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PROLOGUE



Kyle Thomas tried to free his hands, but they were secured behind his back with a pair of iron cuffs, and all his efforts had achieved was to rub the skin on his wrists raw. They’d been walking for ten minutes, climbing north out of Dead Elm into the foothills of the Appalachians, and Kyle was sweating. It wasn’t because of the temperature—it was a cool night, with a pleasant breeze—it was because of the sense of dread that he couldn’t shake. Ray and Maybelle Roper were not the kind to blow smoke.

And the fact of it was that Kyle had stolen a shipment of dope from them, jumped one of their couriers on the way to Louisville, and they’d promised to make an example out of him. That wouldn’t have been good if it were the Colliers or the Shipwrights or any of the other unsavoury families who squabbled over this part of Kentucky, but it was the Ropers, and when they said they were going to make an example of you, they meant it.

Ray Roper slowed down, so he was alongside. “You know how long my family’s been living in these hills?”

“I don’t know,” Kyle said. “But I’m sure you’re gonna tell me.”

“Listen to him,” Ray said to Maybelle. “Still got that smart mouth.”

“We’ll take care of that,” she said.

“My great-great-granddaddy came out here in 1811,” Ray said. “Built his cabin with his own hands. Back when this land didn’t belong to no one except the folks tough enough to hold it. We’ve been here ever since—Ropers don’t run, we don’t back down, and we don’t forgive.”

Kyle didn’t say anything. He knew better.

“We fought in every war this country ever had—Revolutionary War, Civil War, sent boys to die in Europe in both world wars. Came back to these hills every time. We carved out a living, raised families, buried our dead under the same dirt we farmed. And when folks crossed us?”

Maybelle nodded. “We handled our business.”

“That we did.” Ray gestured up the hill. “See that tree up there?”

“Lots of trees up there.”

He pointed to where the dark silhouette of a gnarled tree stood outlined against the moonlit sky. “That one. My great-granddaddy used it. My daddy used it. Look at her… three hundred years old. Lord knows how many miscreants she’s seen. They say it was planted by one of the first settlers back when these mountains were still wild. Wasn’t long before it served its purpose—story is the first hanging was a cattle thief strung up after a chase through the hills. Didn’t even wait for the judge; just hauled him up right there, dangled him from that branch with his own lasso.”

“Hanging?” Kyle’s throat was dry.

“What?” Maybelle said. “You thought we were just gonna knock you around a little? You stole from us, Kyle. How’d you think that was gonna play?”

Kyle tried to run, but one of the Roper boys—Clay or Travis, he couldn’t see—stretched out an arm and grabbed the chain of the cuffs. “You ain’t going nowhere, boy.”

Ray Roper pointed to the longer of the two tree limbs, the one with the deeper bend. “Murderers, deserters, anyone the town wanted to forget—they brought ’em up here. Summer of 1862, they hanged six men in one week. Two of ’em brothers. Kicked the same crate out from under both.” He turned back, eyes alight with something almost reverent. “You know that old Billie Holiday song?”

“Please,” Kyle begged.

“You’d know it when you heard it,” Ray said.

Maybelle started to sing—softly, tunelessly—and Kyle remembered the song, the one about blood on the branches and roots of Southern trees. But instead of sorrow in her voice, there was something almost gleeful.

“They wrote that about the Blacks,” Ray said. “We never done nothing like that; there ain’t no racists in our family. But whenever I hear it, I think of the times I’ve spent up here, listening to men begging us not to get out the rope and string them up. You never know, Kyle. Might be I think of you the next time I hear it.”
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It was nine thirty at night when the truck crested the ridge and began its descent into the valley. John Milton shifted in the seat and looked out through the bug-smeared windshield. It was past sunset, the sky holding onto a faint dusky blue above the black silhouettes of the Appalachians, and the road curved with the contours of the valley, bracketed by mountains that pressed in from either side, steep and thick with trees. Below, the town of Blackridge spread out in the narrow river valley, traced out in the glow of streetlamps and neon signs. The town wasn’t big—fewer than two thousand people, according to Milton’s quick research—but it looked more alive than the hollowed-out settlements he’d passed through to get here.

The truck’s headlights swept across tidy but modest houses tucked into the narrow fold of the hills. Single-storey places with metal roofs lined the road, most with fresh paint, a few showing peeling siding or patched gutters. A cluster of trailers sat further up the slope, porch lights glowing warm against the dark, woodsmoke trailing from a chimney here and there. A roadside church stood by the curve, its backlit sign flickering but legible: ‘Sunday Service – All Welcome.’ The gas station was closed, but the diner next door still had a handful of cars in the lot. Further on, a bar threw out low neon light.

“Here we are,” the driver said, easing the truck down into second. “Sure you want me to drop you off?”

“Yes, please.”

“Because I’m telling you, there ain’t nothing here worth your time.”

“It’s fine. I’m not planning on being here for long.”

Milton had picked up the ride at a truck stop on the outskirts of Lexington, where I-64 met I-75. The driver—a loquacious man who’d introduced himself as Chuck—was heading south into the mountains to pick up a load of timber destined for the mills outside Louisville. He’d kept up his side of the conversation for the entirety of the three-hour drive, and, for once, Milton’s habitual reticence had been either missed or ignored. Chuck held court on subjects as varied as his second divorce and the death of the local coal industry, and then, once he’d ascertained that Milton was English, commenced a one-sided diatribe on why NASCAR was better than Formula One.

“I’ve been driving this road for twenty years,” Chuck said. “Blackridge ain’t changed much except it’s down on its ass now after the mines got shut down.”

“What do they do now? Agriculture?”

“That, and you go out into the countryside a ways, and you’ll find lots of what you might call homegrown entrepreneurs.”

“What’s that? Weed farms?”

“That, and plenty more besides: meth labs, dog fighting, stills selling nuclear-strength hooch, chop shops. You think it’s quiet out here, but you scratch the surface and half the county’s cooking something or stealing something.”

“Sheriff turns a blind eye?”

Chuck shrugged. “He’s got a boat and a cabin upstate, so you tell me.”

They crossed a bridge over the river at the foot of the valley, and after another thirty seconds, Chuck touched the brakes and rolled the truck to a halt.

“What did you say you were doing here?”

“I didn’t,” Milton said.

Chuck kept his eye on him, waiting for him to answer the question.

“I’ve arranged to buy a food truck.”

“A what?”

“A truck with a kitchen in the back. You park up, open the hatch, and sell burgers or tacos or whatever.”

“What you going to do with something like that?”

“I’m going to drive west. I’ve got the dates of all the big state fairs en route, and I’m going to try to time it so I can go from one to the other. Stay for a couple of days, set up, make enough money for fuel and food, move on.”

“Strange place to buy a truck.”

He shrugged. “This is where the seller lives, and it’s been listed cheap.”

“Careful with that. You get what you pay for.”

Milton nodded. The listing had explained the low price because the truck needed ‘a little bit of work.’ It’d been priced to sell and, since Milton liked a bargain and wasn’t afraid of doing work himself, he’d decided it was the one for him.

“State fairs last a couple of weeks,” he said. “You’re not staying longer?”

“Cost a fortune per day,” he said. “Plus, I want to see as many as I can. Don’t want to stay in one place too long.”

“Guess that makes sense,” he conceded.

“Thanks for the ride,” Milton said.

“No problem.”

Milton shook Chuck’s hand, grabbed the rucksack with his cash and the rest of his things, opened the door and climbed down.

He waited as the engine rumbled back to life and the truck pulled away, then looked around: the road sloped gently down toward the heart of Blackridge, lined on both sides by neat, modest homes: brick bungalows and two-storey houses with deep porches, their lawns mown, flags hanging from poles, flowerbeds edged with brick. He saw a cluster of older buildings, including what looked like a family-owned market and a mechanic’s workshop. Further down the hill, Milton saw the courthouse rising over the town square and a cluster of low-rise stores, cafés, and offices, all pressed close together along the main street. The glow of a diner’s neon sign flickered, and he could hear the sharp clackity-clack of a train rattling over the tracks somewhere in the valley.

Milton took out his phone and looked at the email with the address of his Airbnb: 116 North Cumberland Avenue. He slung his rucksack over his shoulder and set off.

The place was a modest single-storey modular home. A set of wooden steps, the paint just beginning to chalk under years of Appalachian sun, led up to a covered porch with a pair of rocking chairs that looked to be more for show than comfort. The front lawn was neatly trimmed but patchy, the grass thinning in places where the sun beat down hardest. The windows had the same faux shutters he’d seen everywhere, and an American flag was tucked into a bracket by the door.

It’d do fine. He didn’t need fancy; he just needed a bed. He’d take a shower, get a decent night’s sleep and then go and find the woman who was selling the truck.

He’d find out what was wrong with it and fix it.

He doubted he’d be here much more than a couple of days.
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Milton woke earlier than he would’ve liked. He’d forgotten to close the curtains all the way, and a shaft of bright sunlight had fallen across the bed, shining in his eyes.

He looked at his watch: it was a quarter to six. He wondered whether he might be able to go back to sleep for another hour but dismissed it, he had a lot to do today, and, now that he was awake, he might as well get started.

He got up, opened his rucksack and took out his running gear. He had his shoes, a pair of shorts and a couple of singlets with him; he had made it his habit to go for a morning run to scope out new places as soon as he arrived. He wasn’t planning on spending much time in Blackridge, but that was no reason to change his routine. Beyond allowing him to scratch his habitual itch to reconnoitre his surroundings, running—when added to regular meetings of the Fellowship—was the best bulwark he’d found against the whispers of his alcoholic mind. There was a peace when he was exercising, when all he could hear was the slap of his feet against the ground, the pattern of his breath and the sounds of whatever place he was exploring.

He dressed, went outside and put his key back into the lockbox next to the door. It was a bright morning, and there was already pleasant heat in the rising sun. The forecast was for ten days of excellent weather; Milton took that as a good omen. The Kentucky state fair would be busy, and there’d be a chance to make decent money. He just needed to pick up the truck and make sure it’d be good for what he wanted; taking care of that was his main job for the day.

Blackridge was quiet, the little town just beginning to stir. He jogged east on Main Street, past the Family Dollar and a shuttered pizza joint, windows fogged with grime and old tape residue from long-gone posters. He passed the church and then a row of modest homes. A dog barked from behind a gate, and another answered from up the hill. A man in a flannel robe stepped onto his porch to fetch the paper, eyeing Milton like he wasn’t used to seeing people he didn’t know out this early.

Milton turned onto School Street, passing the elementary school, whose playground backed onto the woods. He heard the distant rattle of a coal truck coming down the mountain. He turned toward the river; the water gurgled below the guardrail, shallow and fast-moving. He passed a campsite with RVs parked close to the trees, the silhouettes of folding chairs and firepits barely visible in the gloom.

The sky was softening with pink when he returned to the Airbnb. He went back inside, ran the shower and stripped, washing his singlet and then scrubbing himself clean. He let the singlet drip-dry on the rail for the shower curtain and got dressed in jeans and a Beach Boys T-shirt he’d found in a thrift store in Cincinnati.

He was hungry. The woman selling the food truck had said she could be found in Sadie’s Diner on Hall Street; Milton would get breakfast there and then conclude their business. He didn’t want to be overly optimistic, but if everything went to plan, it was possible he’d be on the road and heading back towards Lexington by the end of the day.
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Sadie Rawlins opened her eyes and immediately closed them again, her head throbbed, and her mouth tasted of stale cigarette smoke and her father’s moonshine. She lay back and groaned: she’d stayed up drinking last night, sitting at the table in the office behind the diner and staring at the spreadsheet she’d put together.

The sheet had two columns: the one showing the outgoings for her businesses—the diner and the motel—and the other the money in the bank, plus a conservative estimate of what she might make over the course of the next couple of weeks. She’d totted up both columns and stared at the results with the despondency that’d driven her to pour another glass last night; the outgoings were three times higher than even her most optimistic estimate of what she might be able to bring in. She figured she had maybe another month before she couldn’t hold off her creditors anymore. The diner and motel had been mainstays in Blackridge since her uncle had set them up years earlier, but it looked like Sadie’s contribution to the family legacy would be to run them both into the ground.

She’d thought about going back to Dead Elm with her tail between her legs to beg for a handout, but her ma and pa had already said they didn’t have the cash for anything on account of the fire in the drying barn that’d wiped out a good half of the crop from the field up at Copper Hollow. And besides, Sadie had her pride; she knew her dumbfuck brothers would gloat to see her brought so low.

There was nothing else for it: she’d gotten drunk, booty-called Dale—and even he’d said no, not tonight, not when she was like this—and eventually rolled into her bed, alone, sometime in the early hours.

She regretted all those decisions now.

She reached over to the bedside table and, with eyes still closed, fumbled for her phone. She found it, opened her eyes and squinted at the screen; she didn’t have her lenses in and had to bring the phone right up close to be able to make out the time.

6.45 a.m.

Shit.

Clarence wasn’t in until 7.30 a.m., and Tanya was working the lunch and evening shifts. Sadie had been forced to let Loretta go because she couldn’t afford to pay her, so she didn’t have anyone else she could ask; she’d have to do it herself. But opening time was at eight, and she was going to have to get a move on unless she wanted to disappoint her regulars, and that, with things being so precarious, was not something she could afford to do.

[image: ]


Sadie drove to the diner. She took a bottle of mouthwash out of the glovebox and swilled it around to get rid of the taste of the smoke and the shine, spitting it out through the open window as she waited at the stop light on Main Street.

She parked in the empty lot, opened up and went behind the counter, flicked on the lights, started the coffee pot—industrial, old, very temperamental—and set out the creamers and sugar canisters. She scraped down the griddle, hit it with oil, and fired up the burners. She pulled the bacon from the walk-in, set a tub of cracked eggs on the prep station, and checked the hash browns soaking in ice water. She wiped down the booths, straightened the napkin holders, checked the till. She’d first started working in the diner with her uncle and had taken it over after he’d had his heart attack—right there, by the burners, while he was preparing eggs—and retired. That was five years ago, and the opening routine was muscle memory now: automatic and efficient.

She found herself thinking about her pop and what he’d said about her plight. That’d been the trigger for the evening turning to shit: he’d put her in a bleak mood when he told her that there’d be no Roper money to bail her out and that she’d have to sink or swim like everyone else. She’d got out the spreadsheet to show him how bad the situation was, but it hadn’t made a bit of difference. He’d delivered one of his stupid folksy aphorisms—‘a fool and his money are soon keeping everybody else in business’—and said she just had to suck it up and take it.

She’d try to forget it by throwing herself into work. She checked the syrup dispensers, topped off the ketchup bottles, and made a note to order more butter packets. She ran a towel over the pie case, even though there wasn’t anything in it yet, and turned the dial on the warmer for the biscuits she’d bake around mid-morning. Then she refilled the salt and pepper shakers, replaced the cracked creamer jug at booth four, and swept the entryway where yesterday’s dirt had crept in under the door. She set two filters in the second coffee machine—one regular, one decaf—just in time for the old-timers who’d come in and complain about the taste of both. She unlocked the front door and flipped the sign to OPEN. Then she took one slow breath, looked out across the empty room, and waited for the bell above the door to ring, just like it had every morning for half a century.
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Clarence, the septuagenarian who’d been running the kitchen for almost as long as the place had been open, turned up right on time and got started with his prep. The first customers arrived not long after that, and the shift settled into the usual comfortable pattern: coffee refills and polite grumbles from the counter crowd; eggs over easy and rye toast without butter; Sheriff Holton grabbing pancakes before heading to the precinct house; retirees in their usual booths reminiscing about the long-shuttered coal mines, how Blackridge wasn’t what it once was, and how Kentucky’s hotshot new governor was going to make a difference.

Sadie moved between tables with the rhythm of someone who’d done it too long to need much in the way of thinking; she kept the orders in her head, two steps ahead of the kitchen, always making sure to catch the coffee pot just before it emptied. By nine, the diner was full: cutlery clinking, conversations humming, the griddle hissing under Clarence’s careful hand. Someone thumbed quarters into the jukebox, putting on a Merle Haggard tune that Sadie liked. She passed plates, dropped checks, and kept a smile on her face despite the worries. Business might’ve been down of late, and the prospects might’ve looked bleak, but this still worked. This part of the day still felt like hers.

The bell above the door announced another customer. Sadie looked up and saw a man she hadn’t seen before: tall and lean, with an athletic rather than bulky build; well-trimmed beard, mostly black but threaded through with silver; the weathered skin of someone who’d spent a long time under the sun.

“Gimme a moment,” she called out to him.

“No problem,” he said, his accent a little funny.

“Menus are on the side—grab one and take a look.”

She quickly cleared the booth that had just been vacated, glancing back at the man as he scanned the menu. There was something about him that caught her attention, although she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. He wasn’t particularly striking, but there were lines around his eyes and mouth that looked like they’d come from more than just age. There was a hardness to him that she found compelling. He was easy on the eye, too, in a rough and ready kind of way.

She reset the table and went over to where he was waiting. “You here for some breakfast?”

“I’m actually here to meet someone. Sadie?”

“Oh, shit,” she said, remembering. “That’d be me. Here for the truck?”

“That’s right. Is it still convenient?”

“I’m down a staff member, so I’m having to get through the rush myself.”

“I could come back?”

“Stay and have breakfast. I called Tanya and got her to come in early to help. She’ll be here soon. We can go and check out the truck then.”

“Perfect.”

Sadie could get a better look at him now. A scar ran across his cheek from his nose to his ear, faded into his tan, but his eyes were what stood out most of all: they were the iciest blue she’d ever seen.

He went to the empty booth, and Sadie followed.

“You want coffee and juice to get you started?”

“Perfect. Black coffee and orange juice, please.”

“One minute—I’ll bring it over and take your order.”

“Thank you.”

She started away, then stopped. “Sorry—I can’t remember your name.”

“It’s John,” he said. “John Smith.”
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Milton felt virtuous after his run and ordered a stack of pancakes with bacon and syrup. He watched as the woman—Sadie—negotiated the busy service without the help of anyone other than the old guy in the kitchen. The place was quickly full, and the conversation between her and the customers suggested a familiarity that was only awarded to businesses that had been around a while. The regulars greeted her by name, teasing her about last night’s ballgame or asking after her family like it was just part of the morning ritual. She had a quick wit and a quicker hand with the coffee pot and the food, topping off mugs without being asked and sliding plates loaded with food onto the tables. No one seemed to be in a hurry. It was the kind of place where people came not just to eat, but to check in with one another, and Sadie was at the centre of it all.

He finished the pancakes as Sadie circulated the room with a coffee pot.

“You okay, sweetheart?”

“I’m good.”

She refilled his mug. “Twenty minutes.”

“No rush. I don’t have anything else to do today.”

A new waitress appeared in the archway that led to the kitchen. “Morning, Sadie,” she called out.

Milton guessed this was Tanya, the woman coming in to help out. She looked to be in her mid-thirties, with sun-streaked chestnut hair tied back in a loose ponytail, and the kind of easy confidence that came from being used to getting attention. Her jeans were worn at the knees, her T-shirt knotted at the waist, and she wore a pair of battered vintage Nike hi-tops. She had clear skin and bright eyes. She was attractive.

She picked up the coffee pot and came over to Milton.

“Pancakes okay?”

He indicated his clean plate. “I didn’t leave much.”

“Always a good sign.” Her smile came with just enough edge to make him think she didn’t suffer fools for long. “That accent—where are you from?”

“I’m English.”

“And you’re in Kentucky?”

“I am.”

“Don’t get many English here.”

“I’m here to buy the food truck.”

Her eyebrow kinked up. “Seriously?”

“Why? Is there something wrong with it?”

“Not at all. Just not expecting someone like you to want to buy it.”

“It takes all sorts.”

“I guess it does.”

“I get you anything else?”

“Just the check,” he said.

Sadie overheard and waved his request away. “On the house.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I’ve been messing you around—least I can do to make up for it.”

“That’s very kind. Thank you.”

“Tanya,” Sadie said, “can you keep an eye on things for thirty minutes?”

“Sure,” she said.

Sadie turned to Milton. “Why don’t you head out to the truck now, and I’ll be out in a couple.”
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The truck was parked outside in the enormous parking lot that was shared with three other stores: Appalachian Wireless, Blackridge Tobacco Outlet and Pine Mountain Wine & Spirits. Customers had parked their cars in a line with the truck at the far end.

Milton had been looking for a suitable truck and had joined a forum where they were discussed. He’d been advised that a decent place to find a truck at a reasonable price—if you were careful and knew what to look out for—was eBay. Sadie’s listing looked just right for what he needed, and her price came in twenty thousand under similar listings.

Milton nodded hello to a couple going into the diner and walked up to the vehicle. It had evidently once been used by FedEx: the signage had been painted over, but the paint was thin on the hood, and the decal of the logo was still visible, ghostly, like a watermark no one had bothered to scrub off. The body was matte white, dulled by years on the road and badly touched up in places. The serving window on the side was functional, but the hinges looked like they might complain if you opened it too fast. One of the rear wheels had a streak of something black and tacky running down from the hub—old grease or a leak; hard to tell.

Milton went around to the front: it still looked more like a delivery vehicle than anything culinary. It was boxy, with square headlights and a wide metal grille that had taken a few knocks. The bumper was scratched, and the black paint was peeling in places like sunburned skin. Milton leaned in closer and saw where the old Department of Transport numbers had been wiped off and new ones pencilled in with a marker. It wasn’t pretty, but at least it looked solid. It was a workhorse vehicle designed to do a lot of miles; nothing he’d seen so far made him think he’d wasted his trip.

Sadie came out of the diner and walked across to him. “What do you think?”

“Old FedEx?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Miles on the clock?”

“Hundred and fifty, but she’s been serviced, and a lot of the guts are new: transmission, radiator, fresh belts, fuel pump, brand-new battery put in last month. Kitchen kit’s wired to an inverter system—doesn’t pull off the main. Generator’s old but dependable, starts first time if you talk nice to it.” She knocked her fist against the side. “She’s always been a good runner—super reliable.” She took out a bunch of keys. “Let me open her up, and you can have a look inside.”

She went to the side and opened the door. Milton climbed up and stood still a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the stainless-steel glare. The interior was tighter than it looked from outside and very clean. Every surface gleamed, from the industrial fridge to the twin sinks to the line of burners under the oversized extractor hood. The floor was diamond-plate steel, solid underfoot, and would be easy to hose down at the end of a shift. A tall Atosa fridge stood by the service window, with enough space inside to handle a few days of trading if he was smart when he stocked it. The prep counter was shallow but efficient, and below it, plastic grey-water tanks were strapped down tight with fabric ties. He stepped farther inside and saw the griddle, the fryer, and the four-burner range: all commercial grade and newer than the truck’s exterior suggested. The ventilation system looked recently installed, and a trio of sinks with labelled compartments—WASH, RINSE, SANITIZE—sat below the window, tucked neatly into a corner beside a soap dispenser and a fourth basin for handwashing. Pans hung from hooks, well-used and dented, and a row of ladles clinked together overhead as the truck moved with Milton’s weight. The space was tight but clean, designed by someone who knew how to manage a lunch rush.

Milton ran his palm across the stainless surface. No dust. No grease.

It was a good rig.

And very good for the price Sadie said she wanted.

Milton was suspicious.

“All okay?” she said.

“It’s nice.”

“I get the feeling there’s a ‘but’ coming.”

He stepped down onto the rough surface. “It’s the price.”

“What about it?”

“It’s worth more than what you want for it.”

“Like I said—I need the money quickly.”

“I’m surprised it hasn’t gone already.”

“Me too,” she said. “You want to pay more, you go right ahead.”

He smiled. “Just asking.”

“I’ll be straight with you. She’s been sitting here unused for six months. I need the cash for the diner, and I’m tired of walking past her every morning. She’s priced to go. You don’t like the price, you’re free to keep looking.”

“I just don’t want to get twenty miles out and have it die on me.”

“She won’t. She’s solid. Never gave me trouble one day in her life.”

“You won’t mind if I have a look under the hood, then?”

She waved a hand. “Knock yourself out.”

Milton reached up under the dash for the lever that unlocked the hood, then went to the front and looked down at the engine. It was old but clean: no pooled oil, no cracked belts, no sign of amateur repairs, no electrical tape holding things together. The battery terminals looked solid; the hoses were firm; the clamps were tight. There was a bit of surface rust on the mounts, but nothing serious. Milton leaned in and sniffed: no coolant stink, no gas fumes. The oil dipstick came out clean, amber, right up to the line.

Somebody had either looked after it well or cleaned it up to look that way.

He closed the hood and stepped back to look at the tyres. They still had tread, and the sidewalls weren’t cracked.

He couldn’t see anything to make him walk away, yet there was no getting around it: the truck was cheap.

“Forty thousand?” he said. “You’re sure?”

“Forty thousand and she’s yours.”

Milton bit down on his lip. He’d kept a little of the money he’d liberated from the TruCoin scam, but the transaction—even for a van as keenly priced as this—would deplete all of his reserves.

“Tell you what,” Sadie said. “Let’s take her out for a spin, put your mind at ease. I got time now Tanya’s there. Give you a chance to see how she runs.”
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The main branch of Heartland Tri-State Bank was on North Cumberland Avenue, just off Blackridge’s main drag. Dale Hutchens reversed his truck into his allocated space and bared his teeth in the vanity mirror, checking his smile, and used his nail to pick out a bit of pastrami from the bagel he’d bought at Sadie’s for his breakfast.

He’d been a little anxious as he’d left the house, but he felt better now. Dale had been in Blackridge for eight years, parachuted in as the new president of the bank. He’d used his status to thoroughly embed himself into the community: he was a part-time pastor at the church, worked the sidelines as part of the chain gang for the Indians on Friday nights, and his reputation as a family man who’d do anything for his neighbours was well established.

He smiled again, confirmed that everything was as it should be, and got out of the truck. He’d only had the Silverado for a couple of months; his old car, a Tesla, had done him well, but it was a little too West Coast for local tastes. He’d seen people looking at him askance when they saw him stopped at the lights or when he pulled up outside their houses to discuss their accounts. The muscular Chevy was much better for someone who worked at an agricultural bank. He’d looked at a Ford Raptor, but it had a sticker price of $80,000 and was outside the reach of most of the locals. The Silverado was in budget and the kind of vehicle a farmer might drive, so he’d bought it; it was important that his customers saw him as a man of the people rather than someone with delusions of grandeur. Electric cars, for all their benefits, felt alien for a traditional state like Kentucky, and especially places like Blackridge and the townships nearby.

Dale grabbed his briefcase and made his way into the bank through the front door. The interior was exactly how he’d expect a small-town bank to look: proud, plain, and perhaps a few years out of date. The counters were built from polished oak panelling, and the teller windows stood evenly spaced behind them, framed in brass trim that had grown dull with use, each topped with a tiny plaque bearing the name of the teller in a neat serif font. A display stand near the entrance held brochures—loan advice, retirement planning, savings tips—and a potted plant was in the corner under a small security camera that blinked red once every ten seconds, more of a deterrent than a real safeguard.

“Morning, Dale,” said Suzanne.

“Morning.”

Suzanne had worked at the bank almost as long as Dale, although she didn’t have the gumption to push herself higher up the ladder than the most senior of the tellers.

“You doing all right?” she asked him.

“Doing good. How’s Billy?”

“Fine. Pride’s hurt more’n anything else.”

Her eldest, Billy, played left tackle for the Indians, and the defensive end he’d been blocking on Friday night had taken him to the woodshed; Pete Daniels, the quarterback, had been sacked half a dozen times, and Billy had taken it to heart.

“It’s like I told him—that boy’s been recruited to Alabama. There ain’t no shame in being given the runaround by a freak like him, none at all.”

“Boy was a monster,” Suzanne said. “I was telling Billy that, but you know what kids are like.”

“He doesn’t listen so well when it’s from his momma?” Dale smiled. “I’ll tell him myself next time I see him.”

Dale tapped the access code on the panel and went through into the back of the bank. He went into his office, put his briefcase down and went around his desk.

He sat down, woke his screen and logged in.

Now he was here, ready to do it, the nerves became more of a thing: he felt a little nauseous, and there was a trembling in his fingers.

Come on, he told himself. You ain’t got a choice in any of this—you haven’t for months—so there’s no point pretending different.

He picked up the phone and dialled.

“Joe,” he said, “can you come see me? I need you to approve a transfer.”

Joe McNally was the chief financial officer for the bank. He’d been here for ten years and had become a friend. They socialised outside of work, each man inviting the other and their family around for barbecues in the summer. They’d been out fishing together, too, taking Joe’s boat out onto Cranks Creek Lake. They’d been out last weekend to chase trout and catfish, but Dale had struggled to enjoy himself as much as usual given the worry that’d been at the forefront of his thoughts.

Joe knocked on the door, and Dale invited him in.

“Morning,” Joe said. “What do you need?”

“Need to make that transfer we were speaking about.”

Joe was the main cause of Dale’s worry: he needed to approve any transfer over $10,000, and they’d been making transfers way in excess of that. Dale had done his homework before making the first transfer and had looked back through all the others that’d been made in the two months before: twenty outgoing wires, with dollar amounts ranging between $750,000 and $1.6 million. That last transfer was the only one over $1 million in the whole of the last six months. Since then, the five wires Dale had executed ranged between $150,000 and $460,000 and came to around $1.5 million.

“I gotta go through the drill,” Joe said.

“I know you do—shoot.”

“Purpose of the transfer?”

“Investment.”

“How much?”

“$500,000.”

“That’ll put us well above the cap.”

Dale had the kind of authority that meant he gave instructions that staff didn’t question, he told them the transfers were urgent, and no one pushed back. They’d worked with him for years, and he’d never given them any reason to doubt him. Dale had leaned on that trust, slowly weakening the bank’s internal controls, using his position to override standard verification steps and misrepresenting the bank’s liability insurance to make it appear like the losses were covered when they definitely weren’t. He justified it to himself on the basis that he knew better, and no one would be complaining when they realised his need to move quickly and efficiently was borne out by the hefty profits his approach would bring back.

“It’s the same as last time,” he said to Joe. “Like I was saying—this is an opportunity with potentially very high-yield returns. Look—I’ll show you.” He tabbed across to the window showing his TruCoin trading account. “There you go—two million profit already. See?”

“I do.”

“Where are we going to find that sort of upside anywhere else?”

Joe was a shareholder in the bank, just like Dale, and stood to do well when the profits were distributed.

“Looks good to me.”

Dale tabbed back to the wire transfer and entered his passcode. He turned away, averting his eyes as Joe leaned over and entered his code, authorising the transaction.

“You think there’ll be more?”

“Maybe,” Dale said. “I’ve got my ear to the ground.”

“And when’ll the profits get back to us?”

“They’re coming. I’ll let you know.”

McNally pursed his lips. “I only ask because the balance sheet is looking a little bit bare. I know you said it’s coming, and I trust you—obviously—but I know it’ll come up at the next board meeting.”

“It will,” Dale said, “because I’ll put it on the agenda myself. I’m going to show them how much money we’ve made.” He got up, grinning, and ushered Joe toward the door. “Can you imagine their faces? They’ll love it.”

He got Joe out, shut the door and went back to his desk. He looked at the screen, the button to execute the transfer now coloured green rather than grey.

He stared at the number.

Half a million even.

It felt abstract. Not real in the way paper money was real.

But it was real enough to burn holes in everything he’d built if it went wrong and anyone found out.

He hovered the cursor over the button but paused. It wasn’t because he had doubts—he’d passed that point weeks ago—but because he knew the timeline was now locked. There was no clawing this back.

He clicked.

The confirmation flashed on the screen: WIRE TRANSFER COMPLETE.

He closed the portal, shut down his computer and left the room, pulling the door shut behind him.

He passed Joe on the way out.

“All good?” he asked.

“All good.”
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Sadie went back to the diner and came back with a set of keys. She tossed them over to Milton.

“I’m not saying I don’t trust you,” she said, “but we only just met. I’d better come with.”

“Of course. I won’t go far—do a little drive around town; then I’ll take it out on the highway.”

Sadie said that was fine and pulled herself up into the cab. Milton went around to the driver’s side and got in. He put the key in the ignition and turned it; the engine started first time.

“Told you,” Sadie said. “She’s in good shape. Won’t let you down.”

Milton put the truck into first and pulled away, steering carefully between the parked cars until he was out on the road. The gearbox felt stiff, like it hadn’t been asked to do much in a while, but it shifted cleanly enough once he coaxed it. Milton took it all in: the clutch had a high bite; the steering was loose in that vague way older trucks always seemed to have; the brakes took a second longer than they should to grab, but they still grabbed. The frame rolled smoothly as they turned onto the asphalt.

They turned onto Main Street, and he let it idle at the lights, listening to the rattle of the panelling and the quiet hum of the refrigeration unit kicking in. No warning lights on the dash. No telltale smells. It ran hot but steady, the fan a constant low whir beneath the dash.

“She drives like a brick,” Sadie said from the passenger seat.

Milton nodded. “I can live with that.”

She smiled. “Best you’re gonna get at the price you’re paying.”

The lights went green, and he pulled out, heading east so he could pick up Highway 38 and take it up to cruising speed.

“How long have you had the diner?” he asked her.

“Five years. My uncle had a heart attack and didn’t think he could manage it on his own no more, so I took it on. Had it ever since.”

“How’s business?”

“Harder than it was. Money’s always been tight here, ever since the mines all closed down, but it’s been getting worse. You got people out of work, inflation making everything more expensive. No one’s got the money to come and eat out as often as they did before. And then you got the problems at the bank.”

“What problems?”

She waved a hand in frustration. “Can’t take your money out—they’ve got issues getting their investments back; least that’s what they’ve been saying. But you get me talking about that and I’m gonna end up in a shitty mood for the rest of the drive.”

“Let’s not talk about it, then.”

Milton reached the eastern edge of the town and stayed on Highway 38. The road narrowed to two tight lanes pressed between a shale cliff face on one side and the slow, winding river on the other. Trees leaned in overhead, a tangle of poplar, beech, and pine that filtered the light into silver-green bands. The road was rough going in spots: cracked asphalt patched and repatched, seams rising like shallow speed bumps. Grass pushed up through some of the splits, and the faded white lines were barely visible in places.

Milton steered around the worst of it and got a feel for how the truck handled. It wasn’t smooth, but it held together. At fifty-five, it growled more than it purred—something loose rattled under the dash, and the mirrors trembled in their mounts—but it didn’t drift, and the power held steady. The wheel had just enough play to keep his attention. The suspension was stiff, unforgiving, but predictable.

Sadie looked a little anxious, as if he might not like it. “What do you think?”

“Not bad.”

She pointed. “Keep going on this road and you’ll get to Dead Elm, then Lejunior. You can turn around there and head back.”

Milton nodded.

She leaned back. “What about you?”

“What about me?”

“You don’t strike me as a cook.”

“It’s a fairly recent thing.”

“Career change?”

“Something like that.”

“What did you do before?”

Milton was used to the question and equally used to dodging it. “Military.”

“See any action?”

“Little bit.”

“One of my brothers served,” she said. “Joined up straight out of high school—couldn’t wait to get out of town. Said he was gonna see the world, ended up seeing a lot of sand. Did two tours with the 101st Airborne.”

“Afghanistan?”

“Yep. Came back with his leg full of shrapnel. You out there, too?”

“Among other lovely places.”

They reached a sign for Lejunior, and Milton found a spot to swing the truck around.

Sadie tapped the dash. “What do you think of her? Still interested?”

Milton gave a nod. “She’s perfect. I’ll take her.”
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Milton drove them back to the diner and asked Sadie how she’d prefer to be paid for the truck. She said cash, evidently keen to limit the amount she gave to the IRS, and Milton said he could do that. It had been impossible to deposit the TruCoin money into a bank account without triggering anti-money-laundering provisions, so he’d kept it with him. He’d taken a chance and hadn’t declared it when he passed through immigration at JFK and was lucky; the line was long enough that the officers must’ve made the decision that it was better to get people through rather than going through bags.

He went back to the Airbnb, picked up his duffel, and returned to the diner. He took the bag into the bathroom and took out the stacks of rubber-banded bills packed inside. He counted out forty thousand, double-checked it was all there, then joined Sadie in the office at the back.

“Here you go,” he said, setting the bundles down on the desk.

“Who the hell has forty grand in their bag?” she asked, shaking her head.

“Someone who doesn’t like banks.”

She laughed bitterly. “Something we got in common.”

She leafed through the bundles, then opened a drawer and pulled out the title and a blank bill of sale she’d printed earlier. “Better do it right. If you get pulled over, you don’t want to be explaining why you’re driving around in my truck.”

They sat side by side as she filled in the fields: her name, his name, the make and model, the VIN, the mileage, the sale price. Milton signed his name below hers. She slid the title over and signed the release section with a final scribble.

“Take this to the clerk’s office in Lexington. They’ll switch the title over, you pay them their cut, and it’s yours. Plates are yours now too—I didn’t bother transferring them off.” She pulled a small keyring from her pocket, flipped through until she found the one for the ignition, and handed it over. “You got yourself a good one. Might need a little love, but she’s reliable.”

“Thanks.”

“Thank you,” she said, patting the stack of bills. “This’ll keep me going another couple of months.”

She opened a door at the back of the office that led onto the lot. She went outside, and Milton followed. The truck sat where it had been left, sun glinting off the faded paint.

She paused. “You never said—what you gonna be cooking?”

“Yorkshire burritos.”

She frowned. “Come again?”

He smiled. “Tough to describe. I’ll be at the state fair tomorrow. Come by and I’ll make you one. On the house.”

She grinned, shaking her head like she wasn’t sure if he was serious. “Might do that.”
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Milton had already researched the best places in and around Blackridge to stock up on the food and supplies he’d need. He took the truck out, cutting down Main and onto KY-38, then swung into the Family Dollar parking lot. He filled a cart with paper towels, foil, plastic wrap, paper boats, bottled water, and gallon jugs of bleach. Next stop was the Sunoco gas station he’d passed on his way into town for propane, a bag of ice, and a few last-minute sundries he’d forgotten.

From there, he crossed back through town and followed the curve around to the Save-A-Lot. He loaded up on bulk sacks of russet potatoes, flour, sugar, salt, tubs of sour cream, shredded cheese, eggs, enough cooking oil to fill a kiddie pool and cleaning supplies. He drove to the Blackridge County Farmers Market just off the 421 and picked up sweet onions, a crate of early-season squash, a gallon jug of molasses, and a quart of local honey from a guy selling out of the back of a pickup. His final stop was for a sleeping bag and a bedroll from a camping supply store.

By the time he was done, the truck was riding heavier, the fridge was packed full, and the prep area was crammed with boxes and bags.

He was ready.

He had a hundred and fifty miles to Lexington, and he wanted to get there in plenty of time to find somewhere to camp for the night.

The state fair was tomorrow, and he was going to need all the sleep he could manage.
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Reed Thatcher finished his drink, laid a twenty on the bar to cover his tab, and got up. He’d been cooped up in the warehouse all day, and he’d needed to get out for a change of scenery. The bar—Hell or High Water—had only been open for a month, but it had already made a reputation for itself as an edgy, happening spot in an area of Louisville that was itself enjoying its own moment in the spotlight. Whiskey Row was gentrifying hard, all converted lofts and small-plate restaurants, a playground for creative types who still wanted to feel like they were slumming it without the actual danger; Reed had known at once that it’d be the perfect place for him.

He grabbed his laptop bag, slung it over his shoulder and pushed through the doors and out onto West Main Street. He was hungry and stopped at a food truck to pick up a char dog with everything before continuing on his way.

The walk back took him by buildings with old brick façades where faded signs still clung to ghost businesses long since shuttered. A couple of shops were lit from within: two boutiques selling handmade candles and throwback vinyl and a gallery open for a late show. Reed passed a couple holding hands, a guy in joggers walking a pit bull, and a food-delivery cyclist weaving through traffic without much regard for his own safety.

He arrived at the old warehouse. The landlord had renovated it last year: the bones were still industrial—high ceilings with exposed beams and ductwork, huge windows with black steel frames—but the inside had been redone with warm wood, polished concrete, and minimalist Scandinavian fixtures. Reed went to the keypad by the reinforced front door, entered the code and waited for the lock to beep and click open. He stepped inside, out of the muggy night.

He had the whole building to himself. The door opened into an entryway and then, beyond that, his workspace. He immediately heard the low hum of the multiple fans, a soft white-noise wash from the dozen machines spaced out on industrial shelving along the back wall. Rack-mounted servers blinked in LED blues and greens, while three ultra-wide monitors on his steel-framed desk glowed with code, signal traces, and a dark web bazaar where you could buy anything and everything you wanted: credit card details, hacked passwords, drugs… a hitman, if you were so inclined. That forum had been particularly useful and had delivered him Lasky and his goons.

The place smelled faintly of ozone and solder. There were power strips everywhere, duct-taped in place and overloaded with adapters, converters, and surge protectors. Cables coiled across the floor: thick black braids zip-tied at intervals and labelled in Reed’s neat handwriting. A pair of noise-cancelling headphones sat atop a glowing keyboard, and beside it, a half-empty bottle of yerba mate and a cold pizza slice on a paper plate.

Reed set his laptop bag down and slid into the chair, cracking his knuckles as he brought the system out of sleep mode.

In the dark web forums that Reed frequented—invite-only boards buried under layers of encryption and obfuscation—he was known as a ‘butcher.’ It wasn’t a name, but a role. ‘Pig butchering’ was the term scammers like Reed used to describe how they bled their victims dry. The ‘pig’ was the mark—usually lonely and desperate—lured into what seemed like a romantic or financial opportunity or made vulnerable by something they were tricked into doing. The goal wasn’t to hit and run, but to fatten them up. You kept the victim engaged for weeks or months, building trust, and then, when they were ready, you gutted them until they’d gone through everything: savings, credit lines, retirement funds. Butchers were respected as craftsmen in the forums. Anyone could run a phishing scam or dump a skimmer in a gas station, but to be a proper butcher? That took time, patience and psychological finesse. The very best butchers were multilingual, code-savvy, and expert in psychology and human frailty.

And Reed was one of the best.

He had up to a dozen pigs on the go at any one time. Several had been tempted by his persona as a financial mentor: mid-level broker turned crypto cowboy, operating just enough on the fringes to seem legit. He had sites, contracts, fake dashboards showing growing investments, faked phone calls with ‘partners.’ And then, on the other hand, there were his romance angles: sculpted personas with just enough tragedy in their backstory to make them interesting. He’d spent hours building profiles and backstories with the care and attention of a novelist: the widowed NGO worker stuck in Dubai waiting on a paperwork snafu; a marine biologist on contract in the Philippines with a broken laptop and a frozen account; a lonely army contractor overseas, half in the bag and half in love. He tailored each one to the pig’s age and demographic, slipping into their inboxes with well-timed compliments and long, thoughtful messages that played like midnight confessions. He diagnosed their fears, their wants, their dreams, then fed them exactly what they needed. He’d spend weeks cultivating the connection before pivoting—gently—to money. He’d pull on the heartstrings of his correspondents, asking for a little more each time. By the time the pig realised they’d been played, Reed had emptied their accounts and deleted every trace. Or, when that didn’t work—or when the mark suggested a more brutal approach would be best—he’d exchange dirty photos and then use them as blackmail to force payments.

He’d used the latter method with the banker he’d been dangling on his hook and was expecting to see a payment tonight, a big payment. He’d provided clear instructions that he was to be paid in Bitcoin and had walked his mark through every step. Now, bathed in the dim glow of his monitors, Reed leaned back in his chair and cracked open his cold brew. He clicked and waited as his Bitcoin wallet filled the centre screen.

He let out a breath and grinned.

The transfer had landed.

Half a million sitting in his cold wallet.

He clicked around to double-check: confirmations locked, blockchain hash verified, wallet address unique to the job. Reed had built the address specifically for this particular pig, used it once, and would never use it again. He could shuffle it through a tumbler tomorrow if he wanted to vanish it altogether.

Not bad for a few weeks’ work.

The screen flicked over with the latest market activity, BTC edging up another half-point, and Reed smiled wider.

He opened Telegram and sent a message to Lasky:

>> Funds received. <<

They’d split the money four ways, but not equally. Reed took half, he did all the work, and without his skill and expertise, there’d be nothing to split. Lasky and his two men split the second half three ways. They didn’t complain. It was easy money.

He tapped out a second message.

>> One more payment then we’re done. <<
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Owen Lasky and Ramon Vega had gone out for a beer. Blackridge and the surrounding county were dry, but enterprising local businesses got around that by setting up ‘private clubs.’ The first time they went, they had to sign a form and pay the membership fee—the price of a beer—after which they were given a rinky-dink membership card and a ‘free’ drink. It was a pain in the ass, but once it was out of the way, there wasn’t much difference between drinking here or back in Louisville.

They weren’t out because either of them particularly wanted to be there, but because the prospect of rotting away in their hotel rooms for yet another night was something that neither man really had the appetite for. At least they had some shared background, subjects of conversation that they wouldn’t be able to share with any of the locals who watched them with wary eyes as they’d arrived and taken their table at the edge of the room.

Lasky finished his beer and pushed the glass across the table. “Your turn,” he said.

Vega was a slower drinker than Lasky; he put his glass to his lips and downed the last third. “Same again?”

“Whatever.”

Vega stood and picked up both glasses and the plastic basket with the smeared greaseproof paper that’d held the fries they’d picked at earlier. Lasky couldn’t wait to get back to Louisville. They’d been in Blackridge for five days, and he’d been sick of it after two; there was nothing to do, the food was awful, the people were hicks with no class, and the man they’d been sent to muscle had required pretty much constant babysitting to make sure he did what he was told. Lasky hadn’t been keen when Thatcher had given them the job, but the amount of money they were getting paid had sugared the pill.

Still, he thought. The mark had nearly been bled dry, and they wouldn’t have to put up with being here for too much longer. Lasky had already decided to give himself something to look forward to with a week in Hawaii. He knew a guy who knew a guy with a place on the Big Island, and he’d head to the beach, get himself a woman for the week and chill.

Vega came back with two more beers and another plastic tray of fries.

Lasky gestured to the basket. “More?”

“I’m hungry, man, and you’d think even a place like this couldn’t fuck up fries.”

Lasky reached for one of the fries and held it up; it dangled limply. “Yeah, you’d think.”

Vega popped a fry in his mouth and chewed. “You ever eat squirrel?”

Lasky looked at him. “What?”

“Squirrel.”

“No, Ramon, I’ve never eaten squirrel. What kind of dumb question is that?”

“I was in town earlier, and I overheard one of the locals talking about the state fair. He was gonna bring some and sell it. Barbecued. You imagine that? Barbecued squirrel. What the fuck.”

“I swear to God, if you say you’ve eaten squirrel, I’m getting in my car and getting out of here tonight.”

“I didn’t say I’d eaten it, just that someone was talking about it. I don’t know, though. Meat’s meat. I’d try it.” He grabbed a fry. “Got me thinking, though. You ever think about what you’d be doing if you weren’t doing this?”

Lasky thought for a second, then shrugged. “No idea. Open a sports book, maybe.”

“Deli,” Vega said. “I’d run a deli. Sliced meats.”

“Squirrel?”

He ignored that. “I’m gonna save some of the cash and give it to my wife. She’s been looking at places—East Market, Shelby Park.”

“You’d last a week.”

“Maybe,” he said with a smile. “But I’d eat good.”

Lasky drained half the beer in one go, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Look at this place. I’m gonna need a tetanus shot the moment we’re done.”

“How much longer do you think we got?”

“Depends if Dale does what he’s been told to do. And then, soon as it’s done, I’m on a beach drinking something with a little paper umbrella in it.”

Vega raised his glass.

Lasky’s phone buzzed with a message. He wiped the grease from his fingers and picked it up. “Speak of the devil. It’s Thatcher.”

“The money?”

“Says it came through.”

“All of it?”

Lasky shrugged. “He didn’t say it didn’t.”

Vega whistled. “Half a million—shit.”

Lasky read the message again to make sure he had it right. “Wants us to get him to make one more payment.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow,” Lasky said, pointing to Vega’s unfinished beer. “Drink up.”

“Now?”

“We need to tell him, don’t we?”

“He’s not gonna like it.”

“You give a shit about what he likes and don’t like? We’ll tell him why it’s in his best interest to do what he’s told, just like he’s been doing; then we tell him he’s done. We do what we need to do; we clean up; we leave.”
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Vega drove. The road out of Blackridge was dark and narrow, flanked on both sides by steep hills. They drove through Dead Elm and carried on, passing a rusted-out pickup sagging into the brush, a rotting mobile home with its windows busted out, and a crumbling wooden barn that looked ready to collapse. The old mine came into view a few minutes later. It was marked by a squat, rust-streaked outbuilding and a chain-link fence curled in on itself where someone had forced it open. A sign still hung from one post, bent sideways and faded almost to white, with the name of the mining company no longer legible. Beyond it, the entrance yawned like a toothless mouth, black and silent.

This part of Kentucky had depended on coal for decades, but now that the richest seams had been stripped out, it was less economical to get at what was left. The mines had closed, one by one, with just the biggest operations still going. The deep mines had been the first to close, and now attention was focused on dynamiting the tops off the mountains and scraping out whatever was left behind.

Vega turned in through the breach in the fence, tyres crunching over gravel and old slag. They parked in the shadow of the conveyor tower, its skeletal frame tipped at an angle. A breeze rattled something loose on the roof of the outbuilding. No lights and no passing cars this far out; just the mine and the dark.

Dale Hutchens was already there. He stood with his arms crossed, shifting his weight from foot to foot like he was trying to keep warm, even though it wasn’t cold. He turned as the headlights swept across him and blinked against the glare.

Vega killed the engine. Lasky got out first.

“I did it,” Hutchens said before they even reached him. “I made the transfer.”

“You did,” Lasky said, stepping close. “Our friend received it. Well done.”

“Is that it, then?” Hutchens asked, voice tight. “Are we done?”

“No, Dale. Not yet.”

“But you said…” Hutchens wrung his hands together. “It was half a million today.”

“I know. And?”

“There’s a limit. Jesus. There’s a meeting tomorrow in the town hall. Everyone will be there. I have to go to tell them there’s nothing to worry about.”

“So?” Lasky said. “We’re not stopping you. Go tell them.”

“But there is something to worry about. Do you know how much money I’ve taken out?” He paused, left a space. When neither Lasky nor Vega filled it, he said, “A million dollars. A million.”

“We’ve gone over this before, Dale. We talked about it. I asked you how much your reputation is worth. Don’t you remember?”

“Of course I do.”

“And do you really want me to refresh your memory?” Lasky looked to Vega. “You remember what he said about his reputation?”

“Said it didn’t have a price,” Vega said.

“That’s exactly what he said.”

“I know what I said,” Hutchens muttered. “And you said it’d cost half a million for me to have peace of mind. But you lied. You changed the deal.”

“Circumstances change,” Lasky said. “The more our friend thought about it, the more he figured those pictures were worth. You’ve seen them. You know what they’re like—they’re graphic. Disgusting. The kind of thing that doesn’t just ruin your career, Dale—those are the kinds of pictures that ruin everything.”

