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  CHAPTER ONE




  If Je­sus had walked across the tiny cove that was the har­bor of Bay City, New Jer­sey, no

  one would have both­ered to think twice about it. The de­bris and rub­ble and flot­sam and

  jet­sam that packed the murky oily wa­ters was so thick that any­one could have walked on the

  wa­ter there.




  The city was tucked in­to two hun­dred acres of shore­line and up­land on the coast­line of

  New York Bay be­tween Jer­sey City and Hobo­ken.




  The up­land was an av­er­age of on­ly eigh­teen inch­es above sea lev­el and when it rained

  for more than twelve min­utes, ev­ery cel­lar in Bay City flood­ed. When Bay City was boom­ing,

  no one had seemed to mind. There was plen­ty of mon­ey for plumbers. There was enough for

  ev­ery­one. Hot dog sales­men got rich. Loan sharks wore vi­cu­na. The city’s book­ies win­tered

  in Flori­da, at least un­til that time each year when they had to come back and re­mind their

  sub­or­di­nates that hon­esty was the best pol­icy.




  The city had grown around its small sea­port. Since the Thir­ties, grace­ful ocean-​go­ing

  lin­ers and stur­dy tankers had load­ed and un­load­ed at the two con­crete piers on ei­ther side

  of the bay twen­ty-​four hours a day. The Hol­land Tun­nel to New York City and New Jer­sey’s

  heavy-​du­ty road sys­tem were on­ly min­utes away. Bay City had blos­somed. Twen­ty-​two

  thou­sand peo­ple were packed in­to its small area, mak­ing it the most dense­ly pop­ulat­ed city

  in the Unit­ed States.




  It all came unglued right af­ter the Ko­re­an War. New meth­ods of ship­ping and larg­er ships

  re­quired more up­land area for trucks to park. They re­quired deep­er chan­nels and big­ger

  piers and the city fa­thers of Bay City re­fused to make any im­prove­ments in the har­bor. One

  day ev­ery­one looked up and found that Bay City’s ship­ping busi­ness had gone to Port

  Eliz­abeth to the south and to Hobo­ken to the north.




  Like au­to­mo­bile rust, the pro­cess of ur­ban de­te­ri­ora­tion was ir­re­versible. By 1960,

  the pop­ula­tion of Bay City had dropped to ten thou­sand. Fif­teen years lat­er, it had been cut

  in half again.




  As peo­ple moved away in search of jobs else­where, the rats and rot that al­ways threat­en

  wa­ter­front cities ex­pand­ed unchecked.




  Build­ings quan­tum-​leaped from full oc­cu­pan­cy to aban­doned ru­in. Fed­er­al gov­ern­ment

  grants al­lowed the city fa­thers to tear down most of the build­ings, but there was no fed­er­al

  mon­ey to build new ones -and no peo­ple to move in­to them even if they had been built-​and the

  sky­line of Bay City wound up look­ing like a jack-​o’-lantern’s mouth, the wide-




  open spaces of va­cant lots in­ter­rupt­ed on­ly by an oc­ca­sion­al build­ing.




  Most of the five thou­sand per­sons left had jobs in the fac­to­ries of Jer­sey City and

  Hobo­ken. The rest were pen­sion­ers too old or poor to move and kids and hus­tlers and

  de­gen­er­ates and hook­ers and bums who preyed on each oth­er and had no rea­son to move.




  While Bay City’s de­cline was in­ex­orable, it was al­so grad­ual and there­fore was not

  cov­ered by the press, which dealt on­ly in sto­ries fea­tur­ing ex­plo­sions or

  non-​ne­go­tiable de­mands. The city was just an­oth­er de­clin­ing east­ern seaboard

  com­mu­ni­ty, too small to rate any tele­vi­sion ex­po­sure, ei­ther as con­trast or col­or.




  Few peo­ple vis­it­ed the city, so it was no­ticed when one day a long black Cadil­lac

  limou­sine with Cal­ifor­nia li­cense plates pulled up in front of the Bay City Arms apart­ment

  house.




  The Bay City Arms re­mained the on­ly apart­ment build­ing in town fit to in­hab­it. It was

  now 67 per­cent oc­cu­pied and when the fig­ure dropped be­low 60 per­cent, the out-​of-​town

  own­er was go­ing to dump the build­ing back to the city for un­paid re­al es­tate tax­es. The

  build­ing’s heat was turned off at 10:00 prompt­ly each night and on­ly one of the two

  el­eva­tors worked, but the build­ing com­mand­ed an im­pos­ing view on its east­er­ly side of

  the New York City sky­line and the de­cayed con­crete piers of Bay City.




  As soon as the limou­sine pulled to the curb, two men jumped out of the back seat and closed

  the door be­hind them. One looked right and one looked




  left. The first man looked up, while the sec­ond looked be­hind them, scowl­ing at the

  rooftops and win­dows of the near­by ten­ements. The first man went in­to the apart­ment lob­by

  and looked around, then nod­ded out to the sec­ond man. Both men kept their right hands jammed

  deep in­to their jack­et pock­ets.




  The man on the side­walk re­opened the back door of the limou­sine and a short, stur­dy man

  got out. He wore a high­ly fash­ion­able black pin­stripe suit. The man was in his ear­ly

  for­ties. His wavy hair was an un­re­al jet black and his skin was pock­marked but showed a

  healthy tan from a lot of time spent in the sun. The man smiled pleas­ant­ly as he stepped on­to

  the side­walk, but the man with his hand in his pock­et did not smile and kept look­ing be­hind

  them as they walked to­ward the build­ing lob­by. Be­hind them, the chauf­feur locked all the

  doors of the limou­sine, rolled his win­dows up, and kept the mo­tor run­ning.




  The rent­ing of­fice in the back of the build­ing was ac­tu­al­ly the su­per­in­ten­dent’s

  apart­ment. The su­per­in­ten­dent was an­noyed that he had to turn off “The Gong Show” to

  in­ter­view the prospec­tive new ten­ant.




  The in­ter­view was brief.




  “My name is Roc­co No­bile,” said the well-​tai­lored man with the blue-​black hair. “I would

  like to rent the top floor.”




  “Very good, Mr. No­bile,” said the su­per­in­ten­dent. He was a short man with thin­ning hair

  and a surly scowl which had prompt­ed ten­ants in the build­ing to give him the nick­name of

  “Hap­py.” “We have




  a cou­ple of very nice five-​room apart­ments va­cant




  there.”




  “You don’t un­der­stand,” said No­bile, smil­ing po­lite­ly. “I want the top floor. The whole

  top floor.”




  “That’s right,” said one of the two men with hands in their pock­ets. “The whole top floor.”

  He seemed about to say more but clamped his mouth tight­ly closed when No­bile glanced at him

  with­out a smile.




  “But we can’t . . . I’m sor­ry, Mr. No­bile. Two of the apart­ments on the top floor are

  al­ready oc­cu­pied.”




  “By whom?” asked No­bile. The two men with hands in their pock­ets nod­ded. They were proud to

  work for a man who said “whom.”




  “Mrs. Cochrane and the Gavins,” Hap­py said.




  “You have oth­er apart­ments they can move in­to,” No­bile said, and it was not a ques­tion.

  Still Hap­py




  nod­ded.




  With­out turn­ing in his chair, Roc­co No­bile reached his hand up to his shoul­der and

  snapped his fin­gers. One of the men left the room. No­bile asked Hap­py for a cup of cof­fee,

  black, with­out sug­ar, while they wait­ed.




  Be­fore he had fin­ished the cof­fee, the man re­turned to the apart­ment. “They’ll move by

  the week­end,” he said.




  “Er­rrr, what’d you say to them?” asked Hap­py.




  Be­fore the man could an­swer, No­bile spoke. “Mr. Hap­py,” he said, “my man was very nice to

  them. I am not wish­ing to cause trou­ble but I need the en­tire top floor. I en­ter­tain a great

  deal and I con­duct my busi­ness from my home. I em­pow­ered my




  man to make them a very hand­some cash of­fer if they would switch apart­ments. Ap­par­ent­ly

  they have ac­cept­ed. I am glad. I want on­ly to be a good neigh­bor.”




  Hap­py looked at the man who had just re­turned to the apart­ment.




  “That’s right,” the man said. “Em­pow­ered. Me.” He nod­ded.




  Roc­co No­bile’s good neigh­bors on the four­teenth floor moved to low­er floors the next day,

  with mov­ing men paid by Roc­co No­bile help­ing them, and with checks for two thou­sand dol­lars

  each in their pock­ets. That same day, an ant horde of car­pen­ters and con­trac­tors and

  plas­ter­ers swarmed in­to the top floor, knock­ing out walls and join­ing the four apart­ments

  in­to one enor­mous pent­house suite. They were fin­ished in one day.




  The dec­ora­tors ar­rived the next morn­ing. The fur­ni­ture they se­lect­ed ar­rived that

  af­ter­noon.




  Roc­co No­bile moved in Sat­ur­day morn­ing.




  On Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon, his two com­pan­ions rent­ed a va­cant store a block from the

  city’s piers and two blocks from the old yel­low brick City Hall. A hasti­ly hired sign painter

  erect­ed a large sign over the win­dows.




  THE BAY CITY IM­PROVE­MENT AS­SO­CI­ATION :




  ROC­CO NO­BILE, STAN­DARD BEAR­ER




  Two young wom­en were hired to staff the of­fice. They were told they were to act as a

  clear­ing house for city res­idents seek­ing in­for­ma­tion on fed­er­al aid pro­grams, about

  wel­fare, about So­cial Se­cu­ri­ty ben­efits, about recre­ation­al pro­grams avail­able. The

  ex-




  is­tence of the new of­fice was an­nounced the fol­low­ing Wednes­day with an ad­ver­tise­ment

  in the small twice-​week­ly pa­per which was Bay City’s on­ly me­dia link with

  civ­iliza­tion.




  Two days lat­er, the Bay City Im­prove­ment As­so­ci­ation an­nounced that it was mak­ing

  plans to open a pri­vate­ly fund­ed day care cen­ter to watch over the chil­dren of work­ing

  par­ents. A day lat­er, Roc­co No­bile, stan­dard bear­er of the Bay City Im­prove­ment

  As­so­ci­ation, an­nounced that he had re­ceived a con­tri­bu­tion from an anony­mous donor which

  would en­able the as­so­ci­ation to set up a free med­ical clin­ic for Bay City res­idents who

  could not af­ford pri­vate doc­tors.




  Af­ter a week of such an­nounce­ments, it should have be­gun to get through to the

  drink-​sod­den ed­itor of the Bay City Bu­gle that some­thing un­usu­al was hap­pen­ing in Bay

  City, but it hadn’t.




  As he was sit­ting in his reg­ular tav­ern for his morn­ing eye-​open­er, the drinker on the

  next stool said to him: “Hey, that Roc­co No­bile is some­thing,




  hah?”




  “Who’s Roc­co No­bile?” the ed­itor asked as he waved to the bar­tender for an­oth­er stinger

  on the




  rocks.




  “That guy you keep writ­ing about in the pa­per who’s do­ing all those good things.”




  “Oh, sure,” said the ed­itor. He smiled. Maybe his friend would buy the drink if he said he

  liked Roc­co No­bile. “A great man,” the ed­itor said. “I’m go­ing to do a big fea­ture sto­ry on

  him.”




  “Hey, that’s good,” said the man on the next stool. “Let me buy you that drink.”




  The ed­itor did not no­tice that all the while the




  man talked to him, he kept his right hand jammed in­to his jack­et pock­et.




  The next day the ed­itor re­mem­bered Roc­co No-​bile and tele­phoned for an ap­point­ment. He

  was ush­ered in­to No­bile’s of­fice and sit­ting room that very af­ter­noon, and he spoke with

  No­bile for two hours and it might have been longer ex­cept he re­fused, ab­so­lute­ly re­fused,

  to have Mr. No­bile go to the trou­ble of send­ing out for an­oth­er bot­tle of Creme de Men­the

  to make more stingers on the rocks.




  The next day, the Bay City Bu­gle an­nounced that Roc­co No­bile, a self-​made

  mul­ti-​mil­lion­aire who had made a gi­ant for­tune in the oil im­port­ing busi­ness, had moved

  to Bay City.




  His goal, he said, was to “do what lit­tle I can” to re­vi­tal­ize the city and to get the

  piers work­ing again.




  Roc­co No­bile said that he owed Bay City a debt he want­ed to re­pay be­cause when his

  great-​grand­par­ents had come to Amer­ica sev­en­ty-​five years ear­li­er, they had set­tled

  first in Bay City. “I want to re­pay our fam­ily’s debt to this great land of free­dom and

  op­por­tu­ni­ty,” No­bile said. In paren­the­ses, the ed­itor added: “A fine and no­ble

  sen­ti­ment. Would that more of us felt that way.”




  Be­fore the sto­ry ap­peared, No­bile told his sec­re­tary in her of­fice, “When that drunk’s

  sto­ry ap­pears, you’re go­ing to hear from the may­or. He’ll want to talk to me. Tell him that

  I’m go­ing to be in and out of town for the next few days. Make the ap­point­ment for next

  Wednes­day. Here.”




  May­or Dou­glass Wind­low called on time as Nobile had ex­pect­ed and the ap­point­ment was

  made for the fol­low­ing week.




  In the mean­time, No­bile’s men prowled the city day and night, buy­ing drinks in tav­erns,

  cour­tesy of Roc­co No­bile. They vis­it­ed homes, dis­pens­ing leaflets on aid pro­grams for the

  el­der­ly and sick, cour­tesy of Roc­co No­bile. They talked a lot, but they lis­tened more.




  May­or Dou­glass Wind­low ar­rived at 2 P.M. on Wednes­day. No­bile asked if he would join him

  in a small glass of Amaret­to, then sat in an un­hol­stered chair across from the may­or, who sat

  ca­su­al­ly on the leather so­fa.




  “What is on your mind, May­or?”




  Wind­low showed No­bile the blind­ing smile which was his great­est po­lit­ical as­set, sipped

  the Amaret­to and said, “I just thought I should meet you. For a new man in town, you’ve made a

  con­sid­er­able im­pact al­ready.”




  “Thank you. I hope to do more.”




  The may­or put down his glass and fid­get­ed with one of his gold cuf­flinks for a

  mo­ment.




  “Re­build­ing a city like this is a ter­ri­bly hard job,” he said. “Ev­ery­thing that the

  ur­ban cri­sis is go­ing to be all over the na­tion is al­ready here. Dwin­dling re­sources, a

  shrink­ing tax base, an im­pov­er­ished pop­ula­tion re­quir­ing more and more ser­vices with

  few­er and few­er tax dol­lars to pay for them. This city is a whole cat­alog of ur­ban ills.”

  The may­or slid in­to the phras­es eas­ily and smooth­ly, as be­fit­ting one who had learned them

  through years of giv­ing ex­act­ly the same speech.




  “Well,” No­bile said with a slight smile. “It’s not that bad for some.”




  May­or Wind­low looked at him, a puz­zled ex­pres­sion on his face.




  “Your broth­er-​in-​law, for in­stance,” said No­bile, still smil­ing.




  “My broth­er-​in-​law?”




  “Yes,” No­bile said. “The one who is the se­cret own­er of the paving com­pa­ny which does all

  the city’s work.” He took a note­book from the side pock­et of his smok­ing jack­et and

  care­ful­ly opened it to a page. “Yes. Your wife’s broth­er, Fred.”




  He looked up at May­or Wind­low and this time No­bile wasn’t smil­ing. Wind­low gulped. He

  start­ed to an­swer, opened his mouth, then closed it again.




  “And of course there are oth­er peo­ple in town who make a very good liv­ing. For in­stance,

  there is Pep­py Rí­tale, who han­dles the num­bers play in town. He does quite well. Nat­ural­ly,

  he would do much bet­ter if he did not have to pay you twen­ty-​five per­cent of his prof­its

  each week,” No­bile said. “And there is Mr. Bangston, who is the loan­shark down on Riv­er

  Street. An­oth­er part­ner of yours. And there is . . .” He stopped and snapped the book closed.

  The crack of the hard cov­er lin­gered in the room like the sound of a pis­tol shot. “But I guess

  there isn’t any need in go­ing on. You know the names in this book.”




  Wind­low picked up his glass of Amaret­to and drained it in one large swal­low.




  “Who are you?” he fi­nal­ly said. “What do you want?”




  “I am who I say. Roc­co No­bile. And I am go­ing to be the next may­or of Bay City.”




  “The elec­tion’s two years off,” Wind­low said.




  “I am not wait­ing for the elec­tion,” No­bile said.




  “I will be ap­point­ed, af­ter you re­sign, to fill your un­ex­pired term.”




  Wind­low tried a small smile. “Oh, you have it all worked out,” he said. “I re­sign, you take

  over. But sup­pose I just don’t re­sign?”




  No­bile shrugged. “Then I will have to wait un­til the fed­er­al pros­ecu­tors in­dict you for

  all the crimes in this book. That will put me sev­er­al months off sched­ule, but I guess I could

  wait if I had to.”




  There was a long, un­easy pause in the room.




  “You can prove those things?” the may­or said, point­ing to­ward the note­book which lay on

  the ta­ble be­tween them. His hand quiv­ered as if he were toy­ing with the idea of grab­bing the

  note­book and flee­ing.




  “You know I can,” No­bile said. “I would be a poor fool to aim a gun at you, with­out be­ing

  sure first that it was load­ed.”




  “There’s room enough in Bay City for ev­ery­body. I could use a part­ner,” Wind­low said

  hope­ful­ly. “I’ve been think­ing for a long time now that some new blood might . . . well, might

  im­prove things here. A fresh out­look. There is enough for ev­ery­body.”




  “Wrong,” No­bile said. “There is bare­ly enough for me. But there will be.” His dark eyes

  nar­rowed as he stared at May­or Dou­glass Wind­low. He said ca­su­al­ly, “I think next week

  would be a good time for you to re­sign.”




  “The City Com­mis­sion would have to elect my suc­ces­sor,” Wind­low said. “I can’t just

  ap­point you.”




  No­bile picked up the note­book again and opened it to a sec­tion near the back.




  “Yes, here it is. The City Com­mis­sion. I have anum­bers run­ner, a man who sells

  po­lice cars to the city in vi­ola­tion of the law and a man who gets kick­backs from all

  mu­nic­ipal em­ploy­ees for tick­ets to tes­ti­mo­ni­al din­ners that are nev­er held. That is

  three out of five. I will have no trou­ble get­ting their votes.”




  “No, I guess you won’t,” Wind­low said. He sank back in the soft so­fa. “Got any more

  Amaret­to?”




  “No,” said No­bile. “I see no point in length­en­ing this meet­ing un­nec­es­sar­ily since I

  find it un­com­fort­able. You re­sign next Fri­day. By the fol­low­ing Mon­day, I want you to be

  mov­ing to your house at the New Jer­sey shore.” No­bile smiled. “You know. The house which is

  se­cret­ly owned in your wife’s maid­en name.”




  Wind­low sighed heav­ily and nod­ded. He stood up. “You don’t mind, I sup­pose, if I don’t

  shake your hand,” he said bit­ter­ly.




  “Not while I wear ex­pen­sive rings on my fin­gers,” No­bile said. “Good day, May­or.”




  As Wind­low reached the door, No­bile called to him.




  “May­or, I think that no one should know about this un­til you sub­mit your res­ig­na­tion at

  next Fri­day’s meet­ing of the City Com­mis­sion. And of course you will sim­ply cite health

  rea­sons for your de­ci­sion.”




  “Of course. What about that note­book?” “I will hold on­to it,” No­bile said, “against the day

  when you might fool­ish­ly think of at­tempt­ing a po­lit­ical come­back.”




  He walked to his bar and poured him­self an­oth­er glass of Amaret­to. “But of course you

  won’t do that, May­or. Will you?”




  The may­or nod­ded and walked from the room.




  Roc­co No­bile sipped his Amaret­to ca­su­al­ly while look­ing out the large glass win­dows

  to­ward the small un­used port of Bay City. He fin­ished the glass and set it down on the

  win­dowsill and went to a tele­phone on the desk in the cor­ner of the room.




  He di­aled a New York num­ber and wait­ed un­til the tele­phone was an­swered.




  No­bile said sim­ply, “It’s ours.” He paused,” lis­ten­ing. “That’s right. The whole city. We

  own it”




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    His name was Re­mo and he owned noth­ing.




    He had no au­to­mo­bile. When he need­ed one, he rent­ed it, and when he was done with it,

    he just left it at the side of the road, be­cause it gave him plea­sure to imag­ine the face of

    his su­pe­ri­or when the bill came in.




    He bought clothes when he need­ed them, us­ing a va­ri­ety of cred­it cards in a va­ri­ety

    of names, and when the clothes were dirty, he gen­er­al­ly just threw them away.




    He owned no house. He had spent the last ten years in ho­tel rooms, and he had no name, no

    fam­ily, no friends, no past and no fu­ture.




    Def­inite­ly no fu­ture.




    He told him­self that as he sat in the fork of an oak tree, twen­ty-​five above the ground,

    look­ing through the big pic­ture win­dows of a se­clud­ed lake­side home wait­ing for all the

    guests of hon­or to show up.




    Fif­teen had ar­rived, but there were still two more due. Re­mo would wait. He want­ed them

    all. He thought about that for a mo­ment, and then re­al­ized he did own some­thing af­ter all.

    He owned his self-​re­spect and that came from pride in do­ing his job well.




    But no friends. An­oth­er car came up the drive­way of the home and parked at the side of

    the long row of Cadil­lacs and Mer­cedes. Two men got out and walked to­ward the house. Re­mo

    rec­og­nized one as the man he had been ex­pect­ing. The sec­ond man was ob­vi­ous­ly his

    lawyer be­cause he had a gold pen and pen­cil set in his out­side jack­et pock­et and on­ly

    lawyers car­ried pens and pen­cils there.




    One more guest to go.




    No friends. The clos­est thing to a friend Re­mo had was Chi­un, the eighty-​year-​old

    Ko­re­an who was the lat­est Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, an age-​old house of as­sas­sins. But he

    wasn’t a friend. He was Re­mo’s train­er and a con­fi­dant and like the fa­ther that Re­mo had

    nev­er had. But not a friend.




    There was Dr. Harold W. Smith, head of the se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion CURE that had trained

    Re­mo to kill Amer­ica’s en­emies. But Smith was no man’s friend. Who could love Smith? Maybe

    Mrs. Smith. Maybe his ac­coun­tant, who was tak­en by the CURE di­rec­tor’s pas­sion for

    neat­ness. No­body else.




    There was Ru­by Gon­za­lez, the one-​time CIA agent who now worked as Smith’s head

    as­sis­tant in CURE-​the on­ly per­son be­sides Re­mo and Smith and the Pres­ident of the

    Unit­ed States who knew what CURE was. And even Ru­by wasn’t a friend. Re­mo re­spect­ed her

    brains and her tough­ness, butthe young black wom­an came from a world dif­fer­ent from

    Re­mo’s, and your friends were usu­al­ly those who had shared the springs and sum­mers of your

    life.




    That was it. Ev­ery­body else Re­mo knew or met were peo­ple he had been or­dered to

    kill.




    An­oth­er car ar­rived, kick­ing up grav­el on the road­way be­neath Re­mo’s feet as he sat

    in the tree. It was a Con­ti­nen­tal Mark Four, which the own­er had seemed de­ter­mined, by

    sheer taste­less­ness, to pro­mote to a Mark Ten. The au­to was lit­tered with chrome and

    rab­bit tails and pin­stripes and spe­cial hood medal­lions. The driv­er was alone. He had a

    red face and sandy hair and Re­mo rec­og­nized him as the last guest, Lee-​Bob Barkins, who had

    killed his wife with a chain­saw and then tried to use her body for chum while shark­fish­ing

    off the Al­aba­ma coast. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, while he had been us­ing her left hand for bait, a

    pass­ing boat had snagged his line and ripped off the hook and hand. Lee-​Bob Barkins had fled,

    but the oth­er boat had got­ten his boat’s ID num­ber and po­lice were able to iden­ti­fy the

    dead wom­an from some iden­ti­fy­ing scars on her left hand, suf­fered three years ear­li­er

    when Lee-​Bob, a good old boy in a bet with some oth­er good old boys, had tak­en to her with a

    hunt­ing knife.




    Lee-​Bob at his tri­al had claimed he was framed, but he had been con­vict­ed of mur­der,

    sen­tenced to life, but then was par­doned af­ter serv­ing four­teen months, as an out­go­ing

    gov­er­nor turned the jailsloose.




    He had re­leased rapists and mur­der­ers and ar­son­ists and kid­nap­pers and ter­ror­ists.

    All had one thing in com­mon. They had mon­ey.Sev­en­teen of the worst were now in­side,

    in the lake­front home of Sam Speer, the out­go­ing gov­er­nor’s clos­est ad­vis­er, friend and

    con­fi­dant, for which, Re­mo knew, in pol­itics you read bag­man.




    Sev­en­teen men and Speer. That was tonight’s as­sign­ment. There were al­so ten as­sort­ed

    lawyers who might get in the way, but that didn’t both­er Re­mo. There were too many lawyers

    any­way. No­body ev­er got crit­icized for killing a lawyer.




    Re­mo pushed him­self out of the fork of the tree and dropped the twen­ty-​five feet to the

    ground. He land­ed with­out a sound, his feet mov­ing in a walk­ing mo­tion even be­fore he

    touched ground.




    He looked in the pic­ture win­dow in time to see the men rais­ing cham­pagne glass­es in a

    toast.




    Frag­ments of con­ver­sa­tion drift­ed out to Re­mo’s ears.




    “. . . act of mer­cy and char­ity.”




    “… in case of an in­ves­ti­ga­tion, don’t say any­thing.”




    “. . . char­ity, my ass … cost me two hun­dred thou­sand.”




    “. . . cost us all two hun­dred thou­sand.”




    “. . . let any­body hear that and you’ll be back in.”




    Re­mo rec­og­nized Sam Speer, the out­go­ing gov­er­nor’s right-​hand man. He was a big,

    fat­tish man with a simi­an swoop of dark hair grow­ing low across his fore­head and hood­ed

    eyes that made him look as if he were just ready to doze off.




    He was the gov­er­nor’s friend, Re­mo thought. Even that gov­er­nor had a friend. And these

    sev­en­teen an­imals in the Sam Speer liv­ing room. They prob­ably had friends too. Some­body

    at least thoughtenough of them to put up two hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars each to get them

    out of jail. Maybe they had fam­ilies as well as friends.




    And Re­mo had nei­ther.




    He didn’t think it was fair. Some guys had all the luck.




    He thought about that while he walked around the back of the house and down to the lake,

    where he idly tossed stones in­to the wa­ter. Re­mo wore black trousers and a black T-​shirt

    and he knew that, from the house, he would be lost in the shad­ows and in­vis­ible. He was a

    thin man with dark hair and eyes as deep as night and the on­ly sign that he might have been

    some­thing un­usu­al were his thick wrists, which he fre­quent­ly flexed and ro­tat­ed as if

    they caused him dis­com­fort.




    Fam­ily and friends.




    He had been re­cruit­ed in­to CURE just be­cause he had no fam­ily. He was an or­phan, a cop

    on the Newark po­lice force, and then one night he was framed for a mur­der he didn’t com­mit,

    sent to an elec­tric chair which didn’t work, and when he woke up, he had been told he was

    work­ing for CURE, a se­cret agen­cy set up to fight crime. If he didn’t want to work for CURE,

    they would just have fin­ished the job the elec­tric chair was sup­posed to have done.




    He had been warned at the start. “You’ll have no friends, Re­mo Williams. You’ll have no

    fam­ily. You’ll have no place you can call home. All you’ll have is a sense that maybe, just

    maybe, you can do some­thing to make Amer­ica bet­ter.”




    He had thought it was bull­shit then, and now, more than a decade lat­er, he still thought

    it wasbull­shit. But he did not leave, and he knew why he stayed. Be­cause CURE and the

    train­ing of Si-​nan­ju had giv­en Re­mo the on­ly thing he had ev­er had in his life.

    Self-​re­spect. Pride in his work. And no­body could take that away from him.




    Be­hind him, from the front door of the house, Re­mo heard sounds and he drift­ed back

    through the dark­ness un­der the trees.




    Two men were leav­ing the home of Sam Speer. One he rec­og­nized as Bil­ly-​Ben Bing­ham, a

    par­tic­ular­ly vi­cious rapist who had been re­leased af­ter serv­ing ten years of a life

    sen­tence. The man with him looked lawyer­ly. They head­ed for a car and Re­mo moved up next to

    the car in the dark­ness. When the mo­tors had start­ed and the lawyer backed the car up and

    made a turn in the drive­way to head back to­ward the road, Re­mo opened the front door and

    slid in next to the rapist.




    “Who. . . ?” said the driv­er.




    “What the … ?” said the rapist.




    “Hi,” said Re­mo. “Just drive. I’m get­ting out soon.”




    The rapist’s hands were at his throat but they closed on air and Re­mo put him away with

    an,eco­nom­ical right in­dex fin­ger in­to the right kid­ney area. The rapist whooshed and

    slumped for­ward against the dash­board’s dig­ital clock be­tween Re­mo and the lawyer, who

    threw the car in­to park­ing gear and reached for the door han­dle.




    Re­mo’s left hand pulled him back in­side the car. Re­mo’s right hand dropped the gear shift

    in­to “drive” and steered the car down the drive­way, out on­to the road, and made a

    right-​hand turn.




    Twen­ty-​five yards down the road was a signpost­ed by the lake­side home­own­ers

    as­so­ci­ation, ex­plain­ing that it want­ed to keep out bad el­ements. On the right side was a

    small road­way lead­ing down to a boat ramp. The way the lawyer’s head flopped at the end of

    Re­mo’s left hand, he knew the man’s neck had snapped. Re­mo drove to the wa­ter’s edge,

    dropped the gear shift in “low,” and stomped on the gas ped­al. As the car surged, he slipped

    out the door and watched as the car hur­ried down the slight in­cline, hit the edge of a

    wood­en dock, teetered mo­men­tar­ily, then dropped in­to the wa­ters of the lake.




    The car hit with a splat and a siz­zle. It be­gan to sink but Re­mo did not stay to watch it

    be­cause he was al­ready mov­ing back to­ward the house. He had to be care­ful that a big bunch

    of them didn’t all leave at once, be­cause then he would have to dis­pose of them on the lawn

    and that could get messy.




    He wait­ed in the tree again and heard Sam Speer’s voice telling them that it would be

    safest if they con­tin­ued to leave one at a time. “Just in case.”




    Re­mo nod­ded with sat­is­fac­tion. “Good for you,” he mum­bled to him­self. “Good for

    you.”




    The next one was Lee-​Bob Barkins, who got in­to his Lin­coln, reck­less­ly swerved it

    around and start­ed up the drive­way. As he passed un­der Re­mo’s tree, Re­mo let him­self drop

    down on­to the roof of the car. The driv­er’s win­dow was open and Re­mo turned his body

    side­ways on the roof of the car, and reached his left hand through the open win­dow and put it

    “around Lee-​Bob’s throat.




    “Hi, fel­la,” Re­mo said.




    Lee-​Bob saw the head hang­ing up­side down inthe driv­er’s win­dow and he want­ed to

    reach out and crush it, but the pres­sure around his own throat was too great.




    “Twen­ty five yards down the road, hang a right,” Re­mo said.




    Lee-​Bob hit the brakes and the car stopped.




    “C’mon,” Re­mo said. “I don’t have all night.”




    He slipped off the car’s roof, still hold­ing on­to Lee-​Bob’s throat, pushed the man

    rough­ly across the seat and got in be­hind the wheel.




    “Who are you?” Lee-​Bob man­aged to sput­ter.




    “I’m the wel­come wag­on,” Re­mo said. “Come to make your brief stay in the out­side world

    as pleas­ant as pos­si­ble. Good­bye.”




    He heard the bones sep­arate in the neck as he turned in­to the small road­way lead­ing to

    the boat ramp. Be­hind him, he heard voic­es in the door­way of the Speer house.




    “Damn,” Re­mo said. “Hur­ry, hur­ry, hur­ry.”




    He got out of the car, aimed its wheels straight down to­ward the wa­ter, then wedged

    Lee-​Bob Bar-​kins un­der the dash­board against the gas ped­al. He closed the door be­hind

    him, dropped the gear shift in­to “drive,” and the car gunned down the slight hill. Re­mo did

    not wait to hear the splash. Two more men were get­ting in­to a car in front of Speer’s

    house.




