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PART 1

. . . all I know is that I know nothing.

—SOCRATES
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IN THE BEGINNING IS THE ROAD—AND ME WALKING ALONG IT.

I have no memory of who I am, or where I have come from, or how I came to be here. There is only the road

and the desert stretching away to a burned sky in every direction

and there is me.

Anxiety bubbles within me and my legs scissor, pushing me forward through hot air as if they know something I don’t. I feel like telling them to slow down, but even in my confused state I know you don’t talk to your legs, not unless you’re crazy, and I don’t think I’m crazy—I don’t think so.

I stare down the shimmering ribbon of tarmac, rising and falling over the undulating land, its straight edges made wavy by the intense desert heat. It makes the road seem insubstantial and the way ahead uncertain and my anxiety burns bright because of it. I feel there’s something important to do here, and that I am here to do it, but I cannot remember what.

I try to breathe slowly, dredging a recollection from some deep place that this is meant to be calming, and catch different scents in the dry desert air—the coal-tar sap of a broken creosote bush branch, the sweet sugar rot of fallen saguaro fruit, the arid perfume of agave pollen—each thing so clear to me, so absolutely itself and correct and known. And from the solid seed of each named thing more information grows—Latin names, medicinal properties, common names, whether it is edible or poisonous. The same happens when I glance to my left or right, each glimpsed thing sparking new names and fresh torrents of facts until my head hums with it all. I know the world entirely it seems and yet I know nothing of myself. I don’t know where I am. I don’t know why I’m here. I don’t even know my own name.

The wind gusts at my back, pushing me forward and bringing a new smell that makes my anxiety flare into blind fear. It is smoke, oily and acrid, and a half-formed memory slides in with it that there is something awful lying on the road behind me, something I need to get away from.

I break into a run, staring forward, not daring to check behind me. The blacktop feels hard and hot against the soles of my feet. I look down to discover that I’m not wearing shoes. My feet flash as they pound the road, my skin pure white in the bright sunshine. I hold my hand up and it’s the same, so white I have to narrow my eyes against the glare of it. I can feel my skin starting to redden in the fierce sun and know that I need to get out of this desert, away from this sun and the thing on the road behind me. I fix on a rise in the road, feeling that if I can reach it then I will be safe, that the way ahead will be clearer.

The wind blows hard, bringing the smell of smoke again and smothering all other scents like a poisonous blanket. Sweat starts to soak my shirt and the dark gray material of my jacket. I should take it off, cool myself down a little, but the thicker material is giving me protection from the burning sun so I turn the collar up instead and keep on running. One step then another—forward and away, forward and away—asking myself questions between each step—Who am I? Where am I? Why am I here?—repeating each one until something starts to take shape in the blankness of my empty mind. An answer. A name.

“James Coronado.” I say it aloud in a gasp of breath before it is lost again and pain sears into my left shoulder.

My voice comes as a surprise to me, soft and strange and unfamiliar, but the name is not. I recognize it and say it again—James Coronado, James Coronado—over and over, hoping the name might be mine and it might drag more about who I am up from my silent memory. But the more I say it, the more distant it becomes until I’m certain the name is not mine. It feels apart from me though still connected in some way, as if I have made a promise to this man, one that I am bound to keep.

I reach the crest of the road and a new section of desert comes into view. In the distance I see a road sign, and beyond that, a town, spreading like a dark stain across the lower slopes of a range of red mountains.

I raise my hand to shield my eyes so I might read the name of the place on the sign, but it is too far away and heat blurs the words. There is movement on the road, way off at the edge of town.

Vehicles.

Heading this way. Red and blue lights flashing on their roofs.

The wail of sirens mingles with the roar of the smoke-filled wind and I feel trapped between the two. I look to my right and consider leaving the road and heading out into the desert. A new smell reaches me, drifting from somewhere out in the wilderness, something that seems more familiar to me than all the other things. It is the smell of something dead and rotting, lying somewhere out of sight, sunbaked and fetid and caramel sweet, like a premonition of what will befall me if I stray from the road.

Sirens in front of me, death on either side, and behind me, what?

I have to know.

I turn to gaze upon what I have been running from and the whole world is on fire.

An aircraft lies broken and blazing in the center of the road, its wings sticking up from the ground like the folded wings of some huge burning beast. A wide circle of flame surrounds it, spreading rapidly as flames leap from plant to plant and lick up the sides of giant saguaro, their burning arms raised in surrender, their flesh splitting and hissing as the water inside boils and explodes in puffs of steam.

It is magnificent. Majestic. Terrifying.

The sirens grow louder and the flames roar. One of the wings starts to fall, trailing flame as it topples and filling the air with the tortured sound of twisting metal. It lands with a whump, and a wave of fire rolls up into the air, curling like a tentacle that seems to reach down the road for me, reaching out, wanting me back.

I stagger backward, turn on my heels, and run.
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MAYOR ERNEST CASSIDY LOOKED UP FROM THE DRY GRAVE AND OUT ACROSS the crowded heads of the mourners. He had felt the rumble as much as heard it, like thunder rolling in from the desert. Others must have felt it too. He saw a few of the heads bowed in prayer turn to glance back at the desert stretching away below them.

The cemetery was high up, scooped into the side of the Chinchuca Mountains that encircled the town like a horseshoe. A hot wind blew up from the valley, ruffling the black clothes of the mourners and blowing grit against the wind-scoured boards marking the older graves that recorded the town’s violent birth with quiet and brutal economy:

TEAMSTER. KILLED BY APACHES. 1881.

CHINA MAE LING. SUICIDE. 1880.

SUSAN GOATER. MURDERED. 1884.

BOY. AGE 11 MONTHS. DIED OF NEGLECT. 1882.

A new name was being added to this roll call of death today and almost the whole town was present to see it, their businesses closed for the morning so they could attend the first funeral to take place in this historic cemetery for over sixty years. It was the least they could do in the circumstances—the very least. The future of their town was being secured this day, as surely as it had been at the ragged end of the nineteenth century when the murdered, the hanged, the scalped, and the damned had first been planted here.

