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    For Karen

  


  
    One: Bit of an Odd Duck


    El Paso, Texas, April 1


    Jack Felix looked down from his office window at the shallow, muddy brown, polluted river and the column of black smoke rising over it, feeding an already smoky sky.


    Felix, soldier of not much fortune, lifted his antique army field glass for a closer look. Saw the smoke pour from an old charcoal-colored van that coasted to a stop at the middle of the Bridge of the Americas. Then it puffed into flames. Engulfed the driver. Customs officials tried to approach from both ends of the bridge, a border crossing point on the Río Grande, but the heat prevented them.


    Nothing to do for the dead man at the wheel. Felix wiped the lens and looked again. Hopeless. Fellow was cremated almost while still rolling. Face gone. The hands, remarkably, clung to the wheel. Then the tires blew and burned. Customs officers sprayed a smothering chemical foam on the flames to protect the bridge. Heat so intense that the van crumpled—compacted by implosion as the fire sucked away all its structural oxygen. It would take at least a day to cool. But it would remain the color of charcoal.


    Felix placed the scope on the windowsill and grimly set his jaw.


    “Looked like Derek’s van,” he told his two-day-a-week temp/secretary.


    She had been worrying about Derek. Missing for days.


    “Can’t say it’s Derek,” she said. “How can you tell? So far away. Must be a million gray vans.”


    “Hope it isn’t,” Felix said. “Known his family most of my life. Since Vietnam anyhow. That’s when Derek’s brother Owen Wye gave me this brass scope. Said it belonged here on the border.” Felix showed her how smoothly it extended and added, “It belonged to General Patton.”


    Fine old cavalry field glass. Pre-Civil War. Made at Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, in 1858. The brass engraved by the foundry with a United States Cavalry crest. Patton had a jeweler also etch into its cylinder, “8th Cavalry, USA, March 1916.” He’d had a dozen of them tagged that way, commemorating his first combat.


    Many Felix clients who noticed the engraving commented, “Oh, World War One.” Forgetting the United States did not join the Great War—already in progress—until 1917, the year Russia pulled out to fight its civil war.


    It was another concurrent bloodbath, Mexico’s civil war, including Pancho Villa’s invasion of the United States, that was Patton’s first military milestone after West Point. Quite distinct from the First World War, except for the intrigue. Ninety years later, the intrigue continued.


    For Jack Felix and the House of Wye, though, intrigue was a job description, a way of life.


    Wye, England, April 3


    Nearly black clouds—more watercolor than charcoal—sagged to meet white-crested waves in the English Channel. Rain then also came in waves, soaking gardens from Dover to Canterbury and from Margate to Sheerness. Lord Owen Wye found himself pruning roses in it. Nodded acknowledgement at the unburdening sky.


    Waited all winter for a sunny day. Never got one. Really too late to prune now, green blood rising.


    Lady Gwendolynne Wye, Owen’s and Derek’s mother, wanted her garden ready for the Canterbury pilgrims, who were already passing the castle gates.


    Confined to her bed in the north tower, once her best view of Canterbury’s spires, Lady Gwen could no longer see the church through milky eyes. And Owen was afraid she might die before he finished the garden. She was near the end of her six-year battle with cancer.


    “Tell me when the garden’s done. Describe it so the mind’s eye might visualize,” she whispered to Owen one evening after he came in dripping wet.


    He was to plant new rows of roses and cut back the old ones except where they had already budded. He was to add gentians, the purple spikes of salvia and lavender, red and white cosmos, daisies, and snapdragons. White and purple irises and a patch of daffodils were already in bloom.


    But the gardener was gone, pensioned as of February. So then Lord Owen, retired from what he called the “family trade” that had kept him in Mexico the better part of thirty years, took on the garden himself. Home, anyway, looking after mother. Reorganized the potting shed. Bought new spades, electric pruning wand for the hedges, peat fork, new wheel for the barrow.


    The Eastertide pilgrims were down on the Canterbury road under black umbrellas for the annual homage to Saint Thomas a Becket, the archbishop slain on Canterbury’s high altar nearly eight hundred fifty years before.


    Water sheeted off the bill of Owen’s souvenir U.S. Navy ball cap as the postal Morris van turned up the drive and was suddenly beside him, a waterfall on wheels.


    Hand came out a window holding mail.


    Western Union from El Paso: “DEEPEST REGRETS DEREK REPORTED DEAD IN MEXICO/ BODY DELIVERED YESTERDAY EL PASO TX/ CORONER NEEDS FAMILY ID/ ADVISE.”


    Addressed to Sir Owen, forty-seventh Earl of Wye, and signed Jack Felix.


