs into the backseat of Avery’s Humvee as Stu arrives.


Avery looks to Beau for help. Gets none.


It isn’t until eleven p.m. do they get to do a little police work, pulling over a white pickup truck with Louisiana tags near the Fairgrounds race track. Mid-City. A middle-aged white male leans out of the passenger side of the truck and calls back. “You the police?”


No shit. See the blue lights?


Beau calls back, “NOPD!”


“We just got robbed!”


Beau meets the driver and passenger behind their pickup, spotlight from Avery’s Humvee bathing them.


“When? Where?”


“Just now.” The driver bounces as he speaks, another middle-aged white male points up Maurepas Street. “They went that way.”


Beau sends Aligood to check the pickup. The guardsman looks confused.


“For guns, bodies, drugs.”


“We don’t got no drugs,” the driver snaps.


“What did they look like?”


“Three dudes in a black pickup truck with an orange hood,” the driver tells Beau.


“Black dude, a white dude and a big Mexican, or South American,” this from the passenger.


“They all got guns!”


“What kind?”


“Handgun. Tec-9. AK-47.”


“What did they get from you?” Beau asks as he backs away.


“Wallets. Cash. About two hundred.”


Beau almost bumps into Lt. Avery, asks him to leave the third Humvee to take down these guy’s names and write a report. Get the story on paper. “Find out what these idiots were doing around here.” Then he says, “Follow me!”


Aligood barely makes it back in time as the Escalade zooms up Maurepas Street, slowing at the corners.


“Look right, I got the left.”


The going is slow with debris in the street – awnings, a crepe myrtle tree, aluminum door. At Esplanade, Aligood spots taillights and Beau sees them turn right slowly just beyond Bayou St. John. Could be them. They’re taking Wisner Boulevard up toward the lake. He punches the accelerator, spotlight from Avery’s Humvee behind them swinging past them. By the time he reaches the boulevard, the taillights are at the top of the Wisner Overpass. They’re moving now. When he reaches the top of the overpass, the taillights have picked up even more speed, racing away now. Beau hits the bright lights on the SUV.


The debris isn’t so bad now and the Escalade races up the dark street, Bayou St. John on the right, City Park on the left, like a black splotch. The moonlight reflects off the bayou and the area is almost lit. With the two spotlights rolling behind them, Beau knows he still has two Humvees with him.


“What’s that chatter on the radios?”


“The lieutenant’s kicking in the pursuit.”


“To who?”


Aligood hangs on as the Escalade goes airborne a few feet.


Goddamn New Orleans streets.


“They’re rolling three more Hummers from the airport and two ambulances.”


Beau almost smiles. “Good thinking.”


He’s losing ground as they cross Harrison Avenue but sees he’s picked up some by the time they reach Filmore. The pickup hits something in the road and when Beau arrives, sees it’s a palm trees he easily avoids. When they reach Robert E. Lee Boulevard, he sees it’s a black pickup as it has to slow and still nearly rolls over trying to turn right on two wheels.


Beau pumps the brakes and makes a clean turn, knows there are refrigerators in the road ahead, sees the pickup ram a metal garbage can, sparks flying as the can sails into the air. He sees the flashes a millisecond before the sounds – Ka-pow! Ka-pow! Ratta-ratta! Ratta-ratta!


He swerves the Escalade left, flies over the neutral ground in the center of the wide boulevard, bouncing as it reaches the other side.


“They’re shooting at us!”


No shit!


Beau’s flying down the wrong side of the boulevard, but there’s no traffic. He also knows there’s less debris over here. Avery’s Humvee is parallel to him now, still on the right side of the neutral ground and gunfire from the pickup is immediately returned from the machine gunner atop the Humvee, shaper in tone, resonating – Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!


Beau decelerates, keeping pace, let the big gun take effect.


The pickup hits a shopping cart, veers and clips a overturned car, spins and skids to a stop on the neutral ground. Men tumble out of it, a big man with dark clothes running across the street through the Escalade’s headlights. One of the men fires at Avery’s Humvee from the other side of the pickup. The machine gun returns fire and the man is tossed into the air. The Humvee passes the pickup and the machine gunner fires at a man running off to the right.


Beau stops the Escalade, grabs the keys, goes around to the pickup. The body is twenty feet away, lying contorted on grass. Beau shines his small flashlight at the face of a white male, mid-twenties, sees a tattoo near the throat. A brown raven. This one’s not in Marks-a-lot. He presses his fingers against the man’s carotid. Nothing. He stands, sees it’s a skinny white guy. Early twenties.


He looks over, sees Aligood still next to the Escalade. He walks past, says, “Stick with me.


“Where we going?”


“After the ass-hole who went across the street.” Beau keys the lock on the Escalade and takes off, flat out, across the neutral ground as Aligood hustles to keep up. They run up to a blond brick house where the man from the pickup truck ran. Gunfire behind them drives them both to the lawn of what once was a middle-class white brick house.


Boom! Boom! Boom! The M249 Squad Automatic Weapon, SAW, tracks across the neutral ground to chew up trees in the open ground on the other side where the third man had disappeared.


“What the fuck’s he shooting at?”


Beau rises and runs to the blond brick house, peeks around the side as Aligood arrives behind him. The echo of the gunfire dies away and Beau hears a noise in the blond brick house. He lowers himself and moves around Aligood for the front door of the place, which faces the boulevard. The door is ajar. In the moonlight, he sees fresh footprints in the doorway. Beau backs away and hugs the brick wall to go around to the house’s back door, which is also open. Fresh footprints here and Beau pulls Aligood down just as bullets slap around them, splintering the door, shattering windows, slamming into the bricks.


Pocka! Pocka! Pocka! Pocka! Fucking idiot sprays but doesn’t aim and Beau is flat on the ground as chips of brick fall on him. It’s coming from the rear of the next house but doesn’t peek until the firing stops.


He whispers, “You hit?”


“No … sir.”


They crawl into the blackness of the back yard, realizing there are trees blocking the moonlight. The sound of glass shattering and the creak of a door pulled open gives Beau the impetus to rise and run to the next tree, a huge oak. He’s between the houses now, sees the white picket fence is mostly down between the back yard of the blond brick house and this two story red brick house. Aligood breathes heavily behind him.


He motions for the guardsman to follow and goes down on his belly to slither through the broken fence all the way to the back door of the red brick house. Beau covers his right eye with the palm of his hand, whispers for Aligood to listen and watch.


After a couple minutes, when his right eye is accustomed to the absolute darkness, he opens it, shuts his left eye and slips into the kitchen of the red brick house, puts his back against a wall and looks around with his right eye. The room is very dark but he sees it is empty and two doorways, one into a hall, another seems to open to a dining room. He’s about to ease back to the doorway to signal Aligood to come in when he hears shouting out front, then the Boom, Boom, Boom of the SAW.


He goes back out and leads Aligood around the house to the front as the shooting stops.


Avery’s Humvee is still behind the black pickup and Beau sees for the first time the pickup has an orange hood.


The machine gunner is shouting to Lt. Avery standing next to the pickup. Avery lowers an M4 and shouts back. They are looking to their right and Beau looks that way as well, sees nothing, cups his hand around his mouth.


“Did you get him?!”


“Who’s there?” Avery points the damn M4 at the red brick house.


“Beau! What the fuck you shooting at?”


Avery cups his hand around his mouth. “The guy you were chasing. He ran that way!” Avery points across Robert E. Lee.


Beau comes out from around the corner, Aligood behind. Beau shouts at the lieutenant, “Quit standing in the goddamn light.”


He looks back at Aligood. “They didn’t teach you shit about night fighting, did they?”


“They did, only we haven’t been issued our night vision goggles.”


Jesus.


When Beau arrives at the pickup, he sees only Avery and one guardsman.


“Where are your men?”


Avery looks back at the second Humvee. “They followed you across the street.”


Beau looks in the black pickup, see a Beretta nine-millimeter on the floorboard, the keys still in the ignition, asks Aligood to bring his big flashlight over, see if the missing wallets are in there. He goes over to take a look at the dead guy, finds a mess of blood, but no body.


Avery’s with him, stammers. “He got away?”


Beau doesn’t need a flashlight in the bright moonlight to see the drag marks in the grass, two sets of footprints and a rut in the dried mud beyond the grass. The four missing guardsmen come running up.


“They dragged him off from right under your nose, lieutenant.”


Beau is about to get everyone saddled up to search when a man in a hardhat comes walking up, hands held high.


“Hello in the lights! You police?”


The heavy set men wears a blue work shirt, heavy dungarees, pulls his yellow hardhat off his bald head and calls out, “Three ass holes just stole my SUV!”


It takes a couple minutes to get the story out. This is a night construction supervisor from the Industrial Canal repair site who took Leon Simon Boulevard to get to Elysian Fields to access I-10 only drove past Elysian Fields and got lost, stopped to take a leak when two men carrying a third climbed into his white Ford Explorer, the government’s Ford Explorer actually. One of the men pointed an AK-47 at him as he ducked behind a bush before they took off.


“Thought I was a dead man.” He’s in his fifties, pasty faced.


“Only reason they didn’t, it would have alerted us,” Beau tells him.


“Who are you?” The man looks at Beau now. He had been addressing Lt. Avery.


“NOPD. The badge on my belt is a dead giveaway.” Along with the big POLICE on the front of my tee-shirt. “Which way did they go?”


“I don’t know. I was ducking.”


Surprisingly the three Humvees from the airport pull up with two ambulances. Beau asks Avery to get a tow truck to take the black pickup to the airport so that FBI forensic team that’s been playing games on the internet in the police hanger would have something to do.


The construction supervisor keeps bemoaning his bad luck.


Beau laughs at him. “You’re a lucky bastard. Those weren’t typical dumb thugs.”


Lt. Avery asks, “How do you know that?”


“They scatter in opposite directions and still find a way to link up and steal this guy’s truck, after they drag off their friend from right under our noses. Well, your nose, lieutenant.”


Aligood tries to hand him a radio. “The Humvee we left with the robbery victims is lost.”


Beau listens a moment, tells them to go to the nearest street sign and read it out to him.


“Elysian Fields and Burgundy.” Beau snatches the radio from Aligood. “How the fuck they end up there?”


He gets on the radio. “Are you on a four lane street?”


“Roger.”


“Good, you’re on Elysian Fields. Go to the next corner and read that sign to me.”


It takes half a minute.


“Dauphine.”


“OK, you’re heading to the river. Turn around on Elysian Fields. Stay on it until you run into the interstate. Can’t miss it. I-10. Take a left. Head west and you’ll see the airport exit. We’ll meet you there.”


“Roger. But Alpha one-zero requested we join you.”


“You will. At the airport.” Beau hands the radio back to Aligood, “Tell them if they get lost again, call back.”


Eventually Avery corners Beau, pulls him aside. “I’ll have to do a report on the kill.”


“What kill?”


“The one we blew up. The one they dragged away.”


“This ain’t Iraq. Blood on the grass doesn’t count as a kill here. No body. Nobody died.”


Avery blinks twice. “Are you serious, Det. Beau?”


“Write what you wanna write. I was chasing a suspect when your dead man walked off, from what, thirty feet from your Humvee?” Beau pats the lieutenant on the back. “No report and it didn’t happen, Adam. Correct?”


City of Secrets, stories whispered in dark corners. This is the start of our secrets. We killed a man tonight but there’s no police report, no autopsy, no record. As if nothing happened. And this is just the beginning.


Beau smiles to himself. When was the last time he was involved in a shootout and didn’t fire his weapon? He gets a bottled water from the Escalade, tosses one to Aligood, who catches it and lets out a long whistle.


“Det. Beau. Is this a bullet hole?”


Sure the fuck enough. Two neat holes, entry through the front bumper, left side of the Escalade and exit the front fender. How it didn’t hit the tire was a miracle. Beau finds a bullet grove along the roof of the SUV.


“I knew they were shooting at us,” Aligood stammers.


Yeah, but there’s one less Brown Raven. That man was stone-fuckin-dead.


 









Part 2


A Warrior Re-Arms


 


It is called Bywater, a long neighborhood next to the river running from the Faubourg Marigny, the original residential subdivision below the original city which is now called the French Quarter, to the Ninth Ward next to the Industrial Canal. Except along the riverfront, most of Bywater’s one-story shotgun houses stand nestled along narrow streets, vintage 1870s and packed close together. Most were inundated by the big K bitch.


Behind a long-abandoned warehouse along the river, four men and two women gather around a white SUV with the body of one of their own in the back seat.


“Why’d you bring him here?” Amos Lander snarls at the others. He’s the leader, a forty year old native of Shreveport, a twice convicted felon – armed robbery and burglary. BK, before Katrina, Landers had been living in an abandoned shotgun house seven blocks from where he now stands. He’s black, doesn’t like that ‘African-American’ bullshit, stands six feet, weighs two-thirty, a hard, muscular man with a wide face and cold eyes that looks through people, as if he sees what’s behind them. He hasn’t shaved in a couple days, bathed either, wears a green tee-shirt and jeans, black steel-toed boots he stole from an uptown Walmart right after the storm.


Amos sports his Brown Raven tattoo on his left cheek for everyone to see.


Axel Smith, still groggy from a meth high, puts his hand on the side of the white SUV, thinks this is a pretty damn good short only they can’t keep it, not with that government sicker on the side.


“Shit!” He pulls his hand off the car. Goddamn fingerprints. Now they’d have to wash the outside and burn the inside. Axel is twenty-eight he’s what the police would call a career criminal with four misdemeanor convictions and felony convictions for possession of methamphetamines, burglary and theft. At 5’8”, Axel is skinny and somewhat stooped. Bad posture growing up on a peanut farm outside Dothan, Alabama, where he lazied around while his father did the work. Axel had been living off whatever he could steal for two years BK. Alex’s Brown Raven tattoo is on the right side of his neck.


Carlos Gonzales rubs his beard as he looks in at the body from the other side of the SUV. A huge 6’6” and over three hundred pounds, thirty year old Gonzales has thick black hair. A founder of the Brown Ravens, he was run out of L.A. by rivals after murdering two fellow Ravens. His Brown Raven tattoo is on the left side of his neck.


Terez Huelva, a buxomly 5’10” woman with long black hair and a suntanned skin tone, is twenty-eight. From Santa Marta, Columbia, she migrated to L.A. via Puerto Rico and is Carlos’s woman, although she keeps eyeing Amos after he took a leak in front of her and showed her his ‘anaconda’ dick. Terez’s Brown Raven tattoo is at the base of her throat.


So is the fresh tattoo sported by Ace Boody, nineteen year old life-long resident of the Lower Ninth Ward, a mid-level crack dealer BK. Arrested twice for murdering rivals, he brags about never standing trial because witnesses don’t dare testify in New Orleans. Ace is 6’3” tall and would have been a high school basketball star, with his hoops skills, only he quit school in the ninth grade.


A small woman in the only clean tee-shirt in the bunch, and somewhat clean jeans, stands away from the SUV. Donna Elena Palma is twenty-five but looks like a teen-ager, grew up in Huachuca City, Arizona. After her mother ran off with a truck driver, Donna’s father took her and her brother to L.A. where he became a cop. She went to college, met a boy who was a Brown Raven. Two ex-boyfriends later, she’s wondering how the she ended up in New Orleans. She ain’t seen no Mardi Gras, no parties.


Donna Elena doesn’t have a Brown Raven tattoo yet. She hasn’t killed anyone.


Amos looks at Carlos now, asks again, “Why the fuck you bring him here?” He turns to Ace, “You sure you weren’t followed?”


“We weren’t followed!” Ace thinks about cappin’ this mother-fucker. He has a nine-millimeter tucked it the back pocket of his jeans.


Without looking up, Carlos says, “We gotta dump him in the river so they can’t find him and burn the car.”


Makes sense to Amos but he can’t admit it. Amos is supposed to be the leader, being a Louisiana man. The fuck with this original Brown Raven. Got his ass fuckin’ run outta California. Carlos is on Amos’s turf now.


“So, you get anything?”


“Six hundred twenty dollars,” Ace answers. Not bad for three boost jobs.


Amos opens the glove box. “Anything in this wagon?”


Ace lets Carlos tell him about the revolver he found. When Carlos doesn’t, Ace smiles to himself. These two big bastards are bound to kill each other and Axel’s too country-ass dumb to take over. Only without Jimmie-John, who lies dead in front of them, Ace won’t have much of a gang, which means more recruits.


“The fuck kinda hole is this?” Amos seems to notice the big holes in Ricky-John’s body.


“Machine gun from the national fuckin’ guard,” Carlos answers, standing back now.


“How may did you kill?”


“Six. Maybe seven.”


Amos looks at Ace. “That true?”


Ace shrugs. “I was too busy ducking and running.”


They’re fuckin’ wit me. A big fist punches the side of the SUV. Amos sees he’s left a dent but won’t let them know his left hand throbs in pain. “Good. Guardsmen go home in body bags, they won’t be so volunteering to come down here.”


“The guard ain’t the problem,” says Carlos as he goes over to Terez, fondles her left breast. “The police. That’s the problem.”


“Police?” Amos is in an arguing mood. “What fuckin’ police?”


“Tall one in a black Escalade. He’s the one ran us down.”


“The fuck!” Amos looks at his homey again, but Ace ain’t giving up nothing. “What kinda fuckin’ cop.”


“NOPD. Badge on his belt. Saw him good.”


Amos sees something he’s never seen in Carlos’s eyes. Worry.


“Fuck. New Orleans cops scattered all of the place, don’t know what the fuck.”


Carlos grabs Terez’s right breast, starts fondling it, sees her breathing getting deeper as she tries not to smile. He focuses back at Amos, says, “This cop knows his business.”


“Then we’ll just have to shoot his ass, won’t we?”


Amos tells Carlos and Ace to take Ricky-John over the levee, toss him in the river, let the current take him.


“Jimmie-John,” says Axel, drawing an angry glare.


“Follow me in this piece of shit SUV we can’t use,” Carlos says. “We gonna burn it next to the canal.”


“Gotta wash off the outside first,” says Axel. “Get off the fingerprints.


“Let the women do that.”


Amos yawns as his gang goes about what he said. At least he’ll get to set a fire. He loves setting fires.


•


Probably the excitement from the chase, but Beau has a hard time falling asleep, even after sunrise, but when he does it’s a nice, deep sleep. By the time he head to the airport to gas up the Escalade and meet his crew, he’s feeling pretty damn good – freshly shaved, freshly fed. Stu used some of the bland turkey sausage in the freezer to make a pretty damn good gumbo, Beau supplying genuine Cajun filé.


On his way to the airport, Beau drives by the Josephson’s mansion on St. Charles Avenue. A three story Victorian painted pale yellow and set back from the avenue, a wide front yard that’s dotted with debris, natural mostly, branches, leaves, a dead palm tree. The doors have large dead-bolt locks and are secure. None of the windows are broken. He does not see a human anywhere in the area.


Once again Beau is in black-out, tee-shirt with a subdued gray star-and-crescent badge over his heart, black tactical pants, the only item that’ll break up the blackness is his silver star-and-crescent detective’s badge clipped to his belt just in front of his canvas holster on his right hip.


At the airport, Intelligence Officer Felicity Jones comes out of the hanger with a pretty woman with long, honey-blond hair she’s pulling back in a pony tail as they approach. Her green eyes lock on Beau’s. She’s very pretty and wearing make-up, uncommon for a woman with a badge on her chest and a bulky gunbelt that looks like she borrowed from her father. She’s ATF.


Felicity calls out, “Your pick-up with the orange hood was stolen from Arkansas a year ago.” He arrives as Beau puts away the gas pump nozzle, closes the gas cap.


The woman’s still eye-balling Beau but her face gives nothing away. Beau does this automatically and wonders if she does as well.


“FBI’s got a shitload of fingerprints to sift through.” Felicity nods over his shoulder to the woman. “Special Agent Linda Pickett, ATF Dallas Field Office, this is the man you’ve been looking for. Detective John Raven Beau, Homicide.”


Linda stands about 5’4”, petite, yet her uniform can’t hide the fact there’s a woman’s body inside. She’s either had her khakis tailored or she’s one of the few fortunate people whose uniform fits them like a glove. Beau had his uniforms tailored since his rookie days.


“I have something for you,” Linda Pickett says. “Come this way.” She turns back to the hanger. Beau can’t fix her accent, but she’s not from Texas originally. He follows her, forcing himself not to look at her shapely butt, but realizes he must have because – he knows how shapely it is.


She moves to a long table where other ATF agents, all men, move out of her way, a couple nod to Beau. She opens a black metal case and hands Beau a gun box.


“Special made nine millimeter Glock Model G37. Carries seventeen rounds in the magazine.”


The weapon has a mottled finish, black and gray camouflage coloring. Beau takes out the weapon, withdraws the magazine which has no bullets, opens the breech, shows SA Pickett it is empty, slips the magazine back in and slides the action forward. He points the empty weapon toward the ceiling and squeezes the trigger.


“Smoothest action on the planet,” Linda says. “This is the NATO version. Military edition. Pre-sighted by experts. The most accurate handgun on earth.” She puts a fist on her hip, her chin up now. “It has recoil dampening. Very little kick, even with hydro-shock rounds.”


“Kinda long.”


“Extended barrel. Eight point one-five inches.”


Up close he catches a whiff of light perfume. Just a hint.


Linda hands him a box of ammunition. “Let’s fire it.”


“Where?”


She leads him out to a black Humvee where another ATF agent sits behind the wheel. Linda climbs in the shotgun position as Beau and Felicity climb in the back seat. They go around the hangers and take a road running next to the runways pointing west, all the way to the end where the levee divides Jefferson from St. Charles Parish. There are three silhouettes at the base of the levee, each with a clean POST target – Police Officer Standard Test target used for officers to qualify to carry their weapon.


“We’re not going to run through the whole course,” Linda says as she passes Beau a pair of clear safety glasses and ear muffs. Felicity puts on muffs, as does Linda who points to the 25-yard line.”


Beau loads the Glock. Seventeen in the magazine. He racks a round, pulls out the magazine and puts another in. Eighteen shots now. He steps to the line and the driver uses the PA to call out, “Fire in the Hole!”


There’s no one near but you know never know.


Beau takes his time. Squeezes off a round, then another and gets into a rhythm and fires all eighteen. They take a look. One is a half inch from the center mass inner circle. The rest inside. Linda lets out a low whistle. When they step back, the driver has loaded three additional magazines.


Under a bright sun, with perspiration running down his face and his hands damp, Beau runs through the two boxes of fifty rounds. Some at 25-yards, some at 15-yards, some point-black at the 5-yard marker. The only shot out of center mass was from that first set.


When they get back to the hanger, the ATF agents hand them icy bottles of water and a towel to wipe off their faces. There is only a hint of perspiration on Linda’s upper lip. Felicity looks like he was in a rainstorm.


“I’m Agent Isaak,” a man with a face almost as dark as Felicity steps up to Beau with a clipboard. “Sign here.” It’s a standard POST firing test form.


Linda says, “We know you didn’t go through the standard test, but the ATF is giving you a 120 score. What do you normally shoot?”


“Beau shoots a 120,” Felicity says.


“I shot a 118 once,” Beau tells him. “I sneezed at 25-yards.”


Linda leads then back to the table where she sits and breaks down the Glock, showing Beau as she goes along, and cleans the weapon. He sits next to her.


“The weapon’s stainless steel and polymer with a tenifer finish, stronger than steel, corrosion resistant. Its surface is light absorbing, non-reflective. Don’t lay it down in a dark room. You won’t find it.” She smiles for the first time and Beau thinks he’s seen her in a movie or two. Maybe not, but she reminds him of Ashley Judd.


“I didn’t know Feds had a sense of humor.”


Linda gives him that deadpan look again. “Remember Men in Black when Tommy Lee Jones was asked if Feds have a sense of humor and he said, ‘Not that we’re aware of’? Well, it’s true.” There a smile tickling the corner of her mouth but she fights it.


Isaak returns with his clipboard, hands it to Beau, points to the bottom of a different form, “Sign here, please.” It’s a federal gun registration form. “There’s two.” He places another gun box on the table, opens it and a nine-millimeter subcompact baby Glock is in there with the same mottled camouflage finish. This one holds eleven in the magazine.


The Glocks have grips that feel as if they’re coated in a light glue. Beau asks and Isaak explains, “The grips are a kevlar-ceramic mix with pinion resin, a semi-adhesive. No matter how wet your hand gets, it won’t slip. The resin will wear down after a couple years. I’ll give you a bottle. You just reapply.”


Linda says, “These weapons aren’t issued to you, Detective. They are gifts, from a grant the ATF has for officers under siege in a disaster. We thought you could use better weapons.”


“I did fine with my Beretta.”


Linda looks at Felicity. “Notice he used the past tense. He catches on quickly.” To Beau now, “You don’t like the Glock?”


Beau pulls out his pen and signs the forms. “I like it very much.” The Glock is amazing, the smoothest firing handgun he’s ever shot and most accurate.


“These holsters,” says Isaak as he pulls four holsters out of another box, “are carbon fiber with Serpa active retention system that automatically locks the weapon as its holstered.” There are three for the baby Glock, one for the hip like the one for the special made Model G37, the other a cross-draw so he can carry the subcompact on his left side and an ankle-holster to wear it as a back-up. Isaak stacks twenty boxes of hydro-shock ammunition. Beau almost chuckles, but what the hell, he might need every round. He has five boxes stashed around Sad Lisa and two in the glove box of the Escalade.


Linda hands the cleaned Glock to Beau who puts it together, disassembles it, puts it back together. Isaak and Felicity help him load the four magazines, while he and Linda load three for the baby Glock. Their eyes play with each other and he sees something in hers, something almost wicked.


“You said you were looking for me.”


“Huh?”


“First thing you told me, what an hour or so a go?”


There’s the smile again. She puts her elbow up on the table, cups her chin in her hand. “I didn’t say that. Det. Jones said that. The first thing I told you was ‘I have something for you’.”


There’s that wicked look again. She has Beau’s heart beating, looking into his eyes now.


Shuffling boots turns Beau to see Aligood and three guardsmen coming in, Lt. Avery and others standing outside. Aligood leads them up, smiles at Linda, says, “I guess it’s true what they say about a Frenchmen, huh Det. Beau?”


Lord, I don’t want to hear this.


“If there’s a pretty woman around, she’ll be with the Frenchman.”


Linda’s face turns deadpan again. She does that almost as good as I do.


Beau says, “That’s completely true, Specialist Aligood. You and your men can help me with this gear.” Beau stands, takes off his gunbelt to switch holsters.


Linda asks, “What kind of knife is that?”


“Sioux. It’s obsidian.”


She touches the bone handle. “Felicity here’s told us all about you.”


Beau looks at Felicity who grins.


“Is she coming with us tonight?” asks Aligood as Beau finishes slipping his baby Glock into the ankle holster to work his pants leg down.


“No.” He holsters his Glock 37. “We’re on our own tonight.” He looks back at Linda who’s still sitting, thanks her and Isaak, standing next to her.


“See you around,” Linda tells him.


“Yeah.” He nods to her and gets the hell out. At least he’ll have a few minutes to get her off his mind and focus on the job before he gets back to the city. That is until Aligood climbs in and says, “I just found out who you are.”


•


After dark, as Beau wheels the Escalade along City Park Avenue, past the carcass of Delgado Community College, the headlights pick up a black cat crossing the road ahead of them.


“Shouldn’t we turn off?” asks Aligood. “That’s bad luck.”


“Maybe to you, white man, but all cats are good luck. So are owls.”


A pack of dogs crosses the street and head into City Park. A few of the palm trees died under the salt water from the lake that stood here for a couple weeks, but the ancient live oaks are fine, their long Spanish moss rising slightly with a warm breeze this evening. Those dogs were once pets, left abandoned by owners who thought they’d be back in a day or two. Hunger gnawing at their bellies, there had been reports of attacks on people already. The Humvee behind Beau swings its spotlight to the fine houses on the right now and two raccoons scramble through a broken window to wreck havoc inside a three story mansion.


“That a possum?” Aligood asks as the spotlight hovers on a fat one waddling across a yard.


“Yep.”


Aligood has no idea what an armadillo is when Beau points it out as it scampers across the intersection of the avenue at Carrollton, heading toward Bayou St. John. For a moment Beau spots a gang of rodents scurrying across the street near the statue of General Beauregard and doesn’t slow down. He squishes at least two.


No humans are found out and around. No vehicles to stop, even up by the lake. Beau takes them back around to City Park. After all, they’d jumped the pickup with the orange hood along Wisner Boulevard.


“Ow. Ow. Owwwoooo!”


“What’s that?” from Aligood.


“Coyotes. They’re in the park.”


“Seriously?”


“You heard them. Coyotes are in every state now, except Hawaii. You white men have killed off nearly all the wolves. The range of cougars is expanding as well.”


“You have cougars here?”


“We call them panthers. A subspecies, but they’re all pumas.”


Beau and his Papa had come across one once in the swamp where bobcats are plentiful, their wail sending chills up the spine. The cougar was silent and, thankfully, on high ground and stalking an unfortunate deer. Papa spotted it as it stepped from between two cypress trees. The big feline lowered itself, allowed the deer to approach. In a flash the dark brown panther was on the deer and they tumbled into the bushes, which shook for a few moments. That was all they saw.


As he rides the quiet streets, Beau’s mind returns to the swamp. It was never quiet around the Cajun daubed house built by his grandfather where Beau slept upstairs. Never painted, the wooden house was elevated off the ground, its walls filled with swamp mud that had long ago dried and kept the house cool in summer and warm in winter. Well, somewhat cooler and warmer. There was no air conditioner and the small fans struggled during the steamy summers. When it got real cold, Beau slept downstairs next to the cast iron fireplace.


He remembers dreams of plains warriors and nightmares of the only creature that truly frightened the Sioux – Coyote-man, a warrior who had drowned because if a warrior drowns his soul can never pass to the next world. During the day, the warrior’s soul slept with the fishes, at night it came out of the water covered with fur, pointed ears, long snout with razor sharp teeth, yellow eyes and walked on two legs, its front paws more like a feline’s with claws for grasping. Its voracious appetite particularly preferred the sweet taste of human flesh.


The rain comes in a rush and two hours of rain is enough. As it lets up, not long before dawn, Beau turns his crew back to the marina.
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Two hours before that, a gray pickup truck, stolen in Mississippi a month BK, pulls behind a small brick building with its doors broken and most of its windows shattered, sign out front dangling by one chain: BOOTSIE’S PAWN SHOP. The building’s rear wall is partially caved in.


St. Bernard Parish below New Orleans had been completely inundated by water from Lake Borgne and Lake Pontchartrain that remained for nearly a month. Mixed with oil from huge tanks that had fractured, much of Chalmette was still toxic, a vast wasteland where most of the houses had been flattened by the rushing water. There was no water line on the pawn shop to  indicate how high the water had come as the one story building had been completely under water.


Ace Boody and Axel Smith climb out of the pickup, Axel immediately slipping on thick oily mud and manages to grab the door knob and doesn’t go down. Thankfully the moon is bright, bathing the entire area in a dim gray light.


“Fuckin’ stinks,” he groans.


“Oil, man. This is toxic waste.”


“Why the fuck we here?”


Ace moves to the rear wall climbs into the shop. He comes right back with two shotguns, hands them out to Axel.


“They muddy but they can be cleaned.” Ace goes back in. Forty minutes after arriving at Bootsie’s, the rear of the pickup is piled with shotguns, AK-47s, Tec-9s, pistols and metal cans of ammo.


“I don’t think the water got into the ammo cans,” Ace says as he gets behind the wheel.


“They got rust on some of the shotguns.”


“Yeah, but those pistols are stainless steel.”


Pulling around the shop back to St. Bernard Avenue, a pair of headlights streaks past them, a white car hitting its brakes immediately, sliding.


“The fuck he came from?”


Ace zooms around the car and floors the accelerator as the Louisiana State Police car hits its blue lights.


“The only fuckin’ cop in an entire parish!” Ace has the pickup moving now, the trooper’s car trying to catch up, siren blaring. Axel leans out the passenger window and peppers the grill of the police car with a Tec-9, sees the rounds hitting, the car swerving now. Axel ducks in case the cop returns fire.


“Where the fuck did he come from?” Ace is still yelling.


“Won’t be long. Way to stop a car, shoot out the radiator.”


When Axel peeks back, he sees the trooper’s car is smoking and it slows to a stop. He sees flashes and ducks again as Ace swerves from lane to lane until they are out of range.


“Can’t hit shit and got no radio to call for help.”


Ace doesn’t let up off the accelerator until they cross the St. Claude Bridge across the Industrial Canal, well back in the city now and the rain starts up.


“We gonna need some shit to clean these up.”


“Across the river,” Ace says. “They got Walmarts open. We buy a gun cleanin’ kit, some cheap towels and a shitloada gun oil.”


Axel looks back at the shotguns and AK-47s.


“You know how to take them apart.”


Ace laughs, slaps the wheel. “Fuck no, but our big mouth leader keeps bragging ‘bout all this know ‘bout guns. Let’s see.”


Axel finds this funny too, decides he’d better reload his Tec-9.
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It takes Beau four trips to carry the gifts from the ATF into Sad Lisa. The rain had stopped but water drips on him through the broken overhang along the pier. On his last trip, this one with ammo boxes only, Beau hears the plaintiff call of a high pitched, “Meow! Meow!”


He spies a small kitten sitting and shivering at the side of the pier. It’s soaked. He puts the ammo down, scoops up the kitten, runs his hand through its hair to take off some of the water. Its fur is battleship gray, its big green eyes stare at him and it meows again.


“It’s OK, baby. Where’s your momma?”


The kitten digs its claws into Beau’s hand and he pets it again.


“OK. OK. I hope you like soy milk.”


He sees a shadow, realizes its Ann in a long tee shirt. Lord know if there’s anything under it.


“You don’t give milk to cats. That’s a myth. Little tyke needs cat food. Kitten chow. They got some cans of cat food at the back of the warehouse. Cans. Give it to me to dry off.”


Beau picks up the rest of the ammo and Ann follows him with the kitten into Sad Lisa. By the time he’s found the cans of kitten food, she’s dried off the kitten with one of his towels. In the light the kitten’s coat is blue-gray, its eyes bright green.


“How old do you think it is?”


“Five, maybe six weeks.”


“Just before Rita hit.”


“Let’s hope its weaned.”


Beau opens a can and Ann tells him to put some of the dried food in the bowl as well, so it’ll get used to both. She grabs another bowl, pours bottled water into it as Beau checks the kitten that has stopped meowing. It’s so small, it fits entirely in Beau’s big hand.


“Can’t tell if it’s male or female.”


Ann reaches out, “Give it.” She looks. “It’s a girl. A long hair. Got pedigree blood in her.”


She hands the kitten back to Beau. “You feed her.”


He puts the kitten next to the bowl and she sniffs and digs in.


“Slow down, Baby.”


“You need to come up with a better name.” Ann heads to the door. “There’s bags of litter in the warehouse. You need to keep her inside. I heard animals fighting earlier. Thought it was dogs and cats, but Stu said it looked like a coyote. This baby’s momma might be long gone.”


Beau feels Sad Lisa shift slightly, pulls out the Glock as Stu comes into the doorway. He re-holsters his weapon. “If that was a coyote,” he tells her, “why are you outside?”


She taps him on the chest as she steps past him. “Coyotes don’t attack people.”


Stu looks at Beau and he sees it in the eyes. Everything’s different AK. Anything’s possible. Stu follows Ann off the houseboat. Beau goes out and locks the gate. He gets back as the kitten moves to the water bowl for a drink. He locks the door and makes sure the downstairs port holes are only cracked an inch and the screens are secure so the little tyke doesn’t get out.


