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And after that they had mocked him,

they took the robe off from him, and put his

own raiment on him, and led him away

to crucify him.

And when they were come unto a place

called Golgotha, that is to say a

place of a skull,

And they crucified him …

Matthew 27:31, 33, 35
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Prologue

Ambrose Lincoln watched the ragged edges of night paint the streets below and waited for the dead man to step from the shadows. They were never together, he and the dead man.

They were seldom apart.

They had never spoken.

Their eyes had not yet met.

Death was the only thing they had in common.

Often Lincoln had wondered which of them had really survived and which was destined to roam the earth in search of an empty grave.

The air around him was always thick with the acrid smell of gun smoke when the dead man was near. It burned his throat. His chest hurt. He screamed the first time he saw the man whose chest had been torn away with a hollow point slug from a 9mm handgun, his 9mm handgun. The screaming was no longer necessary.

The past held its secrets in a tightly closed fist, and only on rare occasions did the fingers of another time, another place, loosen their grasp long enough to provide faint glimpses of what was, what might have been, and what did or did not happen on the landscape of a man’s faith or his memory.

On those rare occasions, his beliefs could be shaken, even shattered, and his hopes dimmed or perhaps darkened forever. Only these words echoed from a distant past: he was wounded for our transgressions. And he had no idea who had said them or what they meant or why only those six words had slipped past the ebony wall that separated time between then and now.

Ambrose Lincoln often thought a man was the most content when he was left in the dark, past and present. He might still fear the shadows. He just had no idea what secrets lay enclosed and mostly forgotten within them.

A man was better off, he reasoned, when he didn’t know. Knowledge could condemn him, convict him, and maybe even kill him. He was wounded for our transgressions. He thought he heard a woman’s voice speaking them. But she was so far away, whoever she was, wherever she had been.

Lincoln stood alone in his small, cluttered hotel room with a stranger who had no past, at least not one worth remembering, and a future just as dark and oblique. The stranger was a man he knew well and hardly at all. The stranger was himself.

Lincoln’s memory programmed everything he saw and heard. Nothing escaped him.

Graveyards were full of men who ignored or overlooked the things, no matter how insignificant, that could get them killed.

Yet his memory had blown a circuit five years earlier, the night he awoke in a churchyard outside the battle-scarred, charcoal ruins of a crumbling little town in Poland—Ratibor he thought it was. He possessed no wallet, no papers, no passport, no name, no memory, no past. All of his yesterdays had become as vacant as the churchyard, his mind as pitch black as the night around him.

Lincoln had closed his eyes and felt himself falling beyond the crevice of sanity and into the black abyss of a deep sleep. He wondered if the grave would be as dark, if he would ever wake up again and why his frostbitten feet hurt worse than his chest.

When morning at last jarred him awake, he lay on a pile of blankets that served as a prison hospital bed and stared for a long time into a cracked mirror that hung crookedly on a green wall across the bare, sterile room.

The confused face of an unfamiliar, broken man with dark, sullen and hollow eyes stared back at him.

It was, he thought, an ugly face, unshaven and scarred, obviously belonging to some pitiful bastard who had been cast into the drunken innards of hades to cut cards with the devil himself. What troubled him most, however, then as now, was the stranger’s face had been his own.

Lincoln closed his eyes and tried to squeeze the blur that was Poland out of his mind. But the biting cold of the snow, the pain that threatened to rupture his lungs with each ragged breath, the smell of gunpowder, the stench of death all lay upon his psyche, as visible to him as the scar on his face.

The scars did not heal.
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The odds of Danny B. surviving the night were growing shorter with each passing breath. He sat amidst the scent of burnt candle wax and glanced at the crucifix hanging on the wall. Dust and mildew had caked like mud to the slender feet of Our Lord, as though He had been walking through an empty field in the midst of a late summer rainstorm. The agony etched on the face of the statue was awash with the pain of a man hanging crookedly on a cross. Or perhaps it merely reflected the torment of some unknown, unnamed artist who had carved the intricate portrait of a deity’s execution.

A ribbon of moonlight passed absent-mindedly across the bronzed face, and the wall became black and barren again as though the Son of Man had pulled the heavy nails from his hands and feet, then climbed down from the cross and left the church.

Danny B. closed his eyes. There was a distinct similarity between sleep and death, and no one ever knew which would come first and if either would wait until morning. Danny B. was not a religious man, nor was he an atheist. He just could not understand God. He could not understand anyone whose secrets could not be bought with money or threats. God was okay. God was not the kind who could be persuaded with either.

Danny B. had lost himself in the darkness, finding his way, as he always did, to the sanctity of the confessional in Cathedral de Santiago, hiding away behind the ragged velvet curtain that separated the spoken sins of the masses from the curious who, on some occasions, would have paid dearly to learn what only the priest had heard and what rumors, myths or contradictions the good Father might be willing to peddle if, of course, some kindly and compassionate soul like Lazaro Fuentes was willing to make a sizable donation to the church.

Lazaro Fuentes presided over the underbelly of Saltillo with a fistful of tainted dollars and a simple democratic creed: “Llomo o Plata.” Silver. Or lead. Every policeman, judge, governmental official, laborer, waif, or lady of the street—sooner or later—had the freedom and the obligation of making a simple choice. They could take the silver that Fuentes offered for information and spend it. Or they could keep their secrets to themselves and take the lead, which came molded in the lethal shape of a bullet, usually fired at close range and almost always in the right temple just above the ear.

Danny B. had never personally met Lazaro Fuentes, but he had watched from afar, day and night, relentless and without sleeping, and he knew as much as anyone about the man, including the name of the nurse who took care of his ailing mother and the aroma of the wine and cheese he had imported from France. Lazaro Fuentes was a mild-mannered, soft-spoken man who had the bedside manner of a country doctor. He was short, about thirty pounds overweight, and his hair oil left a perpetual dab of grease plastered into the wrinkled crevices of his forehead. The scar above his left eye had been left by a knife or a woman’s long fingernails. Fuentes had a habit of throwing away his old loves as easily as he discarded a pair of dirty socks, and sometimes they had their objections.

