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    Chapter One




    Orville Peabody was watch­ing tele­vi­sion. Had his mind been op­er­at­ing cor­rect­ly, he

    might have said that he liked tele­vi­sion as well as any­body. Back home in the non­de­script

    clap­board ranch­style house in West Ma­hom­set, Ohio, which he shared with his reg­ula­tion

    home­mak­er wife and their req­ui­site quo­ta of av­er­age chil­dren, he had watched quite a

    bit of tele­vi­sion. As a child, in an­oth­er non­de­script clap­board ranch-​style house in

    West Ma­hom­set, he had squeezed in reg­ular dos­es of “Howdy Doo­dy” and “Ted Mack’s Am­ateur

    Hour” be­tween his ac­tiv­ities at Ju­nior Achiev­ers, Four-​H, and the Boy Scouts. His taste

    had im­proved since then. Some­times, back in West Ma­hom­set, he even watched “Mas­ter­piece

    The­atre.”




    He was not watch­ing “Mas­ter­piece The­atre” now. If Orville Peabody’s mind had been

    op­er­at­ing cor­rect­ly, he might have ques­tioned what he was watch­ing, which was a day­time

    soap opera ti­tled “Ways of Our Days,” fea­tur­ing an inane cast of ado­les­cent rock

    mu­si­cians turned ac­tors. He might have ques­tioned the place where he was watch­ing it,

    which was about as far from West Ma­hom­set as you could get.




    He might al­so have ques­tioned the iden­ti­ties of the two men who flanked him on ei­ther

    side, each gaz­ing in­tent­ly in­to his own silent tele­vi­sion set, lis­ten­ing through

    ear­phones to the greedy squeals of a game show au­di­ence and vi­olins in a re­run of an Old

    Lassie movie.




    But Orville Peabody’s mind was not op­er­at­ing cor­rect­ly. It was drink­ing in each

    mil­lisec­ond of “Ways of Our Days” with a thirst un­equalled in the an­nals of

    telecom­mu­ni­ca­tions. It was ab­sorb­ing in­for­ma­tion with an in­ten­si­ty that left

    Peabody breath­less and ex­pec­tant. It was ex­tract­ing from the beat­ing light in front of

    him a mes­sage so clear that it stood out like a shin­ing nugget, hard and in­vi­olate, against

    the vague flap­ping im­ages on the tele­vi­sion screen.




    It was telling him his des­tiny.




    And so Orville Peabody, in his glo­ri­ous mo­ment of rev­ela­tion, did not won­der why he

    was sit­ting in a dark­ened room on a trop­ical is­land, his skin brown from un­re­mem­bered

    days in the sun, hud­dled be­side two strangers who might have been sit­ting, un­mov­ing,

    be­side him for hours or days or weeks for all he knew. Noth­ing mat­tered now. He had a

    mis­sion. It had come to him through the tele­vi­sion, and it was not to be ques­tioned.

    Orville Peabody was at peace.




    Smil­ing like a prophet who has viewed the fu­ture of man and found it good, he rose from

    his con­toured chair and turned off the set. The two oth­er men in the room nev­er glanced his

    way. With­out a thought for the stiff mus­cles brought on by the hours of sit­ting, he walked

    over to the small clos­et in the room and put on his suit jack­et. Ev­ery­thing was in place:

    his wal­let, con­tain­ing the forty-​two dol­lars he had left West Ma­hom­set with; three

    cred­it cards; a pass­port; pho­tographs of his wife and kids; and a Swiss Army knife. His

    fa­ther had giv­en him the knife for his tenth birth­day, and Orville car­ried it wher­ev­er he

    went. “Just in case one of those mug­gers comes to West Ma­hom­set with any fan­cy ideas,” he

    would tell his kids with a wink.




    Out­side, the sun was shin­ing, fair­ly pelt­ing cheer on­to the nar­row dirt roads of the

    prim­itive is­land where the land gave way to the rocks and the rocks to the wild sea. It would

    be a won­der­ful day for trav­el­ing. He walked the two miles to the small is­land air­port and

    bought a tick­et for New­found­land, Cana­da.




    “How will you be pay­ing for this, sir?” asked the clerk be­hind the makeshift counter.




    “Cred­it card,” Peabody an­swered, smil­ing. Au­to­mat­ical­ly he reached in­to his trous­er

    pock­et and placed the card on the counter.




    “Very good, Mr. Gray,” the clerk said. “Now, if you can show some oth­er

    iden­ti­fi­ca­tion…”




    He looked at the name on the card, Joshua Gray. But he was Orville Peabody. All of his cards

    said so. War­ily he reached in­side his pants pock­et again.




    Wait a sec­ond, he thought. He didn’t keep any­thing in­side his trousers pock­ets. His I.D.

    was in his jack­et. And yet his hand had gone im­me­di­ate­ly for the card bear­ing the name of

    Joshua Gray. His fin­gers reached around a small book­let.




    “That’s it,” the clerk said, open­ing up the pass­port to Peabody’s pic­ture. Be­low it was

    the name Joshua Gray. Peabody stared at it, un­com­pre­hend­ing. The clerk was mo­tion­ing

    some­where off to the right. “Your plane’s board­ing now, Mr. Gray.” she said. “Have a

    pleas­ant trip.”




    “Thank you,” Peabody said, fin­ger­ing the strange pass­port and cred­it card. How had they

    got­ten there? And why was he go­ing to Cana­da? For a mo­ment he pan­icked, sweat sud­den­ly

    pop­ping up on his brow and stream­ing cold from his armpits.




    “Are you all right?” The clerk’s face showed alarm.




    “Yes, yes.” Peabody drew a deep breath and ir­ri­ta­bly snatched up the iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.

    The mo­ment of fear passed. What­ev­er had prompt­ed him to use a false card he hadn’t known to

    be in his pos­ses­sion was, he de­cid­ed, noth­ing of his choos­ing. There were greater forces

    at work in him now, and it was not his place to ques­tion them. He was go­ing to St. John’s,

    New­found­land, be­cause that was where he knew he must go to live out the puls­ing,

    un­reach­able mes­sage in his brain. He was to go there un­der a false name, be­cause that was

    what the mes­sage had de­creed. He knew al­so that, once in St. John’s, he would dis­card the

    Joshua Gray pass­port and cred­it card and book pas­sage on still an­oth­er flight un­der his

    own name.




    He won­dered, as he walked in­to the air­port at St. John’s, where that flight would take

    him.




    He looked for a men’s room. His hands me­chan­ical­ly stashed the false card and pass­port

    in­to a trash bin, then his feet walked in sure, brisk strides to­ward the BOAC counter.




    “Rome, first class,” he heard him­self say, reach­ing au­to­mat­ical­ly for his Orville

    Peabody iden­ti­fi­ca­tion in­side his jack­et pock­et.




    Rome?




    “Ladies and gen­tle­men. We are now mak­ing our fi­nal de­scent in­to Leonar­do Da Vin­ci

    air­port…”




    He was lost. He had no busi­ness in Rome. Or in St. John’s, New­found­land. Or on that

    cheer­ful­ly anony­mous trop­ical is­land where he had spent the last eter­ni­ty since he had

    seen West Ma­hom­set, Ohio.




    Orville Peabody worked in a cloth­ing store. He had grad­uat­ed with­out dis­tinc­tion from

    the lo­cal high school. He had mar­ried the daugh­ter of one of his par­ents’ friends. His kids

    played in Lit­tle League and be­longed to Cub Scouts. Some­times he watched “Mas­ter­piece

    The­ater.”




    What the hell am I do­ing here? he thought.




    But those were not the words his lips formed. What came out of his mouth was a re­quest for

    di­rec­tions to some place he’d nev­er heard of. The man he had spo­ken to, a

    dis­tin­guished-​look­ing white-​haired gen­tle­man, point­ed to his right.




    “Span­ish Steps?” the white-​haired man asked in a re­fined British ac­cent. “Can’t miss it.

    Beau­ti­ful sight. Ear­ly eigh­teenth cen­tu­ry, you know. Mag­nif­icent ar­chi­tec­ture. Of

    course, you won’t see much of that to­day. Some kind of ral­ly go­ing on. Left­ists, no doubt.

    They’re ev­ery­where. A pack of trou­ble­mak­ers, if you ask my opin­ion.”




    “Pack of trou­ble­mak­ers,” Peabody re­peat­ed, dazed.




    “Well, I dare­say you’ll en­joy it all the same,” the En­glish­man said with gruff cheer.

    “Spot of col­or for your hol­iday, what? Chee­rio.”




    “Pack of trou­ble­mak­ers,” Peabody chant­ed un­der his breath.




    The ral­ly was in full force. An­gry young men and wom­en squeezed to­geth­er, cheer­ing

    zeal­ous­ly as one of their num­ber shout­ed some­thing in­com­pre­hen­si­ble to Peabody on the

    an­cient steps above the crowd. For a few mo­ments he watched the speak­er with­out emo­tion.

    It was, af­ter all, a for­eign lan­guage ev­ery­body was screech­ing in, and the press of

    un­washed bod­ies and writhing, vi­olent move­ment made Peabody feel even more

    un­com­fort­able, if that was pos­si­ble, than be­fore.




    It was bad enough to be in a strange coun­try with no lug­gage, no friends, and no

    ap­par­ent rea­son to be there. But to be stuck in the mid­dle of some hos­tile cam­pus

    demon­stra­tion, sur­round­ed by the kind of free­wheel­ing loonies he’d cross the street to

    avoid back home in West Ma­hom­set…




    He squeezed his eyes shut. The rev­ela­tion had been blind­ing. Not the speak­er, you

    dum­my! He near­ly laughed aloud. Of course. He should have known it would come to him. The

    false I.D., the trip to New­found­land, the flight to Rome, the Span­ish Steps– it was all

    per­fect­ly clear now, as clear as the mes­sage that had dawned, bright and un­spo­ken, as he

    watched “Ways of Our Days” in that dark­ened room.




    He was in Rome not to watch the speak­er, but the crowd.




    For in that crowd, he knew, would be a face. And that face would have a name, Fran­co

    Ab­bro­dani. How Orville Peabody knew this face and its at­ten­dant name, he could not re­call,

    since nei­ther was fa­mil­iar to him. But his brain, still op­er­at­ing in­de­pen­dent­ly,

    thrummed with the plea­sure of an­tic­ipa­tion. His heart­beat quick­ened. A thin bar of

    mois­ture glis­tened on his up­per lip.




    Per­haps the man named Ab­bro­dani would be a friend. Per­haps he was part of the un­known

    mis­sion Peabody had been sent on, Peabody’s des­tiny. With an Ital­ian vil­la, per­haps, and a

    ta­ble filled with spaghet­ti and da­go red wine and maybe even a tele­phone so he could call

    the wife back in West Ma­hom­set…




    The thrum­ming wailed in­to a shriek. Peabody could hard­ly breathe. He was here… near…

    now.




    With a grasp, he spot­ted the face he had been look­ing for. A face ut­ter­ly un­fa­mil­iar

    to him, yet some­how as rec­og­niz­able to him as any of the folks back home.




    “Fran­co!” he shout­ed. A swarthy man in his late thir­ties wear­ing a com­bat jack­et

    jerked his eyes from the speak­er on the steps and re­gard­ed the grin­ning, sweat­ing

    Amer­ican with sus­pi­cion. Peabody stretched out his hand in wel­come. “Gol­ly, bud­dy, I just

    can’t tell you how glad I am to see you.”




    Ab­bro­dani grunt­ed and waved the man away.




    “No, re­al­ly, you’ve got to be­lieve me, pal. I know less about this whole crazy thing than

    you do. Here, wait a sec­ond. I’ll show you.”




    With a hand on Ab­bro­dani’s shoul­der, he fum­bled in­side his jack­et pock­et. “I know

    I’ve got it some­where…. Gee, I was so re­lieved to see your face, I al­most wet my pants.

    Here. Look here. What’d I say, right?”




    And with a chuck­le and a wink and a squeeze on Ab­bro­dani’s shoul­der, Orville Peabody

    pulled out the Swiss Army knife he had car­ried since he was ten years old and slashed open the

    man’s throat.




    ROME (AP) Diplo­mat­ic ten­sions mount as the mys­tery sur­round­ing the vi­olent deaths of

    three in­ter­na­tion­al ter­ror­ists re­mains un­solved.




    Fran­co Ab­bro­dani, sus­pect­ed lead­er of the Ital­ian Red Army Un­der­ground, Hans

    Bof­schel, head of the Stuessen/Holfigse gang in Berlin, and Mi­ramir Quanoosa of the Arab

    Brigades, a vi­olent splin­ter fac­tion of the PLO, were all mur­dered at ex­act­ly 3:45 P.M.

    yes­ter­day in dif­fer­ent parts of the world and in full view of hun­dreds of wit­ness­es.




    The as­sas­sins, all dead, were iden­ti­fied as Er­ic Groot (Quanoosa), a clerk in a records

    of­fice in Am­ster­dam; Pas­cal Soron­zo (Bof­schel), an Ar­gen­tini­an sheep ranch­er; and an

    Amer­ican, Orville Peabody (Ab­bro­dani), a cloth­ing sales­man from West Ma­hom­set, Ohio.




    None of the as­sas­sins was known to have any po­lit­ical af­fil­ia­tions.




    Groof and Soron­zo both died of cyanide poi­son­ing, which was prob­ably self-​in­flict­ed,

    ac­cord­ing to med­ical ex­am­in­ers. Peabody was beat­en near death by the an­gry mob who

    wit­nessed the as­sas­si­na­tion of Ab­bro­dani, and was tak­en by am­bu­lance to St. Pe­ter’s

    hos­pi­tal in Rome. He was pro­nounced dead on ar­rival.




    Ac­cord­ing to a paramedic on du­ty in the am­bu­lance, Peabody’s last word was

    “Abraxas.”




    In re­sponse to the mount­ing al­le­ga­tions be­tween the PLO, Is­rael, Ger­many, Italy,

    Ar­genti­na, the Nether­lands, the So­vi­et Union, and the Unit­ed States re­gard­ing what

    pow­er lay be­hind the ex­treme­ly well-​or­ga­nized as­sas­si­na­tions, the U.S. State

    De­part­ment stat­ed that the pres­ident him­self was look­ing in­to the source.




    Of the Amer­ican as­sas­sin’s last word, “Abraxas,” the de­part­ment de­clined fur­ther

    com­ment.




    The wom­an laughed as she tossed the news­pa­per on­to the long red­wood con­fer­ence ta­ble

    strewn with ther news­pa­pers from around the world. Each held a front page sto­ry about the

    as­sas­si­na­tions, along with pic­tures of the three as­sas­sins.




    She was alone in the room. Sun­light streamed through the large win­dows on­to the desk and

    caught the brown-​gold wisps of hair that danced around her face. It was a beau­ti­ful face,

    strong and el­egant, but marred by a long scar that ran from one tem­ple di­ag­onal­ly to­ward

    her chin. It missed her eye and mouth by a half-​inch, so the fea­tures were not dis­tort­ed;

    still, it was an un­set­tling face, a face that com­mand­ed at­ten­tion. From the wom­an’s

    im­pe­ri­al stance and the calm man­ner of her hands, it was clear she knew it.




    “It’s work­ing,” she said, light­ing a cigarette. The ca­su­al re­mark was di­rect­ed

    to­ward a cam­era propped in a cor­ner of the ceil­ing. It buzzed faint­ly in the qui­et

    en­clo­sure, fo­cus­ing on the news­pa­per the wom­an had tossed in front of it.




    “Yes.” The voice, rich and mod­ulat­ed, came from sev­er­al sources at once. The speak­ers

    were mount­ed un­ob­tru­sive­ly in­side the walls, and when the voice spoke, it seemed to

    sur­round the emp­ty ta­ble. “Ex­cel­lent, Circe. A true suc­cess. Even to the Amer­ican’s

    dy­ing word.”




    “Abraxas,” she said soft­ly, the word form­ing through a cloud of white to­bac­co smoke.




    The tone of the voice from the walls changed. “But this is on­ly the be­gin­ning. There is

    still much to be done. At the con­fer­ence we will be­gin our re­al work. The con­fer­ence, I

    trust, is ready to con­vene?”




    “Near­ly,” Circe an­swered. “We have had some dif­fi­cul­ty in lo­cat­ing one of the

    del­egates. But he has been found. He will be ap­proached to­day.”




    “Which one?”




    “The com­put­er ex­pert,” she said, squint­ing through the smoke in­to the sun­light. “The

    one named Smith. Harold W. Smith, of Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York.”


  




  

    Chapter Two




    His name was Re­mo and he was on fire. The flames lapped up his back, dis­in­te­grat­ing his

    shirt as he leaped from one burn­ing build­ing to an­oth­er.




    They were ten­ements, crum­bling, flat-​topped mono­liths in New York’s South Bronx, where

    the streets were awash with smol­der­ing garbage and sang with the wild shrieks of rats and

    fright­ened chil­dren. Re­mo hit the sec­ond build­ing’s roof, rolled on­to his back to

    ex­tin­guish the fire, then with­out miss­ing stride pro­ceed­ed on­to the third build­ing in

    the blaz­ing row. Mixed with the stench of burn­ing mat­tress­es and the in­su­la­tion that

    smol­dered in black columns around him, his fine sens­es could al­so pick out the smell of his

    own singed hair and the sick­en­ing odor of charred flesh.




    He had been able to emp­ty the build­ings. Most of the peo­ple in­side had made it to what

    shel­ter lay in the streets. The lucky ones would spend the night in a hos­pi­tal. For the

    un­in­jured, though, on­ly the night with its gangs and mur­der­ers and rapists re­mained. The

    ar­son­ist had seen to it that a lot of peo­ple would get turned in­to prey for the city’s

    preda­tors this night.




    In the dis­tance, a siren wailed in place, stuck in the hope­less traf­fic. By the time the

    fire en­gines ar­rived, and the po­lice, the fire would be out of con­trol and the ar­son­ist

    long gone.




    He heard a sound. In the roar of the flames lick­ing up to the roof of the third build­ing

    and the noise of the dis­placed ten­ants and on­look­ers be­low, it was hard to make it

    out.




    He pitched his hear­ing low­er. Con­trol of his sens­es was one of the first things Re­mo

    had learned in his long ap­pren­tice­ship with the old Ori­en­tal who had taught him, near­ly

    against Re­mo’s will, the se­crets of an ex­traor­di­nary phys­ical pow­er.




    It had be­gun more than a decade be­fore, when Re­mo was a young po­lice­man charged with a

    crime he didn’t com­mit and sen­tenced to die in an elec­tric chair that didn’t work. It had

    all been ar­ranged by a se­cret gov­ern­ment or­ga­ni­za­tion de­signed to fight crime the way

    crim­inals fought crime– with­out rules. CURE op­er­at­ed out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion of the

    Unit­ed States in or­der to pro­tect that same doc­ument.




    There were no armies in CURE. On­ly the pres­ident of the Unit­ed States knew of it, along

    with two oth­er men: Re­mo, the en­forcer arm of the or­ga­ni­za­tion, and CURE’s di­rec­tor,

    Dr. Harold W. Smith, a be­spec­ta­cled, mid­dle-​aged man who ran the op­er­ation from a bank

    of the most pow­er­ful se­cret com­put­ers in the world. It was Smith who had ar­ranged, so

    long ago, for Re­mo’s trans­for­ma­tion at the hands of the old Ko­re­an mas­ter, Chi­un, in­to

    the most ef­fec­tive killing ma­chine ev­er em­ployed by a mod­ern na­tion. It was Smith, in

    fact, who had cre­at­ed a mas­ter as­sas­sin from a dead man.




    Noth­ing of that dead po­lice­man ex­ist­ed any­more ex­cept for the ve­neer of Re­mo’s

    ap­pear­ance: the slim body, un­usu­al on­ly be­cause of its ex­traor­di­nar­ily thick wrists,

    the dark hair, the eyes some wom­en de­scribed as cru­el, and the mouth oth­ers called kind.

    The rest of him was a prod­uct of more than a decade’s train­ing and pa­tience and work.




    The old Re­mo had feared fire with the pri­mor­dial, ir­ra­tional ter­ror born in­to the

    hu­man species. The new Re­mo, this Re­mo on the burn­ing build­ings, feared noth­ing.




    It was part of the peace that came with be­ing a dead man.




    He lis­tened. The sound was faint but clear, a small voice call­ing out from be­low the

    tarpa­per roof.




    “Is some­one there?” It was like the mewl­ing of a cat, so small, so fright­ened. He had

    missed one. There was a child in­side. Re­mo’s heart ham­mered.




    His move­ments were in­stinc­tive. Whirling to the edge of the roof, he placed his hands on

    one of the bricks mak­ing up the small safe­ty skirt. It was al­ready greasy with soot, and

    smoke crawled up the sides of the build­ing like mov­ing shad­ows, pour­ing in­to his lungs. He

    slowed his breath­ing, so that he would take in as lit­tle air as pos­si­ble, then be­gan a

    rapid drum on the brick. His fin­gers moved so fast, they were no more than a blur. A high

    sound, like a whis­tle, em­anat­ed from the wall for a mo­ment, and then the brick broke off,

    shaped in a per­fect wedge with a ra­zor-​sharp cut­ting edge.




    “Please, some­body, help.”




    He was op­er­at­ing at peak now. His ears lo­cat­ed the ex­act source of the voice, and

    Re­mo con­cen­trat­ed on the spot, fo­cus­ing his whole body and mind on it, the wedge

    bal­anced eas­ily in his right hand. Then, weigh­ing his weapon, feel­ing its cen­ter and

    essence, he loosed the wedge of brick on­to the tarpa­per sur­face with a crack that split the

    air.




    The brick sliced clean­ly through the peb­bled tarpa­per, and be­low it, the wood­en beams

    cracked as the roof split and gave. He smashed through the bro­ken sur­face with one foot.

    Af­ter that, the roof gave way like a spi­der­web, and he crawled in af­ter the trapped

    child.




    It was hot in­side. The build­ing, Re­mo knew, was ready to blow. The top floor hadn’t yet

    been touched by the flames, but the heat had all but sucked out what oxy­gen there had been,

    and the smoke, com­ing in from ev­ery crack in the room, hung heavy as mist.




    En­larg­ing his pupils to ad­just in­stant­ly to the smoky dark­ness in­side the build­ing,

    he spot­ted what he was look­ing for. A bun­dle of rags lay in a cor­ner, whim­per­ing. “Help,”

    it called again.




    “Don’t wor­ry, sweet­heart,” Re­mo said gen­tly, mak­ing his way to­ward the rags. “You’ll

    be out of here in no time.” He reached out his arms to en­cir­cle the trem­bling child. “You’re

    safe now,” he whis­pered. “You’re safe.”




    “Safer than you.” The voice in­side the rags had changed in an in­stant to one of grat­ing

    mock­ery, and in that same in­stant, a hand flashed out from the folds of filthy cloth. Re­mo

    caught the glint of met­al as the switch­blade sang, arc­ing, to­ward him.




    Stunned, his re­flex­es per­formed the tasks his mind was too con­fused to fol­low. He drew

    back, feel­ing the whis­tle of the knife’s wake against the skin on his throat. At the same

    time, one foot jut­ted up­ward to shat­ter the at­tack­er’s knife hand. As an ex­ten­sion of

    the same move­ment, his left arm swung around to meet the man’s neck. It was a killing blow, as

    all of Re­mo’s au­to­mat­ic moves were, and he watched the head bob once, al­most del­icate­ly,

    be­fore the eyes rolled white and the man slid to the floor. It was fin­ished in

    mil­li-​sec­onds.




    Re­mo stood, wait­ing. The room was not emp­ty; he had no need to turn around to know that

    oth­ers were be­hind him. For Re­mo, space was a pal­pa­ble thing. Just as fish can sense the

    oc­cu­pan­cy of their wa­ters, so Re­mo knew that the silent room had three oth­er peo­ple in

    it, and that those three had not come emp­ty-​hand­ed. But there was no re­al move­ment from

    them, noth­ing but the usu­al slop­py mo­tions of breath­ing and shift­ing weight that most

    hu­man be­ings per­formed with­out even know­ing it, so Re­mo wait­ed. When they at­tacked, as

    he was sure they would, he would be ready. For the mo­ment, though, he want­ed to see the man

    he had killed.




    He was young. The sparse beard on his chin was prob­ably in its first growth. Out of the

    den­im jack­et he wore, cov­ered with em­blems and chrome studs, spilled sev­er­al packs of

    match­es. The jack­et, in­deed the whole room, smelled faint­ly of kerosene.




    “Some fun, huh, kid?” Re­mo said ab­sent­ly to the corpse.




    “Watch it. We got a gun,” came the in­evitable boast from be­hind him.




    Re­mo turned slow­ly. He was re­lieved to see that the oth­ers were old­er than the dead

    boy. The one hold­ing the pis­tol, their ap­par­ent lead­er, stepped for­ward, grin­ning and

    wield­ing the gun with the brava­do of an am­ateur. He was ug­ly and mus­cu­lar, and the grime

    on his face looked as if it had ar­rived there thir­ty years be­fore and rest­ed undis­turbed

    since then. The gun in his hand was an old .22 Beretta, well used and dis­card­ed by its

    orig­inal own­er, from the looks of it.




    “We heard you nos­ing up there on the roof,” he said, the ar­ro­gant smile bar­ing an

    in­com­plete set of bad teeth. “You think you’re Mr. Good Cit­izen or some­thing?”




    “Well, some­thing any­way,” Re­mo said.




    “I got news for you, Mr. Good Cit­izen. This fire’s ours.”




    “No kid­ding. I nev­er would have guessed.”




    “This here fire’s for the op­pressed,” put in one of the oth­ers stolid­ly.




    “Yeah. No­body should live in slums like this,” said the third.




    Out­side, the fire en­gines and am­bu­lances pulled to a halt, their sirens wind­ing down to

    a low cry as the in­jured ten­ants screamed in re­lief and im­pa­tience. “You’ve done good,”

    Re­mo said. “Now ev­ery­body can live on the street.”




    “Big deal,” the lead­er said. “These build­ings should have burned years ago. We just did

    those slobs down there a fa­vor.” His scowl turned in­to a grim smile. “Plus we got our rocks

    off. Right, boys?”




    “Right,” the two be­hind him agreed.




    Smoke was pour­ing in from a crack in the far side of the ceil­ing, well away from the hole

    Re­mo had made when he en­tered. “Uh, lis­ten, fel­las…” he be­gan.




    “You lis­ten, shit­head!” the lead­er shout­ed.




    Re­mo rolled his eyes. “Take your time, pal. But you might want to know that the roof’s

    go­ing to give.” His eyes wan­dered back to the spot in the ceil­ing be­hind the men, where the

    smoke was jet­ting out in a thin black stream.




    The lead­er smiled. “That’s an old trick. There’s noth­ing burn­ing back there.”




    “I said the roof was go­ing to give. The burn­ing’ll come af­ter.”




    “How do you know?” asked one of the oth­ers.




    “I can feel the vi­bra­tions from the beams,” Re­mo said.




    “Very fun­ny. What do you take me for, a fool?”




    Re­mo shrugged. “I wouldn’t take you to a pub­lic trough.”




    “Shut up!” the lead­er yelled, his eyes glow­ing. “Now you lis­ten and you lis­ten good.” He

    spoke with a whis­pered in­ten­si­ty. “Those cops down there are go­ing to want some­body to

    pin this on. And it ain’t go­ing to be us, get it?”




    “Heav­en for­bid,” Re­mo said. “Then you wouldn’t be free to start an­oth­er fire down the

    street.”




    “You’re catch­ing on.”




    “The roof’s go­ing to give,” Re­mo re­mind­ed him.




    “Look, jerk, that roof crap didn’t work be­fore, and it’s not go­ing to work now, see?”




    “Just try­ing to be Mr. Good Cit­izen.”




    “Well, you’re go­ing to get your chance, right, boys?”




    “Yeah,” one of the men said in a nasal twang as he stuffed his in­dex fin­ger in­to one

    nos­tril. “A chance to keep us out of jail.” The three laughed up­roar­ious­ly.




    “Here’s what you do. First, we go up on the roof–“




    “The roof won’t be here in an­oth­er thir­ty sec­onds,” Re­mo said.




    “The next roof, stupid. I got a can of kerosene all ready for you.”




    “Use it your­self,” Re­mo said. “It’s won­der­ful for cut­ting through grease and

    grime.”




    “Then Ju­nior’s go­ing to kill you.”




    Ju­nior swung a base­ball bat from be­hind his back, grin­ning de­light­ed­ly.




    “Then we stick the can of kerosene in your hands and push you off. One dead ar­son­ist for

    the pigs.”




    “Oh,” Re­mo said. “I thought you want­ed me to do some­thing hard.”




    “Get over there,” the lead­er said, shov­ing Re­mo to­ward the hole in the ceil­ing. “I’m

    go­ing first. Then you, smart mouth, and don’t try any fun­ny stuff, ’cause Ju­nior’ll be right

    be­hind you.”




    “Ju­nior’s nev­er go­ing to make it,” Re­mo said.




    “The roof?”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “We’ll take our chances,” the lead­er said dis­gust­ed­ly, climb­ing out on­to the roof.




    Three sec­onds lat­er the first sec­tion of the roof col­lapsed.




    The lead­er scram­bled clum­si­ly to the edge as the screams of the trapped men died

    be­neath the falling tim­ber. He re­mained there for a mo­ment, frozen, try­ing to de­cide

    whether to check on the oth­ers or run. He opt­ed for run­ning.




    “They’re all dead any­way,” he mut­tered as he pulled him­self across the gap of sky

    be­tween one build­ing and the next. The fire­men be­low would be too busy bat­tling the flames

    to chase af­ter him. He could crawl down the fire es­cape and lose him­self in the crowd of

    dis­placed ten­ants on the side­walks. No one would catch on. And the bod­ies on the top floor

    would tell the sto­ry about who set the fires.




    It was all worked out. He breathed eas­ier as he brought him­self to his knees on the roof

    con­tain­ing the kerosene can. Just a few feet over to the fire es­cape…




    “Hey, what about your friends?” called a voice from the smok­ing wreck­age be­hind him. It

    was the stranger with the thick wrists, pulling him­self on­to the edge of the build­ing with

    one hand while he dragged some­thing with the oth­er.




    “How’d you get out?” the ar­son­ist choked, un­be­liev­ing.




    “I flew. I have a won­der­ful body,” Re­mo said, his hands busy. “Thanks to twelve min­utes

    of pulse-​rais­ing ex­er­cise ev­ery oth­er day.”




    “Wh-​what about…?” The lead­er edged to­ward the fire es­cape. “They alive?”




    “No, they’re dead,” Re­mo said, fling­ing some­thing out of the wreck­age. It sailed high

    in­to the air, com­ing to rest with a heavy thump at the ar­son­ist’s feet, di­rect­ly in front

    of the fire es­cape. It was the bod­ies of the two men, their limbs bro­ken and knot­ted

    to­geth­er.




    “Re­al dead,” Re­mo said. “And guess who’s next.”




    The ar­son­ist screamed.




    Blub­ber­ing in fear, he pushed and pulled at the twist­ed mass of flesh in front of him to

    clear the way for his es­cape. But the stranger with the thick wrists had crossed the roof in

    one easy stride and was prac­ti­cal­ly on him now. The ar­son­ist rolled away, his teeth bared.

    From his pock­et he ex­tract­ed a squat, dark ob­ject. With a snap, the blade shot up­ward and

    gleamed in the moon­light.




    “Okay,” he said hoarse­ly, his smile twitch­ing. “You try and get me now.” He cir­cled Re­mo

    men­ac­ing­ly, the blade slash­ing.




    “First things first,” Re­mo said. He stepped over the dead bod­ies and yanked up hard on the

    met­al rail­ings of the fire es­cape. It gave with a crash, bolts and shards fly­ing as the

    stair­way came loose and splin­tered to the ground. “Now, you were say­ing?”




    The ar­son­ist stared at him with eyes like saucers. “How’d you do that?” he cheeped.




    “The same way I do this.” En­ter­ing in­to a fly­ing spi­ral, Re­mo left the sur­face of the

    roof in a move­ment that looked like a dance, ex­cept that the turns in his ma­neu­ver were

    fifty times faster than any dancer’s. His foot shot out a full two feet away from the

    ar­son­ist. Still, the knife soared, shat­ter­ing in the air high above their heads. The

    ar­son­ist stared at his emp­ty hand in amaze­ment, then at the emp­ty place where the fire

    es­cape once stood.




    “Nuh,” the man blurt­ed, rush­ing for Re­mo in a des­per­ate tack­le.




    Re­mo picked up the kerosene can. “Catch.” He tossed it in what looked like a slow

    un­der­hand lob, but the im­pact of the can broke both the man’s arms and shat­tered his ribs

    be­fore pro­pelling him to­ward the edge of the build­ing.




    “Don’t kill me,” the man wheezed as he tot­tered on the brick skirt of the roof, the

    kerosene can lodged in his chest.




    “Now, why should I kill you?” Re­mo asked. He poked the can with two fin­gers. “Grav­ity’s

    go­ing to kill you.” With that, the man ca­reened over the edge and screamed his way to the

    pave­ment be­low.




    “That’s the biz, sweet­heart,” Re­mo said, look­ing ab­sent­ly for a way off the roof.




    There was on­ly one. Straight down.




    He read­ied him­self now. The back of the build­ing faced on­to a court of sorts, a jum­ble

    of de­bris sur­round­ed by chick­en wire. Still, it made a bet­ter sur­face than con­crete if

    you were plan­ning to make a fifty-​foot dive and come out of it alive.




    He bal­anced on the balls of his feet, prepar­ing. When he was in per­fect bal­ance, the

    mus­cles re­laxed, the spine loose and ready, the feet in po­si­tion to spring, he jumped high

    and wide, som­er­sault­ing in the air.




    He land­ed on the balls of his feet, in ex­act­ly the same po­si­tion in which he had

    start­ed. In front of the row of burn­ing build­ings, a team of am­bu­lance paramedics was

    scrap­ing the ar­son­ist’s re­mains off the side­walk.




    “Any­thing I can do?” Re­mo of­fered as he saun­tered out of the al­ley be­tween the

    build­ings.




    “No, thanks,” the paramedic said, push­ing the body in­to a plas­tic bag. “There’s noth­ing

    any­body can do for the jumpers. Peo­ple get scared in a fire, they jump, you know? They don’t

    wait for the fire de­part­ment.”




    “Maybe they don’t feel like burn­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “Jump­ing’s just as bad. Ev­ery fire, there’s a jumper. Some­body just said he saw an­oth­er

    one.”




    “A jumper?”




    “Yeah. Off the back.”




    Re­mo groaned. It was a pol­icy of Harold Smith’s that any­one who could iden­ti­fy Re­mo

    and con­se­quent­ly com­pro­mise CURE had to be elim­inat­ed. Re­mo was tired. The last thing

    he was in the mood for was an­oth­er death. “Okay,” Re­mo said, scan­ning the crowd. “Where is

    he? What’s he look like?”