He sits on the carpet and picks pick up the kitten, puts her in his lap, tells her about Buck.


“I found him in the rain too. Catahoula puppy. Right outside. That’s his scent you’re smelling, I’m sure. He’s with my uncle now, where he belongs, along the great Cajun floating prairie, chasing rabbits, coons. A houseboat’s no place for a full grown Catahoula hound dog, although I miss him very much.”


The kitten is on her back now and he brushes his hand over her and she swats at it but her claws are not bared. All fluffy dry now, the kitten’s hair is long and thick.


“Sad Lisa is just the right size for a kitten isn’t it?”


Beau has no dislike for coyotes. Both the Sioux and the Cheyenne believe when the world ends the top creature to survive will been the coyote who will feast on the rats and vermin for eternity. The coyote is too wily to destroy. But if there’s one or a pack hunting the cats here at West End, then John Raven Beau, whose Cajun father taught him how to hunt, will kill all of them, toss their bodies into the lake for the crabs and fishes.


•


Beau realizes, when he wakes and moves his feet, the kitten is curled atop the sheet. She raises her head and looks at him.


“How in the hell did you get up here?”


Did she climb the steep stairs? He scoops her, pets her and she purrs. He brings her down, fills her food and water dishes and realizes he’d better get some litter for her. There are aluminum pans in the warehouse, the disposable kind used to bake a turkey. He’s surprised it’s five in the evening already. Time to shower, eat an MRE, and get ready.


Later, he’s gratified to see the kitty take to her new litter box and do her business, covering it up. The litter is the clotting type, which he can scoop out, instead of letting it fester until the box is full. When he shaves, he nearly nicks himself with a new blade when he spies the kitten sitting atop the close toilet seat and watching his every move. She’d eaten a good breakfast.


He dons a charcoal gray tee-shirt today with POLICE in black across the chest. It’s easier putting on the ankle holster before climbing into black tactical pants. His Sioux relatives, a people who think things happen for a reason, would appreciate this. Three months BK, Beau had to replace the small washer and dryer aboard ship, opting for pretty experience models, the washer running off electricity, the dryer off propane or natural gas. The machines work damn well.


The obsidian knife tops off his digs and Beau rubs his chin, forgot to splashes on after-shave, learns that’s one way to get the kitten out of the bathroom. When he steps out for the night with his ice-chest and tactical bag, after filling the kitty’s food dish and water dish, he sees she’s exploring the sofa area. He locks her in.


Gotta think of a good name.
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SA Linda Pickett comes out of the hanger, her hair down this evening but she’s still in khakis and carries a black flak vest, holding it up as she arrives.


“Try this on.”


“Never wear one. Too constrictive.”


“Just try it on. Humor me.” She doesn’t smile but those green eyes give him a look that is almost intrusive, almost intimate. No way Beau can ignore the large eyes of a pretty woman. He puts on the vest, doesn’t fasten it.


“I got it a size too large so it wouldn’t slow you down.”


“At least the printing isn’t glow-in-the-dark, is it?”


The word POLICE is printed in muted color on the front and back.


“Pink?”


“You worried about the color?”


“No, I’m worried about the weight and how it constricts movement.”


“Pink stands out when hit by a spotlight, where yellow and orange are too obvious to the naked eye.”


Beau puts the vest in the back seat of the Escalade, thanks her.


Aligood hustles up, asks Linda if she’s joining them tonight.


Her eyes are still talking to Beau’s eyes as she says, “I have another assignment. Maybe another night.”


Beau points a finger at her and says, “Later.”


“Later.”


An hour and a half after sunset, Beau takes them along Robert E. Lee Boulevard, past the refrigerator still in the street and the car the pickup with the orange hood had clipped, slowing as he goes. It’s an old cliché, criminals returning to the scene of the crime. Doesn’t work this time.


“Think we’ll get lucky tonight?” Aligood asks as Beau turns up Beauregard Street, running along Bayou St. John now toward the lake.


“Naw. Probably another slow night,” Beau says.


The flashes and concussions of sound strike immediately, from the right, from the ruins of the old Spanish fort.


“Jesus!”


Beau feels the bullets strike his Escalade and he guns it, turns left to a side street, drives half a block, slams on the brakes to pull between two mud-covered parked cars. He jumps behind one of the parked cars as Aligood came around with his M4.


Zip! Bang! Ratta-ratta! Boom! Boom! Boom!


The firefight back by the fort is intense and Beau turns to the Escalade, points the keychain at it, locks it. He tells Aligood to stick with him and bolts through a front yard to an oak. He rounds it and heads for the corner of the brick house facing Beauregard.


Boom! Boom! Boom! The SAWS tear up ground and splay the bricks of the fort’s ancient wall, worn by time and look more like earthen mounds.


Zip! Bang! Ratta-ratta! Takka-Takka! Fire from both sides, incoming from three positions at the fort and outgoing from M4s in the Humvees. Beau races across Beauregard to flank the shooters, reaches one of the big oaks and stops, Aligood plowing into his back. It’s forty yards to the levee where the fort sits atop to their right now. The fort was built to cover Bayou St. John from invaders from the lake. There are two oaks and Beau uses them as he runs flat out, zooms over the levee to the oaks beyond.


Zip! Bang! Ratta-ratta! Boom! Boom! Boom!


Aligood is still behind him and Beau leads the way to the oak nearest the fort and spots a dark figure running straight for them. Beau goes down on one knee, using the oak as a shield and aims at the approaching figure. Aligood plows into him again and he falls away from the oak, rolls on his belly and acquires his target again, just as the approaching figure sprays the area around the oak with automatic fire. Beau feels a burn on his left arm.


Beau sets his sights dead center and squeezes the trigger, his heart slamming in his chest, hands wet, perspiration rolling into his left eye. The Glock fires and fires again and Beau puts four quick rounds into the approaching figure, closer now, a big man that slows and goes straight down.


The firing continues and Beau searches for more shooters, sees none, glances back at Aligood who’s on the ground on the other side of the tree. He’s in the prone firing position, like Beau, with his M4 pointed. Doesn’t appear hit. Beau refocuses on the fort as the firing on the other side continues. Can’t get closer or friendly fire will take them out.


Wait here. See if any more come. He strains to see anyone firing from this side. Nothing. He sees the oaks next to the bayou are so huge their heavy branches reaches all the way to the ground, thick bunches of leaves hiding what’s beyond. The seconds drag and Beau looks at his left arm. No blood. The ground next to it is chewed up. Heat from bullets so close to his arm, singed it.


The firing stops. Beau crawls around the oak, whispers to Aligood, “You OK?”


Aligood raises his right hand slightly. Beau watches the figure lying in the grass about twenty yards from them. It hasn’t moved. Finally, two guardsmen come over the levee and Aligood calls out to them. It’s Garcia and Goins, both puffing as they arrive at the body. Flashlights show it’s a black man in a green tee-shirt and dirty jeans, six feet, over two hundred pounds. Two neat holes dot his chest, a third through the throat now pooled in blood. An AK-47 lies next to him, a semi-automatic pistol tucked in the waistband of his jeans. The man has a wide face, tattoo of a brown raven on his left cheek. Beau picks up the man’s left hand, checks for a pulse. He isn’t bloodying his fingers check the carotid. No pulse.


“We got wounded back at the Humvees,” says Garcia.


“Avery’s called in medivac.” Goins adds.


“Stick together,” Beau tells them as they move a few feet from one another and search the area. It isn’t until Beau circles the next oaks that he remembers the rickety wooden bridge across the bayou about fifty yards on the far side of the fort. He reaches it with the three guardsmen and knows there’s another neighborhood on the other side of the far levee, which provides a perfect firing position for anyone crossing the bridge.


Aligood leans next to his ear. “Your flak jacket is in the back seat.”


Beau positions Garcia and Goins on either side of the bridge while he and Aligood creep across, hugging the half-broken rails on each side, until they reach the far side. They hunker down for the other two to cross. They crawl up the levee, two at a time. Beau finds a half-smoked cigarette, still lit, on the street beyond the levee. He finds part of a paper plate and scoops the cig. There are fresh tire marks in the dirt on the concrete street.


Avery has positioned sentries away from the Humvees, machine gunners picking out Beau and his group now as they cross the levee for them. He tells the lieutenant there’s a dead one over the levee. Avery sends Garcia back to guard the body and the AK-47.


“There’s a pedestrian bridge on the other side.” He shows Avery the cigarette. “Let’s see if the FBI can really get DNA off one of these.”


Two guardsmen are wounded, one in the arm, one in the shoulder. Beau didn’t realize there was a medic in the third Humvee and he works on the wounded, neither wound life-threatening. Aligood bitches he didn’t get to fire a round, leads two guardsman back to see the dead guy. Beau leans against the side of Avery’s Humvee that’s dotted with bullet holes now and looks around. The spotlights have the entire area lit. The only eyes looking back at Beau are the eyes of a barred owl perched in a low branch, staring and blinking at him. A good sign. He checks his arm. There’s a burn mark where the bullet just missed and he thanks the owl.
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“So who shot this mother-fucker?” Felicity Jones says as he approaches the autopsy table with Linda Pickett and Isaak. Lt. Avery nods toward Beau sitting in a folding chair while a nurse lightly wraps the burn on his arm. Felicity leans back, lets out a moan. Linda continues forward, moves up to Beau, looks at the bandage.


“Burned by a bullet,” the nurse says. She’s in her forties, gray streaking her short brown hair. She’s in camos, no make-up, eyes Linda as she steps away.


Linda Pickett wears a navy-blue tee-shirt with large ATF in yellow across her chest and black tactical pants. She’s so petite, her breasts appear larger than Beau suspected when not hidden by a khaki uniform with front pockets.


Maybe she’s wearing a push-up bra. French bra. Victoria Secret.


Beau hides the grin rising on his face. The Cajun is winning out over the Sioux warrior on this one. This woman knows how to wear make-up, never too much, but enough to accentuate what nature gave her, especially those lips, which she covers with brick-red lipstick today.


“Were you wearing your flak vest?” Her eyes narrow.


“No.”


“Two of those guardsmen were struck in their flak vests, square in the chest. They got bruises.”


Felicity peeks in. “How many shots you fire?”


“Four. Guess I missed one.”


“They’re cutting off his clothes. The big hole over the heart are two entry wounds. Three in the chest, one in the throat. You didn’t miss.”


Avery steps up, says his colonel’s on the way over.


“We’re not supposed to get into shit like this.” He looks at Linda. “It’s like the wild west out there. Two shootouts in a week.”


Aligood approaches, calls out, “Det. Beau. There’s a reporter outside would like to speak with you.”


Felicity head for the hanger door, “I’ll take care of this.”


Lt. Avery asks Aligood, “You talked with the reporter?”


“No, sir. We’re not supposed to.”


“You’re damn right.” Avery takes off after Felicity.


Linda and Beau are alone, as alone as they can be in a huge hanger with a post mortem exam going on a few feet away and the curious stealing peeks at the man who killed the man on the autopsy table.


“How’d the Glock shoot?”


“Smooth as silk,” Beau answers. “Accurate as hell, apparently.”


Two men in ATF khakis come into the hanger, both with gray hair, one waves Linda over. Beau moves to the autopsy table as Army pathologist Dr. Richard Nelson, from Indiana, has already laid open the dead man’s torso. He watches from behind two doctors as the three bullets are dug out of the cadaver. The throat shot was a perforated wound – through and through. He takes a look at the bullets. Hydro-shock hollow-point rounds that mushroomed nicely upon impact, tearing up tissue and bone. Two of the rounds are imbedded in the rear rib-cage after lacerating the heart, the third lay next to the backbone after shattering a vertebrae, splitting the spinal cord.


“Only wound that was not fatal,” the Dr. Nelson tells Beau, “would have turned him into a paraplegic, possibly a quad.”


Beau finds Felicity outside.


“Fuckin’ New Orleans reporter got wind you were involved.” Felicity nods to his left.


Are those TV lights? Yes, a truck from CNN is parked behind Avery’s three Humvees, a cameraman filming the bullet holes, shattered windows.


“I referred him to the PIO Officer whose aboard one of those cruise ships on the river. The Ecstasy and Sensation. Appropriate for NOPD, wouldn’t you say? Fuckin’ reporter tried to get a comment from me about the mayor of Houston.”


They move to the Escalade, parked away from the TV camera, thankfully.


“What’s with the mayor of Houston?”


“Him and the mayor of Atlanta are complaining now, calling the evacuees they so generously took in – Katricians. Seems some of our homies brought their killing ways with them. Their murder rates have skyrocketed.”


Beau nods to a group of state troopers around an LSP car attached to a tow truck.


“What’s with them?”


“Two ass-holes in a gray pickup burgled a pawn shop down in ‘da parish’, got some muddy guns, ammo, shot up a police car trying to catch them.” Fel nods to the jacked-up car.


“They get a look at the shooters?”


“Nope.”


Interesting. “What kind of guns they get?”


“Shotguns, AK-47s, Tec-9s, semi auto handguns.”


“Jesus, in a pawn shop?”


Felicity laughs. “This is America, buddy. Everybody’s got a right to bear arms.”


What did Avery call it? The Wild West?


Another Humvee pulls up to the loading bay and guardsmen pull out two body bags.


Felicity explains, “Still finding bodies from the hurricane.”


“Thought we sent them to San Gabriel?”


“Gotta check if they’re murder victims, remember? And you ain’t the only guy shootin’ people. Fourth District shot a burglar this morning. Gretna cops shot two armed robbers. Just wounded the bastards. Trooper killed a man with a machete on Airline.”


Beau opens the door of the Escalade. “When we get the phones up, I’ll give those mayors a call. We’ve had those thugs forever. It’s their turn now.”


“They should just put the Katricians in camps,” Felicity says with a smart-aleck smile. “The government’s done it before. Japanese-Americans during WWII.”


Beau climbs in. “Yeah? Little like reservations.”


Felicity closes his eyes, “Wow. Oh, yeah.”


“Weren’t your ancestors brought over in chains?”


“You’d think this was a bad place.”


They both laugh as Beau pulls away before a reporter spots him.
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The heat wakes Beau and he sees its ten after four p.m. His sheets damp with perspiration and he’s all sweaty. He gets up, goes for the thermostat and turns it down and the AC starts back up.


Where’s the kitten?


He looks around the bed and under it, goes down to take a shower, calling out, “Kitty. Kitty. Where are you?”


For a moment he panics. Did she get out? Everything’s locked up tight, port holes cracked maybe an inch. Screens still up.


“Kitty? Kitty?”


He searches the entire place, can’t find her. Starts to really worry now. Goes back up the loft and pulls off the sheets, pillow cases, gotta wash them anyway, he hadn’t rolled over and flattened the little tyke. No kitten.


“Kitty? Kitty?”


Damn. She was in bed with him last night, stretched out next to him and he was careful not to roll on her. He finds no squashed body anywhere upstairs.


“Kitty? Kitty?”


He goes back down and looks around again, hears a scratching and sees the kitten scamper down from the loft along one of the cross beams running from floor to ceiling along the wall of the cabin.


“So that’s how you’re getting up and down.”


She jumps to the floor and he scoops her and nuzzles the little girl. She swats at him. He lays on her back in his left hand and tickles her belly and she latches on to his fingers, growling a little now, then letting out little meows.


“OK. Time for a real name. Something you’ll answer to.”


She lets out a high pitched squeal and it hits him. A New Orleans cat deserves a New Orleans name.


“You’re Stella. As in Stellllaaaa! From Streetcar Named Desire.” She’s latches on to his thumb and gnaws at his fingertip. “I’ll have to show you the movie sometime.” He takes her into the bathroom, puts her on the closed toilet lid, pets her little head.


“Stella! You’re a pretty little girl.”


She’s still there when he gets out of the shower, watches him towel off, follows him into the kitchen where he refills her food dish, water dish, starts up breakfast.


She’s a little cutie, climbing up on the chair next to him to watch him eat pancakes. He dabs a little cane syrup on his finger, gives it to her. She sniffs it, but that’s it. Sits back and watches with those big green eyes, her long blue gray fur all fluffy. Stella looks like a little stuffed animal. He makes sure the AC’s at a decent temperature when he locks Stella in just before six p.m.


When the Humvee’s don’t show by six thirty, he calls Avery on the radio, gets Aligood.


“We’re still at the airport. You coming?”


“I gassed up last night.”


“We have no transportation. They took our Humvees for repairs.”


“Roger.”


Beau gets out, puts on his flak vest. He knows he shouldn’t go out alone. He’ll miss the firepower from the Humvees. But this was the only way to find the bastards. Six holes in the Escalade and its just begun.
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Ace Boody brings one of the po-boys over to Carlos as he sits propped up against the rear doorway of loading dock of the warehouse. Terez, sitting cross-legged next to her man, takes the sandwich from Ace, puts it in her lap and goes back to working on Carlos’s left eye. She has a flashlight in one hand, a pair of tweezers in the other.


Carlos growls, lifts his bottle of tequila, takes a hit, lets her at it and Terez plucks the remaining two splinters from beneath his left eye. She presses a somewhat clean, wet towel against her man’s eye and he grimaces.


“Fuckin’ tree bark,” Carlos says. He blinks his right eye at Terez. “Stings.”


She opens the wrapping around the po-boy – a New Orleans specialty, roast beef with heavy gravy, lettuce, tomatoes, mayonnaise in a loaf of French bread. She puts half in her man’s right hand, takes a bite of the other half. He takes a huge bite, dark brown gravy dripping down his chin.


Ace sits a few feet away, grabs one of the cold root beers. Axel wipes his mouth as he sits a few feet away. Donna Elena sits away from all of them, leaning her back against the other side of the loading dock doorway. She watches them carefully. Ace eyes her as she eats her po-boy delicately, like a bird. She’s a pretty one, but moody. Too fuckin’ quiet.


Axel finally swallows the huge bite he’d stuffed into his mouth, raises his sandwich to Ace, asks, “Where the fuck you get these?”


“Place re-opened in the quarter.”


“This time of night?”


“New Orleans, man. It never closes.”


A car door slams and four men come around from the side of the warehouse, a heavy-set black man, looks to be around forty, two Latinos trying to look hard and a white man, looks to Ace like a meth-head, skinny, smiling at Donna Elena with typical meth-bad teeth.


“Yo, Ace,” says the heavy-set black man, older than the others and named Oscar Stevens, a lower Ninth Warder just back in town. He raises a white plastic bag, says, “Hope y’all like Bud.” He hands it to one of the Latinos who starts passing out cans of Bud Light. All the new men have semi-automatic pistols in the waistbands of their jeans. All wear different color tee-shirts. The other Latino carries three boxes of pizza.


“It ain’t that hot, but it’s good shit,” says the new white boy.


The pizza boxes are put down and the Latino flips one open and snatches a slice of pepperoni. Papa John’s Pizza. Back in business on Rampart Street. All the men settle down with beer, pizza, po-boys. Terez grabs one of the pizza boxes, sausage pizza for her and Carlos, brings it to him as he’s finished his sandwich. He grabs a slice, takes a big bite.


“Now,” Carlos says, “What the fuck were you sayin’ about that cop?”


“He was there, I tell you. I seen him. In all black. Fuckin’ badge and all. He the one shot Amos, flat out. Weren’t no machine gun like that splintered you.”


“Fuck!” Carlos takes another bite.


“He’s been all over town,” Ace adds. “Every night in that black SUV.”


Carlos eyes the new comers, the younger ones watching them, the older one pretending he isn’t.


“The fucker’s gotta sleep somewhere.”


“Probably on one of them cruise ships,” Ace says. “We can cover both, look for the black SUV, watch to see if he’s cagy, comes out in another car.”


“You can spot him?”


“He’s tall, always wears black. We can try to spot him.”


Carlos nods at the newcomers, “They any good?”


“We’ll find out.”


The three are checking Donna out now. She faces the older one, gives him a tough look but Carlos knows she’s scared.


“Get ‘em over here,” Carlos snarls.


Ace comes over, lowers his voice. “Your brother sent the Latins, the white boy’s from here. He found good pizza on the way in, didn’t he?” Ace grins and Carlos hates that. This ain’t funny business.


“The fuck are their names?”


“The bro is Oscar, white boy is Jimmy, the others are Jose and Jose. Jimmy calls them Jose-one and Jose-two.”


“Which is which?”


Ace shrugs.
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The humidity is so thick it’s like running through a steam bath and Beau slows down as he’s closing on the marina. The breeze atop the levee is hot, the strong sun beating down on his head. He wears a gray tee-shirt, jogging shorts and black Reeboks. He has his old gunbelt draped across his chest, like a cross-belt, the baby Glock inside the holster, badge clipped to the belt.


Beau’s thinking – It’s steamiest just before sunset.


The bicyclist he’s been following turns and starts heading back this way. A teen-aged girl with short brown hair and wearing a bikini top and shorts on a pink racing bike, approaching fast.


What the fuck?


She smiles as she approaches and he moves aside, slows and he says, “This isn’t the safest area.” She wears large sunglasses, her red lips standing out on a pretty face.


She nods. “I know. But they’ll have to catch me.” She jacks it up on the way past and zooms on.


Catch me? You can’t outrun a bullet, lady.


He watches her. A hundred yards past, she zips down off the levee to the street and head back into Metairie. There’s no electricity there either. Unless she comes from one of the houses with a generator.


Stella sits up in the center of the living room when Beau goes back in. She turns, coils her back and bounces toward him as he approaches and leaps at his hand when he reaches her, picks her up to tickle her and her paws flail and she lets out mewing noises. He puts her down, pulling out the orange golf ball he’d found on the levee, rolls it away from her and she goes right after it, swats it and follows it under the small kitchen table.


“Shower time.”


He skips shaving. When he comes out, Stella’s atop the closed toilet seat watching him. He flicks water at her and she swats at it. After supper, as he’s dressed for work, Stella joins Beau on the sofa and they play the tickle game again. When he lets go, she runs to the far side of the sofa, crouches and creeps toward his hand to bounce on it. Damn claws are sharp and her teeth like little needles, but she doesn’t bite hard, her mewing louder. She growls too, even hisses when the fingers seem to win the wrestling but comes back for more.


He’s getting use to her sleeping with him, worrying he’s going to roll over on her when she stretches out on the sheet next to him, purring herself to sleep. When it’s time to get up later, she wakes him just before the alarm, nuzzling his chin.


Beau makes sure the food dish and water dishes are full, empties the litter box, checks to see the air conditioner is set to come back on if it gets too hot in the houseboat and he’s cracked a couple port holes to make sure the air’s circulated, although Sad Lisa is anything but airtight. On particularly windy days, air streams though her.


Stella returns to stand in the same spot and watches him leave. He chuckles at her.


He spies Ann and Stu sitting on their boat as he locks up after five-thirty. It’s finally getting dark early and maybe the long, disastrous summer of 2005 may finally give way to autumn. Stu waves and he calls out, “Y’all still have a key to my boat?”


“Sure do, Baby,” Ann calls back.


“If anything happens to me, take care of Stella, OK?”


“That’s what you calling her?”


“That’s her name. New Orleans gal. Stellllaaaa!”


•


As Beau finishes filling up the Escalade, Felicity Jones comes over and says, “We got hits on the bullets. Same gun used in both Lakeview murders, including yours by the lighthouse. Tec-9, same one that peppered the side of your SUV.


“Fuckin’ Brown Ravens.”


“Fuckin’ A.”


“What about the prints from the pickup?”


“FBI. Slow as molasses. LSP did the bullets up in Baton Rouge.”


Felicity yawns, stretches. He’s trying to wear something that looks like a suit, even has a tie that’s loose around his thick neck, but it looks silly with a khaki shirt and brown, tactical pants.


“Got more data on the Brown Ravens. They’ve muscled into San Diego, Phoenix, Dallas. M.O. is to muscle into a city, try to take over the mid-level drug supply and run the street-level dealers. There’s more of them than I suspected.”


Felicity takes off his tie, shoves it in his pocket, looks at Beau’s face.


“You don’t have any more razors?”


Beau smiles.


“Fuck.” Felicity lets out a long breath. “Cops gotta steal clothes, food, cars from abandoned dealerships. Anything to survive, pull the department back together and now we get a group of gang-bangers from L.A., Diego.”


Beau nods to the assortment of police cars from out of state, cops arriving all the time.


“Shit, we send them in the city, they just get lost. No communications.” Felicity steps closer. “The desertions keep getting worse. We so far down, I don’t know if NOPD’ll ever come back.”


Beau yawns. “Difference between a disaster and a catastrophe isn’t much.”


Linda Pickett comes out of the police hanger, heads straight for them. She wears a dark blue tee-shirt with white ATF across her chest and a shoulder rig, tactical pants that look a lot better on her. She still wears that dark red lipstick, her hair in a pony tail again.


“Mister Beau,” she calls out as she approaches. “Bad news. We still have no agents to spare and I’m under strict orders to remain at the airport.” She sighs as she arrives, puts her hands on her hips, looks around a moment, then back up into Beau’s eyes.


“Mister Beau? I thought we’d gone beyond that.”


She smiles slightly but she’s not happy today. “Your Lt. Avery’s been at it all day, trying to convince the high command to allow his men to accompany you.”


She huffs. “I’m working on getting you an M4 or an M16.”


Beau climbs in the Escalade. “Are you married, in love?”


“What?”


A smirk crawls on Felicity’s face.


“If you aren’t, maybe we can have dinner, catch a movie?”


It takes her a couple seconds to recover. “We’re in disaster-mode here. What theatre’s open?”


This is what happens when Beau lets his Cajun side loose for a moment. He just thought of cooking up something, watching a flick on the DVD player in Sad Lisa, sitting with her on his sofa with Stella. And it’s there again, the familiar pain from high school. John Raven Beau, the all-state quarterback, good looking kid who couldn’t get a date to the senior prom because he was a swamp rat, a half-Indian able to attend Holy Ghost High because his tuition was paid by Catholic relief because he was poor. He didn’t realize that but learned in first grade when the kids told him. He knew his family didn’t even have a car.


“Oh, John,” said the pretty brunette in his chemistry class when he asked her to a movie, “I like you, but I can’t go out with you.”


This was echoed by other girls, including the very pretty, shy redhead with glasses in his history class. He took a chance, asked the head cheerleader to the prom. She just shook her head.


“Sorry,” he tells Linda. “What was I thinking?” He closes the door and eases the Escalade away. Doesn’t look back, laughs at himself and his Sioux voice reminds him to harden his heart. A warrior does not feel sorry for himself.


Linda Pickett turns to Felicity Jones, asks, “What was that about?”


It’s his turn to laugh. “No need to be coy with me. If you don’t feel the attraction I see between you two, then I can’t help you.”


Her face is getting red now.


“We have agents coming. Truly. I don’t want him going out there alone.”


“Where they coming from, China?”


She blows a loose strand of hair from her eyes.


Felicity stretches, tells her, “My cousin’s a St. Bernard Parish detective, says the day of the flood, he was pulled off the top of the sheriff’s substation in Arabi by men in boats. He asked who they were, not recognizing their uniforms and they said they were Mounties.” Felicity’s eyes go wide. “As in Royal Canadian Mounted Police. They started down before Katrina was even close to the coast.”


Linda huffs again.


“It’s been, what, two months and the feds are ‘sending reinforcements’. Kinda embarrassing havin’ Canadians here the day after, wouldn’t you say?”


She raises her chin. “Mister Jones. Did it ever occur to you a Canadian would do just about anything to get away from Canada? Even come to a hurricane.”


“Touché. Nice try changing the subject. We weren’t talking about reinforcements a minute ago. We were talking about Beau liking you. If you ain’t interested, tell him. If you want me to tell him, just say so. I know Beau. What you saw is as aggressive as he gets with a woman. He asked. He won’t bother you about it again.”


John Raven Beau drives through the darkness, forcing thoughts of Linda Pickett’s pretty face from his mind to concentrate on the mission. He prowls the broken streets, makes two traffic stops, but goes home empty handed to a female whose excited to see him. Stella sits up in the same position, big green eyes looking at him when he comes in. Her food dish is empty and she’s drank some of the water, so she hasn’t been sitting there all day.


He enters and she bounces over.


•


Carlos Rodriguez ain’t happy with what they’re telling him. Terez watches his hands ball up into fists, open up, then ball up again as he stands with Ace Boody and the new guy, the skinny white one named Jimmy, who apparently grew up around here.


“If he ain’t stayin’ at the cruise ships,” growls Carlos. “Where the fuck’s he sleeping? In the fuckin’ SUV?”


Ace raises a hand, says, “We followed an Escalade, turn out to be dark blue.”


“You followed the wrong fuckin’ car and you smilin’?”


“We found out where all the cop cars are getting their gas. The airport. They got hangers fulla cops, the army, police cars and fire engines and they all refuel there. We gonna stake it out tomorrow.”


“That easy?”


“Shit, they got over a thousand people lined up outside the airport, in tents, in cars, they go in every day to get water and food. Cars and trucks all over the fuckin’ place. We’ll fit right in.”


Ace isn’t about to tell Carlos he thinks he spotted the black Escalade going in to fuel up just before dawn. He was out of position to follow. He won’t be next time. He’ll take Oscar’s green pickup. It ain’t been spotted yet. It just got there.


Carlos touches the bandage on his face. Fucker still throbs. He looks at Jimmy, who has to be pushing forty, scraggly beard dotted with gray. “You. Can’t believe you came all the way from Diego and you brung no shit with you.”


Jimmy looks at Ace, says, “We got stopped three times in Texas and twice in Louisiana. Highway patrols got the interstates locked down from the west.” He looks at Carlos. “I was waitin’ for you to ask, but you been all tied up with this cop. We got a load comin’ in with my cousin. He just got outta the army. He’s comin’ to be a Brown Raven.


Donna Elena steps out of the warehouse, digs a Coke from one of the ice chests, goes back in. She got a great little ass in those jeans and Jimmy’s feeling horny as hell. He already asked Ace and knows she don’t give it away. Fuckin’ bitch. Ain’t even a Raven yet.


Terez sees Carlos is ready to punch the shit outta someone.


“Your cousin bringing shit with him?”


“Coke and crack. He drives a hummer. Comin’ from Fort Rucker in Alabama. The shit came in through Panama City before the storm. He told me the army’s sending more helicopters here. They stationed at Rucker.”


Jimmy taps Oscar’s arm. “We gotta get a better place than this to stay.”


“I got connections,” says Oscar. “My auntie’s house. She in Atlanta.”


Carlos keeps glaring at them. Where they going with this? Takin’ over? Telling them where to live?


Oscar smiles, shows his two gold teeth. “It’s a duplex. Got a generator. All we need is gas and we got lights, air conditioning.”


Even Carlos is fed up with the roach-infested warehouse. He snarls, “The shit coming from Alabama, it’s good shit?”


“That’s why I’m here. Premium shit.” Jimmy’s finished talking, goes to get himself a beer from the ice chests.


•


Beau’s thinking tonight is worse than last night. He stopped six vehicles and no Ravens. No reports of car jacking and no more bodies. He knows they didn’t just go away. The lull before the storm. He doesn’t see Linda or Felicity when he gasses up at five a.m., but spots the green pickup tailing him before he’s four blocks from the airport. Driver and one passenger, the driver letting a car get between them now.


This’ll be tricky without backup. Beau picks up the radio Aligood gave him and calls for anyone. No answer. He switches channels and realizes the battery’s dead. There are no streetlights, no traffic lights so Airline Drive has the right of way, no need to stop unless a car crosses in front and none does. Beau slowly increases speed, the pickup falling back but able to keep pace.


As he closes on the parish line, Beau sees a fire station on the left that has lights on, slows and crosses over to it. He sees the green pickup continue on, probably to set up a little distance away.


A fireman steps out of the station house.


“Police,” Beau tells them. “You have a phone, radio?”


“Nope.”


“How do you go to fires?”


“We watch and see if another engine goes by and we follow.”


Another fireman comes out with two cans of Coke, offers one to Beau who shakes his head, thanks them and leaves. The green pickup remains out of sight until he turns down Carrollton Avenue and spots it again.


This guy’s local. Knows the streets.


He hits the brights on his lights and barrels down Carrollton, now a single lane, one way on either side of the neutral ground, the other lane piled with trash, higher than the Escalade. He passes twisted streetcar tracks on his left are still covered with debris, downed trees mostly, a few cars, garbage cans, more refrigerators. A lawn mower hangs in an oak tree.


Someone nailed stop signs to saw horses at the intersection of Earhart Boulevard, Oak Street, St. Charles Avenue. When Beau turns left on Leake Avenue to run along the river levee, the green pickup hesitates but follows.


No hiding down here. Huh, Ass-hole?”


Turning left on Magazine Street, Beau takes the first right past Walnut Street, zooms past parking lots of the Audubon Zoo covered in great mounds of fallen tree branches, decaying leaves, twisted metal girders, fractured lawn chairs. He crosses the levee to Riverview Drive next to the dark Mississippi River. Avenger Park is completely dark on the left now. The black river glimmers in the moonlight, the water’s still high but this massive levee didn’t break. If it had, the city would be gone. For a moment Beau remembers meeting his first national guardsmen, right after the storm. From Ohio, their captain said something about the hurricane had come straight up the river, stopped the Mississippi, pushed her back over the levees.


No hurricane – not Katrina, or Rita, a much stronger storm, could stop the Mississippi River, could back up the big muddy water. He quickly told the captain it was the lake levees. Lake Pontchartrain sitting above the city and Lake Borgne to the east, overran the levees and filled the great bowl. Surrounded by water and below sea level, New Orleans is a bowl waiting to be filled.


It didn’t flood here. The highest part of the city lies against the river. Here it’s actually a few feet above sea level. The zoo didn’t flood either. Beau sees the green pickup following far behind now, must be worried he’s setting a trap, he turns left to head back to Magazine and waits until he’s over the levee and out of sight before gunning it to run past the zoo on the left now.


It’s lit up by gas lamps, a dull yellow light. Most zookeepers stayed, the others coming back quickly to feed the animals. Not getting fed for a day or two wasn’t bad. Except for the big cats, of course. The squirrels, raccoons, possums and other indigenous critters who live in Audubon Park sought shelter in the zoo only to be quickly gobbled up by hungry felines. Tigers, leopards and jaguars had a feast of local cuisine. The primates are a different story. Without human visitors, without the bustle of people, they have become sullen, hunkered down, won’t come out of their dens. At least that’s what Beau heard.


He spots the tunnel to the left, pumps the brakes hard, skids off the road, turns through the oaks to cut into the tunnel. The Escalade barely fits as this is the tunnel for the miniature train. He drives to the far end and kills his lights.


This is the Second District, Ass-hole. I worked here five years.


It takes longer than he figures for the green pickup to drive past and up to Magazine Street. It stops to let a car go past, then a truck.


Where are these cars coming from?


Good news for Beau as the pickup turns right on Magazine, a silver car passes and Beau pulls in behind the silver car whose headlights shows him the driver of the pickup is white the passenger black. The driver of the pickup pounds on the steering wheel.


Yeah. You lost me. But I didn’t lose you.


There are lights ahead. Like parts of the Quarter, this portion of Magazine Street has electricity. They pass the Second District Police Station with its huge gold star and crescent badge sculpture dangling above the doorway. Beau’s old stationhouse is open for business, but there are no cops out front as he passes. Dammit.


The silver car pulls over and Beau has to drop back.


Inside the green pickup Jimmy tells Ace. “OK. He fuckin’ dumped us. He’s cagy.” He looks back at the headlights a block behind. Dark SUV. Another pair of headlines cuts in. A yellow pickup truck. He sees the SUV turn left.


Ace seethes next to the idiot. This cracker can’t drive worth shit.


