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I




Waneth the watch, but the world holdeth.


Anonymous, ‘The Seafarer’







I


Desert, scrub, and a city in the sunlight: Phoenix, Arizona.


‘Business?’ asked the woman sitting next to Parker, as the plane made its final approach. They hadn’t spoken since the flight left Texas, but Parker had registered her curiosity. He’d passed her as he was being escorted to the gate, bypassing security entirely, a federal agent to either side of him, their weapons visible. He was surprised it had taken her so long to strike up a conversation. Her self-discipline was admirable.


‘I’m sorry?’ he said.


She was in her early forties, he estimated, and recently divorced. The pale circle around her ring finger was visible against her southwestern coloration. Her hair was dark, and her eyes were kind, if wary. The separation had probably been painful.


‘I was wondering if you’re here on business.’


‘Yes.’


Parker returned his gaze to the window, but she was persistent.


‘Do you mind if I ask what it is you do?’


The correct reply should have been ‘yes’ for a second time, but he didn’t want to appear rude. It would make her feel bad, and he wouldn’t feel much better.


‘I hunt,’ said Parker. He was surprised to hear the words emerge, as though spoken by another in his stead.


‘Oh.’ Her disapproval was obvious.


‘But not animals,’ he added, as the voice decided to make the situation yet more complicated.


‘Oh,’ she said again.


He could almost hear the cogs turning.


‘So, you hunt … people?’


‘Sometimes.’


The wheels came down, and the plane hit the ground with a jolt that caused someone at the back to yelp in the manner of a wounded dog.


‘Like a bounty hunter?’ asked the woman.


‘Like a bounty hunter.’


‘So that’s what you are?’


‘No.’


‘Oh,’ she said, for the third time. ‘I guess I shouldn’t have asked, but I saw the people with you at the airport, and …’


She trailed off. She was holding a magazine in her hands, which she now opened and pretended to read as they taxied to the terminal. Parker had set aside his own book, a copy of Montaigne’s Essays gifted to him by Louis. It was the first time Louis had ever passed on a book to him. Lately, Louis had become quite the bibliophile. They both had, because in recent months they’d been learning a lot about old volumes.


Parker wasn’t entirely clear why the Essays should have particularly engaged Louis, although he had to concede that Montaigne wasn’t short of opinions on just about every subject under the sun, from thumbs to cannibals. Initially Parker had persisted with the book because of its giver, but now Montaigne was getting under his skin. Montaigne knew a lot, yet his essays weren’t about displaying what he knew so much as working toward some understanding of all he didn’t know, which made him an unusual individual by any reckoning. Since the flight had been delayed by almost an hour, he’d had plenty of time to spend in Montaigne’s company.


The plane came to a halt, but Parker didn’t rush to get up. He was seated in the second row, was traveling only with cabin bags, and knew that more federal agents would be waiting for him at the gate. He would be in a car and on his way from the airport before most of his fellow travelers had even claimed their baggage.


The door opened, and the first passengers began to disembark. The woman who had been sitting beside him was now wrestling an overfilled case from the compartment. He helped her to free it, and she thanked him.


‘I’m sorry for prying,’ she said.


‘It’s okay.’


He followed her from the plane, and she fell into step beside him.


‘Look,’ she said, ‘if you’re in town for a few days, maybe you might like to meet for a drink. I’ll buy, as an apology, and I promise I won’t ask any more questions about what you do for a living. At least, I’ll try not to.’


‘That’s very generous of you,’ said Parker, ‘but I won’t be staying long.’


They reached the gate. As predicted, two more federal agents were hovering by the desk. Parker saw them react as he appeared, and the woman picked up on it.


‘I guess it didn’t hurt to ask,’ she said.


‘No.’


She handed him a business card. Her name was Tonya Nichols, and she was the vice-president of a bank in Tempe.


‘In case your schedule changes,’ she said. ‘Good luck with your hunting.’


Parker had never come to terms with Arizona. He did not have the desert gene, and Phoenix Sky Harbor was one of his least favorite airports, even by the low standards of Brutalist architecture. Back in the late 1990s, the then-mayor of Phoenix, Skip Rimsza, had proposed renaming the entire airport after Barry Goldwater. The proposal didn’t have enough support to go through, but Terminal 4, at which Parker had arrived, was still named in honor of the former Republican senator and UFO nut who’d had his ass handed to him by Lyndon Johnson in the 1964 presidential election. But Parker’s grandfather, a staunch northeastern Democrat, had always retained a degree of affection for Goldwater, mostly because the latter had once advised all good Christians to line up and kick the televangelist Jerry Falwell in the seat of his pants.


The two agents marching alongside Parker didn’t look old enough to remember Goldwater’s funeral, which had only taken place in 1998, and were probably still being carded in bars. Parker wondered if the FBI was now recruiting straight out of high school. The agents, who introduced themselves as Skal and Crist, were very polite, and one of them insisted on carrying Parker’s case, leaving him to manage only his leather messenger bag unaided. Their solicitude made Parker feel old, and their height caused him to resemble an adopted mascot. Skal was north of six feet tall, and built entirely from blocks. Crist made him appear dainty by comparison.


‘Where does the name Skal come from?’ Parker asked.


‘Denmark, sir.’


‘Isn’t it some kind of toast?’


‘Yes, sir. I believe the derivation is from a cup or bowl.’


Parker wasn’t used to being addressed so politely by federal agents. It made him nervous.


‘Do you mind not calling me “sir”?’ he asked.


Skal looked at Crist, who shrugged helplessly, as though to suggest that the ways of men remained mysterious to him, but he’d back his colleague to the hilt if the decision to drop the ‘sir’ came back to bite him somewhere down the line.


‘I’ll try not to,’ said Skal.


By now they were at the terminal door. A heavy-duty Chevy Suburban was parked in the area reserved for law enforcement personnel, a Phoenix PD cruiser idling nearby just in case anyone became alarmed.


‘I take it Ross is already here.’


‘SAC Ross is at the scene,’ Crist corrected. His voice might have come from the bowels of the earth, so deep was the rumble.


‘Did he say anything before he sent you to pick me up?’


It was Skal who answered the question.


‘Sir’ – and the word held an additional unspoken apology for its return – ‘he told us not to let you shoot anyone.’


‘He was pretty clear on that,’ Crist added.


Neither of the agents offered even the hint of a smile. If anything, they bore the slightly fretful demeanor of two straight-A students who had somehow fallen in with a bad element, and were certain it was going to impact on their report cards come the end of semester.


‘Well, I wouldn’t want to get you into any trouble,’ said Parker.


‘Thank you,’ said Skal.


‘Yes,’ said Crist, ‘thank you very much. We wouldn’t want you to get us into any trouble either.’


The three men stood awkwardly by the Suburban for a moment.


‘If you’re waiting for a hug …’ said Parker.


Skal bounded to open the rear door of the Suburban as quickly as he could.


Clearly, thought Parker, he wasn’t the hugging kind.




II


The call had come through that morning, while Parker was taking a break from listening to an attorney attempt to convince a federal judge in Houston, Texas, of the inadmissibility of evidence Parker was scheduled to give. The case in question concerned a pair of counselors accused of sexually assaulting a series of vulnerable teenagers in at least three states over a period of ten years, sometimes after incapacitating them with narcotics, whether ingested either willingly or unknowingly. The men, Bruer and Seben, had most recently operated as licensed ‘conversion therapists’ in Maine, their clients referred to them by parents or guardians who viewed the children’s sexual orientation as a perversion or aberration, and sought to have it dealt with coercively. Bruer and Seben’s state-acquired shingle had effectively permitted them to abuse children under its aegis, and earn good money along the way.


But one of the Maine victims, a girl named Lacey Smith from Old Orchard Beach, had committed suicide in the aftermath of her ‘treatment’, and Moxie Castin, Parker’s lawyer, occasional employer, and possibly even friend, had been engaged by her family to obtain proof that could be used to force a prosecution by the state. By then the counselors had already left Maine to seek fresh prey elsewhere, but Parker tracked them to Texas, where he spent a week monitoring them with the aid of a pair of local PIs. Eventually the counselors made an error, which was why Parker was now sitting in a Texan courtroom, waiting to add his testimony to the weight of evidence mounting against the abusers.


Their defense attorneys had already tried unsuccessfully to have Parker’s testimony shot down on the grounds that their clients had a reasonable expectation of privacy when they were recorded at a bar in Baytown comparing notes on the oral rape of a sixteen-year-old boy. Parker had used an acoustic vector sensor to listen to, and record, the conversation, which had subsequently required only a minimal digital wash to be made entirely comprehensible. It had barely been worth the prosecution’s time to point out that the two men could have no expectation of privacy under such circumstances, as the booth of a bar could not be construed as a private place, and the evidence had not been gathered in a way that broke any law.


Now the defense was altering its plan of attack, focusing instead on Parker’s character, and calling into question his credibility by documenting a pattern of illegality during previous investigations, along with what the attorney described as ‘a propensity for violent acts up to, and including, homicide’. Parker didn’t particularly relish having his character traduced in court, but couldn’t disagree with some of what was being said, not that anyone was asking his opinion of himself. The judge announced a brief adjournment to consider the arguments, and Parker went to get coffee and some air, which was when his cell phone rang. He recognized the number, and paused for a moment before answering. From bitter experience, he knew that little good could come of what would follow.


‘Agent Ross,’ said Parker. ‘What a pleasure.’


SAC Edgar Ross of the Federal Bureau of Investigation was based at Federal Plaza in New York, and had coordinated the FBI’s internal inquiry into its handling of the hunt for the Traveling Man, the killer who had taken the lives of Parker’s wife and first child, and whom Parker had killed in turn. Since then, the paths taken by Parker and Ross had grown increasingly intertwined. As a consequence, Parker now banked a monthly retainer from the FBI as a consultant, and had been more than useful to Ross on occasion, if sometimes only on grounds of plausible deniability. Meanwhile, Ross offered Parker a degree of protection, in addition to improving his financial situation considerably. Parker didn’t entirely trust Ross, and Ross didn’t entirely trust Parker, but they were allies, of a kind.


‘Where are you?’ said Ross.


‘Houston, Texas. I’m waiting to see if a federal judge thinks I can be trusted to give evidence against a pair of sexual predators. It seems to be a question of my character.’


‘That’s unfortunate for you. Maybe you should try bribery.’


‘Wouldn’t that just confirm the truth of the allegation?’


‘Only if the bribe is refused.’


‘I think I’ll let justice run its course. Is this a social call?’


‘You’ll have to wait a while longer for that particular first. We have a body. It may be that of Mors.’


A month earlier, a woman who went by the name of Pallida Mors had cut a bloody swathe from Indiana to Maine, killing men, women, and one unborn child in an effort to secure older vellum pages bound into an edition of Grimm’s Fairy Tales dating from the early part of the previous century, and illustrated by Arthur Rackham. Mors was working for an Englishman named Quayle, who may or may not have been a lawyer. Both had subsequently escaped from Maine with the pages, although not before Louis injured Mors in a gunfight, and was wounded in turn. No trace of Quayle and Mors had been found since then, and there was no record of them having left the country.


‘Where?’ Parker asked.


‘Near Gila Bend, Arizona.’ He heard Ross speak to someone else on the other end of the line. ‘We’ve booked you on an American Airlines flight departing at two-forty.’


‘In the movies you send private jets.’


‘Movies tend to leave out the boring parts about budgets and congressional oversight.’


‘It’s already after one-thirty.’


‘Then you’d better hurry.’


‘What about the court case?’


‘I’ll take care of it. Who knows, I may even manage to present your character in a favorable light. We’ll have agents waiting for you at George Bush. They’ll get you to the gate on time. Expect a call from one of them in about twenty minutes.’


Ross hung up just as a federal prosecutor named Tracey Ermenthal emerged from the courthouse.


‘Problem?’ she asked.


‘I have to go to Arizona.’


‘Wait, we need you here. We didn’t fly you from Maine for dinner and a show.’


Parker told her about his conversation with Ross, and gave her the first of two cell phone numbers he possessed for the agent. The second was changed regularly, and rarely used. It was strictly for off-the-books business.


‘Fucking feds,’ said Ermenthal, as she dialed the number.


‘Wait a minute,’ said Parker. ‘Aren’t you—?’


‘Don’t even think of finishing that question,’ said Ermenthal, and then she was shouting at Ross, and Parker could hear Ross shouting back in turn.