He did not want a wife. Wives were a nuisance, he said. He had already had one. But then, she had the audacity to walk into his mahogany office on that hot July morning with a salacious smile twisted across her oval face, wearing a purple silk dress shipped from Italy, ranting and raving like a madwoman, demanding a divorce, even though she knew the blessed Pope would never approve of one, and a ten-million-dollar settlement to remain quiet about the nature of her husband’s illicit business dealings in Columbia.

Lazaro Fuentes gave his wife an elaborate funeral, attended by governors and politicians, even the President of Mexico himself, then he solemnly put her away beneath a fifty-eight-dollar tombstone that bore her maiden name and little else.

Fuentes had no ambition to seek political office. He already owned the people who occupied the offices anyway. Most came frightened and cheap. He simply spent silver or lead, hiring the law to protect himself from the law, which in Saltillo depended on Lazaro Fuentes to be its final judge and jury. He hired the executioner, and he owned the funeral home. Business was never slack.

Danny B. was recognized by those who knew him as tough and often arrogant, an undercover agent operating in a land where he had neither authority nor jurisdiction. He was a jackal who never grew tired of the hunt. He had two medals of valor and one commendation for meritorious service hanging on the back wall of his office, a promotion in his hip pocket, a worthless badge in his wallet, and a Smith and Wesson .38 special stuck inside his belt. For too long now, he had been standing eyeball to eyeball with the opium Mafia of Mexico, which, he wrote in his last report, “was just about every lost soul who slept in the street shadows of Saltillo.”

Even though he wasn’t winning any war on drugs, Danny B. was holding his own in a Sodom and Gomorrah city where almost every nose and bank account had already been corrupted by the opium that came down from the mountains surrounding Sinaloa.

In slightly less than two years, he, along with his partner, Raul Saenz, had been responsible for funneling information back across the border that led to thirty-four busts, ninety-seven arrests, sixty-four convictions and twenty-eight prison sentences. Two had been condemned to die. They would be spared, the judge said, if they cooperated fully with the government’s inquiry. They died during the middle of their third night in prison. Natural causes, the report said. There were no wounds and no autopsy. Lazaro

Fuentes buried them both before morning.

No funeral.

No priest.

No absolution.

No cooperation.

No more convictions.

Danny B. had helped confiscate a million dollars’ worth of opium, been shot at twenty-four times, not counting the taxi dancer who tried to roll him in Matamoros, hit twice, none seriously, and fallen more or less madly in love at least a half dozen times with women of means whose gated homes had been bugged and rent paid by laundered drug money. It was all just part of his job. Live a little. Die at the end. Make some miserable life even more miserable along the way. Danny B. loved his job simply because he hated those who grew rich by destroying the innards of somebody else’s soul with a black-market opiate, grown and sold, Danny B. told his superiors, by gangsters wearing sandals.

Too much raw opium was being smuggled from Mexico, transported by foot and an occasional Jeep along an isolated and deserted stretch of Texas borderlands known as the corridor of the rich and the dead. That’s why Danny B. had volunteered for an undercover and maybe illegal assignment in Mexico. That’s where the action was.

“It’s the sewer of the world,” his supervisor told him. “You go down there with one thought in mind, and that’s to get out as quickly as you can.”

“It sounds like you’ve already spent part of your life in purgatory.”

“I did. Once. It was enough.”

“Where did they send you?”

“Saltillo.”

“For how long?”

“Long enough to bury the only wretch down there I could trust.”

“Who was that?”

“My partner. He left early one morning for a bowl of Menudo. He came back in three separate burlap bags.”

For Danny B., Saltillo was an illusion of all things bright and beautiful, stained and warped by the evil that reached out and touched it. The historic Colonial city, its ages-old buildings painted in subtle and faded pastels, smelled of money. It reeked of cocaine. The cracks in its streets were tainted with blood. The only thing cheaper than a man’s life was a jigger of holy water and a handful of salt that Lazaro Fuentes always carried with him to funerals so he could toast the dead. Fuentes drank the holy water to bless the family of the deceased and sprinkled the salt atop the fresh dirt of the grave. Grass never grew where the salt touched the earth.

Frustration worked its way into Danny B.’s psyche like a thorn. It kept him awake and restless at night. “What good have I really done?” he had asked his brother during his last trip home. “And who have I hurt?”

“You’ve done your best. That’s all anyone can ask.”

“I could kill Fuentes.”

“You can’t. You’re the law.”

“There is no law.”

Fuentes remained a free man, and Danny B. was imprisoned by his own badge and conscience. The frustration was only a dead-end road wandering the hinterlands of his mind, and, if nothing else, it gave him a reason to walk the streets without sleep. Danny B. spent a lot more of his time in after-hour, sidewalk cafes than he used to, but not even straight caffeine, one cup after another, could wipe away the anger that lay heavy on his stomach like bile on a dead man’s tongue.

Danny B.’s hatred for Lazaro Fuentes had become a blind obsession. “Someday,” he kept telling Raul Saenz, “he’s gonna make a mistake, and, when he does, I’ll pour salt on his grave.” He waited. Burnt coffee grounds were more plentiful than either sleep or his patience.

Lazaro Fuentes did not make mistakes. Others did. They sometimes talked too much when they were angry or broke or simply thirsty, and their throats were dry and caked with the dust of a long hot summer.

Over the long, troubled months, Danny B. had learned the fine art of separating the truth from the half-truths, extracting facts from fiction, and understanding which rumors should be filed away and which ones thrown away.

He carefully cultivated the angry, the broke, the thirsty, those with a burr under their saddle, those with loose tongues, trading them soiled bags of pesos for bits and pieces of second-hand information.

He slowly built a thick scrapbook of accusations and hard evidence against the kindly, ambivalent godfather of Saltillo who knew exactly how to handle anyone foolish enough to cross him, disagree with him, anger him or simply get in the way. There were times when the funeral parlor of Lazaro Fuentes seemed to have more paying customers than his hotels, and the dead slept without cockroaches on the floor.