“That Donna Elena bitch,” Jimmy says. “I’m gonna take my turn with her when we get back.”


Ace tries to be nice. Jimmy’s got two guns on him, both nine-millimeters and worse is the fuckin’ weird eyes, all batty, looking around. He has a bad feeling about this.


Jimmy laughs. “Oscar and the Joses already doin’ her.”


“What you mean, already?”


“When you left and that Axel took off in the other pickup with the chubby Terez, they gonna fuck the piss outta the bitch.”


“Carlos won’t stand for it.”


Jimmy laughs. “Carlos is in on it. Hadda get Terez outta the way and you saw how charged up she got to get into action.”


Ace feels the acid in his belly, then told himself to calm down. He’d been thinking Donna Elena Palma was a muff-diver anyway, the way she didn’t want nothing to do with any man. But he can’t help feeling bad.


“Ravens don’t rape each other.”


Jimmy shrugs. “She ain’t killed nobody. Ain’t a Raven yet.”


John Raven Beau has driven these streets so many times as a patrolman, he knows every curve, every turn of the odd streets of a city built along a wide crescent along the river. He parallels the green pickup through the Garden District and the Lower Garden District, CBD, all the way to more lights. The French Quarter, a bright oasis where barrooms are open again, strip clubs, cafés and some of the restaurants as well, people milling in the streets.


The green pickup turns down Iberville for Decatur Street where less people walk the street. There are plenty cars here and Ace Boody doesn’t spot the SUV tailing him, keeping a couple cars between them. He spots a pizza stand at the edge of the French Market and pulls over.


Beau rolls past as the driver jumps out, gets a good look at the skinny white man, sees the passenger sitting there, staring straight ahead like a zombie. He parks down Decatur, kills his lights and sinks down in the seat. Twenty minutes later the green pickup rolls past, the driver jabbering at the passenger whose got his eyes closed as they ride past the Escalade. Fortunately, a white Toyota follows the pickup and Beau is able to ease in behind. The pickup moves quickly as the driver of the Toyota’s head turns from side to side.


Tennessee plate. Fuckin’ tourist.


He loses sight of the pickup’s taillights by the time he reaches Barracks Street as the Toyota finally turns off. He accelerates and continues on Decatur, just hoping he’ll spot them. He looks up and down the cross streets. At Elysian Fields, he spots taillights up the avenue but it’s not a pickup. He continues on Decatur. Crossing Franklin Avenue, he spots another vehicle up the street, stops and is about to turn when the vehicle turns and he sees its white. He stays on Decatur.


This is Bywater, part of the Ninth Ward, with small, wooden houses, mostly shotguns lined side by side along narrow one-way streets. Part of the ‘Sliver By The River’ – higher ground that didn’t flood, Bywater has no electricity and only a few people have come back after the storm. Abandoned cars line the streets. No streetlights but several of the houses have lights. Beau hears an occasional generator. He glances both ways at each corner and a flicker of light off to his right at St. Ferdinand Street catches his eye.


He stops, kills his lights and eases the Escalade down the street. He’s a block from the river here and facing a line of warehouses abandoned long ago. Red brick hulks along the riverfront, jammed against the high levee, most of these buildings are five, six stories. Beau feels the hair standing on his arms now, stops the SUV and backs up to the intersection again. He parks the Escalade between a junked van and a black pickup with two tires missing. He listens for a minute before getting out, pulling on the flak vest. He locks the doors manually and withdraws the Glock as he moves to the corner.


Banquette. The word bounces in his brain and he drives it away as his eyes scours the area for any movement. Banquette. In New Orleans, where things are done differently on purpose, sidewalks are called banquettes. When it rains, the sidewalks, always higher than the street, serve as banks as the street fill with water. The building at the corner was a grocery store BK. Its door gone, windows broken out, Beau doesn’t have to see inside to know it’s been looted. Moving on the balls of his feet he steps around the corner and starts toward the river. Less than a hundred yards away, he spies the green pickup slowly pull between two defunct warehouses not fifty yards from the levee.


Ace notices the gray pickup is back. He goes straight into the rear of their warehouse, nearly runs into Terez in the dim light.


“Where’s Donna?”


“Her room.” Terez carries two cans of beer and heads for the room she shares with Carlos.


Donna sleeps on a cot in a room she shares with no one. This part of the warehouse once held offices. A couple still have broken desks, but the place had been abandoned before Ace was born.


Donna’s door is locked. He knocks on it lightly. No answer. He knocks again.


“Go away,” her voice is raspy. “I got my gun now, mother-fucker!”


“It’s Ace. We brought pizza.”


“Go away!”


Loud voices bring Ace back into the center of the warehouse where Carlos stands with the patch beneath his eye, can of beer in his left hand.


“Say that again!”


Jimmy’s face doesn’t react. The batty eyes move to Ace, then back to Carlos.


“We did better than Oscar. We found him, only he gave us the slip. We need to use all the cars next time. He might spot one, but he won’t spot three.”


Carlos steps closer, looking down at Jimmy now. “Tell me what the fuck happened.”


So Jimmy tells him they spotted the black Escalade coming out of the airport and followed it to Audubon Park but lost it.


“He didn’t follow you here, did he?”


“He tried to but had to turn off and we lost him.”


“You sure?


Jimmy nods. “Go look for yourself. I’m getting some pizza.” No way that fat-ass is going out to look around.


Ace is getting tired of this shit. With Amos gone and Carlos thinking he’s in charge, this is bullshit. He spots Terez carrying clothes out of the warehouse.


“What’s happenin’?”


Carlos just glares. Terez calls out, “We movin’ to Oscar’s auntie’s house.”


Ace asks, “Where are Oscar and the Joses?”


Meanwhile – Beau stands across St. Ferdinand Street from the warehouse. So damn dark he can see little. It should be getting close to dawn by now, but he feels a coolness in the air, smells rain. Clouds blot out the moon and stars. He’s always had good night vision, better than his Papa. When they hunted at night in the swamp, it was Beau’s eyes that picked out the gators and the game they hunted – feral pigs, coons, deer and swamp rabbits when in season.


He finds an open gate and goes into the small yard of a shotgun house, moves to the side of its front porch and waits. Something moves on the porch. An animal. Beau waits. He is calm now, in tune with what is around him, senses focused, listening, watching, sniffing. The human sense of smell is not good. The strong odor of mildew and decayed wood is all he gets.


Finally, the false dawn comes in a veil of grayness and he sees the animal is a cat on the far side of the porch, crouched and watching him. Three warehouses stand across the narrow street. He spies a pickup parked between two of the warehouses. As the false dawn fades he thinks the pickup might be gray.


Wasn’t it a gray pickup in the shootout with the state trooper?


It grows darker just before dawn and Beau moves quickly back up the street, the way he came. If there’s a lookout, Beau hopes to remain unseen in the darkness before the sun creeps over the eastern horizon. He makes it to the far side of the first of three warehouses in this block and moves along its side, reaching the base of the tall river levee as the light of dawn brings grayness to the land. He climbs the levee and moves along the other side, peeking over it as he goes.


There’s light at the rear of the middle warehouse and as he eases that way he clearly sees the two pickups in the alley now, green one and gray one. There’s a black Ford van as well. They got ‘em parked with their rears to one another so the license plates can’t been spotted unless someone gets between them. That’s how Beau figures he caught a flicker of light, when they backed the green pickup in.


He lies down and peeks over the top of the levee. About fifty yards away, if he stays long, when the light gets brighter, they’ll spot him, especially if they got someone in the upper floors. He waits. Patience is his. The rear bay door of the warehouse is missing, no one’s out on the loading dock. But soon the sun is up and he thinks he sees movement in a third floor window – the glass in the windows are mostly broken out. He crawls down the levee close to the river and uses the levee to shield him as he moves back beyond the first warehouse to cross the levee back to his Escalade.


Beau wonders if he should go straight back to the airport, gather a posse, come back in the middle of the hot day. They been up all night, like him. Gotta be tired. He hears an engine as he crosses St. Ferdinand and barely makes it between two houses before the gray pickup comes barreling up the street, driven by a large black male, not the one from the green pickup. He’s about to go back out when he hears, then sees the black van follow. The driver looks Latino.


What the fuck are they up to now? Looking for his Escalade? He decides to jump fences, move through back yards back to Decatur Street. No, they aren’t around. The Escalade is as he left it. He waits a little longer, moves carefully to it and checks as he pulls away from the curb, moving past St. Ferdinand to hang a left on Press Street up to St. Claude Avenue, left again and sees no vehicles.


Hell, let them follow me. He slips on his extra-dark, vintage Ray Ban Balorama sunglasses heads back to the airport. These were the sunglasses Angie had given him. She’d found them in a nostalgia shop on Magazine, said they were from the Seventies.


Beau’s plan is to muster some troops and hit the warehouse. Has to be the Ravens with the gray and green pickups. He hurriedly tops off the Escalade’s gas tank, pulls it over to the police warehouse, grabs a bottle of spring water from one of the huge ice chests just inside, pours some over her head, drinks some and is a little surprised when Linda Pickett steps up with a towel draped over her shoulders, hair looking darker now, all wet. She’s in an OD green tee-shirt and baggy, khaki military shorts that almost reach her knees. She wears camouflage flip-flops which starts Beau laughing.


“What? No make-up? I just showered.” She glares at him. The woman doesn’t need makeup. Well, maybe just a little.


He points to her feet. “What’s the point? You hunt in those? Your white toes give you away.”


“Huh?” She looks down, “Oh.” She smiles. “Camo flip-flops.”


“You on the day shift now?”


“Getting ready to catch some zees.” She looks around him. “Did I miss something?”


“Any NOPD around? Felicity?”


“He just left for Baton Rouge. Crime Lab.” She nods back at the warehouse. “Gotta bunch of cops in there.”


“Any from Louisiana?”


“I don’t know. I’m about to bitch-slap a big Chicago cop who keeps leering at my ass.”


Beau opens his mouth to tell her it’s a nice ass, but doesn’t say anything.


“What?” She snatches the bottle of water from his hand, takes a sip. “I’m not a sex object.”


He takes the bottle back. “Yes you are. All females not closely related to a man who are between eighteen and sixty are sex objects. Goes the other way around too. You haven’t hawked me out?”


“No!”


“I’m devastated.” He bops down the Ray Bans, gleeks her over the top, his eyes dancing. She takes the bottle back, sips again.


“I found them,” he says.


Her eyes narrow, serious now.


“The Brown Ravens. They nest in a warehouse.”


Specialist Aligood rushes up, calling over his shoulder to Lt. Avery, who approaches more slowly. Beau waits for both to get there.


“The ass-holes we shot it out with. I found them.”


Aligood bounces on his toes. Avery sighs, looks over his shoulder as a couple older officers approach.


“How’s your wounded?” Beau asks, finishing off the water, seeing Linda heading for the ice chests.


Avery explains his men are going to be fine, steps around Beau as a man a good three inches taller than Beau arrives. He’s got a star on his collar. The smaller man with him has a silver oak leaf on his collar. A brigadier general and a lieutenant colonel.


The smaller man tells Beau, “I’m Col. William Bradford and this is General William Sutherland, commanding officer of the Special Operations Brigade, Rhode Island National Guard.”


The general looks a little like Harrison Ford, the older version, not the Star Wars Luke. No, Han Solo. He growls, “Are you Det. Ravenboo?”


Beau extends his right hand. “Det. John Raven Beau, NOPD Homicide.”


The general shakes his hand, squeezing hard.


“We’re here to rescue people,” the general says, pulling his hand back, moving both fists to his sides. “Your department may tolerate gun slingers. My men didn’t come here to fight a battle.”


Wait. An army that doesn’t want to fight a battle.


“Are you blaming me because thugs shot at us?”


The general takes a step closer to tower over Beau who does not step back. They are too close, the colonel easing around to get between them if necessary.


“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” The general’s looking fierce. “You led my men straight into an ambush.”


The man has a point.


“No troops will accompany you anymore, detective. I’ve spoken to the other commands as well. No more Humvees. No more troopers. You’re on your own.”


Beau smiles coldly at the man. No need to say that’s the way he likes it.


Linda’s back with two bottles of water, hands one to Beau.


“Is that all, general?”


The general raises a finger and is about to poke Beau’s chest, but hesitates as he sees Beau’s eyes change. Beau looks through the man’s eyes all the way to the back of his skull.


I never broke a general’s finger before. Beau’s ready to snatch that finger if it pokes him.


“You’re a dangerous man. I’d talk to your superiors if I could find any.”


Beau opens his water, takes a hit and watches the general do a military about-face and march off. The colonel remains.


“We can’t go with you, either,” Linda says softly. “One of our assistant directors is flying in this afternoon to appraise the situation.”


Fuck it. Fuck ‘em all.


“I’ve never seen the general this angry,” Col. Bradford had to have the last word as Beau started to move away.


“He reminds me of another general.”


“Who?”


“George Armstrong Custer. Lot of bluster, except Custer had balls.”


You’d think Beau slapped the colonel’s face. The man actually recoiled.


Beau turns to Linda. “Custer was the only trooper we didn’t scalp at the battle. He had a child with a Cheyenne woman, so he was related to the Cheyenne and they are our cousins. We scalped the rest.”


Bradford is really confused now.


Beau nods at Aligood. “Tell him about my great uncle.”


Linda follows him to the Escalade, asks, “You’re not going in alone?”


“You have internet connection in there?” He nods to the warehouse.


“Yeah.”


“Look up ‘Lakota Shadow Warrior’.” He climbs in. “Unlike most of the clans, the Unkpapa, Minneconjou, even the Oglala attack in daylight, shadow warriors attack under cover of darkness.”


He thinks of leaning over and kissing her, but the Sioux in him keeps the Cajun out of trouble and he just pulls away.


“Wait!” Linda pulls a notepad from one of the fat pockets of her shorts. “Where is this nest?”


“Middle warehouse along the river levee. St. Ferdinand Street.”


She spreads her arms. “I can’t look that up on Google maps. What’s the address?”


“Tell Felicity when he gets back. Anyone from NOPD knows what I’m talking about. Google maps? Is that from Sesame Street.”


Time to go home. Beau is very careful, makes sure he isn’t followed. Unless they have a satellite, they don’t follow him home.


 









Part 3


A Warrior Becomes a Shadow


 


Stella sits perched atop the closed toilet lid watching Beau apply darkening face-paint to this clean-shaven chin. He starts rubbing it on his cheeks.


He explains to her, “The great plains warriors, the Sioux and Cheyenne painted themselves for battle, prepared themselves physically and emotionally because for the Sioux, the glory of battle brought out the best in a man and in battle, it was always a good day to die.”


Stella’s coat looks extra fluffy as she twists her head from right to left, watching Beau transform from a not so white-skin man to a dark green and pitch black apparition.


“They won’t see me. Understand?”


She doesn’t seem to understand.


He reaches over with his clean hand and pets her head. “I’ll be back.” He looks at the mirror and starts on the other side of his face. “If anything happens to me, little girl. Annie will take care of you. You remember her. Redhead with the killer body.”


Stella just stares.


Beau is in all-black again, no logo on this tee-shirt. He’s tucked his tactical pants into his black, canvas combat boots.


“While the Cheyenne had their ferocious ‘dog soldiers’ who heralded their attacks with piercing war cries, feathered lances and rifles raised overhead, to become known as the scourge of the plains – the Sioux rarely make frontal attacks.”


He reaches over and tickles her belly and she slaps at his hand.


“Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull, masters of the counter-attack, led their men into battle from misdirection, confusing their enemy, even the vaunted US Cavalry.”


He finishes the last touches, his nose, around his eyes, his ears, then the outside of each hand.


“Among the Sioux were a small band of warriors, brave men who attacked alone at night, leaving bodies in their wake.” He steps back and looks at a fearsome countenance in the mirror and for a moment remembers a scene from Apocalypse Now, Martin Sheen rising from the river with a similar face.


He tells Stella, “These were shadow warriors – ‘the shadow that kills’ – terrorizing the great plains for over a century.”


Stella follows him into the main cabin, scampers under the sofa as he checks his Glock, slips it into its holster. He has the baby Glock set cross-draw on his left hip, the obsidian knife in its sheath at the small of his back. He moves to the door, to the small ice-chest filled with bottled water covered in ice and his tactical bag with his small binoculars and extra ammo. He dims the light as Stella comes out from under the sofa dragging something red, oh, it’s a sock. Angie’s sock.


“Keep it,” he tells Stella as she sits up with the sock in her mouth, big green eyes looking at him. He locks up. It is ten p.m., later than his usual time. He slept late, rested, ate, hydrated himself. Didn’t run today. He steeled himself for the mission. And yet, as he moves to the Escalade, his mind is distracted, brought back to Sad Lisa and the debris left behind by Angie. It still litters his cabin. Her copy of To Kill a Mockingbird, a blue comb, tube of cocoa butter, bottle of cream rinse, a denim skirt and now a red sock.


His plan is to approach St. Ferdinand Street from the opposite direction, parking the SUV behind a brick wall in the parking area of another long-abandoned warehouse, this one on narrow Architect Street, almost an alley just above Royal Street, three blocks from the Ravens’ warehouse.


As he drives, he focuses his senses, seeing everything as he passes the empty streets, listening to the Escalade’s engine and tires snapping dead branches. Yet Angie comes to mind again. Thanks Stella. Angie doesn’t do this usually unless he’s trying to fall asleep, but now as he drives to take on these fuckers, she taps his shoulder, whispers in his ear and it’s as if he can feel her breath on his neck.


He thought she was the one, had no clue it was waning, figured couples went through down times until she told him he didn’t spark her anymore. She found another spark. A visiting professor. Fuckin’ geek, no doubt, but geeks often get the girl. He shakes his head. Quit being maudlin over this. Hell, this is the third girl he thought was the one. Beau laughs at himself, yet there’s a catch in his laughter.


He parks and locks the SUV after putting on his bullet-proof flak vest, pulling the Velcro wraps tight. Damn thing won’t breathe a bit. He’s sweating before he sees both pickups are gone but the black van is there. Too dark to see its license plate. He moves along the levee and spots lights in the windows on the second floor. Someone sits at the end of the loading dock, back against the wall of the warehouse. Beau sets up atop the levee with a tree behind him so the wane moonlight reflecting off the Mississippi water won’t silhouette him.


The smoker lights a gas lantern and he sees it’s a young woman with long dark hair and wearing a yellow tee-shirt and jeans. She has a black, semi-automatic pistol in her right hand that’s too big for the hand.


Two men come out with another gas lantern, put it between them and her and sit watching her. Latino-looking dudes, one with a shotgun, one with an AK-47. Loud voices bounce across the fifty yards where Beau lies. The men speak in Spanish and the only word Beau catches is, “Puta!”


She says nothing, watches them. The voices growl louder, angrier. The man with the shotgun heads toward her. She lifts the pistol. He rushes her and stops as she points the gun at him. It seems to jerk as she yanks on the trigger. Misfire? Not loaded? The men laugh. Shotgun man slaps the gun from her hand, she gets up and kicks him. He grabs her throat and Beau shoves his binoculars into his bag and moves now, keeping low in the blackness, Glock in hand. The man lifts the girl by the throat and she punches his hands and kicks at him.


The man slams her against the wall and drops her, kicks her, goes back to his friend who hands him a bottle of Jack Daniels. He takes a long pull and Beau is there, close enough to smell the booze. He’s at the end of the loading bay but they can’t see him in the darkness.


The man with the AK-47 goes into the warehouse, the shot-gunner takes another hit of Jack, the girl, coughing now, crawls toward the end of the loading dock. Beau’s maybe twenty feet from her but she doesn’t see him. She’s pretty and young and looks Latino, keeps crawling. Her eyes filled with tears, she looks right at Beau, has to see him now, but doesn’t react.


The shot-gunner comes close, freezes as he spots Beau who aims the Glock over the edge of the loading dock. The bottle of Jack splatters on the dock as the shotgun comes around and Beau fires a quick burst of two rounds, then another two rounds, all catching the man square in the chest and man staggers, falls straight back. Beau leaps up on the dock, glances at the girl who cowers away, and races for the door, scooping up the shotgun along the way. Its rusted, looks old, probably blow up in his hand.


He can’t stay in the light so he empties the shotgun, throws it into the warehouse, drawing fire from the AK-47, hears the rounds striking where he threw the shogun.


Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


Beau slips into the warehouse, slides along the wall away from the door and the light into nearly complete darkness. He bumps into a wooden box, realizes it’s a huge crate, goes behind it, stops and listens. The air reeks of gunpowder. Something scrapes and then creaks, as if a rusty door is opened.


Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! The shooter sprays the warehouse, rounds strike the top of the crate and splinters rain down on Beau. When the shooter stops, Beau peeks out from far end of the crate, sees a shadow move out a side door. He lowers himself and rushes back out to the warehouse loading dock and jumps off, moving to the side of the building.


The van’s engine cranks up. Beau reaches the end of the building, goes down on his belly and crawls out and sees the van jump forward, stop. The fool’s left the interior light on and Beau fires six rounds through the windshield and the van rolls backward and he fires the remaining eight rounds into the van’s grill. Ain’t going nowhere with that many holes in its radiator.


He jumps up and reloads on his way back up the loading dock and into the warehouse, racking the Glock. Seventeen rounds now. Beau rushes to the side door where the man had gone, peeks out and sees the van has backed all the way to the next warehouse. The windshield is shattered and bright red blood streaks the front seat. He pulls away from the door into the warehouse darkness and listens.


He has to go upstairs. See if there are any more. He finds stairs on the right and there’s ambient light coming from above. He takes the stairs slowly, one at a time, carefully putting his weight down to see if each stair creeks. He reaches the top and sees the stairs only go up half way to the next floor, the wood rotted away.


The mildew along the second floor is pungent and Beau sees there are rooms here. There’s a cot in the first with clothes lying about. A lantern is lit in the second room with a mattress on the floor and pizza cartons in the corner. He opens the ice chest, beer and cokes and small chunks of ice floating in cold water. There are three other rooms, each with a cot, each with an ice chest and more pizza boxes, empty white Chinese food cartons and roaches scrambling everywhere.


How the fuck do you sleep in here?


It occurs to him there aren’t enough clothes, not enough anything. This can’t be their main hideout. There are much better places to crash than this. Break into any of the houses around here. He goes back down the stairs slowly, carefully, looks out at the van. Steam and smoke billow from the front of it.


He goes down and checks the driver who collapsed beneath the steering wheel, a bullet hole in his forehead, exit wound a mat of blood, bone and brain tissue. Beau reaches in, turns off the engine, grabs the AK-47, takes the keys with him, goes back to the loading dock and looks for the girl. He stays in the darkness, away from the lanterns, waits, listens. Nothing but the breeze through the bushes and trees.


“All right, miss. I’m a police officer. I won’t hurt you.”


Maybe I read her wrong. Maybe she’s as much a Brown Raven as the rest of them.


Beau unloads the AK-47, takes a half minute to disassemble it, remove the bolt. He goes back, past the van which has not caught on fire, thankfully. He tosses the AK-47 under the van and continues to the front of the warehouse and St. Ferdinand Street. Moonlight bathes the street in charcoal gray. There are only two cars parked in this block, both ratty, one with two missing tires. The street is littered with paper, window screens, broken ice chests.


He turns to head back to the levee, figures he’ll wait to see who comes back when he spots a flash of yellow as the girl races across St. Ferdinand Street, turns away from Beau and runs around the far corner. He’s after her immediately and rounds the corner in time to see her hugging the far side of the street. He gains on her just as she reaches the corner and turns right. Lights catch his eyes before he reaches the corner and he ducks behind a front porch of a shotgun house. It’s a pickup that slows, then guns it in the direction where the girl fled.


Beau runs up to the corner and watches the pickup’s brake lights brighten, go away, then brighten as the pickup turns up Press Street. Beau’s a block from the Escalade and runs to it, getting back to the corner of Chartres and Press but sees no truck, no lights, no girl. He drives up to the next intersection, decides to circle the blocks in an ever-widening search. He almost runs over a white dog, jams the brakes and the dog races away. With the windows down, he listens, his high beams on bright in case he goes rounds a corner and comes face to face with the pickup.


At Louisa Street, he looks to his right and sees the girl climbing the wrought iron gate into St. Vincent de Paul Cemetery. He jams the brakes, slides past the intersection and starts to back up when he hears – Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


He kills the lights, jams the Escalade into reverse and zooms back through the intersection, spotting the green pickup now as it bounces up the high sidewalk and stops against the iron gate. He stops the Escalade, jumps out, locking it as he runs up to the corner to peek around the cemetery’s concrete wall. A man with an AK-47 climbs down from the gate into the cemetery. Both pickup doors are open, dome light showing its empty, headlights still on.


He runs to it and just as he reaches it as an AK barks in the cemetery – Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


They took the keys.


How many? At least two.


Beau moves cautiously to the wrought iron gate that’s only six feet tall.


Calm down. He peeks into the cemetery, taking the respite to control his breathing. The ten foot concrete walls of St. Vincent de Paul cemetery are twelve feet thick, rows of oven tombs side by side. Either side of the brick lanes through this part of the cemetery are lined with concrete crypts, marble sepulchres, a few brick mausoleums, a typical above-ground New Orleans cemetery. No movement. He scales the gate as quickly and quietly as possible, but it rattles and he jumps behind the first crypt.


Dammit. Did they get her?


He moves to the edge of the second crypt and lies on his belly, covering the aisle to his left and the gate. No way he can stumble on them in the dark cemetery, even with faint moonlight, but the lights of the pickup give him a clean view of the gate. They gotta come back for the truck. He looks down the aisle to his left, then ahead at the gate. Waits. His breathing is low and controlled now. He wipes the sweat from his brow.


The minutes crawl by. He keeps himself ready. If they go outside and come around to get the truck, he should be able to reach the gate and shoot up the pickup. He feels the holster of the baby Glock against his belly. It’s reassuring. A dozen more hydro-shock hollow point nine millimeter rounds without loading up.


He reaches for the battle calm, that relaxed state bordering on tranquility so when battle is joined a warrior maintains a cool hand and strikes true, while his enemies, particularly the white-eyes, let their blood rise to levels that make their aim unreliable. The patient warrior waits, alert, ever ready.


She moves so fast he almost misses her, running flat out, leaping, hitting the top of the gate and flipping over.


All right. Got out.


Scarping sounds echo in the cemetery, along with heavy foot falls. He blinks away more sweat as a figure rushes straight for him from beyond the crypts across the aisle. A loud bang turns Beau to his left as another figure with an AK-47 bounces off a small fence around a sepulchre. He’s only twenty feet away, coming up the aisle right at Beau who rolls, aims and squeezes three quick rounds, then three more and AK flies into the air and the man crashes head-long into a cement crypt.


Before he can turn to the man running for the gate, the AK-47 opens up slamming into the crypt next to Beau, peppering him with divots of brick as he rolls behind the crypt. The AK continues firing, hitting the wall as well, splaying ricocheted bullets. Beau, still on his belly, covers his head.


Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


Beau’s ears ring and it takes a few seconds to recognize the quiet. He braces himself in case the man rushes him. Waits. His left eye is blurry from sweat. He closes it, aims the Glock. Waits.


The pickup starts up and Beau hesitates.


What if there are three?


He starts to rise but can’t get his muscles to move. He takes in a breath, steels himself again and gets up, runs flat-out for the gate, arriving as the pick up backs away. He fires through the gate.


Pow! Pow! Pow! Pow! Pow!


The driver has the AK out the window and fires back and Beau has to dive away as sparks fly from bullets striking the iron gate. Fire stings his arms. The AK stops firing and when Beau looks out, the pickup is gone. He starts to jump the fence. No. He goes back to the man he shot, flips on his mini-flashlight. It’s a skinny white man, maybe forty with a shaggy beard and a number of holes in his check, neck, one between his eyes.


Jesus. Good shooting.


The Brown Raven tattoo is below the man’s left ear. Beau picks up the AK-47 and heads back to the gate.


Fuck. He realizes, as he lopes across the street back for the Escalade that he’d left the goddamn national guard radio in the charger aboard Sad Lisa. His arms feel weak as he reloads the Glock, slips it into its holster and climbs into the SUV. No choice. He has to go all the way to the airport for help.


This is law and order AK. Yeah. Right.


•


Oscar Stevens is feeling pretty damn good, settled into his auntie’s house, chowing down on a sloppy roast beef po-boy before Jimmy’s cousin Dillard arrives in a Hummer with two other white boys, Raven recruits, both country-asses, one actually named Bubba, the other Billy. All three are buffed-out dudes, looking regular army, although all were out of the service now.


Better yet, they brought some prime shit. Ten pounds of coke that needed to be cut. Oscar knows how to do that well, but Carlos claims to be the expert. They also brought a three boxes of crack already in little baggies, ready to sell on the street.


“We brought cash too,” says Dillard, “25K. It goes on Amos’s account.”


“Amos is dead.”


Dillard smiles, “Then who’s in charge now?”


Carlos belches, tells him he’s the man and Dillard hands over the money. “It’s yours, bro. Where’s my cousin?”


“He be back soon. Grab a po-boy.”


“Huh?”


Oscar takes them over to the sandwiches, foot long French bread full of hot roast beef and extra mayonnaise. Carlos and Terez already ate the shrimp po-boys.


“Man, can’t believe it,” Dillard says as he sits at the yellow kitchen table. “Air-conditioning.”


Oscar explains about the generator and that’s why they the only house on the block with lights on.


“All y’all got to wear is army gear?” Terez asks as she pulls a Coke from the refrigerator. It’s already cold.


“Naw. We just wanted to travel with it, in case we got stopped.”


“No one’ll stop you in that Hummer. No drug runner would be caught dead in a canary fuckin’ yellow Hummer,” Ace says, grinning at Dillard.


The squeal of tires outside, turns them to the door. Ace grabs his AK-47 and Carlos pull out his Tec-9. Ace peeks outside, sees Axel hurrying up to the porch.


“It’s Axel.”


Carlos opens the door as Axel stumbles in, his left hand wrapped in a bloody towel.


“Fuckin’ cop!”


Axel pushes past Carlos, heads through the shotgun house toward the kitchen in back. Ace looks outside, doesn’t see Jimmy. He’s the last one in the kitchen as Axel leans against the counter trying to drink a bottle of cold water. He left the refrigerator door open, blood on the handle.


Carlos has enough, moves close. “What the fuck happened!”


Axel takes in a couple deep breaths. “We saw … Donna running down the street.” He takes in another breath. “She climbed into a fuckin’ cemetery and we went in after her.” He looks at Carlos, then Ace, his eyes red now. “I don’t know how the fuck he did it! But the mother-fucking cop in black was there.” Axel leans forward, almost bumps into Carlos. “I seen him. Fuckin’ rogue cop. Face all blacked out and he shot up my truck. I don’t know how I got away. Fucker hits everything he shoots at!” Axel takes another hit of water, a lot of it running down the side of his mouth. “I think he shot Jimmy.”


“What?!” Dillard gets up so fast, he knocks over his chair.


Axel looks at him. “We got in a big fuckin’ shootout and Jimmy didn’t come out.”


“So you left him?”


“Left him?” Axel grabs Carlos’s shirt with his bloody hand. “I barely fuckin’ escaped!”


Carlos pulls his shirt off, tosses it on the floor. “All right, let’s go. Everybody!”


Axel finishes the bottled water, reaches for another. Carlos turns back from the doorway.


“You too, ass-hole. Jimmy could be wounded.”


It’ll take Carlos a minute to get a new shirt on.


Ace waits for Axel to look at him. Axel’s shaking his head. “The fucker could be waitin’.”


“Good. We’ll kill him.” Ace gets a fresh towel and re-wraps Axel’s hand. There’s a deep gash on it.


“Cut it on the cemetery gate.”


Ace says, “Cop probably on his way to the airport for re-enforcements.”


Carlos roars from the living room. He’s outside by the green pickup by the time they get on the porch. He has two Tec-9s. Terez has two also.”


“Ace, take Bubba. Go see how the Joses let the bitch get away.” He waves to Axel. “Come on. Show us this cemetery.”


•


Beau stands just inside the hanger after re-filling his Escalade. Lt. Avery is there, so is Aligood and two cops from Phoenix, a Chicago cop, a US Marshal and here comes Linda Pickett in khakis. She moves through the group and Beau says, “No one. Not one of you can come?”


“I’ll go,” says the Chicago cop.


“Can you process a crime scene?”


“No. Burglary Detective.”


Beau looks at Avery. “You’re in body recovery mode. I have three bodies to recover.”


Avery backs away, “I’ll check.”


Linda asks, “What’s happening?”


Beau lowers his voice, “I need someone to come with me now. I just shot three men to death and there has to be an investigation. There are two crime scenes. Don’t y’all have some crime scene people here?”


“We can call the state police, get their crew down here from Baton Rouge.”


At least fifty police cars from jurisdictions as far away as Illinois and Pennsylvania litter the parking lot. The warehouse brims with cops sent down to help. Beau knows they go into the city during the day, but no one goes in at night. Apparently.


“Any FBI agents in there?” Beau points into the hanger. “They love to investigate police officers who shoot people.”


“No. The FBI moved I don’t know where. They don’t like to mingle with lower levels.” Linda looks exasperated.


“Right.” Beau struggled to keep calm. “They’ll come back in six months and investigate me with a goddamn task force.”


Aligood hands Beau a can of Pepsi. It’s ice-cold, bracing Beau’s throat and so sweet he shimmies, but its damn good. He nods a thanks to the guardsman.


“Your face is running.” Linda reaches up runs a finger along Beau’s cheek, pulls it back to show his make-up is liquidy. “You need a shower. ATF can go with you when the sun comes up.”


Beau realizes he’s drawn a crowd now. Sees Avery push through with Lt. Col. Bradford, who announces, “We’ll have six Humvees ready to go in with you at dawn. Body recovery mode.”


Beau can’t help but laugh, shakes his head.


“If they’re dead, they ain’t going nowhere,” Aligood adds cheerfully, drawing a stern look from Bradford.


“Yeah?” Beau snaps, “the one y’all shot on Robert E. Lee Boulevard went somewhere. Like fuckin’ gone.”


Avery drops his gaze and Bradford turns to him, “You said he may have been wounded.”


Beau turns to Linda. “Where’s that a shower?”


Wounded? I’m a fuckin’ homicide detective. I know when someone’s fuckin’ dead.


He’s not about to get Avery into more trouble, so Beau shuts up and follows Linda to the showers. The sign hanging outside says – MEN. He sees the WOMEN sign on the table.


“We use the same showers.”


The Cajun in Beau can’t stop his mind forming a snapshot of him showering with this woman. Yeah. Right. As if. He pulls off the stifling flak vest, removes his gunbelt and Linda takes it, puts it on a table outside the shower room.


“There’s plenty shampoo, fresh soap, all in packs in there. Clean towels as well.”


She waits for him to remove his shirt, boots and socks, watching him, but steps away when he starts to unfasten his trousers.


Aligood stands next to the table with Beau’s gunbelt when he comes out.


“Some firemen from Beau Bridge, Louisiana invited us to eat next door with them. They got a feast.”


“Breaux Bridge.” Beau runs the towel through his hair again and leaves his hair fly-away. He forgot to bring a hair brush.


Linda Pickett comes up.


Did she freshen her makeup? Lipstick’s darker.


She tells him a state police crime scene van will be down before dawn.


“You hungry?” he asks.


She tilts her head to the side. “I could eat.”


“If fireman from Breaux Bridge cooked a feast, you won’t wanna miss it.”


“No?”


“Cajun food.”


About sixteen firemen sit and mill around four long tables with at least a dozen women standing around another table lined with platters, pots, bowls each with a ladle inside.