    He caught that car on the road. In it was Jim­my-​Joe Jep­son, an ar­son­ist whose fires had

    killed twen­ty-​three per­sons. Re­mo de­cid­ed that putting ev­ery­body in­to the lake was too

    time-​con­sum­ing, so he just turned off the key af­ter killing Jim­my-​Joe and his lawyer, and

    let the car roll down the road un­til it stopped, nose-​first, against a tree.




    It was get­ting com­pli­cat­ed now. Re­mo reached in­to the pock­et of his black T-​shirt

    and took out a list. Right. He had Lee-​Bob Barkins. And he had Bil­ly-​Ben Bing­ham. And he

    had Jim­my-​Joe Jep­son. Plus as­sort­ed at­tor­neys. But they weren’t on the list. Tonight

    lawyers were a bonus he would give Smith for free, just as a part of his an­nu­al

    con­tri­bu­tion to the good of the re­pub­lic.




    By the time he reached the sev­en­teenth car, the road­way lead­ing from Speer’s house was

    pret­ty full, so Re­mo took Tim-​Tom Tuck­er and his lawyer in the drive­way, be­fore they even

    start­ed their car.




    Re­mo looked at his list again. Ev­ery one of them. He had them all. He snapped his in­dex

    fin­ger against the list with sat­is­fac­tion. “There,” he said. “Now no­body can com­plain

    about that.”




    He walked to the front door of the house, un­locked be­cause even though the crime rate in

    the South was the high­est in the na­tion, it wasn’t crime that took place in hous­es. It was

    gen­er­al­ly just sense­less vi­olence that Re­mo thought came out of a streak of vi­cious­ness

    that ran deep through the South­ern char­ac­ter. It ex­plod­ed in sa­loons and park­ing lots

    and on street cor­ners, but it was rarely pre­med­itat­ed so no one ev­er had to lock their

    doors. Re­mo was glad he did not have to live in the South. An­gry vi­olence an­noyed him as a

    waste of en­er­gy.




    He strolled in­side the house and found Sam Speer in the liv­ing room, pour­ing the last of

    a bot­tle of cham­pagne in­to an over­sized brandy snifter.




    “Who are you?” Speer asked as he turned to face Re­mo.




    “My name is Re­mo.”




    “What do you want?”




    “What I want is some time off to go fish­ing,” Re­mo said. “But what I got is to kill

    you.”




    “Not a chance, Bud­dy,” Speer said. He reached in­side his jack­et, very quick­ly for such a

    big man, and pulled a .38 cal­iber re­volver from a shoul­der hol­ster.




    Re­mo shook his head.




    He frowned. “Don’t waste my time with that,” he said.




    Speer raised the gun at Re­mo and squeezed the trig­ger.




    He blinked his eyes at the sound of the re­port. When he opened them, Re­mo was not

    stand­ing in front of him. Nor was he on the floor in a blood­ied heap.




    “You’re not a nice per­son,” he heard Re­mo say. “Just be­cause you’re a fat, ug­ly schemer

    who would steal a hot stove and come back for the smoke doesn’t mean you couldn’t try to be a

    nice per­son.”




    Speer felt the tap on his left shoul­der, but be­fore he could spin around and fire again,

    he felt a sharp burst of pain in the cen­ter of his back. Nor­mal­ly, the brain could tell a

    body what kind of pain it was suf­fer­ing from and where, but the brain re­lied on im­puls­es

    that trav­eled along the spinal cord, and here Speer’s spine had been snapped, so he felt

    noth­ing and knew noth­ing af­ter the first burst of pain and in­stead just slow­ly slumped to

    the oak floor­ing of the house.




    On a ta­ble, Re­mo saw a large pile of mon­ey. It should have been sev­en­teen pay­ments of

    two hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars each. He cal­cu­lat­ed quick­ly and de­cid­ed that that would

    be more than a mil­lion dol­lars. Maybe even two mil­lion.




    And be­cause he had just heard on the news that in­fla­tion was caused by ex­cess mon­ey in

    cir­cu­la­tion, he start­ed a fire in the fire­place and burned the mon­ey be­fore he left.




    Re­mo had left his car in the park­ing lot of the Ding-​Dong Din­er, on­ly three miles away,

    so he walked be­cause it was a nice night. The birds sang in the trees un­der the bright

    South­ern moon and there was just enough breeze to cool the air, and it was the kind of night

    that made a man glad to be alive, Re­mo thought.




    Chi­un was still sit­ting in the pas­sen­ger’s seat of the rent­ed au­to­mo­bile, watch­ing

    the front door of the din­er which had been con­vert­ed from an old rail­road car.




    The frail old man did not turn around as Re­mo opened the un­locked door and slid be­hind

    the wheel. In­stead, his hands fold­ed in­side the bil­low­ing sleeves of his dark green

    evening ki­mono, he watched the front door of the din­er with in­tense con­cen­tra­tion.




    “All done,” Re­mo said.




    “Shh­hh,” said Chi­un. “This is very in­ter­est­ing.”




    “What’s very in­ter­est­ing?”




    “This is a place to eat, cor­rect?” Chiün asked.




    “That’s right.”




    “Ev­ery­body who goes in­side is al­ready fat,” Chi­un said. “If they are al­ready fat, why

    are they go­ing in there to eat?”




    “Even fat peo­ple have to eat,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un turned his hazel eyes on Re­mo and stared at him with dis­dain.




    “Who told you that?” he asked.




    “Lis­ten. I do a big night’s work and all you’re in­ter­est­ed in is fat peo­ple eat­ing?”

    Re­mo start­ed thecar and drove over the pit­ted ruts of the din­er drive­way, out on­to

    Route 123, head­ing north.




    Chi­un sighed. “I sup­pose now I must lis­ten to your bor­ing ac­count of how you spent your

    evening,” he said.




    “No, you don’t. It’s not im­por­tant. Twen­ty-​sev­en guys, that’s all. Twen­ty-​eight if

    you count the one who wasn’t a nice per­son.”




    “Paaaah. And faaaaah. It is a noth­ing,” Chi­un said. “Num­bers are not im­por­tant. What is

    im­por­tant is at­ti­tude and per­for­mance. Was your el­bow straight? Did you take pride in

    do­ing ad­equate work? These things are im­por­tant.”




    “Strange­ly enough, Lit­tle Fa­ther, I did,” Re­mo said as he turned off Route 123 and

    head­ed east to­ward the coast on Coun­ty Road 456, a nar­row, un­light­ed two-​lane road. “I

    thought to my­self that all I have in this world is self-​re­spect for a job well done.”




    “Ad­equate­ly done, know­ing you,” Chi­un said.




    “Well done,” Re­mo in­sist­ed. They were silent for a few mo­ments. Re­mo said, “Fun­ny, to

    think of be­ing proud about killing.”




    “Killing?” said Chi­un. His voice scaled the heights of out­rage. “Killing? You call the

    work of an as­sas­sin mere killing? Booms kill …”




    “Bombs,” Re­mo cor­rect­ed.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “And they are not proud. Bul­lets kill. They are not proud ei­ther. Are

    germs proud? Yet who kills more than germs? I re­mem­ber once, a par­tic­ular bad sort of germ

    which car­ried off al­most half my na­tive vil­lage of Sinan­ju.”




    “Halfway mea­sures are nev­er any good,” Re­mo said. Chi­un ig­nored him.




    “But those germs were not proud. Now, you are not a boom . . .”




    “Bomb.”




    “Or a bul­let or a germ. You are an as­sas­sin. If you do well or, in your case,

    ad­equate­ly, you must be proud. Re­al­ly, Re­mo.” Chi­un’s hands had come from his sleeves and

    flut­tered in front of his face as he spoke. “Re­al­ly, you sur­prise me. If you were a doc­tor

    or a lawyer or some oth­er me­nial, I could un­der­stand not be­ing proud. But an as­sas­sin?

    Trained by Sinan­ju? Not be­ing proud? It stag­gers me.”




    “No,” Re­mo said, “you’re wrong. I am proud. I’m proud of your teach­ing me Sinan­ju and me

    learn­ing it. I’m proud of be­ing an as­sas­sin. I’m proud of keep­ing my el­bows straight when

    I work. I’m proud of kill … ooops, as­sas­si­nat­ing twen­ty-​eight men tonight.”




    “Good,” said Chi­un, warm­ly. “Per­haps you will yet learn what is im­por­tant in life.”




    “And I’m proud to be an Amer­ican, fel­las,” Re­mo said. “Re­al­ly proud. When those “Stars

    and Stripes For­ev­er” come march­ing by on the Fourth of Ju­ly, I get this warm feel­ing that

    I’m ten feet tall and put on earth by God to help the lit­tle folks of the rest of the world

    solve their prob­lems, the good old-​fash­ioned Amer­ican way. Yessir­ree­bob, proud to be an

    Amer­ican.”




    Chi­un sniffed. “There are some types of riv­er mud which one not on­ly can­not make in­to

    di­amonds, but can­not even make in­to bricks. Woe is me. It was my mis­for­tune to find one

    such as you.”




    Their mo­tel room was on a spit of land that jut­ted out in­to the At­lantic Ocean and when

    they




    re­turned to it, Chi­un im­me­di­ate­ly went to his thir­teen lac­quered steam­er trunks

    that went with him wher­ev­er he went and be­gan to check the con­tents. Chi­un said,

    de­pend­ing on his mood, that the trunks con­tained his few mea­ger pos­ses­sions, or that they

    con­tained his most valu­able trea­sures with­out which he could not live. “Re­mo, how­ev­er,

    had seen in­side the trunks and knew that they con­tained pri­mar­ily a year-​long sup­ply of

    satin and silk ki­monos, Cin­zano ash­trays, ho­tel tow­els, free match­books, coast­er and

    cock­tail stir­rers, com­pli­men­ta­ry Fris­bees, plas­tic shoe-​shine cloths, key chains and

    ev­ery­thing else that Chi­un could pick up free or on the cheap. One trunk was filled, top to

    bot­tom, with Gideon Bibles that Chi­un had stolen from the ho­tel rooms they had stayed in

    over the last ten years.




    “Why do you keep check­ing those things?” Re­mo asked. He ad­dressed the ques­tion to

    Chi­un’s back as the old Ori­en­tal was bent over a trunk, ex­am­in­ing its con­tents.




    With­out turn­ing, Chi­un raised a fin­ger as if mak­ing a high point in his lec­ture on

    life.




    “Cham­ber­maids. They steal things.”




    “But cheap Cin­zano ash­trays? Who’d steal those?”




    “There are more things in my trunks than ash­trays,” Chi­un said and his voice was chilled.

    “Many valu­able things.”




    “I know,” Re­mo said. “But I don’t think the cham­ber­maid would risk get­ting killed so she

    could rip off your com­pli­men­ta­ry din­ner nap­kin from Dis-​ney­world.”




    “You know noth­ing,” Chi­un said. He con­tin­ued his in­spec­tion. The tele­phone rang, and

    Re­mo knewit was Dr. Harold W. Smith, check­ing on the evening’s work.




    “Done,” he said. “Yeah. All of them.”




    “Good,” Smith said.




    “Yes, I was,” Re­mo said. “Very good tonight.”




    “Tell him you are proud to be an Amer­ican,” Chi­un sug­gest­ed.




    “I’m proud to be an Amer­ican, as­sas­si­nat­ing peo­ple for you,” Re­mo told Smith.




    “Yes, yes. Well, there is some­thing I want you to do,” Smith said.




    “Dammit, Smit­ty, how about some time off?”




    “This is time off,” Smith said.




    “I’m not go­ing to kill any­body,” Re­mo said. “No mat­ter how proud I am.”




    “Good,” said Smith. “That’s just what I want. I don’t want you to kill any­body. I just want

    you to look around.”




    “Look around at what? Where?”




    “Bay City, New Jer­sey. Some­thing’s go­ing on up there and we want to get a lit­tle han­dle

    on it. I’d like you to go up there and just try to get the feel of the town. Tell me what you

    think.”




    “You don’t have any­body else you can send in there? This isn’t my kind of work,” Re­mo

    said.




    “Noth­ing is,” Chi­un said.




    “I know,” Smith said. “But as a fa­vor to me.”




    “Say that again?” Re­mo asked. ‘




    “Do this as a fa­vor to me.”




    “Since you put it that way,” Re­mo said. “Bay City, here we come.”


  




  

    CHAPTER THREE




    The first thing Re­mo and Chi­un no­ticed in Bay City was a large po­lice­man whose body

    at­tacked his blue uni­form from in­side, like sausage rilling threat­en­ing its cas­ing as it

    neared the boil­ing point in a pot of wa­ter. The po­lice­man was swing­ing his night stick,

    walk­ing to­ward a cor­ner news­stand on­ly two blocks from the city’s piers.




    An old wom­an was buy­ing a news­pa­per at the stand. Af­ter she had the news­pa­per in her

    hand, she hand­ed the news­stand man a coin, wrapped up in a piece of pa­per. He nod­ded, and

    she smiled and walked away.




    When the wom­an left, the po­lice­man went to the news­stand and the op­er­ator reached in

    un­der the shelf where he kept his mon­ey. Re­mo saw him take some­thing out. He took a

    news­pa­per and pulled it down be­low the lev­el of the shelf on which the pa­pers sat. A

    mo­ment lat­er, he hand­ed the news­pa­per out to the po­lice­man, who tucked it tight­ly

    un­derhis left arm, touched the bill of his cap with his night­stick and strolled off

    down the street.




    Re­mo watched him through the win­dows of a car parked across the street. Halfway down the

    block, the po­lice­man ducked in­to a hall­way. His back was to Re­mo but Re­mo could see he

    was fid­dling with the news­pa­per. As the po­lice­man turned back, Re­mo saw him tuck

    some­thing in­to the in­side pock­et of his uni­form blouse. It made a small lump in­side the

    jack­et. The cop strolled down the steps, still hold­ing the news­pa­per in his left hand. Ten

    feet down the block, he dropped the pa­per in­to a lit­ter bas­ket.




    “So,” Re­mo said aloud. “The cops are pro­tect­ing gam­bling.”




    “You can tell this by watch­ing a po­lice­man buy a news­pa­per?” Chi­un said.




    “I’ve seen it be­fore. The guy at the news­stand is book­ing num­bers. The cop comes by and

    the book­ie gives him an en­ve­lope with the pro­tec­tion mon­ey.”




    “If he needs pro­tec­tion, why does he not hire us?” Chi­un asked.




    “He can’t af­ford us. And it’s not that kind of pro­tec­tion. It’s just pro­tec­tion against

    get­ting ar­rest­ed. Now the cop takes the mon­ey back to his head­quar­ters or wher­ev­er and

    gives it to his cap­tain or his chief, and the cops get a small piece for look­ing the oth­er

    way and not ar­rest­ing any­body.”




    “And the rest of the mon­ey?”




    “The top cop gets some and the rest of it goes to what­ev­er politi­cian has made the deal

    with the book­ies.”




    “The econ­omy of this coun­try is very com­plex,” Chi­un said. “How is it that you

    un­der­stand it, when you do not un­der­stand many things well at all?”




    “When I was a cop, I saw it all the time in Newark. That’s not far from here.”




    “And did you do this?” Chi­un asked. “Did you take this mon­ey to pro­tect these

    nu­mer­als?”




    “Num­bers,” Re­mo said. “No. I was a straight cop. But I saw it done a lot. Usu­al­ly cops

    aren’t so brazen about it.-Let’s fol­low him.”




    They made a U-​turn in the mid­dle of the street and drove slow­ly down the block af­ter the

    po­lice­man, park­ing fre­quent­ly to wait and ‘watch.




    They saw the po­lice­man vis­it two more news­stands. He picked up two more fold­ed

    news­pa­pers, dipped in­to two more hall­ways to re­move their con­tents, then threw the

    news­pa­pers away in trash bas­kets.




    The trash bas­kets were bright or­ange with large black let­ters that read:




    BAY CITY IM­PROVE­MENT AS­SO­CI­ATION MAY­OR ROC­CO NO­BILE, STAN­DARD BEAR­ER




    While he was stopped at the curb, Re­mo saw a long black limou­sine pass them. The back

    win­dows were shroud­ed be­hind Vene­tian blinds.




    “Not the kind of car you’d ex­pect to find in this town,” he said.




    “It is the ihird such au­to­mo­bile that has passed us in the last hour,” Chi­un said.




    “You sure?”




    “Yes.”




    “Not the same car?”




    “Not un­less they keep chang­ing those iden­ti­fi­ca­tion num­bers on the front of it, just

    to con­fuse us.”




    “That’s in­ter­est­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “If you say so,” said Chi­un. As they drove from the curb and turned the cor­ner, they saw

    the burly po­lice­man walk in­to the store­front of­fices of the Bay City Im­prove­ment

    As­so­ci­ation. � “That’s in­ter­est­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “You find ev­ery­thing in­ter­est­ing to­day,” Chi­un said. “You are not go­ing to try to

    be­come a de­tec­tive again, are you?”




    “No,” said Re­mo. “I’m just do­ing what Smit­ty wants. Keep­ing an eye on the place. But I

    could’ve been a de­tec­tive. I could’ve been a good one. I just didn’t have any po­lit­ical

    con­nec­tions so I could nev­er get pro­mot­ed to de­tec­tive.”




    “Prob­ably wise for the city of Newark,” Chi­un said.




    “Oh, yeah?” “Pfaaah,” said Chi­un.




    “There’s noth­ing wrong with be­ing a de­tec­tive,” said Re­mo. “For in­stance, there’s

    some­thing fun­ny go­ing on here. That cop should’ve gone back to his precinct to turn in that

    mon­ey. If he’s drop­ping it off here at a po­lit­ical head­quar­ters, that means one of two

    things.”




    “And of course you will tell me what they are?” “Yes, I will,” Re­mo said. “One, it means

    that politi­cians, prob­ably this Roc­co No­bile, has got his hand in the num­bers on an

    op­er­ational lev­el, which is brazen. Two, it means that he’s pret­ty sure he’s safe be­cause

    he hasn’t bust­ed the chain be­tween the cop pick­up man and him­self. That’s brazen too. He

    must fig­ure he’s got a tight lock on this town.”




    “Maybe he just wants ev­ery­body to know how pow­er­ful he is,” Chi­un said.




    “That’s ridicu­lous,” Re­mo said. “Why would he want to do that?”




    “I don’t know. You’re the de­tec­tive,” said Chi­un. He had his fin­gers to­geth­er in

    steeple fash­ion and was tap­ping the tips to­geth­er in rhyth­mic pat­terns, first thumb to

    thumb, then in­dex to in­dex, and down to the lit­tle fin­gers; then off­set­ting the rhythms

    by ones, first thumb to in­dex, and in­dex to mid­dle, and mid­dle to ring, and ring to small

    fin­ger, and small fin­ger to thumb; and then skip­ping by twos, thumb to mid­dle, in­dex to

    small. It was a dex­ter­ity ex­er­cise he did on­ly when he was bored.




    Five min­utes lat­er, the burly po­lice­man came out of the Bay City Im­prove­ment

    As­so­ci­ation head­quar­ters. Re­mo could tell from the flat­ness on the left front part of

    his uni­form that he had dropped off his en­velopes of mon­ey. The po­lice­man walked

    ca­su­al­ly down the street to­ward the river­front. The street was a gar­ish blend of

    neigh­bor­hood bars and dis­co joints and even in the morn­ing, bright neon lights flick­ered

    on and off along the thor­ough­fare.




    An­oth­er black limou­sine passed them and Re­mo de­cid­ed to fol­low it. The Cadil­lac went

    down two blocks to Riv­er Street, the thor­ough­fare which ran the width of the city from pier

    to pier. It turned right and stopped, and Re­mo parked at the cor­ner. The limo had stopped in

    front of an old loft build­ing whose peel­ing paint faint­ly showed the-​old leg­end:

    CHRIS­TINE’S SHIRT FAC­TO­RY.




    Two green-​and-​white mov­ing vans were in front of the build­ing and us­ing heavy pul­leys,

    the work­ers were lift­ing heavy print­ing equip­ment and pho­to-​stat­ic copiers \ip to a

    sec­ond-​floor loft. In­side thebuild­ing, Re­mo could hear the sounds of car­pen­try,

    ham­mer­ing and elec­tric saws.




    The limou­sine dis­gorged from its back seat a medicine ball of a man in a pin­stripe suit

    who nod­ded ap­prov­ing­ly at the equip­ment mov­ing in. He waved at the work­men to speed

    things up. As his hands moved through the morn­ing sun­light, di­amond rings glis­tened on his

    fin­gers. He looked like a dew-​cov­ered mush­room, shin­ing at day­break.




    Re­mo nod­ded to him­self and drove away. Two blocks far­ther down Riv­er Street, the scene

    was be­ing re­peat­ed in front of an­oth­er loft build­ing. Movers, equip­ment, work­men

    re­fur­bish­ing the build­ing, an­oth­er black limou­sine and an­oth­er Mafia-​type with pinky

    rings and pin­stripe suit watch­ing ap­prov­ing­ly.




    Four blocks far­ther north, the scene was re­peat­ed again.




    “A lot of mov­ing in for a town that’s sup­posed to be on the skids,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un stopped do­ing his fin­ger ex­er­cis­es. He looked at Re­mo, then glanced out the

    win­dow at the lit­ter that filled the streets. “Per­haps the world has sud­den­ly dis­cov­ered

    the charms of this beau­ti­ful Amer­ican city.”




    Re­mo grunt­ed and turned the rent­ed car away from the wa­ter­front, back to­ward their

    mo­tel in Jer­sey City. He dropped Chi­un off at their rooms, then drove back to the

    honky-​tonk block in Bay City where the Roc­co No­bile Im­prove­ment As­so­ci­ation was

    head­quar­tered.




    Re­mo parked and walked ca­su­al­ly up the street, turn­ing in­to the door­way of the

    Roar­ing Twen­tiesLounge. One por­tion of its front win­dow was un-​paint­ed, in the form

    of a heart. In­side the cutout were fly-​specked pic­tures of fe­male im­per­son­ators who

    ap­peared in the club’s show ev­ery Sat­ur­day night. The pic­tures were yel­lowed with age and

    the cor­ners were pulling away from the red vel­vet back on which they had been taped.




    In­side, Re­mo stepped to the dark bar and or­dered a Scotch on the rocks with a glass of

    wa­ter side.




    He paid a dol­lar fifty from a five-​dol­lar bill and when he got his change, tried to sip

    the wa­ter. The wa­ter in Bay City came from the Jer­sey City wa­ter sys­tem, pumped through

    cen­tu­ry-​old pipes that leaked out wa­ter and sucked up dirt. The wa­ter tast­ed as if it had

    been fil­tered through used kit­ty lit­ter.




    Re­mo smelled it and on­ly pre­tend­ed to sip it.




    A young wom­an with a plat­inum wig and a short tight red dress slid on­to the stool next to

    him.




    “Buy a girl a drink?” she asked.




    “Why? Don’t you have any mon­ey?” Re­mo turned to look at her, his dark eyes drilling in­to

    hers. She leaned clos­er to him on her chair.




    “I’ll buy you one,” she said. She waved at the bar­tender and fished a twen­ty-​dol­lar bill

    from her se­quined red hand­bag.




    The bar­tender stood in front of them.




    “Usu­al?” he asked the blonde. She nod­ded. “And you?” he aSked Re­mo.




    “Got any bot­tled wa­ter?” Re­mo asked.




    “No.”




    ‘Til coast with this one,” Re­mo said. The barten­der brought back a light tan mix­ture in a

    glass, put it in front of the blonde and reached for Re­mo’s mon­ey.




    “No,” Re­mo said. “She’s buy­ing.”




    “That right, Jonelle?” the bar­tender said.




    “Right, right,” the blonde said.




    The bar­tender glared at Re­mo, then said to the girl, “All right. This one’s on the

    house.”




    Jonelle put her left hand on her drink and her right hand on Re­mo’s thigh. He took the hand

    off his thigh and put it back on her own leg.




    “How’s busi­ness?” he asked.




    “So-​so.”




    “I would have said this town was the pits for a work­ing girl,” Re­mo said. “Who could

    af­ford you?”




    “I was hop­ing you could,” Jonelle said.




    “Maybe we can work some­thing out,” Re­mo said. He pre­tend­ed to sip his wa­ter and put his

    left hand on­to the base of her neck. Next to the long mus­cle run­ning down the right side of

    her neck, he found a bunch of nerves and tapped on them rapid­ly with his fin­ger­tips.




    “Ooooooh,” she said. “What are you do­ing?”




    “Nice name, Jonelle,” he said.




    “Not my re­al name,” the girl said. “Ooooooh,” she ex­claimed again. Her breath was com­ing

    faster.




    “No?” Re­mo said. “I’m sur­prised. You look like a Jonelle I used to know. You were telling

    me about busi­ness.”




    “Get­ting bet­ter the last few weeks,” she said. “More peo­ple in town. Maybe the new

    may­or’s got some­thing to do with it.”




    “The may­or have a piece of you?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ooooooh. I don’t know. My boyfriend is kind of close to him.”




    “For boyfriend, read pimp?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ooooooh. You might say that.”




    Re­mo trans­ferred his hand to the left side of her neck. He felt her throat tin­gle as if

    she were be­ing mas­saged with a trick­le charge of elec­tric­ity.




    “Who’s your boyfriend?” Re­mo asked.




    A heavy hand fell over his hand. Jonelle winced as the hand squeezed. Re­mo turned to see a

    large man with bushy red hair and an open-​necked sports shirt stand­ing be­hind them.




    “I am,” the man said. He tried to squeeze hard­er with his hand, but he found his hand off

    the girl’s neck and back at his side.




    Jonelle got up from the bar and walked quick­ly away.




    “Any more ques­tions?” the pimp asked Re­mo.




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said. “You ev­er drink this wa­ter?”




    “What kin­da ques­tion is that?” the pimp asked.




    “Nev­er mind,” Re­mo said. “I’ll try some­thing eas­ier. Do you pay oft the may­or for

    pro­tec­tion?”




    “I think that’s one ques­tion too many, pal,” the big man said.




    “And one an­swer too few,” Re­mo said. He reached out and took the pimp’s right wrist in his

    left hand and dragged him to the bar. The pain felt like a saw cut­ting through his flesh and

    bone and the pimp gasped and al­lowed him­self to be placed on the stool.




    “That’s easy,” Re­mo said in his ear. “Smile. Peo­ple are watch­ing us.”




    The pimp looked around and forced an ag­onized smile to­ward the oth­er end of the bar. He

    looked back when Re­mo tight­ened the hold on his wrist.




    “Ques­tion by me: Do you pay the may­or for pro­tec­tion? An­swer by you: I think that’s one

    ques­tion too many, pal. Now, we try again. Do you pay the may­or for pro­tec­tion?” Re­mo

    squeezed to sig­nal the end of the ques­tion. “Yes, yes, yes,” the pimp gasped. “Do all the

    pimps?” “If they want to keep op­er­at­ing.”




    Re­mo re­leased the man’s wrist. “Thank you and good day,” he said. Be­fore leav­ing the

    bar, he picked up Jonelle’s change and car­ried it to the booth at the end of the bar where she

    was sit­ting. He put a fresh hun­dred dol­lar bill on top of it be­fore giv­ing it back to her.

    She looked at the mon­ey, then up at him.




    “Some oth­er time?” she said.




    “Count on it,” Re­mo said.




    Back at his ho­tel room, Re­mo called Smith.




    “I’m in Bay City,” he said.




    “And?” Smith asked.




    “The mob’s com­ing in,” Re­mo said. “This new may­or, Roc­co some­thing, looks like he’s

    giv­ing the town away to the goons.”




    “I see,” Smith said bland­ly.




    Re­mo was sur­prised at Smith’s lack of re­ac­tion.




    “Yeah. It looks like he’s get­ting a rake­off on the num­bers and he’s got a piece of the

    hook­er ac­tion in town. And the joint is crawl­ing with guys that look like they be­long in a

    laun­dry at San Quentin.”




    “Good,” said Smith.




    “Good?” Re­mo said. “What’s good? You want me to hit this Roc­co what’s-​his-​face?”




    “No,” Smith said quick­ly. “No. Don’t do that. Leave things alone. You and Chi­un should

    just go on va­ca­tion. You’ve been work­ing hard late­ly.”




    “Wait a minute,” Re­mo said. “You’re telling us to go on va­ca­tion be­cause we’ve been

    work­ing hard?”




    “For­get I said that,” Smith said. “But you might as well go away for a few days un­til I

    need you.”




    “Thank you, Smit­ty. I’m al­most ready to be­lieve you’re hu­man.”




    “Don’t get car­ried away,” Smith said. “And go­ing on va­ca­tion doesn’t mean that you have

    to try to spend all the gov­ern­ment’s mon­ey in one day.”




    Af­ter Re­mo hung up, he looked at Chi­un, who was star­ing through the mo­tel win­dow at

    the large back­up of rush hour traf­fic along the Jer­sey City high­way.




    “I don’t un­der­stand Smit­ty,” Re­mo said.




    “What is to un­der­stand? The man is a lu­natic. He was al­ways a lu­natic,” Chi­un said.

    “He wants us to go away?”




    “On va­ca­tion.”




    Chi­un shook his head. The small white puffs of hair at his tem­ples shook gen­tly.




    “No,” Chi­un said. “That is what he said. But what he wants is for us mere­ly to leave this

    place.”




    “I don’t need much en­cour­age­ment,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un looked up, his face sud­den­ly ex­uber­ant “They say . . .”




    “I know. They say Per­sia is nice this time of year and the mel­ons are in full bloom or

    what­ev­ermel­ons are full of. Well, for­get it. We’re not go­ing to Per­sia.”




    “Where are we go­ing?” Chi­un asked. ” “We’re go­ing fish­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “Pfaaaaah,” said Chi­un.


  




  

    CHAPTER FOUR




    When oth­er mem­bers of his en­gi­neer­ing school grad­uat­ing class went out to build

    bridges and high­ways and space­ships, Samuel Ar­ling­ton Gre­go­ry got a job with a hand­gun

    de­sign­er.




    It was a ca­reer the twen­ty-​three-​year-​old Gre­go­ry had been point­ing to­ward ev­er

    since he had been a lit­tle boy and had spent the sum­mers at his grand­fa­ther’s farm near

    Buf­fa­lo.




    Gram­pa Gre­go­ry was a tall man with mus­cled, slop­ing shoul­ders who gave the

    im­pres­sion of be­ing built out of tanned weath­ered leather.




    His friends called him Moose and ev­ery­body in the small New York town was his friend,

    be­cause that was the way Gram­pa Gre­go­ry lived his life. He went to church ev­ery Sun­day

    and stayed awake. When a neigh­bor’s barn burned down, he was the first to vol­un­teer to help

    build a new one. He lived by his word and they said in the town that MooseGre­go­ry’s

    hand­shake could be put in­to the bank and it’d draw in­ter­est.




    He was the most mid­dle-​Amer­ican of mid­dle-​Amer­icans, ex­cept for one id­iosyn­crasy.

    He be­lieved that the day was not far off when the In­di­ans who had once owned and

    in­hab­it­ed that sec­tion of the coun­try would rise up to try to take it back.




    “When that day comes, Sam­my,” he would tell his on­ly grand­son, “we’ve got to be ready. A

    man’s got to de­fend what’s his. You know what I mean?”




    “The In­di­ans aren’t go­ing to fight with us, Gram-​pa,” the eight-​year-​old Samuel

    Ar­ling­ton Gre­go­ry would say. “There aren’t even many In­di­ans left.”




    Moose shook his head at the small boy. “Don’t let them fool you. They’re out there.” He

    looked around and leaned close to the boy. “The Mafia’s work­ing with them this time. They want

    the In­di­ans to get it back be­cause they’ll be able to take it away from them eas­ier. You

    know what I mean?”




    And young Sam Gre­go­ry would nod, even though he wasn’t sure what his grand­fa­ther meant

    by the Mafia. The boy had come to hate his sum­mers on the farm. He went be­cause his par­ents

    made him go, ex­pect­ing that it would help build char­ac­ter in the young boy. All sum­mer

    long, he worked for his keep. He tried to spend as much of that work­time as pos­si­ble around

    the house help­ing his grand­moth­er, a warm, cud­dly wom­an whose smell was redo­lent of

    bis­cuits and dumplings and eggs and ba­con. His grand­fa­ther fright­ened him with his talk of

    In­di­ans and the Mafia, and al­so just be­cause he was a big man in a big man’s world. The boy

    did not take any so­lace in the knowl­edge that one day he would be a man and join that man’s

    world. Itwas his na­ture to be fright­ened by ¿he fu­ture, just as he was fright­ened of

    his grand­fa­ther.




