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  OUT TO LAUNCH. . .




  At that mo­ment the six-​foot, four-​inch frame of a man wear­ing what looked to be a white

  to­ga came fly­ing past the win­dow out­side.




  “Wa-​wa-​wa,” the man called as he zoomed up­ward to­ward the roof.




  Re­mo looked to the snow-​cov­ered gar­den be­low, al­ready sure of who would be down

  there.




  A crowd of on­look­ers near the swim­ming pool, sim­ilar­ly at­tired and shiv­er­ing in the

  cold, gasped and shrieked piteousiy as a sec­ond man blast­ed off in­to space. In the cen­ter of

  the throng stood Chi­un, his arms fold­ed tri­umphant­ly across his chest, his face serene.




  “Oh, bull­dookey,” Re­mo sighed. The first man turned an arc over­head and be­gan his dive,

  nose first, like a white-​sheathed war­head. His fea­tures were set rigid­ly in a mask of

  unadul­ter­at­ed ter­ror as he sped down­ward along­side the house.




  “Hang on!” Re­mo called, throw­ing open the win­dow and hoist­ing him­self up to his

  knees.




  “To what?” the man moaned.




  “To me.” He stretched out his arms, slow­ly piv­ot­ing so that he was fac­ing up, sup­port­ed

  by the backs of his knees against the win­dow frame. He was di­rect­ly in line with the falling

  body.




  A wom­an be­low screamed and faint­ed. “This is ter­ri­ble,” an­oth­er said.




  “Quite ter­ri­ble,” Chi­un said sym­pa­thet­ical­ly. “Re­mo is al­ways in­ter­fer­ing.”




  “How could you do such a thing?” a mus­cu­lar beach-​blan­ket type yelled to Chi­un.




  “Oh, it was noth­ing,” he said, beam­ing mod­est­ly. “Just a small up­ward thrust. It is an

  el­emen­tary ma­neu­ver. . . .”




  Chapter One




  

    The vin­tage 1940 Rolls-​Royce Sil­ver Shad­ow glid­ed noise­less­ly through New York’s

    Cen­tral Park, its smoked win­dows seal­ing off the lilt­ing strains of Pachel­bel’s Canon from

    the hum­drum sounds of the city.




    in­side, be­hind the liv­er­ied chauf­feur, sit­ting in a sea of vel­vet the col­or of his

    dark wavy hair, Dr. Fe­lix Foxx sipped at a daiquiri from a glass of cut Bac­carat crys­tal. He

    pressed a but­ton on the par­ti­tion be­tween the front and rear seats.




    “Any jog­gers?” he asked the chauf­feur.




    “No, sir.”




    “Keep look­ing,” Foxx said in rich­ly mod­ulat­ed tones, and switched the mi­cro­phone

    off.




    Ah, this was the life, he thought as he sniffed a rose in its Lalique bud vase. He fin­ished

    his drink and set the glass back in­to the small lac­quer bar built in­to the Rolls. He slid

    his hand over his $55 tie from Tripler and the flaw­less­ly tai­lored lapels of his $1200

    Lan­vin suit. He looked down at his Bot­ti­cel­li shoes, gleam­ing a dark ma­hogany against the

    white plush of the car­pet­ing.




    A per­fect life.




    The rear speak­ers buzzed to at­ten­tion, “Jog­gers, sir.”




    Foxx’s eyes nar­rowed in­to hard lit­tle slits. “Where?”




    “Ahead and to the left, Dr. Foxx.”




    He peered through the dark­ened glass. Ahead, run­ning along­side the road, were a man and

    wom­an dressed in run­ning clothes, their Adi­das sneak­ers kick­ing up the dust be­hind them.

    Their faces were flushed and glis­ten­ing with sweat.




    “Get in­to po­si­tion,” he said.




    The car sped up along­side the jog­gers, then spurt­ed slight­ly ahead. “Ready?’ Foxx asked,

    a small spark of lust com­ing to his eyes.




    “Ready, sir.”




    Through the smoked win­dows of the Rolls, Foxx took a good look at the jog­gers. They were

    sparkling with good health, two fine spec­imens flirt­ing with one an­oth­er. “Now,” he

    growled.




    The car zoomed for­ward, kick­ing gp a cloud of dirt and peb­bles on­to the as­ton­ished

    jog­gers. Through the rear win­dow, Foxx could see them cough­ing and sput­ter­ing, their shiny

    per­spir­ing faces coat­ed with soot.




    “On tar­get,” he yelled, laugh­ing up­roar­ious­ly.




    “Yes, sir,” the chauf­feur said.




    “Shut up.” He slammed off the com­mu­ni­ca­tions sys­tem and chuck­led while he took out a

    sil­ver vial from his vest pock­et and snort­ed a nose­ful of co­caine from a tiny sil­ver

    spoon.




    He hat­ed jog­gers. He hat­ed health. If it weren’t for the mi­il­ions brought in from

    Run­ning … Rel­ativ­ity and Live Free On Cel­ery-​Foxx’s two books con­cur­rent­ly on the New

    York Times best­seller list-​he’d see to it that run­ners, hik­ers, dancer­cis­ers, ten­nis

    play­ers,ski bun­nies, and all the as­sort­ed oth­er health nuts of the world were put on

    pri­or­ity lists for eu­thana­sia.




    The car swept out of the park and pulled up slow­ly be­side the curb. “It’s two blocks to

    the tele­vi­sion stu­dio, sir,” the chauf­feur said.




    Foxx sighed and put away the co­caine vial with a growl. “All right, all right,” he said

    with the res­ig­na­tion of the doomed. “Hand them over.”




    The slid­ing par­ti­tion be­hind the driv­er slid open, and the chauf­feur hand­ed him a

    neat­ly stacked pile of cloth­ing. There was an un­der­shirt, a pair of pale blue

    cus­tom-​tai­lored sweat­pants, and a jack­et to match. Foxx un­fas­tened his own cloth­ing

    re­luc­tant­ly and hand­ed it up to the driv­er, then put on the run­ning clothes with a

    gri­mace. He hat­ed the feel of them.




    “Sweat,” he com­mand­ed mo­rose­ly.




    Obe­di­ent­ly, the driv­er hand­ed him an at­om­ized bot­tle of Evian Tonique Re­fraisant,

    which Foxx du­ti­ful­ly sprayed over his face to sim­ulate per­spi­ra­tion.




    It was hell be­ing a health gu­ru. “Any­one around?” he asked.




    “Coast is clear, sir.” The chauf­feur slid out of his seat and came around to open the door

    for Foxx.




    “Pick me up in an hour,” Foxx said. He retched once and trot­ted away.




    By the time he reached the WACK stu­dios, the retch­ing had sub­sid­ed and the ex­pres­sion

    of bit­ter res­olu­tion on his face had changed to one of ra­di­ant cheer. He waved to

    on­look­ers out­side the stu­dio en­trance. He joked with the re­cep­tion­ist in the stu­dio.

    He told fun­ny sto­ries to the oth­er guests wait­ing to go on the “Frank Di­amond Show” in the

    stu­dio’s green room. He jogged tri­umphant­ly on stage.




    On cam­era, he was greet­ed with shouts and cheers. Frank Di­amond in­tro­duced him as

    “Fei­ix Foxx, the Phan­tom of Fit­ness.”




    Smil­ing warm­ly, he ad­mon­ished the over­weight house­wives of the na­tion to find

    hap­pi­ness through fit­ness and his books. Au­di­ence mem­bers gave tes­ti­mo­ny to the

    life-​chang­ing ef­fects of Dr. Foxx’s in­spi­ra­tional talks. Mid­die-​aged wom­en screamed in

    ec­sta­sy as he demon­strat­ed jump­ing jacks. Fat girls threw their can­dy bars in­to the

    aisles with the fer­vor of zealots.




    At the stage door ex­it af­ter the show, a group of ador­ing fans thrust copies of Run­ning

    … Rel­ativ­ity and Live Free on Cel­ery at him to sign. Among the flap­ping pages was a pair of

    over­sized breasts thin­ly cov­ered by a tight pink sweater. Foxx fol­lowed the breasts up­ward

    to a Shirley Tem­ple face be­neath a mop of curly blonde hair.




    “Hi,” the girl breathed, caus­ing her sweater to stretch al­most be­yond en­durance. “I

    think you’re just fab­ulous, Dr. Foxx,” she whis­pered. Her lips quiv­ered.




    “Oh?” Foxx said. She looked like the sort of girl who could ac­com­mo­date him. Not many

    could. The last had been a scream­er. Scream­ers were out.




    “Have you read my books?”




    “No. I’m wait­ing for the movie to come out.” She pushed ahead of her a frowzy red­head with

    a road map face cov­ered by thick lay­ers of pan­cake. “This here’s my room­mate Doris. We live

    to­geth­er. She thinks you’re cute, too.”




    “Re­al­ly,” Foxx said, aghast. As he signed more au­to­graphs, he con­tem­plat­ed the blonde

    girl’s mouth. It curved up­ward, like a new moon. There were bruis­es on her neck. “Where did

    you get those?” he asked,brush­ing his hand lan­guid­ly along her throat as the

    au­to­graph seek­ers moaned in long­ing.




    “Oh. My boyfriend,” she gig­gled. “He gets kind of rough some­times. It turns me on.”




    That was it, Foxx de­cid­ed. She would do. “You’d bet­ter get a doc­tor to look at that,” he

    said.




    “Oh, it’s noth­ing,” the girl gushed. “Just a bruise. I get them all the time.” Doris poked

    her in the ribs. “Oh. Did I say some­thing wrong? Doris says I’m al­ways say­ing stupid

    things.”




    “My dear, you’re en­chant­ing,” Foxx said. “Let me look at those bruis­es.”




    Her eyes round­ed. “You mean you’re a re­al doc­tor? Like on ‘Gen­er­al Hos­pi­tal’?”




    “That’s right.” He eased her through the crowd to­ward the Rolls parked out­side. “That’s

    all, ladies,” he said charm­ing­ly to the throng. “I’ve got a small emer­gen­cy to take care

    of.”




    The wom­en sighed in dis­ap­point­ment. One of them shout­ed that she loved him. He took the

    wom­an’s hand and squeezed it. “Be the best you can be,” he said earnest­ly. The wom­en

    squealed with de­light.




    In­side the car, Foxx of­fered the blonde a glass of cham­pagne. “I just love this fizzy

    stuff,” she said. “Once I broke my arm. I took an Al­ka Seltzer. It felt won­der­ful.”




    “Your bro­ken arm?”




    She laughed wild­ly. “No, sil­ly. The fizz. The arm didn’t feel like any­thing at all.”




    Foxx stiff­ened. “Wasn’t there any pain?”




    “Nope. A guy I knew once-​he worked in a car­ni­val-​he said there was a name for peo­ple

    like me. You know, peo­ple who don’t feel pain. It’s weird, I was al­ways like that. …”




    “A horse,” Foxx said, star­ing fixed­ly at the girl. Shewas ev­ery­thing he want­ed.

    Ev­ery­thing. And more.




    “Hey, that’s right. A horse. That’s what he said. Maybe you know him. John­ny Ca­lyp­so, the

    Tat­tooed Man.”




    “Mmm. 1 doubt it,” Foxx mut­tered. It was go­ing to be a won­der­ful evening.




    The Rolls pulled up in front of an awning in the ex­pen­sive sec­tion of Fifth Av­enue, and

    a door­man strode for­ward to help them out. “Oh, by the way, my name’s Ir­ma,” the girl said.

    “Ir­ma Schwartz.”




    “Love­ly,” Foxx said.




    Ir­ma was a dy­namo. Foxx start­ed with clothes­pins and grad­uat­ed steadi­ly through

    nee­dles, ropes, whips, chains, and fire. “Does it hurt yet?” Foxx wheezed, ex­haust­ed.




    “No, Doc,” ir­ma said, swig­ging from the bot­tle of cham­pagne she’d brought with her from

    the car. “I told you. I’m a horse.”




    “You’re a sen­sa­tion.”




    “So are you, Fox­ie. Run­ning changed my life. Re­al­ly. Last week. Be­fore that, I was

    in­to roller skat­ing, on­ly I broke my nose. I couldn’t smell too good out of it, so I got it

    fixed. Be­fore that, I was in­to rolf­ing. And est. On­ly I quit that ’cause ! didn’t like

    peo­ple call­ing me an ass­hole. I mean, get­ting beat up by your boyfriend’s one thing, but

    when a to­tal stranger calls you an ass­hole, you know-“




    “Didn’t the bro­ken nose hurt, ei­ther?” Foxx asked, yank­ing at her hair.




    ” ‘Course not. I told you, I don’t feel noth­ing. Then be­fore that, the est I mean, I was

    in­to Val­iums. But I start­ed eat­ing a lot. Doris, my room­mate, told me how the guys at the

    Metropole was say­ing I was get­ting fat.”




    “Metropole,” Foxx mut­tered as he dug his teeth in­to Ir­ma’s shoul­der.




    “That’s where I work. I’m a go-​go dancer. They couldn’t be­lieve it when I wrote down on

    the ap­pli­ca­tion how old I was. Bet you can’t guess, ei­ther.”




    “I don’t care.” He was on his way to par­adise again.




    “Go ahead. Guess.”




    Foxx sat up with a sigh. “All right. Twen­ty? Twen­ty-​five?”




    “Forty-​three.”




    Foxx in­haled deeply. “Forty-​three?” There were no lines on her face, no trace that Ir­ma

    Schwartz had been on the plan­et longer than two decades. “You re­al­ly are a horse,” he mused.

    “The rarest kind of horse.”




    “I read a thing about it once in Rip­ley’s Be­lieve It or Not. There’s some kind of drug in

    me. Not that I put it there on pur­pose or noth­ing, it’s just there. Doc­tors call it

    propane.”




    “Pro­caine,” Foxx cor­rect­ed ab­stract­ly. His mind was rac­ing. Ir­ma Schwartz was too

    good to be true. What she pos­sessed was worth more than all the nook­ie in the world. It would

    be self­ish to keep her to him­self. She be­longed to the world.




    “Yeah, that’s it. Pro­caine.”




    “You’re very lucky,” he said. “Peo­ple pay thou­sands of dol­lars for what you’ve got. A lot

    of forty-​three-​year-​old wom­en would like to look like they’re twen­ty. It’s an age

    re­tar­dant. Pro­caine’s been used by the mil­itary for years. In small amounts, it wards off

    pain. It’s re­lat­ed to Novo­caine and to co­caine, on­ly the hu­man body pro­duces it. In

    larg­er quan­ti­ties, the drug can slow down the ag­ing pro­cess. The­oret­ical­ly, it can

    ac­tu­al­ly stop ag­ing com­plete­ly, al­low­ing peo­ple to stay young for their en­tire lives.

    Of course,.that’s on­ly the­ory. It’s much too rare to use in quan­ti­ties like that.”




    “Well, how do you like that?” ir­ma said, “i got some­thing float­ing around in­side me

    that’s worth mon­ey.”




    “Lots of mon­ey,” Foxx said. “Any clin­ic in Eu­rope would pay a for­tune for the pro­caine

    in your sys­tem.”




    “Yeah?” Ir­ma bright­ened. “Maybe I can sell some. I mean, I got lots, right?”




    Foxx smiled. “I’m afraid that would be im­pos­si­ble. You’d have to be dead to do­nate

    it.”




    Ir­ma gig­gled. “Oh. Well, I guess it’s back to danc­ing at the Metropole.”




    Foxx dug his thumb­nail in­to her ear in a ges­ture of en­dear­ment. Ir­ma gig­gled. “Be

    right back,” he said. He re­turned a mo­ment lat­er.




    His hands were sheathed in rub­ber gloves. In his left hand was a brown,

    medic­inal-​look­ing bot­tle. In his right, a thick wad of cot­ton.




    “What’s that?” Ir­ma asked.




    “Some­thing to make you crazy.”




    “Like drugs?”




    “Like.” He poured some of the con­tents of the bot­tle on­to the cot­ton wool. The fumes

    stung his eyes and made his breath­ing catch.




    “You’re re­al­ly good to me, you know that?” Ir­ma tit­tered. “I mean, cham­pagne, now this.

    …”




    “Breathe deeply,” Foxx said.




    She did. “I’m not get­ting off.”




    “You will.”




    “This the new thing at the dis­cos?”




    “The lat­est. They say it’s like dy­ing and go­ing to heav­en.”




    “What’s it called?” Ir­ma asked, her eyes rolling.




    “Prus­sic acid.”




    “Groovy,” Ir­ma Schwartz said be­fore she died.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    His name was Re­mo and he was climb­ing an elec­tri­fied fence. He’d had trou­ble be­fore

    with elec­tric­ity, but af­ter the old man had shown him how to con­quer it, the mat­ter of

    scal­ing a twelve-​foot high screen of elec­tri­fied mesh was no prob­lem. The trick was to use

    the elec­tric­ity.




    Most peo­ple fought against the cur­rent, just as they fought against grav­ity when try­ing

    to climb. The old man had shown Re­mo long ago that grav­ity was a force too strong for any man

    to fight, and that was why most peo­ple fell off the sides of build­ings when they tried to

    climb them. But Re­mo nev­er fell off a build­ing be­cause he used grav­ity to push him

    for­ward, then redi­rect­ed the mo­men­tum gen­er­at­ed in his body by the grav­ity to push him

    up­ward.




    It was the same with elec­tric­ity. As he neared the top of the fence around the com­pound,

    he kept the palms of his hands and the soles of his feet ex­act­ly par­al­lel to the sur­face

    of the fence, inch­es away from the steel frame. He kept in con­tact with the elec­tric

    cur­rent, be­cause that was what kept him sus­pend­ed in air, but nev­er var­ied his dis­tance

    from the fence.




    That con­tra! had tak­en him time to learn. At first,dur­ing his prac­tice ses­sions,

    he’d come too near the fence, and the elec­tric­ity had jolt­ed him, caus­ing his mus­cles to

    tense. Then he was fight­ing elec­tric­ity, and it was all over. No one fights elec­tric­ity

    and wins. That was what the old man said.




    The old man’s name was Chi­un. He had been an old man when Re­mo first met him, and he had

    known him most of his adult life. When the elec­tric cur­rent felt as if it were go­ing to fry

    Re­mo alive, Chi­un had told him to re­lax and ac­cept it. If any­one else had told him to hang

    loose while a lethal charge of elec­tric­ity coursed through his body, Re­mo would have had

    words with the per­son. But Chi­un wasn’t just any­one. He was Re­mo’s train­er. He had come

    in­to Re­mo’s life to cre­ate, from the ex­pired form of a dead po­lice of­fi­cer, a fight­ing

    ma­chine more per­fect than any­thing the West­ern world had ev­er known. Re­mo had been that

    po­lice­man, framed for a crime he didn’t com­mit, sen­tenced to die in an elec­tric chair that

    didn’t quite work.




    Not quite. But bad enough. Years af­ter the morn­ing when he had come to in a room in

    Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York, the burns still fresh on his wrists, he re­mem­bered

    that elec­tric chair. Long af­ter he’d met the lemon-​faced man who had per­son­al­ly

    se­lect­ed Re­mo for the ex­per­iment and in­tro­duced him to the an­cient Ko­re­an train­er

    named Chi­un, he re­mem­bered. A life­time lat­er, af­ter Chi­un had de­vel­oped Re­mo’s body

    in­to some­thing so dif­fer­ent from that of the nor­mal hu­man male that even his ner­vous

    sys­tem had changed, the fear of elec­tric­ity sti­il lurked in­side Re­mo.




    So when Chi­un told him to re­lax, he was afraid. But he lis­tened.




    Now he made his way up the fence, the fringe-​ends of the elec­tric cur­rent in con­tact

    with his skin. Hisbreath­ing was con­trolled and deep, his bal­ance au­to­mat­ical­ly

    ad­just­ing with each small move. The cur­rent was the force that kept him aloft. Us­ing it,

    nev­er break­ing con­tact, he slid slow­ly up the fence, mov­ing his arms in slow cir­cles to

    gen­er­ate the fric­tion that pro­pelled him up­ward. At the top of the fence he broke

    sud­den­ly, pulling his legs back­ward and over his head and som­er­sault­ing over the top.




    The com­pound he was in was an acre or more of snow-​cov­ered grav­el and frozen mud set in

    the far reach­es of Stat­en is­land. Rot­ting wood­en crates, rust­ed cans, and sog­gy sheets

    of old news­pa­pers lit­tered the ground. At the rear of the com­pound stood a large, dirty

    cin­derblock ware­house, six sto­ries tall with a load­ing dock at the right end. A truck was

    parked at the load­ing dock. As Re­mo neared, he saw three burly men pack­ing crates in­to the

    truck.




    “Hi, guys,” he said, thrust­ing his hand in­to a crate on the dock. He pulled out a

    five-​pound bag of white pow­der en­cased in plas­tic. “Just as I thought,” he said.




    “Huh?” One of the dock work­ers pulled out a Brown­ing .9mm au­to­mat­ic. “Who are you,

    mis­ter?”




    “I’m with the Hero­in Con­trol Board,” Re­mo said through pursed lips. “I’m afraid this

    won’t do. Slop­py pack­ag­ing. No brand names. Not even a yel­low plas­tic mea­sur­ing spoon,

    like the cof­fee boys give out. No, this just isn’t up to par. Sor­ry, boys.” He yanked open

    the plas­tic bag and dumped its con­tents in­to the wind.




    “Hey, that stuff’s worth half a mil­lion dol­lars,” the man with the Brown­ing said.




    “Do it right, or don’t do it, that’s our mot­to,” Re­mo said.




    “Move out of the way, fel­las,” the man hold­ing the gun said two sec­onds be­fore he fired.

    He was one second late. Be­cause one sec­ond be­fore he fired, Re­mo had coiled the bar­rel of

    the Brown­ing in­to a corkscrew, and by the time the bul­let left it, it was spin­ning to­ward

    the dock work­er’s chest, where it came to rest with a muf­fled whump.




    “No gun, see?” an­oth­er work­er said, demon­strat­ing his lack of weapons by rais­ing his

    arms high in the air and wet­ting his pants.




    “No gun, see?” the oth­er said, falling to his knees, his hands clasped in front of him.




    “You the boss?” Re­mo asked.




    “No way,” the work­er said with touch­ing sin­cer­ity. “We’re just la­bor. Man­age­ment’s

    what you want, yessir.”




    “Who’s man­age­ment?”




    “Mr. Bonel­li. ‘Bones’ Bonel­li. He’s over there.” He ges­tured wild­ly to­ward the

    in­te­ri­or of the ware­house.




    Giuseppe “Bones” Bonel­li sat be­hind a desk in the on­ly car­pet­ed and heat­ed room in the

    place. Be­hind him was one small win­dow, placed high above the floor. Seat­ed in a huge red

    feath­er chair, he looked more like an over­aged wraith than an un­der­world hero­in don. His

    hair was thin­ning, and his leather skin fell in folds down his skull-​like face, which was

    grin­ning in ec­sta­sy. The top half of Giuseppe “Bones” Bonel­li was a tiny, wrin­kled, hap­py

    crone. The bot­tom half, dis­played be­neath the leg open­ing of the desk, was an am­ple,

    satin-​cov­ered rear end fac­ing in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. Be­low it pro­trud­ed two spiky

    black high heels.




    The satin oval swayed rhyth­mi­cal­ly. Bonel­li’s mouth opened to emit a small squeal of

    joy. “Oh. . . oh. . . shit,” he said, notic­ing Re­mo stand­ing in the door­way. “Who’re

    you?”




    One hand twitched fran­ti­cal­ly in his lap, while theoth­er pulled a lu­di­crous­ly

    large Colt .45 from his jack­et. “Arggh,” he screamed, throw­ing the gun in­to the air.

    “Zip­per. The freak­ing zip­per’s caught.”




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said, grab­bing the gun.




    “Freak­ing zip­per. It’s all your fault.”




    “Use but­tons,” Re­mo said. “Or a fig leaf. In your case, maybe a grape leaf will do.”




    Bonel­li’s trig­ger fin­ger moved back and forth sev­er­al times be­fore he no­ticed it was

    emp­ty. “Gimme that gun.”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said, crush­ing the Colt in­to dust and sift­ing it in­to Bonel­li’s open

    hand.




    “Smart shit,” Bonel­li mut­tered. He kicked the girl un­der the desk. “Hey, you. Get out­ta

    here. I got busi­ness.”




    The satin ovai wrig­gled out back­wards and rose. It be­longed to a stat­uesque blonde who

    car­ried the im­print of Bonel­li’s foot on her chest. “What about me?” she groused, her face

    con­tort­ed with anger. Then she saw Re­mo, and the anger dis­ap­peared.




    Re­mo of­ten had that ef­fect on wom­en. He saw her ap­prais­ing eyes warm with ap­proval as

    she took in the slen­der, taut body with the ab­nor­mal­ly thick wrists, the well-​mus­cled

    shoul­ders, the clean-​shaven face ac­cen­tu­at­ed by high cheek­bones and long-​lashed dark

    eyes, the thick black hair. She smiled.




    “You come here of­ten?” she asked.




    “On­ly when I have to kill some­one.”




    “You’re cute.”




    “Get out of here!” Bonel­li yelled. The girl saun­tered away slow­ly, giv­ing Re­mo the full

    ben­efit of her un­du­lat­ing pos­te­ri­or.




    “What’s this ‘kill me’ crap?” Bonel­li spat. “What kind of talk is that?”




    Re­mo shrugged. “That’s what i’m here for.”




    “Oh, yeah?” With a quick mo­tion, Bonel­li yanked a knife out of his jack­et and sliced the

    air with it. “Oh, yeah?”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said, catch­ing the knife by the blade. He tossed it up­ward in a spi­ral. The

    knife drilled a neat hole in the ceil­ing. Plas­ter dust sprin­kled down on Bonel­li’s head and

    shoul­ders.




    “Smart shit,” Bonelii said. “Hey, what’re you do­ing?”




    “I’m tak­ing you for a ride,” Re­mo said, im­itat­ing ail the gang­sters he’d seen on

    late-​night TV movies. He hoist­ed Bonel­li over his shoul­der.




    “Watch it, creep. This here’s a silk suit. Mess up my suit, I’m go­ing to have to get

    se­ri­ous with you.”




    Re­mo tore the pock­ets off the jack­et. Two knives and a stilet­to clanked out.




    “Okay, bud­dy,” Bonel­li raged. “You asked for it now. Shorty! Shorty!”




    “Shorty?” Re­mo guessed his car­go’s weight at 110, tops. Bonel­li was bare­ly five feet

    tall. “Shorty? What’s that make you, Paul Bun­yan?”




    Bonel­li sneered. He jerked his thumb to­ward the win­dow. “That’s Shorty,” he said.




    The small over­head win­dow was filled by a face. The face had lit­tle pig eyes and a nose

    so bro­ken it looked like a ball of put­ty that had been run over by a tank tread. Soon the

    tops of two mas­sive shoul­ders edged in­to the win­dow. The pane burst in a show­er of glass.

    Spi­der­web cracks ap­peared in the win­dow’s cor­ners and spread in­to the room, widen­ing

    with thun­der­ous claps. Then the wall gave and Shorty shot through the open­ing like a sausage

    with a lit fuse.




    “You called, boss?”




    “Yeah. Take care of this smart shit.”




    Shorty lum­bered over to Re­mo. “This one?”




    “Who else?” Bonel­li roared. “There’s you, me, and him in this room. You think­ing about

    off­ing me?”




    Shorty’s face fell with hu­mil­ity. “Oh, no, boss. You’re the boss. ! wouldn’t do that to

    you.”




    “Then you’re maybe think­ing about off­ing your­self?”




    Shorty pon­dered for sev­er­al mo­ments, his brow fur­rowed in con­cen­tra­tion. Then his

    fore­head smoothed and he broke in­to a hap­py grin. “Oh. I get it. That’s a joke, huh, boss?

    Off my­self. That’s fun­ny, boss. Ha, ha “




    “Shut upi”




    “Okay, boss.”




    “Then who’s that leave, Shorty?” Bonel­li asked pa­tient­ly.




    Shorty looked around the room, count­ing on his fin­gers. ‘Well, there’s you. You ain’t the

    one. And there’s me. . . ha, ha, that was fun­ny, boss.”




    “Who else, stupid?”




    Shorty lum­bered around un­til he faced Re­mo. “That leaves him,” he said with con­vic­tion.

    He pulled back his oak­en arm and blast­ed it for­ward.




    “Right,” said Boneili.




    “Wrong,” said Re­mo. He flicked out two fin­gers to de­flect the blow. Shorty’s arm kept

    go­ing, swing­ing around in a cir­cle and fi­nal­ly land­ing in the mid­dle of his own face,

    caus­ing his oft-​bro­ken nose to dis­ap­pear en­tire­ly. He fell for­ward with a deaf­en­ing

    thud.




    “So much for Shorty,” Re­mo said as he lift­ed Bonel­li again, this time by his belt, and

    car­ried him through the wrecked wall, dan­gling at his side.




    “The belt, watch the belt,” Bonel­li said. “It’s Pierre Cardin.”




    Re­mo be­gan scal­ing the sheer wall of the warehouse. Bonel­li looked down once and

    screamed. “Holy freak­ing shit,” he yelled. “Where are you tak­ing me?”




    “Up.” Re­mo climbed the wall me­thod­ical­ly, his toes catch­ing on the bricks of the

    build­ing, his free hand gen­tly guid­ing ahead and work­ing with grav­ity to pull him

    up­ward.




    “May the saints curse you,” Giuseppe “Bones” Bonel­li sobbed. “May your days be filled with

    suf­fer­ing and hard­ship. May your moth­er’s lasagne be laced with cow turds. May your

    chil­dren and your chil­dren’s chil­dren-“




    “Hey, zip it up, will you? I’m try­ing to kill some­body. You’re wreck­ing my

    con­cen­tra­tion.”




    “Al­ways with the smart shit. May your grand­chil­dren be smit­ten with boils. May your wife

    lie with lep­ers.”




    “Look, if you don’t stop hurt­ing my feel­ings, I’m go­ing to for­get about you and leave,”

    Re­mo said.




    “That’s the idea. May your un­cles choke on chick­en bones.”




    “Just a sec­ond,” Re­mo said, stop­ping. “Now that’s get­ting per­son­al. You don’t mess

    with a guy’s un­cles. I’m leav­ing.” He tossed Bonel­li in­to the air. Bonel­li shrieked, his

    voice grow­ing small as he cat­apult­ed up­wards.




    “Take that back,” Re­mo said.




    “I take it back,” Bonel­li howled.




    “How much?”




    “All of it. Ev­ery­thing.” He paused in midair for a mo­ment, then be­gan his scream­ing

    de­scent. “Help!”




    “Will you shut up?”




    “Yes. Yes. For­ev­er. Si­lence.”




    “You’ll let me con­cen­trate?”




    “Do any­thing you want. Jest catch me.” As he appreached eye-​lev­el with Re­mo, Re­mo

    reached out and clasped Bonel­li by his belt. With a whoosh of air and fran­tic move­ments of a

    drown­ing man, Bonel­li whin­nied once, then opened his eyes a crack and dis­cov­ered he was

    still alive.




    “Smart-“




    “Ah-​ah-​ah,” Re­mo cau­tioned.




    Boneili was silent.




    The rest of the six-​sto­ry climb was peace­ful. Re­mo whis­tled an an­cient Ko­re­an tune

    he’d learned from Chi­un. The melody was haunt­ing and love­ly, and the sound it made in the

    crisp win­ter air made it even more beau­ti­ful. In the back­ground, birds were singing. Re­mo

    half for­got about the nar­cotics king dan­gling from his right arm as he made his way up the

    build­ing.




    Some­times Re­mo al­most en­joyed his job. He sup­posed that made him a per­vert.

    As­sas­sins weren’t gen­er­al­ly hap­py peo­ple, and Re­mo guessed that he was prob­ably no

    hap­pi­er than most peo­ple who killed oth­er peo­ple for a liv­ing. But at least he killed

    peo­ple who de­served to be killed. He didn’t hire him­self out to greedy land­lords who had

    stub­born ten­ants put away be­cause those ten­ants didn’t have the good grace to die quick­ly

    in their rent-​con­trolled apart­ments. He didn’t shoot for­eign stu­dents be­cause a

    thrill-​crazed dic­ta­tor de­creed it. He killed when there was killing to be done. When there

    was noth­ing else that could be done.




    Like all pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sins, Re­mo did not de­cide whose souls would be

    lib­er­at­ed from their bod­ies. That was done for him by an or­ga­ni­za­tion de­vel­oped by a

    pres­ident of the Unit­ed States long ago as a last-​ditch emer­gen­cy mea­sure to con­trol

    crime. On­ly the emer­gen­cy nev­er passed, and the pres­ident was him­self mur­dered, and so

    the or­ga­ni­za­tion con­tin­ued.




    It was called CURE. CURE was pos­si­bly the most high­ly il­le­gal in­stru­ment Amer­ica had

    ev­er de­vised to com­bat crime. Un­known to ali but three peo­ple on earth, CURE worked

    out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion-​ut­ter­ly out­side. CURE had no rules, and on­ly one ob­jec­tive:

    to con­trol crime when ev­ery oth­er method of con­trol­ling it had failed.




    Of the three peo­ple who knew about CURE, the pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was the least

    im­por­tant. It was his op­tion ei­ther to use the spe­cial red phone in a bed­room of the

    White House or not. The red phone was a di­rect line to CURE’S head­quar­ters in Rye, New York.

    Al­most ev­ery pres­ident, up­on learn­ing from his pre­de­ces­sor about the red phone, swore

    that CURE would nev­er be used. The ex­is­tence of an or­ga­ni­za­tion like CURE was an

    ad­mis­sion that Amer­ica’s le­gal sys­tem had failed mis­er­ably, and no new pres­ident would

    ad­mit that. And so the red phone would rest, for­got­ten, for months at a time at the

    be­gin­ning of each new ad­min­is­tra­tion. But even­tu­al­ly it was used. It was al­ways

    used.




    And when that red phone was picked up, it was an­swered im­me­di­ate­ly by a lemo­ny-​voiced

    man, the sec-, ond per­son who knew of CURE’S ex­is­tence. That man was Dr. Harold W.

    Smith.




    Smith was as un­like­ly a per­son­al­ity to run an il­le­gal or­ga­ni­za­tion as could be

    found on the face of the earth. His prin­ci­pal in­ter­est lay in com­put­er in­for­ma­tion

    anal­ysis. He was pre­cise, fas­tid­ious, me­thod­ical, and law-​abid­ing by na­ture.




    His job, as di­rec­tor of CURE, brought him in­to dai­ly con­tact with mur­der, ar­son,

    trea­son, black­mail, and oth­er forms of man-​made catas­tro­phe. The long-​dead pres­ident

    who had be­gun CURE had hand-​picked Smith, know­ing that il­le­gal work would be dif­fi­cult

    forhim. Smith had been cho­sen be­cause he pos­sessed one qual­ity, which the pres­ident

    knew would over­ride all pos­si­ble ob­jec­tions Smith could have about the na­ture of his

    work: Harold W. Smith loved his coun­try more than any­thing else. He would see to it that the

    job got done. Or didn’t get done, ac­cord­ing to the best in­ter­ests of the coun­try. Even the

    pres­ident him­self could do no more than sug­gest as­sign­ments to Harold W. Smith. CURE

    obeyed no one.




    The third per­son who knew about CURE was the en­force­ment arm of the or­ga­ni­za­tion. One

    man, trained in an an­cient form of de­fense and at­tack de­vel­oped mil­len­nia ago in the

    small Ko­re­an vil­lage of Sinan­ju. One man who could per­form the im­pos­si­ble.




    That man was Re­mo Williams.




    He had scaled all six sto­ries of the ware­house now, the silent but pained-​look­ing

    Giuseppe “Bones” Bonel­li in tow. Be­low, the two dock work­ers were once again load­ing the

    crates full of white death in­to the parked truck. As he tossed Bonel­li on­to the flat,

    snow-​cov­ered roof, the small man gri­maced and ciutched at his side.




    “What’s the mat­ter?” Re­mo asked du­bi­ous­ly.




    “It’s just that song.”




    What song?”




    “The one you kept whistling. You know, over and over, over and over.”




    “What about it?”




    Bonel­li dou­bled over. “It gave me gas,” he said. “I didn’t want to say noth­ing over

    there”-he ges­tured vague­ly over the side-“but, I mean, like if you’ve got to sing, couldn’t

    you do ‘My Way’ or ‘I Left My Heart in San Fran­cis­co’?” Not that” weird shit. Gives me a

    pock­et, right here.” He point­ed to a re­gion of his in­testines.




    “You’ve just got no taste,” Re­mo said. Chi­un was get­ting to him, he knew. He was even

    be­gin­ning to re­mind him­self of Chi­un.




    But he wouldn’t wor­ry about that, he de­cid­ed. He wouldn’t wor­ry be­cause at the mo­ment

    there were oth­er things to wor­ry about. Like the fact that Giuseppe “Bones” Bonel­li had

    reached in­to his in­side coat pock­et and was un­fold­ing some­thing metal­lic with a black

    han­dle. It was a hatch­et. Chortling with glee, Bonel­li swung it in Re­mo’s di­rec­tion, the

    blade singing.




    “Okay, smart shit. You asked for it.” He brought the blade home. It struck at ex­act­ly the

    place where Re­mo’s head was, on­ly Re­mo’s head was no longer there. The thin young man had

    mirac­ulous­ly moved to an­oth­er spot in a move­ment so fast that Bonel­li couldn’t fol­low

    it. Bonel­li struck again. And missed.




    “I wish you’d cut this out,” Re­mo said, ca­su­al­ly toss­ing the hatch­et away. In the

    dis­tance, out­side the com­pound, it buried it­self deep in a large tree.




    “Nice,” Bonel­li said ad­mir­ing­ly. “Hey, who are you, any­way?”




    “Call me Re­mo.”




    Bonel­li smiled broad­ly. “Re­mo. That’s a nice name, son­ny. Sounds Ital­ian. You

    Ital­ian?”




    “Maybe,” Re­mo said. He was an or­phan. As far as he knew, his an­ces­try could have been

    any­thing.




    “I thought so. You got a brain like a paisan. That was good, that tree. Say, Re­mo, I could

    use a guy like you in the busi­ness.”




    “I don’t think I like your busi­ness.”




    “Hey, it’s good mon­ey. And you’ll be part of the fam­ily. Do lots of fam­ily things

    to­geth­er.”




    “Like shoot­ing dope in­to chil­dren.”




    “Re­mo, paisan,” he said ex­pan­sive­ly. “It’s busi­ness, that’s all. Sup­ply and de­mand.

    Buy low, sell high. I’ll show you all the ropes.”




    Re­mo thought about it. “No, I don’t think so,” he said. “There’s some­thing else I’d rather

    do.”




    “More than mak­ing mon­ey? Come on.”




    “No,” Re­mo protest­ed. “I re­al­ly think I’d rather do this oth­er thing.”




    “What’s that?”




    “I’d rather kill you.”




    Bonel­li snarled. “Okay, kid. You had your chance. No more Mis­ter Nice Guy.” He ri­fled

    through his trous­er pock­ets and pulled out a grenade. “You leave now, or I pull the

    plug.”




    “Like this?” Re­mo said, snatch­ing it away from him and pulling out the pin.




    “What’d you do that for? Throw it, quick.”




    Re­mo tossed the grenade up in the air ab­sent­ly and caught it be­hind his back. “Nah,” he

    said. “I’m tired of throw­ing.” He tossed it up in the air again. Bonel­li leaped up, but Re­mo

    caught it just above Bonel­li’s reach.




    “Give me that.” ‘




    “What for?” Re­mo asked, jug­gling the grenade in one hand.




    “I’ll throw it,” Bonel­li said, sweat pour­ing down his face.




    “I’ve got a bet­ter idea,” Re­mo said. “You eat it.” He stuffed the grenade in­to Bonel­li’s

    mouth and shook his hand. “Nice to meet you. I’ll keep your of­fer in mind.”




    Then he flipped Bonel­li in­to the air and the man fell, eyes bulging, on a di­rect course

    with the truck be­low. The crates had afl been load­ed. The back of the truckwas sealed,

    and the two work­ers were sit­ting in the cab up front, its mo­tor run­ning.




    Good tim­ing, Re­mo thought as Giuseppe “Bones” Bonel­li land­ed on top of the truck and

    blew to frag­ments.




    For a mo­ment, the air was filled with a mi­as­ma of white pow­der con­tain­ing shards of

    splin­tered wood. Then the sky was ciear again, and blue and cold, and Re­mo climbed down the

    build­ing, singing an old Ko­re­an tune.




    Chi­un was singing the same tune when Re­mo walked in­to the Man­hat­tan mo­tel room they

    shared. The lyrics, trans­lat­ed from the Ko­re­an, went some­thing like: “O love­ly one, when

    I be­hold your gra­cious ways, your beau­ty, like the melt­ing snow of spring, makes my heart

    weep with tears of joy.” He was singing it while gaz­ing at him­self in the mir­ror,

    ar­rang­ing the folds of his gold bro­cade robe. He swayed as he sang, caus­ing the white wisps

    of hair on his head and chin to move soft­ly. In the back­ground, the tele­vi­sion blared a

    com­mer­cial, in which a foul-​tem­pered ten-​year-​old girl re­fused to let her younger

    broth­er use the fam­ily’s cov­et­ed tooth­paste, while her moth­er smiled on be­nign­ly.




