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    The wild beasts will honor me, the jackals and the ostriches, for I give water in the wilderness, rivers in the desert, to give drink to my chosen

    people.


  


  

  

    —Isaiah 43:20
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  CHAPTER ONE




  SOME PEOPLE SAID Danny Boy Lorca’s visions came from the mescal that had fried his brains, or the horse-quirt

  whippings he took around the ears when he served time on Sugar Land Farm, or the fact he’d been a middleweight club fighter through a string of dust-blown sinkholes where the locals were

  given a chance to beat up what was called a tomato can, a fighter who leaked blood every place he was hit, in this case a rumdum Indian who ate his pain and never flinched when his opponents broke

  their hands on his face.




  Danny Boy’s black hair was cut in bangs and fitted his head like a helmet. His physique was as square as a door, his clothes always smelling of smoke from the outdoor fires he cooked his

  food on, his complexion as dark and coarsened by the sun and wind as the skin on a shrunken head. In summer, he wore long-sleeve cotton work shirts buttoned at the throat and wrists to keep the

  heat out, and in winter, a canvas coat and an Australian flop hat tied down over his ears with a scarf. He fought his hangovers in a sweat lodge, bathed in ice water, planted by the moon, cast

  demons out of his body into sand paintings that he flung at the sky, prayed in a loincloth on a mesa in the midst of electric storms, and sometimes experienced either seizures or trances during

  which he spoke a language that was neither Apache nor Navajo, although he claimed it was both.




  Sometimes he slept in the county jail. Other nights he slept behind the saloon or in the stucco house where he lived on the cusp of a wide alluvial floodplain bordered on the southern horizon by

  purple mountains that in the late-afternoon warp of heat seemed to take on the ragged irregularity of sharks’ teeth.




  The sheriff who allowed Danny Boy to sleep at the jail was an elderly six-feet-five widower by the name of Hackberry Holland, whose bad back and chiseled profile and Stetson hat and thumb-buster

  .45 revolver and history as a drunk and a whoremonger were the sum total of his political cachet, if not his life. To most people in the area, Danny Boy was an object of pity and ridicule and

  contempt. His solipsistic behavior and his barroom harangues were certainly characteristic of a wet brain, they said. But Sheriff Holland, who had been a prisoner of war for almost three years in a

  place in North Korea called No Name Valley, wasn’t so sure. The sheriff had arrived at an age when he no longer speculated on the validity of a madman’s visions or, in general, the

  foibles of human behavior. Instead, Hackberry Holland’s greatest fear was his fellow man’s propensity to act collectively, in militaristic lockstep, under the banner of God and country.

  Mobs did not rush across town to do good deeds, and in Hackberry’s view, there was no more odious taint on any social or political endeavor than universal approval. To Hackberry, Danny

  Boy’s alcoholic madness was a respite from a far greater form of delusion.




  It was late on a Wednesday night in April when Danny Boy walked out into the desert with an empty duffel bag and an army-surplus entrenching tool, the sky as black as soot, the southern horizon

  pulsing with electricity that resembled gold wires, the softness of the ground crumbling under his cowboy boots, as though he were treading across the baked shell of an enormous riparian

  environment that had been layered and beveled and smoothed with a sculptor’s knife. At the base of a mesa, he folded the entrenching tool into the shape of a hoe and knelt down and began

  digging in the ground, scraping through the remains of fossilized leaves and fish and birds that others said were millions of years old. In the distance, an igneous flash spread silently through

  the clouds, flaring in great yellow pools, lighting the desert floor and the cactus and mesquite and the greenery that was trying to bloom along a riverbed that never held water except during the

  monsoon season. Just before the light died, Danny Boy saw six men advancing across the plain toward him, like figures caught inside the chemical mix of a half-developed photograph, their torsos

  slung with rifles.




  He scraped harder in the dirt, trenching a circle around what appeared to be two tapered soft-nosed rocks protruding from the incline below the mesa. Then his e-tool broke through an

  armadillo’s burrow. He inverted the handle and stuck it down the hole and wedged the earth upward until the burrow split across the top and he could work his hand deep into the hole, up to

  the elbow, and feel the shapes of the clustered objects that were as pointed and hard as calcified dugs.




  The night air was dense with an undefined feral odor, like cougar scat and a sun-bleached carcass and burnt animal hair and water that had gone stagnant in a sandy drainage traced with the crawl

  lines of reptiles. The wind blew between the hills in the south, and he felt its coolness and the dampness of the rain mist on his face. He saw the leaves on the mesquite ripple like green lace,

  the mesas and buttes shimmering whitely against the clouds, then disappearing into the darkness again. He smelled the piñon and juniper and the scent of delicate flowers that bloomed only at

  night and whose petals dropped off and clung to the rocks at sunrise like translucent pieces of colored rice paper. He stared at the southern horizon but saw no sign of the six men carrying rifles.

  He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and went back to work, scooping out a big hole around the stonelike objects that were welded together as tightly as concrete.




  The first shot was a tiny pop, like a wet firecracker exploding. He stared into the fine mist swirling through the hills. Then the lightning flared again, and he saw the armed men

  stenciled against the horizon and the silhouettes of two other figures who had broken from cover and were running toward the north, toward Danny Boy, toward a place that should have been safe from

  the criminality and violence that he believed was threading its way out of Mexico into his life.




  He lifted the nest of stony egg-shaped artifacts from the earth and slid them into the duffel bag and pulled the cord tight through the brass eyelets at the top. He headed back toward his house,

  staying close to the bottom of the mesa, avoiding the tracks he had made earlier, which he knew the armed men would eventually see and follow. Then a bolt of lightning exploded on top of the mesa,

  lighting the floodplain and the willows along the dry streambed and the arroyos and crevices and caves in the hillsides as brightly as the sun.




  He plunged down a ravine, holding the duffel bag and e-tool at his sides for balance. He crouched behind a rock, hunching against it, his face turned toward the ground so it would not reflect

  light. He heard someone running past him in the darkness, someone whose breath was not only labored but desperate and used up and driven by fear rather than a need for oxygen.




  When he thought that perhaps his wait was over, that the pursuers of the fleeing man had given up and gone away, allowing him to return to his house with the treasure he had dug out of the

  desert floor, he heard a sound he knew only too well. It was the pleading lament of someone who had no hope, not unlike that of an animal caught in a steel trap or a new inmate, a fish, just off

  the bus at Sugar Land Pen, going into his first night of lockdown with four or five mainline cons waiting for him in the shower room.




  The pursuers had dragged the second fleeing man from behind a tangle of deadwood and tumbleweed that had wedged in a collapsed corral that dog-food contractors had once used to pen mustangs. The

  fugitive was barefoot and blood-streaked and terrified, his shirt hanging in rags on the pencil lines that were his ribs, a manacle on one wrist, a brief length of cable swinging loosely from

  it.




  “¿Dónde está?” a voice said.




  “No sé.”




  “What you mean you don’t know? Tú sabes.”




  “No, hombre. No sé nada.”




  “¿Para dónde se fue?”




  “He didn’t tell me where he went.”




  “¿Es la verdad?”




  “Claro que sí.”




  “You don’t know if you speak Spanish or English, you’ve sold out to so many people. You are a very bad policeman.”




  “No, señor.”




  “Estás mintiendo, chico. Pobrecito.”




  “Tengo familia, señor. Por favor. Soy un obrero, como usted. I’m just like you, a worker. I got to take care of my family. Hear me, man. I know

  people who can make you rich.”




  For the next fifteen minutes, Danny Boy Lorca tried to shut out the sounds that came from the mouth of the man who wore the manacle and length of severed cable on one wrist. He tried to shrink

  himself inside his own skin, to squeeze all light and sensation and awareness from his mind, to become a black dot that could drift away on the wind and re-form later as a shadow that would

  eventually become flesh and blood again. Maybe one day he would forget the fear that caused him to stop being who he was; maybe he would meet the man he chose not to help and be forgiven by him and

  hence become capable of forgiving himself. When all those things happened, he might even forget what his fellow human beings were capable of doing.




  When the screams of the tormented man finally softened and died and were swallowed by the wind, Danny Boy raised his head above a rock and gazed down the incline where the tangle of tumbleweed

  and deadwood partially obscured the handiwork of the armed men. The wind was laced with grit and rain that looked like splinters of glass. When lightning rippled across the sky, Danny Boy saw the

  armed men in detail.




  Five of them could have been pulled at random from any jail across the border. But it was the leader who made a cold vapor wrap itself around Danny Boy’s heart. He was taller than the

  others and stood out for many reasons; in fact, the incongruities in his appearance only added to the darkness of his persona. His body was not stitched with scars or chained with Gothic-letter and

  swastika and death’s-head tats. Nor was his head shaved into a bullet or his mouth surrounded by a circle of carefully trimmed beard. Nor did he wear lizard-skin boots that were plated on the

  heels and tips. His running shoes looked fresh out of the box; his navy blue sweatpants had a red stripe down each leg, similar to a design a nineteenth-century Mexican cavalry officer might wear.

  His skin was clean, his chest flat, the nipples no bigger than dimes, his shoulders wide, his arms like pipe stems, his pubic hair showing just above the white cord that held up his pants. An

  inverted M16 was cross-strapped across his bare back; a canteen hung at his side from a web belt, and a hatchet and a long thin knife of the kind that was used to dress wild game. The man leaned

  over and speared something with the tip of the knife and lifted it in the air, examining it against the lights flashing in the clouds. He cinched the object with a lanyard and tied it to his belt,

  letting it drip down his leg.




