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1
  

The rooms are full of fragrant red roses—six arrangements, four of them absurdly large—as if someone has died or soon will.


  On the morning of December 19, Nameless is staying at a four-star resort in Scottsdale, Arizona, registered under the name Edward Rochester, pretending to pull himself together after a mission in rural Kansas took an unexpected turn that almost ended in disaster a few days earlier. Having gone to bed at five o’clock in the morning and having slept six hours, he is dressing to go out for a breakfast lunch. He switches on the TV because the silence in the suite has a funereal quality that suggests he is on the brink of his grave if not already in it. He clicks to the news, though such programs have become dull theater with tedious repetitive plots for which he has little patience. The lead story is about another terrorist attack that resonates with him, and perhaps the real reason he tuned in is because he expected this, intuited it.


  Cutting-edge technology has given him several gifts, including heightened intuition and moments of clairvoyance that can prepare him for threats not yet apparent, but that can also be frustrating due to their fragmentary nature.


  And so the news: Terrorists have blown up a large bridge in Massachusetts, and scores of vehicles on the span have fallen with the ruins into a ravine and rushing river. The death toll can’t be known at this early moment of the horror, but it is estimated to be no fewer than two hundred, for among the traffic on the bridge when it abruptly collapsed were three school buses with many children aboard. Search-and-rescue teams are descending into the ravine, but the rain-swollen river is likely to drown anyone who survived the long fall.


  In solemn tones, speaking of tragedy and loss, but with what seems to be a chilling lack of genuine emotion, the news anchors make reference to a similar attack that occurred almost five and a half years earlier in California, as well as eight other incidents that don’t involve bridges but seem to be the work of the same group. The perpetrators of this latest outrage have not claimed responsibility or issued a manifesto—nor have those who committed the previous nine similar atrocities. Neither the fabled FBI nor other federal agencies have made progress in identifying the culprits, or if they have leads, they are not talking about them.


  Emotionally electrified by this news to an extent he does not quite understand, but intellectually numbed by it, Nameless finds that he has settled in an armchair. He feels weighed down, defeated by the magnitude of evil in his time, wondering if his efforts to hold murderers to account for their crimes is only wheel spinning in this current culture of death, when rabid ideology is a ready excuse for the worst violence.


  Then he endures what seems to be a moment of clairvoyance. The hotel bedroom dissolves around him, and he finds himself in the back seat of a limousine, in a driving rain, as the long car brakes so sharply that it fishtails to a sliding stop. Now he can see out the starboard window what they would have motored into if the driver hadn’t been so quick to react: a concrete bridge-support tower, tall and arched, torqueing as if it’s made of cardboard, cracking, collapsing; a swarm of vehicles sliding on the rain-swept pavement, colliding, tumbling, vanishing into an abyss.


  He explodes from the armchair as if ejected. The vision has passed, but he feels as though he is standing above a void, with nothing to support him, that his fall is about to begin, that he’ll shatter his bones on the bloody rack and ruin below. Trembling uncontrollably, breathing quickly and shallowly, the air almost too thin to sustain him, he stares at the TV until the reportage sickens him for a new reason: It seems like the crass exploitation of tragedy for ratings.


  After switching off the news, he finds the perfume of the roses cloying. He steps outside, onto the balcony that serves the living room of the suite. He stands in sunshine and waits for it to melt away the chill that has him in its grip.


  The vision wasn’t a glimpse of the future, not clairvoyance, but instead a suddenly recovered memory. Five and a half years earlier, he was at the California bridge taken down by terrorists. He had almost gone into the gorge with so many others.


  For two and a half years, he has had no recollection of anything from his previous life. The technology that gave him certain abilities was also used to construct in his mind a wall of amnesia, sealing off every detail of his past. Now this one narrow memory has broken through.


  He is shaken by the possibility that his engineered amnesia might be crumbling like the bridge tower. He has no doubt that he chose to have his past erased and prefers this strange journey that he has been on: a roaming paladin, crossing the country to deal with murderers whom the system has allowed to escape the consequences of their evil. He believes that he must be paying penance for something he did in his forgotten life. If he’s gone so far as to let all those memories be consigned to the gravity of a black hole, he must have found it too difficult to go on living with them. Intuitively, he knows that the dike of amnesia can be rebuilt, that holes in it have been plugged in the past, which gives him some comfort now.


  Why was he at that bridge five and a half years ago? What was he doing in a limousine? Who had he been? Those and other questions stream through his mind, but with an abiding respect for the peace of forgetfulness, he lets them ripple away without pursuing them.


  The thought of eating in the restaurant, where people will be talking about the attack in Massachusetts, inspires him to order from room service: a pot of black coffee, an omelet, bacon, toast.


  The room-service cart has fold-up leaves, serves as a table, and can be wheeled onto the balcony. The news has affected him so that the sight of the eggs and bacon make him queasy. He spikes his coffee with Drambuie from the honor bar. He eats only the toast and chews it well, as if he is convalescing from a stomach ailment.


  In truth, his queasiness arises from more than this morning’s grim news. Recent visions have revealed to him a radically changed America under cruel totalitarian rule, with concentration camps and killing fields and deep mass graves; and everywhere in that future is the emblem of the regime—a triskelion with three muscular red arms joined at the shoulders and bent at the elbows, hands fisted, forming a wheel and symbolizing perpetual violent revolution. Not every vision reveals an inevitable future; in this world of free will, fate is amorphous. However, the oppression and slaughter that he’s foreseen seem all but unavoidable.


  When he’s used up the Drambuie, he opens a four-ounce bottle of Baileys and flavors the coffee with some of that. He warns himself not to drink too much. He has a visitor coming at two o’clock, and he must be on his game.
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The man is sixtysomething, trim and fit, with close-cropped white hair and blue eyes. The way he carries himself, the cut and press of his clothes, and the directness of his stare suggest he is former military. He says his name is Howard, and maybe it really is, though he offers no last name.


  Nameless says, “I think we’ve met before, though I don’t know where.”


  “Yes, sir. We have,” Howard confirms, though he provides no details.


  Nameless indicates the two large floral arrangements here in the living room. “They’re everywhere. The card with each one says ‘A. Diamonds.’ You can explain this?”


  “Eventually,” Howard assures him.


  Now that the room-service cart has been wheeled away, they confer on the patio, where the afternoon sun paints their seated shadows on the wall.


  Nameless says, “As we discussed on the phone a couple days ago, I’m worried that something is wrong with Ace.”


  Ace of Diamonds is the mysterious individual—whether a man or a woman or, for all he knows, a being from another world—who picks the targets and plans the missions that Nameless and others on the team strive to carry to a successful conclusion. Until recently, Ace has been a brilliant strategist and tactician.


  “The situation in Kansas,” Nameless says, “was supposed to be an easy case. Ace said it was a Christmas gift to me. But there was something else going on at that farm, something Ace didn’t know about, and it nearly got me killed.”


  “In fact,” Howard says, “you acquitted yourself extremely well in a desperate situation. If they could file a report from Hell, the men who died that day would say you were never much at risk.”


  “It for damn sure felt perilous when it was going down.”


  “I guess it did. But what they were doing there, under the cover of growing sunflowers and running that disgusting puppy mill—well, let’s just say the truth was buried deep and a lot of very powerful people had an interest in keeping it that way.”


