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    Chapter 1




    Mankind had lost its pow­er be­cause it al­lowed it­self to re­cip­ro­cate neg­ative

    en­er­gy. The on­ly rea­son any­one had a headache or couldn’t lose weight was neg­ative

    en­er­gy. If you knew you want­ed to lose weight and knew how to lose weight, then why didn’t

    you lose weight? If you didn’t want a headache and you got a headache, then why did you get it?

    It was your head to con­trol, right?




    Wilbur Smot asked these ques­tions earnest­ly and was earnest­ly ig­nored.




    “I’m not join­ing Pow­er­essence, Wilbur,” said the sec­re­tary to the chief chemist of

    Bris­bane Phar­ma­ceu­ti­cals of Tole­do, Ohio. To any un­en­light­ened man, the sec­re­tary

    seemed at­trac­tive, but Dr. Wilbur Smot had learned that true at­trac­tive­ness was har­mo­ny

    with the forces of the uni­verse. Those who re­sist­ed could on­ly ex­ude a spir­itu­al

    home­li­ness. That was why a Pow­er­essence soul could on­ly be hap­py with an­oth­er

    Pow­er­essence soul.




    The sec­re­tary’s per­fect breasts and cu­pid mouth were on­ly emp­ty temp­ta­tions un­less

    she had Pow­er­essence. Her sparkling eyes and dim­ples were re­al­ly snares. He was

    at­tract­ed to all the wrong things, he had been taught. That was the rea­son so many

    mar­riages failed. Peo­ple went for the de­cep­tions, not the truths.




    The truth was that once Wilbur at­tained spir­itu­al one­ness, he would be able to com­mune

    per­fect­ly with an­oth­er per­son for­tu­nate enough to be freed from self-​de­struc­tion by

    Pow­er­essence. That would be par­adise.




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, breasts, dim­ples, and smiles still held their al­lure for the young

    chemist. He didn’t care that his boss’s sec­re­tary was still hope­less­ly caught in the big

    “No” of the piti­ful lit­tle plan­et Earth.




    “Wilbur, you’d bet­ter stop talk­ing that nir­vana stuff. Bris­bane Phar­ma­ceu­ti­cals is a

    sci­en­tif­ic in­sti­tu­tion,” she said.




    “Sci­en­tif­ic as nail pol­ish and headache for­mu­las,” said Wilbur. He was twen­ty-​three

    years old, pre­sentable in a thin sort of way, al­most, but not quite, ath­let­ic. Al­most, but

    not quite, dark and hand­some. Al­most, but not quite, one of the bet­ter chemists.




    The best thing about be­ing a chemist for Bris­bane was that one did not have to be as

    well-​dressed as the sales­men or look as solid­ly pros­per­ous as the ex­ec­utives. Bar­ring

    ob­scene dress, the chemists could wear just about any­thing that fell out of the clos­et. Even

    the lowli­est sec­re­tary could tell the chemists at a glance. They were the ones who looked

    com­fort­able.




    Wilbur cus­tom­ar­ily wore a white shirt and chi­nos. He ate can­dy bars and, in those rare

    mo­ments when he wasn’t ex­tolling Pow­er­essence as the sal­va­tion of the world, he

    com­plained that he wasn’t do­ing im­por­tant things for mankind through chem­istry.




    And that was the one free­dom Bris­bane did not al­low its chemists. As the fore­most

    man­ufac­tur­er of wom­en’s hair col­or­ings and over-​the-​counter symp­tom sup­pres­sants for

    headaches, snif­fles, sleep­less­ness, and oth­er nui­sances of life, Bris­bane de­mand­ed that

    its hard­work­ing chemists nev­er doubt the im­por­tance of their jobs. They were all in

    pur­suit of sci­en­tif­ic ex­cel­lence. Pe­ri­od.




    “Wilbur, don’t knock it,” said the sec­re­tary with all the en­snare­ments the neg­atives of

    the world could muster.




    “It’s so,” said Wilbur.




    “So what?” said the sec­re­tary.




    “The truth will set you free,” said Wilbur.




    “Well, the truth is that Pow­er­essence is a pho­ny re­li­gion run by huck­sters who are

    un­der in­dict­ment. It was made up by some writ­er who was broke. It’s a fraud.”




    “You have to say that,” said Wilbur. “Oth­er­wise you couldn’t live your mis­er­able lit­tle

    life, know­ing you could be freed from your slav­ery to the neg­ative re­jec­tion of all that

    is pos­itive.”




    “If I’m so neg­ative, why do you keep hang­ing around me?”




    “I want to help you.”




    “You want to help your­self in­to my pants.”




    “You see? That’s the neg­ative way to look at love. Your whole life is de­vot­ed to love of

    the big ‘No.’ “




    With that, Wilbur left, telling him­self he was leav­ing her to mull over his bril­liant

    anal­ysis of her char­ac­ter flaws. What he could not know was that he was re­al­ly leav­ing to

    threat­en to re­turn all mankind to the in­tel­lec­tu­al dark ages. For Wilbur Smot was about

    to un­leash on an un­sus­pect­ing world the most dan­ger­ous chem­ical com­pound ev­er

    cre­at­ed, a po­tion that could rob the hu­man race of its past, and there­fore, its

    fu­ture.




    In a way, old Hi­ram Bris­bane’s “brain re­gen­er­ator” had al­ready robbed Bris­bane

    Phar­ma­ceu­ti­cals of a proud past. Its very ex­is­tence was a prob­lem be­cause it hint­ed

    that the mod­ern phar­ma­ceu­ti­cal com­pa­ny was found­ed by a snakeoil sales­man. Which it

    was, much to the cha­grin of its pub­lic-​re­la­tions de­part­ment.




    As a teenag­er, Hi­ram Bris­bane had toured the Mid­west with a wag­on, two good hors­es,

    and case up­on case of his fa­ther’s home­made snake-​oil medicine. The snake oil, he said,

    would cure ev­ery­thing from rheuma­tism to male im­po­tence. He ped­dled wom­en’s so­lu­tions,

    as well; es­pe­cial­ly po­tions re­put­ed to re­duce the pains of the “month­lies.” Like most

    of the ton­ics of the time, Bris­bane’s elixir con­tained a good dose of opi­um. As a re­sult,

    his fol­low­ing was very large and ex­treme­ly loy­al.




    Bris­bane was a nat­ural busi­ness­man and be­fore long, he had turned his wag­onload of

    home brew in­to a phar­ma­ceu­ti­cal com­pa­ny. He had to give up trav­el­ing, of course. He

    al­so had to give up his huck­ster past, which meant giv­ing up his fa­ther’s snake oil for

    more re­fined com­pounds. Last but not least, he had to give up hawk­ing his po­tions from a

    wag­on and learn to hawk them in print.




    But the one snake-​oil throw­back old Hi­ram Bris­bane re­fused to give up on, al­though he

    nev­er tried to sell it, was his fa­ther’s prized “brain re­gen­er­ator.”




    “In­di­ans used to give it to their worst crim­inals. I thought it was poi­son. I was a boy

    at the time, trav­el­ing with my fa­ther,” old Hi­ram would say.




    “Well, they would sin­gle out the most hor­ri­ble out­law of their tribe, but they wouldn’t

    hang him by the neck like civ­ilized peo­ple. Hell, no. They wouldn’t even cut off the balls of

    a rapist like good Chris­tian folk. They’d just give him a shot of this po­tion. And you know

    what hap­pened?” old Hi­ram would say, wait­ing for his col­lege-​ed­ucat­ed chemists to ask,

    “What?”




    “Noth­ing would hap­pen,” he would an­swer. “Worst damned crim­inal in the world would just

    grin from ear to ear, then wait to be tak­en back to his teepee. He’d just smile. Now, is that

    a fit­ting pun­ish­ment?”




    Old Hi­ram would shake his head. And he would wait of course for his col­lege-​ed­ucat­ed

    chemists to shake their heads al­so.




    “Crim­inal looked so hap­py, my fa­ther want­ed to try it. But the old medicine men wouldn’t

    let him. Said it was the great­est curse on earth. Now, how could be­ing struck that hap­py be

    a curse?”




    The col­lege-​ed­ucat­ed chemists were shrewd enough to ap­pear puz­zled.




    “How, Mr. Bris­bane?” some­one would have to ask. “Medicine man wouldn’t say. But since he

    was grate­ful to my fa­ther for pro­vid­ing elixir on short no­tice, or at least the opi­um

    part, he gave my fa­ther a batch. Warned him not to try it on any liv­ing soul. So my fa­ther

    gave a tea­spoon to a nig­ger. Nig­ger swal­lowed the damned thing and be­came ornery as hell.

    Wouldn’t say-’sir’ or ‘ma’am.’ The man just stood there grin­ning. Wouldn’t fetch. Wouldn’t

    haul. Wasn’t good for any­thing for the rest of his life, but he nev­er had no headaches,

    nei­ther. Nosiree-​that nig­ger’s headaches were gone for­ev­er.




    “My fa­ther tried it again on a man in West New­ton, Wyoming, named Mean Nathan Cruet. Old

    Cruet was one mean-​look­ing SOB-​nev­er did hurt no­body, though. He just went around

    mum­bling. Mum­ble in the morn­ing. Mum­ble in the af­ter­noon. Fi­nal­ly my fa­ther asked what

    he was mum­bling about, the old Cruet an­swered he had this headache. Had a headache from the

    first be­je­sus day he could re­mem­ber.




    “My fa­ther warned him about the po­tion, but said it might help in a small, small dose.

    Mean Nathan Cruet took just a lit­tle bit­ty tongue touch from the jug my fa­ther was sav­ing,

    and a smile crossed his face. A big, be­nign smile.”




    Hi­ram’s voice would be­come mel­low with that state­ment, his hands mark­ing the path of a

    big smooth smile.




    “And my fa­ther said:




    ” ‘Nathan, how is your headache?’




    “And Mean Nathan Cruet, who had been suf­fer­ing from headaches since as long as he could

    re­mem­ber, an­swered, clear as a bell:




    ” ‘What headache?’




    “Gen­tle­men, I don’t know what they teach you in your fan­cy col­leges, but I don’t need no

    slide rule to rec­og­nize a headache rem­edy. What we’re sell­ing now is a headache rem­edy in

    spruce wa­ter. Pure spruce wa­ter. But fig­ure out what’s in that In­di­an po­tion and

    Bris­bane will be the biggest drug com­pa­ny in the world. We’ll call it the ‘brain

    re­gen­er­ator’, just like my dad­dy did. God rest his soul.”




    With that, in the pres­ence of the first gen­er­ation of Bris­bane chemists, the old man

    or­dered the big safe in his of­fice to be opened. And for the first time ev­er, out came the

    wood-​stop­pered jug. One chemist ac­tu­al­ly tried to an­alyze a small por­tion of it. Some

    said he mere­ly tast­ed it. Oth­ers said he took a big drink. In any case, he wan­dered away

    from the lab and nev­er re­turned, his mind so ad­dled he didn’t even rec­og­nize his wife.




    To Bris­bane’s first chemist, the “brain re­gen­er­ator” had proven it­self to be as cursed

    and “un­god­ly” as Dar­wini­an the­ory, but in the 1950’s, when no sci­en­tist be­lieved in

    curs­es and the faith of rea­son ruled the land, an­oth­er chemist de­cid­ed to an­alyze the

    po­tion. This was a time of split­ting the atom, of mass spec­trom­eters, of the ab­so­lute

    cer­tain­ty that all things were mat­ter, and all mat­ter could be un­der­stood. It was a faith

    so firm it would have made a pope en­vi­ous.




    The chemist an­nounced that with on­ly one gram of the po­tion, he would quan­ti­fy to the

    last molecule ev­ery in­gre­di­ent in the “cursed brain re­gen­er­ator.”




    He un­corked the jug with a smile. He was still smil­ing when he asked what time of day it

    was. He was told it was three-​thir­ty.




    “Oh,” he said, beam­ing with en­light­ment. “That means the lit­tle hand is on the three,

    and the big hand is on the six. That is the six, isn’t it, the one with the han­dle and the

    lit­tle cir­cle on the bot­tom?”




    In the pro­gres­sive fifties, crazy peo­ple were helped, not ig­nored. So the chemist was

    helped in­to a strait­jack­et, then in­to a qui­et hos­pi­tal. With­in a few days he was well

    again. But he could not re­mem­ber one io­ta of what had gone wrong. The last thing he could

    re­call was spilling a drop, and try­ing to wipe it up.




    When, decades lat­er, Wilbur Smot hap­pened over the com­pa­ny thresh­old, Bris­bane

    Phar­ma­ceu­ti­cals was on the cor­po­rate fore­front. Their nurs­ery pro­vid­ed day care for

    un­der-​paid fe­male em­ploy­ees. Their En­light­ened Em­ploy­ment pro­gram in­tro­duced

    “blacks” both in­to the vo­cab­ulary and the lab. A mi­nor­ity quo­ta was hired, and that

    quo­ta met vis­it­ing gov­ern­ment of­fi­cials at the door and toured them around the lab. In

    fact, the “en­light­ened” em­ploy­ers knew there were no more blacks in the lab­ora­to­ry now

    than there were dur­ing old Hi­ram’s days, but now ev­ery­one knew not to call them in­sult­ing

    words. And they had learned some­thing else-​some­thing about the “mind re­gen­er­ator.” It

    could ac­tu­al­ly be ab­sorbed through skin.




    Thus when Wilbur Smot walked in­to the lab, it didn’t sur­prise him to see the se­nior

    chemist wear­ing rub­ber gloves and a rub­ber mask. He knew he was try­ing to crack the

    chem­ical code of the “mind re­gur­gi­ta­tor,” as the chemists jok­ing­ly called it.




    Wilbur si­dled over to the se­nior chemist. He had to make him un­der­stand that the re­al

    pow­er of the mind could be un­locked on­ly by elim­inat­ing re­sis­tance to nat­ural

    pow­er.




    “I’ve got it,” said the se­nior chemist, see­ing a pale cloudy re­ac­tion in a beaker. “Of

    course. Do you know what it is?”




    “No,” said Wilbur Smot. He knew the se­nior chemist had dis­cov­ered a com­po­nent be­cause

    it had re­act­ed to an el­ement in the beaker, a com­mon chem­ical test. But he had no idea

    what great se­cret the se­nior chemist had dis­cov­ered.




    “This sup­pos­ed­ly cursed for­mu­la doesn’t re­gen­er­ate the brain at all. It is unique,

    no doubt about it. But it doesn’t make the brain work bet­ter, al­though peo­ple might think it

    does.”




    “What is it?”




    “It is the re­verse of sodi­um pen­tothal. I’ve nev­er seen any­thing like it.”




    “The truth serum?”




    “No. Pen­tothal used in small dos­es will trig­ger the mem­ory, free it up. It isn’t so much

    truth you get with pen­tothal but mem­ory. This ‘brain re­gen­er­ator’ ac­tu­al­ly hard­ens the

    ar­ter­ies in the brain, cut­ting off func­tions, not free­ing them. It is like in­stant

    am­ne­sia.”




    “So that was why the chemist in the fifties for­got how to read time?” said Wilbur. “Ev­ery

    Bris­bane chemist knew the sto­ry of the old In­di­an se­cret the founder of the com­pa­ny had

    chal­lenged his chemists to un­lock, and how the years had yet to bring an an­swer.”




    “Ex­act­ly,” said the se­nior chemist. “But his mem­ory came back. Fifty years ear­li­er he

    would have been al­lowed to wan­der out of town, like the pre­vi­ous one. Maybe the first

    chemist took too much. Pow­er­ful com­pound.”




    “And the black per­son,” said Wilbur, un­der­stand­ing now, “for­got to be sub­servient. It

    elim­inat­ed all learned func­tions.”




    “So he be­came ab­so­lute­ly nor­mal, and was called ornery.”




    “And the In­di­ans gave crim­inals a large dose so that their neg­ative adult be­hav­ior

    pat­terns re­versed to those of in­fan­cy,” said Wilbur, who had learned much about neg­ative

    thoughts at Pow­er­essence. But then he won­dered why it would be called “cursed” by the

    In­di­ans.




    “Well, think about it, Wilbur,” said the se­nior chemist. “If you for­get enough, you

    for­get who you are. You for­get who you love or who loves you. You for­get where you be­long.

    And for an In­di­an to for­get his tra­di­tions is to die a liv­ing death.”




    “That’s aw­ful,” said Wilbur.




    “Yeah. We should be able to sell this to men­tal hos­pi­tals,” said the se­nior chemist,

    swirling the flu­ids in the beaker to bet­ter ex­am­ine the re­ac­tion. He breathed deeply,

    sat­is­fied with him­self.




    “But if it is so pow­er­ful, don’t you think we should use it for all mankind?”




    “Use what for all mankind?” said the se­nior chemist.




    “The so­lu­tion you’re ex­am­in­ing.”




    “What about the so­lu­tion I’m ex­am­in­ing?”




    “It can harm peo­ple,” said Wilbur.




    “This?” said the se­nior chemist, hold­ing up the vial.




    “Yeah,” said Wilbur.




    “What is it?” said the se­nior chemist.




    “The ‘mind re­gen­er­ator.’ You have dis­cov­ered it works in re­verse of a mem­ory jog­ger.

    You’ve bro­ken the se­cret of the curse. You have dis­cov­ered it in­duces am­ne­sia.”




    “What in­duces am­ne­sia?” asked the se­nior chemist.




    “That,” said Wilbur, point­ing to the vial.




    “Yes. What is it?” said the se­nior chemist.




    “A mem­ory su­pres­sant?”




    “Thank you, no. I al­ready for­got what the hell I am sup­posed to be do­ing to­day,” said

    the se­nior chemist. And in that in­stant, Wilbur re­al­ized his su­pe­ri­or had in­haled the

    po­tion. He al­so re­al­ized it was too valu­able to leave in the hands of the crude­ly

    com­mer­cial. It had to be tak­en from those peo­ple whose neg­ativ­ity was so strong they

    would in­flict it on any­one just for prof­it.




    This boon or curse to mankind be­longed in the hands of the on­ly peo­ple who tru­ly cared

    about hu­man life; the peo­ple lib­er­at­ed by Pow­er­essence, which was not a cult, not a

    re­li­gion, not a fraud, but as Wilbur Smot un­der­stood in the very mar­row of his soul, the

    ab­so­lute truth.




    Wilbur eased the old­er man back to his of­fice and then, be­ing very care­ful nei­ther to

    breathe nor to touch the brown­ish po­tion, he dis­card­ed the tests in the beakers. He

    re­moved all the notes com­piled by the Bris­bane chemists through­out the years and stuffed

    them in his pock­ets. Wilbur would take both the vial and notes to the one place in the world

    that would know how to use it. He would get them to the place he trust­ed, the place he

    trust­ed so much he al­lowed them to take thir­ty per­cent of his pay ev­ery week.




    It was an old brown­stone build­ing, bathed in the sharp light of a sun­ny win­ter day, snow

    caked on the roof, a big sign in front of­fer­ing a free char­ac­ter test. Wilbur had tak­en

    one of those when, lone­ly and fright­ened, straight from col­lege, he came to Bris­bane

    Phar­ma­ceu­ti­cals.




    The first lev­el of tests showed that he had suf­fered block­ages that made him, in the

    words of the at­trac­tive fe­male ex­am­in­er, un­sure of him­self.




    At first he thought any­one could have as­sumed that sim­ply be­cause he had tak­en the test

    at all. Wilbur was not stupid. But then their prob­ing ques­tions turned up ar­eas of fear and

    anger that even he was sur­prised to see ac­tu­al­ly ex­ist­ed. And when the ex­am­in­er gave

    him a sim­ple men­tal ex­er­cise to do, among a group of peo­ple, and the fear was

    di­min­ished, he signed up for Lev­el One. He did not hes­itate, es­pe­cial­ly since the course

    was go­ing up in price the next week.




    Lev­el One gave him a sense of a grand goal in his life as well as the tools to help him

    achieve it. Lev­el Two gave him a sense of strength and peace. Lev­el Three, far more

    ex­pen­sive, gave him the chal­lenge of throw­ing off all the shack­les that bound ev­ery­one

    out­side Pow­er­essence.




    Lev­el Four, he knew, would be far more ex­pen­sive than Lev­el Three, and he did not know

    how many more lev­els he had to pass to free him­self to­tal­ly. But he did know he had found

    the truth. Those who made ac­cu­sa­tions against this won­der­ful free­dom-​lov­ing,

    hu­man-​en­rich­ing move­ment were re­al­ly suf­fer­ing; they were sunk in the mire of

    neg­ativ­ity right up to their eye­balls.




    The truth al­ways had en­emies.




    Dr. Ru­bin Dolo­mo, founder of this great free­ing se­cret of mankind, was per­haps, like

    all the great truth givers, the most per­se­cut­ed per­son of his time. And why?




    Peo­ple feared the truth. From gov­ern­ments to sec­re­taries with nice breasts and

    dim­ples, the truth pre­sent­ed a dan­ger to them. And why? Be­cause if they knew the truth,

    they would have to give up their slav­ery to their neg­ative mean­ing­less lives.




    Dr. Ru­bin Dolo­mo did not hate these peo­ple, he felt sor­ry for them, and Wilbur should

    al­so. They were in dark­ness and could not help the things they did.




    Of course this didn’t mean the group didn’t have to de­fend it­self. In­deed it did. A child

    driv­ing a mas­sive truck might be in­no­cent of all wrong­do­ing be­cause of its age, but

    still the truck would do hor­ri­ble dam­age. Imag­ine it run­ning in­to a crowd. Imag­ine how

    many peo­ple it would kill.




    In that case would it be wrong to re­move the child? Would it be crim­inal then, to save so

    many?




    When Wilbur looked at it like that, the fact that an eight-​foot al­li­ga­tor was

    de­posit­ed in­to the swim­ming pool of a news­man writ­ing defam­ato­ry ar­ti­cles about

    Pow­er­essence did not seem so ter­ri­ble. Pow­er­essence had no in­ten­tion of killing the

    man; they on­ly want­ed to bring him to his sens­es. Not that Dr. Ru­bin Dolo­mo would ev­er do

    any­thing like that him­self. But en­thu­si­as­tic sup­port­ers, full of de­sire to free the

    writ­er’s soul, had ven­tured what might seem too far in the eyes of the world at large.




    “You mean you fol­low a man who sneaks al­li­ga­tors in­to peo­ple’s pools be­cause they say

    bad things about him?” Wilbur’s moth­er had asked.




    “You don’t un­der­stand, Mom. Dr. Ru­bin Dolo­mo can free you from a life of pain and

    un­der­achieve­ment and lone­li­ness. Some­day I hope you will change your mind.”




    “I al­ready have. I used to think he was a hus­tling fraud. Now I think he is a vi­cious

    hus­tling fraud. Wilbur, leave those peo­ple.”




    “Mom, get rid of your neg­ative forces be­fore they ru­in you.”




    “I’ll pray for you, Wilbur.”




    “I’ll re­lease my neg­ative forces for you, Mom.” Wilbur re­mem­bered that sad

    con­ver­sa­tion as he bowed to the por­trait of Dr. Ru­bin Dolo­mo, founder of Pow­er­essence,

    set above the en­trance­way to the sec­ond floor of the build­ing. On­ly those who had passed

    the first lev­el were al­lowed up here. Those walk­ing in from the street for their free

    char­ac­ter test were kept down­stairs in booths, away from pic­tures of Dr. Dolo­mo, even away

    from any men­tion of Pow­er­essence. This was not de­cep­tion.




    The de­cep­tion was all the lies peo­ple told about Pow­er­essence. There­fore, to hide the

    fact that Pow­er­essence was be­hind the tests was re­al­ly giv­ing the truth a chance,

    be­cause then the per­son, af­ter tak­ing the test and see­ing what was of­fered, would have a

    chance to judge fair­ly. Oth­er­wise, bom­bard­ed by news­pa­per pro­pa­gan­da, a per­fect­ly

    in­no­cent per­son might log­ical­ly be led to think this was all a come-​on for a fraud, a

    hus­tle to part a vic­tim from his mon­ey and his self-​con­trol.




    There­fore, Dr. Ru­bin Dolo­mo’s pic­ture was kept on­ly on the sec­ond floor, and on­ly

    when a per­son reached this floor was he al­lowed to ven­er­ate the pic­ture and un­der­stand,

    yes, in­deed, in the se­cre­cy of pure sur­round­ings, that this was re­li­gion, and Dr.

    Dolo­mo was sent by the forces of the uni­verse to help mankind.




    On­ly when he saw the pic­ture did the young chemist al­low him­self to think thoughts of

    re­li­gion. He kept the vial and the for­mu­la close to his body. He told one of the work­ers

    he had an ur­gent mes­sage.




    His Lev­el Three guide was un­avail­able, so a Lev­el Four guide had to come and see him.

    The Lev­el Four guide looked some­what har­ried for some­one who was sup­posed to be free of

    neg­ative thoughts.




    “I have dis­cov­ered in my job an in­cred­ibly pow­er­ful drug that will re­move peo­ple’s

    mem­ory. It is so dan­ger­ous on­ly we should have it.”




    “Fan­tas­tic. What does it do?”




    When Wilber ex­plained the chem­ical for­mu­la, the Lev­el Four guide de­cid­ed it was above

    his pow­er to make a de­ci­sion and moved Wilbur up to a Lev­el Five guide. The Lev­el Five

    guide whis­tled at the thought of block­ing mem­ory with a whis­per of a sub­stance and he

    passed Wilbur along to the next lev­el. The Lev­el Six guide was work­ing an adding ma­chine

    and smok­ing a cigarette. Cigarette ad­dic­tion was some­thing Pow­er­essence was sup­posed to

    cure.




    Lev­el Six did not seem at peace with the pos­itive forces of ex­is­tence, rather still a

    suf­fer­er of neg­ative in­put. “Okay, what do you got? Whatya got?”




    Wilbur ex­plained.




    “Okay, what do you want for it?”




    “I want for it to be used for the pos­itive pow­er of mankind.”




    “C’mon. You gonna do busi­ness or you gonna play in my pud­ding? How much you want? You

    sell­in’ the for­mu­la? You sell­in’ what? A dose? A quart?”




    “I am not sell­ing any­thing. I want to give back the many bless­ings I have re­ceived.”




    “Where did you come from?”




    “From down­stairs.”




    “What lev­el are you?”




    “I have, with the good help of my guides, bro­ken through to Lev­el Three.”




    “Ooooooh,” said the man with the light of recog­ni­tion on his face. “I see. This is not

    busi­ness. Good for you, kid. You’re go­ing to give it away, right? Ex­plain it to me

    again.”




    And Wilbur tried to ex­plain the for­mu­la.




    “Look, kid. That’s too big for this Tole­do fran­chise. You had bet­ter go right to

    head­quar­ters your­self. Right to Dr. Dolo­mo.”




    “I’m go­ing to see the doc­tor?”




    “You got to. This is na­tion­al. But tell him that Tole­do is in for Tole­do’s share. Okay?

    He’ll know what I’m talk­ing about, and don’t for­get to tell him you’re at Lev­el Three.

    Right?” said the man, giv­ing Wilbur’s cheek a lit­tle pat.




    “I’m on­ly at Lev­el Three. I don’t know if I am qual­ified to talk to the good doc­tor

    my­self.”




    “Yeah. Yeah. You are, kid. It’s beau­ti­ful. You’re a sweet boy. Just tell him what you told

    me.”




    “Do you think I should work on a rapid tran­scen­dence of the spir­it be­fore I en­ter his

    pres­ence? I’ve heard it could be rushed with help.”




    “What’s that, the $1,998.99 week­end in our Chill­icothe tem­ple?”




    “No, I be­lieve the of­fer­ing is $900 and it’s a day’s in­ten­sive pow­er­ing in the

    Colum­bus fa­cil­ity.”




    “Just pay for your own plane fare to head­quar­ters. That’s pu­ri­fy­ing enough. Okay, kid,

    any­thing else?”




    “Yes. I thought you weren’t sup­posed to smoke once you passed Lev­el Three,” said Wilbur,

    nod­ding to the burn­ing cigarette.




    “Right. Go down­stairs; there are peo­ple paid to ex­plain it all to you. Now get out­ta

    here, kid, and don’t for­get-​tell Dolo­mo this is a Tole­do find. He knows what I’m talk­ing

    about.”




    Wilbur went right to the air­port, not even both­er­ing to in­form Bris­bane

    Phar­ma­ceu­ti­cals he was tak­ing a day off. He was trou­bled by the cigarette smok­ing at so

    high a lev­el. But then he re­mem­bered what they had told him at Lev­el Two, when he had paid

    for the $500 hard-​bound step-​by-​step guide through the lev­els.




    “Don’t ex­pect to get rid of a life­time of wrong think­ing just be­cause you buy a set of

    books. It will take years. It will take cours­es. And most of all, it will take mon­ey. But

    don’t feel that be­cause you still wor­ry, or want to smoke or drink or spend your mon­ey

    fool­ish­ly, that you have not pro­gressed. Some­times an iso­lat­ed neg­ative thought will

    strike even the most ad­vanced of us.”




    This ex­plained why some­one at so high a lev­el could still be smok­ing. Still, Wilbur

    wor­ried about it, though his con­cerns turned to ela­tion as his cab pulled up to the famed

    “Tow­er of Pow­er­essence.” Dr. Dolo­mo lived on an es­tate in Cal­ifor­nia, fac­ing the

    Pa­cif­ic. It had more lawn than most state parks. He had read about it in Pow­er­essence

    lit­er­ature.




    Dr. Dolo­mo, hav­ing achieved the high­est lev­el of Pow­er­essence, need­ed no sleep and

    worked twen­ty-​four hours a day for the good of mankind. And he worked his great works from

    here. Wilbur pulled out his step-​by-​step guide but he was too ex­cit­ed to cram. In a few

    min­utes he’d be face-​to-​face with the young man with in­cred­ibly blue eyes who stared out

    of the book cov­er. This was a Lev­el Two book. There were ru­mors that peo­ple just sleep­ing

    on it un­der their pil­low had ad­vanced in pos­itive pow­er. Wilbur slid it be­tween the seat

    of the car and the seat of his pants.




    There were guards at the gates, but once in­side, peo­ple seemed to wan­der about at will.

    There were no pro­hi­bi­tions. Wilbur Smot tried to ab­sorb the pos­itive vi­bra­tions that

    must be com­ing from here. He felt the sun and the grass and he knew again all was good.




    A sec­re­tary down­stairs brought him to an in­ner room where a man who called him­self the

    Mid­west re­gion­al di­rec­tor watched a taped foot­ball game while eat­ing choco­lates.




    “He’s to see Dr. Dolo­mo. He’s from Tole­do.”




    “Up­stairs,” said the man.




    “Don’t you think you ought to go with him? He is sort of new to ev­ery­thing.”




    “No. No. Leave me alone. What’s there to climb­ing stairs? Get out of here.”




    Wilbur looked to the sec­re­tary. That was def­inite neg­ative be­hav­ior.




    The sec­re­tary smiled.




    “It’s all right,” she said. “Just go up­stairs.”




    On the sec­ond floor a group of maids were in a fren­zy. Mrs. Dolo­mo, he heard, was

    scream­ing about some­thing. Mrs. Dolo­mo was us­ing pro­fane lan­guage. Mrs. Dolo­mo didn’t

    want to talk to him or any oth­er jerk from Tole­do, Ohio. Mrs. Dolo­mo want­ed her beige

    bathing suit and she want­ed it now, and if he didn’t know where it was, would he kind­ly stay

    the bleep­ing hell out of the way.




    Wilbur Smot found Dr. Dolo­mo doz­ing, his pot­bel­ly heav­ing with each breath, a large

    cigar stag­nat­ing in an ash­tray.




    “Dr. Dolo­mo?” Wilbur said, pray­ing this was not the man who had found the force that had

    re­leased Wilbur from so much per­son­al pain.




    “Who wha?” cried out the port­ly fig­ure in pan­ic. He jerked him­self up to a sit­ting

    po­si­tion, reached for his bi­fo­cals, and fo­cused his eyes. “Get me the pills. Those

    pills.”




    Wilbur saw a pink plas­tic con­tain­er on a ta­ble three steps away from the di­van the man

    was ly­ing on. He gave him the pills. The man’s hands were shak­ing as he threw them in­to his

    mouth.




    Wilbur per­spired in his heavy Mid­west win­ter clothes. Rays of beau­ti­ful Cal­ifor­nia

    sun­shine bathed the room as soft Pa­cif­ic breezes played with a light cur­tain and made

    Wilbur’s very breath a song of joy. The man cleared his throat.




    “Are you try­ing to kill me? What do you mean com­ing in­to this room and wak­ing me up? I

    don’t know who you are. You could be the feds come to throw me in the slam­mer. You could be

    some dis­grun­tled par­ent want­ing his kid back come to kill me.”




    “Those are neg­ative thoughts you are bring­ing on your­self. You should speak to Dr.

    Dolo­mo some­time. You would re­al­ize you your­self are bring­ing all the bad things of your

    life in­to your life. No one else does it.”




    “I don’t need grief like that this ear­ly in the morn­ing.”




    “It’s the af­ter­noon,” said Wilbur.




    “What­ev­er. Did Beat­rice send you in here with that crap?”




    “Beat­rice?”




    “Mrs. Dolo­mo. She re­sents any­one who thinks. I think. There­fore she re­sents me.”




    “I feel sor­ry for you in your suf­fer­ing in neg­ativ­ity, but I have been sent here from

    Tole­do to see Dr. Dolo­mo.”




    “All right, what do you want?”




    Wilbur saw the eyes, the wa­tery blue eyes. The whitish hair had been blond ap­par­ent­ly.

    The face that sagged now had once been young. It was the man in the poster on the sec­ond floor

    of the Tole­do Tem­ple, the man that smiled out from the jack­et of his Lev­el Two book. Dr.

    Ru­bin Dolo­mo.




    “No,” said Wilbur. “I have made a ter­ri­ble mis­take.”




    “You al­ready woke me up, so let’s have it.”




    “I am not giv­ing you any­thing.”




    “I didn’t ask for any­thing, but now that you’ve ru­ined my day, I am sure as hell go­ing to

    get what you came for.”




    “I would nev­er give it to you.”




    “You’ve just re­al­ized this is a hus­tle and you’re at Lev­el One or some­thing.”




    “Three,” said Wilbur.




    “All right. We’ll give you your mon­ey back. I don’t need this grief. But look, you didn’t

    get in here with­out clear­ance. And you ob­vi­ous­ly have some­thing for me. Right?”




    Wilbur did not an­swer. He won­dered if he could make the gate run­ning full out. He

    won­dered if he could climb over the gate at the far end of the ex­panse of lawns. He knew he

    shouldn’t tell what he had.




    “I was just re­port­ing from the Tole­do Tem­ple. They said they are go­ing to give you an

    ex­tra pay­ment this month.”




    “Look,” said Dr. Ru­bin Dolo­mo with weari­ness in his voice. “I know you are here with

    some­thing else. But worse for both of us, Beat­rice will know you are here with some­thing

    else. She’ll know. And she’ll get it. Me, I would just as soon fly away and not both­er with

    any of this. Per­son­al­ly, I am sor­ry it all went this far. But you have not yet had the

    plea­sure of meet­ing Mrs. Dolo­mo. May you nev­er have to en­dure that plea­sure. So what is

    it?”