  Then Danny Boy saw the leader freeze, as though he had just smelled an invasive odor on the wind. He turned toward Danny Boy’s hiding place and stared up the incline.

  “¿Quién está en la oscuridad?” he said.




  Danny Boy shrank down onto the ground, the rocks cutting into his knees and the heels of his hands.




  “You see something up there?” one of the other men said.




  But the leader did not speak, in either Spanish or English.




  “It’s just the wind. There’s nothing out here. The wind plays tricks,” the first man said.




  “¿Ahora para dónde vamos?” another man said.




  The leader waited a long time to answer. “¿Dónde vive La Magdalena?” he asked.




  “Don’t fuck with that woman, Krill. Bad luck, man.”




  But the leader, whose nickname was Krill, did not reply. A moment that could have been a thousand years passed; then Danny Boy heard the six men begin walking back down through the riverbed

  toward the distant mountains from which they had come, their tracks cracking the clay and braiding together in long serpentine lines. After they were out of sight, Danny Boy stood up and looked

  down at their bloody handiwork, scattered across the ground in pieces, glimmering in the rain.




  PAM TIBBS WAS Hackberry’s chief deputy. Her mahogany-colored hair was sunburned white at the tips, and it hung on her

  cheeks in the indifferent way it might have on a teenage girl. She wore wide-ass jeans and half-topped boots and a polished gun belt and a khaki shirt with an American flag sewn on one sleeve. Her

  moods were mercurial, her words often confrontational. Her potential for violence seldom registered on her adversaries until things happened that should not have happened. When she was angry, she

  sucked in her cheeks, accentuating a mole by her mouth, turning her lips into a button. Men often thought she was trying to be cute. They were mistaken.




  At noon she was drinking a cup of coffee at her office window when she saw Danny Boy Lorca stumbling down the street toward the department, bent at the torso as though waging war against

  invisible forces, a piece of newspaper matting against his chest before it flapped loose and scudded across the intersection. When Danny Boy tripped on the curb and fell hard on one knee, then fell

  again when he tried to pick himself up, Pam Tibbs set down her coffee cup and went outside, the wind blowing lines in her hair. She bent down, her breasts hanging heavy against her shirt, and

  lifted him to his feet and walked him inside.




  “I messed myself. I got to get in the shower,” he said.




  “You know where it is,” she said.




  “They killed a man.”




  She didn’t seem to hear what he had said. She glanced at the cast-iron spiral of steps that led upstairs to the jail. “Can you make it by yourself?”




  “I ain’t drunk. I was this morning, but I ain’t now. The guy in charge, I remember his name.” Danny Boy closed his eyes and opened them again. “I think I

  do.”




  “I’ll be upstairs in a minute and open the cell.”




  “I hid all the time they was doing it.”




  “Say again.”




  “I hid behind a big rock. Maybe for fifteen minutes. He was screaming all the while.”




  She nodded, her expression neutral. Danny Boy’s eyes were scorched with hangover, his mouth white at the corners with dried mucus, his breath dense and sedimentary, like a load of fruit

  that had been dumped down a stone well. He waited, although she didn’t know for what. Was it absolution? “Don’t slip on the steps,” she said.




  She tapped on Hackberry’s door but opened it without waiting for him to answer. He was on the phone, his eyes drifting to hers. “Thanks for the alert, Ethan. We’ll get back to

  you if we hear anything,” he said into the receiver. He hung up and seemed to think about the conversation he’d just had, his gaze not actually taking her in. “What’s

  up?” he said.




  “Danny Boy Lorca just came in drunk. He says he saw a man killed.”




  “Where?”




  “I didn’t get that far. He’s in the shower.”




  Hackberry scratched at his cheek. Outside, the American flag was snapping on its pole against a gray sky, the fabric washed so thin that the light showed through the threads. “That was

  Ethan Riser at the FBI. They’re looking for a federal employee who might have been grabbed by some Mexican drug mules and taken to a prison across the border. An informant said the federal

  employee could have gotten loose and headed for home.”




  “I’ve heard Danny Boy has been digging up dinosaur eggs south of his property.”




  “I didn’t know there were any around here,” Hackberry said.




  “If they’re out there, he’d be the guy to find them.”




  “How’s that?” he said, although he wasn’t really listening.




  “A guy who believes he can see the navel of the world from his back window? He says all power comes out of this hole in the ground. Down inside the hole is another world. That’s

  where the rain and the corn gods live. Compared to a belief system like that, hunting for dinosaur eggs seems like bland stuff.”




  “That’s interesting.”




  She waited, as though examining his words. “Try this: He says the killing took fifteen minutes to transpire. He says he heard it all. You think this might be the guy the feds are looking

  for?”




  Hackberry bounced his knuckles lightly up and down on the desk blotter and stood up, straightening his back, trying to hide the pain that crept into his face, his outline massive against the

  window. “Bring your recorder and a pot of coffee, will you?” he said.




  

    THE REPORT DANNY Boy gave of the murder he had witnessed was not one that lent itself to credulity. “You were drinking

    before you went digging for dinosaur eggs?” Hackberry said.


  




  “No, sir, I hadn’t had a drop in two days.”




  “Two days?” Hackberry said.




  “Yes, sir, every bit of it. I got eighty-sixed. I didn’t have no more money, anyway.”




  “Well, you must have seen what you saw,” Hackberry said. “Want to take a ride?”




  Danny Boy didn’t answer. He was sitting on the iron bunk of his cell, wearing lace-up boots without socks and clean jailhouse jeans and a denim shirt, his hair wet from his shower and his

  skin as dark as smoke. His hands were folded in his lap, his shoulders slumped.




  “What’s the problem?” Hackberry said.




  “I’m ashamed of what I done.”




  “Not helping this guy out?”




  “Yes, sir. They was talking about La Magdalena.”




  “Who?”




  “A holy woman.”




  “Don’t feel so down about this, partner. They would have killed you, too. If they had, you wouldn’t be helping us in the investigation, would you?” Hackberry said.




  Danny Boy’s eyes were focused on a spot ten inches in front of him. “You didn’t see it.”




  “No, I didn’t,” Hackberry replied. He started to say something about his own experience in No Name Valley many years ago but thought better of it. “Let’s get this

  behind us, partner.”




  Pam Tibbs drove the three of them down the main street of the town in the department’s Jeep Cherokee, the traffic light over the intersection bouncing on its cable in the wind. The newer

  buildings on the street were constructed of cinder blocks; some of the older ones were built out of fieldstones that had been cemented together and sheathed with plaster or stucco that had fallen

  off in chunks, leaving patterns that resembled a contagious skin disease. Pam followed a winding two-lane state highway southward through hills that looked like big brown ant piles or a

  sepia-tinted photograph taken on the surface of Mars. Then she drove across Danny Boy’s property, past his stucco house and his barn that was plated from the bottom to the eaves with hubcaps,

  onto the geological fault that bled into Old Mexico and a strip of terrain that always seemed to ring with distant bugles echoing off the hills. For Hackberry Holland, these were not the horns

  blowing along the road to Roncevaux.




  Pam shifted down and kept the Jeep on the high ground above the riverbed that Danny had walked the previous night, the hard-packed gravel vibrating through the frame. “There,” Danny

  said, pointing.




  “Under the buzzards?” Hackberry said.




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Where are your dinosaur eggs?”




  “At the house.”




  “You sure those aren’t rocks?” Hackberry said, his eyes crinkling at the corners.




  But his attempt to relieve Danny Boy of depression and fear was to no avail. The guilt and sorrow Danny Boy had taken with him from the previous night would probably come aborning in his dreams

  for many years, and all the beer in all the beer joints in Texas would not make one dent in it, Hackberry thought. “Get upwind from it,” he said to Pam.




  She crossed a slough chained with red pools and layered with clusters of black butterflies sucking moisture from the sand, their wings shuddering as though they were ingesting toxin. She parked

  on the incline, above the collapsed rails of the corral that had been used by a one-eyed man who killed and sold mustangs for dog food. When Hackberry stepped out on the passenger side, his eyes

  roved over the tangles of tumbleweed and bleached wood and the remains of the man whose death may have been the most merciful moment in his life. “You ever see anything like this?” Pam

  said, her words clotting in her throat.




  “Not exactly. Maybe close, but not exactly,” Hackberry replied.




  “What are we dealing with?” she said.




  “Call the coroner’s office, then get Felix and R.C. down here. I want photos of this from every angle. String as much tape as you can around the crime scene. Make sure nobody

  disturbs those tracks going south.”




  She went to the Jeep and made the calls, then walked back down the incline, pulling on a pair of latex gloves, her upper arms ridging with muscle. Danny Boy remained in the vehicle, his head

  lowered. “What did he say the leader’s name was? Krill?” she said to Hackberry.




  “I think that was it.”




  “I’ve heard that before. It’s Spanish?”




  “It’s a shrimplike creature that whales eat.”




  “Funny name for a killer with an M16 strapped on his back.” When he didn’t answer, she looked at him. “You okay, boss?”




  He nodded at the slope above where the victim had died.




  “Jesus Christ,” she said.




  “He was scalped, too.”




  Then the wind changed, and a sickening gray odor blew into their faces. It was like fish roe that had dried on warm stone and the putrescence of offal and the liquid wastes poured from a bucket

  into a ditch behind a brothel on a Saturday night, and it made Pam Tibbs hold her wrist to her mouth and walk back up the incline, fighting to hold back the bilious surge in her stomach.