  “Ace sent me a recording. Some woman narrated it—”


  “Beth. You’ve met her, too.”


  “In circumstances I’ve been allowed to forget.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Anyway, the recording told me about a dog that I had when I was a boy, my first dog, a rescue.”


  “I’m aware of the recording. I approved of it. We all did.”


  “But something like that could crack my amnesia, start a chain reaction of remembering, which might happen at the most inconvenient time.”


  “Son, Ace knows you’re deeply lonely in this life, and you’re ridden by guilt, eaten by self-doubt. We all worry about you. You’re atoning for an act of fate you couldn’t have changed. Ace wanted you to know about your first dog, so maybe you’d understand that you’ve had the right stuff since you were a boy.”


  “If I had it as a boy, then I must have lost it somewhere along the way, or I wouldn’t have wanted to put the past behind me like this. The other disturbing thing, in addition to all the roses that were waiting for me in Wichita and again here, is that Ace raised the question of whether we should keep doing this.”


  “Ace isn’t the only one who wonders.”


  Nameless has no life but this, and even mired as he is in doubt, he’s jealous of it. “It’s important work. Regular people, nice people, wanting to live and let live—they’re getting crushed by narcissists who have too much power or who’re sick with ideology, who think they’re better than others, above the law. And damn if the law doesn’t also see it that way.”


  “I don’t disagree with you.”


  “I’m not a vigilante. I’m not administering rough justice. Justice is too plastic a word. It can mean anything anyone wants it to mean. This is about truth, which is always only what it is. This is about making these people face the truth of what they’ve done—the truth and the consequences.”


  “Believe me, I’m on your team, son. I know the mission statement by heart.”


  Nameless wants more coffee with something in it. “Well, I’m not ready to stop. If I ever am ready, I’ll know it before anyone else.”


  For a long moment, Howard stares over the balcony railing, toward the long blue rectangle of rippled water in which no one is currently swimming, toward the stately palm trees that are growing shadows across the pool decking and lawn. At last he says, “Have you seen the news this morning?”


  Slumping in his chair, as if the TV reportage has deflated him, Nameless says, “Massachusetts. The world’s gone insane. Is this one really the work of the same people as the other nine, the same as the bridge in California five and a half years ago?”


  “We’re convinced of it, yes.” Howard looks at Nameless, his stare as piercing as a biopsy needle. “Why? Does that first bridge mean something to you?”


  Nameless doesn’t sound like himself to himself. He sounds as drained of emotion as one of those news anchors and reporters that he hadn’t been able to listen to anymore, as if he is afraid to speak about this in any other voice. “Earlier, I had a memory as vivid as one of my visions. I was in a limousine that almost went down with the bridge. I really was there that day, wasn’t I?”


  Howard’s silence is a discreet confirmation.


  “I don’t know why I was there, and maybe I don’t want to know. The amnesia is cracking. It’ll need to be rebuilt.”


  Again, Howard gazes over the balcony railing at the pool silvered by the sun and at the palm trees casting frond shadows on the ground as if it isn’t Christmas in just six days, but Easter instead.


  “After two and a half years of this, you finally need to know who Ace is. Who you are. You need to understand the situation, which has changed. You need to meet with Ace next week and talk through your choices.”


  “I choose to keep on doing what I’ve been doing. It gives me purpose. It’s all I’ve got.”


  “Maybe you will keep on. But first you’ll talk to Ace.”


  “Is that an order? Do you outrank me?”


  “In more ways than you know,” says Howard.


  That sharp blue stare punctuates that statement as if it were an exclamation point, and Nameless backs off with a sudden sense of profound respect, as if he has a history with this man that is etched in his heart even if it’s been erased from his memory.


  Howard says, “Next week a meeting with Ace, but first things first.”


  “And what’s that first thing?”


  “One more mission.”


  “Not one more. Not the final. Just the next.”


  Howard won’t be drawn in to a debate. “The clairvoyant visions you’ve described to us in recent weeks, this precious country in the grip of bloody fanatics—we’ve taken them seriously. We have reason to believe these terrorist attacks have been the early work of the triskelion crowd. We think they’ll soon become far more ambitious.”


  “Who are they? Who’s behind the triskelion?”


  “We don’t know for sure who’s at the top. But we found where the black, white, and red symbol first appeared more than a year ago as a decorative motif in certain social circles.”


  “What social circles? Who?”


  “Ace will explain. A mission is being put together. We used a symbol-recognition program, similar to a facial-recognition program, to search through the crowds in thousands of hours of videos taken at events that we thought these same people attended. Large private parties, economic conferences, and the like, events they believed were highly secure, where they expected not to be captured on video. But there’s always video these days, and if it’s archived anywhere, we can get at it. We found a number of them wearing the triskelion as jewelry or on articles of clothing.”


  Sliding forward on his chair, simultaneously agitated and deeply weary, Nameless says, “Howard, what I’ve seen coming is far beyond anything our little operation can contain. Concentration camps. Hundreds of men, women, and children being cut down with machine guns and thrown into a mass grave. Countless dead bodies floating in a section of the Arkansas River. We need to bring some serious authorities into this.”


  Howard’s stare conveys a quiet dread. “We better be careful about that, son. We’ve got a list of average civilians who seem to have given themselves to this. But among those we have on video wearing the triskelion are also some very wealthy people. Two senators. A congressman. Four governors. The director of the FBI.”


  Alarmed by this revelation, Nameless says, “If the conspiracy already has so many tentacles, how could we ever break its grip?”


  Howard speaks with cold resolution. “By quickly learning more, taking action, stabbing the kraken in the eye, whatever it takes.”


  A drone buzzes into sight like a giant mutant wasp, circling over the courtyard as if looking for someone worth stinging. Maybe it’s being operated by the resort’s security office or maybe it’s controlled by an off-site hobbyist who sticks his nose in other people’s business because he has no business of his own. The thing might even belong to a government agency tasked with counting the number of tree rats living in the crowns of phoenix palms.


  There is little chance that it’s here because of Nameless and Howard or that it’s equipped with a powerful directional microphone. Nevertheless, they fall silent, watching it with interest as it swoops twice around the long courtyard. When the drone cruises away over the rooftop of the resort’s west wing, into the fiery orange ball of afternoon sun, the quiet that returns seems less innocent than the stillness that preceded the aircraft’s arrival.


  “You’ll receive a recorded briefing tomorrow,” Howard says. “Your role in the mission requires you to be in California the following day, and you go into action on the twenty-second. It’s a different task this time, less physical, but more disturbing.”


  “And Ace is up to planning it?”


  “Yes.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “I’ve never lied to you.”


  “How would I know that?”


  “You know it in your bones.” Howard gets up from his chair and leaves the balcony.


  Nameless follows him into the living room.


  At the front door of the suite, Howard says, “You’re going to have to be ruthless, even cruel. Just remember what you’ve seen in those visions, remember what these people are and what a snake pit they’ll make of the country if given a chance.”