“It’s not the content,” Ramon added. “It was who they were sent to.”

“And how old you thought they were.”

“Don’t you think I don’t know that?” Hutchens looked like he’d been struck. “There has to be an end. I can’t keep paying out—the board is already suspicious. I have to leave enough so I can grow it back. I need to fix what’s been taken.”

“Well,” Lasky said, his voice softening, “I have good news. I spoke to our friend tonight, and he says he’s ready to bring this to a close. You need to make one more payment. One more, and he says you’re done.”

“How much?”

“A million.”

Hutchens sagged. “Oh my God.”

“One million, and you’re done.”

“It’s impossible.”

“Make it possible. Do I need to remind you? This isn’t a negotiation. It isn’t us discussing whether you can do something. Our friend tells you what to pay and you pay. That’s it.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow.”

“It can’t be tomorrow.”

“Weren’t you listening?”

“I was,” Hutchens said quickly, “but I can’t. There’s a restriction on the account—internal compliance. I can’t move that much money two days in a row. It’d need sign-off from two board members.”

“So get sign-off. You’ve already got the CFO.”

“Just listen to me. Yes, I have him. But tomorrow is tight. I’ve got that town hall meeting. The bank’s board is meeting beforehand, and they’ll be asking their own questions. If I try to get another signature right now, someone’s going to smell it. They’ll push back, and then they’ll start digging.”

Lasky studied him for a beat. “Okay,” he said, drawling it out. “What do you suggest?”

“The day after tomorrow. The restriction lifts after twenty-four hours. I’ll need McNally, but that’s all. And he’ll do it. He trusts me.”

Lasky smiled without humour. “The day after tomorrow, then.” He reached out and rested his hand on Hutchens’s shoulder. “Don’t let me down. My friend and I are looking forward to getting out of this dump, and we can’t do that until you’ve finished paying. You make us stay any longer than the day after tomorrow and I can’t promise we won’t bring you out here, put a bullet in your head and throw you down the mineshaft.”

Hutchens didn’t answer. He just nodded, his eyes down, probably thinking about how he was going to survive the next forty-eight hours.
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Milton drove north in the direction of Lexington, turning off onto 627 and heading to Fort Boonesborough State Park. He followed the directions on his phone to the campground he’d picked out earlier. It was only a few more miles from here to Masterson Station Park where the Bluegrass Fair would be held. Milton decided that it made more sense—and would save money—to stop here rather than carrying on into the city and finding a hotel. Plus, he reminded himself with a smile, he had a full kitchen in the truck behind him and plenty of food.

He turned off the blacktop and followed a track into the camp. It was a beautiful place: pitches for plenty of RVs shaded by old trees, a brick-built toilet and shower block, and lakes stocked with catfish that might very well have drawn his attention if he were staying for longer than a night. He showed his booking to the woman he found in the little shack near the entrance and drove in, backing the truck into an empty spot.

It was still hot, the day’s heat radiating up from the parched grass. The back of the truck was especially warm, and Milton doubted it would cool down much through the night; he took the sleeping bag and tossed it out onto the ground next to the truck. He’d sleep there.

He went into the kitchen, took out a cold bottle of Coke from the fridge, cracked it open, and drank deeply. He stood there for a moment, letting the fizz hit the back of his throat. Then he decided he’d cook himself a burger.

He went to the flat-top, flicked the knob, hit the igniter, and felt the rush of gas catch fire with a steady whoomph. He pulled a patty from the prep drawer—fresh, hand-pressed by the butcher in Blackridge earlier that morning—seasoned it and slapped it down on the hot steel. He prepared a brioche bun and went to work on the trimmings: shredded lettuce, cheese, a thick slice of tomato, rings of red onion, and a couple of pickles. He built it from the bottom up—bun, lettuce, tomato, patty, pickles, onions, ketchup, then the top bun—and wrapped it in wax paper, just like he would’ve served it if he were working in the cabman’s shelter back in London.

He went outside and sat with his back to the truck, unwrapped half of it, and took a bite. The beef was juicy, the cheese sharp, the vegetables crisp and cold against the heat. He breathed out and let himself relax: good food, complete independence, no one chasing him for the first time in years and the prospect of an adventure across the whole of America stretching out ahead of him.

He’d sleep well tonight.


DAY 3
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Milton rolled the truck into the fairgrounds a little after eight. It was already busy with traders getting ready for what they all hoped was going to be a profitable day. Milton surveyed it all: the vast concrete lot, acres of patchy grass, attractions already set up and in the process of being tested. He could smell kettle corn from a hundred yards out and, beneath that, the stench of cooking oil, diesel and cow shit. The fair was spread out over a couple of square miles, and Milton had read they were expecting half a million visitors by the time the weekend was through.

A teenager in a bright orange vest flagged him through with one hand, the other wrapped around a Styrofoam coffee cup. “Vendors are down by the big wheel,” the kid said. “Past the tractor pull; keep right at the port-a-johns.”

Milton nodded and thanked him. He touched his foot to the gas, and the truck rolled forward. He passed a man unloading hay bales from a flatbed and then another setting up a shooting gallery with giant stuffed animals hanging above the targets. A generator coughed to life, the loudspeakers were tested with the national anthem, and two lines of American flags flapped on cheap plastic poles, all slanted in the morning wind. An enormous Ferris wheel loomed over everything, the gears creaking as the mechanics were tested.

Milton looked around and took it all in. He’d been fascinated with America ever since he was a child, watching CHiPs and The Rockford Files and Colombo with his parents before they died in the car crash that made him an orphan. His interest in the country and the culture had burgeoned as he’d grown older; he’d read Huckleberry Finn and The Catcher in the Rye at school, had fond memories of his first visit to McDonald’s, and, as he became older, Bruce Springsteen and Johnny Cash were staples on his Walkman. There was something romantic about Americana, county fairs seemed to him to be its apogee, and he’d wanted to visit one for as long as he could remember. He’d worked in the States on many separate occasions, but the nature of what he used to do had necessitated swift exits each time his business had been concluded. Now, though, with the truce between himself and the Group and the much-reduced fear of pursuit, he’d decided to indulge himself. His itinerary would take him from Kentucky all the way to California, with stops along the way at more than a dozen events just like this. He’d used the same old Group contact who’d provided his new passport to get all the paperwork he’d need: a commercial food vendor license, state-issued health certifications, and even a tax ID linked to a defunct LLC in Wyoming. The documents were impeccable: backstopped, cross-verified, and scanned into official databases. To any passing inspector or fairground official, he was just another guy chasing paydays through a long, hot summer.

Milton found his pitch between a funnel cake trailer and Big Jake’s Texas BBQ. The sign for the latter was a cartoon cow with sunglasses and a ten-gallon hat, and the woman running the stand was outside in a pair of flip-flops, brushing her grill with something sticky and red.

Milton parked, cut the engine and got out.

“Morning,” the woman said.

They recognised each other at the same time.

“You were in the diner,” Milton said. “In Blackridge.”

“I was. And that’s Sadie’s truck.”

“Was her truck. It’s mine now.”

“You actually bought it?”

“I did.” He paused. “I’m sorry to be so rude, but I can’t remember your name. Pretty sure you’re not Big Jake.”

She smiled, showing a mouthful of perfect American teeth. “That’s my dad. I’m Tanya.”

“John.”

“Small world.”

She was standing with her hands on her hips, wearing jeans that clung to long legs and a fitted flannel shirt rolled up at the sleeves. Her hair was tied back, but a few loose strands framed her face. The smile she offered wasn’t flirtatious—it was curious, maybe even a little guarded—but it lingered just long enough for Milton to feel it.

He pointed at the stand with the big barrel smoker, its steel sides blackened from years of use. “That’s serious kit.”

“Dad’s had it for years. He’d normally be here to run it himself, but he fell off a ladder last week and broke his ankle, so it’s on me.”

“I’m surprised Sadie can spare you.”

“Yeah, touch and go with things how they are, but she knows we can’t afford to just let the permit go to waste. It’s five hundred bucks just to be here.”

“Tell me about it.”

She squinted at the sign Milton had painted above the serving hatch. “‘Yorkshire Burritos.’ What’s one of those?”

“Something a little different.”

“An English thing?”

“Inspired by England. Yorkshire puddings wrapped around roast dinners.”

She grinned. “That ain’t helping none.”

“Hard to describe them better than that.”

“Man,” she said, “you can’t describe them, how the hell are you gonna sell them?”

“It’s a work in progress. If I make one, maybe you’d road-test it for me?”

“Happy to try.”

“Give me a couple of hours.”

Milton got out and walked around the back, unlocked the rear door and swung it open. The interior of the truck was exactly the way he’d left it: clean and tidy, the countertops smelling faintly of disinfectant. He ran a check: small griddle, twin fryers, prep table, shelves with paper boats and plastic utensils stacked neatly. Propane tank: full. Water tank: full. The refrigerator: humming happily. He reached into the dry-goods bin, took out a fresh roll of foil, and tucked it into the dispenser. He checked the knife roll: one chef’s, one boning, one paring, all sharp. He filled the mayo bottle and set out the squeeze bottles of ketchup and mustard, hot sauce in a mason jar.

Milton got started with his preparation, working quietly and steadily. He’d always enjoyed prep; it kept his hands busy and his mind focused. The truck was smaller than the kitchens he’d worked in during his travels, but still bigger than the tiny space in the cabman’s shelter in London. Everything needed to be neat and tidy and ordered, but that suited Milton just fine. He was going to need a system if he was going to make this work, and he’d only really be able to find the right one once he was put under pressure and the orders started coming in. He knew it was likely to be difficult until he’d worked everything out, but provided he knew that, the stress would be bearable.

He whisked up the Yorkshire pudding batter—eggs, milk, flour, and a pinch of salt—and let it rest while he prepped the rest. The beef went in first: a joint of top round, seared hard on all sides, then roasted low and slow until the centre blushed pink. He moved on to the cauliflower, breaking it into florets and blanching each one before folding them into a thick cheese sauce. The mixture went into a shallow tray, topped with more cheese, then he slid it under the grill until it bubbled and browned. He went back to the batter and poured it into smoking-hot trays slick with beef drippings, watching it puff and rise into golden, cratered clouds. He moved on to the stuffing, roast potatoes and gravy.

“Smells good.”

Milton looked up and saw that Tanya had put her head through the open door.

“Thanks. Hope they taste good, too.”

“Still want me to test one?”

“Sure. Beef or chicken or cheese?”

“Which one’s best?”

“Probably beef.”

“That, then.”

Milton had made the Yorkshire puddings big, the size of a dinner plate, soft in the middle and crisp at the edges. He laid one flat on a square of foil, then built the layers: a line of thick-cut roast beef, still warm and pink in the centre, followed by a scoop of stuffing, crisp on top and soft inside; he added cauliflower cheese and topped it with a handful of roast potatoes, smashed slightly to catch the gravy. He rolled it tight like a burrito, wrapped it in the foil, and sliced it in half to show the cross-section. He poured a ladle of hot gravy down the seam, let it soak into the folds.

He handed it over.

Tanya inspected it with a professional eye. “Looks good.” She smelled it. “Smells good, too.”

She turned it in her hand before taking a big bite. She closed her eyes as she chewed and swallowed. Milton was nervous. If she didn’t like it, maybe that would be a sign that it was too strange an idea to work in a place like this. He started to doubt himself: he liked them, but he was English, and it provoked nostalgic memories of home. That would all be completely irrelevant to his potential customers.

Tanya finished her mouthful and looked at what was left with an appraising eye.

“What do you think?”

“Fuckin’ A. Little more gravy, maybe, but that’s it.”

“You think they’ll sell?”

“I think I’ve got competition. You’d best get ready, brother. You’re gonna be busy.”
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Milton finished his prep and, while the meat was cooking, decided to take the chance to look around the fair.

He signalled to Tanya. “Keep an eye on the truck?”

“Sure thing.”

It was eleven, and the festivities were just getting started. Bluegrass played out of the speakers placed around the grounds, underscored by the squeal of kids on the Tilt-A-Whirl. He passed stallholders selling handmade candles and embroidered tea towels, a guy selling pocketknives laid out on red felt. Local high school kids manned a charity bake sale, most of them slumped in folding chairs and glued to their phones. A tent advertised prize-winning pumpkins, and beside it a man with no shirt and not many teeth tried to persuade a goat to stand on a scale to be weighed. It was already hot, and the dust hung in the air. There was a rhythm and an energy to the place. It wasn’t fast or urgent, just steady.

Milton reached a tent with a queue of people outside and paused to see what they were waiting for. A notice had been propped up on an easel outside the entrance:

HEARTLAND TRI-STATE ACTION GROUP

Below that was a sentence advertising a public meeting at the city hall in Blackridge. The people in the line were mostly older, but there were men and women in their thirties and forties, too. Milton found his curiosity piqued; he took out his phone and used the QR code on the notice to navigate to a website that had been set up by whoever was advertising the event. He skimmed it quickly: a group of investors in the local bank had been set up to investigate irregularities in how it had been operating. There were suggestions that money had been lost, that withdrawal requests were not being honoured and that the bank’s management needed to be held to account.

“You lose money?”

Milton turned. The guy behind him was in his late sixties with a face like old leather, his eyes watery but still sharp. He nodded toward the tent.

“No,” Milton said. “Just looking.”

The guy kept going as if he hadn’t heard him. “What’s happening is a damn disgrace.”

Milton held up his phone. “I was just reading about it.”

“You know what I heard? They’re saying the money’s gone. Blown on some half-assed investments. Thing is, it’s a community bank. That’s what makes it sting. Everyone in Blackridge and all the towns nearby has got an account. Hell, most of them know the tellers by name. Know the president’s kids.”

“Did you have money in it?”

“Some. I was lucky—took most out when I started to get the feeling things weren’t right, but I still got ten grand that I doubt I’ll ever see again.”

“And it’s been lost because of an investment?”

“That’s what they’re saying—that’s all they’re saying. The excuse I heard is that the feds are investigating, and they can’t speak about it until they’re done. But it’s obvious—they’re stalling. They’re too scared to break the news to folks.”

Milton could see the man would like nothing more than to continue his complaints about whatever had happened at the bank, but he didn’t have the time to indulge him. He said he was sorry that he’d lost his money and that he hoped he was able to get it back and then made his way back through the fair to the truck.
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Things started to get busy at eleven thirty and wouldn’t slow down again for another four hours. The sun was high, and the fairground was full, and as noon approached, Milton’s truck had a line ten deep.

He got into a steady rhythm. He held the tongs in one hand while he folded the foil with the other hand, laying down Yorkshire puddings and then building the burritos: roast beef, cauliflower cheese, stuffing, roast potatoes smashed just right, a ladle of gravy down the centre.

Roll, wrap, slice.

Money in, food out.

“Next.”

The fryer hissed, the griddle smoked, and the temperature inside the truck kept climbing until Milton felt as if he were working inside a sauna. Sweat ran down his spine, but he didn’t stop. He wrapped a burrito for a kid in a wife-beater and hi-tops and handed it out of the window, taking ten dollars in payment. He stuffed the sawbuck into the money belt around his waist.

The kid held up the burrito. “You got extra gravy?”

“Absolutely,” he said, scooping out more gravy with the ladle and pouring it over the burrito.

“Where you from?” the kid asked.

Milton nodded to the sign on the side of the truck. “Should give you a clue.”

“You’re English?”

“That’s right. Next.”

Two men in flannel shirts argued about whether it was beef or pork in the burrito they’d just eaten. An older woman told her husband she hadn’t tasted cauliflower cheese that good since her mother’s kitchen. Milton allowed himself a smile but was too busy to appreciate it. It seemed that word was spreading, and rather than working his way through the queue, it was getting longer.

“Next.”

He handed out the next double order, took the money and caught a thumbs-up from Tanya. The line wasn’t letting up. Milton was outselling her with her BBQ and the sour-faced Mexican with the taco stand on the other side of him.

“Next.”

It was pushing one thirty, the peak of the lunch rush, when a guy Milton had already served elbowed back to the front of the line, waving what was left of his burrito.

“You serious with this?”

“What’s the matter?”

“‘What’s the matter?’ Man… what’s the matter is that this is fuckin’ gross.”

Milton didn’t look up right away. He finished wrapping a fresh order and handed it out the window.

“Next.”

“Hey, buddy. You listening to me?”

“It can’t be that bad,” Milton said. “You’ve eaten most of it.”

“And it tastes like shit.”

Milton gave him a once-over: skinny, a cap low over his eyes, patchy stubble, a quilted vest over a long-sleeve shirt that hadn’t seen the inside of a washing machine in some time. Milton knew the type: a blowhard who thought volume won arguments. He wasn’t going anywhere, and the line behind him was starting to stack up. Milton saw a family of four—dad, mom, two kids—glance at the scene, assume there was going to be a delay, then turn and head for Tanya’s BBQ instead.

That was forty bucks gone.

Milton kept working. He had four burritos on the go.

“You listening to me?”

“I heard you,” Milton said. “What do you want me to do?”

“What do you think? Give me my money back.”

Milton finished the fourth burrito and reached for the foil. The guy was still there, standing too close. Milton wrapped the burritos, slid them across to the next customer: a guy in aviators and a trucker hat. The man held out two twenties, but before Milton could take them, the loudmouth stepped in and snatched both bills.

“Hey!” the customer said.

The skinny guy turned to the customer and squared up to him. “What?”

“Give that back.”

The man pulled up his T-shirt to reveal the butt of a pistol shoved into the top of his jeans. “Make me.”

Milton took a breath. “It’s fine,” he said. “Take the money and go.”

The loudmouth smirked at the customer, then turned back to Milton and gave a nod. “Think I will.” He turned to the queue and called out loudly that the meat was full of gristle, and if they were sensible, they’d go and get something from somewhere else, maybe even Big Jake’s Texas BBQ, which was, in his humble opinion, a much better choice. Milton clenched his fists, itching to go out and teach him the benefit of a few manners, but at least his bad review didn’t seem to have led to anyone else abandoning the queue.

The skinny man turned back to Milton, flipped him the bird, then stalked away.

Milton suspected he’d see him again later.
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The rush died down between three and six, but then, as the fair pushed on into the evening, people started to get hungry again. Most of the other vendors had helpers, but Milton was alone and had no other option but to dig down and push through it. He was still exceptionally fit, but as evening became night, he started to flag. Tanya had been relieved by two youngsters, whom she introduced as her nephews. She offered to go and get Milton a beer, but he politely declined, thanking her for the offer; he watched her go before getting back to what must have been the two hundredth order that he’d taken that day. He ran out of batter a short while after that, and rather than make up another batch—and he wasn’t even sure if he had enough ingredients to make the effort worthwhile—he decided to lower the hatch and call it a day.

He went straight on to the clean-down, knowing if he stopped now, he’d put it off till morning and curse himself when the grease had set like concrete. He killed the heat on the griddle and fryers and let them cool while he started on the prep surfaces, wiping them down with hot soapy water, then bleach. He emptied the oil catch tray, poured what he could save through a filter, and dumped the rest. He scraped the flat-top clean with a metal spatula, working the edge like a blade, flicking burnt cheese and meat crust into the bin. He ran the fryer baskets through a rinse and soak, then scrubbed them with a stiff brush. He pulled out the fridge drawers, checked for spills, then tossed the rag in the laundry tub. The floor got a once-over with degreaser and then the mop; long, even strokes from front to back. Last thing he did was empty the trash, wipe down the inside of the hatch, and double-check the water-tank levels.

When he stepped out into the cooling evening, the truck smelled clean and sharp. He locked up and took off his money belt, sitting down with his back to the wheel while he unzipped it and counted the day’s takings. He had a thick wedge of notes, and, as he fanned through them, he counted all the way up to two grand and then added another five hundred after that. Two hundred and fifty meals at ten bucks a pop. He’d hoped that the burritos would be popular but hadn’t anticipated that they’d be as popular as this. He’d need to take off the cost of the ingredients and fuel, plus the five hundred he’d had to pay for the pitch, but, even with all that, he’d still made a very decent profit. He was even more confident now that his plan to fund his drive across the country would work. He’d be able to salt away a decent sum, top that up by selling the truck when he got to the west coast and maybe look at picking up a muscle car to drive coast-to-coast in the other direction. He’d tried that once before and had only made it as far as Vegas before events had conspired against him; it would be nice to go a little farther this time around.

“Hey.”

Milton looked up and saw the guy who’d complained about his food and then stolen the forty bucks. He hadn’t returned on his own; there was a second man with him. This one was bigger with lots of soft bulk, thick arms, and an untidy beard. His T-shirt was two sizes too small and loud with the logo of a band Milton didn’t recognise. If the skinny one did the talking, this one was the muscle.

“You’re back,” Milton said.

“You’re damn right I’m back. I got a problem.”

“Really? Apart from the obvious?”

The man frowned. “What you say?”

Milton got to his feet. “Your problem. You’d better tell me what it is.”

“Whatever it was I ate—there was something wrong with it. Must’ve been dirty in there when you made it because I’ve had the shits all afternoon.”

“There was nothing wrong with it.”

“So how do you account for me shitting like a goose?”

“Maybe because you’re full of it.”

The big guy grunted, stepped in close. “You trying to get smart?”

“No, I’m trying to be on my way. It’s been a long day, I’m tired, and I don’t have time for this.”

Skinny pointed. “You owe me forty bucks.”

Milton shook his head. “I don’t.”

“You gave me bad food, man. I want my money back.”

“The burrito was ten bucks. You stole forty. The way I see it, you owe me thirty.”

His face twisted. “You trying to be funny?”

The big one shifted forward a step. “You need to offer him something to make up for what you did.” He pointed to the money belt. “Start with that.”

Milton smiled patiently. “Really?”

“What’s your problem, man? Don’t you know who we are?”

“I have no idea. You’d better tell me—what’s your name?”

“Travis,” the big one said.

Milton looked at the other one. “What about you?”

“He’s Clay.”

The skinny one glared. “He don’t need to know our names.”

“It’s all right. I’ll just call you Beavis and Butthead.” He turned to Travis. “Here’s what I’ll offer, Beavis. You two midwits can piss off and not come back, and I’ll do my best to forget you tried to rip me off twice.”

Clay looked at Travis, then back at Milton. “You serious?”

“I am. I’ll even let you keep the forty you stole on account of the fact that I’m too tired to knock the two of you over to get it back.”

Clay looked back at Travis; his mouth was open in a grin that revealed a mouthful of crooked teeth, one with a golden crown. “You hear this guy?” he said. “What are you? A comedian?”

“Just a cook.”

Travis stepped forward and pointed at the belt. “Give it to me. Now.”

Milton assessed him. He was bigger—maybe outweighed him by forty or fifty pounds—and two or three inches taller. But his eyes were a little glassy, he smelled of alcohol, and he looked doughy and soft.

“Last chance,” he said. “Give me the belt.”

“What happens next is up to you,” Milton said. “If you want it, you’re going to have to try to take it. But I can promise you it won’t go the way you want it to.”

Travis hesitated. Milton could guess why: a big guy like him wouldn’t expect to get attitude in return for his threats.

Clay waved a dismissive hand. “Just take it off him.”

Milton would’ve picked Travis over Clay if he wanted to make an example anyway—he always went for the bigger guy first—but Travis’s stepping up meant he didn’t have to choose.

He came closer, his chest out and his jaw tight.

Milton watched him come, he’d seen this scene play out a hundred times before, and it usually ended the same way. He turned slightly, his weight on his back foot and his hands loose at his sides.

Clay hung back, grinning, waiting for the show.

Travis got closer. “Wanna run that mouth now?”

He shoved Milton in the chest with an open palm.

Milton stepped with it. He absorbed the force, then moved.

He was as quick as a blink, sliding inside Travis’s guard. He brought one elbow up under his chin, hard and rising, and caught him flush on the jaw. He stepped around to the right, set his weight and drove his knee into the meat of Travis’s thigh. Dead leg. The bigger man staggered, off balance; it was already as good as over. Milton grabbed his wrist, popped the arm out and up, bent it back at the elbow the wrong way. The big man hit the ground on his knees, groaning. Milton guided him down, planted a hand on his back, and pressed until he was face-first in the dirt.

Milton put his knee between his shoulders and pushed down hard. “This is me being polite.”

Travis groaned something into the ground.

“What’s that?”

Milton leaned in to hear—just enough to shift his angle—and saw Clay’s hand going under his shirt.

Milton moved faster: he reached down to Travis’s waistband, pulled out the cheap pistol he’d seen there—a Hi-Point .380, warm and damp with sweat from being pressed up against his skin—and then brought it up smoothly and aimed it square at Clay’s chest.

Clay froze, his hand still halfway to the grip of his own firearm tucked into his belt.

“You’re lucky,” Milton said. “You make me draw a weapon? Nine times out of ten, I pull the trigger.”

Clay didn’t answer. He didn’t move, either.

Milton removed his knee from Travis’s back, stood up and stepped back so he could cover both men with the Hi-Point. “Here’s what you’re going to do. The two of you are going to piss off like I asked and leave me alone.” He waved the pistol. “I’ll keep this to make sure you behave. I’ll tell you what—we can say I bought it with the money you stole earlier. How’s that?”

Milton was calm. He kept his eyes on Clay the whole time.

“I’m going to need to hear you tell me you understand.”

Clay hesitated, then stepped forward and hooked Travis under the arms. The bigger man was bleeding from where the gravel had scraped his cheek.

“This ain’t over.”

“Yes, it is.”

Milton watched them go until they passed out of range.

He turned in the other direction and saw Tanya trotting over toward him.

“You okay?”

“Not even out of breath.”

She seemed angry. “I saw what happened. I’m so sorry.”

“Why are you sorry? It’s got nothing to do with you.”

“You don’t know who they are?”

“They said the same thing. Clay and Travis. But beyond that, I haven’t got a clue.”

“Clay and Travis Roper.”

“Should I know the name?”

“The Ropers.” She gave him a tight smile. “They’re old blood around here. Been running things in this county for decades—gambling, dope, whatever pays best. They keep it quiet, mostly, but then Clay has too much to drink and goes and makes a fool of himself.”

“They were spoiled thugs with something to prove.”

Tanya looked out across the fairgrounds. “And you just made them look bad. They won’t like that. They won’t forget it, either.”

“I’ll be fine—I won’t be in the county this time tomorrow.”

Tanya eyed him. “Reason I’m apologising is because I’m sort of involved with them… well, with Clay, anyway.”

“How’s that?”

She winced. “He’s my ex.”

“Boyfriend?”

“Husband.”

“Oh,” Milton said.

“And I saw what he was doing earlier, too. Ripping you off? He’s such a dipshit.”

“Don’t worry about it. Really—it’s fine. Nothing to do with you.”

She drew closer. “I saw what you did—putting them both down on their asses. Where’d you learn how to handle yourself like that?”

“Don’t know what you mean.”

“Come on, don’t be so coy. What are you—military?”

“Just a cook,” he said for the second time that evening.

She laughed. “Yeah, and I’m Julia Child.”

Milton didn’t say anything.

“What were you?”

“A squaddie.”

“No, you weren’t. Lemme guess—SAS?”

“I’ll leave that to your imagination.”

She nodded, like she’d expected as much. “My brother was 82nd Airborne. Two tours in Iraq, one in the sandbox after that. He said he had dealings with the SAS. Said they were tough.”

He stretched and rolled out the kinks in his shoulders, then set the pistol down. “I’d better hit the road,” he said. “I’ve got a place in an RV park in Frankfort, and I’d like to get there in time to have a shower.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Good call. You don’t smell great.”

He grinned, put out his hand, and Tanya took it. “Good to meet you.”

“You too. You ever come back around, make sure to come and get breakfast in the diner. You get the special, on the house, on account of my ex being a douche.”

“I’ll do that,” he said.


19




Milton opened the door, climbed into the back of the truck and paused, staring at the pistol he’d confiscated from Travis Roper. He didn’t really want it—he had no idea whether it had been used for anything that might land him in hot water if it was found on his person—but he was concerned after speaking to Tanya that he might have need of protection himself. It would only be a temporary thing, he reasoned; he doubted that the Ropers would be minded to give pursuit once he crossed the county line.

He decided that he’d keep it for now, just in case, then dump it once he had a little distance between him and them. He crouched by the dry-goods shelf and unscrewed the rear panel with the small utility knife he kept for box cutting. He slid the pistol inside, wrapped in a kitchen towel and sealed in a ziplock bag from the prep station. The shelf went back on with two turns of the blade and a press with his palm. The pistol would be impossible to find in there unless you knew where to look; it was out of mind unless he needed it.

He stood, washed his hands at the sink, and got into the driver’s seat. He waved goodbye to Tanya and turned the key.

The engine coughed once, clicked, and died.

He tried again and got nothing but the dull tick of the starter relay.

He muttered a curse, climbed down, and popped the hood.

There was nothing obvious: no steam, no smell of burning oil. But the belt sat too loose on its pulleys, slack like it’d been stretched or was halfway through tearing. He reached in and gave it a cautious tug. It gave back more than it should have. Milton took out his phone, activated the torch and shone it into the cavity: he saw streaks of fine black dust had started to collect on the housing beneath the belt. He scanned lower and saw the problem: the crankshaft pulley was wobbling, just a hair, but enough to make his stomach tighten. If it wasn’t replaced, it’d end up throwing the timing completely, and that could snap the belt or seize the engine.

It wasn’t a roadside fix. He’d need a new harmonic balancer, probably a new belt, maybe a pulley. The parts for a truck like this would probably have to be ordered in. It’d need a garage with an inspection pit. He guessed he was looking at three days at a minimum, and four if the local garage dragged their feet.

He jumped down and went over to Tanya’s truck.

“Do you know any decent garages around here?”

“Sure—I can think of a couple. Why? Got a problem?”

“The balancer is shot.”

She winced, ready to speak, but then changed her mind.

“You knew?”

“What’d Sadie tell you? Said it runs good?”

“Something like that.”

Tanya shook her head. “She said she’d fixed it.”

“Because?”

“She tried selling it to a guy last month.”

“She didn’t tell me that.”

“He made it down the road before it died on him. Had to get it towed back. Asked for a refund of the money he paid and the cost of the tow. She said no. He took out a shotgun, and she changed her mind.”

“He took out a shotgun?”

“Yeah. Don’t suppose you brought a shotgun with you?”

“I didn’t.”

“Then you’re lucky I can recommend a good mechanic.”

Milton inhaled and then blew out his cheeks. It would’ve been nice—for once—to have caught a break.

“There are a couple of other things you probably ought to know.”

His heart sank. “This gets better and better.”

“Sadie ever tell you her surname?”

“Rawlins. That was the name on the bill of sale when she sold it to me.”

“Married name. She don’t use it all that much these days on account of her getting divorced. She usually goes by her maiden name.”

“I think I can guess what that might be.”

“Roper,” Tanya said. “Sadie Roper.”

Milton shut his eyes in exasperation. “As in she’s related to those two knuckleheads from earlier?”

“Sister.”

“Dare I ask about the second thing?”

“The truck was part of the Roper family business. And they didn’t use it for cooking anything you’d eat.”

Milton realised what she was getting at. “You’re kidding. Meth?”

“That’s what I was told.”

“Are you saying it might be hot?”

“Meaning the cops would be interested in it? Not that I’ve heard. The guy running it for the Ropers got popped on a cook, ended up doing time down in Menard. I heard the cops took the truck, but Sadie knows Sheriff Holton. Next thing, it’s in her driveway.”

Milton couldn’t help but chuckle. There he was, thinking he’d had a good day and looking forward to the prospect of several more, and now this.

“Come on,” Tanya said. “It could be worse.”

“You think?”

“I’m still here. I’ll call a mechanic, and then I’ll go and buy us both a beer.”

“Don’t drink,” he said. “Although, after this, I could almost be tempted.”
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The other traders had packed up and driven off, leaving Milton to wait for the tow truck. Tanya said she’d stick around to make sure he was taken care of, he told her she didn’t have to, she told him it didn’t matter, and Milton found that he was pleased. She was good company, and, he had to admit, she was easy on the eye.

It also gave him a chance to ask about Sadie a little more. He wasn’t ready to give up on the truck, but the bill to get her back on the road was going to be in the hundreds—maybe even the thousands—and at the very least, he was going to be looking for a little of that money back. That might occasion a confrontation, and if it did, it would do him no harm to find out as much as he could about her and, in particular, her relationship with the two dipshits Milton had encountered earlier.

“I just realised,” he said, “Sadie’s your sister-in-law.”

“She is.”

“Tell me about her.”

Tanya leaned against the side of the truck, arms folded. “You really didn’t know who she was?”

“I’m new here. She could’ve told me and I wouldn’t have known what it meant. And she seemed… well, she seemed nice.”

Tanya snorted. “Yeah, well, she’s real good at playing the small-town-girl card when it suits her. I’ve seen it plenty. But she’s a Roper. They’ve been around these parts longer than I’ve been alive. Sadie’s family started with moonshine back in the thirties, ran it all up through Clover Fork and Pine Mountain into Virginia. When that dried up, they went into weed and, after that, meth. These days it’s whatever’ll pay—stolen farm equipment, oxy smuggled in from Florida, grow-houses full of weed. They’ve always had their hands in something.”

“Where are they? Blackridge?”

“Everyone knows them there, but they’re mostly out in Dead Elm. Don’t pay taxes; don’t take kindly to strangers. Cops don’t go out there without a reason, and when they do, they go in pairs. There’s been shootings, disappearances, threats made. But no charges ever stick on account of most folks are too scared to talk.”

Milton nodded. “They sound lovely.”

“Sadie used to be tighter with the rest of the family when they were all younger, but things went sideways when she was in her twenties. She was the smart one, always said she wanted out. Tried to get out, too—married a guy from Lexington, moved away, but it didn’t stick. He cheated, or she did—depends who you ask—and she came home with a chip on her shoulder and no money. Her uncle owned the diner and the motel, and when he had his heart attack and retired, they passed on to her. Gave her a chance to sort herself out.”

“She has a motel, too?”

“Uh-huh. The Fiesta. It’s nothing special. I got hands-on experience of it. I had nowhere to go when I broke it off with Clay, and Sadie said I could have a room there. It’s never busy, so it’s not like it’s costing her anything.”

Milton’s phone buzzed with a call. It was the mechanic who was coming out to pick up the truck. Milton answered it, saw the tow truck bouncing over the uneven ground and waved him over. It was one of the big trucks, the kind with a sleeper cab and enough grunt to haul a semi out of a ditch.

It pulled up in front of him, and the driver climbed out.

“I’m Earl,” he said, putting out his hand.

“John.”

Earl saw Tanya. “Evening—didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Been here all day. Daddy has a busted leg and couldn’t make it, so he sent me.”

Milton folded his arms. “You two know each other?”

“We do,” Earl said. “Tanya works in a diner in Blackridge where I like to get my breakfast.”

“John bought the truck from Sadie.”

Earl cocked an eyebrow and tutted. “You know she tried to sell that to someone else, and he brought it back?”

“I do now. Tanya told me all about it.”

Tanya gave a nod. “I’d best be getting back myself.” She put out a hand, and Milton took it. “Nice to meet you. Looks like I’ll see you in the diner again after all.”

“Can’t say I’ll be as friendly as I was before.”

“You want my advice? Sadie’s sneaky, but she don’t like to be called out on her shit. If it were me? I’d go in, give it to her straight, and she’ll fold.”

She said goodbye to Earl, got into her truck and drove away, the BBQ bouncing and rattling on the trailer.

Earl had popped the hood of the truck and was checking the engine.

Milton watched him. “You’re about to tell me how easy it’ll be to fix.”

He sucked his teeth. “Doubt it’ll be easy or cheap. But I’ll get her back to the garage and take a look. She running at all?”

“No. Balancer’s shot, and the crank pulley’s wobbling.”

“That’s a bitch. It’ll need parts, and parts round here don’t come quick. You’re gonna be parked up for three, four days, easy.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Gonna need the wheel-lift and a bit of finesse to get her up without bending the frame. You riding back to Blackridge with me, or you got someone coming?”

“I’ll ride if that’s okay.”

“Sure.”
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The lift was finally locked in, and they climbed into the cab. An old CB radio crackled to life every few seconds with static and trucker gossip. Milton buckled in.

Earl drove one-handed, forearm resting on the top of the wheel. He was evidently loquacious and started a one-sided conversation—more of a monologue—about how he’d visited London on his honeymoon in the eighties and how he and his wife had liked the city more than Rome, but not as much as Paris.

Milton was happy to let him talk, making the occasional affirming noise whenever necessary to signal his ongoing attention. He started to put together the bones of a plan: he’d see if he could extend his reservation in the Airbnb while the truck was being fixed, maybe hire a car to explore the region a little. He’d go and see Sadie tomorrow; he wasn’t about to threaten her into taking the truck back, but he didn’t think it’d be unreasonable to ask her to throw in some of the money he’d paid her to contribute to the cost of making it roadworthy. Milton knew it was his responsibility to get whatever checks done that needed to be done, and his negligence in doing that had probably cost him, but she’d waxed lyrical about how reliable it was, knowing full well that there was a problem. Caveat emptor was one thing, but only up to a point. She’d deceived him, and he wouldn’t be able to leave town again without passing on his displeasure.

Milton took out his phone, opened Airbnb and saw the house was free tonight, but not tomorrow. He’d need to find alternative digs in the morning.

They headed back into the mountains and eventually rolled into Blackridge. Earl eased them down the main road, past the gas station and the diner. He turned into the gravel lot behind his garage, bumping to a stop near the back bay doors.

They both jumped down.

“I’ll get to her first thing in the morning. Going to need some money up front though, before I order what it’s going to need.”

“How much?”

“Five hundred?”

Milton took out the money he’d made at the fair and peeled off five hundred.

“Want a receipt?”

“It’s fine.”

He remembered the pistol hidden in the truck and wondered whether it’d be better to go and get it; he decided not. It was very well hidden, there was no need for Earl to go into the back, and he didn’t want to draw attention to the fact that it was there by taking the panel off now. Best to leave it.

“Where you staying?”

“Airbnb.”

“Want a lift?”

“I’ll walk.”

Milton thanked him, said he’d be back in the morning and made his way back to the road. He found his way to Main Street and remembered that the diner was just up ahead. He wondered whether he ought to go inside and tell Sadie that she’d been rumbled but decided against it. He was tired, and he needed his bed.

She wasn’t going anywhere.

It’d keep until tomorrow.


DAY 4
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Milton woke up in a bad mood as the first light shone through the window. He was frustrated: he should’ve been on the road, heading for the next event, but, instead, he was back where he’d started with a truck that was going to be out of action for who knew how long.

He’d plotted his route carefully and ought to have been on the way to St. Louis for the fair. He’d spent so much time on his itinerary it was a simple thing to recall all of the stops: he’d visit the Nebraska State fair in Lincoln, then travel up into the Rockies for the Eldorado County Fair and the Ventura County Fair, then hit the California State Fair in Sacramento and the Los Angeles County Fair in Pomona. There were other, smaller events that he’d consider as he made his trek, and, given the success in Lexington, he was confident that he’d do well.

Milton was frustrated with himself, mostly; he’d known the van had been priced cheap but had blinded himself to why that might be. The news that Sadie had already tried—and failed—to sell the truck was galling and spoke to a naivety on his part that was going to irritate him until he’d managed to put things right. He considered himself a decent judge of character, and she’d pulled the wool over his eyes.
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Milton grabbed a coffee from a kiosk and sipped it while he walked back to the garage. Earl was already there.

“Morning,” he said. “How’d you sleep?”

“I’ve had better nights.” Milton tapped his knuckles against the side of the truck. “I’m a little concerned about how much this is going to cost.”

“I’ll have a good look this morning. We’ll put her over the pit so I can get underneath and have a poke around.” He took off his jacket and pulled on an oily set of coveralls. “What are you gonna do?”

“I’m going to go and get breakfast at the diner.”

“And have a word with Sadie?”

“That’s right.”

“Tread carefully.”

“Because she’s a Roper?”

“Yup.” Earl wiped his hands on a rag and leaned back against the doorframe of the garage. “I’m just saying—you go in there all hot, she’s likely to give her brothers a call.”

“I’ve already met them.”

“So you’ll know not to make too big a deal of it.”

Milton finished his coffee and tossed the cup into a barrel used for trash. “What about the guy she sold the truck to before me?”

“What about him?”

“I heard he brought it back and held her up with a shotgun until she agreed to give him his money back.”

“That’s true,” Earl said. “I was at the diner when he came back. But he wasn’t like you and me.”

“How?”

“He bought it to drive up into the mountains and cook meth.”

Milton rolled his eyes. “Seriously? I heard it was used for that before Sadie got it.”

“The guy she sold it to was hooked up with the mob in Detroit. They didn’t take kindly to being messed around like that, so Sadie did the sensible thing and paid him back. You don’t have that kind of weight behind you, so you might not get the same polite response. All I’m saying is, you wanna resolve the issue? Do it diplomatically would be my recommendation.”
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Milton made his way to the diner, pushed open the door and went inside.

Tanya was circulating with a pot of coffee for top-ups. She held up a finger to tell him she’d be a minute and then came over.

“Table for one?”

“Yes, please.”

Tanya showed him to a booth in the window.

“Sadie around?”

“In back. Not in a great mood.”

“It’s about to get worse.”

“I’ll let her know you’re here.” She nodded to the menu. “Know what you want?”

“Pancakes,” he said.

“And coffee?”

“Please,” Milton said.

The booth was next to the window, and Milton had a good view up and down the street. He took out his phone for an update on the Europol investigation into TruCoin, but his attention was snagged by movement in the parking lot.

He turned to the window just as Sadie Rawlins stepped outside from a side door.

Jesus.

She was bailing.

He got up, crossed the room and pushed through the entrance.

“Sadie,” he called out.

She stopped halfway between the diner and the early-2000s Jeep Cherokee that was parked down the road. Milton closed the distance between them. It was obvious what’d happened: Tanya had told Sadie she had a visitor, she’d realised it was Milton and that he wouldn’t be happy, and she’d tried to hightail it before he could get to her.

“Hey,” she said, smiling. “Didn’t expect to see you again. I thought you said you were heading west?”

“That was the plan.”

“But here you are.”

“That’s right. Here I am.”

“Is everything all right?”

She was trying so hard to play the innocent that Milton couldn’t stop his wry smile. “Come on, stop pretending. You know why I’m here.”

“I’m in a rush. Come back tonight, and we can talk about whatever it is that’s on your mind.”

“When you’ve got family in the diner who’ll throw me out when I get cross with you? No, thanks—I’d rather have a word with you now if that’s all right.”

“Is it the truck?”

“‘Is it the truck?’” Milton couldn’t help his laughter. “Yes, Sadie. It’s the truck.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s broken down. I’m surprised it got me as far as it did.”

“Really? She’s always been a reliable runner.”

“You weren’t told it was sketchy by the person you sold it to last month? I was told he brought it back and complained.”

Her face betrayed a flicker of annoyance, but she quickly mastered it. “It wasn’t as simple as that.”

“No,” Milton said. “He complained while he pointed a shotgun at you. I do have some good news—shotguns aren’t my style. But I’m not the kind of man who’ll just take that kind of deception lying down.”

“You can’t just go and give it back. It don’t work like that.”

“I don’t want to give it back. I’d like to keep it. I used it in Lexington yesterday, and it was perfect for what I needed. And I’ve got a schedule I want to meet, and there’s no chance of doing that if I have to go to New York or San Francisco to get another one, which looks like what I’d have to do if I want to stay in my budget. There’s also no guarantee that those sellers wouldn’t try to rip me off like you did.”

“I didn’t rip you off,” she said. “I⁠—”

He hushed her with an upturned palm. “I’ll keep the truck on one condition.” He stopped, eyeing her with the coldest stare he could muster, knowing that would freak her out like it freaked everyone out. “You’re going to give me back some of the money I gave you. Five thousand. That might not cover all the repairs, but I’m happy to set that as the upper limit.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Maybe I’ll change my mind about the shotgun.”

“Anything else?”

“I was told you own a motel. The Fiesta?”

“What about it?”

“I’d like you to fix me up with a room while I’m waiting for the truck to be fixed. It doesn’t have to be luxurious, but it does have to be free.”
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Sadie gave Milton directions to the motel. He made his way through town, stopping at the Airbnb to pick up his things and lock up before heading back out again. He passed the church and then the town hall before he came to the Fiesta; it was the kind of place built for convenience and not comfort: a long, two-storey strip with an exterior hallway running along the upper level, all the doors the same flat red and evenly spaced. The rooms had single windows curtained in heavy fabric. A handful of plastic chairs and ashtrays cluttered the walkways, and, down below, trailers and trucks were backed into the parking spaces. It was the kind of motel that would attract travellers who wanted somewhere cheap and anonymous where people didn’t ask questions.

Milton liked it immediately.

Sadie had called ahead to the receptionist, and the elderly woman—who regarded Milton with a suspicious eye—handed him a key and told him that he was in room 204. Milton thanked her and made his way back across the courtyard to the stairs, climbing up and opening the door.

The room was exactly what he’d expected and no more: the carpet was thin and threadbare in patches, its once-garish pattern dulled to a muddy brown by years of foot traffic and cigarette smoke; the bed was a sagging queen with mismatched linens and a floral bedspread that looked like it hadn’t been fashionable since the seventies; a small wooden nightstand with a chipped surface stood to one side, topped by a plastic alarm clock and a battered lamp with a crooked shade; there was a dresser against the far wall, the varnish peeling, with a bolted-down TV that looked old enough to still have a slot for VHS tapes. The air smelled faintly of mildew, and the window-mounted air conditioner rattled and hummed as it struggled to keep the place cool. In the corner was a square table with two flimsy chairs, and opposite that, a battered faux-leather armchair with cracked arms.

Milton dropped his bag on the bed, tested the mattress with his palm, and nodded to himself.

He wasn’t going to be staying long, and it’d do him well for now.
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Dale Hutchens used the door at the back of the bank to leave. It was pushing two in the afternoon, and he told himself he deserved a break—a late lunch, at least—but in truth he just needed to get away. There’d been a steady stream of customers all morning and into the afternoon, the mood inside the bank frayed and ugly. He knew it was incumbent upon him to be upbeat and confident, but he didn’t know how much longer he could keep holding it all together.

He was worried about the town meeting tonight, too. He’d been hoping that answering questions in front of everyone would be easier than handling people one-on-one; the grandstanders he knew would be there—Rebecca Masters came to mind—loved the limelight and the chance to make a big song and dance about what they said had befallen them, but their questions were typically broad, easier to anticipate and easier to defuse. But it was the ones from those who were too shy or embarrassed to speak up in the meetings that were trickier; there were often tears involved, or anger, or questions coming from directions Dale couldn’t predict.

That was what he had been dealing with today, and it was wearing him down.

He got into his car and drove back to his house on the outskirts of Blackridge, a tri-level detached property on an acre plot. He’d bought it when he’d been made president of the bank, investing the golden handshake he’d been given on appointment. He had a lot of happy memories there: his kids growing up and then moving out to go to college, barbecues out in the yard with Laura and their friends, enjoying a beer in the pool they’d put in last year, watching football on the outdoor TV on the deck. He’d earned enough to pay off the mortgage, and he and Laura were thinking about buying somewhere where they could go for the winter; he’d seen a condo in Sarasota that looked nice, and the promise of a bit of warmth rather than another freezing Kentucky winter was getting more and more attractive the older he got.

He was pulling into his driveway when he noticed the car. It was a Dodge Polara from the seventies, cherry red, a big four-door muscle car with the distinctive shark-like grille and squared-off rear fenders that made it look fast even when standing still. It rolled to a stop at the curb, and the passenger door opened. A man climbed out—stout, red-faced, wearing a battered baseball cap—and Dale’s stomach dropped when he recognised him.

The driver killed the engine and got out too. This one was a woman: slight, wiry, in her seventies but still sharp-eyed. He knew them both. Everybody did.

Ray and Maybelle Roper. They didn’t often venture out of Dead Elm, and when they did, it was rarely good news for whomever they were visiting.

“Afternoon, Dale,” Maybelle called, her voice bright but hard underneath. “Get in—we want to have a word.”

“Mrs. Roper,” he said carefully. “Mr. Roper, I wasn’t expecting⁠—”

“Come on,” she interrupted. “Get in.”

Dale caught movement in the bedroom window and saw Laura’s face—pale and anxious—looking down. He faked a smile and held up his hand to her, giving her a jaunty little wave that he hoped might mask the dread on his face that must’ve been obvious.

“Now, Dale,” Ray said, stepping forward and opening the rear door. “We don’t got all day.”

Dale did as he was told, crossing over to the car and getting into the back.

The old man got in beside him. Maybelle took the driver’s seat.

Neither of them spoke right away.

“So,” Dale said, “what’s up?”

“You’ve had a busy morning,” Ray said. “Lots of people going into the bank to tell you how worried they are.”

“And I’ve told them it’ll be fine—which it will.”

“See, that’s you all over,” Ray said. “You’ve always put up a good front. I’ve always said that about you—there’s something about the way you go about your business that inspires trust. Good for a banker, I guess. Important that people think that about you. That’s right, May, ain’t it—that’s what I say.”

“That’s right.”

Dale’s throat was dry.

“But trust, Dale,” he went on. “Trust. It’s a funny thing. Once it starts to go, it goes real quick. Do you remember when we brought our business to you? You told us you didn’t have a problem with how unconventional it was, and you told us we could trust you—we could trust you to keep your mouth shut, we could trust you to keep the fact that we had an account confidential, and—and this is the kicker—we could trust you to keep our money safe. We believed you then—ain’t that right?”

Maybelle nodded. “You persuaded us both you were a safe bet. But, like Ray says, trust goes quick when it’s been tainted, and that’s how we’re feeling right now.”

“You could trust me then, and you can trust me now. You’re two of the bank’s most important customers.”

“I should think so, Dale,” Ray said. “You’ve got a shit ton of our cash.”

“Exactly—and have I ever given you any reason to think that I haven’t looked after that money the way it ought to have been looked after?”

“If this was a month ago, we would’ve said we were happy campers, but the problems you’ve been having have given us a reason to think that maybe that money isn’t safe. We want to believe you’ve got this under control. Thing is, we don’t.”

“Sure. I get that.”

“You do?” Ray leaned in. “You remember how much of our money you’re sitting on?”

“I remember.”

“Say it.”

“Come on, Ray⁠—”

“Say it.”

Dale bit down on the inside of his lip. “Fifteen and a half.”

“Plus interest.”

“Sure. Closer to sixteen now.”

“That’s right.” Ray nodded. “Sixteen million bucks. And we know you got people coming into the bank every day raising hell about their accounts, but let’s be honest—some of us got a little more riding on this than others.”

Dale didn’t answer.

“We were speaking to George Francis,” Maybelle said. “How much was it he said he lost?”

“Twenty-five grand,” Ray said.

“Which I’m sure is everything to George. Poor bastard keeps his lawn chair chained to the porch. But that’s a soda and a smile compared to what you’re holding for us.”