The crowd settled as the memory of the thunder faded and Mayor Cassidy, wearing his preacher hat today, dropped a handful of dust down into the dry grave. It pattered down on the lid of the simple, old-fashioned pine box at the bottom—a nice touch, considering—then continued with the solemn service.

“For dust thou art,” he said in a low and respectful voice he kept specially for situations like this, “and unto dust shalt thou return. Amen.”

There was a murmur of “Amens” then a wind-shushed minute of silence. He stole a glance at the widow, standing very close to the edge of her husband’s grave, like a suicide at the edge of a cliff. Her hair and eyes shone in the sunlight, a deeper black than any of the clothes flapping in the wind around her. She appeared so beautiful in her grief—beautiful and young. She had loved her husband deeply, he knew that, and there was a particular tragedy in the knowledge of it. But her youth meant she had time enough ahead of her to move on from this, and that leavened it some. She would leave the town and start again somewhere else. And there were no children; there was a mercy in that too, no physical ties to bind her, no face that carried traces of his and would remind her of her lost love whenever she caught it in a certain light. Sometimes the absence of children was a blessing. Sometimes.

Movement rippled through the crowd and he glanced up to see a police chief’s hat being jammed back onto a close-cropped salt-and-pepper head as it moved quickly away toward the exit. Mayor Cassidy looked beyond him to the desert, and saw why.

A column of black smoke was rising up on the main road out of town. It wasn’t thunder he had heard or rain that was coming, it was more trouble.








3

CHIEF MORGAN PULLED AWAY FROM THE CEMETERY AS FAST AS HE COULD without sending a cloud of grit over the other mourners hurrying to their cars behind him.

He had heard the rumble too and had known right away it wasn’t thunder. It was a sound that transported him back to a time when he had worn a different uniform and watched flashes of artillery fire in the night as shells pounded a foreign city in a different desert. It was the sound of something big hitting the ground and his mouth felt dry because of it.

He picked up speed as he headed downhill and pushed the comms button on the steering wheel to activate the radio. “This is Morgan. I’m heading north on Eldridge en route to a possible fire about three miles out of town, anyone else call it in?”

There was a bump and a squeal of rubber as his truck bottomed out and joined the main road, then the voice of Rollins the duty dispatcher crackled back. “Copy that, Chief, we got a call from Ellie over at the Tucker ranch, said she heard an explosion to the southwest. We got five units responding: two fire trucks, a highway patrol unit, an ambulance from county, and another heading from King. Six units, including you.”

Morgan glanced in his rearview mirror, saw flashing lights behind him on the road. He stared ahead to where the column of smoke was growing much faster than his speed could account for. “We’re going to need more,” he said.

“What is it, Chief?”

Morgan studied the wall of smoke. “Well, I ain’t there yet but the smoke is rising fast and high, so there’s gotta be some heat in the fire, burning fuel probably. There was an explosion too.”

“Yeah, I heard it.”

“You heard it in the office?”

“Yessir. Felt it too.”

Rollins was a mile or so farther away than he had been. Some explosion. “Can you see it yet?” Morgan listened to dead air and pictured Rollins leaning back in his chair to catch a view out of the narrow window of the dispatch room.

“Yeah, I got it.”

“Well, it’s coming your way so you better get busy. Call the airfield, get the tanker in the air. We need to step on this thing before it gets out of hand.”

“I’m on it, Chief.”

Morgan clicked off the comms and leaned forward. The top of the smokestack was several hundred feet high and still rising. He was closer now, close enough that he could see something burning at the center of the fire each time he crested a rise in the road. He was so fixated on it, wanting to see it and confirm what he already knew it must be, that he didn’t notice the figure running down the middle of the road until he was almost upon him.

His reaction was all instinct and panic. He threw the wheel hard right and braced himself for a thump that didn’t come, then jerked the wheel left again. The rear wheels caught the soft dirt of the verge and he started to slide. He stamped on the brakes to stop the wheels then back on the gas to give him some traction. He was in a full sideways skid now, wheels spinning and throwing grit into the air. He hit the brakes again and clung to the wheel, steering into the slide until he slammed into a bush or something that stopped the truck dead and made him bang his head against the window.

He sat perfectly still for a moment, hands on the wheel, heart pounding in his chest, so loud he could hear it above the roar of the burning desert and the patter of grit on the windshield. The first fire truck roared past, throwing more grit over him and a crackle of static flooded the car. “Chief? You there, Chief?”

He took a breath, pressed the comms button. “Yeah, Rollins, I’m here.”

“How’s it lookin’?”

The second fire truck thundered by and he followed its path toward the wall of flame, the burning plane twisted at its center. “Like the end of the world,” he murmured.

He glanced back to the road and was half-surprised to see the running man still there, rising from the ground where he had thrown himself. He looked strange, extraordinary, his hair as white as his skin.

Morgan had heard all the stories about how this road was built on the old wagon trail and was supposed to be haunted. People had seen plenty of things out here, especially at night when the cold hit the ground like a hammer, releasing wisps of vapor that drifted through the headlights and imaginations of people who had heard the same stories he had. He’d had reports of everything from ghost horses to wagons floating a foot above the ground. But he had never seen anything himself until now.

“Chief? You still there, Chief?”

Morgan snapped to attention, his eyes fixed on the stranger. “Yeah, I’m here. What’s the word on those tankers?”

“You got the unit from the airfield on its way and two more possibles inbound from Tucson. They’re dragging their asses a little, but I’m working on it. If they get the go-ahead, they should be with you in twenty.”

Morgan nodded but said nothing. In twenty minutes the fire would have doubled in size, tripled even. More sirens wailed closer, everything the town had to send but not nearly enough.

“Call everyone you can,” he said. “We’re going to need roadblocks on all routes in and out of town. I don’t want anybody riding out into this mess, and we’re going to need to set firebreaks too. Anyone with a truck and a shovel they can swing needs to report for duty at the city-limit billboard if they want this town to still be here by sundown.”

