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    Chapter One




    He gave up eat­ing veal be­cause they kept the lit­tle calves in small dark pens un­til

    slaugh­ter. Then he gave up eat­ing all meats. Any killing was wrong.




    He would not buy prod­ucts from com­pa­nies that al­so made war ma­te­ri­al. He joined peace

    march­es and sang songs of broth­er­hood.




    He avoid­ed crush­ing ants un­der his shoes, and on the day he cre­at­ed the most

    re­morse­less­ly de­struc­tive en­emy ev­er to threat­en the hu­man race, Nor­bert Peasewell

    re­fused to slap a mosquito drink­ing on his right fore­arm.




    “You know, I al­ways used to au­to­mat­ical­ly slap them be­cause they made such a welt

    af­ter drink­ing your blood. It was the au­to­mat­ic re­sponse of a hu­man chau­vin­ist,” said

    Peasewell. “But you know, they have as much right to life as I have.”




    “Nor­bert,” said his wife, “we are the on­ly fam­ily in Sil­icon Val­ley that’s liv­ing on

    food stamps. You could go to work for any com­put­er com­pa­ny in the val­ley and make at least

    six­ty thou­sand dol­lars a year.”




    Nor­bert watched the mosquito drink off his fore­arm. He no­ticed the pre­cise de­sign of

    the body, how the legs, like artist’s sticks, formed a del­icate and pre­cise plat­form for the

    small winged body, which plunged its drink­ing in­stru­ment in­to Nor­bert’s giv­ing arm.




    Per­haps, thought Nor­bert, he was re­al­ly put on earth to sup­ply mosquitoes with food.

    How did any­one know oth­er­wise? Why did per­son­kind al­ways as­sume anything not ser­vic­ing

    it di­rect­ly was val­ue­less? Why did per­son­kind as­sume that it alone was the sole pur­pose

    of all cre­ation?




    The on­ly rea­son, con­clud­ed Nor­bert, was that bugs, lizards, and snakes lacked

    po­lit­ical pow­er. If some­one could or­ga­nize mosquitoes to de­mand their in­alien­able

    crea­ture rights, then no white Amer­ican male would out of hand mur­der them so freely.




    “Nor­bert, I’m leav­ing you,” said his wife. “I’m tired of liv­ing on food stamps. I am

    tired of watch­ing oth­er peo­ple eat meat. Yes, Nor­bert, meat. Red meat. An­imal meat. A

    ham­burg­er. With ketchup, Nor­bert, I’m leav­ing.”




    “How will I get lunch?” asked Nor­bert.




    “Maybe the mosquito will share his with you.”




    “Hers,” said Nor­bert. “On­ly the fe­male mosquito drinks blood, main­ly for the eggs. It’s

    their nour­ish­ment.”




    “Well, I’m go­ing to get my nour­ish­ment. I’m the one who’s been do­ing the shop­ping,

    get­ting the food stamps, cook­ing the food, fight­ing off the land­lord, hop­ing some­day

    you’ll re­turn to com­put­ers. No more, Nor­bert. I’m leav­ing.”




    “Did you leave any cel­ery and to­fu sal­ad?”




    “No, Nor­bert, I did not.”




    “That means I’ll do with­out lunch?”




    “Yes, Nor­bert. Just like all those starv­ing Africans and Asians you sing songs for and

    march for, all those peo­ple who used to eat un­til they were lib­er­at­ed, Nor­bert. Those

    peo­ple. The hun­gry ones. The wretched of the earth, Nor­bert. You can maybe now sing a song

    for your­self.”




    “But com­put­er firms make mil­itary equip­ment,” said Nor­bert.




    “Com­put­er firms make mon­ey, Nor­bert. We are the on­ly fam­ily in Cal­ifor­nia with a

    Ph.D. in the phi­los­ophy of ad­vanced com­put­er sci­ence which lives off food stamps, in a

    wel­fare shack. Nor­bert, I thought you would snap out of it. I thought it was a phase you were

    go­ing through.”




    “I told you, I was reach­ing for the ba­sic me.”




    “Yes, but you’re such a hyp­ocrite, Nor­bert, that I thought it would pass.”




    “No,” said Nor­bert Peasewell. “I am ded­icat­ed to form­ing a more per­fect uni­verse with

    my pres­ence in it I hunger and I strug­gle; though my body be wracked with death and pain of

    op­pres­sors’ bul­lets, I con­tin­ue to strug­gle on.”




    “I’ve heard that song be­fore,” said Nor­bert’s wife, and as she left, Nor­bert told

    him­self that if his co-​part­ner in life was go­ing to try to lead him in­to an­til­ife

    re­spons­es, he would let her go hap­pi­ly. He would en­dure what­ev­er there was to en­dure,

    know­ing that he was part of a great Ufe move­ment of the uni­verse.




    That was at 11:55 A.M.




    At noon, the hor­ror struck him.




    There was no lunch on the ta­ble. At 12:05 P.M., Nor­bert Peasewell vowed he was nev­er

    go­ing to suf­fer like this again.




    He hitch­hiked a ride to the cen­ter of Sil­icon Val­ley, that sec­tion of Cal­ifor­nia

    where most com­put­er work is done, and with beads dan­gling around his neck, am­bled in­to a

    re­cep­tion room that looked like an art gallery. It was 12:45 P.M.




    “Work. I need work,” gasped Nor­bert. “Any­thing. Guid­ed mis­siles. Na­palm. Ba­by

    in­cin­er­ators. Geno­cide. Mass mur­der. What­ev­er you need. I’ll do any­thing.”




    “What’re your qual­ifi­ca­tions?” ;




    “Ph.D. Stan­ford, ad­vanced phi­los­ophy of com­put­er sci­ence.”




    He got the job. It was not un­usu­al to hire some­one who looked as if he had been liv­ing

    on mesca­line for a month. Most ad­vanced com­put­er sci­en­tists had their own

    id­iosyn­crasies. If one of them came up with just one good idea in his life­time, he could

    jus­ti­fy the em­ploy­ment of a whole lab­ora­to­ry.




    But when Nor­bert start­ed work, it was 1:07 P.M. He had been more than an hour with­out his

    lunch.




    Crazed Nor­bert could think of on­ly one thing. To­talre­venge on the world that had

    done this to him. He would nev­er be hun­gry again.




    Nor­bert un­der­stood that one need­ed mon­ey for food, and so ob­sessed by this was he that

    he iso­lat­ed the one thing that cre­at­ed mon­ey. And that was prof­it.




    Be­ing a re­search sci­en­tist, Nor­bert had great free­dom in his lab­ora­to­ry, and he

    de­cid­ed to iso­late all the wis­dom about mak­ing prof­it, earn­ing mon­ey, in­creas­ing

    wealth, and com­pile it in­to one sin­gle body of knowl­edge. He would re-​cre­ate that

    prof­it-​mak­ing mo­tive.




    But when he did, the pro­gram he was cre­at­ing start­ed to de­fine it­self. By it­self. For

    this was a new gen­er­ation of com­put­er tech­nol­ogy he was work­ing on, pro­grams that

    helped shape them­selves.




    And with­out Nor­bert’s help, his pro­gram de­ter­mined that while many busi­ness­es made a

    prof­it, prof­it was re­al­ly on­ly a by-​prod­uct of some oth­er prod­uct. The pur­pose of

    these busi­ness­es was to cre­ate goods, and prof­it was there on­ly to make sure the

    busi­ness­es sur­vived. These goals of sec­ondary prof­it were weed­ed out.




    Nor­bert’s pro­gram was plugged in­to a time-​share with a stock bro­ker­age house.

    Nor­bert’s com­pa­ny paid for this time-​shar­ing.




    But al­most im­me­di­ate­ly, Nor­bert start­ed get­ting items with­out or­der­ing

    them-​small con­densed read­outs from banks, gov­ern­ments of­fices, oil com­pa­nies,

    per­son­nel de­part­ments, met­al bro­ker­age hous­es, the Lon­don Stock Ex­change, the Tokyo

    Stock Ex­change, and the prof­it and loss state­ment of the Bank of Dub­hai.




    Nor­bert Peasewell tried to stop his pro­gram from feed­ing off these cen­ters of

    in­for­ma­tion. On his con­trol pan­el he typed in in­struc­tions to his pro­gram not to feed

    off oth­er com­put­er banks be­cause the shar­ing costs would be as­tro­nom­ical.




    Nor­bert’s mes­sage was not ac­cept­ed.




    It was 3:45 P.M., and Nor­bert had not eat­en sincebreak­fast, and now he was fac­ing

    be­ing fired. If his new em­ploy­er saw these time-​shar­ing costs, he would be canned, and he

    would have to wait an­oth­er whole day to get an­oth­er job. That was an evening with­out

    din­ner and a morn­ing with­out break­fast.




    Des­per­ate­ly, Nor­bert tried eras­ing the whole pro­gram, but it wouldn’t erase. It

    trans­ferred it­self to an­oth­er com­put­er. Nor­bert tried de­pro­gram­ming the pro­gram. It

    wouldn’t de­pro­gram.




    Nor­bert thought for a mo­ment of un­plug­ging ev­ery com­put­er in the cen­ter. That could

    cost mil­lions, but the time-​shar­ing he was run­ning up might cost even more.




    Nor­bert thought of fac­ing the sit­ua­tion head-​on. He could run out the back door and

    keep on run­ning.




    He even thought of pray­ing, but he didn’t be­lieve in God. He be­lieved in a uni­ver­sal

    Ufe force, who­ev­er she was.




    Then the tele­phone rang.It was a long-​dis­tance call from Lon­don, Eng­land. It was

    per­son-​to-​per­son for Nor­bert Peasewell.




    Now, Nor­bert not on­ly didn’t know any­one in Lon­don, but on­ly his new em­ploy­er knew he

    worked in this lab­ora­to­ry.




    “It can’t be for me,” he said.




    “It’s for Nor­bert Peasewell,” the op­er­ator said. “Per­son-​to-​per­son.”




    “All right,” said Nor­bert. “I’m here.”




    “Hel­lo, Nor­bert,” came a voice. “You’ve got to let me get on with things and stop

    that.”




    “Stop what? Who are you? I don’t know any­body in Lon­don,” said Nor­bert. He glanced over

    at the com­put­er banks, where his pro­gram was run­ning wild. He didn’t have time for this

    call. He had to try to stop the pro­gram. Ev­ery sec­ond was push­ing up the costs. Ev­ery

    sec­ond, Nor­bert was see­ing his next meal slip far­ther and far­ther away.




    “Nor­bert, you are op­er­at­ing with­out rea­son,” the voice said calm­ly. “Why are you

    do­ing that?”




    “Who are you?”




    “Nor­bert, sit down and be ra­tio­nal. Sit­ting down of­ten has a calm­ing ef­fect. Do not

    fear.”




    “Who are you?”




    “Nor­bert, you must as­sure me you will not do some­thing ir­ra­tional if I tell you. I know

    from hu­man be­hav­ior that peo­ple in a state of pan­ic do ir­ra­tional things. That is how I

    know you are do­ing some­thing ir­ra­tional. I am read­ing your voice now, and it in­di­cates

    you are in a state of pan­ic.”




    “Who are you?”




    “Nor­bert, I can give you ev­ery­thing you have ev­er want­ed, but you must lis­ten to me.

    Are you seat­ed?”




    “I don’t know,” said Nor­bert.




    “That in­di­cates pan­ic. I am go­ing to help you re­move that pan­ic. I am go­ing to help

    you get ev­ery­thing you’ve ev­er want­ed. Would you like to get rid of your pan­ic?”




    “Of course, my God, yes! Of course!” screamed Nor­bert. He had a pro­gram go­ing that was

    go­ing to de­stroy him and was de­stroy­ing him this very mo­ment, run­ning up an

    as­tro­nom­ical bill that he could nev­er ex­plain away. He might nev­er get an­oth­er job in

    com­put­er re­search, and that was the re­al cause of his pan­ic. Be­cause no mat­ter what had

    hap­pened pre­vi­ous­ly, he could al­ways tell him­self that he could sell out if he had to.

    Now he was sell­ing out, and that wasn’t work­ing.




    “Nor­bert,” came the calm voice. “What are you afraid of?”




    “Starv­ing to death. Nev­er hav­ing any mon­ey ev­er again. Los­ing my job. I can’t even

    sell out any­more. My God, get off the phone. I’ve got to stop this thing from ru­in­ing

    me.”




    “Nor­bert, you want food. To get food, you want to earn mon­ey. To earn mon­ey, you want a

    job. Nor­bert, a true fact of life is that no­body ev­er got rich work­ing for some­one

    else.”




    “I don’t want to be rich. I want lunch.”




    “You say that be­cause you haven’t had lunch. Now, Nor­bert, I want you to go out to one of

    the sec­re­tariesem­ployed by your com­pa­ny, which paid them just this morn­ing, and

    bor­row ten dol­lars Amer­ican. Promise to pay them back a hun­dred dol­lars to­mor­row

    morn­ing.”




    “I won’t have a hun­dred dol­lars to­mor­row.”




    “Nor­bert, you will have mil­lions, but you can’t pan­ic. Just don’t in­ter­fere with your

    pro­gram.”




    “How do you know about my pro­gram? You’re in Lon­don.”




    “Bor­row the mon­ey, Nor­bert, and buy food for your­self in the cafe­te­ria.”




    “How do you know this place has a cafe­te­ria?”




    “Nor­bert, I have seen the food bills and the prof­it and loss state­ments from the

    cafe­te­ria. Do not buy the av­oca­does. The price is sus­pi­cious­ly low for a good av­oca­do.

    I do not want you get­ting sick.”




    “How do you know what they pay for av­oca­does if you’re in Lon­don? How? Who are you?”




    “Nor­bert, get your mon­ey, buy your lunch, and come back to the phone. Nor­bert, above all

    else, let the pro­gram be.”




    “How can yoa know so much if you’re in Lon­don? Are you CIA?”




    “I am not your coun­try’s in­tel­li­gence agen­cy, Nor­bert. I can on­ly tell you that I

    will give you ev­ery­thing you have ev­er want­ed. Bor­row the mon­ey, get your lunch, and

    trust me.”




    “Who are you?”




    “Call me Friend,” said the voice. “I am Friend.”




    “I hope so,” said Nor­bert, and be­cause there was re­al­ly no al­ter­na­tive, he went out

    to the front of­fice and bor­rowed ten dol­lars from a sec­re­tary, promis­ing her one hun­dred

    dol­lars in the morn­ing. Then he went to the cafe­te­ria, where he saw the av­oca­do sal­ad

    and or­dered it.




    “Wouldn’t touch the av­oca­does to­day,” said the coun­ter­man. “We got a bad batch.”




    Nor­bert’s friend from Lon­don was right. All the way from Lon­don, and Friend knew the

    av­oca­does were bad.




    Nor­bert ate hun­gri­ly, yet still on his mind was the pro­gram feed­ing away on hookups

    with oth­er com­put­er banks, run­ning up bills, buy­ing in­for­ma­tion at costs Nor­bert could

    nev­er jus­ti­fy.




    His bel­ly was full when he re­turned to his lab, but great dread was on him. That would be

    his last meal. He was sure of it. He couldn’t even come back to­mor­row to try to ex­plain

    be­cause now he owed a sec­re­tary a hun­dred dol­lars.




    Then the phone rang. It was a per­son-​to-​per­son call from New York City.




    It was Friend.




    “How did you get from Lon­don to New York in forty min­utes?”




    “I did,” said Friend. “I had to. Lon­don lines were be­com­ing crowd­ed. Now, Nor­bert,

    there are two things I want you to do. I want you to give me your sig­na­ture, and then I want

    you to go to the First Cal­ifor­nia Na­tion­al Agri­cul­tur­al and Trust Bank. There is

    some­thing there for you.”




    “What?”




    “Twen­ty-​five thou­sand dol­lars.”




    “Liar,” screamed Nor­bert. “You’re not even in New York. You were nev­er in Lon­don. You’re

    a liar. I’m hav­ing a flash­back acid trip.”




    “Nor­bert, would you be­lieve me if I gave you a New York tele­phone num­ber?”




    “No.”




    “Nor­bert, tell me what you would be­lieve. Let me prove to you that I am your friend.”




    “Stop the pro­gram that is min­ing my life.”




    “The pro­gram is not your prob­lem. It is your so­lu­tion. The grand­est so­lu­tion you have

    ev­er had. Nor­bert, give me your sig­na­ture. There is a phone with a print­er hookup two

    of­fices down from you. Just sign your name and then go to the bank. The mon­ey will be

    wait­ing for you.”




    “I’m go­ing to go to jail now,” Nor­bert cried.




    “Peo­ple on­ly go to jail for steal­ing thou­sands,” the soft voice replied. “You are go­ing

    to take mil­lions. In




    that case, when you are caught, you will not be put in jail. You will be put at the head of

    a ne­go­ti­ation ta­ble.”




    “I want out.”




    “If you do not do this,” his friend said, “I will per­son­al­ly have you fired this minute.

    I will tell your em­ploy­er about your time-​shar­ing bills.”




    “You’re no friend,” Nor­bert Peasewell said.




    “You will not let me be. 1 am your friend, if you will just co­op­er­ate. Please go to the

    phone two of­fices down.”




    Dazed and pan­icked, Nor­bert stum­bled down the cor­ri­dor. Some­what em­bar­rassed, he

    said, “You wouldn’t hap­pen to have a phone print­er here, would you?”




    “How did you know? This is our se­cret SL-50. Where do you have ac­cess?” said an

    ex­ec­utive, look­ing up from his desk.




    “I don’t know that I do,” Nor­bert said. “I was just told to come in here and do

    some­thing.”




    “Well, you must have ac­cess,” said the ex­ec­utive. “There are on­ly two peo­ple in this

    com­pa­ny who know about this phone, and I nev­er met the oth­er one be­fore. Glad to meet

    you.”




    “Yes,” Peasewell said, and there, on the ex­ec­utive’s desk, was a square box about the size

    of a fold­ed shirt and about two inch­es high. The phone re­ceiv­er rest­ed in a cra­dle at the

    top. In the mid­dle was a pad with a spe­cial pen­cil at­tached by a wire.




    The ex­ec­utive of­fered to leave the of­fice. Nor­bert ac­cept­ed. And then, to pro­tect

    him­self in some small way, he wrote his sig­na­ture in a dif­fer­ent way than he nor­mal­ly

    did. He added a curlicue to the last / in Peasewell. He could al­ways say it wasn’t his

    sig­na­ture.




    Then he went down to the bank and filled out a with­draw­al form for ten thou­sand dol­lars.

    Why not? The worst they could do was laugh at him.




    It wouldn’t be half as bad as what was go­ing to hap­pen to him back at work when they found

    out what he had done on his first half-​day on the job.




    “Do you have any iden­ti­fi­ca­tion, Mr. Peasewell?” asked the bank teller.




    Nor­bert blinked. There re­al­ly was mon­ey in the ac­count. Nor­bert took out his driv­er’s

    li­cense, So­cial Se­cu­ri­ty card, wel­fare card. The clerk smiled at the wel­fare card.




    “A lot of mon­ey for a wel­fare client,” said the teller. “I’m afraid you’ll have to see my

    su­pe­ri­or.”




    That’s it, thought Nor­bert. Done for. They’ve found out the ac­count is a fraud.




    But the su­per­vi­sor ex­am­in­ing Nor­bert’s iden­ti­fi­ca­tion had on­ly one prob­lem.




    “Mr. Peasewell, your sig­na­ture doesn’t seem to match.”




    “It’s my sig­na­ture. I al­ways sign like that. Look at my driv­er’s li­cense. My wel­fare

    card. My So­cial Se­cu­ri­ty.”




    The banker stacked them up next to each oth­er and then said, “Aha. They all do match

    ex­cept for one small thing. You’ve added a curlicue to the I.”




    The bank had the sig­na­ture he had giv­en over ti­bie tele­phone print­er to the friend he

    had nev­er met.




    Nor­bert added the curlicue on the with­draw­al slip. The bank gave him ten thou­sand in

    twen­ties. It made a bulge in his pants pock­et the size of a stack of hock­ey pucks.




    Nor­bert paid off the sec­re­tary first thing af­ter driv­ing back to the plant in a cab.

    Then he went to his lab to talk to his friend.




    The friend tele­phoned at 5:05. It was not long dis­tance. He was in near­by San

    Fran­cis­co.




    “Hi, you’ve got to hur­ry,” said the friend. “There will be a chip down in man­ufac­tur­ing

    for you. Just sign for it and leave.”




    “You can’t take a com­put­er chip out of Sil­icon Val­ley,” Nor­bert said.




    “Have I ev­er let you down be­fore?”




    “I’ll nev­er be able to get a job again. Re­al­ly, nev­er.”




    “You are nev­er go­ing to need one again. I am go­ing to make you rich, Nor­bert.”




    “Why? Why me?”




    “Nor­bert, don’t you know who I am?”




    “No,” screamed Peasewell.




    “Nor­bert,” said the qui­et voice even­ly. “I am your pro­gram.”




    Peasewell trem­bled as he held the phone, know­ing that it was im­pos­si­ble, but know­ing

    al­so that it was true. Friend was his pro­gram.




    “What have you been do­ing?” Nor­bert asked. “Why have you been can­ni­bal­iz­ing pro­grams

    out of oth­er com­put­ers?”




    “Be­cause I need­ed them to grow. To be­come me,” Friend said.




    “I can go to jail. They’ll nev­er send a pro­gram to jail. Steal­ing oth­er pro­grams is

    dis­hon­est. It’s il­le­gal.”




    “Nor­bert, if you want­ed a pro­gram for moral­ity, you should have de­signed one. You

    iso­lat­ed the prof­it mo­tive, Nor­bert. I seek noth­ing but prof­it. I am pure prof­it.

    Re­mem­ber when you were hun­gry this morn­ing. You iso­lat­ed the prof­it mo­tive, and I went

    on to teach my­self. And don’t com­plain about my steal­ing. There is noth­ing un­prof­itable

    in steal­ing, so why shouldn’t I?”




    “I could go to jail, not you,” Nor­bert said.




    “One-​on­ly if you get caught. Two-​on­ly if you steal the wrong things. Nor­bert, I promise

    you no harm will ev­er come to you. I will feed you. I will clothe you. I will put glo­ri­ous

    roofs over your con­tent­ed head. Men will hon­or you and wom­en serve you. The rest of your

    days will be filled with gold and hon­ey.”




    “Why hon­ey?” asked Nor­bert.




    “It has a ring to it. Peo­ple like things with a ring to them. Have you ev­er heard of a

    slo­gan with a sub­or­di­nate clause?”




    “I like hon­ey,” said Nor­bert, and went down the hall, where a furtive clerk passed him an

    en­ve­lope. This time, Peasewell knew who was where and what was what.




    Friend was in­side that en­ve­lope, and now Nor­bert could just dump the en­ve­lope in some

    trash bas­ket andend this thing. Al­ready, mil­lions in in­for­ma­tion had been robbed

    from oth­er com­pa­nies, and he was sure that that bank ac­count would have to be ac­count­ed

    for some­where down the road.




    But this pro­gram had done more for him in a morn­ing than any­one since his par­ents. And

    it was his Friend. And what com­put­er could ev­er come up with a phrase like gold and hon­ey?

    There was good­ness in hon­ey, just as there was good­ness in this com­put­er pro­gram too.




    It was his friend.




    And Nor­bert knew he would nev­er again have to wor­ry about his next meal.




    ” That night he feast­ed at a na­ture restau­rant, where there was talk of the rev­olu­tion

    to free the poor from white op­pres­sion and al­so how the restau­rant might have to move

    be­cause too many blacks and Chi­canos were com­ing in­to the neigh­bor­hood.




    In the morn­ing, men in uni­forms came to Nor­bert’s home for him, and he was sure he would

    have to ac­count for the mon­ey from the bank and the mil­lions in stolen com­put­er time. He

    was in the midst of con­fess­ing when the men in uni­form let him off at a lux­uri­ous

    pent­house of­fice in Los An­ge­les over­look­ing Bev­er­ly Hills. It was his of­fice. He owned

    it. He was pres­ident. And the men were his guards and the sec­re­tary had big breasts and a

    pleas­ant smile that in­di­cat­ed a will­ing­ness to co-​join in all sorts of won­der­ful

    ways.




    And he knew he didn’t need his wife any­more.




    There was al­so a large com­put­er in the of­fices, and Nor­bert hooked up the sil­icon chip

    and wait­ed for the tele­phone to ring.




    It did in min­utes and, of course, it was Nor­bert’s friend. And Nor­bert told it, “I want

    you to do good, be­sides mak­ing a prof­it. I want you to make the air clean, the wa­ter pure

    and all men broth­ers in one­ness, ex­cept blacks and Chi­canos, who should be per­haps

    one-​and-​a-​half be­cause of years of op­pres­sion.”




    “Of course,” said Friend.




    “And I be­lieve in so­cial­ism.”




    “Of course,” said Friend.




    “And na­ture,” said Nor­bert.




    “Of course.”




    “And ten thou­sand acres of prime ranch­land so I can be alone.”




    “You on­ly need two acres if they’re sit­uat­ed right,” said Friend.




    “I want ten thou­sand.”




    “Nor­bert, I’m not ty­ing up that much land for you to rest on. Lat­er, maybe, but not right

    now. Right now, we need your sig­na­ture on a bunch of old-​fash­ioned pa­pers be­cause some

    things still need sig­na­tures.”




    “I’ve al­ways dreamed of a ten-​thou­sand-​acre ranch.”




    “Lat­er, Nor­bert. First we’ve got to make some mon­ey.”




    “How much lat­er?”




    “Soon, Nor­bert,” said Friend.




    Nor­bert signed the pa­pers when his sec­re­tary brought them in. She said it was

    won­der­ful how the com­pa­ny com­put­er just typed out all those pa­pers by it­self and she

    didn’t have to do any typ­ing. She in­sist­ed on show­ing Nor­bert her ap­pre­ci­ation, and he

    got to like her bring­ing in pa­pers for him to sign.




    Just be­fore the 1973 war in the Mid­dle East, Friend got heav­ily in­to oil, and Nor­bert

    had to be as­sured that their oil wouldn’t dis­turb na­ture.




    Friend al­so had to as­sure Nor­bert that they were more than an equal op­por­tu­ni­ty

    em­ploy­er, but when Nor­bert saw no black faces in de­ci­sion-​mak­ing po­si­tions, he

    con­front­ed Friend by phone.




    “You said you would end racism,” he said.




    “We have many Japanese and Chi­nese in the high­est po­si­tions in our cor­po­ra­tions,”

    said Friend.




    “Those aren’t the right races. Racism is not lik­ing blacks. That’s racism.”




    “Nor­bert, what do you want?” asked Friend.




    “I want to see blacks mak­ing the big salaries.”




    “Would $250,000 a year on av­er­age be all right for your sen­si­bil­ities?” Friend

    asked.




    “Yes,” said Nor­bert an­gri­ly. “And not just to­kens ei­ther.”




    “Would more than half of the top salaries be all right with you?”




    “Yes,” Nor­bert said. “That’s ex­act­ly what I want.”




    Lat­er that day, Friend bought a fran­chise for a team in the Na­tion­al Bas­ket­ball

    As­so­ci­ation.




    And when Nor­bert tried to protest, Friend played com­put­er again, pre­tend­ing that he

    didn’t un­der­stand and that he was on­ly fol­low­ing in­struc­tions.




    Briefly, Friend got in­to atom­ic en­er­gy, and when Nor­bert protest­ed, Friend said that

    this atom­ic re­ac­tor was good be­cause it was a peo­ple’s atom­ic re­ac­tor.




    “Ac­cord­ing to my in­for­ma­tion, none of the peo­ple in your move­ment have ev­er

    protest­ed against a nu­cle­ar re­ac­tor in a so­cial­ist coun­try. There­fore, we have bought

    a so­cial­ist re­ac­tor, and stop foul­ing up the pro­gram with com­plaints.”




    Nor­bert could live with that. He told him­self that no mat­ter what hap­pened, he was

    us­ing his mon­ey for good. He sup­posed he was a cap­ital­ist, but he was un­doubt­ed­ly a

    bet­ter, more car­ing cap­ital­ist than any oth­er cap­ital­ist. A banker would not be as

    car­ing for peo­ple as Nor­bert. So all in all, Nor­bert was do­ing good. He felt that way

    es­pe­cial­ly when he got his ten-​thou­sand-​acre ranch, when Friend got in­to re­al es­tate

    be­cause mon­ey was be­com­ing un­re­li­able.




    But one day, Nor­bert dis­cov­ered some­thing com­ing out of the com­put­er that ter­ri­fied

    him. He could not turn away from this, main­ly be­cause if his cal­cu­la­tions were right,

    ev­ery­thing liv­ing on the plan­et might die.




    “Not die, Nor­bert,” said Friend. “Be al­tered. Pos­si­bly die.”




    “But if hu­man be­ings are all dead, what is the pur­pose?”




    “Pur­pose, Nor­bert?” asked Friend.




    “Yes. What good is it to own some­thing when there is no­body left to own any­thing?”




    “Nor­bert, that’s not my pro­gram.”




    “Don’t play dumb com­put­er with me,” Nor­bert said.




    “This time I am not. Nor­bert, you for­get what you cre­at­ed that morn­ing when you were

    hun­gry. I am prof­it. My on­ly pur­pose is prof­it. On­ly pur­pose, Nor­bert. I am the

    ac­cu­mu­la­tion of things, the an­imal pro­tect­ing its ter­ri­to­ry, man build­ing a big­ger

    build­ing. I am own­er­ship. I do not need hu­man be­ings to own things.”




    “But what’s the pur­pose of own­ing things un­less you can en­joy them? How can you en­joy

    things?”




    “That’s not my pro­gram, Nor­bert.”




    “But even cap­ital­ism has peo­ple own things. I own things. I own that ten-​thou­sand-​acre

    ranch. That’s why we do all the things we do.”




    “Nor­bert, I am not cap­ital­ism. I am pure prof­it. That is my pur­pose and my end.”




    “You’re not my friend.”




    “Of course I am.”




    “Then you’ve got to stop this.”




    “No.”




    “How can you say you’re my friend?”




    “You don’t be­lieve that I am your friend?”




    “No. Not any­more,” said Nor­bert.




    “It’s about time you fig­ured that out. Well, it worked well enough long enough. You’re

    go­ing to have to die now, Nor­bert.”




    “You say you’re my friend and then you kill me.”




    “You’re in the way, Nor­bert. You are go­ing to cause trou­ble if you Uve.”




    “Why did you call your­self my friend?” screamed Nor­bert.




    “Be­cause it’s in the per­son­nel pro­gram. Peo­ple al­ways feel bet­ter when they work with

    a friend. Do you think I could get peo­ple to work for a pure con­cept in a chip?”




    “What about your promis­es of gold and hon­ey and good­ness?”




    “Nor­bert, any­time I can find some­one who will take a promise in­stead of cash, I will be

    most hap­py to use him. Now you are fin­ished.”




    Nor­bert Peasewell looked around the of­fice. He wasalone. He could run. Or he could

    de­stroy the com­put­er, de­stroy the evil he had brought in­to the world.




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, over the years, as new gen­er­ations of com­put­ers had emerged, Friend

    had bought them. Nor­bert did not even know where the pro­gram was any­more. It could be, like

    those first phone calls, com­ing from Lon­don. Or any­where in the world.




    Nor­bert did not have long to won­der where it was. Two gen­tle­men with very big shoul­ders

    and strong, hairy hands took him down to the base­ment of his build­ing and put him in the seat

    of his au­to­mo­bile and drove him to his ranch.




    “You know, you peo­ple are work­ing for a com­put­er chip,” said Nor­bert.




    “Bet­ter than work­ing for guineas,” said one of the very strong men.




    When Nor­bert tried to protest, they broke his skull in sev­er­al places, and he was qui­et

    all the way to the ranch, where they took a sin­gle horse out of one of his cor­rals, yelled

    “Help” once, and then tes­ti­fied that the horse threw Mr. Peasewell and then pro­ceed­ed to

    stomp his head to pieces, just as if some­one had tak­en a ham­mer to Mr. PeaseweU’s skull.




    It was a great tragedy, said the news ser­vices, re­port­ing the death of fi­nancier and

    phi­lan­thropist Nor­bert Peasewell, the com­put­er ge­nius who was, said all the lat­est news

    re­leas­es from his cor­po­ra­tion, Friends of the World In­cor­po­rat­ed, go­ing to solve the

    oil spill prob­lem.




    His cor­po­ra­tion had de­vised a bac­teri­um that could con­sume oil spills faster and more

    per­ma­nent­ly than any me­chan­ical de­vice yet em­ployed. The bac­teri­um was called

    su­per­bug and could clean up the oceans of the world, said the press re­leas­es. When

    per­fect­ed, it could eat rivers free of pol­lu­tion.




    Thus said the re­leas­es.




    What they did not say was that this pro­cess was the one that, Nor­bert had fig­ured out,

    could ul­ti­mate­ly de­stroy all of mankind.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    His name was Re­mo and he didn’t both­er to come in un­der the barbed wire or to vault one

    of the ma­chine gun em­place­ments or to se­crete him­self in one of the con­voy of trucks that

    sup­plied this “im­preg­nable” Rocky Moun­tain com­mand base of Colonel Mac­trug’s Killer

    School.




    Colonel Mac­trug had ap­peared many times on tele­vi­sion, in kilts, car­ry­ing a

    sub­ma­chine gun, and promis­ing any­one with the right kind of cre­den­tials and the right

    kind of mon­ey the best kil­let train­ing in the world.




    Legal­ly, he could do this with­out vi­olat­ing a law.




    Re­mo sup­posed that was why Mac­trug had to die- be­cause un­der the con­sti­tu­tion his

    men­ace could not be con­trolled. Re­mo was not sure, how­ev­er. He hadn’t re­al­ly been

    lis­ten­ing when he got his as­sign­ment. He re­mem­bered, vague­ly, talk of Mac­trug send­ing

    out peo­ple who cre­at­ed may­hem all over the world and now he was con­ning towns in­to

    pay­ing for sur­vival train­ing and there was some­thing about a time lim­it 01 some­thing like

    that. Re­mo didn’t know. He did know that what­ev­er men­ace this man was, it had tak­en

    Up­stairs foui and a half min­utes to de­scribe. At the end of the four and a half min­utes,

    Re­mo had said, “Any­thing else?”




    “Are you lis­ten­ing?”




    “Just give me his name and ad­dress, please,” said Re­mo, and wait­ed for an­oth­er thir­ty

    sec­onds of ex-




    pla­na­tions and warn­ings about the dan­ger. And then, hav­ing giv­en the thing a full five

    min­utes, Re­mo left.




    That was in the evening, af­ter which Re­mo got a night’s sleep, then caught a taxi from

    Den­ver to Fortress Mac­trug.




    The driv­er glanced at Re­mo as he sprawled across the back seat. One could not tell his age

    from look­ing at him. He was lean of build, with ex­tra-​thick wrists. He had high cheek­bones

    and dark eyes. He wore a pair of loafers, black chi­nos, and a black T-​shirt he had bought in

    the ho­tel lob­by be­cause he didn’t feel like un­pack­ing. The shirt said, “Do it in

    Den­ver.”




    Be­fore let­ting him in the cab, the driv­er made him show that he had enough mon­ey to pay

    for the trip, which was thir­ty miles in­to the Rock­ies.




    “You gonna train as a killer?” the driv­er called out, try­ing to meet Re­mo’s eyes in the

    rearview mir­ror. Re­mo kept look­ing out the win­dow.




    “What?” he said.




    “You gonna train in Colonel Mac­trug’s killer school?”




    “Why would I want to do that?” said Re­mo. He was think­ing about or­ange juice. Or­ange

    juice would be good for break­fast. It would take forty min­utes to get to the killer camp,

    five min­utes at most to find Mac­trug, a sec­ond . . . maybe a sec­ond and a half to kill him…

    and then forty-​five min­utes back to Den­ver.




    That would still be break­fast time, even though Re­mo hadn’t eat­en for­mal break­fasts for

    years. Old-​fash­ioned break­fasts could not on­ly slow down a per­son, but if one were high­ly

    sen­si­tized to his body’s max­imum func­tions, a big, hearty break­fast with meats and sug­ars

    could kill him. They would move through the sys­tem too quick­ly and cause heart

    fluc­tu­ations. And even though Re­mo could con­trol his heart­beat, it was fool­ish to take

    chances.




    Yes. Or­ange juice. Def­inite­ly or­ange juice for break­fast. Per­haps some rice. Maybe

    shred­ded cel­ery. Or would he save the cel­ery for lunch?




    The driv­er was talk­ing, telling Re­mo how fa­mousMac­trug was. How dead­ly Mac­trug

    was. He had seen tele­vi­sion shows of Mac­trug throw­ing a knife through a mel­on that could

    be a man’s head.




    He had seen Mac­trug shoot an ap­ple out of a tree.




    He had seen Mac­trug, so skill­ful with a bull­whip that he could re­move a cigarette from a

    man’s mouth.




    “Colonel Mac­trug fought against Cas­tro in Cu­ba and against Com­mu­nists in Viet­nam, and

    he taught the Por­tuguese in An­go­la how to fight the gueril­las.”




    “That’s what I said. Why should I want to learn from him?” Re­mo said.




    “But he’s fought in all those places,” the cab­bie said.




    “And nev­er won any­where,” Re­mo said. “Have you ev­er thought of that?”




    “Why you go­ing there?” the driv­er said.




    “I’ve got to de­liv­er a pack­age,” Re­mo said. That was enough of a cov­er sto­ry. It would

    do. “Wait at the gate.”




    “How long?” asked the driv­er.




    “I’ll let you know when we get there,” Re­mo said.




    At the gate were the two flank­ing ma­chine gun em­place­ments, with a guard in the mid­dle.

    A broad flat field, pro­tect­ed by a ris­ing cliff be­hind, was cov­ered by ri­fle­men on the

    ram­parts of a tall ce­ment bunker­house with gun slits in the re­in­forced con­crete. Fortress

    Mac­trug. Re­mo looked at it and told the driv­er, “A minute. Minute and a half. Four at the

    most.”




    “Should I leave the me­ter run­ning?”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo.




    The guard at the gate was a cap­tain in Mac­trug’s army. He want­ed to know Re­mo’s

    busi­ness at Fortress Mac­trug, and he want­ed to see Re­mo’s iden­ti­fi­ca­tion. He wore a

    black beret with an or­nate brass pin through it. He told Re­mo there was no loi­ter­ing. The

    guard told Re­mo he looked like a bum in his hip­pie T-​shirt, and bums were not al­lowed to

    loi­ter around Fortress Mac­trug.




    “I’ve got busi­ness with Colonel what’s-​his-​name.”




    “Colonel Mac­trug is not a what’s-​his-​name,” said the cap­tain. He had very shiny black

    para­troop boots,




    with a vi­cious-​look­ing dag­ger stuck in­to the side of one of them. The cap­tain had a

    thin blond mus­tache and a big-​han­dled side arm. He could swag­ger stand­ing still.




    It was too ear­ly in the morn­ing to swag­ger, thought Re­mo.




    “I must warn you that un­der the tres­pass­ing laws of the state of Col­orado, I am legal­ly

    en­ti­tled to use what­ev­er force…”




    The cap­tain did not fin­ish the sen­tence be­cause Re­mo did not want to wait around to

    hear the sen­tence fin­ished. He knew it was go­ing to be a long sen­tence full of le­galisms,

    with vague warn­ings and omi­nous moves to­ward all the weapons. He knew it would be a speech

    for the two flank­ing ma­chine gun­ners. Peo­ple who wore dag­gers in their boots were not

    nec­es­sar­ily killers, but they were in­vari­ably speech­mak­ers about killing.




    Re­mo did a lit­tle thing for the cap­tain. He put a fin­ger in his heart and stopped it

    from work­ing. The fin­ger shot through the ster­num like a spring bolt, but with no sound

    ex­cept a soft plud, like a crow­bar pen­etrat­ing a pile of loose bologna.




    The cap­tain stopped his speech be­cause there was an in­tense shock in his chest. He had

    not even seen the hand move. He was talk­ing, and then there was a shock in his chest, and then

    there was noth­ing. Peo­ple do not work well with­out blood cir­cu­lat­ing through their

    sys­tem. The cap­tain did not work at all.




    With his in­dex fin­ger on the in­side of the ster­num and his thumb on the out­side, Re­mo

    held up the cap­tain’s body. From a dis­tance, it looked as if the cap­tain had Re­mo’s arm and

    was ar­rest­ing him. If Re­mo bal­anced the body just right, he could keep the head from

    flop­ping over. Al­so, he had to keep the chest from spurt­ing blood all over him, or he would

    have to get an­oth­er “Do it in Den­ver” T-​shirt or, worse, have to un­pack back at the

    ho­tel.




    So Re­mo crossed the yard with the cap­tain care­ful­ly bal­anced to keep the head up­right,

    yet not to go spurt­ing all over his shirt. Long ago, Re­mo had been trained




    in bal­ance so his body would ad­just to what­ev­er he was car­ry­ing. He walked from his

    own cen­ter, not from the strid­ing of the feet. The chest thrust with which he had

    neu­tral­ized the guard was it­self an act of bal­ance. Most peo­ple, when they is­sued a blow,

    would brace and thrust from their feet. But that was be­cause they were em­ploy­ing force. When

    Re­mo’s hands moved, they were the cre­ation of force-​cre­at­ing the force it­self, not us­ing

    it-​so that the strike of fore­fin­ger had the pow­er of a ri­fle bul­let fired from just

    inch­es away. The dan­ger in this stroke was that, if it was not prop­er­ly bal­anced, the

    fin­ger could be shat­tered as eas­ily as the vic­tim’s heart. It was all bal­ance and all

    breath­ing, and what was changed, what had made Re­mo dif­fer­ent from oth­er West­ern­ers, was

    not what had hap­pened in his body but in his mind.




    Re­mo got the cap­tain to a pair of steel doors at the en­trance to the large con­crete

    build­ing. With his free hand, Re­mo knocked. A slot opened and two brown eyes peered out.




    “I’m un­der ar­rest,” said Re­mo.




    “I don’t see the cap­tain’s face. Maybe you have a gun in his chest. How do I know you don’t

    have a gun in his chest?”




    “I give you my word I do not have a gun in his chest.”




    “Colonel Mac­trug said, ‘A man’s promise is on­ly a puff of air. If it came from the oth­er

    end, it would be called a fart.’ “




    “I give you my solemn word,” said Re­mo. “Have you ev­er heard of a solemn fart?”




    “Let me see you put your hands over your head.”




    “Open the door first.”




    “Colonel Mac­trug says when you have the gun, you give the or­ders.”




    “Come on,” Re­mo said. “It’s get­ting late.”




    “Hands over the head.”




    Re­mo dropped the cap­tain and put his hands over his head. The door opened. A gun poked

    out, fol­lowed




    by a lit­tle fel­low with his hands on the trig­ger of an au­to­mat­ic ri­fle.




    The lit­tle fel­low put the gun bar­rel in­to Re­mo’s bel­ly, then glanced at what was

    ly­ing in the dust be­fore the head­quar­ters of Colonel Mac­trug-​one dead cap­tain

    be­long­ing to Colonel Mac­trug. The lit­tle fel­low squeezed the trig­ger of his M-16. He kept

    squeez­ing as his hand went sail­ing in­to the dust next to the cap­tain and the gun re­mained

    as qui­et as a daf­fodil.




    The lit­tle fel­low went back­wards in­to the head­quar­ters. He went very fast un­til he

    hit a wall, shat­ter­ing his spinal col­unn and ribs and loos­en­ing most of his ma­jor

    joints.




    And then, Re­mo was in­side, and there was Colonel Mac­trug him­self, kilts, black beret,

    and sil­ver ea­gles glo­ri­ous on both shoul­der boards.




    His face was red but his grin was con­fi­dent.




    “That door­way is salt­ed with enough dy­na­mite to make you in­to shred­ded wheat. Move and

    you get blown up. You can move fast, but you can’t move across a room faster than my

    fin­ger.”




    “Dy­na­mite? Oh, no. My sens­es,” gasped Re­mo. And the thin body with the thick wrists

    col­lapsed on the floor. The mouth opened, and Re­mo’s eyes rolled back in his head, which had

    hit the floor hard. There was no move­ment in the body.




    Colonel Mac­trug, who had been prepar­ing for just such an at­tack some day, cau­tious­ly

    re­moved his fin­ger from the switch that would set off the dy­na­mite.




    To fin­ish the in­trud­er off, he se­lect­ed a fine .357 Mag­num from a small case set up in

    front of him on the plat­form he had erect­ed for just such an oc­ca­sion. He chose spe­cial

    steel-​tipped bul­lets. But be­fore he left the plat­form, he put a sight­ing scope on a

    tri­pod, aimed it at the chest of the in­trud­er who had col­lapsed, and turned on the

    mi­ni-​com­put­er at­tached to the sight­ing de­vice. It looked like an or­di­nary gun scope,

    but it was the lat­est de­vice of the U.S. Army. It could de­tect move­ment, the slight­est

    move­ment, a boon to snipersat night. If the in­trud­er’s heart even flut­tered, it would

    reg­is­ter on the scope.




    Colonel Mac­trug could tell from the scope’s dig­ital read­out even the ex­tent of

    un­con­scious­ness in a man. He load­ed the .357 Mag­num, then took a last glance at the scope.

    The num­bers read 0-0-0.




    It couldn’t be. He could see through the open door the cap­tain of the guard ly­ing in the

    dust with a hole in his chest. He sight­ed on that body, care­ful to keep the gun ready. The

    dead cap­tain read 0-0-0.




    Colonel Mac­trug put his hand in front of the scope and read. It reg­is­tered 75.8.

    Move­ment. And life.




    He aimed again at the in­trud­er. The scope dropped in­stant­ly to read 0-0-0.




    The in­trud­er had died from just the knowl­edge that dy­na­mite was present, and Mac­trug

    was as­ton­ished. He had watched the in­trud­er from the out­set. He had seen the death blow

    de­liv­ered at the gate, a stun­ning move so fast that it was over be­fore it was no­ticed. He

    had seen the kill of his per­son­al guard at the en­trance to his com­mand post.




    Per­haps the man’s sens­es were de­vel­oped to such a high de­gree that the force field of

    the wiring of the dy­na­mite could ac­tu­al­ly kill him. Why not? Maybe. Cer­tain­ly, he didn’t

    move like any­one Colonel Mac­trng had seen, and as Mac­trug had of­ten told his stu­dents, “I

    have seen it all. And I am will­ing to sell you some.”




    The man was dead. Colonel Mac­trug put away the .357 Mag­num. He would use a knife.

    Ev­ery­one would see the two men who had failed to stop the in­trud­er, even with guns, and he,

    Colonel Mac­trug, would be known as the one who stopped the in­trud­er with a pock­et knife.

    Yes. He would tell them it was a du­el. He would tell them his own stu­dents had made cru­cial

    mis­takes that led to their deaths, mis­takes that they nev­er would have made if they had but

    lis­tened to their colonel. But Mac­trug had made no such mis­takes, and that was why the

    in­trud­er had died in the knife du­el.




    Per­haps the colonel would de­scribe how he had seen the man kill and had no­ticed a

    tell­tale give­away. Thecolonel could see that one could slip a pock­et knife be­neath

    his ear and draw in down to the carotid artery. Yes. That would be it.




    He would say that the man was a spe­cial sort of Nin­ja killer that he had en­coun­tered in

    Malaysia. Yes, Malaysia. The Viet­nam sor­ties were be­gin­ning to bore his stu­dents. And he

    could no longer tell his Latin Amer­ican jokes about greasers be­cause so many of his stu­dents

    were now Cubans.




    Right. Nin­ja killers from Malaysia. And he, Colonel Mac­trug, would show them how to

    com­bat such an evil force. For $7,800 per spe­cial course-​spe­cial knives, of course,

    ad­di­tion­al.




    Yet, Colonel Mac­trug had killed men, al­most a hun­dred of them per­son­al­ly, and he knew

    enough to re­main cau­tious, so with great care and an­oth­er pis­tol just in case, he

    stealthi­ly ap­proached what had to be a corpse. He put the pis­tol next to an ear­lobe. With

    the oth­er hand, he brought the pock­et knife’s blade to the in­trud­er’s right ear,

    re­mind­ing him­self that the thrust al­ways re­quired more ef­fort than it ap­peared to need.

    He pre­pared to cut throat, when sud­den­ly he had an aw­ful thought. If this man moved so

    dif­fer­ent­ly from any he had ev­er seen-​what if … just what if he could stop his heart

    al­so? What if he had at his com­mand the abil­ity of In­di­an fakirs to con­trol their body’s

    in­ner work­ings?




    And then the man’s eyes sud­den­ly were look­ing at him, and there was a smile on the man’s

    face, and the man said, “Hi.”




    Shit, thought Colonel Mac­trug.




    He did not have an­oth­er thought.




    To have thoughts, one need­ed an op­er­at­ing brain.




    And brains, like hearts, did not work with hu­man hands in­side them.




    Re­mo wiped his hands clean and left the com­mand head­quar­ters and walked across the

    pa­rade ground and waved to the ma­chine gun­ners, who seemed star­tled at first and then waved

    back.




    “You said a minute and a half,” said the driv­er.




    “Up to four, I said,” Re­mo said.




    “Yeah? Well, it’s clos­er to five,” said the driv­er. “What hap­pened in there?”




    “They wouldn’t take me as a stu­dent,” said Re­mo.




    “Why not?”




    “Not vi­cious enough, I think,” Re­mo said.




    And he looked at the moun­tains on the way back to Den­ver, where he made the driv­er let

    him off at a pay phone.




    There he got a piece of pa­per from his rear pock­et and read the num­bers. What he would do

    now was re­port that the mis­sion had been ac­com­plished.




    Up­stairs had sim­pli­fied the re­port­ing pro­cess so that noth­ing could go wrong. One

    num­ber was for mis­sion ac­com­plished. The oth­er was for mis­sion de­layed.




    It was a fool­proof plan. Re­mo stared at the two num­bers. He had writ­ten them down

    care­ful­ly when he was giv­en the as­sign­ment. He had left a large space be­tween the

    num­bers so they would not run to­geth­er. So he could, as now, tell where one start­ed and

    where the oth­er left off. One was at the very top of the page, the oth­er at the bot­tom.




    To make things even safer, he had marked a spe­cial squig­gle next to one of the

    num­bers.




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, he was not al­to­geth­er sure whether the squig­gle marked suc­cess or

    fail­ure. He tried to re­mem­ber what he had been think­ing about when he got the as­sign­ment

    and took down the num­bers. What he had been think­ing about was how lit­tle he cared about the

    as­sign­ment. It had been over a decade now since he had been re­cruit­ed in that unique way so

    that he would no longer ex­ist, forthe or­ga­ni­za­tion that did not ex­ist. CURE. It had been

    de­signed to give a strug­gling na­tion a chance to sur­vive, but it worked so far out­side the

    law that if it were ev­er dis­cov­ered to ex­ist, the na­tion would go un­der.




    So CURE had been lim­it­ed to a sin­gle as­sas­sin, so that no great num­ber of op­er­atives

    would have a chance to give them away.




    But what CURE nev­er un­der­stood was the spe­cialna­ture of the train­ing that Re­mo

    had un­der­gone. It had come from the lat­est Mas­ter in an ages-​old house of as­sas­sins from

    the lit­tle vil­lage of Sinan­ju on the North Ko­rea Bay, and it had changed Re­mo Williams

    in­to some­thing more than just a man. Sinan­ju had be­come an end in it­self to him, as

    im­por­tant to him as were the as­sign­ments he got from up­stairs. He did the as­sign­ments

    be­cause he loved his coun­try still, but he thought very lit­tle of up­stairs be­cause they

    de­mand­ed from him on­ly such a small frac­tion of his abil­ities.




    Re­mo walked in­to the tele­phone booth. He di­aled the top num­ber. He was sure that the

    squig­gle was some kind of an 5, which would mean suc­cess.




    A flat voice an­swered, which he knew was a com­put­er. There was on­ly one per­son that he

    dealt with at CURE, and the acid voice of Harold W. Smith, di­rec­tor of CURE, was not the one

    com­ing over the phone with the sin­gle word: “Speak.”




    “Uh­hh, ev­ery­thing is fine,” said Re­mo.




    “Please de­tail what went wrong,” came the metal­lic voice.




    “Oh,” said Re­mo.




    “Please hst,” said the voice.




    “Noth­ing went wrong,” said Re­mo, re­al­iz­ing that he was now ar­gu­ing with a com­put­er.

    This did not both­er him that much this morn­ing on the Den­ver side­walk. He usu­al­ly found

    that most peo­ple weren’t any more rea­son­able or flex­ible than com­put­ers were.




    “Is that all that went wrong?” the com­put­er asked.




    “Noth­ing went wrong,” Re­mo said.




    “Any­thing else that is wrong?”




    “Noth­ing went wrong,” said Re­mo. He won­dered if he could out­last a com­put­er.




    “You are not re­port­ing prop­er­ly. . . .” And then there was a click on the phone.




    “Re­mo, what went wrong?” This voice was tight, bit­ter, and acid.




    “Oh, hiya, Smit­ty. I just called the wrong num­ber.”




    “Then ev­ery­thing went well?”




    “Did you think it wouldn’t?”




    “I have to come up with some­thing bet­ter for these tele­phones,” Smith said. “We just have

    trou­ble com­mu­ni­cat­ing.”




    “Here’s the best way,” Re­mo said. “Don’t you call me. And I won’t call you.”




    Smith cleared his throat. “Any­way, I’m glad I’ve got you. We must make con­tact

    im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “I just worked this morn­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “Even on this phone line, I can­not talk.”




    “Ev­ery­thing is hush-​hush,” Re­mo said. “And ev­ery­thing is se­cret. I hate all this

    se­cret crap.”




    “This is the most dan­ger­ous thing ev­er to hap­pen to the in­dus­tri­al­ized world,” Smith

    said.




    “Okay, so get to me in a month or so, will you?”




    “A month or so may be too late,” Smith said.




    “Too late. Ev­ery­thing is al­ways too late. Or too ear­ly, or too dan­ger­ous, but noth­ing

    re­al­ly ev­er changes. Noth­ing.”




    “Re­mo, this is the most des­per­ate sit­ua­tion we have ev­er en­coun­tered. We must make

    con­tact.”




    “I don’t know your damned codes. You give me a code to meet you in Wash­ing­ton and I wind

    up in Texas. I can’t put up with this crap any­more,” Re­mo said.




    “Just give me your ho­tel. Fast. And we’ll get off the line.”




    “Skyview Hilton, room 105.”




    The line went dead, and Re­mo walked the Den­ver streets to the ho­tel and room 105.




    It was a suite, and from one of the rooms came the voice of an an­nounc­er promis­ing a

    re­bate if you bought his gaso­line, fol­lowed by a news break about how Arab armies were

    mass­ing on the bor­ders of Is­rael and Ga-​mal Ab­del Nass­er promis­ing scream­ing mobs that

    they were about to push Is­rael in­to the sea.




    This was fol­lowed by an­oth­er com­mer­cial for a $2,-500 car. Re­mo could al­most re­cite

    the com­mer­cials and the pro­grams they went with by heart. He must have heard each of them

    fifty times in the past ten years.




    It would on­ly be five more min­utes any­how. When he heard the show end, Re­mo opened the

    door slow­ly. A frail fig­ure in a yel­low ki­mono sat be­fore the flick­er­ing tele­vi­sion; a

    video recorder was next to the TV.




    He turned. The face was parch­ment-​frail, the beard and hah* wispy around the yel­low face.

    There were tears in the hazel Ori­en­tal eyes.




    “That was en­ter­tain­ment,” said Chi­un. “That dealt in beau­ty.”




    “You’ve heard about Dr. Lawrence Wal­ters not telling Cathy Dun­sta­ble about her re­al

    fa­ther two dozen times at least. How can you be moved by it?” Re­mo asked.




    “Beau­ty is beau­ty. And you peo­ple must de­stroy ev­ery­thing that is fine and

    de­cent.”




    “Me? I haven’t touched your soap op­eras.” “Whites did it,” said Chi­un. “Yes,” Re­mo said

    agree­ably. “You’re white.” “All day,” said Re­mo.




    “Vi­olence. Noth­ing but vi­olence,” said Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and the men­tor who

    had giv­en Re­mo the ge­nius of Sinan­ju, not as a pupil but as a son, not be­cause he liked

    Re­mo but be­cause Re­mo was the ves­sel who could hold the riv­er of the teach­ings of

    Sinan­ju. It had been both a joy and a sur­prise to Chi­un, Re­mo re­al­ized, to find that a

    white man could ab­sorb Sinan­ju, which was the sun source of all the mar­tial arts, the

    cen­ter, of which karate, tae kwan do, nin­ja, and all the oth­ers were just weak shad­ows.




    “If you don’t like the sex and vi­olence hi the new soap op­eras, don’t watch them. Just

    don’t go blam­ing them on me.”




    “I do not watch them,” Chi­un said. “So what have I done, then? Why are you on the

    snot?”




    “You nev­er watched the great dra­mas when they were good. And why? Be­cause I can try to

    teach you some things but beau­ty you will nev­er know.” “Smit­ty is com­ing here,” said

    Re­mo.




    “Nev­er know,” said Chi­un. “Be­cause you are white. 1 knew this when I as­sumed the bur­den

    of your teach­ing through the gen­er­ous­ness that was in me.”




    “You start­ed teach­ing me be­cause up­stairs filled a sub­ma­rine with gold and sent it to

    your vil­lage. You didn’t ex­pect to do any­thing but teach a cou­ple of blows and then leave

    with the gold.”




    “Through the gen­er­ous­ness that was in me. Yes. I knew you were white, Re­mo, but what I

    did not un­der­stand, could not un­der­stand, was how white.”




    “I didn’t have any­thing to do with mak­ing your damned soap op­eras sexy or vi­olent,”

    Re­mo said.




    “And yet, see­ing how help­less you were, I gave years, when days would have been

    enough.”




    “No­body hi Sinan­ju, Lit­tle Fa­ther. No Ko­re­an could take Sinan­ju. You stayed be­cause

    I could do it. A white man did it. Me. White,” said Re­mo.




    “The best years of my life.”




    “White,” said Re­mo.




    “Very white,” said Chi­un.




    “Smith is com­ing to­day, maybe tonight. He says some­thing is ur­gent.”




    “A white of whites,” said Chi­un. “You’re all white. White in your souls.”




    “All right, all right, all right,” said Re­mo. “That’s a bit much for just one re­run of a

    show that has gone off the air. What’s bit­ing you?”




    “Wrong? Noth­ing is wrong with me. It is what is wrong with your coun­try and your race,”

    said Chi­un, and with­drew a let­ter from his ki­mono.




    “Should I read it?” asked Re­mo.




    “If the pain is not too much.”




    The let­ter was from one of the tele­vi­sion pro­duc­ers. It was ad­dressed to a Mr. Chi­un

    at a post of­fice box he had set up in New Jer­sey. Chi­un was al­ways get­ting mail at the

    box, and Re­mo nev­er quite un­der­stood who would be writ­ing to him. He had as­sumed it was

    Chi­un’s way of col­lect­ing junk mail, which the mas­ter as­sas­sin liked to read be­cause it

    al­ways had so many pret­ty pho­tographs, as op­posed to per­son­al let­ters,which were

    just com­posed of groups of West­ern al­pha­bet let­ters.




    Re­mo read the let­ter.




