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    DOOMGAME




    Ab­ner Buell was world video game cham­pi­on. He could an­ni­hi­late any­one

    at any elec­tron­ic con­test ev­er de­vised– in­clud­ing all the ones he had in­vent­ed to reap

    bil­lions in prof­it while rev­el­ing in bright bursts of per­verse plea­sure. Now there was

    on­ly one game left for Ab­ner to cre­ate and then con­quer all op­po­si­tion: a game that

    turned men in­to killer pawns, wom­en in­to wan­tons, and the great pow­ers of the world in­to

    dead-​cer­tain nu­cle­ar sui­cides.




    Re­mo Williams, the De­stroy­er, and his Ori­en­tal men­tor Chi­un, had to

    pull Buell’s plug be­fore Buell punched the ul­ti­mate key to catas­tro­phe. But how could they

    win out over this fiendish wiz­ard when Buell crossed enough cir­cuits to pro­gram Chi­un to

    de­stroy the De­stroy­er?




    


  




  

    Chapter One




    Wal­do Ham­mer­smith be­lieved that none of the good things in life was free. Ev­ery­thing

    in the world cost. You paid for what you got and some­times you paid dou­ble and some­times you

    didn’t get any­thing to be­gin with and still paid dou­ble.




    That was what he al­ways said. But if Wal­do Ham­mer­smith had re­al­ly be­lieved his good

    ad­vice in­stead of us­ing it just to cry about his mis­for­tunes, he might one day not be

    look­ing very close­ly at a 38 Po­lice Spe­cial. It would be held by a de­tec­tive.




    The de­tec­tive would be telling him to do some­thing il­le­gal. Wal­do Ham­mer­smith would

    not be­lieve him.




    “Aw, c’mon. This has got to be a game,” Wal­do would say.




    He would see a bright flash com­ing out of the bar­rel. He would have no time to

    dis­be­lieve that he was be­ing shot be­cause that por­tion of the hu­man anato­my that was in

    charge of dis­be­liev­ing was cov­er­ing the wall be­hind his blown-​open head.




    It was too late for Wal­do. Ev­ery­thing was too late for Wal­do be­cause he had been played

    to per­fec­tion, as if some­one some­where had a schemat­ic di­agram of his soul and had

    pressed all the right but­tons to make him do what he was sup­posed to do.




    It had all start­ed one win­try morn­ing, when Wal­do Ham­mer­smith had be­gun to be­lieve

    that he was get­ting some­thing for noth­ing.




    It came in the mail. Or­di­nar­ily, Wal­do opened the bills last. But this day, he opened

    those en­velopes first. The cred­it card for gas had hit al­most a hun­dred dol­lars that

    month. He had driv­en his wife, Mil­li­cent, to her moth­er’s twice. Her moth­er lived far out

    on Long Is­land and the Ham­mer­smiths lived in the Bronx. Wal­do grum­bled over the bill, then

    de­cid­ed there might be a small ben­efit in it. When he showed it to his wife, they might

    de­cide not to vis­it her moth­er that of­ten.




    There were oth­er bills. There was heat­ing that was too high. A gen­er­al charge bill that

    he had thought he had held down but which had come boom­ing back with an old charge he had

    for­got­ten. There was the rent and the par­tial pay­ment on the med­ical in­sur­ance and the

    to­tals came to rough­ly twen­ty-​five dol­lars more that month than he brought home in le­gal

    salary.




    Wal­do Ham­mer­smith lived in ter­ror of the In­ter­nal Rev­enue Ser­vice com­put­ers

    some­how putting those two things to­geth­er. He drove a cab and while he re­port­ed most of

    his nor­mal tips, he did not re­port what kept his nos­trils bare­ly above sea lev­el– those

    five- and ten-​dol­lar bills he got when he would drive a pas­sen­ger to any sex­ual de­light

    he might want.




    That was the re­al rea­son he worked the In­ter­na­tion­al Ter­mi­nal at Kennedy. He would

    get both a tip from the pas­sen­ger and a small cut from the broth­el, and thus he did, by

    dai­ly crime, bare­ly make it. If Mil­li­cent didn’t lose her job.




    Wal­do went through his bills like some­one sus­pect­ing a can­cer in his per­son­al

    econ­omy, some­thing that even­tu­al­ly must be fa­tal but had so far been kept mirac­ulous­ly

    un­der con­trol by the sud­den strange lusts of Pak­ista­nis or Nige­ri­ans wav­ing

    hun­dred-​dol­lar bills and look­ing for a good time.




    He saved his In­sta-​Charge bill for last. It al­lowed him what he called his no bounce

    se­cu­ri­ty. He could write a check for more than he had in his ac­count and the bank treat­ed

    the over­draft as a loan.




    When he took it out, he was as­sured by the bank that it was a se­cu­ri­ty blan­ket. But the

    se­cu­ri­ty blan­ket last­ed on­ly two months be­fore Wal­do Ham­mer­smith was at his cred­it

    lim­it, and he went back to bounc­ing checks again ev­ery so of­ten.




    In the long run, it had just been a loan, just an­oth­er one that Wal­do Ham­mer­smith,

    forty-​two, kept ser­vic­ing. It seemed that out of his lit­tle cab he was ser­vic­ing the

    en­tire fi­nan­cial world. And not quite mak­ing it.




    Then he opened the In­sta-​Charge state­ment to see how much that se­cu­ri­ty blan­ket which

    was no longer there was cost­ing him to ser­vice. The num­ber was right. More than four­teen

    hun­dred dol­lars. But they had the sym­bol wrong. They had a plus where a mi­nus should

    be.




    “They’ll catch it,” he told him­self. Mis­takes this good just did not hap­pen to Wal­do

    Ham­mer­smith. He won­dered if he should re­port it or let them catch it them­selves.




    He would ig­nore it. He would pre­tend it just did not hap­pen, be­cause you al­ways paid

    for what you got.




    But the next day he was driv­ing his cab past the bank branch and he thought that per­haps

    the bank had made an er­ror that no one would ev­er catch. It hap­pened some­times, so he

    parked and went in­to the bank.




    Ner­vous­ly, he pre­sent­ed his In­sta-​Charge card to the teller and asked her for his

    bal­ance. And he was told that he had $1,485 in his ac­count. Adding in his se­cu­ri­ty

    mar­gin, he could write a check for al­most three thou­sand dol­lars.




    He was sweat­ing when he left the bank. He im­me­di­ate­ly drove to an­oth­er branch of the

    same bank and a dif­fer­ent teller gave him the same good news. He had al­most three thou­sand

    dol­lars of avail­able cash.




    The bank had made a mis­take. Maybe they would catch it, but it cer­tain­ly wasn’t his fault

    and he wasn’t go­ing to go to jail over it. So he paid his bills. He took Mil­li­cent out to

    din­ner. With the three thou­sand dol­lars of avail­able cash, he got through the month

    whistling.




    Then came the new bank state­ment. Wal­do Ham­mer­smith couldn’t be­lieve the com­put­er

    num­bers. He had al­most three thou­sand dol­lars cash in his ac­count and a to­tal of

    forty-​five hun­dred avail­able, count­ing the se­cu­ri­ty blan­ket.




    He wrote a check for four thou­sand dol­lars. He stood at the teller’s win­dow as she

    checked his iden­ti­ty, went up to the branch man­ag­er, and then re­turned. She had that cold

    face be­hind the win­dow, the kind of face that had said “no” to him all his life.




    “How do you want it, sir?” she asked.




    “Any way you want to give it.”




    “Tens, twen­ties, fifties, hun­dreds?” she asked.




    “Hun­dreds,” said Wal­do. The words al­most choked him. He tried to look calm. He tried to

    look like a man who or­di­nar­ily took four thou­sand dol­lars from his bank ac­count.




    He bought him­self three new suits, cleaned up ev­ery last bill, got a new tele­vi­sion and

    tape deck and one of those video games that kids were sup­posed to en­joy.




    “Wal­do, where are you get­ting the mon­ey from?” asked Mil­li­cent. She was a dumpy

    fire­plug of a wom­an who wore print dress­es and hats with fruit on them. Mil­li­cent had what

    Wal­do felt was an in­sa­tiable sex­ual ap­petite. Once a month, with­out fail.




    Wal­do per­formed for Mil­li­cent be­cause she would be­come un­bear­able when de­nied

    ac­cess to man­ly ser­vices. He had hoped she would con­sid­er cheat­ing on him but de­cid­ed

    that the on­ly man who might want her was a drunk sev­en­teen-​year-​old laced with

    aphro­disi­acs. Blind wouldn’t help all that much be­cause even hands could feel the

    mul­ti­tude of cel­lulite lumps on Mil­li­cent’s body.




    On the street Wal­do could tell where Mil­li­cent’s head was be­cause it had the ug­ly hat

    on it. In the bed­room, he nev­er found it that easy.




    “I asked you where you got the mon­ey, Wal­do.”




    “None of your busi­ness.”




    “Is it il­le­gal, Wal­do? Tell me that. Are you do­ing some­thing il­le­gal?”




    “You’re damned right,” he said.




    Mil­li­cent turned back to the new col­or tele­vi­sion set. “Keep it up. It’s won­der­ful,”

    she said.




    The next month Wal­do Ham­mer­smith bought him­self a new car with a check. The month af­ter

    that he pur­chased his own taxi­cab with the medal­lion li­cense worth five times the price of

    the cab it­self. The month af­ter that, he pur­chased two more cabs and hired oth­er drivers

    for them.




    The fol­low­ing month he sold the two cabs be­cause the on­ly way he want­ed to deal with

    taxi drivers was from the back seat, giv­ing them di­rec­tions. That is, when his chauf­feur

    was ill. Wal­do had so much mon­ey from his grow­ing In­sta-​Charge ac­count, he moved from the

    Bronx to Park Av­enue.




    Mil­li­cent set­tled for a lump-​sum di­vorce. She took the kids, and Wal­do lived alone

    with clos­ets full of clothes and new video games and tele­vi­sion sets which he bought like he

    used to buy cigarettes. There had ob­vi­ous­ly been a com­put­er er­ror which was not go­ing to

    be changed be­cause on­ly the com­put­er knew. He didn’t care whether the mon­ey was be­ing

    tak­en out of some­one else’s ac­count or out of some com­put­er cal­cu­la­tion some­where or

    what­ev­er. It was just there, some sort of grand wel­fare.




    By year’s end, it was no longer a gift or an er­ror but his nat­ural right. He found it very

    nor­mal that ev­ery time he spent all the mon­ey in his ac­count, it came back dou­bled and

    tripled.




    And then it stopped grow­ing. He al­most phoned the bank to com­plain. The fol­low­ing

    month, it shrank. And then he got the first phone call.




    It was a wom­an’s voice, soft and mas­sag­ing.




    “We’re so sor­ry that your funds have shrunk. Would you come in and pay us a vis­it?”




    “My funds haven’t shrunk. Ev­ery­thing is fine,” he said. “What’s wrong?”




    “Noth­ing. We just want to talk to you. Maybe you can use more mon­ey?”




    “No, I’m fine,” Wal­do said. “Who is this?” His heart fell. They had found out. It was

    in­evitable and now it had hap­pened. Now they knew and Wal­do Ham­mer­smith was done for.




    “Wal­do,” said the voice as beau­ti­ful as sil­ver chimes. “Please don’t play games. If

    there is one thing I hate, it is a per­son who plays games. Wal­do, come in and we will get you

    some more mon­ey.”




    “Who are you?”




    “Wal­do, you have tak­en $1.47 mil­lion that is not yours.”




    “That much?” said Wal­do. He could have sworn it was on­ly a few hun­dred thou­sand but he

    had stopped count­ing. Why con­tin­ue to count when you had all the mon­ey you want­ed?




    “That much, Wal­do.” The wom­an’s voice was creamy smooth. Al­most too smooth, Wal­do

    thought. Al­most me­chan­ical.




    “I didn’t know it was that much,” Wal­do said. “I swear I didn’t know it was that much.”




    The time had come to an­swer for the funds. The ad­dress the wom­an had giv­en him was a

    bare of­fice. The door was un­locked. In­side was one chair which faced a blank wall. It felt

    like a prison al­ready.




    “Hel­lo, Wal­do,” came that beau­ti­ful voice. But she wasn’t in the room.




    “Stop look­ing for a loud­speak­er, Wal­do, and lis­ten to me. You have had a good life

    re­cent­ly, haven’t you?”




    “Not bad,” Wal­do said. It had been glo­ri­ous. He felt his hands grow wet with sweat and

    won­dered how long hack­ing would take to pay back the $1.47 mil­lion.




    “It doesn’t have to end, Wal­do.”




    “Good. Good. It wasn’t my fault. I didn’t re­al­ly know how big the over­draft was, you

    know. You go from four­teen hun­dred dol­lars to say a mil­lion and you sort of lose track.

    Kind of. Know what I mean? It gets away from you. For God’s sake, have mer­cy on me. Please. I

    con­fess. I did it. Please.”




    Wal­do was cry­ing. He was on his knees.




    “I’ll do any­thing. Any­thing. I’ll hack in Harlem. I’ll pick up blacks on street cor­ners

    at three A.M. Any­thing.”




    “Very good, Wal­do,” said the sin­uous voice. “Al­though to be truth­ful, I wish you had

    shown some more re­sis­tance.”




    “Sure. I’ll re­sist. What should I do? Don’t send me to jail.”




    “Just reach un­der the chair,” the voice said.




    “With my hand?”




    “With your hand.”




    He couldn’t get his hand un­der­neath the wood­en chair fast enough. He picked up a

    splin­ter un­der his thumb­nail, he reached so hard. There was a pic­ture taped un­der the

    chair and he tore it out so quick­ly he ripped a small cor­ner of it.




    The pic­ture was of a pret­ty young wom­an with a blond perky face, per­haps in her ear­ly

    twen­ties.




    “That is Pamela Thrush­well. She is twen­ty-​four, over here from Eng­land. She works at the

    In­ter­na­tion­al Com­put­er Ad­vance­ment Cen­ter of New York. You can call it the com­put­er

    cen­ter.”




    “I’ve nev­er killed any­body,” Wal­do said.




    “Please don’t jump to con­clu­sions.”




    “Don’t wor­ry. What­ev­er it is, I’ll do it,” Wal­do said.




    “Good, be­cause you’ll like it. Do you think she’s beau­ti­ful?”




    “Yes.”




    “Lis­ten care­ful­ly then. You will go to the com­put­er cen­ter in down­town Man­hat­tan

    and find Pamela Thrush­well and walk up to her and cop a feel.”




    “Ex­cuse me. I thought you said I should cop a feel.”




    “I did,” the voice said.




    “Hey, c’mon,” Wal­do said. “What is this? What kind of game is this?” Wal­do felt he could

    be out­raged now that the voice had asked for such a thing.




    “You don’t have to do it, Wal­do. No one is forc­ing you.”




    “I want to co­op­er­ate.”




    “I would hope so; $1.47 mil­lion is an aw­ful lot of mon­ey.”




    “Do you have some­thing rea­son­able?” Wal­do said.




    “I would say that a mil­lion and a half smack­ers for a feel is more than rea­son­able,

    Wal­do. I don’t have time. Do what you’re told or the po­lice get called in.”




    “Which breast?” asked Wal­do.




    “Ei­ther.”




    Wal­do put the pho­to in his pock­et. He wasn’t sure if he should go in­to the com­put­er

    cen­ter, reach out and do the job, or if he should take her out to din­ner, soft lights,

    per­haps a neck­lace, maybe some kiss­ing first, and then let his hand slide down ev­er so

    gen­tly un­til he had breast in hand, du­ty done, back home to the Park Av­enue pent­house and

    the good life.




    Pamela Thrush­well de­cid­ed the method for him. If he wished as­sis­tance on the

    com­plex­ities of the new mega-​frame, mi­ni-​byte work an­alyz­er and reach-​space mode,

    Pamela Thrush­well would be hap­py to oblige. But she was not, thank you, there for dates,

    pleas­antries, or to be picked up by per­fect strangers.




    Thank you again, Mr. Ham­mer­smith. No, and no, thank you very much.




    “You won’t go out with me?”




    “No.”




    “Then can I just cop a feel?”




    “I beg your par­don.”




    “Just a lit­tle feel. I’ll give you a thou­sand dol­lars.”




    “The nerve. Bug­ger off, Jack. That’s cheek for you,” said Ms. Thrush­well with a British

    ac­cent so hard it could sharp­en knives.




    “Five thou­sand.”




    “I’m call­ing the po­lice.”




    Wal­do Ham­mer­smith shut his eyes, reached out blind­ly un­til he had some­thing soft in

    his hand, gave a squeeze, then ran out of the cen­ter with peo­ple yelling af­ter him.




    His coat flapped in the breeze be­hind him. His legs, un­used to much more than climb­ing

    in­to bed or walk­ing to his limou­sine, strained to keep the body mov­ing. It was like a

    dream. His legs felt as if they were run­ning but his body didn’t seem to be mov­ing.




    Wal­do was col­lared on a busy New York street in front of a crowd of peo­ple whose drea­ry

    days were al­ways im­proved by the hu­mil­ia­tion of an­oth­er. He was re­al­ly col­lared. The

    de­tec­tive grabbed him by his ex­pen­sive suit jack­et and marched him back in­to the cen­ter

    like a child be­ing forcibly re­turned home for din­ner. Pamela Thrush­well’s pale Bri­tan­nic

    fea­tures were flushed red with shock.




    “Is this the man?” the de­tec­tive asked her.




    Wal­do tried to look at the ceil­ing. The floor. Any­where but at Ms. Thrush­well. If he

    could have, he would have pre­tend­ed that he didn’t know him­self.




    “Is this the man who tried to cop a feel?” the po­lice­man re­peat­ed.




    Wal­do would glad­ly have faced death in­stead of this hu­mil­ia­tion. Why hadn’t the voice

    asked him to rob a store? He could be ar­rest­ed for armed rob­bery with­out too much shame.

    But cop­ping a feel? Even the phrase was hu­mil­iat­ing. Wal­do Ham­mer­smith com­mit­ting a

    crime to fi­na­gle a fon­dle. His soul was shred­ded there in front of the grow­ing crowd. He

    looked up to the ceil­ing, feel­ing un­wor­thy even to pray. He saw tele­vi­sion mon­itor

    cam­eras fo­cus­ing on Pamela Thrush­well’s desk. Even the mon­itors were hang­ing around. They

    didn’t move to oth­er parts of the cen­ter. Their un­blink­ing eyes stayed fo­cused on Wal­do

    and he want­ed to yell at them to do their job and cov­er the en­tire floor space.




    “I re­al­ly do wish you would just get him out of here,” Pamela said.




    ‘It’s not that easy,” the de­tec­tive said. “Are you charg­ing him or do I let him go?”




    “Can’t you just get him out of here?” She glanced at all the peo­ple clus­tered around her

    desk. “This is so em­bar­rass­ing.”




    “Lis­ten, la­dy, the guy copped a feel. Which tit did he grab?”




    Wal­do looked down. Pamela cov­ered her eyes with her hands. “Will you get out of here?” she

    gasped.




    “Did he grab this one?” the de­tec­tive said. Like test­ing a toma­to for ripeness, he put

    his large hairy hand on Miss Thrush­well’s left breast.




    She slapped it away and de­mand­ed to see his badge.




    “If you are a po­lice­man, I have a right to ask you to re­move a cus­tomer from our

    premis­es.”




    “On what grounds?” the de­tec­tive asked.




    “Dis­turb­ing the peace.”




    “Lis­ten, la­dy, don’t get so damned up­pi­ty. When you have to tes­ti­fy in open court,

    you’ll have to an­swer these ques­tions. Prob­ably the ju­ry’ll want to see your knock­ers

    any­way, to see if there was any in­jury. So the guy grabbed you. Did you en­cour­age him?”




    “I most cer­tain­ly did not.”




    “Did you grab him first?”




    “I have heard about po­lice em­bar­rass­ing wom­en over such things,” she said cold­ly, “but

    this is ridicu­lous.”




    “Lis­ten, I nailed this mo­lester in the street. Are you go­ing to charge him or not? What

    do you want, la­dy?”




    There was si­lence in the large chrome-​and-​flu­ores­cent com­put­er cen­ter. Wal­do heard

    some­one in the back of the crowd ask what he had done.




    “Tried to grab that young wom­an right out in front of ev­ery­body. Copped a feel.”




    “He sure picked the right one.”




    Pamela stood up at her desk, smoothed her skirt. Her blaz­ing eyes bore in­to Wal­do

    Ham­mer­smith.




    “Sir, if you leave of your own ac­cord and promise not to re­turn, I will not press

    charges,” she said.




    Wal­do looked to the de­tec­tive.




    “Let’s go,” the de­tec­tive said. He left the cen­ter with Wal­do, but when Wal­do tried to

    walk away, the de­tec­tive strode with him down the street.




    “Are you in trou­ble?” he asked. His voice was steady and con­cerned.




    “No. I just tried to– uh, do that thing,” Wal­do said.




    “You don’t look like the sort,” the de­tec­tive said.




    “Thank you,” said Wal­do. He hung his head in shame.




    “Some­body make you do it?”




    “No, no. Gee, who would do that? I mean who would want me to do some­thing so sil­ly,

    right?”




    The de­tec­tive shrugged. He reached in­to his hip pock­et and took out a card. “If you’re

    in any trou­ble, you call me.” The em­bossed card bore the de­tec­tive’s name. De­tec­tive

    Lieu­tenant Joseph Casey.




    “I’m Joe Casey. You’ve got my home phone. You’ve got my de­part­ment phone. If you need

    help, call.”




    “I’m all right, thank you.”




    “That’s what ev­ery­body says when they’re in over their heads,” said De­tec­tive

    Lieu­tenant Joe Casey. He of­fered a warm hand. Wal­do shook it.




    He put the card in­side his vest pock­et and then, care­ful­ly at home, away from the

    vi­sion of the new but­ler, he hid the card in a small ivory box. On his next In­sta-​Charge,

    he re­ceived an­oth­er com­put­er mes­sage. This time he was to ap­pear at a dif­fer­ent

    ad­dress.




    It was an­oth­er emp­ty room in an­oth­er va­cant of­fice in mid­town Man­hat­tan. This

    time, the voice in the room said:




    “Goose Ms. Thrush­well.”




    Wal­do re­mem­bered the hu­mil­ia­tion. Re­mem­bered want­ing to die.




    He sat in the dark, smok­ing Ha­vana cigars, think­ing for a long time. He could get back

    in­to the com­put­er cen­ter and stick a hand un­der Pamela Thrush­well’s dress. Or he could

    even fol­low her and do it on the street or in the sub­way. Maybe he would get away with it and

    suf­fer on­ly mor­ti­fi­ca­tion.




    But what about next time? What would the voice want next time?




    He took out a pen­cil and com­put­ed what his lifestyle would cost. He thought a cou­ple of

    thou­sand a week for life would do, but was stunned to find out he was spend­ing twelve

    thou­sand dol­lars a week and that was be­fore food.




    No more. He was tak­ing his mon­ey and go­ing.




    He read the bal­ance on his In­sta-​Charge state­ment and wrote a check for sev­en mil­lion

    dol­lars.




    He went to the bank. The teller asked if he were se­ri­ous. He said he was. The branch

    man­ag­er came over. He checked with the main of­fice. The main of­fice laughed. Wal­do had

    on­ly fif­teen hun­dred dol­lars in his ac­count and that was be­cause of the se­cu­ri­ty

    blan­ket of his over­draft check­ing pro­gram.




    The next morn­ing, Wal­do lurked in a door­way out­side the com­put­er cen­ter. When Pamela

    ar­rived for work, he rushed up be­hind her and stuck his hand quick­ly un­der­neath her skirt.

    She screamed. An­oth­er wom­an with a very heavy pock­et­book blocked his re­treat, a man

    yelled “mash­er,” but Wal­do dropped to his knees and crawled out of the crowd. He glanced back

    and saw the surveil­lance cam­eras in­side the com­put­er cen­ter point­ed out to­ward the

    street. He could feel them laugh­ing at him.




    A few days lat­er, he got an­oth­er In­sta-​Charge state­ment in the mail. It was an or­der

    to show up at an­oth­er ad­dress.




    The soft fem­inine voice in the new of­fice said, “Spank Pamela Thrush­well with a pad­dle.”

    Wal­do knew he would soon be asked to kill. A pad­dle could kill. He phoned De­tec­tive Joe

    Casey.




    They met on a dark Hud­son Riv­er pier, fac­ing New Jer­sey. Wal­do had picked the spot for

    its iso­la­tion. He was sure that who­ev­er or what­ev­er was be­hind this could see al­most

    any­where. He want­ed to get away, away from any form of com­put­er, away from any place that

    had surveil­lance cam­eras, but most­ly away from all com­put­ers. A com­put­er had start­ed

    all this by chang­ing his month­ly state­ment. And Pamela Thrush­well worked at a com­put­er

    cen­ter. Wal­do thought com­put­er and he thought get away.




    “I’m in trou­ble,” Wal­do told the de­tec­tive. And he ex­plained how a bank er­ror had led

    him to live a high­er and high­er life-​style so that now he was de­pen­dent on the mon­ey. He

    need­ed it. But he was afraid of what he might have to do for it.




    “I get the feel­ing that I’m be­ing played with,” he said. “I can’t cash a check at the bank

    to get any re­al cash, but I can still buy any­thing with my cred­it card. So all I can get is

    what I need to live on.”




    “How much is that?” Casey asked.




    “A half a mil­lion a year or so,” Wal­do said.




    “Good mon­ey,” Casey said.




    “Where’s it lead­ing?” Wal­do asked.




    “A half mil­lion to cop a feel? For a lit­tle goose? A spank? Hey, Wal­do, I’m a cop. I get

    paid a lot less for a lot tougher work.”




    “What are you say­ing?”




    “I’m say­ing for a half mil­lion, I’d pad­dle the pope,” Casey said.




    “But where does it end?”




    “What do you care?” Casey said.




    “What are you say­ing?” Wal­do asked.




    “Spank the girl is what I’m say­ing.”




    Wal­do shook his head. Some­thing deep in­side him said no. Enough. Bit by bit, he had been

    played in­to los­ing ev­ery lit­tle piece of him­self. He knew that to go on fur­ther was to

    lose ev­ery­thing. Even go­ing back to Mil­li­cent would be prefer­able. He was get­ting

    out.




    “No,” he said firm­ly. “I want to turn these peo­ple or this thing, what­ev­er it is, in.

    I’ve had enough. I’ve gone far enough. I guess you do have to pay for what you get, and I’ll

    pay what­ev­er I have to pay.”




    “Are you sure?” asked De­tec­tive Casey.




    “Yes,” said Wal­do.




    “Tell ev­ery­thing? Lit­tlest de­tails? Ev­ery­thing? You’re will­ing to give up

    ev­ery­thing?”




    Wal­do nod­ded.




    “Lis­ten, bud­dy. As a friend. Why don’t you just give the broad a lit­tle bump on the

    bot­tom and pick up your dough?”




    “Dammit, Casey, it’s il­le­gal and I’m not do­ing it any­more. Some things I won’t do for

    mon­ey. Even big mon­ey.”




    De­tec­tive Lieu­tenant Joseph Casey with­drew his .38 Po­lice Spe­cial and put it in Wal­do

    Ham­mer­smith’s face and shot away a very large seg­ment of it.




    Too bad for Wal­do, Casey thought. But a per­son did get used to the big mon­ey. It got so

    that you would even mur­der to keep the mon­ey com­ing in.




    In Nemonth­sett, Utah, a lieu­tenant colonel in charge of a Ti­tan nu­cle­ar mis­sile

    bat­tery bought him­self two new Mer­cedes Ben­zes and paid for them with a per­son­al check.

    He earned less than half that much in a year. But the check did not bounce.




    He won­dered if some­day he would have to pay the mon­ey back. But he did not won­der too

    long. He was due at work, due to spend the next eight hours watch­ing over twen­ty-​four

    mis­siles that were aimed at Rus­sia, threat­en­ing it with the force of mil­lions of tons of

    TNT.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    His name was Re­mo and the Ira­ni­an sun was cold this win­ter, cold­er still be­cause he

    wore on­ly a thin black T-​shirt and chi­nos.




    Some­one had told him that the win­ters in Iran were like those in Mon­tana, and that in

    an­cient times, be­fore Is­lam had come, the peo­ple of the re­gion be­lieved that hell was

    cold. But then they had left the re­li­gion of the Par­si and tak­en that of the desert, that

    of the prophet Mo­hammed who lived where the sun scorched away life on burn­ing sands, and

    even­tu­al­ly like all re­li­gions whose holy men talked first from deserts, they came to

    be­lieve that hell was hot.




    But Re­mo did not mind the cold of Iran and the men he was watch­ing did not mind the heat

    of hell be­cause they were all sure they were go­ing straight to heav­en when the time came.

    Heavy woolens cov­ered their backs, and their hands thrust for­ward to warm near flick­er­ing

    yel­low flames and their voic­es chant­ed in Par­si.




    Guards ev­ery few feet looked in­to the black­ness and told them­selves that they too were

    earn­ing heav­en, al­though not as sure­ly as those men who sat around the fire.




    Re­mo could see the guards try to avoid the cold by tight­en­ing their bod­ies, not even

    know­ing that they were at­tempt­ing to gen­er­ate heat by strain­ing their mus­cles un­der

    their cloth­ing.




    The cold was re­al, on­ly three de­grees above ze­ro and with a wind that tried to tear away

    all the body’s heat, but Re­mo was not part of that cold.




    His breath­ing was slow­er than that of the oth­er men, tak­ing in less cold, hav­ing to

    warm less air, a thin reed of hu­man calm that suf­fered no more than the tall grass around his

    thighs. He stood so still that a rock this night would at­tract more at­ten­tion from a hu­man

    eye.




    Those around the camp­fire tried to dull their sens­es and fought the cold. Re­mo let his

    sens­es run free. He could hear the grass strain ev­er so gen­tly at its roots in the

    grav­el­ly dust of the soil that had been leached of nu­tri­ents for thou­sands of years. He

    could feel a sen­try trem­ble, lean­ing against a dried tree trunk, feel the young man shake in

    his heavy boots, feel the shak­ing come through the ground. He could smell the din­ners of beef

    and lemon rot­ting in the mouths of those who had eat­en them just hours be­fore. And from the

    lit­tle fire, he heard the cells in the logs col­lapse as they puffed in­to smoke and

    flame.




    The chant­ing stopped.




    “We now speak in En­glish, beloveds,” came the voice of the lead­er. “We ded­icate our lives

    in sac­ri­fice against the Great Sa­tan and for that we must speak the lan­guage of the Great

    Sa­tan. Wait­ing for us in the Unit­ed States are a thou­sand dag­gers and a thou­sand hearts

    ready to en­ter the gates of par­adise.”




    “A thou­sand dag­gers and a thou­sand hearts,” the voic­es came back.




    “We all seek to end our lives to have eter­nal life. We fear not their bul­lets or their

    planes or any de­vice of the Great Sa­tan. Our broth­ers have gone be­fore and tak­en many

    lives of the un­be­liev­ers. Now we too will bleed the Great Sa­tan. But our hon­or is the

    great­est, be­cause we will bleed its most im­por­tant blood. Its snake head. Its Pres­ident.

    We will show there is noth­ing safe from the wrath of Al­lah.”




    “Al­lah Ak­bar,” chant­ed the young men around the flames.




    “We will build groups from stu­dents and then, like a wave of righ­teous­ness, we will

    car­ry the bombs that will blow up the Great Sa­tan’s head. We will car­ry them in crowds. We

    will car­ry them on street cor­ners. We will make his en­tire land of Sa­tan a place of his

    death.”




    “Al­lah Ak­bar,” chant­ed the young men. “God is great.”




    And then from the dark­ness of the Ira­ni­an night, from the cold sweep­ing winds, came a

    voice an­swer­ing in En­glish.




    “God is great but you rag­heads aren’t.”




    The young men in the heavy wools looked around. Who had said that?




    “This is the ma­jor leagues, lamb-​breath,” came the voice from the dark­ness again. “No

    jazz­ing your­selves up with chants so you can drive trucks in­to build­ings where peo­ple are

    asleep. This is where re­al men work. In the night. By them­selves.”




    “Who said that?”




    The voice ig­nored the ques­tion. In­stead, it replied: “Tonight, you will not be al­lowed

    to lie to your­self. Tonight, the chant­ing is over. The Mick­ey Mouse Ali Ba­ba non­sense is

    over. Tonight you’re in the ma­jors and you’re alone. You and me. Fun, isn’t it?”




    “Shoot him,” yelled the lead­er. The sen­tries, numb with cold, saw no one. But they had

    been or­dered to fire. The night crack­led with lit­tle spurts from Kalish­nikov bar­rels as

    ig­no­rant farm­boys per­formed the sim­ple act of pulling trig­gers.




    The sharp noise made the fol­low­ing si­lence seem even deep­er and more pro­found. Now

    ev­ery­one heard the fire, but no one heard the man who had spo­ken from the dark.




    The lead­er sensed he might be los­ing the group and he spoke out loud­ly.




    “Cow­ards hide in the dark. Any fool can talk.”




    The younger men laughed. The lead­er knew he had them back. He had sent many men to­ward

    their end and he knew that to get a man to drive him­self with a load of dy­na­mite in­to a

    build­ing, one had to be with him right up un­til the mo­ment he climbed be­hind the steer­ing

    wheel. One had to keep telling him about heav­en. One had to help him put the prayer shawl

    around his shoul­ders and then one had to give him the kiss that showed that all true

    be­liev­ers loved him. And then one had to stand back quick­ly as he drove away.




    The lead­er had sent many hurtling to­ward heav­en, tak­ing with them the en­emies of the

    Blessed Imam, the Ay­atol­lah.




    “Come out of the dark, cow­ard,” he called again. “Let us see you.” His fol­low­ers laughed.

    He told them: “You see, blessed ones. On­ly those with the kiss of heav­en on their lips and

    Al­lah in their eyes can mea­sure courage on this earth. You are in­vin­ci­ble. You will be

    vic­to­ri­ous.”




    The fol­low­ers nod­ded. At that mo­ment, each felt that he did not even need the warmth of

    the fire, so filled was he with the burn­ing pas­sion of righ­teous­ness.




    “I tell you the voice it­self may have been from Sa­tan. And look how pow­er­less it is now.

    Yet look how fright­en­ing it was, com­ing from the dark.”




    The young men nod­ded.




    The lead­er said, “We alone are pow­er­ful. Sa­tan on­ly ap­pears pow­er­ful, but like the

    night noise holds no mean­ing. Sa­tan’s pow­er is an il­lu­sion, as slen­der a thing as the

    in­fi­del’s weak yearn­ing for peace. There is but one peace. That is in heav­en. On earth,

    there is an­oth­er peace and that is the vic­to­ry of Is­lam.”




    “Naaah, I don’t think so.” It was the voice, but it came from a vi­sion. The vi­sion in this

    cold night was pale of body, with high cheek­bones and dark eyes. It had thick wrists and wore

    on­ly a short-​sleeved shirt and thin trousers. It did not shiv­er and it did not fear.




    It spoke.




    “I have very bad news for you kids. I am re­al­ity, sent from Amer­ica with­out much

    love.”




    “Be gone, vi­sion,” said the lead­er.




    Re­mo laughed. He moved in­to the reach of the fire so that their eyes fol­lowed him. Then

    he reached to­ward one Ira­ni­an fa­nat­ic and with a cupped mo­tion of his palm un­der the

    chin brought the man back, away from the flames, and in­to the dark with him.




    “See,” the lead­er said. “A vi­sion. Now it is gone.”




    But ev­ery­one heard a small wrench­ing sound like a pipe crack­ing in­side a bag of

    wa­ter.




    “Gone,” in­sist­ed the lead­er.




    Out of the night to­ward the camp­fire came some­thing bounc­ing. It was a lit­tle larg­er

    than a soc­cer ball. It dripped dark liq­uid in its trail. It had hair.




    The young men looked around the fire, then to the lead­er. They knew now what the sound of

    crack­ing had been. It had been a neck wrench­ing. The head had come back to them out of the

    night.




    But even as they looked to­ward the lead­er, he moved back away from the fire­light, and

    then he was gone in­to the night with that vi­sion.




    Re­mo could feel the man strug­gle in­side the heavy coat and he let the coat be a bag that

    re­strained the man more than pro­tect­ed him. He played the man be­yond the sen­tries with

    lit­tle slaps, as sim­ply as if keep­ing piz­za dough spin­ning over­head.




    Away from the camp­fire and the guards, Re­mo let the man down.




    “Good evening,” he said po­lite­ly. “I have come with a mes­sage. The White House is

    off-​lim­its.”




    “We have no harm against Amer­icans. We have no harm.”




    “Ly­ing isn’t nice,” Re­mo said. “Liars lose their coats.”




    He snapped the coat from the man’s back, crack­ing an arm as he did so. He knew the man had

    bro­ken an arm be­cause he was try­ing to keep warm now with on­ly one arm.




    “Now know one thing. The White House is off-​lim­its. The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States

    is off-​lim­its.”




    The lead­er nod­ded.




    “Why is it off-​lim­its?” Re­mo asked pa­tient­ly.




    “Be­cause he is not the Great Sa­tan?” said the Ira­ni­an.




    “I don’t care what goes on un­der those rags you wear on your heads. Call him the Great­est

    Sa­tan if you want. Hell, you can call him Two-​Gun Jus­tice if you want. But know one thing

    and keep it warm­ly in your mind. You are not go­ing to kill the Amer­ican Pres­ident. Do you

    know why?”




    The man shook his head. Re­mo took off the man’s shirt.




    “Say why. Say why. Say why,” said the man, reach­ing for the shirt.




    “Be­cause,” said Re­mo. “That’s why.” He held out the shirt for a mo­ment and then threw it

    over the man’s shoul­ders. He added the big wool coat.




    “Hear now some­thing else. You do not rep­re­sent God. You are lit­tle men and have been for

    a thou­sand years. You have come up, with all your talk of be­ing God’s anoint­ed, you have

    come up against some­thing that has found your camp in your coun­try, ig­nored the bul­lets of

    your guards, and the fear­some cold of your win­ters. That ought to give you pause. Do you know

    the old leg­ends?”




    “Some,” said the man. He clutched his coat tight­ly, hop­ing it would not be snatched from

    him again.




    “Have you heard of Sinan­ju?”




    “A new Amer­ican air­plane?”




    “No. Sinan­ju is old. Very old.”




    “The Shah’s men?” the Ira­ni­an said.




    “You’re get­ting warmer,” said Re­mo. “But not the new Shah. The old Shah. A long time ago.

    Be­fore Mo­hammed.”




    “Oh, the old Shahs. Sinan­ju were the ser­vants of death. But they are all gone. They left

    long ago. Cyrus. Dar­ius. They are gone with the great em­per­ors.”




    “Sinan­ju is still here,” said Re­mo.




    “You are Sinan­ju?”




    “So you have heard?” Re­mo said.




    “The old leg­end tells of the world’s great­est as­sas­sins who came from Sinan­ju and they

    pro­tect­ed the Shahs in old­en times. You are Sinan­ju?”




    Re­mo did not an­swer. He let the man see that the cold night did not both­er Re­mo’s

    ex­posed arms. He let the man feel him­self lift­ed by one thin arm. He let the man know the

    an­swer in his sens­es.




    “But Sinan­ju is from the East. You are a West­ern­er.”




    “Are you such a fool?” in­toned Re­mo. “Do you not see the cold made harm­less to my body?

    Did you not see the night give up the sev­ered head? Do you not see that one man now holds you

    aloft? Like a ba­by?”




    “You are Sinan­ju?” hissed the Ira­ni­an.




    “You betcha, you wool-​cov­ered bum,” said Re­mo. It lacked rhythm but he didn’t like this

    coun­try any­how and he want­ed to get out. He had fi­nal­ly seen this fa­bled land of Per­sia

    and it smelled. They nev­er did get their sew­er sys­tems down right.




    “Sinan­ju is back,” the lead­er said. “Will the Shah re­turn?”




    “No busi­ness of mine,” Re­mo said. “I told you. I don’t care what you be­lieve. But you

    don’t at­tack the Amer­ican Pres­ident. You hear? Off-​lim­its. Re­peat af­ter me.

    Off-​lim­its.”




    “Off-​lim­its.”




    “You at­tack oth­er Great Sa­tans, if you want. I don’t care. Run around your streets

    yelling. Run around your own em­bassies blow­ing them up. Do what­ev­er you want, but Amer­ica

    is a no-​no.”




    “No, no,” said the Ira­ni­an.




    “Good,” said Re­mo. “Ev­ery group you talk to now, ev­ery group you send out, you give them

    the warn­ing of Sinan­ju. The Amer­ican Pres­ident is a no-​no. And if you don’t lis­ten, then

    Sinan­ju will be back and we hang heads like blos­soms as in the old­en days.”




    “What?”




    “Heads like berries,” said Re­mo.




    “I don’t un­der­stand,” the lead­er said.




    “Heads like mush­rooms,” Re­mo said. “You don’t have a leg­end where we hung heads like

    mush­rooms?”




    “Like mel­ons on the ground,” said the Ira­ni­an lead­er.