“Hey, are you Beau?” A big fireman calls out as Beau, Linda and Aligood step into the entrance of the hanger used by fire fighters. Beau counted fire engines outside from Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Missouri, Kansas and Kentucky.


He nods.


“Get in here. Bring your friends along.”


Beau doesn’t like being stared at. When he played football in high school, he never took his helmet off until they were back in the field house. He can still hear the echo of the loud speaker at Abbeville Stadium, the announcer’s booming voice, “Touchdownnnnn – John Raven Beau!” John was pronounced ‘Jawn’. The first time the announcer called him Johnny Beau, his Papa went up and banged on the press box door, told the announcer his name was John Raven Beau. Period.


“So, you de man, huh?” The big fireman stands and shakes Beau’s hand. “I’m Lee Touchard.”


“Fuck,” Beau says, “I’m just a little hungry.”


“Den you come to de right place.” Touchard waves to the food table. “We got tree type a gumbo, shrimp, crab, chicken. Got andouille jambalaya, pork jambalaya, venison etouffee brought by some gals from Opelousas and a big platter of de cochon de lait.”


“And a lotta pretty women, I see.” Beau nods to the table.


“Our wives, girlfriends. Dey don want us to have all de fun and dey know how to cook much better.”


Linda did not look so out of place now. These women wore fitted jeans, a couple in short skirts, all wore make-up, pretty gals with ready smiles and bright eyes. Aligood looks as if he stepped into a heavenly place.


Beau brings them to the table, picks up a plate and explains to the foreigners what they are about to eat. “Y’all know gumbo is a soup. Grab a bowl, put rice in and pour the gumbo over it. That’s etouffee.”


“Huh? from Aligood.


“More highly seasoned and less water than gumbo.” Also served over a bed of white rice, or jambalaya.


Beau spots a pot of dirty rice, gets a big scoop of that.


“What’s in that?” Linda asks. She edges Aligood out of the way to stand next to Beau.


“Rice cooked with diced chicken livers and the holy trinity of Cajun ingredients – bell pepper, celery and onion.”


Beau waits until he reaches the cochon de lait, suckling pig marinated, highly seasoned and cooked slowly over an open fire pit.


“Got any sugar for the tea?” Aligood asks.


“It’s already sweetened.”


“It is?”


“It always is down here.”


They find an empty area at one of the tables and Beau has to keep nodding at the men who keep acknowledging him. He hears the word ‘three’ repeated. Story got around fast. Three dead men.


A commotion at the food line draws Beau’s attention as Felicity Jones stands with a plate. Touchard and another fireman move over, jostling with Felicity. Two women give him a hug, a peck on the cheek before he can start down the food line.


“The man’s a hit everywhere he goes.”


Linda tries a scoop of etouffee, her eyes growing wide. She makes a yummy sound.


“Detective Felicity Jones,” Beau explains, “One of the best homicide cops ever. Fearless. Got shot a couple times to prove it. He’s was part of LaStanza’s group from the bad old days.” He smiles. “Believe it or not, New Orleans had worse days than now when it came to crime. It’s been called ‘Hell on Earth’ many times in its history.”


The cochon de lait is so damn good, spicy and tender with a crisp crust of pork skin.


Beau adds, “Jones, Land, Kintyre, Mason, Snowood and especially LaStanza, the best detective in the city’s history. Retired now. Married a millionaire.”


“Tough men for a tough city.” Linda comments.


“Jodie Kintyre’s a woman. Still around. Pretty and smart, a deadly combination when she builds a case against a murderer. I’m the aberration. Homicide detectives build cases, not shoot people.”


Felicity Jones steps up with two huge plates. He puts one in the center of the table. “Extras. Dig in.” He pats Beau’s back. “I heard you got three of them.”


“Brown Ravens.”


“Fuck. All right. I’m going in with you.”


“Do we have anybody else here?


“Just patrolmen. They moved most of the detectives to the Fourth District.”


“Jesus.” The Fourth District. Algiers. Across the damn river. No flooding there.


Aligood finishes his plate first and goes for seconds. Beau slides some of the cochon de lait Felicity brought to his plate.


“I’d like you and Linda to ride with me out there,” Beau says. “We can talk about how it went down on the way.”


He gets no argument but Linda looks pleased, says she’ll take Special Agent Isaak along.


“The Glock worked very nicely.”


She smiles.


Aligood hustles back. “They all know you,” he tells Beau. Couple saw you play football in high school. The others know you by reputation. Man, those are your people.”


Beau eats, tries to close it out. He thinks that maybe, when this Katrina shit is over, he should just take off. He just had Sad Lisa in dry dock. Is she seaworthy for a long trip? Take his houseboat to the Caribbean. Naw. She’s too small to take that far.


“I looked up Shadow Warriors on the net,” Linda says. “Not much there, just about ferocious night attacks. Is that what your face paint was about?”


Beau looks at her.


“Your mother is Oglala, right?”


“And my Papa was pure Boogaleé.”


“Pure what?” There’s a smile on Linda’s face now.


“Polite term for Coon-Ass, slang for a Cajun.”


“That doesn’t sound nice.”


Beau laughs. “We call ourselves that. My Papa used to tease me, calling me a true half-breed. Sioux from the waist up, Cajun from the waist down.”


Linda likes that.


“So one of my favorite organs is Cajun, the other Sioux.”


Even Felicity chuckles at that. Aligood looks confused. Linda smiles again.


“OK,” Aligood says. “I get the waist down organ, but what’s your second favorite organ.”


“I have a Sioux brain.”


Beau shuts up and is glad when everyone follows along and they finish their meal.


The strains of a fiddle start up and they all look toward the rear of the warehouse where four men and two women begin to warm up their instruments. Fiddles, a bass, two accordions, a steel guitar.


“Looks like we’re in for a little Fais Do Do.” Beau smiles at Linda. “Cajun dancing. I can show you the Cajun two-step.”


“Why not?”


They pick up, bring the dirty dishes to the end of the food table where a woman takes them and shoos them away as the music starts up. The music is loud, almost harsh, with a infectious beat, the accordions leading the melody. Five couples are already dancing. Cajuns are not shy people.


Beau takes Linda’s left hand, leads her to the dance floor, pulls her to him and puts his right her on her hip as the driving strains of Jolie Blonde begins. And he leads her along. “It’s like mopping the floor with a towel under one foot and stepping on a cigarette butt with the other foot.”


She laughs and draws those green eyes up to his to linger and he sees it, feels it. Their hands tighten.


“Is that French?”


“Sort of.”


Beau can’t help thinking Katrina brought more than mayhem and death, she’d loosened the gods of chaos. Here he is, dancing with a pretty woman not long after killing three men. Is this what they mean by a Kafkaesque experience? A surreal distortion of life as it should be? Beau read The Trial in high school, The Metamorphosis as well, both recommended by a favorite teacher whose murder Beau had to solve when he grew up.


That was definitely Kafkaesque.


•


Two Louisiana State Police Crime Lab Technicians step from their van and pull helmets with visors over their heads. They adjust each others valves on the breathing tanks on their backs before they look at Beau and wave for him to lead them into St. Vincent de Paul’s Cemetery. They clomp forward in jumpsuits and heavy boots and Beau looks at Linda now, then at Felicity who turns away because he’s laughing. Like Beau, he’s in all-black. So is Linda, her hair in a pony tail again.


The lead tech looks at Beau and speaks through the microphone on his helmet, his voice sounding tinny, robotic, “We’ll go in first.”


“You’re expecting plutonium?”


The tech rolls his eyes. Aligood moves to the gate with a sledge hammer. Guardsman Garcia moves to cover him with his M4.


“Hold up.” Beau says. The gate’s askew. He goes over and sees the lock’s been shattered already, turns back to the tech, asks, “Is that suit bullet proof?”


“No.”


“They broke through the gate after I left. You have no weapons. If any of them are still in there, you think they’ll miss two ass-holes in orange spacesuits?”


“Huh.”


Beau withdraws his Glock, shoves the gate open and goes in first, Linda right behind with Felicity, who’s laughing so hard he can barely stagger along. They separate but keep close, try not to step on any of the shell casings and discover, as Beau suspected, the body is gone.


He points to the puddle of blood, looks around, sees no drag mark.


“They scooped him up, didn’t even drag him.”


Beau sends the rest of the guardsmen to search the cemetery.


“You’re look for insurgents, understand?”


The guardsmen hunker down and move forward each covering the other as they progress through the maze of tombs, crypts and sepulchres.


“No body?” The lead LSP tech stands with his hands open.


“Just blood, shell casings and some bullet fragments, if you can find them.” Beau heads back out, finds Lt. Avery, tells him when they’re finished here they can join him at the warehouse. Beau calls out to Patrolman Ellis Roussel, the lone NOPD officer they found at the airport, tells him the location of the warehouse. Roussel was a rookie BK. Not a rookie anymore.


“When the space cadets are finished here, bring them to the warehouse.”


“Got it.” Roussel repeats Beau’s description, “The three warehouse where St. Ferdinand turns along the river.” He adds, “I know them. I grew up in Marigny.” The neighborhood next to Bywater.


Guardsman Garcia comes out of the cemetery and catches Beau’s attention, points a thumb over his shoulder. “Um, those state police guys asked if you have an extra pen on you.”


Felicity Jones falls back against the Escalade he’s laughing so hard.


“No problem.” Beau pulls out one of the three ball points from his tactical pants and tosses it to Garcia. It takes a good half minute to get Felicity into the SUV so they can get the fuck out of there. Who ever heard of a cop without a pen?


A few minutes later, he spots smoke ahead and sure enough, it’s the smoldering remains of the van. No dead guy inside. More smoke, darker and thicker behind the warehouse takes them around to see no dead body along the loading dock, just more blood. Smoke billows through the open doorway of the warehouse and the rear windows. They move off the loading dock.


“What do they do with the bodies?” Beau asks Felicity.


“Who the fuck knows?”


Lt. Avery, who’d taken his Humvee along, pats Beau on the back. “No body. Nobody died. Right, detective?” Didn’t Beau tell Avery that after they lost the dead guy over on Robert E. Lee Boulevard?


“No report and it didn’t happen, Adam. Correct?” Beau pats the lieutenant’s shoulder and it’s the first time Avery has smiled around Beau. He steps away to call his colonel on his radio, let him know his guardsmen are safe. Beau follows, gets his attention.


“You might want to call the fire department. Water cannons from the big fireboats may just reach this place.”


Beau had seen the fireboats at work right after Katrina. Shooting Mississippi River water over a hundred yards to douse a fire in Faubourg Marigny. To get away from the smoke, Beau moves to the levee, climbs it with Linda and Felicity, feels the sun beating on the top of his head. The river water is still high, will remain high until winter, thick muddy-brown water sliding toward the Gulf of Mexico. He spots a whirlpool dancing toward the shore before it twirls away. An uprooted tree floats past, its leaves still bright green, a recent kill by the mother of waters. He shades his eyes with his left hand from the sunlight glittering off the dark water.


“The Ojibwe tribe, known to the white-eyes as the Algonquins, named her Misi-ziibi or ‘great river’.” He looks at Linda who has her eyes shaded. He adds, “The French named her Mississippi.”


A shimmer of red catches Beau’s eye, a swatch of red on the leaf of a bush on the batture, the wild area beyond the levee and the river’s edge. He goes down, looks closely, sees more blood, red darkening to black under the sun now, sees deep footprints in the soggy grass, all way to the water.


He looks back at Felicity. “They’re tossing the bodies into the river.”


“No shit?”


Beau points around. “Blood. Fresh footprints.”


“Damn,” Felicity starts down the levee, slips and falls on his ass. Linda, who started down, stops, looks at Beau and laughs. Beau goes back, rips off three leaves with blood on them from two bushes, climbs to the top of the levee. Who knows? Maybe they can get DNA from the blood. Find out who the fuck he shot.


At the top of the levee now, he still can’t see flames in the warehouse, but the smoke’s getting thicker. A slow moving fire. Hopefully the boats can get here to keep it from spreading. He looks at the warehouses on either side, wonders if any of them are in there, aiming a fuckin’ AK at him. He steps away from the others, cups his hands around his mouth, shouts –


“The name is Beau! John! Raven! Beau! NOPD!” He takes in a deep breath. “That’s right! One of those rogue killer-cops! And I won’t stop until I shoot every one of you!” He waits.


Fuckers can’t shoot worth shit. Maybe they’ll give themselves away.


He heads back down and Felicity says, “That why we went up on the levee?”


Beau shakes his head. “Wanted to show her the river, thought about maybe the raging water, the sun, the exhaustion – ” Beau stops, leans forward, puts his hands on his knees and starts laughing.”


“What?” Linda asks.


He looks at her. “I lost my train of thought.”


Avery waves the Humvees to park down the street and the two LSP techs come clomping over. Beau hands over the leaves with the blood.


“Y’all better hurry if you want to get fingerprint from inside the warehouse.”


“Huh?”


He leaves them, goes to the Escalade, digs a bottled water from the cooler, sees only Linda has come along, Felicity talking with the techs. He tosses a bottle to Linda, each takes a long pull of spring water.


“Ice cold Coors would be more like it,” she says, those eyes working his again.


“Drink a lotta Coors in Texas?”


“I was born and raised in Oregon. Went to U of O in Eugene.”


“Where’d you pick up the Texas twang?”


“I have a Texas twang?”


Maybe its the brace of icy water, or maybe the heat of the sun, or the inevitable exhaustion from the gunfight, hell he’d shot three men, but Beau feels lightheaded.


No! A shadow warrior shows no weakness, especially to the white-eyes.


He leans back against the side of the Escalade and closes his eyes.


“You all right?”


He nods slowly. His arms tingling now, his legs wobbly. He should sit, put his head between his knees. But no. Not John Raven Beau. He just breathes in slowly and concentrates on his breathing. The blinking lights before his eyes grow dimmer and eventually he feels the strength in his legs, arms. He blinks his eyes open, sees Felicity’s dark face, perspiration running down his cheeks.


“There you are.” Felicity goes to the cooler, pulls out a water.


“Was that like a warrior trance?” Linda asks. She looks miffed.


“No,” Beau smiles. “I can’t remember ever feeling this exhausted.”


He pushes away from the SUV, tells Felicity he can take over, pulls out his keys and Linda snatches them from his hand. She goes over to Avery talks to him, comes back.


“I’m driving you home. Aligood will follow.” She climbed behind the wheel. “Get in, Sitting Bull.”


Beau closes the back door, goes around and gets in.


“You know where you’re going?”


“Aligood will lead me.” She nods to the Humvee pulling into the street. “Lean back and close your eyes again. I like you best when you’re asleep.”


“All the girls say that.”


She pokes his knee.


Beau closes his eyes and leans the seat back a little, letting the AC flow over his face now. A few minutes later, he tells her, “Sitting Bull was Unkpapa. I told you, I’m Oglala. Little Hawk.”


“Haven’t heard of him.”


“He was at the Little Big Horn with his brother Crazy Horse.”


Linda almost lets him fall asleep before she adds, “Only famous person in our family was John Crawley who fought at the Battle of New Orleans, of all thing. At least my father tells me. I guess I should look it up.”


“Jesus,” Beau says. “You and Aligood both had relatives at the Battle of New Orleans. I wonder what the odds are on that?”


Aligood and Linda insist on helping Beau carry his gear, ice-chest, down the pier to Sad Lisa. A cool breeze floats in from the lake. Dark rain clouds hover over the gray-green water as Beau unlocks the gate to his houseboat.


Linda shakes her head. “Nobody lives on a houseboat except in movies. ”


Aligood adds, “I been meaning to ask. It seems kinda small.”


“Stella likes it.”


Linda’s head snaps to Beau.


A good reaction. She’s interested.


“Green eyes, like you Linda, only slanted.”


“Asian?” Aligood asks.


“I have no idea.” Beau shrugs. “She’s only about six weeks old.”


Linda frowns now.


“Prettiest kitten you’ll ever see.” He steps aboard, leads them to the door, opens it and Stella is there in her usual spot, sitting up in the center of the room, until she sees he’s not alone and scampers behind the sofa, then up the cross-beam to the loft.


“Fast,” Aligood says as he reaches in, puts the ice-chest down, goes back out on deck.


Linda looks around the place, doesn’t seem impressed, lets out a breath, looks up at Beau.


“You all right, tough guy?”


“Yeah.”


She steps up, put both hands on his chest, goes up on her toes and kisses him, softly, her lips sending a shock through his. It lingers for one, two, three seconds. She pulls away, pats his chest and walks out without looking back, closing the door behind her.


Well, how about that?


He’s more awake now, goes out, locks the gate, makes sure to dead-bolt the door when he gets back in and takes a long shower, leaving the kitten to check out the scents on his boots and everything else he just brought in. Stella lies on the toilet seat lid watching him when he climbs out of the shower.


“Did you see her kiss me?” he asks her.


The kitten stands and stretches, her hind quarter rising.


“Huh, Stella?”


“Meoww.”


“She’s a good kisser.”


Stella keeps look at him.


“Right, Stella?”


“Meoww.”


And Beau laughs. She’s got her name down now.


The rain’s pounding outside, a trickle of mist flowing through the screen of the portholes on either side of the bed, not enough water to wet anything as Beau lies on his back now, Stella above the pillow, stretched out herself. The kitty has already learned sleeping near Beau’s feet isn’t a good idea. He tends to roll around in his sleep and his foot is much bigger than her.


Beau tries to dream of Linda and those lips reaching for his but he sees darkness and a man coming at him with an AK-47 and sees the flashes from his Glock and the man staggering and the other man opening up with his gun and the crypt chipping and him ducking and then the gate and the bullets slicing the wrought iron.


He killed three men today. Killing men, even bastards who needed killing, was a lonely business. He used to tell himself killing a killer is a good thing, like stepping on a cockroach, only it’s not. Killers have mothers. Killers were babies once, came into the world as Beau did, innocent and needy. Someone loved them enough to raise them before they took the wrong turn and ran into a man named Beau who wasn’t a god, was just a man like them, a man who aimed a gun better.


Right triumphs over wrong. Good over evil. So why does he feel bad? Why does he have to search within, let the shadow warrior rise again, let it calm him, let it drag him to sleep because today was a good day to kill?


 









Part 4


A Warrior Faces His Enemy


 


Stella scrambling off the bed wakes Beau and Sad Lisa quivers as a wave from the lake rolls against her. Beau sits up, sees its dark out, reaches for his Glock atop the nightstand. There’s someone out on the pier. Beau moves to the end of the bed, stands and eases to the porthole looking out at the pier. In the pale yellow light there’s a dark shadow standing there, head turning around, moving to the gate to Sad Lisa.


“Beau! Don’t shoot. It’s me!”


Felicity Jones. Beau goes down and lets him in, puts on a pot of coffee. They sit at the galley table.


“I wanted to catch you before you got rolling tonight.” Felicity sips his coffee, makes a face. “Kinda strong.”


“It’s café noir. Cajun espresso only with coffee-and-chicory.”


“Got a message for you. From your lieutenant.”


Beau closes his eyes, puts a hand up to his brow. “He’s still across the river?”


“Yeah. Take the next two days off. Minimum.”


“Two days? No fuckin’ way. I’m in a zone right now.”


Felicity looks around the place. Stella is up on the sofa watching.


“I’ll take tonight off, but tomorrow night I’m going out again and since we’re talking shop, anything on any of the evidence, fingerprints? Did anyone ever ID the guy I shot by the goddamn fort? That’s the only body they didn’t get away with.”


“LAPD says Brown Ravens always take their bodies with them, at least try to. Raiding the coroner’s morgue once to get two of their leaders.” Felicity smiles now, pulls a sheet of paper from his shirt pocket, flaps it open, lays on the table next to his plate, reads from it –


“Amos Michael Lander, forty years old. POB: Shreveport. Nineteen arrests: burglary, theft, auto theft, possession cocaine, possession marijuana, felon in possession of a firearm, aggravated assault, armed robbery.” Felicity looks up, “Three times.” He looks back at the sheet. “Forcible rape and three counts of illegal use of an access card. Two convictions. Armed Robbery and burglary. LKA: 1312 Mazant Street. Ninth Ward.” He folds the paper. “Two warrants. Long Beach PD. First Degree Murder, 2004.”


“Long Beach, Mississippi?”


Felicity grimaces. “California. South L.A.” He laughs. “Sometimes you prove you’re Cajun. Mississippi?”


“They got murders there. I suppose.”


“Not anymore. Katrina wiped out Pass Christian and Long Beach was next door.”


They drink quietly for a while. Stella comes as close as the end of the sofa, but Beau knows she’s ready to bolt if the visitor moves.


Felicity puts his elbows on the table, covers his face with his hands. “There was a small fire in the Quarter and the fire department panicked. Put it out right away, but if the Quarter goes, there goes the city.


“Commander of the First District stopped counting the bullet holes in the building when he reached a hundred. They finally cleared out the Iberville Projects and the Louisiana National Guard’s boarding it up good and tight.”


No need to explain. The projects overlook the First District Station.


“We still only have a fraction of our men. Helluva lot ain’t coming back.”


“They still using the Tchoupitoulas Walmart as a district station?”


“Yep. The Sixth District’s there. Walmart sends in food, water.”


“How many 29-S?”


“Only one confirmed. Media fucked that up as well.”


One cop committed suicide, not the half dozen reported by the press and the report of bodies stacked in the freezer at the convention center was wrong. No one raped there. No seven year old girl with her throat sliced open. No mass rapes at the Superdome.


“The thugs are returning,” Felicity says. “The Quarter’s the hot spot right now since it’s got electricity. Latinos flocking into town, looking for work.” Felicity laughs. “Fuckin’ city council complaining the city’s gonna be a Spanish town. Hell it used to be.”


“What’s the body count up to?”


“Closing in on thirteen hundred. Over two thousand missing, but most of them are just scattered. That general from the Rhode Island National Guard’s getting ready to send his men, daylight missions only, into Marigny and Bywater looking for one of The Cowsills.”


“The what?” Beau jumps as Stella’s claws grab his ankle and he scoops her before she tries to climb his bare leg. He’s in shorts and an old LSU tee shirt. He lays her on her back in his lap and he lets her play with his hand.


“The Cowsills were a sixties rock band with a couple hits The Rain, The Park and Other Things. Indian Lake.”


Beau never heard of them.


“The Patridge Family TV show was based on them. A family act.”


Never heard of that either. They had a black and white TV when he was little. Got three channels.


Stella growls as he tickles her, then begins to purr.


“Can’t believe you have a kitten. You look more like a black German shepherd man.”


“Houseboat’s too small for a dog.” And Beau feels another loss. Buck. His catahoula hound dog that lived here longer than Angie. He gave Buck to his Uncle Dreux down in Abbeville after Hurricane Rita. A catahoula needs room to run, needs open spaces, needs the swamp and the great Cajun floating prairie, the marshland. God, he misses that dog.


“Anyway, one of the Cowsills was living down here and is missing.”


Felicity looks at his watch and it’s only then Beau realizes its almost midnight.


“Gotta go.”


Beau walks him to the pier. “Got a picture of that Cowlick?”


“Cowsill.” Felicity walks off shaking his head.


“I’ll keep an eye out.”


He gets an over the shoulder wave in response.


After a cooling shower and breakfast, Stella’s not finished playing and attacks Beau again, coming at him with her back arched, tail boofed out. Bouncing. He sits on the floor with her and goes at her with one hand, then the other. Claws are sharp but draw no blood. She leaps at his hands, one, then the other.


Beau goes to his closet and digs out a couple tennis balls. Another leftover from his life with Angie. Bag of used tennis balls, two cans of unused tennis balls, sports bag, an two-hundred dollar Prince racquet made of carbon-graphite and ceramic. Extra light. Extra powerful. They played three times. Only part he liked was the short skirt she wore.


He spends a good half hour playing with Stella and the tennis balls. She’s so small, when she catches up to a ball, she climbs on it, legs straddling it, she has trouble keeping the ball from rolling, tumbles her off, which scoots the ball along the floor and she goes after it again. He makes sure she has plenty of food and water before stepping out on deck, locking the door behind him.


He has his compact tactical bag with his Glock and extra magazines draped over his shoulder like a man’s purse – murse, more or less – and goes to the warehouse for supplies, piling them on his houseboat deck, then walks the pier for a few minutes. As he finishes putting the supplies into Sad Lisa, he feels someone behind him, turns to see Ann and Stu walking up, each with a can of beer in hand.


“What you doing home, Beau baby?”


“Wanna brew? It’s cold?”


“Naw. I’m just taking the night off.”


They make themselves at home, re-arranging deck chairs while Beau goes in for another cup of coffee, comes out to sit with them. Ann wears a gold Saints tee-shirt, Stu’s got on a black one, both are in shorts, flip flops. Beau is barefoot. The evening air is almost cool and the breeze keeps pushing Ann’s hair in her face, so she moves her chair around to face the breeze, puts her feet up on the rail.


Ann says, “Met three people the last few days that say Katrina was sent by God to flush the sin out of the city.”


“Never happen,” Stu says.


“It was Coyote-man, the devil monster of the plains warriors, the Sioux and Cheyenne.” Beau tells them. “He steals the breath from babies, leaving them cold and dead, plays tricks on warriors on battlefields when a warrior’s bow breaks or an arrow doesn’t fly straight or when a pony trips in a gopher hole, sending its rider crashing to the ground. It’s Coyote-man. He draws warriors to watery deaths in lakes and swollen rivers where their soul will never escape because a warrior who drowns, his spirit remains trapped in the water forever and cannot fly up into the Land of the Ghosts.”


“You don’t believe that, do you?” Ann’s looking at him now.


“I did when I was boy.”


“What’s that?” Ann says as there’s a rush of air overhead. Beau recognizes it. Fluttering from the small colony of bats in the warehouse roof. He’d spotted them right after the storm, nesting in the decorative cupola atop the old building. Good omen for the Sioux. Good news for the white-eyes. Bats feed exclusively on insects, mosquitoes especially down here.


“Could be a stealth helicopter,” he says.


Ann goes, “Say what? A stealth helicopter?”


Beau keeps his face serious. “Delta Force. Been using super-secret stealth helicopters to hunt down criminals. They have a list of targets. New Orleans thugs mostly. Not the carpetbagger Brown Ravens I’m after.”


Stu’s buying it, but Ann gives Beau that ‘you gotta be kiddin’ look’.


“How the hell do you keep a helicopter’s rotor quiet?”


Beau doesn’t falter. “Teflon, ceramic coated blades, like on the stealth bomber, absorbs sound, like the way the bomber absorbs radar.”


An errant bat swoops past the table, too quick to startle anyone until it passes.


“Damn, it’s fast.”


“Stealth, as well.” Beau smiles now and Ann slaps the chair.


“I knew it. Stealth helicopter, my ass!”


A few minutes later it looks as if Stu’s sleeping. Ann gets up, takes her man’s hand and leads him away.


“See ya’.”


Beau takes another walk around the harbor before locking up. Stella lies stretched out next to one of the tennis balls. Little girl is long when she’s all extended. She looks at him, gives him a ‘Meow’ and closes her eyes. The tennis balls exhausted her.


He looks for the book he was reading. Wait. Which book? He’d been reading something. He laughs. That was BK. Damn. Another time. Another world. He goes to the small bookshelf and sees more of Angie’s books then recognizes the one he’d started.


A thick paperback, the bookmark was only on page six. He’ll start over. The Unwritten Order by John Edward Ames, a western. The premise caught him. The US Cavalry had an Unwritten Order to never let a white woman be captured by Indians, especially Apaches or Comanches. Apparently a young cavalryman must do this to a woman he loves, before he puts his last bullet through his own brain as the savages close in.


The rear of the book says the writer lived in New Orleans. Beau wonders if he’s back.


•


A freshly-shaven Beau, in another all-black get up, heads back to the door, scooping Stella up along the way. They’ve been playing, bonding, through his day off and this afternoon. She’s a tired little girl, purrs as he pets her. He kisses the side of her face, puts her on the sofa and pets her again. She lies on her side and closes her eyes. A tired little girl.


Just as Beau locks his gate, he feels a shiver on the pier and sees Felicity Jones and Linda Pickett and another man heading his way. Looks like one of the Chicago detectives, the quiet one. Linda’s in khaki’s again, Felicity in a black dress shirt and tactical pants. The Chicago dick in black pants and a lightweight black jacket over a gray tee-shirt.


“Beau, baby!”


He turns as Ann Treadway comes over carrying a large book. She’s in a pink undershirt cut off above her flat belly and white panties. She sees the others come, closes the book and calls out, “Fel! Where the hell have you been?”


“You know each other?”


As Felicity steps up, Ann hands the book to Beau and opens her arms to give the big Intelligence officer a hug. Linda moves around, glancing at Ann’s ass now, then looks at Beau as if its his fault.


Ann pulls away, does a slow turn. “How y’all like my new French lace panties? Straight from Paris via Fed EX. Hurricanes can’t stop Fed EX.”


She sees Linda, smiles even wider, asks Beau, “Who’s the filly?”


Beau handles the introduction and Linda is polite. He can’t remember the Chicagoan’s name.


“Det. John Doherty.” He’s in his forties with a thick moustache. Thin but not skinny. In those black frame glasses, he looks more like a librarian than a dick.


Ann taps the book. “Open to page seventy-seven.”


Beau sees it’s a book on cats. He finds the page and there’s Stella, pictures of her as a kitten, her as an adult.


“Told you she’s pedigree. Turkish Angora Blue.”


Damn if she isn’t right. It looks just like Stella. So that’s what she’ll look like in about a year, as well. He shows the picture to Felicity whose peeking at Ann’s panties. Doherty’s ogling her as well, standing back to get a complete view. Linda just nods at the picture. Beau hands the book back to Ann who reads from the printing under the pictures. “Extremely affectionate and devoted, Angoras tend to bond with one person rather than a whole family.” She looks up. “Perfect for a bachelor.”


Beau thanks her for bringing the book.


“And the panties,” says Felicity, which draws a glare from Linda.


Ann closes the book, turns and heads back to Kate’s Delight rolling her butt a moment before moving away.


Felicity’s smile is broad. “Ya’ gotta love New Orleans.”


Doherty lets out a long breath.


“So what brings the entourage?” Beau picks up his small ice-chest filled with bottled water and ice.


“Knew you’d be going out tonight.” Felicity pats Beau on the shoulder. “We got a tip.”


Linda moves next to Beau but doesn’t look at him.


“Got an address on Coliseum Square. Some squatters moved into a big house there. Look like druggies.”


Doherty tries to help him with the ice chest.


“I got it,” Beau tells him. “You not hot in that jacket?”


Beau sees no one has a vest on.


The Chicago detective opens the jacket and shows western-style holster with a huge, blue steel revolver with a six inch barrel. He taps the ivory handle grip, smiles.


“The fuck is that?”


“Forty-four magnum. The most powerful handgun in the world.”


Beau opens the Escalade, asks Felicity, “How do you know Ann?”


“Remember Mike Brady?”


“Name sounds familiar.”


“First District. Ann was his girlfriend. He used to slap her around. I helped get him canned.”


Succinct enough.


“Calls you Fel.”


“All my friends do, except you.”


“Who says I’m your friend?” No way anyone can read Beau’s face. Blank. Inexpressive. Too much. Felicity’s got to see through that.


Fel laughs, shoves him hard. Beau bounces, looks at Linda and smiles now.


Doherty has a dark gray Ford Explorer and Fel climbs in with him. Linda goes to the other side of the Escalade. He doesn’t smell her perfume until she’s in the SUV. It’s a light scent and she’s done something with her hair. It’s got a wave to it. Fel leads the way out.


“So this is Lakeview?”


“No. West End.” Beau nods to his left at the burned out Southern Yacht Club, its black hulk visible under the bright moonlight, the glimmering lake beyond.


“Burned right after Katrina. No fire engines. It was a huge, pretty place.”


Fel turns right and heads over to Pontchartrain Boulevard. Beau points to his left. “That’s Lakeview over there. Residential mostly.”


Linda’s not in shorts tonight. The pockets of her tactical pants bulge – ordinance most likely. Her lips are dark red again and pursed in anticipation as she looks at the ravaged homes on their right now. The wide neutral ground on their left is stacked with debris. Someone’s started bulldozing it into piles.


“All these houses …”


“Flooded out,” Beau ends the sentence. “Over eighty percent of the city.”


“Thank goodness the French Quarter didn’t flood. Fel tells me we lose the Quarter, this city’s gone.”


Beau slows for an orange tabby darting across the road. Good. More cats, less rodents.


“I don’t know about that. This city’s tougher than anyone thinks. It can’t be destroyed, not by fire, invasion, hurricanes. It’s an eternal city, like Rome.” Beau glances at her and she’s watching him. “People get drunk just on the idea of New Orleans. Drawn like moths to a flame. Hell, I was drawn here from the swamps off Vermilion Bay.” Beau chuckles. “To a Cajun, this is our Paris. It’s a city of dreams. City of ghosts.”


Linda nods almost imperceptively.


“It’s the only city in America where you supposed to feel good.”


So he gives her a tour, as much as he can, as they access I-10 to cruise between the great cemeteries, through town on their way to the Lower Garden District and Coliseum Square.
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Carlos Gonzales lies on the sofa while Terez applies antiseptic to the cut beneath his eye, then re-applies a new bandage. The rest of the Brown Ravens are crowded into the long living room.


“You got the cars stashed?” Carlos growls at Ace.


“Yeah. Three garages nobody’s using.”


“Far?”


“All two blocks from here.”


Terez pokes Carlos in the ribs. “Quit movin’!”


He glares at her. The bitch is gettin’ uppity. They all are. He’s losing control. All because of this mother-fuckin’ cop. Dillard paces beyond the small coffee table, drinks straight from a bottle of Wild Turkey. The others drink beer. The man comes all this way, ready to set up with them, then has to help dump his cousin’s body into the Mississippi. The strong current pulling it away before the cinderblocks tied to the body can drag it down.


“We need a plan,” Dillard snarls. “Bushwhack this fuckin’ cop.”


Terez is finished and Carlos stands, leaves his beer on the end table and moves to the front door to command the room.


“After the deal tonight. We stock up on food and tomorrow night we stake out the airport with all the cars. Bring all the machine guns. We gonna shoot him up on sight.”


Axel, always the antsy type, nods to Bubba, then Billy, telling them it’s time.


“Ace, go along with them.” Carlos snarls.


Axel shakes his head. “These white boys are jumpy. They see a black face and think Ace is a gang-banger.”


“I don’t give a fuck!”


Axel steps close to Carlos, lowers his voice. “These are new people for us. Street people. You wanna go out and deal on the streets?”


Bubba and Billy follow Axel out.


Ace needs to wait for Carlos to calm down. When Axel gets back with the money, Carlos will feel better, then he can remind his leader ambushing the goddamn cop at the airport is a suicide mission. The airport’s fulla cops and army troops. Maybe they can ambush the cop on Airline Highway or the Interstate, depending on which way he goes. Maybe. But not at the fuckin’ airport.


Even Axel is surprised how easy the deal goes. He pulls the dark blue pickup they’d just boosted into the parking lot of a defunct warehouse off Orange Street, a block from the river. The parking lot is hidden from view by brick walls left over from a building torn down long ago. Two white men pull up in a gray, four-door Pontiac, the driver about forty wearing a dress shirt, blue tie and black pants. Young man wears a baseball jersey, stays in the car. The older man takes a gym bag out of the trunk and puts the backpack from Axel in the trunk, opens it, checks it out, his back to them. He’s the trusting sort. Confident. Axel likes that. Smooth.


He’s got Bubba out with him, Billy still in the Humvee with an AK-47 across his lap.


In the gym bag, he finds ten stacks of used bills, each wrapped in a rubber band, each with one hundred twenties. Twenty K.


