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1
  

Between the small and isolated towns, the highway is little traveled at this hour, and the land clings to its darkness in spite of the moon. This is one of those lonely places where people go missing and are perhaps even taken away by creatures from another planet, for one wicked purpose or another. Evie Marie Aimes believes in UFOs, although the possibility of being abducted by aliens is not what most worries her at the moment.


  During her thirty years, Evie has repeatedly discovered that escape is not possible, yet when fleeing New Mexico, she allows herself to hope that a new and better life is ahead, where maybe she can get a job as a cook—she’s a good cook; everyone at the Retreat said so—or maybe as a bookkeeper, which she was at the Retreat, or even as a fashion model, because she still looks good, really good, even though she had a baby when she was sixteen and has been through more than her share of misery.


  Hour by hour, the surrounding land becomes less empty, less severe, and when she crosses into Arizona, the towns are not as far apart as in New Mexico.


  Her goal is Las Vegas, because she knows about someone with a heart in Vegas, this righteous guy who helps people who have gotten caught up in things like the Retreat and don’t know how to get back into real life. She isn’t able to make it all the way to Nevada in one night, but after six hours on the road, she’s nearing Phoenix.


  Asteria is asleep in the passenger seat, a reflection of her mother, nothing like her father, which is a damn good thing. The girl is almost twelve and worthy of her name. In Greek mythology, Asteria was a deity, the universal mother. The Greek word aster means star, and this girl looks like a star. If she could get in front of a big-time casting agent, she’d be in a movie tomorrow. Evie would prefer to be the one who supports them, but she wouldn’t mind if Asteria became famous and won an Oscar, and then Evie’s only job would be chaperoning the girl everywhere, keeping her safe from those Hollywood types who can’t keep their pants zipped shut.


  With 226,504 miles on the odometer, in need of new springs, its split upholstery patched with crumbling duct tape, the Ford pickup has been well used by the brothers and sisters in the Retreat’s farming operation and other endeavors, so it’s no surprise when, at fifty miles an hour, it shudders like an old workhorse whose heart has suddenly burst, slows dramatically, and lets out a death rattle. The engine stops running, and the instrument panel goes dark, and Evie brings the truck to a stop on the shoulder of the road on the outskirts of Chandler.


  She is a long way from the Retreat, where she and Asteria have lived for a year, but also a long way from Las Vegas. She took four hundred bucks from the petty cash box in the front office. Tanner’s office. Tanner Sebastian is the Guide of Guides to all the brothers and sisters of the commune. He is for sure pissed about what she has done. For a year, he’s been favoring her above most of the others, sometimes even above his two wives, even though he has not taken her into his bed. If he ever finds her, she doesn’t know what he might be capable of doing to her. He is not the man she thought he was. He never seemed to have any expectations of her, so she felt that she was free in a world where freedom is rare. But, after all, there were expectations unexpressed, and when she learned about them, she had to get out of there at once. After fueling the truck and buying sandwiches for her and Asteria to eat while on the road, she now has $348, which won’t buy even a shitty used junker, and which isn’t enough to get them to Vegas except by bus. Well, bus it will have to be, but she has no idea where to find a station, and she doesn’t have a cell phone.


  For most of her thirty years, Evie Aimes has been running from something, but no matter how fast she is, she has yet to escape it. As young as nine, she tried repeatedly to run away from home; but wherever she went, her mother, Pauline, found her and brought her back to the house on Jasmine Street, where there was always endless talk about how they were in this together; how all they had when you came right down to it was love; how together they had to think about Evie’s future and be as sure as sure could be that she made the best of the opportunities that her father’s life insurance money made possible; how she could be anything she wanted, a girl as smart as her; and all the while there were the paintings of Jesus with his heart bleeding and his eyes full of pity because of how Evie was failing him. Finally she got out of that house after high school, before she could be talked into college, where still more people would have expectations of her. She had better uses for insurance money than becoming a doctor or a teacher, with patients or students expecting her to make them well or make them smarter.


  And here she is years later, the insurance money long gone, this damn truck broken down alongside the highway, at ten minutes past midnight, when it’s more likely than not that whoever stops to check her out will be a less than wholesome individual. If a highway patrol officer pulls over to assist her, there is a chance that she’ll be arrested instead of assisted if maybe Tanner reported the vehicle stolen. He might not have done that, because he hasn’t much use for the law, which he says has nothing to do with justice and everything to do with protecting the interests of the rich.


  Evie has a weapon, but it isn’t impressive, just a carving knife with a four-inch blade, sharp enough but not as big as she’d like. She slipped it out of a drawer in the commune kitchen before taking the money and the truck keys from the office. In retrospect, she should have chosen a different vehicle, but the knife was the only one that she dared to steal because it was small enough to conceal in a pocket of her jacket.


  She’s thinking the best thing she can do is slump down in the driver’s seat, the way Asteria is slouched in sleep, head below the window, so that the lights of passing traffic don’t reveal a woman apparently alone. A rapist on the prowl won’t take interest in an old abandoned truck. At worst, maybe a thief will stop just to see if there might be anything in the Ford worth stealing.


  Before she can settle on that strategy, a white Lincoln Aviator speeds past, and its brake lights flare. The big SUV pulls off the highway, onto the shoulder, two or three hundred feet ahead of the pickup.


  Instead of sliding lower in her seat, Evie sits up straighter than before. The world has never made much sense to her, how things happen one way when they could happen a thousand other ways. She’s never spent much time brooding about what happens because there’s no changing the way it went down or accounting for what’s occurred. But in this instance, the turn of events beggars belief and crowns the night with meaning that she will never have the genius to interpret. The big white SUV bears New Mexico plates, and it’s the model that is reserved for Tanner Sebastian’s use. The Retreat is six hours and hundreds of miles behind her, and there are other routes she could have taken, but he has found her as if he’s a bloodhound on wheels.


  “Asteria, wake up!” she says so sharply that the girl erupts from sleep as alert as if she has lived battle ready since birth.


  Just then the Lincoln Aviator’s backup lights brighten, and it reverses along the shoulder of the highway toward them.


  “Sebastian,” Asteria whispers, as if naming a demon.


  The girl grabs the tote bag between her feet and throws open her door even before her mother says, “Out, get out!”


  By the time Evie rounds the back of the pickup truck, Asteria is running across the northbound lanes of the divided highway. This is the most dangerous path they can take, but it is also the only one that offers a chance of escape. She darts after her daughter, in the blustery wake of an eighteen-wheeler, through the headlights of another long-haul truck, catching up to the girl on the median strip, where guardrails must be clambered over.


  She glances back, sees doors being flung open on the Aviator, Tanner Sebastian getting out of the front passenger seat, Bill Meecham exiting the back seat. Plus the driver. Maybe she doesn’t have the nerve to use the knife, maybe she’s too squeamish for that, but it’s moot now, because it’s three men, not one, and the knife that she has instinctively pulled from her jacket pocket seems even smaller than it did before. Lest she fall and cut herself in this pell-mell flight, she drops the blade and follows Asteria over the median guardrails.


  At the moment, southbound traffic is heavier than northbound. The braying of horns shatters through the night, and brakes shriek, as Asteria races gazelle-like across the blacktop, with her mother close behind. Beyond the guardrails that mark the west flank of the highway, a slope leads down to a three-lane surface street toward which they descend side by side.


  If they can find a service station, an open restaurant, any place with people, Tanner won’t dare try to take them in front of witnesses. However, the streetlamps reveal no traffic on the lanes below; and of the territory beyond, Evie has a disturbing sense of a void.


  

2
  

Nameless drives for hours, with no particular destination, as if he’s looking for something but won’t know what it is until he sees it. Or maybe he feels safer in motion than at rest. Right now, he doesn’t fully understand himself.


  He is between missions, when he’s supposed to relax and gather himself, but he is not relaxed, and at times it seems he is coming apart, or at least that the life constructed for him by a mysterious organization is unraveling.


  The previous night was his first in Scottsdale, at a four-star resort with all the amenities, where he is registered as Edward Rochester. Although the hotel is an oasis of calm and deep quiet, he was unable to sleep. Rather, he didn’t want to sleep. It is not an exaggeration to say that he dreads what he might dream, even though he is programmed not to remember the stories that he tells himself in sleep.