    “I won’t tell you.”




    “I’m go­ing to call her.”




    “No,” said Wilbur.




    “Be­fore I call her, I want you to know, son­ny, that I had noth­ing against you. And by the

    way, her name is Beat­rice and nev­er, ev­er call her Bet­ty. Gets her nose out of joint.”




    “I’m leav­ing.”




    “Beat­rice!” screamed Dr. Ru­bin Dolo­mo, and the wom­an who had been curs­ing in the

    hall­way came in­to the room still curs­ing, curs­ing that she was be­ing both­ered.




    “I knew you’d find out soon­er or lat­er. But there is some kind of good news from Tole­do

    and this kid here is a be­liev­er and he won’t talk.”




    “I am leav­ing,” said Wilbur.




    Wilbur found out that Mrs. Dolo­mo did not be­lieve in ar­gu­ments. She be­lieved in

    ra­di­ators. Two large strong men with hands like steel vis­es tied Wilbur to a ra­di­ator.

    Even though the day was warm, there was still steam in the sys­tem. It was used to heat

    wa­ter.




    Wilbur, un­der­stand­ing what the drug might mean in the wrong hands, held out un­til he was

    cry­ing in pain. And then, men­tal­ly beg­ging for­give­ness, he told the Dolo­mos about the

    mind drug that could wipe out mem­ory.




    But he warned them how dan­ger­ous it was. He begged them not to use it, even as Dr. Dolo­mo

    talked of us­ing Lev­el Two peo­ple as guinea pigs, of sell­ing small dos­es of it, or bet­ter

    yet, us­ing it as a teach­ing boost­er at the first lev­el. The pos­si­bil­ities were end­less:

    give a group dose to the en­tire sec­ond lev­el and then, as the dose wore off, make the

    mem­bers be­lieve Paw­er­essence had re­turned their mem­ory. Of course, they would have to

    give the Tole­do fran­chise its cut. Or bet­ter yet, a dose of the drug. They would for­get

    they owned a piece of the po­tion.




    “I was think­ing about get­ting it in­to the food of the wit­ness­es against us,” said Dr.

    Dolo­mo. He lit the end of the cigar.




    “The wit­ness­es against you, Ru­bin,” said Beat­rice Dolo­mo.




    “I am your hus­band.”




    “Please,” cried Wilbur.




    “What do we do with him?” asked Dolo­mo.




    “I am not go­ing to have some­one with an as­sault charge in his pock­et against me run­ning

    around the streets,” huffed Beat­rice.




    “I told you, kid,” said Dr. Dolo­mo, shrug­ging.




    “Please,” sobbed Wilbur. “Please let me up.” The wom­an nod­ded for him to be un­tied.




    “We don’t have to kill him,” said Dolo­mo. “He al­ready told us ev­ery­thing it did. Give

    him a good swal­low like the In­di­ans used. He’ll for­get ev­ery­thing.”




    “No,” said Wilbur.




    “Young man,” said Beat­rice Doiomo. “Do you know how al­li­ga­tors eat their din­ner? Well,

    ei­ther you take a swig out of that vial you just showed us, or you will be­come very

    fa­mil­iar with the den­tal pat­tern of the Amer­ican al­li­ga­tor. They rip their food rather

    than chew it, you know. Thrash it about, so to speak. Not much of a choice, is it, dear?”




    Wilbur looked at the brown liq­uid. He won­dered what he would feel like not re­mem­ber­ing

    any­thing, not re­mem­ber­ing who he was, who his par­ents were, or how he lived, and he

    un­der­stood in that last ma­ture mo­ment of his life what the In­di­ans meant by a

    pun­ish­ment. When he swal­lowed the lit­tle vial, he said good-​bye to him­self.




    The liq­uid was sur­pris­ing­ly’sweet and pleas­ant. Wilbur thought that he would make a

    men­tal note of how long it took be­fore the po­tion took hold and what the last mo­ments of

    mem­ory would be like.




    He did not har­bor this thought long. He was stand­ing in a room with peo­ple look­ing at

    him and had some­thing sweet in his mouth. He did not know whether they were kind peo­ple or

    bad peo­ple. He did not know he was in Cal­ifor­nia. He knew the sun was shin­ing and some­one,

    some nice per­son, was telling him they were go­ing to fix the boo-​boo on his back­side. He

    had been burned. But Wilbur Smot did not quite un­der­stand those words. He did not know what

    burn was. He did not know what boo-​boo was.




    He was on the floor, be­cause he had not yet learned to walk.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo and he was learn­ing again. But it seemed slow­er this time, the wall did

    not seem as ex­cit­ing this time. His body did not seem as alive this time.




    The beach sands blew on the stone walk around the lux­ury high-​rise build­ing, col­lect­ing

    around bush­es and posts and his bare an­kles. Be­hind him, the sun rose red over the dark

    At­lantic. Mi­ami Beach was qui­et but for the dis­tant scratch­ing of rats in the garbage

    cans. He felt the salt sea air on his skin, moist and warm and fer­tile as the things of the

    sea. His lips tast­ed faint­ly of salt and white brick wall loomed up above him, straight up

    above him fifty sto­ries in­to the last of the night sky.




    It had been so easy for so long, and now he was do­ing it again. The first time, so many

    years be­fore, he had start­ed at the top and de­scend­ed. But that was a test of fear, that

    was a test of con­trol­ling the one thing that stopped the body from mov­ing at its

    op­ti­mum.




    He touched his open palm to the brick and felt the mor­tar joints, con­crete crum­bling

    un­der his fin­ger­pads. His body moved in­to the wall so that there was a true pres­sure

    against it, from his spine, from his breath­ing, from the hu­man form that so rarely in all

    his­to­ry was used to its full. His toes felt the mois­ture on the brick, and set them­selves

    ev­er so pre­cise­ly to bal­ance his body against the wall with an even force. And then

    fin­ger­pads against mor­tar, toes against brick, the body moved up­ward in­to the build­ing,

    so that Re­mo could feel with his cheek the very vi­bra­tions of the foun­da­tion sunk in­to

    the sup­port­ing rock of Mi­ami Beach.




    The brick brushed the cheek, and the hands, as though swim­ming, pressed down against the

    wall as his toes pushed up­ward. And the trunk rose, smooth as a yawn, hands up and down, feet

    to­geth­er, toes push­ing down, hands up, toes down, hands down, toes up, faster and faster

    un­til the yawn be­came a rapid whis­per up the walls. As he moved past win­dows and ceil­ings,

    as the brick went by and the roof came down to the ris­ing fig­ure, it was all the same again.

    Smooth again. Per­fect again. As he had been told it would be.




    If some­one had been watch­ing he would have seen a man swim up a wall. That was how it

    would have seemed. But the mirac­ulous thing about it would have been that it would not have

    seemed mirac­ulous at all, be­cause the way this man moved his body was in uni­ty with all

    liv­ing things. Some­one see­ing it would have seen the most nat­ural thing in the world.




    “Not jerky,” came the high-​pitched voice from the roof. Re­mo topped like a div­er at the

    apex of his jump, and land­ed on the roof. He was thin but with thick wrists. He had dark eyes

    and high cheek­bones and thin lips. He wore dark slacks and a dark shirt.




    “Maybe,” he said, “I am feel­ing at one with my­self again.”




    “That is not the one to be at one with, your­self. I am the one to be at one with. That’s

    why you got in­to trou­ble. That’s why we are re­learn­ing. What will hap­pen when I am not

    here any­more?”




    “I’ll prob­ably have a mo­ment’s peace, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    “Death is the most re­lax­ing ex­pe­ri­ence of all,” came the squeaky voice from the

    shad­ows. The breeze on the roof rus­tled the dark robes of the old man who had just spo­ken.

    The wisps of hair around his ears float­ed like pen­nants, but the body was cen­tered with more

    firm­ness than the very foun­da­tion of the build­ing. He raised a sin­gle fin­ger, its nail

    like a curv­ing quill, long and smooth. “Death,” said Chi­un, “is the eas­iest thing of

    all.”




    “Well then, lit­tle fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “It’s my death.”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “Not any­more. You do not have a right to die, any more than I did

    be­fore I found a Mas­ter to take my place, a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo did not an­swer. He knew the old man was right. He had en­dan­gered him­self by

    ex­pos­ing his high­ly sen­si­tive ner­vous sys­tem to ra­dioac­tive ma­te­ri­als. Nor­mal­ly

    he would have no­ticed, sensed it. But Re­mo had been de­sen­si­tized by anger. Chi­un had

    de­clared that the sub­stance was cursed, and Re­mo did not be­lieve in curs­es, es­pe­cial­ly

    not the curs­es record­ed in the his­to­ries of the House of Sinan­ju. There­fore he did not

    lis­ten to his body, which would have warned him about the ra­dioac­tiv­ity. Af­ter he had been

    weak­ened by it, he could sense it even less.




    Chi­un had nursed him back to health, but had nev­er let him for­get that the his­to­ries of

    Sinan­ju would have saved him. Re­mo’s prob­lems with the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju be­gan with

    Chi­un, be­cause he read what Chi­un wrote, and he knew the re­ports were high­ly shad­ed. For

    one, Chi­un avoid­ed men­tion­ing that he had trained not on­ly the first non­res­ident of the

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju, but al­so the first non-​Ko­re­an to be a Mas­ter, and the first

    non-​Ori­en­tal to boot. A white man.




    To read a cur­rent his­to­ry of Chi­un and the new world, Amer­ica, “A hap­py but ner­vous

    peo­ple, quick to anger and even quick­er to do noth­ing about it,” one could imag­ine that

    Re­mo could be a Ko­re­an. There were many ref­er­ences to Re­mo feel­ing an at­tach­ment to

    the wa­ters of the West Ko­re­an Bay, when ac­tu­al­ly Re­mo had been to Sinan­ju on­ly once,

    and then for a fight. Al­most ev­ery time Chi­un men­tioned Re­mo he stressed how dif­fer­ent

    his high cheek­bones were from those of the nor­mal white.




    And the fact that Re­mo was an or­phan meant to Chi­un that he could not def­inite­ly say

    his moth­er or fa­ther wasn’t Ko­re­an.




    “I can and I do. I’m white,” Re­mo had re­peat­ed. So Chi­un had taught Re­mo ev­ery­thing,

    but not how to make an en­try in­to the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju. And Re­mo still did not

    be­lieve the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju, even though as he re­learned the wall as­cent Chi­un

    com­ment­ed:




    “The great Wang per­fect­ed that. We owe all as­cents to the great Wang. If I were not here,

    you could have read the his­to­ries and known how to do it again.”




    “If you were not here, lit­tle fa­ther, I prob­ably would nev­er read the his­to­ries of

    Sinan­ju. I don’t read them now, come to think of it.”




    “You must again,” said Chi­un.




    There was a bang­ing on the door to the roof of the Mi­ami high-​rise.




    “You out there, how did you get up there?”




    Re­mo went to the door where the voice was com­ing from. It was locked. He en­fold­ed the

    han­dle light­ly in his palm and then, mak­ing sure the lock was tight against the han­dle,

    snapped it up. Met­al parts flew like shrap­nel and the door opened slow­ly.




    A se­cu­ri­ty guard stepped up on­to the roof.




    “Break­ing and en­ter­ing,” he said, notic­ing the lock was no longer on the door.




    “I on­ly broke it to let you out here,” said Re­mo.




    “Then how did you get up?”




    “You wouldn’t un­der­stand,” said Re­mo.




    “No­tice his low cheek­bones,” said Chi­un to the guard. “That is a com­mon or­di­nary

    white. Of course he wouldn’t un­der­stand.”




    “Who are you jok­ers call­ing com­mon?” said the se­cu­ri­ty guard.




    “He doesn’t mean what you think he means,” said Re­mo.




    “Low cheek­bones. Look at yours, bud­dy. You look like the old man, like a gook.”




    The guard stood ready for a fight. He had his hand on a bil­ly club. He weighed as much as

    Re­mo and Chi­un put to­geth­er. He was sure one blow would do it.




    When the old one moved to­ward him, he raised his club, pre­pared to bring down all its

    force right in­to the flow­ing robes of the old Ori­en­tal. His arm was com­ing down when he

    felt some­thing against his cheek. Two lips. Then he heard a smack. The Ori­en­tal had giv­en

    him a kiss on his cheek as he was try­ing to hit him. And then, more smooth­ly than the guard’s

    eyes could be­lieve, the Ori­en­tal was be­hind him.




    “A West­ern cus­tom of thanks,” said Chi­un, ex­plain­ing the kiss, the first kiss he had

    ev­er giv­en, much less to a white. In Sinan­ju there were ten­der­ness­es, but nev­er

    de­liv­ered in this West­ern form. But the joy in Chi­un’s heart had de­mand­ed that he of­fer

    thanks­giv­ing to the big white man in the guard’s uni­form of blue and the square badge of

    sil­ver.




    The guard some­how had missed the old man, but he wasn’t go­ing to miss the younger one. He

    swung the club at his mid­sec­tion, swung it with the anger of a man who had tried to kill and

    been dis­missed by a kiss on the cheek. Re­mo caught the bil­ly club in his palm and pushed it

    back like a turn­stile.




    He had to catch up to Chi­un. While the coun­ter­force meant lit­tle to one whose ev­ery

    cell moved in uni­son, to the guard it was like swing­ing his body in­to an on­com­ing truck.

    The jolt of his body mov­ing in­to Re­mo’s shat­tered his pelvis, sep­arat­ed spinal disks,

    shred­ded the car­ti­lege at the shoul­ders, and took a good half-​hour out of his life as he

    wait­ed un­con­scious on the roof.




    Re­mo, on the oth­er hand, did not miss a pace. He fol­lowed Chi­un.




    “That guard didn’t see that well at night,” said Re­mo.




    “He was white. He saw as whites see.”




    “You your­self said whites have fun­ny eyes, that they can’t see well be­cause round things

    nev­er fo­cus as sharply as point­ed ones.”




    “His could see well enough,” said Chi­un. He was pick­ing up speed. Re­mo fol­lowed. Down

    one flight af­ter an­oth­er to the tenth floor with the ki­mono whip­ping be­hind him, Chi­un

    moved, faster than an el­eva­tor, faster than a sprint­er on a dead run, but nev­er with­out

    grace and flow in his move­ment. In­to their tem­po­rary apart­ment he moved, right to the ink

    and scroll he moved, and then up­on the rugged floor of this Mi­ami con­do­mini­um did Chi­un,

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, write what he had be­held this very evening, even as Re­mo

    com­plained.




    “Lo these many years, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had toiled with the new Mas­ter, Re­mo, as was

    his name, in the adopt­ed coun­try where Chi­un had found him. And hence, he no­ticed the

    dif­fer­ence in him from his white sur­round­ings,” in­scribed Chi­un. Even with his awe­some

    speed, each Ko­re­an char­ac­ter was per­fect, aligned with greater ac­cu­ra­cy than if on a

    grid. This dawn the Mas­ter was in­spired. This dawn he wrote with joy.




    “And lo, one night a sim­ple white sta­tioned to guard the en­vi­rons of one of their mi­nor

    cas­tles for the com­mon man, did set eyes up­on Chi­un and his pupil, Re­mo. And in that

    pe­cu­liar red light of the morn­ing that al­lows round eyes to fo­cus bet­ter than nor­mal, he

    saw what Chi­un had seen so many years ago. He saw it in the cheek­bones and in the eyes. And

    what he saw was re­sem­blance.




    “Even the most com­mon white could not miss the ab­so­lute Ko­re­an­ness of Re­mo, hum­ble

    though the white was. And he be­spoke this fact to Chi­un.




    “This, then, rais­es the one ques­tion that had long haunt­ed Chi­un, dis­cov­er­er of

    Amer­ica, the na­tion (not the con­ti­nent which was dis­cov­ered in the first realm of the

    Maya by Mas­ter Can Wi). Which Ko­re­an had been an­ces­tor to Re­mo?




    “Was it the lost Mas­ter? Had he se­cret­ed his seed in the new na­tion so that lat­er,

    Chi­un might har­vest? To which Sinan­ju par­ent could Re­mo trace his un­known an­ces­try?




    Chi­un had curved him­self over to the pa­per as a flow­er bent above a white parch­ment

    pond. Now he straight­ened, and with sat­is­fac­tion he hand­ed the brush quill to Re­mo.




    “You can­not say that this is not the truth. Write now your first sen­tences of the

    his­to­ry.”




    Re­mo eas­ily read the Ko­re­an. It was the old form, more in­flu­enced by Chi­nese than

    Japanese. But many of the char­ac­ters-​like the sym­bols for pay­ment-​were unique to Sinan­ju

    it­self. Sinan­ju alone had brought the wealth of the West in trib­utes to the House of

    As­sas­sins to the East. Things that were nev­er seen be­fore in the Ori­ent had come to

    Sinan­ju by boat and car­avan. The old Sinan­ju Mas­ters, then, had to cre­ate char­ac­ters in

    or­der to cat­alog their trea­sures. It was a la­bor of love.




    Re­mo re­mem­bered Chi­un show­ing him the scroll marked with his own first en­try; his

    writ­ings fol­lowed Chi­un’s fa­ther’s en­try, and that of his fa­ther’s fa­ther. Cousins from

    way back were chron­icled, as were sec­ond cousins, and so was a very sup­ple en­ter­tain­er

    who was half from Sinan­ju and half from the no­to­ri­ous city of Pgy­ongyang, home of loose

    wom­en and loos­er men, not a fit­ting place for the up­right of the lit­tle fish­ing vil­lage

    of Sinan­ju.




    Re­mo had been re­ferred to in the his­to­ries of this house of as­sas­sins as “the

    half-​breed.”




    He took the quill in his hand and read again what Chi­un had writ­ten. He knew the marks,

    and he knew fu­ture gen­er­ations would judge his hand, if there were fu­ture gen­er­ations. He

    won­dered when he too would have to train a fu­ture Mas­ter. Orig­inal­ly he had learned

    Sinan­ju to serve his coun­try, but now know­ing Sinan­ju placed an obli­ga­tion on him to

    teach it to some­one else al­so. The tool had be­come at least equal to the pur­pose.




    Re­mo read what Chi­un had writ­ten yet again, then quick­ly drew the char­ac­ter he had

    been think­ing of. It was a com­bi­na­tion of the horns of a bull and the waste prod­uct of

    said bull. In Amer­ica this phrase was a col­lo­qui­al­ism for some­thing that was un­true.




    Chi­un read the word and slow­ly nod­ded.




    “Now that you have ex­plained what white grat­itude is worth, would you care to

    cor­rob­orate what you heard on the roof.”




    “He didn’t mean what he said.”




    “Ah,” said Chi­un. “You have ad­vanced in Sinan­ju to be­come a read­er of minds. Please

    then, tell me what is on my mind.”




    “You don’t want to ad­mit you trained a white.”




    “If that is what you think, then you write that down here on the scroll,” said Chi­un, his

    voice as cold as the po­lar depths. “Go ahead. Write it down. Each Mas­ter must write the

    truth.”




    “Okay,” said Re­mo. “I am go­ing to write that I work for the or­ga­ni­za­tion, and you are

    my train­er. I will write that in the course of train­ing I learned some­thing else and that

    what I learned made me be­come some­one else, but I am white. A white per­son has mas­tered

    Sinan­ju, and is Sinan­ju. That is what I am go­ing to write.”




    Chi­un wait­ed, say­ing noth­ing. But when Re­mo was about to put the brush back to the

    scroll, Chi­un quick­ly rolled it up.




    “The his­to­ries of Sinan­ju are too im­por­tant to write such non­sense. With­out a

    his­to­ry, man is noth­ing. The worst thing that you whites did when you en­slaved the blacks

    was not to make them slaves. Was not to kill them. Was not to rob them of their lives, for

    oth­ers have done that through­out the ages. What you did most shame­ful­ly was to rob them of

    their past.”




    “I am glad you are ad­mit­ting I’m white now,” said Re­mo.




    “On­ly the flaws. You couldn’t help but adopt some of the flaws, hav­ing lived among them

    af­ter birth.”




    “Where my moth­er sud­den­ly flew from Sinan­ju to leave me in down­town Newark where I was

    found, look­ing very white. There are the or­phan­age records, you know.”




    “Be­lieve what you will. I know what is true,” said Chi­un.




    “Lit­tle fa­ther, what is so bad about ad­mit­ting you gave Sinan­ju to a white? Does it not

    make you look bet­ter that you took a meat eater, cigarette smok­er, whiskey drinker,

    punch-​with-​the-​fist white man and found in him that which you could make Sinan­ju?”




    “I thought of that,” said Chi­un.




    “And?”




    “And I dis­missed it. For cen­turies, thou­sands of years, none but Sinan­ju has mas­tered

    Sinan­ju. We have all ac­cept­ed that. And here you come along. What does that do to our

    his­to­ries? If this is not true, then what else is false?”




    “Lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo, “I have left most of my ways to fol­low Sinan­ju. Grant­ed I

    didn’t have much. I wasn’t mar­ried. I had a pret­ty crum­my job, I was a cop. No steady girl.

    No re­al friends, I guess. I love my coun­try and I still do. But I do find some­thing that was

    ab­so­lute­ly true. It’s Sinan­ju. And I bet my life on it. And so far I have won.”




    “You are too emo­tion­al,” said Chi­un, turn­ing away, and Re­mo knew it was be­cause Chi­un

    did not wish for him to see how moved he was.




    The phone rang three times and stopped. Then it rang once. Then it rang two times and

    stopped. Up­stairs was call­ing with an as­sign­ment.




    Re­mo an­swered the phone. He was feel­ing good again. He need­ed his coun­try and he

    need­ed to serve, just as he did when he vol­un­teered for the Marines the day af­ter

    grad­ua­tion from high school. As for Sinan­ju, that had be­come who he was, and it was strange

    be­ing part of a house of as­sas­sins al­ready fa­mous in the Ori­ent when Rome was a mud­dy

    vil­lage on an Etr­uscan riv­er. On the one hand, he didn’t know his moth­er or fa­ther. On the

    oth­er hand, he knew his spir­itu­al an­ces­tors fur­ther back than Moses.




    All of this he brought to the tele­phone and to his coun­try as he punched in the num­bered

    re­sponse. One mul­ti­plied each code right by two. Up­stairs had said that would be sim­ple.

    If he heard two rings, punch in the num­ber four. If he heard four, punch in the num­ber

    eight.




    What, he had asked, if he heard a nine-​ring code? “Then it won’t be us,” said Harold W.

    Smith, the on­ly Amer­ican be­sides the Pres­ident al­lowed to know of Re­mo’s ex­is­tence, the

    one who ran the or­ga­ni­za­tion once called Amer­ica’s hedge against dis­as­ter, more

    re­cent­ly called in times of crises “our last hope.”




    Re­mo punched in the prop­er code. Then he punched in the prop­er code again.




    So im­por­tant was se­cre­cy, be­cause the or­ga­ni­za­tion was it­self out­side the law,

    that the phone was sup­posed to ac­ti­vate a scram­bler sys­tem from any­where. He didn’t know

    how it worked but even on an ex­ten­sion phone no one could lis­ten in on him.




    Re­mo got an op­er­ator in Ne­bras­ka telling him that the lo­cal ser­vice was glad to help

    him. Then he got switched to a na­tion­al ser­vice which was al­so glad to help him. Then he

    was told how much mon­ey he was sav­ing with an­oth­er na­tion­al ser­vice, and then back to a

    Mi­ami op­er­ator, who asked which sys­tem he was us­ing.




    “I don’t know,” said Re­mo. “Do you?”




    “We are not al­lowed to give out that in­for­ma­tion,” said the op­er­ator. “Would you like

    to speak to my su­per­vi­sor?”




    “You don’t know who you work for?”




    “Would you like to speak to my su­per­vi­sor?”




    “You mean you don’t know who you work for?”




    “It’s just like your tele­phone bill, sir. I get four­teen pages of ex­pla­na­tion for who

    pays me and I don’t un­der­stand a word of it.”




    A sharp buzzing came over the phone, and a sharp lemo­ny voice in­ter­rupt­ed. It was Harold

    W. Smith, head of the or­ga­ni­za­tion.




    “Sor­ry, Re­mo, we can’t even scram­ble the phones with­out a hitch any­more.”




    “You mean I didn’t mess up the code?” said Re­mo.




    “No. Ev­er since AT , noth­ing has worked well. It was the great­est com­mu­ni­ca­tion

    sys­tem on earth at one time. We were the en­vy of the world. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, the courts

    de­cid­ed oth­er­wise. All in all, I guess I’d rather have some law and or­der in the coun­try,

    than phones that work per­fect­ly. Giv­en a choice, you know.”




    “I didn’t know about the phone com­pa­ny breakup,” said Re­mo.




    “Don’t you read the news­pa­pers?”




    “Not any­more, Smit­ty.”




    “What do you do?”




    It was a good ques­tion.




    “I breathe a lot,” said Re­mo.




    “Oh,” Smith said. “I guess that means some­thing. In any case, we have a prob­lem with a

    wit­ness in a big rack­eteer­ing case. Seems some­one has reached him. We want you to see that

    he tes­ti­fies hon­est­ly. This one wit­ness could take down the en­tire mob west of the

    Rock­ies. Are you up to it? How are you feel­ing?”




    “Not peak, but more than good enough for what we have to do.”




    Chi­un, re­al­iz­ing Re­mo was talk­ing to Harold W. Smith, the man who se­cured prop­er

    gold de­liv­ery in trib­ute to Sinan­ju for Chi­un’s and now Re­mo’s ser­vices, said in

    Ko­re­an:




    “That is no way to talk. If an em­per­or thinks you are serv­ing him de­spite in­juries,

    al­low it. Al­low as to how ev­ery liv­ing breath serves his glo­ry. Pro­vid­ed of course the

    trib­ute ar­rives on time.”




    Re­mo didn’t even both­er to ex­plain any­more that Smith was not an em­per­or. He had

    ex­plained to Chi­un too many times al­ready that the or­ga­ni­za­tion served a democ­ra­cy

    which de­cid­ed its em­per­or by vot­ing, not be an as­sas­sin’s hand or march­ing army or

    ac­ci­dent of birth. This Chi­un not on­ly thought of as a foul abom­ina­tion, but al­so

    im­pos­si­ble in the af­fairs of men, and Re­mo was on­ly a fool to be­lieve it, like our

    West­ern fairy tales such as San­ta Claus, or that God de­creed who would rule. The say­ing in

    Sinan­ju had al­ways been, “The di­vine right of all kings is craft­ed by the hand of the

    as­sas­sin.”




    It had been a good sell­ing point in the Ming and Chang Dy­nas­ties of Chi­na, and the court

    of Charle­magne.




    “Is that Chi­un there? Send him our re­gards and tell him the trib­ute ship­ment ar­rived on

    time,” said Smith.




    “He knows that, Smit­ty.”




    “How? I on­ly found out this morn­ing.”




    “I don’t know how he knows. There was a prob­lem once with a de­liv­ery and the

    ac­cu­mu­lat­ed trea­sure of the house, and ev­er since, he has kept an eye on the

    ac­counts.”




    “He doesn’t trust us any­more?”




    “Sort of,” said Re­mo. How could he ex­plain it to Smith? Chi­un didn’t trust any­one

    be­yond the sub­urbs of Sinan­ju prop­er and did not have all that much use for ev­ery­one

    in­side those bound­aries ei­ther. He trust­ed Re­mo be­cause he knew Re­mo. He most

    cer­tain­ly was not go­ing to trust a client.




    “We have a mi­nor court re­in­force­ment in Cal­ifor­nia,” said Smith. There wasn’t too much

    more to be said, ex­cept for the name and place.




    Re­mo had done it many times. Made sure wit­ness­es didn’t clam up. It was part of the

    orig­inal pur­pose of CURE, as the or­ga­ni­za­tion was called, to make sure the na­tion could

    sur­vive with­in the Con­sti­tu­tion. That meant mak­ing the courts work. But so many

    wit­ness­es had been bought off or fright­ened off that in en­tire states the jus­tice sys­tem

    bare­ly creaked along. It was the one thing Re­mo could say CURE had ac­tu­al­ly im­proved. The

    rest of the work was keep­ing the world from falling apart, and he was fair­ly cer­tain that in

    that area, CURE was los­ing.




    “You’re not ready yet,” said Chi­un.




    “For you, no. For what I have to do, yes.”




    “The first step in­to eter­ni­ty is a missed breath.”




    “I’m good enough.”




    “Good enough? Good enough?” said Chi­un. “Good enough would be to hit some­one over the head

    with a brick. Good enough would be to use a gun. You are Sinan­ju, not some … some white

    gang­ster in a uni­form.”




    “I’m still white, lit­tle fa­ther.”




    “You sound it.”




    “Didn’t you say that em­per­ors couldn’t tell per­fec­tion from duck dung? That all they

    cared about was putting a head on a wall?”




    “Yes, but we care. That is who we are. Be­sides, in this coun­try they do not put heads on

    walls. They are crazy. They are ashamed of their as­sas­sins.”




    “Right, lit­tle fa­ther. We’re a se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion.”




    “See. You are ashamed of what you do. And that is the fault of the mad Smith. In any

    civ­ilized coun­try he would have used me to open­ly de­clare him­self em­per­or. He would hang

    all his en­emies’ heads on the palace wall to show his strength. But no, we must skulk around

    like crim­inals.”




    “Right, lit­tle fa­ther. Se­cret,” said Re­mo pleas­ant­ly.




    “On­ly a worm is pleased to live un­der a rock,” said Chi­un.




    “No time to ar­gue, lit­tle fa­ther. I’ve got to get go­ing.”




    “To do what? To re­move a ri­val for a great throne, adding hon­or to the his­to­ry of

    Sinan­ju? What should I write down now that you do? De­liv­er pack­ages? Watch over ma­chin­ery

    like a slave at a wa­ter wheel? What new mis­use for the tal­ents of Sinan­ju?”




    “I am go­ing to make sure a wit­ness tes­ti­fies.” Chi­un rolled up the scroll and capped

    the ink.




    “You are all crazy. All crazy. If Em­per­or Smith wants a de­ci­sion from a judge, why

    doesn’t he buy the judge like in any civ­ilized coun­try?”




    Re­mo had packed ev­ery­thing he need­ed for the trip. Ev­ery­thing was a wad of cash in his

    pock­et.




    “That’s what we’re fight­ing against,” said Re­mo.




    “Why?” said Chi­un.




    “It has to do with the Con­sti­tu­tion, lit­tle fa­ther, and I don’t have time to ex­plain

    it now.”




    Chi­un shrugged, fold­ing his long del­icate fin­gers un­der­neath his robe. He would nev­er

    be able to ex­plain it in the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju. Here was a piece of pa­per Smith and

    Re­mo held sa­cred. The very ex­is­tence of what they called the or­ga­ni­za­tion vi­olat­ed

    that piece of pa­per, but the or­ga­ni­za­tion was cre­at­ed to pro­tect it. And there­fore

    ev­ery­one had to be se­cret about what they did. Even for whites, this was puz­zling. Re­mo

    de­nied Smith had plans for be­com­ing the em­per­or, which they called the Pres­ident here.

    But if that were not his re­al plan, what was it? It cer­tain­ly could not be pro­tect­ing a

    sa­cred piece of pa­per. There weren’t even any jew­els on it. He had seen it once in a glass

    case.




    “That’s it?” Chi­un had asked, look­ing at the sim­ple old parch­ment.




    “That’s it, lit­tle fa­ther,” Re­mo had said proud­ly. “A lot of men died for that.”




    “Who killed them?”




    “Lots of peo­ple. Peo­ple who would de­stroy Amer­ica main­ly.”




    “You mean if that piece of pa­per burned up, Amer­ica would no longer ex­ist? It is mag­ic

    then. The mag­ic pa­per that holds Amer­ica to­geth­er.”




    “Yes. In a way. In a def­inite way, yes,” said Re­mo. Chi­un re­mem­bered how hap­py he had

    been when he said that. Ac­tu­al­ly hap­py. He wasn’t ly­ing ei­ther. Re­mo didn’t lie. A

    fright­en­ing char­ac­ter­is­tic in a hu­man be­ing, like an in­abil­ity to blink one’s eyes,

    but nev­er­the­less a char­ac­ter­is­tic of Re­mo.




    And so there was Chi­un stand­ing be­fore the glass case in a white man’s build­ing,

    lis­ten­ing to Re­mo hap­pi­ly ex­plain a fairy tale about a piece of pa­per, claim­ing its

    words ran Amer­ica.




    But nowhere in the doc­ument was there any men­tion of king or em­per­or. Nowhere. All it

    talked about was what the gov­ern­ment could not do to its sub­jects. Re­mo had read through

    about a half page of cit­izens’ rights when Chi­un had asked to be ex­cused. He was go­ing to

    vom­it if he heard any more.




    To the ser­vice of this non­sense was the awe­some mag­nif­icence of the pow­er of Sinan­ju

    now ded­icat­ed. Chi­un thought about that as Re­mo, hap­py, left the apart­ment.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Gen­naro “Drums” Dru­mo­la weighed four hun­dred and thir­ty pounds and when he laughed his

    stom­ach stayed still and the room shook.




    It didn’t help that he was in a small wood frame house. But the U.S. at­tor­ney want­ed him

    there, want­ed him miles away from down­town Los An­ge­les or any city. He want­ed to make sure

    Drums’s friends could not reach him. The best mil­itary guards were post­ed at the edges of the

    wood­lands. Elec­tron­ic sen­sors were hid­den in a neck­lace of warn­ing un­der­neath the

    ground be­hind the hu­man shield. And above them all, air­craft con­stant­ly pa­trolled.

    Gen­naro Dru­mo­la by his tes­ti­mo­ny alone could bring down most of the nar­cotics

    traf­fick­ing and pro­tec­tion rack­ets op­er­at­ing in Cal­ifor­nia.




    Drums had been more than will­ing to do this for his gov­ern­ment. Drums had an aver­sion to

    gas cham­bers, and his gov­ern­ment had told him he could live, al­beit in prison, if he would

    help them build their case against the peo­ple he used to work for.




    “You mean break my oath of si­lence?” asked Drums.




    “Mr. Dru­mo­la, we have iron­clad ev­idence that will con­vict you of crush­ing three

    peo­ple to death for mon­ey. Have you ev­er seen any­one in a gas cham­ber? Have you ev­er seen

    how they die?”




    “You ev­er see how peo­ple die who sing against the mob?”




    “We’ll put you in a camp pro­tect­ed by the mil­itary. We’ll have planes over­head. Your

    friends won’t be able to reach you where we’ll put you.”




    “Will I eat good?”




    “Like a king, Mr. Dru­mo­la. And that’s your choice: you can ei­ther choke to death in a gas

    cham­ber or eat like a king.”




    “You make it sim­ple,” said Drums. “Still, you got to get a con­vic­tion first.”




    “We have video film of you sit­ting on a lit­tle old la­dy. Do you know what you see on that

    film? Two lit­tle old arms and two lit­tle old legs and you on top. You see the legs move a

    lot, Mr. Dru­mo­la. Then you don’t see the legs move at all.”