“You some kinda business man?” Bubba asks. The fool isn’t supposed to talk.


“Yeah.” The older man points to the backpack with the coke and crack. “This is my business. But if the cops pull me over, I’m a mild-mannered accountant on my way home with my nephew.”


Axel pulls away and the Pontiac follows, turning in the opposite direction. The young man in the Pontiac sinks a little in the seat, he’s so relieved. He slips the nine-millimeter Ruger into the glove compartment. He’s never fired a gun in his life. The older man smiles at his nephew and begins to whistle.


He doesn’t realize but stopping at the saw horses with the stop signs nailed to them, instead of breezing around them, in the unlikely event a police car is around, he’s delayed arriving at Coliseum Square where John Raven Beau, Linda Pickett, Felicity Jones and John Doherty enter a three story apartment house via the front door facing the square and rear side door facing Euterpe Street. Both doors hang half off their hinges.


The place is dark and their flashlights send long, bright beams into the rooms as they search all three floors of the place. Once a mansion overlooking the narrow, public park running along the riverside of Coliseum Street, the park only one block wide, down to Camp Street, the place has been turned into apartments. There are sofas in a couple of the rooms, mattresses on the floor of two, but this building hasn’t been used for a while.


The go back out to the front gallery.


“Most of these buildings have been gentrified,” Felicity explains. “White folk buying them cheap and fixing them up, but this ain’t one.”


“Who gave you the tip on this?”


“Informant says they keep their stash here.”


“The floor looked awfully dusty,” Linda injects.


“Godammit!” Beau slaps the rail of the raised gallery.


“What?”


“Two men sitting on benches when we went in.” Beau nods across the street. “Long gone. They don’t keep stash here. They deal here and we just got made.”


Beau picks up a scent of smoke, looks back inside the place. No not there. He steps off the porch, goes through a wrought iron gate and looks up Coliseum, then down and the scent is stronger and he sees smoke rising into the night sky.


“Fire!” He heads to the Escalade, the others scrambling behind.


Three blocks down Coliseum, an old neighborhood movie house at the corner is ablaze, fire surging through the top. A couple stands across Thalia Street watching helplessly.


Beau goes up to them asks if they’d seen anyone. “Anyone inside?”


Felicity and Doherty go to check out the house next door, get the occupants out in case the fire spreads. A middle-aged man next to Beau talks on his cell phone. He’s got one that actually works, tells Beau the fire department’s coming.


“From the airport.”


This is the Coliseum Theatre, façade facing the corner, a tall marquee wraps around the corner of the building with raised lettering, vintage letters announcing – C O L I S E U M. The detached ticket booth stands near the street. A crowd gathers around the couple. Tears rolled down the man’s cheeks.


“Oh, God,” the man says.


“I’m scared.” The woman wraps her arm around the man’s waist.


The fire grows, a tall column of dark gray smoke rising high. An older man rushes up. He’s in a robe. He stops, looks at the fire, bends over as if to vomit. He can’t seem to and stands and backs up against the fence of a house and leans against it. He’s got to be in his late sixties.


“You OK?”


“I’m one of the owners.” He shakes his head, wipes tears from his eyes. His shoulders sink as he looks at the burning theatre.


“We had it nearly back. Remolding before the storm. Only got water in it for a couple weeks.” His red eyes bat as he watches the place burn.


“Anybody inside?” Beau asks.


The man shakes his head. “Boarded up. Tight. No hooligans could get in.”


There’s no wind so the smoke rises straight and the buildings around it are spared, so far. Linda, Fel and Doherty join Beau, Linda right next to him.


The owner stares glassy-eyed at the old theatre. “Built in 1915. As a kid I saw all four James Dean movies here. First run. Saw Godzilla here. The good one with Raymond Burr, 1954. Saw Journey to the Center of the Earth with James Mason.” The man starts crying.


The couple comes around Beau, the woman taking the old man’s hand. He doesn’t seem to notice. The crowd’s getting larger, mostly older people, but some young couples. Stubborn people living without electricity.


“Didn’t they make a movie here?” a woman asks aloud.


“Interview With a Vampire,” another answers.


Linda nods. “Brad Pitt comes out of here and finds Tom Cruise in a house nearby.”


Beau steps into the street and walks up and down in front of the crowd, looking for the men from the square. No luck. At the end of the line a man in a white shirt and tie sees the badge and gun and seems to blanch.


“Anyone hurt officer?”


There’s a young man in a Yankees baseball shirt with him.


Beau shakes his head, moves away, feels a tingle on his neck and looks at the burning building as a flaming board tumbles from the roof and falls to Coliseum Street. Felicity starts hustling people away, Doherty helps move them up the street. Beau looks for the man in the shirt and tie but he and the Yankees fan are gone. Must have gone up Coliseum. He moves to the corner but doesn’t see them. That tingle wasn’t for the fire. There was something about the way the man blanched when he realized Beau was a cop.


He goes and stands with Linda. By the time the first fire engine arrives, a Jefferson Parish engine, the building is completely ablaze and everyone has to move farther away. The fire fighters turn their hoses with the water carried in the engines on the house next to the theatre and everyone watches the old Coliseum movie house burn down.
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The scent of smoke lingers in Beau’s nostrils as he gets out at the marina and stretches. The strong morning sun hurts his eyes and he’s damn tired again. Probably from riding with Linda all night. On edge with her there. Doing his job, stopped eleven vehicles, mostly pickups. But it’s more than that. The natural excitement of a man and a woman attracted to one another, neither wanting to make that first move. He laughs at himself. He’d say something like ‘this isn’t high school’ if he’d had girlfriends in high school. John Raven Beau, star quarterback, swamp rat. No money, car, no dates.


It seems silly now, but those long, lonely nights up in his bedroom tore him up inside. But that was long ago and that daubed house his grandfather built, cypress walls filled with swamp mud, is gone now. Hurricane Rita washed it away as well as his home town. The village of Cannes Bruleé is gone, Holy Ghost High a desolated brick and mortar shell.


There is something clicking with him and Linda. They both know it. There was a moment there, back at the airport when she came and stood next to him while he was refilling the Escalade at the airport, the sun creeping over the horizon. She leaned her back against the SUV, closed her eyes her chin raised, those lips pursed. He started to lean over to kiss her when Aligood and Garcia came rushing up to tell them Avery took them out last night since the general and colonel went to Baton Rouge.


“We sneaked out looking to link up with you last night. Couldn’t find you. You should carry our radio.”


Yeah. Beau forgot it in Sad Lisa.


“Tonight, we’ll be at the marina at 1800 hours,” Avery says.


Garcia’s face lights up. “Action!”


“That’s eight p.m.?”


“Six!” Aligood’s eyes go all owly.


Beau laughs. “I know.”


The guardsmen hurry off.


Linda is still there, eyes open now and the moment is gone. He won’t let it slip away again.


“You comin’ tonight?”


“I’ll try. I don’t run the show.”


Her eyes pull at him and he puts a hand on her waist, draws her to him and kisses her. Her hands move around his neck and her tongue finds his. It is a brief kiss, but not brief enough. Six firemen, a half dozen cops, and some EMTs applaud when the kiss ends. Linda takes a bow and moves away. Beau climbs into the Escalade, gingerly, thankfully his tactical pants aren’t too tight.


As he approaches Sad Lisa, he sees a figure sitting on his houseboat. Ann, wearing a tee-shirt and shorts, sits on a deck chair as the early morning breeze off the lake is almost cool and ruffles her hair. She nods at him, points to a covered dish on the table.


“You ate supper?”


“At the airport.”


“Put this in your fridge. Stu’s asleep. I’m bored.” Her eyes light up and she giggles. “Not for you, you big lug. I came to see Stella.”


Ann has no make-up, doesn’t really need it. That smile is enough.


She tells him Stu has to be up early now as he works breakfast and lunch. Nice having him home for supper. Beau moves to the side of the houseboat, tosses the rest of the ice and cold water from the ice chest into the water, props the chest open to dry.


Stella sits up in the center of the room, big eyes looking at him for a moment before she darts under the sofa.


“She’ll come in a minute.”


Ann slips the covered dish into the fridge, tells him there’s two breaded pork chops and dirty rice


“Where you getting all the meat?”


“Airport. They’re giving it away. Helps when I wear a miniskirt and bend over. They gave me a couple cases of Budweiser. Companies are pouring stuff into the city.” She lifts her foot, shows her new pair of white sneakers. “Sketchers sent a truckload from California. Got Stu a pair. What size are you?”


“Thirteen.”


“Jesus. You know it’s a myth. Big feet meaning a big dick.”


Beau laughs. “I don’t notice dicks.”


“You notice yours.”


“It’s not the length that counts, is it? It’s the width.”


“So long as it isn’t two inches long.”


Beau puts his tactical bag at the foot of the loft stairs, sits on the sofa and reaches his left hand down, calls Stella.


“You’re still working aren’t you?”


“Part time but I’m making more money now. Stu makes good money.”


Stella bats at Beau’s finger. No claws. Then she nuzzles his hand and he slides her out and puts her in his laps to tickle her belly. She makes squeaky sounds and nibbles his fingers, her paws flailing. Ann sits next to him.


“God, she’s so cute.”


He passes Stella to Ann and the kitten hisses. Ann bops her on the nose and pets her, rubbing her nose against the kitten’s. “I’m letting her mark me.”


“What?”


“When a cat rubs its muzzle against you, it’s marking you. They have scent glands there. I want her to smell herself on me.” Ann runs her fingers along Stella’s snout. “You keeping her litter box fresh?”


“Yep.”


“Fresh water?”


“Yep.”


“She sleep with you yet?”


“Yep.”


“Oh, I almost forgot. You’re little girlfriend is very cute.” Ann puts Stella on the sofa and raises a hand and Stella leaps at it and wrestles it.


“I don’t usually like women with badges.” Beau heads to Stella’s food dish, which his empty.


“I’m not talking about her. I’m talking about that little Spanish number.”


Beau’s head whips around. “What?”


“Donna Elena. I forgot her last name. She has the biggest dark brown eyes I’ve ever seen.”


Beau hurries to fill the kitten’s dish before he forgets, comes back, sits in the easy chair across from the sofa, waits for Ann to look at him.


“What are you talking about?”


“She was here last night, snooping around the dock so I asked who she was looking for. Scared the shit outta her. She started to run off, but saw it was just me. Said she was looking for the Cochise Lone Ranger. Has to be you.”


Beau leans back, the hair on his neck tingling. Has to be the girl from the warehouse.


“That’s all she said?”


“Oh, she left a note. It’s in the pocket of my other shorts.”


Beau gets up.


“Now?” Ann asks.


“Now.”


It’s on a sheet of yellow paper with lines, printed in pencil, neat penmanship – “Asked around the Quarter. They all heard of you. Some don’t believe you’re real. National Guard told me where you live. If I found you, the others can too.”


“Where did she go?”


“Walked off, but she’s coming back tonight. Did I do something wrong?”


“You and Stu gotta go. I’m taking you to the airport. You can’t stay here. If they come for me, they’ll shoot up the place.”


“Now.”


“Let’s wake up Stu.”


Stu doesn’t want to go. Beau’s too tired to argue.


“OK. But you gotta move Kate’s Delight. Put her next to the warehouse, behind that big boat at the end.”


Shit. No sleep now.


On his way back to the airport he thinks of where he can move Sad Lisa. He can stash the Escalade in the half empty parking garage of the high rise Lake Marina Tower, across the street from the marina. The gate was blown off and no one’s in the tower. Lot of cars left on the second, third and fourth parking levels. High, away from the water.


By the time he reaches the airport, he’s decided to leave Sad Lisa where she lies. Might be the only way to get them to come to him. Get them together. All he needs is a couple M249 Squad Automatic Weapons. Catch the bastards in a cross fire.


When he pulls up he spots Avery, Aligood, Garcia and the rest standing at attention just outside the main hanger. And here comes their general and colonel. Don’t look too happy. Beau parks the Escalade and eases though the parked Humvees to where he can hear the general.


“In the regular army, disobeying a direct order is a court-martial offense!” The man walks back and forth, looks like a cock rooster, head bobbing now. “You know I can’t send you back to Rhode Island to face jail time, so I’m going to stop this right now. This unit is transferred to Abbeville. You’re going to Cameron Parish to help recover dead cattle from that other bitch storm – Rita!”


Beau is able to get Aligood’s attention, pulls him aside after the general storms away.


“Any change getting one of the machine guns?”


Aligood shakes his head, his chin sinking. “Some C.I.D. guys from Fort Polk are nosing around, taking inventory. The general’s pissed off at all the ordinance we’ve used.”


Beau pats the guardsman on the shoulder. “Don’t look so glum. You’ll eat like kings down there. That’s Acadiana. Cajuns know hospitality.” Beau takes out his small note pad, writes on it, tears out the sheet, passes it to Aligood with one of his business cards. “Sheriff of Vermilion Parish, J.C. Legendre. Played football with me in high school. Show him my card. He’ll treat you like a brother.”


Aligood holds up the business card. “Is this really your business card?”


Beau glances at it, smiles at the gold star-and-crescent badge with the vulture perched atop, the unofficial logo of the NOPD Homicide Division.


“What does H.A.N.D.A. mean?”


Beau backs away, heading to find Linda Pickett now. “H.A.N.D.A. – Have A Nice Day, Ass-hole.”


Linda’s asleep, so’s Felicity Jones. Beau tops off the Escalade again and heads back to Lake Marina Tower. His eyes burning, he’s so fucking weary. Let them come. I’ll outshoot them all.
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Beau tries to sleep, but it doesn’t come right away. Stella stretches out next to him, purring as she closes her eyes. She is soon asleep and Beau breathes in long even breaths to lull himself asleep. Eventually the weariness drags him to the land of slumber where he sees four Sioux warriors again, shirtless men with leggings, moccasins on their feet, white feathers in their long hair as they ride ponies hard across an open prairie of high grass. He sees billowy clouds in a bright blue sky and a wide horizon above unending flat land. The leader has white paint spots dotting his body. He raises his battle lance and shouts –


“Hi-ya! Hi-yaa! HI-YAAA!”


This is Crazy Horse, war chief of the Oglala, leading this party in pursuit of six warriors with black feathers in their hair. Crows, on Sioux hunting ground again. One looks back over his shoulder, his mouth set in a grim, determined slit. They escape or they die. Cresting a rise, the Crows race headlong toward a river, the Sioux in close pursuit. The Crows crash into the water, each rider falling off his horse. The Sioux pull up their ponies and watch.


The Crows gasp in the water. None can swim and they struggle to find their ponies. Three do immediately and hold the mane as their horse swims them across the brown water river. The others are shoved down river. The Sioux pace them, still on their ponies, still watching.


In his dream Beau knows this water, the same brown water that drowned New Orleans. Two of the Crows manage to keep their heads above the water, paddling like dogs toward the other shore. The three with their ponies get close to the far shore. When they reach the bank, they let go their ponies and lay belly-up, coughing out water, gasping for breath.


Crazy Horse lifts his battle lance high over his head again –


“Hi-ya! Hi-yaa! HI-YAAA!”


The other Sioux laugh as the Crows crawl up the bank on all fours. Eventually five make it across the river, the last one bobbles up and down in the river then does not come up. The Crows that survive wait for their companion to rise again, but he does not. Two of the Sioux sail arrows across the wide river that sends the Crows for their mounts.


Crazy Horse turns and leads the Sioux away, slowly.


In the dream Beau sees the eyes of an old man. Familiar eyes set in a dark, wrinkled face. It is Joseph Raven, craggy faced and snow-white hair. Joseph Raven of the Oglala Clan, seventy years old and grandfather of John Raven Beau. Joseph is a direct descendant of Little Hawk, younger brother of Crazy Horse. They are on a porch of a rickety wooden house on a great plain, Joseph and his nine year old grandson John. Joseph sits on a hard-back wooden chair while John sits on the steps.


“Why didn’t Crazy Horse chase the Crows across the river?”


“They were no longer on Sioux land.”


This was the morning the old man tells Beau the lesson about drowning as he looks out at the plain. “A warrior does not fear death, unless he drowns because if he drowns his spirit will remain trapped forever in the water and cannot fly up into the land of the ghosts were the others who have gone before now live.”


The dream fades and a younger John Raven Beau stand on a wide prairie with his grandfather who asks, “What is that in the distance? Pronghorn or is it a deer?”


“Pronghorn.”


The old man almost smiles. “My eyes grow old but even when I was young I could not see as you do. That animal is very distant.” Joseph Raven puts a hand on his grandson’s shoulder. “Tuck this secret next to your heart, little one. Your secret Lakota name is – Sharp Eyes. Tell no white man this name, not even your father. Don’t let anyone beyond the tribe say your secret name because the more it is spoken by others, the more your strength is taken from you.


“Remember always, Sharp Eyes, you are Oglala Sioux. Lakota. The fiercest warriors of the great plains.”


“But I am half Cajun.”


“Yes. The weaker part of you is Cajun.” The old man looks down and smiles. “And the nicer part of you. Your father is a good man, John Raven Beau. Be as much like him as you can, but as you grow you will need the strength of a warrior and you are Sharp Eyes, descendant of Little Hawk and Crazy Horse.”


“What is your secret name?”


The old man looks up at the sun, shields his eyes. “Like you, my grandfather gave me my secret name. Middle Toe.” He takes in a breath. “My younger brother was Little Toe and our sister was Big Toe. She was a big woman.”


“Your grandfather liked feet?”


“Not particularly.”


When he wakes, Beau goes to look around before the sun sets. He’s happy to see Kate’s Delight down at the end of the pier next to the warehouse. Its view is blocked by a large cabin cruiser that’s listing slightly.


Ann is on deck, sitting on a chair and reading a book. She sees him, raises the book.


“The Great Gatsby. Never read it. Love it.”


He read it and nods as he steps aboard. She points to the can of Barq’s root beer. He shakes his head.


“Beer?”


“No. You and Stu really have to go away for a while.”


She lets out a long breath.


“I’m serious. They’re going to come for me and I can’t protect you.”


Ann closes her eyes. She’s in another tee-shirt and short shorts. “Stu’s sister lives in Gretna. Wants us to stay with her. They didn’t flood and have electricity. I’ll try to talk Stu into it.”


He taps her bare foot. “I wouldn’t ask but this is bad shit.”


“You don’t mind if I come back every day. See if you’re dead or not?”


“Nope.” He climbs off the boat.


“I’ll take care of Stella if you go to the happy hunting ground.”


Real funny.


Moving back past Sad Lisa he finds what he’s looking for half way between his houseboat and the parking lot. Three partially sunk boats, all still tied up to the pier, each with a small storage cabin attached to the pier. Unlike Sad Lisa, these are pleasure craft, the biggest ocean-worthy, each with a concrete jetty. Perfect ambush position. Anyone creeping up the pier from the parking lot will have to pass with thirty feet of the boats. Better still, he can move between the three boats using the jetties. He’ll have to make sure there’s no lights working near these jetties and the small storage cabins. They’ll bring AK’s, Tec-9s. He’ll stay with his Glock. Close quarter shooting. It ain’t who shoots the most. It’s who shoots the straightest and he’s got plenty experience there. And I am Sharp Eyes.


Beau goes back to Sad Lisa and takes care of Stella, showers, has Stu’s roast and dirty rice, drinks two cups of strong coffee before going back into the bathroom to paint up. It’s Shadow Warrior time again.


He catches Stu carrying a large bag away from Kate’s Delight.


“Y’all are going?”


Stu screws up his face. “Don’t sink anything, OK?”


Ann’s waiting at the landing. She’s in a black tee-shirt and jeans, blows a kiss to Beau and he watches them drive off. He goes back to where he’ll set up.


The boat closest to the landing is called Touché, the biggest of the three is Tiger Melon, the last is Dome Patrol with a New Orleans Saints fleur-de-lis on either side of its name. After unscrewing several of the yellow lights Ann has put in along the pier and the one outside the cabin of Touché, He sets up atop the wheelhouse of Tiger Melon, lying on his belly, Glock next to his hand, extra ammo on his belt and in his tactical bag. The baby Glock is in its holster on his right hip. He brings the smallest ice chest with cold water iced down, and waits.


It’s still incredibly quiet here, which will help when they come. Even if they come creeping, the pier will creak. Not a half hour into the vigil, he hears an owl hooting near the warehouse and wonders if that’s what happened to Stella’s litter mates, maybe even her mama if it’s a big owl. He spots the first cat as it moves along the pier. A large one, an orange tabby tomcat heading for the food he’d put out. A little later a striped gray cat jogs past the boats heading for the landing. He doesn’t see the black cat until he repositions himself. It sits atop Dome Patrol watching him. The bats breeze by before midnight on their way back to the warehouse and another batch flies in the opposite direction. Not many. When he looks back for the black cat, it’s gone. It’s not until three a.m. does the heat go away as a wind comes from the lake to cool the perspiration on Beau’s tee-shirt.


When he starts feeling sleepy, he imagines Coyote-man coming up the pier on paws that make no noise. It stands upright on two legs, like a human, is seven feet tall, black fur covering its body. Long arms dangle at its sides, claws bared. Saliva drips from its mouth with each raspy breath. It turns its eyes toward Beau and they are red, hatful eyes and Coyote-man smiles.


Long ago there was a Cheyenne renegade, an evil warrior, a true hellion who murdered members of his tribe. His reign was short but destructive for he destroyed from within the tribe. Beau’s grandfather relayed the story of the man’s hideous life, never describing the man yet Beau knew exactly what the man looked like from his name – Wolf Who Hunts Smiling.


Shortly before five a.m., Beau feels a presence on the pier then hears a light footfall, sees the girl from the St. Ferdinand warehouse as she moves past quickly and goes to all way to the gate of Sad Lisa which seems bright in the amber lights from the pier. She looks around, sees it’s dark inside the houseboat. Stella doesn’t need lights. The girl waits a few minutes, inching toward the bow, then back to the gate. She looks around again. The dim yellow light from the bulbs Beau did not unscrew clearly shows she’s jittery as she stands. She’s in a dark blue sundress and sandals, long hair tied in a pony tail.


Beau looks around, makes sure she hasn’t been followed. Looks back as the girl moves out of the light and finds a dark place to sit and wait. He lets fifteen minutes go by before he eases down to the jetty and over to the pier. He gets closer to her and cups his left hand next to his mouth.


“Donna Elena?” His voice is low but firm.


She jumps up, ducks and the light picks her up. He moves into the edge of the light.


“I’m Detective Beau. NOPD. You looking for me?” He has his Glock hidden behind his back as he watches her hands, just in case. “It’s just face paint. I’m not a zombie.”


“I … I can’t … see you.”


He steps closer to the light and her eyes go wide. She’s a small woman, maybe five-two, and young. One of those young women in her twenties who looks like a teenager.


“Nice dress.”


“I stole it from a clothes line.” Her voice has a slight, lilting Spanish accent.


“Have you eaten recently?”


“Yes. National Guard fed me one of those ration meals. Couple younger ones tried flirting with me. They the ones who told me who you were, where you live.”


Jesus.


“If I found you, Carlos will find you here and come kill you.”


“Carlos?”


“Carlos Gonzales. He’s the leader. You killed the other leader. Amos.”


“Amos Lander.”


A light thump turns Beau around and he crouches, bringing up the Glock and sees the black cat again. It jumped off a boat and starts toward Beau, stops and turns away.


“We need to go,” Beau tells Donna Elena.


“Where?”


“Where are you staying?”


“On the street.”


“I have a safer place for you.”


It isn’t until they are in the Escalade that Donna Elena says, “I need your help.” Her hands shake and she clasps them together. Her face is tight. She’s fighting tears back.


“OK.”


“My dad … is a police officer. L.A.” She stares out the windshield as if she can see far away, maybe all the way to L.A. “I want to go home.”


She closes her eyes and folds her arms across her chest. Beau makes sure he doesn’t hit any of the crap in the street as he accelerates down Pontchartrain Boulevard for the interstate. Eventually, when they’re well into Jefferson Parish, passing the Bonnabel exit, Donna Elena opens her eyes. He tells her he’s taking her to the airport. He has friends there who will take care of her.


“Planes are flying in and out. Not many, but I’m sure one has to go to L.A.”


“I saw you at the warehouse,” she says. “I saw you at the cemetery.” She looks at him now and it’s an elemental thing. A linking. The same look he got from Stella when he brought her in.


At dawn people are lined up under the big tents, men women and children waiting for breakfast on both sides of Airline Highway next to the airport. National Guardsmen from many states are already serving scrambled eggs, grits, bacon, sausage, orange juice, coffee, passing out cold bottled water.


Beau pulls the Escalade around to the law enforcement hanger, makes sure Donna Elena stays with him as he goes in, finds an ATF agent, asks for Linda Pickett.


“She’s asleep.”


He knows Felicity sleeps on one of the cruise ships now down by the river. Doherty and the Chicago cops are sleeping as well. Beau follows his nose to the fire fighter hanger where the Cajun women are already serving up breakfast.


“You ever have boudin? Andouille? Authentic jambalaya? Creole fried eggs?” Beau points out a platter to Donna Elena. “Losse bread? It’s the authentic French bread with powdered sugar and sugar cane molasses?”


“Come on in, Chér,” a smiling woman calls out, waves them in.


He recognizes her. Mrs. Touchard who looks at him closely. “You suppose to be some kinda demon, or what?”


Beau realizes the face paint.


Mrs. Touchard points to the back. “Y’all go wash up. Clean your face. We got two batrooms back dere wit de signs.”


Beau goes to wash his face. Donna Elena goes into the women’s bathroom. When they come back, two other women are there, ready to serve. Mrs. Touchard says, “De men are sleepin’. Dey had to put out two fires last night.”


Beau leads Donna Elena over to the food. Her eyes dart around and she looks like she’s about to run away. Mrs. Touchard draws her to the losse bread, explains to her how its cooked. Beau starts up a plate with an link of andouille – spiced pork sausage – and a slice of white sausage boudin. The jambalaya is laced with chicken. Mrs. Touchard serves up smaller portions for Donna Elena. The woman’s natural maternal instinct, the genuine smile, the friendly voice seems to calm the frightened Latino girl.


This is the first time Beau sees Donna Elena in good lighting and she’s lovely. No make up, her copper skin is smooth and her eyes deep pools of dark-chocolate. She could be anywhere between eighteen and twenty-five. She takes a hesitant bite of andouille, her eyes grow wide. She nods, lowers her voice.


“What kind of people are these?”


“Cajun. Like me.”


“I thought you were Apache.”


It’s always Apache.


“Sioux and Cajun. Odd combination.”


“Why is it odd?”


Beau smiles. “The Cajun dances to feel good. The Sioux dances to prepare for battle.”


Beau gets seconds. Donna Elena eats everything on her plate, sips coffee, keeps looking around like a wary fawn. Mrs. Touchard comes back to tell Beau they’ve started up a pot of café noir.


“What would work for me and I’m sure Donna Elena here, is a nice long shower.” He stands, stretches, sees Donna Elena looking warily at him. He shakes his head. “There are separate showers.” He backs away. “In separate hangers.”


He looks are Mrs. Touchard. “Right?”


“She can shower here. We got plenty shampoo. You go get.” She waves him away.


Beau goes to law enforcement hanger next door. The military keeps the showers well supplied with o.d. green towels, soaps and shampoos and he rids himself of the rest of the paint and sweat from a long night on stake out.


Brushing out his hair, he sees he needs a haircut and a shave but that’ll wait. Someone left a spray bottle of Polo cologne and he takes a hit on his chin, goes back to the fire fighters hanger and sees Felicity Jones sitting at the end of a table full of Cajun fire fighters chowing down, their women serving them. He watches for a moment, seeing the sparkle in the eyes of the men and women, the familiar touching, the smiles and the jostling and he’s brought back to the bayous again, to the long, wonderful summer of his youth.


He feels a tightness in his throat. John Raven Beau truly believes he would have been content to have died at the end of his childhood, before the great loss of innocence. When he was little he wanted to grow up so badly but he was wrong. Living in that old house with his mama and papa and the great adventure of the swamp and floating prairie of home was the only time he fit in this world. He is a stranger here, a stranger everywhere, a shadow among the people.


He spots the pot of café noir, moves to it and pours himself a larger than usual cup of extra strong coffee-and-chicory, the French version of espresso, puts in three heaping teaspoons of sugar, takes it to Felicity, sits across from him.


“You’re here early,” he says.


Fel takes a sip of his coffee, pushes an empty plate away from him. “Brought in a body from Algiers. Man fell off a roof nailing up a blue tarp.”


Donna Elena approaches, running a towel through her long hair. She stops behind Beau, leans forward and rubs the towel through her hair. She’s wearing a new pair of Levi’s, a white tee-shirt with an Apple Corporation logo that reads ‘I Don’t Do Windows’ and white sneakers. Sketchers.


“Tables in back are full of clothes from companies. Even bras and panties from Victoria Secret.” She looks out from under the towel, sees Fel and her face grows serious again.


Beau introduces the intelligence officer, asks Donna Elena. “What is you last name?”


“Palma.”


“There’s some extra strong Cajun coffee over there in the silver pot and regular coffee in the carafes.” She heads for a cup and Beau explains her situation to Fel.


“Her father’s a cop?”


“That what she says.”


“Delta and United are flying in and out of New Orleans, but not regularly.” Fel nods to Donna Elena as she comes back. “You know the drill. We take care of our own.”


Donna Elena sits in a chair one spot away from Beau.


“Det. Jones here will contact your father,” Beau tells her.


“It might take a day or two.”


Beau spots Mrs. Touchard, goes over to her, arranges it all, comes back, picks up his cup, takes a hit, looks at Donna Elena’s owly eyes.


“You can bunk here with the Cajun women. Just stay put and we’ll get you to L.A.”


She nods.


Beau pulls a pen and note pad from his tactical bag, looks at Felicity. “Take out your pen and note book.”


Back at Donna Elena. “Felicity here is an Intelligence Officer. We’re going to need you to tell us all you know at Carlos Rodriguez and the rest of the Brown Ravens.”


Nearly an hour later, Linda Pickett comes in with Agent Isaak. Both in Khakis, gun belts, ready for action. She comes straight up to Beau, puts a hand on his shoulder and leans down, kisses his lips, a nice, firm kiss that charges through his tired body.


She pulls back, sees Donna Elena and tilts her head to the side. Beau introduces them and sees Isaak likes what he sees in the young Latino woman. Felicity closes his note book as Beau stands. He realizes his eyes are burning now. He’s not as young as he used to be. He needs sleep, stands and stretches.


He nods at Fel. “You got this?”


“Yeah. You riding around tonight?”


“No. I’m waiting for them to come to me.”


Linda touches his arm. “We’re going to try to get you some back-up.”


“Have them come before dark or I might mistake them.” He smiles.


Donna Elena’s face changes, looking more like the girl in the car on the way over. Beau steps up to her chair. She looks at her coffee.


“You’ll be safe here. We’ll get you to L.A.”


She nods, won’t look up. Isaak brings a cup a coffee, sits across from Donna Elena.


Linda walks Beau out, takes his hand and he squeezes hers. They stop next to the Escalade and he looks down into those green eyes. “When this over, we going to need a little time, wouldn’t you say.”


She nods, smiles. “Yes. We do.”


He moves his mouth to hers and they kiss even longer than before. Who gives a fuck if they draw an audience. When he pulls back she brushes the hair from his eyes.


“She’s not a stray cat.” Linda’s voice is soft, no malice about the young woman and Beau remembers the look Donna Elena gave him, like Stella, when he took her in.


“She’s a police officer’s daughter. She can stay with the Cajuns. They know what it’s like to be nomads.”


“Now you’re being melodramatic.”


“Comes with being kicked around by the Bloody British.”


Linda gives him a teasing smile. “A long time ago.”


“Not for us it isn’t.” He pulls her close, nice feeling her body against his. “I’m not surprised you don’t understand. Felicity understands. He’s the son of slaves. The British kicked us out of Canada. My mother’s tribe was run to ground by the white eyes, put on a reservation. You may never understand. But don’t fret about it. You got a bigger problem.”


“What problem.”


“Me.”


They both smile and kiss again and he leaves her there.


•


Just as he drifts to sleep and sees Stella sleeping already, twitching slightly as she sleeps, he wonders if she’s chasing ghost mice or maybe running from wolves. He pets her gently and she stops twitching.


He knows it’s a dream because his papa’s face comes to him, grinning, Calixte Beau, an ever-present cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth. His thick wavy hair is blown by a brisk wind off Vermilion Bay. They are in a pirogue near the shoreline, both holding fishing poles, long bamboo poles with a strong nylon line in the murky water, red and white bobber floating over a deep fishing hole. They rest beneath a huge water cypresses which provides some shade in the late afternoon. Beau is five years old and lands his first big catfish. It is a struggle and Calixte laughs, urges him on but does not help. It takes every ounce of the boy’s strength to land the ten pound yellow cat and he looks back at his papa who throws back his head and laughs loudly.


“Mais, dat is some good eatin’, yeah!”


The scene morphs to the marsh prairie and a stand of huge live oaks, Beau twelve now and carrying a .22 rifle. His papa walks next to him with a shotgun. They are tracking wild pigs, razorbacks, a dangerous animal. Papa shows the boy the tracks are not from a big pig. If they were, they would have to back away. Even a leopard does not attack a water buffalo. Razorbacks could grow over two hundred pounds and a sow with offspring will not hesitate to attack a human.


A big red swamp squirrel races up a tree twenty yards from Beau who takes careful aim as the squirrel goes around a branch. Clever. Hiding. Beau keeps his rifle aimed as Calixte moves to circle the tree. The first shell in papa’s twelve gauge is bird shot. Good for squirrel hunting. The next shells are buckshot, in case the pig is large. It happens fast, Calixte swinging the shotgun around and firing twice. The razorback was not full grown but big enough at fifty pounds. When Beau looked back the red squirrel is scrambling up the oak, moving fast and low between the huge branches.


He sees his mama’s face now, surrounded by long, jet-black hair. She is in her late twenties, a young woman who sang with the USO when she met Calixte at an army base, fell in love, married the smiling Cajun and left the great plains for the Cajun prairie of marshy, south Louisiana. Laurie Raven Beau is a patient mother who teaches her son lessons every day. Not from books, but from life. Lessons handed down for centuries. The most important lesson she taught her son was – kindness.


They dressed out the razorback and used all of it, coat, meat, innards for bait, bones sharpened for tips for spear fishing. He remembers roasting that pig, slowly over a fire pit, a cochon de lait delight. Beau and his mama and papa alone together beneath a darkening sky, sitting at the table and eating the succulent, highly seasoned pork they brought to the table themselves.


•


Beau does not remain as stationery the second night, opting for changing position every hour to keep the muscles from tightening up. A pair of coons comes down the dock not long after sunset, heading for the cat food Beau had laid out. Noisy eaters, the coons scatter when the tomcat comes at them. One tries sneaking back and hissing and snarling lead to the coon’s retreat.


Beau had filled two cat dishes and watches the tomcat and striped gray cat eat from them, then spots a kitten, probably one of Stella’s litter mates, this one’s gray and white and wary as it eats and scrambled away. He does not spot the black cat until it has finished cleaning out the other dish. Sneaking out to the landing, Beau checks the parking lot, memorizing the location of the abandoned cars.


Another night and no attack, which supports what Beau suspects. This Carlos isn’t as sharp as Donna Elena Palma.


“One more night,” Beau tells Stella as bright, morning light creeps into Sad Lisa. “Then I’ll have to hit the streets. Go find them. Maybe lure them back here.”


Time for breakfast. Turkey sausage tastes more like cardboard than andouille, but it is filling. Stella decides climbing up Beau’s bare leg is the fastest way up to the table.