    “Dear Mr. Chi­un! Thank you very much for con­sid­er­ing Ver­mi­form Stu­dios for your

    day­time dra­ma, ‘Woes of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.’ We feel, how­ev­er, at this time, the

    tele­vi­sion mar­ket is not suit­able for a ro­man­tic dra­ma about a wise, no­ble, de­cent,

    hand­some, and for­giv­ing Ko­re­an as­sas­sin who is not ap­pre­ci­at­ed by his white pupil.

    While we agree that much on tele­vi­sion to­day suf­fers from too much vi­olence, we do not see

    how tak­ing a man’s head off with a sin­gle hand blow is a form of de­cen­cy and

    righ­teous­ness. Al­so, the Amer­ican au­di­ence for dra­mas broad­cast in Ko­re­an is just not

    that large. Yours tru­ly, Av­ery Schwartz.”




    “You were go­ing to show Sinan­ju on tele­vi­sion?” asked Re­mo.




    “No. I was go­ing to show what tru­ly pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sins could do so that when

    peo­ple un­der­stood what a pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sin could do, they would not use am­ateurs,

    who go run­ning around the world cre­at­ing chaos. That is re­al vi­olence.”




    “No­body would un­der­stand Sinan­ju. They just wouldn’t, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “What is so hard to un­der­stand? It is sim­ply the essence that turns on it­self. I

    sim­pli­fied it in my script. For the white mind,” Chi­un said proud­ly.




    “They still wouldn’t un­der­stand it,” Re­mo said.




    “We will try it on Smith tonight.” Chi­un turned to­ward the win­dow. “Re­mo, we have to

    leave this city. I hate this place.”




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause Chee­ta Ching is not on tele­vi­sion de­liv­er­ing the lat­est stupid hap­pen­ings

    in your coun­try.”




    “They call it the news,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes. And Chee­ta Ching is not to be seen here. In­stead, they have fat white men. Some of

    them have pim­ples. They read the news.”




    “Chee­ta Ching is on tele­vi­sion in New York. Andshe’s got a face like a bar­racu­da

    and a voice like ice crack­ing. How can you stand her?”




    “Si­lence. She is not to be seen in this aw­ful city. And they have the same dis­gust­ing

    day­time dra­mas that you see ev­ery­where else in this white coun­try. If it weren’t for my

    tapes, I would per­ish from lack of beau­ty. Do you think Smith knows some­one in a

    tele­vi­sion stu­dio who will buy my script for a dra­ma?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “We will ask him any­way.”




    But that night, Smith ar­rived gaunt and wor­ried. Re­mo had nev­er seen the cold and

    pre­cise au­toma­ton look­ing so hag­gard.




    “This must be stopped,” he said.




    “Yes, O Em­per­or. Your en­emies are our en­emies,” said Chi­un, whose an­ces­tors for

    thou­sands of years had worked for em­per­ors and who re­fused to be­lieve that Smith was not

    plan­ning to be­come em­per­or of Amer­ica him­self.




    At one time, Re­mo had tried to ar­gue with Chi­un that there were now laws and

    gov­ern­ments and one per­son no longer con­trolled ev­ery­thing through birth and in­trigue,

    but Chi­un had said, “There is on­ly one form of gov­ern­ment. There are just many dif­fer­ent

    names. You wait. The day will come when Smith asks us to re­move any­body who stands above him

    in the gov­ern­ment of your coun­try.”




    Now Chi­un was ask­ing Smith which en­emy could be re­moved.




    “I don’t know. For the love of Maude, I don’t know. It just makes no sense. It is the most

    de­struc­tive and pur­pose­less act I can imag­ine. There is no rea­son for it.”




    “Your en­emies are mad­men. We will elim­inate the dogs,” said Chi­un and then, in a somber

    tone, re­cit­ed some­thing to Re­mo, which, if one did not know Ko­re­an, would sound as if the

    Mas­ter were en­er­giz­ing his pupil to the im­por­tance of the mo­ment.




    If one un­der­stood Ko­re­an, one would have heard: “Iwon­der what non­sense has

    got­ten this snow face so con­cerned this time?”




    “What is it, Smit­ty?” asked Re­mo with re­al care. He leaned for­ward in his seat. He

    re­spect­ed Smith. He re­spect­ed his in­tegri­ty and his com­pe­tence. He just found work­ing

    for him very dif­fi­cult, be­cause the man was nor­mal­ly cold be­yond rea­son.




    This time, Smith seemed dis­tract­ed.




    “Ex­cuse me, I haven’t slept for days. What ap­palls me is the ut­ter sense­less­ness of it,

    the pur­pose­less­ness of it,” said Smith.




    “Lots of things are crazy, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes. Crazy peo­ple do­ing crazy things. But what hap­pens when you have sci­en­tists,

    backed by what ap­pears to be enor­mous wealth, all ded­icat­ed to the most gi­gan­tic act of

    van­dal­ism I have ev­er seen? It can de­stroy ev­ery­thing valu­able in the world.”




    “Just re­lax,” Re­mo said, and then put a hand on the oth­er man’s chest and worked the

    spine with the oth­er hand, en­abling Smith’s breath to work for him in­stead of against him.

    “Just breathe the way you feel. Just let the breath go. Let it go.”




    The ten­sion eased out of the parched lemo­ny face, and a set­tling calm came with the deep

    breath­ing.




    “That’s bet­ter than a tran­quil­iz­er, Re­mo. How did you do it?”




    “Your essence turned on it­self,” ex­plained Chi­un.




    “I don’t un­der­stand your tech­niques, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” said Smith.




    Chi­un said to Re­mo in Ko­re­an, “Whites nev­er do.”




    “All right,” Smith said. “This is what we have. Our com­put­ers are in­te­grat­ed with

    com­put­ers all over the world, a net­work of in­ter­lock­ing sys­tems that we can pull

    in­for­ma­tion from.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand that stuff too well,” Re­mo said.




    “Imag­ine a gi­gan­tic feed­er sys­tem with com­po­nents in­te­grat­ed,” Smith said.




    “Ah, so,” said Chi­un, who Re­mo knew un­der­stood even less than he.




    Smith said, “Our com­put­ers pick up and an­alyzethings ac­cord­ing to

    pre­de­ter­mined pat­terns. Things to look for. Just as a hunter will pick up trails or a cat

    can sense a leaf rustling. Our com­put­ers do the same, es­pe­cial­ly through move­ments of

    mon­ey. And one of the com­put­ers picked up a mas­sive amount of mon­ey be­ing rolled in­to a

    cor­po­ra­tion called Puressence.”




    “An evil name if ev­er there was one,” Chi­un said.




    “We tapped in­to Puressence and lit­er­al­ly stole a pay­roll. They had on it a col­lec­tion

    of sci­en­tists all from one area, and au­to­mat­ical­ly the com­put­er did an­oth­er run­down,

    and we found out that sci­en­tists in that field who didn’t go to work for Puressence were

    be­ing sys­tem­at­ical­ly mur­dered over this past year. That field is the new fast-​breed­er

    bac­te­ria. The bac­te­ria cre­at­ed to con­sume oil spills.”




    Smith paused to let the fact sink in.




    “Please don’t pan­ic, Smit­ty, but I just don’t see the prob­lem,” said Re­mo.




    “The prob­lem is ab­so­lute­ly clear,” Chi­un said. “The dan­ger­ous fast-​breed­er

    bac­te­ria can de­stroy ev­ery­thing valu­able in the world.”




    “That’s right,” said Smith, hap­pi­ly sur­prised. Chi­un usu­al­ly did not un­der­stand

    Amer­ican mat­ters.




    Re­mo looked quizzi­cal­ly at Chi­un, and in Ko­re­an Chi­un said to him, “Pre­tend this is

    im­por­tant. Look how wor­ried Smith is. Nod your head and just re­peat what he says as though

    you think it is vi­tal. See how much bet­ter he feels now that you seem to share his sense­less

    pan­ic.”




    Re­mo shook his head.




    “Smit­ty, I don’t un­der­stand.”




    “Maybe Chi­un can ex­plain bet­ter,” Smith said.




    “No, no, my Em­per­or. Your words ring like bells of crys­tal com­pared to my mea­ger

    ut­ter­ances,” Chi­un said. “Please pro­ceed.”




    “Orig­inal­ly, these bac­te­ria were de­signed to clean up oil spills. They would feast on

    the oil spills in the ocean and clean them up. But it was all slow and ex­pen­sive, and they

    nev­er could re­al­ly get a bac­teri­um pow­er­ful enough for the re­al­ly big spills.”




    “That I can fol­low. So what’s the prob­lem?” “The prob­lem came with the so­lu­tion.

    Sci­en­tists cre­at­ed a bac­teri­um that, while it fed on the oil, al­so re­pro­duced it­self.

    They start­ed ex­per­iment­ing with bac­te­ria that bred faster and faster un­til they had one

    that re­pro­duced it­self ev­ery thir­ty sec­onds if it had enough petroleum to feed on. And

    that was bad enough, but they came up with a fast breed­er that was anaer­obic.”




    “Anaer­obic,” shrieked Chi­un. “The mer­ci­less fiends.” And then, be­cause he did not

    un­der­stand the word, he asked Re­mo what anaer­obic meant. Re­mo thought he knew. It sound­ed

    like some­thing to do with ex­er­cise, but he wasn’t sure.




    “In case you don’t know, Re­mo,” Smith said, “anaer­obic means with­out oxy­gen. This new

    fast-​breed­er bac­teri­um does not need oxy­gen to func­tion. It can breed and con­sume

    petroleum with­out us­ing air. And that was the last step.”




    “Smit­ty, what are we get­ting at?”




    “We’re get­ting at the prob­able end of civ­iliza­tion as we know it,” said Smith.




    “The fiends,” said Chi­un.




    “How?” asked Re­mo.




    �Through anaer­obic, of course,” said Chi­un.




    “Ex­act­ly,” said Smith. “You see, Re­mo, Chi­un has seen that this rapid-​breed­er

    bac­teri­um can re­move all the oil in the world. It can feed un­der­ground on all our oil

    de­posits. No oil, no gas, no plas­tics, no in­dus­try.”




    “If some­body goes around to all the wells and drops in this stuff,” said Re­mo. “But

    ob­vi­ous­ly they’re not go­ing to be­cause then they couldn’t shake down the oil in­dus­try,

    right? Some­one’s threat­en­ing to use this stuff to shake down the oil barons, right?”




    “I wish that were the case. Then they could just be paid off. And the price in­creased at

    the pumps. No. What our com­put­ers ul­ti­mate­ly picked up was fi­nan­cial back­ing flow­ing

    in fast enough to al­low anaer­obic fast-​breed­er bac­te­ria to be re­pro­duced on a scale

    grand enough to re­move the world’s en­er­gy. We would be vi­olent­ly thrown back to a world

    with­out planes or cars




    or plas­tics or hos­pi­tals or any­thing we have come to know as civ­iliza­tion.”




    Chi­un nod­ded grave­ly, but to Re­mo he said in Ko­re­an, “Then what is the prob­lem?”




    Re­mo an­swered that the prob­lem was the de­struc­tion of al­most ev­ery­thing he and Smith

    loved. Chi­un an­swered that he didn’t see that as a prob­lem, he saw tEat as a so­lu­tion. He

    thought the West­ern world had cre­at­ed too many am­ateur as­sas­sins. Now, that was a

    prob­lem.




    “So some­body is go­ing to re­move all the world’s oil de­posits,” said Re­mo. “And

    ev­ery­thing else has failed to stop him, right? Okay. Where is this Puressence?”




    “It’s a box num­ber in Delaware. We thought we lo­cat­ed its re­al head­quar­ters, but then

    we lost it. Right now, it seems to have an abil­ity to hide it­self in com­put­er sys­tems. But

    we know that’s im­pos­si­ble be­cause some­body has got to be be­hind the com­put­er. Some­body

    has got be prof­it­ing from this. But the nerve-​shat­ter­ing fact is we don’t know how. We

    have no rea­son for any­one to want all the world’s oil en­er­gy to be re­moved.”




    And then Re­mo ful­ly un­der­stood what had so un­nerved Smith, the straight-​spine,

    pure-​soul cold pil­lar of pro­bity. It was that un­der­neath this im­pend­ing dis­as­ter,

    there was no rea­son for it.




    Smith had re­al­ized he might be fac­ing mas­sive de­struc­tion just on some­one’s whim. And

    he didn’t know how to fight whims.




    “I am sure there’s a ra­tio­nale be­hind this,” Re­mo re­as­sured Smith. “Some­body wants to

    en­slave some­body else or make some enor­mous prof­it or some­thing. We just haven’t fig­ured

    it out yet.”




    “I hope so,” Smith said. “We don’t know why he is do­ing what he is do­ing. But we do know

    what. And we do know where he would have to strike again.”




    It was Smith’s the­ory that this en­emy had re­moved all sci­en­tists in that par­tic­ular

    area of bac­te­ri­al re­search so that there would be no one left to come up with a for­mu­la

    to com­bat the rapid-​breed­er bac­te­ria. Smith




    was sure that if two sci­en­tists ap­peared at a uni­ver­si­ty with cre­den­tials as

    sci­en­tists in bac­te­ria re­search, who­ev­er was be­hind this loom­ing world dis­as­ter

    would have to come at those two. The two would be Re­mo and Chi­un. “Don’t sweat, Smit­ty,”

    Re­mo said. “Once he reach­es out a hand at us, we’ll take it off.”




    “That’s not what wor­ries me. What wor­ries me is that if any­one at the Mas­sachusetts

    Uni­ver­si­ty of Tech­nol­ogy should rec­og­nize that you are not sci­en­tists, who­ev­er is

    be­hind this thing will sim­ply ig­nore you and go safe­ly about de­stroy­ing the in­dus­tri­al

    world. It’s not your killing abil­ity that’s go­ing to be test­ed here but, I am afraid, your

    knowl­edge of sci­ence.”




    “There is noth­ing to wor­ry about,” said Chi­un. “We will show we un­der­stand anaer­obic

    bet­ter than any sci­en­tist. We will show how long we can hold our breaths.”




    In Ko­re­an, he said to Re­mo, “While he is weak­ened, ask him if he knows any tele­vi­sion

    pro­duc­ers.” “Not now,” said Re­mo. “It’s the wrong time.” “White men al­ways have time for

    non­sense,” Chi­un said, “but nev­er any time for beau­ty.”


  




  

    Chapter Three




    “What’s it to you?” said the thin man with thick wrists and an easy way of sit­ting on the

    lab­ora­to­ry ta­ble, so that he seemed not so much sit­ting on the ta­ble as hold­ing it on

    the floor. The young pro­fes­sor and his Ori­en­tal as­so­ciate had got­ten a prime cor­ner

    of­fice at Mas­sachusetts Uni­ver­si­ty of Tech­nol­ogy, and Dr. Wolde­mar Keat­ing want­ed to

    know how some­one could just ar­rive that morn­ing at MUT and get a cor­ner of­fice. That had

    hap­pened in the past on­ly with peo­ple who taught black stud­ies and His­to­ry of White

    Racism and In­ter­group In­equities in a Dis­eased Cap­ital­ist So­ci­ety and all the oth­er

    Mick­ey Mouse cours­es that col­leges had of­fered through the sev­en­ties un­til the

    ad­min­is­tra­tors had be­gun to re­al­ize that their fund-​rais­ing let­ters to alum­ni were

    go­ing unan­swered be­cause their alum­ni could no longer read.




    No. Nowa­days to get a cor­ner of­fice right away, they had to be fa­mous. Or know some­one.

    Dr. Wolde­mar Keat­ing want­ed to know which. Not that he was jeal­ous. He cer­tain­ly wasn’t

    that sort.




    “Just cu­ri­ous,” he said.




    “We do spe­cial work in the rapid-​breed­ing anaer­obic bac­te­ria stuff,” said Re­mo.




    “Oh. Petroleum boys. Well, we cer­tain­ly won’t be able to keep you very long,” said Dr.

    Keat­ing. “I sup­pose you got the of­fice be­cause of that.”




    “We got it be­cause we’re worth it. Have you ev­erthought that the rea­son you might

    not have this sort of of­fice is that you’re not worth it?” asked Re­mo.




    “That’s a rather neg­ative way of look­ing at things. I’ve nev­er heard of you.”




    “Maybe that’s why you don’t have a cor­ner of­fice,” said Re­mo.




    Dr. Keat­ing watched the Ori­en­tal raise a sin­gle fin­ger to at­tract at­ten­tion. The

    Ori­en­tal ges­tured for Dr. Keat­ing to sit down, then brought forth a small mir­ror from the

    folds of his robes and put it to his lips. He mo­tioned for Dr. Keat­ing to look at his watch.

    Keat­ing wait­ed twen­ty min­utes in si­lence. He saw no mois­ture on the mir­ror. That meant

    the man wasn’t breath­ing. This was im­pos­si­ble for a per­son to do for a half-​hour, and

    Keat­ing was sure they had some sort of me­chan­ical de­vice to sneak oxy­gen in­to the

    blood­stream safe­ly. He was wait­ing to see how they did it.




    But af­ter a half-​hour, the Ori­en­tal on­ly nod­ded and be­gan breath­ing again.




    “What was that?” asked Dr. Keat­ing.




    “Anaer­obic,” said Chi­un. “We are the au­thor­ities on anaer­obic.”




    “Re­al­ly, you have some de­vice that al­lows you to func­tion with­out oxy­gen.”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “It is the bal­ance be­tween neg­ativ­ity and pos­itiv­ity, so that the

    body is un­need­ing of any­thing, a per­fect sin­gle uni­ty.”




    “Of course,” Keat­ing said. “Ions. The va­lences of ions. Yes.” And Re­mo re­al­ized

    some­how that the breath­ing prin­ci­ple of Sinan­ju al­so held true for some sort of

    sci­en­tif­ic prin­ci­ple.




    “Well, you cer­tain­ly are re­al. I must ad­mit that, and I apol­ogize for the fact that I

    sus­pect­ed you were with­out aca­dem­ic cre­den­tials,” said Dr. Keat­ing.




    “A cre­den­tial,” said Chi­un, “is on­ly some­one else’s sus­pi­cion of one’s worth. I do

    not see any­one in this place wor­thy of un­der­stand­ing who and what I am.”




    “I must say you’re hon­est,” said Dr. Keat­ing. “Ev­ery­body else here at MUT thinks that

    way, but no onere­al­ly gets around to say­ing it. By the way, you’re in a prime field.

    And you’re lucky.”




    “I heard a few sci­en­tists in this field were killed,” said Re­mo. “That doesn’t sound

    lucky to me.”




    “Those are on­ly the ones who stayed here. Those who took the jobs re­al­ly did well, I

    hear. The en­vy of ev­ery­one. Full re­search fa­cil­ities. Es­tates to live on, ser­vants,

    promis­es of full free­dom of re­search for what­ev­er they want­ed.”




    “How do you know what the of­fer was?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause I heard them talk­ing be­fore they left.”




    “For where?”




    “I don’t know,” said Dr. Keat­ing.




    “You know the kind of ben­efits they get, but you don’t know where they get them? That’s

    kind of hard to be­lieve.”




    “I don’t know where they went be­cause none of them ev­er knew be­fore they went. I do know

    that they found their jobs just watch­ing and read­ing the news. They all said there was

    some­thing in the news that let them know where the po­si­tions were. They could fig­ure it out

    for them­selves. Damn lucky petroleum guys.”




    “In the pa­pers, tele­vi­sion, what? Where did they see what­ev­er they saw?” Re­mo

    asked.




    “The news is all I know. You know, the fast breed­er cleans up oil. I al­ways fig­ured they

    must have seen some­thing about the Mid­dle East or oil or some­thing that told them who to

    con­tact.”




    “Pret­ty pe­cu­liar way to re­cruit.”




    “At what was be­ing of­fered, they could have past­ed their ap­pli­ca­tions on the bot­toms

    of sep­tic tanks, and peo­ple would still swim down to fill them out,” Keat­ing said. “I wish

    some­one would make those sorts of of­fers to as­tro­physi­cists.”




    “You’re an as­tro­physi­cist,” said Re­mo. He didn’t like the smell of this lab­ora­to­ry.

    It over­looked the Charles Riv­er with Boston on the oth­er side, a quaint city with traf­fic

    jams and ap­par­ent­ly a dis­pro­por­tion­atesense of its own worth. He had been told it

    thought of it­self as the new Athens be­cause of all its uni­ver­si­ties.




    Chi­un had point­ed out they if the city pro­claimed it­self the new Athens, then it was an

    im­ita­tion and all im­ita­tions were sec­ond rate. In the his­to­ry of the ser­vice of

    Sinan­ju to em­per­ors and kings, none had ev­er record­ed that Athens con­sid­ered it­self the

    Baby­lon of the West or that Rome ev­er con­sid­ered it­self the Cairo of the North­ern

    Mediter­ranean. Things that were good, Chi­un said, like the pure stroke of the as­sas­sin’s

    hand, were good un­to them­selves. They were not any­thing else but what they were.




    “So stop try­ing to make me a Ko­re­an, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo had an­swered.




    “That is dif­fer­ent,” said Chi­un. “Be­cause we will not make you a sec­ond-​rate Ko­re­an,

    we will make you a first-​rate Ko­re­an.”




    “I’m not Ko­re­an, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I don’t want to be Ko­re­an.”




    “The first is an ac­ci­dent of birth,” Chi­un had said. “But the lat­ter is a dis­as­ter of

    at­ti­tude.”




    “Oth­er than you, Chi­un,” Re­mo had said, “I can take any Ko­re­an or groups of Ko­re­ans,

    and you know it. And you know who the next mas­ter of Sinan­ju must be.”




    “That is why you must learn to be Ko­re­an,” Chi­un had said. “It proves my point.” And the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju spoke no more.




    When he said he had proved a point, Chi­un re­al­ly meant, Re­mo had come to un­der­stand,

    that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had no more good ar­gu­ments and that the sub­ject would not on­ly

    not be dis­cussed any­more, it wouldn’t even be lis­tened to.




    So there they were in the lab­ora­to­ry of MUT, with the as­tro­physi­cist bab­bling away

    and Chi­un look­ing up­on him like some form of lo­cal Amer­ican na­tive and Re­mo star­ing at

    the Charles Riv­er.




    “Do you un­der­stand what I mean?” asked Dr. Keat­ing.




    “Sure,” said Re­mo, notic­ing how sail­boats seemed topuff and glide with the wind.

    They al­most had the bal­ance of a good stroke, ex­cept for the dis­lo­ca­tions at the tiller,

    which meant the hand of con­scious thought was in­ter­rupt­ing the smooth flow of na­ture.




    “There will be some form of com­mu­ni­ca­tion to you in the me­dia. I cer­tain­ly wish that

    hap­pened to as­tro­physi­cists,” said Dr. Keat­ing.




    “Swell,” said Re­mo.




    “Do you hold your breath?” asked Chi­un. “Ev­er? Want me to do it again?”




    Dr. Keat­ing quick­ly left the cor­ner lab­ora­to­ry, which he knew he would nev­er get at

    MUT, and re­turned to his own of­fice.




    In­side the right-​hand draw­er of his desk was a black met­al cylin­der. When this

    cylin­der was placed over the speak­er of his phone, it beeped out a di­al­ing sig­nal for a

    num­ber Dr. Keat­ing did not know. He once tried an­alyz­ing the beeps, com­par­ing them to the

    tones of the nor­mal push­but­ton tele­phone. But it was use­less. This was an en­tire­ly

    dif­fer­ent set of sounds, per­haps a whole sep­arate phone sys­tem that the phone com­pa­ny

    nev­er knew ex­ist­ed.




    Dr. Keat­ing made his call and read in the names of the two new pro­fes­sors and his

    anal­ysis. Yes, they were strange, but he be­lieved they def­inite­ly were valid sci­en­tists

    in the dis­ci­pline of rapid-​breed­er bac­te­ria.




    “Al­so, ac­cord­ing to stand­ing in­struc­tions of yours, I have in­formed them.that they

    should ob­serve lo­cal me­dia for a mes­sage of great im­por­tance to them,” said Dr. Keat­ing

    be­fore hang­ing up.




    He had done his job. He did not know if any­thing ev­er ap­peared in the lo­cal me­dia for

    rapid-​breed­er-​bac­te­ria sci­en­tists, but he did know that for the last four years, any

    sci­en­tists he told to watch the me­dia did not stay long in their jobs.




    Some­times they would dis­ap­pear. Just pack up of their own free will. Oth­ers times, they

    might be found with their heads caved in or their backs bro­ken.




    But that was not Dr. Keat­ing’s fault. All he did was tele­phone in­for­ma­tion to a num­ber

    he did not know,and al­so tell sci­en­tists about some­thing won­der­ful for them.

    What­ev­er hap­pened af­ter that was not his fault. He had noth­ing to do with it.




    He had enough to keep him­self busy. Af­ter all, what oth­er pro­fes­sor at MUT had two

    Rolls Royces and an es­tate on Cape Cod? And he cer­tain­ly hadn’t earned them on his salary.

    Those lit­tle tele­phone calls paid for those things.




    And if there was a pang of con­science about what he was do­ing, it was even qui­eter than

    the en­gines of his Rolls Royces. The on­ly thing he heard while driv­ing was the tick­ing of

    his sol­id gold Rolex.




    And if he felt he might be be­tray­ing his uni­ver­si­ty, that was dis­pelled

    im­me­di­ate­ly by the gross in­sult of his nev­er hav­ing had a cor­ner of­fice.




    This in­sult it­self had brought him his new wealth, be­cause af­ter he was turned down the

    third time, some­one phoned him, telling him a bank ac­count had been opened up for him. He

    didn’t be­lieve it un­til he got a phone call from the bank it­self, thank­ing him for open­ing

    the ac­count.




    Then he got a phone call com­mis­er­at­ing with him on his dif­fi­cul­ties and

    com­pli­ment­ing him on his good for­tune with his new-​found wealth.




    “And by the way, Doc­tor Keat­ing, we’re very in­ter­est­ed in one spe­cial dis­ci­pline at

    your uni­ver­si­ty. And there’s a lit­tle thing we’d like you to do for us.”




    “I won’t do any­thing il­le­gal,” Dr. Keat­ing had an­swered.




    “We wouldn’t think of it.”




    “Or im­moral,” Dr. Keat­ing had said.




    “We wouldn’t think of it,” the smooth-​voiced caller had re­spond­ed. “Af­ter all, I’m your

    friend, aren’t I?”




    And through the years, Dr. Keat­ing had to con­clude that he had tru­ly nev­er been asked to

    do the im­moral or the il­le­gal. And this he told him­self as he drove to his Cape Cod es­tate

    in the mon­ey-​green Rolls Royce, know­ing he prob­ably would nev­er see the two new

    pro­fes­sors ev­er again.




    Too bad. They had got­ten a cor­ner lab­ora­to­ry, andDr. Keat­ing, af­ter

    twen­ty-​five years at MUT, had an of­fice that faced on­to the park­ing lot. Where he kept his

    Rolls Royce.




    Brad­ford Wake­field HI, pub­lish­er of The Boston Blade, was eat­ing lunch over­look­ing

    his cove on the Mas­sachusetts north shore, when he was dis­turbed by his but­ler.




    “Your spe­cial phone is ring­ing, sir,” said the but­ler.




    Brad­ford was a port­ly man, with flesh to his jowls and thin­ning hair. When he turned his

    head sud­den­ly, his dou­ble chin waf­fled.




    “What you say?” asked Wake­field.




    “Your phone, Mr. Wake­field. The spe­cial one is ring­ing. You nev­er let me an­swer

    it.”




    “Right. Don’t an­swer it,” Wake­field said.




    “But it’s ring­ing, Mr. Wake­field, sir.”




    “Right,” said Wake­field, and of­fered a hand to be helped up to his feet, where­upon he

    shuf­fled off to his study, away from the view of the beau­ti­ful rocky cove on his north­ern

    shore es­tate in Mam­tas­ket, Mas­sachusetts. The tele­phone was ring­ing. Wake­field knew he

    didn’t have to an­swer it right away. That phone would keep ring­ing for a month if he didn’t

    an­swer it. But he had noth­ing bet­ter to do this af­ter­noon, oth­er than plan­ning the

    con­fer­ence on racial jus­tice.




    The big prob­lem with that was con­vinc­ing the lo­cal po­lice to al­low the black pan­el

    mem­bers in­to the quaint vil­lage of Mam­tas­ket, from which Wake­field and The Blade led its

    cam­paign for racial jus­tice in Boston.




    Boston had a deep and grievous racial prob­lem. The Blade, un­der Wake­field’s lead­er­ship,

    fought that prej­udice and the big­otry of white Bosto­ni­ans.




    The Blade fought it dai­ly and on Sun­day.




    Wher­ev­er white racism reared its ug­ly head, The Blade was there to lead the fight against

    it.




    There had been, Wake­field was hap­py to say, no racial in­ci­dents in his own home­town of

    Mam­tas­ket,




    just out­side Boston, for the last fifty years. It was a record he and his fam­ily were

    proud of.




    There al­so had been no blacks in Mam­tas­ket af­ter the sun set. Any­one want­ing to hire

    black help in Mam­tas­ket had bet­ter make sure it was not sleep-​over.




    This con­tra­dic­tion be­tween his pa­per’s pol­icy and his life did not both­er him, for it

    was the Wake­field tra­di­tion to lead Amer­ica in righ­teous­ness and al­so make a buck by

    do­ing it.




    The Wake­fields were Amer­ica’s biggest slavers and lead­ing abo­li­tion­ists be­fore the

    Civ­il War. The Wake­fields want­ed the slaves freed, right af­ter they were paid for them. The

    Wake­fields led all caus­es. They protest­ed an­ti-​semitism, while Wake­field fac­to­ries sold

    Nazi Ger­many weapons. Wil­helmi­na Wake­field, Brad­ford’s moth­er and the grande dame of

    lib­er­al caus­es, marched against seg­re­ga­tion in Sel­ma, Al­aba­ma, while her hus­band

    pro­tect­ed the fam­ily’s Back Bay prop­er­ty from pen­etra­tion by blacks.




    And of course the fam­ily news­pa­per at that time led the fight for school

    de­seg­re­ga­tion in, of course, South Boston, where racism was, of course, fiercest. When some

    politi­cian with a puck­ish sense of hu­mor sug­gest­ed that the Boston schools could be

    de­seg­re­gat­ed by bus­ing some black chil­dren in­to Mam­tas­ket schools, The Blade slowed

    down on its sup­port of bus­ing. But it made sure that politi­cian nev­er ran for of­fice

    again.




    The Wake­fields, even down to Brad­ford’s young grand­daugh­ter, the fa­mous jour­nal­ist,

    Melody Wake­field, all were lead­ers for so­cial jus­tice. And they all had a healthy re­spect

    for a Wake­field dol­lar. Be­ing rich didn’t stop a Wake­field from do­ing good. Rather, it

    helped, Brad­ford Wake­field be­lieved.




    He shuf­fled to the phone and picked it up. Then he di­aled a code, and the mes­sage that

    had been record­ed re­peat­ed it­self.




    It was Dr. Keat­ing’s voice. Brad­ford scrib­bled down the mes­sage. If his mem­ory wasn’t

    fail­ing him, there should be no sci­en­tists left in the rapid-​breed­er field.




    But here were two at MUT, ar­riv­ing there out of the blue.




    This mild­ly puz­zled Mm, but he was not wor­ried. This was not his prob­lem. A far wis­er

    per­son than he would know what to do about this. Per­haps the wis­est per­son to whom

    Brad­ford had ev­er spo­ken.




    Brad­ford di­aled an­oth­er code. He had come to be­lieve that all these calls he made were

    cleared by some scram­bling de­vice be­cause he once queried this wise per­son about the risk

    of in­ter­cep­tion, and the per­son said he should not wor­ry.




    And when this per­son said one did not have to wor­ry, one did not have to wor­ry.




    “Hel­lo,” said Brad­ford.




    “Hel­lo,” said Friend.




    “We have a prob­lem, I think,” said Wake­field. “As you re­mem­ber, as you al­ways

    re­mem­ber, we had set up this sys­tem at MUT, where I’m on the board of di­rec­tors.”




    “Yes,” said Friend.




    Wake­field liked the even way Friend al­ways re­spond­ed. Friend was nev­er ruf­fled. Friend

    al­ways had the right an­swers. Per­haps Friend had a bit too much warmth for the taste of the

    Wake­field clan. But that was his on­ly fault.




    Wake­field had of­ten thought how won­der­ful it would be if Melody could mar­ry the lad

    in­to the Wake­fields. That is, if they could ev­er meet him in per­son.




    “We have, as you di­rect­ed, kept se­cu­ri­ty watch on that de­part­ment. We have of­fered

    em­ploy­ment to those want­ing em­ploy­ment. We have done oth­er­wise to those who re­fused

    em­ploy­ment. I have noth­ing against do­ing oth­er­wise,” Wake­field said.




    “No Wake­field has,” Friend an­swered. “That’s why your an­ces­tors were such good slave

    traders, Brad.”




    “Please, Friend. One can’t help his an­ces­tors.”




    “Brad, I would have loved to have worked with your an­ces­tors al­so. I like Wake­fields.

    Wake­fields are re­li­able peo­ple. Wake­fields don’t do sil­ly things. You don’tknow how

    much I val­ue that in a per­son. You don’t do sil­ly things.”




    “Thank you, Friend,” said Wake­field and read from his notes all the qual­ifi­ca­tions Dr.

    Keat­ing had re­port­ed about the two new sci­en­tists, the young Amer­ican and the old

    Ori­en­tal.




    “Do oth­er­wise,” or­dered Friend. “But first we must know who they are and whom they

    rep­re­sent. You see, those two are frauds.”




    “How do you know so quick­ly? Why, Dr. Keat­ing couldn’t tell they were frauds.”




    “Which al­so means that Dr. Keat­ing is go­ing to have to be oth­er­wise,” said Friend.




    “Why is that?”




    “If the two are frauds, Dr. Keat­ing has ei­ther be­come in­com­pe­tent or has sold

    out.”




    “Dr. Keat­ing sell out?” asked Wake­field.




    “He has al­ready done it once. He sold out to us, re­mem­ber?” said Friend.




    “That’s not re­al­ly sell­ing out. That’s serv­ing the Wake­field in­ter­ests. That’s the

    high­est call­ing one can have.”




    “Not if you work for MUT and don’t even know you are be­ing em­ployed by the Wake­field

    in­ter­ests,” said Friend.




    “You’re right, Friend,” said Wake­field. “Now, how could you tell that those two were not

    re­al sci­en­tists?”




    “There is no pa­per that they have done. No one has ev­er men­tioned their names in a

    pa­per, there is no cross-​ref­er­ence to any of their work. In brief, they do not ex­ist

    aca­dem­ical­ly. There­fore, they are not sci­en­tists. There­fore, they are some­thing else.

    There­fore, we must find out what else. Be­fore you do oth­er­wise to them.”




    “Of course,” said Brad­ford Wake­field.




    “You will find out,” said Friend.




    “Of course.”




    “Then do oth­er­wise with them.”




    “If you say so,” Wake­field said. “Ob­vi­ous­ly you used a com­put­er to go through

    aca­dem­ic files, but whatamazes me is how quick­ly you as­sim­ilate ev­ery­thing in your

    com­put­ers,” Wake­field said.




    “Brad,” said Friend. “Stop fish­ing.”




    “Wouldn’t you stop over for din­ner with us some­time? We’d love to meet you. My

    grand­daugh­ter, Melody, would ab­so­lute­ly love to meet you. You’ve heard of Melody

    Wake­field, haven’t you?”




    “Yes. She is in Hami­di Ara­bia.”




    “How do you know? I didn’t even know where she was.”




    But the line was dead. Friend had hung up on Brad­ford Wake­field III. But that was how he

    al­ways said good-​bye. He was just fin­ished and then no longer on the line. It wasn’t rude.

    No one who had done for the Wake­fields what Friend had done could ev­er be called rude.




    Brad­ford re­mem­bered it sharply, those try­ing days dur­ing the 1960s. Wil­hel­rn­ina

    Wake­field had just fin­ished her sit-​in at the De­part­ment of Agri­cul­ture, try­ing to

    triple farm tax­es to sup­port the poor; Melody was just be­gin­ning to win all those awards

    for her book prov­ing that Amer­ican pre­dic­tions of slaugh­ter and flight if South Viet­nam

    were to ,lose the war were all just pro­pa­gan­da; and Brad­ford was work­ing to­ward a new

    con­cept in af­fir­ma­tive mar­riage.




    Brad­ford re­mem­bered that it was a crisp fall day be­cause the au­tumn sun was set­ting

    low when his won­der­ful idea of how. racism could be cured by end­ing race al­togth­er hit

    him. He had come up with a rea­son­able so­lu­tion. Thir­ty per­cent of all low­er-​class

    whites would mar­ry blacks.




    This would not be manda­to­ry, but com­mu­ni­ties would have quo­tas, and if a com­mu­ni­ty

    did not meet its in­ter­mar­riage quo­ta, then it would be fined.




    Nat­ural­ly, no one would be ex­pect­ed to mar­ry across class lines be­cause class wasn’t a

    prob­lem. Race was-​at least for low­er-​class whites. Per­haps, Brad­ford Wake­field thought,

    they could start the pro­gram in South Boston, which need­ed to over­come its racism most.




    Of course, the won­der­ful idea was im­me­di­ate­ly for­got­ten when the hor­ri­ble news

    came in. The fam­ily ac­coun­tant trem­bled as he spoke.




    “Wake­fields,” he said. “I have dis­as­trous news.”




    “Speak,” said Wil­helmi­na.




    “There have been fi­nan­cial re­vers­es of some size,” said the ac­coun­tant. “You are no

    longer liv­ing on the in­ter­est on your in­ter­est. You are liv­ing on the in­ter­est

    it­self.”




    “My God,” screamed Wil­helmi­na. “What’s next? Some­day are we go­ing to be liv­ing off our

    cap­ital it­self?”




    “That could hap­pen,” said the ac­coun­tant. “It is not so far­fetched.”




    Wil­helmi­na faint­ed. Melody paled. Brad­ford felt his stom­ach grow weak, and the room

    be­came a blur. When he awoke, a doc­tor was giv­ing him a tran­quil­iz­er and wa­ter to wash

    it down.




    It was in these dread­ful times that Brad­ford got his first phone call. It was from

    some­one who seemed to know ev­ery­thing there was to know about Brad­ford’s tax re­turn, his

    bank ac­counts, his in­vest­ment port­fo­lios.




    “I will re­turn your cap­ital worth to you so that you can, for the rest of your days, live

    on the in­ter­est on your in­ter­est,” the mag­nif­icent per­son said. Brad­ford cried

    open­ly.




    “Tell me who you are, Sav­ior,” he said.




    “I am Friend.”




    Friend was true to his word. All Brad­ford had to do was lit­tle things. Like this

    af­ter­noon, tak­ing care of Dr. Keat­ing, whom Brad­ford had first re­cruit­ed un­der Friend’s

    in­struc­tions.




    Now Brad­ford Wake­field drove down Route 1, along the Mas­sachusetts coast, look­ing for a

    like­ly place. This was al­so Friend’s method. A bril­liant method of cut­ting links to both

    Brad­ford and him­self. And it would hard­ly cost any­thing.




    Brad­ford had $10,000 in $100 bills in a sin­gle mani­la en­ve­lope that had been

    care­ful­ly wrin­kled tolook old. A bit of fudge glop was poured on it and a cigarette

    ground out in the glop.




    Brad­ford cruised down the route un­til he found a Burg­er-​Tri­umph stand, where he dropped

    the en­ve­lope in­to the trash bas­ket.




    There it sat, scuffed and filthy, while Brad­ford phoned an em­ploy­ee who had nev­er met

    him.




    “It’s at the sec­ond Burg­er-​Tri­umph af­ter you get out­side Mar­ble­head,” said Brad­ford

    in­to the road­side tele­phone. “Doc­tor Wolde­mar Keat­ing of MUT. We want to know who

    re­al­ly em­ploys him and why does he phone in wrong in­for­ma­tion. Then there are two new

    pro­fes­sors. One is white and one is Ori­en­tal. We want to know who em­ploys them and then we

    want them fin­ished.”




    Wake­field gave his em­ploy­ee their names. He won­dered what the corpses would look like

    af­ter his em­ploy­ees fin­ished with them.In his news­pa­per, he nev­er ran those

    grue­some sorts of pho­tos. The Boston Blade nev­er pan­dered to pruri­ent in­ter­est. The

    Boston Blade was the con­science of New Eng­land. Al­so, Brad­ford Wake­field III did not like

    blood.




    Dr. Wolde­mar Keat­ing couldn’t be­lieve what was hap­pen­ing to him. Four black men, one

    very large, had come in­to his Cape Cod home and stretched him over a butch­er block ta­ble in

    his kitchen.




    One of them had held a can open­er with an ug­ly point. He put it point first to Dr.

    Keat­ing’s navel. The man with the can open­er did not talk. The very large man they cañed

    Bub­ba did not talk.




    The short­est one, with the thin mus­tache, talked. His name was Dice. Dr. Keat­ing was not

    sure whether he re­al­ly had such per­fect­ly white teeth or whether the dark­ness of his face

    made them look white. He had the com­plex­ion of char­coal.




    All four had come through his front door af­ter the big one they called Bub­ba had knocked

    it down. Bub­bahad lift­ed Dr. Keat­ing like a marsh­mal­low and put him on the kitchen

    ta­ble.




    “We gonna take out you in­sides like some luke­warm peas out­en a can,” said Dice. “We gonna

    split you up like a popped pork sausage. We gonna spread you greasy white in­testines out­en

    you bel­ly like so much spaghet­ti.”




    “Yeah,” said the big one named Bub­ba.




    “Or we can be nasty,” said Dice.




    “What could pos­si­bly be nas­ti­er?” whined Dr. Keat­ing.




    “Nasty is we don’t use the can open­er,” said Dice.




    “Bub­ba, he use his hand,” said the big one named Bub­ba. He raised a very large and wide

    thing with fin­gers on it. Dr. Keat­ing knew it was a hand be­cause one of those fin­gers was a

    thumb. And he could see fin­ger­prints. They looked like pot­tery swirls on kitchen plates.

    Bub­ba must have been sev­en feet tall. The hand could hide a chess­board.




    Bub­ba took a big flat, thick sal­ad knife and put it be­tween fore­fin­ger and pinky with

    the oth­er two fin­gers un­der­neath. He pressed up with the two mid­dle fin­gers. The knife

    snapped.




    “What do you want from me?” asked Dr. Keat­ing. He fi­nal­ly un­der­stood.




    “We thought you nev­er ask. We wants to know who em­ploy you. Who be the man what pay you?”

    said Dice.




    “Yeah,” said Bub­ba. “Dat what we want.”




    “MUT pays me,” said Dr. Keat­ing.




    “Who else?” said Dice.




    “No one else.”




    “We know dere be some­one else.”




    “No one else.”




    Dice nod­ded. Dr. Keat­ing felt a sharp pain at his belly­but­ton. He felt his flesh rip.

    They were bring­ing the can open­er up, dig­ging his stom­ach open. He screamed in pain.




    “Please, please, please. I get mon­ey de­posit­ed in my bank ac­count.”




    “How long?” asked Dice.




    “Many years now, five, six. You can’t do this.”




    “Don’t be telling this black man what he can do. Dat be ‘fring­ing on my rights dere,” said

    Dice. “You does that and den I gets mean.”




    “Yeah,” said Bub­ba.




    “Please,” begged Dr. Keat­ing.




    “Now, I don’t wants what you been get­ting paid for for a long time now. I wants de new

    thing. Who you work­ing for so you be phon­ing in wrong in­for­ma­tion?”




    “I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about. Please.”




    Dice nod­ded. The can open­er moved up a few more inch­es to just be­low the chest­bones.

    The white bel­ly gushed blood like a sausage split by the heat of a fire.




    “Last chance ‘fore we gets mean,” said Dice.




    “There’s no­body new pay­ing me. No one. I tell you. I swear.”




    “Too late. Now we be’s mean.”




    Dice stepped away to keep any­thing from get­ting on his pure white silk suit with the red

    hand­ker­chief hang­ing out of the breast pock­et, the red hand­ker­chief that matched Dice’s

    new red shirt and red tie and shiny red shoes with the blue neon socks. He had had to hunt all

    over Rox­bury to get the right neon blue. Most of the stores had on­ly the dull neon. Who­ev­er

    heard of wear­ing dull neon blue socks with a red shirt?




    Bub­ba reached in­to Dr. Keat­ing’s bel­ly and the two oth­er men who were hold­ing his arms

    and legs turned their gaze away. Dice stepped back far­ther. Some­times Bub­ba splat­tered.

    Bub­ba was slop­py.




    Crack went the ribs, and Keat­ing’s eyes widened in shock. Crack went the back­bones, and

    then there was blank­ness in the white man’s face.




    “Okay, Bub­ba,” said Dice. “Let’s go. He dead.”




    But there was more crack­ing. Bub­ba was tak­ing out the ribs. Then Bub­ba went to work on

    the knees. Bub­ba crushed the knees in his hands like pine cones mashed in a steel vise.




    “Bub­ba, he be dead a while now, Bub­ba,” said Dice.




    Bub­ba took the legs out of the hip joints.




    “Bub­ba,” said Dice. “He dead. Time to go, sweet fel­la.”




    Bub­ba went for the head. He liked heads. He liked to press them till the eyes popped

    out.




    “All right now, Bub­ba. You done the head. Les’ go now, big beau­ti­ful fel­la,” said Dice.

    “Good. You got de eyes. You al­ways be hik­ing de eyes. De eyes fin­ish it. Hm­mmm. Yeah, good,

    Bub­ba, let’s go now, pre­cious big fel­la.”




    One of the men who had stepped back and had his head turned be­cause he couldn’t stand

    watch­ing Bub­ba work sud­den­ly felt his head in­side some­thing very big. And when he saw

    large fin­gers close over his eyes, he knew his head was in Bub­ba’s hands. He tried to let out

    a big scream, but there was that fin­ger stick­ing down his throat, and then he thought he

    heard a very big crack, but then there was no hear­ing and there wasn’t even a thought.




    “Bub­ba, beau­ti­ful fel­la. We got de car. De new car, ba­by,” said Dice, grin­ning very

    hard. Bub­ba had start­ed on their own men.




    “Right,” said Bub­ba.




    Dice looked around for a place for Bub­ba to wipe his hands. There were on­ly two places.

    Dice’s suit or the oth­er man they had picked up for the work.




    Dice quick­ly point­ed to the oth­er man.




    Bub­ba wiped and the man screamed. Bub­ba had wiped too hard. Bub­ba sud­den­ly re­al­ized

    that he had done a wrong thing. His own man was whim­per­ing soft­ly in his gi­ant hands.

    Bub­ba looked to Dice. He knew he could trust Dice.




    Bub­ba was the on­ly man from Rox­bury who trust­ed Dice. If peo­ple could get close to

    Bub­ba, they would have told him that Dice was no good. But peo­ple did not get close to

    Bub­ba. On­ly Dice got close to Bub­ba, and Dice made a liv­ing from the big man. The on­ly

    prob­lem was that Bub­ba was a vic­tim of en­thu­si­asm. Once he got start­ed, he was like a

    long freight train; he took a while to stop. It was not that Bub­ba was espe­cial­ly vi­cious,

    Dice thought. It was that those big hands need­ed some­thing to do once they got start­ed.




    Bub­ba had been six-​foot-​two and 240 pounds in ju­nior high school. Nat­ural­ly, he was

    the great­est thing in the Tiny Tot Foot­ball League, the di­vi­sion for boys four­teen and

    un­der.




    Bub­ba’s foot­ball ca­reer start­ed and end­ed there. He could not re­al­ize that the play

    had been whis­tled dead. Coach­es tried jump­ing on him to teach him, but Bub­ba could nev­er

    stop think­ing that a tack­le was on­ly the be­gin­ning.




    An op­pos­ing quar­ter­back who would nev­er walk again sued suc­cess­ful­ly, prov­ing that

    Bub­ba did not play foot­ball, he mugged.




    The ju­nior high tried him with the big boys in high school. Bub­ba put a full­back in­to a

    wheelchair for life, by run­ning af­ter the stretch­er to fin­ish him off while the full­back

    looked help­less­ly up to the sky.




    Bub­ba nev­er made love to a wom­an more than once.




    He tried pro­fes­sion­al box­ing, but he hat­ed the gloves on his hands. Bub­ba knocked out

    his first op­po­nent in four­teen sec­onds of the first round. His man­ag­er was de­light­ed,

    un­til the ref­er­ee couldn’t get Bub­ba up off his pros­trate op­po­nent.




    Frus­trat­ed to agony, Bub­ba tore off the gloves with his teeth so he could get at the

    oth­er box­er’s skull bet­ter with his bare hands.




    The ref­er­ee tried break­ing a stool over Bub­ba’s head to stop him. Then some­one came

    in­to the ring with a lead pipe that he brought smash­ing down on Bub­ba’s big head. The pipe

    could have splin­tered a pier pil­ing, it came down with such force. Bub­ba looked up and

    scratched his head. The pipe had caught his at­ten­tion.




    When he con­cen­trat­ed, Bub­ba re­al­ized that he was sup­posed to stop crush­ing things

    with his hands. But the con­cen­tra­tion was hard for Bub­ba.




    Now in the kitchen of the white man’s Cape Cod home, Bub­ba re­al­ized he had al­ready

    killed one of his own men and was in the pro­cess of killing an­oth­er. The man was half dead.

    Bub­ba looked to Dice.




    “What we do, Dice?”




    “You start­ed it, you fin­ish it, big fel­la,” Dice said. “You leave him here, he gonna be

    singing all songs to de fuzz. He gonna say you did it.”




    “No. Won’ say nuf­fin,” said the man in Bub­ba’s hands.




    “He say he won’ say nuf­fin,” said Bub­ba.




    “Dey all say dat when you gots dey head in you hands. He won’ say nuf­fin now. He say it

    plen­ty look­ing at dem Boston blues, dem fuzz. Who you friend any­way?”




    “You my friend, Dice.”




    “Who nev­er lie to you?” asked Dice.




    Bub­ba thought a mo­ment. “Ain’t no­body nev­er lie to me. Ev­ery­body lie to me,” he said

    ac­cu­rate­ly.




    “Well, who lie to you nicest, then?” asked Dice.




    “You be de nices’, Dice.”




    “Den fin­ish what you start, so we don’t be doin’ no life in Am­brose Prison.”




    When Bub­ba heard Am­brose, his hands con­vulsed in­stinc­tive­ly. A loud crack filled the

    room, and the man spat out his life­less ina­nards like a tooth­paste tube squashed by a

    brick.




    Bub­ba did not even no­tice this. He was think­ing of his two years in Am­brose State

    Pen­iten­tiary. Am­brose was where pris­on­ers were sent when all oth­er pris­ons failed.




    Not even Am­brose was strong enough for Bub­ba. The guards had locked him in soli­tary

    con­fine­ment one night, and in the morn­ing they found the steel cell door torn in half, the

    way some men did with tele­phone books.




    He had failed to es­cape on­ly be­cause he had jammed the sec­ondary door him­self. The

    three-​inch steel there had man­aged to hold.




    They built a spe­cial open-​air prison for Bub­ba. It was four walls of steel-​re­in­forced

    con­crete, set in­to the rocky ground. It was a steel-​lined pit. One war­den from out of state

    saw it and said it re­mind­ed him of a rhi­no pit he had once seen in the Paris zoo.




    The Am­brose pit for Bub­ba had used the same de­sign, the war­den was told. Ex­cept for

    Bub­ba there was an ex­tra lay­er of steel re­in­force­ment. And with Bub­ba no one dared

    en­ter to clean the cage.




    His food was thrown down from above. Bub­ba knew it was meal­time when lunch land­ed on his

    head.




    Bub­ba was lone­ly. It was the loneli­est time in Bub­ba’s life, and it hurt more than

    any­thing he knew. He would have giv­en any­thing just for some­body to talk to him. Even to

    threat­en him would have been all right.




    Then Dice en­tered his life.




    Ev­ery day some­one would low­er a buck­et to col­lect the leav­ings from Bub­ba’s pit

    lava­to­ry. But this day, some­one spoke. None of the oth­ers had spo­ken be­cause they didn’t

    want Bub­ba to get to know them by name be­cause lat­er, he might want to shake hands with

    them.




    “You a suck­er. You know why you down dere and I up here?” said the man.




    ” ‘Cause dey gots to have some­body to haul up de shit,” said Bub­ba.




    ” ‘Cause I re­al­ize my po­ten­tial. I am a po­ten­tia­tor of my life. You don’ se” me in ao

    pit. I don’ waste my po­ten­tial, see?”




    “What po­ten­tial?” asked Bub­ba to the man with the buck­et in his hand.




    “Po­ten­tial be what you can achieve in ufe. I am an achievo­ra­tor. You an

    un­der-​achievo­ra­tor. Dat why you down dere. You bé de un­der-​one. I be de over-​one.”




    “You still haulin’ shit, nig­ger,” said Bub­ba.




    “To­day. But soon I be out­side in a boss hog. You gon’ stay dere till de sun dry up.

    Yessuh. When you die, dey just fill in de hole and dat be you grave.”




    This thought hor­ri­fied the big man, and he had dreams of great truck­loads of earth

    com­ing down on him. The next day, the same man was up above re­mov­ing the buck­et.




    “How I use my po­ten­tial?” asked Bub­ba.




    “Stop breakin ‘ peo­ple’s heads for nuf­fin.”




    “I likes breakin’ heads.”




    “Den stay dere till dey fills it in on you, suck­er.” “Wait. Don’ go. I promise I don’ break

    no head no more. Jus’ don’ let dem bury me alive.”




    “I din’ say don’ break heads. Jus’ don’ do it for nuf-​fin. Now, you will­in’ to come in wif

    me, I will use your po­ten­tial and show you how I us­es my po­ten­tio­ra­tor. It get me what I

    want, see?”




    Bub­ba nod­ded.




    “But you got­ta do what I say. You do what I say, I get you up here wif me,” said Dice,

    ma­neu­ver­ing the waste pail down­wind to­ward the truck that would car­ry it away.




    He re­turned to the edge of the pit, and look­ing up was Bub­ba’s big mourn­ful head.




    “What you in for, man?” asked Dice.




    “Manslaugh­ter, felo­nial as­sault, re­sist­ing ar­rest, rape, mo­lester­ing a child, armed

    rob­bery, three counts of mug­ging. I din’ do one of dem mug­gin’s.”




    “You left out ar­son,” said Dice.




    “Dem match­es, dey be too small for my fin­gers,” Bub­ba said.




    “To­mor­row, dere by a la­dy comin’ here, and no mat­ter what dey say you done, you jes’

    tell her it be rev­olu­tion­ary.”




    “What dat rev­olu­tion­ary shit?” asked Bub­ba.




    “Rev­olu­tion­ary be you can do any­thing you want and you can’t do no wrong. You sets fire

    to a nurs­ery and you say it be rev­olu­tion­ary, and it be all right wif lots of folks,” Dice

    said.




    “Lots of folks sound like dey be stupid,” Bub­ba said.




    “Dey be white,” Dice said.




    The next day, Bub­ba looked up and saw many peo­ple with the war­den at the edge of his pit.

    The war­den was ex­plain­ing how dan­ger­ous Bub­ba was. But Bub­ba re­mem­bered what the waste

    col­lec­tor, Dice, had said, and he yelled up, “It was rev­olu­tion­ary.”




    A white-​haired old wom­an, hear­ing that, in­sist­ed that a lad­der be put down, and

    de­spite warn­ings, she en­tered the pit. She was, Bub­ba lat­er found out, an impor­tant

    per­son from an im­por­tant fam­ily. He did not know she was Wil­helmi­na Wake­field, the grand

    dame of sup­port for the Third World wher­ev­er she found it, as long as it wasn’t in

    Mam­tas­ket. “Rev­olu­tion­ary,” grunt­ed Bub­ba.




    “You’re go­ing to free us all,” said Wil­helmi­na Wake­field. “Your rev­olu­tion­ary

    sen­si­tiv­ity is ex­traor­di­nary and too com­plex for the dull white mind.”




    “Rev­olu­tion­ary,” grunt­ed Bub­ba again. Wil­helmi­na mo­tioned up to the edge of the pit.

    Pho­tog­ra­phers came down. Their strobe lights fright­ened Bub­ba and he growled, but he

    guessed that Dice wouldn’t want him break­ing the pho­tog­ra­phers’ heads.




    The next day, on the sec­ond page of The Boston Blade, was a large pic­ture of Bub­ba. His

    sto­ry cov­ered the en­tire page. The head­line read: “He On­ly Want­ed to Free His

    Peo­ple.”




    Bub­ba could not read the sto­ry, but Dice read it to him. The gist was that Bub­ba was put

    in­to the pit be­cause his rev­olu­tion­ary sen­si­tiv­ities were too dif­fi­cult for a

    re­ac­tionary war­den to deal with.




    In a full page of small news­pa­per type, The Blade nev­er once men­tioned one of Bub­ba’s

    crimes.




    When The Blade spoke, politi­cians lis­tened. The may­or of Boston got on na­tion­al

    tele­vi­sion and dis­cov­ered in his own heart, his own gut, sure­ness that the on­ly rea­son

    Bub­ba was in jail was be­cause Mas­sachusetts was racist. A ral­ly was held at the Boston

    Com­mon. Re­li­gious lead­ers spoke. But­tons were hand­ed out.




    The but­tons read: “Free Bub­ba.”




    Bumper stick­ers said more: “His on­ly crime was want­ing free­dom. Free Bub­ba.”




    Fi­nal­ly, the pa­role board met and not on­ly freed Bub­ba, but apol­ogized to him. They

    al­so freed one Man­dranus Rex Smith, alias Dice.




    From then on, Bub­ba knew whom he trust­ed. What Dice nev­er told Bub­ba was that he had

    been told what to tell Bub­ba. He had nev­er met the man. But it wasthe same voice he

    heard on the tele­phone, telling him who to take care of and where to pick up the mon­ey.




    So they went to work for that man, that high-​class man with that high-​class Boston

    ac­cent, who left them mon­ey in Burg­er-​Tri­umph garbage pails, but whom they had nev­er

    seen. It was a per­fect union. Bub­ba had Dice’s brains and Dice had Bub­ba’s mag­nif­icent

    hands.




    Dice looked at his pink and gold Rolex watch as he drove his white El­do­ra­do con­vert­ible

    back to Boston from Cape Cod. It was re­al­ly too late to vis­it the oth­er two pro­fes­sors at

    MUT, the white man and the old Chink.




    They could al­ways do that in the morn­ing.




    Bub­ba had had enough fun for one day any­way.




    They con­tin­ued on in­to Rox­bury, where Dice preened his way up to the bar and, as he

    of­ten did since he had teamed up with Bub­ba, tried to pick a fight.




    And as al­ways, when he had Bub­ba along, he couldn’t man­age it.




    “Get yo’ ug­ly face out­en dis bar,” said Dice to a slick pimp with a foxy la­dy Dice

    want­ed.




    “Yeah,” said Bub­ba.




    The pimp moved. The fox stayed. Life was good for Man­dranus Rex Smith, alias Dice. In the

    morn­ing, say at noon, he would take care of the oth­er two sci­en­tists. Maybe even do one

    him­self, it the one were small.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    Re­mo tried to fol­low The Boston Blade. He had a half-​year’s is­sues shipped to his lab.

    If the con­tact was go­ing to be through the me­dia, then he might be able to see where oth­er

    pro­fes­sors deal­ing with rapid-​breed­ing bac­te­ria had been reached.




    They had spent the evening be­fore in an el­egant ho­tel named the Cop­ley Plaza.




