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1
  

Not every director of housekeeping in a hotel is certain to accept a hundred thousand dollars in cash to violate the privacy of a guest. Evelyn Merriman, a widow and the mother of three, needs the money, and Nameless—currently calling himself Keyser Söze—has convinced her that the purpose of this operation is only to plant recording devices and gather evidence in a divorce proceeding.


  She takes the money in return for using her electronic pass card when the guest is dining in a restaurant on the ground floor and again a few hours later. Nameless doesn’t know the name of the organization that he serves, but its resources seem inexhaustible.


  Now, during the dinner hour, the ocean is a mirror to eternity. The silver moon floats on the dark waters, and the faint reflections of the stars salt the low, smooth waves.


  The five-star resort overlooks the sea; it is a stately building clad in limestone, with broad terraces shaded during the day by majestic phoenix palms that, here at night, stand like diligent palace guards as a breeze whispers through their fronds.


  On the top floor, in the west wing, the presidential suite has three bedrooms, three full baths, a half bath, a living room, a dining room, a study, and a full kitchen. It has been occupied all week by one person, a humanitarian of the most sterling reputation, Dr. Henry Siphuncle, who is in fact a murderer.


  Every night before retiring, this gentleman has a glass or two of the finest port. The hotel has provided him a vintage bottle from which he pours.


  On the last day of his visit, it’s a simple matter to introduce a blackout drug into the bottle while he is at dinner, and return to his room later, when he is unconscious in a lounge chair on the private balcony that overlooks the moonlit sea.


  To assist in the planned procedure, Keyser Söze requires three other agents known to him as Huey, Dewey, and Louie. He believes that they are aware of one another’s real names and might even know Keyser’s true identity, but protocol forbids him from questioning them about such things.


  Keyser Söze operates under many names, but he doesn’t know the one with which he was born. He remembers only the events of the past two and a half years, when his life has for the most part consisted of missions such as this. His deeper past is sealed off from memory beyond an impenetrable wall of engineered amnesia, for which he suspects that he has reason to be grateful.


  With Louie’s help, Keyser transfers the unconscious Dr. Henry Siphuncle from the balcony lounge chair onto a hydraulic gurney in the living room. They open his sapphire-blue silk bathrobe and unbutton his pajama shirt.


  Huey, a scrubbed and masked anesthesiologist, is ready with an IV rack from which is suspended a clear bag of glucose. He pulls up a sleeve of the subject’s pajama shirt, palpates a vein in the crook of the elbow, and inserts a cannula. An import feature in the drip line will allow him to inject a sedative if necessary. The blackout drug administered in the glass of port cannot be relied on to effect continuous sedation.


  Nameless, alias Keyser, produces a microrecorder, inserts an earpiece in the sleeper’s left ear, and clicks a switch. Throughout what follows, a woman’s voice, mellifluous and seductive, repeatedly promises Siphuncle a memorable encounter. Carefully modulated to conform to the vocal patterns that reliably install hypnotic suggestions in the subconscious, she says, “I will soon visit you, dismounted and with the bane of Eden.”


  Beside the gurney, a wheeled cart holds an electrocardiograph. Huey attaches electrodes to the gentleman’s chest, one wrist, and one ankle. On the screen, a green line traces the cardiac rhythm. A pulse oximeter, clipped to the index finger of the subject’s right hand, reports continuously on the level of oxygen in his blood.


  Dewey, a gastroenterologist, properly sanitized and clothed as if for an operating room, uses a foot pedal on the hydraulic gurney to raise the patient into the correct position. Using a gastroscope, an instrument with which he has cauterized many bleeding ulcers and conducted other procedures, he inserts an object into the subject’s throat and guides it down the esophagus. The sphincter at the bottom opens as it always does at the approach of food, and Dewey drops the item, which is the size of a white grape, into the stomach.


  The inserted device is coated with a material impervious to stomach acid and all digestive enzymes. It will travel through the gentleman unchanged, without symptoms to suggest its presence.


  Huey removes the electrodes that attach the sleeping subject to the electrocardiograph. He withdraws the cannula from the vein and removes the pulse oximeter while Nameless buttons up the pajama top.


  On waking, Dr. Siphuncle might wonder about the puncture mark, so Louie treats the spot with a dab of pepper oil so hot that it at once enflames the skin and causes a swelling, a hard lump, that will suggest a nasty spider bite.


  Nameless removes the earpiece from the subject. Then he and Louie carry their patient out to the balcony and return him to the lounge chair, where he begins to scowl and mutter.


  Because the object inserted in his gut is textured to resist the muscular contractions that move food through the digestive system, it will take three to four days to appear in his stool. That will be more than long enough for Nameless to complete this mission successfully, although he doesn’t intend to retrieve the item when the subject passes it.


  Because this much-admired humanitarian has for a few years been treated for a heart condition, a drug could be administered to make it appear that he died of natural causes. Then no autopsy would be required, and there would be no risk that the medical examiner would make a determination of homicide. But there are people, of which this man is one, who deserve something more colorful than a peaceful passing during sleep. They need to face the truth of their wretched lives and, for a while, endure the consequences.


  To many people who have adapted to this age of incessant lies and nearly universal deceit, it would seem strange, even absurd, that Nameless and his colleagues would go to such elaborate lengths to force a villain like this to confront the truth of his evil even for a day or an hour. But those in this organization believe that to preserve freedom and stave off a cruel totalitarian future, respect for truth must be restored. As a first step, as many deceivers as possible—especially the supremely vicious ones—must be forced to acknowledge the truth and then remove themselves or be removed. If Nameless and his associates were not first seekers and defenders of the truth, if they didn’t make men like Siphuncle acknowledge it, they would be mere vigilantes. Leading their targets to the hard truth is a spiritual experience, essential and sometimes even fun.


  Although Nameless has no compunction against acting as an executioner when the condemned is someone of sufficiently evil character, he prefers that the guilty be dispatched by others as vile as they are—or take their own lives. Usually, that requires going to the aforementioned elaborate lengths.


  Now he and his associates roll their equipment out of the presidential suite and close the door behind them.


  On the move, Nameless uses his mission-specific smartphone to send a text message to Ace of Diamonds, who might be not just his handler but also the mastermind behind these operations. He can’t be sure, because he’s never met Ace and communicates with him or her—or it—only by texting. He sends this: THE NAUTILUS IS OURS. Nautilus is the code word for the man in whom they have just installed a GPS.


  Holding her electronic pass card in one trembling hand, Evelyn Merriman is waiting for them at the freight elevator that will take them to the subterranean garage, where they left their van.


  Ordinarily, cameras observe and automatically record activity in all public areas, including the hallways. However, one of Ace’s primo hackers has penetrated the resort’s computer system and is currently streaming prerecorded video of untraveled corridors and deserted spaces to the monitors in the security bunker, so that Nameless and his team might as well be ghosts.


  Huey, Dewey, and Louie load the equipment into the van and pull the rear doors shut after themselves. Nameless drives.


  The sky is a mirror to the truth of the earth, for in these times—as perhaps in all times—the earth is a terrible darkness with as few points of light as those that glimmer in the vault of the heavens, and the moon on the waters is a ghastly face, the pale countenance of a drowned soul.


  Piloting the van through streets where the prince of darkness rules, Nameless wonders if the work he does is essential or mere folly. Perhaps it is both. The cold tide of evil rises relentlessly. Although the dikes that resist it can be built higher, the power of such an insistent tide is greater even than the power of a deep sea of water; though perhaps nothing can stand against Evil forever, there is at least a kind of honor in undertaking the effort to restrain the ultimate flood as long as possible.
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Henry’s journey: The child is father of the man.


  Even as a child in La Jolla, California, Henry Siphuncle, a genius by any measurement, is sensitive to the suffering of others. He also knows great beauty when he encounters it in nature or in people and their endeavors. He despises meanness and ugliness.


  Henry is only nine years old when he decides that he must grow up to be a doctor of medicine. In May of that year, his six-year-old sister, Laura Leigh, undergoes emergency surgery for an intestinal abnormality and dies during the procedure. Henry is with his father and mother, Martin and Melanie, in the hospital lounge when the surgeon, with unshed tears blurring his eyes, comes to tell them that Laura Leigh is gone.


  At the viewing in the funeral home prior to the burial, where scores of lush floral arrangements testify to how loved Laura Leigh was, where votive candles project shimmering halos of soft light on the ceiling above the open casket, Henry visits his sister more often than anyone else does. Lying in that plush satin bed, in a pale-blue dress with a collar of intricate lace, Laura Leigh doesn’t appear to be dead. He expects her to open her eyes and look at him and smile that goofy smile and say his name. But she doesn’t.


  During the drive to the cemetery and during the service at the grave, although the casket is now closed and the truth of Laura Leigh’s death is surely inarguable, Henry suspects that if he throws open the lid of her final resting place, he will find the coffin is empty. The fact of her death is too big, too amazing, for him to accept and process it.


  For weeks thereafter, the very dimensions of the Siphuncle residence seem to be distorted by the power of the intense grief within its walls, so that Henry imagines the ceilings pressing down on him and the rooms taking new shapes from one day to the next, as if they are organic chambers. The draperies are kept closed and the lights are set low, and shadows gather like mourners. Sometimes the boy feels as if he is alone in the silent, stately house, the only one who is curious about what happened to Laura Leigh, the only one who wants to understand.


  In the days that follow, Henry dwells incessantly on what might have occurred in the operating room. No one else wants to talk about it, so the boy engages in an interior dialogue, imagining numerous possibilities. Sometimes he attributes Laura Leigh’s death to indifferent nature, but at other times he blames God or Satan, who are, to him, figures rather like Batman and the Joker. Perhaps the surgeon or a nurse simply made a horrible mistake, and the hospital is concealing that ineptitude. Young Henry likes spooky movies and science fiction programs, so he indulges in scenarios involving extraterrestrials and zombies and mad scientists who need body parts to build monsters.


  The years pass, and Henry’s obsession with discovering the truth of his sister’s death fades, though his memory of her remains vivid. How and why the girl perished become less important than the fact that she did indeed die at the age of six, which is profound.


  Their father, Martin Siphuncle—an investment guru, manager of a major bond fund—seeks solace in ever-greater success. Melanie, an acclaimed novelist, is unable to find the strength to write about her daughter’s death, and as a consequence of failing to engage with the subject that is by far the most important to her, she writes less year by year.


  With an ultrahigh IQ, focused on the future that he’s foreseen since Laura Leigh’s passing, Henry is a superb student, entering college at fifteen. He completes premed, medical school, internship, and earns an advanced degree in cardiology by the age of twenty-six.


  His parents are proud of him, not just because of his academic achievements and singular dedication, but also because he seeks neither wealth nor fame as a physician. He asks nothing of them, but of course they give him generous financial support during the three years that he works without charge or salary in Mexico, providing medical care to the poor.


  Dr. Henry Siphuncle wants nothing more from life than an end to human suffering and the perfection of an imperfect species. He knows that those are impossible goals. He isn’t deluded about what one doctor can achieve in that regard. He knows that his contributions to humanity will be modest, but he hopes that, over the decades, what good he does will compound and, in the end, will be meaningful.