  

3
  

When Howard leaves, Nameless stands alone in the fragrance of roses, with the recovered memory of the collapsing bridge on that rain-swept day five and a half years earlier. In his mind’s eye, he sees himself opening the door of the Mercedes limousine and stepping out into the storm. Ahead of him is another limousine identical to his; it is crushed and torn apart, the consequence of collisions with two eighteen-wheelers, its windows shattered, two twisted doors standing open, two others having caved inward. One of the big trucks hasn’t been able to brake in time and has followed the collapsing bridge into the gorge. The other truck is hung up on the brink of what’s left of the side span, the back of its trailer over the abyss, its driver scrambling to get out of the tilted cab before gravity might pull the entire rig into the ruins below. With a rattle and hiss, the rain drums on the pavement, on the cars and trucks scattered across it, on survivors who are climbing from their vehicles in shock. Blade after blade of lightning sheers through the clouds, and the wet pavement flashes like fragments of an enormous broken mirror. When thunder crashes, it seems to him that it comes not from the heavens, but from within the demolished Mercedes toward which he is drawn, louder than any thunder he has ever heard, the roar of a ferocious whirling vortex. For a moment he wonders if he’s merely a spirit, fixated on the limousine because his dead body lies within, but he looks back and sees his vehicle intact, his stunned driver getting out into the rain. Nameless moves once more toward the second Mercedes, remembering every sound and sight and texture and smell of the moment, but not why he’s there or why he has gotten out in the storm. Greater flares of lightning than any before them bleach the day of all color, and what remains of the memory is seared away in a white flash.


  He stands swaying for a while in the fragrance of roses. Then he goes into the bedroom and opens a suitcase and takes from it an item he’d found in the house of a murderer in Kansas, a man who buried dogs and people together in carcass pits and is now in a pit of his own. The item is a lavaliere: a silver chain from which is suspended a silver pendant an inch and a half in diameter. To the pendant has been fused a finely detailed enamel work, a black-and-white-and-red triskelion. When he clasps the lavaliere in his fist, it seems to squirm like an insect. A roaring swells in the room. At first he thinks it’s from the memory of rain pounding the pavement on that day long ago when the bridge went down, but then he realizes it’s the sound of marching feet, legions of booted feet. He waits for the sound to conjure images in his mind, but the roar gradually fades and no vision evolves.


  Later, having eaten nothing all day but toast, he goes out to dinner at the resort’s main restaurant. Everything looks delicious, and he eats a large meal, but he can’t taste anything. The waitress, Pamela, is pleasant. Having been given thirty thousand dollars to spend during this period of downtime, he pays in cash and leaves Pamela more than three hundred bucks as a tip.


  He tips extravagantly in honor of a woman who once told him that many people lead hard lives, lonely and unappreciated, and that an unexpected, large gratuity makes them feel special, helps them hold fast to a belief in the existence of kindness and meaning in a world growing ever uglier. He can hear her soft voice in his mind’s ear, but he can’t remember who she was. He could speculate, but he doesn’t because each possibility is just another flavor of despair.


  In his suite, at eight fifteen, his phone alerts him to a text message from a motherly woman named Eldora, a waitress whom he befriended during a weeklong stay in a small town in the Texas Panhandle, before the debacle in Kansas. He’d had a question she thought she might eventually be able to answer for him. Because he carries a different smartphone on each mission and a different one during each period between assignments, he had given her a special number to leave a voice mail; the audio recorded at that number is converted into text and transmitted to whatever phone he’s carrying.


  As he mixes a vodka and Coke on ice, the fragrance of the roses seems to burn in his nose. He wonders why he hasn’t asked the hotel management to remove the arrangements. What Ace intends by them is a mystery. Or maybe it’s a mystery to Edward Rochester but not to the man he was before amnesia. Maybe an understanding of the roses is in his bones along with the knowledge that Howard never lies to him.


  He sits in an armchair with his drink, employs an app to stream this call live to Ace, and phones Eldora.


  When she answers his call, he says, “It’s Maxim de Winter,” which is the name he was using when he ate every night for a week at the Tex-Mex restaurant where the regulars are treated like members of Eldora’s extended family. “Am I calling at a bad time?”


  “This here’s my night off. Honey, I’m surprised to hear you’re still bein’ Maxim. I never been on the run from nothin’, but iffen I was, I’d be someone different every week.” She figured him for some kind of slick operator, but nevertheless one of the good guys. “You still in possession of all your toes and fingers?”


  “Ten and ten. And you’re right. I’ve moved on from Maxim. How’ve you been, Eldora?”


  “Christmas on the Panhandle is the best time and place to be in this sorry world. Sittin’ here with my hubby, watchin’ an old John Wayne movie, bless his soul.”


  “I wouldn’t want to keep you from that.”


  “We put the Duke on pause, sweetheart. Froze him right in mid swagger. You remember the item you was usin’ as a bookmark?”


  Plagued by violent visions, he had gone to the town library there on the Panhandle to find an image of a triskelion with three arms instead of the three-leg version that was more common as the device of Sicily and of the Isle of Man. With pencils borrowed from the librarian, he had colored it as it appeared in his premonitions. Eldora had seen it folded in a book that he was reading at dinner.


  “I remember, Eldora. You said you’d seen it but you couldn’t remember where.”


  “This mornin’ I recalled how I happened to glimpse it in a video game once when I wondered what got sweet Chance so hypnotized. My littlest nephew, Chance Shortley, my sister’s boy, he’s fourteen. He’s a quiet boy in a noisy world, and he might turn into a good man iffen he treats his daddy with respect but don’t take one word of that man’s advice seriously. Anyway, Chance likes those video games, but he seems to know the true risk of soul rot that might come with them, so he self-limits himself to an hour a day, two on Saturday, three on a holiday. I asked him this mornin’ and he tells me his favorite game is called The Shinin’ Road. You heard of it?”


  “The Shining Road. No, I can’t say I have.”


  “Chance says millions play it. He just about talked my ear off about the game. Rules enough to make you crazy tryin’ to remember them. Giants who live in the earth and hornets the size of eagles, all kinds of crazy stuff. As a player, you’re in a place called Midland. It’s gray and dreary and you don’t belong there. You’re tryin’ to get to the Land of the Claw, a bright shinin’ kingdom. You got a thousand paths you can take, but nearly every cursed one leads to the Land of the Fang.”


  Nameless says, “I bet nothing about Fang is bright and shiny.”


  “Honey, the people in Fang, they got some snake genes, human and snake, and they don’t have good intentions. The folks in Claw, they’re human with some lion genes. They all got nice hair. Anyway, iffen you find the true shinin’ road, not one of the false shinin’ roads, and you get to the Land of the Claw, where so many are noble and courageous, maybe you get to stay and maybe not, dependin’ on how many Fanglanders you killed gettin’ there. If you didn’t kill enough, you’re not yet worthy, and giant hornets carry you back to Midland. Personally, it don’t seem as exciting as pinochle.”


  “I figured you for poker, Eldora.”


  “Sweetheart, no one in this town will play Texas Hold’em with me anymore, the cowards. Do I hear the clink of ice in a glass?”


  He raises his glass in a toast. “Caught me. Vodka and Coke.”


  “You sound kind of washed out and sad, honey, not like your own self.”


  “It’s been a long day. I’m grateful you called me, Eldora, but I doubt this video game is related to what I’ve been investigating.”