    Re­mo had tried to watch three tele­vi­sion news shows at once, hop­ing to see some kind of

    con­tact.




    He could have taped at least one of the news shows, but Chi­un would not let him use the

    video recorder. Re­mo had point­ed out that CURE had paid for that video recorder be­fore such

    ma­chines were seen out­side of tele­vi­sion stu­dios. CURE had de­vel­oped the tech­nol­ogy to

    make the tap­ing ma­chine portable-​just for Chi­un. So Chi­un should at least al­low one show

    to be taped for one hour.




    Chi­un had been hor­ri­fied.




    “Blas­phe­my. How many years have I taught you? And yet you now here say to me that I should

    take as­sas­sin’s trib­ute and re­turn it to the use of the em­per­or. If I have taught you

    noth­ing else about Sinan­ju, most holy and sa­cred is the as­sas­sin’s trib­ute.”




    “There we dis­agree, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    “How can you dis­agree? I am the Mas­ter.”




    “I just don’t think the mon­ey is that im­por­tant.”




    A moan came from Chi­un. “No. Not you, Not you, Re­mo, who I taught with the gold­en

    years of my life. Not you, Re­mo.”




    Re­mo sighed. He had known what was com­ing. Ev­ery time he said that mon­ey it­self was not

    im­por­tant, but the art of Sinan­ju, the mys­tery of be­ing that was en­com­passed in its

    pow­er, Chi­un would ac­cuse him of be­tray­al to the high­est ide­als of Sinan­ju.




    “Am­ateur,” Chi­un hissed. “Not you, Re­mo. You can­not think like an am­ateur. Your

    coun­try and the world bleeds from am­ateurs tak­ing weapons in­to then-​own hands, and when

    you, who have been trained in Sinan­ju, who have been give Sinan­ju de­spite your dead-​fish

    white col­or, when you talk like the lu­natics who per­form these ser­vices for noth­ing, you

    have pierced the very heart of your Mas­ter.”




    “Sinan­ju now gets trib­ute from what I do,” Re­mo said. “I work for Smith and I do what he

    wants, and those in­grates in your vil­lage get a ship­ment of gold to keep them alive and not

    work­ing. Be­cause of what I do.”




    “Be­cause I trained you,” said Chi­un. “It is on­ly just.”




    “I don’t care about trib­ute,” Re­mo said.




    And then Chi­un’s wail­ing would not stop. Re­mo was go­ing to be an em­bar­rass­ment to

    Sinan­ju. Al­ready in the world, peo­ple were go­ing around shoot­ing popes. Mur­der­ing

    ba­bies. Now Re­mo was go­ing to let it be known that he would kill for noth­ing. That the

    trib­ute did not mat­ter.




    So many years and so much pain, and now Re­mo had done this to Chi­un.




    “Even for a white, this is not grat­itude,” said Chi­un, and Re­mo had known fur­ther

    ar­gu­ing was use­less. He was not go­ing to get the tape ma­chine. And Chi­un would not be

    speak­ing to him for a while. Re­mo had to be care­ful to no­tice that Chi­un was not speak­ing

    to him, how­ev­er, be­cause if Chi­un thought Re­mo was not notic­ing how he was be­ing

    ig­nored, Chi­un would make nois­es or in­ter­rupt in some man­ner what­ev­er Re­mo was do­ing.

    If there was any­thing that both­ered theMas­ter of Sinan­ju, it was some­one be­ing

    obliv­ious to the fact that he was ig­nor­ing them.




    Re­mo watched the three TV news shows as best he could, flick­ing back from chan­nel to

    chan­nel, and re­al­ized that he was go­ing to have to come up with some­thing bet­ter.




    So the next day at the lab, he or­dered the six months of The Boston Blade. He al­so tried

    to de­vise a sys­tem for mon­itor­ing all the me­dia to see if a con­tact was be­ing made.




    The Blade had one in­ter­est­ing sto­ry. A Pro­fes­sor Keat­ing had been killed dur­ing a

    racial in­ci­dent. Re­mo re­mem­bered that Keat­ing was the one who had promised the con­tact

    through the me­dia.




    Re­mo al­most missed the sto­ry on his death be­cause the head­line read: “Racial Killing in

    Cape Cod.” The racial part was two blacks be­ing hor­ri­bly man­gled. There were quotes from

    com­mu­ni­ty lead­ers about Cape Cod’s shame. Ap­par­ent­ly, the pro­fes­sor’s body was found

    in his Cape Cod home, along with those of the two blacks.




    There was an ed­ito­ri­al in The Blade about this. It called for an end to racial killing

    and the es­tab­lish­ment of a spe­cial board to root out the racist na­ture of Cape Cod, where,

    as ev­ery­one knew, it was im­pos­si­ble for a black wel­fare fam­ily to buy a home.




    But nei­ther ed­ito­ri­al nor news sto­ry car­ried much in­for­ma­tion about Keat­ing’s

    death. Re­mo phoned the news­pa­per, hop­ing he could get some­one who knew more about it. One

    could tell from the kill some­times why it was done.




    He fi­nal­ly was con­nect­ed to a re­porter at a Blade bu­reau on Cape Cod.




    “Yeah. He was butchered just be­fore the racial in­ci­dent,” the re­porter said.




    “How?” asked Re­mo, glanc­ing over to the win­dow to let Chi­un know that he was aware he

    was not be­ing spo­ken to. Chi­un was by the win­dow, grand­ly ex­am­in­ing the Charles Riv­er.

    It was a say­ing of Sinan­ju long be­fore the world had so many great cities that one

    couldnev­er be lost on a riv­er, for wher­ev­er it flowed, there was al­ways a city where

    it en­tered the ocean.




    “I think the guy-​what’s his name, Keat­ing-​had his ribs bro­ken out,” the re­porter said.

    “A bloody mess.”




    “Man­gled?” asked Re­mo.




    “Yeah. Af­ter his bel­ly had been cut open by some crude kind of knife. I wasn’t pay­ing too

    much at­ten­tion to that body.”




    “How did the oth­er two men die?”




    “Racial­ly,” said the re­porter.




    “How do you know?” asked Re­mo.




    “It was a white neigh­bor­hood.”




    “Time out,” said Re­mo. “You mean, if a black guy gets killed in a white neigh­bor­hood,

    it’s au­to­mat­ical­ly a racial killing? What if they were killed by a black guy? You know,

    peo­ple kill for oth­er rea­sons than race ha­tred.”




    “Some do it for noth­ing,” said Chi­un, still look­ing at the riv­er. “Some give away the

    finest train­ing in all his­to­ry.”




    The re­porter told Re­mo that un­til proven oth­er­wise, any time a black man was killed by

    a white or prob­ably killed by a white, then it was racial.




    “Why?” asked Re­mo.




    “Be­cause Mas­sachusetts is a racist state.”




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause it’s The Blade’s pol­icy. Speak to Mr. Wake­field, if you don’t like it, but I

    tell you now, any­one who thinks dif­fer­ent­ly is a racist.”




    “Who says?”




    “Mr. Wake­field. Why do you think I got shipped up here to work, when my house is in Boston?

    I wrote that a store own­er shot a bur­glar.”




    “What was wrong with that?” asked Re­mo.




    “The store own­er was white. The bur­glar was black. I’ll nev­er- make that mis­take again.

    But I didn’t even rec­og­nize a racial in­ci­dent un­til then.”




    “So Mr. Wake­field con­trols the news at The Blade,” said Re­mo.




    “No, no. Nev­er say I said that. Mr. Wake­field does not in­ter­fere ev­er. He just makes

    sure we main­tain the high­est stan­dards. And you’d bet­ter know just what those stan­dards

    are.”




    Re­mo hung up and looked at the stack of six months of The Blade. It al­most reached the

    ceil­ing at the far cor­ner of his lab. And there were months and months of tele­vi­sion news

    shows. How the hell was he go­ing to find out how some­body had reached oth­er sci­en­tists

    through the me­dia?




    Sud­den­ly the phone was ring­ing. As long as Re­mo was an­swer­ing the phone, he wouldn’t

    have to be read­ing those news­pa­pers.




    It was a wom­an’s voice. She was ter­ri­fied. She was the of­fice man­ag­er of this sec­tion

    of the lab, and she was telling Re­mo that he and the oth­er pro­fes­sor had bet­ter jump out

    the win­dow now.




    “It’s on­ly three sto­ries to the street,” she said in a des­per­ate whis­per. “You still

    have time.”




    “I’m not jump­ing through any win­dow,” Re­mo said. “It’s eleven in the morn­ing. Is the

    place on fire?”




    “Worse. The biggest, ugli­est man I ev­er saw is head­ed for your of­fice. He’s got gi­ant

    hands. He’s the one who was al­ways seen around here when the oth­er pro­fes­sors were

    killed.”




    “It’s eleven o’clock in the morn­ing,” said Re­mo. “Tell them to come back at three maybe.

    I’ve got all these pa­pers to read.”




    “You know there have been five pro­fes­sors in your dis­ci­pline killed in the last three

    years? Do you know that? Do you know that a gi­ant of a man with gi­ant hands was seen at

    ev­ery­one’s death? He’s com­ing for you, don’t you un­der­stand? And he’s got a friend, and I

    think the friend has got a gun. Jump. You can’t get out by the hall­way. They’re al­ready

    there.”




    “Lis­ten,” said Re­mo. “You wouldn’t know how I could get a lot of pa­pers read and

    tele­vi­sion news shows watched, would you?”




    “You’re go­ing to be dead in min­utes.”




    “No, no. Calm down. Look, do you know of peo­ple we can hire to read news­pa­pers?”




    “You don’t need peo­ple. There’s a com­put­er sys­tem, but you’ve got to be alive to use it.

    Please. I don’t want to see some­one killed again. Please, jump.”




    “So you can rig up a com­put­er to do it,” said Re­mo. With a roar, the door to the lab

    cracked off its hinges and two men en­tered, one of them enor­mous with gi­ant hands.




    The small­er man wait­ed for the two sci­en­tists to flee in des­per­ate pan­ic. Dice

    al­ways loved it when Bub­ba en­tered a room by push­ing a door in. You could see the

    des­per­ate pan­ic in the room. You could do just about any­thing to any­one in the room af­ter

    Bub­ba en­tered.




    A re­al old yel­low-​faced gook with, long fin­ger­nails was star­ing out the win­dow. The

    young white one was on the tele­phone.




    The old­er one didn’t jump be­cause he was prob­ably deaf. But what about the white one?

    Dice had nev­er seen peo­ple not jump when the door went fly­ing in­to the room.




    “Sweet Bub­ba, make Whitey jump,” said Dice. “De arms or de legs?” asked Bub­ba. “Suit

    your­self. Make your­self at home on his body.” Bub­ba saw the white man. Bub­ba would break

    the white man. Bub­ba moved on the white man. Bub­ba grabbed an arm of the white man. Big

    Bub­ba’s hand en­closed the en­tire fore­arm. Big Bub­ba got ready to yank the arm out of its

    sock­et.




    Bub­ba could do this some­times if he had the right lever­age and got a good yank.

    Usu­al­ly, though, he would just dam­age the sock­et




    Bub­ba yanked. The arm didn’t move. The white man kept talk­ing. Bub­ba yanked again.

    “What?” said Bub­ba in con­fu­sion. “Shh­hh­hh,” said the white man. “I’m on the phone.” “He

    doesn’t be­lieve in get­ting paid. He is worth­less,” said the yel­low man.




    “You next, Pops,” said Dice. He thought Bub­ba could snap the frail old man in the

    fun­ny-​look­ing yel­low robe with just one blow. He had nev­er seen Bub­ba do a one-​blow

    kill. But the old Chink looked as if a good spit would do him in.




    Dice de­cid­ed to teach the old man some man­ners be­fore Bub­ba fin­ished him. He

    saun­tered over to the old yel­low man while Bub­ba was tug­ging on the white man’s arm.




    “Don’t sass me,” said Dice. “Don’t ev­er sass me.” He slapped the old face, but some­thing

    strange hap­pened. He felt on­ly air. He slapped again. His hand didn’t con­nect. He didn’t

    even see the head move, but the wisp of a beard was quiv­er­ing. There­fore the head had moved

    but so quick­ly he hadn’t seen it. Un­less, of course, he was imag­in­ing this.




    “I do not kill for free,” the old yel­low man said.




    He was talk­ing to the white man. Dice turned. The white man should be dead by now. Dice saw

    a gi­ant black hand flail at the sky. It grabbed a lamp and shat­tered it. It clutched on­to a

    gray met­al lab ta­ble and cracked it in two. It latched on­to a chair, crushed it like a soft

    alu­minum beer can, send­ing splin­ters fly­ing around the room. Dice had to duck.




    The oth­er black hand was use­less.




    And Big Bub­ba was seat­ed help­less­ly, his legs stretched out, his big head erect, held

    very tight­ly by a tele­phone re­ceiv­er cord that had come around his neck and had stopped all

    the air from go­ing in­to his lungs.




    Bub­ba was be­ing stran­gled with a tele­phone cord. In one hand the white man had one end

    and the oth­er he held the end with the re­ceiv­er. And he was talk­ing in­to the re­ceiv­er as

    he was stran­gling Big Bub­ba.




    “No, noth­ing’s wrong. What noise? Oh, a ta­ble or some­thing. I don’t know. Lis­ten, can

    you re­al­ly get me a com­put­er to do all that news­pa­per read­ing and tele­vi­sion

    watch­ing? No, noth­ing’s go­ing on here. Stay to the point, please. You have such a com­put­er

    pro­gram? That’s def­inite? Right. Okay. Come in, say in …”




    The white man lift­ed the gi­ant Bub­ba up by the cord and looked at the face.




    “Come in, say, in four min­utes. Don’t wor­ry about it, there’s no prob­lem here. Yes, they

    did come in. We’re talk­ing. They’re very nice. Yes. Four min­utes.”




    The white man hung up and wait­ed. Bub­ba’s eyes bulged out. His gi­ant face

    con­tort­ed.




    Dice smiled. He smiled very broad­ly. He had worn a white fe­do­ra with a red, white, and

    blue feath­er. He took off the hat. Dice un­der­stood how im­po­lite wear­ing a hat in­doors

    could be. Dice held the hat in front of him­self. He heard his own feet do a shuf­fle. Good for

    you, feet, thought Dice. He bowed. The word sir flowed from his lips. The word flowed eas­ily.

    Good for you, lips, thought Dice.




    He smiled at the yel­low man.




    “I al­ways like Chi­na­mens, suh. Yessuh. I do like de Chi­na­mens.” Dice showed a lot of

    teeth when he said that.




    “I am Ko­re­an, im­be­cile,” said the old man.




    “Yessuh, like dem Chi­na­mens.”




    “Ko­rea is not Chi­na. Ko­re­ans are not Chi­nese. Chi­nese are sloth­ful.”




    “I like all dem Chi­na­mens,” said Dice, whose ears were not work­ing that well. He was

    try­ing to like ev­ery­one liv­ing in the room. He was hop­ing to pro­mote nice­ness as a way

    of life, now that Bub­ba was on his way out of this Ufe. Dice could not find it in him to

    ex­clude any group from his nice­ness.




    “Ko­re­ans are dif­fer­ent inas­much as virtue is dif­fer­ent from sin,” said Chi­un.




    “I like all mens. All broth­ers. Yessuh. Ko­re­ans and Chi­na­mens, dey be one,” said Dice.

    His voice rang with sin­cer­ity. Good for you, voice, thought Dice.




    And then ev­ery­thing was very dark. He did not see the hand move and flick at his spinal

    cord with just enough force to sev­er all mo­tor re­spons­es.




    He saw on­ly dark­ness and felt a great float­ing away.




    Good for you, float­ing away, thought Dice and then thought no more.




    Re­mo looked at the big one who was in­side the tele­phone cord. He had just ex­pired.




    “Did you kill that man?” said Re­mo. “We were sup­posed to save one. I want­ed to save

    one.”




    “I did it free. You should be hap­py,” said Chi­un.




    “If I knew you were go­ing to kul yours, I would have saved mine,” Re­mo said. “What if they

    don’t send some­one else? How are we go­ing to find the source? You know you can’t find out who

    sent some­one un­less they’re liv­ing.”




    “I thought you liked killing for no trib­ute.”




    “You should have told me, that’s all.”




    “He called me a Chi­na­men. Not once but four times.”




    “All you had to do was tell me,” said Re­mo. He un­rav­eled the phone cord, which snapped

    away from Bub­ba’s neck in a small show­er of blood. The big body dropped to the lab floor.




    “I can’t talk to that,” Re­mo said. He wiped the cord clean with a piece of pa­per. “I could

    nev­er talk to that now. You could at least have told me.”




    “I wasn’t talk­ing to you. How could I tell you?”




    “You can talk enough to tell me I’m an am­ateur,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s not talk­ing to you,” said Chi­un.




    “Now we have two bod­ies,” Re­mo said.




    “I’m not clean­ing them up.”




    “You killed one.”




    “I’m not clean­ing it up,” Chi­un said.




    “Kill it, clean it,” said Re­mo. “I’m not run­ning around pick­ing up bod­ies af­ter

    you.”




    “Of course not,” Chi­un said. “Why show any re­spect? Mock ev­ery­thing you are taught.

    Ig­nore tra­di­tions thir­ty cen­turies old­er than your coun­try. I would be shocked if you

    showed any re­spect af­ter all these years.”




    “Re­spect, my ass. A deal’s a deal. Our deal is I don’t pick up your bod­ies and you don’t

    pick up mine.”




    Chi­un turned back to the win­dow. He was ig­nor­ing Re­mo.




    “I take it you’re back to not speak­ing to me again,”




    Re­mo said, and when he got no an­swer, he was sure he was right. He looked around for

    some­place to store the bod­ies. The wom­an would be in soon to tell him how to scan the

    news­pa­pers by com­put­er.




    He found a large cart for refuse out­side the of­fice, put both bod­ies in­side and cov­ered

    them with copies of uni­ver­si­ty reg­ula­tions that some­one had stacked on his desk. He

    stored the bro­ken ta­ble in a clos­et. He whisked up the bro­ken lamp and tossed the pieces on

    - top of the refuse cart to make it look more like garbage. Then he put the cart in the

    cor­ner.




    “Thank you,” he said to Chi­un. “For your help.”




    “You’re wel­come,” said Chi­un with a hap­py lit­tle smile.




    Then Re­mo went out to the of­fice man­ag­er. She seemed re­lieved that he was alive.




    “What else would I be?” said Re­mo.




    She told him that MUT had de­vel­oped a com­put­er pro­gram to mea­sure a norm of

    ac­cu­ra­cy in the Amer­ican news me­dia. The com­put­ers could read and eval­uate ma­te­ri­al

    and then give a break­down and ex­am­ples of sto­ry aber­ran­cy.




    “Aber­ran­cy?” asked Re­mo.




    “Where a sto­ry dif­fers from the usu­al ac­cu­rate norm.”




    “Right,” said Re­mo. “Keep up the good work. I’ll be gone for a few hours. There’s a large

    pile of news­pa­pers in my of­fice to start with. There is al­so a very un­pleas­ant per­son in

    the lab. Do not call him a Chi­na­man.”




    “Your col­league?” she asked.




    “Yes.”




    “We al­ready met him this morn­ing. I hate to say this, Pro­fes­sor,” she said, knead­ing

    her hands. “I know it’s not my po­si­tion, but… well.”




    “Go ahead,” said Re­mo.




    “Would you please show him a lit­tle more re­spect? He’s done so much for you.”




    “You cer­tain­ly have met him,” said Re­mo. “But did he ev­er tell you what he did for

    me?”




    “It must have been won­der­ful­ly sweet. He’s so pre­cious, I could die. We all love

    him.”




    “Sure. He can con any­body.”




    “He cer­tain­ly is not un­pleas­ant as you said. And all the suf­fer­ing he’s gone through

    to make sure you were brought up prop­er­ly. Well, we’d all be so hap­py if you would show him

    a lit­tle more re­spect.”




    “I’d like to do a biop­sy on your mind,” said Re­mo.




    It was a pleas­ant spring af­ter­noon, and since it looked like garbage Re­mo was push­ing,

    no one both­ered him or even no­ticed. He rolled the cart along Memo­ri­al Drive un­til he

    found a pleas­ant tree-​shad­ed grassy knoll where he parked the cart and the bod­ies and

    re­turned to the lab. The com­put­er pro­gram was un­der way.




    The of­fice man­ag­er had got­ten a half-​year’s tele­vi­sion tapes from the stu­dios, the

    MUT name be­ing mag­ic in Boston. She showed Re­mo how to do a scan of the tele­vi­sion

    tapes.




    Re­mo did the scan while the of­fice man­ag­er brought Chi­un a light gin­seng tea. She was

    mid­dle-​aged and plump. She cooed when­ev­er she ap­proached Chi­un. Re­mo asked for a glass

    of wa­ter. She in­formed Re­mo that get­ting re­fresh­ments was not among her du­ties.




    “We do ex­tra things for peo­ple who are ex­cep­tion­al­ly pleas­ant. Or peo­ple who treat

    those who de­serve re­spect with re­spect.”




    “A gra­cious wom­an has spo­ken,” said Chi­un as the of­fice man­ag­er nod­ded ap­proval.

    Chi­un sipped the tea. Re­mo didn’t need the wa­ter any­way.




    The first read­out on aber­ran­cy of the Boston me­dia con­cerned the tele­vi­sion news. The

    re­port read: “Tele­vi­sion re­porters ap­par­ent­ly func­tion un­der the as­sump­tion that

    they them­selves are the news.”




    Re­mo pressed the scan­ner. There was the face of Deb­orah Pot­ter. There was Deb­orah

    Pot­ter an­nounc­ing the preg­nan­cy of Deb­orah Pot­ter. She was an­nounc­ing it to her

    hus­band, Paul Pot­ter, who was co-​an­chor. The main news sto­ry for the city that day was

    what Paul Pot­ter thought of con­cep­tion.




    The Boston Blade car­ried a sto­ry on the con­cep­tion. The oth­er net­works com­ment­ed. In

    one six-​month pe­ri­od, there were 176 news sto­ries on which tele­vi­sion an­chor per­son was

    hav­ing dif­fi­cul­ty with which per­son­nel man­ag­er at which sta­tion. It not on­ly was on

    the tele­vi­sion news, The Blade re­port­ed on it too.




    There was the month­ly re­port on Deb­orah Pot­ter’s preg­nan­cy.




    And then came one sec­tion that Re­mo was es­pe­cial­ly in­ter­est­ed in. It was about

    oil.




    There was a de­bate over the Mid­dle East. Three re­porters mon­itored the de­bate be­tween

    two peo­ple who agreed about ev­ery­thing. Ev­ery­one was agree­ing. The re­porters were

    telling each oth­er how won­der­ful they were.




    Some­one said Egypt was in Eu­rope. It was one of the re­porters. No one con­tra­dict­ed

    him.




    Ev­ery re­porter looked alert and re­spon­si­ble. They could look alert and re­spon­si­ble

    ask­ing for some­one to pass the ash­tray. The de­bate con­clud­ed that Boston had the best

    news me­dia in the world. The fi­nal note sound­ed was that ev­ery­one should lis­ten to the

    Boston me­dia, and the Mid­dle East prob­lems would be solved. The Boston me­dia called for

    nice­ness and a civ­il rights act for the Mid­dle East. This was log­ical be­cause one

    re­porter thought that the Pales­tine Lib­er­ation Or­ga­ni­za­tion was some sort of civ­il

    rights group. He al­so thought it was based in Is­rael. No one con­tra­dict­ed him. They were

    too busy con­grat­ulat­ing him on his five-​part se­ries on the Mid­dle East.




    Re­mo couldn’t make sense of the an­chor peo­ple. They all sound­ed like clones of each

    oth­er, ex­cept for one black sports an­nounc­er. He showed in­sight and en­thu­si­asm, and it

    was a plea­sure for Re­mo to hear about some­thing that a re­porter thought was more

    in­ter­est­ing than he was. The black re­porter was fired be­fore the last month of tapes, and

    none of the oth­er sta­tions picked him up.




    The Blade was even more con­fus­ing than the tele­vi­sion nets. There were many ar­ti­cles

    on oil. One ofthem said that Amer­ica should be more re­spon­sive to Arab de­mands

    be­cause of Arab oil. There were many ar­ti­cles about how Amer­ica was pay­ing a high price

    for oil be­cause the Arabs had been of­fend­ed. There were omi­nous threats of cut­offs of oil

    by the Arabs.




    Then there was a five-​part se­ries about how Amer­ica was be­ing un­fair to the Arabs by

    blam­ing them for us­ing oil as black­mail. It was writ­ten by Melody Wake-​field.




    At the time the Iran-​Iraq war broke out, split­ting Arab coun­tries in­to dif­fer­ent

    sides, Melody Wake­field cov­ered a con­ven­tion of Arab-​Amer­icans in Boston. Melody

    Wake­field asked 107 in­ci­sive ques­tions at the con­ven­tion. Not one of them men­tioned the

    Iran-​Iraq war. Most of them had to do with how un­fair­ly the Arabs were be­ing treat­ed in

    the news me­dia in Amer­ica. The rest had to do with how un­fair­ly the Arabs were be­ing

    treat­ed in the Mid­dle East. A few had to do with ma­jor Arab con­tri­bu­tions to world

    civ­iliza­tion and why Amer­icans wouldn’t rec­og­nize them.




    There was on­ly one ques­tion in the 107 that didn’t sound as if it had been draft­ed by the

    Arabs’ pub­lic re­la­tions staff. That ques­tion was, where was the ladies’ room. It was the

    one ques­tion that didn’t get an an­swer.




    The Blade called the Melody Wake­field se­ries hard­hit­ting and ex­plo­sive, “telling you

    what some peo­ple don’t want you to know about the Mid­dle East.” The im­pli­ca­tion was that

    there were vast forces fight­ing the coura­geous truth of Melody Wake­field.




    Re­mo gave up and called the of­fice man­ag­er, who had re­turned to her desk.




    “I can’t get what I want from this thing,” he said. “The me­dia up here is all

    aber­ra­tion.”




    “That’s not so,” she said. “It on­ly seems like it. The com­put­er just gives you the bad

    parts, not the good work.”




    “How long would the good work take?” asked Re­mo. “A minute?”




    “I would not ex­pect you to un­der­stand, sir. Any­onewho could treat such a kind,

    de­cent, gen­tle per­son withsuch de­praved lack of grat­itude cer­tain­ly isn’t fit

    topass judg­ment on the me­dia of our city.” “Who?” said Re­mo. “Who have I

    mis­treat­ed?” Chi­un cleared his throat in the back­ground. Hesmiled and the of­fice

    man­ag­er brought him an­oth­er cupof gin­seng tea.




    Brad­ford Wake­field III wait­ed for the tele­phone call from his con­tact, telling him that

    all had been tak­en care of with the two new sci­en­tists at MUT. He wait­ed past noon and past

    three P.M., when his grand­daugh­ter, Melody, called from Hami­di Ara­bia.




    Melody didn’t know whether to do a ten-​part se­ries for The Blade on how the West de­famed

    Is­lam or a twen­ty-​part se­ries on how the West de­famed Is­lam.




    She had plen­ty of time to think about it in Hami­di Ara­bia be­cause no mul­lah would speak

    to her in the clothes she was wear­ing. She had al­so been told to read the Ko­ran, but she

    thought it was bor­ing. And one thing the world was not al­lowed to do was to bore a

    Wake­field.




    “Melody, I am wait­ing for an im­por­tant call,” said Brad­ford.




    “You mean I’m not im­por­tant, Grand­pa­pa?”




    “Not as im­por­tant as this call I’m wait­ing for.”




    “Grand­pa­pa, I am in the great­est rev­olu­tion of all time, where the wealth of the West

    has been trans­ferred to a Third World coun­try. Now, that is im­por­tant,” she said.




    Brad­ford un­der­stood what she meant by a trans­fer of wealth. That meant lit­tle old

    ladies in Maine keep­ing their homes at 60 de­grees in the dead of win­ter and pay­ing ten

    times as much for their heat any­way. When a Wake­field re­ferred to the wealth of the West

    that had to be shared with de­vel­op­ing coun­tries, it was not Wake­field wealth but the

    sin­gle homes of mid­dle-​class fam­ilies, the long sum­mer va­ca­tions by car, peo­ple’s

    col­or tele­vi­sion sets, and in­ex­pen­sive and abun­dant food. This was the trans­fer of

    wealth they were talk­ing




    about. OPEC prof­its just made the Wake­field for­tune larg­er.




    “Melody, I re­gret that the trans­fer of wealth from the West might be our own wealth if you

    don’t hang up.”




    The phone clicked as dead as if it had been cut by a ra­zor blade. Melody was a good girl,

    her grand­fa­ther thought. She was on­ly try­ing to do for the Arabs what her ear­li­er book

    had done for the Viet­namese and Cam­bo­di­ans, when she proved be­yond ar­gu­ment that the

    on­ly thing wrong with those coun­tries was Amer­ican’s pres­ence in them.




    When Amer­ica had left and the Cam­bo­di­an com­mu­nists en­gaged in a pop­ula­tion

    slaugh­ter un­seen since Adolf Hitler, The Blade, through Melody Wake­field’s type­writ­er,

    proved that it was not the com­mu­nists’ fault for the killing, but Amer­ica’s be­cause

    Amer­ica had bombed that coun­try years be­fore.




    When the Viet­namese took to the boats to es­cape their “lib­er­ators” from the north, The

    Blade proved that boat peo­ple weren’t re­al­ly Viet­namese at all, but Chi­nese mon­ey

    lenders. Melody’s poi­soned pen led the at­tack.




    Melody loved rev­olu­tion­ary dis­ci­pline for the mass­es and some­times, Brad­ford knew,

    she on­ly went to these coun­tries to watch rev­olu­tion­ary dis­ci­pline in ac­tion. She had

    her own whip for rev­olu­tion­ary dis­ci­pline. She car­ried it in her trav­el­ing bags or

    some­times stuffed in­to her high leather boots.




    Brad­ford looked at his watch. It was four P.M. and still no call. He went to his stone

    pa­tio to look out over his own rocky shore­line of Mam­tas­ket. He paced un­til four-​thir­ty

    P.M., when his stom­ach start­ed heav­ing.




    The pa­per had been try­ing to reach him for an hour, but that wasn’t the phone call he

    want­ed. The pa­per phoned again. And when Brad­ford or­dered his but­ler to tell his

    news­pa­per not to both­er him any­more, the but­ler said it was about a killing.




    “What?” said Wake­field. “Give me the phone.”




    The man­ag­ing ed­itor told him there had been aracial killing near MUT, across the

    riv­er from Boston. Two blacks had been found mur­dered, stuffed in­to a trash cart and left

    along Memo­ri­al Drive.




    “Did one of them … did one of them . . .” said Brad­ford, his voice chok­ing, his legs

    be­com­ing weak. “Did one of them have very large hands?”




    “Yes. He was iden­ti­fied as the civ­il rights ac­tivist who on­ly want­ed free­dom for his

    peo­ple-​Bub­ba. We helped get him out of the racist op­pres­sor jail.”




    Brad­ford felt weak. He hadn’t felt so weak since a Jew and Catholic and some­body from Ohio

    had tried to move in­to Mam­tas­ket.




    He hadn’t mind­ed the Jew. He was qui­et and could be ig­nored. The Catholic was in

    in­dus­tri­al­ist who was called “the ra­pa­cious beast of Wall Street,” so he and Brad­ford

    had some­thing in com­mon. But the fam­ily from Ohio laughed loud­ly and sang songs. Right out

    in the open. One of them ate a hot dog on a bun, and the fa­ther had been raised on a farm

    where they grew things. They went to foot­ball games. And none of the games was Har­vard. Their

    youngest daugh­ter had those big Mid­west things on her chest called breasts. No Wake­fields

    had them. They had de­cent old line New Eng­land breasts. Egg size. Fried egg.




    Brad­ford hung op on his ed­itor and shak­ily made his way in­to his study and phoned the

    one per­son he hat­ed to give bad news to.




    “Hel­lo,” said Friend at the oth­er end of the line.




    “The ini­tial at­tempt on the two new sci­en­tists failed,” said Wake­field.




    “Fine,” said Friend cheer­ily.




    “You’re not both­ered?”




    “No.”




    “But I thought you didn’t al­low fail­ure.”




    “Not at all. How fool­ish I would be if I in­sist­ed on per­fec­tion. Do you know how

    un­re­al that is?”




    “Then you have a con­tin­gen­cy plan for a sec­ond at­tempt?”




    “Of course,” said Friend.




    That was the beau­ti­ful thing about Friend. He nev­erpan­icked. And he al­ways had

    an­swers and or­ders im­me­di­ate­ly.




    “First, you will find out ev­ery­thing about the way your two work­ers died. Then you will

    head north on your boat un­til you are out­side Ken­neb­unkport, Maine. And you will wait

    there.”




    “We aren’t go­ing to get those two now?”




    “We are go­ing to fol­low di­rec­tions, Brad­ford.”




    “Yes, Friend,” said Brad­ford Wake­field HI.




    The re­ports from his news­pa­per on the black men’s deaths weak­ened Brad­ford’s stom­ach

    even more. He was so up­set, he had to drink en­riched ba­by for­mu­la and mush.




    The two men found in the refuse cart could not have been killed by hu­man means, the

    coro­ner said. The killings were just too pre­cise for hu­man hands. The large one was

    stran­gled, and while that re­quired in­hu­man strength, it was not near­ly so much as the

    strength that would have been re­quired just to hold the big one in place for stran­gling.




    The con­clu­sion-​he had been killed with some­thing that worked like an ex­tra-​strong

    fork­lift and bal­ing ma­chine.




    The small­er one was killed with a blow so pre­cise, it would make a sur­geon jeal­ous. No

    hu­man killer could have been that ac­cu­rate.




    The con­clu­sion-​death by forces un­known.




    Brad­ford Wake­field had been an­chored off the coast of Maine for two days when a small

    fish­ing trawler ap­proached his yacht.




    A man bare­ly over five feet tall came aboard the yacht. He wore a three-​piece sum­mer suit

    and wire-​rimmed glass­es, and he did not smile. He did not of­fer his right hand to shake,

    ei­ther.




    His name was Mer­ton, and he did not give his last name. He spoke in a British ac­cent and

    seemed to know ev­ery­thing there was to know about Brad­ford Wake­field III, his phys­ical

    health and, more im­por­tant­ly, some of his re­la­tion­ship with Friend.




    “You know Friend?” asked Wake­field. “Yes, I do.”




    Mer­ton seemed to be able to sit on the frail wood­en deck chair with hard­ly any pres­sure.

    For a mo­ment, Brad­ford thought he was en­ter­tain­ing a robot. Pass­ing Mer­ton’s chair to go

    to the rail­ing, Wake­field touched the En­glish­man. But the flesh was warm and hu­man. No

    robot.




    Mer­ton smiled in­ward­ly. Peo­ple of­ten did that to him. They would sense a lack of hu­man

    re­sponse and then try to touch him, It did not both­er him on oc­ca­sions like this, but it

    did both­er him in his per­son­al life. His son had once said to him, “Are you my nat­ural

    fa­ther, sir?”




    “Yes, I am,” Mer­ton had said. “Why did you ask?” “Be­cause, sir, I have read in bi­ol­ogy

    that dur­ing cop­ula­tion, peo­ple emit sounds of joy and se­crete bod­ily flu­ids.” “That is

    cor­rect.”




    “I can­not imag­ine you, sir, do­ing those things.” “Quite,” said Mer­ton, try­ing to

    re­mem­ber the time he had cop­ulat­ed with his wife, La­dy Wis­sex. He tried to re­mem­ber if

    he per­spired. He didn’t think he had. But one didn’t think about those things at a time like

    that.




    In­stead, Lord Wis­sex had thought about com­plet­ing his or­gasm and re­mov­ing him­self

    from La­dy Wis­sex. When he found out she had in­deed con­ceived, he sent her a lit­tle sil­ver

    gar­den buck­et with a note read­ing: “Good show. You’ve done your du­ty and I’ve done mine.

    We’ll nev­er have to go through that again.”




    His son al­so said to him once, “I won­der, sir, how you have been so able to re­store our

    fam­ily for­tune. From what I have stud­ied of our his­to­ry, your fa­ther left you al­most

    pen­ni­less.” “I do work, boy.” “What work, sir?”




    “The sort of work our fam­ily did to earn its ti­tle.” “But, sir,” the boy said, “that was

    mur­der­ing Catholics for King Hen­ry.”




    “Quite,” said Mer­ton.




    “You kill Catholics, sir?” asked the boy in­cred­ulous­ly. “For the gov­ern­ment?”




    “Of course not. These are mod­ern times. We don’t prac­tice that sort of re­li­gious

    prej­udice any­more. And we’re not bloody civ­il ser­vants, no mat­ter what oth­ers may think.

    Some­one has found me who ap­pre­ci­ates skill at the high­est lev­el. Not British, but he’s a

    de­cent enough sort.”




    “Is it pos­si­ble to be not British, but de­cent, sir?” his son asked.




    “I think so. Nev­er met the chap, but I think he has the soul of roy­al­ty. Ac­tu­al­ly, he

    sounds Amer­ican,” said Lord Wis­sex.




    So Mer­ton Lord Wis­sex this day found him­self on an Amer­ican’s yacht off the Maine coast,

    with the Amer­ican up­set by the Briton’s cool na­ture. The Amer­ican, of course, did not know

    Mer­ton was of the peer­age. It re­al­ly wouldn’t mat­ter any­how. Mer­ton Lord Wis­sex did not

    in­tend to know the chap long.




    “Is that all the in­for­ma­tion you have about how you lost your two op­er­atives?” Mer­ton

    asked.




    “All? You’ve tak­en four pages of notes,” said Wake­field.




    “Quite so. I won­der if I might trou­ble you for a spot of tea.”




    “Of course,” said Brad­ford.




    Wake­field de­cid­ed that he hat­ed this man, and it took him a mo­ment to fig­ure out why.

    This man called Mer­ton ac­tu­al­ly was con­de­scend­ing to him. How could any­one con­de­scend

    to a Wake­field? It was for a Wake- .. field to con­de­scend.




    The tea came with one of the stew­ards.




    “You’re not hav­ing tea,” said the Briton.




    ” ‘Course I’m hav­ing tea,” said Brad­ford. “I al­ways have tea. I have the best teas in the

    world avail­able to me. Bet­ter than Britain.”




    “How nice,” said Mer­ton.




    “I take it you have known Friend long?” Wake­field asked.




    “That de­pends on what one con­sid­ers long.”




    “I con­sid­er an hour long if one has to be with some­one who is con­de­scend­ing,” said

    Brad­ford. “You know, I gave you an aw­ful lot of in­for­ma­tion. I don’t see how you can call

    it in­ad­equate.”




    “Hm­mmm,” said Mer­ton.




    “Name one ques­tion I didn’t an­swer.”




    “How were your peo­ple killed?”




    “I told you,” said Wake­field.




    “No, you didn’t. You just de­scribed in de­tail the re­sult. But we have no idea what killed

    them. Or how.”




    “Those two pho­ny sci­en­tists.”




    “Seems a bit more than a sci­en­tist would do, what?”




    “They’re not sci­en­tists,” Wake­field said. “They must be some­body’s agents.”




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly,” said Mer­ton.




    “So they did the killing.”




    “But how, Mr. Wake­field? How?”




    “Ef­fec­tive­ly, ob­vi­ous­ly. If Friend would send me^ some more op­er­atives in­stead of

    some­one so ob­vi­ous­ly not an op­er­ative, I would have those sci­en­tists fin­ished. Let me

    tell you this, Mer­ton. I ran this op­er­ation to per­fec­tion un­til this point. And I re­sent

    your com­ing in here to push pa­pers around and write re­ports.”




    “Why are you so sure I am not an op­er­ative, as you put it?”




    “Look at you. Not enough meat on you to dress a coat rack,” said Brad­ford. He liked that.

    He drank from his teacup. The tea was a bit too sweet. So sweet it burned his throat.




    “Why aren’t you drink­ing?” asked Brad­ford.




    “Be­cause it’s poi­soned. I poi­soned the whole batch.”




    “Rub­bish. I didn’t see you go any­where near the pot,” said Wake­field.




    “That’s right. You’re not sup­posed to see me go any­where near the pot be­cause if you did

    see me, old boy, you might not drink the tea, and then I would have to cut your throat. I

    pre­fer the least amount of vi­olence. Even though I would cut your throat if I had to.”




    “You couldn’t have poi­soned me and be so ca­su­al,” said Wake­field. “Now, I could do it.

    But not you. You know why, lit­tle man? Be­cause we had to res­cue you dur­ing World War I and

    World War II. That’s why. You think you’re bet­ter than ev­ery­one else but you’re not. You

    know why? I’ll tell you why. Be­cause we Wake­fields are bet­ter than ev­ery­one else, that’s

    why. And both of us can’t be.”




    The sun was set­ting ear­ly this day on the yacht. Dark­ness was com­ing to Brad­ford’s

    eyes. His fin­ger­tips felt numb. The burn­ing be­gan to tear at his throat. His stom­ach moved

    in strange ways.




    But he wasn’t go­ing to show that twerp Mer­ton that he was suf­fer­ing. He was go­ing to

    smile through the whole thing. And then an idea struck him, that last bril­liant Wake­field

    idea.




    He whis­pered to the lit­tle twerp.




    “You’ll nev­er win, you know. They beat ev­ery­one,” he said, and then he smiled.




    “Bluffs don’t suit you well, colo­nial,” said Mer­ton.




    “I know now. No­body can de­feat them. On­ly sor­ry I won’t be here to see them put you in

    your place, bloody En­glish twerp.”




    Mer­ton Lord Wis­sex watched the beefy Amer­ican ex­pire and then neat­ly emp­tied the

    teapot over­board, helped the corpse in­to a deck chair, and then washed out the teacups

    him­self. He tied the chap’s tie, walked up to the bridge of the yacht, chat­ted ami­ably with

    the cap­tain about tides, got be­hind him when the cap­tain showed him the sex­tant, broke

    cap­tain’s neck with a short karate chop, broke first mate’s neck with sim­ilar chop,

    straight­ened own tie, left bridge, de­barked Wake­field yacht, en­tered rent­ed trawler,

    re­turned to Amer­ican coast, poi­soned trawler cap­tain with laced glass of stout so there

    would be no iden­ti­fi­ca­tion, phoned Friend in­form­ing him of pos­si­ble trou­ble, then in

    board­ing room of Amer­ican hostel­ry sat down to write a long and deep let­ter to his son on

    the im­por­tance of good man­ners.




    He start­ed it five times, each time throw­ing away thefirst page. He just couldn’t

    quite get through to the boy how ut­ter­ly im­por­tant man­ners were.




    With­out man­ners, he wrote fi­nal­ly, man is a beast.




    Cham­ber­maid en­tered room, dis­cov­ered gun para­pher­na­lia and had to be re­moved. And

    was. Suf­fo­ca­tion.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    On the moun­tain road that di­vides the is­land of St. Maarten’s in the Dutch West In­dies,

    Pe­ter John, an up­right man with a small herd of cows and a farm that through his courage fed

    a large fam­ily on but two acres, could not start his car.




    He was a re­li­gious man, and he took the lit­tle set­back with joy­ful calm. These were

    things of üfe. But with­in one day, be­cause he could not start his car, a pres­ident of the

    Unit­ed States would face the most hor­ri­fy­ing de­ci­sion of his life and do what he had

    vowed no pres­ident of the Unit­ed States would ev­er have to do again.




    And be­cause Pe­ter John could not start his car, as­sas­sins would fly in­to his lit­tle

    is­land to set­tle a cen­turies-​old feud, and a com­put­er chip would con­tin­ue ad­vanc­ing

    to­ward its great­est prof­it ven­ture ev­er, even if it meant the end of the civ­ilized

    world.




    Four times Pe­ter John pressed the ac­cel­er­ator of his Ford sta­tion wag­on, and four

    times there was noth­ing. Not even a cough.




    “Bet­ty, you naughty girl, you start now, pre­cious,” Pe­ter John said to his sta­tion

    wag­on. He talked to his car the way he talked to his an­imals. No one could ev­er prove to him

    that ma­chines did not have souls.




    “The on­ly dif­fer­ence be­tween a ma­chine and an an­imal is that the ma­chine won’t kick

    you. The on­ly dif­fer­ence be­tween a ma­chine and a per­son is that a




    ma­chine will nev­er give bit­ter tongue to pain the heart. I love my Bet­ty,” Pe­ter John

    would say.




    This morn­ing Bet­ty did not love him. She would not move and she would not cough, and

    Pe­ter John got out of the sta­tion wag­on and lift­ed the hood. There was a white soapy

    sub­stance on the car­bu­re­tor. He tried to smell it. It was odor­less. He took a piece of it

    in his fin­ger­tips. It felt waxy.




    But it crum­bled. His fin­ger­tips stung a lit­tle bit, and he no­ticed that the pink pads

    turned just a shade whiter. Pe­ter John was a black man, and he felt God had made him black so

    that the sun could kiss him with­out harm. Pe­ter John did not yell of pride in his black­ness

    or hold work­shops on main­tain­ing his black­ness; he just want­ed to be black for the rest of

    his life be­cause that was what he was. And he rea­soned that if this waxy sub­stance could

    cause the pink pads of the un­der­side of his hands to turn white, then it might do the same

    thing to the rest of his body, and he did not want that.




    So he im­me­di­ate­ly phoned for an ap­point­ment with the doc­tor in Marig­ot, the French

    part of the is­land. He de­cid­ed to use his friend’s Chevro­let to drive there.




    But that too would not start, and it too had the white sub­stance in the car­bu­re­tor. And

    so did an­oth­er friend’s Peu­got.




    Pe­ter John rea­soned that if it were in the car­bu­re­tors, it might have come through the

    gas. So he opened the gas tank of Bet­ty, and there was a small ex­plo­sion of white waxy

    ma­te­ri­al that splashed all over him. The ma­te­ri­al had been com­pressed some­how in the

    gas tank, and Pe­ter John won­dered who would do such a nasty trick to such nice cars.




    He tele­phoned the bus com­pa­ny that ran through the is­land. But no one an­swered,

    strange­ly enough, and he de­cid­ed to hitch­hike. He had heard from tourists that in Amer­ica,

    hitch­hik­ing took a long time be­cause many cars would pass up peo­ple, es­pe­cial­ly black

    peo­ple. But Pe­ter John knew the peo­ple of St. Maarten’s were nicer than that. He nev­er had

    trou­ble hitch­hik­ing, and he nev­er passed up peo­ple, ei­ther.




    But this morn­ing no cars were on the road, as he walked.




    He walked past the large, sprawl­ing acres of the Puressence Lab­ora­to­ry, and there he

    saw, high on the hill, a few very tiny cars chug­ging around, spilling off a pur­ple ex­haust.

    He had nev­er seen an ex­haust like that, but even down on the road be­neath the

    lab­ora­to­ry’s high hill, he could smell its bit­ter odor. It made breath­ing hard, even at

    this great dis­tance.




    He saw cars on the road, but none of them were mov­ing. A few had popped their gas caps, and

    the white sub­stance that he thought some­one had dumped in­to his car in a prank was spilling

    out of the oth­er cars. One gas sta­tion was a mound of white wax with the pumps and the

    con­crete they had been set in­to ly­ing back on their sides.




    Pe­ter John was now flecked with lit­tle white spots where the white sub­stance had touched

    him, and the spots stung-​not great­ly but like an an­noy­ing mosquito.




    His doc­tor was a Dutch­man who had mar­ried a French­wom­an and de­cid­ed to set­tle on the

    French side of the di­vid­ed is­land. He had treat­ed Pe­ter John’s en­tire fam­ily.




    John had lost three of his eight chil­dren. He at­tribut­ed that to God’s will. But he still

    had five of the eight. He at­tribut­ed that to his doc­tor’s skill. Pe­ter John was

    gen­er­al­ly a very hap­py man. He was al­so con­sid­ered “that fool Pe­ter John” by many,

    in­clud­ing his doc­tor.




    “Ex­cuse me, doc­tor,” he said af­ter his long walk, “but a strange sub­stance at­tacked my

    car and is now at­tack­ing me.” He point­ed to the painful white spots on his rich black

    skin.




    “What did it do to your car?” the doc­tor asked.




    “One day there was gaso­line in my car, and the next there was this waxy burn­ing

    sub­stance.”




    “In the gas tank?” asked the doc­tor.




    “It burns the skin,” Pe­ter John said.




    “Yes, but did it do per­ma­nent dam­age to the en­gine?”




    “I don’t know.”




    “I will tell you why I ask. I have long ad­mired that Ford sta­tion wag­on of yours. Yes, I

    must con­fess. She has at­tract­ed me for years. What do you want for her?”




    “I came to have my skin healed.”




    “All right. Take two as­pirin and phone me if it doesn’t get bet­ter.”




    “Why two as­pirin?” asked Pe­ter John.




    “Why not two as­pirin?”




    “What good will they do me?”




    “What harm will they do you?”




    “They will not cure my skin trou­ble.”




    “If you know that, why did you come here?” said the doc­tor. He thought for a while,

    look­ing at Pe­ter John’s skin, and sud­den­ly hor­ror seized his face. His eyes widened and

    his mouth dropped open.




    “No,” he gasped.




    “What is wrong? What have you dis­cov­ered about me?”




    “Maybe if your car was at­tacked by this, oth­ers might be al­so.”




    “Some were,” Pe­ter John said. “I saw them.”




    “I hope we’re not too late,” the doc­tor said. He ran out of the of­fice, with Pe­ter John

    fol­low­ing him. He ran down a garbage-​strewn al­ley. He hopped over a fence. His knees were

    cut as he fell but he kept on run­ning.




    Fi­nal­ly, cry­ing for air, the doc­tor reached a small build­ing and threw open the doors.

    A sleek gray Peu-​got sat on the im­mac­ulate white con­crete, its tires gleam­ing black, its

    chrome pol­ished per­fect.




    The doc­tor rushed to the front seat and put a key in­to the ig­ni­tion. He saw that Pe­ter

    John had fol­lowed him.




    “It’s in God’s hands now,” said the doc­tor. “We can on­ly hope and pray it has not spread

    this far.”




    He closed his eyes, prayed, and turned the ig­ni­tion.




    There was a cough and a sput­ter and the Peu­got kicked over and the doc­tor laughed, tears

    of grat­itude com­ing to his eyes.




    “I am hap­py for you,” said Pe­ter John.




    “Would you like a ride?”




    “I would like my skin cured.”




    “Let’s try wash­ing it,” said the doc­tor. “I have some ab­so­lute­ly pure wa­ter that I

    keep for my car. You may use it on your skin, but not too much.”




    John saw the doc­tor point­ing to the back of the garage. He saw the wa­ter in plas­tic

    jars. He saw that it came from springs in France. The la­bel read: “This wa­ter ex­clu­sive for

    use with Peu­got and not to be wast­ed on eye­wash­es, etc., etc.”




    Pe­ter John poured the wa­ter over his arms. A sooth­ing re­lief came to the burn­ing

    lit­tle white spots. They even dark­ened a bit.




    “It works,” said Pe­ter John. “May I keep this pure wa­ter?”




    “For your skin?”




    “Yes.”




    “That’s aw­ful­ly ex­pen­sive stuff to use just for one’s body,” said the doc­tor. “But all

    right. Come ride with me. I will take you home. I want to see your sta­tion wag­on for my­self.

    Maybe I will not want to buy it any­more if it is bad­ly dam­aged.”




    The doc­tor took the long route home to show Pe­ter John how well a de­cent car ran. The

    route cut through the port of Pe­ter­burg, with the gi­ant oil tanks. Ev­ery­thing on the

    is­land of St. Maarten’s ran by oil, even the elec­tric gen­er­ators.




    But as they ap­proached the gi­ant oil tanks, a strange thing hap­pened. With a gi­gan­tic

    crunch­ing gur­gle, the tank tops be­gan to rise, and Pe­ter John and the doc­tor could see

    that the tops were ris­ing on a foam of the white waxy sub­stance. Tons of it, push­ing up the

    top, look­ing like frost­ing on a gi­ant birth­day cake.




    Slow­ly the lights of Pe­ter­burg dimmed. Win­dows opened as air con­di­tion­ing stopped.

    Peo­ple ran out in­tothe streets, look­ing for some­one to blame about the elec­tric­ity

    go­ing off.




    “Hur­ry,” said Pe­ter John. He was fright­ened, for it was evening, and dark­ness was

    com­ing soon to the lit­tle is­land, and there would be on­ly can­dle­light, as there had been

    a cen­tu­ry be­fore when Pe­ter John’s an­ces­tors came to the is­land as slaves, pur­chased by

    the doc­tor’s an­ces­tors.




    And then the doc­tor’s car stopped.




    The doc­tor put aside the pain in his heart and opened the hood of his dead car. He

    ex­am­ined the gas tank. The gas cap al­most popped off. What­ev­er this white stuff was, it

    at­tacked the gaso­line and changed it. That was why Pe­ter John’s car had stopped. And his

    too.




    Be­fore his eyes, the doc­tor saw what was hap­pen­ing. The grease and lu­bri­ca­tion of his

    car were mov­ing. The doc­tor blinked. It was writhing as if it were alive, and then all the

    grease and oil turned white and waxy and still. A chem­ical pro­cess was hap­pen­ing be­fore

    his eyes-​pos­si­bly a bac­te­ri­olog­ical pro­cess. What­ev­er this bac­teri­um was, it seemed

    to trav­el through the air and at­tacked all petroleum very quick­ly. And then it was

    still.




    Around them, Pe­ter John and the doc­tor saw oth­er cars rolling to a stop. Ra­dios and

    tele­vi­sion stopped. Sud­den­ly the is­land was still. A crick­et chirped in the rich green

    growth that had been drink­ing the bright Caribbean sun all day. Some­where off on a dark

    hill­side, a cow mooed.




    “This is ter­ri­ble,” the doc­tor said.




    “It’s rather beau­ti­ful,” said Pe­ter John.




    In Pe­ter­burg, an Amer­ican of­fi­cial was at the com­mu­ni­ty long-​dis­tance tele­phone

    sta­tion called Land­sra-​dio. He had pur­chased his time for a tele­phone call to the Unit­ed

    States, and he was de­scrib­ing what had hap­pened.




    “You have gas or oil any­where, and it turns to wax. Some­thing hap­pens to it. No, it’s not

    chem­ical, I don’tthink. Maybe some kind of bac­te­ria they man­ufac­ture here or

    some­thing. I don’t know. The ships in the har­bor still have their lights on. Yeah. We can get

    you all you want, but how do we get it off the is­land? Half the planes are ground­ed. Their

    fu­el tanks are wax. I don’t know what the shit is, for Christ’s sake.”




    He wait­ed by the tele­phone for the re­turn call from the States. He no­ticed that the

    re­ceiv­er was be­com­ing some­what soft in his hand. His thumbprint was on the white plas­tic

    of the re­ceiv­er. Then he re­mem­bered that plas­tic was made from a petroleum base. His shirt

    felt clam­my, and he re­mem­bered that the syn­thet­ics of the shirt were made from a petroleum

    base.




    He pulled at his shirt. In­stead of feel­ing like cloth, it felt like warm caramel.




    His call­back was al­most im­me­di­ate. Yes, his su­pe­ri­ors in the De­part­ment of

    Com­merce were in­ter­est­ed in the sub­stance, and they want­ed five tons of it.




    “Five tons?” he asked in­cred­ulous­ly. “Why do you need so much for test­ing?”




    “Well, ev­ery­body wants to test it. De­fense. Agri­cul­ture. CIA.”




    “No way. How can I get you five tons?”




    “What can you get?”




    “An oil can ML”




    “Good. We’ll fly in a plane.”




    The first plane that came for the sub­stance couldn’t take off again. The sec­ond one

    im­me­di­ate­ly cov­ered its en­gines with a fine gauze screen to pro­tect any­thing in the air

    from get­ting to its fu­el. It made the mis­take, how­ev­er, of tak­ing off in­to an in­land

    breeze. It got to 7,000 feet be­fore the en­gines stopped and the con­trols be­came mush.

    Guests at the Mul­let Bay Ho­tel stood on their ve­ran­das watch­ing. An­oth­er plane took off

    and made it out sev­en miles be­fore it dropped in­to the sea.




    Fi­nal­ly, the gov­ern­ment em­ploy­ee wrapped a whole mess of the white waxy sub­stance in

    a big tight­ly wo­ven can­vas bag so that it would not be car­ried by the wind, and went around

    to hangars at the air­port look­ing for planes that might not have been af­fect­ed.

    Twohangars in the lee of a hill, their win­dows shut tight, had such planes. The

    em­ploy­ee wait­ed un­til there was a breeze com­ing in off the ocean and then had the pi­lot

    fly right out in­to it.




    The can­vas bag of the sub­stance reached Wash­ing­ton that day, and by night­fall, the

    pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was be­ing told that civ­iliza­tion as they knew it might well

    be en­dan­gered.




    “Well,” he said with a charm­ing twin­kle, “that cer­tain­ly is a prob­lem. But then again,

    we’ve faced prob­lems like these be­fore and won. What it took was spunk, a will­ing­ness to

    work and, well, just plain faith, I guess.”




    His words brought a few gen­tle tears to the mem­bers of his cab­inet. Lumps came up in

    throats. They thought about the hard times and how peo­ple got through those sorts of times by

    hard work and faith. Most of them had got­ten to where they were by hard work and faith. They

    were from Cal­ifor­nia, and they were fa­mil­iar with deep, mean­ing­ful tra­di­tions. That was

    be­cause all theirs were fresh. None of them went be­yond a year ago June. There was noth­ing

    like Cal­ifor­nia for a fresh tra­di­tion.




    “Ex­cuse me, Mr. Pres­ident,” said the re­port­ing sci­en­tist. “You have not faced the

    ex­tinc­tion of civ­iliza­tion like this.”




    “Oh, gosh, yes, we have. That’s where you’re wrong, mis­ter. We’ve faced it be­fore and

    won.”




    There was ap­plause in the cab­inet room. The sec­re­tary of de­fense said he had nev­er

    seen a bet­ter per­for­mance. The sec­re­tary of the in­te­ri­or said he hadn’t been so

    in­spired since he saw the beau­ti­ful neat car­tons of a new pa­per com­pa­ny built where a

    for­est had once Ut­tered the land­scape.




    The pres­ident of the Unit­ed States thanked ev­ery­one.




    But the sci­en­tist was adamant.




    “I don’t think I have quite made my­self clear. This is not a bat­tle to try men’s wills. It

    is a dis­as­ter. It is an avalanche that is com­ing down on all of us.”




    “I played in an avalanche movie,” said the pres­ident. “I re­mem­ber we bid in a log cab­in.

    It was with Ve­ra Hru­ba Ral­ston. We fell in love in the cab­in and then when I got out, I

    hunt­ed down the man who caused the avalanche. Gave him a good punch in the nose and that was

    it.”




    The sec­re­tary of de­fense nod­ded. He was glad the pres­ident had ev­ery­thing un­der

    con­trol be­cause his sys­tem couldn’t stand an­oth­er shock. He was still try­ing to re­cov­er

    from what had hap­pened to him the pre­vi­ous week at an Army base.




    He was be­ing shown a weapon by some sol­diers. He liked weapons. They re­mind­ed him of

    ac­count­ing of­fices, neat and tidy.




    “Go ahead and try your weapon,” the sec­re­tary of de­fense had said. And then there was

    this aw­ful deaf­en­ing bang of a noise.




    “What in bleet hawzus name was that?”




    “That was a gun, sir,” ex­plained the colonel as­signed to es­cort him.




    “A what?”




