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  DED­ICA­TION




  Don’t Read This Ded­ica­tion




  This is an­oth­er im­prop­er ded­ica­tion, which one could ex­pect from im­prop­er peo­ple. In

  all these books, not one prop­er­ly col­ored per­son has been hon­ored by a ded­ica­tion. There

  are many whites. The pages are lit­tered with whites, but that is not sur­pris­ing con­sid­er­ing

  that the cheap white help who write these books tend to fa­vor their own ilk. There are blacks.

  Many of the books are ded­icat­ed to blacks but not one prop­er­ly col­ored per­son has been

  hon­ored.




  Why We Don’t Care




  It does not mat­ter that I, Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who have made Sapir and Mur­phy rich

  be­yond their wildest imag­in­ings, have nev­er been hon­ored. Nor has any oth­er prop­er­ly

  col­ored per­son been hon­ored, not even a Japanese or Thai, let alone a Ko­re­an or any­one from

  north of the 38th Par­al­lel. I do not mind. Hav­ing dealt with Sapir and Mur­phy, I am well

  ac­cus­tomed to ba­sic in­grat­itude. I don’t want a ded­ica­tion.




  A Sim­ple De­mand




  What I do want is to re­view all fu­ture ded­ica­tions, lest an­ti-​Ko­re­anism, vir­ulent

  an­ti-​Ko­re­anism, slip its ug­ly ten­ta­cles in­to these very pages that should hon­or the

  House of Sinan­ju, on the beau­ti­ful West Ko­rea Bay, pos­si­bly de­scribed as cold and bleak

  and rocky by those in­fect­ed with an­ti-​Ko­re­anism.




  Pskows­ki Not Ko­re­an




  The first four names sub­mit­ted to me are Pskows­ki, Cumer­ford, Free­man, and Cook. The last

  two are clear. A slave was giv­en his free­dom and there­fore called Free­man. His name is David

  Free­man. The sec­ond ob­vi­ous­ly works in a kitchen and her name is Tam­my Cook. (I have a vast

  knowl­edge of the white mind and its nam­ing sys­tems.)




  Cumer­ford? Pskows­ki?




  Yet in no En­glish-​Ko­re­an dic­tio­nary will you find a Cumer­ford. Or a Pskows­ki. And

  with­out ver­ifi­ca­tion, I can­not al­low their ded­ica­tions. One can be a Shoe­mak­er or a

  Bak­er or a Tai­lor but nowhere have I ev­er seen in a book of vo­ca­tions a Pskows­ki or a

  Cumer­ford.




  There­fore re­ject­ed for ded­ica­tion are Marge and Wal­ter Pskows­ki, Mary and Jim

  Cumer­ford.




  Saved Whose Life?




  The Pskows­ki ded­ica­tion came with a note that Wal­ter Pskows­ki had helped bring Sapir to a

  near­by hos­pi­tal, pos­si­bly sav­ing Sapir’s life in some way. And this brings up one of the

  prob­lems of Amer­ica. Many of you have suf­fered from junk mail, use­less in­for­ma­tion which

  wastes your time read­ing it. That note about the hos­pi­tal was junk in­for­ma­tion. There are

  few things less im­por­tant in this world than whether Sapir’s life is saved or not, and I have

  nei­ther time nor in­cli­na­tion to fer­ret them out. I think the truf­fle sea­son in the Loir

  Val­ley might be less im­por­tant than Sapir’s life.




  Then again, there are peo­ple who like truf­fles. As far as I know, on­ly Mur­phy likes

  Sapir.




  In my awe­some mag­nif­icence,




  I am, with mod­er­ate tol­er­ance for you,




  Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




  

    CHAPTER ONE




    His dark, pin-​striped suits were hand-​tai­lored in Lon­don and cost over eight hun­dred

    dol­lars each. His shirts were sin­gle-​nee­dle white-​on-​whites that were cus­tom-​made for

    him for nine­ty-​sev­en dol­lars and his shoes were black soft Ital­ian leather slip-​ons that

    cost two hun­dred eighty-​four dol­lars a pair at a small boot­mak­er’s in Mi­lan. Wes­ley

    Pruiss bought twelve pairs at a time.




    And he still looked like some­body you’d ex­pect to see in the back seat of a bus bound for

    Bal­ti­more.




    Na­ture had not been kind to Wes­ley Pruiss. She had not giv­en him the face or physique of

    a lead­er of men or a cap­tain of in­dus­try. In­stead, he was medi­um height with a medi­um

    weight prob­lem. His hands were small and soft and his face was fleshy with­out be­ing fat, the

    kind of face that had no dis­cernible bone in it.




    But Wes­ley Pruiss was a man with an idea. Be­fore him, there had been three ma­jor

    rev­olu­tions in men’s mag­azines. First, there was nu­di­ty, then pu­bic hair, then to­tal

    taste­less­ness. Pruiss was the fourth rev­olu­tion.




    “If you like your mag­azine dirty, you’ll love it when it’s Gross,” had read his first

    na­tion­al ad­ver­tise­ment. His first cen­ter­fold had been a pho­to­graph of an exquisite

    dark-​haired wom­an, made up to look as if she were on­ly fif­teen years old, sit­ting naked on

    the back of a gi­ant brah­ma bull that was sex­ual­ly aroused.




    The bull is­sue was snapped off the news­stands of Amer­ica with­in three hours. His sec­ond

    is­sue was de­vot­ed to hors­es, all kinds of hors­es, bays and roans and palomi­nos and

    Ara­bi­ans, all stal­lions, all in heat. It was in the sec­ond is­sue that Pruiss made his next

    great con­tri­bu­tion to the Amer­ican sex mag­azine. He moved his main pho­to spread out of

    the cen­ter­fold and put it on the in­side back cov­er with an ex­tra fold-​out pan­el. This

    got rid of the sta­ples in the mod­el’s bel­ly and made the pic­ture more suit­able for

    fram­ing.




    He al­so start­ed to de­vel­op the dis­tinc­tive Wes­ley Pruiss pho­to­graph­ic style, which

    meant hav­ing his fe­male mod­el in very soft fo­cus, as if seen through a fog, while the

    an­imal in the pic­ture was stark and sharply out­lined.




    He was asked how he did it and replied that a lot of peo­ple rub vase­line on their lens­es

    to get soft fo­cus pic­tures.




    “But how do you do it?”




    “Me?” he said. “I rub my lens­es with KY jel­ly be­cause there isn’t any­thing vase­line can

    do that KY jel­ly can’t do bet­ter.” The same is­sue had fea­tured a long, schol­ar­ly

    ar­ti­cle on sheep tup­ping and why it would al­ways be more ful­fill­ing than mak­ing love to

    cows and hors­es and goats and chick­ens.




    At first, the press had tried to treat Pruiss as an aber­ra­tion that would go away, if

    ig­nored. But they found it im­pos­si­ble. Gross was sell­ing two mil­lion copies a month and

    had to be dealt with as a full-​blown na­tion­al phe­nomenon. It didn’t hurt ei­ther that

    Pruiss al­ways trav­elled in pub­lic with a ret­inue of beau­ti­ful wom­en and was not

    re­luc­tant to share them with what­ev­er re­porter came to in­ter­view him.




    He knew he had it made when Time mag­azine did a cov­er sto­ry on him. The cov­er was a

    full-​col­or car­toon of Pruiss, sur­round­ed by beau­ti­ful wom­en and by hors­es, bulls,

    sheep and goats, and its head­line was:




    “Wes­ley Pruiss. King of the Beasts.”




    Pruiss ex­pand­ed in­to the night­club field. In­side three years, he had opened eigh­teen

    Gross-​Outs, night­clubs in big cities across the coun­try, staffed by Grossie-​Girls who

    worked top­less in rooms that served liquor and top­less and bot­tom­less in rooms that didn’t.

    A fea­ture of each Gross-​Out was a Plex­iglass cage sus­pend­ed from the ceil­ing over the

    main bar. In it, wom­en dwarfs go-​go danced naked.




    The drinks were called Sheep Dip and Horse Dong and Bull Shot and sold for four dol­lars

    each, and the gift shop in each club did a brisk busi­ness in items like mono­gramed per­son­al

    vi­bra­tors and molds to make your own frozen may­on­aisse dil­do. They al­so sold a lot of

    C-​bat­ter­ies.




    The very first Gross-​Out had been opened in Chica­go and af­ter a month of op­er­ation was

    pick­et­ed by wom­en’s groups who thought it was de­mean­ing that grown wom­en should be called

    Grossie Girls.




    Pruiss replied to the press that none of the Grossie Girls were grown wom­en. “I on­ly use

    jail bait in my clubs,” he said.




    The wom­en’s groups were not paci­fied. They pick­et­ed the club, claim­ing that Pruiss was

    un­fair to wom­en. This was a view­point not shared by the Grossie Girls them­selves who,

    count­ing tips, were av­er­ag­ing sev­en hun­dred dol­lars a week and pay­ing tax on on­ly

    three hun­dred dol­lars. They were not about to give that up for the hon­or of be­ing called

    “Mizz,” so they called the protest lead­ers to a con­scious­ness-​rais­ing ses­sion, beat them

    up and stole their clothes. The law­suits were still pend­ing.




    In fact, law­suits were pend­ing ev­ery­where. It seemed ev­ery time Wes­ley Pruiss turned

    around some­body else was su­ing him or fil­ing charges against him; he kept a staff of twen­ty

    lawyers work­ing full time on salary just to de­fend him. And ev­ery time a new law­suit was

    filed, and the press re­port­ed on it, the sales of Gross mag­azine went up and the night­club

    busi­ness ex­pand­ed. And Pruiss got rich­er and rich­er and the mag­azine, the cor­ner­stone

    of his em­pire, got wilder and wilder.




    He now used pic­tures sent in by read­ers, in a de­part­ment called “Read­ers’ Slot.” “Send

    us a pic­ture of your slot in ac­tion,” read the pro­mo piece. The win­ning pho­to each month

    won five thou­sand dol­lars. Last month’s win­ner was a wom­an whose spe­cial­ty, if wide­ly

    adopt­ed, would have elim­inat­ed the world’s flush toi­let in­dus­try.




    He had an­oth­er stand­ing fea­ture called “Easy Pieces,” which fea­tured pic­tures of

    wom­en, tak­en un­awares, as they walked along the street. The pic­tures were ac­com­pa­nied

    with text that made long, las­civ­ious guess­es about the wom­en’s sex­ual habits and

    pref­er­ences. There were sev­en law­suits pend­ing on these unau­tho­rized pho­tos too.




    Wes­ley Pruiss once fig­ured out that if he lost ev­ery law­suit and had to pay all the

    mon­ey de­mand­ed in the court com­plaints, he would be out 112 mil­lion dol­lars. And it

    didn’t both­er him at all. All he need­ed was ten min­utes head­start and he would be on a

    pri­vate jet for Ar­genti­na where he had stashed enough mon­ey to live like a pharaoh-​or a

    pub­lish­er-​for the rest of his life.




    So it wasn’t law­suits that oc­cu­pied Wes­ley Pruiss’s mind on a fresh spring day as he sat

    in his of­fice on the sev­en­teenth floor of a tri­an­gu­lar build­ing on New York City’s Fifth

    Av­enue.




    First, where was he go­ing to find a place to film the first pic­ture of his new film

    di­vi­sion, An­imal In­stincts. He had ap­plied to New York City for per­mis­sion to film

    in­side city lim­its. The ap­pli­ca­tion had asked for a brief de­scrip­tion of the film.

    Pruiss had writ­ten: “The sto­ry of a man and wom­an who find hap­pi­ness in na­ture-​she with

    the col­lie and he with her, a goat, three girl­friends and Flam­ma, a girl who bel­ly-​dances

    while Ster­no flames from her navel.”




    The city’s let­ter of re­jec­tion had just ar­rived on his desk.




    His sec­ond prob­lem of the day was to find a mod­el to pose for the main lay­out in his

    Au­gust is­sue. The lay­out was sup­posed to show a girl mak­ing love to a live Mako shark. He

    had nev­er re­al­ized how fright­ened wom­en were of sharks.




    The third prob­lem was those god­damn wom­en march­ing down­stairs in front of his

    build­ing. Even through the dou­ble Ther­mo-​pane win­dows he could hear them.




    He got up from be­hind his desk and opened the slid­ing win­dows that looked down over Fifth

    Av­enue. As he did, the chants of the wom­en be­low grew loud­er.




    From sev­en­teen floors up, the wom­en looked small, the way he liked wom­en to look. Small

    and down around his feet. There were twen­ty of them car­ry­ing plac­ards and signs and

    march­ing back and forth, chant­ing “Pruiss must go” and “Gross is gross.”




    Pruiss’s face red­dened. He grabbed a portable bull­horn he kept on a ta­ble next to the

    win­dow, clicked it on, and leaned far out the win­dow.




    “Gross is gross,” came the voic­es.




    “Gross, hah?” Pruiss shout­ed. His elec­tron­ical­ly mag­ni­fied voice swelled over the

    street and the wom­en stopped chant­ing and looked up.




    “I’ll tell you gross,” he yelled. “Three hun­dred and fifty mil­lion a year. That’s

    gross.”




    One of the wom­en al­so had a bull­horn. She was a for­mer con­gress­wom­an who had been

    caus­ing Pruiss trou­ble since he start­ed the mag­azine. He had of­fered a ten thou­sand

    dol­lar-​boun­ty in Gross for any­one who could write about an un­nat­ural sex act he had

    per­formed with the wom­an. There were no an­swers. He raised the re­ward to twen­ty thou­sand.

    Still no tak­ers. He broad­ened the cat­ego­ry to in­clude nat­ural sex acts. He still got no

    replies. Af­ter run­ning the ad­ver­tise­ment in Gross for six month, he fi­nal­ly dropped it

    and did a cov­er sto­ry on the wom­an, call­ing her “Amer­ica’s last vir­gin. And why not?”




    The wom­an aimed her bull­horn at him and shout­ed “You’re sick, Pruiss. Sick. And so’s your

    mag­azine.”




    “Nev­er been health­ier,” Pruiss shout­ed back. “Three mil­lion read­ers a month.”




    “You be­long in an asy­lum,” the wom­an yelled.




    “And you be­long in a zoo,” Pruiss shout­ed back. “You want a job?”




    “Nev­er,” the wom­an called.




    “I’ll hire all of you. For pho­to spreads.”




    “Nev­er.”




    “I’m booked up on girls for the next three years,” Pruiss yelled. “But I got open­ings for

    two cows, a jack­ass and a lot of pigs. You all qual­ify.”




    “The law will get you, Pruiss,” the wom­an bel­lowed back. The oth­er wom­en around her

    be­gan chant­ing again. “Pruiss must go. Gross is gross.”




    “What do you have against mak­ing it with a bull?” Pruiss de­mand­ed. “You ev­er make it

    with a horse? Don’t knock it if you ain’t tried it.”




    Passers­by had stopped to lis­ten to the elec­tron­ic de­bate, the par­tic­ipants

    sep­arat­ed by al­most two hun­dred feet of open space.




    “Hey, you. You with the flow­ered hat,” Pruiss called. “Don’t tell me you ain’t made it with

    a bull.”




    The wom­an with the flow­ered hat res­olute­ly turned her back on Pruiss.




    “If you ain’t made it with a bull, you ain’t made it with no­body,” Pruiss shout­ed. ”

    ‘Cause who else would stick it to a cow?”




    “You’re sick, Pruiss,” the wom­an on the loud­speak­er called.




    “Go away, you dykes,” Pruiss yelled. “The slut of the month fea­ture is booked up un­til

    1980. I’ll call you then.”




    He closed the win­dow, put down his bull­horn and with a sadis­tic smile went to the

    tele­phone.




    “Send a pho­tog­ra­pher down­stairs to shoot pic­tures of those dykes,” he snarled. “If they

    want to know what for, tell ‘em we’re start­ing a new fea­ture, ‘Pig of the Month.’”




    Pruiss was in­spect­ing the page proofs for the next is­sue when a wom­an walked in­to his

    of­fice. She was dark-​eyed with long black hair that trailed straight and full down her back.

    She wore a thin white dress of some jer­sey ma­te­ri­al that clung to her full body as she

    moved. She had three file fold­ers in her arms and she smiled at Pruiss as he looked up at

    her.




    “What do you want first? The good news or the bad news?” she asked.




    “The good news.”




    “There is no good news,” she said.




    “Still hav­ing trou­ble with that shark lay­out?” Pruiss asked.




    The wom­an nod­ded, and some of her hair splashed for­ward on­to her shoul­der. “Still

    tough,” she agreed. “Ev­ery­body’s afraid they’re go­ing to get their boo­bies bit­ten off. We

    can al­ways use Flam­ma to pose for it.”




    Pruiss shook his head. “Flam­ma’s done too many gate­folds al­ready. I don’t want to make it

    look like we can’t find girls will­ing to get screwed by a shark.”




    “I’ll do it then,” the wom­an said.




    “Theo­dosia,” Pruiss said. “You know how I feel about that. You did the first one with the

    bull. And that was enough. Those ding­dongs that buy Gross will have to get off on some­body

    else. Not you, you’re mine.”




    “Aren’t you sweet?” Theo­dosia said. “I’ll keep in­ter­view­ing. We’ll get some­body.”




    “I know,” Pruiss said. “What about the movie?”




    “We just got turned down by New Jer­sey.”




    “Why the hell’d they do that?” Pruiss asked.




    “They said they didn’t like the con­tent.”




    “Did you tell them I was a Jer­sey boy my­self?”




    “I did even bet­ter than that,” Theo­dosia said. “They set up this com­mis­sion to bring

    movies to the state so I had lunch with some­body near that com­mis­sion.”




    “And?”




    “And I of­fered him five thou­sand dol­lars. And Flam­ma for three months.”




    “And he still turned you down?”




    Theo­dosia nod­ded.




    “Jerks,” Pruiss said. “Don’t they know I’m the wave of the fu­ture? A hun­dred years from

    now, peo­ple will look back and call this the Pruiss era.”




    “I told him that. He seemed more in­ter­est­ed in the five thou­sand dol­lars,” Theo­dosia

    said.




    “But he turned us down any­way.”




    “Right.”




    “Maybe we should just go ahead and shoot the damn thing,” Pruiss said. “Shoot it

    any­where.”




    “They’ll kill us,” Theo­dosia said. “Even if you do it on the es­tate, they’ll kill us. Some

    blue nose’ll get in and see what we’re do­ing and be­fore you know it, all our ass­es…”




    “Don’t swear, Theo. It’s not la­dy­like.”




    “Sor­ry. All of us will be be­fore a grand ju­ry and then in jail.”




    Pruiss nod­ded glum­ly, then in a small burst of anger, pound­ed his tiny fists on his

    desk.




    Theo­dosia walked be­hind him and be­gan mas­sag­ing his neck mus­cles.




    “There might be a way,” she said.




    “What’s that?”




    “There’s a coun­ty for sale in In­di­ana.”




    “A coun­ty?”




    “Right. A whole coun­ty. It used to have one in­dus­try, some­thing to do with knit­ting.

    Then that fold­ed. The whole coun­ty gov­ern­ment went broke and now it’s for sale.”




    “What’s that got to do with An­imal In­stincts?” Pruiss asked.




    “Buy the coun­ty and it’ll be yours. You can do any­thing you want there.”




    “I’ll still get bust­ed,” Pruiss said. He tilt­ed his head to one side, so Theo­dosia could

    work on a par­tic­ular­ly ir­ri­tat­ing mass of tight­ness in his neck.




    “How’ll you get bust­ed? Ev­ery cop and ev­ery judge will work for you.”




    “The peo­ple will go apeshit,” Pruiss said.




    “Cut their tax­es. That’ll qui­et them down,” Theo­dosia ad­vised.




    “It won’t work,” Pruiss said. He sat up­right in the chair and flung his hands in­to the

    air. “Un­less…”




    Theo­dosia worked around the clock for six­ty hours, putting all the de­tails in or­der. And

    one day lat­er, Wes­ley Pruiss bought Fur­long Coun­ty, In­di­ana. With a check. From his

    per­son­al ac­count.




    He was the own­er of 257 square miles of Amer­ican heart­land, min­er­al rights, wa­ter

    rights, fields, town hall, po­lice de­part­ments, coun­ty court­house, ev­ery­thing.




    He an­nounced it to the world at a hasti­ly called press con­fer­ence in the New York

    Gross-​Out club. For the oc­ca­sion, the Grossie Girls were al­most clad and the

    dwarf-​a-​go-​go had been closed down.




    “Why are you buy­ing a coun­ty?” one of the re­porters asked. “What do you want with a

    coun­ty?”




    “Be­cause there weren’t any coun­tries for sale,” Pruiss said. When the laugh­ter had

    sub­sid­ed, he looked earnest­ly at the re­porter. “Se­ri­ous­ly,” he said. “For a num­ber of

    years, I’ve been con­cerned with the na­tion’s en­er­gy cri­sis. The gov­ern­ment seems

    un­will­ing to break the stran­gle­hold the big oil com­pa­nies and the Arabs have on

    Amer­ica.”




    “What’s that got to do with you buy­ing a coun­ty?”




    “I’m buy­ing Fur­long Coun­ty to make it a na­tion­al lab­ora­to­ry for so­lar en­er­gy,”

    Pruiss said. “I’m go­ing to prove that so­lar en­er­gy can work. That it can heat and light and

    cool and pow­er an en­tire Amer­ican coun­ty. And to that end, I’m putting all the re­sources

    of Gross in­to the project. We’re go­ing to make it work.”




    He looked around tri­umphant­ly. Staff mem­bers ap­plaud­ed. Grossie Girls sit­ting in the

    au­di­ence next to the press mem­bers nudged them in­to ap­plause too. Pruiss looked around the

    room, nod­ding vig­or­ous­ly, then stepped back from the mi­cro­phone and whis­pered to

    Theo­dosia:




    “Yeah, we’ll make it work. But it may take twen­ty years. In the mean­time, we’ll make our

    movies too. Tell me, did you check? Do I own the sun in Fur­long Coun­ty?”




    “Hon­ey, you are the sun in Fur­long Coun­ty,” Theo­dosia said with a tight-​lipped

    smile.




    The peo­ple of Fur­long Coun­ty had been pre­pared to be out­raged when they heard that

    Wes­ley Pruiss, that filthy dis­gust­ing east­ern­er with the dirty filthy mind who thought

    mon­ey can buy any­thing, had bought their coun­ty. Then they re­ceived let­ters from Pruiss

    an­nounc­ing that what­ev­er they had paid in re­al es­tate tax­es last year would be cut in

    half this year. They de­cid­ed they could not un­der­stand what all the fuss was about. Af­ter

    all, Mis­ter Pruiss had a right to make a liv­ing and no­body forced any­body to read his

    mag­azine, and if you didn’t like it, you didn’t have to read it, and that, Mis­ter Gen­tle­man

    from the New York Times, is what free­dom of speech is all about, and we’re sur­prised at you

    all pick­ing at a fine gen­tle­man like Wes­ley Pruiss who wants to do some­thing about the

    en­er­gy cri­sis and we’re all proud to be help­ing him and play­ing a part. This is Amer­ica,

    you know, or maybe you don’t, be­cause we hear what goes on there in New York City, fel­la.




    The com­bined bands of Fur­long Coun­ty High School, St. Luke’s High School, Lin­coln

    Ju­nior High School, Et­tinger Ju­nior High and the po­lice and fire march­ing so­ci­ety were

    play­ing when Wes­ley Pruiss ar­rived in Fur­long.




    He was with Theo­dosia. He in­tro­duced her as his sec­re­tary. She wore a white cot­ton top

    and match­ing houri trousers and the sun be­hind her made them trans­par­ent.




    One wom­an in the crowd looked at Pruiss and said, “He don’t look like no per­vert­er,

    Melvin.”




    “Who?” said Melvin, star­ing at Theo­dosia and gulp­ing a lot.




    Wes­ley Pruiss said he was hap­py to be among his peo­ple. The band played some more. It

    kept play­ing as Pruiss and Theo­dosia left the air­port.




    Pruiss had al­ready de­cid­ed that the on­ly build­ing in the coun­ty that he would

    con­sid­er spend­ing a night in was the Fur­long Coun­try Club, so he closed down the golf

    course and took it over as his home.




    The bands lined up along­side the prac­tice putting green as Pruiss and Theo­dosia went

    in­side. They played “Hail to the Chief” a lot. Pruiss told them to go home. They cheered and

    played some more.




    Pruiss told them he loved them all.




    The au­di­ence cheered. The band played “Hail to the Chief.”




    Pruiss told the crowd that they must have more im­por­tant things to do than just greet

    him.




    They shook their heads and cheered. The band played “Gar­ry­owen.”




    “And now I am weary and must sleep,” Pruiss said, work­ing hard at keep­ing his smile.




    “We’ll play soft,” the ban­dlead­er shout­ed. He raised his hands to put the bands in­to

    Brahms’s Lul­la­by.




    “Get the fuck out of here!” Pruiss screamed.




    The longer he had been away from the Jer­sey City slum he grew up in, the more gold­en it

    had grown in Wes­ley Pruiss’s mem­ory. He had in­vest­ed the town with some kind of myth­ic

    qual­ity, an abil­ity to cre­ate tough­ness and smarts, which he cred­it­ed for his suc­cess in

    the world.




    In talk­ing to the press, Pruiss al­ways re­ferred to him­self as a street kid, a slum lad,

    a kid who learned to fight al­most as soon as he learned to walk. A kid who had to fight to

    sur­vive. He gave bonus­es to mem­bers of the Gross pub­lic re­la­tions staff who could get

    that point of view in­to any na­tion­al pub­li­ca­tion. He rel­ished read­ing about him­self as

    the tough urchin, the child of the streets.




    Across the street from the Fur­long Coun­try Club, there was a small clus­ter of

    three-​sto­ry frame build­ings. One of them looked to Pruiss a lit­tle like the cold-​wa­ter

    ten­ement build­ing in which he had been raised in Jer­sey City. He sent for an

    ar­chi­tect.




    When he ex­plained his idea, the ar­chi­tect said: “You sure you want to do this?”




    “Just do it,” Pruiss said.




    “It’ll cost a lot of mon­ey.”




    “Do it.”




    “You re­al­ly want me to im­port garbage and break win­dows and throw rub­ble in those

    lots?” the ar­chi­tect asked.




    “That’s right.”




    “You could do it a lot cheap­er by start­ing an af­fir­ma­tive-​ac­tion hous­ing pro­gram,”

    the ar­chi­tect said. “Those peo­ple lit­ter a lot faster than work­men on an eight-​hour

    shift.”




    “That’s all right,” Pruiss said. I’m in­ter­est­ed in qual­ity, not quan­ti­ty. You do

    it.”




    The ar­chi­tect tore down the two end build­ings in a three-​build­ing clus­ter. He showed

    up with con­trac­tors and plans and took the struc­tural­ly-​sound, neat, three-​sto­ry

    build­ing and turned it in­to a six-​fam­ily cold-​wa­ter walkup. He grum­bled a lot and

    re­fused to let his name be used in any pro­mo­tion Pruiss might do about the build­ing.




    Ev­ery day, as his lit­tle trans­plant­ed slum area took shape, Pruiss looked from the

    win­dow of his bed­room, which used to be the coun­try club’s card room, and nod­ded

    ap­prov­ing­ly.




    It was done in two weeks.




    “You want to in­spect it?” the ar­chi­tect said.




    “You did it just the way you were sup­posed to?”




    The ar­chi­tect nod­ded.




    “It looks just like the build­ing in Jer­sey City?” Pruiss asked.




    “Ex­act­ly. God help me.”




    “Fine. Send your bill to Theo­dosia. She’ll pay you right away.”




    That night, there was a full moon over Fur­long Coun­ty. Theo­dosia was down­stairs in the

    coun­try club’s suite of of­fices, work­ing on Pruiss’s per­son­al prof­it and loss

    state­ments.




    Pruiss looked out his bed­room win­dow and the top of the three-​sto­ry build­ing across the

    street was bathed in a soft white moon­glow. He put a light sweater over his T-​shirt and

    walked across the street.




    As he stepped in­side the door of the repli­cat­ed ten­ement, his palms be­gan to sweat.




    He looked up the steps. There was a bare bulb burn­ing at the top of the sec­ond-​floor

    land­ing. It cast long shad­ows down along the wood­en steps, each stair metic­ulous­ly

    sway­backed in the cen­ter, du­pli­cat­ing ten­ement steps curved and bowed from years of

    be­ing walked on in the cen­ter. Pruiss stepped on the first stair. It squeaked, as it al­ways

    had when he was a boy. The smell of urine in the hall was strong and bit­ter.




    Sweat broke out on Pruiss’s fore­head.




    He was fright­ened, just as he had al­ways been fright­ened, ev­ery time he walked up the

    stairs of that build­ing, the bare wood­en steps that led to hall­ways lined with green

    linoleum, worn through in spots, in­stalled in a des­per­ate and fu­tile at­tempt to make the

    build­ing cheery.




    For all his talk of be­ing a child of the streets, the streets had ter­ri­fied Pruiss. He

    was small­er than oth­er boys his age and they didn’t like him, and where­as they seemed not to

    mind liv­ing in dan­ger­ous, dirty slums, Pruiss was fright­ened for his life ev­ery mo­ment of

    his child­hood. It was as if he alone, of all the boys, knew how im­per­ma­nent life was and

    that his life was pre­cious, some­thing to be guard­ed. He had tak­en to spend­ing more and

    more time in the fam­ily’s apart­ment with his hard­work­ing moth­er and rarely-​seen fa­ther,

    dream­ing of what life would be like when he was grown and pow­er­ful and rich.




    Both moth­er and fa­ther were gone now. He wished they had been around to see him make

    it.




    The far­ther he walked up the steps, the more he per­spired. The light over the third floor

    land­ing was out, as it al­ways had been when he was a boy. He forced him­self to go up­stairs,

    know­ing even as he did it that it was a mis­take, some­thing he should not do, some­thing he

    should nev­er do. The per­spi­ra­tion rolled off his head. There were crum­pled-​up

    news­pa­pers and a crushed brown pa­per bag in one cor­ner of the hall­way. That was where Mr.

    Bai­ley, who lived one flight down, al­ways dis­posed of the ev­idence of the bot­tle of wine

    he brought home and hid in his apart­ment. Out­side one of the apart­ment doors, a stack of

    news­pa­pers was piled neat­ly and tied. Those were Mrs. Acalara’s pa­pers. She was a wid­ow

    and Wes­ley would car­ry her pa­pers to the junk­yard down the block on the back of his wag­on.

    He al­ways went very ear­ly on Sat­ur­day morn­ing when the big lads weren’t out yet. A

    three-​foot high pile of pa­pers would sell for twen­ty cents. Mrs. Acalara al­ways gave him a

    nick­el to keep for him­self.




    Pruiss stood in the dark­ness of the third floor land­ing and lis­tened to the still­ness of

    the build­ing. There was no sound ex­cept for his breath­ing and his heart­beat thump­ing in

    his ears.




    He had nev­er been so fright­ened in his life. It was as if he had walked through a time

    warp in­to the past. He put his hand on the door­knob to the Pruiss fam­ily’s flat. He told

    him­self that he was rich and pow­er­ful now and this was no longer a run­down build­ing in a

    strange tough city where he had been just an­oth­er po­ten­tial vic­tim. This was his build­ing

    in his town, his coun­ty, his piece of the world. And he was king.




    He swal­lowed hard, took a deep breath and opened the door and stepped in­side. He reached

    for the over­head light string just in­side the door and pulled it but there was no an­swer of

    lights. In his child­hood, there had hard­ly ev­er been, for old man Pruiss was not among the

    world’s most con­sis­tent or pro­duc­tive work­ers and the elec­tric bill had rarely been

    paid.




    Wes­ley Pruiss had been brought up in the dim light and the bit­ter smoky smell of kerosene

    lamps.




    He reached in his pants for a Bu­tane lighter. In the dim moon­light through a kitchen

    win­dow, he could see the kerosene lamp on top of the red and white oil­cloth cov­er­ing the

    kitchen ta­ble. The ta­ble un­der­neath, he knew, was porce­lain topped met­al, with chips in

    the porce­lain at the cor­ners where the bare met­al showed through.




    The kitchen was redo­lent with the en­dur­ing smell of pover­ty, of cab­bage, of kid­ney and

    liv­er. He looked to­ward the sink. There was a gauzy bag of white stuff hang­ing from the old

    fash­ioned faucet. That would be a bag of cur­dled milk, drip­ping away its juices, be­ing

    turned in­to pot cheese by the nec­es­sar­ily-​fru­gal Mrs. Pruiss.




    He struck the lighter and reached for the kerosene lamp.




    A voice be­hind him said, “I’ve been wait­ing for you.”




    Pruiss dropped the lighter. It went out, hit the ta­ble and fell on­to the floor.




    He whirled and looked in­to the dark­ness of the pas­sage­way lead­ing to the apart­ment’s

    liv­ing room.




    “Who’s there?”




    There was no an­swer. Pruiss was still, but all he could hear was his breath­ing and the

    thump­ing of his pulse.




    “I said who’s there?”




    His an­swer was si­lence, and Pruiss wheeled back and dropped to the floor, wip­ing it with

    his hand, look­ing for the cigarette lighter.




    He heard a whirring sound be­hind him. Then he felt some­thing bite in­to his back and

    al­though it was some­thing out­side his ex­pe­ri­ence, he knew as he felt it force its way

    in­to his flesh that it was the blade of a knife that had been thrown at him.




    Then the feel­ing left his legs and Wes­ley Pruiss sank slow­ly for­ward on­to his face on

    the floor and he knew that some­thing bad had hap­pened to his body, some­thing very bad, and

    the pain of the knife in his back was like a heat­ed spear, but then the spear seemed to cool

    and Wes­ley Pruiss found that he could close his eyes and sleep.




    But as he lapsed in­to un­con­scious­ness, a thought came in­to his mind with bright,

    sear­ing clar­ity. The thought was that even if he had done some bad things, he did not

    de­serve a knife in the back. That was un­just, and if there was such a thing as jus­tice,

    there should be jus­tice even for those who do bad. His last thought as he closed his eyes was,

    Is there no one who can give me jus­tice?


  




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    His name was Re­mo and he knew what jus­tice was. Jus­tice was time-​and-​a-​half for

    over­time. Jus­tice was not be­ing giv­en more jobs in a night than you could rea­son­ably

    han­dle. Jus­tice was be­ing ap­pre­ci­at­ed for what you did bet­ter than any­one else.




    All those things were jus­tice and Re­mo knew there was no jus­tice.




    So he knew the man he want­ed would not be where Up­stairs said he would be, and he

    re­signed him­self to hav­ing to trail him all over New York, fi­nal­ly wind­ing up in some

    strobe-​light­ed dis­co whose sound lev­el would turn sand to glass.




    Re­mo slid in­to the emp­ty seat at the small round-​topped ta­ble and Ken­roth Win­stler

    looked up at him with a be­mused smile on his face. The man sit­ting across from Win­stler was

    cer­tain­ly dressed strange­ly for a dis­cotheque, even in an age of wrin­kled cot­tons and

    bag­gy jump­suits. The man wore black chi­nos and a black T-​shirt. He had dark hair and

    deep-​set eyes that were like pools of night and he seemed slim, ex­cept for thick wrists that

    he rest­ed on the ta­ble. He looked at Win­stler for a long time as if mak­ing sure of

    some­thing.




    “I’m sor­ry, Mr.” Win­stler said, nod­ding to­ward Re­mo and the chair he oc­cu­pied. “But

    I’m ex­pect­ing a la­dy.”




    “That’s all right,” Re­mo said. “I’ll be gone and you’ll be dead be­fore she gets here. My

    name’s Re­mo, by the way.”




    Win­stler smiled. The din from the dis­co records was deaf­en­ing. If he hadn’t known

    bet­ter, he would have sworn that the man op­po­site him was say­ing that Ken­roth Win­stler

    was go­ing to die.




    “I’m sor­ry, I didn’t hear you,” Win­stler said.




    “You heard me,” Re­mo said. “Now I’ve got a lot of things to do tonight and not much time to

    waste, so just tell me, please, where is the Red Reg­iment?”




    Win­stler leaned for­ward to hear him bet­ter. He thought the man had asked him where the

    Red Reg­iment was.




    “What?”




