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1
  

Following a mission in Arkansas that ended with two violent deaths, Nameless is given ten days to decompress. But he isn’t able to relax. In fact, in subtle ways, he seems to be coming apart. Waking from eight hours of deep sleep, he does not feel rested. He stands in the shower for almost forty minutes, reluctant to get on with the day. At dinner, he drinks too much.


  Between jobs, he is always alone. He’s convinced that he deserves a life of solitude because of some act he committed—or failed to commit—in the years now lost behind a wall of engineered amnesia. Loneliness has not afflicted him any more than it might a cloistered monk who seeks enlightenment in isolation. Until now.


  During this period of downtime, the organization that he works for, which is as nameless as he is, provides him with a new Lincoln Aviator, a driver’s license in the name of Maxim de Winter, thirty thousand dollars in cash to spend as he wishes, and two suitcases containing clothes precisely tailored to his form.


  At first under the misconception that he has no destination, that he’ll simply go where whim and chance take him, he heads west on Interstate 40, the Aviator powering smoothly along. Within a few hours, he is in the flatness of Oklahoma. He has Sirius radio, but he chooses not to listen to any of the satellite service’s many channels. Mile after mile, the only sounds are the hum of tires on pavement and the soft growl of the engine. The vast land beyond the windshield appears as still and silent as a mural, as if his sense of forward motion and purpose is an illusion.


  West of Oklahoma City, the blue sky turns out its pockets and litters the day with dark lint that blankets the sun. He pulls to the shoulder of the road and stops. Ahead is a checkpoint where authorities in black uniforms, armed with submachine guns, are questioning motorists. Most drivers are being waved through the blockade, but occupants of some vehicles are taken to a black eighteen-wheeler against their will, cuffed with their hands behind their backs, and prodded up a ramp into the shadowy interior of the truck.


  A similar truck, on the farther side of the divided highway, features a large emblem, a triskelion, that he has seen before: in the field of black, a white circle; in the circle, three muscular arms joined at the shoulders and bent at the elbows to form a wheel. The arms are red, perhaps symbolizing the blood of the movement’s enemies. The fisted hands and the wheel of the arms suggest unstoppable power, perpetual violence.


  A young blonde resists as they lead her away from her car. She wrenches free of the woman who is taking her into custody and runs a few steps toward the open land beyond the highway. A man twice her size catches up with her and clubs her to the ground with the stock of his carbine. She is limp, perhaps only unconscious, but he slams the butt plate of the gun into her head again, then into her face, and into her face a second time, with a fury that is unique to those who passionately believe in nothing but their pitiless ideology. If the victim isn’t dead, she is brain damaged. They leave her on the shoulder of the road, as carrion for what vultures might find her.


  The vision fades, and the Interstate 40 of the future recedes from the present, leaving Nameless shaken. His clairvoyance, perhaps an unintended side effect of the science that transformed him into an amnesiac with certain odd abilities, initially troubled him only occasionally; but recently he’s been assaulted more frequently by glimpses of America in the grip of totalitarian forces.


  He sits for a minute or two, staring through the windshield at traffic speeding past under a sky that has found its blue again. If he foresees a murder, which has happened, he has a chance to prevent the crime. But the political horror coming seems so enormous that, even with a mysterious and resourceful organization behind him, he surely will be powerless to stop it. His dread does not relent, but he overcomes the paralysis that it imposed on him, releases the emergency brake, shifts into drive, and returns to the interstate.


  Hours later, only as he is approaching the western border of the state, does he realize that he intends to drive to Worstead, Texas, to see a woman named Jenny Demeter, a widow. On a previous mission, he arranged the death of a child molester and serial killer, Russell Soakes, who planned to murder Jenny and her son in order to get at her young daughter.


  Nameless has thought of her often. He finds Jenny’s courage, intelligence, and grace not merely admirable but also profoundly attractive. Lately, she haunts him, drifting through the hallways of his mind with ever-greater frequency. He suspects that he’s drawn to her for more than her fine qualities, that she reminds him of someone else, someone from his forgotten life, for whom he yearns.


  Once he understands with what unconscious intention he has set out for the Lone Star State, doubt gnaws at him. He doesn’t know what he could say to Jenny Demeter, what he could offer her, how she and her children could fit into this strange life that he leads.


  He stops for the night in a small town in the Texas Panhandle, at a mom-and-pop motel, Sleepytime Inn, where the landscaping is spare but neatly tended. In the light, cool breeze, an American flag is proudly unfurled from hoist to fly. In advance of twilight, a guy in his late forties is preparing to lower it and fold it properly for the night. He is dressed in cowboy boots, jeans, a flannel shirt, and a Stetson.


  A covered porch fronts the office, decorated with two hanging baskets of poinsettias. Graced by a pair of rocking chairs, this looks less like a business than like the entrance to a home.


  The front door is decorated with a pine wreath enlivened with red ribbon and small silver ornaments. In a corner of the reception area stands a Christmas tree flocked with artificial snow and strung with tiny white lights. A bookcase with maybe fifty paperbacks bears a sign that announces FREE LENDING LIBRARY.


  At the registration desk, the fortyish woman is a perfect armful, with flawless skin, blue eyes as merry as the season ought to be, and a smile that makes Nameless want to smile right back at her in spite of the dire mood in which he arrived.


  She says that she’s Holly Harmony, owner of this enterprise with her husband, Lloyd. “He’s that suspicious specimen worryin’ with the flag.”


  “Doesn’t look suspicious to me,” Nameless says. “Moment I saw him, I felt what you’d call ‘Texas safe.’”


  “Oh, he’s true Old Texas, right enough. If he can’t be buried in that hat of his, he’ll plain refuse to die.”


  In the area behind the counter, a girl of fourteen or fifteen sits at one of two desks, surrounded by books, apparently studying. She looks up, smiles shyly, and returns to her homework. She’s a refinement of her mother, already such a beauty that it’s difficult to imagine how much more radiant she will be in a few more years.


  After presenting his driver’s license and signing the registration form, Nameless pays cash in advance for the night. “Mind if I borrow a book?” he asks, indicating the lending library.


  “That’s what they’re for,” Holly Harmony says. “Between the three of us—me, Lloyd, and Kaylie—we’ve read ’em all. At least two of us have to agree that a novel hits its target dead-on before we put it in the lending library.”


  He chooses a book he’s never read by an author he trusts: Cry Hard, Cry Fast by John D. MacDonald.


  His room is simple and clean and thoroughly Southwest: a pale maple floor; a large Navajo rug with a mystical pattern; a bedspread made from fringed Pendleton blankets with a soft beige, red, and blue design; a leather armchair with footstool; Pueblo pottery; and paintings of purple sage. A decoratively painted colonial trastero with open doors holds a TV in which he has no interest.


  The accommodations are comfortable and pleasing to the eye, more like the en suite guest room in a private residence than like a motel unit. Nevertheless, a new uneasiness comes over him, although he can’t define the cause of it.


  As he’s taking a shower before dinner, the rush-and-splash sounds like the roar of an angry crowd. The hot water doesn’t relax his travel-stiffened muscles, as ordinarily it would. When he opens the steam-clouded glass door to grab a towel, a sudden expectation of violence alarms him—but there is no intruder.


  He crosses the highway from the motel to a Tex-Mex restaurant where the roofline is defined with red and green Christmas lights. Inside, the air is scented with sautéed peppers, fried onions, and pulled pork. The guitarist, backed by a synthesizer, knows his country music from Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs and their Foggy Mountain Boys to Garth Brooks. The food is excellent, and the happy customers are feeling their beer. Yet the uneasiness that overcame him at the motel doesn’t relent; in fact it’s becoming a mild anxiety.


  His waitress is everyone’s idea of a good old girl. Her name is Eldora. She is perhaps 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 calls everyone “honey” and though she chats extensively with the diners at her tables, she delivers every dish while it’s hot and every beer still icy. She has evidently worked here a long time, because she interacts with most of the customers as if they’re part of her extended family.


  “Twenty-two years,” she tells Nameless when he asks, “since I was thirty and told my cheatin’ first husband either he finds a new place to live or I provide him with a one-room apartment six feet underground.”


  Nameless smiles and shakes his head. “Some men don’t know how good they’ve got it.”


  “Honey, the good Lord gives you balm for your wounds. My second hubby is just five feet seven, a hundred thirty pounds—and three times the man my first could ever be.”


  “You always get such a happy crowd in here?”


  “Good food, drink, God’s own favorite music, not one smart-ass tell-you-how-to-live college kid among them—what’s not to be happy about?”


  “They seem pretty boisterous. They ever give you a problem?”


  “Oh, it gets serious on occasion. We don’t have a dance floor or a license to allow it, but some nights one couple or t’other they find themselves a bit of space and do the Texas two-step with the most outrageous disrespect for the law. Now, honey, don’t tell me you’re some kind of bureaucrat sniffin’ around for violations.”


  “I guess I sound like that. It’s just, where I come from, this many people in such high spirits can be trouble.”


  “That’s ’cause you’re not from Texas, sweetheart. What angry place might you be from?”


  He doesn’t know for sure, but he says what he suspects of his life before amnesia: “California.”


  “There you go. Movie stars and tech wizards, egos bigger than they are, miserable from fame and money and their own emptiness.”


  He leaves her a three-hundred-dollar tip and, on his way out, drops another Benjamin in the musician’s tip jar.


  Big tips are his one extravagance. He does it not for favor or out of gratitude. Someone once told him, someone erased from his memory, that many people lead hard lives, lonely and unappreciated, and that an unexpected, large gratuity makes them feel special and helps them to hold fast to a belief in the existence of kindness and meaning in a world that seems to be growing ever more barbarous and meaningless year by year. Although he can’t remember the person who encouraged his generosity, she evidently meant so much to him that he can hear her words in his mind’s ear, and he feels something like a sacred obligation to follow her suggestion.