  “Hear me out, child. I couldn’t learn to play that game to save my life, but I wouldn’t want to, neither. It’s creepy. It’s got me worried about Chance. Anyway, iffen you finally get to the Land of the Claw after killin’ enough Fanglanders, you become a citizen and have hope of winnin’ the Medallion of Glory. It’s your triskelion, but they call it the Medallion of Glory.”


  He feels weighed down by too much dinner, drifting on wine and vodka, vaguely dizzy when he thinks of the horror in Massachusetts, and he wants to go to bed. But Eldora has troubled herself for him, and he owes her his attention. “And how do you win the medallion?”


  “One thing is, you got to go to the Land of the Fang on three journeys and each time bring back a citizen of the Land of the Claw being imprisoned there. These are Clawlanders who those snaky types kidnapped and keep like cattle to drink their blood. You got to kill at least three hundred Fanglanders for the rescue to count toward the medallion. Then between these journeys, you got to serve in the Safe Home Corps that searches for Clawlanders who are traitors, and you got to kill two hundred of them to earn the right to go off on the next rescue mission. It’s a bunch of killin’ to get your glory.”


  “A lot of these things are what they call ‘shooter games.’”


  “Maybe they are, but what I got from Chance is there’s like ten times more killin’ in The Shinin’ Road than in t’other games. And here’s a thing to maybe keep you up at night. The Fanglanders don’t look at all like snakes. They look like anyone else, like us, ’cept for their retractable fangs. And the Clawlanders don’t look like lions, ’cept they all have good hair. The challenge is figurin’ who’s a good guy, who isn’t. You aren’t killin’ monsters or brute-faced thugs like in other games. You’re killin’ folks who look like you, nice ordinary folks. Here’s where it really gets creepy. Iffen you kill a Clawlander traitor who turns out not to be a traitor, you don’t lose points. You gain points, just not as many as if he was a true traitor. All killin’ is good, even when it’s an honest mistake, ’cause the situation is so desperate. The Land of the Claw is always about to be overrun and destroyed, and its rotten with traitors.”


  Nameless sets aside his drink and gets up from the armchair. He doesn’t know video games, but he knows propaganda, how young minds are shaped in totalitarian societies. “Okay, maybe this is related to what I’m investigating, after all.”


  “Now we come to the Medallion of Glory,” says Eldora. “You said you thought the triskelion thing was a symbol of revolution, blood in the streets. So in the game, the three red arms mean ‘Progress, Prosperity, and Peace are assured by eternal struggle.’ Some truth in that, ’cept when you think about it, the only struggle in the game is killin’.”


  Nameless has stepped to the balcony door. With darkness beyond and light in the room, his faint reflection looks like a ghost, as if he has somehow come to haunt himself before he dies. “Maybe you’d be wise to persuade Chance to give up that game.”


  “Who can persuade a teenager of anythin’ these days, after they been so often told they’re makin’ a better future than ever was? How they gonna do that without knowin’ anythin’ about the true past? In the case of Chance, I suspect we’re gonna have to believe the Lord will persuade him in mysterious ways, as long as we’re still allowed to believe that. You comin’ back this way anytime soon, sugar?”


  “Probably not soon, Eldora. But you never know.”


  “Just remember what I told you. If you need a place where you can never be found, our little town can give you a name right out of the courthouse registry, and we’ll swear we known you since you was a toddler in diapers. There’s a world of worse places to live than in this little corner of the Panhandle.”


  “I liked it when I was there. Thank you, Eldora. Now push that pause button and let the Duke swagger some more.”


  He terminates the call, opens the door, steps onto the balcony, and stands at the railing. The night air is mild. The trunks of the palms are uplit, and their crowns are dark, seeming less like sprays of fronds than like dreadlocks. The enormous swimming pool quivers with lamp glow from within as pumps circulate its substance, and though it is a most ordinary structure, anyone might conceive the notion that the sinuous shapes of light and the vague shadows that wimple across its floor, cast by mere currents, are evidence of some mystery in its depths.


  His phone alerts him to a text message from Ace of Diamonds confirming that the conversation with Eldora was received in real time and the importance understood. Steps are being taken to learn who owns the company that developed The Shining Road. This will have an impact on the strategy for the next mission, but Ace is certain that no delay needs to be considered. Nameless must be in California forty-eight hours from now, to prepare for action on December 22.


  After getting ready to turn in for the night, Nameless sits on the edge of the bed, thinking about the bridge in Massachusetts, about another bridge long ago, and about Ace. Nothing in this stressful day makes him feel good about the future or about himself. However, the most troubling thing of all is that, in spite of extensive research, Ace didn’t seem to know that millions playing a popular video game have been striving to win a Medallion of Glory that’s identical to the ominous triskelion that Nameless has seen in his visions. And that they committed uncountable virtual murders in pursuit of it.


  He turns off the nightstand lamp.


  He lies down. In spite of all his questions and worries, he is asleep within a minute. One of his gifts, to which he resorts each night, is oblivion on demand.


  

4
 

To Reese Spindrift, the world is a golden spigot from which gushes forth a flood of money. His maternal grandfather, Big Jim Carstairs, drilled vast riches out of the Texas oil fields. His paternal grandfather, Angus, made an even larger fortune developing shopping malls. His father, Sproule, leveraged those real-estate holdings to purchase three hundred radio stations and sixty TV stations in sixty major markets, and then established a company to produce broadcast content. His mother, Prospera, created what became the second largest cosmetics firm in the nation, then founded ReVita Life, which is now the number one vitamin-supplement maker. These workaholic families did not find time to produce large broods of children. When Reese was twenty-one and came into various initial inheritances from his grandparents, he had only one sibling, his sister Panfila, and three cousins. Now, at thirty-eight, he’s the sole remaining heir to all things Spindrift and Carstairs. Panfila died at twenty-five, while scuba diving in Jamaica. Of the cousins, Linnea fell off a cliff in Majorca; on an African safari, Zenobia made the unfortunate assumption that rhinoceroses were as friendly as cows; and Nicodemus made the mistake of devoting his life to charitable work, funding a homeless shelter outside of which, at the age of thirty, he was stabbed to death by a psychotic vagrant who was never caught. Reese’s father passed three years ago from that sudden massive heart attack that is called a “widow maker.”


  Some of Reese’s friends bitterly envy his good luck, and in fact the gods of fortune smile on him daily. However, he hasn’t relied entirely on luck. His father’s heart attack, Panfila’s shark, and Zenobia’s rhinoceros were acts of Nature, the most murderous of all forces on the earth. But Linnea’s cliff and Nicky’s psycho hobo were the consequences of arrangements with Russian mercenaries, an expense exceeding two million dollars that resulted in billions flowing to Reese by way of adjusted inheritances. His mother is alive and well and creating new wealth. As long as she remains productive, he has no intention of doing business with the Russians again, for although he is not particularly close to Prospera, he remembers how sweet she was when she bought him a pony for his ninth birthday.