    “Right,” said Re­mo. “Right. Mel­ons on the ground,” and he hung the man up­side down for a

    mo­ment by his boots to let it sink in. Of course the man had re­mem­bered it bet­ter than

    Re­mo had. Re­mo had gen­er­al­ly ig­nored the tales of Per­sia be­fore it be­came Iran

    be­cause he had gen­er­al­ly not want­ed to come here. He had been, of course, gen­er­al­ly

    right in that de­sire. Iran sucked. Old Per­sia was prob­ably no bet­ter. Leg­ends were al­ways

    bet­ter in the telling than in the liv­ing.




    The lead­er was re­turned to the camp­fire with fur­ther in­struc­tions.




    All dur­ing the night, as the young Ira­ni­an vol­un­teers snug­gled warm in their wools and

    furs to keep out the cold, they thought of him who need­ed no clothes. They thought of the

    voice from the dark. They thought of the head that had been wrenched off the body.




    Sim­ple death was one thing. But that which lurked out in the dark was an­oth­er. They had

    been trained not to fear death. Thou­sands of their friends had died in sui­cide charges

    dur­ing the Iraqi war. Of course, their friends had been yelling and chant­ing as they raced

    to­ward death. But this thing out there was not death in glo­ry for them. It was the night. It

    knew. It was there. Al­ways there. It came at its own time and it would come for them.




    They whis­pered to them­selves that it was the Great Sa­tan and while they had all want­ed

    to fight the Great Sa­tan, it was some­thing else when it re­al­ly was the Great Sa­tan.




    In the morn­ing, the lead­er spoke very soft­ly. It was a whis­per over the cold black

    char­coal to ears that strained to lis­ten. He said that it was not the Great Sa­tan that had

    ruled the night. It was he who come from the old Shahs, even be­fore Mo­hammed, he from those

    who dealt death, with heads rolling like mel­ons on the ground, like the night be­fore.




    One of the fol­low­ers from Quom had heard of those who dealt death that way. But they were

    from the East, he said. The vi­sion was white.




    “Sinan­ju,” the lead­er said qui­et­ly. “The vi­sion is from Sinan­ju,” and he went on to

    say that there was on­ly one way to es­cape the vi­sion and that was nev­er to harm or think of

    harm­ing the Amer­ican Pres­ident. They would not be go­ing to Amer­ica to or­ga­nize bands of

    sui­cide heroes to strike at the head of the snake of the Great Sa­tan. They would strike

    in­stead at oth­er Great Sa­tans. Per­haps the neigh­bor­ing Arabs would be a bet­ter tar­get.

    Beirut was al­ways good for a sui­cide bomb. Kuwait was a jew­el to slaugh­ter who­ev­er might

    be walk­ing by. And in Ryadh, there were rich Saud­is who could be stabbed, beat­en and, of

    course, bombed, in their bed­rooms right in Mec­ca it­self, the holi­est of places.




    The lead­er looked around the young faces sur­round­ing the burned-​out fire. Not a voice

    called for a re­new­al of the war against the Great Sa­tan who lived in Wash­ing­ton, D.C.




    Out of the blood-​red sun on that harsh dry morn­ing came a sound, like whistling.




    “Good morn­ing,” said the per­son walk­ing in over the hori­zon. He was a man but his face

    was the face of last night’s vi­sion. He was smil­ing and while he wore on­ly a short-​sleeved

    shirt and trousers, he seemed not to no­tice the cold.




    If one of them had start­ed to run, they would all have run. But they sat around the fire

    un­mov­ing.




    “You sweet fel­lows are go­ing to es­cort me to Tehran and there you will give me one of

    your sil­ly plas­tic flow­ers, tell me I am go­ing to heav­en, and then plunk me on a Pan Am

    the hell out of here.”




    It was the best sug­ges­tion they had heard all morn­ing. Re­mo thought it was pret­ty good

    too. Es­pe­cial­ly the part about the hell out of here.




    He was in At­lanta by the next sun­rise, in the pent­house of the Peachtree Plaza Ho­tel,

    try­ing to re­mem­ber the tune he had been whistling the day be­fore in the Ira­ni­an

    bar­rens.




    He thought he had done rather well. He liked the mys­ti­cal part. He had al­ways had

    trou­ble with the mys­ti­cal part, but this time it had all worked.




    “Well?” came a squeaky voice from the main room of the suite.




    “Went fine,” Re­mo called back. “Like a charm. Ev­ery­thing you said.”




    He heard a slight ex­pelling of air, and then, “Of course it went well.”




    “I didn’t think it would go that well. The leg­end part and ev­ery­thing.”




    Re­mo en­tered the liv­ing room of the suite. A frail wisp of a man sat in a glit­ter­ing

    yel­low morn­ing ki­mono. Frail strands of white hair cir­cled his parch­ment­ed Ori­en­tal

    face like a ha­lo. His stringy beard quiv­ered as he spoke.




    “I told you what to do,” he said. “I was clear. Was I not clear?”




    “Oh, yeah,” Re­mo said. “You were clear. But you know, you kept re­fer­ring to Iran as

    Per­sia and talked about the old Shahs and how they hon­ored the House of Sinan­ju, and, well,

    you know.”




    “I may not know, but I am find­ing out,” said Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,

    teach­er of Re­mo, and one who had de­tect­ed once again that first smoke from the fire of

    in­grat­itude.




    “You Were right,” Re­mo said. “The leg­ends are still there, about Sinan­ju and the old

    Shahs. Still there.”




    “And why wouldn’t they still be there?” asked Chi­un, his voice flat and cold like the first

    ice cov­er­ing of a win­ter pond.




    “Right,” said Re­mo. “Right you are.”




    “Very wrong,” said Chi­un. “Very wrong you are. I have giv­en the best years of an

    as­sas­sin’s life to the train­ing of a white, and still he is sur­prised that what I tell him

    is so. Sur­prise? Are you sur­prised when the cold does not cut or the world slows for your

    eyes? Are you sur­prised when your hand is one with the force that the uni­verse in­tend­ed man

    to have?”




    “No, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said soft­ly.




    “And yet the glo­ry of Sinan­ju, the days when the great House of As­sas­sins was prop­er­ly

    hon­ored by civ­ilized na­tions, sur­pris­es you. Per­sians re­mem­ber their as­sas­sins.

    Amer­icans re­mem­ber noth­ing, es­pe­cial­ly not grat­itude.”




    “I am very grate­ful to you, Lit­tle Fa­ther, for all you have taught me,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re the worst of whites,” said Chi­un.




    “When it comes to know­ing what is, there is no match for you,” Re­mo said. “I have nev­er

    ques­tioned that. Not once.”




    “The French are ac­cept­able al­though they do not wash. The Ital­ians, yes, even Ital­ians

    are ac­cept­able al­though their breath is foul. Even the British. But I was cursed with an

    Amer­ican stu­dent. A hy­brid white. And yet I gave with­out stint or com­plaint. Your lu­natic

    gov­ern­ment con­tract­ed for my ser­vices and then gave me a thing like you to turn in­to an

    as­sas­sin. I should have re­turned home. I would have been jus­ti­fied. I could sim­ply have

    said this pale piece of pig’s ear is much too ug­ly to al­low in my pres­ence and I could have

    walked away from you and this im­be­cil­ic coun­try of yours. But in­stead I stayed and I

    trained you. And what do I get? In­grat­itude. Sur­prise that what I say is true.”




    “All I’m say­ing,” Re­mo said, “is that the old leg­ends tend to get a bit, well,

    glo­ri­fied.”




    “Of course. How else could one treat the awe­some mag­nif­icence of the glo­ry of the House

    of Sinan­ju?” Chi­un asked.




    Re­mo sat down in front of Chi­un. The old man turned with­in his yel­low robes. He turned

    so that he faced away.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said to the back of Chi­un’s head. “I re­spect what the House of

    Sinan­ju is be­cause I have Sinan­ju. I am part of it. But the rest of the world doesn’t have

    quite that high opin­ion of as­sas­sins. And that Sinan­ju was re­mem­bered in Iran af­ter

    cen­turies was grat­ify­ing– yeah, grat­ify­ing.” Re­mo liked that. He thought he had re­al­ly

    come out of that one well.




    Chi­un was qui­et a mo­ment. And then he turned. Re­mo had done it. He was so sur­prised

    that he couldn’t quite re­mem­ber if it were the first time Chi­un had ev­er re­spond­ed to his

    rea­son­ing and his apol­ogy. He would have to re­mem­ber how he did it. He felt quite

    con­fi­dent and he smiled.




    “Did you re­mem­ber heads like mel­ons on the ground or did you just say fruit?” Chi­un

    asked.




    “I got to mel­ons,” Re­mo said.




    “You for­got mel­ons,” said Chi­un, and a bony fin­ger with a long ta­per­ing nail came out

    from the robe and rose to­ward the ceil­ing of the pent­house suite of the Peachtree Plaza.

    Chi­un was mak­ing a point.




    “If you had lis­tened well, you would have re­mem­bered the mel­ons. You would have

    re­mem­bered heads lit­ter­ing the fields like mel­ons. You would have per­formed bet­ter. But

    why should I be lis­tened to? It is im­pos­si­ble to teach some­one who thinks he knows

    ev­ery­thing.”




    “Of course I don’t know ev­ery­thing,” Re­mo protest­ed.




    “Well, I do,” Chi­un said. And on that he con­tend­ed that Re­mo should lis­ten to

    ev­ery­thing in the fu­ture, as he should have been lis­ten­ing in the past.




    Chi­un was not the on­ly prob­lem with the Iran as­sign­ment. There was a mes­sage wait­ing

    for Re­mo at the desk of the ho­tel. Aunt Cather­ine had called. There­fore Re­mo was to phone

    the cod­ed num­ber that would au­to­mat­ical­ly scram­ble from both ends.




    It was an­swered far north in a san­itar­ium over­look­ing Long Is­land Sound.

    Head­quar­ters.




    “Where have you been? Re­mo, the White House is des­per­ate. We promised them pro­tec­tion

    for the next cru­cial month and then you dis­ap­pear.”




    “They have it,” Re­mo said. “They have the best pro­tec­tion.”




    “Re­mo, the White House had to pub­licly ring it­self with con­crete bar­ri­cades to stop

    truck bombers. That’s an in­ter­na­tion­al ad­mis­sion of weak­ness. But we know there are

    sui­cide groups aimed at the Pres­ident’s life. We can’t stop them with nor­mal se­cu­ri­ty. We

    had your as­sur­ance that the Pres­ident would be pro­tect­ed. Where are you?”




    “Home, or what­ev­er pass­es for it this week.”




    “What about the pro­tec­tion?”




    “The Pres­ident’s got the best kind,” Re­mo said.




    “He doesn’t see you. Where is his pro­tec­tion?”




    “Be­cause he can’t see it doesn’t mean he doesn’t have it.”




    “Please don’t get Ori­en­tal with me, Re­mo. We have a prob­lem here of Ira­ni­an sui­cide

    squads who have vowed to kill the Pres­ident.”




    “Smit­ty,” Re­mo said pa­tient­ly. “Don’t wor­ry about those things, will you? It’s tak­en

    care of.”




    Dr. Harold W. Smith found him­self look­ing at the tele­phone now when he talked to Re­mo.

    If Re­mo said it was tak­en care of, it was tak­en care of, and that was that and Smith want­ed

    to get off the tele­phone. Keep­ing a phone line open longer than he had to ex­tend­ed the

    risk, scram­bler or no scram­bler, and Smith found him­self wor­ry­ing more and more these days

    about the se­cu­ri­ty of the se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion, CURE.




    In his years as the head of CURE, Harold W. Smith had grown old. His hands were not as

    steady nor his move­ments as quick. Even his mind had dulled some­what. But what re­al­ly had

    grown old was his spir­it. He was tired.




    Maybe it was be­cause when the or­ga­ni­za­tion be­gan, there was so much hope. A se­cret

    agen­cy to work out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion to fight Amer­ica’s en­emies. Some­day, a

    crime-​free so­ci­ety. It was a grand goal, but it had nev­er been reached. CURE strug­gled all

    the time, just to stay even, and when they had added Re­mo as their en­force­ment arm, to

    pun­ish those who some­how the law missed, it was all just more of the same. More tread­ing

    wa­ter. It wasn’t progress, just sur­vival, and it had made Smith a tired old man who wor­ried

    too much.




    But in all those years, not once had Re­mo told Smith some­thing was tak­en care of when it

    wasn’t.




    “All right,” Smith said. “I’ll tell him.”




    He put down the tele­phone and looked through the one-​way win­dows of Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium. The Long Is­land Sound was churn­ing with dark clouds over­head and the winds

    whipped sil­ly sail­boats to­ward shore where they should have been an hour be­fore. Smith’s

    mouth felt dry and he looked at his hand. It had age spots. Re­mo’s teach­er was old, but he

    nev­er seemed to get any old­er. And Re­mo hadn’t seemed to age a day. But Smith had. Yet what

    wor­ried him was not that his body was ag­ing but that his mind was ag­ing faster. He was

    slip­ping.




    He pulled out a draw­er, picked up a small red tele­phone and wait­ed. He rec­og­nized the

    voice. So would most Amer­icans. It was the voice of the Pres­ident.




    “Sir,” said Smith. “Ev­ery­thing has been tak­en care of.”




    “Where is he? I haven’t seen him.”




    “It’s tak­en care of. Those con­crete bar­ri­cades against the trucks aren’t re­al­ly

    nec­es­sary now.”




    “You were sup­posed to have him here to pro­tect me. I didn’t see him,” the Pres­ident

    said.




    “He han­dled it, sir.”




    “I know this sounds a bit far-​out, but can he make him­self in­vis­ible?”




    “I don’t know. He is aware of how peo­ple move their eyes, but I re­al­ly can’t say,” Smith

    said.




    “And the old­er one is even bet­ter, right?”




    The Pres­ident of­ten asked that ques­tion. He liked hear­ing that there was a man at least

    eighty years old who was phys­ical­ly su­pe­ri­or to Smith’s awe­some as­sas­sin. The

    Pres­ident did not even know that the as­sas­sin’s name was Re­mo and that his teach­er was

    named Chi­un.




    “In many re­spects, the old­er one is bet­ter,” Smith said.




    “At least eighty, huh?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “And you say we’re safe?”




    “You’re safe from the truck bombers, the peo­ple who’d give up their own lives to get

    yours.”




    “Well, all right. That’s good enough. Does the old­er one say it’s safe?”




    “I don’t know if he was in­volved,” Smith said.




    “Does he ex­er­cise? I ex­er­cise. Does he have ex­er­cis­es he does to stay so damned

    fit?”




    “Not like you know of, sir. It’s not their mus­cles they ex­er­cise.”




    “They do the damnedest things. You know, the hard­est part of this job is not telling

    any­one about them.”




    “On­ly you and I know,” Smith said. “Imag­ine if it were known that the gov­ern­ment

    em­ploys those two. Imag­ine if my agen­cy’s ex­is­tence were known.”




    There was a chuck­le at the oth­er end of the phone.




    “I can imag­ine what the press would do with that. They’d bust a blood ves­sel with the joy

    of it.”




    The Pres­ident hung up and Smith re­flect­ed that at least the man in the White House had

    not changed. He still held no ran­cor to­ward a press corps that ob­vi­ous­ly would like

    noth­ing more than to feed on his liv­er, even if they had to de­stroy the coun­try to get to

    it.




    Smith re­placed the tele­phone and looked out again at Long Is­land Sound.




    No one had changed. Not Re­mo, not Chi­un, not the Pres­ident.




    On­ly Smith. The gaunt young man with the lemo­ny face and the im­pos­si­ble job had be­come

    a gaunt old man with lemo­ny face and im­pos­si­ble job.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    Ab­ner Buell wait­ed un­til the last ac­tress and her pushy agent had left the par­ty. They

    had stayed too late for peo­ple who al­ready were go­ing to get his back­ing in a movie. They

    had lin­gered over his new three-​di­men­sion­al Zy­lon game, the adult ver­sion where the

    Zy­lon maid­en ran around on the screen un­clothed and the Orgmork had an en­gorg­ing male

    or­gan.




    The wom­an play­er was sup­posed to get the maid­en through the maze of elec­tron­ic

    ob­sta­cles with­out los­ing more clothes, un­til she was safe in the cas­tle. The male

    op­er­ator of the ma­chine was sup­posed to get the mon­ster Orgmork to cap­ture the maid­en

    while keep­ing the sex or­gan at what was called a point lev­el but was re­al­ly some­thing

    much crud­er.




    The big sell­ing point of the game was that when the mon­ster got the maid­en, they would

    sim­ulate a sex­ual as­sault. Right down to the screams.




    The chil­dren’s ver­sion of the game just had dis­mem­ber­ing, and both the maid­en and the

    Orgmork were clothed. It was the biggest ar­cade tri­umph of the month and Ab­ner Buell had

    been bored with it in two days. He had cre­at­ed it.




    He had al­so cre­at­ed Zonkman, where a flash­ing mouth ate bluish ham­burg­er to mu­sic,

    and he prompt­ly got the high­est score ev­er. There would be lit­tle awards for those

    pim­ply-​faced young­sters who scored in the zil­lions on those ma­chines but Ab­ner Buell knew

    that none of them would ev­er reach his score.




    But as the in­ven­tor, the com­put­er ge­nius be­hind the game, he would nev­er let on that

    the best of the kids were not even at half the lev­el of his skill. That would ru­in the im­age

    of the game, that young­sters with bub­blegum reek­ing out of their in­sides or wher­ev­er they

    reeked, could be the best in the world at these things.




    They couldn’t be, pre­cise­ly be­cause they were un­formed ado­les­cents. Ab­ner Buell

    in­vent­ed the games for them be­cause dur­ing those com­plex con­struc­tions, he was

    mo­men­tar­ily re­lieved of what had plagued him since he grad­uat­ed from Har­vard sum­ma cum

    laude at the age of ten.




    Bore­dom. The ap­palling gray­ness of the nev­er-​end­ing dull­ness of life.




    At twelve, he had ob­tained a Ph.D. in math­emat­ics and was think­ing of get­ting an­oth­er

    one in En­glish lit­er­ature when he knew that too would fail to suf­fice. So he planned and

    ex­ecut­ed a per­fect bank rob­bery and that was ex­cit­ing for at least twen­ty min­utes, but

    it wore off as soon as he re­al­ized that the po­lice had ab­so­lute­ly no hope of catch­ing

    him.




    He was twen­ty-​three now, could not count all his mon­ey, owned sev­en homes and sat

    mo­rose­ly through din­ner with what had been de­scribed as the most ex­cit­ing peo­ple on the

    Coast. His Mal­ibu home over­looked what was left of the beach. He drummed his fin­gers on the

    silk table­cloth as the agent talked of the won­ders of his client. He saw her cast eyes at him

    and he saw ev­ery­one else leave.




    He made an ob­scene re­mark and the ac­tress thought it was fun­ny. He called her names. She

    said that ex­cit­ed her. He said she was bor­ing. She had an an­swer to that. She took off her

    clothes. She said she had al­ways want­ed to play one of his video games in the nude.




    “Your agent is here,” Ab­ner Buell said.




    “He’s seen me do nude scenes,” the ac­tress said.




    “I’ll help,” the agent said. “You want me to take my clothes off too?” he asked. “I’ll take

    them off. All of them.”




    “If you both are not out of this house in twen­ty-​one sec­onds, I will stop the fund­ing

    for the movie,” said Ab­ner Buell. That fi­nal­ly did it




    As soon as the door had shut, a crease of a grin crossed his face. He had the calm un­marked

    ap­pear­ance of plas­tic, the sort of ex­pres­sion mod­els like to af­fect. Even his brown­ish

    hair looked as if it were ex­trud­ed from some hy­dro­car­bon base. Ab­ner Buell did not mind

    his looks and did not even think about them. What did they have to do with re­al­ity? And the

    re­al re­al­ity was that Ab­ner Buell was go­ing to be en­ter­tained this night. For at least a

    half-​hour.




    The late-​night par­ty had end­ed with dawn com­ing up be­hind the Rock­ies. It was nine

    A.M. in New York City. He turned on a large gray mul­ti­screen tele­vi­sion set and di­aled a

    num­ber in New York City.




    “Pamela Thrush­well, please,” he said when he got the op­er­ator at the com­put­er cen­ter.

    Be­sides hav­ing sound, he al­so had the op­er­ator on the screen when she an­swered. For a

    mo­ment, he con­sid­ered us­ing the voice mod­ula­tor that changed his own voice to that of a

    sul­try wom­an, but de­cid­ed against it.




    “Not in yet,” the op­er­ator said.




    “Have her call the num­ber.”




    “What num­ber, sir?”




    “She knows,” said Buell.




    While he was wait­ing, he pushed com­put­er mem­ory but­tons and re­viewed his po­si­tion on

    the screen. There was the first play­er. He had been brought in by sim­ple mon­ey, be­come

    ad­dict­ed to it, and pushed as far as he could go. Al­though Buell was pret­ty sure he could

    have got­ten Wal­do Ham­mer­smith to com­mit a se­vere bod­ily as­sault. But he wasn’t sure he

    could have got­ten him to do mur­der. That was the po­lice­man. The po­lice­man had been

    rel­ative­ly cheap and easy.




    Ab­ner had or­ga­nized the game so that he had on­ly a cer­tain amount of mon­ey to spread

    around and he was not al­lowed to re­place it un­less he achieved what he called

    “Su­per­score,” which meant turn­ing a per­son­al­ity com­plete­ly around. If Buell could

    ac­com­plish that, then he could in­crease his mon­ey sup­ply for the game by a fac­tor of one

    hun­dred.




    But stay­ing with­in the bud­get was not the biggest as­pect of the game. The re­al trick

    was not to lose any­one from ser­vice. That cost ten thou­sand penal­ty points.




    Ab­ner Buell set the video ma­chine on re­view as he wait­ed for the call. There on the

    screen was stumpy lit­tle Wal­do Ham­mer­smith in his el­egant clothes; Wal­do, the

    su­per­sus­pi­cious taxi driv­er who had earned Ab­ner Buell a thou­sand points the mo­ment he

    didn’t ques­tion his good for­tune.




    Then there was ner­vous Wal­do sweat­ing in that emp­ty of­fice. And then came the good

    part. Pamela Thrush­well be­ing very civ­il and po­lite and Wal­do Ham­mer­smith reach­ing out

    blind­ly and grab­bing a breast.




    Ab­ner’s lips al­most part­ed. “Nice,” he said soft­ly. That had been five thou­sand plus

    points for Ab­ner.




    Then came the po­lice­man run­ning out and grab­bing Ham­mer­smith. It was so nice that this

    was in good col­or be­cause there was that mid­dle-​aged for­mer cab­driv­er mor­ti­fied in

    bright red blush­ing. That was the good cos­met­ics of the game, just like the maid­en’s scream

    in Zy­lon when she was raped by the Orgmork, or the mu­sic in ear­li­er games.




    The scene where Ham­mer­smith want­ed to die from hu­mil­ia­tion and Pamela Thrush­well

    want­ed to for­get ev­ery­thing just to end it was no points but an ab­so­lute de­light to

    watch. Buell al­most smiled at that one.




    The goose it­self was good too. Pamela looked as if she had been roust­ed by a cat­tle prod.

    He ran that one over again just to see her face. Back and then for­ward and then back again.

    The eyes wide in that round blond beau­ti­ful face.




    “Plucky Brit,” thought Buell. He ought to have a game called “Plucky Brit.” Maybe a group of

    five fig­ures in red uni­forms march­ing around through jun­gles, past al­li­ga­tors. Maybe

    have the al­li­ga­tors di­gest two and spit out their bones. That would be the chil­dren’s

    ver­sion.




    Buell saw De­tec­tive Casey talk­ing to Ham­mer­smith and then shoot­ing Ham­mer­smith in

    the head. He did not like that. It cost him ten thou­sand penal­ty points for los­ing a

    play­er. He watched the body of the for­mer cab­driv­er quiver on the old New York pier as the

    life pumped out of it.




    An un­solved crime. He shook his head. No points for an un­solved crime. It was just a

    sav­ing move.




    Points were on­ly giv­en for re­al achieve­ments. Mak­ing lit­tle Wal­do Ham­mer­smith throw

    away his work­ing-​class skep­ti­cism was an achieve­ment. But hav­ing Casey kill him was not.

    Casey was a bad cop who had al­ways been on the take, and mak­ing him a bit rich­er was

    re­al­ly just tak­ing him down a path he was al­ready on.




    He was an­noyed that Casey had cost him ten thou­sand penal­ty points and he called up the

    cur­rent screen­ing of him. Some­times it would not come in or some­times it would show just a

    leg or an arm or a ceil­ing. Ab­ner Buell nev­er knew where Casey would place what he be­lieved

    was the code box but was re­al­ly a self-​con­tained video cam­era whose sig­nal was

    am­pli­fied by satel­lite and could be sent any­where in the world.




    He had first used Casey when a bank em­ploy­ee no­ticed a com­put­er er­ror in the

    In­sta-​Charge ac­counts. He called up the scene on the video screen. There was Joe Casey

    shoot­ing the em­ploy­ee down from a mov­ing car. No points.




    He used Casey again when an­oth­er po­lice­man start­ed to get in­volved. Shoot­ing from the

    roof of a build­ing with a tele­scop­ic sight. No points.




    Ab­ner Buell glanced out at the Pa­cif­ic in the morn­ing, an­noyed with him­self. He

    re­al­ly wasn’t play­ing this one with skill, when ev­ery time he didn’t get the peo­ple

    mov­ing right, he killed them. You just didn’t do that in a com­put­er game, not even the

    ear­ly ver­sion of Zonkman.




    An out-​of-​fo­cus and dark pis­tol grip came in­to view on the screen. Casey was car­ry­ing

    the code­box in his pock­et again. Ab­ner Buell checked his joy­stick con­trol. It was work­ing

    in uni­son with the code box. Next to the lever was a lit­tle red but­ton. He put the but­ton

    on us­er mode.




    A print­ed mes­sage came on­to the screen:




    YOU ARE READY TO BLAST.




    “What’s that?” came a child’s voice from the screen.




    “That’s my pis­tol and that’s my spe­cial code box,” said Casey. Light came on­to the

    screen. Wire fenc­ing ap­peared in a cor­ner. Then con­crete at the bot­tom. Casey was in a

    school­yard. He might be sur­round­ed by many chil­dren.




    Buell cal­cu­lat­ed in­stant­ly. There were no points won for chil­dren. Then again, he

    hadn’t pro­grammed any points against tak­ing in­no­cent lives. He would do that right now.

    Ab­ner Buell punched in­to his game mem­ory five hun­dred deficit points for ev­ery in­no­cent

    life, dou­ble that, one thou­sand points, for chil­dren. He would deduct a thou­sand points for

    ev­ery in­no­cent child’s life lost in this game. He won­dered for a brief mo­ment if that was

    fair to him, or if it was too great a point penal­ty, but he de­cid­ed, mag­nan­imous­ly, to

    let it stand.




    Buell pressed talk mode.




    “Say, Casey, how many kids are around you now?”




    “About ten, code­box,” said Casey. Casey al­ways re­ferred to Buell’s voice as code­box.

    That was all he knew of the source any­how.




    “Can you get to some place pri­vate?”




    “Kids don’t know what’s go­ing on,” Casey said.




    “Some place away from peo­ple, even kids.”




    Chil­dren’s voic­es could be heard close. They want­ed to talk in­to the box.




    “More peo­ple across the street,” came Casey’s voice. “This is rush hour here in the

    Bronx.”




    “How many across the street?”




    “Twen­ty,” Casey said.




    Sud­den­ly a blue flash­ing light beeped on the ad­ja­cent screen in the mo­sa­ic of screens

    on Buell’s game wall. Pamela Thrush­well was call­ing and her face ap­peared. Buell had to make

    a fast de­ci­sion. The Pamela screen was start­ing to deduct pow­er points for his de­lay in

    an­swer­ing. Ev­ery­thing had to be timed in these things, or it wouldn’t re­al­ly be a

    chal­lenge. You had to have some­thing you were go­ing af­ter and some­thing that could al­so

    de­stroy you. Leav­ing play pieces strand­ed cost the worst kind of points: pow­er points which

    meant the mon­ey he used to play the game.




    He made his de­ci­sion.




    Ab­ner Buell pressed the red but­ton on the joy­stick.




    In a New York City school­yard a con­ti­nent away, a code­box blew up, tak­ing out the chest

    of a crooked New York City cop and slaugh­ter­ing, in a spray of vi­cious met­al frag­ments,

    sev­en chil­dren al­so.




    Ab­ner Buell had cost him­self sev­en thou­sand points. To make that up, he would have to

    turn some­body com­plete­ly around and get them to do some­thing they would have sworn they

    would nev­er do. Oth­er­wise, he would lose bad­ly. It was mov­ing close to a leg­end

    ap­pear­ing on the screen: “Game Over.”




    “Good morn­ing, Miss Thrush­well.”




    “Is that you again?” she said. The pic­tures from the over­head cam­eras in her of­fice

    showed clear­ly on Buell’s screen. Pamela Thrush­well’s cheeks were be­gin­ning to red­den with

    anger. She was sig­nal­ing an­oth­er work­er. She wrote on a note: “It’s him.”




    The work­er read the note and sig­naled a man­ag­er to come over.




    “Bit of a bad day that oth­er day, wasn’t it?” Buell said. “Peo­ple try­ing to cop a feel.

    Then goos­ing you on the street.”




    “You are a filthy per­vert,” she said.




    “Pamela, child, what do you think I want you to do?”




    “I think you want dirty filthy things. I think you are sick and need help.”




    “Pamela, I want you to do some­thing for me.”




    As Buell watched, the man­ag­er hand­ed an­oth­er note to Pamela. It read: KEEP HIM

    TALK­ING.




    “Some­thing filthy, I sup­pose,” Pamela said.




    “On­ly if you think so. I want you to do some­thing you would or­di­nar­ily nev­er do.

    Some­thing hor­ri­ble.”




    “I don’t do hor­ri­ble things, thank you. I was raised not to.”




    “You tell me what you think is a hor­ri­ble thing,” Buell said.




    “Lots of things are hor­ri­ble,” she said.




    Ab­ner Buell pressed Dif­fi­cul­ty-​A but­ton on his com­put­er key­board. A name ap­peared

    on the screen, fol­lowed by “Clos­est rel­ative in the Unit­ed States.”




    “I want you to kill your Aunt Agnes. You live with her, right?” Buell said.




    Pamela Thrush­well chuck­led. He saw a smile ap­pear on her dim­pled face.




    “Give me some­thing dif­fi­cult, will you, Jack?”




    “What do you mean?”




    “You’ve nev­er met my Aunt Agnes, have you?”




    “Then you will kill her?”




    “Of course not. I don’t do things like that. Lis­ten, Jack, why don’t you do your­self a bit

    of a fa­vor and go see a head­shrinker. It would do you good.”




    “I want to see you mur­der your Aunt Agnes. I want you to lick a fire hy­drant at noon in

    Times Square. I want you to for­ni­cate with a wilde­beest in St. Pe­ter’s Square, I want you

    to punch the queen, kick the Duke of Ed­in­burgh in the nuts, and throw a pound of warm caramel

    mousse on Prince Charles and La­dy Di.”




    “Sounds ducky, love,” said Pamela. She was laugh­ing. Buell saw her. The tart was laugh­ing.

    Up on the screen, the mirth was cost­ing Ab­ner Buell points. She was not tak­ing him

    se­ri­ous­ly. She was en­joy­ing it.




    A cowork­er came to her desk and flashed a mes­sage. Buell was able to read it. It said: WE

    GOT HIM.




    Ab­ner watched the ex­cite­ment, saw an of­fice man­ag­er ap­pear, and heard some­one in the

    back whis­per how the num­ber of the per­vert had been traced. Ab­ner wait­ed for the

    ex­cite­ment to reach a crescen­do.




    “Pamela, why are you so hap­py?” he asked.




    “Lis­ten, you bloody nance. We’ve got you now.”




    “Have your of­fice man­ag­er di­al me if you’ve got me.”




    “We’ll find the line busy be­cause you’re on it,” she said.




    “Di­al,” Buell said. “Have the of­fice man­ag­er di­al if you’re so smart.”




    He saw Pamela sig­nal the man­ag­er sharply and whis­per some­thing. The man­ag­er nod­ded

    and di­aled an ad­ja­cent phone. A ready light blinked on Buell’s screen sev­en as soon as the

    tele­phone con­nec­tion was made.




    Ab­ner pressed BLAST OFF. The man­ag­er’s eyes widened as though stretched open by

    re­leas­ing rub­ber bands. Her mouth opened in ag­oniz­ing pain and she dropped the phone.

    Ev­ery­one else in the of­fice jumped away and cov­ered their ears. The high-​range

    pen­etra­tion sig­nal had worked. It gave Buell three hun­dred points. Bet­ter than

    noth­ing.




    Pamela slammed the phone down and ran to the side of the of­fice man­ag­er and Buell

    dis­con­nect­ed the line.




    Lit­tle bitch.




    He should have the com­put­er cen­ter fire her. Buell owned the com­put­er cen­ter–

    al­though no one knew it– and he could eas­ily do that. He should have done it a long time ago

    when she first start­ed caus­ing him trou­ble.




    She alone, of all the re­cip­ients of In­sta-​Charge ex­tra mon­ey, po­lite­ly re­port­ed an

    er­ror and wouldn’t stop un­til the bank had ad­mit­ted the er­ror. That had start­ed an

    in­ves­ti­ga­tion which hadn’t stopped un­til Buell had brought the late De­tec­tive

    Lieu­tenant Joe Casey on­to his pay­roll.




    From that day on, Pamela Thrush­well had been marked by Ab­ner Buell for pun­ish­ment, but

    so far she had man­aged to stay ahead of him. Damned plucky Brit.




    But he had al­ways seemed to have trou­ble with Brits, he re­flect­ed. There was that time a

    year ago when he had got­ten in­to the British gov­ern­ment’s com­put­ers and al­most had Her

    Majesty’s gov­ern­ment ready to drop out of NA­TO and sign a friend­ship treaty with the

    So­vi­et Union. But the British had found out at the last minute, start­ed an

    in­ves­ti­ga­tion, and Buell had had to with­draw. He didn’t like los­ing games, but be­cause

    of the trou­ble he had caused the British, he didn’t call that game a loss. He list­ed it in

    his records as a tie. He might re­turn to it one day.




    Ab­ner Buell strolled in­to his bed­room, hope­ful­ly to end bore­dom with a few hours of

    sleep, but as he lay down in bed, a new game flashed in­to his mind.




    Why was he wast­ing his time pulling the strings on mean­ing­less lit­tle in­di­vid­uals or

    small na­tions that didn’t amount to any­thing any­way? There were big things he could do. The

    biggest.




    Nu­cle­ar war.




    How about the End of the World game?




    That was bang with a bang.




    He lay in bed for a while think­ing about it. Of course, if there was an all-​out nu­cle­ar

    war, he would die too. He con­sid­ered that for a while, then whis­pered his de­ci­sion in the

    dark­ness of his bed­room.




    “So what?” he said soft­ly.




    Ev­ery­body had to die some­time and nu­cle­ar de­struc­tion was prefer­able to be­ing bored

    to death.




    At last a game wor­thy of his tal­ents.




    The tar­gets: the Unit­ed States and Rus­sia.




    The goal: to get one of them to be­gin World War III.




    He fell asleep with a smile on his lips and a warm­ing thought in his heart.




    At least if he start­ed World War III, that plucky Brit bitch, Pamela Thrush­well, would get

    hers too.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    Usu­al­ly Harold W. Smith gave Re­mo his as­sign­ments by scram­bler tele­phone through a

    maze of con­nec­tions and se­cret num­bers that had in the past in­clud­ed Di­al-​A-​Prayer,

    Off-​Track Bet­ting of­fices in New York City, and a meat-​pack­ing plant in Raleigh, North

    Car­oli­na.




    So when Re­mo got a mes­sage at the ho­tel desk telling him that his Aunt Mil­lie was ill,

    he was sur­prised, be­cause the mes­sage meant that Re­mo should stay where he was; Smith was

    on his way to see him.




    When Smith ar­rived at the At­lanta pent­house that evening, there seemed to be a small

    chill be­tween Re­mo and Chi­un, al­though the CURE di­rec­tor couldn’t be sure. There of­ten

    seemed to be some small roil­ing con­tention go­ing on be­tween them, but noth­ing he was ev­er

    al­lowed in on.




    On those few oc­ca­sions when Smith men­tioned it, Re­mo would be blunt and tell him it was

    none of his busi­ness. And Chi­un would act as if the on­ly im­por­tant thing in the world was

    Smith’s hap­pi­ness, and that any fric­tion be­tween Re­mo and Chi­un was “as noth­ing.” But

    Chi­un’s ap­par­ent ob­se­quious­ness was re­al­ly wind and smoke. It was even a more

    im­pen­etra­ble wall than Re­mo’s “None of your busi­ness.”




    This evening, there was some­thing to do with mel­ons. Chi­un was con­vinced that Re­mo had

    for­got­ten mel­ons and Smith as­sumed it was Re­mo’s fail­ure to buy them at the store.

    Al­though Smith wasn’t sure that they even ate mel­ons any­more. They nev­er seemed to eat

    any­thing.




    Smith opened his thin leather at­tach\a233 case whose in­nards were lined with lead to

    shield against any pos­si­ble X rays. On a small type­writ­er key­board, he punched in a

    code.




    “Your fin­gers work with grace, O Em­per­or Smith,” said Chi­un.




    “They’re get­ting old,” said Smith.




    “Age is wis­dom. In a civ­ilized coun­try, age is re­spect­ed. Age is hon­ored. When the

    el­ders tell of their tra­di­tions, they are treat­ed with rev­er­ence, at least by those who

    are civ­ilized.”




    Smith nod­ded. He as­sumed that Re­mo had been fail­ing to re­vere some­thing. He was not

    go­ing to ask.




    Re­mo lounged on a so­fa wear­ing a T-​shirt, slacks, and loose loafers with no socks. He

    watched Smith punch in the num­bers. Smith had of­fered him one of those at­tach\a233-case

    com­put­ers once and said any­one could learn to use it. It could store in­for­ma­tion Re­mo

    might need, was not vul­ner­able to pen­etra­tion be­cause of the cod­ing sys­tem, and could be

    used in con­junc­tion with a tele­phone to get in­to the main com­put­er sys­tem at Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium, where all CURE’S records were kept. Smith called it the most mod­ern ad­vance in

    com­put­er tech­nol­ogy. Re­mo re­fused it sev­er­al times. Smith kept of­fer­ing. Fi­nal­ly,

    when they met near a riv­er one day in Lit­tle Sil­ver, New Jer­sey, Re­mo ac­cept­ed. He

    scaled the at­tach\a233 case like a piece of shale a quar­ter-​mile down the riv­er, where it

    sank with­out a trace.




    “Why did you do that?” Smith had asked.




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo had said.




    “That’s all? You don’t know?”




    “Right,” Re­mo had said.




    Smith stopped of­fer­ing tech­no­log­ical as­sis­tance af­ter that.




    Smith now closed the top of his at­tach\a233 case and looked across the room at Re­mo.




    “What we have is a pat­tern. It’s a pat­tern that has touched on some­thing so fright­en­ing

    that we can’t make head or tail of it,” he said.




    “So what else is new?” Re­mo asked.




    “Any dan­ger to the throne is a great dan­ger,” said Chi­un. Re­mo knew that Chi­un would

    au­to­mat­ical­ly make any­thing Smith said in­to some­thing of awe­some pro­por­tions un­der

    the the­ory that in a peace­ful king­dom, an as­sas­sin would starve. Like present-​day

    lawyers, the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju had learned through the ages that if the world was not

    fraught with per­il, one had to do some in­ten­sive fraugh­ting.




    “We are fac­ing a nu­cle­ar holo­caust,” Smith said.




    “That’s been go­ing on for forty years now,” Re­mo said, “and all we’ve had are lit­tle

    wars. If any­thing, the nukes are keep­ing the peace.”




    “They might not be now,” Smith said. “Some­body seems to be desta­bi­liz­ing things and

    we’re not sure how or why.”




    “How do you know this?” Re­mo asked.




    “Just com­put­er hints that our equip­ment has picked up. Some­body try­ing to get close to

    nu­cle­ar per­son­nel in Amer­ica and Rus­sia. Some­one or some­thing tap­ping in­to lines and

    codes and in­for­ma­tion stor­age. It’s like a pic­ture made up of dots. No dot means any­thing

    by it­self, but all to­geth­er, they make a pic­ture.”




    “An awe­some pic­ture,” Chi­un agreed ami­ably.




    “What do you want from me?” Re­mo asked.




    “Find out what’s go­ing on.”




    “I hate ma­chines. I’m lost with them. I can’t even work those scram­bler de­vices you gave

    me.”




    “They were on­ly two but­tons,” Smith said.




    “Right,” said Re­mo. “Two but­tons, and I nev­er could re­mem­ber which was which. I don’t

    need that stuff.”




    “Re­mo, the whole world could go up,” Smith said.




    “Aieee,” Chi­un wailed. “We face doom to­geth­er, O Em­per­or,” said Chi­un. His long

    fin­ger­nails were sym­bols of doom, point­ing to­ward the pent­house ceil­ing.