He left them to it, and caught a cab to the airport.




III


Parker and the two agents put Phoenix behind them, heading west to I-85, which they followed south toward Gila Bend. After about an hour’s drive, conducted mostly in silence, the Chevy took a left turn down a road pitted and rutted by the passage of trucks. By now it was almost six and, in anticipation of night, the route was already illuminated by lights strung from a series of posts set at irregular intervals, their bulbs occasionally dimming to the barest flicker as the Chevy passed before returning to semi-brightness once it was gone, as though the lighting itself were complicit in some greater scheme to dissuade the strangers from approaching their destination.


Eventually they came to it: a junkyard set in a desert hollow, fenced in to discourage thieves. Parker could discern the remains of refrigerators and stoves, computers and microwaves, the husks of old vehicles, and what might have been the carcass of a light aircraft. The yard was lit in a similar fashion to the road, down to the guttering of the bulbs. Here, though, further illumination was provided by the headlights of two more Chevys, along with the full array of a pair of cruisers from the Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office, and an additional set of high-intensity lamps. All the beams were directed toward one spot, where a chest freezer stood at one remove from a small mountain of white goods.


They pulled up at the gate of the junkyard, in a spot beside a vehicle from the Maricopa County Office of the State Medical Examiner. Parker got out just in time to prevent Crist from opening the door for him. Next thing, the agent would have been offering to lift him down.


Parker wondered how long all these people had been here. He counted at least thirty individuals, including deputies, federal agents, and the ME’s staff, and that didn’t include a handful of Latino workers who sat or stood at one remove, sheltered by a makeshift lean-to as they watched in silence all that was unfolding. A couple of the Latinos looked more miserable than the rest, and Parker guessed they might be illegals cursing their bad luck to have become caught up in some gringo business that would ultimately bring them to the attention of la migra. Behind them, a deputy slouched against the hood of a cruiser, his arms folded, making sure everyone stayed where they were for now. A plastic picnic table inside the gates was littered with the remains of meals from McDonald’s, probably bought in Gila Bend for those on the scene. At least they’d fed the workers, too: Parker could see bags folded neatly beside the Latinos, and a couple were still sipping sodas.


Parker sniffed the air. It smelled of chemicals, and tasted metallic. There was a feeling of inertia about the scene, a sense of those involved being trapped in limbo, like diners anticipating the arrival of a final guest before the meal can proceed. From the looks he was receiving, Parker thought he might well be that visitant.


Skal and Crist led him through the gates, past a prefabricated hut where a hairless man, his skin tempered to terracotta by the sun, sat in a plastic chair, smoking a cheroot while a pair of mongrel dogs dozed at his feet. In the doorway of the hut lounged a Latino woman who looked too young to be in the company of such a person, unless she was his daughter. The manner of her dress, which barely concealed her breasts, and the way she was using the toes of her right foot to stroke the inside of his left thigh, her ankle nudging his groin, suggested otherwise.


The man removed the cheroot from his mouth as Parker walked by.


‘Are you the one they’ve been waiting for?’ he called out.


‘Maybe.’


‘About fucking time.’


Parker felt Skal bristle beside him.


‘Deviant,’ Skal muttered, as they moved on. ‘Earlier, he closed his office door and had sex with that girl while some of us were drinking iced teas.’


‘At least he did close the door,’ said Parker.


‘We told him he could go home,’ said Crist, ‘but he insisted on staying. Said he wanted to be sure we didn’t steal anything.’


‘Well, you can’t be too careful,’ said Parker.


‘We’re federal agents.’


‘Like I said, you can’t be too careful.’


They advanced deeper into the yard, and Parker saw Ross. The SAC was speaking with a trio of agents in windbreakers who stood in the shadow of a small tower of oil drums. Further back, the bodies of innumerable cars lay discarded like great skulls, and Parker picked out a second road winding through the premises from a distant gate to the west. The yard was much larger than it had first appeared, descending in a series of declivities to a massive pit at its heart, where Parker glimpsed a fire burning. Previously hidden from view, but visible as he advanced, were more huts, each devoted to a particular item, or a selection of related salvaged goods: engines and exhausts; wheels and tires; glass panes of every conceivable shape and size; piles of wiring and connectors – whatever one might require, it was not inconceivable that it might be found somewhere in here, as long as one was familiar with the order of the place. Yet every scavenged part bore a patina of sand and dust, and seen up close the rubber on the tires had hardened and degraded to such an extent as to render them useless. No car appeared to be of more recent vintage than the end of the last century, and it would have been no surprise had the television screens bloomed into life to reveal only ancient and unloved shows transmitting in black and white.


Parker turned his attention back to the chest freezer, but did not approach it. Instead he waited for Ross to conclude his conversation, and thought about finding a room for the night. He didn’t want to stay in Arizona longer than necessary. He had obligations back in Portland, not to mention the case left hanging in Houston. He’d called Ermenthal on the way from Sky Harbor, to be informed that the court hadn’t taken kindly to one of the witnesses in the case vanishing into the blue while the judge was contemplating said witness’s character over coffee and a cinnamon roll. Still, it appeared that Ross had managed to give a better account of Parker than the defense, and his testimony would be heard, but the clock was ticking.


Ross’s voice pulled Parker from his thoughts.


‘Good flight?’


‘A woman on the plane tried to pick me up.’


‘She has my sympathies.’


Even though it had only been a couple of weeks since he and Ross last spoke face-to-face, Parker thought the FBI man had aged disproportionately during that time. New lines showed at the corners of his eyes, and his skin was mottled: illness perhaps, or more likely stress. It was the face of a man who wasn’t sleeping enough, and when he did, dreamed unpleasant dreams.


‘You look like you need a vacation,’ said Parker.


‘That’s why I came down here. I thought a little sunshine might help, and I figured it couldn’t hurt you either.’


‘I don’t like the sun. I’m a winter person. You know, you could have just told me everything I needed to know over the phone, and saved me a trip.’


‘I don’t trust technology,’ said Ross. ‘I’ve always preferred the personal touch.’


Parker waited. Ross was hardly known for his warmth.


‘And?’


‘I think you were meant to see this. When you’re done, we’ll talk. The federal government may even spring for dinner and a drink, along with a bed for the night.’


‘I don’t eat at McDonald’s, and I’m not sharing a room.’


‘We’ll do better than fast food, if you still have an appetite, and I’ll see what we can do about upgrading you to the presidential suite.’


Ross began walking toward the chest freezer. Parker noticed that all activity around the junkyard had ceased. The attention of agents, deputies, medical staff, workers, and the hairless man and his concubine, was now focused on him. Even the dogs roused themselves from their slumber and turned circles as they barked, until their master aimed a booted foot first at one, then the other, but failed to connect with either. Behind him, the young woman reached for his groin with her left hand and kneaded what she found there, her eyes distant and desolate.


‘I hate Arizona,’ said Parker softly, before following Ross to the body.




IV


Far to the northeast, over land and ocean, in another country – and, perhaps, another time – a woman knelt on cold ground beneath a waning moon. Her hands were bound behind her back, and her mouth was sealed by layers of tape. She had spent the last hours breathing only through her nose, inhaling and exhaling in the shadow of suffocation. She had given up trying to make herself comprehensible through the gag. He understood what she was trying to say, and it had done her no good.


She did not know this place. She would never know this place.


She thought of her mother and father, of her sister, of men who had whispered her name in the dark. She saw other lives, a delicate tracery of paths not taken, of alternative existences rejected, the pattern of them like the veins beneath her skin or the buried roots of a tree. She held infants that had never been born, walked fields with sons that had no name, and consoled daughters without histories. She became unmoored from this spot, from the final moments of her life, floating backward to unmake decisions: turning right instead of left, going up instead of down, saying yes instead of no, no instead of yes, so that this other self, the one about to die, might yet be designated the phantom, an ephemeral product of errors not made but merely considered and rejected.


I would have had children, she thought. I always wanted them. They would have had children of their own, and their babies would have made babies, but now none of this will come to pass, and how much smaller this universe will be without them.


His footsteps moved behind her. She could hear the sound of his breathing, and smell his aftershave: masculine, and probably expensive, but not overpowering. She had liked that about him. He had seemed so clean. Perhaps he was a little uncouth in his speech, a fraction rough in his bearing, but she had been with men who boasted an education at the finest schools, men with old names and old money, while under their silk suits and their veneer of fine manners they were no better than rapists.


I should have stayed with Simon. He was decent and honest, but I thought I wanted something more. I mistook gentleness for dullness, and kindness for weakness. I realize my error now. Late, too late.


A hand in her hair. A knee against her back.


Mum, I am sorry for all those times I hurt you. I am sorry for not being a better daughter. I would have tried harder, had I lived. Dad, I—


The world changed around her. Where formerly there had been only bare ground and distant trees she saw the stones of an old church, its walls rising to encompass her, and the earth turned to flagstones against her bare legs. The chapel was a small, primitive construct, but she felt no sense of the Divine there, as though God had turned His back on it, or it had never been raised in His name to begin with, for she could see no crosses, no Christian carvings. There were faces on the walls, but they were leering, hostile presences, born of wood and branch, tree and leaf. If they demanded worship, they offered no love in return, only the deferral of some inevitable retribution.


And yet even they feared something more terrible than themselves.


‘You see it?’ he asked. ‘You do, don’t you?’


She could not help but nod.


Yes, I see it.


Yes, I see them.


Daddy, oh Daddy.


As the blade commenced its explorations, and the agony began to unfold.




V


It was not the first body Parker had viewed, and certainly not in such a state of disfigurement, but he was more familiar with remains yielded by northern ground, not the fruits of this arid place. Still, he knew a little about such matters, enough to feel troubled from the moment he bore witness.


The rate of decomposition of a corpse is affected by a number of factors, but all are linked to the environment in which the remains are situated, and the way in which they were deposited. Is there water or oxygen in the vicinity? What is the temperature? Is the ground acidic? Has the body been exposed to insects, animals, or the actions of men? These are the most basic questions that must be asked when investigating the natural ruination of a deceased human being. Of these factors, the most important are temperature, insects, and depth of burial, and of these, in turn, burial may be the principal. A body interred in shallow ground will decay in a manner different from one exposed to the elements. Similarly, a deep burial will result in a singular pattern of decomposition.


The portable lights surrounding the freezer offered Parker a clear view of the remains, but he still accepted Ross’s offer of a flashlight, and a smear of Olbas oil for his upper lip to offer some protection from odors. The woman lay on her side at the base of the freezer, her legs drawn up against her chest, her mouth open. Parker could see no signs of clothing. As he leaned in, he discerned the recession of the lips and gums, the marbling of the skin, the bloating around the abdomen, and – even through the oil – the smell of her. Her teeth had been removed, probably with a hammer or other tool; jagged and broken edges were embedded in the jaws. Both hands were gone, the severance marks rough at the wrists, as though it might have taken a number of blows to complete the work. Parker didn’t have to ask if the teeth or hands had been found with the body. As soon as he saw the empty mouth, he knew they had been disposed of elsewhere. There would be no hope of identification using dental records or fingerprints, and DNA testing would only help if samples were available for comparison. He detected signs of insect activity – flies mostly, probably first generation. There was a crack in the floor of the freezer, large enough to admit bugs. There should have been more of them, though.


Parker shifted position, and saw what might have been entry and exit wounds to the left of the abdomen and the upper left thigh respectively. Louis believed that he had hit Mors when he fired at her. If these were her remains, he was right.


He switched his attention to the woman’s hair. It was silver-gray, like that of an older person, but Parker estimated that Mors was probably in her thirties, and the absence of pigmentation to her skin might have been caused by some disease of the thyroid or pituitary. The hair of the woman in the freezer was artificially colored, darkening significantly at the roots.


Finally, he shone the light on what lay against her breast, clasped in her crossed arms. Whoever was responsible for putting her in the chest had taken the time to wrap wire around the limbs, holding the book in place. It consisted of loose pages – and the cover – of an early twentieth-century hardback copy of Grimm’s Fairy Tales, illustrated by Arthur Rackham. Quayle’s little joke: he had come to Maine seeking this very book, one into which had been sewn the older vellum pages he desired. Now he had left his discards.


Parker stepped back.


‘I take it you haven’t examined the book yet?’ he said.


‘Haven’t touched it,’ said Ross. ‘I thought we’d wait until we got her inside. Thoughts?’