    “What is this rack­et?” Re­mo said, switch­ing off the tele­vi­sion.




    “Lout,” Chi­un mut­tered. He jumped off the dress­er, where he had been sit­ting, and seemed

    to float to the ground. “Who can ex­pect a white man to ap­pre­ci­ate beau­ty?” He turned the

    tele­vi­sion on again. “O love­ly one, when I be­hold your gra­cious ways. . .”




    “Look, Lit­tle Fa­ther, if you’re go­ing to sing, don’t you think it’ll be less

    dis­tract­ing with­out the TV?”




    “On­ly a pale piece of pig’s ear can be so eas­ily dis­tract­ed. Be­sides, there is noth­ing

    worth watch­ing on the tele­vi­sion.”




    “Then why do you have it on?”




    Chi­un sighed ex­as­per­at­ed­ly. “I have it on be­cause there is go­ing to be some­thing

    worth watch­ing. Any­one can see that.”




    The screen now showed a boxy, cheap­ly con­struct­ed com­pact au­to­mo­bile rac­ing down a

    hill to the ac­com­pa­ni­ment of an or­ches­tra.




    “What?” Re­mo shout­ed above the din of the William Tell Over­ture.




    The au­to­mo­bile drove off the screen and was re­placed by the ven­omous stare of an

    Ori­en­tal news­wom­an who looked as if she ate ba­bies for break­fast.




    “Oh, it is she,” Chi­un said breath­less­ly, his long-​nailed hands flut­ter­ing to his

    chest as he drift­ed in­to a lo­tus po­si­tion in front of the set.




    “This is Chee­ta Ching wel­com­ing you to the WACK NEWS UP­DATE,” she snarled. “It’s

    re­al­ly bad news tonight,” she added, her flat fea­tures twist­ing in­to a malev­olent

    grin.




    “O love­ly one. O gra­cious per­son,” Chi­un rhap­sodized.




    “Oh, cut me a break,” Re­mo said. “This is what’s worth watch­ing? This vi­cious harpy?”




    “Out,” Chi­un com­mand­ed. “You do not de­serve to be in the same room as the beau­ti­ful

    lo­tus blos­som Miss Chee­ta Ching. You who pre­fer the cow­like teats of West­ern

    gi­antess­es. You who pre­fer the vac­uous stares of round-​eyed, white-​skinned fools like

    your­self.”




    “I, who pre­fer just about any­thing to Chee­taChing,” Re­mo said. As he left the

    room, Chee­ta was spew­ing out the ter­ri­ble events of the day with gris­ly de­light.




    “Po­lice have still not iden­ti­fied the par­tic­ipants in the grotesque mur­der of

    Sec­re­tary of the Air Force Homer G. Wat­son, known to Third World cir­cles as a

    war­mon­ger­ing cap­ital­ist pig. Wat­son was ex­ecut­ed in his home ear­ly yes­ter­day by one

    or more as­sailants us­ing what might have been a flame throw­er, po­lice re­port. The flame

    throw­er the­ory was based on lo­cal­ized fire dam­age in the vic­tim’s Mary­land home.

    Wat­son’s charred and mu­ti­lat­ed corpse was iden­ti­fied through den­tal records. Po­lice

    re­port that ev­ery­thing pos­si­ble is be­ing done to lo­cate the per­pe­tra­tors of the

    mur­der, but so far, no clues are avail­able. As a fi­nal note, we at WACK salute the valiant

    free­dom fight­ers who so ef­fi­cient­ly elim­inat­ed the Air Force bu­reau­crat with a hearty

    ‘Well done, boys.’ “




    “Oh, Mr. Re­mo,” the girl at the mo­tel’s re­cep­tion desk called crisply. “There’s a

    mes­sage for you.” She picked a neat­ly fold­ed piece of pa­per out of Re­mo’s room slot. “Call

    Aunt Mil­dred,” she read prim­ly. “That is all the mes­sage says. You are to call Aunt

    Mil­dred.”




    “Smit­ty’s back to Aunt Mil­dred again,” Re­mo mum­bled.




    The girl clapped her hands over her ears. “We are not con­cerned with the pri­vate lives of

    our guests, Mr. Re­mo.”




    “Fine. Do you have a pay phone here?”




    “You have a phone in your room, Mr. Re­mo.”




    “I know. I’m not al­lowed in there.”




    “I told you, we are not in­ter­est­ed in the pri­vate lives of our guests. Why don’t you use

    the phone in your room?”




    “I don’t want to use the phone in my room. I want touse a pay phone. Now teil me where

    the pay phone is.”




    “Oh, all right.” She point­ed an icy fin­ger down the hail.




    As Re­mo turned the cor­ner, he saw her scur­ry to the switch­board and re­ar­range the

    wiring on it. He walked in­to the phone booth and lift­ed the re­ceiv­er. As he had ex­pect­ed,

    the faint sound of breath­ing em­anat­ed from the oth­er end, where the girl was lis­ten­ing

    in.




    He pitched his voice low. “In five sec­onds I’m go­ing to grab that pret­ty wom­an at the

    switch­board and tear ail her clothes off,” he rum­bled.




    There was a lit­tle shriek from the oth­er end be­fore the line went dead. The

    re­cep­tion­ist’s skirt bil­lowed in the wind as she ran out the door.




    Re­mo caught her be­fore she hit the side­walk. “Okay, what’s the idea?”




    “I-I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about,” she said. “Are you re­al­ly go­ing to tear all

    my clothes off?”




    “You were lis­ten­ing in on my phone call. Who do you work for?”




    “No­body.”




    “Who?” He grasped her hand more tight­ly.




    “Okay, okay,” she said testi­ly. “It doesn’t mat­ter, I sup­pose.”




    “Who is it?”




    “I don’t know. That’s the truth. Some­body called me and asked me to mon­itor all the phone

    lines. The ones in the rooms are eas­ier, but I can get the pay-​phones, too, with a lit­tle

    switch on the wires.”




    “What for?”




    “Who knows? He just want­ed me to write down any­thing any­body said about the army, the

    navy, or the air force. I get twen­ty dol­lars for ev­ery item I send in to the com­put­er

    in­for­ma­tion cen­ter in Al­bu­querque.”




    “Com­put­ers?” Re­mo asked, rais­ing an eye­brow.




    “Yes. He said I’d get a gov­ern­ment check.! fig­ured he was from the CIA or the FBI or

    some­thing like that.”




    “What did this guy sound like?”




    “Sound? Well, kind of-​lemo­ny,! guess. That’s the on­ly way to de­scribe it. Sort of like

    your Aunt Mil­dred.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said with dis­gust. Smith had struck again. For an op­er­ation as

    mi­nus­cule in size as CURE, Smith had ten­ta­cles reach­ing in­to ev­ery cor­ner of ev­ery

    city in the world. “For­get it. I didn’t mean to scare you.” He walked down the street.




    “Hey, wait a minute,” the girl called af­ter him. Her face was a car­ica­ture of

    dis­ap­point­ment. “Aren’t you go­ing to rip off my clothes now?”




    “Lat­er,” Re­mo said.




    He found a pay phone down the street and di­aled the Chica­go Di­al-​a-​Prayer num­ber that

    con­nect­ed au­to­mat­ical­ly with Smith’s phone at Fol­croft San­itar­ium. “Yes?” came Smith’s

    acid voice.




    “What in hell are you do­ing now?”




    “Meet me in one hour on Mott Street in Chi­na­town,” Smith said.




    “I want to know why you have hench­men lis­ten­ing in on my phone calls at the E-Z Rest

    Mo­tel.”




    “Not yours, Re­mo. Ev­ery­one’s. That per­son is one of thou­sands who’ve been

    con­tact­ed.”




    “What’s go­ing on?”




    “I’ll fill you in lat­er. One hour. The drag­on.” Smith hung up.




    There was on­ly one drag­on in Chi­na­town, and that was the one wind­ing its way down Mott

    Street in the Chi­nese New Year’s pa­rade.




    “Ex­cuse me,” Re­mo said, press­ing his way through the crush of cheer­ing spec­ta­tors.




    “It is ev­ery­where,” Chi­un said omi­nous­ly be­hind him.




    Re­mo looked around. “What’s ev­ery­where?”




    “Pork,” the old man said. “The smell of stir-​fried pork is em­anat­ing from ev­ery

    bar­bar­ic Chi­nese mouth here.”




    “Take it easy.”




    “On­ly a white man would ask a Ko­re­an to tol­er­ate a mob of pork-​eat­ing Chi­nese.”




    “Then why did you come along? You didn’t have to come to Chi­na­town,” Re­mo said

    ir­ri­ta­bly.




    Chi­un sniffed. “I came be­cause it is my du­ty to come,” he said arch­ly. “As the Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju, it is im­per­ative that I at­tend to Em­per­or Smith’s wish­es per­son­al­ly.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I work for Smit­ty. You’re my train­er. You don’t have to come.”




    “I do,” Chi­un in­sist­ed. “When the Em­per­or wish­es to be­stow a gift up­on a val­ued

    as­sas­sin, the re­ceiv­er of that gift should be present. It is on­ly po­lite.”




    “Gift? What gift?”




    “The por­trait of Chee­ta Ching. Em­per­or Smith has promised it to me.”




    “You al­ready have a por­trait of that flat-​nosed bar­racu­da. You’ve made a shrine out of

    it.”




    “That por­trait is of Chee­ta Ching in West­ern dress I re­quest­ed one of the beau­ti­ful

    and gra­cious la­dy at­tired in the tra­di­tion­al robes of her na­tive Ko­rea.”




    “She doesn’t even know where Ko­rea is. For her, the un­der­side of one rock’s as good as

    an­oth­er.”




    “White lout. Pork eater.”




    “I thought the Chi­nese were the pork eaters of the day.”




    “Chi­nese, white, what dif­fer­ence does it make? A waste is a waste.”




    As they neared the mul­ti­col­ored pa­per-​mache drag­on, it be­gan to wob­ble and stag­ger

    ran­dom­ly down the street, knock­ing over a fried-​noo­dle stand. Re­mo slid un­der the cloth

    sides of the beast in time to see Smith buck­le in ex­haus­tion to the ground. He picked Smith

    up with one arm while sup­port­ing the swel­ter­ing shell of the drag­on with the oth­er.




    “You okay, Smit­ty?”




    “You’re four­teen min­utes late,” Smith said, con­sult­ing his Timex. “How long did you

    think! could hold this thing up by my­self?”




    “Sor­ry, Smit­ty.” He set him on his feet. “Why are we meet­ing here, any­way?”




    “Si­lence, brain­less one,” Chi­un said. “The Em­per­or has cho­sen to meet us in this

    teem­ing, stink­ing lo­ca­tion be­cause he is a man of great sen­si­tiv­ity and hu­mil­ity.” He

    bowed to Smith. “He wish­es to be­stow his gift of beau­ty in the midst of squalor to

    demon­strate that love­li­ness can tran­scend all ug­li­ness. Oh, very wise, Em­per­or. Most

    fit­ting.”




    “I’m not an em­per­or, Chi­un,” Smith be­gan to ex­plain for the hun­dredth time. Chi­un

    per­sist­ed in be­liev­ing that Smith had hired Re­mo and Chi­un for the same rea­sons

    em­per­ors through­out his­to­ry had hired Chi­un’s an­ces­tors. “Oh, nev­er mind,” Smith

    said.




    “I am hon­ored to ac­cept your gift, O mighty one,” Chi­un said, smil­ing.




    “Gift?” Smith looked to Re­mo. “What gift?”




    “A pic­ture of the Ko­re­an ver­sion of Godzil­la in drag,” Re­mo said.




    “The pho­to­graph,” Chi­un prompt­ed. “The por­trait of the beau­teous Chee­ta Ching.”




    “I thought I got one of those for you.”




    “In cer­emo­ni­al robes. The tra­di­tion­al Maid­en’s Portrait.” His wrin­kled face was

    falling in dis­ap­point­ment. “You have not for­got­ten?”




    “Er, I’m afraid I have,” Smith said im­pa­tient­ly. “I’ll see what I can do. I’ve brought

    you here be­cause what I have to tell you is of the ut­most se­cre­cy-​and must re­main

    so.”




    “Like the re­quests of your val­ued as­sas­sins,” Chi­un mut­tered.




    “I beg your par­don?”




    “Nev­er mind,” Re­mo said. “Go on.”




    Smith spoke ur­gent­ly. “You know, per­haps, that the Sec­re­tary of the Air Force was

    mur­dered yes­ter­day morn­ing.”




    “I think I heard part of that. Burned by a flamethrow­er or some­thing.”




    “Right. What the press doesn’t know is that last night the Sec­re­tary of the Navy,

    Thorn­ton Ives, was mur­dered, too. Bay­onet­ted. He was am­bushed out­side the home of

    Sen­ator John Span­gler in Vir­ginia. It looks like the work of more than one as­sas­sin.”




    “A white as­sas­sin,” Chi­un grum­bled. “On­ly a white man would at­tempt to kill with a

    net. For a re­al as­sas­sin, one comes to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. But does one both­er to

    hon­or the small re­quest of the ag­ing Mas­ter? Nev­er. Per­haps we should use nets, too. We

    could blud­geon the en­emy with the holes.”




    “A bay­onet isn’t a net, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo ex­plained. “It’s a sort of spear on the

    end of a ri­fle.”




    “Oh, I see. The white as­sas­sin us­es a ri­fle to stab with. Very ef­fi­cient.”




    “Get off the snot, Chi­un,” Re­mo said in Ko­re­an. “Just be­cause you didn’t get your

    pic­ture.”




    “Just be­cause the one small light in my twilit years has been ex­tin­guished. . . .”




    “Please, please,” Smith said. “We have lim­it­ed time.”




    “For­give me, O Em­per­or,” Chi­un said with hu­mil­ity. “I will not speak again. Who cares

    to hear the pleas of an old man, any­way?”




    “Now re­al­ly-” Smith be­gan, but Chi­un clamped his jaws to­geth­er and turned his back.

    Smith sighed and went on. “The man who found the body, a gar­den­er at the Span­gler house,

    doesn’t know any­thing. The FBI and the CIA have been grilling him ev­er since he re­port­ed

    the in­ci­dent.”




    “To the po­lice?”




    “No. The po­lice are be­ing kept out of this. They’ve lost ev­ery lead on the mur­der of the

    Sec­re­tary of the Air Force, and the pres­ident is afraid they’ll bun­gle this one, too. We

    can’t af­ford that. It’s be­gin­ning to look like a pat­tern.”




    “Who’s next?”




    “The Sec­re­tary of the Army, prob­ably. The Se­cret Ser­vice al­ready has a

    twen­ty-​four-​hour guard on him, as well as on key per­sons around the pres­ident. But it

    can’t go on in­def­inite­ly. Who­ev­er is car­ry­ing out these killings has to be stopped.”




    “Is that why you’ve got your spy net­work go­ing full tilt?”




    “Of course. Since we have noth­ing, any scrap of in­for­ma­tion may help to bring some

    pieces of the puz­zle to light.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said. “If these guys were killed by flame-​throw­ers and bay­onets, it could

    be the work of the mil­itary. Want me to start there?”




    “I don’t think so. All the branch­es of the mil­itary are car­ry­ing out their own

    in­ves­ti­ga­tions, and I’m al­ready tapped in­to their com­put­er in­for­ma­tion banks. I

    think you ought to start at the scene of the crime. Go to Senator Span­gler’s house and see who

    else was at the par­ty last night. The guests there were the last to see Ad­mi­ral Ives

    alive.”




    “That’s rou­tine po­lice work,” Re­mo protest­ed.




    “We have ev­ery rea­son to be­lieve this isn’t a rou­tine mur­der,” Smith said. “And we have

    to start some­where. All the po­lice know is that a body was found on the front lawn of the

    Spang­ier res­idence. The sen­ator’s daugh­ter, Ce­cil­ia, alert­ed the FBI im­me­di­ate­ly,

    and the body was re­moved from the morgue be­fore it was iden­ti­fied.”




    “Then why doesn’t the FBI han­dle this?”




    Smith checked his watch. “Re­mo, if we had two years, the FBI could han­dle it. But we

    don’t. The heads of two mil­itary branch­es of the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment have been

    elim­inat­ed, and I don’t know if we’ve seen the end of this spree. The pres­ident is alarmed.

    We have to work fast, be­fore things get worse.”




    “Ail right, all right,” Re­mo said, not rel­ish­ing the idea of slog­ging around, ask­ing

    ques­tions of ev­ery guest at a drunk­en Wash­ing­ton par­ty. “But I don’t see where it’s

    go­ing to get us.”




    “It will get us out of this stink­ing pork hole,” Chi­un said in Ko­re­an. “Say yes.

    Pre­tend the em­per­or knows what he’s talk­ing about. Then we can re­turn to

    civ­iliza­tion.”




    “I thought you weren’t speak­ing.”




    “I am not speak­ing to him. To you, I speak. Take me home.”




    “To the land of the round eyes?”




    “To the tele­vi­sion,” Chi­un snapped. “Miss Ching’s news brief will be broad­cast­ing

    soon.”




    “Oh,” Re­mo said. “Look, Smit­ty, I think we ought to dis­cuss this some more.”




    Some­one was pound­ing vi­olent­ly on the sides of the drag­on and scream­ing in Chi­nese.

    Then a head peered in­side, wav­ing a ten-​dol­lar bill and point­ing at his watch.




    “I think our time’s up,” Smith said. “I rent­ed this thing for a half-​hour.”




    “For ten bucks,” Re­mo said. “No won­der you brought us here. It was cheap­er than a

    cab.”




    “Ten dol­lars is suf­fi­cient pay­ment,” Smith said acid­ly.




    “You know, Smit­ty, you’re re­al­ly a cheap­skate.”




    “That is no con­cern of yours.”




    Chi­un bowed and slipped out of the pa­pier­ma­che drag­on. In an­oth­er mo­ment, the

    Chi­nese man who was scream­ing at Smith dis­ap­peared. Re­mo pulled up the cloth cov­er­ing

    and saw Chi­un in the crowd, speak­ing and ges­tur­ing lofti­ly to the Chi­nese, who bowed and

    nod­ded in un­der­stand­ing. Then Chi­un re­turned and bowed once be­fore Smith.




    “We will take our leave now, O il­lus­tri­ous Em­per­or, and leave you to your peace. Do not

    waste a mo­ment’s thought on my hum­ble re­quest for a pic­ture of the beau­ti­ful la­dy. It

    means noth­ing to any­one but my­self, and my low­ly needs do not con­cern one so mighty as

    you. Come, Re­mo.”




    As they left, a crowd of Chi­nese stripped the drag­on off Smith and clam­bered around him,

    shout­ing an­gri­ly.




    “What’s with them?” Re­mo asked. Smith was look­ing around help­less­ly in the cen­ter of

    the noisy mob.




    “They feel the Em­per­or has cheat­ed them,” Chi­un said.




    “I won­der who gave them that idea.”




    Chi­un shrugged. “It was not I. I would nev­er be­tray the Em­per­or who pays the pit­tance

    to my vil­lagefor the ser­vices of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “I saw you talk­ing to that guy. What did you say?”




    “I told him on!y that the last time i hired the use of one of those cloth and pa­per beasts,

    i paid the sum of one hun­dred dol­lars. Any­thing be­low that would be a grave in­sult. That

    is what I told him.”




    Re­mo saw Smith fi­nal­ly take out his wal­let and hand a small wad of bills to the Chi­nese

    man. The Chi­nese bowed, and Smith awk­ward­ly bowed back, glar­ing an­gri­ly at Re­mo and

    Chi­un.




    “I think we’d bet­ter get out of town for a while,” Re­mo said.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    The Vir­ginia res­idence of Sen­ator John Span­gler was a sprawl­ing, plan­ta­tion-​style

    man­sion sur­round­ed by snow-​tipped gar­dens and white pil­lars. A fat, mid­dle-​aged wom­an

    in dun­ga­rees and a sweat shirt opened the door be­fore Re­mo knocked. “If you’re from the

    press, get out of here,” she said.




    “Is this the Span­gler house?”




    “You know it is. Scram.”




    “You’re not Mrs. Spangfer, are you?”




    “No.” She slammed the door. Re­mo stopped it with his pinky. The door shud­dered and

    loos­ened on its hinges.




    “Is she at home?” Re­mo asked po­lite­ly.




    “What do you think you’re do­ing?” the wom­an yelled above the whistling wind as she lunged

    to­ward the door, which be­gan to fall in­to the room.




    He en­tered through the huge black and white tiled an­te­room in­to a grand and spa­cious

    sit­ting room. Above the man­tle hung a por­trait of the sen­ator, a vig­or­ous, youngish man

    in the bloom of life. In the dis­tance he heard a wom­an’s voice shriek­ing.




    “I told you to hang the Bob Mack­ie dress­es, not pack them,” the voice raged. “That bag’s

    for cook­ies.




    Don’t drop it. One bro­ken cook­ie and it’s cur­tains, un­der­stand?”




    “Yes, mum,” a def­er­en­tial man’s voice said.




    “The last ser­vant who dropped my cook­ie bag is do­ing time in Leav­en­worth.”




    “Yes, mum.” The man spoke as he de­scend­ed a curv­ing stair­case, car­ry­ing six pieces of

    lug­gage. The three peo­ple be­hind him were heft­ing sev­er­al bags apiece as well. The

    en­tourage lum­bered through the large en­trance.




    Be­hind them, swathed in a long sable coat, was a beau­ti­ful brunette stuff­ing cook­ies

    in­to her mouth. On her head she was wear­ing a tur­ban cov­ered with vi­olet flow­ers to match

    her eyes.




    Ap­par­ent­ly obliv­ious to Rerno, she squint­ed mean­ly at the sight of the fat la­dy who

    was puff­ing as she tried to right the door in­to its frame. “What have you bro­ken now?” she

    snapped.




    The fat la­dy turned around, her ex­pres­sion one of deep hurt. “I didn’t do any­thing,” she

    ex­plained. “It was him.” She point­ed to Re­mo. “He barged in here-“




    “Well, well,” the vi­olet-​eyed brunette said, sud­den­ly flash­ing a daz­zling smile at

    Re­mo. “It’s been a long time, dar­ling.”




    “We’ve nev­er met,” Re­mo said. “Are you Mrs. Span­gler?”




    She stared at him blankly. “I don’t re­mem­ber,” she said. “I’m Mrs. Some­body. ! al­ways

    am. My hus­band’s name is Paul. Or George. Some­thing or­di­nary.” She point­ed to the

    por­trait of the sen­ator on top of the man­tle. “John,-that’s it. See, up there above the

    fire­place? That’s my hus­band. \ think. Un­less the di­vorce came through. Are you my

    lawyer?”




    “No,” Re­mo said. “I’m a friend of a friend.”




    “You’re love­ly. What’s your name?” She gob­bled down an­oth­er cook­ie.




    “Re­mo.”




    She pon­dered. “Re­mo. I’ve nev­er been mar­ried to a Re­mo be­fore. Un­less it was an

    aw­ful­ly long time ago. We’ve nev­er been mar­ried, have we, Re­mo?”




    “I don’t think so.”




    “Won­der­ful. I have a sim­ply di­vine wed­ding gown I’ve been sav­ing. Would next Thurs­day

    be all right?”




    “I think I’ll be too busy to get mar­ried,” Re­mo said.




    “Pity. Well, 1 have to be off. Too­dle-​oo.”




    “I’d like to ask you a few ques­tions be­fore you go. About the par­ty.”




    “Par­ty? Was it a wed­ding?”




    “I don’t think so.”




    “Good. I was just be­gin­ning to get used to what’s-​his-​name.”




    “The sen­ator?”




    “Yes, that’s him. i was mar­ried to him once.”




    “I thought you were mar­ried to him now.”




    “Am I? How mar­velous. George is such a dear.”




    “John,” the fat la­dy cor­rect­ed.




    “John? Did I ac­tu­al­ly mar­ry John?”




    “Jonn Span­gler,” Re­mo said. “The sen­ator.”




    She burst in­to peals of laugh­ter. “But that’s too di­vine! i mar­ried the sen­ator. Wait

    un­til my friends hear about it. Here, have a cook­ie.” She of­fered the bag to Re­mo. “Not a

    big one. The big ones are for me. Just wet your fin­ger and stick it to a few crumbs.”




    “I’ll pass,” Re­mo said. “Mrs. Span­gler, I’d re­al­ly like to talk to you about Thorn­ton

    Ives, the Sec­re­tary of the Navy. He was a guest at your par­ty last night.”




    “Now you’re wast­ing your time,” she said firm­ly.




    “Who­ev­er this Thorn­ton Ives is, he’s no hus­band of mine. I would nev­er mar­ry a

    sec­re­tary. What kind of di­amonds can a sec­re­tary af­ford?”




    “He was the Sec­re­tary of the Navy. An ad­mi­ral or some­thing.”




    “Oh,” she said. “That’s dif­fer­ent, I do love ship­board ro­mances. Has he sent you to ask

    for my hand?”




    “He’s dead, ma’am. Some­body mur­dered him last night out­side this house. With a

    bay­onet.”




    “What a shame,” Mrs. Span­gler sighed. “A hon­ey­moon on board a yacht would have been

    di­vine. Charles and Di adored theirs. Now do be off, my dear. There’s a good boy,” she said,

    shuf­fling Re­mo out the door. “If I miss my plane, I’ll be ab­so­lute­ly bro­ken­heart­ed.

    Such a both­er, trav­el­ing to air­ports like this. My third hus­band-​or maybe it was the

    sixth-​had his own plane. I should have stayed with him. Ralph was so sweet. I mean Richard.

    I’m sure it was Richard. He gave me a love­ly di­amond for our one-​week wed­ding

    an­niver­sary. Well, no mat­ter.” She pat­ted Re­mo on the shoul­der. “Do stay in touch,

    dar­ling. It was di­vine while it last­ed. I’ll nev­er love an­oth­er man like you again.” She

    kissed him briefly on his cheek and brushed past the fat la­dy with­out a word on her way to

    the wait­ing limo. A mo­ment lat­er the car was whoosh­ing down the curv­ing drive.




    Re­mo stood in si­lence. It was bro­ken short­ly by rude laugh­ter! The fat la­dy be­side

    him pressed the door back in­to place with a fi­nal whack, her sides shak­ing with mirth.




    “Very fun­ny,” Re­mo said.




    “I can tell you’ve nev­er been here be­fore. Hoo.”




    “Hoo, your­self. Who else is around?”




    “No one. Just me.”




    “The sen­ator?”




    “He’s al­ready at the farm. Moth­er’s gone to join him.”




    “Moth­er?” Re­mo asked. “Who’s moth­er?”




    “The dizzy broad who just left. That’s Ma­ma. Mater. Mom­mie Dear­est. Mam­my. The vine

    which has yield­ed the ten­der grape stand­ing be­fore you. Me.”




    Re­mo looked at the wom­an in­cred­ulous­ly. She was eas­ily twice the age of the

    cook­ie-​eat­ing doll who got in­to the limo. “You mean she’s your step­moth­er or some­thing,”

    Re­mo said.




    “My re­al moth­er, Bo­zo,” she shout­ed. She scraped some dried egg off her cov­er­alls with

    a filthy thumb­nail. “I guess I don’t look much like a sen­ator’s daugh­ter,” she said more

    somber­ly.




    “Look,” Re­mo said. “You can be any­body’s daugh­ter you want to be.” The world was full of

    hooples. “Just tell me where I can find-​this per­son-​Ce­cil­ia Span­gler.”




    “Quit treat­ing me like a fruit­cake,” she said, her hands rest­ing on her vast hips. “The

    Span­glers have one daugh­ter, and that’s Ce­cil­ia, and that’s me. But I don’t care if you

    want to talk to me or not, be­cause I’m not go­ing to talk to you. So make like an egg and beat

    it.”




    Just then a black maid stepped in­to the vestibule. “Tele­phone for you, Miss

    Span­gler.”




    “Tell who­ev­er it is I’m busy. Tell them I’m dead. I don’t care. Nei­ther will they.”




    “Yes, Miss.”




    “Prob­ably some char­ity look­ing for mon­ey. No­body else calls me,” she said.




    Re­mo looked back at the re­treat­ing fig­ure of the maid. “Are you re­al­ly Ce­cil­ia

    Span­gler?”




    “I told you who I was. Which is more than you’ve done. Re­mo who?”




    “Re­mo Williams. A friend of a friend.”




    “Friend of whose?”




    “Of yours,” Re­mo lied.




    “Can it, re­porter. I don’t have friends who have friends who look like you. On­ly moth­er

    has those friends. And they’re all at the same place she is.”




    “Where’s that?”




    “Some fat farm or some­thing,” Ce­cil­ia said, wav­ing the thought away. “She goes there

    ev­ery month. She claims that’s how she and dad­dy stay so young. Big deal. I don’t care how

    she looks. I don’t care how I look. I know I’m a pig, and I don’t care, see?” Her teeth were

    bared.




    “Fine,” Re­mo said pla­cat­ing­ly. “You don’t have to get nasty.”




    “Of course I have to get nasty. Wouldn’t you be nasty if your moth­er looked like your

    daugh­ter and you looked like ev­ery­body’s fat maid­en aunt?”




    “I wouldn’t know,” Re­mo said. “I nev­er thought about it.” He tweaked her left ear­lobe. It

    was one of the 52 steps to sex­ual ec­sta­sy Chi­un had taught him. If any­thing made wom­en

    talk, the left ear­lobe did it. “I’m not a re­porter,” he said soft­ly, feel­ing her squirm

    be­neath his touch. “But I’ve got to ask you some ques­tions about the mur­der on your lawn

    last night.”




    “That feels won­der­ful,” she said, shiv­er­ing.




    “The guy who got killed was the Sec­re­tary of the Navy. Did you know that?” He moved

    slow­ly to­ward the in­side of her el­bows. In the teach­ings of Sinan­ju, the rigid se­quence

    of steps had to be fol­lowed precise­ly. Each step slow­ly aroused the wom­an to the heights of

    phys­ical plea­sure, un­til she was bro­ken and con­sumed and sat­is­fied.




    Re­mo had plea­sured many wom­en for many pur­pos­es. Not all of the wom­en had been

    de­sir­able, and his pur­pos­es were rarely spurred by his own de­sire. But wom­en al­ways

    per­formed the way he ex­pect­ed them to un­der the guid­ance of his skill­ful hands. They took

    the plea­sure he gave them, and in re­turn they of­fered him what­ev­er he

    need­ed-​in­for­ma­tion, time, com­plic­ity.




    He hat­ed it. Love was nev­er a ques­tion. Nei­ther was plea­sure, for Re­mo. He had ceased

    de­riv­ing plea­sure from the act long ago. It was just part of his job, along with watch­ing

    wom­en like Ce­cil­ia Span­gler-​hurt, long for­got­ten, ug­ly girls who were nev­er touched

    with sin­cer­ity or af­fec­tion and knew it and didn’t care any more. Re­mo felt dirty.




    “Of course I knew who he was. I was the one who called the FBI. Ev­ery­body else was too

    drunk. What are you do­ing to my el­bow?”




    “Tell me what you know about him. Ives. The Sec­re­tary of the Navy.” Get it over with, he

    thought.




    “Thorn­ton Ives,” she said qui­et­ly. “He was a nice man. … He was old. He let him­self get

    old. I liked that.” A tear welled up in one eye and rolled down the side of her face. “Please,”

    she said. “Please stop that.”




    Re­mo was gen­uine­ly sur­prised. “Why? Don’t you like it?”




    “Oh, I like it all right,” she said. “But soon­er or lat­er you’ll find out that I don’t

    know any­thing, and then you’ll get mad and call me a fat pig. That’s what re­porters usu­al­ly

    do with me.”




    “I told you, I’m not a re­porter,” Re­mo said, ex­as­per­at­ed. He took her hand. “And I

    wouldn’t do that to you.”




    She squeezed her eyes shut. “I don’t Know any­thing about the mur­der. I don’t know who, I

    don’t know why, I don’t know any­thing ex­cept where, be­cause it was in my front yard, and I

    want­ed to keep things qui­et be­cause Ad­mi­ral lves was the on­ly one of Moth­er’s and

    Dad­dy’s friends who didn’t treat me like I was an em­bar­rass­ment to the fam­ily.” She stood

    up and paced around the room, look­ing like a mis­er­able, shag­gy farm an­imal.




    “I was nev­er even in­vit­ed to their par­ties, here in my own house. Moth­er was so afraid

    some­body would take a look at me and fig­ure out that she’s fifty-​eight years old. But

    Ad­mi­ral !ves didn’t care. He could have stayed young. He had the mon­ey. But he didn’t. He

    was nor­mal He was the on­ly nor­mal per­son who ev­er came to this zoo.”




    She turned to Re­mo in a rage. “So don’t waste your time se­duc­ing me. It won’t be worth

    it.”




    “You’re pret­ty sharp, aren’t you?”




    She sat down next to him, her red-​rimmed eyes sullen. Slow­ly they kin­dled with the

    be­gin­nings of a smile. “It was a pret­ty ridicu­lous pre­tense, act­ing like you want­ed me.”

    , “I’m sor­ry, Ce­cil­ia,” Re­mo said.




    “it’s all right. It’s been done be­fore. And my pride isn’t hold­ing me back or any­thing.”

    She laughed soft­ly. “What pride? I’ll take any­thing I can get, usu­al­ly. But not over this.

    Thorn­ton Ives was worth more to me than a quick feel. Al­though I must say you’re aw­ful­ly

    good at it.”




    Re­mo smiled.




    “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”




    “No,” he said soft­ly. “I don’t. I think you’re less crazy than your moth­er, for what

    that’s worth. And I think you have more pride than you give your­self cred­it for.”




    Ce­cil­ia blew her nose in­to a used Kleenex from her pock­et. “You’re all right, too. Too

    bad you’re a re­porter.”




    “Once and for all, I’m not a re­porter. I can’t tell you who I work for. All I can say is

    that there are no po­lice on this case, so if you don’t help me out, we’re all go­ing to lose a

    lot of time. It’s too bad that Ives is dead, but we’re deal­ing with more than just one

    mur­der.”




    “Two,” Ce­cil­ia said. “The Sec­re­tary of the Air Force bought the farm yes­ter­day.”




    “Okay. And you didn’t call the FBI in­stead of the cops just be­cause you for­got the

    precinct phone num­ber.”




    She looked at Re­mo for a long mo­ment. “You re­al­ly on our side?” she asked.




    “I am. Will you help me?”




    She shrugged. “If I can. What do you want?”




    “A guest list. From the par­ty last night.”




    “There’s one in the li­brary. I’ll get it for you.”




    The list con­tained more than a hun­dred names. “Any idea where I should start?”




    “It won’t take long. Most of the peo­ple on that list won’t be at home, any­way. They’re all

    over at the fat farm with Moth­er and Dad­dy.”




    “Where’s that?”




    “I couldn’t tell you. I was nev­er in­vit­ed there. It’s not im­por­tant, any­way. Just some

    clin­ic in Penn­syl­va­nia, like the ones in Switzer­land, on­ly clos­er. Mud baths, ton­ic,

    car­rots for din­ner, that kind of thing. That’s what Moth­er tells me, any­way.”




    “And the oth­ers? Would any­one es­pe­cial­ly want to kill Ad­mi­ral Ives?”




    “Sure,” Ce­cil­ia said. “The Rus­sians, the Libyans, the PLO, the Red Brigades, the Baad­er

    Mein­hof, the Red Chi­nese, you name it. He was the sec­re­tary of the navy, you know.”




    “You can drop the sar­casm,” Re­mo said. “I get enough of that at home.”




    “Oh? You got a moth­er, too?”




    “You might say that.”




    She showed him to the door and swung it open with a grunt. “Thanks,” Re­mo said. “If 1

    kissed you good­bye, would you get up­set?”




    She smiled. “Try me.”




    He touched her lips light­ly. She blushed. “I don’t sup­pose you’d like to start with the

    left ear­lobe again,” she said.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    The first eigh­teen names on the Span­gler’s guest list were out of town. Since he’d

    ex­haust­ed the Wash­ing­ton, Vir­ginia, and Mary­land num­bers, Re­mo went on to the New York

    City ad­dress­es.




    Num­ber nine­teen was Bob­by Jay, a name Re­mo re­called from years of lis­ten­ing to

    Chi­un’s tele­vi­sion blast­ing while Re­mo was do­ing his ex­er­cis­es. Bob­by Jay,

    ac­cord­ing to his TV com­mer­cials, was one of the world’s out­stand­ing voic­es, kri­own so

    far on­ly to the dis­cern­ing tastes of Eu­ro­peans, but now avail­able to Amer­icans through a

    spe­cial TV of­fer. His records, ac­cord­ing to the an­nounc­er, were not sold in stores, a

    fact grate­ful­ly ac­knowl­edged by mil­lions, since Bob­by Jay was, to all in­tents and

    pur­pos­es, tone deaf.




    Back from a re­cent en­gage­ment at Phil’s Steak House in At­lantic City, Bob­by Jay

    him­self an­swered the door in the Man­hat­tan pent­house apart­ment. He was around thir­ty,

    with coiffed hair and the kind of boy­ish, un­lined face that be­spoke a life­time of fight­ing

    off any­thing re­sem­bling in­tel­li­gent thought.




    “Hey, good-​iookin’, what you got cookin’?” he crooned tune­less­ly in greet­ing, snap­ping

    his fin­gers off the beat.




    From the decor of the room, which con­sist­ed of sculp­ture, paint­ings, needle­point, and

    oth­er me­dia de­pict­ing the back­sides of naked man, Re­mo got the dis­tinct im­pres­sion

    that Bob­by Jay was go­ing to burst in­to a tor­rent of lisp­ing in a mat­ter of sec­onds.




    He was right.




    “Hon­ey, are you the eth­cort?”




    “I’m the stranger,” Re­mo said. “And I’d like to keep it that way.”




    Bob­by Jay’s eyes scanned the physique of the young man who stood in front of him, wear­ing

    chi­nos and a black T-​shirt. “You mean you’re not here to drive me to the air­port?” he

    asked.




    “Don’t tell me you’re leav­ing town, too.”




    “Ev­ery­body who’s any­body is, dar­ling. Oh, pooh. Where is that boy? I’m so an­noyed I

    could spit.” The lisp had changed to a slight whis­tle. He plopped down on a gi­gan­tic white

    so­fa bor­dered with fresh­ly cut calla lilies. “Come and sit down be­side me. You’ll make me

    feel bet­ter.”




    “Bud­dy, if I end up on that so­fa next to you, I can guar­an­tee you won’t feel

    bet­ter.”




    “Well, I nev­er. Who are you, any­way? Some kind of bur­glar or some­thing? In that cute

    lit­tle T-​shirt? It’s Jan­uary, ma­cho man.”




    “I’m not a bur­glar. I want to ask you some ques­tions about the par­ty last night.”




    “Who, El­wood? That was noth­ing. It was just one of those things. . .” he sang.




    “The par­ty at the Span­glers.”




    “. . Just one of those fab­ulous flings. . .”




    Re­mo clapped Bob­by Jay’s arm be­hind him in a ham­mer­lock.




    “Oh, you big brute,” Bob­by said, bat­ting his eye­lash­es.




    “I don’t want singing. I want talk­ing.”




    “Gawd, so in­tense. And what nice wrists you have. So thick and naughty. Well. What do you

    want to talk about, brown eyes? Would you like to hear about my rise to star­dom? I was an

    overnight suc­cess, you might say, in the iit­er­al sense.”




    “! want to talk about Ad­mi­ral Thorn­ton Ives, the Sec­re­tary of the Navy. Did you know

    him?”




    Bob­by Jay gig­gled. “Not in the Bib­li­cal sense.”




    Re­mo col­lared him. “If you don’t start giv­ing me some straight an­swers, I’m go­ing to

    punch you out. In the un­con­scious sense.”




    “I love it when you play rough.”




    Re­mo count­ed to ten. “Okay. Let’s start over. What was your re­la­tion­ship with Ad­mi­ral

    Ives?”




    “Ugh, please. That old man? I’d nev­er have a re­la­tion­ship with a six­ty-​year-​old

    sailor. What do you think ! am, a tart? I’d rather drown in a sea of ele­phant piss. Say, I

    nev­er thought about that be­fore. Sounds kind of kinky-​ele­phant piss. What do you

    think?”




    “I think you’d have a swell time. Were you friends with the ad­mi­ral?”




    “God, no. He wasn’t part of the group.”




    “What group?”




    Bob­by Jay smiled lewd­ly and si­dled clos­er to Re­mo. “Why, the in group, of course. The

    jet-​set­ters. The beau monde. The BPs. All the peo­ple who mat­ter.”




    “Like who?”




    “Oh, ev­ery­one. Mrs. Span­gler and the sen­ator, they’re part of the group. And Posie

    Pon­selle, the ac­tress-“




    “Posie Pon­selie? I thought she was dead.”




    “Oh, stars, no. Posse’s still love­ly. For a wom­an. Al­though she must be a hun­dred years

    old by now,” he added ma­li­cious­ly. “But that’s Shangri-​la for you.