  In metaphors and symbols, our dreams speak to us of our past and all our errors. Nameless vividly remembers the events of the last two years or so, the dangerous missions he’s undertaken, but nothing of his life before that, thanks to an engineered amnesia of which he approved. If his programming is breaking down, he might wake from a dream with full memory of it, and the dream might reveal to him the very event in his past that he can’t endure knowing.


  Exhausted after a sleepless night of reading and pacing and brooding about recent events, he finally went to bed at ten o’clock in the morning. He said aloud, “Six p.m.,” and then he fell asleep within a minute of resting his head on a pillow. He woke exactly at six o’clock. This ability and a sense of time so precise that it eliminates the need for clocks and wristwatches were instilled in him by the same advanced technology that wiped away his past.


  Having slept throughout the day, he seems to have reset his circadian rhythm. At nine o’clock, after dinner, rather than return to his suite, he went out into the pleasant desert night and tipped the valet to bring his car from the garage. He felt he needed to be somewhere, although he didn’t know the place or at what time his presence might be required. A keener intuition seems to be another of the subtle but valuable gifts that some strange science has bestowed on him.


  As he cruises far and wide through the towns south of Phoenix, a formless but ominous expectation gradually builds, until he begins to restrict his travels to several square blocks on the edge of Chandler.


  At a stoplight, the most unsettling of his talents manifests. This moment of the night fades around him, replaced by a glimpse of another moment yet to come in a place near his current position: a clairvoyant vision of two people who seem to be running for their lives along a lamplit yet still shadowy street, a chain-link fence to the right of them. The woman is a beauty, and the girl with her even more so. This child of eleven or twelve is radiant, as if Nameless is seeing both her physical self and the condition of her soul.


  The vision relents. The stoplight turns green, and he pilots the Mercedes SUV less by conscious intention than by instinct, with growing urgency, as December eighteenth descends to midnight and now December nineteenth begins its long climb toward dawn.
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The high chain-link fence protects a shopping mall that was once a destination for many thousands of locals, a sprawling complex of shops and restaurants and movie theaters now dark and deserted except for rats and spiders—and maybe a ghost, assuming that some unfortunate individual was murdered in the mall or some terribly sad person committed suicide there. Homicides are increasing every year, as are suicides, and countless malls and a lot of businesses are going under because grossly evil people or very stupid people—or evil stupid people—are in charge of almost everything, and the good smart people are afraid to oppose them because the evil people are vicious and the stupid people are too clueless to see where all this is going, and the people who are both evil and stupid, well, they’re the worst of all. Anyway, that is Asteria’s considered opinion, thank you very much, and although she is willing to be persuaded otherwise, she hasn’t seen any evidence to change her mind.


  Asteria’s mother isn’t evil, and she isn’t stupid. Mother is just lacking something for which Asteria has not yet found the right word, the perfect descriptive. She loves her mom, she really does, just as anyone would love a lost kitten, even though a lot of the time Asteria has to be the adult if there’s going to be one in this relationship.


  Moving fast, she leads her mom along the deserted street, through alternating swaths of light and shadow, the elevated highway to one side, the moldering mall to the other, while Evie gasps, “We gotta hide, we gotta hide.” She apparently thinks that Asteria, one week short of her twelfth birthday, has yet to grasp the need for concealment when being hunted by a beast like Tanner Sebastian.


  The mall property appears endless, and the chain-link is too high to climb quickly, and the top slants out two feet toward the street, providing a barrier that can’t be easily conquered. There’s no sign of nightlife in the direction they’re headed. Indeed, even here some streetlamps are burned out or broken out by vandals, and the territory ahead looks even less well lighted, as if this part of the city has a disease and everyone who cares about their health has moved out. Asteria is desperately scanning left and right as she runs, so she sees the slack section of the fence and halts for a closer look. Someone has used bolt cutters on the chain-link, and a flap hangs like a curtain. This is one of those twists of fate that, if she had time and the right shoes, she’d celebrate by doing a happy dance; she really would.


  A sudden end to the bleating of horns up on the highway must mean that Sebastian and his two zombies have made it across all lanes of traffic and are about to start down the long slope toward this street, though they aren’t yet in sight. Asteria doesn’t wish anyone dead, because being deleted from this world is terrible even if you’re stupid, even if you’re evil, and maybe especially terrible if you’re evil and you find out that awful things you’ve done matter even after you’re dead. Wishing another person dead doesn’t make your own life any longer; it just makes it meaner. Nevertheless, she might have smiled if she’d heard the thud of a man being knocked off his feet by a Peterbilt and then his screaming. However, it’s not the kind of world that takes care of your troubles for you.


  Asteria and her mother are standing where a shore of shadow meets a lake of light. They can’t go back the way they came, and if they forge ahead, under the streetlamp, they will be seen. She hangs her tote bag around her neck and lifts the narrow curtain of chain-link. It’s heavy, but she’s strong with adrenaline, heart knocking against her ribs. She urges her mom to duck through the opening: “Scoot now, hurry.”


  She follows her mother, lets the woven-steel curtain fall into place once more, and takes the tote bag from around her neck. Before them in the moonlight stretch acres of blacktop, once a busy parking lot, now lifeless. Back in the day, rows of trees must have provided some shade in the desert sun; but they have evidently been sold off, worth more than the massive multi-winged building that remains. The chain-link they’ve just come through isn’t fitted with green cloth, like construction-site fences often are. The nearer they remain to the street, the more likely that their pursuers will see them.


  They race through the moonlight, toward a department store. It is one of a chain that must have gone bankrupt because they’ve left their name on the wall high above the doors, as if they don’t have the money to take the name down and no reason to worry about their brand being associated with the failure that the mall represents.


  Asteria thinks all the time, maybe too much. She can’t help it. She thinks it’s especially sad how easily people accept one thing or another falling apart when it doesn’t have to be that way. She used to assume they forgot how and why the thing once worked so well. Now she suspects they never believed in the success of it in the first place. A lot of people think what happens is just chance, good luck or bad, that it always turns sooner or later, that we don’t make the world what we want it to be. But that’s plain wrong. We’re made to make our world, thank you very much, and she intends to make hers.


  Where once pneumatic sliding glass doors might have opened to welcome shoppers, the entrance to the department store is sealed off with thick plywood panels screwed into four-by-fours. One of them has been unscrewed and set aside, possibly by whoever took a bolt cutter to the chain-link.


  “I don’t like this,” Mother whispers. “It’s blind dark in there, and someone’s come here ahead of us.”


  “Probably came and went long ago,” Asteria says. “Now we have to get out of sight if Sebastian comes this way looking for us.”


  “He won’t. He doesn’t know where we are. We outran him.”


  “Yeah, we ran all the way from north of Las Cruces,” Asteria reminds her, “yet here he is again.”


  “There’s nothing in this place for us. It’s a trap.”


  “To the mouse, a trap is a trap,” Asteria says, “but to a mouser, a trap is a weapon.”


  “‘Mouser’? You and your words. Tanner Sebastian is no mouse.”


  Asteria dares to scan the parking lot behind them. The glow of the distant streetlamps is sullen but bright enough to backlight the three men who have come through the chain-link. She is sure that she and her mother can’t be seen in the gloom, that Sebastian is only assuming this is where they’ve gone.


  Not wanting to further alarm her mother by reporting that the hounds are on their heels, she takes her by the arm and gently says, “Let’s go.”


  “Use the flashlight in your tote, Asteria.”


  “Not till we’re inside and it can’t be seen from out at the street. Come on, love.”


  Together they step into darkness complete.
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At the point where Evie and Asteria disappeared over the guardrails on the west side of the highway, Tanner Sebastian spots the paring knife on the graveled berm. It matches the knives in the kitchen at the Retreat. Evie must have dropped it without knowing. The discovery that she schemed to defend herself—to stab him!—fires his hot anger to yet a higher temperature.


  With Meecham and Dockerman flanking him, Tanner Sebastian staggers down the slope from the highway, gripping a Taser in his right hand, eager to use it on Evie if she resists. Only yesterday, he would have said she wouldn’t resist, not effectively. As he previously understood Evie, all anyone needed to do to keep her happy and docile was convince her that he didn’t want anything from her, that he didn’t expect her to live by any rules or think any way but how she preferred to think. She is a type that Sebastian knows well. People like her are everywhere these days. When they believe your lie is the truth, when they fail to see that the freedom you claim to champion is in fact slavery disguised, they’ll live by whatever rules you imply without realizing they’re being obedient. Evie’s rebellion has taken him by surprise and so angers him that he’ll use the Taser on her again and again, watch her flop around like a damn fish, before he coddles her into believing that her flight was based on a sad misunderstanding. He has no doubt that he will convince her it was a misunderstanding, because she still needs something to believe in, and she has nothing other than him and the Retreat.