Maybelle let it hang; Dale knew she wanted him to sweat.

“We’re not trying to be difficult,” she said. “We’re just saying—when we get together and you talk to us like we’re every other pissed-off retiree with a frozen account? That’s when we start getting the wrong idea.”

“That’s not the way I see things at all. Please don’t think that.”

“But we do,” Ray said. “That’s the way we’re feeling about things recently. And on account of that, and on account of the fact that we don’t have the confidence in you that we once did, we’ve made up our minds—we need you to close the account.”

“Ray—”

Roper cold-cocked him in the side of the head before he could react. “We’re not on first-name terms, Dale, not no more. You call us Mr. and Mrs. Roper or sir and madam when you want to address us—got it?”

“I got it.”

Ray reached into his pocket. “I’m going to give you the details of another account, and we need you to transfer the money you’re holding for us—all the money, every last cent—into it.”

Dale’s cheek stung from where Jim’s signet ring had caught him. “Are you sure? Transferring the money now would be a big deal.”

“And keeping it in a place where we don’t think it’s safe would be stupid.”

Dale could feel the panic starting to rise. “If you want to close the account, then of course I’ll close it, but think twice—the return on the foreign investment we’ve made looks like it could be huge. You want, I could look at whether you could take some of the money we’re holding for you and use it to buy shares in the bank.”

Maybelle eyed him again. “You’re a shareholder—right, Dale?”

“I am.”

“Bearing in mind what we said about honesty and how important it is—would you buy shares in the bank now, what with all the nonsense that’s going on?”

He tried to put as much certainty in his voice as he could. “I would, Mrs. Roper. I’d buy as much as I could afford.”

Maybelle made him think as if she were considering it, then laughed. “Nice try, but no thanks.”

Ray gave Dale the piece of paper he’d taken from his pocket. “Here are the account details for the transfer. Make sure it happens first thing tomorrow morning—without fail. Understood?”

Dale nodded, trying to ignore the fact that his palms were clammy, and the middle of his back was running with sweat. “Absolutely.”

“Call me when it’s done.”

“I will.”

“Good.” Maybelle nodded at the door. “Fuck off, Dale. And tell Laura we said hi.”
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Milton had time to kill and decided to get a little exercise. He put on his running gear and set off on a much longer run, heading east out of Blackridge and following the road all the way to Dead Elm. He remembered what Tanya had said: the Ropers lived around here, and he was curious to take a look. Highway 38 followed the gentle curve of the river that meandered through the valley with the mountains on either side. Dead Elm itself was little more than a collection of buildings next to the road. He reached a junction with a narrow road heading north into the hills; nailed to a tree was a hand-painted sign that said ROPER. He wondered whether to follow the track but decided against it, he’d already clocked up nine miles, and it was going to be double that by the time he was back in Blackridge. He was still more than capable of handling that kind of mileage, but he didn’t feel the need to do it today. Plus, he didn’t really want to bump into Clay or Travis Roper when he was out in the middle of nowhere and unarmed. No point tempting fate.

He turned around and set off again, retracing his steps along Highway 38, headed back to the west toward Blackridge.
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It was late afternoon by the time Milton returned. He showered and read for an hour, and then, looking for something to eat, he left the motel and wandered into town. The windows of many of its storefronts were papered over or bore old decals across the glass: Western Wear, Radio Shack, Miller’s Appliances. A hardware store sat half-stocked, with dusty shelves and a handwritten Cash Only sign taped to the register. An old bank building on the corner had been turned into a vape shop and a tax prep office, but both were closed. Old pickup trucks passed by on the road. The sidewalks and drains were choked with weeds, and someone had tried to plant flowers in the metal grates around the lampposts, but they hadn’t taken. The place had good bones, but whatever had once kept it alive had moved out.

Milton slowed as he approached a building with a line of people winding out of the doors and down the street. A sign on the wall identified it as the town hall. It was ugly: the angled shingle awnings gave it the look of a strip mall. Its siding was faded, and the beige paint was worn thin in patches. Two flower beds out front tried unsuccessfully to soften the edges, and a Stars and Stripes fluttered from a flagpole.

The line curled around the corner of the building and must have contained a couple of hundred people. He saw Sadie Rawlins near the front of the queue, and, at the back, Tanya was talking to two men. Milton could tell from the atmosphere that whatever was happening inside wasn’t a festive or happy occasion, there were a lot of folded arms and scowls and shaking of heads, and as Milton drew nearer, he heard the muttering of unhappy and angry conversations.

Sadie hadn’t seen him; he kept walking, crossing over as he reached Tanya.

“Evening.”

“Evening,” she said. “Sorry about earlier. I told Sadie you wanted to see her, and she ran.”

“Not fast enough.”

“You’ve sorted it?”

“We’ve reached an understanding. She’s paying for some of the repairs, and she’s put me up in the motel.”

“The Fiesta?”

“Yes.”

She shook her head wryly. “Tetanus shots up to date?”

“It’s not so bad. I’ve stayed in worse.”

“If you say so. What number are you?”

“204.”

“I’m 108—other side of the courtyard. I’ll give you a wave.”

The line shuffled ahead.

“What’s going on here?” Milton said.

“It’s the bank—people think it’s about to collapse. There’s a meeting tonight to hear from Dale.”

“Works at the bank?”

“President.”

Milton indicated the queue. “It’s well attended.”

“Everyone’s panicking. I got my checking account there. I’m looking at two thousand I might lose, and that’s not even on the high end of other people I know.”

“Two hundred thousand,” said the guy Tanya had been talking to. “And there’s a farmer I know, I go out and service his equipment every year, he’s got three million on the line.”

Milton nodded. “I saw something about it at the fair yesterday. There was a tent. People were giving their details.”

“That’s the action group. They’re talking about suing them.” Tanya turned to the man. “You really think Dale will come?”

He shrugged. “That’s what they said.”

“He’ll need security. There are folks here who’d take him out to a tree and string him up.”

Milton looked up and down the line and saw mostly older, vulnerable people who were out of their depth. Most wore worried expressions, and some of them were holding hands. Milton had the sense, like he sometimes did, that he might be about to learn something to alter the trajectory of his next few days. He’d been living his life by way of a code ever since he’d run from the Group. The Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous required that drunks draw up a list of those men and women who’d been affected by their behaviour so amends could be made. Milton found that difficult since many of the people he’d wronged were dead, so making amends—directly, to them—was impossible. He’d modified the Steps so that his amends were general and not specific, seeking to improve the condition of as many people as he could. He always had one eye out for opportunities to help others who might not otherwise be able to help themselves, and he had the impression that this meeting was a chance to do that.

He turned to Tanya. “Do you think people’d mind if I sat in?”

“Wouldn’t mind at all. The more people know about what’s been happening here, the better.”
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It took twenty minutes for everyone to make their way inside. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, and the air conditioning was working hard to keep the temperature bearable. Plastic chairs had been set up in ten rows, and every last one was taken; Milton and Tanya found a place at the rear of the room and stood with their backs against the wall.

They didn’t have to wait long. A man came into the room from a door at the back. The audience saw him, and the tension in the atmosphere seemed to ratchet up a notch or two more.

Milton pointed. “Is that Hutchens?”

Tanya nodded.

Milton guessed he was in his late fifties, and he was wearing dressy jeans, a belt with a heavy buckle and a suit jacket. He had a head of silver hair and a tan that looked artificial, either spray or sun-bed. His eyes were restless. The jacket looked expensive, but it was tight across the shoulders, like it hadn’t been worn in a while. A gold watch peeked from under his cuff; Milton thought it a bad choice to wear it this evening, given that people were worried about money, and it was obviously expensive. His smile flickered on as he approached the lectern at the front of the room, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Milton could see he was nervous.

He reached into an inside pocket and took out an index card and a Bluetooth presentation clicker. He tapped the keyboard of the laptop set up on the lectern, and the logo of the bank—Heartland Tri-County Bank in serif lettering overlaid on a faded outline of a suspension bridge ringed by wheat stalks and framed in navy blue and gold—appeared on the screen behind him.

The audience quietened down.

“Thank you all for coming out tonight,” Hutchens said. “I know how hard this is. I see familiar faces here—people I’ve known for years. Folks I’ve shared coffee with, whose kids went to school with mine and Laura’s. I want to begin by saying something simple: I understand your frustration, and I don’t blame you one bit for being here and wanting answers.”

Milton watched him closely. His voice was calm and measured, but it wasn’t just what he was saying, it was how he said it. He didn’t blink much and stood behind the lectern without fidgeting. He looked from face to face as if he was speaking to each person in the room. That was what made Milton pause. Either Hutchens really believed what he was saying, or he was good at pretending.

“Now, obviously I know there’s been a lot of talk. Some of it is true; some of it… well, not so much. So I want to be as clear as I can, while also protecting the integrity of a complex and ongoing financial situation. I want to tell you exactly what’s been happening at the bank and what we’re doing about it.”

He paused, pressed the clicker and changed the slide on the screen behind him. The new slide was a line graph showing a dip in the bank’s liquidity reserves from February to June. Next to it was a chart of global investment trends, littered with acronyms. Milton couldn’t help thinking it was complicated on purpose; enough data to suggest accountability without revealing much at all.

“Several months ago, the bank encountered an unexpected liquidity event involving what we believed to be a high-yield international investment structure. It was part of a broader portfolio we had reason to believe was backed and insured through third-party intermediaries. We⁠—”

“Come on, Dale,” called out a man at the front. “Leave out the bullshit. Plain English.”

Hutchens gave a small smile. “We made a short-term investment with a trusted overseas partner. The money got stuck. We’re working to get it unstuck.” He spread his hands. “That better?”

“Makes sense. Still not sure I’m buying it.”

“That’s fair. I’ll try harder to persuade you.” He clicked again and changed the slide. “Unfortunately, what appeared to be a delay in foreign transfers turned into something more serious. As a result, certain lines of credit and investment accounts have been temporarily frozen. Let me say that again—temporarily. This is not a permanent loss. Our capital is tied up, but it is not gone. And we are working around the clock with regulators and financial-recovery consultants to expedite a resolution.”

A man at the front shook his head. “That right? Because the way I see it, my money’s been stolen.”

“There’s been no theft. No breach of customer security. This is a matter of institutional exposure to delayed funds, and we’re navigating things responsibly. I want to stress: our priority remains the full return of customer assets and the health of the bank—our bank.” He stepped out from behind the lectern. “I know that’s not what some of you came to hear. You want to know when you’ll get your money. You want to know who’s responsible. Those are fair questions. Here’s what I can promise.” He clicked the clicker, and a series of bullet points appeared on screen, one by one. “First, our lawyers and recovery agents are actively pursuing every legal and financial avenue to bring that money back. Second, no customer deposits in insured accounts are at risk. We remain under the coverage and oversight of the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, and all insured funds are protected. Third, and most importantly, I will not abandon this community. Not now. Not ever. We will make this right. But I need time.”
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Clay Roper was slouched in the back of the room next to his brother. Their ma and pa had told them to show up, keep their mouths shut, and get a read on what Hutchens had to say about the money. Neither of them trusted the bank. His ma said the numbers were starting to smell—said it gave her “conniptions”—but Clay figured what she really meant was panic, just dressed up in Sunday language. Truth was, whatever had happened had scared the shit out of them. And if they were nervous, Clay figured maybe he ought to be nervous, too. The Ropers had real money sunk in Heartland—legit money, dirty going in but cleaned up good now it’d been mixed with all the other cash swilling around—and Clay didn’t like the idea of it circling the drain with some smooth-talking banker giving them the runaround.

Frank Weiss had interrupted to ask how long they were going to have to wait for the bank’s business to settle down again.

“Days, Frank,” Hutchens said, “not weeks. I’m asking for your patience, but definitely not your silence.”

“That’s good, because you ain’t getting that.”

“I should hope not. Please keep asking questions. Please keep holding us accountable. My door at the bank is always open. But you all need to understand that this is a fluid situation and reacting too quickly or emotionally won’t serve any of us. I know what this town is made of. I know what y’all are made of. Hard-working, honest people who’ve built lives here over decades. We’ve been through a lot—the mines closing, obviously, and how that’s affected us all—and we’ll get through this too. And when we do, I promise you’ll get more than your money back—you’ll get your trust restored.” He bowed his head. “Thank you.”

Travis leaned over. “What you think?”

Clay said, “I think it sounds like a whole lot of horseshit.”

Dale folded his arms. “Questions?”

A forest of hands shot up.

Hutchens scanned the room and pointed. “Earl,” he said. “Go on.”

Clay turned as Earl—the guy who ran the garage—straightened up. “I’ve got money at stake like everyone else, but I don’t have it all with you, and I’m still working—if the bank goes south, I’ve still got a chance to pivot. It’s the old folk I’m worrying about. You were telling people to withdraw their 401ks and IRA accounts and invest the money with the bank. We’ve all seen it—the fancy literature promising safe returns you couldn’t find anywhere else. People believed you.”

Hutchens nodded. “With good reason, I hope.”

“That might be so. But do you know what makes it worse? Those folk have gotta pay income tax on withdrawals from their retirement accounts. They got income tax plus the early withdrawal penalty. So you got all these folk who might’ve lost their savings and have to pay tax on top of that.”

“I understand that,” Hutchens said, “but like I just said, the money isn’t lost. They’ll get it back—every last cent. Plus, if they have shares, they’ll make a profit when the investments mature. Next?”

A man toward the back stood up. “You said the regulators are involved.”

“They are.”

“So why haven’t we seen a formal statement from them or the state banking board?”

Hutchens nodded. “Fair question. We’re in daily contact with both. Right now, their position is that this is an internal liquidity issue, not an institutional failure. As long as that remains the case, public communication is limited to what the bank provides. But I expect a joint statement within the week.” He gave a tight smile. “Hopefully confirming everything I’ve just said. Next?”

Someone at the front put up their hand; the angle blocked Clay from seeing who it was.

“Rebecca,” Hutchens said. “Go on.”

Clay leaned to the side to get a better look. Rebecca Masters rented ATVs to tourists who wanted to get up into the mountains.

“I’ve had to lay off Mindy—you all know her; she’s been with me eight years. I told her it was slow trade, but that wasn’t it. It’s because my line of credit got yanked without warning, and I couldn’t make payroll without dipping into what little savings I’ve got left. And now I’m dipping into those too.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Rebecca.”

“But it’s not just Mindy. I had to cut Chuck’s hours too. He services our gear for us. His wife’s got health problems, and she can’t work. He told me last week he’s thinking about selling their car just to keep up with the mortgage, but if he does that, how’s he going to get up into the mountains to work? And if he don’t get to work, we can’t service the ATVs, and then we don’t have a business. And⁠—”

“Thank you. I know how⁠—”

“Let her talk,” said an angry voice from the front.

“Thanks,” Rebecca said. “Lana’s part-time. She takes the guests out. She called me crying last week because her daughter just made the cheerleading squad, and she can’t afford the uniform. Said she didn’t want her kid to know how bad things had gotten.”

Rebecca’s voice caught; Hutchens had the good sense not to interrupt this time while she recovered.

“And it’s not just the people who work for me. It ripples out. I had to cancel my contract with Bob. He’s been doing our advertising for as long as we’ve been running the place. Told me he’s already short two clients this month. That’s how this works, Dale. You pull one thread at the top, and it unravels all the way down to people who don’t even know your name.” She exhaled. “I’m not saying any of us are special. I’m just saying it’s real. Every number you’ve got on a spreadsheet—there’s a name behind it. A person, someone with a family. And they’re all looking at you right now, wondering how the hell they’re supposed to hold it together.”

“Thank you. I hear you. I hope it’s obvious that I am very aware of how this is affecting people in the community. I’d remind everyone—I live in this community, too, and I have for years. I see the effects every day, and I’m working—every day—to make things right.”

“Were any board members aware of these transfers when they were made?”

It was a woman at the front, next to Rebecca. Hutchens held her gaze. “No, Liz. These were handled through an automated sweep process within our investment desk. Authorised under the discretionary mandate, but without board oversight of individual trades. That’s standard practice. But I agree—it’s something we’re reviewing going forward. Okay?”

“Not okay,” Liz said. “I’ve got another question.”

“One question per person, please, or we’ll never⁠—”

She didn’t give him the chance to finish his sentence. “What do you have to say about what people are saying about you?”

“I’m sure people are saying lots of things about me. Do you mean something specifically?”

“You must’ve heard—people are saying you’ve taken your own money out of the bank.”

“Come on—please.” Hutchens looked crestfallen. “I did no such thing. And I’d hope that’d be obvious.”

Clay put his hand up.

“Mr. Roper?”

“Would you put your hand on the Bible and swear to that?”

“To what? Me taking money out of the bank?”

“That’s right—would you?”

“I would. You all know I’m a God-fearing man. You know I preach on the odd Sunday at the church. And swearing on the Bible isn’t something I’d do if what I’m saying wasn’t true.”

“Well, that’s good to hear,” Clay said, “but you wouldn’t be the first man who put one hand on the holy book and crossed the fingers of the other hand at the same time.”

“Of course not. But you have my word—not one cent came out of the bank and went into my account last week, or any week.”
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Milton walked back to the Fiesta with a lot on his mind. He’d known there’d be a good chance he wouldn’t be able to walk away from Blackridge without seeing if he could help, and now it was a question of what form that help might take. Dale Hutchens had put on a good show, but Milton didn’t believe him. He’d asked Tanya about the rumours he’d been taking money out of the bank, and she’d shrugged and said she’d heard them too, but didn’t know whether to believe them.

Milton wasn’t sure and concluded that he’d need to speak to Hutchens face-to-face. He’d make sure to do that tomorrow.

He undressed and lay atop the bed, switching on the TV and watching an episode of Shark Tank until he drifted off to sleep.
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It was pitch dark when Milton awoke. He was a light sleeper, and it didn’t take much to disturb him. He wondered whether it was the heat. The AC didn’t work properly, and despite wearing only his shorts, he was damp with sweat.

He lay back and waited, and then he heard what had woken him: raised voices from outside.

He went to the window, parted the curtains and looked down into the parking lot. Tanya had come out of her room on the opposite side of the court and was remonstrating with someone hidden behind one of the parked trailers.

She was facing Milton, and her expression matched the anger in her voice. “It’s not happening.”

“Come on,” a man said. “It’s once a year, and you know my old man holds a candle for you.”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass about that, and, by the way, that’s gross. Get your momma to do it—she loves cooking.”

“She don’t want to do it. They both want you to do it.”

“They want me to do it for free. How’d you think I can afford that, the way things are at the moment? You want, I can break it down for you—how many people you think’ll be there?”

“It’ll be like last year.”

“So somewhere around a hundred.”

“Give or take.”

“So you’ll be wanting a hundred burgers—that’ll be a buck per, so a hundred bucks. You’ll want steaks⁠—”

“Good ones.”

“Five bucks per. Another five hundred bucks.” Tanya didn’t miss a beat. She ticked it off on her fingers. “Buns—burger and sandwich both, call that fifty. Fixings, sides, plates, napkins, cups, ice, propane for the grill—I’m already kissing nine hundred bucks goodbye, easy, and I haven’t paid a soul to help serve or clean up. So no, I’m not doing it. Not for free. Not this year. Not ever. You want to throw a party, throw a party—but you don’t get to ask me to burn a hole in my business just because your daddy says so.”

Milton smiled. She was feisty.

“You’re not thinking about the big picture, darlin’. Saying yes is good for business. Saying no’s a mistake.”

“And now you’re threatening me. Fuck off, Clay.”

Clay.

Clay Roper.

Milton straightened up.

Tanya turned away and made her way to the steps back up to her room.

Clay came out from behind the trailer, grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her back around.

“I’m not asking you, you dumb bitch, I’m telling you. Don’t go and forget who we are. You don’t say no to my ma and pa. And you don’t say no to me.”

“Get your filthy hands off me.”

Milton watched as Tanya tried to break Clay’s grip. He held on tight; she drew back her knee and powered it into his groin. She turned and set off again. He stumbled back, muttered something and then, with her facing away from him, surged after her and cold-cocked her in the side of the head.

She went down.

Enough.

Milton went to the door, opened it and went down the stairs on bare feet. He wished he still had the shitty little pistol he’d confiscated from Travis at the fair, but that was hidden in the truck, and he was going to have to do without it.

Never mind.

He was closer now, and he could see around the trailer.

Clay was standing over Tanya.

Travis was standing between the two of them and Milton.

“Say it again, Tanya. Say you ain’t gonna do what Daddy asked you to do.”

Milton didn’t announce himself.

He stepped in fast and low, caught Travis off guard with a hard right hook into the kidneys. The bigger man wheezed, bent forward, and Milton followed through with an elbow to the bridge of his nose. Travis went down like a sack of potatoes, clutching his face and moaning through the sudden outrush of blood. Milton glanced back, took aim, and stomped down with his heel on the back of Travis’s head.

Clay turned, his right hand going for the pistol tucked into his belt, but Milton was already moving; he drove forward, slammed Clay back against the wall, and pinned the arm with the weapon before it cleared the holster. He butted him in the face once and then again and then hammered him twice in the ribs and then once in the throat, just enough to cut his breath and send a jolt of panic through him.

Clay gurgled and dropped to a knee, coughing.

He dropped the pistol.

Milton picked it up. “We have to stop meeting like this.”

Clay looked up, red-faced and gasping, his eyes wide with recognition. “You?”

His hand went to his belt.

Milton held up the pistol to show him he’d been relieved of it. “I’m going to take this one, too. Better than the one from yesterday. I reckon I might even be up on our little transaction now.”

“You’re a…”

He spluttered.

“What’s that? Speak up, Clay.”

“…dead man.”

Milton hauled Clay to his feet. He wasn’t big, and Milton was still fired up with adrenaline; he lifted him easily enough and shoved him against the wall for a second time.

“I just want to make sure we understand each other. I don’t like thieves, and I don’t like bullies—unfortunately, both of those words describe the two of you. I especially don’t like men who threaten and hit women.”

Clay was bleeding freely from both nostrils. “Get off me, you dumb fag. You even know who⁠—”

Milton slapped him. “Have you finished?”

“You don’t know who you’re⁠—”

Milton slapped him again. “Be quiet, Clay. You and Travis are going to get in your car and drive away. What just happened now was me being polite. You come back, I won’t be. You think there might be a next time? I can’t promise my manners will be so amenable. Good chance you’ll be drinking your dinners through straws.”

He pivoted his weight and tossed Clay at his brother. Travis staggered under the blow, and the two men fell in a heap on the ground. Milton held the pistol where they could see it, covering them both, finger threaded around the trigger.

Clay spat blood. “I might’ve given you a pass before, but not no more.”

“Okay,” Milton said. He aimed the pistol at him. “You two want to try again, I’ll be easy enough to find. But I meant what I said—I promise I’ll put you both in the hospital.” He gestured to the pickup with the lights still on. “Go on—piss off before I change my mind.”

They got to their feet and, with Milton covering them both with the pistol, made their way to the pickup.

“You’re dead,” Clay called back. “You hear me?”

Milton kept the gun on them in the event they had another in the cab, but if they did, they weren’t foolish enough to pull it.

Milton turned to Tanya, steady and calm. “You okay?”

She nodded. “You didn’t want to do that.”

“I’m not worried.”

“You’re not wearing any clothes,” she said.

“And you’re bleeding,” he said, pointing to a cut in her eyebrow. “Let’s get that sorted out. You got a first aid kit?”

“Inside,” she said.


29




Dale had gone from the meeting to the drive-through off-licence next to Sadie’s Diner, grabbing a six-pack of beer and drinking them in his car while he watched the activity through the diner’s windows. He would’ve preferred to have gone inside, but he couldn’t be sure that he wouldn’t bump into someone who’d been at the meeting. Blackridge was a small town, and everyone knew everyone else’s business; people would look at him and talk, and that was the last thing he needed.

He’d hoped the beers would calm him down, but they hadn’t helped. It was no good; the question-and-answer session had been satisfactory, but the earlier meeting with the Ropers had put the fear of God into him. The simple fact of it was there was no way he could do what they’d told him to do. The bank didn’t have the liquidity to pay them out; Dale was going to need the crypto investments to come good before that could happen, and tomorrow was going to be way too soon for that.

He watched as Sadie went from table to table, tending to the last few customers who were enjoying late dinners or a drink. She laughed at something one of the customers must’ve said, and her face lit up in the way that it always did, the usual hardness melting away; it’d been that smile and her raucous laugh that’d drawn him to her. He’d known that it was a bad idea given the fact that she was a Roper, but she was the one who had come onto him, and she’d said there was no need for her kin to know.

He wouldn’t tell Laura, and she wouldn’t tell them; the tryst would be their secret.

He closed his eyes and waited for his heart to stop hammering. He’d been stressed beyond his breaking point for days, and he didn’t know how long he could keep it up. He needed to share it with someone. There was Laura, but he couldn’t speak to her. The thought of telling her what he had been doing to put himself in this mess would be the final stake through the heart of their failing marriage.

Sadie, though?

He hadn’t told her, but he allowed himself to wonder whether he could.

She’d understand, wouldn’t she?

And he didn’t have anyone else.

He took out his phone and called her.

He watched through the window as she put the phone to her ear.

“Hello.”

“Hey.”

She lowered her voice, and as he watched, she turned away from the table she was serving and started back to the kitchen. “You were great at the meeting.”

“Really? You think so?”

“You did amazing.” She changed the phone from one hand to the other so she could tap something on the register. “What’s up?”

“I need to see you.”

“Sure, baby. What is it?”

“I just…”

He stopped, needing to tell her more but unsure of how to find the words. What could he say to make her understand how weak and stupid he’d been?

“Baby?”

“It’s fine. It’s… it’s the pressure. What’s been happening with the bank. It’s getting on top of me.”

“You want to come over?”

“Yeah,” he said. “When will you be at home?”

“I was just getting ready to go—Clarence can close up. Give me twenty?”

“I’ll see you there.”
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Dale waited until Sadie drove off, waited another three minutes to give her a head start, then followed. She had a house on East Central Street, opposite the high school. Dale pulled the car to a stop at the curb and killed the engine. He sat for a moment, his fingers drumming on the steering wheel as he looked at the house. It was a modest place: small but tidy, the kind of single-storey property that was typical for this part of town. A pair of rose bushes flanked the short concrete steps that led up to the front porch, both of them overgrown, bursting with dark pink flowers. A narrow driveway led back toward the shed, tucked out of sight.

He sighed, wiped a clammy palm on his thigh, and opened the door. She didn’t have any neighbours overlooking her, so he didn’t have to worry about someone twitching the curtains and seeing that he was a frequent visitor. He walked up to the front door, opened it and went inside. She was waiting for him in the kitchen, a bottle of bourbon and two glasses laid out on the table. He kissed her, tasting the alcohol on her lips and knowing that she’d got started without him.

She unscrewed the bottle and poured out two generous measures. “You look like you could do with this,” she said, sliding a glass over the table.

“It’s been a day. You meant what you said?”

“About you being good tonight.”

“Yes.”

She sipped her drink. “Very reassuring.”

He emptied his glass.

Her eyes went wide. “Shit, Dale.”

She poured another.

“You know what I said earlier?” he said. “About how this mess has been getting to me?”

“Of course it’s getting to you. I don’t know how you’ve been managing. I don’t think I⁠—”

“It’s not that,” he said. “That’s not the reason, or at least not all of it.”

She stared at him. “So what is?”

He spoke fast so he didn’t have time to change his mind. “I’m being blackmailed.”

“What?”

“I’m being blackmailed.”

“By who?”

“I’ve been stupid,” he said. “I’ve been weak, and I’ve been stupid, and now my life is going to be ruined.”

“Blackmailed by who, baby? About what?”

“Six months ago,” he said. “Before you and me… before us… I was going on websites I probably ought not to have been going on.”

“Websites?”

“Dating websites.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Not so much dating,” he said. “It was more about… hookups.”

“Whatever.”

“I was lonely. You know what my marriage is like. I had nothing at home, no relationship to speak of, Laura wasn’t even there half the time, and when she was, she wasn’t interested in me.”

“Jesus, Dale. You think anyone’s gonna give a shit about that?”

He felt strange: he could feel the relief at finally being able to share the burden with someone else, but there was an underlying terror that by doing so he would cede whatever was left of his agency to shape what happened next. What if Sadie reported what he told her to the board? What if she went to the police? He realised he didn’t care. He had to tell someone, and she was all he really had.

“That’s not it. Like I said—I was stupid. The person I was speaking to wasn’t who I thought it was. I sent pictures—I don’t need to spell out what kind of pictures. They said that they’d print them out and post them all around town unless I paid them.”

Her bullishness was gone. “How much?”

He took a breath; the sense of relief was intoxicating, even as he knew that if he told her, he’d be blowing right through the point of no return. He corrected himself—who was he kidding? She was no fool, and he was beyond that the moment he told her he was being extorted.

“A million,” he said. “That’s what I’ve paid.”

“What?”

“The liquidity problem at the bank? It’s because of that. I took the million out, and I’ve been investing in crypto to try to make enough money to replace it.”

Her mouth fell open, and she didn’t speak.

He reached for her hand. “Baby? Say something.”

“Fuck.”

“I know.”

“I mean… fuck, Dale. A million?”

“I know.”

She reached up to massage her forehead. “The crypto…”

“I’ve put twenty million into a fund that, when it pays off, will more than cover the million I took out. It’s already up by more than that.” He got up and started to pace. “I know it’s wrong. I know I could’ve handled it better, but those pictures—they would’ve ruined me, baby. They were going to post them on the front door of the church. I mean, if that happened, if they did that, there’d only be one thing left for me to do.”

The unsaid implication cut through. “Don’t talk like that.”

“I’m not saying I’m going to do it,” he said. “That’s why I’ve handled it the way I’ve handled it. I pay them off on the one hand, and then I cover the losses with the gains from investing.”

She shook her head. “You always told me that crypto was for suckers.”

“Because it’s volatile,” he said. “But I said that before I needed something that could produce a big return very quickly, and there isn’t anything else that can do that.”

“Like what? Bitcoin?”

“I split it up—Bitcoin, Ethereum, TruCoin. I spread money across all of them, and it’s working. I’m serious—it’s working. The portfolio is up five per cent, and five per cent on twenty million is a million. The money I took out is covered. I sell the crypto, the money—plus the profit—goes back into the bank, and I’m golden.”

“But what’ll happen when the accounts get audited? They’ll see you took out money and gave it to someone else. What are you gonna say then?”

He stopped pacing and turned to her with the look of a man who’d rehearsed that particular answer a hundred times already. “I’ll say it was a strategic repositioning of investment capital. That it was temporary. That it was approved internally by the CFO, which it was, and that I executed it under discretionary powers granted by the board’s own policy, which I did. It’s all technically true.”

Sadie stared at him. “But that’s the investment in crypto. What about the million you gave them?”

“It didn’t go to them directly. They have an offshore account, and it was wired directly to that. I’ll say it was part of a foreign yield opportunity, backed by offshore assets, yada yada yada.”

“If they don’t buy that?”

“They won’t want to dig—they do that, and they’ll have to admit that the fact I could take the money out by myself was a major fuck-up that’ll reflect badly on the board and the bank. As long as the money shows up on the right line in the spreadsheet, nobody gives a damn how it got there. And by the time they get around to reviewing the whole thing, the money will be back. Covered—more than covered. We’ll have more in the bank than we did before I took it out.”

She looked unconvinced, and that made Dale irritated; he needed her to be supportive, but she was just making him doubt himself even more.

“That’s good and all, but it’s not the end of it, is it?”

“You mean the blackmailers? They want one more payment, and then they say we’re square.”

“How much?”

“Another million.”

“Fuck, baby.” She scrubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands. “You know you can’t believe them. They’ll just come back and ask for more. Think about it—you run a bank, Dale. They’ll look at you and see the goose that laid the golden egg. They’ll keep coming back again and again and again. You need to be sure that doesn’t happen.”

“And how am I gonna do that?”

“There might be a way.” She chewed her lip, her eyes on him the whole time. “This extra million you’re paying—you think you could peel off some of that?”

“For what?”

“You know how much it’d cost to get someone to take care of the problem for you?”

“What does that mean? ‘Take care’?”

“You know, baby. How many of them are there?”

“Two.”

“Fifty apiece ought to cover it.”

He looked away, realising—to his horror—that she was right, and he’d been fooling himself in thinking he could fix this without help. He’d been trying to persuade himself that the two men wouldn’t come back yet again and ask for more, but he realised that assumption was naïve. He was their piggy bank. They’d keep coming back with their hands out until he was gone from the bank, and then what was to stop them releasing the pictures anyway or taking him out into the countryside and putting a bullet in his brain?

“Who are you thinking?” he asked. “Your brothers?”

“I could ask. What do you think? Could you get that kind of cash?”

“A hundred? Yes—I could.”

She kissed him. “I’ll call Clay now.”

“You think he’d do it?”

“I’m pretty sure he would.”
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Milton went up to his room and pulled on his jeans and a T-shirt. He put down the pistol and looked around for somewhere to stash it. He stepped over to the fridge and pried it gently away from the wall. There were a few inches of space behind it, dark and dusty. He wrapped the pistol in a spare T-shirt and wedged it there, out of sight but still retrievable in a pinch. He pushed the unit back flush with the wall and gave it a final glance. Unless someone moved the whole thing, they’d never find it.

He went back out and up to Tanya’s room on the other side of the courtyard. She’d taken out a bottle of bourbon and held it up. “Want one?”

“Not for me,” Milton said.

“Sure? Buffalo Trace—distilled down the road in Frankfort.”

“I don’t get on all that well with alcohol,” he said.

“Sorry?”

“I don’t drink,” he said. “I’ve been sober for a long time.”

“Fair enough,” she said, unfazed by his honesty. “And good for you. Don’t mind if I have one, though?”

“Not at all.”

She took a glass from the drawer, used the tail of her shirt to wipe it out and poured a generous double measure. She knocked it back and poured again.

“Let’s have a look at your face,” Milton said.

She turned her head so he could look at where Clay had struck her. The welt was angry and swollen, a thin streak of blood tracing down through her hairline and onto her cheek.

“The first aid kit?”

“Bathroom.”

He collected the kit and flipped it open. He tore open an antiseptic wipe and gently dabbed the area clean, careful not to press too hard. She flinched, but didn’t pull away.

“Sorry.”

He finished cleaning the cut, then took out a small tube of antibiotic ointment and applied a thin layer to the break in the skin.

“You didn’t need to do that,” she said. “With Clay and Travis. I had it all under control.”

“I’m sure you did.”

“You think I can’t handle myself?”

“Didn’t say that.”

“Because I’ve had it up to here with men who think I need help dealing with my problems.”

“Sorry—that came out wrong. I’m not trying to be patronising, but he hit you from behind and put you on the ground. He was going to hit you again.”

He peeled a sterile pad from its wrapper and gently pressed it over the wound, securing it with a strip of white medical tape.

“I’ll tell you one thing about Clay—he puts his hands on me, and he immediately regrets it. He would’ve been begging me to forgive him if you hadn’t come and put him on his ass.”

Milton didn’t think it looked that way but didn’t see the point in arguing. “What happened between you and him?”

“Getting married to a Roper was not one of the best decisions I ever made.”

“How long were you together?”

“A year. I ended it before Christmas, but he’ll come around when he’s had a drink with the notion that he’ll be able to persuade me to change my mind. Dumb fuck thinks he’s God’s gift, and he don’t like it when he gets told he ain’t.”

“That wasn’t what tonight was about, though, was it?”

“You were listening?”

“He wasn’t being very discreet.”

“I guess not.” She sipped again. “His pa has his birthday next week, and he wants me to do the catering. I did it the last couple of years, and it’s always gone down well. I think Clay’s got the idea in his head that me going up to their place will be a chance for him to get me on my own. Thing is—apart from the fact that I don’t want to go up there again—they’ll expect me to do it all out of my own pocket, and that ain’t something I’m gonna do. It’s not just the principle of it—I can’t afford it. The little money I do have is tied up in the bank. My dad busted his leg, so he can’t work, and now Sadie’s struggling with the diner and talking about reducing my hours. It was hard enough making ends meet before, but if I lose my job, we won’t be able to pay the suppliers for the truck, and then that’ll have to go, too.” She sighed, emptied her glass and refreshed it. “Now you know how monumentally fucked this town is. Dale talks a good game, but he’s not fooling anyone. The bank’s gonna collapse, and we’re gonna lose every damn thing.”

“What that woman was saying—about Hutchens taking money out of the bank. Was that true?”

“I know someone who works at the bank, said she overheard Dale asking Bobby Willimon for a million to cover a debt he said was owing.”

“Bobby Willimon?”

“Local investor,” she said. “Bobby said no, according to my friend, and the next week the problems started. I can’t prove it, but I know everything he said tonight about the bank’s investments getting tied up is bullshit. You ask me, I reckon there are no investments. Best guess? Dale’s been taking money out of the bank for his own purposes, and now it’s run out. It’ll be proven eventually, but by then it’ll be too late. The damage will all have been done.”

“Why don’t you go to the police?”

“The police?” She laughed. “That wouldn’t get us anywhere at all. Have you met Holton? He’s about as useful as tits on a bull.”

“I didn’t mean the local police. That wouldn’t be who you’d go to for something like this. There must be some sort of financial oversight.”

“Probably federal. People have complained, but nothing’s been done, at least not as far as I know.” She sipped the bourbon. “Anyway—I don’t wanna go over that anymore. It’s depressing as hell. What about you? Those tattoos you got everywhere?”

“What about them?”

“Where’d you get them?”

“Here and there,” Milton said.

“The angel on your back?”

“Drunken night out in South America.”

“That’s why you stopped drinking?”

“That was a hint that it was time to quit. I started to do stupid things.”

She came closer. “Still do stupid things?”

“Now and again.”

She reached up and stroked the tips of her fingers across his face, tracing the line of his scar. “Wanna do something stupid now?”


DAY 5
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Milton woke early with Tanya’s arm draped across his chest. He very carefully removed it, the mattress squeaking as he slid off it. She mumbled something under her breath, turned over and exhaled deeply, her breathing settling back into an easy rhythm. He dressed, crossed the room and slipped outside.
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Milton showered and changed and set out. He looked at the door, reminded of how flimsy it was and how easy it would be for someone to break in if they were so minded, but there was nothing inside that he couldn’t afford to lose: he had his passport and money in his pocket, and it’d take a determined search to find the pistol. The door was overlooked on all sides, too, so it’d need someone who really didn’t care about being seen to bust their way inside. Milton doubted he’d excited enough interest in himself to warrant that kind of special attention, even with the beating he’d dished out last night. He knew what his victims were like: if they were stupid enough to come to get payback, they wouldn’t do it quietly; they’d get tooled up and come straight at him.

Still, he wanted to know if anyone came snooping, so he filled a glass with water and set it on the floor, just inside the arc of the door. Anyone entering without knowing it was there would knock it over.

That done, he paused for a moment, wondering whether he ought to take the pistol, but decided against it. He had no idea of its history—where it had been and what it had done—and would’ve been taking an unnecessary risk if he was pulled aside by the cops while he had it on him. Better, on balance, to go without.
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Milton walked to Main Street and found a men’s clothing store. He picked up a shirt, a pair of smart new jeans and a cheap pair of brogues and put them on in the changing room; he wasn’t sure how the representative of a multi-national farming conglomerate would dress, but it’d be closer to what he looked like now than before. He paid the woman at the counter with three fifties, put his old clothes in a suit bag , and went outside, turning back and walking across town to the bank.

It’d taken him a while to fall asleep last night. He’d been distracted with thoughts about what he should do next, and, on the basis that he was going to stick his nose into what was happening in town until the truck was fixed, he thought the most sensible next step was to introduce himself to Hutchens and get a sense of the problems he, for better or worse, seemed to be responsible for.

He checked his appearance in the passenger window of a parked car, then opened the door to the bank and went inside. The lobby was bright with natural light. Brochures stood in a carousel by the door, beside a counter with hand sanitiser and a sign that read WELCOME TO HEARTLAND TRI-STATE in big letters that spoke to pride in their heritage. Milton spotted two security cameras, both fixed, and a framed aerial photo of what looked like cornfields in late harvest hanging on the wall behind reception. It was all very rural, very safe; just enough polish to look prosperous, but not so much that it spooked the locals.

He went up to the counter and waited in line until one of the tellers came free.

“How can I help you, sir?”

“I’d like to see Mr. Hutchens.”

“Dale? I’m sorry, sir—you’d have to make an appointment for that. Can I ask what for?”

“I’m looking to open an account.”

“That’s great. I can certainly help you with that.”

Milton feigned discomfort. “I’m sure you could, but it’s rather a lot of money, and before I make a decision one way or another, I think I really do have to speak to the manager.”

“Your accent, sir—what is that? Australian?”

“English,” Milton said, smiling.

“And can I ask why you’re interested in opening an account here?”

“You’re asking on account of it being a long way from home?”

She nodded.

“Well,” Milton said, “I’ve just been posted here by my employer. We’re involved in farming, and without going into details that would get me fired, we’re close to making a large purchase of land. Very large.” He could see he had her attention now and carried on. “The business is looking to open an account with a local bank with experience in that sector, and we’ve had some recommendations that Heartland would be perfect for what we need. I suppose I could come back, but I’m not likely to be in town again until next week, and I really can’t decide whether this is the right place for our money without speaking to senior management. Are you sure there’s no way I could speak to…” He made a show of forgetting the name.

“Dale,” she said. “Mr. Hutchens. Listen—I know he’s busy, but maybe he’d be able to make an exception for you. It does sound like we’d be a good fit for what you’re after. Can I ask your name, sir?”

“John Smith.”

Milton had been travelling under the name of Blair, but now that the heat in London was off him, he’d returned to his old legend. It had felt like pulling on a familiar jacket.

“Let me make a call and see if we can’t get him to come and say hello. In the meantime, why don’t you have a look at this brochure—it’ll give you a bit of background on the bank… history, the way we see the world, all that.”

She reached beneath the counter and handed Milton a glossy brochure. It had a picture of a green John Deere tractor parked in a golden field under a blue sky, with the bank’s logo printed cleanly below it and the slogan ‘Heartland: Rooted in Trust, Growing Together’ written in bold type across the top.

Milton flipped it open and gave it a skim. Lots of stock photos: handshake deals across pickup beds, a smiling couple looking at a laptop in a kitchen, a family walking past a grain silo at sunset. There was a timeline on the second page—Heartland Tri-State’s ‘legacy of rural partnership,’ starting in 1927, growing through four mergers, and ending with a bullet point about ‘21st-Century Financial Innovation.’ The language was safe, broad, and deeply forgettable: ‘tailored solutions,’ ‘community-centred lending,’ ‘a values-first approach to banking.’

He put the leaflet back on the counter just as the woman returned.

She smiled. “Good news. Dale says one of his meetings is cancelled, and he’ll be able to see you now, if that’s convenient?”

“Perfect,” Milton said. “Thank you.”
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Dale Hutchens looked much less sure of himself this morning than he had at the town hall meeting last night. He was trying to put on a good show—broad smile, firm handshake—but he looked tired beneath the façade. His smile was too fixed, his eyes a little red-ringed, his skin a little pallid.

His office was large and tastefully appointed, the kind of space designed to put visitors at ease. There was a walnut desk, a traditional brass banker’s lamp, and a leather blotter. A pair of wingback chairs angled toward the window. One wall had a framed aerial photo of the original branch from the 1930s, next to a row of awards in glass cases: community service, agri-finance partnerships, a commendation from the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce. The blinds were open, but the view wasn’t special, just the parking lot and the junction beyond it.

Dale wore a crisp white shirt tucked into a pair of new-looking blue jeans, everything nicely ironed, and as he moved across the room, his boots clip-clopped on the tile. Milton looked down: pointed toes, expensive leather, but barely broken in. Boots worn for appearance, not work.

“Thank you for finding the time to see me,” Milton said.

“Not at all,” Hutchens said, gesturing to the chair across from his desk. “Please—take a load off. Can I get you a drink? Coffee?”

“That’d be great. Thanks.”

Hutchens gave a tight smile to the teller who’d brought Milton in. “Chrissy, could you get us a pot of coffee?”

“Sure,” she said. “Be right back.”

She backed out, closing the door behind her.

Hutchens gave a nod toward it. “Chrissy give you the spiel?”

“She did,” Milton said.

“She’s proud of what we do here. And she’s been here thirty years—started straight out of high school. And she’s not even the longest serving. We’ve got folks pushing forty years.”

“What about you?”

Hutchens leaned back slightly in his chair. “Not as long as some,” he said. “I came here eight years ago. Before that, I was with First Commonwealth over in Lexington—twenty years, most of it in commercial lending. Got the offer for the top job when the old president here stepped down and figured it was time for a change of scenery. Been here since.”

“It’s nice to see people who’ve been here a long time,” Milton said.

“It’s reassuring. It says the staff care about the bank and the role it plays in the community. It’s not just a business to us—it’s the heartbeat of this part of the state. Do you know what I mean?”

“I’m starting to see that. It’s a little different to what I’m used to.”

“Chrissy says you’re English?”

“That’s right. I’m from London, although I’ve been travelling the world for work the last ten years.”

“What do you do?”

Milton had been opportunistic in asking for the meeting and hadn’t had a chance to develop a backstory beyond the flimsiest of details, but that would have to do. “I’m in charge of business development for a large multi-national farming conglomerate.”

“Can I ask who?”

“I’m afraid not. We’re not in a position to break cover about what we’re doing here just yet.”

“But you’d have to say if you want to open an account.”

“Of course. If I get comfortable with the idea of working with Heartland, you’ll get all the details you need.”

“So, this is just a getting-to-know-you meeting, then?”

“It is,” Milton said. “But I have authority to open an account, if that’s what I think we need to do. Is that okay?”

“Just fine.”

There was a knock at the door, and Chrissy returned with the refreshments: a pot of coffee and two mugs, both decorated with the logo of the bank.

“Thanks,” Dale said, taking the tray and setting it down on the desk.

Chrissy smiled again and left.

Dale poured and handed Milton a mug. “Why don’t you tell me what you have in mind?”

“Like I said—my company is moving into the area, and I’m looking for a local bank to handle some of our business.”

“What kind of business?”

“Payroll. Maybe short-term operating capital; depends how we structure the expansion.”

“We can do that.”

“Everything I’ve seen about the bank makes me think that it’s just what we’re looking for, but then I started to hear that you’ve been having some issues. I heard there was a meeting last night, so I thought I’d better go along and see what’s what.”

Hutchens’s face twitched, but he mastered it with a smile that he probably hoped would downplay his level of concern. “Let me cut straight to it. It’s true—we’ve had a little turbulence over the course of the last little while, but it’s all in hand.”

“‘Turbulence’?”

“We made a short-term international investment, and capital got temporarily locked up. That caused a ripple through the bank’s liquidity, and that’s spooked some of our customers. But we’ve got a recovery framework in place, and we’re already seeing improvement. The important thing is: no fraud, no breach, and nobody’s money has disappeared. How would you describe it—a storm in a teacup?”

Milton nodded. Hutchens had delivered it like a script he’d rehearsed in the mirror, just like last night. The words were fine, but it was the tone that felt a little too polished. Like he’d said the same thing to too many people in the last twenty-four hours.

“Can you tell me what kind of investment?”

“I’m afraid I can’t. We’ve got lawyers involved, and they’ve told me we need to keep some details out of the public domain while they do what we’re paying them to do. But the good news is that the capital sum we invested is completely safe, and the issues we’ve been dealing with—as you would’ve heard at the meeting—are all short term and will be fixed by the end of the month.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“I’d understand why it might give you a reason to hesitate, but all I can do is reiterate what I said—it’s all in hand.”

Milton continued the conversation for another fifteen minutes, feeding Hutchens a series of easy questions that moved him onto subjects he was evidently much more comfortable discussing: the bank’s role in the community, its expertise in the farming sector, the good work it did in Blackridge and its long history. He took the opportunity to get a better sense of the man, filing away his conclusions in the event that they might prove useful later.

Hutchens was a practised talker. He was smooth, rehearsed, and confident when the subject stayed inside the lines he knew; he cared about the image of the bank, maybe more than its actual health; he liked being the big man in a small town and had probably been coasting on reputation for years; he was under pressure but trying hard not to show it.

“Can I help you with anything else?” Hutchens said.

“I don’t think so,” Milton said. “Thanks for finding the time.”

“Do you have a card I could take?”

Milton winced. “Sorry, I don’t. Ran out yesterday.”

“Your details, then?”

“Of course. You’ve got my name.”

“I do—John Smith. Phone?”

Milton gave him the number of the burner he had been using.

He noted it down. “Let me know when you’re ready to come in and open that account. I’ll take care of it personally.”

“Thank you.”

Hutchens led Milton out of the office and back through the public area of the bank. He walked him to the door, shook his hand and thanked him for coming in. Milton said he’d be in touch and stepped back outside.

Hutchens had put on a good show, but Milton was left in no doubt that he was lying. The explanation was too smooth, the excuses too rehearsed. And he was scared. Milton could see it in the way he made the occasional glance toward the door, like he was expecting someone to walk in and call time on the whole charade. He was working hard to hold the mask in place, but Milton had spent too long around men trying to keep their stories straight not to notice when the seams began to show.

Hutchens was scared but not panicked. Not yet. Which meant Milton still had time to find out what was really going on before things started to fall apart completely.
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Milton returned to the Fiesta to change back into his usual clothes. He decided he’d visit Earl to see how repairs on the truck were progressing and was climbing down the stairs to the parking lot when a police cruiser pulled up. The engine idled low, the doors opened, and two officers stepped out. One was stocky, mid-forties, with a shaved head and mirrored sunglasses. The other was younger, lean—maybe late twenties—his belt riding high and his hand already too close to the butt of his sidearm.

Milton turned to face them. He knew they were here for him.

“Hello, sir,” the older officer said, voice flat but professional.

The younger officer stepped in behind him. “We need you to turn around, sir. Hands behind your back.”

“For what?”

“You’re being detained for questioning.”

“What have I done?”

“Turn around, sir.”

Milton turned slowly, very aware that it’d be a bad idea to give them an excuse to escalate. “Easy,” he said. “I’m not resisting.”

Milton felt the cuffs shut around his wrists, and the two officers guided him toward the car. They ducked his head and put him in the back seat. The door shut with a dull thunk. Milton leaned back against the vinyl seat, staring through the wire mesh at the road ahead.
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The Blackridge Public Safety Complex was an ugly, boxy building sitting just off Main Street. It was built from cinderblock with beige siding and looked part firehouse and part city garage, with wide bays open on one side and a scattering of service vehicles out front. The flag at the entrance hung limp in the heat, and the only sign it was a police station at all was the blue box on the corner, neatly lettered and flanked by badges: fire on one side, police on the other.

The patrol car rolled to a stop in the lot. One of the officers stepped out, opened the back door, and gestured.

“Let’s go.”