    Memories tripped over themselves. Derek gone.


    The images came. Derek on his trike, downhill at breakneck speeds. Seemed like overnight and he was on skis, then dancing on the battlement with Robyn, who then married someone else. Tears and rain and memories all flowed together. Everything that had seemed close to him just a moment ago now was falling away at the speed of light. As even the light itself fell away. Leaving Owen quite alone somewhere in the middle of a very large and hostile universe.


    That’s where Felix came in. So far away in time and space, yet so quick, Owen noticed, to come back and two-by-four him with tragedy.


    And a postscript: “W-UNION LAST RESORT. SUGGEST READ E-MAILS, ANSWER PHONES.”


    Owen glanced up at the light in his unvisited office as he pawed through the remainder of the sodden packet of mostly junk mail. Here was the birthday card he and brother John had sent to Derek a month ago, now returned unopened. Stamped “undeliverable.”


    The postman, having taken what little light remained of the day, headed back out of the driveway, passing Constable William Turner who was driving in.


    Felix had called Turner, who now arrived too late to break the sad news in person.


    “Oh, Billy,” Owen murmured, looking into Turner’s rain-streaked face. “Derek’s dead, then. Just like father.”


    Owen’s father, Lord Colin Wye, also had been killed in Mexico. Body found in 1970 in the Yucatán rainforest, at the bottom of the Usumacinta River. Weighted with stones in his pockets. Fisherman snagged his body.


    “What was brother D up to, then?” Billy asked. “Gone a year.”


    “Supposedly tracing a cache of gold that got lost in Mexico back in 1916 when a young officer named George Patton was helping General Pershing chase the wild man Pancho Villa,” Owen said.


    Billy recalled that Patton had visited the village of Wye just before Overlord—D-Day as the Yanks called it—in 1944.


    “Yes, he came here to the castle for tea,” Owen said. “Told father and me all about the gold. Called it a scandal. Said that I, then just a lad of seven, ought to have a go at finding it—if and when I grew up. Survived the war, he meant.”


    “You met him, then,” Billy said.


    “Oh, yes. He was very much looking for friends, even seven-year-olds. Of course, father, being MI-6 and the Earl of Wye, could help,” Lord Owen said. “He knew my grandfather, Lord Reginald Wye, from the Villa days, and Patton even gave me, the seven-year-old, his field glass. Patton was in disgrace. Not for losing the gold. That was all forgotten by then. He was being ostracized because of his attitude toward the Russians, one of those cases where the madman is right and everyone else is wrong. Bit of an odd duck, you know.”


    Apache Wilderness, New Mexico


    Gila River first turns west seventy miles above Mexico. Flows into, up, and across Arizona, climbing as far north as the outskirts of Phoenix, reflecting big city lights, then whipsaws high and low like a bad stock transaction and ends twenty miles from Mexico, subsumed by the Colorado.


    Will Mann, a rancher who gave up his job as regional agent and tracker for the federal Bureau of Land Management, found he was a tracker still. Tracking in his sleep, at the table, in the shower. When Yvette Solano called about her husband Charlie, Mann realized he’d always be a tracker. Had to be. Every day there were tracks, critters, people. Couldn’t say no. The tracks included those of his old friend Charlie Sunshine, state brand inspector. Charlie had vanished.


    Mann had followed Charlie’s trail upstream along the Gila, north toward the river’s origins on Elk Mountain south of the forest village of Redsleeve, New Mexico. The Great Divide took a sharp turn north there at the headwater after a forty-mile east-west digression along the Plains of San Agustin. Long valley, home to a big array of radio telescopes that search the heavens for anomaly. So in a short couple of twists, the Gila hooks up with ranchers, foresters, fly-fishermen, eco-warriors, astronomers, smugglers and immigrants from Mexico, Indian tribes, and anomaly of every sort.


    From the glade below Braden Saddle, where the river began, Mann could see past the inferior mountain ranges of Arizona to the shadowy distant peaks of Mexico. Eastward he saw the great Two Square, the ranch Mann ran for the Blue Mountain Apaches. Mann himself was Apache.


    Son of the great leader Willard Mann, he almost certainly would be chosen someday to lead his people.


    Mann’s dapple gray, Lady, was a tracker’s horse. Knew to stop when she saw what Mann saw. This time she’d have had to be blind not to. Charlie’s riderless horse up ahead. Forlorn. Three-shoed. The fourth shoe lost in the suction of deep mud. Charlie’s appaloosa, Javier, had found his way to the high mountain mists where rain, snow, and dewy condensation had created a river. Javier began a sideways minuet, ducking and bowing his approach toward Lady. Been corralled or stabled with her during many a blizzard or rainy afternoon at the Two Square.