He disconnected and fumbled in his pocket for his phone. He found a contact and opened a new message. His fingers shook as he typed: “Clear out now. Funeral finished early. Find anything?”

He sent the message and looked back at the stranger. He was gazing up at the fire with an odd expression on his face. Morgan held up his phone, snapped a photo, and studied it. The man seemed to glow in the midst of all the grit. It reminded him of the pictures he’d seen in the books and on the Web sites devoted to the town’s ghosts. Only those all seemed fake to him. There was nothing fake about this. He was there, large as life, staring back at the crashed plane with pale gray eyes the color of stone. Staring into the fire.

The phone beeped in his hand. A reply: “Nothing. Leaving now.”

Goddammit. Nothing was going right today. Not a damned thing.

He grabbed his hat and opened the door to the roar of fire and the heat of the desert just as the pale man turned and started to run.
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I STARE INTO THE HEART OF THE FIRE AND FEEL AS IF IT’S STARING BACK AT me. But that can’t be right. I know that. The air swirls and wails and roars around me like the world is in pain.

The first fire truck stops at the edge of the blaze and people run out, pulling hose from its belly like they are drawing innards from some beast in sacrifice to a burning god. They seem so tiny and the fire so big. The wind stirs the flames and the fire roars forward, up the road, toward the men, toward me. Fear flares inside me and I turn to run and almost collide with a woman wearing a dark blue uniform, walking up the road behind me.

“Are you okay, sir?” she says, her eyes soft with concern. I want to hold her and have her hold me but my fear of the fire is too great and so is my desire to get away from it. I duck past her and keep on running, straight into a man wearing the same uniform. He grabs my arm and I try to pull free but I cannot. He is too strong and this surprises me, as if I am not used to being weak.

“I need to get away,” I say in my soft, unfamiliar voice, and glance back over my shoulder at the flames being blown closer by the wind.

“You’re safe now, sir,” he says with a professional calm that only makes me more anxious. How can he know I am safe, how can he possibly know?

I look back and past him toward the town and the sign, but there is a parked ambulance blocking my view of it now and this makes me anxious too.

“I need to get away from it,” I say, pulling my arm away, trying to make him understand. “I think the fire is here because of me.”

He nods as if he understands, but I see his other hand reaching out to grab me and I seize it and pull hard, sweeping his feet from beneath him with my leg at the same time and twisting away so he falls to the ground. The movement is as natural as breathing and as smooth as a well-practiced dance step. My muscles still have memory it seems. I look down into his shocked face. “Sorry, Lawrence,” I say, using the name on his badge, then I turn to run—back to the town and away from the fire. I manage one step before his hand grabs my leg, his strong fingers closing around my ankle like a manacle.

I stumble, regain my balance, turn back, and raise my foot. I don’t want to kick him, but I will, I will kick him right in his face if that’s what it takes to make him let go. The thought of the solid heel of my foot crashing into his nose, splitting his skin and spilling blood, brings a sensation like warm air rushing through me. It’s a nice feeling, and it disturbs me as much as my earlier familiarity with the smell of death. I try to focus on something else, try to smother my instinct and stop my foot from lashing out, and in this pause something big and solid hits me hard, ripping my leg from the man’s grip.

I hit the ground and a flash of white explodes inside my skull as my head bangs against the blacktop. Rage erupts inside me. I fight to wriggle free from whoever tackled me. Hot breath blows on my cheek and I smell sour coffee and the beginnings of tooth decay. I twist my head around and see the face of the policeman who nearly ran me down. “Take it easy,” he says, pinning me down with his weight, “they’re only trying to help you here.”

But they’re not. If they wanted to help, they’d let me go.

In a detached part of my mind I know that I could use my teeth to tear at his cheek or his nose, attack him with such ferocity he would want to be free of me more than I do of him. I am simultaneously fascinated, appalled, and excited by this notion, this realization that I have the power to free myself but that something is holding me back, something inside me.

More hands grab me and press me hard to the ground. I feel a sting in my arm, like a large insect has bitten me. The female medic is crouching beside me now, her attention fixed on the syringe sticking into my arm.

“Unfair fight,” I try to say, but am already slurring by the time I get to the last word.

The world starts turning to liquid and I feel myself going limp. A hand cradles my head and gently lowers it to the ground. I try to fight it, willing my eyes to stay open. I can see the distant town, framed by the road and sky. I want to tell them all to hurry, that the fire is coming and they need to get away, but my mouth no longer works. My vision starts to tunnel, black around the edges, a diminishing circle of light in the center, as if I am falling backward down a deep well. I can see the sign now past the edge of the ambulance, the words on it visible too. I read them in the clarifying air, the last thing I see before my eyes close and the world goes dark:

WELCOME TO THE

CITY OF REDEMPTION
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MULCAHY LEANED AGAINST THE JEEP AND STARED OUT AT THE JAGGED LINES of wings beyond the chain-link fence. From where he stood he could see a Vietnam-era B-52 bomber with upward of thirty mission decals on its fuselage, a World War II bomber of some sort, a heavy transporter plane that resembled a whale, and a squadron of sharp-nosed, lethal-looking jet fighters with various paint jobs from various countries, including a MiG with a Soviet star on the side and two smaller ones beneath the cockpit windows denoting combat kills.

Beyond the parade of military planes a runway arrowed away into the heart of the badlands, snakes of heat twisting in the air above it. There were some buzzards to the north, circling above something dead or dying in the desert; other than that there was nothing, not even a cloud, though he had heard thunder a while back. Some rain would be nice. God knows they needed it.

He checked his watch.

Late.

Sweat was starting to prick and tickle in his hair and on his back beneath his shirt as the trapped heat of the day got hold of him. The silver Grand Cherokee he was leaning against had black-tinted windows, cool leather seats, and a kick-ass air conditioner circulating chilled air at a steady sixty-five degrees. He could hear the unit whirring under the idling engine. Even so, he preferred to stand outside in the desert heat rather than remain in the car with the two morons he was having to babysit, listening to their inane conversation.

—Hey, man, how many Nazis you think that bird wasted?