  Hackberry stepped back from the site and repositioned himself so he was upwind again. But that did not change the nature of the scene or its significance. Often he wondered, as an anthropologist

  might, what the historical environment of the human race actually was. It wasn’t a subdivision of sprinkled lawns and three-bedroom houses inside of which the television set had become the

  cool fire of modern man. Could it be a vast sunbaked plain broken by mesas and parched riverbeds where the simian and the mud-slathered and the unredeemed hunted one another with sharpened sticks,

  where the only mercy meted out was the kind that came as a result of satiation and exhaustion?




  The compulsion to kill was in the gene pool, he thought. Those who denied it were the same ones who killed through proxy. Every professional executioner, every professional soldier, knew that

  one of his chief duties was to protect those he served from knowledge about themselves. Or at least those were the perceptions that governed Hackberry’s judgments about societal behavior,

  even though he shared them with no one.




  He looked to the south. Dust or rain had smudged out the mountains, and the plain seemed to stretch endlessly into the distance, the way a snowfield could extend itself into the bottom of a blue

  winter sky, dipping over the edge of the earth into nothingness. Hackberry found himself swallowing, a nameless fear clutching at his viscera.




  The coroner was Darl Wingate, an enigmatic single man who had been a forensic pathologist with the United States Army and CID before he retired back to the place of his birth. He was laconic,

  with sunken cheeks and a pencil mustache, and he often had liquor on his breath by ten A.M. He also had degrees from Johns Hopkins and Stanford. No

  one had ever been quite sure why he chose to spend his twilight years in a desolate place on the edge of the Great American Desert. It was certainly not because he was filled with compassion for

  the poor and the oppressed, although he was not a callous man. Hackberry believed that Darl Wingate was simply a pragmatist who saw no separation or difference between the various categories of the

  human family. In Darl’s mind, they all belonged to one long daisy chain: They were creatures who came out of the womb’s darkness and briefly saw light before their mouths were stopped

  with dust and their eyes sealed six feet down. As a consequence of his beliefs, he remained a witness and not a participant.




  Darl placed a breath mint on his tongue and put on latex gloves and a surgeon’s mask before he approached the remains of the dead man. The day had grown warmer, the sky more gray, like the

  color of greasewood smoke, and gnats were rising from the sand.




  “What do you think?” Hackberry asked.




  “About what?” Darl said.




  “What you’re looking at,” Hackberry replied, trying to repress his impatience.




  “The fingers scattered up on the slope went one at a time. The toes were next. My guess is he died from shock. He was probably dead when he was scalped and taken apart, but I can’t

  say for sure.”




  “You ever work one like this?”




  “On a couple of backstreets in Bangkok. The guy who did it was a church missionary.”




  “So the human race is rotten?”




  “Say again?” Darl said.




  “You’re not giving me a lot of help.”




  “What else can I provide you with?”




  “Anything of specific value. I don’t need the history of man’s inhumanity to man.”




  “From the appearance of the victim—his nails, his emaciated condition, the infection on his manacled wrist, the scabs on his knees, and the lice eggs in the remnant of his

  hair—I’d say he was held prisoner in primitive and abusive conditions for at least several weeks. The scarring on his face and neck suggests smallpox, which tells me he’s probably

  Mexican, not American. What doesn’t fit is his dental care.”




  “I don’t follow you.”




  “It’s first-rate.”




  “How would you explain the discrepancy?”




  “My guess is he came from humble origins but did something good with his life,” Darl said.




  “Successful criminals don’t see dentists?”




  “Only when the pain makes it imperative. The rest of the time they’re getting laid or huffing flake up their nose. I think this guy took care of himself. So far, I see no tattoos, no

  signs of intravenous use, no scars on his hands. I think we might be looking at the remains of a cop.”




  “Not bad.”




  “What happened here says more about the killer than the victim,” Darl said.




  “Pardon?”




  “Whatever information he had, he shouted it to the heavens early on. But his tormentor took it to the finish line anyway. You got any idea what he wanted?”




  “You ever hear of somebody called La Magdalena?” Hackberry asked.




  Darl nodded. “Superstitious wets call her that.”




  “Darl, would you please just spit it out?”




  The coroner screwed a cigarette into his cigarette holder and put it between his teeth. “Sometimes they call her la china. Her real name is Anton Ling. She’s Indo-Chinese or

  French-Chinese. She looks like an actress in a Graham Greene film. Ring any bells?”




  Hackberry blinked.




  “Yeah, that one,” Darl said. He lit his cigarette and breathed a stream of smoke into the air. “I remember something you once said. It was ‘Wars of enormous importance

  are fought in places nobody cares about.’ ”




  “Meaning?”




  “Deal me out of this one,” Darl said. “It stinks from the jump. I think you’re going to be splashing through pig flop up to your ankles.”




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  SIX HOURS LATER, Pam Tibbs and Hackberry Holland drove down a long dirt track, twenty miles southwest of the county seat,

  to a paintless gingerbread house that had a wide gallery with a swing on it and baskets of petunias and impatiens hung from the eaves. The landscape looked particularly strange in the sunset, like

  terrain that might have been used in a 1940s movie, hard-packed and rolling and biscuit-colored and notched with ravines, marbled by thunderheads and the reddening of the sky and dissected by lines

  of cedar fence posts that had no wire on them.




  Lightning rods flanged each end of the house’s roof, and a windmill in back was ginning furiously, pumping a jet of water into an aluminum tank where three spavined horses were drinking. A

  white-over brick wall surrounded the house a hundred feet out, like the walls at the Alamo, the top festooned with razor wire and spiked with broken glass. The wood gates on three of the walls had

  been removed and pulled apart and the planks used to frame up two big vegetable gardens humped with compost, creating the effect of a legionnaire’s outpost whose defense system had been

  rendered worthless.




  “What’s the deal with this place?” Pam asked.




  “Miss Anton bought the house from a secessionist who took over the courthouse about twenty years ago. After she moved in, I think the Rangers were sorry they locked up the

  secessionist.”




  “Miss?” Pam said.




  Hackberry was sitting in the passenger seat, his Stetson over his eyes. “It’s a courtesy,” he said.




  They parked the Jeep outside the wall, and got out and studied the southern horizon through a pair of binoculars. “Take a look at this,” she said.




  Hackberry rolled a folder filled with eight-by-ten photos into a cone and stuck it in the side pocket of his trousers, then focused the binoculars on a rocky flume rimmed by mesquite and scrub

  oak and willow trees. The sky above the hills looked like green gas, the air glistening with heat and humidity, the shell of an automobile half buried in the bleached-out earth, the metal

  wind-polished as bright as foil. But the contemporary story of this particular place was written across the bottom of the flume. It was layered with moldy clothes, scraps of plastic tarp, tennis

  shoes split at the seams, smeared toilet paper, spoiled food, empty water bottles, discarded sanitary napkins, and plastic diapers slathered with feces. A circle of turkey buzzards floated just

  above the hills, the edges of their wings feathering in the wind.




  “She used to be part of that Underground Railroad or whatever?” Pam said.




  “Up in Kansas, I think,” Hackberry said. “But I wouldn’t put it in the past tense.”




  “You call the feds yet?”




  “I haven’t gotten to it.”




  He could feel her staring at the side of his face.




  “If I can make a suggestion—” she began.




  “Don’t,” he said.




  “You were a lawyer for the ACLU. That name has the status of whale shit around here. Why add to your problems?”




  “Can you stop using that language on the job? I think both you and Maydeen have an incurable speech defect.”




  He had stepped into it again, allying his dispatcher Maydeen Stoltz with Pam; they were undefeatable when they joined forces against him, to the extent that he sometimes had to lock his office

  door and pretend he was gone from the building.




  “You don’t know how to cover your ass,” Pam said. “So others have to do it for you. Ask anybody in the department. Your constituency might tell you they love Jesus, but

  the truth is, they want you to grease the bad guys and not bother them with details.”




  “I can’t believe I’m the sheriff of this county and I have to listen to this. And I mean listen to it every day.”




  “That’s the problem. Your heart is too big. You need to be more assertive. Ask Maydeen.” Pam took the binoculars from his hand and replaced them in the leather case and dropped

  the case on the driver’s seat. “I say too much?”




  “No, why would you possibly think that?” he replied.




  But Pam’s hands were on her hips, and she was obviously thinking about something else. “This woman is supposed to perform miracles? She’s Our Lady of Lourdes out on the

  plains?”




  “No,” he said. “No, I mean I don’t know. I can’t keep up with your conversation. I can’t track your thoughts, Pam. You’re impossible to talk

  with.”




  “What you’re not hearing is that other people know your weak spot. Don’t let this Chinese broad jerk you around. Too many people around here already hate your guts. Wake up.

  You’re kind to the wrong people.”




  “I don’t see it that way. Not at all.”




  “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.”




  Hackberry fitted on his Stetson and widened his eyes, letting the moment pass, his face tight in the wind. “When we talk with this lady, we remember who we are. We treat people with

  respect, particularly when they’ve paid their share of dues.”




  “People with causes have a way of letting others do their time on the cross. Tell me I’m full of shit. I double-dare you.”




  Hackberry felt as if someone had set a small nail between his eyes and slowly tapped it into his head with a tack hammer.