‘Isn’t that why you have a medical examiner?’ Parker looked past Ross to where two of the ME’s team were waiting by their vehicle. He understood now why they had brought their largest truck: the freezer would be coming with the body. They wouldn’t risk removing her from it out here.


‘The ME’s been and gone, so I know what she thinks, for now. I’d like to hear what you think.’


Parker killed the flashlight. A discovery of this kind would usually have fallen under the remit of the Homicide Unit of the Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office, but they were unlikely to object if the FBI was willing to take a potential homicide off their hands.


‘She wasn’t put in the chest immediately after she died,’ said Parker. ‘I know enough about the actions of moisture and humidity to make that assertion. The body was exposed to the elements, maybe for a couple of weeks, before being placed inside. There are signs of disturbance, although I can’t say for sure if they occurred when the freezer was dumped here, or before. I’ll be curious to read the entomology report, because I’d have expected more insect activity. It’s odd – off, somehow.’


‘Do you think this is Mors?’


‘The gunshot wounds and the presence of the book might suggest it. Even allowing for anomalies, the body looks to be in about the right state of decay.’


‘But?’


Parker hit the flashlight again, and shone it on the woman’s head. In the aftermath of the killings in Indiana and Maine, descriptions of Mors and Quayle had been red-flagged to every law enforcement office in the country. Mors’s hair was certainly her most identifiable feature.


‘I don’t believe Mors dyed her hair.’


‘Evidence?’


‘None, or not much beyond seeing her up close, and then only for a short time. The night was dark, and she had just kicked me in the balls, so I admit I was distracted, but her eyebrows were a similar color to her hair, and she had very fine down on her upper lip and her cheeks, as though someone had sprinkled silver filings over her skin. This woman’s face looks smooth.’


‘Not definitive.’


‘No,’ Parker admitted, ‘not at all. How was the body discovered?’


‘Last night, a male caller contacted the owner of the yard – that’s Mr Lagnier, the fornicator, who you probably met as you entered. The caller said he’d noticed a chest freezer when he was searching for stove parts a few days back, and thought it might have an element worth scavenging. He asked Lagnier to set it aside so he could take a closer look.’


The light was fading rapidly, and the temperature was falling: not so much as yet to be uncomfortable, but enough to be noticeable. The sky was cloudless, and already stars were visible. A slight breeze had arisen, blowing the smell of smoke in Parker’s direction. It would cling to his clothes, he thought, but not like the burning of wood. These fumes were unclean.


‘What are the chances Lagnier killed her?’ said Parker, if only for the sake of asking.


‘Pretty low, unless he’s either massively dumb or incredibly clever. My sense is he’s smart, but not that smart.’


Parker took in the junkyard again.


‘It doesn’t look as though business is booming.’


‘I doubt he has an oligarch’s tastes, but the Maricopa County sheriff believes Lagnier may be supplementing his income by unlawful means.’


This close to the border, it had to be at least one of three commodities: drugs, guns, or people.


‘Not worth the bust?’ said Parker.


‘As I said already, Lagnier’s smart.’


‘But also, like you said, not that smart.’


Ross put on his best poker face.


‘He has a rabbi?’ said Parker.


‘Maybe.’


‘One of yours?’


‘No.’


So Lagnier was being protected by another agency. Down here, that meant the Drug Enforcement Administration, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Fire Arms and Explosives, or maybe even Immigration and Customs Enforcement, although informants like Lagnier weren’t really ICE’s style. Under the deal, Lagnier probably kept a listening ear for large-scale movements of contraband, and in return was allowed some leeway in his own affairs. Not guns – that would be too risky for all involved – which left only people and low-level narcotics.


‘Did Lagnier call the police when he found the body?’


‘Eventually, but I can’t say for sure how much time went between the discovery of it and his coming forward. We got a heads up to say we’d be hearing from him about ten minutes before he called.’


Ross softly whistled a couple of bars of the Batman theme, confirming the source of Lagnier’s protection. He was under the wing of the ATF: the Batmen, the damned rev’nooers. Lagnier would first have contacted his rabbi after finding the body.


‘Do you mind if I talk to him?’ said Parker.


‘No,’ said Ross. ‘But I wouldn’t go making a habit of it – not that you’re likely to. I think you’ll find one conversation with Mr Lagnier is more than sufficient for a lifetime.’


Lagnier had made a concession to the departure of the day’s warmth by donning a filthy white cardigan. He had also lit himself a fresh cheroot, which he smoked as he leaned against the doorframe of his office, watching Parker and Ross approach. His dogs had resumed their station at his feet, joined by the woman, who had recommenced her rhythmic squeezing of his groin, or perhaps had never stopped.


Seen up close, Lagnier presented an even more unprepossessing figure than when viewed at a distance, and Parker hadn’t thought much of him then. The bulb above the door revealed a skin covered in tiny lumps, like the carcass of a plucked chicken, and his eyes were a faded brown, as though exposure to the desert sun were progressively draining them of color. His bare pate was without blemish or indentation, resembling a skull stripped of flesh prior to being painted. The teeth that gripped the cheroot were too white and even to be natural. His limbs were emaciated, and his waist small. His clothing hung from his frame as of one being eaten away by illness, but who refuses to concede that death may take him before he can grow back into them again. Parker estimated that he was in his fifties, but it was hard to be certain, so strange was his aspect. Meanwhile, the woman sitting beside him was even younger than she had first appeared. She could have been out of her teens, but not by much, and Parker and Ross might as well not have been present for all the attention she gave them.


Squeeze, relax.


Squeeze, relax.


The interior of the hut was furnished with a desk, a lamp, a chair upholstered in imitation leather, which was leaking stuffing, and a worn gray couch with a pillow at one end. The wall behind the desk was adorned with pornographic images of women, many of them represented only by their most intimate body parts. The collage reached to the ceiling, and for all Parker knew might well have extended to cover the entire office.


Squeeze, relax.


Squeeze, relax.


‘You think you could ask her to stop doing that?’ said Parker.


‘What do you suggest she should do instead?’ Lagnier asked.


‘If I were her, I’d clean my hand. There must be battery acid round here somewhere.’


‘You’re being impolite.’


‘Tell her,’ said Parker, ‘to stop.’


Lagnier placed his hand over the girl’s, and gently removed it from his private parts. It dropped heavily into her lap, as though it were not her limb but that of another. She stared at it almost in disbelief, perhaps appalled by the uses to which it had so recently been put.


‘You going to introduce yourself,’ said Lagnier, ‘now that you’ve insulted my woman and me?’


‘My name is Parker.’


‘You FBI too?’


‘No.’


‘Police?’


Parker thought back to the woman on the plane. He hadn’t expected to be involved in a similar conversation quite so soon.


‘No.’


‘So I don’t have to speak with you if I don’t care to?’


‘That’s correct.’


‘Then I choose not to.’


‘That’s unfortunate.’


‘You say so?’


‘I do.’


‘And why would that be, allowing as how I’m now extending to you the continued courtesy of discourse?’


‘Because the mutilated body of a woman has just been discovered on your property, and we only have your word that you didn’t put her there.’


Lagnier rolled the cheroot along his lips. He was smiling.


‘I called the police. Why would I do that if I’d killed her?’


‘I don’t know, but you could spend a long time in a holding cell while investigators tried to come up with an answer to that question.’


‘Yet as I recall, you’re not a cop, and you’re not a fed, so you can go fuck yourself. And I already answered a shitload of questions.’


Parker shrugged, and began to walk away. He was out of practice, and out of sorts. Lagnier might have been an asshole – in fact, there was no doubt about it – but Parker had aggravated him more than he’d intended. The situation could easily be remedied, but it would require Ross’s assistance.


‘I told you it was a waste of time,’ he said to Ross.


‘Maybe if you weren’t so rude to the man to begin with.’


‘I don’t need your lessons in etiquette. I did you a favor by coming down here.’


‘Jesus, take it easy.’


‘This guy isn’t my problem. It’s like some folks just enjoy giving money to lawyers.’


Ross gave a shrug, and a sigh that went on for so long Parker was afraid the agent might grow lightheaded.


‘Mr Lagnier,’ said Ross, ‘I really don’t want to have to take you all the way to Phoenix to answer further questions about matters that could easily be dealt with here, but Mr Parker has been engaged as a consultant by the bureau. He possesses certain talents, and is familiar with aspects of this case.’


Parker kicked up some dirt and watched Lagnier’s brain working. Yes, he had shade from the ATF, but his handler would certainly have advised him to cooperate in every way possible with the investigation into the woman’s remains, and that handler wouldn’t relish being called on to intervene in the event of any recalcitrance on Lagnier’s part. The ATF had already done enough in letting the feds know that they were about to come into contact with a source, although the handler would also have checked that Lagnier wasn’t holding any contraband of his own on the premises – or if he was, that he found a way to get rid of it fast.


‘Fuck it,’ said Lagnier. ‘I got nothing to hide. I’ll answer his questions, just like I answered yours. I just don’t much care for his manner.’


‘Not many people do,’ said Ross, which Parker felt was rubbing it in some, but he let it go.


‘Dos sillas,’ Lagnier told the woman. She disappeared into the hut, and returned moments later with a pair of lawn chairs, which she unfolded for Parker and Ross.


‘You know,’ said Lagnier, once they were all settled, ‘you two ought to do Shakespeare.’




VI


Ernest Lagnier was fifty-nine years old, and had inherited the junkyard from his father, also Ernest. Lagnier owned a home about a mile east of the yard, but rarely spent more than half his time in it, if that. His office had a bathroom, a TV, and a couch that doubled as a bed, as the investigators had learned to their cost during the earlier coital interlude. A ramshackle structure out back contained a primitive shower, and when Lagnier needed hot water, he filled a tin basin and dropped in a heating element. He had no siblings, and had never married. This scavenger life was all he had ever known.


‘It’s a big yard,’ said Parker.


‘Biggest in southern Arizona.’


‘You have employees?’


‘Over there.’ Lagnier used his cheroot to indicate the assembled Latinos. ‘Casual labor, mostly.’


‘Are they all legal?’


‘They said so when I asked them.’


‘You didn’t check?’


‘Let’s say the cultural and linguistic barriers have yet to be overcome where some of them are concerned. They earn clean money from dirty work, the kind no white man will do. If we build the Wall, we’ll have to start scrubbing our own toilets. They’re right with Jesus, which is good enough for me. You “consulting” for Immigration too?’


‘Just curious. How familiar are you with the contents of your yard?’


‘I walk it every day, even when the sun is splitting the stones. Someone comes in here looking for parts, they don’t want to wait around for hours while I go digging without a map. I know where most everything is at – if not exactly, then within a foot or two. Some yards, they got computerized inventory. Me, I got a file cabinet I never use, and this.’ He tapped his right temple with the butt of the cheroot.


‘What about new junk?’


‘See, I know you don’t mean to sound ignorant, but you do. For me, this is not junk. Junk is the stuff even I can’t use. Junk has no purpose. Junk is useless. Everything you see here has worth. It’s just waiting to be turned into cash money.


‘But in answer to your original question, nothing comes in here that I haven’t agreed to take. I decide what’s worth accepting, and I determine what to offer for it, but the secret of a place like this is to get as much as you can for nothing at all. I don’t produce my wallet to hand over money unless I can be damn sure I’m going to get a good return on my investment. Most of what you see here, nobody else wanted. They were happy for me just to take it away so they didn’t have to look at it no more, and they paid me for the privilege. Then I brought it here, figured out what to keep and what to discard, and found a spot for the valuables.’


‘When did you acquire the chest freezer?’ Parker asked.


‘Like I told the police and the federal agents, I didn’t.’


‘So it was dumped?’


‘It wasn’t dumped either. Folks around here know that I don’t approve of stuff just being thrown on my doorstep, no more than they would on theirs. It happens sometimes, but I don’t like it. If the yard is open, and I’m not around, they can leave it with one of the men, long as they pay him, and it goes over there, in that space beside the tires. That’s where new material is stored until I decide where it should go.’


‘Then how did the freezer get in your yard?’


‘I don’t know. No civilian is allowed to go further than this office, not without me or someone else from the yard keeping him company. Folks steal, or they go clambering and nosing about where they shouldn’t, and get hurt. I have to be careful, or I’ll be ass-deep in lawyers.’


‘And how come you didn’t spot the freezer on one of your rounds?’


‘Because it was in the wrong place. It wasn’t with the other white goods. It was hidden with the real trash.’