Milton slid out, still cuffed, and let them lead him across the pavement. His boots echoed on the concrete as they passed the ceremonial bell mounted near the entrance. The inside was cooler and fluorescent-lit. The front desk sat under a bulletin board with faded community notices and a ‘See Something, Say Something’ poster curling at the corners. No one looked up as he was led past the desk and through a security door into the holding area.

The older officer finally spoke. “We’ve got a few questions. Shouldn’t take long.”

Milton said nothing, just nodded and walked where they pointed. They turned into a room that was evidently used for processing suspects. A steel counter ran along one side beneath a bolted-down computer terminal, a camera mounted above it on a swivelling arm. A fingerprint scanner sat on the counter next to an ink pad and a stack of preprinted forms.

“Sheriff wants us to log you in properly,” the younger officer said. “Standard procedure.”

“Log me in?”

“Prints and the like.”

Milton raised an eyebrow. “I’m not under arrest?”

The officer shrugged. “You want to be arrested?”

“Not particularly.”

“Your choice, then.”

Milton knew that Group Two had conducted a sweep of publicly available records and wiped as many as they could, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be something they’d missed. Milton had been arrested and fingerprinted on a handful of occasions, and there was a risk that he might end up facing questions that might be difficult to answer. But the officer had made it plain: he could either cooperate, or he could play hardball and make them arrest him. The result would be the same.

“Okay,” he said.

“Name?”

“John Smith.”

“You got ID?”

“My passport,” he said. “It’s in my pocket.”

The officer released the cuffs. “You can take it out.”

Milton took out his fake passport and handed it over. The officer flicked through it and took a photocopy of the ID page.

“Give me your hand.”

The officer guided Milton’s fingers one by one across the scanner glass.

“Thanks,” the officer said when it was done. “I’m going to cuff you again. Hands behind your back.”

“Really?”

“Hands.”

Milton did as he was told, and the cuffs were put back on.

“This way.”

They led him into an office, told him to wait, and left.
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The office was small, square, and overheated. The furniture was heavy, scratched wood that looked like it had been bought in the seventies and never replaced: a battered desk stacked with files, a mismatched pair of chairs—one for visitors, one behind the desk—and a filing cabinet with a dent in the side. The blinds over the single window were bent in places, and a corkboard hung crooked on one wall, cluttered with faded wanted posters, traffic accident photos, and a map of the county marked with red pushpins.

The door opened, and a single man stepped inside. He was in his mid-sixties and built thick through the shoulders and chest. His uniform was regulation brown: shirt starched and sun-faded at the shoulders, the creases sharp but worn smooth at the elbows; the brass nameplate over the right pocket read HOLTON, dulled from years of being wiped clean; a sheriff’s star was pinned right above his heart—old-style, five-pointed, not the cheap pressed kind they handed out now—and his duty belt was thick, leather, well-oiled and heavy with a full-size sidearm, a radio, and a pair of cuffs. He wore a worn-in cowboy hat and a pair of scuffed boots. His face was lined but still sharp around the eyes, and there was a stillness to him: like everything inside was settled or locked down. Milton pegged him as the kind of man who’d seen more than most and talked about none of it.

“I’m Sheriff Holton.”

“What’s going on?”

“Just wanted to have a little chat with you.”

“You could’ve just asked me to come over.”

“Could’ve, except I’ve had a complaint that you’ve got a tendency to be violent.”

Milton rolled his eyes.

“Something funny?”

“I’m violent?”

“Are you?”

“I’m a pussycat.”

“Tell you what—I take those cuffs off, do I got your word you’ll sit quietly while I tell you what I want to tell you?”

“What am I going to do? I’m hardly likely to kick off in a police station, am I?”

“You’d be surprised. I’ve been doing this a lot of years, and I’ve had shit go down in this building you wouldn’t believe.”

“You’ll get none of it with me.”

“All right, then. Turn around for me.”

Milton did as he was told, raising his wrists so that the sheriff could unlock and remove the cuffs. Milton turned back, making a show of rubbing the skin where the cuffs had chafed him. Being restrained wasn’t an unusual experience for him, but he didn’t want the sheriff to know that; it wouldn’t fit in with the legend he’d adopted. He was just a cook.

“Take a seat,” the sheriff said.

Milton did.

“You want a coffee?”

“That’d be nice.”

The sheriff went to the drip machine on the top of a filing cabinet, removed the stained carafe and poured two mugs of black coffee. He put them down on the table and then flicked through Milton’s passport to the photograph page. “There you are—John Smith.” He looked at the image, then up at Milton, then back down. “And you’re from the United Kingdom?”

“I am,” Milton said.

Holton flicked through the pages of the passport—they were clean save for the stamp that had been added when Milton came through immigration at JFK—and then closed it. He tapped it against the desk as if debating whether to give it back and then did.

“What are you doing in Blackridge, Mr. Smith?”

“I came to buy a food truck,” Milton said.

“That right?”

“From Sadie Rawlins—she owns the diner and the motel in town.”

“I know Sadie. Did you buy it?”

“I did. Three days ago. I drove it out to the state fair.”

“So why are you still here?”

“The truck broke down. I brought it back to get it fixed.”

“Uh-huh. And how long do you figure that’ll take?”

“I was told maybe three days. Why?”

“Because I got a call saying you’ve been causing trouble.”

“I don’t know what that would be about.”

“Where are you staying while you’re in town?”

“The Fiesta. Sadie found me a room while the truck’s being fixed.”

“And you were there last night?”

“I was.” Milton had known what this was about almost from the start, but he made it look as if the penny had just dropped. He put his hands together. “I know what this is about. This is about the disagreement I had with those two lads in the parking lot.”

“You want to tell me what happened?”

“It was nothing. Some pushing and shoving. Why? Have you had a complaint?”

“No,” Holton said. “Just reports that you were in a fight. You wanna tell me what was going on?”

“A couple of locals were getting physical with a woman there. Throwing their weight around. I’m not going to stand around when two men start putting their hands on a woman.”

“So, what? This was chivalry, then? This an English thing?”

“I don’t like bullies.”

Holton sucked his teeth. “Word of advice? Who is it who’s looking at fixing your truck? Is it Earl?”

“That’s right.”

“You tell Earl to get it fixed as soon as he can, and then, when he’s done that, I want you to get into the truck and head on out of town.”

Milton cocked an eyebrow. “Why would I want to do that?”

“Because I asked you to.”

Milton held his gaze. “But that makes me think you think I’ve done something wrong.”

“I’m just telling you for your own benefit, Mr. Smith. I don’t like tourists coming into Blackridge and causing trouble. I got a witness who said he saw you in a brawl, and, given that, I had half a mind to arrest you and put you in a cell overnight while I worked out what to do with you. I decided against it and thought it’d be better to have a little off-the-record chat so I could give you the benefit of my advice.”

“What about the two men who were pushing Tanya around? Have you spoken to them?”

“You’re not telling me how to do my job, are you, Mr. Smith?”

Milton felt the prickle of irritation but quickly smothered it.

Holton was eyeing him. “We clear?”

“Crystal.”

“You’ll be on your way, then?”

“Soon as I’m confident the truck can get me where I want to go.”

“When you gonna see Earl?”

“I was going over there before your officers brought me here.”

“Earl knows his way around an engine, but he’s liable to tell you something that ought to take a day is gonna take a week, and he’ll charge you for the whole stretch. I’ll pop over myself when we’re done, tell him not to take advantage and that he needs to get a move on. I reckon we can get you on the road tomorrow—best for everyone.”

Milton stood. “Anything else?”

“No, Mr. Smith. I’m just about done with you. You have a great day.”
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Holton rubbed his finger against the point of his star as Smith made his way out of the station. He’d found the interview a little disconcerting. He’d been a cop for thirty years and had always thought his experience made him a pretty good judge of character. He must’ve interviewed a thousand men and women during his time, and he’d come to know what to expect: you take a man off the street, put him in the back of a cruiser, stew him for an hour in an interrogation room, then give him a stern talking-to, and you’d expect that man to be nervous and pliable, apt to do whatever it was you wanted him to do.

Smith hadn’t been that way at all.

He’d been calm, sitting there with a confidence that Holton rarely saw. Blackridge got tourists in the summer, people who wanted to hike in the mountains or go and ride ATVs or even visit the old mines. Some of those visitors could get rowdy, and there’d been times when Holton would pick them up so he could read them the riot act before sending them on their way. Now and then, there were troublemakers he’d put in the back of a car and drive out of town, dropping them off on the highway, pointing them in the direction of Lexington and telling them he didn’t want to see them in Blackridge again.

Smith’s nonchalance had caught him off guard, and he wondered whether he ought to have taken him out of town, too, rather than letting him walk.

He decided against second-guessing himself, and, besides, he’d been told what to do and had followed his instructions to the letter; there was no sense in aggravating the Ropers over something rinky-dink like this.

He picked up his phone and called Clay Roper.

“Sheriff,” Roper said, “did you speak to him?”

“I did.”

“And?”

“His name’s John Smith. He’s English. He bought your sister’s food truck, and he’s planning to drive it across the country. He got as far as Lexington when it broke down on him. He’s back here while it gets fixed.”

“You got anything on his background?”

“Nothing. What are you looking for?”

“I don’t know—what did he do before he came here?”

Holton knew why Clay was asking and knew why he was embarrassed to ask. Smith had put both him and his dumbass brother flat on their backs, and he didn’t want to admit that on account of the fact that Holton might think less of him. Men like Clay Roper relied upon their reputation to get what they wanted. Holton thought he was a piece of shit—Travis, too—but he was too wise to risk getting them pissed for fear that they’d go to their ma and pa. Holton could laugh at the boys, but their parents were something else. Holton would never laugh at them. That was what his old man would’ve called a life-shortening mistake.

“He didn’t say,” Holton said. “And since he don’t got a record, there ain’t nothing else for me to go on.”

“Where is he now?”

“Just let him out. He’s probably heading back to the Fiesta or to the garage to see Earl.”

“Carrying?”

“No.”

“Good. We’ll take it from here.”

“Clay,” Holton said, “don’t…”

“Don’t what?”

“He said he’s leaving town as soon as Earl finishes fixing the truck. You don’t got to do anything at all—I was gonna go tell Earl to get a move on. He gets the truck up and running and Smith’s gone, and you won’t ever have to worry about him again.”

That choice of word—‘worry’—was a mistake, and Holton regretted it at once.

“I ain’t worried, Sheriff. Why’d I be worried about some pissant like him?”

“I didn’t mean it like that. I⁠—”

“We got it from here,” Clay cut across him.
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Milton went back to the Fiesta, thinking about what had just happened. It’d been an unexpected addition to his morning, and he wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. He couldn’t very well deny that he had been involved in a fight, but the sheriff hadn’t seemed particularly bothered about what had happened. His message had been clear: Milton wasn’t welcome in Blackridge and needed to be making plans to leave, the sooner the better. He remembered a similar warning when he had been detained in the town of Truth, in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, and what had happened in the aftermath of that. Blackridge didn’t remind him of Truth, but it was difficult to be sure; Milton had wandered through enough of these communities to know that there were often secrets beneath the surface. Milton wasn’t afraid of Holton, but he didn’t need a legal entanglement interfering with the plan that had already been postponed by the truck’s issues.

His instinct had been right: wait for Earl to fix it, then hit the road and never look back.

He opened the door and saw that the glass of water had been disturbed. It’d been refilled and put back in place, but the carpet around it was soaking wet. He checked the door; the lock hadn’t been forced, meaning that someone had either picked it or used a key. Given that Clay Roper’s sister owned the place, it wasn’t difficult to conclude that it was the latter.

He stepped inside and paused just beyond the threshold. He swept the room methodically, left to right: the bedspread had been smoothed, not quite how he’d left it; one of the pillows was at a slightly different angle; the edge of the curtain wasn’t tucked in the way it had been.

He moved to his bag and checked his things. It had been turned out and then repacked, but nothing was missing.

He went to the fridge, pulled it out and reached behind it, fingers sweeping until they found the tape-wrapped grip. The pistol was still there.

He took it out and put it on the table while he decided what to do with it. He couldn’t keep it; it was too risky. There was a bridge that spanned the river on the edge of town; he could drop the pistol off that, or he could take a walk into the foothills and bury it.

He was still musing about the best place to dump it when he heard the sound of footsteps climbing the stairs outside.

He collected the pistol, checked it was ready to fire and crossed the room. He put his eye to the fisheye lens at almost the same time as whoever was outside booted in the door. The lock was flimsy, and it snapped, the door flying back and thumping Milton square in the forehead. He staggered and tripped over, thudding down with his shoulders against the bed, the pistol falling from his hand.

He blinked through a sudden starburst of pain at three men: Clay and Travis Roper had come inside while a third waited on the walkway. Clay held a sawn-off shotgun in an easy two-handed grip; he aimed it down at Milton with his finger on the triggers.

“Not so full of yourself now, are you?”

Milton looked for the pistol but couldn’t see it.

Travis Roper knelt down and picked it up. “I’ll take this back.”

Milton faked a groan while he looked for an opening.

Clay took a step closer. “Get up.”

Milton was out of options; there were three of them, for a start; and Clay was so close that he’d blow holes through Milton if he fired.

“Up,” Clay repeated; then, exasperated, he turned to Travis. “Get him up.”

Milton didn’t resist. Travis took one side, and the third man came in and took the other; they hauled him upright, and feigning a dazedness that he didn’t quite feel, he let them drag him outside. They went down the stairs and, with the toes of Milton’s boots scraping against the asphalt, hauled him across the lot to a waiting car. Clay followed, opened the trunk and covered Milton while the other two lifted him over the sill and dumped him inside.

“We got a little drive,” he said, “then we gonna have some fun.”
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Milton had been bouncing around in the trunk of the car for twenty minutes. He’d distracted himself by concentrating on the way the terrain had changed: asphalt to start as they drove out of town, then a more rutted and uneven surface, and then, finally, dirt.

The car slowed and then came to a stop. Milton wasn’t hurt—he’d have a bruise on his forehead from the door striking him, but that was nothing—but he was stiff from being unable to stretch out his muscles. The way he saw it, he had one advantage: he’d already given both Ropers a beating, but what he had done before was nothing compared to what he could have doled out. They had no idea who he was or what he’d do to them if they gave him even half a chance; his best strategy was to make them think they had the upper hand as he bided his time and waited.

The trunk cracked open, and light spilled in. Milton squinted against it, blinking as strong hands grabbed him under the arms and dragged him out. His feet hit dirt—gritty, uneven—and he staggered upright, the blood rushing back to his legs.

Clay grinned. “Rise and shine, shitbird.”

Milton took in his surroundings: a cluster of battered trailers; pickup trucks in various states of decay—some with hoods up, some without tyres, one burned out to the frame—rusted sheet metal leaning against a chicken-wire fence that didn’t fence anything in; laundry lines sagging between trees; smoke curling up from a fifty-gallon drum with scorched paint and a lid half-cocked. Somewhere close, a dog barked and was answered by two more. A kid ran barefoot through the dust, trailing a stick, followed by another child in a diaper and nothing else.

“This is nice,” Milton said.

“Walk,” Clay said.

Travis came up behind him, nudging him with a knuckle to the spine. Milton set off, allowing Travis to push him to the right so he headed towards the most substantial of the permanent structures. It looked like it’d been assembled without blueprints, just added to over time until it became what it needed to be. The siding was faded clapboard, sun-bleached to a colour somewhere between pale mustard and dirt, with whole panels missing or hanging on by rusted nails. The neon sign over the door used to say ‘May’s’ in cursive script, but two of the letters were blown, leaving the rest to blink on and off. There was a porch out front: concrete poured over broken cinderblock, with a sheet of corrugated tin for a roof held up by two-by-fours that were bowed in the middle. A pair of busted screen doors swung open with the wind, the mesh torn out and replaced with clear plastic stapled across the frame. A couple of oil drums stood nearby, one blackened by fire, the other topped with an old fan motor. Beer bottles and foam cups littered the gravel. Milton caught the smell of beer and weed.

“You boys have this on Airbnb?”

“That’s it,” Clay said. “Keep yukking it up. Let’s see how funny you find it later.”

Travis was close behind. “What do you want to do with him?”

Clay scratched his cheek. “Tie his hands and feet and stick him in the storeroom. I gotta talk to Ma and Pa. After that, we’ll take a ride into the woods, show him what happens when folks make us look like jackasses.”

“It didn’t take much,” Milton said.

“Still chirping?” Clay said. “Might want to think about that, friend. There’s a lot of ways this could go—none of them’ll be any fun for you, but some are worse than others.”
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The building was a dive bar. The lighting was low and mostly neon: a flickering ‘COLD BEER’ sign buzzed against the pine-panelled wall, casting everything in a sickly green hue. Liquor bottles lined shelves behind the bar, and the bar itself was a heavy slab of wood, pocked with cigarette burns and sticky from decades of use. Red vinyl stools—wobbly and cracked—were lined up alongside it. The floor was worn linoleum, the kind that had started to curl up at the corners, patched in places with duct tape. There was no one inside.

Travis and the third guy secured Milton’s wrists and ankles with zip ties, dragged him to a door, opened it, shoved him inside, closed it again. Milton couldn’t see much: it was dark save for a gap between the bottom of the door and the floor where light from the bar filtered through.

He waited until the footsteps receded, counted off a dozen seconds to be sure, then got to work.

He was on the floor, wrists secured behind his back. Travis hadn’t noticed the small adjustment Milton had made before he’d yanked the tie closed; he’d tensed his forearms and spaced his wrists apart. It had hurt like hell when the plastic bit down, but now, with his arms relaxed again, the extra half-inch of slack was everything. He shifted his weight and brought his knees up to his chest. It was awkward, but he managed to thread his bound hands under his knees and out in front of him.

He twisted his wrists, testing the give.

The plastic stretched but held.

He got to his feet, slow and deliberate, and hopped over to the edge of the cupboard. He took a breath, exhaled through his nose, then yanked his bound hands as high as he could over his head. He brought them down fast, hard, elbows flared wide like he was trying to break a board over his sternum.

Crack.

The tie snapped.

He shook out his hands, felt the rush of blood returning to his fingers.

He rubbed his wrists and looked around for a way out. The door was locked. He didn’t have his picks with him, although—from the quick recce he’d managed before the door closed—he suspected there’d be something he could use. But that was assuming that he could open it and do so without anyone hearing him fiddling with the lock; the door still led into the bar. He could hear the Roper boys and knew that at least one of them was packing, and probably the other two as well. Even if he allowed both those assumptions—that he could open the door and do it quietly—he’d only have the benefit of surprise for a few seconds. He might be able to get to one of them before they were able to draw and shoot, but the odds weren’t good. Maybe five to one he managed to get out of the bar without being shot, and then there was the question of getting away from the settlement, wherever it was.

It was an option, but not one he favoured.

Better, perhaps, to wait for them to come to him. They wouldn’t have expected him to have removed the ties, and that would allow him to take the initiative. The storeroom was smaller, too, and would only allow one of them to come through at a time. If he could disable whoever that was and confiscate their weapon, he’d stand a chance; use whoever came inside as leverage, put the gun to their head and threaten to blow their brains out unless he had safe passage outside, then a car and a chance to drive away.

Three to one, perhaps.

Better odds.

He needed to find a weapon. Milton shuffled to the back of the space where he’d seen the bottles of beer stacked in sealed cardboard cases. He tore one open and took a bottle, flipping it so that he hefted it by the neck; it was of a decent weight, with the thickened glass at the bottom heavy enough to be a useful cudgel. He could smash the glass, too, and use whatever was left in his fist as a shank.

He shuffled back again, but, still thinking about how best to get out, he allowed his attention to drift, and his right foot stubbed into something on the floor. He saw something falling through the gloom—remembering, too late, the bucket and mop he’d seen there—and tried to catch it. He missed, and the shaft of the mop hit the floor with a loud and unmistakeable crack.

Milton froze.

The voices in the bar quietened.

Shit.

He moved closer to the door, not so close as to restrict his swing, but close enough that they’d have as little time as possible to realise what he was going to do.

The voices started again, with another joining in.

He could make out the conversation. There were at least three of them: Clay and Travis and a woman whose voice Milton recognised.

Sadie Rawlins.

Sadie: “I’m gonna tell you something you probably ain’t gonna like, then something you will.”

Clay: “Go on, then. Let’s have it.”

“I’ve been seeing Dale Hutchens.”

“Say what? How long?”

“Couple months. He’s unhappy at home. I’ve been bored. One of those things—it just kinda happened.”

“‘It just kinda…’ Jesus, Sadie. Dale Hutchens? How old is he?”

“Ten years older’n me, but that don’t matter none. He’s fun, he’s got plenty of cash, and I thought maybe I could get him to be indiscreet about the customers at the bank, maybe get him to spill something we could use down the line.”

“I’m waiting for the good news.”

“This is very good news. Turns out Dale’s been blackmailed by these guys who’ve got pictures of him doing things to himself that he ought not to have been doing. He’s been paying them money—and we’re talking a shit ton of money.”

“Define a shit ton.”

“A million.”

Travis: “Fuck. Where’s he getting a million dollars from?”

Sadie: “Where’d you think, dumbass?”

Clay: “He took it out of the bank?”

“He took it out of the bank.”

Clay: “That ain’t the reason why the bank’s been in trouble, though—a million wouldn’t make much difference to the bottom line.”

“No, but he knows he’ll get caught unless he can replace it, so he’s taken twenty out of the bank and put it into crypto. That’s why the bank’s got a problem—he says the money’s all tied up. Good news is—at least according to Dale—he’s made enough so it’ll balance itself out. The money he paid and the money he’s made—it’s a wash.”

“You getting closer to the part where we can make a little money ourselves?”

“These guys told Dale he needs to pay them another million before they leave. I told Dale they won’t go—they’ll just come back for more. So I told him I’d speak to you and see if we couldn’t make his problem go away.”

Travis: “How much we talking?”

Sadie: “Fifty thousand per man, but I was thinking a hundred don’t need to be the extent of the money we make.”

Travis: “Because he’s paid them a million.”

“Exactly. I was thinking we pick those men up, put them in the back of a car and bring them up here. You work them over some, persuade them it’s in their best interests to pass that money on to us, make sure that happens, then cap them both.”

Travis: “A million. Holy shit.”

“So? What do you think?”

Clay: “What do I think? I think I like the way you’re thinking.”

Travis: “How’d we play it?”

“I been thinking on that. I go and tell Dale to call the guys and get them to meet someplace you two can get the jump on them.”

Clay: “There’s two of them?”

“That’s what Dale said.”

Clay: “So we take Donny, too. Three of us and two of them. Easy as shooting fish in a barrel.”

Travis: “When?”

“No sense in waiting. They’re putting the screws to Dale, and he don’t have the fortitude to hold out. What y’all doing tonight?”

Clay: “Nothing that can’t wait.”

“All right, then. I’ll go tell Dale to call them and set up a meet. You got anywhere in mind?”

Clay: “Hubbard’s Mine. Tell him to tell them to be there at eleven. We’ll get there earlier and stake it out.”

“I’ll go see him now.”

Travis: “You think we oughta tell Ma and Pa?”

Clay: “They don’t need to know.”

Sadie: “We just tell them when we got the money.”

Clay: “Exactly.” There was a pause. “Go on, then. Go set it up. We’ve got business to settle up here. Call me when you know it’s on.”
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Sadie reached down for her jeans, hooked them with her toes and brought them up onto the bed. She took her pack of Camels out of the pocket, tapped two out and gave one to Dale. She took out her lighter, lit his and then lit hers. She’d called him on the way back from Dead Elm and asked if he could spare an hour. He knew what that meant and had been back at his house before her, his wife was at work in Lexington, and his two girls were away for the summer, meaning that they had the place to themselves. Sadie had led him straight up the stairs and into the bedroom, and now, twenty minutes later, they both lay naked and sweating as they looked up at the ceiling fan, watching it scatter the jets of smoke they blew up at it.

“That was a nice surprise,” he said.

“Thought you might like to take your mind off things.”

“You thought right.”

“Did it work?”

He inhaled deeply, exhaled and then turned to grin at her. “Maybe.”

She sucked in a lungful of smoke and blew it out. “So—you thought about what I said last night?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I did.”

“And?”

“I think we should do it.”

Sadie knew him well enough to know that he’d want her to think he was a tough guy, and that the prospect of what she’d suggested—clip the two guys who’d been blackmailing him—wasn’t enough to scare him into doing nothing. She knew, too, that his blood was up now and that he’d need a pep talk later, but she’d cross that bridge when she came to it; for now, she needed him to make the call and set it up. Once things were set in motion, had a little momentum, they’d be harder to stop.

She smiled at him. “Go on, then. Do it.”

“Now?”

“No point in waiting. They ain’t going anywhere without their money.”

He laughed nervously. “They scare the shit out of me.”

“All the more reason for getting them out of the way.”

“What if they won’t go along with it? What if they don’t believe me?”

Sadie swallowed down her irritation: he could be such a pussy. “Look,” she said, smiling. “I know why you’d be nervous, but there’s no need. Clay and Travis and Donny are all on board, and there ain’t no way that these guys who’ve been blackmailing you will have any idea you can call on help like that. No reason why they’d even think it’s a possibility, not on account of the fact you’ve been paying them on time and doing whatever they’ve asked whenever they’ve asked you to do it.” She put her hand on top of his. “Come on, baby. You call them, you tell them what we agreed, set up the meet and then leave the rest to my brothers. I promise you this whole thing’ll be in the rearview mirror this time tomorrow. You got the money?”

“I can get fifty now,” he said.

“That’ll do—fifty up front and fifty when it’s done. That gonna be okay?”

He nodded.

“Bring what you’ve got to me at the diner, and we can figure out the rest tomorrow.”

She smiled at him until her cheeks hurt, and, eventually, he found the balls to pick up his phone. He hesitated for another ten seconds—Sadie squeezed his fingers—before he flicked through his contacts and tapped the screen to dial.

He bit his lip.

She mouthed, “Put it on speaker,” and he did.

The call rang once, then twice, then was answered.

“Dale.” A male voice, irritated. “What’s up?”

“I need to meet.”

“Why?”

“I need to speak to you.”

“We’re doing that now.”

“Has to be face-to-face.”

“Because?”

“You need to make me believe what you said about this payment—that it’ll be the last one.”

“I told you that already. You don’t have any reason to doubt me.”

Dale shook his head. “I’m sorry, but that’s the way it’s gonna have to be.”

A bitter laugh, flecked with iron. “Who you been talking to?”

Sadie mouthed, ‘No one,’ and Dale repeated it. “No one.”

“Because this—making demands of me like you are—it don’t sound like you at all.”

“I’ll make the payment like I said I would, but you have to help me out.”

“I get it,” the man said. “You’re thinking to yourself, what’s to stop these guys coming back in a month and asking for more? That right, Dale? I gave you my word this would be it, that you make the payment and we’re done, but now you’re not buying it.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, starting to fold. “It’s not that I don’t trust you. It’s…”

Sadie wagged her finger at him, and he let the sentence drift.

“What is it, then?”

“That’s all I have to say. I’ll make the payment, but you got to persuade me we’re done.”

The man sighed. “Fine. Where?”

“Hubbard’s Mine—same as before.”

“When?”

“Tonight.”

“When tonight?”

“Eleven.”

“Tonight at eleven,” the man repeated. “You better be there, Dale, and you better be ready to pay. I don’t like being messed around, and this feels to me just like that.”

“It isn’t. It’s—” Sadie drew the edge of her hand across her throat, telling him to end the call, and he choked back his rebuttal. “Thanks. I’ll see you tonight.”
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Milton waited for the right moment to try to get out. Sadie had gone earlier, leaving her brothers behind, and from what he could make out, they were drinking and plotting how they were going to put Sadie’s plan into effect.

“Where’s Donny?” Travis said.

“I told you,” Clay said. “Fishing. He wants us to go pick him up.”

“What about him?”

Milton knew Travis meant him; he tightened his grip around the neck of the bottle and braced his weight, waiting for the door to open.

It didn’t.

Milton heard footsteps, and when he spoke again, Clay was much closer to the door. “Hey, man. You hanging in there okay?”

“Why don’t you come in and find out? We can talk about the hole you two are digging.”

“Nah, don’t think so—not yet, anyway. We gonna go out, but we’ll be back later. And you know what I was thinking? I was thinking maybe we could have ourselves a little game.”

“Does it involve me putting your teeth down your throat?”

“This game,” Clay said, “me and Travis, we’ve played it before. Rules are real simple—we take you into the woods, give you a five-minute head start; then we hunt you down. Right, Travis?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“We got dogs,” Clay said. “We give them your scent and let them hunt. If they don’t get you, we will.”

“I’ll look forward to that.”

“You keep that mouth limbered up,” Clay said. “You’ll be using it to beg for your life before the night’s through.”

Milton waited, hoping that he might have goaded them enough to open the door to rough him up before they left—and give him his chance—but the door didn’t open, and he heard the sound of their boots as they crossed the wooden floor to leave.

Milton went to the door and ran his hands across it: it was steel, scratched up from years of abuse, locked with a deadbolt on the outside. He moved slowly, quietly, careful not to knock anything else over. The Ropers hadn’t left anything obvious lying around that he could use, but he remembered from the brief look he’d had when they shoved him inside that the narrow shelving unit to the left had a rusted bucket beneath it.

He shuffled toward it, reaching out until his fingers brushed against the side. It was cold and tacky with a dried substance he was happy not to be able to identify. He reached inside, pulled out a few scraps of chain, an oily rag, and then something better: a shard of broken hacksaw blade, four inches long, smooth on one side and jagged on the other.

He used it to sever the tie around his ankles, then went back to the door. There were no hinges on this side, just the old latch bolt. He crouched and tilted the blade into the gap between the bolt and the strike plate. He had no leverage. He tried again, closing his eyes and working by feel.

It caught.

He applied pressure, slow and steady. He worked it like a tension wrench, angling up and to the side, trying to force the bolt just far enough back.

It slipped.

He cursed under his breath and tried again.

Minutes passed.

A click.

The door loosened in its frame.

Milton paused, listening.

Nothing.

He opened the door an inch and peered through.

The room was clear.

He stepped out and eased the door shut behind him.
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Milton left the bar. He could hear the sound of conversation from nearby, but he didn’t think anyone had seen him leave. He had a better look around now: the settlement was up high in the mountains. The track wound between the folds of the hill like a ribbon, tightly flanked on both sides with trees and summer undergrowth. The mountains rose up steep and close. The land on the right fell away toward a narrow creek, its water dark under a tangle of overhanging limbs. Beyond it, the ridge climbed again, its peak lost to low cloud.

He looked for a vehicle but couldn’t find one. He couldn’t wait around for someone to show up, so he decided to set off on foot. His best guess was that he’d been in the trunk of the car for twenty minutes, and, given the roads in this part of the country were variable in quality—and that was putting it generously—he doubted the Ropers would’ve been driving at anything much over an average of forty. Bearing all that in mind, he guessed he was somewhere between ten and twelve miles away from Blackridge. Far enough to put him in the middle of nowhere, but close enough that a determined walk might get him back before dawn.

Milton hiked. He cut an azimuth and headed south, descending the slope of the mountain. He’d work his way down the mountain until he was able to secure transport: either hitch a ride into town or steal a car. The terrain was rolling and patchy—scrub oak and cedar lining the dips, rusting fence posts strung with barbed wire along the shoulders, the cracked asphalt of the blacktop giving way to dirt and gravel in places—and as he walked, the last hour of daylight faded into the gloam of dusk. The lights of houses and farms winked on, and, in the valley to his left, a tractor worked a field.

Milton slowed as he approached the fence, his boots crunching over loose gravel. The crop stretched out before him in neat rows, the plants shoulder-high and thick with jagged green leaves. Milton could smell the tang of marijuana on the air. The field itself was large—five acres at least—tucked into the hollow between two ridges. It was concealed from the road by a stand of pines on one side and a tangle of brush on the other, the land sloping away just enough to keep it hidden from casual view. Makeshift irrigation lines threaded between the rows, black plastic tubing fed from a pair of water tanks near an old barn at the far edge. The barn itself was dark, its tin roof sagging and rusted, but a faint glow leaked from beneath the eaves. Milton could see a greenhouse toward the back, framed in silvered wood and clouded polycarbonate, and beyond that, the glint of plastic-covered polytunnels arranged in tight formation. He spotted a pair of figures, dark silhouettes moving slowly along the rows, heads down, checking the plants or working the soil. A couple of trucks were parked near the barn: beat-up pickups with lifted suspensions and darkened windows. One of them had a Confederate-flag sticker in the rear window.

Milton shook his head in surprise. This was a commercial-scale grow, not some backyard operation. Serious money. And if it was the Ropers’ land—and Milton was sure it was—it explained a lot about the kind of money and muscle they could throw around.

He was about to set off again when he heard a vehicle coming up the track. It turned off before it reached him, and Milton saw it as it emerged into the dope field. It was a pickup with a winch on the back, and it came by close to where he was hiding; more than close enough for him to see that Earl was driving it.

Milton crouched down in the brush, tucking himself in behind a stand of cedar. The truck bounced along the uneven track and pulled up beside the other pickups. Earl killed the engine and stepped out, his boots crunching as he made his way toward the two men tending the rows. Milton couldn’t make out the conversation, but he could see the body language: Earl gesturing back toward the vehicle with the flag, one of the others straightening up and wiping a hand across his face. One of the men peeled off and walked toward the vehicle while the other climbed into the second, reversing it a few feet to make room as Earl’s winch truck backed in.

Milton stayed low, heart ticking up. He backed off the fence line, keeping to the trees, moving carefully and quietly. The men would likely be armed and might be looking for him; he was tempted by the pickups, but not that tempted.

He’d find something else.

He continued on his way, allowing his thoughts to turn back to what he’d overheard of the conversation in the bar. The suggestion that Dale Hutchens had taken money out of the bank to pay off blackmailers was news enough, but that had been given a more urgent spin by the involvement of the Ropers. Milton had already marked Sadie’s card as a grifter and con artist, but it appeared he hadn’t gone nearly far enough; she’d conspired with Hutchens to lure his blackmailers somewhere quiet so her idiot brothers could murder them.

Blackridge had hidden secrets that he was only now coming to understand. The bank sounded as if it was in real jeopardy, and blood was about to be spilled. Milton didn’t care about the Ropers, and he had no sympathy for whoever was extorting Hutchens, but Hutchens was likely heading into a situation from which he wouldn’t exit in one piece; either the Ropers would kill him as a potential witness to the murders they committed, or the blackmailers would kill him if they got the jump on the Ropers. Either outcome was bleak, and while Hutchens would have to account for his misappropriation of bank funds, Milton wasn’t sure whether he deserved to be shot.

But it was the fate of the bank that gave him the most cause for concern. The townsfolk—people like Tanya—depended upon it, and they were faced with the prospect of being seriously hurt and possibly losing everything if it went under. Hutchens had a reckoning coming up for what he’d done, but Milton didn’t think it fair that innocents pay for his foolishness.
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It took him another hour to reach a settlement. The Ropers’ place was chaotic and slapdash, whereas this one—Cutter’s Notch, according to the sign Milton passed on the way in—was neater: a small collection of properties that looked to belong to a farm. It was tidy in a way that suggested pride rather than money: white-painted fences corralling a small herd of dairy cows; a gravel drive swept clean of debris; flowerbeds under the windows of a low-slung ranch house, the blooms carefully pruned. There was a barn with fresh paint and a new roof, and a mailbox shaped like a John Deere. A pair of children played near a trampoline in the yard, watched over by an older man in overalls and a beaten-up ball cap. A battered pickup was parked beside the barn, and a windsock twitched lazily on the roof.

Milton went up to the gate, and a dog he hadn’t noticed raised itself to its feet and started to growl.

“Evening,” he called out.

The old man eyed him suspiciously but came over. “Evening.”

“I wonder if you could do me a favour. I’ve been out hiking, and I’m afraid I’ve managed to get lost.”

The man looked down at Milton’s clothes: jeans, T-shirt and boots not best suited to long-distance trudging. “Wearing that?”

“I’m English,” Milton said, playing up his accent and shrugging haplessly. “I didn’t really think before I set off, and then I lost track of where I was.”

“And where do you want to be?”

“Blackridge,” he said. “I don’t suppose you could give me a ride?”
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Clay Roper sat in the passenger seat of the pickup as Travis drove them to the old mine. Their younger brother, Donny, was in the back.

Clay could see the turning up ahead and, over the top of the trees, the beaten-up conveyor tower.

“What’s the plan?” Travis said.

“Find somewhere to hide out near the tower and wait for them to show up.”

“Then?”

“Find out where they’ve sent the money Dale’s already paid them.”

“We know, though, don’t we? Sadie said—offshore accounts.”

“She also said there’s someone else who owns those accounts. Louisville, right? The men we’re gonna jump tonight, they’re just the muscle. They work for whoever it is who’s been running the scam. We get them to tell us how we can find him; maybe we pay him a visit after and persuade him of the good sense of emptying out those accounts and transferring the money to us.”

Donny piped up, “You want to go to Louisville tonight?”

“You think we could wait a couple of days? Maybe we could get this guy’s number, call him up and see if we could make an appointment.” He chuckled. “I don’t know, Donny. For someone who’s always going on about how smart they are, you can sometimes be as dumb as a rock.”

Donny pouted. “You think maybe you could’ve told me beforehand?”

“Why? You got plans?”

“No,” he said. “Just that sometimes it feels like you take me for granted.”

“Do you know how much money Dale’s given them?”

Clay looked in the mirror and saw his brother shrug.

“One million, Donny. I thought you might like the chance to get your hands on some of that, but if that’s me taking you for granted, you just let me know now. We’ll drop you off here and go take care of it ourselves.”

“Forget it,” Donny muttered. “I’m here now, ain’t I? I’m in.”

Clay let it go. “Dale arranged for them to come meet him at eleven. He says there are usually two of them and that they both look like they can handle themselves. Obviously, we assume they’re armed.” He looked at the clock on the dash. “It’s ten thirty now. We get to the mine, put the truck out of the way, then find somewhere to hide until they come. We jump them and tie them up—Travis, you’ll go and get the truck, and we’ll drive them back to Dead Elm and see if we can’t loosen their tongues a little about whoever it is they’re working for. They tell us, and if I think it’s worth the trip, we’ll drive to Louisville. Tomorrow, we’ll be rich.”

“What about them?”

“Tonight?” Clay shrugged. “What do you think? We pop them; we leave them in the woods, then get rid of them tomorrow. I was thinking we’d get the backhoe to dig a couple of graves, then bury them nice and deep.”

“Or do them at the mine, throw them down a mineshaft,” Donny said. “Save the trouble.”

“Maybe,” Clay said. “Let’s see how it plays out.”

“Here we go,” Travis said.

Clay looked through the windshield and saw the conveyor up ahead. The only light was the faint wash from the moon behind the clouds, just enough to show the steep climb of the mountain and the thick trees that covered its flank. The conveyor rose up in the dark like a shipwreck standing on its end: tall, jagged, and rusted. The metal siding glinted faintly where it caught the moonlight, peeled in places like old bark. A couple of busted-out windows stared out like blind eyes. The gravel yard was empty. A pile of crushed limestone sat to one side.

Travis eased the car to a stop and cut the engine.

Clay nodded. “Perfect. Let’s go.”
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The old man’s name was Willy Coote, and he kept up a steady stream of conversation as he drove Milton back into Blackridge. Milton listened politely and answered his questions as best he could, but his focus was on what he was going to do when he got back into town.

He only had one choice.

“Where do you want me to set you down?” Willy said.

“The police station,” Milton said.
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It was 10.30 p.m. when Milton got out of the car and crossed the sidewalk to the entrance to the station. He went inside. It was quiet, the fluorescent lights casting a sterile glow over the linoleum floor. A female officer was working the desk.

“Is the sheriff here?”

She looked up. “Afraid not.”

“Can you call him?”

“I could, but you’d need to tell me what for. He don’t take kindly to being bothered when he’s off the clock.”

“I think there’s going to be a murder.”

The officer said she’d contact Holton and then disappeared into the back and didn’t return to the desk. Milton waited in the reception area and looked at his watch. It was already 10.35 p.m., and he had no idea what time the Ropers would arrange the meeting with Hutchens’s blackmailers.
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It was 10:45 p.m. when Holton finally arrived. He looked like a man who’d been dragged away from sleep: creased shirt, sour expression, and a muttered complaint still hanging on his lips.

He saw Milton and rolled his eyes. “You? I was hoping you’d be fifty miles down the road by now.”

“I was hoping that, too.”

“You better not be wasting my time.”

“Would telling you there’s going to be a murder be a waste of time?”

“Your reason for thinking that?”

“A conversation I overheard between Clay and Travis Roper and Sadie Rawlins this afternoon.”

“I’m listening.”

“Sadie’s been seeing Dale Hutchens from Heartland. She said he’s being blackmailed, and he’s taking the money to pay the blackmailers out of the bank. That’s the reason it’s in trouble, not what he was saying at the meeting last night.”

Holton looked sceptical. “Quite an accusation.”

“I was as surprised as you.”

“The murdering part?”

“Sadie told Clay and Travis they ought to go after the blackmailers. Dale’s paying them fifty thousand per man.”

“You know where?”

“She said there’s an old mine outside town.”

“There’s a lot of old mines in these parts. Be any more specific?”

“They mentioned Hubbard.”

He nodded. “Don’t suppose they said when they were thinking of doing this?”

“Tonight.”

Holton sucked his teeth thoughtfully. “I’m not gonna be happy if I find out you’ve been jerking me around.”

“I’m not,” Milton said.

“Tell you what, then. I’m gonna go send an officer up there to take a look. You still staying in the Fiesta?”

Milton said he was.

“Good. You need to stay in town until we’ve checked this out.”
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Dale Hutchens was practically shitting himself as the mine came into view. He’d had plenty of time to doubt the good sense of Sadie’s plan since she’d proposed it, but even though he’d almost called her to nix it on a couple of occasions, he hadn’t.

He knew why: what Sadie had said was right.

There was no way the men who were blackmailing him would let him off the hook, not when he’d shown how he could use the bank’s funds to pay them off. They’d see him as a goose laying endless golden eggs, they’d give him a chance to settle things down and cover up what he’d done, and then, when they thought the time was right, they’d be back for more.

He’d be looking over his shoulder for the rest of his life, and that was something he wasn’t prepared to do.

And what were his alternatives? Ask them to stop? Ask them nicely?

Like that was going to work.

Police? How could he possibly do that without admitting what he’d done to get himself into this mess in the first place?

No.

Sadie was right.

One option: they had to go.

Dale had lived in Blackridge long enough to know all about the Ropers. Murdering the blackmailers wouldn’t be a problem for them. Clay and Travis were psychopaths who would’ve done it for sport; the fact that they were being paid fifty per man was the cherry on top of the cake. Dale had been thinking about whether he might have to run and had sixty thousand in a lockbox hidden beneath the shed in his garden. He’d taken it out earlier and delivered fifty of it to Sadie at the diner. He’d find the rest later, once the job was done.

Dale pulled off the highway and turned onto the narrow access road that led to the mine. He coasted to a stop on the gravel, the crunch under his tyres loud in the otherwise dead silence. The conveyor loomed in front of him: tall, rust-bitten, skeletal against the dark night sky.

He sat in the car for a second, engine ticking as it cooled. His palms were slick on the steering wheel.

He checked the clock: 10.55 p.m.

Five minutes.
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Clay flexed his fingers around the butt of his pistol. He’d found a spot behind the pile of limestone that had been dumped between the conveyor and the long derelict shed on the other side of the open space. The conveyor loomed overhead. It was bigger than he remembered, or maybe it just felt bigger now that he was beneath it. The weeds around the base were knee-high in places, grown wild, like nature was dragging it down into the earth. There were two vehicles nearby: a rusted dump truck leaned on flat tyres, its bed half full of gravel; a red pickup with a cracked windshield sat next to it, its hood up, broken down and forgotten.

Hutchens had arrived before eleven, but the blackmailers were keeping him waiting. Clay found himself wondering if there was any way they might’ve guessed this was a set-up. Sadie said Hutchens had been convincing. He’d baited the hook with the promise of the extra cash he’d agreed to pay them; a million extra ought to have been tantalising enough for them to swallow it.

He glanced left and right: Travis was standing in the deep pool of shadow next to the conveyor, and Donny was on the other side of the old shed. They’d hidden the truck around there, too, so it’d be invisible to anyone pulling up. Hutchens’s Chevy gave out the only light: his headlamps lanced out, and his cabin light was on, showing him staring at his phone.
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The meet was set for 11.00 p.m., but Dale checked his watch at 11.15 p.m., and the two men still hadn’t arrived. He took out his phone and was about to call them when he saw the glow of a car’s high beams as it turned off the highway and rolled up the track to the mine. He put his phone away and took a deep breath, his hands were shaking, and he could feel sweat in the small of his back, beneath his arms and down his neck. He reminded himself that they’d expect him to be nervous, but then he worried that if he was much more nervous than usual, they’d get suspicious and the whole thing would go sideways.

He breathed in and out, in and out, nice and deep, trying to slow down the hammering of his heart.

The car turned into the parking space.

Dale opened the door of his Chevy and got out.

The car rolled to a stop, the lights pointing right at him. He held his hand up to shield his eyes. The door opened, and two men got out.

“Mr. Hutchens,” said the one who did all the talking.

Dale stepped over to him, and they met between the two cars; the second man hung back a little. Dale tried to get a look at his face, searching for any indication that he was suspicious, but the headlamps were behind him, and his expression was hidden in a deep black silhouette.

“Thanks for coming,” Dale said, trying to be civil and realising how stupid it sounded.

“This better not take long. What is it you said you wanted—reassurance?”

“Yes. There’s something else, too. We got a problem.”

“That don’t sound promising.”

Dale had tried to memorise what he was going to say, but now that he was here and the two men were in front of him—probably armed, definitely pissed at him—the words slipped away as if they’d been greased.

“Dale? I said that don’t sound promising. What is it?”

“It’s the bank. We got word from the regulators. They’ve had complaints, and they’re sending someone down to look into them. They’re coming tomorrow. I can’t get the money like I said I would. They’ll see it if I try.”

“That’s not our problem, Dale. We had a deal—one more payment and you don’t ever got to worry about anyone seeing those pictures. We’re done. Out of your hair and gone.”

Dale flinched. He glanced left and right, trying to spot the Ropers. There was no sign of them. His heart sank: was it possible they’d had cold feet, decided not to come and not told him? His pulse kicked up again; what was he going to do, stuck out here with these two thugs in the middle of nowhere, delivering news that the jig was up? What if they decided he was a liability and now was the time to cut and run? He couldn’t have suggested a better spot for them to put a bullet in him. Kill him and toss him down one of the old shafts and he’d never be seen again.

“I’m not saying I can’t make the payment,” he ad-libbed. “I’m just saying it’d be risky to make it right now. I was thinking, maybe if we waited until next week, it’d be safer?”

“No, Dale. We agreed—it was supposed to be today.”

“The bank’s closed now.”

“I realise that. I’ve been trying to remind myself that I need to be patient, not do anything hasty, even when I’m disappointed like I am now.”

“I’m just saying it wouldn’t have been safe⁠—”

“Then first thing tomorrow,” he cut across him, “and no more excuses and no more fucking around. You understand?”

Dale was about to answer when he saw movement to the left and then to the right.

Two figures stepped out from the shadows, slow and steady, shotguns levelled and aimed.

Clay Roper came in from the left, ball cap pulled down low, sawn-off hanging easy in his hands like it belonged there.

Travis Roper emerged from behind the gravel pile, bulked up in a jacket, the butt of his shotgun pressed into his shoulder.

“Evening, fellas,” Clay said.

The two men from Louisville didn’t move. They just turned their heads calmly, like they’d been expecting company all along.

“What’s this, Dale?” said the one who did all the talking. “You trying to get one over on us?”

Clay whistled and clicked his fingers. “Over here, buddy. You talk to me now.”

The man didn’t seem concerned. “And who are you?”

“The man with the shotgun.”

“I can see that. Your friend, too. Two of you.”

Donny Roper came out from behind the corner of a broken-down old truck, also hefting a shotgun.

“Three of you,” the man corrected himself.

“And we got you boys covered,” Clay said. “So unless you’re looking to get turned into red mist, I’d suggest you keep those hands where we can see them.”

“Duly noted,” the man said. “You hear that, Ramon?”

“I heard it,” the other man said. “You don’t got to worry. We’ll take this nice and easy.”

Clay took a step closer. “Good. Because this don’t need to get ugly. You do as you’re told, you can get back into your car, drive away.”

The man shrugged. “Really? Because in my experience, you don’t set up an ambush like this and then let the men you’ve ambushed just walk away. You especially don’t do that with men like me and Ramon. Because, friend, I gotta tell you—I’ve had men pull on me before, and there ain’t a one of them still drawing breath.”

Dale felt a jitter in his chest; the atmosphere had swerved off in a direction he hadn’t expected. The men should’ve been worried, yet they obviously weren’t. The second man was staring at Clay like he didn’t have a care in the world.

Clay looked nonplussed, too, but did his best to disguise it. He raised the shotgun and pointed it square at the man’s chest, eyes locked on his face. “You talk real slick for someone in your situation.”

“I think we’ve got off on the wrong foot,” the man said. “Let me introduce myself properly—I’m Lasky, and my friend over there is Ramon. There’s no need for this to get ugly.”

Dale didn’t get it. Why had he gone and volunteered their names? That spoke of either overconfidence or a total lack of giving a shit, and neither sounded good for him.

“Why don’t you boys tell us what you want,” Lasky said. “I’m assuming you’re here on account of Mr. Hutchens.”

“That’s right,” Clay said.

“Maybe I should ask him what he wants, then? Dale—what’s this all about?”

“They’re here…” Dale’s throat was dry; he swallowed. “They’re here because I want this to stop.”

“It will stop. I told you—this is the final payment, and we’re done.”

“Really?” Clay said.

“Really,” Lasky said. “He can trust us.”

“But ain’t that the thing—I don’t see no good reason why Mr. Hutchens should believe a word that comes out of your mouth. What’s to stop you boys going back to Louisville with all that money you’ve taken out of our local community bank and then deciding that you ain’t had your snouts in the trough long enough? What’s to stop you coming back and threatening poor Mr. Hutchens again and getting him to go and empty out more of our money?”

“You’re not suggesting I’m a liar, are you?” Lasky turned to the other man. “You hear that? He’s saying we’d go back on what we promised.”

“That’s what I thought he was saying,” Ramon said.

“Well, I surely don’t wanna hurt your feelings,” Clay said, “but you’ll have to forgive me if I doubt your bona fides.”

“Well, I’m afraid I’m gonna have to doubt yours, too. Because I took one look at you, and I could see you have no intention of letting us walk away. I’m just curious—what’s in it for you? How much has Dale offered you to help his little problem go away?”

“That don’t matter.”

“Speaking of his little problem, has he told you what it is? The photos of himself with his dick out, currently in our possession?” He smiled. “I know for sure he didn’t tell you he thought he was sending those pictures to a fourteen-year-old girl.” Lasky grinned. “He’s a dirty bastard. A dirty, child-molesting pervert. Ain’t that right, Dale? Go on, tell them.”

