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  About the Author


  John Connolly was born in Dublin in 1968. His debut – EVERY DEAD THING – swiftly launched him right into the front rank of thriller writers, and all his subsequent novels have been Sunday Times best-sellers. BOOKS TO DIE FOR, which he edited with Declan Burke, was the winner of the 2013 Anthony, Agatha and Macavity awards for Best Non-Fiction work. He is the first non-American writer to win the US Shamus award and the first Irish writer to win an Edgar award.
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  Praise for THE WHISPERERS:


  ‘Another creepy thriller from a modern master.’ Daily Mirror


  ‘Brilliant, terrifying and effortlessly seductive, I defy anyone to put this thriller down – it is sensational.’ Daily Mail


  ‘Connolly subtly combines the supernatural with the traditional crime story to superb effect. And in Herod, a man being eaten by cancer, he may have created his creepiest villain yet.’ Sun


  ‘Tremendous stuff, as Connolly’s novels always are.’ Mark Timlin, Independent on Sunday


  ‘This is one of Connolly’s darker, scarier novels, all the more effective for the way the supernatural elements arise organically out of the realistic detail’ Guardian


  ‘A clever mixture of quest and chase, written in prose that unfolds at warp speed, and rarely fails to sing.’ Observer


  ‘Another dense, dark, sardonically funny winner from Connolly.’ Financial Times


  ‘Visionary brand of neo-noir … terrifically exciting, tightly plotted … written in an uncommonly fine, supple, sensuous prose.’ Irish Times


  ‘Impossible to put down. His best yet … This is a novel to enjoy on every level because Connolly writes like an angel. His prose is so good, so precisely nuanced, in a few short sentences describing something really scary that will literally make the hairs on the back of your neck stand to attention.’ Irish Independent


  ‘Connolly displays a real knack for fusing the detective and horror genres, providing a rational chain of evidence and deduction for the plot while reminds us that mystery can refer to more than a mundane tale of crime and human justice.’ Publishers’ Weekly


  ‘Connolly is equally adept at lacing his atmosphere with the unexplained, the threatening and the downright terrifying. More than any other author I have read in the last decade, he is the one who has me checking I locked the doors, or has the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end when things go bump in the night.’ Material Witness


  ‘Only a handful of authors truly make it look effortless to spin captivating words; expressing an astonishing range of emotions, constructing believable – if that is their intent – situations and intricate characters on paper. John Connolly is one of the small few to thrive in this arena. His intelligent and believable characters are painted in such a thought-provoking way that you never second-guess their reality, even while they are all but a whisper of your nightmares … A unique mix of mystery, suspense and paranormal makes an enticing and terrifying cocktail as only Connolly can.’ Suspense Magazine


  ‘The Whisperers by John Connolly, like most of his books, is brilliant. Connolly combines great mystery and thriller elements with just a hint of the supernatural, giving his rich private detective Charlie Parker both a case to solve and a bit of the unknown to contend with. In the hands of a lesser writer, this could easily be a bit too much, but in Connolly’s skilled hands, it turns into a page-turning thrill ride that you won’t want to put down.’ Sacramento Book Review


  ‘Connolly at his finest. The mixture of social commentary, international intrigue, and mythical evil that’s all too real will cast a spell over you. The Whisperers propels you forward. It will drain you and enchant you simultaneously. You will float upon the words, certain sentences will need to be reread for their beauty, others for the simple horror … Connolly achieves the perfect marriage between the use of words and the telling of story. The Whisperers will be talked of loudly.’ Crime Spree Magazine


  ‘John Connolly’s forte is the thriller mixed cleverly with a touch of horror. The Whisperers is one of his best works ever.’ Globe and Mail (Toronto)


  ‘This immensely talented Irish writer … utilises tropes and concepts that other crime/thriller novelists have used, but synthesises and transforms them in strange and quirky new ways, creating a rich panoply of literary effects that are very much his own territory.’ Barry Forshaw, Amazon.com


  Also by John Connolly


  The Charlie Parker Stories


  Every Dead Thing


  Dark Hollow


  The Killing Kind


  The White Road


  The Reflecting Eye (Novella in the Nocturnes Collection)


  The Black Angel


  The Unquiet


  The Reapers


  The Whisperers


  The Burning Soul


  The Wrath of Angels


  The Wolf in Winter


  Other Works


  Bad Men


  The Book of Lost Things


  Short Stories


  Nocturnes


  The Wanderer in Unknown Realms (eBook)


  The Samuel Johnson Stories (For Young Adults)


  The Gates


  Hell’s Bells


  The Creeps


  The Chronicles of the Invaders (For Young Adults)


  Conquest (with Jennifer Ridyard)


  Empire (with Jennifer Ridyard)


  Non-Fiction (as editor, with Declan Burke)


  Books to Die For: The World’s Greatest Mystery Writers on the World’s Greatest Mystery Novels


  


  THE WHISPERERS


  


  John Connolly


  


  [image: Image Missing]

  

  www.hodder.co.uk


  First published in Great Britain in 2010 by Hodder & Stoughton


  An Hachette UK company


  Copyright © John Connolly 2010


  The right of John Connolly to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


  All rights reserved.


  No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


  All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


  ISBN 978 1 848 94216 5


  Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


  338 Euston Road


  London NW1 3BH


  www.hodder.co.uk


  To Mark Dunne, Paul O’Reilly, Noel Maher and


  Emmet Hegarty: princes all.