    “Ey. She was a dead­beat. A bum. She owed.”




    “She owed three thou­sand dol­lars on a two-​hun­dred dol­lar loan, Mr. Dru­mo­la. The court

    is not go­ing to look very fa­vor­ably on your mo­tives. They’re al­ler­gic to

    loan­shark­ing.”




    “How’d they get the tape?”




    “Some kids with a home video cam­era and a tele­pho­to lens. Not even grainy. Maybe your

    friends will kill you if you tes­ti­fy against them, but with us there’s no maybe. No lawyer is

    go­ing to get you off when a ju­ry sees this video­tape.”




    And so Gen­naro Dru­mo­la be­gan ex­plain­ing to the U.S. at­tor­ney who did what and when

    in Cal­ifor­nia and where the bod­ies were. Gen­naro’s tes­ti­mo­ny ran three hun­dred pages.

    It was so com­plete that all he had to do was ap­pear in court and tes­ti­fy that he had said

    all those things he had said to the U.S. at­tor­ney, and the mob would be bro­ken from Ore­gon

    to Ti­jua­na.




    And then one day, Drums looked at the pages and pages of tes­ti­mo­ny stacked on a ta­ble in

    the cen­ter of the cab­in, and said:




    “What’s that?”




    “Your tick­et out of the gas cham­ber, Drums,” a guard an­swered. He re­fused to call him

    Mr. Dru­mo­la.




    “Yeah, what gas cham­ber?”




    “The ex­tra-​strength gas cham­ber they’ll build just for you if you for­get to

    tes­ti­fy.”




    “Hey, no. I’ll tes­ti­fy. What do you want me to say? What do you want me to talk

    about?”




    “Me? Noth­ing. I just work here,” said the guard. “But the U.S. at­tor­ney wants you to talk

    a lot.”




    “Sure,” said Drums. “About what?”




    When the U.S. at­tor­ney heard about Drums’s new at­ti­tude, he came to the cab­in him­self

    and promised Gen­naro Dru­mo­la that if it were the last thing he ev­er did on earth, he would

    make sure Dru­mo­la would die in the gas cham­ber.




    “What are you talkin’ about?” asked Dru­mo­la.




    “You’re go­ing to die, Dru­mo­la.”




    “What for?”




    “Mur­der one.”




    “Who?”




    “The lit­tle old la­dy we have tapes of you killing.”




    “What tapes?”




    The U.S. at­tor­ney stormed out of the lit­tle cab­in. His case was over. Some­how, some

    way, some­one had reached the turn­coat, and now all they had was vol­umes of tes­ti­mo­ny that

    could not be backed up in court by the wit­ness.




    He did not know that oth­ers were watch­ing the case or that when he filed his re­port about

    the sud­den bad turn of events, it au­to­mat­ical­ly would be picked up by com­put­er

    ter­mi­nals he was un­aware of. He did not know that there was an or­ga­ni­za­tion

    spe­cial­iz­ing in mak­ing sure, among oth­er things, that Unit­ed States jus­tice re­mained

    jus­tice.




    Re­mo ar­rived out­side the hold­ing tank and eas­ily moved past the guards in those

    mo­ments when their bod­ies said their minds were wan­der­ing. It was not the great­est trick

    to rec­og­nize the mo­ment when at­ten­tion flagged; the body fair­ly screamed it. There would

    be a still­ness in the per­son, and then move­ment. That still­ness was when the mind took

    over.




    Re­mo could al­so sense dis­trac­tion. Most peo­ple, at least as chil­dren, could sense

    oth­ers, but they had been trained out of it; Sinan­ju had trained this per­cep­tion back in­to

    Re­mo.




    He moved through the for­est, aware that the soil had been dis­turbed and there were strange

    things in it. He did not know that they were sen­sors, just that these alien ob­jects were to

    be avoid­ed. The land told him that. He spot­ted the cab­in in a dense grove of trees. A guard

    sat in front of the door with a car­bine on his lap and a tele­phone be­hind him.




    Re­mo moved to the rear of the cab­in and found a win­dow that he could open qui­et­ly by

    forc­ing the wood even­ly up­ward with­out the slight­est jerk. A large man with a bel­ly that

    heaved with each breath slept on a cot. Dru­mo­la.




    Re­mo moved through the open win­dow and across the wood floor. He sat down next to

    Dru­mo­la.




    “Good morn­ing, Drums,” he said. “I hear you have a prob­lem with your mem­ory.”




    “Wha?” grunt­ed Dru­mo­la.




    “I’m here to help you re­mem­ber,” said Re­mo.




    “Good,” said Drums. “You know I just don’t re­mem­ber noth­in’ any­more. It’s like a page

    has been ripped out of my life. Whack. Out.”




    “I’m go­ing to rein­sert it,” said Re­mo. He took Dru­mo­la’s large ham­like fists and

    com­pressed the fin­gers so that the nerves felt as though they were be­ing pulled out from his

    hand. Not to dis­turb the guard, he pressed shut Drums’s lips.




    The huge body con­vulsed. The face red­dened. The black eyes grew wide with the scream that

    could not es­cape his mouth.




    “Well, sweet­heart, does this re­mind you of any­thing?” asked Re­mo.




    Drums con­vulsed again.




    “You may not know it, sweet­heart, but we have this down to a sci­ence. First the pain. Now

    the ter­ror. I’d hang you over the side of a build­ing,” said Re­mo, “but the ground floor

    isn’t that fright­en­ing. What about smoth­er­ing as an al­ter­na­tive? You in­to that,

    Drums?”




    Re­mo re­leased the now red­dened fin­gers and slid his own hand un­der the sweaty bulk of

    Dru­mo­la’s back. Like a nurse with a hos­pi­tal sheet, he turned Dru­mo­la, but un­like a

    nurse he did it in an in­stant, send­ing the man spin­ning up­ward and then land­ing on his

    face. The cab­in shook.




    “You all right, Drums?” called out the guard.




    “Uh-​huh,” said Re­mo.




    “Well, don’t go fly­in’ around or noth­in’, okay?”




    And that was it from the guard. Re­mo forced Dru­mo­la’s rib cage up to­ward his chin, not

    hard enough to sep­arate the ribs, which could punc­ture the lungs, but with enough force to

    make Dru­mo­la feel as though he were be­ing crushed un­der a moun­tain.




    “Just a lit­tle bit more, Drums, and you are no more,” said Re­mo. Then he re­leased

    ev­ery­thing.




    Gen­naro Dru­mo­la quiv­ered and then be­gan cry­ing. “Shh,” said Re­mo. “Do you re­mem­ber

    now?”




    “Any­thing,” said Dru­mo­la.




    “What do you re­mem­ber?”




    “What do you want me to re­mem­ber?”




    “Your tes­ti­mo­ny.”




    “Yeah. Yeah,” said Drums. “I did that. I did what­ev­er. I re­mem­ber what­ev­er.”




    “Good. Be­cause if you for­get, I’ll be back.”




    “I swear by my moth­er’s grave, I re­mem­ber,” said Drums. His anal sphinc­ter had

    re­leased, so Re­mo left be­fore the odor got to him.




    But the next day, Smith was reach­ing out for Re­mo again.




    “It didn’t hold,” he said. He had come down in per­son to the Mi­ami Beach apart­ment. “Are

    you all right, Re­mo?”




    “Yeah. I’m fine. I’m great.”




    “Chi­un says you’re not cor­rect yet,” said Smith. Chi­un sat in a gray pre­sen­ta­tion

    ki­mono, one worn be­fore em­per­ors, a dull col­or to show that the as­sas­sin was there to

    glo­ri­fy the em­per­or and not him­self. Some­times a pre­sen­ta­tion ki­mono was bright gold,

    and Re­mo asked why that wouldn’t be a de­trac­tion. Chi­un had said that was for the

    oc­ca­sions when the as­sas­sin’s glo­ry added to that of the em­per­or. Re­mo al­ways felt,

    how­ev­er, that Sinan­ju Mas­ters wore what they felt like and made up rea­sons for it

    af­ter­ward.




    Smith wore his usu­al three-​piece gray suit and lemon-​faced frown.




    “You don’t un­der­stand. When Chi­un says I am not ready, it means that I can’t do things

    that a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju can do. It’s got noth­ing to do with the needs of the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion.”




    “What can’t you do, Re­mo?”




    “I can’t har­mo­nize with cos­mic forces on a lev­el that is con­tin­uous and smooth.”




    Chi­un nod­ded. There. Re­mo had said it. Open­ly ad­mit­ted it. Of course, one should

    nev­er ad­mit any­thing in front of an em­per­or, but in this case it served Sinan­ju well.

    Re­mo need­ed more rest and more re­train­ing.




    Smith heard the an­swer and looked blank. Chi­un was nod­ding and Re­mo was shrug­ging, each

    in­di­cat­ing that he had won an ar­gu­ment that Smith didn’t even un­der­stand. “I’m sor­ry, I

    don’t un­der­stand,” said Smith.




    “I can move up and down walls. I can put my hand through sol­id ob­jects, and I can take any

    dozen men who need to be tak­en.”




    “Not Mas­ters of Sinan­ju.”




    “There’s on­ly one of you in the world, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    “There was the evil Mas­ter. What if you should meet him again?”




    “I’ll call you.”




    “That is not be­ing a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Our no­ble em­per­or Harold W. Smith has paid

    trib­ute for the ser­vices of a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and you must per­form as a Mas­ter.

    Oth­er­wise you are rob­bing him. I will not al­low it.”




    “How am I rob­bing him if I am work­ing for him, for us, for the or­ga­ni­za­tion, in­stead

    of rest­ing?”




    “By giv­ing in­suf­fi­cient mea­sure.”




    “He doesn’t even know what I’m talk­ing about when I men­tion the cos­mos.”




    “Well, it cer­tain­ly has af­fect­ed your per­for­mance, Re­mo, I am sor­ry to say,” said

    Smith.




    “How can it? When you har­mo­nize with the cos­mic forces it on­ly means en­hanc­ing your

    source of en­er­gy and bal­ance. If you have enough en­er­gy to move up and down build­ings,

    you don’t gen­er­al­ly need more.”




    “Well, you cer­tain­ly need­ed some­thing more with that wit­ness, Dru­mo­la.”




    “I turned him back.”




    “Well, he didn’t re­mem­ber a thing last night,” said Smith, tak­ing a sheet of pa­per out

    of a thin brief­case-​he had on his lap. It was a memo from a U.S. at­tor­ney re­gard­ing one

    Gen­naro Dru­mo­la.




    It read:




    “This af­ter­noon, sub­ject had a sud­den change of heart. As in so many of those cas­es

    where wit­ness­es have turned against their tes­ti­mo­ny and then sud­den­ly turn back, it was

    mys­te­ri­ous. We have been hav­ing many of these mys­te­ri­ous re­ver­sions in the last few

    years, and I saw no need to press an in­ves­ti­ga­tion of it at this time. But in the case of

    this sub­ject, his re­ver­sion didn’t seem to take hold. He seemed will­ing enough to

    co­op­er­ate, but when I pressed him for de­tails he didn’t re­mem­ber any­thing about the

    tes­ti­mo­ny he now sud­den­ly said he re­mem­bered. More­over, a med­ical ex­am­ina­tion

    showed he was in a state of high anx­iety.”




    Re­mo re­turned the copy of the memo.




    “I don’t know what hap­pened to him. I know I had him. I know when I have some­one.”




    “You see, lit­tle mis­takes al­ways lead to big ones. I am glad that you have de­cid­ed to

    wait un­til Re­mo can glo­ri­fy you in­stead of fail,” said Chi­un.




    “I didn’t fail. I know when some­one has been turned. You, lit­tle fa­ther, know that I

    know.”




    “I un­der­stand. I, too, would be re­luc­tant to ad­mit that I failed be­fore such a

    gra­cious em­per­or,” said Chi­un. He of course said this in En­glish. Re­mo knew this was

    on­ly for Smith’s ben­efit. In Ko­re­an, Re­mo told Chi­un he was full of the drop­pings of a

    di­ar­rhet­ic duck.




    Chi­un, hear­ing this in­sult from Re­mo, took the in­jury to his heart, where he could

    nur­ture it and make it grow. One day he would use it prof­itably against the man who had

    be­come his child.




    Smith on­ly wait­ed. More and more now, these two would drift in­to Ko­re­an that he didn’t

    un­der­stand.




    “I want an­oth­er crack at that guy,” said Re­mo.




    “They’ve moved him,” said Smith.




    “I don’t care where he is. I want him,” said Re­mo. Gen­naro Dru­mo­la was eat­ing a triple

    or­der of spare ribs in the pent­house suite of the San Fran­cis­co Forty-​Nin­er Ho­tel when

    the thin man with the thick wrists dropped in on him again, this time through the win­dow.




    Drums did not know how he could have got­ten through the guards, much less to the win­dow.

    The guy had to climb walls.




    Drums cleaned his drip­ping hands on his great mound of bel­ly cov­ered by a white T-​shirt.

    Thick black hair sprout­ed from the shirt’s ev­ery open­ing. Even his knuck­les had hair. This

    time Dru­mo­la would be ready for him. He would not be caught nap­ping. Dru­mo­la picked up a

    chair, cracked it in two with his bare hands, and was ready to put a sharp splin­ter in­to the

    skin­ny guy’s face when he felt him­self be­ing dragged by an awe­some force right through the

    win­dow. Drums would have screamed but his lips were pressed to­geth­er just like back at the

    camp when he felt a moun­tain had col­lapsed on him.




    His lips were closed and he was be­ing swung thir­ty sto­ries above San Fran­cis­co by

    some­thing that felt like a vise. Up­side down, look­ing down at the street as he moved like a

    pen­du­lum, he wished it were even tighter.




    “Okay, sweet­heart. What hap­pened?”




    Drums felt the man re­lease his lips. He was sup­posed to talk. He talked.




    “Noth­in’ hap­pened. I did what you said. I said I re­mem­bered.”




    “But then you for­got.”




    “For Chris­sakes. I wish I could re­mem­ber. I don’t re­mem­ber.”




    “Well, try,” said the man, and dropped him a sto­ry. It felt like it was go­ing to be

    twen­ty-​nine more of them, but some­thing caught him again.




    “Are we get­ting any bet­ter?”




    “I don’t know noth­in’.”




    Dru­mo­la felt warm liq­uid run up his ears. He knew what it was. It was run­ning from his

    pants, down his stom­ach and chest, and drip­ping out his shirt around his ears. His blad­der

    had re­leased in fear.




    Re­mo swung Dru­mo­la back up to his pent­house suite. The man wasn’t ly­ing. He was

    tempt­ed to let him drop all the way, but that would have let the world think the mob had

    killed him. Re­mo stuffed Dru­mo­la’s face back in­to the spare ribs and left him there.




    Re­mo had failed. It was the first time he had failed to per­suade a wit­ness. There was an

    in­stant be­fore death, he had been taught by Chi­un, when fear takes over the body. In that

    in­stant, the will to live be­came so strong that it grew in­to an over­pow­er­ing fear of

    death. And at that mo­ment, noth­ing else mat­tered-​not greed, or love, or hate. All that

    mat­tered was the will to live.




    Dru­mo­la had been in that state of fear. He could not lie. And yet Re­mo had failed to turn

    him back to his tes­ti­mo­ny.




    “I am not los­ing it,” he told Smith.




    “I’m ask­ing be­cause we have what seems to be a sud­den rash of for­get­ful

    wit­ness­es.”




    “Then let’s get ‘em. I need the prac­tice.”




    “I nev­er heard you say that be­fore.”




    “Well, I said it. But it doesn’t mean I’m los­ing any­thing,” said Re­mo in­to the

    tele­phone. He won­dered if he should vis­it Smith and per­haps shred the steel gates of

    Fol­croft over Smith’s head. He hadn’t been to the san­itar­ium head­quar­ters of the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion for a long while now. “All right,” said Smith. The voice was weak.




    “If you don’t want me to do it, just say so. And I won’t.”




    “Of course we need you, Re­mo. But I was won­der­ing about Chi­un.”




    “You don’t even know Chi­un,” said Re­mo. He was at a tele­phone at the Port­land, Ore­gon,

    air­port. A wom­an at the phone next to him asked him to be qui­et. He told her he wasn’t

    yelling. She said he was. He said if she want­ed to hear yelling, he could yell. She said he

    was yelling right now.




    “No,” said Re­mo, col­lect­ing pow­er in his lungs, and then set­ting a high pitch to his

    voice. “This,” he sang so that the very lights quiv­ered in the ceil­ing, “is yelling.”




    The three floor-​to-​ceil­ing win­dows at gates sev­en, eight, and nine col­lapsed like a

    com­mer­cial for sound tape. “Well,” said the wom­an. “That cer­tain­ly is yelling to me.” And

    she hung up and walked away.




    Smith was still on the phone say­ing shocks had some­how al­tered the scram­bler sys­tem and

    he was get­ting warn­ing sig­nals that this might be an open line very soon. No pro­tec­tion

    for se­cre­cy.




    “I’m all right,” said Re­mo. “I know I had my tar­get in pan­ic. That’s what does it.

    Mak­ing the life force take over.”




    “Does that life force have any­thing to do with the cos­mic re­la­tion­ship?”




    “No. That’s tim­ing. That’s me. Life force is them. No. The an­swer to your ques­tion is

    no.”




    “All right, Re­mo. All right.”




    “The life force is not me,” he said.




    “All right,” said Smith.




    “All right,” said Re­mo.




    “The name is Gladys Smith. She is twen­ty-​nine years old, a sec­re­tary to one of the

    largest grain-​trad­ing com­pa­nies in the world. She is tes­ti­fy­ing against her en­tire

    firm, which has been mak­ing se­cret deals with the Rus­sians un­der­cut­ting our en­tire

    agri­cul­tur­al pol­icy. The gov­ern­ment is keep­ing her in a Chica­go apart­ment. She is not

    that heav­ily de­fend­ed, but she is de­fend­ed.”




    “So she’s de­fend­ed. De­fens­es aren’t a prob­lem for me,” said Re­mo.




    “I didn’t say they were. Re­mo, you are more im­por­tant to us than these cas­es. We’ve got

    to know we have you. Amer­ica needs you. You’re up­set now.”




    “I’m al­ways up­set,” said Re­mo. “Just give me her ad­dress.”




    When he left the lit­tle phone area, he saw work­men were clean­ing up the bar­ri­er glass

    at the gates and peo­ple were star­ing at him. Some­one was mum­bling that Re­mo was the one

    whose voice had shat­tered the win­dows. But an air­port main­te­nance di­rec­tor said that was

    im­pos­si­ble. A car could drive in­to that glass and it would not shat­ter.




    Re­mo grabbed the next flight to Chica­go and dozed in first class. Be­fore they land­ed he

    did his breath­ing and felt the good lev­el­ing force of all pow­er move through him, calm­ing

    him. He re­al­ized then he had done what he should nev­er do, let his mind take over, the mind

    where doubts lived and thrived on se­lect­ed pieces of neg­ative in­for­ma­tion culled from the

    uni­verse of in­for­ma­tion. He knew he had done his job right. The wit­ness had some­how

    tru­ly for­got­ten. He de­cid­ed not to use fear this time.




    Gladys Smith had fin­ished her four­teenth ro­mance nov­el of the week and was won­der­ing

    if she would ev­er get to have a man’s arms around her again, when the finest ro­man­tic

    ex­pe­ri­ence of her life walked through the door she thought had been locked.




    He was thin, with thick wrists and a sharp hand­some face with dark eyes that told her he

    knew her. Not from an ear­li­er meet­ing, but in some oth­er, deep­er way.




    He moved silent­ly with a grace she had nev­er seen in a man.




    “Gladys?” he asked.




    “Yes,” she said.




    “Gladys Smith?”




    “Yes.”




    “I’m here for you.”




    “I know,” she heard her­self say­ing. He did not grab her like one of the boyfriends that

    haunt­ed her past. He did not even ca­ress her. His touch was gen­tler than that, as though his

    fin­ger­pads were an ex­ten­sion of her own flesh.




    She nev­er knew her arms could feel so good. She sat down on the bed. She nev­er knew she

    could feel so good about her body. It was be­com­ing alive in ways she had nev­er known. It was

    wel­com­ing him, it was want­ing him, and fi­nal­ly it was de­mand­ing him.




    Her mind was like a pas­sen­ger on a trip her body was tak­ing. And just when she hov­ered

    at the edge of a cli­max that would sat­is­fy ev­ery long­ing she had had as a wom­an, he asked

    for some­thing so mi­nor and triv­ial all she could do was sob, “Yes. Yes. Yes.” And that sob

    be­came a scream of sat­is­fac­tion and joy.




    “Yes,” she said qui­et­ly. “Yes, dar­ling, any­thing. Of course I’ll re­mem­ber. What should

    I re­mem­ber?”




    “Your tes­ti­mo­ny,” he said.




    “Oh, that,” she said. “Of course. What do you want me to re­mem­ber?”




    “What­ev­er your tes­ti­mo­ny was,” he said. She put his hand back on her neck. She nev­er

    want­ed his hands away from her again.




    “Sure. But I don’t re­mem­ber it. I don’t re­mem­ber any­thing that hap­pened at the

    com­pa­ny. It’s like al­most ev­ery­thing af­ter my twen­ty-​first birth­day nev­er

    hap­pened.”




    “Of course it hap­pened.”




    “I know it hap­pened. But I don’t re­mem­ber it, dar­ling. I don’t. When I look at the pages

    of tes­ti­mo­ny I gave, it’s as though some stranger had said it. I don’t even re­mem­ber

    giv­ing the tes­ti­mo­ny. I don’t re­mem­ber any­thing past four weeks ago.”




    “What hap­pened four weeks ago?”




    “Put your hand back where it was. Okay. There. Right where you had it be­fore. Peo­ple were

    look­ing at me. And they were ask­ing me things, strange things about grain trans­fers. And I

    didn’t know what they were talk­ing about. They told me I had worked for a grain-​trad­ing

    com­pa­ny. They got very an­gry. I don’t know why they got an­gry. They asked me who bought me

    off. I would nev­er lie for mon­ey. I’m not that sort of per­son.”




    “You re­al­ly didn’t lie,” said the man with the dark eyes that knew her.




    “Of course not, dar­ling. I nev­er lie.”




    “I was afraid of that. Good-​bye.”




    “Wait. Where are you go­ing? Take your clothes back off. Get back here. Wait. Wait!”




    Gladys ran af­ter him to the door.




    “I’ll lie. If you want me to lie, I’ll lie. I’ll mem­orize ev­ery­thing in the tran­script.

    I’ll re­mem­ber it. I’ll say it word for word. Just don’t leave me. You can’t leave me.”




    “Sor­ry. I’ve got work.”




    “When will I ev­er find some­one else like you?”




    “Not in this cen­tu­ry,” said Re­mo.




    This time he did not phone in his fail­ure. He in­sist­ed on a meet­ing with Smith.




    “That won’t be nec­es­sary, Re­mo. I know you didn’t fail. As a test, one of our

    gov­ern­ment agen­cies damned wor­ried about this thing ran lie-​de­tec­tor tests on two

    wit­ness­es who claimed to have for­got­ten their own sto­ries. Both of them passed. They

    weren’t ly­ing. They re­al­ly did for­get their own tes­ti­mo­ny.”




    “Won­der­ful,” said Re­mo.




    “Won­der­ful? This is a dis­as­ter,” said Smith. “Some­one out there knows how to

    dis­man­tle our en­tire jus­tice sys­tem. This coun­try is go­ing to fall apart pret­ty

    soon.”




    “Pret­ty soon? When was the last time you made a phone call, Smit­ty? You want to watch

    falling apart in ac­tion, call a re­pair­man.”




    “I mean there will be no way we can en­force any law if some­one knows how to make

    wit­ness­es for­get. No law. Think about it. If you can make peo­ple for­get, there will nev­er

    be an­oth­er wit­ness. Nev­er.”




    Re­mo thought about it. He thought about for­get­ting things, for­get­ting his ear­ly life

    in the or­phan­age. If he could on­ly for­get se­lec­tive­ly, he thought, it might be the best

    thing that ev­er hap­pened.




    “Re­mo, are you there?”




    “I’m think­ing about it, Smit­ty,” he said.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Beat­rice Pimser Dolo­mo was hap­py. Ru­bin Dolo­mo, the guid­ing ge­nius of Pow­er­essence,

    the spir­itu­al force, was feel­ing al­most good enough to get out of bed. Cut­ting his

    min­imum dai­ly re­quire­ment of Val­ium down to a sin­gle triple dose helped, but it was

    al­ways eas­ier get­ting out of bed when Beat­rice was hap­py. Ev­ery­thing was eas­ier when

    Beat­rice was hap­py.




    But the Dolo­mos’ lawyer was not hap­py.




    “I don’t know what you two are gig­gling about, but the feds have got us nailed.”




    “If you would on­ly re­nounce your fail­ure mech­anism you would reap suc­cess and pow­er.

    The on­ly thing be­tween you and your new dy­nam­ic life is your­self,” said Ru­bin.




    “You want a Pow­er­essence con­vert or you want to try to stay out of jail?” asked Bar­ry

    Glid­den, one of the fore­most crim­inal lawyers in Cal­ifor­nia. The Dolo­mos had hired him

    be­cause he was known as a no-​non­sense, no-​holds-​barred de­fend­er of clients, pro­vid­ed

    those clients had a no-​holds-​barred at­ti­tude to­ward pay­ment.




    Bar­ry rest­ed his arms on the ta­ble of the beau­ti­ful­ly lit Dolo­mo day room,

    over­look­ing the mag­nif­icent Dolo­mo es­tate. He al­ready had plans to buy it from them when

    they went to jail and turn it in­to a con­do­mini­um de­vel­op­ment. There was enough prime

    land here to build an air­port if he want­ed.




    “Let me tell you two hap­py peo­ple what they got on you, in case you think this

    ho­cus-​pocus you make so much mon­ey on can work mir­acles. One, they got the al­li­ga­tors

    you put in that colum­nist’s pool. That’s Ex­hib­it A. They got a won­der­ful wit­ness, one of

    your for­mer devo­tees, who says that Ex­hib­it A was what you, Beat­rice, told her to put

    in­to the pool. Be­cause you aren’t go­ing to pass that off as stock­ing of wildlife, and

    be­cause no one is go­ing to be­lieve an al­li­ga­tor walked from Flori­da hom­ing in on a

    colum­nists’ neg­ative forces, that leaves any rea­son­able ju­ry on­ly one op­tion:

    at­tempt­ed mur­der.”




    “That was Ru­bin’s idea,” said Beat­rice, dis­play­ing her charms in a hal­ter and slacks.

    She knew Glid­den want­ed the prop­er­ty. One of Ru­bin’s Pow­er­essence con­verts was a movie

    star who had al­ready been ap­proached to in­vest in the con­sor­tium Glid­den was

    or­ga­niz­ing to make the pur­chase. She did not tell him she knew this, how­ev­er.




    She had told him sim­ply that if he lost this case his chil­dren would be boiled in oil,

    alive.




    He had of­fered to re­sign the case. She had told him she was on­ly jok­ing. Most­ly. She

    had laughed co­quet­tish­ly when she had said that. Bar­ry Glid­den had not thought it a thing

    of mirth.




    “In Dance of the Alarkin Plan­et, a crea­ture very much like a crocodile kills peo­ple with

    neg­ative vi­bra­tions,” said Ru­bin. “An­imals sense these things. Their in­stincts are a lot

    pur­er than the twist­ed prod­ucts of the hu­man brain.”




    “He’s not in­ter­est­ed in your short sto­ries, Ru­bin. He’s in­ter­est­ed in mon­ey.

    Right?” said Beat­rice.




    “I’m in­ter­est­ed in the law. You put an al­li­ga­tor in a per­son’s swim­ming pool to kill

    him. I’ve told you a hun­dred times, Beat­rice, that you can’t threat­en, maim, buy, de­stroy,

    and knife your way out of ev­ery­thing. There comes a time when the world catch­es up to you.

    You are go­ing to do time on this al­li­ga­tor thing. That’s it. We can cop a plea and with a

    lit­tle bit of fi­nagling here and there, get it down to six months. That is a light sen­tence

    for at­tempt­ed mur­der.”




    “No plea,” said Beat­rice.




    “I can­not get any­one on a ju­ry to be­lieve that cocka­mamy neg­ative-​force non­sense.

    You’re go­ing to do se­ri­ous time if you don’t plead. Ju­rors do not read Dance of the Alarkin

    Plan­et. And if they did, they wouldn’t be­lieve it.”




    “They have been pro­grammed by fail­ure not to be­lieve,” said Ru­bin.




    “Ru­bin, you have not paid tax­es for twen­ty years. No ju­ry is go­ing to ac­cept that you

    owe your first al­le­giance to the uni­verse. Not when they pay their tax­es for sew­er

    sys­tems, na­tion­al de­fense, po­lice forces, and var­ious oth­er things that make a

    civ­iliza­tion.”




    “We’re in re­li­gion,” said Ru­bin. “They can­not tax re­li­gion. We have a right to be free

    of gov­ern­men­tal op­pres­sion.”




    “This is not ex­act­ly a church here,” said Glid­den, point­ing to the rolling Cal­ifor­nia

    land­scape of the Dolo­mo es­tate.




    “Have you ev­er seen the Vat­ican?” said Beat­rice.




    “You are com­par­ing your­self to the Ro­man Catholic Church?”




    “So they have been here a bit longer,” said Beat­rice. “But they, too, were per­se­cut­ed in

    their time.”




    “And we of­fer two more sacra­ments-​the holy char­ac­ter anal­ysis and blessed suc­cess on

    earth. Grant­ed, they have been here longer,” said Ru­bin. “But in a time warp a cou­ple of

    thou­sand years is noth­ing.”




    “I don’t know which one of you is cra­zier. The la­dy who thinks any threat to any­one will

    do, or you and your cocka­mamy fairy tales.”




    “Our mon­ey is not crazy,” said Beat­rice. “The checks are good.”




    “Lis­ten. I am just a hu­man be­ing. I have weak­ness­es. Ju­ries are made up of hu­man

    be­ings. They have weak­ness­es too. But don’t un­der­es­ti­mate the strength of their

    be­liefs. They may not be­lieve in neg­ative vi­bra­tions. Most of them will not be­lieve that

    the plan­et Alarkin ex­ists. But they do be­lieve that the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States

    ex­ists. Now, do you want to tell me about that, Beat­rice?”




    Beat­rice Dolo­mo ad­just­ed her hal­ter. She cleared her throat.




    “No,” she said.




    “Some Amer­icans might find it dis­turb­ing to hear that you have threat­ened the Pres­ident

    of the Unit­ed States. Did you do that, Beat­rice?”




    “I take what­ev­er ac­tions I have to. If I let the world bul­ly me, I would be bul­lied by

    ev­ery­thing. Ru­bin and I would be nowhere if I lis­tened to peo­ple who said I should know

    when to quit. I nev­er quit. If I lis­tened to them I would be the wife of a no­body

    sci­ence-​fic­tion writ­er, at a time when sci­ence fic­tion is not sell­ing.”




    “So you threat­ened the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States,” said Glid­den.




    “We used to eat tu­na fish for Sun­day din­ner. Ru­bin wore vinyl belts and polyester suits.

    We were in­ti­mate­ly fa­mil­iar with ev­ery ten­ant-​pro­tec­tion law on the books. We learned

    how to de­lay evic­tions by months.”




    “So you threat­ened the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States. You did,” said Glid­den.




    “Di­amonds? Hah. I had a glass ring. It cost two dol­lars and thir­ty-​five cents. When

    Ru­bin pro­posed to me he promised he would buy me a ring as soon as he sold his next book. He

    said ev­ery pen­ny he made from Dro­moids of Muir would go to­ward get­ting me that ring. And

    do you want to know some­thing?” said Beat­rice, her tem­ples throb­bing, her face flush­ing

    with the heat of her anger. “Do you want to know some­thing?”




    “Beat­rice, please let go of my face. I can’t talk,” said Glid­den. His client had risen

    from her seat in fury. Her red-​lac­quered fin­ger­nails were now dig­ging in­to his

    cheeks.




    “You want to know some­thing?” she yelled again.




    “Yes, please. I cer­tain­ly do,” cried Bar­ry, who want­ed his cheeks back with as lit­tle

    punc­tur­ing as pos­si­ble.




    “He kept his word. Ru­bin wasn’t ly­ing. He spent the en­tire pro­ceeds of Dro­moids of Muir

    on that two-​buck ring. And you’re telling me to back off?”




    Bar­ry felt his cheeks go free, and quick­ly be­gan dab­bing at the blood with his

    hand­ker­chief.




    “Yes, Beat­rice. I want you to back off. I will be no good to you if you get still an­oth­er

    charge against you. I can’t keep up with them.”




    “We didn’t threat­en,” said Ru­bin.




    “The at­tor­ney gen­er­al of the Unit­ed States phoned me last night to tell me one of your

    Pow­er­essence nuts at a for­mal state din­ner men­tioned to the Pres­ident that the on­ly way

    he could save him­self from death was to have all fed­er­al charges against you dropped. That

    is not a threat? It seems like a threat to me.”




    “You mean Kathy Bowen, that love­ly, tal­ent­ed ac­tress? That sweet girl who has seen her

    ca­reer blos­som since she joined Pow­er­essence? The Kathy Bowen we knew would be at­tend­ing

    that state din­ner? She did it on her own.”




    “With Kathy Bowen’s boobs, I could-​have been Jayne Mans­field. Yes, that Kathy Bowen-​the

    one who danced with the Pres­ident and said he was go­ing to die if he didn’t lay off you. That

    love­ly girl who will nev­er be in­vit­ed to the White House again. That one.”




    “She’s a movie star,” said Ru­bin. “Lots of movie stars un­der­stand Pow­er­essence be­cause

    they al­ready re­ceive pos­itive vi­bra­tions from the uni­ver­sal force.”




    “I have movie stars as clients too. I know movie stars. They re­ceive their vi­bra­tions

    from the uni­ver­sal farce. I got one movie star who be­lieves he is the rein­car­na­tion of

    Genghis Khan. I got an­oth­er star who bathes her duff in sea­weed. I got an­oth­er star who

    be­lieves that blow­ing up chil­dren’s hos­pi­tals will fur­ther the Marx­ist cause. I got more

    movie stars than I know what to do with, and I have yet to meet one with enough sound judg­ment

    to make it le­git­imate­ly in­to ju­nior high school.”




    “Not on­ly are we not cop­ping a plea but we are go­ing to be found in­no­cent,” said

    Beat­rice.




    “She’s right,” said Ru­bin.




    “Well, if you get near­ly eter­nal terms, don’t blame me.”




    “Of course I will,” said Beat­rice. “If you don’t have a wit­ness against us, then I

    cer­tain­ly will blame you if we are found guilty.”




    “Don’t count on that kind of luck,” said Glid­den. “Less than one per­cent of wit­ness­es

    re­tract their tes­ti­mo­ny. The odds are a hun­dred to one against you.”




    “On the con­trary,” said Beat­rice. “The odds are in our fa­vor. Can I get you a ban­dage

    for your cheek wounds?”