  Outside, where the parking lot meets the highway, he stands in a cold stillness of moonlight, studying the stars. In the past, when fear without an immediate apparent cause has plagued him, he’s found that the infinity above, in all its splendor, inspires a sense of wonder and quiets his anxiety.


  Tonight, however, his intuition resists the sedative power of the diamonded dark of the universe. Something wicked this way comes.


  He stays up past midnight, reading Cry Hard, Cry Fast and drinking Coca-Cola spiked with vodka. In the morning, he pays for another night at the Sleepytime Inn. He walks the town, a humble place of buff-brick and native-stone buildings with flat parapeted roofs. The clusters of red oaks are leafless at this time of year. He has a late breakfast at a diner and spends the afternoon reading The Only Girl in the Game by John D. MacDonald.


  At four thirty in the afternoon, he receives a text message from Ace of Diamonds, the mysterious individual who plans the missions Nameless undertakes and who sees that he is supplied with everything he needs to fulfill them, from valises full of cash to whatever deadly weapons might be required. Nameless has never heard Ace’s voice and doesn’t know if this handler is a man or woman. The message directs him to be in Wichita, Kansas, in seven days, to be briefed on the next operation, which Ace calls “Kaleidoscope.” He will be operating under the name Sean Thornton, posing as the chief investment analyst and adviser for a billion-dollar fund handling a portion of the assets of the incredibly wealthy Ching family, residents of Malaysia. The fund is apparently real, though the Ching family is fictitious, merely an intricately documented front behind which the true owner of those assets—Ace’s organization—is hidden; Ace has used this Singapore sting before, and it has worked, because the prospect of getting a slice of a billion dollars tends to make suspicious people let their guard down. The text ends with an inducement: THIS ONE WILL BE EASY. MY CHRISTMAS GIFT TO YOU.


  Wichita is a six-hour drive from his current location. He has more time than he needs to travel to Worstead in the high country, see Jenny Demeter, return here, and be in Wichita on the fourteenth of December. But the more he thinks about it, the more the Texas high country seems as much a fantasy as Tolkien’s Middle Earth, as Kenneth Grahame’s Wild Wood in The Wind in the Willows. Jenny and her children might want a husband and a father as much as he wants to be that for them. However, what he wants is not as important as what is wanted of him, what is required of him. He intuits that he has been rendered nameless by some failure in his unremembered past, and that these missions he undertakes are penance that must be paid before he will be able, if ever, to live again under whatever name might be on his birth certificate.


  Instead of heading out for Worstead, and before he crosses the highway to have an early dinner at the Tex-Mex restaurant, he visits the motel office to pay cash for six additional nights. Monitoring the office microwave in which popcorn has begun to pop, Holly Harmony says, “Our sweet little town sneaks up on you and charms your soul, doesn’t it, Mr. de Winter?” He says that indeed it does, and she says that he should move there and let the rest of the world go as crazy as it wants. Young Kaylie hangs more ornaments on the Christmas tree: angel dogs with wings and halos. Having parked his Stetson on a life-size bronze bust of Jim Bowie that stands at one end of the reception counter, Lloyd Harmony, perhaps ten years older than his wife and wizened by the weather of the Panhandle, accepts payment in cash as if that has not yet become an unusual practice in this territory. As he provides a receipt that Nameless doesn’t need, he says, “We’re grateful for the business, son.” The man’s gratitude seems sincere, not merely the mechanical cordiality with which so much modern commerce greases every transaction, and the use of “son” is unaffected, suggesting that he truly subscribes to the belief that everyone is a neighbor.


  Perhaps Nameless’s unexpected and growing affection for this place is because the folksy nature of its people at least somewhat erodes the loneliness in which he’s long been casketed. And perhaps his anxiety isn’t related to any real threat to their future, but instead arises from the fact that he must soon leave and return to the dangerous work that has recently begun to seem less meaningful than it once did.


  His attention shifts from the bust of Jim Bowie, the famed soldier who has been in a grave almost two hundred years. He accepts the offered receipt and looks at Lloyd Harmony—whose previously creased but handsome face is a battered horror. His left cheekbone has been shattered by a fierce blow. His left eye is swollen half-shut and blinded by a thick crust of blood. Nose smashed, lips torn, teeth broken out: This is a murdered man who endured much suffering.


  As the familiar face resolves out of the dead visage and the vision ends, the paper receipt crackles as Nameless reflexively crushes it in his hand.


  “Something wrong?” Lloyd Harmony asks.


  Nameless glances at Holly taking the hot bag of popcorn out of the microwave, at Kaylie decorating the tree with saintly dogs, at Lloyd alive and well. “No. Nothing. Nothing wrong. I should’ve told you I didn’t need a receipt. I’m not here on business. None of this is tax deductible.” He drops the crumpled paper on the counter.


  The tremor in his voice belies the calm he tries to project. Before Lloyd can say more, Nameless returns his copy of The Only Girl in the Game to the lending library and selects another MacDonald novel, Cape Fear.


  Seeing the chosen paperback, Kaylie says, “That one was almost too scary for me, but there’s an important lesson in it.”


  “What lesson?” Nameless wonders.


  “There’s terrible darkness in the human heart,” the girl says, “and good people need to have the courage to stand against it, or there won’t be a safe place anywhere.”


  He says, “Not in every human heart.”


  With great solemnity, she says, “Maybe in more than we’d like to think.”


  The directness of her stare seems to be that of an old soul in a young package. Nameless senses that she will take no comfort from false assurances that good is certain to triumph in the long run.


  He has encountered such evil during the missions Ace plans for him that he is perhaps less certain of humanity’s ultimate fate than he once was. He changes the subject. “Those dog ornaments are cute.”


  She looks at the one in her hand. “Dogs are the best. They love so easy, they don’t know evil, they never lie. They’d die for you.”


  “I haven’t seen a dog around here.”


  As she hangs the ornament with great care, being sure that it dangles freely like a canine angel in flight, she says, “Our Sandy got cancer so bad we had to have the vet put him down last month. It was the hardest thing ever, but we’re called to mercy. I was holding him and looking in his eyes when he left us. I hope he understood. I hope he didn’t think I was being cruel.”


  “I’m sure he didn’t,” Nameless says, for there is something about this girl that makes him feel toward her as if she were his own child. “I’m sure you were very tender with him.”


  The look she turns on him is sharp, but her voice remains as soft as it is mesmerizing. “Tenderness is false mercy. It’s easy, emotion without reason. Mercy takes strength, courage, love. Tender-hearted folks will never be there for you when the dark is darkest.”


  He is taken aback to hear such a young girl speak this way. “You read that somewhere, did you?”


  “In a book,” she acknowledges. “But I knew it was the truth as sure as I’d know a bee stung me.”


  Kaylie is a highly intelligent girl and wise for her age. But there are moments when the world strikes Nameless as being deeply strange, when he feels as if a veil is about to be pulled back and a deeper reality exposed, when someone seems to be far more than they first appeared to be, as if he’s speaking with an avatar inhabited by an otherworldly presence.


  She says, “The tender-hearted love everyone they’ve never met because it costs them nothing. It’s such a weak love that it isn’t love at all. They pave the way for evil. But you already know that.”


  “I do?”


  “You know you do.”


  “And how do you know I do?”


  “The way you are,” she says, and selects another ornament for the tree. “You’ll like Mr. MacDonald’s book, but it’ll scare you. If you can still be scared.”


  He looks at Cape Fear in his hand. “I can be,” he assures her. “Daily.”


  Suddenly he dreads looking at her, for fear that, as with her father, he will see her face bloodied and brutalized.


  He turns away from her and steps out of the motel office, into the cold and dark of the early evening.


  

2
  

For the next six days, he walks the town, reads novels, tries with only limited success to quell his anxiety, and has dinner every evening in the same restaurant. Eldora, the waitress, is off one of those nights, but she attends to him on the other five, including the final night that he will spend on the Panhandle.


  After having walked for a few hours that day, he arrives at the restaurant with a paperback of The Last One Left. For a bookmark, he uses a printout of a triskelion obtained at the town library that afternoon and trimmed down to size. He has colored it with pencils that he borrowed from the librarian.


  Eldora greets him with the same warmth she has for everyone. Usually when he leaves a gratuity ten times larger than the amount of the bill, the server wants to know what he expects in return for his largesse or if he’s crazy rich or if he’s less than sober or if he’s atoning for something. But Eldora never mentions his tips, as if around here it’s bad manners to note a man’s eccentricities.


  Otherwise, she has her opinions, and she’s not shy about expressing them. She likes to talk about the novels of John D. MacDonald, whom she says is one of the last writers to tell the truth about life and how people really are, what they really need, before all those university creative-writing professors “who never done real work or knew anyone who did” turned recent generations of writers into “phonies and liars almost as bad as politicians.”


  “I’ve read some good new writers,” he assures her.


  “Well, honey, you’re younger than me. I don’t have so much time left I can waste it wadin’ through a swamp of books to find the few that aren’t full of muck. I stick with the old stuff.”


  When she brings Nameless his first beer, he’s reading the last page of a chapter, and the bookmark is on the table.


  As Eldora sets the icy bottle of Corona on a coaster, she says, “What’s this here?”


  “It’s called a triskelion. Sometimes it’s three legs instead of three arms. It’s a symbol.”


  “Symbol of what?”


  “Different things in different times and places, depending. What’s it say to you? What do you think it stands for?”


  She turns the image as if to see it more directly, though it looks the same from every angle. Frowning, she says, “I’ve seen it somewhere afore this. Exactly like this.”