    And nev­er was he more fright­ened than on Sat­ur­day af­ter­noons dur­ing the sum­mer when

    Moose Gre­go­ry would take two ri­fles, a 30.06 and a .22 cal­iber, down from a rack in the

    light­less wood-​pan­eled liv­ing room of the farm­house. The young boy would trail his

    grand­fa­ther out in­to the woods that ringed the 240-acre farm and that stretched, as dark as

    pitch, for miles in each di­rec­tion. No flick­er of sun­light seemed ev­er to have reached the

    for­est floor.




    The old man, car­ry­ing both ri­fles un­der his left arm and a bag of bot­tles in his right

    hand, would stop at a small clear­ing deep in the woods. He would stack a dozen bot­tles in one

    end of the clear­ing, on stumps, in the fork of trees, on an old hol­low log. Then he would

    come back and di­rect young Sam to strip the .22 ri­fle and clean it. Sam would take the ri­fle

    apart, clean it with an oiled rag his grand­fa­ther kept in a wa­ter­proof pouch, and then put

    it back to­geth­er, all un­der the old man’s in­tense gaze.




    On­ly then would Gram­pa Gre­go­ry give Sam bul­lets, .22 cal­iber long ri­fle shells. The

    boy slipped the shells in­to the am­mu­ni­tion reser­voir of the re­peat­ing ri­fle, and then

    at his grand­fa­ther’s di­rec­tion fired at the bot­tles.




    Gen­er­al­ly he missed, and his grand­fa­ther would kick dirt, and tell him with a chill in

    his voice, “When the In­di­ans and the Mafia come, you’re not go­ing to be much help, boy.”




    Sam would reload and try again, usu­al­ly with no bet­ter re­sults.




    “You’re try­ing too hard,” the old man said. “You’re hold­ing that ri­fle like it’s

    poi­soned and you’re afraid it’s catch­ing. You have to make it feel like part of your body.

    Like it be­longs to you and you love it. Like this.” And the old man would raise his 30.06 and,

    seem­ing­ly with­out sight­ing, pull ofl a half dozen shots that would scat­ter bot­tles and

    glass chips ten feet high in the air. Young Sam Gre­go­ry hat­ed the sharp re­port of the guns;

    he hat­ed the sight of the bot­tles fly­ing; and even though he did try, he could nev­er get

    the hang of it.




    The old man and the boy would stay in the woods un­til the pock­et of his grand­fa­ther’s

    red plaid mack­inaw, in which he kept a box­ful of .22 cal­iber shells, was emp­ty and then

    they would trudge back to the house.




    And oc­ca­sion­al­ly, the old man would no­tice that the boy was up­set over his fail­ure

    and he would clap a large hand on his shoul­der and say, “Some peo­ple ain’t maybe cut out for

    fir­ing guns. But that doesn’t mean you aren’t worth a lot. Ev­ery­body can do good in the

    world in their own way. That’s why we were put here.” And young Sam would hope that was the end

    of the tar­get prac­tice, but next Sat­ur­day, the old man would reach up to the liv­ing room

    rack and take down the ri­fles again for their reg­ular for­ay in­to the woods.




    As he grew old­er, the boy be­gan to read all the books he could find on ri­fles and

    hand­guns. With mon­ey he earned he bought him­self a tar­get ri­fle. He nev­er learned his

    grand­fa­ther’s se­cret of mak­ing the ri­fle feel a part of his body, but he learned to shoot

    by us­ing tele­scop­ic sights and me­chan­ical tricks. He de­vel­oped a gad­get that would

    au­tomatical­ly al­ter the weight of the trig­ger pull on a gun, so that even if he did jerk it

    while fir­ing, it would be too late to have any efíect be­cause the bul­let was al­ready on its

    way. Lat­er, he de­vised a wrist brace to help a marks­man hold a heavy hand­gun with­out

    wa­ver­ing or sway­ing. He made his own guns.




    And all the while, he hat­ed guns and shoot­ing, but some­thing in the back of his mind kept

    him at it, be­cause he want­ed to prove some­thing to his grand­fa­ther.




    Af­ter en­gi­neer­ing school, the first thing he in­vent­ed was a new kind of car­tridge,

    whose slug frag­ment­ed. How­ev­er, un­like oth­er frag­men­ta­tion shells that scat­tered in

    all di­rec­tions, the Gre­go­ry shell frag­ment­ed in a steady pre­dictable pat­tern so that

    when fired at any tar­get, one of the pieces of slug was sure to take the tar­get down.




    It was years since his grand­moth­er had died and ” Gram­pa Gre­go­ry was liv­ing alone on

    the farm, still work­ing it him­self, when Sam showed up one week­end with a box of his new

    shells and chal­lenged him to a shoot­ing match.




    The old man was now in his sev­en­ties. He was still big and strong look­ing, but to young

    Sam, the smell of death seemed to be on him, the feel­ing that this gi­ant oak of a man had

    al­ready been splin­tered by life’s light­ning and was just wait­ing to die.




    Word­less­ly the two men walked out in­to the woods. The on­ly con­ces­sion to the change in

    age was that on this trip young Sam Gre­go­ry car­ried the bot­tles.




    He set the bot­tles on the ground, fifty yards from where his grand­fa­ther stood. He was

    care­ful to space them far enough apart so that none of his newfrag­men­ta­tion shells

    would take out two bot­tles at once.




    He walked back to his grand­fa­ther and start­ed to load the .22 ri­fle.




    “Hold on, son. You ain’t gonna clean that piece first?” his grand­fa­ther said.




    The younger man nod­ded and took the weapon apart, cleaned it and re­assem­bled it.




    He load­ed it and stood next to his grand­fa­ther.




    “Which six you want, Gram­pa?” he asked.




    “I’ll take the ones on the left,” the old man said. He moved back and sat down on a tree

    stump, then lift­ed his ri­fle to his shoul­der and pulled off six rapid shots. Six bot­tles

    shat­tered and the old man looked at his grand­son.




    “Not bad, Gram­pa,” Sam Gre­go­ry said. From a stand­ing po­si­tion, he raised his ri­fle

    and squeezed off six rapid shots. The last six bot­tles shat­tered.




    When he turned to look at his grand­fa­ther, the old man had a strange look on his face.




    “I guess you’re ready for those In­di­ans and that Mafia now,” the old man said soft­ly.

    Even as he spoke, his face was turn­ing a pained pasty white. His ri­fle dropped from the crook

    of his arm. He tried to raise both hands to his chest, but be­fore he could, the old man fell

    back­ward off the tree stump. He was dead.




    Back at the mu­ni­tions plant, Sam con­tin­ued work­ing on the frag­men­ta­tion bul­lets,

    al­ter­ing and mod­ify­ing them for a large range of guns from ri­fles to pis­tols. Then he

    de­vised a new type of hand­gun, built for the frag­men­ta­tion shells, and cou­pled with a new

    scope of his own de­sign. The tele­scop­ic sight con­tained a se­ries of lens­es, mount­ed in

    such a waythat the gun could be used at arm’s length, and the in­ten­si­fied-​light

    im­age on the scope would be as clear as watch­ing a pic­ture on a minia­ture tele­vi­sion

    re­ceiv­er. On the scope’s ground glass, around the im­age of the tar­get, were a se­ries of

    rings that cor­re­spond­ed to the ap­prox­imate dis­tance from the tar­get. At 100 yards, if

    the tar­get was some­where in the cen­ter ring, the frag shell was cer­tain to bring it down.

    At fifty yards, the tar­get ob­ject could be any­where with­in the two cen­ter rings and the

    shoot­er would be cer­tain of hit­ting it. At twen­ty-​five yards, the tar­get could be

    any­where in the scope, and the frag­men­ta­tion bul­lets, now re­designed out of a soft­er

    met­al that did more dam­age on im­pact, would be guar­an­teed to kill.




    It was lit­er­al­ly a gun that could not miss, and when Gre­go­ry had re­fined the de­sign,

    he did two things. First, he re­signed from the weapons com­pa­ny. Sec­ond, he patent­ed the

    scope and the bul­lets and the hand­gun.




    Soon af­ter, he sent spec­ifi­ca­tions of it to the Pen­tagon. Four months lat­er, af­ter

    sign­ing a twen­ty-​mil­lion-​dol­lar con­tract to pro­duce the guns for the Army, Sam

    Gre­go­ry was a rich man.




    And, he re­al­ized in­creas­ing­ly as time went on, a bored one.




    At his es­tate in El­beron, New Jer­sey, he tin­kered with the de­sign of oth­er weapons,

    but his mind was not re­al­ly on it.




    He thought of­ten of those days in the woods with his grand­fa­ther. Even at the end, he had

    not been able to beat the old man hon­est­ly in a shoot­ing match. Was there any­thing else?

    The old man had of­ten talked about do­ing good in the world, andthat was the way he had

    tried to live his life. Maybe, just maybe, Sam Gre­go­ry thought, he might just be able to do

    more good than his grand­fa­ther had done.




    One day, com­ing back from New York where he had seen his tax lawyer, he ran in­to a

    mon­umen­tal traf­fic tieup com­ing out of the Hol­land Tun­nel in Jer­sey City. To avoid the

    traf­fic, he had turned off the high­way, and found him­self wan­der­ing along the streets of

    Bay City.




    All Sam Gre­go­ry knew about Bay City was that it was a wa­ter­front town that had fall­en

    on hard times. In the old days, his mu­ni­tions plant of­ten had de­liv­ered goods to dock­side

    for ship­ment to Army posts over­seas, but all that busi­ness in Bay City had stopped years

    be­fore.




    Try­ing to get through the town, he made a wrong turn and found him­self on Riv­er Street,

    the long thor­ough­fare that front­ed the city’s old de­cay­ing piers. Up ahead of him, near

    the curb, he saw a black chauf­feured limou­sine. That sur­prised him. Bay City was not the

    kind of com­mu­ni­ty for chauf­feured limousines. He saw a man get out of the back seat of the

    car, flanked by two ug­ly-​look­ing body­guards.




    “A grease­ball,” he said to him­self and pulled to the curb to watch. The man was Mafia. He

    knew it. He could tell.




    And down the block he saw an­oth­er. And around the cor­ner, an­oth­er.




    Sam Gre­go­ry’s mind was click­ing as he drove through the town and when he saw the small

    of­fice of the Bay City Bu­gle, he went in­side and bought copies of each pa­per for the last

    six months.




    When he took them home and read them, he re­al­ized what had hap­pened.




    Some­how, an out­sider, Roc­co No­bile, had come in­to the town, got­ten him­self in­stalled

    as may­or and was now turn­ing the city over to the Mafia.




    Sud­den­ly, Sam Gre­go­ry wasn’t bored any­more. His grand­fa­ther had told him so of­ten to

    do good, and he now had found the good thing to do, the thing that would give his life mean­ing

    and pur­pose.




    He would drive the Mafia from Bay City.




    A touch of asth­ma, a si­nus con­di­tion and a gen­er­al­ly run­ny nose had kept Sam

    Gre­go­ry out of the Army, but even with­out mil­itary ex­pe­ri­ence he knew that he need­ed a

    bat­tle plan and sol­diers to car­ry it out if he were to win his war against the Mafia.




    It took him two weeks to get his army to­geth­er.




    There was Mark Tolan. He was a brood­ing, mus­cu­lar, dark-​haired man who had been

    court-​mar­tialed in Viet­nam for prov­ing the no-​miss ca­pa­bil­ity of the Gre­go­ry

    Sur-​Shot hand­gun, pri­mar­ily against wom­en and chil­dren. He had tried to call Gre­go­ry as

    a de­fense wit­ness at his court-​mar­tial, ap­par­ent­ly on the unique le­gal the­ory that if

    he could prove how easy it was to kill with that gun, the court-​mar­tial board would

    un­der­stand why he had plugged two dozen wom­en and chil­dren. Gre­go­ry had ap­peared, but

    Tolan, a ca­reer sergeant, was still thrown out of ser­vice. He had been work­ing for the last

    four years in a drive-​in restau­rant.




    The sec­ond mem­ber of the team was Al Bak­er whom Gre­go­ry had met one night in a New York

    restau­rant. Bak­er had told him that he was a mem­ber of the Mafia who had fled the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion andlived, and of­fered to or­ga­nize Gre­go­ry’s weapons fac­to­ry if he

    had any union prob­lems. He had giv­en Gre­go­ry his card which Gre­go­ry had saved, but had

    nev­er known why. He re­mem­bered his grand­fa­ther’s wor­ries about the Mafia and would nev­er

    have any­thing to do with any­one in the mob. But now . . . now that he was fight­ing the mob,

    a man with Bak­er’s con­nec­tions and knowl­edge would be a def­inite as­set, par­tic­ular­ly

    since he had long ago left the mob. He did not know that Al Bak­er was a small time num­bers

    run­ner whose clos­est con­nec­tion with the Mafia had been see­ing The God­fa­ther

    twen­ty-​three times and there­after prac­tic­ing talk­ing like Mar­lon Bran­do.




    The fi­nal mem­ber of the team was a for­mer ac­tor who had tak­en to writ­ing Gre­go­ry a

    lot of let­ters af­ter an ar­ti­cle about the gun de­sign­er had ap­peared in a na­tion­al

    mag­azine. The let­ters had quot­ed Shake­speare a lot and praised Gre­go­ry’s in­ven­tions and

    prayed, for­sooth, that the weapons would on­ly be used on the scum of the world which

    de­served that kind of end. Gre­go­ry liked the writ­er’s lit­er­ary style-​it was the

    fan­ci­est thing he had ev­er seen- and had start­ed to cor­re­spond with him. The ac­tor’s

    name was Nicholas Liz­zard. He was an ema­ci­at­ed six-​foot-​five. He car­ried a doc­tor’s

    leather bag with him, in which he car­ried make­up for dis­guis­es. His skill was such that,

    ful­ly made up, he could mask his height and look bare­ly six-​feet-​four.




    All four men now sat around pool­side at Sam Gre­go­ry’s El­beron es­tate.




    Gre­go­ry was draw­ing a chart. He list­ed him­self as the com­man­der in a big

    pen­cil-​drawn box. Be­low that he had three oth­er small­er pen­cil-​drawnbox­es. In

    them he put the army’s names: Mark Tolan, Al Bak­er, Nicholas Liz­zard. He drew un­es

    con­nect­ing all the box­es.




    “This is our ta­ble of or­ga­ni­za­tion,” he said. He looked around the ta­ble. Nicholas

    Liz­zard was pour­ing a re­fill of iced Vod­ka in­to a tall wa­ter glass. Mark Tolan was

    sight­ing down the bar­rel of an un­load­ed Gre­go­ry Sur-​Shot at a con­crete duck on the far

    side of the swim­ming pool. On­ly Al Bak­er was look­ing at the chart. He was rub­bing his

    hands to­geth­er ner­vous­ly.




    “Nice ta­ble of or­ga­ni­za­tion,” he said. “Like we had in the Mafia, when I was a

    sol­dier, be­fore I man­aged to es­cape with my life. Want me to tell you about it?”




    “Not right now,” Gre­go­ry said. He turned to­ward Mark Tolan. “Stop that,” he said. Tolan

    was star­ing down the sights of the Gre­go­ry Sur-​Shot at a point halfway be­tween Sam

    Gre­go­ry’s eyes, squeez­ing the trig­ger. Be­hind the butt of the gun and his hand, his face

    was im­pas­sive, dark­ly brood­ing. He gave no sign that he had heard Gre­go­ry, but he turned

    qui­et­ly in his chair and be­gan to draw a bead on birds fly­ing over­head. Un­der his breath,

    Gre­go­ry could hear him say­ing soft­ly, “Bang. Bang.”




    Gre­go­ry looked at Nicholas Liz­zard, who was just fin­ish­ing his glass of Vod­ka, and

    cast­ing eyes at the bot­tle. As he reached for it, Gre­go­ry got it first, and set it on the

    flag­stone pa­tio un­der his feet. He leaned over and snatched the Gre­go­ry Sur-​Shot from

    Mark Tolan’s hands. Tolan wheeled in his chair, his face red with hate, his cold eyes nar­rowed

    with rage. It was the face of a homi­ci­dal ma­ni­ac, Gre­go­ry re­al­ized, and he de­cid­ed

    that Mark Tolanwould be the num­ber one cap­tain in his war against the Mafia.




    “Now lis­ten, you three,” Gre­go­ry said. “You know what’s wrong with you?”




    “Yeah, we’re poor,” Bak­er said.




    “No. Like me, you’re bored,” Gre­go­ry said. “You’ve got noth­ing to do in your ufe. You,

    Bak­er, you’re busy fool­ing around with unions, and you, Mark, you’re a short-​or­der cook in

    a quick­ie restau­rant, and you, Liz­zard, you’re an ac­tor with­out parts.”




    “Man of many parts,” Liz­zard said, some­what thick­ly. “Many parts.”




    Tolan laughed de­ri­sive­ly.




    “Hark,” said Liz­zard. “I do be­lieve that Jack the Rip­per chuck­les.”




    The thin ac­tor had his chin on his hands on the ta­ble. Tolan growled and lunged across the

    ta­ble with his own hands, reach­ing for Liz­zard’s throat. Liz­zard re­coiled. Tolan missed.

    He looked to­ward the gun in Gre­go­ry’s lap.




    “Stop it, you two. Stop it,” Gre­go­ry said.




    “Yeah,” Bak­er said. “The Mafia’s got more dis­ci­pline than this. We act like this, we

    ain’t got no chance. You wan­na know how the Mafia woul­da done this?”




    “What do you know about the Mafia, you clown?” Tolan said. Gre­go­ry re­al­ized they were

    the first words Tolan had said since ar­riv­ing, ex­cept for “Bang, bang” un­der his

    breath.




    “Enough. Enough,” Gre­go­ry said. “You see what I mean? You men, all of us, we’re so bored,

    we don’t have any­thing bet­ter to do than to pick on each oth­er. Picky. Picky.”




    “Dicky doo,”‘ said Tolan.




    Gre­go­ry ig­nored him. He point­ed at each of the three men, in turn, with his Eber­hard

    Faber Mon­gol 482 #1 yel­low pen­cil.




    “But that’s all over now. We’ve got some­thing to live for. We’re go­ing to live big lives.

    They’re go­ing to know we were here. We’re go­ing to live huge.”




    “Ah, life, its sweet­ness chal­lenges me,” said Liz­zard, who had re­turned his head to his

    hands and was drift­ing off to sleep.




    “How we gonna live?” Bak­er said. “I’m giv­ing up a good job union or­ga­niz­ing.”




    “Mon­ey’s not your wor­ry any­more,” Gre­go­ry said. “We’re an army and we’re a

    well-​fi­nanced army. And the en­emy is the Mafia in Bay City. We’re go­ing af­ter them,

    boys.”




    “Good,” said Tolan. “Kill ‘em all. Blow their eyes out. Shoot their brains all over the

    street. Gut shoot them so they die slow. Fill them up with com­pressed air and let them blow

    up. Skin them alive be­fore we shoot them. Toss their guts in the street. Set fire to their

    in­testines.




    Liz­zard retched. Bak­er cov­ered his mouth with his hand so he wouldn’t throw up on the

    ta­ble.




    “Well, some­thing like that,” Gre­go­ry said. He point­ed with his pen­cil at the ta­ble of

    or­ga­ni­za­tion. “This is it. Our army. We need a name.”




    “What for?” said Bak­er ner­vous­ly. He did not want any­one to find out he was con­nect­ed

    with these loonies.




    “If we don’t have a name, how will we get fan mail?” Tolan said.




    “That ain’t fun­ny,” said Bak­er.




    “We need a name be­cause we want them to knowwho’s af­ter them. We want them to fear

    the dark,” Gre­go­ry said. “To know that each step could bt their last. To know that each

    per­son they pass on the street might live on­ly to see them die. We want them to be afraid as

    they have made oth­ers afraid. That’s why . . .” He point­ed with his pen­cil. “That’s why we

    need a name.” To em­pha­size the point, he grabbed the pen­cil in both hands and snapped it. He

    looked at the bro­ken piece in his right hand, then looked around the ta­ble. Tolan was

    look­ing up to­ward the sky, point­ing his in­dex fin­ger at birds, go­ing “Bang, bang” un­der

    his breath. Liz-​zard seemed asleep. All Gre­go­ry could see was the thin­ning hair on the top

    of his pink head. Bak­er was look­ing around ner­vous­ly as if ex­pect­ing the back­yard to be

    raid­ed.




    “That’s it,” Gre­go­ry said. He held up the rub­ber-​tipped end of the pen­cil.




    “From here on in, I’m The Eras­er.” He waved the eras­er over his head. “And you’re . . .

    you’re all … The Rubout Squad.”




    “Who do I kill first?” asked Tolan.




    “Can I have the Vod­ka back now?” asked Liz-​zard with­out rais­ing his head.




    “You was talk­ing about us get­ting paid,” Bak­er said. “How much and when?”




    “We’re go­ing to get them all,” said Gre­go­ry. “The goons and the gun­sels and the gin­zos.

    And most of all, that cor­rupt­ing may­or, Roc­co No­bile.”


  




  

    CHAPTER FIVE




    “The cli­mate is very good here,” May­or Roc­co No-​bile said in­to the tele­phone.




    “It’s good here too,” came back the gruff voice. “It was in the eight­ies yes­ter­day and we

    ain’t get­ting no rain at all.”




    No­bile looked away and sighed. “I mean the busi­ness cli­mate,” he said.




    “Oh yeah. That. Okay. Well, we was talk­ing about it yes­ter­day and ev­ery­body kin­da

    thinks it’s a good idea, mov­ing and all.”




    “Sure,” No­bile said. “Cen­tral­ize your op­er­ation. It’s just good busi­ness.”




    “That’s the word they used yes­ter­day too. Cen­tral­ize. They said it was like Gen­er­al

    Mo­tors, they don’t go build­ing cars ev­ery­place, ex­cept they stay in that grub­by frig­ging

    De­troit.”




    “Right. And what’s good for Gen­er­al Mo­tors is good for you,” No­bile said.




    “Ex­act­ly. Count on us, Roc­co.”




    “Okay. Take care.” No­bile hung up the tele­phone in his apart­ment and sighed again. He had

    been on the tele­phone all morn­ing to the West Coast sug­gest­ing to cer­tain in­de­pen­dent

    busi­ness­men that their busi­ness op­er­ations might be more sound­ly run in Bay City. He

    de­scribed the beau­ti­ful lo­ca­tion, just min­utes away from the New York metropoli­tan area,

    the world’s prime mar­ket for ev­ery­thing le­gal and il­le­gal. He point­ed out the city’s

    nat­ural har­bor, which he was now hav­ing cleaned up to re­open the chan­nels and al­low ships

    to move in and out from for­eign coun­tries, more or less freely. There would be, he

    em­pha­sized, no fed­er­al mon­ey in­volved in the har­bor cleanup and there­fore no fed­er­al

    per­son­nel hov­er­ing around, watch­ing things that didn’t con­cern them.




    He had held this dis­cus­sion be­fore with many oth­er in­de­pen­dent busi­ness­men and all

    had told him they might be in­ter­est­ed once he had proven he could get con­trol of Bay City.

    Now he had it and he could de­liv­er it to them.




    On his way to his of­fice, Roc­co No­bile felt sat­is­fied that with­in the next few weeks

    more of the va­cant lofts along Riv­er Street would soon have new ten­ants, new and thriv­ing

    busi­ness­es.




    No­bile ar­rived at his of­fice at 9:15 A.M. in the old di­lap­idat­ed City Hall, where he

    had specif­ical­ly re­ject­ed a sug­ges­tion that the build­ing be re­paint­ed. The last thing

    he want­ed was to give some kind of sig­nal that might drift to the out­side world that things

    were chang­ing in Bay City. The city had, for years, been ig­nored by the world and the press

    and he would be hap­py to keep it that way. He on­ly wished the har­bor cleanup work could be

    doneat night so no one would no­tice that it was un­der­way.




    At 11:30 A.M., he met with his five-​mem­ber City Com­mis­sion, three of whose mem­bers had

    vot­ed to in­stall him as may­or and whose oth­er two mem­bers had ab­stained. They talked

    about the im­pend­ing city bud­get, about which May­or No­bile knew noth­ing and cared less and

    they talked about the prospect of pay­roll cuts and No­bile told them to do what­ev­er they

    want­ed. When the meet­ing was over, he asked the three coun­cil­men who had vot­ed him in­to

    of­fice to stay for a few min­utes and when the two ab­sten­tions had left the room, No­bile

    hand­ed the coun­cil­men fat en­velopes filled with cash.




    “More where that came from, fel­las,” he said.




    “Good,” said Wal­ter Fin­gal O’Fla­her­ty Wills Wilde. “Keep it com­ing.”




    Out­side the may­or’s of­fice, the three coun­cil­men found rea­sons to bur­row them­selves

    in­to cor­ners so they could look in­to the en­velopes and make sure they hadn’t been hand­ed

    coupons from the news­pa­per in­stead of cash.




    At noon, Roc­co No­bile be­gan to look through the day’s mail, a bor­ing task which an­noyed

    him be­cause all the good mail was nev­er sent by mail. It was hand-​de­liv­ered to his

    apart­ment at the Bay City Arms.




    He looked quick­ly through the stack of let­ters. Em­ploy­ee unions, state en­vi­ron­men­tal

    agen­cies, fed­er­al bu­reaus, fan mail. One let­ter was un­opened. There was a lump in the

    mid­dle of the brown en­ve­lope and on the out­side his name had been print­ed in ink along

    with a warn­ing: PER­SON­AL, CON­FI­DEN­TIAL.




    The let­ter was hand­writ­ten on lined yel­low pa­per. It was print­ed in block let­ters. It

    read:




    MAY­OR NO­BILE. YOU ARE A BLOT UP­ON THE FACE OF AMER­ICA. THE ERAS­ER RUBS OUT BLOTS. YOUR

    TIME IS COM­ING SOON.




    It was signed: THE ERAS­ER.




    And Scotch­taped to the bot­tom of the let­ter was half of a bro­ken pen­cil, the eras­er

    end.




    No­bile scratched his head un­der the blue-​black hair and, as was cus­tom­ary, looked at

    his fin­ger­tips as he with­drew his hand. Then he read the let­ter again.




    On his pri­vate tele­phone h’ne, he di­aled a num­ber he had nev­er called be­fore but had

    com­mit­ted to mem­ory. He did not know who was on the oth­er end of the line.




    When the dry voice an­swered, he said sim­ply, “I’m in trou­ble.”




    There was this lit­tle store off Canal Street in New York City that sold pure silk blous­es

    from Hong Kong at half the price you could buy them any­where else, so Ru­by Gon­za­lez was

    go­ing to go there and spend some time. But first she had to get out of Bay City, which was

    ug­ly.




    She want­ed to get to the store ear­ly so she had no time to waste.




    She walked around the back of the Bay City Arms apart­ment build­ing. It was a warm day and

    Ru­by wore a white hal­ter top and black slacks. Her cof­fee-​with-​milk skin seemed a per­fect

    mid­dle ground be­tween the light and dark of her cloth­ing.




    There was a ramp be­hind the build­ing lead­ing to an un­der­ground garage, and whistling

    light­ly and swing­ing her purse, Ru­by walked down the ramp. It was cool and air­less un­der

    the build­ing. Forty cars were parked in num­bered slots and she had no trou­ble pick­ing out

    the black Cadil­lac with the New Jer­sey MG-​mean­ing mu­nic­ipal gov­ern­ment- li­cense plates

    which be­longed to May­or Roc­co No-​bile.




    She stood be­hind the Cadil­lac for a mo­ment, look­ing around. There was no one else in the

    garage. She root­ed in­to her purse and found a large Ida­ho bak­ing pota­to. She bent over and

    jammed it in­to the end of the ex­haust pipe.




    It could just as eas­ily have been a bomb.




    As she was walk­ing from the garage, a man came out the door at the far end of the

    build­ing.




    Ru­by made a sharp turn and walked rapid­ly to­ward him.




    “Hold the door,” she called. She smiled at him.




    He held the door open for her as she brushed by him.




    “Thanks,” she said.




    “Have a nice day,” he said.




    She wait­ed un­til the heavy met­al door swung shut be­hind her, then got her bear­ings and

    went to the el­eva­tor.




    In­side she pressed the top-​floor but­ton. When the door opened, she was in a car­pet­ed

    hall, fac­ing four doors. One of the cen­tral doors had pot­ted plants on each side of it. That

    would be the main en­trance to Roc­co No­bile’s apart­ment.




    Ru­by fished in her purse and found a thin strip of steel, the size of a cred­it card.




    She lis­tened at the door at the far left end of the hall. There was no sound from in­side.

    She slipped the thin strip of met­al un­der the wood mold­ing of the door frame near the lock.

    She pressed hard, and felt the lock slip open. She pulled the door out a half-​inch to

    sat­is­fy her­self there was no oth­er lock. She pushed the door closed and re­moved the met­al

    strip, qui­et­ly re­lock­ing the door.




    She did the same thing at the door at the far right side of the hall.




    Then she rode back down on the el­eva­tor.




    In the lob­by, she waved at the door­man who waved back. She smiled at him as he opened the

    door for her. Breezi­ly, she walked across the street and got be­hind the wheel of her white

    Lin­coln Con­ti­nen­tal.




    So far, she thought, it was a joke.




    She kept her eyes on the front door of the apart­ment build­ing, oc­ca­sion­al­ly check­ing

    be­hind her in the rearview mir­ror.




    Fif­teen min­utes lat­er, she saw the may­or’s black limou­sine turn­ing the cor­ner. Ru­by

    picked up a gro­cery bag off the back seat of the car. In her mind, it could very eas­ily have

    con­tained a sub­ma­chine gun.




    She got out of her car and walked across the street just as the may­or’s car, buck­ing and

    puff­ing, pulled up to the front door of the Bay City Arms.




    As she drew close to the front en­trance, the door opened and a man she as­sumed was the

    may­or stepped out­side. An­oth­er man fol­lowed be­hind him. The may­or smiled at Ru­by. The

    body­guard scowled, then held the door to the rear seat open for Roc­co No­bile.




    The car sput­tered. Ru­by walked to­ward it. If she had car­ried a ma­chine gun, she would

    sim­ply have tak­en it out now and used it.




    In­stead, she said to the body­guard still stand­ing next to the car, “There’s some­thing

    stuck in your ex­haust pipe.”




    He looked at her sus­pi­cious­ly.




    She smiled and point­ed to the rear of the car. “The ex­haust pipe,” she said. “Some­thing’s

    stuck in it.”




    The man growled. Ru­by shrugged. She turned away from the build­ing. Roc­co No­bile saw her

    and smiled and gave her a small wave. She waved back.




    The pota­to was re­moved from the ex­haust and the may­or’s car had driv­en away, be­fore

    Ru­by drove her own car out of Bay City to­ward the Hol­land Tun­nel to New York.




    She stopped to use a tele­phone in a booth along­side the road­way.




    “Doc­tor Smith?” she said. ¦




    “Yes,” an­swered Harold W. Smith. ¡




    “Ru­by. That may­or got no se­cu­ri­ty at all.”




    “As bad as that?” Smith asked.




    “Yeah,” Ru­by said. “I coul­da put a bomb un­der his car and no one would have no­ticed. I

    got in­to his build­ing with no trou­ble at all. I slipped two of the locks in­to his

    apart­ment. And when he came out to go to work, I walked right up to him and I coul­da blown

    him away. His body­guards are hope­less.”




    Smith sighed on the oth­er end of the phone.




    “Thank you, Ru­by.”




    “I think if you got some rea­son to want to keepthat man alive, you bet­ter send in

    some­body. Send in the do­do. He can do it.”




    “All right, Ru­by,” Smith said. “When will you be back?”




    Ru­by pic­tured those half-​price silk blous­es in her mind. “Take a few hours,” she lied.

    “I’m hav­ing me some car trou­ble.”


  




  

    CHAPTER SIX




    The forty-​foot-​long wood­en boat drift­ed aim­less­ly through the At­lantic Ocean. It had

    dieseled out at dawn from Mon­tauk on the east­ern tip of Long Is­land, on­ly forty miles away,

    but its di­rec­tion was north­east, and when the boat’s mo­tors were turned off, it lay in 450

    feet of wa­ter 120 miles due east of Man­hat­tan.