‘Real trash?’ said Parker.


The freezer looked too big to be hidden comfortably amid garbage, but who knew how much of it was contained in Lagnier’s junkyard?


‘When I say “trash”, I mean the stuff that even I can’t sell, or vehicles that have been stripped of all useable parts.’


‘Junk.’


‘See, you’re learning. Yeah, junk. Merrill and Sons, out of Tucson, come up here once a month with a mobile baling press and shredder, and take away the leavings. They got a hammer mill, and sell that shit by the ton.’


‘And when did they last make a collection?’


‘A week ago, but they couldn’t take everything on account of how they’d made two stops before they got to me, and only had room for maybe three-quarters of what was on offer.’


‘And the freezer wasn’t there when they came?’


‘No, it would have stood out.’


So the freezer had been placed in the yard sometime in the last week.


‘Could one of your employees have concealed it?’


‘You see that man over there, the one with the beard?’ Lagnier pointed to an older Latino sitting slightly apart from the rest. ‘That’s Miguel Ángel. He’s been with me for twenty years. If I’m away, he’s here, and if he’s away, I’m here. I tell you now: Miguel Ángel did not conceal no chest freezer behind busted truck exhausts, and he would permit no one else to do so, either.’


Lagnier leaned forward, now giving his attention only to Ross.


‘By the way, you think you’re nearly done treating my men like criminals? You’ve left them sitting in that shelter for a long time.’


‘They’ve been questioned,’ said Ross, ‘but we have no way of checking the identities of some of them, or even being sure of where they live. And the bureau isn’t their problem. It’s Border Patrol.’


‘What about the rest?’ said Lagnier. ‘Miguel Ángel, Francisco, Gerardo, they’re all legal. What you’re doing to them is wrong. You wouldn’t treat them like that if they was white.’


Ross called over one of his agents.


‘Go talk to the Border Patrol. Tell them anyone legal can go home.’


The agent looked puzzled.


‘You mean back to Mexico?’


‘Are you trying to get fired?’ Ross asked.


The agent reconsidered the order, and quickly figured out the correct answer.


‘No, sir. Sorry.’


‘Have them hold the rest for now.’


The agent hurried off, and Lagnier thanked Ross.


‘Other than Miguel Ángel, how long have the others been working for you?’ Parker asked.


‘Francisco and Gerardo have been with me for five years. They’re brothers. The rest are temporary, so anything from a few weeks to a couple of months.’


‘Do they have access to the yard out of hours?’


‘No. Only Miguel Ángel and I have keys. And then there’s the dogs.’


Parker took in the two mongrels dozing at Lagnier’s feet. One of them opened an eye, as though sensing his regard, before closing it again when Parker did nothing interesting.


‘They seem pretty docile.’


‘That’s because I’m here.’


‘And if you weren’t?’


‘Assuming Miguel Ángel wasn’t here either, they’d have torn you up, or you’d have had to shoot them. There are two more just like them over by the far gate. We got them chained up for now, but we’ll set them to roaming once you’re done.’


‘Yet it looks like someone got past them.’


Lagnier looked troubled.


‘I don’t see no other explanation for it,’ he conceded.


‘Could they have been drugged?’ Ross asked.


‘They’re trained to take food from no one but me or Miguel Ángel.’


‘What about the girl?’ said Parker, indicating the woman seated by Lagnier’s chair. Like the dogs, she now appeared to be asleep.


‘What about her?’


‘Would the dogs attack her?’


‘I don’t know. She’s never been here without me.’


‘What’s her name?’


‘Leticia.’


Ross interrupted before Parker could continue this line of questioning.


‘Leticia doesn’t speak,’ he said.


‘She got her tongue torn out,’ said Lagnier.


‘Who by?’ Parker asked.


Lagnier shrugged. ‘Mexicans.’


‘What kind of Mexicans?’


Lagnier picked at a scab on his hand. ‘The other kind.’


Once again, Parker wished that he were elsewhere, and not in the company of a man who saw only two kinds of Mexicans – two kinds of everyone, probably.


‘When?’ he said.


‘Well, she’s been with me for three years, and she was bleeding when I found her, so I’d say about three years back.’


Parker stared at Lagnier without speaking. Seconds passed. Finally, Parker said, ‘I have to confess that your thought processes are confusing to me.’


‘That’s because you’re trying to make the world more complicated than it already is,’ said Lagnier. ‘You ought not to contemplate it so much.’


Parker stood and thanked Lagnier for his time. Three of the Latino workers drifted over: the one called Miguel Ángel, and two younger men who Parker took to be Francisco and Gerardo.


‘Vete a casa,’ Lagnier told them.


Francisco and Gerardo nodded and walked away, but Miguel Ángel remained where he was, his eyes returning to the freezer before shifting away again, but only for a time, as though in some future hell he would forever be forced to look upon the body within.


‘It was Miguel Ángel who found her,’ Lagnier said. ‘He was the one that pulled out the freezer.’


Parker introduced himself, apologized to Miguel Ángel for not having much Spanish, and asked if he spoke English. Parker recognized his own politeness as some attempt to make recompense for the earlier treatment of the workers, but also as penance for his rudeness to Lagnier, and what he had subsequently learned about Leticia. Sometimes, his own rush to judgment was a source of shame to him.


‘Yes, I speak English,’ said Miguel Ángel.


‘Is there anything you can tell us about the discovery of the woman’s body, anything that struck you as particularly unusual?’


Miguel Ángel thought.


‘The freezer was too light.’


‘Even with the body inside?’


‘Yes. It should have weighed more.’


‘Why didn’t it?’


‘It had no parts. Just the woman.’


Parker retrieved his flashlight.


‘Would you mind coming with me?’ he asked Miguel Ángel, who did seem to mind but followed him anyway.


Parker knelt by the vent at the bottom of the freezer and shone the light inside. Miguel Ángel was correct: the appliance had not been fitted with any of its internal workings, not even a condenser. It was essentially a redundant white box, and also relatively new. It had acquired some dents, and a patina of dust, but that was all. He checked the brand name – COOL-A – but didn’t recognize it.


‘They’re made in Juárez for the domestic market,’ said Lagnier, who had joined them. ‘We don’t see too many this side of the border.’


Parker got to his feet.


‘She was brought from Mexico,’ he said to Ross.


‘Which means she didn’t die here,’ said Ross.


‘Because why transport a dead woman to Mexico only to carry her back to the United States again a few weeks later?’


Parker stared down for the final time at the body, as he and Ross spoke the same words simultaneously.


‘It’s not Mors.’




VII


The Border Patrol wanted to get the suspected illegals over to sector headquarters in Tucson as quickly as possible in order to process them before, in all likelihood, sending them back across the border, assuming they weren’t wanted for any crimes in the United States. But Ross didn’t particularly care to spend two hours driving to Tucson just to hear what he already knew or suspected: that these men had nothing to do with the body in the freezer.


Nevertheless, it made sense to be certain. After some discussion, it was agreed that questioning should take place at the sheriff’s office in Gila Bend, where the first two Mexican workers to be interviewed claimed, through an interpreter, that they indeed knew nothing about the woman’s body, and had only crossed the border in the last week. A call to Lagnier confirmed that they had first shown up at his yard about four days earlier, which didn’t necessarily mean they were telling the truth, but Lagnier said he’d got ‘no bad vibes’ from them, and he was a man who knew his vibes.


‘He may be right about those two,’ said a border patrol agent named Zaleski, once all interested parties – with the obvious exception of the Mexicans themselves – had convened in the main office. She had arrived later than her colleagues, and worked Intelligence for the sector. ‘They say they’re uncle and nephew, and they’re clean: no tattoos. That third one, though – he’s a keeper.’


The third man had given his name as José Hernández, which was the equivalent of a Caucasian claiming to be called John Smith. He had not been picked up in the sweep of the yard, but a couple of hours later, supposedly as he waited on a bus to Tucson, although it was more likely he was waiting for a ride back to Mexico, since the next bus for Tucson wasn’t scheduled to leave until the following morning. He was smaller and leaner than the others, and had so far done his best not to make eye contact with any of his interrogators. He was also the only one who had been wearing a long-sleeved shirt, fully buttoned, when detained.


‘What did Lagnier have to say about him?’ Ross asked.


‘Beyond the fact that Hernández had been working for him on and off for about five days,’ said Zaleski, ‘Mr Lagnier had nothing to say about him at all, and that’s “nothing” with a heavy emphasis.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Meaning Lagnier knew better than to ask about José’s background. It’s probably not the first time Lagnier’s done a solid for some friends from across the border: a place for cousins to sleep, a little work to replenish funds before they head further north. But sometimes …’


Zaleski let it hang. Parker figured everyone in the room now knew that Lagnier had an arrangement with the ATF, and if they didn’t, they had no business being there.


‘Sometimes it’s a more substantial favor,’ finished Newton, one of the Maricopa detectives. ‘One he doesn’t share with his handler.’


‘Not unless Lagnier wants to try holding his silverware without thumbs,’ said Zaleski. ‘This whole territory belongs to the Sinaloa cartel, and nothing moves in or out without their knowledge. Young José in there has himself a collection of tattoos under that shirt. He didn’t much approve of us having a look-see, but he knew better than to kick up a fuss.’


Zaleski took out her phone, and displayed a series of photographs of Hernández’s adornments. The man was a walking skin gallery of devils, clowns, and death’s-head virgins, but pride of place went to the number ‘13’ on his back.


‘He’s Mara Salvatrucha Thirteen,’ said Zaleski, mostly to Parker. ‘You know what that is?’


‘Gang member – and not just any gang.’


The mainly El Salvadoran MS-13 had emerged out of Los Angeles in the 1980s, where it initially went head-to-head with its rivals, principally the Mexicans. When the United States began deporting the El Salvadorans, it also effectively exported MS-13 to Central America, facilitating the expansion of its activities – notably human trafficking, especially children and young women destined for the sex trade. The gang’s motto was mata, viola, controla, or ‘kill, rape, control’, and it favored knives and machetes over guns for the purposes of maiming and murdering. MS-13 quickly came to a series of mutually beneficial arrangements with the Mexican cartels, and was now firmly embedded within la Eme, the Mafia Mexicana. MS-13 members formed the foot soldiers of the Sinaloa cartel.


‘You think Hernández put that body in the freezer?’ said Ross.


‘He might have done,’ said Zaleski, ‘or helped get it into the yard. Lagnier was kind of vague on when Hernández began working for him, but that may be deliberate forgetfulness on his part, not that I’d blame him. These guys eat people alive, but they like to play with their food first. Even if Hernández wasn’t directly responsible for dumping the body, he may have been the lookout. He could have been placed at the yard to make sure the victim wasn’t found until the right time.’


‘It still doesn’t explain how they got the freezer past those dogs,’ said Newton.


‘I think I can answer that,’ said Parker. ‘Mors did it.’


‘Wait a second,’ said Newton. ‘We still haven’t established for certain that the victim isn’t this Mors woman.’


‘And we’re going to have trouble doing that,’ said Parker, ‘because we don’t have any of Mors’s DNA to check against the remains from the freezer. But my guess is she was directly involved in getting that freezer into the yard.’


Mors had been both careful and lucky in her activities. She had probably suffered a facial injury from a key in Cadillac, Indiana, after one of her intended victims successfully fought her off, but the young woman in question hadn’t thought to preserve the key with the blood intact. Searches of the other houses occupied by Mors and Quayle had come up with nothing useable, and while the wound, or wounds, inflicted on Mors by Louis had almost certainly resulted in bleeding, rainfall had washed away the blood before an evidence team could even get to the scene.


One of the more curious aspects of the DNA that had been recovered – in this case, from a cabin in northwestern Maine temporarily used by Quayle and Mors – was the condition of two hair samples containing the Y chromosome, indicating that they came from a male. The DNA was degraded, like tissue obtained from a dead body. The hair also contained traces of black dye, and while the dye on Quayle’s hair had been noticeable to all who encountered him – or the ones that had survived the contact – the lawyer appeared to be a living, breathing specimen. The only logical conclusion to be drawn was that the hairs had not come from Quayle, and the body of an unknown decedent had been present in the cabin at some point. Still, it was peculiar.


‘You think she was in the country until recently?’ Ross asked Parker.