  “Where?”


  “I don’t rightly recall. It was a while ago, and it wasn’t called what you called it.”


  “What was it called?”


  “Can’t remember that, neither, but I will. I have a memory like a bear trap. It’s a might rusty these days, but it never lets go of nothin’.” She taps the image. “What do you think it stands for?”


  “Partly because of the black, red, and white—and the clenched fists—I think it stands for revolution. Blood in the streets.”


  “And someone’s makin’ a flag out of it right now?”


  “I’ve seen them,” he says, but doesn’t add in a vision.


  She shakes her head. “Never is a shortage of ignorant fools.”


  From a shirt pocket, he extracts a card from the Sleepytime Inn, on the back of which he has written a phone number. He carries a different smartphone on each mission and a different one during each period of downtime. The number he provides will allow Eldora to leave a voice mail, which will be converted into a text message and transmitted to whatever phone he’s carrying at the time.


  He says, “I’ll be leaving in the morning. But please ring me when you remember where you saw this triskelion before and what it was called.”


  Having hooked up his synthesizer and tuned his guitar, the musician, whom Nameless tips a hundred dollars every night, begins his first set with a song to which he knows his favorite customer relates, “Fields of Gold,” though it sounds more Celtic than country and is in fact a song by Sting.


  Later, though the joint is packed and Eldora is busy, she meets Nameless at the front door as he is about to leave. “You look after yourself, honey.”


  “You, too, Eldora.”


  “Ever you need a place to fade away, this town will say you was born here as whoever.”


  He smiles. “You speak for the whole town, do you?”


  “There’s not a one who’d dare say I don’t.”


  “I’ll keep it in mind.”


  As he opens the door, she says, “Just curious. How long you been Maxim de Winter?”


  He doesn’t hesitate to respond. “Since the day I started out driving here from Little Rock.”


  “Afore then?”


  “Oliver Barrett.”


  “That’s got a familiar ring.”


  “You’ll figure it out. Goodbye, Eldora.”


  “Until next time, honey.”


  Dinner had been delicious. The second beer tasted as good as the first, which is rarely the case. The air is not as cold as it was the night before, and every star shines as if it’s the Christmas star. Hope kindles in him, brighter than it has been recently. As he crosses the highway to the motel, he anticipates a restful night, not the preview of Hell that is coming.
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In his motel room, Nameless decides to limit himself to fifty pages of The Last One Left with just one vodka and Coke. Perhaps because of the long walk he took during the sunny afternoon, he finishes the drink and thirty-two pages, whereupon he falls asleep fully dressed, in the armchair.


  He never dreams, or if he dreams, he never remembers anything about the stories that his mind told him in sleep. On a nightstand, the digital clock glows with the numbers 2:26 when he thrusts out of sleep and up from the leather chair, saying “Alice, Alice, Alice” in a wretched voice hoarse with anguish.


  If he knew someone named Alice in his life before amnesia, he has no memory of her. Yet his vision is blurred and his face is wet with tears, suggesting she exists—or existed—and that wherever she might currently be, she is precious to him.


  He wipes the tears from his eyes and turns in a circle, for a moment not sure where he is. The Navajo rug, the Pendleton-blanket bedspread, the paintings of purple sage, and the fallen paperback restore his awareness of place and time and purpose.


  At the sink in the bathroom, he repeatedly splashes cold water on his face to wash off the tear salt and clarify his mind.


  After he towels dry, he stares at his reflection in the mirror. Not for the first time, he suspects that he once looked different from how he appears now, not that surgery radically transformed his appearance, but that enough subtle changes were effected that he can’t be easily recognized by those who knew him in his former life. For the first time, another suspicion arises from the first: that he might have been to some degree a public figure, recognizable to more people than just his friends and family.


  Abruptly the mirror clouds, shatters. Bright fragments slide into the sink, spill onto the floor.


  Where darkness pressed against the small, high window, now daylight declares that hours of time have passed in an instant.


  In the bedroom, the sun at both windows reveals the angry work of vandals. The draperies have been torn from their rods and thrown on the floor. The TV has been pulled from the decoratively painted trastero and lies on the rug in a tangle of wires. The Pueblo pottery is shattered, the paintings slashed.


  For a couple of years, his clairvoyant visions were sometimes rare, at other times less so, but never have they been as frequent as they have become recently. They are of two kinds. Some are brief, and in those cases, he is merely an observer, watching as a slice—or a montage of numerous images—of the certain past or the possible future plays out before him. Then there are the longer and more detailed kind, like virtual reality experiences through which he can move much as he does in the real and current world. This premonition is one of the latter of the two varieties—and by far more disturbing.


  The door to the motel room stands open, admitting the pitiless heat and bright sunshine of summer in the Texas Panhandle. He needs to know what lies outside, but he dreads looking at it. He isn’t able to acquire the knowledge without steeling himself for the sight of whatever might wait beyond the threshold. Even if he wanted to turn away, he can’t. As always, he is compelled to enter into these more elaborate clairvoyant moments and follow them to the end.


  Outside, the doors to all fourteen units of the Sleepytime Inn stand open. Some appear to have been broken down.


  The flag has been lowered and set afire. It lies in burnt tatters at the foot of its pole.


  Nameless doesn’t walk so much as drift along the roofed, open-air promenade that serves the units, as if gliding through a dream.


  From the front porch on which they’re gathered, a flock of crows explodes into flight, shrieking objections to his intrusion, which suggests that in some sense he is not just seeing a possible future but has crossed time to enter this perilous moment.


  No traffic passes on the highway. The air is still and hot. In the absence of the departed crows, the day is eerily silent.


  The only sound is the labored beating of his heart, which is as hollow as the beating of a drum in a funeral cortege.


  In this season, hanging baskets of poinsettias do not grace the office porch, but there are succulents from which spill long strings of fleshy green beads. The door lacks a Christmas wreath.


  Two figures occupy the pair of rocking chairs. He would not be sure they are Lloyd and Holly Harmony except that their battered, bloody faces are just barely recognizable as they sit holding their severed heads in their laps. The crows have been at them.


  The two-note pounding of his heart comes faster now, so loud that if there are other sounds, he cannot hear them.


  To the right of the door, a poster featuring the triskelion—black, red, white—has been nailed to the front wall. To the left of the door are spray-painted the words “All apologists must die.”


  Apologists for what? What demonic hatred, what madness, lies behind this violence?


  Nameless doesn’t open the office door but passes through it, as if he is just another ghost in this haunted future.


  The office has been ransacked. The cash register drawer stands open, empty. The paperbacks on the shelves of the lending library are scattered on the floor, saturated with what smells like copious urine.


  He tries to call out to Kaylie. Her name catches in his throat.


  Like a spirit, he passes through the back wall of the office, across the mown grass between the motel and the house in which Lloyd and Holly once lived. The door is open. Here, the draperies have not been torn down, and the rooms are scalloped with shadows as ominous as black bunting.


  He doesn’t want to go to the second floor, but against his will he is drawn up the stairs without matching feet to treads, as if he is only a column of smoke in the influence of a draft, powerless to resist. His visions aren’t his to shape or explore as he wishes. Everything that rises must converge: Nameless ascending toward full recognition of the evil that has been done here, the future to which the present moves relentlessly up the flue of time, the light and dark of this world toward the tremendous gravity of the next.


  Kaylie is in her bedroom, naked on the disheveled bed, having been raped repeatedly, by how many men he dares not consider. Her eyes are wide, perhaps in horror, but it seems, instead, as though something surprised her and lifted from her the shame and terror in the last moment of the abuse she suffered. Her throat has been slit.


  He turns away from her, for his pity is so heavy that it seems sufficient to crush his heart. However, compassion can never be an excuse not to bear witness; otherwise it becomes only that useless tender-heartedness that the girl once rightly scorned. He’s meant to look, to see, because it matters what her age might be when she is destined to be murdered. If she was fourteen or fifteen when he first met her, she is clearly older now, maybe sixteen or seventeen.


  Only two years? Can a nation surrender its freedom and a civil society to a rabid ideology in just two short years? She is no older here than seventeen, and almost certainly younger. Better to say two years than three, because a misjudgment might mean that the Harmonys don’t take steps to change their fate soon enough.


  Pity, terror, and rage twist through him, a lacerating barbed wire of emotions, as again he turns away from the bed—


  —and finds himself in his motel room, which is clean and well ordered and not yet vandalized. The outer door is shut and locked. Morning sun doesn’t yet press on the windows.


  Three lives depend on what he does next. For whatever reason, it matters more that one of them is an innocent child, matters so desperately that he’s shaking like an elderly man with essential tremors. “Not again,” he declares, and those words baffle him. “Not again, not again,” he repeats, as though he has failed a young girl in the past. Maybe he has. In the years now purged from his memory.


  No doubt Coca-Cola with vodka is not the right curative for his extreme distress, but he compounds the medication anyway. No other therapy seems available to him anymore, and he feels that if he doesn’t quickly steady himself, he will make a mistake, do the wrong thing, and ensure the Harmony family’s fate instead of changing it.


  He considers a second drink. But if he has been slowly coming apart in subtle ways, which seems to be the case, he isn’t going to facilitate a breakdown. Lives depend on him. He has work to do. He has purpose. The truth must be served. He puts the vodka away.


  After switching off the lights, he stands at a window, gazing at the night, the quiet highway, the restaurant that is now closed and dark. The scene looks ordinary, timeless and unchanging. These past two and a half years, however, he has often pulled back the curtain of normalcy to discover a squirming malignancy, so that he wonders if hidden horrors are increasingly the true condition of the world.


  His tremors fade. He closes the draperies. He showers, dresses, packs his bags, and loads the Lincoln Aviator.