    “Are you go­ing to keep an­swer­ing my ques­tions with ques­tions?” Re­mo said. He mouthed

    the words care­ful­ly and slow­ly. “The… Red… Reg­iment… Where?”




    Win­stler heard him clear­ly this time and turned around, look­ing for a wait­er to throw

    the man out.




    “That’s all right,” Re­mo said. “I don’t want any thing. Well, maybe a glass of wa­ter. No,

    nev­er mind. In this place, wa­ter would cur­dle.”




    Win­stler ig­nored him and kept look­ing for a wait­er. Re­mo sighed. He slid his chair

    around next to Win­stler’s. Win­stler saw the wait­er in the back of the room. He was about to

    wave to him, when he felt a bit­ter pain in his right knee, a pain so in­tense that it felt as

    if his knee were be­ing cut in­to by a dull and rusty saw. He turned away, the wait­er

    for­got­ten, and clapped his hand to his right knee. His hand land­ed on Re­mo’s hand. Re­mo’s

    face was close to his now and Re­mo was smil­ing.




    “See,” Re­mo said. “That’s pain. Now if you don’t want pain, we’re go­ing to talk

    nicey-​nice. I told you al­ready, I don’t have a lot of time.”




    Win­stler had no trou­ble hear­ing the thin young man now. The pain in his knee sub­sid­ed

    briefly.




    “Where’s the Red Reg­iment holed up?” asked Re­mo.




    “Did you say be­fore you were go­ing to kill me?” Win­stler asked.




    “See. There you go again. Ask­ing ques­tions in­stead of just an­swer­ing.” The pain

    re­turned to the knee. Win­stler gri­maced. He would have screamed ex­cept Re­mo’s left hand

    had come around his back and was rest­ing on his left shoul­der and one fin­ger was touch­ing

    some­thing in Win­stler’s throat and no sound came out.




    “Yes, of course I’m go­ing to kill you,” Re­mo said.




    “Why?” gasped Win­stler.




    “Now, you might rea­son­ably think,” Re­mo said, “that it’s be­cause you al­ways an­swer a

    ques­tion with a ques­tion. But that’s not the rea­son. I’m go­ing to kill you be­cause that’s

    what I do. And do. And do. No one cares how much I work. No unions for me. If I ev­er get in a

    deal like this again, I’m get­ting me a lawyer, a fan­cy lawyer like you. Now, come on, the Red

    Reg­iment, where are they?”




    Win­stler hes­itat­ed and there was the pain again in the knee. He tried to scream and there

    was the fin­ger again along­side the throat. The throat pres­sure less­ened.




    “I don’t know,” he gasped.




    “Aww, come on,” Re­mo said in an­noy­ance. “What do you lawyers say, that’s not

    re­spon­sive. You know and I know that you know and I’ve got to find out so I can go there and

    get that busi­ness­man they’re hold­ing free and now will you please tell me ’cause it’s

    get­ting late and I’ve got a lot of things to do.”




    “What makes you think I know?” Win­stler tried again.




    “Be­cause they’re loonies and you de­fend all the loonies and be­sides your sec­re­tary’s

    been drop­ping a dime on you all the while and let­ting Up­stairs know who you talk to on the

    phone. And you been talk­ing to the Red Reg­iment, so come on.”




    And then there was the pain again, but this time it was point­ed, shaft­ing pain. Win­stler

    felt tears come to his eyes. It felt as if his kneecap had rust­ed on­to his leg and this man

    was wrench­ing it free.




    “See, re­al pain is like that,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re re­al­ly go­ing to kill me.” This time it was not a ques­tion. For the first time,

    Win­stler be­lieved that per­haps this man might mean what he had said. “Here? In this

    dis­co?”




    “Why not? For sup­port­ing mu­sic like this, you de­serve death. Where are they?”




    “If I tell you, you let me live.”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause I’m go­ing to kill you whether you tell me or not,” Re­mo said.




    “Then why should I tell you?”




    “Why not out of an over­rid­ing com­mit­ment to the truth, above all things?” Re­mo said.

    Win­stler shook his head. “All right,” Re­mo said. “Be­cause of this. There are lots of ways to

    die. There are quick and pain­less ways and there are slow and painful ways and they on­ly make

    you want the quick and pain­less ways. Now it’s up to you. I on­ly have five more

    min­utes.”




    “Let me live,” Win­stler said.




    The wait­er ap­peared along­side the ta­ble. Win­stler felt the slight thumb pres­sure on

    his throat again and his voice van­ished.




    “Would you care for some­thing?” the wait­er asked, look­ing at Win­stler and ig­nor­ing the

    man in the black T-​shirt.




    “Yes, some pri­va­cy,” Re­mo said. “Can’t you see we’re talk­ing? Get out of here.”




    The wait­er sniffed and walked away.




    The pres­sure soft­ened on the throat.




    “Let me live,” Win­stler said.




    “No. Ab­so­lute­ly not,” Re­mo said.




    “Let me live and I’ll give you the Red Reg­iment. And I’ll give you those sa­loon bombers in

    New York and the Pan-​Pales­tini­an sky­jack­ers.”




    “I don’t want them,” Re­mo said.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause I’ve got enough to do. I’m not vol­un­teer­ing for any­thing. The Red

    Reg­iment.”




    There was the pain again in the knee, this time even sharp­er than be­fore and Win­stler

    quick­ly blurt­ed out an ad­dress in the east sev­en­ties. Lights from the dis­co

    Strobe-​n-​Globe flashed across his face and Re­mo saw pan­ic in his eyes.




    “And the guy they kid­naped is there too?” Re­mo asked. He had to speak up to be heard over

    the screech of the mu­sic.




    “Right, right.”




    “Good,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re still go­ing to kill me?”




    “Of course.”




    “But why? Who are you any­way? To come in here and talk about killing?”




    “Just an­oth­er over­worked wage slave,” Re­mo said.




    “But who?” Win­stler asked again.




    “It’s a long sto­ry,” Re­mo said.




    “I’ve got time,” Win­stler said. If he could get his knee free, he could bolt from the

    ta­ble. In the crush of bod­ies on the dance floor he’d be safe.




    “No, you haven’t,” Re­mo said. “All right, three min­utes. See, there was this cop in

    Newark, New Jer­sey. His name was Re­mo Williams. That was me. He got framed for a mur­der he

    didn’t do and got sent to an elec­tric chair that didn’t work and then he woke up af­ter

    ev­ery­body thought he was dead and they put him to work for a se­cret gov­ern­ment

    or­ga­ni­za­tion. It’s called CURE.”




    “What do they do?” Win­stler asked. The grip was still a vise on his right knee.




    “What do they do? They give a guy more work than he can pos­si­bly han­dle. Next thing

    they’ll be hand­ing me a broom for my butt so I can sweep the streets on my way.”




    “Be­sides over­work­ing you,” Win­stler said.




    “Yeah. Well, this or­ga­ni­za­tion works out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion to take care of

    peo­ple that hide be­hind the Con­sti­tu­tion. Crim­inals. Trou­ble­mak­ers. Like that. Peo­ple

    like you. We pre­serve the Con­sti­tu­tion by vi­olat­ing it, in a way.”




    “And what do you do?” Win­stler asked. “Re­mo Williams?”




    “Right. Re­mo Williams. I’m the as­sas­sin. The on­ly one. Of course, there’s Chi­un and

    he’s an as­sas­sin too.




    “That’s fascis­tic,” Win­stler said.




    “Sounds about right,” Re­mo said agree­ably. “Any­way, it shouldn’t sur­prise you. You’ve

    been say­ing that for years. Even when I was a cop, I read about you. You were al­ways call­ing

    Amer­ica a fas­cist state.”




    “That didn’t mean I be­lieved it,” the lawyer said. He was hop­ing. If he could keep this

    Re­mo talk­ing, he might just stay alive. He re­mem­bered an old sto­ry about a court

    ma­gi­cian who fell out of fa­vor with his king and was sen­tenced to death.




    “Too bad,” the ma­gi­cian told the king. “I was just go­ing to teach your horse to fly.”




    Up­on hear­ing that, the king lift­ed the death penal­ty and gave the ma­gi­cian a year to

    teach the horse to fly.




    That night, a friend asked the ma­gi­cian why he had said that to the king. “A horse can’t

    fly,” he said. “Why’d you do it?”




    “A lot of things can hap­pen in a year,” the ma­gi­cian said. “I might die. The king might

    die. Or, who knows. I might just teach that god­damn horse how to fly.”




    If he could on­ly keep this Re­mo talk­ing, he might yet be able to es­cape with his

    life.




    “Time’s up,” Re­mo said. “I’ve got to go now.”




    “You can’t just come in here and kill me,” Win­stler said. “It’s not… it’s not right.”




    “I don’t want to hear about that,” Re­mo said. “Ev­ery­body’s al­ways telling me what I can

    and can’t do. I’m tired of that.”




    “But you can’t. You can’t just kill me.”




    Re­mo leaned clos­er and smiled at Ken­roth Win­stler. “You know what?” he asked.




    “What?”




    “I just did,” Re­mo said.




    The fin­ger­tips press­ing in­to the kid­ney were so fast that Win­stler nev­er re­al­ly

    felt pain. Re­mo wiped his right hand on the ta­ble cloth and stood up. He let Win­stler’s head

    slump for­ward soft­ly on the ta­ble cloth and walked away.




    Fas­cist, Win­stler had called him. That an­noyed him and Re­mo didn’t be­lieve it for a

    minute. Fas­cist. If it weren’t for lawyers like Win­stler who spent so much time and ef­fort

    and oth­er peo­ple’s mon­ey get­ting crim­inals off, there would be no need for Re­mo and

    peo­ple like him. He wished he had not killed Win­stler so fast, so he could tell him that.




    Fas­cist? Re­mo? It was laugh­able.




    He still wished he could re­mem­ber some­thing else he was sup­posed to do that night. It

    nagged at him.




    On his way out, he tapped the wait­er on the shoul­der.




    “Yes sir,” the wait­er said as he turned. He rec­og­nized Re­mo and his eyes frost­ed over.

    “What is it?” he said.




    “That man at my ta­ble?” Re­mo said.




    “Yes. Mr. Win­stler.”




    “Well, he’s dead.”




    “What?” the wait­er said. His eyes peered to­ward the ta­ble where Win­stler slumped

    for­ward, his hands un­der his face.




    “I said dead,” Re­mo said again. “I killed him. And if you don’t do some­thing about this

    noise in here, I’m com­ing back for you.”




    The wait­er looked away from the ta­ble to Re­mo. But the thin man in the black T-​shirt was

    gone. The wait­er looked around, in­to the crowd, but saw no sign of him. It was as if the

    earth had opened and swal­lowed him up.




    Down­stairs at the par­ty, they had on­ly mar­ijua­na, and speed and LSD and snow and horse

    and fairy princess and HTC and amyl ni­trate and as­pirins in Coke and opi­um let­tuce and

    Aca­pul­co Gold and Ti­jua­na Small and Kent Gold­en Lights so it was re­al­ly a drag and

    Mar­cia went up on the roof with Jef­frey be­cause he had some good shit and he didn’t have

    enough to share with ev­ery­body else.




    On the roof of the small apart­ment build­ing in the east sev­en­ties, they un­wrapped the

    pack­age of Light­ning Dust, fol­low­ing the care­ful di­rec­tions Jef­frey had been giv­en

    along with the drug by a gu­ru with an eighth-​grade ed­uca­tion that qual­ified him to be a

    spokesman for the eter­nal pow­er of the uni­verse, which meant drug deal­ing.




    They had to in­hale a puff of the pow­der through the left nos­tril and ex­hale their breath

    through the right nos­tril. Then they had to in­hale through the right nos­tril and ex­hale

    through the left nos­tril. Then, while hum­ming their mantra, just hard enough for their vo­cal

    cords to vi­brate, they had to touch their tongue to the pow­der on the small square of pa­per,

    wet it with sali­va, swal­low it down, and then lie back to wait for ec­sta­sy.




    The ex­act se­quence was very im­por­tant, Jef­frey had been told. They fol­lowed it

    pre­cise­ly, then lay on the sharp-​peb­bled roof, wait­ing for bliss. It was longer in com­ing

    than they ex­pect­ed, which was not sur­pris­ing be­cause Jef­frey had spent six­ty dol­lars

    for a quar­ter ounce of pow­dered milk, mixed one-​to-​one with pow­dered vi­ta­min C. Its

    to­tal cost to the deal­er had been three-​tenths of a cent. Its caloric con­tent was high­er

    than that.




    Jef­frey in­ter­locked his fin­gers with Mar­cia who lay along­side him, then closed his

    eyes. When he opened them again, the stars were still shin­ing bright­ly in the dark night sky.

    He glanced from side to side. Noth­ing. He had been promised light shows and son­ic booms and

    ce­les­tial py­rotech­nics, but noth­ing.




    “You get­ting it yet?” he asked Mar­cia.




    “I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t think so. Ev­ery­thing’s the same.”




    They raised them­selves in­to a sit­ting po­si­tion, propped against the brick wall around

    the roof, and tried an­oth­er dose. Left nos­tril, right nos­tril, tongue, sali­va,

    swal­low.




    And then they saw it.




    A man came over the wall of the roof, as if he had climbed up the side of the build­ing. He

    was a thin man, dressed in black T-​shirt and chi­nos and his eyes were dark and his hair was

    dark and his wrists were thick. As he moved across the roof, he nod­ded to them.




    “Just keep do­ing what­ev­er it is you’re do­ing,” he said. “I won’t be but a few

    min­utes.”




    Then he van­ished over the far wall of the roof, and Jef­frey and Mar­cia looked at each

    oth­er with sur­prise on their faces.




    “There’s no fire es­cape there,” Jef­frey said.




    “I know,” Mar­cia said. “Wow.”




    They went to the edge of the roof where the man had dis­ap­peared. When they looked down, he

    was go­ing down the smooth side of the brick build­ing, as eas­ily as if he were walk­ing down

    a lad­der. But there was no lad­der and no fire es­cape.




    “How you do­ing that, fel­la?” Mar­cia called. “Go­ing down like that and all?”




    “Shh­hh,” Re­mo called up. “It’s an op­ti­cal il­lu­sion. Ac­tu­al­ly, I’m stay­ing still

    and you’re go­ing up.”




    “Hey, wow,” Mar­cia said. “Jeff, you got any more of that?”




    They sniffed and sali­vaed and swal­lowed and kept watch­ing but they were qui­et.




    Re­mo would have pre­ferred it if they had gone away be­cause he didn’t like per­form­ing in

    front of wit­ness­es, but he didn’t have much choice. And be­sides he had a prob­lem.




    There was a win­dow about ten feet away that led in­to the apart­ment where the Red

    Reg­iment was holed up. If he went through the win­dow, they might be able to kill the

    busi­ness­man be­fore he could res­cue him. That was why he had not gone through the

    apart­ment’s front door. He not on­ly had to get in­to the apart­ment quick­ly, but

    shock­ing­ly enough to stun the Red Reg­iment so it had no chance to re­act.




    As Jef­frey and Mar­cia fin­ished their new sniff of pow­dered milk and vi­ta­min C,

    Jef­frey looked up to the sky, but the stars were still dul­ly im­mo­bile.




    “Noth­ing with the stars,” he said. “Maybe this stuff on­ly works with your per­cep­tion of

    peo­ple.”




    Mar­cia nod­ded. She had not been able to take her eyes off the thin man since he had

    crossed the rooftop. There was some­thing about his eyes and the way he moved, some­thing that

    made her know that he could make her for­get ev­ery oth­er man in the world. She watched the

    ap­pari­tion hang to the side of the build­ing. He was hold­ing on­to the smooth brick with his

    left hand, with no more ef­fort than if he had been lean­ing against the wall of an el­eva­tor.

    His right fin­ger­tips were be­ing driv­en in­to the build­ing.




    “Look,” she hissed. “He’s pulling bricks out of the build­ing.”




    Jef­frey looked down. One by one, Re­mo was re­mov­ing bricks from the wall and drop­ping

    them down in­to the small dirty yard be­hind the old apart­ment build­ing.




    “How’s he do­ing that?” she said.




    Jef­frey’s voice was thick. “Got­ta re­mem­ber,” he said. “He’s not do­ing noth­ing. Our

    heads are do­ing it. He ain’t re­al­ly there. We’re here. We make him there in our heads. If we

    close our eyes and want him to go away, when we open our eyes, he’ll go away.”




    Mar­cia tried it. She closed her eyes, squint­ed them to­geth­er re­al hard, then opened

    them. Re­mo was still toss­ing bricks in­to the yard, mak­ing a hole in the build­ing wall.




    “Whooops,” she said. She was hap­py he was still there.




    Jef­frey had tried al­so. “Got­ta prac­tice some more,” he said. “This stuffs not easy to

    use.”




    “How you doin’ that?” Mar­cia yelled at Re­mo.




    “I’m not do­ing it,” he called back. “Ac­tu­al­ly I’m stay­ing still and you and the

    build­ing are mov­ing back­wards. Have some more grass.”




    “This isn’t grass. It’s Light­ning Dust. Wan­na come up and make it with me?”




    “Lat­er,” Re­mo said. “Soon as I’m done.”




    “All right,” Mar­cia said. “I’ll wait.”




    Re­mo had the hole big enough now. The two-​by-​fours of the in­te­ri­or walls and the

    lath­ing strips and the rough in­side sur­face of the wall plas­ter were clear­ly vis­ible.




    Jef­frey was look­ing at the sky, hop­ing for an au­ro­ra bo­re­alis.




    “Hey, Jeffy, look,” Mar­cia said.




    Jef­frey leaned over and looked but all he saw was a pile of bricks in the yard.




    “What?” he said.




    “He jus’ go through that wall. Like it isn’t there,” Mar­cia said. She gig­gled. Jef­frey

    leaned over to try to see bet­ter. As they both watched, a body soared through the hole in the

    rear wall and out in­to the yard where it hit the bricks with a wet, doughy thump and lay

    still. They heard a thwack­ing sound, and an­oth­er body came fly­ing through the hole in­to

    the yard. Then more sounds and an­oth­er body and an­oth­er. They all hit hard. Two of them

    bounced on con­tact. None of them moved af­ter­ward.




    “Wow,” Mar­cia said.




    “You can say that again.”




    “Wow,” said Mar­cia who thought it was stupid to say it again.




    “I’m gonna see the gu­ru to­mor­row and get us some more of this,” Jef­frey said.




    Mar­cia didn’t an­swer. She was wait­ing for the man in black to come back out of the hole

    in the brick wall and climb up to the roof and make love to her. And if he had to fight off

    Jef­frey, so much the bet­ter. And if he couldn’t fight off Jef­frey, then she would fight off

    Jef­frey.




    But Re­mo didn’t come.




    He found the kid­naped busi­ness­man in a clos­et, blind­fold­ed, gagged and tied. Re­mo

    re­moved the gag and the ropes, but left the man’s blind­fold on.




    “You’re all right now,” he said.




    “Who are you?”




    “Just an­oth­er guy try­ing to do two men’s work,” Re­mo said.




    The hostage reached for his blind­fold but Re­mo stayed his hand.




    “You can take that off when you hear the front door close,” he said.




    “Where are they?” the busi­ness­man asked.




    “They left,” Re­mo said.




    “I heard nois­es. Like a fight.”




    “No, there wasn’t any fight,” Re­mo said truth­ful­ly. “Some scur­ry­ing, maybe, but no

    fight. Look, I’m go­ing now. You take that off when I leave.”




    On the roof, three min­utes had passed and Mar­cia had de­cid­ed that that was long enough

    to wait for the one great love in her life. She would live with the tragedy for­ev­er, the

    sense of loss that the man in black had not come back. She would suf­fer. She would even give

    her body to Jef­frey out of her sense of re­morse. She would try to find hap­pi­ness in the

    arms of many lovers.




    “Jef­frey,” she said. “I’m yours. Take me.”




    She turned to look for Jef­frey. He was sleep­ing in a cor­ner of the roof, snor­ing

    heav­ily. Mar­cia thought about it for a mo­ment, then lay down be­side him. She would give her

    body away to­mor­row, to try to drown her sor­rows in the arms of many men. But for now she

    would sleep.




    Re­mo got a cab on the cor­ner and told the driv­er he was in a hur­ry to get to

    Brook­lyn.




    “How much of a hur­ry?”




    “A hun­dred dol­lar hur­ry,” Re­mo said, flash­ing the bill at the driv­er.




    “How much of a tip?”




    “That in­cludes the tip,” Re­mo said.




    “Okay. You’re as good as there. Did you hear about…”




    Re­mo touched the driv­er on the right shoul­der.




    “I al­so want it qui­et. I’m try­ing to think of some­thing. So ev­ery time you say

    any­thing from here on in, I’m tak­ing ten dol­lars off the hun­dred.”




    “All right. I won’t say a word,” the driv­er said.




    “That’s nine­ty,” Re­mo said.




    The driv­er wouldn’t make that mis­take again. Nine­ty dol­lars to Brook­lyn was all right

    and ev­ery body knew that New York cab drivers were the smartest in the world, so he de­cid­ed

    he would say noth­ing, not a word, he would just let that hun­dred dol­lar looney sit in

    si­lence, but there was that shine who looked like he might be go­ing to cut him off and put a

    dent in the last un­scarred spot on his left front fend­er and that was worth a yell, and hell,

    ev­ery­body want­ed to hear some kind of com­ment on New York’s weath­er, and the pas­sen­ger

    must have an opin­ion about the New York Yan­kees, and maybe the pas­sen­ger would like to see

    his pol­ished rock col­lec­tion be­cause some­times peo­ple bought rocks from him and a man who

    would pay a hun­dred dol­lars to get to Brook­lyn might pay God knows how much for rocks that

    the driv­er got him­self at this lit­tle place called Snake Hill, across the riv­er in

    Se­cau­cus, New Jer­sey, and by and by they reached Brook­lyn and Re­mo hadn’t had any chance

    at all to think and at ten dol­lars de­duc­tion per out­burst, the driv­er owed Re­mo forty

    dol­lars.




    He did not want to pay.




    Re­mo ex­tract­ed it from the man’s pock­et.




    “If you want to wait,” he said, “I’ll give you the same deal go­ing back.”




    “Hell, no,” the driv­er said. “You think I’m made of forty dol­lars­es?” He jammed the car

    in­to gear and drove off an­gri­ly, scratch­ing the last vir­gin piece of fend­er on a heavy

    wire trash bas­ket used by the neigh­bor­hood as a Demp­ster dump­ster.




    The build­ing on Halsey Street was a tired, chalky old ten­ement. Out­lined against the

    black mid­night sky, with no lights on, it looked like dirt ram­pant on a field of dirt. Re­mo

    dou­ble-​checked the ad­dress. This was it. The base­ment.




    He went down the stairs in the back of the first floor hall. The cel­lar was dark but he

    moved eas­ily be­tween the ash cans and the stacks of news­pa­per to the locked door in the

    rear of the cel­lar. The old wood­en door fit in its frame so tight­ly that no leak of light

    showed around its edges. He touched his fin­ger­tips to the wood and could feel the heat from

    in­side that sig­ni­fied a light on.




    Good. It was get­ting late and Re­mo want­ed to be fin­ished with this day.




    Re­mo reached his hands up above his head, then drove the fin­ger­tips of his arched hands

    in­to the wood. They slammed in like nail punch­es. Re­mo yanked the door to­ward him, the lock

    snapped and the door came off the hinges eas­ily. Re­mo tossed it to the side.




    A big man was work­ing at a bench. He was wear­ing box­er shorts and an un­der­shirt. A

    heavy mat of hair cov­ered his shoul­ders. He whirled to­ward Re­mo.




    “What the…”




    “Not a lot of time,” Re­mo said. “You Ernie Bom­barel­li?”




    “Yeah,” the man growled. “Who the hell…”




    Re­mo si­lenced him with a wave of his hand.




    “Nice fac­to­ry you’ve got here,” he said. He looked around at the neat cans of pow­der and

    the long waxed card­board tubes. “You could win a war with all these ex­plo­sives.”




    “I could punch your face out, creep. Who are you?”




    “You’ve been push­ing these fire­crack­ers in school­yards. Last week, two kids lost their

    hands play­ing with your toys.”




    “I don’t know noth­in’ about that,” Bom­barel­li said.




    “One of the kids was a con­cert pi­ano play­er,” Re­mo said.




    Bom­barel­li shrugged. “Maybe he can learn to play with his feet.”




    “I’m glad you said that,” Re­mo said.




    Bom­barel­li’s right hand was eas­ing be­hind his back, to­ward a small draw­er in the end

    of the work­bench.




    “Don’t waste my time with guns,” Re­mo said. ‘It won’t do any good.”




    It didn’t. Bom­barel­li had the gun out and in his hand and point­ed at the skin­ny

    in­trud­er. He squeezed the trig­ger but the gun nev­er went off and then it was in the skin­ny

    guy’s hands and then with two hands he snapped the gun apart and dropped the pieces on­to the

    con­crete cel­lar floor.




    “Who…” Bom­barel­li start­ed again.




    “Who doesn’t mat­ter,” Re­mo said. “What mat­ters is that this is the kind of work I do.

    Ev­ery so of­ten, I just get some­body who’s a piece of garbage like you and fix him up so that

    he’s kind of a les­son to the oth­er pieces of garbage. It’s your turn in the bar­rel,

    Bom­barel­li.”




    Bom­barel­li went for Re­mo’s throat with his hands. He was a big man, with shoul­ders like

    the hams of a cham­pi­on hog, but Re­mo met the hands with his own hands, and squeezed his

    thumbs in­to the in­side of Bom­barel­li’s wrists, and the fire­crack­er man­ufac­tur­er’s

    fin­gers didn’t work any more. He tried to yell, but there was an­oth­er thumb in his throat

    and he couldn’t yell. He tried to run, but there was a thumb in the base of his spine and his

    legs didn’t work, not even to hold him up, and Ernie Bom­barel­li crum­pled on­to the cel­lar

    floor. All that worked were his eyes and they worked too well be­cause as Bom­barel­li watched

    in grow­ing hor­ror, the thin man be­gan scoop­ing up M-80s from the work-​bench,

    fire­crack­ers al­most three inch­es long and an inch-​and-​a-​half thick, and with tape, he

    be­gan fas­ten­ing them to Bom­barel­li’s thick, hairy fin­gers.




    “No,” Bom­barel­li tried to say but no sound came.




    The on­ly sound in the cel­lar was the thin man in the black shirt and the black chi­nos. He

    was soft­ly whistling. He was whistling “Whis­tle While You Work.”




    He put a clus­ter of the lethal fire­crack­ers around Bom­barel­li’s neck and fas­tened them

    with tape. Then the looney had a piece of fuse, a long piece, and he was twist­ing it around

    the oth­er fus­es, wrap­ping it around the fire­crack­ers, each of them the pow­er of a third

    of a stick of dy­na­mite, and he still whis­tled and smiled down at Bom­barel­li.




    “Don’t think about it, Bom­barel­li,” he said. “There’s no re­al why. It’s just that ev­ery

    so of­ten I do one like you. Kind of a Bum of the Month club.” Re­mo dragged the fuse to­ward

    the cel­lar door. He dropped it on the floor and looked around in his pock­ets for a match. But

    he did not have one and came back to get one off the work bench, step­ping ca­su­al­ly over

    Bom­barel­li’s body as he did.




    “So long, Bom­barel­li,” Re­mo said, as he struck a match and lit the long length of fuse.

    Then he was gone out in­to the dark­ness of the cel­lar. Bom­barel­li did not hear his

    foot­steps go­ing up the steps to the first floor, but he knew the man was leav­ing. All he

    could think of was the spark of the fuse, creep­ing its hiss­ing way across the floor to­ward

    him, clos­er, clos­er, five feet, then four feet, then three feet, then clos­er and on­ly

    inch­es, and then he heard the first blast and felt the heat, and then there was blast af­ter

    blast, but the first one had pro­vid­ed all the pain to Bom­barel­li that his liv­ing body

    could reg­is­ter, and then the rest of the ex­plo­sives went off and the cel­lar ex­plod­ed in

    a flash of flame.




    There was a cab stopped for a red light at the cor­ner of Halsey Street. Re­mo waved at the

    cab. The cab­bie point­ed to his roof light; it was off, in­di­cat­ing that he was off-​du­ty.

    Re­mo pulled open the locked door any­way.




    “Hey,” the driv­er said. “I’m off-​du­ty.”




    “So am I,” Re­mo said. “A hun­dred dol­lars if you get me to Man­hat­tan with­out

    talk­ing.”




    “Let’s see the hun­dred.”




    Re­mo held it up.




    “Okay. On to Man­hat­tan,” the driv­er said.




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “How’d you open the door? It was locked.”




    “That’s nine­ty,” Re­mo said with a sigh.




    Even though it was past mid­night, Chi­un was wait­ing for Re­mo when he en­tered the ho­tel

    room two blocks from New York’s Cen­tral Park. The aged, wiz­ened Ko­re­an sat in his blue

    ki­mono on a straw mat, star­ing at the door, as if he had wait­ed there for hours for Re­mo’s

    re­turn.




    “Did you bring them?” he asked. His voice was a high squeak with on­ly two gears. Its range

    went from an­noy­ance to out­rage, with no steps in be­tween.




    “Bring what them?” Re­mo asked.




    “I knew it,” Chi­un hissed. “I send you on a sim­ple er­rand and you for­get even what the

    er­rand was.”




    Re­mo snapped his fin­gers. “The chest­nuts. I’m sor­ry, I for­got.”




    “I’m sor­ry. I for­got,” Chi­un mim­icked. “I do not pay you to for­get.”




    “You don’t pay me at all, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “There are pay­ments oth­er than mon­ey,” Chi­un said. “All I ask for is a chest­nut. A

    sim­ple roast­ed chest­nut.”




    “You asked for a pound, as I re­mem­ber,” Re­mo said.




    “Now you re­mem­ber. Just a few roast­ed chest­nuts. To re­mind me of my child­hood in the

    an­cient vil­lage of Sinan­ju. And what do I get? ‘I’m sor­ry. I for­got.’ Re­mo, why do you

    think I even both­er to come to this ug­ly city, ex­cept that they have chest­nuts for sale on

    the street?”




    “I’m sor­ry, al­ready. Get off it. I’ll get them to­mor­row. All the chest­nut sales­men

    have gone home by now and I had oth­er things to do be­sides shop for you.”




    “If you re­al­ly want­ed to help, you would find where one lives and go there and get my

    chest­nuts,” Chi­un said. He paused. “Your breath­ing was not cor­rect tonight.”




    “How can you tell? It wasn’t all that off.”




    “It does not have to be ‘all that off,’” Chi­un said. “The fall to death does not start with

    a dive. It starts with a slip.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “So the breath­ing wasn’t per­fect. You’re not go­ing to make me feel bad. I

    did some good things tonight.”




    “Oh?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said.




    “Did you send mon­ey to the poor and sick of my vil­lage?”




    “No.”




    “Did you buy me some trin­ket to show your love for me”?




    “No.”




    “I have it,” Chi­un said. He al­lowed his face to smile. It looked like a book, cov­ered in

    yel­low parch­ment, sud­den­ly be­ing opened. “Ac­tu­al­ly, you pur­chased for me the

    chest­nuts and you are teas­ing me.”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “Pfaaaah,” Chi­un squeaked, turn­ing away from Re­mo in dis­gust.




    “I got rid of a lawyer who fronts for crim­inals. I freed a kid­nap vic­tim from a gang of

    rev­olu­tion­ary goons. And I got rid of a guy who ped­dles dan­ger­ous ex­plo­sives to

    kids.”




    “And you call this good?” Chi­un de­mand­ed. “Good is when you do some­thing that helps the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. That is good. Good is bring­ing me my sim­ple chest­nut. That is good.

    Bring­ing me Bar­bara Streisand would be even bet­ter but I would set­tle for a chest­nut.

    Bring­ing gold and di­amonds for my vil­lage is good. That is good. And what do you tell me is

    good? Some­thing about a lawyer and a gang and a man who makes booms.”




    “Bombs,” Re­mo said. “And get­ting rid of them was good and I don’t care what you say.”




    “I know that,” Chi­un said. “That is ex­act­ly what is wrong with you.”




    “What I did was good and that means some­thing, Chi­un, and you know it. I used to think

    that what I did with CURE would im­prove Amer­ica, then for a long time I didn’t think it did.

    But it does. Maybe not the way I fig­ured. Maybe I’m not go­ing to stamp out crime and

    ter­ror­ism, but I’m stamp­ing out some crim­inals and some ter­ror­ists and that’s the next

    best thing. Not many peo­ple can claim to do even that much good.”




    “What you think is good is moral non­sense,” Chi­un said. “Chest­nuts are good. Mov­ing

    cor­rect­ly is good. Not be­ing slop­py is good. Breath­ing cor­rect­ly is good. What does it

    mat­ter who you prac­tice on?”




    Be­fore Re­mo could an­swer, the tele­phone rang.




    “That is Smith,” Chi­un said.




    “He call be­fore?”




    “I pre­sume so. Some­body called. But I do not an­swer tele­phones. Then a bell per­son came

    with a mes­sage and it was from Smith and said that he would call again.”




    “Thanks for the warn­ing,” Re­mo said.




    He reached for the phone again.




    “Re­mo?” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo turned. The old Ori­en­tal was smil­ing.




    “Yes, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “If Smith is com­ing here, tell him to bring chest­nuts.”


  




  

    CHAPTER THREE




    Dr. Harold W. Smith’s face ex­ud­ed all the nat­ural charm and sweet­ness of a clam. It was

    pinched and tight around the mouth and his eyes were cold and un­blink­ing. His nat­ural

    ex­pres­sion was lemon twist and if he had been old­er, he would re­mind peo­ple of the

    orig­inal John D. Rock­efeller. Ex­cept, un­like Rock­efeller, Harold W. Smith would nev­er

    give away dimes to the starv­ing poor. In a fit of ram­pant good will, he might have tried to

    find them jobs-​work­ing for some­body else.




    He could make the over­seer of a Pe­ru­vian tin mine look warm. He looked like the kind of

    man you would want rep­re­sent­ing you if you were try­ing to ne­go­ti­ate a con­tract with a

    pub­lish­er.




    He sat in a straight-​backed chair in the ho­tel room, fac­ing Re­mo. Smith’s gray suit was

    im­mac­ulate­ly pressed and un­wrin­kled, as if it had been built out of fiber­glass in a

    cus­tom au­to body shop. His shirt col­lar seemed a half size too small and was but­toned

    tight­ly, and the points were heav­ily starched. His Dart­mouth reg­imen­tal tie was so stiff

    it seemed made of ce­ram­ic.




    Re­mo sat on the bed. Chi­un was in the cor­ner of the room, on his grass mat, sit­ting

    light­ly in a lo­tus po­si­tion, smil­ing­ly at­tack­ing a bag­ful of roast­ed chest­nuts that

    Smith had brought with him. Churn’s tech­nique was to grab the bot­tom of the chest­nut

    be­tween two long-​nailed fin­gers and squeeze. The ker­nel of the nut popped up through the

    top.




    “How did you find us?” Re­mo asked. “We’re not in our reg­ular ho­tel.”




    Smith sniffed. “I don’t sup­pose there are too many peo­ple in the area reg­is­tered as

    ‘Re­mo and Glo­ri­ous One.’” He nod­ded to­ward Chi­un, who froze his chest­nut-​bear­ing hand

    on its way to­ward his mouth.




    “I told Re­mo we should use a dif­fer­ent ho­tel, Em­per­or,” said Chi­un. “I saw no rea­son

    in our spend­ing so much of your mon­ey at that oth­er ho­tel with the high ceil­ings,

    par­tic­ular­ly when I know you have on­ly so much mon­ey and so many de­mands on it.”




    Re­mo smiled. Chi­un be­ing con­cerned about Smith’s bud­get prob­lems could be noth­ing but

    the first step in ne­go­ti­ations for a pay raise.




    Chi­un chewed the chest­nut. “How much were these chest­nuts?” he asked.




    Smith waved a hand in dis­missal.




    “No,” Chi­un protest­ed. “I in­sist up­on pay­ing for them. I think a man should pay for

    what he gets. I should pay for these chest­nuts. I would ex­pect that if I were work­ing for

    some­one, he would pay me what I was worth. How much were they? I in­sist, Em­per­or.”




    “All right,” Smith said. “A dol­lar.”




    “Re­mo,” said Chi­un. “Give the Em­per­or a dol­lar.”