Dale blazed with sudden anger; it burned up his nervousness and made him jittery with adrenaline. “Do it, Clay,” he said through gritted teeth.

“I think maybe I will,” Clay said.

He paused, just for a moment, and then it all turned to shit.

Dale heard a deep boom from somewhere off to the left.

He was half-turning toward it when, in his peripheral vision, Clay stumbled back like he’d been shoved. Dale whipped around and saw a chunk of Clay’s head missing, the whole side of his skull scooped out above the ear. The shotgun dropped first, and Clay followed a beat later, crumpling sideways into the gravel with a wet, boneless thud.

Another boom.

Travis went down, dropped clean, with a hole punched through the centre of his chest. He didn’t make a sound, just folded where he stood and hit face-first.

Dale felt his sphincter loosen like he was about to shit his pants.

Donny, who’d flanked out wide while the talking was going on, got a few steps toward the cover of the silo before Ramon pivoted, fast and casual, like he’d done it in practice a hundred times, pulled a big hand cannon and fired a single blast.

The round missed, and Donny ran.
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Deputy Buddy Hall drove out of Blackridge and took Highway 38 northeast toward Hubbard’s Mine. He turned on the radio and clicked over to WLXG. He’d been at home watching the Reds and Cubs on the TV, and the game looked as if it was going to come down to the ninth inning. They were in the bottom of the eighth now, and the Cubs had men on first and third with a guy at bat fresh off the two-homer night that’d crushed the Reds yesterday.

The top of the old conveyor appeared over the trees. Buddy hadn’t had reason to visit here in years, but it didn’t take much to let his mind drift back to what it had been like when the mine was still running. He’d come out here with his old man, back when the air reeked of coal dust and diesel, the trucks idling in long lines, heaped with black rock, engines grumbling and brakes squealing as they crept toward the tipple. The belts had clattered day and night, pouring coal down into open railcars with a noise that drowned out everything else. He remembered the miners in coveralls and hard hats, boots slick with muck, faces streaked with soot, smoking cigarettes and passing around flasks before their shift. He’d sat in the cab of his father’s truck, sipping grape soda from the machine outside the foreman’s shack. The mine had felt like the heart of the county back then; loud, dirty, but alive. Now it was nothing but rust and rot and silence. The place had gone to seed. Folks said the structure wasn’t safe anymore, and Buddy wouldn’t be surprised if it collapsed on its own one day.

He was coming up to the mine when a car raced around the bend and came straight at him. Buddy hammered the brakes and swerved; the car swerved the other way. Buddy blinked, and in the brief moment when his lights shone into the cabin of the other car, he saw the driver and recognised him: Donny Roper.

Buddy slowed, turned off Highway 38 and rolled up to the mine.

There were two cars parked in the gravel lot.

His headlights raked across the darkened space and picked out three men: Dale Hutchens, then two others.

He blinked, then corrected himself.

Five men.

Hutchens and two guys standing frozen in the glare of Buddy’s headlights, and two others laid out on the ground.

Shit.

He got out, leaving the car door between himself and the men. He pulled his sidearm, clasped the pistol in both hands.

“Police!” he shouted, then, “Hands! Get your hands up where I can see them now.”
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Dale froze.

“Get your hands up—now!”

The newcomer was partially hidden by the darkness and the glare of the lights from his squad car, but Dale recognised his voice: it was Buddy Hall, one of the deputies from Blackridge.

Dale raised his hands and glanced over at the two men from Louisville; they did the same.

Hall turned to Ramon. “You,” he said, calm as a man ordering lunch. “Kneel. And put that piece you got in your hand on the dirt. Real slow.”

Ramon’s jaw twitched. His eyes flicked left, toward the tree line.

“There’s nowhere to go,” Hall said. “And I’ll be honest, me being out here like this, one of me and three of you, it makes me twitchy. So you make the call.”

Ramon crouched and put the pistol down. He stood and raised his hands.

“Attaboy. Now stay right there.”

Hall stepped out from behind the car.

Dale wanted to scream at him to stop.

“Now, Dale—you wanna tell me what in God’s name is going on here?”

“I-I can explain.”

“You’d better do more than that.”

Hall took a step toward him. “Looks like you got two bodies over there.”

Dale wanted to tell him to get back into cover, because now he was out from behind the car and moving into the open, he was a sitting duck for whoever had sniped Clay and Travis Roper.

“You wanna tell me who they are?”

Lasky and Ramon said nothing and did nothing. They knew that the third man—the man they’d brought out here because Dale couldn’t act for shit, the man with the rifle powerful enough to blow Clay Roper’s head open like it was a rotten cantaloupe—that man had his finger on the trigger and was waiting for Buddy to take another step, maybe two, until he was dead square in his sights.

Dale turned to Ramon. “You don’t have to⁠—”

The rifle boomed again. The shot hit Hall high—just beneath the collarbone—and spun him around. He went down hard, the impact kicking up dust as he slammed onto his side. His hat came off, landing a few feet away, and for a moment there was nothing save the echo of the shot.

Dale stood frozen, mouth open, unable to speak, while Ramon slowly exhaled through his nose, the tension sliding off his shoulders. “Dumb fuck,” he muttered, not to anyone in particular.

“Jesus,” Dale whispered.

Lasky turned to him. “Dale,” he said. “That was disappointing.”

A third man—someone Dale had never seen before—was coming out of the opening at the foot of the conveyor. He was carrying a rifle with a scope.

Lasky calmly brushed a fleck of blood from his lapel. “See what happens when you try to make a fool out of us? Three men dead and it’s all on you.”

Dale looked from body to body to body and knew that he’d messed up, that he’d underestimated them and that the odds of him walking away in one piece were slim.

Lasky turned to Ramon. “Put the cop and those two boys in the cop’s car and dump it.”

Ramon pointed to Dale. “What about him?”

“We need to have a discussion about who those boys were.” He turned to Dale. “You and me gonna go for a drive. We’ll take your car.” He looked to the guy with the rifle. “You follow behind us. I’ll need a hand when we get there.”
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They trussed Dale up and tossed him across the back seats of his Chevy; then Lasky drove out on Highway 38 where it ran by a copse of trees: cottonwoods and box elders tangled up with thick undergrowth. The road narrowed until they turned off onto a rutted single-lane track and followed it as far as the trees allowed. Lasky braked, killed the engine and got out. He stretched his arms and cracked his neck. Paulie pulled up and joined him at the back of the car.

“Nice shooting,” Lasky said.

“Easy,” Paulie said. “At that range? Come on.”

Lasky reached for the door handle to get Hutchens out, but Paulie put out a hand to stop him. “You sure?”

“He’s done,” Lasky said.

“You don’t wanna run it by Thatcher?”

“You think he’s gonna say anything different?”

Paulie took his hand away. “Probably not.”

“So we do it like we said.”

Lasky opened the door. Hutchens was curled awkwardly on his side, wrists bound, and shirt soaked through with sweat. His eyes were wide.

Lasky leaned in. “Out we get.”

Lasky grabbed him beneath the shoulders and hauled him out.

“Let’s go for a little walk.”

“Where?”

“This way—fresh air’ll do you good.”

They led him off into the trees, walking for a couple of minutes until they found a suitable spot. They dumped Hutchens on the ground; he collapsed and didn’t move.

Lasky knelt down in front of him. “We need to have a talk, Dale.”

Hutchens nodded.

Lasky grabbed Hutchens’s chin between thumb and forefinger and turned it, so he was looking to the left. “You never met Paulie, did you?”

Hutchens blinked into the darkness.

“Paulie—come say hi.”

He came closer. “Hi, shitbird.”

Hutchens eyed him fearfully.

“You’re a bad liar, Dale,” Lasky said. “Calling me up like that, telling me we had to meet—it was so fucking obvious. I mean, frankly, it was offensive you’d think I’d go for that. So I gave Paulie a call and asked him to drive down to make sure we weren’t wandering into something where we could get taken by surprise. You probably figured it out by now—he was up on the second floor of the conveyor.”

“Nice window up there,” Paulie said. “Real good spot if you wanna make sure you’re not about to be ambushed.”

“See, Paulie used to be a sniper in the army. The three of us were out in the sandbox. How many ragheads you top, Paulie?”

“Fifteen confirmed,” he said.

“There you go, Dale—fifteen. Some of those were at range, too, right?”

“Some at long range.”

“You remember that dude in Kandahar?”

“Guy getting out of the car?”

“That’s right. Paulie put a bullet in his throat from five hundred yards. Crosswind, dusk, the dude was moving. Still dropped him like a sack of shit.”

Paulie shrugged like it was nothing.

“Your pals,” Lasky went on, “as close as they were? They never really had a chance. You lined them up real nice for us, Dale.”

“That’s right,” Paulie said. “All I had to do was squeeze.”

Dale didn’t speak. He was staring at the ground, mouth open just enough to breathe, chest hitching like he was trying not to cry.

Lasky grabbed his chin again. “I don’t think I ever told you what we used to do. Me and Paulie and Ramon—before we got into this particular line of work, we were in the army. Ten years. Three deployments in Iraq, one in Afghanistan. Seventy-fifth Ranger Regiment. Second Battalion. Direct action, mostly—high-value targets, kill-or-capture raids. Baghdad, Ramadi, a little stretch outside Mosul that still makes my asshole pucker up when I think about it.” He rested his elbows on his knees like they were just two guys shooting the breeze. “Lotta long nights in shitty places waiting for shitty people to do the shitty things we thought they’d do. I got good at spotting a twitch before it turned into a pull. Got better at cleaning up after the guys who didn’t twitch fast enough.”

He looked at Dale’s face, at the terror in his eyes; he’d seen that look before.

“You know what else I was good at? Getting people to talk when they didn’t necessarily want to talk. You never know when a skill like that’s gonna come in handy. I wouldn’t have thought I’d need it tonight, but then you went and did something stupid, and now I need you to tell me all about it.”

“What do you want?”

“Those boys—who were they?”

His voice cracked. “They’ll kill me.”

He looked over at Paulie and nodded.

Paulie pulled a knife from his belt.

“Context, Dale. It’s important. They might not be happy if you tell us about them, but they’re not here now, are they? We are, and we’re about to cut you open from ear to ear.”

“Okay, okay, okay. I’ll tell you. The Ropers.”

“Local boys?”

He nodded. “The whole family’s bad news. Messed up in all kinds of shit.”

“Who’d we shoot?”

“Clay and Travis.”

“The third guy?”

“Don’t know his name. Never saw him before.”

Paulie laid the blade of the knife against Dale’s throat. “Where can we find them?”

“They live in trailers up in the mountains north of Dead Elm. Whole bunch of them. They breed like rabbits—that third guy’ll be another brother or a cousin.”

“All right,” Lasky said. “We’ll figure it out. How much you paying them to take us out?”

“Hundred grand.” Hutchens’s voice was tight with terror.

“Cash?”

“Yes. Fifty now, fifty later.”

“Where can we find that?”

“I paid earlier.”

Paulie pressed with the knife, and a thin line of blood emerged through the skin.

“Come on, Dale, help me out here. Where’s the money?”

“I gave it to Sadie,” he muttered.

“Who’s Sadie?”

“Friend.”

“Girlfriend?”

“Sort of.”

“Fuck piece?” Lasky smirked. “She know about your little perversions?”

“No,” Hutchens said. “She knows about the photos, but…”

“Not about who you thought you were sending them to?”

“No.” He was begging now. “Please… I told you what you wanted to know. You don’t⁠—”

Lasky talked over him. “How’s Sadie connected to the Ropers?”

“Their sister.”

“So, you tell her about the mess you’re in, she says not to worry, she says she’ll tell her brothers, and they’ll come and take care of it for you. What were they gonna do? Jump us, put us down, bury us out back of their trailers? That sound about right?”

“That’s right,” Hutchens said, with a sudden vehemence that must’ve been born from the realisation that he was done, no matter what he said. “That’s exactly what they were going to do. A hundred grand for both of you.”

“I remember,” Paulie said. “Sadie’s Diner. We had breakfast there.”

“That right?” Lasky said. “That Sadie?”

“You dumb fucks go up to Dead Elm and mess with them and I guarantee you’ll never come back again.”

Lasky smiled. “Listen to you, putting some bass in your voice. I’m guessing that’s resignation talking, right? You wouldn’t have the guts to give me attitude if you thought there was a chance we might let you walk out of here, so I’m guessing you’ve figured out we were never gonna do that. And you’d be right. End of the road for you, buddy. But here’s what is gonna happen—I’m gonna make sure you’ve told us everything you know, and then we’re going to go into Blackridge to pick up your girlfriend and see about the money. And then we’re gonna persuade her to tell us all about her brother or cousin or whoever the fuck he is. We’re gonna use her to get to him, and then we’re gonna teach the two of them the same lesson we taught the other two and the same lesson we’re gonna teach you. You wanna know what that is? No one crosses us and gets to walk away.”

Paulie gestured to him. “You sure he’s told us everything he knows?”

Lasky turned away. “Fuck it. We’ve got everything. Do it.”
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Milton went back to his motel room and saw from the dry carpet that the glass of water he had left behind the door had not been disturbed again. He undressed and showered, watching the water run down the patchwork of scars and wounds that decorated his body. He looked at the tattoo on his breast—the Roman numeral IX—that symbolised the ninth of the Twelve Steps, inscribed over his heart to remind him of Eddie Fabian and his murder outside London, years ago. Milton had got the tattoo to remind himself of the way he’d chosen to make amends, and—at least he thought—he’d been consistent in the path he’d followed ever since. He didn’t know whether trouble found him or whether he found trouble, but he’d been presented with opportunities to do the right thing and help those who would never have been able to help themselves. It seemed that he’d wandered into another of those situations now, but this was one where the effect of his intervention wouldn’t be restricted to benefitting just one person; this time, his effort would be amplified so that he might be able to help an entire town.

He dressed, put his phone and his wallet in his pocket, and carefully replaced the glass of water behind the door. He locked up and started down the steps to the parking lot. He was hungry.
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Milton walked across town to the diner in the hope of seeing Sadie. It was coming up to eleven, and he wasn’t completely sure it’d still be open, but he saw, from the light in the window, that it was. It appeared that the focus turned to liquor the later things got, and it was reasonably busy with customers looking for something to drink. He looked for Sadie and couldn’t see her; he wondered whether she was with Hutchens, or whether she’d already been swept up by the police. It might be that he’d have to wait until the morning to find out what had gone down.

Milton saw Tanya. She was serving a man Milton recognised from the town meeting; he waited at the door until she noticed him and came over.

Tanya saw his bruises and put a hand to her mouth. “Shit. What happened to you?”

“Long story.”

“You’ve gone and messed up that handsome face.”

“It’s fine—looks worse than it is.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “Does this have something to do with Clay?”

He gave a shrug. “Could be.”

“Shit,” she muttered.

“I’m fine.”

“What about him?”

“I didn’t lay a glove on him.”

She sighed. “He can’t keep doing what he’s doing without something happening to him. Will you tell me what happened when I get a moment’s peace?”

“Sure,” he said. “I’m actually here because I need to see Sadie. Is she around?”

“She’s been in and out.”

“Where is she now?”

“Out—said she’d be back later. Left the place to me in the meantime.”

“How’d she look?”

She looked at him quizzically. “Tense.” She paused, then frowned. “Is this to do with the trouble you had with Clay?”

“It is,” Milton said. “I was hoping to have a word with her about it.”

“You’d better take a seat, then.” She handed him one of the big laminated menus. “Booth over there, in back?”

“Perfect.”

“I’ll be over in a minute to take your order. And you can tell me what my stupid-ass ex-husband’s gone and done now.”

Milton sat down and was running through the menu when Earl came out of the bathroom. He noticed him and diverted to his booth.

“Mr. Smith,” he said, “how you doing?”

“Not so bad.”

He pointed to Milton’s face. “You sure about that?”

“I fell over. Getting old and clumsy.”

Milton wondered whether he ought to say something to Earl about seeing him in the field with the marijuana plants, but decided there was no point. He was more and more of the impression that there were hidden depths to Blackridge and Dead Elm that he’d only really begun to plumb and concluded that it was none of his business to get involved. Dope was illegal in Kentucky, and growing as much as the Ropers appeared to be growing was very illegal, but Milton—even as an addict—wasn’t exercised by it. Dope was being legalised across the country, and it was probably only a matter of time before the same was true here as it was in California and Colorado and all the other states that were permitting it. He knew the Ropers were involved in plenty worse, but that wasn’t his issue. He would help with the bank, and then that would be that. The authorities could deal with the rest.

“I got something that’ll put a smile on your face,” Earl said. “Had a good day with the truck. Managed to replace the fuel pressure regulator, and while I had it over the pit, I took the chance to do a little rooting around. The driveshaft coupling was worn out, so I switched it out for you.”

Milton set the menu down. “Thank you.”

Earl shrugged. “Didn’t feel right sending you out west knowing it might shake itself apart halfway to Missouri. She’s good now—runs quiet, holds idle better, and you won’t be waking up the neighbours when you fire her up cold.”

“Appreciate it. How much longer do you think you’ll need?”

“Another couple of hours to flush the radiator, but then that’ll be that. I reckon you’ll be good to go by the middle of the afternoon.”

Milton wondered whether he’d be able to finish his business in town before then. He didn’t want to outstay his welcome, and he would’ve preferred to avoid additional delays that might mean he had to amend his schedule, but he didn’t want to cut and run, either. It’d all depend on what happened with Hutchens and the blackmailers tonight; best-case scenario, the police grabbed them, and he could be on his way.

“I’ll come around after lunch,” Milton said. “Does that sound okay?”

“Sounds good to me.”

Earl said good night and went back to a table where he was sitting with a woman Milton guessed must’ve been his wife.

“You leaving?”

He turned and saw Tanya.

“You heard that?”

“Sounded like you just told him you might be off tomorrow.”

“Depends if Earl can get everything done in time. Looks likely.”

“Shame,” she said. “I’m getting used to seeing you in here. You’re not entirely unpleasant to look at. Sure I can’t persuade you to stay?”

Milton smiled. “I’m not against you giving it a try.”

“I like a challenge,” she said. She pointed down to the menu. “What can I get you?”

“I’ll get the cheeseburger.”

She wrote it down on her pad. “And the root beer?”

“You remembered.”

“Don’t have many customers in here who don’t drink. You stick out.”

“Is that a good or bad thing?”

“Not so bad,” she said. “Wanna go for a smoke again tonight?”

“I could be tempted. I’ve had a day.”

“Go on, then. What’s he been doing now?”

He found he didn’t want to bother her with Clay and Travis now. “Can we do it later?”

“Tell you what,” she said. “There’s one more slice of Clarence’s apple pie in back with your name on it. I’ll put it aside for you. I’ll close up in thirty minutes, and then you can walk me back to the motel.”

“Sounds good.”

She reached down and traced her fingers over the back of Milton’s hand and then headed off to attend to the couple waiting at the door to be seated.

Milton settled back and watched the comings and goings around him. It was a warm night, and the windows were open. He watched as Tanya went over to take another order, deftly snagging a pitcher of water and refilling the glasses on a third table before heading to the kitchen door to tell the chef what he needed to prepare.

The door opened; Milton turned to see Sadie coming in. She looked pensive, heading across the diner to a quiet booth on the other side of the room. She took out her phone and stared down at it, tapping the screen, her fingers going up to rub her scalp before returning to tap the screen again. It looked like she was waiting for something.

“Here you go,” Tanya said, putting a glass of root beer down on the table.

“Thanks,” Milton said. He nodded across the diner. “There she is.”

“She don’t look happy,” Tanya said. “You know she’s juggling a lot of shit at the moment to keep this place and the motel going. Probably something to do with that. You know—the problems with the bank.”

“Must be,” Milton said.

“Be right back with your burger.”

She set off to the kitchen again, plotting a different route through the tables so she could clear the four-top nearest the counter. Milton took out his own phone and opened his mail, idly wondering whether the organisers of the Tennessee state fair had sent him his permit yet. They hadn’t, and he distracted himself by opening a browser window and searching to see whether the headliners for Coachella had been announced. He was due to swing by in that vague direction around the time of the festival, and it had been on his bucket list for a while. What was the point of taking time for himself if he didn’t allow himself the odd indulgence? If the food truck’s first outing was anything to go by, he wasn’t going to be short of cash.

He was considering whether to get an early bird ticket when the bell above the door of the diner jangled. Two men Milton hadn’t seen before came inside.

They were both out of place. The first guy—tall, lean, early forties—had a military buzzcut grown out just enough to let him pass for a civilian. Tanned, tight features, sharp jaw. His jacket hung open, revealing a polo shirt tucked into jeans that were a little too clean. He looked like he had a concealed carry. The second man was shorter, thicker through the chest and shoulders, darker skinned, with close-cropped hair and the kind of stare that lingered a beat too long. They didn’t talk to anyone. They didn’t smile. They just stepped inside and stood there, looking from table to table.

Milton knew the type: no-nonsense tough guys, the sort with trouble trailing not far behind.

He looked through the window and saw a car waiting by the kerb. The driver was sitting inside, the window was down, and the engine was still running; the driver—early forties, blandly handsome, shaggy blond surfer’s hair—looked like his attention was on the window and, especially, the two men.

Milton snapped to attention.

Something about them was off.

He watched as Tanya went over to them.

“Get you guys a table?”

The guy with the polo shirt did the talking. “Is Sadie here?”

Milton glanced over at Sadie; she looked up at hearing her name.

Tanya was smiling at the guy. “Can I ask who’s asking?”

The second man pointed. “That’s her, right?”

“Out of the way,” the man in the polo shirt said, stepping around Tanya.

Tanya reached for his shoulder. “Excuse me. You can’t⁠—”

The man stopped, pivoted and backhanded her across the face. He struck her hard, knocking her into the desk with the menus and the cash register.

Milton stood.
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Lasky stepped around the waitress he’d just hit, leaving Ramon to handle crowd control. Sadie had started to get up, but she was impeded by the edge of the booth table and had only managed to half-stand when Lasky reached her. He sat down next to her, blocking her into the booth.

“Hi, Sadie.”

“Get out of the way.”

“Couple questions; then I’m gone. Looking for Donny Roper. He’s your kin—right?”

“Someone call the police,” she called out.

Ramon pulled back his jacket to show the butt of his holstered pistol. He shook his head and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. “Don’t no one do that. It’d be a bad idea.”

“Donny Roper,” Lasky repeated. “Where is he?”

“No idea.”

“What about the money? Your boyfriend said he delivered it earlier. Where’s it at?”

She lowered her shoulder and tried to push him out of the booth.

“Come on, Sadie. Just tell me what I want to know and we’re out of your hair.”

“Get out of my way.”

“That’s enough.”

Lasky turned; one of the diners was on his feet a couple of tables over. Medium height, lean, clean-shaven, close-cropped dark hair, ice-blue eyes.

Ramon pulled his pistol and aimed it at the man. “Sit your dumb ass back down.”

The man paused, looked as if he might do something stupid, then thought better of it. He slowly lowered himself back into his chair.

Lasky reached down for his pistol, pulled it from its holster and laid it flat on the vinyl surface of the table. “Last chance, Sadie. Much better to be civil, but we can do it the other way if you prefer.”

“I don’t know about no money, and I don’t know where he is.”

“You think he might have taken it back to Dead Elm?”

“No idea.”

“All right, then.” Lasky slid out of the booth and stood. He aimed the gun at her and flicked it. “Up you get.”

“What? What do you want?”

“You think I’m dumb enough to head over to all your kin without any leverage?” He grinned. “Nah. I’m gonna need you to take me to him.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

Lasky held up the gun so she could get a good long look at it. “Seriously? You gotta ask? Come on—get your ass up. Won’t take long.”

Lasky, Ramon and Paulie had done this sort of thing before, plenty of times. Once, outside Kandahar, they’d yanked a bomb-maker out of a wedding party; middle of the night, compound full of family, kids still awake, gunmen in the next room. Ramon had tossed a flashbang, and they’d cleared three rooms before anyone knew what was happening. Lasky had had the target cuffed and stuffed in the back of a Hilux within ninety seconds. Picking up this hillbilly bitch? A walk in the park by contrast.

He grabbed her around the top of her arm and pulled her with him toward the door.

They had to pass by a table with an older couple, and as they drew nearer, the old guy stood up and blocked the way ahead.

“Sit down, grandpa,” Ramon said.

“Don’t think so. She don’t want to go with you. Leave her alone and take your asses somewhere else.”

“You heard my friend,” Lasky said. “Out of my way.”

The old man shook his head.

The man from before with the blue eyes stood back up. “Earl—sit down.”

“That’s right, Earl,” Lasky said. “You want to listen to him.”

“Leave her alone, and I’ll do that—I’ll take my seat again and enjoy the rest of my drink if you boys can be on your way.”

Lasky aimed at him. “I’ve had a hell of a night, Earl, and I’m not in the mood for any more aggravation. So, please—sit down. Last chance.”

“Earl,” said the guy with the blue eyes.

“I ain’t scared of⁠—”

Lasky pulled the trigger, putting one in the old guy’s gut.

He went down.

His wife screamed.

The guy with the blue eyes took a step, but Ramon turned his gun on him, and he stopped.

“Y’all heard,” Lasky said to the others. “I warned him, and he didn’t listen. Anyone else wanna get in my way?” No one moved. “Nah—didn’t think so.”

Lasky tightened his hold on Sadie’s arm and led her out, stepping over the old guy and the blood that was puddling around his body. Gut shot, probably not dead, but they’d need to get him to the ER nice and quick, or he was going to bleed out.

Not their problem.

Ramon stayed where he was, covering the room to make sure no one else felt like acting the hero. Lasky took Sadie outside, crossed the sidewalk to the car, put her in the back and slid in next to her. Ramon followed, sliding in up front next to Paulie.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” Lasky said.
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Earl was on the floor, his hands clutched to his gut. Milton could see blood seeping between his fingers and starting to gather on the floor between his legs.

“Shit,” he said. “Fucker shot me.”

“Call 911,” Milton said.

“On it,” someone said.

Milton wasn’t a medic, but he’d been a soldier for long enough to have picked up a decent smattering of battlefield medicine, and this wasn’t the first gut shot he’d seen that needed him to treat it.

Milton looked up at Tanya. “Where’s your first aid kit?”

“Kitchen. I’ll get it.”

She came back thirty seconds later with the bag and handed it to Milton. He popped it open and laid it out on the floor. He peeled back Earl’s hands and saw the wound: low and left, belly shot; maybe kidney, maybe bowel. It pulsed blood, more oozing out with every fresh heartbeat.

“How’d I look?”

“Not great. But it could’ve been worse.”

“Hurts like a bitch.”

“About to hurt more.”

“Do what you gotta do.”

Milton pulled out gauze and a compression bandage and tore open the wrapper with his teeth. “Tanya—I need clean cloths. And water.”

She scrambled off to find them.

Milton packed the wound with gauze. Earl groaned and tensed, but Milton pressed harder. He layered two thick gauze pads over the wound, then wrapped the pressure bandage tight around Earl’s torso, knotting it down hard. It was a million miles away from surgical standard, but it ought to be solid enough to buy him a little time.

Earl looked up at Milton; his face was pale. “Truck might take a little longer than I said.”

“Forget about the truck.”

“Ambulance is on the way,” one of the other customers called.

Milton stood, and the woman Earl was with—his wife, he thought—knelt down next to him and clasped his hand.

Milton’s hands were bloodied; he wiped them on one of the towels that Tanya had brought. He tossed them aside and led her over to the nearest empty chair. The man had backhanded her across the face, and it looked like his knuckle had cut her lip; a little dribble of blood ran down her chin.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Milton took a napkin and wiped the blood away. “Do you know who they were?”

“Never seen them before.”

“They were asking about Donny Roper.”

“One of Sadie’s brothers. He’s bad news. They all are.”

“Can I borrow your car?”

“Why?”

“I’m going to go and get her back.”

“You know where they went?”

“Dead Elm.”

“And you know where that is?”

“I’ve been before,” he said, pointing to the bruise on the side of his face. He put out his hand. “Please?”

She fetched her purse and took out a bunch of keys on a Mickey Mouse keyring. “The Buick at the back of the lot. My grandpa gave it to me. She’s old, but she still runs.”

“Thank you,” Milton said. “Call the sheriff. Tell him where they’ve taken her and ask him to get up there. They’ll all be armed and dangerous, so he’ll need to bear that in mind.”

She nodded. “There’s a pistol in the glovebox.”

“Thank you.”

Milton jogged outside and looked for the Buick, expecting something modern—an Encore or a mid-2000s Lucerne—but what was waiting was very different. It was an old LeSabre that looked like it’d been around since the eighties. It was long and boxy, dull brown with a cracked vinyl roof and a quarter panel in mismatched grey. The chrome trim was pitted, the hood ornament was gone, and one of the taillights was patched over with red tape. None of that would matter provided it started.

He opened the door and got inside. The passenger window was stuck halfway down, and when he started the engine, the exhaust rattled like it had a handful of stones bouncing around inside it.

He reached across the cabin, opened the glovebox and emptied it: service history, balled-up receipts and, at the back, a little .380 Ruger LCP pistol. He took it out and checked it: slide tight, double-action trigger as the safety, one in the chamber. No dust, no rust. She’d kept it ready, which probably spoke to the way she worried about Clay Roper as much as anything else. Milton was pleased to have it. The two men in the diner had been professionals, and he didn’t doubt the same was true for the wheelman who’d stayed outside. At least two of them were armed; Milton would’ve preferred to have settled things without the need for further bloodshed, but they’d shot Earl in cold blood, and they couldn’t really complain if Milton retaliated in kind.
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Paulie drove them out of Blackridge and followed Sadie’s muttered directions toward Dead Elm. Lasky had been working around this part of Kentucky ever since he got out of the army and knew what they’d find: the kind of shithole place that didn’t appear on maps unless you zoomed all the way in, trailers and shacks with busted windows, yards full of stripped engines, dogs running loose. He wondered again whether the inconvenience and the risk was worth the fifty they might be able to pocket, but figured it probably was; either way, they definitely needed to make sure Donny Roper couldn’t describe them to the cops. They’d get the cash, put a bullet in his head like Dale and the other two, then head back to civilisation and forget all about Blackridge and Dead Elm and Hutchens and the Ropers and all of it.

Lasky took out the gun and made sure that Sadie Rawlins could see it.

She’d seen them, too. Not good for her.

“So,” he said, “you’re a Roper?”

Sadie met his eyes, flat and cold. “That’s right.”

“Tell us about the family.”

“I got nothin’ to say to you.”

He moved the pistol so that the streetlight glinted off the frame. “Think again about that.”

“You think I ain’t ever had a piece pulled on me? I’ll tell you what—I’m gonna give you city boys a bit of free advice. Stop the car at the junction up ahead and let me out. Maybe my brothers will let you leave the county with your teeth.”

Lasky chuckled. “You hear that?”

“Sounds like she’s threatening us,” Ramon said.

“Sure does.” He turned a little, reached across his body and jammed the muzzle into her ribs. “That right, sweetheart? You threatening us?”

“She got balls,” Paulie said.

Lasky exhaled as he shook his head. “Your brothers—these the same guys who were at the mine with your boyfriend tonight when he tried to rip us off?”

She went quiet.

“Where’s all that attitude gone now, baby?”

He noticed her fists clenched tight, the skin whitening around her knuckles.

“There were three of them. Ramon—pass me the wallets.”

Ramon reached into his jacket and handed back the two wallets they’d taken from the bodies of the guys who’d tried to jump them. He flipped open the first and then the second, taking out their driver’s licences.

He read the first. “Clay Roper.” Then the second. “Travis Roper. Can’t say I see the resemblance, but I guess when you keep it all in the family like I know you hillbillies do, the lines get a little blurred. That about right?”

“What did you do?” she said. “How’d you get those?”

“We made the meet to see your boyfriend, like he asked. Your boys came all tooled up, ready to jump us. Trouble is, Dale ain’t much of a liar, and you ain’t that much of a criminal mastermind. Whole thing stunk before we even got there. So Paulie took a perch where he could see everything. Paulie’s up front—say hi, Paulie.”

“Hi,” Paulie said.

“Paulie used to snipe bad guys in Kandahar. Clay and Travis? Clean shots. Dead before they hit the ground. Donny, though? He was lucky. Ran like hell.” Lasky leaned back, resting the pistol on his thigh. “And that’s where you come in. You’re gonna take us to him so we can finish up. And while we’re there, we’ll collect what Dale paid you folks to get rid of us.”

She was quiet as they climbed a ridge and turned a corner in the track.

“There it is,” Paulie said.

The road turned to gravel, then to dirt, and the headlights shivered across deep ruts and potholes that hadn’t seen county maintenance in years. Lasky looked: trailers parked randomly, a pickup truck half-dismantled, an RV up on cinderblocks with a tarp flapping loose in the wind. A Confederate flag was nailed to the side of a shed. Another trailer had a ‘No Trespassing’ sign riddled with birdshot.

Paulie slowed the car.

“How’d you even know Donny went home?” Sadie said. “And even if he did, you think you’re just gonna roll in and ask for him? They’ll cut you in half before you’re out of the car.”

Lasky smiled like she’d just told him the weather. “Give me some credit, sweetheart. That’s why we got you.”

Paulie pointed. “I’ll pull over up here.”

He did, rolling the car to the side of the road and leaving it half on the verge.

Ramon took the binoculars from the glovebox and glassed the settlement, left to right, lowered them and then pointed. “That’s his car—parked outside the bar.”

Lasky took the binoculars and adjusted the focus. The image snapped into clarity: the same Chevy Monte Carlo that had raced away from the mine, parked half-crooked in the dirt lot outside the bar. He could just make out the cracked rear bumper, the dent above the passenger-side wheel well, the missing hubcap on the front. The car Donny had been in, no question. He swept the binoculars across the rest of the property: a couple of trucks, a dog nosing around the trash cans, neon flicker from inside, no obvious sentries, no sign they’d been made.

He lowered the glasses and passed them back to Ramon. “We assume they know we might be coming, so we go in hard. Ramon—you and me in through the front door. Paulie—keep an eye out for anyone trying to leave through the back.”

They got out. Lasky went around to the back of the car, popped open the trunk and reached down to lift the false floor, exposing a neat loadout nestled in custom-cut foam: three AR-style rifles fitted with suppressors, each with a folded stock and two spare magazines secured with rubber bands; half a dozen grenades, frag and flashbang; a Remington 870 shotgun with a breaching choke and worn black furniture; a pair of Glock 19s, both with the extended mags and stippled grips. Beneath that was a set of black body armour: lightweight, high-threat-rated plates in compact carriers.

Ramon reached in and took out one of the rifles, clicking a magazine into place with the smoothness of someone who’d done it a thousand times before.

He gave it to Paulie and took out the shotgun.

Ramon nodded at Sadie. “What about her?”

“Gag her, tie her hands, leave her in the trunk. Insurance, case we need it.”

Ramon reached back into the glovebox and took out a roll of duct tape. He peeled off the end, tore it, grabbed Sadie by the jaw and taped her mouth shut, wrapping it around her head twice. She twisted and kicked once, but Lasky held her and bound her wrists behind her back with three more loops before she could do much more. He taped her ankles next, waited for Paulie to put the false floor back, and then the two of them hauled her up and dumped her inside.

Lasky shut the lid. “Ready?”

Paulie and Ramon nodded.

“Let’s go get this done.”
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Milton pushed the car as much as he could without going too hard. He didn’t have time to waste, but neither did he think he needed to hammer it to the point that he might end up doing damage that’d mean he didn’t get to Dead Elm in time. He knew where the three men were headed, and while he expected violence, it was obvious they were professional enough to put together a patient strategy rather than running in with their guns up. That ought to give Milton a chance to get to them and come up with a strategy of his own.

Milton crested the ridge and started the turn to the settlement. He’d been in the trunk of Clay Roper’s car the last time he’d visited Dead Elm, and he hadn’t had the time to admire the view on his way out. He could see it all now, though: a scatter of trailers and shacks lit in the pale light of a half-moon.

He saw a car parked at the side of the road, and as he slowed, he recognised it: the same one that the men at the diner had been driving. Milton braked and pulled over, sliding in behind it. He got out, took the gun from the glovebox, and approached the car, taking it nice and slow to be sure it was empty.

He heard banging coming from the back.

He moved cautiously forward and heard the banging more clearly.

Someone was in the trunk.

Milton stepped up to the car, his eyes flicking across the shadowed road, the scrub, and into the tree line. It all looked clear. He crouched, gave the trunk a knock, and heard an answering thump, frantic, muffled.

He ran his hand over the lip of the trunk, checking for a release. Nothing.

He glanced at the licence plate, then backed up a step and drove the heel of his boot into the plate bracket. The plastic mount cracked, and he jammed his fingers underneath, fishing until he found the cable for the release latch. He yanked hard.

There was a mechanical thunk, and the trunk lid popped an inch.

Milton stepped forward and lifted it.

Inside, bound with tape, was Sadie Rawlins. Her eyes were wild, her mouth working beneath a taped gag.

Milton found the end and pulled, unwinding it around her head until her mouth was clear.

“You?” she said.

“Who’d you expect?”

“I don’t know—the police, maybe?”

“They’ll be on the way. What happened?”

“They killed my brothers, and now they’re going after Donny.”

“Who’s that? Another brother?”

She nodded.

“And he was involved in the nonsense you set up tonight, too?”

She nodded again.

“I don’t have any sympathy for him, then. You reap what you sow. Earl got shot because of what you did.”

“Is he…?”

“Dead? Not when I left, but he’s not a young man.”

“Fuck.”

“Yes, Sadie—fuck. So let’s be really clear—I’m not here for you, and I’m not here for your family. I’m here because I can’t let the shooters get away with it. Where are they?”

“Donny’s car is down there by the bar. They’re going for him.”

“How many? Three?”

She nodded.

“You hear what they were planning?”

“Two are going in the front door, and the other one’s going around the back.”

“All armed?”

“To the eyeballs. Get me out of here, and I’ll show you something.”

Milton reached down, slid his hands beneath her shoulders and lifted her out of the trunk. He found the end of the tape around her wrists and unwound it, then knelt down to do the same to her ankles. She turned back to the trunk, slid her fingers into two notches on either side and pulled up the floor to reveal a hidden armoury beneath. There was a series of foam insets, some of which were empty, but Milton still saw plenty of firepower: two suppressed 9mm pistols with extended magazines, a compact Uzi with a folding stock, and a short-barrelled AR-15 with an EOTECH sight clipped to the rail. A pair of walkie-talkies sat in a charger cradle, and beneath those, a Pelican case contained a tangle of zip ties, a stun gun, and a pair of black balaclavas. A small ammo box was wedged in at the back, marked with duct tape and a Sharpied “9MM/5.56.”

He’d been right about them: whoever they were, they were professionals.

Sadie pointed. “See?”

Milton reached into the trunk and took the AR-15 first, racking the charging handle to check the chamber. Loaded. He slung it over his shoulder and grabbed one of the suppressed 9mm pistols, slipping it into the waistband of his jeans. He pocketed two spare mags and then took the stun gun and the roll of duct tape.

“Stay here.”

“Those are my kin,” she protested.

“You get involved and I can’t promise you won’t get hit. I can’t stop you, but you’re not my problem.”

She hesitated, caught between an objection and another smart comment, but thought better of it and said nothing. Milton didn’t wait to see whether she would stay or follow; he turned, bracing the AR-15 as he tightened the sling across his shoulder. He popped the dust cover with a flick of his thumb, checked the chamber again, then eased the safety to fire and gave the charging handle a firm tug just to be sure. The rifle was short-barrelled and light, built for tight quarters, and ideal for what he had in mind.

He took a breath, settled the stock against his shoulder, and slipped into the dark, moving fast and low through the brush, eyes sharp, ears straining.
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Lasky took it nice and slow. The area around the bar was full of all manner of junk: a busted lawnmower, cracked plastic coolers, a busted washing machine with its drum missing. An old mattress leaned against the side of the building. Beer cans glittered in the grass, half-buried in the dirt, and broken cinderblocks had been repurposed into makeshift seating around a scorched fire pit. A fibreglass deer target lay on its side beneath a tree, one eye missing. Everything was sun-bleached, rain-warped, slowly decaying.

What a fucking dump.

Lasky climbed onto the outside deck, tightened the straps of the body armour and, with a nod to Ramon, pushed the door. The way ahead was a narrow vestibule before another door, this one made of glass, that opened into the bar proper, dimly lit and hazy with cigarette smoke. A neon beer sign flickered on the back wall, casting a glow over the liquor bottles and mirrored shelves. There were only a handful of drinkers inside; old-timers hunched over their drinks and a couple of younger guys nursing longnecks at a side table. The jukebox was playing bluegrass.

Lasky swept the room with the muzzle of his rifle as he stepped inside, slow and steady, Ramon tight on his flank. The sudden presence of two men in tactical vests with rifles turned heads, but only one person moved: a lanky kid in a hoodie who stood and then thought better of it, sinking back down.

Donny Roper was at the far end of the bar, leaning back on his stool, a beer halfway to his mouth. He froze.

“Hey, Donny. Don’t get up.”

One of the old-timers reached down toward his belt.

Ramon noticed, stepped over and levelled the barrel. “I wouldn’t.”

“Easy, buddy. I ain’t doing nothing.”

“Let’s keep it that way.”

Lasky took a step toward Donny. “Where’s the money?”

“You killed my brothers.”

“Guilty as charged, but that don’t answer my question. Where is it?”

The old-timer reached again.

Ramon pulled the trigger and shot him through the throat. The bullet went all the way through, coming out the other side and smashing a bottle behind the bar.

Donny took his chance.

He grabbed the bag at his feet and split, heading into a room at the back.
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Milton moved as quickly as he dared, aware that he needed to be quick but also that if he gave himself away to the third guy—the one Sadie said was waiting outside—he was liable to get himself shot.

The road sloped downwards into the hollow where the bar and the rest of the buildings were gathered. He dropped down into the cover offered by a broken-down pickup, took a breath, then popped around it to scope the buildings more carefully.

It was late, but Milton could see light through the window and heard muffled music. He tried to put together a strategy that wouldn’t end up getting him killed, but he wasn’t operating with the benefit of anywhere near enough intelligence. He knew there were three men, that they were heavily armed, that they were professional, and, at least according to Sadie, that they had no problem with killing. That was about the extent of his knowledge; it wasn’t enough.

But, on the other hand, he had a handful of advantages: chief among them the fact they couldn’t know he was coming and that he was as well armed as they were.

He saw a shadow pass across the light in the window and then, a moment later, a flash and the crack of a weapon discharging.

Milton didn’t care about the shooters or Sadie’s brother, but he would’ve preferred to stop anyone else from being hurt.

He heard the sudden crackle of gunfire—short bursts, sharp and fast—and turned back to the window to see strobing flashes lighting up the interior.

Milton looked to the rear of the building and saw movement. It wasn’t easy to make out detail—just a shadow that passed through the gloom between the trees—but it was impossible to miss. Milton flexed his fingers around the stock of the AR-15 and decided. The two who’d presumably gone inside would come out the front; Milton would quietly take out the man guarding the rear, then circle back for the others without the threat of being flanked.

He ducked down low and scurried out from behind the pickup, reached the tree line and then stayed in cover as he climbed the gradient of the depression behind the building. He let go of the AR, moving it around on its sling so it was at his side, and pulled the silenced 9mm.

The third man was just up ahead, his position lit up by the glow of a phone’s screen as he put it to his ear. Milton bit down on his lip as he debated how best to proceed; it’d be simple to wait for the right moment before slotting him from behind. They outnumbered him, and Milton didn’t know whether he would be able to overpower them all.

But killing the man in cold blood like that was something Milton would have done before. Not now; he knew he ought to at least try to subdue them and deliver them to the police.

He put the 9mm back and took out the stun gun.
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Paulie waited in the gloom of the tree line, the rifle balanced evenly in both hands. He had a good view of the back of the bar and was happy that no one would be able to get in or out without him seeing them. He raised the rifle, settling the butt tight into his shoulder, and put his eye on the rear of the building.

The back door flew open, and Donny Roper burst out, legs pumping and his arms windmilling for balance as he made a break for the trees. He had a bag clutched to his chest and a pistol in his fist.

Paulie exhaled, calm and steady, and squeezed the trigger. The rifle kicked once, a sharp crack that echoed across the hollow. Donny stumbled mid-stride, his momentum carrying him forward another two steps before he collapsed face-first into the dirt, limbs twitching.

Paulie didn’t move.

He watched through the scope, waiting for any sign that someone else might come out of the door.

No one did.

Paulie took another beat to be sure he wasn’t about to put himself at risk, then stepped out of the tree line and jogged over to the guy. He wasn’t moving, but Paulie put another round into him, just to make sure.

He reached the body. The bag was beneath it, so he reached down and dragged it out, taking his hands off the rifle so he could unzip it and look inside. He saw stacks of cash: the money packed tightly in neat, rubber-banded bricks. He could see the edges of crisp $100 bills, and the bands were colour-coded, the kind banks used, stamped with denominations: $10,000 each.

Time to go.

Paulie zipped the bag, stood, slung it over his shoulder, and reached for the rifle on its sling. He had his hand on the grip when he heard movement behind him, spun, saw a man walking straight at him. He tried to get the rifle up, but the man blocked it with one hand and pushed something into his neck with the other. He heard the buzz and click of a stun gun, saw a burst of blue dancing across the metal prongs, and jerked like he’d grabbed a live wire.

He let out a strangled grunt, and his knees buckled.

The man caught him as he fell, easing him down to the ground.
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Sadie wasn’t about to stand around and wait. Donny was in the bar, and she had no idea whether Smith, despite his seeming competence, would be able to get to him before the thugs who’d grabbed her. She still had her phone in her pocket; she took it out and dialled his number.

He didn’t pick up.

She cursed and called again.

Still nothing.

She saw a flash from inside the bar and heard the crack of gunshots.

She flinched instinctively, her fingers tightening around the phone still clutched in her hand.

She saw movement as someone went out the back, silhouetted against the dim spill of light from inside. It was Donny. She recognised his awkward gait and saw he was clutching something tight to his chest as he ran.

He was making for the trees.

Run.

Another figure emerged behind him. There was another sharp crack—closer this time—and she saw Donny’s legs kick out from under him as the bullet struck.

He crumpled to the dirt.

The man advanced, raised the gun again, and fired a second shot. Sadie flinched. Donny’s body jerked once, then lay still.

For a second, she couldn’t move.

She felt like she was going to throw up.

She had to get clear, or else she was going to be next, so she turned back to where Smith had left his car. She recognised it—Tanya’s old Buick—and went over to it. The door was ajar, and she opened it and dropped into the driver’s seat. He’d taken the keys, but that didn’t matter; Sadie had boosted plenty of cars before, and one as old as this had none of the more modern precautions that might’ve slowed her down. She prised open the panel beneath the steering column and felt underneath for the ignition wires. It was a mess of plastic coating and brittle tape, but her fingers knew the feel of the right ones thanks to years of learning things she shouldn’t have. She tugged out the red battery wire, the yellow ignition, and the brown starter. She twisted red to yellow. The dash lights blinked on. Good start. She touched the brown to the exposed ends, and there was a sharp spark, a grinding cough from the starter, then the old Buick’s engine turned over with a roar.

Her hands were damp on the wheel, and her heart hammered.

Donny was dead.

Clay and Travis were dead.

Jesus Christ.

She gritted her teeth, fighting the sting of tears threatening to cloud her vision.

She needed to get to the diner. Get the go-bag from the crawlspace above the restroom ceiling—the one with the pistol, the cash she’d saved, and the burner phone—and then she needed to try to meet up with her ma and pa.

They’d be able to keep her safe.

She shoved the wires aside, left them hanging, jammed the car into reverse, and twisted the wheel. The tyres bit into the gravel, kicking it in a spray against the fender. She spun the Buick around, fishtailing a little on the shoulder, then shoved it into drive and punched the gas.
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Milton moved quickly, grabbing the man beneath the shoulders and dragging him back into the trees. He mumbled something and started to stir; Milton jabbed him again with the stun gun and pulled him deeper into the undergrowth. He had a bag with him. Milton opened it and saw a lot of cash. He crouched down alongside so he could frisk the man and found his wallet in his jeans pocket and his phone in his jacket pocket. He woke the phone, saw it was locked, and held it in front of the man’s face until it unlocked. He tapped into the settings to disable auto-lock and pocketed it.

He took the duct tape he’d grabbed from the car and wrapped the man’s ankles and wrists. He tore off another strip and slapped it over his mouth. He propped him up against the trunk of a tree and used the rest of the tape to secure him to it.

Milton heard the front door of the bar crack back against the wall as it was shoved open and saw the two men with rifles jogging up to the road where they’d left their car. He followed them, staying in the shadows. They were definitely professionals: they moved fast but with control, rifles held tight to their bodies, one taking the lead while the other trailed, eyes on their six. They crossed the open space in bounding overwatch, one covering while the other advanced, leapfrogging up the road. They reached the car, and the lead man dropped into a crouch behind the hood while the other swung the rear door open and cleared the back seat before getting in. These weren’t thugs; they were trained. Textbook extraction. Definitely military, possibly ex–special forces operators.

Milton dropped behind the trunk of an elm, elbows locked into the dirt for stability, adjusted the sight, thumbing the brightness down so it wouldn’t bloom in the low light, then dialled in the rear iron for backup. The sling went over his shoulder and under his supporting arm to lock the rifle in tight. He rested the stock against the meat of his shoulder and let his cheek settle into the weld. He steadied his breathing, let it slow until his heartbeat stopped hammering. He exhaled slowly. No wind, and a hundred yards to the target. Not easy, but doable. He picked the lead man, found centre mass, and held the reticule on him, waiting for the moment he’d turn broadside. His finger eased onto the trigger.

A shout from behind: “Help!”

Milton swore. It was the guy he’d left behind. He’d managed to get the tape off his mouth.

“Help!”

The two men dropped into cover behind the car.

Milton swore again: he had no shot.

The phone in his pocket buzzed.

Milton took it out, saw the caller’s ID—‘Lasky’—and answered it.

A gruff voice: “Where are you?”

“Your friend isn’t coming.”

A pause and then: “Who’s this?”

Milton put the phone on speaker, laid it down on the ground and put his eye back to the sight. He watched the car, but both men stayed down low, and he still didn’t have a shot.

The voice was frustrated, angry: “You still there?”

“I am. And it doesn’t matter who I am.”

“I might have to disagree about that.”

Milton saw red and blue lights approaching on the road a mile out.

“The police are coming. Why don’t you wait there until they get here? I’d be happy to introduce myself then.”

The voice chuckled: “Don’t think we’ll be doing that. Where’s my friend?”

“Tied to a tree. I’ll leave him there for the police.”

“You got the money?”

“I do, but I don’t want it. You want to meet so I can give it to you?”

“That’d be great.”

“Just tell me where.”

The man chuckled. “You know who I am?”

“You’re Lasky.”