  The sign on the front door promises that the office will open at 6:00 a.m. Those departing earlier are asked to drop their room keys through the mail slot. In the event of an emergency during the night, guests are advised to ring the bell at the manager’s house behind the motel. The last line assures departing guests that they are always welcome here and that God loves them.


  When Lloyd Harmony arrives at 5:50 to unlock the door, Nameless is waiting in one of the rocking chairs. Their breath smokes from them in the cold air as Harmony says, “Good morning, Mr. de Winter,” and as Nameless says, “I’ve known better.”
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The Christmas tree twinkles, and miniature angel dogs hover among the branches as Lloyd Harmony picks up the picture of the triskelion from the registration counter.


  “You mean like they’re a gang or something?” he asks.


  “Something,” Nameless says. “The day’s going to come when you hear about them. Maybe it’ll be a small item on the news or a joke about the latest group of crazies, and it’ll seem like nothing, the latest foolishness. But it won’t be nothing. It’ll be everything. And eventually you won’t be safe here.”


  Harmony looks up from the picture. “And you know this how?”


  “I can’t go there.”


  “Why? What does that mean?”


  Harmony knows him only slightly, not nearly well enough to be persuaded by a wild story of missions for a secret organization and clairvoyant visions as a side effect of engineered amnesia. In fact, too much truth in this case will sound like madness and is likely to inspire him to reject anything Nameless says. Telling him that he and his wife will be beaten and beheaded, that his daughter will be gang-raped and murdered is too much horror to process on just one man’s word, a stranger’s word, too much to take seriously. Such a terrifying existential threat will most likely cause even a man as responsible as Lloyd Harmony to deny the possibility, perhaps until it’s too late. Better to plant this dark seed in such a way that he won’t reject it at once: intrigue him, appeal to the strong sense of mystery and meaning that seem to be an integral part of him, and let time worry him into preparation.


  “Those with eyes to see, let them see,” Nameless says. “Those with ears to hear, let them hear.”


  Harmony cocks his head and regards Nameless in silence for a long moment. “You sure don’t have the look of a prophet, son.”


  “That’s the tragedy of prophets. They never look like what they are, so no one believes them until it’s too late.”


  “Well, then, what do these triskelion fellas call themselves?”


  “Don’t know. I only know the symbol they use—and the violence they’ll commit.” After a mutual silence, Nameless repeats, “When it starts, when they come, you won’t be safe here.”


  “Where would a prophet say we’d be safe?”


  “Maybe somewhere more remote than this, with a lot of supplies to hold you over. Maybe another country. Maybe nowhere.”


  Harmony smiles thinly. “Not so helpful.”


  “When you start hearing about them, the more you understand what they’re about, your best option will become clear. Keep that picture I gave you. You don’t have to believe me now. Just believe me when you see the first signs. Then protect Holly and Kaylie. It’s young men and women like Kaylie, smart and wise, who will put an end to the horror—if there ever is to be an end to it.”


  With that, he turns away from Lloyd Harmony and leaves the office. He gets behind the wheel of the Lincoln Aviator and drives away from the Sleepytime Inn, bound for Wichita. Whatever hell might be coming in a year or two years, there’s still work to be done now; and even if these missions of his avail little against the rising tide of darkness, they must be undertaken, for the only alternative is surrender.


  

5
  

In Wichita, at ten minutes past noon, he abandons the Aviator a block from his destination, as instructed. Without luggage, he walks to the hotel where he’s already registered as Sean Thornton.


  In his suite, the honor bar is fully stocked. A gift basket of fresh fruit sits on the coffee table. With an emphasis on red roses, two large floral arrangements enliven the room.


  Fruit has been provided in the past, but not flowers. The cards attached to the arrangements offer no message, only the same name: A. Diamonds. That would be Ace of Diamonds, the handler and mission planner whom he has never seen, to whom he has never spoken.


  He doesn’t understand why there should be flowers. If they are stage dressing, to support the character he is playing, it seems odd that they would come with Ace’s name attached rather than that of a member of the fictitious Ching family of Malaysia, for whom he is supposedly an asset manager and investment adviser.


  From under the fruit and shredded green paper in the basket, he retrieves a mission-specific phone, a microrecorder, a luggage key wrapped in plastic, and a valet check for a car. He sits by a window with a view of a winter-seared golf course, eating a pear, while he listens to a recording that sets out the mission in great detail and identifies the players. On each outing, the narrator is different, and this time it’s a woman with a British accent. The memory chip self-erases as the recording plays. Nameless doesn’t need to hear it again; he possesses total recall regarding what he’s just heard and about everything that has happened on all these missions.


  Photos of three men have been loaded onto the phone: those whom he will force to confront the truth of their actions and who will endure the consequences.


  Ace has promised him an easy job as a Christmas gift. For once, this seems to be a cakewalk. Although violence is unlikely, it can never be ruled out. He unlocks the luggage that was left for him in the bedroom closet and retrieves a five-shot snub-nosed .38 Chief’s Special with a holster allowing him to carry the weapon in the small of his back. There’s also a high-pressure unit of pepper spray.


  His appointment with Carter Halley-Foster, an attorney, is at 4:00 p.m. It is now 2:28.


  He returns the revolver and the pepper spray to the suitcase and locks it. He sits by the window, eating an apple.


  The recording he’d listened to had ended with these words: This one is for Kaleidoscope, for whom I’ve named it. Ace hadn’t bothered to explain who Kaleidoscope was, as though Nameless knows. But the name means nothing to him.


  He turns his attention to the flower arrangements. Red roses. Kaleidoscope. Something is wrong here.
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Carter Halley-Foster, a graduate of Harvard Law, has offices in both Topeka, the state capital, and Wichita. He served four years as attorney general of Kansas but lost a subsequent race for governor. He calls himself a “heartland boy” and “a true plainsman,” but he can’t bring himself to talk, dress, or live like one. Throughout his gubernatorial campaign, consultants warned him that a substantial majority of Kansans tended to find him aloof, more Harvard than Halstead, the little town where he was born. They said they couldn’t relate to him, which was actually a relief to Carter, who had no desire to relate to them and who would have been appalled at any evidence that he and they were of the same cloth. If his intellect, good looks, and wise policies were not what the voters wanted, then to hell with them. They deserved the stupid twit they elected, and Carter would not allow them another chance to reject him. If he couldn’t rule them, then he would bleed them—through their state government—by finding as many ways as he could to corrupt and use the politicians whom they chose instead of him. He’d been excellent at corrupting and using others before he ran for governor, and he has become a genius at it after his defeat.


  On this afternoon in December, he wears a six-thousand-dollar suit, a nine-hundred-dollar shirt, a four-hundred-dollar tie, a two-hundred-dollar belt, and his underwear is not cheap. Before his last appointment for the day, he retreats to the three-hundred-square-foot private bathroom adjacent to his office and examines himself in the full-length mirror. He is tall and distinguished. Not a hair out of place. He practices his smile until God himself, if he existed, would find it sincere.


  Sean Thornton seems certain to be a rainmaker for Carter Halley-Foster. The man totally checks out, as does the low-profile Ching family of Malaysia, a nation in which the public treasury has often been a trough for the powerful. However, although Carter and Thornton have conducted two lengthy encrypted conversations on secure phones, he is reserving his decision about the Chings’ offer until he meets the fund manager; he is a superb judge of people and trusts his own assessment more than the data that can be collected by even the most reliable researchers.


  Thornton arrives promptly at four o’clock, and the attorney likes him at once. The man is impeccably dressed in a Dior Homme suit and shirt with a Cesare Attolini tie: quality and style, yes, but not such expensive attire that a client might wonder if the guy is less an asset manager than an asset embezzler. He signals the true power of his position with just a wristwatch, the importance of which only the cognoscenti will recognize: a sixty-thousand-dollar beauty by A. Lange & Söhne, with an exquisite platinum case.


  Thornton has been asked to leave his smartphone in a Faraday box on the receptionist’s desk and to submit to a body scan that, even when a person is fully clothed, can detect if he is wired for sound or carries a weapon of any kind. The visitor neither asks the purpose of these procedures nor makes the slightest protest about them. No doubt in his own office he enforces similar protocols.


  The meeting lasts forty-five minutes, during which Thornton’s further presentation of the proposal he first made by phone is efficient, no-nonsense, first-rate. In this instance, Carter is representing Lucius Benthon, with whom Thornton will meet the following day. If this deal can be concluded, Lucius will reap a profit of at least three million a year from a mutual endeavor with the Chings, of which Carter will receive 15 percent.


  With the day drawing to an end, Carter proposes that they toast with his favorite twenty-year-old Scotch, served neat, and Thornton graciously agrees before Carter is forced to insist on it. “I’m not a superstitious man,” he tells Thornton, “but I do rather believe that this little ritual most often assures great success in an arrangement.”


  He pours a double shot into each of two crystal vessels designed by Steuben and perfect for his purpose.
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In his hotel room, following his meeting with Carter Halley-Foster, Nameless removes a button from his suit jacket. Using a small sewing kit included in his luggage, he replaces the button with another that is identical.


  He places the detached button in an empty pocket-size tin of aspirin just big enough to contain it.


  The listening device is in that loose suit button. The memory chip accounts for one third of the mass. The printed circuitry is finer than a human hair. The microphone is fashioned as the raised rim of the button. None of it is made from a material that will show up on a traditional scan. The recording capacity is 110 minutes.


  He calls the hotel valet to collect the suit, have it pressed, and return it before ten o’clock this evening.


  He dresses in casual slacks, turtleneck sweater, and sport coat. He stashes the tin of aspirin in a pocket.