    Oops, I sup­pose I shouldn’t have said that, it’s so hard to keep a se­cret from the man of

    your dreams.”




    “Shangri-​la?”




    “Yeah. You know, ‘Your kiss­es take me …” “




    “I know the tune, thanks,” Re­mo said.




    Bob­by Jay stroked his arm. “It’s a health clin­ic.”




    “In Penn­syl­va­nia?”




    “Yes. Have you been there?”




    “No,” Re­mo said. “That’s where Mrs. Span­gler was go­ing when I talked to her. What about

    it?”




    “Now, I re­al­ly can’t say any more. They’ll ail just be boil­ing if they find out I’ve told

    an out­sider about us. You do un­der­stand, don’t you? If ev­ery­body knew about Shangri-​la,

    all the fat pau­pers in the world would be storm­ing the place.”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said. “Wouldn’t want to get a bad el­ement in there with the likes of you and

    the oth­er BMs.”




    “BPs,” Bob­by cor­rect­ed. “That stands for Beau­ti­ful Peo­ple.” He pressed close to

    Re­mo.




    “Think you’d qual­ify as a Beau­ti­ful Per­son with two black eyes and a bro­ken nose?”




    Bob­by Jay moved away, sniff­ing scorn­ful­ly. “Philis­tine. And I was go­ing to ask you if

    you want­ed to join. Not that you could any­way. I can tell you’re not rich enough. Your

    T-​shirt doesn’t even have any­body’s name on it.”




    Re­mo pulled out the guest list Ce­cil­ia Span­gler had giv­en him. Posie Pon­selle’s name

    was one of the peo­ple Re­mo had tried to reach. She was out of town. “Will you look at these

    names?” he asked Bob­by Jay, in­di­cat­ing the first sec­tion of his list. Bob­by did, and

    hand­ed it back.




    “Yes?”




    “You said that the sen­ator and Mrs. Span­gler wereon their way to this Shangri-​la

    place. Ap­par­ent­ly, Posie Pon­selle made the same trip, and you’re go­ing there, too. Are any

    of the oth­er names on this list mem­bers of your club?”




    “But of course, gor­geous. Most of them.”




    “Where is this place?”




    “Ah, ah. I told you, I can’t re­veal any more. Un­less you’re think­ing of join­ing.”




    “Then Set’s say ! am.”




    Bob­by Jay chuck­led, “it’s not so easy. The ap­pli­ca­tion fee is three thou­sand dol­lars,

    and you have to make at least a half-​mil­lion a year.”




    “A half-​mil­lion? How’d you get in?”




    “My room­mate’s a tax lawyer,” Bob­by said.




    “Pret­ty fan­cy club. What goes on at the meet­ings?”




    “That I can’t tell you. We’ve all been sworn to se­cre­cy.”




    “I wish you would,” Re­mo said, twist­ing Bob­by Jay’s ear un­til the singer’s face

    con­tort­ed in pain.




    “Oh. Oh,” he moaned. “More. Oh, it hurts so good.”




    Re­mo stopped. It was no use. He was prob­ably on the wrong track, any­way. Ad­mi­ral Ives

    hadn’t even been a mem­ber of the queen’s in group of BPs. He was back to square one.




    “For­get it,” he said.




    “Nev­er,” Bob­by Jay sighed. “You were won­der­ful. I’ve nev­er been pinched like that

    be­fore. How are you at bit­ing?”




    “Let’s get back to the ad­mi­ral,” Re­mo said dis­gust­ed­ly.




    “Why are you so in­ter­est­ed in him?” Bob­by pout­ed. “He’s a no­body.”




    “He’s dead.”




    “See? He’s so much of a no­body that I nev­er evenheard he died. Did Rona Bar­rett

    cov­er it? Did he make ‘En­ter­tain­ment Tonight’?”




    “Do you know any­one who was friends with him?”




    “Cer­tain­ly not. I don’t as­so­ciate with no­bod­ies.”




    “Who’d he talk to at the par­ty?”




    “Who cares? Oth­er no­bod­ies. Oh, yes.” He smiled up at Re­mo. “I know who you can talk to.

    Sey­mour Bur­dich.”




    “Who’s Sey­mour Bur­dich?”




    “A no­body. He runs an in­for­ma­tion ser­vice on celebri­ties. Finds out our fa­vorite

    col­ors, the names of our pets, things like that. Then he pub­lish­es this drive! in some rag

    and sells it to fans. It keeps the riffraff out of our hair. Sey­mour gets to come to all the

    in par­ties. We stars like him. He’s like our lit­tie mas­cot.”




    “Won’t he be at Shangri-​la, too?”




    Bob­by Jay laughed. “Oh, Sey­mour would nev­er get in­to Shangri-​la. He doesn’t have a

    nick­el.”




    “I thought you all liked him.”




    “Friend­ship on­ly goes so far. One does have one’s rep­uta­tion to con­sid­er.”




    Re­mo looked back at the list. Bur­dich’s name was near the bot­tom. His ad­dress was

    list­ed as Hous­ton Street in the Tribeca sec­tion of New York. “Is this where Bur­dich lives,

    or where he works?” Re­mo asked.




    “Both. You won’t have any trou­ble find­ing him. One can al­ways spot poor peo­ple in a

    crowd. Uh, speak­ing of which, you aren’t re­al­ly poor, are you?” he asked, mov­ing away from

    Re­mo. “I mean, I have been talk­ing with you for some time. I’d hate for any­thing to rub

    off.”




    The door­bell rang. “Con­sid­er it just an­oth­er so­cial dis­ease,” Re­mo said, open­ing

    the door to let him­self out.




    A beefy young blond boy hulked in. Bob­by sighed and broke in­to song. “Love­ly to look at,

    de­light­ful to see. . .”




    “I’m the ethe­ort,” the boy said.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    A gray-​haired man sat at a bat­tered roll-​top desk in a store­front in a sec­tion of town

    that looked as if it had been found­ed by dere­licts. There was no trace of for­mer grandeur

    about the bleak, trash-​filled street that howled in aban­don­ment in the dry win­ter wind. A

    sheet of news­pa­per blew on­to the wide win­dow of the store­front, on which the words

    “Star­dust, Inc.” were hand-​let­tered with white paint. The news­pa­per stuck in a crack in

    the pane, rustling shril­ly.




    Re­mo went in­side. The place was clank­ing and churn­ing with the din of a print­ing press.

    The soli­tary fig­ure in the room bent over the desk, his long hair shag­gy along the col­lar

    of his black turtle­neck sweater.




    “You Bur­dich?” Re­mo shout­ed.




    “Yeah. Who do you want?” He ges­tured hur­ried­ly to­ward sev­er­al stacks of pa­pers on the

    desk. They were la­beled with the names of celebri­ties and di­vid­ed by cat­ego­ry in­to film,

    mu­sic, sports, pol­itics, and oth­ers. “A do­liar apiece. Or you can have the Celebri­ty

    Scoop, that’s the news­pa­per, for a buck-​fifty.” He in­clined his head to­ward the clank­ing

    print­ing press. “Be ready in a few sec­onds.”




    The press was spew­ing out pages of newsprint with head­lines like “WHAT THE STARS HAVE FOR

    BREAK­FAST” and “HOW TO MEET A ROLLING STONE.” As Bur­dich spoke, the rum­ble of the press

    sub­sid­ed and ground to a halt. Qui­et filled the store­front.




    “I want to talk to you about the par­ty at the Spang­iers’ in Vir­ginia last night,” Re­mo

    said.




    Bur­dich smiled ex­pan­sive­ly. His breath formed clouds in the un­heat­ed room. “Ah, yes.

    My oth­er life,” he said with some dig­ni­ty. He twirled the ankh around his neck. “You’re from

    a mag­azine, I pre­sume.”




    “Yes,” Re­mo lied.




    “Which one? Teen idol? Rock Beat?”




    “Stars and Stripes,” Re­mo said. “I’ve come to ask you about Ad­mi­ral Thorn­ton Ives. The

    Sec­re­tary of the Navy. I un­der­stand you were talk­ing with him last night.”




    “Well, I do cir­cu­late with all the guests, even if they’re out­siders,” he said smug­ly.

    “It’s my work. Nat­ural­ly, I’d rather spend my time with peo­ple of my own cal­iber. Mil­itary

    types don’t make it with the group. Ives was just in­vit­ed be­cause of the sen­ator.”




    “That’s the sec­ond time I’ve heard ‘the group’ men­tioned. Bob­by Jay was talk­ing about

    it, too.”




    Bur­dich raised an eye­brow. “Bob­by Jay? I’m sur­prised he’s still in town. The group

    trav­els once a month, you know.”




    “You know about that?”




    “Oh, all about it.” He puffed up with pride. “They let me in on ev­ery­thing they do. They

    con­fide in me. They even send me plane tick­ets to at­tend their par­ties.” He leaned close to

    Re­mo and whis­pered con­fi­den­tial­ly, “You know, the BPs re­al­ly are beau­ti­ful. The

    big­ger they are, the big­ger they are, I al­ways say.”




    “Very pro­found. About the ad­mi­ral-“




    “Oh, he didn’t count. Say, have you heard about my files?” He ges­tured to a bank of

    bat­tered cab­inets. “They’re leg­endary. I know ev­ery­thing there is to know about celebs.

    I’ve even got Gre­ta Gar­bo’s pri­vate phone num­ber, al­though that’s not for sale. They trust

    me, you know.” He winked.




    “Bob­by Jay called you a mas­cot.”




    Bur­dich rose, sput­ter­ing. “That pompous fag . . .” He gained con­trol of him­self and sat

    back down, smooth­ing the wrin­kles in his tat­tered sweater. “I mean, Bob­by’s a re­al card.

    We al­ways ban­ter with each oth­er. It’s the group’s way. A laugh a minute.” He forced a

    half-​heart­ed laugh.




    “How do you know Bob­by Jay?” Re­mo asked.




    “Oh, I’ve known him for­ev­er. We went to school to­geth­er, in fact. I’m tight with all of

    them. They love me.”




    “You two are the same age?” Re­mo asked, amazed. Bur­dich looked twen­ty years old­er.




    “I’m fifty-​two,” Bur­dich said huffi­ly. “Bob­by Jay is three years old­er than I am.”




    Re­mo stared at him. It was hap­pen­ing again. First there was Ce­cil­ia Span­gler, who

    looked twice as old as her own moth­er. And now Bur­dich, two years younger than a man who

    could have passed for his son.




    “You don’t be­lieve me,” Bur­dich sighed. “I can tell. Well, that’s their game. Vic­tims of

    the dis­ease of van­ity, all of them.” His face hard­ened with bit­ter­ness. “Al­ways run­ning

    around, act­ing like kids. Kids! Who needs that? Who needs to look half their age, any­way?

    It’s the fault of ad­ver­tis­ing. The Pep­si Gen­er­ation has tak­en over.”




    “Uh, yuh,” Re­mo said, be­wil­dered by the sudden change in Bur­dich. “About the

    ad­mi­ral-“




    “Shangri-​la,” Bur­dich whis­pered, his voice break­ing. “Shangri-​la is on­ly for the in

    group. They !eft me be­hind. It’s too late. Too late.”




    Re­mo squirmed un­com­fort­ably. He had want­ed to find out about the Sec­re­tary of the

    Navy. And all he was get­ting was a string of per­son­al ob­ses­sions about some health farm

    called Shangri-​la.




    “Too late for what?”




    “Look at me!” Bur­dich shout­ed “I’m old!” He walked over to a small mir­ror hang­ing on the

    wall and smashed it to the floor. “Old! And Hi nev­er be young again. They’ve all left me

    be­hind. Them and their mon­ey and their witch doc­tor. The in group. I wish I were dead. Do

    you hear me? Dead!” He was stand­ing in the mid­dle of the room, his shoul­ders heav­ing, rage

    burn­ing in his eyes.




    “Try deep breath­ing,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “Oh, what’s the point?” Bur­dich said, sweep­ing a stack of leaflets to the floor. “I know

    what I am. A hang­er-​on. You think I’m a hang­er-​on, don’t you?”




    “I think you’re a nut,” Re­mo said. He went on dogged­ly. “I’m sup­posed to find out about

    Ad­mi­ral Ives, if you don’t mind. He was mur­dered last night, and I want to find out who did

    it. Can you think of any­one at the par­ty who would want to do him in?”




    “He didn’t count, I tell you. No­body there cared about him. They don’t care about any­thing

    ex­cept them­selves. Their pre­cious youth. Their ex­alt­ed Doc­tor Foxx.”




    Re­mo perked up. “Foxx? Who’s that?”




    “The di­et doc­tor. Fe­lix Foxx. He’s the one who start­ed that place out there, giv­ing the

    group yet an­oth­er place where they may com­mune with their rar­ified peers, away from the

    rab­ble. He keeps themyoung. That’s what sep­arates the group from the rest of us poor

    suck­ers.”




    “What do you mean, he keeps them young?”




    “You heard me. He keeps them young. There’s not a one of them up there in Foxx’s moun­tain

    par­adise that’!! ev­er see fifty again. It’s mag­ic, I tel! you. The mag­ic of the rich.

    Shangri-​la. The mag­ical king­dom, where one nev­er grows old, just like in the sto­ry. That’s

    what he’s done.” Bur­dich kicked at the pa­pers on the floor. “For those who can af­ford it,”

    he added. “The great line of de­mar­ca­tion be­tween the haves and the have-​nots. Eter­nal

    youth and beau­ty be­long on­ly to the haves. Peo­ple like you and I will show our sta­tion in

    life by grow­ing old and ug­ly. We will with­er like the leaves of win­ter, strick­en with the

    in­fir­mi­ties of age un­til we die. But not them. Not the in group with their mon­ey and

    con­nec­tions and their Doc­tor Foxx in Shangri­la. They’ll nev­er grow old. Nev­er. They’ll

    leave us all be­hind.”




    Bur­dich’s de­pres­sion set­tled in­to the room like a cloud.




    “Know any of the names on this list?” Re­mo asked with feigned cheer­ful­ness, pulling out

    Ce­cil­ia’s guest list.




    “All of them. That’s the in group. Those swine.”




    “You mean they’re all out of town?” Re­mo groaned.




    “Ev­ery last stink­ing rich one of them. It’s time for the month­ly meet­ing at

    Shangri-​la.”




    Again things were brought back to Shangri-​la. It seemed that no mat­ter which di­rec­tion

    Re­mo tried to lead the con­ver­sa­tion, all roads led to the health re­sort in

    Penn­syl­va­nia.




    Re­mo looked over at Bur­dich’s file cab­inets. “Say, do you have any­thing on that

    place?”




    Bur­dich grunt­ed. “Ev­ery­thing. I told you, I know ev­ery­thing about them. How they live,

    how they spend their mon­ey, what they do. . . .That’s what makes it so hard to be on the

    out­side.”




    “Can I take a look at your ma­te­ri­al on Shangri-​la?”




    “Nev­er. That’s in the file with Gre­ta’s phone num­ber. I could nev­er re­lease that to an

    or­di­nary be­ing.”




    “From the looks of you, you’re an or­di­nary be­ing, too.”




    Bur­dich rose. “I don’t have to take that from you.”




    “How about tak­ing this?” Re­mo said, of­fer­ing up a roll of bills. Smit­ty kept him in

    cur­ren­cy. Not that Re­mo need­ed much, but the mon­ey came in handy at times.




    “How much is there?” Bur­dich asked, his eyes glis­ten­ing.




    “Count it. Enough to get in­to Shangri-​la, if that’s what you want. Just let me see what

    you’ve got on the place.”




    “But I have to be worth a half-​mil­lion dol­lars a year to join,” Bur­dich whined.




    “Say you came in­to an in­her­itance. The files?”




    “I guess it wouldn’t hurt. An in­her­itance, huh? Maybe they’d buy that.” He count­ed the

    mon­ey as he pulled open a rust­ed draw­er and ex­tract­ed a sin­gle file. In it was one sheet

    of pa­per, a hand-​drawn map of a re­gion in north­west­ern Penn­syl­va­nia. “I did it my­self,

    based on scat­tered con­ver­sa­tions, but it’s quite ac­cu­rate,” Bur­dich said. “I’ve even

    been up there to ver­ify the ac­cu­ra­cy of it, but they wouldn’t let me in.” He waved the

    bills in front of him. “They will now, though.”




    “I thought it was too late for you.”




    “I’ll dye my hair. They’ll ac­cept me. I’ll have a place. I’ll be one of the BPs.” He fell

    to his knees and grasped Re­mo’s an­kles. “Thank you. Bless you,” he rasped, drag­ging

    be­hind Re­mo as far as the door.




    So that was that, Re­mo thought. He hadn’t got­ten any­where go­ing door to door. If

    ev­ery­body who last saw Ad­mi­ral Ives was at Shangri-​la, that was where he was go­ing. And

    it on­ly cost him five or six thou­sand dol­lars in pa­per mon­ey.




    “Sure you don’t want Gre­ta’s phone num­ber?” Bur­dich yelled as Re­mo made his way down the

    street.




    He called Smith and told him about the fruit­less in­ter­views.




    “They’re all out of town?”




    “Just about. Ev­ery­one’s gone to the clin­ic or some­thing in Penn­syl­va­nia named

    Shangri-​la. The last hoople I talked to says it keeps them young.”




    “That’s what all those places claim,” Smith said.




    “Yeah, I know. On­ly this seems to work.” He ex­plained the dis­crep­an­cy be­tween the ages

    of the par­ty guests and their ap­pear­ances, and gave Smith Bur­dich’s in­for­ma­tion on

    Doc­tor Foxx.




    “Many peo­ple in their fifties look twen­ty years younger,” Smith said as the Fol­croft

    com­put­er banks whirred in­to ac­tion. “It seems to be a tran­si­tion­al time of life. . . .

    Foxx, you said?”




    “Fe­lix Foxx.”




    The line was silent ex­cept for the noise of the com­put­ers. “That’s strange,” Smith said

    at one point, laps­ing back in­to si­lence as the bleeps and whizzes in the back­ground

    in­creased.




    “It’s two de­grees above ze­ro, and I’m stand­ing in an open phone booth,” Re­mo said. “Can

    you think on your own time?”




    “Very strange,” Smith said. “I’ve got Fe­lix Foxx here on the screen, but it’s a very

    sketchy bi­og­ra­phy,most­ly from IRS files. There seems to be no date of birth.”




    “I sup­pose that means he doesn’t ex­ist,” Re­mo said.




    “It could,” Smith an­swered. Harold W. Smith had to­tal faith in his com­put­ers. They did

    not, as far as he was con­cerned, pro­duce in­cor­rect re­spons­es.




    “He’s on TV, for cry­ing out loud,” Re­mo protest­ed. “He’s on the cov­er of Peo­ple

    mag­azine.”




    “And his life seems to have be­gun with the pub­li­ca­tion of his books,” Smith said.

    “That’s when his IRS records be­gin. Be­fore then, there are no bank ac­counts in his name, no

    cred­it cards, noth­ing. He seems to have ma­te­ri­al­ized a year ago.”




    Re­mo sighed. “I’m just call­ing in, the way you want­ed me to do. I don’t care if the guy

    ex­ists or not. But if you want me, I’ll be at Shangri-​la.” He gave him the co­or­di­nates of

    the place.




    “Fine. I’ll check some cross-​ref­er­ences here.”




    “And one more thing. I’ll need some mon­ey.”




    The bit­ter voice at the oth­er end ran­kled. “I just gave you sev­er­al thou­sand

    dol­lars.”




    “I gave most of it to a guy for a beau­ty treat­ment.”




    A low whin­ny­ing sound is­sued briefly from the tele­phone be­fore the line went dead.


  




  

    Chapter Six




    Pa­trol­man Gary Mac­Ar­dle opened his desk draw­er at the precinct for the twen­ti­eth time

    since he had come in that day and clutched the small rub­ber stamp hid­den there.it would

    be his way out. Out from un­der Mas­ter-​charge, the rent, the gro­cery bills. Out from un­der

    the colos­sal weight of Christ­mas in New York and the drain that put on his al­ready

    strain­ing bank ac­count. The stamp, if he used it of­ten enough, would pull him out long

    enough to wait for a pro­mo­tion and a de­cent salary. The stamp would bring

    de­liv­er­ance.




    He didn’t think it was il­le­gal. Lots of the guys-​even the young ones, the rook­ies like

    him­self-​were al­ready tak­ing bribes from the street deal­ers they were sup­posed to be

    ar­rest­ing and ac­cept­ing pay­offs from whore­hous­es. But Mac­Ar­dle had played it straight.

    He want­ed to be a cop, a good cop. Still, he could see how a good cop could get twist­ed

    af­ter his son’s first Christ­mas, when the ac­count­ing came due in Jan­uary. So Mac­Ar­dle

    was work­ing over­time ev­ery night, and he hard­ly ev­er saw his wife and kid any­more, and he

    was dead on his feet, and it didn’t mat­ter any­more if it was il­le­gal or not-​not at this

    point.




    But Herb down­stairs said it wasn’t. He’d sworn to it, right there in Records. AH Mac­Ar­dle

    had to do was to stamp any re­port with the word fox in it, and he’d get a $20 cashier’s check

    from the gov­ern­ment. No de­part­ment, no name, no tax. Just mon­ey. And Herb would get a

    check, too, just for adding an ex­tra 9 at the front end of the code when he sub­mit­ted the

    re­port for pro­cess­ing in­to the com­put­er.




    Check­ing to see that no one was look­ing, Mac­Ar­dle pressed the stamp on­to his ink pad

    and stamped a piece of scrap pa­per in the desk draw­er. It print­ed a se­ries of num­bers

    be­gin­ning with three ze­ros.




    How could it be il­le­gal? No­body ex­cept Herb was even go­ing to see the re­port be­fore

    it was pro­cessed, and Herb was in on it. And af­ter­ward, when it had gone through the

    com­put­er and come out tagged and ready for fil­ing, no­body would see it, ei­ther, un­less it

    was a big case, but even then it would on­ly be spot­ted by some com­put­er nerd.




    “But who’s giv­ing you the mon­ey?” Mac­Ar­dle had asked Herb down in Records that day. Herb

    had done this sort of thing be­fore. Not with fox, but with oth­er key words. From time to time

    over the years, Herb, who’d made a ca­reer out of the 37th precinct’s records, would re­ceive a

    tele­phone call. At first he thought the lemo­ny-​sound­ing voice was some kind of crank, but

    since he had noth­ing to lose, he’d added the 9 to the ap­pro­pri­ate doc­uments just to see

    what would hap­pen. What had hap­pened was that he’d got­ten a check for each re­port he’d put

    through the com­put­er with a 9 on it. No strings. No ques­tions. Just mon­ey.




    “I don’t know,” Herb an­swered. “But it ain’t the Mafia send­ing me U.S. gov­ern­ment

    checks. My guess is the CIA.”




    “What? You’ve got to be crazy. What’s the CIA want with fox­es?”




    “Who knows?” Herb said. “Maybe there’s fox­es with ra­bies in New York, and the CIA wants to

    catch them on the Q.T. All I know is they’re in a hur­ry this time and can’t wait for the

    re­ports to come down to Records through the usu­al chan­nels. That’s why you got to stamp

    ev­ery one that says ‘fox’ and bring it down here your­self. Got it?”




    Mac­Ar­dle was skep­ti­cal. “I still don’t see why the CIA’s so in­ter­est­ed in this

    precinct.”




    “Don’t kid your­self, kid,” Herb said. “I got a friend up­town who’s got a stamp just like

    this one. We make them up our­selves, just like the way the guy on the phone says, and when the

    first check comes, there’s even ex­tra to take care of the cost of the stamp. If that ain’t

    gov­ern­ment reg­ula­tion, I don’t know what is.”




    And so Gary Mac­Ar­dle had tak­en the stamp and car­ried it with him on his beat and stayed

    on for over­time and had eat­en sup­per at his desk, just in case any “fox” re­ports turned up,

    and now he slammed the desk draw­er shut with a bang be­cause any fool knew there weren’t any

    fox­es in Man­hat­tan.




    And then Doris Dum­bros­ki came in.




    She was a frowzy red­head with enough pan­cake on her face to turn the Hud­son Riv­er

    or­ange, and she was scream­ing at the desk sergeant.




    “What kind of a dump is this joint? What are all you bums do­ing around here in­stead of

    fight­ing crime out on the street where you be­long?”




    “Take it easy,” the desk sergeant replied weari­ly. He’d been on over­time all week, too.

    “What’s the prob­lem?”




    The red­head banged her fist on the desk. “The prob­lem is that my room­mate’s been miss­ing

    for tendays, and you yo-​yos are hang­ing around here like you’re wait­ing for a

    beer.”




    “Have you filed a miss­ing per­sons re­port?” the sergeant asked.




    “Yes, I filed a miss­ing per­sons re­port,” she mim­icked. “Last week. One day af­ter Ir­ma

    dis­ap­peared. You don’t even re­mem­ber. How can tax­pay­ers be ex­pect­ed to-“




    “We get a lot of miss­ing per­sons in New York City, ma’am,” the sergeant said. He picked up

    a pen­cil and be­gan to write. “Name?”




    “Whose?”




    “Yours.”




    “Doris Dum­bros­ki.”




    The sergeant looked up from the pa­per. “Oh, yeah, I re­mem­ber. The strip­per.”




    “Watch it. I’m an ex­ot­ic dancer.” She pouffed her hair elab­orate­ly.




    “Right,” the sergeant said. “At the Pink Pussy­cat. Who’s your friend? The one that’s

    miss­ing.”




    “Her name’s ir­ma Schwartz, same as it was last week,” Doris said.




    “Okay, just a sec­ond.” He leafed through a stack of pa­pers on his desk. “Schwartz,

    Schwartz . . .”




    “What’s in those?” Doris asked.




    “Homi­cides. Schwartz . . . Ir­ma.” The sergeant looked up from the pa­per. “Sor­ry, la­dy,”

    he said. “Her name’s down here.”




    Doris stared at him, her mouth sprung open. “A homi­cide? Like in … she was mur­dered?”




    “Looks that way, la­dy. Sor­ry. She had I.D. on her, but she hasn’t been iden­ti­fied

    per­son­al­ly yet. Just came in this af­ter­noon. Some­body from the morgue should have called

    you.”




    “I ain’t been home,” Doris said numbly. “I didn’tthink she’d be mur­dered, for pe­te’s

    sake. Just maybe tied up with a fink,”




    “I guess she was,” the sergeant said.




    Doris Dum­bros­ki’s eyes welled up. “Okay, so what do I do now?” she choked.




    The desk sergeant was so­lic­itous. He’d seen a lot of this. “Well, if you don’t mind, I’d

    like you to go down to the morgue with one of the po­lice of­fi­cers. If the de­ceased is your

    room­mate, the of­fi­cer’ll fill out a homi­cide re­port. That okay with you?”




    “Sure,” she said lame­ly. “On­ly I can’t be­lieve Ir­ma’s dead. I mean, like she was so full

    of life, you know?”




    “They all are,” the sergeant said. “Hey, one of you guys want to take the la­dy to the

    morgue for an I.D.?”




    There were no vol­un­teers. Just about ev­ery­body on the floor was on over­time, and

    no­body felt like hang­ing around in the morgue for a grief-​strick­en iden­ti­fi­ca­tion and

    then fill­ing out an in­ter­minable re­port that would drag on in­to the next shift.




    “I mean, it was her lucky day,” Doris went on.




    “De­pends on how you look at things, I guess,” the sergeant said.




    “I mean, there we was at the TV stu­dio, and then all of a sud­den Ir­ma and Dr. Foxx were

    mak­ing eyes at each oth­er, and then she was rid­ing off in his limou­sine and ev­ery­thing. .

    . .”




    Pa­trol­man Mac­Ar­dle dropped the rub­ber stamp he was toy­ing with. “Fox?” he shout­ed,

    jump­ing up. “What about a fox?”




    “Dr. Foxx, with two x’s. The di­et doc­tor. That’s who Ir­ma went off with.”




    “When?”




    “Mon­day. The last time I saw her.”




    The desk sergeant wrote down the name.




    “I’d like to take care of this, sir,” Mac­Ar­dle said.




    “Gonna have to take her down to the morgue, fill out the re­port,” the sergeant said. “Your

    shift’s al­most up. Sure you want this?”




    “I’m sure, sir. His name was Foxx, wasn’t it?” he asked Doris.




    “With two x’s. He had such cute buns and ev­ery­thing. I mean, like, there was this

    chem­istry be­tween them. . . .”




    “Pa­trol­man Mac­Ar­dle will take ev­ery­thing down,” the sergeant said.




    “Yes, sir,” Mac­Ar­dle said. The stamp was in his pock­et. “Come with me, ma’am.”




    Doris Dum­bros­ki sniffed and dabbed at the black smears around her eyes. “At least Ir­ma

    wasn’t in pain when she went,” she said.




    “That’s good,” Mac­Ar­dle said sym­pa­thet­ical­ly. “Wait a sec­ond. How do you know

    that?”




    Doris sniffed. “Be­cause she was nev­er in pain. She was just one of those peo­ple. She

    nev­er felt pain. Who­ev­er killed her didn’t hurt her. Poor ir­ma.”




    Mac­Ar­dle led her out. Ev­ery last word Doris Dum­bros­ki said was go­ing to go in­to that

    re­port. It would be the fat­test, fullest, best-​typed re­port the CIA or the Mafia or

    who­ev­er was hand­ing out those checks had ev­er re­ceived. Hap­py days were here again.


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    The triple-​ze­ro mode was op­er­at­ing. Smith sat back at his con­sole, while the Fol­croft

    com­put­ers qui­et­ly sift­ed through the ac­cu­mu­lat­ed re­ports men­tion­ing the name Foxx,

    from 257 po­lice precincts around the coun­try.




    The com­put­er had ar­ranged the ma­te­ri­al ac­cord­ing to Smith’s pro­gram­ming and took

    out most of the dross au­to­mat­ical­ly: The fox­es, Phochses, and one-​x Fox­es were

    elim­inat­ed with whirring ef­fi­cien­cy. The rest-​the Foxxes tick­et­ed for traf­fic

    vi­ola­tions, ar­rest­ed for ju­ve­nile crimes, or re­port­ed as ac­ci­dent fa­tal­ities-​had

    to be scrupu­lous­ly, te­dious­ly scru­ti­nized by Smith him­self. He sat stone still at the

    con­sole, afraid to blink, while he scanned the screen for each en­try, press­ing the

    “dis­card” but­ton for ev­ery Foxx with noth­ing to of­fer.




    His eyes burned. He took off his glass­es for a mo­ment and rubbed his face with a

    hand­ker­chief. Then he opened them and scanned the en­try on the screen. He pressed “Hold” and

    read the en­try again.




    “FOXX, FE­LIX, M.D. LAST SEEN WITH HOMI­CIDE VIC­TIM SCHWARTZ, IR­MA L.”




    Smith keyed in the code. “PLEASE GIVE CAUSE OF DEATH.”




    The com­put­er whirred for a mo­ment, then flashed its ver­sion of Ir­ma Schwartz’s demise

    on­to the screen.




    “SCHWARTZ, IR­MA L. DEATH CAUSED BY AD­MIN­IS­TRA­TION OF HCN THROUGH NASAL CANAL.”




    “EX­PAND.”




    “HCN = HY­DRO­CYAN­IC ACID, I.E. PRUS­SiC ACID. LIQ­UID OR GASEOUS STATES. UN­STA­BLE.

    MOLEC­ULAR CON­FIG­URA­TION. . ,”




    “HOLD.” The com­put­er would ex­pand the sub­ject for­ev­er un­tii ev­ery scrap of

    avail­able in­for­ma­tion on it was ex­haust­ed, if he let it. Smith keyed out the “Ex­pand”

    func­tion. The screen re­vert­ed to the de­tails of Ir­ma Schwartz’s death, list­ing blood

    lev­els of known sub­stances ar­ranged by quan­ti­ty. At the bot­tom of the list was PRO­CAINE.

    . .00001, fol­lowed by a foot­note: “ALL LEV­ELS NOR­MAL EX­CLUD­ING FI­NAL EN­TRY.”




    “PRO­CAINE: EX­PAND”




    “PRO­CAINE = NOVO­CAINE, GENER­IC TERM. FOUND IN CA­CAO PLANT. FRE­QUENT­LY RE­FINED IN­TO

    CO­CAINE. AL­SO FOUND IN HIGH­LY PURE FORM BUT SMALL QUAN­TI­TIES IN HU­MAN EN­DOCRINE SYS­TEM.

    . . .




    “RE­LA­TION TO SCHWARTZ, IR­MA L.”




    “NEAR AB­SENCE OF PRO­CAINE IN SUB­JECT’S BLOOD AT TIME OF DEATH. . . DIS­CREP­AN­CY WITH

    000 RE­PORT. . . DIS­CREP­AN­CY. . .”




    “EX­PAND DIS­CREP­AN­CY.”




    The screen flashed back to the po­lice re­port. “SUB­JECT FELT NO PAIN PRI­OR TO DEATH.”




    “What?” Smith said aloud. He asked the com­put­er to ex­plain.




    “PO­LICE RE­PORT 000315219 QUOTE SUB­JECT IS RE­PORT­ED TO HAVE FELT NO PAIN . . .

    DIS­CREP­AN­CY WITH LOW PRO­CAINE LEV­EL. . . .”




    Smith was in­ter­est­ed. He keyed in “PRO­CAINE” again and pressed the “Ex­pand” but­ton.

    The com­put­er picked up where it had left off and spewed out vol­umes of in­for­ma­tion on

    pro­caine for the next twen­ty min­utes. Among oth­er things, Smith dis­cov­ered that a body’s

    pro­caine lev­el con­trolled in some mea­sure that body’s tol­er­ance for pain.




    If ir­ma Schwartz’s pro­caine con­tent was near­ly nil, then the strange foot­note that she

    had suf­fered no pain didn’t make sense. On top of it all, Fe­lix Foxx had been with her on the

    day she died. It still didn’t shed any light on Ad­mi­ral Ives’s mur­der, un­less. . .




    “UN­USU­AL PRO­CAINE LEV­ELS IN AU­TOP­SY RE­PORTS FOR WAT­SON, HOMER G., AND IVES,

    THORN­TON?” Smith asked.




    “PRO­CAINE LEV­ELS NOR­MAL,” the com­put­er an­swered.




    No con­nec­tion.




    Smith read­just­ed the pro­gram back to its for­mer po­si­tion.




    The com­put­er ex­pand­ed in­to his­tor­ical ref­er­ences to the drug, in­clud­ing var­ious

    pub­lished ac­counts. Smith du­ti­ful­ly read each en­try as it ap­peared on the screen,

    sift­ing through decades of da­ta, work­ing back­ward. In 1979 there were 165 en­tries on

    pro­caine, com­pris­ing the whole of the print­ed word world­wide, in­clud­ing tabloids from

    Sri Lan­ka and en­cy­clo­pe­dias. At this rate, Smith re­al­ized, it was go­ing to take

    for­ev­er.




    “AMER­ICAN PE­RI­OD­ICALS ON­LY,” he keyed in. “WORD COUNT ON­LY.”




    There were twelve men­tions of the word pro­caine in1978, all in one is­sue of the

    Jour­nal of Amer­ican Den­tistry. Foxx’s name was not men­tioned. Nor was it men­tioned through

    the en­tire decade of the six­ties. Or the fifties. Or the for­ties. Smith blinked back a

    blind­ing headache.




    In 1938, Amer­ican news­pa­pers and mag­azines print­ed the word pro­caine more than 51,000

    times.




    “HOLD. EX­PAND.”




    The ar­ti­cles ap­peared one af­ter the oth­er on the screen. All of them con­cerned a drug

    scan­dal in­volv­ing a now de­funct re­search fa­cil­ity in En­wood, Penn­syl­va­nia, from

    which a stag­ger­ing quan­ti­ty of en­docri-​nal pro­caine, ex­tract­ed from hu­man ca­dav­ers,

    was found miss­ing. The re­search was be­ing con­duct­ed, as lat­er re­ports re­vealed, as a

    mil­itary ex­per­iment to in­crease the pain tol­er­ances of com­bat sol­diers.




    A pub­lic out­cry against sci­en­tists’ fid­dling around with pain ex­per­iments on Our Boys

    in Uni­form far over­shad­owed any ob­jec­tion to the theft of the drug. As a re­sult, the

    Penn­syl­va­nia fa­cil­ity was aban­doned, the ex­per­iments abort­ed, and the project’s head

    re­searcher qui­et­ly ex­pa­tri­at­ed. His name was Vaux.




    Fe­lix Vaux.




    “Vaux,” Smith said, re­pro­gram­ming the com­put­er with new en­er­gy.




    “EX­PAND VAUX, FE­LIX. HEAD RE­SEARCHER AT EN­WOOD, PA. FA­CIL­ITY 416, CA. 1938,” he

    keyed.




    “VAUX, FE­LIX. B. AUG. 10,1888. . . B.S. UNI­VER­SI­TY OF CHICA­GO. . .”




    “HOLD.”




    1888? That would make him nine­ty-​four years old.




    It was the wrong man. Six hours at the most pow­er­ful, om­nipo­tent com­put­er com­plex in

    the world, and he’d end­ed up with the wrong man.




    Dis­gust­ed­ly he switched off the con­sole. It wasgo­ing nowhere. Un­doubt­ed­ly,

    Re­mo had the wrong man, too. If Smith were an or­di­nary com­put­er an­alyst work­ing with

    or­di­nary com­put­ers, he would have put on his twen­ty-​year-​old tweed coat at that point,

    and his thir­ty-​year-​old brown felt hat, and locked the catch­es on the at­tache case

    con­tain­ing his emer­gen­cy tele­phone, and left for the night.




    But Harold W. Smith was not or­di­nary. He was pre­cise. Pre­cise to the point where, if his

    peas were not po­si­tioned ex­act­ly at 9 o’clock on his plate, he would suf­fer with

    in­di­ges­tion through­out the meal. So pre­cise that he trust­ed al­most noth­ing-​not words,

    not peo­ple, not clocks. Noth­ing ex­cept the four items on earth that Smith con­sid­ered to be

    ad­equate­ly ac­cu­rate to de­serve his trust: the Fol­croft com­put­ers.




    And the four Fol­croft com­put­ers had said, cat­ego­ri­al­ly, that Fe­lix Foxx, M.D., was

    some­how liv­ing with­out a date of birth. Giv­en that much as a premise, any­thing else was

    pos­si­ble.




    With fresh de­ter­mi­na­tion he switched on the con­sole.




    “CO­OR­DI­NATES, EN­WOOD, PA. RE­SEARCH FA­CIL­ITY, CA. 1938?” he asked. The co­or­di­nates

    came up on the screen. They matched ex­act­ly those Re­mo had giv­en him for Shangri La.




    “Hm­mm,” he said. A co­in­ci­dence, per­haps.




    “PROB­ABIL­ITY VAUX, FE­LIX = FOXX, FE­LIX?” he queried next.




    “PROB­ABIL­ITY FOXX = VAUX 53%, came the an­swer from the four things Harold W. Smith

    trust­ed alone among all be­ings on earth.




    A bet­ter than even chance! The com­put­ers had con­sid­ered the ridicu­lous propo­si­tion

    that Dr. Fe­lix Foxx, best-​sell­ing au­thor and em­inent au­thor­ity on fit­ness and di­et, TV

    per­son­al­ity and gen­er­al celebri­ty whoseyouth­ful face was known to mil­lions, could

    be a nine­ty-​four-​year-​old man named Vaux who had left the coun­try fifty years ago in

    dis­grace af­ter a na­tion­wide drug scan­dal, and the com­put­ers had said fifty-​three

    per­cent!




    It was the equiv­alent of a sur­geon check­ing out the re­mains of a man burned be­yond

    recog­ni­tion, his hands and feet curled in­to lit­tle charred bails, his teeth no more than

    melt­ed stubs stick­ing out of crisp-​fried lips, and say­ing, “The odds are bet­ter than even

    that he’ll be back on the job in a cou­ple of weeks.”




    Smith was ec­stat­ic. For no sur­geon on earth could match the pre­dictabil­ity, the

    sure­ty, the breath­tak­ing pre­ci­sion of the Fol­croft com­put­ers. If they said fifty-​three

    per­cent, then pro­caine could be the whole key. And Foxx the hold­er of that key. And Re­mo

    was on his way to some­place cailld Shangri-​la to talk to Foxx.




    “THANK YOU,” he keyed in, as he al­ways did when his work with the sub­lime four crea­tures

    had come to an end.




    “YOU’RE WEL­COME,” they re­spond­ed as they al­ways did.




    The pre­ci­sion!




    Of course, there was an­oth­er pos­si­bil­ity, one un­known even to the com­put­ers, which

    were unique in all the uni­verse, in­fal­li­ble in all prop­er­ly pro­grammed mat­ters. The

    pos­si­bil­ity that they were wrong.




    Harold Smith’s brow creased in­to a deep fur­row. He felt his breath come quick­ly and

    shal­low­ly and his heart­beat step up. Dots of per­spi­ra­tion formed on his brow.




    Wrong? The Fol­croft Four?




    And then he took a deep breath, as Re­mo had once shown him would al­le­vi­ate mo­men­tary

    stress, and hepicked up the phone to be­gin the Song rout­ing con­nec­tions that would

    lead even­tu­al­ly to Re­mo.