To Lazaro Fuentes, Danny B. had become a pest, an insect. Fuentes told a business associate late one night while Danny B. waited outside the funeral home in a parked car, “He’s always out there with his eyes bugged out like a contemptible grasshopper sitting on a green beanstalk, watching me. He says nothing, but I see him smiling, and I know what he is thinking. He is thinking, ‘Who’s gonna make the first mistake, me or Mister Fuentes, and I’m saying to myself, It don’t make no difference, boy.’” Lazaro Fuentes laughed out loud. “It don’t make no difference,” he repeated. “I am who I am, and he is who he is, and he is nothing but a contemptible grasshopper.”

“Why don’t you get rid of him?”

“Why should I?” Fuentes shrugged and reached for a frozen lemonada so cold he had to wait until the ice thawed before he could drink it. “When a gringo dies here, and it is not of old age, and he is carrying a badge, even an illegal badge from some other country, the explanations and all the paperwork become a lot of trouble and a waste of time. I don’t have time for a lot of unnecessary trouble.” His smile was as cold as the glass in his hand, his teeth barely visible behind the sagging jowls of a man who was a day late in needing a shave. “In time,” he continued, “the grasshopper will get rid of himself. The frustration will irritate him, and the boredom will seep into his brain like a maggot that wallows in a sore. He will go to sleep one night and the caffeine won’t wake him in the morning.” Fuentes sighed, and his voice was sanded down to a whisper. “It has happened before,” he said. “It happens all the time.”

“Perhaps this one is different.”

“They are all the same.”

“I hear the hate burns deep inside of him.”

“The hate will destroy him before anyone else needs to.”

All the hate did was keep Danny B. awake and on the streets at night, fleeing from his own nightmares. He became part of the deepening shadows that veiled the warped and sordid face of Saltillo. He found tongues were much looser in the early morning hours before dawn, and Danny B. overheard everything they had to say.

That was why he had driven alone, in the midnight hour, to a deserted airstrip that lay at the far end of a dirt road on the northwest side of town. He eased his battered Ford sedan down a stretch of two-lane blacktop in the dark with the headlights switched off, pulling into a ditch a mile from where the airport was rumored to be and going the rest of the way on foot. There were no clouds to shield a full moon overhead, and the land shone brilliantly around him.

Danny B. crouched beneath the limbs of a dying Joshua tree and surveyed the field. The runway was new, hastily dragged out of the scrub brush by an old Fordson tractor that still sat back among the underbrush where it had run out of gas. Danny B. took note of both men guarding the aging Howard DGA-3 airplane. One of them was snoring.

Danny B. placed a bullet in the sleeping one’s brain without ever waking him up. It was better that way. There had been no reason to shoot him, but Danny B. was tired, and he never did like the odds of two against one, especially not when he was in the minority, which, as fate would have it, he usually was.

The second guard fired off two quick, frightened rounds, but all he saw were shadows running wild in the moonlight, and he did not trust any of them. They were all deadly and all moving toward him and against him. The second guard could have killed the shadow as the distance between them grew even shorter than his breaths. He carried an M1918 Browning automatic rifle. Just point and fire, then keep firing. He couldn’t miss.

Instead, he ran. Danny B. knew Fuentes might kill him, but not tonight. Another night. Another day. No one ever planned on a life longer than twenty-four-hour fragments.

Danny B. had the BC-3 to himself. He shoved his .38 revolver into the waistline of his khaki pants and climbed inside. Stacked neatly in the baggage compartment were three military-issue duffel bags, all stuffed loosely with small, plastic-wrapped bags of gummy opium paste.

There was no telling what its street value might be. Danny B. laughed for the first time in months. There was no reason on earth to arrest the guard. He was already dead. And Danny B. saw no particular reason to haul the stuff back and turn it over to the Mexican authorities, regardless of his orders.

For two years, he had been dutifully handing every ounce of contraband he confiscated to the Saltillo police, and, by nightfall, it was back on the street, being shoved into an opium pipeline owned and dictated by Lazaro Fuentes, making its way north toward Texas. Tonight would be different.

Lazaro Fuentes could not be arrested.

He would never stand trial, at least not within the safe, comfortable confines of the antique city he had bought and paid for, sometimes with cash and sometimes with blood, depending entirely on the amount of the debt and to whom it was owed.

The BC-3 was loaded and ready for flight. Danny B. siphoned a soup can full of fuel from its tank, splashed it liberally across the duffel bags, tossed in a lighted match, then two of them, and waited until the greedy orange flame was chewing its way through the opium paste before crawling back out of the little plane.

He sat leaning against the scrawny limbs of a scrub bush watching the circles of white smoke dancing in the desert winds. Danny B. laughed again. It was amazing how effortlessly and quickly a man without a conscience could go through a million dollars.

Night still lay upon Saltillo, as thick and acrimonious as the smoke, when Danny B. reached the Cathedral. He depended on God and a .38 special to watch over him when he walked through the valley of the shadow of death, even though Danny B. stayed far as possible from the weary, old, stooped-back men who dug the shallow graves in Lazaro Fuentes’ burying ground.

The Cathedral was Danny B.’s refuge, a place to hide when he was the prey instead of the predator. The confessional was stifling. The stench around him had been left by the multitudes of sweating peasants who preceded him to the booth, heavily smitten with guilt, leaving their burdens for the priest to deliver to God in prayer, saying their Hail Mary’s, then stumbling out again into the heavy August dust to await a miracle. God was their only hope.

Lazaro Fuentes did not grant either grace or dispensation.
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The hot wind stayed in the streets outside, unable or unwilling to enter the sanctuary or penetrate the curtain that draped the face of Danny B. He could barely force any air into his lungs, but even the most difficult of breaths was better than no breath at all. He needed a drink. No, he needed to sleep. But Danny B. was afraid to sleep.