“Ow. Ow.” Beau scoops her. Puts her on the chair next to his and gives her a slice of sausage. Probably a bad idea, but what the hell. Beau might be dead tomorrow and when Ann adopts Stella the kitty will probably never get any sausage. Ann seems the type to make the cat eat what it supposed to eat. After all, the label on the Purina package warns not to give cats table scraps. Their meal is perfectly balanced for a cat’s digestive system.


“If Carlos is smart, he’d attack at noon, when it’s not expected. But I don’t think he’s that smart.”


Then again, maybe Carlos realizes, if Beau shot as well as he did at night, he might shoot even better when he could see everything.


“Naw,” he tells Stella as he puts fresh food in her dish. “These are nocturnal rats. Daylight will only confuse them.”


He’s not as tired after eating, but knows he needs to sleep. Stella is in no mood to sleep and decides Beau’s toes need to be stalked and attacked.


“Ow. Ow.” He pulls the little tyke up and lets her fight with his hand. When she nibbles too hard, he bops her nose. She learns quickly and as she slaps his fingers with two paws with no claws barred, he keeps playing with her. Ticking her gets a loud mewing and when he pulls back, she jumps away, turns and leaps back at his fingers. Just when he thinks she’ll never run out of energy, she moves to the top of the bed, to the other pillow and stretches out.


Later, as he’s just drifting, Stella jumps on his head from the other pillow.


He puts her next to him and holds her there. She wiggles but he just holds her. She squirms. She meows. She growls and he pulls her closer. When he lets go, she’s got the idea. She goes back to the other pillow and licks her coat. A little later, she stretched out again and purrs. He reaches over and pets her gently and she goes, “Arrrl.” Purrs again.


That’s how he likes to leave his females. Purring.


•


Beau decides removing the paint from a clean-shaved face is easier and shaves today, Stella watching of course. He hears footfalls as he steps from the bathroom. Before he can pick up his Glock a voice calls out.


“Ahoy! Beau. Don’t shoot! It’s me.”


Beau peeks out a porthole to see Felicity Jones holding up a six pack of beer.


“It’s cold,” Fel says as he steps into the cabin.


“What kind is that?”


“Beck’s Light. German beer. Please tell me she’s here.”


Beau loses the smile. “What?”


“Donna Elena. Her father won’t pay for her airfare.” Fel opens the fridge, puts the six pack inside, brings out two. “You got bottle opener?”


“What do you mean won’t pay?”


“He doesn’t ever want to see her again.”


“Fuck!”


“I left her for about a half hour. I went and got more than enough money to buy her a ticket from just about everyone pitching in, but she disappeared.”


“When?”


“Ten o’clock this morning.” It’s almost four now. Fel finds a church key and opens a bottle. Beau snatches the second bottle Fel brought to the table, puts it back in the fridge.


“You look for her?”


“Searched the entire airport. She just walked into the crowd I guess. Can be anywhere.”


Beau moves to the coffee pot. There’s a cup left. He fills a mug, sits at the table with Fel.


“She’ll come here,” Beau says. “Maybe not right away, but she’ll come here.”


Fel nods. “I know you didn’t put a move on her.”


“She’ll come here because she knows I’ll protect her. Won’t put a move on her.”


Fel takes a hit of beer, almost spits it out when Stella decides climbing up the back of his chair, all the way to his neck, is a pretty cool maneuver.


“We’re sending back-up tonight. Should be here around six.”


“Linda?”


“She went to Baton Rouge this morning. ATF meeting. I’m sending real cops. NOPD. Straight from the ships.”


“Anybody I know?”


“Street cops. Veterans. You’ll know all of them. Linda might be back as well.”


A high voice calls out from the pier, “Beau, Baby. You still alive?”


They go out to see Ann tap down a pair of dark sunglasses, gleek them over the top of the glasses and smile.


“Hi, Fel.”


She wears what appears to be a long vest and a pair of those plastic high heels, not very high. The vest is like a very short mini-dress. She’s left the bottom two buttons undone so her pink panties are visible when she walks past.


“Got to pick up some things. I’ll come visit Stella in a minute.”


Fel stays around to get a peek. Ann Treadway proves once again the old adage that it must be something in the steam, in the humidity, in the aura of New Orleans that brings out the lust, even if it’s just visual.


It runs through Beau’s mind as Ann comes in, bends over to scoop Stella, flashing the rear of her panties, sitting with the kitten and showing the front of her panties. Women baring breasts for Mardi Gras beads. Come on. It’s the thrill, voyeuristic naughtiness. New Orleans is so much more than a city – it’s an obsession.


•


Axel Smith pulls a cold can of Bud Lite from the fridge, rubs it against his face and goes back out into the living room, pops the can as he steps in. He’d come in the back door, through the kitchen. Carlos, Terez and Oscar are in the living room, Oscar in the easy chair, Carlos and Terez on the sofa.


“That dude Ace knows was right!”


Axel flops on the stuffed chair and takes a long pull of beer. His tee-shirt is drenched and his eyes ache from too much time in bright sunlight.


“The fuckin’ big cop is staying on a boat. I seen him. It’s the second to last boat on the right side of the dock at the marina. You know, the harbor.” He smiles, proud of himself. “Where’s Ace, anyway?”


Oscar answers, “Out getting trim. Found a woman he knows about six blocks away.”


“Where the white boys?”


“Out in the Hummer. Getting food and shit.”


“Hope they don’t get lost.”


Carlos, pretends he’s bored for a minute, finally acknowledges Axel and growls, “What the fuck you sayin’?”


“I found where the big cop stays, man. A fuckin’ boat, dude.”


Oscar cuts in, “Ace got word from the street. We told you this morning.”


Carlos was too coked up this morning but Oscar sees the recognition in Terez’s mean eyes. The woman should try more loose fitting clothes. She’s too pudgy for tight jeans and a tank top.


“You sure it was him?”


“Yep. I seen him good.”


“The Escalade parked there?”


“No. He’s got it stashed. There was a black cop there in a rumpled suit.” Axel bounces on the chair. “I’m tellin’ you. It’s him.”


When Ace comes in a hour and two Bud Lites later, Axel can’t wait to tell him and Ace slaps his hands together.


“I knew it!”


“How’d you know it?” Carlos grumbles.


“The big cop is some kinda Indian. None of the other cops even like him. He don’t run with them, don’t drink with them. They all talk about him.”


“Whaddya mean, some kinda Indian? From fuckin’ India?”


“No. An Apache. Only he’s tall.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Ain’t you seen the movies? John Wayne and shit. Apaches are short dudes.”


“That’s just the actors who play them.”


“Then he’s one of them Mohicans or Mohawk or something. That’s why he shoots so fuckin’ straight and even scalps people. Man he’s a fuckin’ word with NOPD. But they don’t like him much. Shit they gave him up to my homegirl in a heartbeat.”


Axel says, “I thought it was a homeboy.”


“No, man. You want information, get a woman. They slicker and can weasel shit from anyone.”


“Fuck you!” Terez snarls.


Oscar and Ace laugh and Carlos sits up, thinking these homeboys need some educating. Why didn’t L.A. send real Ravens to help him instead of country-ass Alabama rednecks in a Hummer.


“Where the fuck are the white boys, anyway?” Carlos stands, moves to the front window.


“So,” Ace says. “We gotta get a plan about this Indian cop.”


“Plan?” Carlos turns around, pulls up his pants. “We go in blasting away, shoot up the whole fuckin’ harbor.”


Ace gets up, tells Axel, “Let’s get some paper and a pen in the kitchen and draw up a plan. Draw up the marina, harbor, whatever fuckin’ place it is and we all go get him, like Carlos says.”


But they can’t go in blasting away. They got to go in like the army. Like a platoon of soldiers with a point man and set up a plan of attack. They step into the kitchen just as Dillard, Bubba and Billy come in with boxes of Popeye’s chicken, Cokes, beer and bags of burgers from Wendy’s.


“Got a lotta food,” Dillard says.


“We gonna need it,” says Carlos.


Ace and Oscar let Carlos think he’s in charge after they all ate. They talk him out of a frontal attack. Dillard, who was an army sergeant is coming out of the funk of his dead cousin’s death, adds what he can. Oscar takes the lead in the plan.


“We can’t set up before dark. We’ll be spotted. He’s a night rider so he’ll come home around dawn. I think we should go in around three in the morning. Just like the cops do in a raid.” Oscar points to Axel’s crude drawing. “We set up next to the boats on both sides. Catch him in a cross fire when he comes home.”


“Not right across from each other,” Dillard adds, “or we’ll shoot each other.” He points to the drawing of boats on one side closer to the land. “Here and on the other side of the dock, here.” Points to boats closer to where they think the cop lives. “Wait’ll he gets between us and open up.” Dillard leans back in his kitchen chair. “He can’t run either way.”


Everyone gets up and goes load their guns except Carlos. He picks up another piece of fried chicken and eats it alone in the kitchen. Terez comes for him a few minutes later and he goes out into the living room with her, stands in the doorway and waits for Oscar and Ace to look at him.


“Y’all still ain’t found Donna Fuckin’ Elena, have you?”


•


Beau dabs the perspiration from his eyes, knowing he’s smudging the face paint but the heat and humidity won’t let up. He covers his watch with his right hand and pushes the light button, which stays on for five seconds. It’s almost ten p.m. No back ups. Not that he expected them to actually show. Felicity went to make sure around six but the only company Beau has is the black cat, sitting aboard Dome Patrol, while Beau’s atop the middle boat, Tiger Melon. He’s on his stomach, tactical bag with extra magazines rest against his back, like a backpack, its strap across his chest. His Glock lies next to his right hand, the baby Glock in a holster on his right hip. Four magazines for the Glock line his left hip, two magazines for the baby Glock are on his belt on either side of the holster. The air’s so thick, it’s like a sauna. He’s used to this, but can’t help perspiring.


Before battle, a Sioux warrior prepares himself, painting himself, chanting the ancient songs, hardening all the soft places within, thus denying his enemy a spot to wound him. Beau smiles to himself. Ancient songs? No one taught him any of those. He remembers nights on the reservation when the men would paint themselves and dance and chant around a fire. He asked his grandfather what they were singing and the old man said, “Only they know.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means they make it up as they go along.”


Calixte Beau laughed about it later, alone with his son. “Gibberish. Sioux are a great tribe, son, but dey were a stone-age people when the Europeans came. Even after centuries of French and English and Spanish here, de great plains warriors still used de travois to move tings. They never figure how to use a wheel.”


Laurie Beau pointed out books to her son. “My tribe has no written language. Everything is handed down by word of mouth. The white man, the Chinese, Indians from India, Arabs all have libraries. Millions of books are out there, son. A single brain can only hold so much.”


Beau waits tonight, steeling himself, hardening his heart for this task. A voice deep within tells him this will be an important night in his life because the white eyes will come for him, bringing their hatred and vengeance, their high powered weapons. They will have him outnumbered. It will be a contest between good and evil. No. It will be a contest between two different breeds of warrior. One whose heart is black with killing rage and one who kills because he must.


The lights at the beginning of landing and near Sad Lisa and the warehouse are brighter since he replaced the yellow forty-watt bulbs with hundred-watt white bulbs. He unscrewed the bulbs just this side of the landing, left three bulbs between that dark area and on while the three before Touché, Tiger Melon and Dome Patrol are unscrewed, leaving his area in darkness now. He keeps watching the landing.


Shortly after eleven he sees an armadillo sniff around the entrance of the pier before going back where it came from. The baying of a coyote off to the east is answered by coyotes much closer. The black cat is undisturbed by the coyotes.


Beau takes a bottle of water from the ice chest, rubs it across his neck, the cold feeling so good, then opens the bottle and takes a sip. It’s a sixteen ounce bottle and he drains it slowly. The black cat jumps off the next boat and casually moves to the nearest food dish and eats some of the dried food he’s left out.


Beau moves his legs and arms around, one at a time, flexing them, keeping them limber. He forces his mind from drifting, concentrating on each moment. The next hour creeps past, then the next. He sits up, then stands and goes down to the wheelhouse. The bathroom, the head, is just inside and Beau relives himself of the water he drank. Standing on deck, he stretches the kinks out of his back, readjusts the tactical bag, then goes back up top to lay on his stomach again.


Shortly before four a.m. a low growl turns Beau away from the landing. A hiss is followed by a higher pitched growl. He sees them, the black cat and the tabby, two tomcats posturing, backs arched as they cautiously approach one another. The tabby is much larger but the black cat’s not backing down.


Beau reaches into the cooler, pulls out another bottle of water, twists off the cap, takes a long drink before sitting up and tossing the bottle at the cats. Water mists from the open spout on the way down and it’s a great throw, the bottle crashing to the pier about two feet from the cats and spraying them with water and they scatter. Beats having blood on the dock.


He looks at the landing again and sees it’s as blank as it’s been all night. He turns to Sad Lisa and sees one of the tomcats near it. The black cat. It slips through the iron gate and jumps aboard his houseboat. It’s probably going to spray the boat, mark it. He’ll have to hose down the deck in the morning.


I should have let them fight it out.


When Beau looks back at the landing he sees two men moving carefully through the light, each carrying an AK-47. White men wearing dark clothes. They reach the first dark area as two more men come, both black and wearing lighter clothes, one with an AK, the other with a Tec-9. They are quickly followed by two more white males and two men who could be Latino. No, one is a woman. She carries a Tec-9, the men with AKs.


The first two men move through the second lighted area and closer until they are in the darkness of the three boats where Beau lies. One climbs aboard Touché, the other board Tiger Melon, just below Beau lying atop the wheelhouse. The two black men move to Dome Patrol and go aboard, while the other four continue up the pier to set up on the this side of the lights illuminating Sad Lisa.


The white male aboard Tiger Melon lies on his belly near the bow, AK pointing to the pier. He’s only about twelve feet from Beau who carefully lifts his Glock, points it at the man. Beau moves his head slowly, from side to side, looking at the man sitting at the bow of Touché, then the two men aboard Dome Patrol. None has thought of climbing atop a wheelhouse.


They’ve set up an ambush for Beau.


The man beneath him breathes hard as Beau pushes himself as flat as he can, controlling his own breathing. He has eight targets. Eight against one. The bastards are waiting for him to come home. Beads of perspiration tickling their way down the sides of his face. The humidity seems denser, the air stuffy as if he’s in a closet. He waits as the long minutes tick by.


The man aboard Touché is still sitting up, leaning forward now, chin on his chest, AK-47 across his lap. Sleeping. The man below is not, his head moving from side to side, then facing the landing, readjusting himself, making scraping noises. Waiting.


How do I work this?


Don’t think. Don’t plan. Just wait and watch and –


Beau reaches for the battle calm, relaxing to a tranquility so when the battle is joined the warrior’s cool hand strikes true, while his enemies, particularly the white-eyes, will let their blood rise to levels to make their aim unreliable. The patient warrior waits, alert, ever ready.


The minutes drag, the tension as thick as the humidity.


The man below him sits up, looking toward the landing now and Beau follows his gaze and sees her moving slowly, purposefully. She’s in the white Apple tee-shirt and jeans, white sneakers, her hair back in a pony tail again.


Beau feels his heart slamming in his chest. He leans up, sees the man on Touché is still asleep. The man below raises his AK, moving it toward Donna Elena, bathed in bright light now and still coming.


“Donna! Run!”


Beneath Beau, the man’s head snaps around and he swings the AK and Beau shoots him twice in the head. He rolls and levels the Glock at the man aboard Touché who starts to stand up. aiming his AK-47 at Donna Elena running and Beau fires four rounds, two, then two and the man crumbles, AK-47 firing into the air on his way overboard.


Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


The others open up, rounds peppering Tiger Melon and Touché and the pier as Donna Elena disappears into a dark portion. Beau scrambles down to the deck of Tiger Melon and spots one of the men aboard Dome Patrol moving his way and spraying Tiger Melon with his AK. Beau kneels, aims and fires four quick rounds and the man staggers, his AK firing downward now – Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


Beau takes careful aim and sends two more rounds into the man who falls forward tumbling into the water.


Beau leaps off Tiger Melon to the jetty and reloads his Glock. There’s still a round in the chamber and now seventeen in the magazine. The air is thick with burned gunpowder, Beau’s ears ringing as the shooting suddenly stops. He goes down on his stomach, pointing the Glock toward the bow of Dome Patrol, sees a movement.


“Ace?” It’s a faint call. Then a little louder, “Ace?”


It’s too dark to see and Beau listens. He needs to calm himself as his heart beats in his ears. He takes in long, quiet breaths, hoping to slow the heartbeat. He hears running feet ahead and to his left, coming from the area of Sad Lisa. The ensuing quiet is eerie as the sound of the gunfire still echoes in Beau’s eardrums.


A slight noise draws his aim to the bow of Dome Patrol again as something flies across to Tiger Melon and crashes aboard. That works in movies, tossing something so someone will shoot at it. It doesn’t work here. Beau waits. The jetty is wooden – boards nailed tightly together, about four feet wide and just above the waterline. It extends a couple feet beyond the stern of the boats up to the pier where there are three steps. Tiger Melon is tied to the jetty where Beau lies. Dome Patrol is tide to the jetty on its far side. Beau’s hands are so wet, perspiration drips from them. He squeezes the grip of the Glock, feels the tackiness of the pinion coating on the grip.


“Where is he?” the voice echoes up the pier, gets no answer.


“Where the fuck is he? Did we get him?”


“He was on the boat next to us.” This voice comes from the bow of Dome Patrol. “Fucker was there all along!”


“Did we get him?”


“I don’t fuckin’ know. Ace, you back there?”


“Bubba? Billy?” This is another voice from down the pier.


What to do now, douche bags? You don’t know where I am and you have to pass by me to get out. Beau remains motionless, waiting, listening, straining to see. He’s in a dark pit but there is a slight ambient light that shows the pier, even the front of Dome Patrol.


The seconds drag into minutes and even longer and the quiet returns. Without wind, the lake water is too still to move in the harbor to even trickle against the boats. It’s as if the world is holding its breath.


Beau isn’t sure at first but then he’s sure he sees the crown of a head inching around the wheelhouse of Dome Patrol. Moving to get a eye out to see all of Tiger Melon, maybe to see that happened to Ace. In the shootout there was no way they heard him splash in the water. Beau inches the sights of the Glock around. The sights are reflective white and stand out against the blackness. The head inches out a little more.


It’s maybe twenty feet away. He aims carefully squeezes the trigger slowly, too slowly. Even with the standard two-handed police grip, the Glock wavers. If he misses, he’s dead. The AK will spray the area, can’t miss him this close. Beau re-acquires the target and squeezes again just as the head pulls back.


“Ace?” A harsh whisper.


“Ace? A little louder, coming from where the head pulled back.


Beau sees the boat rock slightly, knows the man is moving. He rolls on his right side and waits. The boat moves again and a scrape draws his attention to the wheelhouse. The man’s climbing up the other side.


Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


The bullets strike Tiger Melon as it’s sprayed bow to stern, glass and wood splinters fall on Beau as he raises the Glock and aims at the top of the wheelhouse. He sees the muzzle flashes but not the shooter. It isn’t until the magazine’s empty does Beau realize the shooter is screaming.


He doesn’t stop screaming as he jumps down the front of the wheelhouse and Beau is up and moving quickly, keeping low. The man leaps off Dome Patrol, loading the AK-47 as he runs and Beau fires six quick rounds, sending the man tumbling to the pier, the AK sliding into the light. Beau huddles at the end of the jetty against the pier as the others open up.


Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


Beau crawls along the cat walk abutting the pier and moves past Tiger Melon and Touché, both getting peppered, rounds slamming into the boats, debris falling around Beau as he continues toward away from them, toward the landing. They stop shooting and the quiet again rings in his ears as the gunfire echoes as if the firing is still going on, but it isn’t.


How much ammo did they bring?


He moves rapidly now along the catwalk as the lights are on here, the entire area bright. He cringes, waiting for the bullets to strike. He grabs a white metal guard rail, pulls himself up, slips through the railing that runs along the concrete walkway the width of the marina. Beau slips behind one of the wide, brick and cement pillars that supports the high aluminum awning over the pier.


What’s that? The wind? A almost cooling wind comes in from the lake along with the scent of rain.


Ninety yards away, Dillard leans close to Axel and whispers, “How many you think?”


“Just fuckin’ one.”


“One?”


“Him! The killer cop. Mother-fucker. I think that’s Oscar lying over there.”


Axel lays his AK-47 down on the pier. He pulls the Beretta nine-millimeter out of the waistband of his jeans and slides it between his belt and the jeans, hoping it’ll say there. He looks down at the water, realizes there’s a catwalk and steps down on it.


“Where you going?”


“I’m swimmin’ outta here.”


“What? Wait.” Dillard leans down. He’s on his belly up on the pier. “I can’t swim.”


“I can,” Axel says, dangling his feet off the catwalk. He does not hesitate, pushing away and plopping into the water. He goes under, comes right up, doesn’t look back as he swims away. Breaststroke. Causes very little wake, makes very little noise.


The water rises and falls with the wind and Axel has a choice. He can go to the point at the tip of Lake Pontchartrain, climb up the rocks and he’ll be along Lakeshore Drive, or he can go straight across the small harbor to the ruins of the restaurants. Most of the pilings stick out of the water and he knows they are creosote coated with nails and he might cut himself. He opts for the point and big rocks that protect the levee.


Dillard watches until Axel is out of sight and slowly crawls across the pier to where Carlos and Terez are hidden. He sends a harsh whisper, “It’s me. Dillard. Don’t shoot.”


It’s not until he’s almost on them to realize Carlos and Terez are on the far side catwalk, their foreheads and eyes looking over the pier at him.


“Where’s Axel?”


“He swam outta here.”


“What?” Carlos’s voice is too loud and Dillard cringes, waiting for a round to hit him.


Beau hears a voice, knows it’s a distance away. He’s sets up on his belly again, peeking around the brick base of the pillar, the entire pier in his line of sight. They’ll have to go through two lighted areas if they’re that far away and the closest area is very well lit. He reloads the Glock, back to eighteen rounds, and waits. Looking down the pier, he’s relieved that Donna Elena isn’t lying there.


A wave slaps Axel, fills his mouth with brackish lake water, part salt, part fresh water, some swamp water. Nauseating. He abandons the breaststroke, pulling and kicking as waves come in from the lake. He hears the rain closing in and pushes harder. Damn it’s further than he thought. Is the Beretta slipping? Another wave washes over him and he goes under a moment, comes up spitting out water.


There’s a rope ahead and he reaches for it, grabs it and a wide white mouth curls back at his hand and the snake bites him. He lets got and shakes the arm and the snake falls off and bites him again, this time on his left arm and Axel screams and thrashes, pounding the water with his hands, kicking his legs and feels a sting on his left side, sees another white mouth flash as a snake bites his neck. Another white mouth bites his right arm again and he knows he’s swum into a nest of cottonmouths.


Axel shoves himself up and swims as hard as he can, kicking and pulling and doesn’t feel any more bites but his body burns and his hand hits something hard before he crashes into a boulder. It’s the breakwater and Axel pulls himself out. He crawls between two huge rocks and over another and another until he feel grass and rolls over on his back. Another sting on his side and he sees a cottonmouth pull away and he cannot move now. The long, black snake slithers past Axel’s face he turns his head to the side to vomit. He’s dizzy. Manages to pull his head back up as the rain arrives. Cool rain falling on his burning body, putting the fire out but it’s too much fire. It’s like rain falling on a hot tin roof. He can’t breathe and tries but he just can’t.


Carlos leans close to Dillard, growls, “Someone gonna hear all this shit. Fucking national guard’s gonna show up with machine guns, cannons. One fuckin’ cop. Picking us off. We gotta rush him.”


The rain comes in hard, sweeping in waves, popping on the aluminum awning. Beau can’t rely on his hearing now. Wind blows rain across the pier and past Beau. He wipes his eyes. He can go to the wrecked cars, cover the pier’s exit point but that will only give them a good firing position behind the pillar he’s at now. No. Keep them on the pier and the cat walks.


Carlos, crawling along the catwalk, stops near the body on the pier, waits for the rain to pick up to peek over at Oscar lying in a wide pool of blood, pulls his head back down, feels the anger rising again inside.


Beau knows they can get past him in the water, if they want to swim. He moves to the left side of the pillar, glances at the water and looks back, spots a movement on the catwalk. Coming out of the shadows, a white male crawls with an AK-47 pointed toward Beau who ducks back behind the pillar.


He counts to twenty, switches the Glock to his left hand. Lightening flashes and a thunderclap explodes as another rush of rain washes over him. He closes his right eye and slides quickly to his left to aim the Glock and the man is fifty feet away, looking his way and sees Beau, but not in time. Two shots then two shots, the Glock’s recoil is smooth as the rounds strike the man in the face and head and he rolls off the catwalk into the water.


Beau slides back to the right side of the pillar, moving the Glock back to his right hand. The pier is empty except for the body down the way. The others are probably on the other catwalk. After a minute there’s a lull in the rain and Beau focuses. Waits again. He’s soaked, thinks of reloading the Glock but he still has fourteen rounds.


Another flash of lightning, even brighter, brings a thunder clash that seems to shake the pillar as another wave of rain washes in and an AK fires, along with a Tec-9, bullets striking all around Beau. They fire blindly at both pillars and pier.


Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Pow! Pow! Pow! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!


A big man comes up on the pier from the far catwalk, AK sweeping and Beau ducks as the rounds strike. The firing continues as Beau crawls around the pillar to catch the man as he rushes past, the AK sweeping side to side. The AK’s shots slam, sparks flying as they hit the guard rail. Beau moves quickly, crawling back around the pillar, picking up the big man close now and firing three shots, three shots, three shots and the running man falls heavily and rolls, losing the AK.


A punch to Beau’s right arm burns and he knows he’s hit as another figure comes past the next column, a Tec-9 in each hand, spraying bullets at Beau. He tries to fire back but hand won’t work, the Glock slipping out of his hand and his arm is afire and Beau rolls around the pillar, forces his bleeding arm to withdraw the baby Glock. He takes it from his numbing right hand with his left hand as he gets up to go around the pillar. Bullets crash against the concrete and bricks and he reaches around the column, draws a bead with his left hand and fires two quick shots. The shooter stiffens and Beau regains the target and fires six more rounds in controlled shots, sees them strike and the figure falls straight back, arms spreading wide.


Beau jumps away from the pillar and lunges for a dirt-coated Pontiac that had flooded and sits with two flat tires. He gets behind it and realizes he can’t move his right arm. The rain pelts him and he looks back and sees no more shooters. He goes to the rear of the Pontiac, puts the baby Glock down and reaches back for a magazine, fumbles getting it out of the ammo pouch but manages. The pain shoots through him and he shakes and knows he has to reload. He manages to push the extract button on the side of the weapon and its magazines pops out. He presses the baby Glock against the car’s tire and shoves the full magazine in, slapping it hard. It locks and he has twelve rounds now.


Blood covers his arm and hand and sitting up he recognizes a sharp pain in his side. Probably another bullet wound. He sits cross-legged against the car and presses his left hand against the wound on his right arm and swoons, almost passes out from the agony. A scuffling noise turns him to see someone there, rushing to him. He tries to aim the Glock but it too late. A hand grabs the Glock, shoves it away and he sees Donna Elena’s face.


She pulls him to the ground and grabs his bleeding arm and the white-hot pain freezes him. She’s trying to stem the flow. The rain pelts her and in the light he sees her face clearly. A pretty girl. She looks at him and he tries to smile.


“Don’t move. I have to stop the bleeding.”


There’s a light behind her. A bright light in the darkness and Beau wonders if this is the light at the end of the tunnel when you die. The pain seems to ebb and he watches the light, sees another light, hears voices and realizes as a door opens, it’s a Humvee. He blinks and opens his eyes wider but can’t see anything now, the lights fading –


Felicity Jones is the first one to Beau, sees all the blood, the girl holding his bloody arm. He turns and yells to the medic.


“Now. Now. Here!”


He rode in with the medic, knows the young woman’s name is Bristol and she’s from Madison, Michigan, with carrot red hair and braces. Hell, he thought Madison was in Wisconsin. Specialist Bristol wraps a thick bandage around Beau’s arm, tightens it, stops the bleeding.


She checks his vitals, looks up at Fel. “Strong pulse and he’s breathing. We gotta get him out of here. He’s lost a lot of blood.”


It isn’t until now does Fel realize seven Michigan guardsmen are spread out around the Pontiac, each with an M4 at the ready. Their lieutenant – name tag reads Stephens – comes over and says there’s a woman’s body at the front of the pier. “There’s a Tec-9 next to her.”


Stephens helps Fel lift Beau, carries him to the Humvee with the red cross on the side, the driver getting out to help. They put Beau on a gurney and slide it into the Humvee, Bristol climbing in with him. Donna Elena jumps in. Fel closes the door behind them.


Fel turns to Stephens, tells him to secure the pier. “There might be more hostiles.”


“Where you going?”


Fel pulls the driver out of the way, jumps behind the wheel, backs it up, plowing into a Ford that lies upside down in the parking lot. He turns the wheel and punches it, getting the Humvee out of there.


“The airport,” Bristol says. “We have triage there.”


“Fuck it! I’m taking him to Ochsner Hospital. They got electricity and specialists there.”


He guns it and the Humvee flies over a rise. He takes it to Pontchartrain Boulevard and floors it. A minute later he calls back, “How is he?”


“He’s still with us.”


For a second he sees Donna Elena’s face. She looks like a little girl sitting here holding Beau’s left hand.


 









Part 5


A Warrior’s Travail


 


John Raven Beau feels movement around him, knows someone is there, tries to get their attention. He can’t breathe. He struggles, tries to move his head. He grunts. He can’t breath. Why don’t they see this? He tries to kick out and someone moves and there’s a pop and something’s pulled from his mouth and he gasps for breath. Exhales. Gasps for another and his lungs fill and he lets only a little out and sucks in more air.


“Slowly,” says a woman’s voice.


It’s too bright to see anything but a blurred movement.


“Just breath normally.” The voice is firm and soft at the same time and he slowly sees her. The determined face of a black woman wearing green scrubs. She has surgical gloves on her hands and she wipes his mouth with a cool, wet towel.


He tries to say, “Water.” His throat burns but the word doesn’t come.


She looks into his eyes, nods and puts a straw to his lips and he sucks in delicious, bracing cold water.


“My name’s Ree. I’m your nurse. You can breathe normally now.” She pulls the straw away and he takes two breaths and she puts the straw back in and he drinks more.


The eager face of a light complected black man with a thin moustache appears behind the nurse, a man also in scrubs, blue. He has a stethoscope around his neck, smiles at Beau.


“I’m Doctor Summers. You remember what happened to you?”


The doctor touches Beau’s forehead. No gloves.


“I was shot. Twice I think.”


“Once. In the right forearm. Your ulna was fractured. There’s a deep bruise on your right hip.” Dr. Summers lifts his own arm, points to backside of his forearm. “We operated on your ulna while we had you under. There’s a steel rod there now. Probably set off alarms at the airport when you fly.” The doctor studies the monitors next to the bed for a moment, turns back. “You lost a good deal of blood, officer, but you are going to be all right.”


The doctor checks the liquid drip next to Beau’s arm, smiles again and steps away.


Beau takes another drink of water before Nurse Ree puts the water aside and checks the needles taped on Beau’s left hand where the tubes are attached. He’s in a hospital room surrounded by curtains, knows its some sort of intensive care unit, hears people moving around, turns and sees Donna Elena curled up on a folding chair not five feet from his bed.


“She won’t leave. Det. Jones tried to lift her, take her to a sofa and she pulled out of his arms and came back here. He tells me she’s not a relative or your girlfriend.”


Donna Elena’s eyes open and she blinks at Beau. She’s still in the Apple logo tee-shirt and jeans. He nods at her and she nods back, sits up and stretches.


“See,” the nurse says, “We told you he was going to be all right.”


“How long?” Beau manages to ask.


“About thirty hours,” Fel says as he comes through the curtain. “Now I might be able to get this girl to eat something.”


Donna Elena unfolds her legs, sits up.


“She told me you called out to her.”


Beau watches Donna Elena stand and stretch again, come over and touch his arm. She smiles, looks at Fel and says, “Where’s that food?”


Nurse Ree comes around to check the tubes again.


“Only one visitor at a time here,” she says.


Fel taps Beau’s foot. “We’ll get something to eat. You got other visitors.”


Beau catches Ree’s eye, asks, “Does my hair look all right?”


She laughs. “Yeah, you gonna live all right.”


She walks out and Linda comes in, moves to the bed, leans her hip against it and brushes Beau’s hair. She’s in a yellow polo shirt and faded jeans. She looks great with that honey-blond hair fluffed and that red lipstick. Her green eyes pick up the subdued light and seem to glimmer.


“Cowboy boots?” His voice croaks.


“I live in Texas, remember?”


She smiles. “I was wrong. She is a stray cat.” He’s seen that smile before – forlorn, a little sad, the smile of someone enamored of him and a little frightened because John Raven Beau has a way of disappointing women. He could be wrong, of course. Women are too complex to figure out. He saw it early in life. His mother was far brighter than any of the men and he learned to never underestimate a woman. They are more intelligent than men.


“It’s over now,” Linda says, leaning forward, brushing her lips against his.


He kisses her back and it’s intense for a short kiss. Nurse Ree steps in with a hypodermic and shoves it into a receptacle in one of the tubes feeding Beau’s arm.


“You’re going back to sleep for a while.” She leaves.


Linda holds his left hand and Beau tries to squeeze hers but there’s no strength in his hand. She must feel it as she squeezes back gently. He watches her face as he feels the drug pull him away.


Did she say it was over? He feels a crooked smile crawl on his face.


It’s never over, Linda.


•


Jesus, how long was I out?


Beau manages to sit up a little. This isn’t ICU. He’s in a private room, one with two windows that shows it’s dark outside, a light rain tapping the panes. In the dim room light, he sees three women. Linda is curled and sleeping in an cushioned chair. Donna Elena sleeps in a matching chair on the other side of the room. The third women sits in a chair beyond the foot of his bed. She stretches, stands and comes to the bed.


Jodie Kintyre is in her late thirties, maybe forty now. A southern gentleman never asks a woman her age – or weight or ever ask a woman when the baby’s due unless he knows her and is positive she is pregnant. Jodie is as slim as she was when they first met, back when she was LaStanza’s partner and Beau was a patrol officer. Her hair is still cut in a long page boy. Bangs. She wears some sort of tactical jumpsuit, navy blue with POLICE in white above her right pocket and a white star-and-crescent NOPD badge logo above her left pocket. Her detective’s badge is clipped to her gunbelt.


Those wide-set, hazel eyes grow narrow as she looks at him. Cat eyes. This is a woman who knows how to wear make-up so it’s almost invisible, except for the brownish red lipstick. Jodie was his first partner in Homicide, trained him, taught him more than she realized.


“I didn’t even know you were back.” There’s a catch in her voice and that oh, so familiar look of sadness in her eyes. “I thought you were still in Abbeville.”


She’s talking about how they sent him to help out after Hurricane Rita, that second big bitch who hit Louisiana a month AK.


“Cannes Bruleé is gone. They sent me back.”


“You could have contacted me.”


“How? You weren’t at the airport anymore.”


She nods. “They sent me to Algiers and now we’re assembling what’s left of Homicide at the Second District Station.” She doesn’t have to explain. Magazine Street didn’t flood and they must have electricity back in the old stationhouse. Hell, he’d driven by the place the night he followed the Ravens back to their lair.


Linda stirs but doesn’t wake. Donna Elena sits up, her eyes watching Beau now.


