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Parnell awoke with a start. A hulking, disheveled man stood over him, knife in hand, weaving, either from the lurching of the train or too much moonshine.

“I told you to clear out, mu’fucker!” the man screamed, slashing the knife through the dank, fetid air. “This is my boxcar! How many times I gotta tell ya?”

Parnell gathered his wits, sized up the guy. Another delusional blanket stiff riding the rails. Too many of them around these days.

“Show me your deed, then,” he said calmly.

“Huh?” A confused look crossed the giant’s oafish face.

“You say this is your railcar,” Parnell said, carefully reaching behind him, to his waistband, feeling the slick cool steel of his gun. “I want proof of ownership.”

The train thundered over the tracks below, wheels slamming the rails with a rhythmic clackety-clackety-clack. 

The giant paused to consider this request, then blurted, “You some kinda wiseass or somethin’?”

“I just have this thing about legalities.” Behind his back, Parnell looped his finger around the trigger. “I’m not giving up my space to some asshole who doesn’t have proof of ownership.”

“Man, you one crazy dude,” the giant said, before springing forward and slashing downward with the knife.

Quick as a cat, Parnell rolled left, leaped to his feet, wheeled the gun around. Knife met gun with a metallic clank. Both weapons skittered across the floor. 

Parnell felt a stinging pain in his right hand where the knife cut him, saw blood oozing from the slash. The bleeding wound enraged him. He went after the giant, threw a shoulder into him, the action like tackling an industrial size bag of cement. They stumbled across the boxcar, entangled, doing a herky-jerky tango. The giant’s head cracked against the steel wall. Parnell felt the guy’s lungs deplete. The giant’s massive arms dropped to his sides, defenseless. 

Parnell had stunned him. Time to put him down for good.

He tried the Adam’s apple crush chop, but the giant seemed to regain his composure, dodging Parnell’s punch with surprising agility. Parnell’s bleeding right hand hit the wall with a metallic thud. He cried out in pain, a couple of fingers surely broken.

The giant jumped on him. They went down on the floor in a heap, rolling, body over body, sliding from one side of the car to the other. Parnell had the giant in a bear hug, flames of pain shooting up his arms as he held on. The son of a bitch was strong as an elephant. The giant got his arms free, began taking punches at Parnell’s kidneys as they rolled across the floor. They crashed into the wall, a ball of human flesh and blood, the impact separating them with a chorus of grunts and groans. The giant got to his knees and reached to retrieve his knife. Parnell took advantage, kicking out and connecting solidly with the big man’s chin. The giant went sprawling, arms akimbo, backpedaling toward the open side door—backward, backward, backward . . .  

The giant screamed as he tumbled out the train car, arms wind- milling frantically.

Parnell rushed to the opening. Wind whipped at his face as he looked down the line of trailing cars, saw the his attacker flopping and bouncing like a rag doll alongside the tracks. He watched with a fascinated revulsion as the man got sucked under the train. A spray of blood stained the tracks. A severed leg shot down the hillside as though launched from a cannon.

From a dark corner of the train car, Parnell heard the owl.

Hoot . . .  Hoot . . . Hoot . . .

He turned and walked toward the sound. Looked up and saw the glowing amber eyes staring at him with an intensity that un-settled him. Huge shimmering orbs, like twin moons on an early summer night.

Derek Parnell knew it was an omen.

The winged harbinger of death had spoken.
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Parnell hopped off the train at the Albuquerque yards, his right hand on fire, the pain nearly unbearable. His broken fingers throbbed with every beat of his heart. He needed to find a clinic downtown. Some small out-of-the-way Doc-in-the-Box kind of place. Fewer questions.

He walked along the tracks, the familiar scent of tar and cinder touching his nose. Parnell found 1st Street and crossed over, picked up Stover Avenue, shielding his bloody hand so as not to attract attention. He felt the fatigue in his legs. Exhaustion sapped his soul. Waves of dizziness washed over him. Several blocks down, he found the Health First Clinic on the corner of Stover and 4th.

“Insurance?” the bored receptionist asked him.

“I’m paying in cash,” Parnell grimaced through the pain as he pawed through his backpack with his left hand.

The receptionist looked at him dubiously, taking in his ragged, unkempt appearance, his grotesquely swollen right hand, the blood trickling down his wrist. “This could be quite expensive,” she said.

Parnell stared at the crone. Bluish-gray hair, hands liver spotted and gnarled. Her nametag announced her as Hilda Mortensen, Office Manager. “Don’t worry about it, Hilda,” he said. “I’ve got it covered, however much it comes to.”

She stared at him through her half-glasses, then pushed a clipboard to him, said, “You’ll have to fill out these forms.”

“Uh, no can do. Even if I could hold the pen, I doubt my penmanship would be legible.”

“Very well,” Hilda Mortensen said, staring at Parnell’s messed-up hand, the blood dripping all over the lobby carpeting. “I’ll get one of our nurses to help you.”

Soon, a young nurse dressed in a crisp white uniform entered the lobby from a side door. Her stockings swished as she approached him.

“Annie, please get Mister—” she glanced at the computer monitor, “—Parnell back in one of the exam rooms.”

Nurse Annie ushered Parnell into an empty room, handed him a towel and an ice pack. “Keep this on the wound. It’ll help until we can get you stitched up.”

Parnell wrapped the ice pack to his hand with the towel. The stinging burn turned to a soothing cool numbness.

“So how’d this happen?” she asked, gently examining the broken fingers on his bruised, pulpy hand.

“I, uh . . . I fell down.”

“Yeah, sure,” she said, looking up at him, green eyes glittering with mischief. “And I’m Joan of Arc.”

“Okay then. I was in a fight.”

“That’s better.” She went back to examining his damaged hand. “Aren’t you a little old to be getting in a scrap?”

“Not when someone is threatening to kill me,” he said, grimacing as she moved his fingers.