He did not hear the footsteps. They were as silent as the night itself. But he heard the faint rustling of someone suddenly seating himself in the booth next to his. Danny B.’s hands tightened around the handle of his revolver. Instinct told him to fire and to keep pulling the trigger as fast and as often as he could until the pistol rid itself of the bullets lodged in its chamber. He would not have time to reload, and he could not pretend he no longer existed behind the ragged velvet curtain.

Someone knew otherwise. Indecision could cost him his life. The time to fire had already passed.

“Have you sinned, my son?” said the voice, as old and tattered as the curtain, a familiar whisper in the darkness.

Danny B. did not answer.

“I have a gift from God,” said the voice. The words were shattered by a dry, hacking cough.

Danny B. waited. His hand loosened its grip on the .38

“Follow me,” said the voice, a whisper in the darkness.

Danny B. did as he was told, and there were two shadows moving without sound through the darkness, climbing down a narrow wooden stairway that led to the basement and into a small, forgotten chapel whose dirt floor held the graves of the ancient ones, the holy and the sanctified, who had given their lives to preach the gospel in a land that had always known a different God.

An aging casket, smelling of damp mold, lay open beside an empty grave, barely visible in the thread of moonlight that crept through a tiny window and fell like a broken shard of glass upon a skeletal face partially hidden by the rotting cloth of a prophet’s robe. The skeleton’s mouth gaped open awkwardly in a silent scream, and a cracked, leather pouch was held clutched in the broken fingers of his hand.

The hooded shadow reached down and picked up the pouch, snatching it from the moonlight, taking it back into the darkness where it had remained for centuries. “I am the way, saith the Lord, the truth and the light,” the voice said simply. “I have come to find those who are lost, to heal those who are sick, to be with those who are alone and have no one to be with them in their time of agony and suffering. I am with you now and am with you always.”

“I’m not sure I understand.” Danny B. heard his own voice but did not recognize it.

“He died, but He came to us and He was not dead, nor had the centuries healed the wounds where he bled.” The words were sung as though the priest was chanting a sacrament celebrated for the first time in five centuries.

“Who?”

“He returned as He said He would and walked with us and among us.”

The question remained.

“He left his footprints on the same sacred earth where you have left yours.”

A sharp chill hammered its way into the base of Danny B.’s neck with the sudden, unexpected impact of an assassin’s rifle shot.

“When He died for us, He gave us these so we would know that His words were truth, His promise was for us and forever.”

Danny B.’s throat was too dry to swallow, his lips too parched to spit. “Are you telling me that the dead rose again?” His voice belonged to a stranger.

“The dead never died.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It is not for us to understand but to obey.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“My time is at an end. The secret of my fathers shall not perish with me.”

“What’s in the pouch?”

“A secret known only to a few, then only to me, and now only to you. His promise was to come again, and His promise was fulfilled.”

“And you are holding the proof.”

“It is an unbearable burden. To have it is to be cursed. I must die. It must not.”

“If you have to give it to somebody, why not the Pope?”

“The church chooses its own testaments. This is not one of them.”

“But I’m not a believer, not like you anyway. When I cry out for God’s help, nothing happens.” Danny B.’s laughter was dry in his throat.

“When believers do not understand what is presented them, when it defies the teachings they hold in their hearts, they turn their backs on the truth. To the believers, I would be branded a heretic.”

“Or maybe crazy.”

“Perhaps.”

Danny B.’s mind dangled between skepticism and curiosity. “What’s in the pouch?” he asked again.

“The truth.”

“A diary? A letter? What’s left of some ancient scroll?”

“A confession. The truth, when it is absolute, is never written in words.”

“Again I ask, why me?”

“The city above us, the land around us, the people who travel its streets, the peons who occupy its villages are all living on the eve of destruction.” The hooded one bowed his head as though he knew but could not face the inevitable. He continued, his voice much weaker than it had been before. “The end for them will not be a bang, nor will they all disappear at once. But evil is coming—no, evil has come—and what I hold in my hand will be lost or dropped into some pile of trash or buried here with the dead, old and new, and the truth will die with them. The truth must never die.”

“What am I supposed to do with it?”

“Keep it. Protect it. Someday, the world will be ready to hear the truth, but not now. I am old, so old I do not remember my youth. Perhaps I was never young. You say you are not a believer. None of us are born believers. But you can be trusted, Danny B. I have watched you. I have prayed for you. I have witnessed the nights you sleep in our confessional. You are searching, always searching, but you have no idea what you are searching for. You will keep what I give you, and someday you will understand what it is. And then you will believe. If the Master died upon the cross for only one, Danny B., you will be the one.”

Silence. A shroud of darkness fell upon the night. The hooded form lost its shape. Then it reappeared, ragged and beginning to unravel in gray shadows. The voice that came from the hooded figure was as hoarse as a whisper. “The tree that became a cross was not grown for those who believed.”

Danny B. did not see the hand that dropped the pouch at his feet. But he heard the dull thud when the bag, worn with age and mildew, struck the floor. He did not reach down to pick it up. He dared not lose his mental edge. Men had a habit of dying when they became distracted or had their concentration suddenly diverted.

He stared intently at the darkness where the hooded shadow had been, at the curtain hanging limp in the doorway of the sanctuary. He strained to hear footsteps either coming or going. He heard nothing. And after a while, Danny B. was alone again.

He did not place the leather pouch in his pocket until the first traces of daylight wedged their way past the cobwebs, through the cracks of rotting logs above him and into the chamber that lay damp and dank beneath the baptismal floor.

A house fly, trapped in the web, had already died. So had the spider. They hung together in a golden strand of sunlight, empty shells and nothing more, suffocated by the dust that poured in from the dirt street outside.
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Ambrose Lincoln read the letter placed before him twice, the first as a military analyst, the second as a skeptic. Out of curiosity, he scanned the words again, the ones that had been translated from an ancient Spanish dialect, then glanced into the gray, unwavering eyes of Eliot Bergner, who was clutching the faded and original letter as though it was made of pure gold. Perhaps it was, Lincoln thought. But fools had their own gold as well.