    “You might try let­ting the blood flow stem it­self nat­ural­ly,” said Ru­bin. “In course

    num­ber thir­ty-​eight, we of­fer that tech­nique for $1,285, but you can have it free. It’s a

    gen­er­al-​health main­te­nance pro­gram.”




    “I’ll take the ban­dage,” said Glid­den.




    “I’ll get it for you,” said Beat­rice. “Ru­bin has a lot to do.”




    Ru­bin Dolo­mo shuf­fled out of the room, a cigarette dan­gling from his lips. He wheezed

    his way down to the spa­cious base­ment and ground out his cigarette on the con­crete floor.

    Neat­ly hung up on one wall were sev­er­al dozen rub­ber suits. He got in­to one with great

    ef­fort. He hat­ed the way it stuck to him, hat­ed the weight and heat it con­cen­trat­ed on

    his body. Nor­mal breath­ing was hard enough for him, but the suit made it al­most

    im­pos­si­ble. But Beat­rice was right-​he had a lot to do and no time to waste. He snapped on

    the rub­ber face mask and ad­just­ed the gog­gles.




    The founder of Pow­er­essence, the hope of hu­man­ity, wad­dled to the rear of the

    base­ment, where an air­tight door, like that of a sub­ma­rine com­part­ment, was set in­to the

    wall. He turned the wheel un­lock­ing the door, and en­tered. The five herbs and three

    chem­icals that made up the for­mu­la lay in sep­arate bar­rels. As Ru­bin ground the herbs,

    his gog­gles be­gan dark­en­ing, a sign he was go­ing to pass out soon. But he knew he could

    make it. He’d made it be­fore.




    While the fresh po­tion dripped through a sieve and in­to a con­tain­er, Ru­bin near­ly

    col­lapsed in­to one of the large gray plas­tic bar­rels. He heard his heart beat in the suit,

    but did not hear the con­tain­er close. He could smell the rub­ber, even taste it on his

    tongue.




    He got out of the room just in time to make it to the show­er. With his last ounce of

    en­er­gy, he kicked the large but­ton on the floor and the room flood­ed with a harsh hot

    spray. Dolo­mo lay down to con­serve his van­ish­ing breath. When he felt the spray stop he put

    the con­tain­er in­to a small vat and pushed the vat to a small con­vey­or belt set in­to one

    wall.




    Ru­bin Dolo­mo cut him­self free of the suit with an Xac­to knife and a great deal of

    ef­fort. When he re­gained his breath he met the lit­tle con­tain­er again in an­oth­er room,

    but this time he was sep­arat­ed from it by a glass wall fit­ted with pro­tec­tive rub­ber

    arms. The con­tain­er had been jos­tled along the con­vey­or route and now it rest­ed on its

    side. Ru­bin slipped his arms in­to the rub­ber sheaths set in­to a win­dow and set it right

    atop a lit­tle ta­ble. On the ta­ble was a sin­gle sheet of pink sta­tionery and a match­ing

    en­ve­lope ad­dressed to a for­mer Pow­er­essence devo­tee, one who felt he had been robbed.

    With his rub­ber fin­gers, Ru­bin opened the con­tain­er of fresh for­mu­la, then took a small

    cot­ton swab from un­der­neath the ta­ble and dipped it in­to the vial. He dabbed a touch of

    the for­mu­la in the up­per-​left-​hand cor­ner of the pink sheet of pa­per. Then he put the

    swab back in­to the for­mu­la and re­sealed the con­tain­er.




    Now came the hard part. Ru­bin had to fold the pa­per and put it in the en­ve­lope. Us­ing

    rub­ber hands, this sim­ple task took twen­ty min­utes. By the time he was fin­ished Ru­bin was

    sweat­ing.




    He lit a cigarette, threw a Val­ium and a high-​blood pres­sure pill in­to his mouth, and

    then wheezed his way to a re­cep­tion room, where the mes­sen­ger wait­ed for the let­ter.




    He was a mid­dle-​aged ex­ec­utive who cred­it­ed his rise to the vice-​pres­iden­cy of his

    cor­po­ra­tion to his new self-​con­fi­dence, and he cred­it­ed his con­fi­dence to

    Pow­er­essence. He be­lieved that the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment was per­se­cut­ing the one

    re­li­gion that could save the world. He had nur­tured that be­lief in an Ida­ho chap­ter.




    Ru­bin had paid the chap­ter chair­man fif­teen hun­dred dol­lars for this vol­un­teer. But

    he was worth it.




    “Let me get this straight. I make sure no one but the traitor touch­es the

    up­per-​left-​hand cor­ner of the let­ter in­side this en­ve­lope. I go di­rect­ly to the

    build­ing he is be­ing kept in, and I an­nounce that I am a friend who has a mes­sage from his

    sweet­heart. And that is it. Sim­ple.”




    With that, the ex­ec­utive opened the let­ter just to make sure that his per­cep­tion of an

    up­per-​left-​hand cor­ner jibed with Ru­bin Dolo­mo’s. That de­ter­mined, he shook hands with

    the man who had pulled his life back from the brink of wretched­ness.




    “Mr. Dolo­mo, you are one of the great minds of our time. And I am hon­ored, deeply

    hon­ored, to have this op­por­tu­ni­ty to serve Pow­er­essence.”




    “Watch the let­ter. Your fin­ger is touch­ing the cor­ner. Watch the let­ter.”




    “What let­ter?” asked the ex­ec­utive.




    “The one in your hand,” said Ru­bin.




    The ex­ec­utive looked down at his hand and the pink pa­per, which he was grip­ping by the

    cor­ner.




    “Did you just give me this let­ter? Or am I sup­posed to give it to you? Who is it for?”




    “All right,” said Ru­bin weari­ly. “Put down that thing you have in your hand. We’re go­ing

    to the re­cov­ery rooms.”




    The ex­ec­utive hand­ed the let­ter to Ru­bin. Ru­bin stepped back.




    “Put it down. Down. On the floor. Down,” said Ru­bin. Then he guid­ed the man by an el­bow

    to the rear of the man­sion.




    “Tell me,” said Ru­bin. “If you had a choice of some­thing to play with, would it be a

    rat­tle, a toy train, a video game, or a wom­an and fifth of bour­bon?”




    “A choice? Won­der­ful. Why are you so nice?”




    “It helps us fig­ure which room you go in.”




    “I’ll take the bour­bon,” said the ex­ec­utive.




    “Good,” said Ru­bin. “You didn’t get much. I’m get­ting pret­ty good with dosages.”




    They passed one room that was a din of scream­ing. The ex­ec­utive could not help peer­ing

    in a small glass open­ing in the door. The in­side was a hor­ror. Grown men and wom­en were

    rolling around on the floor, some wet­ting their pants, oth­ers pulling hair, still oth­ers

    were cry­ing.




    “I didn’t know the dose then,” said Ru­bin. “But we take care of them. We are a

    re­spon­si­ble re­li­gion.”




    “That’s aw­ful,” said the ex­ec­utive. “There’s a grown man there suck­ing his thumb.”




    “That’s Wilbur Smot.”




    “He’s smil­ing.”




    “A lot of them do,” said Ru­bin. “How do you feel?”




    “Not that good. Av­er­age, re­al­ly. I just can’t seem to re­call what I’m do­ing here.”




    “Do you re­mem­ber join­ing Pow­er­essence?”




    “I re­mem­ber tak­ing a char­ac­ter test back in Nor­folk, Vir­ginia. Did I join?”




    “You’ll be all right in a while,” said Ru­bin.




    They passed an­oth­er room full of grown-​ups but these were en­grossed in elec­tric trains

    and dolls. In the next room, a mid­dle-​aged wom­an with neon-​blue hair and plas­tic jew­el­ry

    played a video game. The fi­nal room was more to the ex­ec­utive’s lik­ing. It was a lounge,

    with soft mu­sic and a bar where he could help him­self.




    “You re­mem­ber your ad­dress in Nor­folk?” asked Ru­bin.




    “Sure,” said the ex­ec­utive.




    “Then take your­self a drink, and go home.”




    “What is this? What is all this?”




    “This is the lat­est sci­en­tif­ic ad­vance­ment cre­at­ed by one of the great minds of the

    West­ern world. And East­ern world, too. It is a gift to mankind from the great spir­itu­al and

    sci­en­tif­ic lead­er Ru­bin Dolo­mo,” said Ru­bin.




    “Doesn’t he run Pow­er­essence?”




    “He has brought that en­light­en­ment, yes,” said Ru­bin.




    “I re­mem­ber see­ing a pic­ture of him. Yes. On a book cov­er, I think. Good book,

    too.”




    “Do you no­tice any re­sem­blance?” asked Ru­bin, push­ing back the thin rem­nants of his

    once full flow­ing hair.




    “None.”




    “Well, then, for­get the drink. Just get out of here,” he said.




    “Fine. I don’t know what I’m do­ing here any­way.” Ru­bin went in­to the lounge and poured

    him­self a stiff drink. He had the for­mu­la pre­pared, which was good. Now he need­ed

    an­oth­er de­liv­ery per­son. This had cost them too much al­ready. But the en­ter­tain­ment

    rooms were ne­ces­si­ties. Be­cause the for­mu­las’ ef­fects could vary wide­ly, Pow­er­essence

    had to have a good test of the mem­ory re­mis­sion of some­one af­fect­ed by the for­mu­la. A

    fresh spill could send the de­liv­er­er back in­to child­hood if he touched it with bare skin.

    Once the for­mu­la had dried, it could be count­ed on to shave a year or two off of the mem­ory

    if touched with­in a week. Be­yond that, some­how it got so pow­er­ful it was too dan­ger­ous

    to use. Ru­bin had spent a half-​dozen lives find­ing out how to make the stuff and de­liv­er

    it. Some­times he thought he might slip a few drops in­to Beat­rice’s cof­fee and send her back

    to child­hood. There was one hor­ri­ble thought that stopped him. If Ru­bin should ev­er miss

    and Beat­rice should find out, Ru­bin’s life would be worth less than yes­ter­day’s garbage.

    Beat­rice was ruth­less.




    A full-​bod­ied wom­an si­dled up to him. “Hi,” she said.




    “Save it,” said Ru­bin. “I run the place.”




    “Do you want some? You’re pay­ing for it.”




    Ru­bin looked long­ing­ly at the round rich curves, at the young curves, at the curves he

    want­ed in his hands. But Beat­rice meant more to him than a sin­gle wild ex­ot­ic fling with a

    bar girl they had hired to work the re­cov­ery rooms. In her own way Beat­rice had

    es­tab­lished a pro­to­col for af­fec­tion. She might, if she need­ed it to reaf­firm her

    wom­an­li­ness, take young men. Ru­bin might, if he need­ed oth­er fe­male com­pan­ion­ship,

    face the loss of his sex­ual or­gans through the pound­ing of a fry­ing pan up­on those

    sen­si­tive parts. Ru­bin, there­fore, had been as faith­ful as a monk through­out the

    years.




    “Thank you, no,” said Ru­bin. He had to buy an­oth­er Powie, an­oth­er ded­icat­ed devo­tee

    of Pow­er­essence. The prob­lem with get­ting a good one, one who tru­ly be­lieved, was that

    the Powie was worth any­where from three to five thou­sand dol­lars a year in Pow­er­essence

    cours­es. If he lost one, like those now kept in the re­hab rooms, he could safe­ly mul­ti­ply

    those fig­ures by ten to cov­er all the years of lost rev­enues. Ev­ery chap­ter fran­chise

    could un­der­stand that. They would with­hold a per­cent­age of the Dolo­mo dues un­til that

    loss was re­couped.




    As a re­spon­si­ble re­li­gious lead­er, Dolo­mo had to in­form the Nor­folk chap­ter head

    that he had lost a tenth-​lev­el mem­ber. The chap­ter head was fu­ri­ous.




    “I had him signed up for ev­ery course. I had him do­ing re­gres­sions to clear out his

    as­tral lives. Do you know what we are get­ting for that in Nor­folk, Vir­ginia? I was in his

    damned will. What about that?”




    “We’ll make it up to you,” said Ru­bin.




    “How? By get­ting con­vict­ed for at­tempt­ed mur­der, fraud? Ev­ery time you two get nailed

    for some­thing, Pow­er­essence be­comes a hard­er sell here.”




    “Beat­rice is do­ing some­thing about that.”




    “What is she go­ing to do, put a co­bra in the Pres­ident’s bed?”




    “Don’t talk about Beat­rice like that.”




    “Why not?”




    “She might be lis­ten­ing.”




    “Dolo­mo. We’re in trou­ble, all around the coun­try.”




    “Don’t wor­ry. We’re not go­ing to be con­vict­ed. I just phoned to let you know that your

    Lev­el Ten might not be com­ing back. Of course, if he does come back, you get a bonus. Since

    he has for­got­ten ev­ery­thing, you might be able to work him through the whole thing again.

    In which case we don’t owe you salt,” said Dolo­mo.




    “I’ll nev­er send you an­oth­er.”




    “We don’t need you. This is Cal­ifor­nia. This is gold coun­try for this sort of stuff.”




    “Then why did you call me in the first place?”




    “I want to spread these things around the coun­try. If you be­lieve any­thing, be­lieve we

    are go­ing to beat this charge,” said Ru­bin Dolo­mo.




    “I be­lieve we’ll lose half our mem­ber­ship when you’re con­vict­ed.”




    Ru­bin Dolo­mo hung up and had an­oth­er Powie in the house with­in the hour, from a lo­cal

    chap­ter they still owned. The Powie was a prob­lem, how­ev­er. When she heard it was Ru­bin

    Dolo­mo him­self she was talk­ing to, she want­ed him to take her through an as­tral

    re­gres­sion.




    “I get a sense that my plan­ets are not or­ga­nized with­in me. That I still re­tain

    neg­ative mem­ories,” she said. She was twen­ty, with the trim build of a gym­nast. She said

    she had al­most made it to the Olympics. If she had had Pow­er­essence then, as she had now,

    she would have won the gold medal. But be­cause she still har­bored vi­olent ten­den­cies from

    an­oth­er life, she was not al­lowed to win.




    “Look, girlie,” said Ru­bin. “Take this pink let­ter. Do not touch the up­per-​left-​hand

    cor­ner, but de­liv­er it. Do not tell who sent you be­cause the evil forces will try to

    de­stroy your re­li­gion if you do. Do you un­der­stand?”




    “Are you will­ing to risk us­ing some­one who hasn’t to­tal­ly cleared her mem­ory of

    neg­ative forces?”




    “Have you been through Lev­el One?”




    “Yes.”




    “Then you’re strong enough,” said Ru­bin.




    The Powie looked at the pink let­ter on the floor. “What is it do­ing there? Why don’t you

    pick it up?”




    “I have a bad back,” said Ru­bin. “And don’t for­get about the cor­ner. Do not touch the

    up­per-​left-​hand cor­ner. The guards will prob­ably want to read it. Let them, but you hold

    the let­ter. On­ly the wit­ness touch­es the left-​hand cor­ner. Got it?”




    “Up­per left. On­ly the wit­ness touch­es it.”




    “Right.”




    “I feel bet­ter al­ready. Your pow­er forces just re­flect­ed through my toes.”




    “Yeah. I am like that,” said Ru­bin, who bad­ly need­ed a Dex­am­yl, two as­pirins, a

    Val­ium, and six cups of cof­fee to give him enough strength to get to bed for an af­ter­noon

    nap.




    “And don’t for­get. Be pleas­ant and open and they won’t stop the let­ter.”




    “I’ll use my pos­itive essence.”




    She picked up the let­ter by the low­er-​right-​hand cor­ner and walked out of the Dolo­mo

    man­sion re­freshed. How true was Pow­er­essence. How pro­found were the lessons she’d learned.

    When she smiled she felt bet­ter. When she smiled at oth­ers, they treat­ed her bet­ter. All

    this from on­ly a first-​lev­el course dis­count-​priced at $325.




    Or­di­nar­ily the U.S. at­tor­ney would have the wit­ness se­cret­ed in a safe lo­ca­tion

    where on­ly pre­screened mail could reach him. But since that didn’t seem to pro­tect all the

    wit­ness­es late­ly and since this wit­ness want­ed to go home even more bad­ly than most, the

    U.S. at­tor­ney re­lent­ed. He al­lowed the wit­ness to live in his own home. There was a

    spe­cial ad­van­tage in that. That hys­ter­ical pair, the Dolo­mos, seemed very like­ly to

    at­tempt some trick. And some gov­ern­ment agen­cy was go­ing to lay a trap for them.




    The rea­son­ing was that any­one who would put an al­li­ga­tor in a colum­nist’s swim­ming

    pool would try any­thing. And this might lead to find­ing out how wit­ness­es were be­ing

    turned. It was so se­cret the U.S. at­tor­ney was not sure which de­part­ment was in­volved in

    the am­bush, but when a thin man with dark eyes and thick wrists ar­rived out­side the

    wit­ness’s home, the at­tor­ney knew not to ques­tion him. He just called off the nor­mal

    guards.




    The home was in a mid­dle-​class neigh­bor­hood of Pa­lo Al­to; need­less to say, it was a

    neigh­bor­hood in which no mid­dle-​class work­er could af­ford to live any­more.




    Re­mo sat on the steps to avoid ques­tions from the wit­ness in­side. The man want­ed to

    know what his badge num­ber was and where the guards were. He want­ed to know how one lone

    un­armed per­son could pro­tect him. Re­mo locked him in a clos­et for twen­ty min­utes un­til

    he stopped yelling. Then he let the man out.




    The man did not ques­tion him any­more but Re­mo had been put in a foul tem­per. He knew

    that anger could kill him, for it was the one emo­tion that blocked strength, turn­ing it in­to

    un­fo­cused en­er­gy. He had just de­cid­ed to breathe him­self out of it when a sweet young

    thing came up the walk to the house car­ry­ing a pink en­ve­lope.




    “Hi. I’ve got a let­ter for the oc­cu­pant of the house.”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    The girl smiled, very broad, very bright. Con­tin­uous­ly: “I un­der­stand he is part of the

    gov­ern­ment wit­ness pro­gram and I un­der­stand that his mail has to be screened be­cause it

    might con­tain a threat to him.”




    “No let­ters.”




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause that means I’ll have to open the door and hand him the let­ter. He’ll ex­pect me

    to speak to him and I don’t like him. I don’t like you ei­ther, to be hon­est.”




    “You have a lot of neg­ativ­ity, you know. May I ask you if it is do­ing you any good?

    Be­cause it isn’t, you know. I can help you be as hap­py and free as me. Would you like

    that?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “May I read you the let­ter, then, and then slip it un­der the door?”




    “Nope.”




    “It’s a beau­ti­ful love let­ter,” said the Powie. She knew what she was up against: guard

    types were cho­sen just be­cause of their un­flag­ging slav­ery to neg­ative forces. And what

    could be more neg­ative than force that want­ed to lim­it the free­dom of Pow­er­essence?




    “‘My dear­est Ralph, my love for­ev­er,’ signed ‘An­gela,’ ” said the Powie.




    “Not good enough. Rewrite it.”




    “But it’s his love let­ter.”




    “I don’t like it. I don’t like An­gela. And I don’t think I like you,” said Re­mo.




    “How can you be so neg­ative?”




    “Easy. I like it.”




    The Powie stepped back and yelled at the house. “Ralph. Ralph. I have a let­ter for you.

    It’s from An­gela, but your guard won’t let me give it to you.”




    Re­mo opened the door. “Want the let­ter, Ralph?”




    “You go­ing to throw me back in the clos­et?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “Then I don’t want the let­ter. An­gela was a dumb Powie I used to sleep with.”




    “Powies are not dumb,” said the young girl.




    “They’re all dumb,” said Ralph. “And I was the dumb­est of them all. I stole the

    al­li­ga­tor for them.”




    “Ralph, don’t you even want to read your let­ter?”




    “That’s just what I don’t want,” yelled back Ralph. Re­mo shut the door. The next day Ralph

    tes­ti­fied that un­der the in­struc­tions of Beat­rice Dolo­mo, he did up­on a cer­tain night

    at a cer­tain time pur­chase one al­li­ga­tor, Ex­hib­it A, now slosh­ing around in a large

    glass pool brought in­to the court­room for the view­ing of the ju­ry. The ju­ry, watch­ing the

    al­li­ga­tor’s teeth chomp around for a day and a half, con­vict­ed the Dolo­mos of at­tempt­ed

    mur­der.




    At Fol­croft San­itar­ium, Harold W. Smith heard the ver­dict and de­spaired. This had

    seemed like the per­fect wit­ness to be at­tacked by a loss of mem­ory. And he was not

    at­tacked. They had nailed two pet­ty crooks for na­tion­al fraud, and the Amer­ican jus­tice

    sys­tem still hung vul­ner­able to a strange new force. On the same day the head of the

    Cal­ifor­nia rack­ets was ac­quit­ted when his chief ac­cus­er, a for­mer strong-​arm man,

    could not re­mem­ber enough to val­idate note­books full of tes­ti­mo­ny.




    That same day, An­ge­lo Mus­ca­mente thanked the jus­tice sys­tem of the Unit­ed States, his

    lawyer, his moth­er, a stat­ue of the Vir­gin Mary, and the proud new force that had brought

    suc­cess to his life. He joined the fa­mous ac­tress Kathy Bowen and oth­er celebri­ties in

    say­ing, for the ben­efit of the press, that the sad­dest day for Amer­ican free­dom was the

    day the Dolo­mos were con­vict­ed of a crime.




    “It will shame Amer­ica, the way Je­sus’ death shamed the Ro­man em­pire, the way Joan of

    Arc’s death shamed the French, the way Moses’ death shamed some­one or oth­er,” An­ge­lo

    an­nounced on the court­house steps. “I am free but these good peo­ple now are in jail.”




    “They’re out on a mil­lion dol­lars bail,” a tele­vi­sion re­porter told Mus­ca­mente.




    “Yeah? A mil­lion dol­lars bail?”




    “They put it up in cash.”




    “Well, they got the dough,” said Mus­ca­mente, who went back to his well-​guard­ed home to

    con­front his as­tral neg­ativ­ity and rid him­self of a lit­tle more of it. And why shouldn’t

    he? he thought. He had paid a half-​mil­lion to reach Lev­el Twen­ty, and at that spir­itu­al

    apex no court case could ev­er harm him. It was guar­an­teed, mon­ey back if not de­light­ed.

    As he ex­plained to his body­guards, “Don’t knock what fuckin’ works.”


  




  

    Chapter 5




    The trap had failed. Smith told Re­mo he did not blame him. Chi­un apol­ogized for the

    fail­ure any­how.




    “Let us stop him from em­bar­rass­ing you fur­ther, O great Em­per­or Smith,” said Chi­un

    in­to his end of a three­way tele­phone hookup in the Mi­ami con­do.




    “It’s not his fault, Chi­un,” said Smith. “It’s mine.”




    “Nev­er,” said Chi­un. “Thy ra­di­ant wis­dom is a suc­cess the mo­ment it leaves your

    mag­nif­icent lips.”




    “Things don’t work some­times,” said Smith.




    “Smit­ty, stop rea­son­ing with him. You’re not in the right cen­tu­ry for that. The

    op­er­ation failed. What do we do now?” asked Re­mo.




    “We stop blam­ing our gra­cious em­per­or,” said Chi­un. “We stop right now. How can we

    blame our em­per­or when we are not at cor­rect­ness?”




    “What do we do now, Smit­ty?”




    “Why don’t you take a look at the peo­ple who got off. Find out how they’re do­ing it. Who

    are they pay­ing? And try not to leave bod­ies, all right? We’re not a re­venge out­fit.”




    “Right, Smit­ty.”




    “No re­venge?” said Chi­un.




    “No. No. We’re not here for re­venge.”




    “You have an­oth­er plan?”




    “We have many plans, Chi­un, but re­venge is nev­er one of them.”




    “Beg­ging your gra­cious par­don, why?” asked Chi­un.




    “We don’t be­lieve in it.”




    Chi­un was silent. Re­mo glanced in­to the oth­er room, where Chi­un was hold­ing the

    tele­phone, dumb­found­ed. Re­mo got the in­for­ma­tion and then hung up. Chi­un stood stunned,

    clutch­ing the re­ceiv­er in his hands. Re­mo hung it up for him. Chi­un did not move.




    “Did I hear cor­rect­ly? Did Em­per­or Smith say he did not be­lieve in re­venge?”




    “That’s what he said. He’s not here for re­venge.”




    “An em­per­or known not to seek re­venge is one who is dead by the morn­ing. Re­venge, known

    pub­lic re­venge, is what keeps civ­iliza­tion from chaos.”




    “Well, he’s do­ing some­thing else.”




    “It is a dis­grace to work for an em­per­or who will not use re­venge. How can he em­ploy

    the pre­mier house of as­sas­sins of all time and not use re­venge? Would you buy a car and not

    drive it? Mar­ry a wom­an and not make love to her? Walk through a rose gar­den and not

    breathe? How can he say he will not use re­venge when the House of Sinan­ju stands ready to

    glo­ri­fy him?”




    “Good ques­tions, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    “That means you’re not go­ing to an­swer me,” said Chi­un.




    “You’re catch­ing on,” said Re­mo.




    William Hawl­ings Jame­son cel­ebrat­ed the court’s ver­dict of in­no­cence in

    grain-​mar­ket ma­nip­ula­tion with a par­ty so lav­ish it con­sumed al­most ten per­cent of

    his il­le­gal prof­its from those ma­nip­ula­tions. At the par­ty he was beam­ing. Ev­ery­one

    could un­der­stand that. He had just es­caped ten to fif­teen years in the fed­er­al

    pen­iten­tiary. But his wife said he had been feel­ing that way for weeks be­fore the tri­al.

    She told this to a very at­trac­tive dark-​eyed man with high cheek­bones. He was very

    in­ter­est­ed in Bill. No, he didn’t work for Bill, but he want­ed to speak to her

    hus­band.




    “He is so high on life, I don’t think he could speak to one per­son alone. It would be a

    down­er to him-​like hav­ing on­ly one bank ac­count. Wasn’t that court de­ci­sion won­der­ful?

    Isn’t it mirac­ulous?”




    Mrs. Jame­son was one of those wom­en of ad­vanced mid­dle age whose wrin­kles could be

    formed in­to some­thing at­trac­tive on­ly with the mas­sive amount of cos­met­ic tal­ent that

    lots of mon­ey could buy. She smiled a lot to keep the wrin­kles up. Re­mo es­ti­mat­ed she had

    had two face lifts al­ready. Her teeth, of course, gave her away. Teeth aged in al­most

    ev­ery­one, ev­ery­one he knew ex­cept Chi­un. And now, of course, him­self. He did not know

    why this was so about him and Chi­un, but he did know that the greater truths, the more ba­sic

    rea­sons for things, were just as much a mys­tery as the far side of the uni­verse.




    “Is there some­thing caught in my teeth?” Mrs. Jame­son asked.




    “You’re six­ty-​two, right?”




    “I beg your par­don?”




    “Maybe six­ty-​three.”




    “That’s rude,” said Mrs. Jame­son.




    “I’m right, then,” said Re­mo.




    “Young man, that was un­called for.”




    “You’re right,” said Re­mo. “I’m re­al­ly in a foul mood.”




    “Well, you cer­tain­ly know how to ru­in a par­ty,” she said.




    “You ain’t seen noth­ing yet, sweet­heart,” said Re­mo. Some­how that made him feel a

    lit­tle bit bet­ter. Mrs. Jame­son called the but­ler. He would po­lite­ly ask the gen­tle­man

    to leave, and if he did not leave, the but­ler should use what­ev­er force was re­quired.




    “What­ev­er force,” she re­peat­ed.




    She did not see her but­ler again that evening, but she did see the rude young man. He

    seemed en­rap­tured with Bill’s ex­pla­na­tion of his new re­li­gion.




    “Yes, I know there’s a lot of sto­ries about cult hus­tles and Pow­er­essence, but the proof

    of any­thing for me is in the pud­ding,” said Bill Jame­son, a port­ly man with the sharp

    ex­ec­utive face of suc­cess. He didn’t have to wear a tuxe­do and a gold Rolex to show he had

    mon­ey and pow­er. Wealth was re­flect­ed in his eyes and the sure set of his head. His smile

    was the smile of a man who gave ap­proval and didn’t need it for him­self.




    “Bill, isn’t Pow­er­essence that thing found­ed by a sci­ence-​fic­tion writ­er? If it’s so

    suc­cess­ful, how come he and his wife were just con­vict­ed of at­tempt­ed mur­der? They al­so

    have three counts of mail fraud and con­spir­acy to ex­tort. This doesn’t sound like Bil­ly

    Gra­ham or the pope to me,” a guest said.




    “You’ve got to un­der­stand Pow­er­essence. A force so good has to at­tract evil. The evil

    the Dolo­mos at­tract keeps it away from the fol­low­ers. They are re­al­ly suf­fer­ing for us,

    so to speak. That’s the way it was ex­plained to me, and damnit if it didn’t work out that

    way.”




    “Maybe you had a good lawyer.”




    “I had the best, but he couldn’t shake my sec­re­tary’s tes­ti­mo­ny. They had me. I was

    gonzo. And then I be­lieved.”




    “What did it cost you?”




    “He who has, does,” said Jame­son with a know­ing smile.




    “A half-​mil­lion?”




    Jame­son laughed again. “That’s the ini­ti­ation fee. But look, they said they would give it

    back if my life didn’t im­prove. If I weren’t found in­no­cent. You don’t knock suc­cess.”




    “I do,” said the young man in his ear­ly thir­ties with dark eyes and high cheek­bones. “I

    knock it a lot.”




    “Who are you?”




    “The suc­cess knock­er, Jame­son. I want to talk to you,” said Re­mo.




    “I am busy talk­ing to friends.”




    The young man put a friend­ly arm around his shoul­der but the shoul­der didn’t feel a

    friend­ly arm. The shoul­der felt like it had been con­nect­ed to a wall out­let. He couldn’t

    even scream. He could on­ly nod. He would go wher­ev­er that hand want­ed him to go, in this

    case a study off the main ball­room. The door shut be­hind them and the tin­kling noise of his

    free­dom par­ty was shut out.




    The room was filled with rich dark wood shelves and warm yel­low light­ing and sol­id

    pol­ished wood chairs. It smelled faint­ly of rich cigars and old brandy.




    “Ex­cuse me, I don’t know many im­por­tant cor­po­rate ex­ec­utives so I’ve got to use my

    own hum­ble work­ing-​class ways to speak with you,” said Re­mo.




    “What did you do to me?” Jame­son gasped, try­ing to shake life back in­to the shoul­der the

    young man had seemed to elec­tri­fy with just a touch.




    “That’s noth­ing. Will you lis­ten?”




    “There isn’t much else I can do.”




    “Good,” said Re­mo. Then he slapped the pres­ident of in­ter­na­tion­al Grains, Car­bides,

    and Chem­icals on the cheek hard enough to move him two feet to the side. Then he slapped him

    again.




    “That’s hel­lo,” said Re­mo.




    Jame­son emit­ted a piti­ful grunt, then quick­ly emp­tied his pock­ets of cash, took off

    his watch and held it to­ward Re­mo.




    “I’m not the crook. You are.”




    “The court found me in­no­cent,” said Jame­son.




    “Bring your lawyer in. I’ll work him over too,” said Re­mo.




    “What do you want?”




    “Now we’re talk­ing. Who turned the wit­ness for you? Re­mem­ber Gladys? Your sec­re­tary.

    Told the world all the nasty things you were do­ing, and you thought be­cause you paid her so

    much she would keep qui­et. Who’s the one who made her for­get?”




    “What do you mean?”




    “This par­ty isn’t for your birth­day,” said Re­mo.




    “It was the pos­itive forces of the uni­verse which were un­locked for me. That’s what got

    me freed.”




    Re­mo slapped him again. “That’s my pos­itive force.”




    “I didn’t bribe any­one. I didn’t reach any­one. I just joined Pow­er­essence when

    ev­ery­thing else seemed to fail. And then my life be­came pos­itive again. It be­came good

    again.”




    Re­mo put Jame­son’s right wrist be­tween his fin­gers and turned so that the arm would turn

    at the sock­et. It was not like turn­ing a sol­id iron knob. The wrist and el­bows were weak

    joints and they could snap at any mo­ment. Jame­son wept in pain.




    “Tell me how good your life is, Jame­son,” said Re­mo. “I want to hear about the good forces

    of the uni­verse.”




    “You wouldn’t un­der­stand.”




    “Wouldn’t un­der­stand? I am the force of the uni­verse, jerk.”




    “Please . . . “




    “For­get it. You’re not ly­ing.”




    Jame­son cra­dled his dam­aged arm in the oth­er as he leaned for­ward, cry­ing.




    “Are you the agent of dark­ness?”




    “What’s this agent-​of-​dark­ness stuff?”




    “The stronger the forces of good are, the stronger pos­itive forces are, the more they bring

    out neg­ative forces. If you join Pow­er­essence and peo­ple see you are hap­py, they be­gin to

    knock Pow­er­essence. They can’t live with your hap­pi­ness. So they have to call

    Pow­er­essence a fraud. It takes the form of jeal­ousy. Good things al­ways at­tract bad.”




    “Are you say­ing I’m bad?”




    “No. No. It’s just that you’re so pow­er­ful. And you have turned that pow­er against me,

    against my pos­itive forces.”




    “I’m a good per­son,” said Re­mo.




    “Yes,” said Jame­son im­me­di­ate­ly. He shield­ed his face with his good arm. “You are a

    good per­son. A good per­son.”




    “Some­times I have to use meth­ods you might not like,” said Re­mo.




    “Right,” said Jame­son.




    “But I am a good per­son.”




    “Right,” said Jame­son.




    “Now, are you go­ing to sit there and tell me you’re in­no­cent? You robbed Amer­ica. You

    robbed ev­ery Amer­ican farmer. You robbed ev­ery cit­izen in the coun­try who de­pends on the

    farm­ers you robbed. It is not a good thing that you got off scot-​free. So why don’t you and I

    work out a deal?”




    “Sounds fair,” said Jame­son. He sat very rigid in the chair, with his back­bone as far away

    from the young man with the hor­ror-​deal­ing hands as he could.




    “You did com­mit crimes, cor­rect?”




    “I did. True.”




    “You got off free.”




    “I’ve do­nat­ed to char­ity, to re­li­gions.”




    “That thing with the Mick­ey Mouse forces of the uni­verse won’t do. You don’t even

    un­der­stand the forces of the uni­verse. They’re not in some cult. They’re in the uni­verse.

    No, I’m think­ing of an agreed-​up­on pun­ish­ment for you, so you don’t quite en­joy your life

    know­ing you es­caped. Be­cause that’s what you did, Jame­son.”




    “What do you sug­gest?”




    “How about not walk­ing again?”




    “No.”




    “One of your arms is dam­aged al­ready.”




    “No, not my arms.”




    “Tell you what. One night, maybe soon­er, maybe lat­er, I’m go­ing to come back and make you

    pay for your crimes,” said Re­mo.




    “What are you go­ing to do?”




    “I’ll just have to de­cide when I get to it. But wait for me. I’m com­ing back,” said Re­mo,

    and he walked out of the room in­to the par­ty, thanked Mrs. Jame­son for invit­ing him, and

    asked her again if he weren’t ab­so­lute­ly cor­rect about her age.