  He leaves the hotel and walks to a nearby restaurant. The night is dry, but the wind seems to drive sleet through him. He hasn’t been provided with a topcoat. Two large arrangements of flowers, but no topcoat. Head down, his shoulders hunched, he wonders about that all the way to the restaurant.


  The courier is supposed to have white hair, a mustache, and black-rimmed glasses. In fact, he is in the holding bar, nursing a beer, surreptitiously watching the front door. When Nameless enters, the guy finishes the last of his brew, swivels off the barstool, and zips up his quilted jacket. He takes a knitted cap from one pocket and pulls it on his head.


  As the hostess leads Nameless through the holding bar toward the dining room, he and the courier contrive to bump against each other—“Sorry,” the man mutters. “My fault,” Nameless replies—which is when the aspirin tin containing the recorder changes hands.


  Shortly the device will be in the possession of specialists who have the technology to download the audio that it contains.


  The hostess seats him alone at a small corner table.


  Although it’s been a long day—one that began before two thirty in the morning in Texas, when he was thrust into a horrific vision of the Harmony family brutally murdered—his weariness is somewhat relieved by the aromas emanating from the kitchen, by the choices on the menu, and by the likelihood that the insufferable narcissist Carter Halley-Foster will soon be ruined.
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A hundred and ten miles from Wichita, on a plain as flat as a table, the big white house with forest-green shutters, encircled on three sides by a generous veranda, doesn’t look like a place where violence is likely to occur. The architecture is of a higher quality than most farmhouses, and the place is impeccably maintained.


  When Nameless, prepared for whatever, arrives in a rented Ford Explorer at ten o’clock in the morning, two vehicles are parked in the circular driveway: a white Cadillac Escalade and a Lexus sedan. This is a prosperous operation, but it has the air of a gentleman’s farm that wouldn’t need to turn a profit to satisfy its owner.


  The criminals targeted on this mission are not murderers, as they have always been in other cases. They are merely amoral, greedy sleazeballs. Their victims aren’t people; their crimes are against Nature and her most innocent children. They will be forced to face the truth of their pitiless, cruel actions, but the consequence will be public outrage, shaming, economic ruin, and perhaps a little jail time—instead of death.


  For a family farm—rather than a corporate one—the property is large, over nine hundred acres of prairie with an artesian well that provides a wealth of free water. Sunflowers are the primary crop; they’re grown not for their colorful blooms but for their seeds, under contract with a thriving company that owns four hundred grocery stores emphasizing organically grown “natural” foods. At the moment, the fields are plowed under and lie barren until spring.


  Several acres at the remote end of the farm are set aside for another business that returns an annual million-dollar profit.


  Lucius Benthon, client of Carter Halley-Foster, answers the doorbell. He’s thirty-eight, tall, handsome, with a smile that less discerning people no doubt find charming and that any crocodile would admire. Benthon is dressed as a country squire: beige corduroy pants tucked into tooled-leather boots, a pale-yellow cable-stitch sweater, and a camel-hair sport coat.


  Nameless finds it hard to believe that this guy has ever driven a tractor or operated a harvester. Three years earlier, he inherited the farm from a childless uncle; and he might have sold it if not for the cash flow from the business that is discreetly tucked away behind the sunflower fields.


  “You must be Mr. Thornton,” he says, as though he hasn’t already received photos taken by hidden cameras in his attorney’s office.


  “Yes, sir. Sean Thornton.” Nameless shakes hands and says, “Please call me Sean.”


  He is welcomed into the house, where he is introduced to Angus Burr, who manages the operation at the end of the farm most distant from the house. Burr is an avuncular man with white hair and blue eyes and a warm smile, perfect casting for a TV show about a caring country veterinarian.


  Indicating the three-piece Dior Homme suit that Nameless wears, Lucius Benthon says, “You’re not geared up for the Kansas plains in winter, Sean.”


  Nameless feigns embarrassment. “Stupid of me, I know. I was in Miami on other family business—”


  “The Ching family.”


  “Yes. They’re lovely people, an amazing family, but demanding. They keep me running. But all to the good, all to the good. I was wrapping up a deal in Florida, been there a month, and I barely had time to catch my flight, didn’t give a thought to the weather here, not a thought. And I left Wichita before the stores opened this morning. But I assume we won’t be spending a lot of time outdoors.”


  “Just to and from the car,” Benthon says, looking Nameless up and down. “We’re about the same size. I can grab a coat for you.”


  “No, really, don’t bother. I’m hardy enough for a to-and-fro. A little cold cranks up the metabolism, burns calories. After the heat and humidity of Miami, this is refreshing.” He doesn’t want to wear anything that might block the microphone of the recorder that is disguised as a suit-coat button. “Anyway, all I need to do on this visit is assess the infrastructure, the capacity of the barns, get a preliminary sense of what’s going to be needed, the cost, how long before we can ramp up production. The Chings are most eager to make this work and ramp up production, most eager. I don’t need to examine the books at this point. Anyway, if we’re all of a mind to undertake a joint venture, we’ll be establishing a new, mutually agreed-on bookkeeping system.” He briskly rubs his hands together. “Shall we get on with it?”


  Benthon drives the Escalade, and Burr rides in the front, and behind them Nameless plays Sean Thornton, enthusiastically peppering them with facts about the pet services industry, the billions spent on dogs, especially purebreds sold at ever-escalating prices. “You are sensible men. You know the demand can’t be met by traditional dog breeders accredited by kennel clubs, yet more states are foolishly outlawing operations like yours. That’s why it’s important that you’ve been so discreet and have such a powerful . . . such an understanding patron in Topeka. All to the good. Excellent.”


  A rutted dirt road leads through fallow fields that in summer are thronged with sunflowers, their vivid yellow heads swaying in unison in the breeze, as if they are pilgrims at a shrine before which they swoon in quiet rapture. Nameless has seen them, not on this farm but elsewhere, during another visit to Kansas.


  Lucius Benthon says, “What we’re doing here is simply meeting legitimate demand, helping people who love dogs, helping them have an easier time getting the puppies they want, puppies they will love and care for with the greatest kindness.”


  If the man actually believes in the nobility of his enterprise, he’s delusional.


  Nevertheless, Nameless says, “Exactly. Excellent. You now supply—what, fifty-four shops that sell pets?”


  “Sixty-four,” says Angus. “In nine states. We’re already large for a puppy mill. We’ve done all right. We have a steady business.” He’s not a profit participant, only a manager, but he takes pride in this cruel work. “Ramping up is gonna bring problems.”


  “Growth is tricky,” Nameless agrees. “But like they say—grow or die. And with the Chings as your partners, the problems will be minimal. They want high returns on investments, very high, which is why they’re always looking for nontraditional businesses like this. With the capital they can bring to expand your breeding barns, and with the chain of five hundred pet stores they own, they can place all the dogs you can produce. They already operate an excellent back room providing every animal with papers attesting that it’s pedigreed. And any puppies that are too awkward to sell . . . well, the Chings have relationships with laboratories, research scientists who’re eager to pay almost as much for a test animal as they would for a show dog. There’s no waste, no need to kill the runts of a litter.”


  Two long, low buildings crouch on the horizon. As the Escalade closes the distance, the structures appear to swell out of the earth like an infernal temple rising from a world below.


  Angus seems to have doubts about the proposed partnership, or perhaps he’s engaged in his own negotiations with Lucius to be given a slice of the action. “You make it sound like strawberry cake and champagne on a sunny Sunday. But if this Ching family is so crazy rich, why aren’t they livin’ high in some Malaysian palace instead of chasin’ a buck in Kansas?”


  “Be respectful,” Lucius advises the older man. “They offered us a hand, not a punch in the face.”


  Angus turns in his seat to look at Nameless. “I’m just sayin’.”


  “The family is incredibly ambitious,” Nameless says. “And they know that sooner or later, in a country like Malaysia, those who have been on the inside end up outside. The Chings are getting into more and more businesses here in the States. They plan to move all their assets out of Malaysia.”


  Lucius parks near a man-size door in the first of the two breeding barns. These buildings are painted dark red like the barns related to the sunflower business, which stand toward the front of the property. The color is probably intended as a disguise.


  Angus is the first out of the SUV. He unlocks the door to the barn, steps inside, and switches on the lights. Nameless follows.


  Lucius brings up the rear and closes the door behind them.


  The place stinks of feces, urine, and sick animals. Nameless gags a few times before getting a grip on himself, but his two companions seem inured to the stench.


  The breeding barn is warmer than the day outside, but not warm enough to ensure the comfort of dogs in such ill health as these; it’s perhaps sixty degrees. The long strings of low-wattage bulbs leave covens of shadows undisturbed.


  Cages stand on tables along each wall, and a double row of crates occupies the center of the big room. With an effort, the dogs in these cramped cells can stand and turn and lie down again, but have no room even to stretch.


  In a mill like this, the breeder animals receive no exercise, no medication, no veterinary care. Tick infested, flea ridden, worm riddled, malnourished, they live their dismal stunted lives without affection or play, in unrelieved despair.


  The females are bred at their first heat and twice a year thereafter until their health deteriorates to the point they can’t conceive, usually when they’re three or four. Then they’re shot.


  No puppies are present, for the most recent litters have been sold. The females are not yet in heat again.


  All these potentially beautiful and loving dogs are silent except for a few thin whimpers that quickly die out in a pall of dread. They are terrified of human beings. They have reason to be frightened. People who are capable of treating animals like this are not just money driven and greedy, but also have an unholy thirst for power. Like all dogs in such gruesome mills, those caged here have known unrelenting cruelty, have been tormented in countless ways and beaten because their masters enjoy inspiring fear and take pleasure in the animals’ suffering.


  Lucius, the handsome and well-dressed gentleman farmer, and the grandfatherly Angus with merry blue eyes and a kindly face: They are not who they appear to be. They’re pretenders to humanity, men who should never be left alone with small children or trusted with a key to your house.