  Currently eighty-six brothers and sisters live at the Retreat, convinced they are the only people who are fully awake to the truth of the world, which is that there is no truth but what each of us intuits for himself or herself. Sebastian anticipated that one of them might actually wake up, shrug off his or her indoctrination, and make a run for it. That was why he secretly installed a custom GPS in each of his vehicles, allowing him to track it on his laptop. Evie had never been among those he thought likely to regain their free will in a moment of satori.


  At the bottom of the slope, the potholed surface street lies in an irregular pattern of light and shadow, with empty beer cans and paper litter cluttering the gutters. Sebastian looks left and right, and at first he sees no one. A gap in traffic on the highway above allows silence into the scene, and as he looks left again, he hears a faint ringing sound, the distinctive metallic clinking of chain-link being disturbed.


  Brian Dockerman, who’s usually the last to observe anything of importance, points to the source. “What’s that?”


  Maybe fifty yards to the north, where darkness and light curve into each other, the girl slips out of sight. A loose flap of fencing falls back into place.


  “There’s the little bitch,” says Meecham.


  Sebastian will not use the Taser on the girl and risk even temporarily marring her perfection with a bruise or burn. He has sought perfection all his life. Now it is almost his.


  He hadn’t merely decreed the change to the Retreat policy on marriage, but had worked through the more malleable brothers and sisters—in this case mostly sisters—so they thought the idea came from them. He needed almost a year to make it happen without anyone thinking the change was what he desired. He’s the Guide of Guides, but the way it works is that each of the brothers and sisters is a guide to the others, each living by his or her animal intuition alone, thus serving as an example of absolute freedom; from all of these free spirits then arises a higher group intuition, called the Collective Wisdom, which determines how the commune operates. The Collective Wisdom long ago conferred on Sebastian the role of Guide of Guides, not so he could rule the others, but to assign him the role of giving expression to the Collective Wisdom and representing his brothers and sisters in the sick world beyond their Retreat, sparing them from interacting with outsiders who are not fully awake to the truth and who might seek to oppress them. This is bullshit, of course, but those who believe in nothing for long enough will eventually believe in anything. They have come to regard their Guide of Guides as a selfless, almost mystical person and wish to give him what they think he must want even though he never asks for anything. No one seemed to disagree with the sisters’ decision that the right age for a bride should be lowered from sixteen to fourteen for the brothers and from fourteen to twelve for their Guide of Guides. Sebastian had expected that Evie might be of two minds when in time it was revealed that he wished Asteria to be his bride, but he had been certain that he could ease her away from any objection. After all, one of his two current wives is fourteen, and Evie never so much as raised an eyebrow about that. Although Evie isn’t one who can hide what she’s thinking, somehow she hid it this time. She stole a knife, a car, four hundred dollars, and her daughter out from under Sebastian’s watchful eye.


  Now he follows Dockerman through the loose section of chain-link, into the immense parking lot, and Meecham comes after him.


  Dark and abandoned and mysterious, the big building looks like something other than a shopping mall, like an alien temple where a dreadful presence from another galaxy dwells, a sinister creature that has put all humanity on trial, has obtained a conviction, and is preparing punishment. This is such a bizarre thought for a man as grounded as Tanner Sebastian that it brings him to a halt. It seems like a presentiment of grave danger, although he doesn’t believe in claptrap like presentiments or in anything but himself.


  “I seen something up there by the department store,” says Bill Meecham.


  Dockerman says, “Saw it, too, quick and pale, then swallowed up in darkness. It’s got to be our two tender little rabbits.”


  They start forward, but then stop and turn when they realize the Guide of Guides isn’t moving with them.


  Meecham says, “Tanner?”


  Because of Sebastian’s anger and the urgency of the hunt, he has not previously registered the import of what Meecham said when the girl slipped through the fence—There’s the little bitch—and now as those words swell fresh in his memory, he is disturbed by them. The brothers and sisters do not speak disrespectfully of one another, and children are no less brothers and sisters than are the adults. It’s not that they’re forbidden to use a word like bitch; it’s just that they don’t. He feels as though he should caution Meecham against the use of such language. The men stand staring at him, with the otherworldly shape of the mall rising ominously behind them, their eyes shining with moonlight. They have come a long way from the Retreat, and suddenly it seems to Sebastian that during the hours in the Aviator, while racing to catch up with the fugitives, a subtle change occurred in their relationship to him, although he can’t quite put that change into words.


  Again he feels a presentiment of violence oncoming, but it must instead be just nervous excitement, born of anger and concern that Asteria will slip away from him. Any supernatural warning would need to have a source, and there is no source for it any more than there are such things as selfless love and honor, in which so many ignorant people profess their faith. Sebastian doesn’t even believe in the animal intuition that the brothers and sisters have been persuaded should be their sole guide to life. It’s just a term he uses to manipulate them and assure them that they have the license to do whatever they wish. He loves no one but himself and believes only in things that he is able to see, hear, touch, taste, smell, and use to satisfy his needs. His needs are many and insistent.


  Meecham and Dockerman regard him, moon-eyed and eerily silent, not like two brothers who are familiar to him, but like strangers taking stock of him. To them, his hesitation might seem to be fear. The Guide of Guides must never appear fearful. Like the others at the Retreat, Meecham and Dockerman don’t realize he crowned himself; they think it was their decision to elevate him and that he would rather not have been chosen. This fiction inoculates him against their envy. If the Guide is a commoner like them, not ruling the others but serving them, no king exists to be overthrown. The risk is that some of them might get the idea that they can replace him with a new Guide of Guides because he lacks even the right of inheritance that a king could claim. As creatures who shape their lives by desire and choose to call it animal intuition, their agreement to raise Sebastian above the pack is based purely on emotion, without the exercise of intellect or resort to reason. Although they don’t realize they want to be manipulated into a condition of life lived by sheer desire, they are most comfortable with that arrangement. They will cast down the one who manipulates them only if he appears indecisive and therefore fearful, because his fear will excite in them a fear of their own and unpredictable emotional responses.


  Shrugging off his sense of impending danger, Sebastian says, “Come on. Let’s bring those confused girls home before they’re reminded of what a mean world it is outside the Retreat.”


  After a moment, Meecham and Dockerman follow him. Sebastian registers their hesitation, but he feels it would be a mistake to make too much of it. He draws himself up tall with ropes of self-confidence, of which he’s always had an excess. He heads toward the abandoned department store in long strides that his brothers soon match.
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The fleeting vision of a woman and young girl in peril affects Nameless so profoundly, even though they are strangers, that he wonders if they remind him of another woman and girl in the past that lies behind a wall of amnesia.


  This street is a no-parking zone, but in the neighborhood’s current desolate condition, it has no other purpose. Ignoring the signs, Nameless snugs the Mercedes SUV against the curb, climbs out, and stands where traffic would flatten him if there were traffic.


  The moon is high and the night breathes softly. Years of debris—shredded paper, plastics in infinite variety, torn rags, withered vegetation—that previous winds have compacted in some sections of the fence reflect the lunar light to varying degrees, depending on the material. In this tapestry, long hanks of wild grass flutter like silver-blond hair, which is perhaps why the other pale stuff woven through the chain-link matrix seems less like trash than organic matter, lumpish and strange and quivering with malevolent life.


  As though on an invisible leash held by a ghostly hand, he crosses the street to a section of fence that is free of the wind’s creation. Someone with a bolt cutter has failed to heed the NO TRESPASSING signs.


  Even when he is between missions, he is supplied with a weapon. In the current culture, the agents of social chaos are always hard at work, and he tends to cross paths with them. His suit is tailored to conceal a strong-side Omnivore holster. He’s currently packing a 9 mm Sig Sauer P226. He also carries a spare ten-round magazine.


  He believes the clairvoyance that brought him here is an unintended side effect of the technology that has rendered him an amnesiac and given him a few useful abilities. For a long time, his visions were rare. Recently, they plague him more frequently and are most often glimpses of a totalitarian future so horrific that he fears for the nation. The image he received of the woman and girl running for their lives seems unrelated to those more cataclysmic premonitions, but he is no less compelled to follow where his sixth sense leads him.