    When Re­mo’s hand did not move in­stant­ly for his pock­et, Chi­un said again, more loud­ly:

    “Re­mo. A dol­lar for Em­per­or Smith.”




    Re­mo re­luc­tant­ly fished a roll of bills from his pock­et and flicked through it,

    rif­fling the cor­ners of the bills as if they were a deck of play­ing cards.




    “Noth­ing small­er than a five, Smit­ty. You got change?”




    Smith reached for the five. “No,” he said. “I’ll owe you four.”




    Re­mo put the bills back in his pock­et. “Nev­er mind,” he said. “I’ll owe you one.”




    “I will make sure he pays it,” Chi­un said. “Be­cause I be­lieve a man should al­ways pay

    for what he gets. This is the way the House of Sinan­ju has al­ways be­haved.” The chest­nuts

    were gone now and Chi­un pushed aside the emp­ty bag as if it con­tained some­thing

    dis­taste­ful.




    Smith looked at Chi­un, a hard look, and then said bland­ly: “Ru­by Gon­za­lez is in charge

    of all salary ne­go­ti­ations from now on.”




    Chi­un’s face turned sour.




    “Who?”




    “Ru­by Gon­za­lez,” Smith said.




    “This is cru­el and un­kind,” Chi­un said. “There is no talk­ing to that wom­an.”




    Re­mo laughed. To watch Ru­by, the beau­ti­ful street-​smart black wom­an who was now

    Smith’s as­sis­tant, en­gaged in con­tract ne­go­ti­ations with Chi­un would be an event you

    could sell tick­ets for.




    “Where is Ru­by?” Re­mo asked.




    “On va­ca­tion,” Smith said.




    “I fig­ured that,” Re­mo said.




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause for the past week it’s been noth­ing but work, work, work. Ru­by’s a pain in the

    butt and her voice sounds like glass break­ing but she has the good sense to space out jobs for

    me,” Re­mo said. “You just keep pil­ing them on one af­ter the oth­er.”




    “I will have to speak to Ru­by about that,” Smith said dri­ly. He fished in his leather

    brief­case, once tan but turned brown through decades of ex­po­sure to wind, rain and sun, and

    brought out a TV tape cas­sette.




    “Could I have the tele­vi­sion play­er, please?” he asked.




    “Chi­un, do we still have the tape play­er?” Re­mo asked. At one time, they would have

    trav­elled nowhere with­out it be­cause it was the on­ly way Chi­un could man­age to keep up

    with what was hap­pen­ing ev­ery day on ev­ery soap opera. But then the tele­vi­sion soaps

    be­came “re­al­is­tic,” which Chi­un equat­ed with dirty, and he stopped watch­ing them.




    Chi­un point­ed to one of the four­teen lac­quered steam­er trunks that lined the walls of

    the ho­tel room and con­tained his “few per­son­al pos­ses­sions.”




    “It is in there,” he said. “I nev­er throw away any­thing the Em­per­or has paid for. I will

    get it.”




    He rose like a cloud drift­ing in­to the air, opened the top of the trunk and bent down

    in­to it. His tiny body seemed al­most to van­ish in­to the trunk, like a child bent over a

    tub, bob­bing for Hal­loween ap­ples.




    He fi­nal­ly came out with the TV ma­chine, lift­ing the heavy in­stru­ment with no more

    ef­fort than if it had been a one-​page let­ter from home.




    It near­ly dropped from Smith’s hands as Chi­un gave it to him. Smith lugged it over to the

    tele­vi­sion set, ef­fi­cient­ly hooked it in­to the back of the set, and then in­sert­ed the

    cas­sette in­to the top.




    “Good,” said Chi­un. “A show. I have not seen a good show in much time.”




    The TV tape be­gan rolling and the pic­ture came on the screen.




    It was a pic­ture of Wes­ley Pruiss in a hos­pi­tal bed, his face wan and drawn, crisp white

    sheets pulled up to his neck.




    “Good,” Chi­un said. “A doc­tor show. Doc­tor shows are best.”




    “This is Wes­ley Pruiss,” Smith said.




    “Who’s he?” asked Re­mo.




    “The pub­lish­er of Gross.”




    “Serves him right,” Re­mo said.




    Theo­dosia was on screen now. She wore a white linen pants suit. It was tai­lored tight­ly

    to her body, but the ba­sic busi­ness cut of the suit sur­ren­dered to the cut of her own full,

    volup­tuous body.




    “Too fat,” Chi­un said. “The wom­en are al­ways too fat on these shows.”




    Theo­dosia spoke.




    “It was on­ly through good for­tune that this cow­ard­ly at­tack did not kill Wes­ley. To

    make sure that no such at­tack will ev­er again have any chance of suc­cess, I plan to spend

    ev­ery pen­ny, if nec­es­sary, of Wes­ley’s for­tune to hire the best body­guards in the world

    to pro­tect him.”




    An off-​cam­era voice drawled: “Why?”




    Theo­dosia wheeled. Her eyes glared at the off-​cam­era voice.




    “I’ll tell you why,” she said. “Be­cause I love him. Be­cause he is go­ing to make his mark

    in this world. Be­cause what he’s do­ing out here may be the most im­por­tant thing done in

    this coun­try since Kit­ty Hawk. That’s why. That’s why I’m go­ing to make sure he lives. Does

    that an­swer your ques­tion?”




    The cam­era slid back and showed Theo­dosia stand­ing in front of a big build­ing that

    looked like a pre-​Civ­il War man­sion, talk­ing to a clus­ter of re­porters.




    “And that’s the way it is here in Fur­long Coun­ty,” an an­nounc­er’s voice said. Then the

    tape end­ed and the screen went dark.




    “So what?” Re­mo said.




    “That’s all there is?” Chi­un asked. “A fat man in bed and a fat wom­an com­plain­ing about

    ev­ery­thing? What kind of sto­ry is that?”




    “That was on tonight’s news,” Smith told Re­mo.




    “I don’t watch the news,” Chi­un said.




    “Again, so what?” Re­mo asked.




    “I want you to get the job as his body­guard,” Smith said.




    “What the hell for?”




    “Be­cause when Pruiss moved out to that coun­ty in In­di­ana, he said he was go­ing to make

    the en­tire coun­ty an ex­per­imen­tal show­case for so­lar en­er­gy. He has to be kept alive

    to make sure that project goes ahead.”




    “Let the gov­ern­ment do it,” Re­mo said. “Why him?”




    “Be­cause you know as well as I do that the gov­ern­ment can’t do it,” Smith said. “They’ll

    take ten years pass­ing leg­is­la­tion, ten years writ­ing reg­ula­tions, ten years bring­ing

    pol­luters to court, and at the end of it, we still won’t have a so­lar en­er­gy pro­gram and

    we’ll be burn­ing blub­ber in lamps to try to keep warm.”




    Re­mo thought about that for a mo­ment, then nod­ded.




    Chi­un said, “Blub­ber has a fun­ny smell.”




    “Who tried to kill him?” Re­mo asked Smith.




    “We don’t know,” Smith said. “Some­body with a knife. God knows he’s got enough en­emies.

    But we don’t want him killed. Keep­ing him alive is your job.”




    Chi­un wait­ed un­til the door was closed be­hind Smith and said, “That was a stupid

    show.”




    “It wasn’t a show, Chi­un. It’s our next job: Keep­ing Wes­ley Pruiss alive.”




    “Who is this Wes­ley Pruiss?”




    “He pub­lish­es mag­azines,” Re­mo said.




    “Good.”




    “Why good?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause now maybe my nov­els and sto­ries will get pub­lished and I can fi­nal­ly

    over­come this an­ti-​Ko­re­an prej­udice against great art.”




    “Your nov­els and sto­ries won’t get pub­lished un­til you write them,” Re­mo said.




    “You are not go­ing to dis­cour­age me,” Chi­un said. “All I have to do is put them down on

    pa­per. They are all up here.” He tapped a fore­fin­ger to his tem­ple. “Ev­ery beau­ti­ful

    word, ev­ery exquisite scene, ev­ery bril­liant in­sight. All up here. All I have to do is put

    them on­to pa­per and that is the eas­iest part. What is the name of this mag­azine?”




    “Gross,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes,” Chi­un said. “What is the name of this mag­azine?”




    “Its name is Gross,” Re­mo said.




    “Hm­mmm,” said Chi­un. “I didn’t know you had a mag­azine named af­ter you.”




    The Rev­erend Higbe Muck­ley could not read or write, but since that had nev­er been a

    bar­ri­er to get­ting on net­work tele­vi­sion, he had ma­nip­ulat­ed tele­vi­sion very well to

    be­come a mil­lion­aire sev­er­al times over. He had al­ways been able to count very well.




    The Rev­erend Mr. Muck­ley had hit up­on the sim­ple trick of sell­ing mem­ber­ships in his

    Di­vine Right church; five dol­lars to be a dea­con, ten dol­lars to be a min­is­ter, fif­teen

    dol­lars for an aux­il­iary bish­op, one hun­dred dol­lars for a full bish­opric, along with a

    life-​long free sub­scrip­tion to Muck­ley’s mag­azine, Di­vine Right, an al­most

    in­com­pre­hen­si­ble word-​by-​word tran­scrip­tion of Muck­ley’s con­fused ram­blings,

    print­ed six times a year, more or less, de­pend­ing on how long it took the copies of the last

    is­sue to van­ish. Any full-​fledged of­fi­cial in the Di­vine Right church was en­ti­tled to

    men-​of-​the-​cloth dis­counts in most stores and busi­ness­es, and buy­ing a new car at 650

    dol­lars less than the nor­mal go­ing price more than jus­ti­fied the one-​time do­na­tion to

    Muck­ley’s church.




    Muck­ley was in his of­fice in the base­ment of a mas­sage par­lor on Ven­tu­ra Boule­vard

    in West Hol­ly­wood when his sec­re­tary came in­to his of­fice. She was not able to read or

    write very well ei­ther, but had achieved pro­fes­sion­al suc­cess in life pret­ty much by

    be­ing able to jot down 38-22-36 on ap­pli­ca­tion forms. “Wes­ley Pruiss has been stabbed,”

    she said. “Al­most killed.”




    “Yes,” Muck­ley said non­com­mi­tal­ly.




    “I thought you should know,” she said. “Maybe it would be some­thing for you to do

    some­thing with.”




    “Yes,” he said again.




    His sec­re­tary re­al­ized he must be think­ing of mon­ey when he did not try to grab her in

    his of­fice. Af­ter she left, Muck­ley con­tin­ued think­ing. New mem­ber­ships were down

    be­cause he had not been fea­tured on any net­work news in al­most three months. And he smiled,

    be­cause God al­ways showed the way. He had de­liv­ered Wes­ley Pruiss in­to Higbe Muck­ley’s

    hands. He called a “must” prayer meet­ing for the fol­low­ing day of all his West Coast

    dis­ci­ples, or as many could bor­row the bus fare to Hol­ly­wood.




    At Muck­ley’s in­vi­ta­tion, all the net­works showed up. Re­porters liked to cov­er Higbe

    Muck­ley. He was an easy sto­ry, and in con­trast with his back­woods drawl, they al­ways

    man­aged to look smart.




    Muck­ley led his dis­ci­ples in a prayer that thanked God for good­ness, right, mon­ey,

    biodegrad­able soap and in­stant mashed pota­toes, as long as they were made with­out any of

    them god­less chem­icals. Then he had spe­cial thanks for God. “In his char­ity and mer­cy and

    wis­dom, God has seen fit to strike down a pur­vey­or of dirt and filth who is try­ing to

    car­ry his dis­gust­ing New York City mes­sage to the heart­land of Amer­ica,” Muck­ley said.

    He looked around at the au­di­ence.




    “Can we let this man do that?”




    “No,” came back two hun­dred voic­es, sound­ing like five thou­sand and look­ing like five

    hun­dred in the too-​small meet­ing room Muck­ley had rent­ed.




    “That’s right,” Muck­ley said. “Get this down, you gen­tle­men of the press. Tonight I’m

    go­ing to Fur­long Coun­ty, In­di­ana, and I’m go­ing to lead a prayer vig­il there for all the

    faith­ful to make sure that this West­burg Purse…” he paused as his sec­re­tary whis­pered in

    his ear, “… to make sure that this West­er­ly Prunes aban­dons his sin­ful life.”




    Lat­er Muck­ley was asked what if Wes­ley Pruiss did not aban­don his sin­ful life.




    Muck­ley was thought­ful for a mo­ment. He had learned through ex­pe­ri­ence that preg­nant

    paus­es al­ways looked good dur­ing tele­vi­sion in­ter­views. “Well,” he said fi­nal­ly, “in

    that case we have to re­mem­ber what God said.”




    “What did God say?”




    “He said that here on earth, God’s work has to be done by men.”




    The sign on the door read “For Use­ful Ef­fec­tive Lead­er­ship.” Un­der it a larg­er sign

    warned: “Keep out.”




    In­side the large room, twelve men sat on straight-​backed chairs. They wore met­al caps

    with sen­sor de­vices built in­to them, and at­tached by wires to pan­els at the right side of

    their chairs.




    The twelve men were look­ing at a mo­tion pic­ture screen, still blank at the front of the

    bright­ly-​lit room.




    Be­hind the men, Will Bob­bin, as­sis­tant di­rec­tor of com­mu­ni­ty re­la­tions for the

    Na­tion­al Fos­sil Fu­el In­sti­tute, ner­vous­ly twist­ed a strand of his thin­ning gray hair,

    then flicked off the room lights and turned on the movie pro­jec­tor. Its fan be­gan to whir

    and then the lamp lit and a pic­ture ap­peared on the movie screen.




    It was a pic­ture of a small room, bare of fur­ni­ture ex­cept for two wood­en chairs. A

    door at the side of the room opened and a tall, el­der­ly man wear­ing just a white shirt and

    trousers came in. Be­hind him came a gray-​haired wom­an. She was blind and car­ried a white

    cane and wore heavy smoked glass­es. Her bluish gray hair was im­mac­ulate­ly mar­celled and as

    the man took her arm to help her in­to her chair, she smiled a smile of pure warmth and love.

    She looked like ev­ery­one’s sto­ry­book grand­moth­er.




    Bob­bin glanced around the room. The twelve men were star­ing front­wards at the old cou­ple

    on the movie screen. The men did not know it, but they were about to take part in a test that

    would de­ter­mine for­ev­er their fu­ture in the coal and oil in­dus­try. Will Bob­bin had

    de­signed the test.




    The old cou­ple sat on the chairs on screen, smil­ing straight ahead at the cam­era. The

    cam­era must have been hid­den be­cause the smiles were un­self­con­scious.




    Bob­bin waved to a team of three men he knew were hid­den be­hind a large glass mir­ror on

    the right of the room. The sig­nal was to make sure all the sen­sor-​record­ing de­vices were

    on, to mea­sure the emo­tion­al re­ac­tions of the twelve men to what they were about to

    see.




    Af­ter a few sec­onds, the old cou­ple stopped smil­ing. The man put his arms around the

    wom­an’s shoul­ders and pulled her to­ward him, as if to share their body warmth. The wom­an

    said some­thing to him and, as she spoke, breath steamed in front of her face.




    The tem­per­ature in the room pic­tured on the screen was clear­ly go­ing low­er. With his

    free hand, the man turned up his shirt col­lar and but­toned it up at the neck. He hunched his

    shoul­ders, as peo­ple do in the cold, to try to pock­et their bod­ily heat.




    The cou­ple talked to each oth­er again but the film was silent and the men in the room

    could not hear voic­es. The wom­an wept. Tears rolled down her pink round cheeks. The cam­era

    zoomed in for a close­up and the tears turned to ice drops halfway down the wom­an’s face.




    The tall old man got up and walked to the door through which they had en­tered. He tried the

    knob. It would not turn. He yanked at the door. The blind wom­an still sat on the chair, but

    turned her head from side to side in con­fu­sion. The old man pound­ed on the door, but there

    was ob­vi­ous­ly no re­ply, be­cause his face grew sad, and he came back and sat down again

    next to the old wom­an and tried to com­fort her.




    The film went on. The steam from their breaths frost­ed in­to ice in their hair and

    eye­brows. They hugged each oth­er tight­ly, but when that failed to keep them warm, the man

    took off his shirt and put it around the wom­an. Then he kissed her on the mouth, and they

    clung to each oth­er, tight­ly locked in each oth­ers arms.




    The film seemed to skip for a mo­ment, and then the cou­ple was on screen again. They were

    in the same po­si­tion, smiles on their faces, but they were coat­ed with ice and ob­vi­ous­ly

    frozen to death. Bob­bin heard some­one gag in the front of the room. The film skipped again

    and showed the two peo­ple frozen in place, each coat­ed with an inch-​thick slick of ice.




    It skipped again. Bob­bin heard some­one start to throw up. The fi­nal frames of the film

    showed the peo­ple now cov­ered in a mound of ice, the ice so thick that one had to look hard

    to dis­cern un­der the block the forms of two re­al peo­ple.




    Bob­bin froze the fi­nal frame of the movie and flicked on the lights. He walked to the

    front of the room and looked around. One man had thrown up on­to the floor. An­oth­er had his

    hand­ker­chief to his mouth and was gag­ging in­to it. They were out of it. They would nev­er

    move up in the fu­el in­dus­try. Some of the men seemed shocked. They were losers too.




    Three men looked up at Bob­bin with ques­tion­ing eyes that showed no emo­tion­al re­ac­tion

    at all. They would prob­ably reach the sec­ond lev­el of man­age­ment.




    But two men looked at Bob­bin very dif­fer­ent­ly. Their eyes glis­tened with a vi­sion of

    pos­itive en­joy­ment. There were smiles on their faces. These two were com­ers, Bob­bin knew.

    Some day they would head oil com­pa­nies or coal com­pa­nies.




    Bob­bin spoke. “You just saw a film. That’s all, a film.”




    The man who had thrown up kept retch­ing on the floor. The oth­ers watched Bob­bin.




    “That’s all,” he re­peat­ed. “A film. It’s not like we go around freez­ing peo­ple all the

    time. We didn’t even freeze these peo­ple at all.”




    Some of the men looked re­lieved at hear­ing it was a blood­less ex­per­iment. Bob­bin

    paused to make sure that the sen­sors record­ed their re­ac­tion to his re­mark. The two men

    who had seemed to en­joy the film looked dis­ap­point­ed at what Bob­bin said. But they smiled

    again when he added:




    “No, we didn’t freeze them at all. Some­body else froze them.” The sick man threw up some

    more.




    “We just pho­tographed them,” Bob­bin said. “That’s all. The freez­ing wasn’t our

    re­spon­si­bil­ity. As a mat­ter of fact, and your news net­works nev­er men­tion a thing like

    this, you nev­er hear that they owed mon­ey for fu­el bills, the blind la­dy nev­er paid a

    fu­el bill in her whole fuck­ing life. But the news nev­er men­tions that. No. Old peo­ple

    dy­ing is al­ways dra­mat­ic so it gets on the news. But it’s not the whole sto­ry, not by a

    long shot.”




    Bob­bin stopped. That was cer­tain­ly enough for the peo­ple op­er­at­ing the sen­sor

    recorders to give him full re­ports on the lead­er­ship po­ten­tial of the twelve men, all

    mid-​lev­el ex­ec­utives in the fos­sil fu­el in­dus­try.




    Bob­bin felt good. He would bet that this screen­ing sys­tem was go­ing to work and if it

    did, his rep­uta­tion was made. It was cost­ly and dan­ger­ous for the fu­el in­dus­try to go

    groom­ing top-​lev­el ex­ec­utives and then, when they got in­to the top slots, to find out

    that they had so­cial con­sciences and a sense of the re­spon­si­bil­ity of the fu­el

    com­pa­nies to the pub­lic, and all those oth­er things that were good for po­lit­ical

    speech­es, but played hob with the oil and coal com­pa­nies’ prof­it and loss state­ments. Not

    to men­tion an­nu­al div­idends.




    “We want to thank all you gen­tle­men for com­ing to New York,” Bob­bin said. “Of course,

    you re­al­ize that this ex­per­imen­tal pro­gram is be­ing kept ab­so­lute­ly qui­et so you

    will not talk about it. Now lunch is be­ing served in the pres­iden­tial din­ing room.” He

    smiled. His fin­gers strayed to­ward the wisp of gray hair in front of his right ear.




    “Good lunch, too,” he said. “Sal­ad with Roque­fort dress­ing, vichys­soise, broiled

    lob­ster-​fresh lob­ster, too, none of that frozen stuff. I guess you’ve had enough frozen meat

    for one day. En­joy, en­joy.”




    The sick man heaved up some more. A los­er, Bob­bin thought. Just a los­er.




    Af­ter the room had been cleared, Bob­bin waved to­ward the one-​way win­dow and a

    tech­ni­cian in a white smock en­tered the room.




    “Got ev­ery­thing?” Bob­bin asked.




    “Got it all.”




    “On my desk when?”




    “To­mor­row.”




    “Fine,” Bob­bin said.




    The man in the white jack­et left. Bob­bin’s as­sis­tant ran in­to the room.




    “Bad news, Will,” he said.




    “What’s that?” Bob­bin asked, an­noyed that he should have to lis­ten to some­body’s idea of

    bad news on a day that had thus far gone so well.




    “Wes­ley Pruiss is still alive.”




    “Shit,” said Bob­bin.




    “What’ll we do? If he goes ahead with that so­lar en­er­gy project…” The as­sis­tant did not

    fin­ish the sen­tence but his tone of im­pend­ing doom fin­ished it for him.




    “Leave it to me,” Bob­bin said with a grim smile. “Leave it to me.” And he start­ed

    twist­ing the hair at his right tem­ple again.


  




  

    CHAPTER FOUR




    Theo­dosia had tak­en over the en­tire east wing of the Fur­long Gen­er­al Hos­pi­tal and

    turned it in­to a fortress for Wes­ley Pruiss.




    Con­trac­tors had been hur­ried­ly hired to seal off all the con­nec­tions be­tween the main

    hos­pi­tal and the new east wing. Mean­while oth­er con­trac­tors were bolt­ing sol­id steel

    plates over the doors and win­dows.




    When the job was done, there was on­ly one way to en­ter the east wing. From the down­stairs

    ground lev­el en­trance door, which was locked and guard­ed twen­ty­four hours a day by one of

    the Fur­long Coun­ty po­lice, there was no way to get out of the stair­well be­fore the top

    floor where Wes­ley Pruiss lay in a bed in the on­ly room in the wing that was oc­cu­pied.




    In­side the stair­well, out­side the top floor, stood a mer­ce­nary colonel who had grown

    fa­mous for his ex­ploits lead­ing men in African wars. He car­ried a small sub­ma­chine gun

    and an au­to-​Mag pis­tol.




    He had been the first of three body­guards hired by Theo­dosia.




    Be­hind the door the colonel guard­ed and pa­trolling the ten feet of dis­tance from the

    hall door to Pruiss’s room was a man who had been the world’s mid­dleweight karate cham­pi­on.

    He could drive his foot through a plas­ter wall. His hands were gnarled and hard enough to

    drive nails. He was the sec­ond body­guard.




    The third was a for­mer Olympic cham­pi­on in small arms fire, a con­sul­tant in weapon­ry

    to the Los An­ge­les and New York po­lice de­part­ments.




    All the win­dows of Wes­ley Pruiss’s room had been blocked off with steel plates, ex­cept

    for one that caught the morn­ing sun. The win­dow opened on­to a fire es­cape and through it

    Pruiss was able to see the coun­try club build­ing that had been his home and the Fur­long

    Coun­ty golf course. On the fire es­cape of Pruiss’s room, the small arms ex­pert watched the

    roof above, the ground be­low and the met­al steps lead­ing up the fire es­cape. He car­ried a

    .357 Mag­num and a .22 cal­iber se­mi-​au­to­mat­ic pis­tol.




    As an ex­tra pre­cau­tion, the win­dow be­hind him had been wired to ad­min­is­ter a killing

    shock to any­one who tried to open it with­out the pow­er be­ing turned off from in­side the

    room.




    Each man was be­ing paid two thou­sand dol­lars a week. Theo­dosia felt se­cure. No one was

    just go­ing to walk in­to Wes­ley Pruiss’s room and harm him. Not with these se­cu­ri­ty

    pre­cau­tions.




    She stopped out­side the club­house that was now the Pruiss man­sion and picked some pink

    and red flow­ers. Her chauf­feur let her off at the one work­ing door to the hos­pi­tal’s east

    wing.




    The po­lice­man at the door rec­og­nized her, but ac­cord­ing to in­struc­tions, he stayed

    be­hind the locked door un­til she re­peat­ed the pass­word: “Gross is beau­ti­ful.”




    On­ly then did he let her in­to the down­stairs hall­way, quick­ly clos­ing the door be­hind

    her. He checked her purse for weapons and then in­spect­ed the bunch of flow­ers. On­ly when he

    was sat­is­fied that ev­ery­thing was in or­der, did he say, “Morn­ing, Miss Theo­dosia.”




    “Morn­ing. Ev­ery­thing qui­et?”




    “Yes, Ma’am.”




    She walked up the three dou­ble flights of stairs to the fourth floor. As she turned the

    cor­ner of the steps near the top, she saw the mer­ce­nary colonel, wear­ing kha­ki bat­tle

    gear, point­ing a sub­ma­chine gun at her.




    “Morn­ing, mum,” he said in a crisp British ac­cent.




    He too checked her purse and flow­ers, then turned and knocked four times on the door

    lead­ing to the cor­ri­dor.




    Theo­dosia smiled as she watched her pro­fes­sion­als go through their pro­fes­sion­al

    ex­tra-​safe pro­ce­dures.




    She heard the door un­lock from the in­side. The colonel count­ed to six be­fore open­ing

    it.




    “If it opens right away,” he ex­plained to her, “the man in­side will at­tack.”




    He pulled the door open and Theo­dosia went in­side. The karate ex­pert, wear­ing a

    loose-​fit­ting gi and bare­foot­ed, was in an at­tack stance that re­laxed on­ly when he

    rec­og­nized Theo­dosia.




    He too checked purse and flow­ers.




    She smiled again. She pushed through the swing­ing door in­to Wes­ley Pruiss’s room. The

    small arms ex­pert was on the fire es­cape, look­ing down and up and around in a

    nev­er-​end­ing cy­cle of vig­ilance.




    Wes­ley Pruiss was still asleep when she en­tered the room and Theo­dosia smiled when she

    saw the gen­tle, al­most boy­ish look on his placid face. And then her eyes widened in

    shock.




    There was a yel­low tag on the front of Pruiss’s pa­ja­mas. It had writ­ing on it. She moved

    quick­ly to the side of his bed and looked down at the tag. It was the in­side of a match­book

    from which the strik­er had been torn. The note had been writ­ten with a black felt-​tipped

    mark­er that lay along­side Pruiss’s bed with his notepad.




    The note read: “Your body­guards stink.” And there was a tele­phone num­ber af­ter it.




    The note had been clipped to the lapel of Pruiss’s pa­ja­mas with a safe­ty pin and when she

    re­moved it, Pruiss woke up and saw her.




    She pushed the yel­low card­board in­to her purse.




    “Morn­ing, love,” Pruiss said.




    She bent over to kiss him, then hand­ed him the flow­ers. With­out even a glance, he dropped

    them on the ta­ble next to his bed.




    “I’m sor­ry I woke you up,” she said.




    “All right,” he said. His voice was deep with de­spon­den­cy. “What else have I got to do

    but sleep?”




    “Don’t say that, Wes­ley. You’re go­ing to be as good as new.”




    “Yeah. As good as a new crip­ple can be,” he said bit­ter­ly.




    He turned away. When he looked back, he saw her still smil­ing at him, very brave­ly. As a

    re­ward, he smiled him­self.




    “Did you sleep well?” she asked.




    “Why not? With all those guards you’ve got around here, who could wake me up?”




    “No one came in to both­er you?”




    “No,” Pruiss said. “I just wish some­body had. I wish that guy with the knife had come back

    and fin­ished the job.”




    “I won’t hear that, Wes­ley,” said Theo­dosia, her face flushed with anger. “You’re an

    im­por­tant man. You’re go­ing to be even more im­por­tant. The world can’t af­ford the loss of

    a man like you.”




    “It’s lost half of me al­ready. The leg half. Don’t kid me, Theo­dosia. I know hope­less

    when I see hope­less. So do the doc­tors. Spinal in­jury. Crip­ple.”




    “What do those doc­tors know?” she asked. “We’ll get more doc­tors. Bet­ter doc­tors.”




    He thought about that for a mo­ment, look­ing out the win­dow at the bright sky.




    “Maybe, you’re right,” he said. “You know, there are times when I feel that there’s some

    life in my legs… like I could al­most move them. Not much and not of­ten. But once in a

    while.”




    He looked at Theo­dosia for some ex­pres­sion. He caught a brief flash of sor­row on her

    face that she turned in­to a smile as she said, “See. You nev­er can tell.” But her face told

    him a dif­fer­ent sto­ry. It was hope­less and she knew it. He was a crip­ple, doomed to be a

    crip­ple for the rest of his life.




    He closed his eyes and said noth­ing more. He opened his mouth to take the pain pills she

    gave him and he had noth­ing to say when she be­gan ar­rang­ing for an am­bu­lance to take him

    from the hos­pi­tal back to the coun­try club where his mas­ter bed­room had been con­vert­ed

    in­to a hos­pi­tal room. But it felt good, even if he wouldn’t ad­mit it to her, to be out of

    the hos­pi­tal and back to his home, even if it was a new home and one he had not yet had a

    chance to get used to.




    When she went out in the ear­ly af­ter­noon, Theo­dosia left the three body­guards in his

    bed­room with or­ders to leave un­der no cir­cum­stances.




    Be­fore leav­ing the build­ing, she fished the piece of yel­low card­board from her purse

    and tele­phoned the num­ber on it.




    Re­mo was ly­ing on the bed in Room 15 of the Fur­long Bud­get Val­ue Dol­lar Mo­tel when

    Theo­dosia rapped firm­ly on the door.




    When he opened it he looked her up and down and asked, “Who are you? Not that it re­al­ly

    mat­ters all that much.”




    “You’re the one who left the note?” Theo­dosia asked.




    “Right. That’s right,” Re­mo said. “I saw you on tele­vi­sion. Am­brosia or some­thing.”




    “Theo­dosia.”




    “Come on in.”




    He went back to the bed while Theo­dosia sat on the couch.




    “How did you get in­to that hos­pi­tal room?” asked Theo­dosia.




    “Don’t an­swer that, Re­mo,” Chi­un said as he ap­peared in the door­way con­nect­ing Room

    15 and his own Room 17.




    “Why not?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause she has not paid you any­thing and even if she had, we do not give our se­crets

    away. We sell our per­for­mance but not knowl­edge of our tech­niques.”




    “Very wise,” Theo­dosia said.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, it just sounds wise,” Re­mo said. “Even if I told, you wouldn’t un­der­stand

    the tech­niques.”




    “Try me,” said Theo­dosia. There was a small smile on her face, the smile of a wom­an who

    had been un­der­es­ti­mat­ed many times be­fore by men who thought that be­cause she had enough

    chest for ev­ery­body, it au­to­mat­ical­ly fol­lowed that she didn’t have a brain in her

    head.




    “All right,” Re­mo said, hold­ing back a smile of his own, “We saw the guard on the fire

    es­cape, the one in the stair­well, the one out­side the door. Plus the slug guard­ing the

    front door. We on­ly want­ed to go in­to the room, not hurt any­body. So we didn’t go any of

    those ways.”




    “So mys­ti­cal­ly we ap­peared, masked in the cloak of in­vis­ibil­ity,” said Chi­un, with a

    warn­ing glance at Re­mo.




    Theo­dosia smiled at him. Chi­un smiled back.




    Re­mo shook his head. “No. We fig­ured you had all the open­ings to the room cov­ered but

    you didn’t cov­er the non-​open­ings, so we turned a non-​open­ing in­to an open­ing.”




    He nod­ded to her.




    “The win­dows,” she said. “You got in through a win­dow.”




    “You’ll nev­er know that,” Re­mo said. “Now that’s a se­cret.”




    “But how did you get to a win­dow? The roof is sealed off and there’s on­ly one fire es­cape

    up the side, and that one’s guard­ed.”




    “Se­cret,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “Re­mo is right. It is very se­cret. We would like to tell you, young

    la­dy, but if we tell you, you will tell some­one else and he will tell some­one else and

    be­fore you know it, ev­ery­one will know how to climb the sides of smooth walls and re­move

    steel plates from over win­dows and then re­place the plates on the way back down. So we

    can­not tell you.”




    “Thank you, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said, “for not telling.”




    Chi­un nod­ded his ap­pre­ci­ation.




    “How much?” Theo­dosia said.




    “What are you pay­ing those three blocks you’ve got now? I guess the cop on the front door

    is free.”




    Theo­dosia nod­ded. Chi­un cleared his throat.




    “A thou­sand a week each,” Theo­dosia said.




    “That means two thou­sand a week,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un cleared his throat again. Re­mo ig­nored him. “That’s a to­tal of six thou­sand a

    week,” Re­mo said. “Since we’re in­cal­cu­la­bly bet­ter than they are, we can’t ap­ply a

    per­cent­age to it. But let’s say, ten thou­sand a week.”




    “Too much,” Theo­dosia said.




    Chi­un cleared his throat again and Re­mo looked at him in an­noy­ance, be­fore glanc­ing

    back at the wom­an.




    “Suit your­self,” Re­mo said. “We can al­ways go to work for the peo­ple who want to get rid

    of him.”




    “You know who they are?” the wom­an said war­ily. She had a pen­cil in her hand but she

    jabbed it an­gri­ly against her small note pad as she asked the ques­tion.




    “No, but it shouldn’t be hard to find them if we’d a mind to,” Re­mo said. Chi­un cleared

    his throat again.




    “You think so?” said Theo­dosia.




    “I know so,” said Chi­un, be­fore Re­mo could an­swer. The old Ori­en­tal looked

    con­fi­dent­ly at the young dark-​haired wom­an.




    “All right. Ten thou­sand a week. Guard Wes­ley and find out who’s re­spon­si­ble for that

    at­tack on him.”




    Chi­un raised a fin­ger. “Not quite,” he said, “Who pays for these ho­tel rooms?”




    Theo­dosia looked around at the worn bed­spread, the walked-​thin car­pet, the

    wa­ter-​stained wall­pa­per near the door.




    “All right,” she said. “I’ll throw in the rooms too.”




    “Fine,” said Chi­un. He looked tri­umphant­ly at Re­mo, then leaned clos­er to him. “See,”

    he said in Ko­re­an, “how eas­ily it all goes if you leave the ne­go­ti­at­ing to me.”




    In his halt­ing Ko­re­an, Re­mo said, “Chi­un, I would have got­ten the same mon­ey. All you

    did was get us an­oth­er job, find­ing out who hit Pruiss.”




    “I got us the ho­tel rooms paid for,” Chi­un said. His voice raised as he be­came

    ex­cit­ed.




    “The rooms on­ly cost us six dol­lars, for Chris­sakes,” Re­mo said. “You gave away an

    ex­tra job for six dol­lars. No won­der Sinan­ju’s a poor vil­lage.”




    “You speak ter­ri­ble Ko­re­an,” Chi­un said. “I can’t un­der­stand a word you say.”




    “I said I would have got­ten the same mon­ey.”




    “You wouldn’t have,” Chi­un in­sist­ed. “Ne­go­ti­at­ing is one of the spe­cial skills of

    Mas­ters of Sinan­ju.”




    “Would,” said Re­mo in En­glish.




    “Wouldn’t,” said Chi­un.




    Theo­dosia stood up.




    “Why not come with me now?” she said.




    Re­mo start­ed off the bed.




    “Not so fast,” Chi­un said.




    “What now?” asked Re­mo.




    “The ho­tel room keys,” he said. “Give them to her.” He point­ed to Theo­dosia as if he

    ex­pect­ed her to run out of the room. She smiled at Re­mo who shrugged.




    “Any­thing you say, Chi­un. Any­thing you say,” said Re­mo weari­ly.




    Wes­ley Pruiss was drink­ing beer from a can when they ar­rived back at the coun­try club.

    Theo­dosia sent the three body­guards out­side, then snatched the can of Rhein­gold Ex­tra

    Light away from Pruiss.




    “Hey,” he said.




    “Hey your­self,” she said. “No drink­ing. You know that.”