—How many gook babies you think that one burned up?

They’d somehow made the assumption that Mulcahy was ex-military, which, in their fidgety, drug-fried minds, also made him an expert on every war ever fought and the machines they’d used to fight them. He’d told them, several times, that he had not served in any branch of the armed forces and therefore knew as much about warplanes as they did, but they kept on with their endless questions and fantasy body counts.

He checked his watch again.

Once the package was delivered to the meeting point he could drive away, take a long, cold shower and wash away the day. A window buzzed open next to him, and super-cooled air leaked out from inside.

“Where’s the plane at, man?” It was Javier, the shorter, more irritating of the two men, and a distant relative of Papa Tío, the big boss on the Mexican side.

“It’s not here,” Mulcahy replied.

“No shit, tell me something I don’t know.”

“Hard to know where to start.”

“What?”

Mulcahy took a step away from the Jeep and stretched until he felt the vertebrae pop in his spine. “Don’t worry,” he said. “If anything was wrong, I’d get a message.”

Javier thought for a moment then nodded. He had inherited some of the boss man’s swagger but none of the brains as far as Mulcahy could tell. He had also caught the family looks, which was unfortunate, and the combination of his squat stature; oily, pockmarked skin; and fleshy, petulant lips made him appear more like a toad in jeans and a T-shirt than a man.

“Shut the window, man, it’s like a motherfuckin’ oven out there.” That was Carlos, idiot number two, not blood, as far as he knew, but clearly in good enough standing with the cartel to be allowed to come along for the ride.

“I’m talking,” Javier snarled. “I be closing the window when I’m good and ready.”

Mulcahy turned back and stared up at the empty sky.

“What kind of plane we looking for? Is it one of these big-ass nuke bombers? Man, that would be some cool ride.”

Mulcahy considered not replying, but this was the one piece of information about aircraft he did know because it had been included in the brief. Besides, the longer he talked to Javier, the longer the window would remain open, leaking cold air out and hot air in.

“It’s a Beechcraft,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“An old airplane, I guess.”

“What, like a private jet?”

“Propellers, I think.”

Javier pursed his boxing-glove lips and nodded. “Still, sounds pretty cool. When I had to run, I sneaked across the river on some lame-ass boat in the middle of the night.”

“You got here though, didn’t you?”

“I guess.”

“Well, that’s the main thing.” Mulcahy leaned forward. A dark smudge had appeared in the sky above one of the larger spill piles on the far side of the airfield. “Doesn’t matter how you got here, just so long as you did.”

The smudge darkened and became a column of black smoke rising fast and thick in the sky. He heard the faint sound of distant sirens. Then Mulcahy’s phone started to buzz in his pocket.
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MOVEMENT ROCKED HIM AWAKE.

His eyes flickered open and he stared up at a low white ceiling, a drip bag hanging over him, a clear tube coiled around it like a translucent snake, moving gently in time with the ambulance.

“Hey, welcome back.” The female medic appeared over him and shone a bright light into his left eye. He felt a stab of pain and tried lifting his hand to shield his eyes but his arm wouldn’t move. He looked down and his head swam with a chemical wooziness. Thick blue nylon straps were wrapped around his arms and body, securing him tightly to the gurney.

“For your protection while we’re on the move,” she said, like it was no big deal. He knew the real reason. They’d had to sedate him to get him in the ambulance and the bindings were to make sure they wouldn’t need to do it again.

He hated being bound like this. It pricked at some deep emotional memory, as if he’d known confinement and never wanted to know it again. He focused on the feeling, trying to remember where it came from, but his mind remained stubbornly blank.

The movement of the ambulance was making him feel sick and so was the cocktail of smells trapped inside it—iodine, sodium bicarbonate, naloxone hydrochloride, all mixed in with sweat and smoke and sickly synthetic coconut air freshener drifting in from the driver’s cab. He wanted to feel the ground beneath his feet again and the wind on his face. He wanted to be free to focus and think and remember what it was he had come here to do. The pain in his arm flared again at the thought of it and the bar rattled when he tried to reach for it.

“Could you loosen the straps?” He forced his voice to stay low and calm, like it was no big deal. “Just enough so I can move my arm.”

The medic chewed her lip and fiddled with a thin necklace around her neck with GLORIA written on it in gold letters. “Okay,” she said. “But you try anything and I’ll knock you straight out again, understand?” She held up the penlight. “And you’ve got to let me do my job.”

He nodded. She paused a little longer to let him know who was in charge here, then reached down and tugged at a strap by the side of the gurney. The nylon band holding his hands came loose and he lifted his arm to rub at his shoulder.

“Sorry about that,” Gloria said, leaning in and flashing the light in his eye again. “Quickest way to calm you down before you injure someone.” The light hurt but this time he put up with it.

“What’s your name, sir?” She switched the light to his other eye.

She was so close he could feel her breath on his skin and it made him want to reach out and touch her to see what she felt like and make gentle rather than violent contact with someone. “I don’t remember,” he said. “I don’t remember anything.”

“How about Solomon?” a new voice answered for him, a man’s voice, high-pitched but with a touch of gravel in it. “Solomon Creed, that ring any bells?”

Gloria leaned down to write some notes on a clipboard and he saw the cop who had nearly run him down perched on the gurney behind her.

“Solomon,” he repeated, and it felt comfortable, like boots he had walked long miles wearing. “Solomon Creed.” He stared at the cop, hoping he might know more than his name. “Do you know me?”

The cop shook his head and held up a small book. “Found this in your pocket, personally inscribed to a Solomon Creed, so I assume that’s you. Name’s in your jacket too.” He nodded at a folded gray jacket lying on the gurney next to him. “Stitched right on the label in gold thread and written in French.” He said French like he was spitting out something bitter.

Solomon studied the book. There was a stern, sepia-tinted photograph of a man on the cover and old-fashioned block type that spelled out the title:

RICHES AND REDEMPTION

The Making of a Town

A Memoir

By the Reverend Jack “King” Cassidy

Founder and First Citizen

He wanted to snatch the book away from the cop and see what else it contained. He didn’t recognize it. No memory of it at all. No memory of anything, but it had to be important. Frustrating. Maddening. And why had the cop been through his pockets? The thought of it made his hands clench into fists.