Neither Lincoln nor Bergner spoke. At the moment, neither had anything to say. Culturally they were worlds apart. But another time in another world had brought them together.

Lincoln had passed his thirties. That’s all he knew. and he no longer cared about the details. His face was tanned, and there were wrinkles that looked like scars amidst his scars and did not belong. His eyes had flecks of butterscotch, his brown hair touched with a strand or two of gray and long enough to fall down to the collar of his tan blazer. His twill trousers were well worn, and the cuffs that touched the heels of his scuffed western boots were frayed.

The granite-faced Eliot Bergner was a portrait of the very rich, immaculate in a tailored gunmetal gray suit that matched the color of his eyes. His tailored white shirt was starched, unwrinkled by the Texas heat, and his Italian shoes were polished to a high sheen. The sweat on his bald head glistened like oil, and his fingernails had recently been shaped and sculptured by someone who knew how to handle a nail file. A few wrinkles had been removed by surgery. Ambrose Lincoln was sure of it, although he had no idea why he would suspect, know, or recognize such a thing.

Lincoln did not particularly dislike the rich. But then, he did not particularly trust the rich either, not even when the richest of the rich walked in to meet him two hours and twenty-six minutes before lunch with a grin as wide as a West Texas sunset and almost as sinister.

Bergner was an oilman, and the petroleum his company siphoned from the ground kept America’s tanks grinding their way across Europe and its planes bombing the war plants and industrial complexes of Berlin. Newspaper headlines said Bergner would help his country defeat Germany and the Axis powers. Only in the fine print did the stories mention that the war had managed to make Eliot Bergner a multi-millionaire.

Lincoln had no political philosophy, belief, opinion, or axe to grind. He simply followed the orders that a man with a harsh and brittle voice gave him, went where no ordinary man who still grasped his sanity would go, did what he had been told to do, buried those who got in his way, and allowed electric shock treatments to erase any fear or memory that might have remained lodged in his brain. Every day Lincoln felt as if he died a little. Every day he could not remember why.

Lincoln turned his attention back to the translation of an aged letter and the message that lay hidden somewhere within its disturbing words about men and ships, gold and death. There was nothing special nor different about the act of dying, only the time, the place, the circumstances.

The circumstances recorded in the letter, if anyone believed the rumors, myths, and sacred writings secreted away, then passed down for five centuries, were that an angry, unforgiving sea had claimed them all but two. The story was an old one, usually made better each time it was told. Ambrose Lincoln had told it himself two years earlier in a column about the haunted and misplaced sands of Padre Island.

Fragments of the story had remained lodged in the far recesses of his brain, possessing little importance to anyone but those obsessed with the intrigue of lost bullion scattered amidst the restless dunes of an island that reached with a saber-like finger of sand toward the ragged shoreline of Mexico.

He had written: The Isle of Padre has become a graveyard with no tombs to mark the dead, nobody at all to mourn the passing of those poor, unfortunate souls who passed its way and never left. In 1553, a fleet of twenty Spanish galleons, laden with stolen Aztec gold and silver, sailed from Veracruz, Mexico, and into the growling throat of a Gulf-fueled hurricane. Only insanity could have persuaded them to head into a raging churn of sound and fury that ripped the fragile boats apart and spilled eight hundred people, as well as some fifty million dollars in misbegotten treasure, across the frenzied surfs of Padre. Only two survived. One, a priest, trekked the demon sands back to Mexico and the refuge of the church that awaited him.

The other hid for months among the solace of the dunes and prayed without ceasing for someone to come and carry him away from a land that had no shade, no shelter, only water and none of it fit to drink. A band of noblemen, along with a few old reprobates and a derelict or two, all sailing beneath the unwashed flag of the church, did sail to Padre, but they did not come for him.

Their sole intention was to rescue the gold and silver stolen by the storm. Indeed, some of it was recovered. No one ever knew just how much. Records in Spain only revealed that an ill-tempered King was “bitterly disappointed” with the amount of riches that was finally carted into the sanctity of his throne room.

As the centuries passed, hunters kept digging the sands and baptizing themselves with salty gulf waters, seeking in quiet desperation for wealth that the army of Cortes had taken from the Aztecs and given to the sea. The taking and the giving had been paid for with the sacrifice of so many lives.

The frantic search for the missing gold and silver had never fascinated nor tempted the inquisitive nature of Ambrose Lincoln. He had simply stumbled across the tale in a various assortment of historical documents, not all of them scholarly, and heard about it again from an old beachcomber digging for Spanish coins and finding sea urchins on the northern tip of Padre Island, not far from Corpus Christi. An angry sea had claimed its treasure. The sea could keep it as far as he was concerned.

But on the unkempt mahogany desk before him, among stacks of oil leases and production orders and promissory notes lay a wrinkled letter, yellowed and faded with the age of centuries, written by a dying peasant priest as his final act on earth.

It was his confession, his passionate apology for a secret that had haunted his life and condemned his soul, a secret that he would not allow to be buried with him inside the silence of an earthen hole that was condemned to hold his last remains. They were the uneducated words of a man who had obviously spent more time wrestling with God than he had with theological studies.

The Bible, in its various forms, was most likely the only book he had ever read or wanted to read, perhaps the only book he had ever had a chance to read. Life was never particularly easy for a peasant priest who tended the salvation and absolved the sins of poor Indian farmers as they scattered their rotting seeds across a sunbaked ground and prayed for them to bear fruit, fearing their prayers would die away somewhere between the sanctuary of the church and the sun that scorched their thirsty fields.

The priest, if the last sacrament of his words were to be believed, had indeed watched the wicked army of Hernando Cortes raid, rape, then plunder the Aztecs who had worshipped them as Deity, convinced the Spanish had come from the sea as ancient gods to save their tortured souls.

He had been lodged amidst splintered cracks in the aged hull of a tiny, crowded ship, stuck there in a hole heavily laden with gold and silver, as the vessel rode the crest of uncharted waves on its perilous journey back to Spain.