    “What dif­fer­ence does it make?”




    He saw Re­mo and Chi­un stand­ing at the foot of his bed. He had not heard them en­ter the

    room.




    “Who are these guys?”




    “Your new body­guards.”




    Pruiss looked at them care­ful­ly, his face seem­ing­ly un­de­cid­ed be­tween a scowl and a

    sneer. “Body­guards. They look just about right to guard half a man.”




    “You were a half a man be­fore you got hurt, Pruiss,” Re­mo said.




    “Is that how you talk to all your em­ploy­ers? What are we pay­ing these guys?” he asked

    Theo­dosia.




    “Re­mo, leave this to me,” hissed Chi­un. “Not near­ly as much as we usu­al­ly charge for

    such ser­vices,” he told Pruiss quick­ly. “But we came along just for the plea­sure of

    pro­tect­ing such an en­light­ened per­son as you.” He smiled and fold­ed his hands in­side the

    sleeves of his flow­ing green evening robe.




    “You did, huh?” Pruiss’s voice was still wary but his face showed sat­is­fac­tion at the

    ego-​stroking.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “Would you like to hear my po­et­ry?”




    “No,” said Pruiss.




    “Some oth­er time,” Chi­un said agree­ably.




    “I doubt it,” Pruiss said.




    “Don’t doubt it,” Re­mo said. “You’re go­ing to hear so much Ung po­et­ry that you’re go­ing

    to be able to re­cite it, Pruiss. You’ll learn it by heart. In Ko­re­an. You’ll be able to give

    us three hours on a flow­er open­ing and two more hours on a bee land­ing on the flow­er.

    You’ll be the life of the or­gy.”




    “Don’t give away the sto­ry,” Chi­un told Re­mo.




    “Get these two out of here,” Pruiss told Theo­dosia.




    “Suits me,” Re­mo said. “The on­ly rea­son we’d even take this job is so you can go ahead

    and do your thing with so­lar en­er­gy. Sure as hell not be­cause we like you.”




    Pruiss waved his hand, dis­miss­ing so­lar en­er­gy.




    Re­mo waved his hand back.




    “The hell with so­lar en­er­gy,” Pruiss said. “I don’t care if ev­ery­body freezes to

    death.”




    Theo­dosia stood along­side Pruiss, look­ing at Re­mo and Chi­un. She said bland­ly, “I

    don’t think Wes­ley re­al­ly feels that way. It’s just the strain of ev­ery­thing.”




    “Strain, my butt. That’s the way I re­al­ly feel,” Pruiss said.




    “Swell,” said Re­mo. “Come on, Chi­un, let’s go.”




    Af­ter they had passed the guards in the hall­way, Chi­un asked Re­mo: “Why did you say

    that?”




    “She pulls the strings,” Re­mo said. “Let her work on him. It’s bet­ter than us ar­gu­ing

    with him.”




    They walked down the broad curved stair­case of the old coun­try club and out the front door

    in­to the pleas­ant spring night of In­di­ana.




    At the end of the long drive­way was a small street. Across the street stood the

    re­con­struct­ed ten­ement build­ing.




    “That is where it hap­pened?” Chi­un asked.




    “Yes.”




    “I would see it.”




    The moon­light streamed in through the kitchen win­dow and il­lu­mi­nat­ed the kerosene lamp

    on the ta­ble. Re­mo went to light it with a match, while Chi­un went unerring­ly to­ward the

    oth­er end of the rail­road apart­ment. When Re­mo had the light on, he turned to see Chi­un

    crouched down, feel­ing the floor.




    “This is where the as­sas­sin stood,” Chi­un said.




    “How can you tell that?”




    “Be­cause he was here wait­ing for Pruiss. This is the on­ly spot in this room where the

    floor­boards do not creak. He could have stood here in per­fect si­lence to wait his

    mo­ment.”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “A knife thrown from the black­ness of night,” Chi­un said soft­ly, more to him­self than to

    Re­mo. “This is not good.”




    “Why?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un seemed to ig­nore the ques­tion as he rose and stared at the floor. “The man stood

    here,” he said, “and wait­ed for the big-​mouthed one to en­ter the room. Then, across a

    dis­tance of twen­ty feet, he threw a knife that al­most took the life from Pruiss. But not

    quite. Now, he was alone with his vic­tim. Did he then go to him to fin­ish his task? No.”




    “Maybe some­thing scared him off,” Re­mo said.




    “No,” said Chi­un.




    “Why not?”




    “He had time to go to his vic­tim and re­move the knife. All he had to do was to twist it

    and his vic­tim would be dead and his mis­sion ac­com­plished. But he did not do that. He just

    re­moved the knife and fled. Why?”




    Re­mo shrugged.




    “Re­al­ly, Re­mo. Some­times you are very dense.”




    “I’m glad now it’s on­ly some­times. Usu­al­ly you tell me I’m al­ways very dense.”




    “Have it your own way,” Chi­un said. “Re­mo, you are al­ways very dense and nev­er more so

    than now.”




    “All right. You tell me.”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “I do not think he meant to kill Wes­ley Pruiss, be­cause oth­er­wise he

    would have. And I think he had a rea­son for tak­ing his knife.”




    “Not to leave fin­ger­prints be­hind,” Re­mo said.




    “He could have just wiped the han­dle,” said Chi­un. “He took the knife so we would not see

    it. Why?”




    “Who cares?”




    “You should. He took it be­cause it prob­ably iden­ti­fies him.”




    “Prob­ably had one of those lit­tle tags print­ed on the han­dle: ‘If found, drop in

    near­est mail­box. Nor­man Knifethrow­er will guar­an­tee postage.’”




    Chi­un ig­nored him. He stood up straight and took a pose, left foot in front of his right,

    al­most as if he were fenc­ing an imag­inary op­po­nent. He rocked back and forth,

    trans­fer­ring his weight from foot to foot. There was on­ly si­lence in the flat as Re­mo

    watched.




    “Re­mo,” Chi­un said. “Stand here.”




    He stepped aside as Re­mo walked over and stood.




    “Now, rock from side to side.”




    Re­mo did as or­dered. The floor­boards squeaked be­neath his feet.




    Chi­un sighed. “I have seen enough,” he said. “It is time for us to leave.”




    “So who killed cock robin?” Re­mo asked.




    “I will ex­plain it all to you when you are ca­pa­ble of ab­sorb­ing what I tell you. But

    let me warn you. We are fac­ing a very dan­ger­ous man, very formidable. His skill is not

    great­ly dif­fer­ent from ours.”




    “You can tell all that by lis­ten­ing to the floor boards not squeak?”




    “Ev­ery­thing hands over its se­crets to one who de­mands them,” Chi­un said. “I can tell

    you some­thing more too,” he added as he start­ed for the kitchen door. Re­mo blew out the

    kerosene lamp and fol­lowed him.




    “Yeah? What’s that?” Re­mo asked.




    “The as­sas­sin will wear a thick black leather belt. The back of the belt will be filled

    with knives, knives with red leather han­dles. And near the blood­guard of each knife will be

    im­print­ed the out­line of a rear­ing stal­lion.”




    And then he was walk­ing down the stairs, shak­ing his head slow­ly from side to side. But

    when Re­mo caught up to him, Chi­un would say no more. He said he wished to think.




    There were two calls at the mo­tel that night for Re­mo.




    The first was Smith, who was dis­mayed when Re­mo told him that Wes­ley Pruiss was talk­ing

    about drop­ping the so­lar en­er­gy project.




    “We can’t let that hap­pen,” Smith said dourly.




    “It won’t,” Re­mo said. “Ru­by back yet?”




    “Not for an­oth­er week.”




    “Tell her I got a new job for her if she wants it,” Re­mo said.




    “What is that?” Smith asked sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “I know a guy. I can get her in as a Grossie Girl.”




    The sec­ond tele­phone call came from Theo­dosia.




    “You know,” she told Re­mo, “you’re not as dumb as you look.”




    “I know,” said Re­mo. “It’s one of my cross­es in life, peo­ple think­ing I’m just an­oth­er

    pret­ty- face.”




    “Any­way, I’m work­ing on Wes­ley. I’ll get him to change his mind on the so­lar

    pow­er.”




    “I know you will,” Re­mo said. “When?”




    “Can you start in the morn­ing?” she asked.




    “Be there,” Re­mo promised.




    The ear­ly morn­ing sun turned Fur­long Coun­ty in­to a pic­ture post­card. It shone gold

    off the roofs of the small, neat build­ings and al­most whitened the fields of ear­ly wheat.

    The small fish­ing lakes glint­ed metal­li­cal­ly, look­ing like pits of piled up di­amonds. As

    the sun came over the trees, it sparkled off the dew the night had de­posit­ed on the prac­tice

    putting green in front of the Fur­long Coun­try Club.




    Pruiss was in the mid­dle of the green, ly­ing in a hos­pi­tal bed. The im­prints of its

    wheels had pressed deep in­to the tight­ly packed grass of the green.




    The three body­guards stood at three dif­fer­ent points around the green, fac­ing away from

    Pruiss. The mer­ce­nary colonel and small arms ex­pert were car­ry­ing their fa­vorite weapons.

    The karate man was car­ry­ing sir­ak­ens, the point­ed sil­ver throw­ing stars, and prowled

    ner­vous­ly back and forth over about three feet of the green’s perime­ter.




    Theo­dosia stood along­side Pruiss’s bed, next to a dark-​skinned man wear­ing a jew­eled

    Nehru jack­et and a tur­ban with a red stone in the front of it.




    As Re­mo and Chi­un ap­proached, the man grabbed the bot­tom of Pruiss’s bed and rolled it

    around so that the rapid­ly-​ris­ing sun shone di­rect­ly in Pruiss’s eyes.




    The mer­ce­nary colonel did not no­tice Re­mo and Chi­un un­til they were stand­ing next to

    him. His hand moved to the trig­ger guard on his gun.




    “Easy,” Re­mo said, “we’re on the same team.”




    “Miss Theo­dosia,” the man called in his brisk ac­cent. She looked up and saw Re­mo and

    Chi­un.




    “It’s all right, Colonel,” she said.




    The colonel re­laxed his fin­ger grip, but still looked sus­pi­cious­ly at Re­mo and Chi­un.

    Peo­ple who came up­on him that silent­ly could be up to no good.




    “Who’s the twerp?” Re­mo asked him.




    “Don’t know,” the colonel said. “Some bleed­in’ In­di­an mys­tic, I hear.”




    Wes­ley Pruiss had the same ques­tion.




    “Theo­dosia, who the hell is this?”




    The lit­tle In­di­an spoke.




    “Rachmed Baya Bam, at your ser­vice, sir­rrr.”




    Pruiss ig­nored him.




    “Theo, who is he?”




    “He’s the head of the In­ner Light Move­ment,” she said.




    “I gave at the of­fice,” Pruiss said.




    “Very fun­ny,” Rachmed Baya Bam said in his clipped, high pitched voice. “The sahib has a

    very keen sense of the hu­mor­ous. So do I, Rachmed Baya Bam, cho­sen by the Almighty to be the

    head of the In­ner Light Move­ment. I am the man who har­ness­es the strength of the sun, the

    peace force of the uni­verse, the cre­ator of all that is good and strong. That is what I do,

    sir­rr,” he told Pruiss. He hissed his s’s as he spoke.




    “Rachmed has come to help,” Theo­dosia said.




    “Yeah,” Pruiss said in dis­gust. “To help him­self.”




    “Wes­ley, give him a chance,” Theo­dosia said. “Can it hurt?”




    Baya Bam paid no at­ten­tion to her. He slow­ly lift­ed the cov­ers on the bot­tom of

    Pruiss’s bed, ex­pos­ing the pub­lish­er’s pale, thin legs to the sun­light.




    He stood along­side the foot of the bed and turned his face to the sun. He raised his hands

    above his head and be­gan to chant. There were oc­ca­sion­al words in En­glish but most of the

    words Re­mo could not un­der­stand.




    “What’s he say­ing, Chi­un?” asked Re­mo.




    “He is say­ing non­sense,” Chi­un said.




    Baya Bam switched to En­glish.




    “Oh, almighty pow­er of the gold­en orb, bring the strength­ness and good­ness of your peace

    force in­to these legs. Bring life where there is no life. Bring strength where there is on­ly

    weak­ness.”




    Pruiss turned his face away from Baya Bam. The look on his face would have been

    ap­pro­pri­ate if he had seen the man eat­ing spi­ders.




    Baya Bam laid hands on Pruiss’s legs. He knead­ed the mus­cles, then reached his hands above

    his head again to­ward the sun, as if re­fill­ing their sup­ply of strength, and then reached

    down quick­ly, grip­ping Pruiss’s calf mus­cles and squeez­ing hard.




    Pruiss winced.




    “Ouch,” he said.




    Theo­dosia squealed and threw her arms around his shoul­ders and kissed his face.




    “Wes­ley, you felt it. You felt it,” she said ex­cit­ed­ly.




    “Huh,” said Pruiss.




    “Don’t you see?” she said. “You felt his pres­sure on your legs. They’re not dead

    any­more.”




    Pruiss looked stupid for a mo­ment, then smiled and turned to­ward Rachmed Baya Bam. But the

    small In­di­an had turned his back to Pruiss and was again look­ing at the sun, now well above

    the string of trees bor­der­ing the first fair­way of the golf course.




    “Oh, holy globe,” Baya Bam said. “We thank you in the glo­ry of your pow­er and in show­ing

    us the way of the in­ner light. And we thank you for open­ing the eyes of this un­be­liev­er to

    show him that all things wait for him who leads the good life and who glo­ri­fies your pow­er

    and virtue. All hail, oh, gold­en one.”




    He turned back and told Theo­dosia. “That is enough for now. We can do no more to­day.”




    “I felt it,” Pruiss said. “I felt it. He squeezed my legs and I felt it.” He looked around

    to the body guards to share his good news with them, but, pro­fes­sion­al­ly, they had their

    backs turned to him. He saw Re­mo and Chi­un and greet­ed them with a smile.




    “I felt it,” he said.




    “Yes, Wes­ley,” Theo­dosia said. “We know.”




    She called to the three body­guards. “All right, let’s get Mr. Pruiss in­side be­fore he

    catch­es a chill.” She pulled the bed’s cov­ers down over his legs. The three guards came and

    be­gan rolling the bed away.




    She fol­lowed them but stopped to say to Re­mo, “I have to give Wes­ley the pain pills for

    his legs.”




    Rachmed Baya Bam still stood fac­ing the sun in the cen­ter of the putting green. Re­mo

    de­cid­ed that if you put knick­ers and a tur­ban on a go­ril­la, there would still be no

    trou­ble find­ing some peo­ple to call it a holy man.




    “Do you want to talk to him, Chi­un?” asked Re­mo.




    “No,” said Chi­un.




    They went in­to the big build­ing. They heard Rachmed Baya Bam fol­low­ing them, al­most

    run­ning to keep up.




    They all walked past the three body­guards, who stood in the hall­way out­side Pruiss’s

    room, and went in­side. The pub­lish­er’s face broke in­to a smile when he saw the In­di­an. He

    nod­ded cool­ly to­ward Re­mo and Chi­un. “I guess you two can stay too,” he said.




    Baya Bam stood at the side of Pruiss’s bed.




    “Gu­ru,” Pruiss said. “I want to thank you. You’ve giv­en me my first taste of hope.”




    “Sir­rr,” Baya Bam said. “It has noth­ing to do with me. I am mere­ly the ves­sel through

    which the sun’s pow­er is poured.”




    “A fraud,” Chi­un told Re­mo. “Next he’ll be say­ing that he’s the sun source.”




    “The sun is the source and I am mere­ly the con­duit through which it flows,” the In­di­an

    said.




    “See,” said Re­mo. “At least he’s more mod­est than you.”




    “He should be,” Chi­un said.




    “Any­thing I can have, gu­ru, you can have,” Pruiss said.




    Baya Bam smiled, a smile Re­mo rec­og­nized as that of a man who had wired aces in a game of

    stud pok­er.




    “The sun will make you whole,” Baya Bam said, “be­cause the sun can do all things. So should

    you not share that good­ness with all peo­ple?”




    Pruiss looked dumb for a mo­ment, then asked, “So­lar en­er­gy?”




    “Yesss,” said the In­di­an. “The sun can cure you and it will do that to make you ready for

    your mis­sion in life. To bring the sun and its pow­er to all the peo­ple of the world for

    their bet­ter­ment.”




    “That’s all you want?” Pruiss asked.




    “Yes,” Baya Bam said. “That is all.” He paused. “That is a very hand­some wrist­watch you

    wear, sir­rrr.”




    Pruiss stripped it from his wrist and it van­ished from his fin­ger­tips in­to the folds of

    Baya Barn’s pan­taloons be­fore the pub­lish­er could change his mind. Theo­dosia looked

    pained.




    “You re­al­ly think there’s hope?” said Pruiss.




    “There is more than hope. A cure is a cer­tain­ty,” the In­di­an said.




    “Touch my legs again?”




    The In­di­an shook his head. “Not to­day. Enough for to­day. Even the sun needs time to grow

    the tree.”




    “That’s a good one, Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “Why don’t you write it down so you can use it

    some­time?”




    Chi­un looked at Re­mo cold­ly. Pruiss was nod­ding at Baya Bam.




    “I’ll do it,” he said. “Theo, the so­lar project’s back on. And if I get cured…”




    “When,” cor­rect­ed Baya Bam.




    “When I’m cured, I’m of­fer­ing my life up to the sun. Maybe make movies about it. Work it

    in­to the pic­tures. Sun­ny Sex­ca­pades. No. I’ll think about it. Maybe even give up the porn.

    Change the Gross-​Outs in­to Sun-​Spots, Serve health food. Gua­va jel­ly and some kind of

    crack­ers. No more frozen may­on­aisse. Make ‘em fam­ily places. Bring the kids and all.” His

    face looked dreamy as his voice slow­ly trailed off and Wes­ley Pruiss fell asleep on his

    pil­low.




    “Gu­ru,” said Theo­dosia, “you are wel­come to stay here for as long as you wish.”




    “Thank you, lit­tle la­dy,” said Baya Bam.




    “He is a fraud,” Chi­un told Re­mo.


  




  

    CHAPTER FIVE




    Se­cu­ri­ty meant not be­ing afraid when you were sum­moned to the boss’s of­fice. This

    thought came to Will Bob­bin as he walked, whistling, down the hall to the of­fice of the

    di­rec­tor of com­mu­ni­ty re­la­tions for the Na­tion­al Fos­sil Fu­els In­sti­tute. He was no

    longer afraid; he was se­cure in his job.




    And it had tak­en him a long time to achieve that goal.




    When he had first come to work for the in­sti­tute, he had an­tic­ipat­ed mak­ing the oil

    and coal in­dus­tries for­ward-​look­ing, re­spon­sive to the pub­lic good. In his

    oc­ca­sion­al ap­pear­ances on tele­vi­sion talk shows, he was al­ways cool and ar­tic­ulate,

    nod­ding gen­tly and con­cerned­ly when an­ti-​oil big­ots at­tacked the ma­jor pro­duc­ers,

    qui­et­ly await­ing his chance to sys­tem­at­ical­ly de­mol­ish them with im­pec­ca­ble log­ic.

    He fan­cied them as Tchaikovskian bursts of noise and him­self as the gen­tle, pre­cise melody

    of “Liebe­straum.”




    He had been sure his per­for­mance was be­ing no­ticed up­stairs. And when­ev­er one of the

    pres­idents of an oil com­pa­ny had died, he had har­bored the small hope-​one he was

    un­will­ing to ad­mit even to him­self-​that some­one in the in­dus­try with fore­sight and

    imag­ina­tion would rec­og­nize his mer­it and reach down in­to the ranks and snatch him up for

    pres­ident. And then he could show them how to run an oil com­pa­ny. How to make prof­its and

    still be sen­si­tive to the pub­lic’s wish­es. How to bal­ance the bot­tom line for the

    com­pa­ny-​prof­its-​with the bot­tom line for hu­man­ity, which was “con­cern for the

    well-​be­ing of our coun­try… nay, even for our species,” as he had once said on an in­ter­view

    show.




    But no one had reached down to anoint him as a pres­ident, and as time went on, it slow­ly

    be­gan to sink in that no one in the busi­ness took him se­ri­ous­ly. His boss was fond of

    say­ing to him, while read­ing a re­port and talk­ing on the tele­phone at the same time, “Yes,

    yes, Bob­bin, that’s very in­ter­est­ing, send me a memo if you get a chance.”




    One day, af­ter he had been with the in­sti­tute for more than ten years, he took a look

    around and re­al­ized that ev­ery­one who had joined the com­pa­ny at about the same time he

    had, had al­ready been pro­mot­ed up­stairs while he was still in the same dead-​end­ed

    job.




    He thought about it for a long while and de­cid­ed that the dif­fer­ence be­tween them and

    him was that they were jin­go­is­tic fools who be­lieved in the fos­sil fu­els in­dus­try,

    right or wrong, and they would nev­er at­tain his spe­cial high­er form of in­tel­lec­tu­al

    grace. On the oth­er hand, they were all mak­ing over fifty thou­sand dol­lars a year, and

    still climb­ing.




    So Bob­bin looked care­ful­ly at the in­dus­try that had ob­vi­ous­ly spurned his

    en­light­ened ideas, and he looked at the mort­gage on his house and the col­lege bills for his

    kids and the amount he still owed on his sum­mer home, and he came to the de­ci­sion that the

    fu­el in­dus­try would have re­ward­ed his ge­nius if they had been al­lowed to. But they had

    been pre­vent­ed from do­ing that by an avari­cious Amer­ican pub­lic that al­ways want­ed

    some­thing for noth­ing and by a greedy, grasp­ing gov­ern­ment that want­ed to steal all your

    prof­its in tax dol­lars so they could piss them away on the un­wor­thy.




    This Je­suit­ical judg­ment al­lowed Bob­bin to hate the Amer­ican con­sumer and the

    Amer­ican gov­ern­ment in­stead of the in­dus­try that had re­ject­ed him. And he hat­ed with a

    pas­sion. His voice be­came one of the most stri­dent in the in­dus­try, at­tack­ing the

    looneys and the fuzzy-​brains and the free-​lunch grub­bers.




    Gone was the thought­ful, pro­fes­so­ri­al Will Bob­bin of the ear­ly days. Gone were the

    gen­tle ex­pla­na­tions on talk shows of the oil com­pa­ny po­si­tion. In­stead, Bob­bin turned

    in­to a gut fight­er, al­ways look­ing for an edge, shout­ing down op­po­nents with

    per­for­mances that would have sick­ened him ten years ear­li­er.




    And the pro­mo­tions had fol­lowed. And the rais­es.




    Then he had de­vel­oped his screen­ing pro­gram for po­ten­tial oil ex­ec­utives.




    “What’s the point of all this?” the head of the lob­by had asked him.




    Bob­bin had laid on him his very best, know­ing, sar­don­ic smile.




    “Just to pre­vent the wrong kind of guy from get­ting to run one of our com­pa­nies

    some­day,” he said.




    “Oh? And what is the wrong land of guy?”




    “The kind of guy I used to be,” Bob­bin said.




    The head of the in­sti­tute had smiled and giv­en him the go-​ahead for the pro­gram. They

    had used pro­fes­sion­al mod­els in the films of the old peo­ple freez­ing, and then used

    life-​sized man­nikins un­der­neath the ice for the lat­er shots.




    Bob­bin su­per­vised the film­ing him­self and kept ask­ing the cam­era­man and the

    di­rec­tor for “re­al­ism, dammit, more re­al­ism. I want to feel those old fucks shiv­er and

    twitch. I want to hear their flesh turn­ing hard and their blood con­geal­ing. Make it

    re­al­is­tic.”




    For a few mo­ments, Bob­bin had thought of find­ing some old cou­ple who were will­ing to

    en­ter a sui­cide pact and to lay a lot of mon­ey on their es­tate if they were will­ing to

    freeze to death on cam­era. But he re­ject­ed that idea be­cause it might just to be too hard

    to find such a cou­ple and he want­ed to get the film shot and the pro­gram in op­er­ation as

    soon as pos­si­ble. He could be de­layed months, just to look for some old gas guz­zlers who

    want­ed to die.




    The pro­gram had gone well and Will Bob­bin had pro­mo­tion on his mind when he walked in­to

    his boss’s of­fice. But a look at his boss’s face had driv­en that idea from his mind, and for

    just a mo­ment, he felt the same old twinge of fear he had felt in the ear­ly days when he was

    be­ing called on the car­pet.




    “Bob­bin, you see what this suck­er’s do­ing?”




    “Which suck­er is that?”




    “Wes­ley Pruiss.” His boss, a big man with big brutish hands with hair all up and down the

    backs of his fin­gers, waved a New York Times at Bob­bin, who al­ready had read the sto­ry.

    “He’s go­ing ahead with that so­lar en­er­gy shit. You’d think a guy gets crip­pled, he’d have

    enough sense to do what he’s sup­posed to do. Go home and play with him­self or

    some­thing.”




    “I saw the sto­ry,” Bob­bin said. “Bad news.”




    “Well?”




    “Well, what?” Bob­bin asked with a small sink­ing feel­ing.




    “You said you could take care of it.”




    Bob­bin nod­ded.




    “Then you bet­ter do it. There’s no room in this busi­ness, Bob­bin, for weak­lings who

    can’t see their du­ty and do it. You get my drift?”




    Shak­en, Bob­bin rose to his feet and nod­ded. He was dis­missed by a curt nod of the head.

    As he walked from the of­fice, he vowed to him­self that he had not come this far in the

    busi­ness just to have his life messed up by some porn pub­lish­er. If it turned in­to a

    ques­tion of the good life for Will Bob­bin or life for Wes­ley Pruiss, well then Wes­ley

    Pruiss had just bet­ter duck.




    The as­sas­sin stood in the woods be­hind the Fur­long Coun­ty Golf Course. He was a small

    man, dressed ca­su­al­ly in kha­ki slacks and a yel­low sports shirt, and he would have looked

    like many oth­er small men in Fur­long Coun­ty if it had not been for the fact that his skin,

    like his shirt, was yel­low.




    His at­ten­tion was fixed on a squir­rel, hop­ping along a felled tree. The squir­rel moved

    a foot in a ner­vous hop, stopped, with his plumed tail wav­ing about, then hopped again, all

    in a quick, herky-​jerky move­ment.




    Slow­ly, the as­sas­sin bent down and picked up a small stone in his left hand. He tossed it

    up in­to the air, about ten feet high, in the gen­er­al di­rec­tion of the squir­rel. The stone

    bounced off the log be­hind the squir­rel who took off as if pro­pelled by a di­ar­rhet­ic

    jet.




    The an­imal raced the ten feet down the log, across two feet of open space, hopped on­to the

    trunk of a fat black tree and flashed up to­ward safe­ty.




    The as­sas­sin’s right hand sped al­most like an elec­tric spark to­ward the back of the

    thick black leather belt he wore. In one smooth move­ment, he ex­tract­ed a red han­dled knife,

    brought it up to his ear, and let fly.




    The knife made one fast half-​turn in the air and then slammed in­to the squir­rel’s tail,

    rip­ping through the fur and flesh and bury­ing it­self an inch deep in­to the wood of the

    tree. The squir­rel kept try­ing to climb but, pinned by the knife, was un­able to move and

    emit­ted a pained, noisy shriek.




    The shriek last­ed on­ly a split sec­ond, be­cause even while the first knife was be­ing

    thrown by the right hand, the as­sas­sin’s left hand was mov­ing to the back of his belt,

    re­mov­ing an­oth­er knife, and with an iden­ti­cal throw­ing mo­tion, wing­ing the knife

    to­ward the spot on the tree where the squir­rel fu­tile­ly moved his legs.




    That knife too made a lazy half-​turn be­fore the spike-​sharp point buried it­self in­to

    the squir­rel’s small skull, crack­ing it with an au­di­ble split and pin­ning the an­imal to

    the tree. The shriek died in the an­imal’s throat. The as­sas­sin smiled and walked to­ward the

    tree to re­trieve and clean his knives and re­turn them to the belt of six he wore.




    But the as­sas­sin’s smile was not a smile of plea­sure. This had been his third squir­rel

    of the day and he felt a lin­ger­ing tinge of ap­pre­hen­sion that his an­ces­tors who had

    honed this knife-​throw­ing art over the cen­turies would be dis­turbed if they could see that

    he kept his skills sharp by killing squir­rels.




    But soon, he thought, soon came Wes­ley Pruiss.




    But even that did not give him much sat­is­fac­tion, for a nor­mal man was not much more to

    him than a squir­rel. No more of a chal­lenge. No more of a threat.




    He wished in­stead for the days he had read about and heard about, in cen­turies past, when

    great killers were sent out to track down oth­er great killers.




    To­day, he thought to his dis­may, there were no great killers left to test him and to

    chal­lenge his ge­nius in a con­test in which sec­ond-​place meant death.




    Wes­ley Pruiss was sleep­ing when the pick­ets ar­rived. Rev. Higbe Muck­ley wore a long

    frock coat and a shirt with a frayed col­lar and a tie whose back strand was longer than the

    front.




    Be­hind him were forty pick­ets, most of them car­ry­ing signs. One sign read: “Rock of

    Ages.”




    “What the hell does that sign mean?” Re­mo asked Theo­dosia.




    She came to the win­dow and brushed her body against his, but she did not re­coil at the

    touch. In­stead, she stayed there and pressed against him hard­er.




    “What sign?” she asked, look­ing down.




    “The one the lu­natic is car­ry­ing.”




    “Be more spe­cif­ic.”




    “‘Rock of Ages,’” Re­mo said. “What does that mean?”




    Theo­dosia shrugged, a rub­bing shrug that ma­nip­ulat­ed her body against Re­mo’s.




    Pruiss woke up as the pick­ets, march­ing slow­ly around the build­ing, be­gan to sing.




    “What’s go­ing on out there?” he snarled from his bed.




    “The danc­ing girls have ar­rived,” Re­mo said.




    “Chase ‘em, I’m try­ing to sleep.”




    Their voic­es drift­ed up from be­low:




    “… Cleft for me.




    Let me hide my­self in Thee.”




    “Who brought the pick­ets?” Pruiss asked sleep­ily.




    “It looks like that Rev­erend Muck­ley,” Theo­dosia said. “The bible thumper from

    Cal­ifor­nia.” She pressed clos­er to Re­mo.




    “Well, at least it ain’t none of them les­bian lib­bers,” Pruiss said, be­fore turn­ing his

    face away on the pil­low and clos­ing his eyes. Re­mo felt Theo­dosia’s body stiff­en

    slight­ly.




    “Why’d this Rev­erend Muck­ley come here?” Re­mo said.




    Theo­dosia said, with sure­ness. “Those god­dam oil com­pa­nies must have put him up to it.

    I think they’re be­hind ev­ery­thing that goes on around here.”




    Pruiss, on the edge of sleep, mum­bled some­thing.




    “What, Wes­ley?” Theo­dosia asked. But Pruiss was asleep.




    “The CIA,” Re­mo said.




    “What?”




    “He said ‘the CIA.’”




    The dark-​haired wom­an shook her head. Her hair brushed against Re­mo’s cheek.




    “Ev­er since Gross did an ar­ti­cle on CIA as­sas­sins, Wes­ley’s been con­vinced the CIA is

    af­ter him. If his car runs out of gas, it’s the CIA. If the tai­lor rips a but­ton off his

    shirt, it’s the CIA. It’s like a fix­ation with him.”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said. “They do some strange things.”




    “If they want­ed to ha­rass some­body, they could sure­ly find a bet­ter tar­get than

    Wes­ley,” she said.




    “They’ve got enough peo­ple to ha­rass ev­ery­body,” Re­mo said.




    Down­stairs, the hymn-​singing had changed to chant­ing:




    ONE, TWO, DOSEY-​DO,




    PRUISS IS GONE




    AND GROSS MUST GO.




    “That’s enough of them,” Theo­dosia said. “I’m call­ing the po­lice.”




    “Don’t both­er,” said Re­mo. “I’ll shoo them.”




    Re­mo went down­stairs and wait­ed on the front steps for Rev. Higbe Muck­ley to make the

    cir­cuit of the coun­try club build­ing.




    “Nice sign, ma­ma,” he said to an old wom­an who walked by, car­ry­ing a plac­ard that read:

    “We will not be bought off by a mess of tax pot­tage.”




    “You think so?” she asked, her bit­ter lined face light­ing up.




    “Best one yet,” Re­mo said.




    “Think it’ll make that Pruiss go home? Back to New York where he be­longs?” she asked.




    “No,” Re­mo said. “Of course not. Signs nev­er do any­thing ex­cept get you on

    tele­vi­sion.”




    “Oh my, tele­vi­sion.” Her hand moved to smooth her hair.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” Re­mo said. “You’re a shoo-​in for it.”




    “You’re one of them, aren’t you,” the wom­an asked Re­mo. She nod­ded to­ward the house.




    “Guess so.”




    “Well, you prob­ably can’t help it, be­ing Ital­ian and all,” the wom­an said.




    “Nice talk­ing to you, moth­er,” Re­mo said as he saw Rev­erend Muck­ley come around the far

    cor­ner of the build­ing, mov­ing his hands as if an or­ches­tra lead­er, con­duct­ing the

    chants. He was a big man and he am­bled along and Re­mo thought all he need­ed was a beard and

    top hat to look like Abra­ham Lin­coln.




    Re­mo fell in along­side him as he passed the steps.




    “Good to wel­come you here, son,” Muck­ley said. “Where’s your sign?”




    “I don’t have one,” Re­mo said. “Look. There’s a man sick up­stairs. Whether you like him or

    not, he’s sick. Now why don’t you go away and give him a chance to heal up?”




    “An an­gel of the dev­il,” Muck­ley said. “Sent to vis­it evil up­on us. It is God’s will

    that he be ill and God’s will that we be here, the hosts of the Lord, to guard against him.”

    His voice was im­pas­sioned but Re­mo saw there was no fire in Muck­ley’s eyes. He was just

    recit­ing from mem­ory, prob­ably some­thing he’d re­cit­ed hun­dreds of times be­fore.




    “I’m glad we had this lit­tle chance to talk,” Re­mo said. He grabbed Muck­ley’s right hand

    and pinched the flesh be­tween his in­dex and mid­dle fin­gers. “Sure I can’t con­vince

    you?”




    Muck­ley winced. “Of course, there is a time and place for Chris­tian char­ity. Even to

    those who of­fend us.”




    “Right,” Re­mo said. “Sort of turn the oth­er cheek.”




    “Cor­rect,” Muck­ley said. Re­mo was lead­ing him away from the house now, back to­ward the

    nar­row street. As if they were moun­tain climbers, at­tached to their lead­er by life­lines,

    the forty pick­ets fol­lowed him.




    Re­mo kept press­ing the flesh be­tween Muck­ley’s fin­gers.




    “Go away now, Rev­erend.”




    “Yes. I un­der­stand your point of view.”




    “I thought you might,” Re­mo said.




    “Folks, we’ve done what we can here,” Muck­ley called out.




    There was a groan from the crowd. The old wom­an shout­ed, “The tele­vi­sion ain’t ar­rived

    yet.”




    “Now we should all go back to our homes and pray for this evil man,” Muck­ley said.




    “Let’s set the house afire,” some­one else called.




    “No, no, no,” Muck­ley yelled. “Chris­tian love will con­quer all. Our prayers are the on­ly

    flames we need. They will light the fire of de­cen­cy, even in such a cold heart as West­port

    Prune’s.”




    “Good go­ing.” Re­mo said.




    “You go­ing to be here to­mor­row?” Muck­ley asked.




    “Ev­ery day,” Re­mo said.




    “All right,” Muck­ley said. “But no more with the hand, huh?”




    “If you be­have,” Re­mo said.




    He let Muck­ley’s hand go and the tall min­is­ter walked off down the road, fol­lowed by the

    strag­gling line of dis­ap­point­ed pick­eters.


  




  

    CHAPTER SIX




    The first so­lar heat­ing equip­ment ar­rived ear­ly that evening at Fur­long Coun­ty

    Air­port, a paved area that looked like a Grand Union park­ing lot, three miles from the

    coun­try club.




    Be­cause he had de­cid­ed to go ahead with the so­lar pro­gram at the urg­ing of Rachmed

    Baya Bam, Pruiss had in­sist­ed the In­di­an ac­com­pa­ny them to the air­port to in­spect the

    ar­rival.