“What were you fighting about? A woman? Money?”

“You ask a lot of questions.”

“I’m a very curious girl,” she said. “It was a woman, I’ll bet.” 

Parnell thought about the guy on the train, the giant with the homicidal stare. “No, nothing quite that pedestrian.”

“Well, whatever it was, looks like you got the worst of it.”

Parnell envisioned the giant flying off the train and bouncing along the tracks, getting crushed under the huge steel wheels. He wanted to say, You should see the other guy, but decided it best to keep his mouth shut.

“Okay,” she said, grabbing a clipboard and tapping it with her pen. “Can’t get you fixed up until we have all of your personal data.”

She walked him through the usual litany of questions. Parnell answered honestly. He had nothing to hide. However, as usual, his legal address was a showstopper.

“I need a street address,” Annie said. “A post office box in Milford, Pennsylvania doesn’t cut it.”

“What the hell does it matter? I’m paying in cash.”

“We have to have a complete data sheet before we can tend to a patient. It’s the law.”

“Personally, I think you’re making that up, Annie. I think you’re bullshitting me.”

“It’s not BS. We have to have a legal address on file in case a patient brings a malpractice lawsuit against us.”

Parnell chuckled. “Is malpractice a common occurrence around here?”

“No, but—”

“There’s no way I’m going to sue you, Annie. Too much paperwork and hassle, and I’m not a big fan of lawyers.” Parnell peeled back the cold compress on his hand, saw the wound was still oozing. “However, I might have to reconsider if I bleed out here in this exam room. Wrongful death and negligence. I know a nice girl like you wouldn’t want that on her conscience.”

Nurse Annie studied him for several long moments, then said, “I’m really not all that nice. In fact, I can be downright naughty. Especially with mysterious men like you.”

Parnell held her gaze until she looked away. Another small town girl, bored with her mundane existence, looking for a little excitement in her life. This Annie was bolder and more direct than most.

“Sorry, darlin’,” he said, “You’ll have to get naughty with somebody else. I’m already spoken for.”

She turned defensive. “You think I—?”

“Could we get this hand stitched up? We wait much longer and the morgue will be my permanent address!”

Annie huffed out of the exam room, then returned with a stainless steel tray containing hypodermic needles and stitching implements.

“Okay,” she said, removing the towel and ice pack from his hand, “I’m going to numb you up and then inject something that will reduce the swelling. Then I’ll sew you back together.”

“Wait a minute,” Parnell said, pulling his hand back. “I thought a doctor would do this.”

“Give me your hand, you big baby! I’m a registered nurse. First year Med students can do this in their sleep.”

He felt the sting of the needle just above his wrist.

Annie stitched his right hand and splinted his broken fingers within five minutes. She definitely knew what she was doing. 

“Do you need a prescription for pain meds?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” he said, standing.

“Wait here. I’ll get Dr. Jernigan to write you one for Percocet.”

Five minutes later, Annie was back, signed prescription in hand. As she gave it to him, she said, “I never did ask what you are doing in New Mexico. Vacationing?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“I have a couple of weeks saved up. Want some company?”

“No. I travel alone. Besides, I’m old enough to be your father.”

Her green eyes taunted him. “What’s the matter with you? I thought all older men fantasized about having an affair with an exciting young Lolita.”

Parnell sidestepped her as he moved out into the hallway. “You’re just a kid, Annie. Young enough to be my daughter.”

She turned huffy. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Everything. If I wanted to travel with somebody, it wouldn’t be with a child.”

“Child? That’s how you see me?”

He turned on her. “I don’t see you, okay? I don’t know you.”

Her tone softened. “Sorry, Mr. Parnell. What I really had in mind was me being your chauffeur. It’ll be a little difficult to drive with your injuries.”

“I don’t have a car.”

“So how do you get around?”

“Public transportation.”

“Well the buses only go so far. And taxis are a rip-off. Why don’t you let me drive you?”

“I said no!” Parnell barked, losing his patience. Now I appreciate the fine job you did of sewing me up, but I’m going to be on my way. Alone!”
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He wandered the streets of Albuquerque until he found a pay phone. Damn cellular technology had made pay phones almost as extinct as the T-rex. Parnell never carried a cell. Too easy to trace his whereabouts. Little homing devices for Big Brother is all they really were.

He stepped up to the phone kiosk, fumbled with the receiver, finally got it to his ear. With his splinted index finger, he punched in the number for Blanton Miles, the guy who ran the nerve center of Parnell’s operations.

“This had better be you, boss,” Parnell heard Miles say.

“Yeah, it’s me. Any messages?”

“That’s it? You’ve been AWOL all this time and that’s all you’ve got to say? Any messages?”

“I’ve only been incommunicado for five days, Blanton. Not exactly an eternity.”

“It is in our line of work, amigo. You okay?”

Parnell watched a gust of wind pick up a spindly tumbleweed and carry it to the far side of the street. “Yeah, I had a close encounter with a Boxcar Willie who fancied himself as a landlord.” He looked at his bandaged right hand, tried to flex it, nearly passed out from the pain. “Got a little scratched up, but I’ll live.”

“I’m assuming the Willie didn’t, however?”

“Correct. I red-lighted the son of a bitch.”

“Ouch! Remind me to never hop a train with you.”

“Shit, Blanton, the day you ride the rails is the day I run for Congress. You’re too soft . . . settled into the pampered life. The Willies out here would eat your candy ass for breakfast.”

A slight hesitation, then, “If it wasn’t your signature on my paychecks, I’d have a witty comeback to that accusation.”

“That’s never stopped you before. Look, I’m not feeling all that spiffy at the moment. Don’t want to hang on the phone. Any messages for me?”

“Yes. One in particular I think you’ll find most interesting. Some woman called here day before yesterday. Claims her name is Jennifer Parnell. She said she has information as to—”

Parnell didn’t hear any more. The name Jennifer Parnell hit him in the chest like a heart attack. Somebody was messing with him. His head spun. He felt his blood pressure spike.