  On return to the United States, rather than open a practice of his own, he accepts a staff position at a flagship hospital in Los Angeles. After only two weeks on the job, he is present when a patient dies. He has often sat bedside with the dying in Mexico, but this is a first in the States. He is alone in a room with Lionel Venrose, an eighteen-year-old boy with Down syndrome, who is being treated for congenital heart disease, which is not uncommon in people like him. Lionel expresses a dislike of needles. Henry assures him that the injection will not hurt, and indeed the boy is delighted that the prick itself is painless. A large dose of digitoxin in a vein in the left foot leaves a tiny puncture not likely to be seen. Lionel’s pulse slows, cardiac contractions are retarded, blood flow to his right atrium abruptly increases, and a massive heart attack ensues.


  The episode of full-body convulsions is brief, lasting less than a minute. Other than that, it is a gentle death.


  Lionel’s suffering is relieved.


  Because the boy’s crisis had passed during his five-day stay, and he had been scheduled for release from the hospital in the morning, he is not hooked up to any monitors. During his death throes, no one comes in answer to an alarm. When Dr. Siphuncle leaves the room, he does so discreetly. A nurse discovers the deceased sixteen minutes later.


  Henry consoles Lionel’s parents when they arrive in an evident state of shock to make arrangements for the transferal of the body to a funeral home. In spite of their tears and expressions of grief, Henry can see the truth of their reaction: They are relieved to be freed from the burden of their intellectually disabled son. Henry is gratified by the opportunity to improve their lives and to set free someone, Lionel, whose quality of life was not worth living.


  Henry is deeply moved by his own capacity for kindness, so that he almost weeps. But tears, even of gratitude and happiness, do not come easily to him.


  After a year in Los Angeles, it’s time to move on. His skills and great compassion are needed more elsewhere than in the City of Angels, which has been steadily growing dirtier and uglier by the month. Henry, a lover of beauty in all things—nature, humanity, art, music, literature—finds himself increasingly dismayed, even offended, by the city’s descent. He accepts a position as the sole doctor on an Indian reservation in New Mexico, providing health care to Native Americans, while also agreeing to take as patients the poor citizens of Dovetown, a small dusty community lying just past the border of the reservation. Because he receives a stipend from his parents, he refunds his salary to the Navajo tribal council.


  Before leaving California for New Mexico, he returns to La Jolla to spend a few days with his mother and father. Together they visit art galleries, enjoy a philharmonic concert of selected works by Beethoven in nearby San Diego, attend a reading by the greatest living British poet, who is touring America, and have dinner every evening in a different restaurant overlooking the vast Pacific, each dining experience enhanced by an exquisite sunset.


  He has come to La Jolla with two other purposes, the first of which is to visit the grave where Laura Leigh has rested for twenty-one years. He is not here to pay his respects or express his love. Although so many who knew the girl professed to adore her, Henry found her repulsive. Like Lionel, the first beneficiary of his mercy after Henry returned from Mexico, Laura Leigh was a Down syndrome person, imperfect of face and form, with a limited intellect. Merely by entering a room, she diminished for Henry the art that hung on its walls, faded the colors and luster of the fabrics in which the furniture was upholstered, and somehow inspired dissonance in whatever music might be playing, from that of Mozart to that of Cole Porter. Her effect was almost supernatural; when she rushed onto the patio with one of her dolls to breathlessly reveal that dolly loved Henry, even a cloudless blue sky might darken in an instant, and a sea sparkling with sunlight abruptly looked as cheap as rhinestones, and a mild breeze carrying the fragrance of the rose garden seemed to smell instead of fertilizer, and his iced tea sweetened with peach nectar became bitter on his tongue.


  Her effect on him was so powerful that he knew beyond doubt that others must also be repulsed, though to a one they concealed their disgust. Not only did they hide it from Laura Leigh and from one another, but they troweled over it a bright plaster of feigned affection. Judging by Martin and Melanie and everyone in their extended family and circle of friends, you would have thought that Laura Leigh was a pure delight, as lovable and beguiling as any child who had ever lived.


  Now, as Henry stands at her grave, two vases of fresh flowers—white roses, red roses, white mums—are nestled in the tombstone plinth, in the sleeves that have been provided for them. After all these years, Martin and Melanie still arrange for flowers to be delivered here weekly, and they visit the grave once a month.


  The persistence with which they conspire in a pretense of undying love impresses Henry but no longer puzzles him. He now understands that, like him, everyone loves beauty, but they also wish to be seen as beautiful themselves, at least morally, which seems to require them to pretend that they are not even capable of seeing ugliness, that they do not recognize its existence, that they are so refined as to see beauty in everything. He finds this deceit worthy of contempt, but he accepts it as a dismal aspect of human nature. And it explains why Melanie, his very beautiful mother, pretends that Henry’s father is handsome, even dashing, when Martin is in fact pudgy and quite ordinary.


  As the majestic phoenix palms slowly comb the graveyard grass with frond shadows, and as butterflies caper through the warm and easy breeze, Henry acknowledges a small measure of gratitude to Laura Leigh. If she had not been a fixture of his life for six years, embarrassing him in front of his school chums, despoiling so many fine moments with her unfortunate appearance, he might never have discovered his mission in life, from which he takes such enormous satisfaction. He imagines that if there were an afterlife, which there is not, she would now be grateful to have had her sad and lumpish existence cut short, that she would, as well, be proud of her brother for relieving others of their suffering and the humiliation attendant to their inadequacies.


  The second reason he has come to La Jolla, en route to New Mexico, is to see Dr. Julius Feldhammer, the physician who was performing emergency surgery on Laura Leigh when she died. After long years of consideration, Henry has come to the conclusion that Feldhammer is also a man with a mission, that the two of them are brothers in the service of beautifying the world and relieving the suffering of those whom Nature has maimed. He hopes to confirm this suspicion and then thank the surgeon for releasing Laura Leigh from her misery and thereby giving her brother a much better life than he otherwise would have had.
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 Dr. Julius Feldhammer, sixty-two and retired, lives on a knoll, in a handsome stone-and-stucco house with a slate roof and many large windows, shaded by graceful California pepper trees. His wife, Frieda, is slim, with thick snow-white hair and brandy-colored eyes and a smile that would charm a cobra. She offers coffee, which Nameless accepts, and she leads him, with the mug in both his hands, to her husband’s study. “He’s out back with the grandkids, Doctor Closterman. Have a seat, and I’ll chase him straight in here.”


  Having called ahead the previous day, Nameless is posing as an investigator for the state board that grants medical licenses to physicians and that has the power to revoke them. If Feldhammer has gone online to verify his visitor’s bona fides, he has discovered that Charles David Closterman is indeed an investigator of said agency; the official photo is of Nameless. If Feldhammer revisits that website a few hours from now, however, he will find no such person in that bureaucracy.


  The mysterious organization that plans missions for Nameless is efficient at providing him with false identities that reliably stand up to rigorous background checks, transportation ranging from Hondas to private jets, weapons as he requires them, and large amounts of cash. Its tech staff also possesses the ability to secretly invade any computer system, search without restriction, and manipulate data in both government and private-sector systems.


  Hair in disarray, Julius Feldhammer arrives from a badminton game with his grandchildren. He is tall, athletic. His hands are large but graceful, with such long and supple fingers that his career as a surgeon perhaps involved less choice than destiny.


  As Nameless starts to rise from his armchair, Feldhammer says, “No, please, don’t get up. I’m about to collapse.” He settles into a second armchair, facing his visitor across a round coffee table. “For those kids, every game is total war. I’m wiped out.”


  He doesn’t look wiped out. He looks energized. He hasn’t even broken a sweat.


  “I’m sorry for the intrusion,” Nameless says. “I don’t need much of your time.”


  “If you’re serious about investigating Henry Siphuncle, you may have as much time as you need. Are you serious, Dr. Closterman?”


  “Yes. I not only want his medical license. I want justice for the patients and their families who trusted him.”


  Feldhammer’s stare is as piercing as radiation. After a brief silence, he says, “And how do you define ‘justice’?”


  Nameless meets the doctor’s intense gaze. “For a lot of people, the definition seems to change to fit the times and the culture of the moment. My definition doesn’t change. It isn’t about judges, who can be biased. It’s not about courts and laws that can be corrupted. To me, justice is nothing more or less than truth. Justice requires that the truth of Dr. Siphuncle’s actions must be revealed, and that he must suffer the consequences of that truth.”


  Leaning forward in his armchair, hands clasping his knees, Feldhammer says, “How positively old-fashioned in our corrupt age. But forgive me for wondering about your sincerity. Utilitarian ethics have been taught in our finest medical schools, infecting so many. To them, each of us is just a gear in the great machine of society, of the state, having value largely because of what we’re able to produce. They want to give less health care to the elderly than to the productive young. Many advocate denying antibiotics to children afflicted with disabilities. They say, ‘Just give them a painkiller and let them die of infections.’ They say, ‘Such unfortunates don’t have an acceptable quality of life.’”


  Nameless puts aside his coffee mug. “None of us has a right to tell others that their lives aren’t worth living.”


  On his knees, Feldhammer’s hands have curled into fists. “They say that disabled people are a burden even to those who love them, an unsustainable financial drag on the nation and the environment.”


  “Eventually,” says Nameless, “they’ll start putting them on trains to camps so they can more efficiently be . . . granted mercy.”


  That statement seems to convince Feldhammer that before him is another like himself. But though he leans back in his chair, he is not free of doubt. “It’s six years since I reported Siphuncle, and all I’ve gotten is a runaround. He has a reputation for selfless service.” After a moment, the physician’s ironic smile gives way to a clenched expression of frustration. “Everywhere civilization seems to be sliding into barbarism.”


  “In your complaint, you say he came to visit you twenty-one years after his sister died.”


  “The creep wanted to thank me.”


  “For killing her?”


  “He was more subtle than that. But it was clear from the get-go that he thought I shared his so-called philosophy—utilitarianism.”


  “According to the autopsy, his sister, Laura Leigh, died of a cerebral aneurysm.”


  “Siphuncle didn’t know that. His parents never told him, perhaps to spare him the grim details. I was performing emergency abdominal surgery on the girl. She suffered a major brain aneurysm, but because she was under general anesthesia, her response to the pain and confusion attendant the event was masked. So we didn’t realize what was happening until her blood pressure dropped and she developed sudden arrhythmia. By then, it was just too late. Massive bleeding in the brain.” He pales at the memory. “Laura Leigh was the sweetest child, Dr. Closterman. So sweet, gentle, innocent. To be suspected of murdering her and to be thanked for it—I half wanted to kill her sick damn brother.”
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Henry’s journey: Love found is love lost.


  As the sole physician on an Indian reservation encompassing hundreds of square miles and several small communities, Dr. Henry Siphuncle finds numerous opportunities to make this a more beautiful world. During his service among these stoic people who choose to preserve their ancient way of life by separating themselves from mainstream society, he is given no one with Down syndrome and only a few with other disabilities. However, by broadening his mission to include people who are healthy and whole, but who have profoundly unfortunate faces, he is able to support beautification of another kind, purging the undeniably ugly from the gene pool of the tribe. He knows numerous techniques of treating viral pneumonia so as to transform it into the more deadly bacterial type, and it is likewise a simple matter to induce sepsis when stitching up a serious wound.


  Although his work with Native Americans is rewarding, the vital service that he provides to Dovetown—nine hundred souls in a dusty village just beyond the border of the reservation—proves far more important. Ugliness abounds in that drab habitat, but so does beauty of an intensity that Henry has never before encountered.