  Extract from A Terrible Love of War


  by James Hillman © 2004.


  Published by Penguin Books.


  INTRODUCTION


  For many years, a wonderful, decent man named Tom Hyland would come to my signings in the Boston area, often accompanied by his wife, Dot. Tom had served in Viet Nam, and would sometimes speak of what he had endured there, and its consequences for his later life. He made no secret of the difficulties he had encountered in readjusting to civilian existence, and the lingering effects of the trauma of war upon him and his family.


  Quite often, when we spoke about these things in a bar or coffee shop after a bookstore event, we did so in the shadow of TV news reports of the ongoing conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. Also slowly seeping into the public discourse was a growing disquiet at the treatment of the veterans of those wars. While the US government paid lip service to the sacrifices made by those who served, it was clear that it was either unwilling or unable to provide them with adequate support structures upon their return to their homeland, and many were suffering ongoing trauma as a consequence.


  In addition, suicide rates among soldiers had begun creeping up. Historically, the suicide rates in the US Army have been below the civilian rate, but as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan raged on, those rates started to rise until, by 2008, they exceeded the demographically-matched civilian rate. Tom, who worked informally with veterans, didn’t appear surprised. He’d brought his war home with him, and he understood how others might do the same, even to the point of ultimate despair.


  So it was that The Whisperers took seed and gestated. Curiously, though, I had no desire to write a war novel, if only because I’m primarily a mystery author. Similarly, I didn’t want to preach about the poor treatment of veterans, because there is nothing more likely to alienate the reader than the sound of a writer dragging his soapbox across the floor and clearing his throat before launching into a tirade. Instead I wanted to explore the notion of conflict and its aftermath from a different, stranger angle, and the quotation from the American psychologist James Hillman that opens the novel provided the stimulus. ‘War,’ Hillman wrote in A Terrible Love of War, ‘is a mythical happening. Where else in human experience, except in the throes of ardor … do we find ourselves transported to a mythical condition and the gods most real?’


  That was what I would do, I decided. I would explore mythologies. I would make the gods real.


  I delivered the finished novel to my editors late in 2009. I don’t allow anyone to read my novels while they are works in progress, so the first readers of my books are my British and American editors, and my agent, all of whom receive the manuscript on the same day. I print the book off for the first time the day before it’s due to be sent. Until then, it has no concrete form, and is still open to change. By printing it off, I’m admitting to myself that I’ve done almost as much as I can with the book, and it’s time to let it go. I always take on board the editorial advice that comes back, but the actual hard grind of producing a workable draft is over. In truth, I think I would struggle with a significant rewrite after printing the manuscript. Psychologically, I’m finished with it.


  My American editor liked the book, and had no difficulties at all with it. My British editor, by contrast, hated it. Not that I need continuous validation – well, I do, although I’m prepared to accept that it may not always be forthcoming – but her response was so visceral that it rather took me aback.


  The relationship with an editor is the most intimate literary accord that an author is likely to have. It is both personal and professional. The editor is the person who supports you, fights your corner, occasionally gently criticizes, suggests improvements, and shepherds the book from outline to finished copy. I’ve been with my British editor since my first book, and my American editor since my second. I trust them both implicitly. It was, therefore, a bit of a shock to find that my British editor wanted to hand my book back to me. In fact, I think only deadlines prevented her from rejecting it entirely.


  Now writers may not be the best judges of their own work – we’re too close to it, for a start, and our instinctive response is to believe negative criticism and doubt praise – but I was pretty certain The Whisperers was not the disaster that was being suggested. By that point I’d published twelve books and, any portents of ‘Unlucky Thirteen’ notwithstanding, I was fairly sure that, for reasons of both personal pride and rudimentary critical ability, I wasn’t about to deliver a dead dog to my publishers. Still, I went through a fairly long, dark week of the soul, wondering if my British editor had somehow become the equivalent of the small boy in the crowd, the only one willing to point out that the emperor had no clothes.


  In the end, I decided not that my British editor was wrong, but I had simply written the kind of book that she, as a reader, would not have picked up in a bookstore. Over the last fifteen years or so, I’ve published books that can variously be categorized as Mystery, Horror, Science Fiction, Fantasy, Non-Fiction, and Humorous Satanic Novels for Children. It’s probably not surprising that, at some point, I should have produced something not entirely to the taste of one of my editors. For my British editor, The Whisperers was that book.


  We agreed to differ in the end, although I do recall making a bet with her about the reviews of the novel, suggesting that, if they proved her doubts to be wrong, she might like to soothe my injured artistic feelings with a suitably expensive case of wine. In the spirit of the thing, I promised to salve her bruised editorial sensitivities with a similar gift should the book prove to be an embarrassment to Hodder & Stoughton, and a stain on her reputation in London publishing.


  Reader, I got a very nice case of wine out of it.


  Tom Hyland died suddenly in 2013, just as he was preparing to visit Spain and Italy with Dot. He received a full military funeral. I have his knife sheath on a bookshelf in my office, and one of his watches in my desk drawer. Some weeks after Tom died, Dot sent me an email, part of which reads:


  For all he went through in Viet Nam it’s amazing he did as well as he did. I don’t think a day went by that he didn’t mention Nam to me. It was always me, Viet Nam and Tom, but I understood …


  God rest his soul.


  PROLOGUE


  War is a mythical happening. … Where else in human experience, except in the throes of ardor … do we find ourselves transported to a mythical condition and the gods most real?