“Are you still there, Derek?”

“Yeah.” He felt dizzy and off balance, wondered if it was a reaction to the Percocet or hearing the name of his long-dead daughter.

“This Jennifer person wants you to call her immediately, boss. She claims she knows things about what really happened to your Jennifer. She sounded like someone you should take seriously. My read is that she’s on the up-and-up. Definitely not some deranged whack job. I deal with enough gonzo chumps to know she’s not in that cuckoo’s nest. You’ve got nothing to lose by calling her.”

Parnell felt the sweat trickle down his back, razor-hot pain slicing through the fingers of his right hand. “All right. What’s the number?”

Blanton Miles recited the woman’s number and Parnell committed it to memory. He wasn’t sure, but he thought the area code was Arizona, maybe Utah. 

He thanked Miles and hung up, stood there in the shadows of the phone kiosk, thinking. Jennifer Parnell? Who was fucking with him? And why?

He dropped a quarter into the slot and punched in the long-distance number. An operator came on the line and told him how much to insert for the first three minutes. Parnell did as instruct-ed. A woman picked up on the third ring.

“Hello?” A mellifluous voice. Young, eager.

“Are you Jennifer Parnell?”

“Depends. Who wants to know?”

“Somebody from this number called claiming to be Jennifer Parnell.”

“Derek? Derek Parnell?”

He knew he had to be careful here. “I’m a friend of Derek’s,” he said into the phone. “He gave me this number.”

“I know that’s you, Derek,” the woman said without hesitation. “You sound very stressed out.”

Parnell felt the anger climb into his throat. “Is this some kind of a sick joke?”

A long silence, then, “I don’t know what you mean.”

“The hell you don’t!”

Parnell could hear her breathing on the other end, could hear little pops and clicks on the line. Was the call being recorded? 

Finally she said, “Look, I realize you must be terribly confused. I’m someone who has your best interests in mind. I’m Jennifer. Jennifer Parnell. 

Parnell thought he detected a slight Scandinavian accent, a Nordic linguistic slant to the woman’s words. Perhaps Danish or Swedish? Before he could think of a snappy comeback, or hang up, she said, “I have answers to the questions you’ve been asking.”

“What questions might those be?”

“The questions your associate, Blanton Miles, has been trying to find answers to.”

“I don’t know anyone by that name.”

“Don’t lie to me, Derek. I have no patience for liars.”

Parnell felt his spine go rigid, his face flush. “Who are you? What do you want?”

“I could be your worst nightmare, Derek. Or I could be the sweetest dream you’ve ever had,” she said, cooing and soothing, while at the same time, maintaining a threatening tone. “It’s totally up to you.”

He felt his composure fraying. “I’m in no mood to be played, lady. What’s your game?”

The woman ignored his observation. “I know you’ve been wandering the country like a gypsy the past six years, Derek, searching for something. I’m one of the few people on this planet who knows what that is. And I know where you can find it.”

“Listen, bitch!” he yelled, “If you think you’re going to extort money from me, it won’t work. Racketeering is a federal offense. I know a criminal come-on when I hear one.”

“You’re a fine one to be calling someone else a criminal, Derek. I’ve got a long laundry list of your misdeeds in front of me here.” Parnell heard the shuffling of papers. “Murder, assault, blackmail, bribery, internet fraud, forgery—”

“Forgery? You’ve gotta be—”

“Yes, forgery,” she continued. “We got a little greedy a few years back, didn’t we, Derek? You could probably buy and sell Croesus, and yet you wanted more.”

“That’s a lie!” Parnell said, trying to keep his voice even. He wondered if there was any significance to her reference of Croesus, whether she knew the relevance of that name to him.

“Look, Derek, we’re playing on the same field here. We’re both products of The Crash. You know it and I know it. If it hadn’t been for the greed that brought down Wall Street and the corruption and incompetence of our elected officials, you and I would probably be flipping burgers in a fast food joint. We’ve profited from our country’s misery—”

“Speak for yourself, Jennifer.”

“No, I’m speaking for the both of us, and you know it. Now let’s get down to brass tacks. You have a lot of money and I have information you’ve been seeking. I want your money and you need my information. There you have it. Supply and demand—the twin pillars of American capitalism.”

It was so ludicrous Parnell almost broke out laughing. “Man, you are one seriously twisted puta madre!” he said.

“Oh, I don’t deny that,” she said, with an assurance that startled him.

The operator cut in and told them they had another thirty seconds before Parnell would have to drop more coinage.

When the operator cut out, Parnell said, “You haven’t told me anything that convinces me you have anything worth paying for.”

“Okay. I understand your reticence. How’s this for a teaser? You believe that your wife and only daughter were both killed in a house fire seven years ago. You’re partially right. Your wife—maiden name, Barbara Stevenson Logan—did indeed perish in that fire. But your daughter Jennifer survived. She’s alive. A fine looking eighteen-year-old young woman, if not a bit damaged.”

“You’re insane! A complete bobblehead!”

“Am I? I don’t believe I am. But then I’m biased. Do you know where Sedona is, Derek?”

“Of course I know where Sedona is, but—”

“Good. I want you to go to Sedona and have your fortune read by Madame Crystal. She’s on Inspirational Drive, and she’s expecting you. I’ll be back in touch with you soon after.”

Parnell was furious. “Listen, you conniving witch! I’ll have your head for playing me this way!”

He heard a sharp click. The bitch had hung up on him! Then he heard the operator’s unruffled voice, “Your three minutes are up. Please insert more money now or kindly hang up. Thank you.”

Parnell slammed the receiver into the hook, pieces of the shattered plastic earpiece ticking against the Plexiglas cowling of the phone kiosk. His broken fingers throbbed.

He made a mental note to get Blanton to trace the number he’d just called. But he was pretty sure the effort would be futile.