  Her name is Saffron Weatherby. She is twenty when Henry meets her, and he is thirty-two, halfway through his second year in New Mexico. Saffron is a golden goddess, perfect of face and form. Her mother died when Saffron was seven. She lives with her father, Amos, on the outskirts of Dovetown, in an adobe-style house that appears to be hundreds of years old but has all the modern amenities. Amos is a charming eccentric, a writer whose surrealistic novels have achieved some success. Henry first visits their home to treat Amos for gout. The writer’s daughter, who adores her father, is said to be the most beautiful woman in the southern half of the state. But if another more comely than Saffron exists anywhere, Henry would be hesitant to set eyes on her for fear of being struck blind and eternally speechless by her bright beauty. He finds it hard enough to think of things to say in Saffron’s company, and sometimes his vision blurs and dims, as if so much blood is being retained by his passion-swollen heart and manhood that circulation to his brain is insufficient.


  Although Saffron welcomes Henry’s courtship, her father is at first not fully approving. Amos’s resistance melts after he nearly dies from a case of wound botulism that Henry secretly causes and flamboyantly cures. For a while, the number of deaths in Dovetown and across the great reservation declines as Henry is distracted from his life’s work by this extraordinary woman. Her blond hair is of a shade, luster, and silkiness that he has never seen on another human head, or anywhere in the animal kingdom for that matter. Her eyes are the blue of natural-gas flames filtered through sapphires, or at least that is the best description of their singular color that he can muster. Her flawless skin is without a single freckle, mole, or blemish. Her breasts, when he first is shown them, are so exquisite that he nearly faints, but fortunately he falls face-first into them and is at once revitalized by the contact. Frequently during their lovemaking, he’s distracted by the glorious button of her navel or by the breathtaking form of one or the other of her splendid knees—the sculpted patella, the firm vastus medialis, the even firmer vastus lateralis, the eerily smooth integration of the articular cartilage—or he fixates on the shapeliness of her ankles and (oh!) her toes, so that Saffron must lovingly redirect his attention to the coitus for which they have gotten naked.


  The precious woman’s kindness, sunny temperament, selfless nature, humility, and intelligence would make her a catch that any man would cherish even if she weren’t so beautiful—although Henry would have no interest in that version of Saffron. His interest in this one is so all-consuming that he proposes marriage, even if he must forever conceal from her the true purpose of his work as a physician. The sudden death of Henry’s parents in a plane crash causes a frustrating postponement of their wedding date. On the bright side, he inherits an enormous estate, the proceeds of which will allow him to expand his efforts to improve the human genome in the years to come.


  For their wedding day, he spends a fortune to decorate the main street of Dovetown as if it’s Christmas in October, for Christmas is his bride’s favorite holiday. The largest building in this hamlet is the county grange hall. A team of party planners, having flown in from Las Vegas on a chartered jet, transforms that humble structure into a wonderland with, among other things, thousands of roses and other fresh flowers shipped in overnight from California in two refrigerated eighteen-wheelers. Saffron is the most popular citizen of Dovetown, and Amos has admirers as well, so there are nearly three hundred guests invited to the wedding and reception, many of them terribly plain looking and some of them appalling.


  Because Amos will live nowhere other than in this backwater, and because Saffron loves her father too much to be separated from him by a great distance, Henry purchases the finest ranch in the county. He hires an international design firm and the best contractor in the state to transform the large main house, expeditiously, into such a superb example of Southwest style that the editor of Architectural Digest weeps with joy almost continuously through a tour of it. “You have the most refined sense of beauty I’ve ever seen,” she tells Henry, and though he does not preen, neither does he demure.


  The newlyweds are happy in their shining life together. Saffron Weatherby-Siphuncle is a horsewoman who looks magnificent when she sits upon a mount, like a Valkyrie if Valkyries didn’t have wings and rode horses instead. She loves her old mare, Ginger, and Henry doesn’t mind if she keeps that nag, though he buys her a mare of incomparable lineage and greater beauty. They name the new horse Velvet. One day, riding the hills and vales of the sprawling ranch, Saffron is thrown by Velvet. The fall does not result in a crippling injury, but Saffron lands on a rattlesnake that bites her hand. Fortunately, she is only a four-minute ride from their house, and her loving husband happens to be at home, and he keeps antivenin among his supply of drugs and medications. Unfortunately, the bite is severe, the venom is potent, complications ensue, and eventually the little finger on Saffron’s left hand must be amputated.


  Henry attentively nurses his wife through this trauma and assures her that the loss of a pinkie will have zero effect on her quality of life. Of course, after this disfigurement, he is no longer infatuated with her. The sight of her perfect face and body does not enchant him as it once did. When passion should sweep him away, he finds his thoughts and then his eyes repeatedly drifting to her four-fingered hand instead. He considers asking her to wear one glove when they engage in lovemaking. But that trick will make no difference; even if they stuff the little finger of the glove so that it doesn’t flop around, he’ll know what’s in it and what’s not.


  After Saffron proves to have an undiagnosed cardiac condition and quietly passes away in her sleep of a massive heart attack, her father and husband weep in each other’s arms. In the days to come, however, the men seem to drift apart, a development that the people of Dovetown think must mean that neither can bear his own grief and that of the other. The townspeople gossip about Doc Siphuncle losing weight and getting paler by the week; they say his spirits are so low to the ground that an ant couldn’t crawl under them, and they worry that he might do something rash in a moment of depression. When Amos Weatherby overdoses on sleeping pills before getting in a bathtub and slitting one wrist, the conduction of the autopsy falls to Doc Siphuncle, who is also the coroner in this county. The doctor is so devastated by this grim task that, when it is done, he gives notice to the Navajo tribal council and puts his ranch up for sale. Although he has come to love this land and its people, New Mexico is riven with too many dark memories, with tragedies unendurable. He says that if he is ever to find even a small measure of happiness, it will have to be in some place far from here.


  Without pain, Saffron slumbered into death, and Amos’s passing was likewise peaceful because his wrist was slit only after the sedative had put him to sleep. Gentle is the angel of death, his mission one of mercy.
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Before the medical procedure conducted in Dr. Siphuncle’s hotel room, Nameless had been to Mexico on a gray December day.


  The wind is bitter, scented with wood smoke that stings his nostrils and leaves a sour taste.


  The slum where Henry Siphuncle spent three years serving the poor, between his attainment of a degree in cardiology and his one-year position at a flagship hospital in Los Angeles, is as wretched a place as Nameless has ever seen. Some shacks are hammered together from found wood, insulated with rags and newspapers that are held to the walls with sheets of stapled plastic. Other shelters are unsound assemblages of concrete blocks and corrugated sheet metal, tents with many patches, badly rusted shipping containers, and the shells of ancient cars without tires. Some residents who perhaps have no more than a sleeping bag or a nest of blankets gather around open fires in old oil barrels. The narrow lanes wander as though they were originally laid out by an inebriated planner. If there is any authority in this district, it is not the police, but young men with gang signs tattooed on their necks and hands.


  Life is tenuous here and often short. But even six years after Siphuncle left this place, some residents remember him well. They often respond emotionally to the photograph that Nameless shows them. In those dwellings where crucifixes or pictures of the Sacred Heart are prominent, some people smile and call Siphuncle “Saint Henry,” but others shrink from his image and cry, “Diablo!” One old man attempts to snatch the photograph as though to rip it to pieces, repeatedly shouting, “Médico Muerte.” Doctor Death. These people have stories to tell. Nameless speaks Spanish and is here to listen.


  After a few days, on his return drive to the US border, Nameless recalls a few lines from T. S. Eliot: Time past and time future, what might have been and what has been, point to one end, which is always present. He wonders if Henry Siphuncle has read Eliot, and if Henry is ever afraid—as he ought to be.
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 After having put his mission of mercy and beautification into practice in both domestic and foreign venues, in a big-city hospital and in a humble office on Native American land, Henry Siphuncle has chosen to use a significant part of his inheritance to establish three free clinics in underserved rural areas of America. The physicians and nurses who staff these charitable operations are overpaid and enjoy excellent fringe benefits. They have been chosen for their skills as physicians but also for their commitment to utilitarian bioethics, although they remain unaware that their medical philosophy was the primary criterion in their selection—or that Henry is far more passionate about utilitarianism than they are or than they can imagine being. Henry cycles among the clinics, ostensibly to make certain that their standards are maintained, but in fact in order that he can personally spread his aggressive mercy wide enough so no local authority with sympathy for the disabled or the ugly is likely to become suspicious of him. He works fifty- and sixty-hour weeks for two months at a clinic before taking a week off, and then he moves to the next establishment.


  Most people would find his schedule daunting and his life a lonely one, but he is as happy as he has ever been. He is always on the lookout for another Saffron, but having been married to a woman of physical perfection, he can’t settle for less. He knows that he might never find another of her caliber, and that is all right. He isn’t without romance, for there are times when, as he terminates a life, he achieves such intense ecstasy that he must always have a change of underwear nearby. And if he wakes in the dark night of the soul, his memories of those he has released from misery are so vivid that he is likewise fulfilled without a woman’s touch.


  Now, at 4:40 on this Wednesday afternoon in December, his Gulfstream V lands in Little Rock, where his gleaming black Cadillac Escalade, garaged here for his periodic use, waits on the tarmac at the private-aircraft terminal. Ten minutes after landing, he is on the highway, cruising toward the Ouachita Mountains. In that remote, forested territory, one of his clinics draws grateful patients from a forty-mile radius. With luck, a candidate for the ultimate mercy will pay him a visit as soon as tomorrow.


  He needs the soothing pleasure that accompanies the release of damaged individuals from their pointless lives, because two nights of an insistent dream have frayed his nerves: In it, a faceless woman prowls the shifting shadows, repeatedly whispering, I will soon visit you, dismounted and with the bane of Eden.


  He’s confident that a patient in need of death will provide him with the relief that he desires. On the first day of his previous tour of duty here, he made an in-home call to a young widow whose husband died while serving in the Middle East. She was suffering stress-related colitis and a fierce sty in one eye. Because the patient lived alone, Henry was able to inject a fat air bubble into her vein and watch her die of an embolism. In addition to her two ailments, she was homely by his standards, so Henry thought of her as a trifecta. More than a mere pleasure, seeing that sad woman out of this world was thrilling, especially because, while her corpse cooled, he spent four hours poring through the contents of her house, familiarizing himself with the pathetic details of her stunted life before he phoned the sheriff to report that he had discovered his patient dead when he arrived.


  He won’t make it deep into the mountains this evening. As always, he’ll stop at Faucheur’s Eaterie, a first-rate restaurant run by members of the Faucheur family, and from there venture two miles farther to the last three-star lodging between the diner and the clinic, where he has booked a two-room suite in a motel through mid-February. Although he is a man of fabulous wealth, he is content to eschew luxury and dwell in common circumstances in return for being able to operate freely in this thinly populated territory where law enforcement is stretched thin and is unfamiliar with mercy killing to the point of being oblivious. Furthermore, in a crisis, the sheriff, Lamont Dubois, is one who is not likely to take offense if offered a briefcase packed with cash in return for concentrating his investigative efforts elsewhere than on the Compassionate Care Clinic and its esteemed founder.


  The undulant road winds across hills, down into hollows where mist slithers through the darkness like a procession of spirits proceeding toward their fate. The mountains, worn low by millennia of weather, offer no steep palisades, only rolling slopes that suggest that the landscape was inspired by the female form.