  James Hillman,


  A Terrible Love of War


  Baghdad


  16 April 2003


  It was Dr. Al-Daini who found the girl, abandoned and alone in the long central corridor. She was almost entirely buried beneath broken glass and shards of pottery, under discarded clothing and pieces of furniture and old newspapers used as packing materials. She should have been rendered almost invisible amid the dust and the darkness, but Dr. Al-Daini had spent decades searching for girls such as she, and he picked her out where others might simply have passed over her.


  Only her head was exposed, her blue eyes open, her lips stained a faded red. He knelt beside her and brushed some of the detritus from her. Outside, he could hear shouting, and the rumble of tanks changing position. Suddenly, bright light illuminated the hallway, and there were armed men shouting and giving orders, but they had come too late. Others like them had stood by while this had happened, their priorities lying elsewhere. They did not care about the girl, but Dr. Al-Daini cared. He had recognized her immediately, for she had always been one of his favorites. Her beauty had captivated him from the first moment he set eyes on her, and in the years that followed he had never failed to make time to spend a quiet moment or two with her during the day, to exchange a greeting or merely to stand with her and mirror her smile with one of his own.


  Perhaps she might still be saved, he thought, but as he carefully shifted wood and stone he recognized that there was little he could do for her now. Her body was shattered, broken into pieces in an act of desecration that made no sense to him. This was not accidental, but deliberate: he could see marks on the floor where booted feet had pounded upon her legs and arms, reducing them to fragments little larger than the grains of sand on which she now rested. Yet, somehow, her head had escaped the worst of the violence, and Dr. Al-Daini could not decide if this rendered what had been visited upon her less awful, or more terrible.


  ‘Oh, little one,’ he whispered as he gently stroked her cheek, the first time that he had touched her in fifteen years. ‘What have they done to you? What have they done to us all?’


  He should have stayed. He should not have left her, should not have left any of them, but the Fedayeen had been battling the Americans near the Ministry of Information, the sounds of gunfire and explosions reaching them even as they sandbagged friezes and wrapped foam rubber around the statues, grateful that they had at least managed to transport some of the treasures to safety before the invasion commenced. The fighting had then spread to the television station, less than a kilometer away, and to the central bus station at the other side of the complex, drawing closer and closer to them. He had argued in favor of staying, for they had stockpiled food and water in the basement, but many of the others felt that the risks were too great. All but one of the guards had fled, abandoning their weapons and their uniforms, and there were already black-garbed gunmen in the museum garden. So they had locked the front doors and left through the back entrance before fleeing across the river to the eastern side, where they waited in the house of a colleague for the fighting to cease.


  But it did not stop. When they attempted to return over the Bridge of the Medical City they were turned back, and so they stayed with their colleague once again, and drank coffee, and waited some more. Perhaps they had remained there for too long, debating back and forth the wisdom of abandoning what was, for now, a place of safety, but what else could they have done? Yet he could not forgive himself, or assuage his guilt. He had abandoned her, and they had had their way with her.


  And now he was crying, not from the dirt and filth but from rage and hurt and loss. He did not stop, not even as booted feet approached him and a soldier shone a flashlight in his face. There were others behind him, their weapons raised.


  ‘Sir, who are you?’ asked the soldier.


  Dr. Al-Daini did not reply. He could not. All of his attention was fixed on the eyes of the broken girl.


  ‘Sir, do you speak English? I’ll ask you one more time: who are you?’


  Dr. Al-Daini picked up on the nervousness in the soldier’s voice, but also the hint of arrogance, the natural superiority of the conqueror over the conquered. He sighed, and raised his eyes.


  ‘My name is Dr. Mufid Al-Daini,’ he said, wiping his eyes, ‘and I am the deputy curator of Roman antiquities at this museum.’ Then he reconsidered. ‘No, I was the deputy curator of Roman antiquities, for now there is no museum left. Now there are only fragments. You let this happen. You stood by and let this happen. …’


  But he was speaking as much to himself as he was to them, and the words turned to ash in his mouth. The staff had left the museum on Tuesday. On Saturday, they learned that the museum had been looted, and they began to return in an effort to assess the damage and prevent any further theft. Someone said that the looting had commenced as early as Thursday, when hundreds of people had gathered at the fence surrounding the museum. For two days, they were free to ransack. Already, there were rumors that insiders had been involved, some of the museum’s own guardians targeting the most valuable artifacts. The thieves took everything that could be moved, and much of what they could not take they attempted to destroy.


  Dr. Al-Daini and some others had gone to the headquarters of the Marines and pleaded for help in securing the building, for the staff was fearful that the looters would return, and the US Army tanks at the intersection only fifty meters from the museum had refused to come to their aid, citing orders. They were eventually promised guards by the Americans, but only now, on Wednesday, had they come. Dr. Al-Daini had arrived just shortly before them, for he had been one of those assigned the role of liaison with the soldiers and the media, and had spent the previous days being passed up and down the military ranks, and providing contacts for journalists.


  Carefully, he raised the head of the broken girl, youthful yet ancient, the paint still visible on her hair and mouth and eyes after almost four thousand years.


  ‘Look,’ he said, still weeping. ‘Look at what they did to her.’


  And the soldiers stared for a moment at this old man covered in white dust, a hollow head in his hands, before moving on to secure the looted halls of the Iraq Museum. They were young men, and this operation was about the future, not the past. No lives had been lost, not here. These things happened.