Jodie puts a fist on her hip, looks at the rain. “You need to go away. I’m not kidding.” She focuses on him, a piercing look. “Take Sad Lisa to the Virgin Islands. Join the shore patrol. It’s still the U.S. I met their chief. Get away from this city.”


She knows Sad Lisa isn’t an ocean-going houseboat.


He smiles and his cheeks hurt. What the fuck wrong with my cheeks?


“Why don’t you go there?”


“My skin’s too fair.” She says that without a smirk. “And I don’t have a permanent chair in the grand jury room.”


Ah. Beau’s joke, the director’s chair in the Orleans Parish Grand Jury room with his name stenciled on back. A permanent seat to explain why he killed another citizen.


He starts chuckling and that hurts worse. Who the hell punched my side? Oh, yeah. Bruise. Did a bullet bounce off? Not likely. He rammed it into something jumping away from bullets.


He laughs again.


“It’s not funny, John.” Jodie only calls him by his first name when she’s angry.


“I’ll be a week in front of the next Grand Jury. I lost count how many I shot.”


“Seven at the Marina,” says Felicity Jones, who stands in the open door. He comes in. “The eighth died of snakebite.”


“What?”


“Apparently a Brown Raven thug named Axel Smith tried to swim away from the Marina and came across a shitload of cottonmouths. Found him on the levee.”


Fel moves over to Donna Elena, leans against the wall next to her. “Counting the others you shot in the last few weeks – you sent an even dozen to the happy hunting ground.”


Jodie lets out a long breath.


“When did y’all move me?”


“We had to put you where we could guard you.”


“From what? I missed one?”


“No,” Donna Elena gets off the chair. Beau sees Linda standing too, by her chair.


Donna comes and stands next to Beau’s injured arm, looks at the huge bandage, looking like a white cocoon. “You got them all. Carlos wasn’t about to tell them in L.A. that one man was doing all this. But the Raven have connections in the city. They’ll find out.”


Dr. Summers breezes in with a chart in hand, comes to see the monitors.


“You are doing very well, Mr. Beau. Not a hint of infection.” He taps Beau’s left foot. “You will be here for a few more days.” He looks around. “Unfortunately your entourage is getting in our way. There are twenty-seven others in the hall.” He smiles. “The nurses will get you up in a little while. You need to walk.”


He leaves and Beau asks Fel, “Who’s out there?”


“Police. We’re keeping the media downstairs.” Fel turns and walks out. Donna Elena smiles. Life in those dark brown eyes now. “I’m going to get something to eat.”


As she moves away, Beau tries to sit up higher, can’t.


“Donna. Don’t run off.”


She waves at him.


“I’m serious.”


She stops at the door, looks at Jodie, then Linda, smiles again as her gaze moves back to Beau. “I won’t. I promise.”


Jodie still looks disappointed, Linda more wide-eyed, probably wondering what the hell.


“You two been introduced?”


“We talked for two hours,” Jodie says. “And she’s still here.” Jodie almost smiles. “Can’t scare her away.”


Nurse Ree and a taller nurse comes in.


Jodie moves to Beau’s left side. “I’ll go clear the hall so you can walk without having to talk to people.” She touches his hand. “I’ll be at the Second. You remember how to get there?” She does smile this time, then starts to laugh only her eyes give her away. She can’t hide the wetness. She nods to Linda on her way out.


Ree and the other nurse pull down the rails on either side of Beau’s bed. He watches Linda staring at him with a determined look.


“We gonna stand you up and walk you into the hall and up and down. If you can handle it.”


Beau nods. No problem getting out of bed, standing. He asks Ree, can Linda walk on his other side. He looks at the other nurse, an older woman, tells her, “No offense.”


“None taken. I’ll trail and if you fall, I’ll help get you up.”


Linda comes to Beau and he drapes his left arm over her shoulder, catches her perfume now. His legs feel fine, even his side doesn’t ache a bit as Ree guides him slowly. She’s got a strong grip on his right side.


“You feel strong enough.”


“I sure do.”


“We’ll take it slow.”


The hall is long and there’s no one to the left. To the right he sees three NOPD officers in those newly issued black uniforms. Thugs had broken into three police stations and the police supply house and stole enough baby blue NOPD uniform shirts to clothes a battalion of hellions.


“Did you ask him about the crying?” Ree’s addressing Linda.


“Crying?” Beau asks.


“You’ve been crying in your sleep. Real tears.”


Damn. He tries a chuckle, sounding – as if.


“And I thought warriors never cried.” Linda squeezes his hand.


Beau nods. “Unlike the white man, who is known to show his anger and even cry in front of everyone, if a Sioux warrior did the same, he would be called Woman Face.”


Ree bumps him. “Sounds like a crock.”


“When my Papa died, I was a Woman Face for a long time.”


“Is that what you were dreaming about?”


Beau has no clue.


They reach the end of the hall, turn around and Beau’s feeling pretty damn strong. No problem.


“What happened to your mother?” Linda asks.


“After my Papa died and I went off to LSU, she returned to the Black Hills to be with her family.”


“Your family,” says Linda.


As they approach the three cops standing with their back to them at the other end of the hall, the three start jostling, slapping at one another, one doing a dance now, arms up, mouth open and Beau hears a song on a radio. One’s black, one’s white, one looks Latino. NOPD. Two nurses stand beyond watching and laughing and for a moment Beau remembers a record his Papa used to play, something about clowns to the left, jokers to the right and I’m stuck in the middle with you.


“These clowns. They’re my family.”


“I heard most don’t get along with you.”


“I’m the black sheep.”


•


Later that night, after they sedate him again, along with administering some temperature-lowering meds, another face comes to Beau, drifting so close he feels her breath on his lips. She pulls back, moves her long brown hair from her face and gives him that sad smile.


There were times when he watched her, knowing she had no idea just how beautiful she truly was. Movie star beautiful. Fixing supper together on Sad Lisa, music on, some song she liked, Beau having no idea who was singing but it was soft and Angie would dance slowly as she moved from the stove to the cupboard. In a dark tee-shirt and white shorts, barefoot, smiling at him when she realized he was watching her.


Angie Calogne. The great New Orleans beauty. He can see her stepping from the shower, wrapping a towel around her hair, blinking those bright blue-green aquamarine eyes at him with that slick, wet body. She was young and lean, twenty-two when they started, her body tight, her legs long, sleek.


He thought she favored Maria Tomei at first, only Angie’s face wasn’t as narrow. Later he thought she looked like that girl on Friends – Courtney, except Angie was lovelier. Her mouth was a hint too wide, which made those delicate, sculptured lips stand out. She had a deep, sexy laugh.


Her face, still hovering in front of Beau, changes. Tears form and her lips quiver as she withdraws and he reaches for her. Angie was the one. He was so sure. He loved her so much his heart still aches.


It’s light outside the windows when Beau wakes. He’s alone. He moves his legs, left arm, feels fine. He rolls his hips and there’s only a hint of pain. Lifting his right arm isn’t as easy, but there’s no pain.


He waits for Dr. Summers to come in to tell the doctor, “Don’t sedate me again.”


Whatever the fuck was in that hypo brought Angie back and the memory of her loss is too fresh. Beau doesn’t need the heartache.


“You must rest after you walk.”


Beau waits for the doctor to look at him and says, “I mean it.”


The doctor’s not happy.


When Fel comes in, Beau snaps. “Remind the doctor I just killed twelve people. When I say no more sedatives, I mean it.”


“What you talking about?” Fel is in a gray suit this morning.


Donna Elena comes in with two Styrofoam cups of coffee, brings one to Beau, says, “The nurse says you can have coffee.”


“Thanks.” He takes the cup, looks at Fel again.


Fel says, “No more pain killers. I got this.”


Linda steps in with two Styrofoam cups. Beau is quick with this.


“Good. I could use a second cup.” He starts in on the first cup.


Linda and Donna Elena are both in tee-shirts and jeans, Linda putting her black tactical bag on a chair now. She got boots on again and both women found barrettes for their hair. It gives Linda a sultry look, makes Donna Elena look even younger.


Three minutes later Ann Treadway breezes in with a thermos, announcing, “Stu fixed café noir for you, big guy.” She’s in a semi-sheer pink blouse that reveals a white, French lace bra beneath and wears a pleated mini-skirt and white socks, white sneakers. She does a slow turn for Fel and Beau, leaning over to give them a flash of white panties.


“Cops at the end of the hall stopped me. Said they had to search me. Snickering at each other.” She puts the thermos on the high table next to Beau’s bed, comes over and pecks him on the cheek, turns back to Linda. “So I lift my skirt and do a slow turn and they shut up and let me pass, told them to drop by Diamond Diane’s if they want to see it all.”


She looks around, turns to Beau. “Bad news?”


“No.”


“Good. I came to tell you the other girl in your life, the one you sleep with is fine but Stella misses you. I went into your dirty clothes hamper, pulled out a couple musty tee-shirts and tossed them on the floor. She curled up on them right away.”


Beau finds that funny and almost spills his coffee.


Nurse Ree steps in with a tray of meds. Fel steps next to her, whispers something in her ear. She smiles, looking at Beau and announces. “Dr. Summers has taken you off pain killers.” She brings two hypos, lifts each.


“This one’s an antibiotic. The other’s a steroid. The good kind.”


She injects them into the tube, gives Beau a serious look. “You start hurtin’, you tell me.”


“I will.” He nods to the thermos. “Coffee?”


Fel starts to leave with Ree, waits at the door for Beau to look at him.


“I’m writing the report on your shootings.” Fel looks at Linda. “I thought my Homicide days were over.”


Beau can only imagine trying to reconstruct the crime scene at the marina.


“I’m trying to keep it one page.” Fel leaves.


Linda steps to the end of the bed, touches Beau’s foot. “You think he’s serious?”


“Fel and LaStanza prided themselves writing one-page suicide reports. Who knows – AK?


Donna Elena’s confused.


After Katrina. The world’s changed.


He can see Linda doesn’t want to speak in front of Donna Elena, but she can’t hold it in any longer.


“You didn’t wear your flak vest.”


“If I had, I’d be dead. I had enough trouble breathing without making noise.”


Donna Elena looks a shade paler.


“Come on,” Beau tries to smile. “The Bible says ‘all’s well that ends well’.”


“That’s Shakespeare,” says Donna Elena.


Linda adds, “And Old Willie wasn’t talking about a shootout.”


•


Beau wakes to a dark room, the only light coming from a lamp next to the windows. It’s pitch outside. He knows he’s not alone and sees a man sitting on a chair in the dark corner near the door. The man rises slowly, moves into the light, straightens his coat. He’s about six-two, gray hair and wearing a navy blue suit, dark red tie with a white shirt. It’s a tailored suit and the man’s hair is professionally cut. He’s clean shaven with deep set eyes a nose a hint too long. Looks to be about fifty.


He lifts his left hand and there’s a paper in it, moves to Beau’s left side, shows him. It’s a photo. Beau looks closely. It takes a second but it’s the lighthouse victim, only the face smiles and she looks younger. A teen-ager sitting on a sail boat.


“Her name was Marianne.” The man takes the picture back, slips it into his coat pocket. “My youngest daughter.” There’s pain in the man’s eyes, but he’s got in under control.


“There’s an old saying that a parent should spend more time with his children than money on them. They’ll turn out better.” The man puts his hands on the rail of Beau’s hospital bed. “I didn’t do that. I’ve got a son in rehab, my older daughter’s tramping around Europe with a Frenchman whose father is a leading socialist. Not that politics matter in something like this.”


That’s a mid-west accent. Sounds like Doherty from Chicago. He takes in a deep breath, looks at the monitors. “Marianne flunked out of Yale, ran off to California. Hadn’t heard from her for two years.”


He looks at Beau now. “Her mother took this very badly. Me too. More so, because it’s my fault.” Another deep breath. “If you ever become a father, Mr. Beau, cherish your children and fuck the rest of the world.” The man tries to smile but it doesn’t work.


He stares into Beau’s eyes for long seconds.


“I just came to look you in the eye. See the man who killed the bastards who took my daughter’s life.”


The hands fall away from the rail, the man straightening his coat again.


“Who are you?”


“I’m with the government.” The voice stronger now. “You are going to be OK, Detective John Raven Beau. The FBI will not be looking at what you did here. No one will. No grand jury. Nothing. It will become a rumor, a whisper on the wind.” The man looks at the door. “It’ll be told around campfires like the lost battles of the Sioux before the white man came along and wrote things down.” He shrugs. “An urban legend.”


He steps toward the door, stops and looks back.


“Donna Elena Palma.”


Beau sits up.


“What about her?”


“She’s leaving on a plane with us in the morning. To Washington.”


Beau looks hard at the man, can’t read a thing in the man’s face now.


“She can’t stay here. Can’t go home.” The man glances at the windows for a moment. “I believe she tried to help Marianne. She thought my daughter had escaped.”


“She’s not a stray cat.”


The man steps back into the light.


“Besides English and Spanish, Donna Elena Palma is fluent in Portuguese and two native dialects of Mexico, Nahuati and Yucatec Maya. Her mother’s people are from Yucatan.”


The man turns back to the door.


“Wait.” Beau almost pulls the damn shit from his arm. “You’re not sending her undercover?” The word cartel flashes in Beau’s mind.


The man shakes his head. “No. NSA. Surveillance work, listening to voices in a dark room. Good pay. No danger. Intelligence work. Donna Elena has a language arts degree from UCLA. She’s very bright and needs a new start in life. Wouldn’t you say?”


The rain starts up after the man leaves, fat rain hammering the windows and Beau watches it, lightening dancing in the distance, thunder rumbling. He hears the door open, light streaming in as Donna Elena enters. She’s in a tan suit-skirt, a white blouse, brown heels, hair pinned up on each side with gold barrettes. She’s put a light blush of make-up, red lips standing out. She comes to the bed, puts a hand on the railing. The smile isn’t forced, but it’s not a wide smile.


“You look very nice,” he says.


She nods.


“You should do it more often,” he says. “Then again, jeans are fine.”


“I will when I get my life back together.”


She takes his left hand in both of hers.


“I don’t know what to say to you.”


He sees the emotion in her eyes.


“We don’t have to say things.”


She nods, wipes her eye. “I didn’t want to be such a girl about this.”


Beau’s throat is tight and his eyes seem to grow a little blurry. She sees it in his eyes and they both smile.


“I’ll never forget what you did,” she whispers.


He takes her hand, squeezes and she squeezes back, leans over his kisses his cheek, almost his lips but not quite.


“You ever need me again,” he tells her when she pulls away. There’s a catch in his voice. “You’ll know where to find me.”


She back away, wipes both eyes this time.


“I’ll be in a position to find you no matter where you go, John Raven Beau.”


He likes that.


She nods, doesn’t seem to trust herself to speak again, backs toward the door. Her eyes stay with his as she opens the door, stops and says, “You’re right. It’s a different world now – AK.”


He closes his eyes after she leaves, his throat tight again. A tear rolls down the side of his face. He’s a woman face again but he doesn’t fight it. He’s tired of fighting.


•


The New Orleans Marina is quiet in the early evening. The low sun in the western sky beams an orange light across the pier where the blood stains have been washed away. A light, cooling rain taps on the aluminum awning, falling to the wooden pier through holes torn away by that big bitch Katrina. A brown pelican rises from the water off to Beau’s right and flies into the sky.


“Is that your eye-witness?” Linda asks, nodding to the black cat lying atop Tiger Melon.


“Yeah.”


They move slowly, Beau’s right arm in a heavy sling, Linda carrying his bag full of medicine. She in a khaki uniform again, well tooled with a Glock sidearm. He wears a tee-shirt and gym shorts.


“So quiet here,” Linda says as they get close to Sad Lisa. Beau sees Stu and Ann have moved Kate’s Delight back, directly across the pier from his houseboat. Linda unlocks the gate and the door and Stella’s sitting up in the middle of the room and looking at Beau. The air conditioner’s running. Ann must have come over.


“Hi, Stella.”


She lowers her head as Linda follows him in and starts to back away, moving over one of the tee-shirts from the dirty clothes hamper. Beau goes down on a knee and reaches his left hand down.


“Come on, Baby.”


Stella comes slowly, cautiously, like a good, careful cat should. He opens his hand, palm up and she climbs in and rubs her snout against his fingers and purrs. He sees her food dish is half full.


“What’s that wonderful smell?” Linda asks as she steps into the galley area.


There are three pots atop the stove, a yellow note taped to the biggest.


“What does the note say?”


Beau scoops Stella up and joins Linda as she reads, “Welcome home. Shrimp gumbo. Rice. Chicken jambalaya. Compliments of Chef Stu.”


“The pots are warm,” says Linda. “Ann must be able to predict the future.”


“I told her I’d be home this evening.”


Stella slaps Beau’s fingers and he puts her down. She stretches and heads for her food dish.


“You hungry?”


Linda says, “I could eat.”


“I’m famished.” Beau turns the burner on the gumbo and jambalaya, pulls two bowls and two plates from the cupboard and a large spoon to scoop the warm rice into. He hands Linda a knife with a serrated edge, nods to the loaf of French bread Stu left on the counter. He starts up a pot of coffee-and-chicory.


“You want to stay up late?” Linda asks.


“Yep. I intend to put a move on you.”


“You do?” There’s an sly look in Linda’s eyes. She smiles, moves into the living room and unbuckles her gunbelt, puts it on the recliner where she sits and takes off shoes and socks. She stands, unfastens her khaki uniform trousers and steps out of them. She looks at him as she unbuttons her shirt, drops it on the gunbelt and runs her fingers through her hair.


Matching white lace bra and panties.


He stares at her chest now. “Where have you been hiding those?” Her breasts look oversized for such a thin gal and her hips nice and round, legs slim and shapely which she shows him as she does a slow turn-around.


“Like what you see?”


He nods slowly.


She comes back, looking up at him. “I was wondering when you were going to make your move.” She pulls him down and kisses him, wrapping her arms around his neck and their tongues go at it. He winces when they back into the counter.


“Maybe we should take this slowly.” She touches the bandage on his arm.


He pulls her close for another long French kiss, pulling her body against his.


“Don’t underestimate me,” he says when they come up for air.


It’s not easy slowing down for supper but the food’s so damn good, washed down with icy spring water. Stella curls up next to Beau’s foot and purrs loud enough for them to hear. The gumbo, poured over the rice, is very spicy and the jambalaya succulent.


After, they move to the sofa and start slowly, kissing, touching, exploring each other’s body.


“You sure … you’re up … to this?”


“I’m up and ready,” he quips and she laughs.


“Take it slow,” she gasps. “I like it slow and you don’t want to rip open any stitches.”


Beau pulls away, waits for her to look down at him. “I always take it slow.


He unfastens her bra with one flick and she giggles. “Experienced with that I see.”


She helps him get out of his clothes and he pulls off her panties. They check each other out a moment, his eyes moving from those full breasts to the trimmed mat of pubic hair, a shade darker than her hair.


“Slowly,” she gasps as he caresses her left breast, his mouth moving to hers.


“I know what I’m doing. I’m a Frenchman, remember?”


•


Every city has its secrets, stories whispered in dark corners, legends that grow as they are passed on. The catastrophe of Katrina forever changed every New Orleanian alive on August 29, 2005. But every New Orleanian knew the city would come back. Nothing, not even nature’s incredible fury, can kill an idea and New Orleans is the city we all live to love in.


Sometimes, it takes someone like me to keep it that way.


I’m John Raven Beau and this is my city.


These are my secrets.
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Chapter 1


They used to teach dueling here


 


Just as the hard rain lets up, a loud beep tone blares on my portable police radio followed by an excited voice – “Headquarters - any unit. Signal 34-S on police. Officer down. Five hundred block, Chartres Street. Units respond.”


I step from under the covered walkway in front of the old Cabildo and look up Chartres past yellow streetlights and hulking black balconies suspended over the narrow street. A blue police light flashes three blocks up. I switch the radio to my left hand and bolt up the street, leaping two rain puddles and dodging an oncoming minivan. Bouncing off a parked Chevy, I barely lose a step. The driver of the minivan leans on his horn behind me.


That’s what I get for wearing blackout – a black tee-shirt with black jeans and black Reeboks. The dress shirt I wear over my tee-shirt is charcoal gray. Unbuttoned and un-tucked, it covers the star-and-crescent badge clipped to my belt above the front left pocket of my jeans as well as my nine-millimeter Glock model 19 in its black canvas holster on my right hip.


Pumping hard, I cross Toulouse Street and the scene comes into view, a short block away. Inaudible voices yell on my radio. The blue light I’d spotted flashes atop one of the Yamaha motor-scooters used by the uniformed division to navigate the French Quarter. A small group of people are crowded next to the Yamaha in front of the Napoleon House Café, while two couples stand across Chartres at the rear of Royal Orleans Hotel. Tourists. The couples across the street have cameras around their necks, the men wearing mismatched shirts with baggy shorts. They stand mesmerized by the scene. Locals would have scattered by now.


I run up on the banquette alongside the Napoleon House. A short, blond patrolman takes a step toward me and raises his hand. I open my shirt to show the badge and say, “Homicide.”


The patrolman puts his hand down. I point across the street at the tourists.


“Go over and get their IDs.”


As I pass the patrolman, I add, “Now.”


The front door of the Napoleon House faces the corner of Chartres and St. Louis Streets, separated from the corner by a ten foot slate banquette, known everywhere outside New Orleans as a sidewalk. Two feet from the open door lies police officer Cassandra Smith, her head propped in the arms of another officer. Andy Knight, his light blue police shirt covered with blood, looks up at me with red eyes. Motionless, Cassandra lies on her back, the front of her police shirt saturated with dark blood, her legs straight out, her arms opened wide. Even in the dim yellow light I can see she’s dead, her face glossy with the unmistakable waxen look of death. Her mahogany complexion is gray and ashen, the color of burned leaves. I feel my heart stammer in my chest.


Leaning against the masonry wall of the three-story Napoleon House, perspiration rolling down the sides of my face, I try to catch my breath. I suck in hot, humid night air, thick with the odor of gunpowder and the sharp scent of blood. I spot a roach working its way up the wall next to my hand, up to where the masonry has fallen away to reveal the Creole brick-between-cypress log construction of the ancient building. I pull away and run my hands through my hair. It’s damp.


Sirens echo down the narrow street, reverberating off the lacework balconies and masonry walls. Brakes squeal and a voice calls out, “Detective!” It’s the blond patrolman waving at me from across Chartres. An ambulance brakes sharply as it slides to a stop in the center of the intersection. Two marked police cars stop behind it along Chartres.


I cross Chartres and the patrolman, whose name plate reads ‘S. Stone’, points to the heavy-set tourist in a yellow striped shirt and baggy plaid shorts.


“He says a cop chased the killer that way.” Stone points his chin up Chartres.


Turning up my radio, I put it to my ear, in case there is something audible on the air, but have to turn down the screaming voices immediately.


I point the radio at the heavy-set tourist and say, “Describe the killer!”


“He’s white. About six feet tall ...”


I begin backpedaling up Chartres. “What’s he wearing?”


“Oh, an orange shirt.” The man points up the street and says, “A cop ran after him!”


Backing away quickly, I yell to Stone, “Keep them here. And get someone to write down the license plates of every car parked in a three block radius.”


Stone nods as I turn and race up Chartres, past two more oncoming patrol cars. The Wildlife and Fisheries Building is on my right and I run along the six foot page fence surrounding it where the renovations continue to convert the old white marble building into the state supreme court. If the killer climbed this fence he could easily hide in the huge, white marble building. I dodge another oncoming patrol car, look across Chartres at the crowd lined up outside K-Paul’s Kitchen and yell to them, “See anyone wearing an orange shirt run this way?”


Two sharp gunshots echo in front of me. I duck instinctively as two more shots ring out. Crouched, I shove my radio into the left rear pocket of my jeans and pull out the Glock. A heartbeat later, I run up to the corner just as three more shots echo from up Conti Street.


I turned the corner and spot a uniformed officer leaning over the hood of a white car. Arms extended, the officer fires three shots into Exchange Alley, then ducks as his shots are returned, blowing out a window of the white car. The return fire echoes.


Magnums.


I cross Conti and approach the alley, the Glock cradled in both hands. I squeeze the rubber grips that feel tacky from my sweat. Perspiration drips from my chin. Stopping just before the alley, I call out to the cop behind the white car.


“Homicide! You O.K.?”


The cop doesn’t answer.


“You hit?”


“No.” He sounds pissed.


I smell the burnt odor of cordite from the gunfire and flinch as two more shots slam into the white car from Exchange Alley. Louder now, it’s definitely a magnum. I move to the edge of the building at the entrance of the alley. I know the alley’s layout – a double wide sidewalk between rows of party-wall buildings pressed against one another in a long line. Tunnel-like with second story black lacework balconies, the alley runs for three blocks all the way to Canal Street.


Three uniformed officers, two carrying shotguns, come running down the middle of Conti, probably from the Eighth District Station a half-block away. The two officers with shotguns are short and stocky and run with the shotguns raised.


I wave to them and yell, “Homicide!” Pointing to Exchange Alley now. “He’s in the alley.”


The cops with the shotguns are wearing black body armor and black army helmets and don’t even slow down when they reach the alley. Leveling the scatter-guns, they race headlong into the alley, blasting away.


“Jesus!”


The third uniformed officer, a lanky blond without a helmet or body armor and carrying a Steyr, one of those Austrian-made NATO machine guns usually carried by SWAT, follows the shot-gunners into the alley. I step in behind him.


The two with shotguns are at either side of the alley, crouched and holding their fire while the machine-gunner sprays the alley, shattering glass windows, splintering two hundred year old doors, blowing up one of the old black wrought-iron streetlights that line the center of the alley.


The gun jams and the cop tries to eject the magazine. The two shot-gunners step away from the walls to cover him just as another magnum round slams into the wall two feet from my head. Something sharp hits my left cheek and I go down on one knee. Instantly, the shot-gunners blast away at the shooter, who’s hiding behind a green dumpster. The dumpster bounces for several seconds. The shots stop simultaneously and both cops start reloading.


Still on one knee, I take in a deep breath, let half of it out and carefully aim at the corner of the dumpster. The gunman sticks his arm and face out and I squeeze off three quick rounds and he falls straight down and doesn’t move. I walk slowly forward. Illuminated by the streetlights behind him, the man in the orange tee-shirt lies crumbled on his right side, a nickel-plated Colt Python .357 magnum next to his head, which rests in a pool of blood that looks as black as night.


“He dead?” A voice calls out behind me. It’s the machine-gunner.


I go down on my haunches a foot from the man I just shot, the Glock still pointed at him. I look at the unshaved face and unblinking light eyes and neat entry wound just above the man’s right eye. The exit wound at the back of the man’s head is matted with brain tissue and blood. I slip the Glock back into its holster and wipe the sweat away from my face with my left hand.


“Damn,” the machine-gunner says as the two shot-gunners join us.


I look at the three and snap. “Who the fuck are you guys?”


The three blink in unison.


I point back to the alley entrance. “And what the fuck was that? A banzai attack?”


The machine-gunner takes a step back, his eyes wide. The two shot-gunners, light-skinned black officers with faces only slightly darker than my Cajun face, both look down at their feet. The one on the left chuckles nervously. Jesus, they’re young.


Two years in Homicide, and barely thirty myself, I remember how crazy-brave I was at twenty-two. Although I was never that fuckin’ crazy.


I let out a long breath. “At least y’all didn’t shoot each other.” I look around. “You only killed one fuckin’ streetlight, a dumpster, fourteen or fifteen windows and a handful of fuckin’ doors.”


Pulling my radio from my back pocket, I tell them, “Y’all better check those doors and make sure no bodies are behind any.”


The patrolman who had used the white car as a shield comes walking up. Moving slowly on stiff legs, a tired smile on his black face, Sam Batiste puts his hand on my shoulder and says, “I knew it was you.”


All I can do is shake my head. Then I turn up my radio. I hear the machine-gunner asking Batiste who I am.


“It’s Beau, man.” Batiste winks at me. “Detective John Raven Beau. Don’t tell me y’all never heard ’a him.”


The three stare at me while pretending not to stare. I speak into the radio with the trade-mark Homicide Division’s flat radio-voice. “3124 – Headquarters.”


Someone cuts me out and then another voice cuts in. So I try again, “3124 – Headquarters. Code four. Code four.”


The high-pitched voice of the radio dispatcher responds. “Go ahead, Code four.”


“3124 – Headquarters. We need a homicide supervisor at Exchange Alley and Conti. Perpetrator down.” A moment later I add, “We’ll also need the crime lab and the coroner.”


“Do you need an ambulance?”


“Naw. He’s 10-7.”


Batiste moves toward the body and asks me, “You think it’s him?”


I shrug and move to the side of the alley. Leaning my back against the wall, I fold my arms and close my eyes. Slowly, the thunder of my heartbeat fades from my ears.


God, I hope it is him.


I remember the previous victims, the crumpled bodies of two police officers gunned down in the line of duty, the horror of seeing their bodies on the autopsy table, watching morgue attendants cutting off NOPD blue uniforms.


“If anybody was gonna get him,” Batiste says loud enough for me to hear, “I knew it’d be John Raven Beau.”


Brakes squeal on Conti Street and footsteps approach as more voices arrive, but I keep my eyes closed. Someone mumbles the word ‘Sioux’ and I know they’re talking about me, about the half-Cajun, half-Sioux detective with a penchant for extreme violence. If they only knew how my stomach was churning now, how I wished one of the damn shot-gunners or even the machine-gunner would have taken the killer out, so I could do what homicide detectives are supposed to do – write a report. Instead I’m headed for another goddamn Grand Jury appearance.


A voice says, “Look, he had a box of ammo.”


Without opening my eyes, I call out, “Don’t fuck with the body!”


The voices die down.


A minute later someone moves up close and says, “All right. Talk to me.”


I blink my eyes open and look at the sweaty, dark face of my commander, Lieutenant Dennis Merten. Two inches shorter than me, Merten stands an even six-feet but looks larger. A linebacker build, skin as dark as burned wood, Merten’s wide face carries a perpetual scowl, even when he smiles, which is as rare as snow uptown.


I shrug. “I had no choice.”


“That’s what you said the last time.”


“And the time before that.” Immediately, I wish I hadn’t added that tidbit.


Merten snarls and lowers his voice. “Just tell me what the fuck happened.”


I leave out the sarcasm as I tell him about waiting out the rain under the Cabildo, hearing the broadcast, finding Cassandra, the witness, following the sound of gunshots and then following the banzai attack into the alley.


“They shot and missed. He shot and missed. I didn’t.”


Merten raises his right hand and touches my chin, turning my head aside. “What’s this blood?”


Huh?


“Your face is cut.”


I touch my left cheek and it burns. “Probably brick from the wall.” I point across the alley. “One of his shots just missed my head.”


“Lucky you.” Merten’s voice is still angry but I can see a hint of relief in my lieutenant’s eyes. Merten’s shoulders sink for a moment. He looks back at the body and says, “I sure hope it’s him.”


“He’s a cop killer, all right. Don’t know if he’s the cop killer.”


Merten rubs his eyes with knuckles the size of walnuts. “He’s got a magnum. A Colt fuckin’ Python to boot.”


I nod, although I know there are almost as many Pythons in the city as rosaries. For a revolver, it’s one of the best. Before I switched to a semi-automatic, I carried a Python. Mine is stashed in a drawer at home now.


A crime lab technician, burdened with a camera and two black cases, moves slowly down the alley toward the body. A white coroner’s van stops at the alley’s entrance. Two attendants climb out of the meat wagon and pull out a gurney and a black body bag.


The blond banzai attacker steps around Merten and asks me, “How’d you get here so fast?”


Merten takes him by the arm and leads him away. No way Homicide was explaining how their roving stake-outs in the Quarter did not stop the killing of another cop. I spot a streak of blonde hair to my left and watch Sergeant Jodie Kintyre enter the alley, followed by her new partner. She walks straight for Merten.


I watch Jodie, the woman who broke me in Homicide, as she steps in front of Merten, plants her right fist on her hip, her page-boy blonde hair glowing in the dark alley. She seems taller than five-seven because of her slim build and habit of wearing snug-fitting, dark clothes. That evening she wears a brown blouse with a slim black skirt, her weapon dangling beneath her left arm in a canvas shoulder rig. Commanding the other homicide platoon that evening, Jodie would have to handle another Beau shooting.


I close my eyes again and let my hands fall to my sides. My arm pits are sweaty and my back, still pressed against the alley wall, is wet. A cool breeze filters into the alley, and I smell rain in the air again and know it’s coming back tonight. Jodie’s high heels claps as she approaches and I wait until she speaks to open my eyes.


“You know the routine,” she says. “Not a word to anyone until we get to the Bureau.”


I look into her hazel, wide-set eyes. Expressionless, Jodie’s cat eyes blink back as she points to the crime lab technician standing on her left.


I know the routine. I withdraw the Glock, making and pass it to the tech who hands it to Jodie’s partner, Detective Mike Gonzales. A rookie, he goes by the numbers, holding the Glock for the tech to photograph, unloading it to show how many rounds were left in the magazine. He’ll have a time picking up the casings, especially the ones from the Steyr.


Jodie takes a step back and waves to the front of the alley where a crowd has already gathered. “I need an EMT over here.”


Merten’s standing across the alley. The big lieutenant’s looking at the wall where the bullet struck, the one that almost killed me. A white-jacketed emergency medical tech, carrying a gray metal case, hustles into the alley. Chubby and younger looking than the banzai attackers, the EMT asks Jodie to hold his flashlight as he quickly cleans the wound on my face.


Merten sticks his angry face in and growls at Jodie, “The fuckin’ media’s here. Get him outta here.”


The EMT nods and says, “It’s just a cut. I’ll be finished in a second.”


Merten turns to leave, turns back and snarls at me. “Gimme your car keys.”


I dig them out of my pocket and toss them to Merten. “It’s in the police zone on St. Peter, next to the Cabildo.”


Merten storms off. Jodie looks around, then looks back at me. “Wanna hear something funny?” She says it without expression.


“I could use a chuckle.”


The EMT dabs something on my cheek, then pulls a bandage out of his case.


Jodie points around the alley and says, “They used to teach dueling here.”


“What?”


“Ever hear of the Code Duello? Dueling masters had fencing academies here on Exchange Alley back in the seventeen, eighteen hundreds. Affairs of honor and all that shit.”


The EMT finishes and steps back to examine the bandage on my face, as if it’s a fuckin’ work of art.


“You finished?” Jodie asks. The EMT nods.


“Come on,” she tells me and leads the way out, leaving Gonzales to process the scene with the crime lab and Merten.


Dueling, huh? I feel goose-bumps on my arms. Sometimes this city is un-fuckin-real.


Bright television lights bathe us as we move through the crowd. I spot a black hand reach for me and see Batiste leaning over to tell me something. So I stop. He leans close and says, “Cassandra didn’t make it.”


I fuckin’ knew that.


Jodie turns and looks back just as a blonde reporter in a gold foil dress and spiked heels steps in front of me and sticks a microphone in my face.


“Detective Beau. Did you kill another one?”


I try moving around her so I don’t run her down on live TV.


“Well, did you?” she asks.


I give her a good, long, expressionless stare as I move past her.


“How many is that, Detective Beau? Five?”


Her name is Abby Grange, investigative reporter for Channel 4’s Eyewitness News. A pretty woman, Abby made her reputation by bursting into private offices with a camera crew and shoving a microphone in someone’s face, demanding responses to pointed questions. After all, it’s the people’s right to know.


As I open the front passenger door of Jodie’s unmarked LTD, Abby calls out behind me, “Detective Beau, did you give this one a chance to surrender? Or did you execute him, like the last one?”