    “I think Chi­un grasps what is go­ing on, Re­mo. This may be the end of the world. We send

    one in­ves­ti­ga­tor and then an­oth­er and then an­oth­er and all these peo­ple from all these

    agen­cies some­how stop work­ing. They get locked out. They get killed. They get bought off.

    They go in­sane. It’s a mon­ster of a force and we might be al­ready in the mid­dle of a

    count­down to a war.”




    “A count­down? That doesn’t mean any­thing. When you need me to stop some­one from press­ing

    a but­ton, then call me,” Re­mo said.




    “Dis­as­ter,” in­toned Chi­un. “Doom of world and em­pire.”




    “Re­mo. Chi­un un­der­stands this,” Smith said.




    “Right,” said Re­mo. He turned on his side on the couch so his back was to Smith.




    In tones of grave im­port, Chi­un spoke to Re­mo in Ko­re­an:




    “Fool, do you not know that ev­ery em­per­or’s sneeze is the end of the world? Em­per­ors

    think on­ly like that. They are like young wom­en to whom all triv­ia makes the world hang in

    the bal­ance. The wrong dessert for lunch is the end of the world to an em­per­or. Re­mem­ber

    al­ways. Nev­er tell an em­per­or the truth. He would not know what to do with it and prob­ably

    would re­sent it grave­ly. Make be­lieve what he says is im­por­tant.”




    Re­mo an­swered al­so in the Ko­re­an he had learned:




    “It’s not like that, Chi­un. Smith doesn’t get alarmed about small things. I just don’t care

    any­more. We’re al­ways go­ing to have a big war, ev­ery day you hear it, and we nev­er have

    one.”




    “Pre­tend it is im­por­tant,” Chi­un re­spond­ed. “This lu­natic is the em­per­or.”




    “He’s not an em­per­or,” Re­mo said. “Just be­cause you work for him doesn’t make him an

    em­per­or. He’s a hired hand and he works for the Pres­ident and I don’t be­lieve in ly­ing to

    him.”




    “An as­sas­sin who will not lie to an em­per­or is an as­sas­sin whose vil­lage goes

    hun­gry.”




    “Sinan­ju isn’t go­ing hun­gry and hasn’t been for three cen­turies,” Re­mo said. Sinan­ju

    in North Ko­rea was Chi­un’s na­tive vil­lage. For cen­turies, its peo­ple had been sup­port­ed

    by the labors of the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, cre­ators of all the mar­tial arts and the world’s

    great­est as­sas­sins. Chi­un was the lat­est in the line.




    “Sinan­ju has not gone hun­gry be­cause it has had Mas­ters of Sinan­ju who have served it

    well and faith­ful­ly,” Chi­un snapped in Ko­re­an. “You are not deal­ing with some new

    two-​hun­dred-​year-​old coun­try your an­ces­tors just stum­bled over. You are de­fend­ing

    Sinan­ju it­self.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I’ve seen Sinan­ju. It’s a mud vil­lage. C’mon. The on­ly thing that ev­er

    came out of that dump was the as­sas­sins who sup­port­ed it. Ev­ery one of those peo­ple are

    lazy in­com­pe­tent slobs. You wouldn’t have trained me if they weren’t.”




    “You have an un­grate­ful tongue for some­one who didn’t even re­mem­ber mel­ons on the

    ground.”




    “How long am I go­ing to hear that?”




    “Un­til you re­mem­ber,” said Chi­un, and then to Smith, “He un­der­stands the grav­ity of

    it now.”




    “I hope you do, Re­mo, be­cause we don’t know where to turn. We have on­ly you.”




    Re­mo rolled on­to his oth­er side on the couch and re­leased a large sigh. He looked at

    Smith and said, “Okay. Will you go through it again please?”




    Smith de­scribed the de­fense net­works of Rus­sia and the Unit­ed States in terms as

    sim­ple as those of a chil­dren’s book. The two nu­cle­ar pow­ers had big guns ready to go

    boom. These were atom­ic weapons. But they were very dan­ger­ous. They could cause a war that

    would de­stroy the world, so, un­like swords and guns, these weapons could harm the users

    them­selves. There­fore, the two pow­ers had to have things that pre­vent­ed the big guns from

    go­ing boom as well as de­vices to make them go boom. Trig­gers and an­titrig­gers.




    Now some­one was fool­ing around with the trig­gers and the an­titrig­gers. Was that

    clear?




    “Sure. Point me to those trig­ger things and I’ll find out who has them and I’ll nail them.

    Okay?” said Re­mo.




    “Well, it’s not that sim­ple,” Smith said. “It’s not like trig­gers on a gun.”




    “I didn’t think it would be. Noth­ing with you is ev­er sim­ple. Where do I go then?”




    “There is a com­put­er cen­ter in down­town New York City. Some­how it is in­volved with

    this thing. Mon­ey seems to be com­ing from there some­how and oc­ca­sion­al­ly it turns up as

    part of a trans­mis­sion link that we in­ter­cept.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said dis­gust­ed­ly. “Where’s the com­put­er cen­ter?”




    Smith gave him the ad­dress and ex­plained the prob­lem again in terms of a shelf load­ed

    with canned goods that was be­ing held up above the world with very light sup­ports. The

    sup­ports were de­signed both to col­lapse and not to col­lapse.




    “And some­one’s try­ing to make the sup­ports not to col­lapse col­lapse,” Re­mo said.




    “You have it,” Smith said.




    “Not re­al­ly,” said Re­mo. “It sounds like a job for Ab­bott and Costel­lo to me.”




    “He on­ly jests,” said Chi­un quick­ly. “You have no need to hire this Ap­ple and Coslet­to.

    Re­mo is ready to do your bid­ding. One who has been trained by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju need

    on­ly hear his em­per­or’s de­sires, and then will de­liv­er them to him.”




    “Is that right, Re­mo?”




    “How the hell should I know?” Re­mo said. Re­mo had lost the ad­dress of the com­put­er

    cen­ter. He knew he had put it some­where. He might have torn it up al­so. Ad­dress­es were

    like that.




    Be­fore he left, Smith asked the ex­act na­ture of the de­fense of the Pres­ident against

    the Ira­ni­an truck bombers.




    “The best de­fense against an at­tack­er is in the at­tack­er’s mind. It is not the re­al

    de­fense but what he thinks is the de­fense,” Re­mo said.




    “I don’t un­der­stand. We have sui­cide truck bombers. What sort of dan­ger is death to

    some­one who wants to lose his life?”




    “How can I ex­plain? You on­ly un­der­stand them through what you fear. All right. They will

    kill them­selves, but on­ly un­der cer­tain cir­cum­stances, and I’ve changed the

    cir­cum­stances.” He saw blank­ness on Smith’s face and said, “Let me try it this way. Ev­ery

    weapon, for its dan­ger, has a weak­ness. The sharp­er the point, the thin­ner the blade at

    that point, right?”




    “Yes. I think so. What does that have to do with your pro­tec­tion of the Pres­ident?”




    “What makes these peo­ple will­ing to die is al­so their weak­ness. You have to get in­to

    their be­liefs and make them work against them. Do you see?”




    “You con­vinced them it was moral­ly wrong?” Smith asked.




    “No. Lis­ten. It may not be pop­ular in some dip­py class­room to say it, but life is cheap

    there. They don’t think of a hu­man life with the same re­spect, let’s say, that we do. It’s

    just a fact of life for these peo­ple. Hell, they bury half their chil­dren be­fore they’re

    eight and if they didn’t they couldn’t feed them any­how.”




    “What are you say­ing, Re­mo?”




    “I’m say­ing I scared the shit out of them,” Re­mo said.




    “What he is say­ing, O Em­per­or,” Chi­un in­ter­ject­ed quick­ly, “is that you have cho­sen

    your as­sas­sins wise­ly be­cause your Pres­ident is safe from these ver­min who dare threat­en

    such a glo­ri­ous life.”




    “I guess that means he re­al­ly does have this pro­tec­tion,” said Smith, who had been

    try­ing very hard to fol­low this thing.




    “Yeah. Right. He’s safe. They’re not go­ing to go at him any­more.”




    “If you say so,” Smith said.




    “He is as safe as you wish him,” said Chi­un with a tan­ta­liz­ing smile. The in­vi­ta­tion

    was al­ways there. If Smith should want to be­come Pres­ident, all he need do was say the word

    and the present oc­cu­pant of the White House would just sim­ply cease to ex­ist. Re­mo knew

    that Chi­un could still not quite be­lieve, even af­ter all these years, that Smith was not

    plot­ting the over­throw of the Pres­ident so he could be­come Pres­ident him­self. Af­ter all,

    why hire a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to do some­thing as fool­ish as pro­tect a na­tion? In the

    his­to­ry of Sinan­ju, na­tions were things of lit­tle im­port. It was the em­per­or who hired

    and the em­per­or who mat­tered.




    “I wish him safe,” said Smith, think­ing he had giv­en an or­der for the pro­tec­tion of his

    Pres­ident.




    “As you will it,” said Chi­un, who had heard a quite dif­fer­ent com­mand: “Not yet. I will

    let you know at the right mo­ment when the Pres­ident should be re­moved.”




    “Well,” sighed Re­mo. “An­oth­er as­sign­ment with no one un­der­stand­ing any­body.”




    “We un­der­stand our­selves quite well,” said Smith, nod­ding to Chi­un. Chi­un nod­ded

    back. Some of these whites could be quite cagey.




    Chi­un in­sist­ed up­on ac­com­pa­ny­ing Re­mo to New York City be­cause, he said, he had

    “some busi­ness there.”




    “In­side Amer­ica, you are sup­posed to serve no oth­er,” said Re­mo.




    “I am not be­tray­ing ser­vice. There are oth­er projects of in­tel­lect in which I am

    in­volved.”




    They were in a New York City ho­tel room.




    Chi­un had a wide flat bun­dle in a mani­la en­ve­lope. It was about a foot long and nine

    inch­es wide. He held it close to his ki­mono.




    Re­mo sus­pect­ed Chi­un want­ed him to ask about it. There­fore, he didn’t.




    “I have treat­ed you bet­ter in this than you de­serve,” said Chi­un, hold­ing up the

    pack­age.




    “Is it a book?”




    “I should have some af­fairs that are pri­vate,” Chi­un said.




    “Okay,” said Re­mo.




    “It’s a book,” said Chi­un.




    But Re­mo didn’t ask what kind of book. He had known that Chi­un had once at­tempt­ed to

    have some Ko­re­an po­et­ry pub­lished in New York City and had re­ceived two re­jec­tions. One

    pub­lish­er said they liked the po­et­ry but did not feel it was quite right for their list;

    the oth­er said that they felt the po­et­ry wasn’t quite ready for pub­li­ca­tion.




    Re­mo nev­er un­der­stood how the pub­lish­ing hous­es had come to those con­clu­sions since

    the po­et­ry was in an an­cient Ko­re­an form used, to Re­mo’s knowl­edge, on­ly by Chi­un

    him­self. Re­mo might have been the sec­ond per­son in the world to un­der­stand it be­cause

    some of the breath­ing in­struc­tions were in the rhythms of that lan­guage. He on­ly found out

    that the di­alect was an­cient when a Ko­re­an schol­ar point­ed out that it was im­pos­si­ble

    for any­one to know it be­cause it had been out of use four cen­turies be­fore Rome was a

    city.




    Chi­un was an­noyed that Re­mo did not ask about this new book. He said, “I will nev­er let

    you read this book be­cause you would not ap­pre­ci­ate it. You ap­pre­ci­ate so lit­tle

    any­how.”




    “I’ll read it when we get back,” Re­mo said.




    “Nev­er mind,” said Chi­un.




    “I promise. I’ll read it.”




    “I don’t want you to,” Chi­un said. “Your opin­ion is worth­less any­way.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said.




    “I will leave a copy out for you.”




    Re­mo left the ho­tel want­ing to take pieces of walls out of build­ings. He had got­ten

    him­self in­to hav­ing to read one of Chi­un’s manuscripts. It wasn’t so bad that he had

    promised to read it but he faced lit­tle ques­tions for months about what he had read, and a

    fail­ure to an­swer any one cor­rect­ly would be proof to Chi­un that Re­mo did not care.




    It hadn’t al­ways been like this. There had been times ear­ly on when Re­mo felt free of

    this feel­ing, this hav­ing to prove that he cared, hav­ing to prove that he was good enough,

    wor­thy enough to be Chi­un’s suc­ces­sor. He knew he was wor­thy enough. He knew he cared. So

    why did he have to go on prov­ing it all the time?




    “Why?” said Re­mo to a fire hy­drant on this chilly day near Times Square, and the fire

    hy­drant, fail­ing to give the cor­rect an­swer, got a hand down its cen­ter split­ting it to

    its base. It gushed up a stream of wa­ter be­tween its two iron halves, split like two flow­er

    petals.




    “My God. That man just split a fire hy­drant,” said a wom­an shop­per.




    “You lie,” said Re­mo.




    “What­ev­er you say,” said the wom­an. This was New York. Who knew? The man might be a

    mem­ber of a new fire-​hy­drant-​split­ting cult of killers. Or maybe he was part of a new city

    task force to de­ter­mine how well fire hy­drants were made by de­stroy­ing them. “Any­thing

    you want,” she said.




    And Re­mo, see­ing the wom­an was fright­ened, said, “I’m sor­ry.”




    “You should be,” said the wom­an. He had shown weak­ness and New York­ers were trained to

    at­tack the weak. “That was a brand-​new fire hy­drant.”




    “No, I mean for fright­en­ing you.”




    “It’s all right,” said the wom­an. In New York, one did not go around let­ting peo­ple

    suf­fo­cate on their own guilt.




    “I don’t want to be for­giv­en,” Re­mo said.




    “Go fuck your­self,” the wom­an said, be­cause when all else failed in New York, there was

    al­ways that.




    When he reached the com­put­er cen­ter, he was not in the mood for the cheery bright British

    pres­ence of a wom­an whose desk plate iden­ti­fied her as Ms. Pamela Thrush­well.




    “Are you in­ter­est­ed in our new mod­el?” said Pamela. She wore an an­go­ra sweater over

    her am­ple front and smiled with many long per­fect white teeth ap­pear­ing be­tween very red

    lips.




    “Is it bet­ter than the old mod­el?” Re­mo asked.




    “It will sat­is­fy ev­ery one of your needs,” Pamela said. “Ev­ery one.” She smiled broad­ly

    at that and Re­mo looked away, bored. He knew he did this to many wom­an. At first, it was

    ex­cit­ing, but now it was just what it re­al­ly was: an ex­pres­sion that wom­en found him fit

    and dis­played their nat­ural in­stinct to want to re­pro­duce with the fittest of the species.

    That was all hand­some­ness or beau­ty ev­er was, an ex­pres­sion of a func­tion as ba­sic as

    breath­ing or eat­ing or sleep­ing. It was how the hu­man race kept go­ing and Re­mo wasn’t

    in­ter­est­ed any­more in keep­ing the hu­man race go­ing.




    “Just sell me a com­put­er. That’s all,” he said.




    “Well, you’ve got to want it for some­thing,” she said.




    “All right,” Re­mo said. “Let me think. I want it to start World War III. I want to tap

    in­to gov­ern­ments’ com­put­er records so I can de­stroy for­eign cur­ren­cy. I want to make

    banks go broke by giv­ing mon­ey away to pau­pers. I want to det­onate nu­cle­ar

    war­heads.”




    “Is that all?” Pamela said.




    “And it’s got to play Pac-​Man,” Re­mo said.




    “We’ll see what we can do,” Pamela said and she took him to a cor­ner where there was a

    li­brary of pro­grams that could do things from cal­cu­lat­ing build­ing con­struc­tion to

    play­ing games of shoot­ing things.




    In do­ing her du­ty, she ex­plained how com­put­ers worked. She start­ed at the idea of

    gates with a sim­ple bi­na­ry com­mand. There was a yes com­mand and a no com­mand. The “no”

    closed the gate; the “yes” opened it. Then she was off and run­ning in­to how these yeses and

    nos made a com­put­er work and as she de­liv­ered this in­com­pre­hen­si­ble gib­ber­ish, she

    smiled at Re­mo as if any­one could fol­low what she was talk­ing about.




    Re­mo let her go on as long as he could stay awake, then he said, “I don’t want to bal­ance

    my check­book. I don’t have a check­book. I just want to start World War III. Help me with

    that. What do you have in the way of nu­cle­ar dev­as­ta­tion?”




    Be­fore she could an­swer, some­one called out that she had a tele­phone call. She picked up

    the phone on an ad­ja­cent desk and be­gan to blush. Re­mo no­ticed the tele­vi­sion mon­itors

    in the ceil­ings. Their ran­dom move­ment, sweep­ing the of­fice area, stopped and they

    fo­cused on Pamela Thrush­well. He glanced at Pamela Thrush­well and saw her red­dened face

    turn from em­bar­rass­ment to anger and she snapped, “Naff off, you bloody twerp.” As she

    slammed the tele­phone to­ward the re­ceiv­er, Re­mo felt high-​wave vi­bra­tions em­anat­ing

    from the tele­phone. If Pamela had still had the phone next to her ear, her eardrum would have

    burst.




    She did not no­tice it. She smoothed her skirt, let her flush sub­side, and re­turned to

    Re­mo, the prop­er British sales­per­son.




    “Not a friend, I take it,” he said.




    “Some­body who’s been both­er­ing me for months,” she said.




    “Who is it? Why don’t you call the po­lice?”




    “I don’t know who it is,” she said.




    “Who runs these cam­eras?” Re­mo asked, nod­ding to­ward the ceil­ing.




    “No one. They’re au­to­mat­ic,” she said.




    “No, they’re not.”




    “Ex­cuse me, sir, but they are.”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “They are our equip­ment and we know how it works, so if you will kind­ly pay at­ten­tion, I

    will ex­plain again how the sim­ple com­put­er works,” she said.




    “Those cam­eras are fo­cused by some­one,” Re­mo said. “They’re watch­ing you right

    now.”




    “That’s im­pos­si­ble,” said Pamela. She glanced up at the cam­eras in the ceil­ing. When

    she glanced again a few mo­ments lat­er, they were still point­ed at her.




    Re­mo said, “This place is ob­vi­ous­ly set up for some­thing. Can you trace the con­trols

    on that mon­itor?”




    “I’m afraid to,” Pamela said. “Last week, I traced that tele­phone caller who keeps

    both­er­ing me, and our of­fice man­ag­er picked up the phone and got bro­ken eardrums. I don’t

    know what to do. I’ve com­plained to the po­lice and they say ig­nore it. But how can you

    ig­nore it when some­body has peo­ple come right in and grab you and touch and pinch and do all

    sorts of things? I know that ob­scene caller is be­hind it.”




    “And you don’t know who it is,” Re­mo said.




    “No, do you?” she asked.




    Re­mo shook his head. “Why don’t we find out to­geth­er?” he said.




    “I’m sor­ry. I don’t know you and I don’t trust you,” she said.




    “Who are you go­ing to trust?”




    “I don’t trust the po­lice,” she said.




    “I’m the guy who showed you how you’re be­ing watched,” he said.




    “I don’t know who to trust at this point. I get phone calls at all hours. The caller seems

    to know what I’m do­ing. Strange men come up to me and do stranger things in pub­lic. The

    caller knows. He al­ways knows. I don’t trust you. I’m sor­ry.”




    Re­mo leaned close and let her feel his pres­ence. Her blue eyes flut­tered.




    “I don’t need a ro­man­tic in­volve­ment at this point,” she said.




    “I was think­ing more of raw sex,” Re­mo said.




    “Beast,” said Pamela Thrush­well, but her eyes sparkled when she said it and her dim­ples

    vir­tu­al­ly popped in her cheeks.




    “Let me show you how to start a nu­cle­ar war,” she said.




    “Sure,” Re­mo said. “And I’ll show you how we can both go out in a blaze of glo­ry.”




    She took Re­mo in­to a back room of the com­put­er cen­ter. There was a large com­put­er

    screen and a pim­ply-​faced young man with di­lat­ed pupils hung over a key­board like a ham in

    a smoke­house, as still as dead meat. But un­like a ham, his fin­gers moved.




    Pamela told him to move over. He did but his fin­gers stayed in the same po­si­tion. It took

    him a good two min­utes to re­al­ize he was no longer fac­ing the ma­chine. When he did and

    looked around in be­wil­der­ment, Pamela told him to go to lunch.




    “Smoke, smoke,” he said. “I need smoke.”




    “Good,” she said. “You go get smoke,” and when he left, she ex­plained to Re­mo that the

    young man was a “hack­er,” a self-​taught com­put­er ex­pert whose spe­cial­ty was break­ing

    in­to oth­er com­put­er net­works.




    “He’s found a way to get in­to the De­fense De­part­ment com­put­ers,” she said.




    Re­mo nod­ded and she said, “See these num­bers? We can call them up when­ev­er we want. The

    first one tells you it’s mil­itary and the sec­ond that it’s the Air Force. The third says

    Strate­gic Air Com­mand and the fourth tells you it’s a mis­sile base. The fifth tells you

    Rus­sian ac­tiv­ity and the sixth tells you where, which is where we are, in New York City, and

    the sev­enth tells what’s hap­pened to New York City.”




    Re­mo didn’t un­der­stand but he glanced at the num­bers. Num­bers five and sev­en were

    ze­ros, which meant the Rus­sians weren’t do­ing any­thing, he guessed, and that New York City

    was still in one piece.




    “So what good does this all do?” Re­mo asked.




    “Well, we don’t have all the con­trols down yet. You know, we do this stuff as pure

    re­search, to find out how far com­put­ers can be pushed. But Harold, he’s the one who just

    left, he thinks he’ll be able to get in­to the Air Force and make them fire mis­siles if he

    wants them to.”




    “Let’s hope no­body gets him mad,” Re­mo said. “I hope he finds some good smoke out on the

    street.”




    The screen sud­den­ly be­came a jum­ble of let­ters and num­bers.




    “What’s go­ing on?” Re­mo said. He no­ticed that the fifth num­ber– Rus­sian ac­tiv­ity– had

    jumped to nine.




    “Oh, God,” said Pamela.




    “What’s hap­pen­ing?” Re­mo asked.




    “I think the Rus­sians have launched a nu­cle­ar at­tack against us,” Pamela said.




    The sev­enth num­ber– the sta­tus of New York City– sud­den­ly jumped from ze­ro to

    nine.




    Re­mo point­ed at it. “What’s that mean?”




    “It means we’ve all just been de­stroyed by a nu­cle­ar at­tack,” Pamela said.




    “It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” Re­mo said. “I don’t feel any­thing.”




    “There’s got to be an er­ror here. Nine means com­plete an­ni­hi­la­tion,” she said.




    “So it’s wrong,” Re­mo said. “So much for this stupid ma­chine.”




    The third and fourth num­bers on the screen be­gan chang­ing.




    “What does that mean?” Re­mo asked.




    “That means the Strate­gic Air Com­mand has got­ten a re­port of this false at­tack and

    they’re check­ing.”




    The third num­ber re­turned to ze­ro.




    Re­mo said, “That means they checked it out and there’s noth­ing to wor­ry about.”




    Pamela nod­ded. “But look at the fourth num­ber,” she said.




    It was a nine.




    “What does that mean?” Re­mo said.




    “It means that some­where in the Unit­ed States there’s a mis­sile bat­tery and it be­lieves

    all of us have been de­stroyed. It’s prob­ably go­ing to fire its mis­siles at the Rus­sians.”

    She turned from the screen and looked at Re­mo. “I do be­lieve World War III has be­gun.”




    “What a pain in the ass,” Re­mo said.




    But Pamela Thrush­well didn’t hear him. She thought of Liv­er­pool, her na­tive Liv­er­pool,

    and the En­glish coun­try­side go­ing up in a nu­cle­ar holo­caust. She thought of tens of

    mil­lions of peo­ple dy­ing, and then, in what was per­haps an in­stinc­tive British re­ac­tion

    to mas­sive war­fare, she reached for Re­mo’s pants.




    Lieu­tenant Colonel Arm­brew­ster Nai­smith had been on du­ty in his mis­sile bunker since

    ex­act­ly eight A.M. when he had parked one of his two Mer­cedeses in front of the bat­tery

    head­quar­ters.




    It was about noon when he was asked to de­stroy ev­ery­thing in Rus­sia east of Moscow and

    west of Vladi­vos­tok. He could do this by turn­ing a key. He would turn one key and his

    ex­ec­utive of­fi­cer would turn an­oth­er sep­arate key, and then he would wait for fi­nal

    ap­proval, and then he would press a but­ton.




    “Quite a re­al­is­tic alert,” Nai­smith said.




    “No alert,” his ex­ec­utive of­fi­cer said. “New York has been de­stroyed. To­tal

    an­ni­hi­la­tion.”




    “I hope it’s not se­ri­ous,” Nai­smith said.




    “Sir?” said the ex­ec.




    “Well, we don’t know that it’s war. We don’t know that.”




    “It’s Bra­vo Red,” the ex­ec said. “We’ve got to key in.”




    “We don’t have to rush in­to things,” Nai­smith said.




    “It calls for an im­me­di­ate re­sponse, sir,” the ex­ec­utive of­fi­cer said. “We have to

    ac­ti­vate ev­ery­thing.”




    “I know that, dammit. I’m the com­mand­ing of­fi­cer.”




    “Then what are you wait­ing for?”




    “I’m not wait­ing. I want to make sure we give a prop­er re­sponse. All right, New York is

    gone. That’s a tragedy cer­tain­ly. But is it an act of war? I mean, maybe our re­sponse will

    be a grain em­bar­go. Maybe we won’t go to the Olympics. We don’t know. We don’t run things. So

    we’ve lost New York. Lots of coun­tries have lost cities. We don’t have to be rash about it. We

    can al­ways send a stern note of dis­agree­ment.”




    “I think it’s gone be­yond that, sir,” said the ex­ec­utive of­fi­cer. “I’ve got my key. I

    see the com­mand. I see your key. My key is in and I can’t turn it un­til yours turns too,

    sir.”




    “I am not here be­cause I run off half cocked,” Nai­smith said stiffly. “I have a

    re­spon­si­ble po­si­tion and I in­tend to per­form my du­ties.”




    “The com­mand is to key-​in­sert,” the ex­ec said.




    “I see that.”




    “Well?”




    “I’m do­ing it. So, I’m do­ing it.”




    Lieu­tenant Colonel Nai­smith took the key from the chain around his neck and in­sert­ed it

    in­to the slot. He looked at the green screen. The mis­sile bunker felt crowd­ed now, crowd­ed

    and hot. New York had been de­stroyed. Boston had gone up. At­lanta was in flames. Bra­vo Red

    flashed again on the screen and be­gan blink­ing.




    Then a new mes­sage ap­peared on the screen.




    It warned that if Nai­smith didn’t turn his key im­me­di­ate­ly, the bunker would be

    de­clared in vi­ola­tion of or­ders. And thus the re­al hor­ror of mil­itary ser­vice stared

    Arm­brew­ster Nai­smith right square in the face: if Amer­ica should sur­vive a nu­cle­ar war,

    he would face life with­out a pen­sion.




    And pos­si­bly worse.




    Nai­smith want­ed to run out of the bunker, get in­to his Mer­cedes, and drive away,

    pos­si­bly to an air­port, per­haps to his win­ter con­do in the Caribbean.




    The code-​vi­ola­tion warn­ing blinked again on the screen. The ex­ec­utive of­fi­cer was

    about to with­draw his key and code back to SAC head­quar­ters that the bunker was in­ac­tive

    be­cause of per­son­nel prob­lems. Sud­den­ly, Nai­smith in­sert­ed his key and turned.




    The mis­sile bat­tery was op­er­ational. Nai­smith smiled weak­ly. His crew looked up at him

    from their sta­tions. His ex­ec­utive of­fi­cer stared sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “That was an aw­ful long time, sir.”




    “I didn’t want to rush in­to things.”




    “Yes sir,” said the ex­ec, but he made a note in his log that the colonel should be giv­en

    an­oth­er Psych-​Sev­en, the ba­sic week-​long psy­cho­log­ical test for mis­sile men to weed

    out any­thing but the ba­sic vanil­la. “Ba­sic vanil­la” was the slang phrase giv­en to the

    cor­rect char­ac­ter pro­file for an of­fi­cer in a mis­sile bat­tery. First, he should not be

    the kind to pan­ic. Sec­ond, he should not be the kind to pan­ic. Third, he should not be the

    kind to pan­ic.




    The oth­er sev­en re­quire­ments were iden­ti­cal. The ide­al mis­sile of­fi­cer was the

    sort of man who at the end of the world would make sure the front door was locked. They had

    hap­py mar­riages, mod­est bank ac­counts, neat homes, a two-​year-​old Amer­ican car they

    re­paired them­selves, 2.10 chil­dren, no drink­ing or eat­ing prob­lems, and most quit

    smok­ing when the sur­geon gen­er­al’s re­port came out.




    Of Am­brew­ster Nai­smith, it had been said he not on­ly would lock the front door at the

    end of the world, but would file away the key in case the hu­man race ev­er got start­ed

    again.




    In brief, he was not some­one who would de­lay arm­ing his mis­siles for fir­ing. He was not

    some­one who would be trem­bling while he wait­ed for the com­mand to fire.




    He saw his men look­ing at him.




    “Well, it was on­ly New York,” he said.




    “And Boston and At­lanta,” his ex­ec­utive of­fi­cer said.




    “Well, if you’re go­ing to nit­pick–“




    Peas­ants, Nai­smith thought. He would have been just like them a few months ago, in their

    cot­ton or reg­ula­tion un­der­wear, their reg­ula­tion shoes, their sim­ple cars, their

    print-​dress wives, and steak-​and-​corn cook­outs. Did any of them ap­pre­ci­ate a re­al­ly

    sig­nif­icant mousse, a wine with a re­al nose to it, morn­ing on a Caribbean beach while it

    was snow­ing in Day­ton, Ohio?




    He had once been like them. Your ba­sic vanil­la. He had thought he had lived, thought he

    had lived well and de­cent­ly, but he had been a fool.




    Va­lerie had taught him that. Va­lerie with her laugh­ter and cham­pagne and love of life.

    He knew how to live life now and to seize its pre­cious mo­ments. What were the oth­ers?

    Lit­tle breath­ing ma­chines who would press a but­ton or not press it on com­mand. They were

    the pi­lot­less drones of the world.




    He stared at the screen, ig­nor­ing his men. No mat­ter what hap­pened now, he knew he had

    tak­en life full and well. He had used that grand ac­ci­dent from In­sta-​Charge, and no

    mat­ter what hap­pened now, he was glad of it.




    He re­mem­bered how his ac­count showed a high­er than prop­er bal­ance. He re­mem­bered

    let­ting it be, sure that it would be caught. When it wasn’t caught the next month, he

    tele­phoned the bank to say they had made not on­ly one mis­take, but two. They couldn’t find

    the mis­take. The mon­ey grew. It be­came a fam­ily joke, about how he was go­ing to be a

    mil­lion­aire un­til some com­put­er chip some­where got to work­ing cor­rect­ly.




    And then he met Va­lerie, laugh­ing Va­lerie, dark­haired Va­lerie, who loved cham­pagne and

    af­ter­noons in fine cars and the Caribbean; Va­lerie, who just hap­pened to have a flat tire

    and wouldn’t ac­cept help from just any air­man.




    “Look, I don’t want to be picked up. I just have a flat tire.”




    “I’m not the sort who picks up strange wom­en,” said Lieu­tenant Colonel Arm­brew­ster

    Nai­smith. “I am will­ing to help, but I do not pick up strange wom­en.”




    “You said that so well,” she said. She had that mel­low Cal­ifor­nia ac­cent as if words

    just hap­pened to come out along with the sweet­ness of her voice, tak­ing a ride, so to speak,

    with the song of her pres­ence.




    “I don’t like tires,” she had said. “I don’t like dirty things and I don’t like me­chan­ical

    things.”




    “Then why are you lean­ing so close?” he had said. She had worn the sort of per­fume you

    didn’t smell but sensed.




    “Be­cause I like men who do me­chan­ical things,” she said.




    Nai­smith reached for a wrench. He felt some­thing soft. It was too soft for a wrench. It

    was a thigh. Her name was Va­lerie and she didn’t move her thigh. She didn’t move it the first

    time he asked or the sec­ond. He didn’t ask a third.




    They met in a mo­tel out of the state where his own men wouldn’t see him. To keep

    ev­ery­thing above sus­pi­cion, Nai­smith used some of that com­put­er mon­ey as he called it,

    mon­ey that had come in­to his bank ac­count by a com­put­er ac­ci­dent.




    It was go­ing to be a quick­ie, one pas­sion­ate af­fair, re­move that over­whelm­ing

    sud­den lust he could not con­trol and then go home to his wife. The on­ly thing quick about it

    was the time it took.




    He start­ed to apol­ogize for be­ing so pre­ma­ture. But Va­lerie did not mind. Va­lerie was

    like that. Beau­ti­ful and young, yet un­der­stand­ing in ways the colonel’s wife could nev­er

    com­pre­hend. His wife called his snor­ing an­noy­ing and used earplugs. Va­lerie called it

    man­ly sleep. She was tired of boys and want­ed a man. But she didn’t like mo­tels. She want­ed

    a ro­man­tic week­end in Chica­go. She want­ed the Pump Room. She want­ed the best ho­tels.




    By the end of the month, the colonel had used up al­most all the ex­tra mon­ey and was

    think­ing of cash­ing in stocks when his check­ing ac­count did the mirac­ulous. It came up

    with enough ad­di­tion­al mon­ey to cov­er ev­ery­thing. It was one small step to the pair of

    matched Mer­cedeses, the prop­er­ty in the Caribbean, Va­lerie, and life. Above all, life.




    He want­ed to re­sign his Air Force com­mis­sion but Va­lerie in­sist­ed he keep his job.

    Com­ing in­to the bunker be­came a tor­ture. Dull men in dull uni­forms with dull out­looks. He

    want­ed to fly in the sun and all they want­ed was to make sure all sys­tems were

    func­tion­al.




    He want­ed to smell the grass. Va­lerie had taught him that. Smelling the grass. The oth­ers

    on­ly used their noses when they smelled wiring burn­ing. They drank beer and ate steak, and

    corn with but­ter was a big treat. What did they have to live for? Colonel Nai­smith asked

    him­self this many times, but most of all, he asked it when the mis­sile bat­tery was alert­ed

    and his key was re­quired to ac­ti­vate the sys­tem.




    And if he didn’t need his up­com­ing pen­sion to add to his funds, he would not have turned

    it at all.




    And then when he did, the screen flashed. It screamed silent­ly:




    FI­NAL. GO. GO. GO. CON­FIRM GO. GO. GO.




    The war was on.




    Nai­smith had to press in the code to re­lease the but­ton to fire. There were three

    num­bers and he hes­itat­ed over the first. The war was on. There was go­ing to be noth­ing

    left of large parts of Amer­ica. Would the bat­tery it­self be de­stroyed? He had sworn an

    oath. He pressed the first num­ber and then the sec­ond and his hand trem­bled over the third.

    He felt his stom­ach jump and his hands were hot. He didn’t know fin­ger­tips could sweat. He

    wiped his hands on his trousers.




    The sys­tem void­ed be­cause of the de­lay and he had to press the three num­bers again. He

    pressed the first two. His mouth tast­ed salty. He thought of life and he thought of Va­lerie

    and he thought of the mis­siles go­ing off. He saw Va­lerie’s face on the screen laugh­ing. He

    saw her beau­ti­ful body. He saw so many things.




    When they fi­nal­ly re­moved him from the bunker, his hand was frozen over the last code

    key. It was still un­pressed. The colonel was tak­en to the base hos­pi­tal where his wife and

    chil­dren vis­it­ed and were told by the base psy­chi­atrist that their fa­ther and hus­band

    might nev­er come out of his trance. It was, the shrink be­lieved, a shock in­duced by a

    con­flict so se­vere, so cru­el­ly ma­nip­ulat­ed as to leave a hu­man be­ing the

    bat­tle­ground be­tween two pow­er­ful op­pos­ing ideas. The on­ly way most peo­ple could

    re­spond was to go in­to se­vere shock. Very few ev­er re­cov­ered.




    At Strate­gic Air Com­mand head­quar­ters in the bow­els of the Rocky Moun­tains, the staff

    was grate­ful for this psy­cho­log­ical hor­ror in­flict­ed on one of their of­fi­cers.

    Nai­smith, by his paral­ysis on du­ty, had bare­ly stopped World War III. Some­how, the sys­tem

    had mal­func­tioned and the bat­tery had been giv­en all the wrong in­for­ma­tion and all the

    wrong or­ders. New York had not been de­stroyed; the Rus­sians had fired no mis­siles; and it

    was on­ly a stroke of prov­iden­tial luck that Amer­ica had not oblit­er­at­ed much of

    Rus­sia.




    The Strate­gic Air Com­mand ap­point­ed a com­mit­tee to find out what had gone wrong.




    And in Mal­ibu, on the Cal­ifor­nia coast, Ab­ner Buell gave him­self ten-​thou­sand points

    for Nai­smith and fif­teen thou­sand for prox­im­ity to nu­cle­ar war. He was an­noyed that the

    war had not start­ed, but he did not deduct any points for that. He told him­self that he had

    been turn­ing peo­ple around and test­ing sys­tems and next he would test the Rus­sians, and

    then he would start World War III in his own good time. He de­cid­ed to do it at night when the

    flash of nu­cle­ar weapons ex­plod­ing would be more vis­ible.




    He cleared the screen of the Nu­cle­ar War Game and the com­put­er no­ti­fied him that he

    was in a chase.




    It came from Pamela Thrush­well. The chas­er had no­ticed the mon­itors at the New York

    com­put­er cen­ter and the chas­er had seemed to track ev­ery move the cam­eras made. The

    com­put­er had footage of Pamela Thrush­well throw­ing her am­ple body at the chas­er, who was

    a young white man with dark hair and eyes and very thick wrists.




    Ab­ner Buell, bore­dom gone for a mo­ment, be­gan to trace the man who was with Pamela

    Thrush­well. It proved to be even more ex­cit­ing than he had thought. Fin­ger­prints were

    picked up from Ms. Thrush­well’s desk but there was no ev­idence that those fin­ger­prints were

    on file any­where.




    A se­cret agent was af­ter him, Buell de­cid­ed. An agent so se­cret that he had no

    fin­ger­prints on file any­where.




    Maybe they were work­ing to­geth­er.




    If so, he could reach the man through Pamela Thrush­well.




    It might be fun, Buell thought.




    So few things were these days. These last few days that were left to the world.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    “Don’t you eat?” asked Pamela as she put on her robe and went in­to the kitchen for a

    snack.




    “No,” said Re­mo. “Tell me again why you couldn’t trace that phone num­ber the ob­scene

    caller gave you.”




    “First we tried and the of­fice man­ag­er had her ears blown out. Then we tried again and

    the phone com­pa­ny said there was no such num­ber. There nev­er had been. Why do you care so

    much?”




    “Be­cause I’m with the phone com­pa­ny and we’re try­ing to find out what’s go­ing on.”




    “Is ev­ery­body in the phone com­pa­ny as good as you?” she asked.




    Good? Re­mo tried to re­mem­ber what she was talk­ing about. Good? Oh, sex. Re­mo hadn’t

    even cared when they cou­pled in the com­put­er cen­ter’s back room. He had let his body be

    used to ser­vice her and she had had to no­ti­fy him when she was done. He was busy think­ing.

    Her sex life must be aw­ful if she rat­ed that as good.




    Now he asked her, “The cam­eras in your of­fice that al­ways watch when you get one of those

    calls? You don’t know who con­trols them?”




    “You saw me check the cir­cuits this af­ter­noon. They’re on ran­dom mo­tion. It must have

    just been a co­in­ci­dence that they were all aim­ing at me,” Pamela said.




    “Not a chance,” Re­mo said. “And that is the fi­nal word on the sub­ject from your

    tele­phone com­pa­ny. Would we lie to you?”




    “Want some tea? Bis­cuits? Sausages?”




    “I wouldn’t feed that to a cock­roach,” said Re­mo.




    “A bit cheeky, aren’t you? It’s my apart­ment.”




    “It’s my stom­ach,” said Re­mo. He was im­pressed by the apart­ment, its mod­ern rugs and

    good view across the East Riv­er. He didn’t think com­put­er sales­peo­ple made so much mon­ey

    from sales. There were three pic­tures on Pamela’s dress­er. Her moth­er, her fa­ther, and a

    young man in uni­form. There was al­so a.25-cal­iber Beretta hid­den in­side her scrap­book of

    home in Liv­er­pool.




    “Oh, that?” she said when Re­mo showed it to her. “I just keep that for pro­tec­tion here.

    Amer­ica is so dan­ger­ous, you know. Do you think I’m be­ing para­noid?”




    “No, not at all. Es­pe­cial­ly con­sid­er­ing that there are four very big men on your

    win­dowsill, very big, with strange-​col­ored hair,” Re­mo said.




    The win­dow came in like an ex­plo­sion. The men lum­bered through, one reach­ing Pamela,

    while the oth­er three leapt on Re­mo. He tossed the gun away be­cause guns al­ways got in the

    way. The three men on him smelled of per­fume and their hair shone in neon col­ors. Their faces

    were paint­ed and they wore black leather jack­ets and one of them had a chain through his ear.