    Re­mo and Chi­un sat atop a wood­en lock­er on the back deck. Re­mo had peeled off his

    usu­al black T-​shirt and was wear­ing on­ly his black chi­nos and a pair of white leather

    run­ning shoes with black di­ag­onal stripes across the top. Chi­un wore a white bro­cad­ed

    ki­mono which Re­mo es­ti­mat­ed weighed at least fif­teen pounds.




    Over his bare chest, Re­mo had put a thick leather har­ness, cut Like a short vest. Hooked

    be­low his belt was a padded met­al gim­bal, a cup-​like de­vice that looked as if it was

    de­signed to hold a flag­pole.




    “I do not un­der­stand this,” Chi­un said. He hadsaid it half a dozen times on the

    three-​hour trip out in­to the ocean and Re­mo ig­nored it as he had the ear­li­er five

    times.




    He watched the rear of the boat as Mick­ey, the mate, cut up her­ring and threw slices out

    In­to the oily chum slick the boat was trail­ing through the wa­ter. Two-​inch-​thick fish­ing

    poles an­gled out from the side of the boat, their heavy ny­lon lines pulled out at al­most

    90-de­gree an­gles from the per­pen­dic­ular.




    “Why do you want to kill a fish that isn’t do­ing any­thing to you and that you do not eat?”

    Chi­un said. “What did a shark ev­er do to you?”




    “I’m get­ting even for Jaws,” Re­mo said. “That shark scared a hun­dred mil­lion

    peo­ple.”




    “Is that shark here?” Chi­un asked.




    “That was a me­chan­ical shark. Plas­tic and met­al.”




    “And you are go­ing to get your re­venge by at­tack­ing a flesh and blood shark?” Chi­un

    said.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly. I kill thir­ty peo­ple last week and you don’t care. I come out here to kill

    a shark and you get all bent out of shape. I don’t un­der­stand you, Chi­un.”




    Re­mo point­ed to­ward Mick­ey. The big husky blond mate leaned over the rear of the boat

    to­ward the wa­ter. “Come on, sveethots,” he called out soft­ly. “Mick­ey is here to kill all

    you bas­tards.” He shook his fist at the qui­et wa­ter and fin­gered the knife in the leather

    scab­bard at his waist.




    “You should have got him for train­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “At least he has the right at­ti­tude,” Chi­un said, “even if he does waste it on a poor

    harm­less fish.”




    Re­mo start­ed to an­swer but there was a screaming whis­tle as the Une be­gan to un­reel

    off one of the rods. Even though the reel was on full drag and a grown man would have had

    trou­ble pulling line off it, this line was whistling out at top speed.




    “Hit,” Mick­ey yelled out. “Hit.”




    Re­mo jumped up and ran to the fish­ing rod. He lift­ed it from its hold­er and pushed it

    in­to the met­al cup he wore on the belt across his groin. He fas­tened two leather clips from

    the leather vest to the sides of the pole. He was now se­cure­ly fas­tened to the rod and reel.

    If they went over­board, so did he.




    As they had mo­tored out to the fish­ing grounds that morn­ing, Mick­ey had told Re­mo, “A

    lot of peo­ple think that’s so they don’t get hurt, but that’s bull­shit. We clip them to the

    rod and reel so they know if they drop it, they go over with it.”




    “You lose a lot of fish­er­men that way?” Re­mo asked.




    “Frig ‘em. Any­body lets a shark slide de­serves what he gets.”




    Re­mo moved to the stern of the boat and be­gan reel­ing in the Une. He knew the deU­cate

    point of the op­er­ation-​the weak link in this hookup be­tween man and fish was the thin

    ny­lon Une that con­nect­ed them. The fish had the pow­er to snap the line and .so did Re­mo

    and the skill was in bring­ing the fish in­to the boat with­out break­ing the line and los­ing

    the fish.




    The boat rocked back and forth in the wa­ter on the soft At­lantic waves. As it rocked

    back­ward, away from the fish, Re­mo held the pole taut. Then as the boat rocked for­ward,

    Re­mo reeled down quick­ly to take up slack in the Une. Slow­ly, foot by foot, he was bring­ing

    the fish in clos­er to the boat“Can you see it?” Re­mo asked Mick­ey, who stood

    along­side him, his gray-​green eyes squint­ed, scan­ning the wa­ter for the sign of fins or a

    tell­tale glimpse of the shark.




    “Don’t know. Keep reel­ing.” He paused, then whis­tled. “Son of a bitch. Look at that.”




    A dor­sal fin cut through the wa­ter to­ward the boat. The fin stuck three feet up out of

    the wa­ter.




    “It’s a great white!” Mick­ey yelled. “The big bas­tard. Reel, you suck­er. Reel in that

    line.”




    There was no pres­sure now on the line as Re­mo reeled. The fish swam to­ward the boat

    faster than Re­mo could pull in the slack line.




    “Chi­un, come look at this,” Re­mo called.




    “Away with you,” Chi­un said in dis­gust.




    The fish was on­ly fif­teen feet from the boat when it surged. Its gi­ant head came up out

    of the wa­ter, its knife-​like nose cut­ting above the bub­bly white-​green foam, its round

    mar­ble eyes star­ing in­sane­ly at Re­mo on the side of the boat. The shark opened its mouth

    and Re­mo looked down in­to the yawn­ing tan-​and-​pink chasm, at row af­ter row of nee­dle

    tri­an­gu­lar teeth. The mouth stretched two feet across from side to side and,

    in­vol­un­tar­ily, Re­mo leaned back­ward and the fish dropped back in­to the wa­ter and passed

    un­der the boat.




    Mick­ey pushed Re­mo to­ward the stern of the boat so Re­mo could pass the line around

    un­der the boat to pre­vent it from snag­ging un­der the old ves­sel’s hull and break­ing.




    “How big?” Re­mo asked.




    “A gi­ant,” Mick­ey said. “A mon­ster. A Jaws. Keep reel­ing.”




    Re­mo got around to the right rear end of theboat just in time to see the shark move

    up to the sur­face of the wa­ter and an­gle sharply to the right. The shark was at least

    twen­ty feet long.




    “A great white!” Mick­ey yelled. “I told you! Do what­ev­er you want, but don’t let him

    break that line.” He was un­clip­ping a ten-​foot-​long steel har­poon from its rack un­der the

    gun­whale. “Cap’n,” he yelled. “Wake up.”




    “Hah?” came a voice from the cock­pit, twelve feet above the deck.




    “Great white,” Mick­ey yelled. “Start the en­gines.”




    “Hah?”




    “Shit,” Mick­ey cursed soft­ly. He screamed. “Start the frig­ging en­gines!” To Re­mo, he

    said, “Two tons if he’s an ounce. Don’t let him snap that line. When he comes close again, I’ll

    get this har­poon in him.”




    “It’s a great white,” Re­mo called over his shoul­der to­ward Chi­un.




    “An im­prob­ably named species,” Chi­un sniffed.




    The fish was rac­ing par­al­lel to the boat now, along its left side. Re­mo saw that if the

    shark made a quick turn in to­ward the boat, his line could get hope­less­ly hung up on the

    cleats or hard­ware on the front of the boat and snap. He start­ed work­ing his way for­ward

    along the side of the boat. He tripped over Chi­un’s feet.




    “Watch your feet, Chi­un,” he growled.




    “Watch your mouth, great white thing,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo hopped up on­to the rail­ing. There was still slack in the line so there was no

    dan­ger of his be­ing jerked over­board and Re­mo walked along the rail­ing un­til he was in

    the front of the boat. The shark dove un­der the wa­ter and then swerved right,pass­ing

    in front of the boat. Re­mo kept reel­ing up slack.




    “Good move, sveethot,” Mick­ey said as he came up be­hind Re­mo, the long har­poon in his

    hand. He hooked it to a half-​inch-​thiek ny­lon rope, which was fas­tened to three bar­rels.

    If the har­poon got in­to the shark and lie pulled out the heavy line, the bar­rels were

    sup­posed to make it hard­er for him to sound, to drive straight down, be­cause their

    buoy­an­cy would keep fight­ing him back up­ward.




    “Come on, you suck­er, come back,” Mick­ey yelled at the fish, which was pass­ing from left

    to right across the front of the boat, bare­ly vis­ible as it cruised just un­der the wa­ter

    six­ty yards away. As if he had heard the mate, the shark turned and raced to­ward the prow of

    the boat. Re­mo heard the mo­tors of the boat start be­hind him.




    The gi­ant shark raced straight to­ward the bow of the boat. Re­mo could al­most feel the

    anger in the gi­ant fish’s body. When the shark was on­ly fif­teen feet away, Mick­ey raised

    the har­poon to his right shoul­der and fired. It bit in­to the flesh of the shark close

    be­hind the bul­let head and the shark twitched and dropped be­low the sur­face of the

    wa­ter.




    The bar­rels went skim­ming off the front of the deck boat.




    “All right. You can cut your line now if you want,” Mick­ey told Re­mo. The shark, rac­ing

    to­ward the stern of the boat un­der the wa­ter, yanked the rope against the bow of the boat

    and it turned slow­ly in the wa­ter; and then the shark was speed­ing back to­ward Man­hat­tan

    and the boat fol­lowed along be­hind him, the cap­tain gun­ning the en­gines, try­ing to stay

    close enough to the shark so that the fish’sstrength wasn’t pit­ted against the boat’s

    weight, in which case the on­ly ca­su­al­ty would be the half-​inch-​thick line con­nect­ing

    them.




    Re­mo used his fin­gers to snap the ny­lon line on his fish­ing pole, as if it had been an

    over­cooked strand of ver­mi­cel­li. He stuck the pole in­to a rack along­side the gun­wale and

    fol­lowed Mick­ey, who had gone to the stern to pre­pare an­oth­er har­poon. If they could get

    an­oth­er har­poon in­to the shark, they could slow him down by let­ting the weight of the boat

    drag on him. Un­til then, though, the rule was let him run.




    “Fun, isn’t it, Chi­un?” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un fixed him with a chill­ing glance and fold­ed his hands across his chest.




    Mick­ey had the sec­ond har­poon as­sem­bled and Re­mo fol­lowed him to the front of the

    boat.




    As the mate hooked an­oth­er line to the har­poon, they sud­den­ly felt the boat rock

    back­ward slight­ly, as if it had been caught in the wake of a large pass­ing ship. .Re­mo saw

    the blue-​and-​white ny­lon line which had been at­tached to the shark limply drop in­to the

    wa­ter.




    “Shit, shit and triple shit,” shout­ed Mick­ey. “The suck­er snapped the line.” He shook his

    fist out at the sea. The three bar­rels bobbed around on the sur­face of the wa­ter, still

    con­nect­ed by the line to the shark. Then as if they had been at­tached to a falling moun­tain

    of rock, they dropped straight be­neath the sur­face of the wa­ter. Re­mo and the mate stared

    for long sec­onds as the bar­rels dis­ap­peared, and then, as if they were corks re­leased

    un­der­wa­ter, the bar­rels rose again, shoot­ing .eight feet up in­to the air, be­fore

    hit­ting back down with a string ofthree slap splash­es. Above their heads, the cap­tain

    cut the en­gines.




    “We lost it, Chi­un,” Re­mo called back.




    “Good,” said Chi­un.




    “You don’t un­der­stand,” Re­mo said. “It was a gi­ant. A record, maybe.”




    “This fish was very im­por­tant to you?” ,




    “Yes.”




    “If you caught it, we would go back to our room be­fore I am burned black by this

    malev­olent sun?”




    “Yes.”




    “I see,” Chi­un said.




    Mick­ey nudged Re­mo. “He may come back. Some­times they do.”




    The two men stood at the front of the boat, watch­ing, their eyes cir­cling, but the ocean

    was still.




    “We’re far away from the chum slick,” Re­mo said.




    “Makes no dif­fer­ence,” the mate said. “When there’s a great white around, the oth­er

    sharks make them­selves scarce.”




    Re­mo glanced back and no­ticed that Chi­un had risen from his seat on the lock­er. Ht was

    stand­ing at the rear of the boat. From be­hind, he ap­peared to be dip­ping his hands in­to

    the wa­ter. Mick­ey no­ticed him too.




    “What’s he do­ing?” the mate asked.




    “Don’t be sur­prised at any­thing,” Re­mo said.




    As they both looked to­ward the stern, they saw it. The gi­ant shark came up to the sur­face

    of the wa­ter, di­rect­ly be­hind the boat. He was on­ly thir­ty feet away. He sped to­ward the

    boat at full speed.




    Mick­ey ran to­ward the rear of the ves­sel.




    “Chi­un, look out,” Re­mo called. He start­ed back al­so. Chi­un did not move.




    The shark was up­on the boat now and the ves­sel shud­dered as the gi­ant fish hit it at

    full speed. Re­mo could see the snout of the big beast rise above the gun­wale as his teeth and

    mouth rammed the back of the boat. Chi­un, in­stead of re­treat­ing, leaned fur­ther over

    to­ward the wa­ter.




    Mick­ey grabbed an­oth­er har­poon. Re­mo ran up be­hind Chi­un. Be­fore the two men reached

    him, the old Ko­re­an turned, an an­gel­ic smile of calm on his face.




    “Now we go?” he said to Re­mo.




    And be­hind him, the body of the great white shark rose slow­ly to the sur­face, float­ing,

    its eyes al­ready glazed over with death. It was a full twen­ty-​feet long and its tail fins

    flut­tered fee­bly as it float­ed be­hind the boat, and then it slow­ly re­volved on­to its

    back and its white bel­ly re­flect­ed the af­ter­noon sun­light like a piece of metal­lic

    foil.




    Mick­ey tossed the har­poon in­to the shark’s bel­ly and quick­ly se­cured the ny­lon rope

    to one of the rear cleats.




    “I don’t be­lieve it,” Re­mo said. “I’ve seen sharks with a bul­let in their head live for

    hours.”




    “I have seen grasshop­pers with­stand can­non shot,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo said “How?”




    “Be­cause the can­non shot missed. The bul­lets in the shark’s head missed. I do not

    miss.”




    “Got to bring him to side be­fore he sinks,” Mick­ey said. He be­gan haul­ing the shark in

    clos­er to get an­oth­er line around his tail. The cap­tain came down from the top cab­in to

    lend a hand.




    “What hap­pened to him?” the cap­tain asked.




    “Don’t know, Cap,” the mate an­swered.




    “They don’t just die for no rea­son,” the cap­tain said.




    Mick­ey shrugged. “Got me,” he said.




    As the two men strug­gled to bring the shark in, Re­mo asked Chi­un, “How’d you do

    that?”




    “Do what?”




    “Make him come. Then kill him.”




    “I called him with my fin­gers. It is re­al­ly easy. If you had paid at­ten­tion, you would

    have learned how. I think I taught that to you . . . yes, in your sec­ond month of train­ing.

    Ten years ago. What? You mean to say you weren’t lis­ten­ing?” Chi­un looked at Re­mo

    quizzi­cal­ly. “Sure­ly you must re­mem­ber. It came right be­tween my lec­ture on Ung po­et­ry

    and the his­to­ry of the House of Sinan­ju dur­ing the reign of the great­est Mas­ter, Wang.

    You do not re­mem­ber this?”




    ‘ “Don’t be wise,” Re­mo said. “You know I don’t re­mem­ber it. I slept through that month.

    How’d you kill him?”




    “I hit him on the nose as I will hit you on the nose if we do not re­turn im­me­di­ate­ly to

    our room.”




    Chi­un climbed in­to the large deck chair, closed his eyes and pre­tend­ed to nap.




    Be­hind him, Re­mo heard some­one swear.




    He looked up to see Mick­ey and the cap­tain lean­ing over the port side of the boat. When

    he joined them, he saw the faint trace of the great white’s sil­very-​brown body slip­ping down

    through the wa­ters to­ward the bot­tom of the ocean.




    For a mo­ment, Re­mo thought of jump­ing in af­ter it to re­trieve the line, but de­cid­ed

    it would taketoo long. The shark would drop down to the bot­tom and with­in min­utes

    oth­er fish would be­gin eat­ing away at the once-​feared killer.




    “Line broke,” Mick­ey ex­plained. “Damn.”




    When they got to shore, Chi­un woke up and looked around.




    “Where is the fish you want­ed so bad­ly?” he asked Re­mo.




    “It got away,” Re­mo said dis­con­so­late­ly.




    “The big ones al­ways do,” Chi­un said.


  




  

    CHAPTER SEVEN




    The fish­ing boat dropped Re­mo and Chi­un off at a pri­vate dock jut­ting out in­to the

    ocean, be­fore go­ing back to the main ma­ri­na where the mate and cap­tain planned to tell

    ev­ery­body about the gi­ant shark that just seemed to die of old age, but slipped the ropes

    and dropped to the bot­tom be­fore they could boat it. In a town whose eco­nom­ic sur­vival

    de­pend­ed more and more on shark hunters and sto­ries of great whites caught and al­most

    caught, 90 per­cent of those who heard the sto­ry would smile and qui­et­ly con­sid­er it a

    lie. The oth­er 10 per­cent would keep open minds. They them­selves had run in­to great whites

    and they knew any­thing was pos­si­ble.




    When they walked across a hun­dred yards of sand dune and en­tered their mo­tel room, Re­mo

    and Chi­un found Dr. Harold W. Smith sit­ting in a chair. He was not watch­ing tele­vi­sion or

    read­ing a news­pa­per. He was sim­ply sit­ting, as if sit­tingwere an end in it­self and

    he had worked hard to learn the tech­nique of do­ing it well.




    “You should’ve seen the shark we had, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. “Thir­ty feet.” He spread his

    hands as wide apart as he could to il­lus­trate.




    Be­hind him, Chi­un held up his right hand, with thumb and in­dex fin­ger sep­arat­ed by

    on­ly about three inch­es. Silent­ly, he mouthed the words to Smith, “A min­now.”




    “Yes, yes,” Smith said. “I’m glad you’ve both en­joyed your va­ca­tion so much.”




    “Do I de­tect the past tense there?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly it was the present per­fect,” Smith said. “But past will do. I have an

    as­sign­ment.”




    “Bay City?”




    “Yes,” Smith said.




    “I knew it. I knew it. I knew you were go­ing to change your mind. I knew I should have hit

    that guy while we were there.”




    “Please, Re­mo,” Chi­un said. “Don’t talk about hits. It makes you sound like some kind of

    killer.”




    “Sor­ry, Chi­un,” Re­mo said. He turned back to Smith. “All right, I’ll fin­ish it

    to­mor­row.”




    “You don’t un­der­stand,” Smith said.-




    “What don’t I un­der­stand?”




    “You’ve got the job as­sign­ment wrong. I don’t want to dis­pose of May­or No­bile.”




    “What do you want me to do?”




    “I want you to be his body­guard. Pro­tect him.”




    “From what? The FBI? An over­dose of ca­va-​tel­li? What?”




    “I don’t know from whom or from what. He got a threat­en­ing let­ter to­day from some­one

    who called him­self ‘The Eras­er.’ “




    Re­mo sprawled down on the bed and looked over at Smith. Chi­un turned on the tele­vi­sion

    set and pulled the van­ity chair around so he was sit­ting six inch­es from the screen. A

    sports pro­gram was show­ing the full con­tact karate cham­pi­onships. Chi­un turned off the

    set in dis­gust. He had hoped there would be an ice skat­ing show on. He had fall­en in love

    with one of the skaters. When he found out she was mar­ried to a foot­ball play­er, he watched

    foot­ball hop­ing the play­er would be killed and cursed de­fen­sive line­men for their

    in­abil­ity to make him in­to a veg­etable.




    ” ‘The Eras­er?’ ” Re­mo said.




    Smith nod­ded.




    “Why should we care if Roc­co No­bile gets him­self knocked off by The Eras­er or by

    any­body else for that mat­ter? I told you he was turn­ing that city over to the mob. What’s it

    to us?” He put his hands be­hind his head and looked at the ceil­ing.




    Smith cleared his throat. Chi­un went in­to the bath­room to count the bars of soap. If

    there were ex­tras, they would go in­to one of his trunks.




    “Re­mo,” Smith said, “a num­ber of years ago the CIA had an agent in Eu­rope named Wardell

    Pin-​ker­ton the Third.”




    “He must have been a win­ner,” Re­mo said.




    “He was. He was one of the best field agents the CIA ev­er had. Then he de­vel­oped heart

    trou­ble and had to be moved out of ac­tive line du­ty. He came back to the States.”




    “And to­day, I be­lieve, that man is a cer­ti­fied pub­lic ac­coun­tant?” Smith looked at

    Re­mo in con­fu­sion but Re­mo was re­ward­ed by Chi­un’s roar of laugh­ter from the bath­room.

    They had been in New YorkCity one evening to buy roast­ed chest­nuts and they had

    hap­pened on­to a play­house off the main the­ater dis­trict. The pic­ture in the box of­fice

    win­dow il­lus­trat­ing the play was so ap­palling that they went in­side to see it. It was a

    one-​ac­tor mono­logue with lines so dead­ly dull that half the au­di­ence was asleep in the

    first ten min­utes. And when the ac­tor de­liv­ered the line about the pub­lic ac­coun­tant,

    Chi­un could con­tain him­self no longer. He leaped on­to the stage and chased the ac­tor off

    it. He was about to leave when he looked out and saw the sev­en­ty-​five faces look­ing up at

    him from the dark­ness. He de­liv­ered one of the short­est of the Ung po­ems, and an hour

    lat­er, when ev­ery­body in the au­di­ence was asleep, he and Re­mo left.




    “Cer­ti­fied pub­lic ac­coun­tant?” Smith said.




    “Nev­er mind,” Re­mo said. “You had to be there. What hap­pened to Pinker Wadding­ton?”




    “Wardell Pinker­ton the Third. He re­tired to Cal­ifor­nia. Then his wife and daugh­ter were

    killed in an ac­ci­dent. He got bored and tired and start­ed drink­ing too much and one day, he

    de­cid­ed the on­ly way to pull him­self back to­geth­er was to go back to work.”




    “So?”




    “So he was re­cruit­ed at the very high­est lev­els of gov­ern­ment for a se­cret mis­sion.

    Wardell Pinker-​ton the Third van­ished from the face of the earth.”




    “What has this got to do with me?” Re­mo asked. There were 266 pressed board tiles in the

    ceil­ing. Nine­teen rows of four­teen each. Since Re­mo had nev­er been able to mul­ti­ply, he

    had count­ed each one of them.




    “Well, pre­cise­ly this,” Smith said. “Wardell Pin-​ker­ton is May­or Roc­co No­bile.”




    Re­mo sat up in bed. “Say it again.”




    “Roc­co No­bile, the may­or of Bay City, is Wardell Pinker­ton the Third. He’s a fed­er­al

    agent. He’s work­ing for us on this pro­gram, even though he doesn’t know it is our

    op­er­ation. Af­ter he van­ished from Cal­ifor­nia, he had plas­tic surgery and then showed up

    again in Mi­ami, where he used mon­ey to make mob con­nec­tions. We were able to help him with

    that. We’ve been mov­ing him around in­side or­ga­nized crime for five years. Then it was time

    to move. We sent him in­to Bay City to take over the town.”




    “But why? Why turn it over to thugs?”




    “He has giv­en an open in­vi­ta­tion to or­ga­nized crime to move its op­er­ations in­to Bay

    City. He’s open­ing the piers so that con­tra­band can move in and out eas­ily. So drugs can

    flow freely. Mob in­ter­ests are com­ing from all over the coun­try. Cut­ting rooms and

    jew­el­ry fac­to­ries for stolen di­amonds. Print­ing fa­cil­ities for coun­ter­feit stock

    cer­tifi­cates and se­cu­ri­ties. Ma­jor count­ing rooms for the na­tion’s biggest il­le­gal

    gam­bling op­er­ations.”




    “You still haven’t told me why.”




    “Re­mo, he’s turn­ing it in­to a safe city, so we can get most of Amer­ica’s crime

    cen­tral­ized there. And when we do, we’re go­ing to go in and shut it all down at once.”




    “I got it.”




    “Now you know why Roc­co No­bile has to be kept alive. If any­thing hap­pens to him now, the

    mob peo­ple will leave be­fore we re­al­ly get a chance toset them up. Re­mo, we want to

    get them all. We want to deal crime a blow that it might nev­er re­cov­er from. That’s why it’s

    im­per­ative you pro­tect Roc­co No­bile … er, Wardell Pinker­ton.”




    “The Third,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said.




    Smith said, “Of course, he doesn’t know who you are or who you work for. He doesn’t even

    know who he works for. He doesn’t know CURE ex­ists.”




    “Does he know we’re com­ing?”




    “He knows a gov­ern­ment agent is com­ing to join his body­guard staff, but you’ll have to

    be dis­creet. You can’t blow his cov­er. You’ve got to be a mob mem­ber pro­tect­ing an­oth­er

    mob mem­ber,” Smith said.




    “If I have to wear a pinky ring and a pin­stripe suit, I quit,” Re­mo said.




    “Do the best you can.” Smith stood up and picked up his brief­case from along­side the

    chair. He looked to­ward the closed bath­room door and low­ered his voice to a whis­per.

    “Per­haps it would be best if he did not ac­com­pa­ny you. No at­ten­tion should be called to

    this op­er­ation and he some­times makes scenes.” “




    “Leave it with me,” Re­mo said.




    Smith spoke aloud. “Give my best re­gards to Chi­un.”




    “I will.”




    As the door closed be­hind Smith, the bath­room door opened. Chi­un came out with two small

    bars of soap and a half-​filled box of fa­cial tis­sues. He care­ful­ly placed them in­to one

    of his trunks at the far end of the room.Chi­un slammed down the trunk lid with a crack

    that could have been heard even over the dis­co bands in the near­by town of Southamp­ton. He

    picked up a small lamp and threw it through the back win­dow of the mo­tel room.




    When he turned to Re­mo, his face was pale.




    “Now what did he mean that I some­times make scenes?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    The Rubout Squad had been giv­en their first as­sign­ments by The Eras­er.




    Nicholas Liz­zard had been told to rent two se­cret apart­ments in Bay City. He asked Sam

    Gre­go­ry to give him rent mon­ey in ad­vance. Two months rent mon­ey. For two apart­ments.




    “A thou­sand dol­lars,” he said.




    “That means that you’re rent­ing $250 apart­ments,” Gre­go­ry said. “I don’t think there are

    $250 apart­ments in Bay City.”




    “Ah, yes. Beau­ty must bow al­ways be­fore the in­vin­ci­ble on­rush of log­ic. Eight

    hun­dred dol­lars,” said Liz­zard who had made his mind up be­fore­hand that he would agree to

    any rea­son­able com­pro­mise. He had fig­ured that four hun­dred dol­lars should cov­er

    ev­ery­thing and any­thing over that was gravy. Or Vod­ka as the case might be.




    “Here’s six hun­dred,” said Gre­go­ry, tak­ing the mon­ey from a small leather mon­ey purse

    he car­ried in his back pock­et.




    “A mean and small-​spir­it­ed man,” mum­bled Liz­zard. He left the mo­tel in Jer­sey City

    and rode in­to Bay City us­ing one of the Rubout Squad’s rent­ed cars. He parked halfway down

    the block from Roc­co No­bile’s Im­prove­ment As­so­ci­ation head­quar­ters. Heplanned to

    get one apart­ment there and one apart­ment near the high-​rise where No­bile lived.




    But first a drink.




    When he left the car, he took a small leather suit­case from the back seat. In the first bar

    he saw, he or­dered, paid for and drank a Vod­ka. It was ear­ly in the morn­ing and the bar was

    emp­ty. He car­ried his suit­case in­to the bath­room and locked the door be­hind him with a

    hook and eye.




    He opened the suit­case over the small iron-​stained, scum-​crust­ed sink. Time to go to

    work. But first a drink. He sipped a lit­tle Vod­ka from a met­al flask in­side the suit­case,

    then, al­most re­luc­tant­ly, capped it and put it away. In­side the suit­case was a cheap

    plas­tic make­up kit of cos­met­ics. Liz­zard made up his eyes with false eye­lash­es, mas­cara

    and the dark-​blue eye shad­ow fa­vored by old wom­en and pros­ti­tutes. He looked at him­self.

    This was the part he liked best, re­do­ing his eyes. He put on liq­uid make­up, to cov­er the

    blotchy bro­ken blood ves­sels in his nose, then light pink lip­stick and red rouge. Atop his

    thin­ning hair, he put a gray curly wig, and stepped back from the mir­ror. He nod­ded with

    sat­is­fac­tion at his im­age which he thought made him look like some­body’s grand­moth­er.

    Quick­ly, he re­moved his sports shirt and trousers and shoes and socks and donned pan­ti­hose,

    nurse-​type wom­en’s shoes, and a flow­ered dress with a sewn-​in Polyurethane bo­som.




    He stood in front of the mir­ror again, check­ing him­self as he stuffed his male cloth­ing

    in­to the suit­case. He was sat­is­fied. One of his best jobs yet. That cer­tain­ly called for

    a drink as a re­ward. He took a long slug out of the Vod­ka flask, then replaced it un­der his

    cloth­ing and snapped the suit­case shut. Done. No one would ev­er know that one of Amer­ica’s

    great­est male ac­tors hid un­der­neath that wom­an’s cloth­ing and be­hind that paint­ed

    wom­an’s face.




    He un­locked the bath­room door and peeked out. The bar­tender was at the end of the bar,

    wash­ing glass­es, his back to Liz­zard, who walked quick­ly out the front door with­out

    look­ing back. He locked his suit­case in the trunk of his car.




    Al­most di­rect­ly across the street from the Bay City Im­prove­ment As­so­ci­ation, he

    found a ten­ement build­ing with a FOR RENT sign. Be­fore ring­ing the su­per’s bell, he

    slouched over, chang­ing him­self from a six-​foot-​five man to a six-​foot-​four wom­an. He

    re­ject­ed the idea of us­ing a limp. It wouldn’t be nec­es­sary. His dis­guise was al­ready

    per­fect. To talk to the su­per­in­ten­dent, he used his wom­an’s voice, a high squeaky

    rat­tle, punc­tu­at­ed by chuck­les.




    “Got a lot of apart­ments,” the su­per­in­ten­dent said.




    “The high­est one,” Liz­zard said. “Me and my boys, we like to be up high.”




    The front win­dows of the apart­ment looked down at the No­bile head­quar­ters.




    “How much, son­ny?” Liz­zard said.




    “A hun­dred a month, in­cludes heat and hot wa­ter. What’s your name, Mrs.?”




    “Mrs. Walk­er,” Liz­zard said. “I’ll take it.” He looked at the su­per­in­ten­dent and

    won­dered if he should come on to the burly man. He would swear the su­per­in­ten­dent was

    al­ready in­fat­uat­ed with Mrs. Walk­er from the way he was star­ing at “her.”




    “Two months in ad­vance,” the su­per said.




    “Good,” said Liz­zard. He paid with two hun­dred in bills that had come from Sam Gre­go­ry’s

    roll.




    “Me and my boys, we’ll be mov­ing in slow over the next cou­ple of days. We got­ta wait for

    our fur­ni­ture to come.”




    “Oh? Where’s it com­ing from?”




    “Chica­go,” Liz­zard said. “But you know how movers are.” He bat­ted his false eye­lash­es

    at the su­per­in­ten­dent who seemed very anx­ious to give Mrs. Walk­er the keys and to leave.

    Prob­ably re­al­iz­ing that his pas­sion was boil­ing al­most out of con­trol, Liz­zard

    thought. The su­per went back to his first-​floor apart­ment, where his wife asked him who had

    looked at the apart­ment.




    “Some old transvestite,” the su­per said. “Wear­ing wom­en’s clothes but he for­got to

    shave. He looks like hell.”




    “Pay in ad­vance?”




    “Two months.”




    “Good. Maybe we can at­tract a colony of trans-




    vestites.”




    Up­stairs, Liz­zard looked around the apart­ment and was sat­is­fied with it. He de­cid­ed

    that such a good start on the day’s work en­ti­tled him to a drink or two be­fore he went to

    rent the sec­ond apart­ment. A re­al drink, not some kind of hur­ried sip from a flask.




    He was in such a hur­ry to get to a bar that he for­got to keep slouched over. Af­ter four

    Vod­kas, he for­got to use his wom­an’s voice.




    No one seemed to mind.




    Al Bak­er had been di­rect­ed by Sam Gre­go­ry to use all his mob con­tacts to find out just

    who wasmov­ing in­to Bay City, where they were mov­ing and what they were up to.