    Without getting squishy about it, they were pals.


    Javier had led Mann north through the primitive area of the Hidalgo National Forest and its Apache Wilderness. Since Charlie wasn’t here with his horse, it seemed likely he’d be down in the City of Stone, a gallery of monumental boulders, someplace below where Mann had picked up the trail.


    Charlie, missing three days, had been expected at Mann’s Two Square Ranch. The Two Square’s Apache trail crews had rounded up three strays with altered brands, requiring a visit by the brand inspector. Mann was happy to find bad brands. Meant a visit from his old pal. They’d swap hunting yarns. Helped get ’em through the winter.


    Got snowed in a while back in January. Jackrabbit tracks running crazy across the snow like quote marks—“ “—rampant on an otherwise blank page. Mann and Charlie worked each other over pretty good, testing exaggeration against the clean truth. Steaks every other night. Chile from the leftovers, or sometimes jackrabbit stew. Mann had some old Chris LeDoux records he found at Sue Bason’s book/curio/antique emporium in Hillsboro. They’d had times.


    So three days ago Mann grinned as he corralled the three strays and left voice mail for Charlie.


    Charlie never called back. Mann didn’t want to think why. Then to find Javier running wild, climbing mountains for no discernible reason, was a bad sign, and Mann was worried. He got down off Lady to check Javier for any other indicators. Found Charlie’s empty saddle scabbard. Winchester .30–30 gone. Mann had a feeling somewhere on the trail Charlie and his guns parted ways.


    With his Buck knife, Mann tapped down into the deepest of the mud holes Javier left in the semi-gelid marsh. The lost metal shoe finally clinked; he reshoed the horse on the spot. Tied Javier’s reins to a silver ring on Lady’s saddle. Talked to Javier in Spanish, the way Charlie always did, although Mann did not know Spanish that well. But he’d heard Charlie. Knew some words, including the ones Charlie used on Javier: Venga, viejo, venga y vamanos … C’mon, old guy, let’s go.


    “Might as well ride on into Redsleeve,” he added at the fork in the trail. “Long way from where we started. Shorter to Redsleeve.”


    Javier went along quietly. Mann uplinked his satellite phone to call Elias Corona, sheriff of Gila County, as they rode. Then he called Yvette Solano, Charlie’s wife, and let her know he’d found Javier but still no sign of Charlie.


    Corona met Mann just down the mountainside in Redsleeve with a Tahoe four-by-four and a two-horse trailer.


    “Appreciate your helping out on this,” the sheriff told him.


    “Charlie and Yvette are our friends,” Mann said. “Charlie’d do the same for me and Sara.”


    Corona had two trackers still looking. They’d found nothing.


    “My team couldn’t even find the marker you left down where you started tracking,” Corona said. “Could we ask you for another day of help?”


    “I’m already planning on it,” Mann said.


    “We’ll need to visit the border, as well, and see Sheriff Belknap, not to mention Eddie Nester at the FBI,” Corona said. “You look at them cows your boys brought in?”


    “Enough to see the brands were all a mess. Didn’t recognize ’em as being from these parts,” he said.


    “They’re your cattle, son,” Elias said.


    “Not mine,” Mann said.


    “Two Square reported ’em missing a year ago. Rustled,” Elias said.


    “They’re still alive?” Mann said. “Those were Braden’s cows, part of the two hundred head Sid placed down on the border before the auction. Back when the Forest Service threatened to impound his herd. The rustled ones never were part of my deal. Maybe we should just give ’em to the Forest Service.”


    “I’d say they’re yours, unless you wanted to donate them to Braden’s ranching course at the university,” Corona said. “I know he can always use a few extra head.”


    Mann calculated a moment. “I might donate any we find,” he said, “but right now they’re evidence, sheriff, right? They didn’t just stray back“First let’s find Charlie,” the sheriff said.


    “Not looking forward to that,” Mann said, shaking his head.


    Nor did he relish visiting the border. He’d promised Sara never to cross it again.


    ■


    Same border haunted Owen Wye. Tall, gray, still Sandhurst-straight at sixty-eight, although slightly overtipping the scales, Lord Owen was officially retired but not really. Everyone at MI-6’s Vauxhall headquarters smirked at that. Old rule still applied. Once in, never out. He was on call. Code name Becket still active in the database, though long blown to the Russians and all their friends. Becket. The name strangely fit his reputation for cutting the jugulars of convention and the knotted sinews of red tape. Yet somehow always seeming the academic. Puffy old guy in waders working the Great Stour in search of brown trout. Inside him, a maniac driving him to kick the final quarter mile of his morning jog. At his age, deterioration was as deceptive as all else ingrained in Lord Owen from thirty years’ dissembling.