    An­oth­er used a chain as a belt. An­oth­er was swing­ing an ax wild­ly.




    The first thing Re­mo tried to do was to avoid catch­ing germs. The sec­ond was keep­ing the

    dye these peo­ple cov­ered them­selves with off his body. He did that by wrap­ping them in the

    quilt­ed bed­spread and then squeez­ing firm­ly. The last liv­ing one told him where he had

    got­ten his or­ders. Re­mo rewrapped the quilt and heard the chains on the bod­ies jin­gle.

    Sud­den­ly, he had an aw­ful thought. He re­opened the quilt and their bod­ies tum­bled out but

    it was too late. Their hair had stained the quilt.




    “I’m sor­ry,” he told Pamela, who was hav­ing a grand old time beat­ing up on the

    re­main­ing mus­cled young man. He had his hair shaved so it looked as if his head were

    point­ed. The point was a deep pur­ple with green beads wo­ven through it.




    “Don’t touch the hair,” Re­mo called to Pamela. “It comes off.”




    “Why don’t you help me then?” she said, as she swung a met­al pic­ture frame at the shaved

    part of the skull. It made a dent.




    “You seem to be do­ing all right with­out me,” said Re­mo.




    Pamela threw a karate blow at his neck and stunned her at­tack­er for a while. She grabbed

    an arm, threw the man over her shoul­der, and then be­gan kick­ing his face.




    “What are you do­ing?” Re­mo asked.




    “I’m fin­ish­ing him, dammit.”




    “You’re get­ting the stain on your bed­room slip­pers. Those col­ors come off, I told

    you.”




    “If you were a gen­tle­man, you would help me.”




    “I nev­er said I was a gen­tle­man. Stay away from the hair. Kick him in the chest.”




    “He’s got chains there.”




    “Well, kick his groin.”




    “He’s got nee­dles or some­thing there,” Pamela said.




    “Well then, break his an­kles. I don’t know.”




    “What did you do?”




    “I wrapped them up be­fore I killed them,” Re­mo said.




    “What did you wrap them with?”




    “A quilt.”




    “My good quilt?”




    “It was the one on the bed,” Re­mo said.




    “If that’s stained, I’ll kill you, Re­mo.”




    “I couldn’t help it,” Re­mo said, and to make amends he fin­ished off the mul­ti­col­ored

    brute by send­ing a chest bone firm­ly and eter­nal­ly in­to a pump­ing heart which therupon

    stopped. Aor­tas did not func­tion with bones stick­ing in­to them.




    “It’s about time,” Pamela said. “You could have helped ear­li­er. Good job on those three.”

    She sighed. “Now I guess it’s the po­lice and ex­pla­na­tions. Pa­per­work and such. Drat.”




    “See you around,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re leav­ing me with this?”




    “Some­body al­ways picks up the bod­ies,” Re­mo said. “I used to wor­ry about that but I

    nev­er saw a body left around long enough to cause pol­lu­tion. I don’t know about these four

    though. They may be the first.”




    “They’re punkers. They think it’s at­trac­tive, I guess,” said Pamela. “Let’s go. We’ll

    leave them.”




    “I go alone,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re not leav­ing me. I’m not re­spon­si­ble for your bod­ies,” she said.




    “I saved your life,” Re­mo said.




    “I would have had them,” she said. “Be­sides, you need me. I know com­put­ers. You don’t

    even know what a mode is.”




    “I don’t care what a mode is.”




    “Well, you’ve got to know that if you’re go­ing to track down these peo­ple. You’ve got to

    know a lot of things you don’t know. Or else have some­one who does. I am that some­one,” said

    Pamela, point­ing to a large left breast.




    “What’s it to you any­way?” Re­mo asked.




    “I beg your par­don. These four lu­natics come in here to kill me. I saw our of­fice

    man­ag­er have her eardrums shat­tered. I have been sub­ject­ed to abuse, teas­ing, and

    gen­er­al mis­treat­ment by a voice on a phone. I want who­ev­er it is. I want that per­son

    re­al bad.”




    She had al­ready slipped out of her robe and pulled a dress over her head. She picked up the

    pis­tol from the floor and tucked it in­to the waist­band of her dress and did it so ex­pert­ly

    that it did not show.




    “What are you go­ing to do with that?” said Re­mo, point­ed to the gun.




    “When I find them I am go­ing to shoot off their go­nads. Now you know. Are you hap­py?”




    “Sup­pose they’re wom­en?” Re­mo said.




    “There are oth­er places to shoot them,” said Pamela Thrush­well.




    But when they got to the ad­dress that the dy­ing punker had giv­en Re­mo, Pamela ut­tered a

    lit­tle moan.




    “I thought so. They’ve beat­en us again.”




    “This is the place,” Re­mo said. “He wasn’t ly­ing.”




    Re­mo looked around. There was no one on the cor­ner. It was two A.M. on a filthy emp­ty

    street where even mug­gers were afraid to ven­ture out. Po­lice­men rode two to a car with guns

    cocked and ready on their laps.




    Be­hind them was a small branch bank. It was closed for the night and the on­ly sound in the

    gar­ment dis­trict was the sew­er rats scur­ry­ing from one garbage bin to the oth­er.




    “He told me his con­tact was al­ways ready for him. Al­ways. I as­sumed it meant

    twen­ty-​four hours a day,” Re­mo said.




    “He’s beat­en us again,” Pamela said dis­con­so­late­ly.




    “How do you know it’s a he? I on­ly have a num­ber for him. Two-​forty-​two. How do you know

    that 242 is a he?”




    “Un­til we see her, it’s a him,” Pamela said. She start­ed to say more, then stopped. She

    looked to Re­mo ex­cit­ed­ly. “He’s here.” She nod­ded to­ward the bank.




    Re­mo looked in­side and sensed noth­ing alive. This was not al­to­geth­er un­usu­al

    be­cause some­times when it was filled with bank em­ploy­ees, he got the same sen­sa­tion.




    “Where?” said Re­mo.




    Pamela nod­ded again, this time to­ward the au­to­mat­ic card ma­chine, a gray met­al box

    set in­to the stone of the build­ing front.




    “Punch in that num­ber,” she said. “Go ahead.”




    Re­mo punched in 2-4-2. The screen lit up. Bright green num­bers ap­peared on a gray

    back­ground. The num­bers blinked for a mo­ment and were re­placed by let­ters. It was a

    mes­sage:




    “CON­GRAT­ULA­TIONS ON A SUC­CESS­FUL AS­SIGN­MENT. PLEASE TELL ME HOW WELL YOU DID.”




    “Go ahead.” Pamela nudged Re­mo.




    “We killed the man and the wom­an,” Re­mo said.




    The screen print­ed out:




    “ARE YOU SURE?”




    “Sure. He died well,” Re­mo said. “The wom­an made a lot of noise.”




    “WHAT KIND OF NOISE?” the screen print­ed.




    “Good noise,” said Re­mo. He looked to Pamela and shrugged. What was he sup­posed to

    say?




    “YOU LIE,” said the ma­chine.




    “How do you know?”




    “BE­CAUSE I CAN SEE YOU. I CAN SEE YOU AND THAT BIGTIT­TED BRIT TROU­BLE­MAK­ER. TELL HER I

    WANT HER TO LICK THAT FIRE HY­DRANT.”




    “Take a hike,” Re­mo said.




    “WHO ARE YOU? I CAN­NOT FIND OUT WHO YOU ARE.”




    “You’re not sup­posed to,” Re­mo said.




    The ma­chine’s cash draw­er opened. A stack of hun­dred-​dol­lar bills an inch high

    ap­peared.




    “What’s this for?” Re­mo asked.




    “FOR YOU. WHO ARE YOU?”




    Re­mo took the mon­ey and slammed it back in­to the cash draw­er, then shoved the draw­er

    shut.




    “WHAT DO YOU WANT?” came the print­ed mes­sage.




    “To de­stroy you,” Re­mo said. “I am com­ing to kill you.”




    The ma­chine blinked again as though in some sort of joy and flashed out an in­sane jum­ble

    of let­ters and num­bers. Then it flashed again in cap­itals:




    “CON­GRAT­ULA­TIONS, WHO­EV­ER YOU ARE. YOU ARE WORTH 50,000 POINTS.”




    The ma­chine went dead dark in the night.




    “It’s gone. Bug­ger it, it’s gone,” Pamela said.




    “Maybe we can trace it,” Re­mo said.




    “I hope so, I want to shoot his nougats off,” said Pamela.




    “You’re a vi­cious lit­tle thing, aren’t you?”




    “I didn’t bash in those three blokes at my flat, you know. And with my good spread, too. You

    did. You’re vi­olent. That’s be­cause you’re an Amer­ican. I’m British. I on­ly do what is

    nec­es­sary to keep a bit of or­der in this world.”




    “Well, or­der this for a while,” Re­mo said. “Fig­ure out how we can find out who’s us­ing

    this bank’s com­put­er sys­tem.”




    “We can’t,” she said.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause it’s at the bank’s main head­quar­ters down on Wall Street. And the in­for­ma­tion

    stor­age is shield­ed be­hind steel doors that can’t be opened by out­siders and can’t be

    pen­etrat­ed by an­oth­er com­put­er.”




    “But peo­ple can get in­to it,” Re­mo said.




    “They have guards and guns and walls and gates and things. Re­al­ly, it’s

    im­pos­si­ble.”




    “Yeah, yeah,” Re­mo said. “You com­ing?”




    “You want me now?” said Pamela.




    “I’ve got to have some­one who tells me what we’ll find. If we get in to that com­put­er

    thinga­ma­jig, can we get to who­ev­er’s be­hind this?”




    “We’ve got a chance,” Pamela said.




    “Then let’s go.”




    There was lit­tle trou­ble get­ting through the guards and round­ing up the peo­ple who had

    the right com­bi­na­tions and keys to the se­cret com­put­er files. Re­mo mere­ly had to wake

    them up and tell them they were need­ed. He did this by hold­ing them out of their apart­ment

    win­dows by their an­kles. They were, of course, all vice-​pres­idents of the bank.




    “Lis­ten,” Re­mo said. “You and I have a prob­lem. You don’t want to see the street com­ing

    up at you and I don’t want to spend the night wait­ing out­side your main stor­age vault. Can

    we come to some mu­tu­al un­der­stand­ing?”




    “Yes,” agreed all five vice-​pres­idents, they could. Ne­go­ti­ation was al­ways prefer­able

    to con­fronta­tion. The one who did not wish to ne­go­ti­ate lived on the ground floor. But

    when it was ex­plained to him that he could be worked in­to the con­crete, face­first, with the

    same amount of force as in a twen­ty-​sto­ry fall, he too de­cid­ed to join the man­age­ment

    team that was go­ing to open the main vault’s com­put­er sec­tion.




    All five ap­peared in their un­der­wear at 5:10 A.M. at the main vault, telling the guard to

    open up.




    “Is some­thing wrong?” asked the guard.




    “No,” said Re­mo. “We’re hav­ing a pa­ja­ma par­ty.”


  




  

    Chapter Six




    West­ern in­tel­li­gence sources had de­ter­mined there were five ma­jor mis­sile units

    in­side the So­vi­et Union, whose sights were aimed at the Unit­ed States. This was be­cause

    the Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy had more faith in Rus­sian tech­no­log­ical com­pe­tence

    than did the Krem­lin.




    The Krem­lin ac­tu­al­ly had twen­ty main mis­sile units, and three dozen sec­ondary launch

    units. They had this many be­cause, un­like peace ac­tivists, the Krem­lin plan­ners did not

    imag­ine their mis­siles land­ing dead cen­ter in what­ev­er city some peace ac­tivist was

    talk­ing in.




    The Krem­lin knew that war was a sys­tem of va­garies and things that go wrong. They knew it

    was the rem­nants of armies that won wars, not the armies a na­tion be­gan the war with.

    Com­mu­nism had giv­en them a sys­tem far in ad­vance of the West: through Com­mu­nism, they

    al­ready knew noth­ing worked; the West was still find­ing it out.




    In their twen­ty main mis­sile bat­ter­ies were the most mas­sive nu­cle­ar war­heads

    avail­able, each ca­pa­ble of de­stroy­ing half of Amer­ica. Enough nu­cle­ar fire­pow­er was

    aimed at the Unit­ed States to ir­ra­di­ate Amer­ica 279 times.




    What the Krem­lin hoped for was a good hit or two and then keep fir­ing.




    The Krem­lin did not have peo­ple march­ing in the street telling the lead­ers to get rid of

    their arms. They did, how­ev­er, have peo­ple march­ing in the streets. They marched in rows,

    car­ry­ing ban­ners. The ban­ners told Rus­sia’s lead­ers to build peace through strength. The

    ban­ners were usu­al­ly shown in pa­rades, be­ing car­ried right in front of the mo­bile

    nu­cle­ar mis­siles, and right af­ter them.




    No one was fool­ish enough to protest a So­vi­et mis­sile, no mat­ter where it was

    lo­cat­ed. The mis­sile protests be­gan on the oth­er side of the Berlin Wall and when Rus­sia

    could move that wall west­ward– per­haps to France– then all the protests about mis­siles in

    West Ger­many would stop. They would stop be­cause the protesters would re­al­ize that be­ing

    next door to a mis­sile or hav­ing one in your back­yard was bet­ter than be­ing shot, hanged,

    or jailed.




    The one­time protestors of West­ern mis­siles would then be­come part of the tru­ly

    peace­ful peace move­ment of the So­vi­et bloc. They would line up peace­ful­ly where told,

    march peace­ful­ly where told, stop march­ing peace­ful­ly when told, and then go peace­ful­ly

    home when told, usu­al­ly to get blind drunk and uri­nate in the liv­ing room.




    This was the typ­ical march of the typ­ical Rus­sian peace ac­tivist. Some­times, Amer­ican

    min­is­ters and peace ac­tivists were along the route of march and waved at them. One peace

    ac­tivist kept both­er­ing the marchers, say­ing he want­ed to “get to know the re­al Rus­sian,

    to un­der­stand my Rus­sian broth­er.”




    But he made a small mis­take. The re­al Rus­sian he was to get to know hadn’t shown up on

    time and an­oth­er re­al Rus­sian he was to get to know had to be found quick­ly, and bare­ly

    had time to mem­orize all his an­swers at KGB head­quar­ters, where these re­al Rus­sians were

    trained and then turned loose to let them­selves be hugged by Amer­ican min­is­ters who would

    then re­turn home to write news­pa­per columns on the Re­al Rus­sia, in­sin­uat­ing that news

    re­ports of Rus­sian life were mis­lead­ing.




    It was one of the bet­ter jobs in the So­vi­et Union, be­ing a “re­al Rus­sian” for

    Amer­ican cler­gy­men or, for the equal­ly pre­de­cid­ed, the av­er­age British jour­nal­ist.

    Al­though the British jour­nal­ists were even eas­ier: they didn’t need “re­al Rus­sians” to

    give them the Re­al Rus­sian sto­ry. They had al­ready learned that back in Britain from their

    Marx­ist pro­fes­sors. For the British, a Re­al Rus­sian didn’t even have to avoid uri­nat­ing

    on the liv­ing-​room floor. For when a British jour­nal­ist was prac­tic­ing re­al­ism,

    noth­ing could bring him out of his trance. Not even sog­gy feet.




    Av­er­age Rus­sians, the men in the street, were nev­er al­lowed near a mis­sile bat­tery.

    Not on­ly did the Rus­sians not have to face protests about where they lo­cat­ed mis­sile

    bases, if they did not like the town a bat­tery was to serve in, they re­moved it. The town,

    that is.




    Each mis­sile bat­tery had its own food sup­plies for a half year, stores, schools, and

    hos­pi­tal. Each bat­tery was like a lit­tle city, com­mand­ed by a full field mar­shal.




    Each field mar­shal had the high­est perks avail­able to any Com­mu­nist in Rus­sia. Each

    field mar­shal lived like a lit­tle cap­ital­ist and there was no way to reach one with any

    ma­te­ri­al goods be­cause he lived like an an up­per-​mid­dle-​class Amer­ican.




    On­ly the low­est-​rank­ing pri­vates ate Rus­sian food or used Rus­sian goods and then

    on­ly as a strict pun­ish­ment. It was the on­ly pun­ish­ment avail­able be­cause they could

    not be sent to Siberia, since they al­ready were in Siberia. Dis­ci­pline there­fore was very

    good at those bases, they be­ing the last bas­tion in the world where an Amer­ican car or

    ma­chine was thought of as su­pe­ri­or.




    They even had Amer­ican video games.




    And that was how Ab­ner Buell de­cid­ed he could in­fil­trate the Rus­sian mis­sile com­mand

    and have them ready to start World War III when he de­cid­ed he was bored enough and it was

    time to end the world.




    Mar­shal Ivan Michenko con­sid­ered him­self a ladies’ man and a su­pe­ri­or chess play­er.

    He con­sid­ered life a game and his rise to field mar­shal in the So­vi­et Mis­sile Com­mand a

    game won. There were few chal­lenges left un­til he played Zork Avenger and quick­ly be­came

    the best play­er on the base, even when his sub­or­di­nates were re­al­ly try­ing, even when he

    had a quart of vod­ka in his bel­ly and a wom­an on his lap.




    Michenko got a month­ly score sheet, avail­able to the high­est-​rank­ing Rus­sians, so that

    they could com­pare their scores in Zork Avenger, Eat-​Man, and Mis­sile At­tack against oth­er

    play­ers.




    Mar­shal Michenko’s were al­ways the sec­ond high­est scores in the world. He was sec­ond in

    Zork Avenger, sec­ond in Eat-​Man, and when it came to Mis­sile At­tack, he was, to his shock

    and shame, sec­ond in that al­so. He was sec­ond in all three games to a play­er known sim­ply

    as AB.




    Michenko was sure that AB ei­ther cheat­ed or did not ex­ist, that an im­pos­si­bly high

    score had been set up in these games so that a Rus­sian could not win. He let the KGB know

    about his sus­pi­cions. He let oth­ers know that a Rus­sian field mar­shal had lost at Mis­sile

    At­tack.




    “Com­rade Michenko, what are you get­ting at?” he was asked by the KGB of­fi­cer with whom

    he was shar­ing his wor­ries.




    “The great dan­ger in this world is to ap­pear weak. Sec­ond best in Mis­sile At­tack,

    al­though ad­mit­ted­ly it is but a game, is still just sec­ond best. And to whom? An

    Amer­ican.”




    “It is just a game, com­rade field mar­shal.”




    “I know that and you know that. But who knows what some fools will say?”




    “Who cares what fools say?” the KGB of­fi­cer said.




    “If that be the case, then you elim­inate the val­ue of the opin­ion of nine­ty-​nine

    per­cent of the world,” Michenko said.




    With­in a day, Field Mar­shal Michenko got the in­for­ma­tion he want­ed. AB did in­deed

    ex­ist but no one could track him down. How­ev­er, AB had a stand­ing of­fer of fifty thou­sand

    dol­lars to any­one who could de­feat him at Mis­sile At­tack. He had al­most as many of­fers

    as there were dol­lars, but AB ac­cept­ed none, say­ing they were un­wor­thy of his time.




    Michenko is­sued a chal­lenge but got no re­sponse. There the mat­ter lay for months, un­til

    one day he was no­ti­fied that AB would play him.




    AB sent a spe­cial joy­stick, one de­signed for head-​to-​head com­bat, to an ad­dress in

    Switzer­land. The KGB picked it up.




    The first game was con­duct­ed by satel­lite and beamed to a sta­tion in Zurich. Michenko,

    through bril­liant con­ser­va­tion of his at­om­iz­ing pow­er, and con­cen­tra­tion of his beam

    modes, won a mag­nif­icent strug­gle. Bare­ly. AB won the sec­ond game as if he had been

    play­ing a child. And then came the third game and soon Michenko was down by 220,000 points,

    his time and fire­pow­er di­min­ished, and he could do on­ly one thing. He har­nessed the most

    pow­er­ful brain en­er­gy in Rus­sia. He used his Amer­ican com­put­ers that guid­ed his

    Rus­sian mis­siles. He locked them in­to the game and he won.




    He did not know that across the world, an Amer­ican who fit the ini­tials AB, Ab­ner Buell,

    had just giv­en him­self five thou­sand points.




    They played sev­en more games, some­times beam­ing chal­lenges to each oth­er, some­times

    ask­ing per­son­al ques­tions. Dur­ing one ques­tion­ing pe­ri­od, about the taste of good

    cognac, a fire or­der came to Michenko from Moscow. World War III was on.




    Michenko looked at the or­ders and his stom­ach felt as if it were dis­solv­ing through his

    rec­tum. There were no coun­ter­mands, on­ly his Amer­ican op­po­nent AB sig­nal­ing an­oth­er

    friend­ly ques­tion.




    Michenko made one last check. He tele­phoned Moscow. The phone did not an­swer. Moscow, he

    thought, must be de­stroyed.




    He mes­saged re­grets to his Amer­ican coun­ter­part and said, “Good-​bye.”




    He could not know that Ab­ner Buell was fran­ti­cal­ly try­ing to call off the Rus­sian

    at­tack. Buell had used the games to work his way in­to Michenko’s com­put­ers and had giv­en

    them the fir­ing or­der. He on­ly want­ed the mis­sile com­mand to take the pre­lim­inary steps

    be­fore be­ing called off by Moscow.




    But now he found the Rus­sian equip­ment was no longer pick­ing up his com­mand

    sig­nals.




    There was on­ly Michenko’s terse good-​bye.




    Ab­ner Buell had mis­cal­cu­lat­ed. The world was go­ing to be de­stroyed– and ahead of

    sched­ule too.




    “There it goes,” said Ab­ner.




    “There goes what?” said his date for the evening, an exquisite Eu­ro­pean red­head who had

    to learn to look stupid for lip­stick ads.




    “You’ll see,” Buell said. He had a luke­warm smile.




    The red­head was ex­ud­ing from a shiny lame swim­suit.




    “What will I see?” she asked.




    “Do you like mush­rooms?”




    “On­ly to chew, not to eat,” she said.




    “Good. You’re go­ing to be see­ing a lot of them over the hori­zon. Great ef­fects.

    Mul­ti­col­ored clouds. Sun­ris­es all over.”




    The red­head in­haled a string of white pow­der. Ab­ner Buell had the best co­caine on the

    Coast. He nev­er used it; it bored him.




    “You ought to try this. This is mean moth­er coke,” said the mod­el.




    “Won’t be time for that,” Buell said. He was sure they would be able to see the naval base

    at San Diego go up in an in­tense or­ange ball.




    In Michenko’s mis­sile sta­tion, World War III was get­ting un­der way. All the but­tons

    went, one af­ter an­oth­er, trig­ger­ing oth­er sta­tions in an en­tire mas­sive Rus­sian

    re­sponse. Au­to­mat­ical­ly, the first and sec­ond waves of mis­siles were ig­nit­ed, their

    loads of death primed and ready. Michenko poured flagons of vod­ka for ev­ery man in the

    sta­tion, then pressed the fire but­ton.




    He led a toast to Moth­er Rus­sia. He drank to the peo­ple of their great coun­try. He drank

    to the Com­mu­nist par­ty. He even drank to the old czars.




    Then a sergeant spoke up.




    “Shouldn’t we have felt the ground shiv­er from the thrust of the rock­ets?”




    “I don’t feel any­thing,” said a lieu­tenant. “I haven’t since the first toast.”




    “But, com­rade lieu­tenant, I re­mem­ber when we all fired the prac­tice mis­sile in­to the

    Pa­cif­ic.”




    “The one that land­ed in the Antarc­tic?”




    “Yes, com­rade of­fi­cer. The one aimed at the Pa­cif­ic.”




    “Yes. I re­mem­ber.”




    “Well, the ground shook,” the sergeant said.




    “Yes, it shook. Our boost­ers are pow­er­ful. Rus­sia is pow­er­ful.”




    “But we just fired all our rock­ets and we didn’t feel one lit­tle shake,” the sergeant said

    ner­vous­ly.




    The of­fi­cer slapped the sergeant.




    “Are you say­ing we failed our du­ty?”




    “No, com­rade lieu­tenant. We nev­er failed our du­ty. The Jews failed us. The Ger­mans

    failed us,” said the sergeant, re­fer­ring to the purge from the Mis­sile Com­mand of any

    Rus­sian who had Ger­man or Jew­ish lin­eage. They were con­sid­ered un­trust­wor­thy to

    de­fend Moth­er Rus­sia. On­ly White Rus­sians op­er­at­ed the mis­sile bases.




    “That’s pos­si­ble,” said the lieu­tenant.




    “They didn’t go off,” said Mar­shal Michenko. “They didn’t go off.”




    He at­tempt­ed to reach Moscow again. There was an an­swer this time. No, there had been no

    at­tack on Moscow, and no, there were no or­ders to fire mis­siles. Why? Had any been

    fired?




    Michenko sent of­fi­cers out to the si­los. They peered in­to each one.




    “No. Not one has been fired,” Michenko was able to re­port.




    Nor had the oth­er nine­teen main bases fired a mis­sile.




    The hor­ror of it struck home.




    The main wave of Rus­sia’s mis­sile de­fense did not work.




    A ma­jor strate­gic de­ci­sion now faced the lead­ers in the Krem­lin.




    When they had shot down the Ko­re­an pas­sen­ger lin­er over east­ern Rus­sia, they had

    sig­naled a warn­ing four times to the air­plane. Four dif­fer­ent ra­dio sta­tions had warned

    the pas­sen­ger jet. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, the four dif­fer­ent sta­tions had used Rus­sian

    ra­dios and it wasn’t un­til the air­craft had been shot down that the Rus­sian com­man­ders

    had re­al­ized that the Ko­re­ans weren’t ig­nor­ing the com­mands; they just hadn’t re­ceived

    them.




    The ques­tion then for Rus­sia was whether to ad­mit the weak­ness of their in­stru­ments or

    to ac­cept the moral out­rage of the world. That was a sim­ple ques­tion and the Krem­lin

    de­cid­ed im­me­di­ate­ly to let the world be­lieve it had cold­ly blown three hun­dred

    civil­ians from the skies with no provo­ca­tion.




    But this was a hard­er de­ci­sion to make.




    They could let the mis­siles sit use­less­ly in the si­los and let the world keep

    be­liev­ing that Rus­sia still had the ca­pa­bil­ity of us­ing them.




    Or they could fix them. If they fixed them, the Amer­icans might find out some­thing was

    wrong. If they didn’t fix them, the Amer­icans might still find out, and then ev­ery­one could

    kiss for­eign pol­icy good-​bye.




    They de­cid­ed to fix.




    And in the cri­sis, they need­ed peo­ple to­tal­ly fa­mil­iar with the Amer­ican

    tech­nol­ogy they had stolen. There was on­ly one coun­try to turn to.




    The Japanese had three hun­dred tech­ni­cians in Moscow by mid­night. Not on­ly could they

    guar­an­tee that the mis­siles would work, but they were will­ing to re­design the si­los and

    make con­struc­tion cheap­er and up­grade the nu­cle­ar fall­out to in­clude such vir­ulent

    car­bon poi­sons that even plants wouldn’t grow in Amer­ica for two hun­dred years.




    They de­mand­ed a fast an­swer from the Rus­sians, be­cause the lead­ers of their

    del­ega­tion had to re­turn to Japan to pre­pare Hi­roshi­ma Day, protest­ing Amer­ica’s use of

    atom­ic weapons on Japan to end a war Japan had start­ed.




    Be­fore Amer­ican in­tel­li­gence found out about the mis­sile fail­ures, the Japanese had

    the mis­siles all work­ing bet­ter than they ev­er had and had es­tab­lished four car

    deal­er­ships in Mis­sile Base Michenko to boot.




    The cars, some­how, would be the on­ly ones that worked well in the Siberi­an win­ter.




    When there were no mush­room clouds and when San Diego re­mained un­lit far down the

    Cal­ifor­nia coast, Ab­ner Buell re­al­ized some­thing had gone wrong. He went to work

    recheck­ing his pro­gram and found the Rus­sian mis­sile flaws be­fore they did. The weapons

    had all been de­signed and set up cor­rect­ly, but there had been no up­keep on them and in the

    harsh Siberi­an win­ter, their met­al parts had cor­rod­ed. The Rus­sian mis­sile com­man­ders

    had pressed use­less but­tons.




    The red­head­ed mod­el whose name was Mar­cia was still in the house, lean­ing over his

    shoul­der as he ma­nip­ulat­ed his com­put­ers, and when he told her that the world wasn’t

    go­ing to be de­stroyed right away, she looked dis­ap­point­ed, and Ab­ner Buell thought he

    might be in love.




    “Why are you dis­ap­point­ed?” he asked.




    “Be­cause I want­ed to see the ex­plo­sions and the dead.”




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause ev­ery­thing else is bor­ing.”




    “You’d be dead too,” he said.




    “It’d be worth it,” she said.




    “Take off your clothes,” he said.




    Lat­er, he tried to de­cide who he would like to fire the first salvos, Amer­ica or

    Rus­sia.




    He couldn’t make up his mind, and to pass the time, he de­cid­ed to fin­ish off that New

    York prob­lem. He was bored with Pamela Thrush­well and that body­guard she now had, the one

    whose fin­ger­prints didn’t show up any­where. The one who had re­fused to take mon­ey from the

    bank ma­chine. Maybe some­thing el­emen­tal would be re­al good, he thought. Maybe a fight to

    the death.




    He turned to Mar­cia. Her clothes lay on the floor where she had dropped them.




    “Would you like to see two peo­ple hor­ri­bly mur­dered?” he asked.




    “More than any­thing else in the world,” she said.




    “Good.”




    In the com­put­er vaults of the Wall Street bank, Pamela Thrush­well had let out two

    screams. One of them was for the vic­to­ry in get­ting in­to the vaults; the oth­er was for the

    shock of see­ing all the bank records van­ish­ing be­fore her eyes.




    Even as she searched for the source of the com­mands that op­er­at­ed the mon­ey ma­chines,

    the records were be­ing erased. The source was de­fend­ing it­self and tak­ing the bank’s

    en­tire mem­ory with it.




    Two of the vice-​pres­idents were hav­ing heart at­tacks. The oth­ers tried climb­ing over

    Pamela to get to the key­board to some­how pre­serve the records.




    “You have back­ups, don’t you?” she asked in­dig­nant­ly.




    “That’s the back­up. Go­ing right now,” said a pale and shak­ing vice-​pres­ident.




    “My God, we’re go­ing to have to go back to pa­per,” said an­oth­er.




    “What’s that? Pa­per?” an­oth­er one asked.




    “It’s flat stuff like dol­lar bills but it isn’t green and you make marks on it.”




    “With what?”




    “I don’t know. Things. Pens, pen­cils. Wedges.”




    “How do we know who owns what, though?” an­oth­er asked, and all the vice-​pres­idents

    looked ac­cus­ing­ly at Re­mo and Pamela.




    Pamela sat in front of a large tele­vi­sion mon­itor as names and num­bers flashed by her in

    a light­ning-​fast pa­rade on their way to com­put­er obliv­ion.




    There was one fi­nal mes­sage. It lin­gered on the screen for a mo­ment.




    “ALL RECORDS CLEARED. GOOD NIGHT MAL­IBU.”




    And then the ma­chine went blank.




    The vice-​pres­idents who were still stand­ing groaned.




    “I guess we’ve re­al­ly done it,” Pamela said.




    “Would an apol­ogy do?” Re­mo asked. The three bankers who had been able to with­stand

    my­ocar­dial in­farc­tions at see­ing an en­tire bank­ing sys­tem dis­ap­pear in a se­ries of

    green blips all shook their heads numbly.




    “We’re ru­ined,” one said. “All ru­ined. Thou­sands of peo­ple out of jobs. Thou­sands of

    peo­ple bankrupt. Ru­ined. All ru­ined.”




    “I said I’m sor­ry,” Re­mo said. “What do you want from me?”




    In Strate­gic Air Com­mand head­quar­ters deep with­in the Rocky Moun­tains, a safe­ty

    re­port reached its omi­nous con­clu­sion: nu­cle­ar war could not be avoid­ed be­cause

    some­one or some­thing had got­ten in­to the com­mand sys­tems for both Rus­sian and Amer­ican

    mis­siles and was– there was no oth­er way to say it– “play­ing around.”




    The Pres­ident lis­tened to his cab­inet dis­cuss the cri­sis and re­mained mute. Then he

    used the red di­al­less tele­phone in his bed­room to reach Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    “Where do we stand on this– this– this thing with the atom­ic bombs?” he asked.




    “We’re on it, sir,” said Smith. He looked care­ful­ly at his left hand. It was numb and

    could not move. He was still in a state of shock be­cause on­ly min­utes be­fore a pub­lish­ing

    house in New York City had tele­phoned him. They asked him to ver­ify a sto­ry about Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium be­ing the train­ing place of a se­cret as­sas­sin.




    Smith had forced him­self to chuck­le. “This is an in­sane asy­lum,” he had said. “It sounds

    like you’ve been talk­ing to one of the in­mates.”




    “It sound­ed crazy. Peo­ple who had been killing oth­ers for thou­sands of years and then

    com­ing to Amer­ica to work to train a se­cret as­sas­sin. Nice old man though. Was he a

    pa­tient?”




    “Might have been,” said Smith. “Did he think he was Napoleon?”




    “No. Just a Mas­ter As­sas­sin.”




    “We have nine of those,” Smith said. “I’ve got four­teen Napoleons, if that helps. Would you

    like me to talk to the man?”




    “He’s gone. Left his manuscript though. It’s re­al ex­cit­ing.”




    “Are you go­ing to pub­lish it?” Smith had asked.




    “Don’t know,” said the ed­itor.




    “I’d like to read it,” said Smith with all the con­trol he could muster. “Of course, you

    know we would have to sue if you men­tioned our name.”




    “We thought of that. That’s why we phoned.”




    That was when the left hand went numb. The world was li­able to go up in atom­ic dust and he

    couldn’t reach Re­mo, who might not have un­der­stood the as­sign­ment to be­gin with, and now

    he couldn’t reach Chi­un, who might have un­der­stood the as­sign­ment, but couldn’t be

    both­ered with it be­cause he was out try­ing to ped­dle his life sto­ry.




    Chi­un’s au­to­bi­og­ra­phy. And just a few months be­fore, it had been Chi­un try­ing to

    cre­ate a na­tion­al or­ga­ni­za­tion ded­icat­ed to “Stamp­ing Out Am­ateur As­sas­sins.”




    Ei­ther way, CURE would be com­pro­mised. The on­ly re­deem­ing thought was that prob­ably

    no one would be around any­more to care whether one small band of men had tried to save

    Amer­ica from slip­ping away in­to the dark­ness of lost civ­iliza­tions. You couldn’t be

    com­pro­mised when there was no one left to know.




    Smith looked out over the sound be­hind his of­fice. De­spite the dim­ming ef­fect of the

    one-​way glass, the world was so in­cred­ibly sun­ny, so alive, so bright. Why did the world

    have to be so beau­ti­ful at this mo­ment? Why did he have to no­tice it?




    Be­cause all he could do was no­tice. As with ev­ery­thing else. He was sit­ting atop the

    most pow­er­ful, most so­phis­ti­cat­ed agen­cy in the his­to­ry of mankind, served by two

    as­sas­sins who were be­yond any­thing the West had ev­er pro­duced, and he was help­less. He

    re­mem­bered for a mo­ment about smelling the flow­ers as you go by. A golfer had told him that

    once: smell the flow­ers as you go by.




    He hadn’t done much of that. In­stead, he had ded­icat­ed his life to mak­ing the flow­ers

    safe for oth­ers to smell.




    Smith mas­saged his numb hand and arm. He had a pill for that. He had a pill for

    ev­ery­thing.




    His body was go­ing and now the world was go­ing too.




    Smith tried one more time to reach Re­mo or Chi­un at all the pos­si­ble ac­cess num­bers.

    All he got was a ho­tel in New York City and an unan­swered ring­ing tele­phone in a room.




    Smell the flow­ers. He nev­er liked smelling flow­ers. He liked suc­ceed­ing. He liked his

    coun­try be­ing safe. He liked do­ing his job. He wouldn’t even have flow­ers in his of­fice.

    Waste of mon­ey. Be­longed in a field some­where. Or a vase.




    “Where are you, Chi­un?” he mut­tered. “Where are you, Re­mo?”




    Like a prayer an­swered, the tele­phone rang.




    “Smit­ty,” Re­mo said, “I can’t make head or tail out of this.”




    “Out of what? Where are you? Where is Chi­un? What’s go­ing on?”




    Re­mo sim­ulat­ed a ref­er­ee’s whis­tle. “Hold it, hold it. Time out. Me first.”




    “All right,” Smith said. “What have you got?”




    “We start­ed to get close last night to who­ev­er’s mess­ing with the com­put­ers and all,

    and he erased some bank records on me. The last mes­sage said ‘Good night Mal­ibu.’ What do you

    think that could mean?”




    “Mal­ibu as in Cal­ifor­nia?” Smith asked.




    “Right. Just ‘Good night Mal­ibu.’ Any ideas?”




    “You think the per­son be­hind this might be in Mal­ibu?” Smith asked.




    “It’s a pos­si­bil­ity,” Re­mo said. “I don’t know.”




    “What time was this? What time did it all hap­pen?” Smith asked. “Try to be ex­act.”




    “At ex­act­ly five-​fifty-​two A.M.” Re­mo said. “Think you can do any­thing?”




    “I’m go­ing to try.”




    “Good,” Re­mo said and gave him a New York City tele­phone num­ber where he could be

    reached. “Try to get me a lead.”




    “All right,” Smith said. “I’ll work on it. Do you know where Chi­un is?”




    “Prob­ably back at the ho­tel room. Or in Cen­tral Park clean­ing up can­dy wrap­pers. You

    nev­er know. Why?”




    “Be­cause, Re­mo– be­cause– well, dammit, he’s try­ing to pub­lish his au­to­bi­og­ra­phy,”

    Smith said, his voice crack­ling with in­ten­si­ty.




    “Let’s hope we’re all around to read it,” Re­mo said as he hung up.


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    Reign­ing Mas­ter, Glo­ry of the House of Sinan­ju, Pro­tec­tor of the Vil­lage, Hold­er of

    the Wis­dom, Ves­sel of Mag­nif­icence, Chi­un him­self had en­tered the of­fice of the se­nior

    ed­itor of Bing­ham Pub­lish­ing, then de­mand­ed to be es­cort­ed out.




    “I said ’se­nior ed­itor,’” said Chi­un, dis­dain­ing the small cu­bi­cle with the

    manuscripts piled on chairs and the sin­gle plas­tic couch. There was hard­ly room to stand,

    let alone to move.




    In the time of the first great Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, Wang the Good, when he served one of the

    greater dy­nas­ties of Chi­na, a pun­ish­ment for a mi­nor of­fi­cial was to move him from his

    of­fice in­to a cu­bi­cle in which one step in any di­rec­tion would have him nose-​first

    against a wall. Some Con­fu­cian schol­ars took their own lives rather than be hu­mi­lat­ed in

    such an of­fice.




    “Mr. Chi­un,” said a pleas­ant wom­an with a south­ern drawl that could smoth­er a

    side­walk. “This is the se­nior ed­itor’s of­fice.”




    Chi­un looked around once more, very slow­ly, very ob­vi­ous­ly.




    “If this is the se­nior ed­itor’s of­fice, where do the slaves work?”




    “Gol­ly, we are the slaves,” laughed the wom­an and called in sev­er­al oth­er ed­itors to

    hear the com­ment made by this ab­so­lute­ly won­der­ful old gen­tle­man.




    Ev­ery­one thought it was fun­ny. Ev­ery­one thought the ab­so­lute­ly won­der­ful old

    gen­tle­man was fun­ny. Ev­ery­one thought the book was ab­so­lute­ly won­der­ful. The ed­itor

    most of all. She had some won­der­ful sug­ges­tions for this won­der­ful manuscript. Just

    won­der­ful.




    She talked like one of those young wom­en Chi­un had seen wear­ing pom­poms. Lots of

    en­thu­si­asm. There prob­ably had not been so much en­thu­si­asm since Genghis Khan went

    through his first West­ern army in less than an hour and thought all Eu­rope was his.




    There was even an ed­itor who had cried at the end when she read about the in­grat­itude of

    the first white ev­er to learn Sinan­ju and how for­giv­ing Chi­un was and how much Chi­un had

    en­dured.




    “I have told few,” Chi­un said in qui­et righ­teous­ness, con­tent that lo, now af­ter these

    many years, the full sto­ry of the in­jus­tices im­posed on him by Re­mo would be shown to the

    world, so the whole world could see how Chi­un would prop­er­ly for­give Re­mo. The

    dif­fi­cul­ty in for­giv­ing Re­mo in the past had al­ways been that Re­mo so of­ten failed to

    re­al­ize that he had done any­thing wrong.




    Now he would have to know. The his­to­ry of Sinan­ju and Chi­un’s reign would be in

    print.




    The se­nior ed­itor, her lit­tle fists punch­ing in the air, couldn’t get over how much she

    loved this won­der­ful book. She could hard­ly go to sleep, she loved it so much. It was

    won­der­ful and she had just a few won­der­ful sug­ges­tions.