    “Old guy. Big thick glass­es, can’t see too good. He couldn’t de­scribe the jumper.”




    “Oh,” Re­mo said, smil­ing.




    “Don’t mat­ter, though. They all look the same af­ter they jump.” He point­ed to the

    plas­tic bag. “Lis­ten, in case you got any ideas, don’t both­er go­ing back there to check.

    It’ll just gross you out.” He went back to slop­ping the ar­son­ist’s re­mains.




    “Thanks for the ad­vice,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un, mas­ter as­sas­sin of the an­cient Ko­re­an House of Sinan­ju, was wait­ing for him

    in the mo­tel room they shared in up­per Man­hat­tan. Re­mo walked in reek­ing of smoke. He

    dis­card­ed his tat­tered clothes in the garbage, then went to show­er. Chi­un was sit­ting in

    full lo­tus on his fra­grant tata­mi mat in front of the tele­vi­sion set as dra­mat­ic or­gan

    mu­sic blared in­to the room. When Re­mo came out of the show­er, the old man was still in

    po­si­tion, his eyes glued to the screen.




    “Sor­ry I’m late. I was in a fire.”




    “Si­lence, odif­er­ous one,” Chi­un said soft­ly, his gaze un­mov­ing. “Go bury those

    clothes. They smell as if you were in a fire.”




    “I was in a fire. I told you.”




    “Be still. I am con­cen­trat­ing on the beau­ti­ful dra­ma un­fold­ing be­fore me.” The

    pic­ture on the tele­vi­sion fad­ed out with ap­pro­pri­ate­ly dra­mat­ic mu­si­cal cas­cades,

    and was re­placed by the bare hindquar­ters of two white in­fants.




    Re­mo ex­haled nois­ily. “Re­al­ly, you’d think you’d get tired of watch­ing ‘As the Plan­et

    Re­volves’ af­ter the first few hun­dred re­runs. That soap’s been off the air for five years.

    Rad Rex has got to be the old­est fag ac­tor in Hol­ly­wood by now.”




    Chi­un shot him a with­er­ing look. “I pay no heed to your dis­re­spect. Who can ex­pect

    re­spect from a fat white thing, any­way?”




    “I am not fat.”




    The old man slid his eyes con­temp­tu­ous­ly up and down Re­mo’s lean, hard frame. As

    usu­al, Re­mo un­con­scious­ly sucked in his stom­ach. “Fat,” Chi­un de­clared. “And stupid

    be­sides. Any fool could see I was not watch­ing ‘As the Plan­et Re­volves.’ It is a new

    dra­ma, even more love­ly.”




    The com­mer­cial fad­ed in­to a pic­ture of a teenag­er wear­ing a green sur­geon’s smock as

    he traipsed through a jun­gle wilder­ness. “Go do your ex­er­cis­es,” Chi­un said, star­ing

    fixed­ly at the tele­vi­sion.




    “Ex­er­cis­es? I just walked through four burn­ing build­ings.”




    “Next time run,” Chi­un said. “Run­ning is rec­om­mend­ed for obese per­sons.”




    The phone rang.




    The con­nec­tion crack­led with the beeps and clicks of a tele­phone scram­bler. These

    de­vices, Re­mo knew, were stan­dard equip­ment on all of Harold Smith’s phones, in­clud­ing

    the portable one he car­ried in his brief­case.




    “This is a se­cure line,” the lemo­ny voice said.




    “What dif­fer­ence does that make?” Re­mo snapped testi­ly. “You’re still go­ing to say

    ev­ery­thing in code, and I’m still go­ing to have to meet you in some god­for­sak­en

    place–“




    “There’s no time,” Smith said. “Three in­ter­na­tion­al ter­ror­ists have been killed.”




    “I didn’t do it,” Re­mo said de­fen­sive­ly.




    “I know that. The as­sas­sins were all cap­tured at the scene.”




    “Then what’s the prob­lem?”




    “Haven’t you read the news­pa­pers?”




    “I’ve been busy,” Re­mo said.




    Smith sighed. “The prob­lem is that all three mur­ders– in Rome, in Mu­nich, and in Beirut–

    oc­curred at ex­act­ly the same time. It in­di­cates an or­ga­niz­ing force be­hind them.”




    “Sounds like who­ev­er it was did the world a good turn.”




    “Not ac­cord­ing to the in­ter­na­tion­al diplo­mat­ic com­mu­ni­ty. The So­vi­et Union is

    blam­ing the Unit­ed States for the mur­der in Rome, since the killer was an Amer­ican. They

    say it was a CIA at­tempt to wipe out left­ist in­flu­ences in Italy. The PLO, nat­ural­ly, is

    blam­ing Is­rael for the at­tack on Quanoosa in Beirut. Mean­while, the Is­raelis think the

    Pales­tini­ans at­tacked their own man to make Is­rael look as if it’s pro­vok­ing an­oth­er

    war. The man who killed the Ger­man gang lead­er was Dutch, so now the Hol­lan­ders and the

    Ger­mans are at each oth­er’s throat…. It just goes on and on,” Smith said weari­ly. “What it

    comes down to is that near­ly ev­ery mil­itary pow­er in the world is an­gry about the

    as­sas­si­na­tions.”




    “Even though the men who got as­sas­si­nat­ed were ter­ror­ists?” Re­mo asked,

    in­cred­ulous.




    “The world of diplo­ma­cy has nev­er been easy to un­der­stand.”




    “Nei­ther is ba­by talk,” Re­mo said. “Why are you both­er­ing me with this crap?”




    “Noth­ing will be re­solved un­til who­ev­er set up the killings is found,” Smith said.




    “What about the as­sas­sins? You said they were caught in the act.”




    “All dead,” Smith said. “Even that was ar­ranged. Two of them took cyanide. The third, an

    Amer­ican, was beat­en to death be­fore the po­lice got there. That’s where I want you to

    start.”




    “At the ceme­tery? Now I com­mu­ni­cate with the dead?”




    “At the wid­ow’s house. CIA in­ves­ti­ga­tors picked one in­ter­est­ing fact out of this

    af­fair. It seems that not on­ly did the as­sas­si­na­tions oc­cur at the same time, but the

    as­sas­sins each dis­ap­peared from their homes on the same day as well, ex­act­ly three weeks

    be­fore the killings took place. They all left sud­den­ly, with no lug­gage and– ac­cord­ing to

    the CIA– no word to their fam­ilies.”




    “Doesn’t sound right,” Re­mo said.




    “Pre­cise­ly. My thought is that the CIA’s meth­ods of ques­tion­ing the wid­ow might not

    have been ef­fec­tive. It tends to lack a cer­tain…” He fum­bled for the word.




    “In­tel­li­gence,” Re­mo of­fered.




    “Fi­nesse. Es­pe­cial­ly with wom­en. If their hus­bands had told them that they’d de­cid­ed

    to leave their homes and coun­tries to do mur­der, it seems un­like­ly that the wom­en would

    ad­mit it to CIA in­ter­roga­tors. But per­haps to you…”




    “I’ll take care of it,” Re­mo said. “What’s the ad­dress?”




    “Two twen­ty-​one Blue­bird Lane in West Ma­hom­set, Ohio. The wid­ow’s name is Ar­lene

    Peabody. I’ve sent a pack­age to you via spe­cial couri­er con­tain­ing the Amer­ican

    as­sas­sin’s pic­ture and bi­ograph­ical da­ta. It should reach you soon. You can leave for

    West Ma­hom­set in the morn­ing.”




    “Is the pic­ture re­cent?”




    “The most re­cent. A tourist was tak­ing pic­tures of the ral­ly when Peabody killed the

    Ital­ian ter­ror­ist. The po­lice con­fis­cat­ed it, but I’ve got a copy. In col­or.”




    “That fig­ures.” Re­mo nev­er ques­tioned how Smith got his in­for­ma­tion any­more. It was

    al­ways ac­cu­rate, and that was all that mat­tered. “I’ll see what I can dig up. Do I talk to

    the oth­er wid­ows next?”




    “No,” Smith said. “One’s in Venezuela, and the oth­er’s in Am­ster­dam. If you pick up

    any­thing from Mrs. Peabody, we’ll know where to go from there. And one oth­er thing. Peabody’s

    last word was ‘Abraxas.’ “




    “A whatzis?”




    “Abraxas. The CIA couldn’t get any­thing out of Mrs. Peabody about it. Keep that in mind.

    Call me to re­port at 2100 hours to­mor­row.”




    “What time is that?” Re­mo asked.




    “Nine P.M.,” Smith said.




    “You’ll be at the of­fice at nine o’clock at night?”




    “Of course,” Smith said, and hung up.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    It had been a fool­ish ques­tion. Smith was al­ways at his of­fice at nine in the evening.

    As the di­rec­tor of Fol­croft San­itar­ium, he could leave any­time he want­ed to, since the

    ex­ec­utive re­spon­si­bil­ities of run­ning a small nurs­ing home were min­imal. But as the

    head of CURE, there were not enough hours in the day. Were it not for the hu­man re­quire­ments

    of food and rest and, once a week, ask­ing his wife if she was hap­py, Harold Smith might

    nev­er leave Fol­croft at all.




    As it was, there wasn’t enough time for CURE’s orig­inal func­tion of mon­itor­ing and, if

    pos­si­ble, erad­icat­ing legal­ly un­touch­able crime in Amer­ica. Since the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion’s in­cep­tion, though, CURE’s scope had broad­ened con­sid­er­ably to in­clude

    ev­ery man­ner of un­solv­able glob­al prob­lem. These days, run­ning CURE was a night­mare of

    end­less vig­ilance and con­stant fa­tigue for the com­put­er wiz­ard who’d left a

    high-​rank­ing post with the CIA to take on CURE for a Unit­ed States pres­ident with an idea.

    The pres­ident was now long dead, but his idea, CURE, re­mained. And with each pass­ing day, it

    grew. Smith sighed. There was no way to do the whole job right.




    At eleven min­utes past mid­night, he shut down the four mas­sive com­put­ers in his in­ner

    of­fice, stuffed some last-​minute print­outs in­to his at­taché case, and drove home.




    It was a qui­et, star­ry night in ear­ly spring, and in front of the Smiths’ tidy frame

    house his wife’s cro­cus­es and daf­fodils had be­gun to sprout. He nev­er no­ticed them. For

    Harold Smith, night was no more than a tes­ta­ment to the day’s fail­ure. Spring meant on­ly

    that an­oth­er sea­son had passed, an­oth­er year in which all of CURE’s nec­es­sary work was

    not com­plet­ed.




    His wife had left food for him on the ta­ble: some­thing cold and boiled and cov­ered with

    toma­to soup, Mrs. Smith’s fa­vorite sauce. Harold nev­er com­plained. In the years be­fore his

    wife dis­cov­ered canned toma­to soup, the meals, be­ing vis­ible, were even hard­er to face.

    Now, buried be­neath the in­nocu­ous red smear, Mrs. Smith’s meals at least re­sem­bled food of

    some kind, and since Harold was nev­er one to be par­tic­ular about the de­tails of his

    per­son­al life, he ate it.




    The knock came just as Smith was fin­ish­ing up his wife’s cab­bage-​or-​lentil toma­to

    sur­prise, the green and white striped print­outs spread on the ta­ble around his plate. He was

    al­ready be­gin­ning to nod with sleep. The sharp rap at the kitchen door star­tled him

    alert.




    The man at the door was a cou­ple of inch­es above five feet tall and wore his hair part­ed

    in the mid­dle and slicked down like two black patent leather squares on ei­ther side of his

    head.




    “Dr. Smith?”




    “Yes?”




    “Dr. Harold W. Smith?”




    “I told you, yes. What do you want at this hour?” He looked at his watch. It was 1:12 A.M.

    Smith stood block­ing the door­way. If the man had a gun, Smith fig­ured he at least had a

    chance of slam­ming the door be­fore the man could draw and fire. But the lit­tle man didn’t

    seem dan­ger­ous, and when he smiled, his face seemed to show some­thing like re­lief.




    “A thou­sand apolo­gies, Dr. Smith. It has tak­en me some time to find you. I fol­lowed you

    from the san­itar­ium–“




    “I beg your par­don?” Smith said, the an­noy­ance in his voice mak­ing it sound even more

    lemo­ny than usu­al. “You did what?”




    “I fol­lowed you. Again, my apolo­gies. There was no oth­er way. I had to see you alone. The

    guard at Fol­croft would not let me in.”




    “He has in­struc­tions,” Smith said terse­ly.




    “And so, I wait­ed for…” His eyes strained to see past Smith in­to the house. “You are

    alone?”




    “As alone as I need to be. State your busi­ness.”




    “Oh. Of course.” The man was clear­ly ner­vous, his hands flut­ter­ing. “My name is Michael

    LeP­at, sir. I am here to de­liv­er a mes­sage of the ut­most im­por­tance to you– may I come

    in?”




    Smith stared at him for a mo­ment. He could see by the fit of the man’s suit jack­et that he

    wasn’t car­ry­ing a weapon. “I sup­pose so,” he said. “For a mo­ment.”




    “Thank you.” LeP­at’s hands flut­tered grate­ful­ly as he slid in­to the open­ing Smith had

    made for him. “This will on­ly take a mo­ment, I as­sure you. But it is a mat­ter of

    in­de­scrib­able im­por­tance, in which your par­tic­ipa­tion is cru­cial.”




    “Do you think you could be more spe­cif­ic?” Smith asked dri­ly.




    “I will try,” LeP­at said, “al­though I can­not give you all of the par­tic­ulars. Suf­fice

    it to say that the in­di­vid­ual I rep­re­sent is a per­son of im­mense wealth who seeks to use

    his for­tune in a quest for the high­est pos­si­ble goal.”




    “Which is?”




    The lit­tle man swal­lowed. “The bet­ter­ment of mankind, Dr. Smith. My em­ploy­er has

    de­vised a project that will for­ev­er erad­icate war and hunger and dis­sat­is­fac­tion from

    the face of the earth.”




    “I see,” Smith said. “Re­al­ly, I think it’s a lit­tle late in the day to be col­lect­ing

    con­tri­bu­tions.”




    “Oh, no. My em­ploy­er has more than enough funds for this project. What I have been sent to

    ask you is your per­son­al par­tic­ipa­tion in it. May I add that you will be in il­lus­tri­ous

    com­pa­ny,” LeP­at said, smil­ing greasi­ly. “My em­ploy­er has sought out on­ly the top

    in­tel­lects in the world to take part.”




    “Thank you, but I re­al­ly haven’t got the time for this– what­ev­er it is. Please con­vey

    my re­grets to your em­ploy­er.” He eased the lit­tle man to­ward the door.




    “May I leave a card with you, Dr. Smith? In case you change your mind?”




    “I won’t change my mind.”




    “Nev­er­the­less…” He drew a busi­ness card from his vest. On it was scrawled a tele­phone

    num­ber. LeP­at’s sweat­ing palms smeared the ink. “That’s 555-8000,” he said. “It’s a lo­cal

    num­ber. Just call it if you de­cide to par­tic­ipate in the project. Rest as­sured that

    noth­ing harm­ful or dis­taste­ful will come to you.”




    “I un­der­stand,” Smith said, push­ing the man out the door.




    “You’ll re­ceive fur­ther in­struc­tions over the tele­phone.”




    “In­deed. Good night.” He pressed against the door un­til the lock snapped in place, then

    threw the card in the wastepa­per bas­ket.




    At 7:43 A.M. Smith was back at the Fol­croft com­put­er con­sole, lis­ten­ing to the soft

    hum of the pow­er­ful ma­chines. If he’d had to, he prob­ably would have ad­mit­ted that he

    felt more com­fort­able here than in his own bed. The Fol­croft Four, as he se­cret­ly

    ad­dressed the great elec­tron­ic brains, were a source of the most sub­lime sort of

    se­cu­ri­ty to the fas­tid­ious Dr. Smith.




    They nev­er stum­bled. They were vir­tu­al­ly in­ca­pable of er­ror. Smith had de­signed the

    as­ton­ish­ing­ly com­plex cir­cuit­ry of the Fol­croft Four him­self, us­ing da­ta col­lect­ed

    from the banks of the most mod­ern and ef­fec­tive com­put­ers in the world, and pro­grammed

    them with the in­tri­cate math­emat­ical per­mu­ta­tions that on­ly a mind as gift­ed and

    dis­ci­plined as Smith’s could have de­vised.




    For Harold Smith, the Fol­croft Four were not just com­put­ers. They were more than

    store­hous­es of facts ac­ces­si­ble to any­body who knew how to push the but­tons. The beau­ty

    of the Four was that they were se­cret. CURE’s in­for­ma­tion banks, in ad­di­tion to be­ing

    the most com­plete in the world, were ut­ter­ly un­known out­side the walls of Smith’s of­fice.

    They con­tained so much knowl­edge that if all the facts pro­grammed in­to their soft­ware were

    print­ed out on one sheet of pa­per, it would take a man more than five thou­sand years just to

    read it.




    And it was all his. His alone. All the knowl­edge of all the ages of man lay en­cod­ed in

    those four ma­chines, and Harold Smith alone pos­sessed the key to it.




    The thought was awe­some.




    “GOOD MORN­ING,” he keyed in crisply, as he did ev­ery morn­ing, and wait­ed for the

    me­galiths to re­turn the greet­ing.




    The Four hummed and buzzed and bleeped, and then the screen changed col­or from dark green

    to steel gray, prepar­ing to trans­mit.




    “DOC­TOR SMITH. CALL 555-8000.”




    He gasped. It was the same num­ber LeP­at had giv­en him the night be­fore.




    “GOOD MORN­ING,” he typed again.




    “DOC­TOR SMITH. CALL 555-8000,” re­peat­ed the mes­sage.




    He al­tered the mode. “CODE 041265124. TRANS­MIT.”




    “DOC­TOR SMITH. CALL 555-8000.”




    He was shak­ing. The sen­sa­tion cours­ing through his body was the clos­est thing to rage

    he had ev­er felt. He took the ma­chines back to their ear­li­est, sim­plest mem­ories.




    “CODE 0641. GIVE 100 RE­AL NUM­BERS IN BASE 10.”




    They clicked and whined. With the tack-​tack of pa­per pro­cess­ing, a sheet of print­out

    pa­per spilled out on­to Smith’s desk.




    “DOC­TOR SMITH. CALL 555-8000. DOC­TOR SMITH. CALL 555-8000. DOC­TOR…”




    Smith turned off the con­sole. His palms were clam­my. Some­one had done the im­pos­si­ble.

    That greasy lit­tle man in his kitchen, or who­ev­er he worked for, had in­vad­ed the

    ab­so­lute pri­va­cy of the Fol­croft com­put­ers.




    A shot of re­al fear pumped through his blood. If some­one had tapped in­to the com­put­ers,

    then CURE was com­pro­mised. To­tal­ly. Any­one with ac­cess to the CURE banks would know the

    most se­cret work­ings of the U.S. gov­ern­ment, in­clud­ing the il­le­gal ex­is­tence of CURE

    it­self.




    It was the end. That was the ar­range­ment, made long ago with the first pres­ident who had

    found the need for an or­ga­ni­za­tion like CURE. It had to be se­cret, or it couldn’t be

    per­mit­ted to ex­ist.




    And nei­ther could Smith.




    In the base­ment of Fol­croft San­itar­ium was a cof­fin. In­side the cof­fin were two

    cyanide cap­sules. They were for him. The com­put­ers them­selves had been pro­grammed with two

    sets of in­struc­tions to self-​de­struct. The first could be ac­ti­vat­ed by the pres­ident’s

    voice, in the event of Smith’s death. The sec­ond was a se­ries of codes to be op­er­at­ed by

    Smith alone, should the ex­is­tence of CURE be­come known. With­in sec­onds, fire gen­er­at­ed

    in­side the com­put­ers them­selves would burn ev­ery­thing in the as­bestos-​lined room to

    cin­ders. No oth­er part of the san­itar­ium would be touched, but Smith’s of­fice and

    ev­ery­thing in it would be ut­ter­ly de­stroyed. That was the mo­ment when Smith would walk

    down the base­ment stairs and close the door be­hind him.




    “All right,” he said soft­ly. The time had come.




    His at­tor­ney pos­sessed a sealed let­ter to Smith’s wife con­tain­ing what lit­tle

    ex­pla­na­tion– and love– he could of­fer his fam­ily. Af­ter more than thir­ty years of

    mar­riage, he would have felt like a cheat say­ing good-​bye to Ir­ma over the tele­phone,

    any­way. His daugh­ter was grown; she could take care of her­self. Re­mo and Chi­un would find

    what peace they could. There was noth­ing left to do now but set in mo­tion the code se­ries

    that would blow CURE out of ex­is­tence.




    He pressed the num­bers en­cod­ing the de­struct or­ders and wait­ed for the se­ries to be

    ver­ified on the screen. It would be the fi­nal trans­mis­sion of the Fol­croft Four.




    Smith wait­ed for the ma­chines to be­gin, drink­ing in their me­chan­ical nois­es as if

    they were a lover’s words. The screen changed col­or. And on it ap­peared: “DOC­TOR SMITH. CALL

    555-8000.”




    He stared at it in dis­be­lief. Ev­ery sin­gle func­tion of the com­put­ers, in­clud­ing the

    self-​de­struct mech­anism, had been over­rid­den by one di­rec­tive from out­side.




    Clench­ing his teeth, he di­aled the num­ber.




    “This is a record­ing,” the tiny com­put­er voice on the oth­er end of the line said.




    “Oh, for God’s sake…”




    “Thank you for your in­ter­est in this worth­while project. Your par­tic­ipa­tion will help

    to serve the high­est ends of hu­man­ity. Be as­sured that noth­ing harm­ful or dis­taste­ful

    to you will oc­cur as a re­sult of your will­ing­ness to fur­ther the fu­ture of mankind.”




    “Do get on with it,” Smith mut­tered. He had al­ready been through the sales pitch.




    “Lis­ten care­ful­ly, Dr. Smith.”




    He blinked, star­ing at the re­ceiv­er.




    “Are you lis­ten­ing?”




    “Y-​yes,” he mur­mured.




    “You are to go di­rect­ly to San­dley Air­port, twelve miles due south­west from your

    present lo­ca­tion. A char­ter plane bear­ing the reg­is­tra­tion TL-516 will take you to a

    des­ti­na­tion where you will re­ceive fur­ther in­struc­tions. Please note this

    in­for­ma­tion, as your call will not be ac­cept­ed a sec­ond time. That is San­dley Air­port,

    twelve miles due south­west.”




    Smith jot­ted down the in­for­ma­tion.




    “By car, your trav­el­ing time should be ap­prox­imate­ly 14.6 min­utes. The timetable for

    your jour­ney has been ac­ti­vat­ed by this tele­phone call. In ex­act­ly eigh­teen min­utes,

    the plane bear­ing the reg­is­tra­tion num­ber TL-516 will be air­borne. If you are not present

    on the craft at that time, the func­tions of your com­put­er will not be re­stored. Al­so, you

    are strong­ly ad­vised not to re­veal your agree­ment to par­tic­ipate in this project, as we

    can­not be re­spon­si­ble for any harm that may come to those not specif­ical­ly in­vit­ed. We

    hope we make our­selves per­fect­ly clear, Dr. Smith.”




    There was a short pause, fol­lowed by a beep. “You have sev­en­teen min­utes. Have a

    pleas­ant trip.” The line went dead.




    He clicked the cra­dle but­tons. There was noth­ing, not even a di­al tone. He pressed the

    in­ter­com con­nect­ing him with his sec­re­tary. It, too, was dead.




    “Mrs. Mikul­ka, are your phones work­ing?” he called from the door­way.




    “No, sir,” came the un­ruf­fled re­ply. “All of the lines have been dead since I

    ar­rived.”




    “But I made a call.”




    “Yes, sir. Quite pe­cu­liar. Shall I walk to a pay phone and call the tele­phone

    com­pa­ny?”




    He checked his watch. Six­teen min­utes left.




    “Sir?”




    “Er… what­ev­er you think,” he said ab­sent­ly.




    Well, he thought, he didn’t have much choice in the mat­ter now. If he were killed, the

    pres­ident’s voice could still ac­ti­vate the self-​de­struct mech­anism. That was on a

    sep­arate cir­cuit. But be­fore he died, he would find out who had bro­ken in­to the Fol­croft

    com­put­er banks– and how.




    One oth­er thing tugged at the back of his mind. The record­ing on the phone– so ac­cu­rate,

    so or­ga­nized– had said, quite clear­ly, that if he wasn’t on the plane in time, his

    com­put­er would not re­gain func­tion. Com­put­er, in the sin­gu­lar. It may have been a

    sim­ple er­ror, but Smith doubt­ed that who­ev­er was be­hind this scheme made sim­ple er­rors.

    What was more like­ly was that the or­ga­niz­ing force was not ful­ly aware of the Fol­croft

    Four.




    A small ray of hope sprang up in him. Mem­oriz­ing the in­struc­tions he had writ­ten down,

    he stuffed the note in­to an en­ve­lope and sealed it.




    “This is for a per­son named Re­mo,” he said, hand­ing it to Mrs. Mikul­ka on his way

    out.




    “How do I reach him, Dr. Smith?”




    “He’ll reach you.”




    “How will I know him?”




    “You’ll know him.” Smith said.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    TL-516 was a forty-​year-​old DC-3 pi­lot­ed by a man who ap­peared to have a

    con­sid­er­able drink­ing prob­lem. Smith, sit­ting ram­rod straight in the copi­lot’s seat

    with his at­taché case clutched over his lap, men­tioned it as civil­ly as pos­si­ble as the

    pi­lot slogged down two inch­es from a fifth of Jack Daniels.




    “Don’t wor­ry about noth­in’,” the pi­lot said. He ex­haled a breath that smelled as if it

    could launch the Columbia. “Drink­ing’s not my prob­lem.”




    “No?” Smith asked arch­ly.




    “Nope. Not drink­ing’s the prob­lem. Once I quit, I start get­ting the shakes. Any­thing can

    hap­pen then. Nose­dive, fly in­to a moun­tain, you name it.”




    “I see,” Smith said, feel­ing faint.




    “Long as I got some fu­el in the old tank, though, we’re fine.” He pat­ted his stom­ach and

    took an­oth­er swig.




    Smith eyed the lev­el of the bot­tle’s con­tents. At the rate the pi­lot was con­sum­ing it,

    empti­ness was im­mi­nent and the shakes in­evitable.




    “How far are we go­ing?” he asked, try­ing to sound ca­su­al.




    “Near Mi­ami,” the pi­lot said proud­ly.




    “Oh.” It was al­most a sob.




    “Got an­oth­er,” the old man said with a wink. He reached un­der his seat and hoist­ed a

    sec­ond bot­tle aloft.




    Smith per­mit­ted him­self to ex­hale.




    “Want a blast?”




    “Er… a what?”




    “A blast,” the pi­lot said, loud­er.




    “No, thank you.”




    “Do you good. From the looks of you, some­thing’s got you wound up tighter’n a pop­corn

    fart. Why, when you–“




    “Thank you for your con­cern,” Smith said, cut­ting him off. “Do you know who I’m

    meet­ing?”




    “Lear jet,” the pi­lot said.




    “Ex­cuse me?”




    “A Lear jet,” the pi­lot shout­ed, an­noyed. “Old turkey can’t hear noth­ing.”




    Smith harumphed. “I meant, do you know the per­son I’m meet­ing,” Smith ex­plained.




    “Why? Don’t you know who you’re go­ing to see?”




    “No.”




    “Well, then, why should I?”




    “Who au­tho­rized you to make this flight?” Smith asked testi­ly.




    “Tele­phone.”




    Smith steeled him­self. “Was there by any chance a per­son talk­ing to you on the

    tele­phone?”




    ” ‘Course there was. What do you think, phones talk by them­selves? It was the base

    op­er­ator down at the air­port.”




    Smith con­tin­ued dogged­ly. “And who called him?”




    “How the hell do I know?” He poured the equiv­alent of four or five dou­bles down his

    throat, wip­ing his chin with the back of his hand. “Some wom­an. Got piles of mon­ey, I

    guess.”




    “A wom­an?”




    “Can’t hear noth­ing, can you?” the pi­lot screeched.




    The Lear jet was wait­ing at the end of the land­ing strip. The place seemed odd­ly

    de­sert­ed for a good-​sized air­port.




    “Home of the wack­os,” the pi­lot said cryp­ti­cal­ly as he touched down with a

    bone-​shat­ter­ing thud.




    “I’m sure you’d know,” Smith said.




    The pas­sen­ger door of the sleek lit­tle jet was open. In­side, in the cap­tain’s seat, sat

    a strik­ing­ly beau­ti­ful wom­an with a fra­grant mane of long brown-​gold hair.




    “Wel­come, Dr. Smith,” she said. Her voice was as rich as vel­vet.




    “The wom­an,” Smith said qui­et­ly, re­mem­ber­ing what the drunk­en pi­lot had said. “So

    you’re be­hind this.”




    “Not ex­act­ly,” she said with a faint Mediter­ranean ac­cent. “My name is Circe.” She

    turned to face him. The long scar on her face came as a shock.




    “I rec­om­mend that you get used to my dis­fig­ure­ment,” she said. “You’ll be see­ing quite

    a bit of me.”




    “I’d like to know where you’re tak­ing me.”




    “To Greater Aba­co Is­land, in the Ba­hamas chain,” she said. “A small white pop­ula­tion,

    made up most­ly of tran­sient boaters. Sun, surf, and soli­tude.”




    “For how long?” Smith asked acid­ly.




    The girl laughed. “Don’t be afraid. You won’t be held pris­on­er for long. A week,

    per­haps.”




    “May I ask the pur­pose of my vis­it?”




    “I was hop­ing you would. Your pres­ence is re­quired at a con­fer­ence to be at­tend­ed by

    a hun­dred of the best minds in the world. You have been se­lect­ed to rep­re­sent the

    com­put­er arts.”




    “There must be some mis­take,” Smith be­gan.




    “No mis­take.” She took a deep, bored breath. “In 1944, while on ac­tive du­ty in the OSS,

    you helped to de­sign plans for a mil­itary da­ta-​stor­age ma­chine that even­tu­al­ly be­came

    what is known as UNI­VAC, the first com­put­er. Since then, de­spite your ob­ses­sive quest for

    anonymi­ty, the spo­radic pa­pers you wrote on ev­ery facet of com­put­er op­er­ations from the

    ear­li­est dig­ital mod­els to the first non-​bi­no­mi­al lan­guage have made his­to­ry. The

    fact that you re­ceived your doc­tor­ate af­ter you were al­ready es­tab­lished as a lead­ing

    au­thor­ity in your field came as no sur­prise to any­one aware of your abil­ities.”




    “How did you find that out?” Smith asked ir­ri­ta­bly.




    “My em­ploy­er has many re­sources at his dis­pos­al. Not the least of them is a tremen­dous

    sup­ply of funds for re­search in­to our del­egates’ pasts.”




    Smith shift­ed un­easi­ly in his seat. “That was a long time ago,” he said, adding, “it was

    nev­er my field in the first place.”




    She smiled. “Yes, of course. Your name has not come up in the lit­er­ature of com­put­er

    tech­nol­ogy for more than a decade. You have nev­er been em­ployed as a com­put­er an­alyst.

    You work as the di­rec­tor of Fol­croft San­itar­ium. Sure. And Bob­by Fis­ch­er is a beach

    bum.”




    “What?”




    She re­gard­ed him lev­el­ly. “The way one lives does not al­ter one’s abil­ity, Dr. Smith.

    Your abil­ity with com­put­ers is what mat­ters, not your job.”




    “You’ve got the wrong man,” Smith said gruffly.




    “We would if we hadn’t traced you through a com­put­er.”




    Smith stiff­ened.




    “There’s no need for para­noia. We as­sumed that if you were still ac­tive in the field, a

    com­put­er would be near you. It was the best way to reach you. Your in­for­ma­tion banks

    weren’t tapped, if that’s what you’re afraid of.”




    He felt as if he were go­ing to lose con­trol of his blad­der. The in­for­ma­tion banks

    weren’t pi­rat­ed. He said on­ly, “I don’t be­lieve you.”




    Circe shrugged. “That makes no dif­fer­ence to me. I just thought it would set your mind at

    rest to know that what­ev­er ar­cane project you were work­ing on wasn’t snooped on. Not that

    we didn’t try. Your cir­cuit­ry is too com­plex. That was when we knew you were our man.”




    “But the mes­sages…”




    She cocked an eye­brow at him. “Think about it, Dr. Smith. The tele­phone.”




    His mouth opened as the re­al­iza­tion hit him. “The phones were dead,” he said in

    won­der.




    “A gen­er­al short-​cir­cuit. The emer­gen­cy gen­er­ator kept the lights and what­ev­er

    hos­pi­tal ma­chin­ery you have op­er­at­ing au­to­mat­ical­ly. The phones and the com­put­er

    are linked, of course. They usu­al­ly are.”




    “But the mes­sage.”




    “A spe­cial hookup in­to your phone sys­tem. Tem­po­rary. It’s gone by now.”




    “And the record­ed in­struc­tions to meet you?”




    “A one-​time rout­ing. That line no longer ex­ists.”




    He looked at her for a long mo­ment. “You peo­ple are cer­tain­ly go­ing to a lot of

    trou­ble,” he said.




    “There’s a lot at stake.”




    She didn’t speak again un­til they touched down on a small run­way on what ap­peared to be a

    de­sert­ed is­land. Trop­ical plants and ex­ot­ic flow­er­ing trees grew along the strip in

    prim­itive aban­don. But some­how the at­mo­sphere of the place was strange­ly op­pres­sive.

    The air was heavy with the mois­ture of salt spray. Over­head, a cloud blot­ted out the small,

    high sun, mak­ing Smith feel as if he were in an en­closed box.




    Circe turned off the en­gine and mo­tioned for him to leave the craft. As he rose, she

    fold­ed her hand over the han­dle of his at­taché case.




    “You can’t have that,” Smith said.




    “No?” She drew a pis­tol from un­der the seat and held it steady inch­es from his face. The

    gun was on­ly a .22 cal­iber, but at point-​blank range would have turned his face in­to a

    rosette gar­nish of flesh.




    With a hiss of dis­gust, he left the case with her. “One more thing,” he said. “When I asked

    you if you were be­hind this, you said, ‘Not ex­act­ly.’ Just who is your em­ploy­er?

    Ex­act­ly.”




    She reached across him and flung open his door. The damp air rushed in and sur­round­ed him

    like sticky hands.




    “A name you may have heard of, Dr. Smith,” she said, smil­ing slow­ly. “Wel­come to the

    realm of Abraxas.”


  




  

    Chapter Five




    “Abraxas, Abraxas.”