  It was hard to estimate the age of the Asian woman who came to the door. She had a compact figure, and wore dark glasses and a white dress with black ribbon threaded through the top of the

  bodice, and looked no older than a woman in her early forties. But Darl Wingate, the coroner, had told Hackberry that she had lived through Japanese incendiary raids and the massacre of Chinese

  civilians by Japanese troops, and perhaps had worked for Claire Chennault’s Civil Air Transport. The latter had overtones Hackberry didn’t want to think about.




  He removed his hat when he stepped inside and let his eyes adjust to the poorly lit interior of her home. The furniture looked secondhand, the couch and chairs covered with cheap fabric, the

  rugs threadbare, an ancient glass wall case stuffed with books probably bought at yard sales. “We’re looking for a man who may have been an intended victim in a homicide, Ms.

  Ling,” he said.




  “Why do you think he’s here?” she asked.




  Through the back window he could see a stucco cottage by a slat-wall barn, alongside a flat-roofed, oblong building that once could have been a bunkhouse. “Because you live in the middle

  of an unofficial international highway?” he said.




  “What’s this man’s name?” she asked.




  “We don’t know. The FBI does, but we don’t,” he answered.




  “I see. Well, I don’t think he’s here.”




  “He might have a manacle on one wrist, but we can’t be sure of that. I suspect he’s terrified and desperate,” Hackberry said. “The man he may have been manacled to

  was tortured to death by six men carrying rifles. They probably came out of Mexico.”




  “If this man is desperate, why wouldn’t he come to you?” the Asian woman said.




  “My guess is he doesn’t trust the authorities.”




  “But he would trust me?”




  “We’re not with ICE or the Border Patrol, ma’am,” Pam said.




  “I gathered that from your uniform and your badge.”




  “The point is, we’re not worried about somebody feeding or sheltering wets,” Pam said. “They’ve been with us a long time.”




  “Yes, they have, haven’t they?”




  Pam seemed to think about the implication of the statement, plainly wondering if the barb was intentional or imaginary. “I was admiring your side room there. Is that a statue of the Virgin

  Mary in front of all those burning candles?”




  “Yes, it is.”




  “It doesn’t weep blood, does it?” Pam asked.




  “Ms. Ling, if you don’t feel you can confide in us, talk with the FBI. The man we’re looking for barely escaped a terrible fate,” Hackberry said.




  If his suggestion had any viability at all, it did not show in the Asian woman’s face. “I’ll keep in mind what you’ve said,” she replied.




  Pam Tibbs’s arms were folded on her chest. She gave Hackberry a look, waiting for him to speak, the fingers of her right hand opening and closing, her breath audible.




  Hackberry took the manila folder from his side pocket and removed the sheaf of eight-by-ten photos. “These were taken today at a crime scene no more than a half hour from your house. What

  you see here was done by men who have no parameters, Miss Anton. We have a witness who indicates the victim gave up the name La Magdalena before he died. We think the torture death of the victim

  was conducted by a man called Krill. That’s why we’re here now. We don’t want these men to hurt you or anyone to whom you may have given shelter. Have you heard of a man named

  Krill?”




  Her eyes held on his. They were dark, unblinking, perhaps containing memories or knowledge she seldom shared with others. “Yes,” she replied. “Three or four years ago, there

  was a coyote by that name. He robbed the people who paid him to take them across. Some say he raped the women.”




  “Where is he now?”




  “He disappeared.”




  “Do you know how he came by his name?”




  “He was a machine-gunner somewhere in Central America. His nickname came from the food of the whale. He ate the ‘krill’ in large numbers.”




  It was silent in the room. Hackberry glanced through the door of the side room, which must have served as a chapel of some kind. Perhaps thirty or forty candles were burning in red and blue and

  purple vessels, the light of the flames flickering on the base of the statue. “You Catholic, Miss Anton?” he said.




  “That depends on whom you talk to.”




  “Expecting some visitors tonight?” When she didn’t reply, he said, “Can we look out back?”




  “Why do you ask me? You’ll do it whether I like it or not.”




  “No, that’s not correct,” Pam replied. “We don’t have a search warrant. We’ll do it with your permission, or we can get a warrant and come back.”




  “Do whatever you wish.”




  “Excuse me, ma’am, but what if we just leave you alone here?” Pam said. “Would you prefer that? Then you can deal with Mr. Krill and his friends on your own.”




  “We’ll wander out back, if you don’t mind,” Hackberry said, placing a business card on the coffee table. Then he smiled. “Is it true you worked for Civil Air

  Transport, Claire Chennault’s old airline?”




  “I did.”




  “It’s an honor to meet you.”




  Minutes later, outside in the wind, Pam Tibbs’s throat was still bladed with color, her back stiff with anger. “ ‘An honor to meet you’?” she said. “What the

  hell is that? She’s a horse’s ass.”




  “Look at it from her point of view.”




  “She doesn’t have one.”




  “She stands up for people who have no power. Why not give the devil her due?”




  Pam went inside the stucco cottage, then came back out, letting the screen slam behind her. “Check it out. There’s a mattress in there soaked in blood, and bandages are scattered all

  over the floor. The blood is still sticky. I bet that guy was here while we were talking in the house. What was that stuff about Claire Chennault’s airline?”




  “It was a CIA front that became Air America. They supplied the Laotian resistance and flew in and out of the Golden Triangle.”




  “They transported opium?”




  Hackberry removed his hat and knocked a dent out of the crown and put it back on. He felt old in the way people feel old when they have more knowledge of the world than they need. In the south

  the sky was blackening in the sunset, and dust was rising off the hills. “I think it’s fixing to blow,” he said.




  

    KRILL SQUATTED ON the edge of the butte and looked out at the desert and at the red sun cooling on the horizon. The sky had turned green when the wind

    drove the rain from the west, and dust devils were spinning across the landscape below, the air blooming with a smell that was like wet flowers and chalk. He had washed his body with a rag and

    canteen water, and now his skin felt cool in the breeze and the layer of warm air that had risen from the desert and broken apart in the evening sky. His eyes were a milky blue, his expression

    composed, his skin dusky and dry and smooth and clean inside his wind-puffed shirt. As often happened in these solitary moments, Krill thought about a village in a country far to the south, its

    perimeter sealed by jungle, a dead volcano in the distance. Across the road from the house where he had lived, three children played in a dirt yard in front of the clinic that had been

    constructed by East Germans and burned by the army. In Krill’s reverie, the children turned to look at him, their faces lighting with recognition. Then their faces disappeared, as though

    airbrushed from his life.


  




  “What we gonna do now, jefe?” Negrito said, squatting down next to him. He wore a greasy leather flop hat pushed back on his head, his hair curling like flames from under

  it.




  Because Negrito was of mixed blood and his first language was bastardized English, he believed he and Krill were brothers in arms. But Krill neither liked nor trusted Negrito, whose facial

  features resembled those of an orange baboon that had fallen into a tub of bleach.




  Krill continued to gaze at the desert and the way the light pooled in the clouds even though the sun had already set.




  “Don’t believe that stuff about La Magdalena. She ain’t got no power, man,” Negrito said. “You know what they say about puta from over there. It’s

  sideways. That’s the only difference.”




  Krill’s expression never changed, as though Negrito’s words were confetti falling on a flat stone. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Negrito leaning forward, dangerously

  close to the edge of the bluff, trying to earn his attention.




  “Why’s this guy so important?” Negrito asked. “He got a lot of dope hid someplace?”




  “See down there below?” Krill said. “That’s a coyote den. See in that creek bed? Those are cougar tracks. The cougar has to kill fifty fawns to feed just one kitten.

  Except there aren’t fifty fawns around here. That means the coyote’s pups have to die instead.”




  Negrito’s eyes went back and forth as he tried to puzzle through Krill’s statement. In the fading spark of sun on the horizon, his face was as rosy as a drunkard’s, his jutting

  forehead knurled, his mouth ringed with whiskers. “I’ll get it out of her. You say the word, jefe. She’ll be asking for knee pads,” he said.




  Krill stared into Negrito’s face. “I’m not your chief. I’m nobody’s chief. You follow me or you don’t follow me.”




  Negrito brushed one hand on top of the other, the horned edges of his palms rasping like sandpaper, his gaze avoiding Krill’s. He rocked on his heels, the points of his cowboy boots inches

  from the edge of the bluff. “You need a woman. It ain’t natural to be out here long without a woman. We all need a woman. Maybe we ought to go back to Durango for a while.”




  Krill stood up and looked at the other men, all of whom were cooking pieces of jackrabbits they had killed and dressed and speared on sticks above a fire they had built inside a circle of

  stones. He picked up his rifle and put it across his shoulders and draped his arms over either end of it, creating a silhouette like that of a crucified man. “In the morning,” he

  said.




  “We get out of here in the morning?” Negrito said. “Maybe to Durango?”




  “You heard me, hombre.”




  “Where you going now?”




  “You’ll hear one shot. It’ll be for the cougar. You hear more than one shot, that means I found some real pissed-off gringos out there.”




  “Because of what we done to that cop?”




  “He worked for the DEA.”




  “Man, you didn’t tell us that.”




  “You still want to go after La Magdalena?”




  Negrito’s eyes contained no emotion, as though they were prosthetic and had been inserted into his face by an indifferent thumb. He stared emptily at the desert, his eyelids fluttering

  when a cloud of bats lifted from a cave opening down below. Then he looked into the darkness, perhaps considering options, entertaining thoughts he hid by rubbing his forehead, shielding his

  eyes.