    Ran smoothly but walked awry. Haltingly as if one leg were permanently bent the wrong way or forever asleep.


    Felix also walked at a list. Used a cane. Walking together, they looked a music hall duo.


    Owen and Felix. Thirty years battling “insurgents” real and imaginary in Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Costa Rica, Venezuela, Argentina, Colombia, and of course, Chile. Their objectives, his and Felix’s, were not dissimilar. They stuck together no matter what storyboard the puppeteers scripted for the U.S. kabuki. Did their own storyboard.


    Felix, once from Michoacan, where his family ran a dairy enterprise, was known to fellow spooks as The Emperor of Ice Cream because he delivered.


    But he also took on the occasional paying client who came seeking private investigation (bribery) in Mexico or even on the U.S. side, earning him the name Felix the Fixer.


    Force for good, on balance, he liked to think. Helping solve cases, like that of the “wolf girl” shot to death last year up in Gila River country. Killers aren’t always what they seem. Been there, both sides, himself. Kept him gimping crisscross on the border with his brass-top cane, vestige of Vietnam, and his dual U.S.-Mexico papers.


    But Felix didn’t know about Patton’s gold—until Derek came in asking about it last summer—wanting to hire Felix.


    “How much you stand to take out of the deal?” Felix asked.


    Derek shrugged.


    “No idea,” he said. “How much you think I should get?”


    The story of the gold had hung glistering like a jeweled sword for sixty years, since before Derek was born. He heard it from Owen, who told of General Patton’s strange wartime visit to Wye.


    Patton had a fake army of inflatable rubber tanks, planes, trucks, and Jeeps off the Dover road. Pumped up to confound aerial reconnaissance—staked down so the wind couldn’t start the invasion early, sending a ghost army across the channel out of the Dover fog to humiliate Hitler, who feared looking bad more than he feared any army. He was sure the Allies would land at Calais. When he found out the Dover-to-Calais army was a prank and that he, Adolf Hitler, was outfoxed—well, it would not go easy for those who’d sold him Calais.


    Patton came round to Castle Wye on a couple of neighborly visits. Only seven-year-old Owen and his father were home.


    Owen’s eyes widened at the sight of a man who swaggered in jodhpurs with twin silver revolvers, ivory grips.


    “Knew your dad down in Mexico,” Patton told Colin, the forty-sixth Earl of Wye. “Reggy helped us wrap up the Villa adventure.”


    “My father worked that border back in ’16. Didn’t know you did,” Colin said.


    “I was not especially noticeable, one of six hundred lieutenants, and there must have been twenty cavalry divisions. I was 8th Cavalry. I did give your dad my cavalry spyglass. Maybe he passed it along to you,” Patton said.


    Colin’s face lit up with pleasure.


    “I didn’t know that came from you. How lovely. Decent of you,” Colin said. “My father gave it to Owen, who takes very good care of it indeed. Pity what they’ve done with your so-called diversionary force down in Dover. Disgraceful.”


    “Calling it a force would be disgraceful, yes.”


    The inflatable experiment was news to young Owen. The lad laughed. Patton’s face went red as raw salmon. So much for top secret. A seven-year-old knew. Just another piece of Patton’s penance.


    “It’s okay,” Colin said. “Owen understands about state secrets. Family tradition. We’ve all been in the service of the Crown since before the Hastings invasion in 1066.”


    General looked down at Owen with a squinty-flinty combo frown-grin.


    “Bathtub toys!” Patton growled, never to admit humiliation. “Spent a fortune on bathtub toys. Cost more to fabricate these inflatables than to send me real equipment. So we get a tub full of rubber duckies. Frankly, son, I wish they’d given you and me the cash and let us put this fake army together. Could have had a fine time with our toy soldiers, you and I. Nothing wasted. Not the way this was. As big a waste as …”


    The general suddenly had second thoughts about finishing his sentence. He’d said quite enough, he decided. Lifted his binoculars and scanned the green downs of Kent to where the land flattened out, and he could see the southern tip of his “air” force. The right wing of the corner plane was sagging, wingtip on the ground. Ah, well. His eye wandered off to Canterbury’s spires. No danger of them deflating.


    “As big a waste as what?” the boy asked.


    Patton hesitated, then let himself speak.


    “Tell you something you will now swear never to repeat,” Patton said.


    “Yes, sir, general,” Owen said. They shook hands on it.


    “General Pershing gave me a half million in gold down in Mexico in 1916. It got lost. That’s how big a hurry we were in. Worth maybe a million now, in ’44, if it still exists. No telling how much it will be worth when you’re old enough to go looking.”