    Chi­un stood on the small ter­race of the mo­tel in West Ma­hom­set, a half-​mile from the

    Peabody house, and mut­tered in­to the wind. His al­mond eyes were nar­rowed in

    con­cen­tra­tion. His hands with their long taloned fin­ger­nails lay fold­ed in­side the

    sleeves of his long green satin robe. The breeze was high, caus­ing the white wisps of hair on

    his head and chin to bil­low gen­tly. “Abraxas,” he re­peat­ed. “I am sure that is what it

    was.”




    “What’d you say, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo shout­ed from in­side. When the old man didn’t

    an­swer, Re­mo peered out, stuff­ing the pho­to­graph of Orville Peabody in­to an en­ve­lope.

    “What’s that?”




    “Hm­mmm? A name, I think. It is con­fus­ing.” He shook his head. Long ten­drils of mus­tache

    swayed from side to side.




    “Tell me. Maybe I can help.”




    “Help? You?”




    “Stranger things have hap­pened,” Re­mo said jaun­ti­ly. “All right, then. Don’t tell

    me.”




    “Abraxas,” Chi­un said, his face solemn.




    “Abraxas?”




    “That is the word. I do not yet know what it means.”




    Re­mo smiled. “Case solved, Chi­un. ‘Abraxas’ is what this Peabody guy said be­fore he died.

    You must have heard it on Chee­ta Ching’s Left Wing Pro­pa­gan­da Up­date.”




    “The news? You think so?”




    “Of course. What else could it be? Smit­ty told me about it over the phone.”




    Chi­un looked at once thought­ful and wor­ried. “There is some­thing strange about the name.

    I have dif­fi­cul­ty ban­ish­ing it from my thoughts. It seems to fol­low me, even in

    sleep.”




    “Abraxas? I nev­er heard it be­fore Smit­ty called.”




    “Is that so un­usu­al?” Chi­un snapped. “Most thoughts pass by your mind with no more

    im­pres­sion than a but­ter­fly’s breath.”




    “That’s Ko­re­an grat­itude for you,” Re­mo said. “I help you out, and you in­sult me.”




    “An­oth­er thing,” the old Ori­en­tal said hes­itant­ly, his pen­sive frown re­turn­ing.




    “About Abraxas? Or my fee­ble mind?”




    “I see the name, rather than hear it. It is like a vi­sion. And when I see it, the vi­sion

    ap­pears in both En­glish and Ko­re­an.”




    “A vi­sion with sub­ti­tles,” Re­mo mused.




    “Id­iot. The name is the vi­sion, the name it­self! Oh, why was it my fate to teach a

    brain­less white boy with the sen­si­tiv­ity of a buf­fa­lo?” He jumped up and down, the

    an­cient eyes glint­ing with anger. “The name Abraxas is the vi­sion. It ap­pears in bold

    char­ac­ters, strung on a web­bing of fine gray lines–“




    “Calm down, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I un­der­stand,” Re­mo said soft­ly.




    “You do not un­der­stand. You are hu­mor­ing me be­cause you think I am an old man los­ing

    my grasp on re­al­ity. That is what the ig­no­rant young al­ways think of their el­ders when

    con­front­ed with some­thing be­yond their knowl­edge.”




    Re­mo took a step back­ward. “What­ev­er you say.”




    “Si­lence! I should nev­er have men­tioned it to you. Go on about your busi­ness.”




    “Look, uh… I don’t think my meet­ing with Mrs. Peabody is go­ing to take long. Why don’t you

    just wait here for me till I come back?”




    “I shall do as I please,” the old man said stub­born­ly.




    “Sure, Chi­un. I want you to. Re­al­ly. It’s just–“




    Chi­un clenched his jaw in ex­as­per­ation. “I am not crazed, Re­mo.”




    “Okay, okay.” He held the en­ve­lope in front of him like a shield.




    “So? Will you please go? Or do you think that this dod­der­ing ma­ni­ac will leap to the

    street to mo­lest in­fants in your ab­sence?”




    “Aw, don’t be antsy.” He caught his breath. “I mean… I mean…”




    “Nev­er mind,” Chi­un said. “I am go­ing to the li­brary. When I re­turn, you will see that

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is still in full pos­ses­sion of his fac­ul­ties and that you, once

    again, are wrong.”




    “What’s at the li­brary?”




    “Knowl­edge,” Chi­un said flat­ly. “I in­tend to search out the less­er writ­ings of Ung the

    po­et and Wang the Greater, most im­por­tant Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. If the name ‘Abraxas’ is of

    any im­por­tance, it will be found in their sub­lime thoughts.”




    “I don’t know how many sub­lime thoughts are float­ing around the West Ma­hom­set Pub­lic

    Li­brary,” Re­mo said.




    “If it is a true vi­sion, then it will be made clear to me.”




    Re­mo wait­ed a mo­ment longer, watch­ing the old man. At last he said, “Okay, Chi­un. I’ll

    see you lat­er,” and left.




    But the thought of his old teach­er chas­ing af­ter wild hal­lu­ci­na­tions fright­ened him

    and made him sad. He de­cid­ed to call Smith as soon as he was through with Mrs. Peabody and

    re­quest a leave for him­self and Chi­un in Sinan­ju. See­ing his home again would make the old

    man hap­py.




    He walked to the Peabody house feel­ing very tired.




    Ar­lene Peabody was a tidy lit­tle bird­like wom­an with a bub­ble of bright red teased hair

    sur­round­ing her face and mak­ing her look like a sun­burned medicine ball. “I just don’t

    un­der­stand it!” she shrieked with an ease that led Re­mo to be­lieve that shriek­ing was the

    wom­an’s mode of com­mu­ni­ca­tion. “I mean, he was right here, right here on the couch in his

    pa­ja­mas watch­ing “Mas­ter­piece The­atre” one night, and the next morn­ing he was gone.

    Poof. It was like he van­ished.” She burst in­to a tor­rent of hys­ter­ical laugh­ter fol­lowed

    by a heavy flow of tears.




    “It’s all right, Mrs. Peabody,” Re­mo said pla­cat­ing­ly, pat­ting her shoul­der.




    She threw off his arm with a wild ges­ture. “It’s not all right! Ev­ery­thing’s a mess. The

    kids won’t go to school any­more. Peo­ple keep telling them their fa­ther was a killer. I can’t

    show my face in the su­per­mar­ket. The house is al­ways crawl­ing with cops and CIA men and

    re­porters, and now you.”




    “I was a friend of Orville’s,” Re­mo lied.




    “You were?” The tears were still fresh in her eyes.




    “And I don’t think he put him­self up to that busi­ness in Rome.”




    She leapt up from the couch. “That’s what I’ve been telling ev­ery­body!” she screeched.

    “Nev­er a word, noth­ing. Just poof, gone. No good-​bye kiss, noth­ing. He didn’t even take a

    clean shirt. Then three weeks lat­er he shows up dead. On the front page of the news­pa­per!”

    She wailed like a ban­shee.




    “Mrs. Peabody–“




    “Now they’re say­ing Orville was some kind of po­lit­ical ter­ror­ist or some­thing.”




    “The man he killed was a ter­ror­ist.”




    “Oh, who cares?” she stormed. “Orville and I hard­ly ev­er watched the news. He wasn’t

    in­ter­est­ed in that stuff. Cub Scouts and mow­ing the lawn, that was all Orville cared about.

    Cub Scouts. Is that a hob­by for a killer? I tell you, he couldn’t have done it.”




    “A hun­dred peo­ple saw him do it.”




    “I don’t care. It must have been one of those clones or some­thing.”




    “Oh, come on….”




    “Don’t say it’s not pos­si­ble,” she screamed. “I’ve got African vi­olets that are

    cloned.”




    “I re­al­ly don’t think your hus­band was a clone,” Re­mo said with as straight a face as

    pos­si­ble.




    “Then how’d he get to Italy? We have ex­act­ly six hun­dred and twen­ty-​sev­en dol­lars in

    our sav­ings ac­count. It wasn’t touched. Even if he’d tak­en out ev­ery cent, it wouldn’t have

    been enough to fly over to Italy.”




    “He went by way of New­found­land.”




    She looked puz­zled. “Where’s that?”




    “Off the coast of Cana­da.”




    “That’s stupid,” Mrs. Peabody said. “Why would he fly to Cana­da to get to Italy?”




    Re­mo shrugged. “Beats me.”




    “It wasn’t him, I tell you.”




    “I’ve got a pic­ture.” He pulled out the pho­to­graph. It was a good clear shot that

    cap­tured Peabody dur­ing the mo­ment be­tween his act of vi­olence and his death at the hands

    of the an­gry mob. The man’s face was ra­di­ant and un­afraid, his eyes smil­ing with

    sat­is­fac­tion.




    Mrs. Peabody gasped and lunged for it. “This isn’t Orville!” she shout­ed.




    Re­mo looked at the pho­to­graph, alarmed. “Didn’t you iden­ti­fy the body at the

    morgue?”




    “Yes, but that was a clone, too. Look.” She dashed around the room like a mad thing,

    pick­ing pho­tographs off the man­tle and the end ta­bles. She threw them at Re­mo. “See for

    your­self.”




    He stud­ied them one at a time, com­par­ing them with Smith’s pic­ture of the as­sas­sin.

    They were dif­fer­ent, all right. The fea­tures were iden­ti­cal, but the bland, for­get­table

    ex­pres­sions on the faces in Mrs. Peabody’s pic­tures of her hus­band bore no re­sem­blance to

    the trans­fixed, al­most mys­ti­cal look of ec­sta­sy in the pho­to­graph Re­mo had brought

    with him.




    “He looks– I don’t know– health­ier or some­thing in the new one,” Re­mo said.




    Mrs. Peabody made sput­ter­ing nois­es like a chick­en gag­ging. “It was a clone, I tell

    you.”




    “Mrs. Peabody…”




    “I know my hus­band’s face. He didn’t smile, for one thing. He said it gave him

    in­di­ges­tion. And he didn’t like the sun.”




    Re­mo looked up from the pic­tures. “What did you say?”




    “He didn’t like sun.” She stared at him. “The clone has a sun­tan.”




    Re­mo slapped his fore­head. Of course! That was the dif­fer­ence in the pic­tures. Mrs.

    Peabody’s vi­su­al records of her hus­band showed a man who was not on­ly sullen and

    lack­lus­ter, but pale as the un­der­side of a trout. The “new” Peabody, how­ev­er, the man who

    looked as if he was ready to pass out cigars af­ter killing a man in cold blood, was dark. As

    dark as if he’d spent weeks in the sun.




    “Now do you be­lieve he was cloned?”




    “I don’t know what to be­lieve,” Re­mo said.




    She sat down heav­ily. “At least you’re hon­est,” she said. “It’s just too weird. But oth­er

    things have been weird around here.”




    “Like what?”




    “Like this Abraxas stuff,” she said weari­ly. “That was what Orville was sup­posed to have

    said be­fore he… be­fore he…”




    “I know. And?”




    “And so that’s prob­ably why I keep think­ing about it. I mean, the CIA was so in­ter­est­ed

    in it and ev­ery­thing. They kept ask­ing me what I knew about it.”




    “What’d you tell them?”




    “Noth­ing. I don’t even know what it means. Orville cer­tain­ly nev­er said any­thing about

    it. As far as I’m con­cerned, it’s just some weird name. On­ly…” She looked at Re­mo through

    wide, fright­ened eyes.




    “On­ly what?”




    She looked away. “Oh, for­get it. Maybe I’m los­ing my mind. I’m a house­wife, you see.” She

    whis­pered it as if it were a con­fes­sion. “I’ve got prob­lems cop­ing, you know? I eat

    Val­iums like M…M’s. They prob­ably soft­ened my brain. I read some­where that can

    hap­pen.”




    “On­ly what, Mrs. Peabody?”




    “I told my neigh­bor, and she laughed at me.”




    “I won’t laugh,” Re­mo said. He wait­ed.




    “Promise?”




    “Promise.”




    “Well, okay.” She looked at him side­ways, sus­pi­cious­ly. “I knew the name be­fore it was

    ev­er in the pa­pers.”




    Re­mo felt the air press out of his lungs. “You mean Abraxas?” he asked soft­ly.




    She nod­ded. “It start­ed hap­pen­ing right af­ter Orville dis­ap­peared. This fun­ny name

    would be swim­ming around in my head. You know, like a ra­dio com­mer­cial that fol­lows you

    around all day? That’s what it’s like. ‘Abraxas, Abraxas, Abraxas,’ ” she droned. “I can see

    the word plain as day in front of my face right now. Oh, it’s just weird.”




    Re­mo’s face had drained of col­or. “Go on,” he said wood­en­ly.




    “Don’t you think I’m crazy?”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “All right. The oth­er night I was tuck­ing my kids in bed as usu­al. It had been a re­al­ly

    rough day, what with all the po­lice and the CIA guys and the neigh­bor­hood heck­lers and the

    news­men and pho­tog­ra­phers and ev­ery­thing. I had to go to the morgue that day, too. It was

    aw­ful.”




    “What hap­pened, Mrs. Peabody?” Re­mo said im­pa­tient­ly.




    “Well, it was just so rot­ten, I guess I went to pieces af­ter din­ner. I cried my eyes out,

    think­ing about all kinds of things. Then I went up to kiss the boys good night. My youngest

    son was al­ready asleep, but Tim­my, my ten-​year-​old, was wait­ing up for me. He told me not

    to cry.” Mrs. Peabody stared straight ahead, as if in a trance. “He said, ‘Mom­my, don’t cry.

    Abraxas is go­ing to make it all bet­ter.’ That was the weird­est part of all.”




    Re­mo stood up. “I’d bet­ter go.”




    “You don’t be­lieve me, do you?”




    “I told you I did,” Re­mo said. “You’re not crazy. You and your son aren’t the on­ly peo­ple

    who’ve seen that hal­lu­ci­na­tion.”




    “It’s not a hal­lu­ci­na­tion!” she shrieked. “Abraxas is a name. He’s some­body, a per­son.

    I tell you he cloned Orville, and God on­ly knows what he’s go­ing to do to the rest of

    us.”




    “I’ll check it out,” Re­mo said.




    The la­dy was nut­ty as a fruit­cake. Still, some­thing in her words made Re­mo shiv­er.




    What, he asked him­self on his way back to the mo­tel. That the strange name, Abraxas,

    sprout­ing si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly in the minds of three peo­ple, be­longed to a re­al per­son?

    Crazy. Sim­ply crazy. It just wasn’t pos­si­ble.




    God on­ly knows what he’s go­ing to do to the rest of us.


  




  

    Chapter Six




    He owed Chi­un an apol­ogy.




    Re­mo walked back slow­ly, try­ing to make sense of the strange trail where Smith’s sim­ple

    as­sign­ment had led him. So far, he knew next to noth­ing: A man named Orville Peabody had

    dis­ap­peared from his home to emerge three weeks lat­er as an in­ter­na­tion­al as­sas­sin.

    Judg­ing from his tanned skin, Peabody had prob­ably spent those weeks in a warm cli­mate. But

    do­ing what? And for whom? What had ac­count­ed for the dras­tic change in his per­son­al­ity

    shown by the pho­tographs?




    Then there was the Abraxas con­nec­tion. That was the most puz­zling part of the whole

    busi­ness. A man’s dy­ing word, seen be­fore the fact by his wife and men­tioned again by his

    child. Abraxas is go­ing to make it all bet­ter, the kid had said, if Re­mo was to be­lieve

    Mrs. Peabody.




    And he did be­lieve her. What she had told him was too close to Chi­un’s de­scrip­tion of

    his own vi­sions to be tossed aside as lu­na­cy.




    It had been a mis­take not to trust Chi­un. Abraxas was the key to the rid­dle that had been

    wo­ven like a net around the mur­ders of the three ter­ror­ists, and Chi­un was one of the

    peo­ple who held it.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I’m sor­ry,” Re­mo be­gan as he en­tered the mo­tel room, but the words

    stuck in his throat at the sight that con­front­ed him.




    In the mid­dle of the room stood a black lac­quer ed­ifice of some kind, trimmed in gold and

    reach­ing as high as the ceil­ing. It re­sem­bled a minia­ture stepped pyra­mid, like

    pho­tographs Re­mo had seen of the an­cient Aztec tombs at Chichen Itza. At each of its many

    lev­els burned long fra­grant ivory-​col­ored ta­pers that made the pryamid shim­mer with

    bright flame.




    “What the hell is that?” Re­mo asked, in­cred­ulous.




    “A shrine,” Chi­un said bland­ly.




    “Where’d you get it? It looks like a mod­el of some­thing.”




    “It was. I re­moved it from the li­brary.”




    “You stole it?”




    Chi­un clucked. “How crass you are. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has no need to steal. I told

    them you would pay for it.”




    “Great. That’s just great.” Re­mo paced around the room. “What’d you take it for,

    any­way?”




    “It was not be­ing put to prop­er use. Some fool had cov­ered it with signs call­ing it a

    tomb.”




    “Oh,” Re­mo said. “And of course, any­one can see what this splen­did ob­ject’s re­al use

    is.”




    “Of course.”




    Re­mo ex­plod­ed. “Then would you mind let­ting me in on the se­cret? Be­cause it sure looks

    like a mod­el of a tomb to me.”




    “Lout.” The old man sniffed. “It is an ob­ject of wor­ship. Ob­vi­ous­ly.”




    “To what?”




    “To Abraxas.” The old man’s eyes sparkled.




    “Oh, no.”




    “I have found the knowl­edge I was seek­ing.” He float­ed in­to a full lo­tus in front of

    the pyra­mid.




    Re­mo sat down be­side him. “Okay, who’s Abraxas?”




    “I thought I was a mad­man in your es­ti­ma­tion.”




    “I was wrong.”




    “Nat­ural­ly.”




    “Oth­er peo­ple have been see­ing the same thing. I’ve got to know, Chi­un.”




    The old Ori­en­tal smiled smug­ly. “Very well. I’ll tell you. Abraxas was a de­ity

    wor­shipped by the an­cient Chaldeans from be­tween 1000 and 600 B.C., ac­cord­ing to your

    cal­en­dar. His fol­low­ers pro­claimed him to be a god of both good and evil, light and

    dark­ness. Hence the white can­dles up­on the black shrine.”




    “600 B.C.,” Re­mo re­flect­ed, won­der­ing how a for­got­ten god from a lost civ­iliza­tion

    could pos­si­bly fig­ure in­to a ring of mod­ern-​day as­sas­sins. “That’s old.”




    “Old enough to be of mer­it,” Chi­un said, con­fer­ring his high­est praise up­on the

    de­ity. “Per­haps Abraxas was an ac­quain­tance of the great Wang him­self.”




    “Did Wang say so?”




    Chi­un snort­ed in con­tempt. “Not one of the great­est Mas­ter’s writ­ings was in­clud­ed

    in the in­fe­ri­or col­lec­tion of worth­less books at the li­brary,” he said. “I had to

    com­mand the li­brar­ian to seek the in­for­ma­tion about Abraxas through less­er

    chan­nels.”




    “I can’t fig­ure this out.”




    Chi­un pat­ted his head sym­pa­thet­ical­ly. “It is not the place of white men to

    un­der­stand.” With a quick look to the bal­cony, the old man rose from the floor and dashed

    out. “It is time,” he said hur­ried­ly, check­ing the po­si­tion of the sun.




    “For what?”




    “The Noon News, fea­tur­ing the love­ly Chee­ta Ching.”




    “Come on,” Re­mo whined. “This is se­ri­ous. Can’t you put off watch­ing that fly-​eat­ing

    ar­madil­lo un­til the next news­cast?”




    “If you can­not bear the sight of such beau­ty as Chee­ta Ching’s, then leave. Go stare at

    ox-​teat­ed white wom­en.” He switched on the set.




    With a sigh, Re­mo watched the screen dis­solve on­to the pan­cake-​faced, fang-​toothed

    vis­age of the Chan­nel 3 an­chor­wom­an.




    “Good af­ter­noon,” Chee­ta said through snarling lips. “There’s a new wrin­kle in the

    in­ter­na­tion­al fra­cas in­volv­ing the as­sas­si­na­tion of three ter­ror­ists ear­li­er

    this week. Small but vo­cal groups around the world are call­ing for the posthu­mous par­don of

    the three as­sas­sins who lost their lives af­ter elim­inat­ing the known ter­ror­ists.”




    “As­sas­sins,” Chi­un said with dis­gust. “They use the word to mean any bum­bling fool with

    a weapon. Even Mr. Pea Shoot­er.”




    “Peabody,” Re­mo mut­tered.




    “In Wash­ing­ton this morn­ing, demon­stra­tors ral­lied in front of the White House to

    de­mand that the gov­ern­ment ex­tend a for­mal apol­ogy and full resti­tu­tion to the wid­ow

    of Orville Peabody, who killed ter­ror­ist Fran­co Ab­bro­dani in Rome last Mon­day. The

    demon­stra­tors, call­ing the as­sas­si­na­tion an act of hero­ism, are be­ing dis­persed by

    Wash­ing­ton po­lice for as­sem­bling with­out a per­mit.”




    The im­age shift­ed to a group of peo­ple pick­et­ing out­side the White House gates as

    po­lice at­tempt­ed to break up the crowd.




    “What is the pur­pose of this gath­er­ing?” an un­seen re­porter asked a burly work­ing man

    in his for­ties.




    “We want to clear the mem­ory of Orville Peabody,” he said. “Peabody was an agent of God.

    When he killed that Eye­tal­ian trou­ble­mak­er, he made the world bet­ter for all of us.”

    Cheers went up be­hind him.




    The screen switched back to Chee­ta Ching. “What marks these world­wide demon­stra­tions is

    a seem­ing lack of or­ga­ni­za­tion­al lead­er­ship. When asked by au­thor­ities to pro­duce

    their as­sem­bly per­mit, the Wash­ing­ton demon­stra­tors stat­ed that they were called

    to­geth­er by an in­vis­ible force named Abraxas. Whether or not this is re­lat­ed to Mr.

    Peabody’s fa­mous last word is not known. Nor is the fas­cist Wash­ing­ton gov­ern­ment’s

    re­ac­tion to the de­mand. This is Chee­ta Ching, the voice of truth. More news at six

    o’clock.”




    “Oh, God,” Re­mo said. “I’ve got to call Smit­ty.”




    “A fine idea,” Chi­un said pa­tron­iz­ing­ly, turn­ing off the tele­vi­sion. “Em­per­or

    Smith’s mind is even weak­er than your own. It will make you feel bet­ter.”




    “I keep telling you he’s not an em­per­or, and be­sides– oh, nev­er mind.” He wait­ed for a

    long time with the tele­phone re­ceiv­er against his ear. He di­aled again. Once again the

    di­rect line to Smith rang. And rang.




    “What’s go­ing on?” Re­mo said aloud. The di­rect line was ac­ces­si­ble to Smith any­where.

    It con­nect­ed with his desk at Fol­croft, with Smith’s home, in a room where Mrs. Smith was

    not per­mit­ted, even with the portable phone Smith car­ried in his at­taché case. Just about

    the on­ly place in the world the di­rect line didn’t go was to Smith’s sec­re­tary’s desk. It

    was for Harold Smith alone, and Harold Smith al­ways an­swered it. Al­ways.




    “Some­thing’s wrong,” Re­mo said, slam­ming down the re­ceiv­er. “We’ve got to get to

    Fol­croft.”




    ‘They char­tered a he­li­copter on the roof of the Pan Am build­ing. Smith was good about

    keep­ing Re­mo in ready cash. The mon­ey came in handy for emer­gen­cies, even though he had to

    ex­plain the ex­pen­di­tures to the penu­ri­ous Smith lat­er.




    Well, this was one ex­pense even Smit­ty wasn’t go­ing to com­plain about, he thought as he

    climbed out of the he­li­copter. He made his way from the roof down the walls of Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium. Chi­un was ahead of him, eas­ing down the sheet-​faced build­ing as if it were a

    steplad­der. Hand un­der hand, the old man crawled deft­ly to­ward the re­flect­ing glass

    win­dows of Smith’s in­ner of­fice. With the long, iron-​hard nail of his in­dex fin­ger, he

    out­lined the win­dow and pushed at it gen­tly un­til it gave. He caught the glass as it fell

    and set it on the floor in­side the of­fice be­fore he slipped silent­ly in. Re­mo fol­lowed,

    ac­knowl­edg­ing Chi­un’s work with a brief nod.




    The of­fice showed no signs of a strug­gle. The desk at the com­put­er con­sole was tidy as

    ev­er, its draw­ers locked. The waste­bas­ket was emp­ty. The closed door lead­ing to the

    out­er of­fice didn’t look as if it had been tam­pered with. If Smith had been ab­duct­ed,

    Re­mo said to him­self, it was the clean­est kid­nap­ping on record.




    There was noth­ing to show that Smith had even been there ex­cept for the short sheet of

    print­out pa­per that hung from one of the com­put­ers. Re­mo walked noise­less­ly to it. Not

    that he would un­der­stand Smith’s ar­cane com­put­er jar­gon but…




    “DOC­TOR SMITH. CALL 555-8000. DOC­TOR SMITH. CALL 555-8000. DOC­TOR…”




    Re­mo blinked at the pa­per in his hand. He read it again. “What is this?” he

    whis­pered.




    Chi­un asked a ques­tion with his eyes. Re­mo hand­ed him the sheet and walked to the

    tele­phone. The old man re­strained him, mo­tion­ing to the door lead­ing to the sec­re­tary’s

    desk.




    “It doesn’t mat­ter,” Re­mo said. “The place is clean.” He di­aled 555-8000.




    “The num­ber you have reached is not in ser­vice,” the record­ing an­nounced. He slammed

    down the phone.




    “Who’s in there?” shrilled a wom­an’s voice from be­hind the door. The lock jig­gled with

    fright­ened, clum­sy move­ments. Mrs. Mikul­ka opened it with a gasp and stood stock still in

    the door­way, her hand on her chest. “No one’s al­lowed in here,” she said hoarse­ly. “Who are

    you? What do you want?”




    “My name is Re­mo. Where’s Smit­ty?”




    “Oh.” The tight­ness went out of her voice. “Dr. Smith had to leave un­ex­pect­ed­ly, but he

    left a mes­sage for you.” With an un­cer­tain glance at the re­moved win­dow, she edged back

    to­ward the out­er of­fice. “Er… Fol­low me, please.”




    San­dley. 12 mi. S/E




    18 min. DC3 #TL 516.




    “What’s this mean?” Re­mo said, scowl­ing at the neat hand­writ­ten note. “What’s

    San­dley?”




    “An air­port, sir,” the sec­re­tary ex­plained. “It’s near­by. But Dr. Smith didn’t say

    any­thing about–“




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said.




    TL-516 was the on­ly DC-3 at San­dley Air­port. It was paint­ed red, and it had enough dents

    and scratch­es on it to pass for a World War II bomber.




    “Who flies that red plane?” Re­mo shout­ed as he burst in­to the flight of­fice.




    The two old men were play­ing cards. One was bald, drink­ing cof­fee out of a stained pa­per

    cup. The oth­er was swig­ging bour­bon straight from a near-​emp­ty bot­tle. His eyes were

    wa­tery and un­fo­cused. He set down the fifth with a thud and smeared his hand across his

    mouth. “I do,” he said.




    “That fig­ures.” Re­mo strolled to­ward the ta­ble.




    The man with the cof­fee saw the look on Re­mo’s face and rose hur­ried­ly. “I got some book

    work to do, Ned,” he said timid­ly as he edged away.




    “Hey, I was win­ning,” Ned said, rais­ing the bot­tle to his lips.




    Re­mo yanked it away. “Hold the poi­son till we talk. I’m look­ing for a man named Smith.

    Tall, fifties, met­al-​rimmed glass­es, three-​piece gray suit, a hat. You see him?”




    The old pi­lot tapped his fin­ger to his fore­head. “Lit­tle tetched?”




    Re­mo cleared his throat. “I guess some peo­ple might think so. Where’d you take him?”




    “Clear Springs Air­port, near Mi­ami. About nine o’clock this morn­ing.”




    “Was he alone?”




    “Yep. Didn’t even know what he was go­ing there for.” He chuck­led. “Tetched. Didn’t even

    know the girl who sent for him. A re­al rich bitch, too. Isn’t that right, Bob?” He glanced

    bleari­ly at the bald man be­hind the counter. Bob jumped at the sound of his name.




    “What girl?” Re­mo asked.




    “I got it all here in the books, sir,” Bob said, twitch­ing.




    “You the base op­er­ator here?”




    “Eee-​yess,” he said hes­itant­ly. “You from the FAA?”




    “No,” Re­mo said, grab­bing the log con­tain­ing the day’s flights. “Jane Smith? You

    be­lieved that?”




    “She called late last night. I fig­ured maybe it was his daugh­ter.”




    “Didn’t you ask?”




    The man straight­ened. “Mis­ter, there’s no reg­ula­tion says I got to find out what their

    re­la­tion­ship is. Any­body sends over a pri­vate armed guard with five thou­sand dol­lars

    cash for a one-​way flight to Flori­da, I ain’t go­ing to ask no per­son­al ques­tions.” He

    slammed the log closed. Af­ter a mo­ment, he added, “No­body forced him to go. He come up by

    him­self. And he wasn’t on drugs or noth­ing, ei­ther, was he, Ned?”




    “Wouldn’t even take a shot of hooch,” Ned said dis­gust­ed­ly.




    “Where was the call made from?” Re­mo asked.




    “Mi­ami. Said she was meet­ing him there. She sound­ed re­al nice.”




    Re­mo turned back to the old pi­lot and watched as he belched and rocked back in his chair,

    the Jack Daniels drool­ing off his chin. “Who picked Smith up in Flori­da?” he de­mand­ed.




    “How should I know?” the pi­lot an­swered cranki­ly, hic­cup­ping.




    Re­mo jerked his thumb to­ward the drunk. “He the on­ly pi­lot you got?”




    “There’s an­oth­er guy com­ing in about four.”




    “I can’t wait that long.” He walked over to Ned and heft­ed him out of his chair. “Come on,

    Ace. We’re head­ing south.”




    “Hey, you can’t take him,” Bob protest­ed. “He’s stone drunk.” Re­mo threw the roll of bills

    on­to the counter. “Think that’ll sober him up for your log?” He hoist­ed the pi­lot over his

    shoul­der.




    Ned was singing “The Yel­low Rose of Texas” as he fum­bled with the pan­el con­trols. “Fu­el

    rich, thrust up,” he mum­bled be­tween cho­rus­es.




    “Who is this per­son who fouls my air with breath like hye­na drop­pings?” Chi­un de­mand­ed

    from the wing win­dow seat.




    “He’s the pi­lot. He’s go­ing to fly the plane. If he can fig­ure out how.”




    “Once again, your unerring judg­ment has tak­en con­trol,” Chi­un said.




    “Very fun­ny. He’ll be all right. They say fly­ing’s like rid­ing a bi­cy­cle. You nev­er

    for­get.”




    “I’m sure I will nev­er for­get,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo ig­nored him. “Okay, Ned. You’ve got to get us to Clear Springs.”




    “No prob­lem,” Ned slurred. “Just keep the bot­tle handy. ‘Less you want us to fly in­to a

    moun­tain.” He laughed. They took off like a rock­et.




    The pi­lot squeezed at the air be­side Re­mo’s face. “Hand it over.”




    “Hand what over?”




    “The bot­tle. You do have the bot­tle, don’t you?” He looked out the win­dow. The ground

    be­low them swam in a pleas­ant haze.




    “What bot­tle?” Re­mo said.


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    Most of the hun­dred best brains in the world were blot­to.




    Smith ob­served that the South Shore of Aba­co, sep­arat­ed from the rest of the is­land by

    a tall fence, ap­peared to ex­ist sole­ly for the pur­pose of host­ing a round-​the-​clock

    par­ty. Some of the guests were fa­mous peo­ple from dif­fer­ent walks of life. Smith

    rec­og­nized a not­ed wom­an an­thro­pol­ogist who was danc­ing a taran­tel­la on the beach. A

    for­mer Unit­ed States sec­re­tary of state, wear­ing a T-​shirt with “Shake Your Booties”

    em­bla­zoned on the chest, chugged down a pitch­er of some pink and ap­par­ent­ly al­co­holic

    bev­er­age while the crowd around him clapped and cheered.




    “Cock­tail, sir?” of­fered a wait­er in a white jack­et. He held out a tray with a dozen

    cham­pagne glass­es filled with pink liq­uid.




    “No, thank you,” Smith said tight­ly. The wait­er walked away.




    “Aw, go ahead,” the fat man with a pink rib­bon pinned to his col­lar prod­ded, slap­ping

    Smith on the back hearti­ly. “Loosen up.”




    “I don’t drink,” Smith said.




    “Hey, you’re miss­ing some­thing,” the man said. He tapped the rim of his own glass. The

    move­ment set him off bal­ance, caus­ing the con­tents to slosh over the side in a spill of

    pink foam. He leaned for­ward and whis­pered con­spir­ato­ri­al­ly. “You know, this isn’t any

    or­di­nary booze.”




    “I’m not sur­prised.” Smith turned away, but the man fol­lowed him, huff­ing with drunk­en

    in­dig­na­tion.




    “Maybe you don’t know who you’re talk­ing to.”




    “That is cor­rect,” Smith said terse­ly. “I don’t know, and I don’t care.”




    “I’m Samuel P. Longtree,” the man said with ex­ag­ger­at­ed dig­ni­ty.




    “I nev­er heard of you.”




    The man stopped short, then laughed. “I didn’t think you had. I’m a chemist. My bril­liant

    ca­reer end­ed at the age of forty with my great­est dis­cov­ery.”




    Smith sighed, know­ing that Samuel P. Longtree wouldn’t leave him alone un­til he took the

    bait. “Which was?” he asked weari­ly.




    Longtree bright­ened. “This cock­tail,” he said, sip­ping his drink. “Cheers.”




    “Con­grat­ula­tions.” Smith moved away.




    “It’s re­al­ly quite re­mark­able. It af­fects the cor­tex of the brain so that a per­son’s

    anx­iety is all but elim­inat­ed. Imag­ine that– an in­stant cure for guilt, ten­sion,

    per­for­mance anx­iety, ner­vous­ness, ap­pre­hen­sion, dread, fear–“




    “And ra­tio­nal thought,” Smith added.




    “Ah, that’s where you’re wrong, my friend. The beau­ty of my con­coc­tion is that it leaves

    the drinker ut­ter­ly lu­cid. You can per­form the most com­plex and de­tailed men­tal tasks

    and still be fly­ing high­er than Betel­geuse. All it does is free you of your

    in­hi­bi­tions.”




    Smith looked at him ful­ly for the first time, his mind piec­ing to­geth­er the

    in­for­ma­tion with what he knew about Peabody and the oth­er two as­sas­sins. “Guilt, you

    said? No guilt?”




    “Ze­ro. Good-​bye, moth­er-​in-​law. So long, lawn­mow­er.”