    Pruiss rode in the back of an am­bu­lance com­man­deered from the Fur­long Coun­ty Gen­er­al

    Hos­pi­tal for the oc­ca­sion, and Rachmed Baya Bam helped roll him down the ramps in his wheel

    chair.




    Four ten-​foot-​high piles of so­lar pan­els had ar­rived aboard a trans­port plane and now

    sat on lifts near the far edge of the run­way. The hangar flood­lights had been turned on to

    il­lu­mi­nate the black Plex­iglass col­lec­tors.




    “Looks like junk to me,” Pruiss said to Theo­dosia. “How do they work?”




    “The sun beats on the black Plex­iglass. It ab­sorbs heat and pass­es it on to pipes be­low

    that hold wa­ter. Then the wa­ter’s cir­cu­lat­ed through the ra­di­ators or what­ev­er and

    heat the house.” She waved at the piles of pan­els. “And this is just the first, Wes­ley.”




    She was walk­ing along­side Pruiss while Baya Bam was wheel­ing him along. Re­mo saw her

    step was light and boun­cy. Chi­un was next to Re­mo, his eyes search­ing the dark­ness around

    the hangar.




    Baya Bam stopped Pruiss’s wheelchair five feet from the piles and stepped to the side to

    look around.




    “Even sci­ence pays glo­ri­ous homage to the sun,” he said.




    He looked spell­bound. All Re­mo saw was piles of plas­tic.




    Theo­dosia took the In­di­an’s place be­hind Pruiss’s wheelchair and be­gan to roll it away

    from the piles.




    “Rachmed,” she said sharply to the In­di­an who stood near the piles. “Be care­ful. They may

    fall over on you.”




    He smiled at her, as if invit­ing her to bask in the sal­ad oil of his warmth. “It is all

    right, Missss,” the said. “I am very ag­ile and will…”




    “I said stand clear,” Theo­dosia said sharply, “be­fore you get hurt.” She kept wheel­ing

    Pruiss away. He was twen­ty feet now from the piles of col­lec­tors. Baya Bam shrugged and

    fol­lowed her.




    Re­mo turned to speak to Chi­un, but paused for a mo­ment. Some­thing reg­is­tered on his

    hear­ing. There were al­ways sounds in a place but the trained ear could fo­cus on them and out

    of a hub­bub pick the hub and the bub. There was some­thing now fight­ing for recog­ni­tion in

    Re­mo’s ears.




    Chi­un had heard it too. His head was cocked like that of a deer in the for­est, tilt­ed at

    a slight an­gle, all the in­ten­si­ty of his tiny body tun­ing in on his hear­ing.




    Re­mo be­gan to speak when sud­den­ly Chi­un moved for­ward. To Theo­dosia, he seemed to

    drift, but some­how he was mov­ing with an un­be­liev­able speed. At that mo­ment, Re­mo

    rec­og­nized the sound he had heard too. It was a hiss­ing, sput­ter­ing, metal­lic

    burn­ing.




    He fol­lowed af­ter Chi­un who tossed him­self across Wes­ley Pruiss’s wheelchair and pushed

    it back to­ward the hangar far­ther away from the piles of col­lec­tor plates. Re­mo wrapped

    Theo­dosia in one arm and scooped up Rachmed in the oth­er and the force of his for­ward

    mo­tion car­ried them back to­ward the hangar where Chi­un was still shield­ing Pruiss with his

    body.




    There was a split sec­ond in time in which the sput­ter­ing end­ed, the hiss­ing stopped,

    and then there was a roar as an ex­plo­sion blew away un­der one of the piles of col­lec­tors.

    There was the crack­ing sound of plex­iglass snap­ping and be­hind him as he veered around the

    cor­ner of the hangar wall, Re­mo felt heat and pres­sure, but then they were all be­hind the

    wall as all the piles of pan­els blew up, spray­ing glass shards and bits of met­al in­to the

    air. It rocked the cor­ner of the hangar build­ing be­hind which they stood, Chi­un again

    look­ing as placid as if he had just re­turned from med­itat­ing in his gar­den.




    Glass and met­al pieces dropped, with ping­ing sounds, on the cor­ru­gat­ed met­al roof of

    the build­ing, then slid down and land­ed about their feet. Theo­dosia looked stunned; Rachmed

    Baya Bam cringed in the cor­ner of the build­ing be­hind her.




    Pruiss had his usu­al an­gry look on his face.




    “What the Christ is?…”




    “A boom,” said Chi­un.




    “Bomb,” said Re­mo.




    “Those fuck­ing oil com­pa­nies,” spat Theo­dosia.




    She stepped out now from be­hind the hangar and looked at the run­way, cov­ered with

    frag­ments of plex­iglass, glint­ing sharply black in the re­flec­tion of the run­way

    lights.




    Air­port work­ers were run­ning from the hangar and Pruiss said, “Let’s get out of

    here.”




    “Is it safe yet?” asked Baya Bam, still cow­er­ing in the cor­ner.




    “Yes, it’s safe,” Theo­dosia said. She grabbed Pruiss’s wheelchair and be­gan push­ing it

    rapid­ly back to­ward the am­bu­lance. Rachmed raced ahead and ran in­to the am­bu­lance,

    hid­ing in a far cor­ner.




    Re­mo and Chi­un looked at the wreck­age.




    “Close call,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded.




    “So much for knives with hors­es on them,” Re­mo said. “No as­sas­sin works with a knife,

    then with a bomb.”




    Chi­un con­tin­ued to look at the pile of rub­ble.




    “Per­haps,” he said. “Per­haps.”


  




  

    CHAPTER SEVEN




    By the time their am­bu­lance had reached the Pruiss res­idence, Theo­dosia had de­cid­ed.

    She was keep­ing the oth­er three body­guards on the pay­roll. She twist­ed her hands

    to­geth­er ner­vous­ly as she told Re­mo.




    “That’s not nec­es­sary,” Re­mo said.




    “No,” said Chi­un. “Not nec­es­sary. If you have mon­ey to throw away, I know this nice

    lit­tle vil­lage where the peo­ple…”




    “Chi­un,” said Re­mo.




    Theo­dosia shook her head. Dark curls splashed around her shoul­ders.




    “No. This is the way I want it. I’ll just sleep bet­ter.”




    “Suit your­self,” Re­mo said. “Just keep them out of our way.”




    “You do it,” she said. “I don’t want to deal with any­body tonight.”




    Re­mo had the three body­guards meet him in the old ground floor golf pro shop of the

    for­mer coun­try club.




    They came in as if ex­pect­ing an am­bush, scan­ning the room cau­tious­ly with then eyes,

    glanc­ing be­hind the glass counter and the doors




    Re­mo was prac­tice putting with a put­ter he had pulled from a sam­ple bag of clubs.




    “No­body hid­ing in the golf bags ei­ther,” he said, look­ing up.




    “Now lis­ten, Yank, what’s this all about?” the mer­ce­nary colonel said. “We’re sup­posed

    to be on du­ty.” He was a husky man with a mus­tache twirled in­to points so pre­cise that

    on­ly a sadist would have in­flict­ed that kind of dis­ci­pline on his fa­cial hair.




    The small arms ex­pert and the karate man nod­ded.




    “Theo­dosia’s de­cid­ed to keep you on,” Re­mo said. “Don’t ask me why.”




    “The ‘why’ is be­cause we’re the best there is,” the colonel said.




    “Sure,” Re­mo said. “Right.” He putted a ball across the room and stopped it twelve feet

    away on a lit­tle dark spot in the green rug. Pro shops al­ways had green rugs, he re­al­ized.

    “Any­way, I just want­ed to tell you to stay out of our way. Work out­side or some­thing.” He

    in­spect­ed the soft rub­ber grip of the put­ter.




    “Do you know what a drag it is be­ing able to one-​putt ev­ery green?” he said. “I liked

    golf bet­ter when I used to miss a shot once in a while.”




    “You know, Yank,” the colonel said with a faint sneer. “When this is all over ..”




    “If you guard your­selves the way you guard­ed Pruiss in that hos­pi­tal,” Re­mo said, “when

    this is all over, you’ll be lucky to be alive.”




    “You Amer­icans are al­ways pushy,” the colonel said. He fin­gered the stock of his

    sub­ma­chine gun. “When this is over, just you and me.”




    Re­mo smiled at him, then putted an­oth­er ball across the floor. It stopped, touch­ing the

    first prac­tice putt.




    “You don’t seem wor­ried, Yank,” the colonel said.




    “I told you,” Re­mo said. “I nev­er miss. One putt all the time.”




    “I’m not talk­ing about your bleed­ing golf game,” the colonel said. “I’m talk­ing about big

    things. Life and death.”




    “If you want some­thing big, you ought to try a twen­ty-​dol­lar Nas­sau with press­es on

    the back nine,” Re­mo said.




    “Life and death,” the colonel in­sist­ed. “You know how many men I’ve killed?”




    Re­mo putted an­oth­er ball. It stopped touch­ing the first two.




    “I’ve seen what you killed,” Re­mo said. “Un­trained nin­nies who couldn’t tie their own

    shoes. Peo­ple who signed up to be sol­diers so they could eat any­body they cap­tured. The

    Cubans are prob­ably the worst fight­ers in the world, ex­cept for the French, and when they

    got to Africa, they kicked your ass and sent all you make-​be­lieve field mar­shals home.”




    The colonel took a step for­ward and put his foot in the line of Re­mo’s putt.




    Re­mo dropped an­oth­er ball on the floor and putted it across the car­pet, with a chop­ping

    up and down stroke. The ball squirt­ed off the put­ter head and skid­ded across the floor. When

    it reached the colonel’s shoe, the back en­glish took ef­fect and the ball hopped in­to the

    air, over the shoe, and stopped dead still on the far side, next to the three oth­er balls.




    “Will you put that bloody put­ter down?” the colonel snarled.




    “Don’t have to,” Re­mo said.




    The colonel growled in anger, reached down and snatched one of the golf balls from the

    car­pet. He fil­ing it across the ten feet of space sep­arat­ing him­self and Re­mo. The white,

    rock-​hard ball sped in on Re­mo’s face. He turned his body slight­ly to­ward the left and

    raised his left hand in a buzz-​saw mo­tion. The ball was in­ter­cept­ed by Re­mo’s hand. It

    hit the hand with­out a sound and seemed to hang on the side of Re­mo’s open palm for a

    mo­ment. Then he dropped his hand and two halves of the golf ball fell to the floor, sliced

    neat­ly in two as if by a sur­gi­cal laser beam.




    The three men looked at the golf ball in shock.




    “Guard out­side,” Re­mo said again soft­ly.




    They turned to­ward the door.




    “Colonel,” Re­mo said. The mer­ce­nary of­fi­cer, his face drained of col­or, turned to meet

    Re­mo’s eyes.




    “That was a good ball,” Re­mo said. “A Ti­tleist DT. I’m dock­ing your ac­count a dol­lar

    thir­ty-​five.”




    Theo­dosia had put Re­mo in a bed­room on one side of Wes­ley Pruiss and Chi­un in a room on

    the oth­er. Her room was down past Re­mo’s and Rachmed Baya Barn’s was the far­thest down the

    cor­ri­dor.




    When Re­mo got up­stairs, the In­di­an had al­ready gone to bed be­cause he said his nerves

    had been shat­tered by the Amer­ican propen­si­ty for vi­olence. He could eas­ily, sir­rr, have

    been killed be­fore his mis­sion in life had been ac­com­plished.




    Chi­un hissed to Re­mo, “That means as long as there is still a dol­lar loose in this

    coun­try.”




    Theo­dosia had put Pruiss to sleep and Re­mo and Chi­un head­ed for their sep­arate

    rooms.




    “Which one of you is stay­ing with Wes­ley?” she asked.




    “I don’t like shar­ing a bed,” Chi­un said. “I sleep on my mat.”




    “But some­body’s got to stay in his room,” she said. She looked at Re­mo help­less­ly.




    “No, we don’t,” Re­mo said. “No­body can get with­in a hun­dred feet of this room with­out

    us know­ing it. Don’t wor­ry about it.” She did not look con­vinced.




    “Look, if you want to do some­thing,” Re­mo said, “pull down the shades in his bed­room. If

    that makes you feel bet­ter.”




    When she came back out of Pruiss’s room, she told Re­mo: “You for­got your weapons.”




    “No, we didn’t.”




    “Where are they?”




    “They’re al­ways with us,” Re­mo said.




    “Show me,” Theo­dosia said.




    “They’re se­cret,” Re­mo said. He stuffed his hands in­to the pock­ets of his black

    chi­nos.




    “Let me have a good night’s sleep,” she said. “What kind of weapons do you use?”




    Chi­un paused at his bed­room door.




    “The most dead­ly weapons known to mankind,” he said. He went in­side. Theo­dosia looked at

    Re­mo.




    “The same weapons we used to get through those steel win­dows at the hos­pi­tal,” Re­mo

    said.




    “You’ve brought them?”




    “Yes. Nev­er trav­el with­out them,” Re­mo said.




    Theo­dosia looked at him sus­pi­cious­ly. “You’re sure you can tell if Wes­ley’s in any

    dan­ger?”




    “Sure I’m sure. If it makes you feel any bet­ter, I’ll sleep with my door open tonight.”




    He smiled and she shrugged.




    “I hope you’re worth what I’m pay­ing you,” she said. She sound­ed sure he wasn’t.




    He took his hands from his pock­ets and held her soft hands in his, stroking the knuck­les

    with his thumbs.




    “More,” he said. “Go to sleep. It’s been a long day.”




    Al­most re­luc­tant­ly, she start­ed down the hall, then stopped and went back to Pruiss’s

    room and peeked in­side.




    “He’s sleep­ing,” she told Re­mo.




    “Good,” said Re­mo.




    “I want you to kill any­body who tries to go in­to that room tonight,” she said

    stern­ly.




    “You got it,” Re­mo said. “Go to sleep.”




    He en­tered his own room, un­dressed and lay on the bed. There had been a time, years

    be­fore, when he had had trou­ble sleep­ing. Go­ing to bed was just an­oth­er strug­gle in a

    day filled with strug­gles and he would turn and toss on his bed un­til his drained and

    ex­haust­ed body re­luc­tant­ly ac­cept­ed sleep.




    But that had been years ago, back be­fore CURE, back be­fore Chi­un had trans­formed him

    in­to some­thing dif­fer­ent by giv­ing him con­trol of his own body, able to make it do what

    he want­ed it to do.




    He had once men­tioned the change in his sleep­ing habits to Chi­un, who laughed one of his

    in­fre­quent laughs.




    “You have al­ways been asleep,” Chi­un had said.




    When Re­mo fi­nal­ly came to un­der­stand the gifts Chi­un had giv­en him, he re­flect­ed

    that the an­cient Ko­re­an was cor­rect. He had been asleep, nev­er in touch with his body.

    Most men used on­ly a small frac­tion of their bod­ies and an even small­er frac­tion of their

    sens­es. Re­mo was man pushed to­ward the ul­ti­mate, us­ing al­most all his body, al­most all

    his sens­es. And Chi­un? Chi­un was the ul­ti­mate. The se­crets of cen­turies of Sinan­ju were

    stored in his mind and body and it ex­plained why that frail old man, less than five feet tall,

    weigh­ing un­der a hun­dred pounds, could bring phys­ical forces to bear that had to be seen,

    and still were dis­be­lieved.




    Now, for Re­mo, sleep­ing was just an­oth­er func­tion of liv­ing and Re­mo was in con­trol

    of those func­tions. He slept when he want­ed to and for as long as he want­ed to and the

    to­tal­ity of rest he twist­ed from sleep was so great that a few min­utes rest to him was the

    same as hours of sleep to a nor­mal man.




    And to go to sleep was the sim­plest thing of all. It did not re­quire con­scious­ly

    will­ing the body to sleep. It sim­ply meant let­ting the body do the nat­ural thing, which was

    to sleep. “A li­on nev­er has in­som­nia,” Chi­un had once said. Sleep­ing be­came a thing done

    more by in­stinct than by con­scious de­sire. But Re­mo con­trolled the in­stinct.




    He thought of none of these things as he lay on the bed, be­cause one mo­ment he was awake,

    and the next mo­ment he was asleep. Not the “lit­tle death” of sleep that most men suf­fered

    through. Be­cause Re­mo lived a life with­out ten­sions rack­ing his mind and body, be­cause he

    was not in con­flict with him­self dur­ing the day, he did not have to es­cape that con­flict

    at night in the deep co­ma that most peo­ple called rest.




    Thir­ty min­utes lat­er he heard it and was ful­ly awake. There was a sound in the hall.

    Chi­un too would have heard it, he knew.




    Re­mo moved qui­et­ly from the bed to­ward the open door of his room. The sound was

    foot­steps, soft foot­steps. It was some­one bare­foot­ed mov­ing down the thick car­pet­ing of

    the hall­way, and while to most peo­ple the move­ment would have been sound­less, that was

    on­ly be­cause they were used to lis­ten­ing to the hard clicks of hard shoes on hard floors.

    Any­thing less than that was silent. But Re­mo could hear the soft crin­kle of the wool car­pet

    as it was pressed down by the bare feet step­ping along it, and then the slight re­lease as the

    foot lift­ed and took the next step. It was a hiss­ing sound. The foot­steps were com­ing

    clos­er to him. He heard no sound of cloth­ing rustling.




    A small per­son. Per­haps five-​foot-​six or sev­en. One hun­dred and sev­en­teen pounds.

    Long legged. Chi­un seemed to know some­thing about the per­son who had thrown a knife in­to

    Wes­ley Pruiss’s back. Did that make the as­sas­sin an Ori­en­tal? Re­mo won­dered. An

    Ori­en­tal might fit the phys­ical de­scrip­tion of the per­son com­ing slow­ly and soft­ly

    down the hall­way to­ward Re­mo’s room. To­ward Pruiss’s room.




    Re­mo wait­ed un­til the steps were on­ly three feet from his open door and then walked out

    in­to the hall­way.




    Star­ing up at him was Theo­dosia. She was dressed on­ly in white panties and bra. She

    looked up at Re­mo in sur­prise.




    “What are you do­ing?” he asked.




    “I was test­ing you,” she said. “Just to see if you were on the job.”




    Re­mo shook his head. “You’ll nev­er know how lucky you are.”




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause you gave in­struc­tions to kill any­body try­ing to en­ter Pruiss’s room. If you

    had touched the knob on that door, Chi­un would have put you away be­fore you could blink.”

    With­out rais­ing his voice, Re­mo said, “It’s all right, Chi­un. It’s Theo­dosia. Go back to

    sleep.”




    The faint Ori­en­tal voice squeaked back from in­side Chi­un’s room. “Sleep? How can I sleep

    with herds of ele­phants thun­der­ing down the hall at all hours of the night? I will nev­er

    get any rest on this job. Woe is me.”




    “Come on in here,” Re­mo said. “Un­less you want to hear him kvetch all night.” He led

    Theo­dosia in­to his room and closed the door be­hind them.




    “I thought I was be­ing very qui­et,” she said. She seemed not at all self-​con­scious about

    wear­ing noth­ing but her lin­gerie.




    “You were,” he said. “Most peo­ple wouldn’t have heard you.”




    “You did.”




    “We’re not most peo­ple,” Re­mo said. He re­al­ized Theo­dosia was stand­ing close to him,

    her body pressed against his. She seemed so small, so vul­ner­able that he lift­ed up her chin

    with his hand and leaned over to kiss her on the mouth.




    Her lips stiff­ened mo­men­tar­ily, then re­laxed and were rich and pulpy as they slid

    against Re­mo’s. He moved his hands down her bare back, which felt smooth and oiled, and toyed

    with the elas­tic waist­band of her ny­lon panties. Theo­dosia pressed against him with the

    mid­dle of her body and clapped her arms about his neck.




    She re­leased her lips, leaned her head back and smiled at him.




    “What’s a nice guy like you do­ing in a place like this?” she asked.




    “Just lucky, I guess,” said Re­mo, draw­ing her close to his body again by wrap­ping his

    arms around her bare back.




    He al­lowed his body to stir and when it did, he re­mem­bered how pleas­ant it had once

    been. It was all too easy for him now and he would nev­er re­cap­ture the lust­ful joys of

    scor­ing when scor­ing was hard to do. Still the wom­an in his arms plea­sured him. He fid­dled

    with the lit­tle metal­lic clip on the back of Theo­dosia’s bra but couldn’t open it, just as

    he had nev­er been able to open them, so he nipped the elas­tic strap be­tween his right thumb

    and in­dex fin­ger and with a small twist of his hand, broke the elas­tic in two. The bra slid

    down the front of Theo­dosia’s chest as she shrugged her shoul­ders and Re­mo felt her

    hard-​point­ed breasts touch his chest.




    He raised a hand to her breast and she pressed her lips against him again, hard,

    de­mand­ing, in­sis­tent, and pushed him back­wards to­ward the bed. He felt her fin­gers slide

    against the mus­cled flesh of his hard stom­ach and her long fin­ger­nails traced lazy cir­cles

    about his navel.




    She wore a sweet per­fume but it was sweet with the smell of the out­doors and not with the

    sweet of sug­ar and chem­icals. It waft­ed in­to Re­mo’s nos­trils and he sa­vored the aro­ma

    as he let her body car­ry him down on­to the bed. She was fever­ish­ly claw­ing at the

    waist­band of his un­der­shorts and Re­mo said,




    “Easy, easy. What’s the hur­ry?”




    “Easy, my ass,” Theo­dosia said and some­how twirling around on the bed, she had both their

    un­der­gar­ments off and she was climb­ing over him.




    Even though he did not want it to hap­pen, it had be­come too much a part of him to ig­nore

    and Re­mo re­mem­bered all the steps in­grained in him by Chi­un’s train­ing, and with­out

    think­ing of them, he went from step one to step two to step three.




    Chi­un had taught him twen­ty-​sev­en pro­gres­sive steps for sex. Chi­un had called it a

    be­gin­ner’s course “but ad­equate for most of your needs, es­pe­cial­ly since you whites rut

    like cows in a field.” Twen­ty-​sev­en steps and Re­mo had nev­er found a wom­an with whom he

    could get past Step 13 be­fore she was turned in­to a flesh-​cov­ered mass of quiv­er­ing

    jel­ly.




    Theo­dosia moved around Re­mo as he went through the steps, the pres­sure touch on the small

    of the back, the fin­ger­nail scrape three inch­es from the cen­ter of an armpit, the tug and

    re­lease of the small hairs at the back of her neck. He felt guilty about get­ting ready to

    turn the wom­an in­to jel­ly, but he knew noth­ing else to do in sex now ex­cept the things he

    had been taught. He won­dered for a mo­ment if Theo­dosia’s con­tin­uous ex­po­sure to

    ram­pant, kinky sex at Gross mag­azine and as Pruiss’s mis­tress might some­how ren­der her

    im­mune to his pro­cess­es.




    He per­formed Step 13, de­cid­ing to use the left el­bow in­stead of the right, but there

    was no vis­ible re­sponse from the wom­an and for the first time, he moved to Step 14,

    in­volv­ing both his hands and the in­side of his right an­kle and the back of Theo­dosia’s

    left knee.




    He paused, wait­ing for her to scream in a parox­ysm of ec­sta­sy.




    She smiled down at him and said, “You’re tick­ling me.”




    Re­mo lay back on the bed, for a mo­ment to­tal­ly re­laxed, and then went on to Steps 15

    and 16 and 17. At 18, Theo­dosia be­gan to purr and he got all the way to step 22 be­fore they

    joined to­geth­er in a min­gling out­pour­ing of warm wet bliss that left Theo­dosia

    ap­par­ent­ly dazed and Re­mo re­laxed and calm, ly­ing naked on his back on the bed.




    Gal­lant­ly, he said “Con­grat­ula­tions.”




    “For what? You’re not go­ing to tell me I res­cued you from ho­mo­sex­ual­ity are you?”




    She was al­ready sit­ting up in bed, al­most busi­nesslike, as if the pas­sion of the last

    few min­utes had had noth­ing to do with her. He won­dered at her re­silien­cy.




    “You’re kind of re­mark­able,” he said.




    “Aren’t you nice to say that?” she said. “Ah owes it all to liv­ing clean, eat­ing right and

    go­ing to bed ear­ly.”




    “And of­ten,” Re­mo said.




    Theo­dosia laughed. “All right. Go­ing to bed ear­ly and of­ten. You’re not ex­act­ly

    un­trained your­self. Where’d you learn all those things you were do­ing?”




    “It’s a long sto­ry,” Re­mo said.




    “I’ve got time, now that I know Wes­ley’s in good hands,” Theo­dosia said.




    Re­mo changed the sub­ject. “What about Wes­ley? I guess we keep this our lit­tle se­cret. I

    can’t stand jeal­ous lovers.”




    “Lovers? Jeal­ous? Wes­ley?” Theo­dosia broke in­to a long full-​throat­ed laugh.




    “What’s so fun­ny? You are Wes­ley’s wom­an, aren’t you?”




    “Sure I’m Wes­ley’s wom­an. I han­dle the books. I han­dle the busi­ness. I ad­vise him on

    busi­ness and in­vest­ments. I do the la­bor ne­go­ti­ations for Gross. That’s it.”




    “That’s it? You mean that Wes­ley would let a nat­ural re­source like you go to waste?”




    “Dear one,” she said. “Wes­ley’s im­po­tent. He can’t make it. That’s why he keeps me around

    all the time. I’m his ex­cuse for not per­form­ing with some­body else.”




    “What a shame,” Re­mo said.




    “It is. More than you know. He was like any­body else when he was driv­ing up. But when he

    got to the top with mon­ey and pow­er and wom­en climb­ing all over him, his sex drive

    van­ished. To tell you the truth, I think some­times he’s a lit­tle bit hap­py about that

    as­sas­sin’s knife ’cause it gives him an ex­cuse not to have to per­form.”




    “And you know how many men in Amer­ica dream of be­ing in his shoes?” Re­mo said.




    “And do you know how many times he wish­es he were in the shoes of some drunk­en

    truck­driv­er who swills beer all night and then comes home and cops the wife’s nook­ie?”

    Theo­dosia said. She fum­bled in the draw­er of the end ta­ble next to the bed and found a pack

    of cigarettes. She lit one and lay back next to Re­mo, in­hal­ing deeply.




    “You know, I saw the first is­sue of Gross” Re­mo said. “You and the bull?”




    “Fun­ny. I wouldn’t have picked you to be a Gro-​Gru,” she said.




    “‘Gro-​Gru’?” Re­mo asked.




    “Grossie-​Groupie. A read­er.”




    “No,” Re­mo said. “I was wait­ing for a man. He wasn’t home yet. He had a copy of the

    mag­azine on his desk. I read it un­til he came.”




    “If he had a desk, he doesn’t sound like one of our read­ers ei­ther.”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said, re­mem­ber­ing. “He had a desk. I left him in one of the draw­ers.

    Any­way, I re­mem­bered you. But with a bull?”




    “It gave me good train­ing for you,” Theo­dosia said. She dragged again on the cigarette and

    put her hand on Re­mo’s thigh. “On­ly fool­ing. It’s all posed.”




    “Even posed,” Re­mo said. “How the hell’d you get in­volved in that? What goes through your

    mind when you know you’re go­ing to have the pic­ture pub­lished and your fam­ily and all’s

    go­ing to see it?”




    “Half the mod­els are hook­ers who aren’t junked up yet.” Theo­dosia said. “The oth­ers who

    do the freaky stuff want ev­ery­body to see it. It’s a way of get­ting even. Most of them were

    re­ject­ed kids and now they just want to show ev­ery­body what they were miss­ing when they

    re­ject­ed them. They’re just work­ing out their prob­lems. If you’re Jew­ish and rich, you go

    to a shrink. If you can’t han­dle that, but you’re good-​look­ing enough, you can pose naked

    with a bull.”




    “So you did that and then what?”




    “I was Wes­ley’s first girl. He had a lit­tle three-​man op­er­ation then. So I asked for a

    job and he found out I could do more than just flash at a cam­era. And then a lit­tle lat­er,

    he start­ed to have his prob­lems so I was good cam­ou­flage for him too. So I hung on and

    sur­vived and now I run ev­ery­thing for him.”




    “So who’s try­ing to kill him?” Re­mo said.




    Theo­dosia let out a long puff of smoke. It bat­tled, fu­tile­ly, in Re­mo’s sens­es with

    her per­fume, then lost. She still smelled sweet.




    “Those god­damn oil com­pa­nies,” she said. “We start­ed hear­ing a lot of crap right af­ter

    Wes­ley said he was go­ing to do that so­lar en­er­gy thing out here. I wouldn’t put it past

    them. That’s why I hired all you peo­ple.”




    She stubbed out her cigarette in an ash­tray and rolled over on­to her side, to­ward Re­mo.

    Her right breast rest­ed on his left bi­cep.




    “Enough talk,” she said. “Get busy. What do you think I pay you for?”




    The as­sas­sin stood in the shad­ow of the trees be­hind the prac­tice putting green of the

    coun­try club.




    It would be easy, he thought, as he watched the mer­ce­nary colonel march up and down in

    front of the en­trance to the build­ing, car­ry­ing his sub­ma­chine gun, care­ful­ly check­ing

    to his left, to his right, be­hind him, over and over again, a nar­row mil­itary man car­ry­ing

    out a nar­row mil­itary op­er­ation.




    There was this one here. The karate ex­pert had the left side of the house and half of the

    back. The right side and the oth­er half of the back of the build­ing was be­ing pa­trolled by

    the small arms ex­pert.




    The as­sas­sin had been told there were two new body­guards, an old Ori­en­tal and a young

    Amer­ican. They were prob­ably in­side the house. Just as well; he would deal with them lat­er.

    First things first.




    The as­sas­sin moved out of the shad­ows, cleared his throat, then slow­ly slipped be­hind a

    tree.




    The colonel looked up at the noise and saw a fig­ure mov­ing be­hind a tree.




    He went in­to a com­bat crouch and be­gan mov­ing across the putting green to­ward the spot

    he had seen the move­ment. But the as­sas­sin was al­ready mov­ing away from there, cir­cling

    around to his left, and when the colonel ap­proached the tree and ex­tend­ed his weapon to­ward

    it, the as­sas­sin was be­hind him.




    He looked across the twelve feet sep­arat­ing them. He pulled a sil­ver-​blad­ed knife from

    the back of his belt and raised it over his head. His hand flashed down. This time, there was

    no cal­cu­lat­ed near miss. The knife bur­rowed in­to the back of the sol­dier, cut­ting

    through his clothes, flesh, mus­cles and sev­er­ing his spinal cord. The colonel dropped

    with­out ut­ter­ing a sound. His ma­chine gun made a faint lit­tle thwop when it hit the

    night-​damp­ened grass of the for­est floor.




    The as­sas­sin paused on­ly long enough to re­trieve his knife. He wiped it clean on fall­en

    leaves, re­turned it to his belt, and moved across the putting green to the front door of the

    coun­try club. There he wait­ed in the shad­ows of the two large columns flank­ing the front

    door.




    The guards were in a rhythm and the karate ex­pert would be first. He had watched them.

    Ev­ery sixth time they prowled their sec­tion of the perime­ter of the grounds, they came to

    the front porch to check. And they stag­gered the count so that the karate ex­pert came first,

    then three rounds lat­er, the small arms mas­ter, and three rounds lat­er, the karate ex­pert.

    Over and over.




    The as­sas­sin had watched them for hours. His tra­di­tion was to know his en­emy, be­cause

    knowl­edge was not on­ly pow­er, knowl­edge was death. The as­sas­sin had al­so watched the

    shades pulled over the win­dows in Wes­ley Pruiss’s room and he had caught through one of the

    un­cov­ered hall win­dows a flash of move­ment in the hall­way which seemed to be a wom­an

    walk­ing, pre­sum­ably Pruiss’s as­sis­tant, since he knew of no oth­er wom­en in the

    house.




    The as­sas­sin wore no wrist­watch; he had no need of one. Time was a fact of his life and

    his in­ter­nal clock nev­er missed a stroke. He could count sec­onds with­out a miss up to ten

    min­utes. He could sense the pas­sage of min­utes and not be wrong by so much as the tick of a

    clock at the end of the day.




    He did not have to count here, how­ev­er, to know when the karate ex­pert would ap­pear. The

    end of the house he pa­trolled was bor­dered by a heav­ier kind of grass, and to the

    as­sas­sin’s keen sens­es, height­ened by the fact that he was prac­tic­ing his dead­ly art,

    the sound of the mar­tial arts ex­pert’s un­clad feet mov­ing through that high grass would

    mean he was ready to turn the cor­ner and check in with the colonel at the front of the

    build­ing.




    He wait­ed in the shad­ows and lis­tened. The qui­et night roared with sounds. The beasts in

    the woods near the house chat­tered cease­less­ly to each oth­er. The wind had its own sound

    and some kinds of birds that flew at night made a dif­fer­ent kind of sound as they soared

    through the air. The house, even though all were abed, was as noisy as if it lived. Wa­ter

    pipes con­tin­uous­ly con­tract­ed and ex­pand­ed and creaked gen­tly in the U-​brack­ets that

    held them to ceil­ing beams in the cel­lar. Elec­tric clocks whirred. Ra­dios hummed qui­et­ly.

    Re­frig­er­ators kicked on and off au­to­mat­ical­ly. There were few places in the world that

    were re­al­ly silent to one who but lis­tened.




    The breeze blow­ing to­ward the house was cool and had the taste of tree green on it as it

    reached the as­sas­sin. He tast­ed it on his lips and wait­ed.




    Nine­ty sec­onds lat­er, he heard the bare foot­fall touch the high grass, and a mo­ment

    lat­er, the karate ex­pert turned the cor­ner of the build­ing and looked to­ward the porch. At

    that mo­ment, the as­sas­sin stepped out from be­hind the col­umn. Even as he moved, his hands

    were reach­ing be­hind him to his belt. The mar­tial arts ex­pert saw the un­fa­mil­iar man

    and, coura­geous and fool­ish, ran across the ground to­ward him. At ten-​feet dis­tance, the

    as­sas­sin threw the knives with both hands si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly. At nine feet they struck, one

    in the throat sev­er­ing the wind­pipe, the oth­er slant­ing be­tween two ribs to pierce the

    heart mus­cle. The man dropped with no sound oth­er than that of his body hit­ting the

    heav­ily-​mat­ted short grass of the prac­tice green.




    Quick­ly the as­sas­sin moved from the porch and re­moved the knives from the dead body. The

    man stared at him blankly, his eyes rolling up in­to his head like a fish dy­ing on a gaffing

    hook. He re­cov­ered his knives, wiped them clean on the white gi of the dead man, then dragged

    the body across the prac­tice green and in­to the small stand of trees where he dumped it next

    to that of the mer­ce­nary colonel.




    He went back to the porch. The whole killing op­er­ation had tak­en less than two min­utes.

    He no longer tast­ed the green of the trees on his lips; in­stead his mind dwelt on­ly on the

    sat­is­fy­ing thwack of knives hit­ting tar­get. He saw in his mem­ory the two bod­ies ly­ing,

    blood­ied, on the ground and for the first time that night, he smiled.




    He want­ed to do it again. It would be on­ly sec­onds be­fore the small arms man came around

    the cor­ner of the build­ing but those sec­onds ticked in his mind like a clock head­ing for

    eter­ni­ty. He could not wait.




    He walked off the porch to the cor­ner of the build­ing. He squat­ted low as he peered

    around the cor­ner. The firearms ex­pert was on­ly five feet away, just walk­ing again to­ward

    the back of the build­ing. The as­sas­sin with­drew an­oth­er clean, un­used knife from his

    belt. He nev­er liked to use the same knife twice, be­fore us­ing the oth­ers. He felt it was

    wrong not to spread the work equal­ly over all the ma­chin­ery. Heft­ing it in his right hand,

    he stepped out in­to the short cut grass next to the flow­er bed.




    The firearms ex­pert car­ried a pis­tol in his hand so the as­sas­sin was silent. He did not

    want him to get off a shot to alert any­one else. He raised the knife next to his right ear and

    let fly. The blade bit flesh and the firearms ex­pert dropped. His gun fell use­less­ly on­to

    the grass. Again the knife was cleaned and the body dragged across the putting green to be

    de­posit­ed with the oth­ers.




    The as­sas­sin walked back across the green. It would be easy to go on, he thought. A

    house­ful of sleep­ing peo­ple. Pruiss. Theo­dosia. The In­di­an. The two body­guards. More

    blood for his knives.