‘Louis thinks he hit Mors with at least one bullet, possibly two, and I wouldn’t doubt his word. It would have been hard for her to travel, so she probably found somewhere safe to hole up while she was being treated. Quayle may have remained with her, but it’s more likely he left without her, because he’d draw less attention to himself that way. But before he goes, Quayle pays for a favor: the killing of a woman, one roughly similar in age and build to Mors, who can be used to lay a false trail.’


‘Even if that’s the case,’ said Zaleski, ‘and you have a whole lot of supposition in there, it still doesn’t explain how they got the freezer past Lagnier’s dogs.’


‘Look, it seems to me that there are two possibilities,’ said Parker. ‘The first is that Lagnier or his assistant, Miguel Ángel, facilitated the storage of the freezer, but unless you have strong feelings to the contrary, that doesn’t seem likely. It’s one thing tossing a little work and a few dollars to illegals passing through Gila Bend, and another letting a body decay in a yard. Had they brought the freezer in with Lagnier’s knowledge, I believe he’d have taken a look inside as soon as possible, no matter how many warnings he’d been given to mind his own business. Narcotics may end up stored at Lagnier’s place on occasion, but I bet they don’t stay there for long. A container of any kind left on his premises for more than a day or two would have given Lagnier cause for concern.’


‘I’m inclined to agree with Mr Parker,’ said Newton. ‘I was one of the first on the scene after the body was discovered. Lagnier was shaken, Miguel Ángel too. I don’t think they knew about that freezer until a few minutes before Miguel started removing it from under their trash.’


‘But Lagnier must have been suspicious when Hernández started hanging around,’ said Ross. ‘He wasn’t there just to earn some cash by sorting junk.’


‘Lagnier still wasn’t going to raise any objections,’ said Zaleski. ‘I guarantee that he likes his balls attached to his body.’


‘Maybe it wasn’t just about Lagnier himself,’ said Parker. ‘There’s also Leticia, that girl he has with him.’


‘Story I heard is that she may have been cut by the Jalisco New Generation,’ said Zaleski. ‘No love lost between them and Sinaloa.’


‘Why did they hurt her?’ asked Parker.


‘Who knows? Just because: because she turned down the wrong guy; because she objected to being raped; because she opened her mouth when she shouldn’t have; because someone in her family didn’t show enough respect; because she’s a woman; or because a narco was bored one afternoon. So: just because.’


‘And Lagnier took her in?’


‘He found her out in the desert, paid for her medical care,’ said Newton. ‘I’m not saying that he did it entirely out of the goodness of his heart – Lagnier’s no looker, and he’d been hurting for some female company for a long time – but he’s not keeping her captive, and she seems to like him, far as anyone can tell. Lagnier’s a strange guy. There’s a lot of bad to him, but that’s not all there is.’


‘So Lagnier does what he’s told by Sinaloa,’ said Parker.


‘While trying to stay righteous with the ATF, mostly by feeding them anyone dumb enough to trespass on Sinaloa’s territory,’ said Zaleski. ‘In return, nobody mentions to the JNG that he’s sheltering a girl they mutilated. But I agree that Lagnier’s still going to draw the line at bodies stinking up his yard.’


‘Which leaves Mors,’ said Parker. ‘We think she may have killed a woman named Connie White up in Piscataquis County. White had a dog that was all mean, but when we found White’s body, the dog was inside with it, alive and well and still all mean. If Mors did murder Connie White, then she may have a way with animals.’


‘Enough to charm Lagnier’s junkyard curs?’ asked Ross.


‘It’s possible.’


Ross returned his attention to Zaleski.


‘What about Hernández? Can you lean on him?’


‘We can try,’ said Zaleski. ‘We’ll run his prints and see if they’ve ended up on the handle of the wrong blade. If we get a match, we can use it to pry him open, but mostly I think we’ll be wasting our time. He’ll know better than to say anything. Bad enough that we picked him up before he could slip back across the border, and we only did that because one of the sheriff’s deputies remembered seeing him around Lagnier’s place, so Lagnier couldn’t deny all knowledge of him. If Hernández keeps his mouth shut, and hasn’t left evidence of his involvement in any crime, then we only have him for alleged gang membership based on the tattoos. We’ll check with the Mexicans, and the El Salvadorans and Guatemalans too. Who knows, if he’s pissed off any of them, he might prefer to take his chances with us rather than be shipped south. But even if he does talk, all we’ll get from him is the name of whoever sent him to Lagnier to start with, and that guy probably just received a phone call telling him the check had cleared.’


‘Which is what Quayle wants us to do,’ Parker said to Ross. ‘He’d like nothing better than to have us chasing dead-end leads in Mexico.’


‘You mean have you chasing dead-end leads,’ said Ross. ‘I’m not going down to Mexico. That’s why you’re on retainer.’


‘Thanks,’ said Parker. ‘I always wondered.’


‘That’s assuming no one down in cartel land takes offense at your line of questioning, and decides to bring it to an end by cutting off your head,’ said Zaleski.


‘Yeah, assuming that,’ said Parker.


Newton raised a hand.


‘I got a question,’ he said.


They all looked at him.


‘Just who the fuck is Quayle?’




VIII


Pallida Mors stood in the quarters of the lawyer Quayle, the accumulated burden of the past imposing itself upon her as though the gloom of these spaces were less a function of the absence of light than a physical manifestation of darkness itself, a material accumulation of centuries of night. It accentuated her own pallor, so that she perceived herself as a ghost reflected in the glass front of the bookcases behind Quayle’s desk.


Not that this place was in need of more ghosts, not by any means.


The room, like the rest of Quayle’s living area, was entirely windowless, the only light being bequeathed by a pair of lamps, one on the desk, the other freestanding in a corner; the former illuminated a small circle of embossed leather, and the latter, hampered by a heavy red and cream shade, imbued its territory with a filtered, amniotic phosphorescence. This was the lair of one who hunted, and was now being hunted in turn. It lay in Holborn, close to the heart of London’s legal community, which was an organ that beat just the faintest of rhythms – if it truly beat at all, some might have said – and pumped only cold blood. Once, Quayle’s chambers had formed part of a little courtyard, the exterior walls wretched in appearance, blackened by the soot and pollution of ages. A narrow passageway from Chancery Lane had permitted access to the core, but it became locked and gated between the First and Second World Wars. Finally, in 1940, a German bomb did what plague and fire had signally failed to do, and laid waste to the courtyard, leaving only one building standing. In time, this was subsumed by newer structures, slowly fading from the city’s memory; forgotten by most, perhaps, but not entirely lost. A complicated series of trusts and bequests, a quagmire of deeds and transfers of ownership, meant that this architectural relic, and its fossilized chambers, remained beyond the reach of developers. Eventually, as is often the case, it largely ceased to be noticed at all, which suited its occupant perfectly.


Officially, the last of the Quayle line had been rendered into dust sometime during the 1940s, although no one could say precisely when. Unofficially, he – or some figure resembling him: a distant scion, a bastard son, for the original must surely have long since ceased delighting even the worms – remained above ground, his footsteps occasionally echoing on the cobbles of Lincoln’s Inn, his breath pluming in the winter air of the Temple, his solitude now broken only by the visits of a woman with unnaturally white skin and prematurely silver hair who trailed the stink of moral and corporeal corruption.


‘So they’ve found the body,’ said Quayle, not turning from the glass. His eyes were cast downward, their gaze fixed not at the books on the shelves but on a single volume occupying its own plinth: the Fractured Atlas, its recovered vellum pages now restored to the whole; the work that would, he believed, bring this world to an end.


And yet still, it was not complete.


‘It seemed the right moment had come,’ said Mors. ‘The Americans were asking questions about passports.’


She was glad to have left the United States behind, glad to be back here where she belonged: in London, by Quayle’s side.


‘It won’t fool them for long,’ he said.


‘Possibly not,’ Mors agreed, ‘but it may divert them. Let them travel to Mexico. Let them hunt for leads in the desert. They’ll find nothing, and more time will slip away. Time stolen from them is time gifted to you.’


Quayle’s right hand reached out and touched the Atlas, gently stroking it as one might a living creature. The pages responded to the contact. He glimpsed within them an image of his own hand, as though mirrored in glass, and beyond them his face, and the lineaments of his rooms. The magic of it never ceased to entrance him.


‘He will come, in the end,’ said Quayle.


‘Parker?’


‘Who else? I’m surprised he has not done so already.’


‘He won’t find you.’


‘I wouldn’t be too sure of that.’


Quayle closed the Atlas. He was now unrecognizable as the man who had, with the help of Mors, butchered his way across the United States only a month earlier. He had dispensed with dye, so that his hair was almost entirely restored to its natural white, and a rough, silver beard obscured much of his lower face. The prosthetics that had subtly altered the shape of ears and eyes, the colored lenses, all were gone. Even the Botox injections to conceal his wrinkles were wearing off. He now resembled what he was: an old, old man who had lived far, far too long.


‘And even if you’re right,’ he continued, ‘I can’t remain hidden behind these walls until a way is found to rid ourselves of him. There is work to be done.’


But it was more than that. This was his city, his world. Versions of him breathed in the dust of the Blitz, minute fragments of the living and the dead alike reduced to spores in the sunlight; regarded the maimed returning from the trenches of the Somme; smelled the blood of dead whores in Whitechapel; and watched a king’s head fall before the Banqueting House in Whitehall. Quayle understood that no real distinction existed between what is and what once had been. The past was alive in the present, and the seeds of the present were lodged in the past. What was gone before had a habit of manifesting itself over and over again, sometimes without even bothering to find new raiment. And Quayle was the living proof. He was both his own self and all his former selves. Their paths lay parallel to his, and their footsteps echoed in unison.


On the desk before him lay a copy of The Times, open to an article detailing the discovery of the body of a young woman named Helen Wylie, who had disappeared from her flat in Ealing one week earlier. Her remains had recently been found in the grounds of the Church of St Martin in Canterbury, Kent, eighty miles from her home. St Martin’s was the oldest church in England. It had been in use as a place of worship since the sixth century, although the site dated back to Roman times, and parts of the building were constructed from salvaged Roman brick. Helen Wylie had been killed close to the exterior of the apse, with stabbing as the cause of death, although it would have been more accurate to say that a serrated knife had been used to prize her open from abdomen to chest. One additional detail had not been revealed to the press: the nature of the item recovered from the dead woman’s mouth.


But Quayle knew of it, because he had ordered it to be placed there.


Helen Wylie was the first to be revealed.


It had begun.




IX


Zaleski and Newton – with Parker and Ross in attendance, although seated further back from the others – gave eliciting information from Hernández the good old college try, but received only silence for their efforts. Parker did notice Hernández’s attention occasionally drifting to him, even when the questions were coming from elsewhere. The rest of the time, the gang member preferred to keep his eyes fixed on the surface of the table to which his cuffs were attached. But he blanked Zaleski entirely, as though, as a woman, she was beneath contempt, so the two interrogators tried a different tack.


‘I don’t think José likes women much,’ said Newton.


‘I was wondering about that,’ said Zaleski. ‘I always feel that men with excessive tattoos are trying to hide something, or make up for some deficiency.’


Hernández seemingly paid them no heed.


‘What about it, José?’ said Newton. ‘Want to tell us why you’re working the gang shit so hard?’


‘He’s no gangster,’ said Zaleski. ‘He’s just small time. You know what?’


‘What?’


‘I suspect our friend José here is a huachicolero.’ She looked at Parker. ‘Means he steals gasoline. Gets his mouth around a length of pipe and, man, just sucks all that good stuff out.’


‘No!’ Newton feigned shock, and grinned at Hernández. ‘Is that what you are, José? You a gas guzzler? That explains it all.’


But goading Hernández by impugning his sexuality didn’t work either, although the dead light in his eyes suggested that some of the barbs had stuck, and if he ever got the chance, he’d make Zaleski and Newton pay for them. But Zaleski had also picked up on Hernández’s interest in Parker.


‘Either he finds you attractive,’ said Zaleski, ‘or he’s aware of who you are.’


‘How good is his English?’ said Parker.


‘Better than he’s letting us know.’


‘You mind if I talk to him?’


‘You can try. You want me to translate, just in case?’


‘Sure.’


Parker moved his chair closer to the table. Hernández chose to ignore his approach.


‘Mr Hernández,’ said Parker. He tapped an index finger on the table, and Hernández gave him his attention. ‘This is what I think happened. You helped a woman with silver hair dump that body in the junkyard.’


He gave Zaleski time to translate, but saw that Hernández understood what was being said without help. It would make sense for MS-13 to install someone at the yard who could speak both English and Spanish.