    Smith in­haled deeply. “No guilt, no ethics, no morals…”




    The man laughed. “Hey, who needs morals in Par­adise? On­ly dirty minds need fig

    leaves.”




    “How long have you been here?”




    “Who knows? Who cares?”




    “Did you hap­pen to see a man named Peabody here? He was pos­si­bly with two oth­ers.” He

    de­scribed the dead Amer­ican as­sas­sin.




    The man thought for a mo­ment be­fore a glim­mer of recog­ni­tion came to his eyes. “I think

    so. Came from Ohio or some­place?”




    “That’s the one.”




    “Well, I didn’t see much of him. I’ve been busy adapt­ing the in­gre­di­ents in my cock­tail

    in­to oth­er forms. Do you know that it can be snort­ed, smoked, or shot?” He smiled

    know­ing­ly. “Just name your poi­son. Of course, the in­jectable form isn’t quite right yet. It

    pro­duces some un­for­tu­nate side ef­fects at first. Un­con­scious­ness, that sort of thing.

    But the smok­able ver­sion is a gas. Hey, maybe you want a joint?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly not,” Smith said, un­nerved. “Who would have seen more of Peabody?”




    The fat man shrugged. “I don’t know…. Ve­har, I guess. He’s the ad man on my task force.” He

    point­ed proud­ly to the pink rib­bon he wore. “Say, you aren’t tagged.”




    “Tagged?”




    “Your task force. Pink, blue, or gold?”




    “I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about.”




    “You’re new here, aren’t you? Well, you’ll find out soon enough. The col­ored rib­bons

    des­ig­nate what group you’re as­signed to. Task forces, they call them. Each of the task

    forces works on one phase of the Great Plan.”




    “The Great Plan?” Smith re­peat­ed dry­ly.




    “The Great Plan of Abraxas. In cap­ital let­ters.” Smith was stunned. “He’s here?

    Abraxas?”




    “He, it… what­ev­er Abraxas is, his spir­it has de­vised the Great Plan, and we are its

    in­stru­ments,” he said solemn­ly. He looked from side to side. “I think I got it right.”




    “And what is this… er… Great Plan?” Smith asked.




    “No one knows it all. The Plan is too vast for the hu­man mind to com­pre­hend, even the

    su­pe­ri­or minds gath­ered here. All we know is the phase cov­ered by our task forces.”




    “What phase in­cludes your cock­tails?” Smith asked.




    “I’m part of Phase One,” Longtree said ea­ger­ly. “It’s called Uni­ty. The job of my task

    force is to es­tab­lish Abraxas and his good works all over the world.”




    “And Ve­har, the ad­ver­tis­ing man. You said he’s part of that, too?”




    “Oh, Ve­har’s the big hon­cho in Phase One. Your friend Peabody was his drone.”




    “His drone? Wasn’t Peabody part of your group?”




    Longtree scoffed. “Oh, no. Peabody was a no­body. No­bod­ies aren’t in­vit­ed here. On­ly

    the crème de la crème. That’s you and me, friend.” He winked. “Peabody and the oth­er two guys

    were just part of Ve­har’s ex­per­iment.”




    “What was he ex­per­iment­ing with?”




    “You’ll have to ask him. That’s Ve­har over there, the tall guy. But what­ev­er it was, you

    can be sure it was for the good of hu­man­ity. That’s what the Great Plan of Abraxas is all

    about.”




    Smith whirled to face him. “I’ll tell you what your Great Plan was all about. When Peabody

    and the oth­er two men left here, they went out in the world and mur­dered peo­ple.”




    Longtree smiled in­dul­gent­ly, snatch­ing a drink off a pass­ing wait­er. “Hey, maybe that

    was their thing, right? Don’t be so up­tight. Have a drink.”




    “Ex­cuse me,” Smith said stiffly and walked away.




    He ap­proached a hand­some young man dressed in ex­pen­sive­ly tai­lored play­clothes, who

    was hold­ing forth in the mid­dle of a group of ador­ing lis­ten­ers sip­ping pink cock­tails.

    “Are you Ve­har?” he asked.




    “Hey-​hey-​hey,” the man greet­ed ex­pan­sive­ly, pump­ing Smith’s hand. “Look who’s here.

    How’re you do­ing, Ke­mosabe? Re­mind me to give you the ad­dress of my tai­lor. How’s the

    lit­tle wom­an?”




    “Do you know me?” Smith asked, be­wil­dered by the man’s over­whelm­ing friend­li­ness.




    “Don’t I?”




    “I don’t know you,” Smith said.




    Ve­har straight­ened, cast­ing a sneer in Smith’s di­rec­tion. “Then get out of here. I

    can’t have riffraff im­pos­ing on my time. Be­sides, your suit looks like you bought it with

    green stamps.” There was syco­phan­tic laugh­ter all around.




    “I want to talk to you about Orville Peabody.”




    “Peabody? What’s a Peabody?” He tweaked a young wom­an’s nip­ple to her squeals of

    de­light.




    “Your drone,” Smith said flat­ly.




    “Ah, yes. It would take one to know one.” His words were re­ceived with glee­ful

    ap­pre­ci­ation.




    “How did you get him to as­sas­si­nate Fran­co Ab­bro­dani?”




    “My dear fel­low,” the ad man drawled, play­ing the crowd. “How you man­aged to find a place

    in this think tank is be­yond me. Any in­di­vid­ual with even a mod­er­ate­ly in­ter­est­ing

    I.Q. could de­duce that Mr. Peabody’s mis­sion was ac­com­plished through the pow­er of

    tele­vi­sion.”




    “Tele­vi­sion?”




    “Plus a forg­er for his per­son­al doc­uments, of course. We cer­tain­ly couldn’t al­low

    Peabody’s ac­tions in Rome to be traced to this place, could we?” The crowd tit­tered.




    “The medi­um is the mes­sage,” Ve­har pon­tif­icat­ed. He was no longer di­rect­ing his

    re­marks to Smith. The faces in the group were rapt with at­ten­tion. “Send out a se­ries of

    ul­tra-​short-​wave di­rec­tives long enough, and ev­ery per­son ca­pa­ble of re­ceiv­ing the

    mes­sage will fol­low your or­ders to the let­ter. Am I cor­rect?”




    “What­ev­er you say, ba­by,” a wom­an agreed, star­ing hard at Ve­har’s fly.




    “Sub­lim­inal com­mu­ni­ca­tion,” Smith mused.




    He knew that years ago, in the ear­ly days of tele­vi­sion, en­ter­pris­ing ad­ver­tis­ing

    ex­ec­utives had man­aged to tap in­to the sub­con­scious minds of view­ers by flash­ing

    com­mer­cial mes­sages on the screen at speeds too fast to be con­vert­ed in­to con­scious

    thought. All the view­ers knew was that the brand names of cer­tain soft drinks and house­hold

    goods kept swim­ming un­con­trol­lably through their brains, urg­ing them to buy prod­ucts

    about which, of­ten, they had no knowl­edge.




    Sub­lim­inal ad­ver­tis­ing was tout­ed, among in­dus­try “in” cir­cles, as the wave of the

    fu­ture un­til some leg­is­la­tors, see­ing its dan­ger­ous pos­si­bil­ities, out­lawed the

    prac­tice.




    “That’s against the law,” Smith said qui­et­ly. The group sur­round­ing Ve­har roared with

    mirth.




    “Mis­ter, ah–“




    “Smith.”




    “How ap­pro­pri­ate,” Ve­har said, fin­ger­ing the lapel of Smith’s suit. “Al­low me to

    en­light­en you. The law was de­vised for a so­ci­ety with­out a true lead­er. With such a

    lead­er, how­ev­er, laws are un­nec­es­sary ex­cept to en­force that lead­er’s plans.”




    “You’re talk­ing about a dic­ta­tor­ship.”




    “Abraxas is not a dic­ta­tor,” Ve­har said hot­ly. “He is a be­ing of supreme wis­dom. And

    in his wis­dom he saw that Fran­co Ab­bron­dani and his kind were the pari­ahs of the hu­man

    race, a can­cer. I was the sur­geon who re­moved that can­cer. Peabody and the oth­ers were my

    tools.”




    “It still sounds like mur­der to me,” Smith said.




    ” ‘Mur­der’ is on­ly one way of look­ing at it. Those of su­pe­ri­or in­tel­lect see many

    facets in the same stone.” He smiled, the blind­ing, false smile of his call­ing.




    “Who put you up to this?” Smith asked, ex­pres­sion­less. “Don’t tell me you’ve nev­er seen

    Abraxas, ei­ther.”




    “No one sees Abraxas un­til Abraxas de­cides to show him­self.”




    “Then as far as I’m con­cerned, you’re the mur­der­er. And you’ll be brought to tri­al.”




    “Ex­cuse me, Dr. Smith,” a wom­an said be­hind him. It was Circe, dressed in a flow­ing

    chif­fon dress. Her hair hung in soft waves around her face, near­ly hid­ing the long scar.

    “It’s time for your task force to meet. Come with me, please.”




    “I will do no such thing. I de­mand to use a tele­phone.”




    She led him away as the group around Ve­har ex­plod­ed in­to laugh­ter.




    “Doc­tor, you can’t have got­ten a true pic­ture of Abraxas’s work through Mr. Ve­har,”

    Circe plead­ed. “He’s a bright man, but, well, some­times a lit­tle tact­less. I promise you

    that you’ll come to un­der­stand us bet­ter with a lit­tle time.”




    “I want my brief­case,” Smith said stub­born­ly.




    “It’s in a safe place. But I can’t re­turn it to you un­til you at least give the project a

    chance. Won’t you come to the meet­ing?”




    Be­grudg­ing­ly, Smith went with her to a large, sprawl­ing res­idence on the edge of the

    sea, sur­round­ed by palm trees and bright­ly col­ored hi­bis­cus flow­ers. The man­sion was

    paint­ed sea-​blue, and fairy-​tale tur­rets rose steeply from its cor­ners. Ban­is­ters of

    white gin­ger­bread sur­round­ed the third floor. There were more than forty win­dows, many of

    them made of stained glass and cut in­to strange pat­terns.




    “The tri­dent of Nep­tune,” Smith said, look­ing up at the pe­cu­liar old win­dows.




    Circe smiled. “All the gods are here.” She point­ed up to a small win­dow near the cor­nice.

    “There’s the light­ning bolt of Thor, the Norse de­ity.”




    “Abraxas’s com­pan­ions, no doubt,” Smith said dry­ly.




    The wom­an bris­tled. “Abraxas did not build the house. It was here, wait­ing for him.” She

    looked at Smith, harm­less and con­fused. And prob­ably afraid, she thought. She had been

    watch­ing him since his ar­rival. He was the on­ly one of the del­egates to Abraxas’s

    con­ven­tion who had not melt­ed with the flat­tery of be­ing cho­sen as among the world’s best

    minds. He was the on­ly one who had re­fused the drinks and re­mained out­side of the group. He

    was a mis­fit, and didn’t even seem to mind.




    Smith kept his own coun­sel. He did not crave the re­as­sur­ance of oth­ers. Alone, among

    all of them, this or­di­nary, drab-​look­ing man with the met­al-​rimmed glass­es and the

    ridicu­lous hat pos­sessed a sense of hon­or. He would be dif­fi­cult, Circe knew; pos­si­bly

    dan­ger­ous. For this she re­spect­ed him.




    Her tone changed. “The house was built by slavers two hun­dred years ago,” she said in her

    beau­ti­ful voice. “It’s full of se­cret pas­sage­ways where the orig­inal own­ers used to hide

    them­selves from in­vad­ing pi­rates.” She laughed. “Or so the sto­ry goes.”




    A cock­atoo screamed over­head, its white wings bril­liant in the sun. Circe pinned a blue

    rib­bon on Smith’s lapel. “You’re part of the Phase Two task force,” she said smooth­ly.




    Smith stared at the rib­bon, then at the face of the wom­an with the dis­fig­ured face and

    the voice of a siren. “Is Circe your re­al name?” he asked.




    “No.” She hes­itat­ed. “It was giv­en to me af­ter I was grown.”




    “It’s the name of a Greek en­chantress,” he said.




    “I know. She lured sailors to her is­land by the beau­ty of her voice and turned them in­to

    swine.” She smiled.




    “Is that what you do here?”




    The ques­tion was un­ex­pect­ed, and Circe looked up at him, hurt. “Of course not. You’re

    per­fect­ly safe here.”




    “As safe as Orville Peabody,” he said qui­et­ly. She didn’t an­swer.




    Smith looked at the sky and won­dered if Re­mo would act quick­ly enough to save his life,

    be­cause there was no doubt about it now.




    Abraxas would kill him.




    Abraxas would kill them all.


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    There are no great moun­tain peaks along the air routes be­tween New York state and

    Flori­da, a fact for which Re­mo was eter­nal­ly grate­ful. Ned the pi­lot de­vel­oped a bad

    case of the D.T.’s some­where along the coast of South Car­oli­na and had to be locked kick­ing

    and scream­ing in the small toi­let.




    “I think I’ve fi­nal­ly got this fig­ured out,” Re­mo said, fly­ing a loop over

    Or­lan­do.




    “Stop think­ing and set this fly­ing gin mill down,” Chi­un ad­vised.




    “That part’s easy. They’ll talk me down from the con­trol tow­er. I’ve seen it in movies.”

    He checked the map. “We’d bet­ter start the de­scent.” He pushed the wheel for­ward. The plane

    shrieked as it cat­apult­ed to­ward the earth. “Hey, what’s that?”




    “Death, I be­lieve,” Chi­un said calm­ly. “In­stant death.”




    “The en­gine’s not run­ning.”




    A muf­fled shout is­sued from the lava­to­ry, fol­lowed by wild pound­ing. “Let him out,

    will you, Chi­un? I think Ned wants to talk.”




    “The en­gines are stalled!” the pi­lot screamed, burst­ing on­to the flight deck. “Bring the

    nose up. The nose! Pull the steer­ing col­umn back!” He looked out the wind­screen. High­ways

    filled with au­to­mo­biles spread out less than a hun­dred feet be­low. Ned faint­ed.




    “Geez, but he gets ex­cit­ed,” Re­mo said, yank­ing back the steer­ing col­umn. The en­gines

    sput­tered to life as the plane climbed steeply. “See? Ev­ery­thing’s un­der con­trol. That’s

    the air­port ahead.”




    “Less talk­ing,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo picked up the ra­dio. “Hel­lo? Hel­lo? Can any­body hear me down there?”




    “We read you,” a voice crack­led from the squawk box. “Iden­ti­fy your­self. Over.”




    “This is…” He craned his neck to see down the side of the craft. “TL-516.”




    There was a pause, fol­lowed by an­oth­er crack­le. “You are not au­tho­rized to land here,

    TL-516. Please pro­ceed to­ward your des­ti­na­tion. Over.”




    “Not au­tho­rized? This is an emer­gen­cy. The pi­lot’s out cold. I don’t know how to land

    this thing.”




    “Re­peat, you are not au­tho­rized to land here. Any at­tempt to land will be met with

    forcible re­sis­tance. Over.”




    Re­mo ex­haled a puff of air. “How do you like that. They’re not al­low­ing me to land. I

    nev­er heard of such a thing.”




    “I thought this was the easy part,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo grabbed the ra­dio again. “Hey, maybe you guys didn’t un­der­stand….”




    “You are not au­tho­rized to land here, TL-516. Over.”




    “And you go suck a cow­pie,” Re­mo shout­ed.




    “Over and out.” He ripped the ra­dio out of the con­trol pan­el.




    “Very ma­ture.”




    “Ned. Wake up,” Re­mo said, shak­ing the old pi­lot.




    “Waz­zat?”




    “Get up here and land this plane.”




    Tears streamed out of Ned’s eyes. His nose ran. “I can’t,” he wailed. “Got the shakes. Bugs

    all over the walls. Sweat­ing like a pig. Blood turned to wa­ter. Can’t breathe. See­ing stars.

    Heart pal­pi­ta­tions,” he item­ized. “Loose bow­els. Dou­ble vi­sion. Mus­cle spasms.

    Re­flex…”




    Re­mo col­lared him and threw him in­to the seat. “Land this suck­er or I’ll break your

    skull.”




    “Well, since you put it that way.” His hands, shak­ing like a bon­go play­er’s, reached for

    the con­trols. He cleared his throat. ‘Thanks, kid. I need­ed that,” he said gruffly. “Al­most

    lost it for a while, but a good pi­lot nev­er for­gets. Which run­way do you want?”




    “There’s on­ly one.”




    “Oh.” There was a long si­lence. “Where is it?”




    “Oh, broth­er. That way,” Re­mo shout­ed, point­ing straight ahead.




    Ned squint­ed. “Just test­ing you, son. Flaps down…”




    “The flag­pole,” Re­mo yelled, ges­tur­ing to the tall met­al spike di­rect­ly in front of

    them. “You’re off the run­way.”




    “How can I be off the run­way?” Ned groaned. “I ain’t even land­ed yet.”




    “And you nev­er will,” Chi­un said prophet­ical­ly. “I am leav­ing.” With a kick, the

    air­plane door burst out­ward with a whoosh of air, and Chi­un was gone.




    “Hey, how’d he–“




    “You too,” Re­mo said. He lift­ed the pi­lot out of the seat with one hand and car­ried him

    to the door. Out­side, the flag­pole grew larg­er by the mil­lisec­ond, its top now

    in­vis­ible.




    “Help!” Ned screamed. “It’s comin’ at us!”




    “Geron­imo.”




    Re­mo turned a som­er­sault in the air and land­ed next to Chi­un, in the soft cush­ion of a

    tree­top, the trem­bling pi­lot still in his arms. Four sec­onds lat­er the plane ex­plod­ed in

    an in­fer­no of flame and thun­der.




    When the fly­ing scraps had set­tled to earth, Ned un­cov­ered his head and stared in

    won­der at the flam­ing spec­ta­cle. Ap­par­ent­ly, falling out of a fly­ing air­plane had done

    much to in­crease his so­bri­ety.




    “Well, kid,” he said, el­bow­ing Re­mo in the ribs, “you got to ad­mit that was one hell of

    a land­ing.”




    “Just swell,” Re­mo said.




    The air­port fire trucks and emer­gen­cy equip­ment seemed to race out of nowhere, spray­ing

    the wreck­age with car­bon diox­ide foam. They were new, Re­mo no­ticed. Al­so, the run­way was

    in per­fect con­di­tion. Three small planes were parked near the main hangar. They, too, were

    new and ex­pen­sive look­ing, as was the build­ing it­self. Clear Springs had the newest,

    shini­est, rich­est air­port Re­mo had ev­er seen.




    Chi­un walked over grace­ful­ly, snap­ping a loose thread on the sleeve of his gown. “At

    least I can breathe now,” he said. “That thing that burned up smelled like a brew­ery.”




    “Bet­ter watch out,” Ned said in warn­ing. “Too much fresh air can kill you.”




    “And your breath would keep me alive?” Chi­un snapped.




    “Hey, do you no­tice some­thing weird about this place?” Re­mo asked.




    “A lot of things are weird about this place,” Ned chimed in. “Ev­ery pi­lot in Amer­ica

    knows Clear Springs is the home of the wack­os.”




    “Wack­os?”




    “Fiends. Dope fiends. ‘Bout all they do here is run drugs. Lots of mon­ey in it, I guess.

    Built the whole air­port just for them­selves.”




    “Doesn’t the city have any­thing to say about that?”




    “Damn fiends own the city, too. Least­wise, most of the banks and busi­ness­es. They bring

    the dope in here in their own planes, and then truck it off to the mob some­wheres. No trou­ble

    with cus­toms, no has­sle with the mob, what they call the Cozy Nosy, ei­ther. Got it all sewn

    up. Won’t even let no planes be­sides their own land here, ‘ceptin’ spe­cial cas­es.”




    “Like what? I’d con­sid­er a crash land­ing a spe­cial case.”




    “Not them. The on­ly spe­cial case they know is made of pa­per and col­ored green. The la­dy

    who sent the Lear jet must have greased their palms good.”




    The flames had been squelched. Two men were stand­ing near the fire truck, talk­ing and

    ges­tur­ing to­ward the crisp-​fried plane, while the oth­ers put the equip­ment away. Both men

    drew weapons as soon as they spot­ted Re­mo and the oth­ers.




    “Who’re you?” one of the men grunt­ed as they ap­proached the trio.




    “We’re the sur­vivors from that wreck,” Re­mo said.




    “G’wan,” one of the men said, wav­ing his gun. “No­body coul­da come out of that crash

    alive.”




    “Would I lie to you?” Re­mo said am­ica­bly, kick­ing one pis­tol out of sight and crush­ing

    the oth­er in­to grav­el in his hands. “Now can the tough guy crap and take us to your

    books.”




    The man who had held the dis­in­te­grat­ed gun looked at the pieces ly­ing on the ground,

    then at his com­pan­ion, and shrugged. “I’m not go­ing to give you no trou­ble,” he said, “but

    Big Ed don’t let no­body see his books.”




    “Let’s let Big Ed de­cide that.”




    Big Ed was a strap­ping mid­dle-​aged hip­pie with a mane of frizzy blond hair flow­ing down

    to the mid­dle of his back like a Sax­on war­rior’s. He was a gi­ant, more than six and a half

    feet tall, with a crushed nose and the mien of a man who had elud­ed the law for decades.




    He spoke on­ly one word by way of greet­ing: “F-​A-​A?”




    “No,” Re­mo said. “P-​I-​S-​S-​E-​D O-​F-​F. What’s the idea of not let­ting us land?”




    “This is a pri­vate air­port,” Ed growled.




    “A Lear jet land­ed here this morn­ing.”




    “What’s it to you?”




    “It picked up a pas­sen­ger. I want to know where it took him.”




    “That’s con­fi­den­tial in­for­ma­tion,” Big Ed said. He whis­tled. From be­hind the counter

    ap­peared four Cubans who looked as if they spent their spare time pul­ver­iz­ing bowl­ing

    balls with their teeth. “Boys, show this dude the door.”




    Re­mo moved to­ward the ex­it. “I can show my­self the door.” He turned to­ward the door,

    opened it, and tore if off its hinges. With one swing, the Cubans lay sprawled, un­con­scious

    on the floor. “This is the door. Now where are your records?”




    Show­ing no trace of sur­prise, Big Ed pressed a but­ton. A loud wail, like an air raid

    siren, sound­ed around the air­port. Heavy foot­falls rum­bled to­ward them from all

    di­rec­tions.




    “Com­man­dos,” Ned said shak­ily, look­ing out the door­way.




    Chi­un sighed. “And all with boom shoot­ers.” With bare­ly a move­ment, he knocked the old

    pi­lot to the floor. “Stay out of the way.”




    Ned crawled to a cor­ner. He looked up at Big Ed meek­ly. “Don’t sup­pose you got a bar

    around here.”




    The blond gi­ant drew a Ger­man ma­chine pis­tol from be­hind the counter.




    “Didn’t think so,” Ned said.




    The Cubans were com­ing to, one by one. “You do the out­side,” Re­mo said to Chi­un. “I’ll

    take care of Co­nan the Bar­bar­ian.”




    Big Ed snort­ed, the clos­est thing to a hu­man re­sponse Re­mo had seen him man­age. “You

    had your chance,” he said, ges­tur­ing to­ward Re­mo with the weapon. The four Cubans

    ad­vanced. One of them pre­pared for a round­house right in front of Re­mo. An­oth­er cir­cled

    be­hind him. With per­fect tim­ing, the man be­hind him squeezed his arms around Re­mo while

    the oth­er struck. On­ly at the mo­ment of con­tact, the man be­hind Re­mo was squeez­ing dead

    air where Re­mo once was, and the one in front blast­ed his mighty blow di­rect­ly in­to the

    face of his com­pan­ion. The two oth­ers, scram­bling in for the kill, found them­selves

    sud­den­ly in midair, hurtling through the win­dows at high speed.




    The shoot­ing be­gan. Big Ed’s aux­il­iary troops sta­tioned out­side the build­ing opened

    fire as soon as they saw the Cubans fly out like two hu­man can­non­balls. The back wall filled

    up with plugs of spent am­mu­ni­tion as the bul­lets missed the frail fig­ure of the old

    Ori­en­tal stand­ing in the open door­way. He was a point-​blank tar­get, but still noth­ing

    could touch Chi­un. He dodged each bul­let with a move­ment so small and quick that it was

    im­pos­si­ble to fol­low. To the men fir­ing from out­side, the old man seemed to be

    ab­sorb­ing the bul­lets like a foam rub­ber tar­get, un­hurt and un­kil­lable.




    When the fir­ing stopped, Chi­un went out­side. There was a scream, and then the thud of

    bod­ies break­ing. From the bro­ken win­dow, Re­mo could see the guards falling, in twos and

    threes and fours, as the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju went about his work.




    “What the hell’s go­ing on here?” Big Ed mut­tered, thrust­ing the ma­chine pis­tol in front

    of him. He opened up on Re­mo. The thin fig­ure in the T-​shirt seemed to feint once to the

    right, and then was trans­formed in­to a blur, walk­ing for­ward slow­ly. The pis­tol clicked,

    its mag­azine emp­ty. Not one bul­let had come close enough to Re­mo to muss his hair.




    “Cou­ple of spooks,” the blond man said. “That’s some kar­ma you two got, man.”




    “It comes from think­ing good thoughts.”




    Ed threw the pis­tol and ducked out of sight be­hind the counter.




    Re­mo caught it with one hand. “Okay. Par­ty’s over,” he said, fol­low­ing him. “Now, where

    are the…”




    There was no one there. Where the big blond man had stood, noth­ing re­mained but the black

    and white tiles of the floor. From the cor­ner of the counter came a faint scratch­ing sound.

    Re­mo turned to­ward the noise.




    It was Ned, crawl­ing along the floor. “Is the coast clear?”




    “Oh, yeah,” Re­mo said, dis­gust­ed. “It’s clear, all right. The creep’s dis­ap­peared.”




    “Thank the Lord.” Ned spread out flat on the floor with a sigh of re­lief. “Hey,” he said,

    lift­ing his head. He was rub­bing some­thing on the floor. He dug at it with his

    fin­ger­nails. Sur­pris­ing­ly, the tile lift­ed, along with six oth­ers. Ned pulled it

    up­ward. A large square pan­el came away, re­veal­ing a deep hole with steps lead­ing down.

    “What do you know,” the old pi­lot said. “A trap­door. Some­thing these dope wack­os would put

    in, all right.”




    “Ned, you’re a saint,” Re­mo said. “Chi­un! Over here.”




    Re­mo scram­bled in­to the hole. Ned scur­ried in be­hind him. Above, Chi­un speed­ed up his

    work with the few die-​hards who re­mained to fight for their miss­ing boss. Re­mo heard three

    more screams, then si­lence.




    Chi­un met them at the end of the pas­sage­way lead­ing from the trap­door to the open shore

    of the ocean. Docked a half-​mile away was a glit­ter­ing eighty-​foot yacht, ris­ing

    ma­jes­ti­cal­ly out of the sea be­side a bob­bing dinghy. Its small out­board mo­tor was still

    run­ning.




    “That’s where he went,” Re­mo said.




    “And he’s go­ing to keep on go­ing,” Ned said. “That ship’s pulling out.”




    He was right. The yacht was turn­ing slow­ly, prepar­ing to head out for open sea. “You’ll

    nev­er catch him now. Ain’t no oth­er boats here.”




    “My pupil and I do not re­quire boats,” Chi­un said haugh­ti­ly. With that, he was in the

    wa­ter, head­ing to­ward the yacht at por­poise speed as Ned watched in amaze­ment.




    “Why don’t you get back and call the po­lice,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “The cops? Af­ter what I seen you do, I’m call­ing Rip­ley’s Be­lieve It or Not.”




    “Bet­ter make it the cops,” Re­mo said. “By the way, don’t both­er men­tion­ing my friend or

    me. We don’t ex­ist.”




    “Any­thing you say,” Ned said, smil­ing. “Hope you get where you’re go­ing. If you ev­er

    want to fly any­where, call me. I’m in the book.”




    Re­mo smiled once and then van­ished be­low the wa­ter.




    Mo­ments lat­er, they were on deck. Big Ed was at the helm, the wind stream­ing through his

    wild hair; he was obliv­ious to the silent ap­proach of the two men be­hind him. All he knew

    was that, with­in a frac­tion of a sec­ond, the ocean stretch­ing in front of him was re­placed

    by a close-​up view of Re­mo’s face, inch­es away from his own, and that his wind­pipe had

    in­ex­pli­ca­bly ceased func­tion­ing.




    “I can kill you, or I can let you live,” Re­mo said. “What’ll it be?”




    Big Ed point­ed to his throat.




    “Talk?” Re­mo asked. Ed’s blue lips opened and shut like a floun­der’s. His head slapped

    back and forth in a nod.




    Re­mo kept his fin­ger on the man’s wind­pipe. “Where’d the Lear jet go?” He re­leased the

    ten­sion slight­ly.




    “Aba­co,” the man gasped. “The Ba­hamas. About an hour east of Grand Ba­hama Is­land.”




    “Who was fly­ing it?”




    “A wom­an. Don’t know her name. Had a big scar run­ning down her face. That’s all I know,

    hon­est. Look, take the boat. It’s yours. Just don’t kill me, okay?”




    “That’s a deal,” Re­mo said. “Now, don’t for­get to go straight home.” With a heave, he sent

    the man arc­ing high over the side of the ship and in­to the ocean with a splash like a

    foun­tain.




    He slapped his fore­head. “The dinghy! He can es­cape in the dinghy.”




    “That has been tak­en care of,” Chi­un said.




    By the time Big Ed reached the small boat, the fist-​sized hole in the bot­tom had let in

    enough wa­ter to sub­merge all but the rim. He swore once, and looked up in de­spair at the two

    fig­ures on the deck of the yacht.




    “You can make it to shore if you swim in a straight line,” Re­mo called.




    “The cops will help you ashore.” He waved as the sod­den blond turned away and be­gan the

    long swim back to land.




    The air crack­led with the roar of a jet tak­ing off. A few sec­onds lat­er a small, sleek

    craft whis­tled over­head. It looped around and dipped low, buzzing just above the ship. The

    man in the pi­lot’s seat salut­ed. It was Ned.




    “Looks like he found a way home,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “Let us hope we can say the same for Em­per­or Smith.”


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    Greater Aba­co Is­land, it turned out, was not ap­pre­cia­bly larg­er than the Hous­ton

    As­trodome. If it hadn’t been for Chi­un’s re­lent­less search for TV an­ten­nae, Big Ed’s

    pow­er­ful boat would have passed it by in min­utes. As it was, though, they ar­rived, with,

    Chi­un es­ti­mat­ed, plen­ty of time to catch the 3:00 P.M. air­ing of “Ways of Our Days.”




    “Quick­ly, a ho­tel,” Chi­un said rest­less­ly to Re­mo. “Prefer­ably with ca­ble

    re­cep­tion. Al­so a vi­brat­ing bed.”




    Re­mo looked around at the un­paint­ed shacks ap­pear­ing at in­fre­quent in­ter­vals

    be­tween stretch­es of rock and green­ery. From the deep nat­ural har­bor where they’d left the

    yacht, they had made their way to a sin­gle-​lane dirt road where chameleons scat­tered be­fore

    their feet. This, it seemed, was the is­land’s main thor­ough­fare.




    “I don’t think that’s go­ing to be so easy, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “Be­sides, we

    don’t have time for soap op­eras. Smit­ty’s trapped here some­place.”




    “He who has no time for beau­ty is but half a per­son,” Chi­un said.




    “And you won’t need the vi­brat­ing bed, ei­ther. Wait a minute. Some­one’s com­ing.”




    Down the road, a tall black man was am­bling grace­ful­ly to­ward them. When Re­mo jogged to

    meet him, the man’s face lit up with a broad smile.




    “You run too fast,” he said ami­ably. ” ‘Round here, plen­ty of time for walk­ing, tak­ing

    things easy. That is the is­land way.”




    “I’m look­ing for some­one,” Re­mo said, glad that the on­ly per­son he’d man­aged to find

    seemed to be a co­op­er­ative fel­low.




    “Yes? Maybe I know him. Aba­co is a small place. Most folks know each oth­er. ‘Cept for

    South Shore, of course.”




    “Who’s at South Shore?”




    The black man chuck­led. “No­body you want to know. They put up the big fence, no­body can

    come in. The folks there, they stay in­side the fence al­la time.”




    “Do­ing what?”




    The man stuck his thumb in his mouth and threw his head back. “Drink­ing.” His eyes

    twin­kled mis­chievous­ly.




    “Oh,” Re­mo said. “Well, Smith’s not there.”




    “Your friend’s name is Smith?” He beamed. “I know Smith.”




    “You do?”




    “Nat­ural­ly. Ev­ery­body here know Smith. Fat man, very sweaty, girls on him al­la

    time?”




    “Wrong Smith,” Re­mo said. “This Smith is tall, gray haired, but he wears a hat…

    Ac­tu­al­ly, he’s pret­ty or­di­nary look­ing,” he mused half to him­self. “But he might be

    with some­one. A wom­an.”




    “White wom­an?”




    “I think so. All I know about her is that she has a scar on her face. A big one, I guess,

    run­ning down the side… What’s the mat­ter?”




    The smile had fad­ed from the man’s face. He backed off, mak­ing the sign against evil with

    his fin­gers.




    “Do you know her?”




    “I don’t know noth­ing,” the man said. “I don’t see noth­ing. The South Shore not my

    busi­ness, okay?” He turned so quick­ly that he skid­ded on the dirt sur­face of the road, then

    head­ed at break­neck speed in­to the thick fo­liage of the hills.




    “Your charm has worked its usu­al mag­ic, I see,” Chi­un said as Re­mo walked back.




    “I don’t un­der­stand it. I just men­tioned the wom­an with the scar, and he went berserk.

    But he said some­thing about a place called South Shore. It doesn’t sound like Smit­ty’s kind

    of place, but if he was kid­napped, he might be there.”




    “It is as easy to walk south as north in this place,” Chi­un said glum­ly.




    He was ec­stat­ic by the time they’d walked a mile. South led in­to the vil­lage of Aba­co,

    com­prised of a gro­cery, a hard­ware store, and the Greater Aba­co Beach Ho­tel, pro­vid­ing

    six rooms com­plete with tele­vi­sion.




    “Twen­ty min­utes to spare,” Chi­un said, check­ing the sun. “Go and check us in at

    once.”




    “Come on, Chi­un. What about Smit­ty? What about the way that guy freaked out when I

    men­tioned the wom­an with the scar? Aren’t you even in­ter­est­ed?”




    “I am in­ter­est­ed in whether or not Dr. Sin­clair knows that the wealthy wid­ow he has

    just treat­ed for man­ic de­pres­sion is his long lost daugh­ter,” he said an­gri­ly.

    “Be­sides, you want scar-​faced white girls? Bring her along.”




    “Who?”




    “In the car,” Chi­un said im­pa­tient­ly.