  “You think too much, Negrito,” Krill said. “When a man thinks too much, he’s tempted to go beyond his limitations.”




  Negrito stood up and took off his hat. “Watch this,” he said. He flipped his hat in the air, then scooted under it, catching it squarely on his head, his face splitting into an

  ape’s grin. He wobbled slightly, his arms straight out for balance, rocks spilling from under his boots over the edge of the bluff. “Chingado, that scared me. Don’t worry,

  jefe. I’ll always back you up. I don’t care about no pissed-off gringos or Chinese puta that thinks her shit don’t stink, either. You’re my jefe whether

  you like it or not. I love you, hermano.”




  HACKBERRY HOLLAND HAD come to believe that age was a separate country you did not try to explain to younger people,

  primarily because they had already made up their minds about it and any lessons you had learned from your life were not the kind many people were interested in hearing about. If age brought gifts,

  he didn’t know what they were. It had brought him neither wisdom nor peace of mind. His level of desire was the same, the lust of his youth glowing hot among the ashes each morning he woke.

  He could say with a degree of satisfaction that he didn’t suffer fools and drove from his company anyone who tried to waste his time, but otherwise his dreams and his waking day were defined

  by the same values and frame of reference that came with his birthright. If age had marked a change in him, it lay in his acceptance that loneliness and an abiding sense of loss were the only

  companions some people would ever have.




  The most influential event in Hackberry’s life had been his marriage to Rie Velasquez, a labor organizer for the United Farm Workers of America. When she died of uterine cancer, Hackberry

  had sold his ranch on the Guadalupe River and moved down to the border, leaving behind all memory of the idyllic life they’d shared, ridding himself of the things she had touched that made

  him so lonely he wanted to drink again, embracing the aridity of a parched land and its prehistoric ambience and its violent sunsets, the way a Bedouin enters the emptiness of the desert and is

  subsumed and made insignificant by it. Then bit by bit the horse farm he bought became a hologram, a place that fused past and present and re-created his childhood and adolescence and his life with

  Rie and their twin sons in one shimmering, timeless vision. It was a place where a man could see his beginning and his end, an island that was governed by reason and stewardship and the natural ebb

  and flow of the seasons, a place where a man no longer had to fear death.




  He had two good wells on his land, and a four-stall barn and two railed pastures where he grazed his quarter horses and registered Missouri foxtrotters. He was also the unofficial owner of three

  dogs, a one-eyed cat, and two raccoons, none of whom had names but whom he fed outside the barn every morning and night.




  His house was painted battleship gray and had a wide gallery and a breezy screened porch in back and a rock garden and a deep-green lawn he watered with soak hoses and flower beds planted with

  roses he entered each summer in the competition at the county fair. A chinaberry tree grew in his backyard, and a slender palm tree grew at the base of the hill behind the house. He built a brooder

  house on the side of the barn, and his chickens laid eggs all over the property, under his tractor and in his tack room. On each of his horse tanks he had constructed small ladders out of chicken

  wire that he wrapped over the lip of the tank, so small creatures that fell into the water could find their way out again. In one way or another, every day that he spent on his ranch became part of

  an ongoing benediction.




  The two gun cases in his office held a Henry repeater, an 1873 Winchester, a .45–70 trapdoor of the kind the Seventh Cavalry carried into the Little Big Horn, an ’03 Springfield, a

  German Luger, a nine-millimeter Beretta, a Ruger Buntline .22 Magnum, and the converted .44 Navy Colt his grandfather, Old Hack, had carried the morning he knocked John Wesley Hardin from his

  saddle and kicked him cross-eyed and nailed him down with chains in a wagon bed before transporting him to the Cuero jail.




  Hackberry loved the place he lived, and he loved waking inside its soft radiance in the morning, and he loved following his grandfather’s admonition to feed his animals before he fed

  himself. He loved the smell of his roses inside the coolness of the dawn and the smell of well water bursting into the horse tank when he released the chain on the windmill. He loved the warm odor

  of grass on the breath of his horses and the vinegary smell of their coats, and the powdery green cloud of hay particles that rose around him when he pulled a bale apart and scattered it on the

  concrete pad in the barn.




  All of these things were part of the Texas in which he had grown up, and they were unsoiled by political charlatans and avaricious corporations and neocolonial wars being waged under the banner

  of God. He did not tell others about the bugles blowing in the hills, less out of fear that they would suspect him of experiencing auditory delusions than out of his own conviction that the bugles

  were real and that from the time of Cortés to the present, a martial and savage spirit had ruled these hills and it was no coincidence that a sunset in this fine place looked like the

  electrified blood of Christ.




  Early on the morning after he and Pam Tibbs had interviewed the Asian woman known by the Mexicans as La Magdalena, Hackberry looked out his bathroom window and saw Ethan Riser park his

  government motor-pool car by the front gate and walk up the flagstones to the front entrance, holding two Styrofoam containers on top of each other, pausing briefly to admire the flowers in the

  bed. Hackberry rinsed the shaving cream off his face and stepped out on the veranda. “This can’t wait till eight o’clock?” he said.




  “It could. Or maybe I could come back another day, when you’re not tied up with something important, like shaving,” Riser said.




  “I have to feed my animals.”




  “I’ll help you.”




  Ethan Riser’s hair was as white as cotton and had all the symmetry of meringue. His nose and cheeks were threaded with tiny blue and red capillaries, and his stomach and hips protruded

  over the narrow hand-tooled western belt he wore with a conventional business suit and tie. He had been with the FBI almost forty years.




  “Fix some coffee while I’m down at the barn,” Hackberry said.




  Twenty minutes later, he returned to the house through the back door and washed his hands in the kitchen sink.




  “You got a reason for always making it hard?” Riser said.




  “None I can think of.”




  “Why didn’t you call me about the homicide south of that Indian’s property?”




  “It’s not a federal case. It’s not y’all’s damn business, either.”




  “You’re wrong about that, my friend. The victim was a DEA informant.”




  “It’s still our case. Stay out of it.”




  “Beg your pardon?”




  “I’ve been on a need-to-know basis with y’all before. I always had the feeling I was a hangnail.”




  “The informant’s name was Hector Lopez. He was a dirty cop from Mexico City who worked both sides of the fence. Our people weren’t entirely comfortable with him. Lopez and a

  physician once tortured a DEA agent to death.”




  “I remember that case. The physician went down for it. Why not the dirty cop?”




  “That’s the way it is. I’m sharing this with you because we can help each other.”




  The microwave made a dinging sound. Ethan Riser took out the two Styrofoam containers and opened them on the breakfast table. They contained scrambled eggs and hash browns and sausage patties

  smothered with milk gravy. He took the coffeepot off the stove and set cups and silverware on the table. Hackberry watched him. “Does everything meet the standard here? My house tidy enough,

  that sort of thing?” he said.




  “We talked to Danny Boy Lorca already,” Riser said. “He gave us the name of this guy Krill. Have any idea who he is?”




  Hackberry hung his hat on the back of his chair and sat down to eat. “Nothing real specific other than the fact he’s a killer.”




  “We think he takes hostages and sells them,” Riser said. “The guy we want is the guy who was on the other end of the cable locked on the dead man’s wrist. We think

  he’s the federal employee we’ve been looking for.”




  “What kind of federal employee is he?”




  Riser went silent. Hackberry put down his fork and knife. “Tell you what, Ethan,” he said. “This is my home. People can be rude whenever and wherever they want. But not in my

  kitchen and not at my table.”




  “He’s a Quaker who should have been screened out of the job he was assigned to. It’s the government’s fault.”




  “I guess Jefferson should have gotten rid of Benjamin Franklin at first opportunity.”




  “Franklin was a Quaker?” When Hackberry didn’t answer, Riser said, “Your flowers are lovely. I told you my father was a botanist, didn’t I? He grew every kind of

  flower mentioned in Shakespeare’s plays.”




  Hackberry got up from the table and poured his breakfast into the trash can and wiped his hands on a piece of paper towel. “I’m running late. Can you let yourself out?” he

  said.




  “I’ve tried to put you in the loop.”




  “Is that what y’all call snake oil?” Hackberry said.




  THROUGH HER WINDSHIELD Pam Tibbs saw the oversize pickup on a winding stretch of isolated two-lane road that was spiderwebbed with heat cracks and broken so badly in

  places that it was hardly passable. The road went nowhere and had little utilitarian value. The sedimentary formations protruding in layers from the hillsides had been spray-painted by high school

  kids, and the areas under the mesas where the kids parked their cars at night were often littered with beer cans and used condoms. The road dipped over a rise and ended at the entrance to a cattle

  ranch that had gone out of business with the importation of Argentine beef in the 1960s.




  Through the cruiser’s windshield, Pam saw the pickup weave off the road, skidding gravel down a wash. Then the driver overcorrected and continued haphazardly down the centerline, ignoring

  the possibility of another vehicle coming around a bend, as though he were studying a map or texting on a cell phone or steering with his knees. Pam switched on her light bar and closed the

  distance between her cruiser and the truck. Through the pickup’s back window, she saw the driver’s eyes lock on hers in the rearview mirror.




  When the driver pulled to the shoulder, Pam parked behind him and got out on the asphalt, slipping her baton into the ring on her belt. The truck was brand-new, its hand-buffed waxed yellow

  finish as smooth and glowing as warm butter, a single star-spangled patriotic sticker glued on the bumper. The driver opened his door and started to get out.




  “Stay in your vehicle, sir,” Pam said.