  Henry pilots the Escalade around a sweeping curve, and ahead on the right are the lights of the restaurant: the name in blue script, ribbons of red and blue neon running the length of the eaves, a warm golden glow in the windows. The busiest time of year for Faucheur’s is the tourist season, April through October, when hikers come by the thousands, when sportsmen seek out the area’s fish-rich waters, and when the spectacle of autumn color draws still others beginning in mid-September. Now, in the off-season, the restaurant is usually crowded with locals only Friday through Sunday. On this Wednesday, he would expect perhaps only a dozen vehicles in the parking lot, but there are none; maybe there’s a big game or something that is keeping people in front of their TVs at home.


  Odilo Faucheur and his wife, Clarette, are expecting Henry, who eats here at least five nights a week when in Arkansas, often hiking two miles through the woods from his motel when it’s summer and the light lays long upon the land. His usual corner table will have been reserved for him. They will have stocked splits of his favorite red and white wines. His waitress every night will be Aloisia Faucheur, the twentysomething niece of the owners. She is beautiful, stunning enough that Henry could have sex with her if he squinted a little—and if she never spoke. Unfortunately, the drawl in her voice and her regional grammar are ugly.
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  The Range Rover is parked on an unpaved forest-service road, hidden from traffic that passes on the highway. Nameless is alone in the SUV, but he sits at the head of a line of eight other vehicles driven by agents of Ace, with twenty-two passengers who have been paid thirty thousand dollars each for their service and silence. A few have received medical attention from the staff at Compassionate Care, but none has been a patient of Henry Siphuncle. However, all of the twenty-two have had a beloved family member or dear friend who was a recipient of the doctor’s insistent mercy. Some of them had been suspicious of him; others had held him in some esteem; but all of them are now convinced of his guilt. The evidence presented by agents of Ace would be dismissed by the corrupt sheriff, Lamont Dubois, and by others in the county and state power structures. But as usual, the common folk are wiser and more able to discern the truth of things than are the elites who claim to serve them.


  The December night is pleasantly cool. Nameless leaves the driver’s window open because the forest air is fresh and sweet with the scent of pines.


  From deep within the woods come the announcements of owls, as lonely as any sound he has ever heard. The birds seem to be asking him to identify and explain himself, but he isn’t able to oblige. Some weird science has given him relief from all memories of an apparently grievous other life, a sense of time so accurate that he needs no wristwatch or alarm clock, and even occasional clairvoyant visions of the past or the future. He understands that he should be grateful for being allowed to forget, but although the weight of memory has been lifted from him, the burden of mystery is almost as heavy.


  As a man with no past, his entire identity is defined by his current work—and that is not enough. He doesn’t pursue justice for people like Henry Siphuncle, because justice varies so much from age to age, as well as from culture to culture, and is so very often predicated on emotion that it can never be the highest standard by which to live; rather, he seeks the truth, hard truth, and hopes to ensure that his targets face the consequences of it. Yet he knows nothing of the truth of himself, and with no past on which to build, he is increasingly unable to see a future for which to strive. They—whoever they are—even disallow him the memory of what he dreams, those fantasies of a sleeper that can be therapeutic; therefore, his unknown past festers in him and makes him restless. Recently, the loneliness has at times been bleak. He senses that he’s approaching a turning point—or a breaking point—after which nothing can go on as it has been proceeding for these many months.


  His phone alerts him to a text message from Clarette, co-owner of Faucheur’s Eaterie, which is the stage for what comes next. The good doctor has just pulled into the parking lot there.


  Because the restaurant is less than a mile away, he’ll wait a few minutes before starting the engine and leading the convoy to Faucheur’s, so that Clarette can show Henry to his table and set the scene.


  The owls have fallen silent, as if they have somehow discerned the answer to their question and are disturbed by it.
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Attractive, but a wan reflection of her gorgeous niece, Clarette is at the hostess station when Henry Siphuncle enters the eerily quiet restaurant. She greets him with a warm smile and a hug. “God’s truth, time is runnin’ backward for you, Doc. You look younger every time you bring yourself ’round these parts.”


  “I abide in my many bad habits,” he assures her. “All credit goes to good genes. You look right nice yourself.”


  People around here tend to say things like “right nice,” and though such locutions distress Henry, he employs them to give the locals the impression that in spite of his education and fine breeding, he is one of them. “Seems a mite slow this evening.”


  “Oh, it’ll liven up sure enough. We got ourself reservations that’ll soon have us workin’ our tails off.”


  She leads Henry to his favorite table, which is in a corner farthest from the kitchen, out of the heaviest traffic pattern and away from the windows where the noise of car engines and slamming doors would trouble him. It’s a table for two, and he sits facing the room, so that he can watch the lithe and bounteous Aloisia’s every move, and can be amused by the yokels in their country dress and primitive hairstyles.


  “Can I order up your usual starter?” Clarette asks. “Grey Goose martini, whisper of vermouth, one lonesome olive?”


  “I feel like I done come home!” says Henry. “How’s your worse half?”


  “Odilo’s in the kitchen, under his chef’s hat, bossin’ the boys when he isn’t pinchin’ the girls’ behinds. He’ll no doubt come by later to wheedle himself some praise for his cookery. Meantime, I’ll send over that wicked martini.”


  The food will be perfect and the service impeccable because the restaurant is one of the legitimate enterprises financed by Odilo’s father, Otis Faucheur, who has long run one of the largest crime families in the South and who expects all of his operations, both the criminal and the lawful, to meet the highest standards. The methamphetamine that the old man is rumored to brew and the entrees that his son prepares are always superb and without equal elsewhere in Arkansas. Like the wisest of mob bosses, Otis keeps some of his children and grandchildren close to him in the dark side of his empire, while encouraging other relatives to be good citizens and manage the squeaky-clean businesses that his dirty money can buy for them. The truth of the Faucheur family is widely known; they are admired for their power and for the employment they offer so many in the county. Although he doesn’t attend church, Otis has built a few places of worship and is generous to the clergy. The Faucheurs are an Arkansas legend, and Henry feels a kinship with them, because he, too, leads a double life—healing the sick while rigorously thinning the human herd. In Henry’s estimation, those who buy the drugs that Otis offers are emotional and/or mental weaklings, which is a form of ugliness. Many of them will wither away from their habit in a few years or overdose sooner; therefore, the Faucheurs also serve the cause of utilitarian ethics, making a world of greater beauty.


  Henry has brought a small volume of poems by T. S. Eliot, not because he enjoys poetry or likes Eliot’s work, but because he can pretend to be engrossed in it while surreptitiously watching the amusing hoi polloi and imagining Aloisia naked. Furthermore, a doctor who reads poetry while wearing half-lens reading glasses and wearing a bow tie is likely to be seen as a gentle soul, not a man anyone would assume to be engaged in mercy killing.


  With no one to ogle or other customers to mock silently, he reads a few lines, murmuring aloud: “Time past and time future, what might have been and what has been, point to one end, which is always present.”


  He reads those lines again, trying to make sense of them, but they inspire ugly images that he will not tolerate. He admonishes himself to pretend to read the poems rather than to actually risk reading them and thus open his mind to the poet’s twisted thinking.


  The waitress’s voice is sultry as she puts the martini on the table and says, “Some good Goose for the gander,” but she is not Aloisia. He looks up from the book to find that his server is a pale, pudgy creature with a horrific purple-red birthmark, a port-wine stain that covers half her forehead and most of the left side of her moonish face. “My name’s Kaitlin,” she declares. “I’ll be takin’ care of you tonight.”


  The thought of her “taking care” of Henry sends a shiver down his spine.


  “There’s bread iffen you want some. Odilo bakes it good.”


  “Ah, no. No, I’m watching my . . .” The word escapes Henry, but then he catches it. “Watching my carbs. I’m cutting back on carbs.”


  “You want I should get you some water?”


  She ought to compensate for that port-wine stain by being the most charming and personable woman ever to have put on a waitress uniform, but instead she seems indifferent or even slightly surly.


  “Just the martini,” he says. “Later some wine. And a menu would be nice. Are there any specials tonight?”


  She shrugs. “I don’t know from specials. I’ll find out.”


  When she turns away from the table, by habit he looks at her buttocks. She is no Aloisia in that department, either. He averts his eyes lest he lose his appetite.


  He doesn’t realize how unsettled this encounter has left him until, pretending to read Eliot, he discovers that he has drunk half his martini much too quickly.


  Just then Clarette arrives with the menu. She asks him to have patience with Kaitlin, who is new. “Is the drink to your likin’, Doc?”


  “Perfection. But wherever is that charming niece of yours?”


  “Aloisia? The poor dear she had herself a motorcycle accident, which I done told her was comin’ if she didn’t give up ridin’ that monster machine.”


  “Was she hurt, will she be all right, was she disfigured?” he asks, dismayed to hear himself reveal the truth of his interest in the third part of the question.


  A frown creases Clarette’s brow, but smooths away. “Disfigured? Thank the Lord Jesus, no. Right now she’s lookin’ like a fillet of chicken pounded by a tenderizin’ mallet and half sautéed. But she weren’t broken any. Scrapes and cuts heal. Bruises fade.”


  Henry is distressed that the next time he sees Aloisia, he is sure to notice a scar, however small and faint, that others do not see but that to him, considering his exquisite sensitivity, will make it impossible to continue fantasizing about one day curing the girl’s atrocious accent and taking her to bed.


  Worse, he might feel compelled to release her from the horrid suffering she must endure because of her new ugliness. Practicing his mercy on a member of the Faucheur family could be dangerous.


  “You okay, Doc?”


  He has picked up his martini. He realizes that he is about to consume the second half of the drink in one swallow, so he puts it down without taking a sip. “I’m so sorry to hear this.”


  “Oh, she’s tough, that girlie. She’ll be right as rain and back workin’ in a week or two. You just enjoy your martini, and I’ll make sure our Kaitlin don’t forget you’re here.”


  He sips his drink slowly, staring into the flame of the candle in a cut-glass cup, which decorates the table, and in short order his nerves are vodkanized. Henry can endure Kaitlin for a week, and when Aloisia returns to work, she’ll provide much beauty to delight him, regardless of what evidence of the crash might forever mar her. After all, she isn’t his wife. What would be intolerable in a spouse can be overlooked in a mere waitress.


  Having recovered his composure, he is studying the menu when the door chimes indicate he is no longer the only customer. A man, woman, and two children in their teens approach the hostess station.


  The man is about six foot four and powerfully built. Maybe he’s former military. His right hand is a prosthetic, gleaming dully like brushed steel. The woman is not a knockout beauty, but she’s pretty enough that she doesn’t need to be killed. The young brother and sister are both Down syndrome children.
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The Range Rover stands athwart the entrance to the parking lot, barring any customers who might arrive without reservations. Ace of Diamonds has booked Faucheur’s Eaterie for the evening, at a price equal to the establishment’s profits for six months. Nameless stands beside the vehicle, ready to turn away unwelcome customers with a story about a private birthday party.


  The moon is the face of a mummified pharaoh wrapped by thin ragged clouds, and the fertile forests of these ancient mountains are as still as the barren sands on an airless world. The night has a creepy quality, and Nameless feels almost as if reality is going to slide away as it does when he has one of his visions. Yet minute by minute he remains untroubled by clairvoyance.


  Eight other vehicles are parked in front of the restaurant, with agents waiting behind the steering wheels. The twenty-two passengers, all members of the hired cast, have gone inside, where the performance has begun.