  Even in this age of technological and scientific breakthroughs that reduce the need for brute manual labor year by year, the usual yammering moralists lecture and mock anyone who embraces leisure as his purpose in life. To hell with them. Reese spent six grueling years earning a degree in literary theory and two years writing a novel that defeated him; so he knows all that he needs to know about hard work, and he’s had enough of it. He devotes himself to pleasure at six magnificent residences, which he cycles among in one of three private jets, usually in the company of one of his four mistresses, although sometimes his eye is caught by a young, hot trick whom he likes to dazzle with his wealth for a few weeks before he dumps her back into her former drab life—or does something more merciful to her. The drugs he enjoys are all nonaddictive.


  The previous two generations (at least) of the Spindrift and Carstairs families have been obsessed overachievers who repressed their libidos in favor of making money, and perhaps all that pent-up lust has been another inheritance, a gift to Reese, who fornicates as often as he takes a meal, though seldom at the same time. There is no sexual practice or fetish with which he is unfamiliar, or that he has yet to find tiresome. His ability to function exceeds that of an oversexed teenager. He nevertheless has an arrangement with a physician who is on call to fly anywhere to give him regular shots of testosterone to guard against a single disappointing experience. As far as he can tell, the only negative side effect of this is the need to shave three times a day. And the extreme aggressiveness with which he now and then engages with his various partners is sometimes offensive to them, even scary, but he thrills himself most when he’s in that rampaging condition. As with most things, money can smooth away the girl’s objection, and if money won’t work, there are other ways of dealing with her.


  Even in these licentious times when it seems anything goes, a few practices that Reese enjoys have the potential to put him in legal jeopardy, either civil or criminal. Therefore, he has taken steps both to protect the family name and insulate himself from any annoying repercussions. He lives a significant part of the time as Clarkson Hyde-Kent, for whom he has valid driver’s licenses, credit cards, and a passport obtained from bureaucrats willing to risk their government pensions for immediate riches. Although he usually travels in a limo driven by a chauffeur, and nearly always ventures out of his residences in the company of a bodyguard, there are some places he goes that no one who knows him as Spindrift and no one who knows him as Hyde-Kent must see him. On these occasions, he drives himself in one nondescript vehicle or another, using yet a third name with those who are willing to provide the kind of service he desires.


  Now, at two forty-five in the morning, December 22, after a five-hour visit, he exits a former parsonage adjacent to an abandoned church in a quiet upscale suburb in Southern California. Through a chain of limited liability companies and offshore trusts, he owns this property, though it can’t be connected to him. The parsonage is maintained by brothers Salim and Samir. Convicted of multiple felonies, expecting to die in prison, they served only sixteen months before they were paroled, to their astonishment. Unemployable due to their criminal history and therefore grateful for the generous six-figure salaries and fringe benefits provided them, they not only serve as custodians but also recruit or otherwise supply the kind of partner that their benefactor requires on these special occasions. This saves him a great deal of time that would be wasted in risky, tedious seduction. With superb attention to detail, Salim and Samir also clean up after him if that is necessary.


  He’s parked not at the parsonage, but in a maintenance garage associated with the deconsecrated church next door. The night is chilly. The lopsided moon is westering through a scrim of clouds. A light breeze rustles the live oaks. As he walks to the church garage, Reese feels drained, as though a perilous quantity of his essence has been squeezed out of him, though at the same time, he feels marvelous, unique, superior, charged with a power that few men in history have possessed, a master of the universe who lives by no rules but his own.


  As Reese fishes the garage-door remote control from a pocket of his coat, a man behind him says, “Hey, Spindrift.”


  Stunned that he is not alone, that he hasn’t heard or seen this man approaching, Reese pivots into a well-aimed stream of chloroform issuing from a small pressurized can. His body seems to fold to the pavement, no less supple than the clothes he wears.
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The warehouse is a cavernous building, one of a cluster of four that no one has a use for now that once prosperous California rusts away from the corrosive effect of decades of corrupt and reckless governance, a significant part of its residents having moved out of state. The large property is securely fenced, and agents of Ace are posted at strategic points to make sure that no one enters it during the next few hours. These days, in the Golden State, there are more than a few places like this where no one will hear you scream.


  Morning light falls from an encircling row of high clerestory windows, but shadows dominate and seem to pulse with strange life.


  The three cushionless straight-backed chairs, chosen for their lack of comfort, are arranged in a circle fifteen feet in diameter. Two men and a woman are zip tied to the chairs at their wrists and ankles, facing one another. All are awake now and terrified.


  Nameless moves around them, making them wait, letting their imaginations torment them. He has warned them not to speak unless spoken to, but each of them has challenged this command, whereupon he has Tasered the offender.


  One of them, Paul Beckman, has endured three separate shocks in order to insist they have the wrong Paul Beckman, that he has never seen anything like the triskelion that depends from the silver chain of the lavaliere, which Nameless dangles before him, that it’s crazy to think he’s involved in a treasonous conspiracy or that he abetted terrorist acts. Yes, he’s a trial attorney. Yes, he’s defended some questionable characters, because everyone is entitled to a vigorous defense. But he never defended the terrorist they say he did. They have the wrong damn Paul Beckman!


  They have been waiting half an hour in tense silence for an agent of Ace, answering to the name Varner, to make inquiries. Now Varner returns in a state of agitation and declares, “Oh, man, we are fucked, we totally are. This bastard is the wrong Paul Beckman. The idiots snatched the wrong guy.”


  “Heads will roll for this,” Nameless says.


  Varner says, “Yeah, well, not mine.”


  “Not mine, either.”


  “The snatch team was given the wrong address.”


  “Not by accident,” Nameless says. “We’ve got a traitor in our ranks, trying to sabotage this.”


  Varner takes a handkerchief from his jacket and wipes a thin sweat off his brow. “So what now? Roll this up, set them loose?”


  Nameless surveys the three captives. “He’s not the wrong Reese Spindrift, and she’s not the wrong Ainsley Shepherd. Let them go, and they’ll warn the whole rotten crew. We won’t get another chance at any of the main players. They’ve infiltrated everything, they’re everywhere in government and law enforcement, so now they’ll come after us.” In frustration, he throws the lavaliere on the floor.


  Varner says, “If we go forward with the interrogation of these two, we have to make some kind of deal with Beckman here to keep his mouth shut.”


  Eager to facilitate his release, Paul Beckman says, “I didn’t see anything. I didn’t hear anything. This never happened.”


  “I’ve known attorneys,” Nameless says, “who’d lie their mothers into the electric chair to save themselves. Not all of them, but more than a few.”


  He draws the Beretta Cougar 8000 from his hip holster and shoots Beckman three times point-blank in the chest.


  Reese cries out in shock, and Ainsley Shepherd screams, and Nameless points the Beretta at her, which she understands to mean that she should stifle herself.


  To Varner, Nameless says, “Get Beckman out of here. Make him disappear, and let’s get on with this.”


  Another agent enters from the warehouse office to assist. He and Varner are bodybuilders, so it’s nothing for them to snatch up the chair with lightweight Beckman in it and carry the corpse away. There is only a little blood, because one if not all three rounds tore the lawyer’s heart, instantly stopping his circulation.
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Reese Spindrift is a stranger to fear and hardship. With a fortune in excess of fourteen billion dollars and a talent for deception, he’s never considered that he might one day be held to account for anything he’s ever done. He has friends in high places, men and women who have committed fantastic, exhilarating crimes for which they are never punished. Indeed, they’ve never been accused. This is a new century unlike any before; the caste system functions here with more authority than at any other place or time in history. And he is of the highest caste, immune to responsibility and beyond punishment.