Parnell turned and headed south, back to the Albuquerque rail yards. Even though his bandaged hand pulsed in stinging pain, there was a spring in his step. The woman on the phone who had so brazenly used his daughter’s name had filled him with hope. 

The hope that the real Jennifer Parnell was still alive. The hope that Derek Parnell had clung to throughout his travels of the past six years as he’d searched for elusive answers. 

The woman on the phone was probably full of shit—just another hustler after his money—but he had to check it out.
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Parnell hopped a train heading west, slipping into a boxcar that contained scattered bales of hay. He sneezed, the overpowering scent of animal hide and dusty straw getting to him. Horses or cattle here recently, probably delivered to ranchers in central New Mexico. He lay nestled in a bed of hay. The Percocet he had taken numbed him. Two Ambien chasers sent him to dreamland.

The drugs scattered his thoughts like leaves in a strong wind. He drifted, the buzzing of flies sounding more distant. He heard the steel shriek of another train entering the yards outside. A train whistle. A man shouting something unintelligible. He drifted. Parnell traveled to weird places in his dreams. Shadowed, threatening places.

. . . trapped inside a flaming structure, the heat intense, pressing in on him from all sides. Windows shatter, exploding with deafening concussions, showering him with glass shards. He hears a sharp cracking sound, then the roof crashing through to the floor above. The foundation shakes beneath him. A heavy curtain of smoke stings his eyes, burns his lungs. He gets down low to the floor, feeling like a fish out of water as he gulps for oxygen. He slithers snakelike along the floor, looking for escape routes, panicking when he realizes there are none.

Frightened screams from a distant room—high-pitched wails of female distress. Twin screams in tandem, increasing in volume to horrific levels. The terrified shouts for help slam his brain like hammer to anvil. He wants desperately to help but knows all is futile. He curls into a tight ball on the floor and waits for the fire to take him.

Parnell came awake, shaking, jittery, his shirt soaked through. He felt feverish. His recurring fire nightmare. As always, excruciatingly vivid and real.

“Bad dream, Mr. Parnell?” he heard a familiar female voice say.

He looked up from his bed of hay. After a few confused seconds, he recognized the nurse who had stitched up his hand a few hours earlier. She looked different with her hair down, the tight-fitting acid-washed jeans. High-topped black sneakers. No makeup. She looked more tomboyish but it was definitely Nurse Annie.

Parnell thought he was still dreaming, her appearance here in this reeking railcar having a stunning surreal quality.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he asked.

“Nice to see you, too,” she replied with sarcasm. “I figured you might want some company on your way to Sedona. Probably take us seven, maybe eight hours to get there. You can’t sleep the whole way. Especially if you keep having those nasty nightmares.”

Parnell’s guard went up. “What makes you think I’m headed to Sedona?”

“It’s either Sedona or Flagstaff. Those are the next pockets of civilization on this route.”

Parnell stared at her, thinking about that Danny DeVito movie, Throw Mama From the Train. He battled his temptation.

“Pockets of civilization?” he said to her. “You make it sound like we’ve been wiped out by nuclear Armageddon and reduced to a Mad Max kind of existence.”

She smiled at him, her grin mischievous. “I’m thinking maybe it is a Mad Max world, the way you tote that gun around. The way you worship it like it was your cock or something.”

Parnell felt his anger rise. “Are you still stuck on—?”

She cut him off, saying, “You really are an interesting man. I’m glad I followed through. This is gonna be quite the adventure.”

“No it’s not!” he said. “First time this train rolls to a stop, you’re getting off, young lady. I travel solo. I told you that.”

“Well then, I guess you’re stuck with me for a while, Mr. Parnell. Next stop is Winslow, Arizona.”

“Not if I toss your pretty little ass off this train.”

She gave him a coquettish pout. “You wouldn’t do that.”

“Oh no?”

She twirled a loop of hair around her index finger. “Do you really think I’m pretty?”

Parnell had to laugh. “You are so young.”

“I’m not that young. I’m pushing thirty.”

“Oh wow, definitely on the brink of senior citizen status.”

“Just because I’m not ancient like you doesn’t mean I don’t have a lot to offer,” she said, her petulant tone making her seem even younger. “I’m smart. I’ve been around.”

He looked at her, studied her, which seemed to make her nervous. “So, you followed me here,” he said. “Why?”

She moved closer to him, plopped down on a block of hay, facing him. “Do you have any idea how dreadfully boring it is to be a nurse?”

“Can’t say that I do.”

“Well, it is. All day long, dealing with people’s infirmities and weird viruses. Exposing myself to all kinds of potential health risks. Listening to people whine about their ailments. Being cooped up all day in a windowless office with sick-o people. I’d had enough of that place long before you strolled in with your busted-up hand.”

“Please don’t tell me you quit your job.”

“Yeah,” she said, looking away. “Time to move on.”

“Wonderful,” Parnell said dully.

“Look,” she said, her eyes shining, “I desperately need some adventure in my life.”

“And you think riding the rails with me will give you that?”

“Yeah, I do. There’s an element of danger about you that I find exciting. I figure you’re the kind of man who can show me some fun.”

“You’ve got the wrong guy, sister. Look, Annie. Do yourself a favor and—”

“How many people have you killed?”

“What?”

“You heard me. How many human beings have you snuffed?”

“What makes you think—?”

“Because your eyes are like tombstones. They give you away.”

“Tombstones? Annie—” he began, thinking of the best way to handle her.

“I really don’t mean to be presumptive, but—”

“Look at me,” he said, waiting until she turned her head toward him. “I don’t want to hear about your career problems. I don’t want to hear about your unexciting life. In fact, I don’t want to hear one more word out of you. If I do, I promise you’ll end up as rail kill for the vultures. Not a fun way to die, let me reassure you, sis.”

“Jesus!” Annie said, getting to her feet. “You’ve got major issues.”