  When he lifts the hanging panel of chain-link, an image of the radiant girl flickers through his mind’s eye. She passed this way earlier. He ventures onto the mall property and surveys the blacktop plain revealed by moonlight. No one is in sight.


  With the expectation that a necessary course of action will be revealed, he starts toward the fortresslike structure beyond the parking lot. He’s gone about ten yards when a vision assaults him: A large brutish-looking man with a shaved head, dressed all in black, sits in a circle of cold white light, surrounded by darkness, bent to a book. He looks up from the page and frowns, turning his head left to right and left again, as if he hears a sound and seeks its source. “Is someone there?” he whispers in a rough baritone voice. Nameless senses that this isn’t a moment from either the past or future. This hulking man exists now, nearby, within the decaying mall, and somehow he suspects that he is observed. He can’t know that the presence he detects is perhaps that of a seer not yet in the building. He sets the book aside, revealing that his forearm bears three tattooed words in a language Nameless doesn’t know—yeled shel HaShem. More forcefully, he whispers, “Who’s there?” With that question, the light pales, and the vision fades.


  When the woman and girl came here, were they fleeing from this man? Are they his captives now?


  As is often the case, this extrasensory foreseeing reveals too little, mystifies as much as it illuminates, and has the potential to mislead Nameless. That is why he believes it is an unanticipated side effect of what was done to him, rather than a talent that has been intentionally installed.


  Rarely does he pull his gun before he sees an imminent need. Entering a strange place and an unknown situation with a drawn weapon pretty much ensures that it will be used quicker than it would be otherwise, and sometimes in grievous error. In this case, however, he’s not on a planned mission. The circumstances are so unusual and the beefy man with the tattoo appears so menacing that Nameless feels a mortal urgency. As he approaches the mall, he not only extracts the Sig Sauer from its holster but also chambers a round.
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Mother wants to keep moving as fast as they can, no matter where they might be going, just run and run without considering a destination. But the empty structure is a maze, and if they’re going to get through it and out of here to a place where Sebastian won’t think to look for them, they need to keep their wits about them, thank you very much. The cavernous spaces are dark and damp and littered with trash that the last of the departing merchants must have left behind in their eagerness to flee before the bankrupt mall’s creditors showed up to squeeze them for unpaid rent. Asteria knows about rent. Before the Retreat, her mother had to skip out on the rent more than once. “This is a scary damn rathole,” Mother says, but Asteria finds it less frightening than a lot of places that her mom has taken her in broad daylight. Buildings aren’t scary, but sometimes the people in them are.


  Anyway, she and her mom will be all right if they can quickly figure out the architecture of the structure. There must be several entrances/exits, not from the smaller retailers, but from the big stores, also here or there at the end of a shop-lined promenade. They need to find the one farthest from where they entered and then split into the night, while Sebastian is slowed down by the need to search any empty store that isn’t locked. Once out of here, they can climb the fence because the two feet of out-slanted chain-link at the top, which forms a barrier to anyone on the street, is easily crossed from within the property. Then they’ll be on a street different from the lonely avenue they arrived by, perhaps in a better neighborhood with more lights and people who can help them.


  That strategy would be simple to execute except for one King Kong–size monkey wrench that Asteria foresees. What if all the exits are securely barricaded with plywood screwed in place from outside? Swallow that one without choking. What she’s counting on is that whoever cut the chain-link and took down a plywood panel at the department store entrance wasn’t just a curious urban explorer. More likely, he’s a homeless person who moved in here, and if that’s what he is, then he almost surely has taken down another slab of plywood elsewhere to provide a back door in case he needs to exit quickly.


  If there is a homeless person and if they run into him, that could be another monkey wrench, depending. In TV and the movies, homeless people are always victims of someone’s greed, or heroic veterans struggling with PTSD, or philosophers who have forsaken material success and play chess in the park. Asteria is pretty sure that, as with anyone else, there are bad homeless people as well as good ones, crazies as well as geniuses down on their luck, druggies as well as sober champions of the downtrodden living in squalor in order to document the inherent cruelty of the system. Because she’s an optimist, she hopes to find the back door without making the acquaintance of the guy who uses it. And if she does run into him, then she hopes he’ll be a famous author in disguise, doing research for a novel.


  She doesn’t mention a homeless man to her mother, because Evie is already on edge. Mother will see no possibility other than that the guy will be an amped-up meth-freak ax murderer. Then she’ll run right into trouble, maybe even back to Sebastian because at least he doesn’t chop off heads and drink blood. Mother would be much happier if she believed in the possibility of grace, but she doesn’t, so Asteria manages her always with that in mind.


  The flashlight guides them through the department store and out onto one of the promenades. She isn’t worried about the batteries going dead, because she has spares in her tote bag. During the past year, in anticipation of the need to flee from the Retreat sooner or later, she’s been a sneaky little magpie, secretly stealing whatever two girls on the run might find useful. In addition to batteries, the tote holds a butane lighter, aspirin, a squirt bottle of an antiseptic, a roll of bandage gauze, adhesive tape, a small pair of scissors, and a few paperback books. To Asteria, books are almost as important as food.


  The promenade leads to what was once a large pool, maybe twenty feet in diameter, now dry, with a central metal sculpture of bronze lotus leaves down which water had once cascaded. The promenade continues beyond it, but intersecting avenues of shops also lead away to the left and right. When Sebastian and his zombies come out of the department store, they’ll see the flashlight unless Asteria shields the beam with one hand and trades the main promenade for one of the intersecting corridors.


  Mother whispers, “What’s that?” She’s pointing beyond the raised coping at something in the dry pool.


  When Asteria redirects the beam, it reveals eight or ten dead crows, black masses of glossy feathers, withered feet, orange beaks open in silent cries. They evidently got into the abandoned mall and were unable to find either the way out or water to sustain them.


  Although Asteria quickly shifts the light away from the crows, her mother becomes agitated. “Get me out of here. I won’t look at them. They aren’t what you think. They’re just black rags.”


  Mother has a thing about death. She lives in denial of it.


  “Come on, love,” Asteria says. “Everything’s all right. Come on. We need to get out of sight.” When she places a hand on her mother’s back to guide her, the woman is shivering as though the temperature on this mild night has plummeted forty degrees.
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Fifty or sixty feet ahead of Nameless, three rectangular sheets of light play softly over the sad insistent darkness of bankruptcy, briefly revealing support columns, high clerestory windows, and sales banners that hang from the ceiling, ablaze with colorful promises of fabulous bargains. The backwash from three smartphones in flashlight mode reveal the searching figures just well enough to confirm that they are men.


  As Nameless makes his way through the department store behind the trio, he is assisted by the palest reflections of their phone lights that spare him from pitch-blackness. He is careful not to reveal his presence by stepping on trash. With the pistol in his right hand, he slides his left along a series of sales counters, staying oriented in the gloom. Little seems to have been salvaged from the building except the merchandise that was once on display.


  He is crossing an intersection of aisles, inching toward the next sales counter, when in the theater of his mind blooms the soft throbbing glow of a lantern accompanied by the serpent hiss of pressurized gas burning in the bag-style wicks. Through this eerie incandescence flickers a rapid montage of images and sounds: a man lying dead on the floor, his features strong and handsome and his blond hair quaffed, reminiscent of some television evangelist, but with a bullet hole in his forehead; the fierce face of the man with the words tattooed on his arm, eyes a bitter green; another man’s face, long and pale, faded-denim eyes, close-cropped hair, beard stubble; the young girl, flushed in the cold light of the lantern, her expression defiant, her lustrous golden hair flying and her head whipping to one side as someone slaps her hard; a woman screaming; a muzzle flaring as a gunshot booms; blood spattering up a white-painted concrete wall.


  When the vision abruptly passes, Nameless finds himself on one knee, crouching as if the scream and gunfire must have caused the three men ahead of him to pivot toward him in alarm. But the sounds were only his to hear, part of the premonition. He gets to his feet, his teeth clenched, chest tight, the gun heavy in his hand.
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In the branching promenade, out of sight of the men if they should emerge from the department store, Asteria hurries her mother along, slowing only briefly when they pass a closed bookstore, one of a national chain. The place no longer holds any books, but magic still lingers beyond its windows. She has long thought that the best thing about being rich—not that she ever will be—but the best thing is having all the books you want, with no concern about the cost.