    There was no point in con­sid­er­ing whether or not the Fol­croft com­put­ers were wrong. If

    they were wrong, then, as Harold Smith saw it, there would be no rea­son for liv­ing. The world

    would be thrust back in­to an abyss of guess­work, hy­pothe­ses, hunch­es, sug­ges­tions,

    half-​truths, loop­holes, dou­ble en­ten­dres, wish­es, hopes, spells, in­can­ta­tions, and

    in­stincts. A world where be­ing on time could mean any­thing with­in the bound­aries of a

    ge­olog­ical age; where peas were not on­ly not pre­sent­ed at 9 o’clock, but scat­tered at

    ran­dom all over the plate, spilling hap­haz­ard­ly in­to the mashed pota­toes and canned

    gravy.




    He shud­dered.




    When Smith was a young boy grow­ing up in Ver­mont, his moth­er had in­tro­duced him, one

    win­ter day, to the fea­si­bil­ity of the im­pos­si­ble. She had tak­en young Harold through

    this quan­tum leap of learn­ing with one sen­tence. What she said was, “It’s not snow­ing

    to­day be­cause it’s too cold to snow.”




    Too cold to snow? Was she kid­ding? What could be cold­er than snow? It was prac­ti­cal­ly

    ice, on­ly fluffy. When it gets cold, it snows. Any cold­er than that, and . . .




    It would be too cold to snow.




    The con­cept had in­trigued the pre­cise young Harold W. Smith be­yond de­scrip­tion.

    Lat­er, he would come to group the thought of un­snow­able cold with oth­er such mys­ti­fy­ing

    para­dox­es as liq­uid oxy­gen and dry ice. How do you breathe a liq­uid? Doesn’t it clog up

    your nose? When you put dry ice in a glass of wa­ter, does it suck it all up like a sponge?




    Even af­ter he un­der­stood the work­ings of these mirac­ulous phe­nom­ena, Smith

    con­tin­ued to re­mem­berthem with ves­ti­gial traces of awe. It was part of the grand

    scheme of things. Some things just were. Dry ice was one of them, and the im­mutable

    cor­rect­ness and ut­ter truth of the Fol­croft com­put­ers was an­oth­er, and that was all

    there was to it.




    No, the com­put­ers weren’t wrong. There was a fifty-​three per­cent chance that Foxx was

    Vaux and was con­se­quent­ly nine­ty-​four years old and per­haps in­volved with a drug named

    pro­caine to such an ex­tent that he was will­ing to mur­der an un­known wom­an for the

    mi­nus­cule amount in her body; and that some­how this se­ries of pos­si­bil­ities would lead

    to the com­bat-​type killings of two mil­itary lead­ers, spaced one day apart.




    The phone at the Shangri-​la ad­dress kept ring­ing.




    There was a fifty-​three per­cent chance that Re­mo was in the mid­dle of some­thing even

    the Fol­croft com­put­ers would have called strange.


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    “You’re how old?” Re­mo gasped, switch­ing on the lamp with its pink light bulb.




    It had been great sex. Per­fect sex. Hot, in­ven­tive, pas­sion­ate, ten­der,

    first-​time-​in-​a-​car sex. On­ly this was in a bed, and the spec­tac­ular blonde be­side him

    had just shat­tered the wom­en’s record for du­ra­tion and fre­quen­cy. She was not on­ly fast,

    she was su­per­son­ic. And good, re­al­ly good. There hadn’t been any ro­mance to sweet­en the

    pie, as it were, ei­ther. No mean­ing­ful talks, no out­pour­ing of pri­vate dreams. Just plain

    old jump-​on-​the-​bones sex, and it had been the best he’d known since Roseanne Ziewiec­ki let

    him have it in the base­ball field be­hind the or­phan­age when he was four­teen.




    Roseanne knew what she was do­ing, but the pale blonde with the kit­ten face and the

    ocean-​blue eyes had to be the most ex­pe­ri­enced sex­ual part­ner ev­er placed on the

    plan­et. And now Re­mo knew why.




    “I’m sev­en­ty,” she purred, stroking his thigh. “And a half.”




    “Sev­en­ty?” He had al­ready with­ered be­yond re­demp­tion. That had hap­pened the first

    time she told




    76




    him her age. Now, with the sec­ond blast of the same bad news, his stom­ach churned as he

    was swept by a wave of oedi­pal guilt trimmed around the edges with a bor­der of pure

    ab­sur­di­ty. “Sev­en­ty?”




    “There’s no need for pre­tense here,” she cooed. She cra­dled Re­mo’s hand ex­pert­ly in her

    own. At sev­en­ty, Re­mo thought, she’d had her share of hand hold­ing. “We’re all young here.

    That’s what we pay for.” She laughed soft­ly. “Go on, ad­mit it. You’re up there, too, aren’t

    you?”




    “No, no part of me is up there,” Re­mo said truth-. ful­ly. “Down. Very down.”




    She stood up in a huff, her per­fect flanks glis­ten­ing with­out a hint of a stretch mark

    in the moon­lit bed­room. Re­mo tried to piece to­geth­er the events that had brought him here

    to this bed, where a sev­en­ty-​year-​old wom­an was un­du­lat­ing be­fore him with the healthy

    aban­don of a young colt.




    He and Chi­un had ar­rived at Shangri-​la less than an hour be­fore. Get­ting in­to the

    place had pre­sent­ed no prob­lem af­ter he ditched the car he’d rent­ed at the En-​wood train

    de­pot. No cars were per­mit­ted on the grounds. “They de­tract from the time­less am­bi­ence

    of Shangri-​la,” the guide had said haugh­ti­ly.




    The guide-​a chauf­feur, as it turned out-​drove the guests through the snow-​cov­ered

    hills, along nar­row roads, and in­to a huge land­scaped clear­ing in the mid­dle of nowhere,

    sur­round­ed by a high wrought-​iron fence with an even high­er elec­tron­ical­ly con­trolled

    gate.




    “Wel­come to Shangri-​la,” the guide said in the midst of the vast snow-​capped green­ery

    where the road stopped.




    Chi­un spec­ulat­ed un­pleas­ant­ly that Shangri-​la was an ex­pen­sive ver­sion of KOA

    Kamp­grounds, with thelot of them get­ting their mas­sages and car­rot cock­tails, while

    build­ing igloos for the night. But as they walked, the place, the Shangri-​la, mec­ca of

    dreams, giv­er of youth, re­fu­el­ing sta­tion for Bob­by Jay’s BPs en route to the rig­ors of

    life on the Mediter­ranean, ap­peared.




    It was a mon­strous place, a man­sion of Vic­to­ri­an di­men­sions, but with the req­ui­site

    Hol­ly­wood touch­es of an Olympic-​sized swim­ming pool and ki­ieg lights call­ing to the

    il­lus­tri­ous guests like bea­cons in the dark. Still, de­spite the el­egant trap­pings, there

    was some­thing sin­is­ter about Shangri-​la. A word out of old vam­pire nov­els kept spring­ing

    in­to Re­mo’s mind. Un­whole­some. The place had an un­whole­some air about it. Re­mo could

    al­most smell it. Chi­un said he did smell it.




    “Or maybe it is just the smell of so many whites,” he said.




    The guests them­selves were no longer any sur­prise to Re­mo. Many were fa­mous names, which

    Re­mo could dim­ly pick out from among his ear­ly mem­ories. All were ro­bust, at­trac­tive,

    stylish, rich, and young. Sen­ator Span­gler and his wife stood by the fire­place in­side the

    sprawl­ing par­lor of the house, chat­ting with a group of hand­some young peo­ple dressed in

    their ex­pen­sive best. Bob­by Jay was stand­ing by the grand pi­ano in the cor­ner snap­ping

    his fin­gers and singing an off-​key ver­sion of “I Love the Boy I’m Near.”




    With a brief shake of his head, Re­mo re­fused a mar­ti­ni thrust in­to his field of

    vi­sion. Chi­un re­fused al­so, by shat­ter­ing the glass in midair so quick­ly that the

    wait­er’s brain didn’t reg­is­ter the old man’s dis­con­tent-​he con­tin­ued to ped­dle the

    drink, which was no longer a drink in his fin­gers, but an olive.




    The canapes were as bad. “White man’s food,”




    Chi­un sneered. “A chick­en’s liv­er sur­round­ed by pig fat and set atop a lump of green

    cheese on a crack­er. No won­der you are all sloth­ful and mind­less. Look at what you

    eat.”




    “This is just a snack,” Re­mo ex­plained. “Din­ner hasn’t been served yet.”




    “I see. One eats be­fore eat­ing so as to be pre­pared for eat­ing. The labyrinthine

    pro­cess­es of the white mind.”




    “We’ll skip the canapes,” Re­mo told the wait­er.




    And then there was the blonde. One minute she was slink­ing through the crowd in her

    red-​se­quined spray-​on gown, de­mure­ly eye­balling Re­mo, and the next minute they were

    up­stairs in bed to­geth­er, with the blonde purring and stroking and do­ing the

    knock-​your-​socks-​off thing that she did. And Re­mo for­got all about the 52 id­iot steps to

    a wom­an’s ec­sta­sy, since this one was ec­stat­ic enough for an army, dur­ing the first bout

    of hand hold­ing.




    And then she dropped the bomb about be­ing sev­en­ty freak­ing years old.




    “What’d you have to say that for?” Re­mo asked mis­er­ably, sure in his se­cret heart that

    he would nev­er en­joy him­self in bed again.




    “Quit act­ing so naive,” she said. Then she stopped and looked at him with some­thing like

    amuse­ment. “Or is this your first time?”




    “First time for what?”




    “Let me see your arms.”




    “What?” He strug­gled, but she was on him again, and was hold­ing the in­side of his left

    arm up to the pink bed­side lamp. “Not a mark,” she said, ap­par­ent­ly amazed. “Why, you’re a

    vir­gin.”




    “To what?”




    “The in­jec­tions,” she said. “Dr. Foxx’s in­jec­tions.”




    She took his hands in hers. “I don’t want to scare you or any­thing, but I hope you know

    what you’re get­ting in­to here.”




    “I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about,” Re­mo said. “I don’t know any­thing that’s go­ing

    on in this screw­ball place.”




    She held out her own arms. “This, for one thing.” Be­neath the pink spill of light, the

    in­side of her arms looked like an­tique wood, tracked with so many holes you could sift flour

    through them.




    “I know, the tracks are ug­ly, I have plas­tic surgery done to cov­er the marks ev­ery five

    years. But that’s the least of it.” Her voice was soft and far­away.




    “Je­sus,” Re­mo said, aghast. “How long have you been shoot­ing up that hap­py juice?”




    “A long time,” she said, look­ing lev­el­ly at Re­mo. “An aw­ful­ly long time. I told you,

    I’m sev­en­ty years old. I’ve had the in­jec­tions for most of those sev­en­ty years.”




    “Oh, knock it off,” Re­mo said. “What­ev­er those marks mean, they don’t mean you’re an old

    la­dy.”




    “But I am. We’re all old here.”




    “Look. Bob­by Jay might look younger than fifty-​five. Mrs. Span­gler could pass for less

    than the fifty-​eight her daugh­ter claims. But if you’re sev­en­ty, I’m Methuse­lah. Now, why

    are you hand­ing me a line like that?”




    “it’s no line,” she said. “What’s your name?”




    “Re­mo.”




    “I’m Posie Pon­selle.” Re­mo start­ed. “You’ve heard of me?”




    “I’ve heard the name,” Re­mo said. “Some movie star in the thir­ties or some­thing.”




    “They com­pared me with Gar­bo,” she said wist­ful­ly. “The Love God­dess.”




    Re­mo looked at her askance. “La­dy, if you expect me to be­lieve that you’re Posie

    Pon­seile-“




    “You don’t have to be­lieve any­thing. I just want you to know what you’re walk­ing in­to if

    you take that first in­jec­tion to­mor­row.”




    “Okay,” he sighed. She, not Re­mo, had bro­ken the spell. But it was just as well, he

    thought. It was time to get back to busi­ness. “When did you meet Foxx?”




    “Forty years ago,” Posie said with­out a blink.




    “Come on.”




    “You asked.”




    “All right,” Re­mo waf­fled, if he had to lis­ten to an­oth­er crock from an­oth­er nut­case

    be­fore he could get a scrap of in­for­ma­tion, well, that was how it went in this

    as­sign­ment. There wasn’t a sane per­son in the place. “Go ahead.”




    “It was in Gene­va. You see, just be­fore the war broke out, my movies weren’t do­ing too

    well. I was get­ting too old, they said. I was twen­ty-​eight.” She took a cigarette from her

    bead­ed bag and lit it. “So I went to Switzer­land for a se­ries of age-​re­tar­dant

    treat­ments at a new clin­ic I’d heard about. Foxx was there.”




    “The same Foxx?”




    She nod­ded. “He nev­er ages. And his pa­tients don’t ei­ther, as long as they keep up the

    treat­ments. But if they can’t. . .” Her voice trailed off to a mum­ble.




    “If they can’t, what?”




    She ex­haled and ground out the fresh cigarette with trem­bling fin­gers. “Nev­er mind. But

    you have to keep them up. You have to get the in­jec­tions ev­ery day. That’s what I want you

    to un­der­stand be­fore you ac­cept the first treat­ment.”




    “I thought you folks came here once a month,” Re­mo said.




    “For a new sup­ply. Foxx gives us ex­act­ly thir­ty days’ worth of the for­mu­la. Ev­ery

    thir­ty days we have to show up with cash-​no checks, no cred­it-​or else he stops the

    treat­ments on the spot.”




    Her voice qua­vered. Dizzy dame, Re­mo thought. Most wom­en, he sup­posed, wor­ried about

    their looks. But this one act­ed like get­ting to be thir­ty days old­er was the end of the

    world.




    “Okay,” he said. “But the thing I can’t un­der­stand is why Foxx keeps this place such a

    se­cret. If he re­al­ly does have some kind of mag­ic for­mu­la for keep­ing peo­ple young

    for­ev­er, he could make a for­tune.”




    “He does,” Posie said. “But not from us. The in­come from the thir­ty guests at Shangri-​la

    would bare­ly pay for the up­keep of the place.”




    “What else has he got go­ing?”




    “I don’t know ex­act­ly. Not now, any­way. But some fun­ny things were go­ing on years ago,

    when I worked for him.”




    “When was that?”




    “in the for­ties and fifties. I ran out of mon­ey for the treat­ments af­ter a few years in

    Switzer­land. I tried to get my agent in Hol­ly­wood to find me an­oth­er pic­ture, but no­body

    in the busi­ness want­ed to take a chance on me. Com­mer­cial flights to Eu­rope were

    prac­ti­cal­ly nonex­is­tent dur­ing the war, so I couldn’t get back to talk to them my­self.

    Be­sides, I didn’t have enough cash to take a sup­ply of the for­mu­la with me back to

    Amer­ica. So I stayed.”




    “What kind of job did Foxx of­fer you?”




    “The usu­al,” she said. “At first I was his mis­tress. He was rough, re­al­ly bad. He liked

    to hurt. I hat­ed him, but I need­ed the in­jec­tions. In time, though, he got tired of me. I

    was glad about that. But he’d grown totrust me. By the time he was ready to move his

    op­er­ation




    here to Shangri-​la, I was keep­ing some of his books.”




    “Oh?” Re­mo said, in­ter­est­ed. “What was in them?”




    “Dif­fer­ent things. The in­come from the Gene­va clin­ic, most­ly. That’s where he

    pro­duced the for­mu­la. In those days, he was gone quite a bit, and I’d run the clin­ic for

    him. There weren’t any guests there by then, of course. Foxx want­ed to get back to Amer­ica,

    so he had cut all his pa­tients off. . . .”




    She start­ed to trem­ble. “What’s wrong?” Re­mo asked.




    “Noth­ing. I was just re­mem­ber­ing. . . .” She shrugged it off. “Any­way, some­times he’d

    leave for months at a stretch. Dur­ing those times, while I was at the clin­ic in Switzer­land,

    he’d give me in­struc­tions over the phone. Some­times he want­ed me to pick up these pack­ages

    that were left in weird places- al­leys, old ware­hous­es, places like that. They were al­ways

    wrapped in brown pa­per, those pack­ages.”




    “What was in them?”




    She looked up. “Gold,” she said soft­ly. “That’s what was strange. Mil­lions came in that

    way. Al­ways brown pack­ages dropped some­where with bricks of gold in­side.”




    “Did you know who left them?”




    “How could I? They were just dumped. But that’s not all of it. Some­thing else be­gan

    hap­pen­ing around that time, too. Foxx start­ed call­ing and telling me to ship out huge

    quanties of the for­mu­la to the States.”




    “Here?”




    “No. It was odd. He want­ed me to send them all to South Dako­ta.”




    “South Dako­ta?”




    “Don’t ask me why South Dako­ta. The post of­fice box­es where ! was sup­posed to send them

    were all over the Black Hills re­gion.”




    “Is this still go­ing on?”




    “I don’t know. The clin­ic in Gene­va was sold. He keeps the sup­plies for the guests in the

    base­ment here, but I don’t know where he pro­duces the for­mu­la these days. I don’t work for

    him any more.”




    She spoke as if she were in a daze. “He was go­ing to cut me off when he left Switzer­land.

    He said that if I couldn’t pay for the drug in one way or an­oth­er, I could do with­out

    it.”




    “It might have been the kind­est thing he ev­er did for you,” Re­mo said.




    She smiled rue­ful­ly. “Maybe. In a way, it might have been. I mar­ried a Swiss

    in­dus­tri­al­ist I’d met while Foxx was on one of his long vis­its to Amer­ica.

    For­tu­nate­ly, he was quite wealthy. Be­fore Foxx left Gene­va for good, he sold us a

    quan­ti­ty of the for­mu­la, enough for sev­er­al months. My hus­band want­ed to try it, so I

    be­gan giv­ing him the in­jec­tions, too.”




    “Just two hap­py lit­tle ad­dicts,” Re­mo said.




    She start­ed to shake again. “I in­tro­duced him to it,” she whis­pered. “He was killed in

    an au­to­mo­bile ac­ci­dent two months lat­er. I saw him af­ter he died. …” A low moan is­sued

    from her throat. She looked as if she were on the verge of scream­ing.




    “Posie? Posie!” He shook her back in­to the present.




    “Re­mo,” she said. “Oh, please don’t take the treatment. I know what it does, even af­ter

    one time. I’ve seen it. Don’t. . .don’t. . . .”




    She was sob­bing. “Hey, take it easy,” Re­mo said, rock­ing her in his arms.




    “Get out of here as soon as you can. Be­fore it’s too !ate for you, too.”




    He kissed her. And sud­den­ly he didn’t care how old she was. There was some­thing about

    Posie Pon­selle that made him feel like the hap­pi­est man who ev­er lived, some­thing

    wom­an­ly and yet al­most un­bear­ably frag­ile, as if at any mo­ment she would dis­in­te­grate

    in his arms.




    They made love again. It was even bet­ter than the last time, be­cause there was more of

    Posie in it-​not just Posie, the beau­ti­ful blonde who knew ev­ery imag­in­able way to please

    a man, but an­oth­er, wise, sad, in­finite­ly ten­der.




    “If you don’t watch out, I’m go­ing to fall in love with you,” Re­mo said.




    Her smile fad­ed. “Don’t do that,” she said. “For your sake, don’t. Just leave.”




    “I can’t. Not un­til I’ve talked to Foxx.”




    “What for?” she said, alarmed. “You’re not a spy for him or any­thing, are you?”




    Re­mo shook his head. “Posie, I can’t tell you what I am just now, but I think Dr. Foxx is

    more dan­ger­ous than you know. I’ve got to see him per­son­al­ly.”




    She looked at him for a long mo­ment. “If I ar­range a meet­ing, will you promise to leave?

    With­out tak­ing the treat­ment?”




    “I won’t take the treat­ment,” Re­mo said.




    “Fair enough.” She put on her dress and kissed him good-​bye.




    She closed the door be­hind her. Re­mo sat in si­lence in the pool of pink light cast by the

    bed­side lamp.




    Her arms! If half of Posie’s strange sto­ry was true he would have to get her out of here.

    Fe­lix Foxx was in­to a lot more than the health re­sort busi­ness.




    He felt a strange vi­bra­tion be­hind the bed. He searched for the source, but saw noth­ing

    ex­cept a loose tele­phone wire that ob­vi­ous­ly had been cut de­lib­er­ate­ly. He held it up.

    The buzz vi­brat­ed through his fin­gers.




    That was fun­ny. There wasn’t any ring­ing in the rest of Shangri-​la, so ev­ery oth­er

    phone in the house must have been dis­con­nect­ed, too. He ma­nip­ulat­ed the wires in­to the

    tele­phone. By the fif­teenth sound­less ring, he made the con­nec­tion.




    “Who is it?” he said in­to the mouth­piece.




    “Smith,” came the lemo­ny voice. “I’m us­ing the phone in my brief­case. If there’s no one

    with you, we should be able to talk pri­vate­ly.”




    “Oh, it’s pri­vate, all right. The tele­phone lines have all been cut. How’d you get the

    num­ber?”




    “The com­put­ers, of course.”




    “Of course,” Re­mo said. He told Smith about the dai­ly in­jec­tions and ev­ery­thing he

    could re­mem­ber about Posie Pon­selle ex­cept for her ster­ling per­for­mance be­tween the

    sheets. “She says that she’s sev­en­ty years old, and that Foxx is even old­er than she

    is.”




    “Oh. Oh. Oh.” Smith sound­ed as if he were about to fall off a tall build­ing.




    “What is it?”




    “Qui­et, please.” The phone crack­led with the whirr and hum of the Fol­croft Four in

    ac­tion. “Good God,” Smith ut­tered, his voice shaky. “Sev­en­ty-​eight per­cent.”




    “Sev­en­ty-​eight per­cent of what?”




    Smith told him about the Foxx/Vaux the­ory and about the scan­dal in­volv­ing pro­caine in

    1938. “There’s a sev­en­ty-​eight per­cent chance that this Dr. Foxx is the same Vaux who was

    work­ing on the pro­caine ex­per­iments fifty years ago. Foxx may have killed a wom­an for the

    pro­caine in her body. An Ir­ma Schwartz, if that’s any help.” “How about Ives? And the Air

    Force guy?” “Their pro­caine lev­els are nor­mal. There’s still no con­nec­tion.”




    “Any word from the mil­itary?” “Noth­ing,” Smith said. “If you’re run­ning af­ter the wrong

    man, then who­ev­er killed them will be run­ning around loose for­ev­er. What have you picked

    up from the oth­er guests-​be­sides this wom­an? Frankly, Re­mo, that sto­ry about the gold

    drop-​offs and the for­mu­la ship­ments to South Dako­ta doesn’t make sense. Those facts don’t

    even com­pute.” “I think she was telling the truth,” Re­mo said. “Un­til it com­putes, her

    in­for­ma­tion is in­con­se­quen­tial,” Smith said crisply. “Who else have you spo­ken

    with?”




    “Well, I’m get­ting to that,” Re­mo said, pulling on his trousers. The wires in his

    makeshift tele­phone cir­cuit were weld­ing to­geth­er. The con­nec­tion was break­ing

    fast.




    “We haven’t any time to waste,” Smith pressed, bare­ly au­di­ble among the crack­les and

    stat­ic on the line.




    “Okay, okay,” Re­mo said. “I’ll be here for an­oth­er twen­ty-​four hours or so, since

    to­mor­row’s the big day around here-​Smit­ty?” He jug­gled the wires in the phone, but no

    sound came. The line was dead.




    Which was just as well, since at that mo­ment the six-​foot, four-​inch frame of a man

    wear­ing what lookedto be a white to­ga came fly­ing past the win­dow out­side.




    “Wa-​wa-​wa,” the man called as he zoomed up­ward to­ward the roof. And past the roof,

    to­ward the stars.




    Re­mo looked to the snow-​cov­ered gar­den be­low, al­ready sure of who would be down

    there.




    A crowd of on­look­ers near the swim­ming pool, sim­ilar­ly at­tired and shiv­er­ing in the

    cold, gasped and shrieked piteous­ly as a sec­ond man, small­er and with gray­ing hair,

    blast­ed off in­to space. In the cen­ter of the throng stood Chi­un, his arms fold­ed

    tri­umphant­ly across his chest, his face serene.




    “Oh, bull­dookey,” Re­mo said. The first man, the gi­ant, turned in an arc over­head and

    be­gan his dive, nose first, like a white-​sheathed war­head. He had stopped wail­ing, his

    fea­tures set rigid­ly in a mask of unadul­ter­at­ed ter­ror, as he sped down­ward along­side

    the house. He was near enough to the walls to touch them, if he felt like skin­ning his palms

    on his way to eter­ni­ty.




    “Hang on!” Re­mo called, throw­ing open the win­dow and hoist­ing him­self up to his

    knees.




    The man’s stone face made a slow turn. “To what?” he moaned.




    “To me.” He stretched out his arms, slow­ly piv­ot­ing so that he was fac­ing up,

    sup­port­ed by the backs of his knees against the win­dow frame. He was di­rect­ly in line with

    the falling body.




    A wom­an be­low screamed and faint­ed. “This is ter­ri­ble,” an­oth­er said.




    “Quite ter­ri­ble,” Chi­un said sym­pa­thet­ical­ly. “Re­mo is al­ways in­ter­fer­ing.”




    “How could you do such a thing?” a mus­cu­lar beach-​blan­ket type yelled to Chi­un.




    “Oh, it was noth­ing,” he said, beam­ing mod­est­ly.




    “Just a small up­ward thrust. It is an el­emen­tary ma­neu­ver. …”




    But no one was lis­ten­ing. Ev­ery­one was watch­ing the thin young man with the thick

    wrists try­ing fruit­less­ly to save two men falling in space, one be­hind the oth­er, as they

    sped to­ward the hard frozen ground.




    “No, no,” said the man in the air who was about to meet his mak­er three sec­onds be­fore

    his as­so­ciate.




    “Stretch out,” Re­mo shout­ed.




    “Ma­ma!. . .”




    “Stretch out!”




    He curled in­to a fe­tal po­si­tion. It was go­ing to make it tougher for Re­mo. Tougher,

    but still no sweat. It was an easy job, al­most em­bar­rass­ing­ly easy. Chi­un would laugh him

    all the way back to Fol­croft if Re­mo couldn’t man­age to catch two falling peo­ple, while

    sup­port­ed by his knees. By his toes, maybe. . . .




    No, not even then. Dur­ing Re­mo’s years of train­ing, Chi­un had hurled boul­ders to­ward

    him off steel levers thir­ty feet long and ex­pect­ed him to stop them with a three-​fin­ger

    bounce, while tread­ing wa­ter-​with­out get­ting wet above the waist. That was dif­fi­cult.

    This was noth­ing.




    But when he caught the two men, snatch­ing at their strange flow­ing gar­ments with a

    ma­nip­ula­tion of his fin­gers that spread the fab­ric out and cra­dled them in­side it like

    stork-​de­liv­ered ba­bies, the crowd be­low went crazy. They act­ed as though he’d just come

    back from Mars with lit­tle red men for all of them to play with. The wom­an who had faint­ed

    ear­li­er looked up to Re­mo with a face ra­di­ant with won­der and shout­ed, “Bless you!” The

    oth­ers gave him three cheers and bab­bled ex­cit­ed­ly about what a hero Re­mo was.




    On­ly Chi­un saw the true in­signif­icance of the ma­neu­ver, and he was look­ing at the

    weep­ing, shriek­ingfaces around him as if he’d been tossed in­to a lu­natic asy­lum.

    Re­mo shrugged as he hauled the flail­ing, wild-​eyed men in­to the house through the

    win­dow.




    “Thank you, thank you,” the gray-​haired man bur­bled, falling to his knees and kiss­ing

    Re­mo’s still bare feet.




    “Hey, watch it,” Re­mo said ir­ri­ta­bly. It was bad enough that he’d had to per­form

    grade-​school tricks in front of a bunch of spec­ta­tors, but hav­ing some nut smear his lips

    all over Re­mo’s toes was push­ing the lim­it.




    The man raised his tear-​stained face. “It’s fate,” he in­toned.




    It was Sey­mour Bur­dich, fi­nal­ly di­vest­ed of his black turtle­neck and ankh and draped

    in the Gre­cian gown that seemed to be the fash­ion at Shangri-​la.




    “You again,” Re­mo said.




    “You’ve giv­en me my life. You’re a true hero. I’ll do any­thing for you. Any­thing?”




    Re­mo thought. “Any­thing?”




    “Any­thing.”




    “Good. Wait till Jum­bo here comes around, and I’ll tell you what you can do for me.”




    Bur­dich scut­tled to­ward the win­dowsill, where the oth­er man Re­mo had saved, the

    enor­mous one, was just com­ing to. “Ma­ma?” the big red-​haired man said weak­ly.




    “Re­mo. Get your act to­geth­er.”




    The stair­way out­side the bed­room was al­ready thun­der­ing with the foot­falls of the

    on­look­ers. They were com­ing up like an army. The big man cleared his throat and thrust his

    hand out at Re­mo.




    “Son,” he said, his voice now boom­ing with con­trol, “A young man like you can go far. I’m

    pres­ident of Amal­ga­mat­ed Steel and Iron, Hous­ton, and I want you to know there’s a

    vice-​pres­iden­cy wait­ing for you.”




    “Can it,” Re­mo said. “Do me a fa­vor?”




    “You name it, pard.”




    “Any­thing,” Bur­dich said. “I will walk to the ends of the earth for you. I will scale

    moun­tains. I will walk on hot coals-“




    “I want you to tell ev­ery­body that you got up there by your­selves.”




    “What?” Bur­dich said, as­ton­ished.




    Amal­ga­mat­ed Steel drawled, “Lis­ten, boy, some old Chi­na­man threw me up there, and I’m

    go­ing to see to it he gets his lit­tle yeller nose caved in.”




    Re­mo tried to rea­son with him. “How’s it go­ing to make you look if you go around telling

    ev­ery­body that a lit­tle old guy weigh­ing a hun­dred pounds just threw you ten sto­ries

    in­to the air?”




    “But gawl­durn it, they saw it with their own eyes.”




    “Ap­pear­ances can be de­ceiv­ing,” Re­mo philosophised.




    “Re-​mo! Re-​mo!” the crowd shout­ed in the hall­way be­hind the door.




    The big man thought. At last he shook his head and said, “Nope. Sor­ry, son. You’re a fine

    boy, but jus­tice must be done. Truth is truth, and jus­tice is jus­tice.”




    Re­mo picked him up by the an­kles and thrust him out the win­dow again. “And ac­ci­dents

    are ac­ci­dents,” he said.




    Amal­ga­mat­ed roared as he dan­gled up­side-​down, his red hair blow­ing in the breeze.

    “Okay! I did it my­self.” Re­mo pulled him back in. “Though I’ll be gawl­durned if any­body’s

    go­ing to be­lieve that,” he added. “How was I sup­posed to have got­ten my­self up there?

    Play­ing hop­scotch?”




    “Tell them it’s an old fami­iy se­cret,” Re­mo said. He turned to Bur­dich, who had

    po­si­tioned him­self back atRe­mo’s feet and was kow­tow­ing in a rapid se­ries. “That

    okay with you?” Re­mo asked.




    “Any­thing. I will swal­low toads. I will pros­trate my­self be­fore the hordes.”




    “Fine. Pros­trate your­self be­fore the horde out­side the door for a while.”




    “Any­thing you say,” Bur­dich said somber­ly.




    “You too,” Re­mo said, mo­tion­ing for the big man to leave. “Tell them the sto­ry.”




    When they had left, Re­mo dashed back to­ward the win­dow. Chi­un was still stand­ing

    be­low, look­ing up scorn­ful­ly. “Wait for me, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said. He slow­ly low­ered

    him­self out of the win­dow, press­ing his hands and feet against the sur­face of the wall.

    Then he was scal­ing down the brick as ef­fort­less­ly as a spi­der, som­er­sault­ing at the

    last mo­ment to a stand­ing po­si­tion on the ground.




    Chi­un’s eyes were burn­ing in­to his. “They called you a hero,” the old man said

    sul­len­ly.




    Re­mo led him to a small re­cessed win­dow along the house’s foun­da­tion. “I want to check

    out the base­ment,” he said.




    “A hero! For a piece of work any chim­panzee could have per­formed.”




    “What can I do about it?” Re­mo said, rais­ing the win­dow and snaking in­side. Chi­un

    fol­lowed. “They didn’t know how easy it was to catch those two guys. There’s no harm

    done.”




    “No harm? No harm? Harm has been done to me. I was the one who sent those louts to the

    heav­ens in two per­fect op­pos­ing spi­rals. Did you not see the pat­tern formed when the

    bod­ies be­gan their de­scent?” He was jump­ing up and down and screech­ing like a mad

    bird.




    “Qui­et down,” Re­mo whis­pered, dis­tract­ed. PosiePon­selle may have been telling

    the truth, whether what she said com­put­ed with Smit­ty or not. If she was, then some

    tan­gi­ble ev­idence of her weird sto­ry might be in the base­ment. “Uh, that was good work,

    Chi­un. Re­al­ly su­per.”




    “Do not con­grat­ulate me with your cheap ac­co­lades. It was not su­per. It was per­fect.

    One of the most ex­cep­tion­al dou­ble-​spi­ral air blows ev­er ex­ecut­ed in all the

    teach­ings of Sinan­ju. But do I, the Mas­ter him­self, re­ceive so much as a ‘well done’ from

    those in­sipid white per­sons?” He point­ed dis­dain­ful­ly to­ward the up­per floors of the

    man­sion. “Is there even one at­tempt to re­ward me with some use­less trin­ket?”




    “Chi­un,” Re­mo whis­pered. Be­neath the rick­ety stair­well were stacked dozens of sealed

    car­tons. Each con­tained thir­ty vials of clear liq­uid. “Here’s the stuff for the

    guests.”




    Chi­un paid no at­ten­tion. “Nat­ural­ly, not one among them sought to praise the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju in his glo­ry.”




    Re­mo felt along the cob­webbed walls of the cel­lar. The foun­da­tion stones had been laid

    more than a hun­dred years be­fore. The mor­tar around them was cracked and mildewed. He tapped

    the stones rhyth­mi­cal­ly, one hand fol­low­ing the oth­er, un­til his hands were fly­ing and

    the walls vi­brat­ed with a low rum­ble. He fol­lowed the stones around three walls. As he

    ap­proached the last wall, near a dank cor­ner, the sound of his tap­ping changed al­most

    im­per­cep­ti­bly. He tried the stone again. Un­mis­tak­able. There was a hol­low place be­hind

    it.




    Drum­ming his fin­gers along the mor­tar sur­round­ing the stone, he ground it in­to fly­ing

    dust. It was newmor­tar, re­cent­ly laid. He re­moved the stone eas­ily, and felt in the

    hol­low be­hind it. A few inch­es from the sur­face was what felt like a tarpaulin cov­er­ing a

    large ge­omet­ric shape.




    Chi­un con­tin­ued to pace around the base­ment, ex­pound­ing on his var­ious

    psy­cho­log­ical in­juries. “No,” he said. “In­stead they look to you. You who have done

    noth­ing more than hang grace­less­ly from a win­dow. . . .”




    “Bin­go,” Re­mo said. Be­neath the tarp was a huge cube of shim­mer­ing gold. He craned to

    see the di­men­sions of the cube in­side the wall. “I won­der how many mil­lions this is

    worth.”




    “Are you lis­ten­ing to me?” Chi­un groused.




    “No.” He lift­ed the stone back in­to place. Up­stairs, he heard the in­sis­tent chant­ing

    com­ing from the hall­way out­side the up­stairs bed­room. “Come on. I’ve seen what I want­ed

    to see. We’ve got to get back up there.”




    “Why?” Chi­un said, scal­ing up the wall af­ter Re­mo. “Have you not re­ceived enough un­due

    praise for one day?”




    “I just want ev­ery­thing to look nor­mal,” he ex­plained. “I still haven’t talked to Foxx

    yet. Un­til I do, I want ev­ery­body to think we’re just a cou­ple of nice guys.”




    “I am nice,” Chi­un said. “I am the nicest, sweet­est, most lov­ing-“




    “You prac­ti­cal­ly killed two men,” Re­mo whis­pered as he vault­ed back in­to the room.

    “Do you know how much at­ten­tion we would have drawn if they’d died?”




    “Ridicu­lous,” Chi­un said. “No one would have no­ticed. They al! look the same, dressed in

    those ob­scene things.”




    “I can’t ar­gue all day. The plain fact is, you as­sault­ed two peo­ple who weren’t do­ing

    any­thing wrong.”




    “Weren’t-” Chi­un stag­gered back, speech­less. “But did you not see the ex­treme of­fense

    they were per­pe­trat­ing up­on my be­ing?”




    “How could I? I was in here.”




    Chi­un’s face was steely. “With that wom­an of the yel­low hair and de­formed chest, no

    doubt.”




    “That’s be­side the point. What’d they do?”




    “They sought to shame me pub­licly,” Chi­un said, his eyes down­cast. “Pub­licly. In the

    mid­dle of a pa­rade.”




    “You can do bet­ter than that,” Re­mo said. “A pa­rade? Out in the snow? Come on,

    Chi­un.”




    “It is true. While you were up here pro­cre­at­ing with the bul­bous white thing, the rest

    of these fools dis­ap­peared and came back wear­ing those night­gowns and hold­ing can­dles and

    chant­ing and march­ing. They marched around the room. Then they formed ranks and marched

    out­side. As it was the first in­ter­est­ing thing these slugs had done all evening, i deigned

    to join them. For their ben­efit I sang to them the song of the March­ing Cypri­ots, who were

    al­so fools in night­gowns.”




    “So?”




    “So then I was as­sault­ed. I. Not they.”




    “For singing?”




    Chi­un sighed. “No, dim one. No one as­saults the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju for his fault­less

    singing. It is as the song of the winged bird-“




    “For what, then?” Re­mo asked, ex­as­per­at­ed.




    “For re­fus­ing to wear one of their night­gowns!” Chi­un shrieked. “Can you un­der­stand

    noth­ing? Those two men dared to halt the pa­rade to de­mandthat I re­move my splen­did

    robe and re­place it with prim­itive white garb. It was shock­ing.”




    “Look, I don’t know why they’re wear­ing those things, ei­ther,” Re­mo said. “But it still

    wasn’t any rea­son to deck them.”




    “I did not deck them,” Chi­un said with dig­ni­ty. “I ex­er­cised the dou­ble-​spi­ral air

    blow. Bare­ly a touch. Oh, it was so beau­ti­ful. …”




    “Well, it didn’t hap­pen, okay?” Re­mo said, lis­ten­ing to the ris­ing chant of the crowd

    call­ing for him out­side the door. “Those two guys you al­most killed are will­ing to say you

    nev­er touched them.”




    Chi­un smiled. “That is kind, Re­mo. But even the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju can­not ex­ecute a

    spi­ral air blow with­out any touch­ing what­so­ev­er. Oh, it was slight, just the mer­est

    flick, but nev­er­the­less-“




    “I mean they’re go­ing to say they got up there by them­selves.”




    Chi­un’s eyes flashed open in­to saucers. “What?”




    “And then no­body’ll try to throw us out. We’ve got to stay here long enough for me to put

    the screws to that Dr. Foxx.”




    “Them­selves? Those two flab­by hoglets? Sure­ly you’re jok­ing.”




    “It’s the on­ly way, Chi­un.”




    Chi­un glared at him. “Et tu, Re­mo,” he said. “To think how I have trust­ed you, nour­ished

    you with my sweat and my work, on­ly to be stabbed in the back by so un­grate­ful a pupil as to

    sul­ly the glo­ri­ous House of Sinan­ju it­self.”




    “Trust me,” Re­mo said, walk­ing to­ward the door.




    “Trust?” Chi­un said with a weak puff of a laugh. “He speaks to me of trust. He who has

    thrust the dag­ger in­to my breast.”




    “Hi, gang,” Re­mo said to the throng out­side.




    Waves and cheers went up as Bur­dich and the Tex­an ward­ed off the search­ing hands.




    “Re-​mo! Re-​mo!”




    “Oh, my heart,” Chi­un groaned.




    “Speech! Speech!”




    “No, re­al­ly,” Re­mo said, smil­ing shy­ly. “It was no big deal. These fel­lows just got

    them­selves in­to a lit­tle trou­ble, right?” He el­bowed Bur­dich in the ribs.




    “Right.”




    “He has even pre­pared his ac­com­plices,” wailed Chi­un from the in­te­ri­or of the

    bed­room.




    “Hey, who’s in there?” some­one asked.




    “No­body,” Re­mo said quick­ly.




    “No­body!” wailed Chi­un.




    “I’ve got an idea,” Re­mo said. “Let’s all go down­stairs.”




    “Mar­velous,” called out the purring voice of Posie Pon­seile. She snaked for­ward and

    touched the Tex­an’s hand, which was block­ing the path to Re­mo. “Down, boy,” she said,

    clasp­ing Re­mo’s hand. “Dr. Foxx is wait­ing to meet our hero.” She winked at him and

    whis­pered, “As promised,”




    “Thanks, Posie.”




    “Our hero,” a wom­an near­by gushed.