    The on­ly prob­lem with that as­sign­ment was that Al Bak­er had no mob con­tacts. He had

    run num­bers in Brook­lyn for five years back in the mid-​Fifties, and then giv­en it up when

    his broth­er got ar­rest­ed. Since then, he had worked in a laun­dry, as a used car sales­man,

    a liquor-​truck driv­er and a dram and sew­er clean­er.




    He was car­ry­ing five hun­dred dol­lars of Sam Gre­go­ry’s mon­ey in his pock­et.




    “Mafia in­for­mants don’t come cheap,” Bak­er had said. Gre­go­ry had nod­ded and paid.




    When he had been run­ning num­bers, Bak­er had dreamed of work­ing his way up through the

    ranks un­til he was the head of Amer­ica’s un­der­world. Along the way and be­fore tak­ing his

    first step up, he re­al­ized that those who reached the top didn’t nec­es­sar­ily have to be

    smart. But it cer­tain­ly helped if they were lucky and bul­let-​proof. Since he had nev­er

    been lucky and he was afraid of bul­lets, he had lost his zeal for liv­ing the mob life. But he

    had nev­er lost the fas­ci­na­tion that came from think­ing about it and talk­ing about it,

    which was how he had come to Sam Gre­go­ry’s at­ten­tion.




    Bak­er parked his car near Riv­er Street and won­dered what to do next. “Use all your mob

    con­tacts,” Gre­go­ry had said. All Al Bak­er knew about il­le­gal was how to run num­bers,

    which gave him an idea when he saw a news­stand on the cor­ner.




    Bak­er knew how to make peo­ple talk. To make the newsie talk, he first had to con­vince him

    that he wasn’t an un­der­cov­er po­lice agent. The sim­plest way to do that was to bad­mouth

    politi­cians at ev­erylev­el, for cops, even un­der­cov­er cops, nev­er spoke ill of

    politi­cians who might con­trol their des­tiny. The sto­ries of what they said just might get

    back and they might wind up walk­ing traf­fic posts in the mead­ows in win­ter.




    Five min­utes af­ter go­ing to the news­stand, Al Bak­er had placed a bet on a num­ber-​a

    small bet be­cause he was count­ing on keep­ing most of the mon­ey Gre­go­ry had giv­en him. He

    found out from the newsie that there had been a shake-​up in the num­bers busi­ness, that City

    Hall was more deeply in­volved now and was tak­ing a big­ger piece for pro­tec­tion. To stay in

    busi­ness, the num­bers bank had had to cut the amount paid on a win­ning hit from 600-to-​l

    down to 550-to-​l and the peo­ple who bet on num­bers were growl­ing.




    “Can’t be much of a busi­ness any­way?” Bak­er said.




    “Nick­el and dime stuff. Ev­ery news­stand. Ev­ery can­dy store. Ev­ery sa­loon. This town

    so rot­ten, what else to do but play num­bers,” the newsie said. “Hope you hit it big and go to

    Flori­da ’cause this town’s crap.”




    Bak­er rolled up his news­pa­per and be­gan to walk away. It would do no good to spend too

    much time at the news­stand. Soon­er or lat­er the newsie would start ask­ing him ques­tions

    and if the cop on the num­bers run saw him and didn’t rec­og­nize him, he might start ask­ing

    ques­tions too. Bak­er waved back at the newsie.




    “You’re not go­ing to Flori­da, are you?”




    “Not that lucky,” the news­stand own­er said.




    “Me nei­ther. I’ll be back to­mor­row for my win­nings.”




    As he walked away, Bak­er was fram­ing the re­port to Gre­go­ry in his mind. “A mas­sive

    in­fil­tra­tion of the il­le­gal gam­bling in­dus­try by Roc­co No­bile and his pow­er-​mad

    hench­men.”




    He walked along Riv­er Street for a while and jot­ted down the ad­dress­es of loft

    build­ings which had ob­vi­ous­ly had work done on them re­cent­ly or which had got­ten new

    ten­ants.




    In his small note­book, next to the ad­dress­es, he put a crime. He had no idea, what

    crimes, if any, were be­ing per­pe­trat­ed in those loft build­ings so he made them up.




    When he was done with his walk, his note­book read:




    #358. Loan­shark­ing.




    #516. Coun­ter­feit op­er­ation. ;




    #612. Hero­in drug fac­to­ry. ‘




    #764. Hq. of na­tion­al au­to theft ring.




    He put his note­book back in his pock­et. Tha: was one side of the street. The next day, he

    would come back and do the oth­er side, but first Sam Gre­go­ry would have to give him

    an­oth­er five hun­dred dol­lars to buy off more Mafia in­for­mants.




    Driv­ing out of town, he stopped at the Bay City Bank to open a sav­ings ac­count. He was

    go­ing to start it with $498, but he changed his mind at the last minute and on­ly de­posit­ed

    $493. Thé oth­er five dol­lars was for ad­mis­sion, just in case he passed a the­ater where The

    God­fa­ther was play­ing.




    Mark Tolan had al­so spent the day in Bay City but he was not in­ter­est­ed in rent­ing

    apart­ments or in who was run­ning the num­bers op­er­ation. His jobwas to try to clock

    sched­ules so that when The Eras­er and the Rubout Squad were ready to launch their war against

    the Mafia, they would know what tar­gets were vul­ner­able and when.




    Gre­go­ry had tried to talk Tolan out of tak­ing weapons on the mis­sion.




    “If you get picked up, it’s the end of you,” he had warned.




    “I feel naked with­out a weapon,” Tolan had said. “And who knows? One of those bas­tards may

    lip off to me. I want to be able to pay him back.”




    “We don’t want ran­dom vi­olence,” Gre­go­ry said. “This is a mil­itary op­er­ation. I’m

    your lead­er. Re­mem­ber the chain of com­mand.” He held up the piece of card­board with the

    box­es drawn on it.




    Tolan’s dark eyes had blazed. “Screw the chain of com­mand. When you’re out there, alone on

    the streets with the beasts, you have to take care of your­self. I’m not go­ing un­armed.”




    “Well, on­ly take one gun then.”




    “No. I’m tak­ing what I need. Three. The .32 cal­iber au­to­mat­ic for my jack­et, the

    Gre­go­ry Sur-​Shot for my hip and a Der­ringer taped to my left leg. You want me to be

    de­fense­less?”




    Gre­go­ry sighed. Mark Tolan might yet prove to be dif­fi­cult.




    Tolan spent much of his day walk­ing around the streets of Bay City, bump­ing against

    peo­ple as he walked, hop­ing against hope that one would turn and bad­mouth him. He crossed

    the street three times to try to bump in­to men wear­ing pin­stripe suits, but no­body seemed

    to want to shoot it out in the street.




    He knew that Liz­zard was sup­posed to rent apartments to be used as sniper posts against

    Roc­co No­bile but snip­ing was no fun. Tolan liked his killings up close and per­son­al, as

    they had been in Nam when he had wast­ed ev­ery­body left be­hind in that VC vil­lage. He liked

    to see the hor­ror on the faces. He liked to see the pain when the bul­let hit home. He liked

    to see the move­ments that turned slow­ly to still death.




    When Roc­co No­bile’s time came, it wouldn’t be from snip­ing. It would be from a bul­let

    be­tween the eyes, fired from no more than a few steps away. By Mark Tolan.




    He felt good walk­ing along, feel­ing the gun on his hip and in his pock­et bump­ing against

    his body. He went in­to the lob­by of the Bay City Arms and asked about rent­ing an apart­ment.

    He was told that all the apart­ments had been rent­ed.




    He was not much good at small talk so he asked the door­man, “May­or live here?”




    “Yes.”




    “When’s he go to work?”




    “Who wants to know?”




    Tolan re­al­ly had to draw a tight rein on him­self so he didn’t shoot the door­man. When he

    came back from Roc­co No­bile, he’d pay that debt too.




    He walked in­to City Hall and found the may­or’s of­fice on the sec­ond floor. The City

    Com­mis­sion was meet­ing when he ar­rived and he could hear their am­pli­fied voic­es out in

    the hall­way. He won­dered for a mo­ment what it would be like to jump in­to the room, guns

    blaz­ing, and lev­el the whole com­mis­sion. That would be fun, he thought. But the re­al fun

    would come from get­ting the boss.




    The may­or’s re­cep­tion­ist was a pret­ty young brunette named Denise. He asked her how to

    go about get­ting an ap­point­ment with the may­or. He was told to write a let­ter or he could

    leave a tele­phone num­ber and she would get back to him. Of course, she’d have to know what

    the meet­ing con­cerned.




    “May­or here ev­ery day?” he asked.




    “Ev­ery day.”




    “I’ll spell ev­ery­thing out in my let­ter.” Be­fore leav­ing he glanced to his left.

    Through a lead­ed glass win­dow, he could see an­oth­er sec­re­tary at a desk. Sit­ting in a

    chair, lean­ing against the wall, was a man read­ing a pa­per. The man looked like a

    body­guard.




    Tolan thought how easy it would be. One shot in the head on this young twit, Denise. Push

    through the door. Two more bul­lets to take care of the oth­er sec­re­tary and the body­guard.

    He would not even have to break stride. He could be in the may­or’s of­fice be­fore the may­or

    would have a chance to re­act. He could put a bul­let in the gin­zo’s brain be­fore any­body

    could do any­thing.




    He reached un­der his jack­et to feel the cold butt of the gun on his right hip. Then he

    with­drew his hand, slow­ly, re­luc­tant­ly. He didn’t want it to be a sur­prise shot. He

    want­ed No­bile to know he was in dan­ger, that there was a killer af­ter him, and when the

    time came, he want­ed to see No­bile squirm a lit­tle bit be­fore he fin­ished him off. It was

    the fright on their faces that he re­al­ly liked.




    As he left City Hall, he hoped to him­self that Roc­co No­bile had friends. Gre­go­ry had

    said that they were go­ing to live huge, but all he want­ed to do was to kill huge.It was

    go­ing to be fun and it was go­ing to be easy. And any­body who got in his way was go­ing to be

    hurt. Ter­mi­nal­ly.




    Yeah, he thought. Yeah.


  




  

    CHAPTER EIGHT




    The ping pong ball whizzed off Chi­un’s fin­ger­tips. It head­ed straight across the room

    to­ward Re­mo’s left hand. At the last split sec­ond, the ball veered up­ward and sharply to

    the right, to­ward Re­mo’s head. Be­fore it touched flesh, Re­mo drove his right hand for­ward.

    The hard fin­ger­tips slammed in­to the cen­ter of the ball. The lit­tle plas­tic sphere broke

    in two halves, which rapped off the pan­elled wall of the mo­tel room with an al­most

    si­mul­ta­ne­ous tap-​tap sound. The rug near the wall was lit­tered with half ping pong

    balls.




    “I don’t like this as­sign­ment, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “Why not?” Chi­un asked. He was reach­ing to­ward a box of ping pong balls on the ta­ble

    be­hind him.




    “Be­cause we’re body­guards again. I don’t like be­ing a body­guard. That’s not what you

    trained me for.”




    “I like you as a body­guard bet­ter than I like you as a de­tec­tive,” Chi­un said. “For

    that, you are to­tal­ly un­trained.” He flashed an­oth­er ping pong ball at Re­mo from be­hind

    his back. The ball arced to­ward the younger man in a high lazy loop, then at the last mo­ment,

    seemed to in­crease in speed. Re­mo got his left hand up to block the ball from hit­ting his

    face, but his stroke was not per­fect, and in­stead of the fin­ger­tips split­ting the ball in

    two, they mere­ly dent­ed it and drove it hard off the wood-​pan­elled wall.




    “Don’t carp about my be­ing a de­tec­tive,” Re­mo said.




    “I nev­er carp,” Chi­un said. “You should not mind be­ing called a body­guard. To be a

    body­guard in time of trou­ble means that we will prac­tice our as­sas­sin’s art. And, if it is

    not a time of trou­ble, who cares what we are called be­cause we are paid for rest­ing?”




    “Maybe you’re right,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un put his hands at his sides, sig­nal­ing that the ex­er­cise had en­tered a rest

    pe­ri­od. Re­mo re­laxed.




    “You must re­mem­ber,” Chi­un said, “that Em­per­or Smith is crazy just as all em­per­ors

    are crazy. They nev­er know what we do. But he al­ways pays on time. You buy what you wish. The

    gold gets to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju on time.” He paused. “Did I ev­er tell you why that is

    im­por­tant?”




    “Yes, Chi­un,” Re­mo said weari­ly. “No more than five hun­dred times though. Poor vil­lage,

    throw ba­bies in­to bay to drown when there’s not enough to eat, mas­ters work as as­sas­sins

    for em­per­ors, getmon­ey, feed vil­lage, no more drown­ing kids. I got it. See, I know

    it well.”




    “It does not al­ways work thus­ly,” Chi­un said. “Once, with the Mas­ter Shang-​tu . .

    .”




    “Nev­er heard of him,” Re­mo said. He had heard of the Eng and Chi­un and Wo-​Ti and a half

    dozen oth­er Mas­ters-​down through his­to­ry, in­clud­ing the great­est of them all, the great

    Mas­ter Wang, but Chi­un’s lec­tur­ing had, up till now, nev­er men­tioned Shang-​tu.




    “He was not mem­orable,” Chi­un said. “He pro­duced no new art and he pro­duced no new

    busi­ness. He was con­tent mere­ly to ser­vice ac­counts that Mas­ters be­fore him had

    cre­at­ed. One of these ac­counts was a Siamese king, for whom Shang-​tu had per­formed a great

    ser­vice. Yet, Shang-​tu did not do the most im­por­tant thing an as­sas­sin must do.”




    “What’s that?” asked Re­mo.




    “He did not se­cure the pay­ment. He ac­cept­ed in­stead the king’s promise that the

    pay­ment would be sent to Sinan­ju, but when Shang-​tu re­turned, the pay­ment had not come,

    and af­ter many months, it still had not come and the vil­lagers were starv­ing and it was time

    to send the chil­dren home again in­to the bay, be­cause there was no food for them to

    eat.”




    Re­mo watched Chi­un. Un­der the guise of talk­ing to Re­mo and ex­plain­ing this sto­ry,

    the old Ko­re­an’s hand was slip­ping qui­et­ly be­hind him, to­ward the box of ping pong

    balls.




    “What hap­pened?” asked Re­mo, watch­ing with­out ap­pear­ing to watch.




    Chi­un’s hand dropped back to his side, away from the box.




    “Shang-​tu had to go back to see the king once more and the king made pro­fuse apolo­gies

    and blamed the fail­ure to pay on one of his min­is­ters and in the pres­ence of the Mas­ter,

    he had the Min­is­ter ex­ecut­ed. And he told the Mas­ter to go home bcause now, sure­ly, the

    pay­ment would be there at Sinan­ju. And Shang-​tu went back to Sinan­ju, but the pay­ment did

    not come, and now many chil­dren had been sent home to the sea and the peo­ple of the vil­lage

    raised their voice against Shang-​tu.” Chi­un’s right hand was again mov­ing to­ward the box of

    ping pong balls. Re­mo slight­ly tensed his body. Chi­un’s hand moved away again.




    “So Shang-​tu went back to Siam again,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un looked up sharply. “That is cor­rect. Did I ev­er tell you this sto­ry be­fore?”




    “No.”




    “Then please do not in­ter­rupt. So the Mas­ter Shang-​tu went back to Siam again. This

    time, with the blood of many chil­dren on his head, he did not lis­ten to the king’s hon­eyed

    words, but in­stead he slew the king and car­ried back the trea­sure him­self. And that is an

    im­por­tant les­son for all as­sas­sins and we are in­debt­ed to Shang-​tu for teach­ing it to

    us. Hail Shang-​tu.”




    “Don’t trust any­body, even kings,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    Chi­un shook his head. “Don’t you ev­er lis­ten?”




    “I lis­tened. I lis­tened. It sound­ed like don’t trust any­body.”




    “Re­al­ly, Re­mo, you’re hope­less.” He raised his hands to show how hope­less Re­mo was. He

    moved a few inch­es to the left so that his body was di­rect­lyin front of the box of

    ping pong balls. When he low­ered his hands, he slid them be­hind him so that ei­ther hand

    could reach the box.




    “Trust any­one you want, but make sure you get paid,” Chi­un said.




    “That’s the les­son?” Re­mo asked. He tensed his body again. He didn’t know which hand the

    ping pong ball would come at him from. He di­vid­ed his bal­ance be­tween both feet so he could

    move eas­ily in ei­ther di­rec­tion.




    Chi­un’s hands were mov­ing be­hind his back as he spoke.




    “Of course,” he said. “Noth­ing is more im­por­tant to an as­sas­sin. And al­though

    Em­per­or Smith is a lu­natic, he pays on time. If his wish­es are for you to call your­self a

    body­guard, call your­self a body­guard.” He winked and Re­mo knew the ping pong as­sault was

    on­ly a split sec­ond away. “The in­ven­tive as­sas­sin can al­ways find a way to turn any job

    in­to his own spe­cial art, and em­per­ors nev­er know the dif­fer­ence.”




    Sud­den­ly, both Chi­un’s hands came out from be­hind his ki­mono. Re­mo low­ered him­self

    in­to an at-​ready crouch. His hands came up to­ward his face. Chi­un’s hands moved at a blur.

    They lift­ed to­ward Re­mo, then opened. Re­mo peered in­tent­ly for the flash of the ping pong

    ball. But there was no ball. Chi­un’s hands dropped to his sides.




    He smiled again. “Some­times the threat of an at­tack is more pow­er­ful than the at­tack

    it­self,” he said. “A ping pong ball would not hurt you. But you could be killed by be­ing off

    bal­ance and tense.”




    “I liked my ex­pla­na­tion of the leg­end bet­ter,” Re­mo said. “You can’t trust

    any­body.”




    He turned away from Chi­un. As he did, he was hit in the back of the head with a ping pong

    ball. It re­bound­ed of! his skull against the wall with a hard pierc­ing rap.




    “If you trust no one,” Chi­un said, “then you nev­er have rea­son to be sur­prised.”




    Re­mo sighed. “Let’s go see Roc­co No­bile and start be­ing body­guards.”




    As they left their room and walked to­ward the rent­ed white Lin­coln Con­ti­nen­tal, a

    burly, dark-​haired man with mus­cu­lar slop­ing shoul­ders bulging through his Qiana shirt

    stepped from a room two doors away from theirs.




    He called to Re­mo.




    “Hey, you.”




    Re­mo looked at the man. His eyes were dark and his lips were fish-​thin. He had big hands

    which he had clenched tight­ly at his side. A man un­der ten­sion, Re­mo thought.




    “You mean me?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yeah, you. You fi­nal­ly fin­ished with that ping pong game?”




    “Ping pong? Ping pong?” Re­mo said. He re­mem­bered the ex­er­cise. The sound of the balls

    hit­ting the wall. “Yeah, we’re all done,” he said.




    “Good thing,” the man said.




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause if you didn’t stop, I was com­ing over to shove those pad­dles up your ass.”




    “It’s hard­er to hit the ball that way,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh, yeah?”




    “Sure. Think about it,” Re­mo said. “You do think, don’t you?”




    “You’re a wise guy, aren’t you?” the big man said.




    Re­mo looked in­to the car at Chi­un. Chi­un shrugged and Re­mo thought of Roc­co No­bile

    and said mild­ly, “Some oth­er time, pal. Some oth­er time.”




    “Any time,” the big man said. He brought his two ham fists to­geth­er and be­gan crack­ing

    his knuck­les.




    “I won’t for­get,” Re­mo said as he got in­to the car, closed the door and drove from the

    mo­tel lot.




    Mark Tolan watched the car go. Ping pong. What kind of fag­gots played ping pong in the

    day­time in a mo­tel room? For ex­er­cise? Yeah, he’d give them ex­er­cise. Yeah. He went back

    in­side his own room where Sam Gre­go­ry sat at the win­dow ta­ble, draw­ing maps and charts

    and ta­bles of or­ga­ni­za­tion and plans.




    Al Bak­er was sprawled on the bed watch­ing a tele­vi­sion game show whose ma­jor premise

    seemed to be that ter­mi­nal re­tar­da­tion could be fun. Its mi­nor premise was that all the

    peo­ple on the show were ter­mi­nal­ly re­tard­ed and its con­clu­sion, there­fore, was that

    the show was fun. Al Bak­er nev­er missed it. He watched three young men, hid­ing be­hind a

    screen, try­ing to be glib and clever as they were asked ques­tions by a young wom­an who

    couldn’t see them. Bak­er fan­ta­sized be­ing on the show, sit­ting on one of the high

    stools.




    “And if we went out to­geth­er, Num­ber Three, what would we prob­ably do?”




    “I’d give you a beef in­jec­tion, la­dy,” Bak­er saw him­self say­ing. The girl squealed.

    “Ooooooh.”




    “When I’m done with you, you’ll be halfway in­to the cracks on the floor.”




    At this time in his fan­ta­sy, the girl al­ways gasped. “Quick, get rid of the oth­ers. I

    want Num­ber Three. And I want him now.” Then she faint­ed.




    Bak­er nev­er missed a game show. He pic­tured him­self on all of them, writ­ing new

    scripts, al­ways win­ning wom­en and mon­ey.




    “You still watch­ing that crap?”




    Bak­er looked to­ward the door, where Mark Tolan hulked men­ac­ing­ly.




    “Yeah. What’s it to you?”




    “I hate that show,” Tolan said.




    His face was twist­ed in­to a death’s head snarl. He fright­ened Bak­er. Tolan was

    ob­vi­ous­ly a homi­ci­dal ma­ni­ac and Bak­er couldn’t un­der­stand why Sam Gre­go­ry had

    re­cruit­ed this ding-​a-​ling.




    “I like it,” Bak­er said. Tolan’s face twist­ed some more.




    ‘Til change it if you want,” Bak­er said. “It’s al­most over any­way.”




    “Is there a war movie on?”




    “No.”




    “Then watch any­thing you want, creep. Maybe you’ll get smart if you watch enough

    shows.”




    “Will you two stop bick­er­ing?” Gre­go­ry said, look­ing up from the ta­ble.




    “When are we gonna start do­ing some­thing ex­cept sit­ting around here, lis­ten­ing to some

    fag­gots play ping pong next door and watch­ing you draw maps?” Tolan de­mand­ed.




    “We’re wait­ing for The Liz­zard to re­turn,” Gre­go­ry said. He had tak­en to call­ing

    Nicholas Liz­zard “The Liz­zard.” He thought it gave the op­er­ationmore of a touch of

    glam­our. He called Al Bak­er “The Bak­er.” He want­ed to give Mark Tolan a name too. It wasn’t

    that he couldn’t think of one. He had a lot of them in mind. The Mu­ti­la­tor. The Ex­tinc­ter.

    The Avenger. It was just that he was afraid any one of them might rub Tolan the wrong way and

    he might wind up wast­ing ev­ery­body on the team. It wouldn’t do for the mem­bers of the

    Rubout Squad to be rubbed out by one of their own. Es­pe­cial­ly The Eras­er, Sam Gre­go­ry

    him­self. He had to live. Bay City was just the first. He was go­ing to go on, across the

    coun­try, town af­ter town, city af­ter city, track­ing the mob down in its lair, wher­ev­er he

    found them. They would learn to fear The Eras­er.




    “What the hell do we need Giz­zard for?” Tolan said. “He’s as worth­less as tits on a bull.

    Let’s get go­ing. Let’s go kill some­body.”




    “To­mor­row,” Gre­go­ry said quick­ly. “I’m work­ing up the plans now.”




    “We go­ing af­ter No­bile?”




    “Not yet. First we’re go­ing to hit one of those mob busi­ness­es that The Bak­er

    in­fil­trat­ed to­day.”




    “He couldn’t in­fil­trate a phone booth with a dime,” Tolan said, sneer­ing over at Bak­er

    who was en­vi­sion­ing him­self ly­ing on the beach at Waiki­ki with the girl from the game

    show.




    Bak­er didn’t an­swer. He was won­der­ing if the $493 he had in the bank would get him to

    Hawaii.




    Gre­go­ry said, “The Bak­er has found a drug fac­to­ry on Riv­er Street. We’re go­ing to hit

    it to­mor­row.”




    “Good,” said Tolan. He turned to­ward the mo­tel room win­dow and point­ed his fin­ger at

    pass­ing cars,squeez­ing an imag­inary trig­ger and go­ing “Bang, bang” soft­ly un­der

    his breath. He could imag­ine the first shot hit­ting in­to a driv­er’s tem­ple, killing him

    in­stant­ly. The sec­ond shot took out the right front tire, throw­ing the car out of con­trol,

    across the cen­ter di­vider in­to the on­com­ing lane. Cars piled up by the dozens. Bod­ies

    lit­tered the streets. Some cars caught fire. A few ex­plod­ed. Burn­ing gaso­line flew in­to

    the air and droplets fell on passers­by with flammable clothes. A ba­by car­riage burned.




    Tolan smiled.




    “How come I don’t have no name?” he asked.




    the win­dow.




    Gre­go­ry said, “What do you mean?” He knew very well what Tolan meant.




    “You’re The Eras­er. You call that creep The Bak­er. You call the drunk The Liz­zard. What

    are you go­ing to call me?”




    “You mean to your face?” Bak­er called out.




    “Fun­ny,” Tolan said grim­ly.




    “How about The Lu­natic?” Bak­er sug­gest­ed.




    Tolan wheeled around. His eyes blazed ha­tred. Bak­er tried to bury him­self deep­er in­to

    the mat­tress.




    “That ain’t fun­ny,” Tolan said. “I’d like to put you away, tele­vi­sion man.”




    Bak­er coughed. “Don’t try it, bud­dy. I’ve got a lot of con­nect­ed friends. They’d be on

    you like a coat of paint.”




    “You ain’t con­nect­ed to you ass,” Tolan said.




    “No? You’ll see,” Bak­er said.




    “Send ‘em on,” said Tolan. “Send ‘em all on. I want them all. All your gin­zo friends.”




    “Stop it, you two,” Gre­go­ry said. He met ToIan’s eyes and tried not to shud­der. “What

    name would you like?” he asked.




    Tolan thought for a mo­ment. Yeah, he thought. He want­ed a name. Yeah. Some thing that

    would strike ter­ror in­to the hearts of the bugs of the Mafia. They were all bugs, yeah. Bugs.

    “Bugs,” he said * soft­ly.




    “Sounds good to me,” Bak­er said. ” ‘Bugs.’ “




    “Shut up,” Tolan said. Yeah, they were bugs and he was the man who was go­ing to take care

    of all of them. Live huge. Yeah, he would live huge, and kill bugs. “The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor,” he

    said.




    He looked at Gre­go­ry and a small smile creased the lines around his mouth.




    “Yeah, that’s it. The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor.” <




    “All right. The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor it is,” Gre­go­ry said.




    “I liked Bugs bet­ter,” said Bak­er.




    “When we’re done here,” Tolan said, “you and I are go­ing to have it out.” He looked at

    Bak­er who waved a hand at him in dis­re­gard. Bak­er wasn’t that wor­ried. He had it fig­ured

    out. He had nev­er killed any­one in his life and, if truth be told, he could nev­er re­mem­ber

    throw­ing a punch at any­body in anger. But this time, it would be dif­fer­ent. Tolan was

    go­ing to get him when they were done? Well, ex­act­ly ten min­utes be­fore they were done in

    Bay City, Bak­er was go­ing to put a bul­let in the back of Tolan’s head. No­body could fault

    him for that.




    Gre­go­ry spoke again. “The Eras­er and his Rub-​out Squad: The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor, The Bak­er

    and The Liz­zard. Sounds good to me. And to­mor­row we’re go­ing to hit this drug fac­to­ry.

    I’ve got the plansworked out now. We’re go­ing to pick away at all the goons in this city

    and then we’re go­ing to get Roc­co No­bile.” He paused. “It’s time for an­oth­er note.”




    He looked around and found a yel­low pad but couldn’t find an­oth­er pen­cil. “I need more

    pen­cils,” he said.




    Tolan was still star­ing out the win­dow, point­ing his fin­ger at pass­ing cars. “I’ll get

    ‘em. Any spe­cial kind?”




    “The ones that write,” Bak­er said.




    “Yel­low wood­en ones,” Gre­go­ry said quick­ly. “With an eras­er. If you can get Eber­hard

    Faber Mon­gols, get them. You got mon­ey?”




    Bak­er heard mon­ey men­tioned and sat up in bed. “I’ll go,” he vol­un­teered.




    “I’m go­ing,” Tolan said. “And I’ve got what I need.” He walked from the room.




    While he was gone, The Liz­zard re­turned to the room. Or was re­turned. He was spilled out

    of a taxi­cab by the driv­er. His gray wig was on side­ways and he could bare­ly stand.

    Walk­ing was out of the ques­tion.




    Gre­go­ry saw him through the win­dow and called, “Bak­er. Go get The Liz­zard. He seems to

    be hav­ing some trou­ble.”




    Bak­er went out­side. The Liz­zard rec­og­nized him and smiled. He bat­ted his re­main­ing

    sin­gle false eye­lash.




    “Hiya big boy,” he said thick­ly, in a high-​pitched squawk. He winked. “Wan­na get it

    on?”




    “Oh, shut up,” Bak­er said. “You’re slammed up again.” He threw an arm around The Liz­zard’s

    back and helped him to­ward the door.




    ” ‘S’not true. Not drunk,” said Liz­zard. ‘ “]




    “Bull­shit,” said Bak­er.




    In­side the room, Gre­go­ry said, “You’re drunk.”




    “Just a pose,” Liz­zard said. “So no one rec­og­nize me.” His wig now had slipped so far

    down on his face that it cov­ered his eyes. He kept swat­ting at it and miss­ing.




    “Did you get the apart­ments?” Gre­go­ry de­mand­ed.




    “Got one. She­ri­oush housh­ing short­age in Bay City. Had to look very hard. Got good

    leadsh for to­mor­row. Men want to buy me drinksh all the time.”




    “Put him in bed,” Gre­go­ry said.




    Bak­er pushed Liz­zard to­ward the bed. He fell like a soli­tary tree, hacked down in the

    mid­dle of an open field. He was asleep be­fore he land­ed.




    “When he sobers up,” Gre­go­ry said. “We’ll find out where the apart­ment is. We may need it

    to­mor­row when we make our dar­ing day­light raid on that drug head­quar­ters.”




    Bak­er nod­ded. He wished he could re­mem­ber what ad­dress he had said housed the drug

    op­er­ation. Maybe he could get some more mon­ey tonight from Gre­go­ry for a pre-​at­tack

    re­con­nais­sance op­er­ation.


  




  

    CHAPTER NINE




    “Tell him Re­mo is here,” Re­mo told Denise, the re­cep­tion­ist in the may­or’s out­er

    of­fice.




    “Yes sir,” the young wom­an said. She smiled at Re­mo. “You want to stand here along­side me

    while I tele­phone him?” She mo­tioned to a spot be­hind the desk, next to her right side.




    “Sure,” said Re­mo.




    “Where will I stand?” Chi­un asked the young wom­an. “I am here too.”




    “I thought you might pre­fer to sit, sir,” Denise said.




    “No. I want to hear too,” Chi­un said. “I will stand there.” He point­ed to her left side

    and came over to stand along­side her.




    The pret­ty wom­an di­aled three dig­its. “A Mr. Re­mo is here to see you, sir.”




    She nod­ded.




    “Yes, sir.” She re­placed the tele­phone. Shesmiled up at Re­mo as she said, “You may

    go right in.”




    “Thank you.” Re­mo turned away and the girl grabbed bis left hand. “Wait,” she said. “I’ll

    show you in.” She stood up, “When you’re done, would you like a tour of City Hall?”




    “I don’t think so,” Re­mo said.




    “I have time. It’s al­most my lunch hour,” she said.




    “It’s three o’clock,” Re­mo said.




    “I take late lunch­es. Re­al­ly. Hon­est. I could show you around. It’d be no trou­ble at

    all.”




    She pressed her chest against Re­mo.




    “No trou­ble at all,” she said.




    “He does not want to go,” Chi­un said. “That should be ob­vi­ous to you. But ask me.

    Per­haps I will take this won­der­ful tour.”




    “Yes, sir,” the girl said un­hap­pi­ly. “This way, please.”