  She is a heavy reader. Books feed her mind, her heart, her soul. Stories show her other ways to live, ways different from how her mother lives. The worst thing about the Retreat is that the only books are those that Sebastian reads and approves; those he doesn’t approve of, he destroys after reading. He is interested in science fiction exclusively, which is a genre that Asteria likes, but even within that category, Sebastian’s taste is limited. All the books in the Retreat library are about dystopias, scientific advancements that lead to earth-shattering catastrophes, asteroids impacting the planet and killing off nearly all life, immensely powerful robots revolting against humanity and slaughtering millions, invasions of space aliens that either eat people or plant their eggs in them or kill them for sport. In the majority of these stories, the robots and space aliens and mind-controlling parasites win in the end, or if they don’t win, it’s because the first book is one in a series, and the war against humanity is going to take ten volumes. Asteria needed half a year to figure out that Sebastian wants his sisters and brothers to read only stories that confirm the view that the world is a place of unrelieved repression and horror, that the only refuge from it, the only place offering complete freedom, is the Retreat. This censorship is probably unnecessary. As far as Asteria can see, the brothers and sisters aren’t all that much interested in books, certainly not passionately enough to be corrupted by a few uplifting stories.


  As she picks up her pace again, drawing her mother past the bookstore, following the beam of the flashlight that she half shades with two fingers, she remembers one novel, set in the far future, when an entire system of nine planets that had been settled by human beings was decimated by a race of reptiles that traveled ceaselessly through the galaxy with no purpose but the destruction of every civilization they found. One thing about the story caught her imagination and thrilled her: The reptiles’ spaceships featured enormous solar sails, large and very thin sheets of highly polished material, and their ships were propelled in part by the pressure of sunlight. Light is both a wave and a particle, so it is able to exert pressure because it has substance, weight. Her mental image of spaceships with giant shining sails cruising through a sea of stars enchants her even these months later, even if the race that built them was an icky bunch of homicidal snakes.


  She’d tried to share the idea with her mother, the ships like giant butterflies floating in the vacuum between worlds, but Evie didn’t believe light had substance. She said that she’d never once so much as had her hair ruffled by light, the way wind does, and she hadn’t ever been knocked down by it. To that, Asteria had said that she was knocked down by light all the time, just by the fact that it existed. Mother had smiled, said Asteria was almost as strange as she was lovely, kissed her on the cheek, and noted that because it was a sunny day, she should be careful not to be thrown off her feet and rolled away like a tumbleweed. Asteria had taken no offense at this, for she understood that when her mom dismissed an idea in that airy mocking way, it was because something about it scared her.


  Now, a sharp quick clatter behind them alarms Asteria. Without slowing, she glances back and sees light playing over the fountain with its waterless spillway of lotus leaves. Sebastian and his two zombies are about to enter the intersection of the promenades. In a second or two, they’ll be in a position to look to their right and see their quarry.


  She and her mom need to get out of sight. Although Asteria’s damping the lens with two fingers, she clicks off the flashlight as they arrive at an unmarked door recessed in a space between stores. It better open, and it does. Mother resists the darkness beyond the threshold, but Asteria gently presses her forward just far enough, and then holds her back when her mom suddenly seems ready to proceed blindly. After easing the door shut, the girl switches on the flashlight, revealing a large landing and wide concrete stairs leading down.


  The revealed steps seem to have less appeal to Mother than did the darkness a moment earlier. “We can’t go down,” she whispers fiercely. “We have to go out. We can’t get out by going down.”


  “Hush, sweetie. Maybe we can go down and out. Maybe there’s a garage, loading docks, something.”


  If Sebastian comes this way checking doors and opens this one, they are finished. She knows what it’ll mean to be the wife of the Guide of Guides. She might survive him, her mind intact though not her heart, but even years from now when she’s free of him, all the rest of her life will be bent out of its natural shape. Worse, she knows Tanner Sebastian, has been studying him for a year. What he wants is anything he shouldn’t have, better yet if it’s something that demeans someone else. He has two wives. He’s had others before until he doesn’t want them anymore. If now he can have three wives, why not four? Why not Asteria and her mother in his harem? Asteria doesn’t believe that Mother has thought of this, because her mother is accustomed to avoid thinking about things that might disturb her too much. But Asteria has thought of it, and although it’s so horrible that it sickens her, who in the Retreat will stand up against it? No one. Who in all the world ever stands up to really outrageous evil? Not many. Most people satisfy themselves by strongly opposing little evils, like hurtful words and unpopular ideas and gluttony, where the risk of angering violent people is low.


  She takes her mother by the arm and hurries her down into the traveling wedge of light that pries open the darkness.
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Rainer Rudge is here for the end of the world, which he’s known is coming ever since he was fired and the mall went under. Because there are no more jobs to be had anywhere for the likes of him, the death of the mall is not only his own near death, but also a sign that everyone’s days are numbered.


  He was somebody once, a member of the mall security team, and he was proud of the job he did. He liked coming to work every day, patrolling the parking lot and strolling the promenades with an eye for suspicious types. He especially enjoyed being assigned to the security bunker in the basement, with its many monitors, each screen able to show what any one of the ninety-seven cameras was capturing, or the screen could quarter and reveal four scenes at the same time. The video was archived for a month, so if there was a shoplifting incident or a purse snatching in the parking lot, he could go back in time and call up the evidence to help find the perpetrator. The bunker had felt like the center of the world, and after the mall went bust, nowhere else in the world seemed in the least bit right.


  Another guard, Joe Purcell, couldn’t find a new job, either, and being only fifty-two and on the dole with no prospects hit Joe much harder than it hit Rainer, who was ten years older with fewer expectations. Joe shot himself in the head. Kyle Bulmer was sixty-seven, and when the pension he worked for turned out not to be there, he had to go live with his daughter in Austin. Kyle said that change was another kind of death because her husband, a big shot at the university, knew everything and was determined not merely to educate Kyle but civilize him according to the standards of that crowd. The others on the security team, all three shifts, sort of scattered to the wind, so Rainer didn’t know what happened to them.


  Having lost his wife, Pearl, to cancer nine years earlier, with no enlightened children to embarrass and no job to go to, Rainer has a lot of time to consider how much the world is changing. It seems like most everyone has taken up several causes each and spends a lot of time shouting to one another about how virtuous they are without noticing that in spite of all this loud righteousness, just about everything is getting worse—maybe not in spite of it, but because of it. Rainer isn’t the most educated of individuals, having taken no classes after high school, but he’s read a lot of history for the pleasure of it, and he’s sure that when so many people take so much pride in their rectitude, there’s a perilous shortage of humility. Humble people know that no one can know everything, so they are less likely to saddle up and ride off a cliff just because the prideful have agreed their virtue requires everyone to believe that horses can fly. Humility is the mortar of civilization.


  Fear of being murdered in an oncoming age of anarchy isn’t what has driven him to sell his condo, pack a suitcase full of cash, have three words tattooed on his forearm, and take up residence in the security bunker under the abandoned mall. He is a gentle man who has withdrawn from the world above because he can’t bear the thought of standing witness to even one murder, let alone many. He has a year’s supply of food, sixty cases of bottled water, a comfortable chair, a mattress, a supply of fuel for his gas lanterns, and two hundred paperbacks, none of which is a history of anything. He’s decided no one ever learns from history. He has put together a collection of comic novels. If he runs short of anything, he can ascend to the darkening world above and purchase what he needs, as long as the currency still has value.


  Although he doesn’t fear being murdered, he expects that he eventually will be. After everything has fallen apart aboveground, some last ragged remnant of humanity will find his way down here, looking for God knows what, aggrieved and seething with righteous anger, and Rainer won’t resist whatever blade or blow might be his destiny.


  He hopes that moment will not come too soon, because he has many novels yet to read and very much wants to reread all of Donald Westlake’s work.


  He is in the middle of his second reading of The Spy in the Ointment when he hears the softly echoing voices of whispering women.
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There was a girl once, a woman and a girl; Nameless is sure of it, a mother and her daughter, who trusted him and whom he failed. This is not a memory breaking through his amnesia, nothing as clear as that, but like a bit of grim knowledge carried in his genes, his personal original sin, haunting him down the years. That’s why this current situation has wrung a thin, cold sweat from him.