    A sound like a pro­tract­ed case of Cheyne-​Stokes breath­ing em­anat­ed from the room

    be­hind Re­mo.




    Foxx sat in his study, wear­ing a silk Sul­ka dress­ing gown and hold­ing a spoon of

    co­caine up to his nose. He greet­ed Re­mo with a pow­er­ful snort. “The man of the hour,” he

    said, of­fer­ing the spoon to Re­mo.




    “No thanks. It gives me zits.”




    Foxx smiled. It was the same af­fa­ble, smooth smile that had charmed the hearts of

    mil­lions. “We’re allgrate­ful to you,” he said. “Those two fel­lows would nev­er have

    made it with­out you.”




    “Piece of cake,” Re­mo said un­easi­ly. He didn’t want Foxx to have much idea of what he

    could do. It was al­ways bet­ter to be un­der­es­ti­mat­ed. “Lucky ac­ci­dent.”




    “Mm­mmm.” He snort­ed an­oth­er nose­ful. “Are you here for the treat­ments, Mr. . .”




    “Re­mo. Just call me Re­mo. Yes, sir, Doc. Just one of the boys.”




    “I must say, you seem like rather an un­like­ly can­di­date for our clin­ic,” Foxx said.

    “Most of our guests are afraid of im­pend­ing mid­dle-​age. You ap­pear to be en­joy­ing the

    pink of youth.”




    Re­mo didn’t like Foxx. There was some­thing oozy about him. And the smell. . . . There was

    a smell at Shangri-​la, ft was stronger around Foxx than any­where else.




    “No time like the present, I al­ways say.”




    “But you haven’t reg­is­tered.”




    “I’m a late ar­rival, I guess.”




    Foxx cleared his throat. “One of our guests, Bob­by Jay, rec­og­nized you in your hero­ic

    stand out­side the win­dow. He claims you vis­it­ed him ear­li­er to­day at his

    apart­ment.”




    “Well, yes. . . .”




    “And that you were in­ter­est­ed in mil­itary mat­ters.”




    “Not re­al­ly,” Re­mo stam­mered. He was be­ing found out aw­ful­ly fast. He had want­ed to

    ap­proach Foxx slow­ly, to watch his move­ments, to fol­low him un­til the doc­tor led him to

    some­thing of im­por­tance.




    But that was gone now. Foxx knew some­thing was up. “I guess I was mis­tak­en,” he said.




    “I want to in­form you here and now that nei­ther thisclin­ic nor my­self have any

    con­nec­tion to the mil­itary. Fur­ther­more, out­siders are for­bid­den at Shangri-​la.” He

    scru­ti­nized Re­mo with dis­taste. “What is your line of work, any­way?”




    “Just odd jobs,” Re­mo said. “You know, strong back, weak mind. I just heard things about

    this place, and I want­ed to check it out.”




    Keep it low, Re­mo told him­self. When the prop­er mo­ment came, he would force Foxx in­to a

    po­si­tion to move fast. But don’t scare him now. Keep it nice and easy.




    “And what have you dis­cov­ered in your check­ing?” Foxx asked con­de­scend­ing­ly.




    “Oh, noth­ing much,” Re­mo said. “Just the phones. Did you know all the lines were cut?”




    “Re­al­ly,” Foxx said dri­ly.




    “Yeah. Think I could take a look at them? I’m pret­ty good with things like that. Maybe I

    could get them to work again.”




    “That won’t be nec­es­sary,” Foxx said. “They were cut on pur­pose.”




    “Why?” Re­mo asked in­no­cent­ly.




    “Be­cause we don’t like strangers here.” Foxx’s tone be­came men­ac­ing. “They be­come

    tempt­ed to com­mu­ni­cate with those on the out­side.”




    “Why’d you let me stay this long, then?”




    “You were-​shall we say, de­tained by one of our guests,” Foxx said. “Rest as­sured, Miss

    Pon­selle has heard about her be­hav­ior. And will hear even more.”




    Re­mo smiled. “But now the oth­er guests don’t want you to kick me out, ei­ther,” he

    said.




    Foxx sniffed haugh­ti­ly. “Since you were so help­ful to our two trou­bled guests, you and

    your aged friend will be grant­ed spe­cial dis­pen­sa­tion to re­main for the Ex­it of Age

    cer­emo­ny tonight. How­ev­er-“




    “The Ex­it of Age?”




    Foxx made a dep­re­cat­ing ges­ture. “A small rit­ual we per­form on the eve of the

    dis­pen­sa­tion of month­ly treat­ments. The guests like it. You may re­main for the Ex­it of

    Age, but I’m afraid you must leave be­fore to­mor­row morn­ing. This is an ex­pen­sive clin­ic,

    af­ter all. It re­al­ly wouldn’t be fair to al­low you to re­main along­side pay­ing guests.

    You un­der­stand.” He was so fa­ther­ly, so firm yet gen­tle, so prac­ticed in his man­ner.




    So pho­ny, Re­mo thought. But keep it low. !f he want­ed them out by to­mor­row, the mo­ment

    when he would take ac­tion was com­ing up soon. All it would take, then, would be a lit­tle

    push from Re­mo, and Foxx would go run­ning like a scared rab­bit. With Re­mo right be­hind

    him.




    “Of course, I un­der­stand,” Re­mo said in his best or­phan-​boy voice. “And I ap­pre­ci­ate

    your let­ting my friend and me stay for the Ex­it of Age. We sure wouldn’t want to miss that.

    No, sir.” Just a lit­tle push.




    “That will be all.” Foxx said, dis­miss­ing Re­mo with a wave of his co­caine spoon.




    Now, Re­mo thought. Push now. “Oh, by the way, Doc.”




    “Yes,” Foxx said ir­ri­ta­bly.




    “A girl I know is just crazy about you. She went out with you once.”




    “Re­al­ly,” the doc­tor said, un­in­ter­est­ed.




    “Yeah. She told me to tell you hel­lo.”




    Foxx smiled tight­ly and nod­ded.




    “She said she didn’t even think you’d re­mem­ber her, but I said you looked like a great guy

    on tele­vi­sion. I told her, ‘Ir­ma,’ I said, ‘I just know he’ll re­mem­ber you. He looks like

    a great guy.’ That’s what i said.”




    Foxx stiff­ened no­tice­ably.




    “Ir­ma was sick for a while, but she’s all bet­ter now. I knew you’d want to hear that.

    Ir­ma Schwartz. Re­mem­ber her?”




    “That’s im­poss-” Fox be­gan, ris­ing from his seat. He swal­lowed once, and the flick­er of

    dis­com­fort was gone from his face. “That’s too bad,” he said smooth­ly. “Do give Ir­ma my

    re­gards.”




    “I knew you’d re­mem­ber,” Re­mo said, smil­ing. It was time to twist the screws. “I hear

    you re­mem­ber lots of things. Like what hap­pened here in this house back in 1938.”




    Foxx blanched.




    “Some kind of drug ex­per­iments, weren’t they, Doc­tor. . . Vaux?”




    “I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about,” Foxx said quick­ly. “You must have me con­fused

    with some­one else.”




    “Oh, I don’t think so, Dr. Vaux. Be­cause those ex­per­iments were with pro­caine, weren’t

    they? And that’s what you’re shoot­ing up these rich id­iots with, isn’t it? How many guests

    are here, any­way? Thir­ty, some­thing like that?”




    “I-I don’t re­call. . . .”




    “Thir­ty peo­ple, at one pop a day apiece. That isn’t that much pro­caine. So, no mat­ter

    how much you charge them for it, it doesn’t amount to that much mon­ey. And yet you’ve got

    about a mil­lion dol­lars in gold stashed away in your base­ment. Un­less the pub­lish­ers of

    your books are pay­ing in gold bul­lion these days, I just don’t see how you’ve come to

    ac­quire that.”




    “You’re go­ing to have to leave,” Foxx said, his hands trem­bling vis­ibly.




    “So I say to my­self, ‘Re­mo, maybe some­thing’s go­ing on here.’ But it’s just a

    thought.”




    He turned to go. At the door, he touched his fin­gers to his fore­head in salute to the

    white-​faced, strick­en-​look­ing man who was grip­ping the arms of his chair as if he were

    rid­ing a roller coast­er gone hay­wire.




    The push had worked. “Thanks for your hos­pi­tal­ity, Doc­tor. Maybe we’ll see each oth­er

    again.”




    The doc­tor didn’t an­swer. Long af­ter the door closed with a soft click be­hind Re­mo he

    re­mained glued to his chair, his knuck­les white on the arm­rests.


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    Re­mo had been talk­ing to him­self for the past ten min­utes. Chi­un was in the room with

    him, the same bed­room where Re­mo and Posie had dis­cov­ered one an­oth­er, but the old man

    was on a dif­fer­ent plane. He sat on the floor in full lo­tus, his mid­dle fin­gers and thumbs

    pressed to­geth­er as he chant­ed Ko­re­an mantras in a low buzz. The on­ly re­sponse Re­mo

    could get out of him were vari­ations in the buzz. In­tense buzzes sig­naled dis­agree­ments

    with Re­mo’s seem­ing­ly soli­tary ar­gu­ments. Chi­un, Re­mo knew, was not about to dig­ni­fy

    Re­mo’s pres­ence with words. Be­ing a hero had rel­egat­ed him to the dungheap of Chi­un’s

    emo­tion­al back­yard in the first place. And, judg­ing from the fren­zy of the buzzes, Chi­un

    wasn’t that crazy about his new propo­si­tion, ei­ther.




    “It’s an as­sign­ment, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he plead­ed, hold­ing out the white to­ga to­ward

    the old man, who con­tin­ued to buzz serene­ly. “!t doesn’t mean any­thing. We’ll wear them on

    top of our clothes.”




    There was a quick snort to as­sert Chi­un’s views on the idea, fol­lowed by the same low

    Ko­re­an buzz. The old man’s eyes were closed.




    “The cer­emo­ny’s go­ing to start any minute, andFoxx is primed. He knows we’re on to

    him, and he’s scared. If he’s go­ing to do some­thing stupid, now’s the time he’ll do it.”




    Chi­un rolled his eyes and con­tin­ued to buzz.




    “He’ll send a mes­sage to some­body or move some­thing, or talk to some­body in the place. I

    tell you, he’s go­ing to show his col­ors.”




    Chi­un’s face squeezed to­geth­er in fury as the buzz pitched in­to a shriek and broke off.

    “As you showed your col­ors?” he burst out, un­able to con­tain him­self any longer. “As you

    duped those lu­natics in­to be­liev­ing you were a hero for ex­ecut­ing a sec­ond-​year

    ex­er­cise, while the feats of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju were at­tribut­ed to a cou­ple of

    cretins wear­ing bath tow­els?”




    “They’re not tow­els,” Re­mo ex­plained, hold­ing out the gar­ments in his hands. “They’re

    to­gas. The Ro­man sen­ators used to wear them.”




    “And peo­ple vot­ed for them? Were they nud­ists?”




    “Ev­ery­body wore them.”




    “Who?” Chi­un de­mand­ed. “No self-​re­spect­ing per­son would don such a

    de­gen­er­ate-​look­ing thing.”




    “Lots of peo­ple did. Aris­to­tle wore one.”




    “Nev­er heard of him,” Chi­un sniffed. “A char­la­tan.”




    “He was one of the most fa­mous philoso­phers of all time.”




    “Did he speak of the beau­ty of the shores of Sinan­ju?”




    “Well, not ex­act­ly. …”




    “Then he is a char­la­tan. Ev­ery­one knows all true philoso­phers are Ko­re­an.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo sighed. He searched his mind for an­oth­er to­ga wear­er. “I’ve got it. Julius

    Cae­sar wore one. He was a great em­per­or.”




    Chi­un pout­ed. “Who cares what white men wear?”




    “Just put it on. We can’t get in­to the cer­emo­ny with­out them.”




    Re­luc­tant­ly, Chi­un took it from Re­mo’s out­stretched hands. “I will wear this shame­ful

    gar­ment on one con­di­tion,” he said.




    “Yeah?” Re­mo asked hope­ful­ly. “What is it?”




    “That you tell these fools gath­ered here that it was! who per­formed the dou­ble-​spi­ral

    air blow that sent the two de­gen­er­ate ones in­to the heav­ens.”




    “I can’t do that. They’ll turn against us. Right now they like us, so even Foxx can’t throw

    us out. We’ve got to stick around to see what he’s do­ing.”




    While Re­mo spoke, Chi­un was swing­ing his head back and forth, his eyes closed, his jaw

    clamped shut with fi­nal­ity.




    “Aw, come on, Chi­un. It’ll make things so much hard­er. And I want to be down there now,

    be­fore Foxx makes his move.”




    “That is my con­di­tion.”




    “Any­thing else. Ask for any­thing else, and I’ll do it. We can spend our next va­ca­tion in

    Sinan­ju, if you want it.”




    “We are spend­ing our next va­ca­tion in Sinan­ju in any case,” he said. “It is my turn to

    choose the year­ly va­ca­tion, and I have al­ready made my choice clear to Em­per­or

    Smith.”




    “Then how about a new Be­ta­max?” Re­mo sug­gest­ed. “I’ll get you the whole set­up, with a

    four-​foot-​wide screen and ev­ery­thing.”




    “I am con­tent with such hum­ble view­box­es as I al­ready have,” Chi­un pro­nounced.




    Re­mo gave up. “Isn’t there any­thing you want bad­ly enough to wear that to­ga for?” he

    asked in des­per­ation.




    Chi­un was silent. Then a gleam came to the old al­mond-​shaped eyes, and he spoke.

    “Per­haps there is one thing. One small thing.”




    “Here it comes. Okay, shoot.”




    “Bring me a pic­ture of Chee­ta Ching in cer­emo­ni­al Ko­re­an robes. For this, will I cast

    aside my self-​re­spect to ap­pear pub­licly in a bath­tow­el. It will prove to her the ex­tent

    of my ad­mi­ra­tion of her beau­ty.”




    Re­mo’s mouth tast­ed sour at the thought of con­fronting the Ho Chi Minh of the air­waves.

    Still, it beat re­veal­ing to the pa­trons of Shangri-​la that Chi­un had near­ly mur­dered two

    of their num­ber over a pass­ing thought. “You got it,” he said.




    “O won­drous day,” Chi­un cheeped hap­pi­ly as he wrapped the white to­ga around his yel­low

    bro­cade robe. “Re­mem­ber, you promised.”




    Re­mo grunt­ed.




    The ban­quet hall at Shangri-​la was a sea of white to­gas and sparkling mar­ti­ni glass­es.

    The chauf­feur who had driv­en the guests from the train sta­tion at En­wood milled around the

    crowd, look­ing un­com­fort­able in his to­ga, pass­ing out grotesque two-​foot-​tall Aztec

    masks.




    “What’s this for?” Re­mo asked as the chauf­feur hand­ed him a huge green and white

    mask.




    “The pageant,” the chauf­feur said dourly as he passed on to the next guest.




    “A play,” Chi­un ex­plained. “It is like tele­vi­sion.” He placed his mask over his face

    with great cer­emo­ny. “O love­ly one,” he in­toned, “when I be­hold your gra­cious ways. .

    .”




    “Shhh,” some­one in­ter­ject­ed as the lights dimmed and the fig­ure of Fe­lix Foxx,

    un­masked, stepped up to a dais on the far side of the room.




    “Ladies and gen­tle­men,” he be­gan.




    Chi­un clapped wild­ly. “It is good to en­cour­age ac­tors,” he said.




    “We are gath­ered here tonight to par­take of the mir­acle of Shangri-​la. The strip­ping

    away of the years, the de­fi­ance of time, the tri­umph of youth and beau­ty are the province

    of the es­teemed few who hear me now.”




    “Hear, hear,” Chi­un yelled.




    Foxx looked in­to the dark­ened crowd, then con­tin­ued: “As Co­leridge wrote of the

    dream­er in his im­mor­tal po­em Kubla Khan: ‘Weave a cir­cle ’round him thrice, and touch his

    eyes with holy dread, for he on hon­ey­dew has fed, and drunk the milk of Par­adise.’ In

    Shangri-​la, we are all such dream­ers, weav­ing our own mag­ic cir­cle, priv­ileged to

    par­take of the milk of Par­adise our­selves. . . .”




    “With a nee­dle full of drugs from the body of a dead girl,” Re­mo said to Chi­un.




    “Si­lence, un­en­light­ened one,” Chi­un snapped. “He is a fine ac­tor. Per­haps on the

    lev­el with Bad Rex in ‘As the Plan­et Re­volves.’ Not as good as Chee­ta Ching.”




    “And so it is in this spir­it of mag­ic that we be­gin the Ex­it of Age. Will the play­ers

    come for­ward?”




    Foxx stepped off the dais. At the same mo­ment, Chi­un rushed for­ward, el­bow­ing those in

    his way to­ward the far cor­ners of the room as he stepped up on the plat­form.




    “We will be­gin with an ode writ­ten by my­self. It de­scribes the sor­row of the Ko­re­an

    vir­gin Hsu T’ching af­ter the pass­ing of the war­rior, Lo Pang, in the province of Kat­suan

    dur­ing the reign of Ko Kang, re­gent of Wa Sing,” Chi­un said.




    A low moan of dis­may went up from the crowd as the play­ers in the pageant tried to mount

    the dais andwere pushed off by Chi­un, who swat­ted them away like flies as he

    re­cit­ed*. Two men man­aged to mount the plat­form, and took Chi­un by ei­ther arm. With a

    slight jerk Chi­un sent them sprawl­ing against the walls.




    While ev­ery­one’s eyes were on the crazy old Ori­en­tal on the stage, Re­mo was watch­ing

    Fe­lix Foxx on the right side of the room, near the arch­way in­to the small kitchen that

    served the guests in the ball­room. Ig­nor­ing the spec­ta­cle Chi­un was cre­at­ing on the

    dais, Foxx whis­pered some­thing to the chauf­feur. The chauf­feur nod­ded. Re­mo didn’t like

    the look on the chauf­feur’s face as he hand­ed Foxx a huge red and black mask. He liked it

    even less when Foxx slipped out of the room.




    Re­mo fol­lowed, push­ing past the guests crowd­ed in­to the dim am­ber-​col­ored room, but

    by the time he reached the arch­way, Foxx had re­turned, a mar­ti­ni in his hand, his face

    cov­ered by the mask. He rec­og­nized Re­mo with a cold nod and a brief up­lift­ing of his

    glass. As Foxx wan­dered around the room, Re­mo’s eyes nev­er left him.




    “And, lo, the wind, wild as the fury of the war­rior’s spear. . .”




    “Couldn’t we please get on with the pageant?” some­one sug­gest­ed.




    Chi­un sniffed con­temp­tu­ous­ly. “Lo, the wicked wind . . .”




    Foxx was be­hind Re­mo. With his pe­riph­er­al vi­sion, Re­mo could trace the move­ments of

    the sway­ing white to­ga as it inched slow­ly around to the rear of the room un­til Foxx was

    di­rect­ly be­hind him. Re­mo con­cen­trat­ed on his own feet, which would pick up the

    vi­bra­tions of foot­falls through the floor. The ones he sensed were near­ly bal­anced, but

    not quite. Therewas ap­pre­hen­sion in them, an al­most im­per­cep­ti­ble halt­ing­ness.

    And he was car­ry­ing some­thing. Noth­ing as heavy as a gun, but some­thing, held in front of

    him so that his weight pitched slight­ly for­ward.




    “Thus rode Lo Pang in­to Kat­suan, wield­ing the horns of the an­te­lope . . .” Chi­un

    spoke.




    And then the room was bathed in to­tal dark­ness.




    There was a stam­pede. There was pan­ic and ter­ror. But even be­fore the first scream,

    Re­mo felt the man be­hind him pitch for­ward with the weapon in his hands, and Re­mo knew what

    it was while it still swooped over­headWire.




    It looped and sang down­ward, slic­ing through the air in front of Re­mo’s face. He

    fol­lowed the mo­men­tum of the wire with his palms, jut­ting them for­ward and down to throw

    his as­sailant off bal­ance. Re­mo kicked back­ward and con­nect­ed with bone in a sick­en­ing,

    muffied crack, then used the lever­age of his own po­si­tion to toss the man over­head. To the

    ac­com­pa­ni­ment of fren­zied shrieks, the man land­ed with a thud, halfway across the

    room.




    A hand­ful of peo­ple had pulled out cigarette lighters to il­lu­mi­nate the sud­den­ly

    dark­ened room in dim, un­con­nect­ed patch­es of light. Re­mo took one of the lighters and

    brought it close to the un­mov­ing fig­ure on the floor, his black and red mask at a crazy

    an­gle to his body.




    Don’t let him be dead, Re­mo thought in a rush of pan­ic. If he’d killed Foxx, all his

    se­crets would go with him. / should have been more care­ful. I knew he was com­ing. I should

    have pulled back. . . . He stripped off the mask. Be­neath it, eyes open and glazed, a thin

    trick­le of blood es­cap­ing from his mouth, was the life­less face of Foxx’s chauf­feur.




    “Chi­un!” Re­mo called. But Chi­un was al­ready be­side him, his face pressed against the

    out­side wall.




    “He is gone,” the old man said. “The gates out­side have closed.”




    “Gone?” some­one screamed. “Foxx?”




    Sud­den­ly Re­mo was sur­round­ed by peo­ple act­ing as if they were in a burn­ing

    air­plane. “What about the in­jec­tions?” a man asked. “We’ll miss the in­jec­tions.”




    “Guess you’ll just have to wait,” Re­mo said ir­ri­ta­bly, try­ing to pull him­self away

    from the grasp­ing hands and loud wails of the guests.




    “We can’t wait,” a wom­an sobbed. “We’ll die. You don’t un­der­stand. It has to be

    to­mor­row.” She was clutch­ing Re­mo like a drown­ing per­son. “It’ll be too late. We’re dead.

    We’re all dead.”




    “Aren’t you all be­ing a lit­tle dra­mat­ic?” Re­mo said, forc­ing his way to­ward the open

    door. Out­side, Chi­un was al­ready mak­ing his way through the five-​foot-​high snow­drifts.

    “Please. I’ve got to go.”




    “No, don’t go,” she screamed. “You helped us be­fore. You’ve got to help us now. Help us!

    You have to. You owe it to us!”




    She strug­gled and squealed as a pair of hands pried her loose from Re­mo. In the dark­ness,

    Re­mo had to squint to see who his res­cuer was.




    It was Posie. She was smil­ing, a strange, sad smile. “Don’t wor­ry about us,” she said.




    “Do you know where he’s go­ing?” Re­mo asked.




    She shook her head. “Wher­ev­er it is, he wants to be alone,” she said with a sexy Mae West

    irony. “He’s cut all the pow­er lines and locked the out­side gate. I’ve just checked the

    base­ment. The treat­ments for us are gone.”




    “I’m sor­ry, Posie,” Re­mo said. “I guess the next few days are go­ing to be rough for you.

    With­out the drugs, I mean.”




    “It’s okay, “she said. She smiled, but her face had a hol­low, fright­ened look. “He’ll

    leave tracks that you can fol­low. That is, if you don’t freeze to death. You have a ter­rif­ic

    body, but I’d throw some­thing over it be­sides that to­ga if I were you.”




    Re­mo looked down at the flow­ing white drape with em­bar­rass­ment and tore it off. “Can

    you keep ev­ery­body un­der con­trol here un­til I get back?”




    “Sure,” she said. “But don’t both­er hur­ry­ing back. You won’t make it in time,

    any­way.”




    “What are you talk­ing about?”




    “Just get Foxx,” Posie said. “He’s the one who’s re­spon­si­ble for what’s go­ing to hap­pen

    here.”




    “Is ev­ery­body nuts?” Re­mo said. “You all act like some stupid in­jec­tion is a mat­ter of

    life and death.”




    He hes­itat­ed for a mo­ment. Her face sud­den­ly looked drawn and . . . old, Re­mo thought.

    But she smiled, and the im­age passed. Even at sev­en­ty, Posie Pon­selie was a gor­geous

    crea­ture.




    “Just spoiled,” she said win­some­ly. “Don’t wor­ry about us. We’ll stay in­side and tell

    ghost sto­ries by can­dle­light.” She touched his face. For a mo­ment, he thought he saw that

    same im­pos­si­ble aged look creep over her stun­ning fea­tures. “Re­mo,” she asked

    halt­ing­ly, “will you do some­thing for me be­fore you leave?”




    “You don’t have to ask,” he said.




    “Kiss me.”




    He held her close and pressed his lips to hers. The same elec­tric warmth he had first felt

    with her surged through him again. “I’m go­ing to miss you while I’m gone,” he said.




    She drew a man­icured fin­ger along­side his face. “I’ll miss you, too. More than you

    know.”




    She let him go. Near the door, Sey­mour Bur­dich stood wait­ing, a down par­ka tossed

    lu­di­crous­ly over his to­ga.




    “I don’t know what the hell’s go­ing on around here, but I’m go­ing with you,” he said,

    look­ing pale and trem­bling.




    “For­get it,” Re­mo said. “It’s too cold, and you’d nev­er be able to fol­low us,

    any­way.”




    “But it’s spooky here,” Bur­dich com­plained. “Ev­ery­body’s cry­ing bloody mur­der. There’s

    some­thing ter­ri­ble hap­pen­ing. I want to help.”




    “There’s noth­ing you can do. I didn’t see a house or a gas sta­tion with­in twen­ty miles

    of here. Any­one who went out in this weath­er longer than ten min­utes would freeze.”




    “You’re go­ing out”




    “We’re dif­fer­ent,” Re­mo said. “You just stay in­side with the rest. I’ll send help when I

    can.”




    Be­fore he left, he looked back once more at Posie Pon­selle. She was car­ry­ing two lit

    can­dles in­to the room from the kitchen. The fire­light made her look, in her Gre­cian gown,

    like some pale and beau­ti­ful stat­ue. He’d come close to lov­ing her, and for that he would

    al­ways owe her one. As he watched, she lift­ed her head in his di­rec­tion. She smiled. At

    that mo­ment, she was more beau­ti­ful than she’d ev­er been.




    Her lips formed one word. “Good-​bye,” she said, and then she turned away.




    We In­ter­rupt This Book For a Mes­sage from Chi­un




    Af­ter all my warn­ings, you are still read­ing this

    non­sense?




    Shame on you.




    Have ! not told you that those two pa­per-​ru­in­ers, Mur­phy and

    be­fore him, that Sapir, get ev­ery­thing wrong? And if they do not get it wrong, then

    Pin­na­cle Books gets it wrong?




    Don’t you ev­er learn any­thing?




    But at last, there is hope. I, Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sin-​an­ju,

    have fi­nal­ly writ­ten a book of my own. It is called The As­sas­sin’s Hand­book, and it tells

    the true sto­ry of the House of Sinan­ju and is filled with won­der­ful, ex­cit­ing tales about

    such mar­velous Mas­ters as Wang the Greater. It in­cludes my al­most-​fa­vorite Ung po­em and

    The As­sas­sin’s Quick Weight-​Loss Di­et and 37 Steps to Sex­ual Ec­sta­sy.




    There is a book in­side the book that tells of the death of

    Re­mo, my stu­dent. Nowhere else will you read this true sto­ry.




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, the book al­so has some junk in it,

    in­clud­ing a pic­ture of Sapir and Mur­phy. But that is the price we artists must pay to bring

    beau­ty to a trou­bled world.




    Buy my book. Buy one for a friend so that he too may

    ap­pre­ci­ate the beau­ty of the re­al as­sas­sin.




    You can get this book by fill­ing out the lit­tle coupon be­low.

    The book costs $6.95. All the mon­ey will go to me. This is as it should be. I do all the

    work.




    -Chi­un

    




    By his awe­some hand in this 2,712th year




    of the dread Drag­on Wind.


  




  

    Chapter Ten





    Chi­un was al­ready on the far side of the gate, the to­ga gone and re­placed by the

    shim­mer­ing yel­low of his long robe. The tire tracks from Foxx’s Jeep tra­versed both sides

    of the gate and led off in­to the snow-​drift­ed road be­yond. There were no oth­er ve­hi­cles

    on the grounds. Foxx, Re­mo re­al­ized, had seen to this even­tu­al­ity long be­fore.




    Foxx’s de­par­ture couldn’t have been more ad­van­ta­geous­ly timed. Five min­utes af­ter

    Re­mo vault­ed over the iron­work gate at Shangri-​la, the snow had start­ed to fall; with­in

    an­oth­er twen­ty min­utes the tracks were all but ob­scured be­neath the swirling snow­storm

    that raged all around them.




    The cold was not a fac­tor. Like a lizard, Re­mo had learned to adapt his body tem­per­ature

    to his en­vi­ron­ment. In the six­ties, Amer­ica’s sci­en­tif­ic com­mu­ni­ty was stood on its

    ear when it was re­port­ed that So­vi­et cos­mo­nauts had be­gun to learn con­trol of their

    bod­ies to the point of low­er­ing the tem­per­ature of their big toes at will. Re­mo could

    tow­er the tem­per­ature of his big toe in his sleep. Con­trol­ling his body tem­per­ature was

    as nat­ural as breath­ing. He was be­gin­ning to achieve the stage in his de­vel­op­ment where

    he, likeChi­un, adapt­ed to hot and cold au­to­mat­ical­ly, with the same un­think­ing

    speed as a nor­mal per­son’s heart­beat slows when he’s asleep.




    So the cold meant noth­ing to Re­mo. The vis­ibil­ity was a dif­fer­ent mat­ter.




    “I think we’ve had it,” Re­mo said when they ap­proached a fork in the road. Both tines of

    the fork were drift­ed knee-​deep in fluffy banks of glis­ten­ing snow. Be­neath the star­less,

    pitch-​black ex­panse of sky, there was no such thing as a tire tread mark.




    “Jokes, al­ways jokes,” Chi­un grum­bled, veer­ing off to the left at a speed so fast that

    he bare­ly cracked the sur­face of the new snow. “And not even good jokes at that. Learn to be

    fun­ny be­fore you make jokes. Old Ko­re­an proverb.”




    “I’m not jok­ing. Hey, what makes you so sure he went left?” From the traces of Foxx and his

    jeep that re­mained, the man might as well have veered up­ward in a he­li­copter.




    Chi­un whirled around to face him, his al­mond eyes round­ed in sur­prise. “You are ask­ing

    me se­ri­ous­ly how I knew? Do you not have a nose?”




    “A nose?”




    The old man lift­ed a hand­ful of fresh­ly fall­en snow from the road. In his hand the

    snowflakes re­mained as they had been on the road, crys­talline and un­melt­ed. “Can you not

    smell it?”




    Re­mo craned down to sniff at the snow. He hadn’t been pay­ing at­ten­tion to his sens­es,

    con­cen­trat­ing in­stead on his low­ered tem­per­ature and the ex­traor­di­nary night vi­sion

    nec­es­sary in the blind­ing storm. But when he pushed his con­cen­tra­tion to­ward his

    ol­fac­to­ry mem­branes, he did smell some­thing. High-​oc­tane gaso­line, mo­tor oil, rub­ber,

    and faint metal­lic traces from the un­der­side of the ve­hi­cle. Al­to­geth­er

    theyex­ist­ed in such small quan­ti­ties that even an elec­tron mi­cro­scope might not

    have per­ceived the par­ti­cles, but they were there, waft­ing through each new lay­er of

    snow.




    “Oh, yeah,” Re­mo said with some as­ton­ish­ment. “But I couldn’t smell it from here,

    stand­ing up.” He felt ashamed as soon as he said it. His words had smacked of ex­cus­es,




    He looked sheep­ish­ly at Chi­un, but the old man on­ly smiled. “That is why I am stili the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and you the pupil.”




    He was right, Re­mo thought as he fol­lowed the frail old Ori­en­tal through the snow.

    Chi­un might act like a loony, but when it came down to it, he could still smell a droplet of

    mo­tor oil be­neath a foot of snow, stand­ing at full height. He could still skim across the

    flakes with bare­ly a foot­print. And his dou­ble-​spi­ral air blow had been pret­ty good,

    too.




    “You’re some­thing, all right, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said.




    Chi­un glanced back at him in sur­prise. For a mo­ment, his face took on the look of a small

    child, im­mense­ly pleased. But it was the briefest hes­ita­tion, and the mo­ment passed.




    “Fool,” he grum­bled.




    Foxx’s jeep was parked, still steam­ing, at Gra­ham Air­port, a small, blue-​lit com­pound

    some twelve miles out­side of En­wood, con­sist­ing of a short airstrip, a cin­derblock

    build­ing, an air sock, and lit­tle else. Re­mo checked the car. The dis­trib­utor had been

    dis­man­tled. Foxx wasn’t tak­ing any chances with a pos­si­ble tail.




    In­side the cin­derblock build­ing the base op­er­ator, a fat man with a reedy, wheez­ing

    voice that sound­ed as if it were be­ing squeezed through a con­certi­na, looked sur­prised to

    see him. He was wear­ing a down vest colored neon or­ange, bag­gy brown trousers, and a

    hunt­ing cap with the flaps down. When he breathed, steam bil­lowed out of him like a chim­ney.

    He spent sev­er­al min­utes eye­ing Chi­un’s satin bro­cade robe and Re­mo’s short-​sleeved

    T-​shirt be­fore catch­ing what Re­mo was say­ing.




    “. . . chart or some­thing?”




    “What’s that, boys?”




    “I said, did the guy who just flew out of here leave any kind of a chart?”




    The base op heaved him­self out of his chair with a vis­ible strug­gle and lum­bered

    creak­ily to­ward a stained formi­ca counter top, where a clip­board an­chored by a pa­per cup

    full of cold and greasy cof­fee lay.




    “Yeah. Right here,” he said, hold­ing the clip­board at arm’s length and squint­ing. “Foxx,

    that the name?”




    “That’s him.”




    “Says here he filed for Deaver. On­ly Deaver’s closed.” He slapped the board back on the

    counter.




    “What’s a deaver?”




    The fat man chuck­led. “Guess you’re not a fly­er,” he said. “Deaver’s an air­port. Near

    Clay­ton, South Dako­ta.”




    Sud­den­ly Re­mo re­mem­bered the cas­es of pro­caine Posie said were be­ing shipped

    reg­ular­ly to South Dako­ta. “Is Deaver in the Black Hills?”




    The base op wheezed out a sick­ly chor­tle. “That it is,” he said, shak­ing his head.

    “That’s some crazy pi­lot, fly­ing out in this weath­er. For the Black Hills, yet. Hear it’s

    near thir­ty be­low there. Snow up to your waist. I told him, but these fly­boys’ll do

    any­thing with a lick or two of whiskey in ‘em.” He shrugged. “It’s his plane, I guess.”




    “We’ve got to get over there,” Re­mo said. “Is there a pi­lot who can take us any­where near

    Deaver air­port?”




    The base op’s wheez­ing chuck­le blos­somed in­to a mirth­ful roar, his bel­ly rolling.

    “Lis­ten, son. There isn’t a pi­lot in the coun­try’lf fly you out of this. And most of South

    Dako­ta’s so bad, noth­ing but a pen­guin’s got a chance out there. I told that Foxx fel­la

    Deaver’s closed and he’d have to land some­wheres in a field or some­thing, most like­ly, but

    he gone on ahead any­way. Hate to say it, but I won’t be sur­prised if he don’t make it.” He

    touched Re­mo light­ly on the shoul­der. “Take my ad­vice, son. Stay in­side. What­ev­er

    brav­ery you been drinkin’ or smokin’ that got you to come out here in that tee-​shirt’s go­ing

    to give you a good case of pneu­mo­nia ‘fore long. Go home.” There was com­pas­sion in his

    eyes, kind­ly eyes that had watched a hun­dred good pi­lots flame out in the air and hur­tle to

    their deaths in mo­ments of youth­ful im­pul­sive­ness.




    Sud­den­ly Re­mo re­mem­bered the guests at Shangri-​la. “Can I use your phone?” he asked.

    “There are some peo­ple stuck in a house near here with no phones and no elec­tric­ity. I want

    to call the po­lice.”




    The base op wheezed. “You city boys’re al­ways pan­ick­ing. Elec­tric­ity goes out all the

    time in these parts. And the phones are down all over. The one here ain’t work­ing,

    nei­ther.”




    “But you’ve got a ra­dio or some­thing, haven’t you?” Re­mo per­sist­ed. “Foxx made his

    flight plans with some­body.”




    “The FAA don’t take kind­ly to us­ing the ra­dio for a thing like this. And they ain’t no

    cops, any­way, can get out here tonight. Your friends’re go­ing to be just fine, son. Just

    snowed in a while. Their phones’ll be working in the morn­ing, same as mine. I’ll call the

    po­lice then, if you want, but they’ll prob­ably beat me to it them­selves.”




    “But the lines were cut,” Re­mo ex­plained. “And ev­ery­body at Shangri-​la was act­ing like

    they were go­ing to die. . . .”




    The base op huffed dis­dain­ful­ly. “You talk­ing about that fan­cy place up the road?” He

    made a rude ges­ture. “Bunch of spoiled city folks, that’s what they are. Used to hav­ing

    ev­ery­thing they want, more’n like­ly. ! heard they was all dope fiends, any­way.”




    Maybe the man was right, Re­mo thought. Maybe the hys­ter­ical doom­say­ing of the guests at

    the clin­ic was no more than the whin­ing of a bunch of spoiled brats used to hav­ing their

    ev­ery whim sat­is­fied im­me­di­ate­ly. “Okay,” he said to the base op. He gave the ad­dress

    of the house called Shangri-​la. “I sup­pose it can wait till morn­ing.”




    He would set things right as soon as he could. If he could find a phone that worked tonight,

    he would call Smit­ty. Smit­ty would take care of no­ti­fy­ing the po­lice about the peo­ple at

    Shangri-​la. For the time be­ing, though, he had to find Foxx.




    “Hey, look out there!” the base op called in alarm.




    Chi­un, who hadn’t been pay­ing any at­ten­tion to the ex­change be­tween Re­mo and the base

    op, was over by the door of the cin­derblock build­ing, rapt­ly pok­ing and prod­ding a

    rack­ful of skis. One of the bolts had come loose, and the skis were dan­gling pre­car­ious­ly.

    With one tug, Chi­un forced one of them out of the rack and sent the rest clat­ter­ing to the

    floor.




    “A strange uten­sil in­deed,” he re­marked, in­spect­ing the smooth pol­ished wood of the

    ski.




    “Now just a sec­ond there, old timer.” the base op said, his ro­tund face cloud­ing. “It

    took me near halfa day to set up that there rack. I need those skis.”




    “I’ll pay for any dam­age,” Re­mo said quick­ly. The germ of an idea was grow­ing. “Say,

    what do you use these for, any­way?”




    The base op lum­bered dark­ly to­ward the pile of skis and in­spect­ed them. “These here are

    cross-​coun­try skis,” he said. “I come to work in ‘em. My old clunker Olds wouldn’t make it

    out here in this weath­er if I filled her full of di­amonds. Keep some ex­tra pairs around in

    case some­body needs ‘em. Out here we’re used to bad win­ters.” He was puff­ing and grunt­ing

    as he bent over to in­spect the fall­en rack. “Well, no harm done, I ’spect. Just a hell of a

    lot of trou­ble to stick this thing back up.” He wad­dled slow­ly back to the counter, where he

    pro­duced a ham­mer and rum­maged for nails.




    “No prob­lem,” Re­mo said. He lo­cat­ed the fall­en nails on the floor, aligned the rack

    with the holes in the wall, and pressed the nails back in­to place. By the time the base op

    ar­rived with his tools, the rack was re­paired.




    “Well, that was mighty nice of you,” he said, his face re­gain­ing its kind­li­ness. “How’d

    you do that so fast?” “




    “It was noth­ing,” Chi­un said.




    “I’d like to buy a cou­ple of pairs from you,” Re­mo said.




    The base op laughed. “You plan­ning on ski­ing to South Dako­ta?”




    “Maybe,” Re­mo said. “I’ll give you a thou­sand dol­lars for two pairs.” He pulled out his

    wal­let.




    The base op blinked with sur­prise. “That’s a pret­ty nice piece of change, boy.”




    “It’s worth it to me. Will you take it?”




    “Well, I don’t know … I don’t feel right send­ingyou and the old fel­la out in the

    weath­er like this, Why don’t you wait til! the storm breaks? I’ll get a good pi­lot to fly you

    over to Deaver in the morn­ing.”




    “I can’t wait till morn­ing,” Re­mo said. “Is it a deal?”




    “Well . . .” Af­ter some thought, the base op reached out and took the bills. “It still

    don’t seem right,” he said. But Re­mo was al­ready fit­ting the skis on­to Chi­un’s tiny

    feet.




    The old man grinned ec­stat­ical­ly. “Skates,” he said, his eyes sparkling.




    “Skis. We’ll cov­er ground faster than we could on foot.”




    The base op held up a pudgy hand. “No, I know this is a free coun­try and all, but

    trav­el­ing to South Dako­ta on skis is just plain ridic’lous. I can’t stop you from killing

    your­self, son­ny, but you got to think of the old fel­la here. He’ll nev­er make it.”




    Chi­un stood up, wob­bled for a sec­ond, then clapped to the door. “How do they work?” he

    asked, ob­vi­ous­ly thrilled with his new toy.