    His hand touched the front door­knob, then re­leased it. It would be nice but it would be

    un­pro­fes­sion­al. He would do what he was paid to do. He walked off back to the woods.




    Theo­dosia slept. Re­mo had again gone to Step 22 of his 27 but she seemed to cli­max on­ly

    when she want­ed to cli­max and it jarred Re­mo that she had been in­vul­ner­able to him.




    She slept now on his arm, know­ing that Pruiss would not be out of his bed to sur­prise them

    to­geth­er. Re­mo had re­opened the hall door. He was ly­ing in bed, think­ing, when he heard a

    hiss­ing sound.




    “Sooooo,” came the voice from the door, in a high pitch of in­dig­na­tion.




    “Yes, Chi­un,” Re­mo said with a sigh.




    “Here you lie rut­ting, as all you peo­ple do so well…”




    “Don’t knock it,” Re­mo in­ter­rupt­ed. “Step 22 tonight. First time ev­er.”




    “I am not in­ter­est­ed in the vul­gar de­tails of your vul­gar ac­tiv­ities. Your life is a

    vul­gar­ity and noth­ing in it would sur­prise me,” Chi­un said. “But per­haps you can spare me

    a mo­ment so I can tell you some­thing con­cern­ing why you are here.”




    Re­mo dropped Theo­dosia from his arm and sat up in bed. Her head hit the pil­low with a

    thud and she woke up al­so. She looked at Re­mo, then at Chi­un stand­ing in the door­way,

    wear­ing his brown sleep­ing ki­mono.




    “What?” she be­gan to say.




    Chi­un ig­nored her. He looked at Re­mo. “The as­sas­sin has been here,” he said.




    Re­mo looked at him in some­thing close to dis­be­lief.




    “Yes, that is right, white thing,” Chi­un said. “Look at me with your mouth hang­ing open.

    While you two were be­hav­ing like rab­bits in a box, he was here.”




    “What hap­pened?” Re­mo asked.




    “He did not en­ter the build­ing. He moved out­side. He moved many times in many dif­fer­ent

    di­rec­tions. He prac­ticed his art. He is gone now.”




    “Is Wes­ley all right?” Theo­dosia asked. She start­ed to get out of bed.




    “He is as all right as one can be who has a faith­less wom­an,” Chi­un said.




    “The body­guards,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un raised his hand. “There is noth­ing to be done tonight,” he said. “What has oc­curred

    has oc­curred. We will deal with it to­mor­row.”




    Re­mo slumped back on­to the pil­low.




    “Now, if you two can find it in your­selves, I would sug­gest some sleep,” said Chi­un.




    With­out even a whis­per of sound, he left the room. Theo­dosia stared at the open door.




    “How does he know what hap­pened out­side?” she asked.




    “Be­cause he is the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Re­mo said. “Go to sleep.”




    Rut he did not take his own ad­vice.


  




  

    CHAPTER EIGHT




    When he ar­rived at the small suite of of­fices that housed Rev. Higbe Muck­ley’s

    op­er­ation, there was a sign on the in­side door.




    It read: PLEASE WAIT. COM­MUNING WITH GOD.




    In­side the in­ner of­fice, Muck­ley knelt along­side his sec­re­tary. They looked at a

    cross on the wall.




    “Oh, God, their hearts were hard­ened and they do not hear our mes­sage,” Muck­ley said.




    “Amen,” said his sec­re­tary, who kept her back very straight be­cause she had a ten­den­cy

    to fall over when she leaned too far for­ward.




    “Open their hearts to Your good­ness, so they will re­ceive our mes­sage of the glo­ries of

    faith,” Muck­ley said. He reached his right hand around the back of his sec­re­tary and touched

    the side of her right breast, through the thin jer­sey ma­te­ri­al of her top.




    “Amen,” she said.




    “Why do evil­do­ers per­sist in the land?” the Rev­erend Muck­ley asked the piece of

    plas­ter on the wall. He cupped her breast in his right hand and felt its soft weight. It sent

    a tin­gle up his right arm as it al­ways did.




    “Amen,” his sec­re­tary said. She leaned frac­tion­al­ly to­ward the right so all her breast

    could lay against Muck­ley’s palm. He knead­ed the flesh.




    “Help us get rid of Pruiss and evil, etcetera etcetera, etcetera and I’ll think of more

    lat­er,” Muck­ley said.




    “Amen,” the sec­re­tary said, as Muck­ley climbed on her.




    “Don’t for­get ‘Hal­lelu­jah,’ Sis­ter Corinne,” Muck­ley said.




    “First you got to give me a hal­lelu­jah, Rev­erend,” said his sec­re­tary.




    “Ask and you shall re­ceive,” said Muck­ley.




    “Oh, hal­lelu­jah, hal­lelu­jah, hal­lelu­jah,” she said a few mo­ments lat­er.




    The Rev­erend Higbe Muck­ley, A.B.D., A.C.D., B.C.D., and B.E.D., was sit­ting be­hind his

    desk when his sec­re­tary ush­ered Will Bob­bin in­to the in­ner of­fice. The let­ters in his

    name meant noth­ing, ex­cept tri­fec­ta bets he had made and won at the race track in the last

    sev­er­al years. His sec­re­tary paused in the door­way.




    “Type those let­ters right up, Sis­ter,” he said.




    “Yes, Doc­tor,” she said. She winked at him, which Bob­bin saw in the pol­ished glass door

    of a wall-​mount­ed book­case.




    He grinned at Muck­ley who cleared his throat and asked of­fi­cious­ly, “Now what can I do

    for you, Broth­er Bob­bin?”




    Bob­bin closed the of­fice door.




    “It’s what I can do for you, Rev­erend,” he said. He twist­ed the curl of hair over his

    right tem­ple.




    “What did you have in mind?”




    “You’ve been bomb­ing out,” Bob­bin said. “You’ve been here a cou­ple of days al­ready and

    noth­ing but yawns.”




    “It takes time to bring peo­ple to act against evil,” Muck­ley said.




    “Hog­wash,” Bob­bin said. “You can’t get these peo­ple riled up against Pruiss be­cause he’s

    cut­ting their tax­es. That’s the truth and you know it and I know it so let’s not daw­dle over

    that.”




    Muck­ley shrugged. “What do you have in mind, Broth­er?”




    “I’ve got some­thing that’ll wake them up. Some­thing more pow­er­ful than tax­es.

    Some­thing that’ll get these peo­ple steamed and march­ing, just to make sure Pruiss gets his

    butt out of town.”




    “What would that be?” Muck­ley asked.




    “More pow­er­ful than mon­ey,” Bob­bin said. “Sex.”




    Muck­ley looked up at him sharply.




    “Pic­ture this,” said Bob­bin. “Proof that Pruiss isn’t out here for so­lar en­er­gy. He’s

    out here to turn this nice mid­dle-​Amer­ica, hog­bel­ly and pan­cakes-​for-​break­fast coun­ty

    in­to the pornog­ra­phy cap­ital of the Unit­ed States? How about that?”




    “You got proof?” Muck­ley asked.




    “Yes.”




    “Then we’ll get that suck­er,” Muck­ley said. “That’ll get them march­ing.”




    “My idea ex­act­ly,” Bob­bin said.




    Muck­ley searched Bob­bin’s face and said, af­ter a pause, “I don’t know any­thing about

    you, Mr. Bob­bin.”




    “That’s the way I want it.”




    “What do you get out of this?”




    “Does it re­al­ly mat­ter?” Bob­bin asked. “Can’t you be­lieve I’m do­ing it just to stamp

    out evil.”




    “That’s fine in fund-​rais­ing let­ters,” Muck­ley said. “But what are you re­al­ly do­ing

    it for?”




    “Let’s just say I’m go­ing to get out of it ev­ery­thing I want.”




    Muck­ley shrugged. “What­ev­er,” he said. “You said some­thing about proof that Pruiss is

    here to do pornog­ra­phy. You got that proof?”




    “It’ll be here in the morn­ing plane from New York.”




    “Bring it in, broth­er, and let’s see what we can do.”




    As he left the build­ing, Will Bob­bin thought that it was in­cred­ible that such fools

    could rise to po­si­tions of promi­nence. Muck­ley’s idea of sell­ing the min­istry to al­low

    peo­ple to buy at dis­count was a good idea, and prob­ably the on­ly idea the man had ev­er had

    or would ev­er have. And yet it had been enough to make him a na­tion­al fig­ure. Will Bob­bin

    would play him like an ac­cor­dion, to keep the wheels rolling un­til they rolled right over

    Wes­ley Pruiss and his so­lar en­er­gy scheme.




    In his of­fice, the Rev­erend Dr. Higbe Muck­ley looked at the door that swung closed

    be­hind Will Bob­bin. It was the oil in­dus­try. He was sure of it. Who else had a vest­ed

    in­ter­est in driv­ing Wes­ley Pruiss out of Fur­long Coun­ty? Well, there was no law that

    pre­vent­ed the oil in­dus­try from do­ing God’s work. Or Higbe Muck­ley’s.




    He would wait to see what kind of proof ar­rived on the morn­ing plane.




    Chi­un walked across the neat grass of the prac­tice green to­ward the small stand of trees,

    be­yond which the land sloped down a deep hill, across the eigh­teenth fair­way, and to a

    for­est be­yond.




    Re­mo fol­lowed him. “You know where they are?” he asked.




    Chi­un, word­less­ly, point­ed to two faint sets of par­al­lel lines trail­ing across the

    green. Re­mo rec­og­nized them as prob­ably heel marks from two bod­ies dragged over the

    grass.




    Chi­un stopped and looked be­hind a large tree. Re­mo saw the bod­ies of the three

    body­guards, neat­ly piled up.




    “Beau­ti­ful work,” Chi­un said.




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said stub­born­ly. “I think weapons take the fun out of it.”




    “Fun?” said Chi­un. “What is this? What I teach you now is fun?”




    “You know what I mean,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes, I do,” Chi­un said. “You are right. Weapons weak­en the art. But at least if one is to

    use them, he should use them well. Our as­sas­sin us­es his knives well. See. Here. Two men,

    dis­patched per­fect­ly with one thrust each. And here…” He point­ed to the body of the

    mar­tial arts ex­pert, “… here two knives were used. One to kill and one to pre­vent an

    out­cry.”




    Chi­un touched the body with his toe.




    “You still think they’re red han­dled knives with hors­es en­graved on the blades?” Re­mo

    asked.




    Chi­un shook his head. “That is not a think. That is a know. And that is what makes this

    dan­ger­ous.”




    “Well, Pruiss is lucky. He’s got us.”




    “I am not talk­ing about this Pruiss. It is dan­ger­ous for you,” Chi­un said.




    “Why me?” asked Re­mo, but Chi­un had al­ready start­ed to walk away.




    They went back to the prac­tice green where Pruiss lay in the portable bed, spun around so

    that the sun shone in his eyes. Rachmed Baya Bam had lift­ed the cov­ers over Pruiss’s legs

    again and was in­ton­ing words to the sun, in a lan­guage Re­mo did not un­der­stand.

    Theo­dosia looked at him ap­prov­ing­ly. She glanced at Re­mo as he and Chi­un re­turned and

    she smiled. Re­mo smiled back. Chi­un sniffed.




    The thin hiss­ing voice of Rachmed Baya Bam in­sin­uat­ed it­self over the clear­ing as he

    knead­ed the use­less legs of Wes­ley Pruiss.




    “What lan­guage is that, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked.




    “Hin­di,” Chi­un said.




    “You un­der­stand it?”




    “Yes. Even though he speaks it bad­ly.”




    “What’s he say­ing?” Re­mo asked.




    “He is say­ing ‘Oh, sun. Oh, yes, sun. This is Rachmed, sun. You hear me, sun? I’m talk­ing

    to you, sun. Where are you, sun? Shine on me, sun. I don’t want to sun­burn though, sun, so

    don’t shine too hard. How you like it up there, sun? Do you ev­er get bored, go­ing around in

    cir­cles, sun?”"




    “C’mon, Chi­un.”




    “You asked, I an­swered. What you do with truth is no con­cern of mine,” Chi­un said.




    Pruiss cried out and Re­mo glanced over. Rachmed seemed to be wrestling with the mus­cles of

    Pruiss’s right thigh.




    “I felt it, I felt it,” Pruiss said.




    Theo­dosia squealed. “Wes­ley, I knew it. I knew it.”




    Baya Bam said in En­glish, “Thank you, sun, oh gra­cious orb, whose gift is love and whose

    wis­dom is in un­der­stand­ing.”




    “I think I can move it,” Pruiss said. “My right leg. I think I can move it. Look. See if I

    can move it, Theo. Look.”




    The wom­an leaned over. “A lit­tle,” she said, but her voice was doubt­ing. “Maybe I saw it

    move a lit­tle.”




    “I know it moved,” Pruiss said. “I know it did.”




    “Thank you, gra­cious sun,” said Baya Bam.




    “I think that’s enough, Rachmed,” said Theo­dosia. “Wes­ley needs his pain medicine. Let’s

    get him in­side.”




    Baya Bam nod­ded. Theo­dosia came to Re­mo.




    “What did you find?’ she asked.




    “Body­guards all dead. Knives,” Re­mo said.




    “That man is a fraud,” Chi­un told Theo­dosia.




    “Thank you,” she said cold­ly. “But he seems to be help­ing, doesn’t he? All dead?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said.




    “Do you think we need more help?” she asked.




    Re­mo shook his head. “We’ll just wait for the twerp with the knives to sur­face. He will

    even­tu­al­ly.”




    Theo­dosia saw Rachmed wheel­ing the bed away.




    “I’ve got to give Wes­ley his medicine right away,” she said.




    Re­mo watched her walk away.




    “Frigid, I guess,” he said. “But she’s re­al­ly ded­icat­ed to that Pruiss.”




    “She makes sure that she gives him his medicine on time,” Chi­un said.




    “That’s what I said,” Re­mo said.




    “No, it’s not,” said Chi­un.




    Be­fore Flam­ma had been Flam­ma, she had been Blow-​Blow La Flume. She had been the

    “spe­cial projects ed­itor” for a New York pub­lish­ing house. Her most spe­cial project had

    been the pub­lish­er who hired her and their in-​of­fice cou­plings had been long,

    com­pli­cat­ed, fre­quent and so messy that when the pub­lish­er fi­nal­ly went to jail for

    child mo­lesta­tion, the couch in his of­fice had been nei­ther kept nor sold. The new

    pub­lish­ers had tak­en it down­stairs and burned it at curb­side. The smell lin­gered on the

    New York street for days af­ter­ward. Blow-​Blow La Flume was fired with the couch.




    Still the whole ex­pe­ri­ence had been a step up from the mas­sage par­lor for Blow-​Blow,

    who, af­ter his pass­ing, had in­vest­ed the pub­lish­er with all the virtues imag­ina­tion

    could cre­ate, even though peo­ple who dealt with him on a less per­son­al lev­el had tend­ed

    to re­gard him as a par­tic­ular­ly vir­ulent form of sapro­phyt­ic fun­gus.




    It was an easy step from the pub­lish­er’s of­fice to Gross Mag­azine, which was just

    get­ting off the ground. Blow-​Blow’s great­est virtue was that she had none-​she would do

    any­thing. Theo­dosia had done the first cen­ter­fold for Wes­ley Pruiss, but Flam­ma did the

    next three, wear­ing dis­guis­es, so she couldn’t be rec­og­nized as the same mod­el. It was

    Pruiss who changed her name to Flam­ma, which, he said, had a classy ring. He al­so had her

    work out the tech­niques for bel­ly-​danc­ing with ster­no burn­ing in her navel. This was not

    as hard as it seemed, be­cause the prob­lem wasn’t heat, it was cold. Ster­no burned al­most

    like an evap­ora­tion-​with-​flame, and an evap­orat­ing sub­stance chills the sur­face

    be­neath it. Flam­ma’s navel was so cold at times that she was afraid to go to her

    bel­ly-​danc­ing lessons for fear that she would crack wide open in a sud­den lunge of

    ac­tiv­ity.




    Wes­ley Pruiss was im­pressed by her ex­pe­ri­ence in pub­lish­ing and as­signed her the

    task of en­ter­tain­ing dis­trib­utors, print­ers and buy­ers to whom he owed mon­ey. She did

    this gen­er­al­ly by let­ting them buy her a drink and then in­sist­ing they go to bed with her

    right away, be­cause she couldn’t live an­oth­er mo­ment with­out their bod­ies.




    At first she had tried to talk to sev­er­al of them but they want­ed to talk about things

    like gross rev­enues and print or­ders and re­turn per­cent­ages and prof­it and loss

    state­ments and all she ev­er re­mem­bered from her first job was see­ing the pub­lish­er write

    things on the in­side of a match book. He told her they were prof­it and loss state­ments. He

    would spend an en­tire din­ner in a restau­rant, rub­bing her legs un­der the ta­ble with his,

    while putting num­bers in­side a match-​book, and when they left the restau­rant, he would

    leave the match­book on the ta­ble.




    Flam­ma had a dream. Even be­fore she had been Blow-​Blow La Flume she had been

    movie-​struck, and she bad­gered Pruiss to start a film di­vi­sion and make movies, and if he

    had been se­duce­able, she would have tried that too. But Wes­ley had nev­er shown any re­al

    in­ter­est in her and be­sides Theo­dosia seemed to have her hooks in him and nev­er let the

    two of them spend any re­al time alone. Fi­nal­ly, Pruiss had said he would make a film and

    Flam­ma had thought of a re­make of the life of Ma­ta Hari or some­thing like that. She saw

    her­self as Gre­ta Gar­bo. She saw the in­ter­views in which she ex­plained she was born in

    Ankara, Turkey, of a fam­ily of great wealth and stature. She saw her­self win­ning awards at

    Cannes. She saw her­self crowd­ing Can­dice Bergen and Rex Reed out of the head­lines.




    When Pruiss told her that the movie was go­ing to be called An­imal In­stincts and was would

    in­volve a mé­nage à mé­nagerie, she was on­ly slight­ly crushed. Af­ter all, even Gre­ta

    Gar­bo had to start some­where. From there, it would be on­ward and up­ward.




    And then, just like that, the movie plans had been dropped. Theo­dosia ex­plained to her on

    the tele­phone that it was be­cause Wes­ley had been crip­pled and couldn’t think of movies

    now, but Flam­ma knew bet­ter. She knew the bitch had deep-​sixed Flam­ma’s fu­ture be­cause of

    jeal­ousy, try­ing to keep her from the star­dom that should be hers, and when Will Bob­bin

    ap­proached her, she hadn’t even cared about the mon­ey. But when he promised her a film test

    at a Hol­ly­wood stu­dio owned most­ly by oil mon­ey, she quick­ly agreed to blow the whis­tle

    on Wes­ley Pruiss and his plans to cre­ate a dirty film cen­ter in Fur­long Coun­ty. She felt

    no re­morse. A girl had to start look­ing out for her­self some­time.




    Bob­bin met her plane when it land­ed at the Fur­long Coun­ty Air­port. Flam­ma looked

    around through enor­mous cir­cu­lar sun­glass­es and was a lit­tle dis­ap­point­ed when she saw

    no one re­sem­bling a news­man or press agent. She had pre­pared for the oc­ca­sion by

    fig­ur­ing out a cos­tume that was both mys­te­ri­ous and provoca­tive. She wore a trench coat

    (mys­te­ri­ous) and un­der it, she was naked (provoca­tive). She could go ei­ther way as the

    oc­ca­sion de­mand­ed.




    “Now, lis­ten,” Bob­bin said as they drove to­ward town in his rent­ed car.




    “That’s what I hate about not be­ing a star yet,” Flam­ma said.




    “What’s that?”




    “Peo­ple are al­ways say­ing ‘now, lis­ten’ to me. Do you think they said that to Mar­ilyn

    Mon­roe?”




    “Not if she lis­tened. Any­way, sor­ry. I want you to meet this Rev­erend Muck­ley. He’s the

    one who’s go­ing to blow the whis­tle on Pruiss for us.”




    “Who is he?”




    “He’s a mail or­der fraud of a min­is­ter from Cal­ifor­nia. But he’s got a lot of mon­ey,

    he’s al­ways on the tele­vi­sion and he’ll get you and your sto­ry in ev­ery pa­per and on

    ev­ery tele­vi­sion broad­cast from coast to coast. In­stant star­dom. And then the sil­ver

    screen.”




    Flam­ma smiled. “I’m ready,” she said. She opened the but­tons of her trench­coat. Bob­bin

    looked over, gulped, and reached to but­ton them back up.




    “Hey, this is Mid­dle Amer­ica,” he said. “Hold that.”




    “Okay,” she said. “Rev­erend Muck­ley, you say?”




    “Yes.”




    “I’ll be very nice to him. Very, very nice.”




    “No, no,” Bob­bin said. “That’s just what I don’t want.”




    “What don’t you want?” Flam­ma asked.




    “I don’t want you giv­ing him any,” Bob­bin said. “Keep him sniff­ing around you to keep him

    in­ter­est­ed. But don’t give him any.”




    He seemed very sure of him­self and Flam­ma said “I un­der­stand,” but she didn’t

    un­der­stand at all. Ev­ery­thing she had ev­er got­ten in life, she had got­ten by giv­ing

    some away. Maybe twen­ty years ago, you kept a man in­ter­est­ed by not giv­ing him any, but

    now you kept a man in­ter­est­ed by giv­ing him some right away and mak­ing sure it was good.

    Be­cause if not you, some­one else.




    But she de­cid­ed to trust Will Bob­bin. She had to. He was her on­ly chance in­to the

    movies right now.




    Bob­bin ush­ered her in­to Rev­erend Muck­ley’s of­fice past the sec­re­tary who glared at

    them cool­ly, as if sens­ing that un­der­neath the tan trench­coat was a threat to her own

    38-22-36 suprema­cy.




    Muck­ley gulped when Flam­ma stood in front of his desk, smil­ing at him. He in­sist­ed that

    Bob­bin wait out­side be­cause he want­ed to ver­ify for him­self the ac­cu­ra­cy of the

    wom­an’s sto­ry.




    Bob­bin wait­ed on a soft chair in the out­er of­fice. He heard the sound of foot­falls

    in­side Muck­ley’s of­fice. He heard fur­ni­ture be­ing moved. So did the sec­re­tary. She went

    to Muck­ley’s of­fice door and turned the knob. The door was locked. She swore to her­self and

    went back to her desk with­out look­ing at Bob­bin.




    A few mo­ments lat­er, the door was un­locked and opened a crack. Flam­ma winked at Bob­bin.

    “Okay,” she called. “I’m do­ing what you said.” She ran from the door, slam­ming it be­hind

    her. Bob­bin heard the sound of Rev­erend Muck­ley whoop­ing.




    Af­ter an­oth­er five min­utes, Flam­ma opened the door and ges­tured Bob­bin to come

    in­side. Muck­ley was be­hind his desk, pant­ing heav­ily. Dis­ap­point­ment shroud­ed his

    face. As Bob­bin came in, Flam­ma whis­pered, “It’s all right. But it was close.”




    “I have checked this young la­dy’s sto­ry,” Muck­ley pant­ed, “to my own

    sat­is­fac­tion.”




    “And?”




    “And I think it is just what we need to show the peo­ple of this area what a sex-​drenched

    beast like We­st­on Price has in mind for them. I will call the tele­vi­sion peo­ple here this

    af­ter­noon.”




    “All right,” Bob­bin said. “And Flam­ma, I’m out of it, re­mem­ber?”




    She nod­ded. “I know. I read that the Rev­erend Muck­ley was here and I vol­un­teered to

    help him in his bat­tle against the an­tichrist be­cause I saw the light and re­al­ized that

    what Wes­ley was plan­ning to do was evil.”




    Bob­bin nod­ded. “You might tell the tele­vi­sion men that Pruiss was go­ing to make a dirty

    movie with you in it, but that you didn’t want star­dom that way. You’d pass up star­dom if it

    had to come that way.”




    “For star­dom, I’d eat dogshit in the street,” Flam­ma said.




    “I know that and you know that,” Bob­bin said. “But trust me. Do it my way. It’ll make you

    more mys­te­ri­ous and the movie of­fers will come pour­ing in. You’ll see.”




    “Keen,” she said.




    “And leave me out of it,” Bob­bin said.




    “Cool,” said Flam­ma.




    “Of course,” said Rev­erend Muck­ley.


  




  

    CHAPTER NINE




    “Chi­un, I’m con­fused,” Re­mo said.




    “Birds fly and fish swim,” Chi­un said.




    “Mean­ing?”




    “Why are you al­ways sur­prised when things fol­low their nat­ural or­der?” Chi­un said.

    “Who is a bet­ter per­son to be con­fused than you?”




    “If you’re go­ing to be snot­ty, I’ll take my prob­lem some­where else.”




    “Pro­ceed,” said Chi­un ma­jes­ti­cal­ly.




    “I don’t have any lead on this as­sas­sin. Theo­dosia says oil peo­ple but I don’t know.

    I’ve got Smith check­ing out Rachmed, who’s a sleazy creep. And there’s that il­lit­er­ate

    min­is­ter in town. I don’t know.”




    “It is not un­usu­al,” Chi­un said.




    “Dammit, Chi­un, this is im­por­tant. Will you stop try­ing to score points off me?”




    “All right. I apol­ogize.”




    “Apol­ogize?” said Re­mo. “You ac­tu­al­ly said apol­ogize?”




    “Yes.”




    “That’s the first time you ev­er apol­ogized for any­thing,” Re­mo said.




    He sat back on the bed in his room, star­ing in won­der­ment at Chi­un who stood against in

    front of the open win­dow, prac­tic­ing his shal­low breath­ing ex­er­cis­es.




    “Per­haps I nev­er had a rea­son be­fore to apol­ogize,” Chi­un said.




    “In more than ten years, you think this is the first time you’ve owed me an apol­ogy?”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said. “But I didn’t re­al­ize you were go­ing to be so un­gra­cious about it.

    Con­sid­er it with­drawn.”




    “Too late,” Re­mo said. “I al­ready ac­cept­ed it.”




    Chi­un shrugged and kept look­ing out the win­dow. Re­mo shook his head. Some­thing was

    wrong. Chi­un would fight for hours, nor­mal­ly be­fore giv­ing up on a ma­jor point like an

    apol­ogy. Some­thing was on his mind.




    “Chi­un, what do you know about this as­sas­sin? What about the sil­ver knife with the horse

    on it? What aren’t you telling me?”




    Chi­un sighed. “Wait,” he said, and went to one of his trunks and care­ful­ly re­moved a

    white robe from it. He went in­to the bath­room to change out of his blue morn­ing robe.




    Re­mo rec­og­nized the bro­cad­ed white robe as Chi­un’s teach­ing gar­ment. He put it on

    when he was go­ing to tell Re­mo some­thing of great im­por­tance. All too of­ten, the thing of

    great im­por­tance turned out to be a lec­ture on the beau­ties of Ung po­et­ry or the prop­er

    way to steam a fish or how to chew rice in­to a liq­uid and ex­tract all its nu­tri­tion,

    with­out swal­low­ing any of its sol­id pulp.




    Chi­un came back and slow­ly sank in­to a sit­ting po­si­tion on the floor fac­ing Re­mo. He

    set­tled as soft­ly as dust par­ti­cles land­ing on fur­ni­ture in an un­used room.




    He fold­ed his hands in­side the sleeves of his white ki­mono and looked dole­ful­ly at

    Re­mo, who re­sist­ed the im­pulse to tell Chi­un to get on with it. With an Amer­ican, he

    would do that. With Chi­un, all things came in due time, due time of­ten be­ing long af­ter

    Re­mo’s at­ten­tion span had been stretched to its lim­its, then shat­tered.




    “This is very im­por­tant,” Chi­un said, “so you will kind­ly pay at­ten­tion.”




    “Yes, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “You know that in the past I have oc­ca­sion­al­ly spo­ken less than high­ly of cer­tain

    Ori­en­tal peo­ples,” Chi­un of­fered.




    “Oc­ca­sion­al­ly?” Re­mo said. “If I re­mem­ber it right, the Chi­nese are sloth­ful and

    eat cat meat, the Japanese are grasp­ing and avari­cious and the Viet­namese would in­sert it

    in­to a duck if the open­ing was big­ger.”




    “Please,” Chi­un said. “Whose sto­ry is this?”




    “Yours, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Go on,” Re­mo said.




    “It is true the Japanese are grasp­ing and avari­cious, and that is why I al­ways tell you

    to have no deal­ings with them be­cause one nev­er knows when they will turn on you.”




    “Right. Got it,” Re­mo said im­pa­tient­ly.




    “I had not want­ed to tell you this un­til you were old­er.” Chi­un said.




    “Chi­un, I’m a grown man.”




    “In the ways of Sinan­ju, but a child. With much to learn.”




    “Right. Much to learn.”




    Re­mo looked ceil­ing­ward. He won­dered who had put up the ceil­ing tile. He could see

    blue-​point nails in the cracks be­tween the crumbly card­board tiles.




    “The Japanese are al­so giv­en to much ex­ag­ger­ation. For in­stance, they pre­tend that

    their em­per­ors were de­scend­ed from the sun god­dess.”




    “Right. Sun god­dess,” Re­mo said. He won­dered about the golf course Pruiss had closed down

    when he took over the club­house. Did it play long or short? Where there many wa­ter holes?

    He’d have to go out and walk it some­time.




    “This be­lief of the Japanese is un­true as are most of their be­liefs.” Chi­un paused.

    “Re­mo. I don’t re­al­ly know how to tell you this.”




    “Right. Don’t know how to tell me.” Maybe he’d play a round of golf be­fore he left.




    “There was a tribe in Ko­rea once called the Koguryo,” Chi­un said. “They were a fierce and

    war­like peo­ple from the south who over­ran much of what is now north­ern Ko­rea. That, of

    course, is where the vil­lage of Sinan­ju is.”




    “Right,” Re­mo said. “Sinan­ju in the north.” He stopped and thought a mo­ment. “These

    kuku­ru…” he said.




    “Koguryo,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed.




    “Did they con­quer Sinan­ju?” Re­mo asked.




    “Of course not,” Chi­un said. “It is writ­ten in the an­nals of Sinan­ju that they

    at­tempt­ed to do that but the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju-​this was not the great Wang be­cause it was

    be­fore his time-​mo­bi­lized the peo­ple of the vil­lage and drove them off. In fact, so great

    were their loss­es that the Koguryo left North Ko­rea and re­turned to the south­ern part of

    that coun­try.”




    “So?”




    “So their war­like ways had im­pressed many of the Sinan­ju vil­lage. And many of the youth

    chose to ride away with them. Among them were the men of a fam­ily called Wa.”




    “I see,” said Re­mo who was be­gin­ning to fade again. What did any of this have to do with

    the as­sas­sin? Koguryo? Wa? Who cared?




    “Now you may not un­der­stand this, Re­mo,” said Chi­un, “be­cause all you white peo­ple

    have big heads and big noses and big feet and big hands. But in a land like Ko­rea where

    peo­ple are the cor­rect size, they look dif­fer­ent up­on such things as size. The peo­ple of

    this Wa fam­ily were very small. In fact, Wa means ‘lit­tle peo­ple.’ Of­ten, the chil­dren of

    the vil­lage made fun of the Wa fam­ily be­cause they were tiny. For this rea­son, they went to

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and they said, ‘Glo­ri­ous Mas­ter, the peo­ple mock us be­cause of our

    small size. What is it that we may do about this be­cause it is un­fair.’”




    Chi­un paused again.




    “And the Mas­ter-​did I tell you this was not the great Wang?”




    “Right. Not the great Wang,” Re­mo said.




    “Good. The Mas­ter then said, ‘A man’s courage or skill is not shown by the size of the body

    sur­round­ing his heart. The peo­ple are wrong. And you must learn to win the vil­lagers’

    ad­mi­ra­tion for your acts.’ He told them they must be­come ex­pert at some­thing and this

    would make the peo­ple ad­mire them and stop their in­sults.




    “”What kind of thing?’ he was asked, be­cause the Wa were a very stupid fam­ily, as is

    of­ten the way with peo­ple who are too small,” Chi­un said.




    “And the Mas­ter said, ‘Learn to use a weapon with great skill. They will ad­mire your skill

    and then will not make fun of your size. And even those who are too fool­ish to ad­mire skill

    will fear the re­sult of yours and so they will no longer mock you ei­ther. This way will you

    pre­vail,’”




    “Right,” Re­mo said. “Pre­vail.”




    “So, with the help of the Mas­ter, the Wa prac­ticed and through gen­er­ations they be­came

    ex­perts with knives and peo­ple no longer laughed at them be­cause of their small size. But,

    giv­en re­spectabil­ity, they now yearned for pow­er. So when the Koguryo at­tacked Sinan­ju,

    in­stead of us­ing their skills to help the vil­lage, they made a se­cret agree­ment with the

    in­vaders that they would as­sas­si­nate the Mas­ter and this would leave the vil­lage

    de­fense­less.”




    Re­mo straight­ened his back and be­gan to lis­ten. He had heard the word knives in there

    some­where. Be­sides Chi­un’s voice had risen in in­ten­si­ty and pitch, which meant he was

    about to tell of peo­ple try­ing to com­mit the most ter­ri­ble crime of all, try­ing to zap

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    Chi­un looked at Re­mo as if for con­fir­ma­tion that this was a ter­ri­ble act by the Wa

    peo­ple. Re­mo tried to look sad­dened.




    “But, of course they failed,” Chi­un said. “Even though the skill of their blades had been

    giv­en them by the Mas­ter him­self, the pupils were no match for the teach­er and he turned

    away their blades when they fell up­on him and he did away with the Wa fam­ily. Ex­cept for

    one. This one, the third el­dest son, fled. The Mas­ter took one of the knives from one of the

    bod­ies that sur­round­ed him and on the blade, with his fin­ger­nail, he etched the out­line

    of a horse be­cause this was the sym­bol of an out­sider in those days and he tossed the knife

    af­ter the son who fled. And he told him that for­ev­er af­ter he would be an out­cast from the

    Vil­lage of Sinan­ju and that he should go with his Koguryo Mas­ters and do their bid­ding and

    many such in­sults did he vis­it up­on the un­for­tu­nate Wa.” Chi­un smiled as he imag­ined

    that an­cient Mas­ter win­ning the word bat­tle with the third el­dest Wa, while bod­ies were

    stacked knee deep around him.




    “Those Wa were al­ways sneaky,” Re­mo said, hop­ing the com­ment was ap­pro­pri­ate.




    “Cor­rect,” said Chi­un. “I am pleased that you are lis­ten­ing. The Mas­ter al­so lev­eled

    a curse up­on the House of the Wa in a spe­cial po­em he made up for the oc­ca­sion.”




    “Please, Chi­un,” Re­mo said, “no po­ems.”




    “It is a very im­por­tant po­em,” said Chi­un.




    “Let’s keep mov­ing right along,” Re­mo said.




    “It is a very short po­em,” Chi­un said.




    “It can’t be short enough,” said Re­mo. “What hap­pened to the re­main­ing Wa?”




    Chi­un looked hurt.




    “The Wa sur­vivor went away with the Koguryo and they re­turned to the south­ern part of

    Ko­rea to Kaya Province from which they em­anat­ed. Soon they con­trolled all of the South but

    the ap­petite of the con­queror is nev­er sat­ed and be­cause they knew the Mas­ter await­ed

    them if they again went north, in­stead they went east, across the Sushi­ma Strait and in­to

    Japan’s Kyushu Is­land. They built boats to car­ry their hors­es be­cause there were no hors­es

    in Japan at that time. By now, the crafty Wa had be­come the chief ad­vi­sor to the lead­er of

    the Koguryo.”




    Chi­un stopped as if that was the end of the sto­ry.




    “Well?” asked Re­mo.




    “That is it,” said Chi­un. “Ex­cept for the po­em.”




    “No, no. That can’t be it,” Re­mo said. “I know there must be more than that.”




    “If you in­sist up­on my fill­ing in ev­ery lit­tle blank spot…”




    “I do,” Re­mo said.




    “The Koguryo quick­ly con­quered all of Japan be­cause the peo­ple who were there then had

    no abil­ity at all to de­fend them­selves and the Koguryo were war­like and fear­some and

    be­sides they had the Wa to ad­vise them and that is that.”




    “A few ques­tions,” Re­mo said.