    Re­mo thought it was a fit­ting pun­ish­ment, tor­ment­ing the ex­ec­utive with the fear

    that Re­mo would re­turn to in­flict dam­age up­on his body. Of course, he wasn’t go­ing to

    come back, but the ex­ec­utive didn’t know that. The con­stant ter­ror would be the best

    pun­ish­ment of all. It was enough, and Re­mo hadn’t done it so much for the coun­try as for

    him­self. It was just too wrong for some­one that bad to es­cape so freely to a life that

    good.




    And be­sides, Re­mo was in a foul mood.




    The sec­ond lucky re­cip­ient of an ac­quit­tal lived very well al­so. He had an es­tate

    that cov­ered miles of Ok­la­homa prairie land, a mag­nif­icent home more like a cas­tle than a

    house. He had ser­vants and he had body­guards, range rid­ers, tough men with car­bines and

    Bron­co land cruis­ers, ten-​gal­lon hats, and weath­ered faces.




    When Re­mo un­weath­ered a few of the faces, they brought him right to their em­ploy­er, a

    man who had swin­dled thou­sands of peo­ple out of their sav­ings in a di­amond-​in­vest­ment

    scheme. It was as old as fraud it­self. He paid the first in­vestors back hand­some­ly with the

    prof­its from en­su­ing in­vestors, and when he had enough peo­ple pour­ing their nest eggs

    in­to his bank ac­counts, he stopped pay­ing ev­ery­one and head­ed to­ward Brazil, which had

    no ex­tra­di­tion treaty with Amer­ica. He didn’t make it and was charged with fraud. His

    ac­coun­tant, whom he had planned on leav­ing be­hind, pre­pared the en­tire case for the

    gov­ern­ment. In fact, he was glad to help be­cause his em­ploy­er, Di­amond Bill Pol­len­berg,

    had ar­ranged it so the ac­coun­tant signed all the in­crim­inat­ing doc­uments.




    It was an air­tight case and the ac­coun­tant, hap­pi­ly an­tic­ipat­ing his re­venge, could

    not be reached. Un­til that day when he for­got ev­ery­thing af­ter his first col­lege course

    in dou­ble ledger en­tries.




    And then Di­amond Bill Pol­len­berg went free. He went back to his vast range­lands to

    en­joy na­ture. And he en­joyed it right up un­til a thin man with thick wrists told him that

    if he didn’t ex­plain some things right now, he was go­ing to em­bed a horse’s hoof in Mr.

    Pol­len­berg’s rec­tum, and he was go­ing to leave the horse at­tached.




    Bill Pol­len­berg knew the time to use rea­son when he saw it. What he saw this day was two

    of his tough­est range hands with their wrin­kles re­ar­ranged on their faces, and tears of

    pain in their eyes.




    “Howdy, pod­ner,” said Pol­len­berg, of­fer­ing the stranger a pot of cof­fee off the

    camp­fire. Pol­len­berg wore a ten-​gal­lon hat, Levi’s, and boots, which off­set his $200,000

    di­amond pinkie ring per­fect­ly. It was the on­ly re­al di­amond he had ev­er owned.




    “Where’d you pick up this ‘pod­ner’ stuff? I got you down as hav­ing been born on Mosholu

    Park­way in the Bronx.”




    “I am a rea­son­able man. Let us rea­son to­geth­er.”




    “How’d you turn the wit­ness?”




    “I didn’t do any­thing, friend. Have some cof­fee. Get with the pos­itive forces. Un­leash

    your­self. Be­come your re­al self.”




    “What did you do to the wit­ness?”




    “The forces of the uni­verse did it for me,” said Bill Pol­len­berg with a smile. Short­ly

    there­after, smil­ing Bill was found mi­nus his di­amond ring and serv­ing as a cush­ion for

    his fa­vorite horse’s right rear hoof. Ev­ery time the horse used his hoof, Bill Pol­len­berg’s

    stom­ach met part of his vast range­land. The di­amond ring was re­cov­ered from a lit­tle girl

    in down­town Ok­la­homa City who said a nice man gave it to her be­cause she had such a pret­ty

    smile.




    On a yacht cruis­ing the Pa­cif­ic along the Cal­ifor­nia coast, An­ge­lo Mus­ca­mente met

    his un­der­boss­es, his oily cour­tesy coat­ing the ev­er-​present malev­olence that made his

    or­ga­ni­za­tion one of the smoothest-​run­ning in the coun­try. They all had sur­vived what

    had been the great­est threat to their free­dom in a decade and they had got­ten their

    re­prieve when a mi­nor en­forcer, a wit­ness, sud­den­ly for­got ev­ery­thing.




    No one who knew Mr. Mus­ca­mente be­lieved for one mo­ment he had not stretched his long

    pow­er­ful arms out to reach Gen­naro “Drums” Dru­mo­la. Ev­ery­one knew that cross­ing Mr.

    Mus­ca­mente meant pain at least, and death at most. Those of­fens­es that brought the death

    penal­ty were those jobs that cost Mr. Mus­ca­mente any­thing over $5,000. Be­cause the boss

    was un­rea­son­able and un­bend­able about the ar­bi­trary line, on­ly pet­ty thiev­ery could

    flour­ish in his mob. As his lieu­tenants board­ed his yacht, each kissed his of­fered

    hand.




    “Mr. Mus­ca­mente, it is a plea­sure to be here,” said one af­ter an­oth­er.




    “Yeah. Okay,” said Mr. Mus­ca­mente, re­ceiv­ing the homage with bore­dom. There were

    four­teen, all told, who were fi­nal­ly as­sem­bled on the rear deck of his ocean­go­ing yacht

    Ma­ma. They sat on small chairs, each with a small ta­ble in front of him. What­ev­er they

    want­ed to drink or eat was set be­fore them so that they would not have to call for any­thing.

    When Mr. Mus­ca­mente spoke, he did not like in­ter­rup­tions. Sev­er­al of the un­der­boss­es

    made sure they used the head be­fore he be­gan. The yacht’s crew­men were told they were not

    ap­pre­ci­at­ed at the stern, but should go for­ward.




    But these were not ex­act­ly the words Mr. Mus­ca­mente’s body­guards used.




    “Ey! Youse guys. Get out­ta here. Go to the front. I don’t want to see none of youse here no

    more. You hear? Now beat it.”




    When the decks were cleared of out­siders, Mr. Mus­ca­mente cleared his throat. He sat on a

    slight­ly high­er chair near the rear rail­ing. He wore his yachts­man’s dou­ble-​breast­ed

    blue blaz­er and white slacks with Top­Siders. Mr. Mus­ca­mente had seen oth­ers wear this

    uni­form, and he had or­dered it by hav­ing two of his men mus­cle a fel­low yachts­man in­to a

    cloth­ing store and find out what the clothes were called by say­ing:




    “What’s dis guy wear­ing?”




    Then he or­dered it for him­self. And so from his high seat on his yacht Ma­ma, per­fect­ly

    at­tired in his sea­far­ing re­galia, An­ge­lo Mus­ca­mente spoke now to his un­der­boss­es

    about a won­der­ful rev­ela­tion.




    “You see in me a new per­son,” said Mr. Mus­ca­mente. Ev­ery­one agreed.




    “But it is not new. Not new at all,” said Mr. Mus­ca­mente. He wait­ed for ev­ery­one to

    agree with his con­tra­dic­tion.




    “Now, how can this be, you may ask your­selves.”




    “Good ques­tion, boss,” said Santi­no “Big Jel­ly” Jelli­no.




    “There is with­in all of us a pos­itive pow­er we fight against.”




    “We’ll beat the shit out of it, boss,” said Big Jel­ly.




    “Shut up,” said Mr. Mus­ca­mente kind­ly.




    “Right, boss. Ev­ery­one shut up,” said Big Jel­ly.




    “Most­ly you, Big Jel­ly,” said Mr. Mus­ca­mente. “Now, how can there be an­oth­er good

    per­son locked in­side a strug­gling neg­ative per­son?”




    On­ly the sound of the en­gine purring be­lowdecks could be heard. No one was go­ing to

    an­swer the ques­tion. Ev­ery­one avoid­ed the eyes of ev­ery­one else. No one want­ed it to be

    known that he didn’t have the slight­est idea what the boss was talk­ing about.




    Mr. Mus­ca­mente talked of the forces of the uni­verse be­ing good. He talked of as­tral

    pow­er. He talked of a far dis­tant plan­et that all mankind came from, which was what made

    them dif­fer­ent from an­imals. They all wait­ed for the pitch. When Joey “Fin­gers” Pha­lange

    heard the name Pow­er­essence men­tioned, he sud­den­ly thought he un­der­stood what it was all

    about.




    “Yeah. I could have bought one of those fran­chis­es from the Dolo­mos back in

    sev­en­ty-​eight, re­al cheap. I know a guy that got stuck with one, though. What with all the

    bad pub­lic­ity, al­li­ga­tors in swim­ming pools and ev­ery­thing, those fran­chis­es ain’t

    gonna be worth salt in a year or two. I say we stay out of them.”




    “That al­li­ga­tor was at­tract­ed to that colum­nist’s pool be­cause al­li­ga­tors are

    neg­ative as­trai crea­tures that re­spond to neg­ative as­tral forces. That colum­nist drew

    the al­li­ga­tor to him­self. No one put it in his pool,” said Mr. Mus­ca­mente.




    “No, boss. They got the guy that bought Ex­hib­it A for the Dolo­mos. They got him in court.

    He nailed ‘em. That ap­peal they got won’t do busi­ness. The Dolo­mos are goin’ to the

    slam­mer.”




    “Not if we can help it.”




    “What are we go­ing to do?”




    “We are go­ing to do a hit on that turn­coat traitor.”




    “Be­cause we’re takin’ over Pow­er­essence. We buy in on the fran­chise low now, re­move the

    wit­ness, then we got some­thin’ that’s worth some­thin’. I see,” said Big Jel­ly. Ev­ery­one

    nod­ded. Mr. Mus­ca­mente ruled al­most as much through his brains as he did through

    ter­ror.




    “We are not touch­ing one pos­itive cen­ter. We are pro­tect­ing it,” said Mr.

    Mus­ca­mente.




    “We sell the Dolo­mos pro­tec­tion,” said Fin­gers.




    “We sell noth­ing. We buy. I am en­ter­ing you all at Lev­el One. I don’t want no neg­ative

    con­scious­ness around me. You are go­ing to re­lease your blocks. You are go­ing to func­tion

    with the forces of good, name­ly us. Any­one against us is evil. Got it?”




    There were many yess­es. The on­ly thing they didn’t un­der­stand was why Mr. Mus­ca­mente

    need­ed Pow­er­essence to think ev­ery­one against them was evil. They had thought like that

    since child­hood.




    On the bridge, the cap­tain no­ticed some­thing mov­ing to­ward the Ma­ma. He brought his

    binoc­ulars to bear, fo­cused, then re­fo­cused.




    Fi­nal­ly he asked the first mate to ver­ify what he saw. “Are my eyes go­ing?” he

    asked.




    The first mate fo­cused, then he too re­fo­cused.




    “I don’t know what it is ei­ther. It looks like a man in a dark T-​shirt and gray pants,

    swim­ming to­ward us.”




    “At twen­ty knots? Four­teen miles out in the Pa­cif­ic?”




    “It must be a small boat,” said the first mate.




    The cap­tain took back the binoc­ulars. He looked out to­ward the ob­ject.




    “Right-​a boat. With arms and legs that move. How can he swim that fast?”




    The first mate got his own set of binoc­ulars.




    “You’re right. He is swim­ming fast, and he hard­ly seems to be mak­ing an ef­fort. Not like

    any swim­mers I’ve seen. They splash a lot. Boy, is he smooth. Do you think we should tell Mr.

    Mus­ca­mente?”




    “Those an­imals back there would tear us apart. He’s hav­ing one of his meet­ings.”




    “Then what should we do?”




    “Maybe that guy isn’t head­ing to­ward us.”




    “Looks like it to me.”




    “If he’s a man over­board, we have to pick him up,” said the cap­tain.




    “Doesn’t look like a man over­board to me,” said the first mate.




    “We’ll all find out pret­ty soon.”




    One of Mr. Mus­ca­mente’s guests spot­ted the man over­board soon af­ter. The cap­tain knew

    this be­cause the guest fired a small pis­tol at the fig­ure. The fig­ure dis­ap­peared un­der

    the wa­ter. The fig­ure came up at the rear of the yacht and be­gan talk­ing to Mr.

    Mus­ca­mente.




    The first thing he did was to con­vince Fin­gers to let go of his gun. He did this by

    sep­arat­ing Fin­gers from the wrist that held the gun. Big Jel­ly went over­board like a

    buck­et of chum. Then ev­ery­one sat back down qui­et­ly, in­clud­ing Mr. Mus­ca­mente.




    It was a day that would be re­mem­bered for­ev­er in the an­nals of the Cal­ifor­nia mob. It

    was a day that brought tears to the eyes of Mr. Mus­ca­mente. These tears came when he could

    not ex­plain why the wit­ness, “Drums” Dru­mo­la, failed to re­mem­ber tes­ti­mo­ny.




    Mr. Mus­ca­mente ex­plained it as forces of the uni­verse, while his un­der­boss­es

    lis­tened po­lite­ly. The guest who swam aboard had a strong ten­den­cy to re­spond with slaps

    and twists of arms.




    With­in a few min­utes Mr. Mus­ca­mente was a help­less ball of flesh, his

    dou­ble-​breast­ed blue blaz­er in shreds, his Top-​Sider deck shoes kick­ing help­less­ly in

    the air. At that point, the guest who had swum aboard threw Mr. Mus­ca­mente over the stern.

    Ev­ery time Mr. Mus­ca­mente came up for breath, the guest asked how Mr. Mus­ca­mente made

    Drums for­get his tes­ti­mo­ny. On the third and last time Mr. Mus­ca­mente sur­faced,

    ev­ery­one on board re­al­ized he was telling the truth. He be­lieved he had un­locked the

    forces of good on his side.




    Ev­ery­one on board agreed on some­thing else. They cer­tain­ly didn’t want to tam­per with

    gov­ern­ment wit­ness­es if this man was pro­tect­ing them, be­cause they be­lieved, as Mr.

    Mus­ca­mente had shout­ed, that in­deed this man was the supreme force of neg­ativ­ity. And if

    that were the case, none of them want­ed to be on the side of the pos­itive.




    Re­mo sailed back sul­len­ly with the rem­nants of the Cal­ifor­nia mob and a very

    im­pressed cap­tain and first mate. He was qui­et, even as his clothes dried. He had failed

    again.




    Sev­er­al of the un­der­boss­es want­ed to know who he worked for, not that they were

    cu­ri­ous, Re­mo should un­der­stand. But they would be to­tal­ly de­light­ed to em­ploy him.

    They saw in him the sort of per­son who shared their most ba­sic con­vic­tions. They saw in him

    some­one who would fit per­fect­ly in­to the Cal­ifor­nia rack­ets.




    “No,” said Re­mo. “I hap­pen to be the good guy.” And since he said this as he threw

    some­one over­board, there wasn’t a soul to dis­agree with him as the Ma­ma docked at the Los

    An­ge­les ma­ri­na. They all al­lowed him to leave first.




    When he phoned in to head­quar­ters, he knew he had to be slip­ping some­how, be­cause Smith

    was now con­cil­ia­to­ry, telling him it was not his fault.




    “I would say go at the Pow­er­essence peo­ple be­cause that’s the on­ly com­mon thread we

    have here. But if they were be­hind this, why didn’t they use this pow­er to turn wit­ness­es

    for them­selves? It doesn’t make sense. The on­ly thing we know is that the whole jus­tice

    sys­tem seems to be com­ing apart in Cal­ifor­nia.”




    “Yeah, and if it hap­pens in Cal­ifor­nia, the whole na­tion catch­es it soon there­after,”

    said Re­mo.




    “Are you try­ing to make me feel good?” asked Smith.




    “I don’t feel so hot my­self.”




    “Why don’t you take a look at that or­ga­ni­za­tion? Take Chi­un.”




    “You don’t think I can han­dle things any­more.”




    “Take Chi­un.”




    “Are you telling me I can’t do the job?” asked Re­mo.




    “I am telling you I don’t un­der­stand how you and Chi­un work, and if he tells me you are

    out of synch with the cos­mos, then that means there is some­thing wrong. And you are for some

    rea­son not com­ing up with re­sults.”




    “You just told me it wasn’t my fault.”




    “I just told you I had no rea­son to be­lieve it was your fault. I can’t be sure.”




    Re­mo pul­ver­ized the re­ceiv­er of the pay tele­phone. It was so much more sat­is­fy­ing

    than hang­ing up.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Lawyer Bar­ry Glid­den sent his chil­dren off to Switzer­land, telling them to use an­oth­er

    name for a while. He would con­tact them when the sit­ua­tion im­proved.




    “Have you done some­thing wrong, Dad­dy?” asked his daugh­ter.




    “No,” said Glid­den. “I have a very dif­fi­cult client who is very mad now.”




    “They won’t pay you?”




    “No. That’s the least of my wor­ries. There is a client I have who thinks the on­ly wrong

    thing in the world is if some­thing bad hap­pens to her. And she does bad things.”




    “Like what, Dad­dy?”




    “Like any­thing, hon­ey. Ab­so­lute­ly any­thing. Any­thing, sweet­heart. Do you

    un­der­stand?” Bar­ry held the girl’s head in his hands. He shud­dered. “There is noth­ing

    be­yond this sick, sick la­dy’s imag­ina­tion. Noth­ing that she won’t do. To any­one. So that

    is why you have to leave. She is mad at me now.”




    “Couldn’t you get po­lice­men to pro­tect you?”




    “Doesn’t work like that, sweet­heart. Not with those two.”




    “Then why do you de­fend them?”




    “Wall, she paid a lot of mon­ey. Lots. And I didn’t … couldn’t be­lieve they were as bad as

    they turned out.”




    “Oh, Dad­dy. You have had some ab­so­lute­ly hor­rid clients.”




    “She puts al­li­ga­tors in swim­ming pools of peo­ple she doesn’t like. She threat­ens the

    Pres­ident. And she promised to boil some­one alive in oil if she lost a law­suit. If I lost a

    law­suit. Get on the plane, hon­ey.”




    “Did you lose the law­suit?”




    “Not yet, just the first round. But we don’t stand a chance.”




    “She’s go­ing to boil you alive in oil, Dad­dy?”




    “No, hon­ey, some­one I love.”




    “Good-​bye, Dad­dy. Don’t phone un­til it’s over. They can trace phone calls.”




    “Good-​bye, hon­ey,” said Bar­ry Glid­den, who de­spite his sense of ter­ror was not too

    ter­ri­fied to do some good busi­ness be­fore he saw the Dolo­mos. He brought two more

    in­vestors in­to the city com­plex he had planned for the Dolo­mo es­tate. Then he went out to

    see Beat­rice and her hus­band. Gin­ger­ly he drove over one of her moats. He won­dered if

    there were al­li­ga­tors in there. He won­dered if she would throw him in be­fore he got the

    chance to fit two hun­dred du­plex units on the south lawn.




    Glid­den knew Beat­rice was on a ram­page be­cause Ru­bin was hid­ing. He stood in the

    mid­dle of the pink mar­ble foy­er and looked for clues as to Ru­bin’s where­abouts. From the

    rear of the house echoed a sound-​a gur­gling, hap­py sound. He knew that couldn’t be Ru­bin,

    but the sounds in­trigued him. Glid­den would in­ves­ti­gate. He walked past a few of the

    body­guards the Dolo­mos had sta­tioned strate­gi­cal­ly around the es­tate since the par­ents

    of a Powie at­tempt­ed to kill them for steal­ing their daugh­ter.




    Of course, they hadn’t re­al­ly stolen the daugh­ter. They had on­ly sold her some cours­es.

    She was work­ing in Aus­tralia for the rest of her life to pay them off.




    Glid­den saw a row of doors with glass win­dows. The gur­gling came from one of them. He

    peeked in. What he saw was grown peo­ple in di­apers. First he won­dered if it were a new form

    of Cal­ifor­nia sex, but no one was touch­ing ex­cept for oc­ca­sion­al hair pulls. He looked

    in­to the next door. There were grown-​ups play­ing with trains. Well, some grown-​ups played

    with trains. But he had nev­er seen them make the sounds of the whis­tles, at least, not with

    such aban­don. In the next room a wom­an with grotesque­ly dyed hair pum­meled a video

    ma­chine. And in the fi­nal room was a bar with an avail­able la­dy hang­ing around.




    Bar­ry let her give him a drink. Bar­ry let her put a hand on his neck. Bar­ry re­moved his

    own hands from his lap in case there was some­thing she want­ed to get to. She did.




    He did not re­sist. He won­dered if there was a lit­tle room around, some pri­vate

    place.




    “No­body comes in here,” said the wom­an. He could smell her per­fume, a foul cheap

    nos­tril-​wrench­ing odor. How­ev­er, when it came with an ab­so­lute­ly bare body, a

    beau­ti­ful body, a full body, a body wait­ing for him, Bar­ry Glid­den couldn’t care less

    about the wel­fare of his nos­trils.




    A mo­ment lat­er, a roller-​coast­er would have been pri­vate enough for Bar­ry

    Glid­den.




    Just be­fore his mo­ment of glo­ry, Bar­ry Glid­den felt a shoe heel in his back.




    “Bar­ry. Where’s Ru­bin? I’m look­ing for Ru­bin.”




    “In a mo­ment, Beat­rice,” said her lawyer. “Just a mo­ment.”




    “I don’t have a mo­ment,” said Beat­rice.




    “Just one. Just one.”




    “Do you have to do that in here?”




    “Yes. Oh, yes. I have to do it and I’m do­ing it.”




    “Well, where’s Ru­bin? I want Ru­bin. Do you hear? I want Ru­bin. You two stop that.”




    Bar­ry didn’t want to stop. If a gun were point­ed at his head at this mo­ment he would have

    won­dered if he could fin­ish be­fore he was dead.




    He heard Beat­rice do­ing some­thing at the bar, and then with an earth­quake size shock he

    felt the splash of a pail of cold wa­ter on his back.




    “C’mon up­stairs,” said Beat­rice. “We have work to do.”




    “Ru­bin says she’s very force­ful,” said the wom­an.




    “Yeah,” said Bar­ry. Some­times a thou­sand con­do units wasn’t worth the price of work­ing

    for the Dolo­mos.




    In the large south meet­ing room where the Dolo­mos of­ten planned strat­egy with fran­chise

    own­ers, Beat­rice seemed al­most hap­py.




    Bar­ry blot­ted him­self with pa­per tow­els.




    “I want the truth now. On a scale of one to ten, what are our chances of win­ning an

    ap­peal?”




    “We can still cop a plea on the charges of mail fraud.”




    “I didn’t ask for that.”




    “No chance.”




    “Then,” said Beat­rice Dolo­mo, “we are go­ing to start play­ing dirty.”




    “What are al­li­ga­tors in pools and threats to the Pres­ident? Play­ing clean?”




    “I mean we’re go­ing to play hard­ball, Bar­ry.”




    “They put peo­ple in gas cham­bers for that sort of hard­ball, Beat­rice. Why not cut your

    loss­es and run? You’ll still have plen­ty of mon­ey, es­pe­cial­ly if you sell this es­tate

    you won’t be need­ing. Con­sid­er­ing the ap­pre­ci­ation of your mon­ey-​if you sell the

    es­tate you’ll come out of jail set for life. No more cult busi­ness, just beau­ti­ful

    peace­ful wealthy re­tire­ment.”




    “For the two to three years we would have left to live, Bar­ry? No deal. I didn’t crawl up

    from a stink­ing at­tic drag­ging Ru­bin with me be­cause I am a quit­ter. You think Ru­bin is

    some great ge­nius? He was just an­oth­er hack sci­ence-​fic­tion writ­er. He be­lieved

    Pow­er­essence. He was try­ing to help peo­ple when it be­gan. Do you re­al­ize that? He

    ac­tu­al­ly be­lieved peo­ple could cure headaches by find­ing the mo­ment in their lives they

    couldn’t let go of. I had to stop him from treat­ing can­cer pa­tients be­fore they sued us

    in­to penury. No, Mr. Glid­den, I am not cop­ping a plea.”




    “Then what are you go­ing to do?”




    “Es­ca­late.”




    “You al­ready tried to kill one colum­nist and have threat­ened the Pres­ident. Where do you

    go from there?”




    “If you don’t make good on your threats, no one will be­lieve you,” said Beat­rice. To­day

    she wore pur­ple lip­stick with pur­ple eye­shad­ow. She wore a white peas­ant blouse

    em­broi­dered with flow­ers. She looked like a mid­dle-​age wom­an who had lost her own clothes

    and was bor­row­ing those of a twelve-​year-​old daugh­ter.




    It was ob­vi­ous to Bar­ry why Beat­rice al­ways seemed to dress so in­ap­pro­pri­ate­ly.

    There was no one brave enough to tell her she did not look good.




    Beat­rice glanced at her watch.




    “We can’t wait for­ev­er,” she said. She went to the door and screamed out in­to the

    hall­way.




    “Get Ru­bin. We’re tired of look­ing for Ru­bin.”




    “He’s writ­ing the founder’s day speech for the faith­ful,” came a man’s voice. It was one

    of her body­guards.




    “Use last year’s. Tell him to use last year’s,” yelled back Mrs. Dolo­mo.




    “He says he can’t. It’s a new speech about the per­se­cu­tion of the righ­teous.”




    “Per­se­cute his duff up here to the south meet­ing room,” screamed Mrs. Dolo­mo, and then

    she re­turned to the ta­ble where Bar­ry Glid­den was des­per­ate­ly fig­ur­ing out ways to

    sev­er re­la­tions with this client. He knew what was com­ing.




    “Bar­ry, we’re go­ing to make the Pres­ident pay for this. We are go­ing to make Amer­ica

    pay for this. That guilty ver­dict was kan­ga­roo jus­tice in­flict­ed up­on us from the very

    top. All my life, I have re­spect­ed the top too much. Well, Bar­ry, I’m not tak­ing it

    any­more. The Pres­ident goes. Off with the top.”




    “Mrs. Dolo­mo, as an of­fi­cer of the court, I am not al­lowed to hear this with­out

    re­port­ing you. I am a lawyer, I have tak­en an oath. So I would sug­gest you keep what­ev­er

    plans you have to your­self. Leave me out.”




    “You’re in, Bar­ry,” said Mrs. Dolo­mo.




    “I’m not good at these things. I’m just a lawyer.”




    “You’ll learn. Ru­bin!”




    “He’s com­ing, Mrs. Dolo­mo,” came the body­guard’s voice.




    Some­one was shuf­fling down the hall. It was Ru­bin. He came in­to the room with a

    cigarette dan­gling from his mouth at just the right an­gle to make his eyes wa­ter. He had not

    shaved for two days and he wore a bathrobe. From the bathrobe came a light tin­kling, the sound

    of plas­tic rub­bing to­geth­er. It was Ru­bin’s pills. He put them on the ta­ble, his hands

    shak­ing.




    “Do you want to hear the mes­sage to the en­light­ened? It’s tru­ly beau­ti­ful,” said

    Ru­bin.




    “No,” said Beat­rice.




    “Not re­al­ly,” said Bar­ry.




    “It’s about re­li­gious per­se­cu­tion. I think it’s the best thing I have ev­er

    writ­ten.”




    “We have busi­ness, Ru­bin,” said Beat­rice.




    “It’s es­pe­cial­ly mean­ing­ful in the light of our con­vic­tions, and ap­peals. The

    fran­chis­es will like it.”




    “No,” said Beat­rice.




    “Legal­ly I shouldn’t be here,” said Bar­ry. “I wish you luck in what you’re go­ing to

    do.”




    “En­light­ened ones,” Ru­bin be­gan to read as he put a hand on Bar­ry Glid­den’s shoul­der,

    seat­ing him back down. “Times of tri­al are noth­ing new. Each of us has faced them in dai­ly

    life. They are but small ob­sta­cles in the path of en­light­en­ment, on­ly peb­bles un­der the

    feet if you are go­ing some­where, but boul­ders if you are not. Your faith has made you free.

    Nev­er let your new strength fail be­fore some mi­nor tribu­la­tion. Know that all blocks are

    on­ly tem­po­rary and that you are the chil­dren of the good forces of all be­ing. You will

    pre­vail. Let pow­er be in you.”




    Ru­bin rubbed a tear from his left eye with his bathrobe sleeve.




    “You done?” asked Beat­rice.




    Ru­bin nod­ded, swal­low­ing hard. He was deeply moved. “Very nice, Ru­bin, and I will be

    send­ing you both my bill. I have to go now,” said Bar­ry.




    “We haven’t planned on how we are go­ing to get the Pres­ident yet,” said Beat­rice. “Sit

    down, Ru­bin, the Pres­ident is not tak­ing us se­ri­ous­ly. What shall we do about it?”




    “I don’t know how we can get an al­li­ga­tor in­to the White House. We’re go­ing to have to

    do some­thing else. What did you think of the speech? Do you think it was bet­ter than the

    Larkin king say­ing good-​bye to the Dro­moid mer­ce­nar­ies who had come to love him?”




    “It’s won­der­ful, Ru­bin.”




    “As an of­fi­cer of the court I will be forced to re­port any­thing I hear of a crim­inal

    na­ture.”




    “Don’t wor­ry, Bar­ry. There won’t be any prob­lem with that. You help us now and I

    guar­an­tee you will have no prob­lem with telling ev­ery­thing you know to the

    au­thor­ities.”




    “You said that the al­li­ga­tor wit­ness would turn al­so.”




    “A lit­tle mis­take. The Pres­ident’s. Now, how do we get the bum?”




    “You don’t,” said Glid­den. “He is al­ways sur­round­ed by body­guards. They are called the

    Se­cret Ser­vice, and they are pre­pared for ev­ery­thing.”




    “Not ev­ery­thing. There’s been one Pres­ident killed and one wound­ed in my life­time

    alone,” said Beat­rice.




    “They have elec­tron­ic sen­sors. They have men who will shield him with their bod­ies. They

    have ev­ery­thing they need to catch you. And then they’re go­ing to put you in jail for a very

    long, long, long time. Longer than the al­li­ga­tor thing, Beat­rice Dolo­mo.”




    Bar­ry Glid­den felt the rage rise in him. His hands tapped the ta­ble. She had gone too

    far, and he knew what he would do to stop her. As soon as he got out of here, this

    re­spon­si­ble of­fi­cer of the court would re­port this plan to harm the Pres­ident of the

    Unit­ed States. And he would for­go any fee. He would, for the first time in his glo­ri­ous

    ca­reer, live up to that pre­cious oath he had tak­en years be­fore when he grad­uat­ed from

    UCLA Law School. Then, once the Dolo­mos were safe­ly in the slam­mer, he would make his move

    for the rolling lands of the es­tate and bring his chil­dren back from Switzer­land.




    The es­tate might be held against un­col­lect­ed tax­es. It might even be a steal.




    “The Pres­ident can’t be reached through any girl­friends. He’s faith­ful to his wife. You

    can’t poi­son him,” said Bar­ry, “be­cause he’s got tasters. Those co­bras you snuck in­to

    some­one’s bed won’t work, and boil­ing oil could nev­er get near him. You might try to plant a

    sniper on a roof with a ri­fle, but the Se­cret Ser­vice would spot him. I guar­an­tee it.”




    “Does the Pres­ident read let­ters?” asked Beat­rice.




    “Of course he does,” said Bar­ry.




    “Then we’ll send him a let­ter. Mean­while, we want you to speak to the Vice-​Pres­ident.

    He, af­ter all, is go­ing to be in charge, af­ter the cur­rent Pres­ident is lost. Tell him to

    lay off Pow­er­essence.”




    Beat­rice nod­ded at the rea­son­able­ness of her own sug­ges­tion.




    Bar­ry gave on­ly a po­lite smile. He won­dered if he should drive di­rect­ly to the

    Fed­er­al Bu­reau of In­ves­ti­ga­tion or run. As Ru­bin es­cort­ed him to the door, Beat­rice

    is­sued a par­tic­ular­ly strange good-​bye:




    “Give him just enough for now,” said Beat­rice.




    “What is she talk­ing about?” said Bar­ry.




    “Noth­ing,” said Ru­bin. He in­vit­ed him to the lounge bar down­stairs.




    “No thanks, I was in­ter­rupt­ed down there by your wife.”




    “Beat­rice does not like to see any­one but her mak­ing love.”




    “It wasn’t love.”




    “What­ev­er,” said Ru­bin. He need­ed two Motrin and a De­merol to make it down the stairs.

    He asked Glid­den if he would de­liv­er a let­ter for him.




    “Sure,” said Bar­ry.




    Ap­par­ent­ly Ru­bin was go­ing to write the let­ter while Bar­ry wait­ed. In or­der to rush

    Ru­bin, Bar­ry fol­lowed him through the door he’d ex­it­ed. It led to a cel­lar, a cel­lar

    where many rub­ber suits hung against the walls. A cel­lar with sev­er­al doors so that Bar­ry

    couldn’t quite be sure which he’d used to get in. So he picked one door at ran­dom and burst

    through. He found him­self star­ing at Ru­bin. Ru­bin was sweaty-​faced, wide-​eyed, and on the

    oth­er side of a piece of glass, and his hands were stuffed in­to rub­ber­coat­ed arms

    pro­trud­ing in­to Bar­ry’s room.




    “Get out of there. Go back,” yelled Ru­bin. The voice was muf­fled by the glass. One rub­ber

    hand held a cot­ton swab and the oth­er a pink let­ter.




    “What are you do­ing with that let­ter?”




    “Go back.”




    “You’re do­ing some­thing fun­ny with the let­ter,” said Bar­ry.




    “I’m not do­ing any­thing with the let­ter. Get out of here. Go back.”




    “That’s the let­ter you want me to de­liv­er?”




    “Get back. For your own good. Get back. I con­trol forces you know noth­ing about, forces

    be­yond your un­der­stand­ing.”




    “That’s the let­ter you want­ed me to de­liv­er. What are you do­ing to it?” Bar­ry went

    over to the small ta­ble the rub­ber arms worked over. There was a jar of some­thing on the

    ta­ble. The swab was wet with some­thing. Bar­ry leaned over the lit­tle jar. He sniffed. It

    smelled strange­ly like a root cel­lar he once had made love in. He had gone to a client’s

    house to help her with a di­vorce. Her hus­band had ac­cused her of adul­tery. He was very

    sus­pi­cious, she had said. Life was hell, she had said. Per­haps they had bet­ter talk about

    it in the root cel­lar, she had said. It was the first time Bar­ry Glid­den had ev­er

    ac­cept­ed an al­ter­nate form of le­gal fee.




    So Bar­ry Glid­den basked in the fond mem­ories of this odor.




    “Get back,” said Ru­bin.




    “What’s wrong here? What are you do­ing, Ru­bin?”




    “It’s too in­tri­cate for you to un­der­stand.”




    “What if I were to take this jar and bring it to the po­lice, Ru­bin? What would hap­pen

    then?”