  After all, there was a war on.


  Dr. Al-Daini watched the soldiers go. He looked around and saw a swatch of paint-spattered cloth lying by a fallen display case. He checked it and found it to be relatively clean, so he placed the head of the girl upon it, then wrapped the cloth carefully around her, tying a knot with the four corners so that he might more easily carry her. He stood wearily, the head now hanging from his left hand, like an executioner bearing to his potentate the evidence of the ax’s work, for so lifelike was the girl’s expression, and so troubled and shocked was Dr. Al-Daini, that he would not have been surprised had the severed neck begun to bleed through the material, casting red drops like petals upon the dusty floor. All around him were reminders of what had once been; absences like open wounds. Jewelry had been taken from skeletons, their bones scattered. Statues had been decapitated, so that the most striking aspect of them might more easily be carried away. Curious, he thought, that the girl’s head, exquisite as it was, should have been overlooked, or perhaps it was enough for whomever had broken her that her body was ruined, enough to have removed a little beauty from the world.


  The scale of the destruction was overwhelming. The Warka vase, a masterpiece of Sumerian art from about 3500 BC, and the world’s oldest carved stone ritual vessel was gone, hacked away from its base. A beautiful bull-headed lyre had been reduced to kindling as the gold was stripped from it. The Bassetki statue base: gone. The statue of Entema: gone. The Warka mask, the first naturalistic sculpture of a human face: gone. He passed through room after room, replacing all that was lost with phantasms, ghosts of themselves – here an ivory seal, there a bejeweled crown – so that what had once been was superimposed over the wreckage of the present. Even now, while still near numb at the extent of the damage that had been done, Dr. Al-Daini was already cataloging the collection in his mind, trying to recall the age and provenance of each precious relic in case the museum’s own records might no longer be available to them when they began the seemingly impossible task of recovering what had been taken.


  Relics.


  Dr. Al-Daini stopped walking. He swayed slightly, and his eyes closed. A soldier passing by asked him if he was okay and offered him water, a small gesture of kindness that Dr. Al-Daini was unable to acknowledge, so grave was his disquiet. Instead, he turned to the soldier and gripped his arms, a movement that might well have ended his troubles on the spot had the soldier in question had his finger on the trigger of his gun.


  ‘I am Dr. Mufid Al-Daini,’ he told the soldier. ‘I am a deputy curator here at the museum. Please, I need you to help me. I have to get to the basement. I must check something. It is very, very important. You must help me to get through.’


  He gestured at the shapes of the armed men ahead of them, beige figures in the darkened hallways. The young man before him looked doubtful, then shrugged.


  ‘You’ll have to let go of my shoulders first, sir,’ he said. He couldn’t have been more than twenty or twenty-one, but there was an assurance to him, an ease more appropriate to an older man.


  Dr. Al-Daini stepped back, apologizing for his presumption. The name on the soldier’s uniform read ‘Patchett.’


  ‘Do you have some identification?’ asked Patchett.


  Dr. Al-Daini found his museum badge, but the lettering was in Arabic. He searched in his wallet and found a business card, Arabic on one side, English on the other, and handed it across. Squinting slightly in the poor light, Patchett examined it, then returned it.


  ‘Okay, let’s see what we can do,’ he said.


  Dr. Al-Daini had two titles in the museum. As well as being deputy curator of Roman antiquities, a job description that did insufficient justice to the depth and breadth of his knowledge or, indeed, the additional responsibilities that he had shouldered unofficially and without remuneration, he was also the curator of uncataloged items, another name that barely hinted at the extent of the Herculean labors involved. The museum’s inventory system was both ancient and complicated, and there were tens of thousands of items that had yet to be included. One part of the museum’s basement was a labyrinth of shelves piled high with artifacts, boxed and unboxed, most of them, or most of the tiny fraction that had been cataloged by Dr. Al-Daini and his predecessors, of little monetary value, yet each one a marker, a remnant of a civilization now changed beyond recognition, or departed utterly from this world. In many ways, this basement was Dr. Al-Daini’s favorite part of the museum, for who knew what might be discovered here, what unsuspected treasures might be revealed? So far, in truth, he had found few indeed, and the trove of uncataloged items remained as great as it ever had, for with every shard of pottery, every fragment of a statue that was formally added to the museum’s records, ten more seemed to arrive, and so, as the body of what was known became greater, so too did the mass of the unknown. A lesser man might have regarded it as a fruitless task, but Dr. Al-Daini was a romantic when it came to knowledge, and the thought that the store of what remained to be discovered was forever increasing filled him with joy.


  Now, flashlight in hand, the soldier Patchett behind him with another light, Dr.Al-Daini passed through the canyons of the archives, his key redundant, for the door had been smashed open. The basement was stiflingly hot, and there was a sharp smell in the air left by the burning foam that the looters had used as torches, since the electricity had stopped working before the invasion, but Dr. Al-Daini barely noticed. His attention was fixed on one spot, and one spot only. The looters had made their mark here too, overturning shelves, scattering the contents of boxes and crates, even burning records, but they must have realized quickly that there was little worthy of their attentions, and so the damage was less. Yet some items had clearly been taken, and as Dr. Al-Daini moved deeper into the basement, so his anxiety increased, until at last he came to the place that he had sought, and stared at the empty space on the shelf before him. He almost gave up then, but there was still some hope.