‘She wanted us to believe she was dead, but you’ve just confirmed that she was alive and well when last you saw her,’ said Parker. ‘You shared with us that she walked like she’d been hurt, smelled bad, and kept Lagnier’s dogs at bay while the freezer was moved into position.’


Hernández’s eyes widened, even before Zaleski began offering the Spanish version.


‘You’ve been really helpful, and we appreciate it,’ Parker went on. ‘You probably saw those news vans as we were leaving the yard. Well, those reporters are now waiting outside, and we’re going to let them film you as you’re put in a Border Patrol car bound for Tucson. We’ll let them know that, thanks to you, we believe the body in the yard to be a decoy, designed to derail the search for a woman named Pallida Mors, who is wanted for questioning in connection with multiple homicides. We’ll tell them what a sport you’ve been, and how all you ever wanted was to put your gang days behind you and open a little bodega in the United States before the Wall goes up. But times being what they are, and you with your tattoos and your bad rep, we thought it would be best for all concerned if you fulfilled your culinary ambitions closer to home, which is why we’ll be shipping you back across the border, no questions asked, as a reward for your assistance. We may even throw in a “Make America Great Again” cap, just so you don’t forget us.’


Parker leaned in closer, so he could smell the other man’s sweat.


‘Now you tell me, Mr Hernández, what do you estimate your life expectancy will be once you’re dropped off in Nogales, maybe with a couple of hundred dollars in your pocket so you can celebrate your homecoming with all your buddies?’


Hernández tested his cuffed hands, as though willing the restraints to break so he could go for Parker’s throat. He even went so far as to give them a single hard yank. If nothing else, Hernández remained an optimist.


‘Qué quieres?’ he said, once it became clear that no other option was about to present itself.


‘What do you want?’ Zaleski translated, and nodded her assent for Parker to continue with the questioning.


‘First, for you to speak English,’ said Parker, ‘since you obviously understand it.’


Hernández nodded.


‘Where is the woman who hired you, the one with the silver hair?’


‘Gone.’


‘Where?’


‘South.’


‘South, where?’


‘No sé.’


I don’t know. Parker understood that much.


‘How long ago?’


Hernández shrugged, then raised his right hand, the fingers spread.


‘Five days?’


‘Si, mas o menos.’


More or less.


‘Was she wounded?’


Another nod.


‘Where?’


‘The side, the leg. Como la muerta.’


Like the corpse in the yard.


‘But she’d recovered enough to travel?’


Nod.


‘Was there an older man with her?’


‘Sí, but before.’


‘How long before?’


‘Dos, tres semanas.’


Two or three weeks.


‘Did he have a name?’


‘No he oído.’


He didn’t hear a name.


‘You’re sure?’


‘Yes. Nunca lo conocí.’


I never met him.


‘Where had she been while she recovered from her wounds?’


‘No sé.’


‘Where did you meet her?’


‘Casa Grande.’


‘Where in Casa Grande?’


‘Una parada de descanso.’


Parker looked to Zaleski for a translation.


‘A rest stop,’ said Zaleski.


Parker turned back to Hernández.


‘When?’


‘When we bring to her la muerta.’


‘What day? Which rest stop?’


‘No recuerdo.’


‘He says he doesn’t remember,’ said Zaleski.


‘You don’t remember the day, or the rest stop?’


Hernández was sweating more profusely now. He’d made an error by opening his mouth to begin with, and knew it, even if he’d been given no choice. Now there was no turning back.


‘No sé. Tal vez el lunes.’


‘He thinks that maybe it was a Monday,’ said Zaleski.


‘And the rest stop?’


‘Tal vez Sacaton.’


‘That’s on Interstate Ten,’ said Newton. ‘There are cameras mounted east- and westbound. We might get something from them.’


‘How did you get there?’


‘En una van.’


A van.


‘What van?’


‘Robada.’


Stolen.


‘What type?’


‘No sé. Buick?’


‘Are you asking us or telling us?’ said Parker.


‘Buick,’ said Hernández, with something like conviction.


‘What color?’


‘Blue.’


‘Light or dark?’


‘Light.’


‘What about the woman? How did she get to the rest stop?’


‘She was waiting for us.’


‘In a car, a van?’


‘Nothing. Just waiting.’


‘Alone?’


Hernández shrugged again.


‘Creo que alguien estaba mirando.’


‘He says maybe someone was watching,’ Zaleski translated.


‘Who?’


‘No sé.’


‘Jesus,’ said Newton. ‘He doesn’t know much, does he? We should just put him on the fucking bus to Nogales right now.’


‘No sé,’ Hernández repeated, with more force.


‘What then?’ said Parker.


‘I think maybe she want to see el cuerpo.’


‘So you knew there was a body in there when you brought the freezer to her?’


Hernández shook his head.


‘No lo sabía. El otro, el sabe.’


Parker understood, even if he didn’t believe.


‘Back to this other man, the one who knew about the body. Tell us about him.’


‘No sé nada de él.’


I know nothing of him.


‘There’s a surprise,’ said Ross, speaking for the first time.


‘Right out of left field,’ Newton agreed.


Hernández ignored them. So, for now, did Parker.


‘And why do you think she wanted to examine the corpse?’


‘To be certain. El pelo.’


Hernández gestured at his own head, even though it was entirely shaven. The hair: Mors wanted to be sure that it looked right.


‘The body had been prepared in advance of the meeting?’


‘Si.’


‘How long before?’


Three more fingers, but wavering.


‘Tal vez dos semanas, o un poco mas.’


Two weeks, maybe, or a little more.


‘Who told him to do this?’


‘El jefe.’


The boss.


‘Who is he?’


‘No sé.’


This was accompanied by a vigorous shake of the head. They certainly weren’t going to get that name from Hernández.


‘And the woman was pleased with what had been done with the body?’


‘Sí.’


‘And after that?’


‘Fuimos al depósito de chatarra.’


Zaleski: ‘They went to the junkyard.’


‘The woman went with you?’


Nod.


‘In daylight, or at night?’


‘Night.’


‘How did you get in?’


‘Estaba abierto.’


Zaleski: ‘It was unlocked.’


‘Who unlocked it?’


‘Hice una llava.’


I made a key.


‘Did the woman take care of the dogs?’


‘Sí.’


‘They didn’t attack her?’


‘No.’


‘And after?’


‘I stay. She go.’


‘South?’


Nod.


Parker sat back.


‘Who is the dead woman?’


‘No sé, pero …’


‘What?’


‘Una gringa, tal vez.’


A white American, maybe.


‘And who killed her?’ asked Parker.


Hernández looked Parker in the eye, and let him see the lie.


‘No sé.’


The four men convened once more outside the interview room.


‘I hate this guy,’ said Newton.


‘There’s not a whole lot about him to like,’ Zaleski concurred, before addressing Parker. ‘You got more out of him than I expected, but most of it you already knew, or guessed.’


Which was that Mors remained alive, but was probably no longer in the United States, or even in the Americas. If she had recovered enough to assist in the disposal of a body, she had also recovered sufficiently to return whence she came, which was presumably the same place as Quayle: England.


‘At least he confirmed it,’ said Parker.


‘Assuming even half of what he said was true,’ said Newton. ‘The lying fuck.’


‘You really don’t like him, do you?’


‘Didn’t I mention it? Must have slipped my mind.’


‘He killed the woman in the freezer,’ said Parker.


‘Yeah?’


‘I saw it in his eyes. He wanted me to.’


‘So he knows who she is?’ said Ross.


‘Maybe,’ said Zaleski. ‘No guarantee. But a young white American woman would be worth something to these guys. They’d have charged a premium to kill her to order – and more if they had to abduct her first, which seems likely if the victim was required to match a particular body profile.’


‘Which means there’s probably a missing person report on her somewhere,’ said Newton. ‘The absence of teeth and hands are a problem. That’ll slow things up.’


‘She deserves a name,’ said Parker. ‘And the people who love her should be able to mourn her.’


Zalinksi looked at Ross and Newton.


‘It’s your call,’ she said. ‘We can charge him and see what sticks, or …’


She let the option hang.


‘Hard to prove he knew what was in the freezer before it was dumped,’ said Ross. ‘Not impossible, but hard.’


‘And if you charge him, you may not get anything else out of him,’ said Zaleski. ‘He won’t cut a deal once he’s been processed. His life wouldn’t be worth a nickel.’


‘So?’ said Newton.


‘He gives us a name,’ said Ross, ‘and Border Patrol sends him back.’


‘No questions asked?’


‘No questions asked.’


‘I got to tell you,’ said Newton, ‘that doesn’t please me.’


‘You have a stake in this,’ said Ross. ‘If you feel strongly enough about it, give us another option.’


Newton spent a long time staring at his feet. Finally he said, ‘Get the name. I’ll take an extra Ambien for a couple of nights, until the guilt starts to wear off.’


‘Will Hernández go for it?’ Parker asked Zaleski.


Zaleski shrugged.


‘Let’s ask him.’


Hernández took the deal. He didn’t alter his story, but only added that he might have heard el otro mention a name to the silver-haired woman when they were examining the contents of the freezer – the contents of which he knew nothing about, having been paid only to transport it from Sierra Vista to a junkyard in Gila Bend, a journey of two hundred miles, past any number of equally suitable junkyards, before keeping an eye on it until the time came for the freezer to be discovered.


But never mind.


The name? Barbonne, which was unusual enough to be checked easily. It took Newton only minutes to confirm that a missing person report on an Adrienne Barbonne, 30, had been filed in El Paso just over three weeks earlier. Barbonne was a nurse at the city’s University Medical Center. El Paso was a twenty-minute ride across the border from Ciudad Juárez, where COOL-A freezers were assembled


‘Es verdad?’ Hernández asked, once Parker and Zaleski had returned to the interview room.


‘Yes,’ said Zaleski, ‘it’s true.’


‘Siento, pero teníamos un trato.’


‘Like hell you’re sorry, but we’ll keep to the deal. We’ll send you back in the morning.’


Hernández jangled his cuffs.


‘¡Ahora!’


‘Nobody wants to take you south now. We just want to go home and get your stink off our clothes and skin. Mañana. I hear the food at the Eloy Detention Center has improved a lot. They’ll even give you beans for breakfast.’


Hernández swore some, but mostly for the sake of appearances. He’d probably been behind bars enough times in his life for Eloy to hold no terrors. They left him in the interview room, and joined Ross and Newton for the final time.


‘Done?’ said Newton.


‘Done. We’ll send him back tomorrow.’


‘I’d rather see him gone sooner.’


‘Well,’ said Zalinksi, ‘I’d like that too, but first I want to let all those reporters outside know what a big help he’s been in identifying the victim, so they can be sure to get some good shots of Mr Hernández, and spell his name right in the newspapers. Then tomorrow I’m going to dump him on the streets of Nogales with a couple of hundred dollars in his pocket, and let his friends welcome him home. I’ll also do my best to find him that baseball cap.’


For the first time since Parker had arrived in Arizona, he saw Newton smile.


‘Man,’ said Newton, ‘I love America.’




X


This is what you must understand: the ground is polluted, befouled. We walk on blighted soil. It holds within it the record of blood spilled, of villages and towns that thrived once but exist no longer, of all who have lived and all who have died in those places.


The earth remembers.


And just as a dormant seed may be revived by rain, so too older presences, lying in troubled rest among the hollows of the honeycomb world, may be woken from their sleep, whether deliberately, by the actions of the malicious; or accidentally, by the explorations of the careless and the curious.


Mostly, all it takes is a little blood.




XI


For so long, Sellars recalled, there had been nothing to this city – well, nothing but pride, pride in the face of poverty and decay. What the Germans started, the natives finished, helped by governments in London that couldn’t see further than the Orbital – or if they did, cared little for what was revealed to them there. They wanted the north of England to die because there were no votes for them in its great industrial cities. Best to let a generation or two fade away from neglect before starting again with fresh meat.