    “Sub Rights has this won­der­ful idea to in­crease sales,” she said. “Could we make the

    as­sas­sins crazed killers let loose on the world? That would be even more won­der­ful.”




    Slow­ly, Chi­un ex­plained that the House of Sinan­ju had sur­vived pre­cise­ly be­cause the

    Mas­ters were not crazed killers.




    “Gol­ly,” sound­ed the ed­itor, again punch­ing the air like a cheer­lead­er. “You’ve got

    more than fifty as­sas­sins and ev­ery one of them is nice. There have got to be some bad

    as­sas­sins. Some re­al rot­ters. Some­one the read­er can hate. Do you see?”




    “Why?” asked Chi­un.




    “Be­cause you have too many nice guys. Too many. We don’t need all these as­sas­sins. Let’s

    have one. One sin­gle fo­cus. One as­sas­sin and he is crazed. Let’s make him a Nazi.”




    A red pen­cil flew through the manuscript.




    “Now that we have the Nazi mur­der­er, we’ve got to have the good guy chase him. Let’s make

    him a British de­tec­tive. Let’s have a sin­gle fo­cus of place too. What about Great Britain?

    Let’s have some­thing hang in the bal­ance. World War II. Got a Nazi, got to have World War

    II.” The red pen­cil flew again. “Gol­ly, this is won­der­ful.”




    “But Great Britain is not Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said.




    “We’ll call it Sinan­ju. A sleepy lit­tle En­glish vil­lage called Sinan­ju. We’re just

    mak­ing the book work bet­ter. You can’t have more than fifty as­sas­sins from gen­er­ation to

    gen­er­ation. Give us a break, Mr. Chi­un. I don’t want to force my views on you. You can do

    what you want. It’s your book. And it’s won­der­ful.”




    “Will there be that part about the in­grat­itude of the white?” Chi­un asked.




    “Of course. I loved it. We all loved it. Speak­ing of which, let’s get to some love

    in­ter­est. Bipsey Boopen­berg in Bind­ing had some prob­lems be­cause there was no strong

    wom­an char­ac­ter. So we have Nazi for Sub Rights and we have a wom­an for Bind­ing. A strong

    wom­an. Let’s say she’s on an is­land. Along with her crip­pled hus­band. And she’s not

    get­ting along with him. And the Nazi mur­der­er falls in love with her and she re­al­izes she

    has got to stop him from get­ting his in­for­ma­tion to, let’s say, Hitler. Why not Hitler? It

    was the Sec­ond World War, right? Gosh, this is won­der­ful.”




    “You will leave in the part about the white in­grat­itude?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly. Now Dud­ley Stur­dley in Ac­count­ing had some prob­lems too. He re­al­ly

    loved the book. But he didn’t like the open­ing about this Ko­re­an fish­ing vil­lage that

    couldn’t sup­port it­self so the best ca­pa­ble man went out to hire him­self out as an

    as­sas­sin– a tra­di­tion there ev­er since the dawn of his­to­ry. Let’s keep in line with our

    mod­ern ap­proach. Let’s have the Nazi be­ing dis­cov­ered by a British house­wife and then he

    kills her and that starts the whole book.”




    “I liked the dawn of his­to­ry,” said Chi­un.




    “So do I. It’s po­et­ic as hell.” The fist again punched at the air. “But Ac­count­ing said

    it just doesn’t grab. This isn’t a po­et­ry book. This is a his­to­ry of a house of

    as­sas­sins.”




    “And you will leave in that part about the in­grat­itude of whites?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” said the se­nior ed­itor. “Loved it.”




    “All right,” said Chi­un with a sigh.




    “And let’s have a new ti­tle. The His­to­ry of Sinan­ju cer­tain­ly isn’t a grab­ber. What

    about some­thing to do with death?”




    “Nev­er. We are not killers. We are as­sas­sins.”




    “Well, you’ve got Sinan­ju run­ning through the whole book. Do we have to put it on the

    cov­er too? Don’t you want the book to sell?”




    Chi­un thought for a mo­ment.




    “All right,” he said.




    “Do you have a good ti­tle?” she asked.




    “If it is not Sinan­ju, I don’t care,” Chi­un said.




    “I like some­thing mys­te­ri­ous,” the se­nior ed­itor said. “What about The Nee­dle’s

    Eye?”




    “Wasn’t there a white book by that name?”




    “Some­thing like that,” she said, “and it sold beau­ti­ful­ly. You can’t beat suc­cess.

    We’ve been copy­ing suc­cess for years now.”




    She did not men­tion that when her com­pa­ny had a chance to buy Eye of the Nee­dle, it had

    turned it down be­cause it wasn’t Gone with the Wind. It had turned down Gone with the Wind

    be­cause it wasn’t Huck­le­ber­ry Finn. It had turned down Huck­le­ber­ry Finn be­cause it

    wasn’t Ben Hur.




    It had pub­lished none of those books, but it had copied them all in­stant­ly.




    Bing­ham Pub­lish­ing pro­duced more books ev­ery year that did not make mon­ey than any

    oth­er house in the pub­lish­ing busi­ness. When the an­nu­al re­port came in show­ing it had

    lost mon­ey, they tried to make up for the deficits by in­creas­ing the num­ber of books. This

    in­creased the deficits. Some­one sug­gest­ed they pub­lish few­er books. That per­son was

    in­stant­ly fired for stu­pid­ity. Ev­ery­one knew the way to show a prof­it was to pub­lish

    more and more books, even if they all lost mon­ey.




    Bing­ham had once pub­lished a fif­teen-​year-​old New York City tele­phone di­rec­to­ry

    be­cause the phone com­pa­ny had called it the most well-​dis­tribut­ed book of all time.




    Bing­ham put a swasti­ka on the cov­er, called it Stranger’s Lust Nest, be­cause sex sold,

    put four mil­lion copies in the stores, and were hon­est­ly amazed when 3,999,999 were

    re­turned un­bought.




    “I un­der­stand this busi­ness,” the se­nior ed­itor told Chi­un. “We’ve got a won­der­ful

    book here. All we have to do is make these few won­der­ful changes.”




    “And you will leave in white in­grat­itude for the teach­ings of Sinan­ju?” asked

    Chi­un.




    “Of course. If it fits.”




    “If?” said Chi­un.




    “Well, you know you just can’t throw in an Ori­en­tal in a Nazi book.”




    “You have had suc­cess with Nazi books?” Chi­un asked.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, no. We haven’t. But oth­ers have. A lot of suc­cess. Won­der­ful

    suc­cess.”




    “If you have no suc­cess with them, why don’t you pub­lish some­thing that is not a Nazi

    book?” Chi­un asked.




    “And go against suc­cess?” the ed­itor said, shak­ing her head in amaze­ment. Her red

    pen­cil poised over the pa­per.




    Chi­un reached a long-​nailed hand across the desk and re­moved, with grace, his

    manuscript.




    “The House of Sinan­ju is not for sale,” he said. And then, with the nails work­ing in

    vi­brat­ing rhythms, he re­moved the red marks of the white wom­an.




    “Wait a sec­ond. We can go along with a few of your ideas if you feel strong­ly about

    them.”




    But Chi­un was al­ready on his feet. He knew he al­ready had made too many com­pro­mis­es

    with this manuscript, the great­est be­ing that it was not writ­ten in Hu, the Ko­re­an

    di­alect of Ung po­et­ry. No more com­pro­mis­es.




    He tucked the manuscript un­der his arm and was es­cort­ed out through the main en­trance by

    a younger wom­an who told him of her am­bi­tion to be­come a se­nior ed­itor al­so. She had one

    ob­sta­cle she had to over­come, how­ev­er. She kept sug­gest­ing that Bing­ham Pub­lish­ing

    buy books that she en­joyed read­ing.




    “And?” asked Chi­un.




    “They told me to ig­nore that feel­ing. If it would bore dry­ing paint and not be be­lieved

    by any­one over four and treat ev­ery sex act like the piv­otal point of uni­ver­sal his­to­ry,

    then we should buy it. Oth­er­wise, no.”




    “Did you read The His­to­ry of Sinan­ju?” Chi­un asked.




    The young girl nod­ded. “I loved it. I got to un­der­stand some­thing about his­to­ry and

    how the hu­man body can be used and how peo­ple can rise above them­selves if they learn. I

    couldn’t put it down.”




    “So you want­ed to buy it?” Chi­un asked.




    “No, I vot­ed against buy­ing it. I’m mov­ing up.”




    “That makes no sense,” Chi­un said.




    “Au­thors are un­rea­son­able,” she said huffi­ly. “You all for­get that pub­lish­ing is a

    busi­ness.”




    “You re­al­ly will make a won­der­ful se­nior ed­itor,” Chi­un said. “You will have an

    of­fice no big­ger than one of those tele­phone places.”




    “You re­al­ly think so?” the young wom­an gushed.




    “With­out doubt,” Chi­un said.




    “How do you know? Why do you think so?”




    “Be­cause you make them look in­tel­li­gent,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo had left a note for Chi­un at the ho­tel. “Be back in a few days if the world is still

    here.”




    Chi­un held the note in his hand. A rude mis­sive. Typ­ical of Re­mo.




    He went to one of his steam­er trunks and took out more long sheets of rice pa­per and an

    old-​fash­ioned pen and inkwell.




    And as he sat on the floor to write about these lat­est in­grat­itudes to the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, he thought to him­self: Maybe a tele­vi­sion mi­ni-​se­ries. If some­one would air

    that show about that sup­posed Nin­ja mas­ter who marched around in a ridicu­lous black

    cos­tume in broad day­light, think­ing that it made him in­vis­ible, then they would pro­duce

    any­thing. At least that one had had a good ti­tle. He won­dered if the pro­duc­ers had heard

    of him. He was sure they had.




    “They’re on their way,” Ab­ner Buell said.




    Mar­cia smiled. The beau­ti­ful red­head was wear­ing a trans­par­ent mesh leo­tard. “Good,”

    she said. “I want to watch them die.”




    “You will,” Buell promised. He re­al­ly liked this wom­an.




    “And then the whole world?” she said.




    “Yes.” He liked her a whole lot.




    They were very much alike, but in very dif­fer­ent ways. Buell had grown up and be­come a

    cre­ator and play­er of games. So had Mar­cia, but her games in­volved her body and the

    cloth­ing she wore, and alone of all the wom­en Buell had ev­er met, she was able to arouse

    him. That was the good cake and the ic­ing was that she was just as cru­el, just as un­car­ing

    of oth­er peo­ple, as Buell him­self.




    “I’ve got a game for the evening,” she said.




    “What is it?” Buell asked.




    “You’ll see,” Mar­cia promised. She dressed and drove with Buell in one of his Mer­cedes

    sports cars in­to Los An­ge­les, where they parked the car on a side street near the Sun­set

    Strip.




    They stood on a cor­ner of the Boule­vard as Mar­cia looked up and down at the flow of

    sod­den hu­man­ity that snarled its way past them.




    “What are we wait­ing for?” Buell asked.




    “The right per­son and the right time,” Mar­cia said.




    Af­ter a half-​hour, she said to him in an ex­cit­ed voice: “This one who’s com­ing.”




    Buell looked up and saw a man in his ear­ly twen­ties weav­ing down the street. He had

    met­al hang­ing from both ears and wore a leather vest over a bare chest. His belt was stud­ded

    with chrome di­amonds. He weaved as he walked and his eyes were half-​closed, heavy-​lid­ded,

    with the look of the al­co­holic or the junkie.




    “What a swine,” Buell said. “What about him?”




    “Give him mon­ey. A hun­dred dol­lars,” she said.




    When the man reached them, Buell stopped him and said, “Here.” He pressed a

    hun­dred-​dol­lar bill in­to his hand.




    “It’s about time Amer­ica gave me some­thing,” the man snapped, and stag­gered off with­out

    even so much as a thank-​you.




    Buell turned to­ward Mar­cia to see what the next step in the game was, but Mar­cia had

    gone. He saw her half a block away. She was talk­ing to a uni­formed po­lice­man. He saw

    Mar­cia point in his gen­er­al di­rec­tion, and sud­den­ly the po­lice­man start­ed run­ning

    away from her to­ward Buell.




    Mar­cia trot­ted af­ter him.




    But the po­lice­man ran right past Buell. He drew his gun as he neared the young man in the

    leather vest.




    Mar­cia said to Buell, “Okay, let’s go.”




    She pulled him away from the cor­ner back to­ward their car.




    “What’d you do?” he said.




    “I told that cop that you and I had just been robbed at gun­point by that de­gen­er­ate.

    That he had a load­ed gun and threat­ened to kill us or any­one who stopped him. That he took a

    hun­dred dol­lars off us.”




    She gig­gled.




    They were at the car door when they heard the shots. One. Two. Three.




    Mar­cia gig­gled again. “I think he re­sist­ed ar­rest.”




    They got in­to the car, drove to the cor­ner and then turned right on­to Sun­set Boule­vard.

    As they drove past the scene, they saw the po­lice­man stand­ing, gun still drawn, over the

    dead body of the man Buell had giv­en the hun­dred dol­lars to.




    “Won­der­ful,” Buell said.




    Mar­cia smiled, bask­ing in his praise.




    “What a great game,” Buell said.




    “I love it,” she said. “Can we play again?”




    “To­mor­row,” he said. “Let’s go home now and make love.”




    “Okay,” she said.




    “And you can wear a cow­boy suit,” he said.




    “Ride ‘em cow­boy,” she said. And gig­gled again.




    He loved her.


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    His name was Hamu­ta and he sold guns, but not to ev­ery­one. He had a small shop in

    Padding­ton, a sec­tion of Lon­don with neat gar­dens in front of neat brick homes. It was a

    qui­et neigh­bor­hood where no one both­ered to ask Mr. Hamu­ta who his vis­itors were, even

    though they were sure they rec­og­nized some of them.




    Gen­er­als and dukes and earls and mem­bers of the roy­al house­hold gen­er­al­ly had

    fa­mil­iar faces, but while many were cu­ri­ous if that was re­al­ly so-​and-​so leav­ing Mr.

    Hamu­ta’s shop, no one asked.




    One did not buy a ri­fle or a pis­tol from Mr. Hamu­ta by or­der­ing one. First one had tea

    with Mr. Hamu­ta, if one could wan­gle an in­vi­ta­tion. If one was of prop­er birth and

    prop­er con­nec­tions, he might let a few re­tired of­fi­cers know he was not averse to an

    af­ter­noon tea with Mr. Hamu­ta. Then he would be checked far more thor­ough­ly than

    can­di­dates for the British Se­cret Ser­vice. Of course that was not say­ing much. There were

    stiffer re­quire­ments for get­ting a gas com­pa­ny cred­it card than for be­com­ing a spy for

    British in­tel­li­gence. But for Mr. Hamu­ta, one had to be ab­so­lute­ly able to keep one’s

    mouth closed, no mat­ter what one saw. No mat­ter how re­volt­ing it was. No mat­ter how much

    one want­ed to cry out: “Mer­cy. Where is mer­cy in this world?”




    And if one was found ac­cept­able, he would be told a day and a time and then he had to be

    on time to the sec­ond. At the pre­scribed hour, the door of Mr. Hamu­ta’s shop would be open

    for ex­act­ly fif­teen sec­onds. If one was even a sec­ond lat­er than that, he would find the

    door locked and no one would an­swer.




    In the win­dow of Mr. Hamu­ta’s shop was one white vase which held a fresh white

    chrysan­the­mum ev­ery day. It sat on black vel­vet. The shop had no sign and some­times

    peo­ple want­ing to buy flow­ers would try to en­ter but they too found the door locked.




    Once, some bur­glars who were sure valu­able jew­els were in­side the shop had bro­ken in.

    Their bod­ies were found a month lat­er, de­com­posed in a garbage dump. Scot­land Yard

    as­sumed they were the refuse of just an­oth­er gang rub-​out un­til a foren­sic sci­en­tist

    ex­am­ined the skulls. They had been fur­rowed with small marks like worm­holes.




    “Say, Ralph,” said the sci­en­tist to his part­ner in the morgue. “Do these look like

    worm­holes to you?”




    The oth­er pathol­ogist took a mag­ni­fy­ing glass to the rear of the skull and peered

    close­ly. He wore a breath­ing mask be­cause the stench of a de­com­pos­ing hu­man body was

    per­haps the most nox­ious smell an­oth­er hu­man could be ex­posed to. Com­ing near a dead

    body on the rot would leave the stench in one’s clothes. It was why pathol­ogists al­ways wore

    wash­able polyester suits. Death nev­er came out of wool.




    “Too straight,” Ralph fi­nal­ly said. “A worm­hole gets in­to a bone by a bur­row­ing

    pro­cess. It turns. These are more like small nicks.”




    “Let me see, Ralph.”




    He hand­ed over the mag­ni­fy­ing glass and his part­ner looked, then nod­ded. “Like a

    ma­chine,” he said.




    “Ex­act­ly, ex­cept they run in­to each oth­er. There’s no pat­tern.”




    “Do you think some­thing was thrown at these skulls?”




    “No. Too pre­cise,” Ralph said.




    “Bul­lets?”




    “Im­prob­able.”




    “Let’s check for lead any­way.”




    There was no lead, but there was plat­inum.




    A round­ed plat­inum de­vice of some sort had, with in­cred­ible pre­ci­sion, nicked the

    skulls of the vic­tims found in the dump.




    They were iden­ti­fied even­tu­al­ly by their teeth, hav­ing been pro­vid­ed ex­ten­sive

    den­tal care by the British tax­pay­er in re­ward for their hav­ing been caught bur­glar­iz­ing

    British homes and sent safe­ly off to warm jail cells. They were sim­ple crim­inals, no one got

    ex­cit­ed about them, and they were buried and for­got­ten.




    But not by those peo­ple who made a liv­ing break­ing in­to oth­ers’ homes. They

    un­der­stood the mes­sage. One did not en­ter the sim­ple shop in Padding­ton with the white

    chrysan­the­mum in the win­dow.




    En­trance was by in­vi­ta­tion on­ly and then on­ly to those who were lucky enough to be

    con­sid­ered for a weapon de­signed by the hands of Mr. Hamu­ta.




    Such as the mid­dle-​aged British lord with a friend who turned the han­dle of the shop door

    one day and found de­light­ed­ly that the door ac­tu­al­ly opened.




    “Good luck, what?” he said.




    “Per­haps,” said his friend, who had al­ready bought one of Hamu­ta’s weapons. “Hope your

    stom­ach is up for it.”




    “Nev­er had prob­lems with my stom­ach,” the lord har­rumphed.




    When they shut the door be­hind them, they heard a dead bolt click like steel ram­ming in­to

    steel. The mid­dle-​aged lord want­ed to turn and test the door to see if they could get out

    but his friend quick­ly shook his head.




    A square black lac­quered ta­ble sat in the mid­dle of the floor with three small pads set

    around it. The two men took off their hats and when the lord saw his friend kneel down on one

    of the mats, he did the same. The room was qui­et and on­ly dim light fil­tered in from an

    over­head sky­light. Af­ter a while, the lord’s knees be­gan to hurt. He looked to his friend.

    He want­ed to stand and stretch but the friend again shook his head.




    When the lord thought he would nev­er again get feel­ing back in­to his numb legs, a squat

    man with eyes as black as space en­tered and knelt at the ta­ble. He had white hair that showed

    age and he stared at the lord who want­ed the weapon. His eyes felt as if they could un­dress

    the lord’s soul.




    “So you think you are wor­thy to kill,” said Mr. Hamu­ta.




    “Well, I had planned on pur­chas­ing a weapon. I must say I was de­light­ed when you

    con­sid­ered me. So to speak. You see?”




    “So you think you are wor­thy to kill?” Hamu­ta re­peat­ed.




    The friend nod­ded for the lord to say yes, but all the lord want­ed was a gun. He wasn’t

    sure he want­ed to kill any­thing. He had been think­ing of some­thing for the man­tel­piece.

    Ex­pen­sive, yes, but that was part of the beau­ty. And maybe in a few years he would take it

    down for a hunt. Ma­jor game, per­haps. But he had not thought of the gun in ex­act­ly those

    terms. More as an or­na­ment.




    The friend nod­ded to­ward him again, this time with anger and ten­sion on his face.




    “Yes, yes,” said the lord.




    Hamu­ta clapped his hands. A wom­an shuf­fled for­ward in a black ki­mono, car­ry­ing a tea

    tray.




    When she had fin­ished serv­ing them, Hamu­ta said, “Would you kill her?”




    “I don’t know her,” the lord said. “There is no rea­son for me to kill her.”




    “What if I told you she had served you poi­son?”




    “Did she?”




    “Come,” said Hamu­ta with ill-​dis­guised con­tempt. “I do not have my own wife killed and I

    do not serve poi­son. I make weapons, how­ev­er, that are made to kill, not to hang up­on

    walls. Are you wor­thy of a Hamu­ta?”




    “I was think­ing of a large-​cal­iber–“




    “He’s wor­thy to kill,” said the friend.




    Hamu­ta smiled and rose. The friend nudged the lord to rise too. The lord could bare­ly

    stand and he swayed, wait­ing for the blood to get back to his sting­ing tingly legs. Both of

    them hob­bled af­ter Hamu­ta, who led them down three flights of steps, deep be­neath the

    streets of Padding­ton, deep in­to British soil.




    A large room, al­most the length of the main ball­room at Buck­ing­ham Palace, was dim­ly

    lit by flick­er­ing can­dles. The lord watched smoke rise from the can­dles. He saw a gen­tle

    curve to the right. The air ducts were there.




    “So you think you are wor­thy to kill?” Hamu­ta said and laughed.




    “I think so. Yes, I am,” said the lord. Of course he was. Hadn’t he dropped an elk in

    Man­ito­ba three years ago and a rhi­no in Ugan­da the year be­fore that? Good shot, too. Right

    in the neck. Of course if you shot a rhi­no any­where else there was a spot of trou­ble

    be­cause you couldn’t drop him. So, yes. He was ab­so­lute­ly wor­thy to kill.




    “Good,” said Hamu­ta. He clapped his hands again and the wom­an was there with a small-​bore

    sin­gle-​shot ri­fle.




    He’s not go­ing to ask me to kill the wom­an, thought the lord. I’m not go­ing to.




    “Whom would you kill?” asked Hamu­ta.




    “Well, of course not the wom­an. Right?”




    “Of course not. A wom­an is un­wor­thy of death by a Hamu­ta.” He put the weapon in­to the

    lord’s hands. The no­ble­man had nev­er felt a bal­ance like that, nor such an ob­vi­ous

    el­egance of pre­ci­sion.




    “It’s beau­ti­ful,” he said.




    Hamu­ta nod­ded. “You are wor­thy in taste,” he said.




    He clapped his hands again and the wom­an re­turned with four bul­lets on a bed of fresh

    green aza­lea leaves. Hamu­ta took the bul­lets and cleaned off any mois­ture. The shells were

    pol­ished brass and the slugs a shiny sub­stance.




    “That’s not sil­ver is it?” asked the lord. “Not sil­ver-​tipped bul­lets?”




    “Sil­ver is too soft. Lead is even soft­er. Cop­per is bare­ly ad­equate. But for a per­fect

    gun, on­ly plat­inum is wor­thy. Are you wor­thy of it?”




    “Yes, by Jove. Yes, I am wor­thy.”




    Hamu­ta nod­ded.




    The lord looked again at the gun in his hands. “It’s a very sim­ple gun,” he said. “There’s

    no sil­ver. No en­grav­ing.”




    “It is a weapon, En­glish­man. Not a teacup,” Hamu­ta said.




    The lord nod­ded, reached in­to his waist­coat and with­drew a vel­vet bag which he gave to

    Hamu­ta. The gun­smith opened it and emp­tied the con­tents in­to his palm. There were three

    large ru­bies and a mod­est di­amond, all per­fect gems. Hamu­ta, it was known, would on­ly

    take per­fect gems. He re­turned one ru­by.




    “That is a per­fect ru­by,” said the lord.




    “Yes, it is,” Hamu­ta agreed. “But it is too much.”




    “That’s down­right de­cent of you,” the lord said.




    “Your gun, your bul­lets. Now you should test it,” Hamu­ta said and the lord nod­ded.




    Hamu­ta clapped his hands again and a door at the oth­er end of the long hall opened. And

    there was a poor wretch tied to a stake.




    “Kill,” said Hamu­ta.




    “I’m not go­ing to kill some­one tied to a stake,” the lord said. “I’m not an

    ex­ecu­tion­er.”




    “As you wish,” said Hamu­ta. He smiled and took the ri­fle with a sim­ple mo­tion of one

    hand and load­ed one shot and fired. So fine was the tool­ing that even with­out a si­lencer,

    the shot sound­ed like a mi­nor hiss com­ing out of the bar­rel. A knot ex­plod­ed on one of

    the ropes that held the man. The man squirmed and the ropes fell away. The man let out a shout

    and Hamu­ta hand­ed the gun back to the no­ble­man.




    “Oh, gra­cious,” said the lord. The man who had just been set free was large and un­shaven

    and his eyes were flecked with a red mad­ness.




    “He has killed be­fore,” Hamu­ta said. “And I think he wants your jew­els as well as your

    life, old chap. Is that how you En­glish­men say it? ‘Old chap’?” Hamu­ta laughed. The lord

    fum­bled a bul­let in­to the ri­fle and fired and a lit­tle pop ap­peared in the en­raged

    killer’s bel­ly. But all it made was a lit­tle red mark. From his hunt­ing, the lord knew what

    was wrong. A plat­inum bul­let was so hard it would cut through some­one like a fine pick. The

    shot had to go in­to the brain or hit a vi­tal or­gan, or it would not stop the man.




    But the ri­fle wasn’t in his hands any­more. That vi­cious beast, Hamu­ta, had it, and he

    was laugh­ing. Load­ing and fir­ing and laugh­ing. And at this point, the no­ble­man saw what

    he might need a strong stom­ach for. With one shot, Hamu­ta crum­pled the man’s left an­kle,

    and with an­oth­er, his right. The poor crea­ture was on his back, scream­ing in pain, when

    Hamu­ta put a shot in­to his spine and the legs stopped mov­ing. It was then that the lord saw

    the pain and fear in the vic­tim’s eyes.




    And there were no more bul­lets.




    The lord turned away his hand and glared an­gri­ly at his friend.




    “How could you have brought me to this?”




    “You said you want­ed a Hamu­ta.”




    “I did, but not like this.”




    “You said you had a strong stom­ach.”




    “I did. But I didn’t ex­pect this.”




    The vic­tim’s groans min­gled with Hamu­ta’s laugh­ter. The gun­mak­er was laugh­ing as much

    at the En­glish­man as he was at the bleed­ing fig­ure on the floor.




    “You won’t say any­thing,” the friend said.




    “How long does this go on?” the no­ble­man asked.




    “Un­til Mr. Hamu­ta has had his fill of plea­sure.”




    The lord shook his head. They lis­tened to the screams for more than fif­teen min­utes and

    then Hamu­ta was brought a box of plat­inum bul­lets and stunned ad­mi­ra­tion re­placed the

    dis­gust.




    Hamu­ta worked the bul­lets like scalpels. First he end­ed the scream­ing by faint­ly

    graz­ing the vic­tim’s skull, just enough to knock him out.




    “I want­ed you to hear me,” he ex­plained to the lord. “First the skull. Then we take off

    the Adam’s ap­ple. Then the low­er lobe off the left ear and then the right ear, and then we

    move down the body un­til we are at the kneecaps. Good-​bye, kneecaps.”




    He put two more graz­ing shots against the skull, then told the lord to fin­ish the

    kill.




    The ri­fle al­most slipped from the no­ble­man’s hands be­cause they were so wet with sweat.

    He knew his heart was pump­ing wild­ly.




    Sor­ry, wretch, he thought, and put a sin­gle shot in­to the heart and end­ed the whole

    sor­ry mess, even while Hamu­ta con­tin­ued to gig­gle.




    He did not both­er to tell the no­ble­man that he had ac­tu­al­ly rushed this sale. He

    want­ed to get to Cal­ifor­nia. A most won­der­ful tar­get was be­ing ar­ranged for him, but he

    had been told he must hur­ry.




    “It is a chal­lenge for you, Hamu­ta,” the provider of the tar­get had said.




    “I have no chal­lenges,” said Hamu­ta. “On­ly en­ter­tain­ment.”




    “Then we will both have fun,” said the provider, Ab­ner Buell of the Unit­ed States, a man

    who cer­tain­ly knew how to give peo­ple what they want­ed.


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    They had all got­ten used to the fan­cy life-​style, to the fan­cy cars and fan­cy homes and

    fan­cy wom­en and fan­cy va­ca­tions, and the fan­ci­est thing of all– be­ing able to buy

    any­thing with­out both­er­ing to ask what it cost.




    And then the mon­ey had dried up, and Bernie Bon­di­ni, check­out clerk who had bought the

    gro­cery, and Stash Franko, bank teller who had be­come a stock ma­nip­ula­tor, and El­ton

    Hub­ble, au­to me­chan­ic who now owned two au­to deal­er­ships, had spent a month scrap­ing

    and scrap­ping to meet their overex­tend­ed obli­ga­tions. So when they each re­ceived a card

    that read: “What won’t you do to have the mon­ey turned back on?” and gave an ad­dress and a

    time in Mal­ibu, they all showed up.




    The ocean­front house, jut­ting out over stone columns, shad­ow­ing the sandy beach lapped

    by the warm Pa­cif­ic, was a cool three-​mil­lion-​dol­lar num­ber and just the thing to put

    them in the right frame of mind to re­mind them of what they were in dan­ger of los­ing

    for­ev­er.




    They were let in­to the house word­less­ly by a beau­ti­ful red­head who silent­ly ush­ered

    them to a bal­cony over­look­ing the ocean. When she turned to leave, Bon­di­ni said, “Miss,

    what are we sup­posed to do?”




    And the wom­an replied: “Think about what was on the note you all re­ceived.”




    They thought about it and talked about it. There were things they wouldn’t do, not even for

    mon­ey. No. There were cer­tain in­flex­ible rules of moral­ity that they would ob­serve, the

    things that sep­arat­ed man from beast.




    They saw the pa­rade of beau­ti­ful beach bun­nies walk­ing by on the sand be­low, look­ing

    up at the house hope­ful­ly, and fi­nal­ly Hub­ble forced him­self to look away and said

    slug­gish­ly, “I don’t care. There are some things I won’t do for mon­ey.”




    “Me nei­ther,” said Bon­di­ni.




    “Such as?” said Franko.




    “I wouldn’t kill my moth­er with a stick,” Bon­di­ni said. “No way. I just wouldn’t do that.

    I don’t care about mon­ey that much.”




    Hub­ble nod­ded agree­ment. “That would be ter­ri­ble, I guess. Un­less your moth­er is

    re­al old and sick like mine. I mean, some­times death is a bet­ter so­lu­tion to life’s

    prob­lems than con­tin­uing to live.”




    “But with a stick?” Bon­di­ni said. “No way. I won’t kill my moth­er with a stick.”




    “Maybe a big stick so it’d be fast,” Hub­ble sug­gest­ed, but Bon­di­ni was adamant. “No

    way,” he said.




    “Well, I would,” said Franko. He was a small man with sandy wiry hair and thir­teen months

    of se­cret mon­ey go­ing in­to his se­cret In­sta-​Charge ac­count had en­cour­aged him to

    leave his dullard of a wife and dis­own his two slug­gard daugh­ters. “I re­mem­ber my wife,”

    he said. “I’d kill my moth­er. I’d kill your moth­er too. Any­thing is bet­ter than go­ing back

    to my wife.”




    “I don’t be­lieve it,” Bon­di­ni said stub­born­ly. “There’s some­thing you wouldn’t do.

    Both of you. There’s some­thing you wouldn’t do.”




    Hub­ble had grown a beard since he had left the grease pit for the man­ag­er’s of­fice and

    he stroked it now, thought a mo­ment, and said, “I wouldn’t make a porno film.” He thought

    again and added, “With an an­imal. I wouldn’t make a porno film with an an­imal.” He nod­ded

    his head up and down once in reaf­fir­ma­tion of this pow­er­ful life prin­ci­ple. It was where

    he drew the line and it made him feel good.




    “Some an­imals are cute,” Bon­di­ni said.




    “No. No way,” said Hub­ble. “No porno film with no an­imal. What about you, Stash?”




    Franko looked up as if sur­prised that some­one would talk to him. Then he looked back out

    at the ocean and said soft­ly, “I wouldn’t screw a dead per­son.”




    “Why not?” Bon­di­ni said. He sound­ed hon­est­ly sur­prised at such a mod­est qualm.




    “You nev­er met my wife,” Franko said. “It’d be like screw­ing her again. I couldn’t do

    it.”




    “Well, you know your wife bet­ter than we do,” Hub­ble said. “But I don’t think that’s all

    so bad. There are some good-​look­ing dead peo­ple. Maybe you’d get a nice one.”




    Franko shook his head again. “No, that’s where I draw the line. No screw­ing the dead. What

    do you call that? There’s a word for it.”




    “Yeah,” Bon­di­ni said, but he couldn’t think of it.




    “It comes from a word that means dead,” Hub­ble said. “That much I re­mem­ber.”




    “What word?” Bon­di­ni asked.




    “I don’t know. It just means dead,” Hub­ble said.




    “Corpse,” said Bon­di­ni. “Maybe it’s like corpse-​a-​pho­bia.”




    “That sounds about right,” said Franko. “I think that’s it. Corpse-​a-​pho­bia. I heard that

    word once.”




    The beau­ti­ful red­head­ed wom­an who had let them in­to the house reap­peared on the

    bal­cony. She was now naked. Her breasts were full and the nip­ples up­lift­ed. She wore on­ly

    high-​heeled shoes and they dis­played her long dancer’s limbs. Her skin was oiled and her

    sun­tan flaw­less, with­out even biki­ni lines to mar it.




    She asked them what they would like to drink. She licked her lips as she looked at each of

    them in turn. Her lips were ripe, red, pulpy, her up­per lip as full and pouty as her low­er

    lip. And when they gave her their drink or­ders, she walked qui­et­ly away, but even walk­ing

    was an erot­ic act as her smooth ba­by-​skin butt swayed las­civ­ious­ly from side to side.




    “Maybe if it was a re­al big stick,” Bon­di­ni said. “So I could do it with one big

    smack.”




    Hub­ble was talk­ing to him­self, still star­ing at the door through which the red­head had

    reen­tered the house. “Some an­imals are re­al­ly cute,” he mum­bled. “Be­ing prej­udiced

    against an­imals just be­cause they’re an­imals isn’t re­al­ly wor­thy of me. A cute an­imal.

    What’s wrong with that?”




    Franko wasn’t lis­ten­ing. He was think­ing, even though he did not say it, that there

    cer­tain­ly were a lot of at­trac­tive corpses. Beau­ti­ful wom­en who died from over­dos­es,

    for in­stance. You couldn’t see any­thing wrong with them no mat­ter how hard you looked. And

    if you got them right away, why, hell, they might even still be warm. So they wouldn’t give

    much back, but who said the man al­ways had to be re­ward­ed in love­mak­ing by a wom­an’s

    re­spons­es? If you want­ed noise, lat­er, with the mon­ey turned back on, you could hire a

    wom­an who was good at mak­ing noise. Some­times you just had to do what’s right. A warm

    pret­ty corpse sound­ed okay to him. He cer­tain­ly liked that idea a lot bet­ter than he liked

    the thought of suf­fer­ing from corpse-​a-​pho­bia.




    “I don’t have corpse-​a-​pho­bia,” Franko said. “I nev­er had any­thing wrong with me in my

    whole life. Don’t go try­ing to sad­dle me with dis­eases I don’t have.” He looked around

    ac­cus­ing­ly.




    Their drinks nev­er came. In­stead, Ab­ner Buell walked on­to the deck, wear­ing kha­ki

    pants and a kha­ki shirt which were too kha­ki to be called a leisure suit. He had on heavy

    woolen socks, puffed out over the top of cheap sneak­ers with­out laces. But his hair was still

    im­mac­ulate­ly pla­sticked in­to place.




    He stood in front of the three men, look­ing down at a clip­board he held.




    Fi­nal­ly, he looked up and snapped at Bon­di­ni. “You. I want you to beat your moth­er to

    death.”




    “One hit with a big stick,” Bon­di­ni said firm­ly.




    “A small stick. And slow­ly,” Buell said. With­out wait­ing for a re­sponse, he looked at

    Hub­ble. “You’re go­ing to be the star of a sex film. Mak­ing It with Moun­tain Goats. You’ll

    have to screw three sheep.” Again he wait­ed for no com­ment but fixed his hard eyes on Stash

    Franko. “I want you to have in­ter­course with a head­less corpse, dead three weeks.”




    He let the clip­board low­er to his side and looked slow­ly at each of the men in turn. “I

    want you to know that I have turned over to the three of you a to­tal of $612,000 in the last

    twelve months. That’s mon­ey that tech­ni­cal­ly you took from the bank by fraud. Now you will

    do what I ask or not on­ly will the mon­ey stay cut off but the po­lice will be on your

    doorstep by night­fall. You have six­ty sec­onds to con­sid­er your course of ac­tion.”




    He walked back in­to the house and when the door closed be­hind him, Bon­di­ni said, “What

    do you think?” It was more of a plea than a ques­tion.




    “I don’t know,” Hub­ble said. “What do you think?”




    “I think I don’t love my moth­er a whole lot. I grew up eat­ing liv­er. How you sup­posed to

    love some­body who feeds you liv­er? A small stick’s not so bad.”




    Hub­ble said, “I al­ways liked sheep. They’re friend­ly, kind of.”




    “I can keep my eyes closed,” Franko said. “And hold my breath. Corpses. They’re all the same

    in the dark, I al­ways say.”




    Buell re­turned in ex­act­ly one minute. He stood in front of them, silent­ly wait­ing.

    Fi­nal­ly Bon­di­ni blurt­ed out, “We’ll do it.”




    “All of you?” Buell asked.




    “Yes,” Bon­di­ni said. “We’ll do it. All of us.”




    “Good,” said Buell. “That’s ten thou­sand points each. And now you don’t have to.”




    “What?” asked Hub­ble.




    “You don’t have to. I was just test­ing you,” Buell said.




    “Oh,” said Hub­ble.




    “I want you all to kill a man in­stead,” Buell said.




    “Which one?” Franko asked.




    “Does it mat­ter?” Buell said.




    “No,” Franko said. “It doesn’t mat­ter.”




    “Doesn’t mat­ter at all,” said Bon­di­ni.




    “Not at all,” said Hub­ble.




    All three were re­lieved that they on­ly had to kill a man. It didn’t mat­ter who.




    The car was wheez­ing and the tem­per­ature gauge was solid­ly in the red zone as it came

    down the snaky road that sliced through the hills and led to the coast at Mal­ibu, so Re­mo

    turned off the mo­tor, put the car in neu­tral, and let it coast.




    “What are you do­ing?” Pamela Thrush­well asked.




    “Try­ing to get there,” Re­mo said. “Be qui­et un­less you want to walk.”




    The car picked up speed as it free-​wheeled down the canyon’s road­side, roar­ing past

    lit­tle shops that sold pots and hole-​in-​the-​wall mar­kets that fea­tured four­teen

    va­ri­eties of bean sprouts, and past long-​in-​the-​tooth hip­pies with steel-​rimmed glass­es

    and wom­en in their for­ties who still wore fringed buck­skin skirts and soft-​soled

    moc­casins. It took one cor­ner on two wheels.




    “You’re go­ing too fast,” Pamela said.




    “How do you fig­ure that?” Re­mo said.




    She raised her voice to com­pete with the whine of the tires and the whis­tle of wind past

    the open win­dows.




    “Be­cause the damned au­to’s go­ing to tip over,” she shout­ed.




    “Not if you lean to the left,” Re­mo said.




    She forced her body to­ward the cen­ter of the front seat and Re­mo ca­reened the car

    through a left-​hand turn. For a mo­ment, the car lift­ed up on­to its two right wheels and

    teetered there pre­car­ious­ly. Re­mo grabbed Pamela’s shoul­ders and pulled her clos­er to him

    and the car thumped back down on­to all four wheels.




    “The next one I can do with my eyes closed,” Re­mo said.




    “Please slow down,” she said.




    “All right,” Re­mo said agree­ably. He thumped on the brake. “I don’t care if we get there

    in time to save the world from nu­cle­ar de­struc­tion.”




    “What?” she said.




    “Noth­ing,” he said.




    “You said some­thing about nu­cle­ar de­struc­tion.”




    “I was think­ing about this car,” he said.




    “No, you weren’t. You were talk­ing about some­thing else.”




    “I for­get,” Re­mo said.




    “No, you didn’t for­get.” Pamela fold­ed her arms across her chest. “You just won’t tell me.

    You haven’t told me any­thing since we left New York. You’ve bare­ly said three words to me the

    whole trip. I don’t even know how you fig­ured out where to go in Mal­ibu.”




    “Hey, look, I work for the phone com­pa­ny. What do I know from nu­cle­ar de­struc­tion?”

    Re­mo said. “And my of­fice told me where to go and when Moth­er says go, I go.”




    “That’s an­oth­er thing. Why is the New York phone com­pa­ny send­ing you to Cal­ifor­nia to

    find an ob­scene caller? Huh? Why is that?”