“I am, and I’ll tell you what, man. You got some cojones, whoever you are.”

The lights drew nearer, and the sound of sirens reached them over the trees.

“How about this,” Milton said. “Obviously, I got your friend’s phone. I’ll give you a call tomorrow, and we can have a chat when we’re not so rushed. Fix up somewhere to meet. Sound good?”

“I’ll look forward to that.”

Milton watched through the scope as the two men climbed into their car. The engine coughed to life, and they peeled away from the side of the road. He kept them in his sights until the taillights disappeared over the rise, then lowered the rifle and exhaled.

Moments later, flashing red and blue raced down the road. It was a pair of sheriff’s cruisers, sirens wailing, heading toward the bar. They’d find the man Milton had disabled and tied up, the body of the man who’d been shot and whatever mess had been left behind inside the building. Milton had been discreet, and he doubted that even the man he’d jumped would be able to provide more than a cursory description of him. He wasn’t about to be identified or implicated, and he had no interest in claiming credit for taking out the shooter.

The job was only part done; he wanted the other two, especially the one who’d plugged Earl.

Milton watched the cruisers come to a stop, and then retraced his steps back to where he’d left the Buick.

It wasn’t there.

Milton cursed.

Sadie wasn’t there, either.

She must have taken it.

He jogged back up the shoulder toward where the two cruisers had pulled in, engines idling, doors open as the officers fanned out toward the bar. Milton saw Holton and one of the men who’d detained him. Lights strobed over the trees, painting the trunks, and he heard voices over the radios.

Milton crouched low, keeping to the shadows at the tree line. He padded across to the closest cruiser and slid in behind the wheel. A shotgun was secured in a rack fitted between the seats, and the laptop bolted to a swing-arm console blinked with dispatch chatter. He ignored both, dropped the car into gear, spun the wheel, and pulled a tight U-turn back toward the highway. Gravel kicked up under the tyres. He kept the lights off, running dark, easing the cruiser down the shoulder until he was out of sight of the bar. Only when the road curved and the flashing strobes from the car left behind had dipped behind the trees did he breathe easier.

He wouldn’t be able to keep the car for long, but he only needed it for the ride back to Blackridge.

He punched the gas and drove as fast as the narrow road allowed.
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Sadie drove back to Blackridge, pushing Tanya’s old Buick as fast as it would go. She called her mother on the way, pressing the phone to her ear while she held the wheel with her free hand. She told her what had happened: about the thugs who’d abducted her, about her fear that Clay and Travis had been shot and how Donny, too, looked as if he might have been caught up in the violence. Her mother was not the sentimental type, but even she took a moment, and when she spoke again, there was a catch in her voice.

“Get yourself over here.”

“I got to go back to the diner first. I got stuff there I need to get.”

“I’ll send Bo and Sam,” her mother said, meaning two of her cousins. “Wait for the boys. They’re on their way.”

Sadie ended the call, tossed the phone onto the passenger seat and hit the gas, pushing the car up to sixty as she turned the long, gentle bend that led into Blackridge.
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The diner was usually open until midnight on Friday nights, but Sadie saw that it’d been closed as she drove by the front. That wasn’t a surprise after what had happened there. Through the window she saw Clarence and Tanya cleaning up and hoped that she could get in and out without either of them noticing. She was in Tanya’s car, and she’d be bound to ask questions about the Englishman who’d driven it out to Dead Elm.

She turned off the road and parked in the lot. She killed the engine and got out, hurrying to the back door and letting herself in. She didn’t really want to see anyone else and have to explain what had happened to her, but Clarence was just coming out of the restroom, and there was no avoiding him.

“Jesus,” he said. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Those guys…”

“I got away from them.”

“The English guy went after you.”

“He helped.”

“Where is he?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is he okay?”

“I don’t know that, either. How’s Earl?”

“They took him to the ER. They said he’ll make it. Got lucky. He was his usual self when they put him in the back of the ambulance.”

“Thank God.”

“Holton was here earlier. He wouldn’t say much but said there’s been a shooting out at one of the old mines tonight, too. You believe that?”

“He say what happened?”

“No. Tanya told him what happened and said to get to Dead Elm. He went right away.”

“I just need to use the restroom. I’ll see you out front.”

She went into the restroom and entered the cubicle on the left. Standing on the rim of the toilet, she boosted herself up high enough to reach the ceiling panel. She pushed it up and slid it to the side, reaching into the space above until her fingers found the bag that she kept there. She brought it down, resting it on the top of the cistern as she unzipped it and checked that the money she’d made from selling the truck was still there: it was, with no sign that it had been touched. She’d been trying to put together enough money to get out of Blackridge and start over somewhere else. The diner wasn’t worth shit, same as the Fiesta, and the bank was going to foreclose on both sooner rather than later. She’d been squirrelling away what she could, and now she’d cleared sixty grand, she had enough to think about getting out. She’d been hoping that tonight’s plan might’ve added another twenty or thirty to her fund, but that’d gone south when her dumbfuck brothers had allowed themselves to go and get shot.

She zipped up the bag and slung it over her shoulder. She went out of the restroom and turned left and not right, avoiding both the prospect of another chat with Clarence and the need to explain to Tanya why she had her car.

She opened the door to the lot and froze: a car had just pulled up next to the Buick, and two guys, both with rifles, were getting out.

The guys from before, the men who’d grabbed her and shot Earl.

“Hey, Sadie,” the man who’d done most of the talking called out.

She slammed the door, locked it and went back through into the diner. Clarence and Tanya were there, cleaning up the blood that was still visible on the floor where Earl had fallen.

“They’re back,” Sadie said. “Call 911.”

Clarence looked up. “What? Who? The guys?”

Sadie hurried around the counter, knelt down and pulled out the pistol they kept there. She’d never had reason to use it before, but it wasn’t unheard of for addicts to try to rob the till; plus, they’d had customers before who’d got violent when something wasn’t quite to their satisfaction. And there was also the fact that Sadie was a Roper, and one of the family’s rivals might decide she was an easy target if they wanted to get cute.

“Are the doors shut?”

“Shut and locked,” Tanya said.

The two guys came around the side of the building and tried the door.

“I’m calling the cops,” Clarence said, picking up his phone.

One of the men hammered on the door.

“Shit,” Tanya said. “What do they want?”

Sadie looked across the room. “Clarence?”

“Police,” Clarence said into the phone. “Sadie’s Diner in Blackridge. We got an emergency.”

The guy banged on the door again. “Sadie,” he shouted. “Come on, open up. We just want to talk.”

Fuck it.

Sadie took the pistol and held it up, making sure the men outside could see that she had it, then aimed it across the diner so it was pointing through the door at them.

They both backed away, but rather than retreat, they raised their rifles and sprayed the diner with bullets.

“Down!” Sadie screamed.

Glass exploded inwards, the front windows disintegrating as the bullets tore through them. The air filled with the deafening rattle of gunfire—fast, controlled bursts—followed by the splintering crack of wood and the metallic ping of rounds hitting the chrome fittings behind the counter.

Clarence dove behind the end of the counter, dragging Tanya with him. A spray of Pyrex from a shattered coffee pot showered them both as they hit the deck. Sadie crab-crawled behind the row of booths, the pistol clutched tight in her hands. She could hear rounds thudding into the vinyl seatbacks, punching through the stuffing, ripping apart everything behind them.

Tanya was curled tight behind the counter, hands over her head, face pressed to the sticky linoleum. Clarence was beside her, fumbling with his phone, shouting to the dispatcher, “They’re shooting! They’re shooting at us! Get someone here now!”

A row of condiment bottles exploded on the table Sadie had just left; red ketchup streaked across the wall; mustard splattered in thick yellow globs. She kept low, crawling along the gap between the booths and the wall, teeth gritted, her breath shallow.

The gunfire faltered for a second—Sadie guessed it was for a magazine change—and she peeked over the back of the booth. One of the men was crossing toward the window, rifle raised, covering the other man as he came forward toward the front door.

She saw it: a glint of metal in the man’s hand.

A grenade.

What the fuck?

The man pulled the pin and lobbed it underhand through the broken window, and then both of them sprinted back toward the lot, disappearing around the corner.

The grenade clattered against the tile, spun once, then exploded.

The blast blew out what little glass was left. A shockwave punched through the diner, flipping chairs, blasting out ceiling tiles. The air filled with dust and smoke.

Sadie’s ears rang.

She tasted grit and blood.

She staggered upright, coughing, blinking through the haze.

“Clarence?” she called. “Tanya?”

A groan.

Then a wet, ragged sound.

Sadie pushed herself toward the counter. Her heart bottomed out at what she saw: Clarence was down, sprawled on his back behind the counter, eyes wide, hands clutching at his throat. Blood was pumping out between his fingers, arterial bright, pulsing in time with his slowing heartbeat.

Tanya was beside him; she was bloodied, too.

“Clarence—fuck—come on, man, hold on.”

His lips moved, but no sound came out, just a hollow gasp and then a wet bubble of blood.

The old man’s eyes rolled, glazed, and then fixed on nothing.
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Milton pumped the brakes and frowned. He’d expected to find police at the diner, but not the three cruisers parked in the lot. The lights flashed on the lead car, painting the street in blues and reds. A crowd of rubberneckers had gathered to see what had happened, kept back by the two officers standing on the other side of what looked to be a hastily erected cordon.

Milton walked up to the line, close enough now to be able to see through the door. It was much worse than when he’d left: the overhead fluorescents cast a stark light across the black-and-white chequered floor, now streaked with blood. An officer knelt near the entrance, taking photos of shell casings marked with yellow evidence tents. Two of the windows had been blown out.

Milton edged along to the nearest cop. “What happened?”

“Behind the tape, sir.”

A paramedic crouched beside a covered body, and two detectives huddled near the counter, conferring with one another. It couldn’t have been Earl; he was alive when Milton had left and must’ve been in the hospital by now. And no one else had been shot.

“Sir,” the officer said, “step back.”

Milton didn’t. “The owner—do you know where she is?”

“Please, sir. Take a good step back.”

Milton realised he didn’t know nearly enough to volunteer the fact that he’d been inside the diner when Earl had been shot, and certainly didn’t want to offer any thread that might eventually lead to Dead Elm and what he’d seen befall Clay and Travis Roper. The cops were already up there, and he wasn’t interested in being asked about his involvement.

“Sir—I won’t ask again.”

Milton stepped away from the tape.

“They got Clarence.”

Milton turned and saw an old guy he recognised as a customer from before.

“The cook?”

The old guy gestured. “That’s him—under the sheet.”

“What happened?”

“I was in my car about to go home. It was a drive-by. Sadie came back, and they came after her. Sprayed the place with an automatic and then threw in a grenade.” He sighed; he looked done in. “I done known Clarence pretty much all my life. You hear about things like that, but you never think it’d be something that actually touches you, even in a place like this with the problems we got.”

“What about Earl?”

“Took him to the ER. He was alive when they put him in the back of the ambulance.”

“Anyone else hurt?”

“Tanya got shrapnel in the shoulder,” he said. “They took her to the ER, too. Same as Earl.”

The onlookers piped down as Clarence’s covered body was loaded onto a gurney and wheeled out of the front door.

Milton felt the white-hot wash of anger. “Everyone else okay?”

“They were closing up. No one else here save them.”

“What about Sadie?”

“A car got here just after the guys with the automatics left. I saw Bo Roper—she got in and left. Probably back to her ma and pa’s house. They’ll be able to keep her safe there.”

“Thanks,” Milton said.

“Sure thing,” the old man said. “You stay safe.”

Milton told him to do the same and walked away.


DAY 6
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Tanya’s Buick was in the lot outside the diner. Milton still had the keys, so he took it and followed the directions on his phone to the emergency room. He parked the car and went inside. The air conditioning was cranked up too far, and the walls were painted a tired beige beneath posters about stroke symptoms and handwashing. A bank of plastic chairs, some of them cracked, lined one wall with a vending machine beside them. The reception desk was shielded by scratched Plexiglas.

“Hello,” Milton said, stepping up to the slot.

The nurse behind the counter was middle-aged, tired-eyed, and wearing bright pink scrubs with cartoon bandages printed on them. She glanced up without much interest.

“Do you have someone called Tanya here?”

“Surname?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know. She would’ve been brought in a couple of hours ago. She was hit in the face when I was with her earlier, and then I think she had an injury to her shoulder from an explosion.”

The woman straightened slightly, her expression sharpening. “What’s your connection?”

“Friend,” Milton said. “I wanted to make sure she was okay.”

“I’m afraid it’s family only,” the woman said.

“But she’s doing okay?”

“I can’t share anything on her condition with you—I’m very sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Milton said. “I get it.”

“But you were there at the time?”

Milton knew he’d messed up the moment the admission left his lips. “When she was hit in the face. Not after.”

“You’ll still need to speak to the police. Just wait over there, and I’ll let them know.”

Milton was tempted to leave, but he didn’t get the chance. A security guard had been listening in to the conversation, and now he stepped up closer, just enough so that Milton knew he was there. Milton would’ve been able to overpower him with both hands tied behind his back, but that wasn’t really the point; he didn’t want to hurt anyone, he didn’t have anything to hide, and it was possible he might be able to glean something from the police about what had happened.

The receptionist had picked up the phone on her desk and called someone; she pointed to indicate that Milton should take a seat in the waiting area and then raised two fingers that, he presumed, meant an officer would be with him in two minutes.
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It took fifteen minutes before Sheriff Holton came out of the elevator. He went over to the desk and spoke with the receptionist. The woman pointed over to where Milton was sitting.

Holton came over, and Milton stood to meet him.

“Mr. Smith,” Holton said, “this is getting to be a habit.”

He indicated that Milton should sit and took the seat next to him. “You were in the diner tonight?”

“Me and plenty of others,” he said.

“When was this?”

“When Earl was shot.”

“Let me get it straight. You come and see me and tell me that Dale Hutchens is being blackmailed and that the Ropers are going to jump the blackmailers tonight.”

“Yes.”

“Then what? You go to the diner?”

“To get something to eat.”

“Keep going.”

“Three guys turn up—two come in; one stays in the car. They’re armed and say they want Sadie. Earl stands up to them, and he gets shot. They take Sadie and drive off.”

“What’d you do?”

Milton wasn’t about to tell him he’d gone to Dead Elm. “Nothing. What could I do?”

“You get a look at the shooters?”

“Male, middle-aged, short hair. That’s about it—sorry.”

“Think you’d recognise them if you saw them again?”

Milton shrugged. “Maybe. Why—do you know who it was?”

“Not at the moment.”

“But they came back to the diner?”

“They did,” Holton said. “Shot it up with automatic rifles and then threw a grenade through the window. Clarence took shrapnel in his neck.”

“What about Hutchens?”

“Not sure,” he said. “Sent an officer up to the mine to have a look, but I haven’t heard from him. Been distracted. Anyway—chances are it was nothing, right?”

Holton’s phone buzzed in his pocket before Milton could answer. He took it out, looked at the screen, and, with a mouthed ‘Wait,’ he stood and wandered off a few paces with the phone pressed to his ear. Milton couldn’t hear the other side of the conversation, but it was obvious from his exclamation that, whatever he’d been told, it had shocked him. Milton stood, and under the pretence of looking at the posters, he took a sideways step in Holton’s direction so he could better hear the conversation. Holton put his hand to his mouth; Milton heard ‘You sure?’ and then a muttered ‘Fuck.’

He finished the conversation and stared down at his phone before putting it back into his pocket.

“We’re gonna have to cut this short,” Holton said.

“What’s happened?”

Holton paused and glanced away. “The officer I sent out to check your tip hasn’t been answering dispatch. They just found his car—he’s been shot dead, together with Clay and Travis Roper.”

Milton feigned shock.

“Plus, Donny Roper’s been shot at Dead Elm. That’s my officer, three Ropers and Clarence—that’s five killed tonight, plus Dale Hutchens’s wife called half an hour ago and said Dale went out in a weird mood, and now he ain’t answering his phone. Stands to reason he got caught up in whatever went down at the mine. I reckon I’m looking at six murders.”

Milton played dumb. “All connected?”

“No shit. It’s something to do with the bank. Last chance—you’re sure you don’t know anything that’ll help figure it out?”

“I’m sorry—I don’t.”

Holton stared at Milton, and, for a moment, Milton thought he’d seen through him, but, instead, he sighed. “Gonna be a long one.” He reached into his pocket, took out a business card. “I need to get over to where they found the car, so lemme give you my number—you think of anything that might be useful, you give me a call—okay?”

“Of course,” Milton said.

Holton nodded, turned on his heel and hurried outside in the direction of the lot.

Milton sat back down, trying to slot the new information in with what he had already gleaned. The shooters had been wise to the ambush that Sadie and her brothers had planned and had shot Clay and Travis and the cop who had responded to Milton’s tip. They’d gone to Dead Elm and shot Donny Roper, then came back to the diner in search of Sadie and had shot it up in revenge for the Ropers going after them.

Dale Hutchens?

Either with them or dead.

And now?

Milton had something they wanted: the bag full of money.

And he had the guy’s phone.

Before this, he had only been interested in looking into the mess at the bank, but the chaos they’d wrought tonight meant he was now fully invested. The men were stone-cold killers, and Milton had no faith that Holton would be able to bring them to justice.

And that was the thing.

Milton didn’t have to play by Holton’s rules.
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Milton was about to go when a large man walking with a stick came into the reception. His foot was in a walking boot, and that—plus the fact that he was carrying a few extra pounds—made the effort of crossing the room to the elevators particularly ponderous. It was habitual for Milton to notice the people around him, but he might not have paid this man any additional attention were it not for the black T-shirt that he had on. It was a couple of sizes too small so that it exposed an inch of his belly bulging up and over his belt line, but that, too, wasn’t what earned him a second glance; it was the logo on the T-shirt: a cartoon cow with sunglasses and a ten-gallon hat beneath a logo that read Big Jake’s Texas BBQ.

The receptionist had made it obvious that she wasn’t about to give Milton details that would help him find Tanya, but perhaps that wouldn’t be necessary. He followed the man he assumed to be Jake to the elevators and waited behind him as he pressed the button. The lift arrived, and Milton got in with him. Jake pressed the button for the fifth floor.

“What floor do you want?” he said.

“Same,” Milton replied. “Thanks.”

The lift carried them up to the fifth floor.

The doors opened onto a quiet hallway with polished linoleum floors and beige walls broken up by doorways and whiteboards scribbled with room numbers and clinical instructions. A mobile vitals station stood parked in a corner, and muted overhead lights gave the corridor a soft, washed-out glow.

Milton stepped out and moved to a row of vinyl chairs set against the wall, settling into one where he had a good view of both wings of the corridor. Jake turned left and set off with the same heavy limp, his cane clicking. Milton tracked his progress, watching as he passed a nurses’ station staffed by a single RN tapping on a keyboard.

He paused at a room at the end of the corridor, knocked once, then opened the door and stepped inside.

Milton got up and followed. The room had a window from the corridor, and Milton saw Tanya propped up in bed, her arm in a sling, an IV line threaded into her other hand. A heart monitor on a stand had been set up next to her. She looked tired but alert; she smiled as Jake leaned down to kiss her.

There was no point in waiting. He didn’t want to intrude on Tanya’s time with her father, but at least he had the reassurance that she hadn’t been too badly hurt. That didn’t mean he would modulate his response, given that Clarence had not been so fortunate and that a policeman had also been murdered.
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Milton took a table in the hospital’s café and took out the phone he’d confiscated from the man in Dead Elm. It had just ten per cent charge remaining, and he knew that, once dead, it would demand a passcode to restart; one he didn’t have. He saw a small commissary on the other side of the reception area and bought a charger, returning to his table to plug it in at a socket in the wall.

He’d already toggled off auto-lock, so the phone was open. He tried to put himself in Ziggy Penn’s shoes and recalled what he’d seen him do in similar situations; he turned off Wi-Fi and Bluetooth and enabled airplane mode to keep any remote wipes from triggering.

Then he got to work.

He scrolled through the recent call log: no saved contacts, but several recent outgoing calls to a single Louisville number with a 502 area code. The text messages were terse, but enough to sketch a picture: there were meet times, vague directions to different locations, and a name that appeared semi-regularly: Thatcher.

He copied it all down on a piece of paper he got from a nurse, then dug into the apps.

There was a maps app with a breadcrumb trail of locations. He tapped through the history and followed the digital trail back to a commercial address in the centre of Louisville. A quick web search confirmed it was an old, converted warehouse on West Main Street in Louisville. He noted the date and time stamps and saw that whoever had been carrying the phone had spent two hours there three days ago. Long enough for a meeting. Long enough to get instructions.

Most of the camera roll was blank—cleared, he assumed—but a few unremarkable shots remained: a bar receipt, a parking lot, a blurry shot that looked like it had been taken from the passenger seat of a moving car.

Milton took photos of what he needed, shut off the screen, and slipped the phone back into his jacket. He sipped his coffee and considered his next move.

Louisville was four hours west. He had been thinking about working the fair, but the dead truck had kiboshed that.

Looked like he’d be making a visit anyway.
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Milton followed the directions to West Main Street.

The red-brick warehouse was sturdy and utilitarian. It was three storeys tall, with narrow rectangular windows along each floor that hinted at its past use; Milton guessed it had once been a factory or machine shop. The wall facing him had been decorated with a large, vibrant mural featuring an American flag, the Statue of Liberty, and the New York City skyline rendered beneath it. At the top of the mural, the name of the business that had once used the building was stencilled in bold gold letters on a red banner. It sat flush with the sidewalk at the corner of the intersection of West Main and Twelfth, with a small parking lot beside it. Several mature trees lined the street, their canopies providing shade to the sidewalk and the building’s façade. The building extended to the left, onto Twelfth: an annex with a green corrugated metal roof suggested additional warehouse space.

The area was semi-industrial but being gentrified. The roads were wide, there was very little foot traffic, and utility poles lined the street. Milton had seen plenty of places like this on his travels: a working-class neighbourhood in transition, with industrial spaces converted to offices and apartments.

Milton had given thought to waiting until it was dark and then breaking into the building, but even the most cursory of reconnoitres had revealed how difficult that would be. Security cameras were mounted at every corner of the building, a pair of dome cameras covered the main entrance, while extra cameras covered the alleyways and loading dock to the rear. The front entrance had been retrofitted with a steel-reinforced glass door controlled by a keycard panel and keypad. Motion sensors sat above the doors and windows, and an infrared sensor blinked intermittently above the roll-up door that had once served the machine shop. At the far corner of the building, the logo of a security firm was posted on a plaque just subtle enough to be missed by passersby but obvious enough to make anyone casing the place think twice.

The parking lot was empty save for a black SUV and a silver Tesla. There was a narrow alley on the west side, but it led to another set of locked security doors with reinforced mesh covering the glass.

Breaking in wasn’t impossible, but it would be noisy and messy, and Milton had no doubt that an armed response would roll within minutes of an alarm being tripped. He wasn’t going to take the option off the table, but he’d try the patient and indirect approach first.

There was a food truck a little way down Twelfth. He got out of the Buick and made his way back to it, dumping the tepid remains of his coffee and buying a replacement, together with a burger and fries. He gave the man ten dollars to cover the bill and turned back to observe the building as his order was prepared.

Milton had Googled the address and knew that it had been sold a year earlier. The purchaser hadn’t been listed, but a little digging had found the architect who had been responsible for fitting it out for its new owner. The page showed the inside of the space with a series of before and after photographs. The ‘before’ photos showed exactly what Milton expected: a grimy, functional machine shop with cracked concrete floors stained dark with oil, and heavy workbenches bolted onto the floor beneath grimy windows and a ceiling latticed with steel I-beams and ventilation ducts. The ‘after’ shots were almost unrecognisable. The concrete floors had been polished to a glossy sheen reflecting the light from minimalist industrial fixtures hanging from the beams; the brick walls had been sandblasted clean and sealed, their rough character offset by steel and glass partitions; the old loading bay was now a lounge with reclaimed wood furniture, potted plants, and neon. The ductwork and cables remained overhead, but now as a deliberate aesthetic choice, softened by warm Edison bulbs strung from the rafters. It was textbook tech-startup chic: stripped back, industrial, expensive.

Milton hadn’t been sure what to expect, but the office suggested that whoever had been blackmailing Dale Hutchens and bleeding Heartland had been working others, too. There was money involved here, and a lot of it. Made sense. He’d always doubted the three men who’d terrorised Blackridge were the ones who had been behind the scam. They were hired muscle, directed by whoever had bought the warehouse.

“Here you go.”

Milton took his food and coffee and walked back to the car. He’d found a space where he could watch the comings and goings without making it too obvious that he was there. He reached the Buick, rested his coffee on the roof and reached for the handle just as a car turned off Main Street and rolled onto the parking space beneath the wall with the mural. It was the same car that he’d seen out at Dead Elm, the one with the armoury laid out beneath the false floor in the trunk. Milton was on the other side of the intersection but quickly grabbed the coffee and got into the car, trusting that the glare of the morning light on the windshield would make it tricky to see who was inside. He watched as the doors to the car opened and two men stepped out: Lasky and Ramon, the men who’d taken Sadie from the diner and then gone out to Dead Elm to find Donny Roper and the bag of money.

They came around the back of the car, shared a word, and then walked onto Main Street and over to the entrance of the building.

Milton watched as they entered a combination on the keypad to the right of the door and went inside.
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Milton waited in the Buick. He was pleased: his suspicion that the building was important had been borne out, but now he had to carefully consider what to do about it. Trying to jump the two men would be risky, and, besides, it wasn’t just them whom he was after. He wanted to return the stolen money to the bank, and if he was going to do that, he needed the person behind the sting. The two of them and the third guy had killed at least four people in Blackridge and Dead Elm in the last twenty-four hours, and Milton would have had no compunction at all about putting both of them down; that might come later, but, for now, he needed to play the longer game.

Milton was weighing up the good sense in taking a closer look at their car when the front doors opened: Lasky and Ramon came outside, with a third person between them. Milton squinted but was too far away to make out much beyond the fact that he was male, of average height, and dressed in jeans and a light jacket.

The three of them went around to the car and got inside. It reversed off the parking space and turned so that it was facing down the street towards the Buick. Milton slid down a little in his seat, dipping his head as if looking at his phone as the car waited for the light and then, on green, rolled across the intersection and went by.

Milton started the engine, swung the car around and followed.
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The car headed east on Main Street and into the main business district, turning left just before a glass and steel pedestrian bridge and stopping outside a restaurant. Milton pulled up a block down and killed the engine. He watched in the mirror as the three of them got out and a valet took over to park it for them. They went inside.

Milton found a place to leave the Buick and went back on foot. A sign read Jeff Ruby’s Steakhouse. The place looked flashy, and a quick check of the website confirmed it was expensive. A black awning stretched over a staircase lined in red carpet, and two kitschy gold-painted lions flanked the steps. Milton clocked the ways in and out: the main stairs, a side service door tucked beside a UPS store, and a narrow gap that probably led to a loading dock around back.

Milton pushed through the double doors and into the cool rush of the air conditioning. The maître d’—a rail-thin man in a black suit with a clipboard tucked against his chest—stepped forward with a smile polished to a shine.

“Good evening, sir. Do you have a reservation?”

“I’m here with friends. They just came in.”

The man looked at the clipboard; Milton looked, too, and held his finger over the reservation for three in the name of Thatcher.

“I’m sorry, sir—it’s a reservation for three.”

“Last-minute addition,” Milton said.

He set off across the room before the man could reply. The place was classic money: low lights, dark wood, leather booths, white tablecloths, jazz playing from hidden speakers. Milton scanned the booths and saw Lasky with his back to the wall, facing the room. Ramon sat opposite, his shoulders hunched forward. The third man was between them; all three were looking through the menu.

Milton walked straight up to the table.

“Evening. Hope I’m not interrupting.”

Lasky blinked. “You lost, friend?”

“Not especially.” He gestured to the empty chair. “Mind if I sit?”

Lasky definitely did mind and would have said so but for Milton pulling out the chair and sitting down before he could object.

Ramon’s hand shifted toward something under the table.

Milton tapped his knuckles twice on the edge, quick and sharp. “Don’t.”

The third man looked at Milton. “Who the fuck are you?”

Lasky eyed him. “I remember. You were in the diner.”

“That’s right. I was out at Dead Elm, too. Your friend ran right into me. I hit him in the neck with the stun gun I took out of your car, taped him to a tree and left him for the police.”

Lasky sat back and gave a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “I spoke to you on Paulie’s phone.”

“You did.”

“Well, hell,” he said. “Ain’t this somethin’.”

The third man turned to Lasky. “Will you please tell me what the fuck’s going on?”
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Milton checked out the third man. He wore a pair of dark selvedge jeans—crisp, unwashed, the kind that cost five times what they should—and a vintage AC/DC T-shirt beneath a charcoal linen blazer. He wore the blazer open, sleeves pushed up to mid-forearm, the casualness of the gesture studied rather than natural. A heavy silver watch—not a Rolex; Milton guessed a Panerai—was displayed on his wrist. His beard was neat and shaped, just long enough to look like he wasn’t trying, but obviously was. The whole thing was a look. It was curated. The guy was loaded, although old money wouldn’t dress like that. This was new money, and unapologetic.

A waiter came over to the table.

“Can I get you gentlemen a drink while you’re looking at the menu?”

“I’ll have a water,” Milton said.

The other three men looked at Milton—Lasky and the other guy with something between alarm and surprise, the third man with irritated confusion—before Lasky sent the waiter away.

“Lasky?” the third man said. “Who is this?”

“We were never properly introduced. He was in Blackridge the same time as us.”

“They were throwing their weight around in the diner there,” Milton said. “They hurt a friend of mine; then they came back and tossed a grenade through the window.”

The third man made a show of being surprised. “Really?”

“Afraid so,” Milton said. “They killed a man working there, plus at least four others that I know of.”

“You still haven’t told me who you are.”

“Mickey,” Milton said.

“You got a second name, Mickey?”

“Mouse.”

“Sense of humour,” Lasky said. “Funny guy. That’s nice.”

Milton kept his attention on the third guy. “You must be Thatcher.”

He didn’t show any surprise that Milton knew his name. “You have some balls, coming in here like this, making wild accusations and interrupting our dinner.”

“I won’t be long. Just a couple of things I’d like to discuss, and then I’ll leave you to it.”

Thatcher held his hands apart. “Go on, then. I’ll bite. What is it?”

“I know about Dale Hutchens.”

“Who’s that?”

“Let’s not do that, shall we? You blackmailed him. Made a lot of money. Maybe used some of it to buy that watch.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Milton leaned in. “I’m going to be honest with you, Mr. Thatcher. I don’t have the inclination to talk to you for any longer than I absolutely have to, so I’ll keep this short and sweet. I’ve got a proposition for you.”

“That right?”

“You know the money you extorted from Dale?”

“I’m afraid I⁠—”

“You’re going to transfer all of it back to the bank.”

The other guy grinned. “You hear that, Lasky?”

“I heard it.”

“Coming in here, making threats.”

Milton kept his focus on Thatcher. “All of it—every last cent. And then, when you’ve done that, you’re going to take yourself to the FBI office on Sycamore Station Place and confess to what you did.”

“Jesus,” Thatcher said.

“Man,” Lasky said, “you’re unbelievable.”

Milton turned to him. “You’re going to do something, too. Both of you. I want you to go to Blackridge and hand yourselves in for the murders of Dale Hutchens, the three Roper boys, the police officer and the cook from the diner.”

“Are you serious?” Lasky laughed. “I mean—really?”

“Very.”

“Because, man, you want to listen to yourself.”

Milton didn’t flinch. “You’re going to do it—all three of you—by the weekend.”

“Or what?” Lasky said. “You’re going to be disappointed in us?”

“Very disappointed. And then I’m going to come back and kill you.”

Thatcher closed his eyes and shook his head, making a show of his disbelief.

“You think I’m bluffing?”

He said, “I think you’re out of your mind.”

“You might want to ask yourself if you can afford to ignore someone who doesn’t have a problem with coming in here and threatening you like this.”

Lasky waved it off. “Didn’t take much. A public place? You know we can’t do anything.”

“Later, though?” Ramon said. “You want to meet up again somewhere quieter and tell us again what you want us to do?”

“That would be stupid of me,” Milton said. He stood. “No—I’ve said what I wanted to say. You know what you need to do.”

“Whatever,” Thatcher said. “Obviously, we’re not going to do it.”

“Sure? Last chance to do the right thing.”

“Yeah,” Lasky said. “We’re sure. There’s the door—fuck off out of it before I throw you out.”

“Okay. I suppose I’ll see you around.”

Milton turned and walked away. He passed the waiter with the bottle of water and took it.

“Thanks,” he said. “You can put that on their bill.”
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Milton left Louisville and drove back to Blackridge. The police presence had reduced in the time he’d been gone, but the diner was still shut with a sign fixed to the door saying it would be closed until further notice. There was also a link to a crowdfunding site where money was being raised for Clarence’s funeral.

Milton tried the Fiesta. A pickup was parked outside the office with a man sitting in the driver’s seat. Milton noticed him checking him out in the rearview mirror as he got out and crossed the lot toward the truck; Milton slowed down, giving the man time to get out of the truck and move to bar his onward passage.

“I’m here to see Sadie,” Milton said.

“She ain’t taking visitors,” the man said.

“I think she’ll want to see me.”

“That so?”

Milton nodded toward the office door. “She inside?”

“You hard of hearing? She don’t want visitors. Go on—get.”

“Sadie,” Milton called out, “it’s John Smith. I have something about what happened that you’ll want to hear.”

The man bristled, took a step toward Milton and squared up a little. He was probably armed, most likely with a piece in the waistband of his jeans, but Milton wasn’t interested in a confrontation. He was about to take a corresponding step back when the office door opened, and Sadie stepped out.

“It’s okay. I’ll speak to him.”

The man shrugged and stepped aside.

Milton went through into the office. “Who’s he?”

“One of my cousins.”

“You’re worried they might come back?”

“It’s crossed my mind.”

“I don’t think they will,” Milton said.

“How can you say that?”

“Because I’ve been to Louisville and had a chat with them.”

“You did what?”

“There are three of them. The two who were here—the men who killed your brothers—and the man who was blackmailing Dale.”

“How’d you find them?”

“The third man. The one the police caught at Dead Elm. I took his phone and looked through it. It was easy from that point on.” Milton sat down. “I’ll tell you what I know about them and how you can get to them, but I’m going to need you to be honest with me.”

She stiffened. “You think I haven’t been?”

“Come on, Sadie. I know you haven’t.”

He might have added that people had been killed because of the choices that she’d made, but there seemed no point in riling her up, especially not when the plan he was considering required her family’s help.

“You want honesty? Fine. Whatever. What do you want to know?”

“I think I have it all down, but I just want to be sure. When did you find out about Dale?”

“About what he was doing? Not until after the town meeting. He was shitting his pants about it and said he wanted someone to talk to about what he’d done.”

“And you suggested ripping off the blackmailers?”

“Sure.” She looked at him and, seeing his frown, leaned away from him. “What? You think I should have just let them carry on? We both know they would never have left him alone, no matter what they said.”

“Probably.”

“What, then—what should I have done?”

“The police?”

“No way, man. Dale was never gonna do that. The pictures would’ve come out, and he would’ve killed himself sooner than have that happen.”

“It doesn’t matter—what’s done is done. I’m more interested in what comes next.”

“This is you offering to help?”

Milton eyed her. “This is me telling you that you need to start making better choices. And if you do, and if you persuade me you can be trusted, I’ll help you get back the money Dale took out of the bank and give you the men who stole it.”

“How are we gonna do that?”

“Like I said, I gave them a choice—the easy way or the hard way. The easy way is to return the money and hand themselves in to the police. They decided they didn’t want to do that, so it’s the hard way—I go back and make them return the money.”

“That’s not justice.”

“What justice looks like for them is up to you. I was going to give you the choice.”

“Just like that?”

“It won’t be easy. They’re professional, well armed, and they’ll know there’s a chance I’m coming back. I’ll need help.” He spread his hands. “That’s why I’m here.” He nodded to the door and the man outside. “How many more Ropers are there?”

“Plenty.”

“Good. Maybe what happens next is something your mother and father might be interested in discussing.”

“You want me to set up a meet?”

“I do,” he said. “Today.”
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Sadie drove Milton back out to Dead Elm. They reached the bar where Donny Roper had been killed and where Milton had taken out the third guy, then continued along the road, higher into the mountains, until they reached another small collection of houses.

“There,” Sadie said.

The house sat at the end of a rutted gravel track, backed tight against the slope of the ridge, the dense trees crowding in behind it. Sadie eased the truck to a stop. The place looked like it had started as a modest single-storey cabin—rough-cut timber siding, faded now to a dull grey-brown—but someone had added a second storey at some point. The additional wood was newer, clashing slightly with the weathered lower level with its irregular stone blocks. The porch sagged a little; it was propped up on rough stone piers, with a pair of rocking chairs sitting beside the door, their ageing paint worn down to bare wood in spots. A couple of busted-up lawn ornaments sat half-hidden in the overgrown shrubs: one looked like a concrete deer missing a leg; the other might have been a gnome once.

“They know we’re coming?”

“I called ahead,” she said, “but—word to the wise—they can both be ornery, especially with people they don’t know, and especially with people they don’t know when they realise those people ain’t from Kentucky.”

The grass was patchy, more weeds than lawn, and a rusted lawnmower sat at the edge of the yard. Piles of scrap lumber, broken appliances, and coils of barbed wire leaned against a makeshift fence behind the house. The steps up to the porch were uneven stone, the mortar cracked and crumbling. Sadie led the way, knocked on the door and went inside.

“They out back,” said a male voice, someone Milton couldn’t see. “Your momma’s been grilling all day.”

Sadie stepped back outside, followed by a scrawny man Milton hadn’t seen before. His hair was a wiry mess of half-hearted spikes, the sides buzzed close but grown out uneven, like it had been cut with garden shears. A patchy moustache drooped over his upper lip, failing to connect properly with the scruff on his chin. His eyes were sharp and jittery, always moving, and he wore a faded Carhartt jacket with the collar turned up, dirt-streaked jeans, and boots.

“This is cousin Bo,” Sadie said.

Bo didn’t welcome Milton, just folded his arms across his chest and watched as Sadie led him around the back of the house. The backyard was a straggled half-acre, fenced in on one side but open on the others. Right at the centre sat an old offset smoker, the firebox patched with a piece of rusted licence plate bolted on where the steel had burned through. A towering black barrel smoker was propped on bricks to keep it level, with a crooked stack belching a thin ribbon of blue smoke that smelled of hickory and fat. A heavy steel grill sat to one side, the wheel crank on its side worn smooth from years of use. There was a homemade cinderblock pit by the chain-link fence, blackened from decades of fire, with a steel grate sagging in the middle. Scattered around were stacks of wood—hickory, oak, fruitwood—and a folding table was loaded with trays, foil, butcher paper, sauce bottles, and a stack of plastic tubs labelled with Sharpie. This wasn’t weekend-warrior kit; it was the set-up of someone who’d been smoking meat longer than Milton had been alive.

A woman was standing by the grill, and a man was sitting in a garden chair, his feet propped on a cinderblock.

“Ma,” Sadie said. “Pa.”

The woman put down the tongs, and the man raised himself to his feet.

Sadie gestured to Milton. “This is John Smith.”

The man and the woman came over to where Milton was standing.

The woman eyed him. “You got some balls coming out here, Mr. Smith.”

“You mean after what I did to your boys?”

“That’s right,” she said.

“The blame lay with them both times. Clay attacked me the first time, and then he attacked his ex-wife the second.”

“So Sadie tells us,” the old man said.

“But what happened afterwards has nothing to do with me.”

“Them being dead,” the woman said.

“That’s right. But it is why I’m here.” Milton took a beat. “I’m sorry—I gather that you’re Sadie’s parents, but I don’t know your names.”

“I’m Ray Roper,” the man said.

“I’m Maybelle.”

“Thank you for seeing me,” Milton said.

Ray raised a bushy eyebrow. “Sadie says you know who killed our boys.”

“I do,” Milton said, “and where to find them. I thought you’d want to know.”

“We do,” he said. “Very much. But that’s not just why you’re here, is it?”

“I want to get to the man who’s been scamming Dale Hutchens. I want to persuade him that it’d be a good idea to return the money he stole from the bank—that’ll be good for the town and, from what I understand, you too. You have money involved?”

“We might,” Ray said. “You still haven’t explained why you need us.”

“Because there are at least two of them with military experience. They’re well armed and in a secure building, and I’ve warned them I’m going to be paying them another visit. I won’t be able to get to them myself.”

“And you want us to give them something else to think about?”

“I do. And if they happen to catch a bullet in the process?” He shrugged. “I’d say they had it coming.”
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Maybelle told Milton to take a seat and said she’d prepare them all something to eat, and by the time the meal was done, she and Ray would’ve decided what they were going to do. Milton wasn’t blind to the fact that Bo was still with them, nor was he surprised to find that he was joined by another man, this one more ostentatiously armed with a pistol holstered at his hip. The two of them sat down near the house and passed a joint between them while making it obvious that their attention was fixed on Milton. He knew enough about the family to be sure that he wouldn’t be leaving alive if his conversation with Ray and Maybelle went badly.

Maybelle brought over a tray loaded with chipped plates and bowls that had clearly seen generations of use. She moved with surprising steadiness for a woman her age.

“Here,” she said, setting the tray down on the rickety picnic table in front of Milton. “Ain’t fancy, but it’s hot.”

The plate held a thick slab of cornbread, a heap of pulled pork slick with a vinegary sauce, baked beans dark with molasses, and a scoop of slaw that was more pepper than cabbage. A mason jar of moonshine—cloudy and sweating in the heat—was put down next to it.

“My own special brew,” she said.

“Sorry—I don’t drink.”

“What?”

“I’m sure it’s excellent, but it’s not for me.”

She took the jar away and gave it to Sadie.

Bo and the other man went over to the barbecue and loaded plates with ribs, smoked sausage, and sides of fried potatoes.

“Eat up,” she said, wiping her hands on the apron tied around her waist. “Food’s food no matter how this conversation goes.”

Her tone was easy-going, but there was an edge beneath it. Whatever came next would be on their terms.

“You know so much about what’s been going on, why don’t you just go to the police?”

“Because I don’t think that’ll put things right. The man I met was smart. Someone like him, in my experience, will’ve taken steps to protect his assets in the event that he’s caught. It’ll be in crypto or in an overseas account no one can find.”

Ray nodded. “And you’re saying a fella like that’d need to be given a reason to pay it back?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

“We could give him a reason,” Ray said.

Maybelle shared a glance with her husband. “And the other two?”

“They’ll need to be handled. They’re dangerous.”

Maybelle held her eyes on Milton, staring. He knew she was trying to psych him out and wasn’t about to give her the satisfaction. He stared back, holding her eye, and, after drowning in that pitiless blue for longer than Milton had expected, she chuckled.

“I said you had balls on you, and I was right. Brass balls.” She pointed at his plate. “How you like it?”

“It’s good.”

“Ray? What you think?”

“The food?”

“No, you idiot. Them boys.”

“I think I want to go get ’em,” he said. “Mr. Smith—you tell us where those boys are hiding out, and we’ll go in and take care of it.”

“When?”

“I don’t think it’s in our interests to wait,” Ray said. “What you say we do it tomorrow night?”


DAY 7
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Sheriff Holton followed the directions he’d been given, driving up into the mountains until he saw Louis’s Crown Vic at the side of the road. He parked his cruiser behind it and got out. It was six in the morning. It’d been raining for an hour, and it was starting to come down hard. He turned up the collar of his jacket and fixed his hat more firmly to his head, rivulets of water running off the brim and down past his face.

He trudged forward through the sucking mud, passed the Crown Vic and saw Louis beneath the scant shelter of a leaning pine, a cigarette clenched in his teeth and his jacket already dark with rain.

“What’ve we got?”

“Ain’t good, skipper,” Louis said, voice muffled by the downpour.

“Where?”

He pointed into the trees. “Up ahead.”

Holton said nothing and followed the trodden path into the woods. The rain seemed to muffle the sounds around him, the trees holding in a heavy silence that felt unnatural. A yellow crime scene tape fluttered limply from two branches up ahead, and beyond it, another officer—Joe Tester—stood waiting.

“Hey,” Tester said.

Dale Hutchens was slumped against the trunk of a hickory tree, his hand in his lap, a pistol in his hand. His head was slumped forward, chin tucked to chest, a gunshot wound obvious in the top of his head. The rain had plastered his hair to his scalp.

“Goddamn,” Holton muttered. “Who found him?”

“Man out hunting.”

“There a note?”

“Not that we found.”

Holton took a breath and stepped closer. “Get the coroner out here. And keep this locked down. No one in or out without my say-so.”

“What you thinking?”

Holton stared up at the body again. “I’m thinking those boys who killed Buddy and the Roper boys up at Hubbard’s Mine—I’d bet you whatever you like it was them.”

“You don’t think he did it himself?”

“Ate his gun? Nah. Dale was too much of a pussy to do that. Those boys—they did it, no question.”
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Milton stayed at the Fiesta, confident that it’d be his last night there and probably his last night in Blackridge, too. The door to his room hadn’t been fixed, and so, after checking it was empty, he’d picked the lock of the room next door and used that. He’d looked across the parking lot to Tanya’s room and seen that the lights were all off, he didn’t think that she had been badly hurt, but he supposed it was possible they wanted to keep her in the hospital for another night, or perhaps they’d discharged her, and she’d gone back to stay with her father. He’d hoped he might have been able to see her again, if only to say goodbye, but maybe not.

It wouldn’t have been the first time he’d ghosted someone he liked, but, now as then, it was for the best. Milton had accepted, long ago, that relationships were a luxury he couldn’t afford. It wasn’t fair to invite someone else into his life, there were things he’d never be able to tell anyone, and relationships built on secrets tended to become infected after long enough. And there was the matter of the danger that followed him; it was all well and good for someone to say that it was okay, that it could be handled, but Milton knew those were rote responses for his benefit and made from a place of naivety. It was impossible to know what that danger meant without walking a mile in his shoes, and he wasn’t apt to inflict that on anyone else, let alone someone he cared about.

Danger found him, eventually, or he found it.

And he would find it today.

He’d woken early with the same sense of nervous anticipation he remembered from the military in the hours before he went out on ops, or from his time in the Group when he was preparing to conclude an assignment. Today had the potential to be difficult. Thatcher’s muscle had already demonstrated that they were good at what they did, with a ruthlessness that made them dangerous. The warehouse was well defended, which would make any attempt to get inside hazardous. They were obviously very well armed. That was why Milton had gone to the Ropers, but he wasn’t about to rely on them. He’d seen the way Ray and Maybelle had eyed him and knew trust was in very short supply. He’d offered them a tempting opportunity to extract a measure of revenge for what Thatcher and his men had done, but he knew any sense of gratitude would be fleeting and wouldn’t stop them from putting a bullet in his head once his usefulness was expended.

He couldn’t trust them.

They couldn’t trust him, either, so he figured they were about even.

He took a shower and dressed. He took the stun gun and tested it, waking the LED panel and seeing, with satisfaction, that it was still half charged. That might prove useful. He put it, and the rest of his things, back into his bag.

He headed out and got into Tanya’s Buick. He put the car into gear and rolled out, looking to tick off the things he needed to do before he could think about going back out to Louisville.
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His first stop was the garage. He hadn’t expected to find Earl there, and he didn’t; instead, a young guy in oil-stained overalls came over.

“Morning. How can I help you?”

“Morning,” Milton said. “You’ve got my truck.”

“Food truck?” the guy said.

“That’s the one.”

“Earl told me you might be coming.”

“How is he?”

“Still in hospital. Lost a lot of blood, but they transfused him in time. Thinks he’ll be in for a day or two yet.”

“And you work with him?”

“I do.” He wiped his hands on a rag hanging from his belt. “And the good news is I spent an hour on your truck yesterday and another half hour today. It’s good to go. I took it out, and it ran like a dream. Be very surprised if it gives you any problems now.”

“Great,” Milton said. “How much do I owe?”

The guy checked a ledger. “Earl said to do it for two.”

“Sure? That’s lower than I thought.”

“That’s what he said. You’re paying for the parts, but he said not to charge for the labour.”

“That’s very kind—will you tell him I said thanks?”

“Sure will.”

Milton took out his money and counted out enough to cover the bill. The young guy scribbled out a receipt and handed it over together with the keys.

“Could you do me a favour?” Milton said. “I’ve got some bits and pieces to do, and I was hoping I could leave the van here—probably until tomorrow.”

“Not a problem,” the guy said. “We don’t have that much in at the moment. It’s not like we’re struggling for space.”
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Milton opened the truck and went into the back. He was pleased to see that the panel he’d used to hide the pistol didn’t look as if it had been disturbed during the repairs, and, when he unscrewed and removed it, the weapon was where he’d left it. He opened the rag to be sure, checked that the gun was still loaded, then wrapped it up again and put it in his bag. He wasn’t planning on using it, but he knew he’d regret not having it were his plan to veer off on an unexpected tangent.

He waved goodbye to the guy in the overalls, went to the Buick, started the engine and pulled out. He had another drive to Louisville to do what needed to be done, and then he could finally think about continuing west.
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Thatcher swirled the ice in his glass, listening to the low hum of the AC as it pushed cool air through the ducts. His laptop glowed on the desk in front of him, open to the spreadsheet that tracked his active prospects.

There were no two ways about it: losing Hutchens was a blow.

Thatcher had worked him for months, and it had been paying off. He’d paid the first million, and the second had been lined up. All it needed was one more nudge.

Now, though?

It was done.

Thatcher wasn’t happy with the way it had gone down. It had been messy and—worst of all—premature. Hutchens might’ve been skittish, but he still had more to give. Lasky had explained what had happened, but it didn’t change the way he felt: killing him like that had been rash.

Still, the take hadn’t been nothing. A million was a million, and for all the aggravation, it was Thatcher’s best haul to date. And there were other pigs at the trough being fattened up, ready to take his place.

He flicked through the CRM.

There was the uptight dentist from Missouri who thought he was on the inside of a boutique cryptocurrency hedge fund. He’d already wired $75,000 and was talking about moving over his IRA. The man was cautious, but deeply vain. All it had taken was for Thatcher to stroke his ego about being the kind of ‘sophisticated investor’ who got early access, and the guy went soft as butter. Easy.

And there was the lonely property investor in Flagstaff: widowed, cash-rich, emotionally vulnerable. She’d fallen for the fake family-office pitch Thatcher had put together, complete with AI-generated voicemails from a charming ‘fund manager’ with just the right Southern drawl. She was in for $80,000 and was now asking if she could put in the same again. He’d sweat her for a few days and then say he’d made some calls, and she could come in for $150,000, but only if she moved fast. Injecting a little false urgency was a tried-and-tested way of getting the money in; they’d often beg to pay even more.