  Striving to conceal his disgust, Nameless says, “You’re already producing considerable volume with admirable efficiency. All to the good, all to the good.”


  He becomes aware of a third man concealed in the shadows only when the cold muzzle of a gun is pressed to the back of his head.


  “Name’s Harry,” the gunman says. “What’s yours—really?”


  As the door opens and yet another man enters the breeding barn, Lucius Benthon says, “Tell me, Mr. Thornton, how is it possible that you have no fingerprints?”
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In the interest of leaving behind minimal evidence at the end of a mission, those who prepared Nameless for this new life obliterated his fingerprints with lightly applied acids and several treatments with a CO2 laser. He has been allowed to remember this because it gives him peace of mind.


  The previous day, when he took the offered Scotch from Carter Halley-Foster in the lawyer’s office, he hadn’t given a thought to how the smooth Steuben glass, rather than one of cut crystal, was ideal for capturing prints.


  It’s surprising that an attorney discussing an investment in an enterprise no more consequential than a puppy mill would attempt to obtain fingerprints and thereby confirm the identity of the man with whom he is negotiating. It is especially puzzling when the attorney and his client are under the protection of the state’s most powerful politician and therefore have long been confident that they have nothing to fear. Such an extreme level of suspicion and security suggests there must be something more to Benthon’s operation than Nameless—or Ace of Diamonds—understands.


  When a man presses a gun to your head, he has already committed a felony. Lucius Benthon is guilty of another felony when he comes face-to-face with his captive and bluntly declares, “We have a lot of questions, Mr. Thornton, and if you won’t talk, then we’ll cut the answers out of you.” In such circumstances, only a fool clings to the belief that he will save himself by being entirely forthcoming, and Nameless is no fool.


  This one will be easy. My Christmas gift to you.


  The snub-nosed revolver is holstered in the small of his back, the most inconspicuous place to carry it, and the pepper spray is in his right pants pocket. If he reaches for either, the gunman behind him, Harry, will club him to the ground before he can get a weapon. However, even as Benthon is speaking, Nameless sees four things about the situation that are to his advantage. First, the gun is pressed to his head rather than to his back; setting aside the point-blank issue, the skull is a smaller target than the torso. Second, Benthon is less than three feet away and in the line of fire, which is likely to cause the gunman to check his impulse to pull the trigger. Third, they want to keep him alive to interrogate him. Fourth, in his current mood—alone, convinced he deserves loneliness, aware of the bleak future toward which the nation is swiftly moving—he is surely more ready to die than they are.


  The moment the words “we’ll cut the answers out of you” are spoken, Nameless clears his throat and spits a generous gob in Benthon’s face, which not only surprises the gentleman farmer but also startles Harry, who instinctively raises the weapon to strike the offender on the head. The instant the muzzle is no longer pressed to his skull, Nameless steps into Benthon, seizes the lapels of his camel-hair coat, and rushes him backward into a table on which stands a cage housing a Labrador retriever. The slashing gun barrel misses Nameless’s head and strikes his shoulder, as Benthon loses his footing and falls backward into the cage. Howling, the caged dog topples into Angus Burr, staggering him. Nameless pivots to his left, drawing the .38 Chief’s Special from the small of his back and squeezing off two rounds, revealing to Harry the mortal error of using a pistol as a blunt instrument rather than for the purpose it was intended. Even as Harry’s body is folding to the filthy floor and his soul is sliding yet lower, Nameless pivots to the right, where the fourth man, to whom he hasn’t had the pleasure of being introduced, has taken a split second longer than necessary to draw the Heckler & Koch USP9 Compact from the belt holster on his right hip, with the consequence that the third round from the Chief’s Special craters his face, and the next one removes a significant portion of his throat.


  Nameless has a single round left in the five-shot .38 when Angus Burr opens fire, having remained on his feet after the caged dog toppled into him. These guys are heavily armed for a crew of sunflower farmers and dog breeders, but on the bright side, they clearly are not well trained in combat techniques. The white-haired merry-eyed Mr. Burr seems not even to be familiar with the concept of aiming a firearm, but believes the most effective method is to spray bullets as fast as the trigger will accommodate his eager finger. This misunderstanding of marksmanship and basic physics probably arises from all the bad movies he has seen and from the incorrect assumption that the distance between them—approximately eighteen feet—assures multiple lethal wounds, when instead such factors as fright, recoil, poor lighting, and the target’s refusal to stand still tend to make the chances of a kill lower than one in ten, which does not augur well for a man relying on a ten-round pistol. As the crack of distinct shots now becomes the roar of a reckless fusillade, Nameless drops his .38 and stoops to snatch up the 9 mm Heckler & Koch Compact that has a fixed Patridge-style sight with three dots, a feature sufficiently helpful even in a frenzied situation like this that he is able to put a stop to Mr. Burr’s assault and to Mr. Burr himself with only three rounds. Perhaps eight seconds after Nameless spat in Lucius Benthon’s face, the gentleman farmer is the last adversary left standing, except that he is standing only figuratively, not literally. Having wiped saliva and a bit of mucus out of his eyes, he is now scuffling along the dirt floor on his hands and knees, making noises reminiscent of those that dogs make when they’re having nightmares. Evidently, he considers himself too much a gentleman to carry a gun, leaving all the wet work to his underlings.


  Nameless retrieves his .38 but keeps the Heckler & Koch, one weapon in each hand. As the ringing in his ears, occasioned by the gunfire, slowly subsides, and as he closes on Lucius, he is acutely aware of all the dogs he passes, their sweet faces often scarred and their lean flanks trembling and their soulful eyes beseeching, a few whimpering but most of them silent because they have previously been severely punished for making noise.


  He doesn’t kill on every mission, only when his adversaries insist that he must, never as often as on this operation. He feels no remorse, not even regret, and certainly no contrition. But in spite of the evil of everyone whose life he ends, each killing leaves a mark in him, a thin scar of melancholy arising from the inescapable recognition of the fallen nature of humanity. In this instance, the misery of the dogs, their horrific condition, renders him without the slightest sympathy for human transgression and casts him into a murderous mood.


  Those capable of violence and cruelty against innocent animals are the same kind who fly triskelion flags and machine-gun fellow human beings in a forest clearing. Faith in an ideology is faith in nothing, worship of the void by specimens as empty as this creep.


  Nameless kicks the crawling man in the ass, knocking him flat on his face, and shouts, “Stop your damn whimpering!” He fires the last round in the .38 at the ceiling to emphasize his command.


  Lucius Benthon rolls onto his back, crossing his arms on his chest in a childish act of defense. He can’t stop pleading for his life, though with declining volume, as if he’s only gradually coming to the realization that entreaties for mercy will avail him nothing.


  Giving the man a direct view of the muzzle of the Heckler & Koch, Nameless says, “I don’t have time for your shit. Your only chance to come out of this alive is to talk, and talk fast. Don’t jerk me around. Don’t lie to me. Don’t get the idea you’re clever enough to manipulate me. You’re no more clever than a cockroach.” As with the shot at the ceiling, for emphasis, he puts one foot on the gentleman farmer’s crotch and applies enough pressure to bring tears to his eyes. “I came here to bust you for your rotten puppy mill, to record you incriminating yourself and the big guy in Topeka who makes sure no one comes down hard on your operation. But something else is going on here. Your fancy lawyer wouldn’t go to the trouble of fingerprinting me if this was just about dogs, and you wouldn’t surround yourself with goons like those losers stinking up this place with their blood. What else are you doing here?”


  Benthon turns his head from side to side. “If I tell you, I’m in prison the rest of my life.”


  “Better than dead. If you cut a deal, testify against the big guy that you pay off, he’ll do the long time, and you’ll maybe get only five years, ten. It’s a chance. It’s the only chance you have.” When Benthon hesitates, Nameless removes his foot from the man’s crotch and aims the gun as if to emasculate him. “One shot, and the pain will be excruciating. You’ll bleed to death, although not as fast as you’ll want to.”


  Whatever his many other shortcomings, Lucius Benthon recognizes conviction when he sees it, and it scares him. “Some carcass pits are just carcass pits, but others are expensive real estate.”


  “Carcass pits? What’re you talking about?”


  “Hundreds of breeder dogs like we have, a few fall sick or go barren every week or two. We shoot them and throw them in a pit. You can’t be digging a grave for every damn one.”


  “Faster,” Nameless orders, and he fires a round into the dirt floor between Benthon’s legs.


  Eyes wide, in a long and fearful gush, Benthon lays out the business model that provides a third use for the farm, after sunflowers and dogs. Some nations in this screwed-up world have trouble keeping their citizens from escaping to freedom. Sometimes these expatriates speak effectively against the rulers who oppressed them, revealing unpleasant truths. If you occupy a demon throne and are angered by such revelations, you can send agents to the US to silence your detractors with guns or knives or poisons. But there are risks in doing that: negative publicity excites the American public against you; politicians and media on your dole get skittish about taking your money for a while; that flattering profile in the glossy magazine might not run after all; your bag men and mistresses are put on no-fly lists; and sometimes even banking sanctions make it difficult for you to enjoy the vast wealth you worked so hard to steal or pay the terrorists who share your anarchic vision. Enter Lucius Benthon and his gang, whose skill at quiet kidnapping and capacity for violence make them an attractive alternative to using your own state agents overseas; they can make annoying truth tellers disappear for a price, and if they ever get caught, no evidence of a connection to you exists. You’ll still be regarded with suspicion, but a representative republic like the United States won’t act against you on mere suspicion. In a fraught close encounter with Nameless, three of Benthon’s boys proved to be mere thugs instead of gifted warriors; however, when targeting a writer or an artist or a scientist with no self-defense training and little threat awareness, they—and two others who are not here today—were very much the A team. From all over the United States, their victims were brought here, interrogated and tortured if those extra services had been paid for, and ultimately buried with dogs in a carcass pit. Five dictators currently use the farm’s services from time to time, and recently there have been fruitful secret discussions with a major domestic political operation that might have resulted in a big improvement to Benthon’s bottom line.