  In planning this, Ace of Diamonds has put together the most complex mission yet, with the largest cast. Nameless suspects that the scheme will not unfold precisely as intended, but in the past he’s had doubts that proved unjustified. Ace, a singular genius, knows more about Dr. Siphuncle than Nameless knows, than Siphuncle himself knows. “The good doctor,” Ace has texted, “is a narcissist who thinks truth is only what he says it is. He believes in nothing real and true. That’s the key to his destruction. A man who believes in nothing may look strong, but he’s fragile. He can be made to believe in anything, for the emptiness in him yearns to be filled.”


  Traffic passes without slowing until a sheriff’s department patrol car, a Dodge Charger, brakes to a halt, parallel to the Rover. The man who gets out of the driver’s door is fiftyish, tall, and beefy. His face looks as if it has been carved out of stone, although it lacks the nobility of the faces on Mount Rushmore.


  He regards Nameless across the roof of his car. “What’s this here all about?”


  “Private birthday party, Officer.”


  “Sheriff’s department don’t got officers, we got deputies,” the man says as he comes around the Dodge.


  “Sorry, Deputy. My mistake.”


  “Bigger mistake is, I’m no deputy. I’m the sheriff hisself.”


  Nameless says, “Lamont Dubois.”


  “You done heard of me.”


  “Yes, sir.” According to Ace of Diamonds, Dr. Henry Siphuncle placed one of his clinics here in part because the sheriff and many judges in this county are for sale and offer whatever protection their friends might need. “I sure have heard of you.”


  “That be maybe ’cause I put kin of yours behind bars?”


  “No, sir. Not that I know of.”


  They are face-to-face now.


  Scanning the parked vehicles, the sheriff says, “Don’t seem they’s enough folks here to fill the whole place with some party.”


  “Yes, sir. You’re right. But they booked every table.”


  “I come by for pie and coffee.”


  Nameless sighs and nods. “Sir, I’d bake the pie and brew the coffee myself if I could. But the most I can do is clarify what I said about a birthday party, so you’ll understand my situation.”


  Dubois has one hand on the grip of his holstered pistol. “You need to clarify a birthday?”


  “I should have said it’s a business meeting, some people from out of town are here to work out a deal with Mr. Faucheur.”


  Intuiting the need for a show of force, the agents in the eight cars open the drivers’ doors and get out.


  After considering this development, Dubois says, “Where might you chauffeurs and these businessmen come from?”


  “Up north.”


  “Be that Canada?”


  “No, sir. Not that far north.”


  “Chicago then?”


  Nameless shrugs.


  “They’s not come all this way for some recipes. So you mean it’s not Odilo but his daddy Otis they’s jawin’ with in there.”


  “Sir, I’m not at liberty to say. But I know the Faucheur family thinks highly of you. So I’m sure they won’t keep you in the dark if any agreement they reach might affect local law enforcement.”


  They lock eyes in silence for a beat, and then Sheriff Dubois says, “What might be your name?”


  “Keyser Söze.”


  The gleam in the sheriff’s eye suggests he might have a sense of humor, after all. “Says that on your driver’s license, does it?”


  “Yes, sir. I checked it twice.”


  Dubois can’t repress a laugh. “Guess I’ll have to find that damn pie and coffee somewheres else.”


  He takes his hand off the grip of his holstered pistol. He settles behind the wheel of the Dodge Charger and drives away.


  The other agents get into their vehicles and pull the doors shut.


  It’s over.


  As Nameless watches the taillights of the patrol car dwindle into the darkness, the world around him dissolves into a vision of another moment in the night: Sheriff Lamont Dubois backdropped by the flashing red and blue lights of his patrol car, walking quick along the center line of a highway at night, carrying a shotgun. Fear contorts his face as he squeezes off a shot.


  The vision vaporizes, and the real world solidifies again.


  It’s never over when it’s over.
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The bizarre customers are ordering drinks and dinner, talking and laughing, as if they are unaware of their strangeness. Although they pay no attention to Dr. Henry Siphuncle, although they never so much as glance at him, as if he’s invisible, he knows they must be here because of him. The two Down syndrome children are captivated by some tale related by their warrior father whose right hand is a prosthetic. Four adult Down syndrome people are gathered at a table of their own. Here is a man whose face is twisted by hideous burn scars. Over there is a blind man in the company of a woman so homely that even a sightless partner ought to be able to detect, by touch, her repulsive plainness. A child with spina bifida at table in a wheelchair. Henry is chilled by the sight of an albino woman whose skin is even paler than her white hair, whose eyes are pink.


  To the doctor, the most ghastly and inexplicable of his fellow diners is a hunchbacked man with advanced acromegaly, the hormonal disorder that afflicted the Elephant Man. He wears a roomy gray coat to hide deformities of his body; the hood is thrown back. His skull is grievously misshapen: beetling slab of brow, protruding jaw, fearsome countenance. The condition is well understood by modern medicine; if diagnosed early, it’s treatable with medication and radiation, or surgery to remove the adenoma in the pituitary gland, the benign tumor that causes the excess production of growth hormone. It’s an affliction of the nineteenth century; citizens of the twenty-first should not have to be disturbed by the sight of someone with this advanced a case of acromegaly.


  Henry has lost his appetite. A few sips of his martini remain in the glass, but the thought of consuming even that restorative liquid induces a wave of nausea. These people have gathered here to harm him. Somehow they know the nature of his life’s work, which they evidently misunderstand and take personally. They mean to avenge those whom he so mercifully dispatched. Because he is a man of profound kindness, he has never before acknowledged what now, suddenly, he accepts as truth: that every ugly or disabled person, every imperfect individual, is as wretched within as he or she is deformed on the outside. He sees now that they are not pitiable and not merely a burden to society; they are evil, dangerous.


  He is paralyzed by the prospect of getting to his feet and leaving the restaurant, of having to pass among these creatures. Second by second, he finds them increasingly sinister, and he intuits that terrible violence will be committed against him. He is not capable of defending himself. He is a gentle man who has always freed the sick and feeble from this world with as little pain as possible, with pity that those gathered here will not grant him.


  As he worriedly surveys the restaurant, he discovers that the man with acromegaly is staring at him. The eyes set deep under a thick brow of bone are bright with hatred. Henry turns away, only to make eye contact with the albino woman. Her ghostly face is alien, but her expression is easy to read: contempt, hostility.


  They have set aside the pretense of indifference. Suddenly they are all staring at him. And they have fallen silent.


  He can’t imagine who they are, where they come from, how they know the truth of him. But none of that matters. The only thing that matters is—they’re here.


  Henry has always had the courage of his convictions, rare in this culture of human sheep who believe whatever social media tells them to believe at any moment, and now he finds the physical courage to push his chair back from the table and get to his feet. He feels that he should say something to them, reject the accusation in their stares, shame them out of whatever violence they intend to commit. However, faced with this mysterious, organized assembly, he is at a loss for words.


  Bearing her port-wine birthmark, Henry’s waitress, Kaitlin, enters the dining room through the swinging door to the kitchen. She carries not a second martini, not a split of his favorite cabernet, but a stainless-steel meat cleaver.


  As if they are in psychic communication with the waitress, the customers turn toward her as one.


  She speaks to Henry: “Remember Saffron?”


  The question is rhetorical. Of course he remembers his late wife, victim of a rattlesnake bite, her great beauty tragically diminished by the loss of a finger.


  The diners focus again on Henry, and simultaneously they ask, “Remember?”


  As Kaitlin wends her way among the tables, coming toward Henry, the customers who are not in wheelchairs rise to confront him.


  As Henry circles the room, keeping his distance from Kaitlin, he half expects to be blocked, perhaps even to be seized, but his accusers only repeat, “Remember?”


  He moves briskly, but he doesn’t run lest he excite the bestial tendencies in these people. He relies on his innate dignity to protect him. He knows that he is an imposing figure, charismatic, ennobled by his devotion to the beautification of the world. He will fight ferociously if these lesser beings touch him, but he believes—must believe—that his exalted status will dissuade them. Every mirror has always shown him a striking figure of great charm and power, an icon that others should strive to emulate and in the shadow of which they must feel inadequate.


  In fact, those gathered here dare not touch him. They glare; they loom; they chant “remember” in an accusatory manner, but they remain aware of his superiority and keep their hands to themselves.


  Kaitlin follows at a distance, but she doesn’t attack him. She is, after all, not a warrior but merely a waitress, and not a good one.


  They might hate him, but they can’t have him. He will not stay overnight, as planned. He will drive to more civilized territory, insulate himself with security personnel, and spend whatever it takes to investigate this incident and discover who has staged it.


  If they are not here to take vengeance for others of their kind, what is their purpose? To frighten him into a confession? That will never happen. He isn’t a fool. Anyway, what could he confess? To being compassionate?


  When he steps out of Faucheur’s Eaterie and into the December chill, the parking lot contains nine vehicles. His black Cadillac Escalade is missing. And a Range Rover blocks access to the highway.


  Doors open on the nine vehicles, and the drivers appear in a synchronized display of strangeness. They wear identical black suits, white shirts, black ties, and sunglasses now at night.


  Their appearance is meant to intimidate, but Henry refuses to shrink from them. “Where is my Escalade? Return it at once.”


  They solemnly regard him, as still as the black poplars in the garden of the Death goddess in Greek mythology.


  Although these men don’t produce his vehicle, they take no step toward him. His heart is racing, but he neither trembles nor reveals his distress in any other way. He has led his life without want or fear or doubt. He will now neither quake before his enemies nor entertain uncertainty regarding the future, for the future belongs to men like him, men who want for nothing because they have the power to take from life—from anyone—whatever they wish.


  His phone might have worked when he’d been inside, where there is Wi-Fi. However, in the remoteness of these mountains, he can expect no reliable service. No one has followed him out of that establishment, as if the freakish lot of them expects him to return. He is of a caste far above theirs, and like lesser animals in the presence of a lion, they should be restrained by their respect for his power; but he decides not to test them by going back inside.


  Very well: If these playacting fools will not return his Escalade, he can walk to the motel where he has booked rooms. It’s only two miles away. He has often walked from there to here to have his dinner, and then back again, relishing the clear mountain air. When he gets to his lodgings, he can phone Sheriff Lamont Dubois, report a stolen SUV, and then arrange to have one of the physicians from the clinic drive him to Little Rock, where he can fly out in his Gulfstream tonight.


  As he moves toward the highway, the woman appears from behind the Range Rover. Red and blue neon glows at Henry’s back, but before him the night relents only to the silver moon, a radiance into which the woman manifests like a spirit shimmering through the veil between this world and the next. She wears boots, black jeans, a white shirt with decorative black stitching—the same outfit she wore on the day she was thrown by her horse.


  She cannot be Saffron. Saffron is dead. Henry conveyed that sweet but damaged maiden out of this world with love and tenderness while she slept. The dead do not return. The feeble lunar light allows this woman to pass for Saffron only at a distance.


  To prove he is not susceptible to such flummery, he first boldly approaches her, but then moves hesitantly because she looks more like Saffron the closer that he gets to her. He comes to a full stop when he sees what is draped around her neck, which is when she says, “The bane of Eden has been waiting for you.”


  As she strokes the limp rattlesnake, it comes to life, though such a cold-blooded creature should not be active at all in this chilly December night. Its wedge-shaped head lifts, and its eyes appear full of fire in the moonlight.