    Owen’s father looked interested as well, mainly in the storytelling.


    “It was lost, sir? How?” young Owen asked the general.


    “You look into that, son. I can’t,” Patton said.


    ■


    Wye, standing as if tranced, looked back through the slanting rain at the window in the old stone spire where his mother no longer could sit. In no manner would he disclose a word of these soggy documents to her. But it dawned on him that he was done. The last of the Austrian Copper roses, red on the front of the petals, all yellow on the back. These were all budding.


    He went inside. Took off the accursed navy hat, souvenir swap of a joint-exercise called Operation Quiet Dagger. Tossed it on the letter stand. Phoned El Paso as he went upstairs still in his yellow Mac to check those forgotten e-mails. Sitting there for days. Left Jack Felix a voicemail: “Call me, old man. I promise to answer.”


    Mother’s failing eyes recognized Owen’s rounded shape hefting in the doorway.


    “Roses done, milady,” he said cheerfully.


    A smile crossed her face as he described the twenty new plants, the added color.


    Lady Wye lay in the stillness of stone surrounding her, tallying all the faces, the times they’d had. The teas, picnics on the downs, regattas, the raffles for the rectory. Good Friday pilgrimages to the altar where old Becket had been slain. How a pilgrim’s homecoming was like a North Sea salmon’s. How the spawning instinct grew stronger in the rain. How the faithful came on horseback, on foot, on bicycle. How the murderers had run through the streets of Canterbury shouting they were the king’s men. How the king was commanded by the power of Christ to atone. Agreed to be whipping boy for England’s sins. A onetime-only dozen lashes with braided leather and a small donation every April marked the beginning of the pilgrimages. The pomp and spectacle of a king’s submission.


    Gwendolynne de Ronceval, convent-educated, once a pilgrim en homage to the martyred bishop, married her knight and settled in at Castle Wye as Europe girded for war in 1934. From the postern gate at the bottom of the hill, she’d offered Eastertide pilgrims cakes and tea daily at twelve and four, in war and at peace.


    But now Lady Wye could no longer sit at her desk or see through swirled glass windows with fading eyes.


    Couldn’t see the umbrella-covered pilgrims two by two, soon to be in the dozens or hundreds, grouped as choirs, neighborhoods, whole parishes confederated in prayer.


    Now Lady Wye lay quiet, clutching moments as memories before they were past. Gray hair flowing like rain clouds over her pale shoulders, drained of the golden light that had glowed from her like sun through fine bone china. She could barely breathe, swallow, or speak. But she did dream, did imagine. Thinking she might just swallow fire, or swords, given a chance. Molten blade to cauterize, kill the invaders, save herself, or die trying. Or maybe get up and dance. Had a smile, too, for these her final heroics.


    For she had come to a strange indeterminate place where the garden faded into shadow up among the stars. Now dissolving to a dark little square room with shutters. Place of recognition. Would never, now, she realized, see her three sons together again. The boys’ photographs all in a line, John scull-boating at Gravesend, where the Thames narrows one final time before surrendering to the North Sea, Owen smoking his pipe at his desk, Derek unfurling the Wye crest, eagle with talons on the back of the Anjou lion, as a flag on Everest. Owen saw her cataracted eye fall sadly on Derek and his sad flag. She couldn’t see more than the outline of its frame but that was sufficient. Knew it as if seeing it.


    Beckoned Owen, who leaned down to listen. But no sound. She seemed to be mouthing, “Where’s Derek?” Owen replied as if he’d heard.


    “Not sure,” he said, sitting on the edge of her bed. “Might be old Derek’s in Mexico. Remember? Looking for Patton’s gold.”


    She’d been the one who understood Derek’s elusionist heart.


    Feared facing anything, success, failure, love, life, especially now her death. She blamed herself for implanting that fearfulness all those many nights long ago when Colin was gone and she was left to deal with it all. And she repeated the process when Owen was gone and Colin was missing in 1970 and, as it happened, dead. Once she was gone, there’d be none left who understood the twisted roots of the haunted tree that Derek had become. She wept for him.


    Needed prayer. A candle. Needed a pilgrimage to the shrine of the martyr.


    Craned her thin white neck trying to make out the spires of Canterbury. But the curtains fluttered over the window in the dark, half-shuttered room. Couldn’t have seen it.


    Derek in trouble. Still. That she could see.


    Owen also saw trouble ahead. Summoned youngest sib John from his spook training in Brixton. Left the El Paso wire in the bun basket on the breakfast table for John to see.