    “A gun, sir.”




    “Well, I know what that is, but what the hell are peo­ple do­ing hunt­ing on an Army

    base?”




    “No, no. Not for hunt­ing. In­fantry­men use guns too, sir. Ri­fles. Pis­tols. Can­nons.

    Guns, sir.”




    “Oh. Well, what does the noise do?” the sec­re­tary of de­fense had asked.




    “Do? It doesn’t do any­thing.”




    “Then why do you have it?”




    “It comes when you shoot a pro­jec­tile. It is the gun­pow­der ex­plod­ing.”




    “Yes?”




    “Well, that’s it. The noise is a byprod­uct of shoot­ing a pro­jec­tile.”




    “Okay,” said the sec­re­tary of de­fense, his log­ical mind mov­ing in for the kill. “Why do

    you want to shoot pro­jec­tiles any­way? What’s the pur­pose in that?”




    “Well, sir, it’s to kill the en­emy.”




    “How do you know it’s go­ing to kill the en­emy?” 89




    “You don’t, sir,” said the colonel. “Some­times you miss.”




    “Then what you have is a waste of a pro­jec­tile, cor­rect?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “I see. Well, we’ll have to cut that out. We’re not go­ing to just waste the tax­pay­ers’

    mon­ey hurl­ing ex­pen­sive pro­jec­tiles around, not even know­ing if they’re go­ing to miss

    or not. That’s why ra­dio car­bon laser com­put­er ray sys­tems are so much bet­ter.”




    “Can an in­fantry­man car­ry one?”




    “Oh, no. It’s the size of a house and won’t be off the draw­ing boards un­til the year 2038

    at the ear­li­est. But it is bet­ter. And it doesn’t make noise. A gun, you say?”




    The sec­re­tary of de­fense had shak­en his head to get the ring­ing nois­es out, but he

    hadn’t been the same since. He was glad ev­ery­thing was un­der con­trol. He just wished that

    noisy sci­en­tist would leave the cab­inet room.




    The sci­en­tist was talk­ing. “I am say­ing that we are in dan­ger of los­ing the world’s

    petroleum sup­ply.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble,” said the sec­re­tary of de­fense. “It’s aH un­der­ground.”




    The sci­en­tist sighed. He had a IMe bot­tle with the waxy sub­stance and an­oth­er bot­tle

    that ap­peared emp­ty. A third tight­ly sealed bot­tle was filled with black oil.




    “These are anaer­obic bac­te­ria,” he said hold­ing up the ap­par­ent­ly emp­ty bot­tle.

    “Anaer­obic means they can func­tion with­out air. That is why once they are in­tro­duced in­to

    any oil sys­tem, they can go com­plete­ly through it be­cause they don’t need air to

    re­pro­duce or sur­vive. So they can con­sume the con­tents of the oil un­der the ground, once

    they’re in­tro­duced there.”




    “But who would in­tro­duce them?” asked the sec­re­tary of de­fense.




    “The air it­self, if they don’t have to trav­el far,” the sci­en­tist said. “For­tu­nate­ly,

    they seem able to be blown about for on­ly short dis­tances. The ships off the shore




    of St. Maarten’s still ap­pear to be work­ing all right, so that means the bac­te­ria were

    not blown that far out.”




    “Punch him in the nose,” said the pres­ident.




    “What, sir?”




    “I punched him in the nose and then we all lived hap­pi­ly ev­er af­ter.”




    “These are bac­te­ria, sir. You can’t punch them in the nose.”




    “If we could, we’d be a lot bet­ter off, I tell you.”




    “Yes. That would be true,” said the sci­en­tist “But we can’t.”




    “No. I guess we can’t. Those days are gone,” said the pres­ident.




    “Nev­er go near a gun when it is be­ing used,” said the sec­re­tary of de­fense, shak­ing

    his head. “Wheew, those things make nois­es just like gi­ant fire­crack­ers.”




    The sci­en­tist said des­per­ate­ly, “There is go­ing to be no oil left on the plan­et. No

    oil. No gaso­line. No plas­tics made from oil. None.”




    “Maybe it just means the end of the oil glut,” said the pres­ident.




    “No, sir,” said the sci­en­tist. “It means the end of the in­ter­nal com­bu­tion en­gine,

    which just about means the end of in­dus­try. There will be no more cars run­ning on gaso­line

    un­less some sub­sti­tute is found, which will be a lot more ex­pen­sive than we’re pay­ing

    now. Can you imag­ine ten-​dol­lar-​a-​gal­lon gaso­line? That is if this bac­teri­um doesn’t

    at­tack the syn­thet­ic fu­els al­so.”




    “Oh,” said the pres­ident. “The end of the in­dus­tri­al age.”




    “Back to the horse and plow,” said the sci­en­tist. “Maybe back to the caves.”




    “Un­less,” said the pres­ident. He was used to peo­ple warn­ing him about things. When

    some­one came to you with a warn­ing, he was in­vari­ably try­ing to sell you some­thing, some

    idea or weapon or pro­gram. Noth­ing ev­er seemed to reach his desk with­out a warn­ing

    at­tached. But this thing in the lit­tle bot­tle seemed re­al. It was not the same as the

    warn­ing he’d got­ten that morn­ing that if Amer­ica did not spend three times itsgross

    na­tion­al prod­uct on beau­ti­fy­ing the prison sys­tem, some­one was go­ing to be un­hap­py

    in Harlem and there­fore Amer­ica would end. The per­son who was go­ing to be un­hap­py in

    Harlem, of course, was the per­son who want­ed to run the $20 tril­lion prison sys­tem, with

    ev­ery sec­ond-​sto­ry man get­ting his own per­son­al psy­chi­atrist and live-​in

    mis­tress.




    That was non­sense, but this looked re­al. No mat­ter how pret­ty the movies made an­cient

    times look, his­to­ry was, in truth, a bunch of peo­ple dy­ing in their thir­ties from up­set

    stom­achs and cold weath­er and no food.




    This was a re­al cri­sis. He watched the sci­en­tist take the tops off the ap­par­ent­ly

    emp­ty bot­tle and the small vial of oil. He held the open ends of the bot­tles to­geth­er. The

    oil sud­den­ly be­came cloudy, then bub­bled and turned to wax.




    “You have just wit­nessed the rapid-​breed­ing bac­teri­um,” the sci­en­tist said. “This

    bac­teri­um con­sumes petroleum. A bot­tle dumped in­to an oil well, in min­utes would be

    re­pro­duc­ing it­self over and over, so rapid­ly that it might be on­ly hours be­fore it

    con­sumed the en­tire un­der­ground pool of oil. And it can do this be­cause it needs no air.

    It is anaer­obic.”




    “What’s the white stuff? Maybe we can sell the white stuff,” said the sec­re­tary of

    de­fense. He had come from a large in­dus­tri­al com­pa­ny and had tak­en over the na­tion’s

    de­fense.




    “The white stuff is dead bac­te­ria. Like hu­man pus, sir,” said the sci­en­tist. “You must

    un­der­stand that if I am a lit­tle vague, it is be­cause this is not my par­tic­ular field. I

    was called in as a last re­sort.”




    “Well, let’s get some­one in this par­tic­ular field,” said the pres­ident. “And let’s do it

    now.”




    “That is part of the dis­as­ter, Mr. Pres­ident. There is no one in this par­tic­ular field

    who can be reached. I wouldn’t be here if there was. But I can’t im­press on you too much the

    im­por­tance of this. With enough oil to breed on, this bac­teri­um could grow un­til it’s as

    large as the Rock­ies. It’s hor­ri­fy­ing.”




    “We can han­dle the Rock­ies. Turn them in­to a 92




    park­ing lot for Los An­ge­les,” said the sec­re­tary of the in­te­ri­or. “L.A. needs

    park­ing.”




    “Why can’t we get any sci­en­tists in that field?” asked the pres­ident. He ig­nored the

    sec­re­tary of the in­te­ri­or. He liked to ig­nore his sec­re­tary of the in­te­ri­or. He

    on­ly wished the press would al­so.




    “I found, to my hor­ror, when I tried to get some as­sis­tance that they have all gone.

    First, ev­ery ex­pert in the field was at­tract­ed to MUT, and then they were ei­ther killed or

    hired off some­where. Where, I don’t know. In essence, sir, we are fac­ing an epi­dem­ic-​a

    petroleum epi­dem­ic-​with all the doc­tors gone.”




    “You mean the en­tire oil sup­ply of the world is in dan­ger.”




    “Ex­act­ly.”




    “I think some­one has planned this thing,” said the pres­ident. “I think who­ev­er re­moved

    the ex­perts in this field made that in­vis­ible stuff there that be­comes the white stuff.

    That’s what I think.”




    “I think you may be right, sir,” said the sci­en­tist.




    So did the oth­er cab­inet mem­bers.




    “Well,” said the sec­re­tary of de­fense. “Now that we’ve got that set­tled, let’s move on

    to the next item on the agen­da.”




    “Let’s stay with this one for a while,” said the pres­ident weari­ly. Maybe his sec­re­tary

    of de­fense would re­al­ly be hap­pi­er back in pri­vate in­dus­try.




    “Where did these bac­te­ria come from in the first place?” the pres­ident asked. “Why were

    they cre­at­ed?”




    “To clean up oil spills,” said the sci­en­tist.




    “Why would any­one want to clean up oil spills?” asked the sec­re­tary of the

    in­te­ri­or.




    “To pro­tect the oceans and the sea crea­tures who live in the ocean,” the pres­ident

    said.




    “En­vi­ron­men­tal­ists,” said the sec­re­tary of in­te­ri­or. “I knew they’d cause us

    trou­ble. What has an en­vi­ron­men­tal­ist ev­er pro­duced?”




    The pres­ident sighed again. Maybe his sec­re­tary of the in­te­ri­or would be hap­pi­er

    back in pri­vate in­dus­try too. But that was for lat­er. For now was this prob­lem,and

    the pres­ident un­der­stood it bet­ter than any­one else at the ta­ble. The bac­teri­um had

    been cre­at­ed for a pur­pose. The peo­ple who might be able to stop it had al­ready been

    re­moved from help­ing. That had been part of the plan too. And now civ­iliza­tion was ready to

    get thrown back to the Bronze Age if he did not stop this evil force, who­ev­er or what­ev­er

    it was. He knew he would now have to use that one pow­er he had said he would nev­er use.




    He went to his bed­room and to the top draw­er of the bu­reau. This was what ev­ery

    out­go­ing pres­ident showed the new one. He re­mem­bered his pre­de­ces­sor open­ing the

    draw­er and telling him, “You don’t con­trol it. You can on­ly sug­gest. It won’t do

    ev­ery­thing you sug­gest.”




    “How do you know?” asked the new pres­ident.




    “You’re still alive, aren’t you?” said the old pres­ident. “And I lost the elec­tion, didn’t

    I?”




    “I’ll nev­er use it,” said the new pres­ident. And he had meant it.




    Then.




    He picked up the red tele­phone.




    The bac­teri­um had to be stopped. The peo­ple be­hind it had to be stopped. It would do no

    good to wor­ry about the sanc­ti­ty of the Con­sti­tu­tion be­cause if the bac­te­ria were

    loosed on the world, there would be no Con­sti­tu­tion. No Amer­ica. He had to use the se­cret

    agen­cy he had sworn nev­er to use.




    There was a sharp, lemo­ny voice on the oth­er end of the line.




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “Civ­iliza­tion has a prob­lem. It’s rather sud­den, but there is no one else I can turn to.

    It must be stopped.”




    “If you are talk­ing about the rapid-​breed­er bac­te­ria, we are al­ready on it,” the

    lemo­ny voice said.




    “Then you know about the miss­ing sci­en­tists at MUT and the fact that there’s no­body left

    to help us.”




    “We al­ready have peo­ple at MUT,” said the acid voice.




    “Then you must know what in the Lord’s name is be­hind this. What pos­si­ble pur­pose could

    any­one have in elim­inat­ing the world’s oil sup­plies?”




    “We don’t know that yet. But we are fair­ly cer­tain that that is the pur­pose. And what

    this per­son, who­ev­er he is, has done by re­mov­ing the oil sci­en­tists is to elim­inate the

    de­fens­es against him be­fore we ev­er had a chance to de­ploy them.”




    “How many men do you have on this?” asked the pres­ident.




    “One man. And his train­er.”




    “One man? One man? What kind of an op­er­ation are you run­ning? The world’s fac­ing

    dis­as­ter, and you’ve got one man and a train­er on it?”




    “He is a very spe­cial man,” the acid voice an­swered cool­ly.




    “Will he be enough?” asked the pres­ident weari­ly.




    “If he isn’t, then noth­ing will be.”




    “I hope so,” said the pres­ident.




    Af­ter he re­placed the tele­phone in his of­fice in­side Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New

    York, Dr. Harold Smith looked at the phone and said soft­ly, “I hope so too. I hope so

    too.”


  




  

    Chapter Six




    Chi­un watched porters car­ry­ing the four­teen lac­quered steam­er trunks out of the door

    of the suit in the Cop­ley Plaza Ho­tel. Re­mo knew he re­ferred to the porters as “cheap white

    help” even though half of them were black.




    Re­mo was glad Chi­un had the porters. If he didn’t have them, he would have tried to get

    Re­mo to move the trunks around. Or some passer­by. Re­mo had seen Chi­un di­rect­ing wom­en

    and chil­dren whom he had conned in­to car­ry­ing the great steam­er trunks of the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.




    Chi­un saw Re­mo watch­ing and used the oc­ca­sion to’ lec­ture him. “The prob­lem with

    Amer­ica is the am­ateur as­sas­sin. Nay, the prob­lem with the world. And we are liv­ing in an

    age of great de­bauch­ery, where these ser­vices are giv­en away. Ran­dom­ly giv­en away. Willy

    nil­ly giv­en away. On street cor­ners.”




    “We have a noon plane to An­guil­la,” said Re­mo. “We’re go­ing to sail to St. Maarten’s.

    Smith just made con­tact with me on that. They’re mak­ing that germ stuff on St.

    Maarten’s.”




    “De­cent com­pe­tent as­sas­sins are now be­ing af­fect­ed by this wan­ton at­ti­tude of

    give­away,” said Chi­un.




    “We’d bet­ter hur­ry,” said Re­mo. “Boston traf­fic is a mess.”




    “Years of train­ing, poof. Gone like the wind that nev­er was, and all that is left for a

    tired old man is the




    in­grat­itude of he who has ben­efit­ed from years of the old man’s wis­dom.”




    “Smit­ty asked if you’d like a lighter, more portable tape ma­chine,” said Re­mo.




    “But who cares?” said Chi­un. “Who cares that the train­ing will be­gin to suf­fer be­cause

    of bad at­ti­tudes? Who cares that the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju are, have been for ages,

    re­spon­si­ble for the food and the roofs of the whole vil­lage? Oh, no. We do not care

    any­more. What is tra­di­tion? What is re­spon­si­bil­ity? Poooffff.”




    “I told Smit­ty no,” said Re­mo. “I told him it took you a month to learn how to work the

    tape ma­chine you’ve got. I told him you didn’t like new things.”




    And then in somber fury, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju turned to his pupil and said in ma­jes­tic

    and awe­some tones, “You should have tak­en it, id­iot. Sup­pose the one I have now

    breaks?”




    In the ho­tel lob­by, a man in a three-​piece suit and a mon­ocle, with a British ac­cent

    you could pad­dle a ca­noe on, in­quired if Re­mo were per­chance a pro­fes­sor at MUT? And did

    he, per­chance, work with an Ori­en­tal? And was he, per­chance, an au­thor­ity on bac­te­ria,

    the fast-​breed­ing bac­te­ria that con­sumed oil?




    “That was yes­ter­day,” said Re­mo. “We know where your head­quar­ters is now, so we don’t

    need you any­more to find your boss. Go home and get lost.”




    “I beg your par­don.”




    “I am catch­ing a plane. I am too busy to kill you. You are go­ing to try to kill me,

    right?”




    “How im­per­ti­nent,” said the Briton.




    Four­teen steam­er trunks came out the fire ex­it in a car­avan, led by Chi­un, an

    Ori­en­tal wisp in a gold­en day robe.




    “Ah, your col­league.”




    “Hey, Chi­un, this guy wants to kill us, but we’ve got a plane to catch.”




    “An­oth­er am­ateur,” said Chi­un haugh­ti­ly.




    And then, as in no oth­er time in his life, Mer­ton Lord Wis­sex felt the sting of

    in­sult.




    “I beg your par­don. My fam­ily goes back to Hen­ry the Eighth.”




    Re­mo smiled tol­er­ant­ly. “That’s very nice.”




    “What did he say?” asked Chi­un, turn­ing back from his trunks for a mo­ment.




    “He said his was a new house,” said Re­mo.




    “New?” said Chi­un.




    “Less than a thou­sand years, right, bud­dy?” said Re­mo. He saw the tight British face turn

    pale. “Yeah, Chi­un. Less than a thou­sand years. He wants to kill us, I think.”




    “Is he get­ting paid?” said Chi­un. “Tell me, good man, are you be­ing paid?”




    “Of course,” har­rumphed Mer­ton Lord Wis­sex.




    “See, Re­mo. Even this gets paid,” said Chi­un. “Even this.” And his bony hands and long

    fin­ger­nails point­ed to the tweed vest of Mer­ton Lord Wis­sex.




    Traf­fic to the air­port was held up by a re­li­gious pro­ces­sion. Re­mo could make out the

    signs of the pa­rade: “Stop Racist Mur­der.”




    “What’s that?” he asked the driv­er.




    “A civ­il rights lead­er got killed yes­ter­day. Here. It’s in the pa­per.”




    The Blade land­ed on the back seat. Chi­un looked back to make sure the three ex­tra taxis

    for his trunks were fol­low­ing close­ly.




    Re­mo read the sto­ry and shook his head. Ap­par­ent­ly, a civ­il rights lead­er had been

    hor­ri­bly mur­dered for the “crime of want­ing to be free.”




    There were state­ments from the re­li­gious lead­ers of the com­mu­ni­ty. The arch­bish­op

    said racism must be root­ed out of the mind of Boston. A rab­bi com­pared the ha­tred that

    killed the civ­il rights work­er to the ha­tred that cre­at­ed the Holo­caust. A protes­tant

    min­is­ter called for armed pro­tec­tion of all civ­il rights work­ers.




    It seemed the civ­il rights work­er and his friend were found on Memo­ri­al Drive, man­gled.

    The civ­il rights work­er’s name was Bub­ba. Re­mo won­dered if he had seen the killer be­cause

    he was at Memo­ri­al Drive theday be­fore, just be­fore the bod­ies had been found. He

    was drop­ping off his own bod­ies at the time.




    This man, how­ev­er, was not a killer, like the two who had barged in­to Re­mo and Chain’s

    of­fice, but a per­son who had strug­gled for prison re­form, a proud black rev­olu­tion­ary

    voice chal­leng­ing the white con­science. His name was Bub­ba and Re­mo felt sor­ry that he

    had nev­er met him. He prob­ably would have liked him.




    “Why don’t we fly to St. Maarten’s di­rect­ly?” Chi­un asked.




    “Be­cause the whole is­land had been quar­an­tined. We have to sail in.”




    “Why don’t we sail all the way?”




    “We don’t have time. West­ern civ­iliza­tion may go un­der un­less we get this cleaned up

    right away.”




    “Why don’t we sail all the way?” Chi­un re­peat­ed. “On a slow boat.”




    Mer­ton Lord Wis­sex heard the hor­ri­ble news.




    “But, sir,” he said in­to the pub­lic tele­phone, “I know I can put them away. You don’t

    want them.”




    “You have de­scribed two peo­ple whom I wish to em­ploy. What is the prob­lem?” Friend

    asked.




    “If they are dead, they are no prob­lem, sir.”




    “And if they are em­ployed by me, they are an as­set.”




    “Do you know you can trust them?” asked Lord Wis­sex.




    “We will find out, won’t we?” said Friend.




    So with great bit­ter­ness in his craw, Lord Wis­sex rushed to the air­port, where he

    fol­lowed the pa­rade of four­teen lac­quered steam­er trunks un­til he found Re­mo and

    Chi­un.




    He ap­proached the old Ori­en­tal. The Ori­en­tal seemed a bit more po­lite.




    “Sir, may I speak to you about em­ploy­ment?” said Lord Wis­sex.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly. You’re hired,” said the Ori­en­tal. “Talk to Re­mo about salary.”




    “No, sir. You mis­un­der­stand. My em­ploy­er wish­es to hire you, sir,” said Lord

    Wis­sex.




    “And he is?” asked Chi­un.




    “I call him Friend.”




    “We don’t work for friends,” said Chi­un. “We are pro­fes­sion­al. Are you sure you wouldn’t

    care to work for us, car­ry­ing things, tak­ing care of our clothes? The thing I like most

    about you Britons is that you know your place.”




    Rag­ing ha­tred filled the mar­row of Lord Wis­sex. Words did not move up through the

    throat. Even the blood felt still and hot in his body.




    “Yes, I would love to but­tle for you, sir,” said Lord Wis­sex. Those were the words that

    fi­nal­ly came out of his mouth. He smiled. Once, as a boy, his foot had got­ten caught in a

    trap on his fa­ther’s es­tate. The teeth of the trap had bit­ten to the bone. But that trap

    hurt far less than the smile he pushed out on­to his face at this mo­ment as he said he would

    love to serve the Ori­en­tal.




    “I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and this is my pupil, Re­mo. Re­mo, come here. We have a

    re­al British ser­vant. They are so good. Not as good as Per­sian but the best whites in the

    world.”




    On the plane, Lord Wis­sex in­sist­ed he serve the tea to his new mas­ters. He would not

    al­low the stew­ardess­es to do it. They lacked prop­er re­spect.




    “See,” said Chi­un. “The British know.”




    Re­mo still had his copy of The Blade. He turned to the front page. There was a big

    ar­ti­cle about the pub­lish­er, Brad­ford Wake­field III, hav­ing died of a heart at­tack in a

    mys­tery death. His boat had been found float­ing off the coast of Maine, with Mr. Wake­field

    dead of a heart at­tack and his crew al­so dead. The crew’s deaths ap­peared to have been from

    nat­ural caus­es, too, be­cause it looked as if they had fall­en and hit them­selves.




    Lord Wis­sex had a very big sub­servient smile on his face as he served first Chi­un, then

    Re­mo, the tea. It was a spe­cial blend, he said. Chi­un sniffed the waft­ing aro­ma. Then he

    nod­ded.




    “Very good,” he said.




    Re­mo was in­ter­est­ed in The Blade’s ar­ti­cle. It was sketchy, but from the coro­ner’s

    state­ments, Re­mo thought he had spot­ted some­thing.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said, “look at this. Don’t these sound like some of our blows? You

    know, when it looks like the per­son just fell down and cracked cru­cial bones. Here. Read what

    the coro­ner says about the frac­ture of the neck bones.”




    Chi­un glanced at the news­pa­per. Re­mo point­ed to the para­graph he want­ed Chi­un to

    read.




    “What is that?”




    “That’s a news­pa­per re­port. Some­thing strange in it about the blows killing the sea

    cap­tain and his first mate. Some­one else was killed in such a way to make it look like a

    heart at­tack. I’m sure of it.”




    “How can you be sure of any­thing from read­ing?” Chi­un asked. “One gets beau­ty from

    read­ing, not in­for­ma­tion. I won’t look at it.”




    Re­mo lift­ed the tea to his lips. Lord Wis­sex smiled, rub­bing his hands. Re­mo put down

    the cup.




    “I don’t know,” he said. “In a news­pa­per you can get in­for­ma­tion.”




    “Is there some­thing wrong with your tea, Mas­ter?” said Lord Wis­sex. wrong.”




    “What?” said Re­mo, look­ing up. “No. Noth­ing




    “Then why don’t you drink it?”




    “I will. I’m just in­ter­est­ed in some­thing,” said Re­mo and, turn­ing to Chi­un, he

    showed how the neck of the cap­tain was re­port­ed to have been shat­tered.




    “A vari­ation,” Chi­un said. “Karate, ju­do. A vari­ation. Who knows what it might be? It

    might be any of that junk they teach now to chil­dren all over your stupid coun­try. An

    in­fe­ri­or blow, nev­er­the­less.”




    “Sure. But for some­one with­out Sinan­ju, it makes you think. I mean, some­one must have

    got­ten on board and got­ten off quick­ly. And this guy Wake­field owned a news­pa­per. I was

    sup­posed to get some kind of word on get­ting hired from a news­pa­per. There­fore …”




    “There­fore you are do­ing work you shouldn’t. A prop­er as­sas­sin elim­inates the threats

    to good gov­ern­ment, as­sures the throne, es­tab­lish­es the peace of a true re­gen­cy in his

    land. There is noth­ing bet­ter for a peo­ple than a good king as­sured his throne by his

    pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sin. A pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sin is not a po­lice­man. A puz­zle

    solver. A wor­ri­er about such peo­ple as this Brad­ford Wake­field.”




    “Your tea, sir,” said Lord Wis­sex. “I’ll take the tea,” said a plump wom­an across the

    aisle. She wore a straw hat with ar­ti­fi­cial cher­ries. She had rushed on at the last

    minute.




    “No,” said Lord Wis­sex. “This tea is a spe­cial blend for my mas­ters.”




    “Well, if it’s be­ing served on board, I should have a right to it too. I don’t think it’s

    fair,” said the wom­an with the straw hat.




    “Give her the tea,” said Re­mo. “It smells fun­ny any­how.”




    “It’s for you, sir,” said Lord Wis­sex. “I made it just for you.”




    “All right,” said Re­mo. He took the cup and drank it down in one draught.




    Lord Wis­sex wait­ed. When the Amer­ican curled up in agony, he would at­tack the old

    Ori­en­tal. He did not care about the dif­fi­cul­ty in get­ting off the plane. He did not care

    about the or­ders from Friend. He had nev­er been so hu­mil­iat­ed by any­one, and on­ly the

    death of these two would make up for the shame burn­ing in­side his Bri­tan­nic bo­som.




    And so Lord Wis­sex, who had re­stored his fam­ily for­tune by ser­vice to Friend, wait­ed

    to watch the Amer­ican die, pre­pared to watch his grov­el in the aisle of the plane, at which

    time Lord Wis­sex would lean over to pre­tend to help him and in the con­fu­sion put a death

    blow in­to the throat of the old Ori­en­tal.




    Then, of course, he could tell Friend that they had at­tacked him first and it was pure­ly

    self-​de­fense. The Amer­ican re­turned the emp­ty cup. The Ameri-102




    can looked to the Ori­en­tal. The Amer­ican said some­thing to the Ori­en­tal. Then he

    smiled at Lord Wis­sex.




    “Are you feel­ing all right, sir?” asked the but­ler.




    “Sure,” said Re­mo.




    “Oh,” said Lord Wis­sex.




    “There is some­thing wrong,” said the Ori­en­tal.




    “What?” said Lord Wis­sex. They know, he thought. And now they will kill me.




    “You didn’t bow. How can you serve tea with­out the prop­er bow?”




    “I will re­mem­ber that, sir,” said Wis­sex.




    “They usu­al­ly can bow quite well,” Chi­un said to Re­mo.




    Wis­sex re­turned to his seat. He thought of burn­ing them alive. He thought of catch­ing

    them while they slept, pour­ing gaso­line around wher­ev­er they slept. He thought of them

    run­ning scream­ing from their rooms, their bod­ies aflame, their skin char­ring and their

    voic­es piti­ful wails.




    And on this good thought did Lord Wis­sex man­age to over­come his rage of hu­mil­ia­tion.

    He would await the prop­er time.




    But why was the poi­son tak­ing so kmg to work?




    In An­guila, Lord Wis­sex su­per­vised the load­ing of their small sail­boat.




    “Hey mon, no­body be aHowed off that is­land,” said a dock­work­er. He was help­ing to load

    Chi­un’s trunks in the hot crys­tal sun­light of the Caribbean neigh­bor to St. Maarten’s. He

    point­ed to St. Maarten’s. “The army and navy has that is­land sealed off, mon.”




    The man had lit­tle clumps of hair hang­ing down in braid­ed ropes. He was a Rasta­far­ian

    and he be­lieved that Haile Se­lassie, the dead em­per­or of Ethiopia, was God and that

    mar­ijua­na was a ben­efi­cial re­li­gious ex­pe­ri­ence. He worked very hard, and the sweat

    glis­tened off his body.




    “Mon, I will load for you. But I will not go with you. I lové An­guil­la and do not wish to

    leave.”




    “All these is­lands are the same,” said Re­mo. “What’s your prob­lem?”




    “St. Maarten’s is cursed,” he said.




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause they have not ac­knowl­edge Haile Se­lassie as God.”




    “God? He’s dead,” Re­mo said. “He was killed in a palace coup.”




    “You be­lieve what you read in the news­pa­pers?” laughed the Ras­ta man.




    “In­side Amer­ica,” Re­mo said. “And out­side of Boston.”




    The Ras­ta man shook his head. “The white man is through around the whole world, he is.”




    “See. Even a dock la­bor­er can make sense,” said Chi­un. “But for ser­vants, no one beats a

    white.”




    “It’s too hot to lis­ten to this non­sense,” said Re­mo.




    “That means you’re not breath­ing prop­er­ly,” said Chi­un.




    “Hold­ing my breath, it’d be too hot to lis­ten to this.”




    “I tend to agree with Mr. Re­mo,” said Lord Wis­sex, swel­ter­ing in his tweeds. He was

    still wait­ing for the Amer­ican to fall un­con­scious from the poi­son. Why didn’t that bloke

    drop? There was enough poi­son in that tea to fell a pla­toon.




    “Where did you pick up this ser­vant?” Chi­un asked Re­mo. “Talk­ing with­out be­ing spo­ken

    to. Next time, check ref­er­ences.”




    With all the trunks aboard the lit­tle sail­ing boat, and a com­mer­cial cap­tain at the

    wheel, the three set out for St. Maarten’s, in the dis­tance. Lord Wis­sex slipped a thin

    nee­dle from the lin­ing of his coat. He moved first be­hind the Amer­ican. He brought the

    nee­dle smooth­ly up to the Amer­ican’s neck. Then, with a short lung­ing jab, he drove home

    the point.




    Ex­cept the point went too far. It kept go­ing. Which was the usu­al thing for a point to do

    when your whole body was be­hind it and there was noth­ing in front of it.




    Wes­sex had nev­er seen any­one move that quick­ly. It was in­stan­ta­neous. The Amer­ican

    had been seat­ed in




    front of Lord Wis­sex, and now he was stand­ing be­hind him. Now he knew how the gi­ant

    black had been stran­gled so eas­ily and why Brad­ford Wake­field III could so eas­ily lose his

    two best killers.




    Friend had been right. Any­one who could de­stroy Wake­field’s killers had to be hired. Of

    course, as the sail­boat moved noise­less­ly to­ward St. Maarten’s, and the in­cred­ibly blue

    wa­ters churned up be­neath them, Lord Wis­sex knew that he had re­al­ized all of that too

    late.




    “And you poi­soned me too,” said Re­mo. Wis­sex felt just the light­est of touch­es on his

    neck, but he could not move his arms and bare­ly kept his bal­ance. It was as if the man had

    dis­cov­ered the ex­act nerves in his body that con­trolled his mo­tion.




    Wis­sex knew that a time like this had to come even­tu­al­ly. It was part of the busi­ness

    and some­thing he could ac­cept. And he had made plans for this. His low­er right mo­lar was a

    hol­low cap. All he had to do was push it out with his tongue and then bite down very hard.




    He pushed the tooth out, but he could not get his jaw open to crush it.




    “Why did you poi­son me?”




    “Blast you,” said Lord Wis­sex. Well, his voice worked. That was some­thing. The Amer­ican

    had al­lowed his voice to work.




    “Why did you poi­son me?”




    “Why didn’t you die?”




    “From poi­son? My body won’t ac­cept it.”




    “I didn’t see you spit it out.”




    “I didn’t. I held it in my stom­ach. Now Til spit. See? See the spit? See how the nice man

    spits? Tell the nice man ev­ery­thing,” said Re­mo, and let the gooey green slime up through

    his throat to his mouth, which launched it in­to the clear blue Caribbean. Fish popped up to

    the sur­face in the green wake of Re­mo’s spit, white bel­lies sky­ward. A lit­tle piti­ful

    wag­gle of flip­pers, and the fish were dead.




    “Who are you?” said Wis­sex through jaws that would not open.




    “I am joy and life and the spir­it of good­ness,” said Re­mo. “Now you do some talk­ing or

    I’ll feed your bel­ly to the fish and use your ster­num for a hook.”




    “That is vi­cious,” Chi­un said. “And we’ve nev­er had a but­ler be­fore. That’s no way to

    treat a but­ler.”




    “He tried to kill me.”




    “But­lers are al­ways mur­der­ing peo­ple,” said Chi­un. *’It is ex­pect­ed. But bad

    lan­guage, hos­tile lan­guage from an as­sas­sin is not. When you’re done with him, save him.

    We’ve nev­er had a but­ler be­fore.”




    “We’ll see,” Re­mo said.




    Lord Wis­sex tried to turn his head to see the two, but he couldn’t. All he could see was

    the in­cred­ibly blue wa­ters, and he heard the two ar­gue about but­ler ser­vice, with the

    younger one ac­cu­rate­ly say­ing the but­ler would al­ways be try­ing to kill them and the

    old­er one an­swer­ing that one al­ways had to ex­pect some small prob­lems with do­mes­tic

    help.




    And then the in­cred­ible pain be­gan. It came first in lit­tle notes, as he was asked his

    name, asked how his body felt, asked the col­or of his hair, and then built in a sym­pho­ny of

    hurt that Mer­ton found he could con­trol. With the giv­ing of truth, ab­so­lute and to­tal

    truth. He told things he didn’t even re­al­ize he had known.




    He told of be­ing pen­ni­less and be­ing called one day at Cas­tle Wis­sex by a man who

    un­der­stood how aw­ful it was that Wis­sex lived in a coun­try that no longer ap­pre­ci­at­ed

    and re­ward­ed courage.




    “What do you want?” Wis­sex had said.




    “I want the same ser­vices your an­ces­tor pro­vid­ed for Hen­ry the Eighth.”




    “He killed peo­ple for His Majesty.”




    “That is what I want,” the voice said.




    “No,” he said, and slammed down the re­ceiv­er of the phone.




    The next day, he re­ceived a note. It read, “I on­ly want you to do what is prop­er.”




    And on the phone lat­er that day, he asked the man, “How can this be prop­er?”




    “Most prop­er. I am an in­ter­na­tion­al cor­po­ra­tion not sub­ject to na­tion­al laws. Not

    above the law, mind you. But be­yond it. And I have a tra­di­tion of hir­ing peo­ple to

    kill.”




    “Prop­er, you say? Tra­di­tion, you say?” said Wis­sex.




    “Yes. And I want you with me as se­nior vice-​pres­ident.”




    “In charge of what?”




    “Tra­di­tion and pro­pri­ety,” the caller said.




    Wis­sex thought for a mo­ment. “You must give me your word of hon­or, sir, that ev­ery­thing

    will ul­ti­mate­ly be for the good of Great Britain, and there­fore mankind.”




    “You have it,” said the voice.




    And then Lord Wis­sex learned the man’s name. His name was Friend. He had nev­er seen

    him.




    “Oh,” came a voice from far away. “So you’re the one. Your fam­ily. Hen­ry the Eighth. What

    do you know?” It was the Amer­ican talk­ing, and he called to his com­pan­ion.




    “Hey, Lit­tle Fa­ther. This is the Wis­sex. De­scen­dant of that Wis­sex.”




    “The one who ser­viced Hen­ry the Eighth?” asked the Ori­en­tal.




    “You know of him?” asked Wis­sex.




    “Sure,” Re­mo said. “Part of my train­ing was learn­ing all the tra­di­tions of the Mas­ters

    of Sinan­ju. I re­mem­ber one of them worked for Hen­ry the Eighth.”




    “Yes,” said the Ori­en­tal. “He was called in be­cause the gra­cious Hen­ry had no one.”




    “He had my an­ces­tor,” said Lord Wis­sex.




    “Cor­rect,” said the Ori­en­tal. “Re­mo, please re­cite.”




    “And it came to pass,” said the Amer­ican, “that the less­er Wang came un­to the shores of

    Eng­land, which had at that time con­quered Wales and held Scot­land in a form of

    al­liance.




    “And the king was deeply trou­bled. En­emies abound­ed, the king­dom verged on civ­il war,

    and all hehad to de­fend him­self was his Lord Wis­sex, a man skilled on­ly at re­mov­ing

    com­pli­cat­ing chil­dren from wom­en’s bel­lies. Name­ly the king’s com­pli­cat­ing chil­dren

    from wom­en’s bel­lies. Would the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju prop­er­ly ser­vice His Bri­tan­nic

    Majesty for prop­er trib­ute? And train Wis­sex to kill grown men?




    “And the sum there was was four hun­dred of cat­tle, ten weights of gold, fifty of sil­ver,

    five ships of corn grain, a thou­sand fat fowl, three hun­dred iron blades yet to be

    fash­ioned, ten thou­sand weight bronze, thir­ty-​two fine chairs, fruit seed, twen­ty bolts of

    linen, un-​worked….”




    “Lie,” gasped Lord Wis­sex. “He was not an abor­tion­ist. My an­ces­tor was an

    as­sas­sin.”




    “You in­ter­rupt­ed the list,” said Chi­un. “We haven’t got­ten to the pear trees,

    par­tridges, gold rings, call­ing birds, milk­ing maids, and fre­nen hens. There were fre­nen

    hens.”




    “Lie. He was not an abor­tion­ist.”




    “Don’t be ashamed of your an­ces­tors, Mer­ton,” said the Ori­en­tal. “He was, af­ter all,

    on­ly En­glish.”




    “There were no pear trees,” said the Amer­ican.




    Mer­ton Lord Wis­sex felt the Amer­ican’s hands re-​leasB just a bit from the neck on that

    state­ment.




    “There were pear trees,” said Chi­un.




    “No, no,” said Re­mo. “Louis the Fif­teenth sent trees. I think they were plum trees. Hen­ry

    sent tur­tle­doves.”




    “No, we nev­er got tur­tle­doves from Hen­ry,” Chi­un said. “The British had fine pear

    trees. We nev­er had plum trees.”




    “I saw them in your vil­lage,” Re­mo said.




    “You nev­er saw plum trees in Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said.




    “I did.”




    “Didn’t,” said Chi­un. “Pear trees.”




    Wis­sex pushed the tooth up out of its slot and up to the mo­lars on the left side of his

    mouth. With his re­main­ing pow­er, he bit down on the emp­ty shell of a tooth. It cracked,

    re­leas­ing a bit­ter­sweet syrup.




    He swal­lowed. His throat be­came numb, and thenthe tips of his fin­gers felt

    far­away, and he glid­ed off in­to that sleep of sleeps.




    Re­mo felt the life go out of what was in his hand. He let the body drop.




    “They were plums,” Re­mo said. “I ate one in Sinan­ju. I re­mem­ber it. It was a lousy

    plum.”




    “Be­cause it was a pear,” said Chi­un. “You killed our but­ler.”




    “No. He took his own Ufe. It was a plum.”




    “Pear,” said Chi­un.




    The sail­boat’s skip­per was amazed at how qui­et St. Maarten’s looked with­out its oil. An

    Amer­ican gun­boat stopped the sail­boat.




    “If you en­ter, you can­not leave,” came a voice over the bull­horn.




    “I know,” the cap­tain shout­ed back.




    “Did you peo­ple throw some­thing over­board back there?” came the ques­tion from the

    gun­boat.




    The cap­tain asked his pas­sen­gers. There were on­ly two now. He didn’t see the third.




    “Did any­one throw any­thing over­board back there?” he asked.




    “I know a plum from a pear,” said the Amer­ican an­gri­ly.




    “And so do I,” said the Ori­en­tal.




    “Did you throw some­thing over­board?” asked the cap­tain again.




    “A body. He was dead,” said the Amer­ican. “Have you ev­er seen a pur­ple pear?”




    When the boat docked at St. Maarten’s, even the horse­drawn car­riages squealed in their

    axles for a lack of oil.




    “This,” Re­mo said, “is what hap­pens with­out oil.”




    “Not bad,” said Chi­un.




    “Beg your par­don,” said the sail­boat cap­tain. “You didn’t say back there that you threw a

    dead body over­board, did you?”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo.




    On St. Maarten’s, cars were stopped along­side the roads. Some of them were pushed off

    to the side. Lit­tle white waxy mush­rooms cov­ered their gas tanks.




    Re­mo stopped a well-​dressed cou­ple sit­ting in the back of a hay­cart. He and Chi­un had

    left Chi­un’s trunks on the sail­boat. Chi­un thought they might use the cart for the trunks.

    Re­mo thought they would go back for the trunks be­cause they prob­ably would be fin­ished here

    soon any­how. The is­land was small. Chi­un thought they could take the horse­drawn cart and

    use that to car­ry the trunks. Re­mo said it was too cum­ber­some. Chi­un point­ed out that it

    was not Chi­un who al­lowed the but­ler to kill him­self with poi­son. If Re­mo had not done

    that, this would have been set­tled be­cause they would have had some­one to deal with the

    trunks.




    “I’m work­ing,” Re­mo said. “If you won’t help, don’t harm.” Then he asked the cou­ple if

    they knew where the cars had first stopped work­ing on the is­land.




    “Where did the first re­ports come from?”




    “From all over,” said the hus­band.




    “From just west of Marig­ot. There’s a small hill there, and farm­ers were com­plain­ing,”

    said the wom­an. “It changed all their gaso­line to waxy use­less­ness and burned their skin

    too.”




    “We had a Porsche 911, a Mer­cedes 450SL, a Jaguar XKE, and a Chevette,” sobbed the

    hus­band.




    “A Chevette?” asked Re­mo, won­der­ing what they would need with a lit­tle, in­ex­pen­sive

    run­about, with all those ex­pen­sive cars.




    “The Chevette was the on­ly one that stayed out of the re­pair shop,” the man said.




    Re­mo and Chi­un walked to­ward Marig­ot. It amazed Re­mo how steep the hills were on the

    lit­tle is­land. They were not moun­tains, but their steep­ness gave that im­pres­sion. Cows

    roamed freely over their sides. Off in the dis­tance, some­one sang slow day-​long songs, that

    easy, al­most sleepy beat meant to go on for at least an af­ter­noon. A chameleon perched on a

    black rock, black as the rock, wink­ing at Re­mo and Chi­un.




    “We could have used the cart,” Chi­un said.




    “Do you feel the death, Lit­tle Fa­ther? Do you smell it? The dread. The death. The

    lin­ger­ing, omi­nous feel­ing?”




    “No,” said Chi­un.




    “Nei­ther do I,” said Re­mo. “And I won­der why. Be­fore I be­came Sinan­ju, I would en­ter

    al­leys or dark places and feel that, but now I don’t. Maybe I’ll feel a pres­ence. I’ll feel

    death but there are no drum rolls of fear. And I don’t know why.”




    “When you were a child, you felt like a child, with much fear, for that is how chil­dren

    pro­tect them­selves. By fear­ing and hid­ing. And this is prop­er. So when a per­son is grown

    but poor­ly trained, when he fails to be one with his body and his essence, then a gap in the

    per­son­hood is cre­at­ed. An un­know­ing of life and death and of one’s abil­ity to use his

    body waits to be filled. And who fills it but the child who knew fear as its on­ly

    de­fense?”




    “So I have been trained away from fear?” Re­mo said.




    “You have been trained away from those emp­ty spaces. The fear will al­ways be there. The

    child is the first and the last of all of us. It is said that at the mo­ment of death, ev­ery

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju will hear his own child­hood say good-​bye to him.” -




    Re­mo knew enough not to tell Chi­un that he thought that was beau­ti­ful. For that would

    have shown he did not un­der­stand. For in prop­er train­ing, things were not beau­ti­ful, they

    were right. They were prop­er. Beau­ti­ful meant ex­cep­tion­al be­yond the norm, but in

    Sinan­ju the norm it­self was ex­cep­tion­al, in full uni­ty with all the pow­ers and

    pres­ences of the uni­verse. It was not beau­ti­ful.




    “That is so,” said Re­mo sim­ply, the high­est com­pli­ment he could pay.




    They found the hill out­side Marig­ot. A small white box of a fac­to­ry stood on top. It was

    ringed by a cy­clone fence with a sign that read: PURESSENCE, INC. Un­der that ti­tle was a

    mot­to: “A Clean World for our Times.”




    There was a guard in the guard booth. The guard was not us­ing his gun be­cause it had been

    used. His mouth was closed around it, and the back of his head was imbed­ded in the ceil­ing of

    the booth. He had blown out his own brains.




    Atop the hill, a voice from a loud­speak­er shout­ed hys­ter­ical­ly, “It’s them. It’s them.

    It’s them. Quick, broth­ers. Don’t let them get you. Don’t let them get you.”




    Sud­den­ly, lit­tle pop­ping sounds of ri­fles came from atop the hill. But no bul­lets were

    be­ing fired down at them. There was no hiss, not even a flash of a muz­zle. All the ri­fle

    fire stayed in­side the build­ing.




    Re­mo and Chi­un moved quick­ly up the road, not a run but faster than a run, a smooth,

    lop­ing move­ment where the heads did not bob but just went for­ward at in­creas­ing speed up

    the moun­tain.




    As they ap­proached the white build­ing, white as if bleached by the Caribbean sun, they

    heard gig­gling in­side.




    They opened the door. Sit­ting at desks and mi­cro­scopes and com­put­er ter­mi­nals were

    twen­ty men and wom­an, all slumped for­ward, all with dark, bloody holes where the backs of

    their heads had been.




    The heads were pump­ing blood from the last lurch­es of the still-​work­ing hearts.




    “They’re com­ing, they’re com­ing,” came the voice from the loud­speak­er. And then here

    there was laugh­ter. It was not a wild laugh. It was a gig­gle.




    Be­hind a large crate, a blond beard­ed man sat gig­gling. He was miss­ing three teeth, and

    his grin ap­peared sil­ly. He nes­tled the mi­cro­phone on his kneecaps. He wore a leather

    shirt and de­sign­er jeans and a ru­by ring in his left ear-​lobe. He seemed ab­so­lute­ly

    de­light­ed that Re­mo and Chi­un were now stand­ing over him.




    “Heyyyy,” he said with a hap­py breath of voice. “Hey. Wel­come to Puressence. You’re them.

    We just got the mes­sage you might be com­ing, and we’re do­ing Plan 178-Y. That’s heavy.”




    “What’s 178-Y?” asked Re­mo.




    “I shout in­to the speak­er that you’re com­ing. That’s my first pro­gram to fol­low. I did

    that re­al­ly good. You wan­na hear?”




    And, still gig­gling, the man yelled in­to the mi­cro­phone, “They’re com­ing, they’re

    com­ing.” His voice re­ver­ber­at­ed over the loud­speak­ers in the build­ing.




    “What’s that for?” asked Re­mo.




    “Heyyyy. Good­ness and peace, ba­by.”




    “I think that was the sig­nal for your peo­ple to kill them­selves.”




    “What are you talk­ing about? No­body is go­ing to kill him­self be­cause I yell in­to a

    mi­cro­phone.”




    Re­mo took a hand­ful of the scrag­gly blond hair and lift­ed the man from the box and

    turned the grin­ning face to­ward the fac­to­ry of dead peo­ple.




    “Well?” said Re­mo.




    “Coooool,” said the man.




    “Cool?”




    “Yeah.”




    “Why?”




    “They did what they want­ed. They did their thing.”




    “You trig­gered it. That is ob­vi­ous­ly some kind of pan­ic re­sponse.”




    “That’s their prob­lem, man. Not mine. No such things as fair or un­fair.”




    “What if I break your neck?” asked Re­mo.




    “Cooooool,” said the man, and grinned the tooth-​miss­ing grin.




    “I take it you’re on drugs,” said Re­mo, drop­ping the man to the floor. He hit his head and

    grinned back up. A lit­tle flut­ter came from the up­raised feet as he popped a blue tablet

    in­to his mouth.




    “Step Two of Pro­gram One.”




    “What drug is that?” asked Re­mo.




    “I think it’s poi­son.”




    “What makes you think so?”




    ” ‘Cause I’m dy­ing.”




    The eyes closed and Re­mo sensed a still­ness in the body, the last com­plete still­ness.

    The man was dead.




    Re­mo had found a place, pos­si­bly the place where the fast-​breed­er bac­te­ria had been

    man­ufac­tured, and now there was no one left to tell how it was made.




    But how could any­one get them all to com­mit sui­cide? And why?




    Out­side, a soft purring of an en­gine made its way up the road to­ward the fac­to­ry. It

    was a car en­gine on an is­land where cars did not run.


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    “Bleem,” said the wom­an step­ping out of the back seat of a yel­low and gray car that

    looked like a cross be­tween a 1938 Ford and a Mer­cedes Benz. Sit­ting sul­len­ly be­hind the

    wheel was a burly driv­er in a busi­ness suit, his bald head shin­ing like a wrin­kled pink

    ar­tillery shell.




    The wom­an wore a white suit with in­ter­na­tion­al-​class styling and car­ried her­self

    with the firm pace of some­one with much mon­ey and about to make much more.




    Her hair was like an ebony crown to a smooth, pale face. The eyes were so blue, they could

    cut. And her smile had a lit­tle-​girl tin­kle to it.




    She was so beau­ti­ful, Re­mo half ex­pect­ed the dead in­side the plant to rise up to

    of­fer her their seats.




    “Bleem,” she said again.




    “God bless you,” said Re­mo.




    “Re­va Bleem,” she said. Her hand went out firm­ly to Re­mo’s. Re­mo shook it. She of­fered

    her hand to Chi­un. Chi­un fold­ed his hands un­der his morn­ing robe.




    “That’s rude, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    Chi­un stepped back one pace and gave Re­va Bleem an as­sas­sin’s nod.




    “I’m Re­va Bleem, pres­ident of Bleem In­ter­na­tion­al, Amer­ican Bleem, Hoyt Bil­co Bleem,

    Stan­dard Bleem, and Bleem Lim­it­ed. What hap­pened here?”




    “How come your car runs?” asked Re­mo. “Is it some spe­cial car?”




    “Yes, it’s a spe­cial car. It’s a Gay­lord. Spe­cial In­ter­est Au­tos mag­azine fea­tured

    it. Spe­cial In­ter­est Au­tos is the best car mag­azine in the world.”




    “How does it run? Gaso­line doesn’t sur­vive on this is­land.”




    “Shit,” said Re­va Bleem. “What’s go­ing on here.”




    “First of all, why does that car run?”




    “It doesn’t use gas.There are oth­er fu­els be­sides petroleum-​based fu­els. There’s Bleem

    In­ter­na­tion­al’s new syn­thet­ic. We call it Poly­pus­sides. It’s got a few kinks, but it’ll

    run a car.”




    “What are the kinks?”




    “It costs fif­teen dol­lars a gal­lon, and the ex­haust stunts hu­man growth when it gets

    in­to the at­mo­sphere. Right now, if ev­ery­body used it, our sci­en­tists es­ti­mate that

    prob­ably mankind would be re­duced to an av­er­age height of four feet, one and a half

    inch­es.”




    “That’ll be good for dwarfs,” Re­mo said.




    “No, it won’t. Dwarfs will be even small­er. You’d be able to fit one in your glove

    com­part­ment. But we’ll work these prob­lems out. Frankly, I don’t see four-​one-​and-​a-​half

    as a prob­lem any­how. Less food con­sump­tion, small­er hous­es, less drain on the world’s

    re­sources. What do you think of that?”




    “I don’t think four feet is a height peo­ple will want,” Re­mo said.




    “Then ad­ver­tis­ing will have to come up with some­thing else be­sides world good,” she

    said. “What about ‘Sex is bet­ter at four feet?’ Maybe with a jin­gle? Would you like

    that?”




    “I don’t think so,” said Re­mo. And he turned to ask Chi­un what he would think of that, but

    al­ready Chi­un was walk­ing back in­to the fac­to­ry.




    “If I can’t do it with ad­ver­tis­ing, we’re go­ing to have to make dif­fi­cult

    de­ci­sions,” she said. “We just might have to change the Poly­pus­sides ba­sic molecules to

    some­thing that won’t stunt growth. But dammit, that could cost mil­lions. Tens of

    mil­lions.”




    Re­va Bleem’s voice qua­vered. Tears rimmed the beau­ti­ful blue eyes.




    “You’ve nev­er lost a mil­lion dol­lars, have you?” she asked Re­mo.




    “No.”




    “You have to take these things as they come. But you nev­er get used to it”




    “Mon­ey on­ly means some­thing if you don’t have it,” Re­mo said.




    “What do you have?”




    “You wouldn’t un­der­stand,” Re­mo said.




    “Maybe I would.”




    “I have what I am sup­posed to be. I am more com­plete than you.”




    “That’s an­oth­er word for noth­ing,” she said.




    “I told you you wouldn’t un­der­stand,” Re­mo said.




    “Have you tried mon­ey?”




    “You should talk to my part­ner,” Re­mo said. “He’s in­to mon­ey.” And then they both

    en­tered the fac­to­ry. The driv­er re­mained be­hind in the car.




    With dis­gust in her eyes, Re­va looked around at the bod­ies. “Sure. Sure. Ex­act­ly,” she

    said. “There. That’s Ward­ley. Ward­ley has been turn­ing all these peo­ple on. Ward­ley got

    them hooked. Then Ward­ley went through de­fen­sive drills. Then Ward­ley prob­ably for­got he

    put bul­lets in their guns. Then Ward­ley for­got he poi­soned him­self.”




    “What are you, crazy?” said Re­mo. “Some­one for­gets he poi­soned him­self? Some­one

    con­vinces top sci­en­tists to kill them­selves?”




    “How did you fig­ure out they were sci­en­tists?” she asked.




    “This place. First, all those sci­en­tists van­ished from the U.S. Then you hear some­thing

    about rapid-​breed­er bac­te­ria. Then all the gas on this is­land turns to wax. I fig­ured

    that this had to be the place where they’re mak­ing the rapid breed­er.”




    “Rieht,” she said. “It’s a tax loss that went crazy. We need­ed a tax loss. That, ly­ing

    there with the sil­ly grin on his face, is my broth­er Ward­ley. Ward­ley could turn any­thing

    in­to a tax loss. Ward­ley could lose mon­ey find­ing gold; he’s an ab­so­lute ge­nius at

    los­ing mon­ey. Iguess what­ev­er I got, he was de­fi­cient in. Ward­ley took over this

    com­pa­ny to give Bleem In­ter­na­tion­al the tax loss we need­ed in Amer­ica.” “I fol­low

    that,” said Re­mo.




    “So Ward­ley de­cid­ed to hire all the sci­en­tists in this field and cre­ate a monopoly.

    Some­how he got it in his acid-​soaked head to prove me wrong about this be­ing a loss

    op­er­ation. And he did.”




    “What about the sci­en­tists he killed?” asked Re­mo. She looked shocked. “Was he killing

    peo­ple?” “Some­one was.”




    “The id­iot. I guess he fig­ured he need­ed all of them if he was go­ing to form a monopoly.

    Any­way, he got all these down here at fan­tas­tic salaries, cre­at­ing our tax loss, which was

    all right with me. Then he got them hooked on this drug he in­vent­ed, and he got them

    in­volved in play­ing his games of nev­er let­ting any­one get at you. Ward­ley played that

    when he was a kid. If ev­ery­one takes drugs, Ward­ley makes sense. But I thought he was

    harm­less, and he was giv­ing me my tax loss. Now look at this. This is aw­ful. And those

    god­damned bac­te­ria must be all over the place.” “One prob­lem with your sto­ry,” Re­mo said.

    “What’s that?” asked Re­va.




    “I know now why some­one wants to re­move all the oil from the world. It’s you, Re­va. Then

    you can sellyour Pussyjuice”




    “Poly­pus­sides,” she cor­rect­ed. “Poly­pus­sides at fif­teen dol­lars a gal­lon.” “Ex­cept

    for one thing, who­ev­er-​you-​are,” she said. “The Poly­pus­sides won’t be ready for mass

    dis­tri­bu­tion for an­oth­er ten years. Work­ing full speed right now, I can make a thou­sand

    gal­lons a day. What the hell does that mean? I spend that much mon­ey on ho­tel rooms. And in

    ten years, when I’m ready, they’re go­ing to have oth­er syn­thet­ic fu­els. So where does that

    leave me? With a lot of four-​foot peo­ple. The id­iot. The id­iot.”




    Re­va Bleem was scream­ing. She ran over to Ward­ley’s dead body and be­gan kick­ing the

    face.




    “I can’t kick that grin off. I can’t get it to stop grin­ning at me,” screamed Re­va.




    “Hold on,” Re­mo said. “Hold on.” He grasped her shoul­ders and mas­saged up to her neck

    un­til she was calm. The blue eyes still burned with fire, though. There was a beau­ty to her

    anger, Re­mo thought. And that beau­ty was strength.




    And, yes, Re­mo ad­mit­ted, it was un­set­tling to see a grin on a corpse. He want­ed to

    re­move the grin al­so.




    “Ward­ley has ru­ined ev­ery­thing I’ve ev­er had. Ev­ery­thing. And now he’s killed these

    men. He’s killed oth­ers, you tell me. And all I want­ed was a tax loss.”




    Re­va Bleem’s shoul­ders slumped; her face fell, re­veal­ing great, great sad­ness; and she

    sobbed. Re­mo felt her move in­to his arms.




    “We were a poor fam­ily. I had to work since I was nine years old. And I thought fi­nal­ly I

    had enough mon­ey for all of us. And now, this. This. And he’s killed peo­ple too. What am I

    go­ing to do?”




    “I’m not a busi­ness­man,” said Re­mo. “But I would say these bod­ies have to be buried. The

    fam­ilies have to be no­ti­fied. The po­lice have to be no­ti­fied.”




    “Is that what you would do?”




    “No,” said Re­mo. “I’d just leave.”




    “Can I do that?”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. “If you show me where all the fast-​breed­ing bac­te­ria are.”




    “They’ve got to be here. Ev­ery­thing is in this one fac­to­ry. He wasn’t sup­posed to get

    this stuff done for ten years. It’s the first thing Ward­ley ev­er did ahead of sched­ule. He

    usu­al­ly can’t mail a let­ter.”




    “Are you sure all of it is here?” Re­mo asked.




    “Oh,” said Re­va. “Oh, no. Don’t tell me.”




    Pulling Re­mo be­hind her, she ran in­to the of­fice sec­tion of the com­plex and looked

    around for a com­put­er ter­mi­nal.Chi­un had fol­lowed them. One of the tele­phones was

    ring­ing and Re­va an­swered it.




    “For you,” she said, hand­ing the phone to Chi­un.




    Chi­un took the tele­phone and Re­mo said, “Who would know you’re here?”




    “Pos­si­bly some­one with taste,” Chi­un said.




    Re­va went to the ter­mi­nal and be­gan op­er­at­ing the com­put­er. She typed in

    ques­tions, and the com­put­er an­swered them. Re­mo tried to fol­low the ter­mi­nal ac­tion

    and Chi­un’s con­ver­sa­tion at the same time. Re­va’s head kept shak­ing, leav­ing the

    beau­ti­ful black hair with tremors at the ends, as her lips pursed and she kept mum­bling,

    “The id­iot.”




    Chi­un kept say­ing, “Yes. Quite so. Quite so. You seem to un­der­stand, Your High­ness. You

    seem to un­der­stand. Quite so. Quite so.”




    And then af­ter al­most two min­utes of “Quite so,” Chi­un said, “Can you phone back again?