He felt the wrath and the fury of deadly winds that snatched them from the sea and tossed them, without mercy, into a night as dark, as cold, as endless as the depth of their graves. For whatever reason, for reasons the peasant priest would forever question but never quite understand, a God, with more compassion than the sea, saved him, then cursed him with a secret he was forbidden to share with anyone lest he be executed or, even worse, excommunicated by the church as a heretic.

Only death, which had been robbed of its sting, would be his final escape and resting place.

He had arisen from the gentle sands of Padre and walked for months, moving ever southward, until he crossed the river and found himself—starved and nearly naked—back among a nomadic tribe of Indians who revered a raving mad man even if his language was as strange as his appearance.

The Indians had believed in him. They knelt in prayer and chanted a strange name as he walked among them. They asked if he was the holy one, the ancient one, who had once blessed them and healed their sick, who had died for them and promised to come and relieve them of their misery on earth. They had watched for his return. They had prayed for his return. The peasant Spanish priest was called Lord and sometimes Savior, and he was reverently handed an ancient leather pouch possessing a secret that would shake his faith and very existence.

The priest kept the pouch tied beneath his robe when the Spanish soldiers found him, and Spain only wanted to know what he knew about the missing silver and gold bullion that had been promised a disappointed and impatient king.

For days, long into the nights, the hierarchy of the church interrogated him about the storm and the shipwreck. Questions became an inquisition. But Spanish authorities never asked him, nor did he ever tell them, about the secret, the heavy burden that he had been asked to bear alone and in silence upon the desert of the dead.

During the last troubled days of his existence, the peasant priest wrote with that, within the tattered pockets of his righteous and ragged cloak, he carried with him undeniable, unmistakable and indisputable proof, robbed from a hidden stone vault beneath the sacred altar of an Aztec temple, that Christ himself, the chosen one, the Son of God, left his holy footprints in Mexican soil more than fifteen hundred years after the Messiah had been nailed to a twisted tree upon the bloody grounds of Golgotha.

The words would have chilled the soul of a believer. Ambrose Lincoln leaned back, glanced up and said, “You realize the letter is probably a fraud.” He watched Bergner closely to determine what reaction the Dallas oilman might have at such a suggestion.

Bergner’s stern face held the same calm and placid expression, Lincoln figured, he would wear whether negotiating a lease contract, pitching an oil deal, or presiding over a poker game at the Petroleum Club. “We won’t really know whether it is or isn’t until you check it out,” he said.

“Why me?”

“A man you know well said you were the right man for the job.”

“Who?”

“A man who buys my oil and, I’m afraid, has sold your soul to the highest bidder.”

“This time he’s wrong.”

“He’s never wrong.”

“I’m not a theologian.”

“You have no core beliefs,” Eliot Bergner said matter-of-factly. “If you did, you lost them long ago. Now you have nothing to gain or lose by whatever you might discover. We are potentially dealing with a revelation that could well prove to be the most controversial find of the century. I’m afraid some holier-than-thou theologian or religious zealot would investigate the situation solely with the prejudices of his heart, not his head. A true believer wants to believe so badly that he only looks for the facts he needs to prove that the priest’s letter and the information it contains is a reality. A doubter only cares about proving it absolutely and totally fraudulent. He simply doesn’t want to find any fact, no matter how insignificant, that might interfere with the traditions and infallibility of his faith. I don’t particularly trust either one of them.”

“What makes you think I’m different?”

“You don’t have a habit of drawing pre-conceived conclusions, then proving them right or wrong,” Bergner said.

“History does a pretty good job of drawing its own conclusions.”

“That’s what I’m counting on.” Bergner tried to force a smile and failed.

“How did the letter come into your possession?” Lincoln wanted to know. “And where has it been all these years? It’s impossible to keep such a revelation, as you call it, secret for the last five hundred years if, perchance, it happens to have a shred of truth.”

Eliot Bergner shrugged his broad shoulders. “I have no idea where it’s been,” he replied. “I have no idea if it’s true. All I know is it came to me by mail yesterday, along with a note from my brother. He’s coming home, so this must be awfully important to take him away from his work. I figure that if the old priest once had the undeniable, unmistakable proof he wrote about, then Danny’s got it now, and he’s trying to get it into reputable hands before he loses it.”

“Your hands, no doubt.”

“He trusts me to do the right thing.”

“In a situation like this, what is the right thing?”

“I have absolutely no idea.”

Lincoln sat back in his chair and considered Eliot Bergner sitting before him. The man with the harsh, brittle voice said Bergner was courageous, a man who had his own ideas about right and wrong and was never afraid to defend them. Older than he looked. Wiser than he appeared. And Jewish. That troubled Lincoln. Why would someone of the Jewish faith seem so determined to learn anything about a risen Christ who had lived only in a New Testament that Eliot Bergner had never accepted as rumor and devoid of all truth?

“What about your own faith?” Lincoln asked. “I’m simply curious.”

“So am I.” Eliot Bergner smiled, although Lincoln doubted its depth or sincerity. “In religious matters, I’ve been taught many things. Some I believe. Some I don’t. Some I merely find fascinating. But I have reached the stage of my life when I’m only interested in the truth, the whole truth, and I would hate to know that my idea of the truth has always been a lie. An honest lie, passed down by honest men, but a lie nonetheless.” The smile deepened. “My brother has the same Jewish blood flowing through his veins,” Bergner continued, “and he has apparently placed some validity in his discovery. Perhaps the dying words of a priest gone mad only speak of a myth, just as the New Testament has always been considered a myth among my people. Perhaps the priest knew something that the rest of us have always overlooked. One way or another, I would like to have a clear conscience when I pass from this life. I don’t wish to be condemned by the truth, nor do I want to be condemned by a lie. Right now, perhaps, both are in the hands of God and Danny.”

“When do you expect him home?”

Bergner’s smile lost its edge. “God?” he asked. “Or my brother?”