    ■


    Castle Wye’s cut stone had been floated across the English Channel from Normandy on barges in 1215 to John Lackland, the king, an indulgence for Lackland’s Great Charter. Partly drafted by a scribe, Harald of Wye, from notes made by Archbishop Stephen Langdon. A crucial promissory document, it meant, among other things that seemed less important at the time, that John could remain king if he gave the lords their dram of independence, and they promised not to take a broadsword to the monarch’s fragile little neck. Wye, for his part, had sweetened and smoothed out what John would have to swallow in the charter.


    Made the king come off almost a generous humanitarian.


    In his own mind, at least.


    Harald was rewarded with a title, Earl of Wye. The king designated a small tree-covered down, said to be haunted and useless, from the Kentish estates belonging to his late brother. Gave the hill, just over two hundred acres, to Sir Harald. It was a promise long in the redeeming: the Wyes elevated as seneschals or castellans, with land that normally reverted to the Crown upon the death of the nobleman and his heirs. But the Wyes and their castle, with its sixteen longbow turrets and dozen chimneys, survived nearly another eight hundred years, long enough to see their moat filled with sod and hollyhocks. Furnished with a mossy garden cart and a few mossy benches. Walls wood-framed on the inside, wired, heat-ducted, hand-plastered, wallpapered. Heated with natural gas.


    Open to the public for Tuesday tours. The tours stopped during Lady Wye’s illness. Owen created a stir when he tried to cancel them altogether.


    The National Trust came round to suggest Owen couldn’t do that, but the Wye solicitors produced an assortment of rather brittle twelfth- and thirteenth-century documents and the curators went off muttering. British Museum called next. Wanted the documents. Demanded to speak with Lady Wye. Owen had to tell them his mother was ill and could not come to the phone. Bureaucrat on the other end crossed the line, suggesting Owen could just as easily be lying. Groundless nonsense, but Scotland Yard came tap-tapping. Time to involve other branches of government.


    ■


    John Wye, the youngest, used to shoot horseflies on fence posts and on the stable doors at forty-five or fifty paces. So it could not be said that he wouldn’t hurt a fly. But generally he left living creatures in peace. Never went on a hunt. Just took out the occasional insect and hundreds of paper targets. Almost represented the UK in the Olympics—alternate on the shooting team—never named in the press. Also won the Queen’s Cup at Windsor and the Mountbatten Cup at the Royal Barracks at Regents Park. Not a mention.


    “What a waste,” Derek said whenever John won a competition. Derek was no sharpshooter. But if he were, he said, he’d have gotten some mileage from it.


    “Target shooting is nothing like combat,” Derek told him. “Did you think it was?”


    “Why would it be different?” John replied. “You hit what you shoot at. Only this time somebody dies.”


    The Queen’s Rifles, Twelfth Fusiliers, recruited John after he won the Sandhurst Shootout two years running, though he lost his last year, 1985. Under protest. Lad from Brixton raised a challenge when John hit what appeared to have been a perfect score—too perfect. A bullet passed through a bull’s-eye left by an earlier shot. The Brixtonian argued John missed the target. Pointed to the rule that said the winner shall have the best six marks, and John only had five. His mother, then almost seventy, was livid. John could not ever remember her so enraged. Feared she’d have a stroke. Hence gave up guns altogether. Spent fifteen years as an art appraiser.


    But then one day late last fall when he was thirty-seven, his mother dying, they reeled him back in. John woke at dawn.


    “Who are you?” he asked the gray-bearded man standing over his bed.


    “Unimportant,” the bearded Scot replied. “Just carrying a message.”


    “Who let you in?” John asked.


    “Euro-trash locks,” the Scot said. “Her majesty wants a word wi’ ye. Get dressed. Come with me. Hurry.”


    John threw on a pinstripe suit and a Cambridge Boat Club tie.


    Next stop Brixton. Row houses. Brick. Both sides of the street. Not a curtain in a window. Just pull-down shades.


    “Cheesy window shades,” John remarked. “Noticeably cheesy.”


    Sergeant glared a warning, then left him alone in a vacant second-floor waiting room looking down on busy but otherwise uneventful Brixton Road. The well-known secret road. Whacked-out sandwich board wearers were notably absent, asked politely but firmly to move along. The waiting room empty of all but ten wooden chairs and a faux mirror over a faux fireplace. John waited a while, then got up and paced until a colonel in full dress uniform came in. They sat.


    “What we don’t want,” the colonel said, “is anyone but our betters marking you a marksman.”


    “All right,” said John, “but just say what it is that you do want.”


    “Her majesty asks you undergo your delayed training in service of the realm,” the colonel said.