“So, Mr. Creed,” the cop continued, “any idea why you were running away from that burning plane?”

“I can’t remember,” Solomon said. A badge on the cop’s shirt identified him as CHIEF GARTH B. MORGAN, hinting at Welsh ancestry and explaining why his skin was pink and freckled and clearly unsuited to this climate—like his was.

What the hell was he doing here?

“You think maybe you were a passenger?” Morgan asked.

“No.”

Morgan frowned. “How can you be sure if you can’t remember?”

Solomon looked out of the rear window at the burning plane and a fresh torrent of information cascaded through his head and crystalized into an explanation. “Because of the way the wings are folded.”

Morgan followed Solomon’s gaze. One wing still stood at the center of the blaze, folded up toward the sky. “What about it?”

“They show that the aircraft flew straight into the ground. Any passengers would have been thrown downward, not outward—and with lethal force. A crash like that would also have caused the fuel tanks to rupture and the fuel to ignite. Aviation fuel in an open-air burn reaches between five hundred and seven hundred degrees Fahrenheit, hot enough to burn flesh from bone in seconds. So, taking that into account, I could not possibly have been on that plane and still be talking to you now.”

Morgan twitched like his nose had been flicked. “So where did you come from, if not the plane?”

“All I can remember is the road and the fire,” Solomon said, rubbing at his shoulder where the pain had now settled into a steady ache.

“Let me take a look at that,” Gloria said, stepping closer and blocking his view of Morgan.

Solomon started undoing his buttons, watching his fingers moving, the skin as white as his shirt.

“Back there you said something about the fire being here because of you,” Morgan said. “Any idea what you meant by that?”

Solomon remembered the feeling of total fear and panic and his overpowering desire to get away from it. “It’s a feeling more than a memory,” he said. “Like the fire is connected to me. I can’t explain it.” He unbuttoned his cuffs, slipped his arms out of his shirt, and became aware of a shift in the atmosphere.

Gloria leaned in, staring hard at Solomon’s shoulder. Morgan was staring too. Solomon followed their gaze and saw the angry red origin of his recurring pain.

“What is that?” Gloria whispered.

But Solomon had no answer for that either.
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“CRASHED? WHAT DO YOU MEAN CRASHED?”

The Cherokee was kicking up dust, Mulcahy at the wheel, eyeing the smoke rising fast to the west as they drove away from the airfield. “Planes crash,” he said. “You know that, right? They’re kind of famous for it.”

Javier was staring out at the smoke, the obscene cushions of his lips hanging wet and open as he tried to get his head around what was happening. Carlos was in the back, hunkered down and saying nothing. His eyes were wide open and unfocused and Mulcahy knew why. Papa Tío had a reputation for making examples of people who messed up things. If the package had been lost in the crash, this package in particular, then the shit was going to hit the fan like it had been fired from a cannon. No one would be safe, not Carlos, not him, probably not even cousin Lips in the passenger seat.

“Don’t panic,” he said, trying to convince himself as much as anyone. “All we know is that a plane has crashed. We don’t know if it’s our plane or how bad it is.”

“Looks pretty fuckin’ bad from where I’m sitting!” Javier said, staring at the rapidly widening column of smoke.

Mulcahy’s fingers ached from gripping the wheel too tightly and he forced himself to let go a little and ease off the gas. “Let’s wait and see what shakes out,” he said, forcing calm into his voice. “For the moment, we follow the plan. The plane didn’t show, so we relocate to the safe house to regroup, report, and await further instructions.”

Mulcahy’s instinct was to run, put a bullet in his passengers, dump them in the desert, and take off to give himself a good head start. He knew it didn’t matter that the plane crash wasn’t his fault—Papa Tío would most likely kill everyone involved anyway to send one of his famous messages. So if he killed Javier and Carlos right now, then disappeared, Papa Tío would definitely think it was him who was behind the crash, and he would never stop looking for him. Not ever. And despite his less than honorable résumé, Mulcahy didn’t especially like killing people, and he didn’t like being on the run either. He had a nice enough life, a nice enough house, and a couple of women with kids and ex-husbands who weren’t looking for anything more than he could offer, and who didn’t seem to care what he did or ask how he had come by all the scars on his body. It wasn’t much in the grand scheme of things, and it was only now, when faced with the prospect of walking away from it all, that he realized how badly he wanted to keep it.

“We stick to the plan,” he said. “Anyone unhappy with that can get out of the car.”

“And who put you in charge, pendejo?”

“Tío did, okay? Tío called me up himself and asked me to collect this package as a personal favor to him. He also asked me to bring you two along, and like the dickhead that I am, I said fine. If you want to take over so all this becomes your responsibility, then be my guest, otherwise shut your fat mouth and let me think.”

Javier slumped back in his seat like a teenager who’d been grounded.

Mulcahy could see flames to the west now. A twisting wall of fire curling up from the ground and spreading fast. He could see emergency vehicles too, which meant at least the cops would be well occupied.

“Plane!” Javier shouted, pointing back to where they had just come from.

Mulcahy felt a flutter of hope take flight in his chest. Maybe it was all going to be okay after all. Maybe they could turn the truck around, pick up the package as arranged, and have a damn good laugh about it all over some cold beers later. Maybe he would get to keep his nicely squared-away, uncomplicated life after all. He took his foot off the gas and twisted in his seat, taking his eyes off the empty road for a few seconds to see what Javier had seen. He saw the bright yellow plane banking in the sky above the airfield and spun around again, stamping down hard on the gas to claw back the speed he had lost.

“The fuck you doing?” Javier said, looking at him like he was crazy.

“That’s not the plane we’re waiting for,” Mulcahy said, feeling the full weight of the situation settling back on him. “And it’s taking off, not landing. It’s a tanker of some sort, probably MAFFS.”

“MAFFS? The fuck is MAFFS?”

