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When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say to me, “Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping.”

—Mr. Rogers

Under every deep, a lower deep opens.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson








PROLOGUE

Fenton, Arizona. One Year Ago.

The man with the silver hair shielded his eyes from the dust kicked up by a steady wind, took a drag of his cigarette, and went in the bar, which was called Connor’s. There were a few people inside, all drinking alone. The man with the silver hair did not allow alcohol into his system and as such, would not be frequenting this place. But taverns were an acknowledged way to get a sense of a locale and those who lived there, even if he had no plans to regularly interact with them.

The bartender was a bland-looking man wearing a bolo tie. He stood slightly bowed forward.

“Not in here, buddy,” the bartender said. He pointed to the sign behind him that said No Smoking.

The man took another pull of his cigarette. He had started smoking as a teenager to make friends, although it had not been successful. His classmates made a habit of mocking him. Laughed at his high voice and his precision with language. Pointed out his long neck. Like an ostrich, they’d said. He’d taken to wearing custom shirts with high collars to hide it. But he hadn’t quit smoking. It remained his sole vice. He allowed himself two cigarettes a week.

“Your sign should say Smoking Prohibited and list the applicable ordinance. Otherwise it’s merely a suggestion.”

The bartender stared at him. Still bowed forward. “It’s against town code. No smoking inside any business here in Fenton.”

“Which code?”

“I’d have to look it up. Maybe we need a new sign. Now, you gonna put that cigarette out or not?”

The man with the silver hair stubbed the cigarette out in an empty tumbler glass. Then he reached into his shirt pocket, took out a second cigarette and lit it with a bronze lighter from the same pocket. He knew that the cigarette weighed exactly one gram.

By now, everyone in the bar was looking at him.

“If you don’t put that out, mister, you’re going to have to leave.” The bartender shifted from foot to foot. He didn’t seem particularly used to confrontation, but he wasn’t a pushover either.

The man with the silver hair could appreciate that. People ought to take a stand for something, even if they didn’t always understand what it was. “And if I don’t?” he said.

“I’ll call the sheriff.”

“You wouldn’t throw me out yourself?”

“Nope.”

“Because of your compromised lower back?”

The bartender was silent for a moment. Then he said, “How do you know about my back?”

“It’s in your posture. How you keep shifting around. Likely incessant pain, on-and-off sciatica. You probably can’t lift anything heavier than a soup bowl off the floor.”

“Won’t stop me from picking up the phone.”

“So if you call the sheriff, what steps will he take?”

“He’ll make you leave.”

“He has deputies who will facilitate this?”

“Facilitate?” The bartender squinted at the word. “I guess so.”

“How many?”

The bartender thought about that. The man with the silver hair wondered if he was going to count on his fingers. “Three or four.”

“I’ll talk with your sheriff later. We have some matters to discuss.”

“Mister, who are you?”

The man with the silver hair nodded as if the bartender hadn’t asked him any question at all. He stood to leave. “I may be residing in town for a time. There is a substantial chance the dry air will alleviate my allergies.”

The bartender shrugged and went to the other end of the bar.

The man with the silver hair silently chided himself for bringing up his allergies. He tended to reveal too much to people, even strangers. The clock in his head told him he’d had sufficient human contact in the tavern for the day, so he exited Connor’s and went across the street and sat on a bench.

The sky had taken on an orangish tinge and the wind hadn’t subsided. He drew in a long breath of warm air. His handlers were watching him from close by with their guns and radios. They would be interested in the information about the sheriff and his deputies. And if anyone had hassled him inside the bar, they would have moved in force. Shot the bartender between the eyes if the man with the silver hair gave the order. Set the bar on fire. They didn’t like it when he went into places alone, for he was an irreplaceable asset. But for his next project, he had to find just the right setting, and that meant performing some of his own reconnaissance. His next stop would be the diner down the street where he’d seen one of the waitresses through the window. Red hair and the kind of full figure that intrigued him. He had more of Fenton to see, but thus far he favored it for relocation. The citizenry didn’t seem as inane as he’d suspected they’d be. The home they showed him where he would set up his lab was more than sufficient. And the climate agreed with him. Plus, no one knew him here.

No one knew him anywhere.

Out on the street, a Mexican day laborer approached, head down against the wind. He was five feet seven inches tall and moving at exactly three and a half feet per second. The man with the silver hair was good with numbers.

The Mexican gazed at the tangerine sky and looked at him as he passed by. “Change in the weather’s coming, my friend.” He said it in broken English, but the man with the silver hair would have understood him in Spanish. Or Russian, Cantonese, Gaelic.

“Yes indeed,” said the man with the silver hair.
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