  For two nights, he has endured an insistent and menacing dream in which a woman who moves through shifting shadows, her face never revealed, ceaselessly whispers, I will soon visit you, dismounted and with the bane of Eden.


  If this is an elaborate trap, staged to torment him into a confession, how could he have foreseen it in a dream? He couldn’t have. Impossible. His life hasn’t been marked by presentiments and dire omens and uncanny visitations. He doesn’t believe in seers, soothsayers, psychics, clairvoyants, none of that rubbish. If he dares open his mind to such claptrap, he risks letting in something larger and grander but every bit as silly. He will not submit to that, will not yield his sovereignty, will not ever descend into superstition. The world is only what it appears to be. The world is not a curtain with infinite mysteries behind it. A man’s will, his determination to have things as he wants them, is the only thing that gives life meaning. As the Saffron impersonator approaches, looking no less like Saffron, she holds forth the snake, which yawns to bare its fangs, its forked tongue fluttering. She says, “With a bite, he welcomes you to his eternal realm.”


  The air is cold. The cold is real. The darkness is real. The moon is real, and the scent of pines. Henry will not be seduced from hard reality into irrationality. “Get away from me. I don’t know what you are, who you are, but the snake is nothing more than a damn snake.”


  With evident contempt, she smiles and shakes her head.


  One of the men in a black suit and sunglasses, the one who stands at the driver’s door of the Range Rover, speaks: “You died of a heart attack in your sleep, in the presidential suite in that grand resort hotel, after a rich dinner and two glasses of port.”


  Henry’s heart beats with terrible force, perhaps arrhythmically, as he insists, “I flew into Little Rock in my Gulfstream. I drove here in my Escalade.”


  “As you slid out of life and here to us,” the man says, “you imagined coming to the Ouachita Mountains. It was just a fantasy of transition. You didn’t understand your destination. You still don’t. You’re clinging to a desperate desire for Arkansas.”


  The snake hisses, and Henry retreats. He’s afraid to look away from the serpent, not because it might strike him, but because he half suspects that he might discover that the other men in black suits no longer attend the scene, that where they once had been now stand black poplars in the garden of Death.


  The irrationality of that ridiculous fear shakes him, crumbles his confidence, and before he realizes what he’s doing, he turns from the woman and runs. Not toward the highway. Toward the woods that surround the restaurant. He knows the forest. He has hiked it many times. He can find his way even with no lamp other than the moon. He is running not from damnation, which would be absurd, but from these tricksters, these conspirators, running not from death but instead for his life, which is still strong in him, no matter what the bitch wants him to believe, the vicious lying bitch.
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Sheriff Dubois doesn’t watch TV news or read the mainstream papers. He seeks enlightenment in the more colorful tabloids, those that are courageous enough to reveal what other media cover up in order not to alarm the public, and he visits their websites on a regular basis. He knows that the true history of the world is hidden and that Something Is Out There.


  On several occasions, the sheriff has seen strange things among the stars. The thinly populated Ouachita Mountains are overhung by some of the clearest skies in America; now and then, what passes through those skies are things that never took off from an earthly airport. The sheriff assumes that what he’s seen while cruising lonely back roads are UFOs. Although he’s spoken to no one about these experiences, he has become fascinated with science fiction movies of the dark kind. He is not afraid of any man or woman, but he is no less wise than that scientist fella, Hawking, who said any alien race capable of space travel will be more likely to enslave humanity or wipe it out than come in peace. That is one reason why he has a basement full of guns and ammunition. It’s also why he travels at night with a 12 gauge that is loaded with slugs rather than buckshot, with the power to put a fist-size hole in anyone or anything.


  At the moment, the sheriff is not thinking so much about UFOs as he is about pie. He still wants free pie and coffee, a thick slice and two cups, a lagniappe to which his office entitles him. However, his appetite is somewhat diminished by his concern about Otis Faucheur, father of the crime family, meeting with those bad boys from Chicago. Dubois has spun an intricate web of informants from one end of his county to the other, and nothing big like this evolves without him being aware of it from its conception. Which means that Otis must have taken extraordinary measures to keep the meeting secret, which then must mean that whatever business the old cocker and those city slickers are discussing must have potential negative consequences for the sheriff.


  A lot of people think it’s a smooth ride being the top dog in county law enforcement, knowing the sordid secrets of the corrupt politicians that would destroy them, being the one good old boy who can use the awesome power of the law either to crush an enemy or let a friend off the hook for any crime. In fact, power and worry are entwined. When you’re the big dog, all the mutts want to tear off your balls and take your place, a prospect that can make even a man as self-assured as Lamont Dubois a little jumpy.


  As he cruises the back roads, wondering what’s being discussed in Faucheur’s Eaterie, he becomes increasingly frustrated about having been denied pie and coffee. Free pie and coffee aren’t just free pie and coffee; they’re symbols of his authority, confirmation of his power. During his many years in office, he’s never ordered pie and coffee—or anything else—and had to pay for it, let alone had his request refused. Mile by mile, he becomes more obsessed with a generous slice of coconut-cream pie, an image of which glistens vividly in his mind’s eye.


  The sheriff is a man of varied appetites. On those occasions when he can’t satisfy one desire, when he must delay gratification of one kind, he is able temporarily to slake his hunger by indulging in something else he craves. In the current circumstances, to get that image of pie out of his mind, he needs to find a vagrant, some hobo, and beat the crap out of him. But that is likely to be outdoor work, and the night is growing colder. The second-best option is sex with Lexie Simmons.


  Lexie is nineteen. Her father is a preacher; her mother is an elementary school teacher. Lexie, still living at home, is nothing but a confused kid who is into doing dabs of THC. Having caught her at it, the sheriff promised to arrest her and wreck her family’s reputation—or be merciful, keep her secret, even provide her with free product, in return for nothing more than the occasional use of her ripe mouth and body. Today’s weed is ten times more powerful than what kids smoked thirty years earlier, and dabs are still more potent. During the teenage years, the frequent use of pot in any form, especially dabs, ensures that the brain will never develop properly. Maybe Lexie has already done enough dabs to affect her reasoning, because she was easily swayed into making a deal with Dubois without insisting to know precisely what he meant by the words occasional and use. After one of their intense rendezvous, the girl is sometimes so well used that she can’t walk steadily, stilting away from him like a newborn colt. She is now bound to him not primarily by fear of exposure but by shame and self-disgust, which is all the better and which is as he intended.


  The prospect of a few hours with Lexie has freed his mind’s eye of the luscious image of coconut-cream pie. As he drives, he calls her number. All he needs to say to her is, “Now.” If she is in the parsonage with her parents, she’ll sneak out. If she’s with friends, she’ll say her mother has summoned her. By the time the sheriff gets home, she’ll be sitting on the edge of his bed, naked and trembling.


  The only thing that would make their relationship more exciting is if the girl were the granddaughter of Otis Faucheur and knew the recipe for that perfect pie.
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In these old, worn-down mountains, the underbrush is often thin, as if the soil gives all its strength to the trees. The bare earth of the winding deer trail, compacted by uncounted generations of hooves, glows like a pale frost where the cold moonlight sifts through the woods. Periodic rock formations, smoothed by millennia of hard weather, likewise patinaed by the moon, are markers in the memory, offering guidance to Henry Siphuncle, who has often passed this way. He is sure that he is steadily proceeding toward the motel where a small suite awaits him, where he can phone a physician in his clinic and escape the plot against him—yet in spite of his firm sense of place, he feels that he is becoming lost.


  He isn’t bewildered by the many convolutions of the dark forest, and neither is he so disoriented that he has forgotten where true north lies, but he is losing his sense of himself, of who he’s always been, a genius of superior character and absolute confidence, a postmodern man who denies the existence of any Truth and believes that each of us makes his own truth that is as valid as any other. His ragged breathing, his pounding heart, a clutching sensation in his bowels suggest moral panic, of which he heretofore has thought himself incapable. Repeatedly, involuntarily, he startles away from a deeper darkness among the lurid layered shadows, in which he senses some strange and terrible presence; although that presence always proves to be an innocent collaboration of the forest and the moon, he reacts each time with increasing fright.


  Desperate to regain control of himself and arrest this slide into a slough of superstition, he comes to a halt and leans with both hands flat against a table-high rock formation. The cold stone is real, and the forest is real, and the moon is real, and his pale plumes of breath are real, and that’s the sum of it. The threat to which he keeps reacting is a figment of his imagination. The events at the restaurant were staged. His enemies are real, but they’re only flesh and blood. Furthermore, he has left them behind. Because he bears no light and is familiar enough with the woods to progress by moonglow, they have no way of finding him.


  He breathes slower, and his racing heart gradually calms, and he begins to know himself again, to regain his confidence.


  A hand grips his shoulder. He cries out as he pivots and comes face-to-face with the man who has been disfigured by acromegaly. He thinks this dim light should make this creature less hideous. But the gloom adds a veil of mystery to the wretched face, so the man seems to be something more terrible than what he really is. That’s when this vision from the doctor’s worst nightmare speaks in a raw, deep voice: “Feed me. I am an eater of souls.”
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  Having earned thirty thousand dollars each for their work in the restaurant and for their silence about what happened there, the people with disabilities who were recruited by Ace of Diamonds are being taken home to various towns across the tri-county area, no doubt with a sense of satisfaction equal to their pleasure at being paid so well for the chance to accuse Henry Siphuncle of his crimes and thereby avenge their murdered relatives and friends. If they wonder what might ensue following the scene in the restaurant, they won’t seek to satisfy their curiosity because they will not want to make public what they were paid, in cash, and thus owe taxes. They will surely also be constrained by respect for—if not fear of—the Faucheur family.


  As Nameless pulls to a stop on the shoulder of the road to consult his special satellite phone, Aloisia Faucheur, perched in the passenger seat, says, “Iffen this here bane of Eden was real ’stead of mechanical, I’d stuff it down Henry’s pants and let it finish him, snake on snake.”


  The faux serpent in her lap won’t pass close inspection, but at the moment Aloisia looks remarkably like Saffron Weatherby-Siphuncle in the photos that exist of that woman. Aloisia is the same height and has much the same spectacular figure as Saffron. With hair dye, thin latex appliances that subtly change her features, and a packed portmanteau of other substances and devices, a first-rate makeup artist has so effectively transformed her that Henry Siphuncle might have thought she was Saffron even in a lighted room.


  The story of her motorcycle accident was a fabrication. She has her beauty as surely as she still has her down-home accent. She was so determined to bring the truth to Henry Siphuncle that, for a week, she spent hours every day with a voice coach who trained her to deliver nineteen words without a trace of rural Arkansas: The bane of Eden has been waiting for you; with a bite he welcomes you to his eternal realm.


  Aloisia’s beloved cousin, Mabel Jean, had been afflicted by Charcot-Marie-Tooth disease, named for the three French doctors who first identified it. In people with CMT, the nerves to their hands and feet gradually degenerate, and they lose muscle mass in their extremities. At thirty-two, Mabel Jean had needed help opening screw caps, writing, and fastening buttons. She had foot problems as well, but she didn’t need a wheelchair; CMT patients rarely do. Mabel Jean, a believing Christian and self-described “crazy-ass optimist,” lived a full and happy life with the help of physical therapy, leg braces, and shoe inserts. Neither the intellect nor life expectancy is diminished by the disease; so it came as a shock when Mabel Jean died of a brain embolism a year previously. The grieving Faucheurs never thought to blame her physician—until Nameless visited them to enlist their help in bringing the truth and its consequences to Dr. Henry Siphuncle.