Blessedly, she moved to the far side of the boxcar and left him in peace.
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Parnell heard Annie scratching around behind a bale of hay on the opposite wall. She sniffled a lot. Probably a crack addict or meth head, he thought.

He lay back against a pillow of straw, drowsy, contemplative. He thought about Crazy Annie’s allegation. That he was a killer. She was right, of course. That bitch on the phone had him pegged, too. But how? The last thing people who met Derek Parnell ever suspected was that he was a killer. Too clean-cut, most would say. Too personable. Too sharp. The quick wit and slow smile. He came across more like a financial adviser than a cold-blooded killer. But Nurse Annie had seen through the facade. Your eyes are like tombstones, she had told him. They give you away.

The drifter he’d killed on the train this morning was number 13 in his hit parade. A baker’s dozen. A trail of 13 bodies, none of them ever linked to him. He was careful that way. He planned his hits with precision and skill. Parnell didn’t think making people disappear permanently was such a difficult thing. Not if you thought it through. Not if you planned for every conceivable scenario, for every possible thing that could go wrong. After all, it was a big planet with an infinite number of safe dumping grounds.

Thirteen kills spread out over 25 years. Parnell hoped he didn’t have to hang on number 13 long. He knew bad things happened when the number 13 was involved. Parnell had looked it up once, this inordinate fear of the number 13. Discovered the name for it—Triskaidekaphobia. His triskaidekaphobia was rooted in reality. Parnell’s father had been murdered on the thirteenth of the month when Parnell himself was 13 years old. Two years later, his older brother, Ron, had drawn the number 13 in the Vietnam draft lottery and was shipped off to Southeast Asia, only to return home later that year in a polyurethane body bag wrapped in an American flag. As if all that wasn’t enough proof of the dangers of the number 13, his mother had also passed away on Friday the 13th.  Parnell wore his superstitious nature like an ill-fitting suit. Omens and portents and superstitions—he paid close attention to them all. They were the language of karma.

Parnell received his education in killing some 27 years ago, when he was a grunt sweating through boot camp at Fort Jackson in South Carolina. The Army had taught him how to kill efficiently and without conscience. They had drilled it into him until it was a mantra—your enemies must be eliminated at all costs. Your enemy doesn’t deserve to live and breathe the same air as you. Kill or be killed. The only good enemy is a dead enemy. His military experience had transformed his young self into a killing machine, had torn out his heart and replaced it with the dark soul of a killer. The brass at Jackson were training his unit for a hush-hush engagement in Syria, but they never shipped out. So, there they were, twenty-four of them, all fired up for the hunt with no place to go. Twenty-four trained killers with no one to kill.

After Basic Training, Parnell took his newly-learned military skills out into civilian life. His first target was his father’s murderer.

His father—Louis Parnell—had been a middle-class wage earner with a heavy gambling addiction. He threw money around like the federal government. First problem: Louis couldn’t print his money when he needed it the way the government could. Second problem: Derek’s father never considered the odds. Louis would place bets with big-time bookies that made absolutely no sense. Before Derek’s mother passed away, she’d told him about some of Louis’s more outrageous wagers. He once put 25 grand on a long-shot horse in the Kentucky Derby. How big a long-shot? Try 240-to-1 odds. The horse rode the rear the entire way around the track. Never climbed out of last place. Twenty-five-thousand dollars gone in a matter of minutes. Another bet: Twenty thousand on an early Super Bowl game where he took the points and a huge underdog. No way would the Dolphins lose by 9 points to the Cowboys, Louis had said. And he was right. His Dolphins lost by 21 points. Another twenty grand gone. Another bookie owed. That’s when things started getting dicey. Strange men showing up at all hours, making threats. Phone calls in the middle of the night. Parnell’s mother filed for divorce and took young Derek to live with his grandmother. “Lou always said all we needed was one big score, and the best way to do that was to take astronomical odds,” Parnell’s mother had told him at one point. “Your father never understood that the odds were astronomical for good reason.”

To finance these monumental lapses in judgment, Derek’s father got in deep with loan shark scum Grant Pickett. Pickett didn’t have the patience to wait on his money, and when he realized that Louis Parnell would never be able to make good on his loan, he’d ordered a hit on him. Shot through the back of the head, execution style. Parnell remembered the day as if it were yesterday and not 36 years ago. Being called into the principal’s office at Arnold Junior High, a scared eighth-grader greeted by a policeman, a plainclothes detective, Parnell’s guidance counselor, and his very tearful mother, who were all seated around Principal White’s desk. When they broke the news to him, Parnell remembered feeling violated, feeling the rage of injustice swell up in him until it was difficult for him to breathe. Sure, his old man had been a weak and pathetic loser, but that was no reason for someone to murder him. Parnell always saw that situation—his father’s life for the cash his dad couldn’t pay back—as twisted street economics that he just couldn’t get his head around. It wasn’t an equitable settlement in Parnell’s mind. Even less equitable was the fact that Pickett had skated on a technicality after framing one of his underlings, Clyde Pasco, who was doing life at Lewisburg Federal Penitentiary.

So, after boot camp, Parnell tracked down Grant Pickett, surprised to find him not only still alive, but thriving. The creep was operating a string of adult movie theaters around Philadelphia, running a prostitution ring out of one, and a numbers racket out of another. Parnell made quick work of Grant Pickett as he notched his first kill. Left him dead of nicotine poisoning sitting up in the back row of one of Pickett’s own movie theaters, with an orgy of naked bodies writhing up on the big screen. Moans of ecstasy booming from the huge theater speakers drowned out Pickett’s death cries. It wasn’t as easy to get your hands on liquid nicotine back then as it was now, but the Army had taught Parnell to be resourceful. Liquid nicotine made the perfect untraceable weapon—a toxic poison that was tasteless and colorless, and only a small amount needed to be administered. Death was quick and violent. Justice had finally been served. 