  As if they intuit that soon those men who punish them will no longer have power over them, the caged dogs begin to express their misery with whining and whimpering that previously would have earned them a poke with a sharp stick or a shock from a Taser. The slowly rising chorus of anguish and anxiety inspires a chill in Nameless that runs the length of his spine and trills like a wire in his blood. His heart races not with fear, but with fury and abhorrence.


  “How many?” he demands of Benthon, repressing the urge to take the crotch shot that he threatened.


  “How many what?”


  “Don’t pull my chain, you piece of shit. How many murders for hire have you done?”


  Slick with a cold sweat in this cool barn, Benthon says, “I don’t know. I don’t keep score. It’s not like a baseball game. I don’t enjoy it. It’s just business.”


  While the dogs cry, the silence from Nameless is menacing. He takes a two-handed grip on the pistol.


  Benthon speaks rapidly, voice quavering. “Eight a year, maybe ten, never more than twelve, twelve was an unusually busy year.”


  “What do they pay you for this . . . this service?”


  “It varies, depends on what they want, depends on how hard the target might be to snatch, on how important he is or she is, and if they want more than just, you know, the person to disappear.” At last Benthon seems to understand that the dirt floor of the barn on which he lies is essentially a high wire and that he is losing his balance. All he has to save himself are revelations, and now they stream from him as truth seldom has before. “On the cheap end, it’s like a hundred fifty thousand, half a million to like seven hundred thousand on the high end for difficult snatches, maybe four hundred thousand on average. But, see, these targets are high profile in many cases, very delicate operations, and the guys who pay for it, they’ve got the deepest pockets in the world, they’ll pay anything to get what they want, so if it wasn’t me, it’d be someone else.”


  “How many years have you been at this?”


  “Just five, not quite five, it’ll be five come February.”


  “You inherited all this. Your uncle was in the same business?”


  “No. Not him. Just the sunflowers and the dogs. He didn’t have any imagination.”


  “The dogs weren’t enough for you, not enough money, not enough suffering. You get off on the suffering of others, don’t you?”


  “Hey, no, what’re you talking about? Listen, if it wasn’t me, it’d be someone else. You know that’s true. Where there’s a demand, it’ll always be met. It’s the way of the world, not just my way, the way of the world.”


  The dogs cry and cry, forlorn and forsaken, having known no life but one of imprisonment and misery, lamenting not only their pain but that of humanity, as if they are innocent angels mourning the corruption of the world, which men like Benthon would transform into an endless series of carcass pits.


  The gentleman farmer evidently dares to hope that Nameless, in his hesitation and long silence, has revealed an ultimate weakness. He rallies enough to say, with a note of challenge, “What office are you with, what agency, what kind of cop are you?”


  The dogs cry.


  The FBI will have to be notified, but Nameless can’t call them. Three men are dead. Regardless of whether they deserved to die, he killed them. Vigilantes act on hot emotion, often without all the facts, seeking vengeance. Thanks to the research by Ace of Diamonds and his own discoveries, Nameless has the facts; he seeks only the truth, not revenge. He is no vigilante, though the authorities will label him one. The bureau will have to be tipped off anonymously, and that will be up to Ace.


  The dogs cry, and the cry trills in his blood, in his bones.


  “Where’s your badge?” Benthon demands. “What law are you?”


  “The law that matters most, the natural law, the law that underlies the universe, but you wouldn’t know anything about that.”


  In spite of the extremity of the moment, Benthon is able to see the world only through the dark glass of his habitual perspective. A sly look comes over him, an assumption that what’s happened here is a regrettable misunderstanding among like-minded men. He says, “Why, I know you. You’re the same as me. You’re just looking for a slice of something big, only your share, what you deserve because you have the will to take it for yourself. We’re in this together.”


  From end to end of the long barn, the dogs cry louder, and their cries are not just their own, but the cries of all the dogs throughout history grieving not only their abuse but the violence done to the masters who loved them.


  Something like a ragged sob escapes Nameless, and he shoots Lucius Benthon once, twice, and again.
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This one will be easy. My Christmas gift to you.


  The sky is lowering, and a wind is rising. Soon snow will fall, and the dark earth will vanish under a pristine white mantle.


  Nameless drives Benthon’s Cadillac Escalade from the breeding barns to the elegant farmhouse with the deep veranda.


  His rented Ford Explorer is where he left it.


  Benthon is not married. He has no children. The two other men in his murder-for-hire operation must not be on the property; if they were here, they would have been drawn out by the gunfire.


  The house is his to explore. He takes his time, searching for he knows not what.


  In the library, the shelves contain no books, but instead a collection of twenty-two antique samurai swords with intricately decorated hilts and blades enhanced with beautiful engraving.


  The study holds no secrets. The living room is as it was when he met here with Benthon and Burr. The dining room and large kitchen offer nothing interesting.


  The master bedroom closet is enormous. Benthon was a clotheshorse. He owned enough suits to stock a men’s shop.


  Shallow drawers for jewelry reveal half a dozen expensive watches, numerous tie chains and tie tacks, twenty or more pairs of cuff links, and many expensive rings. Among all that, one thing in particular demands attention, a lavaliere featuring a sturdy silver chain with a round pendant about an inch and a half in diameter. If Benthon had been religious, the pendant might have been a cross or a crucifix. But it is a beautifully crafted enamel ornament fused to a silver setting: black around the rim, a white circle in the center, and three red arms that form a wheel.


  With the expectation that it might be engraved with the name of an organization or a brief motto identifying the ideology of those who take the triskelion as their symbol, he turns it over, but the reverse face is blank.


  Nameless has already lingered too long. After his latest find, he would like to go through the house again, more deliberately this time, but he dares not tarry.


  The discovery of the lavaliere, which he pockets, sends him once again to the downstairs study. After using the landline phone to obtain the number of the county animal welfare agency and calling in a report of sick and starving breeder dogs, he uses his mission-specific smartphone to send an encrypted text to Ace of Diamonds: 4 MEN DOWN. BIGGER THAN WE KNEW. FULL REPORT LATER. NEED TO MEET COURIER IN COLORADO SPRINGS TONIGHT. Then he unplugs Lucius Benthon’s computer and carries it out to the Explorer, with the expectation that something on it will relate to the triskelion lavaliere.


  For the same reason, he retrieves Benthon’s smartphone from the Escalade, where it rests in the cup holder between the front seats.


  As he drives away from the farm, snow begins to fall, but it has none of the purity and sparkle of a winter storm. The fault is in him, not in nature; events have graven on his mind a mood that allows no wonder, only dread, so even a sky suited to the pending Christmas holiday seems like a burned-out vault of ruins, the snow a blizzard of ashes that will evermore descend.


  Shortly before noon, he stops in Garden City, Kansas, to fuel the Explorer. While at the service station, he receives a response from Ace. In Colorado Springs, a room awaits Sean Thornton at a Best Western. A courier driving a Jeep Wrangler will meet him in the parking lot at eight o’clock that night.


  Back in Wichita, Carter Halley-Foster, the attorney, lives in denial of the truth of himself, but eventually the feds will break him. If they don’t, if he skates, Nameless will return.


  Glad to have an all-wheel-drive vehicle, he pilots the Explorer through the storm and arrives in Colorado Springs an hour before the scheduled rendezvous. He leaves Benthon’s computer and smartphone in the SUV and carries his bags to his room.


  He spends forty minutes crafting a report, which he texts to Ace, describing as well his recent visions of a totalitarian future. He concludes with a question: WHY CALL THIS ONE KALEIDOSCOPE?


  The courier is a man he’s seen before on a mission, but he knows nothing about him, neither his real name nor the one that he is using now. The guy flew into nearby Denver on a private jet and will fly out with the computer and the phone. At HQ, wherever that might be, a tech team will strip from those items all relevant data. Such are the resources of the organization. The only words that he and the courier exchange during the transfer in the parking lot are “damn cold” and “supposed to snow all night.”


  He has dinner in a restaurant where the food is digestible but not memorable.


  Later, in his room, he drinks Coca-Cola with vodka and stares at the blank screen of the TV. There is nothing he wants to watch, nothing worth watching, nothing that can heal.


  The dogs and the deaths make sleep impossible. However, the science that has erased his past, sharpened his intuition, and instilled in him an uncanny sense of time without need of a watch has also given him the ability to fall asleep within a minute of putting his head on a pillow.


  After he undresses and lies down and turns off the lights, he says, “Six a.m.,” because he must be on the road early. He intends to drive west and south to somewhere in California, anywhere in California, as long as it’s a warm place.


  When he wakes, the bedside clock that he doesn’t need reads 6:01, because it is a minute fast.


  His phone alerts him to a text from Ace. His Ford Explorer has been replaced with another SUV, an expensive one, a Mercedes-Benz G 63. Even when he is not on a mission, he is supplied with a weapon, at Ace’s insistence. This time it’s the perfect concealed-carry piece, a .45 Springfield Armory Super-Tuned Champion, which he’ll find under the front passenger seat. Although he hasn’t spent all the cash that was provided for his previous period of downtime, he’s told that an envelope under the driver’s seat contains another thirty thousand dollars as well as a credit card in the name Edward Rochester. More cash will be provided if he wants it. This pampering seems to be by way of apology for the fact that the Kansas mission was not, as promised, an easy one. Nothing is said about the report he filed, and no answer is given to his question about Kaleidoscope.