    “You’ve got to push your­self along with these,” Re­mo said, hold­ing up a pair of poles.

    But it was too late. Chi­un was al­ready out the door and pick­ing up speed fast, slid­ing

    around the small build­ing at eight rev­olu­tions a minute.




    “Got to hand it to him. The old guy’s got a nat­ural tal­ent,” the base op said,

    be­wil­dered.




    Past the run­way lights they watched Chi­un speed to­ward a high drift. He skimmed the top

    of it with bare­ly a mark and sailed sky­ward, clear­ing a high pine. He was cack­ling

    ex­ul­tant­ly.




    “I don’t think you have to wor­ry about him,” Re­mo said.


  




  

    Chapter Eleven





    Sey­mour Bur­dich set down the crow­bar and moved his fin­gers to get some feel­ing back

    in­to them. He stood knee-​deep in snow at the locked iron gate to Shangri-​la. Through the

    swirling snow­storm he could bare­ly make out the dark out­line of the man­sion.




    They were in there, ail the Beau­ti­ful Peo­ple who made the world go round, on­ly they

    weren’t beau­ti­ful now. They were scream­ing and shiv­er­ing in help­less ter­ror over the

    thought that their gu­ru, Dr. Foxx, had aban­doned them. Like chil­dren, Bur­dich thought,

    blow­ing on his hands. He’d man­aged, in the hour or so that he’d been out­side, to pry open

    two of the bars, near­ly wide enough to squeeze through. He picked up the crow­bar and went to

    work again.




    He was go­ing to be a hero for this. The thought warmed him a hun­dred times more than the

    old kerosene lamp that glowed dul­ly be­side the iron­work of the gate. Heroes were

    im­me­di­ate­ly ac­cept­ed with that group. Look at Re­mo. He wasn’t even a mem­ber, and they’d

    let him stay on. Be­cause he was a hero.




    God knew he was the on­ly one in that crowd, al­though, he had to ad­mit, Posie Pon­selle

    was okay. She’d at least kept her wits about her. Posie pulled outblan­kets and

    or­ga­nized a team to keep the fire­places go­ing and brewed cof­fee over the open fire in the

    ban­quet hall and played the pi­ano. Al­so, she’d talked the group in­to chang­ing out of those

    ridicu­lous to­gas they were wear­ing and in­to par­ty clothes. That was just !ike Posie,

    turn­ing a night­mare in­to a par­ty.




    She was okay. Bur­dich would do a spe­cial write­up on her in the Celebri­ty Scoop when he

    got back to New York. But the rest of them were com­plete­ly out of it, scream­ing their heads

    off about the end of the world and dy­ing of old age and all kinds of crazy non­sense. A bunch

    of ba­bies, that’s what they were. Some Beau­ti­ful Peo­ple. Ai! the guts of a play­ground full

    of kin-​der­gart­ners.




    And to think that he’d ag­onized for twen­ty years about not hav­ing the scratch to join

    them at their pre­cious Shangri-​la. What a crock. When it came right down to it, no one had

    even vol­un­teered to help him pry open the gate. They’d all said they were too old.




    He’d laughed se­cret­ly to him­self at that one. Here were the creme de la creme, the

    cho­sen few who, like Co­leridge’s dream­er in the po­em Foxx read at the cer­emo­ny, had

    en­tered the mag­ic cir­cle of eter­nal youth. Here were peo­ple who had drunk the milk of

    Par­adise ev­ery month since be­fore the Flood, prac­ti­cal­ly, un­til ev­ery one of them

    looked twen­ty years younger than he did, and they were all moan­ing that they were too old.

    Cry­ba­bies.




    The weird thing was, when Bur­dich looked at them in the fire­light be­fore he left the

    house, they did, look old. It was scary. Even Posie Pon­selle, eas­ily one of the great

    beau­ties of all time, was start­ing to look hag­gard. There was some­thing around her eyes and

    mouth. It wasn’t right there on the sur­face-​she wasstill a knock­out-​but it seemed to

    lie just be­neath her skin, some­thing that was try­ing to come through, some­thing . . .

    de­cayed.




    Bur­dich shook his head to clear it. It was just his imag­ina­tion. Posie was tired, that

    was all. That went for all of them. Tired and hys­ter­ical. And it went triple for Bur­dich. He

    was half frozen al­ready, and he hadn’t even made it out of the gate yet.




    But it would be worth it. Once he carne back with the cops, all the rich nobs at Shangri-​la

    would give him a hero’s wel­come. He wouldn’t be-​what did Re­mo call him?-a mas­cot. He

    wouldn’t be their mas­cot any­more, tol­er­at­ed at their high­brow par­ties be­cause he was

    mild­ly help­ful to them. No more. Af­ter he saved their rich butts, they would take him in­to

    their hearts with­out reser­va­tion. He would be one of them. He would be­long.




    Still, at the mo­ment, Bur­dich’s forth­com­ing tri­umph seemed emp­ty. Shangri-​la, for all

    its il­lus­tri­ous clients, was a weird place, and he’d come out in­to the cold as much to get

    away from it as to per­form his hero­ic act. He want­ed to help them, yes. He want­ed to be

    their sav­ior, their cham­pi­on. But most­ly he want­ed to get as far away from that dark house

    full of scream­ing half-​ghosts as he could.




    With one last, back-​wrench­ing tug that pulled his shirt and his un­der­shirt out of his

    pants so that his back was ex­posed to the sting­ing waves of snow, the bars squeaked open the

    last cen­time­ter or so nec­es­sary to let him out. He pressed him­self through the bars,

    feel­ing as if he were go­ing through a spaghet­ti ma­chine, grate­ful that he hadn’t put on

    much weight through the years. Keep­ing his boy­ish fig­ure had been most­ly a func­tion of

    be­ing stone broke most ofthe time, but it had fi­nal­ly been of some use. He pulled the

    flick­er­ing kerosene lamp out af­ter him and start­ed the long hike to­ward . . .




    To­ward what? He hadn’t seen so much as a bird-​house on the way out. But there had to be

    some­place. This was Penn­syl­va­nia, not the Hi­malayas. Some­one had to live around here.




    He trudged off through the track­less, snow-​cov­ered road, squint­ing to see five feet in

    front of him. The de­ci­sion to leave Shangri-​la had been the right one, he knew. He could

    feel it. Just out­side the gates the air seemed sweet­er, some­how, more alive. In­side, with

    the guests at the man­sion, it hadn’t smelt­ed good. There was some­thing stale and pu­trid

    there.




    Sud­den­ly the im­age of Posie Pon­selle’s face came to him again. Some­thing de­cayed, just

    be­low the sur­face. … He felt ashamed for think­ing about her that way. Posie was a good egg,

    the best of the lot. Still there was some­thing about her that re­mind­ed Bur­dieh of the stink

    of a beg­gar.




    Then, with swift, blind­ing clar­ity, Bur­dieh knew what it was in that house that he had

    feared so much that he was will­ing to walk all night in a rag­ing bliz­zard to es­cape. It was

    death. He knew it as sure­ly as he knew it was snow­ing. When those wild-​eyed nobs in there

    were scream­ing about dy­ing, they weren’t just whistling Dix­ie. Death crouched in that house

    like a dog wait­ing for scraps.




    He walked for what he guessed was a half-​hour or more, al­though it could have been longer

    or no more than a few min­utes. He couldn’t tell. His brain had numbed along with his fin­gers

    and toes and the ice cube on his face that had once been his nose. Posie’s face (just be­low

    the sur­face) kept oc­cur­ring to him(death crouched in the cor­ners, stink­ing like a

    beg­gar), but he tried to blot that out of his mind and con­cen­trate on his steps, one foot in

    front of the oth­er.




    His eye­lash­es were frozen in­to sparkling spikes. They gave off bril­liant flash­es

    when­ev­er he blinked, and that was a nice di­ver­sion. One foot in front of the oth­er. His

    steps were grow­ing short­er, since his legs had numbed with the cold. He had long since

    stopped rub­bing his hands to­geth­er to in­tro­duce some feel­ing in­to them. The last time

    he’d tried that, over the kerosene lamp, he’d burned off a patch of skin the size of a

    half-​dol­lar on the backs of his hands, be­fore the lamp had flick­ered and then gone out-​and

    he hadn’t even felt it.




    (Death crouched.)




    And his eye­lash­es! Je­sus, they must weigh a ton. So hard to raise them more than a slot.

    … A slit, a slot, a hap­py thought. . . . His brain was danc­ing. The Celebri­ty Scoop was on

    the press­es, bang­ing away to tell the world about Jack­ie O’s new man and “LIZA’S NER­VOUS

    BREAK­DOWN,” as the head­line would read, on­ly to clear it­self in the text, by say­ing she

    wasn’t suf­fer­ing any such thing, but by then Liza’s fans will have al­ready bought the Scoop,

    so it didn’t mat­ter. The Celebri­ty Scoop was run­ning, and the front pages were shuf­fling

    out in­to the stack­er, and all the stars were on it, the Beau­ti­ful Peo­ple, and his pic­ture

    was there, too, big as life. SEY­MOUR BUR­DICH, BEAU­TI­FUL AT LAST.




    “Beau­ti­ful Peo­ple,” Bur­dich sang in a thin, shaky voice to the tune of “Beau­ti­ful

    Dream­er.” “Wake un­to me. . . .”




    Had to stay awake. He was in the mid­dle of nowhere and (some­thing) sat crouched and

    wait­ing. But itwouldn’t touch him. He was the Beau­ti­ful Dream­er. Weave a cir­cle

    ’round him thrice, and touch his eyes . . .




    His eyes were seal­ing shut. The ici­cle eye­lash­es, the swollen frost­bite on his

    eye­lids, the ter­ri­ble, aching de­sire for sleep made him close them, and it didn’t mat­ter,

    he was still on his feet, he would just rest his eyes (touch his eyes with holy dread) for a

    mo­ment and keep on walk­ing, the im­por­tant thing was to keep on walk­ing, go ahead, you’re

    not go­ing to meet any­body along this road, Beau­ti­ful Dream­er.




    “For he on hon­ey­dew has fed,” Bur­dich shout­ed in­to the night, his voice a rasp that the

    wind caught and smashed al­most be­fore the words were out of his mouth. Keep walk­ing. You’re

    not go­ing to meet any­body.




    But he did.




    With an ef­fort, he opened his frozen eyes and saw that he had wan­dered in­to a clus­ter of

    trees on the edge of a deep pine for­est. Where was the road? He was hip-​deep in snow,

    lean­ing against the trunk of a stur­dy blue spruce. And there he saw him, Him, in the same

    clus­ter of trees. Crouch­ing. Wait­ing.




    “You’ve been look­ing for me all along, haven’t you?” Bur­dich said in a low whis­per that

    hurt his lungs.




    He sat down in the snow. It felt so good. Eyes so tired (touch his eyes with holy dread).

    And as Death wove its cir­cle around him, Bur­dich smiled, his lips bare­ly mov­ing as he

    re­peat­ed the last lines of the po­em. “For he on hon­ey­dew has fed …” It was go­ing to be

    all right now. Death wouldn’t stay long here. St had an­oth­er ap­point­ment, up the road, with

    a house­ful of peo­ple who ex­pect­ed him.




    “And drunk the milk of Par­adise,” he whis­pered.




    He didn’t have the strength to close his eyes, so the snow swirled in and filled in the open

    slots and blan­ket­ed him in bril­liant white. And then Death went on up the road.


  




  

    Chapter Twelve





    In Wash­ing­ton, D.C., some 280 miles due south­east of the clus­ter of pines where Sey­mour

    Bur­dich’s corpse lay blan­ket­ed with snow, Sec­re­tary of the Army Clive R. Dob­bins sat in

    the back seat of his dark blue Lin­coln Mark V, sur­rep­ti­tious­ly peer­ing at his

    wrist-​watch as his wife prat­tled on with a thou­sand com­plaints.




    “Re­al­ly, Clive, I can’t see why we had to leave so ear­ly. It was a sim­ply fab­ulous

    par­ty. Nan­cy even gave me her recipe for that scrump­tious Char­lotte Russe she makes. And

    Hen­ry was in mar­velous spir­its.”




    “The snow,” Dob­bins said lame­ly. Wash­ing­ton hadn’t been hit very hard by the snow­storm

    that was sweep­ing the coun­try, but the weath­er made a bet­ter sto­ry than the truth.




    “What?” Mrs. Dob­bins reg­is­tered a sur­prise greater than any she could have felt, but

    ex­ag­ger­ation was part of her per­son­al­ity, so Dob­bins let her go on. “There aren’t two

    inch­es of snow on the ground, dear. And Forsythe is an ut­ter­ly splen­did driv­er. Aren’t

    you, Forsythe?”




    “Yes, ma’am,” the driv­er agreed from the front seat.




    “I’ve got to make a meet­ing,” Dob­bins mut­tered. Which was true. The meet­ing was with a

    twen­ty-​four-​year-​old pub­lic re­la­tions girl with the State De­part­ment. Rhon­da had the

    brains of a duck, but a rack on her that could halt an ICBM com­ing out of its si­lo.




    Dob­bins had told her he’d meet her at one A.M. on the nose, and he was twen­ty min­utes

    late al­ready. It would take an­oth­er half-​hour or so to get from George­town to Rhon­da’s

    sec­tion of Six­teenth Av­enue. She was nev­er much good if he dropped by while she was

    sleep­ing. The girl slept like a rock. Fool­ing around with Rhon­da af­ter wak­ing her up was

    like did­dling a mum­my.




    “Step on it, Forsythe,” he said.




    Out of the rear win­dow he could see the head­lights of the green Ford be­long­ing to the

    Se­cret Ser­vice. They fol­lowed him ev­ery­where like shad­ows. Dob­bins had ob­ject­ed to

    their pres­ence ev­er since the boys had first start­ed to trail him around, but the or­der was

    from the pres­ident him­self, and you didn’t buck or­ders like that.




    So he had put up with their both­er­some lurk­ing and check­ing, even though it made him

    feel like a pan­sy. He’d com­mand­ed men in three wars, damn it, and now a bunch of civies who

    looked like col­lege frat men were flut­ter­ing around him like but­ter­flies in or­der to

    “pro­tect” him.




    Pro­tect! Hah! He’d like to see the son of a bitch who popped off Wat­son and Ives. He’d

    like to see the whites of that pud-​puller’s eyes as he tried to at­tack him, a re­tired

    four-​star gen­er­al of the Unit­ed States Army, be­cause if he did at­tack him, Dob­bins’s

    clenched fist go­ing smack in­to that yel­low-​bel­lied turd-​eater’s nose would be the last

    sight the so-​called as­sas­sin was ev­er go­ing to see.




    The big car ram­bled in­to George­town, pass­ing by the el­egant hous­es with their cov­ered

    pools and their steam­ing green­hous­es. Be­hind it, the green Ford fol­lowed dogged­ly.




    “Punks,” Dob­bins mut­tered.




    “What, dear?” Mrs. Dob­bins said, her false eye­lash­es bat­ting so fast she looked about to

    lift off. “Now you know how I feel about your get­ting overex­cit­ed, Clive. You know, I’ve

    al­ways held that you play much too much golf.”




    “I don’t golf in the win­ter, Hil­da.”




    “Don’t you?” Again the look of un­bri­dled amaze­ment. “Well, work then. You spend

    al­to­geth­er too much of your time work­ing. All these meet­ings.” She clucked

    dis­ap­prov­ing­ly.




    “I’m the Sec­re­tary of the Army,” Dob­bins said mildiy.




    “But it’s past mid­night. Sure­ly the Rus­sians wouldn’t be so un­civ­ilized as to at­tack

    us be­fore break­fast.”




    Dob­bins sighed and tuned out the rest of Hil­da’s mono­logue. At least Rhon­da lim­it­ed

    her talk­ing to smut. He liked that in a wom­an. No wast­ed words. Hil­da was still jab­ber­ing

    when the Lin­coln pulled up in front of the three-​sto­ry Tu­dor with “Dob­bins” print­ed over

    the bell. She hard­ly seemed to no­tice when Dob­bins led her out of the car and in­to the

    house; the ver­bal riv­er that flowed from her lips nev­er ceased. She was still talk­ing when

    he closed the door be­hind her and head­ed back out to the car.




    “Get out, Forsythe,” he snapped.




    “Sir?”




    “Quick, be­fore the Se­cret Ser­vice boys get here.” They were un­doubt­ed­ly near­by,

    cool­ing their well-​bred heels in­con­spic­uous­ly some­where near the entrance to

    Dob­bins’s drive­way, bu­tit was worth a shot. “Give me your hat.”




    The driv­er, clear­ly put out, climbed re­luc­tant­ly out of the car. “Sir, I was giv­en

    in­struc­tions-“




    “Damn it, I’m your em­ploy­er, and I give the in­struc­tions around here!”




    “Yes, sir.” He hand­ed Dob­bins the navy blue chauf­feur’s cap he wore. Dob­bins grunt­ed in

    ac­knowl­edg­ment and squeezed in be­hind the wheel. “You go home now, hear?”




    “Yes, sir,” Forsythe said de­ject­ed­ly.




    Dob­bins pulled out of the drive­way slow­ly, then laid rub­ber head­ing for 34th Av­enue.

    Head­lights were be­hind him. Oh, the boys are on their toes tonight, he thought. But not for

    long. He jumped one red light, gassed the car hard, and sped up Wis­con­sin Av­enue. The lights

    were still tail­ing him.




    “Here we go, kids. Earn your pay,” he said out loud, grin­ning as he pushed the Lin­coln as

    fast as it would go up on­to the ramp lead­ing to Con­necti­cut Av­enue and along the

    Po­tomac.




    No peach-​fuzzed pro­tec­tors were go­ing to hang around spy­ing on Clive R. Dob­bins, he

    thought tri­umphant­ly as he gunned along the snow-​slicked high­way to­ward Bethes­da. His

    per­son­al life was his own, and if he was go­ing to bang Rhon­da be­hind his wife’s back,

    no­body was get­ting in on that ac­tion ex­cept for him and for Rhon­da, if she was awake, and

    the souls on Judg­ment Day. Cer­tain­ly no flab-​head­ed civil­ians in a Ford.




    The riv­er sped by along­side, the cold moon­light glint­ing off the wa­ter and bring­ing up

    the dull-​white shapes of the ice floes that reg­ular­ly dammed up the riv­er at this time of

    year. There was some traf­fic, not much. What there was, was inch­ing along at a

    snail’space, while Dob­bins sped past them like a black bul­let. He was ahead of all of

    them.




    He checked his rear-​view. Not all of them. There was one pair of head­lights be­hind him,

    go­ing at his pace, no slow­er, no faster.




    Dob­bins cursed un­der his breath. Those Fords had to be built with Maserati en­gines in

    them. Well, it was go­ing to take more than a hot en­gine and a car full of young­sters just

    bare­ly off the tit to catch him.




    “Try and fol­low this, you suck­ers!” he shout­ed as he spun in­to the in­side lane. With

    one mo­men­tous burst of pow­er, he jumped the me­di­an strip and head­ed full speed in the

    oth­er di­rec­tion.




    “A trick, boys,” he roared, cough­ing with laugh­ter. They must have been ass­es to think he

    was go­ing to Bethes­da in the first place, Dob­bins thought. Who screws in Bethes­da,

    any­way?




    Out of his rear-​view he watched the green Ford skid and spin out in­to an un­con­trol­lable

    donut across four lanes of traf­fic. It hit two ve­hi­cles su­per­fi­cial­ly while sit­ing

    to­ward the far side of Con­necti­cut Av­enue. Sev­er­al cars braked be­hind it, send­ing them

    in­to her­ring­bone pat­terns along the road­way. The green Ford crashed in­to a guardrail and

    at last lay still.




    Dob­bins hoot­ed with de­light. It was clear sail­ing now. He put the car on cruise con­trol

    at 60 and glid­ed down Con­necti­cut Av­enue back to­ward the city. His thoughts filled with

    Rhon­da. Rhon­da, in a trans­par­ent pink neg­ligee, with maybe the black garter belt he’d

    giv­en her for Valen­tine’s Day un­der­neath. Rhon­da of the de­li­cious­ly foul mouth who knew

    just how to bring his wildest fan­tasies to life. Rhon­da… if Rhon­da was awake. Oth­er­wise,

    he might as well be at home with Hil­da. He cut the cruise con­trol and gunned the ped­al.




    Back in the city, he made his way to­ward the northeast sec­tion of town. Traf­fic was light

    and he made good time. He didn’t no­tice un­til he’d reached Six­teenth Av­enue that the same

    head­lights had been be­hind him since the crack­up on the high­way.




    Damn it, if it wasn’t the Se­cret Ser­vice boys, it was the turd-​eat­ing re­porters.

    Al­though no of­fi­cial word about the as­sas­si­na­tions of the sec­re­taries of the Air Force

    and the Navy had been giv­en, the press boys had no­ticed the added se­cu­ri­ty around Dob­bins

    and took ev­ery op­por­tu­ni­ty to grili him about it. Ev­er since the ad­vent of the Se­cret

    Ser­vice guards, he’d de­nied all press in­ter­views and es­chewed them with a hur­ried “No

    com­ment” when they ran up to him on the street.




    Oh, that’s all I need, Dob­bins thought as he checked the rear-​view again. It cer­tain­ly

    looked like a tail. The crud-​mon­gers. He could just see the head­lines now: “ARMY HEAD ELUDES

    SE­CU­RI­TY TO REN­DEZVOUS WITH WASH­ING­TON MIS­TRESS.” And there would be a pic­ture next to

    it of Rhon­da in her flamin­go-​pink neg­ligee with the black garter belt un­der­neath. Read

    all about it in the Pen­tagon Re­port. De­tails in Clive R. Dob­bins’s dis­hon­or­able

    dis­charge pa­pers.




    “Get off my ass, you wang-​wa­vers!” he shout­ed as he turned in­to a nar­row sidestreet. He

    slowed down at the en­trance to an al­ley. If it wasn’t a tail, the car that had been driv­ing

    be­hind him for the past twen­ty min­utes would pass by harm­less­ly.




    But it didn’t. It turned in­to the same side street with a de­lib­er­ation that sent a

    sud­den in­vol­un­tary chill down Dob­bins’s spine. He en­tered the al­ley­way, rolling slow­ly

    to avoid the stacks of piled-​up garbage on ei­ther side. Then he turned on­to an­oth­er side

    street. And af­ter that, an­oth­er al­ley.




    The car was still be­hind him.




    Rhon­da’s plush apart­ment build­ing was less than two blocks away. If he was go­ing to get

    his por­trait snapped, it sure as hell wasn’t go­ing to be in front of that build­ing. He

    ground the Lin­coln to a halt.




    Fine. Snap away, boys. Think you’re so damned smart. The on­ly pic­ture you’re get­ting of

    me is go­ing to be right here in this al­ley, while I give you the news that my lawyer’s go­ing

    to slap a ha­rass­ment suit against your muck­rak­ing pa­per.




    Stick that in your turd-​eat­ing notepads.




    He got out slow­ly and walked to­ward the car be­hind him with king­ly grandeur. They were

    go­ing to see who’s boss around here, by God. The car was a non­de­script Chevy, as bat­tered

    and dent­ed as ev­ery oth­er car in Wash­ing­ton. Some­thing was pok­ing out of the driv­er’s

    win­dow. In the dark­ness of the al­ley, Dob­bins guessed it was the ubiq­ui­tous press

    cre­den­tials, which re­porters seemed to think gave them ac­cess to ev­ery skele­ton-​filled

    clos­et in Amer­ica. Well, he’d show them where they could stow their toe-​suck­ing press

    cards.




    On­ly it wasn’t a press card. And the boys in­side weren’t jump­ing out like hye­nas with

    their ques­tions and their flash­bulbs. Dob­bins frowned as he moved clos­er, hear­ing noth­ing

    but the grit­ty sound of his own foot­falls on the dirt and snow-​cov­ered brick of the

    al­ley­way. They cer­tain­ly didn’t act like any Wash­ing­ton re­porters he ev­er saw.




    Rook­ies, prob­ably. In­de­pen­dents. Try­ing to get their first big pub­lic ex­pose, and

    not know­ing a don­key’s fart about how to get it. Well, here’s your scoop, boys. And the

    sub­poe­na will come in the morn­ing to ver­ify it. He pulled him­self up to full height. He

    jut­tedan ac­cus­ing fin­ger at the car to throw a lit­tle scare in­to them. He put on

    his most au­thor­ita­tive gen­er­al’s voice. “What the hell are-“




    The words choked off as the dark ob­ject pok­ing through the driv­er’s win­dow length­ened

    and an­oth­er, just like it, elon­gat­ed sleek­ly out the rear win­dow. And then he knew what

    they were as the men in the car- what were they wear­ing?-raised them to their shoul­ders and

    sight­ed through them and then the things bel­lowed bright fire­works in a deaf­en­ing crash

    that sent brick fly­ing off the walls be­hind Dob­bins, and the gen­er­al gasped once in red

    bub­bles of blood, and his feet splayed out be­neath him and the car was gone.




    As he lay in the al­ley­way, rid­dled with what would lat­er be de­ter­mined as more than

    100 wounds de­liv­ered from a Chi­nese copy of a So­vi­et AK-47 sub­ma­chine gun at

    point-​blank range, Clive R. Dob­bins’s last thought was that the Se­cret Ser­vice boys could

    nev­er have stopped the men in that car. The pres­ident him­self couldn’t have stopped them,

    just as the pres­ident wouldn’t be able to stop them the next time.




    And the next time was go­ing to be worse. Much worse.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen





    DES­TI­NA­TION 2AD­NIA.




    The Fol­croft com­put­ers spewed out an­oth­er piece to the puz­zle of Fe­lix Foxx. Dawn was

    peek­ing in through the Vene­tian blinds of Smith’s of­fice, and the light stung his eyes. He’d

    stayed awake in his of­fice for two nights now, try­ing to sort out the tan­gled mess the

    com­put­ers had brought to him.




    it was all there, he knew. Some­where. Dur­ing the past 48 hours the Fol­croft Four had

    giv­en him a mil­lion pieces of in­for­ma­tion. In Smith’s weary brain, he be­gan to see the

    trust­ed com­put­ers as four di­abol­ical­ly wise be­ings from some un­earth­ly plane, who gave

    him ail the parts to a ma­chine and then said with a wink, “Okay, Smit­ty. Now you make it

    run.”




    But he hadn’t been able to make it run. A hun­dred times over Smith had writ­ten down the

    salient points of the case. The over­flow­ing waste­bas­ket full of scraps of pa­per were

    tes­ti­mo­ny to his ef­forts. But noth­ing had jelled. The parts of the ma­chine were as

    dis­parate as or­anges and ap­ples. With a sigh, he drew out an­oth­er sheet of notepa­per and

    be­gan again.




    First, there were the mur­ders of the Sec­re­tary of the Air Force, Homer Wat­son, and the

    Sec­re­tary of theNavy, Thorn­ton Ives, both killed in strange ways that re­flect­ed

    com­bat con­di­tions. Ev­ery branch of the mil­itary had launched full-​scale

    in­ves­ti­ga­tions on their own, with­out turn­ing up so much as the smell of a lead. CURE’S

    own man, Re­mo, had come up al­most as emp­ty-​hand­ed. The on­ly thing Re­mo had locked on­to

    was some mid­dle-​aged di­et doc­tor named Foxx who, for some un­known rea­son, the com­put­ers

    had de­creed to be a nine­ty-​four-​year-​old man named Vaux who was last heard from some fifty

    years be­fore in con­nec­tion with a scan­dal in­volv­ing the youth-​restor­ing prop­er­ties of

    a drug called pro­caine.




    "2" Smith wrote neat­ly. Point Two was that Foxx/ Vaux had last been seen in the com­pa­ny

    of a wom­an who was found-​mur­dered, her body drained of what might have been an un­usu­al­ly

    high lev­el of pro­caine. The New York po­lice were af­ter Foxx on that one, but they were

    look­ing in the wrong places. Foxx was at a so-​called ag­ing clin­ic in Penn­syl­va­nia called

    Shangri-​la with Re­mo, and Smith wasn’t about to turn the in­for­ma­tion over to stan­dard law

    en­force­ment agen­cies un­til Re­mo had found what he had gone af­ter.




    Shangri-​la was Point Three. Ap­par­ent­ly this was no or­di­nary mas­sage-​and-​mud-​bath

    re­sort. Re­mo had re­port­ed guests to the clin­ic, who were in their sev­en­ties, even though

    they looked bare­ly old enough to buy a drink. The pro­caine con­nec­tion. Large amounts of the

    drug might keep them young. At least that was the the­ory ad­vanced by Vaux in the thir­ties

    be­fore he dis­ap­peared off the face of the earth. That would ex­plain Foxx/Vaux’s ad­vanced

    age, but lit­tle more. So far, there was noth­ing to con­nect the strange go­ings on with the

    two mil­itary mur­ders.




    Se­cret Ser­vice guards had been post­ed aroundClive R. Dob­bins, the sec­re­tary of

    the Army, since he was the next log­ical choice for an as­sas­si­na­tion team bent on

    elim­inat­ing the coun­try’s mil­itary lead­ers, but if the hit team got through the Se­cret

    Ser­vice to Dob­bins, who would be next? The Fol­croft Four had an­swered with chill­ing

    ef­fi­cien­cy, flash­ing the names of the next three pos­si­ble vic­tims: the sec­re­tary of

    De­fense, the Sec­re­tary of State, and the pres­ident of the Unit­ed States.




    Time was run­ning out. It was still em­inent­ly pos­si­ble that Fe­lix Foxx, for all the

    in­ter­est­ing rev­ela­tions about him, had noth­ing to do with any mur­ders ex­cept for that

    of the gir! in New York City, and even that lead was cir­cum­stan­tial at best. Re­mo might

    have been on the wrong track all along. In the in­ter­ests of time, Smith was on the verge of

    pulling Re­mo out of Shangri-​la and hav­ing him start over.




    And then, at 4:51 A.M., Smith whee­dled Point Four out of the com­put­ers. Point Four was

    DES­TI­NA­TION ZAD­NIA, and the words were print­ed on the con­sole screen four times. Foxx,

    un­der the name of Fe­lix Vaux, had trav­eled to Zad­nia three times dur­ing the past year, and

    pur­chased an open tick­et to the same place two months be­fore.




    That was the stick­ler. Why would a na­tion­al­ly cel­ebrat­ed di­et doc­tor want to make

    four un­pub­li­cized vis­its to an un­sta­ble coun­try in the north of Africa? Zad­nia had

    noth­ing-​no tech­nol­ogy, no arable land, not even enough over­weight peo­ple to fill one of

    Foxx’s lec­tures. All Zad­nia pos­sessed was a pow­er-​mad dic­ta­tor named Ruo­mid Ha­laf­fa

    who would buy arms and se­crets from any source at any time in or­der to fu­el,

    in­dis­crim­inate­ly, the ter­ror­ist forces of the world. That and just enough oil to buy

    Ha­laf­fa’s weapons from the low­est bid­der.




    “Zad­nia,” Smith said, be­wil­dered. Across from him, the Fol­croft Four seemed to be

    smirk­ing. The last of the ma­chine’s parts had been hand­ed over. Now you make it run.




    He would have to call Re­mo. Maybe Re­mo had dis­cov­ered some­ht­ing dur­ing the night that

    would shed some light on this Zad­nia busi­ness. He called the Shangri-​la num­ber. The line

    was dead. No ring, noth­ing. He called the op­er­ator and asked her to di­al the num­ber for

    him. She told him that the line was out of or­der, pos­si­bly be­cause of some vi­olent

    snow­storms go­ing on in that part of the coun­try.




    While the op­er­ator was talk­ing, the spe­cial red phone on his desk, the one with the

    di­rect hookup to the pres­ident, rang. He im­me­di­ate­ly hung up on the op­er­ator and picked

    up the red phone on the first ring.




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” he said. He lis­tened for sev­er­al min­utes while the pres­ident

    spoke, and dur­ing those min­utes Smith felt as if he’d aged five years. He could al­most feel

    the flesh of his face sag­ging with each dread­ful word on the oth­er end of the line.




    “Thank you for the in­for­ma­tion, Mr. Pres­ident. We’re work­ing on it,” he said and broke

    the con­nec­tion.




    Dob­bins was dead. The killers had won again.




    There was on­ly one thing to do. Smith checked the spe­cial portable phone in his at­tache

    case and locked the clasps. Then he mem­orized the co­or­di­nates of Shangri-​la, which Re­mo

    had giv­en him, pulled on his ga­losh­es and coat, and fixed his brown felt hat on his head.

    There was no time to wait for snow­storms. If Re­mo couldn’t get out of Shangri-​la, Smith

    would go there him­self.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen





    As Harold Smith was clos­ing the catch­es to his at­tache case, Re­mo was sit­ting in a pine

    lean-​to some­where in the Black Hills of South Dako­ta.




    He should have known that Chi­un would get bored with his new toy be­fore they had gone even

    forty miles on their skis. But that had put them on a driv­able main high­way, and a truck

    driv­er had bar­reled them in­to Chica­go.




    Chica­go it­self, de­spite the arc­tic winds off Lake Michi­gan, was a bless­ing. O’Hare

    Air­port was used to ter­ri­ble weath­er and they man­aged to catch a flight as far as Sioux

    Falls, South Dako­ta.




    Nat­ural­ly, Chi­un in­sist­ed on sit­ting in the seat next to the left wing, which was

    oc­cu­pied by a Chi­nese wid­ow who was near­ly as bois­ter­ous as Chi­un. Af­ter twen­ty

    min­utes of mu­tu­al cas­ti­ga­tion, the rest of the pas­sen­gers had de­mand­ed that both the

    strange old skin­ny Chi­nese guy and his wife be bod­ily eject­ed from the air­craft. Chi­un

    made the point that he was nei­ther Chi­nese nor crazy, which was what any per­son mar­ried to

    the Chi­nese la­dy would have to be in or­der to tol­er­ate her dog-​eat­ing ways. He

    em­pha­sized the point by knock­ing out the win­dow above the left wingseat, caus­ing the

    727 to fall in­to a shriek­ing spin as oxy­gen masks dropped in­to the fusilage and sev­er­al

    loose ar­ti­cles of cloth­ing got sucked out in­to the at­mo­sphere. The tem­per­ature in­side

    the plane plum­met­ed.




    The plane climbed out of the spin on­ly af­ter Re­mo man­aged to stop up the open win­dow

    with some­one’s red Amer­ican Touris­ter week­ender, which had hereto­fore not been

    col­lapsi­ble. Then he’d had to give all three stew­ardess­es a good sam­ple of the 52 steps to

    ec­sta­sy be­fore they would agree that the miss­ing win­dow was a quirk of fate.




    At Sioux Falls, Re­mo stole the first avail­able au­to­mo­bile, a pink 1963 Nash Ram­bler,

    which put­tered as far as Belvidere in Jack­son Coun­ty be­fore giv­ing up the ghost in a cloud

    of greasy black smoke. He’d kept the own­er’s reg­is­tra­tion card so that who­ev­er usu­al­ly

    drove the old fos­sil could be re­im­bursed. Smit­ty was go­ing to love that. In his book,

    steal­ing cars was def­inite­ly not a de­sir­able func­tion of CURE, and pay­ing for them was

    even less so.




    They still had twen­ty miles to hike be­fore even ar­riv­ing in the right coun­ty, then

    eighty more skim­ming the 2,000-foot high cliffs of the South Dako­ta Bad­lands in the back

    seat of a souped-​up ‘55 driv­en by sui­ci­dal teen-​agers, be­fore reach­ing Deaver Air­port.

    Which, as the man said, was closed. A won­der­ful trip.




    Now he sat un­der the pine lean-​to, watch­ing the morn­ing sun blaze in full glo­ry, while

    he won­dered what to do next. The storm had quit about an hour af­ter dawn, and the snow

    glis­tened, track­less, on the ground around him. A few feet away, Chi­un slept qui­et­ly on a

    mat fash­ioned from twigs.




    Chi­un had led them to this spot in the mid­dle of nowhere, based on noth­ing more than the

    fact that thearea they were in was the least in­hab­it­ed. Re­mo tried to ar­gue that

    Fe­lix Foxx was even less pre­pared than they were to brave the des­olate coun­try­side alone

    dur­ing a snow­storm, but Chi­un had in­sist­ed. He heard echoes, he said. And, ac­tu­al­ly,

    Re­mo had heard them, away-​far­away, dis­con­nect­ed echoes through the moun­tains that seemed

    to have no point of ori­gin. But by that time he was too ex­haust­ed to know whether the echoes

    were any­thing more than the sough­ing of the wind in the trees.




    Once they made camp, Chi­un had slept im­me­di­ate­ly. The most Re­mo could do was to low­er

    his heartrate and will his body in­to a sim­ula­tion of basal metabolism. It was fake sleep,

    with all his sens­es keen­ly aware, but he had felt a lit­tle bet­ter af­ter­ward.




    Sud­den­ly Chi­un sat up, bolt up­right, his head cocked. Re­mo opened his mouth to speak,

    but the old man held up a re­strain­ing hand. He lis­tened for a few more sec­onds, then said,

    “Pre­pare.”




    Re­mo heard it too. He burst out of the pine lean-​to like an ex­plo­sion.




    There were six of them, very young, armed to the teeth and in uni­form. Amer­ican Army

    uni­forms, Re­mo thought, al­though the gar­ments didn’t look much like the com­bat fa­tigue he

    re­mem­bered from Viet­nam in his pre-​CURE days. There was some­thing strange about the lot of

    them, some­thing bizarre yet fa­mil­iar. It was a feel­ing. … No, a smell. A smell that

    re­mind­ed RE­MO of death and de­cay and false­ness.




    Chi­un took out two of the sol­diers at once with a twist­ing kick that sent them

    splat­ter­ing against the trunks of two huge trees. RE­MO caught one of the men, a hand­some

    youth of nine­teen or twen­ty, in the so­lar plexus. Then he let fly with a right that wedged

    the fourth sol­dier’s nose in­side his brain.




    It hap­pened in a flash; four men were dead be­fore the oth­er two could even reg­is­ter

    what was go­ing on. Here were two civil­ians, one a five-​foot-​tail Ori­en­tal about a

    hun­dred years old and the oth­er a lu­natic who slept out­doors in twelve-​de­gree weath­er in

    a T-​shirt, and they were oblit­er­at­ing the Team.




    The Team, Sergeant Ran­dall Ri­ley thought as he saw the old Ori­en­tal cir­cling with

    Dav­en­port. Dav­en­port was one of the Team. Like the oth­er Team mem­bers, Dav­en­port was

    un­beat­able. Dav­en­port was the best thing with a knife since Geron­imo. That was why Foxx

    had re­cruit­ed him. Dav­en­port’s prowess with a knife was too good for the reg­ular army.




    The army was an or­ga­ni­za­tion that told you to go out and kill, and when you killed they

    gave you medals and called you a hero. Un­til the war end­ed . And once it end­ed, you didn’t

    get any more medals for killing. Oh, no. Sud­den­ly, with the sign­ing of a piece of pa­per,

    good knife men like Dav­en­port weren’t al­lowed to kill any­more. Sud­den­ly there were rules

    that said that if you killed, you got mar­tialed and thrown in the slam­mer till the worms ate

    out your eyes.




    That was what the reg­ular army did to Dav­en­port. He’d still be rot­ting away in prison,

    his knife-​arm used for mak­ing wal­lets, if it hadn’t been for Foxx.




    And the Team.




    And now the Team was down by four, and this crazy old chink was tak­ing on Dav­en­port and

    his Bowie with his bare hands. Ri­ley cocked the safe­ty off his S … W Cen­ten­ni­al Air­weight

    and wait­ed. Let Dav­en­port have his fun with the old fool. Then he’d pol­ish off the skin­ny

    guy with the Cen­ten­ni­al.




    For the Team.




    He watched as Chi­un and Dav­en­port cir­cled one an­oth­er, Dav­en­port’s Bowie knife

    swip­ing the air savageiy. The old man bare­ly seemed to move, and yet each time the knife

    slashed down­ward to where the old man’s face was, or his chest, or his bel­ly, the old man was

    some­how gone from the spot.




    Ri­ley blinked. His eyes must not be work­ing right, he de­cid­ed. And then Dav­en­port was

    on the gook, right, on top of him, and the knife was singing through the still morn­ing air and

    shin­ing in the bright morn­ing sun, and then. … It wasn’t pos­si­ble! The knife was sail­ing

    over the tops of the trees, trav­el­ing like it had been shot out of a can­non, and at­tached

    to it was some­thing pale and long with one end red and ragged that spilled a rain of blood.

    And then Dav­en­port was scream­ing and his eyes were rolling like the eyes of a shot horse and

    he was point­ing to the blood­ied stump that used to be his shoul­der and, Christ, it was just

    like Guadal­canal all over again, with men moan­ing while their arms and legs rolled like

    bro­ken toys down the hills around them, oh, Christl




    Ri­ley opened fire. A blur came to­ward him, and then he screamed as the bul­let aimed for

    the thin man in the T-​shirt missed and ex­plod­ed in­to Dav­en­port’s guts. But by then the

    Cen­ten­ni­al was some­how out of his hand, any­way, and there was noth­ing to do but run.