    “It’s not re­al­ly the New York phone com­pa­ny do­ing it,” Re­mo said.




    “No? What is it?”




    “It’s part of our new phone sys­tem. If your phone is bro­ken, you call some­body and if

    your tele­phone lines fall down and elec­tro­cute the neigh­bors in their swim­ming pool, you

    call some­body else. That’s the way we’ve got it set up now. Well, I’m part of an­oth­er

    com­pa­ny. It’s part of Alexan­der Gra­ham Ding-​a-​Ling. Ob­scene Callers Pa­trol Inc. A new

    cor­po­rate set­up. You give us enough time, we’ll fix it so that Amer­ica’s phone sys­tem is

    as good as Iran’s.”




    “I still don’t be­lieve you work for the phone com­pa­ny,” she said.




    “And I don’t be­lieve you came all this way to get re­venge on some­body for heavy

    breath­ing and cop­ping a feel, so why don’t we just drop it?”




    “I want to talk,” she said.




    Re­mo took his hands off the wheel, put them be­hind his head, and leaned back in the

    seat.




    “Go ahead then. Talk,” he said. “Talk fast. There’s a guardrail up there.”




    She grabbed his hands and put them back on the steer­ing wheel.




    “All right,” she said. “Drive. Don’t talk.”




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re wel­come.”




    Re­mo had nev­er seen Mal­ibu be­fore and he was dis­ap­point­ed. He had ex­pect­ed

    man­sions with twist­ing drives and ser­vants’ quar­ters and what he found in­stead was a

    string of lit­tle hous­es packed tight­ly to­geth­er along the ocean­front high­way, their

    pri­va­cy guard­ed by high wood­en fences, and he thought it didn’t look much bet­ter than

    Bel­mar, New Jer­sey, three thou­sand miles away on the At­lantic.




    Pamela was dis­ap­point­ed too. She said, “I don’t see any movie stars.”




    “They’re all out on the beach watch­ing Cal­ifor­nia erode,” Re­mo said.




    The house they were look­ing for was a quan­tum jump up in qual­ity. It took up a full 150

    feet of ocean frontage and was hid­den from the road­side by a thick stone wall with a heavy

    sol­id iron gate em­bed­ded in it. There was a tiny buzzer on the side of the gate and a

    name­plate that bore no name, on­ly the house’s street ad­dress.




    Re­mo reached out to ring the buzzer but Pamela grabbed his hand.




    “Shouldn’t we sneak in or some­thing?” she said.




    “Not if we don’t have to. Why make work?” Re­mo said. He pressed the buzzer. There was no

    an­swer so he pressed it again.




    A voice an­swered, com­ing from a small speak­er hid­ing near the gate’s top hinge.




    “Who is it?” the voice asked.




    “What’s the own­er’s name of this place?” Re­mo asked.




    “Mr. Buell,” the voice said. “Who wants to know?”




    “I do,” Re­mo said.




    “Who are you? What do you want?”




    “I’ve come to kill Mr. Buell. Is he in?”




    “Go away or I’ll call the po­lice,” the voice an­swered.




    “Don’t be that way,” Re­mo said. “Do you know how long I’ve been driv­ing to get here?”




    “I’m call­ing the po­lice.”




    There was a sharp click as the speak­er went dead.




    “That was won­der­ful,” Pamela said sar­cas­ti­cal­ly. “We’re still out on the street and

    now we’re go­ing to have the po­lice for com­pa­ny.” She kicked the iron gate in

    frus­tra­tion.




    “Don’t wor­ry about it,” Re­mo said. He grabbed the han­dle of the locked gate, feel­ing the

    warm steel un­der his skin. Gen­tly, he be­gan to twist the han­dle back and forth un­til he

    could al­most hear the hum of the met­al as it vi­brat­ed un­der his hand. He speed­ed the

    twist­ing mo­tion and the vi­bra­tions grew more rapid. He didn’t know how he was do­ing what

    he was do­ing. It was a thing he had learned but it was so long ago that he had for­got­ten

    ex­act­ly what it was he had learned. But he re­mem­bered the re­sult and how to pro­duce

    it.




    When he knew, by feel, that the met­al was vi­brat­ing at the cor­rect speed, he slapped out

    with the heel of his oth­er hand at the steel plate just above the gate’s lock and the steel

    plate snapped and fell, lock mech­anism in­clud­ed, at his feet. He pushed the gate open with

    his right pinky.




    “How’d you do that?” Pamela said.




    “I sent away once for a ‘Be a lock­smith by mail. Earn Big Mon­ey.’ This is all I re­mem­ber

    from the course,” he said. “When I fig­ured out it wasn’t go­ing to make me rich, that’s when I

    joined the tele­phone com­pa­ny.”




    In­side the house, Bon­di­ni put down the mi­cro­phone and said, “I think he’ll be com­ing

    in now. Ev­ery­body re­mem­ber what to do?”




    Hub­ble and Franko nod­ded. They were crouched be­hind couch­es with ma­chine guns point­ed

    at the front door. Bon­di­ni held a.44 Mag­num. They all held the un­fa­mil­iar weapons

    gin­ger­ly, as if they might fire at any mo­ment by them­selves.




    “Okay,” Bon­di­ni said. “And then when we kill them, we get out of here.”




    “Right,” said Franko.




    “Any­body got any prob­lems with that?” Bon­di­ni asked.




    “Any­thing’s bet­ter than screw­ing a sheep,” Hub­ble said.




    Al­most three hun­dred miles away in a mam­moth stone house built on a promon­to­ry

    over­look­ing the Pa­cif­ic, Ab­ner Buell watched a tele­vi­sion mon­itor and saw the three men

    with guns in the liv­ing room of his Mal­ibu home. Sit­ting along­side him was Mr. Hamu­ta.




    “I don’t re­al­ly un­der­stand,” Mr. Hamu­ta said. “I thought you called me for–“




    “You will get your chance,” Buell said.




    “But those three men?”




    “You will get your chance,” Buell said. He snapped his fin­gers and Mar­cia, who had been

    stand­ing in the cor­ner of the room, rushed for­ward to re­fill his cup of man­darin-​or­ange

    herbal tea. She did it silent­ly, then backed away, nev­er tak­ing her eyes off the

    tele­vi­sion mon­itor.




    Pamela walked to­ward the front door of the house, her hand ex­tend­ed to­ward the

    door­knob, when Re­mo said, “You re­al­ly go­ing to do that?”




    “Why not? You let ev­ery­body know we’re here.” In her oth­er hand, she held her small

    re­volver. “You think we’re go­ing to sur­prise any­body now?”




    “No. But I think they’re go­ing to sur­prise you when you go through that door. Don’t you

    know a trap when you see one?”




    “I know that they prob­ably think we’ve buzzed off,” she said.




    “Not a chance. They’re wait­ing for us.”




    “You keep say­ing ‘they,’” she said. “Why they? There was on­ly one voice on the

    speak­er.”




    “It’s they. There’s three of them,” Re­mo said.




    “How do you know that?” she asked.




    “I can hear them.”




    She put her ear close to the door. “I can’t hear any­thing,” she whis­pered af­ter a

    mo­ment.




    “That has more to do with your hear­ing than their noise,” Re­mo said. “There’s three of

    them. One of them has asth­ma or some­thing ’cause he’s breath­ing fun­ny.”




    Pamela Thrush­well smiled. She knew when she was be­ing joshed. “And the oth­er two?” she

    asked pleas­ant­ly.




    “They’re breath­ing nor­mal­ly. For white men, that is. But they’re ner­vous. The breaths

    are short. I fig­ure that they’re car­ry­ing weapons and they’re not used to them.”




    “This is all the worst pile of rot I ev­er heard,” Pamela said.




    “Have it your own way,” Re­mo said. “You go through the door if you want.” He raised his

    voice. “But I’m go­ing around the back and com­ing in through the ocean side.”




    He walked away from her and a mo­ment lat­er heard her feet padding af­ter him.




    “Wait for me,” she said.




    “Good.” He leaned close to her and whis­pered, “We’ll go up this trel­lis to the sec­ond

    floor.”




    “I–” she start­ed, but Re­mo put a hand over her mouth.




    “Whis­per,” he said.




    “I thought we were go­ing around the back.”




    “You’re not too smart, are you?” Re­mo said. “I said that for them in­side.”




    “Why?”




    He point­ed over the front door. “They’ve got mi­cro­phones and cam­eras all over the place.

    I don’t want them to know what we’re do­ing.”




    “Don’t tell me you’re afraid,” Pamela said.




    “Not for me,” said Re­mo.




    Pamela thought, then nod­ded. “All right. I’ll be right be­hind you.”




    The sec­ond-​floor win­dow was open and Re­mo hoist­ed Pamela through be­fore slip­ping

    in­side him­self. They were in a guest bed­room, whose walls, bed­spread, fur­ni­ture, rug, and

    drapes were all a bright red.




    “This room looks like a freak­ing hem­or­rhage,” Re­mo said.




    “I kind of like it,” Pamela said.




    “Great place to bleed to death,” Re­mo said. “If they get you, I’ll bring you up here to

    die.”




    “Thank you. I’d re­al­ly ap­pre­ci­ate that,” she said dry­ly.




    The bed­room door opened on­to a bal­cony which front­ed all the rooms on the sec­ond floor

    and looked down in­to the large liv­ing and din­ing ar­eas.




    Re­mo ges­tured to Pamela for si­lence and brought her to the edge of the bal­cony. Be­low,

    they saw the three men hid­ing be­hind so­fas and chairs, aim­ing guns at the slid­ing glass

    doors that led to an out­side pa­tio and the sandy beach be­yond. The ocean looked very green

    to­day. It re­mind­ed Re­mo of the Caribbean.




    “Should I shoot them?” she whis­pered soft­ly in his ear.




    “Why would you want to do that?”




    “Get them be­fore they get us. They’ve got us out­gunned.”




    “Christ, you even think like James Bond,” he said.




    “Well, we can’t just stand here un­til they all fall asleep,” she hissed again.




    He raised a hand to si­lence her. “Leave it to me,” he said. He light­ly vault­ed over the

    rail­ing and dropped the fif­teen feet to the room be­low. He land­ed on the cush­ions of the

    so­fa, rolled back­ward over its back, land­ed on his feet be­tween two of the would-​be

    gun­men, and snapped the ma­chine guns from their hands.




    The man be­hind the chair heard the sound and turned to­ward him, slow­ly rais­ing his

    Mag­num to fir­ing height. But be­fore he could do any­thing with it, Re­mo had tak­en it from

    his hand. Re­mo stood there among the three men hold­ing all three guns. Three guns were

    awk­ward, he re­al­ized. He tried hold­ing one ma­chine gun in each hand and the re­volver

    un­der his chin but that wasn’t com­fort­able.




    “Who are you? What do you want?” the man be­hind the chair said.




    “Just hold your hors­es,” Re­mo said. It was hard to talk hold­ing a gun un­der your

    chin.




    He put both ma­chine guns un­der one arm and held the pis­tol in his oth­er hand, but the

    ma­chine guns be­gan to slip. They might fall out, go off and hurt some­body that way, he

    thought.




    “Are you all right?” Pamela yelled from the bal­cony.




    “Fine, fine, fine, fine,” Re­mo said. “Will you all just wait a minute?”




    Fi­nal­ly he gave up and tossed all three weapons in­to a cor­ner of the room. “Lis­ten,” he

    told the three men. “I put them over there but that doesn’t mean you should think you can run

    over and get one or some­thing be­cause then I’ll have to kill you.”




    Pamela came down the steps in­to the liv­ing room. She cov­ered the three men with her small

    pis­tol and Re­mo no­ticed that she held it low and close to her hip, the way peo­ple did who

    were ex­pert in the law-​en­force­ment use of firearms, not out in front of her where any­one

    could slap it away.




    “Don’t any­body move,” she snarled.




    “They weren’t plan­ning to move, Mrs. Peel,” Re­mo said sar­cas­ti­cal­ly. “Now aim that

    thing away from me.” He turned back to the three men. “Okay, what’re your names?”




    “Who wants to know?” said the man who had been hid­ing be­hind the chair.




    Re­mo up­end­ed the brass cof­fee ta­ble be­hind the couch and twist­ed one of its legs

    in­to a corkscrew shape.




    “Next ques­tion?” he said.




    “Bon­di­ni,” the man said. “Bernie Bon­di­ni.”




    Re­mo glanced at the oth­er two men, who were still on the floor, cring­ing in front of

    Pamela, whose gun point­ed un­wa­ver­ing­ly at them.




    “Hub­ble.”




    “Franko.”




    “Any of those sound like the voice that’s been call­ing?” Re­mo asked Pamela.




    “I can’t tell from just their names,” Pamela said. “They’ve got to say more.”




    “Who are you?” Bon­di­ni asked.




    “Will you stop say­ing that?” Re­mo said. “All right. Now I want you to take turns. One at a

    time, re­peat this: Four score and some­thing ago, our fore­fa­thers brought up–“




    “You’re get­ting it wrong,” Bon­di­ni said.




    “Just say it any way you want,” Re­mo said. “I nev­er told you I was any good at

    his­to­ry.”




    “Four score and sev­en years ago, our fa­thers brought forth up­on–“




    “That’s good,” Re­mo said. “You re­mem­ber that from school?”




    “Yes,” said Bon­di­ni.




    “I could nev­er re­mem­ber it,” Re­mo said. “I kept mix­ing up fa­thers and fore­fa­thers. I

    was sup­posed to re­cite it on Memo­ri­al Day but I kept get­ting it wrong.”




    “That’s a shame,” Bon­di­ni said.




    “Yeah. They got Romeo Roc­co to do it in­stead. Boy, did he stink. He sound­ed like that guy

    who does the fast com­mer­cials. He wet his pants in the mid­dle and he still fin­ished the

    speech be­fore any liq­uid reached the floor.”




    He turned back to Pamela.




    “Him?” he asked. She shook her head no.




    “Okay, you,” Re­mo said, point­ing to the beard­ed man on the floor. “What’s your name?”




    “Hub­ble.”




    “Okay. Re­cite the Get­tys­burg Ad­dress.”




    “I don’t know the zip code for Get­tys­burg,” Hub­ble said.




    “Very fun­ny,” Re­mo said. “Now will you try for a bro­ken neck?”




    “Four score and sev­en years ago, our fa­thers some­thing some­thing,” Hub­ble said.




    “Him?” Re­mo asked Pamela.




    “No,” she said.




    “That leaves you,” Re­mo said to Franko. “Re­cite.”




    “Four score and sev­en years ago our fa­thers brought forth up­on this con­ti­nent a new

    na­tion, con­ceived in–“




    “That’s enough,” Re­mo said.




    “–lib­er­ty and ded­icat­ed to the propo­si­tion that all men are cre­at­ed equal. Now we

    are en­gaged in a great civ­il war, test­ing whether–” Stash Franko rose to his feet. “– this

    na­tion or any na­tion, so con­ceived and so ded­icat­ed–“




    “I said enough,” Re­mo said.




    “–can long en­dure. We are met on a great bat­tle­field–“




    Re­mo clapped his hand over Franko’s mouth. “If there’s any­thing I hate, it’s a show-​off.”

    He looked at Pamela and she again shook her head no.




    “I’m let­ting you go,” Re­mo told Franko. “If you promise to speak on­ly when spo­ken to.

    You promise?”




    Franko nod­ded and Re­mo re­leased him.




    “–of that war. We have come to ded­icate a por­tion–“




    Re­mo straight­ened out the brass ta­ble leg, snapped it from the ta­ble, then wrapped it

    around Franko’s neck, tight­ly enough to fright­en him, not so tight that it would hurt

    him.




    “I’ll be qui­et,” Franko said meek­ly.




    “What do you want?” Bon­di­ni said.




    “Who’s Buell? The own­er?” Re­mo asked.




    “We just met him once,” Bon­di­ni said. “Ab­ner Buell. A twer­py-​look­ing guy with plas­tic

    hair. I don’t even re­al­ly know him.”




    Re­mo looked at the oth­er two men, who shook their heads.




    “Why were you go­ing to kill us then?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause I didn’t want to beat my moth­er with a stick,” Bon­di­ni said.




    “And I won’t make it with no sheep,” said Hub­ble.




    “Or a corpse,” said Franko.




    It took Re­mo a while to sort it all out but with Pamela’s help, he fi­nal­ly fig­ured out

    that the three men were count­ing on get­ting some mon­ey from the own­er of the place and they

    didn’t even know who Re­mo was. He was glad about that be­cause it meant that he would not have

    to kill them.




    “How were you sup­posed to no­ti­fy Buell that I was dead?” Re­mo asked.




    “He didn’t tell us.”




    Re­mo said to Pamela, “That means this place is wired or some­thing. Prob­ably sound and

    cam­era.”




    He turned back to the three men. “All right. You guys can go.”




    “That’s it?” Bon­di­ni asked.




    “You’re not go­ing to turn us in?” asked Hub­ble.




    “Not me, pal. Go in peace.”




    Franko was silent, gaz­ing out to­ward the ocean. Fi­nal­ly he said, “There was one

    thing.”




    “What was that?”




    “The guy who owns this place. I heard him say he had a place just like it in Carmel and he

    was ex­pect­ing com­pa­ny. Does that help?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said. “Thanks.”




    “It’s bet­ter than mak­ing it with a corpse,” Franko said as he walked to­ward the door. He

    paused in the door­way.




    “An­oth­er thing,” he said.




    “What?” said Re­mo.




    “of this bat­tle­field as a fi­nal rest­ing place for those who here gave–” he said, and

    then ran as Re­mo start­ed to­ward him.




    In Carmel, north along the Pa­cif­ic shore­line, Buell turned off the tele­vi­sion mon­itor

    and said to Mr. Hamu­ta, “Get your­self ready. He should be here soon.”




    “I am al­ways ready,” Hamu­ta said.




    “You’d bet­ter be.”




    Hamu­ta left and Mar­cia came in­to the room. Buell graced her with one of his in­fre­quent

    and emo­tion­less smiles. She was wear­ing a train en­gi­neer’s out­fit, but the legs of the

    jeans were cut off al­most to her crotch and she had on no shirt and her breasts bob­bled back

    and forth un­der the over­alls’ bib front.




    “He es­caped, this Re­mo?” she said.




    “Yes.”




    “Who can he be?” she asked.




    “Some gov­ern­ment spy. I don’t know,” said Buell.




    “Too bad he es­caped,” she said.




    “No, it isn’t. He was sup­posed to, re­mem­ber? I just want­ed him to be on his guard when

    he gets here. Make it a tougher game for Hamu­ta.”




    “Sup­pose Hamu­ta fails?” the wom­an asked.




    “He nev­er fails.”




    “But if he does?” the red­head per­sist­ed.




    Buell rubbed a hand over his patent-​leathered hair. “It doesn’t mat­ter,” he said. “The

    whole world still goes up. Boom.”




    “I can’t wait,” Mar­cia said. “I can’t wait.”


  




  

    Chapter Ten




    “He flew the coop, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. “But I know who he is.”




    “Who?” asked Smith, whose com­put­ers had dis­cov­ered the Mal­ibu house but had not been

    able to iden­ti­fy its own­er.




    “Ab­ner Buell.”




    “The Ab­ner Buell?” asked Smith.




    “An,” said Re­mo.




    “An?”




    “He’s an Ab­ner Buell. That’s all I know. I don’t know if he’s the Ab­ner Buell. I don’t

    even know who the Ab­ner Buell is. An. But I think I know where he went. We’re go­ing there

    now.”




    “We?”




    “The girl I’m with.”




    “Does she know who you are?” Smith asked.




    “No. She thinks I work for the post of­fice. No. The phone com­pa­ny.”




    “Get rid of her then,” Smith said.




    “She knows Buell’s voice.”




    “And you know his name. I’m sure you’ll be able to fig­ure it out when you meet him. Get rid

    of her.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said.




    “Where is Buell now?” Smith asked.




    “I think he’s got a place in Carmel. That’s in Cal­ifor­nia.”




    “Let me see if I can find it,” Smith said. He fid­dled with his com­put­er. “Do you know how

    I found out the ad­dress in Mal­ibu?”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “Do you care?” Smith asked.




    “Not even one whit,” Re­mo said.




    Smith snort­ed. “I’ve got an ad­dress in Carmel. It’s prob­ably his.”




    “I’ll try it,” Re­mo said and Smith gave him the ad­dress.




    “By the way, Re­mo. Buell’s got a very in­ter­est­ing back­ground. Are you

    in­ter­est­ed?”




    “No.”




    “I beg your par­don,” Smith said.




    “That’s okay,” Re­mo said.




    “What is okay?”




    “Look. You asked me if I was in­ter­est­ed in Buell’s back­ground. I said no. Does it have

    to get more com­pli­cat­ed than that?”




    “I guess not,” Smith said slow­ly.




    “Then we’re done,” Re­mo said.




    “Re­mem­ber. The man is ca­pa­ble of caus­ing World War III. He’s come very close in the

    last few days. Ex­treme mea­sures are called for,” Smith said.




    “You mean, make pate out of him.”




    “I mean make sure he can nev­er do this again.”




    “Same thing,” Re­mo said. “Good-​bye.”




    Pamela Thrush­well was not pleased.




    “I’m sor­ry,” she said curt­ly, in her crispest British ac­cent, “but I’m go­ing.”




    “No, you’re not. I’ll han­dle this my­self.”




    “No, thank you very much. I’m go­ing, I said.”




    “And I said you’re not,” Re­mo said.




    “Then I’ll call the pa­pers and tell them ev­ery­thing that’s go­ing on. Would you like

    that?”




    “You wouldn’t do that,” Re­mo said.




    “How are you go­ing to stop me? Kill me?”




    “It’s a thought,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    “How will your su­pe­ri­ors like that?” she asked.




    “Af­ter the ini­tial furor dies down, they’ll raise the price of stamps. That’s what they

    al­ways do.”




    “You said you worked for the phone com­pa­ny, not the post of­fice.”




    “I meant the price of a tele­phone call,” Re­mo said.




    “All right,” she said. “You go. I don’t need you. I can get a lift and go by my­self.”




    Re­mo sighed. Why was ev­ery­body so in­tractable these days? What­ev­er hap­pened to wom­en

    who said yes and did what you want­ed?”




    “Okay. You can tag along. I guess that’s the on­ly way to keep you out of trou­ble.”




    “And you drive care­ful­ly,” Pamela said.




    “I will. I promise,” Re­mo said. He al­so promised him­self that when the ap­pro­pri­ate

    time came, and he had Buell nailed, he would just leave Pamela on the side of the road

    some­where and nev­er see her again. As they left Mal­ibu, go­ing north along the coast

    high­way, Pamela said, “Why’d you change your mind?”




    “You’ve got a nice ass,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s a dumb rea­son.”




    “Not if you’re an ass man,” Re­mo said.




    “Who was that you called?” Pamela asked.




    “My moth­er,” Re­mo said. “She wor­ries when I’m out of town too long. She wor­ries about

    rain and snow and gloom of night keep­ing me from the swift com­ple­tion of my ap­point­ed

    rounds.”




    “That’s the post of­fice again,” she said.




    “Don’t nit­pick,” Re­mo said.




    Mr. Hamu­ta was alone in the Carmel house, built over­look­ing the ocean on the town’s

    four­teen-​mile-​long scenic coast drive. The en­trance to the house was down a long wind­ing

    path­way that be­gan at the home’s heav­ily locked front gates.




    When Buell and Mar­cia had left, the red­head had asked, “Should we leave the front gate

    open?”




    “No,” Buell said.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause the gate won’t stop him whether it’s locked or un­locked. But if we leave it

    un­locked, he might sus­pect a trap. Don’t you agree, Mr. Hamu­ta?”




    “Most whole­heart­ed­ly,” Hamu­ta said. He was in an up­stairs bed­room. The large win­dows

    had been opened and, sit­ting back from the glare of day­light, he was hid­den from sight but

    com­mand­ed a to­tal view of the walk and the gate and the road­way be­yond.




    “Sup­pose he comes from the ocean side?” Mar­cia asked.




    “Mr. Hamu­ta has a tele­vi­sion mon­itor,” Buell said. “He can watch the ocean side.” He

    point­ed to the small tele­vi­sion set which he had hooked up in the room, which showed a

    con­tin­uous pan­ning shot of the Pa­cif­ic.




    “It is all quite ad­equate,” Hamu­ta said. He was wear­ing a three-​piece suit. His vest was

    tight­ly but­toned, his tie im­mac­ulate­ly knot­ted and held in place by a col­lar pin on his

    ex­pen­sive white-​on-​white shirt. “You choose not to re­main for the en­ter­tain­ment?”




    “Where we’re go­ing is hooked up to the house mon­itors here. We’ll watch it on

    tele­vi­sion.”




    “Very good. Will you tape it for me?” Hamu­ta said. “I would like to look at it when I

    re­turn to Britain.”




    “You just love blood, don’t you, Mr. Hamu­ta?” Buell said.




    Hamu­ta did not an­swer. The truth was that he re­gard­ed the young Amer­ican as too crass

    and too vul­gar for words. Blood. What did he know about blood? Or about death? The young Yank

    de­signed games in which me­chan­ical crea­tures died by the tens of thou­sands. What could he

    have ex­pe­ri­enced that would bear any re­sem­blance to the feel­ing of ex­hil­ara­tion that

    came when a per­fect­ly placed bul­let brought down a hu­man tar­get so that oth­er bul­lets,

    per­fect­ly placed al­so, could carve him like a Christ­mas goose?




    Had Buell ev­er held his in­dex fin­ger on a trig­ger and looked down the length of a

    per­fect weapon and for the mo­ment it took to ap­ply the frac­tion­al ounce of pres­sure to

    the trig­ger, ex­pe­ri­enced the knowl­edge that one was not, at that mo­ment, a mor­tal

    any­more but a god, in­fused with the pow­er of life and death? What did this in­signif­icant

    crea­ture know about such things, he with his child­ish vi­sions of fan­ta­sy games?




    Mr. Hamu­ta thought these things but said noth­ing and watched silent­ly as Buell and the

    wom­an– a strange one, that, and much brighter than she ap­peared to be– walked up the long

    curv­ing walk­way to­ward the road where a parked car wait­ed.




    Hamu­ta was glad to be alone, to sa­vor the plea­sure of the up­com­ing mo­ments in

    si­lence, think­ing to him­self how he would place the bul­lets and where. The man was the

    im­por­tant tar­get so he would take the man first. He would put a shot in the knee. No, the

    hip. A hip shot caused more pain and would im­mo­bi­lize the man. Then he would sim­ply re­move

    the wom­an with one shot and then go back to the man and carve him up with bul­lets. It was so

    much more fun that way. Buell was wrong. Hamu­ta was not in­ter­est­ed in death for death’s

    sake. He was in­ter­est­ed in killing for killing’s sake. The act of the kill was pure and

    wor­thy.




    When the af­ter­noon shad­ows be­gan to length­en, Hamu­ta took a tele­scope from a

    vel­vet-​lined box and care­ful­ly mount­ed it atop his ri­fle. Us­ing a mag­ni­fy­ing glass,

    he lined up a se­ries of marks atop the scope with match­ing marks on the ri­fle frame it­self,

    lock­ing the tele­scope in­to the cor­rect fir­ing fo­cus. The scope was a light-​gath­er­ing

    in­stru­ment of a high­ly com­pli­cat­ed per­son­al de­sign but it was able to ren­der ob­jects

    seen in dim light as high­ly il­lu­mi­nat­ed, as if they were be­ing viewed at high noon un­der

    a bright sun.




    Then, tele­scope in place, again he sat, the ri­fle cra­dled in his arms like an in­fant,

    and wait­ed.




    The man first. It would def­inite­ly be the man first.




    Three thou­sand miles away, Harold W. Smith looked at the print­ed re­port that his

    com­put­ers had spewed out on Ab­ner Buell.




    Bril­liant. Un­ques­tion­ably bril­liant.




    But un­sta­ble. Un­ques­tion­ably un­sta­ble.




    The com­put­er is­sued a list of prop­er­ties held by Buell and com­pa­nies in which he was

    an in­vestor. The dry te­di­um that makes up a per­son’s life, Smith thought.




    There was one small item buried at the end of the re­port. It said that a British com­put­er

    had mal­func­tioned and al­most re­sult­ed in Great Britain an­nounc­ing it was leav­ing NA­TO

    and sign­ing a friend­ship pact with Rus­sia. Ac­cess to the British com­put­ers was by

    satel­lite sig­nal from the Unit­ed States, the com­put­er re­port stat­ed. Prob­abil­ity of

    Buell’s in­volve­ment: six­ty-​three per­cent.




    A wacko, Smith thought. A wacko tired of play­ing game-​games and now ready to start World

    War III, the biggest game of all.




    He hoped Re­mo would be in time to stop him.




    Re­mo had tried to dump her by the side of the road when he stopped at a gas sta­tion and

    said he had to use the bath­room. As he ex­pect­ed, she said she did too. He went in­to the

    men’s room, then dart­ed right back out, jumped in the car and drove away. But some­thing

    didn’t feel right and he fig­ured out what it was just be­fore Pamela stuck her head up from

    the back seat, where she had been hid­ing on the floor, and said, “If you try that again, Yank,

    I’ll plug you.”




    So now they were stand­ing in front of the locked gate of Buell’s Carmel man­sion and Re­mo

    snapped open the lock and pushed the gate open. It swung sound­less­ly, well-​oiled, no

    squeak.




    “You shouldn’t come in,” he said.




    “Why not?”




    “It might be dan­ger­ous.”




    “This is Cal­ifor­nia. You think it’s not dan­ger­ous for me to sit in a car by the side of

    the road? I’m com­ing in,” she said.




    “All right. But you be care­ful.”




    “I have my gun.”




    “That’s what I want you to be care­ful of. I don’t want you to go shoot­ing me by

    ac­ci­dent.”




    “If I shoot you, it won’t be by ac­ci­dent,” Pamela Thrush­well sniffed, then fol­lowed him

    down the short flight of steps that led to the twist­ing flag­stone path.




    It was per­fect.




    The two were off the steps now, on­to the path, and Hamu­ta raised the ri­fle to his

    shoul­der. The tele­scope in­ten­si­fied the dim light and bright­ened the im­ages of the two

    peo­ple walk­ing to­ward the house.




    Per­fect.




    First the man. A bul­let in the hip to drop and im­mo­bi­lize him. Then the wom­an. Then

    re­turn to the man.




    Per­fect.




    “Don’t look now,” Re­mo said, “but there’s some­body in that up­stairs win­dow.”




    Pamela start­ed to look up and Re­mo pulled her to­ward him by the wrist. “I said, don’t

    look up.”




    “I didn’t see any­body up there,” she said.




    “You’re not sup­posed to. Just walk nat­ural­ly.”




    He let go of her wrist. They walked a few more steps. Re­mo stopped and grabbed her arm

    again.




    “What–?”




    “Shh,” he said. He felt the pres­sure waves in­creas­ing on his body. He did not know what

    he sensed or how he sensed it, but there was a faint pres­sure, cir­cling in on him,

    in­vis­ibly touch­ing him, a ca­ress of dan­ger.




    “There’s a weapon on us,” he said soft­ly.




    “How do you know?”




    “I know is all. Up­stairs win­dow. Wait. Wait. Now!”




    He pushed her aside as a shot cracked. She hit the soft grassy earth and rolled be­hind a

    large stone that dec­orat­ed the home’s flow­er-​be­decked front gar­den.




    Re­mo had spun in­to a dou­ble spi­ral. The shot had been meant for his right hip. He knew

    it with­out know­ing it and he went heav­ily down on­to the stone path.




    “Re­mo,” Pamela called. She start­ed for her feet.




    He lay heav­ily on the stone path. “Just shut up and stay there,” he hissed. “No mat­ter

    what hap­pens.”




    Hamu­ta smiled. The white man lay on the ground, still, his right hip jut­ting out from his

    body at a harsh, un­re­al an­gle. Hamu­ta knew he had hit the ball joint just the way he

    want­ed to.




    But the damned wom­an. She had slipped be­hind the rock, out of his sight.




    He wait­ed a mo­ment, ri­fle still raised to his shoul­der, then shook his head. He did not

    like changes in his pro­gram but he was go­ing to have to make one. He would dis­pose of the

    man first and then take care of the wom­an.




    He looked again at Re­mo.




    Per­haps this time, the left hip.




    Re­mo felt the sec­ond shot be­fore he heard the sound.




    In the frac­tion of a frac­tion of a sec­ond be­fore the bul­let reached him, he sensed its

    di­rec­tion, its ve­loc­ity, its in­tend­ed tar­get and, at the last mo­ment, jerked his body

    off the ground. The bul­let hit the flag­stone be­low his left hip and he could feel shards of

    stone spray up­ward against his side. He set­tled back, twitched and groaned. Be­hind him, he

    could hear the re­bound­ing slug whistling off across the road.




    Pamela groaned. “Oh, no.”




    Re­mo twitched.




    For a mo­ment, Hamu­ta thought about re­mov­ing the man’s ear­lobes but he de­cid­ed against

    it. There was no fun in it, a sim­ple bul­let in the heart would be best and fastest. Then go

    down­stairs, find the wom­an and dis­pose of her too. She might prove to be more fun.




    He lined up the sight with Re­mo’s chest and squeezed the trig­ger.




    Pamela Thrush­well was look­ing to­ward the house when she saw the flash from a gun’s

    muz­zle just in­side the sec­ond-​floor win­dow. Then she heard the crack. She spun to the

    left, just in time to see Re­mo’s body crum­ple, as if fold­ing it­self around some­thing. It

    jerked back, three feet, rolled once and then lay face­down, arms sprawled out.




    Hamu­ta did not like phys­ical move­ment but not even his fa­vorite weapon could fire

    through the rock be­hind which the young wom­an was hid­ing. He came out of the house and

    glanced up the slight in­cline to where Re­mo’s body lay still. He was dis­ap­point­ed; he had

    want­ed to have more sport with the man. Three shots, two hips and a heart, were not even

    enough to whet his ap­petite. It had been a very un­spec­tac­ular, un­sat­is­fy­ing kill, and

    he would be glad to leave this bar­bar­ian coun­try and re­turn to a civ­ilized land where even

    dy­ing had rules and gen­tle­men ob­served them.




    He walked up the path, ri­fle held loose­ly at his right side. The wom­an might be armed, he

    thought ran­dom­ly. Well, it didn’t mat­ter. Wom­en were just sim­ply hope­less with firearms.

    She would be no threat; it would be no con­test.




    Be­fore he reached the young white man’s body, he stepped off the path and head­ed on a

    straight line for the large stone. He moved silent­ly over the well-​trimmed grass and when he

    reached the rock, he stopped and lis­tened. Clear­ly, he heard her breath­ing and he smiled

    slight­ly to him­self.




    He bent over and picked up a small stone, made moist by the Pa­cif­ic air. He moved

    silent­ly to the right side of the stone, near­est the walk­way, then tossed the peb­ble over

    the stone’s oth­er end.




    It hit with a small sound, rip­pling through a flow­er­ing aza­lea bush. With­out wait­ing,

    Hamu­ta moved around the right side of the rock.




    He was con­front­ed by Pamela Thrush­well’s back. She stood in fir­ing po­si­tion, look­ing

    away from him, to­ward where the sound had come from, and be­fore she could move, Hamu­ta had

    stepped to­ward her and knocked the pis­tol from her hand.




    She wheeled to see the el­egant­ly dressed lit­tle man, hold­ing a ri­fle at his side, and

    smil­ing at her.




    “Who the sod are you?” she de­mand­ed.




    Hamu­ta smiled at her coarse British ac­cent. The wom­an might be a bat­tler and that was

    good. It might re­deem what had so far been a very dull day.




    “I am go­ing to give you a chance to es­cape,” Hamu­ta said. “You may run.”




    “So you can shoot me in the back?”




    “I will not shoot un­til you are least twen­ty-​five yards away,” he said. “A

    twen­ty-​five-​yard head start.” He smiled. “Be­cause we are both British.”




    “No.”




    “Then I will shoot you here,” Hamu­ta said.




    Pamela’s eyes strayed to­ward the ground where her pis­tol had fall­en.




    “You will not be able to reach it be­fore I fire,” he said. He had backed up so he was five

    feet away from the wom­an, far enough so that no sud­den lunge of hers could reach the ri­fle

    be­fore his bul­let reached her brain.




    A sud­den jolt of fear surged in Pamela. For a mo­ment, she seemed un­de­cid­ed whether to

    run or to take a chance on div­ing for the gun, hop­ing that a lucky shot would get the man

    be­fore he got her. He seemed able to read her mind. He said, “Run and you have a chance. A

    small chance but a chance. Move for that pis­tol and you have none. Now run.”




    And then there was an­oth­er voice that rang out over the lawn. It came from be­hind

    Hamu­ta.




    “Not so fast, but­ter­ball.”




    Hamu­ta wheeled. Re­mo stood on the walk­way, fif­teen feet away, look­ing at him. The young

    Amer­ican’s eyes were dark and cold and in the length­en­ing evening, shad­ows carved his face

    in­to harsh an­gu­lar planes.




    Hamu­ta’s jaw dropped open in shock.




    “How are you there?” he asked, al­most to him­self as much as Re­mo.




    “I’m a fast heal­er. I al­ways was. Pamela, is that the voice?”




    She was un­able to an­swer. Sur­prise and shock had frozen her tongue.




    “I said is that the voice?” Re­mo re­peat­ed.




    “No,” she fi­nal­ly coughed.




    “I didn’t think so. Okay. Where’s Buell?” Re­mo asked the man in the three-​piece suit.




    Hamu­ta had re­cov­ered. Some­how he must have missed. But not at this dis­tance. He still

    would have some fun with the thin Amer­ican.




    “I’m talk­ing to you, suet­head,” Re­mo said.




    He stepped for­ward and Hamu­ta, smil­ing, raised the ri­fle slow­ly to his shoul­der. He

    had for­got­ten Pamela be­hind him and she moved qui­et­ly to­ward her pis­tol. She heard

    Hamu­ta say, “Your right shoul­der, first.” She lunged for the pis­tol. Per­haps she could get

    the En­glish­man be­fore he got Re­mo. But then she heard the ri­fle’s whip-​snap crack.




    She looked up. Re­mo still stood there, smil­ing, his body twist­ed slight­ly so that his

    left shoul­der was for­ward, to­ward Hamu­ta.




    “What? What? What?” Hamu­ta was sput­ter­ing. He could not be­lieve he had missed. Nei­ther

    could Pamela.




    An­gri­ly this time, Hamu­ta squeezed the trig­ger again, aim­ing at Re­mo’s mid­sec­tion

    on­ly a few feet away from him. As Pamela watched, Re­mo’s body seemed to twist, then

    un­rav­el. It was a rolling mo­tion that had no dis­cernible rhythm to it, no pre­dictabil­ity,

    and Hamu­ta, with Re­mo now on­ly eight feet away, fired an­oth­er shot but Re­mo kept mov­ing

    for­ward. The bul­let must have missed. But Pamela knew that the En­glish­man could not miss

    for­ev­er at this dis­tance so she aimed at his head, hold­ing both hands on the butt of the

    pis­tol.




    As she squeezed the trig­ger, she heard Re­mo call out: “No.”




    But it was too late. The pis­tol barked and the back of Hamu­ta’s head ex­plod­ed and he

    dropped face-​for­ward on­to the grass. Blood ran down the sides of his head. The ri­fle lay

    un­der his body. Re­mo looked over at Pamela.




    “What the hell did you go and do that for?” he said.




    “He was go­ing to kill you.”




    “If he was able to kill me, he would have done it a half a dozen shots ago,” Re­mo

    grum­bled. “Now he’s dead and I don’t know who he is or where Buell is or any­thing. And it’s

    all your fault.”




    “Stop snivel­ing,” she said.




    “I knew it was a mis­take to let you come along.”




    “I nev­er got less thanks for try­ing to save some­one’s life,” Pamela said.




    “Save it for the Red Cross,” Re­mo said. “I don’t need it.”




    “You re­al­ly are an un­grate­ful wretch,” Pamela said. “I thought you were dead. If you

    weren’t hurt, why’d you wait so long?”




    “Be­cause, big­mouth, I had to see if there were oth­ers. Be­cause if I went af­ter him, one

    of his part­ners, if he had any, might have got­ten you. Be­cause I was think­ing about

    keep­ing you alive, even if on­ly God knows why. Be­cause if it’s not one ir­ri­ta­tion, it’s

    an­oth­er.”




    Pamela thought for a mo­ment and was about to say thank you, but the scowl on Re­mo’s face

    soured her and she said, “You can stay here and com­plain if you want, but I’m go­ing in­side

    the house.”




    “Buell’s not there,” Re­mo said.




    “How do you know?”




    “Be­cause the house is emp­ty.”




    “How do you know that?” she asked.




    “I just know.”




    “I’ll look for my­self,” Pamela said.




    The house was emp­ty. Re­mo fol­lowed her in­side and in the up­stairs bed­room saw the

    tele­vi­sion mon­itor which pa­trolled the ocean-​side back of the house.




    “I’ll bet that bas­tard is mon­itor­ing what goes on here,” Re­mo said.




    “Maybe.”