Then along came the IRA. Fucking Paddies. As if Manchester didn’t have enough of them already without their relatives taking the ferry over to join them for a few days, and plant a bomb or two while they were about it, all because they couldn’t keep their troubles to themselves and their little patch of bog land across the Irish Sea. A Saturday morning in 1996: three thousand pounds and more of Semtex mixed with ammonium nitrate, packed into a Ford van parked on Corporation Street. The bastards had tried before, of course: firebombs in the 1970s, and an attack on the Magistrates’ Court; another attempt in 1992, targeting people just going about their daily lives, women and kids who’d never done any harm to them, never even wished them any harm. Jesus, some of them were even their own kind, or a mixed-breed version of it, Celtic blood running through their veins from way back, English accents bearing Irish names. Not that the IRA cared. He’d tried to explain that to an American once, some loudmouth in a bar who couldn’t have found Ireland on a map if you’d held a gun to his head, talking gibberish about freedom fighters, British oppression, legitimate targets, as though the fucking IRA had gone around tapping pedestrians on their shoulders to ask if they were Catholic or Irish before deciding whether or not to blow them and their children into the next world.


The ignorance of it all.


He’d been close to the Arndale that Saturday morning, he and his mum. They always went into town on Saturdays, and she’d buy him an American comic book at WH Smith’s – he loved them – and a bite of lunch later. When he was little, she used to take him to the restaurant in Woolworth’s on Piccadilly, but it went up in flames in 1979 because someone threw a cigarette butt into a pile of sofas, and ten people died of cyanide inhalation when the foam filling inside the furniture ignited. The store reopened nine months later, but he and his mum never went back there. Nobody they knew did, and eventually the Woolworth’s closed forever, which was for the best. It was a hotel now, and he wondered how many of the guests knew what had happened in 1979. Hardly any of them, he supposed, and that was probably for the best, too.


God, he hadn’t thought of Woolworth’s in years, yet now he could almost taste the food in his mouth, the juiciness of the sausages and the smell of the frying fat. Strange the tricks memory played.


But the Arndale: even now he could remember the explosion, like a fist from the heavens impacting on the earth. At least the IRA had given a warning, which was something. Previously they hadn’t bothered with such niceties. Mind you, for all their bombs they’d still never managed to kill anyone in Manchester; they’d injured a few, which was bad enough, but nobody died. Fleet of foot, your Mancs. Have to be quick to nail one.


He and his mum had been at Marks & Spencer when the announcement came that everyone was to evacuate the area, the police and security guards hustling folk away from the shops, sending them outside the cordon that had been formed about a quarter of a mile from the van.


And then what had the people done?


Well, they’d all stood and watched, which was what you did, he clinging tightly to his mum’s right hand, because it wasn’t often that you got to see something explode in real life. Except, of course, no one knew just how much explosive was in the van, and even had someone been able to confirm that estimate of three thousand pounds, most people wouldn’t have had the slightest notion of what kind of blast this might cause – except maybe the ones who had lived through the Blitz, who could have told you that three thousand pounds of high explosive represented more than twice the destructive power of the largest bomb dropped by the Germans during the war, and that bomb had razed entire streets. In other words, no one had any business being within a quarter of a mile of the van when it went up.


No one.


It was shortly after 11 a.m. when the bomb squad started running from the scene, and 11.17 a.m. when the van exploded. He had never heard a sound like it, not before and not since. It struck his body with physical force, and might even have lifted him off his feet for a moment, because he was only a little lad back then. His ears rang, and his eyes hurt. A great cloud of smoke and debris rose a thousand feet into the air, and –


Of course, what goes up must come down. His mum realized that quicker than most. She was always a smart one, his mum. She lifted him into her arms and began to put as much distance between her and the bomb crater as she could, although it still wasn’t enough because glass and wood and brick and dust and bits of plastic began to descend upon them. Suddenly, he and his mum were on the ground, and he was crying because she’d landed on top of him, knocking the wind from his lungs. She rolled off, and he saw that her hair was spangled with crystals of glass, and her coat was covered in dirt, and then blood began to flow down her face from all the little cuts in her scalp, and he cried harder, even as she picked him up again and continued on her way, tottering because she was in shock and didn’t know it, not until a woman came out of a drapery shop with a blanket in her arms, which she put over his mum as she guided her gently inside and made her sit down. The woman’s name was Daphne, he remembered. She’d made them both a cup of tea, and cleaned the blood from his mum’s face. She even managed to get most of the glass out of his mum’s scalp, too, using a pair of tweezers and a bottle of TCP antiseptic.


His mum was gone now. She’d died nine years back. Heart attack at 10 a.m. Apparently, most heart attacks occur between nine and eleven in the morning. He hadn’t known that until his mum died. She was slap bang in the middle of the scale. Mrs Average. Story of her life: extraordinary only in her ordinariness, extraordinary only because she was his mum.


He wondered what she’d think of him now. She hadn’t lived to see him get married, and produce two girls of his own, seven and six, Kelly and Louise, although their mum, Lauren, had chosen the names, not him. He’d get to name the boys, if they ever had any more kids. That was the deal. He wasn’t sure they would, though. He and Lauren weren’t getting along so well. They bickered, and when they weren’t bickering they were giving each other the silent treatment. There were arguments over the kids, her family, and the time he spent on the road. Small things, mostly, but they added up. The marriage was tottering now, like a boxer on his last legs, waiting for the final strike to put him down. Wouldn’t take much, just a glancing blow.


Oh, and he’d started killing women: there was that as well. Obviously, Lauren didn’t know anything about this – it wasn’t the kind of pastime a husband generally discussed with his wife – although she’d probably sensed some change in him, because it was a difficult thing to do, killing a woman, without being altered by it. It had to affect a man somehow. Only made sense. Lauren probably thought he was having an affair, but he wasn’t. He’d been unfaithful to her in the past, but that was all behind him now. Anyway, his sex drive had begun to dwindle since the first murder. He’d half-expected it to grow stronger, because he’d read that some killers of women got sexual gratification from their actions, but it wasn’t like that for him. He wasn’t in it for the kicks. It was more like a job – no, a vocation, and one that he wanted to perform as best he could. He’d always been that way, ever since he was a kid. He liked things to be done right.


He wanted to return to the northeast. He wanted to visit the sleeping god of the Familists. He’d try to find a way to get back there soon. He’d just tell Lauren that a pick-up was going to require an overnight stay, and use the extra time to make a pilgrimage. Yes, that was it. He was a pilgrim, and pilgrims made sacrifices. They offered things up to their gods: their own suffering and, in his case, the sufferings of others.


He wished he’d been able to kill that last one himself, the one in Northumbria, but Mors had convinced him it would be a bad idea, and he always listened to Mors, because not listening to her would also be a bad idea.


A very bad idea.


He shifted Louise on his chest, because one of her elbows was digging into his ribs. She was all sharp edges, that child. Lauren said that giving birth to her had been like forcing out a bag of tools. She didn’t sleep well, either – not like Kelly, who had slept through right from the start. No, Louise seemed to exist in a constant state of disturbance. For a while he’d been worried that there might be something wrong with her, but the doctors couldn’t find anything amiss. She was probably just one of those kids, they said. She’d settle down in time. He wished she’d hurry up, though. He didn’t want to make a habit of sitting up with her in the dead of night, watching fucking cartoons. Not that he could complain on this occasion, because Lauren had done duty on the previous three nights, and by now was so tired that she couldn’t have risen from her bed even if she’d wanted to, which she most certainly did not.


Louise grew still at last. Sellars found the remote, muted the television, and lay with his daughter in his arms.


He’d have to kill another woman soon. Time was pressing. Mors had told him so. He didn’t mind. He was doing it for a god.


His god.




XII


Skal and Crist were waiting for Parker when he emerged from the sheriff’s office. They’d put in a hell of a long day, but neither of them betrayed any signs of tiredness. Even their suits looked fresh. Parker, by contrast, was dead on his feet, and dozed all the way to Phoenix, where a room was waiting for him at the Westin downtown. He would have gone straight to bed, if that had been possible, but Ross had asked to meet later in the bar. According to Crist, Ross was about half an hour behind them, which meant that Parker would have just enough time to shower, and change into a fresh shirt.


‘Are Ross and I the only ones staying here?’ Parker asked, as Crist held open the door of the Chevy. This time, Parker didn’t bother to complain. He was only a breath, and some dignity, away from asking Crist to carry him upstairs and tuck him into bed.


Crist shuffled awkwardly.


‘I don’t believe the Westin is one of our approved hotels,’ he said.


‘Then who’s covering the tab?’


‘SAC Ross said he’d take care of it.’


Parker had heard some of the rumors about Ross: that he was independently wealthy, and wasn’t shy about using it to make his life more comfortable. Parker had been careful about delving too deeply into Ross’s affairs, since the FBI man had a sixth sense when it came to inquisitiveness on the part of others, but in recent years Parker had learned more about him through careful inquiry. The money came from investment banking, dating back to the growth of the ‘Yankee houses’ at the end of the nineteenth century, and the dominance of the American oligarchs – J.P. Morgan; Kuhn, Loeb; Brown Brothers; Kidder, Peabody – in the early decades of the twentieth. Ross’s family was no longer involved in finance, mostly because there was no family left to be involved; Ross was the last of the direct line, and could therefore have lived comfortably off the proceeds of various funds without doing anything more arduous with his days than selecting a suitable wine for dinner. Instead, he had carved out his own idiosyncratic enclave in a corner of Federal Plaza, from which he continued to involve himself in Parker’s affairs. At least, on this occasion, Parker was benefiting from Ross’s attentions in the form of a nice room.


‘So where are you guys?’ Parker asked.


‘The Red Roof Inn, just west of here,’ said Crist.


‘Red Roof Plus,’ Skal reminded him. ‘We get a bigger TV.’


Parker thought about tipping them, just to see how they might react, but settled on thanking them for the ride.


‘We’ll be back to pick you up in the morning,’ said Crist. ‘You’re booked on the 7.15 a.m. American Airlines flight to Houston. We’ll swing by around 5.30.’


Then they were gone. Parker checked into the Westin, although he didn’t need to hand over a credit card since everything was covered. While he was at the desk, he asked the concierge to have a bottle of good champagne, a six-pack of beer, and a couple of pizzas delivered to Skal and Crist at the Red Roof Plus, and charge it all to the Westin account – oh, and the concierge should add a thirty-dollar tip for himself. Parker would have thrown in some flowers as well, but he didn’t think a florist would be open so late. This done, he went to his room and showered, resisting the urge to lie down and take the phone off the hook. The shower made him feel marginally more human, and gave him a burst of energy that he knew wouldn’t last longer than an hour.


He thought about Adrienne Barbonne, the dead woman in the freezer. According to Newton, her parents lived in Magdalena, just northwest of San Antonio. Soon, police officers or federal agents would arrive at their home to notify them that a body had been found, and ask for DNA samples in order to assist in identifying the remains. For now, the Barbonnes remained the parents of a missing daughter, still retaining some hope that she might be returned safely to them. In a few hours, they would be mother and father to a dead child, all because their offspring bore a passing resemblance to the wrong woman.


The phone in his room rang. He answered, and heard Ross’s voice.


Parker said he’d be right down.




II




Dawn-sniffing revenant,


Plodder through midnight rain,


Question me again.


Seamus Heaney, ‘Casualty’







XIII


Quayle took to the streets of London while most of its inhabitants were still in their beds. A heavy rain was falling, sluicing the byways of filth and debris, and keeping downcast the heads of the few people he passed, which suited him greatly. This was his London, just as it had been for centuries, yet he felt less secure here than ever before.


Parker had done this to him. Quayle had underestimated the private investigator, initially dismissing him as merely a jumped-up colonial, another mongrel in a nation replete with them. Even as Quayle had left the United States behind, barely escaping with his life, he persisted in regarding the detective as a temporary inconvenience, one that would not trouble him again. After all, Quayle had returned home with the final pages of the Atlas in his possession, or so he believed. With those pages now restored, the Atlas could finish reordering the world in its image, and Quayle would be given his reward: nothingness, oblivion. He would be permitted to die at last, to sleep without waking.


But the Atlas remained unfinished. Despite all Quayle’s research, all his years of hunting, it appeared that more than two leaves had been missing. Could Parker be in possession of the additional contents? It was possible, Quayle felt, but unlikely. All his studies had led him to believe that the copy of Grimm’s Fairy Tales contained only those two leaves, which he now possessed. The Atlas should already have been a tome entire, but it was not.