Parnell had not been in a movie theater since. That was perhaps his weirdest phobia, this fear of cinemas. He couldn’t find the scientific name for it, and was sure one did not exist. 

He thought about the other dozen lives he’d snuffed. None of them deserved to live. All were extremely bad people who had done horrendous things to others. To Parnell’s way of thinking, he was taking care of business in a way that America’s legal system could not. Would not. The laws were written by Casper Milquetoast liberals to favor the rights of the criminal, victims be damned. Parnell saw himself as The Great Equalizer, tipping the scales of justice back in the proper direction.

He rolled over on his side, the action hurting his bruised ribs. His hand hurt, too, which pissed him off since he couldn’t do his daily pushups and sit-ups. It was part of his self-discipline routine—300 of each every day, without fail.

Parnell lay there, the rocking of the railcar lulling him into a fitful sleep. He didn’t know how much time had passed when he came awake to a strange chanting sound. He leaned on an elbow, listened. Nurse Annie. He couldn’t make out the words, but it was definitely her.

“What the hell are you mumbling about over there?” he called out to her.

“I’m praying,” came the response.

“Praying for what?”

“I’m praying for you. Anyone who thinks the number thirteen is dangerous needs some direction from God.”

Parnell felt his gut clench. Could this crazy nurse read his mind? “What are you talking about?”

“You know damn well what I’m talking about. You fear the number thirteen. I believe they call your affliction triskaidekaphobia.”

Parnell’s heart skipped a couple of beats. 

Just who is this woman?
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He saw her clutching a frayed Bible to her chest. Her backpack lay beside her, opened, the contents spilled out across the hay—lipstick, cell phone, hairbrush, a silver gun with a snub-nosed wide-mouth barrel. Parnell saw the bold black lettering running the length of the pistol grip—MACE—and knew the gun was a serious pepper spray weapon. He knew about these MACE guns, had seen one of them take down a strong six-foot man from 25 feet away.

She looked up at him with a glance that was challenging yet vulnerable.

“So what’s your deal?” Parnell said to her.

“My deal with what?”

“How’d you know about triskaidekaphobia?”

“I read a lot. I have a gargantuan vocabulary.”

“You know that’s not what I mean.”

“Yeah, I know.” An awkward silence, then, “I know the number thirteen isn’t your only fear.”

Parnell studied her. Annie’s all-knowing expression unsettled him. He decided to take the bait. “Please tell me my wise and astute seer, what else am I afraid of?”

“Fire.”

Parnell felt something catch in his throat. “Well of course. Everybody’s afraid of fire.”

“Not like you,” she said. “Your fear is unnatural. Like it’s personal or something. I didn’t notice any burn scars on you, but I’m thinking maybe you lost somebody important in a fire. Am I warm?” she said, rolling her eyes and chuckling. “Pardon the pun.”

Parnell stared down at her where she lay. He pointed at her Bible.

“You believe in those fairy tales?”

She glanced at the tattered binding of her Bible. “Fairy tales? You’re wonky! It’s the Old Testament. An eye for an eye. God’s vengeance. The way I like it. The way I think you like it, too.”

He started to say something, but then realized Annie was reciting scripture.

“‘There appeared to them tongues like flames of fire that parted and rested on each one of them. They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit gave them to utter.’ Acts two, verses three and four,” she said, snapping the Bible shut and looking up at him.

“Yeah? So? You care to translate that for me?”

“It means that fire has divine properties.”

“Sure, whatever you say. Look—”

“God touches each of us with fingers of fire. Fire is a celestial energy force, capable of both burning and healing. Depends on how you interpret God’s meaning.”

“God’s meaning?” Parnell blew air through his cheeks. “Do you really think there is some grand benevolent deity looking over us, watching out for our best interests?”

“Absolutely. Don’t you?”

He wanted to tell her no, that in his world view, evil had won out far more often than goodness. In Parnell’s experience, Satan had the upper hand. But he sidestepped his skepticism and said, “It doesn’t matter what I think.” Doesn’t matter what any of us think when you get right down to it.”

“You are so cynical,” she said, hugging the Bible to her chest. “Maybe that’s why you’re afraid. Maybe that’s why you’re so sad and lonely. When you accept Jesus Christ into your heart and mind, your fears and loneliness vanish. When you love Jesus unconditionally, Jesus smothers your fears, eliminates the darkness, leaves you standing in the light.”

Parnell glanced at her MACE gun. “If you’re so tight with Jesus, why carry that pepper spray around with you? Seems to me you wouldn’t need it with God as your bodyguard.”

Embarrassed, she scrambled to stuff the pistol and other items into her backpack. Then she looked directly at Parnell and began reciting from memory: “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake—”

“Save it, lady!” Parnell barked as he backed away from her.

But she kept on. “—Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies.”

Parnell got back to his makeshift bedding of hay and plopped down just as Annie finished her prayer. He called out to her from where he lay. “If you’re finished it would please the court if you’d shut the hell up. What does it take to get it through that pretty little head of yours?”

“You called me pretty again!” he heard her chirp from the other side of the boxcar. “Flattery will get you everywhere, Mr. Parnell. And despite your stubborn male pride, you do need me. Very much. You just don’t know it yet. I mean, shit, even the Lone Ranger had Tonto. I figure if a cowboy could rely on an Indian, then certainly, I could be useful to you. Everybody needs somebody to watch their back.”

This nursing chick was the last person Parnell wanted watching his back. 

He had a very simple plan for ditching Little Miss Bible Thumper. Once they hit the Winslow yards, Parnell would take her to Shangri-La.
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Parnell escorted Annie through the Winslow train yard, knowing they had to keep a low profile to avoid detection by rail security. Parnell wanted no part of the bulls. They had a reputation for being sadistic when dealing with vagabonds. He knew that carelessness had caused many a hobo to be roughed up and thrown in lockup for the night. Railroad officials took trespassing seriously, especially in these days of terrorist threats. The Winslow freight yards—a major switching hub on the Burlington Northern-Santa Fe line—warranted additional security.