“I don’t think God has any plans to be here before Danny.”

Bergner shrugged and laughed, more out of politeness than anything else. “Danny said he’d let me know.”
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Lincoln carefully folded the translation and placed it alongside the ancient letter, pushing them both back across the desk. As a travel writer, he had researched the nooks and crannies of history long enough to know when a document was old and authentic, or if, perhaps, it had been fabricated. His gut feeling told him the letter was an antiquity all right, the paper yellowed and crumbling with age, the writing on it barely legible.

But what it said could be the ramblings of a man trapped for too many days with a harsh desert sun probing, then penetrating his brain until it would believe a lie or even a hallucination as quickly as he would the truth.

“Where is your brother now?” Lincoln asked, reaching for a bottle of generic aspirin to deaden the dull ache that throbbed in the back of his head.

“In Mexico.”

“How much did the letter cost him?”

“A man of the church gave it to him.”

“Which church?”

“He didn’t say.”

“Where did he get it?”

“Danny said something about a cemetery.”

“What was he doing in a cemetery?”

“Danny spends a lot of time in cemeteries.”

“Sounds like an undertaker.”

“You and he have a lot in common. Danny is a government agent.” Eliot Bergner’s stiffened defiantly, then his shoulders sagged wearily. “A lot of opium comes to the border packed in caskets. It’s turned into heroin. The bereaved bury their loved ones. The rich and powerful get a little richer and a lot more powerful.”

“So your brother robs graves.”

“He does what is necessary.”

“It’s a dirty business.”

“It’s a dirty world.”

“And, obviously, sometimes he finds more than opium stuffed into the pockets of the dearly departed.”

“This time he did.”

Ambrose Lincoln leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “What are your own personal thoughts about the letter?” he asked.

“If what is written happens to be true,” the oilman replied without emotion, “then it appears to me that the words from every pulpit in America will have to be changed come Sunday morning. For generations, we’ve heard sermons about the Messiah’s promise to return to earth after his crucifixion. I have no idea what they’ll do when they find out he’s already come again.”

“And didn’t come for them.”

“They’re still here.”

Lincoln reached for his coffee cup, but the coffee had dried in the bottom of his cup like a muddy creek bottom. “Aren’t you a little concerned?” Lincoln wanted to know.

“About what?”

“If your brother did find what he said he found,” Lincoln said coldly, “then your faith all of these centuries has been a fraud.”

“The truth, whatever it may be, has never worried me, only that the truth might escape me.” Eliot Bergner sat back heavily in his chair and closed his eyes as though deep in thought. “A man who is afraid of the truth,” he whispered, “has ceased to be a man.”

“And your brother?”

“He is a Jew only by his family lineage,” Bergner said wearily. “He lost his faith a long time ago.”

Lincoln sat forward, leaning his elbows on the desk. “What will you do if the letter is true?” he asked.

“Newspapers will have the biggest story in the last two thousand years.”

“For a price of course.”

Bergner laughed. “Always for a price.”

“And if it’s a lie?”

“Then,” Bergner answered with a wry grin, “we’ll just let it lie.”

“As far as I’m concerned, this whole matter is a waste of time,” Lincoln said, scribbling notes on his yellow legal pad. “You’re chasing a myth. But then, some have always believed that religion is a myth.”

Bergner raised his eyebrows in a mocking manner. “I have a reason to be a skeptic,” he said. “You don’t.

Lincoln shrugged. “Skepticism has never been considered a religion either,” he replied. Maybe once he had believed and knelt in penance and been washed in the blood, but that had been a long time ago when he was another man in another place in another time, back before the curtain of darkness had been drawn obliquely across his mind, before those first thirty-something years of a worthless life had been violently erased.

Bergner stood, looking weary and worn, shrugged again and began walking out of the office. “You might do a little digging around to see what you can find,” he said.

“What am I looking for?”

“I don’t know,” Bergner said over his shoulder. “I’m not doing the digging.”

Lincoln had spent much of his time exploring the crooked, wayward backroads of somebody else’s past. He had none of his own. He felt a hard knot tighten in the back of his neck. It had nothing to with Christ or what he might or might not have left behind. It was more personal. He heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps shuffling below the ragged brick edge of the second-floor window.

The last vestige of a glaring summer sun balanced precariously off the far end of a gritty street jammed with cars in a hurry to move and a red light that wasn’t. Sundown was merely a purple haze in the wind-swept dust coughed up by a back alley that held piles of scattered, rotting trash and a home for the homeless.

The footsteps might possibly belong to the dead man, Lincoln reasoned as he wiped the sweat off his face. But the dead man never came before dark and did not make any noise at all.

Lincoln stared at his notes and wondered if there was a story lost somewhere among them, or if they were merely a collection of assorted words that needed to be reshuffled, rearranged or simply thrown away. He had thrown away a lot of words in his life. There were some who believed he had thrown away his life.

As the day threatened to end, Lincoln pushed aside a faded curtain and looked back down onto the city below him, turning as gray as the ashes on an old man’s grave. The streets where cats wandered between decaying buildings of indiscriminate age were empty, and the color of night was already beginning to darken the narrow back alleys inhabited by forgotten strays and drunken old men who smoked cheap tobacco to warm their innards and lustily chewed it to quench their thirsts. The shadows belonged only to the architecture and to nothing or no one else.

In the distance, he heard a car door slam and a dog bark. A secretary waved at a hotel bellman as she crossed the street against the light, and a distant church bell rang seven times.

The car appeared to be a luxury model with a heavy door, the dog not nearly as large as his bark and no doubt hungry, the secretary slightly plump in a tight-fitting red dress that played well in the dim light of a corner cafe, and the tone of the church bell was just slightly higher than a fractured key of F.

Below, in the last gray veil of daylight, the 1934 Lincoln RB backfired as it sped out of the bank’s parking lot, and the secretary’s faint laughter faded away somewhere between the fashionable show windows of Nieman-Marcus and the grease-stained window etchings of an all-night diner. The church bell had grown silent. The dog found the remains of a sandwich rotting beside a trash dump.