    “Sure. He’s the Ab­ner Buell. I bet he’s a big TV wiz­ard or some­thing. He’s been

    watch­ing. He knows that Tub­by the Tu­ba out there is dead. He was prob­ably watch­ing the

    place at Mal­ibu too. That’s how he knew we were com­ing here.”




    “Maybe,” she said.




    “Look.” Re­mo point­ed to­ward the ceil­ing. “There. And there. Those are all tele­vi­sion

    cam­eras.” He walked out in­to the hall­way. “Sure,” he called back. “He’s got them all over.

    Right now, he’s some­place watch­ing us.”




    Pamela’s hand moved in­stinc­tive­ly to her throat to ad­just the col­lar of her blouse.




    Re­mo walked to­ward one of the cam­eras, looked at it, and said aloud, “Buell, if you’re

    lis­ten­ing. This is the last time you’re go­ing to mess around with the tele­phone com­pa­ny.

    I’m com­ing for you. You un­der­stand? I’m com­ing for you.”




    As he ripped the cam­era from the ceil­ing, he said, again, “I’m com­ing for you. If you’re

    watch­ing.”


  




  

    Chapter Eleven




    “–if you’re watch­ing.”




    Ab­ner Buell was watch­ing and the last thing he saw was Re­mo’s hand ex­tend up­ward

    to­ward the hid­den cam­era and then the screen went black.




    It had all been a game up till now, but sud­den­ly, for an in­stant, he felt the hair raise

    along his arms and on the back of his neck. For he had looked in­to the tele­vised im­age of

    Re­mo’s dark eyes and felt as if he were look­ing in­to the face of hell.




    An­oth­er tele­vi­sion screen was next to him and as soon as the first screen went blank,

    bells be­gan to ring on the sec­ond, small mul­ti­col­ored car­toon fig­ures marched across the

    board, and then were re­placed by a neat pre­cise draw­ing of a man in a three-​piece suit

    ly­ing dead. Mr. Hamu­ta.




    The ma­chine spelled out a mes­sage to Buell.




    “Tar­get Re­mo now worth five hun­dred thou­sand points. Last de­fend­er gone. Play

    op­tions: 1) sur­ren­der and save life; 2) fight on alone. Chances of suc­cess: 21

    per­cent.”




    “Who the hell asked you?” Buell snapped, and switched off the game screen.




    Be­hind him, Mar­cia asked: “It is not go­ing good, is it, Ab­ner?”




    He wheeled around. Mar­cia was wear­ing a French maid’s cos­tume, her breasts high and saucy

    in a push-​up bra. Her legs were en­cased in black mesh stock­ings that end­ed high up her

    white thighs with a black garter belt. A small black apron with a white lace fringe com­plet­ed

    the cos­tume.




    Buell said, “Not go­ing good? I haven’t even start­ed. What the hell does the com­put­er

    know?” He looked at her cos­tume again, seem­ing to no­tice it for the first time.




    “I like the harem pants bet­ter. Wear them. With noth­ing on un­der­neath. And the lit­tle

    gauze vest. I like that. Don’t but­ton it.”




    “As you wish, Ab­ner,” she said, but she did not leave im­me­di­ate­ly. “What do you plan to

    do now?”




    “Why are you ask­ing so many ques­tions to­day? You go­ing for Bar­bara Wal­ters’ job? Why

    don’t you go back to mod­el­ing?”




    “I am just in­ter­est­ed in you,” she said even­ly. “You are the most re­mark­able man I

    have ev­er met and I want to know how your mind works.”




    As he turned back to the com­put­er, he said, “Bril­liant­ly. Bril­liant­ly.”




    He turned on the ma­chine and hunched his shoul­ders as he leaned over the key­board.

    Mar­cia watched him for a few long sec­onds, but when it was clear he was not go­ing to speak

    again, she left to change her cos­tume.




    Buell did not hear her leave. He was work­ing over the com­put­er, cre­at­ing a pro­gram and

    in­sert­ing da­ta as rapid­ly as most peo­ple could type.




    His first thought was to find out how this Re­mo, who­ev­er he was, had traced him

    ac­cu­rate­ly in Mal­ibu and in Carmel. Had Buell him­self made it too easy?




    But nei­ther house was list­ed un­der his name. None of his neigh­bors in Carmel– and they

    were all far dis­tant on both sides of his home– even knew him and as far as he knew had nev­er

    even seen him. If Re­mo had come to Carmel and asked for Ab­ner Buell’s home, all he would have

    got­ten was a blank stare.




    How had he found it so eas­ily?




    He sat at the ma­chine, ask­ing the com­put­er dif­fer­ent ques­tions, get­ting an­swers

    that did not sat­is­fy him. He wait­ed for the com­put­er to solve the puz­zle but it did not.

    And then, in one of those leaps of in­tu­ition that he felt would al­ways sep­arate man’s mind

    from the ma­chine mind, he asked the ma­chine: “What about util­ity bills?”




    The com­put­er did not un­der­stand. Its screen lit up with a line of ques­tion marks.




    “What home is biggest pri­vate us­er of elec­tric­ity in Mal­ibu?” he asked.




    The com­put­er re­spond­ed: “Wait. Tap­ping in­to util­ity-​com­pa­ny com­put­er

    records.”




    Buell drummed his fin­gers on the side of the con­sole while he wait­ed. In less than a

    minute, the com­put­er re­spond­ed. It gave Buell’s own Mal­ibu ad­dress.




    Buell smiled. Maybe, he thought. Maybe. He typed on­to the mon­itor: “What home is largest

    pri­vate us­er of elec­tric­ity in Carmel?”




    The ma­chine again begged for time, and then list­ed the ad­dress of Buell’s Carmel

    home.




    He snapped his fin­gers and whooped. He had found it. Re­mo had found his ad­dress­es by

    check­ing the elec­tri­cal us­age in both com­mu­ni­ties. It was a fair as­sump­tion that

    Buell, with his com­put­ers and cam­eras and cy­ber­net­ic equip­ment and de­sign stu­dios,

    would have been high on that list.




    It was a trail that this Re­mo, who­ev­er he was, had been able to fol­low.




    But trails led in both di­rec­tions.




    Buell knew that Re­mo was no free-​lance. He was work­ing for some­one, some agen­cy which

    was dis­turbed at Buell’s ac­tiv­ities over the last sev­er­al months.




    The trail that led from that agen­cy to Buell could al­so lead back, if Buell could on­ly

    fol­low it, if he could on­ly read the signs. But how to do it?




    He sat silent­ly at the con­sole for a long time, think­ing. The com­put­er, nev­er bored,

    nev­er im­pa­tient, wait­ed for his in­struc­tions.




    Fi­nal­ly Buell moved. He di­rect­ed the com­put­er to go back in­to the util­ity com­pa­ny

    and find out who, be­sides him­self, had dug in­to its com­put­ers to get the ad­dress­es of

    large elec­tric­ity users.




    The com­put­er gave a list­ing of all such queries for the Mal­ibu area. A few min­utes

    lat­er, it gave the sim­ilar list­ing for Carmel.




    Buell typed in­to the com­put­er: “List all du­pli­cates.” The com­put­er in­stant­ly

    re­spond­ed that on­ly one name had ap­peared on both lists. It was a small com­put­er

    lab­ora­to­ry in Col­orado.




    Buell in­struct­ed the com­put­er to slip in­to the Col­orado lab’s equip­ment and find out

    if the queries had been gen­er­at­ed from there or had been mere­ly passed through there.




    While he wait­ed for a re­sponse, Mar­cia reen­tered the room but he did not see her. The

    com­put­er’s ready light flashed and gave him the name of a print­ing sup­ply house in Chica­go

    as the orig­ina­tor of the queries. Buell smiled. He knew he was on the right track now. What

    rea­son could a print­ing-​sup­ply house in the Mid­west have to want to know the elec­tri­cal

    bills at two Cal­ifor­nia coastal towns? None at all. The Chica­go com­pa­ny was a cov­er.




    Again he in­struct­ed the ma­chine to tap in­to the Chica­go com­put­ers and fol­low the

    query back.




    It took two hours. The trail led from the Chica­go com­pa­ny to an au­to-​parts firm in

    Se­cau­cus, New Jer­sey. Then back to an Ori­en­tal food com­pa­ny in Seneca Falls, New York,

    and then to a restau­rant on West Twen­ty-​sixth Street in New York.




    From there, the com­put­ers traced the query to a dis­trib­utor of used trac­tor parts in

    Rye, New York.




    And there it stopped.




    “Con­tin­ue trace,” Buell or­dered the com­put­er.




    “No fur­ther lead,” the com­put­er flashed back. “Query on elec­tri­cal us­age orig­inat­ed

    in Rye, New York, com­put­er.”




    Buell again stared at the mon­itor. Un­seen and for­got­ten by him was Mar­cia, who sat in a

    cor­ner of the room qui­et­ly watch­ing. She was wear­ing her houri out­fit and while she was

    proud of her body, she knew it would bring no sign of in­ter­est from him. Not now. Not while

    he was work­ing. And above all, she want­ed him to keep work­ing.




    She heard Buell gig­gle and some­how knew it was a dirty trick he had planned.




    “Find great­est pri­va­cy elec­tric­ity con­sump­tion in Rye, New York,” he said.




    The com­put­er worked silent­ly for on­ly fif­teen sec­onds be­fore re­port­ing the name and

    ad­dress of a Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    “In­for­ma­tion on Smith,” Buell de­mand­ed.




    Short min­utes lat­er, the com­put­er re­port­ed: “Di­rec­tor of Fol­croft San­itar­ium,

    Rye, New York.”




    “Na­ture of Fol­croft San­itar­ium?” Buell typed.




    “Pri­vate nurs­ing home for el­der­ly men­tal pa­tients,” the com­put­er re­spond­ed.




    “Is month­ly util­ity bill of Fol­croft San­itar­ium con­sis­tent with util­ity bills of

    sim­ilar pri­vate nurs­ing homes?” Buell asked.




    It took the ma­chine fif­teen min­utes to is­sue a re­ply. Fi­nal­ly, it print­ed out: “No.

    Elec­tri­cal us­age ex­ces­sive.”




    “Con­sis­tent with heavy com­put­er op­er­ation?” Buell asked.




    “Yes,” the ma­chine re­spond­ed al­most in­stant­ly.




    Buell turned off the com­put­er, sat­is­fied that he had tracked down the truth. It took a

    mas­sive com­put­er op­er­ation to track down his two homes at Mal­ibu and Carmel, and that

    com­put­er op­er­ation was cen­tered in Rye, New York. It stood to rea­son that the man in

    charge of it would have heavy-​du­ty ter­mi­nals in his home: thus, the ex­ces­sive use of

    elec­tric­ity at the home of Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    And the Fol­croft San­itar­ium that Smith head­ed. That too used too much elec­tric­ity for

    just a sim­ple nurs­ing home. Again, a com­put­er op­er­ation.




    This Re­mo had been sent by this Smith. And this Smith who­ev­er he was, ran some­thing

    im­por­tant in the Unit­ed States. Some­thing im­por­tant and dan­ger­ous to Ab­ner Buell.




    It was late at night and Harold Smith was prepar­ing to leave his dark­ened of­fice at

    Fol­croft. His sec­re­tary had gone hours be­fore and he knew that din­ner would be wait­ing

    for him when he ar­rived home, some kind of meat smoth­ered in some kind of red cat­sup­py

    goo.




    He had reached the door of his of­fice when one of his pri­vate tele­phone lines rang.

    Re­mo. It must be Re­mo, he thought, and he strode quick­ly across the an­ti­stat­ic car­pet to

    the tele­phone.




    But the voice that an­swered his “hel­lo” was not Re­mo’s.




    “Dr. Smith?” the voice said.




    “Yes.”




    “This is Ab­ner Buell. I think you’ve been look­ing for me?”


  




  

    Chapter Twelve




    Smith looked to­ward the icy wa­ters of Long Is­land Sound, two hun­dred yards away,

    lap­ping at the rocky shore­line where the man­icured lawns of Fol­croft fell away be­fore

    fi­nal­ly sur­ren­der­ing to the salt-​laced air.




    The rem­nants of a rick­ety old dock stuck out in­to the wa­ter, bent at strange an­gles

    like an arthrit­ic fin­ger. God, so long ago. It was to that very dock that Smith and an­oth­er

    ex-​CIA man, now long dead, had tied up their small boat when they came to Fol­croft to set up

    CURE. So many years ago.




    And so many dis­ap­point­ments.




    They had been filled with high hopes for the se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion’s suc­cess and it had

    failed. It had won some lit­tle fights, some small skir­mish­es, but the big crim­inals, the

    over­lords and chief­tains, all kept get­ting away with crime be­cause the jus­tice sys­tem was

    weight­ed in fa­vor of the rich and pow­er­ful. A suc­cess­ful pros­ecu­tion was a chain of

    many links and it was al­ways pos­si­ble to cor­rupt and weak­en one of those links and break

    the chain.




    Smith had been pre­pared to write CURE off, call it a fail­ure, and go back to New

    Hamp­shire and life as a col­lege pro­fes­sor. But then he and CURE were giv­en per­mis­sion to

    re­cruit an en­force­ment arm– one man– to mete out the pun­ish­ment that the le­gal sys­tem

    couldn’t and wouldn’t mete out.




    Re­mo Williams had been the man. Smith had framed the or­phan po­lice­man for a killing he

    didn’t com­mit, had seen him sen­tenced to die in an elec­tric chair that didn’t work, and had

    brought him to Fol­croft for train­ing. Ten years ago. And for that decade, it had of­ten been

    on­ly Re­mo, trained by Chi­un and sup­port­ed by Smith, to stand up for Amer­ica against all

    its en­emies.




    And it had all start­ed with that small pow­er boat ty­ing up to that rick­ety old dock.




    So many years ago.




    So many deaths ago.




    Con­rad Mac­Cleary, the oth­er CIA agent, was dead many years now, and Smith rue­ful­ly

    re­flect­ed that he too was dead in a way. Cer­tain­ly the Smith who had come to this place to

    start CURE, filled with op­ti­mism and high hopes, no longer ex­ist­ed. That Smith had been

    re­placed by a man who ate ten­sion as his dai­ly di­et, who hoped fi­nal­ly not to wipe out

    crime and crim­inals, but mere­ly to try to stay even with them. The young Harold Smith was

    dead, as dead as if he lay in a grave.




    And now, it was Re­mo’s turn.




    Re­mo or Amer­ica. That was the price Ab­ner Buell had set, and Smith knew that it was a

    price he would pay.




    At first, Smith had thought he was talk­ing to a mad­man, be­cause Buell kept talk­ing about

    Re­mo’s point val­ue con­tin­uing to go up as he got tougher and tougher to de­stroy.




    He was mad, but he was al­so crafty and in­tel­li­gent and dan­ger­ous. He had told Smith

    about the abort­ed U.S. mis­sile fir­ing which was a whis­tle away from be­gin­ning World War

    III and he told Smith about a sim­ilar Rus­sian event, about which Smith was on­ly now

    start­ing to get in­for­ma­tion. Buell stat­ed proud­ly that he was be­hind both moves. He had

    too much sol­id in­for­ma­tion for Smith to dis­be­lieve him and Smith’s stom­ach sank when

    Buell said he could do it all again if he chose.




    And he would so choose. Un­less Re­mo was re­moved from the board.




    “Think about it, Dr. Smith,” Buell had said. “You get rid of that Re­mo. Or I’ll start a

    nu­cle­ar war.”




    “Why would you do that?” Smith asked pla­cant­ly. “You’d prob­ably die too in an all-​out

    nu­cle­ar war.”




    Buell had cack­led, a mad­man’s laugh. “Maybe and maybe not. But it’d be my war. I’d be the

    win­ner be­cause I start­ed it and that was what I set out to do. Five mil­lion ex­tra points

    for start­ing a nu­cle­ar war. It’s this Re­mo or that. Make up your mind.”




    “I have to think about it,” Smith said, stalling for time as his Fol­croft com­put­ers raced

    through switch­ing pro­ce­dures to try to trace the phone call.




    “I’ll call you to­mor­row then,” Buell said. “Oh, by the way. Your com­put­ers won’t be able

    to trace this call.”




    “Why not?” Smith asked.




    “They haven’t had time yet. All they’ll know is I’m some­place west of the Mis­sis­sip­pi,

    and that’s right. Good-​bye.”




    That had been an hour ago and still Smith sat look­ing through the smoky win­dows at the

    sound. The Unit­ed States or Re­mo. Maybe the world or Re­mo.




    When it was that sim­ple, was there any ques­tion what his re­sponse would be? Sigh­ing, he

    picked up the tele­phone to call Chi­un.




    Mar­cia tried to make him eat din­ner, but Buell curt­ly told her he was too busy.




    World War Ill– five mil­lion points.




    Re­mo– a half-​mil­lion points.




    Pamela Thrush­well– fifty thou­sand points by now.




    And now this Dr. Smith? How many points to give him?




    He turned on the tele­vi­sion mon­itor’s game board and watched the point to­tals ap­pear on

    the screen. Smith was a bu­reau­crat prob­ably, and prob­ably dumb. Ar­bi­trar­ily, he

    de­cid­ed to give Harold W. Smith a mere ten thou­sand points.




    Un­til fur­ther cal­cu­la­tion.




    In the mid­dle of the ho­tel-​room floor, sur­round­ed by piles of bond pa­per, Chi­un

    sat.




    Smith wait­ed, silent, un­til Chi­un ac­knowl­edged his pres­ence but the old Ori­en­tal was

    pre­oc­cu­pied. As Smith watched, Chi­un was busy cross­ing out type­writ­ten lines and

    writ­ing in oth­er lines, us­ing a quill pen and an old-​fash­ioned inkwell which he had on the

    floor be­fore him. His tongue stuck slight­ly out of one cor­ner of his mouth, show­ing his

    con­cen­tra­tion. His hands flew so rapid­ly over the pa­per that to Smith they seemed al­most

    a blur in the dim­ly lit room. Fi­nal­ly, Chi­un sighed and placed the quill pen down, next to

    the inkwell. The mo­tion was ca­su­al but grace­ful and when he was done, inkwell and pen

    looked as if they had been sculpt­ed from one piece of black stone.




    With­out look­ing up, Chi­un said, “Greet­ings, O Em­per­or. Your ser­vant apol­ogizes for

    his ill man­ners. Had I but known you were here, all else would have been rel­egat­ed to

    unim­por­tance. How may I serve you?”




    Smith, who knew Chi­un’s ex­cuse was non­sense since the Ori­en­tal would have rec­og­nized

    him a cor­ri­dor away by the sound of his feet scuff­ing on a thick car­pet, looked at the

    stacks of pa­per on the floor.




    “Are you writ­ing some­thing?” he asked.




    “A poor thing but an hon­est ef­fort. One in which you may well take pride, Em­per­or.”




    “This isn’t one of those pe­ti­tions you got up to Stop Am­ateur As­sas­sins, is it?” Smith

    asked war­ily.




    Chi­un shook his head. “No. I have de­cid­ed that the time is not yet right for a na­tion­al

    move­ment ded­icat­ed to oblit­er­at­ing in­fe­ri­or work. Some­day but not now.” He waved a

    long-​nailed hand over the pa­pers. “This is a nov­el. I am writ­ing a nov­el.”




    “Why?”




    “Why? Be­cause the world needs beau­ty. And it is a good way for a man to spend his days,

    telling what he has learned so he can light­en the bur­den of those who are yet to come.”




    “This isn’t about you, is it? About us?”




    Chi­un chuck­led and shook his head. “No, Em­per­or. I un­der­stand full well your lust for

    se­cre­cy. This has noth­ing to do with any of us.”




    “What’s it about then?” Smith asked.




    “It is about a no­ble old Ori­en­tal as­sas­sin, the last of his line, and the white

    in­grate he tries to teach and the se­cret agen­cy that em­ploys them. A mere tri­fle.”




    Sud­den­ly, Smith re­mem­bered the bizarre call he had got­ten ear­li­er from some

    pub­lish­er who had thought that Fol­croft was a train­ing area for as­sas­sins. “I thought you

    said it wasn’t about us,” Smith said.




    “And it is not,” Chi­un said in­no­cent­ly.




    “But a no­ble old Ori­en­tal as­sas­sin. His white stu­dent A se­cret agen­cy. Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, that is us,” Smith said.




    “No, no. Not even su­per­fi­cial sim­ilar­ities,” Chi­un said. “For in­stance, this

    Ori­en­tal as­sas­sin about whom I write is hon­ored by the coun­try which he has adopt­ed and

    for which he works. To­tal­ly un­like my sit­ua­tion. And the white trainee, well, in my

    nov­el, he is not al­ways un­grate­ful. And he is ca­pa­ble of learn­ing some­thing. Clear­ly

    that has noth­ing to do with Re­mo.”




    “The se­cret agen­cy though,” said Smith.




    “Nev­er once do I men­tion the Con­sti­tu­tion and how we all work out­side the

    Con­sti­tu­tion so that ev­ery­body else can live in­side it. How we break it so we can fix

    it.” He gave Smith a sly grin. “Al­though I must con­fess that once I thought I might use that

    in my nov­el, but I re­al­ized no one would be­lieve it. It is just too ridicu­lous to be

    be­liev­able.”




    “It still sounds a great deal like us,” Smith said. “At least on a su­per­fi­cial

    lev­el.”




    “You need not wor­ry your­self about that, Em­per­or. The pub­lish­er has rec­om­mend­ed

    cer­tain changes which will dis­pel your fears. That is what I oc­cu­py my­self with while

    Re­mo is away.”




    “What kind of changes?” Smith asked.




    “Just a few. Ev­ery­body loves my manuscript. I just have to make a few changes for Bipsey

    Boopen­berg in Bind­ing and Dud­ley Stur­dley in Ac­count­ing.”




    “What kind of changes?” Smith per­sist­ed.




    “They as­sure me if I make these changes that I will be­come a big star and my book a

    best-​sell­er. The Nee­dle’s Eye by Chi­un. I have to change the Ori­en­tal as­sas­sin in­to a

    Nazi spy. The white trainee has to go. In place of the se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion in Amer­ica, I

    have to have Nazi spies in Eng­land. And set it in World War II. And I have to have a wom­an

    who will save the world from de­struc­tion at the hands of that lu­natic with the fun­ny

    mus­tache. This is all they want­ed changed. And then I will be rich.”




    “You are al­ready rich, Mas­ter, in the things that count.”




    “And you are al­ways kind, Em­per­or. But there is an old say­ing in Sinan­ju. Kind­ness can

    warm a soul but it can­not fill an emp­ty bel­ly.”




    Smith de­cid­ed to drop the sub­ject of Chi­un’s nov­el be­cause he felt a con job com­ing

    on to raise Chi­un’s fees for train­ing Re­mo. And be­sides, Chi­un was al­ways writ­ing and

    nev­er pub­lish­ing, and there was no rea­son to think this book’s fate would be any

    dif­fer­ent.




    And maybe none of it would mat­ter any­way. Why wor­ry about it to­day when it was

    pos­si­ble that to­mor­row, or just a few to­mor­rows away, none of them might be alive to

    wor­ry about any­thing.




    “I un­der­stand,” Smith said sim­ply. “Mas­ter, I come to speak to you about a mat­ter of

    great im­por­tance.”




    “As im­por­tant as my nov­el?” Chi­un asked.




    “Yes.”




    “Name your re­quest, sire. It will be done,” Chi­un said.




    “I’m glad you feel that way, Chi­un. May I sit down?”




    Chi­un waved a hand air­ily to­ward the so­fa. “Please. Be com­fort­able.” He liked the

    ges­ture with his hand and re­peat­ed it. It would be the ges­ture he used when he was be­ing

    in­ter­viewed by Time mag­azine for a cov­er sto­ry. Chi­un, Great New Au­thor. He would wave

    the re­porter to a seat with just that ges­ture, el­egant and im­pe­ri­ous, but al­so

    invit­ing. He would serve tea to re­porters. And read them Ung po­et­ry to show them that his

    was the soul of a true artist. And he would keep Re­mo away from them be­cause Re­mo was

    im­pos­si­ble, in­ca­pable of even the sim­plest ci­vil­ity, and he would cer­tain­ly alien­ate

    the press. Or, at the very least, he would wind up in­sin­uat­ing him­self in­to the sto­ry.

    Chi­un had had enough of peo­ple think­ing that Re­mo was im­por­tant when any­one with any

    sense should know that Chi­un was the im­por­tant one.




    Qui­et­ly, to him­self, he won­dered what Smith was up­set about now. His face was so long,

    his chin seemed to be search­ing for his shoes. What was it about white men, Amer­icans

    par­tic­ular­ly, that they al­ways thought ev­ery­thing was the end of the world? When the

    world had gone on and would go on for ages be­yond count­ing? He told him­self to hu­mor Smith,

    as usu­al, and get rid of him as soon as he could so he could get back to his rewrit­ing.




    “What weighs so heav­ily on your spir­it?” Chi­un asked.




    “You re­mem­ber when you first came to pro­vide ser­vices to us?” Smith asked.




    “In­deed I do,” Chi­un said. “You have nev­er missed a pay­ment, small though they may

    be.”




    “Your pri­ma­ry mis­sion was to train Re­mo as our en­force­ment arm.”




    “As­sas­sin. I was to make him your as­sas­sin,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed.




    “Yes,” Smith said.




    “You should not give a won­der­ful thing an aw­ful name. En­force­ment arm is a ter­ri­ble

    name,” Chi­un said. He re­al­ized he was be­ing very help­ful to Smith, much more so than the

    man de­served. When he tried to ad­ver­tise in the fu­ture for some­one to re­place Re­mo, what

    kind of peo­ple would he be like­ly to get if he ad­ver­tised for “an en­force­ment arm”? But

    ad­ver­tis­ing for an as­sas­sin would bring the best minds, the high­est and most no­ble

    thinkers of the world to Smith’s court. So Chi­un felt good about of­fer­ing Smith this ad­vice

    with­out any charge. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly, it was good pol­icy to do a fa­vor for your em­per­or,

    just to re­mind him how much he tru­ly re­lied on your wis­dom and judg­ment.




    “You have lived up to your end of the con­tract nobly,” Smith said. “Your train­ing of Re­mo

    has ex­ceed­ed even what we hoped for from you.”




    “He is white. I have done the best I could, to over­come that hand­icap,” Chi­un said

    gra­cious­ly.




    “There was an­oth­er part to the con­tract,” Smith said in a low flat voice.




    “Yes?”




    “It was your promise that should the day ev­er come when Re­mo could not be used any­more by

    us, that you would– you would re­move him for us.”




    Chi­un sat silent­ly. Smith saw con­ster­na­tion on the old man’s face.




    Fi­nal­ly, Chi­un said, “Go on.”




    “The time has come. Re­mo must be re­moved.”




    “What is your rea­son for this, Em­per­or?” Chi­un asked slow­ly.




    “It is com­pli­cat­ed,” Smith said. “But if Re­mo is al­lowed to live, the world may face a

    nu­cle­ar war.”




    “Oh, that,” said Chi­un, dis­miss­ing it with the rais­ing of his eye­brows.




    “Hun­dreds of mil­lions will die,” Smith in­toned solemn­ly.




    “Don’t wor­ry, Em­per­or. Re­mo and I will let noth­ing hap­pen to you.”




    “Chi­un, it’s not me. It’s the whole world. The whole world may ex­plode. Re­mo must

    die.”




    “And I? I am sup­posed to kill him?” Chi­un asked.




    “Yes. It is your obli­ga­tion un­der your con­tract.”




    “And this is so that we can save the lives of some mil­lions of peo­ple?” Chi­un said.




    “Yes.”




    “Do you know any­thing about these mil­lions of peo­ple?” Chi­un asked.




    “I–“




    “No, you do not,” Chi­un said. “Well, I will tell you about them. Many of them are old and

    ready to die any­way. Most of them are ug­ly. Es­pe­cial­ly if they are white. Even more of

    them are stupid. Why sac­ri­fice Re­mo for all these peo­ple we do not know? He is not much,

    but he is some­thing. All those oth­ers, they are noth­ing.”




    “Chi­un, I know how you feel, but–“




    “You know noth­ing of how I feel,” Chi­un said. “I took Re­mo from noth­ing and now I have

    made of him some­thing. In on­ly ten more years of train­ing, we could both be very proud of

    him. And now you are say­ing, Chi­un, all the time you have spent on him is wast­ed and to be

    thrown away be­cause some­body is go­ing to blow up a lot of fat peo­ple. I un­der­stand the

    ways of em­per­ors but this is rude­ness be­yond mea­sure.”




    “We are talk­ing about the end of the world,” Smith huffed.




    “It seems as if we are al­ways talk­ing about the end of the world,” Chi­un said. “Who is

    this per­son who threat­ens this? Is it one per­son? Re­mo and I will go to dis­patch this

    per­son. He will nev­er be seen again. He will have no de­scen­dants and those that now live

    will die. Friends too shall per­ish. All in the greater glo­ry of the Em­per­or Smith and the

    Con­sti­tu­tion.”




    “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, I call up­on you to hon­or your con­tract.”




    There was a long si­lence, bro­ken on­ly by Smith’s breath­ing. Fi­nal­ly, Chi­un asked,

    “There is no oth­er way?”




    “If there were, I would take it,” Smith said. “But there is none. I know that con­tracts are

    sa­cred to Mas­ters of Sinan­ju and those were the terms of our con­tract. Up­on re­quest from

    me, you would re­move Re­mo. I now make that re­quest.”




    “You will leave me,” Chi­un said in a cold low voice that seemed to chill the skin on

    Smith’s face.




    At the door­way, the CURE di­rec­tor paused.




    “What is your de­ci­sion?”




    “What you think im­por­tant is my mis­sion,” Chi­un said. “Con­tracts are made to be

    hon­ored. It has been the way of my peo­ple for scores of cen­turies.”




    “You will do your du­ty,” Smith said.




    Chi­un nod­ded once, slow­ly, then let his head sink to his chest. Smith left, qui­et­ly

    clos­ing the door be­hind him.




    And Chi­un thought: White fool. Do you think that Re­mo is some piece of ma­chin­ery to be

    dis­card­ed up­on a whim?




    He had trained Re­mo to be an as­sas­sin but Re­mo had be­come more than that. His body and

    his mind had ac­cept­ed the train­ings of Sinan­ju more thor­ough­ly than any­one since Chi­un.

    Re­mo now was a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju him­self, and one day, up­on Chi­un’s death, Re­mo would be

    reign­ing Mas­ter.




    And by at­tain­ing that rank, Re­mo would ful­fill a prophe­cy that had ex­ist­ed for ages

    in the House of Sinan­ju. That some­day there would be as Mas­ter a white man who was dead but

    had come back to life and he would be the great­est Mas­ter of all, and of him it would be said

    that he was the avatar of the great god Shi­va. Shi­va the De­stroy­er. Re­mo.




    And now Smith want­ed him to throw all that away be­cause some fools planned to blow up some

    oth­er fools.




    But yet, the con­tract was sa­cred. It was the cor­ner­stone up­on which the House of

    Sinan­ju had been built. Its word– once giv­en by the Mas­ter in con­tract– was in­vi­olate. No

    Mas­ter had ev­er failed to car­ry out the terms of a con­tract and Chi­un, through thou­sands

    of years of tra­di­tion, could not al­low him­self to be the first.




    He sat on the floor and slow­ly touched his fin­ger­tips to the tem­ples of his bowed

    head.




    The room grew dark with night and yet he did not move, but the air in the room vi­brat­ed

    with the long keen­ing sounds of an­guish that came from his lips.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen




    “Why are we get­ting a mo­tel room?” Pamela asked.




    “Be­cause I have to wait for a tele­phone call,” Re­mo said. “You don’t want to stay with

    me? Catch the next flight back and join the rest of the Lil­liputians.”




    “Lil­liputians?”




    “From Liv­er­pool. That’s what peo­ple in Liv­er­pool are called. Lil­liputians,” Re­mo

    pa­tient­ly ex­plained.




    “No, they’re not.”




    “Are too. I read it. The Bea­tles were Lil­liputians.”




    “That’s Liv­er­pudlians,” Pamela Thrush­well said.




    “Is not.”




    “Is too,” she said.




    “I’m not go­ing to stay here and try to ed­ucate you in speak­ing En­glish cor­rect­ly,”

    Re­mo said. “Go home. Who needs you?”




    That more than any­thing else con­vinced her to stay even though she looked with

    undis­guised dis­gust at the dis­mal room, just like so many oth­ers in which Re­mo had spent

    so many nights. The fur­ni­ture might have been called Util­itar­ian if it had not had a

    greater claim on be­ing called Ug­ly. The walls, once white, were yel­lowed with the

    ex­ha­la­tions of count­less smok­ers. The car­pet­ing was in­door-​out­door rug, but looked as

    if it had not on­ly been used out­doors but on the roadbed of the Lin­coln Tun­nel for the last

    twen­ty years. Threads showed through, masked on­ly by dirt and em­bed­ded grime.




    The toi­let bowl had a dark ring around it at wa­ter lev­el, the hot-​wa­ter faucet in the

    sink didn’t work, and the room’s on­ly lux­ury, an elec­tric cof­feepot in the bath­room,

    didn’t work ei­ther. The place reeked with a faint smell of am­mo­nia, as if from a clean­ing

    so­lu­tion, but the room res­olute­ly re­fused to give up any clue as to where clean­ing

    so­lu­tion had ev­er been used in it.




    “What are you here for any­way? What phone call are you wait­ing for?”




    “I’m wait­ing to find out where Buell is,” Re­mo said.




    “I’d be bet­ter off try­ing to find him my­self,” Pamela said.




    “Why don’t you try?” Re­mo said hope­ful­ly.




    “Be­cause you’re so hope­less that with­out me, you’re li­able to get hurt and then I’d feel

    guilty for caus­ing it. For not stay­ing around to take care of you.”




    “I promise not to come back and haunt your dreams,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re pret­ty tena­cious for some­body who’s just sup­posed to be track­ing down an

    ob­scene phone caller,” she said.




    “You too for some­body with just a tweaked tit­ty,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s gross. I’m stay­ing.”




    “Do what you want,” Re­mo said. He thought he’d rather have her tag­ging along for a while

    than ar­gue with her. But he still didn’t know why she want­ed to stay.




    Ab­ner Buell did.




    Out­side the small cen­tral Cal­ifor­nia town of Her­nan­dez is a strange el­eva­tion of

    vol­canic rock, ris­ing fifty feet above the sur­round­ing scrub grass. Ab­ner Buell had bought

    the prop­er­ty and fifty sur­round­ing acres three years ear­li­er, and when he had seen the

    small moun­tain, he had hol­lowed it out and built in­side it– sep­arat­ed from the out­side

    world by fif­teen-​foot-​thick walls of rock– a pri­vate apart­ment and lab­ora­to­ry.




    He sat there now fac­ing an­oth­er of the com­put­er con­soles which he had in ev­ery home

    and apart­ment he oc­cu­pied any­where in the world.




    It would be hours be­fore he was to call Dr. Smith again, and he whiled away the time by

    re­con­firm­ing that he was able to tap in­to the Rus­sian mil­itary-​com­mand com­put­ers.




    Us­ing satel­lite trans­mis­sions, he tapped in­to the So­vi­et sys­tem and amused him­self

    by find­ing out ac­tu­al troop strength in Afghanistan. He called up the num­ber of spies in

    the Rus­sian mis­sion to the Unit­ed Na­tions. The list­ing of names went on so long that Buell

    gave his com­put­er sim­pler in­struc­tions:




    “How many mem­bers of the Rus­sian UN mis­sion are not spies?”




    The com­put­er list­ed three names– the chief am­bas­sador, a chauf­feur sec­ond-​grade, and

    a pas­try chef named Pierre.




    Pamela Thrush­well came in­to his mind and on a whim, he tapped the Rus­sian KGB com­put­er

    net­work and asked how many spies the So­vi­et Union had in­side Great Britain. “Five-​minute

    read­ing lim­it on lists,” he wrote.




    The com­put­er re­spond­ed: “List too lengthy. Rus­sian na­tion­als who are spies? Or

    British who work as spies for USSR?”




    He thought for a mo­ment and asked: “How many mem­bers of British Se­cret Ser­vice are on

    KGB pay­roll as dou­ble agents?”




    The ma­chine in­stant­ly start­ed to print out lines of names. Row af­ter row of them. The

    names had filled up the screen twice and, in al­pha­bet­ical or­der, they were still in the

    A’s.




    Buell re­mem­bered he had for­got­ten to give the ma­chine a lim­it on the num­ber of names

    it could print. He void­ed the in­struc­tions and asked: “How many mem­bers of British Se­cret

    Ser­vice are not on KGB pay­roll?”




    Three names popped up on the screen in­stant­ly. One was the deputy di­rec­tor of the

    Se­cret Ser­vice, an­oth­er was the agen­cy’s sev­enth-​rank­ing man in Hong Kong. The third

    was Pamela Thrush­well, com­put­er an­alyst.




    Buell sat back in sur­prise and stared at the name. So Thrush­well was a British agent. That

    ex­plained why she had been hang­ing on to this Re­mo so per­sis­tent­ly to try to track down

    Buell.




    She must have been try­ing to track him down since he had had that lark, mess­ing around

    with Britain’s gov­ern­ment com­put­ers and al­most mov­ing the gov­ern­ment in­to a

    friend­ship treaty with Rus­sia. Thrush­well must have been as­signed to find out how to plug

    that hole in the com­put­er sys­tem.




    A spy. And he had thought of her as just a nice-​look­ing blond with an in­ter­est­ing

    ac­cent and won­der­ful breasts. That’s what he got for un­der­es­ti­mat­ing wom­en.




    Mar­cia came in­to the room with food on a tray for him. She was wear­ing a long di­aphanous

    white gown of some thin gauze. She was naked be­neath it and Buell felt an un­ac­cus­tomed

    faint stir­ring of de­sire. He reached out and cupped a hand around her right but­tocks. She

    smiled at him, tossed her red hair, and nod­ded to­ward the tele­vi­sion mon­itor.




    “What’s that list?” she asked.




    “It wouldn’t in­ter­est you,” he said.




    “Ev­ery­thing about you in­ter­ests me,” she said. “Re­al­ly, what is it?”




    “It’s a list of the three British se­cret agents who don’t work for the Rus­sians.”




    Mar­cia smiled, her full lips pulling back to ex­pose long pearly teeth. “On­ly three?” she

    said.




    He nod­ded. “Those are the three who don’t work for the Rus­sians. I don’t know. They might

    be dou­ble agents for some­body else. For Ar­genti­na, for all I know.” He knead­ed her

    but­tocks with his fin­gers. “I think I want you,” he said.




    “I al­ways want you,” she said. “I am here to serve you.”




    “I want you to go to the bed­room and put on a T-​shirt and wait for me.”




    “Just a T-​shirt?”




    “Yes. A wet one. I want it wet and trans­par­ent.”




    She nod­ded sub­mis­sive­ly and looked at the screen again.




    “That name. Pamela. Isn’t she the wom­an who’s fol­low­ing you?”




    “Yes,” he said.




    “Isn’t that dan­ger­ous? To have her look­ing for you along with the Amer­icans?”




    “It doesn’t mat­ter. I’m go­ing to get rid of all of them,” he said.




    “Us too,” Mar­cia said with a smile. “You promised. Us too.”




    “I’ll keep my promise,” Buell said. “When the world goes, we go with it.”




    “You’re so won­der­ful,” she said.




    “There’s noth­ing left in life,” he said. “I’ve played all the games. There’s no one who can

    even chal­lenge me.”




    Mar­cia nod­ded. “I’ll go put on that wet T-​shirt,” she said.




    “Quick. Be­fore the mood pass­es,” Buell said.




    It was well af­ter dark when the tele­phone in Smith’s of­fice rang.




    “This is Buell. Have you de­cid­ed?”




    “Yes,” Smith said. “I ac­cede to your de­mand.”




    “That eas­ily? No ne­go­ti­ations? No hard bar­gain­ing?” “Do I have any­thing to bar­gain

    with?”




    “No. And I’m glad you re­al­ize it. That’s one of the nicer qual­ities of you

    bu­reau­crat­ic types,” Buell said. “You nev­er try to fight the in­evitable.”




    Smith said noth­ing and the si­lence hung in his of­fice like a small cloud of smoke.




    Buell fi­nal­ly said, “There are cer­tain things I want.”




    “Which are?”




    “I want to see it done so I know it’s not some kind of trick. Af­ter all, this Re­mo’s been

    pes­ter­ing me. I de­serve to see him go.”




    “Tell me what you want,” Smith said.




    “There’s a small town in Cal­ifor­nia named Her­nan­dez,” Buell be­gan and gave Smith

    di­rec­tions to a clear­ing where he want­ed Re­mo killed. “To­mor­row at high noon,” he

    said.




    “All right,” Smith said. He sup­pressed a small smile, even though he felt he de­served one.

    Buell had made a mis­take.




    “How are you go­ing to do it?” Buell asked.




    “By hand,” Smith said.




    “I don’t think you can do it,” Buell said. “I’ve seen this guy Re­mo. He’s hard to

    beat.”




    “I can beat him,” Smith said.




    “I’ll be­lieve it when I see it.”




    “You’ll see it to­mor­row at noon,” Smith said.




    “How will I know you? What do you look like?” Buell asked.