    “You’d on­ly hurt your­self,” said Ru­bin. “Don’t touch it, please.”




    “I’m not so sure,” said Glid­den.




    “It’s dan­ger­ous. What do you think I am do­ing on the oth­er side of the glass shield with

    my hands in rub­ber gloves?”




    “You tell me,” said Glid­den. He did not move. He liked the aro­ma of the liq­uid in the

    jar.




    Be­side the steel jar was a steel cap. If he could pro­tect his own hands with his own

    jack­et, Bar­ry rea­soned, he could cap the jar, put it in his brief­case, and drive it to some

    chemist to get it an­alyzed. It could be good ev­idence in the gov­ern­ment case against the

    Dolo­mos, good enough to cut six months off the pro­ject­ed time when all this land would be

    sold.




    Glid­den re­moved his suit jack­et, tak­ing out the wal­let and the keys and stuff­ing them

    in his pants. Then, very care­ful­ly, he used it like a gi­ant pothold­er to move the steel jar

    top over the con­tain­er of the pleas­ant-​smelling liq­uid. One of the rub­ber gloves tried to

    push him away. It held the let­ter. Bar­ry ig­nored it. Then the let­ter touched the back of

    his hand.




    He looked down at his suit jack­et. For some rea­son it was bunched up in his hand. In­side

    it was a jar top. He was hold­ing a jar top with his suit jack­et. He put the lid on the ta­ble

    and be­gan to brush out his suit. As he did so, he knocked over the jar. A sense of pan­ic

    seized him as the dark stain spread over his shirt and jack­et and pants. Some­one was go­ing

    to tell his mom­my.




    Bar­ry Glid­den be­gan to cry and he on­ly stopped cry­ing when the nice man brought him

    in­to a room with toys and oth­er chil­dren, nice lit­tle boys and lit­tle girls. But they were

    not re­al­ly that nice. They kept all the toys to them­selves and would not share with Bar­ry.

    No­body would share with Bar­ry. He cried even hard­er. Then a nice la­dy gave him the yel­low

    boat, and he stopped cry­ing. Bar­ry Glid­den, af­ter twen­ty tough com­pet­itive years be­fore

    the Cal­ifor­nia bar, was hap­py at last.




    Ru­bin Dolo­mo left Glid­den in the first play­room and be­gan his as­sault on the

    Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States. He was not sure whether he should cast le­gions in a wild

    charge such as in In­vaders from Dro­moid, or send in a sin­gle lone de­liv­er­er. Like in

    De­fend­ers of Larkin.




    Beat­rice had a sim­pler plan.




    “Do both and do it now. If we wait around for you to get things right, we’ll die of old

    age,” she said. She now blamed him for fail­ing to turn the wit­ness.




    The prob­lem had been that they couldn’t get through. A man of such neg­ativ­ity as to be

    to­tal­ly un­rea­son­able had been re­spon­si­ble for keep­ing the love note from the

    Pres­ident.




    In his own way, Ru­bin Dolo­mo had more than a lit­tle shrewd­ness, and Beat­rice, de­spite

    her ha­rangu­ing, ap­pre­ci­at­ed that. She knew that though he of­ten failed once, he rarely

    failed twice, if one kept af­ter him. So when he said he had a new and bet­ter plan to reach

    the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, she did not ques­tion him.




    “I am on­ly ask­ing for one thing. Get the SOB. Get the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States. Is

    that too much to ask?”




    “No, dear,” said Ru­bin. For this as­sault he was go­ing to have to use Powies who didn’t

    know him, or who couldn’t trace him. This was not al­to­geth­er im­pos­si­ble, be­cause his

    pho­to­graph in the back of all Pow­er­essence books was one tak­en of him in his twen­ties and

    then touched up by a com­ic-​book artist, so that a pow­er­ful, be­nign, eter­nal­ly young

    pres­ence ra­di­at­ed from the pic­ture. It wouldn’t even pass muster now for his

    pass­port.




    He cre­at­ed for this sa­cred mis­sion the Ser­vants of Zor, and then from fran­chis­es

    around the coun­try he bought the names of sev­en Powies who had reached Lev­el Sev­en. By

    Lev­el Sev­en ev­ery­one had paid in at least eight thou­sand dol­lars. Any­one who had paid

    that much for Pow­er­essence cours­es could be count­ed on for al­most any­thing.




    But Ru­bin Dolo­mo did not ask for just any­thing. From his hid­ing place in a dark­ened

    room lit on­ly with can­dies, from be­hind a screen em­bla­zoned with the sign of the eter­nal

    warmth of this galaxy, the sun, he ad­dressed his band of house­wives, ex­ec­utives, as­pir­ing

    ac­tress­es, and a re­al-​es­tate sales­man from Pough­keep­sie.




    “You are a se­lect group. You are the ones who have been giv­en much-​there­fore, you must

    give much in re­turn. You will save this coun­try from re­li­gious per­se­cu­tion, from

    re­li­gious in­tol­er­ance. You will guide the lead­er­ship of this land in­to the ways of

    righ­teous­ness. And fu­ture gen­er­ations will call you blessed.”




    Thus spake Ru­bin from be­hind the mag­nif­icent par­ti­tion that was his shield in case his

    plan did not work, which seemed un­like­ly any­how.




    The re­al-​es­tate sales­man from Pough­keep­sie felt a chill go up his spine. The

    house­wife gasped-​sud­den­ly she was im­por­tant in the world, im­por­tant be­yond her wildest

    ex­pec­ta­tions. The as­pir­ing ac­tress had a vi­sion-​a re­li­gious ex­pe­ri­ence in which

    her name was up in lights, just like Kathy Bowen’s. Kathy Bowen was a Powie. If she had got­ten

    where she was by do­ing this stuff, so would she. And then she would do any­thing she pleased,

    from Shake­speare­an dra­ma to John­ny Car­son.




    So when the man the ac­tress could not see be­gan talk­ing about en­light­en­ing the

    Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, about touch­ing him with good­ness, she had few ques­tions.

    Few­er still when the speak­er as­sured her that if there was any trou­ble, any fear, any­one

    ques­tion­ing her, all she had to do was break a small glass vial and she would be

    in­vul­ner­able to the evil forces of the world.




    But there was a warn­ing:




    “You must on­ly break this glass vial when you are in trou­ble. Oth­er­wise trou­ble will

    come to you,” said Ru­bin from be­hind the screen.




    “Isn’t this won­der­ful?” said the house­wife. “It’s just like De­fend­ers of Alarkin. “




    “Is that a book or what?”




    “It’s a book.”




    “Sounds like junk,” said the ac­tress.




    “Who­ev­er said that will be the first to save Amer­ica,” said Ru­bin Dolo­mo.




    For the Se­cret Ser­vice, en­trust­ed with pro­tect­ing the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed

    States, the night­mare be­gan some­what harm­less­ly in the main mail­room of the White House.

    It was noth­ing great, but any­thing out of the or­di­nary had to be in­ves­ti­gat­ed.

    Sev­er­al clerks now had failed to show up for work.




    “As you know,” said the su­per­vi­sor, “we have five rout­ings for mail. All of it is opened

    here af­ter be­ing checked for cook­ies, bombs, any­thing like that. Per­son­al gifts go to the

    Cour­tesy Cen­ter, where thank-​you notes are com­posed. If the gifts are worth more than a

    cer­tain amount, our Cour­tesy Hostess­es send them to the Smith­so­ni­an for dis­play.

    Let­ters crit­iciz­ing the Pres­ident or the First La­dy are rout­ed to the Beige Room, where

    be­nign re­spons­es are writ­ten. Threats are sent to you for in­ves­ti­ga­tion. Let­ters that

    have to be an­swered by the Pres­ident’s staff of sec­re­taries are sent to an­oth­er

    de­part­ment, and per­son­al let­ters, ones that seem as though they ac­tu­al­ly come from

    peo­ple who know him, are han­dled by an­oth­er. It was in this last cat­ego­ry that we had the

    prob­lem.”




    “You mean the clerks who open the Pres­ident’s per­son­al cor­re­spon­dence?”




    “Oh, no. Ma­chines open his let­ters. It was the clerks who han­dled them. They’d be

    work­ing a reg­ular shift and then they would just stare out in­to space. Just stare, gape,

    gawk, like they were in a void.”




    “So you had no way to dif­fer­en­ti­ate them from any oth­er work­er,” said the Se­cret

    Ser­vice man. “Just a joke.”




    “We earn our mon­ey here,” said the su­per­vi­sor, look­ing wound­ed.




    “Sor­ry. Go on.”




    “Well, they would en­ter­tain them­selves for a while-​play with stamps, trade lunch­es,

    that sort of thing, but then they would wan­der off. And when we phoned them at home, a few of

    them were gone.”




    “What do you mean, gone?”




    “They nev­er re­turned home that day. Or any day there­after.”




    “Give me the names of those who didn’t wan­der off,” said the Se­cret Ser­vice man.




    There were two of them. Both of them seemed un­ac­count­ably list­less. And they were

    in­ca­pable of an­swer­ing any ques­tions about their jobs or why they left-​in fact, they

    hard­ly re­mem­bered ev­er work­ing there at all.




    Then came the re­al prob­lems. The Pres­ident would be mak­ing a Mid­west­ern road trip to

    speak to farm­ers. As usu­al, the Se­cret Ser­vice had to san­itize the route, mak­ing sure

    that no bombs were set in roads. All hid­ing places and po­ten­tial sniper sites had Se­cret

    Ser­vice men sta­tioned at them, and all the roads that could be used as av­enues of es­cape

    along the mo­tor­cade route were bar­ri­cad­ed.




    Halls where the Pres­ident would speak had to be ex­am­ined with met­al de­tec­tors. The

    lo­cal hos­pi­tals had to stock his blood type, more than enough for any ma­jor

    op­er­ation.




    Air­plane traf­fic had to be rerout­ed be­cause no air­plane could over­fly the

    pres­iden­tial car­avan. And then, as though he was go­ing out for a pleas­ant ride to meet the

    peo­ple of Wis­con­sin, the Pres­ident rode through the sub­urbs of Racine, wav­ing to

    ev­ery­one as though he didn’t have a care in the world. And he didn’t: The Se­cret Ser­vice

    did.




    It was the usu­al crowd at the fair­ground. Nine­ty-​nine per­cent of the peo­ple were there

    to cheer their Pres­ident this sun­ny au­tumn day. Then there were the hos­tile sign hold­ers,

    those who lived for the op­por­tu­ni­ty to tell the Com­man­der-​in-​Chief to get out of South

    Amer­ica, the Mid­dle East, the Far East, Africa, Eu­rope, and Racine. The tele­vi­sion

    cam­eras zoomed in on the one per­cent as the Pres­ident be­gan to speak.




    What looked, to the un­trained eye, like ran­dom­ly placed Se­cret Ser­vice men was in

    ac­tu­al­ity three zones of pro­tec­tion strate­gi­cal­ly placed in the crowd. The sec­ond

    formed a bar­ri­er be­tween the crowd and the Pres­ident. The third zone was what was called

    the “body” grid. This group was nev­er more than an arm’s length from their charge. These were

    the men who would crowd around the Pres­ident at any sign of trou­ble.




    On this day in Racine, a very sweet-​look­ing house­wife who was ex­treme­ly po­lite got

    through the sec­ond grid. She sim­ply ex­cused her­self and squeezed past the agents; and

    be­cause the met­al de­tec­tors at the perime­ter of the sec­ond grid picked up noth­ing on her

    body, no one would sus­pect that the de­mure la­dy want­ed any­thing more than a bet­ter view.

    Un­til she ac­tu­al­ly reached the podi­um.




    “You can­not shut out the light of the uni­verse. Your neg­ativ­ity will fail,” she

    shrieked. The cam­eras moved from the Pres­ident, who was ex­plain­ing how the na­tion was

    go­ing to feed it­self with an al­ter­ation in farm pol­icy, to the wom­an’s flail­ing arms.

    The body grid pulled clos­er to the podi­um. With­in sec­onds the Se­cret Ser­vice wres­tled

    her in­to an emp­ty room for ques­tion­ing.




    “You can nev­er harm me,” she said, re­laxed and smil­ing sweet­ly at ev­ery­one. But when

    she be­gan uri­nat­ing a doc­tor was called to put her in­to an am­bu­lance. The wom­an’s

    iden­ti­fi­ca­tion said she was a house­wife, but she could not re­mem­ber her mar­ried name.

    Nor could she re­call where she lived, or how she had got­ten to Racine. She didn’t care about

    re­li­gious free­dom; she on­ly cared about one is­sue: When was she go­ing to get ice

    cream?




    Even stranger, the agent who stopped her was found lat­er that night wan­der­ing around

    Racine, thrilled that he had fifty dol­lars in his pock­et. With that mon­ey, he was telling

    ev­ery­one, he could see twen­ty-​five movies in a row if he didn’t buy can­dy.




    At ev­ery stop in the Mid­west that week, sim­ilar in­ci­dents oc­curred. Once, one of the

    loonies al­most reached the Pres­ident.




    Fi­nal­ly the Se­cret Ser­vice had to tell him, quite sad­ly, that they could not pro­tect

    him any­more if he left the White House. Some­thing was com­ing at him, and they had no idea

    yet what it was.




    The Pres­ident lis­tened sto­ical­ly, and then, when they were gone, went him­self to his

    bed­room, where the pre­vi­ous Pres­ident had point­ed out the red phone, the spe­cial phone to

    reach the spe­cial peo­ple. He had used it of­ten in his pres­iden­cy and now he would use it

    again. All he had to do was pick up the re­ceiv­er and two of the most pow­er­ful body­guards

    in the world would be put at his dis­pos­al.




    “Smith here, sir,” came the voice.




    “Smith, I have a prob­lem that I am not sure would come un­der your ju­ris­dic­tion.

    Some­body, or some­thing, is at­tack­ing me. And my Se­cret Ser­vice says soon­er or lat­er

    they’re go­ing to suc­ceed.”


  




  

    Chapter 7




    The Pow­er­essence tem­ple in Mi­ami Beach was an el­egant Span­ish vil­la with spa­cious

    ve­ran­das. But Re­mo and Chi­un met their first Powies sev­er­al blocks away. They were

    try­ing to en­cour­age them to take a char­ac­ter test. Much to Chi­un’s dis­gust, Re­mo

    ac­cept­ed for both of them.




    Out­side the vil­la on its mag­nif­icent black met­al gates a crude sign was post­ed:




    “Free Char­ac­ter Test.”




    “This I can­not even imag­ine why you are do­ing,” said Chi­un.




    “Some peo­ple are at­tack­ing the Pres­ident. They are do­ing it with a strange phe­nomenon.

    And some­how the at­tack­ers for­get what they’ve done, how they’ve done it, and even who they

    are. But there are too many Pow­er­essence peo­ple in­volved not to in­ves­ti­gate them.”




    “I’m sor­ry I asked,” said Chi­un. He wore a plain gray trav­el­ing ki­mono be­cause he had

    been think­ing about mov­ing from Mi­ami Beach. He was con­sid­er­ing find­ing a more

    per­ma­nent home in Amer­ica, which sad­dened him. If they bought a more per­ma­nent home here,

    that meant they would live here longer, and the longer they worked for Smith, the less chance

    of ev­er adding to the glo­ry of Sinan­ju. Mad Em­per­or Smith not on­ly in­sist­ed that

    ev­ery­thing be se­cret but al­so ap­par­ent­ly was nev­er go­ing to seize this coun­try’s

    throne. The hor­ror of it was that these whites were ac­tu­al­ly telling the truth when they

    talked about the peo­ple se­lect­ing a lead­er, in­stead of in­her­it­ing a tra­di­tion­al and

    more sta­ble monarch by birth or even the more rea­son­able hand of the pro­fes­sion­al

    as­sas­sin, the tra­di­tion­al as­sas­sin, the house of as­sas­sins that had giv­en the world

    more lead­ers than any roy­al line. This house of as­sas­sins that Re­mo re­fused to hon­or by

    do­ing some­thing that would en­hance its his­to­ries. In­stead, he con­tin­ued to serve a

    coun­try which nev­er taught him any­thing and an em­per­or so mad he open­ly ad­mit­ted now he

    did not be­lieve in vengeance.




    “I guess this is it,” said Re­mo.




    “What is it? We are go­ing to be priests now? What are we do­ing here?”




    “I just ex­plained to you,” said Re­mo. “If you don’t like it, go back to the con­do. I

    don’t need you. You know I don’t need you.”




    “You do need me. But not for these sil­ly things Em­per­or Smith sends you to do. Will you

    do his shop­ping next?”




    “We may be sav­ing the life of the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States,” said Re­mo.




    “Why? We don’t work for him. We work for Smith. We should be re­mov­ing the Pres­ident of

    the Unit­ed States. We should be mak­ing Smith pres­ident.”




    “He wouldn’t be pres­ident if we killed the Pres­ident. The Vice-​Pres­ident would be­come

    pres­ident.”




    “Then him too. I re­mem­ber the his­to­ries of the Less­er Wang. A shaman, a priest and

    dis­tant rel­ative to the king, called up­on Sinan­ju with a great prob­lem. Be­tween him and

    the throne were four­teen heirs, from princes to princess­es to roy­al lords. The Less­er Wang

    promised that with­in one year the shaman would be king. And he was. A vice-​pres­ident has no

    more eter­nal life than a pres­ident.”




    “But af­ter that comes the Sec­re­tary of State, I be­lieve.”




    “When does Smith be­come em­per­or?”




    “He nev­er be­comes em­per­or. Don’t you un­der­stand?” “If he nev­er be­comes em­per­or,

    what is he do­ing with the finest as­sas­sins in the his­to­ry of the world? Why is he wast­ing

    Sinan­ju?”




    “We’re not wast­ing Sinan­ju. We’re help­ing to save a coun­try I love. Don’t you

    un­der­stand? You don’t want to un­der­stand.”




    “No. I do not wish to un­der­stand that you love thou­sands of square miles of waste and

    pol­lu­tion and two hun­dred and twen­ty mil­lion peo­ple you have nev­er met. Not when you

    give noth­ing to the one who gives you your pow­ers. That’s all right. I am used to this,

    Re­mo. I am used to your in­grat­itude. At least I should be by this time.” “It doesn’t mean I

    don’t love you.”




    “If you loved me, re­al­ly loved me, we would be work­ing for an em­per­or. You would not

    waste your tal­ents and skills on this . . . this what­ev­er-​we’re-​do­ing.”




    “We’re do­ing it,” said Re­mo, and they were at the gate, where a young man in glass­es and

    a white shirt hand­ed them a piece of pa­per of­fer­ing a free char­ac­ter test.




    “That’s what we’re here for. We want to join.”




    “You’re sup­posed to get the free char­ac­ter test and then you join.”




    “We want to join,” said Re­mo.




    “Could you take the test first?”




    “We have char­ac­ters. Why do we need char­ac­ter tests?” asked Chi­un.




    “I don’t know,” said Re­mo. “He wants us to take a test. We’ll take a test.”




    “I don’t want to take a test,” said Chi­un.




    “Then don’t.”




    “Are you go­ing to take the test?”




    “Yes.”




    “Then I’ll take the test,” said Chi­un. “We will see whose char­ac­ter is su­pe­ri­or or . .

    .”




    “Or what?” said Re­mo.




    “We will see if it is a bad test.”




    “You can’t stand to lose, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    “When I can lose, we’re dead.”




    The test was giv­en in a large room di­vid­ed by small mov­able walls. Chi­un tore down the

    wall be­tween Re­mo and him­self so he could see Re­mo’s an­swers.




    “You can’t do that!” said a young wom­an with a loose­leaf fold­er.




    “I just did,” said Chi­un. “I could do that all day.”




    “They mean you shouldn’t, lit­tle fa­ther.”




    “Then they should ex­press them­selves more clear­ly.” The young wom­an looked to the oth­er

    men in the room. They con­firmed that these two were in­deed hers. “Hel­lo,” she said. “My name

    is Daphne Bloom. I am a coun­selor here at Pow­er­essence. We are not try­ing to sell you

    any­thing, but rather to see if you might need what we have to of­fer.”




    Daphne was at­trac­tive, with a pert smile and a boun­cy body to match. But ev­ery time the

    smile dis­ap­peared, she ap­peared des­per­ate­ly in­tense. The smile was on­ly an ex­ter­nal

    in­ter­rup­tion.




    “We don’t nor­mal­ly test two peo­ple at once, but since you have re­moved the screen, I

    guess that’s the way we’ll do it. Who will go first?”




    “Me,” said Re­mo.




    “I will go first,” said Chi­un.




    “Go ahead,” said Re­mo.




    “No, you go. I want to hear your an­swers, so that I can show the cor­rect an­swers.”




    “This is a char­ac­ter test, lit­tle fa­ther. No one wins.”




    “Some­one wins in ev­ery test.”




    “You both can win,” said Daphne, “if you find out what you need in life.”




    Re­mo glanced around the room. There were no cur­tains, no pic­tures, just the lit­tle

    cu­bi­cles placed in the cen­ter of what prob­ably had been a vast dance floor. It seemed like

    a des­ecra­tion, turn­ing el­egance in­to of­fice space.




    The room smelled of old cigarette smoke and floor clean­er. The chairs were hard met­al

    fold­ing de­vices, the ta­ble of the cu­bi­cle some syn­thet­ic com­pos­ite de­signed by an

    ac­coun­tant some­where who thought low cost was the ob­ject.




    “The first ques­tion is: Are you hap­py most­ly, some­what, or not at all?” asked

    Daphne.




    “I can be hap­py know­ing Re­mo is do­ing the right thing,” said Chi­un.




    “Which means?”




    “I am nev­er hap­py,” said Chi­un.




    “You’re al­ways hap­py, lit­tle fa­ther. You’re hap­py when you’re bitch­ing.”




    “Put down ‘nev­er hap­py, ev­er,’ ” said Chi­un. “Would you be hap­py, beau­ti­ful young

    la­dy, if you had a son who talked to you like that?”




    “I don’t think I would,” said Daphne. “He’s your son? You don’t look white.”




    “I am Ko­re­an.”




    “Oh, he’s Ko­re­an?”




    “See?” said Chi­un.




    “Get on with the ques­tion­ing. I’m white,” said Re­mo.




    “Even this beau­ti­ful in­tel­li­gent young wom­an knows,” said Chi­un. “Thank you,

    miss.”




    “All right, Re­mo, are you hap­py most­ly, some­times, rarely?”




    “All the time,” snapped Re­mo. “You don’t look hap­py.”




    “I’m hap­py. Get on with it.”




    “I am the one who is un­hap­py,” said Chi­un.




    “You look hap­py,” said Daphne.




    “One must be­stow joy on his sur­round­ings. Through joy, we have joy,” said Chi­un.




    “That’s beau­ti­ful,” said Daphne.




    “Wait un­til he tells you about heads on the wall,” said Re­mo.




    “Are you some Ori­en­tal re­li­gion? I love Ori­en­tal re­li­gions.”




    “I am Sinan­ju,” said Chi­un.




    “That’s beau­ti­ful,” said Daphne. “I love the sound.”




    “Then you’d bet­ter like dead bod­ies,” said Re­mo.




    “How can you be so neg­ative?” said Daphne. “I’m putting you down for neg­ative.”




    “It’s the truth,” said Re­mo. “Okay, when do we join? I got the mon­ey right here.”




    Daphne put down the loose-​leaf book. Her eyes nar­rowed and her back straight­ened. Her

    voice rang with con­vic­tion.




    “Some peo­ple may be in this for mon­ey, but they’re los­ing the true strength of

    Pow­er­essence. I have been in est, Se­dona, Sci­en­tol­ogy, In­ten­sive Re­uni­fi­ca­tion, but

    on­ly now have I found the one thing that has turned my life around.”




    “From what?” asked Re­mo.




    “Leave this good and beau­ti­ful girl alone,” said Chi­un. “She is try­ing to help.”




    “Thank you, sir,” said Daphne.




    “Am I win­ning?” asked Chi­un.




    “With me you are, sir.”




    “She is not on­ly beau­ti­ful, she is wise.”




    “Okay, is the test over? We’d like to join.”




    “There are more ques­tions,” said Daphne. “Are you ev­er both­ered by some­thing you can’t

    seem to for­get, some­thing that just won’t go away, some pain that re­curs and you don’t know

    why?”




    “No. Can I join now?” said Re­mo.




    “And you, sir?” Daphne asked Chi­un.




    Chi­un nod­ded to Re­mo. “You are look­ing at that pain.”




    “In love re­la­tion­ships, do things seem to go well for a while and then sud­den­ly the

    per­son seems to be some­one you don’t like or who does hurt­ful things?”




    “Ah,” said Chi­un. “Wis­dom and beau­ty are one in you, my child.”




    “No,” said Re­mo. “Can I join now?”




    “Do good op­por­tu­ni­ties seem to van­ish from you when oth­ers en­joy them?”




    “We can serve any­one in the world but are be­ing held down in this mad­house go­ing

    nowhere,” said Chi­un. “And you, Re­mo, I imag­ine, ‘No’?”




    “Right. Can we join?”




    “In a minute,” snapped Daphne.




    “Do you feel some­times that the world is not a nice place to live? You, Re­mo, nev­er,

    right? And you, Mr. Chi­un?”




    “To meet some­one as wise as you en­light­ens and bright­ens the en­tire world for

    ev­ery­one,” said Chi­un.




    Daphne trem­bled. Her eyes wa­tered. “That’s beau­ti­ful,” she said. “We don’t usu­al­ly

    have win­ners and losers, Mr. Chi­un, but you win. And you … you lose, Re­mo.”




    Chi­un beamed. Re­mo shrugged and asked if they could join now.




    “You are el­igi­ble for en­trance lev­el, the ad­just­ment to your world and how to be

    hap­pi­er, rich­er, more con­tent and pow­er­ful in ten steps. Do you want that?”




    “Not re­al­ly,” said Re­mo. “I want to join.”




    “Three hun­dred dol­lars for each of you.”




    Re­mo had it in cash. He had brought a large bankroll at Smith’s sug­ges­tion. He peeled off

    six one-​hun­dred-​dol­lar bills and then asked to take the next course.




    “You haven’t tak­en the first one yet.”




    “That’s all right,” said Re­mo.




    “I won’t take the mon­ey,” said Daphne.




    “Is there a man­ag­er?”




    “He won’t take it ei­ther. You have got to take the course. You have got to ex­pand your

    as­tral re­la­tion­ships. You have got to get your past lives in or­der so that you can move on

    through this one un­en­cum­bered by an­cient sins.”




    “You speak great wis­dom, child,” Chi­un said in En­glish, and then in Ko­re­an said, “On­ly

    whites would be­lieve some­thing this stupid.”




    “A lot of Ori­en­tals be­lieve stuff like that,” Re­mo an­swered in Ko­re­an.




    “Not quite that stupid. That stupid is white,” said Chi­un, and then switched back to

    En­glish to tell Daphne Bloom how ex­cit­ed he was about tak­ing the first lev­el.




    Re­mo asked if they could take the first lev­el in ten min­utes be­cause he want­ed to get

    on to the sec­ond lev­el be­fore lunch. Twelve thou­sand dol­lars lat­er, they were at Lev­el

    Sev­en, with Daphne Bloom sud­den­ly dis­cov­er­ing that she was el­evat­ed to spir­itu­al

    di­rec­tor be­cause of her suc­cess with these two clients.




    “But I haven’t co­or­di­nat­ed all my past lives,” she told the man­ag­er.




    “That’s okay, hon­ey. You’re a re­al win­ner. We got live ones now. Push it over the top.

    You can have free cours­es for life and a com­mis­sion.”




    “I don’t want com­mis­sions. I want my self-​uni­ty to un­leash my pow­er,” said Daphne.




    “Bet­ter yet. You got it. You got all the past lives you can han­dle, hon­ey,” said the

    man­ag­er of the Pow­er­essence Mi­ami Beach tem­ple. “Could I in­ter­est you in some re­al

    es­tate too?”




    Near the end of the day, Re­mo al­lowed as how he want­ed to take more and more cours­es,

    hun­dreds of thou­sands of dol­lars’ worth of cours­es, but he and his friend had a

    prob­lem.




    “We might have to go to jail. You see, there is this trou­ble­some lit­tle court case

    against me and my friend and we’ll have to stop now. Can’t study this stuff in prison.”




    “We’ll mail it,” said the man­ag­er.




    “No. I just re­al­ly have to be out of prison to en­joy this. I hear that once you get this

    stuff in­to your sys­tem, ev­ery­thing works out well for you.”




    “Who told you that?” asked the man­ag­er.




    “A busi­ness­man I know,” said Re­mo, “and a ranch­er. And a mob­ster. They have a lot of

    faith in you.”




    “Big stuff has to move through up­stairs. Maybe I can ar­range some­thing.”




    “That would be nice,” said Re­mo.




    “But you’ve got to tell them I sent you. You’ve got to tell them you be­long to the Mi­ami

    Beach tem­ple of Pow­er­essence.”




    “You can count on it,” said Re­mo.




    “Do you want to join the cru­sade al­so?” asked the man­ag­er.




    “What cru­sade?”




    “The cru­sade for free­dom of re­li­gion in Amer­ica.”




    “I thought any­one could be­lieve what they want­ed.”




    “Not if you don’t please the pow­ers that be. Not if you are fear­less in your de­fense of

    truth. Not if you are pos­itive.”




    “Are those the peo­ple who hold up signs and run at the Pres­ident when­ev­er he makes a

    speech?” asked Re­mo.




    “I don’t know those peo­ple but I do know our fa­mous Kathy Bowen, who is lead­ing the

    cru­sade. You can con­tribute to that.”




    “Who’s Kathy Bowen?”




    “Fa­mous Kathy Bowen?” asked the man­ag­er.




    “Yeah. Her,” said Re­mo.




    “She’s the host­ess on Amaz­ing Hu­man­ity,” said the man­ag­er.




    “I don’t know what that is ei­ther.”




    “It’s peo­ple do­ing fan­tas­tic things. Fan­tas­tic. They eat frogs, run through fire,

    build homes out of bot­tle caps, run races af­ter they’ve suf­fered hor­ri­ble op­er­ations,”

    said the man­ag­er.




    “I don’t watch it. Where can I reach Kathy Bowen?”




    “At cru­sade head­quar­ters in Cal­ifor­nia.”




    “What does it take to join?” asked Re­mo.




    “A com­mit­ment to truth, free­dom of wor­ship, and the Amer­ican way, plus five thou­sand

    dol­lars.”




    “Why do I feel I could join the cru­sade for free?”




    “You can, but the five thou­sand is a do­na­tion to help fight re­li­gious per­se­cu­tion in

    Amer­ica.”




    “I like re­li­gious per­se­cu­tion,” said Re­mo.




    The man­ag­er sat be­neath a pic­ture of clear-​eyed, for­ward-​look­ing Ru­bin Dolo­mo. On

    his desk was a stack of mimeographed bul­letins called “Truth Grams.” The man­ag­er kept

    look­ing at Re­mo’s wrists. He stared at the eyes, not in­to them. Re­mo could tell where the

    man’s pupils fo­cused be­cause they al­ways re­flect­ed the lev­el they op­er­at­ed from.




    “Well, re­li­gious per­se­cu­tion is fine. What­ev­er. What­ev­er the force of pow­er gives

    to you. Thank you and good day,” said the man­ag­er.




    When the es­pe­cial­ly wealthy new stu­dent and his Ori­en­tal friend left with their

    coun­selor, Ms. Bloom, a low-​bud­get con­vert to Pow­er­essence, the man­ag­er phoned the

    Dolo­mo es­tate.




    “Hey, Ru­bin, I think I saw him.”




    “Who? The neg­ative one?”




    “Well, you said there was this guy with thick wrists and dark eyes who was the force of

    neg­ativ­ity. I thought it was just hype, you know. Like course num­ber four­teen, when you ran

    out of as­tral planes to clear in course thir­teen and you had to come up with a ‘Re­ver­sion

    Pro­tec­tion’ course. I thought that was bril­liant.”




    “It wasn’t hype. Peo­ple do re­vert to un­hap­pi­ness.”




    “Sure, sure, Ru­bin, but I think I ac­tu­al­ly seen this guy.”




    “He’s there?”




    “Just left.”




    “Where’s he head­ing?”




    “Straight for you and our star per­former, Ms. Kathy Bowen.”




    “Why did you do that?”




    “He’s been tak­ing cours­es like there’s no end to mon­ey. And he says he’s got a prob­lem

    with a jail thing. I thought you could help, you know. You told us to so­lic­it those.”




    “But he’s the neg­ative coun­ter­force of our pos­itive pow­er.”




    “Hey, Ru­bin. I’m a fran­chis­er. I sell this stuff. Don’t try to give it to me.”




    “It’s true. How do you think we got so big, so fast? I un­cov­ered the truth in the Alarkin

    plan­et chron­icles.”




    “You got so big so fast be­cause Beat­rice knows how to make a buck. Look, Ru­bin, if you

    have prob­lems with these peo­ple, why don’t you take care of them in some sane way. And I

    don’t mean some Powie nut with an al­li­ga­tor stuff­ing it in some pool some­where.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “There are pro­fes­sion­als who do things right.”




    “You mean a pro­fes­sion­al hit man?”




    “You can buy the best right here in Mi­ami. This is the home of the co­caine trade. The best

    killers in the world are in Mi­ami to­day. The best, Ru­bin.”




    “We don’t have any con­tacts in Mi­ami ex­cept you.”




    “What is your safe­ty worth to you and Beat­rice?”




    “Thou­sands.”




    “You can do bet­ter than that, Ru­bin. You clear fif­teen thou­sand a week from my

    fran­chise alone.”




    “Tens of thou­sands.”




    “Come on, Ru­bin.”




    “A mil­lion dol­lars. I can’t go any high­er, Beat­rice will kill me.”




    “No prob­lem. Now, no more of this Alarkin plan­et good-​force stuff. We buy the best. The

    ab­so­lute best.”




    “They don’t cost a mil­lion.”




    “I do. If you want me to get them. I’m here, Ru­bin. I know ev­ery­one.”




    “And you’ll get the best.”




    “The forces of neg­ativ­ity will have more bul­lets in him than a fir­ing-​range tar­get

    be­fore he leaves Mi­ami.”




    “I’ll mail you the mil­lion.”




    “No. Wire it. I al­ways like it in my hands be­fore I do re­al busi­ness. We don’t pay these

    peo­ple in re­duc­ing as­tral neg­ativ­ity, Ru­bin.”




    The hit was not com­pli­cat­ed, the man­ag­er knew. The tar­get would be com­ing to the

    air­port, and once you knew where some­one was com­ing, you re­al­ly had a lock on the whole

    busi­ness. That is why of the mil­lion dol­lars, he on­ly had to pay twen­ty-​five thou­sand

    dol­lars to four pis­toleros who promised they would emp­ty two mag­azines apiece in­to the man

    and his el­der­ly Ori­en­tal friend.




    “They’ll be go­ing to Cal­ifor­nia. And they’ll be with this wom­an,” said the man­ag­er,

    who hap­pened to have Daphne Bloom’s pic­ture on a coun­selor-​eval­ua­tion ap­pli­ca­tion. It

    showed her main am­bi­tion was to be one with the pos­itive forces of the uni­verse.