    The Team. Got to tell the rest of the Team, Ri­ley told him­self, his thoughts blurred with

    the urine smell of fear that he hadn’t known since the first days of World War II. Just

    run­ning was a vic­to­ry. He would nev­er have even got­ten the chance to run if he hadn’t

    fall­en down the twen­ty-​foot cliff. The skin­ny guy in the T-​shirt al­ready had his hands on

    him af­ter he’d knocked the Cen­ten­ni­al out of his hand. For­tu­nate­ly, the skin­ny guy

    on­ly had hold of the cuff of Ri­ley’s trousers, and when Ri­ley skid­ded off the edge and down

    the snowcov­ered drop, the fab­ric had torn. So now half of Rifey’s right pant­leg was

    torn off and all that stood be­tween the freez­ing air and the skin of his calf was a set of

    woolen BVDs, but he was free. For the Team. For Foxx. Got to tell Foxx.




    “Let him go,” Chi­un said. “He will not be hard to fol­low.” He point­ed to the wide

    in­den­ta­tions Ri­ley’s body had made in the snow, dur­ing his de­scent down the steep hill.

    Be­yond, at the base, his foot­prints clear­ly etched the way.




    RE­MO walked back to where the five bod­ies lay and opened the col­lar of one. “Some­thing’s

    fun­ny here,” he said as he read the man’s dog­tags. “It says that he was born in 1923. That

    would make him fifty-​nine years old. But he’s a kid. And look at this one. . . .




    “They are none of them chil­dren,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo looked at the five again. Chi­un was right, he saw with amaze­ment. They weren’t the

    same men he re­mem­bered killing. The dead men pos­sessed the same fea­tures, but all had the

    griz­zled and aged faces of well-​con­di­tioned, mid­dle-​aged men.




    “But they were young,” Re­mo said, feel­ing a chill in­side his bones. The smell was

    stronger now. It was the death-​smell, but dif­fer­ent, more stale, as if the death in these

    men’s bod­ies had been sealed in­to a bot­tle for decades and fi­nal­ly ex­posed to air.




    Re­mo bent over the sol­dier again. He was un­de­ni­ably who the dog­tags said he was: a man

    near­ing six­ty years of age. How would Re­mo ev­er ex­plain to Smith that he had killed a

    nine­teen-​year-​old boy whose body was re­placed by that of a six­ty-​year-​old man in the

    span of five min­utes? There was some­thing else he want­ed to see. He tore the man’s uni­form

    and long under­wear up to the armpit, and found it. The man’s arms were cov­ered with nee­dle

    marks.




    The same marks Posie Pon­selle wore.




    “Chi­un.”




    They were all marked, ev­ery one of them.




    “Leave them. I hear the sound of an en­gine.” They hur­tled at top speed through the snow,

    fol­low­ing Ri­ley’s foot­steps. But be­fore they reached the copse of dense pine for­est where

    the foot­steps led, the en­gine noise gunned to a roar and then a small Cess­na ap­peared

    be­hind the copse. It was a low take­off, and in the bright morn­ing light Re­mo could see the

    pi­lot’s face clear­ly. Foxx looped around in a wide cir­cle, then buzzed di­rect­ly over Re­mo

    and Chi­un. As he start­ed his as­cent, he salut­ed Re­mo with two fin­gers and a smirk. He

    looped wide again and was gone.




    Nei­ther Chi­un nor Re­mo broke the si­lence for sev­er­al min­utes. Re­mo held his eyes to

    the sky, watch­ing the Cess­na’s con­trails puff in­to fat clouds and fade away. They’d come so

    close. So damn close.




    In a clear­ing in front of the airstrip Foxx had just used, Re­mo found the re­mains of an

    aban­doned camp. Oh, sharp, Re­mo, he said to him­self. A camp, sol­diers, Foxx, the works.

    Right here at your fin­ger­tips. And you let them slip away. A fine as­sas­sin you are.




    He went from tent to emp­ty tent. Ev­ery­thing was in per­fect or­der. Ex­cept that there

    were no peo­ple, any­where. There were no ve­hi­cles, no tracks, no foot­prints lead­ing out of

    the clear­ing, noth­ing. It was as if a small army base had just de­ma­te­ri­al­ized.




    “Re­mo.” Chi­un’s voice came high and clear in the still air. From a dis­tance, the old man

    looked as if he were danc­ing, prod­ding at the earth be­side a huge pine, first with one

    dain­ty foot, then the oth­er, his face creased in con­cen­tra­tion. “This ground is hol­low,”

    he said.




    With the heels of his hands, Re­mo test­ed the four-​by-​four-​foot-​square area Chi­un had

    marked. Sure is,” he said, clear­ing away the foot and a half of snow that cov­ered it.

    Be­neath the snow was a thick car­pet of moss.




    “Hah,” Chi­un shrieked.




    “Hah? It’s moss.”




    “It is not moss, o dim one,” Chi­un de­clared with an­noy­ance. “This is the south side of

    that tree.” He point­ed to the tow­er­ing pine. “Moss grows on the north side. This is

    trans­plant­ed moss. A cam­ou­flage.” With one grand sweep, he yanked the patch of moss from

    the ground. The steel cas­ing and com­bi­na­tion lock of a safe lay be­neath it.




    Re­mo’s face broke in­to a grin. “Well, I’ll be. Not bad, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “Not good,” Chi­un said. “Be­hold.”




    The sol­diers were in the trees. There were more of them this time, armed with ev­ery­thing

    from close-​range pis­tols to a flame throw­er. The flame throw­er at­tacked first, send­ing a

    tun­nel of fire straight to­ward Re­mo.




    He tore the door off the safe and held it up to the or­ange stream just be­fore it reached

    them. Bul­lets pinged off the steel shield. The smell of spent am­mu­ni­tion filled the air.

    “Hold this,” he said, hand­ing the safe door to Chi­un.




    The safe con­tained a sheaf of pa­pers-​bills of sale, com­mu­ni­ca­tions with Eu­ro­pean

    phar­ma­ceu­ti­cal com­pa­nies, and charts. They ap­peared to be med­ical charts of some kind.

    At the top of each chart was a man’s name, fol­lowed by a se­ri­al num­ber. The dog-tags, Re­mo

    re­mem­bered. The charts must be for the sol­diers fir­ing at him now, sol­diers who had

    some­how found their way in­to Foxx’s care. They de­tailed sev­er­al years’ worth of rest­ing

    heart rates, stress tol­er­ances’, and a sec­tion la­beled “Blood Lev­els” was fol­lowed by a

    long list of items. The first on the list was pro­caine. On ev­ery sin­gle chart, the pro­caine

    lev­el of the sol­dier had risen dra­mat­ical­ly dur­ing the course of the chart­ing.




    Un­der the last of the charts rest­ed four mani­la fold­ers. In the first was a se­ries of

    pho­tographs and a bi­og­ra­phy of Gen­er­al Homer G. Wat­son, the now-​dead Sec­re­tary of the

    Air Force. Clipped to the bi­ograph­ical sheet were scores of notes de­tail­ing the gen­er­al’s

    sched­ules, stand­ing ap­point­ments, and fa­vorite restau­rants. On the up­per right cor­ner

    of the fold­er was a small black X. The next fold­er con­tained in­for­ma­tion on Ad­mi­ral

    Thorn­ton Ives. The Sec­re­tary of the Navy’s fold­er had an X on it, too. So did the third,

    be­long­ing to Clive R. Dob­bins.




    “They got the Sec­re­tary of the Army,” Re­mo said, dis­spir­it­ed.




    “Read the news some oth­er time,” Chi­un snapped. “They are boom-​shoot­ing at us, fool. Get

    me out of this place.”




    But Re­mo didn’t move. The last dossier be­longed to the pres­ident of the Unit­ed States.

    It didn’t have a black X on its cov­er. Not yet.




    Re­mo dug back in­to the safe. Noth­ing was left in there ex­cept a se­ries of glint­ing

    ob­jects at the bot­tom. Re­mo reached in and pulled one of them out. It was a glass vial,

    about ten inch­es long, filled with a clear liq­uid and stop­pered at the top by a cork. Foxx’s

    for­mu­la, Re­mo thought, hold­ing the vial up to the light. A burst of ma­chine gun fire

    smashed the vial to shreds. Nothing else hap­pened, ex­cept that some­one up in the trees

    start­ed wail­ing.




    Keen­ing, Re­mo thought as the high, mourn­ful sound passed over the din of gun­fire. It was

    more than some crazy sol­dier’s war yell. It was a lament, high and ter­ri­ble.




    And then, as sud­den­ly as it had be­gun, the fir­ing stopped. “You see?” Chi­un said. “You

    have tak­en so long with your li­brary that they ran out of booms.”




    “I don’t think so,” Re­mo said un­cer­tain­ly. “But it had some­thing to do with this

    stuff.” He pulled out the case at the bot­tom of the safe, in which the rest of the vials were

    stored.




    “Stop!” came the high, keen­ing voice again. “Don’t break them.”




    Re­mo set the case on the ground. “What’s that?”




    “Don’t break them. Please,” the sol­dier shout­ed, scram­bling down from the tree, his

    Cen­ten­ni­al Air-​weight wav­ing over­head. Re­mo rec­og­nized him as the sol­dier who had run

    away from the am­bush at the lean-​to. Ri­ley threw down his gun. “Please. Leave the for­mu­la

    alone and we’ll all come down un­armed.” There was plead­ing in his voice.




    Re­mo gaped in as­ton­ish­ment as the sol­diers threw their weapons to the ground and

    scram­bled down from the trees, each pair of eyes riv­et­ed on the case filled with glass

    vials.




    Chi­un was not sur­prised. “Ob­vi­ous­ly they have dis­cov­ered that I was in their

    pres­ence,” he said smug­ly.




    “You were be­hind that door,” Re­mo ob­ject­ed. “They didn’t even see you.”




    “Ex­cuse me, o learned one. O fierce as­sas­sin. I am sure it was your ex­cel­lent read­ing

    that struck fear in­to their hearts.”




    “I’ll ex­plain ev­ery­thing,” Ri­ley said. “On­ly please




    . . .” He cast a bale­ful eye at the glass vials. “The case.” He ven­tured to­ward it.




    Re­mo snatched it away. “Uh-​uh. Ex­plain first. Then you get the good­ies.”




    Ri­ley hes­ti­tat­ed. “Do you promise?” he asked. “Do you give your solemn word that you

    won’t harm us or the case?”




    Re­mo looked at him. The man knew where Foxx was. He could al­so tell a lot about the

    bizarre mil­itary es­tab­lish­ment in the frozen Black Hills, where over­age sol­diers with the

    faces of kids were bivouacked. But not harm­ing them?. . . . “Will you dump all your

    weapons?”




    “Done,” the sol­dier said quick­ly. “But it’s your word, right?” He stared with some­thing

    like des­per­ation at the case in Re­mo’s hands.




    “Do you know where Foxx went?”




    “Yes, I do,” Ri­ley said.




    “How do I know you’ll tell me the truth?”




    “You’ve got my word on it. I’ll have yours, and you’ll have mine. Mine is good. What about

    yours?”




    Af­ter a mo­ment Re­mo said, “All right. We won’t hurt you or the stuff. Tell your bud­dies

    to get in­to pa­rade drill for­ma­tion.”




    Ri­ley nod­ded. “I’m trust­ing you,” he said. He round­ed up the ap­pre­hen­sive-​look­ing

    young sol­diers in­to a sham­bling unit in the mid­dle of the clear­ing. They stood there in

    ut­ter si­lence, ev­ery eye trained on the met­al case filled with Foxx’s for­mu­la.




    That’s what you call pa­rade drill?” Re­mo said. “Even the vol­un­teer army looks bet­ter

    than that.”




    Ri­ley looked up, his eyes filled with anger and pride. “This is no pa­rade unit, mis­ter.

    This is the Team.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen





    Ran­dall Ri­iey joined the Team in April 1953. He’d re­tired from the army with a

    twen­ty-​year pen­sion at the age of thir­ty-​eight. At a time when most men’s ca­reers were

    just be­gin­ning to take off, his was over. Af­ter twen­ty years and two Pur­ple Hearts, he

    land­ed a job as a dish­wash­er in Chica­go’s South Side. . Then Foxx ap­peared. Foxx had been

    in the army, too, but an ear­li­er army, the fight­ers of which were now old men, far old­er

    than Foxx him­self. He had flown some of the ear­li­est Amer­ican air­craft in the dog­fight

    days of World War I.




    The in­for­ma­tion came out a lit­tle at a time. Dur­ing the first brief meet­ing at the

    hash joint in Chica­go where Ri­ley was work­ing, Foxx re­vealed lit­tle more than a smi­ie

    along with a hand­shake of un­der­stand­ing. Ri­ley was drink­ing then, and fad­ing fast. The

    bot­tle had seemed like the last refuge of a used-​up com­bat sol­dier, and Foxx had

    un­der­stood.




    “I’ll be back,” Foxx said. “I have a deal for you.” And then he was gone.




    The sec­ond time Foxx came in­to the restau­rant was a week lat­er. This time he ar­rived in

    a long limou­sine, with a hun­dred dol­lars in cash, which he hand­ed to thebe­sot­ted

    ex-​Sergeant Ri­ley. “This is yours whether you come with me or not. But if you come, there

    will be more. I plan to give you some­thing worth more than all the mon­ey in the world.”




    “Whaz­zat,” Ri­ley asked as the two im­ages of the man waft­ed in front of him in an

    al­co­holic haze.




    “Your self-​re­spect,” Foxx said.




    “You from the Sal­va­tion Army or some­thing?”




    “I’m a doc­tor,” Foxx said. “I don’t be­long to any or­ga­ni­za­tion. There’s just me. If

    you jom me, there will be two of us. But af­ter that, there will be many, be­cause what I am

    of­fer­ing is a chance for you and men like you to do what they do best, for the rest of your

    lives.” He turned to leave. “Yes or no?”




    Ri­ley put down his dishrag and fol­lowed the strange, age­less look­ing man. He nev­er saw

    Chica­go again.




    That evening, they sat in the lav­ish din­ing room of the man­sion near En­wood,

    Penn­syl­va­nia, af­ter a meal of duck­ling and as­para­gus, hearts of palm, sole me­uniere,

    caviar, and baked Alas­ka. It was the grand­est meal Ri­ley had ev­er eat­en. Af­ter­ward, he

    was of­fered a fine Ha­vana cigar, while the but­ler poured a snifter of Napoleon brandy for

    his host.




    “Think I could have a snort of that?” Ri­ley asked pa­thet­ical­ly.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly not. If you agree to my con­tract, you’ll nev­er be per­mit­ted to drink

    again. It will in­ter­fere with my pur­pose.”




    Ri­ley rose to leave. He didn’t think he want­ed to live in a world where ev­ery day

    start­ed with a Blue Law. The but­ler re­strained him.




    “Hear me out,” Foxx said, swirling the brandy tempt­ing­ly in the snifter. The fire in the

    fire­place crack­led. Through the open win­dows, the crisp smell of acool April evening

    bil­lowed in. “I have tak­en great trou­ble to find out about you, Sergeant Ri­ley.”




    “Mr. Ri­ley,” he said bit­ter­ly. “I’m no sergeant any­more. That’s over. I’m noth­ing but a

    dish­wash­er now. An ex-​dish­wash­er.”




    Foxx raised an eye­brow. “Things are not al­ways as they seem,” he said. “As ! was say­ing,

    I be­lieve I know quite a bit about you. I know, for ex­am­ple, what it is you want more than

    any­thing else in life.”




    “Easy. A tall one with ice.” He guf­fawed rough­ly.




    “I’m se­ri­ous, Ri­ley. Do you know? Think. If you could have any­thing you want­ed,

    any­thing, bar­ring no con­sid­er­ation what­ev­er, what would it be?”




    Ri­ley thought a mo­ment. Then he an­swered with per­fect hon­esty. “A war,” he said.




    Foxx smiled. “Yes. I knew you were the man I want­ed.”




    Ri­ley passed ten days locked in a room in that house in Penn­syl­va­nia, while imag­inary

    bugs crawled up his legs and ele­phants danced on the walls. Ten hor­ri­ble days that left him

    sense­less and drained and wish­ing he were dead. On the eleventh day, when Ri­ley was too weak

    to sit up in his vom­it-​cov­ered bed, Foxx came again.




    He had a hy­po­der­mic nee­dle in his hand. “With this, you will feel bet­ter than you ev­er

    did with al­co­hol,” he said, and in­ject­ed the nee­dle in­to Ri­ley’s wast­ed arm.




    With­in min­utes Ri­ley felt stronger-​so strong that he thought he could snatch the sun

    right out of the sky.




    Foxx led him out­side, in­to the gar­den. “Run as far as you can,” he said. “But come back.

    If you don’t re­turn there will be no more in­jec­tions.”




    Ri­ley ran. He ran for miles, past ponds and forests and a farm, which, in lat­er years,

    Foxx would buy andthen de­stroy to en­sure pri­va­cy. He ran to the near­est town, some

    thir­ty miles away, and, in less than two hours af­ter his ar­rival, got a job load­ing

    pro­duce for the En­wood Mar­ket. That evening Ri­ley start­ed to weak­en. He be­gan to sweat

    pro­fuse­ly, and a deep feel­ing of pan­ic in­vad­ed ev­ery cell of his brain. He looked in the

    mir­ror. All of the new­found vi­tal­ity of­fered by the shot was gone, re­placed with a

    spec­tral empti­ness.




    The next day at work his boss com­plained that Ri­ley was lay­ing down on the job, but in

    truth he could hardiy raise his arms to lift the crates of mel­ons and car­rots. By

    mid-​af­ter­noon, Ri­ley thought he was go­ing to die.




    He hitched a ride to Foxx’s man­sion. The driv­er of the car had want­ed to take him to the

    hos­pi­tal, but Ri­ley said that his “un­cle,” Foxx, was a doc­tor. He crawled on hands and

    knees to the front door.




    Foxx opened it, the hy­po­der­mic poised in his hand. “I thought you would come back,” he

    said.




    Ri­ley was brought back to life, grate­ful and ter­ri­fied. “Say, what is that stuff in that

    nee­dle, any­way?” he asked, feel­ing his limbs come back to their for­mer pow­er.




    “A spe­cial mix­ture of mine. It’s based on a drug called pro­caine.”




    Ri­ley learned that Foxx had been work­ing on the for­mu­la for the past thir­ty years. With

    it, the rav­ages of time could be stopped. The young would stay young for­ev­er. Those on the

    brink of old age could hold off the fi­nal vic­to­ry of death for all time.




    “Holy cow,” Ri­ley said, filled with~ awe for the strange man with the mag­ic nee­dle. “You

    could make a for­tune with that.”




    “I have,” Foxx replied. “I’ve opened a clin­ic inEu­rope, where rich ma­trons and

    dandies afraid of grow­ing old come to feed their van­ity. But just as you have your dream,

    Ri­ley, so do I have mine.”




    it was then that he told the sol­dier about the plan that be­gan over the skies of Eu­rope

    dur­ing the war to end all wars, be­fore Foxx had even tak­en his name- he was Vaux then, a

    pi­lot.




    Vaux had learned, through some re­cov­ered in­tel­li­gence re­ports, that the U.S. Army was

    be­gin­ning some ex­per­iments us­ing pro­caine as a base for in­jec­tions that would in­crease

    the ef­fec­tive­ness of sol­diers in com­bat.




    He knew im­me­di­ate­ly that such a drug would change the course of his­to­ry. His fam­ily,

    with wealth of their own, had pro­vid­ed for his school­ing, in­clud­ing a diplo­ma from

    med­ical school. But the heal­ing of the sick held no at­trac­tion for him. What Vaux want­ed

    to do was to fly. Fly­ing was fun, and fly­ing was how he passed his sal­ad days.




    But by the end of World War I, Vaux was thir­ty years old, and fly­ing-​what there was of it

    af­ter the great aeri­al com­bats had stopped-​was for the young and the fool­ish.

    Barn­storm­ing, aer­obat­ic dis­plays, and the rest of the car­ni­val-​scent­ed op­tions open

    to wartime pi­lots dur­ing the ear­ly 1920s im­pressed a man of Vaux’s breed­ing and

    up­bring­ing as hu­mil­iat­ing, akin to the plight of a great box­er forced to earn a liv­ing

    as a wrestler in rigged match­es. Sud­den­ly fly­ing was no longer fun, and at thir­ty, the

    long road that stretched ahead of Vaux seemed to be filled with pet­ty mal­adies and the

    in­ter­minable com­plaints of his fu­ture pa­tients.




    Like Ri­ley, he missed the thrill of com­bat. His jad­ed ap­petite need­ed noth­ing less

    than to­tal war to sat­is­fy it.




    And then he re­mem­bered the cap­tured dis­patch­esabout the pro­caine ex­per­iments.

    Pro­caine. The very word held a sort of mag­ic. A drug that wouid form an army of age­less

    sol­diers. A drug that would take an or­di­nary foot slog and keep him in peak phys­ical

    con­di­tion for thir­ty years, un­til his long train­ing made him the great­est sol­dier who

    ev­er lived. A drug that would pre­vent the weak­en­ing of a man’s body, while his mind

    ab­sorbed decades of ex­pe­ri­ence. A bat­tal­ion of these men, fed on pro­caine and trained

    con­stant­ly, could rule the earth.




    His cre­den­tials got him in­to the re­search pro­gram al­most with­out ques­tion. Vaux was

    a rich man with an im­pec­ca­ble back­ground, the right train­ing, a med­ical de­gree, and a

    com­bat record on top of it. He was a wel­come ad­di­tion to the staff.




    But the ex­per­iments at the re­search cen­ter near En-​wood, Penn­syl­va­nia, were

    pro­gress­ing too slow­ly to suit Vaux. No one was will­ing to take any chances with hu­man

    sub­jects. A guinea pig, which demon­strat­ed re­mark­able ca­pac­ities for stress and

    phys­ical de­pri­va­tion, was not enough for those sci­en­tists. Oh, no. A hun­dred guinea pigs

    were not enough. Nor a hun­dred cats, dogs, and Rhe­sus mon­keys. Oh, no. Not a hu­man, not

    yet. The kinks weren’t ironed out, they said.




    Their fears filled Vaux with un­bri­dled dis­gust. The on­ly “kink” that Vaux could see were

    cer­tain un­pleas­ant ef­fects on the sub­ject once the drug was with­drawn. Ail right, he

    ad­mit­ted. The guinea pigs had died. But that was mi­nor, mi­nor! The pro­caine for­mu­la

    could change the face of war­fare for cen­turies to come! He want­ed to scream it.




    But noth­ing hap­pened. He be­came the most se­nior mem­ber of the re­search team, and still

    noth­ing hap­pened. The Pen­tagon want­ed the “kinks” to be ironed out be­fore the drug was

    tried on hu­man sub­jects. Hewas at a dead end. The army would nev­er ac­cept the drug

    un­less there was a war. And then it would be too late.




    “Fine,” Vaux said fi­nal­ly in res­ig­na­tion af­ter the Pen­tagon turned down his last

    re­quest to es­ca­late the ex­per­iments. If the army didn’t want the for­mu­la, the army

    wasn’t go­ing to have it. The pro­caine-​and its promise-​would be his alone.




    Vaux be­gan to re­move the vials of the pre­cious mix­ture a lit­tle at a time from the

    lab­ora­to­ry. He was fright­ened of the first theft, but when no one even no­ticed, he took

    more and more. By 1937, he had re­moved some 1200 cas­es of the drug and stored it on his

    fam­ily’s es­tate in up­state New York.




    Then, in 1938, Ger­many in­vad­ed Poland, and the Pen­tagon now want­ed pro­caine. It was

    too late, as Vaux knew it would be. A clerk with a pen­chant for in­ven­to­ry fig­ures

    dis­cov­ered that 1200 cas­es of the drug were miss­ing. In a eolos­sal­ly stupid move, the

    gov­ern­ment took ac­tion against Vaux, and the af­fair mush­roomed in­to a fi­as­co that

    end­ed with Vaux’s ex­pa­tri­ation and the end of the pro­caine re­search pro­gram. The

    ex­per­iments were aban­doned, and the re­search fa­cil­ity in En­wood sold.




    It was sold, through in­ter­me­di­aries, to Vaux’s fa­mi!y. And while Vaux him­self was in

    Gene­va, start­ing up the pro­caine age re­tar­dant clin­ic that would be­gin his for­tune, the

    fam­ily qui­et­ly shipped the 1200 cas­es of the drug to him.




    Thus be­gan the ca­reer of Fe­lix Foxx. With his new name and the clin­ic in Switzer­land,

    he was mak­ing enough mon­ey to start an army. And if the small avail­able sup­plies of

    pro­caine had to be aug­ment­ed by an oc­ca­sion­al “horse” or two like Ir­ma Schwartz, no one

    would no­tice. His dream had be­gun. By the time hemoved his op­er­ation back to the

    house in Penn­syl­va­nia, he was ready to make it a re­al­ity.




    Ri­ley trained for six weeks alone at the man­sion. When he was in peak phys­ical

    con­di­tion, Foxx sent him out to re­cruit the oth­ers for the Team.




    The oth­er mem­bers of the Team were much younger than Ri­ley, but su­pe­ri­or com­bat men,

    ev­ery one of them. They came from dif­fer­ent branch­es of the mil­itary, and for dif­fer­ent

    rea­sons. There was the ma­rine who was bust­ed for in­sub­or­di­na­tion; the sailor who could

    out­fight ev­ery man in his pla­toon with his bare hands; the Air Force cadet who got boot­ed

    out for at­tack­ing his D.I. Lat­er, there was the Green Beret who lost it some­where in the

    jun­gles of Viet­nam and went on a spree of in­dis­crim­inate mur­der from one end of the

    Mekong to the oth­er. There was Dav­en­port and a lot of guys like him. And the mercs. The

    mer­ce­nar­ies were the best of the lot. They killed be­cause killing was what they did, and

    they did it with­out ques­tion.




    Killing was the one thing that held the Team to­geth­er. Ev­ery one of the men Foxx had

    se­lect­ed knew how to kill. More im­por­tant: They want­ed to kill. In five years, Foxx had

    de­vel­oped the be­gin­nings of the great­est com­bat force in the world. The Team. And the

    Team be­longed to him, body and soul.




    In­ter­est­ed coun­tries had fi­nanced Foxx and his Team right from the be­gin­ning, with

    ship­ments of gold. By 1960, the Team was ready for its first re­al mis­sion. Pana­ma hired

    Foxx’s Team to at­tack the U.S. em­bassy on Septem­ber 17. In 1963, Viet­namese Pres­ident Ngo

    Dinh Diem was as­sas­si­nat­ed. The Team was there. In 1965, a promi­nent Cuban dis­si­dent met

    the Team on a back street in Ha­vana. His body was found three weeks lat­er, mu­ti­lat­ed

    be­yond recog­ni­tion. In 1968, the dic­ta­tor of a small is­landpow­er car­ried out his

    own coun­ter­rev­olu­tion against his So­vi­et su­pe­ri­ors. The Team stayed long enough to see

    a new pup­pet regime placed in pow­er on the day of the fu­ner­al.




    The decade passed, and then an­oth­er. And when­ev­er the lead­ers of a na­tion had

    re­quired some messy busi­ness that had to be tak­en care of in the swiftest way pos­si­ble,

    Foxx and the Team were called in. Ev­ery coun­try in the world knew of the Team ex­cept the

    Unit­ed States of Amer­ica, where the Team was based.




    Amer­ica nev­er knew be­cause Foxx kept clean in Amer­ica. So clean that he had writ­ten two

    books about di­et and ex­er­cise un­der his new name to al­lay any pos­si­ble sus­pi­cions and

    to give him a record with the IRS.




    The books were a good cov­er. The best, and noth­ing but the best would do now, be­cause a

    new mis­sion had come in. The most in­ter­est­ing mis­sion of them all.




    Ruo­mid Ha­iaf­fa, the strong­man lead­er of Zad­nia, had com­mis­sioned Foxx and his Team

    to as­sas­si­nate the mil­itary lead­ers of the Unit­ed States. This, Ha­iaf­fa said, would

    weak­en the coun­try’s mil­itary or­ga­ni­za­tion. Ha­iaf­fa stip­ulat­ed that the Sec­re­tary

    of the Air Force, the Sec­re­tary of the Navy, and the Sec­re­tary of the Army were to be first

    on the list of hits.




    “What about the Sec­re­tary of De­fense?” Foxx asked.




    Ha­iaf­fa dis­missed the thought with a con­temp­tu­ous wave. “A busi­ness­man,” Ha­iaf­fa

    said with a smirk. “We will leave him to his graphs and his charts. I wish to elim­inate the

    men of might in the Unit­ed States. Not a pen­cil push­er with his head in his be­hind.”




    Ha­iaf­fa had fright­ened him. He was a big man, with a de­ment­ed strength that seemed to

    em­anate from his mad­man’s eyes in waves.




    “You will do this for me,” Ha­laf­fa said, and it was not a re­quest.




    “Yes,” Foxx an­swered. “I-​will. Is that all?”




    Ha­iaf­fa burst in­to laugh­ter. He laughed so hard that Foxx start­ed to laugh, too, a

    small hys­ter­ical tit­ter of a laugh, un­til Ha­laf­fa stopped sud­den­ly and there was

    noth­ing on his face but rage. “Fool! It is on­ly the be­gin­ning. The re­al as­sas­si­na­tion

    will on­ly come af­ter you have liq­ui­dat­ed the first three men.”




    “The-​the re­al as­sas­si­na­tion?” Foxx asked.




    “The pres­ident. You will kill the pres­ident of the Unit­ed States. And then, when that

    odi­ous na­tion has be­come too crip­pled to fight back, I will come to rule the garbage that

    in­fests that huge coun­try and show them what a true lead­er is like.”




    Foxx shiv­ered. Lat­er, when he re­lat­ed the sto­ry to Ri­iey, he shiv­ered again. “His

    eyes,” Foxx said again and again. “Crazy eyes.”




    “That’s about it,” Ri­ley said. “He’s go­ing to Zad­nia now. He’ll switch to a com­mer­cial

    flight in Boston and reach Zad­nia by tonight.” The wind was gust­ing through the pines now,

    and for the first time Re­mo felt the chill in the air. “Can we have the drugs now?”




    “Are you nuts?’ Re­mo said. “Af­ter what you’ve told me you’re go­ing to do?”




    “We can’t do any­thing,” Ri­ley said qui­et­ly. “Foxx is gone. He didn’t bring us any new

    sup­plies. Guinea pigs aren’t the on­ly things that die with­out the in­jec­tions.”




    Re­mo looked over at the group of sol­diers. They were trem­bling with cold. Their eye

    sock­ets looked hol­low and dark. Some of the men had faint­ed dur­ing Ri­ley’s sto­ry. Re­mo

    thought of Posie back at Shangri-​la. “Are you telling me you’re go­ing to die?”




    Ri­ley shrugged. “Maybe not. Maybe Foxx’ll come back.”




    “Then !’d be crazy not to kill you now,” Re­mo said.




    One of the sol­diers seemed to be stran­gling on his own spit­tle. Two oth­ers dropped to

    their knees, their eyes rolling. “You gave your word,” Ri­ley said.




    Re­mo turned to Chi­un. “Watch the case,” he said. He went to the sol­diers and

    me­thod­ical­ly de­stroyed ev­ery weapon in sight. Then he made a body search of each man and

    smashed the con­cealed knives and guns. That still didn’t elim­inate the pos­si­bil­ity of a

    hid­den cache of weapons some­where on the grounds.




    “How long will the stuff in the case last?” Re­mo asked.




    “Maybe five days,” Ri­ley said.




    “What hap­pens af­ter that?”




    “I don’t know. Maybe there’s a pro­gram some­where, like a methadone clin­ic.” He grinned

    bit­ter­ly. “More like­ly, we’ll die. But I’d rather die five days from now, if I’ve got a

    choice.” Re­mo stud­ied him. “Your word,” the sol­dier re­mind­ed him. “I kept mine.”




    With a wrench of in­de­ci­sion, Re­mo hand­ed the case over. “Take off. All of you,

    to­geth­er, up that hill.” He point­ed to a round­ed knoll, where he could see clear­ly to the

    top. “And then keep on go­ing. No breaks for a quick­ie, noth­ing. Just go.”




    “Yes, sir,” Ri­ley said. He picked up the case. Re­mo saw that the man’s knees were

    wob­bling. Those left stand­ing in the crowd of sick sol­diers helped those on the ground to

    walk, and the group sham­bled off to­geth­er.




    “You could have killed them,” Chi­un said.




    “I know.” His mouth was grim.




    “You should have killed them.”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “Does your word hold such im­por­tance to you?” Chi­un asked, dis­gust­ed.




    Af­ter a mo­ment Re­mo an­swered, “Yes. I sup­pose it does.”




    They walked through the snow in si­lence. Re­mo knew he might have made the biggest mis­take

    of his life. If he didn’t get Foxx now, the pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was go­ing to pay

    for that mis­take.


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen





    Harold Smith ar­rived at Shangri-​la in a Gru­mann Air Force he­li­copter that touched down

    just out­side the build­ing. Its huge en­gine idled as Smith went in­side.




    The smell hit him as soon as he walked in the door. He gagged and blinked back the

    au­to­mat­ic tears that sprang in­to his eyes. Hold­ing a hand­ker­chief over his nose and

    mouth, he propped open the door, then made his way through the dark­ened man­sion.




    The place was per­fect­ly still, silent ex­cept for the hum of the he­li­copter out­side.

    The rooms were emp­ty, their draperies drawn closed. Prob­ably to con­serve heat, he thought,

    eye­ing the piles of ash­es in each of the fire­places. His breath came out in white plumes.

    But even with the cold, the stink of the place was over­pow­er­ing, and grow­ing stronger as he

    neared the heart of the house.




    At least it wasn’t sum­mer, he thought. The last time he’d known this smell was in Ko­rea,

    in a vil­lage where the North Ko­re­ans had slaugh­tered ev­ery man, wom­an, child, and

    ar­ti­cle of live­stock with­in five miles in or­der to “save” it from the dev­il Yanks. Smith

    was with the CIA then, and trav­el­ing with a pla­toon of reg­ular army to­ward Py­ongyang to

    res­cue a hand­ful ofstrand­ed agents with vi­tal re­ports that couldn’t be trans­mit­ted

    through nor­mal chan­nels. By the time the Amer­icans reached the Ko­re­an vil­lage, the dead

    had been fes­ter­ing in the Au­gust sun for three days or more. The reek of death point­ed the

    way to the vil­lage more ac­cu­rate­ly than any road sign.




    In the mid­dle of the vil­lage stood a squat mud hut. It was the on­ly build­ing among the

    strewn rub­ble and straw that was still stand­ing. When Smith kicked open its wo­ven reed and

    bam­boo door, he was greet­ed by the sight of two dozen bod­ies, their eye sock­ets filled with

    mag­gots, their tongues lolling black out of their bloat­ed faces as flies swarmed like liv­ing

    flesh over them.




    The stink of Shangri-​la brought back the im­age of the in­side of that mud hut with a

    vivid­ness that caused Smith’s hands to shake. Was Re­mo in there? Was Chi­un?




    “Do your job,” he mut­tered aloud as he hes­itat­ed a few feet in front of the arched

    door­way lead­ing to the ban­quet hall. This was it, he knew; the smell was com­ing from here.

    He pre­pared him­self, but as he walked in­side, he knew that noth­ing could have pre­pared him

    for the sight in front of him.




    It looked like a mau­soleum. The re­mains of thir­ty peo­ple of in­cred­ible age lounged on

    the el­egant pieces of fur­ni­ture like par­ty guests at some macabre cel­ebra­tion of the

    dead. They were dressed in fin­ery from a dozen dif­fer­ent eras: A flap­per from the

    twen­ties, her face now a mask of with­ered leather be­neath her bright cloche hat, sat

    de­mure­ly be­side a World War I army ma­jor in full dress uni­form, his nose a tri­an­gu­lar

    hole like a jack-​o-​lantern’s in his skele­ton’s face. A man in tails stared up through eyes

    puck­ered like raisins from a copy of The New York­er on his lap, hisbone-​fin­gers

    clasped around a fresh glass of green Chartreuse. Near him, the last em­bers of a fire

    smol­dered in the fire­place.




    A crypt, Smith thought, tak­ing in the rest of the room. A repos­ito­ry for the long dead.

    Ex­cept for the ter­ri­ble odor of death that spewed from ev­ery crack, there was noth­ing to

    in­di­cate that these peo­ple hadn’t died decades ago. It was as if ev­ery per­son in the room

    had ceased to live long be­fore death had ac­tu­al­ly come to claim their bod­ies.




    in the cor­ner, slumped over the keys of a high­ly pol­ished grand pi­ano, was a wom­an

    dressed in a shim­mer­ing white satin evening gown. An er­mine stole was draped over her

    shoul­ders, and her blonde hair cas­cad­ed over the gleam­ing wood. Her fin­gers were still

    rest­ing on the pi­ano’s keys.




    She looks so young, Smith thought, go­ing over to her. Maybe there was a sur­vivor. If this

    one girl could re­mem­ber. . . .




    He lift­ed her by her shoul­ders. With a brit­tle snap of her neck, her head lolled back to

    re­veal the pa­pery, veiled face of a mum­my.




    With a gasp, Smith let her go. Her hand dropped again to the key­board with a lit­tle ping

    of mu­sic that seemed to echo for­ev­er.




    Rat­tled, Smith picked up his at­tach^ case and bolt­ed in­to the next room. It was emp­ty.

    The kitchen was emp­ty, too, as were the up­stairs bed­rooms. He was grate­ful. The shock in

    the ball­room had been enough.




    He set the case on an eye­let-​cov­ered bed and used his hand­ker­chief to wipe the

    per­spi­ra­tion off his clam­my palms. When the phone in­side the case rang, the hand­ker­chief

    flew in­to the air. His stom­ach felt as if it had turned a com­plete rev­olu­tion in­side his

    bodyas he wiped the dried spit­tle from his lips and fum­bled with the catch­es on the

    case.




    “Yes,” he said, hear­ing the hoarse­ness in his own voice.




    “It’s Re­mo. I’m at a ranch some­where near the South Dako­ta Bad­lands.” He cap­sulized

    Sergeant Ri­ley’s sto­ry, leav­ing out the fact that he’d re­leased all the mem­bers of the

    Team. Smith would nev­er have un­der­stood that part. “Foxx’ll be in Zad­nia by tonight. I’ve

    got to get over there. Now.”




    “Can you get me the ex­act co­or­di­nates of your lo­ca­tion?” Smith asked.




    “I’ve got them.” he rat­tled off the co­or­di­nates.




    “Hold your po­si­tion,” Smith said. “I’ll have a plane pick you up.”




    “Make it a fast one,” Re­mo said. “While you’ve been at home snooz­ing, I’ve been freez­ing

    my butt off in the moun­tains.”




    “I’m at Shangri-​la,” Smith said.




    “Oh?” There was a de­lib­er­ate ca­su­al­ness in Re­mo’s voice. “How are the folks

    there?”




    Af­ter a pause Smith said, “They’re dead.”




    There was si­lence on the line. “All of them?” Rerno said qui­et­ly. “The blonde?. . .”




    “All.” Smith swal­lowed. “We’ll talk about it lat­er. Hold your po­si­tion.” He hung up. His

    next call was to the pres­ident. Then he made an anony­mous call to the lo­cal coun­ty morgue,

    alert­ing them to the pres­ence of thir­ty bod­ies in the man­sion near En­wood.




    Out­side, he scram­bled in­to the he­li­copter and sig­nalled the pi­lot to lift off. The

    pi­lot had been giv­en in­struc­tions to fol­low the lemo­ny-​faced man’s or­ders to the

    let­ter. He was a test pi­lot at Ed­wards Air Force Base who had flown ev­ery ex­per­imen­tal

    air­craftbrought in­to the base and dealt with ev­ery man­ner of off-​the-​wall or­der

    hand­ed down by the brass, so he didn’t so much as blink when he was giv­en emer­gen­cy

    top-​se­cu­ri­ty clear­ance to fly the Gru­mann to a des­ti­na­tion known on­ly to his

    civil­ian pas­sen­ger. And he ex­hib­it­ed no sur­prise when the pas­sen­ger told him to

    reroute the he­li­copter to the near­est air­base hous­ing su­per­son­ic jets. Nor did he

    of­fer up any ques­tions when he ar­rived at the base and was im­me­di­ate­ly hand­ed a new set

    of top-​se­cu­ri­ty clear­ance pa­pers to land a mas­sive F-16 on a stretch of bar­ren ground

    some­where in west­ern South Dako­ta and pick up two oth­er civil­ian pas­sen­gers who would

    di­rect him to his next des­ti­na­tion. The pi­lot took one look at the amount of liq­uid

    oxy­gen and hy­dro­gen per­ox­ide fu­el be­ing pumped, boil­ing and steam­ing, in­to the F-16,

    and knew it was go­ing to be a long flight, wher­ev­er he was go­ing.




    But it was all in a day’s work. The pi­lot didn’t much care who gave the or­ders, as long as

    they didn’t try to fly the plane. He sat back in the flight lounge and poured him­self a cup of

    cof­fee as the lemo­ny-​faced man called a taxi to take him to the near­est air­port. He was

    prob­ably some bu­reau­crat, sent to check out the ef­fi­cien­cy of emer­gen­cy op­er­ations,

    or some kind of non­sense like that. The two guys in South Dako­ta were prob­ably do­ing the

    same thing.