  He has contributed enormous sums to the movement they call the One Solution because he believes in its aims. It’s good to believe in something that will benefit the best and brightest, conserving for their wise use the resources to build a glorious future, which the hoi polloi could never do. He has not realized that this could put him at risk. After all, he’s not actually blowing up bridges and using his own hands to kill anyone for political purposes; it’s been just armchair revolution for him.


  He is still in denial after they cart away the dead lawyer. In addition to the One Solution, he is a believer in the power of rapidly advancing technology to make it possible, soon, to extend the human life span dramatically, at least for those with sufficient funds to pay for a few centuries of life free from the effects of aging. To be killed within a year or two, or three, of attaining semi-eternal life is unthinkable and so unfair.


  Ainsley Shepherd is unknown to him, but that’s no surprise. The shapers of the One Solution are many, and they operate in cells that do not directly interact. She’s in her early thirties. Even in his current distress, Reese finds it stimulating to see such a woman restrained by the ankles and wrists.


  The big man who is conducting this outrage turns his attention to Ainsley. “This country and the good people in it made you wealthy before you were out of your twenties, and you want to repay them by opening reeducation camps, extermination camps.”


  She answers him with the richest string of obscenities and profanities that Reese has ever heard, at least from a woman with all her clothes on. Her snarled vulgarities and fierce expression make him proud to be in the same movement with her, although his personal style is more prudent and tactful than hers, precluding such an outburst.


  “There are countless ways to break a self-satisfied specimen like you,” the big man tells her. “From the usual instruments of torture to bringing thirty guys in here, stripping you naked, and pulling a train on you until tomorrow or the next day you’d rather die than look at yourself in a mirror. But that all takes time. I’m impatient. I also don’t trust the effectiveness of drugs, so-called truth serums, when someone like you doesn’t know the difference between truth and lies to begin with. So I’m going to tell you about the corkscrew worm and then show you a little film.”


  The man named Varner wheels in a cart on which sets an HP computer with a large screen. A trailing cord suggests that the abandoned warehouse still has electric service.


  “The corkscrew worm,” their tormentor says, “is a roundworm, a nematode, related to the hookworm, but found only in the Brazilian jungles. When hookworm larvae come into contact with bare skin, they penetrate and are carried through the veins to the lungs. From the lungs, the larvae squirm up the bronchial tree to the throat and are swallowed. They descend into the small intestine, where they attach themselves to the intestinal wall with tiny teeth, then lay eggs. The wounds in the intestinal wall bleed, causing anemia.”


  Other than sexual function, Reese has always found biology to be a disturbing subject. The fleshy internal systems of the body, with all the mucus and acids and viscous secretions, are off-putting. Being forced to consider worms that can live inside a person makes him blanch, and he feels as if his stomach is sliding around within his abdomen.


  Varner has booted up the computer. He inserts a DVD. On the screen appears a worm that is all mouth at one end, with six sharp little hooked projections.


  Their tormentor says, “This is a hookworm. And this”—he pauses for effect as the screen goes blank—“is a corkscrew worm.”


  The second worm is like the first but has two more teeth. And a row of smaller, sharper projections, like thorns, spiral around the length of its disgusting, torsional body, which appears designed for vigorous squirming.


  The big man says, “The larvae of the corkscrew worm enter the skin in the same fashion and travel through the veins, but they’re ambitious little devils and aren’t satisfied to live only in a low environment like the intestines. They find their way into your arteries and into most of your organs. They attach themselves and grow into worms, which is where it gets especially interesting.”


  The screen produces a picture of a slumped man restrained in a chair rather like the chairs in which Reese and Ainsley now sit. He is wearing a soft gray uniform, which may be that of a prisoner. As the sound comes up, he can be heard groaning and muttering words that don’t link together in any sensible way. He seems to be both delirious and in considerable distress.


  “Hookworms are parasites that have respect for their host, but the corkscrew worm is radical and seeks only to destroy. It lays twelve times as many eggs as a hookworm. When the eggs hatch in a few days, a new storm of larvae sweeps through veins and arteries, attaching to everything from your brain to your kidneys, and this life cycle keeps repeating until—”


  The film advances into a time-lapse segment. The prisoner in gray has been braced to keep his head up. The squirming horde first appears in his milky-white eyes and, after spilling forth from those sockets, then gushes from other openings in his head—and presumably elsewhere. The pitiable keening and choking don’t sound human.


  As the time-lapse sequence repeats from the beginning, a third man appears with another cart and parks it in front of Ainsley Shepherd. On a white cloth are arranged foil packets of antiseptic wipes, rubber-tube tourniquets, two hypodermic syringes, and two large ampules of a cloudy fluid.


  Their tormentor says, “You can agree to a long interrogation under polygraph, two or three days—or take an injection of live corkscrew worm larvae directly into a major vein.”


  Ainsley shudders so violently that her teeth click. If she’s trying to compose a rich string of obscenities, as she did before, words fail her.


  The master of the worms picks up the lavaliere that he threw on the floor earlier. He stands in silence for a minute or so, staring at the triskelion. Then he dangles it in front of Ainsley Shepherd and says, “What’s this?”


  She hesitates but remains defiant enough to say, “Jewelry.”


  “What does this symbol mean to you?”


  “It’s pretty. I like pretty things.”


  “What do you call it?”


  “The Medal of Glory. What do you call it?”


  “From The Shining Road,” he says.


  “Yes. The video game. I love that game. I suspect it’s beyond your intellectual capacity.”


  Reese admires the contempt that drips from her responses, but her bravado is belied by the tremors she can’t control.


  “The Shining Road is a subtle tool of indoctrination, probably one of many that you and your friends have introduced into the culture.”


  “It’s a video game, asshole.”


  “It can be both a game and indoctrination, quietly preparing the way. To a revolutionary, everything is a weapon—games, art, songs, words.”


  She glances toward where Beckman had been sitting. “You’re the one who shoots innocent people.”


  Putting the lavaliere on the cart beside the syringes, he says, “And you, coward that you are, encourage others to do it for you.”


  Ainsley is wearing a lovely blouse, an expensive silk number, which probably cost six or seven hundred dollars, maybe a thousand, rather like what Reese’s mother might wear. The master of worms, the ignorant brute, takes a handful of her right sleeve and, with no consideration for the quality of the garment, yanks on it hard once, twice, and tears the sleeve away from the shoulder yoke. Her arm, now bared, has been zip tied with the underside turned up to provide access to a vein in the crook of the elbow.


  She says, “You won’t,” but she doesn’t sound certain.


  He picks up one of the syringes, pierces the cap of the ampule, and draws the fluid into the barrel.


  On the computer, the time-lapse sequence keeps repeating, the horde erupting from the dying prisoner again and again.


  The big man puts the loaded syringe on the white cloth and picks up a tourniquet. He cinches the tube around Ainsley’s biceps. With one finger, he palpates a vein in her arm until he decides that it is sufficiently prominent.