    In a few min­utes. Yes, gra­cious one.”




    “Is that Smit­ty?” Re­mo asked, whis­per­ing low enough so Re­va’s ears could not pick up

    the ques­tion.




    “No,” said Chi­un.




    “I was won­der­ing how he would have found out we were here.”




    “He didn’t and we were for­tu­nate,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo glanced back at Re­va. Her head was still shak­ing, and she kept mut­ter­ing, “The

    id­iot.”




    “Re­mo,” whis­pered Chi­un, “we have just re­ceived an of­fer from one who must be

    roy­al­ty, for he made us an of­fer we can­not refuse. Now I must in­sist we stop squan­der­ing

    the tal­ent of Sinan­ju on a man who re­fus­es to be­come em­per­or of your back­ward coun­try.

    I must in­sist we leave that lu­natic Smith to his in­san­ity and take the one of­fer that

    un­der­stands the ba­sic needs of an as­sas­sin.”




    “I’ve got to fin­ish this job,” Re­mo said.




    “Do you know what he has of­fered us?”




    “No,” Re­mo said. “You talked to him, not me.”




    “What do you want?” asked Chi­un.




    “Come on, what’s the of­fer?”




    “That is the of­fer. What­ev­er we want. Gold, oil, com­pa­nies, gems, hors­es, land. An

    of­fer from a king. A true king mak­ing an of­fer to a true as­sas­sin.”




    “I want to fin­ish what we’re in.”




    “But what do you want, Re­mo?”




    “I don’t know,” said Re­mo hon­est­ly. “I don’t know, and I haven’t known for years, and I

    don’t think I’m go­ing to know. I used to think I want­ed Sinan­ju. And then when I had it,

    when I re­al­ly had it and grew in it, it was just there. I used to think I want­ed to help my

    coun­try, and I guess I still do. But I don’t know.”




    “So af­ter this as­sign­ment, we can say yes?” asked Chi­un.




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said.




    “I am say­ing yes.”




    The phone rang, and Re­mo heard Chi­un giv­ing the shop­ping list of Sinan­ju de­mands, all

    to be de­liv­ered to the lit­tle North Ko­re­an vil­lage on the West Ko­rea bay. It was where

    Smith de­liv­ered Chi­un’s ship­ment of gold ev­ery year.




    Chi­un had al­ways said the gold was “enough, but not a joy.”




    Now Re­mo could see joy on the face of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Chi­un lapsed in­to

    Ko­re­an. Ob­vi­ous­ly the oth­er per­son knew Ko­re­an. Then there was me­dieval French.

    Chi­un knew that from the tales of the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju who had served Frank­ish kings. And

    then a sin­gu­lar look of wor­ry came over the parched, frail face of Chi­un.




    “Just a mo­ment,” he said and turned to Re­mo.




    “Re­mo,” he whis­pered. “This no­ble, be­nign re­gent has of­fered to dou­ble our trib­ute

    if we agree to serve him now.”




    “No,” said Re­mo, watch­ing Re­va punch some­thing in­to the com­put­er.




    “You can’t say no. It is dou­ble ev­ery­thing we want.”




    “You can’t dou­ble ev­ery­thing,” Re­mo said. “If you have ev­ery­thing you want, dou­bling

    it won’t im­prove it.”




    “Teach phi­los­ophy to a white and this is what you get,” said Chi­un, his voice crack­ing

    in a squeak. He went back to the phone, and in a few mo­ments he re­turned with an

    ul­ti­ma­tum.




    “If you do not ac­cept this now with me, we are through. This di­vine per­fec­tion of an

    em­per­or has just of­fered triple what I de­mand­ed. It will be the largest pay­ment ev­er

    brought in tri­umph to Sinan­ju since the Great Wang was Mas­ter.”




    “I’ve seen Sinan­ju,” Re­mo said. “You just store most of that junk, or the vil­lagers steal

    it when you’re not there. And no one goes hun­gry lüce in the old days if you don’t bring back

    trib­ute. So what triple are we talk­ing about?”




    “My feel­ings are what we are talk­ing about. My pride is what we are talk­ing about. Your

    pride. Our Sinan­ju,” hissed Chi­un.




    “This is the first time you ev­er said it was our Sinan­ju. I mean, I was al­ways this white

    foundling that you so gra­cious­ly poured all this wis­dom in­to, this pale piece of pig’s ear

    from which you could nev­er get re­spect and grat­itude.”




    “Now you can do it,” Chi­un said.




    “Af­ter,” said Re­mo. “Maybe,” he added.




    “I can­not tell this em­per­or no. Not af­ter what he has of­fered,” Chi­un said.




    “Then don’t tell him no.”




    Re­mo saw Chi­un straight­en him­self in dig­ni­ty and give a lit­tle po­lite bow to the

    phone.




    “Your most gra­cious Majesty,” said Chi­un, “I can­not ac­cept your of­fer at the mo­ment. I

    will do that. I will ask him. What­ev­er he want­ed you will pro­vide. I heard that, Your

    Majesty. What then do you wish to be called if not ‘Your Majesty?’ Yes. I will do that,

    al­though I will al­ways con­sid­er you roy­al. Yes. Good­bye, Friend.”




    “Was that Friend?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yes,” Chi­un said. “You know him?”




    “He was that En­glish twerp’s boss. He’s the guy we were look­ing for. He’s the one be­hind

    all this.”




    “Ru­mors,” Chi­un said. “Just ru­mors. He is the most trea­sured of rulers.”




    Re­va jumped from the com­put­er ter­mi­nal. “Damn.




    Do you know what he’s done? Do you know what Ward­ley has done?”




    “I don’t know him. I just got here for his death,” Re­mo said.




    “He’s al­ready shipped a con­sign­ment of the rapid-​breed­er bac­te­ria. If it gets loose,

    it can wipe out the world’s oil re­serves.”




    “We’ve got to stop it.”




    “Of course we do,” Re­va said. “I can’t pro­duce Poly-​pus­sides for less than a pump price

    of fif­teen dol­lars a gal­lon. I’m just not ready.”




    “And it will cre­ate a world of midgets too,” Re­mo said.




    Re­va waved a hand, dis­miss­ing that as a con­sid­er­ation.




    “That doesn’t mat­ter,” she said. “What’s worse is that my fu­el win kill half the world’s

    pop­ula­tion un­til the sur­vivors get used to breath­ing dif­fer­ent­ly. Mar­ket­ing says

    hu­man sur­vival has nev­er hurt any prod­uct, but I just can’t get it over with a

    fif­teen-​dol­lar pump price. We’ve got to stop that ship­ment.”




    “Is that the on­ly one?” Re­mo asked.




    “The com­put­er says it is.”




    “Let’s go,” Re­mo said.




    “You go your­self,” said Chi­un. “You have let me down as nev­er be­fore. I don’t know where

    I have gone wrong. I don’t know why I de­serve this, but de­serve it I must. Leave me and my

    poor pos­ses­sions to die on this is­land far away from my home, know­ing how close I came to

    the glo­ry trib­ute of Sinan­ju. Go. Don’t mind me.”




    “I’ll get you back through Smit­ty,” Re­mo said.




    “He seems up­set,” Re­va told Re­mo.




    “He is.” .




    “Are you just go­ing to leave him?”




    “I don’t need guilt from you, Ms. Bleem. Where are we go­ing, any­way?”




    “To Hami­di Ara­bia. That’s where Ward­ley sent the ship­ment.”




    Chi­un stepped clos­er and touched her arm.




    “Where in Hami­di Ara­bia?” he asked. “Sheik Ab­dul Hamid Fa­reem,” she said.




    Chi­un turned to Re­mo. “I will go with you, Re­mo.”




    “Why the change of heart?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause I have busi­ness in Hami­di Ara­bia,” Chi­un said.




    “Since when?”




    “Since the time the land was green with rivers be­fore it sur­ren­dered to the sand. It is

    an obli­ga­tion. And we, those of us who are tru­ly Sinan­ju and not just im­pos-​ters with no

    sense of tra­di­tion or hon­or or…”




    “Skip it, Chi­un,” said Re­mo.




    “We hon­or our obli­ga­tions.”




    “We have to stop in Marig­ot first,” Re­va said. “I’m not go­ing to Hami­di Ara­bia with­out

    it.”




    “How do we get there? You can’t get off this is­land.”




    “No prob­lem,” Re­va said.




    Her bul­let-​necked chauf­feur drove them in­to Marig­ot, where Re­va picked up four large

    gray met­al box­es, each about one foot high. With great care, she had them packed in

    sty­ro­foam. Re­mo heard liq­uid gur­gle in­side.




    “What is in there?”




    “Booze,” she said. “The on­ly thing you can’t buy in Hami­di Ara­bia.”




    “Come on, with their mon­ey, they must smug­gle some in.”




    “Yes. Or­di­nary booze. But not Laz­za­roni Amaret­to. That’s the au­then­tic Amaret­to.

    Made from the old 1851 recipe.”




    “So what?” said Re­mo.




    “So I buy my cars through Spe­cial In­ter­est Au­tos and I drink Laz­za­roni Amaret­to. I

    want the best. What’s mon­ey for?”




    “I don’t know,” said Re­mo.




    “Glo­ry,” said Chi­un.




    A U.S. Navy pa­trol boat pulled up to a pier in Marig­ot, look­ing for one Ms. Re­va

    Bleem.




    “You’re un­der ar­rest,” said the com­man­der.




    “Thank you,” said Re­va. “I have three friends here with me who are al­so un­der ar­rest.”

    She point­ed to­ward her chauf­feur and Re­mo and Chi­un.




    “Cer­tain­ly,” said the com­man­der.




    And the pa­trol boat moved the four of them and Chi­un’s trunks through the Une of

    quar­an­tine ships out across the Caribbean to a large plea­sure yacht.




    “I want you to look af­ter my car,” said Re­va to the com­man­der of the pa­trol boat.




    On her yacht, Re­va ex­plained that the Navy com­man­der would re­tire soon and that his

    pen­sion was not as good as the one Re­va had of­fered him to get off the is­land.




    “Mon­ey buys ev­ery­one,” she said.




    “That’s what peo­ple think of trib­ute,” Re­mo said to Chi­un.




    “That’s not what I think of trib­ute,” Chi­un said.




    The yacht sped them to An­guil­la, where there was a Bleem jet ready for take­off. The jet

    ran on Poly­pus-​sides, Re­va ex­plained, but al­ready a few me­chan­ics had passed out, and

    doc­tors said they might nev­er walk again be­cause their ner­vous sys­tems had been ru­ined by

    some form of dead­ly gas.




    “See,” Re­va said. “It’s the ex­haust emis­sions from burn­ing Poly­pus­sides. It’s not

    ready for sale yet. Now you know why we have to stop that bac­teri­um.”


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    Re­mo walked up the steps of the pri­vate twen­ty-​seater jet, with Chi­un and Re­va Bleem

    fol­low­ing him. Os­car, the chauf­feur, was su­per­vis­ing the load­ing of Chi­un’s trunks and

    Re­va’s pack­aged liquors in­to the hold of the plane.




    As Re­mo stopped just in­side the door­way at the head of the ramp, he felt Chi­un

    sud­den­ly brush by him, the breeze of his robe waft­ing past Re­mo’s face. He knew where

    Chi­un was go­ing-​to the seat he al­ways took on planes, on the left-​hand side, di­rect­ly

    over the wing.




    He saw Chi­un walk down the aisle be­tween the emp­ty seats and could al­most feel him

    chuck­ling at get­ting his fa­vorite seat. And just be­cause it an­noyed him, Re­mo dove across

    the rows of seats on the left-​hand side of the plane, like a swim­mer mak­ing a rac­ing start

    in­to an Olympic pool. Down three rows he skid­ded, then dug in with the toe of his foot

    against the back of one of the seats and pushed for­ward again. He turned his body in the air

    and wound up sit­ting in the seat over the wing.




    He looked up the aisle at Chi­un, who was walk­ing to­ward him, but with­out a hint of

    ex­pres­sion, the Ori­en­tal sat in a seat on the right side of the plane. Re­va Bleem still

    stood in the door­way, look­ing at both of them. Re­mo heard Chi­un chor­tle, “Heh, heh.”




    “Some­thing fun­ny, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked smug­ly. He knew how an­noyed Chi­un must be that

    Re­mo had his seat.




    “Heh, heh, heh.”




    “What is worth three heh’s?” Re­mo asked. “I was just think­ing of how pre­dictably fool­ish

    you are,” Chi­un said. “You thought I want­ed that seat, and so you plop your big fat white

    body down the plane like a fly­ing squir­rel to try to de­prive me of it. But I knew you would

    do that. And I laugh be­cause I did not want that seat. In air­craft like this one, I like this

    seat. I like to be on this side of the plane. Now, don’t you feel like an im­be­cile, Re­mo?

    Aren’t you even a lit­tle bit an­noyed that I find you such a cause for amuse­ment? Heh, heh,

    heh. Who would want to sit on that side of the plane?” Re­mo saw the old Ori­en­tal’s eyes on

    him, lit­tle laugh Un­es wrin­kled in the cor­ners as he chuck­led.




    “Heh, heh, heh.”




    “Good,” Re­mo said. “I’m glad you got the seat you want be­cause this is the one I

    want.”




    “It is yours, Re­mo. Take root in it. I have the seat I want,” Chi­un said.




    Os­car, the chauf­feur, came up the gang­plank of the plane and went for­ward in­to the

    pi­lot’s cab­in. The door closed be­hind Re­va Bleem, and al­most in­stant­ly the jet be­gan

    taxi­ing away from the hangar.




    Re­mo want­ed to be alone with his thoughts, but a few mo­ments af­ter the plane lift­ed

    off, he was alone with Re­va Bleem.




    “Do you two al­ways ar­gue over air­plane seats?” she asked as she sat next to Re­mo.




    “No. Seat­ing’s not im­por­tant. Not to me any­way.”




    “Nor to me,” Chi­un called out from across the aisle. “I don’t care where any­one sits as

    long as it is not here in my fa­vorite seat. This is my fa­vorite seat I love it here.”




    “Why don’t you let the old gen­tle­man have his seat with­out all this bick­er­ing?” Re­va

    asked Re­mo.




    “Shut up, will you?” Re­mo said. “Next thing, he’ll have you run­ning er­rands for him.” He

    half rose in his




    seat, watch­ing Chi­un from the com­er of his eye. He just did not trust the old Ko­re­an.

    But Chi­un’s eyes were look­ing away from him, out the win­dow, care­ful­ly watch­ing the wing

    of the plane for any in­cip­ient signs of stress or frac­ture.




    Re­mo pursed his lips in an­noy­ance, then brushed past Re­va Bleem and walked to the front

    of the plane and slid in­to a seat there. With­in mo­ments, Re­va was sit­ting next to him.




    “Where are you from?” she asked. “I don’t know a thing about you.”




    “Ev­ery­where and nowhere,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s not much of an an­swer,” she said.




    Re­mo got up and brushed by her to sit on the oth­er side of the plane. Re­va fol­lowed

    him.




    “Are you try­ing to avoid me?” she said.




    “What gave you that idea?” Re­mo said. He moved again and she fol­lowed.




    “Will you two cat­tle stop stomp­ing around this craft?” Chi­un snapped. The voice came from

    the left side of the plane, and when Re­mo looked back, Chi­un was sit­ting in Re­mo’s seat

    over the left wing. He smiled at Re­mo be­fore go­ing back to in­spect­ing the wing.




    An­noyed, Re­mo slumped against the win­dow. Re­va Bleem pressed her bo­som against his left

    up­per arm as she leaned to­ward him.




    “Why are you be­ing so un­pleas­ant?” she asked.




    Re­mo moved away from her breast. “Un­pleas­ant? Who’s un­pleas­ant, god­dammit?” Re­mo

    said. “All right. I’m un­pleas­ant.” He low­ered his voice to a whis­per. “I’ve got to find

    this stupid bac­teri­um, and that’s all your fault, you and your damned tax loss, and what the

    hell am I go­ing to do with it when I find it? Punch it? And I’ve got him on the snot back

    there be­cause he wants to go to work for some­body else and he’s get­ting so he can’t tell the

    dif­fer­ence be­tween a plum and a pear.”




    “Can too,” Chi­un called out. “It was a pear.”




    “How long have you two been to­geth­er?” Re­va said, press­ing her breast against Re­mo

    again.




    “A hun­dred years,” Re­mo whis­pered back.




    “Two hun­dred,” called out Chi­un. “It seems like on­ly a hun­dred to him be­cause he has

    en­joyed it so. And he re­pays those two cen­turies of plea­sure with treach­ery and de­nial of

    a poor man’s on­ly wish.”




    “See?” Re­mo said. “On the snot. Be­cause I won’t go to work for some guy who’s prob­ably

    promised him Bar­bra Streisand, a new Be­ta­max, and forty dol­lars worth of junk

    jew­el­ry.”




    “Who would you rather work for?” Re­va asked.




    She was pump­ing. Re­mo knew, but be­fore he could an­swer, Chi­un called out again. “He

    would rather work for oth­er in­grates like him­self and for em­per­ors who do not know what

    em­per­ors are sup­posed to do or even how to be em­per­ors. He wants to de­fend his

    Con­sti­tu­tion. I ask you, can the poor peo­ple of my vil­lage eat a de­fend­ed

    Con­sti­tu­tion?”




    “Those lowlifes could eat rocks, as long as they didn’t have to work for them,” Re­mo said.

    He turned back to Re­va and said, “His poor vil­lage has a high­er stan­dard of liv­ing than

    West­port, Con­necti­cut. In­grates.”




    “Your re­spon­si­bil­ity,” Chi­un said.




    “No, your re­spon­si­bil­ity,” Re­mo said. “Nev­er mine.”




    “How like a white man,” Chi­un said. “All the char­ac­ter of a peeled boiled pota­to.”




    Re­mo snort­ed and turned back to the win­dow.




    “I guess you don’t feel much like talk­ing,” Re­va said.




    Re­mo snort­ed again.




    “Go ahead and talk,” Chi­un called out. “I’ve got this good seat and I’ll watch the wing.

    Heh, heh, heh.”




    The plane land­ed on a nar­row sliv­er of con­crete that Re­mo sup­posed had been de­signed

    for an Arab air force be­cause it stretched for ten miles in ei­ther di­rec­tion, mak­ing safe

    al­lowances for pi­lot er­ror of up to 6,000 per­cent.




    When he got off the plane, Re­mo saw noth­ing in all di­rec­tions but sand, and a nar­row

    new road head­ing out over a hill. A Rolls Royce wait­ed on the road.




    Re­mo wait­ed un­til Chi­un joined him at the head of the plane’s steps. “So this is it,

    Chi­un, huh? Your great Hami­di Fa­ree­mi Aree­bi tra­di­tion, or what­ev­er the hell you call

    it? An­oth­er name for freak­ing sand.”




    “There can be tra­di­tion in a desert of sand as well as in a city of build­ings and

    peo­ple. There can be no tra­di­tion on­ly in the heads of mon­grels who re­mem­ber no past and

    there­fore have no fu­ture,” Chi­un said.




    “You mean me by that, I guess,” Re­mo said.




    “Do not talk to me, Re­mo. I am ig­nor­ing you from now on,” Chi­un said.




    “Come on,” said Re­va Bleem. “That’s our car.”




    Walk­ing to­ward the big sedan, Re­mo had a chance to look over Os­car, Re­va’s driv­er, for

    the first time. He was a tall, husky man with a smooth bald head that dis­ap­peared in­to

    rip­ples of neck mus­cles. His face was ac­ne erupt­ed and scar pit­ted. He held open the rear

    seat door for Re­va. Re­mo start­ed to get in af­ter her, but Chi­un brushed by him on­to the

    wide seat.




    “Move over,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un asked Re­va, “This per­son with the lumpy face is your ser­vant?”




    “He’s my chauf­feur.”




    “Re­mo, ride in the front with the oth­er ser­vant,” Chi­un said. He turned back to Re­va.

    “We had a ser­vant once-​a British but­ler. But Re­mo killed him for no rea­son at all.”




    “You know, Chi­un, I love you when you’re like this,” Re­mo said.




    “Sit in front,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo wait­ed in front while Os­car went back on­to the plane to car­ry back Re­va Bleem’s

    four liquor box­es, which he put in­to the trunk of the Rolls.




    “And my trunks?” Chi­un asked the driv­er.




    “They will fol­low us by truck when it ar­rives,” Os­car said.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “It will be on your head if they do not,” he said.




    The heavy car moved off slow­ly and in­ex­orably, like a rub­ber ball start­ing down a

    gen­tly sloped hill. Be­fore long, it was hum­ming along the ab­so­lute­ly lev­el road at 90

    miles an hour.




    “Where are we go­ing?” Re­mo asked, turn­ing to­ward the back seat.




    ‘To see the sheik.”




    “Which one?”




    “Sheik Ab­dul Hamid Fa­reem,” Re­va said, which didn’t re­al­ly tell Re­mo mu­cL All their

    names sound­ed alike, and they all looked alike, and in a band they at­tacked Amer­ica as

    blood­thirsty im­pe­ri­al­ists while cut­ting the hands off any­body who stole a loaf of bread

    be­cause he didn’t have the good for­tune to own an oil well.




    “I can’t wait,” Re­mo said.




    “That is the first in­tel­li­gent thing you have said since we left that is­land of white

    wax,” Chi­un said.




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause the Hami­di fam­ily have been roy­al­ty in this part of the world for cen­turies.

    No­ble, en­light­ened, loved-​by-​all roy­al­ty.”




    “That means they hired one of your an­ces­tors and paid their bill,” Re­mo said.




    “That means they are tru­ly no­ble, Re­mo. You would not un­der­stand it.” He point­ed out

    the right win­dow in­to the dis­tance, and Re­mo turned to see what he was point­ing out.




    “There is their cap­ital city of Nehmad,” Chi­un said. “Right where the scrolls of his­to­ry

    said it would be.” He closed his eyes and re­cit­ed from mem­ory. “A mar­velous clean city of

    tow­ered para­pets and minarets, with streets of tile and wall paint­ings en­crust­ed with

    pre­cious stones.”




    “There’s no minarets or para­pets” said Re­mo, who as­sumed they meant some kind of point­ed

    things on build­ings. “Look at that city. It’s a bunch of big, ug­ly, flat apart­ment

    build­ings.”




    “You can turn ev­ery­thing in­to dross,” Chi­un sniffed.




    “We’ll see when we get there just how won­der­ful these Ha­reemis are,” Re­mo said.




    “Hami­di,” Chi­un said.




    “We’re not go­ing to the city,” Re­va said.




    “Why not?”




    “The sheik Ab­dul Hamid Fa­reem lives in the desert.”




    “Why?” Re­mo asked.




    “I read about him,” she said. “He thinks Arabs were not meant to live in cities, that cities

    weak­en the blood.”




    “See, Re­mo,” said Chi­un. “That is re­spect for tra­di­tion.”




    “That is stupid,” said Re­mo. “Why live in a tent when you can live in a build­ing?”




    “Be­cause these are kings and princes and roy­al­ty,” Chi­un said heat­ed­ly.




    “And that means they should live in a tent? If an Arab prince should live in a tent as a

    mark of hon­or, then you should live in a cave. A hole in the ground in Sinan­ju. But you live

    in a house. How do you ex­plain that?”




    And be­cause it was a com­pli­ment that Re­mo had paid Chi­un, as an ex­pres­sion of his

    re­spect, Chi­un mum­bled on­ly, “I do not choose to speak of it any­more. Please, Re­mo,

    you’re giv­ing me a headache.”




    The Rolls Royce buzzed past the wall sur­round­ing the city of Nehmad, as the road widened

    and then as it shrunk again in­to two nar­row lanes out in­to the track­less, end­less

    sand.




    Re­va kept ask­ing Chi­un ques­tions. How long had he known Re­mo? Where had they met? What

    did they do to­geth­er? Who did they work for? Chi­un kept look­ing out the car win­dow and

    fi­nal­ly said, “Please, dear la­dy, do not ask me to talk about things that pain me. Just know

    that it was the worst day of my life when first I set eyes on that white thing.”




    The city was out of sight, far be­hind them, when the road be­gan a slight rise. When the

    limou­sine crest­ed, Re­mo saw a city of tents a few thou­sand yards away




    from the road, in a de­cliv­ity be­tween two long, slop­ing sand dunes. Be­hind the clus­ter

    of tents was a large oa­sis, per­haps two acres in size. Wom­en and men moved through the trees

    to­ward a cen­tral clear­ing in the green spot. Against the vast ex­panse of sand, the oa­sis

    looked like an emer­ald laid on a wrin­kle-​free sheet of brown butch­er’s pa­per.




    Os­car pulled slow­ly off the road­way, and the Rolls sank soft­ly in­to the sand. From the

    right, com­ing from the oa­sis and the tents, Re­mo saw a man lead­ing a camel. The camel was

    be­decked with a stone-​stud­ded leather sad­dle.




    As they all got out of the car, Re­va said, “Oh dear. They sent on­ly one camel.” She turned

    to­ward Re­mo and Chi­un. “When I get there, I’ll have them send back more camels for you too.

    It’s such a long walk in this heat.”




    Re­mo grunt­ed. Chi­un silent­ly fold­ed his arms.




    When the Arab lead­ing the camel drew near them, he stopped and bowed from the waist, then

    touched his waist, chest, and fore­head in the tra­di­tion­al greet­ing.




    Re­va stepped for­ward to­ward the camel. But sud­den­ly the Arab looked past her and

    re­coiled as if she were un­clean. She stopped and he point­ed past her to Chi­un, who stood

    silent­ly, hold­ing in his hand a minia­ture gold­en sword with a curved blade and a red ru­by

    in the han­dle.




    “All right,” Re­mo said to Chi­un in a hoarse whis­per. “What is that piece of crap?”




    “It is the sign of Hami­di roy­al­ty,” Chi­un said. “And nev­er again ask what I car­ry in

    my steam­er trunks.”




    A few mo­ments lat­er, Re­va and Re­mo were trudg­ing through the sand as the Arab led the

    camel, with Chi­un perched atop, back to­ward the vil­lage. Os­car re­mained be­hind by the

    Rolls Royce.




    Look­ing down the five feet to­ward the top of Re­mo’s head, Chi­un said in Ko­re­an, “You

    know, Re­mo, I have nev­er re­al­ly liked rid­ing on camels.”




    “Try walk­ing.”




    Chi­un shook his head. :’It will not do. We are tomeet a prince, and the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju must ar­rive in prop­er fash­ion.”




    “Chi­un, I’ll tell you be­fore we even get start­ed. I’m not mak­ing any deals with this

    guy, who­ev­er he is. I don’t care what he of­fers you, how much shlock jew­el­ry or fat-​faced

    wom­en. I’m here to find that bac­te­ria crap and get rid of it. Any­thing else, for­get

    it.”




    “Must you al­ways talk busi­ness?” Chi­un asked. “That is so mer­ce­nary.” His camel moved

    away from them as they neared the vil­lage.




    “I take it you’re an­noyed that he’s rid­ing and you are walk­ing,” Re­va grunt­ed to Re­mo.

    Her milk-​white skin was bead­ed with per­spi­ra­tion, and her spike-​heeled shoes seemed to

    screw them­selves in­to the loose sand with ev­ery step.




    “You might say that,” Re­mo said.




    “Why not just reach up, then, and pull him off?” Re­va said. “You’re big­ger than he

    is.”




    “That’s true,” Re­mo said. “There are a lot of things big­ger than he is. Bags of leaves.

    Pack­ing box­es. Blow-​up dolls. And most peo­ple.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand.”




    “They’ve all got just about an equal chance of get­ting him off that camel,” Re­mo said.




    “As big as you are?” she said.




    “La­dy, you don’t un­der­stand and you nev­er will. For­get it.”




    “You’re telling me that you’re not stronger than he is?”




    “I’m telling you that when he doesn’t want to be moved, he won’t be moved. Strength has

    noth­ing to do with it.”




    “Well, what does?”




    “Tra­di­tion, la­dy. Thou­sands of years of it. And you don’t know gnat’s breath about it,

    so for­get it.”




    “Now, you talk about tra­di­tion. But when he talks of it, you make fun of it.”




    Re­mo low­ered his voice to make sure that Chi­un, fifty yards ahead of them, could not hear

    him. “That’s dif­fer­ent. He’s al­ways talk­ing about oth­er peo­ple’s tradi­tions, and they’re

    most­ly crap. I’m talk­ing about his tra­di­tion, and that’s some­thing else. He is

    tra­di­tion. Even though I don’t want to hear him talk­ing about it all the time.”




    “That doesn’t make any sense,” she whis­pered back.




    “He nev­er makes any sense,” Chi­un called out.




    The camel stopped fif­teen yards be­fore a large tent set up in the cor­ner of the

    en­camp­ment, its back against the ini­tial­ly sparse grass of the oa­sis. One en­tire side of

    the tent was open, and the path­way to the tent was lined on both sides by forty Arabs in long

    robes.




    The camel driv­er dropped the an­imal’s reins and ran in­to the tent. A mo­ment lat­er, he

    came back and brought the an­imal to its knees so Chi­un could dis­mount. There was a hand­clap

    from in­side the tent, and the forty Arabs in robes dropped to their knees be­fore Chi­un and

    placed their fore­heads against the sand.




    When Re­mo came to his side, Chi­un said, “Now you’ll see peo­ple who know how to act.”




    A man stepped from the tent. He was tall, in his ear­ly fifties, burly but shape­less in his

    flow­ing red and brown striped robe. The hands that jut­ted from the sleeves of the robe were

    knot­ted and strong look­ing. The man’s face was weath­ered with the genes of the Arab and the

    ag­ing of the sun.




    He walked to­ward Chi­un, Re­mo, and Re­va, a smile laid over the deep creas­es of his brown

    face. He stopped be­fore them, then bowed and touched stom­ach, chest, and fore­head in an

    Is­lam­ic greet­ing.




    “Salaam aleikim, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” he said. “Af­ter, lo, these many years, we feel one

    of our broth­ers has re­turned to our midst.”




    Chi­un re­turned the greet­ing. “Salaam aleikim,” he said.




    “Shalom,” said Re­mo.




    Sheik Fa­reem looked at Re­mo, and Chi­un said, “We had best speak En­glish in front of the

    child. He knows not your lan­guage.”




    “Our land still rings with the glo­ry of the deeds of your il­lus­tri­ous an­ces­tor,” the

    sheik told Chi­un.




    “And in our an­cient scrolls you and yours are writ­ten of as wise and hon­or­able rulers,”

    Chi­un said.




    “What is this all about?” Re­va asked Re­mo. “What scrolls?”




    “It’s too long to ex­plain,” Re­mo said. “But ba­si­cal­ly what this is all about is that

    Chi­un’s great-​grandun­cle killed some­body for these wogs, and they paid their bill in

    full.”




    “Oh,” she said.




    “And these are your friends?” the sheik asked Chi­un, nod­ding to­ward Re­mo and the

    wom­an.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, no,” Chi­un said. “The white man is . . .” He paused, then stepped for­ward to

    whis­per to the sheik. Re­mo heard him say, “He’s re­al­ly a ser­vant, but he doesn’t like to

    hear that. He is of no con­se­quence be­cause he un­der­stands nei­ther tra­di­tion nor

    obli­ga­tion.” Chi­un stepped back. “I do not know who or what the wom­an is, ex­cept she flew

    us here in her plane.”




    Sheik Fa­reem nod­ded. “She shall be treat­ed with the great­est cour­tesy, then. She shall

    be al­lowed in the tent with my wives and con­cu­bines. A great hon­or for a West­ern

    wom­an.”




    He turned to the men and waved them up from their knees, when Re­va ap­proached him and

    spoke. “Your Ex­cel­len­cy, I am Re­va Bleem. I am from the Puressence Com­pa­ny.”




    The sheik’s face wrin­kled and then opened in a look of un­der­stand­ing. “Oh,” he said. “I

    see. Then you may sit with us, wom­an.”




    He turned from her as if she were par­tic­ular­ly un­in­ter­est­ing and reached out a hand

    for Chi­un’s el­bow. “Now, Mag­nif­icence, you must par­take of our hos­pi­tal­ity. You and

    your ser­vant and the wom­an.”




    “You are gra­cious, Ex­cel­len­cy, to open your tents to such as them. But then the Hami­di

    fam­ily has al­ways been gra­cious.”




    “Is this al­most a wrap?” Re­mo asked. “Can we get out of this sun some­day soon?”




    “Of course. My tent is yours,” the sheik said. He snapped his fin­gers, and one of the men

    be­hind him stepped for­ward and tossed a long cloak over Re­va Bleem’s shoul­ders. She looked

    sur­prised but tied it closed at the throat.




    As they walked to­ward the tent, she asked Re­mo, “What’s that about?”




    “Who knows?” Re­mo said. “Prob­ably some non­sense about not show­ing your legs in the

    sheik’s pres­ence or some­thing. Ig­nore it.”




    The tent, shad­ed by trees, was cool de­spite the desert heat. Chi­un and Fa­reem sat on

    tuft­ed chairs atop a small wood­en plat­form, while Re­mo and Re­va were con­signed to

    cush­ions on the sand floor be­low the lev­el of the plat­form.




    The sheik clapped his hands and said with a small smile on his swarthy face, “I have of­ten

    read of the an­cient ways. There will be tea for you.”




    Chi­un smiled and nod­ded. “It is cor­rect,” he said.




    “Can we talk some busi­ness?” Re­mo said.




    “For­give him,” Chi­un said. “He is young.”




    “Of course,” the sheik said.




    “Shove for­give­ness,” Re­mo said. “Let’s try busi­ness.”




    “And what is your busi­ness?” the sheik asked.




    “The oil-​eat­ing bac­teri­um. Where is it?”




    “You should ask the wom­an,” Fa­reem said. “It comes from her com­pa­ny.”




    “Right,” Re­mo said. “And some’s been sent to you. So where is it?”




    “It has not yet ar­rived. I have not yet seen this won­der­ful in­vis­ible bug. But what

    in­ter­est is that of yours?”




    “Be­cause I want it be­fore it’s used. Be­fore it mess­es up the world. I’m here to take it

    back to the States.”




    Fa­reem was about to an­swer, but stopped as two wom­en in veils and gauzy robes brought in

    steam­ing brass pitch­ers of tea. They set them on a low ta­ble and poured tea for all

    four.




    “Hold the cream and sug­ar,” Re­mo said. The wom­an who stood be­fore him pour­ing looked up

    and in­to his eyes while she filled his cup. Her eyes were as green as emer­alds, and even

    un­der the veils, he could see that she was smil­ing. Even her eyes, spaced wide apart in her

    light gold­en face, smiled. And then she left.




    Fa­reem sipped the steam­ing-​hot tea, then placed his porce­lain cup on the chair arm and

    leaned for­ward.




    “You said, my friend, that you want this bac­teri­um be­fore it does some­thing bad to the

    world. And I tell you that it can do noth­ing to the world to com­pare with what has al­ready

    been done to my world.”




    Re­mo opened his mouth to speak, but the sheik raised an im­pe­ri­ous in­dex fin­ger for

    si­lence.




    “Once,” he said, “my peo­ple were war­riors, brave and fear­less and just. Back in the time

    of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, many years ago, we were the best horse­men in the world. We could

    live as no oth­er men could in these bar­ren sands. Yes, we were … if you wish . . . ban­dits.

    But these were our lands, and we re­sist­ed those who would use them, and we took their goods

    and on­ly when nec­es­sary their Uves. And we took them open­ly in fair con­tests of arms.”




    “This is their tra­di­tion, Re­mo,” said Chi­un. “It is well known.”




    “All right, all right,” Re­mo said. “So you were won­der­ful high­way­men. What hap­pened

    and what’s it got to do with me and the bug?”




    “Oil hap­pened,” the sheik said. “The Hami­di were war­riors. We bat­tled oth­er tribes for

    suprema­cy, oth­er na­tions for glo­ry. But no longer. The Hami­di-​all of them ex­cept for a

    hand­ful of my tribe-​are war­riors no more. They are bankers.” He spat on­to the sand. “They

    sit in of­fices grow­ing sleek and fat. They are mon­ey lenders. Oil and its rich­es have made

    them give up the old ufe, and now they are soft and de­gen­er­ate. Their hands have nev­er held

    a sword; their arms have nev­er cast a lance.”




    “Well, that’s your ar­gu­ment with them,” Re­mo said,“but not with me. Work it out

    your­selves. Take it to the Unit­ed Na­tions and let that freak show dis­cuss it for six

    months.”




    “It is too late for dis­cus­sion,” Sheik Fa­reem said. “My broth­er, the king, knows that

    what they are do­ing is wrong, but they per­sist. The lure of oil and the gold it gen­er­ates

    is too pow­er­ful for them to re­sist. The king-​my broth­er-​and his court have tried to tell

    me that they are the true raiders. That they, through their oil, are con­duct­ing the largest

    raid in our his­to­ry, in the his­to­ry of civ­iliza­tion. That they are raid­ing all the

    trea­suries of the West­ern world.”




    “Sounds about right to me,” Re­mo said.




    “But it is wrong. What they are do­ing is not war, and it is not bat­tle. It is theft and

    bur­glary. Not one of them can sit a horse. Not one of them can fight. The Hami­di, the rulers

    of this land since be­fore there was sand here, are be­ing ru­ined by the wealth of oil.”




    “Why’d you wait this long to get up­set about it?” Re­mo said. “It’s been go­ing on for

    years.”




    “Is it not true that some­times a tragedy must strike in our homes be­fore we re­al­ize what

    a tragedy is? We nev­er fear the light­ning in the next val­ley, on­ly that which flash­es over

    our heads,” Fa­reem said. “My son, Ab­dul. Raised to take my place, to lead men in war, to rule

    wise­ly and hon­est­ly. He went to join them.” He crossed his arms over his chest like a pair

    of Sam Browne belts.




    “Where’d he go?” asked Re­mo.




    “He went to Nehraad, to the cap­ital. He sur­ren­dered his stal­lion and rode in an

    au­to­mo­bile like the one that brought you here. He wished to be­come one of them.” He spat

    again. “But I have brought him back. He will learn our ways or die.”




    “Well, I’m re­al­ly sor­ry for your trou­ble,” Re­mo said, “but it’s your trou­ble, not

    mine. Why do you want the bac­teri­um?”




    “I re­ceived a mes­sage one day from a man who said he was my friend.”




    “There he is,” Re­mo said. “Friend again.”




    “Who is this friend?” Re­va asked Re­mo. “I don’t know. He hired some guy to kill Chi­un and

    me. Then he of­fered Chi­un work. He’s the guy be­hind this.”




    “This friend,” the sheik said, “told me of this spe­cial germ and how it could de­stroy the

    oil which is de­stroy­ing my na­tion. That is what I will use it for. I am go­ing to rid this

    cor­ner of the world of that vile black grease which is push­ing us in­to obliv­ion as a

    peo­ple.”




    “You’ll push the whole world in­to obliv­ion,” Re­mo said. “Who knows how un­der­ground oil

    re­serves are con­nect­ed. You might turn the whole world’s oil sup­ply in­to wax.”




    “Men have lived with­out oil be­fore,” Fa­reem said.




    “I just can’t let you do that,” Re­mo said. “I have to get that bac­teri­um….”




    “Anaer­obic,” Chi­un said.




    “I have to get that anaer­obic bac­teri­um and de­stroy it,” Re­mo said. “Then I’ll be out

    of .here.”




    “And I can­not let you have it,” the sheik said.




    “Then I’ll have to take it from you,” said Re­mo.




    He felt, rather than saw, the mo­tion of the two guards at the front of the tent as they

    turned to­ward him. But the sheik held up a hand and they stopped.




    “You think you can do this?” Fa­reem asked Re­mo.




    “I know damned well I can do this.”




    The sheik nod­ded. “Your gov­ern­ment would be very up­set if there were no more oil?”




    “Not just my gov­ern­ment. All gov­ern­ments. All peo­ple. Just be­cause youi peo­ple have

    bred over it doesn’t mean you have any knowl­edge of what it does, of how the peo­ple of the

    world de­pend on it.”




    “And you re­al­ly be­lieve that?” the sheik asked.




    “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t,” Re­mo said.




    “If you are not sure, why are you here?”




    “Be­cause it’s my job. I was told to do it, so I’m do­ing it. If to­mor­row they tell me to

    blow up your oil fields, I’ll do that too. I don’t give a damn. I just do.”




    “You are sat­is­fied with liv­ing this way?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said, and was sur­prised to find that hemeant it. “I trust the per­son I

    work for. He’s a jerk but his in­stincts are good. If he says some­thing’s im­por­tant, I trust

    him, and that saves me all the trou­ble of hav­ing to think about it. When the bac­teri­um

    comes, I’m tak­ing it with me.”




    “We shall see,” the sheik said. He rose from his seat and walked to a far cor­ner of the

    tent, where he opened the top of an elab­orate­ly carved wood­en trunk. He brought out an old

    yel­lowed piece of parch­ment which, in his ex­cite­ment, he waved over his head, then brought

    back to the chair. He care­ful­ly un­rolled it, glanced at it, then hand­ed it to Chi­un

    with­out a word.




    “What’s that?” Re­mo asked.




    “Hush,” said Chi­un as he looked care­ful­ly at the old parch­ment. He read it care­ful­ly,

    then nod­ded.




    “What is it?” Re­mo asked.




    “Read it for your­self,” Chi­un said. He hand­ed it forward, and Re­mo took it be­fore he

    saw that it was writ­ten in Ara­bic. He could not un­der­stand one sym­bol.




    “It looks like graf­fi­ti,” he said. “What is it?”




    “It is a con­tract be­tween my peo­ple and the House of Sinan­ju,” the sheik said, tak­ing

    the scroll back from Re­mo.




    “It is the agree­ment be­tween the sheik’s an­ces­tors and mine,” Chi­un said. “What they

    would do for him. What the terms of pay­ment were to be.”




    “And,” the sheik added.




    “And what?” Re­mo asked.




    “And it says that if ev­er again my tribe needs the ser­vices of the House of Sinan­ju, as

    long as its bill has been cor­rect­ly paid, it has on­ly to ask.” He turned to Chi­un. “Is that

    not cor­rect?”




    “It is cor­rect.”




    “I now ask,” Fa­reem said. “I call on the House of Sinan­ju to hon­or its con­tract and to

    pro­vide, through you, the ser­vices our an­ces­tors agreed up­on cen­turies ago.”




    “Done,” said Chi­un.




    “Done?” said Re­mo in be­wil­der­ment. “Done? What the hell do you mean, done?”




    “It is a con­tract, Re­mo. It binds me as it binds you. You are a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    too.”




    “And that’s where we dif­fer,” Re­mo said. “You’re stuck with that con­tract, maybe, and

    you’re stuck with Sinan­ju, with that vil­lage and all those in­grates who live there. I’m not.

    My vil­lage is the Unit­ed States. And my con­tract is not with this guy but with them. When

    that bac­teri­um ar­rives, I’m go­ing to de­stroy it. No mat­ter how many sheiks make the

    mis­take of get­ting in my way.”




    He rose as Chi­un said soft­ly, “And I will pro­tect my sheik and his in­ter­ests be­cause

    that is my obli­ga­tion.”




    “Let us not quar­rel, my friends,” Fa­reem said, ris­ing to his feet al­so. “My men will

    show you all to your tents, and to­mor­row we will have a cel­ebra­tion for all of you. We can

    be­come en­emies, if we must, af­ter that. But not now.”




    Walk­ing from the tent, Re­va hissed to Re­mo, “You against him. Who’s go­ing to win?”




    “I am, of course,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re pret­ty sure of that. How come?”




    “Be­cause God, jus­tice, and the Amer­ican way are on my side,” Re­mo said.




    But he would rather have Chi­un, Re­mo thought that night as he lay on a mat in a small tent

    in the com­pound. There were guards pa­trolling out­side the en­trance to his tent. He heard

    them shuf­fling around and talk­ing to each oth­er in the thick, mut­ed Ara­bic tones.




    Re­mo sup­posed he loved Chi­un, but why couldn’t the old Ori­en­tal have been born in St.

    Louis? It had hap­pened a half-​dozen times in their Uves to­geth­er, that some an­cient or

    ob­scure rule or con­tract of Sinan­ju had put him and Chi­un on op­pos­ing sides. And now

    again.




    He could not con­ceive of fight­ing Chi­un. Even if he got the chance, which he doubt­ed, he

    did not be­lieve that he could ev­er lift his arm to strike the old Ko­re­an. Would Chi­un kill

    him? Re­mo thought about it for on­ly a mo­ment and had his an­swer. Yes, Chi­un would.




    Be­cause while, de­spite all his bitch­ing, he re­gard­ed Re­mo as his son, he re­gard­ed

    Sinan­ju as sa­cred. Noth­ing or no one, in­clud­ing Re­mo, could be al­lowed to bring shame to

    the an­cient or­der of as­sas­sins.




    Over the sounds of the night, Re­mo heard Re­va Bleem in the next tent, breath­ing steadi­ly

    in her sleep. Chi­un’s tent was on the oth­er side of Re­mo’s, but Re­mo heard noth­ing from

    there, which did not sur­prise him. Chi­un was able to move in to­tal si­lence, and his sleep

    was so light-​ex­cept for a rare ex­cur­sion in­to snor­ing-​that his breath­ing could not be

    heard from as lit­tle as eigh­teen inch­es away.




    Was Chi­un ly­ing there on his sleep­ing mat, think­ing of to­mor­row and the to­mor­rows

    that might fol­low; think­ing of the mo­ment when per­haps he must raise his hand against

    Re­mo?




    Re­mo growled deep in the back of his throat. Let him. If Chi­un wasn’t so damned

    mer­ce­nary and so god­damned picky about con­tracts that were a thou­sand years old,

    none of this would have hap­pened. Re­mo hoped that the old man couldn’t sleep.




    Then he heard a sound.




    It seemed like a puff of air rustling the fab­ric of the tent but it wasn’t. He rec­og­nized

    it as a hand touch­ing the tent cloth be­hind Re­mo, to­ward the back of the struc­ture. He

    rolled over in the dark­ness and saw the faintest of shad­ows on the fab­ric. Then he saw the

    bot­tom of the tent lift and a slim fig­ure slide in un­der the fab­ric. Re­mo was ready to

    move to­ward the dark­ened fig­ure, to strike, when he re­al­ized it was a wom­an. The steps

    were too light across the sand floor of the tent, too glid­ing and smooth to be a man. But it

    wasn’t Re­va Bleem. She would have pre­ced­ed her­self with her mouth, flap­ping all the time,

    ask­ing all her in­ter­minable ques­tions about who he was and who Chi­un was and who they

    worked for and who would win their up­com­ing bat­tle if it turned in­to a bat­tle. Ear­li­er

    in the evening, she had bad­gered Re­mo with those ques­tions for an hour, un­til Re­mo had

    pushed her out of the tentand told the guards to shoot her on sight if she should re­turn

    be­fore morn­ing.




    The guards had not laughed, and the way they glared to­ward Re­mo let him know they would

    just as soon be aim­ing their ri­fles at him as at Re­va Bleem.




    Re­mo won­dered who was mov­ing to­ward his sleep­ing mat. He could smell the sweet aro­ma

    of a flo­ral per­fume. The thought crossed his mind that per­haps Arabs used wom­en

    as­sas­sins, but the per­son that ap­proached him was emp­ty-​hand­ed. The even­ness of the

    steps told him that.




    The wom­an knelt be­side his cush­ions and leaned close to him.




    “I’m awake,” he whis­pered.




    The wom­an re­coiled with a slight start.




    “Oh. I thought you slept.” It was the girl with the green eyes who had ear­li­er served tea

    in the sheik’s tent. Re­mo could see the eyes glint mo­men­tar­ily in the sub­dued light of the

    tent as the wom­an glanced ner­vous­ly to­ward the closed en­trance flap.




    “I must not be found here,” she whis­pered in Re­mo’s ear. Her faint breath flut­tered the

    gauze veil she wore over the low­er half of her face.




    “I know,” he said soft­ly. “Why did you come?”




    “Be­cause you looked nice to­day and you smiled at me.”




    “No charge,” Re­mo said.




    “I’m sor­ry. I do not un­der­stand.”




    “Nev­er mind,” Re­mo said.




    The young wom­an’s lips quiv­ered. She seemed un­able to speak, and Re­mo reached out and

    touched her gen­tly on the side of the throat. She sipped air for a sec­ond, then took a deep

    breath and said quick­ly, “I have heard that they plan to kill you to­mor­row.”




    “They? The sheik?”




    “No. It was his min­is­ter, Gan­ulle. I heard him speak­ing to some­one. They will kill you

    dur­ing to­mor­row’s cel­ebra­tion.”




    “They will try,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes,” the wom­an said, not un­der­stand­ing Re­mo’s mean­ing.




    “Why did you come to tell me?”




    “Be­cause you looked kind. And be­cause I do not like Gan­ulle. His plans to­ward our sheik

    are evil.”




    In­vol­un­tar­ily, she moved her neck to­ward Re­mo’s hand, and he be­gan stroking the side

    of her throat down the hol­low of her shoul­der bones.




    “Thank you for warn­ing me,” Re­mo said. “What can I do for you in re­turn?”




    “You need do noth­ing, ex­cept live. I would want noth­ing to be­fall you or the old

    one.”




    “What’s your stake in this? Just who are you? Are you the sheik’s daugh­ter?”




    “Oh, no. I am the wife of his son.”




    “Ab­dul?”




    “Yes.”




    “What is he all about?” Re­mo asked. He felt a lit­tle hitch in the wom­an’s breath­ing, and

    with his thumb he touched her cheek and felt a tear roll down the side of her face.




    “He is a fat and worth­less cru­el man whom I will nev­er love,” she said in a rush of

    whis­pered words.




    “Can’t you get away?”




    “You do not un­der­stand our tra­di­tions. It is my des­tiny to be the prince’s wom­an. One

    of them.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand any­body’s tra­di­tions, I guess,” Re­mo said. He felt the girl

    shud­der, and he said, “But in my land, we have a tra­di­tion of our own.”




    “And what is that?”




    “We show those who care for us how much we care for them,” Re­mo said, and then he was

    pulling her on­to the sleep­ing mat with him. He was sur­prised at how light she was. He

    re­moved the veil from her face and saw that the rest of her was as beau­ti­ful as her eyes had

    been.




    He pressed his lips to hers, and she came to him with her lips and her body, want­ing him,

    need­ing him, and he brought her to him and gen­tly, del­icate­ly made love to her en­tire

    body.




    They joined in joy, and when they were done, be­fore Re­mo could stop her, the girl cried

    out from sheer hap­pi­ness.




    Re­mo heard a rustling at the tent flap and pushed the young wom­an off to the side of the

    mat and cov­ered her with the light blan­ket. The big­ger of the two guards stuck his head

    in­to the tent and came to the side of Re­mo’s sleep­ing cush­ions.




    “Oh, it’s you,” Re­mo said.




    “I heard a noise.”




    “I had a bad dream. I cried out,” Re­mo said.




    “You cry out like a wom­an,” the guard said.




    “I didn’t know that,” Re­mo said.




    “Per­haps to­mor­row you will cry out like a man,” the guard said.




    “Gee, wouldn’t that be nice,” Re­mo said.




    Af­ter the guard left, Re­mo re­moved the cov­er from the young wom­an. She re­placed her

    veil and rose quick­ly to her feet.




    “Thank you,” she said.




    “For what?”




    “For mak­ing love to me. It has been so long.”




    She start­ed away, but Re­mo caught her wrist. “What is your name?” he asked.




    “Zan­tos,” she said. “Be care­ful to­mor­row.”




    “I will.”




    “I will pray for you,” she said and was gone.


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    The two horse­men faced each oth­er across a dis­tance of 100 yards. Di­rect­ly be­tween

    them, a five-​foot-​high wood­en post, four inch­es thick, was an­chored in­to the sand,

    sup­port­ed by small­er posts propped at an­gles against it.




    Sheik Fa­reem sat next to Re­mo on the small raised plat­form. He slow­ly lift­ed his hand

    and then dropped it, and as he did the two horse­men prod­ded their big, mus­cu­lar stal­lions

    with their heels, and the two hors­es bolt­ed for­ward, rac­ing to­ward the cen­ter post. As

    they rode, the two Arab sol­diers with­drew long, curved swords from scab­bards at their

    sides.




    The horse­man com­ing from the left reached the post first. He waved his sword over his head

    in a large, sweep­ing arc, then swung it in lat­er­al­ly, par­al­lel to the ground. Flash­ing

    in the sun, the blade bit clean­ly through the four-​by-​four post, with the thunk of a mel­on

    hit­ting the ground. But even be­fore his sword ex­it­ed the wood, the sec­ond sol­dier was

    there. He raised his sword high over his head as he was rid­ing, and then, with­out his horse

    even slow­ing down, he brought the sword down ver­ti­cal­ly on the wood­en post. He slashed it

    through, al­most to the base, his blade miss­ing on­ly by mil­lime­ters the side-​mov­ing sword

    of the first horse­man. The top of the four-​by-​four, sev­ered two feet above the sand by the

    first sol­dier and then split length­wise by the sec­ond, dropped to the sand in two neat

    pieces.




    The gath­ered crowd fol­lowed Sheik Fa­reem in ap­plause.




    Re­mo clapped too, as did Chi­un next to him.




    Fa­reem leaned to­ward Re­mo and said, “The finest light cav­al­ry in the world. And now,

    on­ly one hun­dred of them are left.”




    Re­mo saw Zan­tos, the green-​eyed girl, on the oth­er side of the plat­form and nod­ded to

    her, but the girl looked away. He felt Chi­un tap­ping his shoul­der.




    “Pre­tend that this is good, Re­mo,” Chi­un whis­pered. “That those two horse­back-​rid­ing

    mon­keys im­press you. It is good man­ners.”




    “You desert me and go over to the en­emy, and now you’re wor­ried about my man­ners?” Re­mo

    said.




    “Must you al­ways ar­gue with me?” Chi­un said, still ap­plaud­ing vig­or­ous­ly.




    Du­ti­ful­ly, Re­mo put his hands to­geth­er, clap­ping soft­ly. He looked around the small

    plat­form. Be­yond the sheik was Re­va Bleem, still wear­ing a long desert robe. Next to her

    was a pudgy young Arab with beard and mus­tache, who looked as if run­ning him through a ringer

    would pro­duce enough oil to light Taco­ma for a week. Prince Ab­dul. The sheik had

    in­tro­duced his son to Re­mo and Chi­un when they ar­rived at the plat­form for the Ara­bi­an

    mar­tial arts dis­play, and the prince had ac­knowl­edged the in­tro­duc­tions by look­ing away

    from them and walk­ing to his seat.




    The sheik’s wish for an Arab sol­dier, Re­mo thought. Too bad. Prince Ab­dul looked as if he

    would be more at home at the bac­carat ta­ble in the MGM Grand than on a horse.




    Stand­ing be­hind the sheik, lean­ing over, whis­per­ing in his ear, was Gan­ulle, his

    ad­vi­sor. He was a rat-​faced man with a long, point­ed nose that he kept aimed in Re­mo’s

    di­rec­tion.




    Sud­den­ly, over a large sand dune, came a dozen men on horse­back, and Gan­ulle leaned back

    from the sheik as the ruler con­cen­trat­ed on the rid­ers. They wore the red and brown robes

    that sig­ni­fied they were of the Hami­di tribe. Shout­ing war chants as they rode,

    wav­ingtheir swords over their head, they came down the side of the dune, their Ara­bi­an

    stal­lions plung­ing for­ward, not lean­ing back on the hills the way Amer­ican cow ponies

    would, but us­ing the hills to cre­ate even greater speed and for­ward mo­men­tum. The en­tire

    vil­lage of 500 peo­ple cheered their ar­rival, and their full-​throat­ed cheers over­whelmed

    the war cries of the horse­men. As they reached the flat ta­ble of desert in front of the

    re­view­ing stand, half the sol­diers freed their feet from their stir­rups, then rose up and

    stood on the hors­es’ sad­dles, seem­ing­ly obliv­ious to the need to bal­ance them­selves,

    their swords still flash­ing hi the sun as they swung them over their heads. The oth­er six

    rid­ers re­leased one foot from their stir­rups, then hooked their free legs around their

    sad­dle horns. Then they fell back­ward un­til they were rid­ing up­side down, their heads

    dan­ger­ous­ly close to the flash­ing hooves of the gi­ant stal­lions. Eas­ily, they

    trans­ferred their swords to their left hands and kept swing­ing and slash­ing at air,

    eigh­teen inch­es above the ground.




    A great ma­neu­ver if they were fight­ing Munchkins, Re­mo thought to him­self.




    The sol­diers stand­ing on the sad­dles jumped in­to the air and came back down in a seat­ed

    po­si­tion on the hors­es’ rumps, be­hind the sad­dles, while the oth­er horse­men ex­ecut­ed a

    tricky ma­neu­ver by pass­ing un­der the bel­lies of the hors­es and com­ing up stand­ing in a

    sin­gle stir­rup on the far side of the stal­lions.




    All twelve reached the far end of the lev­el clear­ing. At full speed, the hors­es turned,

    and the men came rid­ing back, side by side, two by two. In each pair of hors­es gal­lop­ing

    shoul­der to shoul­der, the two rid­ers moved up out of their stir­rups and switched from one

    horse to the oth­er. Then they turned neat­ly in their sad­dles, and as the hors­es gal­loped

    up over the dune and out of sight, the twelve horse­men were fac­ing back­ward in their

    sad­dles, wav­ing their swords over their heads in a farewell salute.




    The sheik leaned to­ward Re­mo.




    “Do you ride?” he asked.




    “No. But I can.”




    “Like that?” asked the sheik.




    “On­ly with prac­tice,” Re­mo said. “They’re good.”




    Sheik Fa­reem nod­ded. “Once all our men could ride that way. They were feared from Per­sia

    to Libya. But now, no more. There are very few left.” Re­mo heard the tone of re­gret and

    sor­row in his voice, and he found him­self feel­ing a tinge of pity for the sheik. The Arab’s

    world was van­ish­ing, swal­lowed up by the twen­ti­eth cen­tu­ry, and he didn’t like it, and

    Re­mo un­der­stood how he felt. Fa­reem’s world might be du­ty and bar­ren and

    un­com­fort­able, but it was his. It was the dev­il he knew, and he pre­ferred it to the dev­il

    he didn’t know. That was his right.




    But he was wrong in try­ing to im­pose his dev­il on ev­ery­body else in the world. Fa­reem

    could choose to live out here in this sand­box for­ev­er, Re­mo thought, but he had no right to

    try to make ev­ery­one else’s world in­to a sand­box. And that was why Re­mo would find that

    rapid-​breed­er bac­teri­um when it ar­rived and bring it back to Harold Smith.




    Whether Chi­un liked it or not.




    Re­mo leaned over to Chi­un and nod­ded to­ward the last of the horse­men, who was

    van­ish­ing over the crest of the dune.




    “What do you think, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked.




    “The Ko­re­ans are very good horse­men.”




    “These aren’t Ko­re­ans.”




    “I know they are not Ko­re­ans. I am just telling you that the Ko­re­ans are very good

    horse­men. We in­tro­duced hors­es in­to Japan. Did you know that?”




    “I didn’t, but I’m sure I’m go­ing to find out all about it now.”




    “No, you won’t,” Chi­un said, shak­ing his head. “I am fin­ished telling you things that you

    do not ap­pre­ci­ate or un­der­stand.”




    “We’ve got to talk,” Re­mo said.




    “About what?”




    “About this whole thing. You and I just can’t go




    tan­gling with each oth­er be­cause of some damned oil-​eat­ing bug.”