    She ush­ered them past the may­or’s per­son­al sec­re­tary and a man who sat out­side the

    door, with his arms fold­ed, lean­ing back in his chair against the wall. He looked at Re­mo

    and sneered as Re­mo walked by. Re­mo stuck out his tongue and crossed his eyes. The man’s hand

    moved to­ward his right pock­et. Chi­un brushed against the man and his fin­ger­tips touched

    the man’s right bi­cep. The man’s right arm stopped mov­ing to­ward his pock­et, frozen in

    po­si­tion as if it had just been sprayed with liq­uid hy­dro­gen.




    He looked at Chi­un in sur­prise, then at his arm. He grit­ted his teeth as he tried to move

    his arm, but he could not. He grabbed his right wrist with his left hand and tried to force his

    arm down but itwould not move. His eyes glit­tered with pan­ic and he tried to calm

    him­self be­cause he had heard that if you stay still af­ter hav­ing a stroke, your chances of

    sur­vival are bet­ter.




    The re­cep­tion­ist showed Re­mo and Chi­un in­to the may­or’s of­fice. They stood in­side

    the door and wait­ed for the heavy oak­en door to close be­hind her.




    “I’m Re­mo.”




    Roc­co No­bile put a fin­ger to his lips in a shush­ing ges­ture. He reached be­hind him to

    a large wal­nut AM-​FM ra­dio and turned it to a rock sta­tion. He turned the vol­ume up loud.

    “Lock the door,” he told Re­mo. Re­mo locked the door and No­bile mo­tioned them for­ward to

    his desk, and rose to come around to talk to them.




    “The ra­dio’s in case any­body’s got this of­fice bugged. It mess­es them up. Glad to meet

    you, Re­mo.”




    “I am Chi­un.” “And you, Chi­un.”




    “You’ve been ex­pect­ing us,” Re­mo said. “Right. I was told you’d be com­ing. You know

    what’s go­ing down here?”




    Re­mo was sur­prised to hear the voice of Wardell Pinker­ton the Third come out of the face

    and body of Roc­co No­bile. The may­or looked like the head-​wait­er in a Greek restau­rant but

    the voice that came out was Ivy League and soft.




    “Yeah, we know,” Re­mo said. “We were told to keep you alive.”




    “By whom?” asked No­bile.




    “By Em­per­or . . .” Chi­un be­gan. Re­mo in­terrupt­ed him. “It’s prob­ably best, May­or,

    if you don’t know that”




    No­bile nod­ded. “All right. What do you think?”




    “I think we’ve got to stay as close to you as the smell of gar­lic,” Re­mo said.




    “I might have trou­ble with my oth­er body­guards,” No­bile said.




    “Was that one out­side the door?” Chi­un asked. No­bile nod­ded.




    “You will have no trou­ble with him,” Chi­un said. “He is very wor­ried about his arm.”




    “Where’s the oth­er one?” Re­mo asked.




    “He stays at the apart­ment to make sure no­body plants any­thing.”




    “He can keep do­ing that for a while,” Re­mo said. “Just give us a cov­er sto­ry. No­body

    has to know who we are.”




    “All right. I’ll make you. . .” No­bile hes­itat­ed as he thought. “You can be from the West

    Coast, check­ing out the place be­fore your boss­es move any op­er­ations here. And Mr. Chi­un

    can be a Chi­nese con­nec­tion for co­caine.”




    “Good,” said Re­mo.




    “Not good,” said Chi­un. “That will nev­er do.”




    “Why not?’ Re­mo asked.




    “I am not Chi­nese. I am Ko­re­an. Do I look Chi­nese? Would such a sto­ry fool any­one? Do

    I i”ok Chi­nese?” He looked to­ward May­or No­bile for an an­swer.




    “Say no,” Re­mo ad­vised.




    “No,” said No­bile. “All right. We’ll make you a Ko­re­an con­nec­tion for co­caine.”




    “North Ko­re­an,” said Chi­un.




    “North Ko­re­an,” amend­ed No­bile.




    “Good,” said Chi­un. “Now that we have the im­por­tant busi­ness out of the way, all that is

    left are mere de­tails.”


  




  

    CHAPTER TEN




    From their car across the street, The Eras­er and the Rubout Squad looked at the old loft

    build­ing on Riv­er Street. The Liz­zard had left his men’s cloth­ing in the trunk of the car

    yes­ter­day and he could not re­mem­ber where he had parked the car, so he was still wear­ing

    the flow­ered dress, the gray wig and his make­up from the pre­vi­ous day. His whiskered

    stub­ble had grown an ex­tra day longer. He had pow­dered it to make it lighter.




    “This is it?” asked Gre­go­ry.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” said Al Bak­er. He had no idea what the place was. He had conned Gre­go­ry

    out of two hun­dred dol­lars the night be­fore to do a lit­tle more in­fil­tra­tion work, but

    when he had got­ten to the loft build­ing, it was closed for the night. So when he got back to

    the mo­tel, he had no choice but to tell Gre­go­ry that ab­so­lute­ly and pos­itive­ly, the

    build­ing housed a ma­jor drug op­er­ation. Maybe it did. Who knew? Who else wouldmove

    in­to Bay City ex­cept some­body do­ing some­thing il­le­gal?




    “A big nar­cotics fac­to­ry, right?” Gre­go­ry said again.




    “No doubt about it,” Bak­er said. “That’s what my sources in the fam­ily tell me.”




    “All right. This is what we do. Liz­zard, you go up­stairs and case the joint. Find out what

    they’re do­ing and who’s up there. Then come down and tell us and we’ll move. We want to be

    sure it’s not a trap.”




    “Who’d set a trap for us?” Tolan said. “No­body knows we’re even alive, Gre­go­ry.”




    “You can’t be too sure, Ex­ter­mi­na­tor,” said Gre­go­ry. “And please call me Eras­er.”




    Fear­ful of an am­bush, ter­ri­fied of be­ing killed, Nicholas Liz­zard walked across the

    street and through the ground floor door of the fac­to­ry build­ing. He looked back to­ward the

    car for en­cour­age­ment and Sam Gre­go­ry waved him on.




    Up­stairs, Liz­zard found a small hall sign that read: wo FAT FOR­TUNE COOK­IE

    COM­PA­NY.




    While he wait­ed in the hall­way, look­ing around and lis­ten­ing, in­side the sec­ond floor

    fac­to­ry, Mr. and Mrs. Wo Fat and their three chil­dren were busy prepar­ing the

    in­gre­di­ents for the day’s batch of for­tune cook­ies. They were still con­grat­ulat­ing

    them­selves on their good for­tune. When their fac­to­ry had been gut­ted by fire the

    pre­vi­ous week, none of their heavy bak­ery ma­chin­ery had been dam­aged and they were able

    to move right in­to this new loft a block away. They had lost on­ly three days of work in both

    the fire and the move.




    Liz­zard pushed open the door and stepped inside. Mr. and Mrs. Wo Fat looked at him and he

    re­mem­bered to hunch over to hide his six-​foot-​five frame and, smil­ing win­some­ly, he

    walked to a counter just in­side the door.




    Wo Fat, an oily look­ing man with white pow­der on his pudgy hands, came to the counter.




    “Yes, Ma’am, I help you?”




    “I want to buy some for­tune cook­ies.”




    “Yes, Ma’am. How many?”




    “There are four of us,” said The Liz­zard.




    He looked around. The place looked nor­mal enough but Ori­en­tals were de­vi­ous. Who knew

    what they were up to? Mrs. Wo Fat walked through a back door in­to the kitchen area in the back

    of the loft. Through the open door, on a big butch­er block ta­ble, The Liz­zard saw a large

    mound of white pow­der. Hero­in. He knew it. Bak­er had been right. The Liz­zard was pret­ty

    sure that hero­in was white. It was al­ways white on tele­vi­sion.




    “I get for you,” Wo Fat said.




    The Ori­en­tal walked in­to the kitchen and chuck­led to his wife as she helped their three

    chil­dren mea­sure out the mound of white flour on the ta­ble in­to small stain­less steel

    mix­ing bowls.




    In Chi­nese, he said, “Strange per­son. Want four for­tune cook­ies.”




    “Be care­ful,” his wife said. “That look like wom­an but is man. Hands too big and bony for

    wom­an.”




    Wo Fat nod­ded and took four fresh­ly-​baked for­tune cook­ies from a tray next to the large

    ovens. He put them in a small brown bag and went back to the counter. But the old wom­an was

    not there. She had gone.




    Wo Fat shrugged, opened the bag and bit in­to one of the cook­ies him­self. He smiled, as he

    al­ways did when eat­ing his own wares. The cook­ies were good. Thir­ty years in the busi­ness

    and his were the best. He knew it and was proud of it.




    He leaned with his back on the counter and through the open door to the spot­less kitchen

    watched his wife and their chil­dren at work. His was the smile of the tal­ent­ed

    crafts­man.




    In the hall­way, The Liz­zard point­ed to the door.




    “That’s it.”




    “Ev­ery­body ready?” Gre­go­ry asked. He looked around. Mark Tolan had a gun in each hand.

    In his right hand, he held the Gre­go­ry Sur-​Shot. In his left, he clutched a .357 Mag­num. Al

    Bak­er held a 32 cal­iber re­volver del­icate­ly by the butt end as if he were afraid it was

    go­ing to give him a shock. The Liz­zard had no gun. Gre­go­ry hand­ed him a .45 au­to­mat­ic.

    The Liz­zard didn’t want it. He pushed it away. Gre­go­ry slapped it in­to his open hand.




    Gre­go­ry him­self held an­oth­er Sur-​Shot.




    “All right,” he hissed. “Ready … get set. . .”




    Be­fore he got to go, Mark Tolan had kicked his way through the un­locked door in­to the

    for­tune cook­ie fac­to­ry. Wo Fat turned at the noise and caught a frag­ment­ing bul­let in

    the mid­dle of his fore­head. He slumped be­hind the counter, his hand drag­ging the bag of

    for­tune cook­ies on­to the floor.




    Through the door to the kitchen, Tolan saw the mound of white pow­der and re­al­ized that

    was the cut­ting room where the hero­in was mixed with powdered sug­ar in­to a small­er,

    weak­er dosage for sale on the streets.




    He raced to­ward the door. Be­hind him, Gre­go­ry, Bak­er and Liz­zard came in­to the loft.

    When Liz­zard saw Wo Fat’s body with his head blown away, he vom­it­ed on the floor. Bak­er put

    his gun in his pock­et, de­ter­mined not to use it un­der any cir­cum­stances, ex­cept to shoot

    Tolan. They fol­lowed Gre­go­ry back to­ward the kitchen where Tolan had en­tered.




    The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor had met the rest of Wo Fat’s fam­ily com­ing to­ward the door to

    in­ves­ti­gate the sound of the first shot.




    “Yel­low per­il,” he screamed. “An­gels of the Mafia dev­il. Die!” Fir­ing with both hands,

    he cut down Mrs. Wo Fat and then their three young chil­dren. When the four bod­ies lay

    mo­tion­less on the floor, Tolan looked down at them, smil­ing the sat­is­fied smile of the

    re­deemed avenger. He saw the white pow­der on their hands and for good mea­sure, emp­tied his

    guns in­to their dead bod­ies.




    The three oth­er men joined him.




    “Oh, God,” said Liz­zard, wip­ing the retch from his mouth.




    “Looney,” said Bak­er. “Frig­ging looney.”




    Gre­go­ry was silent. Tolan point­ed to­ward the pile of pow­der. “There it is. The

    hero­in,” he said. He looked around. “Got to set this place afire,” he said. “De­stroy that

    hero­in so no one else gets it.”




    He saw sev­er­al jars of cook­ing al­co­hol and sprin­kled it over a pile of pa­per box­es

    in the cor­ner. He lit it with a match and the box­es flared and the fire al­most in­stant­ly

    be­gan spread­ing to the old dry wood­en walls.




    “It’ll go in a flash. Bet­ter get out of here,” Gre­go­ry said.




    Be­hind him, Al Bak­er touched a fin­ger to the pile of white pow­der and placed it in his

    mouth. Just as he had feared. It was flour, used to make for­tune cook­ies. He had been wrong.

    He felt sick.




    He had no chance to men­tion it be­cause the oth­er men were run­ning back to­ward the front

    door.




    Sud­den­ly Tolan stopped.




    “For­got some­thing,” he said. He reached in­to the back pock­et of his pants and took out a

    hand­ful of yel­low pen­cils which he had tak­en from the box he had ob­tained for Gre­go­ry

    the day be­fore.




    He snapped a half dozen of them in his hands and threw the eras­er ends at the Chi­nese

    bod­ies in the kitchen door­way.




    “There,” he said hap­pi­ly. “Let them know The Eras­er and the Rubout Squad were here. And

    The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor.”




    Then he fol­lowed the oth­er three men down the steps. They ran across the street and fled

    in their rent­ed car.




    The may­or’s reg­ular driv­er was still in the hos­pi­tal hav­ing tests made to de­ter­mine

    the ex­tent of nerve in­jury suf­fered in his right arm, so Re­mo was driv­ing the limou­sine.

    Chi­un and Roc­co No­bile were in the back seat. Re­mo had giv­en Chi­un strict or­ders, which

    he had couched as a hum­ble re­quest from the Em­per­or to the all-​know­ing, all-​no­ble

    per­son­age of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju that Chi­un not tell Roc­co No­bile any­thing about CURE

    or Harold W. Smith or se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tions. With­outknow­ing it, Roc­co No­bile had

    been work­ing for CURE for al­most five years and if he had gone that long in the dark, it was

    prob­ably best to keep him there. Re­mo knew that Smith want­ed to be sure that, in case Roc­co

    No­bile’s cov­er was ev­er blown, the man would be in no po­si­tion to drop any­thing

    dan­ger­ous about CURE.




    Re­mo had ex­plained all this to Chi­un. Chi­un had agreed that he would not ut­ter a word

    to Roc­co No­bile.




    Now as Re­mo drove, he heard Chi­un in the back seat say to No­bile:




    “I know some­thing you don’t know.”




    “Chi­un,” Re­mo said.




    The car ra­dio crack­led on.




    “Fire in progress at 612 Riv­er Street.”




    “Let’s go over there,” No­bile said.




    “You like fires?” Re­mo said, glad to change the sub­ject from what Chi­un knew that Roc­co

    No­bile didn’t.




    “Not re­al­ly,” No­bile said, “but I guess the may­or ought to be around for one.”




    They parked in the street be­hind a fire en­gine. Flames were spit­ting from the sec­ond

    floor win­dow of the old loft build­ing. Fire­men were stand­ing on the street pour­ing wa­ter

    in­to the build­ing. An­oth­er crew was on top of a cher­ry pick­er, fifty feet in the air,

    pump­ing wa­ter down on­to the roof of the low build­ing, and al­so spray­ing ad­join­ing

    build­ings to try to stop the fire from spread­ing to the oth­er old wood struc­tures.




    Re­mo and Chi­un fol­lowed No­bile up to a fire of­fi­cer wear­ing á white hel­met with a

    gold medal­lion on the front.




    “Any­body in there, Chief?” No­bile asked.




    “We don’t know. We can’t get in yet.”




    Chi­un looked at Re­mo and Re­mo nod­ded. The two men drift­ed away from the may­or and the

    chief who stood star­ing up at the build­ing. Licks of flame be­gan to spit through the roof.

    The two men moved around the crews of fire­men and then dart­ed to­ward the ground lev­el

    door­way.




    “Hey, you can’t. . .” one fire­men shout­ed. But Re­mo and Chi­un were al­ready in­side. He

    turned to the man next to him.




    “Two guys went in that build­ing.”




    “Whaaaa?”




    “Two guys went in. You didn’t see them?”




    “No. I didn’t see noth­ing. You sure?”




    “Sure, I’m sure,” the fire­man said. He thought for a mo­ment of what he had seen. A skin­ny

    white man with a black T-​shirt and black trousers. A tiny old Ori­en­tal wear­ing a gold

    bro­cade ki­mono.




    A gold bro­cade ki­mono? At 9 A.M.? In Bay City?




    He shook his head. Not like­ly.




    “I think maybe the smoke’s got­ten to me. I’m get­ting some oxy­gen,” he said and walked

    back to­ward the emer­gen­cy wag­on where oxy­gen de­mand tanks with masks were propped up

    against the rear tire.




    Re­mo and Chi­un slid through flame up the sway-​backed wood­en steps to­ward the sec­ond

    floor.




    “In there,” Chi­un said, point­ing to­ward Wo Fat’s fac­to­ry. “It start­ed there.”




    As Re­mo opened the door, a whoosh of hot air and flames flared out at their faces. Af­ter

    the first surge had sub­sid­ed, they moved in­side and Chi­unclosed the door be­hind them

    to seal off the draft. The en­tire sec­ond floor was ablaze. Flames burned up off the wood­en

    floor. The old wood­en walls were on fire and tongues of flame poured through the door­way of

    the kitchen area in the back.




    Re­mo ran to­ward the kitchen, but as he passed the counter, he. saw Wo Fat’s body, so far

    un­touched by flames. On its chest, he saw the bro­ken hah5 of a pen­cil and picked it up.




    In­side the kitchen door, they found the par­tial­ly burned bod­ies of Wo Fat’s wife and

    three chil­dren. The two men saw where the slugs had bit­ten in­to their bod­ies. Flames chewed

    around them like some gi­ant in­sid­ious drag­on tongue.




    Re­mo saw sev­er­al charred pieces of wood ly­ing near the bod­ies. He picked them up and

    stuck them in his shirt pock­et.




    “We should get these bod­ies out of here,” he hissed at Chi­un.




    The old man shook his head.




    “No. Let them be vic­tims of the fire.”




    Re­mo thought for a split sec­ond and re­al­ized Chi­un was right. Five mem­bers of a

    fam­ily killed in a fire was a tragedy, but five peo­ple shot to death might just blow

    ev­ery­thing CURE and Smith and No­bile were try­ing to do in Bay City.




    The fire was crack­ling in the cei­il­ng over their heads and Chi­un looked up. Through the

    wood pan­els, he could see a sliv­er of blue sky.




    “We best go,” he said. He point­ed to the roof.




    As Re­mo looked up, the first of the beams burned through and a large pan­el of roof ripped

    loose with a wrench­ing tear and came down at them, pour­ing plas­ter and wood and tons of

    wa­ter at them. Thetwo men dart­ed back as the mas­sive pile hit near their feet,

    shud­der­ing the fire-​weak­ened floor and caus­ing it to creak omi­nous­ly and tilt.




    “Whole build­ing’s go­ing, Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “Let’s go.”




    They ran back past Wo Fat’s body, through the flames that sur­round­ed the door and down the

    wood­en stairs. This time they left the up­stairs door open be­hind them and the flames

    whooshed out in­to the hall­way as if the door to a huge coal-​burn­ing fur­nace had sud­den­ly

    been opened in a gas-​filled room.




    They paused at the bot­tom of the steps and then slipped out in­to a mix of fire­men milling

    around the en­trance. The fire­man who thought he had seen two men en­ter the build­ing was

    just com­ing off the oxy­gen mask. He looked up. Be­hind the clus­ter of fire­fight­ers, he saw

    the two men again. The thin white one. The old Ori­en­tal with the gold­en ki­mono. He gulped

    and went back for more oxy­gen.




    In the back seat of the limou­sine, Re­mo showed Roc­co No­bile the pieces of wood he had

    picked up in the build­ing.




    “Five bod­ies,” he said. “We left them there.”




    No­bile looked at him as if to ques­tion why, then nod­ded. He un­der­stood.




    He fin­gered the pieces of wood. They were tops of pen­cils.




    “The Eras­er,” No­bile said.




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “That was a for­tune cook­ie fac­to­ry run by a Chi­nese fam­ily,” No­bile said. “Why would

    this Eras­er hit there?”




    “I don’t know. Maybe he thought they were some­b ody else. You got any cops in this

    town?




    “Of course.”




    “Re­al cops?”




    “I don’t know. I think so. Why?”




    “You can read the name on one of these pen­cil tops. Why don’t you send some cops around

    qui­et­ly and find out if any­body bought a box of them in any stores around here?”




    “I’ll get them on it right away,” No­bile said.




    Re­mo drove the may­or and Chi­un back to City Hall. The mail was al­ready on No­bile’s

    desk. On top of it was an un­stamped en­ve­lope with a bulge in it. When No­bile saw it, his

    stom­ach sank.




    He point­ed at it to Re­mo, who opened the let­ter.




    The bro­ken top of a pen­cil fell on­to the desk. The note was hand print­ed.




    THOSE HERO­IN PUSH­ERS WERE JUST THE FIRST. WE ARE COM­ING FOR YOU, NO­BILE.




    THE ERAS­ER.




    “I don’t un­der­stand,” No­bile said. “They just made for­tune cook­ies. What hero­in?”




    Re­mo was in the door­way talk­ing to the sec­re­tary.




    “Where’d this let­ter come from?”




    “Some­body gave it to Denise.”




    Re­mo talked to Denise, who was hap­py to talk to Re­mo. And Denise had a good eye. The

    en­ve­lope was dropped off by a man in drag. “A big tall skin­ny thing, but he was wear­ing a

    wig and wom­an’s clothes. But it was a man.”




    “Thanks, hon­ey,” Re­mo said. “I owe you.”




    “When do I col­lect? Denise said.


  




  

    CHAPTER ELEVEN




    The New York Times didn’t car­ry it. The New York Post didn’t car­ry it. Some of the Jer­sey

    pa­pers gave it a cou­ple of para­graphs, and of all the New York news­pa­pers, on­ly the

    Dai­ly News car­ried it. Their item read:




    BAD FOR­TUNE




    Five mem­bers of a Chi­nese fam­ily were burned to death in Bay City yes­ter­day when the

    fam­ily for­tune cook­ie fac­to­ry, lo­cat­ed in a loft build­ing near the city’s de­cay­ing

    wa­ter­front, was gut­ted by flames.




    The Eras­er read the item and saw in­stant­ly that the evil hand of the Mafia had al­so

    in­fil­trat­ed the New York press. Why else would they cov­er up a sto­ry that should have

    read:




    ERAS­ER AND RUBOUT SQUAD DE­CLARE WAR ON MAFIA




    Five mem­bers of an in­ter­na­tion­al hero­in ring were gunned down yes­ter­day in their

    se­cret drug fac­to­ry in Bay City, New Jer­sey.




    Near their bod­ies, po­lice found a hun­dred mil­lion bil­lion zil­lion dol­lars in un­cut

    hero­in. Al­so found in the build­ing, as a warn­ing to evil-​do­ers, were the eras­er ends of

    a half dozen pen­cils. This is the trade­mark of The Eras­er and his Rubout Squad, who have

    vowed to wipe or­ga­nized crime from the face of Bay City, as their first step to­ward

    cleans­ing Amer­ica of this in­sid­ious evil.




    Sam Gre­go­ry thought he would give them just one more chance, as he tossed the news­pa­pers

    to the floor of his mo­tel room.




    He called the City Desk of The New York Times first.




    “Hel­lo, City Desk.”




    “This is The Eras­er. My Rubout Squad and I killed those five peo­ple in Bay City

    yes­ter­day. This is just the first skir­mish in our war to the death against the Mafia.”




    Fol­low­ing the Times’ nor­mal pol­icy for deal­ing with mad­men on the tele­phone, the copy

    boy said, “Why don’t you write us a let­ter about it?” be­fore hang­ing up.




    The Dai­ly News was kinder. The man on the City Desk pa­tient­ly ex­plained that they had

    al­ready done a sto­ry on the tragedy in Bay City.




    “But you called it a fire,” Gre­go­ry protest­ed.




    “The build­ing burned down. Gen­er­al­ly, that in­di­cates a fire,” the man said.




    “Yeah, but we set it to de­stroy the hero­in. Af­ter we got rid of those drug deal­ers who

    are poi­son­ing Amer­ica’s bod­ies and minds.”




    “Hang on a mo­ment. There was a two-​minute wait and the man came back to the tele­phone.

    “By dirty drug deal­ers, you mean Suzie Wo Fat, 13, Tom­my Wo Fat, 14, and Ed­die Wo Fat,

    11?”




    “They were all part of it,” Gre­go­ry said.




    “Go fuck your­self.”




    On­ly the New York Post was in­ter­est­ed, in keep­ing with the pa­per’s long-​term pol­icy

    of be­ing in­ter­est­ed in ev­ery­thing a day late.




    The city ed­itor gave the as­sign­ment to a twen­ty-​three-​year-​old re­porter who had

    fin­ished first in his class at col­lege, ma­jor­ing in cul­tur­al an­thro­pol­ogy, as­pects of

    ab­nor­mal­ity in the white mind, so­cial re­pres­sion in Amer­ica, and mak­ing rev­olu­tions

    work, and had con­vinced the pub­lish­er that all these were good sub­sti­tutes for the

    abil­ity to write a sim­ple declar­ative En­glish sen­tence.




    Re­mo was in Roc­co No­bile’s of­fice when the Post re­porter’s call came through.




    “May­or No­bile? This is Pe­ter Plen­nary of the Post.”




    No­bile nod­ded to Re­mo and pressed a but­ton which turned the tele­phone in­to a

    loud­speak­er so Re­mo could lis­ten in.




    “Yes, this is May­or No­bile.”




    “We re­ceived a tele­phone call from some­one claim­ing to be re­spon­si­ble for the fire

    yes­ter­day. The for­tune-​cook­ie fire?”




    “I see. Did he say who he was?”




    “He said he was The Eras­er and that those Chi­nese were in the hero­in trade and he was

    declar­ing war against the Mafia, and I want to know why you’re pro­tect­ing the Mafia,

    be­cause I know all about you New Jer­sey politi­cians, work­ing over here in New York.”




    “Isn’t that aw­ful?” May­or No­bile said.




    “What’s aw­ful? What do you mean?” the re­porter asked sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “It’s aw­ful how tragedies like this have a way of bring­ing out the bed­bugs.”




    “He said he shot the mem­bers of that fam­ily.”




    “Well, that should prove to you that the poor man was de­ranged. That fam­ily died in the

    fire. There were no gun­shot wounds.”




    “Oh, I see.”




    “And just for your in­for­ma­tion, the Wo Fat fam­ily had lived in Bay City for thir­ty

    years. They had op­er­at­ed that bak­ery all that time. They were nev­er ar­rest­ed for

    any­thing.”




    “Oh, I see,” said the re­porter.




    “Any­thing else?” No­bile asked.




    “No, I guess not,” Pe­ter Plen­nary said.




    “I hope you’re not go­ing to run a sto­ry on this,” No­bile said.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause these things have a rip­ple ef­fect. One lu­natic gets some pub­lic­ity out of a

    tragedy and it en­cour­ages him to re­al­ly try to cre­ate a tragedy. Or im­ita­tors try to do

    the same. It would be aw­ful if some poor de­ment­ed per­son ac­tu­al­ly did start a fire to

    kill some­one.”




    “I see,” the re­porter said.




    “Did this Eras­er per­son say who he was?”




    “No. Why?”




    “I just want­ed to let my po­lice know so they could keep alert for de­ment­ed per­sons who

    might fit his de­scrip­tion.”




    “Oh, I see,” said Pe­ter Plen­nary, but he did not see at all. He just couldn’t un­der­stand

    why any­body would want to call in the fas­cist po­lice es­tab­lish­ment to deal with an ar­son

    case. If Roc­co No­bile wasn’t a fas­cist, he would have asked the fire de­part­ment to watch

    out for the sus­pect­ed fire-​set­ter. Any­one knew that.




    When Pe­ter Plen­nary hung up, he was con­vinced he was on to some­thing. He had a big

    sto­ry. A Mafia may­or and that was ob­vi­ous be­cause he had an Ital­ian name. Some

    won­der­ful per­son risk­ing his own life to try to fight the Mafia. A gang of Chi­nese

    hero­in-​ped­dlers. The chil­dren prob­ably were not chil­dren at all but clev­er­ly dis­guised

    midgets. It could be a re­al­ly ex­cit­ing sto­ry. Pe­ter Plen­nary start­ed work on it right

    away. He wrote two hun­dred and four­teen pages. When he turned it in sev­en weeks lat­er, his

    ed­itor had for­got­ten what it was about and threw it in the garbage. Plen­nary re­trieved it

    late at night when the ed­itor had gone home and de­cid­ed to use it as his doc­tor­al the­sis:

    “Crime and Cor­rup­tion în a Typ­ical Racist Right Wing Hate-​Filled Amer­can Slum City Ru­ined

    by Ram­pant Cap­ital­ism and Sup­press­ing Mi­nori­ties.”




    Af­ter he had got­ten the re­porter off the phone, No­bile shook his head as he turned to

    Re­mo.




    “It’s get­ting too close,” he said. “We’ve got to find this nut-​case be­fore he blows

    ev­ery­thing. I needa cou­ple more weeks, with­out trou­ble, and I’ll have ev­ery god­dam

    big Mafia fish in the coun­try in here.”




    “And when that’s all done, what’11 you do?” Re­mo asked.




    Roc­co No­bile shrugged.




    “You know your life’s not worth a can of warm beer,” Re­mo said.




    “I know,” No­bile said. He rubbed his hand through his thick bushy hair. “Oh, I know.

    They’re go­ing to give me a new iden­ti­ty and send me some­where else, but that’s bull­shit.

    Some clown with a hard-​on for the gov­ern­ment and a peek at the files is go­ing to make

    him­self rich by hand­ing me up. I give my­self three months. At least, it’s three months I

    won’t have to dye my hair or wear pinky rings or pin-​stripe suits.” He paused and thought.

    “Maybe less than three months.”




    “Then why do you do it?” Re­mo asked.




    “Wouldn’t you?”




    “I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not. But if I did it, I’d do it for me, not for the

    gov­ern­ment.”




    “That’s the dif­fer­ence be­tween us,” No­bile said. He turned around and looked out the

    win­dow at the tired dull streets of Bay City. He turned down the roar of the rock sta­tion

    which al­ways filled the of­fice. “I guess you could call it a gen­er­ation gap. But I grew up

    be­liev­ing Amer­ica was worth a life. Even my own.”




    Re­mo sat up in his chair. He rec­og­nized that. He thought back to Con­rad Mac­Cleary, a

    one-​hand­ed man who had brought him in­to the se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion CURE. When he lay

    dy­ing and askedRe­mo to kill him, he had said the same thing: “Amer­ica is worth a

    life.”




    “I know some­body who said that once,” Re­mo said.




    “Fed­er­al man?” No­bile asked.




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “We were taught it,” No­bile said. “Can you tell me your friend’s name?”




    “No. Hell, why not? Con­rad Mac­Cleary.”




    “Mac­Cleary? That one-​armed drunk­en whore­mon­ger?” The words were hard but the face of

    Roc­co No­bile was soft, ex­ud­ing good mem­ories as he thought back over his life.




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “Conn and I went through O.S.S. train­ing to­geth­er.” No­bile chuck­led. We both learned

    that line from one of our mean­est, tight-​assed bas­tard in­struc­tors that ev­er lived. We

    used to make fun of him. Then one day he van­ished.”




    “What hap­pened to him?” Re­mo asked ca­su­al­ly.




    “We lost track of him,” No­bile said. “And it was World War II, and we had oth­er things to

    think about. Then I found my­self in Ger­many, do­ing spy work, and I was cap­tured. They had

    me in the cel­lar of an old cas­tle and they were go­ing to kill me. Sud­den­ly, this guy comes

    in­to the cel­lar and or­ders ev­ery­body out. It was my old in­struc­tor. What it was was that

    he’d be­come a spy be­hind Ger­man lines. He was sup­posed to be a high-​rank­ing Nazi. Well,

    he got me out of there. He killed six peo­ple on the way. And when he put me on a plane to get

    me out of Ger­many, I asked him, ‘Aren’t you com­ing?’ He said no. He had more workto do.

    And that was the last I saw of him. That was his line. ‘Amer­ica is worth a Ufe.’ Old

    Gra­ham-​Crack­er Smith. Dry as dust but a hel­lu­va man.”




    “What was his name?” Re­mo asked.




    “Smith. Harold W. Smith.”




    “What hap­pened to him?”




    “Don’t know. He switched to the CIA when it was first set Up. He was one of those gray

    peo­ple that you don’t no­tice much but you al­ways get the feel­ing that he’s run­ning things

    while some­body else takes the cred­it. Then he just kind of van­ished and I heard he had put

    in his pa­pers. He’s prob­ably dead now. Or maybe farm­ing rocks some place up in New

    Hamp­shire. Bravest man I ev­er met.”




    He looked out the win­dow over his city, mus­ing about old times, then he looked back at

    Re­mo, al­most in sur­prise, as if notic­ing him for the first time.