  Stalking the three light-bearing men, he stays close to the storefronts along the littered promenade, taking advantage of the recessed entrances and the ranks of shadows to remain as concealed as possible in case one of them glances back. When they reach the dry fountain, they look both ways along the crossing promenade, and then they turn right, out of sight into another avenue of shops. He proceeds cautiously to the corner and stands with his back to a wall, listening as their soft footsteps recede.


  When he sticks his head out to peer after them, he sees one of them opening a door. After a hesitation, they step out of the hall, taking their phone light with them, and ease the door shut.


  In the sudden darkness, his mind’s eye fills with lantern glow, and this vision, also a montage, repeats the gunshot of the previous premonition: blood spattering up a white-painted concrete wall; the radiant girl being slapped again and shoved backward and thrown down on a mattress; the woman, the mother, being flung against the bloody wall; the man with the faded-denim eyes and beard stubble ripping open the mother’s blouse; another man—his black hair slicked back on top and cut close on the sides, eyes as gray as honed steel—saying, “You’re both ours right here, right now.”


  The gas-lantern glow goes out like a blown candle, and his mind is darker than the mall in which he stands. Shuddering, he slips his phone from an inner pocket of his sport coat. Using its flashlight function, he hurries to the door that the three men disappeared through. He puts an ear to it and listens, but he hears nothing from the far side. He puts the phone on the floor, the light shining up. He pulls open the door and takes a two-handed grip on the pistol as he steps onto the threshold. He has just enough light to see that no one is on the landing or on the shadowed stairs beyond. No light rises from below, so they have departed the stairwell.


  When he retrieves his phone and eases the door shut behind him, he sees that the landing and steps are carpeted with a fine dust. A tread pattern of overlapping footprints reveals that not just the men passed this way, but also a child, and probably the woman.


  His sense is that the violence he’s foreseen will occur in mere minutes. He descends with less caution than he would prefer.
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Meecham’s and Dockerman’s time has come, as they had hoped it would. Patience is their greatest virtue. In fact, it’s their only virtue, as they are the first to acknowledge, though it’s more like the patience of wolves lying in wait than like the patience of a monk waiting for a sign from the Almighty.


  The stairs descend to what must have been offices, storerooms, loading docks where goods were delivered, and a garage for the mall employees. Bill Meecham swears he can smell the girl and her mother, and they smell good—ripe and ready.


  After sleepwalking for years, Meecham and Brian Dockerman are awake now. Because of the weed farm at the Retreat, they can be on a free high anytime they want, and sex is as easy to get as air, with a variety of women who are good enough, because Tanner Sebastian has high admission standards. No one does hard work, unless you think it’s work to file for disability payments and other benefits under two or three identities. It’s not risky, either, because Sebastian has a system that leaves the clueless bureaucrats blind to the truth. Yeah, Sebastian takes 80 percent of every check, but he makes sure nobody wants for anything. No one needs to think about the future—or about anything at all if they’d rather not, and mostly they would rather not. Meecham and Dockerman might have kept on sleepwalking if Sebastian hadn’t made the mistake that woke them.


  The Guide of Guides has first choice of the sisters he wants for his brides. This never bothered Meecham or Dockerman enough to mutter about, but the change in the marriage rules pissed them off.


  People outside the Retreat, boring line walkers who think they’re better than Meecham, say he has a sickness, but he rejects that diagnosis. As far as he’s concerned, it’s not even a weakness, as some call it. His taste is just more refined than those of the walk-the-line types who don’t know what they’re missing. He likes his women as young as he can get them, and he’s gotten a few, which is why he ended up on the run and in the Retreat, where no one can find him. The youngest he’s had in the Retreat is sixteen, because until Asteria there was none younger, so he just had to settle for what was. He and Brian talk about the past, what they once had and what they did, because they share the same taste. Talking about it isn’t the same as doing it, but it’s something.


  Then Evie comes along with the kid, and it’s a daily torture to see such tenderness and not get the chance to spoil it a little. But from day one, everyone understands Evie and Asteria are forbidden fruit, and anyone who makes a wrong move might end up in the property’s cloaca maxima, a very deep cesspool, into which it’s suspected that a few troublemakers have disappeared, though no one knows for sure. Except for Meecham and Dockerman, the brothers and sisters agree that a child is rightly off-limits. They speculate that the mother is untouchable because eventually Sebastian is going to bring Evie into his bed.


  Then the marriage rules change the way that all things happen, as if Sebastian has nothing to do with it, as if the idea for the change spontaneously arose among the sisters. Most in the Retreat don’t think much about it, because everyone’s freer than the fools on the outside, and there’s weed and more than weed, and there’s sex, and there’s no reason to worry about the future. But Meecham and Dockerman think about the new rule a lot because they’ve seen the way Sebastian looks at the girl without seeming to look at her. What steams them is that they’re told they can now take a bride as young as fourteen, but other than Asteria, there’s no girl in the Retreat younger than sixteen, so the only change that means anything is the one giving the Guide of Guides a twelve-year-old bride.


  Evidently, Sebastian thinks Evie is stupid. She’s something odd, but she’s not stupid. It’s like she’s smart enough to learn anything that she wants to learn, but there’s a world of stuff she just doesn’t want in her head. If Evie was a little slow to see what the change in the marriage rules meant—and she wasn’t—Asteria is quick enough to have seen what was coming before it happened.


  For a year, daily tormented by the presence of the girl, Bill Meecham has felt as he imagines that an artist would feel if denied his brushes and paints, robbed of an outlet for his creative power, and Dockerman says he feels like a concert pianist whose fingers have been cut off, though Meecham doesn’t know who would cut off a pianist’s fingers or why. They agree it’s not right that they should be tempted this way, tormented with no prospect of relief, and they feel more aggrieved by the day, until it’s only a matter of time until something in them snaps. When that happens, Sebastian will make no effort to understand them, will have no mercy, and the injustice they suffer will be like unto that so many others suffer in this intolerant age, perhaps including a short swim in a subterranean lake of suffocating sewage.


  When Evie and Asteria make a break for it and Sebastian needs help to bring them back, Meecham and Dockerman volunteer, expressing precisely the right degree of sympathy and moral outrage that any among them should steal from the commune. They arm themselves not because Evie—and certainly not Asteria—will need to be shot, but because there might be a witness or two when they take their quarry by force, or even some fool who believes in honor and rises to the girls’ defense. With a little luck, a situation might develop in which Sebastian can be abruptly removed from office by a vote of two, leaving Meecham and Dockerman to return to the Retreat with Evie and Asteria. Maybe they aren’t as slick as Sebastian, but they will have the keys to the armory, the only guns, and access to the treasury. Together they will be the Guide of Guides, sharing the same two wives, the marriage rules already changed to suit them.


  And now here they are in the belly of the mall, like in some old horror movie under an opera house or wandering through dungeons under a castle where Dracula will return before dawn, except no one’s going to draw blood here except Meecham and Dockerman. They haven’t pulled their guns. Neither has Sebastian, though he has his pepper spray in hand, which is a consideration.


  Meecham can smell the women, like a lion smells the weak ones in the herd. They’re close. As soon as the girls are cornered, the thing to do is kill Sebastian before he suspects it will happen. There’s no one in the world above who can hear the shot. Shoot him in the head so the girls see it and know who they’re dealing with, so they see there’s no chance for them. Then strip them and break them right here, ride them and break them like breaking wild mustangs, so they have no spirit anymore, so they hate themselves more than they hate the men who broke them. Meecham knows how to get that done in just a few hours, and Dockerman knows, too. Once they’re broken, the ride to New Mexico won’t have any surprises in it; they’ll be too afraid and too ashamed to do anything but suck their thumbs and stare without seeing, like newborn babies whose eyes haven’t focused yet.
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The corridor is long, and it looks as if it’s a dead end with no branches ahead. They have to get out of it in case Sebastian and his zombies are coming down from the main floor, as they no doubt are. Two doors have universal symbols on them to mark the men’s and women’s lavatories, and other doors are unmarked, and then one of them is labeled SECURITY. Mother whispers the word as if it has magical power, “Security,” and pushes through the door, which is so Mother, proof that she sees incantational power in things where no magic resides. Asteria follows her, which is proof only of how desperate she is.