  The driver drew his leg back inside the truck and closed the door, snugging it tight. Pam could see his face in the outside mirror, his eyes studying her. She heard his glove compartment drop

  open.




  Pam unsnapped the strap on her .357 Magnum. “Put your hands on the steering wheel, sir. Do not touch anything in your glove box.” She moved forward but at an angle, away from the

  driver’s window, her palm and thumb cupped over the grips of her holstered revolver. “Did you hear me? You put your hands where I can see them.”




  “I was getting my registration,” the driver said.




  “Do not turn away from me. Keep your hands on the wheel.”




  His hair was gold and cut short, his sideburns long, his eyes a liquid green. She moved closer to the cab. “What are you doing out here?” she asked.




  “Taking a drive. Looking through my binoculars.”




  “Turn off your engine and step out of your vehicle.”




  “That’s what I was trying to do when you told me to get back inside. Which is it?”




  “You need to do what I say, sir.”




  “It’s Reverend, if you want to be formal.”




  “You will step out of the vehicle and do it now, sir,” she said.




  “I have a pistol on the seat. I use it for rabbits. I’m no threat to you.”




  She pulled her revolver from its holster and aimed it with both hands at his face. “Put your right hand behind your head, open the door, and get down on the ground.”




  “Have you heard of the Cowboy Chapel? Don’t point that at me.” He looked straight into the muzzle of her gun. “I respect the law. You’re not going to threaten me

  with a firearm. My name is Reverend Cody Daniels. Ask anybody.”




  She jerked the door open with one hand and stepped back. “Down on the ground.”




  “I will not do that. I will not tolerate your abuse, either. I did nothing to deserve this.”




  She was holding her .357 with both hands again, the checkered grips biting into her palms. “This is your last chance to avoid a very bad experience, sir.”




  “Do not call me ‘sir.’ You’re deliberately being disrespectful in order to provoke me. I know your kind, missy.”




  She was gripping the pistol so tightly, she could feel the barrel tremble. Her temples were pounding, her scalp tight, her eyes stinging with perspiration. She stared at the driver in the

  silence. The skin around his mouth was bloodless, his gaze iniquitous, dissecting her face, dropping to her throat and her breasts rising and falling inside her shirt. When she didn’t move or

  speak, his eyes seemed to sweep the entirety of her person, noting the loops of sweat under her arms, a lock of her hair stuck on her damp forehead, the width of her hips, the way her stomach

  strained against her gun belt and the button on her jeans, the fact that her upper arms were as thick as a man’s. She saw a smile wrinkle at the corner of his mouth. “You seem a mite

  unsettled, missy,” he said. “Maybe you should be in another line of work.”




  “Thank you for saying that,” she replied. She pulled her can of Mace from her belt and sprayed it in his face and jerked him out of the cab, then sprayed him again. He flailed his

  arms blindly, his eyes streaming tears, then he slapped at her hands as a child might, as though he were being violated. She threw him against the side of the truck, kicking his feet apart,

  stiff-arming him in the back of the neck, the tensions of his body coursing like an electric current through her palm.




  When he continued to struggle, she slipped her baton from the ring on her belt and whipped it behind his calves. He dropped straight to his knees, as though his tendons had been cut, his mouth

  open wide, a cry breaking from his throat.




  She pushed him facedown on the ground and cuffed his wrists behind him. His left cheek was printed with gravel, his mouth quivering with shock. He wrenched up his head so he could see her.

  “No hot coal will redeem your tongue, woman. You’re a curse on the race. A pox on you and all your kind,” he said.




  She called in her location. “I’ve got a lulu here. Ask Hack to pull all the reports we have on somebody who was shooting at illegals,” she said.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  HACKBERRY HOLLAND SAT behind his desk and listened to Pam Tibbs’s

  account of the arrest. Outside the window, the American flag was straightening and popping in the wind, the chain rattling on the pole. “What’s our minister friend doing now?” he

  asked.




  “Yelling for his phone call,” she replied. “How do you read that stuff about a hot coal on my tongue?”




  “It’s from Isaiah in the Old Testament. Isaiah believed he was a man of unclean lips who dwelled in an unclean land. But an angel placed a burning coal on his tongue and removed his

  iniquity.”




  “I’m iniquitous for not letting him kill himself and others in an auto accident?”




  “The sheriff in Jim Hogg told me about this guy a couple of months ago. Cody Daniels was a suspect in the bombing of an abortion clinic on the East Coast. He might not have done it

  himself, but he was at least one of the cheerleaders. He roams around the country and tends to headquarter in places where there’s not much money for law enforcement. I didn’t know he

  was here.”




  She waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. “You think he could be the guy taking potshots at the illegals coming across the border?” she said.




  “Him or a hundred others like him.” Hackberry took off his reading glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Did he threaten you in a specific way?”




  “On the way in, he told me I was going to hell.”




  “Did he say he was going to put you there or see you there?”




  “No.”




  “Did he touch the gun on the seat?”




  “Not that I saw.”




  “Did he make a threatening gesture of any kind?”




  “He refused to get out of the vehicle while telling me he was armed.”




  “He told R.C. you hit him in the head after you cuffed him.”




  “He fell down against the cruiser. What are you trying to say, Hack?”




  “We don’t need a lawsuit.”




  “I don’t know if I’m more pissed off by this nutcase or what I’m hearing now.”




  “It’s the kind of lawsuit that could cost us fifty thousand dollars in order to be right.”




  Hackberry looked up at her in the silence. Pam’s eyes were brown, with a reddish tint, and they became charged with light when she was either angry or hurt. She hooked her thumbs in her

  gun belt and fixed her attention outside the window, her cheeks spotted with color.




  “I’m proud of the way you handled it,” he said. “You did all the right things. Let’s see if our man likes his accommodations.”




  Hackberry and Pam Tibbs climbed the steel spiral steps in the rear of the building and walked down a corridor of barred cells, past the old drunk tank, to a barred holding unit that contained

  nothing but a wood bench and a commode with no seat. The man who had identified himself as Reverend Cody Daniels was standing at the window, silhouetted against a sky that had turned yellow with

  dust.




  “I understand you were potting jackrabbits from your pickup truck,” Hackberry said.




  “I did no such thing,” Cody Daniels replied. “It’s not against the law, anyway, is it?”




  “So you were cruising down the road surveilling the countryside through your binoculars for no particular reason?” Hackberry said.




  “What I was looking for is the illegal immigrants and drug transporters who come through here every night.”




  “You’re not trying to steal my job, are you?”




  “I go where I’ve a mind to. When I got up this morning, this was still a free country.”




  “You bet. But you gave my chief deputy a hard time because she made a simple procedural request of you.”




  “Check the video camera in your squad car. Truth will out, Sheriff.”




  “It’s broken.”




  “Pretty much like everything in this town. Mighty convenient, if you ask me.”




  “What are you doing in my county?”




  “Your county?”




  “You’d better believe it.”




  “I’m doing the Lord’s work.”




  “I heard about your activities on the East Coast. We don’t have any abortion clinics here, Reverend, but that doesn’t mean we’ll put up with your ilk.”




  Cody Daniels approached the bars and rested one hand on the cast-iron plate that formed an apron on the bottom of the food slot. The veins in his wrists were green and as thick as night

  crawlers, his knuckles pronounced, the back of each finger scarred where a tattoo had been removed. He held Hackberry’s gaze. “I have the ability to see into people’s

  thoughts,” he said. “Right now you got more problems than your department can handle. That’s why you select the likes of me as the target of your wrath. People like me are easy.

  We pay our taxes and obey the law and try to do what’s right. How many drug dealers do you have locked up here?”




  “There’s a kernel of truth in what you say, Reverend, but I’d like to get this issue out of the way so you can go back to your job and we can go back to ours.”




  “I think the real problem is you got a romantic relationship going with this woman here.”




  “Deputy Tibbs, would you get the reverend’s possessions envelope out of the locker, please?”




  Pam gave Hackberry a look but didn’t move.




  “I think Reverend Daniels is a reasonable man and is willing to put this behind him,” Hackberry said. “I think he’ll be more mindful of his driving habits and the next

  time out not object to the requests of a well-meaning deputy sheriff. Is that a fair statement, Reverend?”




  “I’m not given to making promises, particularly when I’m not the source of the problem,” Cody Daniels said.




  Hackberry drummed his fingers on the apron of the food slot. “Deputy Tibbs, would you get the paperwork started on Reverend Daniels’s release?” he said.




  “Yes, sir,” she replied.




  Cody Daniels’s eyes followed her down the corridor, his gaze slipping down her back to her wide-ass jeans and the thickness of her thighs. “I guess it’s each to his own,”

  he said.




  “Pardon?” Hackberry said.




  “No offense meant, but I think I’d rather belly up to a spool of barbed wire. That’s kind of coarse, but you get the picture.”




  “I hope you’ll accept this in the right spirit, Reverend. If you ever sass one of my deputies or speak disrespectfully of Chief Deputy Tibbs again, I’m going to hunt around in

  that pile of scrap wood behind the jail until I find a long two-by-four, one with sixteen-penny nails sticking out of it, then I’m going to kick it so far up your ass you’ll be spitting

  splinters. Get the picture? Have a nice day. And stay the hell out of my sight.”




  ANTON LING HEARD the man in the yard before she saw him. He had released the chain on the windmill and cupped water out of the spout, drinking it

  from his hand, while the blades spun and clattered above his head. He was gaunt and wore a short-sleeve shirt with no buttons; his hair hung on his shoulders and looked like it had been barbered

  with a knife.