    “What were we talk­ing about? Oh, yeah, Mac-​Cleary. He still alive?”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “What hap­pened to him?”




    “They’ sent me to kill him,” Re­mo said.




    “Did you?”




    “No. I couldn’t do it.”




    “Nei­ther could I. But Harold Smith could’ve. That was the dif­fer­ence be­tween us. I guess

    that was the brav­ery he had that I didn’t.”




    “Sounds like a good man,” Re­mo said. “Some­day I’d like to meet him.”




    When there was no sto­ry in the Post the next day, Sam Gre­go­ry slammed the pa­per to the

    floor of his mo­tel room.




    “That’s it,” he snarled.




    “What’s it?” asked Al Bak­er ner­vous­ly. Mort Tolan was at the win­dow, point­ing his

    trig­ger fin­ger at pass­ing cars. He smiled on­ly when a pedes­tri­an came in­to range. He

    prac­ticed see­ing how many shots he could squeeze off men­tal­ly be­fore the body crum­pled

    and hit the side­walk. The Liz­zard sat at the dress­ing ta­ble, look­ing at his face for

    pim­ples. In front of him was a tum­bler rilled with Vod­ka.




    “We’re go­ing to have to make a dif­fer­ent hit,” said Gre­go­ry. “Some­thing the pa­pers

    can’t ig­nore.”




    “It pas­seth un­der­stand­ing,” said Liz­zard. “Do we do this thing be­cause ’tis right or

    be­cause we look for plau­dits from the world? That thing is no­blest done that is done with no

    one there to cheer.”




    “Dammit, I don’t want cheers. I want press cov­er­age,” Gre­go­ry said. “I want the word to

    go out: we’re tak­ing on the Mafia.”




    “When do we get paid?” asked Bak­er. “I don’t have two cents.”




    “Nor do I and emp­ty pock­ets im­pel a man to dan­ger­ous acts,” said Liz­zard.




    “To­day,” Gre­go­ry said in dis­gust. “I’ve got mon­ey for you all.”




    “Keep your mon­ey,” said Tolan from the win­dow.




    “Not so fast,” said Bak­er. “It’s about time we got paid.”




    “Tru­ly spo­ken,” said Liz­zard. “Tru­ly spo­ken.”




    “What do we do next?” Tolan asked.




    Gre­go­ry looked at the tall husky man. “We’re go­ing to hit the Bay City Im­prove­ment

    As­so­ci­ation. Roc­co No­bile’s own club.”




    “When?”




    “Tonight. When those crooked cops drop off their gam­bling pro­tec­tion mon­ey. The press

    can’t ig­nore that.”




    “Good,” said Tolan. “I’m tired of mark­ing time like this.” Yeah, he thought, look­ing out

    the win­dow. Life was im­por­tant and mon­ey was im­por­tant but death was more im­por­tant,

    es­pe­cial­ly when it was the death of bad peo­ple. And if there weren’t any bad peo­ple, yeah,

    well, then he’d set­tle for any peo­ple. Yeah.




    “Mark­ing time?” said Bak­er. “You shot five peo­ple yes­ter­day. Three of them kids.”




    “Just a warm-​up,” Tolan said. “Don’t you know we’re war­ring on the evil-​do­ers, no

    mat­ter what dis­guis­es they may wear?” He turned to­ward Bak­er’s eyes. “Bang, bang,” he said

    soft­ly.




    “Stop that, will you, looney?” Bak­er said. “Sam, make him stop do­ing that.”




    “Don’t call me Sam. I’m The Eras­er. You’re The Bak­er. He’s The Liz­zard.”




    “And I’m The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor,” Tolan said. “Bang, bang.” He moved his in­dex fin­ger to

    point at Liz-​zard’s left tem­ple. “Bang, bang.” He point­ed his ringer at Gre­go­ry’s

    fore­head. “Bang, bang.”




    “A looney,” said Bak­er. “A freak­ing refugee from the rub­ber room.”




    “Stop the bick­er­ing,” Gre­go­ry said. “I’ve got to draw a plan of at­tack for tonight.” He

    reached for a large yel­low pad. From a dress­er draw­er, he took a box of yel­low wood­en

    pen­cils.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWELVE




    Denise looked up from her re­cep­tion­ist’s desk as Re­mo came through the door from the

    may­or’s of­fice.




    “Lunch?” she said.




    He shook his head.




    “Din­ner? Break­fast in bed?”




    “Sor­ry,” Re­mo said. “Work.”




    “For that, I need you?”




    “An as­sign­ment from the May­or,” Re­mo said.




    Denise sat up straighter in her chair.




    “He said for you to get as much help as you need. Then get the ad­dress­es of all the

    apart­ment build­ings in town and the phone num­bers of the su­per­in­ten­dents. Start call­ing

    them. Tell them you’re from the may­or’s of­fice or you’re call­ing for the coun­ty nut­house

    or what­ev­er you want to tell them. But find out if they’ve rent­ed an apart­ment re­cent­ly

    to a tall man-​way over six feet tall-​wear­ing wom­an’s clothes.”




    She looked up, nod­ding her un­der­stand­ing. “The TV who de­liv­ered that en­ve­lope?”




    “You got it,” Re­mo said. “Now this is im­por­tant. If you find the ad­dress, you call me.

    I’m at the mo­tel over in Jer­sey City.” “� “Bet­ter than that. When I get it, I’ll de­liv­er

    the ad­dress to you.”




    “I’ve got a room­mate,” Re­mo said.




    “Awwww.”




    “But he goes to bed ear­ly,” Re­mo said.




    “Ooooh.”




    “But he’s a light sleep­er.”




    “Awwww.”




    “But I can al­ways rent an­oth­er room for our con­fer­ence,” Re­mo said.




    “Stop it,” she gig­gled. “You’re mak­ing me crazy. I’ll de­liv­er that ad­dress. If I have

    to vis­it ev­ery apart­ment in Bay City my­self.”




    Re­mo touched her on the shoul­der. He felt her tin­gle. “Thanks. It’s im­por­tant.”




    Her smile al­most warmed his back as he left her of­fice. In­side, Roc­co No­bile was

    hang­ing up the tele­phone. He shook his head at Re­mo.




    “You can con­trol the news but you can’t con­trol the ru­mors.”




    “What was that?” Re­mo asked.




    “One of my con­tacts in Cal­ifor­nia. He’d heard that we were hav­ing some trou­ble.”




    “What’d you tell him?”




    “Just a fire. The usu­al thing in an old city.”




    “He buy it?”




    “I think so, but we’ve got to get that lu­natic Eras­er off the streets.”




    That af­ter­noon, Re­mo rent­ed an­oth­er mo­tel room next to his own and that night, when

    Roc­co No­bile was fin­ished at the of­fice, Re­mo drove his limou­sine to the Bay City Arms

    pent­house apart­ment. In case any­one was watch­ing, they went in­to the lob­by and en­tered

    the el­eva­tor. But they stopped at the sec­ond floor and walked down a back stair­way to the

    base­ment, and out a back door where they got in­to Re­mo’s car.




    Af­ter Re­mo had No­bile safe in his mo­tel room, he went to his own room where Chi­un was

    sit­ting on the floor, wait­ing. In front of him was the box of ping pong balls.




    “Not again, Chi­un.”




    “Again and again un­til you move cor­rect­ly. Small er­rors left unchecked grow in­to large

    er­rors and large er­rors are what fa­tal­ities are made of. And if you are killed, what will

    peo­ple think of me? Hah, there is Chi­un who trained some­one so bad­ly that he was killed. I

    do not de­serve that, Re­mo.”




    “Gee, Chi­un, I’m re­al­ly sor­ry for your trou­bles.”




    “Thank you. Just do not add to them. You have moved bad­ly late­ly, and we will cor­rect it

    now.”




    Chi­un was up and put the box of balls on the ta­ble along­side him. Re­mo took his stance

    ten feet away. Chi­un threw. The ball start­ed out far to the right, then hooked sharply just

    be­fore it reached the wall and swerved back to­ward Re­mo’s head. Re­mo put his hand up, edge

    first, caught the ball and slashed down through it with a hack­ing mo­tion. The ball split

    neat­ly down the cen­ter and both halves slammed against the wall with two sharp crack­ing

    sounds.




    “Good?” said Re­mo.




    “Bet­ter,” said Chi­un. “Again.”




    He tossed an­oth­er ball at Re­mo, this time with an easy de­cep­tive un­der­hand mo­tion.

    The ball start­ed out low, trav­el­ing no more than eight inch­es above the car­pet­ed

    floor.




    Re­mo watched the ball, wait­ing, but it did not rise and he glanced at Chi­un with a look

    of su­pe­ri­or­ity on his face. He looked back down just as the ball swooped and caught Re­mo

    un­der the chin. It fell soft­ly to the rug. Re­mo rubbed his chin, which smart­ed from the

    pain. He bent over, picked up the ball and an­gri­ly slammed it with his hand. The ball split.

    Its two halves slammed against the ply­wood wall, where their ragged-​cut edges bit and

    stuck.




    “Very good,” Chi­un said. “Get an­gry at the ball. But not at your­self who is the fool who

    al­lowed your­self to be hit.”




    Two rooms away, the rap­ping of the ping pong balls against the wall was not lost on Mark

    Tolan.




    “That’s it,” he said. He pulled a T-​shirt over his heav­ily mus­cled tor­so.




    “Where are you go­ing?” Sam Gre­go­ry asked.




    “I’m go­ing over to stick those ping pong pad­dles up some ass­es,” Tolan said as he walked

    to­ward the door. “I al­ready warned them about that rack­et.”




    “We’ve got work to do,” Gre­go­ry said. “We’re go­ing out soon to hit that

    head­quar­ters.”




    “I’ll be back. Don’t start the war with­out me,” Tolan said. As he walked through the door,

    he thought, yeah, start the war with­out me and you’ve got no­body to fight it. No­body ex­cept

    a drunk and a fake and a mil­lion­aire chart-​mak­er. But whenyou need the pu­ri­ty of

    killing, you need Mark Tolan. Yeah.




    He pound­ed on Re­mo’s door with his heavy fist.




    “Open up this god­dam door.”




    “It’s open,” a soft voice replied. Tolan pushed the door open. In­side, he saw a small

    Ori­en­tal man, hold­ing a ping pong ball. The man was wear­ing a dark green ki­mono. He was

    smil­ing.




    “Yes?” the Ori­en­tal said.




    “Where is he?” Tolan de­mand­ed.




    “Who?” asked Chi­un.




    “This wiseass I told to stop play­ing or else I’d give him his.”




    Rerao stepped for­ward from the end of the room. “You mean me, ug­ly?” he said.




    Tolan looked around the room. He saw no weapons. And this white guy was skin­ny. Tolan had

    him by forty pounds.




    “You play­ing ping pong again?”




    “Yeah. You want lessons?”




    “No, I come to give you a les­son. I thought I told you to knock it off.”




    “That was yes­ter­day,” Re­mo said. “This is to­day.”




    “Yeah?”




    Re­mo looked at Chi­un who shrugged, shak­ing his head, un­able to un­der­stand the west­ern

    mind which did not want peo­ple to prac­tice their bal­ance us­ing ping pong balls. If they did

    not want that, why did west­ern­ers both­er to in­vent ping pong balls, Chi­un won­dered.




    “Yeah, sweet­heart,” Re­mo. said. “Yes­ter­day was yes­ter­day and to­day is to­day.”




    “I told you to stop. I meant for good,” Tolan said.




    “We’ll keep it in mind,” Re­mo said. “Now go away. You’re an­noy­ing me.”




    “Yeah?”




    “You’re re­al­ly good at di­alogue,” Re­mo said.




    “Yeah? Well, you’re pret­ty good at lip­ping off. You want to step out­side?”




    “Why? Is it nicer out there than in here?”




    “More room to mop you up in,” Tolan said.




    “That’s good,” said Re­mo. “I’d give you about a six­ty-​sev­en on that one.”




    “You com­ing out­side or do I mop you up in here?”




    Re­mo thought about Roc­co No­bile in the next room. If he heard any noise out­side, he

    might be in­clined to look out and some­one might just no­tice him. Re­mo chose not to go

    out­side.




    “You’d bet­ter do it here,” Re­mo said. “The af­ter­noon air might chill my ping pong

    mus­cles.”




    Tolan growled and charged in­to the room. He felt some­thing hook his an­kles. He looked

    back as he was falling. It was the Ori­en­tal’s foot. The old man had tripped him up. He looked

    at the Ori­en­tal. The old man still had the same sim­per­ing smile on his face.




    Be­fore he had a chance to reach out and grab that lit­tle yel­low face in his hands and

    crush it like an egg, he felt him­self be­ing lift­ed up by the seat of his pants. The skin­ny

    white guy had him and was swing­ing him back and forth. Then he let him go and Tolan swung out

    through the open door on­to the side­walk in front of the mo­tel room. He feltthe skin

    scrap­ing off his hands and knees as he slid. He heard the door slam be­hind him.




    He rolled over and looked up at the door. The door opened again and a ping pong ball came

    out and land­ed in front of Mark Tolan’s nose.




    He heard the white man’s voice. “Come back af­ter you have a chance to prac­tice.”




    He heard the door lock.




    When he stood up and dust­ed him­self off, he again heard the in­fer­nal tap­ping of the

    ping pong balls off the wall. He start­ed for the door again, but stopped when Sam Gre­go­ry

    came out of his room two doors away. Be­hind him was Al Bak­er, . look­ing around care­ful­ly

    be­fore step­ping out­side. The Liz­zard, dressed again in wom­an’s clothes, stood lin­ger­ing

    in the door­way.




    “Come on,” Gre­go­ry said. “We’ve got to leave.”




    Yeah, it would be fun beat­ing up on the guy, Tolan thought. Tak­ing a ping pong pad­dle and

    shov­ing the han­dle down the skin­ny guy’s throat. But that wasn’t near­ly as much fun as

    spray­ing the Bay City Im­prove­ment As­so­ci­ation with bul­lets. The skin­ny white dude would

    have to wait. Tolan fol­lowed Gre­go­ry to the car.




    Gre­go­ry drove.




    “Where we go­ing?” Tolan asked.




    “To our safe apart­ment,” Gre­go­ry asid. “We’ll time our move from there.”




    “You got my guns?” Tolan asked.




    “The Liz­zard has them in his pock­et­book,” Gre­go­ry said.




    “Hey, fag­got,” Tolan called in­to the back­seat. “Don’t go get­ting them smeared with

    lip­stick.”




    The last ping pong ball had been smashed when there was an­oth­er knock on Re­mo’s door

    nine­ty min­utes lat­er. Re­mo thought it might be the hard-​faced guy com­ing back. He hoped

    it was. His mus­cles ached to hit some­thing more sub­stan­tial than a ping pong ball.




    It was Denise. She held a pa­per in her hands and she smiled when she saw Re­mo.




    She hand­ed it for­ward.




    “Here it is. Three-​six­ty-​four Bar­rack Street. A big transvestite rent­ed it two days

    ago.”




    Re­mo took the pa­per and hugged her.




    “Oooooh,” she said.




    “Come on, Chi­un, let’s go,” Re­mo said. He thought of Roc­co No­bile next door. Maybe he

    should be in at the fin­ish too.




    “You go­ing some­where?” Denise asked. Dis­ap­point­ment crin­kled the cor­ners of her

    eyes.




    “Have to now,” Re­mo said. “But there’s plen­ty of time for us.”




    He got her in­to her car and then roused Roc­co No­bile who was nap­ping, and to­geth­er

    with Chi­un they drove back in­to Bay City, to­ward Bar­rack Street, to­ward the. Bay City

    Im­prove­ment As­so­ci­ation, to­ward their long-​await­ed meet­ing with The Eras­er.


  




  

    CHAPTER THIRTEEN




    Sam Gre­go­ry had ti­tled this one the “Bay City Blast.” And he told them, “When we’re done

    here and we’ve wiped out these Mafia goons, we’re go­ing to go across the coun­try. We’ll be

    the stuff leg­ends are made of. Min­neapo­lis Mas­sacre. Birm­ing­ham Blood­bath. Tuc­son

    Ter­ror. Sali­nas Slaugh­ter.”




    “Hey, those are good,” said The Bak­er. “You shoul­da been a writ­er.”




    “Well, per­haps one day when we’re done and we’ve de­stroyed the in­sid­ious hold of the mob

    up­on our na­tion,” Gre­go­ry said.




    “Cut the bull­shit,” Tolan said. “When do we kill some­body?”




    As Gre­go­ry be­gan to out­line his plans, The Liz-​zard went to his suit­case of cloth­ing.

    From it he brought out a nun’s habit, and af­ter care­ful­ly ap­ply­ing make­up that made him

    look pale and drawn, he be­gan to put it on.




    “How do I look?” he asked, spin­ning around.




    “Like a six-​and-​a-​half-​foot fag­got,” said Tolan. “You look just fine,” The Bak­er said.

    “Don’t you ev­er wear man’s dis­guis­es?” Tolan asked. “Who­ev­er heard of a nun as big as a

    bas­ket­ball play­er?”




    “Part of my ge­nius, sur,” said The Liz­zard. “By the time I walk in­to that place, I will

    be so shrunk­en over that if any­one ev­er asks, they will re­mem­ber on­ly a lit­tle old nun.

    The op­er­ative word there is ‘lit­tle.’ Such is my ge­nius that I will be ab­so­lute­ly tiny

    in their mem­ories. Minis­cule. Minute.”




    Gre­go­ry looked out the win­dow of the apart­ment at the Bay City Im­prove­ment

    As­so­ci­ation. Its store win­dows were bright­ly il­lu­mi­nat­ing the side­walk in the

    night­time dark­ness.




    He told Liz­zard, “Now you go over there on some kind of pre­text. Tell them any­thing. Tell

    them you want to vol­un­teer to help clean up the honky tonks on Bar­rack Street. But stay

    there. And when the crooked cops ar­rive with their gam­bling mon­ey, you come out and give us

    a sign.” “How do you know they’re go­ing to be there tonight?” Bak­er asked Gre­go­ry.




    “You told me,” Gre­go­ry said. “You said this was the night the pay­offs were made. Don’t

    you re­mem­ber?”




    “Oh, yeah,” said Bak­er, who had made up the pay­off sched­ule. “This is the squar­ing away

    night of the week. That’s how the Mafia gam­bling em­pire al­ways works. You want me to tell

    you about it?” “Lat­er,” said Gre­go­ry. “Nev­er,” said Tolan. “All right,” Gre­go­ry said.

    “And we’ll be watching from up here. When you give us the sign, we’ll be over.”




    Af­ter the gaunt man had left the dingy apart­ment, Tolan said, “I don’t trust that

    fag­got.”




    “You shouldn’t call him that, Ex­ter­mi­na­tor,” said Gre­go­ry. “He’s an ac­tor. Dress­ing

    up is one of the tools of his trade.”




    “He likes it too much for it to be just a job,” Tolan said. His hands itched to be on a gun,

    to have peo­ple’s fore­heads down his line of sight, to squeeze and watch them ex­plode away in

    lit­tle fuzzy red chunks. Yeah. He was The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor. Yeah. Leg­end? Who cared? This

    beat fry­ing eggs in the din­er, that was all he knew.




    The three men stood watch­ing from the win­dow as The Liz­zard came out of the al­ley

    be­tween the ten­ement build­ings, looked around and, when he saw the street was clear, walked

    across the street to the Im­prove­ment As­so­ci­ation of­fices.




    “Stoop, you jerk,” said Bak­er. The Liz­zard was walk­ing straight up, all six-​feet-​five

    of him. Bak­er want­ed to yell out the win­dow at him. That was what he want­ed. But more than

    that, he want­ed to be away from here. He had count­ed on Gre­go­ry be­ing good for a big stake

    so he could go some­where and try to gam­ble up some re­al mon­ey. But Gre­go­ry was a lit­tle

    tighter with his mon­ey than he had ex­pect­ed. Bak­er had al­ready for­got­ten Hawaii and Las

    Ve­gas and he had set­tled down to try­ing to get to At­lantic City to make his big score. But

    now, flanked by a mad­man with a mis­sion on one side and a homi­ci­dal ma­ni­ac on the oth­er,

    all Al Bak­er want­ed was to get away. With his Ufe.




    Just be­fore he reached the far curb, The Liz­zard hunched over and then walked slow­ly to

    the door of the club­house.




    Tolan hoot­ed. “Now in­stead of look­ing like a six-​and-​a-​half-​foot nun,” he said, “he

    looks like a six-​and-​a-​half-​foot nun who’s all bent over. Where’d you get him?”




    “He’s do­ing just fine,” Gre­go­ry said. His eyes were not on The Liz­zard at all. They were

    on head­lines he saw in his mind, huge head­lines in huge un­named pa­pers.




    THE ERAS­ER RUBS OUT THE MOB BAY CITY BLAST




    KOKO­MO KILL WEST­PORT WIPE­OUT




    NUNS OF NAVARONE




    He thought a mo­ment and scratched that last one. That was some­body else’s ti­tle. If he

    ev­er found a mob-​in­fest­ed Amer­ican city named Na­va-​rone, he would save it till last,

    un­til he thought of a good ti­tle. The Eras­er strik­ing fear in­to the hearts of the mob.




    In­side the head­quar­ters, two sec­re­taries whose salaries were paid per­son­al­ly by

    Roc­co No­bile were com­pil­ing a sur­vey of the in­come and the health needs of the city’s

    res­idents so No­bile could try to set up a health clin­ic for pre­ven­ta­tive medicine. The

    on­ly oth­er per­son in the place was Louie, the al­most-​jan­itor.




    Louie was a bor­der­line mo­ron and had lived large­ly on hand­outs and make-​work jobs that

    people gave him. Peo­ple nev­er ex­pect­ed him to suc­ceed, but Louie knew how to push a broom

    and he liked the feel­ing of work­ing and sup­port­ing him­self, so he made up in en­er­gy and

    ded­ica­tion what he lacked in tech­nique and quick-​wit­ted­ness.




    As the big nun came through the door, Louie glanced at bis watch and re­al­ized it was

    sev­en o’clock and the bull­dog edi­tion of the Dai­ly News would be on the stands.




    “Hel­lo, Sis­ter la­dy,” he said as he brushed past her to go get a pa­per. It was the on­ly

    news­pa­per Louie read and ac­tu­al­ly he didn’t read all that much of it, just one tiny

    num­ber on one cor­ner of one page. It was the to­tal mutuel han­dle from a New York race­track

    and the last three dig­its con­sti­tut­ed the win­ning num­ber in the il­le­gal num­bers game.

    Louie played ev­ery day.




    The two sec­re­taries stood up when they saw the nun, but there was some­thing odd about her

    and they ex­changed glances with each oth­er.




    “Oooooh, hel­lo, my dears,” The Liz­zard said in a high-​pitched squeak. “Aren’t you both

    love­ly?”




    “Thank you, Sis­ter,” said the brunette. “Can we help you?”




    “It was just the op­po­site, heh, heh, just the op­po­site. I was hop­ing I could help you.

    You see, I’m at St. Joseph’s and we won­dered if, per­haps, there was some work we could do to

    help you in the vi­tal task of re­build­ing the city.”




    “Why don’t you sit down, Sis­ter?” the brunette said. She nod­ded to the blonde sec­re­tary

    that she would han­dle this. “It’s a lit­tle late for you to be out, isn’t it, Sis­ter?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I re­ceived a dis­pen­sa­tion from Fa­therCochran to be out alone on

    this ter­ri­ble street.” “Fa­ther Cochran? I’m afraid I don’t know him.




    And just where is St. Joseph’s?”




    Trapped, The Liz­zard thought. He im­pro­vised.




    “It’s a new church, dear. We’re just start­ing it. But,




    ac­tu­al­ly, I didn’t come here to talk about my­self.




    Rather, we would like to help in any small way wecan.”




    The brunette sec­re­tary didn’t know what to make




    of it. She reached in­to her desk for an ap­pli­ca­tion




    form. “You wouldn’t mind fill­ing this out, wouldyou?”




    “Of course not. The longer the bet­ter. No­body here but you two lovelies?”




    Louie came back in­to the As­so­ci­ation of­fice on the dead whoop, shout­ing and point­ing

    at the pa­per. “I hit! I hit! I had 456 and I hit it in the box! Twen­ty-​five dol­lars! I hit!

    I hit!”




    “All right, Louie,” said the brunette.




    The Liz­zard stood up quick­ly. He had heard all he need­ed to. This man was in here with

    the num­bers play. And be­sides, it was tune for a drink.




    “I’ll just take this ap­pli­ca­tion with me,” he said as he snatched the pa­per from the

    desk. “And I’ll be back to­mor­row night.”




    With­out wait­ing for a re­ply, he walked out the front door. Be­hind him, the two girls

    looked at each oth­er and sup­pressed laugh­ter. Louie was draw­ing his fin­ger across the

    win­ning num­ber again to make sure that he had won.




    Out­side on the street. The Liz­zard rubbed his fore­head three times in the pre-​ar­ranged

    sig­nal.




    “That’s it,” Tolan said joy­ous­ly. “Let’s go kill some­body.”




    He had a gun in each hand as he walked to the door. Gre­go­ry fol­lowed him, car­ry­ing a

    Gre­go­ry Sur-​Shot.




    The Bak­er lin­gered be­hind.




    “Come on,” Gre­go­ry said. “Tim­ing is ev­ery­thing.”




    “Do I have to go?”




    “Yes.” Gre­go­ry looked at the sad ex­pres­sion on Bak­er’s face. “A good job tonight and

    to­mor­row is bonus day for ev­ery­body.”




    Bak­er bright­ened ap­pre­cia­bly. “Okay, Let’s do it.”




    “Take a gun,” Gre­go­ry said, point­ing to­ward a small ar­se­nal of weapons on the

    dress­er.




    Bak­er sighed and took the small­est one he could find and stuck it in­to his jack­et

    pock­et. No way he was go­ing to fire it. No way.




    They had to run to catch up with Mark Tolan who was march­ing at dou­ble­time across the

    street. The plan had been for all of them to talk to The Liz­zard and get the lay of the land,

    but Tolan had had enough of talk­ing. While Gre­go­ry and Bak­er walked to­ward Liz­zard, Tolan

    marched to­ward the front door of the Bay City Im­prove­ment As­so­ci­ation.




    “You know where Bar­rack Street is?” No­bile asked Re­mo.




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo. He spun the car around the cor­ner, mak­ing a right-​hand turn to­ward

    Bay City. The car strained up­ward on its two in­side wheels. Just as it reached the point

    where it was sure to tip, Re­mo tromped on the gas ped­al, andthe sud­den for­ward surge

    over­came the cen­trifu­gal force and brought all four wheels back to the pave­ment.




    “You al­ways drive like this?” No­bile said.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “With cal­lous dis­re­gard for the lives of peo­ple who are worth

    some­thing, name­ly me.”




    “You ain’t seen noth­ing yet,” Re­mo said.




    Mark Tolan knew the face of evil when he saw it, no mat­ter how it was paint­ed or

    dis­guised. His had looked in­to evil be­fore, and it could not hide it­self from him or from

    his judg­ment. The lit­tle brunette looked up when he came through the door. She smiled, the

    same kind of smile she smiled ev­ery Sun­day at 11 A.M. when she sang in the choir of St.

    Stephen’s Epis­co­pal Church where she was the sec­ond al­to and was hop­ing that she would be

    the first al­to next year. She was still smil­ing when the first Gre­go­ry Sur-​Shot string of

    frag­men­ta­tion slugs ripped in­to her head.




    The blonde sec­re­tary was not a choir singer. She was nine­teen years old and by the

    brunette’s stan­dards al­ready a fall­en wom­an be­cause she had once let her fi­ance touch her

    there and they weren’t plan­ning to be mar­ried un­til next year, when he got out of col­lege

    where he was study­ing ar­chae­ol­ogy. She went next, a string of slugs al­most sev­er­ing her

    neck. She fell on­to the ta­ble gush­ing red. Tolan thought, yeah, my fa­vorite col­or,

    blon­des wear­ingred.




    Louie was sit­ting at a ta­ble in the back of the room and he looked up slow­ly when he

    heard theshots and saw the two girls hit and the big goon stand­ing in the door­way. He

    was en­raged be­cause the two girls had been nicer to him than any­one else had ev­er been and

    he jumped to his feet and raced at Tolan.




    “Bad man, I’m gonna get you,” he cried out.




    Tolan let him get close, fif­teen feet, ten feet. Louie was wav­ing his fists over his head,

    his puffy face dis­tort­ed with rage and anger. At eight feet, Tolan squeezed the trig­ger.




    The gun jammed. He squeezed again. It did not fire. Then Louie was on him, his hard lit­tle

    fists flail­ing at Tolan’s face and Tolan didn’t like it. For a mo­ment, he thought of run­ning

    way but then he re­mem­bered the oth­er gun in his left hand, the .357 Mag­num, and he put it

    to Louie’s right tem­ple and squeezed the trig­ger. This one fired and Louie dropped to the

    fresh­ly linoleumed floor.




    Tolan ran to the back of the of­fice hop­ing there were more peo­ple there. But there

    weren’t. He turned and ran back to­ward the street. He grabbed a hand­ful of pen­cils from his

    pock­et, and with one wrench broke off their eras­er ends and dropped them on­to the floor. On

    the street, he met The Eras­er, The Bak­er and the Liz­zard.




    “All done,” said Tolan. “Let’s go.”




    The four men ran back up the steps of the ten­ement build­ing where they kept an apart­ment,

    just as Re­mo’s car turned the cor­ner. He pulled up in front of the Bay City Im­prove­ment

    As­so­ci­ation, as Gre­go­ry and his three ac­com­plices be­gan to look out the win­dow. Re­mo

    was scan­ning the win­dows on the oth­er side of the street.




    “Hey, I know him,” Tolan said. “That’s the dip with the ping pong balls.”




    Re­mo looked up at their apart­ment and for one chill mo­ment, it seemed to Gre­go­ry that

    his eyes had locked with those of the hard-​faced man in the street.




    Be­hind Re­mo, Chi­un and No­bile had gone to the as­so­ci­ation of­fices.




    “Oh, my God,” Re­mo heard No­bile say.




    He turned to see the may­or bent over the body of Louie near the door­way. Chi­un was

    ges­tur­ing to Re­mo to go af­ter the shoot­ers.




    “No­bile,” Tolan said up­stairs. “I can get him from here.”




    “No. We want him to sweat a lit­tle,” Gre­go­ry said. “First his drug trade, then his

    num­bers busi­ness. Next is him, but let him wait.”




    Bak­er saw Re­mo look in the As­so­ci­ation head­quar­ters. He saw the thin man’s fist

    clench. Re­mo turned and ran across the street to­ward them. His face was twist­ed with

    anger.




    “We bet­ter get out of here,” Bak­er said.




    “I think you’re right,” Gre­go­ry said.




    “Let’s shoot it out with him,” Tolan said.




    “Lat­er,” said Gre­go­ry. “We’ll get him on our terms.”




    The four men went through a back win­dow and down the fire es­cape. Their rent­ed car had

    been parked in a va­cant lot be­hind the old ten­ement build­ing.




    When Re­mo kicked in the apart­ment door, they were gone. He looked out the back win­dow and

    saw on­ly the tail­lights of the car pulling around a build­ing and in­to the street.




    “Damn,” he said. “Damn.” Back at the As­so­ci­ation head­quar­ters, Chi­un hand­ed Re­mo

    three bro­ken pen­cils.




    “I thought you would want these,” he said.


  




  

    CHAPTER FOURTEEN




    It was on the TV-​eleven o’clock news.




    The three ma­jor New York chan­nels car­ried brief pieces on the killings. They de­scribed

    how May­or Roc­co No­bile, mak­ing his usu­al night­ly vis­it to the club, had come on the

    scene on­ly sec­onds af­ter the shoot­ings.




    “It was two young ju­ve­niles,” the sta­tions quot­ed No­bile as say­ing. “I ran af­ter

    them, but they were too fast for me and they got away.” He de­scribed them as His­pan­ic

    youths, per­haps five-​foot-​six or -sev­en, wear­ing yel­low ny­lon wind­break­ers. He pledged

    an all-​out po­lice ef­fort to ap­pre­hend the per­pe­tra­tors.




    There was no men­tion of the erasers dropped at the scene and noth­ing to tie in the

    shoot­ings with the fire near the wa­ter­front the day be­fore.




    Sam Gre­go­ry and his three co­horts watched the news to­geth­er. Gre­go­ry re­act­ed in

    cold and fury.