The highway heading west was stealing the last rays of sunlight as Lincoln walked back to his desk and dropped the wrinkled pages of his notebook on his desk. The sweat was drying cold on his forehead. He could not forget the letter from Mexico.

Was it real?

Was anything real?

Was his own life real or imagined?

Night was crawling into the city, and Lincoln could not forget the ominous letter and the suggestion that Christ had spent time preaching among the Aztecs. The Holy One had left no testaments, old or new, or did he?

Was that what Danny B. found? To Lincoln, it all sounded like an elaborate hoax.

He knew he would have to hurry to beat the darkness home. Night was the keeper of too many secrets, and he preferred keeping them locked outside his door. Lincoln would have prayed for his nightmare to end, but the gods had deserted him in the cold streets of Bukowsko, and the guardian angels had all taken the night train to the border, but not before they kept him alive long enough to see morning, and he had no idea why they would go to that much trouble. Then he was on his own.

The only one left was the dead man. Lincoln knew he was there—waiting across the street and lingering in the night shadows—long before he saw him.
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Lazaro Fuentes only shrugged when he heard about the loss of the BC-3. He could always buy another transport plane, he said. If worse came to worse, he could steal one. It did not matter, not at all. He certainly had no allegiance to the guard, other than to give the poor man’s grieving widow a twenty-five percent discount on a pine casket from the storeroom of his funeral parlor.

The loss of the opium paste had been disturbing to say the least. But there would always be more. The poppy fields were growing larger every day. His pipeline never ran dry. The fire had been a mere inconvenience, a business expense to be endured then ignored. But loose tongues wagging at both ends, defying him, or worse, betraying him, did matter a great deal to Lazaro Fuentes. The thought that some worthless peasant—it had to be a dealer, an employee, an ally—was greedy enough or perhaps stupid enough to reveal the location of the airstrip infuriated him and sent Fuentes into a virtual state of apoplexy.

His face darkened. Veins became knotted like cords on the side of his neck. His eyes glistened like those of a mad dog. But Lazaro Fuentes never lost his smile. “I want the grasshopper,” he whispered softly to Espiritu, whose face was thin like the dagger in his belt.

One brief phone call told the ghostly one where Danny B. was trying to escape the wrath of Lazaro Fuentes. The Inn of Tres Cruces was less than thirty minutes south of the city, a crumbling adobe establishment that, for decades, had kept the village of Santa Victorio from withering away.

Espiritu licked the threads of sour flesh from the blade of his knife. The gringo had better drink slowly, he whispered to Fuentes as the day descended toward a scorching end. It might be the last plate of frijoles to ever fester in his gut.

When Danny B. finally walked out of the cafe, the lone church bell was ringing in the ancient Hidalgo Chapel. The plaza, what was left of it, was empty and a late evening sun was splintered against the approaching darkness. The long shadow of the chapel steeple fell across the street and spilled through the doorway of the Inn of Tres Cruces. Music, too much of it brass, blared from a jukebox, and Guillermo Chavez, the rotund, grubby-faced owner, sat curled in the corner, trying to sleep.

“You leaving’ early,” Chavez said.

“I’m due a few days off,” Danny B. told him. “Maybe I’ll cash them in.”

“Maybe you’re getting smart.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I heard about the plane.”

“Secrets don’t stay secret long around here.”

“If I was you, man, I’d start running and keep running.”

“If I did, I wouldn’t come back.”

“I’d lose a lot of money if you didn’t come back.” Chavez shrugged. “I don’t think you’re coming’ back anyway,” he said.

Danny B. let his fingers wrap around the leather pouch lying heavy in the pocket of his jacket. He took a deep breath. His hand was trembling. Chavez was right. He should run. At the moment, he only had to run until tomorrow. Or the next day. Or the next. One day at a time. One night at a time. He was always running, either to something or away from something.

When Danny B. left, the cafe was as empty as it had been when he arrived. He walked down an alley and moved quietly, uneasily into an old cemetery where weathered tombstones lay lonely and neglected beneath the gray limbs of trees that were dying from too much sun and too little water.

His eyes scanned the names carved on stone: Jorge. Juan. Maria. Manuel. Alberto. Elissa. Jesus. Ismael. Yolanda. Javier. His eyes returned to the grave, wedged against an abandoned well, that had been lying beneath a pile of rocks since 1832. His hand tightened around the rotting leather pouch, his eyes searching the vacant streets.

He glanced back toward the bar. No one was watching him. No one was there. He scanned the facade of the chapel. The door was shut, the windows dark. He sat with his back against the rocks that formed the crumbling wall around the old well. An angel with cracked marble eyes and a shattered wing looked down upon him, a lady with a sad smile, the guardian of a graveyard where no one came any more, not even to die.

A wooden bucket, scarred by rains and years of neglect, lay at his feet, still attached to a hand-woven rope that had begun to unravel, worn with age. He closed his eyes and waited for the night, sweat glistening on his face and snaking down between his shoulder blades. He looked again at the names in stone around him: Jorge. Juan. Maria. Manuel. Alberto. Elissa. Jesus. Ismael. Yolanda. Javier.

But the only faces he saw belonged to the guards who had grown careless beside the Howard DGA-3 on an old deserted airstrip. The faces were full of life and, in his mind, were not yet dead. Danny B. had grown to fear the faces of anyone dead.

He opened his eyes, and the faces haunting his mind faded behind the evil, sardonic grin of Espiritu, close enough for Danny B. to smell the tamales and garlic on his breath. He had heard no footsteps. But then, he had heard that Espiritu was a ghost. The ghost belched and jammed the barrel of Mendoza C1934 light machine gun into Danny B.’s mouth. It tasted of smoke and the rotten flesh of a corpse.

The agent was forced down the street and shoved roughly into the floorboard of a black 1937 Chevrolet Master Town Sedan parked behind the church. His hands were twisted together and tied with wet leather bootlaces. A burlap hood was thrown over his face. The car was
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