    John nodded with a trace of misgiving. What effect would it have on mother? On the other hand, perhaps he could use his knowledge of art history and valuation.


    Mother needn’t know. Maybe he’d find some talented artists in Mexico and Central America.


    “Honored, of course,” John said. “Will naturally carry out whatever her majesty wishes of me. But I beg of you one consideration—that my mother not be troubled with this. We have seen that in the past, the idea has been a source of pain. And there is no medicine for that pain. Especially added, as it would be, to all the other pain she feels.”


    The colonel, face reddening, did not approve such matters being brought up, but there was a tap on the door, and a rear admiral peered in on them.


    “A word with the colonel. Sorry to interrupt, gentlemen,” the naval officer said.


    The colonel left the room a moment then came back.


    “It will be fine. Consider it done. Condition accepted,” he said. “We shall say, if asked, you are pursuing an advanced degree in history, which will intertwine splendidly with your art history. Unless there are additional concerns.”


    “What institution, if I may ask?” John said.


    “We shall work out those details.”


    “Cambridge?”


    “We shall let you know.”


    ■


    That was December. Now it was April, and John Wye was driving home from Brixton in slate gray rain. Owen saw the Jag come up the drive. Left mother in her room and went downstairs to show John the wire they’d received from Felix.


    Also the undelivered card they’d sent Derek, now returned.


    In doing so, Owen was unaware it was the last he would see of his mother alive.


    He met John at the garden door downstairs and watched silently as John sat down at the table and read the wire.


    “When’d this come?” John said.


    “S’morning.”


    “What d’you make of it?” John asked.


    “Past come back to haunt us, I suppose, in some way,” Owen said.


    “But Derek gone? My God! I don’t know Felix,” John said. “If it’s a message, it’s aimed at you. Translate.”


    “Felix doesn’t do complexity. They may be summoning one of us,” Owen said. “Maybe me they want for something we did, Felix and I. Maybe you they want because you’re new. They already have done Derek; now they can use you to get at me, maybe get all three of us.”


    “I’ll go,” John said. “If they send me.”


    “Don’t be in such a bloody hurry,” Owen said levelly. “Call Brixton.”


    John went upstairs to the secure phone that Owen kept in his bottom desk drawer. The red phone light reflected on John’s face in the shuttered office, and he thought, We all get shuttered rooms. That’s how it ends. The sergeant major answered. Everything had already been arranged. John was to go. That was that. One thing they needed him to do. Bring back Derek’s body.


    “So we may do our own autopsy and analysis. In case there are questions we might not otherwise be able to answer,” the sergeant major said.


    Almost an explanation, John thought. Then, from mother’s room, he heard breath battling liquid. Mother was producing both sounds, and she was drowning. John ran to her and found her finally still.


    Derek dead … then mother gone. Asleep timelessly in her twelfth-century bed, Belgian veils rippling gently from the window left ajar so she could hear the rain. Owen found John tearfully embracing her.


    “Come, now, Johnny, let her go,” Owen said. “It’s her season to go. Let her join old Becket on the pilgrims’ path.”


    ■


    The brothers agreed to indulge the intrigue stirred up by the scholars—though Scotland Yard itself was summoned. Nothing would turn up. Nothing could. But mother would not have wished them perceived as obstructing justice. Still, she’d no longer be there to set her jaw and flash her eyes in disapproval when disapproval was required. The brothers Wye needed to create that if they ever hoped to feel it again.


    Owen drove John to Heathrow, stopping on the way home at MI-6’s Vauxhall ziggurat to pick up any messages. There were none. But when he got home, a new message from Felix: “Where are you?”


    They e-talked. Pictures came in as file attachments. Charred remains. DNA incomplete. But J. Doe was the right height.


    Owen sent off a secure note to Felix with John copied in. “Wait DNA.”


    Faint hope that it was. Owen allowed himself the wish that all had been a bad dream, or mistake, that the coroner could make right.

  


  
    Two: The Brit


    El Paso, Texas, April 4


    John Wye exuded the confidence of aristocracy, so often seen either as charm or arrogance. Stepped off the plane looking new, pressed with exactly the right amount of starch. Smooth-shaven, shampooed. Left nobody in first class unimpressed save an Irish actor, star of a TV detective series, who saw John as an empty hologram of the future.


    “If ever there were a walking embodiment of those adages, ‘clothes make the man’ or ‘behind every great man there’s a good tailor,’” the actor told a flight attendant, “it surely must be this sartorial son of Kent.”


    “Kent who?” she asked.


    “Kent, the noble plot of land—a place, not a person,” the actor obliged.