“They’ve been talking about them on the news ever since this dry spell set in. Stands for Modular Airborne Fire Fighting System. It’s what they use to fight wildfires.”

The chop of propellers shredded the air as the plane flew directly overhead, the sound thudding in Mulcahy’s chest.

Javier slumped back in his seat, a teenager again, shaking his head and sucking his teeth. “MAFFS,” he said, like it was the worst curse word he had ever heard. “Tole you, you was some kind of a military motherfucker.”
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SOLOMON’S SKIN GLOWED UNDER THE LIGHTS, THE MARK ON HIS SHOULDER standing out vividly against it. It was red and raised and about the length and thickness of a human finger, with thinner lines across the top and bottom making it resemble a capital I.

“Looks like a cattle brand,” Morgan said, leaning forward. “Or maybe . . .” He left the thought hanging and pulled his phone from his pocket.

Gloria gently probed the skin around the raised welt with gloved fingers. “Do you remember how you got this?”

Solomon recalled the intense burning pain he had experienced when the name James Coronado had first appeared in his mind, like hot metal being pressed to his flesh, only he had been wearing his shirt and jacket when it had happened and it had felt like it had come from inside him. “No,” he said, not wishing to share that information with Morgan.

Gloria dabbed the reddened area with an alcohol wipe.

“You visited our town before, Mr. Creed?” Morgan asked.

Solomon shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“You sure about that?”

“No.” He glanced over at Morgan. “Why?”

“Because of that cross you’re wearing around your neck for one thing. Any idea how you came by it?”

Solomon looked down and noticed the cross for the first time, a misshapen thing hanging around his neck from a length of leather. He took it in his hand and felt the weight of it. “I don’t recognize it,” he said, turning it slowly, hoping his scrutiny might shake a memory loose. It was roughly made from old horseshoe nails welded together and twisted at the bottom so the points stuck out at the base. There was a balance and a symmetry to it, as though whoever made it had been trying to disguise the precision of its manufacture by constructing it from scrap metal and leaving the finish rough. “Why does this make you think I’ve been here before?”

“Because it’s a replica of the cross standing on the altar of our church. You’re also walking around with a copy of the town’s history in your pocket that appears to have been given to you by someone local.”

Someone local. Someone who might know him and tell him who he was.

“May I see it?” Solomon asked.

Morgan studied him like a poker player trying to figure out what kind of hand the other man was holding, and Solomon felt anger simmering up inside him at his powerlessness. His body started to tense, as if it wanted to spring forward and grab the book from Morgan’s hand. But he knew he was too far away and the nylon bindings were still strapped tight across his legs; he would never be fast enough, and even if he was, Gloria would react and stick him again with whatever she had knocked him out with the first time—propofol most likely, considering how quickly he had recovered from it—

. . . how did he know this stuff?

How did all this information come to him so easily and yet he could remember nothing of himself?

I have an I burned into my skin and yet I have no idea who I am.

He breathed, deep and slow.

Answers. That was what he craved, more even than an outlet for his anger. Answers would soothe his rage and bring some order to the chaos swirling inside him. Answers that he was sure must be contained in the book Morgan held in his hand.

Morgan glanced down at it, deciding whether to hand it over or not. In the end he chose not to. He held it up instead and turned it around for Solomon to see. It was opened at a dedication page, something designed to encourage people to give the book as a present.

A GIFT OF AMERICAN HISTORY

—it said—

TO: SOLOMON CREED

FROM: JAMES CORONADO

Pain flared in his arm when he read the name and again he felt what he had experienced back on the road, a feeling of duty toward this man he couldn’t remember but who apparently knew him well enough to have given him this book.

“You have any idea how you might know Jim?” Morgan asked.

Jim not James—Morgan knew him, he was here. “I think I’m here because of him,” Solomon replied, and felt a new emotion start to take shape inside him.

The fire was here because of him.

But he was here because of James Coronado.

Morgan tipped his head to one side. “How so?”

Solomon stared out of the rear window at the distant fire. A yellow plane was flying low across the blue sky. It reached the eastern edge of the fire and a cloud of vivid red vapor spewed from its tail, streaking across the black smoke and sinking to the ground. It sputtered out before it had covered half of the fire line. Not enough. Not nearly enough. The fire was still coming, toward him, toward the town, toward everyone in it. A threat. A huge, burning threat. Destructive. Purifying. Just like he was. And there was his answer.

“I think I’m here to save him,” he said, turning back to Morgan, certain that this was right. “I’m here to save James Coronado.”

A shadow flitted across Morgan’s face and he stared at Solomon with an expression that could not mean anything good. “James Coronado is dead,” he said flatly, and looked up and out through the side window toward the mountains rising behind the town. “We buried him this morning.”








PART 2

What lies behind and what lies before are tiny matters compared to what lies within.

                                                    —RALPH WALDO EMERSON










Extract from Riches and Redemption—The Making of a Town

The published memoir of Reverend Jack “King” Cassidy,

Founder and first citizen of the city of Redemption, Arizona

(b. December 25, 1841, d. December 24, 1927)

It is, I suppose, a curse that befalls anyone who finds a great treasure that they must spend the remainder of their life recounting the details of how they came by it. I therefore hope, by setting it down here, that people might leave me alone, for I am tired of talking about it. I had a life of a different color before riches painted it gold, and if I could return to that drab and unremarkable life I would. But you cannot undo what is done, and a bell once rung cannot be unrung.

The story of how I found my fortune and used it to build a church and the town I called Redemption is a brutal and tragic one, yet there is divinity in it also. For God steered my enterprise, as He does all things, and led me to my treasure. But He did not do this with a map or a compass, He did it with tools of His own choosing: with a Bible and with a cross.

The Bible came to me first. It was delivered into my possession by the hand of a dying priest, a Father Damon O’Brien, who had fled his native country under a cloud of persecution. I made his acquaintance in Bannack, Montana, where he had been drawn, as had I, by the promise of gold, only to discover that it had all but run out. He was already close to death when our paths crossed. I was down on my luck and short on money and I took the bed next to his at a discount as no one else would have it, too fearful were they of the mad priest’s ravings and his violent terror of shadows that he could see but no one else could. He believed they were after stealing his Bible away, which he later told me in confidence would lead the bearer to a treasure that must finance the construction of a great church and town in the western desert.