    “What do you want done with her?”




    The man­ag­er, see­ing that she on­ly earned cred­its by teach­ing and was not a ma­jor

    donor, said that what­ev­er was con­ve­nient for the pis­toleros was fine with him.




    “But you got to get the guy with the thick wrists.”




    By the time Re­mo and Chi­un reached the air­port, Daphne had told them her life sto­ry. She

    was an es­pe­cial­ly sen­si­tive per­son. By age sev­en she re­al­ized that five thou­sand

    years of Ju­daism was not the an­swer for her. By age four­teen she had joined three cults, all

    prov­ing to lack the an­swer to her prob­lems. So did Sci­en­tol­ogy, est, Se­dona,

    Per­son­al­ity Re­uni­fi­ca­tion, and the Hare Kr­ish­nas. “In Pow­er­essence I found the

    an­swer to the ques­tion.”




    “What’s the ques­tion?” asked Re­mo. He looked for the short­est line at a ma­jor air­line.

    This air­port seemed to be a col­lec­tion of forty air­ports, none of them re­al­ly do­ing

    busi­ness with the oth­er. It was strange. Chi­un was be­ing both­ered by a wom­an who want­ed

    to know where he bought that ab­so­lute­ly love­ly ki­mono.




    “It was made for me,” said Chi­un. “By whom?”




    “The moth­er of Genghis Khan.”




    “He must be beau­ti­ful­ly clothed.”




    “He’s dead. And so is his moth­er. Many cen­turies now. But the Mon­gol wom­en were for a

    while great weavers of an­imal hair.”




    Daphne pinched Re­mo’s arm. She pulled back her hand, star­tled. She could have sworn the

    arm pinched back. “You weren’t lis­ten­ing when I told you Pow­er­essence solved the ba­sic

    ques­tion of my life. The ba­sic ques­tion of my life is who am I and where do I fit in the

    world scheme of things.”




    “I don’t know of any­one who cares about that,” said Re­mo. The two men in white suits were

    so ob­vi­ous that they should have car­ried signs. While oth­er peo­ple walked or strolled,

    these two were stalk­ing. Their foot­steps were stiffer, their back­bones more rigid, and their

    hands nev­er far from the bulges in their pock­ets. The ques­tion was, who were these two

    look­ing for? Re­mo knew Chi­un saw them too, but Chi­un was busy dis­cussing fab­ric with a

    wom­an who loved his ki­mono.




    The two were look­ing for some­thing, as though they weren’t ready to find it yet. Then

    un­mis­tak­ably they made con­tact with some­one across the air­port cor­ri­dor. It wasn’t a

    nod. It was more silent than that. It was a pur­pose­ful way of not notic­ing some­one, a

    smoother move of the head while they scanned. This could not be hid­den.




    Across the air­port were two more men who just as ob­vi­ous­ly were stalk­ing some­one. One

    of them was look­ing at Daphne Bloom.




    “Do you have any en­emies?” asked Re­mo.




    “No. Peo­ple who tru­ly es­tab­lish their in­ner peace don’t make en­emies.”




    “Well, there are four men who want to kill some­one and they’re look­ing at you.”




    “They couldn’t want to kill me,” said Daphne. “I of­fer no neg­ative threat to any­one. You

    see, that was my prob­lem be­fore. I would send out all the neg­ativ­ity of my past plan­etary

    lives and cre­ate en­emies. But now I don’t.”




    Daphne was still smil­ing when the first bul­let rang out and Re­mo pushed her un­der the

    counter. Screams filled the air­port. Peo­ple looked for cov­er, and the four men ad­vanced

    to­ward the tick­et counter.




    As in all cri­sis sit­ua­tions, al­most ev­ery­one con­cen­trat­ed sole­ly on sav­ing his

    own life, and there­fore any ob­ser­va­tion was sec­ondary. So when the po­lice put it

    to­geth­er, they got some­thing they had to at­tribute to hys­te­ria.




    There were sev­er­al men fir­ing pis­tols. Ev­ery­one agreed on that. Then one man or

    twen­ty men-​no one could agree -be­gan mov­ing at the four men. Some said he moved quick­ly,

    so fast they couldn’t see him. Oth­ers said his move­ments were strange­ly slow, as though he

    ac­tu­al­ly slowed down the whole world he was in. The gun­men seemed sud­den­ly to be­come

    un­able to fire ac­cu­rate­ly, shoot­ing at the ceil­ing and the floor.




    But some wit­ness­es said that was where the quick- (or slow-) mov­ing man was.




    In any case, four nar­cotics en­forcers were blot­ted up from the nor­mal­ly well-​pol­ished

    floor of the air­port af­ter the fra­cas. One man, who was trav­el­ing to Los An­ge­les with

    his el­der­ly Ori­en­tal fa­ther, was the on­ly one who said he saw ab­so­lute­ly noth­ing, and

    that he hid all the time. Which was just an­oth­er con­tra­dic­tion in this strangest of all

    cas­es for the Dade Coun­ty sher­iff’s of­fice. Be­cause he was the one a few peo­ple thought

    was do­ing the at­tack­ing of the gun­men.




    “You were slop­py,” said Chi­un. “You have not been so slop­py for years, and you say you

    are good enough.”




    “They’re dead. I’m not,” said Re­mo.




    “And I sup­pose that’s good enough for you,” said Chi­un.




    “The oth­er way around is no bar­gain.”




    “Just to suc­ceed at some­thing is not enough. You must suc­ceed cor­rect­ly,” said

    Daphne.




    Chi­un smiled. “She is cor­rect. Lis­ten. Even she knows what I am talk­ing about.”




    “That’s Pow­er­essence,” said Daphne.




    “That is the truth,” said Chi­un.




    “I’m go­ing up front,” said Re­mo.




    “You don’t have tick­ets for up front,” said Daphne.




    “I’ll rea­son with some­one,” said Re­mo.




    In a few mo­ments a har­ried ac­coun­tant begged to take the seat in the rear of the plane

    in­stead of his first-​class as­sign­ment. He had trad­ed with a gen­tle­man with an

    ab­so­lute­ly foul per­son­al­ity.




    “He’s met Re­mo,” said Daphne.




    “I have had to live with him many years now,” said Chi­un.




    “You poor won­der­ful man.”




    “I do not com­plain,” said Chi­un.




    “You’re so de­cent and sweet.”




    “I on­ly do what is right,” said Chi­un. “I have trained him through the years to do what is

    right, but he does not lis­ten. He takes this won­der­ful train­ing and gives it away to

    mad­men.”




    “That’s aw­ful,” said Daphne.




    “I do not com­plain,” said Chi­un. “We have a fine fam­ily tra­di­tion, but he ig­nores

    it.”




    “That’s aw­ful,” said Daphne.




    “I do not com­plain,” said Chi­un.




    “You are the most won­der­ful de­cent splen­did hu­man be­ing I have ev­er met,” said

    Daphne.




    “And you are the most per­fect per­son ev­er to give a char­ac­ter test,” said Chi­un. “You

    are so good at judg­ing them.”




    At the Dolo­mo es­tate, Ru­bin heard the good news and the bad news. The good news was that

    the Mi­ami fran­chise was send­ing back the mil­lion dol­lars. The bad news was that the mon­ey

    would be re­turned be­cause it hadn’t been earned.




    “They killed four of the best hit men in the city, Ru­bin, and they are com­ing right for

    you.”




    Ru­bin Dolo­mo bare­ly had enough en­er­gy to get to the Motrin bot­tle. He emp­tied it

    in­to his mouth and rest­ed against a stack of Lev­el Nine books called In­ner Peace Through

    Peace Pow­er.




    Then he went to Beat­rice’s room and wait­ed out­side un­til the grunts and groans were

    over. Beat­rice was test­ing out a new body­guard. Ru­bin did not like the fact that she

    cheat­ed on him. But it did have its re­wards. When Beat­rice had a new at­trac­tive man to

    ser­vice her, she did not both­er Ru­bin.




    Beat­rice was as se­duc­tive as a freight train and just as un­rea­son­ing. Her fore­play

    con­sist­ed of two En­glish sen­tences.




    “Okay. Now.”




    When the young man came out of her room, Ru­bin grabbed him and asked:




    “Is she done? Did you sat­is­fy her?”




    “You’re her hus­band. How can you ask that?”




    “If you aren’t enough, she’ll want me.”




    “She’s done,” said the new body­guard.




    Ev­er so dis­creet­ly Ru­bin opened the door and en­tered his wife’s boudoir. Ap­par­ent­ly

    the sex had done some­thing for her, be­cause now she had an ab­so­lute­ly fool­proof plan to

    kill the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States and “get them off our backs for­ev­er.”


  




  

    Chapter 8




    She was eigh­teen. She didn’t know if that were old enough for some­one so

    dis­tin­guished.




    “Hell, hon­ey, that’s old enough. You’re not too young. I’m just too mar­ried.”




    She laughed. She thought that was the smartest thing she had ev­er heard any­one say. She

    nev­er knew any­one who could think of an­swers like that. Just right out of their head like

    that.




    The Air Force colonel would have dis­missed these re­marks as ab­surd flat­tery ex­cept that

    they came from a straw­ber­ry blond. And she had just the sort of body he dreamed about. She

    came up to his shoul­der and had breasts like can­taloupes. Colonel Dale Arm­bruster

    re­mem­bered us­ing that word in de­scrib­ing just those kinds of breasts. It was in a

    char­ac­ter test he had tak­en at some kook place. He for­got the place. But Arm­bruster did

    re­mem­ber it was free. And one of the ques­tions was what his ide­al sex­ual fan­ta­sy would

    be. He had de­scribed the wom­an. Very young, a fawn­ing per­son­al­ity … And her looks.

    Straw­ber­ry hair, short, just up to his shoul­der, and breasts like can­taloupes.




    “And what neg­ative forces keep you from en­joy­ing this?” the young ques­tion­er had

    asked.




    “My wife and her at­tor­ney, who could draw blood from bone.”




    “So you are afraid of your wife? Would you like to live free from that sort of fear?”




    “Sure. Wouldn’t you?”




    “I do,” the ques­tion­er had told him.




    “Yeah, but you’re eigh­teen, and I am fifty-​three.”




    “Do you feel that age hin­ders you?”




    “No. There are just some lim­ita­tions, that’s all.”




    “In your job?”




    “No. I like my job.”




    “What pos­itive forces are at work that make you like your job?”




    “I re­al­ly can’t go in­to it.”




    “Does your job both­er you?”




    “No. I just can’t go in­to it.”




    “Do you feel some neg­ative blocks stop­ping you from go­ing in­to your job? You see, in

    Pow­er­essence we know that what a per­son does is what a per­son is, not what he eats, but

    what he does. Do you know what I mean by that?”




    “It’s part of my job not to talk about what I do. No block on my part.”




    “Let’s get back to your ro­man­tic blocks. Tell us ex­act­ly what you dream, be­cause

    any­thing you dream you can have. All you have to do is think it. This world is not made for

    you to fail in. This world, the uni­verse, is made for you to en­joy your full pow­er.”




    The colonel went on for twen­ty min­utes de­scrib­ing an af­fair he would like to have, and

    was sur­prised at how un­der­stand­ing his in­ter­view­er was. He got to like his

    in­ter­view­er. He even want­ed to join be­cause these peo­ple promised so much that if they

    de­liv­ered on on­ly part of it, he would be get­ting more than his mon­ey’s worth.




    “Look, I’m sor­ry,” he said at the end. “I can’t join you or any­thing like you with­out

    en­dan­ger­ing my job. I’ve got to be cleared for ev­ery­thing. I shouldn’t even tell you what

    I do, but you give off such a nice pos­itive feel­ing that I feel I have to give you some

    rea­son.”




    “All rea­sons can be over­come. Rea­sons are just oth­er words for fear, as the great­est

    mind in the West­ern world, Ru­bin Dolo­mo, has said. Have you ev­er read any of Doiomo’s

    books?”




    “I don’t read. I fly planes.”




    “Then why can’t you join, and free your­self from let­downs, un­hap­pi­ness, and doubt. Let

    us take all the wor­ry out of your life.”




    “Be­cause of the plane I fly.”




    “What can be so im­por­tant about a plane that it can de­ny you the full use of your own

    life?”




    “It’s not the plane that’s dif­fer­ent. It’s what’s in it.”




    “If you car­ry atom­ic weapons, you are car­ry­ing the great­est neg­ative force for

    mankind. Did you know that? Did you know that Ru­bin Dolo­mo says it is a prime ex­am­ple of

    pow­er be­ing de­stroyed by its neg­ative im­ple­men­ta­tion? Did you know that he was the

    first to un­der­stand atom­ic en­er­gy and what it meant to mankind?”




    “It’s not an atom­ic bomb. It’s more im­por­tant,” Colonel Arm­bruster had said. And then he

    had leaned over and whis­pered:




    “I fly Air Force One.”




    “The Pres­ident!”




    “Shhh,” said Colonel Arm­bruster.




    “I won’t tell a soul. I will for­get it now. I be­lieve in noth­ing but good­ness.”




    What the in­ter­view­er did not tell Colonel Arm­bruster was that the essence of good­ness

    was Pow­er­essence, there­fore any­thing he did to en­hance Pow­er­essence en­hanced good­ness.

    That ren­dered a promise made to some­one who was not part of Pow­er­essence, and there­fore no

    part of good­ness, com­plete­ly in­valid. She al­so didn’t men­tion that the Wash­ing­ton

    tem­ple of Pow­er­essence col­lect­ed all such in­for­ma­tion from the tests.




    What the in­ter­view­er her­self did not know was that these bits of in­for­ma­tion, if

    valu­able enough, were sold by the lo­cal tem­ple to Cal­ifor­nia head­quar­ters, where

    Beat­rice had them filed for fu­ture ref­er­ence.




    And what Colonel Arm­bruster did not know was that two years lat­er it all was go­ing to be

    used on him, that this per­fect lit­tle dream who was play­ing up to him at his fa­vorite

    lounge in Wash­ing­ton, D.C., had been tak­en from his fa­vorite fan­ta­sy. Can­taloupe-​sized

    breasts and straw­ber­ry-​blond hair and ado­ra­tion. All of it.




    “I do have to get home to my wife,” said Arm­bruster. The lounge was dark. The drink was

    good, the mu­sic was mel­low, and Dale Arm­bruster smelled her per­fume.




    “Is that lilac?” he asked.




    “For you,” she said.




    “What’s your name?” he asked.




    “I nev­er give my name with my clothes on,” she said. Dale Arm­bruster looked to the

    door­way. If he ran out now, ran right out of the lounge, he could make it home safe­ly and

    stay faith­ful to his wife and her venge­ful lawyer. Of course, if he ran now, he would nev­er

    for­give him­self. He would al­ways re­mem­ber what he passed by.




    “I’d like to hear your name,” he said with a chok­ing voice.




    “I’d like to give it,” she said.




    “You re­al­ly think I’m dis­tin­guished and not old?” She nod­ded.




    “And I want to hear your name more than any­thing else in the world. More than I want to

    wake up to­mor­row.” Dale Arm­bruster heard her name in a small mo­tel room he rent­ed for the

    night. He saw the per­fec­tion of an eigh­teen-​year-​old body with breasts like fruit and

    smooth­skinned thighs, and that in­cred­ibly will­ing smile framed by the straw­ber­ry-​blond

    hair he had al­ways dreamed of. She said her name was Joan.




    “What a great set of names,” he said, star­ing di­rect­ly be­tween her shoul­ders.




    Like all dreams, the re­al­ity was not quite as grand. But even sev­enth place was bet­ter

    than any­thing Colonel Arm­bruster had ev­er en­joyed in his life. With­in a half-​hour he knew

    that he nev­er want­ed Joan out of his life, knew that he would do al­most any­thing to keep

    her near him.




    But mirac­ulous­ly, she didn’t want any­thing ex­traor­di­nary.




    “I’ve al­ways dreamed of a man like you. I’ve dreamed of a man like you treat­ing me

    spe­cial, Dale.”




    “You are spe­cial, Joan,” he said.




    “I’d like to think so,” she said. “I’d like to think you think of me at spe­cial times. Not

    just here in bed. Not just for my body.”




    “Not just your body,” he lied. “You.”




    “No, re­al­ly?” she said.




    “Re­al­ly,” Colonel Arm­bruster said, feel­ing like a famine vic­tim let loose in the fruit

    stalls of a gourmet store.




    “Then would you read a love note I wrote at a very spe­cial time?”




    “Cer­tain­ly,” he said. “Ab­so­lute­ly.”




    The girl called Joan left the bed mo­men­tar­ily with Arm­bruster reach­ing out af­ter

    her.




    “I’ll be back, sil­ly,” she said. She reached un­der her skirt, which lay in a pile on the

    mo­tel-​room chair, and took cut a pink let­ter, hold­ing it by one end. She al­so had a

    Zi­ploc plas­tic bag.




    “What’s that? What’s the bag for?”




    “Well, Dale, I want you to read it where you work. And it’s scent­ed with per­fume, per­fume

    I rubbed all over my body, Dale, per­fume that was on me in very ten­der places. That let­ter

    was in those places too, Dale.”




    “If we just met tonight, where did you get time to write a let­ter?”




    “It wasn’t to you by name. It was to the man who ful­filled my dreams. It tells that in the

    let­ter.”




    “Your dream too?” said Arm­bruster. He couldn’t be­lieve it. “You’re my dream.”




    “You see. I knew that,” said the girl called Joan. “I knew I would be some­one’s dream. It’s

    all in the let­ter. But you’ve got to read it where you work.”




    “Why where I work? Where I work isn’t that ro­man­tic.”




    “That’s just it. I want to be more than just a sin­gle night in a mo­tel room. I want to see

    you again. I want us to have some­thing. I want you to think about me, think about me not just

    here but oth­er times.”




    “Sure I will,” said Colonel Arm­bruster, reach­ing out for the lus­cious young wom­an.




    But she backed away.




    “I don’t know if I can be­lieve you. You’ll see in the let­ter what I want. I don’t want to

    take away your mar­riage. I don’t want your mon­ey. I want you. I’ve had a dream, and if you

    are not part of that dream, I don’t want you. It’s that sim­ple.”




    Colonel Arm­bruster watched her cov­er up that lus­cious body with clothes; watched the

    can­taloupe-​shaped bo­som dis­ap­pear in­to a bra, leav­ing on­ly the out­lines of what he

    still want­ed to hold; he watched the skirt go up over the smooth young thighs.




    “I will know if you read the let­ter any­where else. I will know,” she said. “I will know if

    you even open it any­where else. And then you’ll nev­er see me again.”




    “How will you know? There’s no way you can know,” said Arm­bruster.




    “I’ll know,” she said, lean­ing for­ward as though to kiss him, but drop­ping the plas­tic

    bag that con­tained the en­ve­lope on­to the bed in­stead. She re­treat­ed quick­ly, tak­ing

    her body with her.




    “Good-​bye,” she said.




    “You don’t even know where I work,” he said, laugh­ing.




    “I don’t have to,” she said. “It’s not part of my dream.”




    It was enough log­ic for Arm­bruster to think about. If she were part of his dream, then why

    couldn’t he be part of hers?




    But how would she know where he opened the let­ter? He didn’t want to bring the let­ter home

    be­cause his wife might find it. And he cer­tain­ly didn’t want to read a per­fumy let­ter in

    the cock­pit of Air Force One. The Pres­ident’s pi­lot had to be above re­proach.




    Am­bruster tried to think of the one place his wife would not spot the in­crim­inat­ing

    lit­tle plas­tic bag. At home there was none. In­stead he chose his spe­cial lock­er at

    An­drews Air Force Base, home of Air Force One, the Pres­ident’s plane. Arm­bruster, the

    Pres­ident’s fa­vorite pi­lot, was not sched­uled to fly for a week, but he moved him­self up

    in the ro­ta­tion just to get a chance at be­ing alone in the cock­pit with the let­ter. He

    still didn’t know how Joan would know where he read the let­ter, but ev­ery­thing had been so

    glo­ri­ous­ly per­fect with his dream that he de­cid­ed not to take even that small chance.




    The mis­sion of the day was Cheyenne, Wyoming. The let­ter was safe­ly sealed in the

    plas­tic bag in­side his jack­et. Fly­ing the plane that was called Air Force One when the

    Pres­ident was aboard was eas­ier than any oth­er flight du­ty a pi­lot could have, even

    eas­ier than com­mer­cial air. In com­mer­cial air, pi­lots al­ways had to look out for oth­er

    air­craft. But for this spe­cial jet, there was no re­al alert­ness re­quired in that re­spect.

    An air cor­ri­dor was cleared for miles around. And if any planes even got close to that

    cor­ri­dor, Air Force jets would in­ter­cept and turn them away.




    Once they were out­side the Wash­ing­ton air space, the copi­lot and en­gi­neer took off

    their jack­ets and en­joyed a cup of cof­fee.




    “Dale, can I take your jack­et?” asked the flight en­gi­neer.




    “No, I think I’ll wear it,” said Arm­bruster. He won­dered if it mat­tered to the lus­cious

    Joan whether he read it any­where at work or whether it had to be read from be­hind the

    con­trols. He could go in­to the lava­to­ry and read it there. But he felt there was some­thing

    so mys­ti­cal about this chance meet­ing that the lava­to­ry would not do it jus­tice.

    Be­sides, he want­ed to be able to tell her the next time they met that he was in the cock­pit

    at the con­trols when he saw her words. He would de­scribe ev­ery­thing to her.




    Colonel Arm­bruster wait­ed un­til they were over Ohio be­fore he sent the copi­lot back to

    the main cab­in to speak to an­oth­er mem­ber of the crew, and then gave the en­gi­neer a task

    that would keep him in­tent at his charts for ten min­utes.




    He put the con­trols on au­to­mat­ic pi­lot and set­tled back in the seat to read his

    let­ter. The bag opened eas­ily but the let­ter had some oily sub­stance on it. He won­dered

    how heavy the per­fume on that won­der­ful body had been. He opened the en­ve­lope and then saw

    a blank page. He didn’t know why it was blank. He didn’t quite know why it was in his hand. He

    put it down.




    The sky was in­cred­ibly blue up here. Not a cloud, like the purest blue glass. There were

    lots of di­als in front of him. Pret­ty di­als. He turned around. No one was look­ing at him.

    He saw a red switch. He won­dered what it would do. Would it make the plane bounce and hop?

    Would it do fun things? Could he change the col­or of the sky? Would any­one spank him?




    These ques­tions passed through what was left of the mind of Colonel Dale Arm­bruster as he

    flicked the red switch. Then he pushed the wheel in front of him. The plane went down. He

    pulled back the wheel. The plane went up. He turned the wheel. The plane pitched and

    banked.




    Whee, thought Colonel Arm­bruster. “Tur­bu­lence, Dale?” asked the en­gi­neer.




    “No,” said Dale. He won­dered how long he could do this be­fore some­one took him away and

    told him not to play with the plane any­more. He pushed the wheel for­ward, and the plane went

    down to­ward the clouds.




    He went through the clouds. Ev­ery­one went through the clouds. And no one was stop­ping

    him. There was a lever to his right. He pushed it for­ward. The plane went faster. Whee.




    “Dale, what the hell’s goin’ on there?” asked the flight en­gi­neer.




    “Noth­ing,” said Colonel Arm­bruster. “Leave me alone. “




    “I’m not both­er­ing you. What’s go­ing on?”




    “Noth­ing’s go­ing on. I’m not do­ing any­thing wrong.”




    “No­body said you were. We’re in a pow­er dive. Why are we in a pow­er dive?”




    “It’s nice.”




    “Dale? What the hell’s go­ing on?”




    “My plane,” said Colonel Arm­bruster. At a thou­sand feet the copi­lot came slid­ing back

    in­to the cab­in, try­ing to get to the con­trol. The last thing he heard be­fore the

    shat­ter­ing crash was the cap­tain fight­ing him away, with a child­like scream. “Mine!”




    The jet called Air Force One plowed in­to an Ohio park­ing lot at five hun­dred miles an

    hour. There wasn’t ten feet of any­thing left con­nect­ed. What had once been hu­man life had

    to be col­lect­ed in lit­tle plas­tic bags no big­ger than the one that was now burned up along

    with the let­ter in the ex­plo­sion.




    Re­mo, Chi­un, and Daphne Bloom ar­rived in Los An­ge­les an hour be­fore the crash. Daphne

    was en­thralled. “We’re here. In the home of the founder of Pow­er­essence. Don’t you feel the

    pos­itive­ness of it? The force of the great ‘yes’ tran­scend­ing all?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “You are most wise, child,” said Chi­un in En­glish, and then in Ko­re­an.




    “Even in In­dia there aren’t peo­ple that stupid. And In­dia has got more gods than

    rice.”




    “This is Cal­ifor­nia, lit­tle fa­ther. They have more gods than rice al­so,” said Re­mo in

    Ko­re­an.




    “I love the beau­ty of your lan­guage. Is that the Sinan­ju re­li­gion you were talk­ing

    of?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un.




    “What a beau­ti­ful di­choto­my,” said Daphne.




    “Have you ev­er met Dolo­mo or Kathy Bowen?” asked Re­mo.




    “We saw record­ings of Him­self sev­er­al times. But Kathy reg­ular­ly vis­its the tem­ples.

    And she has one in her own home. She at­tributes her suc­cess to Pow­er­essence un­lock­ing her

    life forces.”




    “Is she high up in the or­ga­ni­za­tion?”




    “She knows the Dolo­mos per­son­al­ly. She has din­ner with them. She is a per­son­al friend

    of Ru­bin Dolo­mo him­self. Can any­one help but be suc­cess­ful be­ing near them?”




    “Does she help peo­ple who are go­ing to be tried? Ev­er hear any­thing about that?” asked

    Re­mo.




    “Oh yes. She was the one who an­nounced on her show Amaz­ing Hu­man­ity that peo­ple who

    have suf­fered hope­less cas­es have sud­den­ly with the help of Pow­er­essence been freed of

    evil and neg­ative forces. And it was so. The peo­ple were freed. They es­caped the

    per­se­cu­tion of the gov­ern­ment.”




    “Not all,” said Re­mo.




    “Ev­ery one,” said Daphne.




    “What about the Dolo­mos them­selves?”




    “Be­cause they are clos­er to the forces of good­ness, they have to face the great­est

    forces of evil. The Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment has to per­se­cute them, be­cause the

    gov­ern­ment is evil.”




    “How did you come to that con­clu­sion?”




    “If the gov­ern­ment weren’t evil, why would they per­se­cute the Dolo­mos?”




    “Maybe they don’t think that an al­li­ga­tor in a swim­ming pool is near­ly as prop­er as a

    let­ter to the ed­itor.”




    “Oh, that.”




    “You think al­li­ga­tors are good?”




    “You don’t un­der­stand. You just be­lieve the par­tial sto­ry from a slant­ed me­dia. That

    al­li­ga­tor was at­tract­ed by the evil of the colum­nist. But I sup­pose you don’t have

    enough un­der­stand­ing to see that.”




    “I hope I nev­er do,” said Re­mo. “Where does Kathy Bowen live?”




    “Cal­ifor­nia, right near here,” said Daphne.




    “Where else,” said Re­mo.




    Daphne Bloom as­sured Re­mo and Chi­un that she knew Kathy Bowen per­son­al­ly. She had met

    her three times and had got­ten her au­to­graphed pic­ture twice. She had nev­er missed a show

    of Amaz­ing Hu­man­ity.




    Kathy Bowen per­son­al­ly in­ter­viewed all the peo­ple who want­ed to be on the show.

    Any­one could get on if they could do some­thing no one else could do, said Daphne.




    It took a half-​hour to get out of the air­port traf­fic of Los An­ge­les air­port and ten

    min­utes to get to the Pow­er­essence tem­ple-​stu­dio of Kathy Bowen. Her ice-​blond looks and

    clear blue eyes with del­icate fea­tures stared out of ev­ery win­dow of the

    tem­ple-​stu­dio.




    To the left of the en­trance­way, like a gospel read­ing of the day in front of a church,

    was a large bill­board. It had a mes­sage from Kathy Bowen her­self. It read:




    “Love, Light, Com­pas­sion, and death to the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States.”




    In­side was a line of peo­ple wait­ing to be in­ter­viewed at a desk. At the head of the

    line some­one was say­ing that Ms. Bowen would see ev­ery­one in their turn. Ms. Bowen loved

    hu­man­ity. Ms. Bowen felt tru­ly in touch with hu­man­ity. But the hu­man­ity had to stay in

    line. And the hu­man­ity should not make noise or eat any­thing in the tem­ple-​stu­dio

    it­self.




    “Her pres­ence is tru­ly pos­itive,” said Daphne Bloom, glow­ing.




    Ahead of Re­mo and Chi­un and Daphne Bloom was a boy who talked to frogs, a quadriplegic who

    could spit his name in ink against a bed­pan, and a grand­moth­er who liked to sit on ice with

    no clothes on.




    On­ly the grand­moth­er was re­ject­ed from Amaz­ing Hu­man­ity be­cause no one could

    fig­ure out a way to dra­ma­tize nu­di­ty on ice grace­ful­ly. And be­sides, sit­ting lacked

    the kind of ac­tion the pro­duc­ers of Amaz­ing Hu­man­ity liked. Ev­ery­one se­lect­ed, of

    course, would get to meet Ms. Bowen and sign, in her pres­ence, the re­lease guar­an­tee­ing

    that the guest would not sue on grounds of pub­lic ridicule or in­jury.




    When Re­mo, Chi­un, and Daphne Bloom reached the pro­duc­er’s desk, they were asked what

    they did.




    “I don’t know what she does,” said Re­mo, nod­ding to Daphne, “but we do ev­ery­thing.”




    “Bet­ter than any­one else,” said Chi­un.




    The pro­duc­er wore a white robe and a dash of pink silk around her neck. Ev­ery bit of the

    world ap­peared an in­sult to his mag­nif­icent­ly per­fect sense of taste. His wavy hair was

    dyed blue and hung down the back of his neck.




    He liked Cal­ifor­nia be­cause he could go un­no­ticed here. “We can’t show ev­ery­thing.

    You’ve got to do some­thing spe­cif­ic,” he said.




    “Name it,” said Re­mo.




    “For a price,” said Chi­un.




    “Can you spit ink in­to a bed­pan?”




    “We can spit it through the bed­pan. And you too,” said Re­mo.




    “That’s hos­tile,” gasped Daphne. “You’ve got to work out your hos­tile el­ements. That’s

    hos­tile.”




    “I like hos­tile,” said Re­mo.




    “Spit­ting ink through a bed­pan sounds ab­so­lute­ly per­fect. How long have you been

    do­ing it?”




    “Since I want­ed to meet Kathy Bowen,” said Re­mo.




    “Will this be on tele­vi­sion?” asked Chi­un.




    “Na­tion­al prime-​time tele­vi­sion, with Kathy Bowen as host and mod­er­ator and dy­nam­ic

    force.”




    “I have a lit­tle po­em about a flow­er open­ing. It is in the Tang form, an an­cient

    Ko­re­an di­alect. It can be edit­ed for tele­vi­sion.”




    “Po­et­ry doesn’t go. Could you re­cite it un­der­wa­ter?”




    “I sup­pose,” said Chi­un.




    “Could you do it un­der­wa­ter while eat­ing lasagna?” said the pro­duc­er of Amaz­ing

    Hu­man­ity.




    “Not lasagna,” said Chi­un. “It has bad meat and cheese, does it not?”




    “Eat­ing any­thing you like?” asked the pro­duc­er.




    “I sup­pose,” said Chi­un.




    “While be­ing at­tacked by sharks?” asked the pro­duc­er.




    “A shark is not an in­vin­ci­ble weapon,” said Chi­un.




    “You can beat a shark?”




    Chi­un looked to Re­mo, puz­zled. “Why not?” he asked. “Yeah, he can do sharks. I can do

    sharks. We both do sharks. We could do a whale if we had to. When do we meet Kathy Bowen?”




    “They’re Lev­el Ten Powies,” said Daphne help­ful­ly.




    “I like that. I like the whole scene, but do we need the po­em?” asked the pro­duc­er.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” said Chi­un. “I will wear my recital ki­mono. What you see now is

    or­di­nary trav­el­ing gray, with speck­led blue­bird wings. Not suit­able for prime-​time

    tele­vi­sion.”




    “Okay, do the po­em for ten, may twelve sec­onds and then we’ll bring on the sharks while

    you’re eat­ing your fa­vorite meal un­der­wa­ter.”




    “I can cut the Tang to its barest lean form,” said Chi­un.




    “Per­fect,” said the pro­duc­er.




    “Ten hours.”




    “Noth­ing runs ten hours,” said the pro­duc­er. “True Tang po­ems run to fifty,” said

    Chi­un.




    “Can’t use more than ten sec­onds,” said the pro­duc­er.




    “How do you know? How do you know un­less you have heard a Tang po­em?”




    “I don’t want to hear ten hours of any­thing.”




    “Then your ears need read­just­ing,” said Chi­un. Help­ful­ly he mas­saged the pro­duc­er’s

    ears un­til en­light­en­ment filled his fair West­ern face. The pro­duc­er agreed to ten hours

    of any­thing if Chi­un would on­ly stop.




    He did.




    Kathy Bowen was prepar­ing the press con­fer­ence of her life, as she called it, when one of

    her pro­duc­ers in­sist­ed she meet the odd trio. The old one re­cit­ed po­ems while eat­ing

    un­der­wa­ter and fight­ing sharks, the young one just fought sharks, and the girl did

    noth­ing.




    “Maybe we can put her in a cos­tume or feed her to the sharks,” said Kathy. She wore an

    el­egant light print dress with sun­flow­ers, sig­ni­fy­ing her bright pos­itive at­ti­tude

    to­ward the world.




    “Can’t feed a per­former to the sharks. It will nev­er get past the screen­ing com­mit­tee.

    No re­al blood around,” said her lawyer.




    “Can the sharks eat her with­out blood?”




    “I’ve seen it done.”




    “Wouldn’t be a bad at­trac­tion. I could look dis­tressed, we could have some at­ten­dants

    des­per­ate­ly try to fish her out, no pun in­tend­ed, and then cut to a com­mer­cial un­til we

    come back. No one would leave their sets.”




    “Death doesn’t go on na­tion­al tele­vi­sion.”




    “I see it on the news all the time.”




    “You have more lee­way with news.”




    “They get away with ev­ery­thing,” said Kathy. “All right. Show them in. But I don’t have

    much time. I ab­so­lute­ly want to be in front of the press as soon as pos­si­ble. I have a

    warn­ing for Amer­ica.”




    Kathy was giv­en the re­lease forms and the per­form­ers were told to en­ter her pres­ence.

    Kathy Bowen En­ter­pris­es had found out long ago that if she her­self hand­ed per­form­ers the

    doc­uments, they would put up less fuss in sign­ing away all their rights.




    She would give her fa­mous per­fect white-​toothed smile and her per­fect up­beat hand­shake

    and then slip the suck­ers a pen. It rarely failed.




    It failed this day.