    “What do you have to do to get on the TV news?” he won­dered aloud.




    “Kill the may­or,” said Tolan. But his mind wasn’t on killing the may­or. It was on the

    nut­case with the ping pong balls. His hands still hurt where he had hit the side­walk in front

    of the nut­case’s room, and Tolan owed him one. If the man was as­so­ci­at­ed with May­or

    No­bile, so much the bet­ter. Maybe he was a Mafia body­guard. He had dark hair and eyes. He

    might be Ital­ian. Yeah, Mafia. He was sure of it. Yeah. Tolan looked around the room at

    Bak­er, still sweat­ing and ner­vous. At Liz-​zard, who had changed out of his nun’s habit. At

    Gre­go­ry, who kept drum­ming his fin­gers on the ta­ble top.




    “Maybe I should call the TV chan­nels,” Gre­go­ry said.




    “Naah. They won’t be­lieve you any­way,” said Bak­er.




    “And be­sides, they might trace the call and find us,” Liz­zard said.




    “Let them,” Tolan said. “Noth­ing nicer than shoot­ing a left-​wing pinko news­pa­per

    re­porter.”




    They sat in the room and watched re­runs of “The Hon­ey­moon­ers,” “The Odd Cou­ple” and

    “Twi­light Zone.” Liz­zard drank Vod­ka. Gre­go­ry fi­nal­ly fell asleep and Tolan grabbed the

    oth­er two and mo­tioned for them to fol­low him in­to the bath­room.




    “Here’s our chance to do some­thing for The Eras­er,” Tolan said.




    “Yeah?” asked Bak­er sus­pi­cious­ly. He did not like be­ing in the bath­room with The

    Ex­ter­mi­na­tor.




    “If we do it, can we get an­oth­er bot­tle of Vod­ka from room ser­vice?” asked The

    Liz­zard.




    “Sure,” said Tolan with a big fake smile. “And you’ll get paid an ex­tra bonus to­mor­row,

    Bak­er.”




    “What is it?” Bak­er asked.




    “Those two guys we saw tonight at the club. The skin­ny one and the old Chink. They’re next

    door.”




    “Next door, here?” Bak­er asked. Al­ready, he didn’t like it.




    “Right,” Tolan said. “And if we get them, then Roc­co No­bile will be a piece of cake.”




    “Good. You go get ‘em,” Bak­er said.




    “I need your help,” said Tolan.




    “Two of them, we ought to get two bot­tles of Vod­ka from room ser­vice,” said The

    Liz­zard.




    “I’ll get you three,” said To­lah. “I’ll go get them my­self so you don’t have to wait for

    no wait­er.”




    The Liz­zard had no prob­lem with that. And when Bak­er was told by Tolan that he’d get

    Gre­go­ry not on­ly to dou­ble but triple Bak­er’s pay and then it was off to Las Ve­gas for a

    life of bac­carat and broads, Bak­er agreed. Par­tic­ular­ly, since it was so sim­ple and

    safe.




    The door to the skin­ny guy’s room was prob­ably un­locked. All they had to do was to sneak

    in­to the oth­er room af­ter the men were asleep. Flick on the light switch in­side the door

    and flee. The two men, the skin­ny one and the old Chink, would come rush­ing af­ter them. And

    Mark Tolan would be in the park­ing lot, wait­ing. He would lev­el them both. That would get

    rid of Roc­co No­bile’s body­guards and al­so make sure that the work of TheEras­er and

    the Rubout Squad made the news­pa­pers.




    “That’s all we got to do?” asked Bak­er. “Open the door, reach in and turn on the light and

    then run like hell?”




    “Right,” said Tolan. “I’ll han­dle the rest.”




    “Triple pay?” asked Bak­er.




    “I guar­an­tee it. If Gre­go­ry won’t give it to you, you can have mine.”




    Bak­er rubbed his hands. “Let’s go,” he said.




    “Could we get one bot­tle of Vod­ka first?” asked Liz­zard.




    “No,” said Tolan.




    The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor was in po­si­tion. He was crouched be­tween two cars, di­rect­ly

    op­po­site from Re­mo and Chi­un’s room. His Gre­go­ry Sur-​Shot was in his hand. Bak­er and

    Liz­zard wait­ed out­side the win­dow, mak­ing sure no one was awake in­side the room.




    Yeah, it would be easy, Tolan thought. Lights on, they run and he nails the two frig­ging

    ping pong play­ers as they came out. Ping pong play­ers de­served to die, yeah, al­most as much

    as Mafia thugs and evil-​do­ers. All he had to do was make sure that The Liz­zard and The

    Bak­er got out of the way first, and he wasn’t all too wor­ried about that. Af­ter all,

    ac­ci­dents hap­pened. They had signed on for, yeah, a dirty dan­ger­ous busi­ness when they

    signed on to go to war against the Mafia.




    He watched as the two men skulked along the con­crete strip of side­walk out­side the door

    of the ping pong play­ers’ room. Tolan won­dered who they were. They were driv­ing Roc­co

    No­bile around sothey weren’t just ping pong play­ers. But ping pong was big in Chi­na

    and Chi­na was start­ing to deal with the Unit­ed States and the old guy was a Chink so that

    was it, yeah, they were Mafia busi­ness­men putting to­geth­er a big new drug deal with Chi­na

    and, yeah, he would be the guy to kill them be­fore the deal could get off the ground. The

    thought of do­ing a pub­lic ser­vice made Tolan smile a lit­tle, the way he used to smile in

    Nam when he was do­ing an­oth­er pub­lic ser­vice by shoot­ing any­thing that was yel­low and

    moved.




    Bak­er and Liz­zard were out­side the door now. It took the two of them to have the courage

    of one man, Tolan knew. He saw Bak­er reach for the door­knob. He saw the door open slight­ly.

    He saw Liz­zard’s long skin­ny arm snake through the crack and reach in­side for the light

    switch.




    Then he saw Liz­zard cat­apult in­to the room, bang­ing the door wide open with his body as

    he went. Bak­er dropped the door­knob as if it were hot. He tried to turn, to run, to flee but

    sud­den­ly he was yanked in­to the room al­so, as if he had been a pa­per clip on the end of a

    rub­ber band, stretched tight, then sud­den­ly re­leased.




    The door slammed closed.




    And The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor knew some­thing was wrong. Yeah. He ran back to his room and shook

    Sam Gre­go­ry awake.




    “What is it?” Gre­go­ry said.




    “They got them. The Liz­zard and Bak­er. We’ve got to get out of here.”




    “Who? What?”




    “I’ll tell you about it when we drive,” said Tolan. “Let’s go.”




    “Dammit, Chi­un, did you have to do that?” Re­mo point­ed at the two bod­ies in the

    cor­ner.




    “No, I did not have to do that. I am sure that they were just sneak­ing in­to our room in

    the mid­dle of the night to ask us to do­nate to the Blue Cross.”




    “Red Cross,” Re­mo said.




    “So I did not have to do that. I could have wait­ed for sev­er­al hours un­til the brass

    band ar­rived and you fi­nal­ly woke up to do some­thing about these two.”




    “I was awake,” Re­mo said. “I heard them. I was go­ing to let them get in so we could find

    out who they were.”




    “Who they were is very sim­ple. The big thing with no meat on his bones was the thing who

    dressed up as a wom­an.”




    “And the oth­er one?”




    “I have no knowl­edge of that one,” Chi­un said.




    “Did they have weapons?”




    “No.”




    “I won­der how they found us,” Re­mo said. He re­mem­bered some­thing. “The May­or,” he said

    and ran to the door con­nect­ing their room with the may­or’s. Roc­co No­bile was sound asleep,

    un­harmed.




    Re­mo went back in­to his own room.




    “Maybe they were reg­is­tered in the mo­tel,” he said.




    “You will not find out by sug­gest­ing it to me,” Chi­un said. “I am not a room clerk.”




    Re­mo went to the door to check at the front desk. He looked over his shoul­der at Chi­un

    whowas back on his sleep­ing mat at the end of the room.




    “Re­mem­ber, you clean these up your­self,” Re­mo said.




    “One each,” Chi­un said.




    “You do them both,” Re­mo said.




    “We will dis­cuss it in the morn­ing when I wake up. If ev­er I am al­lowed to sleep.”




    The desk clerk re­mem­bered them. There were four men in the room, on­ly two doors from

    Re­mo’s. No, he didn’t re­al­ly know what they looked like. They kind of kept to

    them­selves.




    When Re­mo got back, the room was emp­ty. He went through it quick­ly, but ex­cept for a

    pock­et-​book con­tain­ing wom­en’s make­up, there was noth­ing.




    When he re­turned to his own room, he heard voic­es in­side the room of Roc­co No­bile. He

    moved quick­ly in­side and saw the may­or talk­ing to a large uni­formed po­lice cap­tain. The

    con-​ver­saton was fin­ished and the cap­tain was leav­ing.




    No­bile wait­ed un­til he had gone be­fore turn­ing to Re­mo and swear­ing soft­ly.




    “What’s wrong?” Re­mo asked. “Those dumb bas­tards. They traced the pen­cils and they did­nt

    both­er to tell me about it till now.”




    “So what’d they find out?”




    “The pen­cils were bought at the Cole Sta­tionery Sup­plies, ex­cept they weren’t re­al­ly

    bought. A big guy came in and took the box and re­fused to pay for them. He was so big and

    nasty-​look­ing that the own­er just let it hap­pen. He was afraid to call the cops.”




    “Big and nasty-​look­ing? Any­thing else?” Re­mo asked.




    “They de­scribed him as a big guy. Dark hair and mus­cu­lar. Al­ways scowl­ing. Had glin­ty

    eyes and looked like a psy­cho.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. He knew the man. It was the pest who had come to their door to stop the ping

    pong prac­tice. And Re­mo had just let him get away.


  




  

    CHAPTER FIFTEEN




    The trac­tor trail­er was parked around the cor­ner from City Hall. It took up park­ing

    spots at three me­ters and when the po­lice­man on the beat first saw it at 10:20 A.M., he

    re­al­ized he had a prob­lem.




    Since the red flags were up on three me­ters, did he give it three park­ing tick­ets or one

    park­ing tick­et? A dif­fi­cult ques­tion but, un­der its last may­or, the Bay City po­lice

    de­part­ment had made it a point to send all their pa­trol­men to lead­er­ship train­ing

    class­es, and since he had grad­uat­ed third in the class, the po­lice­man did not hes­itate

    more than a few sec­onds. He wrote two park­ing tick­ets, neat­ly halv­ing the dif­fer­ence

    be­tween reg­ula­tions and com­pas­sion which was one of the things they learned in

    lead­er­ship class.




    He al­so looked for the driv­er in the two lun­cheonettes on the block but did not find him.

    He there­fore made an­oth­er lead­er­ship de­ci­sion. If he came back at 11 A.M. and the truck

    was still parkedthere, he would write one more ad­di­tion­al tick­et. That would to­tal

    three tick­ets for three park­ing spaces. He re­gard­ed this as a neat so­lu­tion to a

    com­pli­cat­ed prob­lem and told him­self that nei­ther the chief nor the pres­ident of the

    Pa­trol­men’s Benev­olent As­so­ci­ation would have been able to fig­ure it out, be­cause they

    were not part of the new breed of cops.




    At ten to eleven, Sam Gre­go­ry, who had been lean­ing on a light pole across the street

    from City Hall, read­ing a news­pa­per, saw the may­or’s car go in­to the City Hall park­ing

    lot. He start­ed to walk back to the truck.




    At two min­utes to eleven, the pa­trol­man again turned the cor­ner at the end of the

    street. He saw the truck still parked there. He had his tick­et pad open as he walked down the

    block to­ward it.




    As he drew near the truck, the back doors of the ve­hi­cle swung open wide. Two heavy met­al

    ramps clanged out of the truck on­to the street. The cop stopped. It couldn’t be.




    He blinked and looked again.




    It was.




    An Army tank, paint­ed olive drab, chugged down the steel ramps. The ramps buck­led un­der

    the weight of the tank, but the war ma­chine reached the pave­ment in one piece. It to­taled a

    Volk­swa­gen in the park­ing spot be­hind the truck, then made a U-​turn and head­ed to­ward

    City Hall.




    The po­lice­man won­dered what to do. Lead­er­ship train­ing hadn’t cov­ered tanks. Maybe he

    should call head­quar­ters. On the oth­er hand, maybe it was a tank for a pa­rade. But if they

    were go­ing to have a pa­rade, they should have told him about it.




    Lead­er­ship re­quired that. It wasn’t Armed Forces Day. It wasn’t even Memo­ri­al Day. But

    who the hell knew? Ev­ery­body had pa­rades nowa­days. The Ger­mans and the Ital­ians and the

    Irish and the Puer­to Ri­cans. Who knew? Maybe it was the an­nu­al pa­rade of the Pales­tine

    Lib­er­ation Or­ga­ni­za­tion. They might fea­ture tanks. He de­cid­ed he would not em­bar­rass

    him­self by call­ing head­quar­ters and ap­pear­ing dumb. He would wait un­til he saw what

    hap­pened. He put his tick­et book away and walked slow­ly af­ter the tank as it lum­bered down

    the mid­dle of the block.




    It turned the cor­ner in­to the street fronting City Hall.




    The driv­er of a white diesel Oldsmo­bile saw it com­ing at him and drove up on the curb,

    smash­ing in­to a park­ing me­ter to avoid get­ting hit. When the car’s en­gine died, the

    driv­er re­al­ized it was the first time in weeks that his ears hadn’t hurt from the mo­tor’s

    noise.




    The driv­er shook a fist at the tank. He was about to charge it and scream at the driv­er

    when he re­al­ized the driv­er wouldn’t or couldn’t hear him. He con­tin­ued shak­ing his fist.

    He won­dered what else he could do to vent his anger, when he saw the tur­ret of the tank open

    and a dark-​faced man with a swoop of thick black hair over his fore­head stick his head out.

    He was car­ry­ing guns in both hands. The Oldsmo­bile driv­er de­cid­ed not to ar­gue with the

    guns. The eyes of the man in the tank tur­ret were dart­ing lit­tle pin­points, flash­ing as he

    looked from side to side.




    The po­lice­man who had been trail­ing the tank reached the cor­ner just as the tank* turned

    in themid­dle of the street so that it was fac­ing City Hall.




    The tank stood still but its mo­tor kept chug­ging. The Oldsmo­bile driv­er re­al­ized that

    the tank idled more qui­et­ly than his diesel did.




    “Hey,” the cop called. “Hey, you in the tank.” He had de­cid­ed that this was no pa­rade,

    and even if it was, the as­sem­bly spot sure wasn’t the mid­dle of the street in front of City

    Hall. The man in the top of the tank turned to­ward him.




    “Hey, you can’t park there,” the cop yelled at Mark Tolan.




    “No?” said Tolan. The cop drew his tick­et book from his right hip. Tolan shot him in the

    left side of the chest.




    In­side City Hall, Re­mo and Chi­un were in the may­or’s of­fice with Roc­co No­bile, who

    was hang­ing his jack­et on the old-​fash­ioned coat rack in the cor­ner.




    They all heard the noise out front and went to the win­dow. As they looked out through the

    large dou­ble panes of glass, they saw the can­non on the front of the tank lift up, un­til it

    was point­ing at them like a long ac­cus­ing fin­ger. On top of the tank, half in half out,

    Re­mo rec­og­nized the looney who hat­ed ping pong. Be­hind him, in the street, was a dead

    po­lice­man. Re­mo grit­ted his teeth, then turned to Chi­un, but Chi­un was not there. As

    Re­mo con­tin­ued turn­ing, he saw Chi­un race across the room, drag­ging May­or No­bile to the

    floor.




    “Down, Re­mo,” called Chi­un and Re­mo hit the floor just as an ar­tillery shell slammed

    in­to the side of the build­ing just be­low the pic­ture win­dow. Brick and mor­tar flew in­to

    the room, drop­ping on Re­mo’s body. A foot-​wide hole opened in the front of

    thebuild­ing. The glass above Re­mo trem­bled and cracked, and glass shards fell on­to

    bis body.




    “To the door,” Chi­un hissed.




    Re­mo moved to­ward the big oak­en doors. Be­hind him he could hear the faint sound of

    an­oth­er shell be­fore it slammed in­to the wall of the build­ing with an ear-​split­ting

    crash.




    He pulled open the door and Chi­un dragged Roc­co No­bile out of the of­fice. Sec­re­taries

    were scat­ter­ing. Re­mo closed the oak­en doors and turned to Chi­un.




    “Get him out of here, Chi­un,” said Re­mo.




    “Where are you go­ing?”




    “Af­ter those nuts,” Re­mo said. “You get to the park­ing lot and get him out of here.”




    Chi­un nod­ded. Re­mo moved out in­to the mar­ble-​floored hall­way. Be­hind him he heard

    an­oth­er shell rip the front of the build­ing. It had been years since he had heard tank

    shells ex­plod­ing around him.




    When he got to the front steps of the build­ing, the tank was still fir­ing away at the

    may­or’s of­fice. Re­mo saw that the hard-​faced man had gone from the- tank tur­ret and when

    he got out­side, he saw the man, wav­ing two guns, run­ning down the block on the left side of

    the build­ing.




    That would take him to the park­ing lot, Re­mo re­al­ized. That could have been the plan all

    along. To drive the may­or out of his of­fice by tank and then pick him off with a bul­let in

    the park­ing lot.




    Re­mo fol­lowed the man. As he passed un­der the open win­dows of the may­or’s sec­ond floor

    oflice, an­oth­er shell ex­plod­ed above him ai­id rocks and de­bris fell down to­ward his

    body. He dodged thefly­ing rocks and got to the side­walk just in time to see the

    hard-​faced Mark Tolan climb the fence in­to the park­ing lot. “




    Re­mo raced af­ter him.




    Chi­un led the may­or down the back steps of the city hall build­ing to the park­ing

    lot.




    Be­fore he stepped out­side, he looked care­ful­ly both ways. No one was in the lot ex­cept

    the park­ing at­ten­dant with the rum nose and plaid shirt, who was sit­ting in a city car,

    read­ing Play­boy mag­azine.




    Chi­un nod­ded to No­bile and they walked quick­ly to­ward the may­or’s car.




    Just as Chi­un opened the door, he heard a voice be­hind them,




    “Hey, Chinkie, that’s as far as you go.”




    He turned to see the brood­ing dark-​haired man star­ing at them. He had a pis­tol in each

    hand. Chi­un moved in front of the may­or and hissed to him soft­ly: “In­to the car and

    down.”




    No­bile moved back from Chi­un and in­to the car, try­ing to fit him­self on­to the floor on

    the pas­sen­ger’s side. His hand reached up to un­lock the. door, and he pulled the han­dle so

    that the door was open, in case he had to roll through it.




    “That won’t do any good,” Mark Tolan said to Chi­un. He had a smile on his face, a twist­ed

    smile that in­volved on­ly his mouth. His eyes re­mained cold. “I’ll shoot right through you to

    get to him.”




    “Have to shoot through me first,” said a voice from be­hind Tolan.




    Tolan wheeled just as Re­mo light­ly vault­ed thelow cy­clone fenc­ing which

    sur­round­ed the park­ing lot. He was ten feet from Tolan.




    “Yeah,” Tolan said. He sa­vored the mo­ment. Three peo­ple to kill and more maybe might

    come. Yeah, it was go­ing to be a good day. A good day for dy­ing.




    “Well, well, well,” he said. “If it ain’t the oth­er ping pong play­er.”




    “Are you The Eras­er?” Re­mo asked.




    “No. I’m The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor.”




    “Cute,” said Re­mo. “Any oth­er fan­cy names?”




    “The two guys you killed. That was The Liz­zard and The Bak­er.”




    “Then who the hell’s The Eras­er?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “In the tank,” Tolan said. “What’s your name? Ping Pong?”




    Re­mo looked across the ten feet of dis­tance and smiled and his smile was cold­er and more

    heart­less than Tolan’s.




    “Me?” Re­mo in­toned the words soft­ly. “I am cre­at­ed Shi­va, the De­stroy­er; death, the

    shat­ter­er of worlds. You don’t know what that means, do you?”




    “No,” said Tolan.




    “It means you’re done, axe-​face.”




    They should have been in the park­ing lot by now, Sam Gre­go­ry re­al­ized, so he put his

    tank in­to “drive” and be­gan to chug for­ward, around the cor­ner back to­ward the lot, where

    he was sup­posed to pick up The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor. He heard a few car­tridges ping­ing off the

    heavy ar­mor of the tank and smiled. Al­most all done.




    Re­mo moved across the black­top to­ward Mark Tolan. Tolan let hún come. The clos­er the

    tar­get, the big­ger the hole. At five feet, he fired with the Gre­go­ry Sur-​Shot in his right

    hand.




    And missed.




    Re­mo went down be­low the frag­ment­ing slugs as if he had slipped down an open el­eva­tor

    shaft. Then he was on his feet again and be­fore Tolan could squeeze off an­oth­er round, he

    felt the gun slapped from his hand and heard its metal­lic clink on the pave­ment.




    As Re­mo raised his hands to­ward Tolan, the burly man lift­ed his left hand and fired his

    .357 Mag­num at Re­mo but even as he pressed the trig­ger, he knew it would miss, be­cause

    Re­mo was no longer in front of him. The bul­let fired with a loud crack. Tolan could see

    in­stant­ly crazed glass where the slug splin­tered its way through the win­dows of three

    parked au­to­mo­biles.




    Tolan felt a tap on his shoul­der and, as he turned, the Mag­num was knocked from his hand.

    And the crazy ping pong play­er was be­hind him and Tolan thought, yeah, well, he’s good at

    dodg­ing bul­lets but I’m fifty pounds heav­ier than he is and I’m go­ing to tear his throat

    out with my hands and, yeah, if I like it, maybe I’ll switch to us­ing my hands from now on and

    he reached up and put his two big ham fists around the thin man’s throat.




    “De­stroy­er, huh? Try this de­stroy­er,” Tolan said. He be­gan to squeeze with all the

    pow­er in his bulky mus­cles. Re­mo did not stop smil­ing.




    If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, Sam Gre­go­ry would nev­er have be­lieved it.




    He stopped the tank in the mid­dle of the street near the park­ing lot. He saw Tolan in­side

    the lot with his hands around the neck of a thin dark-​haired man. It was the man he’d seen the

    night be­fore at the Bay City Im­prove­ment As­so­ci­ation.




    The thin man slow­ly raised his hands and pressed his thumbs in­to Tolan’s wrists and

    Tolan’s hands sep­arat­ed and dropped from the man’s throat.




    The thin man was talk­ing to Tolan but Gre­go­ry couldn’t hear what he said. …




    “. . . You kill those lit­tle girls at head­quar­ters last night?” Re­mo asked.




    Tolan did not an­swer. He was try­ing des­per­ate­ly to make his hands move but they felt as

    if they had been dipped in­to plas­ter of Paris and left to dry for six days.




    “I asked you a ques­tion,” Re­mo said. He punched an in­dex fin­ger soft­ly in­to Tolan’s

    ear lobe.




    “Yes, yes,” Tolan shrieked. He had nev­er known an ear lobe could hurt like that.




    “And that poor Chi­nese fam­ily?”




    “Drug deal­ers,” Tolan gasped. “Yes. I did it.”




    “You’re The Ex­ter­mi­na­tor,” Re­mo said. “When I’m done with you, there won’t be enough

    left for roach paste.”




    Gre­go­ry put his eyes clos­er to the nar­row slit through which a tank com­man­der could

    see the bat­tle­field in front of him. As he watched, he saw the bulky mus­cu­lar Tolan be­ing

    lift­ed in the air, above the head of the thin man. The thin man whirled gen­tly, not with any

    ob­vi­ous mus­cu­lar ef­fort as with a shot put­ter or dis­cus throw­er, but as if he were

    do­ing a gen­tle dance step, and thenTolan was slam­ming through the air. His body

    trav­eled twen­ty feet and then, like a spear, it went head­first through the front wind­shield

    of the car owned by the city’s deputy di­rec­tor of com­mu­ni­ty im­prove­ment.




    Tolan hit with a shud­der, like a javelin stick­ing in­to the ground, and then the low­er

    part of his body buck­led and his knees banged down on the hood of the new Mer­cedes.




    Gre­go­ry shud­dered in­side the safe con­fines of his tank. He hadn’t thought mak­ing war

    on the Mafia was go­ing to be easy, but this was ridicu­lous. It was time to re­tire to

    re­con­sid­er his sit­ua­tion.




    Then he saw some­thing else. There was an old Ori­en­tal stand­ing in front of a car on the

    far side of the park­ing lot and as the Ori­en­tal moved away, be­hind him Gre­go­ry cosld see

    May­or Roc­co No­bile crawl­ing out of the car.




    He could not pass up the op­por­tu­ni­ty. Gre­go­ry wheeled the tank tur­ret around. Here

    was his chance. He could put a shell in­to the Mafia may­or’s mid­sec­tion.




    But as he low­ered the bar­rel of the can­non in­to po­si­tion, his eyes met those of the

    Ori­en­tal. And while their eyes locked, the an­cient yel­low man be­gan walk­ing across the

    park­ing lot to­ward the tank and Gre­go­ry re­al­ized what he was look­ing at. He was look­ing

    in­to the eyes of death and at that mo­ment, he de­cid­ed that from here on, it would be live

    and let live be­tween him­self and the Mafia and all these strange peo­ple they had work­ing

    for him.




    He put the tank in drive gear again and be­gan rum­bling down the street to­ward the city’s

    piers. Be­hind him, strag­gled out, was a crowd of citypo­lice­men, in­ef­fec­tive­ly

    fir­ing pis­tol bul­lets at the huge olive drab ma­chine.




    No­bile ran up be­hind Re­mo and Chi­un.




    “Is that The Eras­er?” he asked.




    “I guess so,” Re­mo said. “I can’t keep track of all these nin­nies and their names.” He

    turned to Chi­un. “We’d bet­ter go af­ter him.” He nod­ded to the may­or. “You stay here.”




    “Not on your life.”




    “No. On yours. And tell those cops to stop shoot­ing. They’re li­able to hit some­thing.

    Like us,” Re­mo said. He and Chi­un hur­dled the low fence and ran off af­ter the speed­ing

    tank.




    “Stop that god­damn shoot­ing,” No­bile yelled at a po­lice cap­tain.




    The cap­tain nod­ded as if that was the sen­si­ble com­mand he had been wait­ing for since

    the start of this in­ci­dent and shout­ed for his men to hol­ster their guns. The fir­ing

    stopped and the cap­tain looked back to­ward No­bile for ap­proval, but the may­or had al­ready

    dart­ed back in­to his car, start­ed it up, and was driv­ing down the street af­ter the tank

    and Re­mo and Chi­un.




    He won­dered what kind of men they were and where in the gov­ern­ment they had come from.

    What they did, he had nev­er seen done be­fore, and it made him feel a lit­tle bet­ter to know

    that they were on his coun­try’s side.




    Be­hind him, the po­lice cap­tain was con­fused. He had not done all that well in

    lead­er­ship class and now he did not know what to do. Should he fol­low the may­or or wait for

    fur­ther or­ders? He de­cid­ed to fol­low at a safe dis­tance. No one could fault him for that.

    He hoped.




    The tank got to the wa­ter­front be­fore Re­mo and Chi­un did. Sam Gre­go­ry stuck his head

    out of the tur­ret and saw the white man and the Ori­en­tal fol­low­ing him. They were on­ly

    half a block away. Be­hind them came speed­ing Roc­co No­bile’s car.




    It was a good thing he had thought of ev­ery­thing, Gre­go­ry re­al­ized as he clam­bered up

    out of the tur­ret, jumped to the ground and ran down the con­crete pier.




    An eigh­teen-​foot pow­er boat was tied up to one of the large pil­ings and Gre­go­ry

    un­tied the line, then dropped down in­to the boat. The mo­tor start­ed up in­stant­ly, as he

    turned the key and pressed the au­to­mat­ic starter.




    He pulled away from the pier twen­ty feet, then let the mo­tor idle.




    Re­mo and Chi­un stood on the edge of the pier, look­ing down at him. Roc­co No­bile’s car

    screeched to a stop, and the may­or ran up be­tween the oth­er two men. All looked out at Sam

    Gre­go­ry.




    He shook his fist at them.




    “Maybe you win this round,” he called. “But I’ll be back. I’m com­ing af­ter you. The

    Eras­er will get you all.”




    “Oh, no,” said Re­mo. He moved to­ward the edge of the pier to dive in and swim af­ter the

    boat, but Chi­un re­strained him with a hand on his arm.




    Gre­go­ry saw Re­mo poised at the edge and threw the boat in­to high speed and surged away

    to­ward the open wa­ters of the Hud­son Riv­er.




    Re­mo looked at Chi­un with sur­prise. “Why not?” he said. “I don’t want to have to deal

    with him again lat­er.”




    “Nev­er send a boy to do a boom’s job,” Chi­un said.




    He scur­ried back to­ward the tank, hopped up on its side and van­ished in­side. As Re­mo

    and No­bile watched, the tur­ret be­gan to swing around. Then the can­non low­ered un­til it

    was point­ing out at the flee­ing pow­er boat.




    The roar as the can­non ex­plod­ed crack­led in their ears. They looked out in­to the riv­er

    and saw the boat of Sam Gre­go­ry ex­plode. Wood and met­al and body flew high in­to the air,

    as the tank shell ripped in­to it. As they kept watch­ing, the wa­ters slow­ly sub­sid­ed in­to

    their nor­mal thick still­ness. All that was left vis­ible were a few chunks of heavy wood.




    No­bile looked at Re­mo as Chi­un re­turned to their side.




    “It looks like The Eras­er’s been erased,” No­bile said.




    There was on­ly one thing left to do.




    They had done a pret­ty good job of cov­er­ing up the ear­li­er in­ci­dents but there was no

    cov­er­ing this one up, Re­mo knew. Bay City was ze­ro as far as a safe city was

    con­cerned.




    While Roc­co No­bile be­gan telling the late-​ar­riv­ing po­lice­men what to do, Re­mo went

    to a pay tele­phone on the end of the pier, and di­aled Harold W. Smith’s num­ber.




    When the CURE di­rec­tor came on the tele­phone, Re­mo said, “Move now. We blew it.”




    “What hap­pened?”




    “We got The Eras­er and that whole gang of clowns. But they had a tank and they bombed

    CityHall, and I think ev­ery goon in this city is prob­ably pack­ing now. If you want to

    get any of them, you’d bet­ter move fast.”




    “Sounds like your usu­al neat job,” Smith said.




    “Smit­ty, I don’t have time for your sar­casm. Are you go­ing to move or not?”




    “I al­ready have,” Smith said. “A fed­er­al task force is al­ready in town, pick­ing up

    ev­ery­body in sight.” He paused. “What about No­bile?”




    “He’s okay, Smit­ty.”




    “Did he find out any­thing about you? About us?”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “Good. Then why don’t you just get him out of town safe­ly? He’ll know where to hide and

    what to do.”




    Re­mo knew the al­ter­na­tive. If Roc­co No­bile had found out about CURE, Re­mo’s

    as­sign­ment would have been quite dif­fer­ent. It would have been sim­ply to kill Roc­co

    No­bile, lest he ev­er say any­thing about CURE.




    “Sounds good to me, Smit­ty. See ya.”




    When he hung up and turned around, Roc­co No­bile was stand­ing there.




    He nod­ded to­ward the tele­phone.




    “Check­ing in?” he asked.




    “Yeah. They al­ready start­ed pick­ing up the! mob­bies in town.”




    “Good,” said No­bile. “I guess it’s time for Roc­co No­bile to van­ish.”




    “Yeah, it is,” Re­mo said. They walked to­geth­er to­ward the may­or’s car. Chi­un al­ready

    sat in the back seat, do­ing his fin­ger tap­ping ex­er­cise for dig­ital dex­ter­ity.




    At the door of the car, No­bile looked up at the taller Re­mo.




    “I couldn’t help but over­hear,” he said. “Did you say ‘Srmt­ty’ on the tele­phone?”




    “‘Smit­ty?’” Re­mo said. “Why would I say ‘Smit­ty?’ ” He pre­tend­ed to think for a

    mo­ment. “Oh, I know what you heard. I said this was a shit­ty deal. You mis­heard me.”




    He looked hard at Roc­co No­bile who stared back, and then let his face re­lax in­to a

    smile.




    “I guess you’re right,” he said.




    “Good,” said Re­mo. “I’m glad you feel that way.” And he was.
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