    The F-16 was go­ing to be a ride and a half for them. Well, what the hell, the pi­lot

    thought. Let them have their thrill. It’ll prob­ably be the high point of their en­tire

    bor­ing, or­di­nary lives.




    Civil­ians, he thought, nod­ding off for a quick nap. They’ll nev­er know what re­al

    ex­cite­ment is. He felt sor­ry for them.


  




  

    Chapter Seventeen





    Fe­lix Foxx lit a slim che­root in the an­te­room to the Prince’s Cham­ber in the Great

    Palace of Ana­to­la in Zad­nia. Prince Ana­tole had built the palace and named it, like his

    coun­try’s cap­ital city, af­ter him­seif. Dur­ing the cor­rupt and pa­gan days of Ana­tole’s

    reign be­fore Ruo­mid Ha­laf­fa and a hand­ful of trea­sonous sol­diers de­posed him in the

    name of jus­tice and de­cen­cy, the Prince’s Cham­ber had been shame­ful­ly mis­used as a

    playpen, where Ana­tole and his con­fi­dantes car­ried on af­fairs of state through or­gies of

    drink­ing and gam­bling and wench­ing with a bevy of girls im­port­ed from the deserts of the

    south.




    Ha­laf­fa heaped scorn on the play­boy prince for his wan­ton ways. Af­ter Ana­tole’s

    ex­ecu­tion, when the prince’s blood­ied head was im­paled atop a minaret tow­er for all to see

    and de­spise, Ha­laf­fa an­nounced the ros­ter of sweep­ing changes he would bring to Zad­nia.

    One of the main points of his stir­ring speech that day was that nev­er again would the ur­gent

    mat­ters of state be dis­cussed in an at­mo­sphere as be­sot-​ten and sin­ful as the

    no­to­ri­ous Prince’s Cham­ber.




    He ful­filled his promise. Dur­ing Ha­laf­fa’s own or­gies of drink­ing and gam­bling and

    wench­ing, ab­so­lute­ly noaf­fairs of state were dis­cussed. Dis­cus­sion of af­fairs of

    state were lim­it­ed to Mon­day morn­ing be­tween 10:00 and 10:30 A.M., im­me­di­ate­ly

    fol­low­ing the morn­ing ex­ecu­tions and just be­fore the palace’s mid-​morn­ing hashish

    break.




    Foxx tipped the ash off the che­root on­to the floor, where it joined the mound of butts

    al­ready de­posit­ed at his feet. Be­hind him, the gild­ed dou­ble doors lead­ing to the

    Prince’s Cham­ber re­ver­ber­at­ed with rau­cous shout­ing and singing and the high screams of

    Ha­laf­fa’s con­cu­bines.




    “But it’s im­por­tant,” Foxx had told the guard at the gate, who had re­ceived

    in­struc­tions to send away any­one who didn’t bring a bot­tle. “It’s an af­fair of state.”




    “Come back Mon­day,” the guard said in a nasal singsong. “Af­fairs of state be­tween ten,

    ten-​thir­ty.”




    “It’s an emer­gen­cy.”




    “Emer­gen­cies be­tween one, one-​thir­ty,” said the guard, sound­ing like an East­ern

    bag­pipe.




    “This could mean world dis­as­ter,” Foxx said in des­per­ation.




    “World dis­as­ters be­tween three, three-​thir­ty.”




    Foxx was fran­tic. “Look, I’ve got to see him. Aren’t there any cir­cum­stances where

    Ha­laf­fa would see me be­fore ten o’clock Mon­day morn­ing?”




    “On­ly su­per-​duper emer­gen­cy-​ca­su­al­ty-​world-​de­struc­tion pri­or­ity come be­fore

    Mon­day morn­ing, ten o’clock,” the guard said.




    “Fine. I’ll take that.”




    “Mon­day morn­ing, nine-​thir­ty,” the guard said.




    At last Foxx man­aged, with the help of a fifty-​dol­lar bill, to per­suade the guard to

    es­cort him to the an­te­room. That was six hours ago. Since then, Foxx’s ag­ita­tion had

    blos­somed in­to the be­gin­nings of a ner­vous break­down. His hands trem­bled. He saw spots

    in frontof his eyes. His mouth was dry. With ev­ery swal­low the mem­branes of his throat

    stuck to­geth­er like two pieces of Scotch tape.




    it was blown! The whole beau­ti­ful, fool­proof cov­er of Shangri-​la had been dis­cov­ered

    and some­how in­fil­trat­ed by some lu­natic in a tee-​shirt. The man named Re­mo had got­ten

    as far as the Team it­self. Of course, the Team would have made short work of the thin young

    man and his an­cient Ori­en­tal part­ner, but it was the prin­ci­ple: They knew. Af­ter al­most

    thir­ty years, some­one knew about the Team. And if they knew, who else might know?




    It was time to go un­der­ground, to hole up in Zad­nia for a year, un­til things blew over.

    He’d brought enough pro­caine in his plane to last him as long as it was nec­es­sary to hide

    out. Of course, the Team didn’t have enough to get them through the next week, but he couid

    form a new Team. It would take work, but it was pos­si­ble. As for the fools at Shangri-​la,

    there would al­ways be more peo­ple with mon­ey, will­ing to trade their mil­lions for Foxx’s

    foun­tain of youth. The guests at the house in Penn­syl­va­nia were dead by now, any­way. He

    couldn’t af­ford to waste time, wor­ry­ing about them.




    The dou­ble doors opened a crack, fill­ing the an­te­room with noise and the scent of stale

    smoke and whiskey fumes. Ha­laf­fa stood in­side the doors, his back to Foxx, laugh­ing and

    shout­ing in Ara­bic to the oth­ers in the Prince’s Cham­ber. He was still laugh­ing when he

    stepped in­to the an­te­room.




    “Your High­ness,” Foxx said, bow­ing on his knees be­fore Ha­laf­fa. Ha­laf­fa’s smile broke

    off and was re­placed by a scowl.




    “What do you want that is im­por­tant enough to dis­turb me from the re­spon­si­bil­ities of

    high of­fice?” he bel­lowed.




    “I seek asy­lum, Mag­nif­icence,” Foxx squeaked. “There is a mad­man who has learned of our

    plans. He pur­sued me to the se­cret lair of my sol­diers. He knows all. Per­haps he has

    com­mu­ni­cat­ed with oth­ers. The plan has been ru­ined. I come to you now to ask, not for

    pay­ment for the three as­sas­si­na­tions al­ready per­formed per­fect­ly, but on­ly for a

    place where I may hide from the au­thor­ities of my pig-​gov­erned coun­try un­til we have

    dis­ap­peared from the minds of those cap­ital­ist buf­foons.”




    “I beg your par­don?” Ha­laf­fa asked.




    “They’re on­to us. We have to-“




    “Us? We?” Ha­laf­fa roared. “Your id­iot plan goes up in smoke, and you dare to im­pli­cate

    me, Ha­laf­fa him­self?”




    “But it was your pla-“




    “You are stupid enough to get caught per­form­ing treach­er­ous acts against your coun­try,

    and you ex­pect me to grant you asy­lum?”




    “Well, I on­ly thought-“




    “Where are your sol­diers?”




    “They’re at my base, sir, your High­ness, sir.”




    “You left them?”




    “Well, this man was af­ter me, sir, quite an ex­traor­di­nary man, re­al­ly. He hung out of

    a win­dow-“




    “You are a big­ger ass than I thought. By Al­lah, you must be the biggest, round­est,

    red­dest ass in the world! Are you mad? Do you think I would give even one mo­ment’s

    con­sid­er­ation to a man who would desert his own sol­diers, while he flees to safe­ty?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, it wasn’t quite that dra­mat­ic,” Foxx tried to ex­plain.




    “Would I trust for one sec­ond a man who, with­out hes­ita­tion, would ex­pose me and my

    coun­try in a scheme that would cast us as vil­lains the world over?”




    “Oh, I think it’ll all blow over in a few weeks-“




    “Guard!” Ha­laf­fa screamed. “Take this ver­min away. Place him be­fore the fir­ing squad at

    dawn to­mor­row.”




    “The fir­ing squad?” Foxx wrig­gled vain­ly to free him­self from the iron grip of the two

    gi­ants on ei­ther side of him. “But, Your Ex­cel­len­cy . . . Your Wor­ship … I have worked

    for you.”




    “You have failed.”




    “Prison, then,” Foxx shout­ed fran­ti­cal­ly. “I’ll take prison. You can’t mur­der me just

    for mak­ing one mis­take, can you?”




    “No,” Ha­laf­fa said thought­ful­ly. “Guards, halt.” The gi­ants stopped in their tracks.

    Ha­laf­fa rubbed his chin, de­lib­er­at­ing. At last he said, “You are right, Dr. Foxx. I

    can­not in good con­science have you ex­ecut­ed for aban­don­ing your mis­sion. Af­ter all, I

    am a fair man. A mer­ci­ful man. A man who treads in the steps of Al­lah to bring peace and

    pros­per­ity to Zad­nia.”




    “Thank God,” Foxx whis­pered. He fell to his knees. “Praise be to you for a thou­sand years,

    Your Per­fect-​ness.”




    “So it is my de­ci­sion that you shall not be shot to­mor­row morn­ing for mak­ing a

    mis­take.”




    “Your Splen­did­ness, Your Di­vin­ity …”




    “You will be shot for in­ter­rupt­ing my fes­tiv­ities this evening. Good-​bye.”




    “No! No!” Foxx screamed as the burly guards led him down the filthy stone stair­well in­to

    the dun­geon, where rats picked clean the bones of those who had pre­ced­ed him to the

    court­yard in which he would stand to­mor­row.




    Af­ter the crust­ed iron bars of his cell slammed shut, one of the beefy guards shook a

    fin­ger at him. “Next time, wait till Mon­day morn­ing,” he said.


  




  

    Chapter Eighteen





    The pi­lot of the F-16 put on his best avi­ator’s smile for his two civil­ian pas­sen­gers

    as the sleek craft screamed over the Mediter­ranean.




    “Sure sump’in’ up here, idn’t it?” he said in his avi­ator’s fake South­ern ac­cent.




    Chi­un shrugged. “No movies,” he said.




    Re­mo fo­cused in on the city of Ana­to­la through the pi­lot’s pow­er­ful binoc­ulars. The

    mis­sion. Don’t think about any­thing but the mis­sion now, he told him­self. Posie was dead,

    and he might have been able to save her if… but don’t think about that. It was over. She was

    dead. Pe­ri­od. From this dis­tance, the city’s white stuc­co walls and wind­ing streets seemed

    al­most washed clean of filth and dung and dis­ease-​bear­ing flies that were Zad­nia’s

    trade­mark the world over.




    “Okay,” Re­mo said. “You can park any­where.”




    The pi­lot smirked be­hind his pro­tep­tive head­gear. Civil­ians. Non­pilots. Well, who

    ex­pect­ed the low­er forms of life to know beans from bar­na­cles?




    “Sor­ry, pal. That’s Zad­nia,” he said.




    “We know what it is,” Chi­un snapped. “Do you think we would fly in this noisy ma­chine

    with­out even in-​flight movies if we were go­ing to Cleve­land?”




    “Fine,” the pi­lot said, “but you can’t land in Zad­nia. They’ll blow us up be­fore we hit

    the ground.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said. “That makes sense. Where do you keep the parachutes?”




    “We don’t have parachutes,” the pi­lot said.




    Re­mo shook his head. “And you’d prob­ably iose our lug­gage if we had any. All right. How

    low can you take this thing?”




    “Low?”




    “Weil, of course, low,” Re­mo said. “Low.”




    “Right down to wave top,” the pi­lot said.




    “You don’t have to go that low,” Re­mo said. “Any­thing in­side a hun­dred feet or so is

    good.”




    “What for?” the pi­lot asked, even as he pushed the con­trol for­ward and moved the plane

    down to­ward the blue wa­ters of the Mediter­ranean.




    “What do you think for?” Re­mo asked. “Are your belts fas­tened?”




    “Yes.”




    “Good-​bye for­ev­er,” Re­mo said. He punched out the plane’s canopy, and then spilled out

    of the plane in a tum­bling free fall, that quick­ly turned in­to a smooth ea­gle-​soar­ing

    to­ward the white waves be­low.




    “Slop­py,” Chi­un said. He moved up in his seat.




    “You’re not jump­ing, too, are you?” the pi­lot shout­ed over the scream of the wind.




    “If you’d rather land. …”




    “Can’t.” It was the CIA. It had to be the CIA. Some kind of nut­ty sui­cide mis­sion, with

    these two nin­nies the vic­tims.




    Chi­un stood up.




    “I wish you could take a chute,” the pi­lot said.




    “Keep your ad­vice on my bod­ily func­tions to your­self,” Chi­un said, then slipped

    grace­ful­ly out of thejet, his yel­low robe bil­low­ing in the wind like a sail.




    The pi­lot looped once to ob­serve the fi­nal dis­ap­pear­ance of his two for­mer

    pas­sen­gers in­to the Mediter­ranean. The brass was go­ing to want a re­port-​and-​a-​half on

    this one and the de­tails would be im­por­tant.




    Some­how, he no­ticed, the old guy in the bathrobe had man­aged to bring him­self to the

    same lev­el as the thin guy in the T-​shirt.




    The pi­lot looped again, and came in close. The two men were talk­ing. The old one was

    wav­ing his arms and shout­ing, while the young one shrugged and point­ed up at the jet. The

    pi­lot could hard­ly be­lieve it. Here they were, sail­ing to­ward the ocean, and these two

    loonies were hav­ing an ar­gu­ment. Then, with­out even tak­ing time to scream in pan­ic, the

    two crazy civil­ians sank in­to the sea at pre­cise­ly the same mo­ment.




    Well, that was that, the pi­lot said to him­self. Maybe two nuts the CIA had to get rid of.

    They had guts, though, he’d have to hand it to them. Nei­ther of them had shown a trace of fear

    when they au­gured in. It had been a death wor­thy of an avi­ator.




    He climbed in­to the sky and out of sight. Twen­ty sec­onds lat­er, two heads bobbed out of

    the sea. “No movies, no lava­to­ries, no free cakes of soap, no tea, and a foul-​mouthed

    driv­er on top of it all!” Chi­un shrieked. “I have had bet­ter rides in New Jer­sey

    taxi-​cabs. How can you sub­ject one of my del­icate sen­si­bil­ities to such a prim­itive mode

    of trav­el?”




    “It was the fastest way,” Re­mo ex­plained for the fourth time since they’d left the

    F-16.




    “Hur­ry, hur­ry,” Chi­un grum­bled. “You have cast aside all the plea­sures of life in the

    emp­ty pur­suit ofspeed. You have re­ject­ed the fra­grance of the lo­tus in fa­vor of

    the stench of the pub­lic bus. You have-“




    “The soon­er we get this over with, the soon­er you can get back to your TV,” Re­mo

    said.




    “Can we make the eleven o’clock up­date?”




    “Maybe.”




    “Stop dawdling,” Chi­un com­mand­ed, slic­ing through the wa­ter like a tor­pe­do.




    Dawn was ris­ing in Ana­to­la, cast­ing pink ha­los around the white sun-​baked build­ings.

    Be­low the ha­los, the city’s fat flies were be­gin­ning to stir, prepar­ing them­selves for

    an­oth­er day’s feast­ing in a land that seemed cre­at­ed just for them. They buzzed in­to the

    fetid streets, stop­ping to drink at the stag­nant, sewage-​laden streams that ran freely along

    the nar­row walk­ways. They lit undis­turbed on the de­li­cious three-​day-​old cow meat,

    al­ready veiled with the thick scent of de­cay, hang­ing from the hawk­ers’ stands. For

    dessert, they swarmed over a tempt­ing dis­play of rot­ting fruit that would even­tu­al­ly be

    fed to the chil­dren of the wealthy af­ter the flies had tak­en their fill. An­oth­er good

    day.




    Re­mo swat­ted at the flies that buzzed in the city square like a cloud. The meat hawk­er

    scur­ried over to them, wav­ing a stink­ing gray slab and bur­bling some­thing through a

    mouth­ful of loos© brown teeth.




    “You’ve got to be kid­ding,” Re­mo said, and walked on. Chi­un was silent. At the gates to

    the city, he had slowed his breath­ing to a point that wouldn’t even reg­is­ter on a

    life-​sup­port sys­tem. He ex­plained that it was prefer­able to ex­pe­ri­enc­ing Zad­nia and

    the Zad­ni­ans at full con­scious­ness.In the dis­tance, the twelve tow­ers of the Palace

    of Ana­toia stood out like nee­dles against the red­den­ing sky.




    “Guess that’s where we’re go­ing,” Re­mo said. “You might as well bring your­self up to

    ca­pac­ity, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “I’d rather not,” Chi­un croaked.




    A high wail punc­tu­at­ed the end­less drone of the flies. At first Re­mo thought it was one

    of the ven­dors on the street, be­gin­ning his day’s sup­pli­ca­tion to what­ev­er id­iots were

    des­per­ate enough to buy the food in Zad­nia, but it wasn’t the call of a Mid­dle East­ern

    sales-​pitch. It was a cry of ter­ror, and it was com­ing from in­side the walled bound­aries

    of the palace.




    “He can’t shoot me,” the voice cried. “It’s not fair. I’ve done ev­ery­thing he want­ed. Be

    rea­son­able. Take the hun­dred. Please.”




    As Re­mo lis­tened, a sec­ond voice, high and singsong, came from with­in the wall. “When

    you dead, we take hun­dred dol­lah any­way. We take rings off fin­ger. We take gold from teeth.

    You not have to pay us now, very wel­come.”




    Re­mo scaled the palace wall and peered over. Fac­ing the wall were twelve men in Zad­ni­an

    uni­forms, their weapons point­ed at the soli­tary blind­fold­ed fig­ure in front of them.




    “Ready,” squeaked the com­mand­ing guard. The men raised their ri­fles.




    “In­side line?” Re­mo whis­pered.




    Chi­un shook his head. “A waste. There are on­ly twelve of them. We use the dou­ble-​spi­ral

    air blow se­ries.”




    “What for? That’s a trick, shot.”




    “Aim.”




    “All right,” Re­mo sighed. “What­ev­er you say.” He vault­ed over the wall.




    “Fi-​agh­hh.” The com­man­der’s wind­pipe lodged in­to his nose as he twirled end over end

    above the heads of the fir­ing squad.




    “High­er,” Chi­un said. He grasped the ri­fles of two of the guards and, with a flick of his

    wrists sent their own­ers hurtling up­ward be­fore they could re­lease their weapons. The

    guards, look­ing like kha­ki-​col­ored pin­wheels, flew in two dif­fer­ent di­rec­tions up to

    twen­ty feet be­fore their tra­jec­to­ry curved in­to two huge parabo­las. They met head-​on in

    the air, their skulls crack­ing on im­pact. Chi­un smiled. “A lit­tle art,” he said.




    “I’m glad you’re en­joy­ing your­self,” Re­mo said, heft­ing the fat­test sol­dier he’d

    ev­er seen in­to the air, while an­oth­er at­tacked him from be­hind. “Per­son­al­ly, I’m

    get­ting a her­nia.” An in­side line would have been so much eas­ier, he thought as a sol­dier

    charged him with his AK-47. At the mo­ment when the ma­chine­gun would have made con­tact,

    Re­mo was be­hind the guard, and then the guard was shoot­ing for­ward and smash­ing in­to

    an­oth­er, and then with a light blow to the man in front they were both air­borne. Three

    oth­ers spi­raied in­to the air like foot­balls, de­flat­ing as they im­paled them­selves on

    three of the palace’s tow­ers.




    “You see now the dou­ble-​spi­ral air blow is not so easy,” Chi­un said with smil­ing

    tri­umph.




    “Who said it was,” Re­mo grunt­ed, pro­pelling an­oth­er guard in­to the palace walls.




    “You did. You told all those peo­ple that I was not re­spon­si­ble for the beau­ti­ful

    at­tack on the two men at Shangri-​la. You gave me no cred­it what­ev­er.”




    “Chi­un, look out!” Three men stood di­rect­ly be­hind the old Ori­en­tal, their ri­fles

    lev­eled.




    “It was mas­ter­ful work,” Chi­un groused on with­outmiss­ing a beat, as the weapons

    in the hands of the sol­diers were sud­den­ly buried in the dust and the men sailed up­ward,

    one af­ter the oth­er, in a gi­ant oval. As each of them neared the ground, Chi­un struck him

    up­ward again, bring­ing each blow in faster un­til the three men were noth­ing more than limp,

    bone­less pulps, which Chi­un jug­gled like boiled eggs.




    “Okay, it’s a tough at­tack,” Re­mo pant­ed, con­ced­ing the point. He flung an arm in­to

    the oval and the men crashed in­to a fleshy pile on the ground.




    “What’s go­ing on?” came a mut­ed, pan­ic-​filled squeak from in front of the wall.




    Re­mo went to Foxx and pulled off the blind­fold and the ropes that bound his wrists. Foxx

    took a look at the car­nage in the court­yard, then at Re­mo. “You,” he said, awestruck. “But I

    thought you were go­ing to kill me.”




    “Naw,” Re­mo said. “What’s a lit­tle mur­der, trea­son, and as­sas­si­na­tion be­tween

    friends? Your next tar­get was on­ly go­ing to be the pres­ident of the Unit­ed States. A

    lit­tle mon­ey in your pock­et, a new gov­ern­ment for Amer­ica, run by a ter­ror­ist. What the

    hell?”




    “I’m glad you see it that way,” Foxx said, smil­ing.




    “Just one ques­tion. Where’s the pro­caine for­mu­la man­ufac­tured these days?”




    Foxx winced. “Well, there’s just a tee­ny prob­lem with that,” he said apolo­get­ical­ly.

    “The lab in Switzer­land that was pro­duc­ing it burned down three weeks ago. But we can get

    around that. Smali amounts of the drug can be ex­tract­ed di­rect­ly from cer­tain peo­ple.

    Hors­es, they’re called, peo­ple with-“




    “Yeah, I know. Like Ir­ma Schwartz.”




    “Ex­act­ly.” Foxx’s face bright­ened. “They’re rare, but not that rare, and it on­ly takes

    six or sev­en bod­ies to pro­duce the ex­tract used in the mix­ture. It’s easy,re­al­ly.

    We can make it right at Shangri-​la. I was plan­ning to, any­way. The Schwartz wom­an was the

    first. With your skills, we can have the rest in no time.”




    “Great to hear,” Re­mo said. “Just knock off a few strangers, and there you have it.”




    “The foun­tain of youth.”




    “Ex­cept for the poor suck­ers you mur­der just to get at the juices in their bod­ies.”




    “No­bod­ies,” Foxx said dis­mis­sive­ly. “Nev­er be missed. What do you say?”




    “I say there are too many am­ateur as­sas­sins in this world,” Chi­un said.




    “I agree,” Re­mo said.




    “What are you two talk­ing about?” Foxx said. “We don’t need as­sas­sins. We don’t need

    any­body, now that the three of us are a team.” He ges­tured ex­pan­sive­ly. “The New Team,

    that’s what we’ll be. First we’ll ap­proach Ha­laf­fa and see if the deal with the pres­ident

    is still on. You two can take care of that one with both hands tied, I’ll wa­ger. Ha­laf­fa

    will love us af­ter that.”




    “Won­der­ful,” Re­mo said. “It’ll make my whole day.”




    “And then I’ll go to the So­vi­ets. God knows, there are a mil­lion peo­ple the Rus­sians

    want bumped off. And then there are the Red Chi­nese, of course.”




    “Of course.”




    “We’ll make a for­tune. The New Team. It’s the best idea I’ve ev­er had. Think of it. Just

    think of it!”




    “Think of this,” Re­mo said, crush­ing his skull.




    Foxx reeled and slumped to the ground. “So much for the New Team,” Chi­un said.




    And then the two of them were silent, their mouths drop­ping open in dis­be­lief as they

    watched death worka trans­for­ma­tion on Foxx that had nev­er been per­mit­ted in

    life.




    As the last breath rasped out of his body, the man seemed to shriv­el in front of their

    eyes. His skin stretched taut over the bones of his face, grow­ing translu­cent and spot­ted

    with age. His eye sock­ets dark­ened and deep­ened to ghoul­ish hol­lows. One by one his teeth

    fell out, gray and cracked, and his lips whitened and puck­ered and sank in­to his flesh, like

    the dis­card­ed skin of a snake. In sec­onds, the mass of wavy dark hair on his head turned

    white and fell to the ground in tufts. His spine bent. His hands curled in­to gnarled,

    arthrit­ic fists. His flesh seemed to melt away, leav­ing on­ly a thin shell of with­ered skin

    over the frail bones. Foxx was sud­den­ly old, old­er than any­thing Re­mo had ev­er seen, as

    old as the earth it­self.




    “Come,” Chi­un said soft­ly. The corpse was crum­bling in­to de­cay now, the bones turn­ing

    to dust be­neath the pa­pery gray flesh, the eye­balls con­geal­ing in­to black jel­ly. A host

    of flies swarmed over it, feed­ing on the pu­trid re­mains.


  




  

    Chapter Nineteen





    Ha­laf­fa’s palace was eeri­ly still in­side. There were no sol­diers any­where. No guards.

    The gaudy Palace of Ana­to­la was as silent as a desert rock.




    “I don’t like this,” Re­mo said as they passed through room af­ter emp­ty room.




    “The si­lence of a thou­sand screams,” Chi­un mused.




    The Prince’s Cham­ber, still reek­ing of the fes­tiv­ities of the pre­vi­ous night, looked

    as if it had been aban­doned in haste, its oc­cu­pants van­ish­ing in a mo­ment of ri­otous

    mer­ry­mak­ing. The shouts and coarse laugh­ter seemed still to ring in the shad­ows of the

    emp­ty room. The stair­ways were emp­ty, too. As Re­mo and Chi­un walked up to the up­per

    floors of the palace, the on­ly sound was the soft flap­ping of Chi­un’s robes be­hind him.




    There were no stir­rings of life un­til they reached the lev­el of the twelve tow­ers.

    Chi­un cocked his head at the top of the stone stair­way and lis­tened. “He is here,” he

    said.




    Re­mo nod­ded. He, too, had sensed the rhyth­mic ex­pan­sion of air that sig­naled the

    pres­ence of a breath­ing hu­man be­ing.




    “Over here, gen­tle­men.” The voice sound­ed loud as a can­non’s boom af­ter the weird

    still­ness.




    Ha­laf­fa stood in a li­brary housed in one of the cylin­dri­cal tow­ers. In­stead of the

    Zad­ni­an mil­itary uni­form, which he usu­al­ly wore, Ha­laf­fa was dressed in the

    tra­di­tion­al flow­ing robes of Zad­nia’s an­cient no­madic tribes. On his head was a white

    tur­ban with a sap­phire in the cen­ter. He was a hand­some man, young and swarthy, burst­ing

    with a kind of ex­ag­ger­at­ed male-​ness that gave an air of con­fi­dence and strength to him

    . . . ex­cept for the eyes.




    Mad­man’s eyes, Re­mo thought. They held the same look that oth­er eyes had car­ried once

    the lust for pow­er over­came their san­ity. Idi Amin’s eyes, as he starved his peo­ple to slow

    death. Hitler’s eyes as he or­dered the ex­ter­mi­na­tion of mil­lions. Eyes of fire, burn­ing

    with death.




    “I have been prepar­ing to wel­come you,” he said soft­ly. He took a leather-​cov­ered

    vol­ume from a high shelf. “Your ex­hi­bi­tion in the court­yard was most im­pres­sive.” He

    looked at them ap­prov­ing­ly. “I take it you have traced the un­pa­tri­ot­ic ac­tiv­ities of

    our de­part­ed Dr. Foxx to me?”




    “We have,” Re­mo said.




    Ha­laf­fa read from the book, seem­ing­ly un­con­cerned. “I see,” he said at last. “And

    what, may I ask, is your pur­pose here?”




    “We are as­sas­sins,” Chi­un said.




    “A no­ble ca­reer. Then you have come here to the tow­er to kill me, I trust?”




    “Right again,” Re­mo said. Any­time now. His mus­cles screamed in readi­ness. Be­side him,

    he could feel Chi­un’s en­er­gy coil­ing like a spring.




    “Then step for­ward,” Ha­laf­fa said cold­ly. “Makeyour at­tempt.” He slammed the book

    shut with a bang.




    A big bang. Six bul­lets fired out of the thick bind­ing di­rect­ly at Re­mo. He dodged

    them, but it was a dis­trac­tion. And as he was dis­tract­ed, the shelf-​lined walls of the

    tow­er swung open and a host of fierce-​look­ing no­mad war­riors swarmed in­to the room, their

    sabers slic­ing through the air like lasers.




    “Now we do the in­side-​line at­tack,” Chi­un said.




    The sabers flew. Blood flowed like foun­tains over the in­tri­cate de­signs on the car­pets

    in the tow­er room. The screams of the dy­ing echoed down the stone stair­ways and emp­ty

    cor­ri­dors. And then all was still again.




    Re­mo, Chi­un, and Ruo­mid Ha­laf­fa faced one an­oth­er. Ha­laf­fa’s caf­tan was streaked

    with blood. His mad­man’s eyes shone with ter­ror and the knowl­edge of doom. For sev­er­al

    mo­ments he stood stock still, his eyes dar­ling around the death-​filled room, seek­ing an

    av­enue of es­cape.




    There was none. On­ly the small tur­ret win­dow be­hind him of­fered a way to the out­side

    world, and that way was sev­er­al sto­ries straight down. He looked out the win­dow. The

    pave­ment of the filthy street be­low was al­ready teem­ing with peo­ple. They stepped

    la­con­ical­ly over the fly-​stud­ded car­cass of a dead dog ly­ing near a ven­dor’s cart

    filled with mel­ons. The city was ful­ly awake now, al­ready blis­ter­ing un­der the glare of

    the sun.




    Ha­laf­fa faced his two as­sailants. “You will not take me!” he shout­ed, then turned and

    scram­bled on­to the win­dow ledge. “My fol­low­ers will smite you with wrath. They will

    fin­ish you for the vile mur­der­ers you are. They will wreak vengeance on your pal­try

    na­tion.”




    Be­low, a few scat­tered on­look­ers glanced up to see their lat­est dic­ta­tor ready to

    jump from a win­dow ledge in one of the palace’s twelve tow­ers. He was shout­ing some­thing.

    They were al­ways shout­ing some­thing. The last dic­ta­tor, Ana­tole, shout­ed some­thing

    be­fore he died, too. So would the next one. The on­look­ers turned away and went about their

    busi­ness.




    “Cit­izens of Zad­nia,” Ha­laf­fa bel­lowed. “The foes of our coun­try have come to spread

    de­struc­tion and calami­ty in our midst. Rise up! Fight them! Fight them in the beau­ti­ful

    streets I have giv­en you. Fight them in your com­fort­able homes, which have been my gift to

    you. Storm the palace and fight them as they stand ready to take your lead­er from you. Fight!

    Fight! Fight!”




    “Enough of the pep talk,” Re­mo said ir­ri­ta­bly. “Are they com­ing or aren’t they?”




    “Get up here and save my life, you mis­er­able cretins,” Ha­laf­fa yelled. “For the glo­ry

    of … glo­ry of . . .” His arms wind­milled. “Zad . . .” he shrieked, falling off the ledge.




    He land­ed with a thud at the base of the mel­on ven­dor’s cart, next to the dead dog. The

    ven­dor, see­ing the wash of blood spray on­to his pulpy fruit, screeched with an­noy­ance at

    Ha­laf­fa’s body. The flies on the dog quick­ly left their old meal and swarmed on­to the new

    del­ica­cy that had fall­en in­to their midst. The peo­ple on the street stepped lazi­ly over

    both of them.




    “Thus dies the mighty rock,” Chi­un said. “Crum­bled to dust and lost among the for­got­ten

    sands.”




    Re­mo looked at him. “Say, that’s pret­ty good,” he said.




    “An old Ko­re­an say­ing.” He stepped across the bod­ies strewn around the room and lift­ed

    a large paint­ing of Ha­iaf­fa framed in or­nate­ly carved gold.




    “This will do nice­ly,” he said.




    “You want a pic­ture of him?”




    “Of course not,” Chi­un said. With his thumb­nail he etched four lines along the sides of

    the pro­trait, then punched it out. He hand­ed the emp­ty frame to Re­mo. “For you,” he

    said.




    Re­mo stared at the strange gift. “Well, thanks, Lit­tle Fa­ther, but! re­al­ly–“




    “It will make a nice frame for my pic­ture of Chee­ta Ching.”




    Re­mo groaned.




    “In Ko­re­an dress,” Chi­un said.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty





    Harold W. Smith sat at his desk in front of the com­put­ers at Fol­croft San­itar­ium,

    look­ing even more lemo­ny than usu­al. In front of him was a tan­gle of green and white

    striped print­outs.




    “Where is Re­mo?” he asked, his voice acid.




    “He wil! be here short­ly,” Chi­un said.




    Smith shook the sheaf of pa­per on his desk. “Fif­teen old sol­diers dressed in World War II

    mil­itary uni­forms were found dead of var­ious symp­toms of old age in the Black Hills of

    South Dako­ta this morn­ing,” he said. “Do you know about this?”




    “Should I?” Chi­un asked in­no­cent­ly.




    “They died of old age,” Smith re­peat­ed.




    Chi­un shrugged. “We all have our time.”




    “This was the Team, wasn’t it?” he sput­tered. “Foxx’s Team. Re­mo didn’t kill them. They

    were un­der or­ders to mur­der the pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, and he didn’t kill them.

    That’s the truth, isn’t it?”




    Chi­un sighed. “What do I know,” he said philo­soph­ical­ly. “I am but an old man, a be­ing

    in the twi­light of his years, who wish­es on­ly for a small ray of beau­ty to bring light

    in­to the weary dark­ness of his life. My onere­quest to you, O mighty Em­per­or, was of

    a small pho­to­graph of the love­ly Chee­ta Ching in the time­less garb of her na­tive land.

    But lo, even that hum­ble re­quest was de­nied. And I ac­cept that de­nial. I am but an

    un­wor­thy as­sas­sin whose knowl­edge is un­want­ed. I am but a small grain up­on the peb­bled

    beach oflife….”




    “Oh, nev­er mind,” Smith said.




    “God­dammit, I’m go­ing to fry your ass,” snarled Chee­ta Ching as Re­mo tied the rope

    around her wrists in­to a neat square knot. Her feet were bound to the legs of the Bauhaus

    chair in Chee­ta’s liv­ing room fur­nished in ear­ly Gestapo. Re­mo still felt the bruis­es

    from that ma­neu­ver. The way the wom­an kicked, Re­mo rea­soned she’d re­ceived her

    jour­nal­is­tic train­ing in the Vi­et Cong.




    In the scuf­fle, he man­aged to drag her in­to the flow­ing red and yel­low satin robes he’d

    rent­ed from a cos­tume shop, but she’d slugged her way out of them three times, and by the

    time the news­cast­er was ad­equate­ly re­strained, the gown was a mass of tat­ters held

    to­geth­er with sev­er­al rolls of shiny scotch tape.




    “I told you, I just want to get a pic­ture,” Re­mo said.




    “Then call my press agent, ass­hole. From jail. Break­ing and en­ter­ing’s a crime in this

    state, you turkey.”




    “Yes, well, I’m sor­ry about that,” Re­mo said, ad­just­ing his cam­era, “But I did ask you.

    And your agent. You both re­fused.”




    “Damn right, shitheel,” Chee­ta screeched. “Some per­vert wants me to pose for him in this

    wierd get­up straight out of a road show of Gilbert and Suli­ivan, what do you expe6t?”




    “A pic­ture,” Re­mo said pa­tient­ly.




    “I sup­pose you’re go­ing to rape me next.”




    “Wron­go,” Re­mo said. “Smile.”




    “I know what you scum­bags have on your minds. You see a gor­geous chick, all you want to do

    is whack it to her.”




    “I’ll de­cide that if I hap­pen to see one,” Re­mo said. “You’re drool­ing.”




    Chee­ta seethed. “You know what you are?”




    Re­mo sighed, ad­vanc­ing the film. He was go­ing to get a whole roll of the harpy in all

    her glo­ry, so that Chi­un would have his choice of twen­ty-​four dif­fer­ent as­pects of the

    nas­ti­est hu­man be­ing on earth. And Re­mo wouid nev­er have to re­turn. “No. Tell me.”




    “You’re a sex­ist, cap­ital­ist, im­pe­ri­al­ist, war­mon­ger­ing swine,” she said,

    grin­ning tri­umphant­ly.




    “Great,” Re­mo said, snap­ping off two shots. The old man would like the smil­ing pic­tures.

    “What else?”




    “Huh?”




    “Tell me what else ! am.”




    She thought for a mo­ment. “A foul, dis­gust­ing, loath­some de­gen­er­ate?” she asked

    ten­ta­tive­ly.




    “Fine, fine,” Re­mo said, snap­ping away. Those ex­pres­sions would pass for Serene

    Con­tem­pla­tion. “How about an ob­nox­ious, of­fen­sive, vile, in­hu­man beast?” he

    of­fered.




    Chee­ta bright­ened. Her face came as close to in­no­cent joy as it was ev­er go­ing to get.

    “Hey, that’s okay, re­al­ly okay. You ought to go in­to the news busi­ness. There’s lots of

    op­por­tu­ni­ty for cre­ative writ­ing in the news.”




    “So I’ve no­ticed,” Re­mo said. “Go back to call­ing me an im­pe­ri­al­ist war­mon­ger. You

    look bet­ter that way.”




    “How dare you talk to me like that, you seedy, re­volt­ing, shit-​brained clod.”




    “Ter­rif­ic,” Re­mo snapped off a few more. ” ‘Seedy’s’ good. Works al­most like ‘cheese.”

    “




    “You don’t know your peck­er from a stick,” Chee­ta sneered.




    Re­mo snapped. “Sure I do,” he said pleas­ant­ly. “I’d touch you with a stick.”




    Chee­ta emit­ted a high jun­gle yell. ” “You sick, slimy, nau­se­at­ing,

    ver­min-​in­fest­ed, flee-​bit­ten, loose-​bow­eled, crap-​eat­ing jock-​hon­key-​nig­ger-​kike

    jerk-​off!” she screamed.




    Re­mo fin­ished off the roll. “That did it. You’re a nat­ural, Chee­ta. You ought to pose as

    a cen­ter­fold. Sol­dier of For­tune might be in­ter­est­ed. They like pic­tures of tanks. Be

    see­ing you.”




    She strained on the ropes be­hind her back, jump­ing so hard that the chair thumped off the

    gou­und. “Hey, you can’t leave. Get me out of this thing. Un­tie me.”




    “I’ll call your keep­er,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un hung the pic­ture in a place of hon­or di­rect­ly in front of the win­dow in the

    mo­tel room. It blocked out most of the light.




    “This way, when we seek the sun, we will find it be­hind Chee­ta’s bright vis­age,” he

    said.




    “Great,” Re­mo said, squint­ing up from the book h© was strain­ing to read. “She looks

    bet­ter in the dark, any­way.”




    He went back to his book. It was a his­to­ry of the film god­dess­es of the thir­ties. The

    pages on Posie Pon-​selle were worn and shiny. For the thou­sandth time, Re­mo stared at the

    old pho­to­graph of her, look­ing ex­act­ly as she did the last time he saw her.




    “You have pleased me, my son.”




    “I’m glad, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said qui­et­ly. Noth­ing was go­ing to bring Posie back now.

    Maybe that wasfor the best. She her­self had told him that there were worse things than

    grow­ing old, and she prob­ably knew what they were. But he missed her. He couldn’t help

    that.




    “You have glad­dened my heart al­most to per­fec­tion.”




    “It’s okay, Chi­un.”




    “I say al­most, be­cause there is but one oth­er thing, a small thing, a noth­ing, that

    would make my hap­pi­ness com­plete.”




    Re­mo didn’t an­swer.




    “I said there is but one oth­er thing,” Chi­un said, loud­er.




    Re­mo looked up, dis­gust­ed.




    “Of course, if you have no thought of an old man’s fi­nal hap­pi­ness in the twi­light of

    his years . . .” He trailed off. Re­mo went back to his read­ing. “It would have been such a

    small re­quest,” Chi­un went on. “A mere tri­fle. The hum­blest of in­signif­icances-“




    “Oh, he!!,” Re­mo said, slam­ming the book. “What is it?”




    The old man’s face beamed with fresh an­tic­ipa­tion, “I was just think­ing, Re­mo,” he

    said, bounc­ing as he spoke, “how Sove­ly it would be to have a pic­ture of both of us. Of the

    love­ly Chee­ta Ching and the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to­geth­er. Per­haps with her small del­icate

    hand clasp­ing mine as she gazes up to me in ado­ra­tion. Some­thing sim­ple. With the

    ro­man­tic shores of Sinan­ju in the back­ground. Re­mo . . . Re­mo? Where are you go­ing?”




    “Ev­er hear of the For­eign Le­gion?” Re­mo asked at the door.




    “No.”




    “Good.”
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