  They are in a small room flanked by tall metal lockers, with another door directly ahead, also labeled SECURITY. Mother whispers again—“Security, a place to hide”—though it’s pathetic to think the word makes any such promise. As she pushes through this second door, gaslight greets them. A deep voice says, “Who’s there?” They erupt into a room that might be about twenty by forty feet, with an acoustic-tile ceiling and concrete walls painted white, where a large man with a shaved head and the face of a mob enforcer rises from an armchair. He’s wearing a black uniform with white crested epaulettes on the shoulders of the shirt and the word SECURITY on the breast pocket, and under that the name RAINER. His sleeves are rolled up, and what seem to be strange words, like an incantation, are tattooed on his right forearm.


  Mother is surprised that her hope has not been misplaced, as it usually is, yet she’s baffled—“Security in an abandoned mall?”—and doesn’t know what to make of this man. Asteria knows exactly what to make of him. He’s a manifestation of the thing she trusts in, the thing her mother is unable to acknowledge. His presence doesn’t mean they are safe, only that they are not alone, because in the end we must each make the decisions and take the actions that will save us.


  Asteria says, “Mr. Rainer—”


  “Rainer Rudge,” he corrects.


  “Mr. Rudge,” she says, “do you have a gun?”


  “I don’t like guns,” he says. “They weren’t required. Pepper spray was enough for the job.”


  “Where’s your pepper spray?”


  “This isn’t my job anymore,” he says, “it’s my retirement.”


  “What do you have that you can use as a weapon?”


  He raises his eyebrows. “You come here to hurt me?”


  “Some bad men are looking for us,” Asteria explains.


  “That’s the way it is now, isn’t it?” Rainer Rudge says. “That’s why I got away from it all and came down here.”


  “You have anything that can be used as a weapon?” she presses.


  “Books?” he suggests.


  


  Sebastian hears a muffled conversation. In the light of the phones, the white block letters—SECURITY—glow as if irradiated.


  Meecham whispers, “One is a man. What’s he doing down here?”


  Before Meecham and Dockerman can draw their pistols, Sebastian warns, “No guns. No shooting. We can’t risk hitting Asteria. Anyone who marks the girl will pay.”


  Pepper spray ready, he leads the way through the door, into a kind of vestibule lined with gray metal lockers.


  


  The stairs end in a short corridor that leads to a longer one in which the source of light is at a distance from the intersection. Pressing his phone to his chest to fully damp its glow, Nameless puts his brow to the wall, tilts his head to the left, and with one eye watches the three men. They are gathered at a door sixty or seventy feet away.


  He usually can’t be sure in what order the events in a montage-style premonition will occur, but at this penultimate moment, he’s slammed by yet another vision more vivid and more insistent than anything before it, and the flashes of virtual events that wash over him seem to be sequential. He sees a sign announcing SECURITY. He’s in a locker-lined vestibule, cautiously coming through a doorway into a larger room that is in part lit by a gas lantern. Here, the woman and girl stand vulnerable to any exchange of gunfire, so he hesitates for a second, maybe two. He’s behind the three men he’s been following. The large guy in a black security guard uniform is looking toward him, sees him. The sleaze with the blue eyes and beard stubble registers the guard’s surprise, pivots, fires twice point-blank, striking Nameless, who falls to the floor—paralyzed, dying. The man who resembles a popular evangelist drops his phone, points his pepper spray. But the thug with slicked-back hair and gray eyes shoots him in the forehead. The security guard reaches for the lantern, perhaps to throw it. The blue-eyed gunman coolly takes him down with three rounds. The screaming woman staggers backward into a wall spattered with blood. The gray-eyed creep backhands her across the face. “Shut up, bitch, shut up!” Strangely calm in this bloody chaos, the young girl takes two steps, reaching for the lantern. But the creep sees her and jams the muzzle of his pistol under her mother’s chin. “Don’t even try, baby. You’re both ours now, we own you, right here, right now. You want to be dead like all these dumb pricks? No? Then get naked, pretty baby. Right now.”


  The vision ends with a violence to match its content, so that Nameless seems to be thrown out of it. He stumbles into the long corridor where the men were gathered at the door, but they are no longer to be seen. They have gone into the former security bunker.


  


  Entering the bunker, Sebastian is amused to see Evie shrink from him and Asteria stand taller, as if she believes she can defy him, deny him. He smiles at the bozo in the uniform and says, “Who the hell are you, grandpa?”


  The guy might be sixtysomething, but he’s big enough and strong enough to spook Meecham and Dockerman, who draw their guns.


  Annoyed at them, Sebastian says, “Don’t get trigger happy and risk my pretty girls. This geezer is nobody.”


  


  Nameless sets his phone on the ceramic-tile floor with the screen up, in flashlight mode, and sends it sliding along the dark corridor, hurrying after its traveling light with both hands on the 9 mm Sig Sauer. His heart seems to swell until it fills his chest and compresses his lungs, so every beat shakes his entire body and crimps his breath.


  The door is ajar. He eases through it, hears voices, crosses the vestibule, into the gaslight, behind the three men. He doesn’t hesitate even a second, but shoots the blue-eyed man in the back of the head. The one with slicked-back hair pivots, firing as he turns, hitting nothing, and takes two rounds that remove a portion of his face. A stream of pepper spray arcs past Nameless, an inch from his head. He answers it with three rounds at a distance of one foot, and if the guy really is an evangelist, it won’t be angels carrying his soul away, and he won’t be destined for eternal peace.
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They want to know who he is, and he can’t tell them that he doesn’t know, so he says he’s Edward Rochester and that he works for an organization—he actually says “an agency,” making it sound like federal law enforcement—with broad powers. He claims that’s all he’s permitted to reveal until he hears their story.


  They ascend to the main floor and exit the mall through the department store and sit in the desert night on a big semicircular stone bench where a shopper could once have waited with packages while a spouse brought the car around.


  Nameless sends an urgent encrypted text message to Ace of Diamonds: CHANCE ENCOUNTER. THREE DEAD. THREE RESCUED. CLEANUP NEEDED. UTMOST DISCRETION.


  The organization has substantial assets in many major cities, one of which is Phoenix. He doesn’t have to provide his location to Ace, because as long as he leaves his phone on, they can get a fix on its GPS.


  The mother, Evie, is badly shaken. She tries to tell her story, but her voice breaks and tears repeatedly defeat her.


  Asteria sits with an arm around her mom, comforting her. This kid is something else. She remains calm, voice steady, and recounts recent events succinctly. The bigger story of how she and her mother found their way to the Retreat in New Mexico and what places they may have ricocheted through during their pinball existence will take much more time to tell than they have now.


  Nameless can’t stop looking at them, not because they’re both beautiful, but because they’re alive. He didn’t fail them, and by saving them, he feels that he has to an extent redeemed himself for failing others like them somewhere in his forgotten past. If they were as plain as dirt, he would still be mesmerized by them because they are alive. Anyway, there’s nothing unusual about beauty being the target of dark forces. It is the history of evil people that they first seek to destroy innocence because innocence is beauty, and then seek to destroy what is merely beautiful because it reminds them of the innocence they have forsaken.


  Rainer Rudge’s story is simpler, less hair-raising, but sad in its own way. Widowed, childless, jobless by no fault of his own, his friends having been scattered by the forces that have for so long been tearing this society apart, he understandably fell into a survivalist mode.


  These three have nowhere to go, no lives to which they might want to—or can—return. Using the deep pockets of the organization and the genius of Ace of Diamonds, Nameless can give them a new start, if they will let him.


  He is no less alone than they are, and no less unmoored from his past. However, he can’t do for himself what he can do for them. He suspects that the oncoming totalitarian horror that he has recently foreseen, including mass murders on the scale committed by Stalin and Hitler, will require him to remain nameless and to soon undertake a mission that eventually will be the end of him.


  


  Nameless walks with the mother, while Asteria and Rainer, who share the stone bench, engage in a quiet conversation of their own.


  The parking lot is a bleak moonscape, its treeless planters like mysterious symmetrical craters. In Evie’s company, the sky seems starless, and the true moon is a ball-peen hammer perpetually threatening a hard blow. Though she and her daughter have been saved from rape and enslavement, and though she is grateful, she isn’t capable of any degree of joy at the moment, for she is as lost as a child in a primeval forest. She doesn’t understand why she has for years dragged Asteria through endless confusion and hardship and tribulation, or how she could have thoughtlessly exposed her to the risks inherent in relationships with the kind of men to whom she’s drawn, culminating in the madness of the Retreat. She loves her daughter with every fiber of her heart, more than she loves herself, immeasurably more. It’s clear to Nameless that Evie doesn’t love herself much, if at all. She isn’t evil, but her tendency to swim in treacherous currents makes her a danger to the girl. However, she’s redeemed by her capacity for guilt and by how earnestly, albeit misguidedly, she craves to find the meaning of herself.