  In Reese Spindrift’s experience—and to his taste—there are situations in which a woman’s beauty is doubled when she is in the grip of fear. Although he, too, is half-sick with horror, he is nonetheless able to appreciate how Ainsley’s terror multiplies the effect of her charms. He is capable of appreciating this largely because he has reined in his own fear by having decided to be interrogated and divulge everything these people want to know. Although he will make enemies among those planning the One Solution, he will win the friendship of this man and his associates, and their circle will be his new haven. He is confident that the Spindrift name, his intelligence, and his willingness to commit to big ideas that average people can’t comprehend will ensure his being included in the highest caste of whatever system these people might intend to impose on the nation. The more things change, the more they remain the same, as the French say; and if it’s not the French, it’s the Germans.


  This quiet man with his syringes and ampules is an effective interrogator. It’s clever, really, how he does not shout at her or repeat his threat, but merely proceeds to make good on it by tearing open a foil packet, removing the antiseptic wipe, and swabbing the intended injection site. This guy is very cool, and coolness is high on Reese’s list of admirable qualities.


  As the man picks up the loaded syringe and brings the tip of the needle to the vein, Ainsley speaks in a voice purged of contempt and now quivering with dread. “Okay, all right.”


  Pretending not to understand, the interrogator keeps his thumb on the plunger, meets her eyes, and says, “All right? This is what you prefer?”


  A commission of psychologists would be required to interpret her facial expression as to the precise proportions of hatred and fear contained therein. However, it is only the latter that can be heard in her voice when she says, “I’ll talk, whatever you want to know, anything.”


  Their captor says nothing.


  He does not set the syringe aside. He continues to stare into her eyes until at last she whispers, “Please.”


  She has been broken before the formal interrogation has even begun.


  Reese finds her ravishing in the collapse of her spirit, and he hasn’t the slightest doubt that he has made a brilliant decision by changing sides. The One Solution is so yesterday.
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The high clerestory windows shed light of a greater brightness than before into a space twice the size of a football field, but a network of catwalks casts faint gray shadows on the pale concrete, as if suggesting the false shining paths that lead only to the Land of the Fang.


  Reese Spindrift has been taken to a room in the basement of the warehouse, where a crack team of interrogators and a polygraphist will encourage his cooperation for the next few days. Thereafter, he will be held prisoner illegally but in a high degree of comfort that he’ll enjoy. He is to be treated with respect and convinced that he faces no negative consequences for what he’s done, that he is safe in the embrace of new friends—until a strike against the triskelion crowd can be executed early in the new year.


  In a conspiracy as potent as the one Nameless has foreseen, an inner circle of committed, competent, and ruthless people will need to be identified and taken out in order to ensure the collapse of their scheme. But among them, at the center of the circle, is sure to be a figure of uncanny charisma, the one who first sussed out like-minded individuals among the movers and shakers in government and business and media, who had the daring to approach them and the skill to convince them to risk everything in pursuit of revolution, his totalitarian ideal. Even more than the others who comprise the inner circle, that individual must be eliminated to discourage his acolytes and save the millions of lives in jeopardy.


  Here on the main level of the building, the chairs have been removed, as have the carts, the computer with its corkscrew-worm horror, and the instruments of lethal injection. On that bare portion of the vast floor that served as a stage, Nameless meets with a man calling himself Drew, whom he’s met on other missions and who played Paul Beckman, the attorney. Here also is a woman known to him as Nora, who’s lent support on other missions and was convincing as Ainsley Shepherd.


  The blank cartridges fired by the Beretta didn’t penetrate the liner filled with stage blood that was part of Drew’s shirt. But his timing was impeccable when he triggered caps that opened “wounds” in his costume.


  “We for sure couldn’t have pulled this off in better light,” Drew says.


  Nora has an amendment: “And we couldn’t have pulled it off if Spindrift was half as smart as he thinks he is.”


  Drew shakes his head as if in wonderment. “When the day comes I can share with my kids what I’ve really been doing these past couple years . . .” Rather than finish the sentence, he shrugs, as if he’s incapable of imagining his children’s delight. “Anyway, thank you, sir, for all this. And, hey, you’re sure there’s really no such thing as a corkscrew worm? Not even in Brazilian jungles?”


  “Hookworm, yes, here in the US and elsewhere,” Nameless says. “Corkscrew, no. But Ace did a hell of a job with that bit of film.”


  “Oscar-caliber special effects,” Nora agrees.


  Following Nameless’s recent concerns that Ace is losing focus, making mistakes, and doing inexplicable things like lavishing roses on his hotel rooms and bestowing on him names taken from novels and films, he is somewhat reassured by the identification of Spindrift as one of the conspirators, the swiftness with which he was located, the deftness with which he was captured, and the way in which he was deceived and turned.


  Offering her hand, shaking his, Nora says, “It’s an honor to work with you, sir.”


  The word “honor” is overdone. Drew’s manner is also subtly deferential, as if Nameless isn’t just the primary field agent in this strange organization, but something more.


  Drew and Nora go their separate ways, and hours later Nameless finds himself alone in the Mercedes G 63 that has been provided for him, piloting the SUV south on US Highway 101.


  His meeting with Ace of Diamonds is scheduled for the second of January, eleven days hence. Until then, he is officially off duty, although that is never in reality his condition. Things happen. And that’s all right. Sooner than later, he always finds leisure to be . . . if not depressing, at least melancholy, in part because during his days off, he is alone and without purpose. He feels that he is still in this world because of some promise he has made, and downtime dishonors that promise.


  He has driven almost a hundred miles before he realizes where he needs to go. A small town on the Texas Panhandle. He has it on good authority that Christmas on the Panhandle is the best time and place to be in this sorry world. It’s more than a twenty-hour drive from his current position. But it’s only noon, and he doesn’t mind long hauls. He can put in another eight hours before stopping for the night, ten hours tomorrow, and then roll into that little town in the late morning of the twenty-fourth, which feels just right.


  Whatever the nature of the organization behind him, it has deep pockets and management that doesn’t shrink from munificent benefits. Between jobs, he is always provided with twenty or thirty or even forty thousand dollars to spend as he wishes. He hasn’t spent more than a few thousand of the thirty that was provided to him recently, before his downtime was curtailed by news of the bridge collapse in Massachusetts. Nevertheless, when he stops for fuel in Barstow, California, he sends a text message to Ace, testing the limits of the company’s generosity. He requests that $250,000 in cash be delivered to him either in Flagstaff, Arizona, later this evening or in Amarillo, Texas, on the night of the twenty-third. He receives a simple confirmation by the time that he’s an hour east of Barstow. Ace has reserved a room for him at a three-star hotel in Amarillo. A courier will deliver the money there tomorrow evening. The text ends with an admonition that, in spite of his low mood, makes him laugh more than the words seem to justify: DON’T SPEND IT ALL ON SHOES.
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The town has maybe three or four thousand residents. Many of its buildings date to the nineteenth century, soundly built of native stone or local brick, a timeless place in an age when time races past at rocket speeds.


  Sleepytime Inn is a humble mom-and-pop motel with clean rooms decorated in the Southwest style. He spent a week here earlier in the month, before the near disastrous mission in Kansas. At eleven o’clock on this day before Christmas, an American flag snaps in the breeze at the top of a tall pole.


  The covered porch in front of the office features a pair of rocking chairs and hanging baskets of poinsettias. The pine wreath on the door is brightened by red ribbon and small silver ornaments.