    Al­though there were on­ly two au­to­mo­biles on the road, a ma­jor traf­fic jam was in

    progress. One of the ve­hi­cles was a bat­tered Land Rover, parked and emp­ty in the mid­dle of

    the street. The oth­er was a white Opel, driv­ing up on­to the turf to pass the first car.

    Re­mo squint­ed through the bright sun­light to catch a glimpse of its driv­er.




    It was a wom­an. With a long scar on the side of her face.




    “How could you see that from here?” Re­mo asked.




    “How couldn’t you?” Chi­un said, equal­ly as­ton­ished.




    “It doesn’t mat­ter. I’ve got to stop her.” He ran to­ward the car, which had passed the

    block­age and was speed­ing up the road.




    Chi­un sighed and picked up a small stone. “The brain of a tu­na,” he said re­signed­ly. He

    cast the stone.




    It spun through the air with a sound like a whip crack­ing. A split sec­ond lat­er the

    Opel’s right rear tire burst and flat­tened, and the car shim­mied to a halt.




    Re­mo stopped short. He turned back to Chi­un. “Thanks, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said

    sheep­ish­ly. “I should have thought of that.”




    “The ho­tel,” Chi­un re­mind­ed him.




    “Um… do you think you could reg­is­ter us?”




    “I? I do one fa­vor for you and sud­den­ly the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is re­duced to ser­vant’s

    work?”




    “Then just wait in­side for me,” Re­mo said, look­ing back quick­ly at the girl. She had

    got­ten out of the car and was look­ing hope­less­ly at the blown-​out tire. “You know how it

    is,” he said con­fi­dent­ly. “Wom­en are my spe­cial­ty. I fig­ure if I can have a few min­utes

    alone with her, she’ll lead us to Smit­ty.”




    “Such is the pow­er of your sex ap­peal?” Chi­un’s face was bored.




    “Some­thing like that. Just leave it to me.” He swag­gered off to­ward the car.




    “Hi. Need some help?” He gave her his most win­ning smile.




    She re­turned it. Point one, Re­mo said to him­self, tak­ing in the wom­an’s face. She was a

    re­al beau­ty, all right. If any­thing, the scar made her look more in­ter­est­ing.




    “You’re star­ing,” she said. The deep sul­tri­ness of her voice pulled him out of his

    rever­ie.




    “I’m sor­ry.”




    “It’s all right. I’m used to it. And yes, I ac­cept your kind of­fer.” The ac­cent was

    sub­tle and hard to place. She opened the trunk, and Re­mo lift­ed out the jack and the spare

    tire.




    “Do you live here?” he asked, hop­ing for a clue as to her ori­gins.




    “Some­times. But you don’t. I’ve nev­er seen you be­fore. A tourist?”




    “I guess you could say that.”




    “A rare breed in these parts.”




    Re­mo jacked up the car and re­moved the tire, go­ing slow­ly enough to give him the time he

    need­ed. “Say, I’ve heard some sto­ries about the South Shore here. I guess that’s re­al­ly a

    swing­ing place.”




    She hes­itat­ed. “I’m afraid you are mis­tak­en,” she said cau­tious­ly, the rich voice

    los­ing its cheer.




    “Oh, I heard it was pret­ty wild. Lots of par­ties–“




    “I’ll fin­ish that,” she said, reach­ing for the tire iron. Re­mo held it away from her.




    “C’mon. What kind of gen­tle­man would I be if I didn’t fin­ish the job? Why, just the

    oth­er day I was telling my friend Har­ry Smith…”




    He saw her stiff­en. “Oh, do you know him?” he asked ca­su­al­ly. “He trav­els a lot. Tall

    guy, gray hair but wears a hat–“




    “I don’t know him,” she said harsh­ly.




    So Big Ed was telling the truth. The wom­an was go­ing to lead him di­rect­ly to Smith.




    “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m rather in a hur­ry,” she said briskly.




    “Al­most fin­ished.” He placed the fi­nal lug nuts in place and stood up. “You know, I’m new

    here, and I’d re­al­ly ap­pre­ci­ate it if I could buy you a drink.”




    “I don’t drink,” she said.




    “Then how about din­ner?”




    “It’s three o’clock in the af­ter­noon.”




    “An af­ter-​school snack?” He brushed her left wrist. She shiv­ered.




    Long ago the old Mas­ter had in­struct­ed Re­mo in the an­cient arts of plea­sur­ing wom­en.

    It was one skill in which Re­mo ex­celled im­me­di­ate­ly. There were many ways of bring­ing a

    wom­an to ec­sta­sy, but all of them be­gan with the left wrist.




    Plays like a harp, he thought. Scar or no, this was one se­duc­tion he was go­ing to

    en­joy.




    “I– I think not,” she stam­mered.




    In a seem­ing­ly ac­ci­den­tal move­ment, he touched the out­side of her thigh. “It would be

    a plea­sure to see you,” he whis­pered close to her ear. The small hairs at the nape of her

    neck stood on end. “A plea­sure.”




    “Per­haps you had bet­ter fin­ish with the tire,” she said breath­less­ly. Her breasts

    swelled be­neath the thin fab­ric of her dress. She was ready.




    “And then?”




    She brought her mouth to his. The sen­sa­tion of her full lips press­ing against him felt

    like elec­tric vel­vet. “I’ll wait for you in the car,” she said.




    “Yes, ma’am.” Bin­go. Five min­utes, ten tops, and she’d tell him ev­ery­thing there was to

    know about Harold W. Smith. He stopped be­side the jack.




    All it took was a lit­tle fi­nesse, he thought with some pride. She’d al­ready start­ed the

    car. This one was rar­ing to go. He smiled as he re­moved the jack. Oh, well, when you had it,

    you had it….




    The car skid­ded away with a shriek of burn­ing rub­ber. Dust and soot plowed out be­hind

    it, leav­ing Re­mo in a foul-​smelling cloud with the jack in his hand.




    “Hey,” he croaked through the pall as he watched the white Opel grow small on the road

    ahead. Hack­ing and wheez­ing for breath, he cleared two spots for his eyes from the greasy

    black film on his face.




    “Ah. So that is how you work at your spe­cial­ty,” Chi­un said, walk­ing to­ward him. “I

    can­not tell you how hon­ored I am to have been able to ob­serve your prowess in ac­tion. The

    part­ing, I think, was most ro­man­tic.”




    “Drop it,” Re­mo warned, throw­ing the jack to the road so hard that it dis­ap­peared

    be­neath the sur­face.




    “And now, per­haps, a lit­tle tele­vi­sion?”




    “What­ev­er you say.”


  




  

    Chapter Ten




    The task force meet­ing last­ed all day. Much of it was spent in lengthy in­tro­duc­tions,

    the del­egates pour­ing pink cock­tails down their throats as each one rose to speak about his

    area of ex­per­tise. Smith’s group con­sist­ed of a banker, a stock­bro­ker, an economist, a

    mil­itary strate­gist, a math­emati­cian, an ed­uca­tor, a his­to­ri­an, a jour­nal­ist, an

    en­gi­neer, and the for­mer sec­re­tary of state, who looked con­sid­er­ably more deco­rous

    than he had the last time Smith saw him. His “Shake Your Booties” T-​shirt had giv­en way to a

    white linen suit that hung shape­less­ly on his shape­less body.




    Smith won­dered about the pe­cu­liar col­lec­tion of oc­cu­pa­tions des­ig­nat­ed for Phase

    Two of the Great Plan, but he said noth­ing. He was forced to at­tend the meet­ing, and he

    at­tend­ed. Pe­ri­od. He would make no oth­er con­tri­bu­tion to Abraxas or his mur­der­ing

    coun­cil.




    The man named LeP­at, seat­ed at the head of the long red­wood con­fer­ence ta­ble, chaired

    the meet­ing. Be­hind him was a large blank pro­jec­tion screen. He was a changed man from the

    timid dor­mouse who had stood, hat in hand, at Smith’s door­way in the mid­dle of the night.

    Now an au­ra of con­fi­dence sur­round­ed him. His man­ner was ef­fi­cient and

    com­mand­ing.




    The born bu­reau­crat, Smith mused, com­fort­able on­ly when en­meshed in a net of rigid

    rules. Aside from LeP­at’s man­ner­ism of stroking his patent-​leather hair, he seemed as much

    at ease as the im­per­turbable Circe, who sat on a cor­ner di­van near a film pro­jec­tor,

    smok­ing a cigarette.




    Di­rect­ly across from her was a tele­vi­sion cam­era, hum­ming as it swung in its

    con­tin­uous arc around the ta­ble.




    “And, at last we come to the fi­nal del­egate in the Phase Two task force, a man whose

    bril­liance in the field of com­put­er sci­ence will broach new hori­zons and for­ev­er

    ben­efit mankind in his work for the Great Plan of Abraxas,” LeP­at said. “Gen­tle­men, I

    present to you Dr. Harold W. Smith. Please rise, Dr. Smith, and tell us about your­self and

    your views on the world and how we of the in­tel­li­gentsia may im­prove it.”




    Po­lite ap­plause sprang up, along with shouts for more of Samuel Longtree’s pink

    fire­wa­ter.




    Smith re­mained seat­ed. “Call the Amer­ican em­bassy,” he said di­rect­ly in­to the

    cam­era. “I’m here against my will.”




    LeP­at sput­tered. The cam­era stopped in its arc and rest­ed on Smith. “But Dr. Smith–“




    “Leave him alone,” came a high­ly am­pli­fied voice from all four walls at once. The oth­er

    del­egates fell silent, search­ing the room for the source of the sound. LeP­at’s mouth dropped

    open. Af­ter a mo­ment, a whis­pered buzz of ex­cite­ment cir­cu­lat­ed around the ta­ble.




    “I am Abraxas,” the voice de­clared, a deep, full bass sound­ing like a procla­ma­tion of

    Moses.




    The whis­pers turned to gasps as the del­egates clasped one an­oth­er fren­zied­ly and

    slogged down the pink cock­tails. On­ly Smith was unim­pressed. He fold­ed his arms in front of

    his chest and con­tin­ued to stare at the cam­era.




    The voice an­swered his un­spo­ken chal­lenge. “Dr. Smith, do I de­tect some hos­til­ity

    from you to­ward our benev­olent con­fer­ence?”




    “Oh, no,” LeP­at said quick­ly, his ve­neer of self-​con­trol shat­tered.




    “Let the doc­tor speak for him­self.”




    Smith an­swered, his ex­pres­sion un­chang­ing. “That is cor­rect,” he said. The room fell

    again to si­lence. Even Circe stubbed out her cigarette and sat up­right, a wave of

    ap­pre­hen­sion cross­ing her face. “The ‘benev­olence’ of this so-​called con­fer­ence is a

    farce. I have been brought here against my will and my per­son­al be­long­ings have. been

    tak­en by force. That, as far as I’m con­cerned, is kid­nap­ping and theft. I don’t know what

    sort of brain­wash­ing you’re car­ry­ing on here with your pink drinks and sub­lim­inal

    sug­ges­tions to do mur­der, but you’re not go­ing to make an Orville Peabody out of me.”




    The room burst in­to chaos. Shouts rose up from the del­egates. The Bel­gian economist

    sit­ting next to Smith jumped up and lunged for him. “You can’t talk that way to Abraxas,” he

    shout­ed, grab­bing Smith by the col­lar.




    A high whis­tle pierced the din and si­lenced it. “Gen­tle­men,” the deep voice said,

    un­ruf­fled. The economist re­leased Smith and took his seat along with the oth­er

    del­egates.




    “Dr. Smith’s reser­va­tions are well tak­en.” The cam­era moved from its fo­cus on him and

    re­sumed its wide, sweep­ing arc. At the door­way, where she had sta­tioned her­self in case of

    an emer­gen­cy, Circe breathed a sigh of re­lief and walked back to her place on the

    di­van.




    “You have all been pa­tient these many days, wait­ing while our as­sem­bly has gath­ered

    from around the world. Dur­ing this time lit­tle has been re­vealed to you about the true work

    of this con­fer­ence. I am speak­ing with you now to elu­ci­date those plans so that we may

    be­gin to­geth­er, as we will end, in a uni­ty and har­mo­ny and peace that will spread to the

    four cor­ners of the earth.”




    “Then start with how you turned Peabody and the oth­er two in­no­cent men in­to

    as­sas­sins,” Smith said.




    “That was not the case, as you will come to un­der­stand,” the voice said calm­ly. More

    pitch­ers of the pink bev­er­age were passed around. Smith pushed his glass away with

    dis­dain.




    “For all the ages of man, war and self-​in­ter­est have de­stroyed any pos­si­ble

    co­op­er­ation be­tween the peo­ples of the world. Where great progress might have been made,

    the ends of mankind have con­stant­ly been thwart­ed by pet­ty provo­ca­tions. I wish to see

    this un­hap­py state end­ed once and for all, so that the true po­ten­tial of the hu­man race

    may be re­al­ized.”




    Smith sti­fled a yawn.




    “My plan to ac­com­plish this has been di­vid­ed in­to three parts: Uni­ty, Har­mo­ny, and

    Peace. Phase One of the Plan, Uni­ty, will bring to­geth­er the dis­parate el­ements of

    so­ci­ety un­der one com­mon ban­ner.”




    “Yours,” Smith mut­tered un­der his breath.




    “Yes, mine.” The cam­era swept past him. “Abraxas will not harm those un­der his guid­ance.

    Mr. Peabody and the oth­ers were the be­gin­ning of Phase One, root­ing out the sources of true

    evil in the world and mak­ing it a bet­ter place to live. Al­ready peo­ple in ev­ery coun­try

    are call­ing the elim­ina­tion of the three ter­ror­ists a ma­jor step for­ward in the

    at­tain­ment of world peace. Some of the rot­ten flesh of the body of mankind has been cut

    away, and the in­stru­ments of surgery– Peabody, Groot, and Soron­zo, have grown to the stature

    of leg­ends.”




    “They are dead,” Smith said lev­el­ly.




    “Yes. And in death they have achieved im­mor­tal­ity.”




    “It was a bone,” Smith said. The eyes of the del­egates shift­ed to him. Smith met them. “A

    bone thrown to the dogs. An emp­ty ges­ture. The pur­pose of those killings could on­ly have

    been to dupe who­ev­er was on the re­ceiv­ing end of those sub­con­scious tele­vi­sion

    mes­sages in­to be­liev­ing that this Abraxas char­ac­ter is some sort of Lone Ranger,

    spread­ing good wher­ev­er he goes.” He scanned the blank faces of the del­egates. “Don’t you

    un­der­stand? Three ter­ror­ists. It was noth­ing!”




    “It was not even an­nounced that the ex­ecu­tions were my work,” the voice on the

    loud­speak­er said.




    “Peabody an­nounced it. In a way that made ev­ery jour­nal­ist in the world pay

    at­ten­tion.”




    The voice rum­bled a low laugh. “Very well. I con­cede the point. The mur­ders were

    com­mit­ted to prop­agate the name of Abraxas. Are you sat­is­fied, Smith?”




    Smith sat down, be­wil­dered. Abraxas had just ad­mit­ted that his “benev­olent

    con­fer­ence” was a sham. And yet the faces around the ta­ble re­mained un­changed, star­ing up

    rev­er­ent­ly at the cam­era.




    It didn’t make any dif­fer­ence to them, Smith re­al­ized with sick­en­ing clar­ity. Good or

    bad, saint or killer, Abraxas had tak­en their minds and swal­lowed them whole.




    “Those men were trained to per­form their tasks through the medi­um of tele­vi­sion,” the

    voice con­tin­ued crisply. “As many of you know, they were in­struct­ed by sub­lim­inal

    mes­sages trans­mit­ted through or­di­nary tele­vi­sion pro­grams. The same can be done on a

    larg­er scale, bring­ing the mes­sage of Abraxas to mil­lions. World opin­ion can be swayed in

    a frac­tion of the time it would take through nor­mal po­lit­ical or mil­itary chan­nels. There

    will be no dis­sent”




    “What are you talk­ing about?” Smith asked, aghast.




    “Don’t be dull,” Abraxas snapped. “I am talk­ing about rev­olu­tion. Rev­olu­tion, Dr.

    Smith. In a short time this con­fer­ence will for­mu­late and car­ry out a world­wide

    rev­olu­tion with­out spilling a drop of in­no­cent blood.”




    Cheers went up from the ta­ble. Smith hung his head, feel­ing nau­se­at­ed.




    “That is Phase One. Phase Two, Har­mo­ny, will speed up the pro­cess even fur­ther.

    Gen­tle­men, we must be re­al­is­tic. Al­though the mass­es will flock to the Plan of Abraxas,

    those wield­ing pow­er and mon­ey will not eas­ily give up their priv­ileges for the good of

    so­ci­ety. For this rea­son, the pri­vate re­serves of wealth must be tak­en from those who

    hoard it and re­dis­tribut­ed to best serve the ends of hu­man­ity as a whole.”




    Smith sat up with a jolt. “What?”




    The voice con­tin­ued, deep, hyp­not­ic, as­sured. The del­egates at the ta­ble lis­tened in

    rapt at­ten­tion. “The peo­ple in this room have been as­sem­bled to de­vise ways to top­ple

    the world’s econ­omy and re­move the cor­rup­tion of pri­vate wealth. Here in this room we will

    find a way to erad­icate the re­serves of the New York and Amer­ican Stock Ex­changes. We will

    ma­nip­ulate, by con­trol­ling the vast net­works of com­mu­ni­ca­tions, the prices of oil and

    oth­er wealth-​pro­duc­ing com­modi­ties.”




    “I can redi­rect the tele­phone lines of the OPEC coun­tries for a day,” the Mid­dle

    East­ern en­gi­neer cried en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly. “Chaos for one day– it will be enough to

    con­fuse the world for months.”




    “I can have the mail of the Unit­ed States mon­itored for an in­def­inite pe­ri­od,” the

    for­mer sec­re­tary of state an­nounced. “All pri­or­ity mail will be dis­card­ed.”




    “A be­gin­ning,” Abraxas said. “And I’m sure that Mon­sieur Beaupère, our banker, can

    ar­range for the dis­per­sal of funds from large in­di­vid­ual ac­counts in Swiss banks.”




    “With­out a trace,” the el­egant Swiss said lazi­ly, sip­ping his cock­tail. “Some of the

    rich­est men in the world will be­come pau­pers overnight.”




    Abraxas con­tin­ued, “And you, Dr. Smith. I would like for you to take on a project by

    your­self. Through your ge­nius with com­put­ers, I want you to find ac­cess in­to the

    in­for­ma­tion banks of the In­ter­nal Rev­enue Ser­vice. You will feed false in­for­ma­tion

    in­to the IRS com­put­ers, and con­fis­cate the funds han­dled by that or­ga­ni­za­tion. When

    you have com­plet­ed your task, you will do the same for the tax sys­tems of oth­er

    na­tions.”




    Smith rose out of his seat in dis­be­lief. “You’re mad,” he said in a whis­per, not

    trust­ing his voice. “You’re talk­ing about the de­struc­tion of civ­iliza­tion.”




    “The be­gin­ning of civ­iliza­tion,” Abraxas cor­rect­ed. “Phase Three will be the

    cul­mi­na­tion of all our ef­forts, the end to jus­ti­fy the means we will use. For Phase

    Three, Peace, is noth­ing less than the re­or­ga­ni­za­tion of the plan­et.”




    “War will be erad­icat­ed. Dis­cord will not ex­ist. Per­son­al am­bi­tion and

    com­pe­ti­tion among men will be done away for­ev­er. In Phase Three, I of­fer you a world

    where each na­tion and all the peo­ple in it serve one func­tion to ben­efit all mankind.

    Japan, for ex­am­ple, will be a com­plete­ly tech­no­log­ical so­ci­ety, pro­duc­ing

    elec­tron­ics for the en­tire world. All per­sons liv­ing in Japan will serve its one

    in­dus­try, and all will ben­efit.”




    “You can’t be se­ri­ous,” Smith said. “Japan is a na­tion, not a com­pa­ny. You can’t

    ex­pect ev­ery sin­gle per­son in the en­tire coun­try to work for one in­dus­try. What

    hap­pens to ev­ery­thing else?”




    “I’m glad that you’re show­ing an in­ter­est, Dr. Smith. The Scan­di­na­vian coun­tries will

    be the dairy cen­ter of the earth. Green­land, be­cause of its ge­olog­ical sta­bil­ity, will

    con­tain the nu­cle­ar com­po­nents to heat and light the plan­et for cen­turies to come. All

    of the fish and sea prod­ucts used by the pop­ula­tion of the earth will is­sue from a chain of

    is­lands in the South Pa­cif­ic. The So­vi­et Union, be­cause of its vast grass­lands, will

    pro­duce live­stock.”




    “Live­stock?” Smith asked, dazed. “What about Amer­ica?”




    “The Unit­ed States pos­sess­es the largest ex­panse of fer­tile land in the world. For this

    rea­son, all of Amer­ica will be con­vert­ed to farm­land. Your coun­try will feed the

    world.”




    “We’ll be farm­ers?”




    “In­deed.”




    Smith sput­tered. “An­oth­er ‘fi­nal so­lu­tion’ by an­oth­er lu­natic,” he shout­ed. “The

    world will laugh at you.”




    “Oh, but you’re wrong. You un­der­es­ti­mate the far-​reach­ing ef­fects of Phase One. The

    silent mes­sages trans­mit­ted through tele­vi­sion will con­tin­ue to be broad­cast un­til the

    world finds it­self beg­ging for its new lead­er. And Abraxas shall be there for them. On the

    twelfth of this month, I will re­veal my­self to all the peo­ple of the plan­et. The pur­pose

    of my broad­cast will be to in­struct them to fol­low me. They will lis­ten, I as­sure you.

    They will fol­low me in­to the new age. And none will laugh.”




    The peo­ple at the ta­ble leaped to their feet, ap­plaud­ing and stamp­ing. LeP­at took up

    the name of Abraxas in a chant, and the oth­ers joined him.




    “I thank you,” the deep voice said at last. “And now I wish for you all to see the work that

    the mem­bers of the Phase One task force have al­ready be­gun. Circe, the lights, please.”




    The room dimmed.




    “What you are about to see is re­cent film doc­ument­ing ac­tu­al oc­cur­rences around the

    world. It is the re­sult of a pro­gram us­ing the same type of sub­lim­inal tele­vi­sion

    mes­sages that worked so suc­cess­ful­ly with Mr. Peabody and the oth­er as­sas­sins in our

    tests. The mes­sage that was broad­cast in this case was the sin­gle word ‘Abraxas.’ If you

    will, Circe.”




    The pro­jec­tor clacked to life. Light flood­ed the blank screen. An im­age ap­peared of a

    throng of peo­ple gath­ered around the Eif­fel Tow­er, their hands raised to the sky. The noise

    was deaf­en­ing as the peo­ple in the film opened and closed their mouths in uni­son.

    “Abraxas!” they shout­ed again and again, the chant grow­ing loud­er.




    “Abraxas,” called a crowd of thou­sands gath­ered near St. Stephen’s Tow­er at the foot of

    Big Ben. “Abraxas,” chant­ed a gath­er­ing of hun­dreds of saf­fron-​robed Hin­dus be­fore the

    re­flect­ing pool of the Taj Ma­hal. Mil­lions, from the fac­to­ries of Peking to the streets

    of Nairo­bi, called the name of the new god. The chant was on the lips of Iowa farm­ers and

    Dan­ish fish­er­men and Ko­re­an stu­dents and Rus­sian sailors. “Abraxas,” spoke the peo­ple

    of the world.




    “My God,” Smith said. What­ev­er mad­ness had been com­mit­ted, how­ev­er the gears of

    Abraxas’s ter­ri­ble de­struc­tive ma­chine had been put in­to mo­tion, Smith knew on­ly that

    he must reach the pres­ident.




    But his at­taché case was gone, and the portable tele­phone in­side it. To warn the one man

    who could end Abraxas’s reign of ter­ror be­fore it pro­gressed fur­ther, Smith would have to

    es­cape the South Shore com­pound.




    Over­head, the cam­era con­tin­ued to swing in its arc above the dark­ened room. The

    del­egates cheered as the film went on, chant­ing along with the mass­es on the screen.




    He had a chance, Smith said to him­self, eye­ing the door. He hadn’t seen any guards around

    the com­pound. It was dark in the room. If he could dash out of the place while the cam­era was

    an­gled away from him, he might be able to make a run for the vil­lage.




    He wait­ed for his mo­ment. Then, when the group was roar­ing and the cam­era tilt­ed

    to­ward the far left cor­ner, he dou­bled over and ducked out of the room.




    It was dark out­side, the dirt road il­lu­mi­nat­ed on­ly by the moon and the stars. The

    fence sur­round­ing South Shore was fair­ly tall, but Smith man­aged to climb it. At the top,

    he dropped over the side. A stab­bing pain shot through his an­kle.




    He stood up and test­ed the leg. It was on­ly a sprain, but the pain was bad. He told

    him­self that he’d been hurt much worse dur­ing his years with the OSS and the CIA. That was a

    long time ago, but he hadn’t for­got­ten his train­ing. He scram­bled quick­ly away from the

    fence and limped along the side of the road, trav­el­ing as fast as he could among the

    shad­ows.




    The vil­lage was more than a mile away. By the time he reached the de­sert­ed main

    in­ter­sec­tion, his an­kle was throb­bing with pain that pound­ed at him in waves. “The

    pres­ident,” he mum­bled. Once he found the tele­phone he was look­ing for, it didn’t mat­ter

    what Abraxas did to him. But he had to find that phone.




    He had seen a telecom­mu­ni­ca­tions cen­ter on the out­skirts of the vil­lage on his way

    in­to South Shore from the air­port. From it, he had guessed that Aba­co was one of those

    is­lands where pri­vate tele­phones were scarce, and most calls were made through one of­fice.

    If his leg would on­ly hold out un­til he reached the of­fice, he could prob­ably break in­to

    it.




    Past the vil­lage, a small cir­cle of light glowed on a wind­ing side road. Smith

    rec­og­nized it. The telecom­mu­ni­ca­tions cen­ter was near­by. He forced his swelling an­kle

    to move to­ward the light.




    Be­low the bright cir­cle the build­ing stood, alone and vul­ner­able, its win­dows at eye

    lev­el. Even with his use­less leg, break­ing in­to the place would be easy.




    He picked up a rock and, spread­ing his coat over the win­dow, broke it silent­ly. Groan­ing

    from the pain in his leg, he man­aged to hoist him­self up to the win­dow and swing

    in­side.




    There was a switch­board, a prim­itive mod­el Smith could fig­ure out with one look.

    Crouched in the dark­ness, he whis­pered to the over­seas op­er­ator and wait­ed for the

    con­nec­tion to click through to Wash­ing­ton.




    “The White House. Good evening,” the op­er­ator said af­ter what felt like an in­ter­minable

    wait. Smith was sweat­ing. His an­kle pound­ed mer­ci­less­ly.




    “This is Dr. Harold W. Smith. I must speak with the pres­ident.”




    “I’m afraid that’s not pos­si­ble at this time, Mr. Smith,” the op­er­ator said

    cheer­ful­ly. “Will you leave a mes­sage?”




    “I as­sure you I’m not a crank,” he said. “Please give the pres­ident my name. This is an

    ur­gent mat­ter. And it’s Doc­tor Smith.”




    “I’ve told you, Mr. Smith…”




    He didn’t hear the rest of her sen­tence. Out­side, a car’s head­lights ap­proached.




    They fol­lowed me.




    “I can­not reach the pres­ident through the chan­nels I nor­mal­ly use,” Smith per­sist­ed,

    glanc­ing to­ward the head­lights. They veered on­to the side road, to­ward him. “This is a

    mat­ter of top na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty. Please tell him it’s Harold Smith, and hur­ry. There

    isn’t much time.”




    “Well, I don’t know…”




    “Tell him!” Smith hissed.




    The car’s en­gine droned loud­er as it neared the build­ing, then shut off sud­den­ly. Two

    doors slammed. “Hur­ry!”




    “All right,” the op­er­ator said un­cer­tain­ly. “But this bet­ter be for re­al.”




    “It is.” He wait­ed. Sweat poured down his face in­to the col­lar of his shirt. His heart

    felt like a fright­ened bird flap­ping in­side his chest. The line was silent. “Please hur­ry,”

    he whis­pered in­to the dead phone.




    The door­knob turned and clicked as it hit the lock. Some­one on the oth­er side kicked at

    it. Smith watched the cheap wood bend with the blow.




    The tele­phone crack­led. “Hel­lo? Hel­lo?” Smith shout­ed. There was no re­sponse.




    From be­hind the door came the ex­plo­sion of a pis­tol fired at close range. The door shook

    on its hinges. A man’s foot kicked it open. It was LeP­at, a Walther P-38 still smok­ing in his

    hand. Circe was with him. They walked to­ward him quick­ly, Circe fum­bling with some­thing in

    her hand­bag.




    Smith fol­lowed them with his eyes, but he re­mained with the tele­phone. His life, he

    fig­ured, was worth as lit­tle where he was as it would be five feet away. He wouldn’t get much

    far­ther than that be­fore LeP­at’s Walther stopped him.




    “Yes?” came the fa­mil­iar voice on the oth­er end of the line. Smith opened his mouth to

    speak, but on­ly a gasp came out. He felt a sharp stab in the back of his neck. His veins

    turned to pas­ta. Out of the cor­ner of his eye he saw Circe’s long, man­icured fin­gers

    de­press­ing a plunger in­to a hy­po­der­mic filled with pink liq­uid.




    “Mr. Pres­ident,” he drawled, sound­ing like a drunk. He said no more. His brain reeled with

    what felt like the blow of a cush­ioned ham­mer. He opened his lips to speak, but it was

    use­less. As the room be­gan to swirl and dark­en around him, he was aware on­ly of the

    pres­ident’s voice call­ing his name from a world away as LeP­at’s hand hung up the

    re­ceiv­er.


  




  

    Chapter Eleven




    Re­mo awoke with a start. He was ful­ly dressed, ly­ing on the floor of the ho­tel room.

    “What time is it?”




    Chi­un peered out the win­dow. “Near­ly nine.”




    “In the morn­ing? You mean I’ve been asleep since yes­ter­day af­ter­noon?”




    “You were tired,” the old man said. “We both were. The jour­ney was dif­fi­cult.”




    “But I nev­er sleep. Not like that, any­way.” He got to his feet grog­gi­ly. “The last thing

    I re­mem­ber is watch­ing tele­vi­sion….”




    ” ‘Ways of Our Days,’ ” Chi­un said, smil­ing. “You were en­tranced with it. A fine dra­ma,

    don’t you agree?”




    “That’s it,” Re­mo said. “It was that id­iot­ic soap opera. It gave me a headache. My brain

    felt like it was go­ing to ex­plode.”




    “Do not fear. It will nev­er be full enough for that.”




    “You’re a laugh a minute. Ouch.” He pressed his fin­gers to his tem­ples. Light flashed

    be­hind his closed eye­lids. Lights, and a word print­ed in bold let­ters across a mesh of fine

    gray lines. “Chi­un,” he called, alarmed.




    “What is it?”




    “Abraxas. I see it. The word, I mean.”




    “You, too? Ah, well. The de­ity must have need of many dis­ci­ples.”




    “Mrs. Peabody,” Re­mo said in amaze­ment.




    “No, no. Mrs. Haven­hold. The name of the hero­ine of ‘Ways of Our Days’ is Mrs.

    Haven­hold.”




    “I mean Orville Peabody’s wife. She saw the word, too. So did her son. Her son who wasn’t in

    school. Get it? It was the tele­vi­sion. ‘Abraxas’ was on the screen.”




    “I saw noth­ing on the screen.”




    “It had to be. Those gray lines you were talk­ing about were the field be­hind the

    tele­vi­sion pic­ture. You can al­ways see them if you look close­ly. See?” He turned on the

    tele­vi­sion set. A chil­dren’s pro­gram was on, show­ing a bunch of tod­dlers be­ing led

    around a barn­yard by a man in a roost­er cos­tume, Re­mo’s head felt as if it were be­ing

    con­strict­ed by steel wires. “It’s still there,” he said.




    “Where?” The chil­dren squealed with de­light as they picked up bas­kets of col­or­ful

    plas­tic eggs from the hen­house.




    “Some­where. I can feel it.”




    “And I can­not?” Chi­un asked arch­ly. “Per­haps I am not suf­fi­cient­ly sen­si­tive to

    re­ceive this in­vis­ible mes­sage?”




    “Per­haps you’ve spent a lot more time watch­ing tele­vi­sion than I have. A per­son’s eyes

    have to get used to that flick­er­ing light. Mine have nev­er adapt­ed to it.” He closed his

    eyes hard, then opened them. He re­peat­ed the mo­tion.




    “That is a ridicu­lous idea.”




    “Abraxas,” Re­mo said slow­ly, blink­ing his eyes in a quick pat­tern. “There it is.”




    “Where?” Chi­un de­mand­ed, star­ing at the screen, where noth­ing more per­ni­cious than a

    bunch of chil­dren pet­ting lambs was go­ing on.




    “Blink in rhythms of four, five, and nine,” Re­mo said.




    The old man blinked. “Abraxas,” he whis­pered.




    “In En­glish, Ko­re­an, and ev­ery oth­er al­pha­bet in the world. We picked up the

    lan­guages we were most fa­mil­iar with, that’s all. A lit­tle some­thing for ev­ery­body.”




    “It was a trick,” Chi­un whis­pered, in­cred­ulous. “Abraxas is a fraud. A word on a

    tele­vi­sion.”




    “Take it easy. It’s not the end of the world.”




    “But why? Why would any­one do such a thing? Why would some­body want to ru­in my

    beau­ti­ful dra­ma?”




    “I don’t know.” Re­mo ran a hand through his hair and bolt­ed for the door. “But some­how I

    get the feel­ing that Smit­ty’s dis­ap­pear­ance is tied up in this, too.”




    He head­ed for South Shore. The gates were locked up but un­guard­ed, and he vault­ed

    eas­ily over the top.




    The com­pound was beau­ti­ful, with grounds cov­ered by lush trop­ical gar­dens and

    dom­inat­ed by a ram­bling old plan­ta­tion house dec­orat­ed with tur­rets and gin­ger­bread

    trim. Just be­yond the house lay a stretch of white-​sand­ed beach that ap­peared to wind down

    the shore­line for sev­er­al hun­dred yards. A few peo­ple strolled through the gar­dens, alone

    or in groups of two and three, but no one paid Re­mo any at­ten­tion. They all seemed to be

    drink­ing, he no­ticed, re­mem­ber­ing what the fright­ened black man on the road had told him

    about the ac­tiv­ities at South Shore. What struck Re­mo as odd was that ev­ery­one was

    drink­ing the same pale pink bev­er­age.