  “How long has it been since you walked out on your mother?”


  “Twelve years. When I was eighteen.”


  “Have you spoken to her in all that time?”


  “I tried maybe four years ago, but by then she’d already been gone a year. She had a bad heart. It wouldn’t have worked anyway. I couldn’t have gone back to that in the . . . in the condition I was in at the time. I couldn’t go back to that ever.”


  “Asteria’s father?”


  “A drug overdose, I heard. She never knew him.”


  She stops walking and stands staring at the stars, which, after all, are out there. “A couple years ago, Asteria read me a science fiction story about a space explorer. His ship is going to explode, and he escapes in a suspended-animation pod. He drifts through the stars for two thousand years, never aging, and when it brings him back to Earth at last, nothing has changed. Everything is exactly as it was when he left, the people, everything, as though time stopped on Earth, too, while he was gone. It was a very strange story. It didn’t make sense to me, but I’ve never been able to get it out of my head.”


  Her gaze moves from point to point of the sky, as if she’s seeking a particular constellation.


  Nameless says, “We can give you and Asteria a new life, a home, work you might enjoy and find fulfilling, a first-rate education for her. Safety, stability, dignity. I won’t be part of your new life. This isn’t about me. People will be here soon to clean up what we left down there and to take you and her under their wing. They’re good people, and where they’re from is the opposite of the Retreat. They’ll explain everything later, answer your questions, but they’ll want to be out of here quickly. What do you say?”


  From consideration of the stars, her stare descends to his eyes, and after a silence, she says, “You came out of nowhere.”


  He nods but doesn’t explain. “Will you trust me, Evie Aimes?”


  “I was foolish enough to trust the worst trash in the past,” she says, “and even I can see you’re the farthest thing from them. What kind of stupid would I be not to trust you?”


  


  Evie and Rainer share the stone bench, while Asteria walks with Nameless under a blazing sea of stars and a moon that seems to spend more light on her than on anything else.


  They have talked for a while before he says, “I’ll be honest with you. When I first heard your story about the Retreat, I thought I didn’t like your mother, but I’ve pretty much changed my mind.”


  The girl smiles and nods. “There’s no harm in her and a lot of goodness. What it is—Mother wants to be free, but she doesn’t know from what and she doesn’t know how. If we could stop her wandering from one end of the country to the other, searching in every strange place for something she can’t name, if we could maybe just get us settled, I can help her figure it out.”


  She halts at the very spot that her mother stopped, but it seems like a different place.


  Nameless says, “You have it figured out yourself, do you?”


  “About my mom? Yeah. She wants freedom, but she mistakes other things for it. She’s always had freedom, it’s born in her, in us, we just have to know it and bring ourselves to open it, like the gift it is.”


  This girl has impressed him. Now she astonishes him. “You’ve grown up fast, Asteria.”


  “I grew up young, but not so fast. They’ve been twelve long years, Mr. Rochester.”


  


  Evie and Asteria walk together, hand in hand, while Nameless and Rainer Rudge share the semicircular bench. There’s a sweetness to this gentle giant that is not calculated and of which he seems unaware.


  When Nameless asks about the three words that are tattooed on Rainer’s formidable forearm, it isn’t surprising that there’s a story behind them, for the world is a library and every person in it is an entire shelf of stories. When the mall was flourishing, one of its restaurants—not one of the usual chain operations, but a local enterprise—was a deli owned by a man named Sidney Zilberman, with whom Rainer struck up a friendship while taking his lunch there for many years. On Sidney’s right arm were tattooed strange symbols that turned out to be words in the Hebrew alphabet but didn’t look like words at all to Rainer. According to Sidney, his father—Maskil Zilberman—was a survivor of Auschwitz who emigrated to the United States after World War II. The Nazis had tattooed a prisoner number on his arm, by which he was thereafter addressed as if it were his name. He had been declared the property of the Reich. When Maskil arrives in America, using some of the first money he earns in his new life, he has the numbers removed from his arm and replaced with Hebrew words that deny he is anyone’s property and assert his freedom. Years later, when Maskil dies, Sidney has the same words tattooed on his arm as an expression of respect for his beloved father and as a celebration of the old man’s life. Sidney says those words keep his spirits high and give him courage in hard times. When the shopping mall goes bust along with so many other businesses, and Sidney moves to Texas and the world starts turning darker by the week, when withdrawal to the bunker seems a wise move, gentle Rainer figures that those words might keep his spirits high and give him courage, as they had done for Sidney, and no matter that he isn’t Jewish. The tattoo artist who does the work finds Hebrew characters too difficult for his needle. He is willing to render the words in a Romanized translation—yeled shel HaShem. That declaration is many things to Rainer—a remembrance of a friend now gone far away; an expression of hope; an assertion that he, too, is no one’s property; a reminder to have courage even in the face of horror—though what it simply says is child of God.


  In light of his recent visions of America in the iron grip of totalitarian mass murderers, Nameless is moved by Rainer’s story to a degree he might not have been a year earlier. Before asking the key question that he needs to pose, he sits in silence for a minute, his eyes closed. Then he looks at the big man. “They need someone. Evie could use a father, someone wise enough for her to respect. Asteria could use a grandfather. Family is the glue that holds the world together, even when it’s not a family of one blood. Do you think you could care about them?”


  “I already do. The girl has spirit that reminds me of Pearl, my wife. The mother has it but doesn’t know she does.”


  “It would mean no more hiding out from anything. It would mean being there for them no matter what might lie ahead.”


  Rainer cocks his head, regarding Nameless with one eye moonlit and one eye not. “You sense it coming, too.”


  “What do you say, Mr. Rudge?”


  “I never was a father, so never a grandfather, either. I think I could be a halfway good one, you know, in an honorary sense. What do you think?”


  “Asteria and Evie will give you courage every bit as much as those words on your arm.”


  After half a minute of consideration, Rainer says, “I’ll still want my collection of comic novels. Sometimes I think what prevents the darkness from coming down on us even faster is laughing at it. Evil withers at mockery, don’t you think?”


  “It’s one weapon we have,” Nameless agrees.


  


  He receives a call on his smartphone and conducts an encrypted conversation with someone identified only as “a friend of Ace,” who reports that the cleanup crew is en route and should be there in five minutes.


  In his initial text message to Ace, Nameless mentioned rescuing three people. Now he explains who they are and what will be needed to properly accommodate them.


  Two unmarked trucks appear on the deserted avenue. The padlock on the rolling gate is quickly cut, and the cleanup crew motors without headlights across the parking lot to the department store.


  Of the six men, Nameless has worked with two before. One had been called Salazar on that previous mission, and he had provided a hungry mountain lion when one was most needed. The other had gone by the name Devlin, and in his company Nameless had witnessed what had seemed to be a poltergeist. If this is a lonely life, it is also colorful. Like him, these men never operate under the same names. Soon they are at work in the security bunker, while he waits on the bench with Rainer, Evie, and Asteria.


  In less than half an hour, a black Cadillac limousine arrives, which Asteria finds as wondrous as any otherworldly vehicle in a Star Wars movie. “Who are you really?” she asks Nameless. “Heck, you’re no more Edward Rochester than you are Jane Eyre.”


  He can’t repress a smile. “I fail to get the reference.”


  “Yeah, right,” she says. “You’re probably Bruce Wayne. I’ll be on the lookout for your Bat-Signal in the sky.”


  Evie hugs him. Asteria kisses him on the cheek. Rainer shakes his hand. He stands alone while they board the limousine.


  As the Cadillac drives away, the girl waves at him from behind her window, and he hears himself say, “Alice.”


  He has spoken the name before, when waking from dreams that he can’t recall. He yearns to remember who she might have been in his life before amnesia, but he suspects that knowing would undo him.


  An hour later, driving surface streets back to the resort in Scottsdale, he passes a burning church where people run screaming out the front doors, some with their clothes and hair on fire. He pulls to the curb and stops, watching as men in black uniforms cut the fleeing people down with submachine guns. The killers have come in black paneled vans, on the flanks of which the red arms of the triskelions are depicted thick with muscle, hands fisted.


  When the vision fades, Nameless sits for a while, staring at the church in the quiet night, its facade a promise of peace, its twin spires shining in the light of the solemn moon.


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