Lasky and Ramon were at the kitchen island, half-watching baseball. Lasky had a Glock on the counter beside his elbow, and Ramon had one tucked into his waistband. They’d both been twitchy since the guy had shown up at the restaurant, and it was getting tedious. Thatcher had tolerated their paranoia at first—no question, the guy did have something that got under the skin—but now it was turning into something else.

He’d been thinking about his next move for a while, and the events in Blackridge had just hurried things along. He’d been in Louisville long enough, and the city was starting to feel stale. He was only renting the warehouse, with just a month’s notice to kill the lease if that was what he wanted to do. He was thinking Phoenix, maybe. Or Albuquerque. Someplace warm and dry. Big enough to disappear.

And Lasky and Ramon?

Bye-bye.

He didn’t need them now, and if he did need men like them in the future, there were plenty of places to look.

Thatcher closed the laptop, stood, and stretched. He looked over at them and felt nothing. Just like the rest of them, they had a sell-by date.

Once that ran out, well… they were replaceable.
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Milton thought about going to the hospital to see Tanya, but when he got to the lot and was just about to turn off, he flicked the indicator off and drove on. She had enough to think about without him complicating things. He wasn’t naïve enough to think that he was anything other than a bit of fun for her. It was better she didn’t know what he was planning to do, and better that he do it and leave.

Milton drove into Louisville and made his way to the warehouse. He knew it’d be taking a risk to scout from quite as close as he had yesterday, so he found a spot a block down from the building. He took out the binoculars that he’d pilfered from the armoury in the trunk of Lasky’s car and used them to reconnoitre the surroundings.

He thought it was likely that Thatcher would be at home. The encounter at the restaurant would have been perplexing for him and his men, but they didn’t know anything about Milton, and he thought it most likely that they’d dismiss his threat and put what had happened to the back of their minds.

He was confident Thatcher would be there, but it wouldn’t do any harm to scope the building out and confirm it.
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Milton walked by the front door. He didn’t know what the Ropers would do, but he doubted that it’d be subtle. That was good; he didn’t want subtlety. Roper had made it plain that Milton should stay out of the way, and, although Milton had been happy to agree to that, he had other ideas. The Ropers would be the distraction he needed; if he was lucky, they might even take out the guys with the guns. There were variables it was impossible to eliminate, however; it was possible that the Ropers would get to Thatcher before him. He hoped that he might be able to engineer an hour or two alone with him so he could persuade him to put things right. Milton would be irritated if that chance was denied him, but he wouldn’t shed a tear about it; Thatcher was going to get his comeuppance, one way or another, at his hand or by way of some hillbilly justice.

He walked down Twelfth Street. The smaller building tucked in behind the warehouse had a rougher, more industrial character: a utilitarian brick façade, weathered and stained over the decades; wide warehouse-style windows, the panes caged behind rusted metal grids, with half of the glass either cracked, patched with duct tape, or fogged over from years of neglect. A chain-link fence topped with barbed wire enclosed the lot in front of the building. The gate was closed but would have been wide enough for a forklift to roll through. Inside the fence, Milton saw a beaten-up white pickup truck and an old yellow forklift. Piles of scrap metal and rusted machinery were stacked against the wall: battered engine parts, rusted barrels, two large backhoe buckets.

The way out was via a large steel door: closed, probably locked, tough to force.

Milton eyed the building from front to back. The Ropers would go in the front, and if the mercenaries behaved as he would’ve expected—as he would’ve behaved had he been in their shoes—they’d retreat to the back.

And Milton would be waiting.
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Milton held station for eight hours and saw nothing: no one went in; no one went out. He was starting to question himself, wondering whether he’d pushed it too hard and Thatcher had run, and decided he needed an answer. He had no other choice other than to take a risk to get it.

He took out his phone and Googled nearby pizza-delivery services. He found a branch of Parlour on West Liberty Street that delivered, and ordered a fourteen-inch BBQ chicken, giving the woman on the other end of the line the address of Thatcher’s warehouse. He asked how long it would take to arrive, and the woman said twenty minutes, fifteen if he paid a little extra. He said twenty was fine, told her that he’d pay the driver, and got out of the car.

He wasn’t confident his vantage point would allow him to see into the door when it opened, and decided he’d have to gamble a little. He waited ten minutes and then crossed onto the opposite side of the street to the building, one eye on the door and the other on the array of cameras that had been installed. Most of the coverage appeared to focus on the sidewalk and the door, but there were a couple of cameras on the ends of the building that looked to offer wide-angle views of the street. Milton knew he might be in their fields of view, but didn’t have a choice. He wouldn’t be able to stay in place for long, but he didn’t need to.

The business opposite the warehouse looked to be some sort of trucking company, with a wide expanse of asphalt and a series of parked-up rigs. It was marked by iron railings that were, in turn, shielded by three trees. Milton waited on the corner of the block until he saw the delivery driver pull up outside the warehouse, and then crossed, stopping behind the first tree. The delivery driver got out and went to buzz the door. Milton waited, knowing the driver might be dismissed over the intercom, but, to his relief, the door opened, spilling an oblong of light onto the concrete.

Milton left the cover of the tree, passing it and the next, and risked a look across the street.

Lasky was there, silhouetted in the glow from inside. He wore a plain black T-shirt and cargo pants and stopped to talk to the driver, telling the man he hadn’t ordered the pizza but paying for it anyway before taking the box inside with him.

Milton carried on. Lasky’s posture had been relaxed, and his shoulders were loose; too nonchalant for someone who thought they might be in danger.

And Lasky being there meant Thatcher was probably there, too.

Could he be sure?

No.

But it was good enough.

He went around the block to avoid going back past the building and the cameras. He opened the door of the Buick and sat back down in the seat, eyes still on the building, and took out his phone. He called the number he’d been given for Ray Roper.

“I know where they are,” he said as soon as Roper picked up.

“Where?”

“Louisville. How soon can you get here?”

“We can leave now.”

“Head for West Main Street. I’ll tell you where you need to go when you get here.”
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The Ropers came in two vehicles: a Ford Ranger and a beaten-up panel van. Milton had moved the Buick another block to the east to eliminate any chance that any of the men in the warehouse might observe the meeting, and provided Ray Roper with the directions to find him.

The Ranger and the van pulled in behind the Buick, and Milton got out to meet them. Ray was the passenger in the Ranger, with the driver and another man in the back; three additional men disembarked from the van. Six men in total.

Lots of muscle. That was good.

Milton checked out both vehicles and their occupants. The van was anonymous, dinged in several places and with a deep dent on the right side of the fender. The Ranger wasn’t in much better condition, with scratches down the paintwork and a missing passenger-side mirror, its housing dangling uselessly by a wire. The rear bumper was held on with duct tape on one side, and the tailgate looked like it had been pried open one too many times. The winch mounted to the front of the Ranger was a heavy-duty Warn set-up, bolted to the rust-pitted steel bumper that was reinforced with welded brackets. The housing was caked in old mud, the fairlead rollers scored from years of use, and the synthetic rope was frayed at the edges, looped loosely and secured with a bungee cord. Milton noted the scuff marks around the mounting plate and the gouges in the paint; signs it had seen plenty of action.

The men were a motley collection: broad-shouldered and hard-faced. One wore camo cargo pants tucked into work boots and a grease-streaked hoodie with the sleeves cut off; another wore a faded tank top, his arms sleeved in prison ink; one was leaner than the others, in jeans and a flannel shirt unbuttoned over a sweat-darkened tee, chewing a toothpick and scanning the street with twitchy eyes. Milton looked at them; they carried themselves with the casual confidence of men who’d been in trouble before and were happy they could handle it again.

Ray left the others and came over to where Milton was waiting for him.

He didn’t waste time with unnecessary pleasantries. “Where are they?”

Milton pointed. “The warehouse on the corner with Twelfth Street.”

“And they’re in there?”

“All of them? Can’t say. But I’ve seen one of the men who killed your boys. It’d be reasonable to think he won’t be on his own.”

“Come with me—I want to take a look.”

Milton led the way, stopping close enough to the building so that Roper could get a sense for it but not too close that they’d be easily noticed.

“I’ve looked at the floor plan,” Milton said. “Front door opens onto an open space, and then you’ve got the rest of the rooms beyond it.”

Roper looked at the building, sucking his teeth. “Three floors?”

“Yes. All of the building’s been let—there shouldn’t be anyone else inside you’d need to worry about.”

“Who said I’d be worried?” He pointed. “That lower building at the back on Twelfth? That his, too?”

“Yes,” Milton said.

“Easy, then. We go in the front; they’ll run to the back. I’ll put a couple of the boys there to pick ’em up.”

Milton hid his annoyance. “Good idea.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

Milton ignored the sarcasm, he wanted Roper to go in through the front door and flush the men inside to the back, but he wanted him to think that it was his idea. He definitely did not want Roper concluding that Milton had his own agenda, much less that he had the experience to carry it out.

“How are you going to get in?”

Roper stroked his chin, gave a nod and turned back to where the vehicles were parked. “Remind me,” he said. “What’s your angle in all of this?”

“I don’t have an angle.”

“Bullshit. Everyone has an angle.”

“Fine. You want to give me some of the money he’s got in there? I wouldn’t complain.”

“Bit late to be negotiating now. You’ve already shown your hand.”

“I’m relying on you doing the right thing.”

“Because you think I’m a man of honour?”

“Something like that.”

Roper laughed. “I’ve heard it all now.” They reached the vehicles, and he turned to face him. “This is what’s gonna happen. You’re gonna get into your car, and you’re gonna drive back to Blackridge, pick up your truck and then get the fuck out of Kentucky. I was ready to put a bullet in your head after what you did to Clay and Travis, but you helping me out with this has made me change my mind. That’s what you get for helping—you don’t get shot. We’re even. But I see your face again? Man, I ain’t kidding, we’re gonna have ourselves a problem. You get me?”

“Okay,” Milton said, raising his hands. “I get it. I’m going.”

“Good.” Roper eyed him sourly. “What are you waiting for? Get!”
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Milton had no intention of leaving Louisville, at least not yet. He drove the Buick onto West Jefferson Street where it wouldn’t be seen and went around to get his bag from the trunk. He took out the pistol and pushed it into the waistband of his jeans. He left the stun gun and the cable ties he’d bought on the drive over from Blackridge in the bag and slung it over his shoulder. Satisfied, he shut the trunk and locked the car. He doubted he’d be returning to it, but it’d be safe to leave it here until Tanya was able to come and collect it.

He walked back to the warehouse, careful not to get too close for fear of being spotted by those inside and outside. The Ropers had moved from the place where they’d met Milton, dividing into two separate groups: four of them had gone with the Ford Ranger to the front of the building, while the other two, taking the van, had gone to the rear exit on Twelfth.

Milton knew what was about to happen and knew that he didn’t have much time to make ready.

One of the Roper crew took out a can of spray paint, gave it a shake and then sprayed the lens of the camera on the side of the building, the one that aimed down to cover the sidewalk and the door. Ray Roper went to the Ranger and backed it up so that the front end was pointed straight at the door.

He then got out and went around to the front of the Ranger, where another man was already unhooking the cable, dragging it across the sidewalk. The men moved with practised efficiency: no wasted steps, no chatter. Milton guessed this wasn’t the first time they’d used the winch for something like this.

The second man crouched by the door, working the hook between the handles, while Ray climbed back into the truck and nudged it back another foot to tighten the rope.

“Ready?” Ray said from the window.

The man with the hook put up his thumb.
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Lasky and Ramon had been drinking beers, eating pizza and watching baseball on Thatcher’s enormous TV when they both realised something was happening outside the front door of the warehouse. Thatcher had cameras and alarms everywhere, and his attention switched to his phone when it started pinging.

Lasky looked over at him. “What is it?”

Thatcher frowned.

“Thatcher?” Lasky said.

“Someone’s outside.”

“So?”

Thatcher was confused, tapping the screen of his phone. “The camera…”

Lasky stood. “Come on, man—what?”

“Something’s happened to the camera.”

“It’s offline?”

“No, it’s online, but the picture’s been blacked out, as if⁠—”

They all heard a heavy metallic thunk from the other side of the door.

Ramon stood. “What the shit was that?”

“Get your gun,” Lasky said.

Ramon was halfway over to the table where he’d left his holstered pistol when they all heard it: a mechanical whine, loud, reverberating through the floor. It rose in pitch, metal clashing against metal.

Ramon spun toward the sound, eyes wide.

Then came the screech: a drawn-out metallic groan as the warehouse door buckled outward, the centre bowing under the force. There was a sharp ping as one of the lower hinges gave way, followed by the sudden, jarring crack of the lock snapping free.

Lasky felt his guts drop. “Oh, shit.”

The door ripped off with a final wrenching bang.
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The winch kicked into gear with a groan, the cable straining, vibrating like a high-tension wire. The door groaned, twisted, and then tore free from the frame with a screech that echoed down the street. The heavy steel sheet crashed onto the ground with a boom that sent pigeons scattering from the eaves.

The men in the pickup went inside, shotguns up, and Ray and the other man followed with their pistols drawn. Milton had pulled the floor plan of the warehouse and knew that the front door led into an entryway. There were two doors off it, the one on the right leading to the main space, with stairs going up to the first floor.

Milton waited.

For a moment, there was no sound beyond the ticking of the winch motor as it spooled slack.

Then: shouting inside.

And gunfire.

Now.

Time to move.

He crossed West Main and walked along Twelfth. The van’s engine had been left running while the two men got busy with wire cutters, snipping through the fence so they could get to the enclosed yard.

Milton waited for them to finish cutting.
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The door to the entryway was open, and Lasky saw the two men as they came inside, both of them carrying sawn-off shotguns. He raised his pistol and fired through the door, he didn’t think he hit either of them, but it was enough to keep them out of the main room.

“Cover me,” he said to Ramon.

He kept down low, scooting to the sectional sofa and using that for shelter while Ramon drew a bead on the door.

He glanced back, nodded to Ramon, then left cover and went to the doorway.

Ramon fired, his rounds blasting off brick and metal, giving Lasky a chance to reach the door so he could kick it shut. He ducked down low again, and as he scuttled back to the other side of the room, he flinched as one of the shotguns boomed and buckshot tore into the door.

“Who the fuck is that?” Ramon said.

“Hillbillies. Must be from Blackridge.”

“How’d they find us?” Thatcher whined.

“Don’t know. Doesn’t matter, not right now. We leave, and then we figure that out.”

“Out the back?” Ramon suggested.

“Yes.”

Lasky saw the door handle move down as someone tried to open it. He fired a shot into the wood, and the handle sprang back up again.

Lasky turned to Thatcher. “We need to go.”

“I gotta get my shit,” he said.

“There’s no time.”

“You want to get paid?”

“Fuck’s sake. Quick.”

Lasky crossed the room to the door that opened into the back as Thatcher grabbed a bag and stuffed in the things he’d need: his laptop, a couple of external drives, and the stupidly big Desert Eagle he’d bought because he thought it’d make him look tough, without thinking about how he’d handle the recoil.

“Guns down,” came a voice from the entryway, muffled by the door.

“Don’t think we’ll be doing that,” Lasky called back.

“You boys done messed up good,” the voice shouted. “You killed my kin.”

“Mr. Roper?”

“That’s right.”

Lasky turned to Thatcher and made an impatient circling gesture with his hand: Hurry the hell up.

“You fucked with the wrong family, boy, and now you’re gonna get what’s coming to you.”

Thatcher raised his thumb to say he was ready.

“One minute,” Lasky said to Ramon. “Keep them out there and then come after us.”

Ramon aimed his pistol at the door and nodded. “I got this.”

Lasky pointed to Thatcher and then to the door. “Behind me—let’s go.”
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Milton took the stun gun from his bag. The two Ropers were inside the yard at the back, one pressed up to the right of the exit and the other one to the left.

Milton heard the boom of a shotgun from inside.

He stayed out of the way, keen to avoid the men seeing him until the last moment when, if he timed it right, it’d be too late. He edged forward, crouching low as he moved alongside the wall. The two men hadn’t seen him; they were too focused on the noise inside, both tense and leaning toward the door, pistols raised.

Milton stayed behind the cover of a rusted-out compressor, waited for another clatter of gunfire from inside to mask his approach, then moved.

He crossed the last ten feet in three paces.

The man on the left barely had time to turn before Milton jammed the stun gun against the side of his neck and fired. The voltage snapped through him like a whip; his legs gave out instantly.

The other man turned at the crackle of the discharge, but Milton was already moving. He closed the distance between them, ducked beneath the man’s gun arm, and slammed the prongs into the underside of his jaw. The current crackled again, and the man fell back against the wall, twitching, his pistol clattering onto the concrete.

Milton worked fast. He flipped both men onto their stomachs, kicked their weapons away, dragged their arms behind their backs, and cinched in ties: one each for their wrists and ankles. They were out cold but breathing, both grunting through clenched jaws.
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Ray Roper knew they didn’t have the luxury of time. This wasn’t the busiest part of Louisville, and it was even quieter on account of the late hour, but they hadn’t exactly been discreet with the way they’d made their way into the warehouse. The door had made a hell of a lot of noise when they ripped it out. He doubted the occupants of the building would be all that keen on calling the cops, but it was possible they’d weighed up the pros and cons and decided that their most immediate threat was getting shot to bits, and that, even if they had to deal with the fallout of the police crawling over their place later, at least they wouldn’t be dead.

Smith had described the interior, so he’d known there was a decent chance they’d have to work their way through locked doors. Ray had never been a man for subtlety, and, given that, and the need for haste, he’d decided to bring out the big guns: the winch was the start, but that was just an appetiser for what he had planned next.

He looked over at his eldest son, Rickie. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

“When I say.”

Roper opened the satchel, pulled out a stick of dynamite, took out his Zippo and lit the fuse with one smooth flick of the wheel.

The hiss filled the quiet.

“Now.”

Rickie opened the door a little, just enough. Ray tossed the stick underhand, and Rickie closed the door again.

He dropped and covered his head.

The blast hit half a second later: a teeth-rattling boom that rocked the ground, blew the interior door off its hinges and punched a cloud of smoke and drywall dust out of the suddenly open doorway. A gout of flame lit up the inside of the warehouse in a strobe of yellow and orange, and debris clattered noisily.

Roper grinned as he stood back up and picked up his shotgun.

“Let’s go scrape them off the walls,” he said.
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Milton was tightening the last restraint when he heard the sound of the detonation from inside. It wasn’t a grenade; it was much, much louder than that. He recalled that the Ropers had been involved in the local mining industry and realised, to his astonishment, that Ray might well have just exploded a stick of dynamite to either take out Thatcher and his goons or hurry them out of the rear entrance.

A discordant symphony of car and burglar alarms was triggered by the blast, and Milton almost missed the noise of movement from the other side of the door. A shadow crossed the strip of light beneath it.

He listened: footsteps, a muttered curse, a key turning in the lock.

Milton swapped the stun gun for the pistol.

The handle rattled once.

The door cracked open.

Lasky came out first, his face streaked with grime and soot. His shirt was torn at the shoulder, singed at the cuff, and the front of it was caked in grey dust, plaster, and a smear of blood; his or someone else’s, it wasn’t easy to tell. He had a pistol in his hand, but it was pointed down to the ground. Thatcher stumbled out behind him, coughing and clutching his laptop bag to his chest. His hoodie was shredded, the logo half-obscured by ash and chalky dust. His hair was matted to his forehead with sweat, and his mouth hung slack, his face pale except for a raw scrape blooming red across his cheekbone. His right knee buckled as he stepped through the doorway, and he caught himself with a hand on the wall, leaving a sweaty streak in the dust. He held a big handgun limply in his spare hand, like he wasn’t sure whether to raise it or drop it and run.

Milton raised the pistol so he could cover them both.

“Guns down.”

Lasky raised his left arm, barring Thatcher’s progress. “You? Again?”

“Guns on the floor—now.”

One of the two trussed-up men grunted as he came round and struggled against the ties.

Lasky’s eyes drifted down to them both.

“Put your guns down,” Milton said.

Lasky glowered and raised the pistol an inch or two. “Get out of the way,” he said, his finger sliding onto the trigger. “I’m not in the mood.”

“Last chance.”

“Last chance?” The gun rose another inch. Lasky’s finger curled around the trigger, pulled a little tighter. “Or what?”

Another inch and Lasky’s knuckle started to whiten.

Milton fired; he was at close range, no more than ten feet away, too near to miss; and he didn’t. The bullet punched through Lasky’s knee, and his mouth opened in a breathless gasp as the impact knocked him off balance. He hopped, tried to brace himself against the wall, but his hand slapped uselessly at the brick, and he crumpled and hit the ground hard. He pressed both hands to his leg, eyes wide in disbelief as dark blood seeped between his fingers.

Milton stepped over him. “The boys you killed at the mine? The Ropers? The family’s here and keen to meet.”

“Please,” Lasky muttered. “You shot me in the leg.”

“So ask the Ropers to take you to the ER.”

“Please. Get me out of here.”

“I would, but I promised the Ropers they’d get to have a word with you. I don’t like letting people down.” Milton switched his aim to Thatcher. “But you? You’re coming with me.”
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Milton grabbed Thatcher by the back of his singed and dirtied hoodie and hauled him through the hole in the fence and onto the street. He pushed him toward the white van, glanced both ways for any signs of the Ropers, and saw nothing; they must’ve been working through the building, flushing to the exit where they would’ve expected to be able to close their trap.

Milton opened the passenger-side door and shoved Thatcher into the cabin.

“Hands out.”

Thatcher did as he was told, and Milton secured his wrists with a tie.

He went around the van, got in, and threw it into gear.

It rumbled forward.

He checked the mirrors and saw two men, each with shotguns, coming out of the rear exit.

Milton punched the gas and raced away from them. He knew they’d chase, and he needed to get some distance between them before they could get to their vehicles.

He turned onto Rowan Street and then found his way onto I-64.

Thatcher looked defeated. “Where are we going?”

Milton ignored him.

He raced along the Ohio River, staying just below the limit.

“Where are we going?”

“Be quiet,” Milton said.

He hadn’t worked out a destination yet, save he’d need somewhere quiet where Thatcher could get online and do what he needed to do without them being disturbed. He’d work that all out on the way.

His phone rang. He answered it and put it on speaker.

It was Ray Roper. “What are you doing?”

“I’m sorry,” Milton said. “I thought about it, and I can’t let you take him.”

“You think you get a choice?”

“I don’t know, Ray—it looks like I do. I have him, and you don’t.”

“You’re making a mistake.”

“I don’t think so.”

“He needs to be punished for what he’s done.”

“He will be—as soon as I’m sure he’s made good all the damage he’s done. I’m willing to bet it’s not just Blackridge he’s had his claws into. He’ll have victims everywhere.”

“Give him to me—I’ll make sure he puts things right.”

“The only way I won’t have any doubt that he’s put things right is if I see him paying those people back myself.”

“You don’t want to be getting on my bad side.”

“No, not really, but I’m afraid this is how it’s going to be. Take it up with me later if you want. I doubt I’ll be too hard to find.”


DAY 8
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Milton drove out of Louisville and headed east, back in the direction of Blackridge. He passed through Jeffersontown and Simpsonville, keeping an occasional eye on the rearview to be sure that he wasn’t being followed. He knew it was unlikely: the Ropers had been surprised by his intervention and hadn’t been in a position to give pursuit. Milton was as confident as he could be that he was in the clear, at least for now; the temperature would rise again once he was back in Blackridge, but that would be something within his control, and he’d deal with it when the time came.

He needed to sort Thatcher first.

He was on the 60 between Simpsonville and Shelbyville when he saw a good place to stop. There was a track off to the right, a mailbox on a post and then a patch of scrubby ground that led to an open five-bar gate. He slowed the van and turned off, checking his phone for reception: three bars, probably thanks to the cell tower he’d spotted just behind them. That’d do. They bumped over the uneven ground as they passed through the opening and into the field beyond. Milton continued over to the tree line and stopped.

Thatcher looked around, his face sagging. “Why am I out here?”

“Why do you think?”

“You don’t have to…”

“What? Kill you?”

“There’s no need to do that.” He looked into Milton’s eyes, and the words petered out. “I… I…”

Milton waited a moment, letting Thatcher stew. A little fear wouldn’t be so bad; it would be appropriate, given what Thatcher had been dishing out for who knew how long; and it would give Milton a little extra leverage when it came to persuading him to do the right thing.

Milton went around, opened the door and took Thatcher by the collar.

“What happens next is up to you.”

He steered him toward the front of the van.

“Move.”

“Look, man… seriously… this isn’t necessary.”

Milton gave him a shove toward a fallen log. “Sit.”

Thatcher sank onto it, breathing hard. “We can work something out.”

Milton went back to the van and took out the laptop. “I’m going to need you to open this.”

“No.”

“What?”

“I’m not doing that.”

Milton cocked an eyebrow. “You’re not in a position to say no.”

“There’s stuff on there that’s personal.”

“‘Personal’? Are you serious?”

“I don’t want anyone looking at it.”

“Did I make it sound like I was giving you a choice?”

“I’m not⁠—”

Milton closed his fist and clocked Thatcher with a jab to the temple. He toppled off the log and landed on his back. Milton grabbed his hand, isolated his index finger and pressed it against the fingerprint scanner.

The computer unlocked.

“Thank you.”

He clicked his way into the system preferences and set them so that the device didn’t lock again.

“Come on, man,” Thatcher said. “What’s it gonna take to get you off my case?”

“I’m going to have a look at your files, and, while I do that, I’d like you to be quiet unless I ask you a question. Okay?”

“I’m not going to⁠—”

Milton pulled the pistol and levelled it at Thatcher’s head. “Pretty please?”

Milton went back to the laptop. He’d wondered whether he might need to call on Ziggy Penn to get the evidence he thought might be buried on it, but as he opened the Finder window and started to click around, it became obvious that Thatcher hadn’t bothered with encryption or obfuscation. Maybe it was arrogance. Maybe it was confidence in the physical security his money had bought him: his hired thugs, his fancy building with the alarms and cameras. Whatever the reason, that decision looked unwise now. The desktop was organised with precision: three main folders stacked in the top right corner, each labelled in bold block capitals.

ACTIVE.

RETIRED.

PIPELINE.

Milton started with the first folder and opened it. Inside, he saw a grid of subfolders, each labelled with a first name, a last initial, and a date, likely the day the scam had started. He picked one at random and scanned through chat logs, PDFs of fake crypto dashboards, screenshots of doctored bank balances, and voice memos from ‘investment partners.’ He saw photos—some of them compromising, others intimate—that looked as if they had been gathered through months of coercion. Another subfolder contained passport scans, driver’s licences, selfies with Thatcher’s hapless marks holding signs. Everything he needed to grease the scam or sell on later.

He opened the second folder and found finished jobs, spreadsheets with neat rows tallying exactly how much had been drained from each mark before they’d either caught on or run out of money.

The third folder contained a master spreadsheet. Milton opened it and stared. It might as well have been the ledger from a slaughterhouse.

Names.

Phone numbers.

Email addresses.

Notes in shorthand:

Widowed, 64, naïve—fast track.

Student, gay, rich father—send photos.

Bank manager, isolated, risk-averse—slow build.

Milton went back to the RETIRED folder, started opening files and read. He scribbled the first half dozen names on a piece of paper and then opened Google on his phone. The first three searches revealed nothing of interest: people sharing the same name, the everyday detritus of lives lived online, and nothing to document the consequences of their coming into contact with Thatcher, if, indeed, these were the people who had had that misfortune.

The fourth name was different. The victim—a man called Brian Eckhart, from Dayton, Ohio—had taken his own life. The local newspaper carried a story: “Local Teacher Found Dead in Apparent Suicide.” Milton read through it. There was no explicit mention of blackmail, but the article referenced a series of anguished posts Eckhart had made in the week leading up to his death: posts about mistakes and shame and of letting down the people who trusted him.

The fifth name returned a hit in Oregon. Melissa Tran, a thirty-two-year-old software engineer from Eugene, had been reported missing for three days before they found her car parked by the cliffs at Cape Perpetua. A suicide note had been emailed to her family and colleagues, apologising for financial ‘betrayals.’ Local police had closed the case, calling it a ‘tragic example of online exploitation,’ but the perpetrator had never been identified, and efforts to find him or her had petered out.

The sixth name: Jacob Levinson, twenty-three, student from Albany, New York. His death made the national news: a promising student who had jumped from the top floor of a multi-storey parking lot on campus. His parents had been vocal in the press about the pressures of online harassment and extortion. There were suggestions of sexual photographs sent under false pretences and then used to extort money that Jacob didn’t have. Milton found an interview where his mother had pleaded for better protections for victims of digital crime.

The pattern was clear. Thatcher’s work didn’t just ruin lives.

It ended them, too.
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Milton left the laptop open on the seat of the van.

“I’m sorry,” Thatcher said.

“Why are you apologising to me?”

“I know what I did was wrong. What if I said I’d make it up to them?”

“How are you going to do that?”

“Money. I could pay them all back the money I took. I could pay them back double.”

“A nice sentiment,” Milton said. “I think you should do that now.”

Thatcher nodded, maybe hopeful that he’d found a way out. “Get me the laptop.”

Milton went to the van but heard the sound of shuffling footsteps and stopped halfway.

He didn’t bother turning around. “That wouldn’t be a good idea.”

“What?”

“Running. Your hands are tied. And I’m trained to find people in places like this. But it wouldn’t even get to that, would it? You wouldn’t make ten paces before I pulled my gun and put you down.”

“I’m not gonna run. I want to make things right.”

“Good.” Milton collected the laptop and took it back to Thatcher. He had him sit down in the passenger seat, then removed the zip ties so he could type. “Start with the money Hutchens took from Heartland.”

Thatcher woke the laptop and tapped his credentials into the encrypted login for his crypto wallet. Milton leaned against the fender, the pistol nice and visible, watching.

“Alright,” Thatcher muttered, chewing on his lower lip. “This is the wallet with the Hutchens money. And some other… business.”

He navigated through a web interface, passing through layers of security that might as well have been in a foreign language for all the sense Milton could make of them. A dashboard loaded: a clean, white screen with a handful of crypto balances displayed at the top. One wallet showed just under two million in Bitcoin and Ethereum, tagged ‘HL payout.’

Thatcher clicked into it, opened a transfer window and pasted in a string of numbers and letters.

“What are you doing?” Milton said.

“Entering the wallet address for Heartland’s legal holding account. It wouldn’t normally accept crypto, but I laundered it through a grey-market exchange I like, converted it, and routed it through the Caymans, then to a clearing house in New York, then to Heartland.”

Thatcher typed the full amount that he had taken, added a memo line—‘Hutchens’—and then hit SEND.

The spinning wheel ticked for a few seconds and then reported the transaction was complete.

“Done,” Thatcher said. “Should hit their end in… maybe an hour. Two tops.”

“You wouldn’t do anything as stupid as try to trick me, would you?”

“No, man.”

Milton took the gun and levelled it at Thatcher’s head. “Sure?”

Thatcher was about to reply, but Milton pushed the gun into his mouth.

“Because if the money isn’t back with the bank, I promise I’ll come and find you. You won’t get a second chance. This, right now… this is it.”

Thatcher tried to speak but gagged around the barrel of the gun; Milton took it out of his mouth. “I’m not trying to trick you. I swear.”

Milton took out his phone and snapped a photo of the screen as proof.

“Good,” he said. “Now the rest.”

“Where do you want to start?” Thatcher asked, trying to keep the shake out of his voice.

“Brian Eckhart?”

“Who?”

“He was a teacher,” Milton said. “He killed himself.”

“Don’t remember him.”

“Strange. You have a big file on him. Lots of emails—you threatening him, him begging you to leave him alone. And then they just stop.”

“Like I said—don’t remember him.”

“Melissa Tran?”

“Name rings a bell.”

“Do any better than that?”

Thatcher shrugged, but his eyes flicked away. “I’m sorry, I⁠—”

“Software engineer. She wired you thirty-five thousand. Then forty more. Then she jumped off a cliff and killed herself.”

Thatcher went quiet.

“What about Jacob Levinson? I know you remember him.”

“I don’t.”

“Killed himself. Like Brian. Like Melissa.”

Thatcher went pale. His mouth opened, but no words came out.

“You’ve got more than fifty files. How many of them killed themselves after you ruined their lives?”

Thatcher started to answer but stopped.

“There’s Hutchens, too. It was on the radio—he’s dead. They’re saying he shot himself in the woods outside Blackridge, but we know that’s not true. Your thugs killed him and made it look like he’d killed himself—right?”

“So go speak to them,” Thatcher said.

“Can’t. The Ropers have them. I don’t know what’ll happen to them now, save it won’t be pleasant, and it’ll probably end with them being thrown down a mine shaft.”

“You think those people were innocent?” he said, the evident desperation of his situation lending a caustic edge to his riposte. “Why’d they panic when I got what I got on them? You know what Hutchens was doing? He was a filthy pervert. I persuaded him I was a fourteen-year-old girl—fourteen!—and he was doing everything he could to get me to agree to meet him. You want to educate yourself, man, you open the file and look at the pictures he sent me and then tell me you feel the same way about him.”

Milton stared into his eyes. “You didn’t think the thing to do was to tell the police?”

“He’d skate,” Thatcher said.

“He should’ve been investigated, charged if there was enough evidence to charge, then a jury decides what happens to him. You used what you had to extort him.”

“You want me to feel bad about him? I don’t.”

“What about Melissa and Brian and Jacob? Do you have an excuse for what you did to them?”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Nothing.” Milton stood. “I’ve listened to you, but all you’ve done is make me change my mind. I was going to drive you to the police and let them deal with you for what you did to Dale, let them dig into your laptop and go after you for everything else you’ve done. But that wouldn’t be right, would it? Not by your own logic. Can’t trust the system to do the right thing—that’s what you said, right? We have a saying in England—don’t know if you have it here, too—‘What’s good for the goose is good for the gander.’ Bottom line, in case it gets lost in translation, is that if you think other people deserved what you did to them, then you deserve what’s coming to you.”

“Come on,” Thatcher said. “I paid it all back. I made good.”

“You did a little,” Milton said. “You can’t make good. Not all the way good. People are dead because of you.”

He levelled the pistol.

Thatcher’s eyes went wide. “Please.”

Milton knew that if he pulled the trigger, he’d be a hypocrite. The people he’d wronged were often beyond his ability to make amends, but at least he’d tried to make good since the noxious demands of his employment had become too much for him to stomach. Thatcher, by contrast, had been driven by greed, not duty, and his attempts at atonement were merely forced by the threat of what Milton might do to him otherwise. He didn’t mean it; he was effectively at the barrel of a gun. There would be no redemption for him; he’d just start doing it again.

The easiest way would be to pull the trigger, put a bullet between his eyes, but, as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t do it. Thatcher was unarmed and helpless, and even though Milton might feel a moment of satisfaction, it would come at the cost of the further metastasis of the cancer in his soul. Milton had long since accepted that he had the heart of a murderer, yet he was trying to fight his nature and do the right thing. Killing Thatcher now, like this, would send him directly to the nearest bar so he could drown his guilt in alcoholic oblivion. He’d worked too hard on himself to give up like that.

Thatcher put his hands together in entreaty. “Please.”

“Maybe I should take you back to where I got you from. The Ropers will say you were responsible for what your muscle did. They can decide how to deal with you.”

“You can’t. You saw what they were going to do. That’s a death sentence. You might as well shoot me yourself.”

“There you go again, putting ideas in my head.”

“What can I do, then? I’ll do anything.”

Milton kept the gun on him as he sucked his teeth.

“This is what I’m prepared to do.” Milton took out his phone, opened the camera and switched it to video. “This isn’t a negotiation—you either agree to what I’m about to suggest, or I’ll truss you up and dump you in Dead Elm and leave you to the Ropers. Ready?”

All of his fight was gone. “I’ll do anything.”

“You’re going to confess. You’re going to go through everything you’ve done—everyone you’ve scammed—and put it all out there. You do that, and you make me happy that you haven’t left anything out, and maybe I’ll take my chances that the police do the right thing.”

Milton took the laptop, opened the folder with all the victims, and organised it so that they were listed chronologically.

He looked at the first subfolder. “Remember Emily Marchant?”

He looked away. “Yeah.”

“Start there. Tell me what you did to her.”
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It took an hour, and when Thatcher was done, Milton put him back in the van. He zip-tied his wrists again, then put a second tie through that and secured it to the handle of the passenger-side door. He shut the door, stared at his phone, and, after weighing up the pros and cons of what he should do next, placed a call to an old friend from the FBI. She didn’t pick up, so he left a message telling her what he’d found and asking for her help. Once that was done, he searched for the number of the Blackridge Police Department and called it. The operator answered, and he told her to pass an urgent message to Sheriff Holton that he’d apprehended the man involved in the deaths of Dale Hutchens, the cook from the diner and the three Roper boys. He said he had incontrovertible proof he’d been blackmailing Hutchens, and that he was going to deliver him to the sheriff’s office. The operator sounded sceptical but, at Milton’s insistence, said she’d deliver the message.

Milton put his phone away, went to the driver’s side and climbed into the seat.

“Come on,” Thatcher complained. “I did what you asked me to do.”

“I hope so.”

“I did,” he insisted. “Just let me out and drive away.”

“That’s not the plan.”

“So? What, then?”

Milton ignored him, then reached over and checked that the tie was tightened.

“Please,” Thatcher said. “What are you going to do?”

“I still haven’t made up my mind.”

“This is bullshit. I paid everyone back.”

Milton gripped the wheel, holding onto it rather than clenching his fist and striking Thatcher. “You really don’t know when to take a hint and shut your mouth, do you? Let me tell you something about me. I tell everyone I’m a cook, but you probably wouldn’t be that surprised, given everything you’ve seen, if I told you that’s not true.”

“I paid them back,” he protested. “I⁠—”

“I used to work for my government,” Milton said, cutting over him. “They’d give me the details of men and women who’d done something that’d put them across the radar of the organisation I worked for, and it’d be my job to find them and kill them. I did that for a long time. I killed a lot of people. Most of the time, I’d say the same thing you just said—they had it coming. And they probably did. Maybe it was a Russian assassin who’d killed someone working for my government. Maybe it was an arms dealer. All of them were the kind of people no one’s going to shed a tear about if they hear they’ve been killed.

“But I did my job long enough that there were occasions when I doubted that the people I was sent to kill had done the things their files said they’d done. That started to give me doubts. I questioned myself—I questioned the years of my life I’d been doing what I did. And then, there was this time when I killed a husband and wife who were helping another country do something that would have been very bad for the rest of the world. I could’ve lived with that, except for two things—the first thing is that they had a kid with them when I killed them, and no one had told me; the second thing is that a policeman turned up just after I’d shot them, and I shot him, too. He hadn’t done anything to deserve that—it was just the wrong place and the wrong time, just bad luck.

“And that was the end of it for me. I had nights after that where the guilt of what I’d done—then and before—was too much for me to handle. I’ve had a gun in my mouth and almost enough pressure on the trigger to blow my brains out, but I was too much of a coward to do it. In the end, I drank to try to forget who I was, and, when that didn’t work, I tried to make amends for what I’ve done by helping others.”

“So, what? You’re a saint?”

“No. But I’ve made myself try to do the right thing. And I don’t think you’ve got that in your character.”

“You’re better than me?”

“I’m not saying that, either.”

“So what are you saying?”

“I think, if you had the chance, you’d set up again somewhere else and find more people whose lives you could ruin just so you could afford a nice apartment, smart clothes, a good car. It’s easy for you, and I haven’t seen anything that looks like remorse. The bottom line is that I have two choices with you: I can hand you over to the police and trust the system to do what it’s supposed to do, or I can take care of the justice part of your equation myself.”

He gripped the wheel a little tighter.

“Ten years ago, we wouldn’t have been having this conversation. The moment you’d paid back the last victim, I would’ve shot you. I would’ve murdered you and driven away, and I’d never even think of you again. But here’s the thing—luckily for you, I’ve had my ‘come to Jesus’ moment, and I know that if I did that, I’d be no better than you or Lasky or Ramon. Killing you in cold blood would’ve played on my mind, and, after long enough, it would have wiped out the hard work I’ve been doing. I think it would’ve taken me back to drinking myself into oblivion and putting a gun in my mouth.”

“What are you going to do?”

“The right thing. I’m going to take you back to Blackridge and let the sheriff sort you out.”

“How am I gonna get a fair trial in a place like this?”

“Not my problem. And it’s too late—I’m not going to change my mind.”

“I’ll pay you. I’ll give you everything.”

“I don’t want your money. There’s nothing you could do or say that’d make me change my mind. Back there, before we set off, I called Sheriff Holton and told him to have a cell waiting for you. We’ll be there in ninety minutes. I’m going to hand you over, and then I’m going to get into my truck, drive away and never think of you or the Ropers or any of it, ever again.”

[image: ]


As Milton drove, Thatcher kept it up for another ten minutes until Milton told him that he had a choice: be quiet or have his mouth taped shut and be trussed up in the back of the van. He kept going for another thirty seconds until Milton pulled over and reached for the roll of tape. Then, seeing that Milton definitely was not bluffing, he shut up.

Milton pulled back onto the highway, turned on the radio and found a station playing bluegrass. His mind was racing a little, but, as the miles rolled beneath the wheels of the van and the road climbed into the foothills of the Appalachians, he was able to relax a little. He was sure he was doing the right thing, despite the temptation to absolutely ensure that justice was delivered for Thatcher’s victims. Thatcher was going to be hit with a long list of charges: murder, for one, plus wire fraud, bank fraud, money laundering, theft… the list would likely be very long, and Milton wouldn’t have been surprised if Thatcher never again saw the outside of a federal supermax.

Milton glanced over at Thatcher. He wasn’t his problem. He’d done what he could, and now he’d hand him over and wash his hands of it all.
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Milton drove straight to the police station. It was still early—half-six—when he arrived and parked in the lot.

“Please,” Thatcher said. “Keep driving. Take me away from here and I’ll make you rich. I’ve got money—millions, money I haven’t told you about. Get me out and I’ll give it all to you.”

Milton ignored him. Holton was coming across the lot with two deputies behind him. They were all armed; one of the deputies had a shotgun, while Holton and the other man were wearing holstered pistols.

Milton got out.

“Morning,” Holton said. “You’d better not be wasting my time.”

“I’m not,” Milton said.

“The guy—what’s his name?”

“Thatcher.”

“That him in there?”

“It is,” he said.

“You said you got the proof that says he was blackmailing Dale Hutchens?”

“He’s confessed. I recorded it.”

“Because we found Dale—blew his brains out.”

“I heard it on the radio,” Milton said. “Thatcher was blackmailing Hutchens, but it’s not just him—he’s been scamming people for months, all over the country, and at least three of them killed themselves. Plus, he was involved with the murder of the men at the mine. You won’t be short of charges you can pin on him.”

“That proof you say you’ve got—better show me it.”

Milton took out his phone, tapped on the video of Thatcher and fast-forwarded to one of the confessions—Hutchens’s—and airdropped it to Holton. He waited as the sheriff watched it, his expression changing from scepticism to disgust to anger.

“Piece of shit,” he muttered when he was done. “Bring him out.”

Milton went to the passenger-side door of the van and opened it.

“Come on,” Thatcher pleaded, even more desperately now that he was almost at the point of no return. “Please—don’t do this.”

“You said it yourself,” Milton said. “You’ve got plenty of money. Get a lawyer. You’re wasting your breath with me.”

He cut through the cable tie securing Thatcher to the door handle, grabbed him by the arm and pulled him out. He led him back around the van to where Holton and his deputies were waiting. He was about to hand him over when he saw a truck turning the corner and rolling toward them.

It was a beaten-up Ford Ranger with a winch on the front.

Milton turned to Holton. “Come on. Seriously?”

The sheriff didn’t answer.

Milton tightened his grip on Thatcher’s arm and reached around with his spare hand to where he’d put the pistol.

Holton drew his service weapon. “Don’t.”

“You called the Ropers?”

“Man like you, coming into a place like this? You got a lot to learn about how things work, Mr. Smith. Stay where you are, please, and don’t do anything that’d give me a reason to shoot you.”

Milton looked at the three officers and knew his options were very limited, he couldn’t pull on them without at least one of them drawing and getting a shot off, and they were close enough that there was a very good chance he’d get winged. He could try putting his back against the van, but he didn’t think that was going to work, either. Even if he could get Thatcher inside and drive off, he wouldn’t get far.

The Ranger came to a stop, and Ray Roper got out. Milton noticed Holton exchanging a look with him, and how the sheriff and his deputies did nothing to intervene as Roper reached to his belt and pulled out a pistol he had holstered there.

Roper approached Milton. “You got a nerve.”

“I decided I didn’t trust you to do the right thing.”

“That right?”

“I’m afraid so. I wanted a little time with him to make sure he returned the money to the people he scammed.”

“Heartland?”

“That,” Milton said, “but not just that. He’s been ripping people off for months. At least three of his victims killed themselves.”

“And you still want this to be done by the book?”

“As opposed to what? Executing him?”

“Three of my boys are dead because of him. You ask me, I’d say he’s got the same thing coming to him.”

Milton didn’t like to be told what to do, and even though he knew Thatcher did deserve his fate, he wasn’t minded to hand him over because he had a gun pointed at him. But he was outnumbered, he couldn’t count on the police to do their jobs and uphold the law, and Roper and his men were all armed.

The situation was hopeless, and Thatcher had obviously reached the same conclusion.

He turned to Holton. “I have money,” he said. “I’ll make you rich.”

“Shut up,” Holton said. He pointed to Milton. “What about him?”

Roper smirked. “I warned him what would happen if he crossed me, and he didn’t listen. Not like I didn’t lay it out for him. He made his bed. I spoke to Maybelle about it, and she wants me to bring him back, too.”

Milton took another step back, his hand on Thatcher’s shoulder, guiding him back while sheltering behind him. He tried to put together some sort of plan that might give him a fighting chance to get clear. Thatcher was done. There was no way Milton would be able to get them both out of danger, and he was the only leverage Milton had. Roper’s preference was obviously for Thatcher’s death to be of the slow and unpleasant persuasion, and it seemed likely that he’d rather not have him shot now.

Roper raised his pistol. “On your knees. Both of you.”

Milton had only one option: use Thatcher and the van to shield himself from as many of the Ropers as possible, then ditch him and run. It was an open space, and he’d need to cover a decent amount of distance before he could get into cover, but there wasn’t an alternative. They’d be able to take shots at him, and it’d just be a question of luck as to whether they brought him down or not. It was a sketchy plan, and the chances of him being able to pull it off were slim, but he had nothing else.

“Knees,” Roper repeated. “Or I’ll put one in your leg.”

It was hopeless. Running wouldn’t work. Milton knew he had to give up, allow them to think that his threat was neutralised, and then wait for them to lower their guard and take his opportunity.

“Fine.”

He lowered himself to the ground.

Thatcher did the same.

Roper looked over to Holton, then pointed to Milton. “Cuff him.”

Holton nodded to the two deputies, and they stepped forward.

“On your belly,” the older man of the pair said.

Milton lay down slowly, flattening himself to the asphalt. The younger deputy pressed his knee into Milton’s back, pulled his arms behind him, and clapped the cuffs on tight.

“Both of you—up.”

The deputies hauled them upright.

“Where do you want them?” Holton said.

Roper opened the back of the van Milton had taken in Louisville and gestured for the deputies to bring them over. Milton didn’t struggle. He’d been restrained like this enough to know that the opportunity for escape didn’t come in moments like this; it’d come later, when his captors got sloppy or tired.

He glanced once at Thatcher; he looked pale and sick with fear.

Thatcher was thrown into the back of the van.

Milton was shoved in after him.

The doors slammed shut.
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There were no windows. No light except for a thin line around the edge of the van’s doors. Milton sat awkwardly, wrists tight behind him, trying to adjust his weight as they started to move. He braced against the side as the floor juddered beneath him.

They were heading out of town.

Milton could almost smell Thatcher’s fear. “Where are they taking us?”

“I have an idea,” he said.

“Where?”

“They have a place in the mountains. It’ll be up there.”

The road got rougher. They turned off the asphalt onto something Milton guessed was an old logging road or a service trail, likely the one that Clay and Travis had used when they brought him up here earlier. The suspension groaned, and the van pitched as it climbed. Milton could smell pine and wet mud through the door seals.

Eventually the van slowed, then stopped. He heard doors slam, then the rear latch crack open.

“Out.”

They were dragged from the van one at a time. Milton blinked in the dim light. Morning was still new, the mountains around them wrapped in mist. The air smelled green: earth and moss and weed. Ahead of them, halfway down the slope of a hollowed-out ravine, was a long, narrow shed built from corrugated tin. The roof sagged in the middle. A metal chimney poked through at one end, trailing a faint wisp of smoke. The smell was unmistakeable: marijuana, sharp and resinous.

A drying shed.

The field Milton had seen before was alongside. Shoulder-high rows of mature plants thick with buds, irrigation lines snaking between them. There were tarps and polytunnels and a pair of tanks beside a pump house. Trucks were parked under the trees, and men were moving in and out of the shed.

The door creaked open.

“Move,” Roper said.

They were shoved inside. The air was warm and close, heavy with moisture and the sticky sweetness of the crop. Long lines of plants hung upside down from hooks overhead, branches clipped and tagged. A table stood against one wall, covered in trimming scissors, tubs of bud, and rolls of vacuum-seal bags.

There were three other people inside the shed. Three men, their hands restrained behind their backs and then, in turn, shackled to the wooden pillars that held up the ceiling.

Milton recognised them: Lasky and Ramon and the guy Milton had taken out behind the bar in Dead Elm and left for the police.

Thatcher’s hired goons.

They were all in rough shape.

Lasky looked the worst of the bunch: his face was swollen to the point of deformity, one eye completely shut, the other ringed in red and purple bruises; dried blood flaked from a split in his scalp, and his nose had been broken, flattened against his face at a crooked angle. His breathing was shallow, raspy, the kind of sound that spoke to cracked ribs or worse. His leg—the one Milton had shot—had been wrapped with a bloodied bandage.

Ramon didn’t look much better. His lip was split, leaking blood down his chin, and his forearms were mottled with the deep purple bruises that suggested defensive wounds. One of his hands looked broken, fingers twisted unnaturally, and his right knee was swollen to twice its normal size. He slumped against the pillar, out of it.

The third man—the man Milton had accosted outside the bar in Dead Elm and left for the police—was still conscious, but barely. A long gash ran from his temple down to his jaw, clotted with dried blood. Someone had worked him over methodically, one ear looked torn, and his left arm hung at a grotesque angle, dislocated or broken. He watched Milton with dull, filmy eyes, too exhausted to show surprise or recognition.

Milton and Thatcher were pushed to the floor. One of the men stood watch by the door. Another lit a cigarette and leaned against the frame, rifle slung across his chest, as casual as if he were waiting for a bus. A third man came in close, took out a length of rope, and looped it between Milton’s shackled wrists, then around another pillar, then between Thatcher’s wrists. He pulled the rope tight and knotted it, ensuring that both men were secured in place.