  ‘Something is missing,’ he told Patchett. ‘I beg of you, help me to find it.’


  ‘What are we looking for?’


  ‘A lead box. Not very big.’ Dr. Al-Daini held his hands about two feet apart. ‘Plain, with a simple clasp and a small lock.’


  And so together they searched the unlocked areas of the basement as best they could, and when Patchett was recalled by his squad leader Dr. Al-Daini continued to look, all that day and into the night, but there was no sign of the lead box.


  If one wants to hide an item of great value, surrounding it with the worthless is a good way to do so. Better yet if one can swathe it in the poorest of garbs, disguising it so well that it can remain in plain sight and yet not attract the slightest of glances. One might even catalog it as that which it is not: in this case, a lead casket, Persian, sixteenth century, containing a slightly smaller, unremarkable sealed box, apparently made of iron painted red. Date: unknown. Provenance: unknown. Value: minimal.


  Contents: none.


  All lies, especially the last, for if one got close enough to that box within a box, one might almost have thought that something inside it was speaking.


  No, not speaking.


  Whispering.


  Cape Elizabeth, Maine


  May 2009


  The dog heard the call, and came warily to the top of the stairs. She had been sleeping on one of the beds, which she knew that she was not supposed to do. She listened, but picked up on nothing in the voice to suggest that she might be in trouble. When the call came again, and she heard the sound of her leash jangling, she took the stairs two at a time, almost falling over her own legs with excitement when she reached the bottom.


  Damien Patchett calmed the dog by raising his finger and attached the leash to her collar. Although it was warm outside, he wore a green combat jacket. The dog sniffed at one of the pockets, recognizing a familiar scent, but Damien shooed her away. His father was over at the diner, and the house was quiet. The sun was about to set, and as Damien walked the dog through the woods toward the sea, the light began to change, the sky bleeding red and gold behind him.


  The dog bit at the leash, unused to being restricted in this way. Usually she was given free roam on her walks, and she indicated her displeasure by tugging hard. She was not even allowed to stop and sniff scents, and when she tried to urinate she was dragged along, causing her to yelp unhappily. There was a nest of bald-faced hornets in a birch tree nearby, a gray construct now quiet, but in the daytime a buzzing mass of aggression. The dog had been stung earlier in the week when she went to investigate the tree’s sap lick, where a yellow-bellied sapsucker had cleared the bark to feed, leaving a useful source of sweetness for assorted insects, birds, and squirrels. She began to whine as they drew close to the birch, recalling her pain and desirous of giving its source a wide berth, but he calmed her by patting her and changing direction, easing her away from the site of her mishap.


  As a boy, Damien had been fascinated by bees, and wasps, and hornets. This colony had formed in the spring when the queen, roused from months of sleep after mating the previous fall, began to mix wood fiber with saliva, creating a pole of paper pulp to which she gradually added the hexagonal cells for her young: first the females from the fertilized eggs, then the males from her virgin eggs. He had kept track of each stage of its development, just as he used to do when he was a boy. It was the aspect of female rule that he had always found most interesting, for he came from an old-fashioned family where the men made the decisions, or so he had always believed until, as he grew older, he began to recognize the infinite subtle ways in which his mother, and his grandmothers, and various aunts and cousins, had manipulated the males to their satisfaction. Here, in this gray nest, the queen could be more open in her government, giving birth, creating defenders of the hive, feeding and being fed, even keeping her young warm by her shivers, the warm air created by the actions of her body becoming trapped in a bell-shaped chamber of her own creation.


  He stared back at the shape of the nest, almost invisible among the leaves, as though reluctant now to leave it. His sharp eyes picked out spider webs, and ants’ nests, and a green caterpillar scaling a bloodroot, and each creature gave him pause, and each sight he seemed to store away.


  They could smell the sea when Damien stopped. Had anyone been there to see him, it would have been clear that he was weeping. His face was contorted, and his shoulders convulsed with the force of his sobs. He looked around, right and left, as if expecting to glimpse presences moving between the trees, but there were only birdsong and the sound of waves breaking.


  The dog’s name was Sandy. She was a mutt, but more retriever than anything else. She was now ten years old, and she was as much Damien’s dog as his father’s, despite the son’s long absences, loving both equally just as they loved her. She could not understand her younger master’s behavior, for he was tolerant of her in ways that even his father was not. She wagged her tail uncertainly as he squatted beside her and tied her leash to the trunk of a sapling. Then he stood and removed the revolver from his pocket. It was a .38 Special, a Smith & Wesson Model 10. He had bought it from a dealer who claimed that it had come from a Vietnam vet who was down on his luck, but whom Damien subsequently discovered had sold it to feed the cocaine habit that had eventually claimed his life.


  Damien put his hands to his ears, the gun in his right hand now pointing to the sky. He shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut. ‘Please, please stop,’ he said. ‘I’m begging you. Please.’


  His mouth curled down, snot running from his nose, as he removed his hands from his head and, trembling, pointed the gun at the dog. It was inches from her muzzle. She leaned forward and sniffed it. She was used to the smell of oil and powder, for Damien and his father had often taken her to hunt birds with them, and she would bring them back in her jaws. She wagged her tail expectantly, anticipating the game.


  ‘No,’ said Damien. ‘No, don’t make me do it. Please don’t.’


  His finger tightened on the trigger. His whole arm was shaking. With a great effort of will, he turned the gun away from the dog, and screamed at the sea, and the air, and the setting sun. He gritted his teeth and freed the dog from her leash.