The foundation is here—he would say, clutching the large, battered book to his chest like it was his own child. Here is the seed that must be planted, for He is the true way and the light.

The owner of the flophouse was too superstitious to turn the priest out onto the street, so he slipped me some extra coin to take care of the old man, keep him in drink, and, most important, keep him quiet. Being close to destitute, I took the money and mopped the priest’s sweats and brought him bread and coffee and whiskey and listened to him mutter about the visions he had seen and the riches that would flow from the ground and the great church he would build and how the Bible would act as his compass to lead him there.

And when his time came, he told me with wide, staring eyes that he could hear the dark angels’ wings beating close by his bed, and he pressed that Bible into my hands and made me swear solemnly upon it that I would continue his mission and carry the book south.

Carry His word into the wasteland, he said. Carry His word and also carry Him. For He will protect you and lead you to riches beyond your imagining.

He also told me he had money hidden in a bag sewn into the lining of his coat, a little gold to seal the deal and help me on my way. I took his money and swore I would do as he asked and he signed the Bible over to me like he was signing his own death warrant, then fell into a sleep from which he never awoke.

To my eternal shame, those promises I made to the dying priest were founded more on baser thoughts of the riches he spoke of than the higher ones of founding a church. For I believed he had lost his mind long before he let go of his life and all I heard in the clink of his gold was the sound of release from my own poverty.

I used it to fund my passage west and I read that Bible, from Genesis to Revelation, in railroad diner cars, then mail coaches, and finally in the back of covered wagons all the way to the very edge of civilization in the southernmost parts of the Arizona territories. I expected it might contain a map or some written direction telling where to search for the fortune the priest had promised, but all I found was further evidence of the priest’s cracked mind, passages of scripture marked by his hand and other scrawlings that hinted at desert and fire and treasure, but gave no specific indication as to where any such riches might be found.

During my lengthy travels and study of the book, and to keep it safe from thieving hands, I used it as my pillow when I slept. Soon the priest’s visions started leaking into my dreams. I saw the church in the desert, shining white like he had described, and the Bible lying open inside the doorway, and a pale figure of Christ on a burned cross, hanging above the altar.

The church I had to somehow build.
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—MRS. CORONADO?

Holly Coronado stared down at her husband’s coffin, a couple of handfuls of dry sand and stones scattered across the pine lid.

—There’s a fire blowing this way, Mrs. Coronado, and I been called away to help.

When the stones had first fallen onto the boards, the sound of the larger pebbles had seemed hollow to her. They had made her think, for a flickering moment, that maybe the coffin was actually empty and all this some kind of elaborate historical reenactment they had forgotten to tell her about.

—I’m supposed to stick around until after everyone’s gone.

The coffin had not been her idea. Neither had the venue.

—I’m supposed to fill in the grave, Mrs. Coronado. Only they need me back in town . . . because of the fire.

She had gone along with everything only because she was numb from grief, or shock, or both, and knew that Jim would have loved the idea of being buried up here next to all the grim-faced pioneers and salty outlaws no one outside Redemption had ever heard of.

—I’m going to have to come back and finish up later, okay?

Jim had loved this town, all its history and legends. All the earnest foundations upon which it had been built.

—Maybe you should come back with me, Mrs. Coronado. I can drop you back home, if you like.

He had told her about the strange little town in the desert the very first time she met him at that freshman mixer at the University of Chicago Law School. She remembered the light that had come into his eyes when he talked about where he was from. She was from a nondescript suburb of St. Louis, so a town in the desert in the shadow of red mountains seemed romantic and exciting to her—and so had he.

—Mrs. Coronado? You okay, Mrs. Coronado?

She turned and studied the earnest, sinewy young man in dusty green overalls. He held a battered baseball cap in his hands and was wringing the life out of it in a mixture of awkwardness and respect, his short, honey-colored hair flopping forward over skin the same color.

“What’s your name?” she asked him.

“Billy. Billy Walker.”

“Do you have a shovel, Billy?”

A line creased his forehead below the mark his cap had made. “Excuse me?”

“A shovel, do you have one?”

He shook his head as it dawned on him where this was headed. “You don’t need to . . . I mean, I’ll come straight back and finish up here after.”

“When? When will you come back?”

He looked away down the valley to where a moving wall of smoke was creeping across a large chunk of the desert. “Soon as the fire’s under control, I guess.”

“What if you’re dead?” The crease deepened in his forehead. “What if the whole town burns up and you along with it—who will come back and bury my husband then? You suppose I should just leave him here for the animals?”

“No, ma’am. Guess not.”

“People make all sorts of plans, Billy Walker. All sorts of promises that don’t get kept. I planned on being married to the man in that box until we were old and gray. But I also promised I would get up out of bed this morning and comb my hair and fix my face and come up here to give my husband a decent burial. So that’s what I’m fixing to do. And a shovel would sure help me keep that particular promise.”

Billy stared down at the twisted cap in his hands, opened his mouth to say something then closed it again, turned around, and loped away down the hill to where his truck was parked in the shade of the large cottonwood in the center of the graveyard. Tools bristled from a barrel in the back and a solid, ugly bulldog sat behind the wheel, ears pricked forward. It was watching the smoke rising up from the valley. It didn’t even move when Billy jumped onto the flatbed and set the springs rocking, just kept its eyes on the distant fire, its tongue lolling wetly from its mouth.

The smoke filled almost a third of the sky now and continued to spread like a black veil being slowly drawn across the day. Vehicles and people were starting to congregate by the billboard at the edge of town, black dots against the orange roadside dust. A few weeks ago Jim would have been right at the center of it, organizing the effort, leading the charge to save the town, risking his life, if that’s what it took. And in the end, that’s exactly what it had taken.