If this had not been sufficient to discompose Quayle, there was the matter of Parker himself. At the end of March, a series of clues had appeared in the cryptic crossword of The Times, the solutions to which had created a pattern that read CHARLIE PARKER HUNTING QUAYLE. Placing the clues had been quite an achievement, Quayle thought, even as he resented their impact on one of his greatest pleasures, since he could now no longer enjoy the newspaper’s crossword. Thus had Parker given notice of his intention to come after Quayle, but as yet there was no sign of his presence in London. Quayle suspected this to be a deliberate strategy on the part of the investigator: to sound the horn for the hunt but delay the release of the hounds, leaving the silence to whittle away at the quarry’s peace of mind, waiting to see how it would respond, and where it would choose to run. But Quayle would not run, not unless given no other option. He had come close to being trapped before, and had survived. He knew how to play this game. Still, it was a disconcerting position in which to be placed after all this time.


And Parker was different. He carried about him a numinous aspect, and a knowledge of liminal spaces. Quayle was not yet ready to accept that Parker might be more than mortal, but he was prepared to concede his singularity.


Mors wanted to kill Parker, but she could not return to the United States to do so. She had always been distinctive in appearance, but had learned from Quayle certain modes of concealment, a practiced unobtrusiveness. But recent events in Indiana and Maine, and the bodies left behind, meant that even the shadows were now inimical to Mors. It had been her decision to use the remains of another woman to throw the police off the scent, but ultimately it would not keep Parker from these shores.


Quayle had tried to explain all this to Mors, because he was beginning to understand the dilemma faced by all those who came into conflict with the investigator. Yes, one could try to kill him, but if one failed, one would face retribution, just like those who had failed in the past; and even if one were somehow to succeed in the endeavor, there were Parker’s allies to consider. They might not have been as exceptional as he was, but the more Quayle found out about them, the greater the threat they represented – and those were only the ones Quayle could identify, because Parker had other confederates, protectors in the highest echelons of law enforcement. He would not otherwise have been allowed to operate as a free agent, not with his record of lethality.


‘But what,’ Mors had suggested, ‘if we were to threaten his family?’


She was naked beside him, offering her warmth. He could have entered her if he wished, but it was enough for him to have her skin against his, to draw heat from her. She would not be able to tolerate this intimacy for long, though. Quayle’s coldness was the kind that bred pain in the bone, freezing the marrow.


‘Do you really think threats would dissuade him? One might as well provoke a wolf and expect it not to bite.’


‘We could abduct his daughter.’


‘Then what: hold her indefinitely? Return her to him piece by piece, a little for every month he keeps his distance from us?’


Quayle had pulled away from her then, wearied by her foolishness. He noted signs of relief on her part, a wince at the release.


‘So we should just wait and see if he comes?’


‘He will come,’ said Quayle, ‘whether we choose to wait or not. But here we have the advantage. He will be on unfamiliar ground, far from home. This is our ground, my ground.’


Whatever Parker’s strangeness, he could have no real conception of time, or not of the kind possessed by Quayle. Parker had not lived as long, and so could not comprehend how the ruins of a Saxon settlement might provide the foundations for a Roman garrison, that garrison give way to a Norman fortress, the fortress to a medieval town, and the town to a city, the old apparently succumbing to the new, yet always with the persistence of the past. Each cycle left its mark, the ancient lingering in the umbrous folds of the modern, all its pain and fury, its bloodshed and grief, still present at the periphery of consciousness. When he landed at last, Parker would not only be facing Quayle and Mors. He would be pitting himself against the weight of the past, a creature of the New World trespassing carelessly on the Old.


I am not afraid of you.


‘What did you say?’ asked Mors, and Quayle realized he had whispered the words loudly enough for her to hear.


‘I said that it is he who should be afraid,’ said Quayle, and Mors let her doubt go unremarked because Quayle was returning to her side, and when he entered her she thought that he had never felt so cold, but she tolerated it because it was this man’s essence, and she loved him in her way, and now he was in her and of her, and she of him, but as he moved deep inside her the pain grew sharper and fiercer, and the chill gripped her innards, spreading from her groin to her belly and into her chest so that it seemed set to still her heart, and she wanted to beg him to stop but all speech was frozen, each syllable a fragment of ice that could not be joined to another, and she cried but her tears turned to crystals in her eyes and on her cheeks, and her very soul was rimy.


And this, she understood, was what it would be like to die.


Now Mors was sleeping while Quayle wandered the city, its modernity imperfectly concealed by the dark, so that it was just possible for him, if he kept to old paths, to walk with his other selves through lost times.


It was probably as well that Mors should remain unconscious for as long as she could, he thought, because she would be in pain when she woke. He had almost killed her earlier. What his own essence, his profound algor could not do, his bare hands might have accomplished. She was more conspicuous than he, and so her existence jeopardized his own, but he would need her in order to deal with Parker. Quayle would miss her once she was gone. She asked so little of him, and gave so much. Sometimes, when he was with her, he forgot the loneliness of the very old.


But then, he had always been of a melancholic disposition.


He passed a pharmacy, with its clean white shelves, its cheap perfumes and generic medicines, and brought to mind the stores that had preceded it, back to the apothecary who had tended to Quayle’s afflictions in another century, another version of this city. The apothecary was an old fraud, even by the standards of his profession. For Quayle’s melancholy he had recommended swallow water, specially created for him by a woman in Cornwall, or so he claimed: fifty baby swallows sourced from their nests before they could take their first flight, ground to a pulp and combined in a solution of castor and vinegar, with a little sugar added to ease the consumption of the whole, guaranteed to make the heart take wing and ease one’s sorrows.


Any doubts Quayle might have entertained about the contents of the bottle were laid to rest when he discovered a fragment of feather in the liquid on his spoon, and even though he had been in the deepest of desponds, still he had cast the swallow water aside as so much humbug, and instead medicated himself with Madeira wine. The apothecary had died some months later, along with his family: a wife and two daughters, killed in their beds. Rumors of rape. All very unpleasant. Despite the apothecary’s deficiencies, Quayle had regretted his passing. His commitment to quackery had been almost admirable. Quayle had bribed the constable in order to be permitted to view the bodies before they were removed from the premises, and was struck by the extent of the butchery, particularly the injuries inflicted on the females. They were startling in their savagery.


A century later, a man named Hatton murdered his mistress in a similar manner in the same building, claiming to have been advised do so by the voices in the walls. Then, during World War One, a French merchant and his wife, who had taken rooms on the top floor, were assaulted and killed in the course of what appeared to be a botched robbery, their assailant or assailants never to be identified. Bricks and mortar could be contaminated just as easily as stone and soil – more so, perhaps, because there was form and substance to hold the memories.


All these old places.


All these old acts.


All this old blood.




XIV


The bar of the Westin was quiet when Parker entered. He counted three couples, two single women, and a group of young businessmen drinking bourbon by the window. Ross had taken a corner table, where he could neither be overlooked nor overheard. He had not changed his clothes, and Parker caught traces of sand in his hair and on the shoulders of his jacket, and thought he could still smell the smoke of Lagnier’s junkyard about him, although that might have been his own imagination playing on memories of the day. Having resisted the lure of his bed, Parker was feeling hungry. He and Ross both ordered steak sandwiches, and Ross opted for a beer over Parker’s red wine.


A sheaf of papers contained in an anonymous manila envelope lay on the table in front of Ross. He left it unopened as he and Parker sat waiting for their food.


‘You didn’t need me at that junkyard today,’ said Parker, ‘or at that farce of an interview with Hernández.’


‘I told you: I thought you should see the body, and you spotted things we hadn’t.’


‘You’d have figured them out, sooner or later – probably sooner.’


‘That hint of doubt is noted. As for Hernández, by your presence we were able to confirm that he knew who you were. Mors must have warned him about you.’


‘Well, thanks for that, because no harm can come from spending time with a member of MS-13, right? They seem like good guys.’


‘Mr Hernández won’t live long enough to be a problem for you or anyone else,’ said Ross. ‘He’ll be dead by this time tomorrow, either at the hands of his own people or those of the Federales.’


‘Is that how justice works now?’


‘It is down there, and forgive me if I bristle at being lectured about extrajudicial killings by you.’


Their food arrived, and Ross ordered another beer. Parker had barely sipped his wine.


‘Aren’t you going to ask me what’s in the folder?’ said Ross, once he’d made some inroads into his sandwich and fries.


‘If it makes you happy. What’s in the folder, Agent Ross?’


‘Why don’t you take a look?’


Parker did, revealing copies of two passport pages, along with blurred photographs of a man making his way through what appeared to be an airport terminal with signs in Spanish and English. The pictures had been pulled from a security camera. Most were poor – the man was careful to keep his head down, and seemed to have an instinct for surveillance – apart from the final one. It had clearly been taken at an immigration desk, with the subject facing the camera. His hair was white, matched by a thin beard, his glasses thick-framed, exaggerating the size of his green eyes, but he was still recognizable as the man who had instigated a campaign of carnage from Indiana to Maine.


‘It’s Quayle,’ said Parker.


‘You’re sure?’


‘Yes. The eye color is different, and the hair and beard, but it’s him. Where was this taken?’


‘El Salvador International, shortly before the end of March.’


Parker examined the reproductions of the passport pages. Koninkrijk der Nederlanden: Kingdom of the Netherlands, issued two years earlier in the name of Axel de Bruijn by the Burgemeester van Amsterdam.


‘Was he flying to the Netherlands?’


‘Paris.’


‘Is this the same passport he used to enter the United States?’


‘No, there’s no immigration record for this Axel de Bruijn. Take a look at the rest of the papers, see what you think.’


Parker dug deeper into the file, and found Customs and Border Protection data on a dozen men and six women. He went through it slowly, and when he was done the information on two men and one woman had been set aside.


‘Quayle could be either of these two men: possibly the first, but more likely the second. The woman is definitely Mors.’


The first man, Ernst Bourdon, had arrived in the United States early the previous December on a French passport; the second, Hans Herbert Haffner, had come in on an eight-year-old Dutch passport at about the same time. Both were of similar age and build, but Bourdon looked unwell, and his face was a little thinner than Quayle’s. Haffner, by contrast, appeared healthy: his cheeks were fuller, and his eyes brighter. Parker couldn’t have said for certain that it was Quayle, not without more than these images to go on, but there was something familiar about Haffner.


The woman, meanwhile, was named Angelika Piek, and her hair was dark brown, with silver visible at the roots. The alterations to her aspect had been less successful than Quayle’s, assuming Haffner was indeed Quayle, perhaps because Mors was so much more distinctive in appearance. The skin was darker, the lips plumper, the eyes brown instead of pond-scum gray, but it was definitely her. The baseness of her nature seemed to seep from the paper itself. Piek/Mors had arrived on a Dutch passport – again, as with the de Bruijn document, issued in Amsterdam two years earlier. Even the date of issue was the same in each case.


‘Any idea how Mors might have got out?’ Parker asked.


‘Not yet. She could still be in North America.’


‘You don’t sound convinced.’


‘I’m keeping an open mind. We’ll continue searching, but it would be a hell of a risk for her to take.’


‘What if she had no choice?’


‘You mean the gunshot wounds? Unless Hernández was lying, she had recuperated sufficiently to supervise the dumping of a decoy body. My feeling is she’s gone. Spend enough money, and even someone like her could be spirited from the continent like she’d never existed.’


Parker thought about it and decided Ross might be correct. He wondered why Quayle hadn’t taken the same route, instead opting to leave openly, if on a false passport: arrogance, maybe, or a lack of time to arrange an alternative route. Perhaps, in the end, he just wanted to get back to wherever it was he came from as quickly as possible, particularly now that he believed himself to be in possession of the missing pages he had traveled so far to find.


Parker replaced the documents in the folder, closed it, and pushed it back toward Ross.


‘What are you going to do with all this?’ he asked.


‘Nothing, or next to nothing.’


Parker waited. He knew that they were at last getting to the real reason why Ross had brought him all the way to Arizona.


‘Officially,’ said Ross, ‘I know a certain amount about Quayle and Mors, most of it gleaned from the law enforcement agencies in the jurisdictions in which they committed their crimes, and the rest from you. Unofficially, I know more: again, most of it from you. I can only act on the first body of knowledge, not the second.’


Parker understood something of the balancing act that Ross was attempting to pull off. Originally, Ross had been tasked with investigating the crimes of the Traveling Man, which had inevitably brought him into contact with Parker; but as Ross’s inquiries progressed, it became apparent that the Traveling Man might have represented just one manifestation of a larger conspiracy. At the very least, the Traveling Man had come into contact with men and women who believed in the existence of realms beyond this one, and some of those individuals were committed to the search for what they termed the Buried God, a search governed and funded by a cadre known only as the Backers.
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