  Now Aloisia, costumed as Saffron, says, “When Granddaddy Otis come to believe Doc Henry done it, he was like to have him taken off in the woods, shot in the head, and left for what wild things might find him tasty.”


  Nameless says, “I’m glad he came around to the idea that Siphuncle deserves something more than a quick death.”


  “I expect Granddaddy Otis he’s been of that same mind ’bout other ignorant miscreants before.”


  “I suspect you’re right.”


  “So bring the truth to Doc Henry, make him feel what he done, make him wish he isn’t who he is.”


  “Exactly,” Nameless agrees as he studies the terrain map on the screen of the satellite phone. A blinking red dot indicates the physician’s position and his progress through the forest, courtesy of the GPS currently somewhere in his upper colon.


  “Seems funny how your outfit throws a mountain of grief at the likes of Doc Henry, but don’t mind workin’ with us Faucheurs.”


  “I made it clear to your grandfather that I don’t like his kind or what some people in your family do, the methamphetamine and all. I hope one day he pays for it. But we have a limited mission. We’re focused on criminals the system protects, those who’re untouchable because the culture and politics are currently so rotten.”


  “Granddaddy he got the law in his pocket, all the way from the creepy sheriff to them gasbags what weave they’s webs up in the state capitol.”


  “Yeah, but one law-enforcement agency or another is always looking to bring down a crime family. It’s how an ambitious attorney general makes it to governor or senator. Sooner or later, it’ll be the Faucheurs’ turn. But people like Siphuncle always skate.”


  “Still and all, spendin’ big money to do what a bullet could do cheaper, you must really get off tormentin’ the likes of Doc Henry.”


  Her statement irritates him. “It’s not like that.”


  “How isn’t it?”


  “First of all, it’s the organization’s money, not mine. Someone known as Ace of Diamonds plans these missions. And it’s not about ‘getting off.’ It’s just the satisfaction of righting a wrong.”


  “No offense meant, Mr. Söze, but they’s a whole crowd up in the capitol building what talks that same talk and don’t never mean a word of it.”


  Nameless doesn’t want to argue with her. She’s his ally, not an enemy. With his attention on the phone screen, he says, “Henry’s making for the road. Probably hopes to flag down a car. Looks like he’ll come out of the trees near that speed-limit sign up ahead.”


  They and the agent, Josh, who is made up as an advanced case of acromegaly, have been playing with Henry for twenty minutes, since he fled into the forest. This will be the third time he will have found himself unexpectedly face-to-face with Aloisia, after encountering the hunchback at four points.


  As they get out of the Range Rover and move toward the road sign thirty yards to the south, she says, “I done some lesser damage to men’s hearts before. Let’s see iffen I can give a final shock to that bum ticker of Henry’s. It’d please me a bunch was I the one to do it.”


  With his suit coat unbuttoned to facilitate a quick draw of the Glock holstered on his right hip, Nameless will position himself behind a tree but close enough to Aloisia to come to her aid if that is necessary. Henry Siphuncle has never purchased a firearm legally, and considering his sense of invulnerability, he’s unlikely to have acquired one on the black market. Nevertheless, in his panic, like any cornered animal, he might try to strike out at her.
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When Henry makes his way to the road, the Saffron impersonator is waiting with the serpent yet again. What he should do is pick up a few rocks and go at her fast and hard, aim for her head, stone the bitch, bring her down. The snake must not be a poisonous specimen; if it was poisonous, she wouldn’t handle it so casually or at all. However, this woman, like Saffron, is tall and fit and no doubt strong, and Henry is not a fighter. Fighting is ugly. Fighting is for witless brutes. He does his vital work gently, gracefully, elegantly, with drugs and toxic substances and hypodermic needles, with carefully measured overdoses and with silent embolisms. In a confrontation, he could be killed . . . or disfigured, so that he could never look in a mirror again without wishing himself dead, could never walk among the beautiful knowing that he was no longer one of them.


  As the woman smiles at him in the moonlight and holds forth the snake, something shifts in Henry. Reason, of all things, leads him toward the precipice of irrationality, against his will. It’s not logical that anyone would stage the encounter in the restaurant and script what followed in order to shame him and force a confession. If his many acts of mercy were suspected and were misunderstood as crimes, those harboring the suspicion would seek to have him indicted and hauled before a court, as fruitless as that might be, given his reputation and connections. Or if Otis Faucheur had come to believe that the death of Mabel Jean, his niece, was not of natural causes, he would have hammered and cut the truth out of Henry with entirely conventional instruments of torture. It’s also not logical that no matter where he flees in the dark woods, they are waiting for him.


  His dead wife before him, the bane of Eden in her hands, and now the acromegalic hunchback calling out behind him—“Feed me”—abruptly reduce Henry Siphuncle to the six-year-old boy he’d once been, the boy who had believed that a monster lurked in his bedroom closet at night, who had not dared look under his bed where some immense and unearthly insect was poised to sink its pincers in his face. Young Henry had been certain there were witches good and bad, angels and demons; he knew the world was rich in wonder and mystery, until his parents and nanny and tutors had with the very best of intentions shaped him into a sensible boy who believed in nothing but what he could see and in his right to devise a code by which to live in a manner that was comfortable for him. Yet the six-year-old still lives in the grown man, inhabiting a psychological version of that long-ago bedroom closet. Now the innocent boy throws open the door, and the learned doctor realizes that everything he’s done is somehow known. He has always been the god of his world, a smiling Buddha who is unknowable to the lesser beings. To be known is to be as common as they are; to be known is terrifying. He is going to be made to pay for what he defines as acts of mercy. Call it karma, atonement, judgment. Whatever word best fits the moment, he can’t hope to escape the consequences, and that truth undoes him, undoes him completely.


  He sees now that this is not Arkansas. The trees are black not just because the lack of light robs them of color; they will also be black in daylight if the sun ever rises. The branches are strangely twisted. This is not an ordinary night. The darkness is palpable and seems to pour through him in icy currents, and the moon watches like the unblinking eye of some Cyclops that knows his every secret. A grotesque scream of terror escapes him, and he wades through the weeds, charging past Saffron, seeking the highway even though he knows that, whether he goes north or south, he will arrive in the same place.
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Nameless is chilled by the shrill scream and the manic gestures of the doctor as the great humanitarian thrashes out of the weeds, onto the roadway, staggering as if shoved helter-skelter by powerful but invisible presences. It’s not just a scream of terror, but of blackest despair and insanity. A narcissistic megalomaniac, Henry Siphuncle was never standing on the rock of sanity; but his sudden fall is startling. He seems to be thrown south along the lonely stretch of blacktop, his clothes flapping as though he is shrinking within them, followed closely by Josh in acromegalic makeup, who is either too into his role or who doesn’t understand that the target has already been broken at his core, in a way or at least to a degree that they didn’t anticipate, even though perhaps Ace of Diamonds did.


  A car turns the bend, coming north, and in its headlights, both Henry and his pursuer stumble to a halt.


  


  Sheriff Dubois has cruised around, giving Lexie Simmons time to get to his house and let herself in with the key that he leaves for her under a garden stone. His property is on four acres, and she approaches through the woods behind it, so that she won’t be seen. He is picturing her naked and perched on the edge of his bed as he requires, her eyes downcast, shy in spite of all that she has done with him. He assumes that the shyness is because she’s a preacher’s daughter, which adds a special spice to the affair.


  Eager for action, he accelerates into the turn, and when he enters the straightaway, he has an encounter unlike any he’s had before. Two individuals are running on the blacktop, one pursuing the other. As they stagger to a stop, the farther of the two doesn’t appear to be human.


  Dubois brakes as he pulls the wheel hard to the right, and he slides to a stop, partially blocking both lanes. He activates the rooftop lightbar and grabs the 12 gauge that’s mounted in clamps between the front seats, its muzzle aimed at the ceiling. He keeps it loaded.


  When he throws open the door and clambers out of the Dodge Charger, he sees that the nearer figure is Henry Siphuncle, of all people. The doctor looks wild, shocked, as if he just fell out of a plane without a parachute and doesn’t yet realize he’s still alive.


  Behind him is a freakish creature in a long gray coat. The hood is thrown back, revealing a grossly misshapen head twice as large as it ought to be and a face out of a nightmare.


  For all his faith in tabloids and his conviction that there is a secret history to the world, in spite of the fact that he knows in his bones that Something Is Out There, the sheriff is for a moment paralyzed by disbelief. Although his basement at home is an armory and he’s prepared for terrorists both domestic and extraterrestrial, he can’t at once shift his brain from the charms of Lexie Simmons to the sudden necessity to defend himself against an attacking alien.


  For a moment, both individuals are frozen in place, Siphuncle and the monster, washed by alternating waves of red and blue light from the patrol car. Then Dr. Siphuncle cries out, “He’s an eater of souls, an eater of souls,” and runs toward the sheriff.


  


  Nameless suspects that his occasional clairvoyance is not an intended effect of whatever strange science erased his past and gave him other gifts. These visions are often so fragmentary as to be of little use, and he frequently doesn’t know whether he’s seen an event in the future or the past. It seems that if the clairvoyance was engineered, the visions would be complete and fully detailed.


  However, having earlier foreseen Sheriff Dubois thus armed and grimly determined, he is quick to act in defense of the agent in acromegalic makeup. He almost shouts at Dubois to hold his fire, but he intuits that a shout might instead trigger a shot. He runs toward the developing confrontation as Henry Siphuncle cries out, “He’s an eater of souls, an eater of souls!”


  


  Lamont Dubois doesn’t believe that souls exist. Therefore, the idea of an eater of souls would ordinarily strike him as ridiculous. In this extraordinary situation, however, decades of immersion in the secret world portrayed in the tabloids have prepared him to believe that Dr. Henry Siphuncle is fleeing from a creature born on another planet. In that case, souls is probably just a synonym for brains, an eater of brains, which is something aliens often devour in the movies.


  If the sheriff were a hair-trigger kind of guy, he would pump two 12-gauge slugs into the monster; but he has prospered in this corrupt and dangerous county precisely because he never goes off half-cocked. He’s a man of country wisdom and backwoods savvy who can take stock of a situation from six angles in three seconds and act with cold calculation when lesser lawmen, in a crisis, might be driven by fear or some other emotion. The thing to consider in this case is that murderous extraterrestrials sometimes plant eggs in a person and then later their evil vicious offspring burst out of that person’s chest, and then there are shape changers that can pass for your own mother if they want to. To some ignorant lawman not steeped in the truth of alien presences on Earth, the target here would be the monster, which halted at the sight of the 12 gauge.


  To anyone wise to the deceits and strategies of such creatures, the fact that Siphuncle, in apparent terror and seeking safety, runs toward the sheriff is suspicious, indeed alarming. Dubois shouts at him, demands that he halt, repeats the command, but the physician keeps coming, his face contorted horribly, as might be the face of anyone in the control of an alien and with an egg hatching in his chest. In self-defense, the sheriff employs the slug-firing shotgun. The recoil rocks him hard, but he stands his ground. The doctor’s chest implodes as he is lifted off his feet, and the second round carves away part of his head as he falls.