  Inside, a Christmas tree is decorated with, among other things, little dogs portrayed as angels, with wings and halos.


  A fortyish woman, Holly Harmony, looks up from the registration desk, her blue eyes widening at the sight of him. “Mr. de Winter! I never imagined we’d see you again so soon.”


  “I hope you have a room for me. I should have called ahead.”


  “True as I stand here, if we were full up, I’d want to boot someone out to make room for you. But you’re in luck. This here’s a slow time for us. No business travelers, and folks comin’ home from their new city lives mostly stay with kin. I can settle you in the room you had before.”


  “That’ll be great. Seven nights if you’ve got them. How’re Lloyd and Kaylie?”


  Lloyd is her husband, as thoroughly Texan as the Stetson he wears. Kaylie, fourteen or fifteen, is a girl whose refined beauty is remarkable and whose keen intelligence almost makes you forget how lovely she is.


  “They’re in the spirit of the season, off last-minute gift buyin’, sure to bankrupt us.”


  He likes this close-knit little family and fears for them. On the last night of his previous visit, he had an extended vision of them as the victims of those revolutionaries whom Reese Spindrift until recently supported with tens of millions of dollars. Nameless has seen Holly and Lloyd dead in the rocking chairs on the front porch, holding their severed heads in their laps. A poster of the triskelion had been nailed to the wall behind them, and someone had spray-painted the words “All apologists must die,” whatever that might mean. That tour of the future Sleepytime Inn had also shown him sweet Kaylie naked, dead, her throat slit by one of the men who raped her. One reason that he returned is to see if perhaps, with Reese Spindrift now naming names, the future might be changed, the triskelion crowd thwarted. If he stays here for a week and has no clairvoyant vision of the horror he previously foresaw, or if he sees the Harmony family alive and happy years hence, he’ll have more faith in Ace and in himself. He needs faith to keep on keeping on.


  Whether another vision reveals to him something comforting or something of the most evil nature, his second reason for being here is to give the Harmonys $250,000. Although he didn’t share his vision with Lloyd Harmony, he warned him that a day might come when he’d see a news story featuring people under the triskelion banner, that they might seem like just another group of angry misfits, but that they would be a mortal threat. Lloyd didn’t know what to make of this, but he evidently sensed something about the warning and the prophet who delivered it that prevented him from dismissing it out of hand. These are not rich people; they can’t walk away from the motel at which they earn a modest living. Providing them with this stash of a quarter million dollars in cash ought to encourage them to take him and his prophecy seriously and allow them to close the motel and escape if one day all the signs point to an onrushing catastrophe.


  His room is even more pleasant than he remembered it.


  The Tex-Mex restaurant across the highway, which will be closed on Christmas Day, is open this evening. Nameless is sure that Eldora will be working, because her regulars are not just customers to her; they are her kin. A strong sense of community and family still blesses this place, at least for now.


  He leaves his room when night has settled on the Panhandle. As he crosses the lonely three lanes of blacktop, snow begins to fall. The first flakes are huge and soft, spiraling lazily through the darkness.


  Strings of red and green Christmas lights outline the eaves of the restaurant.


  When he opens the door and steps into the vestibule, he hears the guitarist playing “Fields of Gold,” which isn’t country enough for this establishment. The song moves Nameless for reasons he can’t fully understand. The resident musician, whom he tipped a hundred dollars every night during his previous visit, is pleased to play it for him on guitar backed by a synthesizer.


  Eldora is waiting with the hostess to greet him. Evidently, Holly Harmony has let them know he’s back in town.


  About fifty, zaftig, with a mass of hair pinned up in swirls and eyes the color of brandy warming in the flame of a candle, she has worked here twenty-two years, treating the customers as if they are her beloved kin, as indeed they are in a sense more profound than blood relations.


  “Mercy me,” she says, “Maxim de Winter come all the way from Manderley to spend Christmas in our little town.” She is a reader, especially of John D. MacDonald’s work, but also of Rebecca. She knew the source of his name when she first heard it. “You look the littlest bit peaked, young man.” She snatches a menu from the holder. “You come with Mama now. Spicy tamales and some icy Corona will fix you up quicker than anythin’ a quack doctor can provide.”


  Following her to a table, he says, “Merry Christmas, Eldora.”


  “It always is, honey. Blessin’s on you. It’s good to see you again. We don’t get mysterious, handsome men passin’ through here every day. You invigorate the imagination.”


  As he sits and accepts the menu, he says, “Eldora,” but then can’t quite arrange the words he needs.


  “What is it, sweetheart?”


  “Later,” he decides. “Right now, you’ve got me dreaming about that beer.”


  “Prepare to have your whistle wetted,” she says and goes off to fetch the Corona.


  The musician is kind enough to follow “Fields of Gold” with a second rendition of it.


  In addition to the other reasons he has returned to this town, he wants to give Eldora more than a week of large tips. He wants to say something like, You and folks like you are the heart and spine of the world. You’re why we have food on our tables and water at the tap, why the lights come on when we flick a switch. More than that, you’re why we have a civil society, why we still feel safe in our homes and have a sense of a common bond, why we still reach out to one another in times of need, why kindness and love still have a chance of defeating the madness of factions encouraged to hate their neighbors, factions enflamed by leaders who believe that seeding contempt and hatred for others will be a convenient ladder to the top of the power structure.


  But those words are not yet properly refined. Perhaps words can’t convey the depth of his feelings on this subject, and maybe there is no way of saying this that wouldn’t embarrass her. For all her flamboyance, she is a humble person, as are the Harmonys at the motel, as are so many that are despised by those in power. In their humility, they can’t easily see themselves as the spine and heart of the world, but if they don’t eventually understand their value, the necessity of their resistance, the future will be an ugly realm of madness, oppression, and endless violence.


  As the musician switches to Christmas music and customers stream in from the snowy night, as Nameless finishes his beer and studies the happy faces around him, he realizes that he has come here for yet another reason than giving the Harmony family a quarter of a million and paying his respects to Eldora. He has come here to say goodbye. This realization is not accompanied by a vision, but issues from his keen intuition, like water rising from an artesian well. He might not be long for this world. He has come here to say goodbye not merely to the locals who have befriended him, but to the world that these people and others like them have created and that has inspired him both during the missions he’s undertaken for the past two and a half years and in the thirty-some sweet years of life that he’s lost to amnesia.


  No melancholy accompanies the intuitive sense that he’ll soon die. If he must go, surely it will be in resistance to those who would burn down the world in the mad belief that they, like the mythical phoenix, will rise in glory from its ashes. There’s not much else as worth dying for as freedom.


  He orders a second beer and dinner. Just as Eldora brings the Corona, a song that’s seldom thought of as a Christmas tune graces the evening, but it speaks to the season: “What a Wonderful World.” The musician has a nice voice, but in his mind Nameless hears the great Louis Armstrong, for whom the song was a hit a long time ago.


  Eldora pours the cold beer into a new frosted glass and says, “You don’t look the least peaked anymore, honey. Why, you look like a boy on Christmas morning.”


  
THE STORY CONTINUES . . .
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  Check out the next episode of Dean Koontz’s NAMELESS, Zero In.
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