    “Why must you al­ways ask ques­tions when a sto­ry is per­fect­ly clear?”




    “You’re telling me that this Kuku­ru…”




    “Koguryo,” Chi­un said.




    “They con­quered Japan?”




    “Cor­rect.”




    “How long did they stay there?” Re­mo asked.




    “Very long.”




    “What hap­pened to the re­al Japanese?” Re­mo asked.




    “They were elim­inat­ed by the or­der of the Wa,” Chi­un said. “All died. All but a few who

    hid in the north of Japan and still hide there to­day. These are called the Ainu, and they are

    a large, white-​haired, hairy peo­ple.”




    “So what you’re telling me is that the Japanese em­per­ors aren’t de­scend­ed from the sun

    god­dess or what­ev­er but from these Ko­re­an horse­back rid­ers.”




    Chi­un nod­ded sad­ly.




    “You mean that the Japanese that you’re al­ways abus­ing are re­al­ly Ko­re­ans who came

    across on boats?”




    “You might say that if you were un­kind,” Chi­un said. His hazel eyes blazed.




    Re­mo laughed. “You mean you’re re­lat­ed to Japanese?”




    Chi­un turned his head away an­gri­ly.




    “What hap­pened to the Wa?” Re­mo asked.




    “He be­came the coun­selor, pro­tec­tor and body­guard of king and em­per­or alike. He had

    many chil­dren who fol­lowed in his foot­steps and to them he taught the ways of the knife as

    the Mas­ter, who was not the Great Wang, had taught them so many years be­fore.”




    “And you think the guy who knifed Pruiss is one of the Wa?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “I had heard their ser­vices were on the mar­ket. In the build­ing across

    the street, I saw where the as­sas­sin stood. It was a spot where your weight made the

    floor­boards creak. But they did not creak un­der my weight. The as­sas­sin was no heav­ier

    than me. And be­low there were oth­er clues. The dis­tance he had cho­sen for his at­tack. The

    an­gle of the knife wound. Then we saw on the grass be­low how he dragged the bod­ies of men

    across the grass be­cause he had not the phys­ical strength to car­ry them. He is a Wa, and

    this makes it very dan­ger­ous.”




    “For who?” Re­mo asked.




    “For you,” said Chi­un.




    “Why for me?”




    “You would not hear the po­em. It an­swers all,” Chi­un said.




    “All right, all right. The po­em,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded again, as if the recita­tion were his right “You will re­mem­ber, I told you

    the Mas­ter vis­it­ed a curse up­on the sur­viv­ing Wa. That is the po­em.”




    “What is it?” asked Re­mo.




    “The Mas­ter said… it does not trans­late very well.”




    “Just give me the out­lines,” Re­mo said.




    “The Mas­ter said to the Last Wa:




    Be­cause I have trained you in this evil,




    I must be pun­ished for your mis­deeds.




    I pun­ish my­self by not al­low­ing my­self to come af­ter you and kill you.




    This is my penance.




    But, hear you this, evil one.




    Through the count­less ages of time will my sons hunt your sons.




    I give this du­ty to gen­er­ations un­born.




    Young Mas­ters of Sinan­ju will search out the Wa and kill them when­ev­er they find

    them.




    That is my curse. And your des­tiny.




    This did the Mas­ter tell the Wa.”




    Chi­un looked at Re­mo. “You un­der­stand now why this is dan­ger­ous for you?”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “You are re­al­ly a lump of clay,” Chi­un said. “I am the reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. The

    Mas­ter’s curse pre­vents me from strik­ing down the Wa. You alone must do it, with­out my

    help.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “So we’re fac­ing a Sinan­ju-​trained as­sas­sin,” he said.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. He hung his head in shame.




    “And the Japanese that you’re al­ways putting down are re­al­ly your rel­atives,” Re­mo

    said.




    Chi­un said noth­ing.




    “You ought to be ashamed of your­self,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un looked up. “Re­mem­ber,” he said, “the Wa Japanese are not de­scend­ed from the

    vil­lagers of Sinan­ju. Just from the Koguryo who were an ug­ly peo­ple, whose on­ly skill was

    in rid­ing a horse.”




    “I nev­er want to hear you putting down the Japanese again,” Re­mo said. He shrugged.

    “Any­way, none of this helps. We still don’t know who the Wa is work­ing for. Who hired

    him?”




    Chi­un smiled. “Who knows? The Japs are a greedy and avari­cious peo­ple. They’d work for

    any­body.”




    He rose swift­ly to his feet in­di­cat­ing the les­son was over.




    The tele­phone in the room rang and Smith’s parched voice said, “You should know that Will

    Bob­bin is in town.”




    “Who?”




    “Will Bob­bin,” said Smith. “He flew in last night. He rep­re­sents the fos­sil fu­el

    in­dus­try, right out of their main New York of­fices.”




    “All right. I’ll watch for him.”




    “And the pas­sen­ger list showed that a wom­an who trav­eled on­ly as Flam­ma ar­rived in

    Fur­long Coun­ty this morn­ing.”




    “Got it,” said Re­mo. He was still think­ing about Will Bob­bin’s ar­rival. Per­haps

    Theo­dosia was right and the oil com­pa­nies were be­hind the at­tack on Pruiss. Per­haps they

    had hired the Wa as­sas­sin to do him in.




    “And we have the run­down on Rachmed Baya Bam that you asked for,” Smith said.




    “What’s he all about?”




    “He heads some­thing called the In­ner Light church. As far as we can make out, he is the

    on­ly mem­ber, but he seems to make a liv­ing by be­ing adopt­ed by the rich. His broth­er is

    an In­di­an del­egate to the Unit­ed Na­tions.”




    “Baya Bam,” Re­mo said. “The one who’s al­ways mak­ing an­ti-​Amer­ican speech­es?”




    “Yes,” said Smith. “That one. From what we can gath­er, Rachmed is a pick­pock­et and was

    ar­rest­ed once in Yan­kee Sta­di­um at a World Se­ries game. His broth­er’s diplo­mat­ic

    im­mu­ni­ty got him freed. And there are sto­ries that the two of them run a par­tic­ular­ly

    odi­ous broth­el in In­dia, spe­cial­iz­ing in young girls.”




    Af­ter Smith had hung up, Re­mo went to Theo­dosia’s apart­ment at the end of the broad

    hall­way. She was sit­ting in a satin robe, fac­ing a dress­ing ta­ble, putting fresh make­up

    around her eyes. Re­mo walked in with­out knock­ing and she looked up at him in sur­prise that

    soft­ened to a smile of wel­come. He saw his mo­tel room keys on the dress­ing ta­ble.




    Re­mo stood be­hind her, put his right hand on her shoul­der and in­spect­ed her face in the

    mir­ror. He still found it hard to be­lieve. Twen­ty-​two steps and she had been al­most

    im­per­vi­ous to them. That had nev­er hap­pened be­fore. Chi­un had once told him that

    Ko­re­an wom­en were reg­ular­ly ex­posed to all twen­ty-​sev­en steps of “the method” as he

    called it, but Re­mo had seen the Ko­re­an wom­en of Chi­un’s an­cient vil­lage of Sinan­ju and

    he sus­pect­ed that the twen­ty-​sev­en steps might have been as much for the man’s ben­efit as

    the wom­an’s-​to give him some­thing to think about be­sides his part­ner and what she looked

    like.




    “Do you know a wom­an named Flam­ma?” Re­mo asked.




    “Flam­ma? What do you know about her?” Theo­dosia said. She turned on her bench to look at

    Re­mo.




    “Who is she?” Re­mo asked.




    “She works some­times for Wes­ley,” the young wom­an said. “She… er, en­ter­tains for

    him.”




    “What kind of work is… er, en­ter­tains?” Re­mo asked.




    Theo­dosia paused. “Okay,” she said, as if forc­ing her­self to tell the truth. “She’s kind

    of on the pay­roll as a hook­er. When out-​of-​town bigshots vis­it Wes­ley, Flam­ma is

    as­signed to make sure they en­joy them­selves. She pos­es for some pic­tures for Gross too.

    What about Flam­ma?”




    “She’s in town.”




    Theo­dosia’s face wrin­kled up. Un­con­scious­ly she be­gan to pick at her the pol­ish on

    her shiny fin­ger­nails. “What the hell is she do­ing here?”




    “I don’t know. She ar­rived this morn­ing. There’s some­body else in town too.”




    “Who?”




    “The name Will Bob­bin mean any­thing to you?”




    “No. Should it?”




    “He’s a big shot with the fu­el in­dus­try.”




    She stood up quick­ly and looked at Re­mo, al­most in tri­umph. “There,” she said. “The oil

    busi­ness again. Those bas­tards.”




    “You’re re­al­ly sure about that, aren’t you?” Re­mo asked.




    “No one else had any rea­son to try to kill Wes­ley,” she said. “No one but those

    peo­ple.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said. He put his hands on the wom­an’s shoul­ders and drew her close to

    him.




    “Rachmed,” he said.




    She pulled away. “What about him?”




    “He’s a fraud,” said Re­mo. “He’s a pimp and a pick­pock­et. He runs a whore­house for

    lit­tle girls.”




    Theo­dosia seemed to re­lax. “I know that, Re­mo. I know all about that.”




    “It doesn’t both­er you?”




    “What Rachmed used to be isn’t im­por­tant,” she said. “Right now, he’s a heal­er and he’s

    help­ing to heal Wes­ley.”




    “You don’t re­al­ly be­lieve that about lift­ing up the blan­kets and let­ting the sun shine

    on his legs, do you?”




    “What I think doesn’t mat­ter. What you think nei­ther. What’s im­por­tant is that Wes­ley

    thinks it helps. He wants to live again. That’s worth more than any­thing.”




    “What­ev­er you say.” Re­mo tried to draw her to him. Twen­ty-​two steps and she had shown

    al­most no re­ac­tion. He would like to try that again.




    She raised an arm be­tween their bod­ies to keep him away from her, with­out it be­ing an

    ob­vi­ous re­jec­tion.




    “You’ve been busy,” she said. “How’d you find this all out?”




    “Don’t for­get, la­dy, you’re pay­ing us top dol­lar. Enough mon­ey to hire peo­ple to

    help,” Re­mo lied.




    “When did Bob­bin ar­rive?” she asked sud­den­ly.




    “Last night,” Re­mo said.




    “And last night our body­guards were killed.” She raised her hands and touched her

    fin­ger­tips to both cheeks. Re­mo no­ticed that her ring fin­gers were longer than her in­dex

    fin­gers. “Those god­dam oil peo­ple,” she said. “I hope Flam­ma’s not in­volved with them.”

    She wrapped her­self in her gown and walked away from Re­mo.




    “I’m go­ing to check on Wes­ley,” she said.


  




  

    CHAPTER TEN




    The Rev­erend Higbe Muck­ley had not got­ten where he was by be­ing in­sen­si­tive to how

    tele­vi­sion worked.




    Morn­ing press con­fer­ences were no good. First, re­porters liked to sleep late. Sec­ond,

    from a morn­ing press con­fer­ence, they would be re­as­signed to an af­ter­noon sto­ry too,

    and they would get to think­ing they were over­worked, so they were grouchy, bad au­di­ences in

    the morn­ing.




    Af­ter­noon press con­fer­ences usu­al­ly got cut short be­cause TV men had to get their

    film back to the stu­dio and hus­tle to write their sto­ry in time for it to get on the six

    o-​clock evening news. If their piece was late, they might get squeezed out of the pro­gram by

    some sto­ry that was filmed ear­li­er.




    Muck­ley had learned this by watch­ing tele­vi­sion and fig­ur­ing. The op­ti­mum time for a

    press con­fer­ence was noon, give or take a half-​hour, based on the fol­low­ing in­dis­putable

    rules:




    1. A re­porter had a chance to get up and sober up.




    2. It gave him a free lunch and he could still bill his sta­tion for a lunch cost.




    3. It gave him plen­ty of time to com­plete and file his sto­ry.




    4. If the in­vi­ta­tion came from a sexy-​voiced wom­an, the lure was ir­re­sistible.




    So Muck­ley got his sec­re­tary, Sis­ter Corinne, on the tele­phone right away, alert­ing

    the tele­vi­sion peo­ple that he would hold a press con­fer­ence at noon and he had proof of “a

    con­spir­ato­ri­al plot by Wes­ley Pruiss, a plot so cru­el and evil that it would stag­ger

    their minds.” The sec­re­tary read this from a card that Muck­ley had print­ed out for her.

    Then, al­so at Muck­ley’s di­rec­tions, she dropped a hint that a for­mer em­ploy­ee of

    Pruiss’s, a one-​time Grossie Girl, would be at the press con­fer­ence. And there would be

    plen­ty to eat and drink.




    While she was mak­ing the calls, the sec­re­tary glanced fre­quent­ly at the of­fice door,

    wor­ried be­cause she had heard it be­ing locked to keep her out. What were they do­ing in

    there?




    In­side the of­fice, Muck­ley and Flam­ma were dis­cussing the cos­tume she would wear to

    the press con­fer­ence. She had a mod­el’s hat­box with cos­tumes in it.




    “How about this one?” she asked, hold­ing up two flim­sy pieces of ny­lon.




    “I don’t know,” Muck­ley said. “Bet­ter try it on.”




    “Where can I change?” she said.




    “You can change here,” he said. “I’ll turn my back.”




    He turned away from Flam­ma and watched her in the win­dow as she peeled off her rain­coat

    and put on the cos­tume. She smiled at his re­flec­tion as she dressed.




    “Done,” she said.




    Muck­ley turned and gulped. The ny­lon cos­tume was trans­par­ent, her breasts to­tal­ly

    vis­ible. The rest of the out­fit was a pair of brief panties cov­ered over with thin ny­lon

    pan­taloons that showed ev­ery pore, ev­ery rip­pling smooth mus­cle of her long legs.




    “What do you think?” Flam­ma asked.




    Muck­ley came close to in­spect her. He walked around her as she stood in the mid­dle of the

    room. He gulped sev­er­al times as he eyed her milky body.




    “I don’t think there’s any­thing wrong with the hu­man body, you un­der­stand,” he said.

    “Un­der the prop­er cir­cum­stances, I think it is the most beau­ti­ful of God’s cre­ations,”

    He cleared his throat. “And, of course, your body is ex­cep­tion­al. From a pure­ly es­thet­ic

    view­point, that is.”




    “Of course,” said Flam­ma. She had heard that many times be­fore.




    “But I’m afraid, for tele­vi­sion, this won’t quite work. With lights, it might turn out a

    lit­tle too trans­par­ent and then they might not be able to use their film. What else you got

    in there?”




    She reached in and brought out a red satin bra.




    “How’s this?”




    “That might do. Try it on.”




    “Okay,” she said, pur­pose­ly for­get­ting to tell him to turn his back again. She reached

    be­hind her for the bra clip of the trans­par­ent top but pre­tend­ed she couldn’t reach

    it.




    “Can you help me?” she asked.




    “Of course, girl,” he said. He fum­bled with the clip. The palms of his hands were wet with

    per­spi­ra­tion.




    “How long have you been a dancer?” he asked.




    “Well,” Flam­ma said, ‘I’m not re­al­ly much of a dancer. I can do a turn or two, I guess.

    But re­al­ly what I’m good at is tricks. Straight, half-​and-​half, around the world.”




    Muck­ley gulped as the bra clip opened. He let his fin­gers linger on the bare flesh of her

    back.




    “Of course, you’re not go­ing to say that at the press con­fer­ence,” he said.




    “Why not?”




    “We don’t want to harm your cred­ibil­ity. You and me, we’re peo­ple of the world. We’d

    un­der­stand how some forces could push a young wom­an in­to such a life.”




    Flam­ma shook her head as she re­moved her bra. “Noth­ing forced me. I like it. I al­ways

    liked it. I still like it. I’d rather do it than any­thing.”




    “I can un­der­stand that,” Muck­ley said solemn­ly. “Af­ter all, peo­ple have needs,

    de­sires.” He tried to chuck­le but it came out like a chick­en squawk­ing as its neck was

    be­ing wrung. “Even us men of the cloth have needs,” he said, “al­though most peo­ple would try

    to de­ny us. They don’t un­der­stand the heavy bur­den we bear, try­ing to be an ex­am­ple for

    oth­er peo­ple and still hav­ing to live with the fires that rage with­in us.” His hands were

    still on her back. “You got fires rag­ing in you?” she asked. “All the time. But I sup­press

    them,” Muck­ley said. He slid his hands to­ward both sides of her back. On­ly eight inch­es

    more each and he would have those beau­ti­ful breasts in his hands.




    She leaned for­ward sud­den­ly, pulling away, low­er­ing her breasts’ in­to the red satin

    top. “You shouldn’t sup­press them,” she said ca­su­al­ly. “It’ll give you pim­ples.”




    She straight­ened up, her hands be­hind her on the two bra straps. “Clip that, Rev, will

    you?” He clipped the bra closed.




    She stepped away from him and turned around, her breasts jut­ting to­ward him, two mounds of

    plea­sure and beau­ty. He had not thought of his bible in a long time, but the Song of Solomon

    forced its way in­to his head. Some­thing about breasts.




    “How’s that?” she said.




    “Beau­ti­ful,” he said, star­ing at her bo­som. “Ex­cru­ci­at­ing­ly beau­ti­ful.”




    “Me or it?” she asked. She put her hands un­der her breasts and lift­ed them, ar­rang­ing

    them in­side the bra top.




    “You for­get, I’m just a man,” he said.




    “There,” she said as she fin­ished ad­just­ing her­self. “Now what do you think?”




    He looked at her bo­som through the red satin. “Just a mo­ment,” he said. “There’s a

    wrin­kle there.” He reached for­ward and touched the un­der­side of her right breast with his

    fin­gers as he ad­just­ed the thin piece of satin.




    He let his fin­gers stay there.




    “Okay now?” she asked.




    “Fine,” he said, still not mov­ing his fin­gers.




    “All right,” she said. “I’ll slip on the bot­toms and then I’ll get some break­fast be­fore

    the press con­fer­ence.”




    Muck­ley looked glum.




    “And then,” she said.




    “And then?” he asked.




    She leaned for­ward and whis­pered in his ear. He let his hands slide down her back to the

    round mounds of her but­tocks. He knead­ed them as Flam­ma told him in de­tail, full,

    glo­ri­ous col­or­ful de­tail ex­act­ly what she had in mind for the two of them af­ter the

    press con­fer­ence was over.




    “Praise God,” said Rev. Higbe Muck­ley.




    The re­porters were bored when Muck­ley ap­peared.




    They had been as­signed to the Pruiss sto­ry for two days, most of them, and with the

    ex­cep­tion of the small pick­et­ing at the coun­try club, which end­ed be­fore they got there,

    there had been noth­ing. No groundswell of opin­ion in the farm coun­try against the porn

    pub­lish­er; no sense of im­pend­ing vi­olence, no bomb threats, no death threats, no sign of

    the per­son or per­sons who had put the knife in Pruiss’s back.




    They were pre­pared to let Muck­ley die on his feet so they could get to the booze. Fur­long

    Coun­ty was the dullest place in the world any­way.




    But they came to at­ten­tion when Flam­ma ar­rived, step­ping out on the small stage next to

    Muck­ley and wear­ing her bel­ly dancer cos­tume. She told them that Pruiss had planned to make

    Fur­long Coun­ty in­to the porn movie cap­ital of the world. She told them that she had been

    go­ing to star in his first movie, but that the Rev­erend Muck­ley had saved her by giv­ing her

    re­li­gion.




    They want­ed to know about that first mo­tion pic­ture.




    “It’s called An­imal In­stincts,” she said.




    “What’s it about?”




    “About a man and his wife who find hap­pi­ness in na­ture. She has her col­lie. He has her,

    a goat, three girl­friends and me. I’m the lead, be­cause I bring them to­geth­er again. All at

    once.”




    “Goats and dogs?” one re­porter asked.




    “Yes,” she said halt­ing­ly. She cov­ered her face with her hands as if cry­ing. “There is

    no lim­it to the degra­da­tion of Wes­ley Pruiss and the per­verts who are close to him and how

    he gets peo­ple to do his dirty work for him. Thank heav­ens I have been spared.”




    Some re­porters tried to get her to dance for them, but Flam­ma de­mure­ly said no. Near the

    end of the press meet­ing, one re­porter asked her for her fu­ture plans. They don’t in­clude

    any­thing with you, Flam­ma thought, when she found out that the man rep­re­sent­ed a small

    In­di­ana pa­per.




    She took a deep breath, which nev­er failed to draw the re­porters’ at­ten­tion, “I plan to

    pick up the pieces of my life,” she said slow­ly. “Per­haps go back to danc­ing school.

    Un­less, of course, some­thing else comes up. I think I can en­ter­tain peo­ple and bring them

    hap­pi­ness in a good clean way and that is God’s work too.” She winked at the re­porter for

    the Na­tion­al Star. A two-​page col­or spread in the Star and she’d be on her way.




    Higbe Muck­ley fin­ished the press con­fer­ence by an­nounc­ing it was now a fight be­tween

    God-​fear­ing good peo­ple and the forces of evil rep­re­sent­ed by Wes­ley Pruiss. He rant­ed

    and raved some and was go­ing to an­nounce a full sched­ule of meet­ings and protests but cut

    it short when he saw Flam­ma talk­ing to the re­porter from the Star, who got up from his seat

    and head­ed to­ward the door with her.




    “We march on Pruiss this af­ter­noon,” Muck­ley yelled and jumped from the plat­form to

    fol­low Flam­ma be­fore any­body else got his hooks in­to her.




    The lo­cal tele­vi­sion sta­tions rushed the in­ter­view on­to the tube and Theo­dosia saw

    it with Re­mo and Chi­un in­side Pruiss’s room. He was awake and he growled when he saw Flam­ma

    telling of his in­iq­ui­ties.




    “That bitch,” he said.




    “She al­ways was,” Theo­dosia said. “And now those oil peo­ple have their hooks in her,

    she’s li­able to say or do any­thing.”




    “If you see her, you tell her,” said Pruiss, “that she’s through. I’m get­ting some­body

    else to pose with the Mako shark.”




    “Good,” said Chi­un. “The best re­venge is liv­ing well.”




    “Try that when you’re a crip­ple,” Pruiss said.




    “You live well,” Chi­un said, “by do­ing those things you are able to do. You can still

    print things. You can print great work. You can bring beau­ti­ful art to thou­sands of peo­ple.

    Have you ev­er heard Ung po­et­ry?”




    “I don’t like much po­et­ry,” Pruiss said.




    “You will like this,” Chi­un promised. He be­gan to talk in Ko­re­an, a clack­ing se­ries of

    throbs and gut­turals that on­ly oc­ca­sion­al­ly rhymed.




    Pruiss looked in des­per­ation at Re­mo who shrugged. Chi­un was gen­tly wav­ing his hands

    in front of his body now, one hand open­ing and clos­ing, the oth­er flut­ter­ing back and

    forth.




    “This is the good part,” Re­mo said. “A re­port on weath­er con­di­tions in Ko­rea, day by

    day, for two cen­turies.”




    Chi­un kept chat­ter­ing. There was a swelling noise from down­stairs and Re­mo went to the

    win­dow to watch. The Rev­erend Muck­ley was back, but this time lead­ing a mob of more than

    two hun­dred peo­ple, chant­ing and car­ry­ing signs.




    “What’s that?” Pruiss said ner­vous­ly. “What’s that?”




    Theo­dosia stood along­side Re­mo at the win­dow, look­ing down as the crowd swerved off the

    main road and ad­vanced on the coun­try club. There were a dozen news­men and TV cam­er­amen

    with them.




    “What is it?” Pruiss shout­ed.




    “Pick­ets,” Theo­dosia said. “I’m go­ing to call our po­lice to make sure they don’t cause

    any trou­ble.”




    “Are you lis­ten­ing to this?” Chi­un asked Pruiss.




    Chi­un turned to Re­mo. “Will you please see that they keep things qui­et down there?” he

    asked.




    “Yes, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    Higbe Muck­ley took up a po­si­tion in front of the main door. The crowd swelled around him.

    He wait­ed un­til the cam­er­amen had po­si­tioned them­selves on the steps of the house and

    then he raised a bull­horn at his side and in­voked God’s bless­ing on Wes­ley Pruiss.




    “Damn you, evil one,” he called. “Damn you. Are you lis­ten­ing, evil one?”




    The house was silent.




    “‘Are you lis­ten­ing?” Muck­ley shout­ed in­to the am­pli­fi­er.




    Chi­un went to the win­dow and called out, “He’s try­ing to lis­ten to me. Will you be

    qui­et, fat per­son?” He turned to Re­mo. “Re­mo, will you take care of them, please, be­fore I

    have to go do it my­self.” Chi­un went back and sat along­side Pruiss’s bed and said, “I’ll

    start over, so you don’t miss any of it.”




    Pruiss’s eyes flashed from side to side, the eyes of a trapped an­imal. They grew even more

    des­per­ate as Re­mo walked to­ward the door of the room.




    Down­stairs, Muck­ley shout­ed in­to the bull­horn. “We know, Pruiss. Thanks to one good

    wom­an, we know your evil plan to ru­in our com­mu­ni­ty. Do you hear that, evil one? We

    know.




    “We know some­thing else, Pruiss. We know that some­times we have to be God’s in­stru­ments

    our­selves, and we’re go­ing to do it, Pruiss. You’re not turn­ing this town in­to a cesspool

    like the kind you’re used to, Pruiss.”




    Re­mo slipped out the back door of the build­ing and came around to stand in the crowd.




    “We’re go­ing to stop you, Pruiss,” Muck­ley bel­lowed. His am­pli­fied voice echoed off the

    house and re­bound­ed out over the val­ley of the golf course. “What­ev­er it takes to stop

    you, evil one, we’re go­ing to stop you. The right will tri­umph.”




    From in­side the house, Re­mo could hear Chi­un’s an­guished cry, and he knew that if he

    didn’t want the coun­try club sur­round­ed by two hun­dred dead bod­ies, he had bet­ter

    move.




    Re­mo se­lect­ed the best look­ing house­wife he could find in the crowd, stroked her left

    but­tock and be­fore she could turn moved in­to an­oth­er spot in the crowd. She looked around

    wild­ly. “Hey, she said. “Who did that? Stop that.” She glared at the man be­hind her, a man

    who looked as if he would take of­fense at some­one squeez­ing toi­let tis­sue. “Why’d you do

    that?” she de­mand­ed.




    “I didn’t…” the man start­ed.




    Muck­ley turned and glared at the crowd, wait­ing for si­lence. Re­mo lift­ed a man’s

    wal­let from his back pock­et. He did it too smooth­ly and the man did not feel it. so Re­mo

    clum­si­ly jammed his hand in­to the man’s hip pock­et and rum­maged around for a while un­til

    the man’s at­ten­tion went to his wal­let. Re­mo dropped the bill­fold on the ground and moved

    in­to the crowd.




    The man turned around and looked at the man be­hind him. “Thief,” he yelled. “Damned

    pick­pock­et thief.”




    “What?” said the sec­ond man, a burly man with a crew cut and a green plaid shirt.




    “You heard me. Keep your dirty hands out of my pock­ets.”




    The wom­an was still shout­ing, work­ing her­self up. “You heard me, you per­vert,” she

    yelled at the del­icate look­ing man be­hind her who tried to shrink away.




    Muck­ley tried shout­ing over the noise. “We are send­ing you back to the Sodom and

    Go­mor­rah you came from, Pruiss,” he in­toned.




    A scuf­fle start­ed in the crowd. Re­mo helped it along by goos­ing two wom­en and jab­bing

    el­bows in­to the ribs of two men, then dis­ap­pear­ing from be­tween them.




    The first wom­an slapped the man be­hind her. The two men were on the ground bat­tling over

    the wal­let. A flur­ry of fist­fights broke out. Wes­ley Pruiss was for­got­ten. So was Higbe

    Muck­ley. The cam­er­amen came off the porch and to­ward the crowd to film the fights. Re­mo

    reached from be­hind one man, grabbed one of the TV cam­eras, and threw it to the ground.




    “Press bru­tal­ity,” the cam­era­man shout­ed, “Re­ac­tionary,” he yelled. The man he was

    yelling at threw a punch.




    “Fas­cist,” screamed the oth­er re­porters as they re­treat­ed back to the rel­ative safe­ty

    of the porch.




    Re­mo moved away out of the crowd and back up­stairs through a rear door of the

    build­ing.




    Chi­un glared at him when he came in­to Pruiss’s room.




    “Re­mo, re­al­ly,” he said. “I ask you to keep it qui­et. This is how you do it?” He

    ges­tured to­ward the win­dow, through which could be heard the sounds of the po­lice

    ar­riv­ing and wad­ing in­to the mob, break­ing up the fights.




    “Now I’ll have to start all over again,” he said.




    Pruiss looked at Re­mo as if invit­ing pity.




    Re­mo nod­ded to him. “Pruiss, you’ve nev­er been safer than you are now.”




    “Why?” Pruiss asked.




    “Chi­un nev­er lets an au­di­ence get killed.”




    Re­mo met Theo­dosia in the hall.




    “Good work,” she said.




    “Not done yet,” Re­mo said.




    “What else?”




    “I’m go­ing to go talk to that Muck­ley. I want to find out if some­one put him up to

    com­ing here.”


  




  

    CHAPTER ELEVEN




    Eight per­sons were ar­rest­ed af­ter the brawl in front of the coun­try club but Rev Higbe

    Muck­ley was not one of them, and a half hour lat­er, he found him­self sit­ting on the edge of

    the Wana­mak­er Riv­er. He need­ed to be alone to think. He had a se­ri­ous prob­lem.




    Where was Flam­ma?




    When she had left the press con­fer­ence with that re­porter from the Star, they had told

    some­body they were on their way to Pruiss’s house. But it hadn’t fooled Muck­ley. He knew they

    were go­ing to a mo­tel right away. His bel­ly tin­gled at the thought of Flam­ma in her red

    satin cos­tume. He had tried call­ing the re­porter’s room, but there was no an­swer.




    Where were they?




    If that re­porter was putting it to her, Muck­ley’d fix him. He’d fix them both.




    He sat on the edge of the riv­er, idly toss­ing peb­bles out in­to its slow-​mov­ing

    wa­ters. He let his mind drift to the demon­stra­tion at the coun­try club. It had got­ten

    un­tidy and ragged at the edges but it didn’t mat­ter. It would be on the news tonight, along

    with the charges he and Flam­ma had made at the press con­fer­ence, and to­mor­row when they

    marched again, their num­bers would be larg­er, and in­side of three days, half the peo­ple of

    Fur­long Coun­ty would be march­ing be­hind Higbe Muck­ley. And that would be that for Wes­ley

    Pruiss. There would be no al­ter­na­tive but for him to leave Fur­long Coun­ty.




    Muck­ley did not doubt for a mo­ment that the pub­lic would now sup­port his cru­sade.

    Pruiss had al­most weaseled his way in­to suc­cess by promis­ing to cut tax­es in the coun­ty.

    But he had for­got­ten that sex out­plays mon­ey all the time. Odd that Pruiss of all peo­ple

    should have for­got­ten that, since sex was the cor­ner­stone of his own em­pire.




    Muck­ley be­gan to think about the an­ti-​sex sen­ti­ment in the coun­try. There might be a

    way to tap in­to it. Na­tion­al cru­sades against smut. Col­lect mon­ey and use some of it to

    fi­nance le­gal com­plaints by some as­so­ci­ation against smut ped­dlers, the rest of course

    to go for ad­min­is­tra­tive costs, which meant Higbe Muck­ley. Not an as­so­ci­ation. A

    church. It would have to be a church for all the tax ben­efits.




    For­got­ten now was Flam­ma as Muck­ley be­gan to ze­ro his thoughts in on his first

    love-​cash.




    A new name for a new church. The Di­vine Right church was okay for what it did but it didn’t

    have the sock that an­ti-​pornog­ra­phy would need.




    The Clean Liv­ing church. The Church for Clean Liv­ing. He idly fin­gered a few more

    peb­bles and tossed them in­to the riv­er. Kil­ly­fish first bolt­ed from the splash of each

    stone, then dart­ed back in af­ter it, search­ing for food.




    A hun­dred thou­sand mem­bers at ten dol­lars a head each year. A mil­lion gross. He could

    get all the work done for less than a quar­ter of that. The rest to go to Higbe Muck­ley.




    He wished that he had learned to read and write when he was a child. He was okay do­ing

    num­bers, but if he had been able to write, he could have saved all those le­gal fees for the

    Church of Clean Liv­ing. He could write the an­ti-​porn briefs him­self.




    He tossed more peb­bles in­to the stream and won­dered if there was a way to in­crease the

    net of the Church of Clean Liv­ing from sev­en­ty-​five per­cent of the gross to some­thing

    high­er. Maybe he could hire cheap­er lawyers.




    The sec­re­tary in Muck­ley’s of­fice had seemed glad to tell him where he could find the

    preach­er. She seemed an­gry at Muck­ley, al­most hop­ing that Re­mo could bring some kind of

    ir­ri­ta­tion to his day. She took a deep breath and gave Re­mo her ad­dress too, so he could

    come around that night and tell her all about his meet­ing with Higbe Muck­ley.




    Re­mo promised to and then he was out in the woods lead­ing to­ward the Wana­mak­er Riv­er,

    mov­ing silent­ly, not be­cause he tried to, but be­cause it was the on­ly way he knew how to

    move. Years of train­ing, run­ning along wet strips of soft tis­sue, spin­ning, leap­ing and

    jump­ing on the pa­per with the goal be­ing not to tear it or even wrin­kle it had made the

    soft, slow move­ment of the lan­gor­ous cat the on­ly way he moved now.




    Some­one else was mov­ing to­ward Higbe Muck­ley, but Muck­ley heard noth­ing ex­cept the

    ker­plunk­ing of the small stones he tossed in­to the riv­er. If Flam­ma had bel­ly-​danced up

    be­hind him now, fin­ger-​rings click­ing and a bal­alai­ka plink­ing away, he might not have

    heard, be­cause he was con­cen­trat­ing on­ly on mon­ey.




    So he did not hear the step be­hind him. He did not hear the whir as a knife made one lazy

    half-​turn on its way to meet his back. He felt it on­ly when the blade pierced his spinal

    col­umn and then there was no longer any­thing to feel with so he fell face for­ward, his head

    be­tween his feet, arms ex­tend­ed in front of him, like a man do­ing cal­is­then­ics and

    try­ing to touch his toes.




    Re­mo had heard the whir of the knife. He had stopped. He heard the small sip of a groan

    from Muck­ley, and sens­ing what it was, he growled and ran ahead through the trees.




    The as­sas­sin heard the growl be­hind him. He want­ed to re­cov­er his knife. But his first

    choice was al­ways to be care­ful and he sank back in­to the trees, mov­ing quick­ly and

    qui­et­ly away from the place he had heard the sound of a man’s an­gry snarl.




    Re­mo saw Muck­ley at the edge of the riv­er and saw the knife pro­trud­ing from his back.

    He did not have to look to see if the man was dead. Re­mo knew from the lo­ca­tion of the wound

    and the sprawl of the body that Higbe Muck­ley had tak­en his last tax de­duc­tion.




    An anger welled up in him and he wheeled about to face the heavy for­est. The blood of his

    adopt­ed Ko­re­an an­ces­tors surged in him and he called out:




    “Wa, do you hear my voice?”




    The as­sas­sin stopped short when he heard his name called, but he did not an­swer. He

    lis­tened.




    “There is no run­ning from me, Wa,” Re­mo called. “I am go­ing to feed you your own

    knives.”




    The as­sas­sin won­dered who was call­ing. And how did he know Wa?




    “You speak brave­ly,” he called back. Then, to give the oth­er men no chance to fix the

    sound, he in­stant­ly be­gan to move away, par­al­lel to the riv­er.




    Re­mo start­ed slow­ly to­ward the spot in the trees where the sound had come from.




    “Brave?” he called out. “What do you know of brave, you worth­less chip of car­rion who

    kills on­ly those with their backs to you?”




    The as­sas­sin stopped. For a mo­ment, he con­sid­ered go­ing back af­ter this in­so­lent

    white, but he had oth­er things to do. He called out again.




    “You will pay for that, white man. You will pay dear­ly for your in­so­lence. I on­ly

    re­gret I can­not ex­tract that pay­ment right now.”




    Again he moved away from the sound of his own voice.