  “¿Qué quieres?” she said.




  “Comida,” the man replied.




  He was wearing tennis shoes. In the moonlight she could see his ribs stenciled against his sides, his trousers flattening in the wind against his legs. She stepped out on the back porch. The

  shadows of the windmill’s blades were spinning on his face. “You didn’t come out of Mexico,” she said.




  “How do you know?” he replied in English.




  “The patrols are out. They would have stopped you if you came out of the south.”




  “I hid in the hills during the day. I have no food.”




  “What is your name?”




  “Antonio.”




  “You are a worker?”




  “Only for myself. I am a hunter. Will you feed me?”




  She went into her kitchen and put a wedge of cheese and three tortillas on a paper plate, then covered them with chili and beans that she ladled out of a pot that was still warm on the stove.

  When she went back outside, the visitor was squatted in the middle of the dirt lot, staring at the moon and the lines of cedar posts with no wire. He took the paper plate from her hand and ignored

  the plastic spoon and instead removed a metal spoon from his back pocket and began eating. A knife in a long thin scabbard protruded at an angle from his belt. “You are very kind,

  señora.”




  “Where did you learn English?”




  “My father was a British sailor.”




  “What do you hunt, Antonio?”




  “In this case, a man.”




  “Has this man harmed you?”




  “No, he has done nothing to me.”




  “Then why do you hunt him?”




  “He’s a valuable man, and I am poor.”




  “You’ll not find him here.”




  He stopped eating and pointed at the side of his head with his spoon. “You’re very intelligent. People say you have supernatural gifts. But maybe they just don’t understand

  that you are simply much more intelligent than they are.”




  “The man you are looking for was here, but he’s gone now. He will not be back. You must leave him alone.”




  “Your property is a puzzle. It has fences all over it, but they hold nothing in and nothing out.”




  “This was a great cattle ranch at one time.”




  “Now it is a place where the wind lives, one that has no beginning and no end. It’s a place like you, china. You come from the other side of the earth to do work no one

  understands. You don’t have national frontiers.”




  “Don’t speak familiarly of people you know nothing about.”




  The man who called himself Antonio lifted the paper plate and pushed the beans and chili and cheese and pieces of tortilla into his mouth. He dropped the empty plate in the dirt and wiped his

  lips and chin on a bandanna and stood up and washed his spoon in the horse tank and slipped it into his back pocket. “They say you can do the same things a priest can, except you have more

  power.”




  “I have none.”




  “I had three children. They died without baptism.” He looked toward the west and the heat lightning pulsing in the sky just above the hills. “Sometimes I think their souls are

  out there, outside their bodies, lost in the darkness, not knowing where they’re supposed to go. You think that’s what happens after we’re dead? We don’t know where to go

  until someone tells us?”




  “How did your children die?”




  “They were killed by a helicopter in front of the clinic where they were playing.”




  “I’m sorry for your loss.”




  “You can baptize them, china.”




  “Do not call me that.”




  “It wasn’t their fault they weren’t baptized. They call you La Magdalena. You can reach back in time before they were dead and baptize them.”




  “You should talk to a priest. He will tell you the same thing I do. Your children committed no offense against God. You mustn’t worry about them.”




  “I can’t see a priest.”




  “Why not?”




  “I killed one. I think he was French, maybe a Jesuit. I’m not sure. We were told he was a Communist. I machine-gunned him.”




  Her eyes left his face. She remained motionless inside the pattern of shadow and light created by the moon. “Whom do you work for?” she asked.




  “Myself.”




  “No, you don’t. You’re paid by others. They use you.”




  “Conejo, you are much woman.”




  “You will not speak to me like that.”




  “You didn’t let me finish. You are much woman, but you’ve lied to me. You’ve given Communion to the people who come here, just like a priest. But you turn me

  away.”




  “I think you’re a tormented man. But you won’t find peace until you give up your violent ways. You tortured and killed the man down south of us, didn’t you? You’re

  the one called Krill.”




  His eyes held hers. They were pale blue, the pupils like cinders. In silhouette, with his long knife-cut hair and torso shaped like an inverted pyramid, he resembled a creature from an earlier

  time, a warrior suckled in an outworn creed. “The man I killed in the south did very cruel things to my brother. He had a chance to redeem himself by being brave. But he was a coward to the

  end.”




  “Others are with you, aren’t they? Out there in the hills.”




  “Others follow me. They are not with me. They can come and go as they wish. Given the chance, some of them would eat me like dogs.”




  “When you were a coyote, you raped the women who paid you to take them across?”




  “A man has needs, china. But it wasn’t rape. I was invited to their beds.”




  “Because they had no water to drink or food to eat? Do not come here again, even if you’re badly hurt or starving.”




  The man watched the heat lightning, his hair lying as black as ink on his shoulders. “I can hear my children talking inside the trees,” he said. “You have to baptize them,

  señora. It doesn’t matter if you want to or not.”




  “Be gone.”




  He raised a cautionary finger in the air, the shadow of the windmill blades slicing across his face and body. “Do not treat me with contempt, Magdalena. Think about my request. I’ll

  be back.”




  

    THREE DAYS LATER, on Saturday, Hackberry rose at dawn and fixed coffee in a tin pot and made a sandwich out of two slices of sourdough bread and a

    deboned pork chop he took from the icebox. Then he carried the pot and sandwich and tin cup down to the barn and the railed pasture where he kept his two Missouri foxtrotters, a chestnut and a

    palomino named Missy’s Playboy and Love That Santa Fe. He spread their hay on the concrete pad that ran through the center of the barn, and then he sat down in a wood chair from the tack

    room and ate his sandwich and drank his coffee while he watched his horses eat. Then he walked out to their tank and filled it to the rim from a frost-proof spigot, using his bare hand to skim

    bugs and dust and bits of hay from the surface. The water had come from a deep well on his property and was like ice on his fingers and wrist, and he wondered if the coldness hidden under the

    baked hardpan wasn’t a reminder of the event waiting for him just beyond the edge of his vision—an unexpected softening of the light, an autumnal smell of gas pooled in the trees, a

    bugle echoing off stone in the hills.


  




  No, I will not think about that today, he told himself. The sunrise was pink in the east, the sky blue. His quarter horses were grazing in his south pasture, the irrigated grass riffling

  in the breeze, and he could see a doe with three yearlings among a grove of shade trees at the bottom of his property. The world was a grand place, a cathedral in its own right, he thought. How had

  Robert Frost put it? What place could be better suited for love? Hackberry couldn’t remember the line.




  He slipped a halter on each of the foxtrotters and wormed them by holding their head up with the lead while he worked the disposable syringe into the corner of their mouth and squirted the

  ivermectin over their tongue and down their throat. Both of them were still colts and liked to provoke him by mashing down on the syringe, holding on until he had to drop the lead and use both

  hands to pry the flattened plastic cylinder loose from their teeth.




  Just when he thought he was done, the chestnut, Missy’s Playboy, grabbed his straw hat and threw it on the branch of a tree, then thundered down the pasture, trailing the lead between his

  legs, kicking at the air with his hind feet. Hackberry did not hear the woman come up behind him. “I let myself in the gate. I hope you don’t mind,” she said.




  She was wearing khakis and sandals and a white shirt with flowers on it and a white baseball cap with a purple bill. When he didn’t answer, she looked around her, uncertain. “You

  have a beautiful place.”




  “What can I do for you, Miss Anton?”




  “Two nights ago a man came to my house. He said his name was Antonio. But I think he’s the man called Krill.”




  “What did this fellow want?”




  “He said he was a hunter. He said he was hunting a man for pay. I told him the man he was looking for had been at my house, but he had gone and wouldn’t be there again.”




  “Why did you wait to report this?”




  There was a beat. “I’m not sure.”




  “You thought you would be violating a confidence?”




  “This man is deeply troubled. In part, I think he came to me for help. Why are you shaking your head?”




  “Don’t be disingenuous about these guys. You know what the conversion rate is on death row? Try a hundred percent. Turn them loose and see what happens.”




  “You believe the state has the right to kill people?”




  “No.”




  “Why not?”




  “Who cares?”




  “Sheriff, I came here as an act of conscience. This man probably won’t harm me, but eventually, he’ll kill others. So I had to come here.”




  “You don’t think he’ll hurt you? Why should you get an exemption?”




  “Three of his children were killed by a helicopter gunship. He believes their spirits will wander until they’re baptized. He thinks somehow I can baptize them retroactively. He says

  he can’t take his problem to a priest because he murdered a French Jesuit.”




  “I think you’re dealing with someone who’s morally insane, Miss Anton. I think it’s both naive and dangerous to pretend otherwise. Who’s he working for?”




  “I asked him that. He wouldn’t say.”




  “Who’s the guy you gave refuge to?”




  “A man of peace. A man who became involved in a military program that kills innocent people.”




  “Has the FBI interviewed you?”




  “No.”




  “When they do, I suggest you give them a better answer than the one you just gave me. You were in the employ of Air America in Indochina, Miss Anton. People who have a lot of guilt have a

  way of showing up under one flag or another.”




  She took a Ziploc bag from her pocket. In it was a dirty paper plate. “Antonio ate from this. I suspect it will be of some help to you.”




  “Why are both the FBI and Krill after the same man?”