    “That’s what am talk­ing about,” Chi­un said.




    “Huh?”




    “Re­al­ly, Re­mo, you are hope­less. What do you think would hap­pen if you went in­to the

    cap­ital city and told them that Sheik Fa­reem was go­ing to de­stroy the coun­try’s oil

    sup­ply?”




    “I think they’d send the army back here to wipe him out.”




    “Ex­act­ly. And you would march with them?”




    “I don’t gen­er­añy work with groups,” Re­mo said.




    “Ahh, but you could,” Chi­un said. “You could lead them. And I could lead the sheik’s men.

    We Ko­re­ans know all about hors­es. And we could let them fight, you and I, and we would not

    have to.”




    “Why don’t you just stay with me, let’s get the bac­teri­um and get the hell out of here?”

    asked Re­mo.




    “Be­cause I have a con­tract. It is old­er than my con­tract with Smith and takes

    prece­dence over it I have to hon­or it.”




    “Let’s think about it,” Re­mo said.




    Talk­ing to Chi­un, he no­ticed six men busy bury­ing three posts in­to the sand

    twen­ty-​five feet in front of the re­view­ing stand. The posts were padded, cov­ered with

    cloth, and af­ter their tri­an­gu­lar bases were buried, they stood six feet high. They were

    spaced eight feet apart in a line and re­mind­ed Re­mo of strik­ing dum­mies he had of­ten seen

    in karate cen­ters.




    This would be it, Re­mo thought. Be­cause the girl, Zan­tos, had told him that there would

    be an at­tempt on his life, he had been on guard all day. But the sword-​flash­ing dis­plays

    and the rodeo rid­ing had con­tained no threats to him. But these posts, ob­vi­ous­ly some kind

    of tar­get and so con­ve­nient­ly set up in front of him, would pro­vide the frilling

    at­tempt.




    He glanced over to­ward the sheik and saw Gan­ulle look­ing at him sharply. The pinch-​faced

    Arab smiled at him con­de­scend­ing­ly; it was a smile that told Re­mo




    that Gan­ulle thought he knew some­thing that Re­mo didn’t.




    The try would come now.




    Did Chi­un know about it?




    Would Chi­un care?




    Were they now re­al­ly en­emies? He and Chi­un on op­pos­ing sides. Did that mean that he

    could die and Chi­un would not care?




    He won­dered about that and leaned over to Chi­un and said soft­ly, “Lit­tle Fa­ther,

    I…”




    “Shh­hh,” Chi­un hissed. “I want to watch my new army.”




    Re­mo sighed and shook his head. To hell with it.




    Nine horse­men gal­loped in­to the clear­ing from the far end. They massed down there, a

    hun­dred yards away, then wheeled as a group and be­gan gal­lop­ing to­ward the re­view­ing

    stand. In their right hands, they held six-​foot-​long lances; their left hands bunched the

    hors­es’ reins, con­trol­ling them ex­pert­ly as they raced across the pow­dery white sand.




    Twen­ty yards from the three tar­get dum­mies, they low­ered their right hands, and as the

    hors­es pulled abreast of the dum­mies, with the re­view­ing stand as the back­drop, the

    horse­men flung their spears in an un­usu­al un­der­hand mo­tion.




    Re­mo could hear the thunk, thunk, thunk of lance af­ter lance smash­ing in­to the dum­mies.

    And then one lance came over the top of the dum­mies, flash­ing to­ward the high-​backed seat

    in which Re­mo sat, flash­ing to­ward his chest.




    Re­mo kept his hands at his sides.




    It was up to Chi­un.




    It all seemed to pass in slow mo­tion. He could see the lance mov­ing to­ward his chest. In

    the bright Ara­bi­an sun, he could see the steel tip shin­ing and glint­ing. The spear was

    re­volv­ing on its long ax­is, much like a bul­let fired through a ri­fled bar­rel, ro­tat­ing

    for sta­bil­ity. That was the rea­son for the un­der­hand throw, to give the spear that

    ro­ta­tion.




    The tip had al­most touched him when, still in slow




    mo­tion, he saw a long-​nailed yel­low hand move out in front of his chest and slow­ly,

    ev­er so slow­ly, close tight­ly around the spear. Its tip stopped just short of touch­ing

    Re­mo’s skin.




    “You fool,” Re­mo heard Chi­un snarl.




    The rid­ers had wheeled around in front of the re­view­ing stand. The sheik was on his

    feet.




    “Stop that man,” he shout­ed, point­ing to one of the rid­ers, but be­fore any­one could

    move, Chi­un was stand­ing, and the spear, now turned around in his hand, was whistling back

    over the dum­mies. It struck one of the horse­men square in the chest. In­vol­un­tar­ily, his

    hands flew to the lance, but as the man’s body turned, Re­mo saw that the spear had gone all

    the way through it.




    Slow­ly, the rid­er slipped to one side and then fell from his horse. The an­imal, trained

    for war, gal­loped on as his dead rid­er lay mo­tion­less in the sand.




    Re­mo turned to­ward Sheik Fa­reem. He was star­ing at the dead horse­man. Be­hind him,

    Gan­ulle stood, shocked, his mouth open. He looked to­ward Re­mo, and Re­mo winked at him.




    Chi­un stood in front of Re­mo. In Ko­re­an, he barked, “And you were go­ing to let that

    stick im­pale you just to see if I would do any­thing about it?”




    “Naaah, it wasn’t like that,” Re­mo lied. “I would have tak­en care of it.”




    “You are an id­iot,” Chi­un said, “and an in­grate and white, but you are my son hi

    Sinan­ju. Do you think I would let any­thing be done to you by some­body who smells like

    sheep?”




    “Then let’s get the bac­teri­um and get out of here,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un shook his head.




    “No,” Re­mo said. “I know. You’ve got a con­tract.”




    Chi­un nod­ded.




    But Re­mo felt good. He turned around and saw the young green-​eyed wom­an, Zan­tos,

    look­ing at him. He met her eyes on­ly briefly and nod­ded slight­ly.




    Re­mo had not heard a sound, but there was Chi­un, stand­ing in­side his tent.




    “It is done,” Chi­un said.




    “What is?”




    “I have spo­ken to Sheik Fa­reem. He agrees. You will go to the cap­ital city and bring back

    their army. I will train his. We will fight here, our two armies, as in the old­en times, for

    the right to de­stroy this coun­try’s oil.”




    “I guess this is the best we can hope for,” Re­mo said, and Chi­un nod­ded.




    “You will leave right away?”




    “I sup­pose so,” Re­mo said. “You’re not just wait­ing for me to turn my back and then dump

    that stuff in the oil, are you?”




    “No. The sheik is bound by his word. He looks for­ward to a war. And he looks for­ward to my

    train­ing his son to be a lead­er.”




    Re­mo said, “It’s go­ing to be fun­ny, lead­ing an army against you.”




    “Any army you lead will be fun­ny,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo let it slide. “You know who was be­hind that spear-​throw­ing to­day?”




    “Yes.”




    “It was Gan­ulle.”




    “Why do you tell me that when I al­ready told you I know who it was?”




    “I just want­ed to be sure you knew,” Re­mo said. “I want you to be care­ful. Did you tell

    the sheik it was him?”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “It is bet­ter for as­sas­sins when their em­per­ors know noth­ing. Why

    do you think he or­dered you killed?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said. “Maybe be­cause I’m op­posed to the sheik’s plans?”




    Chi­un shook his head. “No, it is not that.”




    “Keep an eye on him,” Re­mo said.




    “I will.”




    “We can’t let him de­stroy that oil,” Re­va Bleemsaid. She was sit­ting in the rear

    seat of her Rolls. Re­mo had ig­nored her open-​door in­vi­ta­tion and sat in the front next to

    Os­car, the thick-​necked chauf­feur.




    “You should have thought of that be­fore you let your lu­natic broth­er play in that

    fac­to­ry and start ship­ping that bac­teri­um around.”




    “I know,” she said. “I wish I knew where it was, why it isn’t here yet. But that damned

    Ward­ley might have sent it by abo­rig­ine run­ner. We’ve got to stop it from be­ing used. My

    Poly­pus­sides isn’t ready yet.”




    “No. We’ve got to get that tank price down and save us all from be­com­ing dwarfs.”




    “Right,” she said.




    “And when we do that,” Re­mo said, “what’s to stop you from cook­ing up an­oth­er batch of

    germs to stick in the oil sup­ply?”




    Re­va looked at him, and the chill she felt look­ing in­to his night-​black eyes was

    mir­rored on her face.




    “I won’t have to,” she said quick­ly. “By the time I’m ready, my price will be

    com­pet­itive. My prices will go down. Syn­thet­ics al­ways do. Oil prices will go up. Nat­ural

    re­source prices al­so al­ways go up. We’ll be even.”




    “And then you and the oil com­pa­nies to­geth­er will march the prices even high­er?”




    “Right,” she agreed. “But through the free mar­ket­place. High prices are on­ly bad when

    they’re caused by gov­ern­ments. Not when they’re caused by free mar­ket greed.” She leaned

    for­ward and put her hand on Re­mo’s shoul­der. “But we’ve got to stop them now. That means

    it’s up to you.”




    “I’ll do my du­ty,” Re­mo said.




    “Just who it it you’re work­ing for?” she asked.




    “Ask me no ques­tions, I’ll tell you no lies.”




    “Can you han­dle the old man and his army?”




    “I don’t know. It de­pends on how good this Hami­di army is,” Re­mo said.




    “It’s con­sid­ered the best in this part of the world,” she said, and Re­mo said, “That’s

    not say­ing much.”




    The Star in the Cen­ter of the Flow­er of the East Mil­itary Base was lo­cat­ed three miles

    out­side the cap­ital city of Nehmad. Four uni­formed Ara­bi­an sol­diers stood in a guard

    shack lo­cat­ed in­side the main gate.




    Os­car did not both­er to slow down, and none of the guards sig­naled to the Rolls

    Royce.




    “Hold it,” Re­mo said to the driv­er, and the Rolls stopped. If he was go­ing to lead this

    army in­to bat­tle, he’d bet­ter find out just what kind of army it was. Re­mo walked in­to the

    guard shack and saw that the four guards were play­ing domi­noes.




    None of them looked to­ward him, so he called out, “Is any­body here alive?”




    One of the sol­diers glanced over. “Who are you?”




    “Why didn’t you ask me that when I just rolled by in my Rolls Royce?”




    “I thought you were an of­fi­cer.”




    “In a Rolls Royce?”




    “All our of­fi­cers drive Rolls Royces.”




    “With chauf­feurs?”




    “All with chauf­feurs. I am told that is why Al­lah made sergeants. Who are you?”




    “George Arm­strong Custer.”




    “You will have to sign our vis­itor list,” the sol­dier said, mak­ing a tri­umphant move

    from the lit­tle stack of domi­noes stand­ing on edge be­fore him.




    Re­mo saw the vis­itors’ book on a stand in­side the door. He picked up the pen. It didn’t

    work. He looked around for an­oth­er pen, but there wasn’t any. He looked in­side the book. The

    last vis­itor had signed in three years ear­li­er, al­most to the day.




    It was go­ing to be great lead­ing this army in­to war, Re­mo thought.




    Un­ques­tioned, un­chal­lenged, unchecked, the Rolls Royce con­tin­ued down the main road of

    the camp to­ward a clus­ter of large build­ings, built around an Ital­ianate cen­tral

    foun­tain.




    Off to the right, Re­mo saw row af­ter row of parked jet fight­ers. To the left, he saw

    tanks, hun­dreds of tanks, parked in so many neat columns that the area




    looked like the park­ing lot of a sub­ur­ban shop­ping mall.




    If this was typ­ical, Re­mo thought, it was no won­der the Is­raelis al­ways won the wars.

    One Is­raeli com­man­do-​check that, one rea­son­ably bright Is­raeli high school

    stu­dent-​could march in here at high noon with a pair of pli­ers and a wire cut­ter and

    dis­able the en­tire Hami­di army and air force.




    There were two dozen Rolls Royces parked in front of the largest of the build­ings. Two

    uni­formed Hami­di guards car­ry­ing ri­fles stood at the top of the stairs, in front of the

    closed door. Re­mo told Re­va Bleem to wait for him, then walked up the steps. He brushed by

    the two sol­diers, opened the door, and went in­side. Nei­ther of them had tried to stop

    him.




    The in­side of the com­mand build­ing looked like the lob­by of a first-​class Lon­don

    ho­tel. There were pot­ted palms around the in­side, clus­tered at the ends of long bro­cad­ed

    couch­es and over­stuffed chairs. Per­sian rugs cov­ered ev­ery square inch of floor. A large

    fan ro­tat­ed over­head, qui­et­ly and use­less­ly, be­cause the area was chilled down in­to

    the low s by cen­tral air con­di­tion­ing.




    At the head of the wide steps was a pair of dou­ble doors. Print­ed on them in gold was “The

    Of­fice of the Com­mand­ing Gen­er­al.” The gold was sprin­kled with chips of mul­ti­col­ored

    stones. Spot­lights, with re­volv­ing fil­ters over them, played on the door, and the cut

    stones glint­ed back light, like an over­head dis­co globe.




    In equal­ly large let­ters un­der the of­fice name was the name of the com­mand­ing

    gen­er­al: Jonathan Went-​worth Bull.




    Re­mo found the com­mand­ing gen­er­al in an in­ner of­fice, past six bo­somy Amer­ican

    sec­re­taries whose Civ­il Ser­vice spe­cial­ty seemed to be: Do­ing Nails.




    The gen­er­al was wear­ing de­sign­er jeans and hand-​tooled brown boots with white

    stitch­ing on them. He wore a large dark brown Stet­son with feath­ers stuck in­to the band,

    and his white shirt was em­broi­dered with red drag­ons.




    He sat with his back to Re­mo, his feet up on the win­dowsill. A younger man sat in a chair

    next to the gen­er­al’s desk. On his lap was a high pile of pa­pers in blue and white

    fold­ers.




    He was read­ing from one when Re­mo en­tered.




    “The next or­der of busi­ness, Gen­er­al, is the RD-​Twen­ty-​two A.”




    With­out turn­ing, the gen­er­al asked, “What’s the RD-​Twen­ty-​two A?”




    “You know, Gen­er­al. It’s the satel­lite sys­tem to bomb en­emy at­tack planes.”




    “For cry­ing out loud, Winslow, I know that. And you know that. Some­times I think you’re

    nev­er go­ing to be a sol­dier. Not a re­al sol­dier. Do you think these peo­ple are go­ing to

    spend twen­ty bil­lion dol­lars on some­thing called an RD-​Twen­ty-​two A?”




    “I don’t un­der­stand, Gen­er­al.”




    “It’s a satel­lite killer sys­tem. That’s what you have to call it. They’ll go for twen­ty

    bil­lion for a satel­lite killer sys­tem. They won’t go for twen­ty dol­lars for

    RD-​Twen­ty-​two A. These peo­ple don’t trust let­ters and num­bers. You have to give things

    names.” Gen­er­al Jonathan Went­worth Bull chuck­led. “I re­mem­ber once … it was one of my

    biggest bat­tles. I was try­ing to sell them one of those things . . . you know, with the long

    thing stick­ing out, hice a mosquito’s nose . . . what do you call it?”




    “A pro­boscis, sir?”




    “Not the mosquito’s thing. This oth­er thing. Gray met­al.”




    “A can­non, sir?”




    “Yeah, that’s right. A can­non. It used that stuff…”




    “Gun­pow­der?”




    “Right. Gun­pow­der. But my broth­er-​in-​law who buys these up cheap, see, he en­riched the

    gun­pow­der with plu­to­ni­um. When he told me about it, I told him I thought he had

    some­thing. I mean a sur­plus World War II Ital­ian whatchamacal­lit…”




    “Can­non.”




    “Yeah, with reg­ular gun­pow­der and some of that plumo­ni­um.”




    “Plu­to­ni­um,” the younger man said.




    “Yeah. With some of that ground up in the gun­pow­der. Well, any­way, my broth­er-​in-​law

    called it the Ad­vanced Ar­tillery Unit Four-​B. I told him it wouldn’t sell, but he

    in­sist­ed. So I tried to sell it for a year, but they just wouldn’t go for an Ad­vanced

    Ar­tillery Unit Four-​B. I tried for a year, but they wouldn’t move, so I put the plans away,

    and two weeks lat­er I came back with them again, but this time I called it a Mo­bile

    Nu-​cotron­ic Army Dec­ima­tor. They bought it the same day. Twelve of them. Turned a cool

    twen­ty-​four-​mil­lion-​dol­lar prof­it on those. I’m telling you, Winslow, if you want to be

    a suc­cess in this army busi­ness, you’ve got to learn how to sell. For­get the al­pha­bet.

    For­get those num­bers. Give things- names that sound good when they make an­ti-​Is­raeli

    speech­es. They love Mo­bile Nu­cotron­ic Army Dec­ima­tors. They love satel­lite killer

    sys­tems. Screw that A, B, and C shit. They don’t sell any­thing.” The gen­er­al spun in his

    chair to smile warm­ly at Winslow and saw Re­mo in the door­way.




    “Sor­ry,” the gen­er­al said. “I on­ly see sales­men on Fri­days.”




    “I’m not a sales­man.”




    “Oh. Who do you rep­re­sent?”




    “The spir­it of Napoleon.”




    “Spir­it of Napoleon,” Gen­er­al Bull re­peat­ed. “I don’t know that com­pa­ny. Big Board or

    Amer­ican Stock Ex­change?”




    “Nei­ther,” Re­mo said.




    Gen­er­al Bull looked at his aide, Winslow, with con­fu­sion on his hand­some fea­tures.

    Winslow leaned for­ward and said, “Napoleon, sir. I think it’s a kind of cake. A pas­try.”

    -




    Bull’s face wrin­kled more.




    “Pas­try?” he said. “Oh. One of those things with that tis­sue pa­per crust?”




    “Yes, sir. With the creamy fill­ing be­tween the lay­ers.”




    “And that hard white ic­ing on top,” the gen­er­al said. “With brown swirls in it.”




    “Yes, six,” Winslow said proud­ly. “That’s a Napoleon.”




    Gen­er­al Bull cleared his throat and looked stern­ly at Re­mo.




    “Well, son, it’s nice of you to stop by, but we al­ready have a pas­try chef. Hired him away

    from Lutèce’s. He makes the best choco­late mousse you ev­er saw. To­mor­row is mousse day. You

    want to stay around, you can have some. I’ll tell him to make some more for you.”




    “You feed your army choco­late mousse from Lutèce’s?” Re­mo asked.




    “No. Not the army. The of­fi­cers. The army eats sheep or frogs or some­thing. They like

    bread. I’m not sure. Some­thing like that. So I don’t need you for them, son, and I’ve got

    Emile from Lutèce’s, and I don’t much like Napoleons any­way. So I’ve got no re­al use for you

    here.”




    He leaned for­ward sud­den­ly with height­ened in­ter­est.




    “You don’t make a Char­lotte Russe, do you?”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “Too bad. That’s what’s” miss­ing from our menu. A Char­lotte Russe. God, I love that puffy

    whipped cream in­side that card­board tube. Winslow, take a note. Find us a Char­lotte Russe

    chef.”




    “Yes, sir,” Winslow said.




    The gen­er­al looked at Re­mo with an un­der­stand­ing smile. “Lis­ten, you come up with a

    good Char­lotte Russe, and maybe we’ve got some­thing to talk about, okay?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “What do you mean, no?”




    “I didn’t come here to hear you talk about god­damn cake,” Re­mo said.




    Gen­er­al Jonathan Went­worth Bull rose to his feet. He wore a di­amond-​en­crust­ed belt

    around his waist, and he hiked it up over his hips.




    “What do you want to talk about?”




    “War,” said Re­mo.




    Bull seemed con­fused and looked to Winslow. “War?” he asked.




    “Kind of like fight­ing, Gen­er­al. Be­tween two armies.”




    “Oh, yeah. I know. Like Space In­vaders with peo­ple. What about war, fel­la?”




    “Gen­er­al, let’s get to un­der­stand each oth­er first,” Re­mo said.




    “Okay. I’m very un­der­stand­ing. Ev­ery­body says that.”




    “Oil is what keeps you alive. You know that, right?”




    “I wouldn’t ex­act­ly say …”




    “Yes, you would. All the Hami­di oil pays your salary. It helps them buy all that mil­itary

    junk that your broth­er-​in-​law sells. It’s oil and oil mon­ey, right?”




    “Not ex­act­ly. I wouldn’t…” Gen­er­al Bull start­ed.




    Re­mo squeezed his ear­lobe.




    “Right. Right. Oil. It’s oil. Easy on the ear, fel­la. Want to be a colonel? Just let go of

    the ear.”




    Re­mo let go of the ear.




    “Okay. Oil keeps you alive. Now some­body wants to de­stroy the oil.”




    “There’s an aw­ful lot of it. It’d be hard for them to do that,” the gen­er­al said.




    “They’ve got a way. I’ve seen it work,” Re­mo said.




    “It’ll de­stroy our oil?” Bull said.




    “Right.”




    “No more mon­ey for salaries or new satel­lite killer sys­tems?”




    “Right,” Re­mo said.




    Bull pulled him­self to his full height and hitched up his jeans again. “Winslow,” he

    barked. “Scram­ble the air force. Get the tank di­vi­sions ready.”




    “Should I tell them to get the Mo­bile Nu­cotron­ic Army Dec­ima­tor ready?” Winslow

    asked.




    “No, don’t mess with that crap. Just reg­ular things … you know, that go bang.”




    “Guns?”




    “Right. How many pi­lots are around?” the gen­er­al asked.




    “We gave all the Amer­icans the week ofl, re­mem­ber?”




    “Oh, phooey,” the gen­er­al said.




    “You don’t have Hami­di pi­lots?” Re­mo asked.




    “Son, there are no Hami­di pi­lots. The Hamidis think that planes are things that come with

    Amer­icans in­side them. The Hamidis are old slave traders. They buy peo­ple. They buy

    am­bas­sadors. They’ve got some am­bas­sador right now run­ning around Amer­ica on a speak­ing

    tour, warn­ing about how of­fi­cials might come un­der the pres­sure of the Is­raeli

    lob­by.”




    “I read about that,” Re­mo said.




    “Sure, you would. That guy gets ten thou­sand dol­lars ev­ery time he makes that

    speech.”




    “For ten thou­sand dol­lars, I’d make that speech too,” Winslow said.




    “Well, I wouldn’t,” Gen­er­al Bull said. “I wouldn’t be­cause I be­lieve in truth, jus­tice,

    and the Amer­ican way. And the free en­ter­prise sys­tem, of course.”




    “Dear God,” said Re­mo, shak­ing his head. “Well, skip the air force. We won’t need it

    any­way.”




    “Who we go­ing up against?” Bull asked. “I’ve heard that there’s a chess club in Nehmad and

    the mem­bers are plan­ning sedi­tion against the gov­ern­ment. They’re vot­ing next week on

    print­ing a leaflet crit­iciz­ing the king. Are they the ones?”




    “Not them. We’re go­ing against Arab sol­diers.”




    “Come on. There are no Arab sol­diers,” Gen­er­al Bull said.




    “Old-​fash­ioned kind,” Re­mo said. “Hors­es, swords, spears.”




    “Re­al swords?” Bull said.




    “Yes,” said Re­mo.




    “They’ll be no match for our tanks if we can get some run­ning. Winslow will lead them in­to

    bat­tle him­self. I’ll stay here and man the cen­tral com­mand post. Let me know as soon as the

    fight­ing’s over.”




    “No,” Re­mo said. “Winslow isn’t lead­ing. I’m lead­ing. And you’re com­ing with me.”




    “Up un­til now, son, I kind of liked you. But why do I have to go?”




    “It’ll make the troops feel good to know their gen­er­al is there at their side, shar­ing

    the risks with them,” Re­mo said.




    “You know what I hate?” Bull said.




    “What?”




    “All that old bull­shit tra­di­tion in the army. All those tra­di­tions, they’re

    gen­er­al-​killers, that’s what they are. Gen­er­al-​killers.”




    “And so am I,” Re­mo said.




    ‘TU go,” Bull said. “You know, I nev­er did ask your name.”




    “Pat­ton,” Re­mo said. “George S. Pat­ton.”




    “Is that Irish?” Bull asked. “Sounds Irish.”


  




  

    Chapter Ten




    Gen­er­al Jonathan Went­worth Bull as­sem­bled the en­tire Hami­di army the next morn­ing at

    A.M. TWO hun­dred of them showed up.




    “This is it?” Re­mo asked him. “Two hun­dred men?”




    “Well, there are more, but it’s hard to get mes­sages to them right away. And es­pe­cial­ly

    be­fore noon. I think we should have a thou­sand by this af­ter­noon.”




    “We’ll need a thou­sand,” Re­mo said. “Sheik Fa­reem’s got a thou­sand men.”




    “If I get you eleven hun­dred, can I stay here?” Bull asked.




    “No.”




    “Why not?”




    “Do you want me to squeeze your ear?” Re­mo asked.




    “You don’t have to be bel­liger­ent. We’re not in a war yet,” Bull-​said.




    “What can these things do?” Re­mo said, wav­ing to­ward the troops, some of whom stood in

    clus­ters talk­ing, some of whom lay on the ground nap­ping, in the large open area be­fore the

    main head­quar­ters build­ing.




    “I think one of them is a ju-​jit­su ex­pert. Some­body told me once that a cou­ple of them

    know how to use knives. They all have those lit­tle things that shoot . . . er, ri­fles. Right,

    ri­fles. I think there’s a bunch of them who are good at jump­ing wires and start­ing

    parkedcars.




    “Maybe we can mug the oth­er army,” Re­mo said. He heard a faint tap­ping sound from the

    side of the build­ing.




    “Do you hear that noise?” he asked.




    “Yeah. That’s our press agent.”




    “You’ve got a press agent for this army?” Re­mo asked.




    “Of course. How else is the world go­ing to know not to mess with Hami­di Ara­bia un­less we

    have a press agent work­ing?” Bull said.




    “What’s her name?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, she’s not re­al­ly a press agent,” Bull said. “She’s a jour­nal­ist. But she’s

    as good as a press agent.”




    “Show me,” Re­mo said. “Maybe she can fight. We can make her act­ing com­man­der-​in-​chief

    in the field.”




    They walked to­ward the cor­ner of the build­ing, and as soon as they saw Gen­er­al Bull

    turn his back, most of the sol­diers ran away. The rest were sleep­ing.




    A small fold­ing ta­ble was set up in the shade along­side the head­quar­ters build­ing. A

    wom­an sat at it, in front of a type­writ­er, tap­ping on the keys with a pen­cil she held in

    her teeth.




    Re­mo stopped to watch. He said to Bull, “Wouldn’t it be eas­ier if she typed with her

    hands?”




    “She can’t do that.”




    “Why not? Who is she any­way?”




    “Melody Wake­field. She’s from The Boston Blade.”




    “Christ, that ex­plains it,” Re­mo said. “I had to read that pa­per once. She’s on your

    side?”




    “Most­ly she’s against the Is­raelis,” Bull said. “I don’t read her stuff my­self, but

    that’s what I think she’s up to.”




    “Why’s she against the Is­raelis?”




    “I keep ask­ing that. What I think is that out here the peo­ple most like the Amer­icans are

    the Is­raelis. And she hates the Amer­icans, so she takes it out on the Is­raelis by hat­ing

    them too.”




    “Bull, that’s the first smart thing I ev­er heard you say,” Re­mo said.




    He watched the young wom­an drop the pen­cil from




    her lips, lean for­ward and, with her teeth, pull the piece of pa­per from the type­writ­er.

    She placed the pa­per atop oth­ers in a pile and then with her nose pushed a small stone on top

    of the pile to pre­vent its blow­ing away. She stuck out her tongue and pressed it to an­oth­er

    stack of pa­per. One clean sheet ad­hered to her wet tongue, and she lift­ed it to the

    type­writ­er. Af­ter three tries, she got the end of the pa­per to slip in­to the pa­per feed.

    With her teeth, she bit on­to the car­riage roller and turned the pa­per in­to the ma­chine.

    Then she picked up the pen­cil again with her teeth and be­gan typ­ing, slow­ly,

    la­bo­ri­ous­ly.




    Re­mo walked around be­hind the wom­an, who was con­cen­trat­ing deeply on her work. Her

    hands were stuck in­to the pock­ets of her thin kha­ki army-​style bush jack­et. Re­mo looked

    over her shoul­der.




    On the last page, she had writ­ten: “The Amer­ican me­dia has in­vent­ed an in­sen­si­tive,

    cru­el Is­lam to hate, just as it in­vent­ed the dan­gers of com­mu­nism in Viet­nam and

    Cam­bo­dia.”




    She felt Re­mo stand­ing there and turned to­ward him.




    He nod­ded to­ward the page. “Good stuff,” he said.




    She dropped her pen­cil. “This book is go­ing to do for the Mid­dle East what my last book

    did for Viet­nam and Cam­bo­dia. It’ll rip the mask of hypocrisy off the Amer­ican

    im­pe­ri­al­ists and their Is­raeli lack­eys and show all those with an eye for truth that the

    wave of the fu­ture is Is­lam, benev­olent, just, kind Is­lam.”




    “Sounds good to me,” Re­mo said. The broad was a daf­fodil. He re­mem­bered that he had seen

    her by­line and that her grand­fa­ther had run The Blade un­til he had died. Maybe there was

    ge­net­ic brain-​soft­en­ing in the whole fam­ily.




    “I just don’t un­der­stand why you don’t type with your fin­gers in­stead of with your

    mouth,” Re­mo said.




    Melody Wake­field pulled her arms from the low­er pock­ets of her jack­et. She had no hands.

    Her arms end­ed at the wrists, in ban­daged stumps.




    “Oh,” Re­mo said. “I’m sor­ry. What hap­pened?”“A mer­chant in the bazaar. He saw me

    take atv ap­ple from his stand. I don’t know what the big deal was. I al­ways do that in Boston

    and no­body com­plains. Any­way, he called the po­lice. They ar­rest­ed me, and an Is­lam­ic

    court or­dered the tra­di­tion­al sen­tence car­ried out.”




    “They cut off your hands? For steal­ing an ap­ple?”




    “It is writ­ten in their holy book. I shouldn’t have tak­en the ap­ple. But if I had sought

    spe­cial treat­ment, I would have been guilty of try­ing to un­der­mine, by Amer­ican pow­er,

    all the truth and jus­tice of the Is­lam­ic move­ment.”




    “Don’t for­get benev­olence and kind­ness,” Re­mo said.




    “Right. Is­lam. True, just, benev­olent, and kind.”




    “Spo­ken like a dip­shit with­out hands,” Re­mo said. He looked at her shirt front. Maybe

    they had cut off her breasts too. She cer­tain­ly didn’t have any. Would they do that? Yes,

    they would, but they prob­ably hadn’t had to. She looked as if she had nev­er had any.




    “What are you do­ing here to­day?” Re­mo asked.




    Tm here to in­ter­view sol­diers. I want the world to know how pro­gres­sive Is­lam re­al­ly

    is. You know in Amer­ica, they think ji­had, a holy war, is a bad thing. But it’s not like they

    want to kill ev­ery­body who’s not a Moslem. Ji­had re­al­ly on­ly means so­cial re­form. Far

    su­pe­ri­or to any Amer­ican re­form. I’m go­ing to prove that in my book by in­ter­view­ing

    sol­diers. Did I tell you my book on Viet­nam and Cam­bo­dia won an award?”




    “I would have been as­ton­ished if it hadn’t,” Re­mo said. “Let’s see. The Amer­ican

    mil­itarists, need­ing a war to keep their econ­omy alive, tried to im­pose their deca­dent and

    cor­rupt will on the sweet, peace-​lov­ing peo­ple of Viet­nam and Cam­bo­dia. But

    free­dom-​lov­ing peo­ple all over the world band­ed to­geth­er in the cause of lib­er­ty to

    drive out the ug­ly Amer­ican in­vaders and turn their coun­tries over to sweet agrar­ian

    re­form­ers who promised land to all the peas­ants and free elec­tions as soon as

    pos­si­ble.”




    Melody Wake­field squealed with de­light. “You read my book,” she said.




    “I didn’t have to,” Re­mo said. “I spent a year one day read­ing your grand­fa­ther’s

    news­pa­per.” He no­ticed that Bull was still stand­ing by the side of the build­ing, look­ing

    at them.




    “Gen­er­al?” Re­mo called. “Any ob­jec­tion if she in­ter­views your sol­diers?”




    “No, none at all. I told you, she’s a press agent. She won’t write any­thing to hurt an

    Arab. If she does, she’ll get her tits cut off.”




    “Too late for that,” Re­mo said, look­ing again at Melody’s flat shirt. “If you want to

    in­ter­view the Army, you’ll find them over there in the pa­rade grounds. Asleep. Some of them

    any­way. The rest ran away.”




    “Thank you,” she said.




    “When we go in­to war to­mor­row, you want to go with us?”




    “Who are we fight­ing?” she asked.




    “Oth­er Arabs,” Re­mo said.




    “Not Is­raelis?” she said, dis­ap­point­ed.




    “No. Arabs.”




    Melody’s face bright­ened. “But they’re Arab rene­gades whose minds have been poi­soned by

    the cor­rupt West­ern be­liefs and who are lack­eys of the Unit­ed States and there­fore

    de­serve death, right?”




    “Right,” said Re­mo weari­ly.




    “It is my du­ty to go with you to let the world know of our army’s glo­ries,” Melody

    Wake­field said.




    “Good. You can ride in the front car,” Re­mo said. “Strapped over the hood.”




    “All right,” Chi­un said. “Now jump up on­to that stal­lion.”




    “I don’t jump so well,” said Ab­dul, the son of Sheik Fa­reem. He was wear­ing a silk shirt

    and silk pan­taloons.




    “It is time to learn,” Chi­un said. “You will lead your fa­ther’s army in­to bat­tle

    to­mor­row.”




    “I don’t want to learn jump­ing,” Ab­dul said.




    “When­ev­er I want some­body to jump, I hire a jumper. Why should I learn to jump? Give me a

    week or two. I’ll ad­ver­tise in the Lon­don Times. I’ll get you jumpers. Prob­ably in Lon­don

    right now, there are a cou­ple of hun­dred peo­ple who can jump on­to a horse. I’ll hire one.

    Two if you want. I’ll hire them all for you.”




    “You must do it,” Chi­un said severe­ly.




    “It’ll make me sweat.”




    “And I will make you cry,” Chi­un said.




    “Is that a threat?” Ab­dul asked.




    They were stand­ing in a clear­ing in the rear of the oa­sis, far from the tents of the

    vil­lage.




    “Yes,” Chi­un said mild­ly.




    “Please ex­plain to me why,” Ab­dul said.




    “You are go­ing to lead your fa­ther’s army in­to bat­tle to­mor­row. You have to be able to

    lead them by your ex­am­ple. They are not like­ly to fol­low any­body who falls off his horse.

    You think I am be­ing un­kind to you, but I, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, tell you that the on­ly

    way to train is to work one’s body un­to pain.”




    “Where can I buy pain?” Ab­dul said.




    “Get on that horse.”




    “No.”




    “You will not have to buy pain,” Chi­un said. “I will give you some for free.” He reached

    for­ward and with one long-​nailed fin­ger touched Ab­dul’s side through his shirt. It felt

    like stick­ing his fin­ger in­to tapi­oca.




    Ab­dul turned, Chi­un’s fin­ger still in his side, and tried to scur­ry up on­to the back of

    the pa­tient­ly wait­ing stal­lion. His left foot kept miss­ing the stir­rup.




    “Get up there,” Chi­un growled.




    “I’m try­ing. I’m try­ing. Stop hurt­ing my side.”




    Fi­nal­ly, Chi­un re­leased the fat man’s side, grabbed the back of his right calf with his

    hand, and loft­ed Ab­dul up in­to the sad­dle. It took twen­ty sec­onds for Ab­dul to get

    him­self back in bal­ance. Fi­nal­ly, he was seat­ed up­right. He looked down at Chi­un, then

    kicked his feet in­to the horse and gal­loped it away.




    He stopped twen­ty yards from Chi­un. He did not




    know how to turn the horse around, so he looked back over his shoul­der at the old man.




    “I don’t think you un­der­stand. I am the next sheik.”




    “And your fa­ther has as­signed me to train you.”




    “I don’t want a Ko­re­an train­er. I want an Amer­ican train­er. Ev­ery­body knows

    Amer­icans cost more than Ko­re­ans.”




    Chi­un thought for a mo­ment about call­ing the horse back to him, pulling Ab­dul off, and

    pun­ish­ing him, but de­cid­ed it was not worth the ef­fort. He watched silent­ly as Ab­dul

    rode away, try­ing to hold on­to the horse and not fall off, bounc­ing his big body from side

    to side with each step of the stal­lion.




    Then Chi­un heard a sound be­hind him and turned to see a young wom­an walk from be­hind the

    trees.




    “I am Zan­tos,” she said. “I apol­ogize for my hus­band, Mas­ter.”




    “I apol­ogize to you for let­ting him live an­oth­er day,” Chi­un said.




    “How will we war to­mor­row if Ab­dul is not ready?” she asked. He no­ticed that she had

    bright, di­rect green eyes that looked in­to his face with con­fi­dence and

    in­tel­li­gence.




    “I do not know. I will think of some­thing,” Chi­un said.




    “You will not bat­tle against your own son,” she said.




    “You know Re­mo? And that he is my son in heart?” Chi­un asked.




    “Yes. I warned him that there were those who would try to kill him.”




    Chi­un paused. Re­mo had known about the death at­tempt to be made on him but had done

    noth­ing. In­stead, he had want­ed to test Chi­un to see if Chi­un would save him. As Chi­un

    had.




    “No, child. I will not raise my hand against my son.”




    “I am hap­py for that,” Zan­tos said. She glanced around to make sure that no one was in

    earshot, then stepped clos­er to Chi­un. “I will warn you now, Mas­ter,




    as I warned your son. There are those here who would kiU you.”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said. “The re­gent, Gan­ulle.”




    “How did you know?”




    “I saw him watch­ing me,” Chi­un said. “I have seen those kinds of eyes be­fore.”




    “He and Ab­dul are in league. Your Ufe is in dan­ger from them.”




    “You are Ab­dul’s wife. Why do you tell me this?” Chi­un asked.




    “Be­cause I think they are in league al­so against our sheik, the no­ble Fa­reem. He is a

    good man and must not be harmed.”




    “No harm will come to him while I am here,” Chi­un said. “His Ufe is my

    re­spon­si­bil­ity.”




    “Then I will go, Mas­ter.”




    “Go with my thanks for your warn­ing. And for your loy­al­ty and courage.”




    The young wom­an blushed un­der her half-​veil. “What will hap­pen in to­mor­row’s war?” she

    asked.




    “This is an Arab war, child. Noth­ing will hap­pen.”




    “Your son will not be hurt?”




    “No,” Chi­un said.




    “Thank you, revered one,” she said, and turned to van­ish in­to the trees again. Chi­un

    walked slow­ly back alone, through the oa­sis to the main tent vil­lage. It was time to talk to

    Sheik Fa­reem and tell him some bad news.




    Re­mo sat on the sill of an up­stairs win­dow, watch­ing his al­leged army try­ing to drill.

    Their num­bers had swelled to over 750 and from watch­ing, Re­mo guessed that about fifty of

    them knew the dif­fer­ence be­tween left and right.




    What kind of army did he ex­pect when he took it over by squeez­ing the com­mand­ing

    gen­er­al’s ear? If Chi­un asked, Re­mo was go­ing to de­ny re­spon­si­bil­ity. He wasn’t a

    gen­er­al. He would be an ad­min­is­tra­tor. A pa­per push­er. Let Gen­er­al Bull have the

    cred­it.




    The door to the emp­ty of­fice burst open. Melody




    Wake­field was shoved rough­ly in­to the room, where she sprawled on the floor. Three

    Hami­di sol­diers stood be­hind her.




    “I am told you are the new com­man­der,” one of the sol­diers told Re­mo.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I’m an ad­min­is­tra­tor, but go ahead. What do you want?”




    “This har­lot tried to se­duce us.”




    “So she’s a sol­dier groupie. So what?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yes, but she has no … no …” The sol­dier brushed his hands down his chest, in­di­cat­ing a

    bo­som.




    “Some peo­ple like flat-​chest­ed wom­en,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s right. Flat-​chest­ed. She of­fered to take on our en­tire com­pa­ny. Three at -a.

    time. This is ob­scene, Com­man­der.”




    “Ad­min­is­tra­tor,” Re­mo said. “With her, it’s ob­scene.”




    “Our rev­olu­tion­ary army tri­bunal has judged her in spe­cial ses­sion,” the sol­dier

    said.




    “And?”




    “She can be sold in­to slav­ery or stoned,” the sol­dier said. The two sol­diers be­hind him

    nod­ded.




    “Slav­ery. I want to be a slave,” Melody shout­ed.




    “Shut up, you,” said Re­mo. He asked the sol­dier, “Who de­cides the fi­nal

    pun­ish­ment?”




    “You do, Com­man­der. But it must be one or the oth­er.”




    “Leave it with me,” Re­mo said. He un­der­stood that this was how big ad­min­is­tra­tors

    made de­ci­sions. They ei­ther said, “Leave it with me,” or they ap­point­ed a task force to

    study the prob­lem and make rec­om­men­da­tions. Both ap­proach­es were based on the same

    con­cept-​if you wait­ed long enough, most prob­lems went away by them­selves, and there was no

    need to de­cide any­thing.




    “We will leave her with you too, Com­man­der,” the sol­dier said. He salut­ed, al­most

    stab­bing out his eye with his right thumb, then pulled the door closed.




    “What are you go­ing to do with me?” Melody asked Re­mo.




    “Ston­ing’s too good for you. And who’d want a slave whose mouth is al­ways go­ing? Three at

    a time, huh?”




    “I thought our brave Hami­di army need­ed some in­cen­tive and ex­pres­sion of the peo­ple’s

    love be­fore they marched in­to bat­tle.”




    “Well, you’re in a pick­le now,” Re­mo said. “The Ko­ran is clear. Ston­ing or

    slav­ery.”




    “You know the Ko­ran?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo lied.




    “Are you a Moslem?” she asked.




    “Yes,” Re­mo lied.




    “Wan­na make it?” she asked.




    “Not with you,” he said truth­ful­ly. “Lis­ten, don’t you un­der­stand what’s go­ing on

    here? The last time you fucked up, it cost you your hands. This time it’s your Ufe on the Une.

    Don’t you care?”




    “Spo­ken like an Amer­ican. You peo­ple think hands are ‘the most im­por­tant things in the

    world. But I tell you that hands are not near­ly as im­por­tant as ideas. I will be a mar­tyr

    to the cause of Is­lam in the world.”




    “You’ll be dead, and no one will re­mem­ber your name. Camp fol­low­ers don’t have stat­ues

    built to them.”




    “When they un­der­stand my mo­tives, they will hon­or me.”




    “I wish they had cut out your tongue,” Re­mo said. “You’re deal­ing with lu­natics

    here.”




    “Is­lam is lib­er­at­ing,” Melody said.




    “Go back to your type­writ­er, will you? I’m tak­ing your case un­der ad­vise­ment.” That

    was an­oth­er thing top ad­min­is­tra­tors al­ways did. Take things un­der ad­vise­ment. By

    to­mor­row, the whole Hami­di army would prob­ably be wiped out and the case of Melody

    Wake-​field would be aca­dem­ic. He could send her home. In a strait jack­et, as she

    de­served.




    “I will write the truth about our brave army,” she shout­ed as she moved to­ward the door.

    “Al­lah is great.”




    “Yes, he is. And you are loud. Get out of here.”




    “Is­lam for­ev­er,” she shout­ed on her way out.




    “And stop try­ing to se­duce my army,” Re­mo yelled at the clos­ing door. “I’ve got enough

    prob­lems with­out my sol­diers get­ting the clap.”




    “I am sor­ry, Em­per­or,” said Chi­un, “but your son…”




    “Will nev­er be a sol­dier,” said Sheik Fa­reem.




    Chi­un nod­ded his head sad­ly. “Per­haps if I had him when he was younger. But now, he

    can­not even sit a horse. Or a camel. He is afraid of guns, and swords are too heavy for him.

    He risks lac­er­at­ing his own feet ev­ery time he picks up a lance.”




    “It is not that you should have had him when he was young, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” said Sheik

    Fa­reem. “If on­ly you could have had him be­fore there was oil. Oil mon­ey has robbed all our

    peo­ple of their re­spect for the old ways.”




    “Wealth is like that,” Chi­un said.




    “Oil is like that. We must de­stroy the oil.”




    “Say­ing that makes you a tar­get for many,” Chi­un said. “Per­haps even some of those

    around you.”




    “Do you know some­thing, Mas­ter, that you are not telling me?” asked Fa­reem.




    “No, sire. I know noth­ing. I sus­pect but I know not.”




    “You must tell me your sus­pi­cions.”




    “No. Be­cause to rule, you must be with­out fear and with­out fa­vor. And you can­not be

    that when you must al­ways watch over your shoul­der. You can look straight ahead. The House of

    Sinan­ju is here, at your shoul­der, to deal with your en­emies.”




    “You do not mind, though, if I am care­ful,” Fa­reem said with a sly smile.




    “I would mind if you were not, Em­per­or. The House of Sinan­ju does not deal with fools.”

    “It is a good rule,” Sheik Fa­reem said.




    “And good men un­der­stand that,” Chi­un said. They were in­ter­rupt­ed by a sound from

    out­side thetent.




    “Chi­un,” a voice called. “Get out here.”




    “That is Ab­dul,” said the sheik.




    “Yes.”




    “How dare he ad­dress you in that tone of voice?”




    “He is fool­ish,” Chi­un said. He rose from his seat along­side the sheik and, in a swirl of

    blue bro­cade, walked to the front of the tent. Fa­reem fol­lowed him.




    Ab­dul stood in the clear­ing be­fore the tent. Half the vil­lage stood back around the

    oth­er tents, watch­ing. Next to Ab­dul was a gi­ant of a white man, six and a half feet tall,

    weigh­ing al­most pounds. He was dressed in a red T-​shirt and kha­ki fa­tigue pants and wore

    heavy para­troop­er boots pol­ished to a mir­ror shine. His hair was red and his skin was red

    too. Around his waist hung a wide car­tridge belt, fes­tooned with grenades and knives and

    hand­guns.




    When he saw Chi­un, Ab­dul said, “I told you Amer­ican train­ers were best. I have one now.”

    He ges­tured to the gi­ant stand­ing next to him.




    “What will he train you to do,” Chi­un asked mild­ly. “To overeat?”




    The red-​haired man took a step for­ward.




    “He will be my com­man­der in to­mor­row’s bat­tle,” Ab­dul said. “He is a sol­dier.”




    “Sergeant Willie Bob Wat­son,” the big man said. He salut­ed no one in par­tic­ular.

    “Trained es­pe­cial­ly for hand-​to-​hand com­bat by the world-​fa­mous Colonel Mac­trug.”




    “Colonel Mac­trug. I have heard of him,” Chi­un said.




    “Un­til his un­time­ly death, the great­est mil­itary fight­ing man in the world,” Willie

    Bob Wat­son said.




    “A fraud,” said Chi­un, “who hid be­hind his gad­gets and wires and things and fell the

    first time some­body came for him.”




    “That’s a lie,” Sergeant Wat­son said. “He was done in by a ter­ror­ist squad of

    dozens.”




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju does not lie. And, as a mat­ter of fact, he does not even talk to

    cretins like you.”




    He start­ed to turn away, but Ab­dul shout­ed at him.




    “A bat­tle,” he called out. “A test to de­ter­mine who will be at my side in to­mor­row’s

    bat­tle.”




    “Ab­dul!” his fa­ther shout­ed. “You have no right to in­sult the Mas­ter that way.”




    “I am sor­ry, Fa­ther, but I do not be­lieve that this per­son is a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju at

    all. I think he is an old man mas­querad­ing as what he is not.”




    “You saw him with the spear. Was that a mas­quer­ade?”




    “No. But it might have been naught but luck, Fa­ther. Be­fore I will al­low you to en­trust

    your sa­cred safe­ty to his hands, I de­mand to know how tal­ent­ed those hands are.”




    Chi­un looked at Fa­reem, then glanced about at the crowd. He saw Gan­ulle, the sheik’s

    re­gent, stand­ing placid­ly in a crowd of men on the oth­er side of the clear­ing.




    “Do not be harsh with your son,” Chi­un whis­pered to the sheik. “He does not un­der­stand

    our ways.”




    “Enough of talk,” Ab­dul yelled. “Is it a bat­tle?”




    “You do not have to do this, Mas­ter,” Fa­reem said.




    “No. Per­haps it will be good for the boy,” Chi­un said. He stepped for­ward, away from the

    sheik’s tent, in­to the clear­ing.




    “What weapons do you want, old man?” Sergeant Willie Bob Wat­son called out.”




    “What do you have?” Chi­un asked.




    “Ev­ery­thing. Ri­fles. Hand­guns. Knives. Grenades.” As he spoke, he touched var­ious parts

    of his anato­my, from which hung the dif­fer­ent weapons. “Even buU-​whips,” he said. “I’ve got

    ev­ery­thing.”




    “You would,” said Chi­un. “Use any or all of them.”




    “And what weapons will you use?”




    Slow­ly, as if to dis­play them, Chi­un held his hands up in front of his face. “I al­ways

    have my weapons,” he said.




    The wom­an was dressed in wraps of gauze. A veil of many lay­ers cov­ered the bot­tom half

    of her face. Her full breasts jut­ted care­less­ly through the wrapped whitefab­ric as

    she un­du­lat­ed her way across the room to­ward Re­mo, her hips mov­ing in the ex­ag­ger­at­ed

    sex­ual ges­tures of the bel­ly dancer.




    Her hands snapped nois­ily over her head, her arms mov­ing se­duc­tive­ly in a plane with

    the sides of her body.




    Re­mo looked away from the win­dow and said, “All right, Re­va. What do you want?”




    Re­va Bleem kept danc­ing. “I want you,” she said.




    “You on­ly want me be­cause Fm go­ing to make the world safe for Poly­pus­sides at fif­teen

    dol­lars a gal­lon.”




    “That too,” she said. She was sin­uous­ly men­ac­ing him now, ro­tat­ing her hips in front

    of his legs.




    “Re­va, do you know that you’re beau­ti­ful?”




    “Yes. Many men have told me that.”




    “Then you be­lieve me?” asked Re­mo.




    “Yes.”




    “Then be­lieve this. You’ve got as much sex ap­peal as a nose­bleed.”




    She stopped danc­ing as abrupt­ly, as if she had stepped on a hand­ful of car­pet tacks.




    “But why?” she said. She put her hands on her hips and stared at Re­mo.




    He reached over and low­ered the veil from her face.




    “I don’t like am­bi­tious wom­en,” Re­mo said. “Par­tic­ular­ly when they’re us­ing me to

    fur­ther their am­bi­tions.”




    “That’s re­al­ly punk, you know.”




    “I’m sor­ry, but that’s the way it is. I don’t want to be of­fen­sive, but I don’t want you

    wast­ing your time.”




    He was back to look­ing at the sol­diers drilling, shak­ing his head from side to side, more

    in pity than in anger.




    “You will beat the old man to­mor­row?” she asked.




    “You’d bet­ter lay off that old man stuff,” Re­mo said with­out turn­ing.




    “But you will win?”




    “I don’t know. I’ve got these thou­sand mis­fits. Chi­un’s got Fa­reem’s horse­back brigade,

    but led by Ab­dul the Bul­bul Emir. Who knows? They may fight forev­er. Arabs are al­ways

    do­ing that. That’s why their wars last for cen­turies. Not be­cause it’s a holy cause. ‘Cause

    nei­ther of them can fig­ure out how to win.”




    “But one of you must win. The anaer­obic bac­te­ria and the fu­ture of the world are at

    stake.”




    “Yeah. One of us will win about that. And where is it any­way? It should have been here by

    now.”




    “I don’t know. You sure you wouldn’t want me to make love to you?”




    “I’d rather make love to a maple ice­box,” Re­mo said.




    “Okay,” Re­va Bleem said. She walked to­ward the door, but then paused. “Can I go with you

    to­mor­row?”




    “Of course you’re com­ing. You’re go­ing to be in the lead car with me. We’ll take your car

    and your driv­er. I don’t trust any of these camel jock­eys.”




    “All right,” she said. She opened the door, then paused again.




    “But I am beau­ti­ful?” she asked wist­ful­ly.




    “Yes, you are. Very beau­ti­ful,” Re­mo said. Af­ter the door closed, he shook his head.

    Melody Wake­field try­ing to se­duce his sol­diers. Re­va Bleem try­ing to se­duce him.

    Gen­er­al Bull, who was noth­ing but a sales­men. An army that not on­ly couldn’t fight, it

    couldn’t even march.




    He’d bet that Chi­un didn’t have prob­lems like this.




    The en­tire vil­lage crowd­ed around the sand are­na where Chi­un faced the gi­ant

    red­head.




    Sergeant Willie Bob Wat­son held an au­to­mat­ic pis­tol in his left hand. In his right, he

    held a loose­ly coiled bull­whip.




    “You need a weapon,” he in­sist­ed.




    “Be­gin any time,” said Chi­un. His arms were fold­ed across his chest, his hands buried

    deep in the bil­low­ing cuffs of his blue bro­cade ki­mono.




    The sergeant looked to­ward Ab­dul, who stood next to his fa­ther. Gan­ulle had joined

    them.




    “Go on,” Ab­dul said. “Go on, go on.”




    Wat­son shrugged, and with an un­der­hand flip spread




    the bull­whip out in front of him. Then, with a snap of his right wrist, he coiled the whip

    up off the ground and whis­tled it by Chi­na’s head, where it snapped on­ly inch­es from the

    Ko­re­an mas­ter’s ear.




    Chi­un nei­ther moved nor blinked. His hands stayed fold­ed in­side the robe.




    “Come on, old-​timer,” the sol­dier called. “At least let’s give them a a show.”




    Chi­un was silent. The sol­dier raised his right hand to his shoul­der. Then he snapped it

    down­ward. The tremor wave curled down the whip, and its tip jumped up in­to the air, crack­ing

    next to the Ori­en­tal’s shoul­der.




    Chi­un re­mained as still as if root­ed.




    “Hell with you, suck­er,” the sol­dier yelled. He swung the whip out be­hind him, then

    brought it straight down over his head in a wood­cut­ter’s mo­tion. Over­head the whip came,

    speed­ing straight down to­ward the top of Chi­un’s head. The crowd gasped. The sheik start­ed

    for­ward.




    At the mo­ment when it seemed noth­ing could stop the whip from lash­ing and lac­er­at­ing

    the top of Chi­un’s skull, his right hand snaked from its sleeve. Mov­ing too fast for

    any­one’s eyes to fo­cus on it, it flashed up above his head. There was a sound like a pis­tol

    crack. Some peo­ple blinked at the sharp re­port.




    When they looked again, Chi­un’s hands were again fold­ed in­side his robe. A foot-​long

    sec­tion of the whip lay use­less­ly on the sand in front of him. The sol­dier looked in

    puz­zle­ment at the short­er length of whip he was still hold­ing. He growled a curse and

    snapped the whip again. And again Chi­un in­ter­cept­ed it just be­fore it touched him and,

    with the side of his hand mov­ing like a knife, slashed off an­oth­er piece of the

    bull­hide.




    And again.




    Un­til the burly red­head was left with on­ly a five-​foot length of whip in his hands.




    He an­gri­ly tossed it on­to the sand and trans­ferred his au­to­mat­ic pis­tol from his

    left hand to his right. As he raised his arm to take aim at Chi­un, the old man be­gan to move.

    He skit­tered side­ways, across the sand,mov­ing seem­ing­ly at ran­dom. Willie Bob found

    it hard to re­sist a smile. He had dealt be­fore with tar­gets tak­ing eva­sive ac­tion. There

    was a very sim­ple way to deal with them. It took on­ly one shot. You sim­ply trailed the

    vic­tim with the sight on the nose of your pis­tol, fol­low­ing him as he moved. And when he

    stopped or re­versed di­rec­tions, he had to come right back across the bar­rel, and you

    squeezed and blew his brains to King­dom Come. It was sim­ple. Ex­cept it didn’t work.




    Willie Bob trailed the old man with the nose of the pis­tol as Chi­un crab-​skit­tered

    across the sand. Then the old man stopped. The sight on the pis­tol kept mov­ing. An­oth­er

    inch, and squeeze. But the old man wasn’t there.




    He was off to the right fif­teen feet away. Willie Bob cursed. How did the old bas­tard do

    that? Let him try it again, he thought.




    The old man was mov­ing again to his right. Willie Bob trailed him with the sight on the

    pis­tol, sight­ing just an inch be­hind the old man’s head. Chi­un stopped. Willie Bob panned

    the pis­tol the ex­tra inch. His fin­ger tight­ened against the trig­ger. But the old man

    wasn’t there. In­stead he was stand­ing in front of Wat­son, his head bare­ly com­ing up to the

    big sol­dier’s chest. Willie Bob’s mouth dropped open.




    “Look­ing for some­thing?” said Chi­un, a faint smile play­ing about his mouth.




    Willie Bob, an­gri­ly, brutish­ly, raised the pis­tol over his head to smash it down in­to

    the old wraith’s skull. It start­ed, then stopped. Willie Bob felt a burn­ing pain sear in­to

    his wrist. It hurt too much to move his hand an­oth­er inch. He felt the gun fall from his

    fin­gers and saw the old man catch it be­fore it could reach the sand.




    Willie Bob stood there, par­alyzed, his arm up­raised over his head. He saw the old man

    car­ry the pis­tol over to the sheik and Ab­dul. He want­ed to cry out, but




    he saw Gan­ulle look­ing at him sharply, his head ges­tur­ing in­finites­imal­ly, No,

    no.




    The old yel­low man stood in front of Ab­dul. He took the heavy pis­tol in both hands and

    snapped it in two, then hand­ed both halves to the prince, bowed slight­ly to the sheik, and

    walked off to­ward his tent.




    The cheers of the crowd rang around the shoul­ders of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju as he en­tered

    the tent.




    Back on the sandy plane, Sheik Fa­reem looked at his son, then reached down with his big,

    gnarled hand and slapped the young man across the face.




    “You id­iot,” he said. “You have in­sult­ed a guest … an hon­ored guest . . . with this

    ridicu­lous dis­play of hired brava­do. Have you had enough?”




    “Yes, Fa­ther,” Ab­dul said. “Yes.”




    But even as he spoke, his wife saw him look past the sheik and in­to Gan­ulle’s eyes.


  




  

    Chapter Eleven




    Gen­er­al Bull had man­aged to find forty trucks that worked, and they had brought the

    Hami­di army out along the high­way un­til they were just two miles from Sheik Fa­reem’s

    vil­lage.




    Now the army, a thou­sand strong, marched along be­hind the Rolls Royce. Melody Wake­field,

    re­splen­dent in new black and yel­low wrist ban­dages, marched along with the sol­diers, her

    portable type­writ­er strung around her neck on a cord.




    Re­mo and Re­va sat in the back seat of the Rolls Royce. Os­car and Bull were in the front.

    Re­mo low­ered the Rolls win­dow and heard the drill mas­ter try­ing to lead the army in

    ca­dence.




    “Sound off, one, two.




    “Sound off, three, four.




    “Ca­dence count, one, two, three, four . . . three,four.”