    He caught a glimpse of white lace be­hind the aged folds of a eu­ca­lyp­tus tree. It was the

    wom­an with the scar. Her face was pen­sive and pre­oc­cu­pied as she stared in­to the

    dis­tance. She didn’t see Re­mo ap­proach. Lean­ing against the tree, her hands fold­ed be­hind

    her, she looked, Re­mo thought, like Al­ice in Won­der­land.




    “Am I in­ter­rupt­ing any­thing?” Re­mo said.




    She jumped. When she rec­og­nized Re­mo, her ex­pres­sion changed from sur­prise to

    fear.




    “I don’t give up eas­ily,” he said, smil­ing. “We had a date, re­mem­ber?”




    She cast a furtive glance over her shoul­der. “You shouldn’t be here,” she whis­pered.




    “Nei­ther should Harold Smith.”




    To his sur­prise, she didn’t de­ny any knowl­edge of Smith. In­stead, she on­ly stared in­to

    Re­mo’s eyes. What he saw there puz­zled him. She was Al­ice in Won­der­land, all right, all

    white lace and sun­shine, but it was a dif­fer­ent Al­ice from the lit­tle girl of the

    sto­ry­books, an old­er, sad­der crea­ture, ir­re­vok­ably scarred by the past, look­ing with

    dread in­to the fu­ture.




    “Look,” Re­mo said. “What do you say we quit play­ing games and tell the truth.”




    She hes­itat­ed. “I wish I could,” she said.




    “I’ll set­tle for Smith’s where­abouts, for starters.”




    “Please leave.”




    “Af­ter you tell me.”




    She sighed. “All right. He’s here. You knew that.”




    “Where here? It’s a big place.”




    “It doesn’t mat­ter where. He won’t leave with you now.”




    A chill ran down Re­mo’s spine. “Is he dead?”




    “No. Not dead. But he might as well be.” She checked over her shoul­der again. “Lis­ten, I

    can’t talk here.”




    “Hey, what kind of set­up is this?”




    “I’ll ex­plain it all to you lat­er. Meet me at Moth­er Mer­le’s tonight. It’s a hang­out

    for the lo­cals on the north side of the is­land. Ten o’clock. I’ll tell you ev­ery­thing then.

    But you must go now.”




    “I don’t…”




    “Please.”




    “… Even know your name,” Re­mo fin­ished.




    “My name isn’t im­por­tant,” she said qui­et­ly. “They call me Circe. I’ll be wait­ing for

    you.” She fled from him like a fright­ened rab­bit, the breeze blow­ing the white lace of her

    dress be­hind her as she van­ished in­to the gar­den.




    “Go­ing some­where, Circe?”




    She gasped as LeP­at’s hand snatched at her sleeve from be­hind an aca­cia tree. “Oh, it’s

    you,” she said, look­ing at the lit­tle man as if he car­ried dis­ease.




    “Who’s the new beau?” LeP­at’s voice was as oily as his plas­tered hair. “You know, Abraxas

    doesn’t like us to frat­er­nize with out­siders.”




    “He was… I just…”




    “Let’s tell Abraxas about this, shall we?” He took her arm and shoved her rough­ly

    ahead.




    “Now, wait a minute,” she said, shak­ing off his grip. “You’ve got no right to treat me like

    this. Abraxas will see to it that you’re straight­ened out.”




    “Pret­ty sure of your­self, aren’t you?” He smiled. Then, as sud­den­ly as the smile had

    ap­peared, it was trans­formed in­to a men­ac­ing scowl. “Well, I’ll let you in on some­thing,

    mis­sy. You may have been Abraxas’s fa­vorite once, but things have changed. This time you’ve

    gone too far. Last night was the be­gin­ning of the end for you.”




    “What about last night?” she de­mand­ed.




    “You didn’t like stick­ing that nee­dle in­to Smith, did you?” he taunt­ed.




    “I did it, didn’t I?”




    “Abraxas doesn’t think you’re tough enough to stick with the pro­gram to the end.”




    “Don’t be ab­surd. Where else am I go­ing to go? It’s just that I didn’t think I’d have to

    harm any­one.”




    “That’s just the at­ti­tude Abraxas doesn’t like. That’s why he’s had me fol­low­ing you.

    Who’s the trust­ed aide now?” he said with a smirk.




    “You did what?”




    “I fol­lowed you. And it’s a good thing I did. You can’t be trust­ed.”




    “I re­sent be­ing trailed around like some kind of crim­inal,” she said.




    “Get in­side.” He near­ly threw her through the screen doors of the man­sion.




    The two of them stood in front of the hum­ming cam­era. “What is it?” Abraxas’s voice rang

    out in the si­lence.




    “I found her in the gar­den, sir,” the lit­tle man said proud­ly. “She was talk­ing with

    some­one from out­side. She prob­ably let him through the gate her­self.”




    “I did not,” Circe ob­ject­ed.




    “Who was this man?” the voice asked.




    “I– I don’t know his name. Just some­one I met in town.”




    “What did he want?”




    “He…” She stopped and looked up at the cam­era. “Why am I be­ing in­ter­ro­gat­ed like

    this?”




    “You let Smith es­cape last night.”




    “But I went af­ter him.”




    “You should have watched him more close­ly. It was your job.”




    “But it was dark….”




    “Who was the man you were talk­ing to?”




    “I tell you, I don’t know his name!” she shout­ed. She closed her eyes and col­lect­ed

    her­self. “He was look­ing for Dr. Smith. He knows he’s here.”




    “How does he know?” the voice de­mand­ed.




    “He didn’t tell me,” Circe said de­fi­ant­ly. “I made ar­range­ments to meet him lat­er. I

    thought you’d want to send some­one to pick him up for ques­tion­ing.”




    “Ques­tion­ing?” The voice broke in­to a deep rum­bling laugh. “An in­fil­tra­tor comes

    in­to our midst– a spy– and you want me to ques­tion him?”




    “Why, yes,” Circe said, be­wil­dered. “There may be oth­ers.”




    “He will be killed, as will any oth­ers that come af­ter him.”




    “Killed? With­out even giv­ing him a chance to talk?”




    “Death is the on­ly way to deal with those out­side our sphere of in­flu­ence. Death is the

    on­ly pun­ish­ment that works.”




    “But what about ev­ery­thing you’ve said about uni­ty?” she said, her voice small. “And

    har­mo­ny. And peace.”




    “Words are on­ly words. The Great Plan will not be foiled by words. Death to traitors,

    Circe. Re­mem­ber that.”




    “Traitors? Why are you talk­ing to me like this? I’m not a traitor.”




    “No?” The ques­tion hung in the air. “Per­haps you were plan­ning to lead the out­sider

    in­to a trap, as you say. Per­haps. And per­haps you would have told me about it.”




    “I was go­ing to, I swear it.”




    “She didn’t head straight for the house af­ter talk­ing with him, sir,” LeP­at said.




    “I’m not a robot!” she screamed. “I want­ed to think about it.”




    “Ah, yes. My Circe has be­come quite the thinker,” Abraxas said. The voice dark­ened.

    “Think­ing is my re­spon­si­bil­ity, not yours.”




    She quaked. “Yes, sir,” she said.




    “Were you… at­tract­ed to this man you met?”




    “What kind of ques­tion is that?” she asked in­dig­nant­ly.




    “An­swer it! Were you at­tract­ed to him?”




    She was silent for a long mo­ment. “No,” she said at last, her cheeks flam­ing.




    “You’re ly­ing. And you’re ly­ing about not know­ing his name.”




    “I don’t know his name!”




    “And you may be ly­ing about your plans to turn him over to me. It would have been just as

    easy for you to turn me over to him.”




    “I would nev­er do that to you, Abraxas. Nev­er.” Her voice was chok­ing.




    “Was he hand­some?”




    “No,” she said, her cheeks burn­ing.




    “Ly­ing again, my dear. Re­mem­ber, I have known you for a long, long time. I have seen your

    eyes cloud with lust at the sight of a strong pair of arms and a hand­some face.”




    “That’s not fair,” she said, weep­ing open­ly now. “I love you. I have nev­er bro­ken faith

    with you. I have nev­er once lain with a man…”




    “Enough,” the voice on the loud­speak­er com­mand­ed.




    Circe glanced over to LeP­at, sud­den­ly re­mem­ber­ing his pres­ence. “I have al­ways been

    grate­ful to you,” she said bro­ken­ly to Abraxas.




    “I will let the episode pass with a warn­ing. This time. But on­ly this time. The next

    tres­pass will bring pun­ish­ment, swift and sure and ir­re­vok­able. Do you un­der­stand?”




    “I un­der­stand,” Circe said, look­ing at the floor.




    How had this hap­pened? she asked her­self. How far had the mad­ness gone? Sud­den­ly she

    saw her­self as if she were an­oth­er per­son look­ing in­to the room. There she stood,

    beg­ging the for­give­ness of a dis­em­bod­ied voice on a loud­speak­er, trem­bling be­fore the

    eye of a tele­vi­sion cam­era, fear­ing for her life.




    “What time is your meet­ing with this man?”




    “Ten o’clock,” she said numbly.




    It wasn’t go­ing to be like this. It was nev­er sup­posed to be like this.




    “Where?”




    The stranger. The stranger was her on­ly hope. If she could on­ly trust him with the

    truth….




    “I asked you where you were go­ing to meet him.”




    She looked up with a start. “Where?” Her mind raced. Moth­er Mer­le’s was on the north end

    of the is­land. “The Conch Inn,” she lied. “Across from the fish mar­ket.”




    “That’s near South Shore, isn’t it?”




    “Yes,” she said, strug­gling to keep her eyes on the cam­era. If she were caught in this

    lie, she knew, there would be no sec­ond warn­ing.




    “You’ll re­main here. I’ll send some hired men to go in your place and dis­pose of him.

    LeP­at, do you have a de­scrip­tion of him?”




    “I saw him my­self, sir.”




    “Very well. You’ll in­struct the men. Circe, you may leave now.”




    She nod­ded obe­di­ent­ly and walked out.




    Tonight, she thought. Tonight her life was go­ing to change for­ev­er, and whether she lived

    or died was go­ing to de­pend on the whim of a to­tal stranger whose name she didn’t even

    know.


  




  

    Chapter Twelve




    “Re­mo. Re­mo.”




    Chi­un had per­fect­ed a stage whis­per that could reach across an ocean. Re­mo saw him now,

    a glim­mer of blue satin rest­ing mo­tion­less among the trees be­yond the gate to South Shore.

    He trot­ted up the road and on­to the hill­side. “What is it?”




    “There has been trou­ble. Some­one stopped the wom­an you spoke with in the gar­den.”




    Re­mo shook his head. “She’s a piece of work, that one,” he said. “Af­ter she gives me the

    treat­ment with those big sad eyes of hers, she runs straight to her boss.”




    “It did not ap­pear that way,” Chi­un said.




    “It was, be­lieve me. Any­one who calls her­self Circe is bad news.”




    “A fit­ting name for a siren,” Chi­un said, smil­ing.




    Re­mo shrugged. “Well, no big deal. Let her do what she wants. She might put us on­to

    some­thing. She says Smit­ty’s in bad shape. You haven’t seen him, have you?”




    “No, but there are oth­ers. Be­hind the house, on the far shore.”




    Re­mo squint­ed in­to the dis­tance. Along the beach milled a dozen or more peo­ple. The sea

    breeze car­ried their voic­es, mer­ry and care­free. “Well, it’s worth a look, I guess,” Re­mo

    said. “But let’s make it fast. From the way the girl talked, Smith’s prob­ably in a dun­geon

    some­where in­side the house.”




    The shore­line was nar­row and rocky, laced with the warm Caribbean waves that lapped up

    on­to the blind­ing white sand. The rev­el­ers on the beach were a row­dy crowd, singing and

    jok­ing, ap­par­ent­ly com­fort­able with one an­oth­er’s com­pa­ny. There was lit­tle at the

    beach par­ty to re­mind Re­mo of the strange go­ings-​on that had led him here.




    “Let’s go,” he said. “We’re wast­ing our time. No one’s hold­ing Smith pris­on­er at this

    clam­bake.”




    “Are you sure?” the old Ori­en­tal asked. He raised his arm slow­ly to point at a fig­ure

    seat­ed near some crag­gy rocks a hun­dred feet away.




    Re­mo walked clos­er. The fig­ure was a mid­dle-​aged gray-​haired man. He was dressed in

    fus­cia-​col­ored Bermu­da shorts and a loose shirt print­ed with palm trees. A blue rib­bon

    flapped on his col­lar. On his head was an elec­tric-​blue sun vi­sor dec­orat­ed with a

    por­trait of Pierre LeToque, the un­der­ground sym­bol of mar­ijua­na. One hand held a

    cham­pagne glass filled with frothy pink liq­uid; the oth­er grasped a large sheet of green and

    white com­put­er print­out pa­per. Be­side him a portable ra­dio blast­ed reg­gae mu­sic at an

    ear-​shat­ter­ing lev­el.




    “Naah,” Re­mo said. “It couldn’t be him. You don’t think it could be, do you?”




    Chi­un nod­ded serene­ly.




    “Smit­ty?” he called, ap­proach­ing the dap­per fig­ure.




    “Ah lak a wom­an,” the man sang, tap­ping his foot to the mu­sic.




    “What the hell have they done to him?”




    Smith downed the pink cock­tail with a sat­is­fy­ing belch. He snatched a pen­cil from

    be­hind his ear and be­gan scrib­bling fu­ri­ous­ly on the print­out spread on his lap.




    “Clear­ly the em­per­or has lost his mind,” Chi­un whis­pered.




    “Clear­ly the em­per­or is shit­faced drunk,” Re­mo said ir­ri­ta­bly, grab­bing the glass

    out of Smith’s hand. “What do you think you’re do­ing?” he yelled. “We’ve been halfway around

    the world look­ing for you. You’re sup­posed to be in some kind of ter­ri­ble trou­ble. And

    here you are–“




    “I’ve got it!” Smith ex­claimed ec­stat­ical­ly. He seemed to no­tice the two fig­ures at

    his side for the first time. “Why, Re­mo,” he said, smil­ing so that all his teeth showed.

    “Hel­lo, Chi­un. What brings you here? Love­ly weath­er.” He went back to his scrib­bling.




    “You bring us here,” Re­mo said, won­der­ing if he had ev­er be­fore seen Smith smile. “You

    dis­ap­peared off the face of the earth a while back, re­mem­ber?”




    “I what? Well, I sup­pose so. It doesn’t make any dif­fer­ence, any­way. Would you two care

    for a cock­tail?”




    “No, thanks,” Re­mo said.




    “Good heav­ens, this is re­al­ly it,” Smith said soft­ly, cir­cling a sec­tion of the

    print­out. “It stands up to all the proofs.”




    “All what proofs? What are you do­ing?”




    “I’ve just found a way to pro­gram in­to the IRS com­put­ers,” he said ex­cit­ed­ly,

    vi­brat­ing the sheet on his lap. “It’s un­be­liev­ably sim­ple, re­al­ly. All we have to do is

    trans­mit da­ta from a re­mote com­put­er as far away as half a mile from the main ter­mi­nal,

    and then tap in­to the ma­chines through ul­tra-​short-​wave codes in the un­der­ground

    tele­phone cir­cuits. A child could have fig­ured it out.”




    “I don’t have any idea what you’re talk­ing about,” Re­mo said.




    “He meant a bright child,” Chi­un ex­plained.




    Smith tapped his pen­cil on his vi­sor re­flec­tive­ly. “You know, we could do this in half

    the time us­ing the Fol­croft Four. Don’t you agree?” He looked up at Re­mo ea­ger­ly. He

    gig­gled. “So long, IRS. So long, U.S. bud­get. Hel­lo, sun­shine.”




    “What? Use the Fol­croft com­put­ers to rip off the IRS? Have you lost your mind?”




    “I told you that in the be­gin­ning,” Chi­un said in Ko­re­an.




    “Au con­traire, ” Smith said debonair­ly. “I’ve found my mind. At long last, I’ve

    dis­cov­ered the rea­son for be­ing. This is all for the good of mankind, don’t you see?” He

    waved the print­out gai­ly. “We mustn’t stand in the way of mankind, af­ter all. Abraxas

    wouldn’t like it.”




    “Abraxas? You, too?”




    “I won­der if the British tax banks are as easy to crack as ours. Hm­mm.” He ab­sorbed

    him­self in draw­ing a se­ries of in­ter­sect­ing lines on the print­out.




    “We’ve got to get him out of here.”




    “The boat is that way,” Chi­un said, ges­tur­ing to­ward the left. “I sug­gest we take the

    sea route.”




    “I sup­pose so,” Re­mo said, lift­ing Smith. “They won’t look for him in the wa­ter….”




    “Let me down!” Smith shout­ed. “What’s the idea of break­ing in here where you haven’t been

    in­vit­ed, and then… Help! Help!”




    Chi­un raised an eye­brow. “Sor­ry, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said as he pressed two fin­gers in­to

    the back of Smith’s neck. The gray-​haired man slumped silent­ly in­to Re­mo’s arms.




    “What do you think got in­to him?” Re­mo asked as he laid the in­ert fig­ure of Smith on a

    bunk in one of the yacht’s lux­uri­ous cab­ins. “Did you catch the busi­ness about

    Abraxas?”




    “A vile trick. I shall de­stroy the shrine. Worse, I will give it back to the li­brary.”




    “I’ll set­tle for de­stroy­ing the peo­ple who did this to Smit­ty,” Re­mo said.




    “Well….”




    “Well, what?”




    “Don’t act too hasti­ly. He was rather pleas­ant,”




    Chi­un said wist­ful­ly.




    “Oh, nev­er mind. You stay with him. I’m go­ing back to South Shore.”




    “But why? We have the em­per­or.”




    “We have Smith’s body,” Re­mo said, in­di­cat­ing the un­con­scious man on the bunk. “The

    girl told me he might as well be dead. We don’t know what’s go­ing to hap­pen to him. Or to any

    of us, for that mat­ter. That Abraxas stuff on the tele­vi­sion has me spooked.”




    “It’s very strange,” Chi­un said. “If I saw it in New York City, and you saw it here, and

    some­one in Ohio saw it al­so…”




    “Right. A lot of peo­ple are see­ing it. In­clud­ing Smith, who sud­den­ly de­cid­ed to

    pi­rate the IRS com­put­er banks. God on­ly knows what else is go­ing on in­side that man­sion

    on the beach.”




    “I agree,” Chi­un said. “I will stay here with the em­per­or. What will you do?”




    “I’ve got a date,” Re­mo said.




    Moth­er Mer­le’s was packed to burst­ing with is­landers, their faces glis­ten­ing with

    sweat as they danced to the lazy, hyp­not­ic steel drum mu­sic of the band. In the cor­ner, her

    face lit by the flick­er­ing light of a can­dle, sat Circe, the on­ly white face in the crowd.

    She was smok­ing. The glow­ing red tip of her cigarette trem­bled in the dark­ness.




    “Alone?” Re­mo said. “I’m sur­prised. When’s the am­bush?”




    She took his hand. Her face, he saw, was lined with wor­ry. “You’ve got to help me,” she

    whis­pered.




    “Oh, I think you’ve got enough help.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand–“




    “Come on. You’re part of that group of kid­nap­pers on the beach. Even the is­landers know

    about you. And some­one saw you run­ning to your boss as soon as you left me back there in the

    gar­den. So sup­pose you cut the crap and try to do what you’re go­ing to do with me.”




    She stared at him with big, lu­mi­nous eyes that welled with tears. “Abraxas is plan­ning to

    kill you,” she said. “He can do it. He’s killed be­fore.”




    “Peabody?”




    “He ar­ranged that. Oth­ers, too.”




    “I wish some­one would tell me who this Abraxas is. It would make things a lot eas­ier.”




    “He’s my em­ploy­er.”




    Re­mo smiled. “That lit­tle squirt?”




    “No. That’s LeP­at. Abraxas sent him to spy on me. He caught me talk­ing to you. I told him

    I had set a trap for you so that his men could kill you.”




    “Did you?”




    She lit an­oth­er cigarette from the one still burn­ing and in­haled deeply. “Yes,” she

    said.




    “True to form.”




    “But I didn’t go through with it,” she said quick­ly. “I gave him the name of an­oth­er

    place on the oth­er side of the is­land. His men are check­ing there now. They’ll come here

    even­tu­al­ly. I thought you’d help me get away from him, but…” She buried her face in her

    hands.




    “Hey, c’mon,” Re­mo said, plac­ing his hand over hers. “It can’t be that bad.”




    “How could you ev­er trust me, af­ter the way I’ve treat­ed you?”




    “Who said I trust­ed you?” Re­mo said. “What hap­pens if who­ev­er’s gun­ning for me finds

    you?”




    “I’ll be killed. Whether they find you or not, Abraxas will de­stroy me now. I’ve lied to

    him.”




    “This Abraxas sounds like one ter­rif­ic guy.”




    “He’s in­sane,” she said qui­et­ly. “I re­al­ized that to­day.” A sob start­ed deep in her

    chest and bub­bled out of her. “How could things have gone this far?” she shrilled. “I nev­er

    thought– I’m afraid. I’m so afraid.”




    “Let’s get out of here,” Re­mo said, pulling her to her feet. “We’ll go some­place where you

    can tell me about this set­up from the be­gin­ning.”




    “All right,” Circe said, pick­ing up her hand­bag with shak­ing hands. “There’s a place

    along the shore­line…” She gasped. The pock­et­book fell to the floor.




    “What is it?” He fol­lowed her eyes to the door­way, where eight big black men stood. They

    held clubs, and their steely eyes were riv­et­ed on Re­mo and the girl. As Re­mo watched, the

    men walked to­ward them slow­ly. “We’ve got com­pa­ny,” Re­mo said. “Did you bring your

    car?”




    She nod­ded, the cor­ners of her mouth white with sali­va.




    “Get in it and wait for me.”




    “But there are too many of them–“




    “Go. Run.” He pushed her out of the way of the on­com­ing thugs.




    Two of the men swung sticks above their heads. The mu­sic fad­ed to scat­tered, tune­less

    sounds, then died. A wom­an’s scream set off the stam­pede for the door. Peo­ple rushed

    ev­ery­where, over­turn­ing ta­bles and knock­ing each oth­er down as they hur­ried to clear

    the room for the lone white man sur­round­ed by a cir­cle of paid fight­ers.




    One of the thugs hurled his club at Re­mo’s head. Re­mo held out his arm, palm flat, and met

    the blow square­ly. The club shat­tered in the man’s hand. Then, with one fin­ger, Re­mo lodged

    the man’s nose up in­to his brain while he kicked out at the tight­en­ing cir­cle. Two more

    fell, groan­ing, to the floor.




    The air whis­tled. So swift that it was al­most in­vis­ible, a leather cat-​o’-nine-​tails

    cracked, its met­al-​tipped stream­ers shoot­ing out to­ward Re­mo’s chest.




    “In the holy name of Abraxas,” the man hold­ing the whip cried.




    “In the holy name of Holy Mack­er­el,” Re­mo said. With a sub­tle mo­tion of his hands, he

    ex­tend­ed his fin­ger­tips to meet the steel ends of the cat. The tiny balls sprang back with

    nine chim­ing pings and em­bed­ded them­selves like bul­lets in­to the fore­head of the man who

    held the whip. He stood stock still for a mo­ment, the nine red holes in his head too deep to

    bleed, as his eyes glazed and he fell for­ward over a ta­ble with a crash.




    They were all on him now, fists pum­mel­ing the air as again and again they pound­ed at the

    thin young man with the thick wrists who moved so quick­ly that no one could strike him. A head

    splin­tered against a wall, gush­ing blood like a foun­tain; one man armed with a long knife

    wailed in ter­ror as he be­held his weapon in his right hand and the bloody stump where his

    left had been. The smell of death crept in­to the dim, sweat-​smelling room as men screamed and

    prayed against the mag­ic of the white man who could kill as eas­ily as he breathed.




    Then the lights went out. The al­ready shad­owy room was plunged in­to ut­ter dark­ness.




    Re­mo widened his pupils to see. A few men were left, strewn around the floor wait­ing in

    de­spair for their fi­nal death blows. No one was fight­ing any­more.




    “Tell Abraxas he’s next,” Re­mo said, and walked out.




    The white Opel was wait­ing by the door­way. As Re­mo climbed in, it skid­ded away down the

    dirt road.




    “Was it you who pulled the lights?” he asked.




    Circe nod­ded. “I thought it would help you es­cape. The odds were some­what against you.”

    She stuck a cigarette in­to her mouth and lit it with vi­olent­ly trem­bling fin­gers.




    “You smoke too much,” Re­mo said. “Keep that up, and you won’t live long.”




    She ex­pelled a dry, bit­ter lit­tle laugh and drove on.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen




    She turned off in­to a wood­ed copse where the scrub pines con­cealed the car from the road.

    It was a dark night, over­cast by heavy clouds that hid the moon from view.




    “The shore’s down there, past the hill,” Circe said, ges­tur­ing for­ward with her chin.

    “You can’t see it tonight, but there’s a cave near­by. We can talk there.”




    “Don’t you think you’re be­ing a lit­tle para­noid?” Re­mo said, pick­ing his way through

    the sharp rocks along the de­sert­ed beach. Big tufts of al­gae and sea grass grew in the sand

    holes where the wa­ter gushed in rhyth­mi­cal­ly and, hiss­ing, with­drew. “No one could have

    fol­lowed us here.”




    “You don’t know Abraxas,” she said. The red glow of her cigarette led him in­to a cool place

    smelling of sea and ev­er­last­ing dark­ness.




    “The cave I spoke about,” Circe said. “We’ll be safe here.” She set­tled in­to a

    moss-​cov­ered cleft of smooth rock. “I don’t even know where to be­gin.”




    “Start with Abraxas. Who is he?”




    His eyes were al­ready at home in the dark­ness. Circe sat on her haunch­es, her arms

    wrapped around her knees, as she be­gan to pick up the threads of the sto­ry that had end­ed

    here for her, in this se­cret place, beg­ging a stranger for help.




    “Abraxas isn’t his read name,” she said hes­itant­ly. “His re­al name is Perseus Mephis­to.

    His fa­ther was a ship­ping ty­coon.”




    “Greek?”




    “Yes. I, too, am Greek, al­though I’ve spent much of my life trav­el­ing.” She lit a

    cigarette off the butt still glow­ing be­tween her fin­gers. “The Mephis­to fam­ily was very

    wealthy. In their house at Corinth alone, more than fifty ser­vants were housed. I was one of

    them.”




    Re­mo said, “You don’t act like any­body’s ser­vant.”




    “I’m not any­more. Not ex­act­ly, any­way.” She sighed. “I was young when I lived in

    Corinth. Both my par­ents worked for the fam­ily, and I did small chores around the house to

    help my moth­er. Perseus was al­ready a young man by the time I was ten years old. He used to

    tell me that when I grew up I would be beau­ti­ful.” In­vol­un­tar­ily, she touched the scar on

    her face.




    “He was right about that,” Re­mo said, re­mov­ing her hand. “You are.”




    She took a deep drag from her cigarette. “I adored him. All i re­mem­ber about my youth is

    Perseus. Perseus, on his fa­ther’s great ship, the wind ruf­fling his hair. Perseus com­ing

    home on his vis­its from the uni­ver­si­ty, run­ning up the ser­vants’ stair­case to lift me so

    high, I could touch the ceil­ing. Perseus… it was al­ways Perseus. He was as bril­liant and

    warm as the sun it­self, and hand­some as a god.”




    “Are we talk­ing about the same man?” Re­mo asked. “The one who’s try­ing to kill us

    both?”




    “He’s dif­fer­ent now,” she said soft­ly. Her eyes were strange and far­away, as if try­ing

    to en­vi­sion a past as dis­tant and re­moved from the present as a drugged dream.




    “It didn’t hap­pen all at once. I start­ed to no­tice the change in him when Perseus

    en­tered the fam­ily busi­ness. He was the first­born son. In a fam­ily like the Mephis­tos,

    that’s like be­ing heir to a throne. Perseus was groomed to take over his fa­ther’s

    em­pire.”




    “What hap­pened? Didn’t he mea­sure up to his old man? Hap­pens all the time,” Re­mo said,

    think­ing briefly of Chi­un.




    “Quite the op­po­site,” Circe said. “From what I un­der­stood, he was bril­liant. His

    moth­er was very proud of him. But af­ter see­ing his son’s suc­cess­es, his fa­ther

    com­plained that Perseus was too rash and too in­de­pen­dent. I think that Mephis­to was

    en­vi­ous of his son’s abil­ity. He was an ar­ro­gant man, and hat­ed it when Perseus went

    against him on mat­ters of pol­icy, even though his son’s ideas were usu­al­ly bet­ter than his

    own.” She paused as if col­lect­ing her thoughts.




    “It was around that time that Perseus be­gan to con­fide in me. I was still young, but I was

    no longer a child. He of­ten told me that I was wise be­yond my years, and that was why he

    trust­ed me. Ac­tu­al­ly, though, I think I was his on­ly friend dur­ing those months. I was

    fif­teen.”




    “Was he your lover?”




    “No. He was not like or­di­nary men, even then. He shunned wom­en– all per­son­al con­tacts,

    re­al­ly. He said that great men must stand alone.” She smiled. “He called me his siren,” she

    said. “I was the temp­ta­tion that whet­ted his ap­petites and gave him strength. In some

    twist­ed way, he be­lieved that by re­sist­ing me he be­came greater.”




    “I re­mem­ber that sto­ry from school,” Re­mo said. “Lis­ten­ing to the sirens’ song

    with­out giv­ing in to it. What is it? Ulysses?”




    “Ex­act­ly. That’s when he be­gan to call me Circe. To tell the truth, I like think­ing of

    my­self that way. It was a far cry from the clean­ing girl I was dur­ing the days. It made me

    love him more than ev­er.




    “Then one day he told his fa­ther of his plans to take over the busi­ness. Mephis­to laughed

    at him. He said he wouldn’t be ready to re­tire for years. He hurt Perseus even more by say­ing

    he was go­ing to bring his younger sons in­to the busi­ness as well. For Perseus, it was an

    in­sult be­yond bear­ing. He came to me that evening, still trem­bling with anger. He called

    his fa­ther ter­ri­ble things, and said that the old man’s time had passed. He said he would

    take pow­er from his fa­ther. ‘How?’ I asked him. He said, I’ll have to kill him.’




    “It made me shiv­er. He was so calm. If I hadn’t loved him so much, I would have run to tell

    the old man. But Perseus was my god, and if he’d asked me to kill Mephis­to my­self, I would

    have done it for him.”




    “How was he go­ing to do it?”




    “Fire. It was Mephis­to’s habit to vis­it the ware­hous­es on Sat­ur­days, in­clud­ing an

    old build­ing used to store lum­ber on the out­skirts of the city. Perseus wait­ed un­til his

    fa­ther and all the work­ers were in­side, then poured kerosene around the build­ing and set a

    match to it. The place burned to the ground, but Perseus’s fa­ther es­caped with­out any

    in­juries.




    “His fa­ther nev­er men­tioned the in­ci­dent. Perseus was wor­ried that Mephis­to knew who

    had start­ed the fire and would try to get even with him, but as the weeks passed, he came to

    be­lieve that Mephis­to viewed the fire as an ac­ci­dent. Then one day Perseus told me that

    Mephis­to had asked him to take the fam­ily’s big yacht, the Pe­ga­sus, to Sar­dinia to pick up

    some rel­atives who were va­ca­tion­ing there. I sneaked out of the house when the ship was

    ready to sail so that I could watch it leave har­bor. Perseus waved to me from the deck….”




    She brushed a tear from her face. “When the ship was about a mile out of the har­bor, the

    sky lit up in a blaze, and I heard a sound, a ter­ri­ble sound like the gates of hell crash­ing

    shut. Frag­ments of met­al and wood shot up from the ship, and columns of black smoke poured

    out of it. The smoke looked like blood in wa­ter, dark and spread­ing, filled with death.




    “I didn’t take time to think. All I knew was that the man I loved was on that ship, and I

    had to get to him some­how. I cut loose a small boat with an out­board mo­tor and head­ed out

    to­ward the Pe­ga­sus. Even from a half-​mile away, the air was hot and chok­ing from the

    smoke. I could bare­ly see. Then, when I was more than halfway to the ship, a sec­ond

    ex­plo­sion turned the Pe­ga­sus in­to a ball of fire. De­bris was fly­ing ev­ery­where.




    “I stood up in the boat to try to get my bear­ings, since I couldn’t see through the smoke.

    I didn’t see the thing com­ing at me. A splin­ter from the deck, maybe, or part of the steel

    plat­ing– I nev­er found out. What­ev­er it was, it hit me in the face like a hot knife, so

    hard that it knocked me over­board. Now that I think back on it, it must on­ly have been a

    glanc­ing blow, or else I would have lost con­scious­ness. I man­aged to find the boat some­how

    and crawl back in­to it. Some­thing flood­ed in­to my eyes. I brushed them, and my hands came

    away cov­ered with blood, my blood. It was ev­ery­where– pour­ing down my clothes, falling in

    big drops on­to the planks of the boat. I nev­er saw so much blood. I thought I was dy­ing. All

    I want­ed to do at that point was to reach Perseus be­fore it hap­pened. For some rea­son, I

    nev­er doubt­ed that he was alive. Perseus was too big for death. But when I saw him, I

    re­mem­ber wish­ing for a mo­ment that he had died.” Circe dabbed at her eyes with the back of

    a hand.




    “I found him cling­ing to a wood­en rafter in the wa­ter. His face was un­rec­og­niz­able, a

    mass of burned flesh and teeth. All the skin had been burned off. I knew him on­ly from his

    rings, which were melt­ed in­to his fin­gers. One of his eyes was dan­gling from its sock­et.

    The bones of both legs had been shat­tered. His back was bro­ken.”




    Circe’s voice qua­vered with the mem­ory. She placed one hand over her eyes and breathed

    shal­low­ly, try­ing to pull back the tears.




    “I don’t know how I got him in the boat. The next thing I re­mem­ber is the hos­pi­tal. I

    was giv­en blood and re­leased af­ter a few days. Perseus didn’t leave for two years.”




    She lit a cigarette. “His moth­er died of heart fail­ure then. Perseus was still far from

    re­cov­ered, but she had been pay­ing for the op­er­ations he need­ed out of her own for­tune.

    Af­ter she died, his fa­ther re­fused to pay the med­ical bills, and Perseus was moved to a

    clin­ic for the poor.




    “I worked at what odd jobs I could. The wound on my face healed bad­ly. This is the scar

    from it,” she said bit­ter­ly, brush­ing her hand along her cheek. “Still, I was the lucky one.

    Perseus nev­er com­plete­ly healed.”




    “How is that?”




    “In many ways. His body, of course, was per­ma­nent­ly dam­aged, but his mind was bro­ken,

    too. He knew his fa­ther had tried to kill him. I rent­ed a small room for my­self in the slum

    dis­trict of Corinth, and Perseus came to stay with me af­ter his re­lease from the clin­ic. He

    talked of noth­ing ex­cept his ha­tred for his fa­ther. Killing him wasn’t good enough, he

    said. He want­ed to hurt Mephis­to in such a way that death would be wel­come. He lived on hate

    in those days, and I en­cour­aged him, be­cause he had noth­ing else.