  “Ask them. Before I go, I need to straighten out something. My work has nothing to do with guilt. We live in a country that has created a huge serving class of illegals who work for low

  pay at jobs Americans won’t do. We get along very well with these people during prosperous times. But as soon as the economy goes down, they’re treated like dirt. You’re obviously

  an intelligent and educated man. Why don’t you act like it?”




  She turned and began walking back toward the gate. Then she stopped and faced him again. For some reason, her baseball cap and her tight-fitting flowered shirt made her look younger and smaller

  than she was. “One other thing, sir,” she said. “Why do you look at me so strangely? It’s quite rude.”




  Because you remind me of my beloved wife, he thought.




  THE REVEREND CODY Daniels had carpentered his house to resemble the forecastle of a ship, up on a bluff that overlooked a

  wide arid bowl flanked by hills that contained layers of both red and chalk-colored stone, giving them in the sunset the striped appearance of a freshly sliced strawberry cake. A sandstone bluff

  rose straight into the air behind the house, and on it he had painted a huge American flag, one that was of greater dimension than the roof itself. In the evening, Cody Daniels liked to walk back

  and forth on his front deck, surveying the valley below, sometimes gazing at the southern horizon through the telescope mounted on the deck rail, sometimes simply taking pleasure in the presence of

  his possessions—his canary-yellow pickup, his horse trailer, his cistern up on the hill, his silver propane tanks that ensured he would never be cold, the smell of the game he had shot or

  beef he had butchered dripping into the ash inside his smokehouse, the wood shell of a church that came with the property down on the hardpan, a building he had given a second life by putting pews

  inside it and a blue-white neon cross above the front door.




  Some evenings, after the last wash of gold light on the eastern side of the valley had risen into the sky and disappeared like smoke breaking apart in the wind, he would focus his telescope on a

  gingerbread house far to the south and watch the events that seemed to unfold there two or three times a week.




  When the evening star rose above the hills, Cody Daniels could see small groups of people moving out of the haze that constituted the Mexican border—like lice fleeing a flame, he thought,

  carrying their possessions in backpacks and knotted blankets, their children stringing behind them, not unlike nits.




  He had heard about the woman who lived in the gingerbread house. The wets coming across the border knelt before her altar and believed the glow of votive candles burning at the base of a statue

  somehow signaled they had reached a safe harbor. Not true, Cody Daniels thought. Not as long as he had the power to send them back where they came from. Not as long as there were still patriots

  willing to act independently of a government that had been taken over by mud people who were giving away American jobs to the beaners.




  Cody could have tapped just three digits into his phone console and brought the authorities down on the Asian woman’s head. The fact that he didn’t made him swell with a sense of

  power and control that was rare in his life. The Asian woman, without even knowing it, was in his debt. Sometimes she passed him on the sidewalk in town, or pushing a basket in the grocery store,

  her eyes aimed straight ahead, ignoring his tip of his hat. He wondered what she would say if she knew what he could do to her. He wondered how she would enjoy her first cavity search in a federal

  facility. He wondered if she would be so regal in a shower room full of bull dykes.




  On the deck this evening, with the wind cool on his face, he should have felt at peace. But the memory of his treatment by the deputy sheriff, the one named Tibbs, was like a thumbtack pressed

  into his scalp. His eyes had the cupped look of an owl’s from the Mace she had squirted into them. The baton stroke she had laid across the back of his calves flared to life each time he took

  a step. Then, for reasons he didn’t understand, the thought of her slamming him against the truck, of forcing him on his face and kneeing him in the spine and hooking him up, brought about a

  weakening in his throat, a stiffening in his loins, and fantasies in which he and the woman were in a soundproof room that had no windows.




  But Cody did not like to pursue fantasies of this kind, because they contained images and guilty sensations that made no sense to him. It was not unlike watching two or three frames of a

  film—an image of her hand flying out at his face, a fingernail cutting his cheek—and refusing to see what was on the rest of the spool.




  Unconsciously, he rubbed the dime-sized pieces of scar tissue on the back of his fingers. Long ago, when he was hardly more than a boy riding freight trains across the American West, he had

  learned lessons he would take to the grave: You didn’t sass a railroad bull; you didn’t sass a hack on a county penal farm; and you didn’t put tattoos on your body that told

  people you were nobody and deserving of whatever they did to you. You rinsed their abuse off your skin and out of your soul; you became somebody else, and once you did, you no longer had to feel

  shame about the person who somehow had brought degradation upon himself.




  Then you did to others what had been done to you, freeing yourself forever of the role of victim. Or at least that was what some people did. But he hadn’t done that, he told himself. He

  was a minister. He had an associate of arts degree. Truckers talked about him on their CBs. He handed out pocket Bibles to rodeo cowboys behind the bucking chutes. Attractive waitresses warmed up

  his coffee for free and called him Reverend. He wrote letters of recommendation for parolees. He had baptized drunkards and meth addicts by submersion in a sandy pool by the river that was as red

  as the blood of Christ. How many men with his background could say the same? And he had done it all without therapists or psychiatrists or titty-baby twelve-step groups.




  But his self-manufactured accolades brought him no solace. He had been bested by Sheriff Holland’s chief deputy and, in a perverse way, had enjoyed it. He had been threatened with bodily

  harm by the sheriff, as though he were white trash. And while all this was happening, an Oriental woman was openly aiding the wets and getting christened for her efforts as La Magdalena. Anything

  wrong with this picture?




  Maybe it was time to let Miss Chop Suey 1969 know who her neighbors were.




  In the fading twilight he drove in his pickup down the long, tire-worn dirt track that traversed the valley from his house to the county road that eventually led to the southern end of the Asian

  woman’s property. He passed two abandoned oil storage tanks that had turned to rust, a burned-out shack where a deranged tramp sometimes stayed, and a private airstrip blown with tumbleweed,

  the air sock bleached of color. He turned onto the Asian woman’s property and passed a paint-skinned gas-guzzler driven by two men who were sitting on a hillside, staring north at the Asian

  woman’s compound. They were smoking hand-rolled cigarettes and wore new straw hats and boots that were curled up at the toes. One of them pulled on a bottle that had no label, and gargled

  with whatever was inside before he swallowed. The other man, the taller of the two, had a pair of binoculars hanging from his neck. His shirt was open on his chest, and his skin looked as brown and

  smooth as clay from a riverbank. Cody Daniels nodded at him but didn’t know why. The man either ignored or took no notice of Cody’s gesture.




  If you want to live in this country, why don’t you show some manners? Cody thought.




  He drove between the gateless walls of the Asian woman’s compound and was surprised by what he saw. Mexicans were eating from paper plates on the gallery and the front steps and at a

  picnic table under a willow in the middle of the yard. Obviously, no effort was being made to conceal their presence. He got down from his truck and immediately saw the Asian woman staring at him

  from the gallery. She was the only person among all the people there who looked directly at him. She stepped into the yard and walked toward him, her eyes never losing contact with his. He felt

  himself clear his throat involuntarily.




  “What are you doing here?” she asked.




  “Introducing myself. I live up yonder, in the bluffs. I’m Reverend Cody Daniels, pastor of the Cowboy Chapel.”




  “I know who you are. You’re a nativist and not here on a good errand.”




  “A what?”




  “State your business.”




  “Who are all these people?”




  “Friends of mine.”




  “Got their papers, do they?”




  “Why don’t you ask them?”




  “I don’t speak Spanish.”




  “You have a cell phone?”




  “Yeah, I do, but the service isn’t real good here. Want to borrow it?” He felt the open door of his truck hit him in the back.




  “Either call 911 or leave.”




  “I didn’t come here to cause trouble.”




  “I think you did.”




  “I try to save souls, just like you. I saw y’all from my deck up there, that’s all. I got a telescope. I’m an amateur astronomer.”




  She stepped closer to him. “Let me see your hands.”




  “Ma’am?”




  “I won’t hurt you.”




  “I know that,” he said, half laughing.




  “Then let me see your hands.”




  He held them out, palms up, in front of her. But then she turned them over and moved her thumbs across the scar tissue on the back of his fingers. “You were in prison, weren’t

  you?” she said.




  “I don’t know if I’d call it prison.” He paused. “I was on a county farm in New Mexico when I was a boy.”




  “You had your tattoos removed when you came out?”




  “I did it myself. Burned them off with acid and took out the leftover flesh with nail clippers.” He started to pull his hands away from her, but she held on to them. He grinned.

  “I know what you’re gonna say. You’re gonna tell me I had ‘love’ and ‘hate’ on my fingers, aren’t you? Well, I didn’t. I guess that shows how

  much you know.”




  “No, you had the letters B-O-R-N tattooed on your left hand, the letter T on your left thumb, the letter O on your right thumb, and L-O-S-E on your right hand. Who taught you such a

  terrible concept about yourself?”




  “I had no such thing on there.”




  “Why do you feel guilty over things that weren’t your fault? You were just a boy. People hurt you and tried to rob you of your innocence. You don’t have to be ashamed of what

  happened to you. You don’t have to be afraid of people who look different or speak a different language.”




  He felt himself swallowing. Through the wetness in his eyes, he saw the people in the yard and on the steps and gallery shimmer and go in and out of focus. “I’m not afraid of

  anything. If I ever catch up with the sonsofbitches who did what they did, you’ll see how afraid I am.”




  She squeezed both of his hands tightly in hers. “You have to forgive them.”




  He tried to pull away from her again, but she held on. He said, “I hope those men go to hell. I hope they burn from the top down and the bottom up. I hope Satan himself pours liquid fire

  down their throats.”
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