    The old Ori­en­tal want­ed ten hours of air time. To her hor­ror, Kathy saw that one

    pro­duc­er al­ready had promised it. The younger man, an at­trac­tive dark-​eyed spec­imen who

    did not seem im­pressed or amused by Amaz­ing Hu­man­ity, want­ed to talk about

    Pow­er­essence.




    “I’ve got a prob­lem. I am fac­ing a stiff court fight and it looks as though I am go­ing to

    lose. There is a wit­ness against me who has me all but con­vict­ed. I hear Pow­er­essence can

    help peo­ple like that.”




    “Pow­er­essence helps ev­ery­thing.”




    “But I want that,” said Re­mo.




    “You can get that. But you’ve got to make it to the thir­ti­eth lev­el.”




    “I’ve nev­er heard of the thir­ti­eth lev­el,” said Daphne. “That must be ec­sta­sy. Do you

    re­mem­ber me? We met at the Mi­ami tem­ple. You gave me an au­to­graphed pic­ture. I was at

    Lev­el Three at the time. I couldn’t af­ford more.”




    “And how much does it take to make it to the thir­ti­eth lev­el?” Re­mo asked,

    undis­tract­ed.




    “Well, the thir­ti­eth is a ma­jor spir­itu­al thresh­old, so there is a ma­jor

    con­tri­bu­tion re­quired.”




    “So it’s a strict cash deal then.”




    “No. You have got to em­bark on all the cours­es. You have got to be­lieve. If you don’t

    be­lieve, it won’t do you any good.”




    “And what hap­pens if I am con­vict­ed?”




    “You get your mon­ey back.”




    “And who gets this mon­ey?”




    “You can leave it here or send it to the Dolo­mos. For me that doesn’t mat­ter.”




    “What I want to know is how you make wit­ness­es for­get.”




    “I don’t do any­thing. The Dolo­mos don’t do any­thing. The forces of the uni­verse can do

    ev­ery­thing and will do ev­ery­thing.”




    Re­mo hand­ed back the pa­per. Tele­vi­son cam­eras were be­ing brought in­to the room.

    Re­mo stepped out of the way. He did not want to be record­ed. Chi­un kept him­self be­tween

    Kathy and the cam­eras as he be­gan the first two-​hour ode to the essence of the pu­ri­ty of

    the flow­er petal which marked the tra­di­tion­al Tang open­ing stan­zas.




    “We have busi­ness, lit­tle fa­ther. Step back,” Re­mo said in Ko­re­an. Re­mo stepped way

    back. He didn’t want to be on na­tion­al film. Chi­un re­luc­tant­ly joined him, com­plain­ing

    of Re­mo ru­in­ing his chance to make Amer­ica aware of true art and of the true artist that

    Chi­un was.




    “Why is it that when I of­fer some­thing as beau­ti­ful as the Tang, Amer­icans want to see

    sharks? You are just like Rome at the be­gin­ning of your cal­en­dar.”




    “Glad to see you’re ad­mit­ting I’m Amer­ican and not Ko­re­an.”




    “Shh,” said Daphne. “She’s go­ing to speak. Isn’t this won­der­ful?”




    Kathy called the tele­vi­sion re­porters to the front and told the print me­dia,

    news­pa­per­men most­ly, to take the rear seats.




    “I am glad all of you could come dur­ing what must be a busy, busy day for all of you. But

    you all must know why the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States died. Why he had to die. Not even

    the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States can de­fy the forces of the uni­verse. In press­ing to

    con­vict two in­no­cent bear­ers of beau­ty and light, our Pres­ident crim­inal­ly has brought

    death on him­self. As a hope for all Amer­icans, I can on­ly ex­press my deep­est sym­pa­thies

    for all of us and beg the new pres­ident not to fol­low such a course of fol­ly. Had the

    Pres­ident lis­tened to my ad­vice in the White House be­fore I was forcibly re­moved, he would

    be alive to­day.”




    “But, Ms. Bowen,” said a tele­vi­sion re­porter in the front row, “the Pres­ident of the

    Unit­ed States isn’t dead.”




    “What about his plane crash?”




    All the news­men looked puz­zled.




    Kathy Bowen looked at her watch. “What day is this?”




    “Wednes­day,” she was told.




    “Damn,” she said.




    Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, when the plane crashed, the Fed­er­al Bu­reau of In­ves­ti­ga­tion

    ar­rest­ed Kathy Bowen on the charge of at­tempt­ed mur­der, and their case was aug­ment­ed by

    the tes­ti­mo­ny of an­oth­er Powie who told a tale of se­duc­tion and in­trigue that she

    nev­er knew would end in death. All she had to do was hand the man an en­ve­lope and tell him

    not to open it un­til he was at work. She didn’t know he flew the Pres­ident’s plane. All she

    knew was that she could get to Lev­el Four of Pow­er­essence if she did this one lit­tle thing

    for them.




    And she had need­ed it for her act­ing ca­reer, want­ing to be­come as fa­mous as Kathy

    Bowen her­self.


  




  

    Chapter 9




    “I didn’t say Wednes­day,” hissed Ru­bin Dolo­mo. “I said don’t be sur­prised if the

    Pres­ident’s plane crash­es Wednes­day.”




    “You said Wednes­day,” said Kathy Bowen. “You told me Wednes­day. You said Beat­rice said

    Wednes­day.” Kathy Bowen looked around. Her voice was hushed. A glass-​and-​wire screen

    sep­arat­ed her from Ru­bin Dolo­mo. “I heard you say Wednes­day.”




    “Even so, why did you call a press con­fer­ence for Wednes­day?”




    Ru­bin glanced to his right. A guard was sit­ting sup­pos­ed­ly too far away to hear. But

    Ru­bin did not trust dis­tances: He did not trust guards of any kind. He shiv­ered at the

    thought of his be­ing in a place like this.




    “Beat­rice says we will get you out. We have things un­der way, big things that are go­ing

    to turn this whole busi­ness around. We’re not tak­ing it any­more,” said Ru­bin proud­ly.




    Kathy’s face looked like a col­lapsed bal­loon. All the en­er­gy and verve that had made her

    smile look like a lit bill­board had van­ished.




    “I can’t hold on­to my pos­itive course any­more. I’m los­ing my pow­er. You’ve got to clear

    me, you have got to do a clear­ing of my mind.”




    “That’s what Beat­rice sent me for.”




    “I owe ev­ery­thing to the en­light­ment. Now I feel I have lost it. I’ll lose

    ev­ery­thing.”




    “You own your own tem­ple fran­chise. You should know how to go through the mind clear­ances

    your­self.”




    “This is too much. I look around and all I see are bars on one side of my cell and ce­ment

    on the oth­er. I have a sin­gle open bowl for a toi­let and a sink. I wouldn’t have a clos­et

    this small. You’ve got to help me.”




    “All right, what’s the feel­ing you have?”




    “I feel I am in jail.”




    “In what part of your body is that feel­ing?”




    “It’s all over me. I feel trapped. I feel I can’t move around.”




    “In what part of your body is it strongest?”




    “Ev­ery­where.”




    “Good. Now how strong­ly do you feel this?”




    “To­tal­ly.”




    “Is there any part of you that doesn’t feel it?”




    “My ring. My ring doesn’t feel it.”




    “Any part of your body?”




    “My ears. Yes. My ears. My ears don’t feel trapped.”




    “Con­cen­trate on your ears. What is the feel­ing?”




    “Free­dom. Light. Pow­er.”




    “You see, you still have your free­dom. It is on­ly your neg­ative mind that tells you you

    are trapped. Move your arms. Are they free?”




    Kathy wig­gled her arms. She smiled broad­ly. She nod­ded.




    “Move your head. Is that free?”




    Kathy shook her hair and was al­most laugh­ing. “Free,” she said.




    “Your body,” said Ru­bin.




    Kathy jumped up from her seat and shook her body. She was laugh­ing now.




    “I’ve nev­er felt so free. I’m free.” She reached to­ward Ru­bin and hit the screen.




    “Ig­nore that,” or­dered Ru­bin quick­ly. “Ig­nore it. It’s not your wall. Don’t make it

    your wall. Don’t make it your prison. It’s their wall.”




    “Their wall,” said Kathy.




    “Their prison,” said Ru­bin.




    “Their prison,” said Kathy.




    “They built it. They paid for it. It is their prison.”




    “Their prison,” said Kathy.




    “Not yours.”




    “Not mine.”




    “You are free. Your ears un­der­stand what the rest of your body for­got. Their prob­lems

    are theirs. You had made their prob­lems your prob­lems. You had bought in­to their

    neg­ativ­ity.”




    “Their neg­ativ­ity,” said Kathy.




    “You are al­ways free. As long as you can make con­tact with your ears that re­mem­bered

    your free­dom and pow­er, you will al­ways be free. It is they who are in jail.”




    “Poor peo­ple. I know what it feels like. I feel sor­ry for them.”




    “Them. Right. As long as you know it is they who are in jail and not you, you will be

    free.”




    In her joy, Kathy reached out for Ru­bin but re­mem­bered they were sep­arat­ed by walls

    that kept the guards and of­fi­cials pris­on­ers of their own neg­ativ­ity.




    She blew him a kiss and as an af­terthought added her own ob­ser­va­tions.




    “Do you re­mem­ber how we learned that there are peo­ple who are con­sumed by neg­ativ­ity

    and how they bring neg­ative life forces to oth­ers? Well, just be­fore my press con­fer­ence

    the most neg­ative per­son I have ev­er met came as a con­tes­tant. Very neg­ative. He was even

    ar­gu­ing with the two oth­ers. One was one of us, a Powie. Yes, let me trans­mi­grate my mind

    back to the scene.”




    Kathy closed her eyes and pressed fin­gers to her tem­ples. “Yes, he was with An Ori­en­tal.

    The Ori­en­tal was nice. The girl was nice. He was neg­ative. Yes. And I should have known not

    to have that press con­fer­ence with him around. I should have de­layed it.”




    “You’ve found the neg­ative force that put you here.”




    “Yes,” said Kathy. “He ex­ud­ed neg­ativ­ity. And I ig­nored it, and paid the price.”




    “Did he have dark eyes?”




    “Yes. Yes. I see them. Hand­some. High cheek­bones.”




    “And wrists. What did the wrists look like?”




    “Thick. Very thick wrists, al­most as though the fore­arm went right in­to the hand.”




    “Oh,” said Ru­bin, reach­ing in­to his pants for one of the pill packs. He didn’t even look.

    He took two. He took three. He kept tak­ing them un­til numb­ness re­leased the pan­ic in his

    body.




    “He want­ed to know about help with a wit­ness. He said he had a court case against

    him.”




    “You didn’t send him to us, did you?”




    “No. The press con­fer­ence came first. Af­ter­ward he came up to us and talked a lot about

    wit­ness­es and things, but then the FBI came and took me away. They ar­rest­ed me, Ru­bin. You

    didn’t tell me the right day.” Kathy’s voice be­came tense.




    “No. Don’t start think­ing like that or you’ll be­gin to be­lieve you’re trapped in jail,

    Kathy,” said Ru­bin.




    So the evil one was af­ter them, Ru­bin re­al­ized. He had to tell Beat­rice. He had to warn

    her.




    But Beat­rice did not care about the evil one. Beat­rice had dis­cov­ered a colos­sal

    foul-​up in the Pres­ident’s plane plot.




    “I know a Powie is turn­ing ev­idence against us,” said Ru­bin. “I’m sor­ry, Beat­rice, I

    should have tak­en greater pre­cau­tions when I set up the colonel. But I’m at my lim­it for

    Motrin, Val­ium, and Per­co­dan. I can’t take the pres­sure any­more.”




    “Well, you will. Be­cause this foul-​up is the end all of foul-​ups. This one is

    un­for­giv­able. I will nev­er for­give. One I can’t for­give.”




    Ru­bin did not think of his ears as some pos­itive rung on a lad­der of hap­pi­ness. He

    thought of their need­ing to be cov­ered by his palms. But Beat­rice slapped his hands away.

    Ru­bin dropped to the floor and curled in­to a ball.




    Beat­rice fell on him. She grabbed an ear in her teeth. “Ru­bin, you pa­thet­ic im­be­cile.

    Do you know what you did to me?” she said through teeth clenched on Ru­bin’s ear.




    “No, dear,” said Ru­bin, very care­ful not to move his head quick­ly lest he leave a piece

    of him­self in Beat­rice’s mouth.




    “You missed.”




    “Missed what?” begged Ru­bin Dolo­mo.




    “Missed what!” screamed Beat­rice, spit­ting the ear out of her mouth and push­ing his head

    away so she could get up on her feet and de­liv­er a more sat­is­fy­ing kick. “Missed what!

    Missed what? he asks. Missed him!”




    “Who, dear?” begged Ru­bin, try­ing to find a stronger part of his body to re­ceive the

    kicks.




    “Who? he asks! Who? he asks! And I mar­ried this … this fail­ure. You missed our main

    en­emy. You failed in a Beat­rice Dolo­mo threat.”




    “But we’ve threat­ened ev­ery­one.”




    “This one I re­al­ly want­ed,” said Beat­rice. “This one is be­hind ev­ery­thing, ev­ery one

    of our prob­lems.”




    The Pres­ident’s Oval Of­fice was clear of ev­ery­one else when Harold W. Smith en­tered. He

    had not been list­ed on the guest sheet; this time was in the of­fi­cial records as a pe­ri­od

    of rest for the Pres­ident.




    The first thing the Pres­ident said was:




    “I am not giv­ing in to crooks and frauds.”




    Smith nod­ded and sat down with­out wait­ing to be in­vit­ed to do so.




    “You’re here be­cause Amer­ica is not for sale. I am not for sale. I will not give in. They

    may get me. There’s a good chance of that. But if the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States caves in

    to this pet­ty black­mail, then the en­tire coun­try is for sale.”




    “I couldn’t agree more, sir,” said Smith. “Ap­par­ent­ly they al­ready are pret­ty

    fa­mil­iar with your se­cu­ri­ty sys­tem. Though I agree you can’t give up, you al­so can’t do

    busi­ness as usu­al.”




    The Pres­ident took off his jack­et and dropped it on his chair. He looked out in­to the

    pro­tect­ed gar­den just out­side the Oval Of­fice. No one could see in, a pre­cau­tion quite

    nec­es­sary in the age of the sniper ri­fle.




    He was not a young man but he had a young spir­it, and stami­na that would shame men forty

    years his ju­nior. Or­di­nar­ily he was smil­ing. Now he was mad, but not mad that an at­tempt

    had been made on his life. That was part of the job.




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was mad be­cause Amer­ican ser­vice­men had been

    killed, a sen­ator to whom he had lent his plane so that the man could fly home to his

    se­ri­ous­ly ill wife was dead, and the peo­ple he was sure were be­hind the crash were still

    play­ing le­gal games with him.




    “This court sys­tem we have is pre­cious, and I wouldn’t tam­per with it for the world. But

    some­times . . . some­times . . .” said the Pres­ident.




    “What makes you sure it was the Dolo­mos?” asked Smith. “I am aware of the threats made by

    Kathy Bowen, aware al­so that she had to know of the plan to de­stroy you and Air Force One

    be­cause she an­nounced it ahead of time. I am al­so aware that a young wom­an, a Powie, was

    used to set up Colonel Arm­bruster. But do you have the clinch­ing ev­idence that it was the

    Dolo­mos them­selves?”




    “We have the black box,” said the Pres­ident, re­fer­ring to the tape record­ing of the

    en­tire flight. “The man who flew that plane in­to the ground had the mind of a

    nine-​year-​old. His ma­ture mem­ory had been wiped out.”




    “Like the mail­room peo­ple who for­get what they were work­ing on.”




    “Like the Se­cret Ser­vice men.”




    “And this Powie gave Arm­bruster a let­ter in a Zi­ploc bag.”




    “Ex­act­ly.”




    “A let­ter in the mail­room. A let­ter to the pi­lot,” said Smith.




    The Pres­ident nod­ded.




    “So this sub­stance can be trans­ferred on pa­per. By touch, I imag­ine. Weren’t some of the

    peo­ple who at­tacked you strick­en al­so by loss of mem­ory?”




    The Pres­ident nod­ded again.




    “What a won­der­ful way to cov­er up a trail. Have your hired guns for­get ev­ery­thing

    about who or­dered them to do the dirty work.”




    “All of these peo­ple had Pow­er­essence back­grounds, we found out through

    in­ves­ti­ga­tions.”




    “They for­got, of course,” said Smith. “But what about the girl who turned state’s

    ev­idence?”




    “The prob­lem with her was she didn’t see the per­son who gave her the or­ders.”




    “How can that be?”




    “Pow­er­essence may be all hus­tle but it is part re­li­gious cult. And they have

    cer­emonies. Have you ev­er read Dolo­mo’s books?” asked the Pres­ident.




    “No,” said Smith.




    “Nei­ther have I. But the Se­cret Ser­vice is be­gin­ning to. Al­most all of the non­sense

    is in his books. Part of the cult is hear­ing voic­es in dark­ness­es, among oth­er things

    in­clud­ing be­ing able to cure your­self through find­ing pieces of your body that don’t hurt.

    I don’t know how it works, but you are go­ing to have to look in­to it.”




    “We have, some­what,” said Smith. “We are on their trail, but for an­oth­er rea­son. We’re

    af­ter them on this wit­ness pro­gram. They have been able to turn wit­ness­es, al­so by

    get­ting them to for­get. It’s clear now they didn’t bribe or threat­en. They are us­ing this

    sub­stance, and this sub­stance, what­ev­er it is, is the dan­ger. I think you have got to

    change the way you work, Mr. Pres­ident. That’s the first or­der of busi­ness.”




    “I am not go­ing to change a damned thing for those two frauds. I won’t give in.”




    “I am not ask­ing sur­ren­der. Just pro­tect your­self while we nail them.”




    “I don’t know,” said the Pres­ident. “I hate to give even a change in sched­ule to those two

    mur­der­ous hus­tlers. I rep­re­sent the Amer­ican peo­ple and, dammit, Smith, the Amer­ican

    peo­ple de­serve some­thing bet­ter than to have - two of those . . . those what­ev­er they are

    change the pres­iden­cy. No.”




    “Mr. Pres­ident, not on­ly can I not guar­an­tee your safe­ty if you don’t change things, I

    can vir­tu­al­ly guar­an­tee you are go­ing to lose to those two. Just for a lit­tle white,

    sir, just for a lit­tle while. I think you should make it a def­inite rule that you do not

    touch any pa­per, be­cause that seems to be the de­vice they trans­fer the sub­stance on. I

    would al­so sug­gest you do not al­low your­self to shake hands or get close to any­one but

    your wife,” said Smith. He held up a hand be­cause the Pres­ident want­ed to in­ter­rupt.




    “Al­so, sir, I would sug­gest that you do not use any of­fice cleaned by reg­ular staff.

    They could leave some­thing around you might touch. I will per­son­al­ly do the clean­ing. And

    if I lose my mem­ory, have some­one else you trust do it. Touch noth­ing. Your touch can

    de­stroy you.”




    “What about you? What hap­pens if you lose your mem­ory, Smith? Who will run your

    or­ga­ni­za­tion?”




    “No one, sir. It was de­signed that way. It will au­to­mat­ical­ly shut down.”




    “And those two, those spe­cial­ists you use?”




    “The Ori­en­tal will hap­pi­ly leave this coun­try. He has al­ways want­ed to work for an

    em­per­or and doesn’t un­der­stand what we are do­ing or why we are do­ing it. I think he is

    em­bar­rassed that he works for us. So he won’t talk. As for the Amer­ican, he won’t talk out

    of loy­al­ty to the coun­try.”




    “Might they sell out? Might they go to some mag­azine and for mon­ey say what they have been

    do­ing in the coun­try’s name?”




    “You mean, can we stop them?”




    “Yes. If we have to.”




    “The an­swer is no. We can’t. But I know we won’t have to. Re­mo loves this coun­try. I

    don’t know ex­act­ly how he thinks any­more, but he loves his coun­try. He’s a pa­tri­ot,

    sir.”




    “Like you, Smith.”




    “Thank you, sir. I re­mem­ber a man we lost a long time ago once said, ‘Amer­ica is worth a

    life.’ I still think so.”




    “Good. I’ve got so much on my mind. I will leave it all to you, Smith. It’s your ba­by. Now,

    where were we?”




    “The con­nec­tion to the Dolo­mos.”




    “What con­nec­tion?” said the Pres­ident.




    “Don’t move. Don’t touch a thing,” said Smith.




    “I just mo­men­tar­ily for­got,” said the Pres­ident.




    “Maybe,” said Smith. “You’re un­der my care now. I want you to go to the door to your

    liv­ing quar­ters. Don’t touch it. I will open it. On the oth­er side, slip out of all your

    clothes. Can you walk to your liv­ing quar­ters in your un­der­wear? Will any­one see you?”




    “I hope not. I feel sort of fool­ish do­ing this.”




    Smith got up from his seat and fol­lowed the Pres­ident’s nod to a door. He opened it. The

    sub­stance might be on the han­dles. At ev­ery step Smith was acute­ly aware of his men­tal

    ac­tiv­ity, ex­act­ly what he re­mem­bered and where he was. Even so, he did not touch the

    door­knob any more than he had to.




    “Use an­oth­er of­fice while we have this one cleaned. We’ll mon­itor ev­ery­one who works

    in the of­fice. I am go­ing to call the Ori­en­tal back from as­sign­ment. We were af­ter the

    Dolo­mos for oth­er rea­sons.”




    “Don’t call off your ef­forts against them,” said the Pres­ident.




    “I won’t. But I want Chi­un here. He can sense things rou­tine ex­am­ina­tions would miss. I

    don’t know how he does it, but it works.”




    “The old­er one?” asked the Pres­ident.




    “Yes,” said Smith.




    “I like him,” said the Pres­ident.




    “He can stop things we can on­ly imag­ine.”




    “We’ll have to give him a suit. He can’t be around me wear­ing a ki­mono with­out

    at­tract­ing at­ten­tion.”




    “I don’t think we could get him to change his clothes, sir,” said Smith. “He re­al­ly

    doesn’t change much. He prob­ably won’t change any­thing. He doesn’t even un­der­stand our form

    of gov­ern­ment. He won’t ac­cept the fact that some em­per­or doesn’t run the place.”




    “Hell,” said the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, un­but­ton­ing his shirt. “No­body runs

    the place. We all hang on for dear life.”




    He left his clothes in the Oval Of­fice and walked with as much dig­ni­ty as he could muster

    in his un­der­wear through the pas­sage to the pres­iden­tial apart­ments.




    Smith made sure the Se­cret Ser­vice ex­am­ined all the clothes and all the ob­jects in

    them. Then he made sure ev­ery­one who touched any­thing in the of­fice was giv­en an

    im­me­di­ate test for mem­ory. Ev­ery­one passed.




    Still, the on­ly re­al test was to have hu­man hands run over ev­ery­thing in the of­fice.

    It might have been that a minute amount was se­cret­ed on some­thing, so minute that it might

    have been en­tire­ly rubbed off by the Pres­ident. But on what? And how would they de­liv­er

    it?




    Smith sighed as he looked around the of­fice, won­der­ing who or what had en­tered it to

    de­liv­er the sub­stance. He looked at the Amer­ican flag and the pres­iden­tial flag. He

    looked at the of­fice he had known of since child­hood. He had al­ways been taught such

    re­spect for it and he had al­ways treat­ed it with that re­spect.




    It struck Harold W. Smith hard that he had told his first lie to a pres­ident of the Unit­ed

    States right in this of­fice. Chi­un was not go­ing to be brought in here sole­ly to pro­tect

    him. Be­cause if the Pres­ident could not be pro­tect­ed, Harold Smith had a du­ty to his

    coun­try and the hu­man race to as­sas­si­nate his Pres­ident as quick­ly and as sure­ly as

    pos­si­ble.




    If a per­son re­gressed to child­hood, as the plane’s black box in­di­cat­ed, then what

    would hap­pen to Amer­ica if the Pres­ident suc­cumbed to that? What would hap­pen to the ship

    of state with a child run­ning it, one who could trig­ger a nu­cle­ar holo­caust in one an­gry

    fit?




    Smith re­solved that at the first sure sign of child­ish be­hav­ior, the Pres­ident would

    have to die. Smith could not take chances. He looked at the Oval Of­fice one last time, shook

    his head, and left.




    It had been so long since he had been or­dered to start the or­ga­ni­za­tion by a now-​dead

    pres­ident, so long and so many deaths ago. It had not been planned as a per­ma­nent thing. He

    was to help Amer­ica get through the chaos an an­alyst saw com­ing. That was in the ear­ly

    six­ties. The chaos came. It went, some­what, and the or­ga­ni­za­tion was still here, now

    adding the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States to its hit list.




    Harold W. Smith said a silent prayer as he pre­pared to set up his own of­fice out of the

    way of nor­mal traf­fic and very close to the Pres­ident, a man of ex­cep­tion­al in­tegri­ty

    and courage. But that had noth­ing to do with whether he would die. He was go­ing to die if he

    should ap­pear to be strick­en by that sub­stance. There­after when Harold W. Smith asked the

    Pres­ident how he felt, he re­al­ly would be ask­ing if he was go­ing to have to kill the

    Pres­ident that day.




    In Cal­ifor­nia, Re­mo got a strange re­sponse when he reached Smith. He knew

    im­me­di­ate­ly that Smith was in dan­ger.




    “One, I am not at nor­mal home base now, Re­mo. Two, I want you to get some things straight

    be­fore you put Chi­un on.”




    Re­mo had found a street phone that worked af­ter six failed to re­spond to quar­ters,

    nick­els, or dimes. He knew Smith pre­ferred street phones, be­cause while they ap­peared more

    pub­lic, they gave less of a sta­tion­ary tar­get to any­one for bug­ging pur­pos­es. And

    Smith’s own elec­tron­ics could clean the line, as he called the pro­cess, from his end.




    So here was Re­mo watch­ing skate­board­ers zip through palm trees and Rolls-​Royces form

    car­avans as he made an ab­so­lute­ly safe phone call on Rodeo Drive. Chi­un stood near­by,

    glanc­ing ev­ery now and then at a jew­el­ry dis­play in a win­dow. He had been on the alert

    for movie stars ev­er since he thought he saw one of the ac­tress­es from the soap op­eras he

    used to watch so faith­ful­ly. Chi­un had stopped watch­ing when vi­olence re­placed the

    ro­mance. He did not ap­prove of vi­olence in shows.




    He placed his del­icate hands in­side his ki­mono and sur­veyed the pass­ing Hol­ly­wood

    scene. It did not, of course, get his ap­proval. Re­mo watched him out of the cor­ner of his

    eye.




    “What’s the prob­lem?” asked Re­mo.




    “We might be close to end game.”




    “We’ve been com­pro­mised?” asked Re­mo. He knew that if there should be any chance of

    ex­po­sure of the or­ga­ni­za­tion, it could be ru­inous for the na­tion it hoped to serve. So

    ev­ery­thing was planned to self-​de­struct. This in­clud­ed Smith’s tak­ing of his own life.

    Smith would do it, too. Once it had been ar­ranged for Re­mo to die, but Smith gave that up

    ear­ly on when it be­gan to seem im­pos­si­ble to kill him. In­stead, he trust­ed in Re­mo’s

    last­ing good feel­ings for his coun­try, and a promise just to leave. Re­mo did not tell this

    to Chi­un be­cause he knew Chi­un might do some­thing to take down the or­ga­ni­za­tion. The

    on­ly thing hold­ing Chi­un in Amer­ica was Re­mo, whom he called his in­vest­ment and the

    fu­ture of Sinan­ju.




    Re­mo knew that with all the new dic­ta­tors and tyrants in the world, Chi­un was thirst­ing

    for an op­por­tu­ni­ty to align Sinan­ju with one of them.




    “Re­mo. It’s the new Dark Age com­ing. Let’s not miss it,” he had said.




    “I am against Dark Ages,” Re­mo had an­swered. “Just to kill some­one for a few more bars of

    gold to be held in a house some­where for cen­turies doesn’t make sense to me. I love my

    coun­try. I love Amer­ica.”




    Chi­un had al­most wept at that re­mark.




    “You work. You train. You give the very best of your­self, and look. Look at what you get in

    re­turn. Lu­na­cy. Dis­re­spect. Non­sense. A despot is the best em­ploy­er an as­sas­sin can

    have. Some­day you will ap­pre­ci­ate that.”




    Some­times, but not of­ten and not for long, Re­mo be­gan to think Chi­un might be right.

    But not re­al­ly. It re­mained the one great dif­fer­ence be­tween them. And as Re­mo lis­tened

    to Smith, he re­mind­ed him­self to re­mind Smith where Chi­un stood.




    “If we are not com­pro­mised, why is it end game?” asked Re­mo.




    “I can’t ex­plain that now. But you will know why if it should hap­pen. I want a promise

    from you, Re­mo. I want you to agree that if it is all over, you and Chi­un will nev­er work in

    Amer­ica again. Can I get that promise?”




    “I don’t want to leave Amer­ica,” said Re­mo.




    “You must. It’s al­most been a full-​time job, cov­er­ing for you, mak­ing sure peo­ple

    don’t put to­geth­er all those strange deaths you and Chi­un have left be­hind.”




    “Why should I have to leave if I served the coun­try so well?”




    “Be­cause you’re like me. You love it, Re­mo. That’s why.”




    “You mean I’ll be an ex­ile?”




    “Yes,” said Smith.




    “I don’t know.”




    “Yes you do, I think.”




    “All right. But don’t end the game for a sil­ly rea­son.”




    “Did you think I would?” asked Smith.




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “All right. I am go­ing to speak to Chi­un. I want him with me at the White House. Now, I

    don’t want any grand en­trances with four­teen steam­er trunks or pages an­nounc­ing the

    ar­rival of the em­per­or’s as­sas­sin. I want it sub-​rosa. I want it se­cret. You are go­ing

    to have to tell him how to en­ter. Tell him just to ask for Route Of­fi­cer Nine. It’s part of

    a sys­tem of clear­ances for en­trance to the White House.”




    “It’s the one that isn’t cleared, isn’t it?” asked Re­mo.




    “Ex­act­ly. I want no one to see him en­ter.”




    “You seem es­pe­cial­ly in­ter­est­ed that no one sees him this time.”




    “Not es­pe­cial­ly,” said Smith. “It’s just that I get the drift from Chi­un that he feels

    he doesn’t get prop­er at­ten­tion.”




    “But he’s al­ways felt like that. Why is it spe­cial now?” asked Re­mo.




    “You’ll find out.”




    “I think I know. And I hope I won’t,” said Re­mo. “Are you not us­ing me be­cause you think

    I am not at peak?”




    “No,” said Smith.




    “Then why not?”




    “Be­cause you might not be able to go through with it. You are a pa­tri­ot, for all your

    Sinan­ju pres­ence. That’s what you are. Chi­un would have no trou­ble with this par­tic­ular

    as­sign­ment.”




    Chi­un watched Hol­ly­wood go by, oc­ca­sion­al­ly glanc­ing at the price of a mere string

    of di­amonds in the win­dow. It was an ex­or­bi­tant price, but the di­amonds were noth­ing

    com­pared to the trea­sure of Sinan­ju which was stolen while Re­mo was fool­ish­ly try­ing to

    save his coun­try. Gold last­ed. Coun­tries did not.




    But of course, try rea­son­ing with some­one whom whites had brought up.




    “Smit­ty wants to talk to you,” said Re­mo.




    “More non­sense?”




    “No,” said Re­mo. And when Chi­un was close enough to hear a whis­per, he said:




    “He wants you at the White House. He’s there. I’ll tell you how to en­ter.”




    “At last, he makes his move to­ward the throne,” said Chi­un. Smith had tried even Chi­un’s

    pa­tience, he had been so slow at tak­ing the prop­er course to­ward be­ing rec­og­nized as the

    true em­per­or of this land.




    “Hail, O gra­cious Em­per­or, your ser­vant stands here to glo­ri­fy your name,” said

    Chi­un.




    “Is Re­mo all right? Can he func­tion at mov­ing on the tar­get peo­ple I’ve set out for

    him?”




    “He is at­tuned to the very wind, O gra­cious Majesty.”




    “Well, you said a few days ago that he was not up to what you con­sid­ered cor­rect. Has he

    re­cov­ered?”




    “Your voice heals the ill.”




    “Then I can count on him with­out you?”




    “More im­por­tant, you can count on me with­out him,” said Chi­un. “Your reign will be the

    glo­ry of your na­tion, the star by which fu­ture gen­er­ations guide their very hopes.”




    “Lev­el with me. What can’t Re­mo do?” asked Smith.




    “He can­not do what the Mas­ter does, but he can do ev­ery­thing else. Any­thing you need

    him for he can do.”




    “All right. Put on Re­mo.”




    Chi­un re­turned the phone to Re­mo with a glow­ing re­port.




    “The em­per­or has come to his sens­es.”




    And then Re­mo was sure. For some rea­son the Pres­ident was go­ing to die.




    “Is it def­inite, what you’re call­ing Chi­un in for?”




    “No. Not def­inite in the least. Not def­inite, Re­mo. We’re fac­ing some­thing far more

    dif­fi­cult to deal with than any­thing in the past. I be­lieve the Dolo­mos are be­hind it.

    It’s what is mak­ing those wit­ness­es for­get. They re­al­ly did for­get.”




    “Then it wasn’t that I had lost some­thing.”




    “No. There is a sub­stance that cre­ates forms of am­ne­sia. It re­gress­es peo­ple. I think

    it can be trans­ferred through the skin. There are drugs that can do that. I want you to get it

    from the Dolo­mos. I am sure those pet­ty lit­tle huck­sters are be­hind it.”




    “What should I do when I get it?”




    “Be very care­ful with it. Make sure it doesn’t touch you.”




    “Not a prob­lem with me or Chi­un. Things can’t touch us if we don’t want,” said Re­mo.




    “Good,” said Smith.




    Re­mo hung up. Chi­un was beam­ing.




    “Well, I can’t say I wish you luck, be­cause I think I know what you are go­ing to do.”




    “At last Smith is go­ing to make his move on the em­per­or. I must ad­mit, Re­mo. I had

    mis­judged him. I had thought he was in­sane.”




    “You’ve got to en­ter qui­et­ly. With no fan­fare, through a spe­cial route.”




    “I will be the stealth of yes­ter­day’s mid­night. Don’t look so glum. Don’t look so sad. We

    will help Smith reign in glo­ry, or if he proves to be as tru­ly in­sane as I have thought, we

    will help his suc­ces­sor reign in glo­ry.”




    “I thought Sinan­ju nev­er be­trayed an em­ploy­er.”




    “No one has ev­er com­plained about how we do busi­ness.”




    “No one’s been left, lit­tle fa­ther. The his­to­ries are lies.”




    “A man with­out his­to­ry is not a man. All his­to­ries do not have to be true, but they

    have to be his­to­ries. You will see. I am right here, as I have been right be­fore.”




    Re­mo did not tell Chi­un that when he killed the Pres­ident Smith would not take his job,

    but take his own life. And then they would both have to leave the coun­try. Nor did Chi­un

    both­er to tell ei­ther Smith or Re­mo the one thing Re­mo had not re­gained in train­ing: the

    abil­ity to con­trol the out­er lay­ers of his skin.
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