  ‘Go!’ he shouted at her. ‘Go home! Sandy, go home!’


  The dog’s tail went between her legs, but it was still wagging slightly. She didn’t want to leave. She sensed that something was very wrong. Then Damien ran at her, aiming a kick at her behind but pulling it at the last minute so that it made no contact. Now the dog fled, retreating toward the house. She paused while Damien was still in sight of her, but he came at her again, and this time she kept going, stopping only when she heard the gunshot.


  She cocked her head, then slowly began to retrace her steps, anxious to see what her master had brought down.


  I


  I fought single-handed, yet against such men no one


  Could do battle.


  Homer, The Odyssey, Book I


  II


  … I dream of horsemen in smoking hills, shadows on horseback, reed breastplates, quirts, half-breed moon. Some other war. Some other ancient war but this same place …


  Richard Currey, Crossing Over: The Vietnam Stories


  War smells. It smells of open sewers and excrement. It smells of garbage and rotting food and standing water. It smells of dog carcasses and human corpses. It smells of the homeless, and the dying, and the dead.


  They were flown from McCord AB to Rhein-Main AB, then on to Kuwait. They traveled in full kit with their weapons, the bolts removed and kept in their pockets. In Kuwait, they filled sandbags to line the bottoms of their vehicles and absorb shrapnel. It was only a couple of days later that they were told they were heading into the box. The officers cheered: they wanted to earn their combat patches. The chill was intense as they moved north through the desert night. He had never been in the desert before, not unless you counted the Desert of Maine, and that was just a field with some sand in it. He hadn’t expected the desert to be so cold, but then he knew about as much about deserts as he knew about Iraq. Before he was sent there, he couldn’t even have found it on a map. He’d never had any intention of visiting, so why bother trying to look for it? But now he knew. …


  What did these people do? How did they live? There was nothing growing that he could see. The kids were barefoot, and lived in houses made of mud and brick. They were told not to trust anybody, but he handed out candy and water to children when he could. Most of the guys did, at the start, until the insurgency kicked in, and the rivers began filling up with bodies, and the haji started using children as lookouts, or human shields, or soldiers. After that, they stopped treating kids as kids. By then, he was scared most of the time, but he’d entered a place where the concept of fear had ceased to have any concrete meaning because fear was always present, either as a whisper or a scream.


  Then there was the dust: it got everywhere. He tried to keep his M4 clean and well-lubricated, but it didn’t always help, and the gun sometimes jammed, There were those who said that the standard army cleaner wasn’t worth a shit, and guys asked for commercial lubricants as part of their care packages from home. Later he read that there was something about the Iraqi dust that was different from the dust used in the weapons tests stateside. It was smaller, and contained more salts and carbonates, which tended to corrode. It also reacted with some of the gun lubricants, creating bigger particles that blocked the chambers. It was as though the land itself was conspiring against the invaders.


  This place was old. They didn’t understand that. He didn’t understand it either, not then. It was only after, when he began tracing its history, that he realized this was the cradle of civilization: the ancestors of these people


  

  

  

  EPILOGUE


  I wish I lived in my house with only a third part of all


  These goods, and that the men were alive who died in those days


  In wide Troy land …


  


  Homer, The Odyssey, Book 24


  The warehouse in Queens was known as the ‘Fortress,’ an art storage facility guarded by the US government. The Fortress had already seen many antiquities from the Iraq Museum pass through its doors. It was there that the headless stone statue of the Sumerian king Entemena of Lagash had been taken after it was retrieved, and there that 669 items from the museum, seized by US Customs at Newark Airport in 2003, were brought for authentication. Now, in the Fortress’s gloomy confines, Dr. Al-Daini began the process of cataloging what had been recovered during the raids in Maine and Quebec, even as he mourned that which he had mostly fervently sought, and which had now been lost to him again.


  When he found himself tiring, he left the Fortress and wandered to a nearby coffee shop, where he ordered soup and read an Arabic newspaper that he had bought that morning. Later, he would say that he smelled the man who sat down opposite him before he saw him, for Dr. Al-Daini did not smoke, and the stink of nicotine had tainted his soup.


  Dr. Al-Daini looked up from his newspaper and his meal, and stared at the Collector.


  ‘Excuse me, but do I know you?’ he asked.


  The Collector shook his head. ‘We have moved in similar circles, that’s all. I have something for you.’


  He laid a box wrapped in string and brown paper upon the table, and Dr. Al-Daini felt his fingertips vibrate in tune with the box as he ran them over the parcel, then glanced around him before he used his knife to cut the string. He pushed aside the paper before opening the top of the long white box that was before him. Gently, he examined the locks. He frowned.


  ‘The box has been opened.’


  ‘Yes’, said the Collector. ‘The results were most interesting.’


  ‘But they are still trapped in there?’


  ‘Can’t you feel them?’


  Dr. Al-Daini nodded, and closed the top of the white box. For the first time in many years, he felt that he might sleep well.


  ‘Who are you?’ he asked.


  ‘I? I am a collector.’ He slipped two pieces of paper across the table to Dr. Al-Daini. ‘But there is a price to be paid for relinquishing such a unique item to the proper authorities.’


  Dr. Al-Daini examined the papers. On each was the image of a small cylindrical seal.


  ‘Consider them destroyed, or irretrievably lost.’


  Dr. Al-Daini was a man of the world. ‘Agreed,’ he said. ‘For your own collection?’