I want to tell her she’s wrong. I’ve only shot four. But I know if I open my mouth, I’d just get into a ‘fuck you’ contest with her on videotape. So I shoot her a cold smile and climb into the LTD.


I hear her say something to the camera about NOPD vigilante rule, so I roll the window down in time to hear her quote the old saying, “Kill a cop – you die.” As she berates me, calling me “judge, jury and self-appointed executioner” I roll the window back up.


Jodie climbs behind the steering wheel and I tell her, “Know what that woman needs?”


“Actually, I do.”


“She needs a sense of humor.”


“Nope,” Jodie says as she cranks up the engine. “She needs a good ass-whipping and I’m just the woman to do it.”


 


Chapter 2


They call it – the floating land


 


Jodie looks up and asks one last question. “Is there anything you wish to add or delete from your statement?”


“No.”


She points to the wall clock behind me and says, “It is now 9:05 p.m. This statement is concluded.” She stands and turns off the video camera.


“I sure hope it’s him,” she says.


“You and me both.”


She opens the door of the cramped interview room. “Good, the crime lab’s here.” She scoops up her notebook. “After he swabs you, go home.”


I stand and stretch, then pick up the empty coffee mugs and follow Jodie into the squad room. Cluttered with government-issue, gray metal desks and matching chairs, the room smells of stale coffee and pine oil. She waves the crime lab tech forward and tells him, “I want Beau out of here before the animals arrive.”


I have to smile. She’s right. All I need is the Detective Bureau circus ragging me. I put the coffee cups on the coffee table and stretch my hands out for the tech to swab. The tech, a wide-set man with horn-rimmed glasses, hands me my car keys. “Your lieutenant says it’s in the garage.”


The tech quickly swabs my hands for a neutron activation test to verify if I indeed fired a weapon that evening – even though the closed-breech Glock was unlikely to register any antimony or barium. It’s standard operating procedure.


“I’ll see you at the Superintendent’s Hearing,” Jodie says. “Nine sharp.”


I toss my keys in the air and catch them without looking. “You think they’ll serve donuts with the coffee this time?”


She blows a loose strand of hair from in front of her eyes and I know my lame joke is a dud.


“Is the firearms examiner coming in early?” I ask.


“No.” Jodie brushes her hair back with both hands now. “He works the day shift.” Her voice drawls out the words day shift, sarcastically.


“Call me soon as they check the Python.”.


Jodie sighs wearily.


“From Exchange Alley. You remember?” I point to the bandage on my face.


She looks at me for a long moment and I see something in her wide-set eyes. She blinks and tries to hide it, but I’d seen the pain. She turns away and shifts her weight from one leg to the other.


“You better get outta here.”


At thirty-seven, Jodie’s face is still void of age lines. And her yellow-blonde hair, as always, looks as fresh as if she’d just blow-dried it. The most solid homicide detective I know, Jodie can handle murder after murder, death after death, even dead children, with the precision of a master sleuth. Yet, every time I get into shit, she’s there and so is that look of pain in her hazel, cat eyes.


“Go,” she says firmly, whirls and walks away and I catch a whiff of her perfume again.


“See ya’ in the a.m.,” I tell her on my way out of the squad room.


I manage to get my unmarked black Chevy Caprice out of the police garage, barely. The rain has returned with a vengeance. South White street is flooded again, so deep I have to creep up to Tulane Avenue, the water sloshing at the outside of my doors. Rain slams against the windshield.


After a left on Tulane, I turn on the civilian radio and search for the weather channel near the top of the FM dial. I find it and discover, as I cross semi-flooded Jefferson Davis Parkway, that most of the streets in New Orleans are mini-canals.


“Hey. Hey!” The weather man says, “Welcome to wetsville. New Orleans is under water – again.” He sounds like a bad impersonation of George Carlin’s hippie-dippie weatherman. Clearing his throat, the weatherman turns serious for a moment, listing the streets that are impassable.


As the rain pummels my windshield, I slow down and remember the New Orleans History class I’d taken at LSU. The professor explained how the city was built in a place God never intended a city to be built, six feet below sea level, in the middle of a swamp, between a giant river and a huge lake. The French called it Le Flottant – the floating land.


I stop for the red light at Carrollton Avenue. Two cars are flooded out to my left, sitting in the center of the street. The weatherman returns from a commercial with, “Hey. Hey! Welcome back to the only major American city built below sea level. Just look outside!”


Then he explains that I-10 – the city’s major hurricane evacuation route – is closed at Metairie Road. The underpass beneath the railroad crossing is five feet under water and getting deeper. So I take a right on Carrollton and creep up to Canal Street where I take an illegal left turn. Canal Street is clear and I make good time up to City Park Avenue for a quick right followed by a quick left on Canal Boulevard, which is flooded. Hugging the left lane, nearest the high neutral ground, I move slowly all the way up to Robert E. Lee Boulevard, passing several more cars stalled in deep water.


My windshield wipers are on high, and I can barely see out the window as the torrent slams against the car. I feel the car float through the intersection of Canal and Robert E. Lee, then feel the tires rolling again. I barely make it over the West End hump to Hammond Highway, which is passable. So I punch the Caprice and hit the brakes several times to dry them on my way out of Orleans Parish.


Crossing the small concrete bridge over the Seventeenth Street Canal into Jefferson Parish, I take the first right on Orpheum Avenue and slip into Bucktown. The canal is understandably high and the rain sprays the sailboats and pleasure boats moored to my right. With only a light wind, the canal is surprisingly calm.


I look to the left. Flamingo’s Cafe appears to be still open, its pink neon sign on, and I feel a pang of hunger as I drive past. The cars parked in the oyster shell parking lot of the cafe have water up to the top of their tires already. I continue on to the narrow point of Bucktown that juts into Lake Pontchartrain and stop next to my houseboat. I look out the passenger side window and see my houseboat is riding the storm well; so are the houseboats on either side.


Turning left, I drive the Caprice between two houses to the levee and gun the accelerator, sliding to a stop atop the tall earthen levee built to protect the city from the lake. The levee here on the Jefferson Parish side is much higher.


A bolt of white-hot lightning flashes overhead illuminating the wide lake. Ghostly gray clouds hover over the black water that shimmers momentarily and looks like obsidian glass peppered by a million raindrops. The roll of thunder that follows causes the Caprice to shudder.


Shoving my portable police radio into the back pocket of my jeans, I grab my keys and jump out. I’m drenched immediately, as if I’d fallen into a swimming pool. The rain is cold. I slip and nearly fall on my way down the grassy levee, but pick up a head of steam near the bottom and jog all the way to the gate of my houseboat.


I fumble with the keys but manage to unlock the dead-bolt of the tall wrought-iron gate of my dock, the rain slapping me unmercifully. I make sure to re-lock the dead-bolt before crossing the narrow, wooden dock to Sad Lisa, checking the mooring as best I can before climbing aboard.


As soon as I step on the covered deck, I wipe the rain from my face and arms, pull the radio from my back pocket and unlock the door to the main cabin. Two minutes later, I’m back on deck, a white towel wrapped around my waist, an ice-cold long neck Abita beer in my left hand, wet clothes in my right hand. I throw my jeans, tee-shirt and dress shirt over the deck chairs and prop the drenched Reeboks on the plastic seat of another chair. I take a deep swig of beer. It’s so cold my throat aches, the beer tasting bitter and sweet and wonderful. The rain picks up even more, hammering the covered deck’s tin roof. The air smells of grass and fish. A bolt of lightning flashes again, immediately followed by a loud clap of thunder that reverberates over the canal.


Turning to go back in, I hear something – a cry or a moan. No, it’s a whimper coming from the dock. Peering through the rain, I’m about to go back in for a flashlight when lightning brightens the sky again. I see a small animal standing outside the wrought-iron gate for a moment, but the sky goes dark.


So I go back in the cabin, climb into a pair of gym shorts, grab a black umbrella and a flashlight and go out to the gate with my keys. I turn the flashlight on and a puppy, still whimpering, takes a step away from the gate and looks up at me. Shivering, the puppy cries louder as the rain pelts it. I unlock the dead-bolt and open the gate. The puppy takes another step back.


“Well, come on,” I say, swinging the gate wide.


The puppy goes down on its belly and then rolls over in the wet grass.


“Jesus!” I shove the flashlight under my arm, step out and scoop up the puppy, shoving it under my other arm. Wiggling and trying its best to lick my face, the puppy cries loudly as I try to lock the gate and keep the umbrella overhead. I manage to get the puppy, umbrella and flashlight inside the main cabin without dropping anything. After toweling off again, I dig out another towel for the shivering canine.


I flip on Channel 4 to catch the ten o’clock news and sit with the puppy on the rug in front of the TV. The puppy squirms as I dry it. It nips at my hands when I lay it on its back on the rug to finish drying it, leaving it under the towel when I finish.


Channel 4 News opens with shots of flooded streets. The pretty face of its newest anchor, a black woman with a slim face, wide brown eyes and bushy eye-brows, announces that this May flood is already worse than the infamous May floods of 1978 and 1995. And it’s still raining.


The puppy finally disentangles itself from the towel, rolls on its back again and flails its paws at me. It’s a male. Under the bright living room lights I stand the puppy on its feet. It licks my hands frantically and I see it’s a Catahoula hound dog.


“Son-of-gun. Where’d you come from, little guy?” It’s only a month or two old but already has the clear markings of the Catahoula, mottled coat of brown, black and gray, big floppy ears and trademark sky blue eyes.


“I wonder if there are any coyotes out there, too.” The puppy gives me a goofy-eyed look. I’m batting zero with my lame jokes today. I stand and stretch.


“You hungry?” I ask the puppy. “I’m hungry.” As I stand, the TV switches to a rain-soaked reporter standing on the Claiborne Avenue neutral ground, surrounded by flooded cars and exasperated drivers.


I dig three frozen burgers out of the freezer, pop them into the microwave to defrost. Then I go into the bathroom to replace the wet bandage on my left cheek and run a brush though my thick, wet hair. I need a haircut again. So what’s new?


The cut on my face is about an inch long in the center of my left cheek but not deep at all. It takes two Band-Aids to cover properly. When I step back into the kitchen, I find the puppy sitting in front of the microwave. Its little tail wags back and forth. I plop the three burgers into a frying pan and turn on the gas stove just as the TV switches to a scene in Metairie. Veterans Boulevard at Transcontinental is flooded. Streets in River Ridge are under three feet of water.


“Jesus,” I tell the puppy. “River Ridge is high ground.” As if to answer, the anchor comes back on to explain how a storm front has stalled over the city, right atop River Ridge. Outside the houseboat the rain picks up.


I pull two hamburger buns from the bread box and a fresh Abita beer from the refrigerator. As soon as the burgers are done, I break one up for the puppy and put it in a dish in front of the TV. I realize how hungry I am as soon as I start eating. The puppy wolfs down its burger with relish. Then I go grab a bag of tortilla chips out of the kitchen. Channel 4 takes a break from the great flood to report other news. They update the war.


Jesus Christ, more American casualties. Then, a new wrinkle on the old O. J. Simpson Case. Fuckin’ lawyers. Finally, they report that a New Orleans police officer was shot and killed on Chartres Street earlier this evening. The alleged assailant was subsequently shot by police a short while later on Conti Street.


“Exchange Alley,” I correct the T.V.


They show a picture of Cassandra in uniform. I put the beer down. Then they go back to the flood.


Abby Grange’s face finally comes on the tube a half hour later. Reporting from Arabi where a tornado has set down, Abby is as drenched as the puppy was when I found it. And it occurs to me that Abby’s cop-killer story, featuring John Raven Beau, has been buried under twenty inches of rain. I raise the Abita to her and finish it off.


The puppy curls up next to my feet. I pick up the remote and flip off the TV and lean back in the easy chair. The rain taps on the roof of Sad Lisa like the steady beat of distant drums. I close my eyes and try not to feel lonesome, try not to think of home. I try breathing steadily, to lull myself to sleep. I don’t feel like climbing up into the loft to my bed, not with the weather like this outside.


My mind wanders and I wonder if it’s raining back home in Cannes Bruleé. I remember watching the clouds build into huge gray mountains over the Gulf of Mexico and move in across Vermilion Bay, how the air would suddenly cool and the Spanish moss on the Cypress trees would dance in a southern wind that smelled of salt water and fish. Sheets of gray rain would sweep over the swamp to pound the land and drench the small villages like Cannes Bruleé and St. Justville and towns like Abbeville and New Iberia and even St. Martinville, where Evangeline is buried. Then the rain would go away. The coolness would vanish immediately and humidity, like steam from a pot of boiling rice, would bathe your face like a wet rag.


Cannes Bruleé echoes in my mind with the sound of cicadas droning on summer evenings – fire flies and mosquito hawks dancing on moon-filled nights. I remember the sharp taste of filé gumbo, crawfish etouffee and bisque – the sound of my dead Cajun father laughing at the Dick Van Dyke Show and reruns of The Honeymooners on our old black and white Zenith TV.


A clap of thunder shakes the houseboat. I open my eyes and the puppy looks up at me.


“You know,” I tell the dog, “One day the water’s gonna wash this city away.”


He pants at me.


“I killed a man tonight.” My chest feels suddenly heavy.


The Catahoula twists its head to the side and stares at me with clear, baby-blue eyes.


“I killed another man tonight.”


The puppy twists its head the other way, then puts its head back down. I close my eyes and lean back in the recliner and force my mind to think of nothing, to go blank. I breathe deeply, steadily, hoping for sleep.


•


“All right, pipe down!”


Assistant Superintendent of Police Bob Kay, commanding the new and improved Cop Killer Task Force, stands at the front of the Detective Bureau squad room, his arms folded across his large chest. Kay waits patiently for the detectives to settle down. We’ve been talking about the great flood. One guy even brought fins and a snorkel. Sitting behind my gray metal desk, I look through the wall of windows to my left at the bright afternoon sun. The green tint, sprayed on the windows to filter the sun’s rays, has peeled away over the years, giving the windows a ragged look.


Kay, wearing horn-rimmed glasses with an elastic band that holds the glasses close to his round face and cuts a perpetual line across the back of his close-cropped brown hair, stands six feet even, but appears bigger because he always wears a bullet-proof vest – always. Today it is clearly visible beneath his white dress shirt.


“I want y’all to know how proud I am to be commanding this Task Force.”


Bob Kay isn’t a boy scout, actually. He just sounds that way. The long-time commander of the Training Academy, Kay had personally trained every detective in the room. We were his pupils, his little brothers and sisters; and he cares for us more than his life. He’ll tell you.


“For y’all that are new to this investigation I’ll give you a run down.”


For the next fifteen minutes Kay explains the random shootings of two police officers and the fruitless investigations into the killings. Then he takes a minute to explain about the shooting of Officer Cassandra Smith. It seems that her killer was a 107 – a suspicious person. As soon as she stepped off her Yamaha, he shot her four times.


“As you know, the killer was subsequently killed by Detective Beau in Exchange Alley.”


Someone at the back of the room claps, but only for a moment. Kay shoots the clapper a harsh look.


“The Colt Python the man carried was not the murder weapon used to slay Officers Stevens and Cochran. Consequently the killer from Exchange Alley,” Kay pauses to look at his notes again, “this Casey Jones, is not the man we’ve been looking for .”


“Fucker was named after a train?” someone at the back of the room calls out.


“Hey, Beau.” Another voice from the back. “How’d your Superintendent’s Hearing go?”


Kay answers for me. “As you can see, Detective Beau has his Glock back on his hip and he’s here, isn’t he?”


“All fuckin’ right,” a familiar voice says.


I turn and see it’s my old partner, Tim Rothman. Tim grins back and nods furiously, his curly Harpo Marx hair bouncing, his eyes bulging.


Fuckin’ lunatic.


I turn around just as another voice from the back congratulates me for another good shooting.


“Fires three shots. Three hits.”


“Fuckin’A!”


“You’re all right, Beau!” It’s Rothman again. “Even if you are a lone-fuckin-eagle crazy Sioux Indian. You’re all right.”


I have to force back a smile. Rothman and I go way back. Straight out of the academy we were teamed together in the Second District, the Jew and the Sioux riding through the wild nights, like little boys with guns. He’s the reason I’d given up correcting cops, telling them I’m Lakota and that our enemies called us Sioux, which means “snake in the grass.” Sioux sounds fiercer anyway.


Kay finally raises a hand. “I promise y’all one thing.” His voice gets deeper. “We will catch the man who killed Stevens and Cochran – no matter what it takes.” He flips open his notebook and reads the roll call, running off the names of the assembled cast of four homicide detectives, two robbery detectives, two burglary detectives, two sex crimes investigators, and three general assignment dicks. When he finishes, Kay gives everyone their new assignments, dividing up the murders of the two officers for intensive follow-up.


Since each officer was shot while on duty, each in a different part of town, the areas around the crime scenes would be thoroughly investigated again for witnesses and or suspects. Kay assigns other detectives to follow-up any miscellaneous leads that come in.


Then he says, “Detectives Beau and Gonzales will work independently. Gonzales, because he speaks Spanish, will use that expertise in the Latin areas of town. Beau, because that’s the only way he works, or so I hear.”


“Fuckin’ A,” someone cries out.


“Track ’em. Shoot ’em. Scalp ’em!”


I raise my hand.


“You have a question, Detective Beau?” Kay likes to keep things formal.


I pull my wrap-around Ray Ban super-black sunglasses from the front pocket of my dress shirt and put them on and say, “We’re not working this on the day shift, are we?”


“No way,” Kay answers and raises a hand when another ‘Fuckin’ A’ rings out. “And we’re taking Lieutenant Merten’s suggestion to end the surveillance work. We’re working this case like a homicide should be worked. At night and on the street.” Kay sticks his jaw out and pounds his chest. “No more sitting around, waiting to react. We’re using pro-active homicide investigating.”


Good. My kinda ball game.


 


Chapter 3


It’s time to go play shoot ‘em up


 


I rub my chin and feel my perpetual five o’clock shadow. Standing with my back against the rear wall of The Blue Note Bar, I scan the crowded room. The driving sound of a reggae band reverberates in my ears. Couples gyrate on the hardwood dance floor. Women, mostly brunettes in miniskirts, move hypnotically to the music with well-dressed partners, young men wearing baggy pants and open-collared shirts.


I’m wearing a blue, linen tee-shirt, black pleated pants, and a short-sleeved, navy blue dress shirt, unbuttoned and hanging out of my pants to hide my badge, Glock and the handcuffs I’d tucked into my belt at the small of my back. I have an Abita beer long neck in my left hand. A whiff of cigarette smoke wafts across my face and I wave it away just as the crowd on the dance floor opens and a dark-haired couple, doing the Lambada, dry-hump each other to the rising cheers of the crowd.


I continue scanning the bar, looking for red hair. The Blue Note’s young crowd is a true melting-pot of whites and blacks and various shades in between, like me. The band of Caribbean blacks, their shirtless skin shimmering under the band lights, sound so much like Bob Marley and The Wailers, I did a double take earlier. The lead singer’s hair is braided Rastafarian-style, and he looks a little like the late Bob Marley.


Just to the left of the steel drummer, I spot a familiar face also scanning the crowd. I smile to myself and slip away from the wall to worm my way through the crowd and ease up next to Mike Gonzales. I wait until Gonzales looks my way, raise the Abita and call out over the music, “Óla, amigo!”


Gonzales closes his eyes and shakes his head.


A blonde in a silver minidress pushes past me, her perfume strong and sweet. She gives me a wicked wink and continues on. I take a swig of beer.


Gonzales opens his eyes and shouts, “Your cologne stinks.”


I point to the swaying hips of the retreating blonde.


Gonzales shoots her a look, cups his left hand next to his mouth and says, “What are you doing here?”


“Working? I thought you were hanging out in the Latin areas?”


Gonzales’ brown eyes widen. “This is a Latino bar.”


“It is?” I look around at the people and shrug.


Gonzales throws his head back and laughs. He points to the front door and shouts, “Outside!”


I lead the way through the people and the sound of driving guitars, a hollow steel drum and a singer moaning about waiting in vain for love. Outside the heat and humidity wash across my face like an oven door opening. A bus moves along Magazine Street, puffing acidic exhaust fumes over us. Gonzales coughs.


I wait to catch my breath, then say, “I’m looking for a red-headed girl.”


“So who isn’t?” Gonzales wears his hair slicked back tonight, á la Andy Garcia, along with a nice two-piece black suit. His shoes are two-tone black and white.


“Her name’s Sandie. She’s a hooker.” I take a hit of Abita, then say, “Half-a-hooker, actually. Semi-pro.”


Gonzales laughs so hard he starts coughing.


I look up and then down narrow Magazine Street. Most of the shops are closed at night. Cars are parked back to back on either side of the two-lane street. Most of the small businesses have apartments to rent upstairs, wood frame buildings painted loud colors in this lower-middle class part of town.


When Gonzales recovers, I add, “She only works weekends. This is Tuesday. She’ll be out catting.”


The door opens behind us and I turn in time to see the blonde in the silver minidress slink out. I step aside and she breezes between us, her strong perfume ridding the air of exhaust fumes. We watch her pass and watch her turn around.


She purses her lips at us and says, “You’re wanted in the car.” Lifting her right hand, she points to a white Ford Taurus parked against the curb a half block down Magazine.


“Yeah. Right!” I take another hit of Abita.


“You,” the blond calls out. “Tall boy. I’m talking to you.” She waves her finger at me.


Gonzales leans a hand against the wall to keep from collapsing from laughter.


I give the blond the look my Sioux grandfather taught me, the stern look of the plains warrior – a hard glint to the eyes, a face completely void of expression.


Just then a head sticks out of the Taurus, a red-head. “Beau. Get your Cajun ass over here.”


“Come on,” I tell Gonzales. “Better back me up. The blond looks dangerous.”


“No. I’m looking for someone too.” Gonzales rolls his eyes. “Only my snitch ain’t as nasty-looking as yours.” He goes back into the bar.


The blond leans against the side of the Taurus and sucks on a cigarette.


I move around her as Sandie leans across the front seat to the passenger side window of the car. She wears a red minidress so low-cut I can see her left nipple. She smiles at me and purrs, “Sorry I’m late.”


I look at the blond again and she blows smoke up in my face.


“You know,” I tell the blond. “You look a lot better from a distance.”


“Yeah! Well fuck you!” She pushes away from the car. “Fuckin’ cop.” Then she swishes back into the bar.


Sandie pulls her long curly hair away from her face and shrugs. “She’s got a temper, that one.” She runs her tongue lightly over her lips which shine with bright red lipstick.


“So.” I lean into the car. “You come up with anything?”


Sandie twists her head to one side and says, “Not a goddamn thing.”


“Come on. There’s not one word on the street? Not even a rumor?”


“I hear you got men working the projects pretty hard. You know I can’t help you there.”


“You slummin’ on me, young lady?” I shake my head.


She recoils as if I’d slapped her.


“You know better than that.” She bats her light brown eyes and gives me a hurt look. A long-time snitch ever since I helped her get away from a boyfriend who liked to beat her, Sandie is as good as she is naughty. I check my watch. It’s ten sharp.


“All right,” she says. “I told you I’d come up with something and I will. It just isn’t easy.” She leans over further, her minidress rising. She touches my arm. “We’re talking about cop killers, for Chrissake. They ain’t easy to catch.”


I back away from the car and her hand falls away. I pull out a business card and jot my home phone number on the back and pass it to her. “Call me when you come up with something. Call headquarters or this number.” I point my right index finger at her pretty nose. “Call me.”


As I walk away, she says, “How about a hum job? On the house.”


I’d parked the Caprice a block down from Magazine on Milan Street beneath the twisted branches of a magnolia tree. Cranking up the engine, I put the AC on frosty and take Milan straight down to Annunciation. The AC hasn’t had time to even cool me before I pull over in front of a white shotgun house sandwiched between two camel-backs. I step through the front gate of the page fence in front of the house. Three steps later I’m up on the narrow front gallery knocking on the screen door. Across the street, three wary black faces watch me.


The door opens and Reverend Chester Holliday’s face beams at me.


“Well,” Holliday says, opening the screen door. “Come on in John.” One of the few who call me by my first name. I step in and the reverend pats me on the shoulder. “Good to see you, my boy.”


The house smells of lemon cleaner and popcorn and is thankfully cool. I fan my dress shirt . The reverend waves me to an easy chair next to the sofa.


“Popcorn?” The reverend lifts a huge orange plastic bowl from the coffee table.


“No thanks.”


“How about a cold one?”


“A soft drink’d be nice.”


The reverend puts the popcorn bowl down and goes back to the kitchen. He’s back in less than a minute with two icy Coca-Colas and passes one to me. He sits on the sofa and scoops up the popcorn bowl with his free hand.


I take a sip of Coke. “I’m working on the murders of those police officers.”


“I figured.” The reverend leans back and shoves a handful of popcorn into his mouth. A former New Orleans Saint now in his mid-fifties, he’s a big man with a massive frame and a wide face as muddy brown as Mississippi River water.


“You got a real problem don’t you?” The reverend’s brow furrows.


I nod and take another drink of Coke.


“I’m familiar with the case, of course.” The reverend takes a drink of his Coke. “I’m concerned, since one of the murders happened not far from here.”


Cochran was killed not six blocks from here on Tchoupitoulas Street. I watch the big man’s eyes.


“I’ve been checking on my own.”


“I figured you would.”


I wait while the reverend stuffs another handful of popcorn into his mouth. We’d met five years earlier, when I was a patrolman. Reverend Chester Holliday called police when he saw four teen-aged boys park a car in front of his house and start to strip it. When my patrol car made the corner, the teens bolted like jack rabbits. I recovered the stolen car. When the reverend said he didn’t know the names of any of the teens, I didn’t push the issue. The reverend seemed to appreciate it and over the years always talked straight to me, as straight as any man could.


“I was worried at first. So I talked with the kids around here. They know everything that happens in a neighborhood.”


I couldn’t agree more.


The reverend goes, “I’m pretty sure it’s nobody from around here. I hear it’s a street thing.”


“What?”


“Just a rumor. A street thing between some hard-ass white boys and the police.” The reverend blinks his dark eyes at me. “Thank God, it’s white boys.”


I make sure my eyes don’t reveal my thoughts. A witness had seen a white man running away from one of the murders.


“I appreciate your help,” I tell him. “If there’s any way you can find anyone who saw anything, or who hears anything – ”


“I got my ear to the ground.”


“Thanks.” I stand up and finish the Coke.


Before leaving I ask to use the bathroom.


“Remember what Lyndon Johnson said?” Smiling, the reverend points the way to the bathroom. “He said never pass up a free meal or the chance to use the bathroom.”


•


I make a quick stop at the A&P on Robert E. Lee Boulevard before heading for Bucktown. As I pass Flamingo’s, I look at my watch. Ten-forty. I have time for a good supper after I check on the puppy. I park the Caprice next to my gate and grab the grocery bag. The puppy starts yipping before I unlock the gate. As I step onto Sad Lisa, the puppy bounces up and down, then spins around in circles, yipping louder.


“So how’s it going, little buddy?”


The puppy rolls on its back and kicks its paws at me. I put the bag down, lean over and rub the puppy’s belly. It licks my hand furiously. I reach in the bag with my free hand and pull out a can.


“See what I bought you?” I show him the can of puppy chow. So excited, the puppy pees on my hand.


“Great!”


I get up and move to the outside sink and wash my hands. We go into the main cabin and fix the puppy’s supper, mixing dry food with a half can of puppy chow. I put it out on deck and the puppy attacks the food. After making sure the puppy has fresh water, I go back in and wash my hands thoroughly in the bathroom and check the answer machine. No messages.


Stepping back on deck, I catch a whiff of urine. I turn on the main lights and see yellow spots on deck, as well as a couple puppy turds. I pick up the puppy and his food dish and put them on a chair, then grab the hose and wash off the deck. Putting the puppy and dish back down, he doesn’t seem to notice he’s been moved. He keeps eating. I refill his water bowl.


“See ‘ya later,” I tell the dog on my way off the boat and remind myself I need a good name for the little sucker.


•


Flamingo’s Cafe is an old-fashioned diner with a long counter running from the register next to the front door to the bathrooms at the rear. A center aisle divides the counter’s stools from the five booths against the wall of windows that face the oyster shell parking lot and Orpheum Avenue. With pink walls and a turquoise Formica counter that matches the table-tops of the booths, Flamingo’s is straight out of the Fifties.


As usual, the cash register is manned by owner Cecilia Henderson, white female, fifty-five, five feet-five inches tall, weighing in at around two hundred. Cecilia wears her light brown hair up in a bun in back and the sleeves of her white waitress uniform rolled up her beefy arms. Her spectacles dangle around her neck on a silver chain. The grill, behind the counter, is manned by a short, wiry black man named Joe whose perpetual smile is as much a fixture as his great cooking.


When I enter, Cecilia looks up at me and her mouth makes a little ‘O’. She waves me to my usual booth at the rear of the diner and follows me with a short glass of water and a napkin wrapped around two spoons, a fork and a butter knife. The strong smell of fried burgers and onions causes my belly to rumble.


“How it’s going Joe?” I call out as I pass.


“OK, how you doing?” Joe waves a metal spatula at me.


“Fine.” I put my radio on the table and settle in my booth, my back against the rear wall so I can watch the front door like a good cop.


Cecilia puts the utensils and water in front of me, leans over and says, “Are you really OK?”


“Sure why not?”


It takes a second for me to realize she’s shook.


“What is it?”


“The paper said – ”


I let out a long breath, then tell her, as nicely as I can, that whatever the newspaper says is bullshit. “The paper has more fantasy in it than a Star Trek script.”


“Then you’re not in trouble?”


“No. Just hungry.”


I’m so glad I don’t read the paper.


The door of the storeroom between the bathrooms opens, and to my surprise, another waitress steps out and moves up the aisle to the only other customer in the place, a bald man wearing a green polo shirt.


Cecilia clears her throat and says, “She started the night of the flood and we all almost drowned trying to get out of here.”


“What’s her name?”


“That’s for you to find out,” Cecilia whispers. On her way back to the cash register, she taps the new waitress on the shoulder and points to me.


Turning my way, the new waitress pulls a pencil from the top pocket of her uniform. She’s very pretty and has a nice, petite shape that looks damn good in white. Her dark brown hair is cut in a long page boy. She looks like Marisa Tomei, a lot like Marisa Tomei.


She doesn’t look at me until she reaches my booth. When she does, she focuses a pair of large blue-green eyes at me – aquamarine eyes. I feel my chest tighten a moment, but it fades into a sinking feeling. She’s young, too young. Twenty maybe.


I look around her at the menu on the wall above the counter, as if I need to look at it. “I’d like a cheese-burger. Fries. And a Barq’s, please.”


Nodding, she writes my order on her pad then looks back at me.


“Anything else, officer?” The way she calls me “officer” makes me sound old. She has a nice mouth, a little too large for her small face. Her lips are delicate and sculptured. She is fuckin’ beautiful.


I shake my head and she pirouettes and walks away. I look out at the dark night. I’d don’t want to look at her backside again. When she came out of the supply room, I’d more than noticed how nice it was.


She returns with the Barq’s and smiles shyly at me. I reach for the icy bottle of root beer, expecting her to leave, only she doesn’t. I look up at the aquamarines. She tilts her head to the side, her hair falling away from her face on one side and across her neck on the other. She says, “Why is your houseboat called Sad Lisa?”


I sit back and smile slightly and tell her the previous owner named it. “Probably after the Cat Stevens song.”


“Who?”


Too young to know Cat Stevens. I feel old.


“Why didn’t you change the name?” Her voice is deep and sounds very sexy, like Lauren Bacall back when she was about twenty, spinning Bogie’s head around.


I shrug. “I had a cousin named Lisa who died a long time ago. Leukemia. So I figured, why change the name?”


“Oh.” She looks over her shoulder at the bald-headed man, then looks back at me and says, “What’s it like to kill someone?”


It’s like a stab in my belly. I narrow my eyes and look deep into the aquamarines. I want to say something cute, like asking if she’s writing a book or maybe working for the FBI, but I don’t feel cute, so I say, “It’s different each time.”


Her mouth makes an ‘O’.


Joe puts my plate on the counter and calls out, “Ready.”


She backs away and I look out at the night again.


When she returns with my burger and fries, she leaves a bottle of ketchup. I watch her go to the front and sit on the stool next to Cecilia at the register. She has an easy, smooth walk and her legs look extra nice when crossed.


I pick up the burger and take a bite and it’s spicy-delicious, just the way I like it. I wave to Joe who grins at me. I look out at the night once more as I eat the burger and the fries, washing them down with the cold Barq’s. Cecilia starts talking to the bald customer about the great flood, how Flamingo’s would have bought it if it wasn’t elevated several feet. The new waitress waits until I finish before bringing me a second Barq’s without me asking. I like that. I thank her and take a swig.


She puts her knee up on the bench on the other side of my booth and puts her right hand on her hip, the aquamarines staring at me again. I stare back for long seconds before she finally blinks and says, “What kind of accent is that?”


“Cajun, I guess.”


Her head tilts again. “Cecilia said you’re Sioux Indian.”


“My mother is Oglala Sioux, my father was pure Boogaleé.”


She looks over her shoulder at the front door, then looks back and says, “Boogaleé?”


“A polite term for Coon-Ass.” Which is slang for Cajun.


She looks at the front door again, then asks, “What happened to your face?” She points at the my left cheek.


“Cut myself shaving.”


She looks back at the front door just as it opens. A burly man with curly salt-and-pepper hair steps in. Wearing a plaid shirt and jeans, he waves to the waitress, who turns back to me and pulls her note pad from her pocket. She puts my check next to my plate. She looks again at the burly man who’s leaning an elbow on the counter now.


I dig out a twenty and tell her to keep the change.


“Thanks.” She smiles for the first time and her face brightens. She shoves the money and ticket into her pocket, grabs my dish and utensils in one scoop and moves away.


I get up and go to the bathroom. When I step back out, I see her leaving with the burly man. They climb into a Yellow Cab and drive off down Orpheum. I grab my radio and move to the front of the cafe and sit on the first stool next to Cecilia, who’s preparing to close the cafe at midnight.


“Coffee?” Cecilia asks.


“Sure.”


She pours me a mug and puts it in front of me.


I laugh at myself and say aloud, “Didn’t even get her name.”


“Angie,” Cecilia says. “Angie Calogne. She’s twenty-two. Goes to UNO. That was her daddy. He drops her off and picks her up. Pretty ain’t she?”


I take a sip of coffee. “Do you know anyone around here missing a puppy? A catahoula.”


Cecilia shakes her head the way the nuns used to when they wanted me to say something and I said something else instead. She folds her arms and says, “I saw a pregnant dog around here about a month ago. It looked wild.”


“Well, I found a Catahoula puppy the night of the flood. If anyone comes here looking for it, let me know, OK?”


Then I hear my call number on my radio. It sounds like Bob Kay. I pick up the radio and say, “3124 - go ahead.”


Kay asks me to return to the office. He sounds excited.


“We got something working?” I ask.


“10-4. We have a name.” His voice is more than excited.


I step off the stool, stretch and thank Joe for the burger.


Cecilia points to the radio and says, “What did that mean?”


“It means it’s time to go play shoot ‘em up.”


Her mouth makes that little ‘O’ again.


For the next six hours, Kay and I and the boys race around the streets like Keystone Cops, trying to locate a man whose name has been given as a hot tip to the Task Force, a man who shot and wounded a Jefferson Parish Deputy several years ago.


At exactly six a.m., Tim Rothman calls Kay on the radio to say the man we’ve been looking for has been in parish prison for the last four months. And again, I’m reminded of one of the first lessons Jodie taught me.


Use the damn police computer.
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