  


  Dubois has seemingly gone mad, swinging the shotgun toward the Elephant Man. Nameless comes in fast, Glock in a two-handed grip. The shotgun booms a third time, and Josh is fleeing, not hit. Dubois probably started with one round in the breach and three in the tube-style magazine. So one round left. One of those fat boys is all it takes. The sheriff pivots. Maybe he’ll fire at Nameless, maybe he won’t, but Nameless squeezes off three quick shots as he closes—scoring, scoring—so that the sheriff staggers backward and, knees buckling, fires his last round at the sky.


  


  The moon drifts like Arctic ice across the black sea of infinity, and the night becomes colder as a breeze spills out of that forbidding sky. Nameless and Josh retreat to the Range Rover, on the shoulder of the highway, where the would-be Elephant Man peels off sections of the molded-rubber appliances that transformed him from a Tom Hanks kind of guy into an eater of souls. In silence, they watch the vanishers do their work.


  In spite of the corrupt nature of Lamont Dubois and though the sheriff would have killed Josh if not stopped, pulling the trigger on him gives Nameless no satisfaction. His sense of himself, such as it is, suggests that in his former, forgotten life, he wouldn’t have been able to shoot a man as easily as he can in his new incarnation. Again he wonders how he will be able to continue bringing the truth and its consequences to others when he doesn’t know the truth of himself.


  In many parts of Arkansas, if a road washes out in a flood, the agency responsible for cleanup and repair might arrive in a few hours to review the crisis in a leisurely fashion. In this county, the government long ago privatized the paving and maintenance of the highways and byways under its authority. The company contracted for the work is owned by a son of Otis Faucheur. Nine minutes after Aloisia uses the satellite phone belonging to Nameless, this section of back road is blockaded both to the north and the south of the incident, by trucks emblazoned TRANSPORTATION SERVICES, INC. All traffic—of which there is less than a trickle—is directed to a detour, and the remains of Sheriff Dubois and Henry Siphuncle are loaded into the patrol car and driven away. Now the telltale gore and the shell casings are being hosed off the blacktop.


  The sheriff is known to have removed the GPS from his cruiser, out of concern that a record of his travels around the county might one day be used to incriminate him. This allows the easy solution of employing a backhoe to bury his vehicle—along with him and Henry Siphuncle—on acreage that Otis Faucheur owns. Siphuncle’s Cadillac Escalade has already been stripped of its GPS and is on the way to Mexico to be dismantled for spare parts. As Nameless has been given to understand, cooperative media will report that several million dollars of county money has been siphoned out of the law-enforcement budget by Dubois over a period of years and that he is believed to be residing now in a South American country that has no extradition treaty with the United States.


  Henry Siphuncle’s disappearance will be somewhat more difficult to explain. However, this county has such a colorful and macabre history that almost any story will be credible. When Otis Faucheur brainstorms with friends in politics, law enforcement, and the press, they will devise a narrative that can be sold to the public. Meanwhile, just in case they are unable to come up with anything convincing by noon tomorrow, employees of Transportation Services have already cut off the doctor’s head at the suggestion of the undersheriff, Darby Don Cuthbert. Darby has been leading a quiet investigation into a local eccentric, Ned Scatline, suspected of murdering an itinerant Bible salesman. Evidence has mounted until, that very day, Darby and another deputy had taken a trained cadaver-sniffing dog to the Scatline property while Ned was visiting his brother in prison. The dog identified six unmarked graves. In the morning, Darby and the county coroner will visit Scatline with a warrant to begin excavations. If they find what they think they’ll find, Dr. Siphuncle’s head can be tucked into Ned’s freezer and the indictment expanded from six to seven murders.


  None of this is necessarily what advocates have in mind when they argue for the privatizing of some public services, but it is undeniably efficient.


  When Josh peels off the last of the makeup artist’s work and drops it on the floor between his feet, he declares, “Ace was spot on about Siphuncle’s sanity being fragile and all that. But maybe he got a little too ambitious with his plan. Best keep it simple.”


  After a silence, Nameless says, “Do you think that, at the end, Siphuncle faced the truth of himself? Or did he just snap?”


  “Does it matter?”


  “I think it matters.”


  “All his victims, they’d say it didn’t matter. He got what he deserved.”


  “But then is truth, forcing a confrontation with the truth and thereby helping to restore truth to our culture of lies—is that at the core of what we do? Or isn’t it? Are we really just seeking vengeance?”


  “Sometimes vengeance is enough, if it’s deserved.”


  The Transportation Services trucks depart. The highway is dark and lonely.


  “No,” says Nameless as he starts the Range Rover.


  “No?”


  “Vengeance is political. Embracing truth, bringing others to a confrontation with it—that’s spiritual. I’m no damn politician.”


  He switches on the headlights. The road remains black beyond the reach of the beams, and it’s blacker behind him, and all around, the woods stand in deep obscurity. He cruises out of darkness into darkness, driven by the hope of light.
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Nameless needs two weeks of downtime between missions, and the organization generously funds these retreats. After two nights in a four-star hotel in Little Rock, prepaid online by Ace of Diamonds with a Visa card in the name of Oliver Barrett, Nameless receives a text message directing him to leave the Range Rover and his mission-specific phone outside a department store in the parking lot of a shopping mall.


  As he steps out of the Rover, a white Lincoln Aviator pulls into the space beside him, driven by a young man he doesn’t recall ever having seen before. Without a word, this stranger presents the key to the stylish SUV and accepts the key to the Rover. He also produces a wallet that contains a driver’s license and a credit card in a new identity. On duty, Nameless often has no ID on his person, but between missions he is given a name.


  When he gets behind the wheel of this new vehicle, he sees an attaché case on the passenger seat. He opens it and finds packets of currency, hundreds and twenties, perhaps thirty thousand dollars, his to spend as he wishes.


  He doesn’t need to look in the cargo space to know that there will be two suitcases containing everything he needs. The clothes will be perfectly tailored to his form. The electric razor and the battery-powered toothbrush and the toiletries will be his preferred brands.


  If perhaps Ace of Diamonds designed too grand a mission in Arkansas, on a scale and with so many participants that something was all but guaranteed to go wrong, he—or she or it—nevertheless is a superb personal valet.


  Nameless can go north to Missouri and visit once more the home where Mark Twain lived and wrote, or east to Milledgeville, Georgia, where Flannery O’Connor lived too short a life. Southeast, in Mississippi, there’s Faulkner territory. Between missions, when he isn’t driving across this vast and beautiful country, he does little more than read novels. The freedom and hope and generosity of spirit that once informed this nation has fostered a treasure of tens of thousands of pages of stories of exceptional power and beauty.


  To the west is Texas, which gave the world such diverse writers as Katherine Anne Porter and Larry McMurtry. He finds himself on Interstate 40, cruising toward Oklahoma, toward north Texas beyond, but he is drawn in that direction by something other than the beauty of the land and the literature born from it. He doesn’t know what compels him to take this route, but he senses that this is a journey of the heart, a mystery that will solve itself in time.


  When he stops at a service station in Fort Smith, he sees his Visa card for the first time. During this brief interlude between missions, he is Maxim de Winter. Previously Oliver Barrett of Love Story, now Max de Winter from Rebecca. He stands at the fuel pump, staring at the name and wondering about Ace of Diamonds.


  Later, after lunch in Oklahoma City, he turns south. Lawton, Oklahoma, didn’t exist on the morning of August 6, 1901, but by the evening of that day it was a town of ten thousand, a product of the great land rush, with eighty-five saloons open for business within a month. The population is now about a hundred thousand. A year ago, he stayed in a clean and quiet motel here and enjoyed a fine dinner in a Mexican restaurant.


  He repeats that experience, and after a second bottle of beer, he pays in cash, tipping his waiter two hundred dollars, which is almost six times the amount of the check.


  He remembers something that someone said to encourage him to leave extravagant gratuities. He can hear her voice in his mind’s ear, although he can’t remember who she was: It’s not about the money, it’s the kindness, the way it makes the recipient feel special. Life is hard and lonely for many people. If all of us would just make one another feel special now and then—not just with money, but however we can—wouldn’t that be lovely?


  Whoever she had been, he must have thought her wise and worthy, because leaving very large tips is his one extravagance.


  After dinner, in his motel room, he reads more than a hundred pages of The Thanatos Syndrome by Walker Percy before lying down and falling asleep within a minute. Although this is his definition of a perfect evening, he wakes past three o’clock in the morning, greasy with sweat, heart knocking against his ribs as loud as a horse’s hooves on turf.


  He never remembers his dreams. However, a vision overcomes him when he throws back the covers and gets to his feet, a moment of clairvoyance that might provide a clue to what disturbed his sleep.


  He is standing not in a motel room, but in a clearing in a forest, surrounded by majestic trees, with twilight near. Not one leaf stirs, and the silence is so profound that he seems to have gone deaf. The hush has an expectant quality, a reverential feeling, as though an awesome event is about to occur, something no less important than first contact between humanity and visitors from another galaxy. Whatever is about to happen here will change the world and shape the future.


  He becomes aware of important elements of the scene only one at a time. He is standing on wild grass. Then he sees that before him gapes a great cavity of raw earth about twenty feet deep, thirty wide, and fifty long.


  Initially he seems to be alone, but then he sees that others are gathered to both sides of him and in ranks behind him. Men and women and children, hundreds of others. Some are expressionless, eerily so, as if they are dead yet still erect, but others are clearly terrified and weeping silently.


  As he turns to get a better sense of who gathers here and why, only he seems to dare to look back. A six-foot-high scaffolding has been erected behind the crowd. On it stand perhaps twenty people, mostly men but also a few women, in black uniforms and polished black boots.


  A backdrop of banners behind these individuals repeats the same motif: a black field surrounding a white circle; three muscular red arms radiating from the center of the circle, each joined at the shoulder with the others to form a wheel, each arm bent at the elbow, each hand fisted. The wheel represents momentum; the fists celebrate raw power; and red suggests an endorsement of bloody violence.


  Nameless has had visions of this symbol recently, and he knows it’s called a triskelion.


  Machine guns materialize in the hands of the men and women on the scaffolding.


  The silence relents to the weeping and praying of those people gathered in the clearing.


  The guns suddenly chatter, and the condemned scream as they stagger forward. Heads explode, faces dissolve, bodies flail in a death dance as the multitudes tumble into the mass grave, and flocks of birds explode out of the trees, shrieking an epicedium for the dead and for the murder of freedom.


  He alone stands alive, anointed with the blood of others until the forest fades—


  —and the motel room reassembles around him.


  He is not a heavy drinker, but he is provisioned with a pint of vodka, so he can medicate in the aftermath of visions that leave him sick with dread. He has a bucket of ice and a Coke obtained earlier from the motel vending-machine alcove. When he pours, he slops cola on the faux-marble countertop beside the bathroom sink.


  In the bedroom, sitting in one of two armchairs, he holds the drink in both hands. When he sips, the glass rattles against his teeth.


  What he has seen is not a moment of the past. It lies in the future. Not thirty years from now. Not twenty. Not ten. Those who will one day wear the triskelion are organizing now.


  What he has seen is a nation gone insane. History attests that whole societies can turn away from truth and descend into a madness of lies in as little as a year. That was all it took in Germany in the late 1930s.


  But surely such a horror can never happen here. Not in this gracious land of hope, where countless men and women have given their lives over so many generations to defend freedom.


  The only light is from a bedside lamp. It’s not enough. He turns on two other lamps and the ceiling fixture. Even that is not enough light, but it’s all he has.


  

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