  ‘No,’ said the Collector, as he stood to leave. ‘In recompense.’


  The air was still. Rain had fallen earlier in the day, and the grass in the Maine Veterans’ Memorial Cemetery gleamed in the sunlight. Bobby Jandreau was beside me, his girlfriend waiting on the path behind us. We were alone among the dead. He had asked that I meet him in this place, and I had been happy to do so.


  ‘For a long time, I wanted to be here,’ said Bobby. ‘I wanted it all to end.’


  ‘And now?’


  ‘I’m with her.’ He looked back at Mel, and she smiled at him, and I thought: she will be buried here next to you.


  ‘They’ll save a place for you both. No need to hurry.’


  He nodded. ‘This is our reward,’ he said. ‘To lie here, with honor. There is nothing more – not money, not medals. This is enough.’


  His gaze was fixed on the nearest stone. A husband and wife were buried there, side by side, and I knew that he was seeing his name alongside Mel’s, just as I had.


  ‘Their intentions were good,’ he said. ‘At the start.’


  ‘Most of the bad situations I’ve encountered began with the best of intentions,’ I replied. ‘But they were right, in a way: the injured, the scarred, they deserve better than what they’re getting.’


  ‘I guess there was so much money that, in the end, they couldn’t bear to give any of it away.’


  ‘I guess so.’


  He reached out to me, and I shook his hand. When we were done, there were two small cylinder seals in his palm, each decorated with gold and gemstones. A fragment of paper was bound to one with a rubber band.


  ‘What are these?’


  ‘Souvenirs,’ I said. ‘A man named Dr. Al-Daini has crossed them off his list of stolen items, in return for a certain gold box. On the paper is the name of someone who’ll pay a high price for them, with no questions asked. I’m sure you can find a way to put the money to good use.’


  Bobby Jandreau closed his fist upon the seals. ‘There are men and women worse off than I am.’


  ‘I know that. That’s why they’ve been given to you: because you’ll do the right thing. You need any advice, talk to Ronald Straydeer, or just ask your girlfriend.’


  They left before I did. I stayed for a time, among the dead, and then, as the shadows lengthened, I crossed myself, and left the fallen to their own.


  Here the dead lay down their burdens, for a time. Here are names etched in stone, and bouquets on cut grass. Here husband lies next to wife, and wife next to husband. Here is the promise of peace, but only the promise.


  For the dead alone can speak of what they have endured, and just as sleep may be punctuated by restless dreaming, so too the final repose is sometimes uneasy for those who have seen too much, who have suffered too much. The dead know what the dead know, and soldiers know what soldiers know, and they can share their torments only with their own kind.


  At night, figures emerge from the shadows, and dark forms move in sheltered glades. One man sits beside another on a stone bench, listening quietly to his comrade as a bird sings lullabies above their heads. Three men walk softly through the first fallen leaves, disturbing none, leaving no trace of their passing. Here, soldiers gather, and speak of war and of what was lost. Here, the dead bear witness, and witness is borne in return.


  And the night air carries whispers of consolation.


  

  



  Order the next in the Charlie Parker series, The Burning Soul, now
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  JOHN CONNOLLY ON THE PARKER NOVELS:


  ‘Since about the second book I’ve thought of the Parker novels as a sequence rather than a series, in that each book develops themes, ideas and plots from the preceding books.’


  Although each novel is self-contained, and can be enjoyed as a compelling thriller, collectively the Parker novels form a rich and involving epic sequence in which characters reappear and clues laid down in earlier stories are solved in later ones.


  Below is a précis of key events in each of the Charlie Parker novels.


  Former NYPD Charlie Parker first appears (in Every Dead Thing) on a quest for the killer of his wife and daughter. He is a man consumed by violence, guilt and the desire for revenge. When his ex-partner asks him to track down a missing girl, Parker embarks on a grim odyssey through the bowels of organised crime; to cellars of torture and death; and to a unique serial killer, an artist who uses the human body as his canvas: The Travelling Man. By the end of the novel, Parker realises he is at the beginning of another dark journey – to avenge the voiceless victims of crime: the poor, women and children. It is a journey on which his dead wife and child will be constant ghostly companions.


  In Dark Hollow, Parker returns to the wintry Maine landscape where he grew up and becomes embroiled in another murder hunt. The chief suspect is Billy Purdue, the ex-husband of the dead woman, and Parker is not the only one on his trail. Aided by his friends, hitmen Angel and Louis (first encountered in Every Dead Thing), Parker must go back thirty years into his own grandfather’s troubled past and into the violent origins of a mythical killer, the monster Caleb Kyle. Parker’s personal life seems to take an upward turn in the attractive form of psychologist Rachel Wolfe.


  Parker’s empathy with the powerless victims of crime is growing ever stronger. It makes him a natural choice to investigate the death of Grace Peltier in The Killing Kind – a death that appears to be a suicide. The discovery of a mass grave – the final resting place of a religious community that had disappeared forty years earlier – convinces Parker that there is a link between Grace and these deaths: a shadowy organisation called The Fellowship. His investigation draws him into increasingly violent confrontations with the Fellowship’s enforcer, the demonic arachnophile, Mr Pudd. Genial killers Angel and Louis join Parker again as he descends into a honeycomb world populated by dark angels and lost souls.