  Ace’s silence is not characteristic.


  When Nameless steps outside, the storm has passed. The sky is clear and the land white, but the brightness doesn’t penetrate him.


  The envelope under the driver’s seat also contains a new smartphone. Nameless heads south on I-25. During a long gap in traffic, he pauses briefly on a bridge to smash his previous phone against a railing and cast the debris into the Arkansas River.


  His attention is drawn to a pale object in the water. A man floats faceup, undulant in the influence of the currents, gazing skyward as he moves along. A moment later, others wash out from beneath the bridge, men and women and children, none under his or her own power, corpses schooling downstream, at least a hundred, as though this is the River Styx and the previously reliable boatman has discontinued service, letting the deceased find their way unassisted to the land of the dead.


  Then the vision fades as passing motorists impatiently blast their horns to warn him against blocking a lane.


  He gets behind the wheel and moves on, for there is never anything else to be done but move on.


  Although not as frigid as Colorado Springs, Albuquerque is too cold. He can’t get warm. He stays one night. In the morning, a text from Ace informs him only that a suite is booked for two nights at a four-star resort in Scottsdale.


  To this point, the solitude in which he makes these long drives has been welcome, for recently the world has been too much with him.


  However, mile by mile, a vampirish loneliness leaves him feeling increasingly hollowed out.


  When he checks into his suite at the resort in Scottsdale, he can no longer doubt that something is wrong with Ace.
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Three days earlier, in the hotel in Wichita, Ace had graced the room with two large floral displays: dozens of red roses. In this suite in Scottsdale—living room with powder bath, bedroom with full bath—six arrangements await him, two large ones in each room and smaller ones in the bathrooms, more red roses. The bellhop winks and says, “I guess somebody special misses you when you’re on the road.”


  Alone in the spacious living room, Nameless is checking out the contents of the honor bar when his phone signals a text message. Ace instructs him to look in the toilet tank in the powder bath.


  He finds a small watertight plastic bag tied to the inlet tube that supports the ball-cock assembly. It contains a microrecorder.


  He sits in a living room armchair, switches on the recorder, and puts it on a small table at his side. This time the voice is that of a woman, but he is sure it’s not one of those who have narrated his assignments in the past.


  This isn’t another mission statement, but an answer to his question as to why the operation in Kansas was named Kaleidoscope.


  “When you were ten years old, you got your first dog, a rescue that had been whipped by his owner and was covered with sores. Your mother volunteered at the shelter. The dog seemed to be a mix of so many breeds that you said he was a kaleidoscope dog. That became his name, though you called him Kallie.”


  Nameless has no memory of this, and he is surprised that Ace would reveal anything of his past to him.


  “You and your parents nursed Kallie to full health. He was fearful and timid, but you were especially patient with him, giving him such love and consistent support that in time he was socialized and as happy as any dog who’d never been beaten. He was two when he came to you, and he lived for ten more years before cancer took him. You held him in your arms when the veterinarian put him to sleep. In memory of Kallie, you have done much, so much, for abused dogs over the years—which is why the mission in Kansas was selected as a gift to you. Your past is not defined by one error. There is much good.”


  He reaches for the recorder, intending to switch it off. He has long suspected that, at some point, he faced the truth of something terrible he did and that the consequence he earned was this nomadic life as some kind of paladin, his future surrendered to a mysterious organization. If he once could not bear to live with the knowledge of his deeds, he surely can’t live with it now. But he hesitates to click the stop button.


  “It was your choice to have your past erased, and so it was. But I know too well how lonely you must be, how you believe that by your actions you have earned a life of loneliness and that you must justify yourself by performing these missions. After more than two years of this work, I have come to believe otherwise. I don’t think this can go on much longer. I’m telling you about Kaleidoscope, about Kallie, because I want you to know that you were a good man even when you were a boy, good-hearted and responsible. If you want to go on as we have been, all right. You are the boss. But if you have any doubt, you can call this phone number, and a man you knew in your other life will meet with you to discuss your options.”


  Nameless doesn’t bother to write down the number. He cannot forget it without the help of those with the magic to repress memories.


  The audio chip will have self-erased. He drops the recorder in a wastebasket.


  In the bath, he stares into the mirror. As on prior occasions, he believes that he’s looking at the face of a stranger, but also that in his features he sees suggestions of the man he once was, before he needed—or merely wanted—another identity.


  He wonders whom he might have left behind in his previous life, if anyone.


  That voice on the recording was familiar to him, but he can’t know where or when he heard it before.


  He does not murder; he executes, and those he kills have earned their death. Yet this work has taken a toll of him. Ace may be right that it can’t go on indefinitely.


  If he should have the amnesia undone, supposing that it can be undone, maybe his unique sense of time will desert him. Maybe he’ll no longer be able to sleep so deeply, and without dreams. Maybe the clairvoyant visions will cease. It’s possible that all the gifts are somehow part of the amnesia package.


  After a shower and a change of clothes, he has dinner in the resort’s restaurant. He tips the waitress three hundred dollars.


  Crossing the lobby, returning to his suite, he encounters the fresh-faced bellhop, Lanny, who brought his luggage to his suite. “Are your accommodations to your liking, Mr. Rochester?”


  Earlier he had tipped this man a hundred dollars. Now he says, “They’re just fine, everything’s perfect. May I ask you something?”


  “Of course. How can I help?”


  “Hypothetically, let’s say that you were clairvoyant. You’re having visions of a great cataclysm, you know it’ll come to pass, you think you should stop it somehow, but you suspect you’ll die in the process.”


  Lanny is naive and young enough to perceive everlasting love in an excess of roses and glamor in a burned-out stranger. “Hey, are you a writer, Mr. Rochester? Do you make movies or something?”


  “Something,” Nameless says.


  “Do you know Margot Robbie?”


  “The big question,” Nameless says, “is—would you want the clairvoyance lifted from you? Would you want to stop seeing this oncoming horror?”


  Lanny frowns. “So that you’d, like, not have any responsibility to do something about it?”


  “Maybe it’s something so big that you think you can’t stop it anyway, that you’ll die trying, and the catastrophe is unavoidable.”


  Nodding sagely, Lanny says, “The typical crisis of confidence. Even Superman has it now and then, and Batman most of the time. But your guy—your character, whoever he is—if he can’t get past the crisis of confidence, then you don’t have a story.”


  “You still have a story,” Nameless disagrees. “Just a different kind of story.”


  His frown deepening, Lanny says, “Maybe not one I’d want to see. I never made a movie and never will. But what you want, Mr. Rochester, is a Denzel Washington kind of guy who gets past his crisis of confidence and kicks ass. Then you’ve got a real story.”


  In the living room of his suite once more, Nameless sits with his smartphone in hand, staring at it for nearly half an hour before calling the number that Ace has given him.


  The contact is a man. “Hello?”


  Nameless says, “It’s me.”


  “Yes, I know. I’m glad you called.”


  “I’m not yet sure why I did. Maybe to say I think Ace has broken the protocols, telling me about my first dog.”


  “Breaking protocols is Ace’s prerogative.”


  “Then there are the names I’ve been given recently. Oliver Barrett, the character in Love Story. Maxim de Winter from Rebecca. Sean Thornton feels like another one, but I don’t know from what.”


  “It’s the name of John Wayne’s character in The Quiet Man. Ace loves that film.”


  “All the roses . . .”


  “If I’m to explain all this and your options, it needs to be face-to-face.”


  “Ace plans these missions, right?”


  “Yes,” the contact confirms. “For the most part brilliantly.”


  “The last two missions, there’ve been problems, mistakes. Does Ace have some issue? Is Ace . . .”


  The contact says nothing.


  Nameless presses the point. “Is Ace coming undone?”


  “It’s too strange to go into it on the phone. Too strange and too emotional. I can be in Scottsdale in the morning.”


  The bellhop’s voice echoes in memory. The typical crisis of confidence. Even Superman has it now and then, and Batman most of the time.


  After a silence, Nameless says, “Not tomorrow. I need time to think.”


  “If not tomorrow, when?”


  “The day after.”


  “I’ll be there,” the contact says, and terminates the call.


  Nameless sets the phone aside and gets up from the chair, but then he doesn’t know where to go. Or what to do. Or why.


  In distant Kansas, all the suffering dogs will by now have been removed from the breeder barns. Those too sick to recover will have been gently conducted into one last sleep, and the others will have been placed with various rescue groups to be put on the long road to physical and emotional recovery.


  At the Sleepytime Inn on the Texas Panhandle, where a wreath hangs on the front door, the office has surely been closed for the evening. Lloyd, Holly, and Kaylie Harmony are in their cozy house behind the motel, on call if needed.


  In the restaurant across the highway, where the eaves are aglow with red and green Christmas lights, Eldora, the waitress, is no doubt still serving the customers, every one a friend or neighbor.


  Now Nameless finally moves. He steps onto the balcony that opens off the living room of his suite. Below and to an impressive distance, the lights of Scottsdale and of greater Phoenix are a testament to human striving, ingenuity, and the civil society that only freedom will allow. In that twinkling vastness, hundreds of thousands of people seek happiness to the extent that the worst among them will allow it.


  It is December 17. Eight days till Christmas.


  From a pocket of his sport coat, he takes the lavaliere with the enamel pendant. In his clenched fist, the thing seems to squirm, as if it’s an insect, as if the prince of this world is alive in the triskelion.


  How long until the lights below him and the lights across this fabled nation go dark, until happiness is a punishable offense against the new order?


  

THE STORY CONTINUES . . .
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  Check out the next episode of Dean Koontz’s NAMELESS, Light Has Weight, but Darkness Does Not.
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