    Re­mo rec­og­nized that the voice had moved from the first time it had sound­ed and

    re­al­ized what the as­sas­sin was do­ing. There was no point in fol­low­ing him.




    “You ex­tract noth­ing,” Re­mo taunt­ed. “Your peo­ple were al­ways cow­ards and traitors,

    at­tack­ing at night from be­hind, turn­ing like rats on the on­ly man ev­er to take pity on

    them.”




    The as­sas­sin stopped again.




    “Pity?” he called. “The Wa need no pity.”




    “My an­ces­tor, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, took pity on you cen­turies ago,” Re­mo called. “As

    he did, so I will not. When we meet, Wa, you die.”




    A chill ran down the as­sas­sin’s body when he heard “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.” Sure­ly that had

    been noth­ing more than a fam­ily leg­end. But why would this… this white man know of it?




    “Who are you?” he called.




    “I am a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, peanut,” Re­mo called. And he forced his anger in­ward, un­til

    his rage had spent, and then slow­ly pro­nounced the words he had spo­ken so of­ten

    be­fore.




    “I am cre­at­ed Shi­va, the De­stroy­er; death, the shat­ter­er of worlds; the dead night

    tiger made whole by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Flee, dog meat, for when we meet, there will be no

    flight for you.”




    The as­sas­sin paused. Re­mo was not mov­ing. His voice still came from the same spot.




    Pride in his art and in his tra­di­tion and fam­ily al­most forced him to re­turn, to cut

    down this pride­ful white man with the over­ac­tive imag­ina­tion. A Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    in­deed? The Wa would teach him of Mas­ters of Sinan­ju.




    “When we meet again,” the as­sas­sin call, “I will have time for you. It will be my

    plea­sure.”




    He turned and moved soft­ly away through the woods, and be­hind him he heard Re­mo’s laugh

    echo­ing over the wide riv­er.




    And in that pride­ful laugh, welling out of his throat like the puls­ing of the blood in his

    veins, Re­mo felt at one and at peace with his an­ces­tors, that gen­er­ation af­ter

    gen­er­ation of as­sas­sins who had re­fined the mag­ic of Sinan­ju and hand­ed it down through

    the ages as their lega­cy to him.




    He turned and looked back at Muck­ley’s body.




    “That’s the biz, sweet­heart,” he said cold­ly. “But don’t wor­ry. When I meet him, I’m

    can­cel­ing his re­turn tick­et.”




    As soon as Re­mo en­tered the room, Chi­un knew.




    “You have met the Wa,” he said.




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “He got away,” Re­mo said. “He left his call­ing card.”




    Re­mo held the red-​leather han­dled knife to­ward Chi­un, just as Theo­dosia burst in­to

    the room.




    “I just heard on the tele­vi­sion,” she said. “Muck­ley’s dead. Knifed.”




    She saw the knife in Re­mo’s hand and ut­tered a muf­fled “oooh.”




    Her eyes fixed on him, all ques­tions, which Re­mo did not an­swer.




    Chi­un took the knife and looked at the en­graved horse on the Hade.




    “You said you were just go­ing to talk to him,” Theo­dosia told Re­mo ac­cus­ing­ly.




    “Easy,” he said. “I didn’t kill him.”




    “On tele­vi­sion, they’re blam­ing Wes­ley and his peo­ple. That means you. Us. All of

    us.”




    “They can blame who they want,” Re­mo said. “He was dead when I got there.”




    Theo­dosia nod­ded, but it was not a con­vinc­ing state­ment of agree­ment.




    Be­fore ei­ther could speak, the tele­phone rang and from the first syl­la­ble, Re­mo

    rec­og­nized the an­noyed voice of Harold W. Smith.




    “I didn’t do it,” he said.




    Re­mo lis­tened a while, then said, “Well keep him alive.” He hung up, with­out any

    pre­tense of a cor­dial good­bye.




    “Who was that?” Theo­dosia asked.




    “My ju­nior high school gym teach­er,” Re­mo said. “He promised to check with me from time

    to time to see if I was mak­ing a suc­cess out of my life.”




    Chi­un was care­ful­ly ex­am­in­ing the knife. Rachmed ran in­to the room.




    “I Just heard,” he said to Theo­dosia. “Missss, I do not mind telling you that I do not like

    all this killing and vi­olenc­cc­cce.”




    “No,” Re­mo said. “I guess pick­pock­et­ing is as vi­olent as you like to get.”




    Rachmed glared at him. “It was all a mis­take, ss­sir,” he said. His face flushed.




    “And the whore­house for lit­tle girls? Is that a missssssstake, too?”




    Baya Bam ran from the room. Theo­dosia looked at Re­mo with sus­pi­cion in her eyes. “Just

    who the hell are you?” she said.




    “Your friend­ly neigh­bor­hood body­guard,” Re­mo said. Chi­un put down the knife. Re­mo

    said, “Pruiss is all right?”




    Chi­un nod­ded to­ward the wall sep­arat­ing his room from Pruiss’s.




    “You can hear him breath­ing, can you not?”




    Re­mo lis­tened and caught the sound of Pruiss’s breath. He nod­ded. Theo­dosia strained to

    hear but could hear noth­ing.




    “If it wasn’t you, who was it?” she asked Re­mo. She paused, then an­swered her own

    ques­tion to her own to­tal sat­is­fac­tion. ‘Those oil peo­ple. Bob­bin,” she said. She

    swore.




    She wheeled. Re­mo and Chi­un heard her en­ter­ing Pruiss’s room.




    Chi­un looked at Re­mo.




    “The game is al­most played out, my son,” he said.




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “Be care­ful,” Chi­un said.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWELVE




    “I didn’t know that was go­ing to hap­pen.”




    Flam­ma was shov­ing clothes in­to a bag. Judg­ing by the size of the red satin gar­ment she

    was wear­ing, Re­mo gauged that the bag-​a small mod­el’s hat box-​would hold enough changes of

    clothes for an around-​the-​world trip. Twice. On foot.




    “What’d you think was go­ing to hap­pen?” Re­mo said. He lounged on the bed as Flam­ma

    breezed about the small mo­tel room show­ing him lots of flesh and very lit­tle in­ter­est.




    “I thought they were go­ing to yell at Wes­ley and em­bar­rass him and that would be that

    and I’d be even be­cause he wasn’t go­ing to make my movie.”




    “Sheep Dip, wasn’t it?” Re­mo asked.




    “An­imal In­stincts,” Flam­ma cor­rect­ed. “But I didn’t ex­pect any­body to get killed.

    Even if the Rev­erend Muck­ley was an old per­vert.”




    “Who hired you?” asked Re­mo. He had got­ten in­to her room by show­ing an old card he

    car­ried, one of many, which an­nounced that Re­mo McE­laney was an in­ves­ti­ga­tor for the

    Unit­ed States Sen­ate Se­lect Sub­com­mit­tee on Grain Pur­chas­es and Nat­ural Re­sources. He

    could just as eas­ily have shown her a card list­ing him­self as an FBI agent, a CIA man, a

    Trea­sury man, a Jer­sey City cop, or a field rep­re­sen­ta­tive for the In­ter­na­tion­al Fish

    and Game Com­mis­sion. But Grain Pur­chas­es and Nat­ural Re­sources was the first one that had

    come out of his pock­et. Flam­ma was so ner­vous she hadn’t both­ered to look at it close­ly.

    Peo­ple nev­er did.




    “Will Bob­bin,” she an­swered. “Well, he didn’t ex­act­ly hire me but he paid my way out

    here and he promised me a screen test.”




    “If you run now, you’ll blow the screen test,” said Re­mo.




    “It’s all right. I’m get­ting two pages in the Na­tion­al Star. That’ll get me all the

    screen tests I want,” Flam­ma said. “Any­way, where the hell is Bob­bin when I need him? I need

    pro­tec­tion,” she said.




    “Why?” asked Re­mo. “Some­body af­ter you?”




    “Who the fuck knows?” she said. With­out any seem­ing re­gard for Re­mo’s pres­ence, she

    took off her red satin top and, bare­breast­ed, be­gan to root in a draw­er for a thin hal­ter

    top that she be­gan to put on.




    “Who the hell was af­ter Muck­ley, that twerp?” she asked. “If Wes­ley’s in­volved, I don’t

    know. That man just may go crazy. He may want us all killed and that dyke with him is just the

    bitch to do it.”




    “Theo­dosia?” asked Re­mo.




    “Right. Theodore,” said Flam­ma.




    She had her top on and now she peeled off her red satin G-​string. Bot­tom­less and blasé,

    she root­ed around in the draw­er for slacks to wear.




    She found a pair and be­gan to slip them on.




    Re­mo said, “Maybe Bob­bin. But why would Bob­bin want to have Muck­ley killed?”




    She pulled her trousers up. “Beats me,” she said. “Bob­bin put me on to Muck­ley though. I

    kind of thought they were work­ing to­geth­er.” She shrugged, an am­ple move­ment that

    earth­quaked the moun­tains of her breasts and let them drop. “Some kind of falling out?” she

    sug­gest­ed.




    “Maybe.” Re­mo got up from the bed. He stood be­hind Flam­ma who was toss­ing her make­up

    from a dress­er draw­er in­to the small bag.




    He touched her on the shoul­ders, then let his fin­gers move over to one of the long

    ten­dons in her neck and be­gan slow­ly ro­tat­ing around the skin at the joint of her neck and

    shoul­der.




    She lolled her head to one side, like a child be­ing tick­led. “Um­mm­mmm,” she said

    con­tent­ed­ly.




    “Where’s Will Bob­bin now?” Re­mo asked.




    “I don’t know. Don’t stop that. It feels good. Do all you gov­ern­ment men do this?”




    “When’d you see him last?” Re­mo changed his at­ten­tion to a spot in the cen­ter of

    Flam­ma’s bare back. She arched like a kit­ten.




    “Bob­bin? Af­ter the press con­fer­ence,” she said.




    “Where?”




    “A cock­tail lounge in town. I was with a re­porter and Bob­bin was in the bar and he made

    me promise not to tell the guy who he was. Make big­ger cir­cles. I asked him where he was

    go­ing.”




    Re­mo made big­ger cir­cles. Flam­ma reached be­hind her and pulled Re­mo’s hips clos­er to

    her.




    “What’d he say?” Re­mo asked.




    “He said he was go­ing to hang around town un­til Wes­ley left. He want­ed to be sure.” She

    turned and ground her body against Re­mo.




    “You re­al­ly have to go?” she asked.




    “Yeah. Did you for­get your plane?”




    “I wouldn’t mind miss­ing it if you’re go­ing to hang around,” Flam­ma said.




    “Did you ev­er see Bob­bin with a small Ori­en­tal?” Re­mo asked.




    She shook her head and then nar­rowed her eyes, look­ing at Re­mo sus­pi­cious­ly. “What has

    all this got to do with you?” she asked. “With nat­ural re­sources?”




    “Flam­ma,” said Re­mo, “you’re one of our coun­try’s great­est nat­ural re­sources.”




    “You’re right. Even bet­ter than oil, ’cause I don’t run dry.”




    She lift­ed her mouth to be kissed. Re­mo pressed his lips against her neck and felt her

    shud­der.




    He wait­ed un­til she was fin­ished pack­ing and put her in a taxi­cab for the air­port. As

    he watched her drive away, he re­al­ized he was no clos­er to the as­sas­sin, and who hired

    him, than he had been be­fore. But there was a feel­ing, too, in his stom­ach that that

    prob­lem would soon be re­solved.


  




  

    CHAPTER THIRTEEN




    Chi­un was in Wes­ley Pruiss’s room. Pruiss had his face buried in the pil­low as if to

    sti­fle some heartrend­ing per­son­al agony and to pre­vent the world from see­ing his tears.

    Chi­un was recit­ing the same Ung epic. Re­mo could tell that, as he came in­to the room,

    be­cause Chi­un was still mak­ing the same hand mo­tions to de­pict a bee and a flow­er.




    Chi­un si­lenced Re­mo with an in­dex fin­ger up­raised in warn­ing. He had just got­ten to

    the big dra­mat­ic part of the epic where the flow­er opens to greet the morn­ing sun and the

    bee swoops in.




    Re­mo wait­ed in the door­way but Pruiss saw him and his face grew alive and an­imat­ed.




    “Hey, you,” he called. Chi­un kept talk­ing. Re­mo stood as if root­ed.




    “Come here, will you?” Pruiss said.




    Chi­un looked at Pruiss, then at Re­mo, then nod­ded to­ward Re­mo who came for­ward. As he

    passed Chi­un, the old Ko­re­an shook his head sad­ly: “I think I’ve lost him some­how.”




    “You know what they say about cast­ing pearls be­fore swine, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said

    Re­mo.




    Chi­un went to the win­dow and looked out as Re­mo stood at Pruiss’s bed­side. The

    pub­lish­er whis­pered to him, ag­onized­ly, “Doesn’t he ev­er stop?” He nod­ded to­ward

    Chi­un.




    “The on­ly way to stop him to is make him mad at you. Tell him you like Chi­nese po­et­ry

    bet­ter or some­thing. That might work. It’s got one draw­back though.”




    “What’s that?” Pruiss asked.




    “If you make him too mad, he might just fil­let you like a floun­der. Where’s

    Theo­dosia?”




    “I don’t know. I told her to re­order all those so­lar en­er­gy sup­plies. I heard about

    Muck­ley. Was it the same guy who got me?”




    Re­mo nod­ded. “And the three body­guards,” he said.




    “The oil com­pa­nies are bas­tards,” Pruiss said. “I nev­er knew I was get­ting in­to

    this.”




    “Theo fi­nal­ly con­vinced you,” Re­mo said.




    “Yeah, Well, if they think they’re go­ing to fright­en me, they got an­oth­er thing com­ing.

    I got them by the short hairs,” Pruiss said.




    “How?”




    “I signed some pa­pers a lit­tle while ago. If I die, ev­ery­thing goes over to Theo­dosia.

    And I told her to tell the press that. That’ll let the bas­tards know we’re not go­ing to be

    scared off. And if that suck­er with the knives gets me, then Theo takes over and the en­er­gy

    project goes on any­way. That should make them think twice be­fore com­ing af­ter me again,

    right?”




    “Dope,” Reno said. He shook his head.




    “What do you mean?”




    “They killed all this many peo­ple,” Re­mo said. “What makes you think they’re go­ing to

    wor­ry about just one more? All you’ve done is add Theo to the tar­get list. Where the hell is

    she?”




    The im­pact of what he had done fi­nal­ly sank in on Pruiss. His beefy face looked strained

    and there were ten­sion lines around his mouth. “It was her idea,” he sput­tered.




    “Swell,” said Re­mo in dis­gust. He wheeled away from Pruiss and went down the hall to look

    for Theo­dosia. But her room and Baya Barn’s were emp­ty. He searched the wom­an’s room; his

    mo­tel room key was gone.




    “Chi­un, I’m go­ing to look for Theo. I think she might be next.”




    “I will stay here,” Chi­un said. “This one has not yet heard the end­ing of my po­em.”




    “Go,” Pruiss said in des­per­ation. “Save Theo,” he told Chi­un.




    “A lov­ing heart is the mark of all good men,” Chi­un said. “But I will stay here

    nev­er­the­less. You go, Re­mo. My place is here.”




    The on­ly ve­hi­cle parked down­stairs was the Pruiss am­bu­lance and Re­mo hopped in­to it

    and sped from the drive­way.




    From a van­tage point in the trees across from the house, the as­sas­sin watched him go. And

    hoped he would re­turn soon.




    Re­mo pulled the am­bu­lance in­to the mo­tel park­ing lot and ran to­ward the two rooms he

    and Chi­un had shared when they first reached town.




    The door to Chi­un’s room was un­locked and Re­mo stepped in­side. The room was emp­ty.




    He turned to leave and then stopped as he heard voic­es from the ad­join­ing room. He

    stepped to the con­nect­ing door be­tween the rooms.




    He heard a tele­phone be­ing re­placed on the re­ceiv­er.




    Then he heard Baya Barn’s voice. “Now we can leave,” Rachmed said. “And start our new lives

    to­geth­er.”




    “Yeah, sure,” come Theo­dosia’s voice in an­swer. Her voice was surly and bit­ter.




    “What is it, sweet missssss?” asked Baya Bam. “What trou­bles you?”




    “Look, Rachmed,” she said, very briskly. “Our busi­ness deal is over. You were sup­posed to

    con Wes­ley in­to go­ing ahead with the sun en­er­gy project. You did it. That’s it. Cold cash.

    Noth­ing else.”




    There was a sink­ing feel­ing in Re­mo’s stom­ach as he lis­tened, and then the feel­ing

    seemed to swell back up and turn in­to a bit­ter burn­ing anger.




    “But our love?” Rachmed said. Re­mo heard Theo­dosia laugh. Sud­den­ly ev­ery­thing had

    be­come very clear.




    “Love?” Theo­dosia said. “Come off it.”




    Re­mo slammed the heel of his hand against the door. It shud­dered on its hinges, then swung

    back in­to the next room.




    “That’s right, Rachmed,” Re­mo said as he stepped in­side. Theo­dosia turned to him, her

    face star­tled. “She nev­er loved you. You’re not her type. No man is. Isn’t that right,

    Theodore?”




    Theo­dosia ran to­ward him. “Oh, Re­mo,” she said. “I’ve been so wor­ried.” He could al­most

    hear her mind click­ing as she thought of what sto­ry might work. “We heard the as­sas­sin had

    been seen over here and we…”




    “Nice try,” Re­mo said. He pushed her away, hard, and she fell back on­to the bed.




    “Sss­sir, you are no gen­tle­man,” Rachmed hissed.




    “Qui­et, pimp. You’re so dumb you don’t even know this bull dyke conned you.”




    Rachmed looked stupid­ly con­fused.




    “That’s right,” said Re­mo. “Conned. She used you to keep Pruiss in­volved in the so­lar

    en­er­gy thing. Then she kept telling him the oil peo­ple were af­ter him, and when she got him

    fired up enough, he signed a pa­per she gave him that turned ev­ery­thing over to her if

    any­thing hap­pens to him. Isn’t that right, Theo?”




    She looked up at Re­mo and a hard glint came in­to her deep brown eyes. She nod­ded.




    “But our love?” Baya Bam plead­ed to her.




    “Where’d you get him?” Re­mo asked. “He’s got a loose up­per-​plate.”




    “He comes cheap,” Theo­dosia said. “You don’t. But you don’t have any more brains than he’s

    got. When did you catch on?”




    “I didn’t,” Re­mo said. “When you were cold dur­ing sex, I should have got­ten a clue about

    you. But I didn’t. It was on­ly to­day. Flam­ma said some­thing about the les­bian around

    Pruiss. She called you ‘Theodore.’ It didn’t reg­is­ter. You know I came here to save you? I

    still didn’t know un­til I heard you two talk­ing.”




    The wom­an glanced at her thin gold wrist­watch.




    “Wait­ing for some­one?” Re­mo asked. “Maybe your as­sas­sin?”




    Theo­dosia shook her head, a vi­cious smile spread­ing her lips wide.




    “No,” she said slow­ly. “He’s not com­ing here. Right now, he should be walk­ing in­to

    Wes­ley’s house to do the job right this time. No near-​miss­es like I con­tract­ed for the

    first time. In about five min­utes, I give or take a cou­ple, Wes­ley should be dead.”




    Re­mo smiled back at her. “Fat chance,” he said. “He’s got to get past Chi­un first. He’s

    got as much chance to swim the Pa­cif­ic.”




    “Oh, I for­got to tell you,” Theo­dosia said. “Chi­un is on his way here. I just talked to

    him on the tele­phone, and told him we had spot­ted the as­sas­sin here. He was wor­ried you

    might get hurt so he said he’d be right over.”




    Conned. Even be­fore she spit out the aw­ful cold truth, Re­mo knew. He had been suck­ered

    in­to leav­ing Pruiss alone, suck­ered be­cause he had trust­ed this wom­an and feared for her

    safe­ty.




    He turned and ran from the room. There was no time to spend ex­pend­ing his anger. Judg­ment

    would have to wait.




    Be­hind him, he heard Theo­dosia laugh­ing. “Too late,” she called. “Too late.”




    Re­mo floored the gas ped­al of the am­bu­lance as he raced back to­ward the Pruiss

    man­sion. He re­al­ized just how much he was the son of Sinan­ju now, be­cause he had no

    feel­ing for Pruiss, he did not care if the pub­lish­er lived or died, but his job was to keep

    him alive and like Mas­ters of Sinan­ju for un­count­ed cen­turies, he just want­ed to do his

    job.




    The puz­zle sort­ed it­self out in his mind as he drove. Theo­dosia had hired the

    as­sas­sin, not to kill Pruiss, but to in­jure him and fright­en him. She had hired the

    body­guards just to make it look good and when Re­mo and Chi­un had ar­rived, she had been

    forced to hire them too. Rachmed’s faith heal­ing was sup­posed to keep Pruiss in­ter­est­ed in

    so­lar en­er­gy, be­cause Theo­dosia need­ed that to jus­ti­fy the sto­ry she was ped­dling

    Pruiss-​that the oil in­ter­ests were af­ter him. And she ham­mered that sto­ry and ham­mered

    it and ham­mered it, un­til fi­nal­ly she con­vinced Pruiss and in anger, he turned

    ev­ery­thing over to her if he should die, with or­ders to make sure so­lar en­er­gy went

    through.




    If he should die. Right now, that as­sas­sin was sup­posed to be chang­ing “if” to

    “when.”




    On­ly an­oth­er mile. Al­most there.




    Chi­un had walked from the front door of the house and down the drive­way. The as­sas­sin

    had watched him go. The old Ori­en­tal had looked both ways, then turned and be­gan to walk

    rapid­ly in the di­rec­tion of the town.




    The Wa as­sas­sin al­lowed him­self to won­der. Who was this old Ori­en­tal? Did he too have

    some knowl­edge of Sinan­ju? What was his re­la­tion­ship with the young, big-​mouthed

    Amer­ican? As Chi­un walked away, the as­sas­sin shrugged. His job was to get rid of Wes­ley

    Pruiss. But then he would stay around. As a bonus, not for pay but for plea­sure, that

    Amer­ican would go too. And, if he got in the way, the old Ori­en­tal al­so.




    He walked across the prac­tice green to­ward the front door of the house, where Pruiss now

    lay, alone. It was not true, the Wa knew. The Amer­ican had said he struck on­ly from be­hind,

    but that was not true. The Wa worked from be­hind when he had to, for si­lence, but he would

    rather work face to face.




    He liked to see the faces of his vic­tims, see the shock and hor­ror when they saw him,

    watch it change to pain and the dumb look of death when the knife struck home. The face and

    eyes al­ways looked dumb, puz­zled, just be­fore death came. That is what he want­ed to see

    now.




    He hoped Wes­ley Pruiss was sit­ting up in bed so he could see the Wa en­ter the room. Then

    the Wa could watch the grow­ing ter­ror as he spoke the words, “I have wait­ed for you,” and

    then the fright and shock as he drew his knife, and Pruiss’s des­per­ate crip­pled ef­forts to

    es­cape, or to plead for his life, and then the whir as the knife flashed across emp­ty space

    to­ward the bed and the sat­is­fy­ing thunk as it bit deeply in­to the throat, crush­ing Adam’s

    Ap­ple, sev­er­ing nerves. Then the look of dumb stu­pid­ity on the face as death ar­rived.




    And then there would be time for the Amer­ican who said he was from Sinan­ju, Sinan­ju. What

    was it any­way but a fool­ish leg­end?




    The Wa moved silent­ly up the stair­way of the emp­ty house, his light foot­falls mak­ing no

    sound on the thick car­pet­ing. He walked down the cen­ter of the hall. His belt of knives was

    slung low around his hips, in the way Wa as­sas­sins had car­ried their weapons from the time

    of the very first Wa.




    He paused in the cen­ter of the hall­way. He heard on­ly one sound, that of Wes­ley Pruiss

    breath­ing. It was a soft low sip­ping of air, the kind of mouth breath­ing most Amer­icans

    in­flict­ed on their bod­ies.




    There were no oth­er sounds in the build­ing. He con­tin­ued walk­ing down the hall, then

    paused. The door to Wes­ley Pruiss’s room was open.




    He reached be­hind him and took one of the red-​han­dled knives from his leather belt. He

    held it at his side, then stepped for­ward, and took two steps in­to the room.




    Wes­ley Pruiss was propped up on pil­lows, look­ing to­ward the door. His eyes were

    con­fused, fright­ened. The Wa smiled. He ex­tend­ed the knife be­fore him.




    He opened his mouth to speak.




    And then a voice echoed through the room.




    “I have wait­ed for you,” said the voice, a strong voice, deep as rolling thun­der, and it

    sent a chill down the spine of the as­sas­sin.




    He looked to­ward the right side of the room. Step­ping from be­hind a large wardrobe chest

    was the aged Ori­en­tal, his pow­der blue robe swirling about him, a thin smile on his

    parch­ment face.




    He stared at the Wa and the pow­er of those eyes seemed to burn in­to the as­sas­sin’s

    skull. The Wa blinked once, as if to re­lease the bond that con­nect­ed them, then wheeled

    to­ward the aged in­trud­er.




    “It is all right, old man,” he said. “Now my knives will have two in­stead of one.”




    “Fool,” in­toned Chi­un. “I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. My an­ces­tors ban­ished you to

    far-​away lands, and now I ban­ish you to death.”




    The Wa reached be­hind him with his left hand to with­draw an­oth­er knife. Even as he was

    reach­ing, his right hand raised up over his head, and the knife flashed across the room

    to­ward the open, invit­ing throat of Wes­ley Pruiss.




    But then, as quick as a spark, the old Ori­en­tal flashed across the room. His open

    fin­ger­tips touched the blade of the knife, just a split sec­ond be­fore it opened Pruiss’s

    throat, and the knife fell to the floor. The Ori­en­tal lay across Pruiss’s body, and the Wa

    saw this was his chance. His left hand came above his head and then down, with all the pow­er

    in his slim, con­di­tioned body. The knife flew to­ward Chi­un.




    It made one slow half-​turn and then the point reached the old man’s chest. And then, as the

    Wa watched in hor­ror, the old man’s right hand moved down with a speed so blur­ring it was

    be­yond speed, and he caught the tip of the knife be­tween his fin­gers, short of its tar­get.

    He rose to his feet, still hold­ing the spent weapon by its point, and with a smile, ex­tend­ed

    it to­ward the as­sas­sin. Then he took a step to­ward the slim young man.




    The coun­try club looked qui­et and peace­ful as Re­mo rolled the am­bu­lance up to the

    front of the build­ing. He was out of the ve­hi­cle be­fore it fin­ished rock­ing on its

    springs. The house looked peace­ful but death, he knew, was a peace­ful thing. On­ly am­ateurs

    made noise.




    As Re­mo start­ed up the steps of the house, the front door flew open and the Wa as­sas­sin

    raced out. He saw Re­mo and vault­ed the small rail­ing along­side the porch and ran around

    be­hind the am­bu­lance to the prac­tice putting green.




    Re­mo looked af­ter him. Chi­un ap­peared at the up­stairs win­dow and saw Re­mo.




    “It is all right, Re­mo,” he called. “I saved him for you.”




    “Thank you, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. He walked slow­ly be­hind the am­bu­lance to the

    putting green.




    The Wa as­sas­sin, his breath com­ing ner­vous­ly in short puffs, watched as the Amer­ican

    stopped ten feet away from him and wait­ed, hands on hips.




    “It’s all over, peanut,” Re­mo said.




    Not yet, the as­sas­sin thought. He had missed up­stairs, some­thing that had nev­er

    hap­pened be­fore. But that was no guar­an­tee that he would miss now. The young white man

    stood fac­ing him, of­fer­ing up his body to the as­sas­sin’s knives, and with both hands at

    once, the Wa ripped knives from his belt, and flew them to­ward the wait­ing vic­tim.




    Re­mo posed, hands on hips, un­til the knives were al­most on him, and then his hands moved.

    His left hand slashed against the han­dle of the knife aimed at his throat and knocked it

    harm­less to the ground. His right hand moved on­ly a few inch­es up­ward, just bare­ly

    touch­ing the knife aimed at Re­mo’s eyes, but enough to veer the knife off course. It soared

    over the white man’s head and trav­elled ten feet more be­fore it buried it­self deep in­to the

    trunk of a fat tree.




    The Wa turned to run. Pan­ic over­came pride in him and he fled. But as he reached the stand

    of trees, sud­den­ly, there was a move­ment along­side him, and then the Amer­ican was

    stand­ing in front of him, smil­ing at him.




    The Wa turned away. He ran back, across the putting green to­ward the trees on the oth­er

    side. But again he saw a flash of move­ment from the side of his eyes, and then there was the

    Amer­ican again.




    He was beck­on­ing the Wa to come on, to come clos­er.




    The as­sas­sin stopped. In bit­ter des­per­ation, he cried: “Who are you? Who are you

    two?”




    “Tell your an­ces­tors about us,” Re­mo said. “They’ll know who we are.”




    The Wa reached des­per­ate­ly for one last knife on his belt. One fi­nal chance. Even as he

    reached he knew it would not work, but his hand closed around the red leather grip and he

    slipped the knife from his belt and raised it up over his head, and then he felt the white

    man’s hand close over his. The Wa’s knife moved down­ward, but the white man held the Wa’s hand

    closed, and the knife, in­stead of re­leas­ing and flash­ing for­ward, kept mov­ing down, and

    then he felt a burst of pres­sure against his hand, and the knife drove it­self in­to the

    as­sas­sin’s stom­ach.




    So this was how it felt, he thought, and then the knowl­edge that he had a knife buried in

    his stom­ach came ful­ly to him, and so did the pain, and it hurt. It hurt ter­ri­bly.




    Re­mo stepped back and looked at the as­sas­sin. Their eyes met.




    And then the Wa’s eyes be­gan to glaze over and a dumb, puz­zled look came over his face,

    and he fell for­ward on­to his own knife. But he no longer felt any pain.




    Re­mo looked down at the body for a mo­ment, then up at the win­dow of Pruiss’s room. Chi­un

    was in the win­dow, shak­ing his head.




    “No grace,” he said. “Awk­ward with no grace.”




    “That’s what I thought, too,” Re­mo said. “I thought he was kind of clum­sy.”




    “I didn’t mean him,” Chi­un said bit­ter­ly, and turned from the win­dow.




    Re­mo con­front­ed Chi­un in­side Pruiss’s room.




    “All right,” he said. “So you get word that the as­sas­sin’s around and maybe I’m in

    trou­ble, and you don’t even come to see if you can help me,” Re­mo said. “Fine part­ner you

    are.”




    Chi­un fold­ed his arms. “I knew you were in no dan­ger,” he said.




    “How’d you know, hah? How’d you know?”




    “Must we re­al­ly do this?” Chi­un asked.




    “Just an­swer the ques­tion. How’d you know I wasn’t in any trou­ble?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    Chi­un sighed.




    “When the wom­an who thinks like a man called, and told me to come to save you, I knew it

    was a lie,” he said.




    “How?”




    “Be­cause she is not to be trust­ed. Did you not see when we were at the place of air­planes

    that she knew a boom…”




    “Bomb,” Re­mo said.




    “… was go­ing to ex­plode?” Chi­un looked at Re­mo. “No,” he an­swered him­self. “You did

    not see that.”




    He turned to­ward the win­dow. “And of course you nev­er asked your­self why the Wa

    as­sas­sin missed the first time. He missed be­cause he was or­dered to miss. But who would

    ben­efit by keep­ing this pub­lish­er per­son alive, but dam­aged? No. You did not ask

    your­self that ei­ther.”




    “What’s go­ing on here?” Pruiss de­mand­ed. “What’s go­ing on here?” He lay on his pil­lows

    watch­ing the two men ar­gue, his head mov­ing from side to side as if watch­ing a ten­nis

    match.




    “And then of course you told me about your reach­ing twen­ty two steps with her and I knew

    that was not pos­si­ble for a white wom­an who act­ed like a wom­an. It was ob­vi­ous she was a

    man­ly wom­an. You would even have seen it if you had looked at the strange size of her

    mas­cu­line fin­gers. But you look and do not see, look and do not see.”




    “What the hell is go­ing on here?” Pruiss roared.




    “So I knew it was a trick to get me away from here,” Chi­un said. “And of course I did not

    go.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said. “I’ll let it go this time.”




    “What…” Pruiss start­ed.




    Re­mo turned to the pub­lish­er and told him that Theo­dosia had been be­hind it all. Her

    goal had been to get him to sign his em­pire over to her, and then to kill him.




    Pruiss shook his head.




    “What for? Just for the mon­ey?”




    Re­mo shrugged. “Who knows? Who can fig­ure out les­bians? Prob­ably the mon­ey.”




    “I would have giv­en her the mon­ey,” Pruiss said. “For that, she left me a crip­ple?”




    “I want­ed to speak to you about that,” Chi­un said. “What would it be worth to you to use

    your legs again?”




    “Any­thing.”




    “You will pub­lish my sto­ries?” Chi­un asked.




    “I’ll pub­lish your damn po­et­ry,” Pruiss said.




    “We have a bar­gain,” Chi­un said. “Go to sleep. I must pre­pare.”




    He fol­lowed Re­mo out of the room.




    “Pre­pare?” Re­mo said. “What are you go­ing to pre­pare?”




    Chi­un shook his head. “That is just for ef­fect. There is noth­ing to pre­pare.”




    “And you’re go­ing to make him walk again?” asked Re­mo.




    “Of course. He can walk now,” Chi­un said.




    “How do you fig­ure that?”




    “You did not re­al­ly be­lieve that that In­di­an char­la­tan was bring­ing life back to his

    limbs by al­low­ing his legs to sun­burn, did you?”




    “No. Of course not,” said Re­mo who was not quite that sure.




    “But Mis­ter Pruiss felt life in his limbs ev­ery morn­ing,” said Chi­un. “Af­ter his

    sun­bath.”




    “So?”




    “And then the man­ly wom­an brought him in­side again to give him his medicine and he felt

    no more life in his limbs.”




    Re­mo slow­ly be­gan to nod.




    “She called it medicine to kill Mis­ter Pruiss’s pain. But I tast­ed it while you were gone.

    It is medicine that keeps his limbs par­alyzed. I have thrown it away. With­out it, to­mor­row

    his legs will re­turn to life.”




    “You’re aw­ful, Chi­un,” said Re­mo.




    Chi­un looked at him with an an­gel­ic blank ex­pres­sion.




    “What­ev­er do you mean?” he asked.




    “Some peo­ple will do any­thing to get pub­lished,” he said.




    Chi­un smiled, “And what of the wom­an?” he asked.




    “I’ll take care of her,” Re­mo said. “I’ll take care of all of them.”




    The next morn­ing, when the pre­vi­ous day’s medicine had worn off. Wes­ley Pruiss felt life

    re­turn­ing to his legs. The feel­ing grew stronger all day long.




    Two days lat­er, he was able to stand again, and with­in two weeks he was walk­ing.




    A day lat­er he held a press con­fer­ence and an­nounced that he was re­turn­ing the

    own­er­ship of Fur­long Coun­ty to the peo­ple of the coun­ty who had been “so hos­pitable and

    gra­cious in wel­com­ing me among them.” He al­so an­nounced that he was set­ting up a pri­vate

    foun­da­tion that would go ahead with his plans to make Fur­long Coun­ty the na­tion’s so­lar

    en­er­gy lab­ora­to­ry, and he would pick up all the bills for the work.




    His fi­nal an­nounce­ment was that he was be­gin­ning a new mag­azine. It would be

    ded­icat­ed to bring­ing to the pub­lic a re­al­iza­tion of the an­cient glo­ries and beau­ties

    of the great Ko­re­an lit­er­ary form, Ung po­et­ry.




    Pruiss’s an­nounce­ments did not get the kind of Page One cov­er­age they nor­mal­ly would

    have. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, they were crowd­ed off the front pages by a ter­ri­ble tragedy at the

    Fur­long Coun­ty Air­port.




    A gang of mug­gers, whom no one had seen but who must ob­vi­ous­ly have been a large gang,

    had fall­en up­on three peo­ple at the air­port-​Theo­dosia, Rachmed Baya Bam and Will Bob­bin.

    In the melee all three were killed. The mur­der weapons were un­usu­al red-​han­dled knives,

    with rear­ing stal­lions en­graved on the blade.




    The on­ly per­son no­ticed near the scene was a dark-​haired white man with thick

    wrists.
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