Holly heard boots hurry up the hill then stop a few feet short of where she was standing. “I could drop you back home,” he said, talking to his feet rather than to her. “I’ll come back before sundown to finish up here, I promise.”

“Give me the shovel, Billy.”

He held the shovel up and examined the blade. It looked new, the polished-steel surface catching the sun as he turned it.

“If you don’t give me the damn thing, I’ll bury my husband using my bare hands.”

He shook his head like he was disappointed or maybe just defeated. “Don’t feel right,” he said. Then he flipped the shovel over and jabbed it into the dirt like a spear. “Just leave it around here someplace,” he said, turning away and hurrying down the hill. “I’ll fetch it later.”

Holly waited until the noise of his engine faded, allowing the softer sounds of nature and the empty cemetery to creep back in. She stood for a long time, listening to the cord slapping against the flagpole by the entrance, the Arizona state flag fluttering at half-mast, the wind humming in the power lines that looped away down the hill. She wondered how many widows had stood here like her and listened to these same lonely sounds.

“Well, here we are, Jimbo,” she whispered to the wind. “Alone at last.”

The last time they’d been up here together was for a photo op about two or three months previously. They had not been alone back then, there had been a handful of other people—press, photographers. She had stood here by his side, framed by the grave markers with the town spread out below them while he outlined his plans for its future, not realizing he wouldn’t be around to see it.

She walked over to a mound of dirt set to one side of the grave. She grabbed the edge of the stone-colored sheet of canvas covering it and started dragging it off, stumbling as her heels sank into the ground and her tailored dress restricted the movement of her legs. She had bought it for the investiture, a little black number designed to be classy but not too showy so it wouldn’t draw attention away from her handsome husband, the real star of the show. It was the only black dress she owned.

She stumbled again and nearly fell, the tight dress making it hard to keep her balance.

“SHIT!” she shouted into the silence. “SHIT FUCKING SHIT!”

She kicked her shoes off, sending her heels sailing away through the air. One skittered to a rest against the sword cluster of an agave plant, the other bounced off a painted board that marked the final resting place of one J. J. James, died of sweats, 1882.

She grabbed the hem of her dress on either side of the seam and wrenched it apart with a loud rip. She was never going to wear it again; no amount of dressing it up with a new scarf or belt was ever going to accessorize away this memory. She gave it another yank and it tore all the way up to her thigh. Then she planted her bare feet wide apart and felt the heat of the earth beneath them. It felt good to be free of the constricting dress and the heels. She felt more like herself. She grabbed the shovel and stabbed the blade into the pile of dirt, the muscles in her arms and shoulders straining against the weight of it as she heaved back and tipped it in the hole.

Dry earth whumped down on the wooden lid of her husband’s coffin.

Wood. Fifth anniversary is wood. Jim had told her that.

They had spent their first anniversary here in this town, a break from study so he could show her the place where he hoped to be sheriff one day. He had introduced her to everyone, taken her dancing at the band hall where everyone knew him, and taken her riding in the desert, where they’d made love on a blanket by a fire beneath the stars, like there was nothing else but him and her and they were the only two people on earth. She had bought him a tin star from one of the souvenir shops and given it to him as a present, a toy sheriff’s badge to keep him going until he got a real one.

First anniversary is paper—he had told her with a smile—tin is what you give on the tenth.

She had always loved it that he knew stuff like that, silly romantic stuff that was all the more sweet and surprising coming from the mouth of such a big guy’s guy like he was—like he had been.

He never got to pin the real badge on, and the gift of wood she ended up getting him for their fifth anniversary was this pine box lying at the bottom of a six-foot hole.

She wiped her cheek with the back of her hand and it came away wet.

Goddammit. She had promised herself she was not going to cry. At least there was no one around to see it. She didn’t want to give them the satisfaction. She didn’t want to give them a damned thing, not after they had taken so much already.

She remembered the last time she had seen Jim alive, sitting behind his desk in his office at home, looking as if he had been crying.

I need to fix this—was all he would tell her. The town needs fixing.

Then he had stuffed some papers in his case and driven off into the evening. But it had been Mayor Cassidy who had driven back, knocking on her door at three in the morning to deliver the news personally, his words full of meaning but empty at the same time.

Tragic accident . . . So sorry for your loss . . . Anything the town can do . . . Anything at all . . .

She hauled another shovel load into the grave, then another, numbing herself against her sorrow and anger through the real physical pain of burying her husband. And with every shovelful of earth she whispered a prayer, but not for her dead husband. The prayer she offered up, as tears smeared her face and the smell of smoke drifted up from the desert below, was that the wildfire was actually a judgment, sent by some higher power to sweep right through the town and burn the whole damned place to the ground.

Anything the town can do—Cassidy had said, his hat in his hands and his eyes cast down. Anything at all.

They could all die and burn in hell.

That was what they could do for her.
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“HOW DID HE DIE?” SOLOMON KEPT HIS VOICE CALM BUT HE FELT LIKE howling and breaking something. His frustration was like a physical thing, a storm raging inside him, a stone weighing him down. Being confined in the tin can of the ambulance wasn’t helping.

“Car wreck,” Morgan said, his eyes still looking up and out of the side window, toward the slopes of the mountains. “He was driving late at night, fell asleep at the wheel or maybe swerved to avoid something and ended up in a ravine. Bashed his head and cracked his skull. He was dead by the time we found him.”

Dead by the time I found him too . . .

Solomon stared past Morgan and out of the window. The town was starting to rise from the desert in scraps of broken fence and crooked shacks with rusted tin roofs or no roofs at all. None of it seemed familiar. “Where are all the people?”

“Oh, those are the old miners’ houses,” Morgan said. “They keep it like this for atmosphere, I guess, a curtain-raiser for the tourists before they get to Main Street. Most people live around the center nowadays.”

A large sign whipped past—old-style lettering telling travelers they were now entering “The Historic Old Town of Redemption”—and the town came suddenly to life. Pastel houses were lined up in neat rows behind white-painted picket fences along well-paved roads. A Wells Fargo wagon stood beneath the shade of a cottonwood tree, the horses
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