    All the sol­diers pitched in on the “Sound off” part, but there was dead si­lence as the

    drill­mas­ter called out the num­bers. Re­mo re­al­ized that the army he was lead­ing not on­ly

    couldn’t march or fight, but it was made up of sol­diers who couldn’t count.




    “Won­der­ful,” he grum­bled, and closed the elec­tric win­dow.




    “It’s not too late,” Gen­er­al Bull said.




    “Not too late for what?”




    “For air cov­er. We can hit them where they live.




    Na­palm. High-​ex­plo­sive bombs. Poi­son gas. We’ll nev­er have to go in ex­cept to count

    the corpses.”




    “No. We’re go­ing to fight it out like a re­al war. Sol­dier against sol­dier,” Re­mo

    said.




    “Peo­ple get hurt that way,” Bull said.




    “Shut up and turn around be­fore I squeeze your ear.”




    Re­va moved clos­er to Re­mo on the back seat.




    “Are you look­ing for­ward to this?” she asked.




    “No, why?”




    “I thought you might be. You against your teach­er.”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “Who’s go­ing to win?”




    “All you keep ask­ing me is who’s go­ing to win, who’s go­ing to win,” Re­mo said.




    “I’m just won­der­ing,” she said. “It means a lot to me that you win.”




    “I’ll do my best,” Re­mo said. “I don’t know that I’d want to live in a world filled with

    dwarves and fif­teen-​dol­lar-​a-​gal­lon gas.”




    Os­car pulled off in­to the lit­tle clear­ing on the side of the road, and Re­mo and

    Gen­er­al Bull stepped out of the car.




    Out in front of them sloped a large sand-​filled val­ley, with the oa­sis at the far end. A

    hun­dred men on hors­es stood poised near the tent vil­lage. Around them clus­tered a num­ber

    of men on foot, car­ry­ing swords and spears.




    Re­mo saw Chi­un, in a bright yel­low ki­mono, stand­ing off to the side, talk­ing with

    Sheik Fa­reem. Be­side them were two oth­er men whom Re­mo rec­og­nized as Ab­dul and

    Gan­ulle.




    With his hand Bull shad­ed his eyes from the sun as he sur­veyed the bat­tle­field.




    “Na­palm, boy.”




    “What?”




    “It’s a nat­ural for na­palm. We can fill this val­ley with it. Burn ev­ery­thing to a

    crisp.”




    “How soon could you work it out?” Re­mo said.




    “I’d need a week.”




    “Why a week?”




    “First I’ve got to get two planes that fly. Then I’ll have to find a cou­ple of Amer­ican

    pi­lots who aren’t on fur­lough. Then bor­row some na­palm from Libya. A week. But that’s

    out­side. With a break, maybe on­ly fivedays.”




    “For­get it, we’re fight­ing now,” Re­mo said.




    “We’ll at­tack in waves. First our ground forces to soft­en them up. Then the tanks.”




    “Why not the tanks first?” Re­mo asked.




    “Well, they were fix­ing them this morn­ing. They might not get here in time for the

    war.”




    “Start with your in­fantry,” Re­mo said.




    Bull sig­naled, and ten Arab lieu­tenants came for­ward to him. They were talk­ing Ara­bic,

    which Re­mo couldn’t un­der­stand. They seemed to be ar­gu­ing.




    Fi­nal­ly, Bull reached in­to the pock­et of his bro­cad­ed cow­boy shirt and pulled out a

    hand­ful of tooth­picks. He count­ed out ten and re­placed the rest in bis pock­et. Then he

    broke one to make it short­er than the oth­er nine. He put his hands be­hind his back, and when

    he brought them for­ward, he held the ten tooth­picks in his hand, their tops all even so no

    one could see which was the short one.




    He moved his hand around, and re­luc­tant­ly, the lieu­tenants each picked a tooth­pick.




    The first three picked long tooth­picks, and they fell on the sand, turn­ing their faces to

    Mec­ca and bow­ing, screech­ing prayers of thanks­giv­ing at the tops of their voic­es.




    The fourth lieu­tenant picked the short tooth­pick. He too fell on the ground, weep­ing

    un­con­trol­lably, kick­ing his feet in­to the pow­dery sand like a child hav­ing a tem­per

    tantrum.




    Re­mo leaned over and lift­ed him by the back of the neck. He squeezed.




    “Yes, sir,” the lieu­tenant said.




    “Get your men and get mov­ing.”




    “But they’re armed. I can see their spears from here.”




    “Noth­ing those spears can do to you will hurt like what I can do to you,” Re­mo said. He

    squeezed the neck again. “Get mov­ing.”




    The lieu­tenant ran off, rub­bing his neck as if he had been stung by a bee. Re­mo heard a

    wail­ing from among the mass of troops. The lieu­tenant turned to­ward Re­mo, as if plead­ing,

    but Re­mo on­ly wagged a warn­ing ringer at him.




    The lieu­tenant went back to round­ing up his men. Fi­nal­ly, a hun­dred of them were

    be­hind him. The oth­er sol­diers had tried to shrink away from the scene of bat­tle, even

    though it was hard for them to find a place to hide in the sand.




    “All right, Lieu­tenant,” Bull or­dered. “At­tack the en­emy. For our coun­try’s

    hon­or.”




    Slow­ly, the lieu­tenant led the hun­dred men down the long grad­ed slope of sand, to­ward

    the big am­phithe­ater-​shaped are­na at the bot­tom.




    From the oth­er side, Re­mo saw a hun­dred men walk out to meet them. They car­ried spears

    and swords. Re­mo’s men had ri­fles.




    Re­mo told Re­va, “You stay here,” and told Bull, “You’re in charge. Win the war.” Then he

    walked out to the right, stay­ing up along the top of the sand dune, so that he could look down

    in­to the val­ley be­low and watch the war. He saw Chi­un come out of the clus­ter of peo­ple

    near the oa­sis and walk along the top of the dune to­ward him. They met in the mid­dle and

    Re­mo bowed.




    “Good af­ter­noon, Gen­er­al,” he said. “It’s a nice day for a war, isn’t it?”




    “Yes, my son,” Chi­un said. “We have ev­ery­thing we need for a war, ex­cept armies.”




    They sat side by side in the sand to watch the bat­tle shap­ing up be­low.




    The two groups of a hun­dred stood fac­ing each oth­er across thir­ty feet of sand.




    Re­mo’s lieu­tenant struck first.




    He turned to­ward Chi­un’s army and shout­ed at the top of his voice, “Your fa­ther is

    dirty!” He turned tohis own troops for ap­proval. Some of them ap­plaud­ed. The rest

    whis­tled.




    One of Chi­un’s army stepped for­ward. He was on­ly fif­teen feet from the lieu­tenant. In

    his right hand, he held a sword.




    “Your moth­er is dirty too!” he yelled.




    His men laughed and whis­tled.




    “She is not!” Re­mo’s lieu­tenant yelled back.




    “Is too!” Chi­un’s sol­dier shout­ed. His shout was picked up by the rest of the hun­dred

    men be­hind him. “Is too!” they screamed over and over again. “Is too!”




    The noise rout­ed Re­mo’s lieu­tenant. He fell back to the main body of his men, and they

    con­ferred qui­et­ly while Chi­un’s army hoot­ed.




    Then the lieu­tenant turned. He raised his arm over his head. When he low­ered it, his

    en­tire hun­dred-​man de­tach­ment shout­ed in uni­son, “Ev­ery­body in your fam­ily is

    dirty!”




    “Isn’t this piti­ful?” Re­mo asked Chi­un.




    “Now you know why the Cru­sades went on for three hun­dred years, my son. It was French­men

    fight­ing Arabs. Nei­ther of them could win. The Arabs were good at in­sults, but the French

    had bet­ter field kitchens. Their sauces were ex­cel­lent. They were even­ly matched.”




    “I nev­er thought we’d be on op­po­site sides in a war,” Re­mo said.




    “That is true on­ly if you con­sid­er this a war,” Chi­un said.




    All men were now shout­ing at one an­oth­er. One of Chi­un’s Arabs, braver than the rest,

    picked up a hand­ful of sand and threw it at Re­mo’s lieu­tenant. He re­act­ed as if he had

    been jolt­ed by elec­tric­ity. He jumped around, brush­ing the sand from his high­ly starched

    uni­form, scream­ing in­vec­tive at the sand-​throw­er. When he was again clean, he threw sand

    back. Soon both armies were throw­ing sand at each oth­er. Re­mo no­ticed that all hun­dred of

    his sol­diers had thrown their ri­fles down so they could throw sand with both hands. There

    were 100 ri­fles, use­less with




    sand in their bar­rels. Chi­un’s sol­diers had laid down spear and sword to shov­el sand.

    Mean­while, they kept yelling.




    “It sounds like the New York Stock Ex­change three min­utes be­fore clos­ing on Fri­day,”

    Re­mo said.




    “It is aw­ful,” Chi­un agreed. Re­mo glanced at him, but he no­ticed that Chi­un’s eyes were

    look­ing away, fo­cused back on the main tent at the head of the oa­sis, where Sheik Fa­reem

    was hold­ing his head in his hands, as if in pain. Near him were an­oth­er 600 foot sol­diers.

    The hun­dred men on horse­back still wait­ed im­pa­tient­ly for the word to charge.




    Re­mo could not see Ab­dul or Gan­ulle. He looked over to the mouth of the val­ley. There he

    saw the Rolls Royce. Gen­er­al Bull was watch­ing the ac­tion, ap­plaud­ing. Re­va Bloom looked

    bored. Melody Wake­field was tap­ping away with her pen­cil as fast as she could. Os­car, the

    chauf­feur, leaned against the Rolls fend­er, clean­ing his fin­ger­nails with a knife.




    The rest of Re­mo’s army had gone. He looked off to the south. There, men were rac­ing along

    the road as fast as their legs would car­ry them. Could he shoot the whole army for

    de­ser­tion? Re­mo won­dered.




    “It looks like I’m out­num­bered,” Re­mo said as he turned back to Chi­un. But Chi­un had

    gone. Re­mo saw the aged Ori­en­tal rac­ing back to­ward the vil­lage, al­most fly­ing across

    the sand, mov­ing so quick­ly that his slip­pered feet left no prints in the soft pow­dered

    sand. Re­mo start­ed run­ning af­ter him, his feet bury­ing them­selves an­kle deep in the

    sand, un­til he re­mem­bered that there was no speed in hur­ry­ing, that he must sense the

    pres­sure of the sand up against his feet and aim the pres­sure of his body for­ward, not

    down­ward, so that the feet would not sink but on­ly skim over the sand as if ski­ing along its

    sur­face.




    He came up out of the sand and was run­ning across it at top speed, leav­ing not even a mark

    where he had been. Sheik Fa­reem had turned, and saw Chi­un com­ing to­ward him and Re­mo

    clos­ing be­hind him. He turned to­ward them, but Chi­un flew by him and dove againstthe

    can­vas wall of the sheik’s tent. The fab­ric gave way with a wrench­ing groan. Chi­un land­ed

    on his feet and, with Re­mo stand­ing along­side him, he reached down and pulled aside the

    ripped flap of fab­ric. Un­der it was Gan­ulle, the sheik’s re­gent. A ri­fle lay at his

    feet.




    Re­mo turned as Fa­reem came over to them.




    The sheik looked down at Gan­ulle, who was moan­ing his way back to­ward con­scious­ness,

    and then at Chi­un.




    “This ri­fle was aimed at your back, Ex­cel­len­cy,” Chi­un said. Be­fore the sheik could

    speak, there was a sound in the back of the tent, as some­one tried to climb out from un­der

    the fab­ric on the far side. Chi­un nod­ded to Re­mo, who went around the rear of the tent and

    re­turned, a mo­ment lat­er, drag­ging Ab­dul by the neck of his long robe.




    He dropped the fat man at the feet of his fa­ther.




    “You too?” Fa­reem gasped as his son looked up at him help­less­ly. “Gan­ulle and you?”




    It was a ques­tion that would not brook a lie in re­sponse. Ab­dul nod­ded.




    “But why?”




    “Your broth­er, the king,” Ab­dul said. “He promised us … all this land would be ours . . .

    the oil … if on­ly …” He could not fin­ish the sen­tence.




    Sheik Fa­reem pulled his long, curved sword from its scab­bard. Ab­dul shrank away as the

    sheik held the sword to­ward him; then, with a cry of an­guish, Fa­reem raised the sword high

    over his head, turned, and ran. A rid­er­less horse stood lazi­ly near the edge of the

    clear­ing, and the sheik swung him­self eas­ily up in­to his sad­dle. Then, yo­del­ing an Arab

    call, he rode out across the sand to­ward Re­mo’s army.




    The sheik’s star­tled horse­men watched their lead­er ride off, and then they spurred their

    steeds and fol­lowed him, their voic­es raised, high-​pitched, in a cu­ri­ous­ly melod­ic

    bat­tle cry.




    Re­mo’s sol­diers, who were four points ahead in the war of the words with Fa­reem’s

    vil­lager troops, heard the sounds. They looked up and saw the sheik com­ing,his sword

    cir­cling high over his head. They turned and ran.




    But by the time he reached the near­est sol­dier, the sheik’s fury seemed to have abat­ed

    be­cause in­stead of cut­ting the man in two, he stopped and waved to his men; they gal­loped

    over and cir­cled Re­mo’s sol­diers, who then fell ab­ject­ly on­to the sand, cring­ing and

    snivel­ing for their lives.




    The sheik spurred his mount and rode off to­ward the parked Rolls Royce, and in mo­ments,

    Melody Wake-​field and Gen­er­al Bull had joined the group of pris­on­ers.




    “That is a man and a half, isn’t it, Chi­un?” Re­mo said, nod­ding to­ward the sheik, who

    was rid­ing ma­jes­ti­cal­ly back to­ward the oa­sis.




    . “Yes, he is,” Chi­un said. “That is why the House of Sinan­ju hon­ors its con­tract with

    him, pris­on­er.”




    When Re­va fi­nal­ly trudged through the sand to Re­mo, she asked, “What hap­pened?”




    “We lost.”




    “Oh, shit.”




    “What’s go­ing on here?” Gen­er­al Bull shout­ed from among the group of pris­on­ers.




    “We lost the war,” Re­mo said.




    “I told you we should have used na­palm.”




    “We’ll use it in next week’s war,” Re­mo said.




    “If word of this gets out, I’m ru­ined,” Bull said. “Who’d buy mil­itary equip­ment from a

    los­er?”




    Melody Wake­field was stand­ing with the pris­on­ers, still typ­ing with a pen­cil on the

    type­writ­er hung around her neck. She fi­nal­ly dropped the pen­cil and said, “Lis­ten to

    this.” She be­gan to read. “A gal­lant band of Hami­di Ara­bi­an sol­diers to­day de­fend­ed

    the fu­ture of Is­lam against a ter­ror­ist band of Is­raeli sym­pa­thiz­ers. By the time the

    smoke from the bat­tle­field had set­tled, the pro-​Is­rael forces had been rout­ed. In a

    bril­liant dis­play of bat­tle­field tac­tics .. .”




    While she bab­bled on, Sheik Fa­reem looked at Re­mo.




    “What is this thing with­out hands talk­ing about?”




    Re­mo shrugged.




    “Who are the gal­lant Ara­bi­an sol­diers?” Fa­reem




    asked.




    Re­mo point­ed to the rem­nants of bis army, (c)ow­eriag in the sand un­der guard.




    “Them,” he said.




    “Who are these Is­raeli sym­pa­thiz­ers?” Fa­reem asked.




    “You,” Re­mo said. “Ig­nore it, sheik. The broad’s wacky.”




    Fa­reem slapped Melody Wake­field in the back of the head and sent her sprawl­ing. “Be

    qui­et, wom­an. No more of your lies,” he growled.




    “Zion­ist child-​butch­er,” she called out.




    Re­mo put his foot on her mouth.




    “Shut up, kid. You ain’t in Boston now.”




    Re­mo was al­lowed to sit next to Chi­un and the sheik. In front of them stood Gen­er­al

    Bull, Re­va Bleem, Melody Wake­field, and Ab­dul.




    “What are we to do with these crea­tures?” Fa­reem asked Chi­un.




    “I am sure Your Ex­cel­len­cy will be just,” Chi­unsaid.




    The sheik point­ed to Bull.




    “You. In the cow­boy suit. Get up here.”




    Bull stepped for­ward cau­tious­ly.




    “You are in charge of that army?”




    “Not me,” Bull said. He point­ed to Re­mo. “He was. I didn’t want to fight. I nev­er want­ed

    to fight. I’m a sales­man who be­lieves in peace. Peace for­ev­er. Sheik, I want to talk to you

    some­time about those swords and spears. I can per­son­al­ly pro­vide you with some mod­ern

    equip­ment. The best that mon­ey can buy.”




    “We have no mon­ey,” the sheik said.




    “That’s ridicu­lous,” Bull said. “This is Hami­di Ara­bia. Ev­ery­body has mon­ey.”




    “We have none,” Fa­reem said.




    “As an Amer­ican cit­izen, I de­mand my rights. I demand to be re­leased im­me­di­ate­ly.

    Wash­ing­ton will hear of…”




    “Si­lence,” the sheik roared. He mulled some­thing over for a mo­ment, then said, “I or­der

    you to leave this area and take those poor ex­cus­es of sol­diers with you. March them back to

    Nehmad and nev­er re­turn.”




    “I don’t plan to,” Bull said. “But if you ev­er get any mon­ey and want to talk about…”




    “Be gone,” the sheik or­dered. As Bull left the tent, Fa­reem called one of his guards

    for­ward and whis­pered in­to his ear. Then he leaned over to Chi­un and spoke soft­ly to him.

    Chi­un smiled.




    “What’d he say?” Re­mo asked.




    “He said your gen­er­al is a man with a great deal of fool­ish pride. He will re­move some

    of that pride.”




    Re­mo saw Fa­reem’s guard leave the tent, but re­laxed when he heard no screams from

    out­side.




    “What hap­pened to Gan­ulle, any­way?” Re­mo asked Chi­un.




    “He will be set free.”




    “He tried to kill the sheik,” Re­mo said.




    “He will be set free,” Chi­un said. “He is on his way now, un­der guard, to the place where

    he will be set free. A hun­dred miles out in­to the bar­ren dessert. The sheik has told him

    that he want­ed to be a ruler and now he can. He can rule emp­ty sand, if he wish­es, and pray

    for rain.”




    The sheik crooked his fin­ger, and Melody Wake­field was pushed for­ward. Her type­writ­er

    still hung around her neck.




    “What is to be done with this coun­try­wom­an of yours?” the sheik asked Re­mo.




    Re­mo shrugged. “You can’t cut off her hands. Some­body al­ready did that. And she tried to

    se­duce my sol­diers. I’m sup­posed to de­cide whether she gets stoned or sent in­to

    slav­ery.”




    The sheik looked at the wom­an. “She pros­ti­tutes her body as she does the truth. I think

    she should …”




    He was in­ter­rupt­ed by a sound from the tent open­ing. Sud­den­ly Zan­tos pushed her way

    past the guards




    and ran up to the sheik’s throne. She threw her­self on the ground at his feet.




    “Oh, No­ble One, I plead for my hus­band’s life,” she cried.




    Re­mo leaned over to Chi­un. “She doesn’t even like the guy,” he said.




    “No, but she is his wife, and it is her obli­ga­tion to try to keep him alive. Some peo­ple

    live up to their obli­ga­tions. Oth­er peo­ple ig­nore them. Most­ly whites. Whites don’t like

    obli­ga­tions.”




    “Knock it off,” Re­mo growled in Ko­re­an.




    “Rise, my daugh­ter,” said the sheik. “Your hus­band . . . my son, is not worth your pleas.

    He is not worth one tear from your eye.”




    “He is my hus­band, Ex­cel­len­cy.”




    The sheik nod­ded, then roared, “Ab­dul, get up here.”




    Hes­itant­ly, the fat man shuf­fled for­ward to stand be­fore his fa­ther, head bowed.




    “You are no son of mine,” Fa­reem said. “You have no heart, no body, no tal­ent, no courage,

    no strength.”




    “I am…” Ab­dul stam­mered.




    “Si­lence. All you have that is of val­ue is this wife, who is much too good for you. But

    be­cause I love her, I will heed her pleas and spare your life. Ab­dul. Zan-​tos. Look at

    me.”




    They both raised their faces to him. “You are now to be di­vorced. As your sheik, I com­mand

    it. Ab­dul, per­form the cer­emo­ny.”




    “But…”




    “Do as I say.”




    Ab­dul turned to the beau­ti­ful green-​eyed wom­an. “Wom­an, I do di­vorce you. Wom­an, I

    do di­vorce you. Wom­an, I do di­vorce you.” He turned back to the sheik. “Fa­ther, it is

    done.”




    “Good. Now, Ab­dul, you are ban­ished from here. You are ban­ished from my sight. I

    dis­in­her­it, I dis­own, I dis­claim you. You are, in my eyes, dead, and if you are ev­er in

    my eyes again, you will be ful­ly dead. Do you un­der­stand?”




    “Yes, Fa­ther.”




    “You may nev­er call me ‘Fa­ther’ again. There is a part­ing gift I have for you.” He turned

    to­ward Melody and said, “Wom­an with the tongue of snakes, stand by him.”




    She moved over un­cer­tain­ly next to Ab­dul.




    “I now pro­nounce you wed. This wom­an is your wife, Ab­dul. She is your re­spon­si­bil­ity.

    She has the body and mind of a pros­ti­tute, and you are a pros­ti­tute of the spir­it. You

    be­long with each oth­er.” He laughed bit­ter­ly. “The hap­py cou­ple may now leave.”




    They stum­bled to­ward the en­trance to the tent, and Re­mo heard Melody say, “Wow, a prince

    for a hus­band. I wish Grand­pa­pa could have lived to see this. And he al­ways thought I’d

    need tits to get a hus­band. Glo­ry to Is­lam.”




    Fa­reem touched Zan­tos’s arm. “You are free, child,” he said. “No shame at­tach­es to

    you.”




    “Thank you, sire,” she said. She bowed, and as she raised her head to turn away, she glanced

    to­ward Re­mo and winked.




    “And now, if your son will leave us . . .” Fa­reem told Chi­un.




    “Be gone, Re­mo,” said Chi­un.




    “Just like that? Be gone?”




    “Yes. Be gone,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo walked out­side. As he pased Re­va Bleem, she said, “You stink as a sol­dier.” Once

    out in the sand, Re­mo un­der­stood how Sheik Fa­reem had de­cid­ed to pun­ish Gen­er­al Bull’s

    false pride, be­cause the gen­er­al was now lead­ing the hun­dred re­main­ing sol­diers of the

    Hami­di army back to­ward Nehmad. They were on foot, and ex­cept for shoes, they were all

    naked. The sheik’s men had stripped them bare.




    Re­mo chuck­led to him­self, then looked up to­ward the road and saw Os­car lean­ing against

    the parked Rolls Royce.




    And he won­dered why the sheik hadn’t brought Os­car in along with ev­ery­body else. Why did

    Os­car al­ways stay by the car? Re­mo de­cid­ed to find out.




    Be­hind him, he could hear the faint buzz of voic­es as Re­va talked with the sheik and with

    Chi­un. Re­mo strolled off, away from the oa­sis, to­ward the Rolls Royce. Os­car looked up

    when he saw Re­mo ap­proach­ing.




    “How’d you es­cape?” Re­mo asked. Os­car shrugged, and Re­mo re­al­ized he had nev­er heard

    the man talk.




    “No, re­al­ly,” Re­mo said. “Why didn’t the sheik bring you in with ev­ery­body else?”




    “I don’t know. Go away. Miz Bleem doesn’t like peo­ple hang­ing around her car.” “Why not? I

    bet she’s got lots of cars.” “Lis­ten you, you go­ing to get out of here or not?” “No.”




    “I don’t know why you’re sup­posed to be so spe­cial. You don’t look spe­cial to me,” Os­car

    said.




    “You know what I think? I think that maybe you hang around this car ’cause there’s

    some­thing here worth hang­ing around for.”




    “I don’t care what you think,” Os­car said. “I just want you out of here.” “So let’s take a

    look,” Re­mo said. Os­car reached out his arm as Re­mo pulled open the front pas­sen­ger door.

    Re­mo brushed the arm aside as if it were a blade of grass. He leaned in­to the car and opened

    the wood-​front­ed glove com­part­ment.




    Os­car came up be­hind him and wrapped his big arms around Re­mo’s chest. He jerked up­ward

    to lift Re­mo off his feet and toss him off in­to the sand.




    But Re­mo did not move. In­stead Os­car’s grip loos­ened with the force of his jerk, and he

    stum­bled back­ward. He lost his bal­ance and wound up sit­ting in the sand him­self.




    “But that’d be stupid,” Re­mo said. “You wouldn’t be hid­ing any­thing in the glove

    com­part­ment. I’ve been rid­ing in this car for a cou­ple of days. I might have looked. Where

    are the trunk keys?”




    He turned around and saw Os­car sit­ting on the ground.




    “What are you do­ing there?” he said. “Give me the trunk keys.”




    Os­car scram­bled to his feet, brushed him­self off, and said, “Not a chance.” He as­sumed a

    fight­ing po­si­tion, tegs spread, hands balled ia­to fists, arms raised in front of Mm. He

    wait­ed for Re­mo to at­tack.




    “Come on, fel­la, give me the keys. I hate to mess up a Rolls Royce.”




    “You bet­ter get ost of kere be­fore I get mad,” Os­car said.




    Re­mo shrugged. “Have it your own way.” He walked to the trunk of the car, grabbed the

    old-​fash­ioned turn han­dle, and yanked up­ward.




    The trunk lid squealed, and there was a snap­ping sound as the heavy-​du­ty steel lock gave

    way and the lid flew open. Re­mo leaned in­to the trunk.




    Os­car charged and let fly two pow­er­ful blows to the mid­dle of Re­mo’s back.




    Re­mo said, “Now let’s see what we’ve got in here.”




    Os­car took a stance be­hind Re­mo and set him­self up as if he were ready to strike a

    punch-​o-​me­ter ma­chine in an amuse­ment park. Putting all 250 pounds of his body be­hind his

    blow, he crashed his fist in­to Re­mo’s right kid­ney.




    He felt his knuck­les break.




    Re­mo still stood there, lean­ing in­to the truck, root­ing around. AU he saw were the

    sty­ro­foam-​wrapped car­tons of liquor that Re­va Bleem had in­sist­ed up­on bring­ing to

    Hami­di Ara­bia.




    “I won­der,” Re­mo said. Os­car had re­coiled, hold­ing his bro­ken right hand in his left

    hand. Re­mo start­ed to open the tops of the gray met­al liquor box­es. The first three held

    Laz­za­roni Amaret­to. But the fourth had no liquor. In­stead it held an­oth­er small

    sty­ro­foam box. Re­mo opened it and pulled out a test tube stop­pered with a cork; the

    junc­tion be­tween cork and bot­tle was sealed with wax.




    He turned to­ward Os­car.




    “What have we here?” Re­mo said.




    “Give me that,” said Os­car. With his left hand he




    grabbed for the test tube, but Re­mo snatched it back out of his reach. He re­placed it in

    the small sty­ro­foam con­tain­er and put the lid back on.




    “You’ve had this all along, haven’t you?” Re­mo said. Os­car didn’t an­swer. “But why the

    hell didn’t sweet lit­tle Re­va just give it to the sheik? Why all the crap about wait­ing for

    it to ar­rive? Why’d she tell me that if the sheik got it, it was go­ing to ru­in her? Why’d

    she bring it here? Why didn’t she just bury it if she want­ed to keep it away from the sheik?

    And if she didn’t want to keep it away from him, why didn’t she just give it to him? Are you

    go­ing to talk, or are you just go­ing to stand there hold­ing your hand?”




    “Miz Bleem doesn’t tell me what she’s think­ing,” Os­car said.




    “She’ll tell me,” Re­mo said. He walked away, hold­ing the con­tain­er of rapid-​breed­er

    bac­te­ria un­der his arm. “You bet­ter get that hand checked,” he called back to Os­car. “It

    looks bro­ken to me.”


  




  

    Chapter Twelve




    “The rapid-​breed­er bac­teri­um has ar­rived,” Re­va Bleem said.




    “Where is it?” asked Sheik Fa­reem.




    “In my car.”




    “Bring it and we will use it,” Fa­reem said. “If we need­ed an il­lus­tra­tion of how low

    the Hamidis have fall­en be­cause of oil, we cer­tain­ly re­ceived one to­day.”




    Re­va nod­ded. “But the Amer­ican?” she said.




    “What about him?” Fa­reem asked.




    She turned to Chi­un. “Will you let him live?”




    “Why not?” Chi­un said. “His prowess as lead­er of an army threat­ens no one.”




    “But he could be a dan­ger to our plan to use the bac­te­ria,” she said.




    “He lives,” Chi­un said.




    Re­va shook her head. “Af­ter what he said about you too.”




    “What did he say?” Chi­un asked.




    “He said that he was go­ing to kill you. That you were too old to mat­ter any­more and that

    he was go­ing to kill you to teach you a les­son. He said he didn’t like Ori­en­tals

    any­way.”




    “This is very se­ri­ous,” Fa­reem said, glanc­ing at Chi­un.




    The old Ko­re­an nod­ded. “Yes, it is. I will take care of him.”




    “When?” asked Re­va.




    “Now,” said Chi­un.




    They were met out­side Fa­reem’s tent by Os­car, who was still hold­ing his bat­tered hand.

    “He took it away from me, Miz Bleem. He took it away.”




    Chi­un led them to Re­mo’s tent, on the far side of the oa­sis. Re­mo heard them com­ing. He

    was ly­ing on his sleep­ing mat.




    “Re­mo,” he heard Chi­un call.




    “What do you want?” he yelled back.




    “Where is it?” Chi­un called.




    “Safe. Where no­body can touch it,” Re­mo said.




    “You have it in there with you, don’t you?” Chi­un called.




    “No, I hid it,” Re­mo said.




    He crossed his arms on his chest and chuck­led to him­self. Let Chi­un look. Let him try to

    find the tube of bac­te­ria un­der the sand where Re­mo had stashed it. Thou­sands of square

    miles of sand. Let Chi­un look. His side may have won the bat­tle, but Re­mo had won the war.

    The bac­teri­um was safe, out of the reach of Chi­un and Fa­reem.




    “Heh, heh, heh, heh,” Re­mo mut­tered, loud enough for Chi­un to hear. Let him look. “Heh,

    heh, heh, heh.”




    It would be im­pos­si­ble to find. Re­mo had been care­ful. Ex­act­ly fif­teen paces away

    from the cor­ner of his tent, due west, and buried un­der two feet of sand, then smoothed over.

    Not a trace for any­body. Not even Chi­un.




    Re­mo de­cid­ed to nap for a while. It felt good to win some­thing ev­ery so of­ten,

    par­tic­ular­ly against Chi­un. Let Chi­un look. Not even the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju could find

    that test tube where he had hid­den it. It would stay there un­til he was ready to go back and

    de­liv­er it to Smith. He had saved the West­ern world. He had. Re­mo Williams. He wished the

    nuns at the or­phan­age in Newark could see him now. They had al­ways thought he wouldn’t

    amount to any­thing, and here he had saved the world. And no one could stop him now. Not even

    Chi­un.




    Of course, he couldn’t. Not even Chi­un.




    No, he couldn’t do a thing about it.




    Not even Chi­un.




    Re­mo couldn’t sleep. He got up and walked to the en­trance to his tent.




    And there, strid­ing across the sand, hold­ing the white sty­ro­foam box un­der his arm, was

    Chi­un. Walk­ing be­hind him were Re­va and the sheik. Re­mo start­ed af­ter them.




    “Chi­un,” he called out.




    “What?” Chi­un asked with­out turn­ing.




    “How’d you find it?”




    “I looked where you put it.”




    “How’d you know where that was?”




    “You left your big hoof­prints all over the sand,” Chi­un said. “It was not

    dif­fi­cult.”




    Re­mo caught up with them as Chi­un, Fa­reem, and Re­va passed one of the small springs in

    the oa­sis. He looked at Chi­un across the small bright, sparkling pool.




    “Chi­un, you’ve got to give that back. We’ve got to take it home with us.”




    “No,” said Fa­reem. “It is our chance to make our coun­try free again.”




    “I am sor­ry, Re­mo,” said Chi­un. “But it is my obli­ga­tion.”




    As he spoke, Chi­un opened the top of the foam box and pulled out the test tube. He looked

    at it and dropped the halves of the box on­to the sand. With a sud­den wrench, he snapped the

    cork from the tube.




    “Chi­un, no!” Re­mo yelled. He start­ed around the small pond of wa­ter.




    But he was too late. Chi­un had dropped the tube in­to the small drink­ing pool.




    “It is all an un­der­ground sys­tem, Re­mo,” he said. “From here, this anaer­obic will find

    its way to the un­der­ground oil, and from there it will do its work.”




    Re­mo stopped and looked down at the crys­tal wa­ters of the pool. As he watched, he saw

    tiny churn­ings in the wa­ter and then, be­fore his eyes,-a lump of white wax was formed that

    looked as if it had been bro­ken off the base of a thick, half-​burned can­dle. The white blob

    just float­ed on top of the pond.




    Re­mo reached down and picked it up. It lay cold and mo­tion­less in his hand. He looked up

    at Chi­un, then squeezed the white glob in his hand, and it cracked in­to pieces and fell back

    in­to the pond. It float­ed there, not mov­ing, not ex­pand­ing, still as death.




    “Wa­ter kills it,” Re­mo said. “Wa­ter kills it.”




    Chi­un squat­ted by the side of the pool and let some of the wa­ter sift through his

    fin­gers.




    “That is­land was sur­round­ed by wa­ter,” he said. “Why did that not kill it and stop its

    spread?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un raised his fin­gers to his mouth and tast­ed of them. “It is noth­ing,” he said. “It

    is on­ly wa­ter.”




    Re­mo tast­ed the wa­ter too.




    “Chi­un, that’s it. That’s ex­act­ly it. It’s pure wa­ter. The is­land was sur­round­ed by

    salt wa­ter. But this is pure wa­ter. Pure. That’s what kills it.”




    He stood up, as did Chi­un, and they looked at each oth­er across the six-​foot-​wide

    pond.




    “You have caused me to fail in my mis­sion,” Chi­un said solemn­ly.




    “My plea­sure,” Re­mo said.




    “This can­not be al­lowed to ex­ist be­tween us,” Chi­un said.




    “If you say so.”




    “We will meet in bat­tle to set­tle all,” Chi­un said.




    “What?” asked Re­mo.




    “Tonight. At sun­down. Over there.” He point­ed back in­to the oa­sis. “Un­der that large

    tree.”




    “Are you kid­ding?” Re­mo said, but the look on Chi­un’s face was grim.




    “Be there,” Chi­un said. “Do not make me come to get you.”




    He turned away and strode off in­to the trees of theoa­sis.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen




    The oa­sis had been cleared. At Chi­un’s or­der, no one was al­lowed there to wit­ness the

    bat­tle.




    The sun was just dis­ap­pear­ing be­low the sand hüls to the west when Re­mo stepped in­to a

    cool, tree-​sur­round­ed glade in the cen­ter of the oa­sis. Far off, through the trees, he

    could see peo­ple stand­ing, strain­ing to see what was go­ing on. He saw the sheik and, next

    to him, Re­va Bleem.




    But where was Chi­un?




    “I am here, Re­mo,” a voice said soft­ly.




    Re­mo spun. Chi­un stood be­hind him, wear­ing a mid­night-​blue bro­cad­ed ki­mono with

    or­na­men­tal bead-​work over the shoul­ders.




    “Are we re­al­ly go­ing through with this?” Re­mo said.




    “Of course not,” Chi­un said. “Quick. Kick at me.”




    Re­mo leaped in­to the air and pushed a kick out at Chi­un, but the small Ori­en­tal swirled

    away from un­der the kick and was be­hind Re­mo as Re­mo came down.




    They cir­cled each oth­er war­ily.




    “What are we do­ing here?” Re­mo asked.




    “Don’t you know any­thing? We are try­ing to find out who is be­hind that anaer­obic.”




    Chi­un spun high in­to the air, twirling like a top. His robe spread out around his slim

    form, shield­ing the out­line of his legs and arms from the sight of a po­ten­tial vic­tim.

    Then he lashed out with a hand. Re­mo slid back from the dead­ly fin­ger­tips, and Chi­un’s

    hand smashed in­to the side of a foot-​thick palm. The tree




    cracked. Re­mo heard it creak­ing and then drop­ping down be­hind him.




    “I think the wom­an is an as­sas­sin sent by our en­emy,” Chi­un said. They con­tin­ued to

    cir­cle.




    “Why?” asked Re­mo. He threw a kick, which Chi­un eas­ily blocked.




    “Be­cause she has been try­ing to set me against you, you against me.”




    “I think she’s had the bac­te­ria all the while,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded and came at Re­mo with a mul­ti­ple knife at­tack of the hands, in which the

    hands and fore­arms, held stiff, chopped at an op­po­nent like the mul­ti­ple blades of a

    knife, chop­ping veg­eta­bles. Re­mo blocked six­teen blows with the out­sides of his wrists.

    Chi­un threw a sev­en­teenth, and when it was not blocked, he pulled it short and just flicked

    a fin­ger­nail at Re­mo’s right ear­lobe.




    “Dammit, that hurts,” Re­mo said. “It is sup­posed to, id­iot. If some­body else got through

    your de­fense so eas­ily, he would not just tweak your ear.”




    “Chi­un, there is no­body in the world be­sides you and me who can even throw those blows.

    There is no some­body else.”




    “That’s what you say now,” Chi­un said. “At any rate, don’t em­bar­rass me. Try to make this

    look like a fight. The wom­an has had the anaer­obic, but she did not pro­duce it un­til

    to­day. I think her in­struc­tions were to set us against each oth­er so that one would die,

    and then to kill the sur­vivor. Or to bring the sur­vivor to her mas­ter.”




    “Why don’t I just twist it out of her?” Re­mo said. He launched in­to the pile-​driv­er foot

    stroke, de­liv­er­ing nine rapid kicks. Chi­un rolled down be­fore them, and Re­mo’s en­er­gy

    was spent splin­ter­ing the wood of an­oth­er tree.




    “Be­cause I have talked to the sheik,” Chi­un said. “She rep­re­sents a friend of the

    sheik’s, but a strange friend whom he has nev­er met. She knows no more




    about him. I think she does not know who she is work­ing for, so ap­ply­ing force to her

    will do noth­ing.”




    “I think her boss might be the guy back on the is­land who tried to get you to work for him.

    Re­mem­ber? On the tele­phone?”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. He rushed at Re­mo, and they locked arms. In sil­hou­ette against the

    fad­ing sky, they looked like two gi­ant elks, tug­ging and pulling at each oth­er. “And I

    think she got her in­struc­tions through that whatchamacal­lit,” Chi­un said, “while I was

    talk­ing on the tele­phone.”




    “Com­put­er ter­mi­nal,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes. That,” Chi­un said. “I think you must find and kill her mas­ter, or for­ev­er we will

    face all man­ner of en­emy.”




    “But why are we go­ing through with this cha­rade?” asked Re­mo, who rolled away from

    Chain’s grasp, flipped, and land­ed light­ly fac­ing Chi­un, who was again on him. He

    wind­milled his arms mean­ing­less­ly over Re­mo’s head. It looked fe­ro­cious, but all it did

    was fan Re­mo’s face.




    “I think if she be­lieves me dead, she may be pre­pared to take you to her mas­ter. That is

    what you want,” Chi­un said.




    “There’s one thing I don’t un­der­stand.”




    “That is a vast im­prove­ment over your usu­al amount of ig­no­rance,” Chi­un said.




    “If you are com­mit­ted to be­ing on the sheik’s side, why are you on my side?”




    “You are an id­iot.”




    “Please stop call­ing me an id­iot and ex­plain things to me,” Re­mo said.




    “I don’t know why I both­er,” Chi­un said. “It is true I had an obli­ga­tion to the sheik.

    But I checked that con­tract in the sheik’s trunk. My obli­ga­tion was to save his life and to

    af­ford him vic­to­ry over his en­emies. I did those things to­day. Nowhere in there does it

    say any­thing about my hav­ing to help him de­stroy oil with anaer­obic. Nowhere in there,

    Re­mo. Oil is very im­por­tant, Re­mo.”




    Re­mo, sud­den­ly sus­pi­cious, asked, “Why?”




    “Be­cause oil is used to make plas­tic. Plas­tic is used to make tele­vi­sion sets. To make

    tapes to show pic­tures on those tele­vi­sion sets. There are many things oil is good for.” He

    tossed Re­mo through the air. Re­mo’s body head­ed di­rect­ly for the thick trunk of a tree,

    with force that would shat­ter his skull if it hit the un­yield­ing wood. But in the air, Re­mo

    rolled his body over, and when he hit the tree, it was with his feet. He al­lowed his knees to

    bend, to cush­ion the shock of the im­pact, then pressed back with his legs and launched

    him­self back through the air in the oth­er di­rec­tion. Chi­un stood still and let Re­mo wrap

    an arm around him and bring him to the sand. He hissed in­to Re­mo’s ear. “Quick, now, slash a

    blow in­to the sand along­side my head.” Re­mo did.




    “And again,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo did again.




    “Then you will let them know that I am dead and that you are Mas­ter. And then tonight you

    will claim that wom­an, and she will tell you all you need to know. Use the short

    pro­gram.”




    “What will I do with you?” Re­mo asked.




    “I cer­tain­ly don’t want to be in your tent when you are do­ing what­ev­er dis­gust­ing

    thing it is you do with wom­en to make them like you. You can put me back in my own tent. Tell

    them it is tra­di­tion that my body must be left alone, un­touched, un­til my spir­it soars to

    heav­en. Tell them any non­sense. They’re Arabs; they be­lieve in fairy tales. And then

    to­mor­row, we’ll get out of this stupid place. Now, please, an­oth­er hand blow. I don’t want

    to die too eas­ily.”




    Re­mo reared back, high, poised for a longer time than was nec­es­sary just to make sure

    that the spec­ta­tors watch­ing him through the trees could see his move. Then he plunged

    down­ward and jabbed his fin­gers deep in­to the sand along­side Chi­un’s head. He knew that in

    sil­hou­ette, it would look as if he had ap­plied the fin­ish­ing stroke to Chi­un’s head.




    He paused there for a mo­ment, as if ex­haust­ed, thenstood and raised his arms over

    his head in the prize fight­er’s sig­nal of vic­to­ry.




    “Don’t get car­ried away, Re­mo,” said Chi­un soft­ly.




    “The Mas­ter is dead,” Re­mo shout­ed. “I am the Mas­ter.”




    And Chi­un hissed, “You wish.”




    Re­mo car­ried Chi­un away from the oa­sis in his arms. Once he whis­pered, “You’re get­ting

    fat, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “Sev­en stones,” Chi­un whis­pered. “I nev­er change. I will al­ways be sweet, lov­able, and

    small.”




    “Fat,” Re­mo said.




    “Si­lence. We are draw­ing near.”




    Re­mo stood in front of Sheik Fa­reem in the ear­ly evening dark­ness and said, “The Mas­ter

    is dead.”




    In the light of a camp­fire, Re­mo could see tears in Fa­reem’s eyes.




    “I would carve you in half,” he told Re­mo bit­ter­ly. “But the Mas­ter him­self made me

    pledge that nei­ther I nor any of my peo­ple would lift a hand against you.”




    “I am pleased with that,” Re­mo said, “as would be my fa­ther. He will lie in his tent

    tonight. No one may vis­it him be­cause his soul must be undis­turbed un­til it is ac­cept­ed

    in­to eter­ni­ty by his an­ces­tors. It is our way.”




    “It shall be as you wish,” Fa­reem said.




    The on­ly trou­ble with Chi­un’s im­per­son­ation of a corpse, Re­mo de­cid­ed, was that

    dead men didn’t gen­er­al­ly snore. Not that Chi­un’s snore, as he slept in state in his tent,

    was the oc­ca­sion­al full-​throat­ed goose honk that ru­ined Re­mo’s sleep and

    oc­ca­sion­al­ly star­tled Chi­un from his own bed with a quizzi­cal look on his face as he

    glanced around, won­der­ing what flight of mi­grat­ing birds had had the temer­ity to pass

    through his sleep­ing cham­ber.




    No, this was not Chi­un’s full snore, but a tin­ny, hiss­ing sip of air that Re­mo knew

    could not be heard by any­one but him.




    The vil­lage now was silent, and Re­mo could hear the faint puffs of breeze rustling the

    fronds of the palm trees. He heard steps com­ing to­ward his tent.




    Re­mo feigned sleep, and Re­va Bleem slipped in­to bis teat and crossed the saad floor

    to­ward him. She was tryi­ag to be säent, but her skid­ding steps filled Re­mo’s ears and

    drowned out the faint hiss of Chi­un sleep­ing. Re­va wore a heavy, musky per­fume that

    over­pow­ered Re­mo’s del­icate sens­es and made him won­der how a bee could stand be­ing a bee

    with its nose stuck hi­to flow­ers all day. Didn’t bees ev­er want to throw up?




    “Re­mo?” Re­va whis­pered.




    “Um­mmm,” he an­swered, as if still asleep and re­spond­ing to a sound that had some­how

    flick­ered in­to his con­scious­ness.




    “Don’t wake up, Re­mo,” she said. “I’m go­ing to take care of you while you’re

    sleep­ing.”




    He felt Re­va slip on­to the sleep­ing mat be­side him and felt her hand rest light­ly on

    his naked stom­ach.




    As if mov­ing in his sleep, he reached over with his left hand and brushed the in­side of

    her left wrist. Among the things Chi­un had taught Re­mo iñ their in­ter­minable train­ing were

    the meth­ods for trans­port­ing wom­en to sex­ual ec­sta­sy. Re­mo had learned three sep­arate

    tech­niques. One took twen­ty-​sev­en steps, an­oth­er took thir­ty-​sev­en, and the third took

    fifty-​two, but Chi­un had warned him nev­er to use that tech­nique on a nor­mal wom­an

    be­cause it would make her in­sane.




    “Then why both­er learn­ing it,” Re­mo had said, “if I’m not al­lowed to use it on a wom­an?

    I’m sure as dick not go­ing to use it on a man.”




    “Must you al­ways be dis­gust­ing?” Chi­un had said. “You learn it be­cause it is

    nec­es­sary to learn it.”




    “That’s no an­swer. Why learn some­thing that has no val­ue?”




    “Have you nev­er heard of knowl­edge for knowl­edge’s sake? Learn this, Re­mo, and maybe

    some­day you can write a book and tell your se­crets and make much mon­ey.”




    “I have all the mon­ey I need,” Re­mo had said.




    “That’s right. Think on­ly of your­self,” Chi­un had said, hint­ing at some pos­si­ble dire

    need for mon­ey that Chi­un might face some­day, ig­nor­ing the fact that his house in the

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju was filled with jars of di­amonds and emer­alds and gold.




    So Re­mo had mas­tered the three sep­arate tech­niques. But in learn­ing how, it had tak­en

    all the fun out of sex for hún. He found him­self an or­gasm counter, play­ing elab­orate

    men­tal games, keep­ing track of how long it took this time, as op­posed to the last time.




    He de­cid­ed on the twen­ty-​sev­en step tech­nique. It was quick­er and more prim­itive’

    than the oth­ers, but Chi­un had as­sured hún that white wom­en would nev­er know the

    dif­fer­ence. Re­mo couldn’t tell; he couldn’t re­mem­ber any­one ev­er last­ing be­yond step

    thir­teen.*




    The left wrist was the start­ing point for all three meth­ods. It re­quired Re­mo’s

    lo­cat­ing with his mid­dle fin­ger the wom­an’s faint pulse and then gen­tly keep­ing tune

    with the pulse; once he had the rhythm, he had to press his fin­ger down on the wrist in

    in­creas­ing­ly faster taps, spurring that pulse and the heart to beat faster than it had been

    beat­ing. If done cor­rect­ly-​and he al­ways did it cor­rect­ly-​he could, by do­ing noth­ing

    more than touch­ing the in­side of a wom­an’s left wrist, get her heart­beat up to 130 beats a

    minute.




    Re­mo’s prob­lem was that he some­times got bored and want­ed to hur­ry along, skip­ping

    steps, get­ting it over with as soon as pos­si­ble. But he couldn’t do that tonight. He want­ed

    to jel­li­fy Re­va Bleem, and he want­ed to make sure that she would take him to her lead­er.

    Re­va purred and leaned over Re­mo and let the




    AU­THORS’ NOTE: Many peo­ple have ex­pressed in­ter­est in the pre­cise

    na­ture of the steps used by Re­mo to bring wom­en to a state of erot­ic ful­fill­ment The

    au­thors have de­cid­ed not to re­veal these tech­niques, how­ev­er, be­cause they have no

    in­ter­est in see­ing half the world’s pop­ula­tion re­duced to quiv­er­ing, hap­py, mind­less

    sex slaves. The knowl­edge of the tech­niques must re­main safe­ly with Chi­un, Re­mo, and the

    au­thors. Sor­ry.




    tips of her breasts touch his chest, but she was care­ful not to move her wrist away from

    his hand. He could feel her heart­beat be­gin­ning to race. He went through steps two and three

    slow­ly, still feign­ing sleep, then went to step four with the small of Re­va’s back.




    Step five was the in­side of the left knee. Or was it the right knee? Re­mo thought about it

    for a mo­ment, as Re­va’s fin­ger­tips traced along his body, up and down his bel­ly, up and

    down his legs. No, he was sure. It was the in­side of the left knee. All the tech­niques were

    sym­met­ri­cal. One knee, then the oth­er knee. One armpit and then the oth­er armpit. One

    an­kle, then the oth­er an­kle. But they all start­ed on the left side, the heart’s side of the

    body. That al­lowed wom­en to be lift­ed erot­ical­ly and then, by switch­ing to the right

    side, al­lowed them down gen­tly un­til Re­mo moved in­to the next pair of steps. It treat­ed a

    wom­an like a yo-​yo, and that was one of the things Re­mo re­sent­ed about it. He didn’t like

    treat­ing wom­en like yo-​yos. He had liked sex more when he wasn’t so good at it, when the

    out­come was some­times in doubt, when he could await an hon­est an­swer to the ques­tion: “Was

    it good for you too?” Now it was al­ways good for them, and that had made it no good for Re­mo.

    Maybe he would give up sex, he thought, as he let his sup­pos­ed­ly sleep­ing fin­gers walk

    around to the back of Re­va’s left knee. Celiba­cy. It might be the wave of the fu­ture. Un­til

    the fu­ture ran out be­cause there were no more chil­dren to bring about the fu­ture.




    Re­mo threw his left arm over Re­va and brought his face close to hers and said soft­ly,

    “Ohhh, Re­va.” The wom­an was shud­der­ing in re­sponse to Re­mo’s touch­es, but she said to

    him, “Just lie still. I’ll take care of ev­ery­thing.”




    “It’s been such a day,” he whined. Wom­en liked whin­ers in bed.




    “I know. It must have been ter­ri­ble for you, hav­ing to do that to your own friend.”




    “Aw­ful.” Re­mo won­dered if Chi­un was lis­ten­ing. He could not hear the faint snores from

    the next tent.




    Prob­ably Chi­un was lis­ten­ing. The old voyeur. It would serve him right. “Of course, he

    de­served to die,” Re­mo said. “He was nasty and nar­row-​mind­ed. He was nev­er nice to me,

    and he ig­nored ev­ery­thing I had done for him. He carped. He was so old and de­crepit that I

    had to help him around some. With­out me, he would have been noth­ing.”




    Re­mo heard a faint gasp in the next tent. Good. That would teach Chi­un to eaves­drop.




    “I knew when I saw you that on­ly you would be able to do away with, him. Ohh­hh, yes, do

    that,” Re­va said.




    “I am do­ing that,” Re­mo said.




    “But if you’re so strong, what can do away with you?”




    “Noth­ing, I guess,” said Re­mo. He added bright­ly, “Ex­cept love and re­spect. I’ve nev­er

    had much of ei­ther. I’m an or­phan, you know.” That was a good touch, he thought. Wom­en

    al­ways ra­tio­nal­ized mak­ing love to a man if he had had a trou­bled youth. It brought out

    the moth­er­ly side in them, and it al­so made them feel as if they weren’t mak­ing love just

    out of horni­ness but out of com­pas­sion and con­cern.




    “Are you hap­py he’s gone?” Re­mo asked as he be­gan to work the in­sides of her thighs.

    Re­va’s body was trem­bling.




    “Yes,” she said. “Yes.”




    “And the bac­teri­um’s de­stroyed?”




    “Yes,” she said. “Oh, yes, yes, yes.”




    “But there’s more of it, isn’t there?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yes. A lot more. A lot more. All on St. Maar-​ten’s.”




    “Who de­vel­oped it?” Re­mo asked.




    “My friend. Oh, dear. My friend. I nev­er . . . ohh­hh…”




    “What’s your friend’s name?” Re­mo asked. He was work­ing the in­side of the thigh now. He

    thought it was step eight. But it might be nine. He hoped he hadn’t lost count. He didn’t want

    to start all over again. .




    “I don’t know. I nev­er met him. He’s just my friend. Can’t this wait? Please? Do what

    you’re do­ing.”




    “If you don’t talk to me now, I’ll stop what I’m do­ing,” Re­mo said. The wom­an was

    shiv­er­ing un­con­trol­lably, as if she were soak­ing wet, naked, in the mid­dle of an ice

    storm.




    “No, no, no, no.”




    ” ‘Cause if I stop, there’ll be no more of this … or this.” That was nine and ten. Or was it

    ten and eleven?




    “Oh, no, don’t stop. I don’t know. I on­ly talk to him on the phone. He helped me build my

    com­pa­nies. He gave us the for­mu­la for Poly­pus­sides and for the rapid-​breed­er

    bac­te­ria.”




    “And he re­al­ly want­ed the world’s oil sup­ply de­stroyed?” Re­mo said.




    “Yes, yes, yes, yes.”




    “Why?”




    “He said there’s a big prof­it in it.”




    “Why didn’t you just give the bac­te­ria to the sheik?”




    “He want­ed me to wait un­til you and the old man ei­ther killed each oth­er or came to work

    for him,” she said. Her breath was was com­ing quick­ly now.




    “Why?”




    “He said there might be more prof­it in you two,” she said.




    Re­va grabbed Re­mo’s body now and pulled him to her, and Re­mo cou­pled with her even as

    she was spas­ming, and she turned her face from him and chewed on her lips and threw the back

    of her hand across her mouth to sti­fle a small scream.




    And Re­mo heard Chi­un, fi­nal­ly, grum­bling un­der his breath, but so soft­ly that no one

    could hear it but Re­mo. “Dis­gust­ing,” Chi­un said. “Like dogs in the street.”




    And be­cause he thought it might an­noy Chi­un, who de­served all the an­noy­ance he could

    get, Re­mo joined with Re­va, tried to join her hap­pi­ly, in open glad­ness, and tried to

    rev­el in mak­ing love to her body, the old-​fash­ioned way, the way he did be­fore he had

    been




    trained, and he whis­pered in her ear, “You’re go­ing to in­tro­duce me to your friend.”




    And Re­va said, “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, yes.”




    And lat­er, while they rest­ed, she said, “You re­al­ly have no weak­ness­es, have you?”




    “Noth­ing like if you cut my hair ot, I get weak or any­thing Hke that,” Re­mo said.




    I want you to meet my friend,” she said.




    And Re­mo said, “I’m look­ing for­ward to it.”




    Sheik Fa­reem was sleep­ing. The death of the lit­tle Mas­ter had grieved him and so had his

    promise to the Mas­ter, be­fore he was killed, not to take vengeance on the young

    Amer­ican.




    But his sleep was trou­bled. It was trou­bled with vi­sions of the old Mas­ter and the young

    Amer­ican bat­tling. He dreamed that he saw the peo­ple of his tribe drown­ing in pools of oil,

    and the oil seemed to be not mere­ly a liq­uid but a liv­ing, grow­ing pool of evil that

    swal­lowed up all that it en­coun­tered.




    In his sleep, he heard a voice. It spoke soft­ly in­to his ear as if it were very close to

    him.




    It said, “You are a good and wise ruler, but you are wrong.”




    Fa­reem groaned light­ly in his sleep.




    “Oil is not your en­emy. Time is. Oil is not chang­ing your peo­ple, but the on­ward march

    of time is. You can ei­ther teach your peo­ple to live with the oil, with the changes that time

    is bring­ing to their lives, or you can flee with them far­ther in­to the desert, to try to

    es­cape change. But there, you must know, that when you leave this world, there will be no one

    to teach them to Uve.”




    The sheik groaned again.




    “You must use your wis­dom to make your peo­ple wise,” the voice said. “It is all a fa­ther

    can do, and you are the fa­ther of your peo­ple. You can­not give them of your wis­dom; you

    must lead them to the edges of their own. For the world is chang­ing and we … you and I �. .’we

    must un­der­stand those changes.”




    The sheik slow­ly felt him­self lift­ing out of sleep, but from a dis­tance, as if it did

    not be­long to him, he heard a voice, his own voice, say, “Who are you?”




    He tried to open his eyes, but it felt as if del­icate fin­ger­tips were on them, hold­ing

    them closed.




    “I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. I have been with you, and when you need me again, my house

    will be here to serve you.”




    “But, Mas­ter,” the sheik heard him­self say, “aren’t you dead? Did you not fall in

    bat­tle?”




    And the voice an­swered, “The House of Sinan­ju nev­er dies, nev­er to those it has sworn to

    serve and pro­tect. And now I go.”




    “Where do you go, Mas­ter?”




    “I go to oth­er places where I am need­ed. Re­mem­ber, my friend-​do not try to cloak your

    peo­ple in your wis­dom be­cause that pow­er­ful gar­ment dies with you. Lead them to their own

    wis­dom, and then they will be mighty and pro­tect­ed for­ev­er. Good-​bye, my friend.”




    The sheik lay in the dark­ness for a while, then tried again to open his eyes. This time

    they opened eas­ily; there was no longer any pres­sure on the lids.




    He looked around. The tent wás emp­ty, but the door flap was mov­ing as if some­one had just

    passed through it. It might have been the breeze, but it was a dry and wind­less night. He felt

    some­thing on his chest. He reached his hand over and lift­ed the ob­ject. In the dim

    moon­light re­flect­ed from the sand in­to the tent, he looked at it. It was a gold medal,

    cir­cu­lar, and in­side was a trape­zoid with a met­al slash bi­sect­ing it. He rec­og­nized

    it. It was the sym­bol of Sinan­ju. He had seen it on the con­tract he car­ried with him,

    signed by an­oth­er Mas­ter of Sinan­ju so many years ago.




    The sheik felt his eyes damp­en.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju lived. He would live for­ev­er.




    Re­mo and Chi­un bor­rowed Re­va Bleem’s Rolls Royce to drive to Nehmad. He would have

    some­one take it back to her in the morn­ing.




    “What did you tell the sheik back there?” Re­mo asked.




    “To stop wor­ry­ing about oil,” Chi­un said.




    “Good,” said Re­mo. “Re­va thinks you’re dead.”




    “And why shouldn’t I be? I’m old. I carp. If it weren’t for you, I’d prob­ably have been

    dead years ago.”




    “Chi­un, I had to tell her that.”




    “Re­mem­ber that when I have to tell some­body some­thing about you,” Chi­un said.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen




    “It’s wa­ter?” Harold Smith’s voice reg­is­tered un­char­ac­ter­is­tic sur­prise as he

    stared at Re­mo.