Parnell preferred to move under cover of darkness. No such luxury today. In the late-afternoon daylight, he and Annie sprinted through the receiving yard, between lines of cars, taking pains to remain well hidden. Coming up on the engine house, he noticed several bull cruisers parked nearby, so they took the long way around.

They exited the train yard on a high promontory overlooking I-40. Down below, rumbling 18-wheelers made their way east. Car windshields reflected the day’s low-lying sunlight in sparkly spangles.

Parnell had ruled out going to Sedona. Madame Crystal and her gypsy fortunetelling services could wait. He desperately needed to get to Flagstaff to see Elaine. That’s where he was headed before he was sidetracked by Nurse Annie. 

Parnell’s world revolved around Elaine Leibrandt, and had since he began his nationwide wandering six years ago. She was his ballast, his emotional gyroscope. He missed Lainey terribly. They’d been apart for close to a month, though Parnell had called her regularly. The past few days, he’d found himself hallucinating over the perfume she wore—Obsession. Last week up in Colorado he had taken a detour to visit a department store in Boulder, where he spent the better part of an hour at the perfume counter, spraying the sample bottle of Obsession and sniffing the air.

Parnell laughed every time he thought of Elaine’s favored fragrance. Early in their relationship, he’d spied the tiny egg-shaped bottle on her vanity, and looked at the ingredients, wondering what concoction could possibly create this sensual scent that excited him so. Vanilla, orange blossom, oakmoss, and assorted Oriental spices. Lainey had walked in on him as he was sniffing the bottle. She’d stood behind him, silent, observant, waiting, watching, then clearing her throat when she’d seen enough. Parnell had been embarrassed, offered a lame explanation. She listened to him quietly, and then burst out laughing. Through the years, Obsession perfume from Calvin Klein remained a long-running joke between them.

Nurse Annie brought him back to reality. She turned to face him, a brisk breeze lifting her hair off her shoulders. “So when are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

“When we get there. We’ve got a two-mile hike down the other side of the highway.”

“Two miles? My feet are already killing me. I don’t understand why we had to leave the train.”

Her whiny tone irritated him, but Parnell kept his thoughts to himself. He started working his way down the hillside, toward the zooming traffic. He couldn’t wait to unload this ball-and-chain who huffed and puffed behind him. He could only hope that Harvey would be at the camp. Either Hopeful Harvey or Buttonhead. They would watch the girl. Keep her occupied long enough for Parnell to escape. But they wouldn’t hurt her. Either man would scare the shit out of her, but neither had a mean bone in his body.

And both of them owed Parnell a few favors.

An hour later Parnell and Annie broke through a curtain of trees and entered a large clearing. Birds chattered all around them. The hard-packed dirt floor showed a crisscrossing of footprints. On the far side of the clearing, Parnell spotted a small target propped up against a pile of brush. Difficult to see in the fading light, but he could make out an enlarged photograph of Bernie Madoff pinned to the center of the target. His eyes had been shot out, but it was definitely Madoff. Parnell smiled. Harvey Henshaw had been here recently. Parnell was privy to the fact that Hopeful Harvey had been reduced to Homeless Harvey, thanks to the fraudulent wiles of Bernard Madoff, the Wall Street Ponzi-scheme scam-artist extraordinaire.

“Here we are,” Parnell said.

“Where is here?”

“Shangri-La.”

“Shangri-La? You mean like in Hilton’s book?”

“Hilton’s book?”

“LOST HORIZON.”

Parnell frowned. “A little before my time, perhaps?”

“You are so illiterate!”

Parnell ignored the barb. “Come on,” he said, “let’s go make contact before they start shooting at us.”

“Nice friends,” he heard her say as she followed behind him.
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They hiked alongside a gurgling creek, coming upon the enormous drainpipe the breezers (hobos) called The Orifice. Parnell knew this stainless steel pipe to be an aqueduct belonging to a flash-flood relief system constructed by the state of Arizona after World War II. When Parnell’s search for the truth had first brought him out west, he’d been dubious about the possibility of floods in the desert. But then he’d witnessed a couple of flash floods and learned respect for Mother Nature when she went on a rampage—the quickly darkening skies, the rain off in the distance, the increasing rumble that shook the ground like an oncoming freight train, the force of onrushing water so sudden and so great that it ripped huge saguaro cactus from their roots and knocked out bridge struts as the great mass of water swept away everything in its path. During his second experience, Parnell had seen two men gobbled up and swallowed by the rushing water, never to be seen again.

As they entered The Orifice, he chuckled as he thought about what the long-timers had dubbed this massive drainpipe—The Vagina To Shangri-La—the entrance to one of Parnell’s favorite hobo camps. 

He entered the duct, quickly gobbled up by the darkness. Annie followed close behind, bumping into his backpack and keeping up a nervous chatter, her voice echoing off the steel walls: “Are there snakes in here?” she kept repeating. “Are you sure this is safe?” and “What if we get trapped in here?” To which Parnell finally said, “According to you, we’ve got Jesus watching over us. So quit your yappin’.”

Their footsteps echoed loudly as they clopped forward. It hadn’t rained in these parts for some time, making the silt that had washed into the pipeline hard-packed and dusty. When they had walked fifty yards, they came to a bend. Parnell caught a whiff of something cooking over an open fire, could hear the faint strains of an out-of-tune guitar. He guessed the dinner fare was either rabbit or squirrel, and that Fingers Johnston was the man behind the discordant music.

They exited the pipe into a small clearing. A wide creek ran along the eastern side. Down a small hill and through a grove of trees stood Shangri-La, one of the larger hobo camps. He saw the familiar cardboard signs etched with crude symbols tacked to trees. 

“What do they mean?” Annie asked, pointing at the cardboard artwork.