  Parker’s relationship with Rachel reaches a new level in The White Road, but he is still driven to solve the most challenging of cases. A black youth faces the death penalty for rape and murder; his victim, the daughter of one of the wealthiest men in South Carolina. It is a case with its roots in old evil, and old evil is Charlie Parker’s speciality. But this turns out not to be an investigation, but rather a descent into the abyss, a confrontation with dark forces that threaten all Parker holds dear.


  Evil men from his past unite to exact a terrible revenge on the private detective. Seemingly unconnected events turn out to be part of a complex and intricate pattern.


  The Killing Kind and The White Road effectively form two halves of a single, larger narrative and are probably best read in order.


  In ‘The Reflecting Eye’, a long novella featured in the Nocturnes collection, Parker becomes involved in a curious investigation into a former killer’s abandoned house, and learns that someone, or something, seems be using its empty rooms as a base from which to hunt for victims. This novella introduces us for the first time to the character known as the Collector, an individual who will come to play an important, and sinister, role in the books that follow, most particularly in The Unquiet and The Lovers.


  The Black Angel is not an object; it is not a myth. The Black Angel lives. And it is a prize sought for centuries by evil men. Not that Charlie Parker’s latest case starts this way; it starts with the disappearance of a young woman in New York. Her abductors believe that no one will come looking for her, but they are wrong. For Alice is ‘blood’ to Parker’s sidekick, the assassin Louis, and Louis will tear apart anyone who attempts to stop him finding her.


  The hunt turns into an epic quest that will take Parker and his team to an ornate church of bones in Eastern Europe and a cataclysmic battle between good and evil. It marks a dawning realisation in Parker that there is another dimension to his crusade, a dangerous dimension that Rachel finds herself increasingly unable to live with.


  The Unquiet begins with a missing man, a once respected psychiatrist who went absent following revelations about harm done to children in his care. His daughter believes him dead, but is not allowed to come to terms with her father’s legacy. For someone is asking questions about Daniel Clay: the revenger Merrick, a father and a killer obsessed with discovering the truth about his own daughter’s disappearance. Living apart from Rachel and their child, Charlie Parker is hired to make Merrick go away, but finds strange bonds with the revenger, who has drawn from the shadows pale wraiths drifting through the ranks of the unquiet dead. At the end of the novel comes a tantalising reference to Parker’s own parentage that will inform events in The Lovers.


  But first Angel and Louis take centre stage in The Reapers, where the elite killers themselves become targets. A wealthy recluse sends them north to a town that no longer exists on a map. A town ruled by a man with very personal reasons for wanting Louis’s blood spilt. There they find themselves trapped, isolated and at the mercy of a killer feared above all others: the assassin of assassins, Bliss. Thanks to Parker, help is on its way. But can Angel and Louis stay alive long enough for it to reach them?


  The bloody events in The Unquiet result in Parker losing his PI licence, so he returns to Maine and takes a job in a Portland bar while the fuss dies down. But The Lovers shows Parker engaged on his most personal case yet: an investigation into his own origins and the circumstances surrounding the death of his father. When he was a boy, Parker’s father, himself a cop, killed a pair of teenagers then took his own life. His actions were never explained. Parker’s quest for that explanation reveals lies, secrets and betrayal. Haunting it – as they have done all his life – are two figures in the shadows, an unidentified man and woman with one purpose: to bring an end to Parker’s existence.


  In The Whisperers, Parker is asked to investigate the apparent suicide of Damian Patchett, a former soldier. But this is not an isolated death; former combatants are dying in epidemic quantities, driven by someone or something to take their own lives.


  Parker cannot defeat this evil on this own. To combat it, he is forced into an uneasy alliance with a man he fears more than any other. The Collector first appeared in the novella The Reflecting Eye and remains a sinister presence in Parker’s consciousness. It is as though the two men are twin moons orbiting a dark, unknown planet. Now he steps out of the shadows and as their eyes meet, Parker sees for the first time that he himself inspires fear in the Collector.


  In The Burning Soul, Charlie Parker becomes reluctantly involved in investigating the abduction of a fourteen-year-old girl.


  The small Maine town of Pastor’s Bay is the home of Randall Haight, a man with a secret. When he was a teenager, he and his friend killed a girl. He did his time and has built a life for himself, not sharing details of his past with anyone. But someone has found out, and is sending anonymous threatening messages. And Anna Kore – the missing girl – lived in Pastor’s Bay, not two miles away from Haight.


  Randall Haight is not the kind of man Charlie Parker wants to help. But he is already drawn to the case of Anna Kore and cannot turn away from the chance to find her.


  In the course of the investigation he comes up against the police, the FBI and a doomed mobster, Tommy Morris.


  The Wrath of Angels, the eleventh Parker novel, is a sequel of sorts to The Black Angel, and returns to some of the themes and characters in that earlier novel.


  Parker hears tales of a plane lost in the Maine woods, the mystery of its vanished pilots, and the possibility that it contained a living cargo. What draws Parker’s interest is the possibility that the plane was also carrying a list of those who had struck deals with the Antichrist himself, a record of individuals who had committed acts of evil, or were yet capable of committing them. But the list’s existence also draws others, both those interested in protecting it and also individuals who want to secure it for their own ends, among them Parker’s nemesis, the serial killer known as the Collector. Yet it soon becomes clear that someone, or something, has survived the crash, and is waiting in the woods. The Wrath of Angels brings to an end certain elements in the Parker series, while also containing events that lead directly into the novel that follows it, The Wolf in Winter.
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