    John rented a Jag—just like his car but with the steering wheel on the other side. Had adequate directions to Felix’s stronghold in the El Paso suburb of Sunland Park, New Mexico. The shingle said, “Jack Felix, Investigations, Missing Persons.” The text was repeated in Spanish.


    Across the hall another vacant office. Sign read, “Wye Zed Productions Ltd. Derek Wye, Casting and Locations, Mexico and the West.” Gave a phone number and an address in nearby Ciudad Juárez for his real business office. Having two addresses, one on the U.S. side and one on the Mexico side categorized Wye Zed as a border twin enterprise, eligible for government funding in the form of grants, low-interest loans, tax breaks, subsidies, discounted permit fees, and maybe more. If one knew where to apply. Felix apparently knew.


    Wye found mail piled up in bundles against the two doors in Sunland. The mail for Felix came from federal agencies involving commerce and finance. John kept the mail addressed to his brother. Judging by the dates on the postmarks, Felix had been calling from someplace else, not here. A note in black ink was written directly on Felix’s glass door: “JW, come to Redsleeve, NM. Meet a miracle. Take I-10 west. Turn north across the City of Stone State Park. Redsleeve Mercantile 6:30. Ask for Arlene. Or Nell’s at 8.”


    Signed “JF.”


    Identical e-mail flashed unsecured on his laptop. Everybody could now know who he was and how to find him. He focused his brain trying to think some clever way around it. Simply wasn’t any. Except, as he discovered, nobody cared. One and one did not need to add up; they could coexist. Also on the bright side, nobody at the airport had held up a sign with any of his names on it.


    Redsleeve, New Mexico


    In fact, if John Wye was remembered at all in Redsleeve, which described itself on a big blue highway sign as “Birthplace of the Gila,” it was as the Brit who mispronounced Americanese.


    “What’s the Giller? Or is it Gillah? What exactly is it?” John asked the motel clerk.


    The clerk asked if it might be some kind of code word. “Gimme a hint,” the clerk said.


    “Sounds like some fish thing,” Wye said. “Name written everywhere around here. Giller Wells, Giller County, Giller Cliff Dwellings.”


    “G-I-L-A—Heee-la,” clerk said. “That’s the river we come home to. Like you come home to the River Thames.”


    They called him “the Brit” because he was just about the only one that townspeople had met. The Brit did this. The Brit did that. The Brit seemed young. Thirty-seven? A bit old to seem so young.


    As he was early, John took a three-hour drive around the town and its encircling woods, then parked in the motel lot. Crossed the highway to the New Age Mercantile. Tapped on the dark store’s glass door. No answer. Place looked closed. “Hullo?” the Brit called, not really loud enough that anyone might hear. Cardboard clockface on the door said, “Will return at:” Hands hung loose at 6:30 as if they just fell there.


    Street-lit night, cold enough that Wye saw his breath as a halo around his windowpane reflection. No light inside the store, but the door wasn’t locked. He walked in. The heatless streetlight, shining through the window, dimly illuminated the store’s interior walls, all covered with dishpans, washtubs, tack and saddlery, ladders, lanterns, hoses, hosiery, sunscreens, sunglasses, shovels, hoes, wheelbarrows, weed whackers, pipe fittings, nuts and bolts, Hershey bars, cat food, dog food, buckshot, more than the Brit could take in.


    He did notice an array of chocolate owls and some of gingerbread. Also a stack of bumper stickers—“Give a Hoot, Save the Owls.”


    “Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God!” A woman’s throaty voice came from the dark core of the old adobe building.


    Wye raised an eyebrow, set a card on the counter identifying himself as David Petersham, and left quietly. Crossed Highway 12 back to the Best Western Wise Owl Motel.


    Full circle. Wye woke the clerk with one question. “What’s all this owliness?”


    The clerk, an ex-logger, was always game to talk owls. Wye started getting uneasy when the man rolled down a wall map.


    “Oldest goddamn national forest in the land. Set aside by T. Roosevelt himself. We logged and grazed lands we leased from the government. Cattlemen and loggers—we won the battle for the land. Blazed a trail for everyone. Protected the land. Had to chase off some folks to do it. Now we’re the ones on the run.”


    Wye edged toward the door. The motelier stepped in front of him.


    “Y’asked about the owls. That’s just the first wave. Then came the hawks, the minnows, now the wolves. Enviros say these—”


    “Who?”


    “Enviros—you know—they claimed we killed the land. Dirty lie. Fought ’em every step. We never quit, but we got nowhere. So now we love the goddamn owls, and maybe we cut timber again—hell, the owls love us; come right down, perch on your shoulder like a goddamn parrot. Cut timber, open the mill, maybe get us enough boys for football or baseball with the owl
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