    “To pass the days, he read– phi­los­ophy, the­ol­ogy. Ideas, I thought, to help him ac­cept

    his con­di­tion. He took the name of Abraxas for him­self. It was what the all-​god of the

    an­cients was called. ‘Abraxas was once the most pow­er­ful force on earth,’ Perseus told me.

    ‘I plan to res­ur­rect him.’




    “As soon as he was able, he be­gan to write let­ters– hun­dreds of them, it seemed– to his

    fa­ther’s en­emies ask­ing them for mon­ey. Be­fore the year was out, replies start­ed to come

    in. Men from all over the world who want­ed to see Mephis­to’s em­pire crum­ble lent him mon­ey

    to be­gin a busi­ness in di­rect com­pe­ti­tion with his fa­ther’s. They didn’t know how bad­ly

    he’d been hurt, of course. He or­ga­nized a small group of ship­ping ex­perts, most­ly men

    who’d once worked for Mephis­to. The com­pa­ny was a suc­cess. In­side of three years, his

    In­vestors had all been re­paid and Mephis­to, grow­ing old­er and dis­ap­point­ed in Perseus’s

    younger broth­ers, watched the busi­ness he had spent his life build­ing be­gin to fal­ter.




    “Abraxas did a fun­ny thing then. He got me a tu­tor. He said that an ed­uca­tion could give

    me more than any man could of­fer.” She stared in­to the black­ness of the cave, her eyes

    pinched. “Now that I think of it, I was go­ing to leave him then. I’d done what I could, and

    didn’t want to spend the rest of my life as his nurse; he could af­ford all the help he need­ed

    by then, any­way. But he must have known that I wouldn’t turn down a gift like that. Ev­ery­one

    has his price, I sup­pose,” she said soft­ly.




    “At any rate, af­ter I’d learned enough to go to a uni­ver­si­ty, he sent me to the

    Sor­bonne in Paris to study. Af­ter that, he sent me on a tour of the world. Once in a while I

    would read in the news­pa­pers about Abraxas’s busi­ness­es. He had branched out in­to many

    dif­fer­ent ar­eas, tak­ing care to keep each busi­ness small so as not to at­tract too much

    at­ten­tion. The ship­ping com­pa­ny it­self was a frac­tion of the size of his fa­ther’s, but

    along with it were com­pa­nies that con­trolled the piers of ma­jor sea trad­ing cities,

    truck­ing firms, ware­hous­es, graner­ies, dairies, im­port­ing firms– ev­ery­thing that

    af­fect­ed ship­ping. To­geth­er Abraxas’s com­pa­nies squeezed Mephis­to’s in­to bankrupt­cy.

    Abraxas him­self bought the house his fa­ther had built. Be­fore the old man was off the

    grounds, a de­mo­li­tion crew was sent in to lev­el the build­ing to the ground.




    “Three months lat­er Mephis­to shot him­self. Abraxas sold his busi­ness­es and called me

    home.




    “That was five years ago. We came to live here in Aba­co. He said he need­ed to be in a

    re­mote place. I thought he chose the is­land be­cause of his health– that this would be a kind

    of qui­et re­tire­ment for him. But as soon as we ar­rived at South Shore, he be­gan work on

    what he calls his Great Plan. In it, he has set him­self up as a god, us­ing the en­tire

    pop­ula­tion of the earth as pawns in a fool­ish game. That’s what I thought it was, a game. I

    didn’t see any harm in all his crazy talk at first. It was just the ram­bling of a bit­ter,

    crip­pled man re­moved from the rest of the world. But oth­ers took him se­ri­ous­ly. LeP­at–

    his lack­ey– is paid an enor­mous salary to cater to Abraxas’s whims. His lat­est whim was to

    as­sem­ble a hun­dred of the best minds in the world to help him car­ry out his plan.”




    She paused. “They’re do­ing it, you know. Do you un­der­stand? This time he’s de­stroy­ing

    the whole world. And he won’t stop un­til he oblit­er­ates it just as he did his fa­ther.”




    Her voice had gone hoarse. A pile of cigarette butts lit­tered the floor at her feet. She

    looked small, her arms wrapped close­ly around her body, the long mark on her face

    il­lu­mi­nat­ed by the eerie phos­pho­res­cence of fire­flies. She looked over at him. “Well,

    that’s all of it.” She smiled rue­ful­ly. “I don’t even know your name.”




    “Re­mo,” he said, mov­ing close to her. “I don’t know yours, ei­ther.”




    “My par­ents dis­owned me long ago for sav­ing Abraxas. Circe is all I have now. I’m used to

    it.”




    “Then come to me, Circe.” He kissed her. She trem­bled in his arms. “Don’t be afraid.”




    “It’s not him I’m afraid of,” she said soft­ly. “I’ve nev­er been with a man be­fore.”




    Re­mo smiled, sur­prised. “What? The so­phis­ti­cat­ed la­dy of the is­lands, a

    vir­gin?”




    “I’ve al­ways felt as if I be­longed to Abraxas. He held me with awe and pity and fear. But

    I don’t want to be­long to him any­more.” She touched his face. “Re­mo, will you love me?”




    “Lov­ing you is easy,” Re­mo said. He brushed her cheek with his lips. She found his mouth,

    and her tongue searched out his own. Then he un­dressed her gen­tly, and on the cool, se­cret

    earth of the cave, ser­enad­ed by the rush­ing sea, he awak­ened her body with his. Lat­er,

    they lay side by side.




    “What’s that?” Re­mo said, sit­ting up. He cocked his head to­ward the mouth of the

    cave.




    Circe snatched up her clothes. “What’s what?”




    “I thought I heard some­thing.” He got dressed quick­ly. “Let’s go. Some­thing’s

    changed.”




    “What?” she asked, shak­en.




    “It’s noth­ing for you to wor­ry about. Just the air. There’s a pres­ence here.”




    “How can you tell?”




    “It would be too hard to ex­plain,” Re­mo said. He took her out­side and led her by the hand

    back to the car. “Wait here.” He closed the door af­ter her.




    “What did you hear?” she in­sist­ed.




    “Maybe noth­ing. A hum, I thought. Some­thing elec­tric.” He left her and walked silent­ly

    in­to the brush.




    “A hum?” Circe whis­pered. “Here?” Her face went ashen. She fum­bled with the door han­dle.

    “No,” she screamed, trip­ping out of the car. “Don’t go in there! Re­mo!”




    An­oth­er noise came then, clear and dis­tinct: the crack and whine of a bul­let in the

    in­stant be­fore it struck the girl. She cried once, soft­ly, be­fore she fell.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen




    Re­mo bent low over the girl to hear her words. “The car.” She coughed, gri­mac­ing at the

    pain.




    The bul­let had hit her in the chest, al­though it struck well away from the heart. On the

    bright white of her dress grew a spread­ing bloom of red. “I should have known Abraxas would

    have the car tracked.”




    “Don’t talk,” he said. “You’ll be all right. Just let me get you to a doc­tor.”




    “Help me…”




    He felt the sec­ond bul­let as soon as it was out of the pis­tol. It came to­ward him,

    part­ing the air in front of it in a minia­ture shock wave that stormed Re­mo’s acute sens­es

    like the crude blow of a ham­mer. He threw him­self over the girl. An in­stant lat­er the

    bul­let whizzed over his head, fol­lowed by the sharp crack of the re­port in the shad­ows of

    the scrub pines.




    He was up be­fore its echo died, mov­ing swift­ly through the dark­ness. Not a twig cracked

    be­neath his feet. The si­lence that the bul­let had bro­ken was re­stored, and the air was

    still as he moved with the al­most in­stinc­tive care of those trained in the arts of

    Sinan­ju.




    He stopped. There was no sound. Chi­un could walk with no sound, but few oth­ers could.

    Re­mo doubt­ed that any­one who need­ed to use a gun to kill pos­sessed the skill to run

    with­out dis­turb­ing the earth be­neath his feet. He looked up. The man who’d shot Circe had

    to be wait­ing for him near­by. Ahead of him there was noth­ing. Be­hind, on­ly the cheer­ful

    rack­et of mat­ing spar­rows.




    “This way,” a voice called from Re­mo’s left. It was amused, mock­ing. Re­mo dashed for it,

    plung­ing through the trees and in­to a swamp of man­groves ris­ing out of the mist like the

    spears of war­riors.




    “A lit­tle fur­ther.” The voice sound­ed near­er. Who­ev­er it was hadn’t moved.




    The swamp grew denser. The wa­ter reached up to Re­mo’s knees. Above him, a low wind sighed

    through the spindly trees like a prayer for the dead, and the mo­tion­less fog hung like a pall

    around him. He felt as if he had stepped in­to an­oth­er world, a primeval place half land and

    half wa­ter, stir­ring silent­ly in dark­ness.




    He moved with dif­fi­cul­ty. The mud at the bot­tom of the swamp was get­ting thick­er with

    each step he took. He felt as if he were walk­ing on oat­meal. He grabbed hold of one of the

    up­right man­groves. It bent in his hands like wet straw. Around him, as far as he could see,

    was noth­ing but swamp­land, swarm­ing with the rush of mosquitos and sand flies.




    The wa­ter was near­ly to his waist now. His feet bare­ly moved in the slimy bog at the

    bot­tom. He looked around. Which way had he come? And how far? It all looked the same.

    Ev­ery­where was the thick soup of the fog and the ropy man­groves, sta­tioned like sen­tinels

    in a lost prison stink­ing of de­cay.




    “You’re al­most there… Re­mo,” the voice called.




    “Who are you? How do you know my name?”




    A lit­tle man with slicked hair and a Walther P-38 in his hand ap­peared seem­ing­ly out of

    nowhere. “I was lis­ten­ing,” he said.




    Re­mo lunged at him. It took all his strength to wade even inch­es through the mire.

    Per­spi­ra­tion popped up on his fore­head as he strug­gled to lift one foot and then the

    oth­er.




    “I’m wait­ing,” the man said.




    Re­mo felt as if he were in a dream. The muck seemed to pull at him like a liv­ing thing. He

    stretched out his arms in front of him. Any­thing, a stick, a rock, he thought, any­thing to

    pull him out of this pit. But even the man­groves had dis­ap­peared from the bub­bling black

    slime that clung to him.




    “Quick­sand,” the man said ami­ably. “Amaz­ing stuff, isn’t it?” He walked for­ward,

    ex­am­in­ing his pis­tol. He was right in front of Re­mo, stand­ing at the edge of the bog.

    With two more steps, Re­mo could take hold of the man and kill him.




    If he could take two steps.




    “Oh. Al­low me to in­tro­duce my­self. Michael LeP­at. I work for Abraxas. In­ci­den­tal­ly,

    that was his wom­an you just raped. What a pity we won’t get to know each oth­er bet­ter.” He

    smiled.




    Re­mo was sink­ing faster. The quick­sand tight­ened around his chest, eas­ing the air out

    of his lungs slow­ly. He knew that if he pan­icked, the pit would swal­low him whole. He held

    com­plete­ly still and cleared his mind. Chi­un had told him that, in sit­ua­tions where no

    an­swer was at hand, the voice of the gods spoke through a man’s qui­et mind. So he forced

    him­self to be still, in­side and out, while the hun­gry sea of quick­sand churned around

    him.




    No gods’ voic­es came. On­ly a sto­ry Chi­un had once told him about one of his an­ces­tors

    who had ruled the an­cient House of Sinan­ju. This Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, spoke Chi­un, had

    passed his 120th year, and his strength was fad­ing. In his dotage, while the Mas­ter lay in a

    bed of raw silk and gold wait­ing to pass qui­et­ly in­to the great void of death, a group of

    ruf­fi­ans, to avenge a rel­ative whom the Mas­ter had van­quished in his youth, stole him away

    to an un­wor­thy place so that the old man would die in dis­hon­or. They forced him to jour­ney

    night and day to their own coun­try to a cold crag over­look­ing a waste­land of rock.




    “You will jump from this place to be smashed up­on the rocks be­low,” one of the ab­duc­tors

    told the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Your death will be one of weak­ness, a sui­cide, and the pain

    will be great.”




    The Mas­ter viewed the crag with his old eyes, which had seen the won­ders of the world, and

    said, “I will do as you wish. I will jump from the crag and fall as the gods see fit. I ask

    on­ly that you grant me one re­quest be­fore I pass in­to the void.”




    “We will do noth­ing to de­lay the wretched death you de­serve,” one of the mur­der­ers

    said.




    “It will de­lay noth­ing. I ask on­ly that you all stand near me to wit­ness my end. As you

    can see, I am an old man, and no longer pos­sess the pow­er to fight you. All I wish for are

    wit­ness­es to my death, so that those of my vil­lage will know tru­ly that their Mas­ter has

    been de­feat­ed by a force greater than his own.”




    The ruf­fi­ans swelled with pride. To tell the peo­ple of Sinan­ju that they had watched the

    Mas­ter die in ig­nominy and dis­grace would sat­is­fy their thirst for re­venge.




    “Very well, old man,” their lead­er said, and the crim­inals ad­vanced up­on the crag to

    join the Mas­ter.




    They did not see, as their aged pris­on­er had seen, that the crag was brit­tle and cracked

    and could not sup­port the weight of many men. The crag broke free with a deaf­en­ing splin­ter

    of rock and falling earth, dash­ing the men against the stones be­low. But the Mas­ter him­self

    was pre­pared, and leaped away be­fore the crag broke.




    He re­turned in time to his vil­lage, and lived for thir­ty more years. Un­til his death,

    which was as qui­et and dig­ni­fied a pas­sage in­to the void as any man could wish for, the

    Mas­ter was known through­out the Ori­ent as the wis­est of men.




    Re­mo didn’t know why the sto­ry had come in­to his head, but it gave him an idea. It

    of­fered a slim chance for es­cape, but more than he’d had a few mo­ments be­fore.




    “Throw me a rock,” Re­mo pant­ed.




    “A rock?” LeP­at raised his eye­brows in mer­ri­ment. “You mean a rope, don’t you? Sor­ry,

    I’m all out of res­cue equip­ment.”




    “A rock,” Re­mo in­sist­ed. “I’ll sink faster.”




    LeP­at’s ex­pres­sion was puz­zled. “You talk as if you want to die.”




    “If it’s go­ing to hap­pen, I’d like to get it over with. Come on, you’ve won. I know you’d

    rather see me go this way than with a bul­let.”




    “Don’t try to goad me,” the lit­tle man said. “A bul­let’s too pain­less. You won’t get me

    to shoot you.”




    “You don’t have to shoot me. I’m will­ing to die in this crud. Just throw me a rock to get

    things mov­ing, okay?”




    LeP­at looked at him for a mo­ment, ap­prais­ing, then shrugged. “Why not,” he said,

    heft­ing a slime-​cov­ered stone the size of a can­teloupe. “Watch­ing you die is be­com­ing a

    bore, any­way.” He tossed it care­less­ly to Re­mo.




    With the palm of his hand Re­mo slapped back hard at the stone, putting a lot of En­glish on

    it with his fin­ger­tips. It ca­reened around in an arc, fly­ing in a curve past LeP­at.




    The lit­tle man ducked and stared at the fly­ing rock as it whizzed by in its wide cir­cle.

    “I should have known you’d try a trick,” he said, aim­ing the Walther at Re­mo. He squint­ed,

    his lips curl­ing in­to a sneer. “I think I’ll on­ly wound you. The shoul­der, per­haps?” He

    veered the sight slight­ly to the right. “Don’t hope to die from this bul­let, by the way. I’m

    a con­sid­er­ably bet­ter shot than you are. That rock was the wildest toss I ev­er saw.”




    Re­mo said noth­ing. He was lis­ten­ing to the pitch of the air as the rock reached the

    far­thest point in its curve and came back around, singing.




    “Are you afraid, Re­mo?” LeP­at taunt­ed.




    “Sim­ply quak­ing.”




    His throw had been good. The rock was right on tar­get. At the mo­ment when LeP­at’s fin­ger

    tensed to squeeze the trig­ger, the rock slammed him in the mid­dle of his back, send­ing the

    gun splat­ter­ing in­to the quick­sand with the falling form of LeP­at be­hind it. As LeP­at

    stretched out his arms to reach for the gun, Re­mo lurched for­ward and grasped both the man’s

    hands.




    LeP­at cried out, his legs scram­bling for pur­chase on the sol­id ground be­yond the

    quick­sand. Re­mo count­ed on the man’s fear. The hard­er LeP­at strug­gled, the clos­er he

    brought Re­mo to the edge of the quag­mire.




    It was re­ced­ing. The iron grip across his chest eased, and Re­mo could breathe again. The

    ex­tra oxy­gen pumped in­to his arms in a surge of en­er­gy. With a mon­umen­tal ef­fort he

    pushed him­self ahead and clasped his hands be­hind LeP­at’s back. The lit­tle man cursed as he

    pulled back, sav­ing him­self from the quick­sand and drag­ging Re­mo up with him.




    “Thanks a mil­lion, pal,” Re­mo said. He set one foot on the bank. Then, go­ing in­to a deep

    spin, he swung the man in­to the air and re­leased him.




    LeP­at screamed as he land­ed chest first in the quick­sand. His arms flailed briefly, like

    the wings of a trapped in­sect, and then his breath re­leased in a boil of filthy bub­bles. His

    head dis­ap­peared first. The rest of him fol­lowed quick­ly. When Re­mo left him, all that

    re­mained above ground were LeP­at’s shoes, which had come loose and float­ed up­side down on

    the bog like the foot­prints of the doomed.




    “Circe!” Re­mo called, run­ning back through the scrub pines. He had found his way to the

    shore­line, and fol­lowed it back to the cave. Now, as he re­traced his steps, he spot­ted the

    white car.




    The place be­side it where the girl had lain was emp­ty.




    The car. He went back to it and made a quick ex­am­ina­tion. Just as Circe had said, there

    was a small trans­mit­ter taped to the Opel’s un­der­side. With the strength of rage, he hurled

    the track­er high in­to the air and in­to the sea be­yond. Then he re­turned to the place where

    he’d left the girl.




    The ground was cold. She’d been moved some time ago. It could have been the po­lice, he

    thought. But there were no tire tracks be­sides the Opel’s. There was on­ly one oth­er

    ex­pla­na­tion.




    LeP­at hadn’t been alone.




    Re­mo got on his hands and knees in the grass by the car. He widened his pupils to max­imum.

    The ac­tion made the blades of grass glim­mer with un­seen light. And on the grass were spots.

    They looked like wa­ter, but these spots were dark and thick and al­ready be­gin­ning to

    hard­en. He rubbed some on his fin­gers and sniffed.




    Blood.




    She had left a trail for him.




    The moon came out for a mo­ment, il­lu­mi­nat­ing the blood­stains to the road, where they

    con­tin­ued. To­ward South Shore. Who­ev­er took Circe hadn’t used a car.




    A cloud passed over­head, blot­ting out the brief light of the moon, and a wave of sor­row

    passed over Re­mo. He was not a seer, but he knew when death was near. It was brush­ing against

    him now, and he knew that be­fore the night was over, death would fold its dark wings and claim

    its vic­to­ry.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen




    A shiv­er of ap­pre­hen­sion ran down Chi­un’s spine. Ev­er since he heard the shots fired

    from the is­land, he, too, felt the wings of death flap­ping in the night breeze. Re­mo could

    take care of him­self against bul­lets. But there was some­thing else on that is­land,

    some­thing in­de­fin­able and dan­ger­ous. It was as if the black clouds that ob­scured the

    stars was cov­er­ing the whole earth, with the spec­tre of death herald­ing a new Dark Age.




    Smith lay on the bunk where Re­mo had placed him. His eye­lids flut­tered. He looked at

    Chi­un grog­gi­ly.




    “Where are we?” he whis­pered.




    “Ah, Em­per­or Smith. You have come back to us at last. We are on a boat. It is safe here.

    Re­mo is on the is­land.”




    Smith shook him­self awake. “My head,” he said, cradling his head in his hands. “It feels

    like…”




    “Like you drank too much?” Chi­un of­fered.




    “I beg your par­don? I don’t drink.”




    “You did. Quite a bit, in fact, o il­lus­tri­ous one. You were, as Re­mo would say,

    doused.”




    “Soused,” Smith cor­rect­ed, groan­ing. “It’s com­ing back to me now. The in­jec­tion… those

    pink cock­tails. Good God. The print­outs.”




    “They are here. We brought you from that place.”




    “Thank you,” he said, rais­ing him­self to his feet. Chi­un hand­ed him his clothes. “I

    can’t imag­ine what would have hap­pened if Abraxas got hold of them.”




    “You have seen him?”




    “No. No one’s seen him; just his name. It’s been trans­mit­ted by satel­lite in­to ev­ery

    tele­vi­sion set in the world. Peo­ple are be­gin­ning to think that Abraxas is some kind of

    god.”




    “The mass­es are fools, eas­ily duped,” Chi­un said lofti­ly, avert­ing his eyes. “But

    sure­ly no one is in dan­ger be­cause of a name on a tele­vi­sion set.”




    “That’s just the be­gin­ning,” Smith said, climb­ing in­to his trousers. “He’s got a plan–

    the Great Plan, he calls it, the ar­ro­gant swine– to take over the world.”




    Chi­un laughed aloud. “Oth­ers have tried that, most wor­thy em­per­or.”




    “He can do it,” Smith said earnest­ly. “I know it’s pre­pos­ter­ous, but he’s got

    ev­ery­thing or­ga­nized to the last de­tail. You’ll for­give me if I don’t tell you the ex­act

    na­ture of his ideas. It’s a mat­ter of na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty.”




    “Of course,” Chi­un said, try­ing to sound as if he cared one way or the oth­er about

    na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty.




    Smith but­toned his shirt hasti­ly. “What we’ve got to con­cern our­selves with now is

    stop­ping him be­fore this in­san­ity goes any fur­ther. Can we reach Re­mo?”




    “I am not his nurse­maid,” Chi­un sniffed. “But he will show up. Bad pen­nies al­ways

    do.”




    “Very well,” Smith mut­tered. “Then we’ll have to do this with­out him. I’ll tell you some

    of what I know, but I must have your oath nev­er to re­veal what I am about to say.”




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju gives his word,” Chi­un said, sti­fling a yawn.




    Smith breathed deeply. When he spoke, his voice was weight­ed with ur­gen­cy. “Abraxas is

    plan­ning to re­veal him­self on world­wide tele­vi­sion. He’s go­ing to in­ter­rupt

    broad­casts all over the world to an­nounce the Great Plan of Abraxas. If that hap­pens, the

    peo­ple he’s hyp­no­tized will sup­port the mas­sive de­struc­tion he’s go­ing to sug­gest. It

    will be too late to stop him then.”




    Chi­un thought. “But how can ev­ery­one see him at once? Half the world sleeps while the

    oth­er half lives in day­light.”




    “He’s pro­ject­ed a time when all the com­mu­ni­ca­tions satel­lites or­bit­ing above earth

    will be in op­ti­mum po­si­tion to broad­cast to their widest pos­si­ble range.” He toyed

    sheep­ish­ly with his shirt but­ton. “I did it for him, ac­tu­al­ly, from the com­pound’s

    com­put­er cen­ter. I– er– wasn’t quite my­self.”




    “Per­fect­ly un­der­stand­able, o wor­thy em­per­or,” Chi­un said. “You were doused.”




    “Mes­sages have been trans­mit­ted from in­di­vid­ual satel­lites telling peo­ple when to

    tune in. He’s ex­pect­ing an au­di­ence of a half-​bil­lion.”




    “In­ter­est­ing.”




    “A half-​bil­lion peo­ple is enough to be­gin a world rev­olu­tion.”




    “I see. And when will this an­nounce­ment oc­cur?”




    “On the twelfth. One minute af­ter mid­night on the twelfth. That’s odd. On the is­land I

    seem to have lost all track of time. What date is it to­day?”




    “The eleventh,” Chi­un said.




    “The eleventh?” Smith checked his watch. The col­or drained from his face. “It’s

    eleven-​twen­ty,” he said.




    On the South Shore grounds, Chi­un re­gard­ed the ram­bling old manor house. “A strange

    place,” he said.




    “I sup­pose so,” Smith pant­ed, al­ready ex­haust­ed from row­ing the rub­ber raft that

    brought them from the yacht. Scal­ing the high fence on­to the grounds had not been easy,

    ei­ther. Smith mar­veled at the un­can­ny strength of the old Ori­en­tal, who must have passed

    his eight­ieth year. For him the fence had been a child’s bar­ri­cade, crossed with­out

    ef­fort. But then Chi­un, he re­mem­bered, was spe­cial, just as Re­mo was spe­cial. Among the

    three, Smith alone was vul­ner­able to fa­tigue and weak­ness.




    He want­ed to rest. His head was still swim­ming from the ef­fects of the drinks. He would

    nev­er be young again, and, un­like Chi­un, age and mor­tal­ity weighed heav­ily on him. “Let’s

    go in,” he said.




    “Are there no guards?”




    “Un­nec­es­sary. Ev­ery­one here is fa­nat­ical­ly de­vot­ed to Abraxas, and out­siders

    don’t come in. They claim the place holds evil spir­its, or some such non­sense.”




    “It may not be non­sense,” Chi­un said qui­et­ly. “I do not like the feel of this

    house.”




    The in­te­ri­or of the man­sion was a labyrinth of small rooms con­nect­ed by ob­scure

    pas­sage­ways. In the dis­tance were the muf­fled sounds of voic­es.




    “They all must be in the con­fer­ence room,” Smith said. He glanced at his watch again.

    “Wait­ing for the broad­cast.”




    “We do not have enough time to search all the rooms,” Chi­un said.




    “I don’t think we have to. If I can get in­to the com­put­er cen­ter, I might be able to

    stop him from there.”




    “A ma­chine can­not stop a ma­ni­ac,” Chi­un scoffed.




    “I’m go­ing to try to get the codes for trans­mis­sion and scram­ble them,” Smith whis­pered

    as they head­ed down a se­ries of emp­ty, twist­ing cor­ri­dors. “You see, the trans­mis­sions

    are beamed off satel­lites us­ing codes trans­lat­ed in­to mi­crowave emis­sions…” He looked at

    Chi­un, whose eyes were rolling. “Nev­er mind,” he said. “Fol­low me.”




    “As you wish.”




    The door to the com­put­er room was locked. “Is this a prob­lem?” Smith asked.




    Chi­un poked it with a fast jab of his in­dex fin­ger. The steel plate sur­round­ing the

    knob shat­tered and fell to the floor like shards of glass. “No,” Chi­un an­swered.




    There were on­ly four items in the room: the com­put­er con­sole, a util­itar­ian chair

    placed be­hind it, a tele­vi­sion mon­itor sus­pend­ed from the ceil­ing, and the om­nipresent

    cam­era. Smith sucked in his breath sharply at the sight of the cam­era. It was sta­tion­ary.

    No hum is­sued from it. He waved his hand in front of it.




    “It’s not op­er­at­ing,” he said fi­nal­ly. “Watch the door.”




    He sat down at the con­sole. Then, his hands mov­ing like a con­cert pi­anist’s, he

    pre­pared the com­put­er for con­ver­sa­tion.




    “GIVE PRESENT LO­CA­TIONS OF COM­MU­NI­CA­TIONS SATEL­LITES,” he keyed in.




    The screen flashed with a se­ries of co­or­di­nates in space. Smith picked the first and

    locked it in­to the mode he was us­ing.




    “GIVE CODE FOR TRANS­MIS­SION.”




    “VOICE PRINT RE­QUIRED,” the screen flashed back. “FOR ABRAXAS’S EYES ON­LY.”




    Smith stared at it, feel­ing numb.




    “Do you not like its an­swer?” Chi­un asked so­lic­itous­ly.




    “I should have known. The com­put­er’s been pro­grammed to screen ev­ery­one but Abraxas

    him­self from the da­ta con­cern­ing the broad­cast.”




    “Ma­chines are nev­er to be trust­ed,” Chi­un said. “We must seek out the false god

    our­selves.”




    “There isn’t time. He could be broad­cast­ing from any­where on the grounds.” He sat

    un­mov­ing in front of the com­put­er, his face a blank.




    “I will go, em­per­or.”




    “Wait,” Smith said. “Let me try some­thing.” He re­ar­ranged the mode on the com­put­er

    keys.




    “GIVE LO­CA­TION OF TRANS­MIS­SION CEN­TER,” he typed.




    A blueprint ap­peared.




    “Now it draws pic­tures,” Chi­un said ir­ri­ta­bly.




    “This is the lay­out of the house,” Smith said, his eyes scan­ning the blueprint ex­pert­ly.

    When he had mem­orized it, he turned off the ma­chine and rose. “He’s on this floor,” he

    said.


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen




    The trail of Circe’s blood led Re­mo to the rear of the man­sion on South Shore. The sea was

    vis­ible here, roar­ing be­hind the deep shad­ows of the house. Two ar­eas of the place were

    lit. One wing was bathed in light, and the dim sound of peo­ple talk­ing em­anat­ed from the

    bright­ness. On the op­po­site end of the manor, a sin­gle light glowed from be­hind a pair of

    nar­row French win­dows that opened on­to the lawn. It was to these win­dows, di­rect­ly, that

    the blood­stains led.




    As he neared the source of light, he felt the shad­ows swal­low­ing him. The place had an

    au­ra of per­ver­sion and mon­strous­ness about it that made him shiv­er. It was as if the

    house it­self were alive, in­fused with the evil of its own­er.




    Death, Re­mo was sure, had cho­sen this place to fold its wings.




    The glass doors were open. In­side, Circe lay on a di­van, her eyes closed, the front of her

    dress cov­ered with blood. By her head was a wheelchair fac­ing a pan­eled wall op­po­site the

    win­dows. Above its leather back Re­mo could see the top of a man’s bald head.




    Re­mo stepped in silent­ly.




    “Wel­come,” a deep voice called from the wheelchair. It was a strange voice, sound­ing as if

    it came from an elec­tron­ic am­pli­fi­er. A hand mo­tioned to­ward the wall. “Your shad­ow

    gave you away. But then I was hop­ing you would come.”




    The wheelchair spun around at a touch from the man’s hand to a pan­el of but­tons on the

    chair’s arm. At once Re­mo rec­og­nized the hum­ming, elec­tric sound he had heard in the

    cave.




    The sight was shock­ing. Circe had told him about her em­ploy­er’s dis­fig­ure­ment, but

    noth­ing had pre­pared Re­mo for the crea­ture who now stared at him from across the room. He

    was a man, or had been once. Both of his legs had been am­pu­tat­ed at the hip. The trunk above

    them was strapped in­to the elec­tric wheelchair by two long leather thongs. His arms were

    pow­er­ful­ly built. One of them looked nor­mal, the on­ly nor­mal part of his body. The right

    arm end­ed in a two-​pronged met­al claw.




    His face was a mass of scars and met­al plates graft­ed over mot­ley skin that had

    ob­vi­ous­ly been burned to the bone at one time. He pos­sessed no hair, not even eye­brows.

    One eye stared round­ly out of the le­sions; the oth­er was an emp­ty sock­et dis­col­ored to a

    deep pur­ple-​red. His head sat im­mo­bile on his neck, which was col­lared by a thin band of

    steel. On the band, in the mid­dle of where his throat would have been, pro­trud­ed a small

    black box.




    “I am Abraxas,” he said. The black box vi­brat­ed. “I trust you will for­give my

    ap­pear­ance. I do not en­ter­tain of­ten.”




    He pressed a but­ton on the wheelchair’s arm, and the met­al col­lar moved his head stiffly

    to the right. “This is Circe, whom you have al­ready met.”




    Re­mo walked for­ward. “It was you,” he said.




    “At the cave? In­deed it was. Oh, I wouldn’t come any clos­er if I were you.” Abraxas

    jut­ted his claw hand over the girl’s ex­posed throat. His head was still fac­ing Circe, but

    his eye was fixed on Re­mo. “She’s alive, you see, and any move you make will change the

    sit­ua­tion dras­ti­cal­ly.” He laughed, the sound com­ing low and dis­tort­ed from the

    ar­ti­fi­cial voice box.




    Re­mo halt­ed. “Okay,” he said. “What do you want?”




    Abraxas’s one eye opened wide in mock in­no­cence. “Why, to talk. I wish to talk with both

    of you. Wake up, Circe. This is for you, too.” He jabbed her flesh light­ly with the claw. She

    came awake moan­ing. “That’s bet­ter. We can talk now, can’t we, my dear?”




    She turned to­ward Re­mo weak­ly, her eyes half closed. “Don’t stay,” she whis­pered,

    strug­gling for breath.




    Abraxas shook with laugh­ter. “But of course he’ll stay. The man is your lover.” He spat out

    the word with sud­den malev­olence. “He doesn’t want to see you get hurt. Isn’t that right…

    Re­mo?” The met­al claw toyed with her throat.




    “She needs a doc­tor,” Re­mo said.




    “You don’t know what she needs!” The wheelchair hummed and glid­ed be­hind the di­van in

    sec­onds. “I know. I alone. Abraxas.” His mouth twist­ed. “I made you, Circe. And this is how

    you re­pay me.”




    The girl sti­fled a sob. Her fin­gers opened and closed on her bloody chest.




    “Don’t waste your tears. You have no right to them. Have you ev­er heard of loy­al­ty,

    Circe?”




    “Leave her alone,” Re­mo said.




    “Keep out of this,” Abraxas hissed. He turned back to Circe, the claw dan­gling over her

    face. “I’ll tell you about loy­al­ty. When I was a young man, you per­formed a ser­vice for me

    that en­abled me to car­ry out the work of my des­tiny– a des­tiny that was planned for three

    thou­sand years, ev­er since Abraxas, the all-​god of the an­cients, dis­ap­peared in­to

    obliv­ion. He had giv­en up try­ing to sway men in their cor­rup­tion, you see. He didn’t have

    the pow­er. But I have.” He bent low over her. “I have! Out of the rub­ble of this body, I

    cre­at­ed Abraxas anew, Abraxas the per­fect god, the giv­er of life, the force of good and

    evil, be­cause it was my des­tiny to do so. For your part in pre­vent­ing my de­struc­tion at

    the hands of my fa­ther, I have giv­en you the world. The world!” he shout­ed.




    “I took a ser­vant from the slums of Corinth and gave her a mind. You have trav­eled the

    world and lived in splen­dor. You have re­ceived the finest ed­uca­tion pos­si­ble. You have

    been privy to in­for­ma­tion that will shape the fu­ture of mankind. I have re­paid my debt to

    you, Circe. All I re­quired of you was your loy­al­ty.”




    He breathed heav­ily, the claw scrap­ing against her white skin in a sen­su­al rhythm.