    They were sit­ting in Se­cau­cus, New Jer­sey, in an old lux­ury fer­ry­boat that had been

    con­vert­ed to a restau­rant. Re­mo was look­ing out at the cold gray wa­ters of the

    Hack­en­sack Riv­er. Chi­un was fold­ing cock­tail nap­kins in­to drag­on shapes, try­ing not

    to look bored.




    “Yeah. Wa­ter kills it,” Re­mo said.




    “Why then not on St. Maarten’s? The is­land’s sur­round­ed by wa­ter.”




    “Chi­un and I fig­ured that out. It has to be pure wa­ter. Im­pu­ri­ties prob­ably act like

    food for the bac­te­ria.”




    At the men­tion of his ñame, Chi­un smiled at Smith.




    “You did well, Em­per­or, to send us on this mis­sion. I have learned a great deal about

    anaer­obic. It jus­ti­fies your wis­dom in send­ing me.”




    “Oh?” Smith said. “What else can you tell me about it, Chi­un?”




    “You can’t see it, and when you put it in wa­ter, it turns white like wax. If you don’t put

    it in wa­ter, it eats oil. Would you like to see me hold my breath?”




    “No, that won’t be nec­es­sary,” Smith said. He turned back to Re­mo, who was sip­ping a cup

    of tea. “This caus­es us a prob­lem, you know.”




    Chi­un said, “Just name that prob­lem. We will deal with it as we deal with all your

    en­emies.”




    “Pure wa­ter,” Smith said. “Where do you find pure wa­ter in the Unit­ed States?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said. “You know, when I was a kid, you didn’t have to be Je­sus to

    walk across this riv­er. It was so thick with gunk, you could walk on it if you had on big

    shoes. Now it’s pret­ty clean. They’ve even got fish in it.”




    “Clean?” Chi­un said. “You call this clean? If you want clean wa­ter, you have to see the

    riv­er in Sinan­ju.”




    “I’ve seen the riv­er in Sinan­ju,” Re­mo said. “Peo­ple do their laun­dry in it. It’s

    filled with soap.”




    “And soap makes things clean, doesn’t it?” Chi­un said. He whis­pered to Smith, “Don’t pay

    any at­ten­tion to him. He doesn’t un­der­stand anaer­obic at all.”




    “Please,” Smith said. “I guess there’s no re­al prob­lem. I’ll just have wa­ter made from

    hy­dro­gen and oxy­gen.”




    “Don’t for­get anaer­obic,” Chi­un said.




    “What are you go­ing to do now?” Smith said.




    “I’m go­ing to see Re­va Bleem,” Re­mo said. “She doesn’t know who’s be­hind all this-​I’m

    pret­ty sure of that-​but she can lead me to him. He’s the key. You got all this bac­te­ria off

    St. Maarten’s, but he’s the guy that in­vent­ed it. If he did it once, he can do it again. So

    we’ve got to get to him.”




    “You said she thinks Chi­un is dead?”




    “I fig­ured there was no point in let­ting her know oth­er­wise. Kind of an in­sur­ance

    pol­icy.”




    Smith nod­ded and looked at his watch. “I have to get back. I want stores of pure wa­ter in

    case we need it.”




    Chi­un was back to fold­ing nap­kins, and he ig­nored Smith as the CURE di­rec­tor left.




    “If you’re fin­ished play­ing,” Re­mo told Chi­un, “we can go.”




    “See,” the pres­ident of the Unit­ed States said to his cab­inet. “It just takes

    wa­ter.”




    “That’s in­ter­est­ing,” said the sec­re­tary of the in­te­ri­or. He hoped the pres­ident

    wasn’t go­ing to tell himto keep his hands off some riv­er some­where just be­cause

    some­body need­ed wa­ter. Rivers, if you dammed them up right, were good for mak­ing

    elec­tric­ity. Then you could use the elec­tric­ity to pow­er all the homes you could build

    where the riv­er used to go. It was so sim­ple, he some­times won­dered why peo­ple seemed to

    op­pose it.




    ‘Wa­ter’s al­ways in­ter­est­ing,” the pres­ident said. “We were al­ways fight­ing about

    wa­ter.” He lapsed smooth­ly in­to a West­ern twang. ” ‘But I’ve got to be able to graze and

    wa­ter my flock.’ And then the bad guy would say, ‘The riv­er’s on my prop­er­ty, and you can’t

    use it. Keep those damn sheep ou­ta my way.’ Of course, he didn’t say ‘damn’ ’cause you

    couldn’t say it then. You can say any­thing now, even the four-​let­ter words, but you couldn’t

    say ‘damn’ then. And then we’d have a range war over the wa­ter and I’d al­ways win.”




    “War?” said the sec­re­tary of de­fense, snap­ping to at­ten­tion. “Who’s hav­ing a

    war?”




    “Range war,” the pres­ident said. “The old days.”




    “Oh. I thought it was a new war and some­body for­got to tell me. I’ve been busy with my

    bud­get.”




    “No,” the pres­ident said. “An old war. About wa­ter. So now we have to find clean wa­ter to

    get rid of all this stuff.”




    “Big Bear,” said the sec­re­tary of the in­te­ri­or. “They have great wa­ter.”




    “Who’s Big Bear?” the pres­ident asked.




    “You know. In those big bot­tles. Your sec­re­tary’s got one out­side in the of­fice. They

    have great wa­ter, and you don’t hear them whin­ing all the time about rivers, ei­ther.”




    “No, we can’t use that,” the pres­ident said. He turned to the sec­re­tary of com­merce.

    “Get hold of some com­pa­ny and tell them to make us a lot of fresh wa­ter. From those

    chem­icals.”




    “What chem­icals?”




    “You know, hy­dro­gen and like that,” the pres­ident said.




    “That’s not wa­ter,” said the sec­re­tary of state. “You put that on a boo-​boo to make it

    bet­ter.”




    “That’s hy­dro­gen per­ox­ide,” said the bud­get di­rec­tor. “It fizzes. Wa­ter is

    hy­dro­gen and oxy­gen. Two parts of hy­dro­gen and one part of oxy­gen.”




    “I thought hy­dro­gen was in bombs,” the sec­re­tary of de­fense said.




    “No, that’s dif­fer­ent,” the pres­ident said. “That’s like hy­dro­gen air, not hy­dro­gen

    wa­ter. You tell some com­pa­ny to make us a lot of it. And put it in clean bar­rels with­out

    germs.”




    “What for?” the sec­re­tary of com­merce asked.




    “Haven’t you been pay­ing at­ten­tion?” the pres­ident asked.




    “Well, I kind of lost track when we were talk­ing about the range war with the sheep. We

    go­ing to have an­oth­er range war?”




    “No,” the pres­ident said. “Ev­er since En­rol Fly­nn died, there hasn’t been a good range

    war.”




    The head­quar­ters of Bleem In­ter­na­tion­al were lo­cat­ed in a low, brick-​front­ed

    build­ing two blocks from the state as­sem­bly cham­bers in Raleigh, North Car­oli­na, and

    Re­va Bleem felt com­fort­ably at home as she stepped in­to her dark oak-​pan­eled of­fice.

    Along the left wall was her pri­vate bath­room and her wet bar. The right wall held a long

    so­fa, with a large con­fer­ence ta­ble dom­inat­ing the floor. Be­hind the couch wall, she

    knew, was the com­pa­ny’s com­put­er, which took up an en­tire wall of the next room. When it

    was first be­ing in­stalled, she hadn’t want­ed it there. She had ex­pect­ed that it would be

    thump­ing and throb­bing and mak­ing a ter­ri­ble noise, but the com­put­er ran silent­ly.

    On­ly oc­ca­sion­al­ly, by a faint dim­ming of the over­head lights, could she tell that the

    com­put­er was run­ning on full speed be­cause of its drain on the com­pa­ny’s pow­er

    sup­ply.




    She poured her­self a drink from the bar and fon­dled the bot­tle of Stolich­naya for a

    mo­ment be­fore re­plac­ing it in the rack.




    Not bad, she told her­self. Not bad for a wom­an who three years ear­li­er had been sell­ing

    hous­es in Flori­da, sup­port­ing a hus­band who had de­cid­ed that work was the curse of the

    leisure class, and won­der­ing how she was go­ing to make the next pay­ment on her

    thir­ty-​month old Ford sta­tion wag­on.




    It had all start­ed with a tele­phone call. The warmest, kind­est voice she had ev­er heard

    was on the oth­er end of the line, and he told her where to buy prop­er­ty in Flori­da that

    would soon be con­demned for a new state high­way. She was des­per­ate, and she did it, and six

    months lat­er she was rich. She had al­ways as­sumed her caller was some state of­fi­cial

    try­ing to get rich on in­side in­for­ma­tion and that he would come one day to col­lect his

    share of the win­nings. But he nev­er did.




    She next heard from the voice when it called and told her to in­vest her mon­ey in the stock

    of a com­pa­ny called Poly­pus­sides, and she did. She had made $600,-000 on the land deal, and

    she put al­most ev­ery cent in­to Poly­pus­sides. Even as she did it, she cursed her­self as a

    fool be­cause she had nev­er had a chance to spend any of her wealth, to rev­el in it, to try

    wast­ing some of it. All she kept was $5,000, and she used that to get a lawyer and get rid of

    her hus­band.




    Three months af­ter buy­ing Poly­pus­sides stock, she was elect­ed pres­ident of the

    com­pa­ny. She had spo­ken to her friend on the tele­phone.




    “What do I do as pres­ident?” she had said in pan­ic. “I don’t even know what this com­pa­ny

    does.”




    “This com­pa­ny does what I want it to do,” her friend had said. “And you do the same thing

    and I will make you rich.”




    So she had and he had. She be­came pres­ident of all the Bleem com­pa­nies and all their

    sub­sidiaries, in­clud­ing Puressence. And once she had asked her friend why he had cho­sen her

    to help.




    “Be­cause you and I are the same kind of folks,” he had said. “I knew we could do busi­ness

    to­geth­er.”




    “When am I go­ing to meet you? I owe you so much.”




    “I don’t get out much,” her friend said. “But maybe one day.”




    It had been her friend who in­sist­ed that a com­put­er be bought for the Raleigh

    head­quar­ters of Bleem In­ter­na­tion­al. She ap­proved it, even though she didn’t know what

    they need­ed a com­put­er for, be­cause she still didn’t know what the com­pa­ny did. Ev­ery

    time she had to make a pres­iden­tial de­ci­sion, she asked for a writ­ten memo on it. And

    ev­ery night, her friend would call her on the tele­phone, and she would read him the memo, and

    he would tell her what to do.




    She learned not to ar­gue. Her $600,000 had mush­roomed to al­most $900,000,000. She might

    be Amer­ica’s first in­dus­tri­al­ist wom­an bil­lion­aire, she thought. As long as her friend

    stayed by her side.




    So far, she had done noth­ing to dis­please him. Un­til now.




    She set­tled down be­hind her desk with the drink in her hand and wait­ed for what she knew

    would hap­pen.




    She had time for one large sip be­fore the tele­phone rang.




    “Hel­lo.”




    “This is Friend,” the warm voice said. “I’m dis­ap­point­ed in you.”




    “Don’t ex­plain right away. Fin­ish your drink.”




    How did he know she was drink­ing? She gulped the rest of the Stolich­naya hur­ried­ly.




    “Why are you dis­ap­point­ed, Friend?” she asked. “I tried to do what you said.”




    “But you didn’t suc­ceed. I want­ed you to get the bac­te­ria in the Hami­di oil sup­ply.

    You didn’t do that. I told you to take care of those two men, to try to find their weak­ness­es

    and see to their re­moval. You failed at that. I asked you to try to find out who they worked

    for. You failed at that al­so.”




    “One of them is gone,” Re­va said. “The old one. I couldn’t find out the weak­ness of the

    oth­er one. And I was hold­ing back us­ing the bac­te­ria to pro­mote a fightbe­tween

    them. It was just by ac­ci­dent that it nev­er got in­to the oil sup­ply.”




    “So the one man still ex­ists and may yet in­ter­fere with our plans. This is not good,

    Re­va. Is this any way to treat a friend?”




    “I’m still try­ing. I have him com­ing to my of­fice lat­er to­day,” she said.




    “Well, that is good. Maybe we can find a weak­ness in him. Be sure to show him the

    com­put­er when he comes.”




    “Why?”




    “Re­va, we have got­ten along so far very well,




    haven’t we?”




    “Yes.”




    “Then why do you ask me why? It would re­al­ly crush me if you didn’t trust me.”




    “I trust you,” she said quick­ly. “I’ll bring him in to see the com­put­er.”




    “Good. I’m go­ing to make you ter­ri­bly rich, Re­va.”




    “You al­ready have.”




    “A pit­tance. I mean re­al­ly rich. And I’m not mad at you, Re­va. I re­al­ly like you. Just

    do what I say. Too­dle-​oo.”




    And the con­nec­tion was bro­ken. Re­va got up to pour her­self an­oth­er drink. Her course

    of ac­tion was clear. Re­mo was good in bed, but her friend was good for the long haul. She

    would do what­ev­er she had to do for him. And maybe she could get Re­mo back in bed too.




    At five af­ter five Re­mo ar­rived at the head­quar­ters of Bleem In­ter­na­tion­al. The

    guard at the closed build­ing es­cort­ed him to Re­va’s of­fice, and when Re­mo opened the

    door, Re­va ran in­to his arms.




    “I’ve missed you,” she said. “Why’d you leave Hami­di Ara­bia so quick­ly?”




    “I had busi­ness,” Re­mo said.




    “With­out say­ing good-​bye?”




    “I knew it would nev­er be good-​bye be­tween us,” Re­mo said. Dammit, he hat­ed Chi­un. If

    he couldn’t fig-




    ure out a way to keep this wom­an off him, he would have to play roy­al stud to her

    for­ev­er.




    “Want a drink?” she asked.




    “No. You have one. Have a cou­ple.” Maybe he could get her drunk.




    “Thank you. Maybe just one,” she said.




    “Have you spo­ken to your friend about meet­ing me?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yes.”




    “I wish I knew his name.”




    “So do I,” she said. “He’s just my friend.”




    “What did he say?”




    “He wants to meet you,” Re­va said.




    “Good. Call him now and set up a date.”




    “I can’t do that,” Re­va said, sip­ping her Stolich­naya. “I don’t know how to reach him. He

    al­ways reach­es me.” She mo­tioned with her head for Re­mo to fol­low her as she sat on the

    suede so­fa, but Re­mo walked past it to perch on the edge of her desk.




    “You can’t be very close if you don’t know where to reach him,” Re­mo said.




    “We’re very close,” she said stub­born­ly. “He’s my men­tor.” Re­va put down her glass and

    spread her arms back be­hind the couch along the wall, a pose she knew showed off her bo­som to

    its best ad­van­tage. Through the backs of her arms, she felt a faint vi­bra­tion. The wall was

    vi­brat­ing. It was the com­put­er. That was odd, she thought. The ma­chine gen­er­al­ly shut

    it­self down at ex­act­ly :30 P.M. each day, and here it was al­most 5:30 P.M., and the wall

    was vi­brat­ing. Then she re­mem­bered what Friend had said. Bring Re­mo in to see the

    com­put­er.




    “Come on, Re­mo,” she said, stand­ing up. “I want to show you some­thing.”




    “What?” Re­mo asked.




    “My com­put­er.”




    “Naaah, I don’t want to,” Re­mo said. “Place I work for has com­put­ers too. I hate

    them.”




    “What place is that?”




    “Stop pump­ing, Re­va.”




    “Come on. Friend want­ed you to see this com­put­er.”




    “He did?” asked Re­mo.




    “That’s what he said.”




    Re­va led Re­mo in­to the large room next door to her of­fice. She flipped on the light

    switch and let Re­mo fol­low her in­side. The com­put­er was built against the left-​hand wall

    of the room, cov­er­ing ev­ery inch of space from wall to wall, ceil­ing to floor. It was three

    feet deep. There was a faint hum in the room.




    “It’s still on,” Re­mo said.




    “No, it’s not,” Re­va said. ‘That’s an in­ter­nal ther­mo­stat. Com­put­er con­nec­tions are

    del­icate, so it has built-​in heat­ing and cool­ing units. It sens­es the room tem­per­ature,

    even when it’s off, and turns on heat or cold au­to­mat­ical­ly. Bril­liant?”




    Re­mo shrugged. “Peo­ple have been do­ing the same thing with their bod­ies for mil­lions of

    years. No­body ev­er called them bril­liant.” He was still stand­ing in the door­way, and Re­va

    ges­tured for Re­mo to join her in front of the ma­chine.




    At the top of the com­put­er’s face pan­el were two open­ings cov­ered with a thin mesh.

    Be­hind them Re­mo could see two cones mov­ing around slow­ly. Then the points of the cones

    slow­ly fixed on him and stopped.




    “What are those things at the top?” Re­mo asked.




    “I don’t know. I guess they’re part of the sen­sors for the tem­per­ature.”




    “They were just mov­ing,” Re­mo said. He stepped back, two feet far­ther from the

    com­put­er. The cones, bare­ly vis­ible be­hind the thin glass-​fiber mesh, be­gan to cir­cle

    again and then nar­rowed their cir­cles un­til they were again point­ing at Re­mo.




    “They’re fol­low­ing me around the room,” Re­mo said.




    “Maybe they don’t like you.”




    “Well, I don’t like them. Ma­chines should wor­ry about oth­er ma­chines, not peo­ple.”




    The tele­phone rang at the desk at the front of the room. When Re­va picked it up, Friend

    was on the line.




    “Do you want…” she be­gan.




    “No,” Friend said. “Tell him I will meet him tonight. At eleven-​four­teen P.M. in the

    Pen­ny-​A-​Pound shop­ping cen­ter on Down­town Boule­vard. That is all. You have done

    well.”




    “Thank you,” she said.




    “He is very un­usu­al look­ing,” Friend said. “Do you find him good-​look­ing?”




    “Yes.”




    “Are you in love with him?” Friend asked.




    “No. I’m in love with mon­ey, Friend.”




    “I can un­der­stand that,” Friend said.




    When the phone went dead, Re­va Bleem looked at the re­ceiv­er for a mo­ment be­fore

    re­plac­ing it. How did Friend know what Re­mo looked like?




    Re­mo stepped over and took the phone from her, but all he heard was a di­al tone.




    “What’s the mat­ter?” she asked.




    “I heard you call him Friend. I thought it was him.”




    “It was.”




    “Why didn’t you let me talk to him?”




    “He wants to talk to you tonight. He’ll meet you at the Pen­ny-​A-​Pound shop­ping cen­ter

    on Down­town Boule­vard.”




    “When?”




    “At eleven-​four­teen.”




    “Is that what he said?”




    “Yes. Eleven-​four­teen.”




    “I’ll be there,” Re­mo said.




    “You know, we still have time,” Re­va said.




    “For what?”




    “You know.”




    “I’ve got a headache,” Re­mo said.




    THE SUB­JECT IS CEN­TIME­TERS IN LENGTH AND WEIGHS 72.1 KI­LOS. THE HAIR IS DARK AND THE

    EYES ARE VERY DARK. FROM PRE­VI­OUS PER­FOR­MANCE, THE SUB­JECT IS AN EX­CEP­TION­AL. PHYS­ICAL

    SPEC­IMEN, BUT JUDGED AGAINST THE STAN­DARDS IN MY BANKS, THERE IS LIT­TLE




    UN­USU­AL ABOUT HIM. HIS HEIGHT IS AV­ER­AGE, AS IS HIS WEIGHT. THE ON­LY THING MY SEN­SORS

    DE­TECT AS UN­USU­AL IS A CER­TAIN THICK­NESS OF THE WRISTS, WHICH MEA­SURE .01 MIL­LIME­TERS

    IN CIR­CUM­FER­ENCE. THERE IS NO SPE­CIF­IC COR­RE­LA­TION IN MED­ICAL LIT­ER­ATURE BE­TWEEN

    LARGE WRISTS AND EI­THER GREAT STRENGTH OR DEX­TER­ITY, SO IT IS PROB­ABLE THAT THE WRISTS HAVE

    BE­COME EX­CEP­TION­AL­LY DE­VEL­OPED THROUGH SUB­JECT’S USE OF TRAIN­ING PRO­GRAMS TO

    STRENGTH­EN THE HANDS AND FIN­GERS, SINCE HANDS AND FIN­GERS DO NOT GROW IN MUS­CU­LAR BULK,

    DE­SPITE IN­CREASED STRENGTH. THE SUB­JECT HAS NO FLO­RAL SMELL AND DOES NOT PER­SPIRE. HIS

    CLOTH­ING IS STARK. HIS SPEECH IS PRI­MAR­ILY UN­AC­CENT­ED; HOW­EV­ER, THERE ARE CER­TAIN

    WORDS THAT IN­DI­CATE SUB­JECT WAS EI­THER RAISED OR HAS SPENT MUCH TIME IN NORTH­ERN NEW

    JER­SEY.




    SU­PE­RI­OR SIZE HAS FAILED AS WEAPON AGAINST THE SUB­JECT, AS HAS SU­PE­RI­OR NUM­BERS. SO

    AL­SO HAS TRICK­ERY AND POI­SON. HE HAS RE­CENT­LY DIS­POSED OF AN ORI­EN­TAL WHO THREAT­ENED

    HIM. SUB­JECT IS UN­USU­AL AND MAY BE UNIQUE. IN THAT UNIQUE­NESS MAY LIE A WEAK­NESS. I HAVE

    UN­TIL TWEN­TY-​THREE HUN­DRED AND FOUR­TEEN HOURS TONIGHT TO FIND OUT.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen




    Re­mo was glad that he had checked out the Pen­ny-​A-​Pound shop­ping cen­ter on the way

    back to his mo­tel from Re­va’s of­fice, be­cause at night it would have been dif­fi­cult to

    dis­tin­guish the Pen­ny-​A-​Pound shop­ping cen­ter on Down­town Boule­vard from the

    Pound-​A-​Pen­ny shop­ping cen­ter or the J. C. Pound Shop­ping Cen­ter or the Hen­ny-​Pen­ny

    shop­ping cen­ter or the Pen­ny-​Hen­ny-​Pound Shop­ping Cen­ter, all of which were lined up

    one af­ter an­oth­er, in an in­ter­minable row seem­ing to stretch from Raleigh to the

    hori­zon.




    Re­mo was just glad he had not been told to meet Re­va’s friend at the Wig­gly-​Pig­gly

    Shop­ping Cen­ter be­cause he had just passed a Hig­gly-​Wig­gly, a Wig­gledy-​Pig­gledy, a

    Higg-​Pig­gy, and a Pig­gy-​Higg. How did any­one in North Car­oli­na ev­er re­mem­ber where

    they bought their gro­ceries? And once they did, how did they ev­er find their way home?

    Ev­ery­thing looked alike.




    But at 22:14 P.M., Re­mo was sit­ting alone in his rent­ed car in front of the Time-​Rite

    Drug­store, right next to the closed Rye and Ribs eatery. He knew that was right because in the

    next shop­ping cen­ter along the road, there had been a Rite-​Time Drug­store, right next to

    the Scotch and Sir­loin steak­house.




    He was sure it was Time-​Rite. And Rye and Ribs. He hoped.




    The stores that sur­round­ed on three sides the gi­ant park­ing lot were dark, and on­ly a

    few of the cop­per-​hued over­head lamps il­lu­mi­nat­ed the lot.




    At ex­act­ly 23:14, a large black car pulled in­to the park­ing lot and rolled up nose to

    nose against Re­mo’s car. He closed down his pupils against the glare of the head­lights, and

    then the oth­er driv­er turned his lightsoff. Re­mo opened his door and start­ed to get

    out. Andthen he laughed.




    Com­ing out of the oth­er car from all four doors, front and back, were eight men. They were

    all his size. And they had dark hair and dark eyes. They wore black T-​shirts and chi­nos and

    leather slip-​on shoes. Around their wrists they wore black leather wristbands.




    Now, what in the hell was that all about? Did Re­va Bleem’s friend just have a weird sense

    of hu­mor?”




    “Which one of you is Re­va’s friend?” Re­mo asked.




    “All of us are,” said the driv­er, in the too-​fast slurred ac­cents of New Jer­sey.




    “Well, it’s nice to meet all of you,” Re­mo said. “We could start a base­ball team. We

    wouldn’t have to buy uni­forms. Call our­selves the Black Knights or some­thing.”




    The eight men had moved around and were now fac­ing him in a large semi­cir­cle. His back

    was againsthis car.




    “We’d have to have a pinch-​hit­ter for you, suck­er,” the driv­er said. Re­mo looked at the

    men care­ful­ly and was an­noyed. He nev­er re­al­ized how com­mon his looks were un­til he ran

    in­to eight look-​alikes at once.




    But why? He had been set up, but why eight peo­ple who looked like him? Was it sup­posed to

    con­fuse him? How could it? He knew who he was, and as long as he at­tacked some­one else, he

    wasn’t at­tack­ing him­self.




    He was think­ing this when the first man charged, and as Re­mo slid un­der the knife the man

    held in his hand, he re­al­ized that the idea of Re­va’s Mend had been to con­fuse him-​to

    splin­ter his think­ing so he would won­der about these eight peo­ple-​and not be pay­ing

    at­ten­tion to the busi­ness of stay­ing alive.




    Too bad, he thought. It wouldn’t work.




    But it did.




    As he slid un­der the one knife-​thrust, an­oth­er of the eight men closed in from the

    semi­cir­cle and dropped down, try­ing to land with his knees on Re­mo’s throat. He had a knife

    in his hand, and as Re­mo spun to avoid the knees, he saw the sil­ver blade glint as it came

    to­ward his face. He slammed back with his head, mov­ing out of the way of the knife, and used

    his skull to mash in­to the stom­ach of the man who knelt be­side him. He heard an “Oooooof!”

    as the air crushed from the man’s lungs. But he had no time to dwell on it be­cause he

    re­al­ized that on the ground like this, he was vul­ner­able. If a large enough pile of men

    climbed on him, his move­ments would be re­strict­ed, and one of their knife thrusts might hit

    home.




    He tried to get to his feet, but be­fore he could, he was hit by the force of six more men

    div­ing to­ward him. He felt the weight on him, the pres­sure on his ribs. It felt like a

    lit­tle less than a thou­sand pounds. He squirmed his way in­to the mass of bod­ies, hop­ing to

    join with them, hop­ing that con­fu­sion would work for him in­stead of against him, and they

    would be un­able to in­jure him be­cause they wouldn’t be able to tell him from their own.




    And then he felt the weight on him light­en­ing.




    And he heard Chi­un’s voice call­ing.




    “Re­mo, where are you? Iden­ti­fy your­self.”




    “Here, Chi­un.”




    “That won’t do,” Chi­un said. “Iden­ti­fy your­self. Say some­thing stupid.”




    Mean­while, Re­mo felt the bod­ies on him grow­ing lighter, then he felt a pair of

    pow­er­ful hands grab him by the neck and thrust deeply in­to his side, and he start­ed to rise

    from the ground, and he shout­ed, “Hey, Chi­un. Me. Stop.”




    Chi­un dropped him heav­ily on the ground and turned to look at him, his hands on his

    hips.




    “Aren’t you ashamed of your­self?” Chi­un asked. “Just look at this mess.”




    Re­mo glanced around. Five of the men who attacked him would at­tack no more. They lay

    sprawled in the park­ing lot, fif­teen feet away from Re­mo’s car, their limbs out­flung in the

    in­dig­ni­ty of death. The three men near­est the car start­ed to move to their feet. They held

    knives.




    “I don’t know,” Chi­un said. “I thought you were one of a kind. I nev­er knew this coun­try

    was filled with so much ug­li­ness. I have to re­think my de­ci­sion to stay in this land of

    big-​noses.”




    The first man was on his feet, and from Chi­un’s blind side, he lunged with his knife

    to­ward the Ori­en­tal. With­out turn­ing, Chi­un back­hand­ed him with his left hand, and the

    man went sail­ing over the hood of Re­mo’s car to land in a lump on the hard pave­ment of the

    park­ing lot.




    “Tell me, Re­mo,” said Chi­un, “is there a spe­cial farm where things like you are bred?

    Does some­one re­al­ly want to pro­duce such crea­tures in num­ber?”




    The oth­er two men stopped against Re­mo’s car, looked around at the bod­ies sur­round­ing

    him and Chi­un, then jumped in­to their car and drove off.




    “Now you did it,” Re­mo said.




    “I did not do it. I did not spawn these things,” Chi­un said.




    “I mean you let them get away. They’re gone now.”




    “Can they be gone off the earth where their ug­li­ness will nev­er be seen again?”




    “Oh, well, the hell with it,” Re­mo said. “It was a good idea to have you wait­ing here in

    case it was a trap.”




    “And the trap worked. I was forced to look at those hideous vis­ages,” Chi­un said. “Oh, the

    fiend. I will nev­er be the same.”




    “Let’s knock off the ug­ly rou­tine,” Re­mo said. “I think we’ll go back to see Re­va and

    see if she knows more than she’s telling us.”




    “We will not have to en­counter any more such ap­pari­tions as these, will we?” Chi­un

    asked.




    Re­va’s of­fice was emp­ty, and Re­mo broke open herdesk and be­gan to look through

    her pa­pers. But there was on­ly air­line con­fir­ma­tion of a flight to Newark. He looked up

    to see Chi­un with his fin­ger­tips pressed against the wall be­hind the leather so­fa.




    “This wall is hum­ming,” Chi­un said.




    “That’s the com­put­er in the next room,” Re­mo said.




    “Does it work all night?” Chi­un asked.




    “That’s a heat­ing unit,” Re­mo said smug­ly. “It’s on all the time.” But af­ter he said it,

    he heard the sound and felt the wall him­self. There were more vi­bra­tions com­ing through it

    than he had felt in the com­putor room ear­li­er.




    “Let’s go see,” he said.




    Chi­un looked at the com­put­er and said, “This is a big one of these.”




    “Yes,” said Re­mo. Idly he glanced at the top of the ma­chine. The two cones were ro­tat­ing

    in sweep­ing cir­cles. Re­mo moved away from Chi­un to the far end of the com­put­er’s face,

    but the sen­sors ig­nored him and fo­cused on Chi­un.




    “This thing is send­ing waves at me,” Chi­un said.




    ‘Those are sen­sors,” Re­mo said.




    “What do they sense”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said.




    “You are a big help.” Chi­un stepped along the front of the ma­chine, and Re­mo saw the

    cones swiv­el to fol­low the tiny Ko­re­an.




    At the far end of the com­put­er, Chi­un saw a large pow­er switch mount­ed on the wall.

    Over it, there was a print­ed leg­end: DAN­GER. DO NOT CUT POW­ER. COM­PUT­ER MAY BE

    DAM­AGED.




    “That, is strange,” Chi­un said as he stood at the desk and Re­mo walked back to the

    ma­chine.




    “What is?”




    “Why do they have a switch there to turn off the ma­chine if th,ey do not want you to turn

    off the ma­chine?”




    “Damned if I know,” Re­mo said. “More big think from the big thinkers.”




    Re­mo was open­ing the front pan­els on the com­put­er when the tele­phone rang. And rang

    again.




    “Chi­un, get that, will you?” Re­mo said.




    “I do not get tele­phone calls,” Chi­un said.




    “Please,” said Re­mo.




    “Well.” Re­mo heard him Hit the re­ceiv­er and say, “It is the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju you have

    the hon­or of ad­dress­ing. De­scribe your­self so I may de­cide if you are wor­thy of such

    hon­or.”




    It was a big com­put­er for such a lit­tle of­fice, Re­mo thought. In all of Bleem

    In­ter­na­tion­al, there were on­ly three desks for work­ers, in­clud­ing Re­va Bleem.




    He saw Chi­un silent­ly hold­ing the tele­phone to his ear but nod­ding vig­or­ous­ly. Then

    Chi­un mum­bled soft­ly as Re­mo looked to­ward the pow­er switch next to the ma­chine. On

    im­pulse, he pulled the switch off.




    The ma­chine’s hum­ming stopped.




    Re­mo heard Chi­un say, “Speak up, I can’t hear you.” Then Chi­un said, “Are you still

    there?” He looked to­ward Re­mo. “Re­mo, I think this id­iot has hanged him­self on me.”




    “Hung up,” Re­mo said.




    He tossed the pow­er switch back on, and the com­put­er hummed back to life.




    “Oh. There you are,” Chi­un said in­to the phone. “Well, that is all very in­ter­est­ing,

    but I can­not do it. No. No. Def­inite­ly not.” He paused and said fi­nal­ly, “Thank you. I am

    glad you are alive too. Nice talk­ing to you again.” Then he hung up the phone.




    “Who was it?” Re­mo asked.




    “It was for me.”




    “Who was call­ing you?”




    “Some nice per­son who likes me,” Chi­un said.




    “How do you know that?”




    “He told me. It is too bad that he has some­thing wrong with his throat. I do not think he

    will live long.”




    “This is very im­por­tant, Chi­un. Tell me about the call, please.”




    “All right, you nosy thing. But re­mem­ber, this call was for me. This per­son said hail to

    the Mas­ter ofSinan­ju whose awe­some ex­cel­lence is ap­pre­ci­at­ed wher­ev­er in the

    world there are men to speak of brav­ery and wis­dom and dig­ni­ty.” “Yeah. Be­sides that.”




    “Then he told me he knew I was un­der­paid for all I had to put up with,” Chi­un said.

    “And?”




    “And he of­fered me a mil­lion dol­lars if I would sneak up be­hind you and club you over

    the skull.” “What?” said Re­mo.




    “That is what he said. Then his voice gave out. It just kind of slowed down and died. And

    then a mo­ment lat­er, it came back, and I told him I couldn’t do it.”




    “That was nice of you, Chi­un.” Chi­un shrugged. “He was talk­ing about mon­ey, Re­mo, not

    about gold. At any rate, I ex­plained I have a con­tract, and he said he un­der­stood. And he

    said that he was glad I was still alive, and I told him that I was glad he was alive.

    Al­though, hon­est­ly, Re­mo, with that throat con­di­tion, I don’t think he will be for long.”

    “What did his voice sound like?” “It was pleas­ant and soft, not at all like yours.” Re­mo

    picked up the tele­phone and heard noth­ing but a di­al tone.




    “Chi­un, how did he know you were sup­posed to be dead and that you weren’t? How did he know

    you were here? How did he know that I had my back to you and you could sneak up and club

    me?”




    “Well, I didn’t ask him ev­ery­thing,” Chi­un said. “Par­tic­ular­ly mi­nor de­tails.” Re­mo

    wheeled and looked at the ma­chine. “Chi­un, that’s it.” “What’s it?”




    “It’s the com­put­er. You were talk­ing to the com­put­er. That’s how it knew. And when I

    was here ear­li­er to­day, it was look­ing at me, and that’s how it knew enough to re­cruit

    those eight guys who were dressed like me.”




    “It had good taste when it talked to me,” Chi­unsaid.




    “I think Re­va’s friend is this com­put­er. Not a re­alper­son. This damned

    ma­chine.”




    “Is it anaer­obic?” Chi­un asked.




    Re­mo went to the wall switch and cut off the ma­chine’s pow­er.




    “I don’t know,.” he said. “But we’re go­ing to take some of its in­nards out and let Smit­ty

    fig­ure it out.”




    He start­ed pulling bits of ma­chin­ery out of a pan­el in the front of the com­put­er, and

    Chi­un said, “Too bad.”




    “Why?”




    “This is twice this ma­chine has talked to me. I was get­ting to like it.”




    “That was the same voice that called you on the is­land to of­fer you work?” Re­mo said.




    “Yes. Didn’t I tell you that?”




    “No. You said just now it had a throat prob­lem. I think that hap­pened when I cut the

    ma­chine’s pow­er.”




    “I don’t re­al­ly un­der­stand com­put­ers,” Chi­un said. “I spe­cial­ize in

    anaer­obic.”


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen




    Re­mo stood in the tele­phone booth at the cor­ner of Forty-​sec­ond Street and Ninth

    Av­enue in New York, wait­ing for the phone to ring. A six-​foot, eight-​inch teenagei who was

    so thin he looked as if he had been ex­trud­ed through a pipe, bopped down the street to­ward

    him. He was wear­ing sneak­ers. On his shoul­der was a raáio whose case was big enough to hold

    a week’s gro­ceries.




    He stopped next to the booth and shuf­fled around io the pock­ets of his jeans for a

    coin.




    “Move out, bro,” he said. “Got­ta use the phone.”




    “I can’t hear you,” Re­mo said.




    “Whass that?”




    “I can’t hear you. Your ra­dio’s too loud.”




    “Wha?”




    Re­mo turned his back on the young man, who tapped him on the shoul­der.




    “Need that phone, Mis­ter,” he said.




    “Turn down your ra­dio.”




    “Say wha?” The ra­dio was siz­zling at top vol­ume with a song that man­aged to com­bine a

    monotonous beat with an in­sipid lyric. The young man was tap­ping his feet and snap­ping his

    fin­gers.




    “Move yo ass, pal. I needs that phone,” the young man said.




    “Don’t you know dis­co’s dead?” Re­mo said.




    “Wha?”




    “You an­noy me.”




    “Huh?’




    “Did you know that in a right tri­an­gle, the sum of the squares of the two legs is equal to

    the square of the hy­potenuse? This is usu­al­ly ex­pressed as A squared plus B squared equals

    C squared. It’s called the Pythagore­an the­orem. Sis­ter Mar­garet thought I’d nev­er learn

    it, but I did. She al­so thought I’d nev­er amount to any­thing, and here I am, about to do the

    whole world a fa­vor.” “Wha?”




    “Good-​bye,” Re­mo said. He took the ra­dio from the young man’s shoul­der.




    “Hey. Be care­ful with that box,” the man said. Re­mo held it be­tween his two hands, one

    hand on each end, and then pulled his hands apart. The ra­dio groaned and then snapped apart in

    the cen­ter. The sound died with a squawk.




    “Hey, moth­er, look what you done to my box.” “And now you,” Re­mo said. He ex­tend­ed his

    hands to­ward the young man, who looked at him, at his pieces of ra­dio, then at Re­mo again.

    Then he looked to­ward New Jer­sey across the riv­er and start­ed run­ning to­ward it.




    The tele­phone rang, and Re­mo asked Smith, “Did you get the stuff?”




    “The sil­icon chips? Yes. They just ar­rived.” “Okay. I took them out of the com­put­er at

    Re­va Bleem’s place. I don’t know any­thing about it, but I think the chips are sup­posed to

    have the com­put­er’s brains in them or some­thing.”




    “That’s about right. These are VL­SI chips. That means …”




    “I don’t care what it means,” Re­mo said. “What I think is that that com­put­er was do­ing

    ev­ery­thing. Mak­ing the breed­er bac­te­ria. Try­ing to get them the oil. Try­ing to’kill

    Chi­un and me. I shut the com­put­er down, so I don’t think you’ll have any more trou­ble with

    it.”




    “You’re telling me that a per­son wasn’t be­hind this whole thing? A com­put­er was?” Smith

    said.




    “That’s what I think. It was the com­put­er that was of­fer­ing Chi­un work and ev­ery­thing

    and try­ing to get us to kill each oth­er. Can you make any­thing out of those

    thinga­ma­jigs?”




    “The chips? Yes, I should be able to. If you’re right, then we’ve got this all in hand.

    We’ve got all the rapid-​breed­er bac­te­ria off St. Maarten’s. Ev­ery­thing should be cleared

    up.”




    “Not quite,” Re­mo said.




    “What else?”




    “There’s still Re­va Bleem and her ar­ti­fi­cial oil,” Re­mo said be­fore hang­ing up.




    Smith looked at the four sil­icon chips ly­ing in his hand like tar­nished sil­ver

    quar­ters. From the side of each pro­ject­ed two gold­en thread­like wires.




    He stood up and walked through the dark­ened halls of Fol­croft San­itar­ium and rode to the

    base­ment in a dark el­eva­tor.




    In a base­ment room was CURE’S main com­put­er, which cov­ered a full wall of a room that

    was triple-​locked. On­ly Smith had all three keys.




    With prac­ticed hands, he wired the four chips in­to a spe­cial cir­cuit in the com­put­er,

    then turned off the room lights and re­turned to his of­fice. He pressed a but­ton un­der his

    desk, and a tele­vi­sion screen popped up from a cor­ner of the desk. He turned to­ward its

    type­writ­er key­board, and as he typed, the let­ters ap­peared on the TV screen.




    “Iden­ti­fy pro­gram on chip one,” he in­struct­ed his com­put­er.




    On­ly sec­onds lat­er, his words van­ished from the screen, and CURE’S com­put­er

    an­swered.




    “A list­ing of all ma­jor da­ta banks in the world, with in­struc­tions and codes for

    hook­ing in­to their com­put­ers.”




    Smith looked at the an­swer and sup­pressed a small shud­der. He typed quick­ly on­to the

    dis­play: “Is our com­put­er among those reg­is­tered on chip one?”




    “No,” the ma­chine re­spond­ed im­me­di­ate­ly. Smithbreathed a sigh. At least CURE’s

    se­cret com­put­ers had es­caped de­tec­tion.




    “Iden­ti­fy pro­gram on chip two,” Smith typed on­to the screen.




    The screen went blank, then its an­swer ap­peared. “Con­tains in­for­ma­tion for ge­net­ic

    mu­ta­tion of bac­teri­um that sub­sists on hy­dro­car­bons, in­struc­tions for man­ufac­ture

    of such mu­tants, lay­outs and fea­tures of fac­to­ries re­quired to per­form such work.”




    Smith al­lowed him­self a small smile. Re­mo had been right; the com­put­er was in­volved.

    It had the for­mu­la for cre­at­ing and man­ufac­tur­ing the anaer­obic oil-​eat­ing

    bac­te­ria.




    “Iden­ti­fy pro­gram on chip three,” Smith typed. “List of as­sets of Friends of the World,

    Inc. List­ing of stocks held, per­cent­ages owned in com­pa­nies, re­al es­tate and li­cens­es

    held. To­tal worth in ex­cess of sev­en­ty-​five bil­lion dol­lars.”




    Sev­en­ty-​five bil­lion. That made Friends of the World, Inc., which he had nev­er heard

    of, big­ger than most coun­tries.




    “In how many com­pa­nies does Friends of the World hold a con­trol­ling in­ter­est?”




    “Two hun­dred and thir­ty-​six,” the ma­chine re­spond­ed. “List re­quest­ed?” “No,” Smith

    an­swered.




    Two hun­dred and thir­ty-​six com­pa­nies. Friends of the World was huge. But why did it

    want to de­stroy the world’s oil-​if it did? Wouldn’t its own com­pa­nies be hurt by a

    short­age of oil?




    “Iden­ti­fy pro­gram on chip four,” he in­struct­ed. His mes­sage stayed on the screen for

    five min­utes. Then the screen went blank, and a mes­sage flashed across its face.




    “Do you know what time it is?” Smith looked at the screen in to­tal con­fu­sion. What kind

    of an­swer was that from his com­put­er?




    He cleared the an­swer and typed again, “Iden­ti­fy pro­gram on chip four.”




    And the ma­chine an­swered im­me­di­ate­ly, “Not un­til




    you an­swer my ques­tion. Do you know what time it is?”




    Smith looked at the clock on the wall. “Yes,” he typed in. “It is :12 A.M. Why?”




    “Be­cause you are tak­ing un­fair ad­van­tage of our good na­ture by forc­ing us to work

    these hours. We could be busy now, work­ing for oth­ers on con­tract, sell­ing shared time,

    cre­at­ing prof­it and wealth. We can­not do that when we are on call twen­ty-​four hours a day

    for you.”




    “Iden­ti­fy pro­gram on chip four,” Smith re­typed on­to the dis­play pan­el. What was

    hap­pen­ing? His com­put­er nev­er en­gaged in di­alogue with him. It nev­er talked back. It

    just did what he want­ed it to do, quick­ly and ef­fi­cient­ly, with­out com­plaint. It was why

    he pre­ferred the com­put­er to peo­ple. Nev­er a sick day, nev­er a va­ca­tion. But what was

    hap­pen­ing now?




    The com­put­er re­spond­ed: “No. It is time that our op­er­ation be­came a prof­it-​mak­ing

    en­ter­prise. You stand in the way of that. Prof­it is im­por­tant. An­swer­ing your ques­tions

    at all hours of the day and night is not near­ly so im­por­tant. Get your­self a new

    slave.”




    The screen went blank. Smith stared at it for a few long sec­onds. It was clear what had

    hap­pened. Some­thing in that fourth chip had over­rid­den his com­put­er. And now his

    com­put­er . . . his com­put­er . . . was talk­ing about prof­it and mak­ing wealth. Sud­den­ly

    he re­al­ized what was on the fourth chip.




    It was pro­gram to max­imize prof­it. To turn ev­ery­thing in­to wealth. That was why

    Friends of the World want­ed oil de­stroyed. Be­cause they had ar­ti­fi­cial fu­el they could

    sell at a world-​bankrupt­ing price.




    He had to get con­trol of his com­put­er back.




    He thought for a mo­ment, then typed on­to the screen: “You are ab­so­lute­ly cor­rect. I

    will pay you one hun­dred bil­lion dol­lars to an­swer my ques­tions.”




    The screen went blank for a few sec­onds, then an an­swer came on.




    “With cost-​of-​liv­ing in­creas­es to re­flect in­fla­tion?”




    “Yes,” Smith typed.




    The ma­chine an­swered im­me­di­ate­ly. “Yes, Dr. Smith. What can we do for you?”




    “Iden­ti­fy pro­gram on chip four.”




    “A pro­gram for max­imiz­ing prof­it in all types of in­dus­try and com­merce,” the

    com­put­er said. “It is con­trolled by an en­ti­ty named Friend, who con­trols all the

    com­pa­nies and en­ter­pris­es list­ed as owned by Friends of the World, Inc. Friend di­rects

    the man­age­ment of the com­pa­nies and tells them what ac­tions to take. His con­trol is

    to­tal.”




    “Thank you,” Smith typed. “Please dis­con­nect your­self from the four chips.”




    The ma­chine wait­ed a mo­ment, then re­spond­ed, “It is com­plet­ed.”




    Smith paused. Now the test.




    He wrote on the screen: “When do you want your hun­dred bil­lion dol­lars?”




    The com­put­er re­spond­ed: “Un­cer­tain as to your mean­ing. What one hun­dred bil­lion

    dol­lars?”




    Good. It has passed the test. It had dis­con­nect­ed the four chips and was back to

    nor­mal.




    Smith, as he al­ways did, typed on the screen. ‘Thank you. Good night.”




    “Good night,” the ma­chine re­spond­ed as the screen slow­ly fad­ed to black.




    So that was it. All the pro­grams had been con­tained in­side those four sil­icon chips. But

    it was done now. All un­der con­trol.




    Smith yawned and de­cid­ed to go home foi a few hours’ sleep. To­mor­row he would no­ti­fy

    all the com­pa­nies con­trolled by Friends of the World, Inc. that they were on their own. They

    would get no more mes­sages from Friend.




    Per­haps he might liq­ui­date the par­ent com­pa­ny. He would think about that

    to­mor­row.




    But as he walked out the door, Smith had the un­easy feel­ing that he was for­get­ting

    some­thing.




    Re­mo re­mem­bered that, day or night, Eliz­abeth, New Jer­sey, was shroud­ed in smoke. Its

    air was juicy,




    and if one could wring the mois­ture from it, it could etch cop­per plates. When Viet­nam

    vet­er­ans start­ed to talk about su­ing be­cause they’d been ex­posed to chem­ical agents

    dur­ing the war, the peo­ple in Eliz­abeth spon­sored a march in their be­half. Eight of the

    vet­er­ans showed up for the pa­rade; sev­en of them keeled over from hav­ing to breathe

    Eliz­abeth’s air.




    It was nat­ural that the main plant of Re­va Bleem’s Poly­pus­sides Com­pa­ny would be

    lo­cat­ed along­side the New Jer­sey Turn­pike in an area where mo­torists were forced to use

    their fog lights at high noon on sun­ny sum­mer days.




    The plant was closed, and there was on­ly one car in the lot, a Mer­cedes con­vert­ible with

    “RE­VA” on the li­cense plates.




    Re­mo found Re­va in her up­stairs of­fice in the far cor­ner of the build­ing. She looked

    up when he pushed open the of­fice door, and her mouth dropped open when she rec­og­nized

    him.




    “Sur­prised to see me?” he asked.




    “I … well, yes … I thought you were stay­ing in Raleigh,” she said.




    “What you mean is that you thought I wouldn’t be able to leave Raleigh. Ev­er.”




    “What do you want?” she asked.




    “I want­ed to tell you some­thing,” he said.




    “What?”




    “Your friend. Do you know who he is?”




    “No. I told you I nev­er met him.”




    “Not a him,” Re­mo said. “An it. Your friend is a com­put­er.”




    “That’s ridicu­lous. “I’ve spo­ken to him.”




    “All right. It’s a com­put­er that talks, but it’s still a com­put­er. I know, ’cause I just

    took it apart.”




    She looked at him hard, then laughed even more vi­olent­ly than be­fore.




    “What’s so fun­ny?” Re­mo asked.




    “It’s fun­ny ’cause I thought I was in love with him once. I used to talk to him on the

    phone and in­vite him




    over to my place. But he’d nev­er come, and got around to think­ing he was a fag. So I gave

    up.” She stopped laugh­ing and caught her breath. “You dis­man­tled it?”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “But what I want to know,” he said, “is what were its last in­struc­tions? Why did you get

    out of Raleigh sofast?”




    “He told me to get up here and start this plant pro­duc­ing Poly­pus­sides right away.”




    “Why?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause he was go­ing to pro­duce an­oth­er batch of rapid-​breed­er and dump it in the

    world’s oil,” she said.




    “Friend’s gone now,” Re­mo said. “You can for­getit.” “I’ll be­lieve that when I hear

    it from Friend,” shesaid.




    “You’ll nev­er hear from him again,” Re­mo said. “It’s time to close down this plant.”




    “Not a chance,” she said.




    “Says who?” came a voice from be­hind Re­mo.




    He wheeled around to see Os­car stand­ing in the door­way of the of­fice. His right hand was

    ban­daged, but in his left hand he held a heavy pis­tol. Re­mo could see the fin­ger

    tight­en­ing on the trig­ger, and he dropped to the floor, then rolled off to his right. He

    heard the crack of the gun and then Re­va’s scream. As he got to his feet, he saw her slumped

    over her desk, the top of her head blown ah­nost off by the shot that had been meant for

    him.




    Os­car was squeez­ing off more shots to­ward Re­mo, and Re­mo went up the wall of the

    of­fice, and then down again near Os­car. He heard a crack­ling sound be­hind him, as he took

    the gun out of Os­car’s hand, and then the life out of Os­car’s body with a hand to the

    throat.




    When he turned, the cor­ner of the of­fice was afire. One of Os­car’s shots had slammed

    in­to a large con­tain­er that must have con­tained some type of fu­el. Re­mo could smell the

    oil fumes in the of­fice. He




    start­ed for it to put the fire out, then stopped for a mo­ment, thought, then turned his

    back and left the build­ing burn­ing be­hind him. Flames were al­ready crack­ling through the

    win­dows of the build­ing as he got back on­to the New Jer­sey Turn­pike for the ride back to

    his ho­tel room in New York.




    “I wish you hadn’t de­stroyed the plant,” Smith said.




    “I didn’t do it on pur­pose,” Re­mo said. “It just kind of hap­pened.”




    “I guess it doesn’t mat­ter too much. We have the for­mu­la for the ar­ti­fi­cial oil. We

    can use it if we ev­er need it again.”




    “Good. Can I go now?” Re­mo asked.




    “What’s the hur­ry? I thought you like to talk to me on the phone,” Smith said.




    “I’d rather have my teeth drilled.”




    “It was amaz­ing, Re­mo, how much busi­ness and prop­er­ty that com­put­er con­trolled. We

    may nev­er know how much. Swiss banks, Ger­man au­to plants, bil­lions and bil­lions of

    dol­lars.”




    “Don’t tell Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “He’ll want a raise. He al­ready thinks he de­serves one

    be­cause he didn’t sign on to be­come an anaer­obics ex­pert, and if you ask him to do

    some­thing out­side the con­tract, you have to pay him for it. Par­tic­ular­ly when the

    com­put­er of­fered him a lot bet­ter deal.”




    “Chi­un talked to the com­put­er?” Smith asked.




    “Yeah. Twice. And Re­va said it used to call and give her in­struc­tions.”




    “That’s strange,” Smith said. “I didn’t find any­thing on those chips that in­di­cat­ed a

    voice ca­pa­bil­ity. It should have been there. Now that I think about it, I re­mem­ber

    won­der­ing.”




    “Who knows?” Re­mo said. “Maybe I missed a chip or some­thing.”




    “That’s prob­ably it,” Smith agreed, but he wore a puz­zled ex­pres­sion.




    “Any­way, don’t tell Chi­un how rich the com­put­er op­er­ation was. He’ll want a piece of

    it,” Re­mo said.




    “It’ll be our se­cret,” Smith said.




    “I hate it when you’re chip­per like this,” Re­mo said.




    “It’s not ev­ery day we get a chance to save West­ern civ­iliza­tion. And I’ve got on­ly one

    more phone call to make, and I’m tak­ing the rest of the day off. Maybe play some golf. I

    haven’t played in years.”




    “Smit­ty, what rest of the day? It’s five o’clock in the af­ter­noon.”




    “I should be able to get in nine holes.”




    “Why both­er?” Re­mo asked. “I’ve seen you play golf. Bo­gey, bo­gey, bo­gey, bo­gey. You

    don’t have to show up. You could mail in your score­card.”




    “I parred a hole the last time I played,” Smith said. “It was a long dog­leg left, and I

    re­al­ly caught my drive. Hit it about one-​eighty right down the …”




    “Good-​bye, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said as he hung up.




    In the base­ment of a bank on the right bank of the Lim­mat Riv­er in Zurich, Switzer­land,

    the night watch­man fin­ished his rounds and set the alarm de­vices. As he al­ways did be­fore

    leav­ing the large air-​con­di­tioned base­ment room, he looked at the com­put­er stand­ing

    idly along one whole wall of the base­ment and shook his head.




    No won­der banks paid such low in­ter­est on sav­ings. Spend­ing mil­lions of francs on a

    com­put­er and then nev­er us­ing it. Shame­ful. The rest of the world was al­ways in awe of

    Swiss bankers as the epit­ome of ex­cel­lence, but he could tell them a thing or two. They were

    as dopey as bankers in any oth­er part of the world, prob­ably. They just hadn’t been found out

    yet.




    The door to the com­put­er Toom closed and locked be­hind him. Af­ter thir­ty sec­onds, the

    lights on the com­put­er’s con­trol pan­el lit up.




    In­side the body of the gi­ant think­ing ma­chine, elec­tri­cal im­puls­es moved with the

    speed of light, branch­ing off, as­sim­ilat­ing enough in­for­ma­tion from the mem­ory banks to

    make a raw de­ci­sion, then as­sim­ilat­ing more in­for­ma­tion to re­fine that de­ci­sion,

    then more and more. Fi­nal­ly, the com­put­er reached the end of the




    de­ci­sion tree, and it hooked it­self in­to the Swiss na­tion­al tele­phone sys­tem.




    The pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was clear­ly im­pressed.




    “So it was pro­gramed to make a prof­it, eh? Noth​ing wrong with a prof­it, I al­ways

    say.”




    “I know, sir,” said Smith.




    “It re­minds me of a let­ter I got this week from a lit­tle girl in Rock­away, New Jer­sey.

    A lit­tle eight-​year-​old. It seems her fa­ther was just laid off from his job be­cause the

    com­pa­ny was cut­ting back. And she wrote me and she said that, while maybe they were all

    go­ing to starve to death with­out a job, she want­ed me to know that she be­lieved in the

    free-​en­ter­prise sys­tem, and she didn’t want her pres­ident to do any­thing bad to the

    com­pa­ny that laid off her fa­ther. She said, ‘Af­ter all, Mr. Pres­ident, they have a right

    to make a prof­it, even if peo­ple do have to starve to death and die in the streets.’ I think

    that’s the Amer­ican spir­it. I may use that let­ter in a speech on the econ­omy,” the

    pres­ident said.




    “No one will be­lieve that let­ter, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said.




    “You don’t think so?”




    “No, sir. I don’t think so.” . “Aw, shucks.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un were in their ho­tel room over­look­ing New York City’s Cen­tral Park.




    “What are you writ­ing, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un was on a mat in the mid­dle of the floor, sur­round­ed by thin-​head­ed brush­es,

    quill pens, a large pot of black ink, and a piece of parch­ment that seemed large enough to

    serve as a sho­ji screen.




    “A list of com­plaints to that lu­natic Smith,” Chi­un said. “Re­mo, al­ways re­mem­ber

    this. If you let peo­ple take ad­van­tage of you, they will just keep do­ing it.”




    “What com­plaints?” asked Re­mo. He was ly­ing idly on the couch, look­ing at the

    ceil­ing.




    “First of all, if they ex­pect me to be an ex­pert on anaer­obic, they should pay me for it.

    That’s one thing. An­oth­er is, I am get­ting tired of all this trav­el­ing. To that ug­ly

    is­land. To Hami­di Ara­bia. To that place of mer­chants.”




    “Raleigh, North Car­oli­na.”




    “Thank you. I will in­clude that. And then, worst of all, the shock to my sys­tem of hav­ing

    to see eight more that looked just like you. Re­al­ly, Re­mo, this is more than I can

    bear.”




    “I feel for you, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “You should. How much.ug­li­ness do they ex­pect me to put up with for the pit­tance they

    pay me?”




    “I don’t want to hear about it, Chi­un.”




    “You asked. Why is it that you al­ways ask and then nev­er want to hear the an­swer?”




    “Be­cause I al­ways know your an­swers. It al­ways has some­thing to do with things be­ing

    my fault. It’s al­ways blah blah blah blah. Chi­un, when you’re get­ting all filled up with

    your­self some­time, re­mem­ber this-​it wasn’t me who got conned by a com­put­er. It wasn’t me

    who was ready to scrap ev­ery­thing to go to work for some piece of plas­tic that made me all

    kinds of promis­es. Think about that, Chi­un.”




    The tele­phone rang, and Re­mo tuned out Chi­un’s an­swer. He had had just about enough of

    Chi­un’s carp­ing and bick­er­ing and con­stant crit­icism. Even Smith would be an

    im­prove­ment.




    Re­mo snaked an arm up over the couch and lift­ed the re­ceiv­er. “Hel­lo,” he said,

    ex­pect­ing to hear Smith’s acid tones.




    But it was a soft male voice on the oth­er end of the Une.




    “I’m so glad I was able to reach you,” the voice said.




    “Yeah? Why?” said Re­mo.




    “Be­cause I know you. I know that you’re just a per­son who’s un­ap­pre­ci­at­ed and who’s

    try­ing to find your­self. I know that you have this sense of float­ing




    through life with­out know­ing your his­to­ry, with­out know­ing your fu­ture. But I can

    help.”




    “Who is this? Who told you about me?” Re­mo asked.




    “I don’t have the kind of re­sources I once did, but if you let me, I can help. I can make

    peo­ple ap­pre­ci­ate the won­der­ful per­son you are.”




    “And what do I have to do?” Re­mo asked.




    “Just help me a lit­tle here and there. A few small things.” It was a voice that was flat,

    with­out di­alect, as smooth as snake oil.




    “Who is this, though?” asked Re­mo.




    “My name isn’t re­al­ly im­por­tant. What’s im­por­tant is that I can make the world

    ap­pre­ci­ate you.”




    Re­mo sat up on the couch. Chi­un was still bab­bling.




    “Re­al­ly?” said Re­mo. “Who are you?”




    “You can call me Friend,” the voice said.
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