    “I’m old. I’ll be wear­ing an or­na­men­tal Ori­en­tal robe.”




    “You Ori­en­tal? With a name like Smith?”




    “Yes,” Smith said. “Un­til to­mor­row.” And then he hung up.




    And now Smith smiled.




    Re­mo would die. There was no help­ing that. But so would Ab­ner Buell. And the world would

    be saved.




    He told him­self he would make the same deal ev­ery time.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen




    On the first ring of the tele­phone, Re­mo shoved Pamela Thrush­well in­to the bath­room. On

    the sec­ond ring, he broke the lock so she could not open the door. He an­swered the phone on

    the third ring.




    “Did you find out where he is?” he said.




    “I’ve found out where he will be,” Smith said la­con­ical­ly.




    “Okay. When and where?” Re­mo stuck a fin­ger in his free ear to block out the thump­ing

    from the bath­room door.




    “There’s a small town named Her­nan­dez– Re­mo, are you alone?”




    “Not re­al­ly,” Re­mo said.




    “Let me out,” Pamela shrieked. “I’ll call the po­lice. I’ll–” Re­mo threw a lamp at the

    door. She qui­et­ed for a mo­ment.




    “The girl?” Smith asked.




    “Yes.”




    “Get rid of her. I told you be­fore.”




    “All right, all right, I will,” Re­mo said.




    “You can’t have her go with you. That’s fi­nal.”




    “I said I’d take care of it, all right? Now where and when?”




    Smith gave him the di­rec­tions that he had re­ceived from Ab­ner Buell. “Noon to­mor­row,”

    he said. “Chi­un will meet you there,” he added ca­su­al­ly.




    “Hold on,” Re­mo said. “Chi­un will meet me there? I thought you said I shouldn’t have

    any­body with me.”




    “Chi­un hard­ly qual­ifies as a pesky by­stander,” Smith said.




    “He can be,” Re­mo said. “And he’s ticked at me any­way.”




    Smith sighed. Re­mo could vi­su­al­ize him at this mo­ment, press­ing the steel rings of his

    eye­glass­es to his face with an in­dex fin­ger. “I thought– this is im­por­tant enough– I

    thought it would be best if the two of you were there.”




    Pamela had start­ed scream­ing again and there were no more lamps to throw.




    “All right,” Re­mo said. “I’ll look for Chi­un there. If he’s there, we’ll work it

    to­geth­er. If not, I’ll work it alone.”




    “At noon sharp,” Smith said. “Chi­un will be there.”




    Re­mo thought his voice sound­ed cracked and hoarse but the tele­phone clicked dead in his

    ear be­fore he could make sure.




    Smith sat at his desk for a few min­utes af­ter­ward, the dead tele­phone cra­dled in his

    hand. Then, feel­ing very old and very tired, he walked to a locked cab­inet and re­moved a

    Dutch Bars­god frag­ment­ing shell pis­tol. The next fif­teen hours were go­ing to be the

    sad­dest of his life, but no one had ev­er said that sav­ing the world would be a bar­rel of

    laughs.




    The guard at Fol­croft’s front gate said, “Fi­nal­ly go­ing home, Dr. Smith?” and Smith

    al­most said, “No. To save the world,” but he didn’t.




    As had al­ways been the case in his life, the bod­ies would tell where he had been and what

    he had been do­ing.




    “It’s about time,” Pamela said af­ter Re­mo freed the bath­room door and let her out. “Who

    was that? The Pres­ident?”




    “Wrong num­ber,” Re­mo mut­tered. “When I fin­ish work­ing the ob­scene-​calls pa­trol, I’m

    go­ing to get trans­ferred to wrong num­bers.”




    “A wrong num­ber that you talked to for ten min­utes?”




    “All right It was my Aunt Mil­lie. She likes to talk.”




    “Re­al­ly?” Pamela said arch­ly. “What did you talk about?”




    “She said the weath­er is good in But­ler, Penn­syl­va­nia.”




    “It took her ten min­utes to tell you that?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said. “In But­ler, that’s big news. It’s worth talk­ing about.”




    “I don’t be­lieve it was your Aunt Tillie,” she said. She wound a strand of Re­mo’s

    jet-​black hair around her fin­ger.




    “Mil­lie,” he cor­rect­ed.




    “Or Aunt Mil­lie.” She nuz­zled his neck. “I’ll bet I can make you tell me who you were

    re­al­ly talk­ing to,” she purred.




    “Not a chance,” Re­mo said. “I’m be­yond tempt­ing.”




    “We’ll see about that,” she said. She eased him back on the bed and fid­dled with the

    zip­per of his pants.




    Re­mo let her un­dress him and as her hands strayed over his body, he said, “Se­duce away.

    It’ll do you no good.”




    Long ago, in the ear­ly stages of his train­ing, Chi­un had taught Re­mo the thir­ty-​sev­en

    steps for plea­sur­ing a wom­an. They be­gan with the in­side of the left wrist and end­ed with

    the wom­an shriek­ing in ec­sta­sy, al­though very few wom­en were not shriek­ing in ec­sta­sy

    by step sev­en or eight; it was a male fan­ta­sy come true, but it had al­so made sex bor­ing,

    me­chan­ical, and rou­tine for Re­mo, and he rarely thought about it any­more.




    “You like be­ing con­trolled by a wom­an?” Pamela said as she strad­dled his body.




    “Beats a sharp stick in the eye,” he said.




    She toyed with his body, with fin­ger and tongue, then stopped. “Are you ready to tell me

    yet?”




    “Not if you’re go­ing to stop,” Re­mo said.




    “I’ll stop if you don’t tell me,” she threat­ened.




    “Don’t stop,” Re­mo said.




    “I will. I swear I will.”




    “Will you?” Re­mo said. He turned and touched the in­side of her left wrist. He for­got the

    steps in or­der but he fol­lowed with her el­bow, a spot on her right thigh, and then a

    clus­ter of nerves in the small of her back.




    She moaned loud­er with each suc­ces­sive step. Her breasts were arched for­ward, her body

    twitched and con­vulsed with need. Re­mo sat­is­fied that need, hold­ing her down by the hands

    as the rest of her body bucked in a fever­ish, wan­ton fren­zy.




    Done, she lay ex­haust­ed on the bed, spent, glow­ing with per­spi­ra­tion. Re­mo touched a

    small nerve in her throat, toyed with it, and she closed her eyes and fell asleep.




    He touched her face gen­tly. “Maybe I’ll see you again,” he said soft­ly be­fore he left.

    But some­how, and he didn’t know why or how, he didn’t re­al­ly think he would.




    He was on the road to Her­nan­dez when he un­der­stood, and so shock­ing was the

    rev­ela­tion that he had to pull off to the side of the road to con­sid­er it.




    Smith had been ly­ing about Chi­un’s pres­ence. Re­mo was sure of it, but he hadn’t been

    able to fig­ure out why. Now he had.




    Re­mo was go­ing to die.




    It was part of Chi­un’s con­tract with Smith, he knew. Gold in per­pe­tu­ity went to the

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju, but there was one large string at­tached: Chi­un would have to kill Re­mo

    when Smith gave the or­der.




    But why? He had done noth­ing to en­dan­ger the or­ga­ni­za­tion or the coun­try. Why? He

    had no an­swer, but he knew, deep in­side his mind, that Smith had giv­en the or­der. And

    some­where, even deep­er than that, he knew that Chi­un would obey it.




    He felt his breath com­ing hot through his nos­trils and looked down at his hands. His

    knuck­les were white where they clenched the steer­ing wheel. He was afraid.




    How long had it been since he had felt fear? He couldn’t re­mem­ber. But it was not the fear

    which clawed at his stom­ach and tore at his throat and brought mois­ture to his eyes. It was

    sad­ness and the sad­ness was pure and ter­ri­fy­ing.




    Re­mo had nev­er had a fam­ily. He had been raised by nuns in an or­phan­age. As a child,

    he’d tried to think about his par­ents, to imag­ine their faces, but there was noth­ing in­side

    him. No mem­ories, no im­ages. Who­ev­er had spawned and borne him had made no im­pres­sion on

    his mind what­ev­er.




    And so he did not have a fa­ther un­til he was a ful­ly grown man and Chi­un had first come

    in­to his life. Chi­un had taught him how to trust, how to obey, how to be­lieve, how to love.

    And now, Re­mo knew in the depths of his heart that the trust and obe­di­ence and be­lief and

    love had been no more re­al or last­ing than a show­er on a sun­ny day.




    He squeezed the wheel hard­er. All right, he said to him­self. Let him try. Re­mo had been a

    good stu­dent. He was a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju too and he could do most things as well as Chi­un.

    He would fight the old man. Chi­un was a great Mas­ter, but more than eight decades of his life

    had come and gone. Re­mo could win. If he at­tacked first, he could–.




    He cov­ered his face with his hands. He could nev­er at­tack Chi­un. Not on any­one’s

    or­ders. Not for any rea­son.




    But he could run. The thought flashed through his mind like a rock­et. He could tromp on the

    gas ped­al of this car and speed off, keep go­ing un­til he reached the At­lantic Ocean, and

    then hop a steam­er and hide out in the moun­tains of some ob­scure coun­try. He could run and

    hide and run some more, run un­til there was no place left to go.




    The rock­et of an idea dulled and fiz­zled. Re­mo was not trained to be a fugi­tive. He had

    spent ten years with the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju so that he would al­so be a Mas­ter, and a Mas­ter

    did not run.




    There was no al­ter­na­tive. Chi­un would have to kill him, as he was bound to do.




    And in the end, Re­mo thought, it didn’t mat­ter any­way. The most im­por­tant part of him

    had al­ready died.




    He turned the en­gine back on and pressed the ped­al to the floor and head­ed to­ward

    Her­nan­dez.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen




    In the pitch dark of a cloud­less night, just be­fore the first hint of dawn light­ened the

    sky, Harold Smith raised his in­frared binoc­ulars to his face. The area out­side Her­nan­dez

    was flat and bar­ren ex­cept for scrub grass and a few mangy bush­es.




    Buell would be there to see the fight; Smith knew that. And the on­ly place to be sure to

    see it was from the top of the ex­tru­sion of rock that jut­ted up from the floor of the field.

    Up there, Buell would have safe­ty and a van­tage point. Smith put the night glass­es away and

    walked to­ward the rock. It would be his job to make sure that Buell had no such safe­ty.




    He walked slow­ly around the large rock. When he was fin­ished the first fin­ger of dawn was

    tick­ling the sky. He could climb it. With a lot of ef­fort, he could climb it and get to

    Buell.




    But he wouldn’t be able to climb it fast enough to save Re­mo.




    Smith went back to his room and checked the Bars­god again. The shells were the size of

    shot­gun shells, de­signed for guer­ril­la war­fare. One strike any­where near Buell would send

    enough shrap­nel fly­ing to take him out. It was all the edge Smith would need.




    He tucked the gun and shells be­neath his pil­low and tried to sleep. He could use the few

    hours of rest, he knew. He was not a young man and what­ev­er edge the Bars­god gave him could

    be evened out by the dis­ad­van­tage of his slowed re­flex­es.




    But af­ter an hour of toss­ing and turn­ing, he knew it would be use­less. He would not

    sleep. Maybe he would nev­er sleep sound­ly again. What he was about to do to Re­mo Williams

    would for­ev­er de­ny him the sleep of the in­no­cent.




    How did it hap­pen? He asked him­self again and again. Smith was not an as­sas­sin. He was

    an hon­or­able man. Yet ev­ery­thing he had ev­er done to Re­mo had been a crim­inal act. He

    had cho­sen Re­mo for CURE be­cause Re­mo had no one and noth­ing. And he had tak­en Re­mo’s

    iden­ti­ty and his dreams and his life and had forced him in­to ser­vice, send­ing him in­to

    dan­ger­ous sit­ua­tions with­out a thought, all be­cause Re­mo had been trained for the work.

    He had seen to it that al­most ev­ery friend Re­mo had ev­er made was elim­inat­ed to pro­tect

    the se­cre­cy of CURE. And now he had or­dered the fi­nal ig­nominy for Re­mo Williams. He had

    com­mand­ed the clos­est friend Re­mo had ev­er had to kill him.




    How did it hap­pen? How? When had Re­mo ceased to be a man to Smith and be­come on­ly a tool

    of the or­ga­ni­za­tion? When had Smith for­got­ten that Re­mo, oth­ers, were hu­man be­ings,

    not just cat­tle to be prod­ded around?




    But he knew the an­swer to that. Hu­man be­ings had ceased to mat­ter on the day that Smith

    ac­cept­ed his re­spon­si­bil­ity to the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica. In the long view, Re­mo’s

    life was a small price to pay for the safe­ty of the world.




    The predawn gray­ness blos­somed in­to a Cal­ifor­nia sun and Smith was still awake. He

    won­dered briefly about Chi­un, but Chi­un was the same kind of man Smith him­self was. Chi­un

    knew his du­ty and he would per­form it and then he would re­turn to Sinan­ju to live out the

    rest of his life as the ven­er­at­ed old man of the vil­lage.




    He would al­so, no doubt, lie awake to the end of his days, think­ing of Re­mo.




    Smith sighed and sat up, pass­ing his bony hands over his face. Du­ty was a stupid word, a

    stupid con­cept. Smith had al­ways hat­ed ide­ologues and had nev­er thought he would be called

    up­on to sac­ri­fice a friend for an idea, even so lofty an idea as world peace.




    How long would such a peace last any­way? he asked him­self an­gri­ly. Just un­til the next

    ma­ni­ac with the means to start glob­al war came along? Un­til the next group of fa­nat­ics

    de­cid­ed to sac­ri­fice the hu­man race for some ob­scure cause? What good was du­ty when it

    made a killer of you?




    He walked to the win­dow, all his an­guish as mean­ing­less as dust in the wind. He didn’t

    have to call it du­ty. You could call it san­ity or pa­tri­otism or mer­cy or sac­ri­fice or

    even mur­der. It didn’t mat­ter. The on­ly thing that mat­tered was that it had to be done and

    he was the one who had to do it.




    Smith felt com­fort­able with de­spair. He had lived his whole life do­ing the right thing

    and he would go on do­ing the right thing un­til the day he died. And that, he knew, was the

    rea­son his life was so bare and emp­ty.




    Un­der­stand­ing that, he was fi­nal­ly able to sleep. His last thought was to won­der where

    Chi­un was.




    Un­seen by Smith, Chi­un had spent the night at the site of the com­ing bat­tle. Wear­ing

    mourn­ing white, the old man knelt on the bare ground in the dark and lit a can­dle.




    It was chilly, but he did not feel the cold. He lift­ed his eyes to the star­less cobalt

    sky. He prayed for a sign. To all the gods of the east and west, he begged for a re­lease from

    his obli­ga­tion to kill his son. For Re­mo was no less than a son to the old man, no less than

    the heir to all the knowl­edge and love and pow­er Chi­un had ac­cu­mu­lat­ed over his long

    life­time.




    “Help me, O gods,” he said in a hoarse whis­per.




    And he wait­ed.




    He thought of Re­mo and of the leg­end that had brought them to­geth­er, the tale writ­ten

    in the an­cient archives of Sinan­ju that a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju would one day bring to life a

    dead night tiger who walked in the form of a white man but who was, in his true in­car­na­tion,

    Shi­va the De­stroy­er. Re­mo, the man, was on­ly the out­er flesh of the sa­cred soul with­in.

    Chi­un could kill the man, but what mor­tal– even the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju– could dare to kill

    Shi­va?




    “Help me, O gods,” he said again.




    The can­dle went out.




    Pa­tient­ly he lit an­oth­er. A Mas­ter’s word in con­tract was as bind­ing as an

    in­scrip­tion in stone. He had giv­en his word to Smith, in ex­change for enough wealth to feed

    the en­tire vil­lage of Sinan­ju for­ev­er.




    But Smith did not know what he asked. He did not know the leg­end of Shi­va. Men like Harold

    Smith did not be­lieve such things. They on­ly be­lieved that the word of the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju was good.




    “Help me, O gods,” Chi­un said for the third time.




    A strong breeze blew out the can­dle again. There was no oth­er sign.




    Chi­un let the can­dle re­main ex­tin­guished. He sat alone in the dark, alone, silent.




    He wept.


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen




    Mar­cia was look­ing at the out­side world through a periscope from in­side the hol­low

    hill.




    “It looks like a beau­ti­ful day,” she said and gig­gled. “A great day for the world to

    end.”




    Buell nod­ded and slicked back his slicked-​back hair.




    “But I don’t want you to just do it,” she said.




    “What do you mean?”




    “I don’t want you just to do ev­ery­thing and then tell me it’s all done. I want to see it.

    Step by step,” she said. “I want to see and know ev­ery­thing you do.”




    “All right,” he said. “Start­ing now. Come on.”




    He rose from the small ta­ble where he had been drink­ing herbal tea and walked to one of

    the com­put­er con­soles that lined the walls of the liv­ing quar­ters.




    He flipped on a pow­er switch and then pressed a se­quence of num­bers that sep­arat­ed the

    screen in­to two length­wise parts.




    “Now, on the left,” he said. “That’s num­ber one.” He pressed more num­bers and a large

    “ready” ap­peared on that half-​screen. “Those are the Rus­sian mis­siles,” he said. “I’m

    al­ready in­to their net­work. And num­ber two–“




    He bus­ied him­self press­ing more keys on the con­sole and fi­nal­ly the word “ready”

    ap­peared on the right-​hand side of the screen al­so.




    “Num­ber two is the Unit­ed States. Now both sets of mis­siles are ready to fire.”




    “How will you fire them?” she said.




    “To fire Rus­sia’s, I just type on­to the key­board ‘One-​Fire’ and the code num­ber. That’s

    all it takes. For Amer­ica’s, I type ‘Two-​Fire’ and the code. They’re al­ready pro­grammed and

    ready to go.”




    “How do you know where they’ll go?” Mar­cia asked.




    “I didn’t have to do any­thing with that. Rus­sia’s are pro­grammed to hit the U.S.

    Amer­ica’s are set to hit Rus­sia. I just left that alone.”




    “Too dif­fi­cult to fig­ure out, I guess?” she said.




    “Don’t you be­lieve it,” he snapped. “Of course I’ve got it fig­ured out. If I want­ed to

    change any­where these mis­siles should be launched, if I want­ed them to go hit South Africa

    for in­stance, I would just write on the screen ‘One,’ then in­sert the lat­itude and

    lon­gi­tude for South Africa, and then write ‘fire.’ And the mis­siles would go there

    in­stead.”




    “The same for the Amer­ican mis­siles?” she asked.




    He nod­ded. “Just in­sert the tar­get’s lon­gi­tude and lat­itude and that’ll do it. They

    self-​cor­rect for di­rec­tion once they’ve been launched. I al­ready worked out the

    co­or­di­nates.”




    “You’re bril­liant, Ab­ner. Just bril­liant.”




    “You’re right,” Buell said.




    “You said you need the code num­ber for fir­ing. What’s that?”




    “It’s in my head some­where,” he said. “I’ll re­mem­ber it when I need it.”




    “And the co­or­di­nates?” Mar­cia asked.




    Buell flapped his arm to­ward the top of the com­put­er con­sole where piles of pa­pers were

    stacked pre­car­ious­ly. “I’ve got them writ­ten down some­where. Up there. I told you, we

    didn’t need them.”




    “No. Of course not,” Mar­cia said. She stood back from Buell and as she did, she knocked

    over a stack of pa­pers with her el­bow.




    “Clum­sy,” Buell mut­tered.




    “I’m sor­ry.” She stooped to gath­er the pa­pers. When she found one with the names of

    cities with two sim­ple rows of fig­ures on it, she slipped it in­side the sleeve of her

    blouse, then re­placed the stack where it had been.




    Buell had not no­ticed; he was call­ing up oth­er num­bers on the com­put­er screen.

    Fi­nal­ly, he re­stored the split screen with the two Ready sig­nals on ei­ther side.

    “Ev­ery­thing’s all set for the big bang,” he said.




    “Good,” Mar­cia said.




    “But first we’ve got our en­ter­tain­ment out­side. Let’s go up,” Buell said.




    “I’ll be up in a minute,” she said. “I just want to put on a lit­tle make­up first.”




    “Suit your­self. Wear some­thing nice when you come up,” he said. “Maybe your cave­girl

    cos­tume.”




    “I will,” Mar­cia said.




    When she heard the up­stairs door that led out­side click shut, Mar­cia pulled the list of

    co­or­di­nates from her sleeve and sat at the com­put­er. Work­ing swift­ly and ef­fi­cient­ly,

    she re­pro­grammed all the mis­siles of the Unit­ed States to strike, not at Moscow and

    Rus­sia, but at New York, Wash­ing­ton, Los An­ge­les, and Chica­go. She did not change the

    tra­jec­to­ries of the Rus­sian mis­siles. They were still aimed at the Unit­ed States.




    Harold Smith was ready. Flat­tened be­hind a small rock, he wait­ed, his binoc­ulars

    fo­cused on the plateau above the site where the bat­tle was to take place.




    Al­most at noon, a soli­tary fig­ure ap­peared on the plateau, walked to the edge and

    seemed, like a mil­itary con­queror, to sur­vey all the ground around him. Smith pressed

    him­self close to the ground, then peered up and saw the man was sit­ting now in a fold­ing

    lawn chair on the edge of the rock shelf. It was Ab­ner Buell. Smith crawled silent­ly through

    the grass to­ward the back of the hill.




    When he reached the bot­tom of the hill, he felt for the Bars­god in his pock­et. Its weight

    gave him a per­verse sat­is­fac­tion. On this day Re­mo would die, and Chi­un would pre­pare to

    re­turn to Ko­rea, and Harold Smith would go back to Fol­croft San­itar­ium, prob­ably nev­er

    to emerge from it alive, and CURE would prob­ably be fin­ished. But be­cause of the Bars­god,

    Buell would al­so die.




    And the rest of the world would live.




    So be it, Smith thought.




    The sun was high and bright when Re­mo strode out in­to the open field to meet the

    diminu­tive fig­ure dressed in white robes and stand­ing as still as a stat­ue. When he

    ap­proached, Chi­un bowed to him.




    Re­mo did not re­turn the bow. In­stead, he stood like a man who had walked a thou­sand

    miles with a pack of stones up­on his back. His shoul­ders were stooped and a deep fur­row ran

    be­tween his red-​rimmed eyes.




    “I didn’t think it would ev­er come to this,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly.




    Chi­un’s face was im­pas­sive. “And what is ‘this’?”




    “Don’t play word games with me, Lit­tle Fa–” Re­mo stopped him­self. His mouth twist­ed with

    bit­ter­ness. “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he fin­ished and spat on the ground.




    Chi­un’s eye­lids flut­tered but he said noth­ing.




    “You’ve come to kill me,” Re­mo said. There was no ac­cu­sa­tion in his voice, on­ly the

    sor­row­ful sound of res­ig­na­tion.




    “I have been so com­mand­ed,” Chi­un said.




    “Ah, the con­tract,” Re­mo said. “That’s right. Mon­ey for Sinan­ju. Don’t for­get the

    mon­ey, Chi­un. I hope you got paid in ad­vance. Your an­ces­tors will nev­er for­give you if

    you get stiffed on this job. The great Sinan­ju god. Mon­ey.”




    “You are cru­el,” the old Ori­en­tal said soft­ly.




    Re­mo laughed, a harsh sound in the thin noon air. “Right, Chi­un. You go on telling

    your­self that. While you’re killing me, just keep think­ing how cru­el I am.”




    “I might not be able to kill you,” Chi­un said.




    “Oh, yes, you will. But I’m not go­ing to make it easy for you,” Re­mo said. “I’m not

    fight­ing back.”




    “Like a sheep, you will stand there?” asked Chi­un.




    “Sheep if you want. But that’s the way I want it. You’re go­ing to have to kill me where I

    stand.”




    “You are per­mit­ted to fight,” Chi­un said.




    “And I’m al­so per­mit­ted not to fight. Sor­ry, Chi­un. I’m the one who’s dy­ing. I’ll pick

    the way.”




    “It is not the way of an as­sas­sin,” Chi­un said.




    “You’re the as­sas­sin, re­mem­ber? Chi­un, the great as­sas­sin.” Re­mo’s eyes welled with

    tears. “Well, I’m go­ing to give you some­thing to re­mem­ber me by. A part­ing gift from your

    son. When you kill me, Chi­un, you won’t be any as­sas­sin. You’ll be a butch­er. That’s my

    gift. Take it to the grave with you.”




    He ripped open the col­lar of his shirt and lift­ed his chin, bar­ing his throat. “Go

    ahead,” he said, his moist eyes fixed on the old man. “Do it now and get it over with.”




    “You could have lain in wait for me here,” Chi­un said. “You could have killed me when I

    ar­rived.”




    “Well, I didn’t,” Re­mo said.




    “Why will you not fight me?”




    “Be­cause,” Re­mo said.




    “A typ­ical stupid an­swer from a pale piece of pig’s ear,” Chi­un snapped. “What does that

    mean, that ‘be­cause’?”




    “Just be­cause,” Re­mo said stub­born­ly.




    “Be­cause you could not stand the thought of per­haps hurt­ing me,” the old man said.




    “Not that at all,” Re­mo said.




    “It is true. You knew my mis­sion. You could have at­tacked first.”




    Re­mo on­ly looked away.




    “My son,” Chi­un said bro­ken­ly. “Can you see there is no oth­er way?”




    “I love you, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “And that is why you will fight me. We must not dis­ap­point our

    au­di­ence.”




    He pulled him­self up to his full height, then bowed once more to his op­po­nent.




    This time, Re­mo bowed back.




    They were talk­ing and Ab­ner Buell was grow­ing an­noyed. Stop talk­ing and fight, he

    men­tal­ly com­mand­ed them. He tossed his lawn chair away and sat on the edge of the cliff,

    his legs dan­gling over the side.




    The old Ori­en­tal, he thought, cer­tain­ly looked noth­ing like a Dr. Smith. But Re­mo,

    that was the Re­mo he had seen on his tele­vi­sion mon­itors, haunt­ing him day af­ter day.

    Un­til to­day. When Re­mo died.




    Buell saw the old Ori­en­tal bow and the bow was re­turned by Re­mo. Buell won­dered if

    Re­mo knew what was go­ing to hap­pen to him. Prob­ably not. Re­mo was just too cocky and Buell

    was go­ing to en­joy see­ing him go down.




    The Ori­en­tal struck first. He was small, but as fast as a squir­rel. He seemed to

    lev­itate from the ground, hes­itate in midair for a mo­ment, and then slash down with enough

    fe­roc­ity to lop off a horse’s head.




    The first blow missed as Re­mo spun away, mov­ing so fast him­self that he was al­most a

    blur. Then he cat­apult­ed up­ward in a dou­ble spi­ral and came down with both legs drawn in.

    They shot out at the last mo­ment, hit­ting the old man square in the stom­ach. A spray of

    bright blood shot from the Ori­en­tal’s mouth. Dr. Smith stag­gered back­ward a few steps and

    while he was try­ing to get his foot­ing, Re­mo came af­ter him.




    “Come on, Dr. Smith,” Buell said soft­ly. But for a mo­ment, it looked at as if Re­mo had

    won. The old man stag­gered back­ward, ready to fall. But at the last mo­ment, in­stead of

    go­ing down, he sprang sud­den­ly up­ward, his arms mov­ing in front of him like blades.

    Re­mo’s head snapped back­ward. He was try­ing to get away but the Ori­en­tal’s hand snaked out

    again and be­fore Re­mo could so much as turn his head, the old man had him by the throat and

    then yanked back hard. There was a sound like the be­gin­ning of a cry but it was choked off

    sud­den­ly. Then Re­mo sank to his knees. At the same mo­ment, the old man raised his arm high.

    In his hand was the bub­bly, bloody in­te­ri­or of Re­mo’s throat.




    Buell gave a whoop of tri­umph and leapt to his feet. “I won,” he shout­ed. It did not

    both­er him at all when his cham­pi­on, the old Ori­en­tal, weaved on his feet, dropped the

    drip­ping mess in his hand to the ground, and col­lapsed in a heap. The sun­light glint­ed off

    a trick­le of slick blood pour­ing from his mouth.




    “Kee-​rist,” Buell said be­tween his teeth. “That Dr. Smith is some fight­er.”




    “His name’s not Smith,” said a soft voice be­hind him. Buell whirled around. On the

    op­po­site side of the rock shelf was a gray-​haired mid­dle-​aged man wear­ing wire-​rimmed

    glass­es and a three-​piece suit. In his right hand was a pis­tol that seemed the size of an

    elec­tric drill.




    “What’d you say?” Buell asked.




    “I said his name’s not Smith. Mine is.”




    A con­fused smile came to Buell’s face but when the bar­rel of the over­sized gun did not

    wa­ver, the smile fad­ed. The man with the gun was not jok­ing and be­hind his steel-​rimmed

    spec­ta­cles, his eyes held the kind of des­per­ation that made killers of or­di­nary men.




    “What’s this about?” Buell asked, swal­low­ing hard.




    Smith’s eyes wan­dered for a frac­tion of a sec­ond to the two bod­ies ly­ing mo­tion­less

    on the field be­low. “It’s about san­ity,” he rasped.




    “Come on,” Buell be­gan but Smith cut him short.




    “I know san­ity isn’t a big part of your life,” Smith said. “Not some­body who’s will­ing to

    blow up the world be­cause it’s some kind of game. Some of us don’t think the world’s safe­ty

    is a game. So some of us are will­ing to kill for it.” He glanced down again. “Even to die for

    it.”




    “If you’re Smith, who are those two?”




    “They worked for me,” Smith said. “Enough ex­pla­na­tions.”




    He start­ed to tight­en his fin­ger on the trig­ger but be­fore he could, a strong arm was

    clamped around his throat. A gun was pressed against his tem­ple.




    “Not just yet,” said a wom­an’s voice. “Drop it.”




    Smith heard the gun against his head cock. There was more than just one of them. He could

    still get Buell, but this one would get him and the end of the world might just pro­ceed on

    sched­ule. He had to wait. Try to get them both.




    He low­ered the Bars­god and tossed it away, to­ward Buell.




    “You have all sorts of tal­ents, Mar­cia,” Buell said, as the wom­an re­leased her hold on

    Smith’s neck. “Hey, I said the cave­girl cos­tume.”




    Smith turned and saw a wom­an in slacks and a white blouse. She said to Buell, “We can stow

    all that sex-​kit­ten crap now, Buell.”




    Smith backed away from the wom­an. Buell looked sur­prised, then shrugged and walked over to

    pick up the Bars­god. The Rus­sian-​made Tokarev.38 in the wom­an’s hand fired and took a

    crease out of the sur­face of the rock near Smith’s weapon.




    “Leave it alone, Ab­ner,” she said. She aimed the Tokarev square­ly at Buell’s chest. “I

    want the code that ac­ti­vates the mis­siles,” she said. Smith thought her eyes were as dark

    and dead­ly as a shark’s.




    “What is this?” Buell said in be­wil­der­ment. “Are you with him?”




    The wom­an named Mar­cia smiled. “I am with the Com­mit­tee for State Se­cu­ri­ty of the

    Union of So­vi­et So­cial­ist Re­publics,” she said proud­ly.




    “You’re a Rus­sian? KGB?” Buell said.




    “Why else would I have spent so much time with the likes of you?” she spat. “May I re­mind

    you, Ab­ner, that time is of the essence? And I do have this gun. The code num­bers,

    please.”




    “But the mis­siles are set to blow up Moscow too,” Buell said.




    “Not any­more. The Amer­ican mis­siles have been redi­rect­ed. Each of their mis­siles will

    strike an Amer­ican city.”




    “Then think about your­self,” Buell said des­per­ate­ly. “If they all go off in this

    coun­try, you’ll go too. You’ll be in­cin­er­at­ed.”




    “And Rus­sia will rule the world,” she said. “It is a small price to pay, to die for so

    glo­ri­ous a cause.”




    “Then pay it now,” came an­oth­er voice. Smith wheeled as an­oth­er fig­ure hopped up on­to

    the small plateau. It was a blond-​haired wom­an with a British ac­cent, and she moved quick­ly

    in­to a marks­man’s po­si­tion and fired with­out hes­ita­tion at the Rus­sian wom­an.




    Even be­fore Pamela Thrush­well’s gun sound­ed, Mar­cia had fired. Both wom­en ca­reened

    back­ward as if two gi­ant hands had slapped them off their feet. Pamela’s ab­domen was torn

    open in a red burst of blood and en­trails; the Rus­sian wom­an’s once-​spec­tac­ular face was

    an un­rec­og­niz­able blob. Her legs twitched weak­ly, re­flex­ive­ly, once; then she lay

    still.




    Smith start­ed to­ward Buell, but the thin young man was hold­ing the Bars­god.




    “These wom­en need help,” Smith said.




    “They’ll get help in heav­en,” Buell said. “We all will, and we’ll all be there soon.”




    “You’re crazy,” Smith said.




    “Just bored,” Buell said. A smile crossed his un­lined face. “You know, I don’t think I’ll

    kill you af­ter all. I think I’ll just have you wait here with me for the big fire­ball in the

    sky. Would you like that?”




    “You don’t have a chance,” Smith said.




    “Why not?”




    Smith start­ed walk­ing slow­ly to­ward Mar­cia. Her gun lay along­side her dead body.




    “Be­cause you can’t stop me from do­ing what I want to do,” Smith said. “That gun isn’t

    load­ed.”




    “We’ll see about that,” Buell said. He point­ed the gun at the ground. Smith stopped and

    watched. Buell squeezed the trig­ger. The gun fired, the bul­let hit the rocky plateau, and

    Smith dove be­hind Mar­cia’s body. The plateau ex­plod­ed with a rush of sound and the shell

    shat­tered, send­ing jagged pieces of met­al scat­ter­ing ev­ery­where, twin­kling in the

    re­flect­ing sun­shine like a show­er of stars. The body shield­ing Smith thun­ked as shell

    frag­ments tore in­to it.




    One of the pieces kicked back and em­bed­ded in Ab­ner Buell’s brain. He dropped the

    Bars­god and sank slow­ly to his knees. His body twitched, and then there was an­oth­er

    muf­fled ex­plo­sion, as the frag­ment it­self ex­plod­ed again, this time in­side Buell’s

    brain. He pitched for­ward, his face hit­ting the rock. He did not move.




    Smith raised him­self slow­ly from the ground, stunned that he him­self was un­harmed, that

    all the shrap­nel had missed him. Buell’s head looked like a macabre Hal­loween mask. The eyes

    had been ex­plod­ed from their sock­ets. His teeth lay like charred ker­nels of corn on the

    ground be­side him. His slicked hair was now mat­ted red and flecked with bits of soft gray

    tis­sue, spilled over from his brain through the gap­ing hole in the top of his skull.




    Shak­ing vi­olent­ly, Smith stood up to full height. Don’t lose it now, he told him­self. He

    had been pre­pared for death, but death had passed him by. Now he had to force his thoughts to

    oth­er things. Like dis­man­tling Buell’s com­put­er. Like end­ing the se­quence that would

    re­sult in Rus­sia and Amer­ica both fir­ing their mis­siles in­to Amer­ica’s heart­land. That

    had to be done first.




    He owed it. To a lot of peo­ple. To Re­mo and to Chi­un.




    He shield­ed his eyes from the sun and looked over the cliff’s edge down to­ward the field.

    The two bod­ies ap­peared to have van­ished.




    Who could have tak­en them?




    He scanned the hori­zon, feel­ing a ris­ing tide of anx­iety well up in­side him. For some

    rea­son, los­ing their bod­ies seemed as trag­ic as los­ing the men them­selves. Re­mo and

    Chi­un had been sac­ri­ficed for the most wor­thy of caus­es; even in Smith’s last day in hell,

    he would be able to say that much in de­fense of him­self. But to lose their bod­ies–




    He was filled with shame and he could do noth­ing else but sink to the ground, sur­round­ed

    by the three grotesque­ly mu­ti­lat­ed corpses, and cry like a lost child.




    He sobbed for Re­mo, the in­no­cent he had be­trayed so eas­ily; for Chi­un, whom he had

    forced, in his old age, to kill his own son; and he wept for him­self, a tired, bit­ter old

    man, who no longer dreamed dreams but on­ly lived night­mares.




    He nev­er heard the foot­steps ap­proach­ing. But then, no one ev­er heard them.




    “Ev­er wish you had a cam­era?” It was Re­mo’s voice.




    Smith looked up as Chi­un clucked dis­dain­ful­ly. They both stood in front of Smith.




    “You’re alive,” he said.




    “Most per­cep­tive, Em­per­or,” said Chi­un fawn­ing­ly, bow­ing low.




    “I mean–” He stopped and stood up and swiped quick­ly at his eyes with his sleeve. “I had

    some­thing in my eye. I couldn’t get it out.” With­out wait­ing for an an­swer, he point­ed to

    the blood on Chi­un’s hands. “I saw it,” he said. “The fight.”




    Chi­un gasped when he saw the blood and quick­ly tucked his hands in­to the sleeves of his

    ki­mono. “For­give me, Most Ob­ser­vant One,” he said. “In my haste, I for­got to re­move the

    chick­en-​liv­er juice.” He turned his back to Smith, spat on his hands and rubbed them

    en­er­get­ical­ly to­geth­er.




    Smith looked to Re­mo, but Re­mo had gone.




    Sti­fling a small cry, Re­mo had run across the face of the rock to where Pamela lay and

    knelt along­side her body. Smith saw him feel for a pulse and then Chi­un came be­side him and

    tore off part of his robe. He made a pad to soak up the young British wom­an’s blood, but

    with­in sec­onds the pad it­self was sopped wet. Chi­un shook his head to Re­mo.




    “Why’d you come, you pain in the ass?” Re­mo said chok­ing­ly to Pamela.




    Her face strained. With an ef­fort, she forced her eyes open.




    “Don’t talk,” Re­mo said.




    “Must,” she said. Blood bub­bled from a cor­ner of her mouth. “Did we get him?” she

    asked.




    “We got him,” Re­mo said. “You didn’t have to come for me,” he said.




    “Not for you. For Eng­land. It was my job. Did we save the world?”




    “Yeah, Pamela,” Re­mo said. “We done good. How’d you find me?”




    “Bribed clerk at mo­tel. Lis­tened in on your phone call. Told me where.” She tried to smile

    and her mouth leaked blood. “Al­ways knew you were a liar.”




    Re­mo clenched his jaw. The skin over her eye­lids was start­ing to dis­col­or. She would be

    gone soon.




    “Saved your friend’s life,” she said.




    Re­mo thought: I wish I could save yours. But he on­ly nod­ded.




    “We got it done,” Pamela said. Her voice was grow­ing in­audi­ble. Re­mo leaned clos­er and

    she said, “Re­mo.”




    “What?”




    “Do it again, will you?”




    “Do what?”




    Slow­ly, with hands as weak as a ba­by’s, she guid­ed his hand to­ward her left wrist. It

    bare­ly grazed her skin when the life went out of her eyes.




    Re­mo stood, his own eyes moist. As he looked down at the body, Smith heard him mum­ble,

    “That’s the biz, sweet­heart.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un went in­to Buell’s un­der­ground fortress with Smith to make sure there

    were no oth­er peo­ple hid­ing in there.




    The sub­ter­ranean apart­ment was emp­ty and Smith mar­veled at the com­put­ers.




    “Good God,” he said. “These have ev­ery de­tail of the Rus­sian and Amer­ican de­fense

    sys­tems in­side them.”




    He jig­gled and prod­ded the con­sole key­board, and oc­ca­sion­al­ly emit­ted a soft

    ex­cla­ma­tion of won­der.




    Fi­nal­ly he picked up a tele­phone.




    “Call­ing for help?” Re­mo said.




    Smith gazed at him bland­ly. “Call­ing Fol­croft. I’ve set these up so that my com­put­ers

    can strip them and ab­sorb ev­ery­thing they’ve got.”




    “You don’t need us any­more?” Re­mo said.




    “No. I can han­dle this alone. You can go.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said. At the door­way that led up to the rock plateau, he turned and

    said, “Smit­ty. Why were you cry­ing be­fore?”




    Smith said, “I told you. I had some­thing in my eye,” and he turned back to the

    con­sole.




    “Would you have killed me?” Re­mo asked Chi­un as they walked across the grassy field be­low

    the small moun­tain.




    “Would the robin pluck the worm from the ground?”




    “What does that mean?” Re­mo said.




    “It means would the tide be­tray the moon who leads it to land?”




    “Huh?”




    “You are un­ed­uca­ble,” Chi­un said.




    They passed a rise over­look­ing the near­by high­way.




    “So would you have killed me?”




    “Keep flap­ping your big mouth and find out,” Chi­un said.




    They got in­to Re­mo’s car.




    “I don’t think you would have,” Re­mo said as he start­ed the en­gine.




    Chi­un grunt­ed.




    “Be­cause you love me,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un grunt­ed.




    “You do love me.”




    The old man rolled his eyes heav­en­ward.




    “Don’t you?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “Yak, yak, yak,” Chi­un shrieked, bounc­ing up and down on his seat. “You are the nois­iest

    white thing who ev­er lived. Love you? It takes all one’s will mere­ly to tol­er­ate you.”




    Re­mo smiled and drove on­to the high­way.
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