    “Oth­ers give their loy­al­ty will­ing­ly. At this mo­ment, mil­lions are wait­ing for just a

    glimpse of Abraxas. I am their lead­er. They are de­pend­ing on me to pro­tect them from their

    en­emies. En­emies like you, Circe. For those who are dis­loy­al to Abraxas are the en­emies of

    all mankind.”




    “I… I should nev­er have saved you,” the girl said, weep­ing. “Your fa­ther was right. You

    should have been de­stroyed.”




    “It was not my des­tiny,” Abraxas said soft­ly, cran­ing me­chan­ical­ly to­ward her face.

    “It was my fate to live and rule all the peo­ple in all the lands of the earth, just as it was

    my fate to be be­trayed by a wom­an with the lusts of a com­mon slut.”




    “That’s enough,” Re­mo said, step­ping for­ward briskly. With­out warn­ing, a thin, bright

    fiber of elec­tric­ity shot out from the base of the wheelchair. It struck Re­mo in the leg,

    send­ing him sprawl­ing, dazed, across the room. Circe screamed.




    “Do you see how eas­ily life is end­ed?” Abraxas con­tin­ued in the same soft voice. “In one

    mo­ment, the man you thought would save you has ceased to ex­ist. Abraxas gives life, and he

    takes it away.” He raised the claw, cry­ing in de­spair. “Oh my beau­ti­ful, sul­lied

    en­chantress!”




    The claw came down. The body on the di­van jerked con­vul­sive­ly, a foun­tain of blood

    pour­ing from her throat.




    Re­mo heard a stran­gled wail come out from the depths of his soul.




    Feel­ing as if he were drag­ging him­self out of some hideous night­mare, he pulled him­self

    to his feet and stag­gered to­ward the oth­er end of the room. Against the wall, he could make

    out the blurred fig­ure of the crea­ture in the wheelchair.




    “You’re still alive,” the mag­ni­fied voice said with some sur­prise.




    Re­mo strug­gled to fo­cus. Be­low him lay the wom­an he had made love to an hour be­fore.

    Her throat was ripped out bru­tal­ly. Her eyes stared up­ward in fi­nal ter­ror. The flesh of

    her face was still warm. It couldn’t be, he thought, his brain a con­fused mass of pain and

    crazy im­ages: Circe hud­dled in the cave; Circe ly­ing be­neath him, her flesh hot and

    provoca­tive; Circe ask­ing for help, her face lit by the flame of a flick­er­ing can­dle. What

    was this thing, this slaugh­tered beast ly­ing dead in front of him? And the man in the

    wheelchair, a blur, hard to reach…




    “You’ll die for this,” he said even­ly. “I swear you’ll die.” Drunk­en­ly, still shak­en

    from the elec­tric shock, he lunged for the wheelchair.




    A cloud of white smoke hissed from the chair and filled the room.




    A mo­ment lat­er, Abraxas was gone.


  




  

    Chapter Seventeen




    Smith and Chi­un both heard Circe’s scream. The smoke was clear­ing from the room as Chi­un

    rushed in through the door to the hall­way. Re­mo was stand­ing near the di­van, his eyes fixed

    on the dead girl drenched in her own blood. His hand was touch­ing her face. He nei­ther moved

    nor ac­knowl­edged the old man.




    “What has hap­pened?” Chi­un said. “Who has done this thing?”




    Re­mo didn’t an­swer. He lift­ed his hand from Circe’s cheek and closed her eyes.




    Smith ar­rived, pant­ing. “This is it,” he said. “This is the room–” He took in the scene.

    “Oh, no,” he said soft­ly, go­ing over to the girl.




    Re­mo stepped away. Then, mov­ing word­less­ly along the walls, he smashed ev­ery pan­el

    sys­tem­at­ical­ly, splin­ter­ing the wood with blows so pow­er­ful, they shook the floor.




    “Come to your sens­es,” Chi­un snapped abrupt­ly.




    “I have,” Re­mo said. “The bas­tard was in a wheelchair. You would have seen him if he’d

    left through the door. Re­mem­ber Big Ed?”




    “Big Ed?” Smith asked.




    “A hood­lum in Flori­da,” Chi­un said. “He used a false floor to es­cape from us. But

    this–“




    “Circe did say some­thing to me about the house be­ing full of se­cret pas­sage­ways,” Smith

    said, look­ing over at the dead girl. “Did you know her, Re­mo?”




    “Yes.”




    “I did, too.” Smith walked over to her body.




    “For­get it,” Re­mo said harsh­ly. He smashed through a pan­el in­to dead space. “Here it

    is. Help me, Chi­un.” In less than a minute the boards were cleared away.




    The open­ing led in­to an­oth­er cham­ber, al­so emp­ty, cov­ered with sound­proof tiles and

    hung with a half-​dozen black-​screened tele­vi­sion mon­itors. A mov­ing cam­era was

    sta­tioned in the cor­ner. On the far wall was a dig­ital chronome­ter that kept time to the

    sec­ond. It was 11:52:45.




    “But this room wasn’t even on the blueprint,” Smith said, be­wil­dered. “I’m sure of it. It

    pin­point­ed the lo­ca­tion of the trans­mis­sion area as the room we just came from.”




    “What are you talk­ing about?” Re­mo growled as he tapped the walls. “Abraxas said

    some­thing about show­ing him­self to the world.”




    Smith ex­plained about the pro­ject­ed mid­night broad­cast. “He can’t be per­mit­ted to

    trans­mit that mes­sage,” he warned.




    “Look, I want him, too,” Re­mo said lev­el­ly.




    Sud­den­ly all six of the mon­itors hang­ing from the ceil­ing flashed in­to fo­cus. On them

    were a half-​dozen close­ups of the dis­fig­ured face of Abraxas. He was smil­ing, his scarred

    lips twist­ing grotesque­ly around his teeth. Smith gave a sharp cry at the sight.




    “Ad­mirable, fel­lows,” Abraxas said, the voice box at his throat quiv­er­ing with sound.

    “Es­pe­cial­ly the young one. Why, you should have been killed back there, Re­mo. Mas­sive

    elec­tric shocks do that, you know.”




    “I think you’ve done enough killing.”




    “Per­haps.” He shrugged. “How­ev­er, I think that af­ter my broad­cast, three new buri­als

    will be in or­der. Four, if you count Circe. Pity.”




    “You’re not go­ing to make any broad­cast,” Re­mo said.




    Abraxas laughed. “I beg to dif­fer with you. In sev­en min­utes, the god of the new or­der

    will come to his peo­ple. The name they have been call­ing in wor­ship will show him­self. Not

    a love­ly face for a man, you may say, but suf­fi­cient­ly fear­ful for the god of good and

    evil, don’t you think?”




    “You’re a fraud and a mur­der­er,” Smith said.




    “Ah. The righ­teous Dr. Smith. You were the thorn in my side I nev­er count­ed on. Who­ev­er

    would have tak­en you for a trou­ble­mak­er? Well, no mat­ter. My com­put­ers were loy­al to me

    even if you weren’t.”




    Smith looked up to the mon­itor in amaze­ment.




    “Oh, yes, I saw you, through a hid­den cam­era, in the com­put­er cen­ter try­ing to

    un­scram­ble my trans­mis­sion codes. Very amus­ing. And the blueprints, as you see, were

    false. My where­abouts are out of your reach. In fact, noth­ing that you, or your ge­nius with

    com­put­er soft­ware, or the re­mark­able en­durance of your young friend Re­mo can do could

    ev­er touch the all-​see­ing mind of Abraxas.”




    “You ac­tu­al­ly be­lieve that garbage of yours, don’t you?” Re­mo said.




    “I have ev­ery rea­son to be­lieve it. I am in­vin­ci­ble, you see.” His face stared at them

    eeri­ly from the mon­itors. “I have planned for ev­ery­thing.”




    “The floor,” Re­mo shout­ed. He was on his hands and knees, bend­ing over the tiled floor.

    “There’s an­oth­er pas­sage­way here.” He ripped off the tiles. Be­neath them was a floor of

    sol­id ce­ment, etched with a four-​by-​four-​foot square.




    “Very good,” Abraxas said. “This is in­deed the en­trance. It is pow­ered by a

    three-​thou­sand-​pound hy­draulic lift. The ce­ment it­self weighs half a ton.”




    Re­mo grunt­ed as he tried to slip his fin­gers in­to the hair­line crack sep­arat­ing the

    trap­door from the rest of the floor­ing.




    “As I was say­ing, I have planned for ev­ery­thing. Dr. Smith, why don’t you try to

    un­scram­ble my trans­mis­sion codes? I give you per­mis­sion.”




    “You know the ac­cess to them is lim­it­ed to your voice print,” Smith said.




    “The code is triple ze­ro three one eight ze­ro.”




    “But why…”




    “Be­cause I en­joy the edge of chal­lenge. And be­cause, even with help, you still can­not

    stop me. I told you, I have planned for ev­ery­thing.”




    A small noise sound­ed, low and mu­si­cal at first, then ris­ing high­er in pitch and

    vol­ume un­til it be­came a pierc­ing, painful shriek.




    “Ev­ery­thing,” Abraxas whis­pered be­fore the word was drowned in the ter­ri­ble noise.




    “What’s that?” Smith shout­ed, cov­er­ing his ears.




    The noise grew worse. Smith fell to his knees, con­vuls­ing. In an in­stant, Chi­un was at

    his side, drag­ging him through the bro­ken wall. He took Smith in­to the oth­er room to the

    door and flung it open.




    The noise stopped.




    A crowd of peo­ple, del­egates from the con­fer­ence, wait­ed out­side. At the sight of

    Smith, they burst in­to jeers and an­gry shouts.




    “Ev­ery­thing,” Abraxas cack­led from the mon­itors.




    “Traitor!” the for­mer sec­re­tary of state screamed.




    “Be­tray­er!”




    “Heretic!”




    Through his blurred vi­sion, Smith rec­og­nized the ad­ver­tis­ing man named Ve­har. He

    stepped for­ward out of the crowd, heft­ing a rock, and flung it at Smith. The blow took him on

    the side of his face, scrap­ing off the skin.




    “Get me to the com­put­er room,” Smith said.




    “Yes, em­per­or.” Chi­un lit in­to the crowd like a mov­ing pro­peller. Ve­har spun up­ward

    and land­ed against the cor­ri­dor wall with a splin­ter­ing thud. Oth­ers threw rocks, but

    Chi­un de­flect­ed them with whistling mo­tions of his hands. “Go,” he said soft­ly. “I will

    pro­tect you.”




    Smith limped away to­ward the com­put­er room, like a man twice his age. The wound on his

    face wasn’t deep, but the pain made his head throb.




    “Triple ze­ro one three eight ze­ro,” he chant­ed aloud. The eardrum-​shat­ter­ing sound had

    made him dizzy. Vom­it rose in his throat. He forced it down, push­ing him­self ahead, one foot

    in front of the oth­er. “Triple ze­ro one three eight ze­ro.”




    Be­hind him Chi­un was ward­ing off the stam­pede of del­egates, shield­ing the two of them

    from their crude weapons. When at last they reached the com­put­er cen­ter, Chi­un held up a

    hand to the crowd. “Hold,” he or­dered. “I am Chi­un, Mas­ter of the Glo­ri­ous House of

    Sinan­ju, and I warn you– come no far­ther, or fear for your mor­tal life.”




    “He’s noth­ing but a crazy old man,” some­one shout­ed from the rear.




    “Yeah, and a gook, too.”




    Ve­har pushed his way through the crowd. His jack­et was torn. The crys­tal of his watch was

    shat­tered from its im­pact against the wall. He stepped ahead of the group now, his eyes

    filled with hate.




    “Say, grand­pa. I don’t think you’re so tough.”




    “Do not use threats light­ly,” Chi­un said. “You should have learned your les­son.”




    “You got lucky,” Ve­har said. From his pock­et he pulled out a small pis­tol. The crowd

    gasped. “And now you’re go­ing to get un­lucky.” He took a quick step for­ward.




    “For­give me, em­per­or, but this is nec­es­sary,” Chi­un said. He twist­ed in the air and,

    in one deft mo­tion, cracked Ve­har’s spine and then his skull. The body arched wild­ly, then

    fell. Ve­har’s fin­gers were still wrapped around the gun.




    Smith stood at the con­sole, his eyes riv­et­ed on the life­less body on the floor.




    “Work,” Chi­un com­mand­ed the man he called em­per­or.




    “You have four min­utes,” Abraxas an­nounced, as if Re­mo were a con­tes­tant on a game show

    who couldn’t come up with the right an­swer.




    Re­mo didn’t pay him any at­ten­tion. He was scrab­bling at the ce­ment, his fin­ger­tips

    bloody. Al­ready he had bro­ken off al­most enough small pieces to gain a hand­hold. That was

    all it would take. But the trap was flush with the floor, and the ce­ment, he guessed, was at

    least a foot thick.




    “Let me save you the ef­fort,” the voice said smooth­ly. “Even if you do get through the

    trap door– which you won’t– you won’t be able to reach me. I am an in­valid, you see, and don’t

    pos­sess the nor­mal use of my limbs. For this rea­son, I have had to in­vent cer­tain

    ar­chi­tec­tural de­signs to as­sist me. The room you’re in is one; I had the trap built. But

    the room where I am is much more so­phis­ti­cat­ed. It is closed off from the pas­sage­way by a

    spe­cial elec­tron­ic door hous­ing a mil­lion volts of elec­tric­ity. No one can sur­vive that

    kind of shock, Re­mo, not even you. Oh, you sur­prised me time and again with you strength. The

    elec­tric jolt from my chair, the high-​fre­quen­cy noise– not a wince from you. Very

    com­mend­able. But I as­sure you, the en­trance to this room is much more dead­ly than the

    par­lor tricks I have shown you thus far. Much more. Am I clear?”




    “You’re an ass,” Re­mo said. With a sharp jab he wedged his left hand in­to the small

    crevice he had made. It was tight. The ce­ment rubbed his fin­gers raw.




    “A most wor­thy op­po­nent,” Abraxas said with a cer­tain warmth. “Alas, I have to leave

    you. I would have liked to see your progress, as well as your un­time­ly end.

    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, my broad­cast is due to be­gin. The world is about to un­der­go the most

    pro­found change since the dis­cov­ery of fire, and I go to lead its peo­ple in­to the new age.

    So farewell, my doomed ad­ver­sary. En­joy your stay in eter­ni­ty.”




    He turned pro­file to the cam­era. The face was not so much that of a god as of a gar­goyle,

    Re­mo thought, a re­pug­nant crea­ture about to spread its slime over the earth.




    The mon­itor fad­ed to black. Re­mo was alone.


  




  

    Chapter Eighteen




    The chronome­ter on the wall read 11:58:36. Less than three min­utes to go.




    He dug his hand deep­er in­to the bro­ken ce­ment. The raw flesh scraped, down to the bone,

    it seemed. He sti­fled the urge to cry out with the pain.




    11:58:59.




    Circe. Abraxas had called her his en­chantress. But the girl ly­ing dead in the next room

    had been noth­ing but a mad­man’s pawn, dis­card­ed with­out thought, mur­dered with the

    ca­su­al bru­tal­ity of swat­ting a fly.




    I don’t want to be­long to him any­more, she had said. Still, she had kept the name he had

    giv­en her.




    Re­mo didn’t even know her re­al name.




    So this is how it ends, he thought. The twist­ed trail lead­ing from an­oth­er death of

    an­oth­er pawn named Orville Peabody end­ed here, with the girl dead and the mon­ster she had

    hoped to es­cape safe be­hind his elec­tric walls.




    “You won’t be­long to him,” Re­mo said. “I promise you, Circe.”




    He had made a promise to her be­fore, and had not been able to keep it. In shame and rage,

    he wrenched his arm up­ward. He felt two bones in his hand crack and give un­der the weight of

    the ce­ment, but the slab loos­ened. With a spray of dust, it spat out of the floor, crash­ing

    on the oth­er side of the room.




    Be­neath the re­moved ce­ment was a twelve-​inch pole ex­tend­ing so far down­ward that its

    base couldn’t be seen. The hy­draulic lift.




    11:59:01.




    There was no time to find how to op­er­ate it. Re­mo guessed that the con­trols were on

    Abraxas’s wheelchair, any­way. Keep­ing his bro­ken hand care­ful­ly out of the way, he wrapped

    his arms and legs around the pole and slid in­to the dark­ness.




    The bot­tom was dank and suf­fo­cat­ing, ex­ud­ing the same musty smell of the cave where

    Re­mo had lain with Circe. It brought back mem­ories so re­cent and painful that he felt them

    phys­ical­ly, like pin­pricks in his chest.




    But he wouldn’t think of her now. He couldn’t per­mit him­self the lux­ury of

    self-​pity.




    From the pin­point open­ing at the top of the emp­ty shaft, he guessed that he was more than

    a hun­dred feet be­low ground lev­el. He searched in the dark­ness of the nar­row square for a

    pas­sage­way, try­ing to en­large his pupils enough to catch what faint light there was.




    He saw noth­ing. No open­ing, no elec­tric door, no route to Abraxas. On­ly the black­ness

    of a four-​by-​four-​foot prison.




    Pan­ic crept up on him. What if Abraxas had been ly­ing? True, the ce­ment trap in the floor

    had been just as he’d de­scribed, but a mind as sick as Abraxas’s was ca­pa­ble of de­vis­ing

    an elab­orate ob­sta­cle like the trap to serve as noth­ing more than a di­ver­sion for

    in­trud­ers. It was pos­si­ble that Abraxas was nowhere Re­mo could reach him be­fore the

    pre­cious min­utes were up. On the oth­er side of the house, per­haps… or the is­land.




    I have planned for ev­ery­thing.




    More than a minute had passed since Re­mo be­gan his de­scent down the lift shaft. Abraxas

    would have to be reached soon, or not at all. If Abraxas had tricked him, as the sick­en­ing

    feel­ing in the pit of Re­mo’s stom­ach told him he had, time had al­ready run out. The world

    would be­long to Abraxas, and Circe– beau­ti­ful, scarred en­chantress– had died for

    noth­ing.




    “You id­iot,” Re­mo spat out at him­self, kick­ing the ce­ment-​lined wall. His foot swung

    in­to air.




    Air.




    He bent down. It was there, the pas­sage­way. Abraxas, in his van­ity had told the truth.

    There was a route lead­ing out of the lift, but it was less than three feet tall– de­signed for

    a man in a wheelchair.




    Flushed with ex­cite­ment, he ran, stooped, through the dark cor­ri­dor. There was ut­ter­ly

    no light here. Rac­ing blind­ly, like a bat, he fol­lowed the tun­nel, tick­ing off the

    sec­onds in his head.




    58. 57. 56.




    He pumped his legs hard­er. The pain in his hand throbbed sharply with each foot­fall. For

    Circe, he said to him­self. Not the poor suck­ers watch­ing their tele­vi­sions, wait­ing for

    God to come to them like some glo­ri­ous prime-​time evan­ge­list; he didn’t give a damn about

    hu­man­ity. It was for Circe alone. Dead, de­feat­ed Circe, who had begged for help and got

    none.




    His breath came quick and ragged. The pas­sage­way was long, longer than he’d pic­tured the

    house to be. He’d gone near­ly a half-​mile as it was, and still noth­ing lay ahead but more

    black­ness and the grow­ing heav­iness in his chest.




    What ac­count­ed for that, he thought, heav­ing. He nev­er breathed hard. Not even dur­ing

    his ex­er­cise runs un­der Chi­un’s su­per­vi­sion, in which he forced him­self to run at full,

    leg-​wrench­ing speed over hills so tall that veg­eta­tion dis­ap­peared at their peaks, had he

    lost his wind. But now, in this tun­nel, he was gasp­ing for breath like a chain smok­er in the

    Boston Marathon.




    Still run­ning, crouched and cramp­ing, he at­tuned his sens­es to the pres­sure of the air.

    He felt it in his ears. Slow­ly, ev­ery fifty feet or so, the pres­sure in­creased

    in­finites­si­mal­ly.




    He was run­ning down­hill.




    And there was a smell per­me­at­ing the damp ce­ment lin­ing of the tun­nel, some­thing

    pun­gent, vague­ly fishy….




    His head shot up with a start. He was head­ing south, far be­yond the reef of the is­land.

    What he smelled was the sea. He was un­der­wa­ter.




    And go­ing deep­er. Abraxas’s trans­mis­sion cen­ter was some­where in the depths of the

    ocean, pro­tect­ed against un­want­ed vis­itors by a mil­lion volts of elec­tric­ity.




    26. 25. 24.




    Then he saw them, the doors ris­ing out of the black­ness like steel mono­liths. He could

    nev­er beat his way through them with­out elec­tro­cut­ing him­self. Even the ways he’d learned

    for deal­ing with elec­tric fences wouldn’t work with volt­age of the mag­ni­tude Abraxas had

    de­scribed.




    He was un­armed. He looked around help­less­ly. A piece of ce­ment, maybe, thrown fast

    enough, could punc­ture the steel doors, but how much time would that take? He had lost most of

    the skin on his hand try­ing to pry loose a small piece of the floor­ing in the house. It would

    take even longer to chip a large enough hunk off a smooth wall. Be­sides, he thought, the hand

    was bro­ken now. It would be next to use­less. No, there was no way through the doors.




    Well, one way….




    He swal­lowed. Kamikaze had nev­er been his forte. If any­thing but the soles of his shoes

    touched those doors, he’d fry in sec­onds.




    He jarred to a halt some twen­ty feet away from the mas­sive doors. From the size of them,

    he cal­cu­lat­ed it would take some six thou­sand pounds of thrust to break through the

    elec­tri­fied met­al. Giv­en his weight, that meant that he would have to trav­el at rough­ly

    half the speed of sound to slap on enough pres­sure to break them down.




    No­body, not Re­mo, not even Chi­un, had ev­er moved so fast even at full height. Re­mo was

    dou­bled over in the squat pas­sage­way. He would have to run, skit­ter­ing, like a crab.




    Im­pos­si­ble, he de­cid­ed. It was too big a risk. He’d nev­er live.




    He crouched back in­to the pas­sage­way where he’d come, try­ing to think of

    al­ter­na­tives. He forced his mind to a blank. But this time no leg­ends came, no cryp­tic

    sto­ries car­ry­ing hid­den so­lu­tions. There was on­ly Circe’s face, cry­ing out in the

    dark­ness.




    Abraxas had won.




    “Help me,” Circe had said, her re­mem­bered voice echo­ing a mem­ory of a face flick­er­ing

    in can­dle­light. He had promised to help. Now she was dead, the promise bro­ken.




    “Help me…”




    12. 11. 10 sec­onds.




    “What the hell,” Re­mo said. Maybe he had lived long enough, af­ter all.




    He spun around quick­ly, be­fore he had time to change his mind, and charged the doors.




    His arms hung at his sides like an ape’s, fly­ing up­ward be­hind him as he gath­ered speed.

    His feet burned, lit­er­al­ly. The heels of his shoes gave off thin wisps of smoke. He felt the

    flesh of his face flat­ten­ing, dis­tort­ing with the speed.




    8.7.6.




    An­oth­er im­age came to mind to re­place Circe’s face. It was some­thing he’d seen on

    tele­vi­sion once, news footage of an air­plane wreck on the Po­tomac. In the film, a man in a

    crowd watched from the riv­er’s edge as the plane went down. He was an or­di­nary man, from the

    looks of him, Mr. Av­er­age, foot­ball on week­ends, maybe a few rounds of cards with the boys

    on Thurs­day nights. No­body would have tak­en him for a hero.




    With the oth­er passers­by, he watched the plane crash and burst in­to flames. Like the

    oth­ers, he heard the screams of the dy­ing. He may have felt pity; the oth­ers sure­ly did. Or

    he may have gone a lit­tle crazy at the mo­ment when he took in the sight of the icy riv­er

    taint­ed with hu­man blood. No one could say. But what he did at that strange, piv­otal mo­ment

    was so pe­cu­liar, so brazen, so un­rea­son­able, that the whole coun­try stopped what it was

    do­ing to watch, stunned, as the man did what ev­ery­one else had been too sen­si­ble to do: He

    jumped in.




    He jumped in­to the freez­ing, de­bris-​lit­tered wa­ter, with­out any thought for what

    would hap­pen dur­ing the next mo­ment, to res­cue a wom­an who would have died with­out

    him.




    He lived.




    Re­mo would not live, he was al­most sure of that. He was bet­ter trained than the man

    stand­ing on the riv­er’s edge, and in a con­di­tion su­pe­ri­or to any ath­lete’s. But the

    odds were still a mil­lion to one against him that he would ap­proach the ex­act speed at

    ex­act­ly the right time, that the im­pact would be per­fect, that the hand­icaps of a bro­ken

    hand and ex­ces­sive air pres­sure and a snail’s pos­ture wouldn’t hin­der him.




    And, some­how, it didn’t mat­ter.




    Sud­den­ly Re­mo knew how that man on the riv­er’s edge felt, knew as sure­ly as he knew his

    own name, dur­ing that dive in­to the icy wa­ter. There was no hero­ism in­volved, no glo­ry,

    no an­tic­ipa­tion, no fear. There was on­ly the air in front of him, and the nerves in his

    mus­cles snap­ping au­to­mat­ical­ly, and the mo­ment he had thrust him­self in­to, pure and

    free, un­con­nect­ed with ei­ther fu­ture or past, mov­ing, soar­ing, stilled in time.




    The doors loomed up ahead of him. Re­mo grinned. It was go­ing to be one hell of a fine way

    to go.




    Five feet in front of the doors, he pro­pelled him­self in­to a hor­izon­tal triple spin.

    His knees bent in­stinc­tive­ly. His hair crack­led be­hind him, light­ing the dark tun­nel

    with bright sparks. Then, work­ing pure­ly on re­flex, he set him­self up for the blow.




    The mo­ment had come.




    Three. Two. One.




    The doors flashed with a boom like a dy­na­mite ex­plo­sion. Abraxas, seat­ed in his

    wheelchair fac­ing the cam­era, looked up in hor­ror.




    The room was round and domed. One huge curv­ing win­dow cov­er­ing half the en­clo­sure

    looked on­to the ocean floor, where prim­itive dark sting rays flut­tered near sponges and red

    fire coral.




    Re­mo nev­er stopped mov­ing. Rolling in­to the cir­cu­lar room, he crossed to the curved

    win­dow in a frac­tion of a sec­ond.




    The light on the cam­era glowed red. Abraxas forced him­self to turn to­ward it. “My– my

    peo­ple,” he whis­pered weak­ly, his eyes on Re­mo.




    Re­mo threw him­self against the glass, kick­ing out with ev­ery ounce of strength he could

    muster. All he saw now was Circe’s face, smil­ing at him from the past. So there was a past

    again, he thought. And a fu­ture. He had lived.




    The mo­ment was over.




    The glass of the win­dows starred and burst out­ward with the im­pact from Re­mo’s hurtling

    body. The sea, in a fury, rushed in­to the trans­mis­sion dome.




    He eased his way through the cur­rent, his breath sus­pend­ed. The wa­ter, at this depth

    near­ly as dark as the tun­nel, burst in­to blind­ing light as it reached the elec­tri­fied

    doors and set them to fiz­zling in a wild fire­works dis­play.




    In the sud­den bright­ness he saw Abraxas, first scream­ing in ter­ror as the ocean rushed

    to­ward him, then pitch­ing with the force of the wa­ter. He gripped the arms of his wheelchair

    as it sput­tered and bled white sparks. His one eye rolled back in­to its sock­et, the eye­lid

    quiv­er­ing spas­mod­ical­ly as the met­al plates on his face and neck blis­tered and bub­bled

    and steamed in the wa­ter. The last thing Re­mo saw of him was the black voice box falling from

    its brace.




    Then the light­ning stopped, and a ray float­ed lazi­ly in­to the wreck­age.


  




  

    Chapter Nineteen




    Smith was still work­ing fran­ti­cal­ly at the com­put­er con­sole when Re­mo ar­rived back

    at South Shore. Chi­un was stand­ing in the cor­ner, bang­ing at the stat­ic-​filled

    tele­vi­sion mon­itor over­head.




    “Worth­less ma­chine,” he grum­bled. “No dra­mas. No news sto­ries. Not even a va­ri­ety

    show fea­tur­ing trained dogs. On­ly an ug­ly man be­ing drowned. Prob­ably a

    com­mer­cial.”




    “What’s up?” Re­mo asked.




    “I couldn’t scram­ble the codes in time,” Smith said de­spair­ing­ly. “The world got a full

    ten sec­onds of Abraxas get­ting elec­tro­cut­ed un­der­wa­ter. I don’t know how the pres­ident

    will ev­er live this down.”




    “The pres­ident?” Re­mo said. “What about me? The TV mur­der­er.”




    “You weren’t rec­og­niz­able,” Smith said. “All any­one could see was a blur. How did you

    get to him, any­way?”




    “Well, it was…” he be­gan. But the mo­ment had passed. It was over. It would nev­er be the

    same again, and no one would ev­er un­der­stand what it had been like. “It was a piece of

    cake,” Re­mo said.




    A print­out clacked out of the con­sole. “I’ve sent word to the pres­ident about this mess

    by tap­ping in­to the White House com­put­ers. This must be his re­ply,” Smith said. He read

    the print­out silent­ly, his face falling. “He­li­copters have been dis­patched to take out the

    del­egates. Er, I’ll have to ex­plain about the ca­su­al­ty. The ad­ver­tis­ing man.”




    Smith raised a pen­cil. “We’ll call it an ac­ci­dent. The men­tal health of the del­egates

    can be proved to be un­sta­ble at this point, I think.”




    “An ac­ci­dent? An ac–“




    “The two of you had bet­ter leave the is­land quick­ly,” Smith said. “No one will be­lieve

    what they say about Chi­un, but I don’t want him spot­ted.”




    “One does not need to see the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to rec­og­nize his tech­nique.”




    “Hm­mm.” Smith looked strick­en.




    “What’s the bad news?”




    “Oh, no bad news,” Smith said qui­et­ly. “The White House press sec­re­tary has sent out a

    bul­letin to the news me­dia call­ing Abraxas’s broad­cast a hoax. Some­one’s even con­fessed

    to it. Some in­de­pen­dent film pro­duc­er or some­thing.”




    “Maybe it’ll get his name in the pa­pers,” Re­mo said. “But what about the bad vibes Peabody

    and the oth­er zom­bies caused? You said the Unit­ed Na­tions was up in arms.”




    Smith took a deep breath. “It seems that prob­lem is solved, too. New ter­ror­ists have come

    in to re­place the as­sas­si­nat­ed lead­ers. The coun­tries who were ac­cus­ing oth­er world

    pow­ers of sab­otag­ing their im­ages are back to work­ing on the ter­ror­ist prob­lem

    again.”




    “Back to nor­mal, huh?”




    “Nor­mal,” Smith mut­tered, more to him­self than any­one else.




    “Of course it is nor­mal,” Chi­un said. “Chaos must be main­tained to bal­ance or­der. It is

    the in­vi­olate prin­ci­ple of Zen. Good and evil, yin and yang. It has ex­ist­ed long be­fore

    the fraud who called him­self Abraxas.”




    “What about Circe?” Re­mo asked sud­den­ly.




    “I’ll ar­range to have her buried. We won’t be able to at­tend the fu­ner­al, of

    course.”




    “Then who will?” Re­mo asked. “No one even knew her name.”




    The room fell silent. At last Smith spoke. “It will be a civ­il buri­al, I imag­ine.”




    “You mean a pau­per’s buri­al. Some­thing for the bums no­body cares about.”




    In the dis­tance, car­ried over the sea, could be heard the faint drone of

    he­li­copters.




    “A spe­cial plane is com­ing to take me to Wash­ing­ton,” Smith said crisply, drop­ping the

    sub­ject of fu­ner­als. His si­lence spoke loud­er than words. Af­ter all, there’s noth­ing

    any­one can do about her now. “I sug­gest that the two of you head back to­ward Fol­croft as

    soon as pos­si­ble. Can the boat you took me on get you as far as Mi­ami?”




    “It’ll get us as far as Trinidad,” Re­mo said. “Al­so Haiti, Puer­to Ri­co, Guadelupe,

    Bar­ba­dos, Ja­maica…”




    “Out of the ques­tion,” Smith snapped.




    “I have a bro­ken hand.”




    “We’ll see to it at Fol­croft.” He rose to turn off the com­put­er con­sole.




    “I al­so have your plans to rip off the IRS,” he said.




    Smith looked over to him, gap­ing. “What are you say­ing?”




    “You heard me. It was hap­py hour with the dic­ta­tor of the world, re­mem­ber? Ei­ther

    Chi­un and I cruise the seas un­til my hand gets bet­ter, or the In­ter­nal Rev­enue boys get a

    lit­tle present from Harold W. Smith.”




    “That’s black­mail!” Smith sput­tered.




    “Hey, no­body hired me for this job be­cause I was a nice guy.”




    “You’re walk­ing a thin edge, Re­mo.”




    “Tell it to the judge,” Re­mo said.




    Once out­side the com­put­er room, he touched Chi­un’s arm. “You go back to the ship,

    Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said. “I’ve got some­thing to do.”




    The old man’s face creased. “Do not pun­ish your­self, my son. Some things can­not be

    helped.”




    “I know,” Re­mo said.




    He walked back to the room where Circe lay. Her body had stiff­ened in death. The long scar

    on her face stood out dark­ly against her white skin.




    “En­chantress,” he said, lift­ing her gen­tly.




    He car­ried her through the French win­dows to the grounds out­side, break­ing eas­ily

    through the wire fence sur­round­ing South Shore. The clouds had passed, and the night sky was

    again il­lu­mi­nat­ed by the sparkle of a mil­lion tiny stars.




    He took her back to the cave where they had loved to­geth­er. In­side, he dug a grave deep

    in the cave’s re­cess­es, where the scents of moss and the sea be­longed.




    “Good-​bye, Circe,” he said, and kissed her on her cold lips. For a mo­ment they seemed to

    come alive again, warm and lov­ing. But the sen­sa­tion van­ished, and he laid her body to

    rest.




    He cov­ered the buri­al mound with col­ored stones and a starfish he found at the ocean’s

    edge. Then he stood back, proud of his work. The grave was a small enough mon­ument to the girl

    with no name, but it was for him, too. For one day, he knew, he would al­so be an un­known body

    with no iden­ti­ty. Like Circe, he pos­sessed none in life. His death, sure­ly, would be just

    as anony­mous as hers.




    And so he buried her for both of them.




    He walked out of the cave slow­ly. At the en­trance, he thought he heard some­thing and

    turned back, but the place was silent. Fit­ting for a tomb.




    It was not un­til he was well away, walk­ing through the mild surf of the dark­ened beach,

    that it came to him again, soft but un­mis­tak­able, the work of the wind and the sea in the

    echoes of a rocky in­let marked by a starfish: mu­sic.




    The cave was singing, and its mu­sic was a siren’s song.




    the end
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