Roper stood in front of them. “The five of you get to spend some time together. I got shit to do. I’m gonna leave you here until I’m done, then…” He paused, smiled, then stood. “Then, well… we’re gonna go for a walk. I’m gonna show you the Hanging Tree.”
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Milton looked around the shed: long and low, a timber structure that had once served some agricultural purpose but had since been repurposed. The air was heavy with the pungent scent of the drying weed. The floor was bare dirt, uneven in places, with boot tracks and drag marks cutting through the dust. A row of plastic folding chairs was stacked against one wall, and several cardboard boxes, flattened and stained, were heaped in a corner. A single bulb hung from a cord in the middle of the ceiling. The walls didn’t look particularly secure—the wooden slats that formed them were loose in places, patched up in others—and the doors at either end were secured only by padlocks outside and would have been easy enough to force.

“Lasky,” Thatcher said, “what happened?”

“They grabbed me after that fucker shot me,” he said, nodding at Milton. “Put me in the back of a truck and drove me back here.”

“And Ramon?”

“Got him, too. He was next to me in the truck. Thought he was dead—he was barely breathing.”

“Paulie?”

The man Milton had detained glanced up. “Law got me after we hit the bar. Got taken to Blackridge. Sheriff put me in a cell, then gave me to the hillbillies when they came calling. I been here ever since.”

“The sheriff’s connected with the Ropers,” Thatcher said. “They were waiting when I was taken there, too. Sheriff practically put a bow on me before he handed me over.” He shuffled to change position. “What’s the Hanging Tree?”

“Use your imagination,” Lasky said. “Work it out.”

“The old guy went on about it to me yesterday,” Paulie said. “He’s obsessed with his family history, said there’s this big old black oak where they lynched Blacks during the Civil War. He said he was going to show it to me after what we did to his boys. ‘Nice close look at it’—that’s what he said. Thought it was just going to be me, but not no more. They’ll take all of us there, string us up.”

“You gotta get us out of here,” Thatcher said.

“They ain’t messing around,” Lasky said. “These are police-issue cuffs. Can’t see no easy way to get them off.”

Milton tuned out the others and concentrated on his own predicament. With his wrists cuffed and secured behind his back, he had only a limited amount of movement. And Lasky was right: these cuffs were nothing like the zip tie he had broken in the storage cupboard in the Roper bar; these were steel, tight and cold against the skin, biting in just enough to remind him of their strength every time he moved. He could feel the dull ache already building in his shoulders from the awkward position, and the grit of the shed’s floor was grinding into his knees where they’d left him kneeling. His fingertips were starting to go numb. There was no slack, no give, no easy way out. It would take patience and opportunity; he had none of the latter, not yet, but he could work on that.

“This is your fault,” Thatcher said to Lasky. “Giving a bunch of hillbillies reason to come after us like this. We had Dale where we wanted him, but you had to go and drop the ball, and he goes and gets help, and now look. We’re fucked.”

“You think maybe you were too greedy?” Lasky countered. “You had a million. You had to go back for more.”

Milton continued to ignore their bickering and scanned the floor. The drying shed was a mess of clutter and neglect: empty fertiliser bags, the skeletal remains of a rusted-out shelving unit half-sunk into the dirt.

And then he saw something: beneath the edge of a broken pallet, close to Thatcher, a glint of metal half-buried in the dirt.

He shuffled over on his knees, leaning sideways, awkwardly angling his shoulder to get a better look. It was a thin piece of wire: rusted, bent at one end, but narrow and flexible. The kind of thing you might find stripped from fencing or left over from a repair job.

“I didn’t hear you complaining when you got paid for babysitting him,” Thatcher was saying. “What was it you said? Easy money? Said there wasn’t any way things could go south with you keeping the pressure on him. How’d that turn out for us, Lasky? This is your fault. You couldn’t even do that without fucking it all up.”

“Say that again when I don’t have my hands tied behind my back and see what happens.”

“Shut up,” Milton said.

“Oh,” Lasky said. “He speaks.”

“You want to get out?”

“Sure we do.”

“So, the way I see it, you have a choice: one, you can keep on bitching and moaning at each other until they come back and do whatever it is they’ve decided to do; or, two, you keep your mouths shut and do what I tell you. No guarantees, but I’d say the second option gives us the best chance to walk.”

“I’m sorry,” Paulie said. “Who are you?”

“I’m the one who put you down after you shot Donny Roper outside the bar.”

Paulie was on the other side of the room and angled away so that Milton could only see the side of his face. “That right?”

“He shot me outside the warehouse,” Lasky said, “and then he took Thatcher.”

“He went through my accounts and made me pay back everyone I’ve been working,” Thatcher said, sounding aggrieved. “He dropped me with the sheriff, and then the Ropers turned up. And you still don’t know who he is,” Thatcher added.

“No, but whoever he is, I know he’s not what he looks like.”

“My name is Smith,” Milton said. “I used to be in the military, like you, but then I did other things afterwards that mean that this isn’t the first time I’ve found myself in a mess like this, although it’s usually by myself rather than with such scintillating company.”

“Whatever, man,” Lasky said.

“Thatcher,” Milton said, “I need you to reach something for me. Can you see, down by your foot, there’s a piece of wire?”

Milton couldn’t see much more of Thatcher than his lower leg and foot; he watched as Thatcher pulled his foot back so he could get a better look at the patch of earth Milton had indicated.

“I see it. Why?”

“He’s gonna use it to get out of the cuffs,” Paulie said.

“That’s right,” Milton said. “I need you to use your foot to bring it closer to me.”

“Don’t,” Lasky said. “You give it to him; he gets himself free; he’s gone.”

“No,” Milton said. “You’re going to get justice for what you’ve done, but not like this.”

“Bullshit,” Lasky said. “Thatcher—don’t listen to him. Give it to me.”

“You’re too far away,” Milton said. “It’ll end up between the two of you.”

“You can reach,” Lasky insisted. “It’ll be close, but we can do it.”

Thatcher hesitated, turning his boot sideways and nudging the scrap of wire across the dirt floor. Milton watched as it was pushed out between the two men, but it was still too far away for Lasky to reach it.

The wire sat there, maybe five inches out of his reach. Lasky’s shoulders shifted, and he started to rock onto his side. He stretched, awkward and slow, turning his body. He grunted, shifted, reached out his boot again; closer this time, but still not close enough. He growled in frustration.

Milton angled his shoulders, testing the give in his bindings again. Still tight, but not unworkable. “Do whatever you have to do,” he said. “Let him spend another five minutes scuffling around in the dirt. I’ll wait.”

Lasky grunted, arching his back for one last stretch. The toe of his boot came up short. He groaned. “Damn it.”

“Thatcher,” Milton said, “reach out for it, bring it back to you and then move it around to me.”

“Do it,” Lasky said.

Thatcher angled his foot, took a breath, and hooked the top of the wire with the worn tread of his boot. It took a few tries. He adjusted, dragged it back, inch by inch, until it sat just beneath his heel. He edged it over.

Milton reached out a leg when it was near enough and brought it in closer, shimmying his cuffs up the pillar so he could stand enough to bring the wire directly beneath him. He sat again, reaching with his fingers. The cuffs bit at his wrists, but he didn’t flinch. He angled his hands, scooped at the dirt, and caught the wire between two fingers.

“Got it. If they come in again, keep the attention off me until I can get the cuffs open.”

He held the wire between his fingers and felt the sharp point. He closed his eyes to focus, angling his wrists and working blind. The metal pressed against the nerve in his left wrist, but he ignored it. He knew the feel of the lock’s interior: the give of the spring-loaded bar, the tension on the ratchet teeth. He pushed the wire in, slowly, carefully, feeding it past the detent.

The metal had just slipped past the teeth when the door swung open.

Milton pressed the wire flat into his palm and closed his fist. The light shifted in the room; boots scuffed against concrete.

Ray Roper stepped in, the two guards—both with shotguns—flanking him.

“Got finished a little earlier than I thought,” he said. “Means we’ve got time to go up to the tree right now.”
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One of the guards untied the ropes and hauled them up to their feet. They were shepherded outside; Milton was jabbed in the back with the shotgun held by the other guard.

“Let’s go,” Ray said. “Single file.”

Lasky groaned as his shoulder was jostled. Paulie fell in behind him, then Thatcher, his face pale. Milton brought up the rear.

The sun was low over the hills. The air smelled of dust, the wind just strong enough to lift fine grit off the path. Milton squinted against the brightness. He noted the terrain—rocky, narrow, brush on either side—and how the incline ahead curved toward a cluster of wind-bent trees silhouetted on the ridge line.

They were heading up into the foothills.

Nobody spoke as they walked. The only sounds were boots scraping on stone, the occasional grunt of exertion, and the whisper of dry leaves. The two guards came up last, shotguns aimed up at them. Ray took the lead, cutting a path through the scrub.

Milton walked. His hands were still cuffed behind his back. The wire, warmed by the heat of his palm, was pinched between his fingers.

The path narrowed as it climbed, the drop to their right falling away into a dry creek bed.

Milton kept his pace steady, falling in line with the others. He knew he was risking discovery if the guys at the rear noticed him, so he increased his pace and overtook Lasky. He waited, then angled his hands and went to work. He slid the wire into the narrow channel between the cuff’s ratchet arm and the lock housing, trying to catch the edge of the spring-loaded pawl.

The trail underfoot shifted, dry stones crunching with every step. Milton moved carefully. He worked by feel alone, probing, tilting the shim upward to press the internal catch back. A few more millimetres and he could feel the tension change, the telltale give that meant the lock was flirting with release.

But the angle was wrong.

The sky had begun to dim when the tree finally came into view. It stood alone atop the hill, a silhouette of twisted limbs, branches reaching outward like broken arms warped by decades of wind and weight. The heavy black bark looked as if it had been scorched, and the gnarled trunk bulged with knots like scars. The ground dipped into a shallow hollow around the roots, and ropes still hung from two limbs, thick and frayed, swinging in the breeze. The nooses cast long shadows across the dry earth beneath the tree where the grass had long since died. An old, rusted nail jutted from the bark at shoulder height, and above it was the faint outline of letters carved long ago, nearly worn away by time and weather: JUSTICE.

Lasky muttered under his breath.

Milton adjusted, twisted his wrists, and tried again. The wire slipped. He caught it before it could fall and started over, sliding it in again.

The cuffs rattled as the shim snagged against the ratchet teeth. No give.

He bit down a curse. Tried again. Still no yield.

Roper held up his hand, and the procession came to a stop. “We’re here,” he said.
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Ray Roper gestured up at the old tree. “End of the road, boys.”

The wind stirred the ropes above, making them sway a little more.

Milton turned the wire in his fist and worked it around so that he had it between his fingers again, the rusty point sharp against the pad of his thumb.

“Come on, man,” Thatcher said, taking a step toward Ray. “You don’t need to do this. I got money.”

“I don’t want your money.”

“I got a lot of money.”

“You killed my boys,” Roper said. “No amount of money is gonna make me forget that, let alone forgive.”

The guard behind Thatcher flipped his shotgun and drove the butt into the back of his head. He stumbled, went down knees first in the dust.

“Give them to the police,” Milton said. “Do it the right way. Kentucky has the death penalty, doesn’t it? After all they’ve done, that’s what they’ll get.”

“State hasn’t killed anyone for nearly twenty years,” Roper said. “Nah. Better to take care of it ourselves.”

His smile faded into something harder, and he nodded, once, the signal for the guards to move in. Ropes lay on the ground on the other side of the tree, and the men began to set them up like it was something they’d done before.

Paulie lost his cool. “No, come on… Jesus, man, please…”

One of the guards grabbed the chain of his cuffs and used it to haul him backwards toward the trunk. Milton watched as they dragged him beneath the branch, slipped a noose over his head, and moved a plastic beer crate into place. They forced him onto it, his legs shaking. The rope was yanked tight, the knot checked, the drop judged. Milton could see the terror in Paulie’s eyes as the guard stepped back, satisfied.

The guards were busy, and there was no one behind Milton to see as he worked the tip of the wire in the lock of his cuffs. He angled it, guiding it into the locking channel. The metal was cold, slick with sweat, and his hands trembled as he worked the shim past the ratchet teeth. He felt it catch… almost. A fraction more and the cuff would’ve clicked open. But the angle was wrong, and again the wire slipped, scraping out.

He clenched it in frustration and started over.

Ramon went next, quiet, eyes locked on some fixed point far away as he stood motionless on his crate, the rope snug around his neck.

Milton got the wire into the channel again, but it slipped out a third time.

Thatcher struggled, cursing, until the second guard cracked him in the ribs with a boot, and Thatcher climbed onto the crate assigned to him.

Milton got the wire into the channel again. The end scraped against the ratchet teeth, found the spring. He pushed—slow, deliberate—and, for a heartbeat, it felt like it might hold. But it slipped again, popped free, useless in his shaking fingers. Sweat trickled down his neck.

Lasky spat blood on the ground and tried to bargain, offering names, connections, deals, anything. Roper didn’t even look at him as he motioned him onto the fourth crate, and the guard secured a rope around his neck.

Milton’s turn came; he hid the wire and walked to where the last coiled rope lay waiting. He’d get one more chance at the cuffs, perhaps, if he was lucky. The branch loomed overhead, thick as a railroad tie, warped by years and sagging a little. It was lower than he’d expected. A noose was slipped over his head, tightened at the throat, and tied off to the low branch. He felt the rough cord bite into the side of his neck. A crate was brought out for him, and he was forced onto it. He looked up and saw, just above, maybe two feet of clearance between the noose and the branch.

They were lined up, five in a row, like cattle.

Roper stepped back, admiring the scene as if it were a painting.

He gave the nod.

The guards moved behind them. Paulie was at the end of the line, and Milton heard a hard thump as his box was kicked out from under him; his legs jerked, and the rope creaked.

Ramon went next.

Then Lasky.

Then Thatcher.

Milton braced. His own box tilted beneath him; then it was gone.

The rope snapped tight around his throat, choking off air, and there was a hot flash of pain behind his eyes.

The world narrowed to the sound of creaking rope and choked breath.

But then… his boots touched.

Just barely.

The tips of his toes scraped the dirt, not enough to stand, but enough to steal back a sliver of breath.

“Aw, shit,” Ray Roper said. “Look—you’ve gone and fucked up. He can touch the ground.”

Milton flexed his calves, shifting his weight, using every muscle to keep that fragile balance.

“Damn rope’s too long,” Roper said.

Milton’s vision was curtained by black, but he could see enough to see Roper coming closer.
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Milton’s ears roared with blood, and breath was almost impossible to find. His toes scraped dirt again, scrabbling for anything that would mean he could reduce the tightness of the rope around his neck.

He saw Roper step up closer.

He bent his knees, drew his legs up, and kicked them out wide, hooking them around Roper’s chest. The move caught Roper off guard, his smug grin vanished as Milton’s thighs locked tight around his midsection, and he pulled him in closer. He was able to use Roper’s body as a platform to push up, easing the pressure on the noose enough for him to steal precious, rasping breaths.

Roper cursed and tried to pull away, but Milton clamped down, using the leverage to keep him where he was. He locked one boot around the other and squeezed with his knees as his fingers worked furiously behind his back. He slid the wire back into the lock of the cuffs, angling it inside. There was no time to finesse it; all he had was instinct and desperation.

Click.

The cuff popped open.

Milton reached out, caught Roper’s shirt collar, and pulled him in tight. He worked his left arm around his shoulders and hugged him as tightly as he could; Roper’s face was pushed into Milton’s sternum. He adjusted the wire in his right hand so the sharp point protruded from his fist and pressed it into the soft hollow beneath Roper’s jaw.

“Cut me down.”

Roper’s face was right up close to Milton’s. There were just a few inches between them; Milton could see the fear in his eyes and smell his sweat.

Milton tightened his legs, securing himself around Roper’s body so that the rope remained slack. He pushed the wire a little harder, letting the tip pierce the leathery skin just above his carotid artery. Blood pooled around it and started to run down Roper’s neck.

“Tell them to do it, or I’ll open you up.”

“Cut him down,” Roper said.

One of the other men did as he was told, using a knife to cut through the rope. He sliced his way through, and it fell across Milton’s shoulders. He relaxed his legs, dropping down to the ground, and turned Roper so that he was facing away from him. He kept the wire pressed tight against his throat, a steady rivulet of blood running down into his collar. Milton felt something hard pressing up against his hip, reached down with his free hand and pulled out the pistol that Roper had pushed into the waistband of his jeans. The irony wasn’t lost on him that this was the third handgun that Milton had taken from the Ropers since his arrival in Blackridge.

Might be the first one he actually used.

He dropped the wire, pressed the muzzle of the pistol into Roper’s back and then quickly assessed the situation: the other four men were still dangling from the branch. Ramon and Paulie were still, both of them slowly revolving; Lasky’s right leg was twitching; Thatcher’s face was blue.

“And them,” Milton said, pointing to Lasky and Thatcher.

No one moved.

Milton jabbed the muzzle of the pistol into the small of Roper’s back.

“I said now.”

“Do it,” Roper said.

The man took his knife and went to Thatcher.

“What do you think you’re gonna do now?” Roper said.

“I’m going to take them to the police.”

“You tried that already—how’d it go for you?”

“I’ll take them somewhere else. To cops you haven’t bought.”

“How you gonna do that? You know we’ll be coming after you.”

“I’d shut your mouth if I were you,” Milton said.

Thatcher’s rope was cut, and he fell, hitting the dirt face-first. Milton glanced over at him and saw that he wasn’t moving.

The man went to Lasky. “This one’s dead,” he said. “Still want me to cut him down?”

Milton glanced over at him and saw that he was right: Lasky’s eyes were open but glassy, and his tongue protruded between his lips.

“Go and check him.” Milton pointed at Thatcher. “Is he breathing?”

The man did as Milton told him, knelt down by Thatcher’s body and rested his fingers against his neck. “No pulse.”

“All right. We’re going to go back to the shed.”

“And then?” Roper said. “You’re on your own up here. You really think you’re gonna get back down the mountain?”

Milton drew the pistol away and then cracked the butt down on the crown of Roper’s head. He got to his feet, hauling Roper up with him.

“You know how I’m going to get down the mountain? You’re coming with me.”
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Milton told Roper to gather his men and have them sit down in the dirt. When one hesitated, Milton shoved the muzzle harder into the back of Roper’s skull.

“Tell them.”

“Do what he says,” Roper said. “Weapons on the ground. Hands where he can see them.”

Once they were disarmed, Milton motioned to a coil of rope. “Now tie them up. Wrist to wrist. Tight.”

Milton kept the gun trained on him as Roper went man to man, binding their hands. When he reached the last one, Milton ordered him to collect their phones and toss them away.

“Now tie them to the tree.”

He did as he was told, tying them off to the old tree, wrists lashed to the trunk and ankles crossed. Milton checked each knot himself before stepping back.

“That’ll do,” he said.

Milton set off, ushering Roper ahead of him and staying close.

“You’re full of surprises,” Roper told him.

“I do my best.”

“Been lucky so far, but that’s gonna run out. You think you’ll get out of the county?”

“I’m going to give it a good try.”

“You won’t. We own Blackridge.”

“You’re very sure of yourself.”

“With good reason.”

“I can understand it. Your family’s been influential here for years. But that’s history, Ray. You need to focus on the present—the one where I have a gun pointed at you.”

He looked ready to chat back, but Milton emphasised his point with a jab of the muzzle between his shoulder blades, and he stumbled ahead, the words dying on his lips. Milton knew Roper wasn’t bluffing, and he wasn’t going to underestimate him, especially not after seeing how far the reach of the family stretched into the business of Blackridge and Dead Elm and the people who lived there.

They followed the same track back down to the dope field. Milton had a better view of it from above and saw that it was much bigger than he’d previously thought: easily the size of a football field, maybe more. Neat rows of plants stretched in every direction. Black irrigation lines crisscrossed the ground like veins, feeding water from a rusted tank and a makeshift pump hidden beneath a camo tarp. A narrow dirt track looped around the edge, with plastic barrels stacked nearby.

Roper stopped. “So? What’s the plan?”

Milton pointed to the van. “We’re driving out of here.”

“‘We’?”

“Going to promise you won’t send anyone after us?”

“And you think you won’t be followed if I’m with you?”

“No, but I’m confident they’ll keep a sensible distance for as long as I have a gun to your head.”

“Fine—that gets you out of Kentucky. What then?”

“I’ll work that out on the way.”

Milton grabbed Roper by the shoulder and had turned him toward the van when he noticed movement from the drying shed. Maybelle Roper emerged from behind it, the shotgun in her hands aimed directly at Milton.

“Stay where you are,” she said.

“We’re leaving,” Milton said.

“Can’t let you do that.”

Milton made sure she could see the gun aimed at her husband. “How are you going to stop me?”

“I’ll shoot you, honey. And a twelve-gauge, from this range? I’ll turn you into little bits.”

“Him, too.”

“Sure, he’ll catch some of it, but you’ll get it much worse.”

The standoff held: Milton, steady behind Roper, Maybelle at the shed door with the shotgun square on Milton’s chest. He knew she was right. A shotgun spread wasn’t like in the movies. It’d be a tight cone, maybe the size of a dinner plate, and, at ten feet, Roper might catch the edge, but Milton would take the full brunt.

“This is awkward,” Milton said.

“Looks like we got ourselves a standoff.”
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Then came the sound: low at first, just a whisper of engines.

Then tyres rolling over gravel.

A pickup truck came into view.

Three black Suburbans followed.

The whole convoy rolled around the bend, and then the pickup slowed down and stopped so that the Suburbans could get ahead.

They pulled up in a clean line near the shed, doors opening in unison.

Half a dozen men and women spilled out. They wore body armour beneath windbreakers stamped with bold yellow lettering—FBI—handguns held low, but ready.

The lead man stepped forward, badge already in hand.

“Federal agents,” he said. “Everyone drop your weapons and get on the ground.”

Milton held up his hands and, very slowly, knelt down and laid the pistol on the ground. He lowered himself flat onto the dirt.

Maybelle’s eyes flicked to the Suburbans and the agents aiming their weapons at her.

Her shotgun didn’t lower, not right away.

“Maybelle,” Ray said, “put it down.”

“You’d do well to listen to him,” the lead agent said. “Put it down, nice and slow, and no one will get hurt.”

Maybelle glared at him. “You better tell me exactly who you are.”

“Special Agent Ryan Rollins. I’m with the FBI. And you two must be Maybelle and Ray Roper?”

She didn’t answer.

“On the ground, please.”

Maybelle looked as if she was going to protest, but—perhaps realising that her current stance might make any protests of innocence a little challenging—she held her tongue. Rollins took a step toward her, his pistol held dead steady, and told her again to lay the shotgun down. She held on for another beat, then gave a nod and slowly—wincing on ageing knees—crouched down and laid the weapon flat. Rollins gestured to one of the other agents, and they hurried over, cuffing her hands behind her back and then doing the same for her husband and the rest of the crew who had taken Milton and the others to the tree.

Milton waited where he was, expecting to be cuffed again, but he wasn’t.

Rollins turned to him. “And you must be Mr. Smith?”

“Ellie spoke to you?”

“She did,” he said. “We went to see the sheriff, like you said, and he told me he didn’t know what I was talking about. Said he hadn’t seen you and didn’t know anything about the scammer you were supposed to have dropped off.”

“I’m not surprised,” Milton said, standing. “He’s involved.”

“Come again?”

“I’ll get to that. How’d you find me?”

“I had a little local help.”

He turned and gestured back to the parked cars and, beyond them, the pickup truck. Milton saw two people approaching.

Tanya and a man he recognised as her father.

“Stay back there,” Rollins called over to them.

“That’s him,” Tanya said, pointing to Milton.

“We’ve established that,” Rollins said. “Please—go back to the truck and wait. I’ll send him over to you once we’ve figured out exactly what’s been going on.”

Tanya caught Milton’s eye and waved.

“You’re going to be very busy,” Milton said. “There’s a tree ten minutes that way, up the slope.” He pointed. “That’s where you’ll find Thatcher—the guy who scammed the president of the bank. He’s confessed to it, plus about a dozen other scams he’s been pulling. Several of his victims killed themselves. Investigating fraud like that is what you do?”

“I’m in the Cyber Division, Financial Crimes Section. This is right in my wheelhouse. But all this?” He gestured around to the field of marijuana plants. “Not my thing at all, but I’ll make a call and get someone here from the DEA in Louisville.”

“What about homicide?”

“Who’s dead?”

“Thatcher and the three men he’d hired to help pressure his victims. They killed three of the Roper boys, so Ray Roper hanged all four of them.”

Rollins pointed to the angry red abrasions from where the rope had bitten into his neck. “And you?”

“They had a pretty good go at it, but I got lucky. The others? Not so much.”

“Jesus,” Rollins said.

“Homicides would normally be state?”

“Sure. Why?”

“Because it can’t be the local police.”

“Because they’re involved?”

“The sheriff definitely is. I delivered Thatcher, and he called the Ropers and handed him and me over to them.”

Rollins nodded. “Considering the fraud angle—and maybe we add in kidnapping and the drugs on top—we’ve probably got enough to make this federal. Whichever way we cut it, I’m going to be busy. You’ll give us a statement about what happened?”

Milton said he would, although he’d do his best to get away before that became necessary; he hadn’t been able to shift his lifelong aversion to having his details recorded in official documents. He’d give the feds the videos of Thatcher’s confession. Thatcher had been served with justice, but there would still be an investigation to help his victims. They wouldn’t need Milton’s help to put the Ropers away; there were the drugs, plus the bodies swinging from the tree. That ought to be plenty.

“I’ll make my calls,” Rollins said. “You can go over and talk to them.” He indicated Tanya and her father. “I’ll need to speak to you again once this has all been locked down, so don’t be going anywhere. Okay?”

“I’ll be here,” Milton said.
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Tanya and her father were waiting for him by the truck. Tanya’s arm was in a sling, and she still looked pale.

“When’d you get out?” Milton asked her.

“This morning,” she said. “My daddy went to get me.”

“I’m Jake,” the man said, putting out his hand.

Milton took it. “John.” He looked back to Tanya. “How are you?”

“They pulled three bits of that grenade out of my shoulder and arm.” She nodded down to the sling. “Gonna be wearing this for a while.”

“Seems I have you both to thank,” Milton said.

“Not me,” Jake said. “I’m just the chauffeur. It’s all on Tanya.”

“What happened?”

“Daddy picked me up, and we went to the diner to see what’s what,” she said. “The feds showed up, said they were looking for an English guy named John. I figured that must’ve been you, so I went over to introduce myself. They said they’d been to see the sheriff because the guy who’d been ripping off Dale Hutchens was being brought in, but Holton told them he didn’t know anything about it. I figured the Ropers must’ve got to you first.”

“It wasn’t like that,” Milton said. “Holton knew. He gave me up. He’s working with them.”

Jake snorted. “Him and most of Blackridge. You’re either related to the Ropers or on the payroll.”

“Like Earl?” Milton said.

“From the garage?” he said. “Yeah—he’s been servicing their vehicles for years.”

Milton turned to Tanya. “Did you know?”

“About the dope fields? Sure. Clay made a big song and dance about how much money they were fixing to make once it all gets made legal. This ain’t the only field they got. They got three hundred acres in the mountains, all of it dedicated to growing dope. The way I see it, dope is dope.”

“Tanya’s right,” Jake said. “It’s gonna get made legal soon anyway, and smoking a joint don’t do no one no harm.”

“It’s not just dope, though, is it?” Milton said. “What about the other things they’ve been doing?”

“I heard rumours,” Jake said.

“We all heard rumours,” Tanya said. “But that’s the Ropers all over—they like to talk big, get people scared, make them wonder what’ll happen if they cross them.”

“I can tell you about four murders that were more than just talk. They hanged the men who’d been blackmailing Hutchens, and I doubt they were the only ones they’ve strung up recently.”

Tanya noticed the mark of the noose around his neck and reached up for it, lowering his collar so she could have a better look.

“Shit,” Jake muttered.

Tanya traced her fingertips over the inflamed skin. “They strung you up, too?”

Milton nodded. “There’s a tree up the hill that way. Ray Roper called it the Hanging Tree.”

“Clay told me about that, but I didn’t believe him. That dumbass had stories like that coming out of his ass—used to tell me all kinds of shit on account of the fact he thought it’d frighten me.”

“It wasn’t all just talk,” Milton said.

Jake shook his head in wonderment. “So how come you’re not dead?”

“Got lucky.”

“It ain’t that, though, is it? Tanya told me what you been doing, running round and getting involved.”

She bit her lip. “You’re not who you say you are, are you?”

Milton shrugged. “I’m just a cook.”

“Bullshit,” she said.

“Just a normal guy—but maybe riding my luck a little.”
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Special Agent Rollins had a phone pressed to his ear. He saw Milton, held up a hand and mouthed ‘one minute.’

“Yes, boss,” he said into the phone. “We had a look on the way in. It’ll be a slam dunk. They’ve got fields full of dope. Haven’t gone to much effort hiding them, either. Your friend was right—local law enforcement has to be involved.”

The person on the other end of the line must’ve said something; Milton waited, then Rollins beckoned him over and held out the phone.

“She wants to speak to you.”

Milton took the phone from him and turned away. “Ellie?”

“Hello, John,” Ellie Flowers said. “Still in one piece?”

“Thanks to Rollins.”

“That’s a relief.”

“He cut it fine.”

“I don’t know, John. Maybe a little more notice would’ve helped.”

“I’ll bear that in mind for next time,” he said.

Milton had met Special Agent Ellie Flowers while she was investigating a series of bank robberies in the Upper Peninsula, and then their paths had crossed again after she had been seconded to the task force investigating the assassination of the US ambassador in Bogotá. She had been involved in the operational team that had gone into the jungle to get Milton out. There was a mutual attraction between them, and they’d spent time together when opportunity arose. They had parted ways with a sketchy plan to see each other again when things had calmed down; Milton’s life hadn’t allowed that—and he still had doubts about the fairness of allowing anyone to get close to him—but he had kept her number. That was now looking to have been a very wise move.

“Rollins says the hillbillies strung you up.”

“Me and the others. I got out. They didn’t.”

“So we’ve got them for murders, too.”

“There’ve been a few. He’s going to be busy.”

“Trouble follows you around, doesn’t it?”

“That’s been said before.”

“You think you might be in DC any time soon?”

“Unlikely,” Milton said. “I’m hoping to head in the opposite direction. I’ve got a food truck. I’ve bought pitches at state fairs on the route.”

“What are you cooking? Fish and chips?”

“Yorkshire burritos.”

“Say that again?”

“Tell you what,” he said. “Come visit me and I’ll cook you one.”

“I can’t tell you how tempting that is,” she said, making no effort to hide the sarcasm. “I’ll check my schedule and let you know. Better pass me back to Rollins.”

“Will do. Thanks, Ellie. I appreciate it.”

“I’d tell you to stay out of trouble, but I’d be wasting my breath.”

“Probably.”

Milton handed the phone back and walked away, looking out at the drying shed and the fields and the agents who were fanning out to gather evidence. He saw the Ropers—Ray and Maybelle—as they were put into separate cars and driven away. He knew other agents would be busy in Blackridge, rounding up everyone who had been conspiring with the Ropers. Holton would be high on their list, but he doubted that their investigation would end with him. The town had been wrapped up in Roper business for decades; who knew what secrets would be shaken out now.


EPILOGUE



Milton had parked the truck at the side of the road near Bee Rock Overlook and had slept outside. He’d woken to an awesome view: a sheer drop into the gorge below, morning mist rising in slow coils from the forested valley, and the distant shimmer of the Cumberland River snaking through the trees like a ribbon of silver. The sky was pale gold at the edges, deepening to cobalt overhead, and the only sounds were birdsong and the rustle of wind in the pines. Five in the morning and the kind of quiet that made him forget the world could ever be loud.

He eased the truck into gear and found a station playing soft rock classics on the radio. He merged with the westbound traffic on the 62 and looked for the signs to Lebanon: a straight shot, sixty-three miles. He’d be at the fairgrounds in ninety minutes, just before seven, and that ought to leave him long enough to get set up for the day. The Tennessee State Fair was a ten-day affair, and although he’d missed the two-day slot he’d originally bought, the organisers had been good enough to allow him to move it. He’d work the fair today and tomorrow and then continue on his way across the country.

He’d been on the road for a day, taking it nice and easy as he drove the hundred and sixty miles between Blackridge and Monterey. The truck had been a dream: a little rough and ready, the suspension complaining on the bumps and the steering with more play than he liked, but the engine pulled strong and steady now without any of the issues that had led to him being stranded in Kentucky. It was improved enough that Milton was left with the impression that it’d keep on running long after the body had rattled itself apart.

Milton had stayed long enough to give Rollins the evidence he’d collected and had arranged a meeting where he could be properly debriefed; he’d driven away before it, though, texting Ellie to ask her to apologise on his behalf. She’d replied with a string of exasperated emojis but said she’d smooth it out on the condition that he agreed to check in at a field office on the way to wherever he was going if they needed his help to make the charges stick against the Ropers and Holton and anyone else they swept up. Milton told her he doubted that’d be necessary after all the evidence he’d provided but said he’d do it if she needed him to. It was the least he could do, he might’ve been able to get away from Dead Elm without Rollins, but it was far from certain. She’d taken great pleasure in reminding him that she’d saved his ass.

Ellie had texted him again as he was fixing a burger last night to say he was probably off the hook. Ray and Maybelle Roper had been charged with racketeering, conspiracy, and a laundry list of weapons and drug offences. The feds had moved quickly to seize their land and freeze what was left of their accounts, and word was that prosecutors were already assembling a grand jury. There would be trials, but either way, the Ropers’ reign over the county was finished.

She told him that Holton had been stripped of his badge and taken into custody. One of his deputies had flipped and was going to testify that Holton had been on the Ropers’ payroll and had delivered Milton and Thatcher to them, knowing their likely fate. There wasn’t anywhere left for him to hide after that; the feds hit him with conspiracy, obstruction, and attempted murder charges; and the state moved to indict him for corruption stretching back years. His career was over; his freedom would be next to go.

The money, too, had been cleaned up. The $1 million extorted by Thatcher had already been recovered, but more importantly, the larger amounts embezzled into crypto had also been located. The CFO had secured access to the relevant wallets and, with federal oversight, was able to begin cashing it out. The FDIC had stepped in to manage the bank’s collapse and oversee the transition, with a Lexington-based institution taking over the books. Depositors, investors, and stockholders alike were made whole. The bank as it had been was finished, but the people of Blackridge had been spared the worst of it.

Milton saw Cookeville on the horizon. He reached for his phone and scrolled the map just as it rang with an incoming call.

He recognised Tanya’s number and took it.

“Early for you to be calling me,” he said.

“I knew you’d be up. Where are you?”

“Just outside Monterey. You okay?”

“I’m good,” she said. “Stuff’s happening. Thought you might be interested.”

“What stuff?”

“Sadie. She booked. No one knows where she’s gone.”

“They’ll find her,” Milton said. “She’s not the type who’ll be able to keep off the radar for long. What about Earl?”

“I spoke to his wife last night—they think he’ll be out next week.”

“He’s not in danger?”

“Lost part of his gut, but they think they’ve patched him up.”

“That’s great.”

She paused.

He asked, “You still there?”

“Yeah,” she said. “None of that is why I wanted to speak to you. I was at the diner last night. Force of habit, I guess. Anyway… I get there, and there’s a guy from a bank in Lexington. He’s inside taking pictures, reading off the inventory, tagging the equipment. I ask him what he’s doing; he says they’ve foreclosed on her loan. The diner isn’t hers anymore, he said, not on paper, same with the motel. He said he’ll be changing the locks, and then both places go to auction. I spoke to my pop, and he thinks we ought to try to buy the diner. He thinks we might be able to get it at a discount.”

“He’s probably right,” Milton said.

“What do you think?”

“I think it’s a great idea. You like it there, don’t you?”

“I love it,” she said. “And I got some ideas, too. Ways I could make it better.”

“Tanya’s Diner sounds better than Sadie’s Diner,” he said.

“I know, right? I couldn’t get it out of my head last night. It got me to thinking…”

“No,” he said.

“Come on, man—at least hear me out.”

“No.”

She carried on as if she hadn’t heard him. “I could use someone like you—I’m gonna need a cook, and it’s not like that’s the extent of your talent, is it.”

“What? You need someone in case the Ropers come back?”

“They won’t,” she said, “but that wasn’t the talent I was meaning.”

Milton couldn’t help smiling. “Sorry, Tanya. Sticking around in one place isn’t really my thing.”

“Could be fun,” she said, not quite ready to give up.

“I’m sure it would be, for a bit, but it wouldn’t take long for you to come to the conclusion that I’m not nearly as nice to have around as you think I am.” She started to argue, but Milton kept going. “And I’m going to be selfish for once—I’ve been looking forward to doing a trip like this for years. All the way to California, stopping to work along the way… it’s got my name all over it.”

“You’re weird,” she said.

“Not arguing with that.”

“How about when you’re done?”

“When I get to LA? Sell the truck, get a muscle car and drive back the other way.”

“So make sure you come back through Kentucky. Stop and see me.”

“That I might be able to do.”

They talked for another five minutes until Tanya said Jake wanted her to meet him to talk about the offer they were going to make for the diner. Milton wished her good luck, she made him promise to let her know when he was heading back east, he said he would, and she rang off.

Milton watched as the highway came to life around him—people starting their days, running errands, driving to work—and allowed himself the luxury of thinking that he’d done something good that might go towards squaring his ledger. He was going to squeeze every last drop of enjoyment out of this trip, but he was under no illusions: trouble would come calling again, and when it did, he’d be ready to answer it.

He reached for his shades, rolled down the window and lit a cigarette. He blew smoke out of the window and thought that one day maybe—maybe—he’d stop hating himself and allow himself a little grace. He looked at his reflection in the visor, the sun sparking off the lenses of his glasses, and allowed himself a smile. A woman like Tanya, a small town like Blackridge, a business he could help her to build…

One day.

Maybe.

Why not?

Just not today.


READY TO CONTINUE THE ADVENTURE…?
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Milton comes across a woman he helped escape from the Mexican cartels. She has found a new life for herself in Texas trying to help a family affected by a venal corporation, but has made herself visible in the process… and trouble’s coming.

Find out more: Get Clearwater Here
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Building a relationship with my readers is the very best thing about writing. Join my Reader Club for information on new books and deals plus a free copy of Milton’s battle with the Mafia and an assassin called Tarantula.

You can get your content for free, by signing up at my website.

Just visit www.markjdawson.com.


ALSO BY MARK DAWSON


IN THE JOHN MILTON SERIES


The Cleaner

Sharon Warriner is a single mother in the East End of London, fearful that she’s lost her young son to a life in the gangs. After John Milton saves her life, he promises to help. But the gang, and the charismatic rapper who leads it, is not about to cooperate with him.

Buy The Cleaner

Saint Death

John Milton has been off the grid for six months. He surfaces in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, and immediately finds himself drawn into a vicious battle with the narco-gangs that control the borderlands.

Buy Saint Death

The Driver

When a girl he drives to a party goes missing, John Milton is worried. Especially when two dead bodies are discovered and the police start treating him as their prime suspect.

Buy The Driver

Ghosts

John Milton is blackmailed into finding his predecessor as Number One. But she’s a ghost, too, and just as dangerous as him. He finds himself in deep trouble, playing the Russians against the British in a desperate attempt to save the life of his oldest friend.

Buy Ghosts

The Sword of God

On the run from his own demons, John Milton treks through the Michigan wilderness into the town of Truth. He’s not looking for trouble, but trouble's looking for him. He finds himself up against a small-town cop who has no idea with whom he is dealing, and no idea how dangerous he is.

Buy The Sword of God

Salvation Row

Milton finds himself in New Orleans, returning a favour that saved his life during Katrina. When a lethal adversary from his past takes an interest in his business, there’s going to be hell to pay.

Buy Salvation Row

Headhunters

Milton barely escaped from Avi Bachman with his life. But when the Mossad’s most dangerous renegade agent breaks out of a maximum security prison, their second fight will be to the finish.

Buy Headhunters

The Ninth Step

Milton’s attempted good deed becomes a quest to unveil corruption at the highest levels of government and murder at the dark heart of the criminal underworld. Milton is pulled back into the game, and that’s going to have serious consequences for everyone who crosses his path.

Buy The Ninth Step

The Jungle

John Milton is no stranger to the world’s seedy underbelly. But when the former British Secret Service agent comes up against a ruthless human trafficking ring, he’ll have to fight harder than ever to conquer the evil in his path.

Buy The Jungle

Blackout

A message from Milton’s past leads him to Manila and a confrontation with an adversary he thought he would never meet again. Milton finds himself accused of murder and imprisoned inside a brutal Filipino jail can he escape, uncover the truth and gain vengeance for his friend?

Buy Blackout

The Alamo

A young boy witnesses a murder in a New York subway restroom. Milton finds him, and protects him from corrupt cops and the ruthless boss of a local gang.

Buy The Alamo

Redeemer

Milton is in Brazil, helping out an old friend with a close protection business. When a young girl is kidnapped, he finds himself battling a local crime lord to get her back.

Buy Redeemer

Sleepers

A sleepy English town. A murdered Russian spy. Milton and Michael Pope find themselves chasing the assassins to Moscow.

Buy Sleepers

Twelve Days

Milton checks back in with Elijah Warriner, but finds himself caught up in a fight to save him from a jealous and dangerous former friend.

Buy Twelve Days

Bright Lights

All Milton wants to do is take his classic GTO on a coast-to-coast road trip. But he can’t ignore the woman on the side of the road in need of help. The decision to get involved leads to a tussle with a murderous cartel that he thought he had put behind him.

Buy Bright Lights

The Man Who Never Was

John Milton is used to operating in the shadows, weaving his way through dangerous places behind a fake identity. Now, to avenge the death of a close friend, he must wear his mask of deception once more.

Buy The Man Who Never Was

Killa City

John Milton has a nose for trouble. He can smell it a mile away. And when he witnesses a suspicious altercation between a young man and two thugs in a car auction parking lot, he can’t resist getting involved.

Buy Killa City

Ronin

Milton travels to Bali in search of a new identity. He meets a young woman who has been forced to work for the Yakuza in Japan, and finds himself drawn into danger in an attempt to keep her safe.

Buy Ronin

Never Let Me Down Again

A human rights activist has vanished without a trace and his dying mother is desperate to know the truth. When the mysterious disappearance leads Milton all the way to the Western Isles of Scotland, he sees an opportunity to find an old friend and finally make amends for a mistake that cost him dearly. Milton is determined to track both men down, wherever his search may lead.

Buy Never Let Me Down Again

Bulletproof

Captured and imprisoned by the organisation he once worked for, Milton must do one last job in exchange for his freedom. Bullheaded billionaire fixer Tristan Huxley is brokering a weapons deal between Russia and India. He needs protection and he wants Milton by his side. Huxley has trusted Milton with his life before but these days his world is more decadent and his enemies more dangerous, in ways that nobody could ever have suspected.

Buy Bulletproof

Uppercut

John Milton is on the run again. Chasing clues to help him understand the new risks he faces, he finds himself in Dublin. Before he knows it, he is involved with a woman who has fallen foul of a dangerous local family.

Buy Uppercut

Bloodlands

John Milton is on a mission that will bring him face-to-face with enemies old and new. When his friend, Alex Hicks, finds himself pursued by mysterious adversaries, the two men are thrust back into the web of international espionage.

Buy Bloodlands

Vultures

A global cryptocurrency scam has victims everywhere. Milton never wanted to get involved, but when he sees the damage that the scheme has caused and the lives that have been ruined, he finds himself pulled into a deadly game.

Buy Vultures

The Hanging Tree

When a quiet town’s secrets lead John Milton to a noose in the Appalachian hills, he must fight to survive—and bring a ruthless criminal empire to justice.

Buy The Hanging Tree

Clearwater

Milton comes across a woman he helped escape from the Mexican cartels. She has found a new life for herself in Texas trying to help a family affected by a venal corporation, but has unwisely made herself visible in the process.

Buy Clearwater


IN THE BEATRIX ROSE SERIES


In Cold Blood

Beatrix Rose was the most dangerous assassin in an off-the-books government kill squad until her former boss betrayed her. A decade later, she emerges from the Hong Kong underworld with payback on her mind. They gunned down her husband and kidnapped her daughter, and now the debt needs to be repaid. It’s a blood feud she didn’t start but she is going to finish.

Buy In Cold Blood

Blood Moon Rising

There were six names on Beatrix’s Death List and now there are four. She’s going to account for the others, one by one, even if it kills her. She has returned from Somalia with another target in her sights. Bryan Duffy is in Iraq, surrounded by mercenaries, with no easy way to get to him and no easy way to get out. And Beatrix has other issues that need to be addressed. Will Duffy prove to be one kill too far?

Buy Blood Moon Rising

Blood and Roses

Beatrix Rose has worked her way through her Kill List. Four are dead, just two are left. But now her foes know she has them in her sights and the hunter has become the hunted.

Buy Blood and Roses

The Dragon and the Ghost

Beatrix Rose flees to Hong Kong after the murder of her husband and the kidnapping of her child. She needs money. The local triads have it. What could possibly go wrong?

Buy The Dragon and the Ghost

Tempest

Two people adrift in a foreign land, Beatrix Rose and Danny Nakamura need all the help they can get. A storm is coming. Can they help each other survive it and find their children before time runs out for both of them?

Buy Tempest

Phoenix

She does Britain’s dirty work, but this time she needs help. Beatrix Rose, meet John Milton…

Buy Phoenix


IN THE ISABELLA ROSE SERIES


The Angel

Isabella Rose is recruited by British intelligence after a terrorist attack on Westminster.

Buy The Angel

The Asset

Isabella Rose, the Angel, is used to surprises, but being abducted is an unwelcome novelty. She’s relying on Michael Pope, the head of the top-secret Group Fifteen, to get her back.

Buy The Asset

The Agent

Isabella Rose is on the run, hunted by the very people she had been hired to work for. Trained killer Isabella and former handler Michael Pope are forced into hiding in India and, when a mysterious informer passes them clues on the whereabouts of Pope’s family, the prey see an opportunity to become the predators.

Buy The Agent

The Assassin

Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, is the most dangerous city in the world. And when a mission to break the local cartel’s grip goes wrong, Isabella Rose, the Angel, finds herself on the wrong side of prison bars. Fearing the worst, Isabella plays her only remaining card…

Buy The Assassin

The Avenger

Living under new identities in rural France, Isabella Rose and Michael Pope are trying to lay low. Tired of hiding, all Isabella wants is the chance to live an ordinary life. But Isabella is an extraordinary young woman and the people pursuing her will never, ever, give up. Her unique abilities have attracted the attention of the Academy of Military Science in Beijing. And it’s not only Isabella who needs to stay in the shadows. Pope has his fair share of enemies and a family that he's desperate to protect.

Buy The Avenger

Pretty Face

Isabella is building a new life in Marrakesh, supporting herself with contract work and finally looking to put down roots. But when one of her contracts isn’t quite what it seems, things quickly descend into chaos.

Buy Pretty Face


IN THE CHARLIE COOPER SERIES


Sandstorm

Group Fifteen operative and ex-MI6 officer Charlie Cooper is working undercover as a political negotiator. Attending a conference surrounded by diplomats, businessmen and lobbyists, nobody would suspect what he really does for a living. Also in their midst is Aisha, a Saudi activist whose protests against human rights abuses have made her an enemy of her country’s regime.

Buy Sandstorm

The Chameleon

Masquerading as an analyst, Cooper manipulates his way into the company and soon finds himself en route to Istanbul. The stage is set for a high-octane showdown on Sidorov's private island. With geopolitical tensions on a knife's edge, Cooper must navigate a labyrinth of deception and danger to complete his mission.

Buy The Chameleon

Blood Brothers

Cooper travels to Israel to find his estranged half-brother, Freddy, who has mysteriously disappeared. Freddy's ties to NetGuardian, a cybersecurity firm implicated in dubious activities, propel Cooper into a dangerous web of corporate espionage, state-of-the-art surveillance technology, and the ruthless world of intelligence.

Buy Blood Brothers

Dead of Winter

Charlie Cooper is sent to Prague to investigate - and eliminate - the leader of a group of far right hooligans guilty of the murder of an Interpol agent. Cooper is on his final warning and is expected to get in and out with minimal fuss, leaving just the body of his target in his wake.

Buy Dead of Winter

Code Blue

Cooper is thrust into a high-stakes mission when a fellow operative, codenamed NORTH STAR, vanishes in Macao. The trail leads to a shadowy team of Russian mercenaries with a chilling agenda: to expose Group Fifteen, the clandestine organisation that operates beyond the reach of conventional intelligence agencies.

Buy Code Blue

North Star

After barely escaping an assassination attempt in Iceland, NORTH STAR, a former Group Fifteen operative turned Russian asset, vanishes. Driven by guilt and a thirst for revenge, Control tasks Charlie Cooper with tracking him down.

Buy North Star

Collateral

In the glittering shadows of Dubai, Charlie Cooper is thrust into a deadly mission to protect a volatile CIA asset on the brink of exposure. As secrets unravel and loyalties blur, Cooper must outmanoeuvre spies, lies, and betrayal before everything explodes.

Buy Collateral

Leverage

He was sent to investigate an arms dealer—now he’s on the run for his murder. Framed, cut off, and marked for death, Charlie Cooper must uncover the truth before he becomes the next target.

Buy Leverage

Burnout

When a whistleblower leaks top-secret intelligence, Charlie Cooper is sent to a remote Greek island to uncover the truth. But as the bodies start to fall and the lies pile up, Cooper must navigate a deadly maze of deception to find the source—and make it out alive.

Buy Burnout


IN THE ATTICUS PRIEST SERIES


The House in the Woods

Disgraced detective Atticus Priest investigates the murder of a family on Christmas Eve. He’s been employed to demolish the police case against his client, but things get complicated when the officer responsible for the case is his former girlfriend.

Buy The House in the Woods

A Place to Bury Strangers

A dog walker finds a human bone on lonely Salisbury Plain. DCI Mackenzie Jones investigates the grisly discovery but cannot explain how it ended up there. She contacts Atticus Priest and the two of them trace the bone to a graveyard in the nearby village of Imber. But the village was abandoned after it was purchased by the Ministry of Defence to train the army, so why have bodies been buried in the graveyard since the church was closed?

Buy A Place to Bury Strangers

The Red Room

When a man's fatal fall from Salisbury Cathedral spirals into a scandalous case involving the victims of a sex ring, Atticus Priest and Mackenzie Jones uncover more bodies and incriminating videos. Racing against the clock, they confront personal demons and tangled emotions as they try to catch the murderer before he can strike again.

Buy The Red Room

All the Devils Are Here

Atticus Priest is employed by an estranged husband to dig up dirt on his wife. But when she goes missing after swimming in the River Avon, Atticus uncovers a conspiracy between five lifelong friends that goes back years.

Buy All The Devils Are Here

The Inheritance

When a prominent landowner goes missing, private investigator Atticus Priest is drawn into a web of secrets that stretch from the rolling fields of Wiltshire to the darkest corners of the past.

Buy The Inheritance
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