“It’s hobo-speak for ‘Welcome to Shangri-La,’” he told her. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Hobos? You’re taking me to a camp full of bums?”

The comment rankled Parnell. “Certainly not very Christian of you, is it, Annie? They aren’t bums. They’re people with hopes and dreams. Just like you.”

They stood together, examining the half-dozen signs drawn by his Shangri-La friends: An upside-down triangle with eyes indicated safe camp; a large ‘U’ meant visitors could sleep here; a circle with a line over it meant good people gathered here; a long oval with lines slashed across it announced that bread was available; a triangle with two arms warned of men with guns. Parnell smiled. Good people who would share their food, but who remained armed and cautious. That summed up his Shangri-La friends perfectly.

Darkness had almost descended, but he could make out the ragtag spread of sleeping quarters—torn bed sheets and dirty pieces of canvas draped from the limbs of tall oaks, makeshift plywood constructions nailed to their trunks. Tattered hammocks strung between smaller trees. Even a dilapidated Port-O-Let that looked like it might have been used by the Army Corps of Engineers when they had done their flood plain work out here in the late 40s.

A gruff male voice came out of the darkness behind them. “Well, if it ain’t King Midas himself. And I’ll be damned, the king even has a ’bo-ette. Quite a looker, too, if these old eyes don’t deceive me.”

Parnell turned and saw Weasel Bethea cradling a sawed-off shotgun, the stubby barrel pointed at the ground. Weasel got his moniker from his narrow face, elongated torso, impossibly long neck, and wispy mustache that consisted of several silver strands standing straight out like whiskers. Some of the older hobos still called him Catfish, but “Weasel” had caught on in recent years.

Parnell gave him a bear hug, ignoring the man’s body odor. “Hey Weaser!” he said, slapping at his back with his good hand. “They still got you doin’ sentry duty, huh?”

“Right on, bro! Nobody fucks with me and old Bessie here,” Weasel said, holding up his intimidating weapon. “And who might this be?” he said, looking in Annie’s direction.

“I’m Annie. Annie Finnegan.”

Weasel smiled, revealing gaps where teeth once resided. “Welcome to Shangri-La, land of the down-and-out and disenfranchised. Any friend of King Midas is a friend of ours.”

Annie smiled demurely and thanked him. “Why does he call you King Midas?” she said to Parnell.

“You don’t know?” Weasel implored.

“No. Don’t tell me whatever he touches turns to gold—”

“Nothing like that,” Parnell said, wanting to end this conversation. “Weasel here lives with the warped fantasy that I’m wealthy.”

“You are, dawg! You’re richer than the Sultan of Brunei. Don’t go denying it, you got a portfolio that would do Warren Buffett proud.”

Parnell knew that not too many years ago, Greg “Weasel” Bethea made an exceptional living as a fast-track Wall Street executive. He had been a high roller who wore custom-tailored suits and entertained rich clients on a generous expense account. But that was before The Crash—what many historians referred to as “the day the Wall came tumbling down for good”—the second deadly Wall Street crash that plunged the U.S. economy into darkness, bankrupting the nation’s middle class and poor, and rendering millions homeless. Back before the feds started printing more money to bail out banks and mortgage lenders and all the rest of the criminal element that made up the corrupt American military-industrial complex. Back before the American Dream had turned into America’s Nightmare. Like many once-proud Americans who had lost their jobs, homes, health insurance, and retirement savings, Weasel Bethea had seen both the best and worst of times.

And Parnell knew these were indeed the worst of times.

Unemployment hovered near 40%. An increasing number of drifters crisscrossed the country in search of work, food, shelter, friendship, two pennies to rub together. Many had lost all hope, unsure of what they were searching for. Suicides were a far too common occurrence. Gangs of bandits roamed the countryside preying on the migrating homeless like vultures feasting on carrion. Hobo camps similar to Shangri-La had popped up across the country, like mushrooms sprouting after a heavy rain. The camps offered vagabonds safe haven, a hot meal, and friendly human contact. Strength in numbers and all that. Each time Parnell visited Shangri-La and saw Greg Bethea, he was reminded of how this once-great country had been pushed over the side of a cliff.

“What happened to your hand?” Weasel asked, pointing the shotgun butt at Parnell’s bandages. “Been jerkin’ off again?”

“Nice!” Parnell said, his tone sarcastic. “We have a lady present.”

Annie smiled nervously. “Thank you,” she said, never taking her distrusting eyes off Weasel.

Parnell held up his wrapped hand. “This is the price I paid for dealing with an asshole who thought he belonged on my train.”

“He didn’t have a ticket to ride, then, I take it?”

Parnell nodded. “The guy’s road kill now. And my hand would be in a lot worse shape if not for the excellent care provided by my nurse friend here.”

“You’re a nurse?” Weasel asked Annie.

Parnell answered for her. “An unemployed nurse, as of today. The fool quit her job to follow me out here—”

“I didn’t follow—”

“—and Annie here is also quite an evangelist. Aren’t you, Annie?”

She shot him a look of disgust.

“Well, what does it matter?” Weasel asked rhetorically. “You guys are just in time.”

Parnell said, “For what?”

“Buttonhead’s back in from the desert, back from the land of the magic cactus. He got quite a harvest this time. This new batch puts the silly in psilocybin.”

Parnell laughed, knowing Weasel referred to the thing that earned Buttonhead his nickname: peyote button, the powerful hallucinogen derived from the tops of mescal-producing cactus. Good chance the entire camp was strung out, he thought. Good chance the Shangri-La residents were seeing kaleidoscopic colors and talking to unseen spirits.

Weasel led them down the hill, the gamey scent of sizzling mystery meat getting stronger. Parnell spotted Fingers Johnston, sitting on a thick stump near a roaring fire, plinking out accompaniment to a spirited singalong on his battered acoustic guitar. A small group of scruffy people sang along with him:

“Ain’t
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